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View of the city of Birmingham from the Lickey Hills  Arthur Ward (known by the pen name of Sax Rohmer) was born to a Birmingham working-class family in 1881.
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THE MYSTERY OF DR. FU-MANCHU
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OR, THE INSIDIOUS DR. FU MANCHU

This book was first published in 1913 and it is the first of the very popular Fu Manchu tales, originally a collection of short stories first published the previous year. The title The Insidious Dr Fu Manchu was used when the book was published in America. It found success very quickly on both sides of the Atlantic and more stories followed in the next few years. We witness the adventures through the eyes of Dr Petrie, which allows Rohmer to write in his favoured way, in the first person. 

Dr Fu Manchu was part of a stable of enduring characters, some of whom continue through the whole series; they are all colourful and rather theatrical, as befitted an author that wrote sketches and gags for music hall artistes and also ghost wrote the autobiography (1911) of the famous variety comedian, Little Tich. Even the persona of Sax Rohmer was a creation  the real identity, Arthur Henry Sarsfield Ward, a working class man of Irish immigrant parentage, grew up in Birmingham and worked partly as a civil servant before assuming the character of Rohmer and taking up writing as a career. Fu Manchu has had a huge impact on popular culture. Created at a time when much of the outside world was a rather unsettling mystery to the average European (and that despite widespread Imperialism), the evil oriental both repelled and fascinated his audience. Fu Manchu was the model for many a copy-cat character and his descendants can be said to include Ming the Merciless (Flash Gordon), the Celestial Toymker from Dr Who, the Yellow Claw in the Marvel Comics stories, Dr No from James Bond and many others. If there is a parallel universe somewhere inhabited by literary characters, no doubt the real Fu Manchu would be quietly satisfied with his enduring and widespread influence and power to invoke fear. 

Fu Manchu is a criminal mastermind, (part of the Yellow Peril as it was known in less enlightened times at the beginning of the twentieth century) and operates in the Far East; however, he brings his gang of minders and thugs to England and it is here that this drama is played out. He is an expert at poisons, an interesting choice of weapon for him to be given as it was widely regarded as a womans weapon, requiring little physical strength and decidedly covert, which would enhance the opinion of the reader that Fu Manchu is a sneaking and underhand villain, lacking in a true British sense of fair play even in villainy. Nayland Smith, one of the heroes of this book, sums him up thus:

the most malign and formidable personality existing in the known world today. He is a linguist who speaks with almost equal facility in any of the civilized languages, and in most of the barbaric. He is an adept in all the arts and sciences which a great university could teach him. He also is an adept in certain obscure arts and sciences which no university of to-day can teach. He has the brains of any three men of genius.... he is a mental giant.

We are also given a detailed physical description of Fu Manchu, which must have been regarded as rich material to the movie makers that later filmed the stories for the big screen:

Imagine a person, tall, lean and feline, high-shouldered, with... a face like Satan, a close-shaven skull, and long, magnetic eyes of the true cat-green. Invest him with all the cruel cunning of an entire Eastern race, accumulated in one giant intellect, with all the resources of science past and present, with all the resources, if you will, of a wealthy government.... Imagine that awful being, and you have a mental picture of Dr. Fu-Manchu, the yellow peril incarnate in one man.

Note that there is no mention in this detailed word portrait of the iconic Fu Manchu long, string-like moustache; Rohmer never states that his character had any facial hair. This was added later by illustrators and in particular, costumiers in movie studios. 

Hot on Fu Manchus heels are Dr Petrie and Sir Denis Nayland Smith of Scotland Yard; it is the latter, having travelled from his work in Burma (one of Fu Manchus centres of operation) that alerts Petrie to the threat and asks for his friends confidential assistance. Shades of Holmes and Watson spring to mind with this handy combination of gifted detective and knowledgeable and loyal doctor.

We are thrown straight into a brisk and breezy narrative from the beginning with this story, as Nayland Smith makes a late night visit to Petrie to tell him of his new secret roving mission, to tail and undermine the fiend who is Fu Manchu. In all seriousness, Nayland Smith tells Petrie the very survival of the white race depends on the success of his mission, not to mention certain assassination targets chosen by Fu Manchu. They are just too late to save Sir Crichton Davey, the first target they attempt to warn; alongside Petrie as narrator we accompany Nayland Smith as he conducts a lengthy forensic examination of the dead mans premises and body, concluding to Petries astonishment that the death was caused by an exotic and to him, unknown method, the vital clue being provided by a lovely but mysterious young Arab woman, who appears at the crime scene. This forensic detail would have appealed greatly to the readership of the day, accustomed as they were to the likes of Holmes and other literary detectives  it was the early twentieth-century equivalent of police procedurals published today. 

The sense of menace is intensified by the death of a brave and decent undercover police officer, whose body is dragged from the River Thames and Petrie and Naylor encounter the captivating young woman again at the police officers lodgings; it transpires that she is the property of Fu Manchu. The action now moves to the opium dens of London, which our two heroes enter in order to further their enquiries, disguised as paying customers. Dont inhale, Naylor Smith sternly orders Petrie. Before too long Petrie has come face to face with the infamous Fu Manchu and then is fighting for his life in the Thames. He is saved, but by now is well and truly embroiled in the pursuit of organised crime. 

Following a dangerous encounter at a country house, Naylor Smith and Petrie are kidnapped by Fu Manchus thugs, but help comes from an unexpected source  the beautiful slave, Karamaneh, whom Petrie has met before and with whom he is a little in love. She escapes with them, but then disappears into the night, apparently unhappy with her enslavement to the master criminal, but too afraid to leave him. The two heroes can now resume their race against the clock to warn Fu Manchus potential victims and save Western society…

Those who read the story on publication would have no doubt had a frisson of thrill and fear from the authors use of words like triad, dacoits and thugees, basically exotic terms for career criminals and assassins, but at the time they would have represented to a less well informed public a faceless and hidden threat, increased all the more being from a different ethnic background. The pace of the story is almost breathless at times, and this gives the action scenes a great sense of immediacy. The usual word of caution must be added about representations of non-British accents and cultures, and the modern reader has to suspend indignation in order to get the most out of the stories. No wonder, however, that the book was an immediate success  it is a spirited adventure story that showed great promise for any sequels. 
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The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu, the 1929 film starring Warner Oland as Dr. Fu Manchu, was the first Fu Manchu film of the talkie era.


CHAPTER I

A GENTLEMAN to see you, Doctor.

From across the common a clock sounded the half-hour.

Ten-thirty! I said. A late visitor. Show him up, if you please.

I pushed my writing aside and tilted the lamp-shade, as footsteps sounded on the landing. The next moment I had jumped to my feet, for a tall, lean man, with his square-cut, clean-shaven face sun-baked to the hue of coffee, entered and extended both hands, with a cry:

Good old Petrie! Didnt expect me, Ill swear!

It was Nayland Smith  whom I had thought to be in Burma!

Smith, I said, and gripped his hands hard, this is a delightful surprise! Whatever  however

Excuse me, Petrie! he broke in. Dont put it down to the sun! And he put out the lamp, plunging the room into darkness.

I was too surprised to speak.

No doubt you will think me mad, he continued, and, dimly, I could see him at the window, peering out into the road, but before you are many hours older you will know that I have good reason to be cautious. Ah, nothing suspicious! Perhaps I am first this time. And, stepping back to the writing-table he relighted the lamp.

Mysterious enough for you? he laughed, and glanced at my unfinished MS. A story, eh? From which I gather that the district is beastly healthy  what, Petrie? Well, I can put some material in your way that, if sheer uncanny mystery is a marketable commodity, ought to make you independent of influenza and broken legs and shattered nerves and all the rest.

I surveyed him doubtfully, but there was nothing in his appearance to justify me in supposing him to suffer from delusions. His eyes were too bright, certainly, and a hardness now had crept over his face. I got out the whisky and siphon, saying:

You have taken your leave early?

I am not on leave, he replied, and slowly filled his pipe. I am on duty.

On duty! I exclaimed. What, are you moved to London or something?

I have got a roving commission, Petrie, and it doesnt rest with me where I am to-day nor where I shall be to-morrow.

There was something ominous in the words, and, putting down my glass, its contents untasted, I faced round and looked him squarely in the eyes. Out with it! I said. What is it all about?

Smith suddenly stood up and stripped off his coat. Rolling back his left shirt-sleeve he revealed a wicked-looking wound in the fleshy part of the forearm. It was quite healed, but curiously striated for an inch or so around.

Ever seen one like it? he asked.

Not exactly, I confessed. It appears to have been deeply cauterized.

Right! Very deeply! he rapped. A barb steeped in the venom of a hamadryad went in there!

A shudder I could not repress ran coldly through me at mention of that most deadly of all the reptiles of the East.

Theres only one treatment, he continued, rolling his sleeve down again, and thats with a sharp knife, a match, and a broken cartridge. I lay on my back, raving, for three days afterwards, in a forest that stank with malaria, but I should have been lying there now if I had hesitated. Heres the point. It was not an accident!

What do you mean?

I mean that it was a deliberate attempt on my life, and I am hard upon the tracks of the man who extracted that venom  patiently, drop by drop  from the poison-glands of the snake, who prepared that arrow, and who caused it to be shot at me.

What fiend is this?

A fiend who, unless my calculations are at fault is now in London, and who regularly wars with pleasant weapons of that kind. Petrie, I have traveled from Burma not in the interests of the British Government merely, but in the interests of the entire white race, and I honestly believe  though I pray I may be wrong  that its survival depends largely upon the success of my mission.

To say that I was perplexed conveys no idea of the mental chaos created by these extraordinary statements, for into my humdrum suburban life Nayland Smith had brought fantasy of the wildest. I did not know what to think, what to believe.

I am wasting precious time! he rapped decisively, and, draining his glass, he stood up. I came straight to you, because you are the only man I dare to trust. Except the big chief at headquarters, you are the only person in England, I hope, who knows that Nayland Smith has quitted Burma. I must have someone with me, Petrie, all the time  its imperative! Can you put me up here, and spare a few days to the strangest business, I promise you, that ever was recorded in fact or fiction?

I agreed readily enough, for, unfortunately, my professional duties were not onerous.

Good man! he cried, wringing my hand in his impetuous way. We start now.

What, to-night?

To-night! I had thought of turning in, I must admit. I have not dared to sleep for forty-eight hours, except in fifteen-minute stretches. But there is one move that must be made to-night and immediately. I must warn Sir Crichton Davey.

Sir Crichton Davey  of the India

Petrie, he is a doomed man! Unless he follows my instructions without question, without hesitation  before Heaven, nothing can save him! I do not know when the blow will fall, how it will fall, nor from whence, but I know that my first duty is to warn him. Let us walk down to the corner of the common and get a taxi.

How strangely does the adventurous intrude upon the humdrum; for, when it intrudes at all, more often than not its intrusion is sudden and unlooked for. To-day, we may seek for romance and fail to find it: unsought, it lies in wait for us at most prosaic corners of lifes highway.

The drive that night, though it divided the drably commonplace from the wildly bizarre  though it was the bridge between the ordinary and the outre  has left no impression upon my mind. Into the heart of a weird mystery the cab bore me; and in reviewing my memories of those days I wonder that the busy thoroughfares through which we passed did not display before my eyes signs and portents  warnings.

It was not so. I recall nothing of the route and little of import that passed between us (we both were strangely silent, I think) until we were come to our journeys end. Then:

Whats this? muttered my friend hoarsely.

Constables were moving on a little crowd of curious idlers who pressed about the steps of Sir Crichton Daveys house and sought to peer in at the open door. Without waiting for the cab to draw up to the curb, Nayland Smith recklessly leaped out and I followed close at his heels.

What has happened? he demanded breathlessly of a constable.

The latter glanced at him doubtfully, but something in his voice and bearing commanded respect.

Sir Crichton Davey has been killed, sir.

Smith lurched back as though he had received a physical blow, and clutched my shoulder convulsively. Beneath the heavy tan his face had blanched, and his eyes were set in a stare of horror.

My God! he whispered. I am too late!

With clenched fists he turned and, pressing through the group of loungers, bounded up the steps. In the hall a man who unmistakably was a Scotland Yard official stood talking to a footman. Other members of the household were moving about, more or less aimlessly, and the chilly hand of King Fear had touched one and all, for, as they came and went, they glanced ever over their shoulders, as if each shadow cloaked a menace, and listened, as it seemed, for some sound which they dreaded to hear. Smith strode up to the detective and showed him a card, upon glancing at which the Scotland Yard man said something in a low voice, and, nodding, touched his hat to Smith in a respectful manner.

A few brief questions and answers, and, in gloomy silence, we followed the detective up the heavily carpeted stair, along a corridor lined with pictures and busts, and into a large library. A group of people were in this room, and one, in whom I recognized Chalmers Cleeve, of Harley Street, was bending over a motionless form stretched upon a couch. Another door communicated with a small study, and through the opening I could see a man on all fours examining the carpet. The uncomfortable sense of hush, the group about the physician, the bizarre figure crawling, beetle-like, across the inner room, and the grim hub, around which all this ominous activity turned, made up a scene that etched itself indelibly on my mind.

As we entered Dr. Cleeve straightened himself, frowning thoughtfully.

Frankly, I do not care to venture any opinion at present regarding the immediate cause of death, he said. Sir Crichton was addicted to cocaine, but there are indications which are not in accordance with cocaine-poisoning. I fear that only a post-mortem can establish the facts  if, he added, we ever arrive at them. A most mysterious case!

Smith stepping forward and engaging the famous pathologist in conversation, I seized the opportunity to examine Sir Crichtons body.

The dead man was in evening dress, but wore an old smoking-jacket. He had been of spare but hardy build, with thin, aquiline features, which now were oddly puffy, as were his clenched hands. I pushed back his sleeve, and saw the marks of the hypodermic syringe upon his left arm. Quite mechanically I turned my attention to the right arm. It was unscarred, but on the back of the hand was a faint red mark, not unlike the imprint of painted lips. I examined it closely, and even tried to rub it off, but it evidently was caused by some morbid process of local inflammation, if it were not a birthmark.

Turning to a pale young man whom I had understood to be Sir Crichtons private secretary, I drew his attention to this mark, and inquired if it were constitutional. It is not, sir, answered Dr. Cleeve, overhearing my question. I have already made that inquiry. Does it suggest anything to your mind? I must confess that it affords me no assistance.

Nothing, I replied. It is most curious.

Excuse me, Mr. Burboyne, said Smith, now turning to the secretary, but Inspector Weymouth will tell you that I act with authority. I understand that Sir Crichton was  seized with illness in his study?

Yes  at half-past ten. I was working here in the library, and he inside, as was our custom.

The communicating door was kept closed?

Yes, always. It was open for a minute or less about ten-twenty-five, when a message came for Sir Crichton. I took it in to him, and he then seemed in his usual health.

What was the message?

I could not say. It was brought by a district messenger, and he placed it beside him on the table. It is there now, no doubt.

And at half-past ten?

Sir Crichton suddenly burst open the door and threw himself, with a scream, into the library. I ran to him but he waved me back. His eyes were glaring horribly. I had just reached his side when he fell, writhing, upon the floor. He seemed past speech, but as I raised him and laid him upon the couch, he gasped something that sounded like The red hand! Before I could get to bell or telephone he was dead!

Mr. Burboynes voice shook as he spoke the words, and Smith seemed to find this evidence confusing.

You do not think he referred to the mark on his own hand?

I think not. From the direction of his last glance, I feel sure he referred to something in the study.

What did you do?

Having summoned the servants, I ran into the study. But there was absolutely nothing unusual to be seen. The windows were closed and fastened. He worked with closed windows in the hottest weather. There is no other door, for the study occupies the end of a narrow wing, so that no one could possibly have gained access to it, whilst I was in the library, unseen by me. Had someone concealed himself in the study earlier in the evening  and I am convinced that it offers no hiding-place  he could only have come out again by passing through here.

Nayland Smith tugged at the lobe of his left ear, as was his habit when meditating.

You had been at work here in this way for some time?

Yes. Sir Crichton was preparing an important book.

Had anything unusual occurred prior to this evening?

Yes, said Mr. Burboyne, with evident perplexity; though I attached no importance to it at the time. Three nights ago Sir Crichton came out to me, and appeared very nervous; but at times his nerves  you know? Well, on this occasion he asked me to search the study. He had an idea that something was concealed there.

Some THING or someone?

Something was the word he used. I searched, but fruitlessly, and he seemed quite satisfied, and returned to his work.

Thank you, Mr. Burboyne. My friend and I would like a few minutes private investigation in the study.


CHAPTER II

SIR CRICHTON DAVEYS study was a small one, and a glance sufficed to show that, as the secretary had said, it offered no hiding-place. It was heavily carpeted, and over-full of Burmese and Chinese ornaments and curios, and upon the mantelpiece stood several framed photographs which showed this to be the sanctum of a wealthy bachelor who was no misogynist. A map of the Indian Empire occupied the larger part of one wall. The grate was empty, for the weather was extremely warm, and a green-shaded lamp on the littered writing-table afforded the only light. The air was stale, for both windows were closed and fastened.

Smith immediately pounced upon a large, square envelope that lay beside the blotting-pad. Sir Crichton had not even troubled to open it, but my friend did so. It contained a blank sheet of paper!

Smell! he directed, handing the letter to me. I raised it to my nostrils. It was scented with some pungent perfume.

What is it? I asked.

It is a rather rare essential oil, was the reply, which I have met with before, though never in Europe. I begin to understand, Petrie.

He tilted the lamp-shade and made a close examination of the scraps of paper, matches, and other debris that lay in the grate and on the hearth. I took up a copper vase from the mantelpiece, and was examining it curiously, when he turned, a strange expression upon his face.

Put that back, old man, he said quietly.

Much surprised, I did as he directed.

Dont touch anything in the room. It may be dangerous.

Something in the tone of his voice chilled me, and I hastily replaced the vase, and stood by the door of the study, watching him search, methodically, every inch of the room  behind the books, in all the ornaments, in table drawers, in cupboards, on shelves.

That will do, he said at last. There is nothing here and I have no time to search farther.

We returned to the library.

Inspector Weymouth, said my friend, I have a particular reason for asking that Sir Crichtons body be removed from this room at once and the library locked. Let no one be admitted on any pretense whatever until you hear from me. It spoke volumes for the mysterious credentials borne by my friend that the man from Scotland Yard accepted his orders without demur, and, after a brief chat with Mr. Burboyne, Smith passed briskly downstairs. In the hall a man who looked like a groom out of livery was waiting.

Are you Wills? asked Smith.

Yes, sir.

It was you who heard a cry of some kind at the rear of the house about the time of Sir Crichtons death?

Yes, sir. I was locking the garage door, and, happening to look up at the window of Sir Crichtons study, I saw him jump out of his chair. Where he used to sit at his writing, sir, you could see his shadow on the blind. Next minute I heard a call out in the lane.

What kind of call?

The man, whom the uncanny happening clearly had frightened, seemed puzzled for a suitable description.

A sort of wail, sir, he said at last. I never heard anything like it before, and dont want to again.

Like this? inquired Smith, and he uttered a low, wailing cry, impossible to describe. Wills perceptibly shuddered; and, indeed, it was an eerie sound.

The same, sir, I think, he said, but much louder.

That will do, said Smith, and I thought I detected a note of triumph in his voice. But stay! Take us through to the back of the house.

The man bowed and led the way, so that shortly we found ourselves in a small, paved courtyard. It was a perfect summers night, and the deep blue vault above was jeweled with myriads of starry points. How impossible it seemed to reconcile that vast, eternal calm with the hideous passions and fiendish agencies which that night had loosed a soul upon the infinite.

Up yonder are the study windows, sir. Over that wall on your left is the back lane from which the cry came, and beyond is Regents Park.

Are the study windows visible from there?

Oh, yes, sir.

Who occupies the adjoining house?

Major-General Platt-Houston, sir; but the family is out of town.

Those iron stairs are a means of communication between the domestic offices and the servants quarters, I take it?

Yes, sir.

Then send someone to make my business known to the Major-Generals housekeeper; I want to examine those stairs.

Singular though my friends proceedings appeared to me, I had ceased to wonder at anything. Since Nayland Smiths arrival at my rooms I seemed to have been moving through the fitful phases of a nightmare. My friends account of how he came by the wound in his arm; the scene on our arrival at the house of Sir Crichton Davey; the secretarys story of the dying mans cry, The red hand!; the hidden perils of the study; the wail in the lane  all were fitter incidents of delirium than of sane reality. So, when a white-faced butler made us known to a nervous old lady who proved to be the housekeeper of the next-door residence, I was not surprised at Smiths saying:

Lounge up and down outside, Petrie. Everyone has cleared off now. It is getting late. Keep your eyes open and be on your guard. I thought I had the start, but he is here before me, and, what is worse, he probably knows by now that I am here, too.

With which he entered the house and left me out in the square, with leisure to think, to try to understand.

The crowd which usually haunts the scene of a sensational crime had been cleared away, and it had been circulated that Sir Crichton had died from natural causes. The intense heat having driven most of the residents out of town, practically I had the square to myself, and I gave myself up to a brief consideration of the mystery in which I so suddenly had found myself involved.

By what agency had Sir Crichton met his death? Did Nayland Smith know? I rather suspected that he did. What was the hidden significance of the perfumed envelope? Who was that mysterious personage whom Smith so evidently dreaded, who had attempted his life, who, presumably, had murdered Sir Crichton? Sir Crichton Davey, during the time that he had held office in India, and during his long term of service at home, had earned the good will of all, British and native alike. Who was his secret enemy?

Something touched me lightly on the shoulder.

I turned, with my heart fluttering like a childs. This nights work had imposed a severe strain even upon my callous nerves.

A girl wrapped in a hooded opera-cloak stood at my elbow, and, as she glanced up at me, I thought that I never had seen a face so seductively lovely nor of so unusual a type. With the skin of a perfect blonde, she had eyes and lashes as black as a Creoles, which, together with her full red lips, told me that this beautiful stranger, whose touch had so startled me, was not a child of our northern shores.

Forgive me, she said, speaking with an odd, pretty accent, and laying a slim hand, with jeweled fingers, confidingly upon my arm, if I startled you. But  is it true that Sir Crichton Davey has been  murdered?

I looked into her big, questioning eyes, a harsh suspicion laboring in my mind, but could read nothing in their mysterious depths  only I wondered anew at my questioners beauty. The grotesque idea momentarily possessed me that, were the bloom of her red lips due to art and not to nature, their kiss would leave  though not indelibly  just such a mark as I had seen upon the dead mans hand. But I dismissed the fantastic notion as bred of the nights horrors, and worthy only of a mediaeval legend. No doubt she was some friend or acquaintance of Sir Crichton who lived close by.

I cannot say that he has been murdered, I replied, acting upon the latter supposition, and seeking to tell her what she asked as gently as possible.

But he is  Dead?

I nodded.

She closed her eyes and uttered a low, moaning sound, swaying dizzily. Thinking she was about to swoon, I threw my arm round her shoulder to support her, but she smiled sadly, and pushed me gently away.

I am quite well, thank you, she said.

You are certain? Let me walk with you until you feel quite sure of yourself.

She shook her head, flashed a rapid glance at me with her beautiful eyes, and looked away in a sort of sorrowful embarrassment, for which I was entirely at a loss to account. Suddenly she resumed:

I cannot let my name be mentioned in this dreadful matter, but  I think I have some information  for the police. Will you give this to  whomever you think proper?

She handed me a sealed envelope, again met my eyes with one of her dazzling glances, and hurried away. She had gone no more than ten or twelve yards, and I still was standing bewildered, watching her graceful, retreating figure, when she turned abruptly and came back.

Without looking directly at me, but alternately glancing towards a distant corner of the square and towards the house of Major-General Platt-Houston, she made the following extraordinary request:

If you would do me a very great service, for which I always would be grateful,  she glanced at me with passionate intentness when you have given my message to the proper person, leave him and do not go near him any more to-night!

Before I could find words to reply she gathered up her cloak and ran. Before I could determine whether or not to follow her (for her words had aroused anew all my worst suspicions) she had disappeared! I heard the whir of a restarted motor at no great distance, and, in the instant that Nayland Smith came running down the steps, I knew that I had nodded at my post.

Smith! I cried as he joined me, tell me what we must do! And rapidly I acquainted him with the incident.

My friend looked very grave; then a grim smile crept round his lips.

She was a big card to play, he said; but he did not know that I held one to beat it.

What! You know this girl! Who is she?

She is one of the finest weapons in the enemys armory, Petrie. But a woman is a two-edged sword, and treacherous. To our great good fortune, she has formed a sudden predilection, characteristically Oriental, for yourself. Oh, you may scoff, but it is evident. She was employed to get this letter placed in my hands. Give it to me.

I did so.

She has succeeded. Smell.

He held the envelope under my nose, and, with a sudden sense of nausea, I recognized the strange perfume.

You know what this presaged in Sir Crichtons case? Can you doubt any longer? She did not want you to share my fate, Petrie.

Smith, I said unsteadily, I have followed your lead blindly in this horrible business and have not pressed for an explanation, but I must insist before I go one step farther upon knowing what it all means.

Just a few steps farther, he rejoined; as far as a cab. We are hardly safe here. Oh, you need not fear shots or knives. The man whose servants are watching us now scorns to employ such clumsy, tell-tale weapons.

Only three cabs were on the rank, and, as we entered the first, something hissed past my ear, missed both Smith and me by a miracle, and, passing over the roof of the taxi, presumably fell in the enclosed garden occupying the center of the square.

What was that? I cried.

Get in  quickly! Smith rapped back. It was attempt number one! More than that I cannot say. Dont let the man hear. He has noticed nothing. Pull up the window on your side, Petrie, and look out behind. Good! Weve started.

The cab moved off with a metallic jerk, and I turned and looked back through the little window in the rear.

Someone has got into another cab. It is following ours, I think.

Nayland Smith lay back and laughed unmirthfully.

Petrie, he said, if I escape alive from this business I shall know that I bear a charmed life.

I made no reply, as he pulled out the dilapidated pouch and filled his pipe.

You have asked me to explain matters, he continued, and I will do so to the best of my ability. You no doubt wonder why a servant of the British Government, lately stationed in Burma, suddenly appears in London, in the character of a detective. I am here, Petrie  and I bear credentials from the very highest sources  because, quite by accident, I came upon a clew. Following it up, in the ordinary course of routine, I obtained evidence of the existence and malignant activity of a certain man. At the present stage of the case I should not be justified in terming him the emissary of an Eastern Power, but I may say that representations are shortly to be made to that Powers ambassador in London.

He paused and glanced back towards the pursuing cab.

There is little to fear until we arrive home, he said calmly. Afterwards there is much. To continue: This man, whether a fanatic or a duly appointed agent, is, unquestionably, the most malign and formidable personality existing in the known world today. He is a linguist who speaks with almost equal facility in any of the civilized languages, and in most of the barbaric. He is an adept in all the arts and sciences which a great university could teach him. He also is an adept in certain obscure arts and sciences which no university of to-day can teach. He has the brains of any three men of genius. Petrie, he is a mental giant.

You amaze me! I said.

As to his mission among men. Why did M. Jules Furneaux fall dead in a Paris opera house? Because of heart failure? No! Because his last speech had shown that he held the key to the secret of Tongking. What became of the Grand Duke Stanislaus? Elopement? Suicide? Nothing of the kind. He alone was fully alive to Russias growing peril. He alone knew the truth about Mongolia. Why was Sir Crichton Davey murdered? Because, had the work he was engaged upon ever seen the light it would have shown him to be the only living Englishman who understood the importance of the Tibetan frontiers. I say to you solemnly, Petrie, that these are but a few. Is there a man who would arouse the West to a sense of the awakening of the East, who would teach the deaf to hear, the blind to see, that the millions only await their leader? He will die. And this is only one phase of the devilish campaign. The others I can merely surmise.

But, Smith, this is almost incredible! What perverted genius controls this awful secret movement?

Imagine a person, tall, lean and feline, high-shouldered, with a brow like Shakespeare and a face like Satan, a close-shaven skull, and long, magnetic eyes of the true cat-green. Invest him with all the cruel cunning of an entire Eastern race, accumulated in one giant intellect, with all the resources of science past and present, with all the resources, if you will, of a wealthy government  which, however, already has denied all knowledge of his existence. Imagine that awful being, and you have a mental picture of Dr. Fu-Manchu, the yellow peril incarnate in one man.


CHAPTER III

I SANK into an arm-chair in my rooms and gulped down a strong peg of brandy.

We have been followed here, I said. Why did you make no attempt to throw the pursuers off the track, to have them intercepted?

Smith laughed.

Useless, in the first place. Wherever we went, HE would find us. And of what use to arrest his creatures? We could prove nothing against them. Further, it is evident that an attempt is to be made upon my life to-night  and by the same means that proved so successful in the case of poor Sir Crichton.

His square jaw grew truculently prominent, and he leapt stormily to his feet, shaking his clenched fists towards the window.

The villain! he cried. The fiendishly clever villain! I suspected that Sir Crichton was next, and I was right. But I came too late, Petrie! That hits me hard, old man. To think that I knew and yet failed to save him!

He resumed his seat, smoking hard.

Fu-Manchu has made the blunder common to all men of unusual genius, he said. He has underrated his adversary. He has not given me credit for perceiving the meaning of the scented messages. He has thrown away one powerful weapon  to get such a message into my hands  and he thinks that once safe within doors, I shall sleep, unsuspecting, and die as Sir Crichton died. But without the indiscretion of your charming friend, I should have known what to expect when I receive her information  which by the way, consists of a blank sheet of paper.

Smith, I broke in, who is she?

She is either Fu-Manchus daughter, his wife, or his slave. I am inclined to believe the last, for she has no will but his will, except  with a quizzical glance in a certain instance.

How can you jest with some awful thing  Heaven knows what  hanging over your head? What is the meaning of these perfumed envelopes? How did Sir Crichton die?

He died of the Zayat Kiss. Ask me what that is and I reply I do not know. The zayats are the Burmese caravanserais, or rest-houses. Along a certain route  upon which I set eyes, for the first and only time, upon Dr. Fu-Manchu  travelers who use them sometimes die as Sir Crichton died, with nothing to show the cause of death but a little mark upon the neck, face, or limb, which has earned, in those parts, the title of the Zayat Kiss. The rest-houses along that route are shunned now. I have my theory and I hope to prove it to-night, if I live. It will be one more broken weapon in his fiendish armory, and it is thus, and thus only, that I can hope to crush him. This was my principal reason for not enlightening Dr. Cleeve. Even walls have ears where Fu-Manchu is concerned, so I feigned ignorance of the meaning of the mark, knowing that he would be almost certain to employ the same methods upon some other victim. I wanted an opportunity to study the Zayat Kiss in operation, and I shall have one.

But the scented envelopes?

In the swampy forests of the district I have referred to a rare species of orchid, almost green, and with a peculiar scent, is sometimes met with. I recognized the heavy perfume at once. I take it that the thing which kills the traveler is attracted by this orchid. You will notice that the perfume clings to whatever it touches. I doubt if it can be washed off in the ordinary way. After at least one unsuccessful attempt to kill Sir Crichton  you recall that he thought there was something concealed in his study on a previous occasion?  Fu-Manchu hit upon the perfumed envelopes. He may have a supply of these green orchids in his possession  possibly to feed the creature.

What creature? How could any kind of creature have got into Sir Crichtons room tonight?

You no doubt observed that I examined the grate of the study. I found a fair quantity of fallen soot. I at once assumed, since it appeared to be the only means of entrance, that something has been dropped down; and I took it for granted that the thing, whatever it was, must still be concealed either in the study or in the library. But when I had obtained the evidence of the groom, Wills, I perceived that the cry from the lane or from the park was a signal. I noted that the movements of anyone seated at the study table were visible, in shadow, on the blind, and that the study occupied the corner of a two-storied wing and, therefore, had a short chimney. What did the signal mean? That Sir Crichton had leaped up from his chair, and either had received the Zayat Kiss or had seen the thing which someone on the roof had lowered down the straight chimney. It was the signal to withdraw that deadly thing. By means of the iron stairway at the rear of Major-General Platt-Houstons, I quite easily, gained access to the roof above Sir Crichtons study  and I found this.

Out from his pocket Nayland Smith drew a tangled piece of silk, mixed up with which were a brass ring and a number of unusually large-sized split-shot, nipped on in the manner usual on a fishing-line.

My theory proven, he resumed. Not anticipating a search on the roof, they had been careless. This was to weight the line and to prevent the creature clinging to the walls of the chimney. Directly it had dropped in the grate, however, by means of this ring I assume that the weighted line was withdrawn, and the thing was only held by one slender thread, which sufficed, though, to draw it back again when it had done its work. It might have got tangled, of course, but they reckoned on its making straight up the carved leg of the writing-table for the prepared envelope. From there to the hand of Sir Crichton  which, from having touched the envelope, would also be scented with the perfume  was a certain move.

My God! How horrible! I exclaimed, and glanced apprehensively into the dusky shadows of the room. What is your theory respecting this creature  what shape, what color  ?

It is something that moves rapidly and silently. I will venture no more at present, but I think it works in the dark. The study was dark, remember, save for the bright patch beneath the reading-lamp. I have observed that the rear of this house is ivy-covered right up to and above your bedroom. Let us make ostentatious preparations to retire, and I think we may rely upon Fu-Manchus servants to attempt my removal, at any rate  if not yours.

But, my dear fellow, it is a climb of thirty-five feet at the very least.

You remember the cry in the back lane? It suggested something to me, and I tested my idea  successfully. It was the cry of a dacoit. Oh, dacoity, though quiescent, is by no means extinct. Fu-Manchu has dacoits in his train, and probably it is one who operates the Zayat Kiss, since it was a dacoit who watched the window of the study this evening. To such a man an ivy-covered wall is a grand staircase.

The horrible events that followed are punctuated, in my mind, by the striking of a distant clock. It is singular how trivialities thus assert themselves in moments of high tension. I will proceed, then, by these punctuations, to the coming of the horror that it was written we should encounter.

The clock across the common struck two.

Having removed all traces of the scent of the orchid from our hands with a solution of ammonia Smith and I had followed the programme laid down. It was an easy matter to reach the rear of the house, by simply climbing a fence, and we did not doubt that seeing the light go out in the front, our unseen watcher would proceed to the back.

The room was a large one, and we had made up my camp-bed at one end, stuffing odds and ends under the clothes to lend the appearance of a sleeper, which device we also had adopted in the case of the larger bed. The perfumed envelope lay upon a little coffee table in the center of the floor, and Smith, with an electric pocket lamp, a revolver, and a brassey beside him, sat on cushions in the shadow of the wardrobe. I occupied a post between the windows.

No unusual sound, so far, had disturbed the stillness of the night. Save for the muffled throb of the rare all-night cars passing the front of the house, our vigil had been a silent one. The full moon had painted about the floor weird shadows of the clustering ivy, spreading the design gradually from the door, across the room, past the little table where the envelope lay, and finally to the foot of the bed.

The distant clock struck a quarter-past two.

A slight breeze stirred the ivy, and a new shadow added itself to the extreme edge of the moons design.

Something rose, inch by inch, above the sill of the westerly window. I could see only its shadow, but a sharp, sibilant breath from Smith told me that he, from his post, could see the cause of the shadow.

Every nerve in my body seemed to be strung tensely. I was icy cold, expectant, and prepared for whatever horror was upon us.

The shadow became stationary. The dacoit was studying the interior of the room.

Then it suddenly lengthened, and, craning my head to the left, I saw a lithe, black-clad form, surmounted by a Yellow face, sketchy in the moonlight, pressed against the window-panes!

One thin, brown hand appeared over the edge of the lowered sash, which it grasped  and then another. The man made absolutely no sound whatever. The second hand disappeared  and reappeared. It held a small, square box. There was a very faint CLICK.

The dacoit swung himself below the window with the agility of an ape, as, with a dull, muffled thud, SOMETHING dropped upon the carpet!

Stand still, for your life! came Smiths voice, high-pitched.

A beam of white leaped out across the room and played full upon the coffee-table in the center.

Prepared as I was for something horrible, I know that I paled at sight of the thing that was running round the edge of the envelope.

It was an insect, full six inches long, and of a vivid, venomous, red color! It had something of the appearance of a great ant, with its long, quivering antennae and its febrile, horrible vitality; but it was proportionately longer of body and smaller of head, and had numberless rapidly moving legs. In short, it was a giant centipede, apparently of the scolopendra group, but of a form quite new to me.

These things I realized in one breathless instant; in the next  Smith had dashed the things poisonous life out with one straight, true blow of the golf club!

I leaped to the window and threw it widely open, feeling a silk thread brush my hand as I did so. A black shape was dropping, with incredible agility from branch to branch of the ivy, and, without once offering a mark for a revolver-shot, it merged into the shadows beneath the trees of the garden. As I turned and switched on the light Nayland Smith dropped limply into a chair, leaning his head upon his hands. Even that grim courage had been tried sorely.

Never mind the dacoit, Petrie, he said. Nemesis will know where to find him. We know now what causes the mark of the Zayat Kiss. Therefore science is richer for our first brush with the enemy, and the enemy is poorer  unless he has any more unclassified centipedes. I understand now something that has been puzzling me since I heard of it  Sir Crichtons stifled cry. When we remember that he was almost past speech, it is reasonable to suppose that his cry was not The red hand! but The red ANT! Petrie, to think that I failed, by less than an hour, to save him from such an end!


CHAPTER IV

THE body of a lascar, dressed in the manner usual on the P. & O. boats, was recovered from the Thames off Tilbury by the river police at six A.M. this morning. It is supposed that the man met with an accident in leaving his ship.

Nayland Smith passed me the evening paper and pointed to the above paragraph.

For lascar read dacoit, he said. Our visitor, who came by way of the ivy, fortunately for us, failed to follow his instructions. Also, he lost the centipede and left a clew behind him. Dr. Fu-Manchu does not overlook such lapses.

It was a sidelight upon the character of the awful being with whom we had to deal. My very soul recoiled from bare consideration of the fate that would be ours if ever we fell into his hands.

The telephone bell rang. I went out and found that Inspector Weymouth of New Scotland Yard had called us up.

Will Mr. Nayland Smith please come to the Wapping River Police Station at once, was the message.

Peaceful interludes were few enough throughout that wild pursuit.

It is certainly something important, said my friend; and, if Fu-Manchu is at the bottom of it  as we must presume him to be  probably something ghastly.

A brief survey of the time-tables showed us that there were no trains to serve our haste. We accordingly chartered a cab and proceeded east.

Smith, throughout the journey, talked entertainingly about his work in Burma. Of intent, I think, he avoided any reference to the circumstances which first had brought him in contact with the sinister genius of the Yellow Movement. His talk was rather of the sunshine of the East than of its shadows.

But the drive concluded  and all too soon. In a silence which neither of us seemed disposed to break, we entered the police depot, and followed an officer who received us into the room where Weymouth waited.

The inspector greeted us briefly, nodding toward the table.

Poor Cadby, the most promising lad at the Yard, he said; and his usually gruff voice had softened strangely.

Smith struck his right fist into the palm of his left hand and swore under his breath, striding up and down the neat little room. No one spoke for a moment, and in the silence I could hear the whispering of the Thames outside  of the Thames which had so many strange secrets to tell, and now was burdened with another.

The body lay prone upon the deal table  this latest of the rivers dead  dressed in rough sailor garb, and, to all outward seeming, a seaman of nondescript nationality  such as is no stranger in Wapping and Shadwell. His dark, curly hair clung clammily about the brown forehead; his skin was stained, they told me. He wore a gold ring in one ear, and three fingers of the left hand were missing.

It was almost the same with Mason. The river police inspector was speaking. A week ago, on a Wednesday, he went off in his own time on some funny business down St. Georges way  and Thursday night the ten-oclock boat got the grapnel on him off Hanover Hole. His first two fingers on the right hand were clean gone, and his left hand was mutilated frightfully.

He paused and glanced at Smith.

That lascar, too, he continued, that you came down to see, sir; you remember his hands?

Smith nodded.

He was not a lascar, he said shortly. He was a dacoit.

Silence fell again.

I turned to the array of objects lying on the table  those which had been found in Cadbys clothing. None of them were noteworthy, except that which had been found thrust into the loose neck of his shirt. This last it was which had led the police to send for Nayland Smith, for it constituted the first clew which had come to light pointing to the authors of these mysterious tragedies.

It was a Chinese pigtail. That alone was sufficiently remarkable; but it was rendered more so by the fact that the plaited queue was a false one being attached to a most ingenious bald wig.

Youre sure it wasnt part of a Chinese make-up? questioned Weymouth, his eye on the strange relic. Cadby was clever at disguise.

Smith snatched the wig from my hands with a certain irritation, and tried to fit it on the dead detective.

Too small by inches! he jerked. And look how its padded in the crown. This thing was made for a most abnormal head.

He threw it down, and fell to pacing the room again.

Where did you find him  exactly? he asked.

Limehouse Reach  under Commercial Dock Pier  exactly an hour ago.

And you last saw him at eight oclock last night?  to Weymouth.

Eight to a quarter past.

You think he has been dead nearly twenty-four hours, Petrie?

Roughly, twenty-four hours, I replied.

Then, we know that he was on the track of the Fu-Manchu group, that he followed up some clew which led him to the neighborhood of old Ratcliff Highway, and that he died the same night. You are sure that is where he was going?

Yes, said Weymouth; He was jealous of giving anything away, poor chap; it meant a big lift for him if he pulled the case off. But he gave me to understand that he expected to spend last night in that district. He left the Yard about eight, as Ive said, to go to his rooms, and dress for the job.

Did he keep any record of his cases?

Of course! He was most particular. Cadby was a man with ambitions, sir! Youll want to see his book. Wait while I get his address; its somewhere in Brixton.

He went to the telephone, and Inspector Ryman covered up the dead mans face.

Nayland Smith was palpably excited.

He almost succeeded where we have failed, Petrie, he said. There is no doubt in my mind that he was hot on the track of Fu-Manchu! Poor Mason had probably blundered on the scent, too, and he met with a similar fate. Without other evidence, the fact that they both died in the same way as the dacoit would be conclusive, for we know that Fu-Manchu killed the dacoit!

What is the meaning of the mutilated hands, Smith?

God knows! Cadbys death was from drowning, you say?

There are no other marks of violence.

But he was a very strong swimmer, Doctor, interrupted Inspector Ryman. Why, he pulled off the quarter-mile championship at the Crystal Palace last year! Cadby wasnt a man easy to drown. And as for Mason, he was an R.N.R., and like a fish in the water!

Smith shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

Let us hope that one day we shall know how they died, he said simply.

Weymouth returned from the telephone.

The address is No.  Cold Harbor Lane, he reported. I shall not be able to come along, but you cant miss it; its close by the Brixton Police Station. Theres no family, fortunately; he was quite alone in the world. His case-book isnt in the American desk, which youll find in his sitting-room; its in the cupboard in the corner  top shelf. Here are his keys, all intact. I think this is the cupboard key.

Smith nodded.

Come on, Petrie, he said. We havent a second to waste.

Our cab was waiting, and in a few seconds we were speeding along Wapping High Street. We had gone no more than a few hundred yards, I think, when Smith suddenly slapped his open hand down on his knee.

That pigtail! he cried. I have left it behind! We must have it, Petrie! Stop! Stop!

The cab was pulled up, and Smith alighted.

Dont wait for me, he directed hurriedly. Here, take Weymouths card. Remember where he said the book was? Its all we want. Come straight on to Scotland Yard and meet me there.

But Smith, I protested, a few minutes can make no difference!

Cant it! he snapped. Do you suppose Fu-Manchu is going to leave evidence like that lying about? Its a thousand to one he has it already, but there is just a bare chance.

It was a new aspect of the situation and one that afforded no room for comment; and so lost in thought did I become that the cab was outside the house for which I was bound ere I realized that we had quitted the purlieus of Wapping. Yet I had had leisure to review the whole troop of events which had crowded my life since the return of Nayland Smith from Burma. Mentally, I had looked again upon the dead Sir Crichton Davey, and with Smith had waited in the dark for the dreadful thing that had killed him. Now, with those remorseless memories jostling in my mind, I was entering the house of Fu-Manchus last victim, and the shadow of that giant evil seemed to be upon it like a palpable cloud.

Cadbys old landlady greeted me with a queer mixture of fear and embarrassment in her manner.

I am Dr. Petrie, I said, and I regret that I bring bad news respecting Mr. Cadby.

Oh, sir! she cried. Dont tell me that anything has happened to him! And divining something of the mission on which I was come, for such sad duty often falls to the lot of the medical man: Oh, the poor, brave lad!

Indeed, I respected the dead mans memory more than ever from that hour, since the sorrow of the worthy old soul was quite pathetic, and spoke eloquently for the unhappy cause of it.

There was a terrible wailing at the back of the house last night, Doctor, and I heard it again to-night, a second before you knocked. Poor lad! It was the same when his mother died.

At the moment I paid little attention to her words, for such beliefs are common, unfortunately; but when she was sufficiently composed I went on to explain what I thought necessary. And now the old ladys embarrassment took precedence of her sorrow, and presently the truth came out:

Theres a  young lady  in his rooms, sir.

I started. This might mean little or might mean much.

She came and waited for him last night, Doctor  from ten until half-past  and this morning again. She came the third time about an hour ago, and has been upstairs since.

Do you know her, Mrs. Dolan?

Mrs. Dolan grew embarrassed again.

Well, Doctor, she said, wiping her eyes the while, I DO. And God knows he was a good lad, and I like a mother to him; but she is not the girl I should have liked a son of mine to take up with.

At any other time, this would have been amusing; now, it might be serious. Mrs. Dolans account of the wailing became suddenly significant, for perhaps it meant that one of Fu-Manchus dacoit followers was watching the house, to give warning of any strangers approach! Warning to whom? It was unlikely that I should forget the dark eyes of another of Fu-Manchus servants. Was that lure of men even now in the house, completing her evil work?

I should never have allowed her in his rooms began Mrs. Dolan again. Then there was an interruption.

A soft rustling reached my ears  intimately feminine. The girl was stealing down!

I leaped out into the hall, and she turned and fled blindly before me  back up the stairs! Taking three steps at a time, I followed her, bounded into the room above almost at her heels, and stood with my back to the door.

She cowered against the desk by the window, a slim figure in a clinging silk gown, which alone explained Mrs. Dolans distrust. The gaslight was turned very low, and her hat shadowed her face, but could not hide its startling beauty, could not mar the brilliancy of the skin, nor dim the wonderful eyes of this modern Delilah. For it was she!

So I came in time, I said grimly, and turned the key in the lock.

Oh! she panted at that, and stood facing me, leaning back with her jewel-laden hands clutching the desk edge.

Give me whatever you have removed from here, I said sternly, and then prepare to accompany me.

She took a step forward, her eyes wide with fear, her lips parted.

I have taken nothing, she said. Her breast was heaving tumultuously. Oh, let me go! Please, let me go! And impulsively she threw herself forward, pressing clasped hands against my shoulder and looking up into my face with passionate, pleading eyes.

It is with some shame that I confess how her charm enveloped me like a magic cloud. Unfamiliar with the complex Oriental temperament, I had laughed at Nayland Smith when he had spoken of this girls infatuation. Love in the East, he had said, is like the conjurers mango-tree; it is born, grows and flowers at the touch of a hand. Now, in those pleading eyes I read confirmation of his words. Her clothes or her hair exhaled a faint perfume. Like all Fu-Manchus servants, she was perfectly chosen for her peculiar duties. Her beauty was wholly intoxicating.

But I thrust her away.

You have no claim to mercy, I said. Do not count upon any. What have you taken from here?

She grasped the lapels of my coat.

I will tell you all I can  all I dare, she panted eagerly, fearfully. I should know how to deal with your friend, but with you I am lost! If you could only understand you would not be so cruel. Her slight accent added charm to the musical voice. I am not free, as your English women are. What I do I must do, for it is the will of my master, and I am only a slave. Ah, you are not a man if you can give me to the police. You have no heart if you can forget that I tried to save you once.

I had feared that plea, for, in her own Oriental fashion, she certainly had tried to save me from a deadly peril once  at the expense of my friend. But I had feared the plea, for I did not know how to meet it. How could I give her up, perhaps to stand her trial for murder? And now I fell silent, and she saw why I was silent.

I may deserve no mercy; I may be even as bad as you think; but what have YOU to do with the police? It is not your work to hound a woman to death. Could you ever look another woman in the eyes  one that you loved, and know that she trusted you  if you had done such a thing? Ah, I have no friend in all the world, or I should not be here. Do not be my enemy, my judge, and make me worse than I am; be my friend, and save me  from HIM. The tremulous lips were close to mine, her breath fanned my cheek. Have mercy on me.

At that moment I honestly would have given half of my worldly possessions to have been spared the decision which I knew I must come to. After all, what proof had I that she was a willing accomplice of Dr. Fu-Manchu? Furthermore, she was an Oriental, and her code must necessarily be different from mine. Irreconcilable as the thing may be with Western ideas, Nayland Smith had really told me that he believed the girl to be a slave. Then there remained that other reason why I loathed the idea of becoming her captor. It was almost tantamount to betrayal! Must I soil my hands with such work?

Thus  I suppose  her seductive beauty argued against my sense of right. The jeweled fingers grasped my shoulders nervously, and her slim body quivered against mine as she watched me, with all her soul in her eyes, in an abandonment of pleading despair. Then I remembered the fate of the man in whose room we stood.

You lured Cadby to his death, I said, and shook her off.

No, no! she cried wildly, clutching at me. No, I swear by the holy name I did not! I did not! I watched him, spied upon him  yes! But, listen: it was because he would not be warned that he met his death. I could not save him! Ah, I am not so bad as that. I will tell you. I have taken his notebook and torn out the last pages and burnt them. Look! in the grate. The book was too big to steal away. I came twice and could not find it. There, will you let me go?

If you will tell me where and how to seize Dr. Fu-Manchu  yes.

Her hands dropped and she took a backward step. A new terror was to be read in her face.

I dare not! I dare not!

Then you would  if you dared?

She was watching me intently.

Not if YOU would go to find him, she said.

And, with all that I thought her to be, the stern servant of justice that I would have had myself, I felt the hot blood leap to my cheek at all which the words implied. She grasped my arm.

Could you hide me from him if I came to you, and told you all I know?

The authorities

Ah! Her expression changed. They can put me on the rack if they choose, but never one word would I speak  never one little word.

She threw up her head scornfully. Then the proud glance softened again.

But I will speak for you.

Closer she came, and closer, until she could whisper in my ear.

Hide me from your police, from HIM, from everybody, and I will no longer be his slave.

My heart was beating with painful rapidity. I had not counted on this warring with a woman; moreover, it was harder than I could have dreamt of. For some time I had been aware that by the charm of her personality and the art of her pleading she had brought me down from my judgment seat  had made it all but impossible for me to give her up to justice. Now, I was disarmed  but in a quandary. What should I do? What COULD I do? I turned away from her and walked to the hearth, in which some paper ash lay and yet emitted a faint smell.

Not more than ten seconds elapsed, I am confident, from the time that I stepped across the room until I glanced back. But she had gone!

As I leapt to the door the key turned gently from the outside.

Ma alesh! came her soft whisper; but I am afraid to trust you  yet. Be comforted, for there is one near who would have killed you had I wished it. Remember, I will come to you whenever you will take me and hide me.

Light footsteps pattered down the stairs. I heard a stifled cry from Mrs. Dolan as the mysterious visitor ran past her. The front door opened and closed.


CHAPTER V

Shen-Yans is a dope-shop in one of the burrows off the old Ratcliff Highway, said Inspector Weymouth.

Singapore Charlies, they call it. Its a center for some of the Chinese societies, I believe, but all sorts of opium-smokers use it. There have never been any complaints that I know of. I dont understand this.

We stood in his room at New Scotland Yard, bending over a sheet of foolscap upon which were arranged some burned fragments from poor Cadbys grate, for so hurriedly had the girl done her work that combustion had not been complete.

What do we make of this? said Smith. … Hunchback … lascar went up … unlike others … not return … till Shen-Yan (there is no doubt about the name, I think) turned me out … booming sound … lascar in … mortuary I could ident … not for days, or suspici … Tuesday night in a different make … snatch … pigtail…

The pigtail again! rapped Weymouth.

She evidently burned the torn-out pages all together, continued Smith. They lay flat, and this was in the middle. I see the hand of retributive justice in that, Inspector. Now we have a reference to a hunchback, and what follows amounts to this: A lascar (amongst several other persons) went up somewhere  presumably upstairs  at Shen-Yans, and did not come down again. Cadby, who was there disguised, noted a booming sound. Later, he identified the lascar in some mortuary. We have no means of fixing the date of this visit to Shen-Yans, but I feel inclined to put down the lascar as the dacoit who was murdered by Fu-Manchu! It is sheer supposition, however. But that Cadby meant to pay another visit to the place in a different make-up or disguise, is evident, and that the Tuesday night proposed was last night is a reasonable deduction. The reference to a pigtail is principally interesting because of what was found on Cadbys body.

Inspector Weymouth nodded affirmatively, and Smith glanced at his watch.

Exactly ten-twenty-three, he said. I will trouble you, Inspector, for the freedom of your fancy wardrobe. There is time to spend an hour in the company of Shen-Yans opium friends.

Weymouth raised his eyebrows.

It might be risky. What about an official visit?

Nayland Smith laughed.

Worse than useless! By your own showing, the place is open to inspection. No; guile against guile! We are dealing with a Chinaman, with the incarnate essence of Eastern subtlety, with the most stupendous genius that the modern Orient has produced.

I dont believe in disguises, said Weymouth, with a certain truculence. Its mostly played out, that game, and generally leads to failure. Still, if youre determined, sir, theres an end of it. Foster will make your face up. What disguise do you propose to adopt?

A sort of Dago seaman, I think; something like poor Cadby. I can rely on my knowledge of the brutes, if I am sure of my disguise.

You are forgetting me, Smith, I said.

He turned to me quickly.

Petrie, he replied, it is MY business, unfortunately, but it is no sort of hobby.

You mean that you can no longer rely upon me? I said angrily.

Smith grasped my hand, and met my rather frigid stare with a look of real concern on his gaunt, bronzed face.

My dear old chap, he answered, that was really unkind. You know that I meant something totally different.

Its all right, Smith; I said, immediately ashamed of my choler, and wrung his hand heartily. I can pretend to smoke opium as well as another. I shall be going, too, Inspector.

As a result of this little passage of words, some twenty minutes later two dangerous-looking seafaring ruffians entered a waiting cab, accompanied by Inspector Weymouth, and were driven off into the wilderness of Londons night. In this theatrical business there was, to my mind, something ridiculous  almost childish  and I could have laughed heartily had it not been that grim tragedy lurked so near to farce.

The mere recollection that somewhere at our journeys end Fu-Manchu awaited us was sufficient to sober my reflections  Fu-Manchu, who, with all the powers represented by Nayland Smith pitted against him, pursued his dark schemes triumphantly, and lurked in hiding within this very area which was so sedulously patrolled  Fu-Manchu, whom I had never seen, but whose name stood for horrors indefinable! Perhaps I was destined to meet the terrible Chinese doctor to-night.

I ceased to pursue a train of thought which promised to lead to morbid depths, and directed my attention to what Smith was saying.

We will drop down from Wapping and reconnoiter, as you say the place is close to the riverside. Then you can put us ashore somewhere below. Ryman can keep the launch close to the back of the premises, and your fellows will be hanging about near the front, near enough to hear the whistle.

Yes, assented Weymouth; Ive arranged for that. If you are suspected, you shall give the alarm?

I dont know, said Smith thoughtfully. Even in that event I might wait awhile.

Dont wait too long, advised the Inspector. We shouldnt be much wiser if your next appearance was on the end of a grapnel, somewhere down Greenwich Reach, with half your fingers missing.

The cab pulled up outside the river police depot, and Smith and I entered without delay, four shabby-looking fellows who had been seated in the office springing up to salute the Inspector, who followed us in.

Guthrie and Lisle, he said briskly, get along and find a dark corner which commands the door of Singapore Charlies off the old Highway. You look the dirtiest of the troupe, Guthrie; you might drop asleep on the pavement, and Lisle can argue with you about getting home. Dont move till you hear the whistle inside or have my orders, and note everybody that goes in and comes out. You other two belong to this division?

The C.I.D. men having departed, the remaining pair saluted again.

Well, youre on special duty to-night. Youve been prompt, but dont stick your chests out so much. Do you know of a back way to Shen-Yans?

The men looked at one another, and both shook their heads.

Theres an empty shop nearly opposite, sir, replied one of them. I know a broken window at the back where we could climb in. Then we could get through to the front and watch from there.

Good! cried the Inspector. See you are not spotted, though; and if you hear the whistle, dont mind doing a bit of damage, but be inside Shen-Yans like lightning. Otherwise, wait for orders.

Inspector Ryman came in, glancing at the clock.

Launch is waiting, he said.

Right, replied Smith thoughtfully. I am half afraid, though, that the recent alarms may have scared our quarry  your man, Mason, and then Cadby. Against which we have that, so far as he is likely to know, there has been no clew pointing to this opium den. Remember, he thinks Cadbys notes are destroyed.

The whole business is an utter mystery to me, confessed Ryman. Im told that theres some dangerous Chinese devil hiding somewhere in London, and that you expect to find him at Shen-Yans. Supposing he uses that place, which is possible, how do you know hes there to-night?

I dont, said Smith; but it is the first clew we have had pointing to one of his haunts, and time means precious lives where Dr. Fu-Manchu is concerned.

Who is he, sir, exactly, this Dr. Fu-Manchu?

I have only the vaguest idea, Inspector; but he is no ordinary criminal. He is the greatest genius which the powers of evil have put on earth for centuries. He has the backing of a political group whose wealth is enormous, and his mission in Europe is to PAVE THE WAY! Do you follow me? He is the advance-agent of a movement so epoch-making that not one Britisher, and not one American, in fifty thousand has ever dreamed of it.

Ryman stared, but made no reply, and we went out, passing down to the breakwater and boarding the waiting launch. With her crew of three, the party numbered seven that swung out into the Pool, and, clearing the pier, drew in again and hugged the murky shore.

The night had been clear enough hitherto, but now came scudding rainbanks to curtain the crescent moon, and anon to unveil her again and show the muddy swirls about us. The view was not extensive from the launch. Sometimes a deepening of the near shadows would tell of a moored barge, or lights high above our heads mark the deck of a large vessel. In the floods of moonlight gaunt shapes towered above; in the ensuing darkness only the oily glitter of the tide occupied the foreground of the night-piece.

The Surrey shore was a broken wall of blackness, patched with lights about which moved hazy suggestions of human activity. The bank we were following offered a prospect even more gloomy  a dense, dark mass, amid which, sometimes, mysterious half-tones told of a dock gate, or sudden high lights leapt flaring to the eye.

Then, out of the mystery ahead, a green light grew and crept down upon us. A giant shape loomed up, and frowned crushingly upon the little craft. A blaze of light, the jangle of a bell, and it was past. We were dancing in the wash of one of the Scotch steamers, and the murk had fallen again.

Discords of remote activity rose above the more intimate throbbing of our screw, and we seemed a pigmy company floating past the workshops of Brobdingnagian toilers. The chill of the near water communicated itself to me, and I felt the protection of my shabby garments inadequate against it.

Far over on the Surrey shore a blue light  vaporous, mysterious  flicked translucent tongues against the nights curtain. It was a weird, elusive flame, leaping, wavering, magically changing from blue to a yellowed violet, rising, falling.

Only a gasworks, came Smiths voice, and I knew that he, too, had been watching those elfin fires. But it always reminds me of a Mexican teocalli, and the altar of sacrifice.

The simile was apt, but gruesome. I thought of Dr. Fu-Manchu and the severed fingers, and could not repress a shudder.

On your left, past the wooden pier! Not where the lamp is  beyond that; next to the dark, square building  Shen-Yans.

It was Inspector Ryman speaking.

Drop us somewhere handy, then, replied Smith, and lie close in, with your ears wide open. We may have to run for it, so dont go far away.

From the tone of his voice I knew that the night mystery of the Thames had claimed at least one other victim.

Dead slow, came Rymans order. Well put in to the Stone Stairs.


CHAPTER VI

A SEEMINGLY drunken voice was droning from a neighboring alleyway as Smith lurched in hulking fashion to the door of a little shop above which, crudely painted, were the words:



SHEN-YAN, Barber.



I shuffled along behind him, and had time to note the box of studs, German shaving tackle and rolls of twist which lay untidily in the window ere Smith kicked the door open, clattered down three wooden steps, and pulled himself up with a jerk, seizing my arm for support.

We stood in a bare and very dirty room, which could only claim kinship with a civilized shaving-saloon by virtue of the grimy towel thrown across the back of the solitary chair. A Yiddish theatrical bill of some kind, illustrated, adorned one of the walls, and another bill, in what may have been Chinese, completed the decorations. From behind a curtain heavily brocaded with filth a little Chinaman appeared, dressed in a loose smock, black trousers and thick-soled slippers, and, advancing, shook his head vigorously.

No shavee  no shavee, he chattered, simian fashion, squinting from one to the other of us with his twinkling eyes. Too late! Shuttee shop!

Dont you come none of it wi me! roared Smith, in a voice of amazing gruffness, and shook an artificially dirtied fist under the Chinamans nose. Get inside and gimme an my mate a couple o pipes. Smokee pipe, you yellow scum  savvy?

My friend bent forward and glared into the others eyes with a vindictiveness that amazed me, unfamiliar as I was with this form of gentle persuasion.

Kop old o that, he said, and thrust a coin into the Chinamans yellow paw. Keep me waitin an Ill pull the dam shop down, Charlie. You can lay to it.

No hab got pipee began the other.

Smith raised his fist, and Yan capitulated.

Allee lightee, he said. Full up  no loom. You come see.

He dived behind the dirty curtain, Smith and I following, and ran up a dark stair. The next moment I found myself in an atmosphere which was literally poisonous. It was all but unbreathable, being loaded with opium fumes. Never before had I experienced anything like it. Every breath was an effort. A tin oil-lamp on a box in the middle of the floor dimly illuminated the horrible place, about the walls of which ten or twelve bunks were ranged and all of them occupied. Most of the occupants were lying motionless, but one or two were squatting in their bunks noisily sucking at the little metal pipes. These had not yet attained to the opium-smokers Nirvana.

No loom  samee tella you, said Shen-Yan, complacently testing Smiths shilling with his yellow, decayed teeth.

Smith walked to a corner and dropped cross-legged, on the floor, pulling me down with him.

Two pipe quick, he said. Plenty room. Two piecee pipe  or plenty heap trouble.

A dreary voice from one of the bunks came:

Give im a pipe, Charlie, curse yer! an stop is palaver.

Yan performed a curious little shrug, rather of the back than of the shoulders, and shuffled to the box which bore the smoky lamp. Holding a needle in the flame, he dipped it, when red-hot, into an old cocoa tin, and withdrew it with a bead of opium adhering to the end. Slowly roasting this over the lamp, he dropped it into the bowl of the metal pipe which he held ready, where it burned with a spirituous blue flame.

Pass it over, said Smith huskily, and rose on his knees with the assumed eagerness of a slave to the drug.

Yan handed him the pipe, which he promptly put to his lips, and prepared another for me.

Whatever you do, dont inhale any, came Smiths whispered injunction.

It was with a sense of nausea greater even than that occasioned by the disgusting atmosphere of the den that I took the pipe and pretended to smoke. Taking my cue from my friend, I allowed my head gradually to sink lower and lower, until, within a few minutes, I sprawled sideways on the floor, Smith lying close beside me.

The ships sinkin, droned a voice from one of the bunks. Look at the rats.

Yan had noiselessly withdrawn, and I experienced a curious sense of isolation from my fellows  from the whole of the Western world. My throat was parched with the fumes, my head ached. The vicious atmosphere seemed contaminating. I was as one dropped  

Somewhere East of Suez, where the best is like the worst, And there aint no Ten Commandments and a man can raise a thirst.

Smith began to whisper softly.

We have carried it through successfully so far, he said. I dont know if you have observed it, but there is a stair just behind you, half concealed by a ragged curtain. We are near that, and well in the dark. I have seen nothing suspicious so far  or nothing much. But if there was anything going forward it would no doubt be delayed until we new arrivals were well doped. S-SH!

He pressed my arm to emphasize the warning. Through my half-closed eyes I perceived a shadowy form near the curtain to which he had referred. I lay like a log, but my muscles were tensed nervously.

The shadow materialized as the figure moved forward into the room with a curiously lithe movement.

The smoky lamp in the middle of the place afforded scant illumination, serving only to indicate sprawling shapes  here an extended hand, brown or yellow, there a sketchy, corpse-like face; whilst from all about rose obscene sighings and murmurings in far-away voices  an uncanny, animal chorus. It was like a glimpse of the Inferno seen by some Chinese Dante. But so close to us stood the newcomer that I was able to make out a ghastly parchment face, with small, oblique eyes, and a misshapen head crowned with a coiled pigtail, surmounting a slight, hunched body. There was something unnatural, inhuman, about that masklike face, and something repulsive in the bent shape and the long, yellow hands clasped one upon the other.

Fu-Manchu, from Smiths account, in no way resembled this crouching apparition with the deaths-head countenance and lithe movements; but an instinct of some kind told me that we were on the right scent  that this was one of the doctors servants. How I came to that conclusion, I cannot explain; but with no doubt in my mind that this was a member of the formidable murder group, I saw the yellow man creep nearer, nearer, silently, bent and peering.

He was watching us.

Of another circumstance I became aware, and a disquieting circumstance. There were fewer murmurings and sighings from the surrounding bunks. The presence of the crouching figure had created a sudden semi-silence in the den, which could only mean that some of the supposed opium-smokers had merely feigned coma and the approach of coma.

Nayland Smith lay like a dead man, and trusting to the darkness, I, too, lay prone and still, but watched the evil face bending lower and lower, until it came within a few inches of my own. I completely closed my eyes.

Delicate fingers touched my right eyelid. Divining what was coming, I rolled my eyes up, as the lid was adroitly lifted and lowered again. The man moved away.

I had saved the situation! And noting anew the hush about me  a hush in which I fancied many pairs of ears listened  I was glad. For just a moment I realized fully how, with the place watched back and front, we yet were cut off, were in the hands of Far Easterns, to some extent in the power of members of that most inscrutably mysterious race, the Chinese.

Good, whispered Smith at my side. I dont think I could have done it. He took me on trust after that. My God! what an awful face. Petrie, its the hunchback of Cadbys notes. Ah, I thought so. Do you see that?

I turned my eyes round as far as was possible. A man had scrambled down from one of the bunks and was following the bent figure across the room.

They passed around us quietly, the little yellow man leading, with his curious, lithe gait, and the other, an impassive Chinaman, following. The curtain was raised, and I heard footsteps receding on the stairs.

Dont stir, whispered Smith.

An intense excitement was clearly upon him, and he communicated it to me. Who was the occupant of the room above?

Footsteps on the stair, and the Chinaman reappeared, recrossed the floor, and went out. The little, bent man went over to another bunk, this time leading up the stair one who looked like a lascar.

Did you see his right hand? whispered Smith. A dacoit! They come here to report and to take orders. Petrie, Dr. Fu-Manchu is up there.

What shall we do?  softly.

Wait. Then we must try to rush the stairs. It would be futile to bring in the police first. He is sure to have some other exit. I will give the word while the little yellow devil is down here. You are nearer and will have to go first, but if the hunchback follows, I can then deal with him.

Our whispered colloquy was interrupted by the return of the dacoit, who recrossed the room as the Chinaman had done, and immediately took his departure. A third man, whom Smith identified as a Malay, ascended the mysterious stairs, descended, and went out; and a fourth, whose nationality it was impossible to determine, followed. Then, as the softly moving usher crossed to a bunk on the right of the outer door  

Up you go, Petrie, cried Smith, for further delay was dangerous and further dissimulation useless.

I leaped to my feet. Snatching my revolver from the pocket of the rough jacket I wore, I bounded to the stair and went blundering up in complete darkness. A chorus of brutish cries clamored from behind, with a muffled scream rising above them all. But Nayland Smith was close behind as I raced along a covered gangway, in a purer air, and at my heels when I crashed open a door at the end and almost fell into the room beyond.

What I saw were merely a dirty table, with some odds and ends upon it of which I was too excited to take note, an oil-lamp swung by a brass chain above, and a man sitting behind the table. But from the moment that my gaze rested upon the one who sat there, I think if the place had been an Aladdins palace I should have had no eyes for any of its wonders.

He wore a plain yellow robe, of a hue almost identical with that of his smooth, hairless countenance. His hands were large, long and bony, and he held them knuckles upward, and rested his pointed chin upon their thinness. He had a great, high brow, crowned with sparse, neutral-colored hair.

Of his face, as it looked out at me over the dirty table, I despair of writing convincingly. It was that of an archangel of evil, and it was wholly dominated by the most uncanny eyes that ever reflected a human soul, for they were narrow and long, very slightly oblique, and of a brilliant green. But their unique horror lay in a certain filminess (it made me think of the membrana nictitans in a bird) which, obscuring them as I threw wide the door, seemed to lift as I actually passed the threshold, revealing the eyes in all their brilliant iridescence.

I know that I stopped dead, one foot within the room, for the malignant force of the man was something surpassing my experience. He was surprised by this sudden intrusion  yes, but no trace of fear showed upon that wonderful face, only a sort of pitying contempt. And, as I paused, he rose slowly to his feet, never removing his gaze from mine.

ITS FU-MANCHU! cried Smith over my shoulder, in a voice that was almost a scream. ITS FU-MANCHU! Cover him! Shoot him dead if

The conclusion of that sentence I never heard.

Dr. Fu-Manchu reached down beside the table, and the floor slipped from under me.

One last glimpse I had of the fixed green eyes, and with a scream I was unable to repress I dropped, dropped, dropped, and plunged into icy water, which closed over my head.

Vaguely I had seen a spurt of flame, had heard another cry following my own, a booming sound (the trap), the flat note of a police whistle. But when I rose to the surface impenetrable darkness enveloped me; I was spitting filthy, oily liquid from my mouth, and fighting down the black terror that had me by the throat  terror of the darkness about me, of the unknown depths beneath me, of the pit into which I was cast amid stifling stenches and the lapping of tidal water.

Smith! I cried.… Help! Help!

My voice seemed to beat back upon me, yet I was about to cry out again, when, mustering all my presence of mind and all my failing courage, I recognized that I had better employment of my energies, and began to swim straight ahead, desperately determined to face all the horrors of this place  to die hard if die I must.

A drop of liquid fire fell through the darkness and hissed into the water beside me!

I felt that, despite my resolution, I was going mad.

Another fiery drop  and another!

I touched a rotting wooden post and slimy timbers. I had reached one bound of my watery prison. More fire fell from above, and the scream of hysteria quivered, unuttered, in my throat.

Keeping myself afloat with increasing difficulty in my heavy garments, I threw my head back and raised my eyes.

No more drops fell, and no more drops would fall; but it was merely a question of time for the floor to collapse. For it was beginning to emit a dull, red glow.

The room above me was in flames!

It was drops of burning oil from the lamp, finding passage through the cracks in the crazy flooring, which had fallen about me  for the death trap had reclosed, I suppose, mechanically.

My saturated garments were dragging me down, and now I could hear the flames hungrily eating into the ancient rottenness overhead. Shortly that cauldron would be loosed upon my head. The glow of the flames grew brighter … and showed me the half-rotten piles upholding the building, showed me the tidal mark upon the slime-coated walls  showed me that there was no escape!

By some subterranean duct the foul place was fed from the Thames. By that duct, with the outgoing tide, my body would pass, in the wake of Mason, Cadby, and many another victim!

Rusty iron rungs were affixed to one of the walls communicating with a trap  but the bottom three were missing!

Brighter and brighter grew the awesome light the light of what should be my funeral pyre  reddening the oily water and adding a new dread to the whispering, clammy horror of the pit. But something it showed me … a projecting beam a few feet above the water … and directly below the iron ladder!

Merciful Heaven! I breathed. Have I the strength?

A desire for laughter claimed me with sudden, all but irresistible force. I knew what it portended and fought it down  grimly, sternly.

My garments weighed upon me like a suit of mail; with my chest aching dully, my veins throbbing to bursting, I forced tired muscles to work, and, every stroke an agony, approached the beam. Nearer I swam … nearer. Its shadow fell black upon the water, which now had all the seeming of a pool of blood. Confused sounds  a remote uproar  came to my ears. I was nearly spent … I was in the shadow of the beam! If I could throw up one arm…

A shrill scream sounded far above me!

Petrie! Petrie! (That voice must be Smiths!) Dont touch the beam! For Gods sake DONT TOUCH THE BEAM! Keep afloat another few seconds and I can get to you!

Another few seconds! Was that possible?

I managed to turn, to raise my throbbing head; and I saw the strangest sight which that night yet had offered.

Nayland Smith stood upon the lowest iron rung … supported by the hideous, crook-backed Chinaman, who stood upon the rung above!

I cant reach him!

It was as Smith hissed the words despairingly that I looked up  and saw the Chinaman snatch at his coiled pigtail and pull it off! With it came the wig to which it was attached; and the ghastly yellow mask, deprived of its fastenings, fell from position! Here! Here! Be quick! Oh! be quick! You can lower this to him! Be quick! Be quick!

A cloud of hair came falling about the slim shoulders as the speaker bent to pass this strange lifeline to Smith; and I think it was my wonder at knowing her for the girl whom that day I had surprised in Cadbys rooms which saved my life.

For I not only kept afloat, but kept my gaze upturned to that beautiful, flushed face, and my eyes fixed upon hers  which were wild with fear … for me!

Smith, by some contortion, got the false queue into my grasp, and I, with the strength of desperation, by that means seized hold upon the lowest rung. With my friends arm round me I realized that exhaustion was even nearer than I had supposed. My last distinct memory is of the bursting of the floor above and the big burning joist hissing into the pool beneath us. Its fiery passage, striated with light, disclosed two sword blades, riveted, edges up along the top of the beam which I had striven to reach.

The severed fingers I said; and swooned.

How Smith got me through the trap I do not know  nor how we made our way through the smoke and flames of the narrow passage it opened upon. My next recollection is of sitting up, with my friends arm supporting me and Inspector Ryman holding a glass to my lips.

A bright glare dazzled my eyes. A crowd surged about us, and a clangor and shouting drew momentarily nearer.

Its the engines coming, explained Smith, seeing my bewilderment. Shen-Yans is in flames. It was your shot, as you fell through the trap, broke the oil-lamp.

Is everybody out?

So far as we know.

Fu-Manchu?

Smith shrugged his shoulders.

No one has seen him. There was some door at the back

Do you think he may

No, he said tensely. Not until I see him lying dead before me shall I believe it.

Then memory resumed its sway. I struggled to my feet.

Smith, where is she? I cried. Where is she?

I dont know, he answered.

Shes given us the slip, Doctor, said Inspector Weymouth, as a fire-engine came swinging round the corner of the narrow lane. So has Mr. Singapore Charlie  and, Im afraid, somebody else. Weve got six or eight all-sorts, some awake and some asleep, but I suppose we shall have to let em go again. Mr. Smith tells me that the girl was disguised as a Chinaman. I expect thats why she managed to slip away.

I recalled how I had been dragged from the pit by the false queue, how the strange discovery which had brought death to poor Cadby had brought life to me, and I seemed to remember, too, that Smith had dropped it as he threw his arm about me on the ladder. Her mask the girl might have retained, but her wig, I felt certain, had been dropped into the water.

It was later that night, when the brigade still were playing upon the blackened shell of what had been Shen-Yans opium-shop, and Smith and I were speeding away in a cab from the scene of God knows how many crimes, that I had an idea.

Smith, I said, did you bring the pigtail with you that was found on Cadby?

Yes. I had hoped to meet the owner.

Have you got it now?

No. I met the owner.

I thrust my hands deep into the pockets of the big pea-jacket lent to me by Inspector Ryman, leaning back in my corner.

We shall never really excel at this business, continued Nayland Smith. We are far too sentimental. I knew what it meant to us, Petrie, what it meant to the world, but I hadnt the heart. I owed her your life  I had to square the account.


CHAPTER VII

NIGHT fell on Redmoat. I glanced from the window at the nocturne in silver and green which lay beneath me. To the west of the shrubbery, with its broken canopy of elms and beyond the copper beech which marked the center of its mazes, a gap offered a glimpse of the Waverney where it swept into a broad. Faint bird-calls floated over the water. These, with the whisper of leaves, alone claimed the ear.

Ideal rural peace, and the music of an English summer evening; but to my eyes, every shadow holding fantastic terrors; to my ears, every sound a signal of dread. For the deathful hand of Fu-Manchu was stretched over Redmoat, at any hour to loose strange, Oriental horrors upon its inmates.

Well, said Nayland Smith, joining me at the window, we had dared to hope him dead, but we know now that he lives!

The Rev. J. D. Eltham coughed nervously, and I turned, leaning my elbow upon the table, and studied the play of expression upon the refined, sensitive face of the clergyman.

You think I acted rightly in sending for you, Mr. Smith?

Nayland Smith smoked furiously.

Mr. Eltham, he replied, you see in me a man groping in the dark. I am to-day no nearer to the conclusion of my mission than upon the day when I left Mandalay. You offer me a clew; I am here. Your affair, I believe, stands thus: A series of attempted burglaries, or something of the kind, has alarmed your household. Yesterday, returning from London with your daughter, you were both drugged in some way and, occupying a compartment to yourselves, you both slept. Your daughter awoke, and saw someone else in the carriage  a yellow-faced man who held a case of instruments in his hands.

Yes; I was, of course, unable to enter into particulars over the telephone. The man was standing by one of the windows. Directly he observed that my daughter was awake, he stepped towards her.

What did he do with the case in his hands?

She did not notice  or did not mention having noticed. In fact, as was natural, she was so frightened that she recalls nothing more, beyond the fact that she strove to arouse me, without succeeding, felt hands grasp her shoulders  and swooned.

But someone used the emergency cord, and stopped the train.

Greba has no recollection of having done so.

Hm! Of course, no yellow-faced man was on the train. When did you awake?

I was aroused by the guard, but only when he had repeatedly shaken me.

Upon reaching Great Yarmouth you immediately called up Scotland Yard? You acted very wisely, sir. How long were you in China?

Mr. Elthams start of surprise was almost comical.

It is perhaps not strange that you should be aware of my residence in China, Mr. Smith, he said; but my not having mentioned it may seem so. The fact is  his sensitive face flushed in palpable embarrassment I left China under what I may term an episcopal cloud. I have lived in retirement ever since. Unwittingly  I solemnly declare to you, Mr. Smith, unwittingly  I stirred up certain deep-seated prejudices in my endeavors to do my duty  my duty. I think you asked me how long I was in China? I was there from 1896 until 1900  four years.

I recall the circumstances, Mr. Eltham, said Smith, with an odd note in his voice. I have been endeavoring to think where I had come across the name, and a moment ago I remembered. I am happy to have met you, sir.

The clergyman blushed again like a girl, and slightly inclined his head, with its scanty fair hair.

Has Redmoat, as its name implies, a moat round it? I was unable to see in the dusk.

It remains. Redmoat  a corruption of Round Moat  was formerly a priory, disestablished by the eighth Henry in 1536. His pedantic manner was quaint at times. But the moat is no longer flooded. In fact, we grow cabbages in part of it. If you refer to the strategic strength of the place  he smiled, but his manner was embarrassed again it is considerable. I have barbed wire fencing, and  other arrangements. You see, it is a lonely spot, he added apologetically. And now, if you will excuse me, we will resume these gruesome inquiries after the more pleasant affairs of dinner.

He left us.

Who is our host? I asked, as the door closed.

Smith smiled.

You are wondering what caused the episcopal cloud? he suggested. Well, the deep-seated prejudices which our reverend friend stirred up culminated in the Boxer Risings.

Good heavens, Smith! I said; for I could not reconcile the diffident personality of the clergyman with the memories which those words awakened.

He evidently should be on our danger list, my friend continued quickly; but he has so completely effaced himself of recent years that I think it probable that someone else has only just recalled his existence to mind. The Rev. J. D. Eltham, my dear Petrie, though he may be a poor hand at saving souls, at any rate, has saved a score of Christian women from death  and worse.

J. D. Eltham I began.

Is Parson Dan! rapped Smith, the Fighting Missionary, the man who with a garrison of a dozen cripples and a German doctor held the hospital at Nan-Yang against two hundred Boxers. Thats who the Rev. J. D. Eltham is! But what is he up to, now, I have yet to find out. He is keeping something back  something which has made him an object of interest to Young China!

During dinner the matters responsible for our presence there did not hold priority in the conversation. In fact, this, for the most part, consisted in light talk of books and theaters.

Greba Eltham, the clergymans daughter, was a charming young hostess, and she, with Vernon Denby, Mr. Elthams nephew, completed the party. No doubt the girls presence, in part, at any rate, led us to refrain from the subject uppermost in our minds.

These little pools of calm dotted along the torrential course of the circumstances which were bearing my friend and me onward to unknown issues form pleasant, sunny spots in my dark recollections.

So I shall always remember, with pleasure, that dinner-party at Redmoat, in the old-world dining-room; it was so very peaceful, so almost grotesquely calm. For I, within my very bones, felt it to be the calm before the storm. When, later, we men passed to the library, we seemed to leave that atmosphere behind us.

Redmoat, said the Rev. J. D. Eltham, has latterly become the theater of strange doings.

He stood on the hearth-rug. A shaded lamp upon the big table and candles in ancient sconces upon the mantelpiece afforded dim illumination. Mr. Elthams nephew, Vernon Denby, lolled smoking on the window-seat, and I sat near to him. Nayland Smith paced restlessly up and down the room.

Some months ago, almost a year, continued the clergyman, a burglarious attempt was made upon the house. There was an arrest, and the man confessed that he had been tempted by my collection. He waved his hand vaguely towards the several cabinets about the shadowed room.

It was shortly afterwards that I allowed my hobby for  playing at forts to run away with me. He smiled an apology. I virtually fortified Redmoat  against trespassers of any kind, I mean. You have seen that the house stands upon a kind of large mound. This is artificial, being the buried ruins of a Roman outwork; a portion of the ancient castrum. Again he waved indicatively, this time toward the window.

When it was a priory it was completely isolated and defended by its environing moat. Today it is completely surrounded by barbed-wire fencing. Below this fence, on the east, is a narrow stream, a tributary of the Waverney; on the north and west, the high road, but nearly twenty feet below, the banks being perpendicular. On the south is the remaining part of the moat  now my kitchen garden; but from there up to the level of the house is nearly twenty feet again, and the barbed wire must also be counted with.

The entrance, as you know, is by the way of a kind of cutting. There is a gate at the foot of the steps (they are some of the original steps of the priory, Dr. Petrie), and another gate at the head.

He paused, and smiled around upon us boyishly.

My secret defenses remain to be mentioned, he resumed; and, opening a cupboard, he pointed to a row of batteries, with a number of electric bells upon the wall behind. The more vulnerable spots are connected at night with these bells, he said triumphantly. Any attempt to scale the barbed wire or to force either gate would set two or more of these ringing. A stray cow raised one false alarm, he added, and a careless rook threw us into a perfect panic on another occasion.

He was so boyish  so nervously brisk and acutely sensitive  that it was difficult to see in him the hero of the Nan-Yang hospital. I could only suppose that he had treated the Boxers raid in the same spirit wherein he met would-be trespassers within the precincts of Redmoat. It had been an escapade, of which he was afterwards ashamed, as, faintly, he was ashamed of his fortifications. But, rapped Smith, it was not the visit of the burglar which prompted these elaborate precautions.

Mr. Eltham coughed nervously.

I am aware, he said, that having invoked official aid, I must be perfectly frank with you, Mr. Smith. It was the burglar who was responsible for my continuing the wire fence all round the grounds, but the electrical contrivance followed, later, as a result of several disturbed nights. My servants grew uneasy about someone who came, they said, after dusk. No one could describe this nocturnal visitor, but certainly we found traces. I must admit that.

Then  I received what I may term a warning. My position is a peculiar one  a peculiar one. My daughter, too, saw this prowling person, over by the Roman castrum, and described him as a yellow man. It was the incident in the train following closely upon this other, which led me to speak to the police, little as I desired to  er  court publicity.

Nayland Smith walked to a window, and looked out across the sloping lawn to where the shadows of the shrubbery lay. A dog was howling dismally somewhere.

Your defenses are not impregnable, after all, then? he jerked. On our way up this evening Mr. Denby was telling us about the death of his collie a few nights ago.

The clergymans face clouded.

That, certainly, was alarming, he confessed.

I had been in London for a few days, and during my absence Vernon came down, bringing the dog with him. On the night of his arrival it ran, barking, into the shrubbery yonder, and did not come out. He went to look for it with a lantern, and found it lying among the bushes, quite dead. The poor creature had been dreadfully beaten about the head.

The gates were locked, Denby interrupted, and no one could have got out of the grounds without a ladder and someone to assist him. But there was no sign of a living thing about. Edwards and I searched every corner.

How long has that other dog taken to howling? inquired Smith.

Only since Rexs death, said Denby quickly.

It is my mastiff, explained the clergyman, and he is confined in the yard. He is never allowed on this side of the house.

Nayland Smith wandered aimlessly about the library.

I am sorry to have to press you, Mr. Eltham, he said, but what was the nature of the warning to which you referred, and from whom did it come?

Mr. Eltham hesitated for a long time.

I have been so unfortunate, he said at last, in my previous efforts, that I feel assured of your hostile criticism when I tell you that I am contemplating an immediate return to Ho-Nan!

Smith jumped round upon him as though moved by a spring.

Then you are going back to Nan-Yang? he cried. Now I understand! Why have you not told me before? That is the key for which I have vainly been seeking. Your troubles date from the time of your decision to return?

Yes, I must admit it, confessed the clergyman diffidently.

And your warning came from China?

It did.

From a Chinaman?

From the Mandarin, Yen-Sun-Yat.

Yen-Sun-Yat! My good sir! He warned you to abandon your visit? And you reject his advice? Listen to me. Smith was intensely excited now, his eyes bright, his lean figure curiously strung up, alert. The Mandarin Yen-Sun-Yat is one of the seven!

I do not follow you, Mr. Smith.

No, sir. China to-day is not the China of 98. It is a huge secret machine, and Ho-Nan one of its most important wheels! But if, as I understand, this official is a friend of yours, believe me, he has saved your life! You would be a dead man now if it were not for your friend in China! My dear sir, you must accept his counsel.

Then, for the first time since I had made his acquaintance, Parson Dan showed through the surface of the Rev. J. D. Eltham.

No, sir! replied the clergyman  and the change in his voice was startling. I am called to Nan-Yang. Only One may deter my going.

The admixture of deep spiritual reverence with intense truculence in his voice was dissimilar from anything I ever had heard.

Then only One can protect you, cried Smith, for, by Heaven, no MAN will be able to do so! Your presence in Ho-Nan can do no possible good at present. It must do harm. Your experience in 1900 should be fresh in your memory.

Hard words, Mr. Smith.

The class of missionary work which you favor, sir, is injurious to international peace. At the present moment, Ho-Nan is a barrel of gunpowder; you would be the lighted match. I do not willingly stand between any man and what he chooses to consider his duty, but I insist that you abandon your visit to the interior of China!

You insist, Mr. Smith?

As your guest, I regret the necessity for reminding you that I hold authority to enforce it.

Denby fidgeted uneasily. The tone of the conversation was growing harsh and the atmosphere of the library portentous with brewing storms.

There was a short, silent interval.

This is what I had feared and expected, said the clergyman. This was my reason for not seeking official protection.

The phantom Yellow Peril, said Nayland Smith, to-day materializes under the very eyes of the Western world.

The Yellow Peril!

You scoff, sir, and so do others. We take the proffered right hand of friendship nor inquire if the hidden left holds a knife! The peace of the world is at stake, Mr. Eltham. Unknowingly, you tamper with tremendous issues.

Mr. Eltham drew a deep breath, thrusting both hands in his pockets.

You are painfully frank, Mr. Smith, he said; but I like you for it. I will reconsider my position and talk this matter over again with you to-morrow.

Thus, then, the storm blew over. Yet I had never experienced such an overwhelming sense of imminent peril  of a sinister presence  as oppressed me at that moment. The very atmosphere of Redmoat was impregnated with Eastern devilry; it loaded the air like some evil perfume. And then, through the silence, cut a throbbing scream  the scream of a woman in direst fear.

My God, its Greba! whispered Mr. Eltham.


CHAPTER VIII

IN what order we dashed down to the drawing-room I cannot recall. But none was before me when I leaped over the threshold and saw Miss Eltham prone by the French windows.

These were closed and bolted, and she lay with hands outstretched in the alcove which they formed. I bent over her. Nayland Smith was at my elbow.

Get my bag I said. She has swooned. It is nothing serious.

Her father, pale and wide-eyed, hovered about me, muttering incoherently; but I managed to reassure him; and his gratitude when, I having administered a simple restorative, the girl sighed shudderingly and opened her eyes, was quite pathetic.

I would permit no questioning at that time, and on her fathers arm she retired to her own rooms.

It was some fifteen minutes later that her message was brought to me. I followed the maid to a quaint little octagonal apartment, and Greba Eltham stood before me, the candlelight caressing the soft curves of her face and gleaming in the meshes of her rich brown hair.

When she had answered my first question she hesitated in pretty confusion.

We are anxious to know what alarmed you, Miss Eltham.

She bit her lip and glanced with apprehension towards the window.

I am almost afraid to tell father, she began rapidly. He will think me imaginative, but you have been so kind. It was two green eyes! Oh! Dr. Petrie, they looked up at me from the steps leading to the lawn. And they shone like the eyes of a cat.

The words thrilled me strangely.

Are you sure it was not a cat, Miss Eltham?

The eyes were too large, Dr. Petrie. There was something dreadful, most dreadful, in their appearance. I feel foolish and silly for having fainted, twice in two days! But the suspense is telling upon me, I suppose. Father thinks  she was becoming charmingly confidential, as a woman often will with a tactful physician that shut up here we are safe from  whatever threatens us. I noted, with concern, a repetition of the nervous shudder. But since our return someone else has been in Redmoat!

Whatever do you mean, Miss Eltham?

Oh! I dont quite know what I do mean, Dr. Petrie. What does it ALL mean? Vernon has been explaining to me that some awful Chinaman is seeking the life of Mr. Nayland Smith. But if the same man wants to kill my father, why has he not done so?

I am afraid you puzzle me.

Of course, I must do so. But  the man in the train. He could have killed us both quite easily! And  last night someone was in fathers room.

In his room!

I could not sleep, and I heard something moving. My room is the next one. I knocked on the wall and woke father. There was nothing; so I said it was the howling of the dog that had frightened me.

How could anyone get into his room?

I cannot imagine. But I am not sure it was a man.

Miss Eltham, you alarm me. What do you suspect?

You must think me hysterical and silly, but whilst father and I have been away from Redmoat perhaps the usual precautions have been neglected. Is there any creature, any large creature, which could climb up the wall to the window? Do you know of anything with a long, thin body?

For a moment I offered no reply, studying the girls pretty face, her eager, blue-gray eyes widely opened and fixed upon mine. She was not of the neurotic type, with her clear complexion and sun-kissed neck; her arms, healthily toned by exposure to the country airs, were rounded and firm, and she had the agile shape of a young Diana with none of the anaemic languor which breeds morbid dreams. She was frightened; yes, who would not have been? But the mere idea of this thing which she believed to be in Redmoat, without the apparition of the green eyes, must have prostrated a victim of nerves.

Have you seen such a creature, Miss Eltham?

She hesitated again, glancing down and pressing her finger-tips together.

As father awoke and called out to know why I knocked, I glanced from my window. The moonlight threw half the lawn into shadow, and just disappearing in this shadow was something  something of a brown color, marked with sections!

What size and shape?

It moved so quickly I could form no idea of its shape; but I saw quite six feet of it flash across the grass!

Did you hear anything?

A swishing sound in the shrubbery, then nothing more.

She met my eyes expectantly. Her confidence in my powers of understanding and sympathy was gratifying, though I knew that I but occupied the position of a father-confessor.

Have you any idea, I said, how it came about that you awoke in the train yesterday whilst your father did not?

We had coffee at a refreshment-room; it must have been drugged in some way. I scarcely tasted mine, the flavor was so awful; but father is an old traveler and drank the whole of his cupful!

Mr. Elthams voice called from below.

Dr. Petrie, said the girl quickly, what do you think they want to do to him?

Ah! I replied, I wish I knew that.

Will you think over what I have told you? For I do assure you there is something here in Redmoat  something that comes and goes in spite of fathers fortifications? Caesar knows there is. Listen to him. He drags at his chain so that I wonder he does not break it.

As we passed downstairs the howling of the mastiff sounded eerily through the house, as did the clank-clank of the tightening chain as he threw the weight of his big body upon it.

I sat in Smiths room that night for some time, he pacing the floor smoking and talking.

Eltham has influential Chinese friends, he said; but they dare not have him in Nan-Yang at present. He knows the country as he knows Norfolk; he would see things!

His precautions here have baffled the enemy, I think. The attempt in the train points to an anxiety to waste no opportunity. But whilst Eltham was absent (he was getting his outfit in London, by the way) they have been fixing some second string to their fiddle here. In case no opportunity offered before he returned, they provided for getting at him here!

But how, Smith?

Thats the mystery. But the dead dog in the shrubbery is significant.

Do you think some emissary of Fu-Manchu is actually inside the moat?

Its impossible, Petrie. You are thinking of secret passages, and so forth. There are none. Eltham has measured up every foot of the place. There isnt a rathole left unaccounted for; and as for a tunnel under the moat, the house stands on a solid mass of Roman masonry, a former camp of Hadrians time. I have seen a very old plan of the Round Moat Priory as it was called. There is no entrance and no exit save by the steps. So how was the dog killed?

I knocked out my pipe on a bar of the grate.

We are in the thick of it here, I said.

We are always in the thick of it, replied Smith. Our danger is no greater in Norfolk than in London. But what do they want to do? That man in the train with the case of instruments  WHAT instruments? Then the apparition of the green eyes to-night. Can they have been the eyes of Fu-Manchu? Is some peculiarly unique outrage contemplated  something calling for the presence of the master?

He may have to prevent Elthams leaving England without killing him.

Quite so. He probably has instructions to be merciful. But God help the victim of Chinese mercy!

I went to my own room then. But I did not even undress, refilling my pipe and seating myself at the open window. Having looked upon the awful Chinese doctor, the memory of his face, with its filmed green eyes, could never leave me. The idea that he might be near at that moment was a poor narcotic.

The howling and baying of the mastiff was almost continuous.

When all else in Redmoat was still the dogs mournful note yet rose on the night with something menacing in it. I sat looking out across the sloping turf to where the shrubbery showed as a black island in a green sea. The moon swam in a cloudless sky, and the air was warm and fragrant with country scents.

It was in the shrubbery that Denbys collie had met his mysterious death  that the thing seen by Miss Eltham had disappeared. What uncanny secret did it hold?

Caesar became silent.

As the stopping of a clock will sometimes awaken a sleeper, the abrupt cessation of that distant howling, to which I had grown accustomed, now recalled me from a world of gloomy imaginings.

I glanced at my watch in the moonlight. It was twelve minutes past midnight.

As I replaced it the dog suddenly burst out afresh, but now in a tone of sheer anger. He was alternately howling and snarling in a way that sounded new to me. The crashes, as he leapt to the end of his chain, shook the building in which he was confined. It was as I stood up to lean from the window and commanded a view of the corner of the house that he broke loose.

With a hoarse bay he took that decisive leap, and I heard his heavy body fall against the wooden wall. There followed a strange, guttural cry … and the growling of the dog died away at the rear of the house. He was out! But that guttural note had not come from the throat of a dog. Of what was he in pursuit?

At which point his mysterious quarry entered the shrubbery I do not know. I only know that I saw absolutely nothing, until Caesars lithe shape was streaked across the lawn, and the great creature went crashing into the undergrowth.

Then a faint sound above and to my right told me that I was not the only spectator of the scene. I leaned farther from the window.

Is that you, Miss Eltham? I asked.

Oh, Dr. Petrie! she said. I am so glad you are awake. Can we do nothing to help? Caesar will be killed.

Did you see what he went after?

No, she called back, and drew her breath sharply.

For a strange figure went racing across the grass. It was that of a man in a blue dressing-gown, who held a lantern high before him, and a revolver in his right hand. Coincident with my recognition of Mr. Eltham he leaped, plunging into the shrubbery in the wake of the dog.

But the night held yet another surprise; for Nayland Smiths voice came:

Come back! Come back, Eltham!

I ran out into the passage and downstairs. The front door was open. A terrible conflict waged in the shrubbery, between the mastiff and something else. Passing round to the lawn, I met Smith fully dressed. He just had dropped from a first-floor window.

The man is mad! he snapped. Heaven knows what lurks there! He should not have gone alone!

Together we ran towards the dancing light of Elthams lantern. The sounds of conflict ceased suddenly. Stumbling over stumps and lashed by low-sweeping branches, we struggled forward to where the clergyman knelt amongst the bushes. He glanced up with tears in his eyes, as was revealed by the dim light.

Look! he cried.

The body of the dog lay at his feet.

It was pitiable to think that the fearless brute should have met his death in such a fashion, and when I bent and examined him I was glad to find traces of life.

Drag him out. He is not dead, I said.

And hurry, rapped Smith, peering about him right and left.

So we three hurried from that haunted place, dragging the dog with us. We were not molested. No sound disturbed the now perfect stillness.

By the lawn edge we came upon Denby, half dressed; and almost immediately Edwards the gardener also appeared. The white faces of the house servants showed at one window, and Miss Eltham called to me from her room:

Is he dead?

No, I replied; only stunned.

We carried the dog round to the yard, and I examined his head. It had been struck by some heavy blunt instrument, but the skull was not broken. It is hard to kill a mastiff.

Will you attend to him, Doctor? asked Eltham. We must see that the villain does not escape.

His face was grim and set. This was a different man from the diffident clergyman we knew: this was Parson Dan again.

I accepted the care of the canine patient, and Eltham with the others went off for more lights to search the shrubbery. As I was washing a bad wound between the mastiffs ears, Miss Eltham joined me. It was the sound of her voice, I think, rather than my more scientific ministration, which recalled Caesar to life. For, as she entered, his tail wagged feebly, and a moment later he struggled to his feet  one of which was injured.

Having provided for his immediate needs, I left him in charge of his young mistress and joined the search party. They had entered the shrubbery from four points and drawn blank.

There is absolutely nothing there, and no one can possibly have left the grounds, said Eltham amazedly.

We stood on the lawn looking at one another, Nayland Smith, angry but thoughtful, tugging at the lobe of his left ear, as was his habit in moments of perplexity.


CHAPTER IX

WITH the first coming of light, Eltham, Smith and I tested the electrical contrivances from every point. They were in perfect order. It became more and more incomprehensible how anyone could have entered and quitted Redmoat during the night. The barbed-wire fencing was intact, and bore no signs of having been tampered with.

Smith and I undertook an exhaustive examination of the shrubbery.

At the spot where we had found the dog, some five paces to the west of the copper beech, the grass and weeds were trampled and the surrounding laurels and rhododendrons bore evidence of a struggle, but no human footprint could be found.

The ground is dry, said Smith. We cannot expect much.

In my opinion, I said, someone tried to get at Caesar; his presence is dangerous. And in his rage he broke loose.

I think so, too, agreed Smith. But why did this person make for here? And how, having mastered the dog, get out of Redmoat? I am open to admit the possibility of someones getting in during the day whilst the gates are open, and hiding until dusk. But how in the name of all thats wonderful does he GET OUT? He must possess the attributes of a bird.

I thought of Greba Elthams statements, reminding my friend of her description of the thing which she had seen passing into this strangely haunted shrubbery.

That line of speculation soon takes us out of our depth, Petrie, he said. Let us stick to what we can understand, and that may help us to a clearer idea of what, at present, is incomprehensible. My view of the case to date stands thus:

(1) Eltham, having rashly decided to return to the interior of China, is warned by an official whose friendship he has won in some way to stay in England.

(2) I know this official for one of the Yellow group represented in England by Dr. Fu-Manchu.

(3) Several attempts, of which we know but little, to get at Eltham are frustrated, presumably by his curious defenses. An attempt in a train fails owing to Miss Elthams distaste for refreshment-room coffee. An attempt here fails owing to her insomnia.

(4) During Elthams absence from Redmoat certain preparations are made for his return. These lead to:

(a) The death of Denbys collie;

(b) The things heard and seen by Miss Eltham;

(c) The things heard and seen by us all last night.

So that the clearing up of my fourth point  id est, the discovery of the nature of these preparations  becomes our immediate concern. The prime object of these preparations, Petrie, was to enable someone to gain access to Elthams room. The other events are incidental. The dogs HAD to be got rid of, for instance; and there is no doubt that Miss Elthams wakefulness saved her father a second time.

But from what? For Heavens sake, from what?

Smith glanced about into the light-patched shadows.

From a visit by someone  perhaps by Fu-Manchu himself, he said in a hushed voice. The object of that visit I hope we may never learn; for that would mean that it had been achieved.

Smith, I said, I do not altogether understand you; but do you think he has some incredible creature hidden here somewhere? It would be like him.

I begin to suspect the most formidable creature in the known world to be hidden here. I believe Fu-Manchu is somewhere inside Redmoat!

Our conversation was interrupted at this point by Denby, who came to report that he had examined the moat, the roadside, and the bank of the stream, but found no footprints or clew of any kind.

No one left the grounds of Redmoat last night, I think, he said. And his voice had awe in it.

That day dragged slowly on. A party of us scoured the neighborhood for traces of strangers, examining every foot of the Roman ruin hard by; but vainly.

May not your presence here induce Fu-Manchu to abandon his plans? I asked Smith.

I think not, he replied. You see, unless we can prevail upon him, Eltham sails in a fortnight. So the Doctor has no time to waste. Furthermore, I have an idea that his arrangements are of such a character that they MUST go forward. He might turn aside, of course, to assassinate me, if opportunity arose! But we know, from experience, that he permits nothing to interfere with his schemes.

There are few states, I suppose, which exact so severe a toll from ones nervous system as the ANTICIPATION of calamity.

All anticipation is keener, be it of joy or pain, than the reality whereof it is a mental forecast; but that inactive waiting at Redmoat, for the blow which we knew full well to be pending exceeded in its nerve taxation, anything I hitherto had experienced.

I felt as one bound upon an Aztec altar, with the priests obsidian knife raised above my breast!

Secret and malign forces throbbed about us; forces against which we had no armor. Dreadful as it was, I count it a mercy that the climax was reached so quickly. And it came suddenly enough; for there in that quiet Norfolk home we found ourselves at hand grips with one of the mysterious horrors which characterized the operations of Dr. Fu-Manchu. It was upon us before we realized it. There is no incidental music to the dramas of real life.

As we sat on the little terrace in the creeping twilight, I remember thinking how the peace of the scene gave the lie to my fears that we bordered upon tragic things. Then Caesar, who had been a docile patient all day, began howling again; and I saw Greba Eltham shudder.

I caught Smiths eye, and was about to propose our retirement indoors, when the party was broken up in more turbulent fashion. I suppose it was the presence of the girl which prompted Denby to the rash act, a desire personally to distinguish himself. But, as I recalled afterwards, his gaze had rarely left the shrubbery since dusk, save to seek her face, and now he leaped wildly to his feet, overturning his chair, and dashed across the grass to the trees.

Did you see it? he yelled. Did you see it?

He evidently carried a revolver. For from the edge of the shrubbery a shot sounded, and in the flash we saw Denby with the weapon raised.

Greba, go in and fasten the windows, cried Eltham. Mr. Smith, will you enter the bushes from the west. Dr. Petrie, east. Edwards, Edwards And he was off across the lawn with the nervous activity of a cat.

As I made off in an opposite direction I heard the gardeners voice from the lower gate, and I saw Elthams plan. It was to surround the shrubbery.

Two more shots and two flashes from the dense heart of greenwood. Then a loud cry  I thought, from Denby  and a second, muffled one.

Following  silence, only broken by the howling of the mastiff.

I sprinted through the rose garden, leaped heedlessly over a bed of geranium and heliotrope, and plunged in among the bushes and under the elms. Away on the left I heard Edwards shouting, and Elthams answering voice.

Denby! I cried, and yet louder: Denby!

But the silence fell again.

Dusk was upon Redmoat now, but from sitting in the twilight my eyes had grown accustomed to gloom, and I could see fairly well what lay before me. Not daring to think what might lurk above, below, around me, I pressed on into the midst of the thicket.

Vernon! came Elthams voice from one side.

Bear more to the right, Edwards, I heard Nayland Smith cry directly ahead of me.

With an eerie and indescribable sensation of impending disaster upon me, I thrust my way through to a gray patch which marked a break in the elmen roof. At the foot of the copper beech I almost fell over Eltham. Then Smith plunged into view. Lastly, Edwards the gardener rounded a big rhododendron and completed the party.

We stood quite still for a moment.

A faint breeze whispered through the beech leaves.

Where is he?

I cannot remember who put it into words; I was too dazed with amazement to notice. Then Eltham began shouting:

Vernon! Vernon! VERNON!

His voice pitched higher upon each repetition. There was something horrible about that vain calling, under the whispering beech, with shrubs banked about us cloaking God alone could know what.

From the back of the house came Caesars faint reply.

Quick! Lights! rapped Smith. Every lamp you have!

Off we went, dodging laurels and privets, and poured out on to the lawn, a disordered company. Elthams face was deathly pale, and his jaw set hard. He met my eye.

God forgive me! he said. I could do murder to-night!

He was a man composed of strange perplexities.

It seemed an age before the lights were found. But at last we returned to the bushes, really after a very brief delay; and ten minutes sufficed us to explore the entire shrubbery, for it was not extensive. We found his revolver, but there was no one there  nothing.

When we all stood again on the lawn, I thought that I had never seen Smith so haggard.

What in Heavens name can we do? he muttered. What does it mean?

He expected no answer; for there was none to offer one.

Search! Everywhere, said Eltham hoarsely.

He ran off into the rose garden, and began beating about among the flowers like a madman, muttering: Vernon! Vernon! For close upon an hour we all searched. We searched every square yard, I think, within the wire fencing, and found no trace. Miss Eltham slipped out in the confusion, and joined with the rest of us in that frantic hunt. Some of the servants assisted too.

It was a group terrified and awestricken which came together again on the terrace. One and then another would give up, until only Eltham and Smith were missing. Then they came back together from examining the steps to the lower gate.

Eltham dropped on to a rustic seat, and sank his head in his hands.

Nayland Smith paced up and down like a newly caged animal, snapping his teeth together and tugging at his ear.

Possessed by some sudden idea, or pressed to action by his tumultuous thoughts, he snatched up a lantern and strode silently off across the grass and to the shrubbery once more. I followed him. I think his idea was that he might surprise anyone who lurked there. He surprised himself, and all of us.

For right at the margin he tripped and fell flat. I ran to him.

He had fallen over the body of Denby, which lay there!

Denby had not been there a few moments before, and how he came to be there now we dared not conjecture. Mr. Eltham joined us, uttered one short, dry sob, and dropped upon his knees. Then we were carrying Denby back to the house, with the mastiff howling a marche funebre.

We laid him on the grass where it sloped down from the terrace. Nayland Smiths haggard face was terrible. But the stark horror of the thing inspired him to that, which conceived earlier, had saved Denby. Twisting suddenly to Eltham, he roared in a voice audible beyond the river:

Heavens! we are fools! LOOSE THE DOG!

But the dog I began.

Smith clapped his hand over my mouth.

I know hes crippled, he whispered. But if anything human lurks there, the dog will lead us to it. If a MAN is there, he will fly! Why did we not think of it before. Fools, fools! He raised his voice again. Keep him on leash, Edwards. He will lead us.

The scheme succeeded.

Edwards barely had started on his errand when bells began ringing inside the house.

Wait! snapped Eltham, and rushed indoors.

A moment later he was out again, his eyes gleaming madly. Above the moat, he panted. And we were off en masse round the edge of the trees.

It was dark above the moat; but not so dark as to prevent our seeing a narrow ladder of thin bamboo joints and silken cord hanging by two hooks from the top of the twelve-foot wire fence. There was no sound.

Hes out! screamed Eltham. Down the steps!

We all ran our best and swiftest. But Eltham outran us. Like a fury he tore at bolts and bars, and like a fury sprang out into the road. Straight and white it showed to the acclivity by the Roman ruin. But no living thing moved upon it. The distant baying of the dog was borne to our ears.

Curse it! hes crippled, hissed Smith. Without him, as well pursue a shadow!



A few hours later the shrubbery yielded up its secret, a simple one enough: A big cask sunk in a pit, with a laurel shrub cunningly affixed to its movable lid, which was further disguised with tufts of grass. A slender bamboo-jointed rod lay near the fence. It had a hook on the top, and was evidently used for attaching the ladder.

It was the end of this ladder which Miss Eltham saw, said Smith, as he trailed it behind him into the shrubbery when she interrupted him in her fathers room. He and whomever he had with him doubtless slipped in during the daytime  whilst Eltham was absent in London  bringing the prepared cask and all necessary implements with them. They concealed themselves somewhere  probably in the shrubbery  and during the night made the cache. The excavated earth would be disposed of on the flower-beds; the dummy bush they probably had ready. You see, the problem of getting IN was never a big one. But owing to the defenses it was impossible (whilst Eltham was in residence at any rate) to get OUT after dark. For Fu-Manchus purposes, then, a working-base INSIDE Redmoat was essential. His servant  for he needed assistance  must have been in hiding somewhere outside; Heaven knows where! During the day they could come or go by the gates, as we have already noted.

You think it was the Doctor himself?

It seems possible. Who else has eyes like the eyes Miss Eltham saw from the window last night?

Then remains to tell the nature of the outrage whereby Fu-Manchu had planned to prevent Elthams leaving England for China. This we learned from Denby. For Denby was not dead.

It was easy to divine that he had stumbled upon the fiendish visitor at the very entrance to his burrow; had been stunned (judging from the evidence, with a sand-bag), and dragged down into the cache  to which he must have lain in such dangerous proximity as to render detection of the dummy bush possible in removing him. The quickest expedient, then, had been to draw him beneath. When the search of the shrubbery was concluded, his body had been borne to the edge of the bushes and laid where we found it.

Why his life had been spared, I cannot conjecture, but provision had been made against his recovering consciousness and revealing the secret of the shrubbery. The ruse of releasing the mastiff alone had terminated the visit of the unbidden guest within Redmoat.

Denby made a very slow recovery; and, even when convalescent, consciously added not one fact to those we already had collated; his memory had completely deserted him!

This, in my opinion, as in those of the several specialists consulted, was due, not to the blow on the head, but to the presence, slightly below and to the right of the first cervical curve of the spine, of a minute puncture  undoubtedly caused by a hypodermic syringe. Then, unconsciously, poor Denby furnished the last link in the chain; for undoubtedly, by means of this operation, Fu-Manchu had designed to efface from Elthams mind his plans of return to Ho-Nan.

The nature of the fluid which could produce such mental symptoms was a mystery  a mystery which defied Western science: one of the many strange secrets of Dr. Fu-Manchu.


CHAPTER X

SINCE Nayland Smiths return from Burma I had rarely taken up a paper without coming upon evidences of that seething which had cast up Dr. Fu-Manchu. Whether, hitherto, such items had escaped my attention or had seemed to demand no particular notice, or whether they now became increasingly numerous, I was unable to determine.

One evening, some little time after our sojourn in Norfolk, in glancing through a number of papers which I had brought in with me, I chanced upon no fewer than four items of news bearing more or less directly upon the grim business which engaged my friend and I.

No white man, I honestly believe, appreciates the unemotional cruelty of the Chinese. Throughout the time that Dr. Fu-Manchu remained in England, the press preserved a uniform silence upon the subject of his existence. This was due to Nayland Smith. But, as a result, I feel assured that my account of the Chinamans deeds will, in many quarters, meet with an incredulous reception.

I had been at work, earlier in the evening, upon the opening chapters of this chronicle, and I had realized how difficult it would be for my reader, amid secure and cozy surroundings, to credit any human being with a callous villainy great enough to conceive and to put into execution such a death pest as that directed against Sir Crichton Davey.

One would expect Gods worst man to shrink from employing  against however vile an enemy  such an instrument as the Zayat Kiss. So thinking, my eye was caught by the following:  



EXPRESS CORRESPONDENT 
NEW YORK.

Secret service men of the United States Government are searching the South Sea Islands for a certain Hawaiian from the island of Maui, who, it is believed, has been selling poisonous scorpions to Chinese in Honolulu anxious to get rid of their children.

Infanticide, by scorpion and otherwise, among the Chinese, has increased so terribly that the authorities have started a searching inquiry, which has led to the hunt for the scorpion dealer of Maui.

Practically all the babies that die mysteriously are unwanted girls, and in nearly every case the parents promptly ascribe the death to the bite of a scorpion, and are ready to produce some more or less poisonous insect in support of the statement.

The authorities have no doubt that infanticide by scorpion bite is a growing practice, and orders have been given to hunt down the scorpion dealer at any cost.

Is it any matter for wonder that such a people had produced a Fu-Manchu? I pasted the cutting into a scrap-book, determined that, if I lived to publish my account of those days, I would quote it therein as casting a sidelight upon Chinese character.

A Reuter message to The Globe and a paragraph in The Star also furnished work for my scissors. Here were evidences of the deep-seated unrest, the secret turmoil, which manifested itself so far from its center as peaceful England in the person of the sinister Doctor.



HONG KONG, Friday.

Li Hon Hung, the Chinaman who fired at the Governor yesterday, was charged before the magistrate with shooting at him with intent to kill, which is equivalent to attempted murder. The prisoner, who was not defended, pleaded guilty. The Assistant Crown Solicitor, who prosecuted, asked for a remand until Monday, which was granted.

Snapshots taken by the spectators of the outrage yesterday disclosed the presence of an accomplice, also armed with a revolver. It is reported that this man, who was arrested last night, was in possession of incriminating documentary evidence.



Later.

Examination of the documents found on Li Hon Hungs accomplice has disclosed the fact that both men were well financed by the Canton Triad Society, the directors of which had enjoined the assassination of Sir F. M. or Mr. C. S., the Colonial Secretary. In a report prepared by the accomplice for dispatch to Canton, also found on his person, he expressed regret that the attempt had failed.  Reuter.

It is officially reported in St. Petersburg that a force of Chinese soldiers and villagers surrounded the house of a Russian subject named Said Effendi, near Khotan, in Chinese Turkestan.

They fired at the house and set it in flames. There were in the house about 100 Russians, many of whom were killed.

The Russian Government has instructed its Minister at Peking to make the most vigorous representations on the subject.  Reuter.



Finally, in a Personal Column, I found the following:  

HO-NAN. Have abandoned visit.  ELTHAM.



I had just pasted it into my book when Nayland Smith came in and threw himself into an arm-chair, facing me across the table. I showed him the cutting.

I am glad, for Elthams sake  and for the girls, was his comment. But it marks another victory for Fu-Manchu! Just Heaven! Why is retribution delayed!

Smiths darkly tanned face had grown leaner than ever since he had begun his fight with the most uncanny opponent, I suppose, against whom a man ever had pitted himself. He stood up and began restlessly to pace the room, furiously stuffing tobacco into his briar.

I have seen Sir Lionel Barton, he said abruptly; and, to put the whole thing in a nutshell, he has laughed at me! During the months that I have been wondering where he had gone to he has been somewhere in Egypt. He certainly bears a charmed life, for on the evidence of his letter to The Times he has seen things in Tibet which Fu-Manchu would have the West blind to; in fact, I think he has found a new keyhole to the gate of the Indian Empire!

Long ago we had placed the name of Sir Lionel Barton upon the list of those whose lives stood between Fu-Manchu and the attainment of his end. Orientalist and explorer, the fearless traveler who first had penetrated to Lhassa, who thrice, as a pilgrim, had entered forbidden Mecca, he now had turned his attention again to Tibet  thereby signing his own death-warrant.

That he has reached England alive is a hopeful sign? I suggested.

Smith shook his head, and lighted the blackened briar.

England at present is the web, he replied. The spider will be waiting. Petrie, I sometimes despair. Sir Lionel is an impossible man to shepherd. You ought to see his house at Finchley. A low, squat place completely hemmed in by trees. Damp as a swamp; smells like a jungle. Everything topsy-turvy. He only arrived to-day, and he is working and eating (and sleeping I expect), in a study that looks like an earthquake at Sothebys auction-rooms. The rest of the house is half a menagerie and half a circus. He has a Bedouin groom, a Chinese body-servant, and Heaven only knows what other strange people!

Chinese!

Yes, I saw him; a squinting Cantonese he calls Kwee. I dont like him. Also, there is a secretary known as Strozza, who has an unpleasant face. He is a fine linguist, I understand, and is engaged upon the Spanish notes for Bartons forthcoming book on the Mayapan temples. By the way, all Sir Lionels baggage disappeared from the landing-stage  including his Tibetan notes.

Significant!

Of course. But he argues that he has crossed Tibet from the Kuen-Lun to the Himalayas without being assassinated, and therefore that it is unlikely he will meet with that fate in London. I left him dictating the book from memory, at the rate of about two hundred words a minute.

He is wasting no time.

Wasting time! In addition to the Yucatan book and the work on Tibet, he has to read a paper at the Institute next week about some tomb he has unearthed in Egypt. As I came away, a van drove up from the docks and a couple of fellows delivered a sarcophagus as big as a boat. It is unique, according to Sir Lionel, and will go to the British Museum after he has examined it. The man crams six months work into six weeks; then he is off again.

What do you propose to do?

What CAN I do? I know that Fu-Manchu will make an attempt upon him. I cannot doubt it. Ugh! that house gave me the shudders. No sunlight, Ill swear, Petrie, can ever penetrate to the rooms, and when I arrived this afternoon clouds of gnats floated like motes wherever a stray beam filtered through the trees of the avenue. Theres a steamy smell about the place that is almost malarious, and the whole of the west front is covered with a sort of monkey-creeper, which he has imported at some time or other. It has a close, exotic perfume that is quite in the picture. I tell you, the place was made for murder.

Have you taken any precautions?

I called at Scotland Yard and sent a man down to watch the house, but

He shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

What is Sir Lionel like?

A madman, Petrie. A tall, massive man, wearing a dirty dressing-gown of neutral color; a man with untidy gray hair and a bristling mustache, keen blue eyes, and a brown skin; who wears a short beard or rarely shaves  I dont know which. I left him striding about among the thousand and one curiosities of that incredible room, picking his way through his antique furniture, works of reference, manuscripts, mummies, spears, pottery and what not  sometimes kicking a book from his course, or stumbling over a stuffed crocodile or a Mexican mask  alternately dictating and conversing. Phew!

For some time we were silent.

Smith I said, we are making no headway in this business. With all the forces arrayed against him, Fu-Manchu still eludes us, still pursues his devilish, inscrutable way.

Nayland Smith nodded.

And we dont know all, he said. We mark such and such a man as one alive to the Yellow Peril, and we warn him  if we have time. Perhaps he escapes; perhaps he does not. But what do we know, Petrie, of those others who may die every week by his murderous agency? We cannot know EVERYONE who has read the riddle of China. I never see a report of someone found drowned, of an apparent suicide, of a sudden, though seemingly natural death, without wondering. I tell you, Fu-Manchu is omnipresent; his tentacles embrace everything. I said that Sir Lionel must bear a charmed life. The fact that WE are alive is a miracle.

He glanced at his watch.

Nearly eleven, he said. But sleep seems a waste of time  apart from its dangers.

We heard a bell ring. A few moments later followed a knock at the room door.

Come in! I cried.

A girl entered with a telegram addressed to Smith. His jaw looked very square in the lamplight, and his eyes shone like steel as he took it from her and opened the envelope. He glanced at the form, stood up and passed it to me, reaching for his hat, which lay upon my writing-table.

God help us, Petrie! he said.

This was the message:



Sir Lionel Barton murdered. Meet me at his house at once.  WEYMOUTH, INSPECTOR.


CHAPTER XI

ALTHOUGH we avoided all unnecessary delay, it was close upon midnight when our cab swung round into a darkly shadowed avenue, at the farther end of which, as seen through a tunnel, the moonlight glittered upon the windows of Rowan House, Sir Lionel Bartons home.

Stepping out before the porch of the long, squat building, I saw that it was banked in, as Smith had said, by trees and shrubs. The facade showed mantled in the strange exotic creeper which he had mentioned, and the air was pungent with an odor of decaying vegetation, with which mingled the heavy perfume of the little nocturnal red flowers which bloomed luxuriantly upon the creeper.

The place looked a veritable wilderness, and when we were admitted to the hall by Inspector Weymouth I saw that the interior was in keeping with the exterior, for the hall was constructed from the model of some apartment in an Assyrian temple, and the squat columns, the low seats, the hangings, all were eloquent of neglect, being thickly dust-coated. The musty smell, too, was almost as pronounced here as outside, beneath the trees.

To a library, whose contents overflowed in many literary torrents upon the floor, the detective conducted us.

Good heavens! I cried, whats that?

Something leaped from the top of the bookcase, ambled silently across the littered carpet, and passed from the library like a golden streak. I stood looking after it with startled eyes. Inspector Weymouth laughed dryly.

Its a young puma, or a civet-cat, or something, Doctor, he said. This house is full of surprises  and mysteries.

His voice was not quite steady, I thought, and he carefully closed the door ere proceeding further.

Where is he? asked Nayland Smith harshly. How was it done?

Weymouth sat down and lighted a cigar which I offered him.

I thought you would like to hear what led up to it  so far as we know  before seeing him?

Smith nodded.

Well, continued the Inspector, the man you arranged to send down from the Yard got here all right and took up a post in the road outside, where he could command a good view of the gates. He saw and heard nothing, until going on for half-past ten, when a young lady turned up and went in.

A young lady?

Miss Edmonds, Sir Lionels shorthand typist. She had found, after getting home, that her bag, with her purse in, was missing, and she came back to see if she had left it here. She gave the alarm. My man heard the row from the road and came in. Then he ran out and rang us up. I immediately wired for you.

He heard the row, you say. What row?

Miss Edmonds went into violent hysterics!

Smith was pacing the room now in tense excitement.

Describe what he saw when he came in.

He saw a negro footman  there isnt an Englishman in the house  trying to pacify the girl out in the hall yonder, and a Malay and another colored man beating their foreheads and howling. There was no sense to be got out of any of them, so he started to investigate for himself. He had taken the bearings of the place earlier in the evening, and from the light in a window on the ground floor had located the study; so he set out to look for the door. When he found it, it was locked from the inside.

Well?

He went out and round to the window. Theres no blind, and from the shrubbery you can see into the lumber-room known as the study. He looked in, as apparently Miss Edmonds had done before him. What he saw accounted for her hysterics.

Both Smith and I were hanging upon his words.

All amongst the rubbish on the floor a big Egyptian mummy case was lying on its side, and face downwards, with his arms thrown across it, lay Sir Lionel Barton.

My God! Yes. Go on.

There was only a shaded reading-lamp alight, and it stood on a chair, shining right down on him; it made a patch of light on the floor, you understand. The Inspector indicated its extent with his hands. Well, as the man smashed the glass and got the window open, and was just climbing in, he saw something else, so he says.

He paused.

What did he see? demanded Smith shortly.

A sort of GREEN MIST, sir. He says it seemed to be alive. It moved over the floor, about a foot from the ground, going away from him and towards a curtain at the other end of the study.

Nayland Smith fixed his eyes upon the speaker.

Where did he first see this green mist?

He says, Mr. Smith, that he thinks it came from the mummy case.

Yes; go on.

It is to his credit that he climbed into the room after seeing a thing like that. He did. He turned the body over, and Sir Lionel looked horrible. He was quite dead. Then Croxted  thats the mans name  went over to this curtain. There was a glass door  shut. He opened it, and it gave on a conservatory  a place stacked from the tiled floor to the glass roof with more rubbish. It was dark inside, but enough light came from the study  its really a drawing-room, by the way  as hed turned all the lamps on, to give him another glimpse of this green, crawling mist. There are three steps to go down. On the steps lay a dead Chinaman.

A dead Chinaman!

A dead CHINAMAN.

Doctor seen them? rapped Smith.

Yes; a local man. He was out of his depth, I could see. Contradicted himself three times. But theres no need for another opinion  until we get the coroners.

And Croxted?

Croxted was taken ill, Mr. Smith, and had to be sent home in a cab.

What ails him?

Detective-Inspector Weymouth raised his eyebrows and carefully knocked the ash from his cigar.

He held out until I came, gave me the story, and then fainted right away. He said that something in the conservatory seemed to get him by the throat.

Did he mean that literally?

I couldnt say. We had to send the girl home, too, of course.

Nayland Smith was pulling thoughtfully at the lobe of his left ear.

Got any theory? he jerked.

Weymouth shrugged his shoulders.

Not one that includes the green mist, he said. Shall we go in now?

We crossed the Assyrian hall, where the members of that strange household were gathered in a panic-stricken group. They numbered four. Two of them were negroes, and two Easterns of some kind. I missed the Chinaman, Kwee, of whom Smith had spoken, and the Italian secretary; and from the way in which my friend peered about the shadows of the hall I divined that he, too, wondered at their absence. We entered Sir Lionels study  an apartment which I despair of describing.

Nayland Smiths words, an earthquake at Sothebys auction-rooms, leaped to my mind at once; for the place was simply stacked with curious litter  loot of Africa, Mexico and Persia. In a clearing by the hearth a gas stove stood upon a packing-case, and about it lay a number of utensils for camp cookery. The odor of rotting vegetation, mingled with the insistent perfume of the strange night-blooming flowers, was borne in through the open window.

In the center of the floor, beside an overturned sarcophagus, lay a figure in a neutral-colored dressing-gown, face downwards, and arms thrust forward and over the side of the ancient Egyptian mummy case.

My friend advanced and knelt beside the dead man.

Good God!

Smith sprang upright and turned with an extraordinary expression to Inspector Weymouth.

You do not know Sir Lionel Barton by sight? he rapped.

No, began Weymouth, but

This is not Sir Lionel. This is Strozza, the secretary.

What! shouted Weymouth.

Where is the other  the Chinaman  quick! cried Smith.

I have had him left where he was found  on the conservatory steps, said the Inspector.

Smith ran across the room to where, beyond the open door, a glimpse might be obtained of stacked-up curiosities. Holding back the curtain to allow more light to penetrate, he bent forward over a crumpled-up figure which lay upon the steps below.

It is! he cried aloud. It is Sir Lionels servant, Kwee.

Weymouth and I looked at one another across the body of the Italian; then our eyes turned together to where my friend, grim-faced, stood over the dead Chinaman. A breeze whispered through the leaves; a great wave of exotic perfume swept from the open window towards the curtained doorway.

It was a breath of the East  that stretched out a yellow hand to the West. It was symbolic of the subtle, intangible power manifested in Dr. Fu-Manchu, as Nayland Smith  lean, agile, bronzed with the suns of Burma, was symbolic of the clean British efficiency which sought to combat the insidious enemy.

One thing is evident, said Smith: no one in the house, Strozza excepted, knew that Sir Lionel was absent.

How do you arrive at that? asked Weymouth.

The servants, in the hall, are bewailing him as dead. If they had seen him go out they would know that it must be someone else who lies here.

What about the Chinaman?

Since there is no other means of entrance to the conservatory save through the study, Kwee must have hidden himself there at some time when his master was absent from the room.

Croxted found the communicating door closed. What killed the Chinaman?

Both Miss Edmonds and Croxted found the study door locked from the inside. What killed Strozza? retorted Smith.

You will have noted, continued the Inspector, that the secretary is wearing Sir Lionels dressing-gown. It was seeing him in that, as she looked in at the window, which led Miss Edmonds to mistake him for her employer  and consequently to put us on the wrong scent.

He wore it in order that anybody looking in at the window would be sure to make that mistake, rapped Smith.

Why? I asked.

Because he came here for a felonious purpose. See. Smith stooped and took up several tools from the litter on the floor. There lies the lid. He came to open the sarcophagus. It contained the mummy of some notable person who flourished under Meneptah II; and Sir Lionel told me that a number of valuable ornaments and jewels probably were secreted amongst the wrappings. He proposed to open the thing and to submit the entire contents to examination to-night. He evidently changed his mind  fortunately for himself.

I ran my fingers through my hair in perplexity.

Then what has become of the mummy?

Nayland Smith laughed dryly.

It has vanished in the form of a green vapor apparently, he said. Look at Strozzas face.

He turned the body over, and, used as I was to such spectacles, the contorted features of the Italian filled me with horror, so  suggestive were they of a death more than ordinarily violent. I pulled aside the dressing-gown and searched the body for marks, but failed to find any. Nayland Smith crossed the room, and, assisted by the detective, carried Kwee, the Chinaman, into the study and laid him fully in the light. His puckered yellow face presented a sight even more awful than the other, and his blue lips were drawn back, exposing both upper and lower teeth. There were no marks of violence, but his limbs, like Strozzas, had been tortured during his mortal struggles into unnatural postures.

The breeze was growing higher, and pungent odor-waves from the damp shrubbery, bearing, too, the oppressive sweetness of the creeping plant, swept constantly through the open window. Inspector Weymouth carefully relighted his cigar.

Im with you this far, Mr. Smith, he said. Strozza, knowing Sir Lionel to be absent, locked himself in here to rifle the mummy case, for Croxted, entering by way of the window, found the key on the inside. Strozza didnt know that the Chinaman was hidden in the conservatory

And Kwee did not dare to show himself, because he too was there for some mysterious reason of his own, interrupted Smith.

Having got the lid off, something,  somebody

Suppose we say the mummy?

Weymouth laughed uneasily.

Well, sir, something that vanished from a locked room without opening the door or the window killed Strozza.

And something which, having killed Strozza, next killed the Chinaman, apparently without troubling to open the door behind which he lay concealed, Smith continued. For once in a way, Inspector, Dr. Fu-Manchu has employed an ally which even his giant will was incapable entirely to subjugate. What blind force  what terrific agent of death  had he confined in that sarcophagus!

You think this is the work of Fu-Manchu? I said. If you are correct, his power indeed is more than human.

Something in my voice, I suppose, brought Smith right about. He surveyed me curiously.

Can you doubt it? The presence of a concealed Chinaman surely is sufficient. Kwee, I feel assured, was one of the murder group, though probably he had only recently entered that mysterious service. He is unarmed, or I should feel disposed to think that his part was to assassinate Sir Lionel whilst, unsuspecting the presence of a hidden enemy, he was at work here. Strozzas opening the sarcophagus clearly spoiled the scheme.

And led to the death

Of a servant of Fu-Manchu. Yes. I am at a loss to account for that.

Do you think that the sarcophagus entered into the scheme, Smith?

My friend looked at me in evident perplexity.

You mean that its arrival at the time when a creature of the Doctor  Kwee  was concealed here, may have been a coincidence?

I nodded; and Smith bent over the sarcophagus, curiously examining the garish paintings with which it was decorated inside and out. It lay sideways upon the floor, and seizing it by its edge, he turned it over.

Heavy, he muttered; but Strozza must have capsized it as he fell. He would not have laid it on its side to remove the lid. Hallo!

He bent farther forward, catching at a piece of twine, and out of the mummy case pulled a rubber stopper or cork.

This was stuck in a hole level with the floor of the thing, he said. Ugh! it has a disgusting smell.

I took it from his hands, and was about to examine it, when a loud voice sounded outside in the hall. The door was thrown open, and a big man, who, despite the warmth of the weather, wore a fur-lined overcoat, rushed impetuously into the room.

Sir Lionel! cried Smith eagerly. I warned you! And see, you have had a very narrow escape.

Sir Lionel Barton glanced at what lay upon the floor, then from Smith to myself, and from me to Inspector Weymouth. He dropped into one of the few chairs unstacked with books.

Mr. Smith, he said, with emotion, what does this mean? Tell me  quickly.

In brief terms Smith detailed the happenings of the night  or so much as he knew of them. Sir Lionel Barton listened, sitting quite still the while  an unusual repose in a man of such evidently tremendous nervous activity.

He came for the jewels, he said slowly, when Smith was finished; and his eyes turned to the body of the dead Italian. I was wrong to submit him to the temptation. God knows what Kwee was doing in hiding. Perhaps he had come to murder me, as you surmise, Mr. Smith, though I find it hard to believe. But  I dont think this is the handiwork of your Chinese doctor. He fixed his gaze upon the sarcophagus.

Smith stared at him in surprise. What do you mean, Sir Lionel?

The famous traveler continued to look towards the sarcophagus with something in his blue eyes that might have been dread.

I received a wire from Professor Rembold to-night, he continued. You were correct in supposing that no one but Strozza knew of my absence. I dressed hurriedly and met the professor at the Travelers. He knew that I was to read a paper next week upon  again he looked toward the mummy case the tomb of Mekara; and he knew that the sarcophagus had been brought, untouched, to England. He begged me not to open it.

Nayland Smith was studying the speakers face.

What reason did he give for so extraordinary a request? he asked.

Sir Lionel Barton hesitated.

One, he replied at last, which amused me  at the time. I must inform you that Mekara  whose tomb my agent had discovered during my absence in Tibet, and to enter which I broke my return journey to Alexandria  was a high priest and first prophet of Amen  under the Pharaoh of the Exodus; in short, one of the magicians who contested in magic arts with Moses. I thought the discovery unique, until Professor Rembold furnished me with some curious particulars respecting the death of M. Page le Roi, the French Egyptologist  particulars new to me.

We listened in growing surprise, scarcely knowing to what this tended.

M. le Roi, continued Barton, discovered, but kept secret, the tomb of Amenti  another of this particular brotherhood. It appears that he opened the mummy case on the spot  these priests were of royal line, and are buried in the valley of Biban-le-Moluk. His Fellah and Arab servants deserted him for some reason  on seeing the mummy case  and he was found dead, apparently strangled, beside it. The matter was hushed up by the Egyptian Government. Rembold could not explain why. But he begged of me not to open the sarcophagus of Mekara.

A silence fell.

The strange facts regarding the sudden death of Page le Roi, which I now heard for the first time, had impressed me unpleasantly, coming from a man of Sir Lionel Bartons experience and reputation.

How long had it lain in the docks? jerked Smith.

For two days, I believe. I am not a superstitious man, Mr. Smith, but neither is Professor Rembold, and now that I know the facts respecting Page le Roi, I can find it in my heart to thank God that I did not see … whatever came out of that sarcophagus.

Nayland Smith stared him hard in the face. I am glad you did not, Sir Lionel, he said; for whatever the priest Mekara has to do with the matter, by means of his sarcophagus, Dr. Fu-Manchu has made his first attempt upon your life. He has failed, but I hope you will accompany me from here to a hotel. He will not fail twice.


CHAPTER XII

IT was the night following that of the double tragedy at Rowan House. Nayland Smith, with Inspector Weymouth, was engaged in some mysterious inquiry at the docks, and I had remained at home to resume my strange chronicle. And  why should I not confess it?  my memories had frightened me.

I was arranging my notes respecting the case of Sir Lionel Barton. They were hopelessly incomplete. For instance, I had jotted down the following queries:  (1) Did any true parallel exist between the death of M. Page le Roi and the death of Kwee, the Chinaman, and of Strozza? (2) What had become of the mummy of Mekara? (3) How had the murderer escaped from a locked room? (4) What was the purpose of the rubber stopper? (5) Why was Kwee hiding in the conservatory? (6) Was the green mist a mere subjective hallucination  a figment of Croxteds imagination  or had he actually seen it?

Until these questions were satisfactorily answered, further progress was impossible. Nayland Smith frankly admitted that he was out of his depth. It looks, on the face of it, more like a case for the Psychical Research people than for a plain Civil Servant, lately of Mandalay, he had said only that morning.

Sir Lionel Barton really believes that supernatural agencies were brought into operation by the opening of the high priests coffin. For my part, even if I believed the same, I should still maintain that Dr. Fu-Manchu controlled those manifestations. But reason it out for yourself and see if we arrive at any common center. Dont work so much upon the datum of the green mist, but keep to the FACTS which are established.

I commenced to knock out my pipe in the ash-tray; then paused, pipe in hand. The house was quite still, for my landlady and all the small household were out.

Above the noise of the passing tramcar I thought I had heard the hall door open. In the ensuing silence I sat and listened.

Not a sound. Stay! I slipped my hand into the table drawer, took out my revolver, and stood up.

There WAS a sound. Someone or something was creeping upstairs in the dark!

Familiar with the ghastly media employed by the Chinaman, I was seized with an impulse to leap to the door, shut and lock it. But the rustling sound proceeded, now, from immediately outside my partially opened door. I had not the time to close it; knowing somewhat of the horrors at the command of Fu-Manchu, I had not the courage to open it. My heart leaping wildly, and my eyes upon that bar of darkness with its gruesome potentialities, I waited  waited for whatever was to come. Perhaps twelve seconds passed in silence.

Whos there? I cried. Answer, or I fire!

Ah! no, came a soft voice, thrillingly musical. Put it down  that pistol. Quick! I must speak to you.

The door was pushed open, and there entered a slim figure wrapped in a hooded cloak. My hand fell, and I stood, stricken to silence, looking into the beautiful dark eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchus messenger  if her own statement could be credited, slave. On two occasions this girl, whose association with the Doctor was one of the most profound mysteries of the case, had risked  I cannot say what; unnameable punishment, perhaps  to save me from death; in both cases from a terrible death. For what was she come now?

Her lips slightly parted, she stood, holding her cloak about her, and watching me with great passionate eyes.

How I began.

But she shook her head impatiently.

HE has a duplicate key of the house door, was her amazing statement. I have never betrayed a secret of my master before, but you must arrange to replace the lock.

She came forward and rested her slim hands confidingly upon my shoulders. I have come again to ask you to take me away from him, she said simply.

And she lifted her face to me.

Her words struck a chord in my heart which sang with strange music, with music so barbaric that, frankly, I blushed to find it harmony. Have I said that she was beautiful? It can convey no faint conception of her. With her pure, fair skin, eyes like the velvet darkness of the East, and red lips so tremulously near to mine, she was the most seductively lovely creature I ever had looked upon. In that electric moment my heart went out in sympathy to every man who had bartered honor, country, all for a womans kiss.

I will see that you are placed under proper protection, I said firmly, but my voice was not quite my own. It is quite absurd to talk of slavery here in England. You are a free agent, or you could not be here now. Dr. Fu-Manchu cannot control your actions.

Ah! she cried, casting back her head scornfully, and releasing a cloud of hair, through whose softness gleamed a jeweled head-dress. No? He cannot? Do you know what it means to have been a slave? Here, in your free England, do you know what it means  the razzia, the desert journey, the whips of the drivers, the house of the dealer, the shame. Bah!

How beautiful she was in her indignation!

Slavery is put down, you imagine, perhaps? You do not believe that to-day  TO-DAY  twenty-five English sovereigns will buy a Galla girl, who is brown, and  whisper two hundred and fifty a Circassian, who is white. No, there is no slavery! So! Then what am I?

She threw open her cloak, and it is a literal fact that I rubbed my eyes, half believing that I dreamed. For beneath, she was arrayed in gossamer silk which more than indicated the perfect lines of her slim shape; wore a jeweled girdle and barbaric ornaments; was a figure fit for the walled gardens of Stamboul  a figure amazing, incomprehensible, in the prosaic setting of my rooms.

To-night I had no time to make myself an English miss, she said, wrapping her cloak quickly about her. You see me as I am. Her garments exhaled a faint perfume, and it reminded me of another meeting I had had with her. I looked into the challenging eyes.

Your request is but a pretense, I said. Why do you keep the secrets of that man, when they mean death to so many?

Death! I have seen my own sister die of fever in the desert  seen her thrown like carrion into a hole in the sand. I have seen men flogged until they prayed for death as a boon. I have known the lash myself. Death! What does it matter?

She shocked me inexpressibly. Enveloped in her cloak again, and with only her slight accent to betray her, it was dreadful to hear such words from a girl who, save for her singular type of beauty, might have been a cultured European.

Prove, then, that you really wish to leave this mans service. Tell me what killed Strozza and the Chinaman, I said.

She shrugged her shoulders.

I do not know that. But if you will carry me off  she clutched me nervously so that I am helpless, lock me up so that I cannot escape, beat me, if you like, I will tell you all I do know. While he is my master I will never betray him. Tear me from him  by force, do you understand, BY FORCE, and my lips will be sealed no longer. Ah! but you do not understand, with your proper authorities  your police. Police! Ah, I have said enough.

A clock across the common began to strike. The girl started and laid her hands upon my shoulders again. There were tears glittering among the curved black lashes.

You do not understand, she whispered. Oh, will you never understand and release me from him! I must go. Already I have remained too long. Listen. Go out without delay. Remain out  at a hotel, where you will, but do not stay here.

And Nayland Smith?

What is he to me, this Nayland Smith? Ah, why will you not unseal my lips? You are in danger  you hear me, in danger! Go away from here to-night.

She dropped her hands and ran from the room. In the open doorway she turned, stamping her foot passionately.

You have hands and arms, she cried, and yet you let me go. Be warned, then; fly from here She broke off with something that sounded like a sob.

I made no move to stay her  this beautiful accomplice of the arch-murderer, Fu-Manchu. I heard her light footsteps pattering down the stairs, I heard her open and close the door  the door of which Dr. Fu-Manchu held the key. Still I stood where she had parted from me, and was so standing when a key grated in the lock and Nayland Smith came running up.

Did you see her? I began.

But his face showed that he had not done so, and rapidly I told him of my strange visitor, of her words, of her warning.

How can she have passed through London in that costume? I cried in bewilderment. Where can she have come from?

Smith shrugged his shoulders and began to stuff broad-cut mixture into the familiar cracked briar.

She might have traveled in a car or in a cab, he said; and undoubtedly she came direct from the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu. You should have detained her, Petrie. It is the third time we have had that woman in our power, the third time we have let her go free.

Smith, I replied, I couldnt. She came of her own free will to give me a warning. She disarms me.

Because you can see she is in love with you? he suggested, and burst into one of his rare laughs when the angry flush rose to my cheek. She is, Petrie why pretend to be blind to it? You dont know the Oriental mind as I do; but I quite understand the girls position. She fears the English authorities, but would submit to capture by you! If you would only seize her by the hair, drag her to some cellar, hurl her down and stand over her with a whip, she would tell you everything she knows, and salve her strange Eastern conscience with the reflection that speech was forced from her. I am not joking; it is so, I assure you. And she would adore you for your savagery, deeming you forceful and strong!

Smith, I said, be serious. You know what her warning meant before.

I can guess what it means now, he rapped. Hallo!

Someone was furiously ringing the bell.

No one at home? said my friend. I will go. I think I know what it is.

A few minutes later he returned, carrying a large square package.

From Weymouth, he explained, by district messenger. I left him behind at the docks, and he arranged to forward any evidence which subsequently he found. This will be fragments of the mummy.

What! You think the mummy was abstracted?

Yes, at the docks. I am sure of it; and somebody else was in the sarcophagus when it reached Rowan House. A sarcophagus, I find, is practically airtight, so that the use of the rubber stopper becomes evident  ventilation. How this person killed Strozza I have yet to learn.

Also, how he escaped from a locked room. And what about the green mist?

Nayland Smith spread his hands in a characteristic gesture.

The green mist, Petrie, can be explained in several ways. Remember, we have only one mans word that it existed. It is at best a confusing datum to which we must not attach a factitious importance.

He threw the wrappings on the floor and tugged at a twine loop in the lid of the square box, which now stood upon the table. Suddenly the lid came away, bringing with it a lead lining, such as is usual in tea-chests. This lining was partially attached to one side of the box, so that the action of removing the lid at once raised and tilted it.

Then happened a singular thing.

Out over the table billowed a sort of yellowish-green cloud  an oily vapor  and an inspiration, it was nothing less, born of a memory and of some words of my beautiful visitor, came to me.

RUN, SMITH! I screamed. The door! the door, for your life! Fu-Manchu sent that box! I threw my arms round him. As he bent forward the moving vapor rose almost to his nostrils. I dragged him back and all but pitched him out on to the landing. We entered my bedroom, and there, as I turned on the light, I saw that Smiths tanned face was unusually drawn, and touched with pallor.

It is a poisonous gas! I said hoarsely; in many respects identical with chlorine, but having unique properties which prove it to be something else  God and Fu-Manchu, alone know what! It is the fumes of chlorine that kill the men in the bleaching powder works. We have been blind  I particularly. Dont you see? There was no one in the sarcophagus, Smith, but there was enough of that fearful stuff to have suffocated a regiment!

Smith clenched his fists convulsively.

My God! he said, how can I hope to deal with the author of such a scheme? I see the whole plan. He did not reckon on the mummy case being overturned, and Kwees part was to remove the plug with the aid of the string  after Sir Lionel had been suffocated. The gas, I take it, is heavier than air.

Chlorine gas has a specific gravity of 2.470, I said; two and a half times heavier than air. You can pour it from jar to jar like a liquid  if you are wearing a chemists mask. In these respects this stuff appears to be similar; the points of difference would not interest you. The sarcophagus would have emptied through the vent, and the gas have dispersed, with no clew remaining  except the smell.

I did smell it, Petrie, on the stopper, but, of course, was unfamiliar with it. You may remember that you were prevented from doing so by the arrival of Sir Lionel? The scent of those infernal flowers must partially have drowned it, too. Poor, misguided Strozza inhaled the stuff, capsized the case in his fall, and all the gas

Went pouring under the conservatory door, and down the steps, where Kwee was crouching. Croxteds breaking the window created sufficient draught to disperse what little remained. It will have settled on the floor now. I will go and open both windows.

Nayland raised his haggard face.

He evidently made more than was necessary to dispatch Sir Lionel Barton, he said; and contemptuously  you note the attitude, Petrie?  contemptuously devoted the surplus to me. His contempt is justified. I am a child striving to cope with a mental giant. It is by no wit of mine that Dr. Fu-Manchu scores a double failure.


CHAPTER XIII

I WILL tell you, now of a strange dream which I dreamed, and of the stranger things to which I awakened. Since, out of a blank  a void  this vision burst in upon my mind, I cannot do better than relate it, without preamble. It was thus:

I dreamed that I lay writhing on the floor in agony indescribable. My veins were filled with liquid fire, and but that stygian darkness was about me, I told myself that I must have seen the smoke arising from my burning body.

This, I thought, was death.

Then, a cooling shower descended upon me, soaked through skin and tissue to the tortured arteries and quenched the fire within. Panting, but free from pain, I lay  exhausted.

Strength gradually returning to me, I tried to rise; but the carpet felt so singularly soft that it offered me no foothold. I waded and plunged like a swimmer treading water; and all about me rose impenetrable walls of darkness, darkness all but palpable. I wondered why I could not see the windows. The horrible idea flashed to my mind that I was become blind!

Somehow I got upon my feet, and stood swaying dizzily. I became aware of a heavy perfume, and knew it for some kind of incense.

Then  a dim light was born, at an immeasurable distance away. It grew steadily in brilliance. It spread like a bluish-red stain  like a liquid. It lapped up the darkness and spread throughout the room.

But this was not my room! Nor was it any room known to me.

It was an apartment of such size that its dimensions filled me with a kind of awe such as I never had known: the awe of walled vastness. Its immense extent produced a sensation of sound. Its hugeness had a distinct NOTE.

Tapestries covered the four walls. There was no door visible. These tapestries were magnificently figured with golden dragons; and as the serpentine bodies gleamed and shimmered in the increasing radiance, each dragon, I thought, intertwined its glittering coils more closely with those of another. The carpet was of such richness that I stood knee-deep in its pile. And this, too, was fashioned all over with golden dragons; and they seemed to glide about amid the shadows of the design  stealthily.

At the farther end of the hall  for hall it was  a huge table with dragons legs stood solitary amid the luxuriance of the carpet. It bore scintillating globes, and tubes that held living organisms, and books of a size and in such bindings as I never had imagined, with instruments of a type unknown to Western science  a heterogeneous litter quite indescribable, which overflowed on to the floor, forming an amazing oasis in a dragon-haunted desert of carpet. A lamp hung above this table, suspended by golden chains from the ceiling  which was so lofty that, following the chains upward, my gaze lost itself in the purple shadows above.

In a chair piled high with dragon-covered cushions a man sat behind this table. The light from the swinging lamp fell fully upon one side of his face, as he leaned forward amid the jumble of weird objects, and left the other side in purplish shadow. From a plain brass bowl upon the corner of the huge table smoke writhed aloft and at times partially obscured that dreadful face.

From the instant that my eyes were drawn to the table and to the man who sat there, neither the incredible extent of the room, nor the nightmare fashion of its mural decorations, could reclaim my attention. I had eyes only for him.

For it was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Something of the delirium which had seemed to fill my veins with fire, to people the walls with dragons, and to plunge me knee-deep in the carpet, left me. Those dreadful, filmed green eyes acted somewhat like a cold douche. I knew, without removing my gaze from the still face, that the walls no longer lived, but were merely draped in exquisite Chinese dragon tapestry. The rich carpet beneath my feet ceased to be as a jungle and became a normal carpet  extraordinarily rich, but merely a carpet. But the sense of vastness nevertheless remained, with the uncomfortable knowledge that the things upon the table and overflowing about it were all, or nearly all, of a fashion strange to me.

Then, and almost instantaneously, the comparative sanity which I had temporarily experienced began to slip from me again; for the smoke faintly penciled through the air  from the burning perfume on the table  grew in volume, thickened, and wafted towards me in a cloud of gray horror. It enveloped me, clammily. Dimly, through its oily wreaths, I saw the immobile yellow face of Fu-Manchu. And my stupefied brain acclaimed him a sorcerer, against whom unwittingly we had pitted our poor human wits. The green eyes showed filmy through the fog. An intense pain shot through my lower limbs, and, catching my breath, I looked down. As I did so, the points of the red slippers which I dreamed that I wore increased in length, curled sinuously upward, twined about my throat and choked the breath from my body!

Came an interval, and then a dawning like consciousness; but it was a false consciousness, since it brought with it the idea that my head lay softly pillowed and that a womans hand caressed my throbbing forehead. Confusedly, as though in the remote past, I recalled a kiss  and the recollection thrilled me strangely. Dreamily content I lay, and a voice stole to my ears:

They are killing him! they are killing him! Oh! do you not understand? In my dazed condition, I thought that it was I who had died, and that this musical girl-voice was communicating to me the fact of my own dissolution.

But I was conscious of no interest in the matter.

For hours and hours, I thought, that soothing hand caressed me. I never once raised my heavy lids, until there came a resounding crash that seemed to set my very bones vibrating  a metallic, jangling crash, as the fall of heavy chains. I thought that, then, I half opened my eyes, and that in the dimness I had a fleeting glimpse of a figure clad in gossamer silk, with arms covered with barbaric bangles and slim ankles surrounded by gold bands. The girl was gone, even as I told myself that she was an houri, and that I, though a Christian, had been consigned by some error to the paradise of Mohammed.

Then  a complete blank.



My head throbbed madly; my brain seemed to be clogged  inert; and though my first, feeble movement was followed by the rattle of a chain, some moments more elapsed ere I realized that the chain was fastened to a steel collar  that the steel collar was clasped about my neck.

I moaned weakly.

Smith! I muttered, Where are you? Smith!

On to my knees I struggled, and the pain on the top of my skull grew all but insupportable. It was coming back to me now; how Nayland Smith and I had started for the hotel to warn Graham Guthrie; how, as we passed up the steps from the Embankment and into Essex Street, we saw the big motor standing before the door of one of the offices. I could recall coming up level with the car  a modern limousine; but my mind retained no impression of our having passed it  only a vague memory of a rush of footsteps  a blow. Then, my vision of the hall of dragons, and now this real awakening to a worse reality.

Groping in the darkness, my hands touched a body that lay close beside me. My fingers sought and found the throat, sought and found the steel collar about it.

Smith, I groaned; and I shook the still form. Smith, old man  speak to me! Smith!

Could he be dead? Was this the end of his gallant fight with Dr. Fu-Manchu and the murder group? If so, what did the future hold for me  what had I to face?

He stirred beneath my trembling hands.

Thank God! I muttered, and I cannot deny that my joy was tainted with selfishness. For, waking in that impenetrable darkness, and yet obsessed with the dream I had dreamed, I had known what fear meant, at the realization that alone, chained, I must face the dreadful Chinese doctor in the flesh. Smith began incoherent mutterings.

Sand-bagged!… Look out, Petrie!… He has us at last!… Oh, Heavens!… He struggled on to his knees, clutching at my hand.

All right, old man, I said. We are both alive! So lets be thankful.

A moments silence, a groan, then:

Petrie, I have dragged you into this. God forgive me

Dry up, Smith, I said slowly. Im not a child. There is no question of being dragged into the matter. Im here; and if I can be of any use, Im glad I am here!

He grasped my hand.

There were two Chinese, in European clothes  lord, how my head throbs!  in that office door. They sand-bagged us, Petrie  think of it!  in broad daylight, within hail of the Strand! We were rushed into the car  and it was all over, before His voice grew faint. God! they gave me an awful knock!

Why have we been spared, Smith? Do you think he is saving us for

Dont, Petrie! If you had been in China, if you had seen what I have seen

Footsteps sounded on the flagged passage. A blade of light crept across the floor towards us. My brain was growing clearer. The place had a damp, earthen smell. It was slimy  some noisome cellar. A door was thrown open and a man entered, carrying a lantern. Its light showed my surmise to be accurate, showed the slime-coated walls of a dungeon some fifteen feet square  shone upon the long yellow robe of the man who stood watching us, upon the malignant, intellectual countenance.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu.

At last they were face to face  the head of the great Yellow Movement, and the man who fought on behalf of the entire white race. How can I paint the individual who now stood before us  perhaps the greatest genius of modern times?

Of him it had been fitly said that he had a brow like Shakespeare and a face like Satan. Something serpentine, hypnotic, was in his very presence. Smith drew one sharp breath, and was silent. Together, chained to the wall, two mediaeval captives, living mockeries of our boasted modern security, we crouched before Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He came forward with an indescribable gait, cat-like yet awkward, carrying his high shoulders almost hunched. He placed the lantern in a niche in the wall, never turning away the reptilian gaze of those eyes which must haunt my dreams forever. They possessed a viridescence which hitherto I had supposed possible only in the eye of the cat  and the film intermittently clouded their brightness  but I can speak of them no more.

I had never supposed, prior to meeting Dr. Fu-Manchu, that so intense a force of malignancy could radiate  from any human being. He spoke. His English was perfect, though at times his words were oddly chosen; his delivery alternately was guttural and sibilant.

Mr. Smith and Dr. Petrie, your interference with my plans has gone too far. I have seriously turned my attention to you.

He displayed his teeth, small and evenly separated, but discolored in a way that was familiar to me. I studied his eyes with a new professional interest, which even the extremity of our danger could not wholly banish. Their greenness seemed to be of the iris; the pupil was oddly contracted  a pin-point.

Smith leaned his back against the wall with assumed indifference.

You have presumed, continued Fu-Manchu, to meddle with a world-change. Poor spiders  caught in the wheels of the inevitable! You have linked my name with the futility of the Young China Movement  the name of Fu-Manchu! Mr. Smith, you are an incompetent meddler  I despise you! Dr. Petrie, you are a fool  I am sorry for you!

He rested one bony hand on his hip, narrowing the long eyes as he looked down on us. The purposeful cruelty of the man was inherent; it was entirely untheatrical. Still Smith remained silent.

So I am determined to remove you from the scene of your blunders! added Fu-Manchu.

Opium will very shortly do the same for you! I rapped at him savagely.

Without emotion he turned the narrowed eyes upon me.

That is a matter of opinion, Doctor, he said. You may have lacked the opportunities which have been mine for studying that subject  and in any event I shall not be privileged to enjoy your advice in the future.

You will not long outlive me, I replied. And our deaths will not profit you, incidentally; because Smiths foot touched mine.

Because? inquired Fu-Manchu softly.

Ah! Mr. Smith is so prudent! He is thinking that I have FILES! He pronounced the word in a way that made me shudder. Mr. Smith has seen a WIRE JACKET! Have you ever seen a wire jacket? As a surgeon its functions would interest you!

I stifled a cry that rose to my lips; for, with a shrill whistling sound, a small shape came bounding into the dimly lit vault, then shot upward. A marmoset landed on the shoulder of Dr. Fu-Manchu and peered grotesquely into the dreadful yellow face. The Doctor raised his bony hand and fondled the little creature, crooning to it.

One of my pets, Mr. Smith, he said, suddenly opening his eyes fully so that they blazed like green lamps. I have others, equally useful. My scorpions  have you met my scorpions? No? My pythons and hamadryads? Then there are my fungi and my tiny allies, the bacilli. I have a collection in my laboratory quite unique. Have you ever visited Molokai, the leper island, Doctor? No? But Mr. Nayland Smith will be familiar with the asylum at Rangoon! And we must not forget my black spiders, with their diamond eyes  my spiders, that sit in the dark and watch  then leap!

He raised his lean hands, so that the sleeve of the robe fell back to the elbow, and the ape dropped, chattering, to the floor and ran from the cellar.

O God of Cathay! he cried, by what death shall these die  these miserable ones who would bind thine Empire, which is boundless!

Like some priest of Tezcat he stood, his eyes upraised to the roof, his lean body quivering  a sight to shock the most unimpressionable mind.

He is mad! I whispered to Smith. God help us, the man is a dangerous homicidal maniac!

Nayland Smiths tanned face was very drawn, but he shook his head grimly.

Dangerous, yes, I agree, he muttered; his existence is a danger to the entire white race which, now, we are powerless to avert.

Dr. Fu-Manchu recovered himself, took up the lantern and, turning abruptly, walked to the door, with his awkward, yet feline gait. At the threshold be looked back.

You would have warned Mr. Graham Guthrie? he said, in a soft voice. To-night, at half-past twelve, Mr. Graham Guthrie dies!

Smith sat silent and motionless, his eyes fixed upon the speaker.

You were in Rangoon in 1908? continued Dr. Fu-Manchu you remember the Call?

From somewhere above us  I could not determine the exact direction  came a low, wailing cry, an uncanny thing of falling cadences, which, in that dismal vault, with the sinister yellow-robed figure at the door, seemed to pour ice into my veins. Its effect upon Smith was truly extraordinary. His face showed grayly in the faint light, and I heard him draw a hissing breath through clenched teeth.

It calls for you! said Fu-Manchu. At half-past twelve it calls for Graham Guthrie!

The door closed and darkness mantled us again.

Smith, I said, what was that? The horrors about us were playing havoc with my nerves.

It was the Call of Siva! replied Smith hoarsely.

What is it? Who uttered it? What does it mean?

I dont know what it is, Petrie, nor who utters it. But it means death!


CHAPTER XIV

THERE may be some who could have lain, chained to that noisome cell, and felt no fear  no dread of what the blackness might hold. I confess that I am not one of these. I knew that Nayland Smith and I stood in the path of the most stupendous genius who in the worlds history had devoted his intellect to crime. I knew that the enormous wealth of the political group backing Dr. Fu-Manchu rendered him a menace to Europe and to America greater than that of the plague. He was a scientist trained at a great university  an explorer of natures secrets, who had gone farther into the unknown, I suppose, than any living man. His mission was to remove all obstacles  human obstacles  from the path of that secret movement which was progressing in the Far East. Smith and I were two such obstacles; and of all the horrible devices at his command, I wondered, and my tortured brain refused to leave the subject, by which of them were we doomed to be dispatched?

Even at that very moment some venomous centipede might be wriggling towards me over the slime of the stones, some poisonous spider be preparing to drop from the roof! Fu-Manchu might have released a serpent in the cellar, or the air be alive with microbes of a loathsome disease!

Smith, I said, scarcely recognizing my own voice, I cant bear this suspense. He intends to kill us, that is certain, but

Dont worry, came the reply; he intends to learn our plans first.

You mean  ?

You heard him speak of his files and of his wire jacket?

Oh, my God! I groaned; can this be England?

Smith laughed dryly, and I heard him fumbling with the steel collar about his neck.

I have one great hope, he said, since you share my captivity, but we must neglect no minor chance. Try with your pocket-knife if you can force the lock. I am trying to break this one.

Truth to tell, the idea had not entered my half-dazed mind, but I immediately acted upon my friends suggestion, setting to work with the small blade of my knife. I was so engaged, and, having snapped one blade, was about to open another, when a sound arrested me. It came from beneath my feet.

Smith, I whispered, listen!

The scraping and clicking which told of Smiths efforts ceased. Motionless, we sat in that humid darkness and listened.

Something was moving beneath the stones of the cellar. I held my breath; every nerve in my body was strung up.

A line of light showed a few feet from where we lay. It widened  became an oblong. A trap was lifted, and within a yard of me, there rose a dimly seen head. Horror I had expected  and death, or worse. Instead, I saw a lovely face, crowned with a disordered mass of curling hair; I saw a white arm upholding the stone slab, a shapely arm clasped about the elbow by a broad gold bangle.

The girl climbed into the cellar and placed the lantern on the stone floor. In the dim light she was unreal  a figure from an opium vision, with her clinging silk draperies and garish jewelry, with her feet encased in little red slippers. In short, this was the houri of my vision, materialized. It was difficult to believe that we were in modern, up-to-date England; easy to dream that we were the captives of a caliph, in a dungeon in old Bagdad.

My prayers are answered, said Smith softly. She has come to save YOU.

S-sh! warned the girl, and her wonderful eyes opened widely, fearfully. A sound and he will kill us all.

She bent over me; a key jarred in the lock which had broken my penknife  and the collar was off. As I rose to my feet the girl turned and released Smith. She raised the lantern above the trap, and signed to us to descend the wooden steps which its light revealed.

Your knife, she whispered to me. Leave it on the floor. He will think you forced the locks. Down! Quickly!

Nayland Smith, stepping gingerly, disappeared into the darkness. I rapidly followed. Last of all came our mysterious friend, a gold band about one of her ankles gleaming in the rays of the lantern which she carried. We stood in a low-arched passage.

Tie your handkerchiefs over your eyes and do exactly as I tell you, she ordered.

Neither of us hesitated to obey her. Blind-folded, I allowed her to lead me, and Smith rested his hand upon my shoulder. In that order we proceeded, and came to stone steps, which we ascended.

Keep to the wall on the left, came a whisper. There is danger on the right.

With my free hand I felt for and found the wall, and we pressed forward. The atmosphere of the place through which we were passing was steamy, and loaded with an odor like that of exotic plant life. But a faint animal scent crept to my nostrils, too, and there was a subdued stir about me, infinitely suggestive  mysterious.

Now my feet sank in a soft carpet, and a curtain brushed my shoulder. A gong sounded. We stopped.

The din of distant drumming came to my ears.

Where in Heavens name are we? hissed Smith in my ear; that is a tom-tom!

S-sh! S-sh!

The little hand grasping mine quivered nervously. We were near a door or a window, for a breath of perfume was wafted through the air; and it reminded me of my other meetings with the beautiful woman who was now leading us from the house of Fu-Manchu; who, with her own lips, had told me that she was his slave. Through the horrible phantasmagoria she flitted  a seductive vision, her piquant loveliness standing out richly in its black setting of murder and devilry. Not once, but a thousand times, I had tried to reason out the nature of the tie which bound her to the sinister Doctor.

Silence fell.

Quick! This way!

Down a thickly carpeted stair we went. Our guide opened a door, and led us along a passage. Another door was opened; and we were in the open air. But the girl never tarried, pulling me along a graveled path, with a fresh breeze blowing in my face, and along until, unmistakably, I stood upon the river bank. Now, planking creaked to our tread; and looking downward beneath the handkerchief, I saw the gleam of water beneath my feet.

Be careful! I was warned, and found myself stepping into a narrow boat  a punt.

Nayland Smith followed, and the girl pushed the punt off and poled out into the stream.

Dont speak! she directed.

My brain was fevered; I scarce knew if I dreamed and was waking, or if the reality ended with my imprisonment in the clammy cellar and this silent escape, blindfolded, upon the river with a girl for our guide who might have stepped out of the pages of The Arabian Nights were fantasy  the mockery of sleep.

Indeed, I began seriously to doubt if this stream whereon we floated, whose waters plashed and tinkled about us, were the Thames, the Tigris, or the Styx.

The punt touched a bank.

You will hear a clock strike in a few minutes, said the girl, with her soft, charming accent, but I rely upon your honor not to remove the handkerchiefs until then. You owe me this.

We do! said Smith fervently.

I heard him scrambling to the bank, and a moment later a soft hand was placed in mine, and I, too, was guided on to terra firma. Arrived on the bank, I still held the girls hand, drawing her towards me.

You must not go back, I whispered. We will take care of you. You must not return to that place.

Let me go! she said. When, once, I asked you to take me from him, you spoke of police protection; that was your answer, police protection! You would let them lock me up  imprison me  and make me betray him! For what? For what? She wrenched herself free. How little you understand me. Never mind. Perhaps one day you will know! Until the clock strikes!

She was gone. I heard the creak of the punt, the drip of the water from the pole. Fainter it grew, and fainter.

What is her secret? muttered Smith, beside me. Why does she cling to that monster?

The distant sound died away entirely. A clock began to strike; it struck the half-hour. In an instant my handkerchief was off, and so was Smiths. We stood upon a towing-path. Away to the left the moon shone upon the towers and battlements of an ancient fortress.

It was Windsor Castle.

Half-past ten, cried Smith. Two hours to save Graham Guthrie!

We had exactly fourteen minutes in which to catch the last train to Waterloo; and we caught it. But I sank into a corner of the compartment in a state bordering upon collapse. Neither of us, I think, could have managed another twenty yards. With a lesser stake than a human life at issue, I doubt if we should have attempted that dash to Windsor station.

Due at Waterloo at eleven-fifty-one, panted Smith. That gives us thirty-nine minutes to get to the other side of the river and reach his hotel.

Where in Heavens name is that house situated? Did we come up or down stream?

I couldnt determine. But at any rate, it stands close to the riverside. It should be merely a question of time to identify it. I shall set Scotland Yard to work immediately; but I am hoping for nothing. Our escape will warn him.

I said no more for a time, sitting wiping the perspiration from my forehead and watching my friend load his cracked briar with the broadcut Latakia mixture.

Smith, I said at last, what was that horrible wailing we heard, and what did Fu-Manchu mean when he referred to Rangoon? I noticed how it affected you.

My friend nodded and lighted his pipe.

There was a ghastly business there in 1908 or early in 1909, he replied: an utterly mysterious epidemic. And this beastly wailing was associated with it.

In what way? And what do you mean by an epidemic?

It began, I believe, at the Palace Mansions Hotel, in the cantonments. A young American, whose name I cannot recall, was staying there on business connected with some new iron buildings. One night he went to his room, locked the door, and jumped out of the window into the courtyard. Broke his neck, of course.

Suicide?

Apparently. But there were singular features in the case. For instance, his revolver lay beside him, fully loaded!

In the courtyard?

In the courtyard!

Was it murder by any chance?

Smith shrugged his shoulders.

His door was found locked from the inside; had to be broken in.

But the wailing business?

That began later, or was only noticed later. A French doctor, named Lafitte, died in exactly the same way.

At the same place?

At the same hotel; but he occupied a different room. Here is the extraordinary part of the affair: a friend shared the room with him, and actually saw him go!

Saw him leap from the window?

Yes. The friend  an Englishman  was aroused by the uncanny wailing. I was in Rangoon at the time, so that I know more of the case of Lafitte than of that of the American. I spoke to the man about it personally. He was an electrical engineer, Edward Martin, and he told me that the cry seemed to come from above him.

It seemed to come from above when we heard it at Fu-Manchus house.

Martin sat up in bed, it was a clear moonlight night  the sort of moonlight you get in Burma. Lafitte, for some reason, had just gone to the window. His friend saw him look out. The next moment with a dreadful scream, he threw himself forward  and crashed down into the courtyard!

What then?

Martin ran to the window and looked down. Lafittes scream had aroused the place, of course. But there was absolutely nothing to account for the occurrence. There was no balcony, no ledge, by means of which anyone could reach the window.

But how did you come to recognize the cry?

I stopped at the Palace Mansions for some time; and one night this uncanny howling aroused me. I heard it quite distinctly, and am never likely to forget it. It was followed by a hoarse yell. The man in the next room, an orchid hunter, had gone the same way as the others!

Did you change your quarters?

No. Fortunately for the reputation of the hotel  a first-class establishment  several similar cases occurred elsewhere, both in Rangoon, in Prome and in Moulmein. A story got about the native quarter, and was fostered by some mad fakir, that the god Siva was reborn and that the cry was his call for victims; a ghastly story, which led to an outbreak of dacoity and gave the District Superintendent no end of trouble.

Was there anything unusual about the bodies?

They all developed marks after death, as though they had been strangled! The marks were said all to possess a peculiar form, though it was not appreciable to my eye; and this, again, was declared to be the five heads of Siva.

Were the deaths confined to Europeans?

Oh, no. Several Burmans and others died in the same way. At first there was a theory that the victims had contracted leprosy and committed suicide as a result; but the medical evidence disproved that. The Call of Siva became a perfect nightmare throughout Burma.

Did you ever hear it again, before this evening?

Yes. I heard it on the Upper Irrawaddy one clear, moonlight night, and a Colassie  a deck-hand  leaped from the top deck of the steamer aboard which I was traveling! My God! to think that the fiend Fu-Manchu has brought That to England!

But brought what, Smith? I cried, in perplexity. What has he brought? An evil spirit? A mental disease? What is it? What CAN it be?

A new agent of death, Petrie! Something born in a plague-spot of Burma  the home of much that is unclean and much that is inexplicable. Heaven grant that we be in time, and are able to save Guthrie.


CHAPTER XV

THE train was late, and as our cab turned out of Waterloo Station and began to ascend to the bridge, from a hundred steeples rang out the gongs of midnight, the bell of St. Pauls raised above them all to vie with the deep voice of Big Ben.

I looked out from the cab window across the river to where, towering above the Embankment, that place of a thousand tragedies, the light of some of Londons greatest caravanserais formed a sort of minor constellation. From the subdued blaze that showed the public supper-rooms I looked up to the hundreds of starry points marking the private apartments of those giant inns.

I thought how each twinkling window denoted the presence of some bird of passage, some wanderer temporarily abiding in our midst. There, floor piled upon floor above the chattering throngs, were these less gregarious units, each something of a mystery to his fellow-guests, each in his separate cell; and each as remote from real human companionship as if that cell were fashioned, not in the bricks of London, but in the rocks of Hindustan!

In one of those rooms Graham Guthrie might at that moment be sleeping, all unaware that he would awake to the Call of Siva, to the summons of death. As we neared the Strand, Smith stopped the cab, discharging the man outside Sothebys auction-rooms.

One of the doctors watch-dogs may be in the foyer, he said thoughtfully, and it might spoil everything if we were seen to go to Guthries rooms. There must be a back entrance to the kitchens, and so on?

There is, I replied quickly. I have seen the vans delivering there. But have we time?

Yes. Lead on.

We walked up the Strand and hurried westward. Into that narrow court, with its iron posts and descending steps, upon which opens a well-known wine-cellar, we turned. Then, going parallel with the Strand, but on the Embankment level, we ran round the back of the great hotel, and came to double doors which were open. An arc lamp illuminated the interior and a number of men were at work among the casks, crates and packages stacked about the place. We entered.

Hallo! cried a man in a white overall, where dyou think youre going?

Smith grasped him by the arm.

I want to get to the public part of the hotel without being seen from the entrance hall, he said. Will you please lead the way?

Here began the other, staring.

Dont waste time! snapped my friend, in that tone of authority which he knew so well how to assume. Its a matter of life and death. Lead the way, I say!

Police, sir? asked the man civilly.

Yes, said Smith; hurry!

Off went our guide without further demur. Skirting sculleries, kitchens, laundries and engine-rooms, he led us through those mysterious labyrinths which have no existence for the guest above, but which contain the machinery that renders these modern khans the Aladdins palaces they are. On a second-floor landing we met a man in a tweed suit, to whom our cicerone presented us.

Glad I met you, sir. Two gentlemen from the police.

The man regarded us haughtily with a suspicious smile.

Who are you? he asked. Youre not from Scotland Yard, at any rate!

Smith pulled out a card and thrust it into the speakers hand.

If you are the hotel detective, he said, take us without delay to Mr. Graham Guthrie.

A marked change took place in the others demeanor on glancing at the card in his hand.

Excuse me, sir, he said deferentially, but, of course, I didnt know who I was speaking to. We all have instructions to give you every assistance.

Is Mr. Guthrie in his room?

Hes been in his room for some time, sir. You will want to get there without being seen? This way. We can join the lift on the third floor.

Off we went again, with our new guide. In the lift:

Have you noticed anything suspicious about the place to-night? asked Smith.

I have! was the startling reply. That accounts for your finding me where you did. My usual post is in the lobby. But about eleven oclock, when the theater people began to come in I had a hazy sort of impression that someone or something slipped past in the crowd  something that had no business in the hotel.

We got out of the lift.

I dont quite follow you, said Smith. If you thought you saw something entering, you must have formed a more or less definite impression regarding it.

Thats the funny part of the business, answered the man doggedly. I didnt! But as I stood at the top of the stairs I could have sworn that there was something crawling up behind a party  two ladies and two gentlemen.

A dog, for instance?

It didnt strike me as being a dog, sir. Anyway, when the party passed me, there was nothing there. Mind you, whatever it was, it hadnt come in by the front. I have made inquiries everywhere, but without result. He stopped abruptly. No. 189  Mr. Guthries door, sir.

Smith knocked.

Hallo! came a muffled voice; what do you want?

Open the door! Dont delay; it is important.

He turned to the hotel detective.

Stay right there where you can watch the stairs and the lift, he instructed; and note everyone and everything that passes this door. But whatever you see or hear, do nothing without my orders.

The man moved off, and the door was opened. Smith whispered in my ear:

Some creature of Dr. Fu-Manchu is in the hotel!

Mr. Graham Guthrie, British resident in North Bhutan, was a big, thick-set man  gray-haired and florid, with widely opened eyes of the true fighting blue, a bristling mustache and prominent shaggy brows. Nayland Smith introduced himself tersely, proffering his card and an open letter.

Those are my credentials, Mr. Guthrie, he said; so no doubt you will realize that the business which brings me and my friend, Dr. Petrie, here at such an hour is of the first importance.

He switched off the light.

There is no time for ceremony, he explained. It is now twenty-five minutes past twelve. At half-past an attempt will be made upon your life!

Mr. Smith, said the other, who, arrayed in his pajamas, was seated on the edge of the bed, you alarm me very greatly. I may mention that I was advised of your presence in England this morning.

Do you know anything respecting the person called Fu-Manchu  Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Only what I was told to-day  that he is the agent of an advanced political group.

It is opposed to his interests that you should return to Bhutan. A more gullible agent would be preferable. Therefore, unless you implicitly obey my instructions, you will never leave England!

Graham Guthrie breathed quickly. I was growing more used to the gloom, and I could dimly discern him, his face turned towards Nayland Smith, whilst with his hand he clutched the bed-rail. Such a visit as ours, I think, must have shaken the nerve of any man.

But, Mr. Smith, he said, surely I am safe enough here! The place is full of American visitors at present, and I have had to be content with a room right at the top; so that the only danger I apprehend is that of fire.

There is another danger, replied Smith. The fact that you are at the top of the building enhances that danger. Do you recall anything of the mysterious epidemic which broke out in Rangoon in 1908  the deaths due to the Call of Siva?

I read of it in the Indian papers, said Guthrie uneasily. Suicides, were they not?

No! snapped Smith. Murders!

There was a brief silence.

From what I recall of the cases, said Guthrie, that seems impossible. In several instances the victims threw themselves from the windows of locked rooms  and the windows were quite inaccessible.

Exactly, replied Smith; and in the dim light his revolver gleamed dully, as he placed it on the small table beside the bed. Except that your door is unlocked, the conditions to-night are identical. Silence, please, I hear a clock striking.

It was Big Ben. It struck the half-hour, leaving the stillness complete. In that room, high above the activity which yet prevailed below, high above the supping crowds in the hotel, high above the starving crowds on the Embankment, a curious chill of isolation swept about me. Again I realized how, in the very heart of the great metropolis, a man may be as far from aid as in the heart of a desert. I was glad that I was not alone in that room  marked with the death-mark of Fu-Manchu; and I am certain that Graham Guthrie welcomed his unexpected company.

I may have mentioned the fact before, but on this occasion it became so peculiarly evident to me that I am constrained to record it here  I refer to the sense of impending danger which invariably preceded a visit from Fu-Manchu. Even had I not known that an attempt was to be made that night, I should have realized it, as, strung to high tension, I waited in the darkness. Some invisible herald went ahead of the dreadful Chinaman, proclaiming his coming to every nerve in ones body. It was like a breath of astral incense, announcing the presence of the priests of death.

A wail, low but singularly penetrating, falling in minor cadences to a new silence, came from somewhere close at hand.

My God! hissed Guthrie, what was that?

The Call of Siva, whispered Smith.

Dont stir, for your life!

Guthrie was breathing hard.

I knew that we were three; that the hotel detective was within hail; that there was a telephone in the room; that the traffic of the Embankment moved almost beneath us; but I knew, and am not ashamed to confess, that King Fear had icy fingers about my heart. It was awful  that tense waiting  for  what?

Three taps sounded  very distinctly upon the window.

Graham Guthrie started so as to shake the bed.

Its supernatural! he muttered  all that was Celtic in his blood recoiling from the omen. Nothing human can reach that window! S-sh! from Smith. Dont stir.

The tapping was repeated.

Smith softly crossed the room. My heart was beating painfully. He threw open the window. Further inaction was impossible. I joined him; and we looked out into the empty air.

Dont come too near, Petrie! he warned over his shoulder.

One on either side of the open window, we stood and looked down at the moving Embankment lights, at the glitter of the Thames, at the silhouetted buildings on the farther bank, with the Shot Tower starting above them all.

Three taps sounded on the panes above us.

In all my dealings with Dr. Fu-Manchu I had had to face nothing so uncanny as this. What Burmese ghoul had he loosed? Was it outside, in the air? Was it actually in the room?

Dont let me go, Petrie! whispered Smith suddenly. Get a tight hold on me!

That was the last straw; for I thought that some dreadful fascination was impelling my friend to hurl himself out! Wildly I threw my arms about him, and Guthrie leaped forward to help.

Smith leaned from the window and looked up.

One choking cry he gave  smothered, inarticulate  and I found him slipping from my grip  being drawn out of the window  drawn to his death!

Hold him, Guthrie! I gasped hoarsely. My God, hes going! Hold him!

My friend writhed in our grasp, and I saw him stretch his arm upward. The crack of his revolver came, and he collapsed on to the floor, carrying me with him.

But as I fell I heard a scream above. Smiths revolver went hurtling through the air, and, hard upon it, went a black shape  flashing past the open window into the gulf of the night.

The light! The light! I cried.

Guthrie ran and turned on the light. Nayland Smith, his eyes starting from his head, his face swollen, lay plucking at a silken cord which showed tight about his throat.

It was a Thug! screamed Guthrie. Get the rope off! Hes choking!

My hands a-twitch, I seized the strangling-cord.

A knife! Quick! I cried. I have lost mine!

Guthrie ran to the dressing-table and passed me an open penknife. I somehow forced the blade between the rope and Smiths swollen neck, and severed the deadly silken thing.

Smith made a choking noise, and fell back, swooning in my arms.



When, later, we stood looking down upon the mutilated thing which had been brought in from where it fell, Smith showed me a mark on the brow  close beside the wound where his bullet had entered.

The mark of Kali, he said. The man was a phansigar  a religious strangler. Since Fu-Manchu has dacoits in his service I might have expected that he would have Thugs. A group of these fiends would seem to have fled into Burma; so that the mysterious epidemic in Rangoon was really an outbreak of thuggee  on slightly improved lines! I had suspected something of the kind but, naturally, I had not looked for Thugs near Rangoon. My unexpected resistance led the strangler to bungle the rope. You have seen how it was fastened about my throat? That was unscientific. The true method, as practiced by the group operating in Burma, was to throw the line about the victims neck and jerk him from the window. A man leaning from an open window is very nicely poised: it requires only a slight jerk to pitch him forward. No loop was used, but a running line, which, as the victim fell, remained in the hand of the murderer. No clew! Therefore we see at once what commended the system to Fu-Manchu.

Graham Guthrie, very pale, stood looking down at the dead strangler.

I owe you my life, Mr. Smith, he said. If you had come five minutes later

He grasped Smiths hand.

You see, Guthrie continued, no one thought of looking for a Thug in Burma! And no one thought of the ROOF! These fellows are as active as monkeys, and where an ordinary man would infallibly break his neck, they are entirely at home. I might have chosen my room especially for the business!

He slipped in late this evening, said Smith. The hotel detective saw him, but these stranglers are as elusive as shadows, otherwise, despite their having changed the scene of their operations, not one could have survived.

Didnt you mention a case of this kind on the Irrawaddy? I asked.

Yes, was the reply; and I know of what you are thinking. The steamers of the Irrawaddy flotilla have a corrugated-iron roof over the top deck. The Thug must have been lying up there as the Colassie passed on the deck below.

But, Smith, what is the motive of the Call? I continued.

Partly religious, he explained, and partly to wake the victims! You are perhaps going to ask me how Dr. Fu-Manchu has obtained power over such people as phansigars? I can only reply that Dr. Fu-Manchu has secret knowledge of which, so far, we know absolutely nothing; but, despite all, at last I begin to score.

You do, I agreed; but your victory took you near to death.

I owe my life to you, Petrie, he said. Once to your strength of arm, and once to

Dont speak of her, Smith, I interrupted. Dr. Fu-Manchu may have discovered the part she played! In which event

God help her!


CHAPTER XVI

UPON the following day we were afoot again, and shortly at handgrips with the enemy. In retrospect, that restless time offers a chaotic prospect, with no peaceful spot amid its turmoils.

All that was reposeful in nature seemed to have become an irony and a mockery to us  who knew how an evil demigod had his sacrificial altars amid our sweetest groves. This idea ruled strongly in my mind upon that soft autumnal day.

The net is closing in, said Nayland Smith.

Let us hope upon a big catch, I replied, with a laugh.

Beyond where the Thames tided slumberously seaward showed the roofs of Royal Windsor, the castle towers showing through the autumn haze. The peace of beautiful Thames-side was about us.

This was one of the few tangible clews upon which thus far we had chanced; but at last it seemed indeed that we were narrowing the resources of that enemy of the white race who was writing his name over England in characters of blood. To capture Dr. Fu-Manchu we did not hope; but at least there was every promise of destroying one of the enemys strongholds.

We had circled upon the map a tract of country cut by the Thames, with Windsor for its center. Within that circle was the house from which miraculously we had escaped  a house used by the most highly organized group in the history of criminology. So much we knew. Even if we found the house, and this was likely enough, to find it vacated by Fu-Manchu and his mysterious servants we were prepared. But it would be a base destroyed.

We were working upon a methodical plan, and although our cooperators were invisible, these numbered no fewer than twelve  all of them experienced men. Thus far we had drawn blank, but the place for which Smith and I were making now came clearly into view: an old mansion situated in extensive walled grounds. Leaving the river behind us, we turned sharply to the right along a lane flanked by a high wall. On an open patch of ground, as we passed, I noted a gypsy caravan. An old woman was seated on the steps, her wrinkled face bent, her chin resting in the palm of her hand.

I scarcely glanced at her, but pressed on, nor did I notice that my friend no longer was beside me. I was all anxiety to come to some point from whence I might obtain a view of the house; all anxiety to know if this was the abode of our mysterious enemy  the place where he worked amid his weird company, where he bred his deadly scorpions and his bacilli, reared his poisonous fungi, from whence he dispatched his murder ministers. Above all, perhaps, I wondered if this would prove to be the hiding-place of the beautiful slave girl who was such a potent factor in the Doctors plans, but a two-edged sword which yet we hoped to turn upon Fu-Manchu. Even in the hands of a master, a womans beauty is a dangerous weapon.

A cry rang out behind me. I turned quickly. And a singular sight met my gaze.

Nayland Smith was engaged in a furious struggle with the old gypsy woman! His long arms clasped about her, he was roughly dragging her out into the roadway, she fighting like a wild thing  silently, fiercely.

Smith often surprised me, but at that sight, frankly, I thought that he was become bereft of reason. I ran back; and I had almost reached the scene of this incredible contest, and Smith now was evidently hard put to it to hold his own when a man, swarthy, with big rings in his ears, leaped from the caravan.

One quick glance he threw in our direction, and made off towards the river.

Smith twisted round upon me, never releasing his hold of the woman.

After him, Petrie! he cried. After him. Dont let him escape. Its a dacoit!

My brain in a confused whirl; my mind yet disposed to a belief that my friend had lost his senses, the word dacoit was sufficient.

I started down the road after the fleetly running man. Never once did he glance behind him, so that he evidently had occasion to fear pursuit. The dusty road rang beneath my flying footsteps. That sense of fantasy, which claimed me often enough in those days of our struggle with the titanic genius whose victory meant the victory of the yellow races over the white, now had me fast in its grip again. I was an actor in one of those dream-scenes of the grim Fu-Manchu drama.

Out over the grass and down to the rivers brink ran the gypsy who was no gypsy, but one of that far more sinister brotherhood, the dacoits. I was close upon his heels. But I was not prepared for him to leap in among the rushes at the margin of the stream; and seeing him do this I pulled up quickly. Straight into the water he plunged; and I saw that he held some object in his hand. He waded out; he dived; and as I gained the bank and looked to right and left he had vanished completely. Only ever-widening rings showed where he had been. I had him.

For directly he rose to the surface he would be visible from either bank, and with the police whistle which I carried I could, if necessary, summon one of the men in hiding across the stream. I waited. A wild-fowl floated serenely past, untroubled by this strange invasion of his precincts. A full minute I waited. From the lane behind me came Smiths voice:

Dont let him escape, Petrie!

Never lifting my eyes from the water, I waved my hand reassuringly. But still the dacoit did not rise. I searched the surface in all directions as far as my eyes could reach; but no swimmer showed above it. Then it was that I concluded he had dived too deeply, become entangled in the weeds and was drowned. With a final glance to right and left and some feeling of awe at this sudden tragedy  this grim going out of a life at glorious noonday  I turned away. Smith had the woman securely; but I had not taken five steps towards him when a faint splash behind warned me. Instinctively I ducked. From whence that saving instinct arose I cannot surmise, but to it I owed my life. For as I rapidly lowered my head, something hummed past me, something that flew out over the grass bank, and fell with a jangle upon the dusty roadside. A knife!

I turned and bounded back to the rivers brink. I heard a faint cry behind me, which could only have come from the gypsy woman. Nothing disturbed the calm surface of the water. The reach was lonely of rowers. Out by the farther bank a girl was poling a punt along, and her white-clad figure was the only living thing that moved upon the river within the range of the most expert knife-thrower.

To say that I was nonplused is to say less than the truth; I was amazed. That it was the dacoit who had shown me this murderous attention I could not doubt. But where in Heavens name WAS he? He could not humanly have remained below water for so long; yet he certainly was not above, was not upon the surface, concealed amongst the reeds, nor hidden upon the bank.

There, in the bright sunshine, a consciousness of the eerie possessed me. It was with an uncomfortable feeling that my phantom foe might be aiming a second knife at my back that I turned away and hastened towards Smith. My fearful expectations were not realized, and I picked up the little weapon which had so narrowly missed me, and with it in my hand rejoined my friend.

He was standing with one arm closely clasped about the apparently exhausted woman, and her dark eyes were fixed upon him with an extraordinary expression.

What does it mean, Smith? I began.

But he interrupted me.

Where is the dacoit? he demanded rapidly.

Since he seemingly possesses the attributes of a fish, I replied, I cannot pretend to say.

The gypsy woman lifted her eyes to mine and laughed. Her laughter was musical, not that of such an old hag as Smith held captive; it was familiar, too.

I started and looked closely into the wizened face.

Hes tricked you, said Smith, an angry note in his voice. What is that you have in your hand?

I showed him the knife, and told him how it had come into my possession.

I know, he rapped. I saw it. He was in the water not three yards from where you stood. You must have seen him. Was there nothing visible?

Nothing.

The woman laughed again, and again I wondered.

A wild-fowl, I added; nothing else.

A wild-fowl, snapped Smith. If you will consult your recollections of the habits of wild-fowl you will see that this particular specimen was a RARA AVIS. Its an old trick, Petrie, but a good one, for it is used in decoying. A dacoits head was concealed in that wild-fowl! Its useless. He has certainly made good his escape by now.

Smith, I said, somewhat crestfallen, why are you detaining this gypsy woman?

Gypsy woman! he laughed, hugging her tightly as she made an impatient movement. Use your eyes, old man.

He jerked the frowsy wig from her head, and beneath was a cloud of disordered hair that shimmered in the sunlight.

A wet sponge will do the rest, he said.

Into my eyes, widely opened in wonder, looked the dark eyes of the captive; and beneath the disguise I picked out the charming features of the slave girl. There were tears on the whitened lashes, and she was submissive now.

This time, said my friend hardly, we have fairly captured her  and we will hold her.

From somewhere up-stream came a faint call.

The dacoit!

Nayland Smiths lean body straightened; he stood alert, strung up.

Another call answered, and a third responded. Then followed the flatly shrill note of a police whistle, and I noted a column of black vapor rising beyond the wall, mounting straight to heaven as the smoke of a welcome offering.

The surrounded mansion was in flames!

Curse it! rapped Smith. So this time we were right. But, of course, he has had ample opportunity to remove his effects. I knew that. The mans daring is incredible. He has given himself till the very last moment  and we blundered upon two of the outposts.

I lost one.

No matter. We have the other. I expect no further arrests, and the house will have been so well fired by the Doctors servants that nothing can save it. I fear its ashes will afford us no clew, Petrie; but we have secured a lever which should serve to disturb Fu-Manchus world.

He glanced at the queer figure which hung submissively in his arms. She looked up proudly.

You need not hold me so tight, she said, in her soft voice. I will come with you.

That I moved amid singular happenings, you, who have borne with me thus far, have learned, and that I witnessed many curious scenes; but of the many such scenes in that race-drama wherein Nayland Smith and Dr. Fu-Manchu played the leading parts, I remember none more bizarre than the one at my rooms that afternoon.

Without delay, and without taking the Scotland Yard men into our confidence, we had hurried our prisoner back to London, for my friends authority was supreme. A strange trio we were, and one which excited no little comment; but the journey came to an end at last. Now we were in my unpretentious sitting-room  the room wherein Smith first had unfolded to me the story of Dr. Fu-Manchu and of the great secret society which sought to upset the balance of the world  to place Europe and America beneath the scepter of Cathay.

I sat with my elbows upon the writing-table, my chin in my hands; Smith restlessly paced the floor, relighting his blackened briar a dozen times in as many minutes. In the big arm-chair the pseudogypsy was curled up. A brief toilet had converted the wizened old womans face into that of a fascinatingly pretty girl. Wildly picturesque she looked in her ragged Romany garb. She held a cigarette in her fingers and watched us through lowered lashes.

Seemingly, with true Oriental fatalism, she was quite reconciled to her fate, and ever and anon she would bestow upon me a glance from her beautiful eyes which few men, I say with confidence, could have sustained unmoved. Though I could not be blind to the emotions of that passionate Eastern soul, yet I strove not to think of them. Accomplice of an arch-murderer she might be; but she was dangerously lovely.

That man who was with you, said Smith, suddenly turning upon her, was in Burma up till quite recently. He murdered a fisherman thirty miles above Prome only a mouth before I left. The D.S.P. had placed a thousand rupees on his head. Am I right?

The girl shrugged her shoulders.

Suppose  What then? she asked.

Suppose I handed you over to the police? suggested Smith. But he spoke without conviction, for in the recent past we both had owed our lives to this girl.

As you please, she replied. The police would learn nothing.

You do not belong to the Far East, my friend said abruptly. You may have Eastern blood in your veins, but you are no kin of Fu-Manchu.

That is true, she admitted, and knocked the ash from her cigarette.

Will you tell me where to find Fu-Manchu?

She shrugged her shoulders again, glancing eloquently in my direction.

Smith walked to the door.

I must make out my report, Petrie, he said. Look after the prisoner.

And as the door closed softly behind him I knew what was expected of me; but, honestly, I shirked my responsibility. What attitude should I adopt? How should I go about my delicate task? In a quandary, I stood watching the girl whom singular circumstances saw captive in my rooms.

You do not think we would harm you? I began awkwardly. No harm shall come to you. Why will you not trust us?

She raised her brilliant eyes.

Of what avail has your protection been to some of those others, she said; those others whom HE has sought for?

Alas! it had been of none, and I knew it well. I thought I grasped the drift of her words.

You mean that if you speak, Fu-Manchu will find a way of killing you?

Of killing ME! she flashed scornfully. Do I seem one to fear for myself?

Then what do you fear? I asked, in surprise.

She looked at me oddly.

When I was seized and sold for a slave, she answered slowly, my sister was taken, too, and my brother  a child. She spoke the word with a tender intonation, and her slight accent rendered it the more soft. My sister died in the desert. My brother lived. Better, far better, that he had died, too.

Her words impressed me intensely.

Of what are you speaking? I questioned. You speak of slave-raids, of the desert. Where did these things take place? Of what country are you?

Does it matter? she questioned in turn. Of what country am I? A slave has no country, no name.

No name! I cried.

You may call me Karamaneh, she said. As Karamaneh I was sold to Dr. Fu-Manchu, and my brother also he purchased. We were cheap at the price he paid. She laughed shortly, wildly.

But he has spent a lot of money to educate me. My brother is all that is left to me in the world to love, and he is in the power of Dr. Fu-Manchu. You understand? It is upon him the blow will fall. You ask me to fight against Fu-Manchu. You talk of protection. Did your protection save Sir Crichton Davey?

I shook my head sadly.

You understand now why I cannot disobey my masters orders  why, if I would, I dare not betray him.

I walked to the window and looked out. How could I answer her arguments? What could I say? I heard the rustle of her ragged skirts, and she who called herself Karamaneh stood beside me. She laid her hand upon my arm.

Let me go, she pleaded. He will kill him! He will kill him!

Her voice shook with emotion.

He cannot revenge himself upon your brother when you are in no way to blame, I said angrily. We arrested you; you are not here of your own free will.

She drew her breath sharply, clutching at my arm, and in her eyes I could read that she was forcing her mind to some arduous decision.

Listen. She was speaking rapidly, nervously. If I help you to take Dr. Fu-Manchu  tell you where he is to be found ALONE  will you promise me, solemnly promise me, that you will immediately go to the place where I shall guide you and release my brother; that you will let us both go free?

I will, I said, without hesitation. You may rest assured of it.

But there is a condition, she added.

What is it?

When I have told you where to capture him you must release me.

I hesitated. Smith often had accused me of weakness where this girl was concerned. What now was my plain duty? That she would utterly decline to speak under any circumstances unless it suited her to do so I felt assured. If she spoke the truth, in her proposed bargain there was no personal element; her conduct I now viewed in a new light. Humanity, I thought, dictated that I accept her proposal; policy also.

I agree, I said, and looked into her eyes, which were aflame now with emotion, an excitement perhaps of anticipation, perhaps of fear.

She laid her hands upon my shoulders.

You will be careful? she said pleadingly.

For your sake, I replied, I shall.

Not for my sake.

Then for your brothers.

No. Her voice had sunk to a whisper. For your own.


CHAPTER XVII

A COOL breeze met us, blowing from the lower reaches of the Thames. Far behind us twinkled the dim lights of Lows Cottages, the last regular habitations abutting upon the marshes. Between us and the cottages stretched half-a-mile of lush land through which at this season there were, however, numerous dry paths. Before us the flats again, a dull, monotonous expanse beneath the moon, with the promise of the cool breeze that the river flowed round the bend ahead. It was very quiet. Only the sound of our footsteps, as Nayland Smith and I tramped steadily towards our goal, broke the stillness of that lonely place.

Not once but many times, within the last twenty minutes, I had thought that we were ill-advised to adventure alone upon the capture of the formidable Chinese doctor; but we were following out our compact with Karamaneh; and one of her stipulations had been that the police must not be acquainted with her share in the matter.

A light came into view far ahead of us.

Thats the light, Petrie, said Smith. If we keep that straight before us, according to our information we shall strike the hulk.

I grasped the revolver in my pocket, and the presence of the little weapon was curiously reassuring. I have endeavored, perhaps in extenuation of my own fears, to explain how about Dr. Fu-Manchu there rested an atmosphere of horror, peculiar, unique. He was not as other men. The dread that he inspired in all with whom he came in contact, the terrors which he controlled and hurled at whomsoever cumbered his path, rendered him an object supremely sinister. I despair of conveying to those who may read this account any but the coldest conception of the mans evil power.

Smith stopped suddenly and grasped my arm. We stood listening. What? I asked.

You heard nothing?

I shook my head.

Smith was peering back over the marshes in his oddly alert way. He turned to me, and his tanned face wore a peculiar expression.

You dont think its a trap? he jerked. We are trusting her blindly.

Strange it may seem, but something within me rose in arms against the innuendo.

I dont, I said shortly.

He nodded. We pressed on.

Ten minutes steady tramping brought us within sight of the Thames. Smith and I both had noticed how Fu-Manchus activities centered always about the London river. Undoubtedly it was his highway, his line of communication, along which he moved his mysterious forces. The opium den off Shadwell Highway, the mansion upstream, at that hour a smoldering shell; now the hulk lying off the marshes. Always he made his headquarters upon the river. It was significant; and even if to-nights expedition should fail, this was a clew for our future guidance.

Bear to the right, directed Smith. We must reconnoiter before making our attack.

We took a path that led directly to the river bank. Before us lay the gray expanse of water, and out upon it moved the busy shipping of the great mercantile city. But this life of the river seemed widely removed from us. The lonely spot where we stood had no kinship with human activity. Its dreariness illuminated by the brilliant moon, it looked indeed a fit setting for an act in such a drama as that wherein we played our parts. When I had lain in the East End opium den, when upon such another night as this I had looked out upon a peaceful Norfolk countryside, the same knowledge of aloofness, of utter detachment from the world of living men, had come to me.

Silently Smith stared out at the distant moving lights.

Karamaneh merely means a slave, he said irrelevantly.

I made no comment.

Theres the hulk, he added.

The bank upon which we stood dipped in mud slopes to the level of the running tide. Seaward it rose higher, and by a narrow inlet  for we perceived that we were upon a kind of promontory  a rough pier showed. Beneath it was a shadowy shape in the patch of gloom which the moon threw far out upon the softly eddying water. Only one dim light was visible amid this darkness.

That will be the cabin, said Smith.

Acting upon our prearranged plan, we turned and walked up on to the staging above the hulk. A wooden ladder led out and down to the deck below, and was loosely lashed to a ring on the pier. With every motion of the tidal waters the ladder rose and fell, its rings creaking harshly, against the crazy railing.

How are we going to get down without being detected? whispered Smith.

Weve got to risk it, I said grimly.

Without further words my friend climbed around on to the ladder and commenced to descend. I waited until his head disappeared below the level, and, clumsily enough, prepared to follow him.

The hulk at that moment giving an unusually heavy heave, I stumbled, and for one breathless moment looked down upon the glittering surface streaking the darkness beneath me. My foot had slipped, and but that I had a firm grip upon the top rung, that instant, most probably, had marked the end of my share in the fight with Fu-Manchu. As it was I had a narrow escape. I felt something slip from my hip pocket, but the weird creaking of the ladder, the groans of the laboring hulk, and the lapping of the waves about the staging drowned the sound of the splash as my revolver dropped into the river.

Rather white-faced, I think, I joined Smith on the deck. He had witnessed my accident, but  

We must risk it, he whispered in my ear. We dare not turn back now.

He plunged into the semi-darkness, making for the cabin, I perforce following.

At the bottom of the ladder we came fully into the light streaming out from the singular apartments at the entrance to which we found ourselves. It was fitted up as a laboratory. A glimpse I had of shelves loaded with jars and bottles, of a table strewn with scientific paraphernalia, with retorts, with tubes of extraordinary shapes, holding living organisms, and with instruments  some of them of a form unknown to my experience. I saw too that books, papers and rolls of parchment littered the bare wooden floor. Then Smiths voice rose above the confused sounds about me, incisive, commanding:

I have you covered, Dr. Fu-Manchu!

For Fu-Manchu sat at the table.

The picture that he presented at that moment is one which persistently clings in my memory. In his long, yellow robe, his masklike, intellectual face bent forward amongst the riot of singular objects upon the table, his great, high brow gleaming in the light of the shaded lamp above him, and with the abnormal eyes, filmed and green, raised to us, he seemed a figure from the realms of delirium. But, most amazing circumstance of all, he and his surroundings tallied, almost identically, with the dream-picture which had come to me as I lay chained in the cell!

Some of the large jars about the place held anatomy specimens. A faint smell of opium hung in the air, and playing with the tassel of one of the cushions upon which, as upon a divan, Fu-Manchu was seated, leaped and chattered a little marmoset.

That was an electric moment. I was prepared for anything  for anything except for what really happened.

The doctors wonderful, evil face betrayed no hint of emotion. The lids flickered over the filmed eyes, and their greenness grew momentarily brighter, and filmed over again.

Put up your hands! rapped Smith, and attempt no tricks. His voice quivered with excitement. The games up, Fu-Manchu. Find something to tie him up with, Petrie.

I moved forward to Smiths side, and was about to pass him in the narrow doorway. The hulk moved beneath our feet like a living thing groaning, creaking  and the water lapped about the rotten woodwork with a sound infinitely dreary.

Put up your hands! ordered Smith imperatively.

Fu-Manchu slowly raised his hands, and a smile dawned upon the impassive features  a smile that had no mirth in it, only menace, revealing as it did his even, discolored teeth, but leaving the filmed eyes inanimate, dull, inhuman.

He spoke softly, sibilantly.

I would advise Dr. Petrie to glance behind him before he moves.

Smiths keen gray eyes never for a moment quitted the speaker. The gleaming barrel moved not a hairs-breadth. But I glanced quickly over my shoulder  and stifled a cry of pure horror.

A wicked, pock-marked face, with wolfish fangs bared, and jaundiced eyes squinting obliquely into mine, was within two inches of me. A lean, brown hand and arm, the great thews standing up like cords, held a crescent-shaped knife a fraction of an inch above my jugular vein. A slight movement must have dispatched me; a sweep of the fearful weapon, I doubt not, would have severed my head from my body.

Smith! I whispered hoarsely, dont look around. For Gods sake keep him covered. But a dacoit has his knife at my throat!

Then, for the first time, Smiths hand trembled. But his glance never wavered from the malignant, emotionless countenance of Dr. Fu-Manchu. He clenched his teeth hard, so that the muscles stood out prominently upon his jaw.

I suppose that silence which followed my awful discovery prevailed but a few seconds. To me those seconds were each a lingering death.

There, below, in that groaning hulk, I knew more of icy terror than any of our meetings with the murder-group had brought to me before; and through my brain throbbed a thought: the girl had betrayed us!

You supposed that I was alone? suggested Fu-Manchu. So I was.

Yet no trace of fear had broken through the impassive yellow mask when we had entered.

But my faithful servant followed you, he added. I thank him. The honors, Mr. Smith, are mine, I think?

Smith made no reply. I divined that he was thinking furiously. Fu-Manchu moved his hand to caress the marmoset, which had leaped playfully upon his shoulder, and crouched there gibing at us in a whistling voice.

Dont stir! said Smith savagely. I warn you!

Fu-Manchu kept his hand raised.

May I ask you how you discovered my retreat? he asked.

This hulk has been watched since dawn, lied Smith brazenly.

So? The Doctors filmed eyes cleared for a moment. And to-day you compelled me to burn a house, and you have captured one of my people, too. I congratulate you. She would not betray me though lashed with scorpions.

The great gleaming knife was so near to my neck that a sheet of notepaper could scarcely have been slipped between blade and vein, I think; but my heart throbbed even more wildly when I heard those words.

An impasse, said Fu-Manchu. I have a proposal to make. I assume that you would not accept my word for anything?

I would not, replied Smith promptly.

Therefore, pursued the Chinaman, and the occasional guttural alone marred his perfect English, I must accept yours. Of your resources outside this cabin I know nothing. You, I take it, know as little of mine. My Burmese friend and Doctor Petrie will lead the way, then; you and I will follow. We will strike out across the marsh for, say, three hundred yards. You will then place your pistol on the ground, pledging me your word to leave it there. I shall further require your assurance that you will make no attempt upon me until I have retraced my steps. I and my good servant will withdraw, leaving you, at the expiration of the specified period, to act as you see fit. Is it agreed?

Smith hesitated. Then:

The dacoit must leave his knife also, he stipulated. Fu-Manchu smiled his evil smile again.

Agreed. Shall I lead the way?

No! rapped Smith. Petrie and the dacoit first; then you; I last.

A guttural word of command from Fu-Manchu, and we left the cabin, with its evil odors, its mortuary specimens, and its strange instruments, and in the order arranged mounted to the deck.

It will be awkward on the ladder, said Fu-Manchu. Dr. Petrie, I will accept your word to adhere to the terms.

I promise, I said, the words almost choking me.

We mounted the rising and dipping ladder, all reached the pier, and strode out across the flats, the Chinaman always under close cover of Smiths revolver. Round about our feet, now leaping ahead, now gamboling back, came and went the marmoset. The dacoit, dressed solely in a dark loin-cloth, walked beside me, carrying his huge knife, and sometimes glancing at me with his blood-lustful eyes. Never before, I venture to say, had an autumn moon lighted such a scene in that place.

Here we part, said Fu-Manchu, and spoke another word to his follower.

The man threw his knife upon the ground.

Search him, Petrie, directed Smith. He may have a second concealed.

The Doctor consented; and I passed my hands over the mans scanty garments.

Now search Fu-Manchu.

This also I did. And never have I experienced a similar sense of revulsion from any human being. I shuddered, as though I had touched a venomous reptile.

Smith threw down his revolver.

I curse myself for an honorable fool, he said. No one could dispute my right to shoot you dead where you stand.

Knowing him as I did, I could tell from the suppressed passion in Smiths voice that only by his unhesitating acceptance of my friends word, and implicit faith in his keeping it, had Dr. Fu-Manchu escaped just retribution at that moment. Fiend though he was, I admired his courage; for all this he, too, must have known.

The Doctor turned, and with the dacoit walked back. Nayland Smiths next move filled me with surprise. For just as, silently, I was thanking God for my escape, my friend began shedding his coat, collar, and waistcoat.

Pocket your valuables, and do the same, he muttered hoarsely. We have a poor chance but we are both fairly fit. To-night, Petrie, we literally have to run for our lives.

We live in a peaceful age, wherein it falls to the lot of few men to owe their survival to their fleetness of foot. At Smiths words I realized in a flash that such was to be our fate to-night.

I have said that the hulk lay off a sort of promontory. East and west, then, we had nothing to hope for. To the south was Fu-Manchu; and even as, stripped of our heavier garments, we started to run northward, the weird signal of a dacoit rose on the night and was answered  was answered again.

Three, at least, hissed Smith; three armed dacoits. Hopeless.

Take the revolver, I cried. Smith, its

No, he rapped, through clenched teeth. A servant of the Crown in the East makes his motto: Keep your word, though it break your neck! I dont think we need fear it being used against us. Fu-Manchu avoids noisy methods.

So back we ran, over the course by which, earlier, we had come. It was, roughly, a mile to the first building  a deserted cottage  and another quarter of a mile to any that was occupied.

Our chance of meeting a living soul, other than Fu-Manchus dacoits, was practically nil.

At first we ran easily, for it was the second half-mile that would decide our fate. The professional murderers who pursued us ran like panthers, I knew; and I dare not allow my mind to dwell upon those yellow figures with the curved, gleaming knives. For a long time neither of us looked back.

On we ran, and on  silently, doggedly.

Then a hissing breath from Smith warned me what to expect.

Should I, too, look back? Yes. It was impossible to resist the horrid fascination.

I threw a quick glance over my shoulder.

And never while I live shall I forget what I saw. Two of the pursuing dacoits had outdistanced their fellow (or fellows), and were actually within three hundred yards of us.

More like dreadful animals they looked than human beings, running bent forward, with their faces curiously uptilted. The brilliant moonlight gleamed upon bared teeth, as I could see, even at that distance, even in that quick, agonized glance, and it gleamed upon the crescent-shaped knives.

As hard as you can go now, panted Smith. We must make an attempt to break into the empty cottage. Only chance.

I had never in my younger days been a notable runner; for Smith I cannot speak. But I am confident that the next half-mile was done in time that would not have disgraced a crack man. Not once again did either of us look back. Yard upon yard we raced forward together. My heart seemed to be bursting. My leg muscles throbbed with pain. At last, with the empty cottage in sight, it came to that pass with me when another three yards looks as unattainable as three miles. Once I stumbled.

My God! came from Smith weakly.

But I recovered myself. Bare feet pattered close upon our heels, and panting breaths told how even Fu-Manchus bloodhounds were hard put to it by the killing pace we had made.

Smith, I whispered, look in front. Someone!

As through a red mist I had seen a dark shape detach itself from the shadows of the cottage, and merge into them again. It could only be another dacoit; but Smith, not heeding, or not hearing, my faintly whispered words, crashed open the gate and hurled himself blindly at the door.

It burst open before him with a resounding boom, and he pitched forward into the interior darkness. Flat upon the floor he lay, for as, with a last effort, I gained the threshold and dragged myself within, I almost fell over his recumbent body.

Madly I snatched at the door. His foot held it open. I kicked the foot away, and banged the door to. As I turned, the leading dacoit, his eyes starting from their sockets, his face the face of a demon leaped wildly through the gateway.

That Smith had burst the latch I felt assured, but by some divine accident my weak hands found the bolt. With the last ounce of strength spared to me I thrust it home in the rusty socket  as a full six inches of shining steel split the middle panel and protruded above my head.

I dropped, sprawling, beside my friend.

A terrific blow shattered every pane of glass in the solitary window, and one of the grinning animal faces looked in.

Sorry, old man, whispered Smith, and his voice was barely audible. Weakly he grasped my hand. My fault. I shouldnt have let you come.

From the corner of the room where the black shadows lay flicked a long tongue of flame. Muffled, staccato, came the report. And the yellow face at the window was blotted out.

One wild cry, ending in a rattling gasp, told of a dacoit gone to his account.

A gray figure glided past me and was silhouetted against the broken window.

Again the pistol sent its message into the night, and again came the reply to tell how well and truly that message had been delivered. In the stillness, intense by sharp contrast, the sound of bare soles pattering upon the path outside stole to me. Two runners, I thought there were, so that four dacoits must have been upon our trail. The room was full of pungent smoke. I staggered to my feet as the gray figure with the revolver turned towards me. Something familiar there was in that long, gray garment, and now I perceived why I had thought so.

It was my gray rain-coat.

Karamaneh, I whispered.

And Smith, with difficulty, supporting himself upright, and holding fast to the ledge beside the door, muttered something hoarsely, which sounded like God bless her!

The girl, trembling now, placed her hands upon my shoulders with that quaint, pathetic gesture peculiarly her own.

I followed you, she said. Did you not know I should follow you? But I had to hide because of another who was following also. I had but just reached this place when I saw you running towards me.

She broke off and turned to Smith.

This is your pistol, she said naively. I found it in your bag. Will you please take it!

He took it without a word. Perhaps he could not trust himself to speak.

Now go. Hurry! she said. You are not safe yet.

But you? I asked.

You have failed, she replied. I must go back to him. There is no other way.

Strangely sick at heart for a man who has just had a miraculous escape from death, I opened the door. Coatless, disheveled figures, my friend and I stepped out into the moonlight.

Hideous under the pale rays lay the two dead men, their glazed eyes upcast to the peace of the blue heavens. Karamaneh had shot to kill, for both had bullets in their brains. If God ever planned a more complex nature than hers  a nature more tumultuous with conflicting passions, I cannot conceive of it. Yet her beauty was of the sweetest; and in some respects she had the heart of a child  this girl who could shoot so straight.

We must send the police to-night, said Smith. Or the papers

Hurry, came the girls voice commandingly from the darkness of the cottage.

It was a singular situation. My very soul rebelled against it. But what could we do?

Tell us where we can communicate, began Smith.

Hurry. I shall be suspected. Do you want him to kill me!

We moved away. All was very still now, and the lights glimmered faintly ahead. Not a wisp of cloud brushed the moons disk.

Good-night, Karamaneh, I whispered softly.


CHAPTER XVIII

TO pursue further the adventure on the marshes would be a task at once useless and thankless. In its actual and in its dramatic significance it concluded with our parting from Karamaneh. And in that parting I learned what Shakespeare meant by Sweet Sorrow.

There was a world, I learned, upon the confines of which I stood, a world whose very existence hitherto had been unsuspected. Not the least of the mysteries which peeped from the darkness was the mystery of the heart of Karamaneh. I sought to forget her. I sought to remember her. Indeed, in the latter task I found one more congenial, yet, in the direction and extent of the ideas which it engendered, one that led me to a precipice.

East and West may not intermingle. As a student of world-policies, as a physician, I admitted, could not deny, that truth. Again, if Karamaneh were to be credited, she had come to Fu-Manchu a slave; had fallen into the hands of the raiders; had crossed the desert with the slave-drivers; had known the house of the slave-dealer. Could it be? With the fading of the crescent of Islam I had thought such things to have passed.

But if it were so?

At the mere thought of a girl so deliciously beautiful in the brutal power of slavers, I found myself grinding my teeth  closing my eyes in a futile attempt to blot out the pictures called up.

Then, at such times, I would find myself discrediting her story. Again, I would find myself wondering, vaguely, why such problems persistently haunted my mind. But, always, my heart had an answer. And I was a medical man, who sought to build up a family practice!  who, in short, a very little time ago, had thought himself past the hot follies of youth and entered upon that staid phase of life wherein the daily problems of the medical profession hold absolute sway and such seductive follies as dark eyes and red lips find  no place  are excluded!

But it is foreign from the purpose of this plain record to enlist sympathy for the recorder. The topic upon which, here, I have ventured to touch was one fascinating enough to me; I cannot hope that it holds equal charm for any other. Let us return to that which it is my duty to narrate and let us forget my brief digression.

It is a fact, singular, but true, that few Londoners know London. Under the guidance of my friend, Nayland Smith, I had learned, since his return from Burma, how there are haunts in the very heart of the metropolis whose existence is unsuspected by all but the few; places unknown even to the ubiquitous copy-hunting pressman.

Into a quiet thoroughfare not two minutes walk from the pulsing life of Leicester Square, Smith led the way. Before a door sandwiched in between two dingy shop-fronts he paused and turned to me.

Whatever you see or hear, he cautioned, express no surprise.

A cab had dropped us at the corner. We both wore dark suits and fez caps with black silk tassels. My complexion had been artificially reduced to a shade resembling the deep tan of my friends. He rang the bell beside the door.

Almost immediately it was opened by a negro woman  gross, hideously ugly.

Smith uttered something in voluble Arabic. As a linguist his attainments were a constant source of surprise. The jargons of the East, Far and Near, he spoke as his mother tongue. The woman immediately displayed the utmost servility, ushering us into an ill-lighted passage, with every evidence of profound respect. Following this passage, and passing an inner door, from beyond whence proceeded bursts of discordant music, we entered a little room bare of furniture, with coarse matting for mural decorations, and a patternless red carpet on the floor. In a niche burned a common metal lamp.

The negress left us, and close upon her departure entered a very aged man with a long patriarchal beard, who greeted my friend with dignified courtesy. Following a brief conversation, the aged Arab  for such he appeared to be  drew aside a strip of matting, revealing a dark recess. Placing his finger upon his lips, he silently invited us to enter.

We did so, and the mat was dropped behind us. The sounds of crude music were now much plainer, and as Smith slipped a little shutter aside I gave a start of surprise.

Beyond lay a fairly large apartment, having divans or low seats around three of its walls. These divans were occupied by a motley company of Turks, Egyptians, Greeks, and others; and I noted two Chinese. Most of them smoked cigarettes, and some were drinking. A girl was performing a sinuous dance upon the square carpet occupying the center of the floor, accompanied by a young negro woman upon a guitar and by several members of the assembly who clapped their hands to the music or hummed a low, monotonous melody.

Shortly after our entrance into the passage the dance terminated, and the dancer fled through a curtained door at the farther end of the room. A buzz of conversation arose.

It is a sort of combined Wekaleh and place of entertainment for a certain class of Oriental residents in, or visiting, London, Smith whispered. The old gentleman who has just left us is the proprietor or host. I have been here before on several occasions, but have always drawn blank.

He was peering out eagerly into the strange clubroom.

Whom do you expect to find here? I asked.

It is a recognized meeting-place, said Smith in my ear. It is almost a certainty that some of the Fu-Manchu group use it at times.

Curiously I surveyed all these faces which were visible from the spy-hole. My eyes rested particularly upon the two Chinamen.

Do you recognize anyone? I whispered.

S-sh!

Smith was craning his neck so as to command a sight of the doorway. He obstructed my view, and only by his tense attitude and some subtle wave of excitement which he communicated to me did I know that a new arrival was entering. The hum of conversation died away, and in the ensuing silence I heard the rustle of draperies. The newcomer was a woman, then. Fearful of making any noise I yet managed to get my eyes to the level of the shutter.

A woman in an elegant, flame-colored opera cloak was crossing the floor and coming in the direction of the spot where we were concealed. She wore a soft silk scarf about her head, a fold partly draped across her face. A momentary view I had of her  and wildly incongruous she looked in that place  and she had disappeared from sight, having approached someone invisible who sat upon the divan immediately beneath our point of vantage.

From the way in which the company gazed towards her, I divined that she was no habitue of the place, but that her presence there was as greatly surprising to those in the room as it was to me.

Whom could she be, this elegant lady who visited such a haunt  who, it would seem, was so anxious to disguise her identity, but who was dressed for a society function rather than for a midnight expedition of so unusual a character?

I began a whispered question, but Smith tugged at my arm to silence me. His excitement was intense. Had his keener powers enabled him to recognize the unknown?

A faint but most peculiar perfume stole to my nostrils, a perfume which seemed to contain the very soul of Eastern mystery. Only one woman known to me used that perfume  Karamaneh.

Then it was she!

At last my friends vigilance had been rewarded. Eagerly I bent forward. Smith literally quivered in anticipation of a discovery. Again the strange perfume was wafted to our hiding-place; and, glancing neither to right nor left, I saw Karamaneh  for that it was she I no longer doubted  recross the room and disappear.

The man she spoke to, hissed Smith. We must see him! We must have him!

He pulled the mat aside and stepped out into the anteroom. It was empty. Down the passage he led, and we were almost come to the door of the big room when it was thrown open and a man came rapidly out, opened the street door before Smith could reach him, and was gone, slamming it fast.

I can swear that we were not four seconds behind him, but when we gained the street it was empty. Our quarry had disappeared as if by magic. A big car was just turning the corner towards Leicester Square.

That is the girl, rapped Smith; but where in Heavens name is the man to whom she brought the message? I would give a hundred pounds to know what business is afoot. To think that we have had such an opportunity and have thrown it away!

Angry and nonplused he stood at the corner, looking in the direction of the crowded thoroughfare into which the car had been driven, tugging at the lobe of his ear, as was his habit in such moments of perplexity, and sharply clicking his teeth together. I, too, was very thoughtful. Clews were few enough in those days of our war with that giant antagonist. The mere thought that our trifling error of judgment tonight in tarrying a moment too long might mean the victory of Fu-Manchu, might mean the turning of the balance which a wise providence had adjusted between the white and yellow races, was appalling.

To Smith and me, who knew something of the secret influences at work to overthrow the Indian Empire, to place, it might be, the whole of Europe and America beneath an Eastern rule, it seemed that a great yellow hand was stretched out over London. Doctor Fu-Manchu was a menace to the civilized world. Yet his very existence remained unsuspected by the millions whose fate he sought to command.

Into what dark scheme have we had a glimpse? said Smith. What State secret is to be filched? What faithful servant of the British Raj to be spirited away? Upon whom now has Fu-Manchu set his death seal?

Karamaneh on this occasion may not have been acting as an emissary of the Doctors.

I feel assured that she was, Petrie. Of the many whom this yellow cloud may at any moment envelop, to which one did her message refer? The mans instructions were urgent. Witness his hasty departure. Curse it! He dashed his right clenched fist into the palm of his left hand. I never had a glimpse of his face, first to last. To think of the hours I have spent in that place, in anticipation of just such a meeting  only to bungle the opportunity when it arose! Scarce heeding what course we followed, we had come now to Piccadilly Circus, and had walked out into the heart of the nights traffic. I just dragged Smith aside in time to save him from the off-front wheel of a big Mercedes. Then the traffic was blocked, and we found ourselves dangerously penned in amidst the press of vehicles.

Somehow we extricated ourselves, jeered at by taxi-drivers, who naturally took us for two simple Oriental visitors, and just before that impassable barrier the arm of a London policeman was lowered and the stream moved on a faint breath of perfume became perceptible to me.

The cabs and cars about us were actually beginning to move again, and there was nothing for it but a hasty retreat to the curb. I could not pause to glance behind, but instinctively I knew that someone  someone who used that rare, fragrant essence  was leaning from the window of the car.

ANDAMAN  SECOND! floated a soft whisper.

We gained the pavement as the pent-up traffic roared upon its way.

Smith had not noticed the perfume worn by the unseen occupant of the car, had not detected the whispered words. But I had no reason to doubt my senses, and I knew beyond question that Fu-Manchus lovely slave, Karamaneh, had been within a yard of us, had recognized us, and had uttered those words for our guidance.

On regaining my rooms, we devoted a whole hour to considering what ANDAMAN  SECOND could possibly mean.

Hang it all! cried Smith, it might mean anything  the result of a race, for instance.

He burst into one of his rare laughs, and began to stuff broadcut mixture into his briar. I could see that he had no intention of turning in.

I can think of no one  no one of note  in London at present upon whom it is likely that Fu-Manchu would make an attempt, he said, except ourselves.

We began methodically to go through the long list of names which we had compiled and to review our elaborate notes. When, at last, I turned in, the night had given place to a new day. But sleep evaded me, and ANDAMAN  SECOND danced like a mocking phantom through my brain.

Then I heard the telephone bell. I heard Smith speaking.

A minute afterwards he was in my room, his face very grim.

I knew as well as if Id seen it with my own eyes that some black business was afoot last night, he said. And it was. Within pistol-shot of us! Someone has got at Frank Norris West. Inspector Weymouth has just been on the phone.

Norris West! I cried, the American aviator  and inventor

Of the West aero-torpedo  yes. Hes been offering it to the English War Office, and they have delayed too long.

I got out of bed.

What do you mean?

I mean that the potentialities have attracted the attention of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Those words operated electrically. I do not know how long I was in dressing, how long a time elapsed ere the cab for which Smith had phoned arrived, how many precious minutes were lost upon the journey; but, in a nervous whirl, these things slipped into the past, like the telegraph poles seen from the window of an express, and, still in that tense state, we came upon the scene of this newest outrage.

Mr. Norris West, whose lean, stoic face had latterly figured so often in the daily press, lay upon the floor in the little entrance hall of his chambers, flat upon his back, with the telephone receiver in his hand.

The outer door had been forced by the police. They had had to remove a piece of the paneling to get at the bolt. A medical man was leaning over the recumbent figure in the striped pajama suit, and Detective-Inspector Weymouth stood watching him as Smith and I entered.

He has been heavily drugged, said the Doctor, sniffing at Wests lips, but I cannot say what drug has been used. It isnt chloroform or anything of that nature. He can safely be left to sleep it off, I think.

I agreed, after a brief examination.

Its most extraordinary, said Weymouth. He rang up the Yard about an hour ago and said his chambers had been invaded by Chinamen. Then the man at the phone plainly heard him fall. When we got here his front door was bolted, as youve seen, and the windows are three floors up. Nothing is disturbed.

The plans of the aero-torpedo? rapped Smith.

I take it they are in the safe in his bedroom, replied the detective, and that is locked all right. I think he must have taken an overdose of something and had illusions. But in case there was anything in what he mumbled (you could hardly understand him) I thought it as well to send for you.

Quite right, said Smith rapidly. His eyes shone like steel. Lay him on the bed, Inspector.

It was done, and my friend walked into the bedroom.

Save that the bed was disordered, showing that West had been sleeping in it, there were no evidences of the extraordinary invasion mentioned by the drugged man. It was a small room  the chambers were of that kind which are let furnished  and very neat. A safe with a combination lock stood in a corner. The window was open about a foot at the top. Smith tried the safe and found it fast. He stood for a moment clicking his teeth together, by which I knew him to be perplexed. He walked over to the window and threw it up. We both looked out.

You see, came Weymouths voice, it is altogether too far from the court below for our cunning Chinese friends to have fixed a ladder with one of their bamboo rod arrangements. And, even if they could get up there, its too far down from the roof  two more stories  for them to have fixed it from there.

Smith nodded thoughtfully, at the same time trying the strength of an iron bar which ran from side to side of the window-sill. Suddenly he stooped, with a sharp exclamation. Bending over his shoulder I saw what it was that had attracted his attention.

Clearly imprinted upon the dust-coated gray stone of the sill was a confused series of marks  tracks call them what you will.

Smith straightened himself and turned a wondering look upon me.

What is it, Petrie? he said amazedly. Some kind of bird has been here, and recently. Inspector Weymouth in turn examined the marks.

I never saw bird tracks like these, Mr. Smith, he muttered.

Smith was tugging at the lobe of his ear.

No, he returned reflectively; come to think of it, neither did I.

He twisted around, looking at the man on the bed.

Do you think it was all an illusion? asked the detective.

What about those marks on the window-sill? jerked Smith.

He began restlessly pacing about the room, sometimes stopping before the locked safe and frequently glancing at Norris West.

Suddenly he walked out and briefly examined the other apartments, only to return again to the bedroom.

Petrie, he said, we are losing valuable time. West must be aroused.

Inspector Weymouth stared.

Smith turned to me impatiently. The doctor summoned by the police had gone. Is there no means of arousing him, Petrie? he said.

Doubtless, I replied, he could be revived if one but knew what drug he had taken.

My friend began his restless pacing again, and suddenly pounced upon a little phial of tabloids which had been hidden behind some books on a shelf near the bed. He uttered a triumphant exclamation.

See what we have here, Petrie! he directed, handing the phial to me. It bears no label.

I crushed one of the tabloids in my palm and applied my tongue to the powder.

Some preparation of chloral hydrate, I pronounced.

A sleeping draught? suggested Smith eagerly.

We might try, I said, and scribbled a formula upon a leaf of my notebook. I asked Weymouth to send the man who accompanied him to call up the nearest chemist and procure the antidote.

During the mans absence Smith stood contemplating the unconscious inventor, a peculiar expression upon his bronzed face.

ANDAMAN  SECOND, he muttered. Shall we find the key to the riddle here, I wonder?

Inspector Weymouth, who had concluded, I think, that the mysterious telephone call was due to mental aberration on the part of Norris West, was gnawing at his mustache impatiently when his assistant returned. I administered the powerful restorative, and although, as later transpired, chloral was not responsible for Wests condition, the antidote operated successfully.

Norris West struggled into a sitting position, and looked about him with haggard eyes.

The Chinamen! The Chinamen! he muttered.

He sprang to his feet, glaring wildly at Smith and me, reeled, and almost fell.

It is all right, I said, supporting him. Im a doctor. You have been unwell.

Have the police come? he burst out. The safe  try the safe!

Its all right, said Inspector Weymouth. The safe is locked  unless someone else knows the combination, theres nothing to worry about.

No one else knows it, said West, and staggered unsteadily to the safe. Clearly his mind was in a dazed condition, but, setting his jaw with a curious expression of grim determination, he collected his thoughts and opened the safe.

He bent down, looking in.

In some way the knowledge came to me that the curtain was about to rise on a new and surprising act in the Fu-Manchu drama.

God! he whispered  we could scarcely hear him the plans are gone!


CHAPTER XIX

I HAVE never seen a man quite so surprised as Inspector Weymouth.

This is absolutely incredible! he said. Theres only one door to your chambers. We found it bolted from the inside.

Yes, groaned West, pressing his hand to his forehead. I bolted it myself at eleven oclock, when I came in.

No human being could climb up or down to your windows. The plans of the aero-torpedo were inside a safe.

I put them there myself, said West, on returning from the War Office, and I had occasion to consult them after I had come in and bolted the door. I returned them to the safe and locked it. That it was still locked you saw for yourselves, and no one else in the world knows the combination.

But the plans have gone, said Weymouth. Its magic! How was it done? What happened last night, sir? What did you mean when you rang us up?

Smith during this colloquy was pacing rapidly up and down the room. He turned abruptly to the aviator.

Every fact you can remember, Mr. West, please, he said tersely; and be as brief as you possibly can.

I came in, as I said, explained West, about eleven oclock and having made some notes relating to an interview arranged for this morning, I locked the plans in the safe and turned in.

There was no one hidden anywhere in your chambers? snapped Smith.

There was not, replied West. I looked. I invariably do. Almost immediately, I went to sleep.

How many chloral tabloids did you take? I interrupted.

Norris West turned to me with a slow smile.

Youre cute, Doctor, he said. I took two. Its a bad habit, but I cant sleep without. They are specially made up for me by a firm in Philadelphia.

How long sleep lasted, when it became filled with uncanny dreams, and when those dreams merged into reality, I do not know  shall never know, I suppose. But out of the dreamless void a face came to me  closer  closer  and peered into mine.

I was in that curious condition wherein one knows that one is dreaming and seeks to awaken  to escape. But a nightmare-like oppression held me. So I must lie and gaze into the seared yellow face that hung over me, for it would drop so close that I could trace the cicatrized scar running from the left ear to the corner of the mouth, and drawing up the lip like the lip of a snarling cur. I could look into the malignant, jaundiced eyes; I could hear the dim whispering of the distorted mouth  whispering that seemed to counsel something  something evil. That whispering intimacy was indescribably repulsive. Then the wicked yellow face would be withdrawn, and would recede until it became as a pins head in the darkness far above me  almost like a glutinous, liquid thing.

Somehow I got upon my feet, or dreamed I did  God knows where dreaming ended and reality began. Gentlemen maybe youll conclude I went mad last night, but as I stood holding on to the bedrail I heard the blood throbbing through my arteries with a noise like a screw-propeller. I started laughing. The laughter issued from my lips with a shrill whistling sound that pierced me with physical pain and seemed to wake the echoes of the whole block. I thought myself I was going mad, and I tried to command my will  to break the power of the chloral  for I concluded that I had accidentally taken an overdose.

Then the walls of my bedroom started to recede, till at last I stood holding on to a bed which had shrunk to the size of a dolls cot, in the middle of a room like Trafalgar Square! That window yonder was such a long way off I could scarcely see it, but I could just detect a Chinaman  the owner of the evil yellow face  creeping through it. He was followed by another, who was enormously tall  so tall that, as they came towards me (and it seemed to take them something like half-an-hour to cross this incredible apartment in my dream), the second Chinaman seemed to tower over me like a cypress-tree.

I looked up to his face  his wicked, hairless face. Mr. Smith, whatever age I live to, Ill never forget that face I saw last night  or did I see it? God knows! The pointed chin, the great dome of a forehead, and the eyes  heavens above, the huge green eyes!

He shook like a sick man, and I glanced at Smith significantly. Inspector Weymouth was stroking his mustache, and his mingled expression of incredulity and curiosity was singular to behold.

The pumping of my blood, continued West, seemed to be bursting my body; the room kept expanding and contracting. One time the ceiling would be pressing down on my head, and the Chinamen  sometimes I thought there were two of them, sometimes twenty  became dwarfs; the next instant it shot up like the roof of a cathedral.

Can I be awake, I whispered, or am I dreaming?

My whisper went sweeping in windy echoes about the walls, and was lost in the shadowy distances up under the invisible roof.

You are dreaming  yes. It was the Chinaman with the green eyes who was addressing me, and the words that he uttered appeared to occupy an immeasurable time in the utterance. But at will I can render the subjective objective. I dont think I can have dreamed those singular words, gentlemen.

And then he fixed the green eyes upon me  the blazing green eyes. I made no attempt to move. They seemed to be draining me of something vital  bleeding me of every drop of mental power. The whole nightmare room grew green, and I felt that I was being absorbed into its greenness.

I can see what you think. And even in my delirium  if it was delirium  I thought the same. Now comes the climax of my experience  my vision  I dont know what to call it. I SAW some WORDS issuing from my own mouth!

Inspector Weymouth coughed discreetly. Smith whisked round upon him.

This will be outside your experience, Inspector, I know, he said, but Mr. Norris Wests statement does not surprise me in the least. I know to what the experience was due.

Weymouth stared incredulously, but a dawning perception of the truth was come to me, too.

How I SAW a SOUND I just wont attempt to explain; I simply tell you I saw it. Somehow I knew I had betrayed myself  given something away.

You gave away the secret of the lock combination! rapped Smith.

Eh! grunted Weymouth.

But West went on hoarsely:

Just before the blank came a name flashed before my eyes. It was Bayard Taylor.

At that I interrupted West.

I understand! I cried. I understand! Another name has just occurred to me, Mr. West  that of the Frenchman, Moreau.

You have solved the mystery, said Smith. It was natural Mr. West should have thought of the American traveler, Bayard Taylor, though. Moreaus book is purely scientific. He has probably never read it.

I fought with the stupor that was overcoming me, continued West, striving to associate that vaguely familiar name with the fantastic things through which I moved. It seemed to me that the room was empty again. I made for the hall, for the telephone. I could scarcely drag my feet along. It seemed to take me half-an-hour to get there. I remember calling up Scotland Yard, and I remember no more.

There was a short, tense interval.

In some respects I was nonplused; but, frankly, I think Inspector Weymouth considered West insane. Smith, his hands locked behind his back, stared out of the window.

ANDAMAN  SECOND he said suddenly. Weymouth, when is the first train to Tilbury?

Five twenty-two from Fenchurch Street, replied the Scotland Yard man promptly.

Too late! rapped my friend. Jump in a taxi and pick up two good men to leave for China at once! Then go and charter a special to Tilbury to leave in twenty-five minutes. Order another cab to wait outside for me.

Weymouth was palpably amazed, but Smiths tone was imperative. The Inspector departed hastily.

I stared at Smith, not comprehending what prompted this singular course.

Now that you can think clearly, Mr. West, he said, of what does your experience remind you? The errors of perception regarding time; the idea of SEEING A SOUND; the illusion that the room alternately increased and diminished in size; your fit of laughter, and the recollection of the name Bayard Taylor. Since evidently you are familiar with that authors work The Land of the Saracen, is it not?  these symptoms of the attack should be familiar, I think.

Norris West pressed his hands to his evidently aching head.

Bayard Taylors book, he said dully. Yes!… I know of what my brain sought to remind me  Taylors account of his experience under hashish. Mr. Smith, someone doped me with hashish!

Smith nodded grimly.

Cannabis indica, I said Indian hemp. That is what you were drugged with. I have no doubt that now you experience a feeling of nausea and intense thirst, with aching in the muscles, particularly the deltoid. I think you must have taken at least fifteen grains.

Smith stopped his perambulations immediately in front of West, looking into his dulled eyes.

Someone visited your chambers last night, he said slowly, and for your chloral tabloids substituted some containing hashish, or perhaps not pure hashish. Fu-Manchu is a profound chemist.

Norris West started.

Someone substituted he began.

Exactly, said Smith, looking at him keenly; someone who was here yesterday. Have you any idea whom it could have been?

West hesitated. I had a visitor in the afternoon, he said, seemingly speaking the words unwillingly, but

A lady? jerked Smith. I suggest that it was a lady.

West nodded.

Youre quite right, he admitted. I dont know how you arrived at the conclusion, but a lady whose acquaintance I made recently  a foreign lady.

Karamaneh! snapped Smith.

I dont know what you mean in the least, but she came here  knowing this to be my present address  to ask me to protect her from a mysterious man who had followed her right from Charing Cross. She said he was down in the lobby, and naturally, I asked her to wait here whilst I went and sent him about his business.

He laughed shortly.

I am over-old, he said, to be guyed by a woman. You spoke just now of someone called Fu-Manchu. Is that the crook Im indebted to for the loss of my plans? Ive had attempts made by agents of two European governments, but a Chinaman is a novelty.

This Chinaman, Smith assured him, is the greatest novelty of his age. You recognize your symptoms now from Bayard Taylors account?

Mr. Wests statement, I said, ran closely parallel with portions of Moreaus book on Hashish Hallucinations. Only Fu-Manchu, I think, would have thought of employing Indian hemp. I doubt, though, if it was pure Cannabis indica. At any rate, it acted as an opiate

And drugged Mr. West, interrupted Smith, sufficiently to enable Fu-Manchu to enter unobserved.

Whilst it produced symptoms which rendered him an easy subject for the Doctors influence. It is difficult in this case to separate hallucination from reality, but I think, Mr. West, that Fu-Manchu must have exercised an hypnotic influence upon your drugged brain. We have evidence that he dragged from you the secret of the combination.

God knows we have! said West. But who is this Fu-Manchu, and how  how in the name of wonder did he get into my chambers?

Smith pulled out his watch. That, he said rapidly, I cannot delay to explain if Im to intercept the man who has the plans. Come along, Petrie; we must be at Tilbury within the hour. There is just a bare chance.


CHAPTER XX

IT was with my mind in a condition of unique perplexity that I hurried with Nayland Smith into the cab which waited and dashed off through the streets in which the busy life of London just stirred into being. I suppose I need not say that I could penetrate no farther into this, Fu-Manchus latest plot, than the drugging of Norris West with hashish? Of his having been so drugged with Indian hemp  that is, converted temporarily into a maniac  would have been evident to any medical man who had heard his statement and noted the distressing after-effects which conclusively pointed to Indian hemp poisoning. Knowing something of the Chinese doctors powers, I could understand that he might have extracted from West the secret of the combination by sheer force of will whilst the American was under the influence of the drug. But I could not understand how Fu-Manchu had gained access to locked chambers on the third story of a building.

Smith, I said, those bird tracks on the window-sill  they furnish the key to a mystery which is puzzling me.

They do, said Smith, glancing impatiently at his watch. Consult your memories of Dr. Fu-Manchus habits  especially your memories of his pets.

I reviewed in my mind the creatures gruesome and terrible which surrounded the Chinaman  the scorpions, the bacteria, the noxious things which were the weapons wherewith he visited death upon whomsoever opposed the establishment of a potential Yellow Empire. But no one of them could account for the imprints upon the dust of Wests window-sill.

You puzzle me, Smith, I confessed. There is much in this extraordinary case that puzzles me. I can think of nothing to account for the marks.

Have you thought of Fu-Manchus marmoset? asked Smith.

The monkey! I cried.

They were the footprints of a small ape, my friend continued. For a moment I was deceived as you were, and believed them to be the tracks of a large bird; but I have seen the footprints of apes before now, and a marmoset, though an American variety, I believe, is not unlike some of the apes of Burma.

I am still in the dark, I said.

It is pure hypothesis, continued Smith, but here is the theory  in lieu of a better one it covers the facts. The marmoset  and it is contrary from the character of Fu-Manchu to keep any creature for mere amusement  is trained to perform certain duties.

You observed the waterspout running up beside the window; you observed the iron bar intended to prevent a window-cleaner from falling out? For an ape the climb from the court below to the sill above was a simple one. He carried a cord, probably attached to his body. He climbed on to the sill, over the bar, and climbed down again. By means of this cord a rope was pulled up over the bar, by means of the rope one of those ladders of silk and bamboo. One of the Doctors servants ascended  probably to ascertain if the hashish had acted successfully. That was the yellow dream-face which West saw bending over him. Then followed the Doctor, and to his giant will the drugged brain of West was a pliant instrument which he bent to his own ends. The court would be deserted at that hour of the night, and, in any event, directly after the ascent the ladder probably was pulled up, only to be lowered again when West had revealed the secret of his own safe and Fu-Manchu had secured the plans. The reclosing of the safe and the removing of the hashish tabloids, leaving no clew beyond the delirious ravings of a drug slave  for so anyone unacquainted with the East must have construed Wests story  is particularly characteristic. His own tabloids were returned, of course. The sparing of his life alone is a refinement of art which points to a past master.

Karamaneh was the decoy again? I said shortly.

Certainly. Hers was the task to ascertain Wests habits and to substitute the tabloids. She it was who waited in the luxurious car  infinitely less likely to attract attention at that hour in that place than a modest taxi  and received the stolen plans. She did her work well.

Poor Karamaneh; she had no alternative! I said I would have given a hundred pounds for a sight of the messengers face  the man to whom she handed them. I would give a thousand now!

ANDAMAN  SECOND, I said. What did she mean?

Then it has not dawned upon you? cried Smith excitedly, as the cab turned into the station. The ANDAMAN, of the Oriental Navigation Companys line, leaves Tilbury with the next tide for China ports. Our man is a second-class passenger. I am wiring to delay her departure, and the special should get us to the docks inside of forty minutes.



Very vividly I can reconstruct in my mind that dash to the docks through the early autumn morning. My friend being invested with extraordinary powers from the highest authorities, by Inspector Weymouths instructions the line had been cleared all the way.

Something of the tremendous importance of Nayland Smiths mission came home to me as we hurried on to the platform, escorted by the station-master, and the five of us  for Weymouth had two other C.I.D. men with him  took our seats in the special.

Off we went on top speed, roaring through stations, where a glimpse might be had of wondering officials upon the platforms, for a special train was a novelty on the line. All ordinary traffic arrangements were held up until we had passed through, and we reached Tilbury in time which I doubt not constituted a record.

There at the docks was the great liner, delayed in her passage to the Far East by the will of my royally empowered companion. It was novel, and infinitely exciting.

Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith? said the captain interrogatively, when we were shown into his room, and looked from one to another and back to the telegraph form which he held in his hand.

The same, Captain, said my friend briskly. I shall not detain you a moment. I am instructing the authorities at all ports east of Suez to apprehend one of your second-class passengers, should he leave the ship. He is in possession of plans which practically belong to the British Government!

Why not arrest him now? asked the seaman bluntly.

Because I dont know him. All second-class passengers baggage will be searched as they land. I am hoping something from that, if all else fails. But I want you privately to instruct your stewards to watch any passenger of Oriental nationality, and to cooperate with the two Scotland Yard men who are joining you for the voyage. I look to you to recover these plans, Captain.

I will do my best, the captain assured him.

Then, from amid the heterogeneous group on the dockside, we were watching the liner depart, and Nayland Smiths expression was a very singular one. Inspector Weymouth stood with us, a badly puzzled man. Then occurred the extraordinary incident which to this day remains inexplicable, for, clearly heard by all three of us, a guttural voice said:

Another victory for China, Mr. Nayland Smith!

I turned as though I had been stung. Smith turned also. My eyes passed from face to face of the group about us. None was familiar. No one apparently had moved away.

But the voice was the voice of DOCTOR FU-MANCHU.

As I write of it, now, I can appreciate the difference between that happening, as it appealed to us, and as it must appeal to you who merely read of it. It is beyond my powers to convey the sense of the uncanny which the episode created. Yet, even as I think of it, I feel again, though in lesser degree, the chill which seemed to creep through my veins that day.

From my brief history of the wonderful and evil man who once walked, by the way unsuspected, in the midst of the people of England  near whom you, personally, may at some time unwittingly, have been  I am aware that much must be omitted. I have no space for lengthy examinations of the many points but ill illuminated with which it is dotted. This incident at the docks is but one such point.

Another is the singular vision which appeared to me whilst I lay in the cellar of the house near Windsor. It has since struck me that it possessed peculiarities akin to those of a hashish hallucination. Can it be that we were drugged on that occasion with Indian hemp? Cannabis indica is a treacherous narcotic, as every medical man knows full well; but Fu-Manchus knowledge of the drug was far in advance of our slow science. Wests experience proved so much.

I may have neglected opportunities  later, you shall judge if I did so  opportunities to glean for the West some of the strange knowledge of the secret East. Perhaps, at a future time, I may rectify my errors. Perhaps that wisdom  the wisdom stored up by Fu-Manchu  is lost forever. There is, however, at least a bare possibility of its survival, in part; and I do not wholly despair of one day publishing a scientific sequel to this record of our dealings with the Chinese doctor.


CHAPTER XXI

TIME wore on and seemingly brought us no nearer, or very little nearer, to our goal. So carefully had my friend Nayland Smith excluded the matter from the press that, whilst public interest was much engaged with some of the events in the skein of mystery which he had come from Burma to unravel, outside the Secret Service and the special department of Scotland Yard few people recognized that the several murders, robberies and disappearances formed each a link in a chain; fewer still were aware that a baneful presence was in our midst, that a past master of the evil arts lay concealed somewhere in the metropolis; searched for by the keenest wits which the authorities could direct to the task, but eluding all  triumphant, contemptuous.

One link in that chain Smith himself for long failed to recognize. Yet it was a big and important link.

Petrie, he said to me one morning, listen to this:

… In sight of Shanghai  a clear, dark night. On board the deck of a junk passing close to seaward of the Andaman a blue flare started up. A minute later there was a cry of Man overboard!

Mr. Lewin, the chief officer, who was in charge, stopped the engines. A boat was put out. But no one was recovered. There are sharks in these waters. A fairly heavy sea was running.

Inquiry showed the missing man to be a James Edwards, second class, booked to Shanghai. I think the name was assumed. The man was some sort of Oriental, and we had had him under close observation.…

Thats the end of their report, exclaimed Smith.

He referred to the two C.I.D. men who had joined the Andaman at the moment of her departure from Tilbury.

He carefully lighted his pipe.

IS it a victory for China, Petrie? he said softly.

Until the great war reveals her secret resources  and I pray that the day be not in my time  we shall never know, I replied.

Smith began striding up and down the room.

Whose name, he jerked abruptly, stands now at the head of our danger list?

He referred to a list which we had compiled of the notable men intervening between the evil genius who secretly had invaded London and the triumph of his cause  the triumph of the yellow races.

I glanced at our notes. Lord Southery, I replied.

Smith tossed the morning paper across to me.

Look, he said shortly. Hes dead.

I read the account of the peers death, and glanced at the long obituary notice; but no more than glanced at it. He had but recently returned from the East, and now, after a short illness, had died from some affection of the heart. There had been no intimation that his illness was of a serious nature, and even Smith, who watched over his flock  the flock threatened by the wolf, Fu-Manchu  with jealous zeal, had not suspected that the end was so near.

Do you think he died a natural death, Smith? I asked.

My friend reached across the table and rested the tip of a long finger upon one of the sub-headings to the account:



SIR FRANK NARCOMBE SUMMONED TOO LATE.



You see, said Smith, Southery died during the night, but Sir Frank Narcombe, arriving a few minutes later, unhesitatingly pronounced death to be due to syncope, and seems to have noticed nothing suspicious.

I looked at him thoughtfully.

Sir Frank is a great physician, I said slowly; but we must remember he would be looking for nothing suspicious.

We must remember, rapped Smith, that, if Dr. Fu-Manchu is responsible for Southerys death, except to the eye of an expert there would be nothing suspicious to see. Fu-Manchu leaves no clews.

Are you going around? I asked.

Smith shrugged his shoulders.

I think not, he replied. Either a greater One than Fu-Manchu has taken Lord Southery, or the yellow doctor has done his work so well that no trace remains of his presence in the matter.

Leaving his breakfast untasted, he wandered aimlessly about the room, littering the hearth with matches as he constantly relighted his pipe, which went out every few minutes.

Its no good, Petrie, he burst out suddenly; it cannot be a coincidence. We must go around and see him.

An hour later we stood in the silent room, with its drawn blinds and its deathful atmosphere, looking down at the pale, intellectual face of Henry Stradwick, Lord Southery, the greatest engineer of his day. The mind that lay behind that splendid brow had planned the construction of the railway for which Russia had paid so great a price, had conceived the scheme for the canal which, in the near future, was to bring two great continents, a full weeks journey nearer one to the other. But now it would plan no more.

He had latterly developed symptoms of angina pectoris, explained the family physician; but I had not anticipated a fatal termination so soon. I was called about two oclock this morning, and found Lord Southery in a dangerously exhausted condition. I did all that was possible, and Sir Frank Narcombe was sent for. But shortly before his arrival the patient expired.

I understand, Doctor, that you had been treating Lord Southery for angina pectoris? I said.

Yes, was the reply, for some months.

You regard the circumstances of his end as entirely consistent with a death from that cause?

Certainly. Do you observe anything unusual yourself? Sir Frank Narcombe quite agrees with me. There is surely no room for doubt?

No, said Smith, tugging reflectively at the lobe of his left ear. We do not question the accuracy of your diagnosis in any way, sir.

The physician seemed puzzled.

But am I not right in supposing that you are connected with the police? asked the physician.

Neither Dr. Petrie nor myself are in any way connected with the police, answered Smith. But, nevertheless, I look to you to regard our recent questions as confidential.

As we were leaving the house, hushed awesomely in deference to the unseen visitor who had touched Lord Southery with gray, cold fingers, Smith paused, detaining a black-coated man who passed us on the stairs.

You were Lord Southerys valet?

The man bowed.

Were you in the room at the moment of his fatal seizure?

I was, sir.

Did you see or hear anything unusual  anything unaccountable?

Nothing, sir.

No strange sounds outside the house, for instance?

The man shook his head, and Smith, taking my arm, passed out into the street.

Perhaps this business is making me imaginative, he said; but there seems to be something tainting the air in yonder  something peculiar to houses whose doors bear the invisible death-mark of Fu-Manchu.

You are right, Smith! I cried. I hesitated to mention the matter, but I, too, have developed some other sense which warns me of the Doctors presence. Although there is not a scrap of confirmatory evidence, I am as sure that he has brought about Lord Southerys death as if I had seen him strike the blow.

It was in that torturing frame of mind  chained, helpless, in our ignorance, or by reason of the Chinamans supernormal genius  that we lived throughout the ensuing days. My friend began to look like a man consumed by a burning fever. Yet, we could not act.

In the growing dark of an evening shortly following I stood idly turning over some of the works exposed for sale outside a second-hand booksellers in New Oxford Street. One dealing with the secret societies of China struck me as being likely to prove instructive, and I was about to call the shopman when I was startled to feel a hand clutch my arm.

I turned around rapidly  and was looking into the darkly beautiful eyes of Karamaneh! She  whom I had seen in so many guises  was dressed in a perfectly fitting walking habit, and had much of her wonderful hair concealed beneath a fashionable hat.

She glanced about her apprehensively.

Quick! Come round the corner. I must speak to you, she said, her musical voice thrilling with excitement.

I never was quite master of myself in her presence. He must have been a man of ice who could have been, I think, for her beauty had all the bouquet of rarity; she was a mystery  and mystery adds charm to a woman. Probably she should have been under arrest, but I know I would have risked much to save her from it.

As we turned into a quiet thoroughfare she stopped and said:

I am in distress. You have often asked me to enable you to capture Dr. Fu-Manchu. I am prepared to do so.

I could scarcely believe that I heard right.

Your brother I began.

She seized my arm entreatingly, looking into my eyes.

You are a doctor, she said. I want you to come and see him now.

What! Is he in London?

He is at the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

And you would have me

Accompany me there, yes.

Nayland Smith, I doubted not, would have counseled me against trusting my life in the hands of this girl with the pleading eyes. Yet I did so, and with little hesitation; shortly we were traveling eastward in a closed cab. Karamaneh was very silent, but always when I turned to her I found her big eyes fixed upon me with an expression in which there was pleading, in which there was sorrow, in which there was something else  something indefinable, yet strangely disturbing. The cabman she had directed to drive to the lower end of the Commercial Road, the neighborhood of the new docks, and the scene of one of our early adventures with Dr. Fu-Manchu. The mantle of dusk had closed about the squalid activity of the East End streets as we neared our destination. Aliens of every shade of color were about us now, emerging from burrow-like alleys into the glare of the lamps upon the main road. In the short space of the drive we had passed from the bright world of the West into the dubious underworld of the East.

I do not know that Karamaneh moved; but in sympathy, as we neared the abode of the sinister Chinaman, she crept nearer to me, and when the cab was discharged, and together we walked down a narrow turning leading riverward, she clung to me fearfully, hesitated, and even seemed upon the point of turning back. But, overcoming her fear or repugnance, she led on, through a maze of alleyways and courts, wherein I hopelessly lost my bearings, so that it came home to me how wholly I was in the hands of this girl whose history was so full of shadows, whose real character was so inscrutable, whose beauty, whose charm truly might mask the cunning of a serpent.

I spoke to her.

S-SH! She laid her hand upon my arm, enjoining me to silence.

The high, drab brick wall of what looked like some part of a dock building loomed above us in the darkness, and the indescribable stenches of the lower Thames were borne to my nostrils through a gloomy, tunnel-like opening, beyond which whispered the river. The muffled clangor of waterside activity was about us. I heard a key grate in a lock, and Karamaneh drew me into the shadow of an open door, entered, and closed it behind her.

For the first time I perceived, in contrast to the odors of the court without, the fragrance of the peculiar perfume which now I had come to associate with her. Absolute darkness was about us, and by this perfume alone I knew that she was near to me, until her hand touched mine, and I was led along an uncarpeted passage and up an uncarpeted stair. A second door was unlocked, and I found myself in an exquisitely furnished room, illuminated by the soft light of a shaded lamp which stood upon a low, inlaid table amidst a perfect ocean of silken cushions, strewn upon a Persian carpet, whose yellow richness was lost in the shadows beyond the circle of light.

Karamaneh raised a curtain draped before a doorway, and stood listening intently for a moment.

The silence was unbroken.

Then something stirred amid the wilderness of cushions, and two tiny bright eyes looked up at me. Peering closely, I succeeded in distinguishing, crouched in that soft luxuriance, a little ape. It was Dr. Fu-Manchus marmoset. This way, whispered Karamaneh.

Never, I thought, was a staid medical man committed to a more unwise enterprise, but so far I had gone, and no consideration of prudence could now be of avail.

The corridor beyond was thickly carpeted. Following the direction of a faint light which gleamed ahead, it proved to extend as a balcony across one end of a spacious apartment. Together we stood high up there in the shadows, and looked down upon such a scene as I never could have imagined to exist within many a mile of that district.

The place below was even more richly appointed than the room into which first we had come. Here, as there, piles of cushions formed splashes of gaudy color about the floor. Three lamps hung by chains from the ceiling, their light softened by rich silk shades. One wall was almost entirely occupied by glass cases containing chemical apparatus, tubes, retorts and other less orthodox indications of Dr. Fu-Manchus pursuits, whilst close against another lay the most extraordinary object of a sufficiently extraordinary room  a low couch, upon which was extended the motionless form of a boy. In the light of a lamp which hung directly above him, his olive face showed an almost startling resemblance to that of Karamaneh  save that the girls coloring was more delicate. He had black, curly hair, which stood out prominently against the white covering upon which he lay, his hands crossed upon his breast.

Transfixed with astonishment, I stood looking down upon him. The wonders of the Arabian Nights were wonders no longer, for here, in East-End London, was a true magicians palace, lacking not its beautiful slave, lacking not its enchanted prince!

It is Aziz, my brother, said Karamaneh.

We passed down a stairway on to the floor of the apartment. Karamaneh knelt and bent over the boy, stroking his hair and whispering to him lovingly. I, too, bent over him; and I shall never forget the anxiety in the girls eyes as she watched me eagerly whilst I made a brief examination.

Brief, indeed, for even ere I had touched him I knew that the comely shell held no spark of life. But Karamaneh fondled the cold hands, and spoke softly in that Arabic tongue which long before I had divined must be her native language.

Then, as I remained silent, she turned and looked at me, read the truth in my eyes, and rose from her knees, stood rigidly upright, and clutched me tremblingly.

He is not dead  he is NOT dead! she whispered, and shook me as a child might, seeking to arouse me to a proper understanding. Oh, tell me he is not

I cannot, I replied gently, for indeed he is.

No! she said, wild-eyed, and raising her hands to her face as though half distraught. You do not understand  yet you are a doctor. You do not understand

She stopped, moaning to herself and looking from the handsome face of the boy to me. It was pitiful; it was uncanny. But sorrow for the girl predominated in my mind.

Then from somewhere I heard a sound which I had heard before in houses occupied by Dr. Fu-Manchu  that of a muffled gong.

Quick! Karamaneh had me by the arm. Up! He has returned!

She fled up the stairs to the balcony, I close at her heels. The shadows veiled us, the thick carpet deadened the sound of our tread, or certainly we must have been detected by the man who entered the room we had just quitted.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Yellow-robed, immobile, the inhuman green eyes glittering catlike even, it seemed, before the light struck them, he threaded his way through the archipelago of cushions and bent over the couch of Aziz.

Karamaneh dragged me down on to my knees.

Watch! she whispered. Watch!

Dr. Fu-Manchu felt for the pulse of the boy whom a moment since I had pronounced dead, and, stepping to the tall glass case, took out a long-necked flask of chased gold, and from it, into a graduated glass, he poured some drops of an amber liquid wholly unfamiliar to me. I watched him with all my eyes, and noted how high the liquid rose in the measure. He charged a needle-syringe, and, bending again over Aziz, made an injection.

Then all the wonders I had heard of this man became possible, and with an awe which any other physician who had examined Aziz must have felt, I admitted him a miracle-worker. For as I watched, all but breathless, the dead came to life! The glow of health crept upon the olive cheek  the boy moved  he raised his hands above his head  he sat up, supported by the Chinese doctor!

Fu-Manchu touched some hidden bell. A hideous yellow man with a scarred face entered, carrying a tray upon which were a bowl containing some steaming fluid, apparently soup, what looked like oaten cakes, and a flask of red wine.

As the boy, exhibiting no more unusual symptoms than if he had just awakened from a normal sleep, commenced his repast, Karamaneh drew me gently along the passage into the room which we had first entered. My heart leaped wildly as the marmoset bounded past us to drop hand over hand to the lower apartment in search of its master.

You see, said Karamaneh, her voice quivering, he is not dead! But without Fu-Manchu he is dead to me. How can I leave him when he holds the life of Aziz in his hand?

You must get me that flask, or some of its contents, I directed. But tell me, how does he produce the appearance of death?

I cannot tell you, she replied. I do not know. It is something in the wine. In another hour Aziz will be again as you saw him. But see. And, opening a little ebony box, she produced a phial half filled with the amber liquid.

Good! I said, and slipped it into my pocket. When will be the best time to seize Fu-Manchu and to restore your brother?

I will let you know, she whispered, and, opening the door, pushed me hurriedly from the room. He is going away to-night to the north; but you must not come to-night. Quick! Quick! Along the passage. He may call me at any moment.

So, with the phial in my pocket containing a potent preparation unknown to Western science, and with a last long look into the eyes of Karamaneh, I passed out into the narrow alley, out from the fragrant perfumes of that mystery house into the place of Thames-side stenches.


CHAPTER XXII

WE must arrange for the house to be raided without delay, said Smith. This time we are sure of our ally

But we must keep our promise to her, I interrupted.

You can look after that, Petrie, my friend said. I will devote the whole of my attention to Dr. Fu-Manchu! he added grimly.

Up and down the room he paced, gripping the blackened briar between his teeth, so that the muscles stood out squarely upon his lean jaws. The bronze which spoke of the Burmese sun enhanced the brightness of his gray eyes.

What have I all along maintained? he jerked, looking back at me across his shoulder that, although Karamaneh was one of the strongest weapons in the Doctors armory, she was one which some day would be turned against him. That day has dawned.

We must await word from her.

Quite so.

He knocked out his pipe on the grate. Then:

Have you any idea of the nature of the fluid in the phial?

Not the slightest. And I have none to spare for analytical purposes.

Nayland Smith began stuffing mixture into the hot pipe-bowl, and dropping an almost equal quantity on the floor.

I cannot rest, Petrie, he said. I am itching to get to work. Yet, a false move, and He lighted his pipe, and stood staring from the window.

I shall, of course, take a needle-syringe with me, I explained.

Smith made no reply.

If I but knew the composition of the drug which produced the semblance of death, I continued, my fame would long survive my ashes.

My friend did not turn. But:

She said it was something he put in the wine? he jerked.

In the wine, yes.

Silence fell. My thoughts reverted to Karamaneh, whom Dr. Fu-Manchu held in bonds stronger than any slave-chains. For, with Aziz, her brother, suspended between life and death, what could she do save obey the mandates of the cunning Chinaman? What perverted genius was his! If that treasury of obscure wisdom which he, perhaps alone of living men, had rifled, could but be thrown open to the sick and suffering, the name of Dr. Fu-Manchu would rank with the golden ones in the history of healing.

Nayland Smith suddenly turned, and the expression upon his face amazed me.

Look up the next train to L  ! he rapped.

To L  ? What  ?

Theres the Bradshaw. We havent a minute to waste.

In his voice was the imperative note I knew so well; in his eyes was the light which told of an urgent need for action  a portentous truth suddenly grasped.

One in half-an-hour  the last.

We must catch it.

No further word of explanation he vouchsafed, but darted off to dress; for he had spent the afternoon pacing the room in his dressing-gown and smoking without intermission.

Out and to the corner we hurried, and leaped into the first taxi upon the rank. Smith enjoined the man to hasten, and we were off  all in that whirl of feverish activity which characterized my friends movements in times of important action.

He sat glancing impatiently from the window and twitching at the lobe of his ear.

I know you will forgive me, old man, he said, but there is a little problem which I am trying to work out in my mind. Did you bring the things I mentioned?

Yes.

Conversation lapsed, until, just as the cab turned into the station, Smith said: Should you consider Lord Southery to have been the first constructive engineer of his time, Petrie?

Undoubtedly, I replied.

Greater than Von Homber, of Berlin?

Possibly not. But Von Homber has been dead for three years.

Three years, is it?

Roughly.

Ah!



We reached the station in time to secure a non-corridor compartment to ourselves, and to allow Smith leisure carefully to inspect the occupants of all the others, from the engine to the guards van. He was muffled up to the eyes, and he warned me to keep out of sight in the corner of the compartment. In fact, his behavior had me bursting with curiosity. The train having started:

Dont imagine, Petrie, said Smith that I am trying to lead you blindfolded in order later to dazzle you with my perspicacity. I am simply afraid that this may be a wild-goose chase. The idea upon which I am acting does not seem to have struck you. I wish it had. The fact would argue in favor of its being sound.

At present I am hopelessly mystified.

Well, then, I will not bias you towards my view. But just study the situation, and see if you can arrive at the reason for this sudden journey. I shall be distinctly encouraged if you succeed.

But I did not succeed, and since Smith obviously was unwilling to enlighten me, I pressed him no more. The train stopped at Rugby, where he was engaged with the stationmaster in making some mysterious arrangements. At L  , however, their object became plain, for a high-power car was awaiting us, and into this we hurried and ere the greater number of passengers had reached the platform were being driven off at headlong speed along the moon-bathed roads.

Twenty minutes rapid traveling, and a white mansion leaped into the line of sight, standing out vividly against its woody backing.

Stradwick Hall, said Smith. The home of Lord Southery. We are first  but Dr. Fu-Manchu was on the train.

Then the truth dawned upon the gloom of my perplexity.


CHAPTER XXIII

YOUR extraordinary proposal fills me with horror, Mr. Smith!

The sleek little man in the dress suit, who looked like a head waiter (but was the trusted legal adviser of the house of Southery) puffed at his cigar indignantly. Nayland Smith, whose restless pacing had led him to the far end of the library, turned, a remote but virile figure, and looked back to where I stood by the open hearth with the solicitor.

I am in your hands, Mr. Henderson, he said, and advanced upon the latter, his gray eyes ablaze. Save for the heir, who is abroad on foreign service, you say there is no kin of Lord Southery to consider. The word rests with you. If I am wrong, and you agree to my proposal, there is none whose susceptibilities will suffer

My own, sir!

If I am right, and you prevent me from acting, you become a murderer, Mr. Henderson.

The lawyer started, staring nervously up at Smith, who now towered over him menacingly.

Lord Southery was a lonely man, continued my friend. If I could have placed my proposition before one of his blood, I do not doubt what my answer had been. Why do you hesitate? Why do you experience this feeling of horror?

Mr. Henderson stared down into the fire. His constitutionally ruddy face was pale.

It is entirely irregular, Mr. Smith. We have not the necessary powers

Smith snapped his teeth together impatiently, snatching his watch from his pocket and glancing at it.

I am vested with the necessary powers. I will give you a written order, sir.

The proceeding savors of paganism. Such a course might be admissible in China, in Burma

Do you weigh a life against such quibbles? Do you suppose that, granting MY irresponsibility, Dr. Petrie would countenance such a thing if he doubted the necessity?

Mr. Henderson looked at me with pathetic hesitance.

There are guests in the house  mourners who attended the ceremony to-day. They

Will never know, if we are in error, interrupted Smith. Good God! why do you delay?

You wish it to be kept secret?

You and I, Mr. Henderson, and Dr. Petrie will go now. We require no other witnesses. We are answerable only to our consciences.

The lawyer passed his hand across his damp brow.

I have never in my life been called upon to come to so momentous a decision in so short a time, he confessed. But, aided by Smiths indomitable will, he made his decision. As its result, we three, looking and feeling like conspirators, hurried across the park beneath a moon whose placidity was a rebuke to the turbulent passions which reared their strangle-growth in the garden of England. Not a breath of wind stirred amid the leaves. The calm of perfect night soothed everything to slumber. Yet, if Smith were right (and I did not doubt him), the green eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu had looked upon the scene; and I found myself marveling that its beauty had not wilted up. Even now the dread Chinaman must be near to us.

As Mr. Henderson unlocked the ancient iron gates he turned to Nayland Smith. His face twitched oddly.

Witness that I do this unwillingly, he said most unwillingly.

Mine be the responsibility, was the reply.

Smiths voice quivered, responsive to the nervous vitality pent up within that lean frame. He stood motionless, listening  and I knew for whom he listened. He peered about him to right and left  and I knew whom he expected but dreaded to see.

Above us now the trees looked down with a solemnity different from the aspect of the monarchs of the park, and the nearer we came to our journeys end the more somber and lowering bent the verdant arch  or so it seemed.

By that path, patched now with pools of moonlight, Lord Southery had passed upon his bier, with the sun to light his going; by that path several generations of Stradwicks had gone to their last resting-place.

To the doors of the vault the moon rays found free access. No branch, no leaf, intervened. Mr. Hendersons face looked ghastly. The keys which he carried rattled in his hand.

Light the lantern, he said unsteadily.

Nayland Smith, who again had been peering suspiciously about into the shadows, struck a match and lighted the lantern which he carried. He turned to the solicitor.

Be calm, Mr. Henderson, he said sternly. It is your plain duty to your client.

God be my witness that I doubt it, replied Henderson, and opened the door.

We descended the steps. The air beneath was damp and chill. It touched us as with clammy fingers; and the sensation was not wholly physical.

Before the narrow mansion which now sufficed Lord Southery, the great engineer whom kings had honored, Henderson reeled and clutched at me for support. Smith and I had looked to him for no aid in our uncanny task, and rightly.

With averted eyes he stood over by the steps of the tomb, whilst my friend and myself set to work. In the pursuit of my profession I had undertaken labors as unpleasant, but never amid an environment such as this. It seemed that generations of Stradwicks listened to each turn of every screw.

At last it was done, and the pallid face of Lord Southery questioned the intruding light. Nayland Smiths hand was as steady as a rigid bar when he raised the lantern. Later, I knew, there would be a sudden releasing of the tension of will  a reaction physical and mental  but not until his work was finished.

That my own hand was steady I ascribed to one thing solely  professional zeal. For, under conditions which, in the event of failure and exposure, must have led to an unpleasant inquiry by the British Medical Association, I was about to attempt an experiment never before essayed by a physician of the white races.

Though I failed, though I succeeded, that it ever came before the B.M.A., or any other council, was improbable; in the former event, all but impossible. But the knowledge that I was about to practice charlatanry, or what any one of my fellow-practitioners must have designated as such, was with me. Yet so profound had my belief become in the extraordinary being whose existence was a danger to the world that I reveled in my immunity from official censure. I was glad that it had fallen to my lot to take at least one step  though blindly  into the FUTURE of medical science.

So far as my skill bore me, Lord Southery was dead. Unhesitatingly, I would have given a death certificate, save for two considerations. The first, although his latest scheme ran contrary from the interests of Dr. Fu-Manchu, his genius, diverted into other channels, would serve the yellow group better than his death. The second, I had seen the boy Aziz raised from a state as like death as this.

From the phial of amber-hued liquid which I had with me, I charged the needle syringe. I made the injection, and waited.

If he is really dead! whispered Smith. It seems incredible that he can have survived for three days without food. Yet I have known a fakir to go for a week.

Mr. Henderson groaned.

Watch in hand, I stood observing the gray face.

A second passed; another; a third. In the fourth the miracle began. Over the seemingly cold clay crept the hue of pulsing life. It came in waves  in waves which corresponded with the throbbing of the awakened heart; which swept fuller and stronger; which filled and quickened the chilled body.

As we rapidly freed the living man from the trappings of the dead one, Southery, uttering a stifled scream, sat up, looked about him with half-glazed eyes, and fell back. My God! cried Smith.

It is all right, I said, and had time to note how my voice had assumed a professional tone. A little brandy from my flask is all that is necessary now.

You have two patients, Doctor, rapped my friend.

Mr. Henderson had fallen in a swoon to the floor of the vault.

Quiet, whispered Smith; HE is here.

He extinguished the light.

I supported Lord Southery. What has happened? he kept moaning. Where am I? Oh, God! what has happened?

I strove to reassure him in a whisper, and placed my traveling coat about him. The door at the top of the mausoleum steps we had reclosed but not relocked. Now, as I upheld the man whom literally we had rescued from the grave, I heard the door reopen. To aid Henderson I could make no move. Smith was breathing hard beside me. I dared not think what was about to happen, nor what its effects might be upon Lord Southery in his exhausted condition.

Through the Memphian dark of the tomb cut a spear of light, touching the last stone of the stairway.

A guttural voice spoke some words rapidly, and I knew that Dr. Fu-Manchu stood at the head of the stairs. Although I could not see my friend, I became aware that Nayland Smith had his revolver in his hand, and I reached into my pocket for mine.

At last the cunning Chinaman was about to fall into a trap. It would require all his genius, I thought, to save him to-night. Unless his suspicions were aroused by the unlocked door, his capture was imminent.

Someone was descending the steps.

In my right hand I held my revolver, and with my left arm about Lord Southery, I waited through ten such seconds of suspense as I have rarely known.

The spear of light plunged into the well of darkness again.

Lord Southery, Smith and myself were hidden by the angle of the wall; but full upon the purplish face of Mr. Henderson the beam shone. In some way it penetrated to the murk in his mind; and he awakened from his swoon with a hoarse cry, struggled to his feet, and stood looking up the stair in a sort of frozen horror.

Smith was past him at a bound. Something flashed towards him as the light was extinguished. I saw him duck, and heard the knife ring upon the floor.

I managed to move sufficiently to see at the top, as I fired up the stairs, the yellow face of Dr. Fu-Manchu, to see the gleaming, chatoyant eyes, greenly terrible, as they sought to pierce the gloom. A flying figure was racing up, three steps at a time (that of a brown man scantily clad). He stumbled and fell, by which I knew that he was hit; but went on again, Smith hard on his heels.

Mr. Henderson! I cried, relight the lantern and take charge of Lord Southery. Here is my flask on the floor. I rely upon you.

Smiths revolver spoke again as I went bounding up the stair. Black against the square of moonlight I saw him stagger, I saw him fall. As he fell, for the third time, I heard the crack of his revolver.

Instantly I was at his side. Somewhere along the black aisle beneath the trees receding footsteps pattered.

Are you hurt, Smith? I cried anxiously.

He got upon his feet.

He has a dacoit with him, he replied, and showed me the long curved knife which he held in his hand, a full inch of the blade bloodstained. A near thing for me, Petrie.

I heard the whir of a restarted motor.

We have lost him, said Smith.

But we have saved Lord Southery, I said. Fu-Manchu will credit us with a skill as great as his own.

We must get to the car, Smith muttered, and try to overtake them. Ugh! my left arm is useless.

It would be mere waste of time to attempt to overtake them, I argued, for we have no idea in which direction they will proceed.

I have a very good idea, snapped Smith. Stradwick Hall is less than ten miles from the coast. There is only one practicable means of conveying an unconscious man secretly from here to London.

You think he meant to take him from here to London?

Prior to shipping him to China; I think so. His clearing-house is probably on the Thames.

A boat?

A yacht, presumably, is lying off the coast in readiness. Fu-Manchu may even have designed to ship him direct to China.

Lord Southery, a bizarre figure, my traveling coat wrapped about him, and supported by his solicitor, who was almost as pale as himself, emerged from the vault into the moonlight.

This is a triumph for you, Smith, I said.

The throb of Fu-Manchus car died into faintness and was lost in the nights silence.

Only half a triumph, he replied. But we still have another chance  the raid on his house. When will the word come from Karamaneh?

Southery spoke in a weak voice.

Gentlemen, he said, it seems I am raised from the dead.

It was the weirdest moment of the night wherein we heard that newly buried man speak from the mold of his tomb.

Yes, replied Smith slowly, and spared from the fate of Heaven alone knows how many men of genius. The yellow society lacks a Southery, but that Dr. Fu-Manchu was in Germany three years ago I have reason to believe; so that, even without visiting the grave of your great Teutonic rival, who suddenly died at about that time, I venture to predict that they have a Von Homber. And the futurist group in China knows how to MAKE men work!


CHAPTER XXIV

FROM the rescue of Lord Southery my story bears me mercilessly on to other things. I may not tarry, as more leisurely penmen, to round my incidents; they were not of my choosing. I may not pause to make you better acquainted with the figure of my drama; its scheme is none of mine. Often enough, in those days, I found a fitness in the lines of Omar:



We are no other than a moving show
Of Magic Shadow-shapes that come and go
Round with the Sun-illumined Lantern held
In Midnight by the Master of the Show.



But the Master of the Show, in this case, was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

I have been asked many times since the days with which these records deal: Who WAS Dr. Fu-Manchu? Let me confess here that my final answer must be postponed. I can only indicate, at this place, the trend of my reasoning, and leave my reader to form whatever conclusion he pleases.

What group can we isolate and label as responsible for the overthrow of the Manchus? The casual student of modern Chinese history will reply: Young China. This is unsatisfactory. What do we mean by Young China? In my own hearing Fu-Manchu had disclaimed, with scorn, association with the whole of that movement; and assuming that the name were not an assumed one, he clearly can have been no anti-Manchu, no Republican.

The Chinese Republican is of the mandarin class, but of a new generation which veneers its Confucianism with Western polish. These youthful and unbalanced reformers, in conjunction with older but no less ill-balanced provincial politicians, may be said to represent Young China. Amid such turmoils as this we invariably look for, and invariably find, a Third Party. In my opinion, Dr. Fu-Manchu was one of the leaders of such a party.

Another question often put to me was: Where did the Doctor hide during the time that he pursued his operations in London? This is more susceptible of explanation. For a time Nayland Smith supposed, as I did myself, that the opium den adjacent to the old Ratcliff Highway was the Chinamans base of operations; later we came to believe that the mansion near Windsor was his hiding-place, and later still, the hulk lying off the downstream flats. But I think I can state with confidence that the spot which he had chosen for his home was neither of these, but the East End riverside building which I was the first to enter. Of this I am all but sure; for the reason that it not only was the home of Fu-Manchu, of Karamaneh, and of her brother, Aziz, but the home of something else  of something which I shall speak of later.

The dreadful tragedy (or series of tragedies) which attended the raid upon the place will always mark in my memory the supreme horror of a horrible case. Let me endeavor to explain what occurred.

By the aid of Karamaneh, you have seen how we had located the whilom warehouse, which, from the exterior, was so drab and dreary, but which within was a place of wondrous luxury. At the moment selected by our beautiful accomplice, Inspector Weymouth and a body of detectives entirely surrounded it; a river police launch lay off the wharf which opened from it on the river-side; and this upon a singularly black night, than which a better could not have been chosen.

You will fulfill your promise to me? said Karamaneh, and looked up into my face.

She was enveloped in a big, loose cloak, and from the shadow of the hood her wonderful eyes gleamed out like stars.

What do you wish us to do? asked Nayland Smith.

You  and Dr. Petrie, she replied swiftly, must enter first, and bring out Aziz. Until he is safe  until he is out of that place  you are to make no attempt upon

Upon Dr. Fu-Manchu? interrupted Weymouth; for Karamaneh hesitated to pronounce the dreaded name, as she always did. But how can we be sure that there is no trap laid for us?

The Scotland Yard man did not entirely share my confidence in the integrity of this Eastern girl whom he knew to have been a creature of the Chinamans.

Aziz lies in the private room, she explained eagerly, her old accent more noticeable than usual. There is only one of the Burmese men in the house, and he  he dare not enter without orders!

But Fu-Manchu?

We have nothing to fear from him. He will be your prisoner within ten minutes from now! I have no time for words  you must believe! She stamped her foot impatiently. And the dacoit? snapped Smith.

He also.

I think perhaps Id better come in, too, said Weymouth slowly.

Karamaneh shrugged her shoulders with quick impatience, and unlocked the door in the high brick wall which divided the gloomy, evil-smelling court from the luxurious apartments of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Make no noise, she warned. And Smith and myself followed her along the uncarpeted passage beyond.

Inspector Weymouth, with a final word of instruction to his second in command, brought up the rear. The door was reclosed; a few paces farther on a second was unlocked. Passing through a small room, unfurnished, a farther passage led us to a balcony. The transition was startling.

Darkness was about us now, and silence: a perfumed, slumberous darkness  a silence full of mystery. For, beyond the walls of the apartment whereon we looked down waged the unceasing battle of sounds that is the hymn of the great industrial river. About the scented confines which bounded us now floated the smoke-laden vapors of the Lower Thames.

From the metallic but infinitely human clangor of dock-side life, from the unpleasant but homely odors which prevail where ships swallow in and belch out the concrete evidences of commercial prosperity, we had come into this incensed stillness, where one shaded lamp painted dim enlargements of its Chinese silk upon the nearer walls, and left the greater part of the room the darker for its contrast.

Nothing of the Thames-side activity  of the riveting and scraping  the bumping of bales  the bawling of orders  the hiss of steam  penetrated to this perfumed place. In the pool of tinted light lay the deathlike figure of a dark-haired boy, Karamanehs muffled form bending over him.

At last I stand in the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu! whispered Smith.

Despite the girls assurance, we knew that proximity to the sinister Chinaman must be fraught with danger. We stood, not in the lions den, but in the serpents lair.

From the time when Nayland Smith had come from Burma in pursuit of this advance-guard of a cogent Yellow Peril, the face of Dr. Fu-Manchu rarely had been absent from my dreams day or night. The millions might sleep in peace  the millions in whose cause we labored!  but we who knew the reality of the danger knew that a veritable octopus had fastened upon England  a yellow octopus whose head was that of Dr. Fu-Manchu, whose tentacles were dacoity, thuggee, modes of death, secret and swift, which in the darkness plucked men from life and left no clew behind.

Karamaneh! I called softly.

The muffled form beneath the lamp turned so that the soft light fell upon the lovely face of the slave girl. She who had been a pliant instrument in the hands of Fu-Manchu now was to be the means whereby society should be rid of him.

She raised her finger warningly; then beckoned me to approach.

My feet sinking in the rich pile of the carpet, I came through the gloom of the great apartment in to the patch of light, and, Karamaneh beside me, stood looking down upon the boy. It was Aziz, her brother; dead so far as Western lore had power to judge, but kept alive in that deathlike trance by the uncanny power of the Chinese doctor.

Be quick, she said; be quick! Awaken him! I am afraid.

From the case which I carried I took out a needle-syringe and a phial containing a small quantity of amber-hued liquid. It was a drug not to be found in the British Pharmacopoeia. Of its constitution I knew nothing. Although I had had the phial in my possession for some days I had not dared to devote any of its precious contents to analytical purposes. The amber drops spelled life for the boy Aziz, spelled success for the mission of Nayland Smith, spelled ruin for the fiendish Chinaman.

I raised the white coverlet. The boy, fully dressed, lay with his arms crossed upon his breast. I discerned the mark of previous injections as, charging the syringe from the phial, I made what I hoped would be the last of such experiments upon him. I would have given half of my small worldly possessions to have known the real nature of the drug which was now coursing through the veins of Aziz  which was tinting the grayed face with the olive tone of life; which, so far as my medical training bore me, was restoring the dead to life.

But such was not the purpose of my visit. I was come to remove from the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu the living chain which bound Karamaneh to him. The boy alive and free, the Doctors hold upon the slave girl would be broken.

My lovely companion, her hands convulsively clasped, knelt and devoured with her eyes the face of the boy who was passing through the most amazing physiological change in the history of therapeutics. The peculiar perfume which she wore  which seemed to be a part of her  which always I associated with her  was faintly perceptible. Karamaneh was breathing rapidly.

You have nothing to fear, I whispered; see, he is reviving. In a few moments all will be well with him.

The hanging lamp with its garishly colored shade swung gently above us, wafted, it seemed, by some draught which passed through the apartment. The boys heavy lids began to quiver, and Karamaneh nervously clutched my arm, and held me so whilst we watched for the long-lashed eyes to open. The stillness of the place was positively unnatural; it seemed inconceivable that all about us was the discordant activity of the commercial East End. Indeed, this eerie silence was becoming oppressive; it began positively to appall me.

Inspector Weymouths wondering face peeped over my shoulder.

Where is Dr. Fu-Manchu? I whispered, as Nayland Smith in turn appeared beside me. I cannot understand the silence of the house

Look about, replied Karamaneh, never taking her eyes from the face of Aziz.

I peered around the shadowy walls. Tall glass cases there were, shelves and niches: where once, from the gallery above, I had seen the tubes and retorts, the jars of unfamiliar organisms, the books of unfamiliar lore, the impedimenta of the occult student and man of science  the visible evidences of Fu-Manchus presence. Shelves  cases  niches  were bare. Of the complicated appliances unknown to civilized laboratories, wherewith he pursued his strange experiments, of the tubes wherein he isolated the bacilli of unclassified diseases, of the yellow-bound volumes for a glimpse at which (had they known of their contents) the great men of Harley Street would have given a fortune  no trace remained. The silken cushions; the inlaid tables; all were gone.

The room was stripped, dismantled. Had Fu-Manchu fled? The silence assumed a new significance. His dacoits and kindred ministers of death all must have fled, too.

You have let him escape us! I said rapidly. You promised to aid us to capture him  to send us a message  and you have delayed until

No, she said; no! and clutched at my arm again. Oh! is he not reviving slowly? Are you sure you have made no mistake?

Her thoughts were all for the boy; and her solicitude touched me. I again examined Aziz, the most remarkable patient of my busy professional career.

As I counted the strengthening pulse, he opened his dark eyes  which were so like the eyes of Karamaneh  and, with the girls eager arms tightly about him, sat up, looking wonderingly around.

Karamaneh pressed her cheek to his, whispering loving words in that softly spoken Arabic which had first betrayed her nationality to Nayland Smith. I handed her my flask, which I had filled with wine.

My promise is fulfilled! I said. You are free! Now for Fu-Manchu! But first let us admit the police to this house; there is something uncanny in its stillness.

No, she replied. First let my brother be taken out and placed in safety. Will you carry him?

She raised her face to that of Inspector Weymouth, upon which was written awe and wonder.

The burly detective lifted the boy as tenderly as a woman, passed through the shadows to the stairway, ascended, and was swallowed up in the gloom. Nayland Smiths eyes gleamed feverishly. He turned to Karamaneh.

You are not playing with us? he said harshly. We have done our part; it remains for you to do yours.

Do not speak so loudly, the girl begged. HE is near us  and, oh, God, I fear him so!

Where is he? persisted my friend.

Karamanehs eyes were glassy with fear now.

You must not touch him until the police are here, she said  but from the direction of her quick, agitated glances I knew that, her brother safe now, she feared for me, and for me alone. Those glances sent my blood dancing; for Karamaneh was an Eastern jewel which any man of flesh and blood must have coveted had he known it to lie within his reach. Her eyes were twin lakes of mystery which, more than once, I had known the desire to explore.

Look  beyond that curtain  her voice was barely audible but do not enter. Even as he is, I fear him.

Her voice, her palpable agitation, prepared us for something extraordinary. Tragedy and Fu-Manchu were never far apart. Though we were two, and help was so near, we were in the abode of the most cunning murderer who ever came out of the East.

It was with strangely mingled emotions that I crossed the thick carpet, Nayland Smith beside me, and drew aside the draperies concealing a door, to which Karamaneh had pointed. Then, upon looking into the dim place beyond, all else save what it held was forgotten.

We looked upon a small, square room, the walls draped with fantastic Chinese tapestry, the floor strewn with cushions; and reclining in a corner, where the faint, blue light from a lamp, placed upon a low table, painted grotesque shadows about the cavernous face  was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

At sight of him my heart leaped  and seemed to suspend its functions, so intense was the horror which this mans presence inspired in me. My hand clutching the curtain, I stood watching him. The lids veiled the malignant green eyes, but the thin lips seemed to smile. Then Smith silently pointed to the hand which held a little pipe. A sickly perfume assailed my nostrils, and the explanation of the hushed silence, and the ease with which we had thus far executed our plan, came to me. The cunning mind was torpid  lost in a brutish world of dreams.

Fu-Manchu was in an opium sleep!

The dim light traced out a network of tiny lines, which covered the yellow face from the pointed chin to the top of the great domed brow, and formed deep shadow pools in the hollows beneath his eyes. At last we had triumphed.

I could not determine the depth of his obscene trance; and mastering some of my repugnance, and forgetful of Karamanehs warning, I was about to step forward into the room, loaded with its nauseating opium fumes, when a soft breath fanned my cheek.

Do not go in! came Karamanehs warning voice  hushed  trembling.

Her little hand grasped my arm. She drew Smith and myself back from the door.

There is danger there! she whispered.

Do not enter that room! The police must reach him in some way  and drag him out! Do not enter that room!

The girls voice quivered hysterically; her eyes blazed into savage flame. The fierce resentment born of dreadful wrongs was consuming her now; but fear of Fu-Manchu held her yet. Inspector Weymouth came down the stairs and joined us.

I have sent the boy to Rymans room at the station, he said. The divisional surgeon will look after him until you arrive, Dr. Petrie. All is ready now. The launch is just off the wharf and every side of the place under observation. Wheres our man?

He drew a pair of handcuffs from his pocket and raised his eyebrows interrogatively. The absence of sound  of any demonstration from the uncanny Chinaman whom he was there to arrest  puzzled him.

Nayland Smith jerked his thumb toward the curtain.

At that, and before we could utter a word, Weymouth stepped to the draped door. He was a man who drove straight at his goal and saved reflections for subsequent leisure. I think, moreover, that the atmosphere of the place (stripped as it was it retained its heavy, voluptuous perfume) had begun to get a hold upon him. He was anxious to shake it off; to be up and doing.

He pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the room. Smith and I perforce followed him. Just within the door the three of us stood looking across at the limp thing which had spread terror throughout the Eastern and Western world. Helpless as Fu-Manchu was, he inspired terror now, though the giant intellect was inert  stupefied.

In the dimly lit apartment we had quitted I heard Karamaneh utter a stifled scream. But it came too late.

As though cast up by a volcano, the silken cushions, the inlaid table with its blue-shaded lamp, the garish walls, the sprawling figure with the ghastly light playing upon its features  quivered, and shot upward!

So it seemed to me; though, in the ensuing instant I remembered, too late, a previous experience of the floors of Fu-Manchus private apartments; I knew what had indeed befallen us. A trap had been released beneath our feet.

I recall falling  but have no recollection of the end of my fall  of the shock marking the drop. I only remember fighting for my life against a stifling something which had me by the throat. I knew that I was being suffocated, but my hands met only the deathly emptiness.

Into a poisonous well of darkness I sank. I could not cry out. I was helpless. Of the fate of my companions I knew nothing  could surmise nothing. Then … all consciousness ended.


CHAPTER XXV

I WAS being carried along a dimly lighted, tunnel-like place, slung, sackwise, across the shoulder of a Burman. He was not a big man, but he supported my considerable weight with apparent ease. A deadly nausea held me, but the rough handling had served to restore me to consciousness. My hands and feet were closely lashed. I hung limply as a wet towel: I felt that this spark of tortured life which had flickered up in me must ere long finally become extinguished.

A fancy possessed me, in these the first moments of my restoration to the world of realities, that I had been smuggled into China; and as I swung head downward I told myself that the huge, puffy things which strewed the path were a species of giant toadstool, unfamiliar to me and possibly peculiar to whatever district of China I now was in.

The air was hot, steamy, and loaded with a smell as of rotting vegetation. I wondered why my bearer so scrupulously avoided touching any of the unwholesome-looking growths in passing through what seemed a succession of cellars, but steered a tortuous course among the bloated, unnatural shapes, lifting his bare brown feet with a catlike delicacy.

He passed under a low arch, dropped me roughly to the ground and ran back. Half stunned, I lay watching the agile brown body melt into the distances of the cellars. Their walls and roof seemed to emit a faint, phosphorescent light.

Petrie! came a weak voice from somewhere ahead.… Is that you, Petrie?

It was Nayland Smith!

Smith! I said, and strove to sit up. But the intense nausea overcame me, so that I all but swooned.

I heard his voice again, but could attach no meaning to the words which he uttered. A sound of terrific blows reached my ears, too. The Burman reappeared, bending under the heavy load which he bore. For, as he picked his way through the bloated things which grew upon the floors of the cellars, I realized that he was carrying the inert body of Inspector Weymouth. And I found time to compare the strength of the little brown man with that of a Nile beetle, which can raise many times its own weight. Then, behind him, appeared a second figure, which immediately claimed the whole of my errant attention.

Fu-Manchu! hissed my friend, from the darkness which concealed him.

It was indeed none other than Fu-Manchu  the Fu-Manchu whom we had thought to be helpless. The deeps of the Chinamans cunning  the fine quality of his courage, were forced upon me as amazing facts.

He had assumed the appearance of a drugged opium-smoker so well as to dupe me  a medical man; so well as to dupe Karamaneh  whose experience of the noxious habit probably was greater than my own. And, with the gallows dangling before him, he had waited  played the part of a lure  whilst a body of police actually surrounded the place!

I have since thought that the room probably was one which he actually used for opium debauches, and the device of the trap was intended to protect him during the comatose period.

Now, holding a lantern above his head, the deviser of the trap whereinto we, mouselike, had blindly entered, came through the cellars, following the brown man who carried Weymouth. The faint rays of the lantern (it apparently contained a candle) revealed a veritable forest of the gigantic fungi  poisonously colored  hideously swollen  climbing from the floor up the slimy walls  climbing like horrid parasites to such part of the arched roof as was visible to me.

Fu-Manchu picked his way through the fungi ranks as daintily as though the distorted, tumid things had been viper-headed.

The resounding blows which I had noted before, and which had never ceased, culminated in a splintering crash. Dr. Fu-Manchu and his servant, who carried the apparently insensible detective, passed in under the arch, Fu-Manchu glancing back once along the passages. The lantern he extinguished, or concealed; and whilst I waited, my mind dully surveying memories of all the threats which this uncanny being had uttered, a distant clamor came to my ears.

Then, abruptly, it ceased. Dr. Fu-Manchu had closed a heavy door; and to my surprise I perceived that the greater part of it was of glass. The will-o-the-wisp glow which played around the fungi rendered the vista of the cellars faintly luminous, and visible to me from where I lay. Fu-Manchu spoke softly. His voice, its guttural note alternating with a sibilance on certain words, betrayed no traces of agitation. The mans unbroken calm had in it something inhuman. For he had just perpetrated an act of daring unparalleled in my experience, and, in the clamor now shut out by the glass door I tardily recognized the entrance of the police into some barricaded part of the house  the coming of those who would save us  who would hold the Chinese doctor for the hangman!

I have decided, he said deliberately, that you are more worthy of my attention than I had formerly supposed. A man who can solve the secret of the Golden Elixir (I had not solved it; I had merely stolen some) should be a valuable acquisition to my Council. The extent of the plans of Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith and of the English Scotland Yard it is incumbent upon me to learn. Therefore, gentlemen, you live  for the present!

And youll swing, came Weymouths hoarse voice, in the near future! You and all your yellow gang!

I trust not, was the placid reply. Most of my people are safe: some are shipped as lascars upon the liners; others have departed by different means. Ah!

That last word was the only one indicative of excitement which had yet escaped him. A disk of light danced among the brilliant poison hues of the passages  but no sound reached us; by which I knew that the glass door must fit almost hermetically. It was much cooler here than in the place through which we had passed, and the nausea began to leave me, my brain to grow more clear. Had I known what was to follow I should have cursed the lucidity of mind which now came to me; I should have prayed for oblivion  to be spared the sight of that which ensued.

Its Logan! cried Inspector Weymouth; and I could tell that he was struggling to free himself of his bonds. From his voice it was evident that he, too, was recovering from the effects of the narcotic which had been administered to us all.

Logan! he cried. Logan! This way  HELP!

But the cry beat back upon us in that enclosed space and seemed to carry no farther than the invisible walls of our prison.

The door fits well, came Fu-Manchus mocking voice. It is fortunate for us all that it is so. This is my observation window, Dr. Petrie, and you are about to enjoy an unique opportunity of studying fungology. I have already drawn your attention to the anaesthetic properties of the lycoperdon, or common puff-ball. You may have recognized the fumes? The chamber into which you rashly precipitated yourselves was charged with them. By a process of my own I have greatly enhanced the value of the puff-ball in this respect. Your friend, Mr. Weymouth, proved the most obstinate subject; but he succumbed in fifteen seconds.

Logan! Help! HELP! This way, man!

Something very like fear sounded in Weymouths voice now. Indeed, the situation was so uncanny that it almost seemed unreal. A group of men had entered the farthermost cellars, led by one who bore an electric pocket-lamp. The hard, white ray danced from bloated gray fungi to others of nightmare shape, of dazzling, venomous brilliance. The mocking, lecture-room voice continued:

Note the snowy growth upon the roof, Doctor. Do not be deceived by its size. It is a giant variety of my own culture and is of the order empusa. You, in England, are familiar with the death of the common house-fly  which is found attached to the window-pane by a coating of white mold. I have developed the spores of this mold and have produced a giant species. Observe the interesting effect of the strong light upon my orange and blue amanita fungus!

Hard beside me I heard Nayland Smith groan, Weymouth had become suddenly silent. For my own part, I could have shrieked in pure horror. FOR I KNEW WHAT WAS COMING. I realized in one agonized instant the significance of the dim lantern, of the careful progress through the subterranean fungi grove, of the care with which Fu-Manchu and his servant had avoided touching any of the growths. I knew, now, that Dr. Fu-Manchu was the greatest fungologist the world had ever known; was a poisoner to whom the Borgias were as children  and I knew that the detectives blindly were walking into a valley of death.

Then it began  the unnatural scene  the saturnalia of murder.

Like so many bombs the brilliantly colored caps of the huge toadstool-like things alluded to by the Chinaman exploded, as the white ray sought them out in the darkness which alone preserved their existence. A brownish cloud  I could not determine whether liquid or powdery  arose in the cellar.

I tried to close my eyes  or to turn them away from the reeling forms of the men who were trapped in that poison-hole. It was useless:

I must look.

The bearer of the lamp had dropped it, but the dim, eerily illuminated gloom endured scarce a second. A bright light sprang up  doubtless at the touch of the fiendish being who now resumed speech:

Observe the symptoms of delirium, Doctor! Out there, beyond the glass door, the unhappy victims were laughing  tearing their garments from their bodies  leaping  waving their arms  were become MANIACS!

We will now release the ripe spores of giant entpusa, continued the wicked voice. The air of the second cellar being super-charged with oxygen, they immediately germinate. Ah! it is a triumph! That process is the scientific triumph of my life!

Like powdered snow the white spores fell from the roof, frosting the writhing shapes of the already poisoned men. Before my horrified gaze, THE FUNGUS GREW; it spread from the head to the feet of those it touched; it enveloped them as in glittering shrouds.…

They die like flies! screamed Fu-Manchu, with a sudden febrile excitement; and I felt assured of something I had long suspected: that that magnificent, perverted brain was the brain of a homicidal maniac  though Smith would never accept the theory.

It is my fly-trap! shrieked the Chinaman. And I am the god of destruction!


CHAPTER XXVI

THE clammy touch of the mist revived me. The culmination of the scene in the poison cellars, together with the effects of the fumes which I had inhaled again, had deprived me of consciousness. Now I knew that I was afloat on the river. I still was bound: furthermore, a cloth was wrapped tightly about my mouth, and I was secured to a ring in the deck.

By moving my aching head to the left I could look down into the oily water; by moving it to the right I could catch a glimpse of the empurpled face of Inspector Weymouth, who, similarly bound and gagged, lay beside me, but only of the feet and legs of Nayland Smith. For I could not turn my head sufficiently far to see more.

We were aboard an electric launch. I heard the hated guttural voice of Fu-Manchu, subdued now to its habitual calm, and my heart leaped to hear the voice that answered him. It was that of Karamaneh. His triumph was complete. Clearly his plans for departure were complete; his slaughter of the police in the underground passages had been a final reckless demonstration of which the Chinamans subtle cunning would have been incapable had he not known his escape from the country to be assured.

What fate was in store for us? How would he avenge himself upon the girl who had betrayed him to his enemies? What portion awaited those enemies? He seemed to have formed the singular determination to smuggle me into China  but what did he purpose in the case of Weymouth, and in the case of Nayland Smith?

All but silently we were feeling our way through the mist. Astern died the clangor of dock and wharf into a remote discord. Ahead hung the foggy curtain veiling the traffic of the great waterway; but through it broke the calling of sirens, the tinkling of bells.

The gentle movement of the screw ceased altogether. The launch lay heaving slightly upon the swells.

A distant throbbing grew louder  and something advanced upon us through the haze.

A bell rang and muffled by the fog a voice proclaimed itself  a voice which I knew. I felt Weymouth writhing impotently beside me; heard him mumbling incoherently; and I knew that he, too, had recognized the voice.

It was that of Inspector Ryman of the river police and their launch was within biscuit-throw of that upon which we lay!

Hoy! Hoy!

I trembled. A feverish excitement claimed me. They were hailing us. We carried no lights; but now  and ignoring the pain which shot from my spine to my skull I craned my neck to the left  the port light of the police launch glowed angrily through the mist.

I was unable to utter any save mumbling sounds, and my companions were equally helpless. It was a desperate position. Had the police seen us or had they hailed at random? The light drew nearer.

Launch, hoy!

They had seen us! Fu-Manchus guttural voice spoke shortly  and our screw began to revolve again; we leaped ahead into the bank of darkness. Faint grew the light of the police launch  and was gone. But I heard Rymans voice shouting.

Full speed! came faintly through the darkness. Port! Port!

Then the murk closed down, and with our friends far astern of us we were racing deeper into the fog banks  speeding seaward; though of this I was unable to judge at the time.

On we raced, and on, sweeping over growing swells. Once, a black, towering shape dropped down upon us. Far above, lights blazed, bells rang, vague cries pierced the fog. The launch pitched and rolled perilously, but weathered the wash of the liner which so nearly had concluded this episode. It was such a journey as I had taken once before, early in our pursuit of the genius of the Yellow Peril; but this was infinitely more terrible; for now we were utterly in Fu-Manchus power.

A voice mumbled in my ear. I turned my bound-up face; and Inspector Weymouth raised his hands in the dimness and partly slipped the bandage from his mouth.

Ive been working at the cords since we left those filthy cellars, he whispered. My wrists are all cut, but when Ive got out a knife and freed my ankles

Smith had kicked him with his bound feet. The detective slipped the bandage back to position and placed his hands behind him again. Dr. Fu-Manchu, wearing a heavy overcoat but no hat, came aft. He was dragging Karamaneh by the wrists. He seated himself on the cushions near to us, pulling the girl down beside him. Now, I could see her face  and the expression in her beautiful eyes made me writhe.

Fu-Manchu was watching us, his discolored teeth faintly visible in the dim light, to which my eyes were becoming accustomed.

Dr. Petrie, he said, you shall be my honored guest at my home in China. You shall assist me to revolutionize chemistry. Mr. Smith, I fear you know more of my plans than I had deemed it possible for you to have learned, and I am anxious to know if you have a confidant. Where your memory fails you, and my files and wire jackets prove ineffectual, Inspector Weymouths recollections may prove more accurate.

He turned to the cowering girl  who shrank away from him in pitiful, abject terror.

In my hands, Doctor, he continued, I hold a needle charged with a rare culture. It is the link between the bacilli and the fungi. You have seemed to display an undue interest in the peach and pearl which render my Karamaneh so delightful, In the supple grace of her movements and the sparkle of her eyes. You can never devote your whole mind to those studies which I have planned for you whilst such distractions exist. A touch of this keen point, and the laughing Karamaneh becomes the shrieking hag  the maniacal, mowing

Then, with an ox-like rush, Weymouth was upon him!

Karamaneh, wrought upon past endurance, with a sobbing cry, sank to the deck  and lay still. I managed to writhe into a half-sitting posture, and Smith rolled aside as the detective and the Chinaman crashed down together.

Weymouth had one big hand at the Doctors yellow throat; with his left he grasped the Chinamans right. It held the needle.

Now, I could look along the length of the little craft, and, so far as it was possible to make out in the fog, only one other was aboard  the half-clad brown man who navigated her  and who had carried us through the cellars. The murk had grown denser and now shut us in like a box. The throb of the motor  the hissing breath of the two who fought  with so much at issue  these sounds and the wash of the water alone broke the eerie stillness.

By slow degrees, and with a reptilian agility horrible to watch, Fu-Manchu was neutralizing the advantage gained by Weymouth. His clawish fingers were fast in the big mans throat; the right hand with its deadly needle was forcing down the left of his opponent. He had been underneath, but now he was gaining the upper place. His powers of physical endurance must have been truly marvelous. His breath was whistling through his nostrils significantly, but Weymouth was palpably tiring.

The latter suddenly changed his tactics. By a supreme effort, to which he was spurred, I think, by the growing proximity of the needle, he raised Fu-Manchu  by the throat and arm  and pitched him sideways.

The Chinamans grip did not relax, and the two wrestlers dropped, a writhing mass, upon the port cushions. The launch heeled over, and my cry of horror was crushed back into my throat by the bandage. For, as Fu-Manchu sought to extricate himself, he overbalanced  fell back  and, bearing Weymouth with him  slid into the river!

The mist swallowed them up.

There are moments of which no man can recall his mental impressions, moments so acutely horrible that, mercifully, our memory retains nothing of the emotions they occasioned. This was one of them. A chaos ruled in my mind. I had a vague belief that the Burman, forward, glanced back. Then the course of the launch was changed. How long intervened between the tragic end of that Gargantuan struggle and the time when a black wall leaped suddenly up before us I cannot pretend to state.

With a sickening jerk we ran aground. A loud explosion ensued, and I clearly remember seeing the brown man leap out into the fog  which was the last I saw of him.

Water began to wash aboard.

Fully alive to our imminent peril, I fought with the cords that bound me; but I lacked poor Weymouths strength of wrist, and I began to accept as a horrible and imminent possibility, a death from drowning, within six feet of the bank.

Beside me, Nayland Smith was straining and twisting. I think his object was to touch Karamaneh, in the hope of arousing her. Where he failed in his project, the inflowing water succeeded. A silent prayer of thankfulness came from my very soul when I saw her stir  when I saw her raise her hands to her head  and saw the big, horror-bright eyes gleam through the mist veil.


CHAPTER XXVII

WE quitted the wrecked launch but a few seconds before her stern settled down into the river. Where the mud-bank upon which we found ourselves was situated we had no idea. But at least it was terra firma and we were free from Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Smith stood looking out towards the river.

My God! he groaned. My God!

He was thinking, as I was, of Weymouth.

And when, an hour later, the police boat located us (on the mud-flats below Greenwich) and we heard that the toll of the poison cellars was eight men, we also heard news of our brave companion.

Back there in the fog, sir, reported Inspector Ryman, who was in charge, and his voice was under poor command, there was an uncanny howling, and peals of laughter that Im going to dream about for weeks

Karamaneh, who nestled beside me like a frightened child, shivered; and I knew that the needle had done its work, despite Weymouths giant strength.

Smith swallowed noisily.

Pray God the river has that yellow Satan, he said. I would sacrifice a year of my life to see his rats body on the end of a grappling-iron!

We were a sad party that steamed through the fog homeward that night. It seemed almost like deserting a staunch comrade to leave the spot  so nearly as we could locate it  where Weymouth had put up that last gallant fight. Our helplessness was pathetic, and although, had the night been clear as crystal, I doubt if we could have acted otherwise, it came to me that this stinking murk was a new enemy which drove us back in coward retreat.

But so many were the calls upon our activity, and so numerous the stimulants to our initiative in those times, that soon we had matter to relieve our minds from this stress of sorrow.

There was Karamaneh to be considered  Karamaneh and her brother. A brief counsel was held, whereat it was decided that for the present they should be lodged at a hotel.

I shall arrange, Smith whispered to me, for the girl was watching us, to have the place patrolled night and day.

You cannot suppose

Petrie! I cannot and dare not suppose Fu-Manchu dead until with my own eyes I have seen him so!

Accordingly we conveyed the beautiful Oriental girl and her brother away from that luxurious abode in its sordid setting. I will not dwell upon the final scene in the poison cellars lest I be accused of accumulating horror for horrors sake. Members of the fire brigade, helmed against contagion, brought out the bodies of the victims wrapped in their living shrouds.…

From Karamaneh we learned much of Fu-Manchu, little of herself.

What am I? Does my poor history matter  to anyone? was her answer to questions respecting herself.

And she would droop her lashes over her dark eyes.

The dacoits whom the Chinaman had brought to England originally numbered seven, we learned. As you, having followed me thus far, will be aware, we had thinned the ranks of the Burmans. Probably only one now remained in England. They had lived in a camp in the grounds of the house near Windsor (which, as we had learned at the time of its destruction, the Doctor had bought outright). The Thames had been his highway.

Other members of the group had occupied quarters in various parts of the East End, where sailormen of all nationalities congregate. Shen-Yans had been the East End headquarters. He had employed the hulk from the time of his arrival, as a laboratory for a certain class of experiments undesirable in proximity to a place of residence.

Nayland Smith asked the girl on one occasion if the Chinaman had had a private sea-going vessel, and she replied in the affirmative. She had never been on board, however, had never even set eyes upon it, and could give us no information respecting its character. It had sailed for China.

You are sure, asked Smith keenly, that it has actually left?

I understood so, and that we were to follow by another route.

It would have been difficult for Fu-Manchu to travel by a passenger boat?

I cannot say what were his plans.

In a state of singular uncertainty, then, readily to be understood, we passed the days following the tragedy which had deprived us of our fellow-worker.

Vividly I recall the scene at poor Weymouths home, on the day that we visited it. I then made the acquaintance of the Inspectors brother. Nayland Smith gave him a detailed account of the last scene.

Out there in the mist, he concluded wearily, it all seemed very unreal.

I wish to God it had been!

Amen to that, Mr. Weymouth. But your brother made a gallant finish. If ridding the world of Fu-Manchu were the only good deed to his credit, his life had been well spent.

James Weymouth smoked awhile in thoughtful silence. Though but four and a half miles S.S.E. of St. Pauls the quaint little cottage, with its rustic garden, shadowed by the tall trees which had so lined the village street before motor buses were, was a spot as peaceful and secluded as any in broad England. But another shadow lay upon it to-day  chilling, fearful. An incarnate evil had come out of the dim East and in its dying malevolence had touched this home.

There are two things I dont understand about it, sir, continued Weymouth. What was the meaning of the horrible laughter which the river police heard in the fog? And where are the bodies?

Karamaneh, seated beside me, shuddered at the words. Smith, whose restless spirit granted him little repose, paused in his aimless wanderings about the room and looked at her.

In these latter days of his Augean labors to purge England of the unclean thing which had fastened upon her, my friend was more lean and nervous-looking than I had ever known him. His long residence in Burma had rendered him spare and had burned his naturally dark skin to a coppery hue; but now his gray eyes had grown feverishly bright and his face so lean as at times to appear positively emaciated. But I knew that he was as fit as ever.

This lady may be able to answer your first question, he said. She and her brother were for some time in the household of Dr. Fu-Manchu. In fact, Mr. Weymouth, Karamaneh, as her name implies, was a slave.

Weymouth glanced at the beautiful, troubled face with scarcely veiled distrust. You dont look as though you had come from China, miss, he said, with a sort of unwilling admiration.

I do not come from China, replied Karamaneh. My father was a pure Bedawee. But my history does not matter. (At times there was something imperious in her manner; and to this her musical accent added force.) When your brave brother, Inspector Weymouth, and Dr. Fu-Manchu, were swallowed up by the river, Fu-Manchu held a poisoned needle in his hand. The laughter meant that the needle had done its work. Your brother had become mad!

Weymouth turned aside to hide his emotion. What was on the needle? he asked huskily.

It was something which he prepared from the venom of a kind of swamp adder, she answered. It produces madness, but not always death.

He would have had a poor chance, said Smith, even had he been in complete possession of his senses. At the time of the encounter we must have been some considerable distance from shore, and the fog was impenetrable.

But how do you account for the fact that neither of the bodies have been recovered?

Ryman of the river police tells me that persons lost at that point are not always recovered  or not until a considerable time later.

There was a faint sound from the room above. The news of that tragic happening out in the mist upon the Thames had prostrated poor Mrs. Weymouth.

She hasnt been told half the truth, said her brother-in-law. She doesnt know about  the poisoned needle. What kind of fiend was this Dr. Fu-Manchu? He burst out into a sudden blaze of furious resentment. John never told me much, and you have let mighty little leak into the papers. What was he? Who was he?

Half he addressed the words to Smith, half to Karamaneh.

Dr. Fu-Manchu, replied the former, was the ultimate expression of Chinese cunning; a phenomenon such as occurs but once in many generations. He was a superman of incredible genius, who, had he willed, could have revolutionized science. There is a superstition in some parts of China according to which, under certain peculiar conditions (one of which is proximity to a deserted burial-ground) an evil spirit of incredible age may enter unto the body of a new-born infant. All my efforts thus far have not availed me to trace the genealogy of the man called Dr. Fu-Manchu. Even Karamaneh cannot help me in this. But I have sometimes thought that he was a member of a certain very old Kiangsu family  and that the peculiar conditions I have mentioned prevailed at his birth!

Smith, observing our looks of amazement, laughed shortly, and quite mirthlessly.

Poor old Weymouth! he jerked. I suppose my labors are finished; but I am far from triumphant. Is there any improvement in Mrs. Weymouths condition?

Very little, was the reply; she has lain in a semi-conscious state since the news came. No one had any idea she would take it so. At one time we were afraid her brain was going. She seemed to have delusions.

Smith spun round upon Weymouth.

Of what nature? he asked rapidly.

The other pulled nervously at his mustache.

My wife has been staying with her, he explained, since  it happened; and for the last three nights poor Johns widow has cried out at the same time  half-past two  that someone was knocking on the door.

What door?

That door yonder  the street door.

All our eyes turned in the direction indicated.

John often came home at half-past two from the Yard, continued Weymouth; so we naturally thought poor Mary was wandering in her mind. But last night  and its not to be wondered at  my wife couldnt sleep, and she was wide awake at half-past two.

Well?

Nayland Smith was standing before him, alert, bright-eyed.

She heard it, too!

The sun was streaming into the cozy little sitting-room; but I will confess that Weymouths words chilled me uncannily. Karamaneh laid her hand upon mine, in a quaint, childish fashion peculiarly her own. Her hand was cold, but its touch thrilled me. For Karamaneh was not a child, but a rarely beautiful girl  a pearl of the East such as many a monarch has fought for.

What then? asked Smith.

She was afraid to move  afraid to look from the window!

My friend turned and stared hard at me.

A subjective hallucination, Petrie?

In all probability, I replied. You should arrange that your wife be relieved in her trying duties, Mr. Weymouth. It is too great a strain for an inexperienced nurse.


CHAPTER XXVIII

OF all that we had hoped for in our pursuit of Fu-Manchu how little had we accomplished. Excepting Karamaneh and her brother (who were victims and not creatures of the Chinese doctors) not one of the formidable group had fallen alive into our hands. Dreadful crimes had marked Fu-Manchus passage through the land. Not one-half of the truth (and nothing of the later developments) had been made public. Nayland Smiths authority was sufficient to control the press.

In the absence of such a veto a veritable panic must have seized upon the entire country; for a monster  a thing more than humanly evil  existed in our midst.

Always Fu-Manchus secret activities had centered about the great waterway. There was much of poetic justice in his end; for the Thames had claimed him, who so long had used the stream as a highway for the passage to and fro for his secret forces. Gone now were the yellow men who had been the instruments of his evil will; gone was the giant intellect which had controlled the complex murder machine. Karamaneh, whose beauty he had used as a lure, at last was free, and no more with her smile would tempt men to death  that her brother might live.

Many there are, I doubt not, who will regard the Eastern girl with horror. I ask their forgiveness in that I regarded her quite differently. No man having seen her could have condemned her unheard. Many, having looked into her lovely eyes, had they found there what I found, must have forgiven her almost any crime.

That she valued human life but little was no matter for wonder. Her nationality  her history  furnished adequate excuse for an attitude not condonable in a European equally cultured.

But indeed let me confess that hers was a nature incomprehensible to me in some respects. The soul of Karamaneh was a closed book to my short-sighted Western eyes. But the body of Karamaneh was exquisite; her beauty of a kind that was a key to the most extravagant rhapsodies of Eastern poets. Her eyes held a challenge wholly Oriental in its appeal; her lips, even in repose, were a taunt. And, herein, East is West and West is East.

Finally, despite her lurid history, despite the scornful self-possession of which I knew her capable, she was an unprotected girl  in years, I believe, a mere child  whom Fate had cast in my way. At her request, we had booked passages for her brother and herself to Egypt. The boat sailed in three days. But Karamanehs beautiful eyes were sad; often I detected tears on the black lashes. Shall I endeavor to describe my own tumultuous, conflicting emotions? It would be useless, since I know it to be impossible. For in those dark eyes burned a fire I might not see; those silken lashes veiled a message I dared not read.

Nayland Smith was not blind to the facts of the complicated situation. I can truthfully assert that he was the only man of my acquaintance who, having come in contact with Karamaneh, had kept his head.

We endeavored to divert her mind from the recent tragedies by a round of amusements, though with poor Weymouths body still at the mercy of unknown waters Smith and I made but a poor show of gayety; and I took a gloomy pride in the admiration which our lovely companion everywhere excited. I learned, in those days, how rare a thing in nature is a really beautiful woman.

One afternoon we found ourselves at an exhibition of water colors in Bond Street. Karamaneh was intensely interested in the subjects of the drawings  which were entirely Egyptian. As usual, she furnished matter for comment amongst the other visitors, as did the boy, Aziz, her brother, anew upon the world from his living grave in the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Suddenly Aziz clutched at his sisters arm, whispering rapidly in Arabic. I saw her peachlike color fade; saw her become pale and wild-eyed  the haunted Karamaneh of the old days.

She turned to me.

Dr. Petrie  he says that Fu-Manchu is here!

Where?

Nayland Smith rapped out the question violently, turning in a flash from the picture which he was examining.

In this room! she whispered glancing furtively, affrightedly about her. Something tells Aziz when HE is near  and I, too, feel strangely afraid. Oh, can it be that he is not dead!

She held my arm tightly. Her brother was searching the room with big, velvet black eyes. I studied the faces of the several visitors; and Smith was staring about him with the old alert look, and tugging nervously at the lobe of his ear. The name of the giant foe of the white race instantaneously had strung him up to a pitch of supreme intensity.

Our united scrutinies discovered no figure which could have been that of the Chinese doctor. Who could mistake that long, gaunt shape, with the high, mummy-like shoulders, and the indescribable gait, which I can only liken to that of an awkward cat?

Then, over the heads of a group of people who stood by the doorway, I saw Smith peering at someone  at someone who passed across the outer room. Stepping aside, I, too, obtained a glimpse of this person.

As I saw him, he was a tall, old man, wearing a black Inverness coat and a rather shabby silk hat. He had long white hair and a patriarchal beard, wore smoked glasses and walked slowly, leaning upon a stick.

Smiths gaunt face paled. With a rapid glance at Karamaneh, he made off across the room.

Could it be Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Many days had passed since, already half-choked by Inspector Weymouths iron grip, Fu-Manchu, before our own eyes, had been swallowed up by the Thames. Even now men were seeking his body, and that of his last victim. Nor had we left any stone unturned. Acting upon information furnished by Karamaneh, the police had searched every known haunt of the murder group. But everything pointed to the fact that the group was disbanded and dispersed; that the lord of strange deaths who had ruled it was no more.

Yet Smith was not satisfied. Neither, let me confess, was I. Every port was watched; and in suspected districts a kind of house-to-house patrol had been instituted. Unknown to the great public, in those days a secret war waged  a war in which all the available forces of the authorities took the field against one man! But that one man was the evil of the East incarnate.

When we rejoined him, Nayland Smith was talking to the commissionaire at the door. He turned to me.

That is Professor Jenner Monde, he said. The sergeant, here, knows him well.

The name of the celebrated Orientalist of course was familiar to me, although I had never before set eyes upon him.

The Professor was out East the last time I was there, sir, stated the commissionaire. I often used to see him. But hes an eccentric old gentleman. Seems to live in a world of his own. Hes recently back from China, I think.

Nayland Smith stood clicking his teeth together in irritable hesitation. I heard Karamaneh sigh, and, looking at her, I saw that her cheeks were regaining their natural color.

She smiled in pathetic apology.

If he was here he is gone, she said. I am not afraid now.

Smith thanked the commissionaire for his information and we quitted the gallery.

Professor Jenner Monde, muttered my friend, has lived so long in China as almost to be a Chinaman. I have never met him  never seen him, before; but I wonder

You wonder what, Smith?

I wonder if he could possibly be an ally, of the Doctors!

I stared at him in amazement.

If we are to attach any importance to the incident at all, I said, we must remember that the boys impression  and Karamanehs  was that Fu-Manchu was present in person.

I DO attach importance to the incident, Petrie; they are naturally sensitive to such impressions. But I doubt if even the abnormal organization of Aziz could distinguish between the hidden presence of a creature of the Doctors and that of the Doctor himself. I shall make a point of calling upon Professor Jenner Monde.

But Fate had ordained that much should happen ere Smith made his proposed call upon the Professor.

Karamaneh and her brother safely lodged in their hotel (which was watched night and day by four men under Smiths orders), we returned to my quiet suburban rooms.

First, said Smith, let us see what we can find out respecting Professor Monde.

He went to the telephone and called up New Scotland Yard. There followed some little delay before the requisite information was obtained. Finally, however, we learned that the Professor was something of a recluse, having few acquaintances, and fewer friends.

He lived alone in chambers in New Inn Court, Carey Street. A charwoman did such cleaning as was considered necessary by the Professor, who employed no regular domestic. When he was in London he might be seen fairly frequently at the British Museum, where his shabby figure was familiar to the officials. When he was not in London  that is, during the greater part of each year  no one knew where he went. He never left any address to which letters might be forwarded.

How long has he been in London now? asked Smith.

So far as could be ascertained from New Inn Court (replied Scotland Yard) roughly a week.

My friend left the telephone and began restlessly to pace the room. The charred briar was produced and stuffed with that broad cut Latakia mixture of which Nayland Smith consumed close upon a pound a week. He was one of those untidy smokers who leave tangled tufts hanging from the pipe-bowl and when they light up strew the floor with smoldering fragments.

A ringing came, and shortly afterwards a girl entered.

Mr. James Weymouth to see you, sir.

Hullo! rapped Smith. Whats this?

Weymouth entered, big and florid, and in some respects singularly like his brother, in others as singularly unlike. Now, in his black suit, he was a somber figure; and in the blue eyes I read a fear suppressed.

Mr. Smith, he began, theres something uncanny going on at Maple Cottage.

Smith wheeled the big arm-chair forward.

Sit down, Mr. Weymouth, he said. I am not entirely surprised. But you have my attention. What has occurred?

Weymouth took a cigarette from the box which I proffered and poured out a peg of whisky. His hand was not quite steady.

That knocking, he explained. It came again the night after you were there, and Mrs. Weymouth  my wife, I mean  felt that she couldnt spend another night there, alone.

Did she look out of the window? I asked.

No, Doctor; she was afraid. But I spent last night downstairs in the sitting-room  and I looked out!

He took a gulp from his glass. Nayland Smith, seated on the edge of the table, his extinguished pipe in his hand, was watching him keenly.

Ill admit I didnt look out at once, Weymouth resumed. There was something so uncanny, gentlemen, in that knocking  knocking  in the dead of the night. I thought  his voice shook of poor Jack, lying somewhere amongst the slime of the river  and, oh, my God! it came to me that it was Jack who was knocking  and I dare not think what he  what it  would look like!

He leaned forward, his chin in his hand. For a few moments we were all silent.

I know I funked, he continued huskily. But when the wife came to the head of the stairs and whispered to me: There it is again. What in heavens name can it be  I started to unbolt the door. The knocking had stopped. Everything was very still. I heard Mary  HIS widow  sobbing, upstairs; that was all. I opened the door, a little bit at a time.

Pausing again, he cleared his throat, and went on:

It was a bright night, and there was no one there  not a soul. But somewhere down the lane, as I looked out into the porch, I heard most awful groans! They got fainter and fainter. Then  I could have sworn I heard SOMEONE LAUGHING! My nerves cracked up at that; and I shut the door again.

The narration of his weird experience revived something of the natural fear which it had occasioned. He raised his glass, with unsteady hand, and drained it.

Smith struck a match and relighted his pipe. He began to pace the room again. His eyes were literally on fire.

Would it be possible to get Mrs. Weymouth out of the house before to-night? Remove her to your place, for instance? he asked abruptly.

Weymouth looked up in surprise.

She seems to be in a very low state, he replied. He glanced at me. Perhaps Dr. Petrie would give us an opinion?

I will come and see her, I said. But what is your idea, Smith?

I want to hear that knocking! he rapped. But in what I may see fit to do I must not be handicapped by the presence of a sick woman.

Her condition at any rate will admit of our administering an opiate, I suggested. That would meet the situation?

Good! cried Smith. He was intensely excited now. I rely upon you to arrange something, Petrie. Mr. Weymouth  he turned to our visitor I shall be with you this evening not later than twelve oclock.

Weymouth appeared to be greatly relieved. I asked him to wait whilst I prepared a draught for the patient. When he was gone:

What do you think this knocking means, Smith? I asked.

He tapped out his pipe on the side of the grate and began with nervous energy to refill it again from the dilapidated pouch.

I dare not tell you what I hope, Petrie, he replied nor what I fear.


CHAPTER XXIX

DUSK was falling when we made our way in the direction of Maple Cottage. Nayland Smith appeared to be keenly interested in the character of the district. A high and ancient wall bordered the road along which we walked for a considerable distance. Later it gave place to a rickety fence.

My friend peered through a gap in the latter.

There is quite an extensive estate here, he said, not yet cut up by the builder. It is well wooded on one side, and there appears to be a pool lower down.

The road was a quiet one, and we plainly heard the tread  quite unmistakable  of an approaching policeman. Smith continued to peer through the hole in the fence, until the officer drew up level with us. Then:

Does this piece of ground extend down to the village, constable? he inquired.

Quite willing for a chat, the man stopped, and stood with his thumbs thrust in his belt.

Yes, sir. They tell me three new roads will be made through it between here and the hill.

It must be a happy hunting ground for tramps?

Ive seen some suspicious-looking coves about at times. But after dusk an army might be inside there and nobody would ever be the wiser.

Burglaries frequent in the houses backing on to it?

Oh, no. A favorite game in these parts is snatching loaves and bottles of milk from the doors, first thing, as theyre delivered. Theres been an extra lot of it lately. My mate who relieves me has got special instructions to keep his eye open in the mornings! The man grinned. It wouldnt be a very big case even if he caught anybody! No, said Smith absently; perhaps not. Your business must be a dry one this warm weather. Good-night.

Good-night, sir, replied the constable, richer by half-a-crown and thank you.

Smith stared after him for a moment, tugging reflectively at the lobe of his ear.

I dont know that it wouldnt be a big case, after all, he murmured. Come on, Petrie.

Not another word did he speak, until we stood at the gate of Maple Cottage. There a plain-clothes man was standing, evidently awaiting Smith. He touched his hat.

Have you found a suitable hiding-place? asked my companion rapidly.

Yes, sir, was the reply. Kent  my mate  is there now. Youll notice that he cant be seen from here.

No, agreed Smith, peering all about him. He cant. Where is he?

Behind the broken wall, explained the man, pointing. Through that ivy theres a clear view of the cottage door.

Good. Keep your eyes open. If a messenger comes for me, he is to be intercepted, you understand. No one must be allowed to disturb us. You will recognize the messenger. He will be one of your fellows. Should he come  hoot three times, as much like an owl as you can.

We walked up to the porch of the cottage. In response to Smiths ringing came James Weymouth, who seemed greatly relieved by our arrival.

First, said my friend briskly, you had better run up and see the patient.

Accordingly, I followed Weymouth upstairs and was admitted by his wife to a neat little bedroom where the grief-stricken woman lay, a wanly pathetic sight.

Did you administer the draught, as directed? I asked.

Mrs. James Weymouth nodded. She was a kindly looking woman, with the same dread haunting her hazel eyes as that which lurked in her husbands blue ones.

The patient was sleeping soundly. Some whispered instructions I gave to the faithful nurse and descended to the sitting-room. It was a warm night, and Weymouth sat by the open window, smoking. The dim light from the lamp on the table lent him an almost startling likeness to his brother; and for a moment I stood at the foot of the stairs scarce able to trust my reason. Then he turned his face fully towards me, and the illusion was lost.

Do you think she is likely to wake, Doctor? he asked.

I think not, I replied.

Nayland Smith stood upon the rug before the hearth, swinging from one foot to the other, in his nervously restless way. The room was foggy with the fumes of tobacco, for he, too, was smoking.

At intervals of some five to ten minutes, his blackened briar (which I never knew him to clean or scrape) would go out. I think Smith used more matches than any other smoker I have ever met, and he invariably carried three boxes in various pockets of his garments.

The tobacco habit is infectious, and, seating myself in an arm-chair, I lighted a cigarette. For this dreary vigil I had come prepared with a bunch of rough notes, a writing-block, and a fountain pen. I settled down to work upon my record of the Fu-Manchu case.

Silence fell upon Maple Cottage. Save for the shuddering sigh which whispered through the over-hanging cedars and Smiths eternal match-striking, nothing was there to disturb me in my task. Yet I could make little progress. Between my mind and the chapter upon which I was at work a certain sentence persistently intruded itself. It was as though an unseen hand held the written page closely before my eyes. This was the sentence:

Imagine a person, tall, lean, and feline, high-shouldered, with a brow like Shakespeare and a face like Satan, a close-shaven skull, and long, magnetic eyes of the true cat-green: invest him with all the cruel cunning of an entire Eastern race, accumulated in one giant intellect…

Dr. Fu-Manchu! Fu-Manchu as Smith had described him to me on that night which now seemed so remotely distant  the night upon which I had learned of the existence of the wonderful and evil being born of that secret quickening which stirred in the womb of the yellow races.

As Smith, for the ninth or tenth time, knocked out his pipe on a bar of the grate, the cuckoo clock in the kitchen proclaimed the hour.

Two, said James Weymouth.

I abandoned my task, replacing notes and writing-block in the bag that I had with me. Weymouth adjusted the lamp which had begun to smoke.

I tiptoed to the stairs and, stepping softly, ascended to the sick room. All was quiet, and Mrs. Weymouth whispered to me that the patient still slept soundly. I returned to find Nayland Smith pacing about the room in that state of suppressed excitement habitual with him in the approach of any crisis. At a quarter past two the breeze dropped entirely, and such a stillness reigned all about us as I could not have supposed possible so near to the ever-throbbing heart of the great metropolis. Plainly I could hear Weymouths heavy breathing. He sat at the window and looked out into the black shadows under the cedars. Smith ceased his pacing and stood again on the rug very still. He was listening! I doubt not we were all listening.

Some faint sound broke the impressive stillness, coming from the direction of the village street. It was a vague, indefinite disturbance, brief, and upon it ensued a silence more marked than ever. Some minutes before, Smith had extinguished the lamp. In the darkness I heard his teeth snap sharply together.

The call of an owl sounded very clearly three times.

I knew that to mean that a messenger had come; but from whence or bearing what tidings I knew not. My friends plans were incomprehensible to me, nor had I pressed him for any explanation of their nature, knowing him to be in that high-strung and somewhat irritable mood which claimed him at times of uncertainty  when he doubted the wisdom of his actions, the accuracy of his surmises. He gave no sign.

Very faintly I heard a clock strike the half-hour. A soft breeze stole again through the branches above. The wind I thought must be in a new quarter since I had not heard the clock before. In so lonely a spot it was difficult to believe that the bell was that of St. Pauls. Yet such was the fact.

And hard upon the ringing followed another sound  a sound we all had expected, had waited for; but at whose coming no one of us, I think, retained complete mastery of himself.

Breaking up the silence in a manner that set my heart wildly leaping it came  an imperative knocking on the door!

My God! groaned Weymouth  but he did not move from his position at the window.

Stand by, Petrie! said Smith.

He strode to the door  and threw it widely open.

I know I was very pale. I think I cried out as I fell back  retreated with clenched hands from before THAT which stood on the threshold.

It was a wild, unkempt figure, with straggling beard, hideously staring eyes. With its hands it clutched at its hair  at its chin; plucked at its mouth. No moonlight touched the features of this unearthly visitant, but scanty as was the illumination we could see the gleaming teeth  and the wildly glaring eyes.

It began to laugh  peal after peal  hideous and shrill.

Nothing so terrifying had ever smote upon my ears. I was palsied by the horror of the sound.

Then Nayland Smith pressed the button of an electric torch which he carried. He directed the disk of white light fully upon the face in the doorway.

Oh, God! cried Weymouth. Its John!  and again and again: Oh, God! Oh, God!

Perhaps for the first time in my life I really believed (nay, I could not doubt) that a thing of another world stood before me. I am ashamed to confess the extent of the horror that came upon me. James Weymouth raised his hands, as if to thrust away from him that awful thing in the door. He was babbling  prayers, I think, but wholly incoherent.

Hold him, Petrie!

Smiths voice was low. (When we were past thought or intelligent action, he, dominant and cool, with that forced calm for which, a crisis over, he always paid so dearly, was thinking of the woman who slept above.)

He leaped forward; and in the instant that he grappled with the one who had knocked I knew the visitant for a man of flesh and blood  a man who shrieked and fought like a savage animal, foamed at the mouth and gnashed his teeth in horrid frenzy; knew him for a madman  knew him for the victim of Fu-Manchu  not dead, but living  for Inspector Weymouth  a maniac!

In a flash I realized all this and sprang to Smiths assistance. There was a sound of racing footsteps and the men who had been watching outside came running into the porch. A third was with them; and the five of us (for Weymouths brother had not yet grasped the fact that a man and not a spirit shrieked and howled in our midst) clung to the infuriated madman, yet barely held our own with him.

The syringe, Petrie! gasped Smith. Quick! You must manage to make an injection!

I extricated myself and raced into the cottage for my bag. A hypodermic syringe ready charged I had brought with me at Smiths request. Even in that thrilling moment I could find time to admire the wonderful foresight of my friend, who had divined what would befall  isolated the strange, pitiful truth from the chaotic circumstances which saw us at Maple Cottage that night.

Let me not enlarge upon the end of the awful struggle. At one time I despaired (we all despaired) of quieting the poor, demented creature. But at last it was done; and the gaunt, blood-stained savage whom we had known as Detective-Inspector Weymouth lay passive upon the couch in his own sitting-room. A great wonder possessed my mind for the genius of the uncanny being who with the scratch of a needle had made a brave and kindly man into this unclean, brutish thing.

Nayland Smith, gaunt and wild-eyed, and trembling yet with his tremendous exertions, turned to the man whom I knew to be the messenger from Scotland Yard.

Well? he rapped.

He is arrested, sir, the detective reported. They have kept him at his chambers as you ordered.

Has she slept through it? said Smith to me. (I had just returned from a visit to the room above.) I nodded.

Is HE safe for an hour or two?  indicating the figure on the couch. For eight or ten, I replied grimly.

Come, then. Our nights labors are not nearly complete.


CHAPTER XXX

LATER was forthcoming evidence to show that poor Weymouth had lived a wild life, in hiding among the thick bushes of the tract of land which lay between the village and the suburb on the neighboring hill. Literally, he had returned to primitive savagery and some of his food had been that of the lower animals, though he had not scrupled to steal, as we learned when his lair was discovered.

He had hidden himself cunningly; but witnesses appeared who had seen him, in the dusk, and fled from him. They never learned that the object of their fear was Inspector John Weymouth. How, having escaped death in the Thames, he had crossed London unobserved, we never knew; but his trick of knocking upon his own door at half-past two each morning (a sort of dawning of sanity mysteriously linked with old custom) will be a familiar class of symptom to all students of alienation.

I revert to the night when Smith solved the mystery of the knocking.

In a car which he had in waiting at the end of the village we sped through the deserted streets to New Inn Court. I, who had followed Nayland Smith through the failures and successes of his mission, knew that to-night he had surpassed himself; had justified the confidence placed in him by the highest authorities.

We were admitted to an untidy room  that of a student, a traveler and a crank  by a plain-clothes officer. Amid picturesque and disordered fragments of a hundred ages, in a great carven chair placed before a towering statue of the Buddha, sat a hand-cuffed man. His white hair and beard were patriarchal; his pose had great dignity. But his expression was entirely masked by the smoked glasses which he wore.

Two other detectives were guarding the prisoner.

We arrested Professor Jenner Monde as he came in, sir, reported the man who had opened the door. He has made no statement. I hope there isnt a mistake.

I hope not, rapped Smith.

He strode across the room. He was consumed by a fever of excitement. Almost savagely, he tore away the beard, tore off the snowy wig dashed the smoked glasses upon the floor.

A great, high brow was revealed, and green, malignant eyes, which fixed themselves upon him with an expression I never can forget.

IT WAS DR. FU-MANCHU!

One intense moment of silence ensued  of silence which seemed to throb. Then:

What have you done with Professor Monde? demanded Smith.

Dr. Fu-Manchu showed his even, yellow teeth in the singularly evil smile which I knew so well. A manacled prisoner he sat as unruffled as a judge upon the bench. In truth and in justice I am compelled to say that Fu-Manchu was absolutely fearless.

He has been detained in China, he replied, in smooth, sibilant tones by affairs of great urgency. His well-known personality and ungregarious habits have served me well, here!

Smith, I could see, was undetermined how to act; he stood tugging at his ear and glancing from the impassive Chinaman to the wondering detectives.

What are we to do, sir? one of them asked.

Leave Dr. Petrie and myself alone with the prisoner, until I call you.

The three withdrew. I divined now what was coming.

Can you restore Weymouths sanity? rapped Smith abruptly. I cannot save you from the hangman, nor  his fists clenched convulsively would I if I could; but

Fu-Manchu fixed his brilliant eyes upon him.

Say no more, Mr. Smith, he interrupted; you misunderstand me. I do not quarrel with that, but what I have done from conviction and what I have done of necessity are separated  are seas apart. The brave Inspector Weymouth I wounded with a poisoned needle, in self-defense; but I regret his condition as greatly as you do. I respect such a man. There is an antidote to the poison of the needle.

Name it, said Smith.

Fu-Manchu smiled again.

Useless, he replied. I alone can prepare it. My secrets shall die with me. I will make a sane man of Inspector Weymouth, but no one else shall be in the house but he and I.

It will be surrounded by police, interrupted Smith grimly.

As you please, said Fu-Manchu. Make your arrangements. In that ebony case upon the table are the instruments for the cure. Arrange for me to visit him where and when you will

I distrust you utterly. It is some trick, jerked Smith.

Dr. Fu-Manchu rose slowly and drew himself up to his great height. His manacled hands could not rob him of the uncanny dignity which was his. He raised them above his head with a tragic gesture and fixed his piercing gaze upon Nayland Smith.

The God of Cathay hear me, he said, with a deep, guttural note in his voice I swear



The most awful visitor who ever threatened the peace of England, the end of the visit of Fu-Manchu was characteristic  terrible  inexplicable.

Strange to relate, I did not doubt that this weird being had conceived some kind of admiration or respect for the man to whom he had wrought so terrible an injury. He was capable of such sentiments, for he entertained some similar one in regard to myself.

A cottage farther down the village street than Weymouths was vacant, and in the early dawn of that morning became the scene of outre happenings. Poor Weymouth, still in a comatose condition, we removed there (Smith having secured the key from the astonished agent). I suppose so strange a specialist never visited a patient before  certainly not under such conditions.

For into the cottage, which had been entirely surrounded by a ring of police, Dr. Fu-Manchu was admitted from the closed car in which, his work of healing complete, he was to be borne to prison  to death!

Law and justice were suspended by my royally empowered friend that the enemy of the white race might heal one of those who had hunted him down!

No curious audience was present, for sunrise was not yet come; no concourse of excited students followed the hand of the Master; but within that surrounded cottage was performed one of those miracles of science which in other circumstances had made the fame of Dr. Fu-Manchu to live forever.

Inspector Weymouth, dazed, disheveled, clutching his head as a man who has passed through the Valley of the Shadow  but sane  sane!  walked out into the porch!

He looked towards us  his eyes wild, but not with the fearsome wildness of insanity.

Mr. Smith! he cried  and staggered down the path Dr. Petrie! What

There came a deafening explosion. From EVERY visible window of the deserted cottage flames burst forth!

QUICK! Smiths voice rose almost to a scream into the house!

He raced up the path, past Inspector Weymouth, who stood swaying there like a drunken man. I was close upon his heels. Behind me came the police.

The door was impassable! Already, it vomited a deathly heat, borne upon stifling fumes like those of the mouth of the Pit. We burst a window. The room within was a furnace!

My God! cried someone. This is supernatural!

Listen! cried another. Listen!

The crowd which a fire can conjure up at any hour of day or night, out of the void of nowhere, was gathering already. But upon all descended a pall of silence.

From the heat of the holocaust a voice proclaimed itself  a voice raised, not in anguish but in TRIUMPH! It chanted barbarically  and was still.

The abnormal flames rose higher  leaping forth from every window.

The alarm! said Smith hoarsely. Call up the brigade!



I come to the close of my chronicle, and feel that I betray a trust  the trust of my reader. For having limned in the colors at my command the fiendish Chinese doctor, I am unable to conclude my task as I should desire, unable, with any consciousness of finality, to write Finis to the end of my narrative.

It seems to me sometimes that my pen is but temporarily idle  that I have but dealt with a single phase of a movement having a hundred phases. One sequel I hope for, and against all the promptings of logic and Western bias. If my hope shall be realized I cannot, at this time, pretend to state.

The future, mid its many secrets, holds this precious one from me.

I ask you then, to absolve me from the charge of ill completing my work; for any curiosity with which this narrative may leave the reader burdened is shared by the writer.

With intent, I have rushed you from the chambers of Professor Jenner Monde to that closing episode at the deserted cottage; I have made the pace hot in order to impart to these last pages of my account something of the breathless scurry which characterized those happenings.

My canvas may seem sketchy: it is my impression of the reality. No hard details remain in my mind of the dealings of that night. Fu-Manchu arrested  Fu-Manchu, manacled, entering the cottage on his mission of healing; Weymouth, miraculously rendered sane, coming forth; the place in flames.

And then?

To a shell the cottage burned, with an incredible rapidity which pointed to some hidden agency; to a shell about ashes which held NO TRACE OF HUMAN BONES!

It has been asked of me: Was there no possibility of Fu-Manchus having eluded us in the ensuing confusion? Was there no loophole of escape?

I reply, that so far as I was able to judge, a rat could scarce have quitted the building undetected. Yet that Fu-Manchu had, in some incomprehensible manner and by some mysterious agency, produced those abnormal flames, I cannot doubt. Did he voluntarily ignite his own funeral pyre?

As I write, there lies before me a soiled and creased sheet of vellum. It bears some lines traced in a cramped, peculiar, and all but illegible hand. This fragment was found by Inspector Weymouth (to this day a man mentally sound) in a pocket of his ragged garments.

When it was written I leave you to judge. How it came to be where Weymouth found it calls for no explanation:



To Mr. Commissioner NAYLAND SMITH and Dr. PETRIE  

Greeting! I am recalled home by One who may not be denied. In much that I came to do I have failed. Much that I have done I would undo; some little I have undone. Out of fire I came  the smoldering fire of a thing one day to be a consuming flame; in fire I go. Seek not my ashes. I am the lord of the fires! Farewell.

FU-MANCHU.



Who has been with me in my several meetings with the man who penned that message I leave to adjudge if it be the letter of a madman bent upon self-destruction by strange means, or the gibe of a preternaturally clever scientist and the most elusive being ever born of the land of mystery  China.

For the present, I can aid you no more in the forming of your verdict. A day may come though I pray it do not  when I shall be able to throw new light upon much that is dark in this matter. That day, so far as I can judge, could only dawn in the event of the Chinamans survival; therefore I pray that the veil be never lifted.

But, as I have said, there is another sequel to this story which I can contemplate with a different countenance. How, then, shall I conclude this very unsatisfactory account?

Shall I tell you, finally, of my parting with lovely, dark-eyed Karamaneh, on board the liner which was to bear her to Egypt?

No, let me, instead, conclude with the words of Nayland Smith:

I sail for Burma in a fortnight, Petrie. I have leave to break my journey at the Ditch. How would a run up the Nile fit your programme? Bit early for the season, but you might find something to amuse you!


THE SINS OF SÉVERAC BABLON
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CHAPTER I

TO INTRODUCE MR. JULIUS ROHSCHEIMER

Theres half a score of your ancestral halls, said Julius Rohscheimer, that I could sell up to-morrow morning!

Of the quartet that heard his words no two members seemed quite similarly impressed.

The pale face of Adeler, the great financiers confidential secretary, expressed no emotion whatever. Sir Richard Haredale flashed contempt from his grey eyes  only to veil his scorn of the mans vulgarity beneath a cloud of tobacco smoke. Tom Sheard, of the Gleaner, drew down a corner of his mouth and felt ashamed of the acquaintance. Denby, the music-hall comedian, softly whistled those bars of a popular ballad set to the words, I stood in old Jerusalem.

Come along to Park Lane with me, continued Rohscheimer, fixing his dull, prominent eyes upon Sheard, and youll see more English nobility than youd find inside the House of Lords!

Whats made him break out? the comedian whispered, aside, to Adeler. For it was an open secret that this man, whose financial operations shook the thrones of monarchy, whose social fêtes were attended by the smartest people, was subject to outbursts of the kind which now saw him seated before a rapidly emptying magnum in a corner of the great restaurant. At such times he would frequent the promenades of music-halls, consorting with whom he found there, and would display the gross vulgarity of a Whitechapel pawnbroker or tenth-rate variety agent.

S-sh! replied the secretary. A big coup! It is always so with him. Mr. Rohscheimer is overwrought. I shall induce him to take a holiday.

Trip up the Jordan? suggested Denby, with cheery rudeness.

The secretarys drooping eyelids flickered significantly, but no other indication of resentment displayed itself upon that impassive face.

A good Jew is proud of his race  and with reason! he said quietly. There are Jews and Jews.

He turned, deferentially, to his employer  that great man having solicited his attention with the words, Hark to him, Adeler!

I did not quite catch Mr. Sheards remark, said Adeler.

I merely invited Mr. Rohscheimer to observe the scene upon his right, explained Sheard.

The others turned their eyes in that direction. Through a screen of palm leaves the rose-shaded table lights, sparkling silver, and snowy covers of the supper room were visible. Here a high-light gleamed upon a bare shoulder; there, a stalwart male back showed, blocked out in bold black upon the bright canvas. Waiters flitted noiselessly about. The drone of that vocal orchestra filled the place: the masculine conversation, the brass and wood-wind  the sweeter tones of women, the violins; their laughter, tremolo passages.

Im observing it, growled Rohscheimer. Nobody in particular there.

There is comfort, luxury, there, said Sheard.

The financier stared, uncomprehensively.

Now look out yonder, continued the other.

It was a different prospect whereto he directed their eyes.

The diminuendo of the Embankment lamps, the steely glitter of the waters beyond, the looming bulk of the bridge, the silhouette shape of the On monolith; these things lay below them, dimly to be seen from the brilliant room. Within was warmth, light, and gladness; without, a cold place of shadows, limned in the grey of discontent and the black of want and desolation.

Every seat there, continued Sheard, as the company gazed vaguely from the window, has its burden of hopelessness and misery. Ranks of homeless wretches form up in the arch yonder, awaiting the arrival of the Salvation Army officials. Where, in the whole world, can misery in bulk be found thus side by side with all that wealth can procure?

There was a brief silence. Sheard was on his hobbyhorse, and there were few there disposed to follow him. The views of the Gleaner are not everybodys money.

What sort of gas are you handing us out? asked Rohscheimer. Those lazy scamps dont deserve any comfort; they never worked to get it! The people here are moneyed people.

Just so! interrupted Sheard, taking up the challenge with true Gleaner ardour. Moneyed people! Thats the whole distinction in two words!

Well, then  what about it?

This  that if every guest now in the hotel would write a cheque for an amount representing 1 per cent. of his weekly income, every man, woman, and child under the arch yonder would be provided with board and lodging for the next six months!

Why do it? demanded Rohscheimer, not unreasonably. Why feed em up on idleness?

Their idleness may be compulsory, replied Sheard. Few would employ a starving man while a well-nourished one was available.

Cut the Socialist twaddle! directed the other coarsely. It gets on my nerves! You and your cheques! Whod you make em payable to? Editor of the Gleaner.

I would suggest, said Sir Richard Haredale, smiling, to Séverac Bablon.

To who? inquired Rohscheimer, with greater interest than grammar.

Séverac Bablon, said Sheard, informatively, the man who gave a hundred dollars to each of the hands discharged from the Runek Mill, somewhere in Ontario. Thats whom you mean, isnt it, Haredale?

Yes, assented the latter. I was reading about it to-day.

We had it in this morning, continued Sheard. Two thousand men.

Eh? grunted Rohscheimer hoarsely.

Two thousand men, repeated Sheard. Each of them received notes to the value of a hundred dollars on the morning after the mill closed down, and a card, With the compliments of Séverac Bablon.

Forty thousand pounds! shouted the millionaire. I dont believe it!

Its confirmed by Reuter to-night.

Then the mans a madman! pronounced Rohscheimer conclusively.

Pity he doesnt have a cut at London! came Denbys voice.

Is it? growled the previous speaker. Dont you believe it! A maniac like that would mean ruination for business if he was allowed to get away with it!

Ah, well! yawned Sheard, standing up and glancing at his watch, you may be right. Anyway, Ive got a report to put in. Im off!

Me, too! said the financier thickly. Come on, Haredale. Were overdue at Park Lane! Its time we were on view in Park Lane, Adeler!

The tide of our narrative setting in that direction, it will be well if we, too, look in at the Rohscheimer establishment. We shall find ourselves in brilliant company.

Juliuss harshest critics were forced to concede that the house in Park Lane was a focus of all smart society. Yet smart society felt oddly ill at ease in the salon of Mrs. Julius Rohscheimer. Nobody knew whether the man to whom he might be talking at the moment were endeavouring to arrange a mortgage with Rohscheimer; whether the mans wife had fallen in arrears with her interest  to the imminent peril of the family necklace; or whether the man had simply dropped in because others of his set did so, and because, being invited, he chanced to have nothing better to do.

These things did not add to the gaiety of the entertainments, but of their brilliancy there could be no possible doubt.

Jewish society was well represented, and neither at Streeters nor elsewhere could a finer display of diamonds be viewed than upon one of Mrs. Rohscheimers nights. The lady had enjoyed some reputation as a hostess before the demise of her first husband had led her to seek consolation in the arms (and in the cheque-book) of the financier. So the house in Park Lane was visited by the smartest people  to the mutual satisfaction of host and hostess.

Wheres the Dook? inquired the former, peering over a gilded balustrade at the throng below. They had entered, unseen, by a private stair.

I understand, replied Haredale, that the Duke is unfortunately indisposed.

Never turns up! growled Rohscheimer.

Never likely to! was Haredales mental comment; but, his situation being a delicate one, he diplomatically replied, We have certainly been unfortunate in that respect.

Haredale  one of the best-known men in town  worked as few men work to bring the right people to the house in Park Lane (and to save his commission). This arrangement led Mr. Rohscheimer to rejoice exceedingly over his growing social circle, and made Haredale so ashamed of himself that, so he declared to an intimate friend, he had not looked in a mirror for nine months, but relied implicitly upon the good taste of his man.

Come up and give me your opinion of the new waistcoats, said Rohscheimer. I dont fancy my luck in em, personally.

Following the financier to his dressing-room, Haredale, as a smart maid stood aside to let them pass, felt the girls hand slip a note into his own. Glancing at it, behind Rohscheimers back, he read: Keep him away as much as ever you can.

She has spotted him! he muttered; and, in his sympathy with the difficulties of poor Mrs. Rohscheimers position, he forgot, temporarily, the difficulties of his own.

By the way, said Rohscheimer, did you bring along that late edition with the details of the Runek Mill business?

Yes, said Haredale, producing it from his overcoat pocket.

Just read it out, will you? continued the other, while I have a rub down.

Haredale nodded, and, lighting a cigarette, sank into a deep arm-chair and read the following paragraph:

A FAIRY GODMOTHER IN ONTARIO

(From our Toronto Correspondent)

The identity of the philanthropist who indemnified the ex-employees of the Runek Mill still remains a mystery. Beyond the fact that his name, real or assumed, is Séverac Bablon, nothing whatever is known regarding him. The business was recently acquired by J. J. Oppner, who will be remembered for his late gigantic operation on Wall Street, and the whole of the working staff received immediate notice to quit. No reason is assigned for this wholesale dismissal. But each of the 2,000 men thus suddenly thrown out of employment received at his home, in a plain envelope, stamped with the Three Rivers postmark, the sum of one hundred dollars, and a typed slip bearing the name, Séverac Bablon. Mr. Oppner had been approached, but is very reticent upon the subject. There is a rumour circulating here to the effect that he himself is the donor. But I have been unable to obtain confirmation of this.

It wouldnt be Oppner, spluttered Rohscheimer, appearing, towel in hand. Hes not such a fool! Sounds like one of these Yellow fables to me.

Haredale shrugged his shoulders, dropping the paper on the rug.

A man at once wealthy and generous is an improbable, but not an impossible, being, he said.

Rohscheimer stared, dully. There were times when he suspected Haredale of being studiously rude to him. He preserved a gloomy silence throughout the rest of the period occupied by his toilet, and in silence descended to the ballroom.

The throng was considerable, and the warmth oppressive at what time Mrs. Rohscheimers ball was in full swing. Scarcely anyone was dancing, but the walls were well lined, and the crush about the doors suggestive of a cup tie.

Whos that tall chap with the white hair? inquired Rohscheimer from the palmy corner to which Haredale discreetly had conveyed him.

That is the Comte de Noeue, replied his informant; a distinguished member of the French diplomatic corps.

Were getting on! chuckled the millionaire. Hes a good man to have, isnt he Haredale?

Highly respectable! said the latter dryly.

We dont seem to get the dooks, and so on?

The older nobility is highly conservative! explained Haredale evasively. But Mrs. Rohscheimer is a recognised leader of the smart set.

Rohscheimer swayed his massive head in bear-like discontent.

I dont get the hang of this smart set business, he complained. Arent the dooks and earls and so on in the smart set?

Not strictly so! answered Haredale, helping himself to brandy-and-soda.

This social conundrum was too much for the millionaire, and he lapsed into heavy silence, to be presently broken with the remark:

All the Johnnies holding the wall up are alike, Haredale! Its funny I dont know any of em! You see them in the sixpenny monthlies, with the girl theyre going to marry in the opposite column. Give me their names, will you  starting with the one this end?

Haredale, intending, good-humouredly, to comply, glanced around the spacious room  only to realise that he, too, was unacquainted with the possibly distinguished company of muralites.

I rather fancy, he said, a lot of the people you mean are Discoveries  of Mrs. Rohscheimers, you know  writers and painters and so forth.

No, no! complained the host. I know all that lot  and they all know me! I mean the nice-looking fellows round the wall! I havent been introduced, Haredale. Theyve come in since this waltz started.

Haredale looked again, and his slightly bored expression gave place to one of curiosity.


CHAPTER II

THIRTY MEN WHO WERE ALL ALIKE

The room was so inconveniently crowded that dancing was a mere farce, only kept up by the loyal support of Mrs. Rohscheimers compatriots. The bulk of the company crowded around in intermingling groups, to the accompaniment of ceaseless shuffling and murmuring which all but drowned the strains of the celebrated orchestra. But lining the wall around was a rank of immaculately groomed gentlemen who seemed to assume a closer formation as Haredale, from behind the palms, observed them.

In two particulars this rank excited his curiosity.

The individuals comprising it were, as Rohscheimer had pointed out, remarkably alike, being all of a conventional Army type; and they were unobtrusively entering, one behind the other, and methodically taking up their places around the room!

Even as he watched, the last man entered, and the big double doors were closed behind him!

Whats this, Haredale? came a hoarse whisper from Rohscheimer. Where are these Johnnies comin from? Does Mrs. R. know theyre here?

Couldnt say, was the reply. But it would be a simple matter for a number of impostors to gain access to the house whilst dancing was in progress, provided they came in small parties and looked the part.

Impostors! growled Rohscheimer uneasily. Dont you think theyve been invited, then?

Well, who shut those doors? muttered Haredale, leaning across the little table the better to observe what was going forward.

You dont mean   began Rohscheimer, and broke off, as the orchestra dashed through the coda of the waltz and ceased.

For stark amazement froze the words upon his tongue.

Coincident with the last pair of dancers performing their final gyration and the hum of voices assuming a louder tone, each of the men standing around the walls produced a brace of revolvers and covered the particular group nearest to him!

The conversational hum rose to a momentary roar, and ceased abruptly. The horns of taxi-cabs passing below could be plainly heard, and the drone and rattle of motor-buses. Men who had done good work in other emergencies looked down the gleaming barrels, back to the crowds of women  and had no inspiration, but merely wondered. Nobody moved. Nobody fainted.

Held up! came, in pronounced Kansas, from somewhere amongst the crush.

Quick! whispered Haredale. Were overlooked! Through the conservatory, and  

Pardon me!

Rohscheimer and Haredale turned, together, and each found himself looking directly into the little ring of a revolvers muzzle. A tall, slim figure in faultless evening dress stood behind them, half in the shadows. This mysterious stranger had jet black hair, and wore a black silk half-mask.

The melodramatic absurdity of the thing came home strongly to Haredale. But its harsh reality was equally obvious.

Perhaps, continued the masked speaker, in a low, refined voice, and with a faint, elusive accent, you will oblige me, Mr. Rohscheimer, by stepping forward so that your guests can see you? Sir Richard Haredale  may I trouble you?

Rohscheimer, his heavy features slightly pale, rose unsteadily. Haredale, after a rapid glance about him, rose also, with tightened lips; and the trio moved forward into full view of the assembled company.

The gentlemen surrounding you, said the man in the mask, slightly raising his voice, are all sworn to the Cause which I represent. You would, perhaps, term them anarchists!

An audible shudder passed through the assemblage.

They are desperate men, he continued, indifferent to death, and would, without compunction, shoot down everyone present  if I merely raised my hand! Each of them is a social pariah, with a price upon his head. Let no man think this is a jest! Any movement made without my permission will be instantly fatal.

Dzing! went the bell of a bus below. Grr-r-r! went the motor in re-starting. OO-oo! OO-oo! came from the horn of a taxi-cab. And around the wall stood the silent rank with the raised revolvers.

I shall call upon those gentlemen whom I consider most philanthropic, resumed the musical voice, to subscribe to my Cause! Mr. Rohscheimer, your host, will head the list with a diamond stud, valued at one thousand guineas, and two rings, representing, together, three thousand pounds! Place them on that pedestal, Mr. Rohscheimer!

I wont do it! cried the financier, in rising cadence. I defy you! I  

Cut it! snapped Haredale roughly. Dont be such a cad as to expose women   He had caught sight of a pretty, pale face in the throng, that made the idea of these mysterious robbers opening fire doubly, trebly horrible. It goes against the grain, but hand them over. We can do nothing  yet!

Thank you, Sir Richard! said the masked spokesman, and waved aside the hand with which Haredale proffered his own signet ring. I have not called upon you, sir! Mr. Hohsmann, your daughters would feel affronted did you not give them an opportunity of appearing upon the subscription list! The necklace and the aigrette will do! I shall post, of course, a formal receipt to Hamilton Place!

And so the incredible comedy proceeded  until thousands of pounds worth of jewellery lay upon the pedestal at the foot of a bronze statuette of Pandora!

The list is closed! called the spokesman. Doors!

Open came the doors at his command, and revealed to those who could see outside, a double rank of evening-dress bandits.

The company, he resumed, will pass out in single file to the white drawing-room. Mr. Rohscheimer  will you lead the way?

In sullen submission out went Rohscheimer, and after him his guests  or, rather, his wifes guests  until that whole brilliant company was packed into the small white room. Someone had thoughtfully closed the shutters of the windows giving on Park Lane, and securely screwed them; so that, when the last straggler had entered, and the door was shut, they were in a trap!

Listen, everybody! came Haredales voice. Keep cool! You fellows by the door  get your shoulders to it!

At his words, the men standing nearest to the door turned to execute these instructions, and were confronted by the following type-written notice pinned upon the white panels:  

A detailed subscription list will appear in the leading papers to-morrow, and it will doubtless relieve and gratify subscribers to learn that the revolvers were not loaded!

There was little delay after that. Within sixty seconds the door was open; within three minutes the wires were humming with the astounding news.

Tom Sheard, his work completed, was about to leave the Gleaner office, when  

Sheard! shouted the news editor from an upper landing. Amazing business at Rohscheimers in Park Lane! Robbery! Brigands! Terrific! Off you go! Taxi!

And off went Sheard without delay.

He entered Park Lane, to find that part of the thoroughfare adjacent to the financiers house packed with vehicles of all sorts and sizes. Women in full dress, pressmen, policemen, loafers, were pouring out and rushing in to Mr. Rohscheimers residence! Never before was such a scene witnessed at that hour of the night in Park Lane.

As he passed under the awning, pressing his way towards the steps, he encountered an excited young gentleman who wore a closed opera hat, but was evidently ignorant of his interesting appearance. This young gentleman he chanced to know, and having rectified the irregularity in his toilet, from him he secured some splendid copy.

You see, I just dropped in to take a look round, and as I strolled up a mob of jokers jumped out of a cab just in front of me, and we all crawled in together, sort of thing. I happened to notice a footman going upstairs and two of the jokers I spoke about behind him. They were laughing, and so forth, and he was just on the first landing, when they nabbed him from behind  positive fact!  and threw the chap down on his face! Im thinking its a poor kind of joke when the other two fellows jolly well nobble me! Before I know whats up, Im pushed into an anteroom or somewhere, and I hear these chaps banging the front door and running upstairs! I should have sung out like steam, only theyd handcuffed me wrong way round and tied a beastly cork arrangement in my mouth!

Just before I burst a blood-vessel it occurred to me that I might as well keep quiet; so I sat on the floor listening; but I didnt hear anything for what seemed like an hour! Then there was a mob of fellows came downstairs  and the door opened. They seemed to slip out in twos and threes from what I could gather, and by the time theyd nearly all gone a perfect pandemonium broke out, upstairs and down!

The servants  whod all been locked in the cellar  got out first. Then Haredale came bounding downstairs, and, luckily for me, heard me kicking at the door. Then everybody was rushing about! Rohscheimer was bawling in the telephone! Some other chap was rushing for a doctor  for Adeler, who got knocked on the head in the library. Now heres the wretched police arresting everybody who looks as though hed been in the Army! Thats all the beastly description anyone can give! They suspected Dick Langley the minute they saw him, because hes got a military appearance! And I shouldnt be surprised to hear that theyd arrested every fellow in the Guards Club!

Heres the thing, though: theyve all got clean away! With about forty thousand pounds worth of jewellery! Its a preposterous sort of thing, isnt it?

Sheard agreed that it was the most preposterous sort of thing imaginable; and, leaving his excited acquaintance, he set out to seek further particulars. But very few were forthcoming.

As to the manner in which the clique had obtained admission, that called for little explanation. They had simply presented themselves, armed with invitations, singly and in small parties, whilst dancing was in progress, and in a house open to such mixed society had been admitted without arousing suspicion. There was little that was obscure or inexplicable in the coup; it was an amazing display of force majeure, an act of stark audacity. It pointed to the existence in London of a hitherto unsuspected genius. Such was Sheards opinion.

From an American guest, who had kept perfectly cool during the hold-up, and had quietly taken stock of the robbers, he learnt that, exclusive of the spokesman, they numbered exactly thirty; were much of a similar build, being well-set-up men of military bearing; and, most extraordinary circumstance, were facially all alike!

Gee! but its a fact! declared his informant. They all had moderate fair hair, worn short and parted left-centre, neat blonde moustaches, and fresh complexions, and the whole thirty were like as beans!

Two other interesting facts Sheard elicited from Adeler, who wore a white bandage about his damaged skull. The whole of the guests victimised were compatriots of their host.

It is from those who are of my nation that they have taken all their booty, he said, smiling. This daring robber has evidently strong racial prejudices! Then, each of the victims had received, during the past month threatening letters demanding money for various charities. These letters did not emanate from the institutions named, but were anonymous appeals. The point seems worth notice.

And so, armed with the usual police assurance that several sensational arrests might be expected in the morning, Sheard departed with this enthralling copy hot for the machines that had been stopped to take it.

When, thoroughly tired, he again quitted the Gleaner office, it was to direct his weary footsteps towards the Embankment and the all-night car that should bear him home.

Crossing Tallis Street, he became aware of a confused murmur proceeding from somewhere ahead, and as he approached nearer to the river this took definite form and proclaimed itself a chaotic chorus of human voices.

As he came out on to the Embankment an extraordinary scene presented itself.

Directly in his path stood a ragged object  a piece of social flotsam  a unit of Londons misery. This poor filthy fellow was singing at the top of his voice, a music-hall song upon that fertile topic, the girls, was dancing wildly around a dilapidated hat which stood upon the pavement at his feet, and was throwing sovereigns into this same hat from an apparently inexhaustible store in his coat pocket!

Seeing Sheard standing watching him, he changed his tune and burst into an extempore lyric, The quids! The quids! The golden quids  the quids! and so on, until, filled with a sudden hot suspicion, he snatched up his hat, with its jingling contents, hugged it to his breast, and ran like the wind!

Following him with his eyes as he made off towards Waterloo Bridge, the bewildered pressman all but came to the conclusion that he was the victim of a weird hallucination.

For the night was filled with the songs, the shouts, the curses, the screams, of a ragged army of wretches who threw up gold in the air  who juggled with gold  who played pitch-and-toss with gold  who ran with great handfuls of gold clutched to their bosoms  who pursued one another for gold  who fought to defend the gold they had gained  who wept for the gold they had lost.

One poor old woman knelt at the kerb, counting bright sovereigns into neat little piles, and perfectly indifferent to the advice of a kindly policeman, who, though evidently half dazed with the wonders of the night, urged her to get along to a safer place.

Two dilapidated tramps, one of whom wore a battered straw hat, whilst his friend held an ancient green parasol over his bare head, appeared arm-in-arm, displaying much elegance of deportment, and, hailing a passing cab, gave the address, Savoy, with great aplomb.

Fights were plentiful, and the available police were kept busy arresting the combatants. Two officers passed Sheard, escorting a lean, ragged individual whose pockets jingled as he walked, and who spoke of the displeasure with which this unseemly arrest would fill his people.

Presently a bewildered Salvation Army official appeared. Sheard promptly buttonholed him.

Dont ask me, sir! he said, in response to the obvious question. Heaven only knows what it is about! But I can tell you this much: no less than forty thousand pounds has been given away on the Embankment to-night! And in gold! Such an incredible example of ill-considered generosity Ive never heard of! More harm has been done to our work to-night than we can hope to rectify in a twelvemonth!

Of course, it will do good in a few, a very few, cases. But, on the whole, it will do, I may say, incalculable harm. How was it distributed? In little paper bags, like those used by the banks. It sent half the poor fellows crazy! Just imagine  a broken-down wretch whod lived on the verge of starvation for, maybe, years, suddenly has a bag of sovereigns put into his hand! Good heavens! what madness!

Who did the distributing?

Thats the curious part of it! The bags were distributed by a number of men wearing the dark overcoats and uniform caps of the Salvation Army! Thats how they managed to get through with the business without arousing the curiosity of the police. I dont know how many of them there were, but I should imagine twenty or thirty. They were through with it and gone before we woke up to what they had done!

Sheard thanked him for his information, stood a moment, irresolute; and turned back once more to the Gleaner office.



Thus, then, did a strange personality announce his coming and flood the British press with adjectives.

The sensation created, on the following day, by the news of the Park Lane robbery was no greater than that occasioned by the news of the extraordinary Embankment affair.

What do we deduce, demanded a talkative and obtrusively clever person in a late City train, from the circumstance that all thirty of the Park Lane brigands were alike?

Obviously, replied a quiet voice, that it was a make-up. Thirty identical wigs, thirty identical moustaches, and the same grease-paint!

A singularly handsome man was the speaker. He was dark, masterful, and had notably piercing eyes. The clever person became silent.

Being all made up as a very common type of man-about-town, continued this striking-looking stranger, they would pass unnoticed anywhere. If the police are looking for thirty blonde men of similar appearance they are childishly wasting their time. They are wasting their time in any event  as the future will show.

Everyone in the carriage was listening now, and a man in a corner asked: Do you think there is any connection between the Park Lane and Embankment affairs, sir?

Think! smiled the other, rising as the train slowed into Ludgate Hill. You evidently have not seen this.

He handed his questioner an early edition of an evening paper, and with a terse Good morning, left the carriage.

Glaringly displayed on the front page was the following:

WHO IS HE?

We received early this morning the following advertisement, prepaid in cash, and insert it here by reason of the great interest which we feel sure it will possess for our readers:

On Behalf of the Poor Ones of the Embankment, I thank the following philanthropists for their generous donations:

(Here followed a list of those guests of Mrs. Rohscheimers who had been victimised upon the previous night, headed with the name of Julius Rohscheimer himself; and beside each name appeared an amount representing the value of the article, or articles, appropriated.)

They may rest assured that not one halfpenny has been deducted for working expenses. In fact, when the donations come to be realised the Operative may be the loser. But no matter. Expend your money in pious uses, either voluntarily or by constraint.

(Signed) Séverac Bablon.

The paper was passed around in silence.

That fellow seemed to know a lot about it! said someone.

None of the men replied; but each looked at the other strangely  and wondered.


CHAPTER III

MIDNIGHT  AND THE MAN

The next two days were busy ones for Sheard, who, from a variety of causes  the chief being his intimacy with the little circle which, whether it would or not, gathered around Mr. Julius Rohscheimer  found himself involved in the mystery of Séverac Bablon. He had interviewed this man and that, endeavouring to obtain some coherent story of the great hold up, but with little success. Everything was a mysterious maze, and Scotland Yard was without any clue that might lead to the solution. All the Fleet Street crime specialists had advanced theories, and now, on the night of the third day after the audacious robbery, Sheard was contributing his theory to the Sunday newspaper for which he worked.

The subject of his article was the identity of Séverac Bablon, whom Sheard was endeavouring to prove to be not an individual, but a society; a society, so he argued, formed for the immolation of Capital upon the altars of Demos.

The course of reasoning that he had taken up proved more elusive than he had anticipated.

His bundle of notes lay before him on the table. The news of the latest outrage, the burning of the great Runek Mills in Ontario, had served to convince him that his solution was the right one; yet he could make no headway, and the labours of the last day or so had left him tired and drowsy.

He left his table and sank into an arm-chair by the study fire, knocking out his briar on a coal and carefully refilling and lighting that invaluable collaborator. With his data presently arranged in better mental order, he returned to the table and covered page after page with facile reasoning. Then the drowsiness which he could not altogether shake off crept upon him again, and staring at the words Such societies have existed in fiction, now we have one existing in fact, he dropped into a doze  as the clock in the hall struck one.

When he awoke, with his chin on his breast, it was to observe, firstly, that the MS. no longer lay on the pad, and, secondly, on looking up, that a stranger sat in the arm-chair, opposite, reading it!

Who   began Sheard, starting to his feet.

Whereupon the stranger raised a white, protesting hand.

Give me but one moments grace, Mr. Sheard, he said quietly, and I will at once apologise and explain!

What do you mean? rapped the journalist. How dare you enter my house in this way, and   He broke off from sheer lack of words, for this calm, scrupulously dressed intruder was something outside the zone of things comprehensible.

In person he was slender, but of his height it was impossible to judge accurately whilst he remained seated. He was perfectly attired in evening-dress, and wore a heavy, fur-lined coat. A silk hat, by an eminent hatter, stood upon Sheards writing-table, a pair of gloves beside it. A gold-mounted ebony walking-stick was propped against the fireplace. But the notable and unusual characteristic of the man was his face. Its beauty was literally amazing. Sheard, who had studied black-and-white, told himself that here was an ideal head  that of Apollo himself.

And this extraordinary man, with his absolutely flawless features composed, and his large, luminous eyes half closed, lounged in Sheards study at half-past one in the early morning and toyed with an unfinished manuscript  like some old and privileged friend who had dropped in for a chat.

Look here! said the outraged pressman, stepping around the table as the calm effrontery of the thing burst fully upon him. Get out! Now!

Mr. Sheard, said the other, if I apologise frankly and fully for my intrusion, will you permit me to give my reasons for it?

Sheard again found himself inarticulate. He was angrily conscious of a vague disquiet. The visitors suave courtesy under circumstances so utterly unusual disarmed him, as it must have disarmed any average man similarly situated. For a moment his left fist clenched, his mind swung in the balance, irresolute. The other turned back a loose page and quietly resumed his perusal of the manuscript.

That decided Sheards attitude, and he laughed.

Whereat the stranger again raised the protestant hand.

We shall awake Mrs. Sheard! he said solicitously. And now, as I see you have decided to give me a hearing, let me begin by offering you my sincere apology for entering your house uninvited.

Sheard, his mind filled with a sense of phantasy, dropped into a chair opposite the visitor, reached into the cabinet at his elbow, and proffered a box of Turkish cigarettes.

Your methods place you beyond the reach of ordinary castigation, he said. I dont know your name and I dont know your business; but I honestly admire your stark impudence!

Very well, replied the other in his quiet, melodious voice, with its faint, elusive accent. A compliment is intended, and I thank you! And now, I see you are wondering how I obtained admittance. Yet it is so simple. Your front door is not bolted, and Mrs. Sheard, but a few days since, had the misfortune to lose a key. You recollect? I found that key! Is it enough?

Quite enough! said Sheard grimly. But why go to the trouble? What do you want?

I want to insure that one, at least, of the influential dailies shall not persistently misrepresent my actions!

Then who   began Sheard, and got no farther; for the stranger handed him a card  

Séverac Bablon

You see, continued the man already notorious in two continents, your paper, here, is inaccurate in several important particulars! Your premises are incorrect, and your inferences consequently wrong!

Sheard stared at him, silent, astounded.

I have been described in the Press of England and America as an incendiary, because I burned the Runek Mills; as a maniac, because I compensated men cruelly thrown out of employment; as a thief, because I took from the rich in Park Lane and gave to the poor on the Embankment. I say that this is unjust!

His eyes gleamed into a sudden blaze. The delicate, white hand that held Sheards manuscript gripped it so harshly that the paper was crushed into a ball. That Séverac Bablon was mad seemed an unavoidable conclusion; that he was forceful, dominant, a power to be counted with, was a truth legible in every line of his fine features, in every vibrant tone of his voice, in the fire of his eyes. The air of the study seemed charged with his electric passion.

Then, in an instant, he regained his former calm. Rising to his feet, he threw off the heavy coat he wore and stood, a tall, handsome figure, with his hands spread out, interrogatively.

Do I look such a man? he demanded.

Despite the theatrical savour of the thing, Sheard could not but feel the real sincerity of his appeal; and, as he stared, wondering, at the fine brow, the widely-opened eyes, the keen nostrils and delicate yet indomitable mouth and chin, he was forced to admit that here was no mere up-to-date cracksman, but something else, something more. Is he mad? flashed again through his mind.

No! smiled Séverac Bablon, dropping back into the chair; I am as sane as you yourself!

Have I questioned it?

With your eyes and the left corner of your mouth, yes! Sheard was silent.

I shall not weary you with a detailed exculpation of my acts, continued his visitor; but you have a list on your table, no doubt, of the people whom I forced to assist the Embankment poor?

Sheard nodded.

Mention but one whose name has ever before been associated with charity; I mean the charity that has no relation to advertisement! You are silent! You say  glancing over the unfinished article that this was a capricious burlesque of true philanthropy. I reply that it served its purpose  of proclaiming my arrival in London and of clearly demonstrating the purpose of my coming! You ask who are my accomplices! I answer  they are as the sands of the desert! You seek to learn who I am. Seek, rather, to learn what I am!

Why have you selected me for this  honour?

I overheard some remarks of yours, contrasting a restaurant supper-room with the Embankment which appealed to me! But, to come to the point, do you believe me to be a rogue?

Sheard smiled a trifle uneasily.

You are doubtful, the other continued. It has entered your mind that a proper course would be to ring up Scotland Yard! Instead, come with me! I will show you how little you know of me and of what I can do. I will show you that no door is closed to me! Why do you hesitate? You shall be home again, safe, within two hours. I pledge my word!

Possessing the true journalistic soul, Sheard was sorely tempted; for to the passion of the copy-hunter such an invitation could not fail in its appeal. With only a momentary hesitation, he stood up.

Ill come! he said.

A smart landaulette stood waiting outside the house; and, without a word to the chauffeur, Séverac Bablon opened the door and entered after Sheard. The motor immediately started, and the car moved off silently. The blinds were drawn.

You will have to trust yourself implicitly in my hands, said Sheards extraordinary companion. In a moment I shall ask you to fasten your handkerchief about your eyes and to give me your word that you are securely blindfolded!

Is it necessary?

Quite! Are you nervous?

No!  shortly.

There was a brief interval of silence, during which the car, as well as it was possible to judge, whirled through the deserted streets at a furious speed.

Will you oblige me? came the musical voice.

The journalist took out his pocket-handkerchief, and making it into a bandage, tied it firmly about his head.

Are you ready? asked Séverac Bablon.

Yes.

A click told of a raised blind.

Can you see?

Not a thing!

Then take my hand and follow quickly. Do not speak; do not stumble!

Cautiously feeling his way, Sheard, one hand clasping that of his guide, stepped out into the keen night air, and was assisted by some third person  probably the chauffeur  on to the roof of the car!

Be silent! from Séverac Bablon. Fear nothing! Step forward as your feet will be directed and trust implicitly to me!

As a man in a dream Sheard stood there  on the roof of a motor-car, in a London street  and waited. There came dimly to his ears, and from no great distance, the sound of late traffic along what he judged to be a main road. But immediately about him quiet reigned. They were evidently in some deserted back-water of a great thoroughfare. A faint scuffling sound arose, followed by that of someone lightly dropping upon a stone pavement.

Then an arm was slipped about him and he was directed, in a whisper, to step forward. He found his foot upon what he thought to be a flat railing. His ankle was grasped from below and the voice of Séverac Bablon came, On to my shoulders  so!

Still with the supporting arm about him, he stepped gingerly forward  and stood upon the shoulders of the man below.

Stand quite rigidly! said Séverac Bablon.

He obeyed; and was lifted, lightly as a feather, and deposited upon the ground! It was such a feat as he had seen professional athletes perform, and he marvelled at the physical strength of his companion.

A keen zest for this extravagant adventure seized him. He thought that it must be good to be a burglar. Then, as he heard the motor re-started and the car move off, a sudden qualm of disquiet came; for it was tantamount to burning ones boats.

Take my hand! he heard; and was led to the head of a flight of steps. Cautiously he felt his way down, in the wake of his guide.

A key was turned in a well-oiled lock, and he was guided inside a building. There was a faint, crypt-like smell  vaguely familiar.

Quick! said the soft voice remove your boots and leave them here!

Sheard obeyed, and holding the guiding hand tightly in his own, traversed a stone-paved corridor. Doors were unlocked and re-locked. A flight of steps was negotiated in phantom silence; for his companions footsteps, like his own, were noiseless. Another door was unlocked.

Now! came the whispered words: Remove the handkerchief!

Rapidly enough, Sheard obeyed, and, burning with curiosity, looked about him.

Good heavens! he muttered.

A supernatural fear of his mysterious cicerone momentarily possessed him. For he thought that he stood in a lofty pagan temple!

High above his head a watery moonbeam filtered through a window, and spilled its light about the base of a gigantic stone pillar. Towering shapes, as of statues of gods, loomed, awesomely, in the gloom. Behind the pillar dimly he could discern a painted procession of deities upon the wall. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that the tall figure of Séverac Bablon was at his elbow.

Where do you stand? questioned his low voice.

And, like an inspiration, the truth burst in upon Sheards mind.

The British Museum! he whispered hoarsely.

Correct! was the answer; the treasure-house of your modern Babylon! Wait, now, until I return; and, if you have no relish for arrest as a burglar, do not move  do not breathe!

With that, he was gone, into the dense shadows about; and Henry Thomas Sheard, of the Gleaner, found himself, at, approximately, a quarter-past two in the morning, standing in an apartment of the British Museum, with no better explanation to offer, in the event of detection, than that he had come there in the company of Séverac Bablon.

He thought of the many printing-presses busy, even then, with the deductions of Fleet Street theorists, regarding this man of mystery. All of their conclusions must necessarily be wrong, since their premises were certainly so. For which of them who had assured his readers that Séverac Bablon was a common cracksman (on a large scale) would not have reconsidered his opinion had he learned that the common cracksman held private keys of the national treasure-house?

His eyes growing more accustomed to the darkness, Sheard began to see more clearly the objects about him. A seated figure of the Pharaoh Seti I. surveyed him with a scorn but thinly veiled; beyond, two towering Assyrian bulls showed gigantic in the semi-light. He could discern, now, the whole length of the lofty hall  a carven avenue; and, as his gaze wandered along that dim vista, he detected a black shape emerging from the blacker shadows beyond the bulls.

It was Séverac Bablon. In an instant he stood beside him, and Sheard saw that he carried a bag.

Follow me  quickly! he said. Not a second to spare!

But too fully alive to their peril, Sheard slipped away in the wake of this greatly daring man. The horror of his position was strong upon him now.

This way!

Blindly he stumbled forward, upstairs, around a sharp corner, and then a door was unlocked and re-locked behind them. Egyptian Room! came a quick whisper. In here!

A white beam cut the blackness, temporarily dazzling him, and Sheard saw that his companion was directing the light of an electric torch into a wall-cabinet  which he held open. It contained mummy cases, and, without quite knowing how he got there, Sheard found himself crouching behind one. Séverac Bablon vanished.

Darkness followed, and to his ears stole the sound of distant voices.

The voices grew louder.

Behind him, upon the back of the cabinet, danced a sudden disc of light, and, within it, a moving shadow! Someone was searching the room!

Muffled and indistinct the voices sounded through the glass and the mummy-case; but that the searchers were standing within a foot of his hiding-place Sheard was painfully certain. He shrank behind the sarcophagus lid like a tortoise within its shell, fearful lest a hand, an arm, a patch of clothing should protrude.


CHAPTER IV

THE HEAD OF CÆSAR

The voices died away. A door banged somewhere.

Then Sheard all but cried out; for a hand was laid upon his arm.

Ssh! came Séverac Bablons voice from the next mummy-case; and a creak told of the cabinet door swinging open. This way!

Sheard followed immediately, and was guided along the whole length of the room. A door was unlocked and re-locked behind them. Downstairs they passed, and along a narrow corridor lined with cases, as he could dimly see. Through another door they went, and came upon stone steps.

Your boots! said his companion, and put them into his hands.

Rapidly enough he fastened them. A faint creak was followed by a draught of cool air; and, being gently pushed forward, Sheard found himself outside the Museum and somewhere in the rear of the building. The place lay in deep shadow.

Sss! Sss! came in his ear. Quiet!

Whilst he all but held his breath, a policeman tramped past slowly outside the railings. As the sound of his solid tread died away, Séverac Bablon raised something to his lips and blew a long-sustained, minor note  shrill, eerie.

A motor-car appeared, as if by magic, stopped before them, and was backed right on to the pavement. The chauffeur, mounting on the roof, threw a short rope ladder across the railings.

Up! Sheard was directed, and, nothing loath, climbed over.

He was joined immediately by his companion in this nights bizarre adventures; and, almost before he realised that they were safe, he found himself seated once more in the swiftly moving car.

Whats the meaning of it? he demanded rapidly.

Fear nothing! was the reply. You have my word!

But to what are you committing me?

To nothing that shall lie very heavily upon your conscience! You have seen, to-night, something of my opportunities. With the treasures of the nation thus at my mercy, am I a common cracksman? If I were, should I not ere this have removed the portable gems of the collection? I say to you again, that no door is closed to me; yet never have I sought to enrich myself. But why should these things lie idle, when they are such all-powerful instruments?

I dont follow you.

To-morrow all will be clear!

Why did you blindfold me?

Should you have followed had you seen where I led? I wish to number you among my friends. You are not of my people, and I can claim no fealty of you; but I desire your friendship. Can I count upon it?

The light of a street-lamp flashed momentarily into the car, striking a dull, venomous green spark from a curious ring which Séverac Bablon wore. In some strange fashion it startled Sheard, but, in the ensuing darkness, he sought out the handsome face of his companion and found the big, luminous eyes fixed upon him. Something about the man  his daring, perhaps, his enthusiasm, his utterly mysterious purpose  appealed, suddenly, all but irresistibly.

Sheard held out his hand. And withdrew it again.

To-morrow   he began.

To-morrow you will have no choice!

How so? You have placed yourself in my hands. I can now, if I desire, publish your description!  report all that you have told me  all that I have seen!

You will not do so! You will be my friend, my defender in the Press. Of what you have seen to-night you will say nothing!

Why?

No matter! It will be so!

A silence fell between them that endured until the car pulled up before Sheards gate.

With ironic courtesy, he invited Séverac Bablon to enter and partake of some refreshment after the nights excitement. With a grace that made the journalist slightly ashamed of his irony, that incomprehensible man accepted.

Leaving him in the same arm-chair which he had occupied when first he set eyes upon him, Sheard went to the dining-room and returned with a siphon, a decanter, and glasses. He found Séverac Bablon glancing through an edition of Brugschs Egypt Under the Pharaohs. He replaced the book on the shelf as Sheard entered.

These Egyptologists, he said, they amuse me! Dissolve them all in a giant test-tube, and the keenest analysis must fail to detect one single grain of imagination!

His words aroused Sheards curiosity, but the lateness of the hour precluded the possibility of any discussion upon the subject.

When, shortly, Séverac Bablon made his departure, he paused at the gate and proffered his hand, which Sheard took without hesitation.

Good-night  or, rather, good-morning! he said smilingly. We shall meet again very soon!

The other, too tired to wonder what his words might portend, returned to the house, and, lingering only to scrawl a note that he was not to be awakened at the usual time, hastened to bed. As he laid his weary head upon the pillow the cold grey of dawn was stealing in at the windows and brushing out the depths of nights blacker shadows.

It was noon when Sheard awoke  to find his wife gently shaking him.

He sat up with a start.

What is it, dear?

A messenger boy. Will you sign for the letter?

But half awake, he took the pencil and signed. Then, sleepily, he tore open the envelope and read as follows.

Dear Mr. Sheard,  

You were tired last night, so I did not further weary you with a discourse upon Egyptology; moreover, I had a matter of urgency to attend to; but you may remember I hinted that the initiated look beyond Brugsch.

I should be indebted if you could possibly arrange to call upon Sir Leopold Jesson in Hamilton Place at half-past four. You will find him at home. It is important that you take a friend with you. In your Press capacity, desire him to show you his celebrated collection of pottery. Seize the opportunity to ask him for a subscription (not less than £10,000) towards the re-opening of the closed ward of Sladen Hospital. He will decline. Offer to accept, instead, the mahogany case which he has in his smaller Etruscan urn. When you have secured this, decide to accept a cheque also. Arrange to be alone in your study at 12.40 to-night.

By the way, although Brugschs book is elementary, there is something more behind it. Look into the matter.  S.B.

This singular communication served fully to arouse Sheard, and, refreshed by his bath, he sat down to a late breakfast. Propping the letter against the coffee-pot, he read and re-read every line of the small, neat, and oddly square writing.

The more he reflected upon it the more puzzled he grew. It was a link with the fantastic happenings of the night, and, as such, not wholly welcome.

Why Séverac Bablon desired him to inspect the famous Jesson collection he could not imagine; and that part of his instructions: Decide to accept a cheque, seemed to presume somewhat generously upon Sheards persuasive eloquence. The re-opening of the closed ward was a good and worthy object, and the sum of ten, or even twenty thousand pounds, one which Sir Leopold Jesson well could afford. But he did not remember to have heard that the salving of derelict hospitals was one of Sir Leopolds hobbies.

Moreover, he considered the whole thing a piece of presumption upon the part of his extraordinary acquaintance. Why should he run about London at the behest of Séverac Bablon?

Eleven-thirty results! came the sing-song of a newsboy. And Sheard slipped his hand in his pocket for a coin. As he did so, the boy paused directly outside the house.

Robbery at the British Museum! Eleven-thirty!

His heart gave a sudden leap, and he cast a covert glance towards his wife. She was deep in a new novel.

Without a word, Sheard went to the door, and walking down to the gate, bought a paper. The late news was very brief.

BRITISH MUSEUM MYSTERY

An incredibly mysterious burglary was carried out last night at the British Museum. By some means at present unexplained the Head of Cæsar has been removed from its pedestal and stolen, and the world-famous Hamilton Vase (valued at £30,000) is also missing. The burglar has left no trace behind him, but as we go to press the police report an important clue.

Sheard returned to the house.

Seated in his study with the newspaper and Séverac Bablons letter before him, he strove to arrange his ideas in order, to settle upon a plan of action  to understand.

That the important clue would lead to the apprehension of the real culprit he did not believe for a moment. Séverac Bablon, unless Sheard were greatly mistaken, stood beyond the reach of the police measures. But what was the meaning of this crass misuse of his mysterious power? How could it be reconciled with his assurances of the previous night? Finally, what was the meaning of his letter?

He wished him to interview Sir Leopold Jesson, for some obscure reason. So much was evident. But by what right did he impose that task upon him? Sheard was nonplussed, and had all but decided not to go, when the closing lines of the letter again caught his eye. Although Brugschs book is elementary, there is something more behind it  

A sudden idea came into his head, an unpleasant idea, and with it, a memory.

His visitor of the night before had brought a mysterious bag (which Sheard first had observed in his hand as they fled from the Museum) into the house with him. It was evidently heavy; but to questions regarding it he had shaken his head, smilingly replying that he would know in good time why it called for such special attention. He remembered, too, that the midnight caller carried it when he departed, for he had rested it upon the gravel path whilst bidding him good-night.

Frowning uneasily, he stepped to the bookcase.

It was a very deep one, occupying a recess. With nervous haste he removed Egypt Under the Pharaohs, and his painful suspicion became a certainty.

Why, he had asked himself, should he run about London at the behest of Séverac Bablon? And here was the answer.

Placed between the books and the wall at the back, and seeming to frown upon him through the gap, was the stolen Head of Cæsar!

Sheard hastily replaced the volume, and with fingers that were none too steady filled and lighted his pipe.

His reflections brought him little solace. He was in the toils. The intervening hours with their divers happenings passed all but unnoticed. That day had space for but one event, and its coming overshadowed all others. The hour came, then, all too soon, and punctually at four-thirty Sheard presented himself in Hamilton Place.

Sir Leopold Jessons collection of china and pottery is one of the three finest in Europe, and Sheard, under happier auspices, would have enjoyed examining it. Ralph Crofter, the popular black-and-white artist who accompanied him, was lost in admiration of the pure lines and exquisite colouring of the old Chinese ware in particular.

This piece would be hard to replace, Sir Leopold? he said, resting his hand upon a magnificent jar of delicate rose tint, that seemed to blush in the soft light.

The owner nodded complacently. He was a small man, sparely built, and had contracted, during forty years labour in the money market, a pronounced stoop. His neat moustache was wonderfully black, blacker than Nature had designed it, and the entire absence of hair upon his high, gleaming crown enabled the craniologist to detect, without difficulty, Sir Leopolds abnormal aptitude for finance.

Two thousand would not buy it, sir! he answered.

Crofton whistled softly and then passed along the room.

This is very beautiful! he said suddenly, and bent over a small vase with figures in relief. The design and sculpture are amazingly fine!

That piece, replied Sir Leopold, clearing his throat, is almost unique. There is only one other example known  the Hamilton Vase!

The stolen one?

Yes. They are of the same period, and both from the Barberini Palace.

Of course you have read the latest particulars of that extraordinary affair? What do you make of it?

Jesson shrugged his shoulders.

The vase is known to every connoisseur in Europe, he said. No one dare buy it  though, he added smiling, many would like to!

Sheard coughed uneasily. He had a task to perform.

Your collection represents a huge fortune, Sir Leopold, he said.

Say four hundred thousand pounds! answered the collector comfortably.

A large sum. Think of the thousands whom that amount would make happy!

Having broken the ice, Sheard found his enforced task not altogether distasteful. It seemed wrong to him, unjust, and in strict disaccordance with the views of the Gleaner, that these thousands should be locked up for one mans pleasure, while starvation levied its toll upon the many. Moreover, he nurtured a temperamental distaste for the whole Semitic race  a Western resentment of that insidious Eastern power.

Crofter looked surprised, and clearly thought his friends remark in rather bad taste. Sir Leopold faced round abruptly, and a hard look crept into his small bright eyes.

Mr. Sheard, he said harshly. I began life as a pauper. What I have, I have worked for.

You have enjoyed excellent health.

I admit it.

Had you, in those days of early poverty, been smitten down with sickness, of what use to you would your admittedly fine commercial capacity have been? You would then, only too gladly, have availed yourself of such an institution as the Sladen Hospital, for instance.

Sir Leopold started.

What have you to do with the Sladen Hospital?

Nothing. It has accomplished great work in the past.

Do you know anything of this?

Jessons manner became truculent. He pulled some papers from his pocket, and selecting a plain correspondence card, handed it to Sheard.

The card bore no address, being headed simply: Final appeal. It read:

Your cheque toward the re-opening of the Out-Patients Wing of Sladen Hospital has not been forwarded.

Sheard failed to recognise the writing, and handed the card back, shaking his head.

Oh! said Jesson suspiciously; because Ive had three of these anonymous applications  and they dont come from the hospital authorities.

Why not comply? asked Sheard. Let me announce in the Gleaner that you have generously subscribed ten thousand pounds.

What! rapped Sir Leopold. Do you take me for a fool? He glared angrily. Before we go any farther, sir  is this touting business the real object of your visit?

The pressman flushed. His conduct, he knew well, was irreconcilable with good form; but Jessons tone had become grossly offensive. Something about the man repelled Sheards naturally generous instincts, and no shade of compunction remained. A score of times, during the past quarter of an hour, he had all but determined to throw up this unsavoury affair and to let Séverac Bablon do with him as he would. Now, he stifled all scruples and was glad that the task had been required of him. He would shirk no more, but would go through with the part allotted him in this strange comedy, lead him where it might.

Yes, and no! he answered evasively. Really I have come to ask you for something  the mahogany case which is in your smaller Etruscan urn!

Jesson stared; first at Sheard, and then, significantly, at Crofter.

I begin to suspect that you have lunched unwisely! he sneered.

Sheard repressed a hot retort, and Crofter, to cover the embarrassment which he felt at this seeming contretemps, hummed softly and instituted a painstaking search for the vessel referred to. He experienced little difficulty in finding it, for it was one of two huge urns standing upon ebony pedestals.

The smaller, you say? he called with affected cheeriness.

Sheard nodded. It was a crucial moment. Did the pot contain anything? If not, he had made a fool of himself. And if it did, in what way could its contents assist him in his campaign of extortion?

The artist, standing on tiptoe, reached into the urn  and produced a mahogany case, such as is used for packing silver ware.

Whats that? rapped Jesson excitedly. I know nothing of it!

You might open it, Crofter! directed Sheard with enforced calm.

Crofter did so  and revealed, in a nest of black velvet, a small piece of exquisite pottery.

A passage hitherto obscure in Séverac Bablons letter instantly explained itself in Sheards mind. I did not further weary you with a discourse upon Egyptology; moreover, I had a matter of urgency to attend to!

Sir Leopold Jesson took one step forward, and then, with staring eyes, and face unusually pale, turned on the journalist.

The Hamilton Vase! You villain!

Sir Leopold! cried Sheard with sudden asperity, be good enough to moderate your language! If you can offer any explanation of how this vase, stolen only last night from the national collection, comes to be concealed in your house, I shall be interested to hear it!

Jesson looked at Crofter, who still held the case in his hands; the artists face expressed nothing but blank amazement. He looked at Sheard, who met his eyes calmly.

There is roguery here! he said. I dont know if there are two of you  

Sir Leopold Jesson! cried Crofter angrily, you have said more than enough! Your hobby has become a mania, sir! How you obtained possession of the vase I do not know, nor do I know how my friend has traced the theft to you; least of all how this scandal is to be hushed up. But have the decency to admit facts! There is no defence, absolutely!

What do you want? said Jesson tersely. This is a cunning trap  and Ive fallen right into it!

You have! said Crofter grimly. I must congratulate my friend on a very smart piece of detective work!

What do you want? repeated Jesson, moistening his dry lips.

His quick mind had been at work since the stolen vase was discovered in his possession, and although he knew himself the victim of an amazing plot, he also recognised that rebellion was out of the question. As Crofter had said, there was no defence.

Suppose, suggested Sheard, you authorise the announcement in the Gleaner to which I have already referred? I, for my part, will undertake to return the vase to the proper authorities and to keep your name out of the matter entirely. Would you agree to keep silent, Crofter?

Can you manage what you propose?

I can! answered Sheard, confidently.

All right! said Crofter slowly. Its connivance, but in a good cause!

I shall make the cheque payable to the hospital! said Jesson, significantly.

Sheard stared for a moment, then, as the insinuation came home to his mind: How dare you! he cried hotly. Do you take us for thieves?

I hardly know what to take you for, replied the other. Your proceedings are unique.


CHAPTER V

A MYSTIC HAND

It amounts, said J. J. Oppner, the lord of Wall Street, to a panic. No man of money is safe. I aint boilin over with confidence in Scotland Yard, and Ive got some Agency boys here in London with me.

A panic, eh? grunted Baron Hague, Teutonically. So you vear this Bablon, eh?

A bit we do, drawled Oppner, and then some. After that a whole lot, and were well scared. He held me up at my Canadian mills for a pile; but Ive got wise to him, and if he crowds me again hes a full-blown genius.

Mrs. Rohscheimers dinner party murmured sympathetically.

Of course you have heard, Baron, said the hostess, that in his outrage here  here, in Park Lane!  he was assisted by no fewer than thirty accomplices?

Dirty aggomblices, eh? Dirty?

Dirtys the word! growled Mr. Oppner.

The wonder is, said Sir Richard Haredale, that a rogue with so many assistants has not been betrayed.

To those present at the Rohscheimer board this subject, indeed, was one of quite extraordinary interest, in view of the fact that it was only a few days since the affair of the dramatic ball. Sixteen diners there were, and in order to appreciate the electric atmosphere which prevailed in the airy salon, let us survey the board. Reading from left to right, as in the case of society wedding groups, the diners were:

Mrs. Julius Rohscheimer. Baron Hague. Miss Zoe Oppner. Sir Richard Haredale. Mrs. Maurice Hohsmann. Mr. J. J. Oppner. Mrs. Wellington Lacey. Mr. Sheard (Press). Miss Salome Hohsmann. Sir Leopold Jesson. Lady Vignoles. Mr. Julius Rohscheimer. Lady Mary Evershed. Lord Vignoles. Miss Charlotte Hohsmann. Mr. Antony Elschild.

Representatives of capital.

I understand that the man holds private keys to the British Museum! cried Mrs. Hohsmann.

Nobody would be surprised to hear, came the thick voice of Julius Rohscheimer, that hed got a private subway between his bedroom and the Bank of England!

Extravagant though this may appear, it would not indeed, at this time, have surprised the world at large to learn anything  however amazing in an ordinary man  respecting Séverac Bablon. The real facts of his most recent exploit were known only to a select few; but it was universal property how, at about half-past eleven one morning shortly after the theft from the British Museum, and whilst all London, together with a great part of the Empire, was discussing the incredibly mysterious robbery, a cab drove up to the main entrance of that institution, containing a District Messenger and a large box.

The box was consigned to the trustees of the Museum, and the boy, being questioned, described the consigner as a very old gentleman, with long, white hair.

It contained, carefully and scientifically packed, the Hamilton Vase and the Head of Cæsar!

Furthermore, it contained the following note:

Gentlemen,  

I beg to return, per messenger, the Head of Cæsar and the Hamilton Vase. My reason for taking the liberty of borrowing them was that I desired to convince a wealthy friend that a rare curio is a powerful instrument for good, and that to allow of great wealth lying idle when thousands sicken and die in poverty is a misuse of a power conferred by Heaven.

I trust that you will forgive my having unavoidably occasioned you so much anxiety.

Séverac Bablon.

The contents of the note were made public with the appearance of the 3.30 editions; nor was there a news-sheet of them all that failed to reprint, from the Gleaner, a paragraph announcing that Sir Leopold Jesson had made the magnificent donation of £10,000 to the Sladen Hospital. But the link that bound these items together was invisible to the eyes of the world. Two persons at Rohscheimers table, however, were aware of all the facts; and although Sheard often glanced at Jesson, he studiously avoided meeting his eyes.

Séverac Bablons activities had not failed to react upon the temperature of the Stock Exchange. Loudly it was whispered that influential and highly-placed persons were concerned with him. No capitalist felt safe. No man trusted his staff, his solicitor, his broker. It was felt that minions of Séverac Bablon were everywhere; that Séverac Bablon was omnipresent.

Youve gone pretty deep into the case, Sheard, said Rohscheimer. What do you know about these cards he sends to people hes goin to rob?

Sheard cleared his throat somewhat nervously. All eyes sought him.

The authorities have established the fact, he replied, that all those whom Séverac Bablon has victimised have received  due warning.

Sir Leopold Jesson was watching him covertly.

What do you mean by due warning? he snapped.

They have been requested, anonymously, Sheard explained, to subscribe to some worthy object. When they have failed voluntarily to comply they have been compelled, forcibly, to do so!

Julius Rohscheimer began to turn purple. He spluttered furiously, ere gaining command of speech.

Is this a free country? came in a hoarse roar. If a man aint out buildin hospitals for beggars does he have to be held up  

He caught Mrs. Rohscheimers glance, laden with entreaty.

Good Lord! he concluded, weakly. Isnt it funny!

Baron Hague was understood to growl that he should no longer feel safe until back to Berlin he had gone.

I am told, said Mr. Antony Elschild, that a new Séverac Bablon outrage is anticipated by the authorities.

That loosed the flood-gates. A dozen voices were asking at once: Have you received a card?

It seemed that this was a matter which had lain at the back of each mind; that each had feared to broach; that each, now, was glad to discuss. An extraordinary and ominous circumstance, then, was now brought to light.

A note had been received by each of the capitalists present, stating that £1,000,000 was urgently needed by the British Government for the establishment of an aerial fleet. That was all. But the notes all bore a certain seal.

How many of us  Julius Rohscheimers coarse voice rose above them all have got these notes?

A moments silence, wherein it became evident that five of the gentlemen present had received such communications. Mrs. Hohsmann stated that her husband had been the recipient of a note also.

With Hohsmann, resumed Rohscheimer, six of us.

It appears to me, the soft voice was Antony Elschilds, that no time should be lost in ascertaining how many of these notes have been sent  

Why? asked Rohscheimer.

Because, from what we know of Séverac Bablon, it is evident that he intends to raise this sum, or a great part of it, for this highly patriotic purpose, amongst our particular set. One is naturally anxious to learn the amount of ones share in the responsibility!

Baron Hague inquired, in stentorian but complicated English, whether he was to be expected to contribute towards the establishment of a British aerial fleet.

You have British interests, Baron! said Sheard, smiling.

What about me? said Mr. Oppner.

Replied his beautiful daughter, laughing:

Youve got Canadian interests, Pa!

So the impending outrage  for all present felt that these notes presaged an outrage  was treated lightly enough, and the question, serious though it was felt to be, might well have given place to topics less exciting, when a buzz of conversation arose at the lower end of the table.

Exactly the same, came Miss Salome Hohsmanns voice, as the one father received!

She was observed to be passing something to her neighbour  Mr. Sheard. He examined it curiously, and passed it on to Mrs. Lacey. Thus, from hand to hand it performed a circuit of the table and came to Julius Rohscheimer.

Thats one of em! He threw it down upon the cloth  a small, square correspondence card. It bore the words:

£1,000,000 is required by His Majestys Government, immediately, in order to found an aerial service commensurate with Great Britains urgent requirements. A fund for the purpose (under the patronage of the Marquess of Evershed and the Lord Mayor) has been opened by the Gleaner.

At the foot was a seal, designed in the form of two triangles crossed.

Whose is this? continued Rohscheimer, and turned the card over.

He read what was neatly type-written upon the other side, and his gross, empurpled face was seen to change, to assume a patchy greyness.

The superscription was:

To Baron Hague, Sir Leopold Jesson, Messrs. Julius Rohscheimer, John Jacob Oppner, and Antony Elschild.

Second Notice

He clutched the arms of his chair, and stood up. A dead silence had fallen.

Where  Rohscheimer moistened his lips did this come from?

A moment more of silence, then:

Sir Leopold passed it to me, came Salome Hohsmanns frightened voice.

Rohscheimer stared at Jesson. Jesson turned and stared at Miss Hohsmann.

You are mistaken, he replied slowly. I have not had the card in my hand!

Miss Hohsmanns fine, dark eyes grew round in wonder.

But, Sir Leopold! she cried. I took it from your hand!

Jessons face was a study in perplexity.

I can only say, contributed Sheard, who sat upon the other side of the girl, that I saw Miss Hohsmann looking at the card and I asked to be allowed to examine it. I then passed it on to Mrs. Lacey. I may add  smiling that it does not emanate from the Gleaner office, and is in no way official!

Mrs. Lacey passed it along to me, came Oppners parched voice.

But, Sir Leopolds incisive tones cut in upon the bewildering conversation, Miss Hohsmann is in error in supposing that she received the card from me. I have not handled it  neither, I believe, has Lady Vignoles? He turned to the latter.

She shook her head.

No, sir, she said transatlantically, I saw Mr. Rohscheimer take it from Mary (Lady Mary Evershed).

I mean to say, Sheila  Lord Vignoles leant forward in his chair and looked along to his wife I mean to say, I had it from Miss Charlotte Hohsmann, on my left.

Rohscheimers protruding eyes looked from face to face. Wonder was written upon every one.

Where the   Mrs. Rohscheimer coughed.

The great financier sat down. Let us conclude his sentence for him:

Where had the ominous second notice come from?

Amid a thrilling silence, the guests sought, each in his or her own fashion, for the solution to this truly amazing conundrum. The order may be seen from a glance at the foregoing list of guests. It has only to be remembered that they were seated around a large oval table and their relative positions become apparent.

It appears to me, said Sir Leopold Jesson, that the mystery has its root here. Miss Hohsmann is under the impression that I handed the card to her. I did not do so. Miss Hohsmann, as well as myself, has been victimised by this common enemy, so that  he smiled dryly we cannot suspect her, and you cannot suspect me, of complicity. Was there any servant in the room at the time?

A brief inquiry served to show that there had been no servant on that side of the room at the time.

Did you pick it up from the table, dear, cried Mrs. Hohsmann, or actually take it from  someones hand?

Amid a tense silence the girl replied:

From  someones hand!


CHAPTER VI

THE SHADOW OF SÉVERAC BABLON

The mystery of personality is one which eludes research along the most scientific lines. It is a species of animal magnetism as yet unclassified. Personality is not confined to the individual: it clings to his picture, his garments, his writing; it has the persistency of a civet perfume.

From this slip of cardboard lying upon Rohscheimers famous oval table emanated rays  unseen, but cogent. The magnetic words Séverac Bablon seemed to glow upon the walls, as of old those other words had glowed upon a Babylonian wall.

There were those present to whom the line Who steals my purse steals trash appealed, as the silliest ever written. And it was at the purses of these that the blow would be struck  id est, at the most vital and fonder part of their beings.

That card  Julius Rohscheimer moistened his lips cant have dropped from the ceiling!

But he looked upward as he spoke; and it was evident that he credited Séverac Bablon with the powers of an Indian fakir.

It would appear, said Antony Elschild, that a phantom hand appeared in our midst!

The incident was eerie; a thousand times more so in that it was associated with Séverac Bablon. Rohscheimer gave orders that the outer door was on no account to be opened, until the house had been thoroughly searched. He himself headed the search party  whilst Mrs. Rohscheimer remained with the guests.

All search proving futile, Rohscheimer returned and learnt that a new discovery had been made. He was met outside the dining-room door by Baron Hague.

Rohscheimer! cried the latter, my name on that card, it is underlined in red ink!

Rohscheimers rejoinder was dramatic.

The diamonds! he whispered.

Indeed, this latest discovery was significant. Baron Hague had brought with him, for Rohscheimers examination, a packet of rough diamonds. Rohscheimer had established his fortunes in South Africa; and, be it whispered, there were points of contact between his own early history and the history of the packet of diamonds which Hague carried to-night. In both records there were I.D.B. chapters.

The two men stared at each other  and sometimes glanced into the shadows of the corridor.

He must be in league with the devil, continued Rohscheimer, if he has got to know about those stones! But it certainly looks as though  

Where can I hide them from him  from this man who I hear cannot be kept out of anywhere?

Hague, said Rohscheimer, shakily, youd be safer at your hotel than here. Hes held people up in my house once before!

As may be divined, Rohscheimers chiefest fear was that his name, his house, should be associated with another mysterious outrage. He knew Baron Hague to have about his person stones worth a small fortune, and he was all anxiety  first, to save them from Séverac Bablon, the common enemy; second, if Baron Hague must be robbed, to arrange that he be robbed somewhere else!

I have not ordered my gar until twelve oclock, said the Baron.

Mine can be got ready in  

I wont wait! Gall me a gab!

That proposal fell into line with Rohscheimers personal views, and he wasted not a moment in making the necessary arrangements.

The library door opening, and Adeler, his private secretary, appearing, with a book under his arm, Mr. Rohscheimer called to him:

Adeler!

Adeler approached, deferentially. His pale, intellectual face was quite expressionless.

If youre goin downstairs, Adeler, tell someone to call a cab for the Baron: Heard nothing suspicious while youve been in the library, have you?

Nothing, said Adeler  bowed, and departed.

The two plutocrats rejoined the guests. Sir Leopold Jesson was standing in a corner engaged in an evidently interesting conversation with Salome Hohsmann.

You positively saw the hand?

Positively! the girl assured him. It just slipped the card into mine as Mr. Sheard leaned over and asked me if my diamond aigrette had been traced  the one that was stolen from me here, in this house, by Séverac Bablon.

Sheard was standing near.

I saw you take the card, Miss Hohsmann! he said; though I was unable to see from whose hand you took it. Sir Leopold sat on your left, however, and there was no one else near at the time.

Sir Leopold Jesson stared hard at Sheard. Sheard stared back aggressively. There was that between them that cried out for open conflict. Yet open conflict was impossible!

Now then, you two! Rohscheimers coarse voice broke in, whats the good o fightin about it?

But the atmosphere of uneasiness prevailed throughout the gilded salon. Mrs. Rohscheimer, clever hostess though admittedly she was, found herself hard put to it to keep up the spirits of her guests  or those of her guests whose names had appeared upon the mysterious second notice.

Lady Mary Evershed and Sir Richard Haredale sat under a drooping palm behind a charming statuette representing Pandora in the familiar attitude with the casket.

It was through that door, yonder, said Haredale, pointing, that the masked man came.

Yes, assented the girl. I was over there  by the double doors.

You were, replied Haredale; I saw you first of all, when I looked up!

A short silence fell, then:

Do you know, said Lady Mary, I cannot sympathise with any of the people who lost their property. They were all of them people who never gave a penny away in their lives! In fact, Mr. Rohscheimers particular set are all dreadfully mean! When you come to think of it, isnt it funny how everybody visits here?

When he came to think of it, Haredale did not find it amusing in the slightest degree. Julius Rohscheimer was an octopus whose tentacles were fastened upon the heart of society. Haredale was so closely in the coils that, short of handing in his papers, he had no alternative but to appear as Rohscheimers social alter ego. Lord and Lady Vignoles were regular visitors to the house in Park Lane; and although the Marquess of Evershed did not actually visit there, he countenanced the appearance of his daughter, chaperoned by Mrs. Wellington Lacey, at the millionaires palace. Moreover, Haredale knew why!

What a wondrous power is gold!

Haredale was watching the fleeting expressions which crossed Lady Marys beautiful face as, with a little puzzled frown, she glanced about the room.

Baron Hague came to make his adieux. He was a man badly frightened. When finally he departed, Julius Rohscheimer conducted him downstairs.

Take care of yourself, Hague, he said with anxiety. First thing in the morning I should put the parcel in safe deposit till its wanted.

The Baron assured him that he should follow his advice.

Outside, in Park Lane, a taxi-cab was waiting, and Adeler held the door open. Baron Hague made no acknowledgment of the attention, ignoring the secretary as completely as he would have ignored a loafer who had opened the door for him.

Adeler seemed to expect no thanks, but turned and walked up the steps to the house again.

Good-bye, Hague! called Rohscheimer. Dont forget what I told you about the one with the brown stain!

The cab drove off.

A cloud of apprehension had settled upon the house, it seemed. Several others of the party determined, upon one pretence or another, to return home earlier than they had anticipated doing. From this Julius Rohscheimer did nothing to discourage them.

A family party was the next to leave, then, consisting of Lord and Lady Vignoles, Mr. J. J. Oppner and Zoe. Mrs. Hohsmann and the Misses Hohsmann followed very shortly. Mrs. Wellington Lacey, with Lady Mary Evershed, departed next, Sir Richard Haredale escorting them.

Half a minute, though, Haredale! called the host.

Haredale, in the hall-way, turned.

I suppose, continued Rohscheimer, half closing his eyes from the bottom upward you havent got any sort of idea how the card trick was done, Haredale? Do you think I ought to let the police know?

I havent the slightest idea, was the reply. In regard to the police, I should most certainly ring them up at once. Good night.

Haredale escaped, well aware that Rohscheimer was seeking some excuse to detain him. Even at the risk of offending that weighty financier he was not going to be deprived of the drive, short though it was, with Mary Evershed, with the possibility of a delightful little intimate chat at the end of it.

I endorse what Haredale says, came Sheards voice.

Rohscheimer turned. A footman was assisting the popular Fleet Street man into his overcoat. Mr. Antony Elschild, already equipped, was lighting a cigarette and evidently waiting for Sheard.

Whats the name of the man who has the Séverac Bablon case in hand? asked the host.

Chief Inspector Sheffield.

Right-oh! said Rohscheimer. Ill give him a ring.

Upstairs Sir Leopold Jesson was waiting for a quiet talk with Rohscheimer.

Come into the library, said the latter. Adelers finished, so theres no one to interrupt us.

The pair entered the luxuriously appointed library, with its rows of morocco-bound, unopened works. Jesson stood before the fire looking down at Rohscheimer, who had spread himself inelegantly in a deep arm-chair, and lay back puffing at the stump of a cigar.

I distrust Sheard! snapped Jesson suddenly.

Eh, grunted the other. Pull yourself together! It aint likely that a man who gets his livin, you might say, by keepin in with the right people (he glanced down at his diamond studs) is goin to be mixed up with a brigand like Bablon!

Im not so sure! persisted Jesson. My position is a peculiar one; but Ill go so far as to say that I dont trust him, and I wont go a step farther. I dont expect you, he added, to quote my opinion to anybody.

I shant, said Rohscheimer. Its too damn silly! What would he have to gain? He aint one of us.

Ill say no more! declared Jesson. But keep your eyes open!

Ill do that! Rohscheimer assured him. I suppose you havent any idea who worked the card trick?

As to that  yes! I have an idea  but I can only repeat that Ill say no more.

I hope Hague is all right, growled Rohscheimer. Hes got some good rough stuff on him to-night. Brought it over to show me. I didnt like that red line under his name. Looked as if he was sort of number one on the list!

Thats how it struck me. By the way, what became of the card?

Dont know, was the reply. Push that bell. I want a whisky and soda.

Jesson pressed the bell, and Rohscheimer, tossing the stump into the grate, dipped two fat fingers into his waistcoat pocket in quest of a new cigar. It was his custom to carry two or three stuck therein.

Hallo!

Jesson turned to him  and saw that he held a card in his hand.

Have you got the card?

Yes, said Rohscheimer, and turned it over.

Whereupon his face changed colour, and became an unclean grey.

Whats the matter? cried Jesson.

His hand shaking slightly, Rohscheimer passed him the card. Jesson peered at it anxiously.

The message which it bore was the same as that borne by the mysterious card which had caused such a panic at the dinner table, but, upon the other side, only one name appeared.

It was that of Julius Rohscheimer, and it was heavily underlined in red!


CHAPTER VII

THE RING

As the cab containing Baron Hague drove off along Park Lane, the Baron heaved a sigh of relief. This incomprehensible Séverac Bablon who had descended like a simoon upon London was a perturbing presence  a breath of hot fear that parched the mind! And the house in Park Lane, too, recently had been made the scene of a unique outrage by this most singular robber to afford any sense of security.

The Baron was glad to be away from that house, and, as the cab turned the corner by the Park, was glad to be away from Park Lane. A man with several thousand pounds worth of diamonds upon him may be excused a certain nervousness.

Baron Hague was not intimately acquainted with London; but it seemed to him, now, that the taxi-driver was pursuing an unfamiliar route. Had he made some error? Perhaps that fool Adeler had directed him wrongly.

The Baron took up the speaking-tube.

Hi! he called. Hi, you! Is it the Hotel Astoria you take me?

No notice did the man vouchsafe; looking neither to right nor to left, but driving straight ahead. Baron Hague snorted with anger. Again he raised the tube.

A cloud of something seemed to strike him in the face.

He dropped the tube, and reached out towards a window. Vaguely he wondered to find it immovable. The lights of the thoroughfare  the sound of the traffic, were fading away, farther, farther, to a remote distance. He clutched at the cushions  slipping  slipping  

His next impression was of a cell-like room, the floor composed of blocks of red granite, the walls smoothly plastered. An unglazed window made a black patch in one wall; and upon a big table covered with books and papers stood a queer-looking lamp. It was apparently silver, and in the form of a clutching hand. Within the hand rested a globe of light, above which was attached a coloured shade. The table was black with great age, and a carven chair, equally antique, stood by it upon a coarse fibre mat. The place was the abode of an anchorite, save for a rich Damascene curtain draped before a recess at one end.

The Baron found himself to be in a heavily cushioned chair, gazing across at this table  whereat was seated a very dark and singularly handsome man who wore a garment like an Arabs robe.

This stranger had his large, luminous eyes set fixedly upon the Barons face.

I am dreaming!

Baron Hague stood up, unsteadily, raising his hand to his head.

There was a faint perfume in the air of the room; and now Hague saw that the man who sat so attentively watching him was smoking a yellow-wrapped cigarette. His brain grew clearer. Memory began to return; and he knew that he was not dreaming. Frantically he thrust his hand into the inside breast pocket.

Do not trouble yourself, Baron, the speakers voice was low and musical; the packet of diamonds lies here!

And as he spoke the man at the table held up the missing packet.

Hague started forward, fists clenched.

You have robbed me! Gott! you shall be sorry for this! Who the devil are you, eh?

Sit down, Baron, was the reply. I am Séverac Bablon!

Baron Hague paused, in the centre of the room, staring, with a sort of madness, at this notorious free-booter  this suave, devilishly handsome enemy of Capital.

Then he turned and leapt to the door. It was locked. He faced about. Séverac Bablon smoked.

Sit down, Baron, he reiterated.

The head of the great Berlin banking house looked about for a weapon. None offered. The big, carven, chair was too heavy to wield. With his fingers twitching, he approached again, closer to the table.

Séverac Bablon stood up, keeping his magnetic gaze upon the Baron  seeming to pierce to his brain.

For the last time  sit down, Baron!

The words were spoken quietly enough, and yet they seemed to clamour upon the hearers brain  to strike upon his consciousness as though it were a gong. Again Hague paused, pulled up short by the force of those strange eyes. He weighed his chances.

From all that he had heard and read of Séverac Bablon, his accomplices were innumerable. Where this cell might be situate he could form no idea, nor by whom or what surrounded. Séverac Bablon apparently was unarmed (save that his glance was a sword to stay almost any man); therefore he had others near to guard him. Baron Hague decided that to resort to personal violence at that juncture would be the height of unwisdom.

He sat down.

Now, said Séverac Bablon, in turn resuming his seat, let us consider this matter of the million pounds!

I will not   began Hague.

Séverac Bablon checked him, with a gesture.

You will not contribute to a fund designed to aid in the defence of England? That is unjust. You reap large profits from England, Baron. To mention but one instance  you must draw quite twenty thousand pounds per annum from the firm of Romilis and Imer, Hatton Garden!

Baron Hague stared in angry bewilderment.

I have nothing to do with Romilis and Imer!

No? Then you can have no objection to my placing in the proper hands particulars  which, you will find, have been abstracted from your notebook  of the manner in which this parcel of diamonds reached Hatton Garden! I have the letter from your agent in Cape Town, addressed to the firm, and I have one signed Geo. Imer, addressed to you! Finally, I am a telephone subscriber, and De Beers number is Bank 5740! Shall I ring up the London office in the morning and draw their attention to this parcel, and to the interesting correspondence bearing upon it?

Baron Hagues large features grew suddenly pinched in appearance. He leant forward, his hands resting upon his knees. Rôles were reversed. The great banker found himself seeking for a defence  one that might satisfy the rogue for whom the police of Europe were seeking!

Why do you make a victim of me? he gasped. Antony Elschild is  

Mr. Antony Elschild is a member of one of the greatest Jewish families in Europe, you would say? And his interests are wholly British? He has recognised that, Baron. I have his cheque for fifty thousand pounds!

For how much?

For fifty thousand pounds! Should you care to see it? I am forwarding it immediately to the Gleaner. Mr. Elschild is my friend. He it was who proposed that this fund be started by the great capitalists so as to stimulate smaller subscribers. His name is never absent from such lists, Baron.

The Baron gulped.

In Berlin  they would say I was mad!

And what will they say in Berlin if I call up De Beers in the morning? Which reputation is preferable, Baron?

Hague sat staring, fascinated, at the man in the long robe, who smoked yellow cigarettes and filled the air with their peculiar fumes. It seemed to him, suddenly, that he had taken leave of his senses, and that this cell  this pungent perfume  this man with the soul-searching eyes, the incisive voice  all were tricks of his senses.

What had he preserved the secret of his connection with the Hatton Garden firm for all these long years  each year determining to quit whilst safe, but each year lured on by the prospect of vaster gain  only to lay it at the feet of this Séverac Bablon, who would ruin him?

Faintly, sounds of occasional traffic penetrated. From a place of half-shadows beyond the table, Séverac Bablons luminous eyes watched. Save for those distant sounds which told of a thoroughfare near by, silence lay like a fog upon the place, and upon the mind of Baron Hague.

It grew intolerable, this stillness; it bred fear. Who was Séverac Bablon? What was the secret of his power?

Hague looked up.

Gott im Himmel! he said hoarsely. Who are you? Why do you persecute those who are Jewish?

Séverac Bablon stretched his hand over the great carved table, holding it, motionless, beneath the lamp. From the bezel of the solitary ring which he wore gleamed iridescent lights, venomous as those within the eye of a serpent.

A device, which seemed to be formed of lines of fire within the stone, glowed, redly, through the greenness. The ring was old  incalculably old  as anyone could see at a glance. And, in some occult fashion, it spoke to Baron Hague; spoke to that which was within him  stirred up the Jewish blood and set it leaping madly through his veins.

Back to his mind came certain words of a rabbi, long since gone to his fathers; before his eyes glittered words which he had had impressed upon his mind more recently than in those half-forgotten childish days.

And now, he feared. Slowly, he rose from the big cushioned chair. He feared the man whom all the world knew as Séverac Bablon, and his fear, for once, was something that did not arise from his purse. It was something which arose from the green stone  and from the one who possessed it  who dared to wear it. Hague backed yet farther from the table, squarely, whereupon, beneath the globular lamp, lay the long white hand.

Gott! he muttered. I am going mad! You cannot be  you  

I am he!

Baron Hagues knees began to tremble.

It is impossible!

Israel Hagar, continued the other sternly. Those before you changed your ancient name to Hague; but to me you are Israel Hagar! You doubt, because you dare not believe. But there is that within your soul  that which you inherit from forefathers who obeyed the great King, from forefathers who toiled for Pharaoh  there is that within your soul which tells you who I am!

The Baron could scarcely stand.

Ach, no! he groaned. What do you want? I will do anything  anything; but let me go!

I want you, continued Séverac Bablon, since you deny the ring, to draw aside yonder curtain and look upon what it conceals!

But Hague drew back yet further.

Ach, no! he said, huskily. I deny nothing! I dare not!

By which I know that you have recognised in whose presence you stand, Israel Hagar! Knowing yourself at heart to be a robber, a liar, a hypocrite, you dare not, being also a Jew, raise that veil!

Baron Hague offered no defence; made no reply.

You are found guilty, Israel Hagar, resumed the merciless voice, of dragging through the mire of greed  through the sloughs of lust of gold  a name once honoured among nations. It is such as you that have earned for the Jewish people a repute it ill deserves. Save for such as Mr. Antony Elschild, you and your like must have blotted out for ever all that is glorious in the Jewish name. Despite all, you have succeeded in staining it  and darkly. I have a mission. It is to erase that stain. Therefore, when the list appears of those who wish to preserve intact the British Empire, your name shall figure amongst the rest!

Hague groaned.

It will be explained, for the benefit of the curious, and to the glory of the Jews, that in some measure of recognition of those vast profits reaped from British ventures, you are desirous of showing your interest in British welfare!

It will be my ruin in Berlin!

I should regret to think so. Had you, in the whole of your career, during the entire period that you have been swelling your money-bags with British money, devoted one guinea  one paltry guinea  to any charitable purpose here, I had spared you the risk. As matters stand, I shall require your cheque for an amount equal to that subscribed by Mr. Elschild.

Fifty thousand pounds! gasped Hague.

Exactly! Pen and ink are on the table. Your cheque book I have left in your pocket!

I wont  

Hague met the eyes of the incomprehensible man who watched him from beyond the table; he saw the gleam of the ring, as Séverac Bablon placed a pen within reach.

You  must be  mad!

You will decidedly be mad, Baron, if you refuse, for I assure you, upon my word of honour, I shall lay those papers before those whom they will interest in the morning!

And  if  I give you such a  

Immediately your cheque is cleared I will return the papers.

And  the diamonds?

I shall consider my course in regard to the diamonds.

This  is robbery!

And your mode of obtaining the diamonds, Baron  what should you term that?

You mean to ruin me!

Be good enough either to draw the cheque, payable to the editor of the Gleaner  who will act in this matter, since I cannot appear  or to decline definitely to do so.

It will ruin me.

To decline? I admit that!

Very shakily, having taken his cheque book from his pocket, Baron Hague drew and signed a cheque for the fabulous, the atrocious sum of £50,000.

A heavy smell  overpowering  crept to his nostrils as he bent forward over the table. He mentally ascribed it to the yellow cigarettes.

He laid down the pen with trembling fingers. That same sense of increasing distances which had heralded the stupor in the cab was coming upon him again. The cell-like room seemed to be receding. Séverac Bablons voice reached him from a remote distance:

In future, Israel Hagar, seek to make  better use of your  opportunities.



Wake up, sir! Hadnt you better be getting home?

Baron Hague strove to stand. What had happened? Where was he?

Hold up, sir! Heres a cab waiting! What address, sir?

The Baron rubbed his eyes and looked dazedly about him. He was half supported by a police constable.

Officer! Where am I, eh?

I found you sitting on the step of the Burlington Arcade, sir! Where youd been before that isnt for me to say! Come on, jump in!

Hague found himself bundled into the cab.

Hotel  Astoria! he mumbled, and his head fell forward on his breast again.


CHAPTER VIII

IN THE DRESSING-ROOM

The house was very quiet.

Julius Rohscheimer stood quite motionless in his dressing-room listening for a sound which he expected to hear, but which he also feared to hear. The household in Park Lane slept now. Park Lane is never quite still at any hour of the night, and now as Rohscheimer listened, all but holding his breath, a hundred sounds conflicted in the highway below. But none of these interested him.

He had been in his room for more than half an hour; had long since dismissed his man; and had sat down, arrayed in brilliant pyjamas (quite a new line from Paris, recommended by Haredale, a sartorial expert with a keen sense of humour), for a cigarette and a mental review of the situation.

Having shown himself active in other directions, Séverac Bablon had evidently turned his eyes once more toward Park Lane. Julius Rohscheimer mentally likened himself and his set to those early martyrs who, defenceless, were subjected to the attacks of armed gladiators. No precautions, it seemed, prevailed against this enemy of Capital. Police protection was utterly useless. Thus far, not a solitary arrest had been made. So, now, in his own palatial house, but with a strip of cardboard lying before him bearing his name, underlined in red, Rohscheimer anticipated mysterious outrage at any moment  and knew, instinctively, that he would be unable to defend himself against it.

Again came that vague stirring; and it seemed to come, not from beyond the walls, but from somewhere close at hand  from  

Rohscheimer turned, stealthily, in his chair. The cigarette dropped from between his nerveless fingers, and lay smouldering upon the Persian carpet.

His bulging eyes grew more and more prominent, and his adipose jaw dropped. And he sat, quivering fatly, his gaze upon the doors of the big wardrobe which occupied the space between the windows. Distinctly he remembered that these doors had been closed. But now they were open.

Palsied with fear of what might be within, he sat, watched, and grew pale.

The doors were opening slowly!

No move he made toward defence. He was a man inert from panic.

Something gleamed out of the dark gap  a revolver barrel. Two fingers pushed a card into view. Upon it, in red letters, were the words:

Do not move!

The warning was, at once, needless and disregarded. Rohscheimer shook the chair with his tremblings.

A smaller card was tossed across on to the table.

The fat hand which the financier extended toward the card shook grotesquely; the diamonds which adorned it sparkled and twinkled starrily. Before his eyes a red mist seemed to dance; but, through it, Rohscheimer made out the following:

There is a cheque-book in your coat pocket, and your coat hangs beside me in the wardrobe. I will throw the book across to you. You will make out a cheque for £100,000, payable to the editor of the Gleaner, and also write a note explaining that this is your contribution towards the fund for the founding, by patriotic Britons, of a suitable air fleet.

Rohscheimer, out of the corner of his eye, was watching the gleaming barrel, which pointed straightly at his head. From the dark gap between the wardrobe doors sped a second projectile, and fell before him on the table.

It was his cheque-book. Mechanically he opened it. Within was stuck another card. Upon it, in the same evidently disguised handwriting, appeared:

A fountain pen lies on the table before you. Do not hesitate to follow instructions  or I shall shoot you. All arrangements are made for my escape. Throw the cheque and the note behind you and do not dare to look around again until you have my permission. If you do so once, I may only warn you; if you do so twice, I shall kill you.

Perfect silence ruled. Even the traffic in Park Lane outside seemed momentarily to have ceased. From the wardrobe behind Julius Rohscheimer came no sound. He took up the pen; made out and signed the preposterous cheque.

To the ruling but silent intelligence concealed behind those double doors he had no thought of appeal. He dared not even address himself to that invisible being. Such idea was as far from his mind as it must have been of old from the mind of him who listened to a Sybilline oracle delivered from the mystic tripod.

Sufficiently he controlled his twitching fingers to write a note, as follows  (what awful irony!):

To the Editor of the Gleaner,

Sir,  I enclose a cheque for £100,000 (as he wrote these dreadful words, Rohscheimer almost contemplated rebellion; but the silence  the fearful silence  and the thought of the one who watched him proved too potent for his elusive courage. He wrote on). I desire you to place it at the disposal of the Government for purposes of ariel (Rohscheimer was no scholar) defence. I hope others will follow suit. (He did. It was horrible to be immolated thus, a solitary but giant sacrifice, upon the altar of this priest of iconoclasm) I am, sir, yours, etc.

Julius Rohscheimer.

Cheque and note he folded together, and stretching his hand behind him, threw them in the direction of the haunted wardrobe. His fear that, even now, he might be assassinated, grew to such dimensions that he came near to swooning. But upon no rearward glance did he venture.

Several heavy vehicles passed along the Lane. Rohscheimer listened intently, but gathered no sound from amid those others that gave clue to the enemys movements.

Clutching at the table-edge he sat, and tasted of violent death, by anticipation.

The traffic sounds subsided again. A new stillness was born. Within the great house nothing moved. But still Julius Rohscheimer shook and quivered. Only his mind was clearing; and already he was at work upon a scheme to save his money.

One hundred thousand pounds. Heavens above! It was ruination!

A faint creak.

Do not dare to look around again until you have my permission, read the card before his eyes. If you do so once I may only warn you; if you do so twice, I shall kill you.

One hundred thousand pounds! He could have cried. But, after all, he was a rich man  a very rich man; not so rich as Oppner, nor even so rich as Hague; but a comfortably wealthy man. Life was very good in his eyes. There were those little convivial evenings  those week-end motoring trips. He would take no chances. Life was worth more than one hundred thousand pounds.

He did not glance around.

So, the minutes passed. They passed, for the most part, in ghostly silence, sometimes broken by the hum of the traffic below, by the horn of a cab or car. Nothing from within the house broke that nerve-racking stillness.

If only there had been a mirror, so placed that by moving his eyes only he could have obtained a glimpse of the wardrobe. But there was no mirror so placed.

Faintly to his ears came the striking of a clock. He listened intently, but could not determine if it struck the quarter, half, three-quarters, or hour. Certainly, from the decrease of traffic in Park Lane, it must be getting very late, he knew.

His limbs began to ache. Cautiously he changed the position of his slippered feet. The clock in the hall began to strike. And Rohscheimers heart seemed to stand still.

It struck the half-hour. So it was half-past one! He had been sitting there for an hour  an agonised hour!

What could the Unseen be waiting for?

Gradually his heart-beats grew normal again, and his keen mind got to work once more upon the scheme for frustrating the audacious plan of this robber who robbed from incredible motives.

An air fleet! What rot! What did he care about air fleets? One hundred thousand pounds! But if he presented himself at the Gleaner office as soon as it opened that morning, and explained, before the editor (curse him!) had had time to deal with his correspondence, that by an oversight (late night; the editor, as a man of the world, would understand) he had been thinking of a hundred and had written a hundred thousand, and also had written too many noughts after the amount of his subscription to the Gleaner fund, what then? The editor could not possibly object to returning him his cheque and accepting one for a thousand. A thousand was bad enough; but a hundred thousand!

He was growing stiff again.

Two oclock!

Beneath his eyes lay the card which read:

If you do so once, I may only warn you  

A sudden burst of courage came to Julius Rohscheimer. Anything, he now determined, was preferable to this suspense.

He began to turn his head.

It was a ruse, he saw it all; a ruse to keep him there, silent, prisoned, whilst his cheque, his precious cheque, was placed in the hands of the Gleaner people.

Around he turned  and around. The corner of the wardrobe came within his field of vision. Still farther he moved. The doors, now, were visible.

And the gleaming barrel pointed truly at his head!

No; no! he whispered tremulously, huskily. Ah, God! no! Spare me! I swear  I swear  I will not look again. I wont move. Ill make no sound.

He dropped his head into his hands  quaking; the lamp, the table, were swimming about him; he had never passed through ten such seconds of dread as those which followed his spell of temerity.

Yet he lived  and knew himself spared. Not for five hundred thousand pounds would he have looked again.

The minutes wore on  became hours. It seemed to Julius Rohscheimer that all London slept now; all London save one unhappy man in Park Lane.

Three oclock, four oclock, five oclock struck. His head fell forward. He aroused himself with a jerk. Again his head fell forward. And this time he did not arouse himself; he slept.



Mr. Rohscheimer! Mr. Rohscheimer!

There were voices about him. He could distinguish that of his wife. Adeler was shaking him. Was that Haredale at the door?

Shakily, he got upon his feet.

Why, Mr. Rohscheimer! exclaimed Adeler, in blank wonderment, have you not been to bed?

What time? muttered Rohscheimer, what time  

Sir Richard Haredale, who evidently thought that the financier had had one of his heavy nights, smiled discreetly.

Pull yourself together, Rohscheimer! he said. Just put your head under the tap and jump into a dressing-gown. The green one with golden dragons is the most unique. Youll have to hold an informal reception here in your dressing-room. We cant keep the Marquess waiting.

The Marquess? groaned Rohscheimer, clutching at his head. The Marquess?

It had been his social dream for years to behold a real live Marquess beneath that roof. He had gone so far as to offer Haredale five hundred pounds down if he could bring one to dinner. But Haredales best achievement to date had been Lord Vignoles.

Rohscheimers mind was a furious chaos. Had the horrors of the night been no more than a dream, after all?

Sheard, of the Gleaner, pressed forward and grasped both his hands. Rohscheimer became ghastly pale.

Mr. Rohscheimer, said the pressman, England is proud of you! On such occasions as this, all formality  all formality  is swept away. A great man is great anywhere  at any time, any place, in any garb! I have Mrs. Rohscheimers permission, and therefore am honoured to introduce to this apartment the Premier, the Most Honourable the Marquess of Evershed!

Trembling wildly, fighting down a desire to laugh, to scream, Rohscheimer stood and looked toward the door.

The Marquess entered.

He wore the familiar grey frock-coat, with the red rose in his buttonhole, as made famous by Punch. His massive head he carried very high, looking downward through the pebbles of the gold-rimmed pince-nez.

No apologies, Mr. Rohscheimer! he began, hand raised forensically. Positively I will listen to no apologies! This entire absence of formality  showing that you had not anticipated my visit  delights me, confirms me in my estimation of your character. For it reveals you as a man actuated by the purest motive which can stir the human heart. I refer to love of country  patriotism.

He paused, characteristically thrusting two fingers into his watch-pocket. Sheard wrote furiously. Julius Rohscheimer fought for air.

The implied compliment, Mr. Rohscheimer, continued the Premier, to myself, is deeply appreciated. I am, of course, aware that the idea of this fund was suggested to its promoters by my speech at Portsmouth regarding Englands danger. The promptitude of the Gleaner newspaper in opening a subscription list is only less admirable than your own in making so munificent a donation.

My policy during my present term of office, as you are aware, Mr. Rohscheimer, has been different, wholly different, from that of my immediate predecessor. I have placed the necessity of Britains ruling, not only the seas, but the air, in the forefront of my programme  

Hear, hear! murmured Sheard.

And this substantial support from such men as yourself is very gratifying to me. I cannot recall any incident in recent years which has afforded me such keen pleasure. It is such confirmation of ones hopes that he acts for the welfare of his fellow-countrymen which purifies and exalts political life. And in another particular where my policy has differed from that of my friends opposite  I refer to my encouragement of foreign immigration  I have been nobly confirmed.

Baron Hague, in recognition of the commercial support and protection which our British hospitality has accorded to him, contributes fifty thousand pounds to the further safeguarding of our national, though most catholic, interests. At an early hour this morning, Mr. Rohscheimer, I was aroused by a special messenger from the Gleaner newspaper, who brought me this glorious news of your noble, your magnificent, response to my  to our  appeal. Casting ceremony to the winds, I hastened hither. Mr. Rohscheimer  your hand!

At that, Rohscheimer was surrounded.

Socially, Haredale murmured in his ear, you are made!

Financially, groaned Rohscheimer, Im broke!

Mrs. Rohscheimer, in elegant décolletée, appeared among the excited throng. She was anxious for a sight of her husband, whom she was convinced had gone mad. Sheard thrust his way to the financiers side.

Is there anything you would care to say for our next edition? he enquired, a notebook in his hand. Were having a full-page photograph, and  

Crash! Crackle! Crackle! Crackle! A blinding light leapt up.

My God! Whats that?

All right, said Sheard. Only our photographer doing a flash. If theres anything youd like to say, hurry up, because Im off to interview Baron Hague.

Say that I believe Ive gone mad! groaned the financier, clutching his hair, and that Im damn sure Hague has!

Sheard laughed, treating the words as a witticism, and hurried away. Mrs. Rohscheimer approached and bent over her husband.

Have you pains in your head, dear? she inquired anxiously.

No! snapped Rohscheimer. Ive got a pain in my pocket! Im a ruined man! Ill be the laughing-stock of the whole money market!

Adeler reappeared.

Adeler, said Rohscheimer, get the rest of the people out of the house! And, Adeler  he glanced about him what did you do with those cards that were on the table, here?

Adeler stared.

Cards, Mr. Rohscheimer? I saw none.

Who came in here first this morning? Who woke me up?

I.

Rohscheimer studied the pale, intellectual face of his secretary with uneasy curiosity.

And there were no cards on the table  no cheque-book?

No.

Sure you were first in?

I am not sure, but I think so. I found you fast asleep, at any rate.

Why do you ask, dear? said Mrs. Rohscheimer in growing anxiety.

Just for a lark! snapped her husband sourly. I want to make Adeler laugh!

Haredale, who, failing Rohscheimer or Mrs. Rohscheimer, did the honours of the house in Park Lane, returned from having conducted the Marquess to his car. He carried a first edition copy of the Gleaner.

Theyve managed to get it in, even in this one, he said. When did you send the cheque  early last evening?

Dont talk about it! implored Rohscheimer.

Why? inquired Haredale curiously. You must have seen your way to something big before you spent so much money. It was a great idea! Youre certain of a knighthood, if not something bigger. But I wonder you kept it dark from me.

Ah! said Rohscheimer. Do you?

Very much. Its a situation that calls for very delicate handling. Hitherto, because of certain mortgages, the Marquess has not prohibited his daughter visiting here, with the Oppners or Vignoles; but youve forced him, now, to recognise you in propria persona. He cannot very well withhold a title; but youll have to release the mortgage gracefully.

Ill do it gracefully, was the reply. Im gettin plenty of practice at chuckin fortunes away, and smilin!

His attitude puzzled Haredale, who glanced interrogatively at Mrs. Rohscheimer. She shook her head in worried perplexity.

Go and get dressed, dear, said Rohscheimer, with much irritation. Im not ill; Ive only turned patriotic.

Mrs. Rohscheimer departing, Haredale lingered.

Leave me alone a bit, Haredale, begged the financier. I want to get used to bein a bloomin hero! Send Lawson up in half an hour  and you come too, if you wouldnt mind.

Haredale left the room.

As the door closed, Rohscheimer turned and looked fully at the wardrobe.

From the gap pointed a gleaming tube!

Ah!

He dropped back in his chair. Nothing moved. The activity of the household stirred reassuringly about him. He stood up, crossed to the wardrobe, and threw wide its doors.

In the pocket of a hanging coat was thrust a nickelled rod from a patent trousers-stretcher, so that it pointed out into the room.

Rohscheimer stared  and stared  and stared.

My God! he whispered. He slipped out directly he got the cheque, and I sat here all night  


CHAPTER IX

ES-SINDIBAD OF CADOGAN GARDENS

Upon the night following the ill-omened banquet in Park Lane was held a second dinner party, in Cadogan Gardens. Like veritable gourmets, we must be present.

It is close upon the dining hour.

Zoe is late! said Lady Vignoles.

I think not, dear, her husband corrected her, consulting his celebrated chronometer. They have one minute in which to demonstrate the efficiency of American methods!

Thank you  Greenwich! smiled her vivacious ladyship, whose husbands love of punctuality was the only trace of character which six months of marital intimacy had enabled her to discover in him.

You know, said Lord Vignoles to Zimmermann, the famous littérateur of the Ghetto, she is proud of Yankee smartness. Only natural. And his light blue eyes followed his wifes pretty figure as she flitted hospitably amongst her guests. Admiration beamed through his monocle.

Lady Vignoles is a staunch American, agreed the novelist. I gather that your opinion of that nation differs from hers?

Well, you know, explained his host, I dont seriously contend  that is, when Sheila is about  I dont contend that their methods arent smart. But it seems to me that their smartness is all  just  well, dyou see what I mean? Look at these Pinkerton fellows!

Those who you were telling me called upon you this morning?

Yes. They came over with Oppner to look for this Séverac Bablon.

What is your contention?

Well, said Vignoles, rather flustered at being thus pinned to the point, I mean to say  they havent caught him!

Neither has Scotland Yard!

No, by Jove, youre right! Scotland Yard hasnt!

Do you think it likely that Scotland Yard will? asked the other.

But Lord Vignoles, having caught his wifes eye, was performing a humorous grimace, and, watch in hand, delivering a pantomimic indictment of American unpunctuality. At which moment Miss Oppner was announced, and Lady Vignoles made a pretty moue of triumph.

Zoe Oppner entered the room, regally carrying her small head crowned with the slightly frizzy mop of chestnut hair, conscious of her fine eyes, her perfect features, and her pretty shoulders, happy in her slim young beauty, and withal wholly unaffected. Therein lay her greatest charm. A beautiful woman, fully aware of her loveliness, she was too sensible to be vain of a gift of the gods  to pride herself upon a heavenly accident.

Why, Zoe! said Lady Vignoles, whats become of uncle?

Pa couldnt get, announced Zoe composedly; so I came along without him. Told me to apologise, but didnt explain. Ive promised to rejoin him early, so I shall have to quit directly after dinner. The car is coming for me.

Lord Vignoles looked amused.

Les affaires! he said resignedly. These Americans!

Dinner was announced.

The usual air of slightly annoyed surprise crept over the faces of the company at the announcement, so that to the uninitiate it would have seemed that no one was hungry. However, they accepted the inevitable.

Then Vignoles made a discovery.

I say, Sheila, he exclaimed, where is your American efficiency? Were thirteen!

His wife made a rapid mental calculation and flushed slightly.

Anybody might do it! she pouted; and its uncles fault, anyway!

Why! exclaimed Zoe Oppner, youre surely not going to make a fuss over a silly thing like that!

A lot of people dont like it, declared Lady Vignoles hurriedly. I shouldnt mind, of course, if it happened at somebody elses house.

Zimmermann strolled up to the group.

I gather that we number thirteen? he said.

That is so, replied Vignoles; but, dropping his voice, I dont think anyone else has noticed it yet.

A romantic idea occurs to me! smiled the novelist. I submit it in all deference  

Oh, go on, Mr. Zimmermann! cried Zoe, with sparkling eyes.

Why not, upon the precedent of our ancient Arabian friend, Es-Sindibad of the Sea, summon to the feast some chance wayfarer?

Oh, I say! protested the host mildly. Do you mean to go outside in Cadogan Gardens and stop anybody that comes along?

Well, said Zimmermann, it should, strictly, be some pious person who tarries there to extol Allah! But if we waited for such a traveller I fear the soup would be spoiled! You are a gentleman short, I think? So make it, simply, the first gentleman.

But he might be a tramp or a taxi-driver, or worse! protested Vignoles.

That is true, agreed the other. So let us determine upon a criterion of respectability. Shall we say the first man, provided he be agreeable, who wears a dress-suit?

Thats just grand! cried Zoe Oppner enthusiastically. Its too cute for anything! Oh, Jerry, lets! Make him do it, Sheila!

Jerry, otherwise Lord Vignoles, clearly regarded the projected Oriental experiment with no friendly eye.

I mean to say  

Thats settled, Zoe! said the pretty hostess calmly. Never mind him! Alexander!

The footman addressed came forward.

You will step out on the front porch, Alexander, and say to the first gentleman who passes, if hes in evening dress: Lady Vignoles requests the pleasure of your company at dinner. If he says he doesnt know me, reply that I am quite aware of that! Do you understand?

Alexander was shocked.

I mean to say, Sheila   began his lordship.

Did you hear me, Alexander?

Ive got to stand out in Cadogan Gardens, my lady  

Shall I repeat it again, slowly?

I heard you, my lady.

Very well. Show the gentleman into the library. You have only five minutes.

With an appealing look towards Lord Vignoles, who, having ostentatiously removed and burnished his eyeglass, seemed to experience some difficulty in replacing it, Alexander departed.

I claim him! cried Zoe, as the footman disappeared. Whoever he is or whatever hes like, he shall take me in to dinner!

What I mean to say is, blurted Vignoles, that it would be all right at a country-house party at Christmas, say  

Its going to be all right here, dear! interrupted his wife, affectionately squeezing his arm. Why, think of the possibilities! New York would just go crazy on the idea!

A silence fell between them as, with Zoe Oppner and the Zimmermanns, they made their way to the library. Only a few minutes elapsed, to their surprise, ere Alexander reappeared. Martyr-like, he had performed his painful duty, and a beatific consciousness of his martyrdom was writ large upon him. In an absolutely toneless voice he announced:

Detective-Inspector Pepys!

Here! I mean to say  we cant have a policeman   began Vignoles, but his wifes little hand was laid upon his lips.

Zoe Oppner, with brimming eyes, made a brave attempt, and then fled to a distant settee, striving with her handkerchief to stifle her laughter.

The guest entered.

From her remote corner Zoe Oppner peeped at him, and her laughter ceased. Lady Vignoles looked pleased; her husband seemed surprised. Zimmermann watched the stranger with a curious expression in his eyes.

Detective-Inspector Pepys was a tall man of military bearing, bronzed, and wearing a slight beard, trimmed to a point. He was perfectly composed, and came forward with an easy smile upon his handsome face. His clothes fitted him faultlessly. Even Lord Vignoles (a sartorial connoisseur) had to concede that his dress-suit was a success. He looked a wealthy Colonial gentleman.

This pleasure is the greater in being unexpected, Lady Vignoles! he said. I gather I am thus favoured that I may take the place of an absentee. Shall I hazard a guess? Your party numbered thirteen?

His infectious smile, easy acceptance of a bizarre situation, and evident good breeding, bridged a rather difficult interval. Lord Vignoles had had an idea that detective-inspectors were just ordinary plain-clothes policemen, and had determined, a second before, to assert himself, give the man half-a-sovereign, and put an end to this ridiculous extravaganza. Now he changed his mind. Detective-Inspector Pepys was a revelation.

Vignoles (to his own surprise) offered his hand.

It is very good of you, he said, rather awkwardly. You are sure you have no other dinner engagement, Inspector?

None, replied the latter. I am, strictly speaking, engaged upon official duty; but bodily nutriment is allowed  even by Scotland Yard!

You dont mind my presenting you to  the other guests  in your  ah  unofficial capacity  as plain Mr. Pepys? They might  think there was something wrong!

He felt vaguely confused, as though he were insulting the visitor by his request, and with the detectives disconcerting eyes fixed upon his face was more than half ashamed of himself.

Not in the least, Lord Vignoles. I should have suggested it had you not done so.

The host was resentfully conscious of a subtle sense of inward gratitude for this concession. Of the easy assumption of equality by the detective he experienced no resentment whatever. The circumstances possibly warranted it, and, in any event, it was assumed so quietly and naturally that he accepted it as a matter of course.

Since Lord Vignoles marriage with an American heiress the atmosphere of his establishments had grown very transatlantic; so much so, indeed, that someone had dubbed the house in Cadogan Gardens The Millionaires Meeting House, and another wit (unknown) had referred to his place in Norfolk as The Week-end Synagogue. Furthermore, Lady Vignoles had a weakness for odd people, for which reason the presence of a guest hitherto socially unknown occasioned no comment.

Mr. Pepys having brought in Zoe Oppner, everyone assumed the late arrival to be one of Lady Vignoles odd people, and everyone was pleasantly surprised to find him such a charming companion.

Zoe Oppner, for her part, became so utterly absorbed in his conversation that her cousin grew seriously alarmed. Zoe was notoriously eccentric, and, her cousin did not doubt, even capable of forming an attachment for a policeman.

In fact, Lady Vignoles, who was wearing the historic Lyrpa Diamond  her fathers wedding-present  was so concerned that she had entirely lost track of the general conversation, which, from the great gem, had drifted automatically into criminology.

Zimmermann was citing the famous case of the Kimberley mail robbery in 83.

That was a big haul, he said. Twelve thousand pounds worth of rough diamonds!

Fifteen! corrected Bernard Megger, director of a world-famed mining syndicate.

Oh, was it fifteen? continued Zimmermann. No doubt you are correct. Were you in Africa in 83?

No, replied Megger; I was in Frisco till the autumn of 85, but I remember the affair. Three men were captured  one dead. The fourth  Isaac Jacobsen  got away, and with the booty!

Never traced, I believe! asked the novelist.

Never, confirmed Megger; neither the man nor the diamonds.

It was a big thing, certainly, came Vignoles voice; but this Séverac Bablon has beaten all records in that line!

The remark afforded his wife an opportunity, for which she had sought, to break off the too confidential tête-à-tête between Zoe and the detective.

Zoe, she said, surely Mr. Pepys can tell us something about this mysterious Séverac Bablon?

Oh, yes! replied Zoe. He has been telling me! He knows quite a lot about him!

Now, the dinner-table topic all over London was the mystery of Séverac Bablon, and Lady Vignoles party was not exceptional in this respect. It had already been several times referred to, and at Miss Oppners words all eyes were directed towards the handsome stranger, who bore this scrutiny with such smiling composure.

I cannot go into particulars, Lady Vignoles, he said; but, as you are aware, I have a kind of official connection with the matter!

This was beautifully mysterious, and everyone became intensely interested.

Of such facts as have come to light you all know as much as I, but there is a certain theory which seems to have occurred to no one. He paused impressively, throwing a glance around the table. What is the notable point in regard to the victims of Séverac Bablon?

They are Jews  or of Jewish extraction, said Zoe Oppner promptly. Pa has noticed that! Hes taken considerable interest since his mills were burned in Ontario!

And what is the conclusion?

That he hates Jews! snapped Bernard Megger hotly. That he has a deadly hatred of all the race!

You think so? said Pepys softly, and turned his eyes upon the gross, empurpled face of the speaker. It has not occurred to you that he might himself be a Jew?

That theory was so new to them that it was received in silent astonishment. Lady Vignoles, though her mother was Irish, had a marked leaning towards her fathers people, and, as was usually the case, that ancient race was fairly represented at her dinner-table. Lord Vignoles, on the contrary, was not fond of his wifes Semitic friends  in fact, was ashamed of them; and he accordingly felt the present conversation to be drifting in an unpleasant direction.

Consider, resumed Pepys, before the host could think of any suitable remark, that this man wields an enormous and far-reaching influence. No door is locked to him! From out of nowhere he can summon up numbers of willing servants, who obey him blindly, and return  whence they came!

He would seem, then, to be served by high and low, and  a notable point  no one of his servants has yet betrayed him! His wealth clearly is enormous. He invites the rich to give  as he gives  and if they decline he takes! For what purpose? That he may relieve the poor! No friend of the needy yet has suffered at the hands of Séverac Bablon.

I believe thats a fact! agreed Zoe Oppner. Hes my own parent, but Pas real mean, Ill allow!

Her words were greeted with laughter; but everyone was anxious to hear more from this man who spoke so confidently upon the topic of the hour.

You may say, he continued, that he is no more than a glorified Claude Duval, but might he not be one who sought to purge the Jewish name of the taint of greed  who forced those responsible for fostering that taint to disburse  who hated those mean of soul and loved those worthy of their ancient line? It is thus he would war! And the price of defeat would be  a felons cell! Whom would he be  this man at enmity with all who have brought shame upon the Jewish race? Whom could he be, save a monarch with eight millions of subjects  a royal Jew? I say that such a man exists, and that Séverac Bablon, if not that man himself, is his chosen emissary!

More and more rapidly he had spoken, in tones growing momentarily louder and more masterful. He burned with the enthusiasm of the specialist. Now, as he ceased, a long sigh arose from his listeners, who had hung breathless upon his words, and one lady whispered to her neighbour, Is he something to do with the Secret Service?

Mr. Bernard Megger is wanted on the telephone!

How annoying! ejaculated Lady Vignoles at this sudden interruption.

Oh, I have said my say, laughed Pepys. It is a pet theory of mine, thats all! I am alone in my belief, however, save for a writer in the Gleaner, who seems to share it.


CHAPTER X

KIMBERLEY

Dessert was being placed upon the table when Bernard Megger went out to the telephone, and a fairly general conversation upon the all-absorbing topic had sprung up when he returned  pale, flabby  a stricken man!

Vignoles! he said hoarsely. A word with you.

The host, who did not care for the society of Mr. Megger, rose in some surprise and stepped aside with his wifes guest.

I am a ruined man! said Megger. My chambers have been entered and my safe rifled!

But   began Vignoles, in bewilderment.

You do not understand! snapped the other, and I cannot explain. It is Séverac Bablon who has robbed me!

Séverac Bablon?

Yes! I must be off at once and learn exactly what has happened. I shall call at Scotland Yard  

Ssh! whispered Vignoles. There is no need for that! The man speaking to Miss Oppner there is Detective-Inspector Pepys!

Detective-Inspector Pepys! But what  

Never mind now, Megger; he is  thats the point. Ill bring him into the billiard-room. No doubt he can arrange to accompany you.

Too perturbed in mind to wonder greatly at the presence of a police officer at Lord Vignoles dinner-table, Bernard Megger strode hurriedly into the billiard-room, his obese body quivering with his suppressed emotions, and was almost immediately joined by his host, accompanied by Pepys. The latter began at once:

I understand that your chambers have been burgled by Séverac Bablon? By a curious instance of what literary critics term the long arm of coincidence I am in charge of the Séverac Bablon case  I and Inspector Sheffield.

Before we go any further, said Megger rudely, I dont share your tomfool ideas about the rogue!

No? replied Pepys blandly. Well, never mind. You must not suppose that, because of them, I am any less anxious to apprehend my man. Tell me, when was the burglary committed?

While Simons, my servant, was out on an errand. He returned to find the safe open  and empty. He immediately rang me up here.

I believe you have already communicated with Scotland Yard in regard to Séverac Bablon?

Yes, I have. He has threatened me.

In what form?

He endeavoured to extort money.

By what means?

Bernard Megger frowned, angrily. His flabby cheeks were twitching significantly.

The point is, he said sharply, that he has rifled my safe.

Did it contain valuables?

Certainly.

Diamonds?

It contained valuable papers.

Where is the safe situated?

It is concealed, I thought securely, at the back of a bookcase. No one else holds a key. No one  not even my man  knows of its location. Curse Séverac Bablon! How, in Heavens name, has he discovered it? I thought it secure from the fiend himself!

Detective-Inspector Pepys scratched his chin thoughtfully, and Bernard Megger seemed to experience some difficulty in meeting the disconcerting gaze of his eyes.

Possibly, said the inspector slowly, an examination of your chambers may afford a clue. With your permission, Lord Vignoles, we will start at once.

Certainly, said Vignoles. I fear I have no car in readiness, so someone shall call a cab.

He moved to the bell.

Whats that, Jerry? came a musical American voice. Someone want a lift?

The three men looked towards the door and saw there Zoe Oppner, a bewitching picture in her motor-furs.

I was coming to say good-night, she explained. Im off to pick up Pa. But Ive got time to run as far as Brighton and back, say. Nearly half an hour anyway!

You will not be called upon to create that amazing record, Zoe, responded Lord Vignoles. Inspector Pepys and Mr. Megger are merely proceeding to Victoria Street.

Is it something exciting? asked Zoe, her bright eyes glancing from one to another of the three.

Very! replied the inspector. A robbery at Mr. Meggers chambers!

Come right along! said Zoe. Im glad I didnt miss this! And the odd trio departed forthwith.

Can I come in? she asked, with characteristic disregard of the conventional, as her luxuriously appointed car pulled up in Victoria Street.

I should greatly prefer that you did not, Miss Oppner! said Pepys quietly.

Thats unkind! Why maynt I?

I have a reason, believe me. If you will carry out your original plan and go on to join Mr. Oppner, it will be better.

She met the gaze of his earnest eyes frankly.

All right! she agreed. But will you come to the hotel to-morrow, Inspector, and tell me all about it?

If you will inform no one of the appointment and arrange to be alone  yes, at eleven oclock!

Zoes big eyes opened widely.

You are mysterious! she said; but I shall expect you at eleven oclock!

I shall be punctual!

With that he turned and passed quickly through the door behind Bernard Megger. Up the stairs he ran and reached the first floor in time to see the other entering his chambers.

Simons! cried Megger, loudly.

But there was no reply.

He must have gone at once to Scotland Yard, said Pepys. Where is the safe?

Megger switched on the light and unlocked a door on his immediate left. It gave access to a study. In the dim glow of the green shaded lamps the place looked quiet and reposeful. Everything was neatly arranged, as befits the sanctum of a business man. Nothing seemed out of place.

There are no signs of burglars here! said Pepys, in a surprised manner.

Simons may have reclosed the safe door, replied Megger.

His voice trembled slightly.

Wheeling a chair across the thick carpet, he placed it by a tall, unglazed bookcase and mounted upon the seat.

The safe is not open, he muttered excitedly.

And the man watching him saw that his puffy hand shook like a leaf in the breeze.

Removing a small oil-painting from the wall adjoining, he tore at his collar and produced a key attached to a thin chain about his neck. This he inserted in the cunning lock which the picture served to conceal. The next moment a hoarse cry escaped him.

It hasnt been opened at all! he shouted.

Snatching at the cord of a hanging lamp, he wildly hurled books about the floor and directed the light into a cavity that now had revealed itself. The other observed him keenly.

Are you certain nothing is gone? he asked.

Megger plunged his hand inside and threw out several boxes and some bundles of legal-looking documents. Leaning yet farther forward, he touched a hidden spring that operated with a sharp click.

That hasnt gone, Inspector! he cried triumphantly, and held out a large envelope, sealed in several places.

His eyes were feverish. His features worked.

You are wrong, Isaac Jacobsen! rapped Pepys, and snatched the packet in a flash. It has!

The man on the chair lurched. Every speck of colour fled from his naturally florid face, leaving it a dull, neutral grey. He threw out one hand to steady himself, and with the other plunged to his hip.

Both up! ordered Pepys crisply.

And Mr. Bernard Megger found himself looking down a revolver barrel that pointed accurately between his twitching eyebrows, nor wavered one hairs breadth!

Unsteadily he raised his arms  staring, with dilated pupils, at this master of consummate craft.

It is by such acts of fatuity as your careful preservation of these proofs of identity, came in ironic tones, that all rogues are bowled out, Jacobsen! I will admit that you had them well hidden. It was good of you to find them. I had despaired of doing so myself! With that the speaker backed towards the open door.

Inspector Pepys! gasped Bernard Megger, swallowing between the words, I shall remember you!

You will be wasting grey matter! replied the man addressed, and was gone.

Megger, dropping heavily into the chair, saw that the departing visitor had thrown a slip of pasteboard upon the carpet.

As the key turned in the lock, and the dim footsteps sounded upon the stair, he lurched unsteadily to his feet, and, stooping, picked up the card.

Simons, his man, returned half an hour later, having been detained in his favourite saloon by a chance acquaintance who had conceived a delirious passion for his society. He found his master locked in the study  with the key on the wrong side  and, furthermore, in the grip of apoplexy, with a crumpled visiting-card crushed in his clenched right hand.


CHAPTER XI

MR. SANRACK VISITS THE HOTEL ASTORIA

Mr. J. J. Oppner and his daughter sat at breakfast the next morning at the Astoria. Oppner was deeply interested in the Gleaner.

Zoe, he said suddenly. This is junk  joss  ponk!

His voice had a tone quality which suggested that it had passed through hot sand.

Zoe looked up. Zoe Oppner was said to be the prettiest girl in the United States. Allowing that discount necessary in the case of John Jacob Oppners daughter, Zoe still was undeniably very pretty indeed. She looked charming this morning in a loose wrap from Paris, which had cost rather more than an ordinary, fairly well-to-do young lady, residing, say, at Hampstead, expends upon her entire toilette in twelve months.

Whats that, Pa? she inquired.

What but this Séverac Bablon business!

Assisted by her father, she had diligently searched that morning through stacks of daily papers for news of the robbery in Victoria Street. But in vain.

Guess its a false alarm, Zoe! Mr. Oppner had drawled, in his dusty fashion. Some humorist got a big hustle on him last night. Like enough Mr. Megger was guyed by the same comic that sent me on a pie-chase!

Zoe thought otherwise, preferring to believe that Inspector Pepys had suppressed the news; now she wondered if, after all, they had overlooked it.

Is there something about Séverac Bablon in the paper? she asked interestedly. I cant find anything.

Nope? drawled Oppner. Nope? Hm! Then what about all this front page, with Julius Rohscheimer sitting in his pie-jams and the Marquess of Evershed talking at him? Aint that Séverac Bablon? Sure! Did you think that Julius found it good for his health to part up a cool hundred thou.? And look at Hague up in the corner  and Elschild in the other corner! Theres only one way to open the cheque-books of either of them guys; with a gun!

Oh! cried Zoe how exciting!

Im with you, drawled her father. Its as thrilling as having all your front teeth out.

Do you mean, Pa, that this is something to do with the card  

Theres me and Jesson to shell out yet. Thats what I mean! Hes raised two hundred thousand. Im richern any of em and hell mulct me on my Canadian investments for the balance of half a million! Or maybe hell split it between me and Jesson and Hohsmann!

Oh! said Zoe, what a pity! And I was going to ask you to buy me two new hats!

Her father looked at her long and earnestly.

You havent got any proper kind of balance where money is concerned, Zoe, he drawled. Your brain pod aint burstin with financial genius. You dont seem to care worth a baked bean that Im bein fleeced of thousands! That hog Bablon cleaned me out a level million dollars when he burned the Runek Mills, and now I know, plain as if I saw him, hes got me booked for another pile! Where dyou suppose money comes from? Dyou think I can grab out like a coin manipulator, and my hand comes back full of dollars?

Zoe made no reply. She was staring, absently, over her fathers head, into a dream-world. Had Mr. Oppner been endowed with the power to read from anothers eyes, he would have found a startling story written in the beautiful book fringed by Zoes dark lashes. She was thinking of Séverac Bablon; thinking of him, not as a felon, but as he had been depicted to her by the strange man whom she had met at Lord Vignoles  the man who pursued him, yet condoned his sins.

Her fathers sandy voice broke in upon her reverie:

Where Im tied up  same with Rohscheimer and the rest  I dont know this thief Bablon when I see him.

No, said Zoe. Of course.

Mr. Oppner stared. His daughters attitude was oddly unemotional, wholly detached and impersonal.

Hm! he grunted dryly. Ive got to see Alden, the Agency boy, upstairs. Ill be pushing off.

He pushed off.

Almost immediately afterwards, Zoes maid entered. There was a gentleman to see her. He would not give his card.

Show him into the next room, said Zoe, full of excitement, and if Mr. Oppner comes back, tell him I am engaged.

She entered the cosy reception-room, feeling that she was about to be admitted behind the scenes, and, woman-like, delightfully curious. A moment later, her visitor arrived.

I have kept my promise, Miss Oppner!

She turned, to greet him  and a little, quick cry escaped her.

For this was not Detective-Inspector Pepys who stood, smiling, in the doorway!

It was a man who was, or who seemed to be, taller than he; a slim man, having but one thing in common with the detective: his black morning-coat fitted him as perfectly as the dress-coat had fitted the inspector. An irreproachably attired man is a greater rarity than most people realise; and Zoe Oppner wondered why, even in that moment of amazement, she noted this fact.

Her visitor was singularly handsome. She knew, instantly, that she had never seen one so handsome before. He was of a puzzling type, wholly unlike any European she had met, though no darker of complexion than many Americans. With his waving black hair, extraordinarily perfect features, and the light of conscious power in his large eyes, he awoke something within her that was half memory  yet not wholly so.

She was vaguely afraid, but strongly attracted towards this mysterious stranger.

But, she said, staring the while as one fascinated, you  are not Inspector Pepys!

True! he answered smilingly. I am not Inspector Pepys; nor is there any such person!

The voice was different, yet somehow reminiscent. Only now, a faint, indefinable accent had crept into it.

What do you mean?

Zoe, at the idea that she had been imposed upon, grew regally indignant. She was a lovely woman, and accustomed to the homage which mankind pays to beauty. Her naturally frank, laughter-loving nature made her a charming companion; but she could be distant, scornful  could crush the most presumptuous with a glance of her eyes.

Now she looked at her strange visitor with frigid dignity, and he merely smiled amusedly, as one smiles at a pretty child.

Be good enough to explain yourself. If you dared to impose upon Lady Vignoles last night  if you are not really a detective  what are you?

That question would take too long to answer, Miss Oppner!

I demand an answer! Who are you?

That is another question, replied the stranger, in his soft, musical voice, and I will try to answer it. At dinner last night I told you of a man whose fathers saw the Great Pyramid built, whose race was old when that pyramid was new. I told you of an unbroken line of kings  of kings who wore no crowns, whose throne was lost in the long ago.

She closed and re-opened her right hand nervously, and a new light came into her eyes. His words had touched again, as the night before, the hidden deeps of her nature, quickening into life the mysticism that lay there. She would have spoken, but he quietly motioned her to silence  and she was silent.

I said that the time approached when that ancient line again should claim place among the monarchies of the world. I said that millions of men and women, in every habitable quarter of the globe, owed allegiance to that man who was, by divine right, their king!

His face lighted up with a wild enthusiasm. To the beautiful girl who listened, spell-bound, he seemed as one inspired.

Upon his people lay a cloud  a tainting shadow grown black through the centuries. He must disperse it, proclaiming to the world that his was a noble people, a nation with a mighty soul! The evil came not from without but from within. The worst enemies of the Jews are the Jews. In attacking those enemies of his people, inevitably he would come into collision with many governments. But he would do them no wrong, save in showing them powerless to protect the traitors from his righteous wrath!

For a long moment she watched him, and no words came to her. That this splendid man was mad flashed through her mind as a possible thing; but that thought she dismissed, and remained bewildered.

Is it true? she asked, in a pleading voice; or are you jesting with me?

He smiled, having resumed his habitual calm.

It is true! he answered. Upon the word of a rogue  a thief  upon the honour of Séverac Bablon!

Zoe started, yet she was not afraid; for something had told her almost from his entrance that this was he  the man whose name at that very hour glared from countless placards, upon a great part of the civilised world; whose deeds at that moment were being babbled of in every tongue from Chinese to Italian.

But, if you are that man, and   She hesitated. You are wrong, I am sure! Oh! indeed, truly, I think you are wrong! Not in your aims, but in making so many new enemies! You have placed yourself outside all laws! You may be arrested at any hour!

That phase of my campaign will pass. I shall meet the Ministers of all the Powers upon equality  as the plenipotentiary of eight million people! All that I have done will be forgotten in the light of what I shall do!

I cannot understand about last night. Your presence was an accident  

He laughed softly.

I knew that Lady Vignoles party numbered fourteen. I caused your father to be detained. One of my friends  I will not name him  suggested a novel mode of seeking a guest: I caused Meggers man to be absent whilst another of my friends, imitating his speech, sent the telephone message! Is that accident?

It is  

Unworthy, you would say? The work of a common cracksman? But, by those lowly means I secured proof that Bernard Megger, director of the Uitland Rands Consolidated Mines Syndicate, and Isaac Jacobsen, the Kimberley mail robber, were one and the same! He has escaped the laws of England, but he cannot escape me!

She shrank involuntarily, her now frightened eyes fixed upon the face of this man, whose patriotism, whose zeal, whose incredibly lofty purpose she did not, could not, doubt, but whose methods she could, not condone  by whose will her own father had suffered. Then, in a quickly imperious yet kindly manner, he placed both his hands upon her shoulders, looking, with earnest, searching eyes, deep into her own.

What would you desire me to do that half a million pounds can compass? he asked.

Return it to those it belongs to, if you can, and, with any that you cannot return, endow homes by the shore for sick slum children!

He moved his left hand, and she saw dully gleaming upon his finger, a great green stone, bearing a strange device. In some weird fashion it seemed to convey a message to her  intimate, convincing. Within those green depths there dwelt a mystery. She felt that the ring was incalculably old, and that its wearer must wield almost limitless power. It was an uncanny idea, but she lived to know that her instincts had not wholly misled her.

It shall be done! said Séverac Bablon. And you will be my friend?

I will try! whispered Zoe, if you wish. But, oh, believe me! You are wrong! You are wrong! There is, there must be some better way!

As he removed his hands from her shoulders she turned aside and glanced through the open window, seeing nothing of the panorama of London below, but seeing only a great throne, and upon it a regal figure, his head crowned with the ancient crown of the Jewish kings. When she turned again her father stood behind her. But Séverac Bablon was gone!

Thought you had a visitor, Zoe? said Mr. Oppner. Theres a gentleman here would like to have a look at him!

He turned to a big, burly man, dressed in neat serge, who bowed awkwardly and immediately took a sharp look around the room. Mr. Oppner eyed his daughter with grim suspicion.

Inspector Sheffield would like to ask you something!

Sorry to trouble you, miss, said the inspector, misinterpreting the sudden, strained look that had come into her eyes, and smiling in kindly fashion. But Ive been following a man all the morning, and I rather think he came into this hotel! Also  please excuse me if Im wrong  I rather fancy he came up here!

What is he like  this  man? she asked mechanically, looking away from the detective.

This morning he was like the handsomest gentleman in Europe, miss! But he may have altered since I saw him last! Hes the latest thing in quick-change artists Ive met to date!

What do you want him for?

Sheffield raised his eyebrows.

Hes Séverac Bablon! he said simply. Does your late visitor answer to the description?

My visitor was a gentleman who wanted funds for building a home for invalid children!

Youre sure it wasnt our man, miss?

(And you will be my friend he had asked. I will try, had been her promise.)

I am quite sure my visitor was not a criminal of any kind! she answered. You have made a strange mistake!

The inspector bowed and quitted the room immediately. Mr. Oppner stood for some moments watching his daughter  and then followed the officer. Zoe went to her room, and allowed her maid to dress her, without proposing a solitary alteration in the scheme. She was very preoccupied. In the lounge she found her father deep in conversation with a clean-shaven man who had the features and complexion of a Sioux, and wore a tweed suit which to British eyes must have appeared several sizes too large for him. His Stetson was tilted well to the rear of his skull, and he lay back smoking a black cheroot. This was Aloys X. Alden of Pinkertons. Zoe hesitated. The conversation clearly was a business one.

And, at that moment, a tall figure appeared beside her.

Zoe drew a sharp breath  almost a breath of pain. She glanced toward the group of two in the distant corner. They were discussing, as she knew quite well, various plans for the apprehension of the man who had become a nightmare to certain capitalists. They were devising, or seeking to devise, schemes for penetrating the secret of his real identity  for peering beneath the mask of the real man.

And here, by her side, stood Séverac Bablon!

Pray, pray go! she whispered tremulously. I thought you had left the hotel. For your own sake, if not for mine, you should have done so.

But if it happens that I am staying here?

Please go! There  with my father  is a detective  

I know him well! was the reply. Séverac Bablons melodious voice was calm. He smiled serenely. But, fortunately, he does not know me! My name, then, for the present, is Mr. Sanrack; and I have taken this risk  though believe me it is not so great as you deem it  because I have something more to say. I was interrupted by the arrival of Inspector Sheffield.

He may come in at any moment!

Then, I shall go out! But first I wish to tell you that I consider it my duty to force your fathers hand in regard to a large sum of money!

Zoes little foot tapped the floor nervously.

How do you dare? she said. How do you dare to tell me such a thing?

I dare, because what I do is right and just, he resumed; and because, although I know that its justice will be apparent to you, I am anxious to have your personal assurance upon that point.

My assurance that I think you are right in robbing my father!

I could scarcely expect that; I certainly should not ask for it. But you know that despite enormous benefactions, the Jews as a race bear the stigma of cupidity and meanness. It is wholly undeserved. The sums annually devoted to charitable purposes, by such a family as the Elschilds  my very good friends  are truly stupendous. But the Elschilds do not seek the limelight. Mr. Rohscheimer, Baron Hague, Sir Leopold Jesson, Mr. Hohsmann  and your father, are celebrated only for their unscrupulous commercial methods in the formation of combines. They do not distribute their wealth. Is it not true?

Zoe nodded. Vaguely, she felt indignant, but Séverac Bablon was entirely unanswerable. Then:

Heavens! she whispered here comes my father!

It was true. Mr. Oppner and the detective were approaching.

I wish to meet your father, whispered Séverac Bablon. Remember, I am Mr. Sanrack!

As he spoke, he watched her keenly. It was a crucial test, and both knew it. Zoe was slightly pale. She fully realised that to conform now to Séverac Bablons wishes was tantamount to becoming a member of his organisation (which operated against her father!)  was to take a possibly irrevocable step in the dark.

Whilst in many respects she disagreed with Séverac Bablons wildly unlawful methods, yet, knowing something of his exalted aims she could not  despite all  withhold her sympathy. In some strange fashion, the wishes of this fugitive from the law partook of the nature of commands. But she could have wished to be spared this trial.

Oppner came up.

Oh, father, began Zoe, striving to veil her confusion, I dont think you have met Mr. Sanrack before? This is my father, Mr. Sanrack  Mr. Alden.

The millionaire stared, ere nodding shortly. The detective showed no emotion whatever.

There is something which I am particularly anxious to explain to you, Mr. Oppner, began Sanrack, having acknowledged the introductions with easy courtesy. It has reference to Séverac Bablon!

Zoe held her breath. Alden moved his cheroot from the left corner of his mouth to the right. Mr. Oppner wrinkled up his eyes and scrutinised the speaker with a blank astonishment.

I hold no brief for Séverac Bablon, continued the fascinating voice.

Nope? drawled Oppner.

His deeds must speak for themselves. But on behalf of an important financial group I have a proposition to make.

Mr. Oppner took a step forward.

What groups that?

Shall I say, simply, the most influential in Europe?

The Elschilds?

If you consider them to be so, you may construe my words in that way.

Mr. Antony Elschild has been pulling my leg with some fool proposition about whitewashing the millionaire, or something to that effect. Its always seemed to me hes got more money than sense. Hes passed out a cheque to this Gleaner fund big enough to build a soap factory!

So has Mr. Rohscheimer, and so has Baron Hague!

Im not laughin! They were held up! Why they dont say so, straight out, is their business. Jesson and Hohsmann will part out next, I suppose, if it aint me. But if I subscribe it will be because I had a gun screwed in my ear while I wrote the cheque!

That is what my friends so deeply lament!

It is, eh? Yep? Theyd like to see me paperin all the workhouses with ten-dollar bills, I reckon? Mr. Ransack, Ive got better uses for my money. It aint my line of business buyin caviare for loafers, and I dont consider its up to me to buy airships for Great Britain! When you see me start in buyin airships its time to smother me! It means Im too old and silly to be trusted with money!

My friends and myself  for I take a keen interest in everything appertaining to the Jewish nation  are anxious to save you from the ignominy of being compelled to subscribe!

Thats thoughtful! Can your friends and yourself find any reason why a United States citizen should buy airships for England? If I got a rush of dollars to the head and was anxious to be bled of half a million, I might as well buy submarines for China, for all the good itd do me!

On the contrary! So far as my knowledge goes you derive no part of your income from China, whereas your interests throughout Greater Britain are extensive. Thus, by becoming a subscriber, you would be indirectly protecting yourself, in addition to establishing a reputation which, speaking sordidly, would be of inestimable value to you throughout the British dominions.

Mr. Oppner nodded.

Its good of you to drop in and deputise for my Dutch uncle! he said. Though no more than I might expect from a friend of my daughters. But your arguments strike me as the foolishest I ever heard out of any mans mouth. As an old advertiser, I reckon your proposition aint worth a rats whiskers!

Mr. Sanrack smiled. Alden was closely observing him.

You are quite entitled to your opinion. My friends are anxious to learn if there be any purely philanthropic cause you would prefer to support. The mere interest on your capital, Mr. Oppner, is more than you can ever hope to spend, however lavish your mode of living.

Thanks, drawled Oppner. For a brand-new acquaintance youre nice and chatty and confidential. Your friends are such experts at spending their own money that its not surprisin theyd like to teach me a thing or two. But during the last forty years I havent found any cause better worthy of support than my own. Give my love to Mr. Elschild. Good morning!

He moved off, with the stoical Alden.

You see, said Séverac Bablon to Zoe, who lingered, your father is impervious to the demands of Charity!

Is that why you did this? Were you anxious to bring out Pas meanness as a sort of excuse for what you contemplate?

Partly, that was my motive. A demand upon an American citizen to found a British air fleet is extravagant  in a sense, absurd. But I was anxious to offer Mr. Oppner one more opportunity of distributing some of the vast sum which he has locked up for his own amusement  financial chess.

You have placed me in an impossible situation.

Why? If you consider me to be what I have been accused of being  a thief  an incendiary  an iconoclast  denounce me  to whom you will! At any time I will see you, and any friend you may care to bring, be it Inspector Sheffield of New Scotland Yard, at Laurel Cottage, Dulwich Village. I impose no yoke upon you that you cannot shake off!

But as Zoe Oppner looked into the great luminous eyes she knew that he had imposed upon her the yoke of a mysterious sovereignty.

From the foyer came a sound, unfamiliar enough in the Astoria  the sound of someone whistling. Even as Zoe started, wondering if she could trust her ears, Séverac Bablon took both her hands, in the impulsive and strangely imperious way she knew.

Good-bye, he said. Perhaps I am wrong and you are right. Time will reveal that. If you ever wish to see me, you know where I may be found. Good-bye!

He turned abruptly and ascended the stairs. He had but just disappeared when Inspector Sheffield entered!

Zoe felt that her face turned pale; but she bravely smiled as the Scotland Yard man approached her.

You see, I am back again, Miss Oppner! Do you know if Mr. Oppner has gone out?

I am not sure. But I think he went out with Mr. Alden.

Sheffields face clouded. This employment of a private detective was a sore point with the Inspector. It seemed strangely like a slight upon the official service. Not that Sheffield was on bad terms with Alden. He was too keen a diplomat for that. But he went in hourly dread that the Pinkerton man would forestall Scotland Yard.

To Sheffield it appeared impossible that Séverac Bablon could much longer evade arrest. In fact, it was incomprehensible to him how this elusive character had thus far remained at large. Slowly, and by painful degrees, Sheffield was learning that Séverac Bablons organisation was more elaborate and far-reaching, and embraced more highly placed persons, than at one time he could have credited.

It would appear that there were Government officials in the group which surrounded this man, pointing to ramifications which sometimes the detective despaired of following. News from Paris, received only that morning, would seem to indicate that a similar state of affairs prevailed in the French capital. With whom, Sheffield asked himself, had he to deal? Who was Séverac Bablon? That he was in some way associated with Jewish people and Jewish interests the Yard man was convinced. But he could not determine, to his own satisfaction, if Séverac Bablons activities were inimical to Juda or otherwise. It was a bewildering case.

I hope Mr. Oppner hasnt gone out, he said, after a pause. I particularly wanted to see him again.

Is there some new clue? asked Zoe eagerly.

Inspector Sheffield was nonplussed. Here was the daughter of J. J. Oppner, the last girl in the world whom any sane man would suspect of complicity in the Séverac Bablon outrages; yet, for reasons of his own, Sheffield wondered if she were as wholly ignorant of Bablons identity as the rest of the world. He distrusted everyone. He had said to Detective-Sergeant Harborne, who was associated with him in the case, Where Séverac Bablon is concerned, I wouldnt trust the Lord Mayor of London  no, nor the Archbishop of Canterbury.

Accordingly, he replied, I think not, Miss Oppner. Ill just run upstairs and see if theres anybody about.


CHAPTER XII

LOVE, LUCRE AND MR. ALDEN

Zoe was waiting for Lady Mary Evershed. Lady Mary was late  an unremarkable circumstance, since Lady Mary was a woman, and less remarkable than ordinarily for the reason that Lady Mary had met Sir Richard Haredale on the way. At the time she should have been at the Astoria she was pacing slowly through St. Jamess Park, beside Haredale.

My position is becoming impossible, Mary, he said, with painful distinctness. Every day seems to see the time more distant, instead of nearer, when I can say good-bye to Mr. Julius Rohscheimer. My situation is little better than that of his secretary. By hard work, and it is hard work to act as Rohscheimers social Virgil!  and by harder self-repression, I have struggled to earn enough to enable me to cry quits with the other rogues who preyed upon me, when  before I knew you. Ive scarcely a shred of self-respect left, Mary!

She looked down at the gravelled path and made no answer to his self-accusation.

It is only my sense of humour that has saved me. But one day I shall break out! It is inevitable. I cannot pander for ever to Rohscheimers social ambitions. Yet, if I show fight, he will break me! Saving the prospect  with a hale and hearty uncle intervening, and one of the best; may he live to be a hundred!  of the title, and all that goes with it, what have I to offer you, Mary? I am a man sailing under false colours. Practically, I am a salaried servant of Rohscheimers. I dont actually draw my salary; but in recognition of my services in popularising his wifes entertainments, he keeps the vultures at bay! Bah! I despise myself!

Mary looked up to him, tenderly reproachful.

You silly boy! she said. There is nothing dishonourable in what you do!

Possibly not. But how would your father like to know of my position.

She lowered her eyes again.

Is my father indebted to Julius Rohscheimer in any way, Dick? she asked suddenly.

Haredale laughed nervously.

Rohscheimer does not honour me with the whole of his confidence in financial matters, he replied. It is a question Adeler would be better able to answer.

Mr. Adeler, yes. What a singular man! Do you know, Dick, in spite of fathers ideas respecting our old English aristocracy, I have sometimes felt, in Mr. Adelers presence, that he, though a Jew, was a thousand times more of an aristocrat than I?

Haredale glanced at her oddly.

I have at times been conscious of a similar feeling! he said. No doubt ones instincts are true enough. Adelers pedigree conceivably may go back to Jewish nobles who entertained monarchs in their marble palaces when the Eversheds and Haredales considered several streaks of red ochre an adequate costume for the most important functions.

He laughed boyishly at his own words.

Oh, Dick! said Mary. How absurd of you. It is impossible to imagine an Evershed in such a condition. But yet, you are right. How singular that most people should overlook so obvious a fact; that there is a Jewish aristocracy, possibly one of the most ancient in the world.

The Jews are an Eastern people, replied Haredale. That is the fact which is generally overlooked. They are, excepting one, the most remarkable people in the modern world.

Do you know, said the girl, unconsciously lowering her voice, I have sometimes thought that Séverac Bablon was in some way connected  

Yes?

With the ancient history of the Jews!

What do you mean exactly?

I can hardly explain. But at the Rohscheimers, on the night of the ball, Séverac Bablon was masked, of course; yet it seemed to me  

Mary, interrupted Haredale, dont tell me that you believe the romantic stories circulating about the man!

What stories, Dick?

Why, about his holding the Seal of Suleyman, whatever that may be  

But Mrs. Elschild says he does!

Haredale started.

How can she possibly know?

A flush tinged Lady Marys clear complexion for a moment, and left it paler than it was wont to be. She despised a woman who could not preserve a secret (and therefore must have had a poor opinion of her sex), yet she had nearly allowed her own tongue to betray her. Whatever Mrs. Elschild had told her had been told in confidence, and under the seal of friendship.

Perhaps she does not know. Someone may have told her.

Its all over London, said Haredale; in the clubs, everywhere! I wonder you have not heard it before. There seems to be an organised attempt to glorify this man, who, after all, is no more than an up-to-date highwayman. Someone has spread the absurd story that he is of Jewish royal blood; whereas the royal line of the Jews must have been extinct for untold generations!

Why must it? You have just said that the Jews are an Eastern people. And all Eastern peoples are subtle and secretive. I invariably lose half of my self-importance in Egypt, for instance. There is something in the eye of the meanest fellah which is painfully like patronage!

Haredale shrugged his shoulders.

What a thing it is, he said humorously, to be born with black hair, flashing eyes and an olive skin! One can then be any kind of mountebank or robber, and yet rest assured of the ladies homage.

They walked on in silence for awhile. Then  

Heaven knows what happened to Rohscheimer, said Haredale abruptly, to have frightened him into writing such a stupendous cheque! I may hear, later, but thus far he is too sore to touch upon the matter!

My father has visited him.

At last  yes! Do you remember when Rohscheimer offered me five hundred pounds if I could induce the Marquess to come to dinner? Gad! He came perilously near to a just retribution that day! I think if I had been in uniform I should have run him through!

These extraordinary donations of course are the sequel to the mysterious business of the card and the unseen hand?

Certainly. Séverac Bablon is at the bottom of the whole business. I described the device, introducing two triangles, do you remember, which appeared on the cards, to a chap at the club who is rather a learned Orientalist, and he assured me that, so far as he could judge from my description, it corresponded with that of the supposed seal of Solomon. I was unable to remember part of the design, of course. But, at any rate, this merely goes to prove that Bablon is an accomplished showman.

I am afraid I must be going, Dick. I have to meet Zoe Oppner.

Lets go and find a cab, then. But it was so delightful to have you all to myself, Mary, if only for a very little while.

The boyishness had gone out of his voice again, and Lady Mary knew all too well of what he was thinking. She took his arm and pressed it hard.

I dont think anyone was ever in such a dreadful position in the world before, Dick! she declared. To tolerate it seems impossible, seems wrong. But to defy Rohscheimer, with your affairs as they are, means  what does it mean, Dick?

I dare not think what it means, Mary, he replied. Not when you are with me. But one day  soon, I am afraid  it will all be taken out of my hands. I shall tell Mr. Julius Rohscheimer exactly what I think of him, and there will be an end of the whole arrangement.

They said no more until the girl was entering the cab. Then:

I understand, Dick, she whispered, and nobody else knows, so try to be diplomatic for a little longer.

Holding her hand, he looked into her eyes. Then, without another word between them, the cab moved off, and Haredale stood looking after it until it was lost amid the traffic. He started to walk across to Park Lane.

At the Astoria Zoe was waiting patiently. But when, at last, Mary found herself in her friends room, the gloomy companionship of the thoughts with which she had been alone since leaving Haredale, proved too grievous to be borne alone. She threw herself on to a cushioned settee, and her troubles found vent in tears.

Mary, dear! cried Zoe, all that was maternal protective in her nature, asserting itself. Tell me all about it.

The unruly mop of her brown hair mingled with the gold of her friends, and presently, between sobs, the story was told  an old, old story enough.

He will have to resign his commission, she sobbed. And then he will have to go abroad! Oh, Zoe! I know it must come soon. Even I cannot expect him, nor wish him to dance attendance on that odious Julius Rohscheimer for ever! And he makes so little headway.

Zoes little foot beat a soft tatoo upon the carpet.

I wonder  will there always be a Julius Rohscheimer for him to dance attendance upon! she said softly.

Mary raised her tearful eyes.

What do you mean, Zoe?

Has it never occurred to you that  Séverac Bablon will ultimately make a poor man of Rohscheimer?

Oh! I should not like to think that, because  

If he went that far, he might do the same for Pa. I cant believe that, Mary. Pas awful mean, but after all his money is cleaner than Rohscheimers.

Mary dried her eyes.

I hardly know whether to regard that strange man, Séverac Bablon, as a friend or a foe, she said. He certainly seems to confine his outrages to those who have plenty but object to spending it.

Except on themselves! Hes a friend right enough, Mary. I believe he is anxious to reveal all these rich people in a new light, to whitewash them. If only they would change their ideas and do some good with their money, I dont think they would be troubled any more by Séverac Bablon. You never hear of Mr. Elschild being robbed by him  nor any of the family suffering in any way.

Mr. Elschild received one of the mysterious cards, and he has sent a big cheque to the Gleaner fund.

He has to keep up appearances, Mary, dont you see? But it is certain that he sent the money quite voluntarily. He did not wait to be squeezed. I wish Pa would come to his senses. If, instead of spending a small fortune on private detectives, he would start to use his money for good, he would have no further need for the Pinkerton men. Certainly he would not be made to buy airships for England!

A smile dawned upon Lady Marys face.

Isnt it preposterous! she said. The idea of raising money for such a purpose from people like Baron Hague!

Baron Hague left for Berlin this morning. We shall probably never know under what circumstances he issued his cheque for fifty thousand pounds! Doesnt it seem just awful, with all this money floating about, that poor Sir Richard is nearly stranded for quite a trifle!

Oh, it is dreadful! And I can see no way out.

No, murmured Zoe. Yet there must be a way.

She walked to the window, and stood looking out thoughtfully upon the Embankment far below.

What a strange, complex drama moved about her! It was impossible even to determine for what parts some of the players were cast. Where, she wondered, was Inspector Sheffield now? And where was Séverac Bablon? So far as she was aware, both were actually in the Astoria. There was something almost uncanny in the elusiveness of Séverac Bablon. His disdain of all attempts to compass his downfall betokened something more than bravado. He must know himself immune.

Why?

If what he had rather hinted than declared were true  and never for a moment did she doubt his sincerity  then his accomplices, his friends, his subjects (she knew not how to name them), must be numberless. Was she, herself, not of their ranks?

Of the thousands who moved beneath her, upon trams, in cabs, in cars, on foot, how many were servants of that mysterious master? It was fascinating, yet terrifying, this inside knowledge of a giant conspiracy, of which, at that moment, the civilised world was talking. Mary Eversheds voice broke in upon her musing:

Come along, Zoe. We shall never be back in time for lunch if we dont hurry.

They descended in the lift and walked out to where Mr. Oppners big car awaited them. A moment later, as the man turned out into the Strand, Sheard passed close by upon the pavement. He raised his hat to the two pretty travellers. Clearly, he was bound for the Astoria.

And a few yards further on, unobtrusively walking behind a very large German tourist, appeared the person of Mr. A. X. Alden.

Why! whispered Zoe. I believe he is following Mr. Sheard.

Her surmise was correct. The astute Mr. Alden had found himself at a loss to account for some of the exclusive items respecting the doings of Séverac Bablon which latterly had been appearing in the Gleaner. By dint of judiciously oiling the tongue of a chatty compositor, he had learned that the unique copy was contributed by Mr. H. T. Sheard. Mr. Oppner had advised him to keep a close watch upon the movements of Mr. Antony Elschild. Although Alden found it hard to credit the idea that the great Elschild family should be in any way associated with the campaign of brigandage, Mr. Oppner was more open-minded.

Now Alden, too, was beginning to wonder. There seemed to be a friendship between Elschild and the pressman; and Sheard, from some source evidently unopen to his fellow copy-hunters, obtained much curious information anent Séverac Bablon. One of Aldens American colleagues accordingly was devoting some unobtrusive attention to whomsoever came and went at the Elschild establishment in Lombard Street, whilst Alden addressed himself to the task of shadowing Sheard.

When the latter walked into the lobby of the Astoria, Mr. Alden was not far away.

Has Mr. Gale of New York arrived yet? was the pressmans inquiry.

Yes. Mr. Gale of New York had arrived.

Upon learning which, Sheard seemed to hesitate, glancing about him as if suspicious of espionage. Mr. Alden, deeply engaged, or so it appeared, in selecting a cigar at the stall, was all ears  and through a mirror before which he had intentionally placed himself, he could watch Sheards movements whilst standing with his back towards him.

At last Sheard took out his notebook and hastily scribbled something therein. Tearing out the leaf, he asked for an envelope, which the boy procured for him. With the closed book as a writing-pad, he addressed the envelope. Then, enclosing the note, carefully sealed up the message, and handed it to the boy, glancing about him the while with a palpable apprehension.

Finally, lighting a cigarette with an air of nonchalance but ill assumed, Sheard strolled out of the hotel.

He had not passed the door ere Alden was clamouring for an hotel envelope. The boy was just about to enter a lift as the detective darted across the lobby and entered with him. Short as the time at his disposal had been, Mr. Alden had scrawled some illegible initial followed by Gale, Esq., upon the envelope, and had stuck down the flap.

The boy quitted the lift on the fourth floor. So did Alden. One or two passengers joined at that landing, but the unsuspecting boy went on his way along the corridor, turned to the right and rapped on a door numbered 63.

Come in, he was instructed.

He entered, tray in hand. A tanned and bearded gentleman who was busily engaged unpacking a large steamer trunk, looked up inquiringly.

Gentleman couldnt wait, sir, said the boy, and proffered the message.

The bearded man took the envelope, drew his brows together in an endeavour to recognise the scrawly handwriting; failed, and tore the envelope open.

It was empty!

See here, boy! Whats the game?

He threw the envelope on the floor beside him and stared hard at the page.

Excuse me, sir  the boy was frightened excuse me, sir; but I saw the gentleman put a note in!

Did you! laughed the American, readily perceiving that whoever the joker might be the boy was innocent of complicity. You mean, you thought you did! See here, what was he like?

The boy described Sheard, and described him so aptly that he was recognised.

Thats Sheard, muttered the recipient of the empty envelope. Its Sheard, sure! Right oh! Ill ring him up at the office in a minute and see what sort of game hes playing. Here boy, stick that in your pocket; you might make a descriptive writer, but youll never shine at sleight of hand! You didnt watch that envelope half close enough!

Thus, the man to whom the note was addressed. Let us glance at Mr. Alden again.

Having effected the substitution with the ease of a David Devant, he hastened to a quiet corner to inspect his haul. He was not unduly elated. He had been prompt and clever, but in justice to him, it must be admitted that he was a clever man. Therefore he regarded the incident merely as part of the days work. His success wrought no quickening of the pulse.

In a little palmy balcony which overlooked the lobby he took the envelope from his pocket. It bore the inscription:

Radley Gale, Esq.

Quietly, his cheroot stuck in a corner of his mouth, he opened it  tearing the end off as all Americans do. He pulled out the scribbled note, and read as follows:

My Dear Gale,  Dont forget that were expecting your wife and yourself along about 7. I will say no more as I rather think an impudent American detective (?) is going to purloin this note.

Sheard.

Mr. Alden carefully replaced the torn leaf in the envelope, and the envelope in his case. He rolled his smoke from the left corner of his mouth to the right, and, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, walked slowly downstairs. He was not offended. Mr. Aloys. X. Alden was a Stoic who had known for many years that he was not the only clever man in the world.


CHAPTER XIII

THE LISTENER

Sheard sat with both elbows resting upon his writing-table. A suburban quietude reigned about him, for the hour was long past midnight. Before him was spread out the final edition of the Gleaner and prominent upon the front page appeared:  

SIR LEOPOLD JESSON AND MR. HOHSMANN FALL INTO LINE

With a tact which was inspired by private information from a certain source, the Gleaner had pooh-poohed the story of the mysterious cards received by the guests at Julius Rohscheimers. The story had leaked out, of course, but Sheard was in no way responsible for the leakage.

Frantically, representatives of the Gleaners rivals had sought for confirmation from the lips of the victims; but, as had been foreseen by the astute Sheard, no confirmation was forthcoming. There had been an informal council held at the urgent request of Rohscheimer, whereat it had been decided that for the latter to appear, now, in the light of a victim of Séverac Bablon, would be for him to throw away such advantages as might accrue  to throw a potential peerage after his lost £100,000!

Baron Hague had been coerced into silence, and had left for Berlin without seeing a single newspaper man. Mr. Elschild had persisted that his donation was entirely a voluntary one. Jesson had been most urgent for placing the true facts before Scotland Yard, but had finally fallen in with Rohscheimers wishes.

You see, Jesson, the latter had argued, Ill never get my money back. Its gone as completely as if Id burnt it! All Ive got to hope for is a peerage; and Id lose that if I started crying.

I agree, Antony Elschild had contributed, Rohscheimer had suddenly become a popular hero! So that a title is all the return he is ever likely to get for his money. It is popularly expected that Hohsmann and yourself will also subscribe. You must remember that owing to the attitude of a section of the Press it is not generally believed that Séverac Bablon has anything to do with this burst of generosity!

Jesson had muttered something about the Gleaner, and a decision had been arrived at to organise a private campaign against Séverac Bablon whilst professing, publicly, that he was in no way concerned in the swelling of the Gleaner fund.

Now, Jesson and Hohsmann had both sent huge cheques to the paper, and interviews with the philanthropic and patriotic capitalists appeared upon the front page. Sheard had not done either interview.

Encouraged by their amazing donations, the general public was responding in an unheard-of manner to the Gleaners appeal. The Marquess of Evershed had contributed a long personal letter, which was reproduced in the centre of the first page of every issue. The Imperialistic spirit ran rampant throughout Great Britain.

Meanwhile, Mr. Oppners detectives were everywhere. Inspector Sheffield, C.I.D., was not idle. And Sheard found his position at times a dangerous one.

He stood up, walked to the grate, and knocked out his pipe. Having refilled and lighted it, he tiptoed upstairs, and from a convenient window surveyed the empty road. So far as he could judge, its emptiness was real enough. Yet on looking out a quarter of an hour earlier, he had detected, or thought he had detected, a lurking form under the trees some hundred yards beyond his gate.

His visit to the Astoria, the morning before, had been in response to an invitation from Séverac Bablon, but divining that he was closely watched, he had sent the message to Gale  an American friend whom he knew to have just arrived  which had fallen into the hands of Mr. Aloys. X. Alden. Sheard had actually had an appointment with Gale, and had rung him up later in the morning  gaining confirmation of his suspicions, in the form of Gales story of the empty envelope.

Then, at night, his American friend had been followed to the house and followed back again to the hotel. This had been merely humorous; but to-night there existed more real cause of apprehension. Sheard had received a plain correspondence card, bearing the following, in a small neat hand:

Do not bolt your front door. Expect me at about one oclock A.M.

For a time it had been exciting, absorbingly interesting, to know himself behind the scenes of this mystery play which had all the world for an audience. But it was a situation of quite unique danger. Séverac Bablon was opposed to tremendous interests. Apart from the activity of the ordinary authorities, there were those in the field against this man of mystery to whom money, in furtherance of their end, was no object.

Sheard realised, at times  and these were uncomfortable times  that his strange acquaintance with Séverac Bablon quite conceivably might end in Brixton Prison.

Yet there are some respects wherein the copy-hunter and the scalp-hunter tally. The thrill of the New Journalism has enlisted in the ranks of the Fleet Street army some who, in a former age, must have sought their fortune with the less mighty weapon. A love of adventure was some part of the complement of Sheard; and now, suspecting that a Pinkerton man lurked in the neighbourhood, and uncertain if his wife slept, he awaited his visitor, with nerves tensely strung. But there was an exquisite delight tingling through his veins  an appreciation of his peril wholly pleasurable.

Faintly, he heard a key grate in the lock of the front door. The door was opened, and gently closed.

Sheard stood up.

Into the study walked Séverac Bablon.

He was perfectly attired, as usual; wore evening-dress, and a heavy fur-lined coat. His silk hat he held in his hand. As he stood within the doorway, where the rays from the shaded lamp failed to touch his features, he seemed, in the semi-light, a man more than humanly handsome.

The house is watched, began Sheard  and broke off.

A shadow had showed, momentarily, upon the cream of the drawn casement-curtains. Someone was crouching on the lawn, under the study window.

Did you see that? jerked the pressman. Somebody looked in! The curtain isnt quite drawn to at that corner.

My dear Sheard  Séverac Bablons musical voice was untroubled by any trace of apprehension there is no occasion to worry! Mr. Aloys. X. Alden looked in!

But  

Had it been Inspector Sheffield there had been some cause for excitement. Inspector Sheffield, if I am rightly informed, holds a warrant for my arrest. Mr. Alden is an unofficial investigator.

But he can call a constable!

Reflect, Sheard. If he calls a constable, what happens?

You are arrested!

Not so; but I will grant you that much for the sake of argument. To whom would the credit fall?

Patently, Mr. Alden.

Wrong! You know that it is wrong! The official service would reap every gain! Believe me, Sheard, Mr. Alden will not reveal my presence here to a living soul! He may try to trap me when I leave, but there will be no clamouring on the door by members of the Metropolitan Police force, as you seemingly apprehend!

Séverac Bablon threw himself into the big arm-chair, and lighted a cigarette  a yellow cigarette.

The trick you played upon Alden yesterday was such as no man with a sense of humour could well have resisted, he said. But it was indiscreet.

I know.

Suspicion pointed to you as the perpetrator of the card trick at Rohscheimers. You must not run unnecessary risks.

It was a thrilling moment for me, when I leant over to Miss Hohsmann, my right hand extended for the salt or something of the kind, and my left stretched behind her chair!

Jesson, of course, was looking in the opposite direction?

I selected a moment when he was talking to Lady Vignoles, and those shaded table lights helped me very much. I could just reach the table, and I intentionally touched Salomes hand with mine, in laying down the card.

She actually saw your hand!

I fancy not. She felt my fingers touch hers, I think. She turned so quickly that Jesson turned, too, and just as she was taking the card up.

Critical moment.

Not in the least. My object would have been as well served if the card had gone no further. But my infernal sense of humour prompted me to make a bid for complicating the mystery. I dropped my arm, of course, as Jesson turned to her, and it never occurred to Salome that the hand which had placed the card beside her was any other than that of her neighbour on the left, Jesson. Before she could address him, or he address her, I inquired if I might examine the card. Jesson continued his conversation with Lady Vignoles, and the second notice passed all around the table.

Excellent! Do you know, Sheard, these childish little conjuring tricks help me immensely! Can you picture Julius Rohscheimer cowering throughout a whole night before the rod of a trousers-stretcher projecting from a wardrobe door!

Was that the solution of the patriotic mystery?

Certainly. Adeler, who was concealed in the wardrobe, armed with the necessary written threats, made his escape directly Rohscheimers cheque was in his hand  leaving the rod to mount guard whilst you got the announcement into print and induced the Marquess to pay an early morning visit.

Séverac Bablons handsome face looked almost boyish as he related how the financier had been forced to play the part of a patriot. Sheard, watching him, found new matter for wonderment.

This was the man who claimed to command the destinies of eight million people  the man who claimed to wield the power of a Solomon. This was Séverac Bablon, the most inscrutably mysterious being who had ever sown wonderment throughout the continents, the man who juggled with vast fortunes as Cinquevalli juggles with billiard-balls! This was the man whose great velvety eyes could gleam with uncanny force, whose will could enthrall hypnotically, for whom the police of the world searched, for whose apprehension huge rewards were offered, whose abode was unknown, whose accomplices were unnumbered, to whom no door was locked, from whose all-seeing gaze no secret was secret!

It was difficult, all but impossible, to realise.

Yet I am he, said the melodious voice.

Sheard started as though a viper had touched him. He stared at his visitor in wide-eyed amazement.

Heavens! Was I thinking aloud?

Practically. Your mind was so intensely concentrated upon certain incidents in my career  see, your pipe is out  that, in a broad sense, I could hear you thinking!

Sheard laughed dryly, and relighted his pipe. Séverac Bablons trick of replying to unspoken questions was too singular to be forgotten lightly.

Mr. Hohsmann is now of my friends, continued the strange visitor. You received the paragraph? Ah! I see it appears in your later edition.

But Jesson?

Sir Leopold can never be my friend, nor do I desire it. There is an incident in his career  You understand? I do not reproach him with it. It should never have been recalled to him had he held his purse-strings less tightly. But it served as a lever. It was a poor one, for, though he does not know it, I would cast stones at no man. But it served. He has made his contribution. I begin to achieve something, Sheard. The Times has a leader in the press showing how the Jews are the backbone of British prosperity, and truer patriots than any whose fathers crossed with Norman William.

He ceased speaking, abruptly, and with his eyes, drew Sheards attention again to the window. Since Séverac Bablons arrival, indeed, the journalist had glanced thither often enough. But, now, he perceived something which made him wonder.

There was a street lamp at the corner of the road, and, his own table-lamp leaving the further window in shade, it was possible to detect the presence of anything immediately outside by its faint shadow.

Something round was pressed upon a corner of the lower pane.

Séverac Bablon stepped to the table and scribbled upon a sheet of paper:  

He has some kind of portable telephonic arrangement designed for the purpose, attached to the glass. No doubt he can follow our conversation. He may attempt to hold me up as I leave the house. He cannot enter, of course, or we could arrest him on a charge of housebreaking! You have a back gate. If you will permit me to pass through your domestic offices and your garden, I will leave by that exit. Continue to talk for some minutes after I am gone. Do not fear that there is any evidence of my having been here. Alden can prove nothing.

Replacing the pencil on the tray:

I want you to join me at a little supper on Wednesday evening, said Séverac Bablon. Practically all our influential friends will be present  

He ignored Sheards head-shakes and expressive nods directed towards the window.

There is an old house which I have rented for a time at Richmond. It is known as The Cedars, and overlooks the Thames. The grounds are fairly extensive, and bordered by two very quiet roads. In fact, it is an ideal spot for my purpose. I will send you further particulars  he glanced towards the window in writing. We meet there on Wednesday at nine-thirty. Can I rely upon you?

Yes, said Sheard, wondering at the others indiscretion, unless I wire you to the contrary. I might be unable to turn up at the last moment, of course.

You are nervous! Séverac Bablon smiled, and slipped from the room.

On the contrary, said Sheard, addressing the window. There is nothing I enjoy better than an evening in a haunted house!

(Perhaps, he argued, Alden was not absolutely certain of his visitors identity. He did not know at what point in the conversation the telephone device had come into action. It was a pity to waste words; he might as well endeavour to throw the eavesdropper off the scent, in addition to covering Séverac Bablons retreat.)

Let us hope, Professor, he resumed, with this laudable intention, that the Society for Psychical Research will be the richer in knowledge for our experiment on Wednesday evening!

Mr. Aloys. X. Alden, with his ear to the ingenious little electric eavesdropper, experienced an unpleasant chill upon hearing the visitor within addressed as Professor.

He had conceived the idea that Sheard  whom he strongly suspected, might hold interviews with the mysterious and elusive Séverac Bablon in the small hours of the morning, at his own house, when the rest of the household were retired.

Mr. Alden had watched for five nights when he knew the pressman to be at home. On four of them Sheards light had been extinguished before midnight. To-night, the fifth, it had remained burning, and long vigilance had been rewarded.

A car had drawn up at some distance from the house, and its occupant had proceeded forward on foot. He had been admitted so rapidly that Alden had been unable to ascertain by whom. The car, too, had been driven off immediately. He had had no chance of taking the number; but was astute enough to know that in any event it would have availed him little, since, if the car were Bablons the number would almost certainly be a false one.

For once in a way, Mr. Alden became excited. Whom could so late a visitor be, save one who wished to keep secret his visit? In attaching his eavesdropper he had clumsily raised his head above the level of the window-ledge, but he had hoped that this gross error of strategy had passed unnoticed. For a time he had failed to pick up the conversation until his ear became attuned to the subdued tone in which it was conducted. Thus, he had lost the key to its purport and had had to improvise one.

But, even so, words had passed which had amply confirmed his suspicions; so much so that, whilst he listened, all but breathlessly, he was devising a scheme for capturing Sheards visitor, single-handed, as he left the house. Furthermore, he was devising a way out of the difficulty in the event of the captive proving to be another than Séverac Bablon.

The latter part of the duologue had puzzled him badly. The visitor seemed to have ceased talking altogether, and Sheards remarks had in some inexplicable way drifted into quite a different channel. They appeared to appertain to what had preceded them but remotely. The relation seemed forced.

Still the visitor said nothing. Sheard continued to talk, and in upon the mind of the detective shone a light of inspiration.

He detached the cunning little instrument, crawled across the lawn and slunk out at the gate. Then he ran around to the rear of the house. A narrow lane there was, and into its black mouth he plunged without hesitation.

The gate of the tradesmens entrance was unbolted.

Alden was perfectly familiar with the nightly customs of the Sheard establishment, and knew this to be irregular. He tilted his hat back and scratched his head reflectively.

Then, from somewhere down the road, on the other side of the house, came the sound of a curious whistle, an eerie minor whistle.

Like an Indian, Alden set off running. He rounded the corner as a car whirled into view five hundred yards further along, and from the next turning on the right. It stopped. One of its doors slammed.

It was off again. It had vanished.

Mr. Alden carefully extracted a cheroot from his case and lighted it with loving care.


CHAPTER XIV

ZOE DREAMS

If you know the Astoria, you will remember that all around the north-west side of the arcade-like structure, which opens on the Old Supper Room, the Rajah Suite, the Louis Ballroom, the Edwardian Banqueting Hall, and the Persian Lounge, are tiny cosy-corners. In one of these you may smoke your secluded cigar, cigarette or pipe, wholly aloof from the bustle, with its marked New Yorkist note, which characterises the more public apartments of the giant caravanserai.

There is a nicely shaded light, if you wish to read, or to write, at night. But you control this by a switch, conveniently placed, so that the darkness which aids reflection is also at your command. Then there is the window, opening right down to the floor, from which, if it please you, you may study the activity of the roofless ant-hill beneath, the restless febrility of West End London.

To such a nook Zoe Oppner retired, after a dinner but little enjoyed in solitary splendour amid the gaiety of one of the public dining-rooms. Her father had been called away by some mysterious business, too late in the evening for her to make other arrangements. So she had descended and dined, a charming, but lonely figure, at the little corner table.

In some strange way, she had more than half anticipated that Séverac Bablon would be there. But, although there were a number of people present whom she knew, the audacious Mr. Sanrack was not one of them.

Zoe had nodded to a number of acquaintances, but had not encouraged any of them to disturb her solitude. The long and tiresome meal dealt with, she had fled to the nook I have mentioned, and, with an Egyptian cigarette between her lips, lay back watching, from the perfumed darkness, the lights of London below.

The idea of calling upon Mary Evershed had occurred to her. Then she had remembered that Mary was at some semi-official function of her uncles, Mr. Belfords. Sheila Vignoles would be at home, but Zoe began to feel too deliciously lazy to think seriously of driving even so short a distance.

In a big, cane lounge-chair packed with cushions she curled up luxuriously and began to reflect.

Her reflections, it is needless to say, centred around Séverac Bablon. Why, she asked herself, despite his deeds, did she admire and respect him? Her mind refused to face the problem, but she felt a hot blush rise to her cheeks. She was a traitor to her father; she could not deny it. But at any rate she was a frank traitor, if such a state be possible. Only that morning she had explained her position to him.

Séverac Bablon, she had maintained, only makes you rich men do what you ought to do with some of your money! Even if the object werent a good one, even were it a ridiculous one, like making Dutchmen and Americans buy British airships, it does make you spend something. And thats a change!

Mr. Oppner was used to these outspoken critcisms from his daughter. He had smiled grimly, wryly.

I guess, had been his comment, youd stand up for the Bablon man, then, if he ever came your way?

Sure! Zoe had cried. You spend too much on me, and on Pinkertons, and not enough on people who really want it.

You ought to join the staff of the Gleaner, Zoe! They specialise in that brand of junk, and theyre in the popular market at the moment, too. Theyll win the next election hands down, Im told.

Why dont you start a fund for Canadian emigrants? Zoe had proceeded. Youve made a heap of money out of Canada. Then you wouldnt have to buy any airships, maybe!

I dont have to! No Roman Emperor was watched closern me! If that guy gets me held up hes earnin his money! Zoe, youre a durned unnatural daughter!

The thought of that conversation made her smile. To her it seemed so ridiculous that her father should guard his expenditure like one who has but a few dollars between himself and starvation. The gold fever was an incomprehensible disease to the daughter of the man who was more savagely bitten with it than almost any other living plutocrat.

Musing upon these matters, Zoe slept, and dreamed.

She dreamed that she stood in the gateway of an ancient city, amid a throng of people attired in the picturesque garb of the East. About her, the city was en fête. Before her stretched the desert, an undulating ocean of greyness, a dry ocean parched by a merciless sun.

Barbaric music sounded; the clashing of cymbals and quiver of strange instruments rendering it unlike any music she had ever heard. A procession was issuing from the gateway with much pomp. There were venerable, white-bearded priests, and there were girls, too, arrayed in festive garb, their hair bedecked with flowers. Their gay ranks, amid which the slow-pacing patriarchs struck a sombre note, passed out across the sands.

They were met by what seemed to be the advance guard of a great army. A man whose golden armour glittered hotly in the blazing sun descended from a chariot to receive them.

Then, amid music and shouting and the beating of drums, the procession returned, surrounding the chariot in which the golden one rode. It was filled to the brim with flowers.

As it passed in at the gate, the occupant stooped, took up a huge lily and threw it to Zoe. His eyes met hers. And, amid that panoply of long-ago, she recognised Séverac Bablon.

She dreamed on.

She lay in a huge temple, prone upon its marble floor, in the shadow of a pillar curiously carven. The lily lay beside her. Two men stood upon the other side of the pillar. She was invisible from where they were, and in low voices they spoke together, and Zoe listened.

It overlooks the river, said one. Two sides of the garden are on streets as lonely as the middle of the Atlantic. A narrow lane joins and runs right down the back. We want six or eight men, as well as you and I.

What, inquired the other (his voice seemed strangely familiar), is the matter with Scotland Yard?

A moments silence followed. Then:

I didnt want to call them in. Largely, Im out for reputation.

Mostly, came a drawling reply, Im out for business!

A veil seemed to have taken the place of the carven pillar, a thin, dream-veil. Although, in her curious mental state, Zoe could not know it, this was the veil which separated dreamland from reality.

Martin can come with us. The other two boys will have to hang on to the tails of Mr. Elschild and Sheard. We mustnt neglect the rest of the programme because this item looks like a top-liner. I asked Sullivan if he could draft me half-a-dozen smart boys for Wednesday evening, and he said yep.

More expense! What do you want to go and get men from a private detective agency for, when theres official police whose business it is to do it for nothing?

I thought thered be people there, maybe, with big names. If were in charge we can hush up what we like. If Scotland Yard had the job in hand thered be a big scandal.

You werent thinkin of that so much as huggin all the credit! This blame manll ruin me anyway. I can see it. What have you found out about this house?

Its called The Cedars and it fronts on J  Road. Its just been leased to a Dr. Ignatius Phillips, whos supposed to be a brain specialist. Ive weighed up every inch of ground and my plans this: Two boys come along directly after dusk, and take up their posts behind the hedge of the back lane; ten minutes after, two more make themselves scarce on the west side and two more on the towing-path. Theres a thick clump of trees with some railings around, right opposite the door. You and I will hide there with Martin. Well see who goes in. Theres just a short, crescent-shaped drive, and only a low hedge. When everybody has arrived, we march up to the front door. As soon as its opened, in we go, a whole crush of us! The house will be surrounded  

It sounds a bit on the dangerous side!

Therell be plenty of us  four or five.

Make it six. Hes got such a crowd of accomplices!

Six of us, then  

I wish youd let Scotland Yard take it in hand.

As you please. Its for you to say. But they have made so many blunders  

Youre right! Hang the expense! Ill see to this business myself!

Then we shall want rather more men than Id arranged for. Suppose we go and ring up Sullivans?

Zoe was wide awake now. A door shut. She sat up with a start. The darkness was redolent of strong tobacco-smoke, the smoke of a cheroot. She realised, instantly, what had happened  

Her father and Alden had entered the little room for an undisturbed chat and had not troubled to switch the light on. Many people like to talk in the dark; J.J. Oppner was one of them. Hidden amid the cushions of the big chair, she had not been seen. Since they had found the room in darkness, her presence had not been suspected. And what had she thus overheard?

A plot to capture Séverac Bablon!

Now, indeed, she was face to face with the hard facts of her situation. What should she do? What could she do?

He must be warned. It was impossible to think of seeing him a prisoner  seeing him in the dock like a common felon. It was impossible to think of meeting his eyes, his grave, luminous eyes, and reading reproach there!

But how should she act? This was Tuesday, and they had spoken of Wednesday as the day when the attempt was to be made. If only she had a confidant! It was so hard to come, unaided, to a decision respecting the right course to follow.

Laurel Cottage, Dulwich Village, that was the address which he had confided to her. But how should she get there? To go in the car was tantamount to taking the chauffeur into her confidence. She must go, then, in a cab.

Zoe was a member of that branch of American society which laughs at the theory of chaperons. There was nothing to prevent her going where she pleased, when she pleased, and how she pleased. Her mind, then, was made up very quickly.

She ran to her room, and without troubling her maid, quickly changed into a dark tweed costume and put on one of those simple, apparently untrimmed hats which the masculine mind values at about three-and-nine, but which actually cost as much as a masculine dress suit.

Fearful of meeting her father in the lifts, she went down by the stair, and slipped out of the hotel unnoticed.

A cab, madam?

She nodded. Then, just as the man raised his whistle, she shook her head.

No thanks, she said. I think Ill walk.

She passed out across the courtyard and mingled with the stream of pedestrians. Right at the beginning of her adventure she had nearly blundered. She laughed, with a certain glee. It was novel and exhilarating, this conspiracy against the powers that be. There was something that appealed to the adventurous within her in thus being under the necessity of covering her tracks.

Certainly, she was a novice. It would never have done to lay a trail right from the hotel door to Laurel Cottage.

She walked into Charing Cross Station and approached the driver of the first vacant taxi that offered.

I want to go to Dulwich Village.

The man pulled a wry face. If he undertook that journey it would mean that he would in all probability have to run back empty, and then he would miss the theatre people.

Sorry, miss. But I dont think Ive got enough petrol!

Oh, how tiresome.

The American accent, now suddenly pronounced, induced him to change his mind.

Should you want me to bring you back, miss?

Sure! I dont want to be left there!

All right, miss. Jump in.

But I thought you hadnt enough petrol?

The man grinned.

I didnt want to be stranded right out there with no chance of a fare, miss! he confessed.

Zoe laughed, good-naturedly, and entered the cab.

The man set off, and soon Zoe found herself upon unfamiliar ground. Through slummish localities they passed, and through popular suburbs, where all the activity of the West End prevailed without its fascinating, cosmopolitan glitter.

Dulwich Village was reached at last, and the cab was drawn up on a corner bearing a signpost.

Which house did you want, miss?

I want Laurel Cottage.

The taxi-man scratched his head.

You see, some of the houses in the village arent numbered, he said; and I dont know this part very well. I never heard of Laurel Cottage. Any idea which way it lies?

Not the slightest. Do you think you could find out for me?

A policeman was standing on the opposite corner, and, crossing, the taxi-man held some conversation with him. He returned very shortly.

Its round at the back of the College buildings, miss, he reported.

Again the cab proceeded onward. This was a curiously lonely spot, more lonely than Zoe could have believed to exist within so short a distance from the ever-throbbing heart of London. She began to wish that she had shared her secret with another; that she had a companion. After all, how little, how very little, she knew of Séverac Bablon. With all her romantic and mystic qualities Zoe was at heart a shrewd American girl, and not one to be readily beguiled by any man, however fascinating. She was not afraid, but she admitted to herself that the expedition was compromising, if not dangerous. If she ever had occasion to come again, she would confide in Mary and come in her company.

This road isnt paved, miss. I dont think I can get any further.

The cab, after jolting horribly, had come to a stand-still. Zoe got out.

Is Laurel Cottage much farther on?

It stands all alone, on the left, about a hundred yards along.

Thank you. Please wait here.

Zoe walked ahead. It was a very lonely spot. The cab had stopped before some partially-constructed houses. Beyond that lay vacant lots, on either side. In front, showed a clump of trees, and, at the back of them on a slight acclivity, a big house.

The night was fine but moonless. Save for the taxi-man and herself, it would seem that nothing moved anywhere about. She came up level with the trees. There was a kind of very small lodge among them, closely invested with ragged shrubs and overshadowed by heavier foliage.

Beyond, farther along the road, showed nothing but uninviting darkness, solitude and vacancy. This then must be the place.

Zoe peered between the bars of the gate. No light was anywhere to be seen. The house appeared to be deserted. Could the cabman have made a mistake or have been misinformed?

Zoe carried a little case, containing, amongst a number of other things, a tiny matchbox. She extracted and lighted a match. There was no breeze, or she must certainly have failed to accomplish the operation.

Shading the light with her gloved hands, she bent and examined some half-defaced white characters which adorned the top bar of the gate; by which means she made out the words:  

LAUREL COTTAGE

There had been no mistake, then. She opened the gate, and by a narrow, moss-grown path through the bushes, came to the door. All was still. It was impossible to suppose the place inhabited.

No bell was to be found, but an iron knocker hung upon the low door.

Zoe knocked.

The way in which the sound echoed through the little cottage almost frightened her. It seemed to point to emptiness. Surely Laurel Cottage must be unfurnished.

There was no reply, no sign of life.

She knocked again. She knocked a third time.

Then the stillness of the place, and the darkness of the long avenue away up where the trees met in a verdant arch, became intolerable. She turned and walked quickly out on to the road again.


CHAPTER XV

AT THE CEDARS

Zoe was nonplussed. She was unable to believe that this deserted place was the spot referred to by Séverac Bablon. She still clung to the idea that there must be some mistake, though she had the evidence of her own eyes that the cottage was called Laurel Cottage.

The notion of writing a note and slipping it through the letter-box came to her. But she remembered that there was no letter-box. Then, such a course might be dangerous.

She looked gratefully towards the beam of light from the cab lamps. The solitude was getting on her nerves. Yes, she determined, she would write a note, and put it under the door. She need not sign it.

With that determination, she returned to where the taxi-man waited.

Find it all right, miss?

Yes, but theres no one at home. I want to write a note and I should like you to go and slip it under the door for me. It is so lonely there, it has made me feel quite nervous. I can mind the cab!

The man smiled and touched his cap. Taxi-men are possessed of intuitions; and this one knew perfectly well that he had a good fare and one that would pay him well enough for his trouble.

Certainly, miss, with pleasure.

Have you a piece of paper and a pencil?

The man tore a leaf from a notebook and handed Zoe a pencil. Using the book as a pad, she, by the light of the near-side lamp, wrote:

Your meeting at The Cedars known to Mr. Alden. Dont go.

It is such a tiny piece of paper, she said. He  they may not see it.

I believe Ive got an envelope somewhere, miss. Its got the companys name and address printed on it, and it wont be extra clean, but  

Oh, thank you! If you could find it  

It was found, and proved to be even more dirty than the mans words had indicated. Zoe enclosed the note, wetted a finger of her glove, and stuck down the lapel.

Will you please put it under the door?

Yes, miss. Shant be a minute.

He was absent but a few moments.

Back to Charing Cross Station, directed Zoe, and got into the cab again.

She had done her best. But, throughout the whole of the journey to the Strand, her mind was occupied with dire possibilities. It almost alarmed her, this too keen interest which she found herself taking in the fortunes of Séverac Bablon.

At Charing Cross the taxi-man received a sovereign. It was more than double his fare. He knew, then, that his professional instincts had not misled him, but that he had been driving an American millionairess.

In the foyer of the Astoria, Mary Evershed was waiting, with Mrs. Wellington Lacey in stately attendance. Mary was simply radiant. She sprang forward to meet Zoe, both hands outsretched.

Wherever have you been? she cried.

Picture show! said Zoe, with composed mendacity, glancing at the aristocratic chaperon.

I could not possibly wait until the morning, Mary ran on, her eyes sparkling with excitement. I had to run along here straight from horrid, stuffy Downing Street to tell you. Dick has inherited a fortune.

What! said Zoe, and grasped both her friends hands. Inherited a fortune!

Well  not quite a fortune, perhaps  five thousand pounds.

And John Jacob Oppners daughter, a real chum to the core, never even smiled. For she knew what five thousand pounds meant to these two, knew that it meant more than five hundred thousands meant to her; since it meant the difference between union and parting, between love and loss, meant that Sir Richard Haredale could now shake off the fetters that bound him, and look the world in the face.

Oh, Mary, she said, and her pretty eyes were quite tearful. How very, very glad I am! Isnt it just great! It sounds almost too good to be true! Come right upstairs and tell me all about it!

In Zoes cosy room the story was told, not a romantic one in its essentials, but romantic enough in its potential sequel. A remote aunt was the benefactress; and her death, news of which had been communicated to Sir Richard that evening, had enriched him by five thousand pounds and served to acquaint him, at its termination, with the existence of a relation whom he had never met and rarely heard of.

Mr. Oppner came in towards the close of the story, and offered dry congratulations in that singular voice which seemed to have been preserved, for generations, in sand.

He ought to invest it, he said. Runeks are a good thing.

You see, explained Mary. He hasnt actually got it yet, only the solicitors letter. And he says he will be unable to believe in his good luck until the money is actually in the bank!

Never let money lie idle, preached Oppner. Banks fatten on such foolishness. Look at Hague. Aint he fat?

Though it must have been imperceptible to another, Zoe detected, in her fathers manner, a suppressed excitement; and augured from it a belief that the capture of Séverac Bablon was imminent.

However, when Mary was gone, Mr. Oppner said nothing of the matter which, doubtless, occupied his mind, and Zoe felt too guilty to broach the subject. They retired at last, without having mentioned the name of Séverac Bablon.

Zoe found sleep to be impossible, and lay reading until long past one oclock. But when the book dropped from her hands, she slept soundly and dreamlessly.

In the morning she scanned her mail anxiously. But there was nothing to show that her warning had been received. Could it be that Séverac Bablon had suddenly deserted the cottage for some reason, and that he would to-night walk, blindly, into the trap prepared for him?

She was anxious to see her father. And his manner, at breakfast, but dimly veiled an evident exultation. He ate very little, leaving her at the table, with one of his dry though not unkindly apologies, to go off with the stoical Mr. Alden.

If only she had a friend in whom she might confide, whose advice she might seek. Zoe laughed a little to think how excited she was on behalf of Séverac Bablon and how placidly she surveyed the possibility of her fathers being relieved of a huge sum of money.

Thats the worst of knowing Pas so rich! she mused philosophically.

The morning dragged wearily on. Noon came. Nothing and nobody interested Zoe. She went to be measured for a gown and could not support the tedium of the operation.

Send someone to the Astoria to-morrow, she said. I just cant stand here any longer.

In the afternoon she called upon Sheila Vignoles, but everyone, from Lord Vignoles to the butler, irritated her. She came away with a headache. With the falling of dusk, her condition grew all but insupportable. Her father had been absent all day. She had met no one who would be likely to know anything about the nights expedition.

She sat looking out from her window at the Embankment, where lights were now glowing, point after point, through the deepening gloom.

It was as she stood there, vainly wondering what was going forward, that her father, his spare figure enveloped in a big motor coat, his cap pulled down upon his brow, walked along Richmond High Street beside Mr. Alden.

By the time we get there, said the latter, rolling the inevitable cheroot from one corner of his mouth to the other, it will be dark enough for our purpose. Its a warm night, and dry, which is fortunate, and Ive marked a place right opposite the gate where we can lie all snug until were wanted.

Can you rely on Sullivans men?

Hes sending eight of the best. At his office, this afternoon I went over a plan of the place with them. Its impossible to march a troop up to the house to reconnoitre. They know exactly what theyve got to do. It will be covered all around. A cat wont be able to come out of The Cedars, sir, without being noted!

Yep. And when we march up to the door?

Directly its opened, explained Alden patiently, Ill hold it open! Then, in go five Sullivan men, Martin and you. But therell still be a man covering every egress from the house. If anybody tries to get out therell be someone to hold him up and to whistle for more help if its needed.

Seems all right, said Oppner; if we dont get loaded up with lead. Is this place much further? We seem to have been walkin up this blame hill for hours.

See that white milestone? Well, the first gate is fifty yards beyond, on the right.

Have the crowd arrived yet?

Some of them. Theyre drafting up singly and in couples. There ought to be four on the river side of the place by now, and Martin waiting somewhere around the front.

Four to come, yet?

Yep. Two for the other gate of the drive, and two for the lane that leads down to the river.

They plodded on in silence. Abreast of the milestone, but without stopping, Alden whistled softly.

He was answered from somewhere among the trees bordering the left of the road.

Thats Martin! he said. Come on, Mr. Oppner, through this gap in the fence.

Mr. Oppner crawled, in undignified silence, through the gap indicated.

You see, explained Aldens voice out of the gloom, farther along are open rails and dense bushes. Thats where were going to watch from. Well see every soul that comes up.

Youre stone sure its to-night they arranged?

Patiently, Alden replied: Stone sure.

Because, drawled Oppner, stumbling along in the darkness, this is not in my line.

Sss! came from close at hand.

Mr. Oppner started.

That you, Martin? from Alden.

Yes; no one has gone in yet. But a ground floor room is lighted up, and also the conservatory.

Right.

There was a momentary faint gleam of light. Mr. Alden was consulting his electrically-lighted watch.

Time they were all posted, he said. Martin, do the rounds. Hustle!

Martin was heard slipping away through the bushes. Then came silence. Oppner and Alden were now at a point directly opposite a gate, and in full view of the house. Many of the windows were illuminated.

Does the lawn slope down to the towpath? came Oppners voice.

Sure. There are men on the towpath.

Silence fell once more. From somewhere down the road, in the direction of Richmond, was wafted a faint tinkling sound. Oppner heard Alden moving.

Ill have to leave you for a minute, said the detective. Dont be scared if Martin comes back.

Without waiting for a reply, Alden departed. Mr. Oppner heard him brushing against the bushes in passing. Crouching there uncomfortably, and looking out across the road to the gateway of The Cedars, Oppner saw a singular thing, a thing that made him wonder.

He saw Alden run swiftly across from the gap in the fence by which they had entered their hiding-place, to the gate opposite. He saw him run in. Then he disappeared. Whilst Oppner was thrashing his brains for a solution to this man[oe]uvre, a faint rattling sound drew his gaze down the hill.

Someone was approaching on a bicycle!

Almost holding his breath, he watched. Nearer came the rider, and nearer. Immediately before the gate of The Cedars he dismounted. He was a telegraph messenger.

At that moment Alden came strolling out, smoking his cigar and pulling on a pair of gloves.

Hullo, boy! he said; his voice was clearly audible to the listening Oppner. Got a wire for me? Ive been expecting it all the evening.

The boy opened his wallet, but with some hesitation.

Dr. Phillips, continued Alden, that right?

The boy hesitated no longer.

Phillips, yes, sir, he said, and handed the telegram to Alden.

With a nonchalant air which excited Mr. Oppners admiration, Alden walked to a lamp some little distance away, tore open the yellow envelope, and read the message.

All right, boy, he said. No reply. Here, catch!

He tossed the boy a coin, and with a touch of genius which showed him to be a really great detective, halted a moment, scratched his chin, and as the boy again mounted his bicycle, re-entered the gate of The Cedars.

Thats real cute! murmured Oppner.

The boy having ridden off, Alden slipped warily out on to the road, ran across, and was lost to view. Presently a rustling in the bushes told of his return to Oppners side.

Its from Sheard, whispered the detective. Our man must have written him further particulars, same as he said hed do. It just reads: Detained. S. But it was handed in at Fleet Street, and I havent any doubt who sent it.

Hes smart, is Sheard, said Mr. Oppner. He smelled trouble, or maybe he got wise to us  

Sss!

That you, Martin?  from Alden.

All right. Everybody seems to be posted. Theyre all finely out of sight, too.

Good. The newspaper man isnt coming. See me get the wire?

Yes. I wonder if the rest will come.

Hope so. I dont want to have to open the ball, because until some visitors have gone in we havent got any real evidence that Séverac Bablon is there himself.

Quiet, said Martin.

A measured tread proclaimed itself, drew nearer, and a policeman passed their hiding-place. When the regular footsteps had died away again:

If he knew whos leased The Cedars, murmured Alden, hed be a sergeant sooner than he expects.

Which remark was the last contributed by any of the party for some considerable time. Aldens description of the road before The Cedars as a lonely one was fully justified. From the time of Martins return until that when the big car drove up and turned into the drive, not a solitary pedestrian passed their hiding-place.

A laggard moon sailed out from a cloud-bank and painted the road white as far as the eye could follow it. Then came a breeze from the river, to sing drearily through the trees. In the intervals, when the breeze was still, its absence seemed in some way, to stimulate the watchers power of hearing, so that they could detect vague sounds which proceeded from the river. The creak of oars told of a late rower on the stream  a voice was wafted up to them, to be drowned in the sighing of the leaves set swaying by the new breeze.

Then came the car.

The whirr of the motor announced its coming from afar off; but, so swiftly did it travel, that it was upon them a moment later. As it swung around and on to the drive of The Cedars its number showed clearly.

3509, said Martin. Thats Mr. Antony Elschild!

Gee! said Oppner, and his sandy voice shook somewhat, perhaps owing to the chill of the breeze. This is getting real exciting!

The car was delayed some little time before the door of the house, then driven around, and out at the further gate of the drive. It returned by the way it had come, racing down the hill at something considerably exceeding the legal speed. The thud-thud-thud of the motor died away, and became inaudible.

Im glad the police arent with us, and yet sorry, said Oppner. This is a whole-hog conspiracy properly. No wonder he was so hard to catch; look at the class of people hes got in with him! Think of Elschild! Gee! Theres goin to be a scene in a minute.

For the present, said Alden, well make no move; well just sit tight. Theres maybe a lot to arrive yet.

Just before the breeze came creeping up from the river again, thud-thud-thud was borne to their ears. Another car was approaching.


CHAPTER XVI

THE LAMP AND THE MASK

10761, said Alden. I wonder whose car that is.

None of the watchful trio had any idea. But whomever was within it, the second car performed exactly the same man[oe]uvres as the first, and, a few moments after its appearance, was lost to sight and hearing once more.

But a matter of seconds later, came the familiar thud-thud-thud; and a third car plunged up the hill and went swinging around the drive. Again, no one of the three was able to recognise the number. Out by the further gate of the drive it passed, turned, and flashed by them in the darkness, to go leaping down the slope.

Three, said Alden. I wonder if theres any more.

His tone was thoughtful.

Say, began Mr. Oppner, wed better get on with it now, because  

I know, Alden interrupted, there may be only one more to come? Youre thinking that, after all those expected have arrived, therell be trouble in getting the door to open?

I was thinking that, too, said Martin. Maybe theyre all arrived as it is; but we stand a still worse chance if we wait.

Come on, said Mr. Oppner, with a rising excitement evident in his voice. We know theres one big fish in the net, anyway!

Thud-thud-thud!

Theres another car coming, cried Alden. Hurry up, Mr. Oppner! This way. Mind your head through this broken part. Well be on the steps as the car comes around the drive!

They crept through the gap below and ran across the road, Oppner as actively as either of his companions. Already, the white beam of the headlight was cutting-the gloom, below, where the road was heavily bordered with trees.

Just in time!

Past the gate they ran, and pattered on to the drive. Behind them, a big car was just spinning past the gate. As it came leaping along the drive Alden ran up the four stone steps to the door and jammed his thumb hard against the bell button.

At the same moment, Martin whistled shrilly, three times.

Whereupon affairs began to move in meteoric fashion.

Several people came bundling out of the car. From the gloom all about it there sounded the scamper of hurrying feet.

The door was thrown open, and a blaze of light swept the steps.

Alden leapt over the threshold, pistol in hand, yelling at the same time:

Follow me, boys!

Like the swoop of heated play to a goal burst a human wave upon the steps. Oppner and Martin were swept irresistibly upward and inward. They were surrounded, penned in. Then:

Break away, you goldarned idiot! rose Aldens angry voice ahead.

The lights went out. The door slammed.

Alden! cried Mr. Oppner. Alden!

Someone pinioned him from behind.

Theres a mistake, you blamed ass! he screamed. I aint one of em! Alden! Martin!

A hand was pressed firmly over his mouth, and with veins swelling up and eyes starting from his head in impotent fury, Mr. Oppner was hustled forward through the darkness.

Around him a number of people seemed to be moving, and when he found his feet upon stairs, several unseen hands were outstretched to thrust him upward. The darkness was impenetrable.

Apparently the stair was uncarpeted, as likewise was the corridor along which he presently found himself proceeding. The echo of many footsteps rang through the house. It sounded shell-like, empty. Then it seemed to him that not so many were about him. He felt his revolver slide from his hip-pocket. He was pushed gently forward, and a door closed behind him. The sound of footsteps died away with that of whispering voices.

Came a sudden angry roar, muffled, distant, he thought in the voice of Alden. It was stifled, cut off ere it had come to full crescendo, in a very significant manner. Silence, then, fell about him, the chill silence of an empty house.

Cautiously he turned and felt for the door, which he knew to be close behind him. He was obsessed by a childish, though not unnatural, fear of falling through some trap.

He touched the door-knob, turned it. As he had anticipated, the door was locked. He wondered if there were any windows to this strangely dark apartment. With his fingers touching the wall, he crept slowly forward, halting at every other step to listen; but the night gave up no sound.

The tenth pace brought him to a corner. He turned off at right angles, still pursuing the wall, and came upon shutters, closely barred. He pressed on, came to another corner; proceeded, another; and finally touched the door-knob again.

This was a square room, apparently, and unfurnished. But what might not yawn for him in the middle of the floor? He remembered that the river ran at the end of the garden.

Pressing his ear to the door, he listened intently.

Without, absolutely nothing stirred. He drew a quick, sibilant breath, and turned, planting his back against the door and clenching his fists.

Suddenly it had been borne in upon his mind that something, someone, was in the room with him!

Vainly he sought to peer through the darkness. His throat was parched.

A dim glow was born in the heart of the gloom. Scarce able to draw breath, fearing what he might see, yet more greatly fearing to look away, even for an instant, Mr. Oppner stared and stared. His eyes ached.

Brighter became the glow, and proclaimed itself a ball of light. It illuminated the face that was but a few inches removed from it. In the midst of that absolute darkness the effect was indescribably weird. Nothing for some moments was visible but just that ball of light and the dark face with the piercing eyes gleaming out from slits in a silk mask.

Then the ball became fully illuminated, and Oppner saw that it was some unfamiliar kind of lamp, and that it rested in a sort of metal tripod upon a plain deal table, otherwise absolutely bare.

Save for this table, the lamp, and a chair, the room was entirely innocent of furniture. Upon the chair, with his elbows resting on the table, sat a man in evening dress. He was very dark, very well groomed, and seemingly very handsome; but the black silk half-mask effectually disguised him. His eyes were arresting. Mr. Oppner did not move, and he could not look away.

For he knew that he stood in the presence of Séverac Bablon.

The latter pushed something across the table in Oppners direction.

Your cheque-book, he said, and a fountain pen.

Mr. Oppner gulped; did not stir, did not speak. Séverac Bablons voice was vaguely familiar to him.

You are the second richest man in the United States, he continued, and the first in parsimony. I shall mulct you in one hundred thousand pounds!

Youll never get it! rasped Oppner.

No? Well let us weigh the possibilities, one against the other. There have been protests, from rival journals, against the Gleaners acceptance of foreign money for British national purposes. This I had anticipated, but such donations have had the effect of stimulating the British public. If the cheques already received, and your own, which you are about to draw, are not directly devoted to the purpose for which they are intended, I can guarantee that you shall not be humiliated by their return!

Ah! sighed Oppner.

The Gleaner newspaper has made all arrangements with an important English firm to construct several air vessels. The materials and the workmanship will be British throughout, and the vessels will be placed at the disposal of the authorities. The source of the Gleaners fund thus becomes immaterial. But, in recognition of the subscribers, the vessels will be named Oppner I., Oppner II., Hague I., etc.

Yep?

At some future time we may understand one another better, Mr. Oppner. For the present I shall make no overtures. I have no desire unduly to mystify you, however. The men whom Mr. Martin of Pinkertons, found surrounding this house were not the men from Sullivans Agency, but friends of my own. Sullivans were informed at the last moment that the raid had been abandoned. The car, again, which you observed, is my own. I caused it to be driven to and fro between here and Richmond Bridge for your especial amusement, altering the number on each occasion. Finally, any outcry you may care to raise will pass unnoticed, as The Cedars has been leased for the purpose of a private establishment for the care of mental cases.

Youre holding me to ransom?

In a sense. But you would not remain here. I should remove you to a safer place. My car is waiting.

You cant hold me for ever. Mr. Oppner was gathering courage. This interview was so very businesslike, so dissimilar from the methods of American brigandage, that his keen, commercial instincts were coming to the surface. Any time I get out I can tell the truth and demand my money back.

It is so. But on the day that you act in that manner, within an hour from the time, your New York mansion will be burned to a shell, without loss of life, but with destruction of property considerably exceeding in value the amount of your donation to the Gleaner fund. I may add that I shall continue to force your expenditures in this way, Mr. Oppner, until such time as I bring you to see the falsity of your views. On that day we shall become friends.

Ah!

You may wonder why I have gone to the trouble to make a captive of you, here, when by means of such a menace alone I might have achieved my object; I reply that you possess that stubborn type of disposition which only succumbs to force majeure. Your letter to the Gleaner explaining your views respecting the Dominion, and proposing that an air-vessel be christened The Canada, is here, typed; you have only to sign it. The future, immediate, and distant is entirely in your own hands, Mr. Oppner. You will remain my guest until I have your cheque and your signature to this letter. You will always be open to sudden demands upon your capital, from me, so long as you continue, by your wrongful employment of the power of wealth, to blacken the Jewish name. For it is because you are a Jew that I require these things of you.


CHAPTER XVII

THE DAMASCUS CURTAIN

The British public poured contributions into the air-fleet fund with a lavishness that has never been equalled in history. For, after the stupendous sums, each one a big fortune in itself, which the Jewish financiers had subscribed, every man who called himself a Britisher (and who thought that Britain really needed airships) came forward with his dole.

There was a special service held at the Great Synagogue in Aldgate, and Juda was exalted in public estimation to a dizzy pinnacle.

One morning, whilst the enthusiasm was at its height, Mr. Oppner rose from the breakfast table upon hearing the phone bell ring.

Zoe, he said, if thats a reporter, tell him Im ill in bed.

He shuffled from the room. Since the night of the abortive raid upon The Cedars he had showed a marked aversion from the society of newspaper men. Regarding the facts of his donation to the fund he had vouchsafed no word to Zoe. Closely had the story of his doings at Richmond been hushed up; as closely as a bottomless purse can achieve such silencing, but, nevertheless, Zoe knew the truth.

Sheard was shown in.

Excuse me, he said hastily, but I wanted to ask Mr. Oppner if there is anything in this article  he held out a proof slip that he would like altered. Its for the Magazine of Empire. Theyre having full-page photographs of all the Aero Millionaires, thats what they call them now!

Can you leave it? asked Zoe. He is dressing  and not in a very good temper.

Right! said Sheard promptly, and laid the slip on the table. Phone me if there is anything to come out. Good-bye.

Zoe was reading the proof when her father came in again.

Newspaper men been here? he drawled. Thought so. What a poor old addle-pated martyr I am.

Listen, began Zoe, this is an article all about you! It quotes Dr. Herman Hertz, that is to say, it represents you as quoting him! It says:  

The true Jew is an integral part of the life and spiritual endeavour of every nation where Providence has allotted his home. And as for the Jews of this Empire, which is earths nearest realisation hitherto of justice coupled with humanity, finely has a noble Anglo-Jewish soldier, Colonel Goldschmidt, expressed it: Loyalty to the flag for which the sun once stood still can only deepen our devotion to the flag on which the sun never sets. Is that all right?

Hm! said Oppner. Have Rohscheimer and Jesson seen this article?

Dont know! answered Zoe.

Because, explained Oppner, theyve showed their blame devotion to the flag on which the sun dont set, same as me, and if they can stand it, my hides as tough as theirs, I reckon.

It was whilst Mr. Oppner was thus expressing himself that Sheard, who, having left the proof at the Astoria, had raced back to the club to keep an appointment, quitted the club again (his man had disappointed him), and walked down the court to Fleet Street.

Mr. Aloys. X. Alden, arrayed in his capacious tweed suit, a Stetson felt hat, and a pair of brogues with eloquent Broadway welts, liquidated the business that had detained him in the Cheshire Cheese and drifted idly in the same direction.

A taxi-driver questioned Sheard with his eyebrows, but the pressman, after a moments hesitancy, shook his head, and, suddenly running out into the stream of traffic, swung himself on a westward bound bus. Pausing in the act of lighting a Havana cigarette, Alden hailed the disappointed taxi-driver and gave him rapid instructions. The broad-brimmed Stetson disappeared within the cab, and the cab darted off in the wake of the westward bound bus.

Such was the price that Mr. Thomas Sheard must pay for the reputation won by his inspired articles upon Séverac Bablon. For what he had learnt of him during their brief association had enabled that clever journalist to invest his copy with an atmosphere of exclusiveness which had attracted universal attention.

As a less pleasant result, the staff of the Gleaner  and Sheard in particular  were being kept under strict surveillance.

Sheard occupied an outside seat, and as the bus travelled rapidly westward, Fleet Street and the Strand offered to his gratified gaze one long vista of placards:

M. DUQUESNE IN LONDON.

That item was exclusive to the Gleaner, and had been communicated to Sheard upon a plain correspondence card, such as he had learnt to associate with Séverac Bablon. The Gleaner, amongst all Londons news-sheets, alone could inform a public, strung to a tense pitch of excitement, that M. Duquesne, of the Paris police, was staying at the Hotel Astoria, in connection with the Séverac Bablon case.

As the bus stopped outside Charing Cross Station, Sheard took a quick and anxious look back down the Strand. A taxi standing near the gates attracted his attention, for, although he could not see the Stetson inside, he noted that the cab was engaged, and, therefore, possibly occupied. It was sufficient, in these days of constant surveillance, to arouse his suspicion; it was more than sufficient to-day to set his brain working upon a plan to elude the hypothetical pursuer. He had become, latterly, an expert in detecting detectives, and now his wits must be taxed to the utmost.

For he had a correspondence card in his pocket which differed from those he was used to, in that it bore the address, 70A Finchley Road, and invited him to lunch with Séverac Bablon that day!

With the detectives of New York and London busy, and, now, with the famous Duquesne in town, Sheard well might survey the Strand behind, carefully, anxiously, distrustfully.

Séverac Bablon, so far as he was aware, no longer had any actual hold upon him. There was no substantial reason why he should not hand the invitation  bearing that address which one man, alone, in London at that hour cheerfully would have given a thousand pounds to know  to the proper authorities. But Séverac Bablon had appealed strongly, irresistibly, to something within Sheard that had responded with warmth and friendship. Despite his reckless, lawless deeds, the pressman no more would have thought of betraying him than of betraying the most sacred charge. In fact, as has appeared, he did not hesitate to aid and abet him in his most outrageous projects. But yet he wondered at the great, the incredible audacity of this super-audacious man who now had entrusted to him the secret of his residence.

Hastily descending from the bus, he walked quickly forward to the nearest tobacconists and turned in the entrance to note if the man who might be in the taxi would betray his presence.

He did.

The Stetson appeared from the window, and a pair of keen grey eyes fixed themselves upon the door wherein Sheard was lurking.

A rapid calculation showed the pressman where lay his best chance. Darting across the road, he dived, rabbit-like, into the burrow of the Tube, got his ticket smartly, and ran to the stairway. With his head on a level with the floor of the booking-offices he paused.

An instant later the canoe-shaped brogues came clattering down from above. The American took in the people in the hall with one comprehensive glance, got a ticket without a moments delay, and jumped into a lift that was about to descend.

Two minutes afterwards Sheard was in a cab bound for the house of Séverac Bablon. The New Journalism is an exciting vocation.

He discharged the cabman at the corner of Finchley Road, and walked along to No. 70A.

Opening the monastic looking gate, he passed around a trim lawn and stood in the porch of one of those small and picturesque houses which survive in some parts of red-brick London.

A man who wore conventional black, but who looked like an Ababdeh Arab, opened the door before he had time to ring. He confirmed Sheards guess at his Eastern nationality by the manner of his silent salutation. Without a word of inquiry he conducted the visitor to a small room on the left of the hall and retired in the same noiseless fashion.

The journalist had anticipated a curious taste in decoration, and he was not disappointed. For this apartment could not well be termed a room; it was a mere cell.

The floor was composed of blocks  or perhaps only faced with layers of red granite; the walls showed a surface of smooth plaster. An unglazed window which opened on a garden afforded ample light, and, presumably for illumination at night, an odd-looking antique lamp stood in a niche. A littered table, black with great age and heavily carved, and a chair to match, stood upon a rough fibre mat. There was no fireplace. The only luxurious touch in the strange place was afforded by a richly Damascened curtain, draped before a recess at the farther end.

From the table arose Séverac Bablon, wearing a novel garment strangely like a bernouse.

My dear Sheard, he said warmly and familiarly, I am really delighted to see you again.

Sheard shook his hand heartily. Séverac Bablon was as irresistible as ever.

Take the arm-chair, he continued, and try to overlook the peculiarities of my study. Believe me, they are not intended for mere effect. Every item of my arrangements has its peculiar note of inspiration, I assure you.

Sheard turned, and found that a deep-seated, heavily-cushioned chair, also antique, and which he had overlooked, stood close behind him. An odd perfume hung in the air.

Ah, said Séverac Bablon, in his softly musical voice, you have detected my vice.

He passed an ebony box to his visitor, containing cigarettes of a dark yellow colour. Sheard lighted one, and discovered it possessed a peculiar aromatic flavour, which he found very fascinating. Séverac Bablon watched him with a quizzical smile upon his wonderfully handsome face.

I am afraid there is opium in them, he said.

Sheard started.

Do not fear, laughed the other. You cannot develop the vice, for these cigarettes are unobtainable in London. Their history serves to disprove the popular theory that the use of tobacco was introduced from Mexico in the sixteenth century. These were known in the East generations earlier.

And so, with the mere melody of his voice, he re-established his sovereignty over Sheards mind. His extraordinary knowledge of extraordinary matters occasioned the pressmans constant amazement. From the preparations made for the reception of the Queen of Sheba at Solomons court in 980 B.C. he passed to the internal organisation of the Criminal Investigation Department.

I should mention, said Sheard at this point, that an attempt was made to follow me here.

Séverac Bablon waved a long white hand carelessly.

Never mind, he replied soothingly. It is annoying for you, but I give you my word that you shall not be compromised by me  come, luncheon is waiting. I will show you the only three men in Europe and America who might associate the bandit, the incendiary, with him who calls himself Séverac Bablon.

He stood up and gazed abstractedly in the direction of the garden. In silence he stood looking, not at the garden, but beyond it, into some vaster garden of his fancy. Sheard studied him with earnest curiosity.

Will you never tell me, he began abruptly, who you are really, what is the source of your influence, and what is your aim in all this wild business?

Séverac Bablon turned and regarded him fixedly.

I will, he said, when the day comes  if ever it does come. A shadow crept over his mobile features.

I am a dreamer, Sheard, he continued, and perhaps a trifle mad. I am trying to wield a weapon that my fathers were content to let rust in its scabbard. For the source of the influence you speak of  its emblem lies there.

He pointed a long, thin finger to the recess veiled with its heavy Damascus curtain.

May I see it?

The quizzical smile returned to the fine face.

Oh, thou of the copy-hunting soul, exclaimed Séverac Bablon. A day may come. But it is not to-day.

He seized Sheard by the arm and led him out into the hall.

Look at these three portraits, he directed. The three great practical investigators of the world. Mr. Brinsley Monro, of Dearborn Street, Chicago; Mr. Paul Harley, of Chancery Lane; and last, but greatest, M. Victor Lemage, of Paris.

Is Duquesne acting under his instructions?

M. Lemage took charge of the case this morning.

Sheard looked hard at Séverac Bablon. Victor Lemage, inventor of the anthroposcopic system of identification, the greatest living authority upon criminology, was a man to be feared.

Séverac Bablon smiled, clapped both hands upon his shoulders, and looked into his eyes.

It is the lighter side of my strange warfare, he said. I revel in it, Sheard. It refreshes me for more serious things. This evening you must arrange to meet me for a few moments. I shall have a scoop to offer you for the Gleaner. Do not fail me. It will leave you ample time to get on to Downing Street afterwards. You see, I knew you were going to Downing Street to-night! Am I not a magician? I shall wire you. If, when you ring at the door of the house to which you will be directed, no one replies, go away at once. I will then communicate the news later. And now  lunch.


CHAPTER XVIII

A WHITE ORCHID

Whoever could have taken a peep into a certain bare-looking room at Scotland Yard some three hours after Sheard had left Finchley Road must have been drawn to the conclusion that the net was closing more tightly about Séverac Bablon than he supposed.

Behind a large, bare table, upon which were some sheets of foolscap, a metal inkpot, and pens, sat Chief Inspector Sheffield. On three uncomfortable-looking chairs were disposed Detective Sergeant Harborne, he of the Stetson and brogues, and M. Duquesne, of Paris. Stetson and brogues, as became a non-official, observed much outward deference towards the Chief Inspector in whose room he found himself.

We may take it, then, said Sheffield, with a keen glance of his shrewd, kindly eyes towards the American and the celebrated little Frenchman, that Bablon, when he isnt made up, is a man so extremely handsome and of such marked personality that hed be spotted anywhere. We have some reason to believe that hes a Jew. The head of the greatest Jewish house in Europe has declined to deny, according to M. Duquesne, that he knows who he is, and  consulting a sheet of foolscap Mr. Alden, here, from New York, volunteers the information that H. T. Sheard, of the Gleaner, went to see Bablon this morning. We are aware, from information by Sir Leopold Jesson, that this newspaper man is acquainted with B. But we cant act on it. We understand that Bablon has a house in or near to London. None of us  looking hard at Alden have any idea of the locality. There are two rewards privately offered, totalling £3,000  which is of more interest to Mr. Alden than to the rest of us  and M. Duquesne is advised this morning that his Chief is coming over at once. Now, were all as wise as one another  with a second hard look at his French confrère and Alden so we can all set about the job again in our own ways.

After this interesting conference, whereof each member had but sought to pump the others, M. Duquesne, entering Whitehall, almost ran into a tall man, wearing a most unusual and conspicuous caped overcoat, silk lined; whose haughty, downward glance revealed his possession of very large, dark eyes; whose face was so handsome that the little Frenchman caught his breath; whose carriage was that of a monarch or of one of the musketeers of Louis XIII.

With the ease of long practice, M. Duquesne formed an unseen escort for this distinguished stranger.

Arriving at Charing Cross, the latter, without hesitation, entered the telegraph office. M. Duquesne also recollected an important matter that called for a telegram. In quest of a better pen he leaned over to the compartment occupied by the handsome man, but was unable to get so much as a glimpse of what he was writing. Having handed in his message in such a manner that the ingenious Frenchman was foiled again, he strode out, the observed of everyone in the place, but particularly of M. Duquesne.

To the latters unbounded astonishment, at the door he turned and raised his hat to him ironically.

Familiar with the characteristic bravado of French criminals, that decided the detectives next move. He stepped quickly back to the counter as the polite stranger disappeared.

I am Duquesne of Paris, he said in his fluent English to the clerk who had taken the message, and showed his card. On official business I wish to inspect the last telegram which you received.

The clerk shook his head.

Cant be done. Only for Scotland Yard.

Duquesne was a man of action. He wasted not a precious moment in feckless argument. It was hard that he should have to share this treasure with another. But in seven minutes he was at New Scotland Yard, and in fifteen he was back again to his great good fortune, with Inspector Sheffield.

The matter was adjusted. In the notebooks of Messrs Duquesne and Sheffield the following was written:

Sheard, Gleaner, Tudor Street. Laurel Cottage, Dulwich Village, eight to-night.

Returning to the Astoria to make arrangements for the evenings expedition, Duquesne upon entering his room, found there a large-boned man, with a great, sparsely-covered skull, and a thin, untidy beard. He sat writing by the window, and, at the others entrance, cast a slow glance from heavy-lidded eyes across his shoulder.

M. Duquesne bowed profoundly, hat in hand.

It was the great Lemage.

There were overwhelming forces about to take the field. France, England and the United States were combining against Séverac Bablon. It seemed that at Laurel Cottage he was like to meet his Waterloo.

At twenty-five minutes to seven that evening a smart plain-clothes constable reported in Chief Inspector Sheffields room.

Well, Dawson? said the inspector, looking up from his writing.

Laurel Cottage, Dulwich, was let by the Old College authorities, sir, to a Mr. Sanrack a month ago.

What is he like, this Mr. Sanrack?

A tall, dark gentleman. Very handsome. Looks like an actor.

Sanrack  Séverac, mused Sheffield. Daring! All right, Dawson, you can go. You know where to wait.

Fifteen minutes later arrived M. Duquesne. He had been carpeted by his chief for invoking the aid of the London police in the matter of the telegram.

Five methods occur to me instantly, stupid pig, the great Lemage had said, whereby you might have learnt its contents alone!

Heavy with a sense of his own dull powers of invention  for he found himself unable to conceive one, much less five such schemes  M. Duquesne came into the inspectors room.

Does your chief join us to-night? inquired Sheffield, on learning that the famous investigator was in London.

He may do so, msieur; but his plans are uncertain.

Almost immediately afterwards they were joined by Harborne, and all three, entering one of the taxi-cabs that always are in waiting in the Yard, set out for Dulwich Village.

The night was very dark, with ample promise of early rain, and as the cab ran past Westminster Abbey a car ahead swung sharply around Sanctuary Corner. Harborne, whose business it was to know all about smart society, reported:

Old Oppners big Panhard in front. Going our way  Embankment is up. I wonder what his Agency men are driving at? Aldens got something up his sleeve, Ill swear.

Id like a peep inside that car, said Sheffield.

Harborne took up the speaking-tube as the cab, in turn, rounded into Great Smith Street.

Switch off this inside light, he called to the driver, and get up as close alongside that Panhard ahead as you dare. Shes not moving fast. Stick there till I tell you to drop back.

The man nodded, and immediately the gear snatched the cab ahead with a violent jerk. At a high speed they leapt forward upon the narrow road, swung out to the off-side to avoid a bus, and closed up to the brilliantly-lighted car.

It was occupied by two women in picturesque evening toilettes. One of them was a frizzy haired soubrette and the other a blonde. Both were conspicuously pretty. The fair girl wore a snow white orchid, splashed with deepest crimson, pinned at her breast. Her companion, who lounged in the near corner, her cloak negligently cast about her and one rounded shoulder against the window, was reading a letter; and Harborne, who found himself not a foot removed from her, was trying vainly to focus his gaze upon the writing when the fair girl looked up and started to find the cab so close. The light of a sudden suspicion leapt into her eyes as, obedient to the detectives order, the taxi-driver slowed down and permitted the car to pass. Almost immediately the big Panhard leapt to renewed speed, and quickly disappeared ahead.

Harborne turned to Inspector Sheffield.

That was Miss Zoe Oppner, the old mans daughter.

I know, said Sheffield sharply. Read any of the letter?

No, admitted Harborne; we were bumping too much. But theres a political affair on to-night in Downing Street. I should guess shes going to be there.

Why? Who was the fair girl?

Lady Mary Evershed, answered Harborne. Its her fathers do to-night. We want to keep an eye on Miss Oppner, after the Astoria Hotel business. Wish we had a list of guests.

If Séverac Bablon is down, replied Sheffield; grimly, I dont think shell have the pleasure of seeing him this evening. But where on earth is she off to now?

Give it up, said Harborne, philosophically.

Oh, she of the golden hair and the white odontoglossum, sighed the little Frenchman, rolling up his eyes. What a perfection!

They became silent as the cab rapidly bore them across Vauxhall Bridge and through south-west to south-east London, finally to Dulwich Village, that tiny and dwindling oasis in the stucco desert of Suburbia.

Talking to an officer on point duty at a corner, distinguished by the presence of a pillar-box, was P.C. Dawson in mufti. He and the other constable saluted as the three detectives left the cab and joined them.

Been here long, Dawson? asked Sheffield.

No, sir. Just arrived.

You and I will walk along on the far side from this Laurel Cottage, arranged the inspector, and M. Duquesne might like a glass of wine, Harborne, until Ive looked over the ground. Then we can distribute ourselves. Weve got a full quarter of an hour.

It was arranged so, and Sheffield, guided by Dawson, proceeded to the end of the Village, turned to the left, past the College buildings, and found himself in a long, newly-cut road, with only a few unfinished houses. Towards the farther end a gloomy little cottage frowned upon the road. It looked deserted and lonely in its isolation amid marshy fields. In the background, upon a slight acclivity, a larger building might dimly be discerned. A clump of dismal poplars overhung the cottage on the west.

Its been a gate lodge at some time, sir, explained Dawson. You can see the old carriage sweep on the right. But the big house is to be pulled down, and theyve let the lodge, temporarily, as a separate residence. Theres no upstairs, only one door and very few windows. We can absolutely surround it!

Hm! Unpleasant looking place, muttered Sheffield, as the two walked by on the opposite side. No lights. When weve passed this next tree, slip along and tuck yourself away under that fence on the left. Dont attempt any arrest until our mans well inside. Then, when you hear the whistle, close in on the door. Ill get back now.

Ten minutes later, though Laurel Cottage presented its usual sad and lonely aspect, it was efficiently surrounded by three detectives and a constable.

Sheffields scientific dispositions were but just completed when a cursing taxi-man deposited Sheard half way up the road, having declined resolutely to bump over the ruts any further. Dismissing the man, the keenest copy-hunter in Fleet Street walked alone to the Cottage, all unaware that he did so under the scrutiny of four pairs of eyes. Finding a rusty bell-pull he rang three times. But none answered.

It was at the moment when he turned away that Mr. Alden and an Agency colleague, who  on this occasion successfully  had tracked him since he left the Gleaner office, turned the corner by the Village. Seeing him retracing his steps, they both darted up a plank into an unfinished house with the agility of true ferrets, and let him pass. As he re-entered the Village street one was at his heels. Mr. Alden strolled along to Laurel Cottage.

With but a moments consideration, he, taking a rapid glance up and down the road, vaulted the low fence and disposed himself amongst the unkempt laurel bushes flanking the cottage on the west. The investing forces thus acquired a fifth member.

Then came the threatened rain.

Falling in a steady downpour, it sang its mournful song through poplar and shrub. Soon the grey tiled roof of the cottage poured its libation into spouting gutters, and every rut of the road became a miniature ditch. But, with dogged persistency, the five watchers stuck to their posts.

When Sheard had gone away again, Inspector Sheffield had found himself, temporarily, in a dilemma. It was something he had not foreseen. But, weighing the chances, he had come to the conclusion to give the others no signal, but to wait.

At seven minutes past eight, by Mr. Aldens electrically lighted timepiece, a car or a cab  it was impossible, at that distance, to determine which  dropped a passenger at the Village end of the road. A tall figure, completely enveloped in a huge, caped coat, and wearing a dripping silk hat, walked with a swinging stride towards the ambush  and entered the gate of the cottage.

M. Duquesne, who, from his damp post in a clump of rhododendrons on the left of the door had watched him approach, rubbed his wet hands delightedly. Without the peculiar coat that majestic walk was sufficient.

It is he! he muttered. The Séverac!

With a key which he must have held ready in his hand, the new-comer opened the door and entered the cottage. Acting upon a pre-arranged plan, the watchers closed in upon the four sides of the building, and Sheffield told himself triumphantly that he had shown sound generalship. With a grim nod of recognition to Alden, who appeared from the laurel thicket, he walked up to the door and rang smartly.

This had one notable result. A door banged inside.

Again he rang  and again.

Nothing stirred within. Only the steady drone of the falling rain broke the chilling silence.

Sheffield whistled shrilly.

At that signal M. Duquesne immediately broke the window which he was guarding, and stripping off his coat, he laid it over the jagged points of glass along the sashes and through the thickness of the cloth forced back the catch. Throwing up the glassless frame, he stepped into the dark room beyond.

To the crash which he had made, an answering crash had told him that Detective-sergeant Harborne had effected an entrance by the east window.

Cautiously he stepped forward in the darkness, a revolver in one hand; with the other he fumbled for the electric lamp in his breast pocket.

As his fingers closed upon it a slight noise behind him brought him right-about in a flash.

The figure of a man who was climbing in over the low ledge was silhouetted vaguely in the frame of the broken window.

Ah! hissed Duquesne. Quick! speak! Who is that?

Ssh! my Duquesne! came a thick voice. Do you think, then, I can leave so beautiful a case to anyone?

Duquesne turned the beam of the lantern on the speaker.

It was Victor Lemage.

Duquesne bowed, lantern in hand.

Waste no moment, snapped Lemage. Try that door! pointing to the only one in the room.

As the other stepped forward to obey, the famous investigator made a comprehensive survey of the little kitchen, for such it was. Save for its few and simple appointments, it was quite empty.

The door is locked.

Ah, yes. I thought so.

Hullo! came Sheffields voice through the window, whos there, Duquesne?

It is M. Lemage. Msieur, allow me to make known the great Scotland Yard Inspector Sheffield.

With a queer parody of politeness, Duquesne turned the light of his lantern alternately upon the face of each, as he mentioned his name.

Sheffield bowed awkwardly. For he knew that he stood in the presence of the undisputed head of his profession  the first detective in Europe.

You have not left the front door unguarded, Msieur the Inspector? inquired Lemage sharply.

No, Mr. Lemage, snapped Sheffield, I have not. My man Dawson is there, with an Agency man, too.

Then we surround completely the room in which he is, declared Lemage.

Such was the case, as a glance at the following plan will show.
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There are, then, three ways, said Lemage. We may break into the front room from here, or from the room where is msieur your colleague. There is, no doubt, a door corresponding to this one. The other way is to go in by the window of that front room, for I have made the observation that its other window, that opens on the old drive to the east, is barred most heavily. Do I accord with the views of msieur?

Quite, said Sheffield crisply. Well work through the front window. Hullo, Harborne!

Hullo! came the latters voice from the next room.

Nobody in there?

No. Empty room. Doors locked. Whats up on your side?

Nothing. Mr. Lemage has joined us. Stand by for squalls. Im going round to get in at the front-room window.

He paused and listened. They all listened.

The rain droned monotonously on the roof, but there was no other sound.

Sheffield climbed out and passed around by the poplars and through the laurel bushes to the front. Dawson and Alden stood by the door. With a pair of handcuffs the inspector broke the glass, and, adopting the same method as the Frenchman, used his coat to protect his hands from the splintered pieces in forcing the catch. The rain came down in torrents. He was drenched to the skin.

Seizing the yellow blind, he tore it from the roller, and also pulled down the curtains. By the light of the bulls-eye lantern which Dawson carried he surveyed the little sitting-room. Next, with a muttered exclamation, he leapt through and searched the one hiding-place  beneath a large sofa  which the room afforded.

On the common oval walnut table lay a caped overcoat and a rain-soaked silk hat.

The two doors  other than that guarded by Dawson and Alden  gave (1) on the room occupied by Harborne; (2) on the room occupied by Duquesne and Lemage. The keys were missing. The one window, other than that by which he had entered, was heavily barred, and in any case, visible from the front door of the cottage.

All five had seen their man enter; all had heard the banging door when Sheffield knocked. No possible exit had been unwatched for a single instant.

But the place was empty.

When the others, having searched painfully every inch of ground, joined the inspector in the front room, Harborne, taking up the silk-lined caped overcoat, observed something lying on the polished walnut beneath.

He uttered a hasty exclamation.

Damn! cried Duquesne at his elbow, characteristically saying the right thing at the wrong time. A white odontoglossum crispum, with crimson spots!

Across the table all exchanged glances.

He is very handsome, sighed the little Frenchman.

That is an extreme privilege, said his chief, shrugging composedly and lighting a cigarette. It is so interesting to the women, and they are so useful. It was the women who restored your English Charles II.  but they were his ruin in the end. It is a clue, this white orchid, that inspires in me two solutions immediately.

M. Duquesne suffered, temporarily, from a slight catarrh, occasioned, no doubt, by his wetting. But he lacked the courage to meet the drooping eye of his chief.

They were some distance from Laurel Cottage when Harborne, who carried the caped coat on his arm, exclaimed:

By the way, who has the orchid?

No one had it.

M. Duquesne, said Lemage calmly, of all the stupid pigs you are the more complete.

Sheffield ran back. Dawson had been left on duty outside the cottage. The inspector passed him and climbed back through the broken window. He looked on the table and searched, on hands and knees, about the floor.

Dawson!

Sir?

You have heard or seen nothing suspicious since we left?

Dawson, through the window, stared uncomprehendingly.

Nothing, sir.

The white orchid was missing.


CHAPTER XIX

THREE LETTERS

Sheard did not remain many minutes in Downing Street that night. The rooms were uncomfortably crowded and insupportably stuffy. A vague idea which his common sense was impotent to combat successfully, that he would see or hear from Séverac Bablon amidst that political crush proved to be fallacious  as common sense had argued. He wondered why his extraordinary friend  for as a friend he had come to regard him  had been unable to keep his appointment. He wondered when the promised news would be communicated.

That one of the Americans, or two, to whose presence he was becoming painfully familiar, had followed him since he had left the office he was well aware. But, as he had thrown off the man who had tried to follow him to Finchley Road, he was untroubled now. They had probably secured the Dulwich address; but that was due to no fault of his own, and, in any case, Bablon seemed to regard all their efforts with complete indifference. So, presumably, it did not matter.

On his way out he met two hot and burly gentlemen, rather ill-dressed, who were hastening in. Instinctively he knew them for detective officers. Hailing a cab at the corner, he sank restfully into the seat and felt in his pocket for his cigarette-case. There was a letter there also, which he did not recollect to have been there before he entered Downing Street.

In some excitement he took it out and opened the plain envelope.

It contained a correspondence-card and a letter. Both of these, and a third letter which reached its destination on the following morning, whilst all England and all France were discussing the amazing circumstances set forth in No. 2, are appended in full.



No. 1

My dear Sheard,  I enclose the promised exclusive to the Gleaner. It will appear in no other paper of London, but in two of Paris, to-morrow. Forgive me for sending you to Dulwich. I did so for a private purpose of my own, and rely upon your generous friendship to excuse the liberty. I write this prior to visiting Downing Street, where it will be quite impossible, amongst so many people, to speak to you. Do not fear that there exists any evidence of complicity between us. I assure you that you are safe.



No. 2

To the Editor of the Gleaner.

Sir,  I desire to show myself, as always, a man of honour, and presume to request the freedom of your most valuable columns for that purpose. I address myself to the British public through the medium of the Gleaner as the most liberal journal in London, and that most opposed to government by plutocracy.

As the inventor of the digital system of identification, of the anthroposcopic method, and of the Code which bears my name, I am known to your readers, as well as for my years of labour against criminals of all classes and of all nations. I have been called the head of my profession, and shall I be accused of vanity if, with my hand upon my heart, I acknowledge that tribute and say, It is well deserved?

Under date as above, I am resigning my office as Chief of that department which I have so long directed, being no more in a position to perform my duties as a man of honour, since I have been instructed to take charge of what is called the Séverac Bablon case.

It is the first time that my duty to France has run contrary to my duty to the great, the marvellous man whom you know by that name, and to whom I owe all that I have, all that I am; whose orders I may not and would not disregard.

By his instructions I performed to-day a little deception upon the representatives of English law and upon one of my esteemed colleagues  a most capable and honourable man, for whom I cherish extreme regard, and whom I would wish to see in the office I now resign. He is not one of Us, and in every respect is a suitable candidate for that high post.

I was honoured, then, by instructions to impersonate my Leader. No reference here to my powers of disguise is necessary. I took the place of him you call Séverac Bablon at a certain Laurel Cottage in Dulwich. I entered with the key he had entrusted to me, too quickly to be arrested, if any had tried, and none made the attempt, which was an error of strategy (see Code, p-43). All in the dark I placed his coat and hat upon the table. I overlooked something in the gloom, but no matter. I correct my errors; it is the Secret. I was not otherwise disguised. It was not necessary. I waited until one of those watching broke into the little room at the back. I stood beside the window. Noiseless as the leopard I stepped behind him as he entered. I could have slain him with ease. I did not do so. I proclaimed myself. I was entering, too!

Why should I name the man to whom I thus offered the one great chance of a lifetime? No, I am so old at this game. He overlooked no more than another must have done  any more than I.

But, although outside it poured with rain, my clothes were scarce wet. How had I watched and kept dry?

He did not ask himself. No matter. I gave him his chance. We French, to-day, are sportsmen!

I understand that my Leader brought about this contretemps with deliberation, in order to terminate my false position, and make prominent this statement, and I am instructed to remind my authorities that State secrets of international importance are in my possession and thus in his. But, lastly, I would assure France and the world that no blot of dishonour is upon my name because I have served two masters. My great Leader never did and never will employ this knowledge to any improper end. But he would have my Government know something  so very little  of his influence and of his power. He would have them recall those warrants for his apprehension that place him on a level with the Apache, the ruffian; that are an insult to a man who has never done wrong to a living soul, but who only has exercised the fundamental, the Divine, the Mosaic Law of Justice.

I loved my work and I love France. But I grieve not. Other work will be given to me. I make my bow; I disappear. Adieu!

I am, sir,

Your obedient servant, Victor Lemage (late Service de Sûreté).



No. 3

(Received by Lady Mary Evershed)

When, in your brave generosity, you accompanied your friend and mine on her perilous journey to warn me that Mr. Oppners detectives had a plan for my capture, I knew, on the instant when you stepped into Laurel Cottage, that Miss Oppner had made a wise selection in the companion who should share her secret. I did not regret having confided that address to her discretion. The warning was unnecessary, but I valued it none the less. By an oversight, for which I reproach myself, a clue to your presence was left behind, when, but a few minutes before the police arrived, we left the cottage  which had served its purpose. But another of my good friends secured it, and I have it now. It is a white orchid. I have ventured to keep it, that it may remind me of the gratitude I owe to you both.


CHAPTER XX

CLOSED DOORS

Why cant they open the doors? I can see there are people inside!

A muffled roar, like that of a nearing storm at sea, drowned the querulous voice.

Move along here, please! Move on! Move on!

The monotonous orders of the police rose above the loud drone of the angry crowd.

Motor-buses made perilous navigation through the narrow street. The hooting of horns on taxi-cabs played a brisk accompaniment to the mournful chant. Almost from the Courts to the trebly guarded entrance of the Chancery Legal Incorporated Credit Society Bank stretched that deep rank of victims. For, at the corner of Chancery Lane, the contents-bill of a daily paper thus displayed, in suitable order of precedence, the vital topics of the moment:

MISS PAULETTE DELOTUS NOT MARRIED

Australians Plucky Fight

IS SÉVERAC BABLON IN VIENNA?

BIG CITY BANK SMASH

SLUMP IN NICARAGUAN RAILS

To some, those closed doors meant the sacrifice of jewellery, of some part of the luxury of life; to others, they meant  the drop-curtain that blacked out the future, the end of the act, the end of the play.

Move along here, please! Move on! Move on!

All right, constable, said Sir Richard Haredale, smiling unmirthfully; Ill move on  and move out!

He extricated himself from the swaying, groaning, cursing multitude, and stepped across to the opposite side of the street. Lost in unpleasant meditation, he stood, a spruce, military figure, bearing upon his exterior nothing indicative of the ruined man. He was quite unaware of the approach of a graceful, fair girl, whose fresh English beauty already had enslaved the imaginations of some fifty lawyers clerks returning from lunch. As ignorant of her train of conquests as Haredale was ignorant of her presence, she came up to him  and tears gleamed upon her lashes. She stood beside him, and he did not see her.

Dick!

The voice aroused him, and a flush came upon his tanned, healthy-looking face. A beam of gladness and admiration lost itself in a cloud, as mechanically he raised his hat, and, holding the girls hand, glanced uneasily aside, fearing to meet the anxious tenderness in the blue eyes which, now, were deepened to something nearer violet.

It is true, then? she asked softly.

He nodded, his lips grimly compressed.

Who told you, he questioned in turn, that I had my poor scrapings in it?

Oh, I dont know, she said wearily. And it doesnt matter much, does it?

Come away somewhere, Haredale suggested. We cant stand here.

In silence they walked away from the clamouring crowd of depositors.

Move along here, please! Move on! Move on!

Where can we go? asked the girl.

Anywhere, said Haredale, where we can sit down. This will do.

They turned into a cheap café, and, finding a secluded table, took their seats there, Haredale drearily ordering tea, without asking his companion whether she wanted it or not. It was improbable that Lady Mary Evershed had patronised such a tea-shop before, but the novelty of the thing did not interest her in the least. It was only her pride, the priceless legacy of British womanhood, which enabled her to preserve her composure  which checked the hot tears that burned in her eyes. For the mute misery in Haredales face was more than he could hide. With all his sang-froid, and all his training to back it, he was hard put to it to keep up even an appearance of unconcern.

Presently she managed to speak again, biting her lips between every few words.

Had you  everything  there, Dick?

He nodded.

I was a fool, of course, he said. I never did have the faintest idea of business. There are dozens of sound investments  but whats the good of whining? I have acted as unofficial secretary to Mr. Julius Rohscheimer for two years, and eaten my pride at every meal. But  I cannot begin all over again, Mary. I shall have to let him break me  and clear out.

He dropped his clenched fists upon his knees, and under the little table a hand crept to his. He grasped it hard and released it.

Mary, with a strained look in her eyes, was drumming gloved fingers on the table.

I detest Julius Rohscheimer! she flashed. He is a perfect octopus. Even father fears him  I dont know why.

Haredale smiled grimly.

But there is someone who could prevent him from ruining your life, Dick, she continued, glancing down at the table.

She did not look up for a few moments. Then, as Haredale kept silent, she was forced to do so. His grey eyes were fixed upon her face.

Séverac Bablon? What do you know of him, Mary?

She grew suddenly pale.

I only know  hesitating that is, I think, he is a man who, however misguided, has a love of justice.

Haredale watched her.

He is an up-to-date Claude Duval, he said harshly. It hurts me, rather, Mary, to hear you approve of him. Why do you do so? I have noticed something of this before. Do you forget that this man, for all the romance and mystery that surround him, still is no more than a common thief  a criminal?

Marys lips tightened.

He is not, she said, meeting his eyes bravely. That is a very narrow view, Dick-

Then, seeing the pain in the grey eyes, and remembering that this man with whom she disputed had just lost his hopes in life  his hopes of her  she reached out impulsively and grasped his arm.

Oh, Dick! she said; forgive me! But I am so utterly miserable, dear, that any poor little straw seems worth grasping at.

So we must leave them; it was a situation full of poor human pathos. The emotions surging within these two hearts would have afforded an interesting study for the magical pen of Charles Dickens.

But we cannot pause to essay it; the tide of our narrative bears us elsewhere.

Mr. J. J. Oppner, the pride of Wall Street, when, his fascinating daughter, Zoe, beside him, he rose to address his guests at the Hotel Astoria that evening, would have provided a study equally interesting to Charles Dickens or to the late Professor Darwin. It would have puzzled even the distinguished biologist to reconcile the two species, represented by Mr. Oppner and Zoe, with any common origin. The millionaires seamed and yellow face looked like nothing so much as a magnified section of a walnut. Whilst the girl, with her cloud of copper-dusted brown hair trapped within an Oriental head-dress, her piquant beauty enhanced, if that were possible, by the softly shaded lights, and the bewitching curves revealed by her evening gown borrowing a more subtle witchery from their sombre environment of black-coated plutocrats, justified the most inspired panegyric that ever had poured from the fountain-pen of a New York reporter. Mr. Oppner said:

Gentlemen,  We have met this evening for a special purpose. With everyones permission, we will adjourn to another room and see how we can fix things up for Mr. Séverac Bablon.

He led the way without loss of time, his small, dried figure lost between that of John Macready (the King of Coolgardie), a stalwart, iron-grey Irishman, and the unshapely bulk of Baron Hague, once more perilously adventured upon English soil.

Sir Leopold Jesson, trim, perfectly groomed, his high, bald cranium gleaming like the dome of Solomons temple, followed, deep in conversation with a red, raw-boned Scotsman, whose features seemed badly out of drawing, and whose eyebrows suggested shrimps. This was Hector Murray, the millionaire who had built and endowed more public baths and institutions than any man since the Emperor Vespasian. Last of all, went Julius Rohscheimer, that gross figurehead of British finance, saying, with a satirish smile, to Haredale, who had made an eighth at dinner:

You wont mind amusing Miss Oppner, Haredale, till were through with this little job? Its out of your line; youll be more at home here, Im sure.

The room chosen for this important conference was a small one, having but a single door, which opened on a tiny antechamber; this, in turn, gave upon the corridor. When the six millionaires had entered, and Mr. Oppner had satisfied himself that suitable refreshments were placed in readiness, he returned to the corridor. Immediately outside the door stood Mr. Aloys. X. Alden.

Youll sit right there, instructed Oppner. The mans bringing a chair and smokes and liquor, and youll let nobody in  nobody. We cant be heard out here, with the anteroom between and both doors shut; theres only one window, and this is the sixth storey. So I guess our Bablon palaver will be private, some.

Alden nodded, bit off the end of a cheroot, and settled himself against the wall. Mr. Oppner returned to his guests. In another room Zoe and Sir Richard Haredale struggled with a conversation upon sundry matters wherein neither was interested in the least. Suddenly Zoe said, in her impulsive, earnest way:

Sir Richard, I know you wont be angry, but Mary is my very dearest friend; we were at school together, too; and  she told me all about it this afternoon. I understand what this loss means to you, and that its quite impossible for you to remain with Mr. Rohscheimer any longer; that you mean to resign your commission and go abroad. It isnt necessary for me to say I am sorry.

He thanked her mutely, but it was with a certain expectancy that he awaited her next words. Rumour had linked Zoe Oppners name with that of Séverac Bablon, extravagantly, as it seemed to Haredale; but everything connected with that extraordinary man was extravagant. He recalled how Mary, on more than one occasion, had exhibited traces of embarrassment when the topic was mooted, and how she had hinted that Séverac Bablon might be induced to interest himself in his, Haredales, financial loss. Could it be that Mary  perhaps through her notoriously eccentric American friend  had met the elusive wonder-worker? Haredale, be it remembered, was hard hit, and completely down. This insane suspicion had found no harbourage in his mind at any other time; but now, he hugged it dejectedly, watching Zoe Oppners pretty, expressive face for confirmatory evidence.

Of course, the bank has failed for more than three millions, said the girl earnestly; but, in your own case, can nothing be done?

Haredale lighted a cigarette, slightly shaking his head.

I shall have to clear out. Thats all

Oh!  but  its real hard to say what I want to say. But  my father has business relations with Mr. Rohscheimer. May I try to do something?

Haredales true, generous instincts got the upper hand at that. He told himself that he was behaving, mentally, like a cad.

Miss Oppner, he said warmly, you are all that Mary has assured me. You are a real chum. I can say no more. But it is quite impossible, believe me.

There was such finality in the words that she was silenced. Haredale abruptly changed the subject.

An hour passed.

Two hours passed.

Zoe began to grow concerned on her fathers behalf. He was in poor health, and his physicians orders were imperative upon the point of avoiding business.

Half-way through the third hour she made up her mind.

He has wasted his time long enough, she pronounced firmly  and the expression struck Haredale as oddly chosen. I am going to inform him that his conference is closed.

She passed out into the corridor to where Mr. Alden, his chair tilted at a comfortable angle, and his brogue-shod feet upon a coffee-table which bore also a decanter, a siphon, and a box of cigars, contentedly was pursuing his instructions. He stood up as she appeared.

Mr. Alden, she said, I wish to speak to Mr. Oppner.

The detective spread his hands significantly.

I respect your scruples, Mr. Alden, Zoe continued, but my fathers orders did not apply to me. Will you please go in and request him to see me for a moment?

Perceiving no alternative, Alden opened the door, crossed the little anteroom, and knocked softly at the inner door.

He received no reply to his knocking, and knocked again. He knocked a third, a fourth time. With a puzzled glance at Miss Oppner he opened the door and entered.

An unemotional man, he usually was guilty of nothing demonstrative. But the appearance of the room wrenched a hoarse exclamation from his stoic lips.

In the first place, it was in darkness; in the second, when, with the aid of the electric lantern which he was never without, he had dispersed this darkness  he saw that it was empty!

The scene of confusion that ensued upon this incredible discovery defies description.

All the telephones in the Astoria could not accommodate the frantic people who sought them. Messenger boys in troops appeared. Hundreds of guests ran upstairs and hundreds of guests ran downstairs. Every groaning lift, ere long, was bearing its freight of police and pressmen to the scene of the most astounding mystery that ever had set London agape.

Soon it was ascertained that the current had been disconnected in some way from the room where the six magnates had met. But how, otherwise than through the door, they had been spirited away from a sixth floor apartment, was a problem that no one appeared competent to tackle; that they had not made their exit via the door was sufficiently proven by the expression of stark perplexity which dwelt upon the face of Mr. Aloys. X. Alden.

Whilst others came and went, scribbling hasty notes in dog-eared notebooks, he, a human statue of Amaze, gazed at the open window, continuously and vacantly. Jostled by the crowds of curious and interested visitors, he stood, the most surprised man in the two hemispheres.

Short of an airship, he could conceive no device whereby the missing six could have made their silent departure. He was shaken out of his stupor by Haredale.

Pull yourself together, Mr. Alden, cried the latter. Cant we do something? Heres half Scotland Yard in the place and nobody with an intelligent proposal to offer.

Mr. Alden shook himself, like a heavy sleeper awakened.

Wheres Miss Oppner? he jerked.

Haredale started.

I dont know, was his reply; but I can go and see.

He forced his way past the knot of people at the door, ignoring Inspector Sheffield, who sought to detain him. Rapidly he ran through the rooms composing the suite. In one he met Zoes maid, wringing her hands with extravagant emotion.

Where is your mistress?

She has gone out, msieur. I cannot tell where. I do not know.

Haredales heart gave a leap  and seemed to pause.

He ran to the stairs, not waiting for the overworked lift, and down into the hall.

Has Miss Oppner gone out? he demanded of the porter.

Two minutes ago, sir.

In her car?

No, sir. It was not ready. In a cab.

Did you hear her directions?

No, sir. But the boy will know.

The boy was found.

Where was Miss Oppner going, boy? rapped Haredale.

Eccleston Square, sir, was the prompt reply.

The Marquess of Eversheds. Then his suspicions had not been unfounded. He saw, in a flash of inspiration, the truth. Zoe Oppner had seen in this disappearance the hand of Séverac Bablon  if, indeed, if she did not know it for his work. She was anxious about her father. She wished to appeal to Séverac Bablon upon his behalf. And she had gone  not direct to the man  but to Eccleston Square. Why? Clearly because it was Lady Mary, and not herself, who had influence with him.

Hatless, Haredale ran out into the courtyard. Rohscheimers car was waiting, and he leapt in, his grey eyes feverish. Lord Eversheds, he called to the man; Eccleston Square.


CHAPTER XXI

A CORNER IN MILLIONAIRES

At the moment that Julius Rohscheimers car turned into the Square, a girl, enveloped in a dark opera wrap, but whose fair hair gleamed as she passed the open door, came alone, out of Lord Eversheds house, and entering a waiting taxi-cab, was driven away.

Stop! ordered Haredale hoarsely through the tube.

The big car pulled up as the cab passed around on the other side.

Follow that cab.

With which the pursuit commenced. And Haredale found himself trembling, so violent was the war of emotions that waged within him. His deductions were proving painfully correct. Through Mayfair and St. Johns Wood the cab led the way; finally into Finchley Road. Fifty yards behind, Haredale stopped the car as the cab drew up before a gate set in a high wall.

Lady Mary stepped out, opened the gate, and disappeared within. Heedless of the taxi-drivers curious stare, Haredale, a conspicuous figure in evening dress, with no overcoat and no hat, entered almost immediately afterwards.

Striding up to the porch, he was searching for bell or knocker when the door opened silently, and an Arab in spotless white robes saluted him with dignified courtesy.

Take my card to your master, snapped Haredale, striving to exhibit no surprise, and stepped inside rapidly.

The Arab waved him to a small reception room, furnished with a wealth of curios for which the visitor had no eyes, and retired. As the man withdrew Haredale moved to the door and listened. He admitted to himself that this was the part of a common spy; but his consuming jealousy would brook no restraint.

From somewhere farther along the hall he heard, though indistinctly, a familiar voice.

Without stopping to reflect he made for a draped door, knocked peremptorily, and entered.

He found himself in a small apartment, whose form and appointments, even to his perturbed mind, conveyed a vague surprise. It was, to all intents and purposes, a cell, with stone-paved floor and plaster walls. An antique lamp, wherein rested what appeared to be a small ball of light, unlike any illuminant he had seen, stood upon a massive table, which was littered with papers. Excepting a chair of peculiar design and a magnificently worked Oriental curtain which veiled either a second door or a recess in the wall, the place otherwise was unfurnished.

Before this curtain, and facing him, pale but composed, stood Lady Mary Evershed, a sweet picture in a bizarre setting.

Has your friend run away, then? said Haredale roughly.

The girl did not reply, but looked fully at him with something of scorn and much of reproach in her eyes.

I know whose house this is, continued Haredale violently, and why you have come. What is he to you? Why do you know him  visit him  shield him? Oh! my God! it only wanted this to complete my misery. I have, now, not one single happy memory to take away with me.

His voice shook upon those last words.

Mary, he said sadly, and all his rage was turned to pleading what does it mean? Tell me. I know there is some simple explanation  

You shall hear it, Sir Richard, interrupted a softly musical voice.

He turned as though an adder had bitten him; the blasé composure which is the pride of every British officer had melted in the rays of those blue eyes that for years had been the stars of his worship. It was a very human young man, badly shaken and badly conscious of his display of weakness, who faced the tall figure in the tightly buttoned frock-coat that now stood in the open doorway.

The man who had interrupted him was one to arrest attention anywhere and in any company. With figure and face cast in a severely classic mould, his intense, concentrated gaze conveyed to Haredale a throbbing sense of force, in an uncanny degree.

Séverac Bablon! flashed through his mind.

Himself, Sir Richard.

Haredale, who had not spoken, met the weird, fixed look, but with a consciousness of physical loss  an indefinable sensation, probably mental, of being drawn out of himself. No words came to help him.

You have acted to-night, continued Séverac Bablon, and Haredale, knowing himself in the presence of the most notorious criminal in Europe, yet listened passively, as a schoolboy to the admonition of his Head, you have acted to-night unworthily. I had noted you, Sir Richard, as a man whose friendship I had hoped to gain. Knowing your trials, and  glancing at the girls pale face with what object you suffered them, I had respected you, whilst desiring an opportunity to point out to you the falsity of your position. I had thought that a man who could win such a prize as has fallen to your lot must, essentially, be above all that was petty  all that was mean.

Haredale clenched his hands angrily. Never since his Eton days had such words been addressed to him. He glared at the over-presumptuous mountebank  for so he appraised him; he told himself that, save for a womans presence, he would have knocked him down. He met the calm but imperious gaze  and did nothing, said nothing.

A woman may be judged, continued the fascinating voice, not by her capacity for love, but by her capacity for that rarer thing, friendship. A woman who, at her great personal peril, can befriend another woman is a pearl beyond price. Knowing me, you have ceased to fear me as a rival, Sir Richard. (To his mental amazement something that was not of his mind, it seemed, told Haredale that this was so.) It remains only for you to hear that simple explanation. Here it is.

He handed a note to him. It was as follows:

You have confided to me the secret of your residence, where I might see or communicate with you, and I was coming to see you to-night, but I have met with a slight accident  enough to prevent me. Lady Mary has volunteered to go alone. I will not betray your confidence, but our friendly acquaintance cannot continue unless you instantly release my father  for I know that you have done this outrageous thing. He is ill and it is very, very cruel. I beg of you to let him return at once. If you admire true friendship and unselfishness, as you profess, do this to repay Mary Evershed, who risks irretrievably compromising herself to take this note  

Zoe Oppner.

Miss Oppner, descending the stairs at Lord Eversheds in too great haste, explained Séverac Bablon, and a new note, faint but perceptible, had crept into his voice, had the misfortune to sustain a slight accident  I am happy to know, no more than slight. Lady Mary brought me her message. I commit no breach of trust in showing it to you. There is a telephone in the room at Lord Eversheds in which Miss Oppner remains at present, and, as you entered, I obtained her spoken consent to do what I have done.

Mary, Haredale burst out, I know it is taking a mean advantage to plead that if I had not been so unutterably wretched and depressed I never could have doubted, but  will you forgive me?

Whatever its ethical merits or demerits, it was the right, the one appeal. And it served.

Séverac Bablon watched the reconciliation with a smile upon his handsome face. Though clearly but a young man, he could at will invest himself with the aloof but benevolent dignity of a father-confessor.

The cloud has passed, he said. I have a word for you, Sir Richard. You have learnt to-night some of my secrets  my appearance, my residence, and the identities of two of my friends. I do not regret this, although I am a wanted man. Only to-night I have committed a gross outrage which, with the circulation of to-morrows papers, will cry out for redress to the civilised world. You are at liberty to act as you see fit. I would wish, as a favour, that you grant me thirty-six hours grace  as Miss Oppner already has done. On my word  if you care to accept it  I shall not run away. At the end of that time I will again offer you the choice of detaining me or of condoning what I have done and shall do. Which is it to be?

Haredale did not feel sure of himself. In fact, the episodes of that night seemed, now, like happenings in a dream  a dream from which he yet was not fully awakened. He glanced from Mary to the incomprehensible man who was so completely different from anything he had pictured, from anything he ever had known. He looked about the bare, cell-like apartment, illuminated by the soft light of the globe upon the massive table. He thought of the Arab who had admitted him  of the entire absence of subterfuge where subterfuge was to be expected.

I will wait, he said.

But in less than thirty-six hours the world had news of Séverac Bablon.

At a time roughly corresponding with that when Mr. Aloys. X. Alden was standing, temporarily petrified with astonishment, in a certain room of the Hotel Astoria, two gentlemen in evening attire burst into a Wandsworth police station. One was a very angry Irishman, the other a profane Scot, whose language, which struck respectful awe to the hearts of two constables, a sergeant, and an inspector  would have done credit to the most eloquent mate in the mercantile marine.

He fired off a volley of redundant but gorgeously florid adjectives, what time he peeled factitious whiskers from his face and shook their stickiness from his fingers. His Irish friend, with brilliant but less elaborate comments, struggled to depilate a Kaiser-like moustache from his upper lip.

What are ye sittin still for-r? shouted the Scotsman, and banged a card on the desk. Im Hector Murray, and this is John Macready of Melbourne. Weve been held up by the highwaymn Bablon. Turrn out the forrce. Turrn out the domd diveesion. Get a move on ye, mon!

The accumulated power of the three names  Hector Murray, John Macready, and Séverac Bablon  galvanised the station into sudden activity, and an extraordinary story, a fabulous story, was gleaned from the excited gentlemen. It appeared in every paper on the following morning, so it cannot better be presented here than in the comparatively simple form wherein it met the eyes of readers of the Gleaners next issue. Cuts have been made where the reporters account overlaps the preceding, or where he has become purely rhetorical.

SIX FAMOUS CAPITALISTS KIDNAPPED

Séverac Bablon Active Again

AMAZING OUTRAGE AT THE ASTORIA

Under these heads appeared a full and finely descriptive account of the happenings already noticed.

DRAMATIC ESCAPE OF MR. MACREADY AND MR. HECTOR MURRAY

Special Interview with Mr. Murray

WHERE ARE THE MISSING MAGNATES?

Is Scotland Yard Effete?

From Mr. Hector Murray ... our special representative obtained a full account of the outrage, which threw much light upon a mystery that otherwise appeared insoluble. After ... they entered the room at the Astoria, where they had agreed to discuss a plan of mutual action against the common enemy of Capital, Mr. Murray informed our representative that nothing unusual took place for some twenty minutes or half an hour. Baron Hague had just risen to make a proposal, when the lights were extinguished.

As it was a very black night, the room was plunged into complete darkness. Before anyone had time to ascertain the meaning of the occurrence, a voice, which our representative was informed seemed to proceed from the floor, uttered the following words:

Let no one speak or move. Mr. Macready place your revolver upon the table. (Mr. Macready was the only member of the company who was armed, and, curiously enough, as the voice commenced he had drawn his revolver.) Otherwise, your sons yacht, the Savannah, will be posted missing. Hear me out, every one of you, lest great misfortune befall those dear to you. Mr. Murray, your sister and niece will disappear from the Villa Marina, Monte Carlo, within four hours of any movement made by you without my express permission. Mr. Oppner, you have a daughter. Believe me, she and you are quite safe  at present. Baron Hague, Sir Leopold Jesson, and Mr. Rohscheimer, my agents have orders, which only I can recall to bring you to Carey Street. I threaten no more than I can carry out. Give the alarm if it please you ... but I have warned.

During this most extraordinary speech shadowy shapes seemed to be flitting about the room. The nature of the threats uttered had, for the time, quite unmanned the six gentlemen, which is no matter for surprise. Then, at a muttered command in what Mr. Murray informed our representative to have been Arabic, four lamps  or, rather, balls of fire  appeared at the four corners of the apartment. This bizarre scene, suggestive of nothing so much as an Eastern romance, was due to the presence of several Arabs in heavy robes, who had in some way entered in the darkness, and who now stood around the walls, four of their number holding in their brown hands these peculiar globular lights, which were of a kind quite new to those present. (An article by Mr. Pearce Baldry, of Messrs. Armiston, Baldry & Co., dealing with the possible construction of these lamps, appears on page 6.)

Immediately inside the open window stood a tall man in a closely buttoned frock-coat. He carried no arms, but wore a black silk half-mask. Mr. Rohscheimer at this juncture rendered the episode even more dramatic by exclaiming:

Good heavens! Its Séverac Bablon!

It is, indeed, Mr. Rohscheimer, said that menace to civilised society; so that no doubt you will respect my orders. Mr. Macready, I do not see your revolver upon the table. I have warned you twice.

Mr. Macready, who is not easily intimidated, evidently concluding that no good could come of resistance at that time, threw the revolver on to the table and folded his arms.

I give you my word, concluded Séverac Bablon, that no bodily harm shall come to any one of you so long as you attempt no resistance. What will now be done is done only by way of precaution. Any sound would be fatal.

At a signal to the Arabs the four lights were hidden, and each of the six gentlemen were seized in the darkness in such a manner that resistance was impossible. Each had a hand clapped over his mouth, whilst he was securely gagged and bound by men who evidently had the arts of the Thug at their fingers ends. Mr. Murray informed our representative that so certain were they of Séverac Bablons power to perform all that he had threatened that, in his opinion, no one struggled, with the exception of Mr. Macready, who, however, was promptly overpowered.

It was then that they learnt how the Arabs and their master had entered. For each of the distinguished company, commencing with Baron Hague, was lowered by a rope to a window on the fifth floor and drawn in by men who waited there.

There is no doubt that access had been gained by means of a short ladder from this lower window; indeed, Mr. Murray saw such a ladder in use when, all having descended through the darkness, the last to leave  an Arab  returned by that means. Such was the dispatch and perfect efficiency of this audacious mans Eastern gang, that Mr. Murray and his friends were all removed from the upper apartment to the lower in less than seven minutes. It will be remembered that the south wing of the Astoria has lately been faced with dark grey granite, that it was a moonless night, and that the daring operation could only have been visible, if visible at all, from the distant Embankment. No hitch occurred whatever; Séverac Bablons Arabs exhibited all the agility and quickness of monkeys. It is illustrative of his brazen methods that he then removed the gags, and invited his victims to partake of some refreshments, as they had a long drive before them.

Needless to say, they were all severely shaken by their perilous adventure; and this led to an angry outburst from Mr. Macready, who demanded a full explanation of the outrage.

Sir, was the reply, it is not for you to ask. As a final warning to you and to your friends  for the provisions I have made in your case are no more complete than those which I have made in the others  permit me to tell you that eight of the twelve men manning your sons boat including two officers  are under my orders. If any obstacle be placed in my way by you a wireless message will carry instructions, though I myself lie in detention, or dead, that the Savannah be laid upon a certain course. That course, Mr. Macready, will not bring her into any port known to the Board of Trade. Shall I nominate the crew? Or are your doubts dispersed?

The insight thus afforded them to the far-reaching influence, the all-pervading power, of this arch-brigand whose presence in our midst is a disgrace to the police of the world, was sufficient to determine them upon a passive attitude. A gentleman who seemed very nervous then appeared, and skilfully disguised all six. Mr. Rohscheimer mentioned later to Mr. Murray that in this man he had recognised, beyond any shadow of doubt, a perruquier whose name is a household word. But this doubtless was but another clever trick of the master trickster.

In three parties of two, each accompanied by an Arab dressed in European clothes, but wearing a tarboosh, they left the hotel. Disguised beyond recognition, they were conducted to a roomy car of the family pattern, which was in waiting; the blinds were drawn down, and they were driven away.

At the end of a rapid drive of about an hours duration, Messrs. Murray and Macready were requested by one of the three accompanying Arabs to alight, and were informed that Séverac Bablon desired to tender his sincere apologies for the inconvenience to which, unavoidably, he had put them, and for the evils with which  though only in the most sacred interests  he had been compelled to threaten them. They were absolved from all obligations and at liberty now to take what steps they thought fit. With which they were set down in a lonely spot, and the car was driven away. As our readers are already well aware, this lonely spot was upon Wandsworth Common.

It is almost impossible to credit the fact that six influential men of world-wide reputation could thus, publicly, be kidnapped from a London hotel. But in this connection two things must be remembered. Firstly, for reasons readily to be understood and appreciated, they offered no resistance; secondly, the presence of so many Orientals in the hotel occasioned no surprise. A Prince Said Abu-el-Ahzab had been residing for some time in the apartments below those occupied by Mr. J. J. Oppner, and the members of his numerous suite are familiar to all residents. He and his following have disappeared, but a cash payment of all outstanding accounts has been left behind. It has been discovered that the light was cut off from one of the rooms occupied by the ci-devant prince, and the police are at work upon several other important clues which point beyond doubt to the fact that Prince Said Abu-el-Ahzab was none other than Séverac Bablon.

During the next twenty-four hours the entire habitable world touched by cable service literally gasped at this latest stroke of the notorious Séverac Bablon. Despite the frantic and unflagging labours of every man that Scotland Yard could spare to the case nothing was accomplished. The wife or nearest kin of each of the missing men had received a typed card:

Fear nothing. No harm shall befall a guest of Séverac Bablon.

These cards, which could be traced to no maker or stationer, all had been posted at Charing Cross.

Then, in the stop press of the Gleaners final edition, appeared the following:

Baron Hague, Sir L. Jesson, Messrs. Rohscheimer and Oppner have returned to their homes.

It is improbable that in the history of the newspaper business, even during war-time, there has ever been such a rush made for the papers as that which worked the trade to the point of general exhaustion on the following morning.

Without pausing here to consider the mornings news, let us return to the Chancery Legal Incorporated Credit Society Bank.

Move along here, please. Move on. Move on.

Again the street is packed with emotional humanity. But what a different scene is this, although in its essentials so similar. For every face is flushed with excitement  joyful excitement. As once before, they press eagerly on toward the bank entrance; but this morning the doors are open. Almost every member of that crushed and crushing assembly holds a copy of the morning paper. Every man and every woman in the crowd knows that the missing financiers have declined, firmly, to afford any information whatever respecting their strange adventure  that they have refused, all four of them, point blank either to substantiate or to deny the sensational story of Messrs. Macready and Murray. The incident is closed, Baron Hague is reported as declaring. But what care the depositors of the Chancery Legal Incorporated? For is it not announced, also, that this quartet of public benefactors, with a fifth philanthropist (who modestly remains anonymous) have put up between them no less a sum than three and a half million pounds to salve the wrecked bank?

By your leave. Make way here. Stand back, if you please.

Someone starts a cheer, and it is feverishly taken up by the highly wrought throng, as an escorted van pulls slowly through the crowd. It is bullion from the Bank of England. Good red gold and crisp notes. It is dead hopes raised from the dust; happiness reborn, like a ph[oe]nix from the ashes of misery.

Hip, hip, hip, hooray!

Again and again, and yet again that joyous cheer awakes the echoes of the ancient Inns.

It was as a final cheer died away that Haredale, on the rim of the throng, felt himself tapped upon the shoulder.

He turned a flushed face and saw a tall man, irreproachably attired, standing smiling at his elbow. The large eyes, with their compelling light of command, held nothing now but a command to friendship.

Séverac Bablon!

Well, Haredale! The musical voice made itself audible above all the din. These good people would rejoice to know the name of that anonymous friend who, with four other disinterested philanthropists, has sought to bring a little gladness into a grey world. Here am I. And there, on the bank steps, are police. Make your decision. Either give me in charge or give me your hand.

Haredale could not speak; but he took the outstretched hand of the most surprising bandit the world ever has known, and wrung it hard.


CHAPTER XXII

THE TURKISH YATAGHAN

It was about a fortnight later that a City medical man, Dr. Simons, in the dusk of a spring evening, might have been seen pressing his way through the crowd of excited people who thronged the hall of Moorgate Place, Moorgate Street.

Addressing himself to a portly, florid gentleman who exhibited signs of having suffered a recent nervous shock, he said crisply.

My name, sir, is Simons. You phoned me?

The florid gentleman, mopping his forehead with a Cambridge-blue silk handkerchief, replied rather pompously, if thickly:

Im Julius Rohscheimer. Youll have heard of me.

Everyone had heard of that financial magnate, and Dr. Simons bowed slightly.

The two, followed by a murmuring chorus, ascended the stairs.

Stand back, please, rapped the physician tartly, turning upon their following. Will someone send for the police and ring up Scotland Yard? This is not a peep-show.

Abashed, the curious ones fell back, and Simons and Rohscheimer went upstairs alone. Most of the people employed in those offices left sharp at six, but a little group of belated workers from an upper floor were nervously peeping in at an open door bearing the words:

Douglas Graham

They stood aside for the doctor, who entered briskly, Rohscheimer at his heels, and closed the door behind him. A chilly and indefinable something pervaded the atmosphere of Moorgate Place a something that floats, like a marsh mist, about the scene of a foul deed.

The outer office was in darkness, as was that opening off it on the left; but out from the inner sanctum poured a flood of light.

Douglas Grahams private office was similar to the private offices of a million other business men, but on this occasion it differed in one dread particular.

Stretched upon the fur rug before the American desk lay a heavily built figure, face downward. It was that of a fashionably dressed man, one who had been portly, no longer young, but who had received a murderous thrust behind the left shoulder-blade, and whose life had ebbed in the grim red stream that stained the fur beneath him.

With a sharp glance about him, the doctor bent, turned the body and made a rapid examination. He stood up almost immediately, shrugging slightly.

Dead!

Julius Rohscheimer wiped his forehead with the Cambridge silk.

Poor Graham! How long? he said huskily.

Roughly, half an hour.

Look! look! On the desk!

The doctor turned sharply from the body and looked as directed.

Stuck upright amid the litter of papers was a long, curved dagger, with a richly ornamented hilt. Several documents were impaled by its crimson point, and upon the topmost the following had roughly and shakily been printed:

VENGENCE IS MINE!

Séverac Bablon.

Dr. Simons started perceptibly, and looked about the place with a sudden apprehension. It seemed to Julius Rohscheimer that his face grew pale.

In the eerie silence of the dead mans room they faced one another.

The doctor, his straight brows drawn together, looked, again and again, from the ominous writing to the poor, lifeless thing on the rug.

Then, indeed, his sins were great, he whispered.

Rohscheimer, with his eyes fixed on the dagger, shuddered violently.

Lets get out, doctor, he quavered thickly. My  my nerves goin.

Dr. Simons, though visibly shaken by this later discovery, raised his hand in protest. He was looking, for the twentieth time, at the words printed upon the bloodstained paper.

One moment, he said, and opened his bag. Here  pouring out a draught into a little glass drink this. And favour me with two minutes conversation before the police arrive.

Rohscheimer drank it off and followed the movements of the doctor, who stepped to the telephone and called up a Gerrard number.

Doctor John Simons speaking, he said presently. Come at once to Moorgate Place, Moorgate Street. Murder been committed by  Séverac Bablon. Most peculiar weapon used. The police, no doubt, would value an expert opinion. You must be here within ten minutes.

The arrival of a couple of constables frustrated whatever object Dr. Simons had had in detaining Mr. Rohscheimer, but the doctor lingered on, evidently awaiting whoever he had spoken to on the telephone. The police ascertained from Rohscheimer that he had held an interest in the Douglas Graham business, that this business was of an usurious character, that the dead mans real name was Paul Gottschalk, and that he, Rohscheimer, found the outer door fastened when he arrived at about seven oclock, opened it with a key which he held, and saw Gottschalk as they saw him now. The office was in darkness. Apparently, valuables had been taken from the safe  which was open. The staff usually left at six.

This was the point reached when Detective Harborne put in an appearance and, with professional nonchalance, took over the investigation. Dr. Simons glanced at his watch and impatiently strode up and down the outside office.

A few minutes later came a loud knocking on the door. Simons opened it quickly, admitting a most strange old gentleman  tall and ramshackle  who was buttoned up in a chess-board inverness; whose trousers frayed out over his lustreless boots like much-defiled lace; whose coat-sleeves, protruding from the cape of his inverness, sought to make amends for the dullness of his footwear. He wore a turned-down collar and a large, black French knot. His hirsute face was tanned to the uniform hue of a coffee berry; his unkempt grey hair escaped in tufts from beneath a huge slouched hat; and his keen old eyes peered into the room through thickly pebbled spectacles.

Dr. Lepardo! cried Simons. I am glad to see you, sir.

Eh? Whos that? said Harborne, looking out from the inner office, notebook in hand. You should not have let anybody in, doctor.

Excuse me, Mr. Harborne, replied Simons civilly, but I have taken the liberty of asking Doctor Emmanuel Lepardo, whom I chanced to know was in London, to give an opinion upon the rather odd weapon with which this crime was perpetrated. He is one of the first authorities in Europe, and I thought you might welcome his assistance at this early stage of your inquiry.

Oh, said the detective thoughtfully, thats different. Thank you, sir, nodding to the new-comer. Im afraid your name isnt known to me, but if you can give us a tip or two I shall be grateful. I wish Inspector Sheffield were here. These cases are fair nightmares to me. And now its got to murder, life wont be worth living at the Yard if we dont make an arrest.

Yes, yes, said Dr. Lepardo, peering about him, speaking in a most peculiar, rumbling tone, and with a strong accent. I would not have missed such a chance. Where is this dagger? I have just returned from the Izamal temples of Yucatan. I have brought some fine specimens to Europe. Obsidian knives. Sacrificial. Beautiful.

He shuffled jerkily into the private office, seemed to grasp its every detail in one comprehensive, peering glance, and pounced upon the dagger with a hoarse exclamation. The Scotland Yard man watched him with curiosity, and Julius Rohscheimer, in the open door, followed his movements with a newly awakened interest.

True Damascus! he muttered, running a long finger up the blade. Hilt, Persian  not Kultwork  Persian. Yes. Can I pull it out? Yes? Damascened to within three inches. Very early.

He turned to the detective, dagger in hand.

This is a Turkish yataghan.

No one appeared to be greatly enlightened.

When I say a Turkish yataghan I mean that from a broken Damascus sword-blade and a Persian dagger handle, a yataghan of the Turkish pattern has been made. There are stones incrusted in the hilt but the blade is worth more. Very rare. This was made in Persia for the Turkish market.

One of Séverac Bablons Arabs, burst in Rohscheimer hoarsely, has done this.

Ah, yes. So? I read of him in Paris. He is in league with the chief of the Paris detective. Him? So. I meet him once.

Eh? cried Harborne, Séverac Bablon?

Julius Rohscheimers eyes grew more prominent than usual.

No, no. The great Lemage. Lemage of Paris  his accomplice. This dagger is worth two thousand francs. Let me see if a Turk has been in these rooms. I meet Victor Lemage on such another occasion with this. He say to me, Dr. Lepardo, come to the Rue So-and-such. A young person is stabbed with a new kind of knife. I tell him, It is Afghan, M. Lemage. He find one who had been in that country, arrest  and it is the assassin. There is no smell of a Turk here. Ah, yes. The Turk, he have a smell of his own, as have the negro, the Chinese, the Malay.

Pulling a magnifying-glass from one bulging pocket of his inverness, Dr. Lepardo went peering over the writing desk, passing with a grunt from the bloodstained paper bearing the name of Séverac Bablon to the other documents and books lying there; to the pigeon-holes; to the chair; to the rug; to the body. Crawling on all fours he went peering about the floor, scratching at the carpet with his long nails like some monstrous, restless cat.

Harborne glanced at Dr. Simons and tapped his forehead significantly.

Humour my friend, whispered the physician. He may appear mad, but he is a man of most curious information. Believe me, if any Oriental has been in these rooms within the last hour he will tell you so.

Dr. Lepardo from beneath a table rumbled hoarsely:

There is a back stair. He went out that way as someone came in.

Julius Rohscheimer started violently.

Good God! Then he was here when I came in! he exclaimed.

Who speaks? rumbled Lepardo, crawling away into the outside office, and apparently following a trail visible only to himself.

It is Mr. Julius Rohscheimer, explained Simons. He was a partner, I understand, of the late Mr. Grahams. He entered with a key about seven oclock and discovered the murder.

As he came in our friend the assassin go out, cried Lepardo.

Harborne gave rapid orders to the two constables, both of whom immediately departed.

Are you sure of that, sir? he called.

Against the promptings of his common sense, the eccentric methods of the peculiar old traveller were beginning to impress him.

Certainly. But look!

Dr. Lepardo re-entered the inner office, carrying several files.

See! He begins to destroy these letters. He has certainly taken many away. If you look you see that he has torn pages from the private accounts on the desk. He is disturbed by Mr. Someheimer. Can you know the address of his lady secretary-typist?

Harbornes eyes sparkled appreciatively.

Youre pretty wide at this business, doctor, he confessed. Im looking after her myself. But Mr. Rohscheimer doesnt know, and all the staff have gone long ago.

Ah! rumbled Dr. Lepardo, dropping his glass into the sack-like pocket. No Arab or such person has done this. He was one who wore gloves. So I no longer am interested. Here  placing a small object on the desk beside the yataghan is new evidence I find for you. It is a boot-button  foreign. Ah! if the great Lemage could be here. It is his imagination that makes him supreme. In his imagination he would murder again the poor Graham with the yataghan. He would lose his boot-button. He would run away  as Mr. Heimar comes in  to some hiding-place, taking with him the bills and the letters he had stolen, and the notes from the safe. Once in his secret retreat, he would arrest himself  and behold, in an hour  in ten minutes  his hand would be upon the shoulder of the other assassin. Ah! such a case would be joy to him. He would revel. He would gloat.

Harborne nodded.

If Mr. Lemage would come and revel with me for half an hour I wouldnt say no to learning from him, he said. But it isnt likely  particularly considering that this is a Séverac Bablon case.

Ah! rumbled Dr. Lepardo, you should travel, my friend. You would learn much of the imagination in the desert of Sahara, in the forests of Yucatan.

You know, continued Harborne, turning to Simons, these Séverac Bablon cases  I dont mind admitting it  are over my weight. They bristle with clues. We get to know of addresses he uses  people hes acquainted with  and what good does it do us? Not a haporth. Of course, its a fact that hes had influential friends up to now, but this job, unless Im mistaken, will alter the complexion of things. What dyou think Victor Lemage will say to this, Dr. Lepardo?

But there was no one to answer, for the man from the forests of Yucatan had vanished.

The charwoman of Moorgate Place was the next person to encounter Dr. Lepardo, and his kindly manner completely won her heart. She had seen Miss Maitland  the dead mans secretary  regularly go to lunch and sometimes to tea with a young lady from Messrs. Bowden and Ralphs. The staff at this firm of stockbrokers was working late, and it was unlikely that the young lady had left, even yet. Dr. Lepardo expressed his anxiety to make her acquaintance, and was conducted by the garrulous old charwoman to an office in Copthall Avenue. The required young lady was found.

My dear, said Dr. Lepardo, paternally, I have a private matter of utmost importance to tell to Miss Maitland  to-night. Where shall I find her?

She lived, he was informed, at No.  Stockwell Road, S.W. He took his departure, leaving an excellent impression behind him and half a sovereign in the hand of the charwoman. A torpedo-like racing car was waiting near Lothbury corner, and therein, Dr. Lepardo very shortly was whirling southward. The chauffeur negotiated London Bridge in a manner that filled the hearts of a score of taxi drivers with awe and wonderment. Stockwell Road was reached in twelve and a half minutes.

A dingy maid informed Dr. Lepardo that Miss Maitland had just finished her dinner. Would he walk up?

Dr. Lepardo walked up and made himself known to the pretty brown-haired girl who rose to greet him. Miss Maitland clearly was surprised  and a little frightened  by this unexpected visit. Her glance strayed from the visitor to a silver-framed photograph on the mantelpiece and back again to Dr. Lepardo in a curiously wistful way.

My dear, he said, and his kindly, paternal manner seemed to reassure her somewhat, I have come to ask your help in a  

He suddenly stepped to the mantelpiece and peered at the photograph. It was that of a rather odd-looking young man, and bore the inscription: To Iris. Lawrence.

Why, yes, he burst out; surely this is my old friend! Can it be my old friend  Gardener  Gaston  ah! I have no memory for his name. The good boy, Lawrence Greely?

The girls eyes opened wildly.

Guthrie! she said, blushing. You mean Guthrie?

Ah! Guthrie, cried the doctor, triumphantly. You know my old friend, Lawrence Guthrie? He is in England?

He has never left it, to my knowledge, said the girl with sudden doubt.

Foolish me, exclaimed Lepardo. It was his father that lives abroad, in the East  Bagdad  Cairo.

Constantinople, corrected Miss Maitland.

Still the old foolish, rumbled her odd visitor. Always the old fool. To be certain, it was Constantinople.

A curious gleam had crept into the keen eyes that twinkled behind the pebbles.

He used to say to me, the Guthrie père, I send that boy Turkish pipes and ornaments and curiosities for his room. I wonder if that bad fellow  Dr. Lepardo poked a jesting finger at the girlI wonder if he sell them.

Im sure he wouldnt, flashed Miss Maitland. Then came a sudden cloud upon the young face. That is  I dont think he would  if he could help it.

Ah, those money troubles, sighed the old doctor. But I quite forgot my business, thinking of Lawrence. There has been an  accident at your office, my child. He is quite well. Do not be afraid. Tell me  when did you leave to-night?

Iris Maitland retreated from him step by step, her eyes fixed affrightedly upon his face. She sank into an arm-chair. The pretty blush had fled now, and she was very pale.

Why, she said tensely, why have you asked me those questions? You do not know Lawrence. What has happened? Oh, what has happened?

She was trembling now.

Oh, she said, I am afraid of you, Dr. Lepardo. I dont know what you want. Who are you? But I see now that you have made me tell you all about him. I will tell you no more.

My dear, said Dr. Lepardo, and the rumbling of his voice was kindly, a woman has that great gift, intuition. It is true. It is my rule, my dear, never to neglect opportunity, however slight. When I arrive, unexpected, you glance at his photograph. You associate him, then, with the unexpected. I experiment. Forgive me. It is by such leaps in the dark that great things are won. It is where a little intuition is worth much wisdom. You are a brave girl, and so I tell you  it is for you to save Lawrence. If the Scotland Yard Mr. Harborne knew so much as I, nothing, I fear, could save him. I can do it  I. You shall help me. I work, my child, as no man has worked before. For great things I work. I work against time  against the police. I aspire to do the all but impossible  the wonderful. Only what you call luck and what I call intuition can make me win. A bargain  you answer me my questions and I answer you yours?

The girl nodded. Her fingers were clutching and releasing the arms of the chair. Through the odd mask of peering benevolence worn by the brown old traveller another, inspired, being momentarily had peeped forth.

What time did you leave to-night?

A quarter past six.

How many appointments had Mr. Graham afterwards? One with Lawrence. What other?

With Mr. Rohscheimer.

No other?

No.

What time Lawrence?

Directly I left.

Mr. Graham did not know you two are acquainted, eh?

He did not.

Had you access to his private accounts that he keep in his safe?

No.

You keep the files?

Yes.

Who is the most important creditor filed under G? Lawrence?

The girl shook her head emphatically.

Why, he only owed about fifty pounds, she said. There were none of importance under G, except Garraway, the Hon. Claude Garraway and Count de Guise.

Ah! Count de Guise. So quaint a name. He is rich, yes?

Awfully rich. He is selling all the things in his flat and going abroad for good. There is an advertisement in to-days paper. His pictures and things are valued at no less than thirty thousand pounds. I dont know how his business stood with Mr. Graham; latterly, it had not passed through my hands at all.

And his address?

59b Bedford Court Mansions.

And I must see Lawrence too. Where shall I find him?

At Barts  St. Bartholomews Hospital. He is studying there. You are sure to find him there to-night. He is engaged there, I know, up to ten oclock.

Dr. Lepardo took the girls hand and pressed it soothingly.

Do not faint; be a brave girl, he said. Your employer was killed shortly after you left.

Deathly pale, she sat watching him.

By  whom?

By Séverac Bablon, so it is written on his desk. It is unfortunate that Lawrence was there to-night; but I  I am your friend, my child. Are you going to faint  no?

No, said the girl, smiling bravely.

Then good-night.

He pressed her hand again  and was gone.


CHAPTER XXIII

M. LEVI

The art of detection, in common with every other art, produces from time to time a genius; and a genius, whatever else he may be, emphatically is not a person having an infinite capacity for taking pains. Such masters of criminology as Alphonse Bertillon or his famous compatriot, Victor Lemage, whose resignation so recently had stirred the wide world to wonder  achieve their results by painstaking labours, yes, but all those labours would be more or less futile without that elusive element of inspiration, intuition, luck  call it what you will  which constitutes genius, which alone distinguishes such men from the other capable plodders about them. A brief retrospective survey of the surprising results achieved by Dr. Lepardo within the space of an hour will show these to have been due to brilliant imagination, deep knowledge of human nature, foresight, unusual mental activity, and  that other capacity so hard to define.

Dr. Lepardo was studying the following paragraph marked by Miss Maitland:

For Sale.  Entire furniture, antique, of large flat, comprising pieces by Sheraton, Chippendale, Boule, etc. Paintings by Greuze, Murillo, Van Dyck, also modern masters. Pottery, Chinese, Sèvres, old English, etc. A collection of 500 pieces of early pewter, etc., etc., etc. The whole valued at over £30,000.

The torpedo-like car had dropped him at Bedford Court Mansions, and, shuffling up the steps into the hall, he addressed himself to the porter.

Ah, my friend, has the Count de Guise gone out again?

I have not seen him go out, sir.

Not since you saw him come in?

Not since then, sir  no.

About half-past seven he came in, I think? Yes, about half-past.

Quite right, sir.

Again the odd gleam came into the doctors eyes, as it had come when, by one of his amazing leading questions he had learnt that Lawrence Guthries father resided in Constantinople. The doctor mounted to the first floor. He was about to ring the bell of No. 59b, when another idea struck him. He descended and again addressed the porter.

The Count must be resting. He does not reply. He has, of course, discharged his servants?

Yes, sir. He leaves England next week.

Ah, he is alone.

Upstairs once more.

He rang three times before the door was opened to him by a tall, slight man, arrayed in a blue silk dressing-gown. He had a most pleasant face, and wore his moustache and beard according to the latest Parisian mode. He looked about thirty years of age, was fair, blue-eyed, and handsome.

I am sorry to trouble you so late, Count, said the old doctor, in perfect French; but I think I can make you an offer for some, if not all, of your collection.

He hunted, peering through a case which apparently contained some dozens of cards, finally handing the Count the following:

Isidor Levi

Fine Art Expert

London and Paris.

Count de Guise hesitated, glanced at his caller, glanced at his watch, cleared his throat  and still hesitated.

If I approve, continued Isidor Levi, I will hand you a cheque on the Crédit Lyonnais.

The Count bowed.

Enter, M. Levi. Your name, of course, is known to me.

Indeed it was a name familiar enough in art circles.

Dr. Lepardo entered.

The room into which the Count ushered him was most magnificently appointed. The visitors feet sank into the carpet as into banked moss. Beautiful furniture stood about. Pictures by eminent artists graced the walls. Statuettes, vases, busts, choice antiques, were everywhere. It was the room of a wealthy connoisseur, of an æsthete whose delicacy of taste bordered upon the effeminate. The doctor stared hard at the Count without permitting the latter to observe that he did so. With his hands thrust deep in the sack-like pockets of his inverness he drifted from treasure to treasure  uninvited, from room to room  like some rudderless craft. The Count followed. In his handsome face it might be read that he resented the attitude of M. Levi, who behaved as though he found himself in the gallery of a dealer. Suddenly, before a Van Dyck portrait, the visitor cried:

Ah, a forgery, msieur! Spurious.

Count de Guise leapt round upon him with perfect fury blazing in his blue eyes. The veins had sprung into prominence upon his forehead, and one throbbed  a virile blue cord  upon his left temple.

Msieur!

He seemed to choke. His sudden passion was volcanic  terrible.

Dr. Lepardo, still peering, seemed not to heed him; then quickly:

Ah, I apologise, I most sincerely apologise. I was misled by the unusual tone of the brown. But  no, it is undoubted. None other than Van Dyck painted that ruff.

The Count glared and quivered, his fine nostrils distended, a while longer, but swallowed his rage and bowed in acknowledgment of the apology. Dr. Lepardo was off again upon his voyage of discovery, drifting from picture to vase, from statuette to buhl cabinet.

Msieur, he rumbled, peering around at de Guise, who now stood by the fireplace of the room to which the visitors driftings had led him, his hands locked behind him. I think I can propose you for the entire collection. Is it agreeable?

The Count bowed.

Ah!

M. Levi seated himself at the writing-table  for the room was a beautifully appointed study  and produced a cheque-book.

Twenty thousand pounds, English?

The Count laughed contemptuously.

Twenty-two?

Do not jest, msieur. Nothing but thirty.

Twenty-eight is final. It is the price I had determined upon.

De Guise considered, bit his lip, glanced at the open cheque-book  always a potent argument  and bowed in his grand fashion. Lepardo changed his spectacles for a larger pair, reached for a pen, peering, and overturned a massive inkstand. The ink poured in an oily black stream across the leathern top of the table.

Ah, clumsy! he cried. Blotting-paper, quick.

The other took some from a drawer and sopped up the ink. Lepardo rumbled apologies, and, when the ink had been dried up, made out a cheque for £28,000, payable to The Count de Guise, in settlement for the entire effects contained in his flat, No. 59b Bedford Court Mansions, signed it I. Levi, and handed it to de Guise, who was surveying his inky hands, usually so spotless, with frowning disfavour.

The Count took the cheque, and Lepardo stood up.

One moment, msieur.

Lepardo sat down again.

You have dated this cheque 1928.

Ah, cried the other, always so absent. I had in mind the price, msieur. Believe me, I shall lose on this deal, but no matter. Give it back to me; I will write out another.

The second cheque made out, correctly, Lepardo shuffled to the door, refusing de Guises offer of refreshments. He was about to pass out on to the landing when:

Heavens! I am truly an absent fool. I wear my writing glasses and have left my street glasses on your table. One moment. No, I would not trouble you.

He shuffled quickly back to the study, to return almost immediately, glasses in hand.

Will seven-thirty in the morning be too early for my men to commence an inventory?

Not at all.

Good night, msieur le Comte.

Good night, M. Levi.

So concluded an act in this strange comedy.

Let us glance for a moment at Thomas Sheard, of the Gleaner, who sat in his study, his head resting upon his clenched hand, his pipe cold.

Twelve oclock, and the household sleeping. He had spent the early part of the night at Moorgate Place, had written his account of the murder, seen it consigned to the machines, and returned wearily home. Now, in the stillness, he was listening; every belated cab whose passing broke the silence of the night set his heart beating, for he was listening  listening for Séverac Bablon.

His faith was shaken.

He had been content to know himself the confidant of the man who had taken from Park Lane to give to the Embankment; of the man who had kidnapped four great millionaires and compelled them each to bear an equal share with himself, towards salving a wrecked bank; of the man, who assisted by M. Lemage, the first detective in Europe, had hoodwinked Scotland Yard. But the thought that he had called friend the man who had murdered, or caused to be murdered, Douglas Graham  whatever had been the dead mans character  was dreadful  terrifying.

It meant? It meant that if Séverac Bablon did not come, and come that night, to clear himself, then he, Sheard, must confess to his knowledge of him  must, at whatever personal cost, give every assistance in his power to those who sought to apprehend the murderer.

A key turned in the lock of the front door.

Sheard started to his feet. A soft step in the hall  and Séverac Bablon entered.

The journalist could find no words to greet him; but he stood watching the fine masterful face. There was a new, eager look in the long, dark eyes.

Séverac Bablon extended his hand. Sheard shook his head and resting his elbow on the mantelpiece, looked down into the dying embers of the fire.

You, too, my friend?

Sheard turned impulsively.

Tell me you are in no way implicated in that ghastly crime! he burst out. Only tell me, and I shall be satisfied.

Séverac Bablon stepped quickly forward, grasped him by both shoulders and looked hard into his eyes with that strange, penetrating gaze that seemed to pierce through all pretence into the mind beyond.

Sheard, in the pursuit of what I  and my poor wisdom may be no better than a wiser mans folly  of what I consider to be Natures one law  Justice, I have braved the laws of man, risked my honour and my liberty. I have dared to hold the scales, to weigh in the balance some of the affairs of men. But life, be it that of the lowliest insect, of the vilest sinner against every code of mankind, is sacred. I  with all my egotism, with all my poor human vanity  would not dare to rob a fellow creature of that gift which only God can give, which only God may take back.

Then  

You, who knew me, doubted?

Sheard grasped the proffered hand.

Forgive my fears, he said warmly; I should have known. But this horrible thing has shaken me. I cannot survey murdered corpses with the calmly professional eye of the Sheffields and Harbornes.

It was the work of an enemy, Sheard. There are men labouring, even now, piecing a false chain together, link by link; searching, spying, toiling in the dark to prove that the robber, the incendiary, the iconoclast, is also a murderer. I have need of all my friends to-night.

With a weary gesture, almost pathetic, he ran his fingers through his black hair. The shaded light struck greenly venomous sparks from his ring.

This is such a cowards blow as I never had foreseen, he continued; but, as I believe, my resources are equal even to this.

What! You know the murderer?

If the wrong man is not arrested by some one of the agents of Scotland Yard, of Mr. Oppner, of Julius Rohscheimer, of Heaven alone knows how many others that seek, I have hopes that within a few hours, at most, of the worlds learning I am an assassin, the world will learn that I am not. Can you be ready to accompany me at any hour after 5 A.M. that I may come for you?

Sheard stared.

Certainly.

Then  to bed, oh, doughty copy-hunter. You still are my friend. That is all I wished to know. For that alone I came like a thief in the night. Until I return, au revoir.


CHAPTER XXIV

V-E-N-G-E-N-C-E

At half-past seven on the morning following M. Levis visit the Count de Guise opened the door of 59b Bedford Court Mansions to that eccentric old art expert. M. Levi was accompanied by his partner, a tall, heavily bearded man, who looked like a Russian, and by two other strangers, one an alert-eyed, clean-shaven person in a tweed suit, the other a younger man, evidently Scotch, who carried a little brown bag. These two would commence an inventory, msieur being agreeable.

Entering the dining-room, with its massive old oak furniture, de Guise, who found something uncomfortably fascinating in the eye of the partner, lighted a cigarette and took up a position on the rug before the fire, hands characteristically locked behind him.

This is the Greuze, said Dr. Lepardo, pointing.

The Count, with the others, turned to look at the picture.

Click! Click!

He was securely handcuffed.

With an animal scream of rage the Count turned upon Lepardo, the vein throbbing on his temple, his eyes glaring in maniacal fury. He sought to speak, but only a slight froth rose to his lips; no word could he utter.

Sit down in that chair, said Dr Lepardo.

With a gurgling scream de Guises fury found utterance.

Release me immediately. What  

Sit down!

De Guise ground his white teeth together. The pulsing vein on his brow seemed like to burst. He dropped into a chair, trembling and quivering with passionate anger.

You  shall  pay for  this!

My friend, said Lepardo, turning to the man who had carried the bag, this gentleman  nodding at his companion in the tweed suit would like to hear who you are, and for what you visited Moorgate Place last evening.

I am Lawrence Guthrie, explained the young man, and yesterday, much against my inclinations, but to prevent Grahams exposing the state of my affairs to my father, I was forced to leave with him, as security for fifty pounds, a Turkish yataghan worth considerably more.

Stop! When I came to your Barts last night, what did I tell you?

That Graham had been murdered with my yataghan.

Well?

You said that the crime looked like the work of an old hand, for the murderer had worn gloves. You told me that you had recognised, in one of the victims most important creditors, a notorious French criminal, André Legun  

The Count, deathly pale, his throbbing forehead wet as if douched, drew a long, hissing breath. His eyes stared glassily at Dr. Lepardo.

By what means?

By certain facial peculiarities.

Rule 85.

And particularly by a vein in his left temple, only visible when he was roused. You had secured, by a trick  

Article Six.

An imprint of his thumb upon a cheque. This you had compared with certain in your possession  and forwarded to Paris.

Unnecessary, but a usual form.

You had secured from the grate in his study a pocketful of ash, some scraps of torn leather  bloodstained  and some few other fragments. These you and I spent the night examining and arranging. Amongst the ashes was a patent glove button, also bloodstained.

What have I yet to find?

A pair of boots.

I depart to find them.

Dr. Lepardo quitted the room. Count de Guise followed him with his eyes until he had disappeared. No one spoke nor stirred until the brown old doctor returned, carrying a pair of glacé kid boots.

He placed them on the table beside the bag and pointed a long finger at a gap in one row of buttons.

Scotland Yard can complete the set, André, he said with grim humour. In this bag are the results of our examination. In your grate are more ashes and fragments for the English Home Office to check us by. In this bag is a complete account of how you came to Moorgate Place, knocked at Gottschalks door and were admitted. I do not know how you had meant to kill him, but the yataghan, left on his table by Mr. Guthrie, was tempting, eh? You then commenced to collect certain letters and papers, André. You tore from his private book the page containing your little account. Then you tore out others, to blind us all. You had begun upon the letter files when you were interrupted by one entering with a key. That was fortunate. It was file G you had commenced upon, André. And one of the torn pages was G. So I knew that you were a G, too, my friend. With what you took from the safe and with the letters and other papers, you slipped down the back stair you knew of into Copthall Avenue. By my great good luck, and not by my skill, I get upon your trail. But by my skill I trap you.

The prisoner, whose handsome face now had assumed a leaden hue, whose eyes were set in a fixed stare of horror and hatred, spoke slowly, clearly.

You talk nonsense. You taunt me, to drive me mad. I ask you  who are you? You are not Levi, you are some spy.

Dr. Lepardo, or M. Isidor Levi, removed a grey wig and a pair of spectacles and seemed by some relaxation of the facial muscles, to melt out of existence, leaving in his place a heavy-eyed man, with stained skin and thin, straggling hair.

De Guise, as though an unseen hand pushed him, stepped back  and back  and back  until a heavy oak chair prevented further retreat. There  like a mined fortress, hitherto staunch, defiant  he seemed to crumble up.

The good God! he whispered. It is Victor Lemage!

André Legun  Chevalier dOysan  Comte de Guise, said the famous criminologist, Paris wants you, but London now has a better claim. So, when I have stolen back my cheque from your pocket-book, I hand you over to London.

With the bravado of the true French criminal, Legun forced a smile to his lips.

It is finished, Victor, he said, dropping his affected manner and speaking with an exaggerated low Paris accent. I am glad it was you, and not some stupid policeman of England who took me. Well, who cares? I have had a short life but a merry one. You know, Victor, that my misfortune in being the son of an aristocrat has pursued me always. I have such refined tastes, and such a skill with the cards. You recall the little house near the fortifications? But the inevitable run of bad luck came. One question. Why  he glanced at the Russian-looking man with something like fear creeping again into his bold eyes why do you hunt me down?

The black beard and moustache were pulled off in a second by their wearer, revealing a face of severely classic beauty. Lawrence Guthrie stared hard.

Mr. Guthrie, said the whilom Russian, behold me at your mercy. You know me innocent of one, at least, of the sins ascribed to me. I am Séverac Bablon.

Guthrie hesitated for one tremendous moment; he looked from the handsome face of the most notorious man in Europe to that of his companion who wore the tweed suit, and whom he knew to be H. T. Sheard, the well-known member of the Gleaner staff. His decision was made. He stretched out his hand and took that of Séverac Bablon.

You ask, said the latter sternly to Legun, why we have hunted you down. I answer  first, in the sacred interest of Justice; second, because you imputed your vile crime to me.

What! To you? No! never!

Victor Lemages eyelids lifted quickly.

Spell vengeance.

V-e-n-g-e-a-n-c-e.

My friends, said Lemage, reaching for the wide-brimmed hat of Dr. Lepardo, I all but have spoiled this, my greatest case, by a stupid blunder. I have an early call to make. Advance your packing in my absence. I shall shortly return.

And so it happened that Mr. Julius Rohscheimer, in Park Lane, was just arising when his man brought him a card:

Detective-Inspector Sheffield C.I.D., New Scotland Yard.

Rohscheimer, who looked as though he had spent a poor night, ordered that Inspector Sheffield be shown up without delay. Immediately afterwards there came in a tall, black-bearded man, wearing blue spectacles, an old rain-coat, and a dilapidated silk hat. The drive, though short, had been long enough to enable Victor Lemage, secure from observation behind the drawn blinds of Séverac Bablons big car, to merge his personality into that of another man, distinct from Dr. Lepardo  unlike M. Levi.

Who are you? blustered Rohscheimer, changing colour, and drawing a brilliant dressing-gown more closely about him. Who the blazes are you?

Ssh! I am Inspector Sheffield  disguised. You will excuse me if, even here, I continue to impersonate an eccentric French character. You place yourself within the reach of the law, my friend. You lay yourself open to the suspicion of murder.

Julius Rohscheimer swallowed noisily. His flabby face assumed a dingy hue; his eyes protruded to an unpleasant degree.

Here, upon this, my card, write the words, Vengeance is mine.

Rohscheimer rose unsteadily; his puffy hands groped as if, feeling himself slipping, he sought for something to lay hold upon.

I swear  

Write!

Rohscheimer shakily wrote the words, Vengence is mine.

No a, cried Lemage triumphantly, no a! Of all the stupid pigs I am he. But I had not given you the credit of such nerve, M. Rohscheimer. I had forgotten how once you lived the rough life in South Africa. It is so? I did not think you had the courage to write  though wobbly  those lying words in presence of the dead Gottschalk. Why did you do it, you bad, foolish fellow? The yataghan already was stuck in the desk, eh? That Legun is a fury when the blood thirst is upon him, when the big vein throb. And you saw the blank paper? Yes? Or you feared that you  you  the mighty Julius might be suspect? Yes, a little? Principally you hope that this will spur the police and that he will hang. You prefer that the real one  who slays your partner  shall go free, if he can be blackened. You throw sand in the eye of Justice, eh? Well  you have influence; you shall use it to get yourself made Scotch-free. Very good. You will now write in a few words how all this is. That or  I have men outside. It is a public removal to  Good, you will write.



At about that hour when, at thousands of breakfast tables, horrified readers learned that Séverac Bablons Arabs had committed a ghastly crime in Moorgate Street, a cart drove up to New Scotland Yard, and two green-aproned individuals both of whom would have been improved artistically by a clean shave, dragged a heavy packing-case into the office, said it contained curiosities from Bedford Court Mansions and was for Inspector Sheffield.

When, half an hour later, the unwieldy box had been opened, out glared a bound and gagged man, upon whose left temple there pulsed and throbbed a dark blue vein!

Detailed evidence proving that this was the murderer of Gottschalk, his record, his measurements, his thumb-prints, his boots, a number of tubes containing scraps of stained leather, a number containing ashes, and all neatly labelled together with a written confession, signed Julius Rohscheimer, to the authorship of the words Vengeance is mine were also in this box. Finally, there was the following note:

Dear Inspector Sheffield,

I enclose herewith André Legun, the man who murdered Paul Gottschalk, together with sufficient evidence to ensure a conviction, and completely to exculpate myself. I claim no credit. We both are indebted to M. Victor Lemage, who not only has surpassed his own brilliant records in the conduct of this case, but who kindly assisted me to carry the result of his labours into the office at New Scotland Yard. We both regretted our inability to see you personally.

Séverac Bablon.


CHAPTER XXV

AN OFFICIAL CALL

The Home Secretary sat before the red-leathern expanse of his writing-table. Papers of unique political importance were strewn carelessly about that diplomatic battlefield, for at this famous table the Right Honourable Walter Belford played political chess. To the right honourable gentleman the game of politics was a pursuit only second in its fascinations to the culture of rare orchids. It ranked in that fine, if eccentric, mind about equal with the accumulating of rare editions, early printed works, illuminated missals, palimpsests, and other MSS., or with the delights of the higher photography  a hobby to which Mr. Belford devoted much attention.

Visitors to a well-known Sussex coast resort will need no introduction to Womsley Old Place, the charming seat of that charming man, the Right Hon. Walter Belford. With a frowning glance at a number of letters pinned neatly together, Mr. Belford leant back in his heavily padded chair, and, through his gold-rimmed pince-nez, allowed himself the momentary luxury of surveying the loaded shelves of the noted Circular Study wherein he now was seated. The great writing-table, with its priceless bronze head of Cicero and its luxurious appointments; the morocco, parchment, the vellum backs of the rare works about; the busts above the belles-lettres, afforded him visible, if æsthetic enjoyment. In a gap between two tall bookcases a Persian curtain partially concealed the glass doors of a huge conservatory. Mr. Belford liked his orchids near him when at work and not, as lesser men, when at play.

Sighing gently, he took up the bundle of letters, laid it down again, and pressed a button.

I will see Inspector Sheffield, he said to the footman who came.

Almost immediately entered a big man, fresh complexioned and of modest bearing  a man, Mr. Belford determined after one shrewd glance, who, once he saw his duty clearly, would pursue it through fire and flood, but who frequently experienced some difficulty in this initial particular.

Sit down, inspector, said the politician genially, and with the appearance of wishing to hasten a distasteful business. You would like to see the three communications which I have received from this man Bablon?

Sheffield, seated on the extreme edge of a big morocco-covered lounge-chair, nodded deferentially. Mr. Belford took up the bundle of letters.

This, he said, passing one to the man from Scotland Yard, is that which I received upon the 28th ultimo.

Chief-Inspector Sheffield bent forward to the shaded light and ran his eyes over the following, written in a neat hand upon a plain correspondence card:

Séverac Bablon begs to present his compliments to His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department and to request the honour of a private interview, which, he begs to assure the right honourable gentleman, would be mutually advantageous. The words, Safe conduct.  W. B., together with time and place proposed, in the agony column of The Times, he will accept as a sufficient guarantee of the right honourable gentlemans intentions.

And this, continued Mr. Belford, selecting a second, reached me upon the 7th instant:

Séverac Bablon begs to present his compliments to His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department and to urge upon him the absolute necessity of an immediate interview. He would respectfully assure the right honourable gentleman that high issues are at stake.

Finally, continued the politician, as Sheffield laid the second card upon the table, I received this upon the 13th instant  yesterday:

Séverac Bablon begs to present his compliments to His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department and to inform the right honourable gentleman that he having failed to appoint a time of meeting, Séverac Bablon is forced by circumstances to make his own appointment, and will venture to present himself at Womsley Old Place on the evening of the 14th instant, between the hours of 8 and 9.

Mr. Belford leant back in his chair, turning it slightly that he might face the detective.

My information is, he said, in his finely modulated voice, that you are personally familiar with the appearance of this Séverac Bablon  Sheffield nodded but that no one else, or  ah  no one whom we may call upon  is in a position to identify him. Now, apart from the fact that I have reason to fear his taking some improper measures to see me here, this singular case is rapidly assuming a political significance! He made the impressive pause of the cultured elocutionist. Unofficially, I am advised that there is some wave of afflated opinion passing through the Semitic races of the Near East  if, indeed, it has not touched the Moslems. The Secretary for Foreign Affairs anticipates  I speak as a member of the public  anticipates a letter from a certain quarter respecting the advisablity of seizing the person of this man without delay. Had such a letter actually reached my friend, I had had no alternative but to place the matter in the hands of the Secret Service.

Inspector Sheffield fidgeted.

Excuse me, sir, he said; but the S.S. could do no more than we are doing.

That I grant you, replied the Home Secretary, with his genial smile; but, in the event referred to, no choice would remain to me. Far from desiring the intervention of another agent, I should regret it, for  family reasons.

Ah! said the inspector; I was about to  to  approach that side of the matter, sir.

Mr. Belfords emotions were under perfect control, but at those words he regarded the detective with a new interest.

You have my respectful attention, he said.

Well, sir,  Sheffield was palpably embarrassed theres nothing to be gained by beating about the bush! Excuse me, sir! But I know, and you know, that Lady Mary Evershed  your niece, sir  and her American friend, Miss Zoe Oppner, are  

Yes, inspector?

Are acquainted with Séverac Bablon!

Mr. Belford scrutinised Sheffield closely. There was more in the man than appeared at first sight.

Is this regrettable fact so generally known? he asked rather coldly.

No, sir, replied the other; but if the case went on the Secret Service Fund it might be compromising!

Do I understand you to mean, inspector, that the discretion of our political agents is not to be relied upon?

No, sir. But your  private information could hardly be withheld from them  as it has been withheld from us!

Even the politicians studied reserve was not proof against that thrust. He started. Chief-Inspector Sheffield, after all, was a man to be counted with. A silence fell between them  to be broken by the Home Secretary.

Your frankness pleases me, Inspector Sheffield.

The other bowed awkwardly.

I perceive that you would make a bargain. I am to take you into my confidence, and you, in turn, hope to render any employment of the Fund unnecessary?

Whatever you tell me, sir, will go no farther  not to one other living. Better confide in me than in a political agent. Then, you cant have anything more incriminating than this.

He took a card from his pocket and placed it before Mr. Belford.

To Lady Mary Evershed.

I shall always be indebted to you and to Miss Oppner, but I can assure you of Sir Richards safety.

Séverac Bablon.

No one has seen that but myself, continued the detective. I know better! But anything further you can let me have, sir, will help me to get them out of the tangle: thats what Im aiming at!

Mr. Belfords expression had changed when the damning card was placed before him; but his decision was quickly come to. He opened a drawer of the writing table.

Here, he said, passing a sheet of foolscap to the inspector, is the plan of international co-operation which  I will return candour for candour  the increasing importance of the case renders expedient. It was drawn up by my friend the Foreign Secretary. It ensures secrecy, dispatch, and affords no loophole by which Bablon can escape us.

His manner had grown brisk. The dilettante was lost in the man of action.

Inspector Sheffield read carefully through the long document and returned it to Belford, frowning thoughtfully.

Thank you, sir, he said; and what else?

Mr. Belford smiled thoughtfully.

You are aware that, owing to the family complications referred to, I have been employing Mr. Paul Harley, the private detective?

Sheffield nodded.

He has secured other letters, incriminating a Mr. Sheard, of the staff of the Gleaner; Sir Richard Haredale, of the  Guards; Miss Zoe Oppner; and ... well  you know the worst  my niece, again! The inspector drew a long, deep breath.

Next to Victor Lemage, whos also an accomplice, he said admiringly, I dont mind admitting that Harley is the smartest man in the business. But in justice to us, sir, you must remember that our hands are tied. A C.I.D. man isnt allowed to do what Harley can do.

I grant it, inspector. Now, having given you my confidence, I rely upon you to work with me  not against me.

I am with you entirely, sir. May I have those letters?

Mr. Belford hesitated.

It is surely inconsistent with your duty to keep them private?

What about the one in my pocket, sir? That alone is sufficient, if I wanted to make a scandal. No; I give you my word that no other eye shall see them.

The Home Secretary shrugged his shoulders, and taking up the bundle from which already he had selected Séverac Bablons three communications, he placed it in the detectives hands.

I rely upon you to keep certain names out of the affair.

I give you my word that they shall never be mentioned in connection with it. You have taken the only course which could ensure that, sir. May I see the photographs?

If the Right Hon. Walter Belford had already revised his first estimate of Inspector Sheffield, this last request upset it altogether. He stared.

I am glad to enjoy your co-operation, inspector, he said. I prefer to know that a man of your calibre is of my camp! You are evidently aware that Harley has secured an elaborate series of snapshots of persons known to Miss Oppner and to my niece. Of the several hundreds of persons photographed, only one negative proved to be interesting. I have enlarged the photograph myself. Here it is!

He took a photograph from the drawer.

This gentleman, he continued, was taken in the act of bowing to Lady Mary and Miss Oppner at the corner of Bond Street.

Sheffield glanced at the photograph. It represented a strikingly handsome man, with dark, curling hair and singularly flashing eyes, who was in the act of raising his hat.

Its Séverac Bablon! said the inspector simply.

Ah! cried Belford. So I thought! So I thought!

May I take it with me?

I think not, inspector. You know the man; it is scarcely necessary. And with a certain displeasure he laid the enlargement upon the table.

The detective accepted his refusal with one of the awkward bows.

Regarding your protection to-night, sir, he said, standing up and buttoning his coat, there are six men on special duty round the house, and no one can possibly get in unseen.

The Home Secretary, smiling, glanced at his watch. A quarter to nine! he said. He has fifteen minutes in which to make good his bluff. But I do not fear interruption.

Sheffield awkwardly returned the statesmans bow of dismissal, and withdrew under the patronage of a splendid footman. As the door closed, Mr. Belford, with a long sigh of relief, stepped to a bookcase and selected Petronius Arbiters Satyricon.

Book in hand, he slid back the noiseless glass doors of the conservatory. A close smell of tropical plant life crept into the room, but this was as frankincense and myrrh to his nostrils. He passed through and seated himself in a cushioned cane chair amid the rare flora. Switching on a shaded lamp conveniently hung in this retreat, he settled down to read.

For it was a favourite relaxation of the right honourable gentlemans to bury himself amid exotic blooms, and in such congenial company as that of the Patrician æsthete, rekindle the torches of voluptuous Rome.

A few minutes later:

Am I nowhere immune from interruption? muttered Mr. Belford, with the nearest approach to irritability of which his equable temper was deemed capable.

But the next moment his genial smile dawned, as the charming face of his niece, Lady Mary Evershed, peeped through the foliage.

Truman was afraid to interrupt you, uncle, as you were in your cell! But Inspector Sheffield is asking for you, and seems very excited.

Dear me! said her uncle, glancing at his watch; but I saw him fifteen minutes ago! It has just gone nine. Then, recalling Séverac Bablons boastful message: He has not dared to attempt it! Unless  can it be that he is arrested? Tell Truman to send the inspector here, Mary.

The girl, with a little puzzled frown on her forehead, withdrew, and almost immediately a heavy step sounded in the library, and Chief-Inspector Sheffield, pushing past the footman, burst unceremoniously into the conservatory. His face was flushed, and his eyes were angrily bright.

Weve been hoaxed, sir! he cried. Weve been hoaxed!

Mr. Belford raised a white hand.

My dear inspector, he said, be calm, I beg of you! Will you not take a seat and explain this matter to me?

Sheffield dropped into a chair, but the flow of excited words would not be stayed nor dammed.

Hes tricked us again! he burst out. I suspect what he wanted, sir, and I rely on you to give me all the help you can! I know Paul Harley has got hold of evidence that we couldnt get; but a C.I.D. man cant spend a week making love to Lady Mary Eversheds maid  

But others are better able to devote that amount of time to my maid, I suppose?

The interruption startled Mr. Belford out of his habitual calm, and startled the detective into sudden silence.

Lady Mary stood at the door of the conservatory.

I am sorry to appear as an eavesdropper, she continued; but, as a matter of fact, I had never left the study!

Er  Mary, began the Home Secretary, but for once in a way he was at a loss for words. He knew from experience that the most obstreperous friend opposite was easier to deal with than a pretty niece.

Zoe is here with me, too, said Mary, and the frizzy head of Zoe Oppner appeared over her friends shoulder. We are sorry to have overheard Mr. Sheffields words, but I think we have heard too much not to ask to hear more. Do I understand, inspector, that someone has been spying on my maid?

Inspector Sheffield glanced at the Right Hon. Walter Belford, and read an appeal in the eyes behind the pince-nez. He squared his shoulders in a manner that had something admirably manly about it  and told a straightforward lie.

One of the Pinkerton men engaged by Mr. Oppner tried to get some letters from your maid, I believe; but theres not a scrap of evidence on the market, so he must have failed!

Evidence of what? asked Zoe Oppner sharply.

Mr. Belford nervously tapped his fingers upon the chair-arm.

Of your friendship, and Lady Marys with Séverac Bablon! replied the inspector boldly.

Lady Mary was pale, and her eyes grew wide; but the American girl laughed with undisguised glee.

Séverac Bablon has never done a dirty thing yet, she said. If we knew him we should be proud of it! Come on, Mary! Mr. Belford, Im almost ashamed of you! Youre nearly as bad as pa!

They withdrew, and Mr. Belford heaved a great sigh of relief.

Thank you, inspector, he said. Lady Mary would never understand that I sought only to save her from compromising herself. I am glad that the letters are in such safe hands as yours.

But theyre not! cried Sheffield, leaping excitedly to his feet.

Gruffness had come into his voice, which the other ascribed to excitement.

How so?

An expression of blank wonderment was upon the politicians face.

Because I never had them! Because Ive never had a scrap of anything in black and white! Because Ive been tied up in an old tool-shed in a turnip field for the past half-hour! And because the man who marched through my silly troop a while ago and came in here and got back I dont know what important evidence  was Séverac Bablon!

It was a verbal thunderbolt. Mr. Belford sat with his eyes upon the detectives face  speechless. And now he perceived minor differences. The difference in voice he already had noted: now he saw that the eyes of the real Inspector Sheffield were many shades lighter than those of the spurious; that the red face was heavier and more rounded. It was almost incredible, but not quite. He had seen Tree play Falstaff, and the art of Séverac Bablon was only a shade greater.

Hes had months to study me! explained the detective tersely. Then: Im stopping at the Golden Tiger, in the village. Id been over the ground in daylight, and I sent the men along first. They were round the house by half-past seven. Just as I turned the corner out of the High Street a big grey car overtook me; out jumped two fellows and had a jiu-jitsu hold on in a second! They gagged me and tied me up inside, all the time apologising and hoping they werent hurting me! They drove me to this shed and left me there. It was five minutes to nine when one of them came back and untied my hands, giving himself a start while I undid the rest of the knots. Here I am! Wheres Séverac Bablon?

The Right Hon. Walter Belford became the man of action again. He pulled out his watch.

Twenty-five minutes since he left the house, he said. But he may not have taken the road at once.

He rang.

Truman, he cried to the footman, the limousine ready  immediately! This way, inspector!

Off he went through the Circular Study, Sheffield following. At the door Mr. Belford paused  and turned back.

He bent over his writing-table, searching for his own careful enlargement of Séverac Bablons photograph.

Séverac Bablon had not taken it with him, nor had he returned to the room.

But it was gone!

Rome divided! Treason in the camp! he said, sotto voce. Then, aloud: This way, inspector!

The tower of Womsley Old Place is a conspicuous landmark, to be seen from distant points in the surrounding country, and visible for some miles out to sea.

Mr. Belford raced up the many stairs at a speed which belied the story of his silver-grey hair, and which left Inspector Sheffield hopelessly in the rear. When at last the Scotland Yard man dragged weary feet into the little square chamber at the summit, he saw the Home Secretary with his eyes to the lens of a huge telescope, sweeping the country-side for signs of the daring fugitive.

An unclouded moon bathed the landscape in solemn light. To north, east, and west rolled the billows of the Downs, a verdant ocean. On the south the country was wooded, whilst in the south-east might be seen the gleaming expanse of the English Channel, a molten silver floor, its distant edge seemingly upholding the pure blue sky dome. Roads inland showed as white chalk lines, meadows as squares on a chess-board, houses and farmsteads as chess-men.

If he has made for Eastbourne we have lost him! muttered Mr. Belford. If for Newhaven or Lewes we may not be too late. But there is a possibility  ah! Yes; it is! They are making for Tunbridge Wells  perhaps for London! Quick, inspector! Dont move the telescope. On the straight road leading to the Norman church tower! Is that the car?

Sheffield lowered his eye to the glass, and after some little delay got a sight of a long-bodied, waspish, shape, creeping, insect-wise, along a white chalk mark. His eye growing more accustomed to the glass, he made it out for a grey car.

Theres a chance, sir. It looks about the right cut.

This way, inspector! We will take the risk.

Down the tower stairs they sped, Sheffield stumbling and delaying in the dark and making better going where the light from a window showed the stairs clearly.

If that is he, panted the Home Secretary, the motor is not a powerful one. It is probably one hired for the occasion.

They came out from the tower into the hall and passed Lady Mary  who glanced away with an odd expression  and Zoe Oppner. Zoes pretty face was flushed, and her breast rose and fell quickly. Her eyes were sparkling, but she lowered them as the excited pair ran by.

The chauffeur was ready to start, when Mr. Belford, hatless, leapt on to a footboard of the throbbing car with the agility of a sailor, Sheffield more slowly following suit, for he would have preferred an inside berth.

A man in a blue serge suit touched the inspectors arm.

What shall we do, sir?

Wait here.

The limousine was off.

Left! left! directed Mr. Belford, and the man swung sharply round the curve and into the lane bordering the gardens of Womsley Old Place.

Right!

They leapt about again, and were humming along a chalky white road.

Left! Straight ahead! Make for the church! Open her out!

The pursuit had commenced!

Some dormant trait in the blood of His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department had risen above the surface of suave, polished courtesy which ordinarily passed for the character of the Right Hon. Walter Belford. The veneer was off, and this was a primitive Belford, kin of the Roger de Belfourd who had established the fortunes of the house. The eyes behind the pince-nez were hard and bright; the fine nostrils quivered with the joy of the chase; and the long, lean neck, protruding from the characteristically low collar, was strung up to whipcord tension.

Let her go! he shouted, his silvern hair streaming out grotesquely. Cut through Church Lane!

Its an awful road, sir! The chauffeurs voice was blown back in his teeth.

Damn the road! said the Right Hon. Walter Belford.

So, suddenly the powerful machine, spurning the solid earth like some huge, infuriated brute, leapt sideways, two tyres thrashing empty air, and went howling through an arch of verdure, between hedges which seemed to shrink to right and left from its devastating course.

The man was understood to say something about Overweighted on her head.

Scissors! muttered Inspector Sheffield, wedging his bulk firmly against the front window and clutching at anything that offered. I hope there are no police traps on this road!

He delayed for something! yelled Belford through trumpeted hands. We shall catch him by Grimsdyke Farm!

Sheffield wondered what that vastly daring man had delayed for. Belford, with the fact of the missing photograph fresh in his mind, thought he knew.

The old Norman church tower came rushing now to meet them; looked down upon them, each venerable, lichened stone a mockery of this snorting, ephemeral thing of the Speed Age; and dropped behind to join the other vague memories which represented six miles of Sussex.

Straight ahead now! Grimsdyke!

Down swept the white road into a great bowl. Down shrieked the quivering limousine, and Inspector Sheffield crouched back with an uncomfortable sinking in the pit of the stomach, such as he had not known since he had adventured his weighty person on a joy-ride at an exhibition.

From the time they had left Womsley Old Place the speed had been consistently high, but now it rose to something enormous; increasing with every ten yards of the slope, it became terrific. The bottom was reached, and the climb began; but for some time little diminution was perceptible in their headlong progress. Then it began to tell, and presently they were mounting the long acclivity at what seemed a tortoise pace after the breathless drop into the valley.

The car rose to the brow, and Mr. Belford mounted recklessly beside the chauffeur, peering ahead under arched palms over the moon-bathed country-side.

There they are! There they are! We shall overtake them at the old farm!

His excitement was intensely contagious. Sheffield, who had been wedged upon the footboard, rose unsteadily, and, supporting himself with difficulty, looked along the gleaming ribbon of road.

There they were! The grey car was clearly discernible now, and even at that distance he could estimate something of her progress. He exulted to note that capture was becoming merely a question of minutes!

Then came a doubt. Suppose it should prove to be the wrong car!

Nearer they drew, and nearer.

The fugitives topped a slope, and against the blue sky was silhouetted a figure which stood upright in the car  the figure of a big man with raised arms and out-turned elbows. He was peering back, just as Belford was peering forward.

Look at his bowler hat! yelled Sheffield. Why, it might be me!

It might! shouted Mr. Belford; but it isnt! Its Séverac Bablon!

A wood dipped down to the roadside, and its shadows ate up their quarry; a breathless, nervous interval, and its glooms enveloped Mr. Belfords party in turn. From out of the darkness the road ahead was clearly visible. Deserted farm buildings lay scattered in their path where the trees ended.

The trees slipped behind, and the old farm rose in front.

At the gate of the yard stood the grey car  empty!

Pull up! Pull up! cried Mr. Belford.

But long before the car became stationary he had precipitated himself into the road.

Sheffield dropped heavily behind him, and grasped him by the arm.

One moment, sir! he said.

His voice was calm again. He was quite in his element now. A criminal had to be apprehended, and the circumstances, though difficult, were not unfamiliar. But strategy was called for; there must be no hot-headed blundering.

Yes? What is it? demanded the Home Secretary excitedly.

Its this, sir: hell give us the slip yet, if we dont go slow! Now, you take charge of the grey car. Thats your post, sir. Here  have my revolver. Step out into the lane there, and see nobody rushes the car!

Good  I agree! cried Mr. Belford, and took the revolver.

You, young fellow, continued the inspector, addressing the chauffeur, may know something of the ins and outs of this place. Do you know if theres a back door to the main building?

There is  yes  down behind that barn.

Then pull out a big spanner, or anything handy, and go round there. When you reach the door, whistle. Stop there unless you hear my whistle inside or till I come through and join you. If hes not in the main building we can start on the outhouses. But his escape is cut off all the time by Mr. Belford  see?

Quite right, inspector! Quite right! cried Mr. Belford. Go ahead! I will get to the car! Go ahead!

Off ran the agile politician to his appointed post; and the chauffeur, armed with a heavy spanner, disappeared in the shadow of the barn. Sheffield, taking from his breast-pocket an electric torch, strode up to the doorless entrance of the abandoned farm, and waited.


CHAPTER XXVI

GRIMSDYKE

Not a sound disturbed the silence of the deserted place, save when the slight breeze sighed through the trees of the adjoining coppice, and swayed some invisible shutter which creaked upon its rusty hinges.

An owl hooted, and the detective was on the alert in a moment. It was a well-known signal. Was the owl a feathered one or a human mimic?

No other sound followed, until the breeze came again, whispered in the coppice, and shook the shutter.

Then the chauffeurs whistle came, faintly, and with something tremulous in its note; for the adventure, though it offered little novelty to the experience of the Scotland Yard man, was dangerously unique from the mechanics point of view. But where the Right Hon. Walter Belford led it was impolitic, if not impossible, to decline to follow. Yet, the whistle spoke of a man not over-confident. Séverac Bablon was a disturbing name!

Sheffield pressed the knob of the torch and stepped into the bare and dirty room beyond.

The beam of the torch swept the four walls, with faded paper peeling in strips from the damp plaster; showed a grate full of rubbish, a battered pail, and a bare floor littered with debris of all sorts, great cavities gaping between many of the planks. A cupboard was searched, and proved to contain a number of empty cans and bottles  nothing else.

Into the next room went the investigator, to meet with no better fortune. The third was a big kitchen, empty; the fourth a paved scullery, also empty  with the chauffeur at the door, holding his spanner in readiness for sudden assault.

Upstairs! said Sheffield shortly.

Up the creaking stairs they passed, their footsteps filling the place with ghostly echoes.

A square landing offered four doors, all closed, to their consideration.

Sheffield paused, and listened.

The owl had hooted again.

He directed the ray of the torch upon the door on the immediate right of the stairhead.

Were short-handed for this! he muttered; but it has to be risked now. Stay where you are and be on the alert. Watch those other doors. He tried the handle.

The door was locked.

To the next one he passed without hesitation. It yielded to his hand, and he flashed the light about a bare room, with half of the ceiling sloping down to the window. In the corner beyond this window a second door was partly concealed by the recess. The inspector stepped across the floor and threw the door open.

Then events moved rapidly.

Someone literally shot into the room behind him, falling with a crash that shook the place like thunder. Bang! sounded through the house, and a key turned in a lock!

Sheffield spun round like an unwieldy top, and saw the chauffeur struggling to his feet and rubbing his head vigorously.

The detective made no outcry, nor did he waste energy by trying a door he knew to be locked. He stood, keenly alert, and listened.

Footsteps rapidly receded down the stairs.

Who did it? How did he get behind me? muttered the dazed chauffeur.

Out of one of the other rooms! I told you to watch them!

Inspector Sheffield was angry, but he had not lost his presence of mind.

We must get out  quick! The window!

He leapt to the low window, throwing it open.

Too far to drop! Weve got to smash the door! Perhaps theyve left the key in the lock! Set to on the panel with that bit of iron of yours!

The man began a vigorous assault upon the woodwork. It was old, but very tough, and yielded tardily to the blows of the instrument. Then a big crack appeared as the result of a stroke shrewdly planted.

Stand away! directed Sheffield; and leaning back upon his left foot, he dashed his right upon the broken panel, shattering it effectually.

At the moment that the chauffeur thrust his hand through the jagged aperture to seek for the key, thud! thud! thud! came from the lane below.

Thats the car! cried the inspector. My God! what have they done to Mr. Belford?

The other paused and listened intently.

Its the grey car, he said. Why didnt they take the guvnors?

Open the door! cried Sheffield impatiently. Is the key there?

Yes, was the reply; here we are! And the door was opened.

Sheffield started down the stairs with noisy clatter, and, the chauffeur a good second, raced through the rooms below and out into the yard.

Mr. Belford! Mr. Belford! he cried.

But no answer came, only a whisper from the coppice, followed by the squeak of the crazy shutter.

They ran out to where they had left Belford on guard over the grey car; but no sign of him remained, nor evidence of a struggle. The hum of the retreating motor grew faint in the distance.

Ah! cried Sheffield, and started running towards Mr. Belfords limousine on the edge of the coppice. Quick! dont you see? Hes kidnapped! In you go! This just about sees me out at Scotland Yard if we dont overtake them!

Theyve gone back the way weve just come! said the chauffeur, hurling himself on board. I cant make out where theyre going  and I cant make out why they took the worst car! Its an old crock, hired from Lewes. We can run it down inside five minutes!

Thank God for that! said Sheffield, as, for the second time that night, he set out across moonlit Sussex on the front of the big car, in pursuit of the most elusive man who ever had baffled the Criminal Investigation Department.

Visions of degradation to the ranks from which he so laboriously had risen occupied his mind to the exclusion of all else; for to have allowed the notorious Séverac Bablon to kidnap the Home Secretary under his very eyes was a blunder which he knew full well could not be condoned.

Even the breathless drop into the great bowl on the Downs did not serve to dispel his gloomy dreams. Then:

There they are! And, as I live, making straight for Womsley! cried the chauffeur.

Sheffield stood up unsteadily on his insecure perch, and there was the mysterious grey car, which now was become a veritable nightmare, mounting the hill in front.

One minute passed, and Sheffield was straining his eyes to catch a glimpse of the occupants. But no one was visible. Two minutes passed, and the inspector began to think that his eyesight was failing, or that a worse thing portended. For, as far as he could make out, only one man occupied the car  the man who drove her!

What does it mean? muttered the detective, clutching at the shoulder of the chauffeur to support himself. It must be Séverac Bablon! But  wheres Mr. Belford?

Three minutes passed, and the brilliant moonlight set at rest all doubts respecting the identity of the man who drove the car.

His silvern hair flowed out, gleaming on his shoulders, as he bent forward over the driving-wheel.

It was the Right Hon. Walter Belford!

What in the name of murder does it mean? cried Sheffield. Has he gone mad? Mr. Belford! Mr. Belford! Hoy! ... Hoy! ... hoy! Mr. Belford!

But although he must have heard the cry, Mr. Belford, immovable at the wheel, drove madly ahead!

What shall I do? asked the chauffeur in an awed voice.

Do? rapped Sheffield savagely. Pass him and block the road! Hes stark, raving mad!

So, along that white road, under the placid moon, was enacted the strangest incident of this entirely bizarre adventure; for Mr. Belford, in the hired motor, was pursued and overtaken by his own car, which passed him, forged ahead, turned across the road, and blocked it.

For one moment the Home Secretary, racing down upon them, seemed to contemplate leaving the path for the grassland, and thus proceeding on his way; but the chauffeur ran out to meet him, holding up his arms and crying:

Stop, sir! Stop!

Mr. Belford stopped the car and fixed his eyes upon the man with a look of real amazement.

You? he said, and turned to Sheffield.

Who else? rapped the inspector irritably. What on earth are you doing, sir? Wheres the quarry  wheres Séverac Bablon?

What! cried the Home Secretary, from the step of the car. You have lost him?

Lost him! repeated Sheffield ironically. I never had him!

But, said Mr. Belford distinctly, and in his question-answering voice, did you not return to where I was stationed and inform me that you had them all locked in an upper room? Did I not, myself, hear their attempt to break down the door? And did you not report that, their numbers being considerable, you could not, single-handed, hope to arrest them?

Go on! said Sheffield, in a tired voice. What else did I tell you?

You see, resumed the politician triumphantly, this impasse is due to no irregularity in my own conduct! You told me that my limousine had mysteriously been tampered with, and that the only course was for you and Jenkins to remain and endeavour to prevent the prisoners from escaping, whilst I, in their car, returned to Womsley Old Place for your men! Hearing you behind me, I naturally assumed that the prisoners had overpowered you and were in pursuit of me!

I see! said Sheffield, removing his hat and scratching his head viciously.

Finally, said Mr. Belford, with dignity, you gave me this note for your principal assistant, Dawson  and handed an envelope to the inspector.

The latter, with the resignation of despair, accepted it, tore it open, and took out a card. Directing the ray of his pocket-torch upon it, though in the brilliant moonlight no artificial aid really was necessary, he read the following aloud:

Séverac Bablon begs to present his compliments to His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department and to thank him for according the privilege of a private interview. Whilst deprecating the subterfuge rendered necessary by the right honourable gentlemans attitude, he feels that it is justified by results, and begs respectfully to repeat his assurance that no one in whom the right honourable gentleman is interested shall be compromised, now or at any future time.

You see, said the detective wearily, that wasnt the real Inspector Sheffield who spoke to you. I thought you might have known him by this time, sir! That was Séverac Bablon!


CHAPTER XXVII

YELLOW CIGARETTES

In our pursuit of the fantastic being, about whom so many mysteries gathered, we have somewhat neglected the affairs of Sir Richard Haredale. Thanks to Mr. Belfords elusive visitor, these now ran smoothly.

In order to learn how smoothly we have only to present ourselves at a certain important social function.

These military weddings are so romantic, gushed Mrs. Rohscheimer.

And so beastly stuffy, added her husband, mopping his damp brow with a silk handkerchief bearing, in gold thread, the monogram J. R.

Doesnt Dick look real sweet? whispered Lady Vignoles, following with admiring eyes the soldierly figure of the bridegroom, Sir Richard Haredale.

Lord Vignoles shouldered his way through the scrum about the door.

I say, Sheila, he called to his wife, wheres Zoe?

She was here a minute ago, replied Julius Rohscheimer, rolling his prominent eyes about in quest of the missing one.

I mean to say, explained Vignoles, her father is asking  

What! Has uncle turned up after all? exclaimed Lady Vignoles, and looked quickly towards the door.

Through the crowd a big red-faced man was forging, and behind him a glimpse might be had of the shrivelled shape of John Jacob Oppner.

Hallo, grunted Rohscheimer, heres Inspector Sheffield, from Scotland Yard!  and apprehensively he fingered tie-pin and watch-chain, and furtively counted the rings upon his fat fingers. Whats up?

The shrewd but not unkindly eyes of the C. I. D. man were scanning the packed rooms, over the heads of the crowd  keenly, suspiciously. With a brief nod he passed the group, and pressed on his way. Mr. Oppner halted.

Whats the trouble, Oppner? inquired Rohscheimer thickly. Is there a thief here or something?

Worse! drawled the other. Séverac Bablons here!

Oh, Lord! groaned Rohscheimer, and surreptitiously slipped all his rings off and into his trousers pocket. Lets get out before were all held up!

He dont figure on a hold-up, replied Oppner; it aint a strong line at a matinee. A hop-parade is the time for the crystals. We dont know what hes layin for, but its a cinch hes here.

How do you know? asked a brother officer of Haredales, who had joined the group.

Mr. Oppner took a cigarette-case from his tail-pocket and held up between finger and thumb a cigarette stump of an unusual yellow colour.

Weve got on his trail at last! he said. He sheds these cigs. like a moulting chicken sheds feathers. This one was in the tray inside a taxi  and the taxi dropped his fare right here!

He returned the cigarette stump to the case, the case to his pocket, and pushed on after Sheffield. As his stooping form disappeared from view Sheard entered the room. Immediately he was claimed by Mr. Rohscheimer.

Hallo, Sheard! called the financier, and for the moment even the imminence of the Séverac Bablon peril was forgotten whats the latest? Is war declared?

There was nothing official up to the time I left, replied the pressman; but we are expecting it every minute. Mr. Belford and Lord Evershed have just been summoned to Buckingham Palace. I met them going as I came in.

Rohscheimer confidently seized the lapel of the journalists coat.

What do you think that means, now? he asked cunningly.

It means, replied Sheard, that within the hour Europe may be in arms! Haredale is on duty this evening  so there will be no honeymoon! Everything is at sixes and sevens. I have a couple of cubs watching; and if Baron Hecht, when he leaves the conference at the Palace, proceeds home, there may be no war. If he starts for Victoria Station  war is declared!

An excited young lady wearing pince-nez, through which she peered anxiously in quest of someone, tapping her rather prominent front teeth the while with an HB pencil, sighted Sheard.

Oh, there you are! she cried, in evident relief. Really, Mr. Sheard, I was despairing of finding anyone to tell me  but you always know everything.

Sheard bowed ironically. The lady represented one of the oldest families in Warwichshire and the Fashionable Intelligence of quite the smartest morning journal in London.

Sir Richards best man   she began again.

Didnt you know? burst in Lord Vignoles. Bally nuisance  I mean to say, inconsiderate of Roxborough; he could have sent some other messenger, and need not have picked Anerly.

Oh! I know all about that! snapped the lady impatiently; but who was the distinguished-looking man who took Maurices place?

The Hon. Maurice Anerly, who should have officiated as best man, had received instructions an hour before the ceremony to proceed to the capital of the Power with whom Britain was on the verge of war. Sheard would have given a hundred pounds for a glimpse of the dispatch he carried.

No idea, said Vignoles; most amazing thing! Friend of Haredales, who turned up at the last minute and vanished directly the ceremony was over. Perfect record! Dont suppose its ever happened before.

But he came to the house here; several people saw him here. You dont want me to believe that Dick Haredale didnt tell anybody who his best man was!

I was not present, said Sheard; so I cannot help you.

Its preposterous! cried the lady. I never heard of such a thing!

What was the gentleman like, miss? came a quiet voice.

The eyes of all in the little group turned, together. Chief Inspector Sheffield had joined them.

The lady addressed eyed the big man apprehensively. He was outside the experience of Fashionable Intelligence, but there was a quiet authority in his voice and manner which seemed to call for a reply.

He was the most handsome man I have ever seen! she answered briefly.

Thank you! said Sheffield, with even greater brevity, and turned on his heel.

He went up to a footman, who looked more like a clean-shaven policeman  possibly because he was one.

You are certain that Miss Oppner and the man I have described actually entered this house?

They were talking together in that room by the statue, sir.

And Miss Oppner came out?

Yes, sir.

But not the man?

No, sir.

Inspector Sheffield made his way to the little anteroom indicated. It was quite a tiny apartment, with a divan, two lounge-chairs and a Persian coffee-table. There was no one there.

A faint but very peculiar perfume hung in the air. Turkish tobacco went to the making of it, but something else too. Sheffield bent over the table.

In a little bronze ash-tray lay a cigarette end  yellow in colour.



At about the same moment that Chief Inspector Sheffield was trying to get used to the idea of the notorious Séverac Bablons having actually officiated as best man at the wedding of the only daughter of the Marquess of Evershed, Mr. Thomas Sheard also had that astounding fact brought home to him.

For, in the wide publicity of Eccleston Square, the observed of many curious observers, Zoe Oppner stood shaking hands with this master of audacity.

Sheard joined them hurriedly.

This is the height of indiscretion! he exclaimed, glancing apprehensively about him. You compromise others  

Séverac Bablon checked him with a quiet smile.

Have I ever compromised another?

But now you cannot avoid doing so. Sheffield is inside! What madness brings you here?

In the absence of the Hon. Maurice Anerly, I acted as Haredales best man.

Sheard literally gasped.

But you are not  

A Christian? My religious beliefs, Sheard, do not preclude my attendance at a wedding ceremony. Some day I may explain this to you.

You must have been recognised!

Who knows Séverac Bablon?

At least four people now in that house!

Possibly. But no one of those four has seen me. No one of them was present at the ceremony; and, I assure you, I made myself scarce afterwards.

You must hurry. You have been traced  

Never fear; I shall hurry. But, before I go, Sheard, take this envelope. It is the last scoop that I have to offer to the Gleaner, but it is the biggest of all! Good-bye.

Do I understand that you are leaving England?

So sincere was the emotion in the pressmans voice that Séverac Bablons own had changed when he replied:

We may never meet again; I cannot tell.

He laid his hands upon the others shoulders in a characteristic gesture, and to Sheard, as he met the glance of those fine eyes, this was no criminal flying from justice; rather, a ruler of peoples, an enthusiast, a fanatic perhaps, but a royal man  and his friend.

Good-bye! said Séverac Bablon, and clasped Sheards hand in both his own.

He turned to Zoe Oppner, who, very pale, was glancing back at the house.

Good-bye again!

A cab waited, and Séverac Bablon, lighting a cigarette, leapt in and was driven away. Sheard did not hear his directions to the man; and Zoe Oppner left him abruptly and ran into the house again. Before he had time to move, to collect his thoughts, a heavy hand was laid upon his shoulder.

He started. Inspector Sheffield stood beside him.

Who was in that cab? he rapped.

Sheard realised that the moment to which he had long looked forward with dread was come. He had been caught red-handed. At last Séverac Bablon had dared too greatly, and he, Sheard, must pay the price of that indiscretion.

Why do you ask  and in that tone?

Mr. Sheard, said the detective grimly, Ive had my eye on you for a long while, as you must be well aware. You may not be aware that but for me youd have been arrested long ago! Im past the time when sensational arrests appeal to me, though. Im out to hide scandals, not to turn the limelight on em. Youre a well-known man, and it would break you, I take it, if I hauled you up for complicity? But Ive got my responsibilities, too, remember; and I warn you  I warn you solemnly  if you bandy words with me now, Ill have you in Marlborough Street inside ten minutes!

The buttons were off, and Sheard felt the point at his throat. For there was no mistaking the grim earnestness of the man from Scotland Yard. The kindly blue eyes were grown hard as steel, and in them the pressman read that upon his next words rested his whole career. A lie could avail his friend nothing; it meant his own ruin.

Séverac Bablon! he said.

I knew that! replied Sheffield; you did well to admit it! Where has he gone?

I have no idea.

Dont take any chances, sir! Im tired of the responsibility of shielding the fools who know him! If you give me your word on that, Ill take it.

I give you my word. I was unable to hear his directions to the driver.

Very good. There are other things I might ask you  but I know youd refuse to answer, and then Id have no alternative. So I wont. Good-day.

Good-day, Inspector. And thank you. Sheffield nodded shortly and walked up to the driver of the next waiting cab.

What number was the man who drove away last?

LH-00896, sir.

Know where he went?

No, sir; but not far. He told a pal o mine  the chauffeur of Mr. Rohscheimers car, there, sir  that hed be back in seven minutes.

Good! said Sheffield.

Matters were befalling as well as he could have hoped; for he had come out too late to have followed the cab. He glanced at his watch. Provided the man picked up no fare on his way back, he was due in three minutes. The detective strolled off towards Belgrave Road. Inside the three minutes a cab turned into the other end of the square.

Inspector Sheffield retraced his steps hurriedly.

Without a word to the man, he opened the cab door. A faint, familiar perfume reached his nostrils. He glanced at the ash-trays, but neither contained a cigarette end. He turned to the driver.

Where did you take the gentleman you picked up here, my man?

A newsboy came racing along the pavement, with an armful of sheets, wet from the press. The journal was the Gleaners most powerful opponent.

War de-clared, piper! War de-clared, speshul!

His shrill cries drowned the taximans reply. As the boy ran on crying his mendacious news (for the front-page article was not headed War declared, but Is war declared?), Sheffield repeated his question.

To Buckingham Palace, sir! he was answered.

The detective stared incredulously.

I mean a tall gentleman, clean shaven, and very dark, with quite black hair  

Smoked some sort of Russian smokes, sir  yellow?

That one  yes!

Thats the one I mean, sir  Buckingham Palace!

Sheffield continued to stare.

Where did you actually drop him?

At the gate.

Well? Where did he go?

He went in, sir!

Went in! He was admitted?

Yes, sir; I saw him pass the sentry!

Chief Inspector Sheffield leapt into the cab with a face grimly set.

Buckingham Palace! he snapped.



Meanwhile, Detective-Sergeant Harborne, following back the clue of the yellow cigarettes, in accordance with the instructions of his superior, who had elected to follow it forward, made his way to a cab-rank at the end of Finchley Road.

To a cab-minder he showed a photograph. It was from that unique negative which the Home Secretary had shown to the pseudo-Inspector Sheffield at Womsley Old Place; moreover, it was the only copy which the right honourable gentleman had authorised to be printed.

Does this person often take cabs from this rank, my lad?

The man surveyed it with beer-weakened eyes.

Mr. Sanrack it is, guvnor! Yes, hes often here!

Harborne, who was a believer in the straightforward British methods, and who scorned alike the unnecessary subtlety of the French school, as represented by Lemage or Duquesne, and the Fenimore-Cooper-like tactics dear to the men of the American agencies, showed his card.

Whats his address? he snapped.

Its farther down on this side; I cant think of the number, sir, replied the other shakily. (The proximity of a police officer always injuriously affected his heart.) But I can show you the ouse.

Come on! ordered Harborne. Walk behind me; and when I pass it, whistle.

Off went the detective without delay, and walked briskly along the Finchley Road. He had proceeded more than half-way, when, as he came abreast of a gate set in a high wall, from his rear quavered a moist whistle.

70A, he muttered. Right-oh!

He thrilled with the joy of the chase, anticipating the triumph that awaited him. Inspector Sheffields pursuit was more than likely to prove futile, but Séverac Bablon, he argued, was practically certain to return to his head-quarters sooner or later.

He thought of the weeks and months during which they had sought for this very house in vain; of the useless tracking of divers persons known to be acquainted with the man of mystery; of the simple means  the yellow cigarettes  by which, at last, they had come to it.

Mr. Aloys. X Alden had been very reticent of late  and Mr. Oppner knew of the cigarette clue. At that reflection the roseate horizon grew darkened by the figure of a triumphant American holding up Séverac Bablon with a neat silver-plated model by Smith and Wesson. If Alden should forestall him!

Harborne, who had been pursuing these reflections whilst, within sight of No. 70A, he stood slowly loading his pipe, paused, pouch in hand. On one memorable occasion, the super-subtlety of Sheffield (who was tainted with French heresies) had led to a fiasco which had made them the laughing-stock of Scotland Yard. Harborne felt in his breast pocket, where there reposed a copy of the warrant for the arrest of Séverac Bablon. And before he withdrew his hand his mind was made up. He was a man of indomitable pluck.

Walking briskly to the gate in the high wall, he opened it, passed around a very neat little lawn, and stood in the porch of 70A. As he glanced about for bell or knocker, and failed to find either, the door was opened quietly by a tall man in black  an Arab.

I have important business with Mr. Sanrack, said Harborne quietly, and handed the Arab a card which simply bore the name: Mr. Goodson.

He is not at home, but expected, replied the man, in guttural English. Will Mr. Goodson await?

Yes, said Harborne, if Mr. Sanrack wont be long.

The Arab bowed, and conducted him to a small but cosy room, furnished simply but with great good taste  and withdrew. Harborne congratulated himself. The simple and direct, if old-fashioned, methods were, after all, the best.

It was a very silent house. That fact struck him at once. Listen intently as he would, no sound from within could he detect. What should be his next move?

He stepped to the door and looked out into the hall. This was rather narrow, and, owing to the presence of heavy Oriental drapings, very dark. It would suit his purpose admirably. Directly Mr. Sanrack came in he would spring upon him and get the handcuffs fast, then he could throw open the front door, if there had been time for anyone to reclose it, and summon assistance with his whistle.

He himself must effect the actual arrest  single-handed. He cared nothing who came upon the scene after that. He placed the handcuffs in a more convenient pocket, and buttoned up his double-breasted blue serge coat.

Sheffield was certain to be Superintendent before long; and it only required one other big case, such as this, to insure Harbornes succession to an Inspectorship. From thence to the office vacated by Sheffield was an easy step for a competent and ambitious man.

How silent the house was!

Harborne glanced at his watch. He had been waiting nearly five minutes. Scarce another two had elapsed  when a brisk step sounded on the gravel. The detective braced himself for a spring. Would he have the Arab to contend with too?

No. A key was slipped into the well-oiled lock. The door opened.

With something of the irresistible force of a charging bull, Detective-Sergeant Harborne hurled himself upon his man.

Human strength had been useless to oppose that attack; but by subtlety it was frustrated. The man stepped agilely aside  and Harborne reclosed the door with his head! That his skull withstood that crashing blow was miraculous; but he was of tough stock. Perhaps the ruling passion helped him, for dazed and dizzy as he was, he did the right thing when his cunning opponent leapt upon him from behind.

He threw his hands above his shoulders and grasped the man round the neck  then  slowly  shakily  his head swimming and the world a huge teetotum  he rose upon his knees. Bent well forward, he rose to his feet. The other choked, swore, struck useless blows, but hung limply, helpless, in that bear-like, awful grip.

At the exact moment  no second too soon, no second too late  down went Harbornes right hand to the wriggling, kicking, right foot of the man upon whom he had secured that dreadful hold. A bend forward  a turn of the hip  and his man fell crashing to the floor.

Thats called the Cornish grip! panted the detective, dropping all his heaviness upon the recumbent form.

Click! Click!

The handcuffed man wriggled into a sitting posture.

You goddarned son of a skunk! he gurgled  and stopped short  sat, white-faced, manacled, looking up at his captor.

Jumpin Jenkins! he whispered its that plug-headed guy, Harborne!

Alden! cried Harborne. Alden! What the  !

Same to you! snarled the Agency man. Call yourself a detective! I reckon youd make a better show as a coal-heaver!

When conversation  if not civil conversation, at least conversation which did not wholly consist in mutual insult  became possible, the two in that silent hall compared notes.

Where in the name of wonder did you get the key? demanded Harborne.

House agent! snapped the other. I work on the lines that Im after a clever man, not trying to round up a herd of bullocks!

Revolvers in readiness, they searched the house. No living thing was to be found. Only one room was unfurnished. It opened off the hall, and was on a lower level. The floor was paved and the walls plastered. An unglazed window opened on a garden, and a deep recess opposite to the door held only shadows and emptiness.

Its a darned pie-trap! muttered Mr. Aloys. X. Alden. And you and me are the pies properly!

But dyou mean to say hes going to leave all this furniture  !

Hired! snapped the American. Hired! I knew that before I came!

Detective-Sergeant Harborne raised a hand to his throbbing head  and sank dizzily into a cushioned hall-seat.


CHAPTER XXVIII

AT THE PALACE  AND LATER

How self-centred is man, and how darkly do his own petty interests overshadow the giant things of life. Thrones may totter and fall, monarchs pass to the limbo of memories, whilst we wrestle with an intractable collar-stud. Had another than Inspector Sheffield been driving to Buckingham Palace that day, he might have found his soul attuned to the martial tone about him; for War! War! glared from countless placards, and was cried aloud by countless newsboys. War was in the air. Nothing else, it seemed, was thought of, spoken of, sung of.

But Sheffield at that time was quite impervious to the subtle influences which had inspired music-hall song writers to pour forth patriotic lyrics; which had adorned the button-holes of sober citizens with miniature Union Jacks. For him the question of the hour was: Shall I capture Séverac Bablon?

He reviewed, in the space of a few seconds, the whole bewildering case, from the time when this incomprehensible man had robbed Park Lane to scatter wealth broadcast upon the Embankment up to the present moment when, it would appear, having acted as best man at a Society wedding, he now was within the precincts of Buckingham Palace.

It was the boast of Séverac Bablon, as Sheffield knew, that no door was closed to him. Perhaps that boast was no idle one. Who was Séverac Bablon? Inspector Sheffield, who had asked himself that question many months before, when he stood in the British Museum before the empty pedestal which once had held the world-famed head of Cæsar, asked it again now. Alas! it was a question to which he had no answer.

The cab stopped in front of Buckingham Palace.

Sheffield paid the man and walked up to the gates. He was not unknown to those who sat in high places, having been chosen to command the secret bodyguard of Royalty during one protracted foreign tour. An unassuming man, few of his acquaintances, perhaps, knew that he shared with the Lord Mayor of London the privilege of demanding audience at any hour of the day or night.

It was a privilege which hitherto he had never exercised. He exercised it now.

Some five minutes later he found himself in an antechamber, and by the murmur of voices which proceeded from that direction he knew a draped curtain alone separated him from a hastily summoned conference. A smell of cigar smoke pervaded the apartment.

Suddenly, he became quite painfully nervous. Was it intended that he should hear so much? Short of pressing his fingers to his ears, he had no alternative.

We had all along desired that amicable relations be maintained in this matter, Baron.

That was the Marquess of Evershed. Sheffield knew his voice well.

It has not appeared so from your attitude, Marquess!

Whom could that be? Probably Baron Hecht.

Your intense patriotism, your admirable love of country, Baron, has led you to misconstrue, as affronts, actions designed to promote our friendly relations.

Only one man in England possessed the suave, polished delivery of the last speaker  the Right Honourable Walter Belford.

I have misconstrued nothing; my instructions have been explicit.

Fortunately, no further occasion exists for you to carry them out.

Sheffield knew that voice too.

A Foreign Service Messenger, Mr. Maurice Anerly, left for my capital this morning  

Captain Searles has been instructed to intercept him. His dispatch will not be delivered.

Inspector Sheffield, who had been vainly endeavouring to become temporarily deaf, started. Whose voice was that? Could he trust his ears?

There followed the sound as of the clapping of hands upon someones shoulders.

Baron Hecht, I hold a most sacred trust  the peace of nations. No one shall rob me of it. Believe me, your great master already is drafting a friendly letter  

The musical voice again, with that vibrant, forceful note.

In short, Baron (Sheffield tried not to hear; for he knew this voice too), there is a power above the Eagle, a power above the Lion: the power of wealth! Lacking her for ally, no nation can war with another! The king of that power has spoken  and declared for peace! I am glad of it, and so, I know, are you!

Following a short interval, a shaking of hands, as the unwilling eavesdropper divined. Then, by some other door, a number of people withdrew, amid a hum of seemingly friendly conversation.

A gentleman pulled the curtain aside.

Come in, Sheffield! he said genially.

Chief Inspector Sheffield bowed very low and entered a large room, which, save for the gentleman who had admitted him, now was occupied only by the Right Hon. Walter Belford, Home Secretary.

How do you do, Inspector? asked Mr. Belford affably.

Thank you, sir, replied the detective with diffidence; I am quite well, and trust you are.

I think I know what has brought you here, continued the Home Secretary. You have been following  

Séverac Bablon! Yes, sir!

As I supposed. Well, it will be expedient, Inspector, religiously to keep that name out of the Press in future! Furthermore  er  any warrant that may be in existence must be cancelled! This is a matter of policy, and I am sending the necessary instructions to the Criminal Investigation Department. In short  drop the case!

Chief Inspector Sheffield looked rather dazed.

No doubt, this is a surprise to you, continued Mr. Belford; but do not allow it to be a disappointment. Your tactful conduct of the case, and the delicate manner in which you have avoided compromising anyone  in which you have handicapped yourself, that others might not be implicated  has not been overlooked. Your future is assured, Inspector Sheffield.

The gentleman who had admitted Sheffield had left the apartment almost immediately afterwards. Now he returned, and fastened a pin in the detectives tie.

By way of apology for spoiling your case, Sheffield! he said.

What Sheffield said or did at that moment he could never afterwards remember. A faint recollection he had of muttering something about Séverac Bablon  !

Ssh! Mr. Belford had replied. There is no such person!

It was at the moment of his leave-taking that his eyes were drawn to an ash-tray upon the big table. A long tongue of bluish-grey smoke licked the air, coiling sinuously upward from amid cigar ends and ashes. It seemingly possessed a peculiar and pungent perfume.

And it proceeded from the smouldering fragment of a yellow cigarette.



When Inspector Sheffield fully recovered his habitual composure and presence of mind, he found himself proceeding along Piccadilly. War was in the breeze; War was on all the placards. Would-be warriors looked out from every club window. Rule, Britannia rang out from every street organ.

Then came running a hoarse newsboy, aproned with a purple contents-bill, a bundle of Gleaners under his arm. His stock was becoming depleted at record speed. He could scarce pass the sheets and grab the halfpence rapidly enough.

For where all else spoke of war, his bill read and his blatant voice proclaimed:

Peace! Official!

Again the power of the Seal had been exercised in the interests of the many, although popularly it was believed, and maintained, that Britains huge, efficient, and ever-growing air-fleet contributed not a little to this peaceful conclusion.

The Gleaner assured its many readers that such was indeed the case. To what extent the Gleaner spoke truly, and to what extent its statements were inspired, you are as well equipped to judge as I.

And unless some future day shall free my pen, I have little more to tell you of Séverac Bablon. Officially, as the Holder of the Seal, his work, at any rate for the time, in England was done. Some day, Sheard may carry his history farther, and he would probably begin where I leave off.

This, then, will be at a certain pier-head, on a summers day, and at a time when, far out near the sky-line, grey shapes crept southward  battleships  the flying squadron which thirty-six hours earlier had proceeded to a neighbours water-gate to demonstrate that the command of the seas had not changed hands since the days of Nelson. The squadron was returning to home waters. It was a concrete message of peace, expressed in terms of war.

Nearer to the shore, indeed at no great distance from the pier-head, lay a white yacht, under steam. A launch left her side, swung around her stern, and headed for the pier.

In a lower gallery, shut off from the public promenades, where thousands of curious holiday-makers jostled one another for a sight of the great yacht, or for a glimpse of those about to join her, a tall man leaned upon the wooden rail and looked out to sea. A girl in while drill, whose pretty face was so pale that fashionable New York might have failed to recognise Zoe Oppner, the millionaires daughter, stood beside him.

Though I have been wrong, he said slowly, in much that I have done, even you will agree that I have been right in this.

He waved his hand towards the fast disappearing squadron.

Even I? said Zoe sharply.

Even you. For only you have shown me my errors.

You admit, then, that your  !

Robberies?

Not that, of course! But your  

Outrages?

I did not mean that either. The means you have adopted have often been violent, though the end always was good. But no really useful reform can be brought about in such a way, I am sure.

The man turned his face and fixed his luminous eyes upon hers.

It may be so, he said; but even now I see no other way.

Zoe pointed to the almost invisible battleships.

Ah! continued Séverac Bablon, that was a problem of a different kind. In every civilised land there is a power above the throne. Do you think that, unaided, Prussia ever could have conquered gallant France? The people who owe allegiance to the German Emperor are a great people, but, in such an undertaking as war, without the aid of that people who owe allegiance to me, they are helpless as a group of children! Had I been in 1870 what I am to-day, the Prussian arms had never been carried into Paris!

You mean that a nation, to carry on a war, requires an enormous sum of money?

Which can only be obtained from certain sources.

From the Jews?

In part, at least. The finance of Europe is controlled by a group of Jewish houses.

But they are not all  

Amenable to my orders? True. But the outrages with which you reproach me have served to show that when my orders are disobeyed I have power to enforce them! Where I am not respected I am feared. I refused my consent to the loan by aid of which Great Britains enemies had designed to prosecute a war against her. None of those theatrical displays with which sometimes I have impressed the errant vulgar were necessary. The greatest name in European finance was refused to the transaction  and the Great War died in the hour of its birth!

His eyes gleamed with almost fanatic ardour.

For this will be forgotten all my errors, and forgiven all my sins!

I am sure of that, said Zoe earnestly. But  whatever you came to do  

I have not done  you would say? Only in part. Where I made my home in London, you have seen a curtained recess. It held the Emblem of my temporal power.

He moved his hand, and the sunlight struck green beams from the bezel of the strange ring upon his finger. Zoe glanced at it with something that was almost like fear.

This, he said, replying, as was his uncanny custom to an unspoken question, is but the sign whereby I may be known for the holder of that other Emblem. My house is empty now; the Emblem returns to the land where it was fashioned.

You are abandoning your projects  your mission? Why?

Perhaps because the sword is too heavy for the wielder. Perhaps because I am only a man  and lonely.

The launch touched the pier, below them.

You are the most loyal friend I have made in England  in Europe  in the world, said Séverac Bablon. Good-bye.

Zoe was very pale.

Do you mean  for  always?

When you have said Good-bye to me I have nothing else to stay for.

Zoe glanced at him once and looked away. Her charming face suddenly flushed rosily, and a breeze from the sea curtained the bright eyes with intractable curls.

But if I wont say Good-bye? she whispered.


THE YELLOW CLAW
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This story started life as a serialised thriller of five parts, published in Lippincotts in 1915. Later that year it was published in book form by Methuen. It is similar to the Fu Manchu tales in that it describes an exotic underground menace, and it would have appealed to an audience still coming to terms with being at war (since 1914) as stories of spies, threats to everyday life and values, and dangerous foreigners circulated in all levels of the press and culture. This novel introduces Rohmers French detective character, Gaston Max of the Surete. Max is in the same mould as other beloved literary detectives such as Auguste Dupin (created by Edgar Allan Poe), and Sherlock Holmes (Arthur Conan Doyle). There has been speculation that Max is a revised version of Rohmers earlier attempt at using a French detective, Victor Lemage, in his novel The Sins of Séverac Babylon, published two years earlier.

There is a distinctly Holmes-ian opening to this novel. Henry Leroux, a novelist, is hard at work in his cozy study, within the sounds of Big Ben, so we know immediately that Leroux is based in London. He is rather eccentric and untidy in his appearance, clearly more interested in his work as a writer of detective stories than social mores, so much so that whilst Mrs Leroux is away in Paris, Henrys neighbours watch out for him and bring him meals, in particular the young daughter of his neighbour, who is a medical man. His labours are interrupted by the unexpected arrival of a distressed and beautiful young woman wearing an expensive fur coat. The young woman is in a terrible state, barely half dressed beneath her furs, haggard and in a near-fainting state. She is able however to tell Leroux that she is being pursued by a Mr King, who as the lights go out, actually enters the apartment, leaving Lerouxs visitor prostrate with terror. It is to be worse than that, however; when the lights are restored, it is found that the woman is dead and the shadowy intruder has vanished. Leroux is distraught to see that the woman, before she died, managed to scrawl a warning that his wife was in danger and despite his panic, realises he must take action straight away. A search is made of the apartment shortly before Detective Inspector Dunbar arrives to assist. Dunbar is quick to establish that the dead girl was a drug addict, and that Soames, Lerouxs manservant, has hastily disappeared. The doctors young daughter is able to identify the deceased as one Mrs Vernon, and Dunbar goes in pursuit of more information. 

Meanwhile, at Lerouxs apartment building, an old friend of Mrs Leroux brings the devastating news that Lerouxs wife was not with her in Paris as supposed, and in fact never arrived. Lerouxs distress escalates at the news that his wife is now missing. Cue the arrival of Monsieur Gaston Max, who is in pursuit of the notorious criminal, Mr King…

Leroux is a rather endearing character. Not nearly as gung-ho as Petrie and Naylor Smith in the Fu Manchu novels, he is disorganised, highly strung and portly, and it is tempting to see echoes of Hercule Poirot in his personality. The pace is not as fast as in the Fu Manchu story above, but with its somewhat more genteel ambience it does what Rohmer intended, which was to create a more traditional thriller or detective story. Despite this, there is no escaping the Yellow Peril in this tale though, as the reader soon finds out, and the plot takes a rather surprising turn as one of the minor characters suddenly takes centre-stage.
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I

THE LADY OF THE CIVET FURS

Henry Leroux wrote busily on. The light of the table-lamp, softened and enriched by its mosaic shade, gave an appearance of added opulence to the already handsome appointments of the room. The little table-clock ticked merrily from half-past eleven to a quarter to twelve.

Into the cozy, bookish atmosphere of the novelists study penetrated the muffled chime of Big Ben; it chimed the three-quarters. But, with his mind centered upon his work, Leroux wrote on ceaselessly.

An odd figure of a man was this popular novelist, with patchy and untidy hair which lessened the otherwise striking contour of his brow. A neglected and unpicturesque figure, in a baggy, neutral-colored dressing-gown; a figure more fitted to a garret than to this spacious, luxurious workroom, with the soft light playing upon rank after rank of rare and costly editions, deepening the tones in the Persian carpet, making red morocco more red, purifying the vellum and regilding the gold of the choice bindings, caressing lovingly the busts and statuettes surmounting the book-shelves, and twinkling upon the scantily-covered crown of Henry Leroux. The door bell rang.

Leroux, heedless of external matters, pursued his work. But the door bell rang again and continued to ring.

Soames! Soames! Leroux raised his voice irascibly, continuing to write the while. Where the devil are you! Cant you hear the door bell?

Soames did not reveal himself; and to the ringing of the bell was added the unmistakable rattling of a letter-box.

Soames! Leroux put down his pen and stood up. Damn it! hes out! I have no memory!

He retied the girdle of his dressing-gown, which had become unfastened, and opened the study door. Opposite, across the entrance lobby, was the outer door; and in the light from the lobby lamp he perceived two laughing eyes peering in under the upraised flap of the letter-box. The ringing ceased.

Are you VERY angry with me for interrupting you? cried a girls voice.

My dear Miss Cumberly! said Leroux without irritation; on the contrary  er  I am delighted to see you  or rather to hear you. There is nobody at home, you know....

I DO know, replied the girl firmly, and I know something else, also. Father assures me that you simply STARVE yourself when Mrs. Leroux is away! So I have brought down an omelette!

Omelette! muttered Leroux, advancing toward the door; you have  er  brought an omelette! I understand  yes; you have brought an omelette? Er  that is very good of you.

He hesitated when about to open the outer door, raising his hands to his dishevelled hair and unshaven chin. The flap of the letter-box dropped; and the girl outside could be heard stifling her laughter.

You must think me  er  very rude, began Leroux; I mean  not to open the door. But...

I quite understand, concluded the voice of the unseen one. You are a most untidy object! And I shall tell Mira DIRECTLY she returns that she has no right to leave you alone like this! Now I am going to hurry back upstairs; so you may appear safely. Dont let the omelette get cold. Good night!

No, certainly I shall not! cried Leroux. So good of you  I  er  do like omelette.... Good night!

Calmly he returned to his writing-table, where, in the pursuit of the elusive character whose exploits he was chronicling and who had brought him fame and wealth, he forgot in the same moment Helen Cumberly and the omelette.

The table-clock ticked merrily on; SCRATCH  SCRATCH  SPLUTTER  SCRATCH  went Henry Lerouxs pen; for this up-to-date litterateur, essayist by inclination, creator of Martin Zeda, Criminal Scientist by popular clamor, was yet old-fashioned enough, and sufficient of an enthusiast, to pen his work, while lesser men dictated.

So, amidst that classic company, smiling or frowning upon him from the oaken shelves, where Petronius Arbiter, exquisite, rubbed shoulders with Balzac, plebeian; where Omar Khayyam leaned confidentially toward Philostratus; where Mark Twain, standing squarely beside Thomas Carlyle, glared across the room at George Meredith, Henry Leroux pursued the amazing career of Martin Zeda.

It wanted but five minutes to the hour of midnight, when again the door bell clamored in the silence.

Leroux wrote steadily on. The bell continued to ring, and, furthermore, the ringer could be heard beating upon the outer door.

Soames! cried Leroux irritably, Soames! Why the hell dont you go to the door!

Leroux stood up, dashing his pen upon the table.

I shall have to sack that damned man! he cried; he takes too many liberties  stopping out until this hour of the night!

He pulled open the study door, crossed the hallway, and opened the door beyond.

In, out of the darkness  for the stair lights had been extinguished  staggered a woman; a woman whose pale face exhibited, despite the ravages of sorrow or illness, signs of quite unusual beauty. Her eyes were wide opened, and terror-stricken, the pupils contracted almost to vanishing point. She wore a magnificent cloak of civet fur wrapped tightly about her, and, as Leroux opened the door, she tottered past him into the lobby, glancing back over her shoulder.

With his upraised hands plunged pathetically into the mop of his hair, Leroux turned and stared at the intruder. She groped as if a darkness had descended, clutched at the sides of the study doorway, and then, unsteadily, entered  and sank down upon the big chesterfield in utter exhaustion.

Leroux, rubbing his chin, perplexedly, walked in after her. He scarcely had his foot upon the study carpet, ere the woman started up, tremulously, and shot out from the enveloping furs a bare arm and a pointing, quivering finger.

Close the door! she cried hoarsely close the door!... He has... followed me!...

The disturbed novelist, as a man in a dream, turned, retraced his steps, and closed the outer door of the flat. Then, rubbing his chin more vigorously than ever and only desisting from this exercise to fumble in his dishevelled hair, he walked back into the study, whose Athenean calm had thus mysteriously been violated.

Two minutes to midnight; the most respectable flat in respectable Westminster; a lonely and very abstracted novelist  and a pale-faced, beautiful woman, enveloped in costly furs, sitting staring with fearful eyes straight before her. This was such a scene as his sense of the proprieties and of the probabilities could never have permitted Henry Leroux to create.

His visitor kept moistening her dry lips and swallowing, emotionally.

Standing at a discreet distance from her:  

Madam, began Leroux, nervously.

She waved her hand, enjoining him to silence, and at the same time intimating that she would explain herself directly speech became possible. Whilst she sought to recover her composure, Leroux, gradually forcing himself out of the dreamlike state, studied her with a sort of anxious curiosity.

It now became apparent to him that his visitor was no more than twenty-five or twenty-six years of age, but illness or trouble, or both together, had seared and marred her beauty. Amid the auburn masses of her hair, gleamed streaks, not of gray, but of purest white. The low brow was faintly wrinkled, and the big  unnaturally big  eyes were purple shaded; whilst two heavy lines traced their way from the corner of the nostrils to the corner of the mouth  of the drooping mouth with the bloodless lips.

Her pallor became more strange and interesting the longer he studied it; for, underlying the skin was a yellow tinge which he found inexplicable, but which he linked in his mind with the contracted pupils of her eyes, seeking vainly for a common cause.

He had a hazy impression that his visitor, beneath her furs, was most inadequately clothed; and seeking confirmation of this, his gaze strayed downward to where one little slippered foot peeped out from the civet furs.

Leroux suppressed a gasp. He had caught a glimpse of a bare ankle!

He crossed to his writing-table, and seated himself, glancing sideways at this living mystery. Suddenly she began, in a voice tremulous and scarcely audible:  

Mr. Leroux, at a great  at a very great personal risk, I have come to-night. What I have to ask of you  to entreat of you, will... will...

Two bare arms emerged from the fur, and she began clutching at her throat and bosom as though choking  dying.

Leroux leapt up and would have run to her; but forcing a ghastly smile, she waved him away again.

It is all right, she muttered, swallowing noisily. But frightful spasms of pain convulsed her, contorting her pale face.

Some brandy  ! cried Leroux, anxiously.

If you please, whispered the visitor.

She dropped her arms and fell back upon the chesterfield, insensible.


II

MIDNIGHT AND MR. KING

Leroux clutched at the corner of the writing-table to steady himself and stood there looking at the deathly face. Under the most favorable circumstances, he was no man of action, although in common with the rest of his kind he prided himself upon the possession of that presence of mind which he lacked. It was a situation which could not have alarmed Martin Zeda, but it alarmed, immeasurably, nay, struck inert with horror, Martin Zedas creator.

Then, in upon Lerouxs mental turmoil, a sensible idea intruded itself.

Dr. Cumberly! he muttered. I hope to God he is in!

Without touching the recumbent form upon the chesterfield, without seeking to learn, without daring to learn, if she lived or had died, Leroux, the tempo of his life changed to a breathless gallop, rushed out of the study, across the entrance hail, and, throwing wide the flat door, leapt up the stair to the flat above  that of his old friend, Dr. Cumberly.

The patter of the slippered feet grew faint upon the stair; then, as Leroux reached the landing above, became inaudible altogether.

In Lerouxs study, the table-clock ticked merrily on, seeming to hasten its ticking as the hand crept around closer and closer to midnight. The mosaic shade of the lamp mingled reds and blues and greens upon the white ceiling above and poured golden light upon the pages of manuscript strewn about beneath it. This was a typical work-room of a literary man having the ear of the public  typical in every respect, save for the fur-clad figure outstretched upon the settee.

And now the peeping light indiscreetly penetrated to the hem of a silken garment revealed by some disarrangement of the civet fur. To the eye of an experienced observer, had such an observer been present in Henry Lerouxs study, this billow of silk and lace behind the sheltering fur must have proclaimed itself the edge of a night-robe, just as the ankle beneath had proclaimed itself to Henry Lerouxs shocked susceptibilities to be innocent of stocking.

Thirty seconds were wanted to complete the cycle of the day, when one of the listless hands thrown across the back of the chesterfield opened and closed spasmodically. The fur at the bosom of the midnight visitor began rapidly to rise and fall.

Then, with a choking cry, the woman struggled upright; her hair, hastily dressed, burst free of its bindings and poured in gleaming cascade down about her shoulders.

Clutching with one hand at her cloak in order to keep it wrapped about her, and holding the other blindly before her, she rose, and with that same odd, groping movement, began to approach the writing-table. The pupils of her eyes were mere pin-points now; she shuddered convulsively, and her skin was dewed with perspiration. Her breath came in agonized gasps.

God!  I... am dying... and I cannot  tell him! she breathed.

Feverishly, weakly, she took up a pen, and upon a quarto page, already half filled with Lerouxs small, neat, illegible writing, began to scrawl a message, bending down, one hand upon the table, and with her whole body shaking.

Some three or four wavering lines she had written, when intimately, for the flat of Henry Leroux in Palace Mansions lay within sight of the clock-face  Big Ben began to chime midnight.

The writer started back and dropped a great blot of ink upon the paper; then, realizing the cause of the disturbance, forced herself to continue her task.

The chime being completed: ONE! boomed the clock; TWO!... THREE! ... FOUR!...

The light in the entrance-hall went out!

FIVE! boomed Big Ben;  SIX!... SEVEN!...

A hand, of old ivory hue, a long, yellow, clawish hand, with part of a sinewy forearm, crept in from the black lobby through the study doorway and touched the electric switch!

EIGHT!...

The study was plunged in darkness!

Uttering a sob  a cry of agony and horror that came from her very soul  the woman stood upright and turned to face toward the door, clutching the sheet of paper in one rigid hand.

Through the leaded panes of the window above the writing-table swept a silvern beam of moonlight. It poured, searchingly, upon the fur-clad figure swaying by the table; cutting through the darkness of the room like some huge scimitar, to end in a pallid pool about the womans shadow on the center of the Persian carpet.

Coincident with her sobbing cry  NINE! boomed Big Ben; TEN!...

Two hands  with outstretched, crooked, clutching fingers  leapt from the darkness into the light of the moonbeam.

God! Oh, God! came a frenzied, rasping shriek MR. KING!

Straight at the bare throat leapt the yellow hands; a gurgling cry rose  fell  and died away.

Gently, noiselessly, the lady of the civet fur sank upon the carpet by the table; as she fell, a dim black figure bent over her. The tearing of paper told of the note being snatched from her frozen grip; but never for a moment did the face or the form of her assailant encroach upon the moonbeam.

Batlike, this second and terrible visitant avoided the light.

The deed had occupied so brief a time that but one note of the great bell had accompanied it.

TWELVE! rang out the final stroke from the clock-tower. A low, eerie whistle, minor, rising in three irregular notes and falling in weird, unusual cadence to silence again, came from somewhere outside the room.

Then darkness  stillness  with the moon a witness of one more ghastly crime.

Presently, confused and intermingled voices from above proclaimed the return of Leroux with the doctor. They were talking in an excited key, the voice of Leroux, especially, sounding almost hysterical. They created such a disturbance that they attracted the attention of Mr. John Exel, M. P., occupant of the flat below, who at that very moment had returned from the House and was about to insert the key in the lock of his door. He looked up the stairway, but, all being in darkness, was unable to detect anything. Therefore he called out:  

Is that you, Leroux? Is anything the matter?

Matter, Exel! cried Leroux; theres a devil of a business! For mercys sake, come up!

His curiosity greatly excited, Mr. Exel mounted the stairs, entering the lobby of Lerouxs flat immediately behind the owner and Dr. Cumberly  who, like Leroux, was arrayed in a dressing-gown; for he had been in bed when summoned by his friend.

You are all in the dark, here, muttered Dr. Cumberly, fumbling for the switch.

Some one has turned the light out! whispered Leroux, nervously; I left it on.

Dr. Cumberly pressed the switch, turning up the lobby light as Exel entered from the landing. Then Leroux, entering the study first of the three, switched on the light there, also.

One glance he threw about the room, then started back like a man physically stricken.

Cumberly! he gasped, Cumberly  and he pointed to the furry heap by the writing-table.

You said she lay on the chesterfield, muttered Cumberly.

I left her there....

Dr. Cumberly crossed the room and dropped upon his knees. He turned the white face toward the light, gently parted the civet fur, and pressed his ear to the silken covering of the breast. He started slightly and looked into the glazing eyes.

Replacing the fur which he had disarranged, the physician stood up and fixed a keen gaze upon the face of Henry Leroux. The latter swallowed noisily, moistening his parched lips.

Is she... he muttered; is she...

Gods mercy, Leroux! whispered Mr. Exel what does this mean?

The woman is dead, said Dr. Cumberly.

In common with all medical men, Dr. Cumberly was a physiognomist; he was a great physician and a proportionately great physiognomist. Therefore, when he looked into Henry Lerouxs eyes, he saw there, and recognized, horror and consternation. With no further evidence than that furnished by his own powers of perception, he knew that the mystery of this womans death was as inexplicable to Henry Leroux as it was inexplicable to himself.

He was a masterful man, with the gray eyes of a diplomat, and he knew Leroux as did few men. He laid both hands upon the novelists shoulders.

Brace up, old chap! he said; you will want all your wits about you.

I left her, began Leroux, hesitatingly I left...

We know all about where you left her, Leroux, interrupted Cumberly; but what we want to get at is this: what occurred between the time you left her, and the time of our return?

Exel, who had walked across to the table, and with a horror-stricken face was gingerly examining the victim, now exclaimed:  

Why! Leroux! she is  she is... UNDRESSED!

Leroux clutched at his dishevelled hair with both hands.

My dear Exel! he cried my dear, good man! Why do you use that tone? You say she is undressed! as though I were responsible for the poor souls condition!

On the contrary, Leroux! retorted Exel, standing very upright, and staring through his monocle; on the contrary, YOU misconstrue ME! I did not intend to imply  to insinuate

My dear Exel! broke in Dr. Cumberly Leroux is perfectly well aware that you intended nothing unkindly. But the poor chap, quite naturally, is distraught at the moment. You MUST understand that, man!

I understand; and I am sorry, said Exel, casting a sidelong glance at the body. Of course, it is a delicate subject. No doubt Leroux can explain....

Damn your explanation! shrieked Leroux hysterically. I CANNOT explain! If I could explain, I...

Leroux! said Cumberly, placing his arm paternally about the shaking man you are such a nervous subject. DO make an effort, old fellow. Pull yourself together. Exel does not know the circumstances

I am curious to learn them, said the M. P. icily.

Leroux was about to launch some angry retort, but Cumberly forced him into the chesterfield, and crossing to a bureau, poured out a stiff peg of brandy from a decanter which stood there. Leroux sank upon the chesterfield, rubbing his fingers up and down his palms with a curious nervous movement and glancing at the dead woman, and at Exel, alternately, in a mechanical, regular fashion, pathetic to behold.

Mr. Exel, tapping his boot with the head of his inverted cane, was staring fixedly at the doctor.

Here you are, Leroux, said Cumberly; drink this up, and let us arrange our facts in decent order before we

Phone for the police? concluded Exel, his gaze upon the last speaker.

Leroux drank the brandy at a gulp and put down the glass upon a little persian coffee table with a hand which he had somehow contrived to steady.

You are keen on the official forms, Exel? he said, with a wry smile. Please accept my apology for my recent  er  outburst, but picture this thing happening in your place!

I cannot, declared Exel, bluntly.

You lack imagination, said Cumberly. Take a whisky and soda, and help me to search the flat.

Search the flat!

The physician raised a forefinger, forensically.

Since you, Exel, if not actually in the building, must certainly have been within sight of the street entrance at the moment of the crime, and since Leroux and I descended the stair and met you on the landing, it is reasonable to suppose that the assassin can only be in one place: HERE!

HERE! cried Exel and Leroux, together.

Did you see anyone leave the lower hall as you entered?

No one; emphatically, there was no one there!

Then I am right.

Good God! whispered Exel, glancing about him, with a new, and keen apprehensiveness.

Take your drink, concluded Cumberly, and join me in my search.

Thanks, replied Exel, nervously proffering a cigar-case; but I wont drink.

As you wish, said the doctor, who thus, in his masterful way, acted the host; and I wont smoke. But do you light up.

Later, muttered Exel; later. Let us search, first.

Leroux stood up; Cumberly forced him back.

Stay where you are, Leroux; it is elementary strategy to operate from a fixed base. This study shall be the base. Ready, Exel?

Exel nodded, and the search commenced. Leroux sat rigidly upon the settee, his hands resting upon his knees, watching and listening. Save for the merry ticking of the table-clock, and the movements of the searchers from room to room, nothing disturbed the silence. From the table, and that which lay near to it, he kept his gaze obstinately averted.

Five or six minutes passed in this fashion, Leroux expecting each to bring a sudden outcry. He was disappointed. The searchers returned, Exel noticeably holding himself aloof and Cumberly very stern.

Exel, a cigar between his teeth, walked to the writing-table, carefully circling around the dreadful obstacle which lay in his path, to help himself to a match. As he stooped to do so, he perceived that in the closed right hand of the dead woman was a torn scrap of paper.

Leroux! Cumberly! he exclaimed; come here!

He pointed with the match as Cumberly hurriedly crossed to his side. Leroux, inert, remained where he sat, but watched with haggard eyes. Dr. Cumberly bent down and sought to detach the paper from the grip of the poor cold fingers, without tearing it. Finally he contrived to release the fragment, and, perceiving it to bear some written words, he spread it out beneath the lamp, on the table, and eagerly scanned it, lowering his massive gray head close to the writing.

He inhaled, sibilantly.

Do you see, Exel? he jerked  for Exel was bending over his shoulder.

I do  but I dont understand.

What is it? came hollowly from Leroux.

It is the bottom part of an unfinished note, said Cumberly, slowly. It is written shakily in a womans hand, and it reads: Your wife...

Leroux sprang to his feet and crossed the room in three strides.

Wife! he muttered. His voice seemed to be choked in his throat; my wife! It says something about my wife?

It says, resumed the doctor, quietly, your wife. Then theres a piece torn out, and the two words Mr. King. No stop follows, and the line is evidently incomplete.

My wife! mumbled Leroux, staring unseeingly at the fragment of paper. MY WIFE! MR. KING! Oh! God! I shall go mad!

Sit down! snapped Dr. Cumberly, turning to him; damn it, Leroux, you are worse than a woman!

In a manner almost childlike, the novelist obeyed the will of the stronger man, throwing himself into an armchair, and burying his face in his hands.

My wife! he kept muttering my wife!...

Exel and the doctor stood staring at one another; when suddenly, from outside the flat, came a metallic clattering, followed by a little suppressed cry. Helen Cumberly, in daintiest deshabille, appeared in the lobby, carrying, in one hand, a chafing-dish, and, in the other, the lid. As she advanced toward the study, from whence she had heard her fathers voice:  

Why, Mr. Leroux! she cried, I shall CERTAINLY report you to Mira, now! You have not even touched the omelette!

Good God! Cumberly! stop her! muttered Exel, uneasily. The door was not latched!...

But it was too late. Even as the physician turned to intercept his daughter, she crossed the threshold of the study. She stopped short at perceiving Exel; then, with a womans unerring intuition, divined a tragedy, and, in the instant of divination, sought for, and found, the hub of the tragic wheel.

One swift glance she cast at the fur-clad form, prostrate.

The chafing-dish fell from her hand, and the omelette rolled, a grotesque mass, upon the carpet. She swayed, dizzily, raising one hand to her brow, but had recovered herself even as Leroux sprang forward to support her.

All right, Leroux! cried Cumberly; I will take her upstairs again. Wait for me, Exel.

Exel nodded, lighted his cigar, and sat down in a chair, remote from the writing-table.

Mira  my wife! muttered Leroux, standing, looking after Dr. Cumberly and his daughter as they crossed the lobby. She will report to  my wife....

In the outer doorway, Helen Cumberly looked back over her shoulder, and her glance met that of Leroux. Hers was a healing glance and a strengthening glance; it braced him up as nothing else could have done. He turned to Exel.

For Heavens sake, Exel! he said, evenly, give me your advice  give me your help; I am going to phone for the police.

Exel looked up with an odd expression.

I am entirely at your service, Leroux, he said. I can quite understand how this ghastly affair has shaken you up.

It was so sudden, said the other, plaintively. It is incredible that so much emotion can be crowded into so short a period of a mans life....

Big Ben chimed the quarter after midnight. Leroux, eyes averted, walked to the writing-table, and took up the telephone.


III

INSPECTOR DUNBAR TAKES CHARGE

Detective-Inspector Dunbar was admitted by Dr. Cumberly. He was a man of notable height, large-boned, and built gauntly and squarely. His clothes fitted him ill, and through them one seemed to perceive the massive scaffolding of his frame. He had gray hair retiring above a high brow, but worn long and untidily at the back; a wire-like straight-cut mustache, also streaked with gray, which served to accentuate the grimness of his mouth and slightly undershot jaw. A massive head, with tawny, leonine eyes; indeed, altogether a leonine face, and a frame indicative of tremendous nervous energy.

In the entrance lobby he stood for a moment.

My name is Cumberly, said the doctor, glancing at the card which the Scotland Yard man had proffered. I occupy the flat above.

Glad to know you, Dr. Cumberly, replied the detective in a light and not unpleasant voice  and the fierce eyes momentarily grew kindly.

This continued Cumberly, drawing Dunbar forward into the study, is my friend, Leroux  Henry Leroux, whose name you will know?

I have not that pleasure, replied Dunbar.

Well, added Cumberly, he is a famous novelist, and his flat, unfortunately, has been made the scene of a crime. This is Detective-Inspector Dunbar, who has come to solve our difficulties, Leroux. He turned to where Exel stood upon the hearth-rug  toying with his monocle. Mr. John Exel, M. P.

Glad to know you, gentlemen, said Dunbar.

Leroux rose from the armchair in which he had been sitting and stared, drearily, at the newcomer. Exel screwed the monocle into his right eye, and likewise surveyed the detective. Cumberly, taking a tumbler from the bureau, said:  

A scotch-and-soda, Inspector?

It is a suggestion, said Dunbar, that, coming from a medical man, appeals.

Whilst the doctor poured out the whisky and squirted the soda into the glass, Inspector Dunbar, standing squarely in the middle of the room, fixed his eyes upon the still form lying in the shadow of the writing-table.

You will have been called in, doctor, he said, taking the proffered tumbler, at the time of the crime?

Exactly! replied Cumberly. Mr. Leroux ran up to my flat and summoned me to see the woman.

What time would that be?

Big Ben had just struck the final stroke of twelve when I came out on to the landing.

Mr. Leroux would be waiting there for you?

He stood in my entrance-lobby whilst I slipped on my dressing-gown, and we came down together.

I was entering from the street, interrupted Exel, as they were descending from above...

You can enter from the street, sir, in a moment, said Dunbar, holding up his hand. One witness at a time, if you please.

Exel shrugged his shoulders and turned slightly, leaning his elbow upon the mantelpiece and flicking off the ash from his cigar.

I take it you were in bed? questioned Dunbar, turning again to the doctor.

I had been in bed about a quarter of an hour when I was aroused by the ringing of the door-bell. This ringing struck me as so urgent that I ran out in my pajamas, and found there Mr. Leroux, in a very disturbed state

What did he say? Give his own words as nearly as you remember them.

Leroux, who had been standing, sank slowly back into the armchair, with his eyes upon Dr. Cumberly as the latter replied:  

He said Cumberly! Cumberly! For Gods sake, come down at once; there is a strange woman in my flat, apparently in a dying condition!

What did you do?

I ran into my bedroom and slipped on my dressing-gown, leaving Mr. Leroux in the entrance-hall. Then, with the clock chiming the last stroke of midnight, we came out together and I closed my door behind me. There was no light on the stair; but our conversation  Mr. Leroux was speaking in a very high-pitched voice...

What was he saying?

He was explaining to me how some woman, unknown to him, had interrupted his work a few minutes before by ringing his door-bell....

Inspector Dunbar held up his hand.

I wont ask you to repeat what he said, doctor; Mr. Leroux, presently, can give me his own words.

We had descended to this floor, then, resumed Cumberly, when Mr. Exel, entering below, called up to us, asking if anything was the matter. Leroux replied, Matter, Exel! Theres a devil of a business! For mercys sake, come up!

Well?

Mr. Exel thereupon joined us at the door of this flat.

Was it open?

Yes. Mr. Leroux had rushed up to me, leaving the door open behind him. The light was out, both in the lobby and in the study, a fact upon which I commented at the time. It was all the more curious as Mr. Leroux had left both lights on!...

Did he say so?

He did. The circumstances surprised him to a marked degree. We came in and I turned up the light in the lobby. Then Leroux, entering the study, turned up the light there, too. I entered next, followed by Mr. Exel  and we saw the body lying where you see it now.

Who saw it first?

Mr. Leroux; he drew my attention to it, saying that he had left her lying on the chesterfield and NOT upon the floor.

You examined her?

I did. She was dead, but still warm. She exhibited signs of recent illness, and of being addicted to some drug habit; probably morphine. This, beyond doubt, contributed to her death, but the direct cause was asphyxiation. She had been strangled!

My God! groaned Leroux, dropping his face into his hands.

You found marks on her throat?

The marks were very slight. No great pressure was required in her weak condition.

You did not move the body?

Certainly not; a more complete examination must be made, of course. But I extracted a piece of torn paper from her clenched right hand.

Inspector Dunbar lowered his tufted brows.

Im not glad to know you did that, he said. It should have been left.

It was done on the spur of the moment, but without altering the position of the hand or arm. The paper lies upon the table, yonder.

Inspector Dunbar took a long drink. Thus far he had made no attempt to examine the victim. Pulling out a bulging note-case from the inside pocket of his blue serge coat, he unscrewed a fountain-pen, carefully tested the nib upon his thumb nail, and made three or four brief entries. Then, stretching out one long arm, he laid the wallet and the pen beside his glass upon the top of a bookcase, without otherwise changing his position, and glancing aside at Exel, said:  

Now, Mr. Exel, what help can you give us?

I have little to add to Dr. Cumberlys account, answered Exel, offhandedly. The whole thing seemed to me...

What it seemed, interrupted Dunbar, does not interest Scotland Yard, Mr. Exel, and wont interest the jury.

Leroux glanced up for a moment, then set his teeth hard, so that his jaw muscles stood out prominently under the pallid skin.

What do you want to know, then? asked Exel.

I will be wanting to know, said Dunbar, where you were coming from, to-night?

From the House of Commons.

You came direct?

I left Sir Brian Malpas at the corner of Victoria Street at four minutes to twelve by Big Ben, and walked straight home, actually entering here, from the street, as the clock was chiming the last stroke of midnight.

Then you would have walked up the street from an easterly direction?

Certainly.

Did you meet any one or anything?

A taxi-cab, empty  for the hood was lowered  passed me as I turned the corner. There was no other vehicle in the street, and no person.

You dont know from which door the cab came?

As I turned the corner, replied Exel, I heard the man starting his engine, although when I actually saw the cab, it was in motion; but judging by the sound to which I refer, the cab had been stationary, if not at the door of Palace Mansions, certainly at that of the next block  St. Andrews Mansions.

Did you hear, or see anything else?

I saw nothing whatever. But just as I approached the street door, I heard a peculiar whistle, apparently proceeding from the gardens in the center of the square. I attached no importance to it at the time.

What kind of whistle?

I have forgotten the actual notes, but the effect was very odd in some way.

In what way?

An impression of this sort is not entirely reliable, Inspector; but it struck me as Oriental.

Ah! said Dunbar, and reached out the long arm for his notebook.

Can I be of any further assistance? said Exel, glancing at his watch.

You had entered the hall-way and were about to enter your own flat when the voices of Dr. Cumberly and Mr. Leroux attracted your attention?

I actually had the key in my hand, replied Exel.

Did you actually have the key in the lock?

Let me think, mused Exel, and he took out a bunch of keys and dangled them, reflectively, before his eyes. No! I was fumbling for the right key when I heard the voices above me.

But were you facing your door?

No, averred Exel, perceiving the drift of the inspectors inquiries; I was facing the stairway the whole time, and although it was in darkness, there is a street lamp immediately outside on the pavement, and I can swear, positively, that no one descended; that there was no one in the hall nor on the stair, except Mr. Leroux and Dr. Cumberly.

Ah! said Dunbar again, and made further entries in his book. I need not trouble you further, sir. Good night!

Exel, despite his earlier attitude of boredom, now ignored this official dismissal, and, tossing the stump of his cigar into the grate, lighted a cigarette, and with both hands thrust deep in his pockets, stood leaning back against the mantelpiece. The detective turned to Leroux.

Have a brandy-and-soda? suggested Dr. Cumberly, his eyes turned upon the pathetic face of the novelist.

But Leroux shook his head, wearily.

Go ahead, Inspector! he said. I am anxious to tell you all I know. God knows I am anxious to tell you.

A sound was heard of a key being inserted in the lock of a door.

Four pairs of curious eyes were turned toward the entrance lobby, when the door opened, and a sleek man of medium height, clean shaven, but with his hair cut low upon the cheek bones, so as to give the impression of short side-whiskers, entered in a manner at once furtive and servile.

He wore a black overcoat and a bowler hat. Reclosing the door, he turned, perceived the group in the study, and fell back as though someone had struck him a fierce blow.

Abject terror was written upon his features, and, for a moment, the idea of flight appeared to suggest itself urgently to him; but finally, he took a step forward toward the study.

Whos this? snapped Dunbar, without removing his leonine eyes from the newcomer.

It is Soames, came the weary voice of Leroux.

Butler?

Yes.

Wheres he been?

I dont know. He remained out without my permission.

He did, eh?

Inspector Dunbar thrust forth a long finger at the shrinking form in the doorway.

Mr. Soames, he said, you will be going to your own room and waiting there until I ring for you.

Yes, sir, said Soames, holding his hat in both bands, and speaking huskily. Yes, sir: certainly, sir.

He crossed the lobby and disappeared.

There is no other way out, is there? inquired the detective, glancing at Dr. Cumberly.

There is no other way, was the reply; but surely you dont suspect...

I would suspect the Archbishop of Westminster, snapped Dunbar, if he came in like that! Now, sir,  he turned to Leroux you were alone, here, to-night?

Quite alone, Inspector. The truth is, I fear, that my servants take liberties in the absence of my wife.

In the absence of your wife? Where is your wife?

She is in Paris.

Is she a Frenchwoman?

No! oh, no! But my wife is a painter, you understand, and  er  I met her in Paris  er  ... Must you insist upon these  domestic particulars, Inspector?

If Mr. Exel is anxious to turn in, replied the inspector, after his no doubt exhausting duties at the House, and if Dr. Cumberly

I have no secrets from Cumberly! interjected Leroux. The doctor has known me almost from boyhood, but  er turning to the politician dont you know, Exel  no offense, no offense...

My dear Leroux, responded Exel hastily, I am the offender! Permit me to wish you all good night.

He crossed the study, and, at the door, paused and turned.

Rely upon me, Leroux, he said, to help in any way within my power.

He crossed the lobby, opened the outer door, and departed.

Now, Mr. Leroux, resumed Dunbar, about this matter of your wifes absence.


IV

A WINDOW IS OPENED

Whilst Henry Leroux collected his thoughts, Dr. Cumberly glanced across at the writing-table where lay the fragment of paper which had been clutched in the dead womans hand, then turned his head again toward the inspector, staring at him curiously. Since Dunbar had not yet attempted even to glance at the strange message, he wondered what had prompted the present line of inquiry.

My wife, began Leroux, shared a studio in Paris, at the time that I met her, with an American lady a very talented portrait painter  er  a Miss Denise Ryland. You may know her name?  but of course, you dont, no! Well, my wife is, herself, quite clever with her brush; in fact she has exhibited more than once at the Paris Salon. We agreed at  er  the time of our  of our  engagement, that she should be free to visit her old artistic friends in Paris at any time. You understand? There was to be no let or hindrance.... Is this really necessary, Inspector?

Pray go on, Mr. Leroux.

Well, you understand, it was a give-and-take arrangement; because I am afraid that I, myself, demand certain  sacrifices from my wife  and  er  I did not feel entitled to  interfere...

You see, Inspector, interrupted Dr. Cumberly, they are a Bohemian pair, and Bohemians, inevitably, bore one another at times! This little arrangement was intended as a safety-valve. Whenever ennui attacked Mrs. Leroux, she was at liberty to depart for a week to her own friends in Paris, leaving Leroux to the bachelors existence which is really his proper state; to go unshaven and unshorn, to dine upon bread and cheese and onions, to work until all hours of the morning, and generally to enjoy himself!

Does she usually stay long? inquired Dunbar.

Not more than a week, as a rule, answered Leroux.

You must excuse me, continued the detective, if I seem to pry into intimate matters; but on these occasions, how does Mrs. Leroux get on for money?

I have opened a credit for her, explained the novelist, wearily, at the Credit Lyonnais, in Paris.

Dunbar scribbled busily in his notebook.

Does she take her maid with her? he jerked, suddenly.

She has no maid at the moment, replied Leroux; she has been without one for twelve months or more, now.

When did you last hear from her?

Three days ago.

Did you answer the letter?

Yes; my answer was amongst the mail which Soames took to the post, to-night.

You said, though, if I remember rightly, that he was out without permission?

Leroux ran his fingers through his hair.

I meant that he should only have been absent five minutes or so; whilst he remained out for more than an hour.

Inspector Dunbar nodded, comprehendingly, tapping his teeth with the head of the fountain-pen.

And the other servants?

There are only two: a cook and a maid. I released them for the evening  glad to get rid of them  wanted to work.

They are late?

They take liberties, damnable liberties, because I am easy-going.

I see, said Dunbar. So that you were quite alone this evening, when  he nodded in the direction of the writing-table your visitor came?

Quite alone.

Was her arrival the first interruption?

No  er  not exactly. Miss Cumberly...

My daughter, explained Dr. Cumberly, knowing that Mr. Leroux, at these times, was very neglectful in regard to meals, prepared him an omelette, and brought it down in a chafing-dish.

How long did she remain? asked the inspector of Leroux.

I  er  did not exactly open the door. We chatted, through  er  through the letter-box, and she left the omelette outside on the landing.

What time would that be?

It was a quarter to twelve, declared Cumberly. I had been supping with some friends, and returned to find Helen, my daughter, engaged in preparing the omelette. I congratulated her upon the happy thought, knowing that Leroux was probably starving himself.

I see. The omelette, though, seems to be upset here on the floor? said the inspector.

Cumberly briefly explained how it came to be there, Leroux punctuating his friends story with affirmative nods.

Then the door of the flat was open all the time? cried Dunbar.

Yes, replied Cumberly; but whilst Exel and I searched the other rooms  and our search was exhaustive  Mr. Leroux remained here in the study, and in full view of the lobby  as you see for yourself.

No living thing, said Leroux, monotonously, left this flat from the time that the three of us, Exel, Cumberly, and I, entered, up to the time that Miss Cumberly came, and, with the doctor, went out again.

Hm! said the inspector, making notes; it appears so, certainly. I will ask you then, for your own account, Mr. Leroux, of the arrival of the woman in the civet furs. Pay special attention  he pointed with his fountain-pen to the TIME at which the various incidents occurred.

Leroux, growing calmer as he proceeded with the strange story, complied with the inspectors request. He had practically completed his account when the door-bell rang.

Its the servants, said Dr. Cumberly. Soames will open the door.

But Soames did not appear.

The ringing being repeated:  

I told him to remain in his room, said Dunbar, until I rang for him, I remember

I will open the door, said Cumberly.

And tell the servants to stay in the kitchen, snapped Dunbar.

Dr. Cumberly opened the door, admitting the cook and housemaid.

There has been an unfortunate accident, he said but not to your master; you need not be afraid. But be good enough to remain in the kitchen for the present.

Peeping in furtively as they passed, the two women crossed the lobby and went to their own quarters.

Mr. Soames next, muttered Dunbar, and, glancing at Cumberly as he returned from the lobby: Will you ring for him? he requested.

Dr. Cumberly nodded, and pressed a bell beside the mantelpiece. An interval followed, in which the inspector made notes and Cumberly stood looking at Leroux, who was beating his palms upon his knees, and staring unseeingly before him.

Cumberly rang again; and in response to the second ring, the housemaid appeared at the door.

I rang for Soames, said Dr. Cumberly.

He is not in, sir, answered the girl.

Inspector Dunbar started as though he had been bitten.

What! he cried; not in?

No, sir, said the girl, with wide-open, frightened eyes.

Dunbar turned to Cumberly.

You said there was no other way out!

There IS no other way, to my knowledge.

Wheres his room?

Cumberly led the way to a room at the end of a short corridor, and Inspector Dunbar, entering, and turning up the light, glanced about the little apartment. It was a very neat servants bedroom; with comfortable, quite simple, furniture; but the chest-of-drawers had been hastily ransacked, and the contents of a trunk  or some of its contents  lay strewn about the floor.

He has packed his grip! came Lerouxs voice from the doorway. Its gone!

The window was wide open. Dunbar sprang forward and leaned out over the ledge, looking to right and left, above and below.

A sort of square courtyard was beneath, and for the convenience of tradesmen, a hand-lift was constructed outside the kitchens of the three flats comprising the house; i. e.:  Mr. Exels, ground floor, Henry Lerouxs second floor, and Dr. Cumberlys, top. It worked in a skeleton shaft which passed close to the left of Soames window.

For an active man, this was a good enough ladder, and the inspector withdrew his head shrugging his square shoulders, irritably.

My fault entirely! he muttered, biting his wiry mustache. I should have come and seen for myself if there was another way out.

Leroux, in a new flutter of excitement, now craned from the window.

It might be possible to climb down the shaft, he cried, after a brief survey, but not if one were carrying a heavy grip, such as that which he has taken!

Hm! said Dunbar. You are a writing gentleman, I understand, and yet it does not occur to you that he could have lowered the bag on a cord, if he wanted to avoid the noise of dropping it!

Yes  er  of course! muttered Leroux. But really  but really  oh, good God! I am bewildered! What in Heavens name does it all mean!

It means trouble, replied Dunbar, grimly; bad trouble.

They returned to the study, and Inspector Dunbar, for the first time since his arrival, walked across and examined the fragmentary message, raising his eyebrows when he discovered that it was written upon the same paper as Lerouxs MSS. He glanced, too, at the pen lying on a page of Martin Zeda near the lamp and at the inky splash which told how hastily the pen had been dropped.

Then  his brows drawn together  he stooped to the body of the murdered woman. Partially raising the fur cloak, he suppressed a gasp of astonishment.

Why! she only wears a silk night-dress, and a pair of suede slippers!

He glanced back over his shoulder.

I had noted that, said Cumberly. The whole business is utterly extraordinary.

Extraordinary is no word for it! growled the inspector, pursuing his examination.... Marks of pressure at the throat  yes; and generally unhealthy appearance.

Due to the drug habit, interjected Dr. Cumberly.

What drug?

I should not like to say out of hand; possibly morphine.

No jewelry, continued the detective, musingly; wedding ring  not a new one. Finger nails well cared for, but recently neglected. Hair dyed to hide gray patches; dye wanted renewing. Shoes, French. Night-robe, silk; good lace; probably French, also. Faint perfume  dont know what it is  apparently proceeding from civet fur. Furs, magnificent; very costly....

He slightly moved the table-lamp in order to direct its light upon the white face. The bloodless lips were parted and the detective bent, closely peering at the teeth thus revealed.

Her teeth were oddly discolored, doctor, he said, taking out a magnifying glass and examining them closely. They had been recently scaled, too; so that she was not in the habit of neglecting them.

Dr. Cumberly nodded.

The drug habit, again, he said guardedly; a proper examination will establish the full facts.

The inspector added brief notes to those already made, ere he rose from beside the body. Then:  

You are absolutely certain, he said, deliberately, facing Leroux, that you had never set eyes on this woman prior to her coming here, to-night?

I can swear it! said Leroux.

Good! replied the detective, and closed his notebook with a snap. Usual formalities will have to be gone through, but I dont think I need trouble you, gentlemen, any further, to-night.


V

DOCTORS DIFFER

Dr. Cumberly walked slowly upstairs to his own flat, a picture etched indelibly upon his mind, of Henry Leroux, with a face of despair, sitting below in his dining-room and listening to the ominous sounds proceeding from the study, where the police were now busily engaged. In the lobby he met his daughter Helen, who was waiting for him in a state of nervous suspense.

Father! she began, whilst rebuke died upon the doctors lips tell me quickly what has happened.

Perceiving that an explanation was unavoidable, Dr. Cumberly outlined the story of the nights gruesome happenings, whilst Big Ben began to chime the hour of one.

Helen, eager-eyed, and with her charming face rather pale, hung upon every word of the narrative.

And now, concluded her father, you must go to bed. I insist.

But father! cried the girl there is some thing...

She hesitated, uneasily.

Well, Helen, go on, said the doctor.

I am afraid you will refuse.

At least give me the opportunity.

Well  in the glimpse, the half-glimpse, which I had of her, I seemed...

Dr. Cumberly rested his hands upon his daughters shoulders characteristically, looking into the troubled gray eyes.

You dont mean, he began...

I thought I recognized her! whispered the girl.

Good God! can it be possible?

I have been trying, ever since, to recall where we had met, but without result. It might mean so much...

Dr. Cumberly regarded her, fixedly.

It might mean so much to  Mr. Leroux. But I suppose you will say it is impossible?

It IS impossible, said Dr. Cumberly firmly; dismiss the idea, Helen.

But father, pleaded the girl, placing her hands over his own, consider what is at stake...

I am anxious that you should not become involved in this morbid business.

But you surely know me better than to expect me to faint or become hysterical, or anything silly like that! I was certainly shocked when I came down to-night, because  well, it was all so frightfully unexpected...

Dr. Cumberly shook his head. Helen put her arms about his neck and raised her eyes to his.

You have no right to refuse, she said, softly: dont you see that?

Dr. Cumberly frowned. Then:  

You are right, Helen, he agreed. I should know your pluck well enough. But if Inspector Dunbar is gone, the police may refuse to admit us...

Then let us hurry! cried Helen. I am afraid they will take away...

Side by side they descended to Henry Lerouxs flat, ringing the bell, which, an hour earlier, the lady of the civet furs had rung.

A sergeant in uniform opened the door.

Is Detective-Inspector Dunbar here? inquired the physician.

Yes, sir.

Say that Dr. Cumberly wishes to speak to him. And  as the man was about to depart request him not to arouse Mr. Leroux.

Almost immediately the inspector appeared, a look of surprise upon his face, which increased on perceiving the girl beside her father.

This is my daughter, Inspector, explained Cumberly; she is a contributor to the Planet, and to various magazines, and in this journalistic capacity, meets many people in many walks of life. She thinks she may be of use to you in preparing your case.

Dunbar bowed rather awkwardly.

Glad to meet you, Miss Cumberly, came the inevitable formula. Entirely at your service.

I had an idea, Inspector, said the girl, laying her hand confidentially upon Dunbars arm, that I recognized, when I entered Mr. Lerouxs study, tonight  Dunbar nodded that I recognized  the  the victim!

Good! said the inspector, rubbing his palms briskly together. His tawny eyes sparkled. And you would wish to see her again before we take her away. Very plucky of you, Miss Cumberly! But then, you are a doctors daughter.

They entered, and the inspector closed the door behind them.

Dont arouse poor Leroux, whispered Cumberly to the detective. I left him on a couch in the dining-room....

He is still there, replied Dunbar; poor chap! It is...

He met Helens glance, and broke off shortly.

In the study two uniformed constables, and an officer in plain clothes, were apparently engaged in making an inventory  or such was the impression conveyed. The clock ticked merrily on; its ticking a desecration, where all else was hushed in deference to the grim visitor. The body of the murdered woman had been laid upon the chesterfield, and a little, dark, bearded man was conducting an elaborate examination; when, seeing the trio enter, he hastily threw the coat of civet fur over the body, and stood up, facing the intruders.

Its all right, doctor, said the inspector; and we shant detain you a moment. He glanced over his shoulder. Mr. Hilton, M. R. C. S. he said, indicating the dark man Dr. Cumberly and Miss Cumberly.

The divisional surgeon bowed to Helen and eagerly grasped the hand of the celebrated physician.

I am fortunate in being able to ask your opinion, he began....

Dr. Cumberly nodded shortly, and with upraised hand, cut him short.

I shall willingly give you any assistance in my power, he said; but my daughter has voluntarily committed herself to a rather painful ordeal, and I am anxious to get it over.

He stooped and raised the fur from the ghastly face.

Helen, her hand resting upon her fathers shoulder, ventured one rapid glance and then looked away, shuddering slightly. Dr. Cumberly replaced the coat and gazed anxiously at his daughter. But Helen, with admirable courage, having closed her eyes for a moment, reopened them, and smiled at her fathers anxiety. She was pale, but perfectly composed.

Well, Miss Cumberly? inquired the inspector, eagerly; whilst all in the room watched this slim girl in her charming deshabille, this dainty figure so utterly out of place in that scene of morbid crime.

She raised her gray eyes to the detective.

I still believe that I have seen the face, somewhere, before. But I shall have to reflect a while  I meet so many folks, you know, in a casual way  before I can commit myself to any statement.

In the leonine eyes looking into hers gleamed the light of admiration and approval. The canny Scotsman admired this girl for her beauty, as a matter of course, for her courage, because courage was a quality standing high in his estimation, but, above all, for her admirable discretion.

Very proper, Miss Cumberly, he said; very proper and wise on your part. I dont wish to hurry you in any way, but  he hesitated, glancing at the man in plain clothes, who had now resumed a careful perusal of a newspaper but her name doesnt happen to be Vernon

Vernon! cried the girl, her eyes lighting up at sound of the name. Mrs. Vernon! it is! it is! She was pointed out to me at the last Arts Ball  where she appeared in a most monstrous Chinese costume

Chinese? inquired Dunbar, producing the bulky notebook.

Yes. Oh! poor, poor soul!

You know nothing further about her, Miss Cumberly?

Nothing, Inspector. She was merely pointed out to me as one of the strangest figures in the hall. Her husband, I understand, is an art expert

He WAS! said Dunbar, closing the book sharply. He died this afternoon; and a paragraph announcing his death appears in the newspaper which we found in the victims fur coat!

But how

It was the only paragraph on the half-page folded outwards which was in any sense PERSONAL. I am greatly indebted to you, Miss Cumberly; every hour wasted on a case like this means a fresh plait in the rope around the neck of the wrong man!

Helen Cumberly grew slowly quite pallid.

Good night, she said; and bowing to the detective and to the surgeon, she prepared to depart.

Mr. Hilton touched Dr. Cumberlys arm, as he, too, was about to retire.

May I hope, he whispered, that you will return and give me the benefit of your opinion in making out my report?

Dr. Cumberly glanced at his daughter; and seeing her to be perfectly composed: For the moment, I have formed no opinion, Mr. Hilton, he said, quietly, not having had an opportunity to conduct a proper examination.

Hilton bent and whispered, confidentially, in the others ear:  

She was drugged!

The innuendo underlying the words struck Dr. Cumberly forcibly, and he started back with his brows drawn together in a frown.

Do you mean that she was addicted to the use of drugs? he asked, sharply; or that the drugging took place to-night.

The drugging DID take place to-night! whispered the other. An injection was made in the left shoulder with a hypodermic syringe; the mark is quite fresh.

Dr. Cumberly glared at his fellow practitioner, angrily.

Are there no other marks of injection? he asked.

On the left forearm, yes. Obviously self-administered. Oh, I dont deny the habit! But my point is this: the injection in the shoulder was NOT self-administered.

Come, Helen, said Cumberly, taking his daughters arm; for she had drawn near, during the colloquy you must get to bed.

His face was very stern when he turned again to Mr. Hilton.

I shall return in a few minutes, he said, and escorted his daughter from the room.


VI

AT SCOTLAND YARD

Matters of vital importance to some people whom already we have met, and to others whom thus far we have not met, were transacted in a lofty and rather bleak looking room at Scotland Yard between the hours of nine and ten A. M.; that is, later in the morning of the fateful day whose advent we have heard acclaimed from the Tower of Westminster.

The room, which was lighted by a large French window opening upon a balcony, commanded an excellent view of the Thames Embankment. The floor was polished to a degree of brightness, almost painful. The distempered walls, save for a severe and solitary etching of a former Commissioner, were nude in all their unloveliness. A heavy deal table (upon which rested a blotting-pad, a pewter ink-pot, several newspapers and two pens) together with three deal chairs, built rather as monuments of durability than as examples of art, constituted the only furniture, if we except an electric lamp with a green glass shade, above the table.

This was the room of Detective-Inspector Dunbar; and Detective-Inspector Dunbar, at the hour of our entrance, will be found seated in the chair, placed behind the table, his elbows resting upon the blotting-pad.

At ten minutes past nine, exactly, the door opened, and a thick-set, florid man, buttoned up in a fawn colored raincoat and wearing a bowler hat of obsolete build, entered. He possessed a black mustache, a breezy, bustling manner, and humorous blue eyes; furthermore, when he took off his hat, he revealed the possession of a head of very bristly, upstanding, black hair. This was Detective-Sergeant Sowerby, and the same who was engaged in examining a newspaper in the study of Henry Leroux when Dr. Cumberly and his daughter had paid their second visit to that scene of an unhappy souls dismissal.

Well? said Dunbar, glancing up at his subordinate, inquiringly.

I have done all the cab depots, reported Sergeant Sowerby, and a good many of the private owners; but so far the man seen by Mr. Exel has not turned up.

The word will be passed round now, though, said Dunbar, and we shall probably have him here during the day.

I hope so, said the other good-humoredly, seating himself upon one of the two chairs ranged beside the wall. If he doesnt show up....

Well? jerked Dunbar if he doesnt?

It will look very black against Leroux.

Dunbar drummed upon the blotting-pad with the fingers of his left hand.

It beats anything of the kind that has ever come my way, he confessed. You get pretty cautious at weighing people up, in this business; but I certainly dont think  mind you, I go no further  but I certainly dont think Mr. Henry Leroux would willingly kill a fly; yet there is circumstantial evidence enough to hang him.

Sergeant Sowerby nodded, gazing speculatively at the floor.

I wonder, he said, slowly, why the girl  Miss Cumberly  hesitated about telling us the womans name?

I am not wondering about that at all, replied Dunbar, bluntly. She must meet thousands in the same way. The wonder to me is that she remembered at all. I am open to bet half-a-crown that YOU couldnt remember the name of every woman you happened to have pointed out to you at an Arts Ball?

Maybe not, agreed Sowerby; shes a smart girl, Ill allow. I see you have last nights papers there?

I have, replied Dunbar; and Im wondering...

If theres any connection?

Well, continued the inspector, it looks on the face of it as though the news of her husbands death had something to do with Mrs. Vernons presence at Lerouxs flat. Its not a natural thing for a woman, on the evening of her husbands death, to rush straight away to another mans place...

Its strange we couldnt find her clothes...

Its not strange at all! Youre simply obsessed with the idea that this was a love intrigue! Think, man! the most abandoned woman wouldnt run to keep an appointment with a lover at a time like that! And remember she had the news in her pocket! She came to that flat dressed  or undressed  just as we found her; Im sure of it. And a point like that sometimes means the difference between hanging and acquittal.

Sergeant Sowerby digested these words, composing his jovial countenance in an expression of unnatural profundity. Then:  

THE point to my mind, he said, is the one raised by Mr. Hilton. By gum! didnt Dr. Cumberly tell him off!

Dr. Cumberly, replied Dunbar, is entitled to his opinion, that the injection in the womans shoulder was at least eight hours old; whilst Mr. Hilton is equally entitled to maintain that it was less than ONE hour old. Neither of them can hope to prove his case.

If either of them could?...

It might make a difference to the evidence  but Im not sure.

What time is your appointment?

Ten oclock, replied Dunbar. I am meeting Mr. Debnam  the late Mr. Vernons solicitor. There is something in it. Damme! I am sure of it!

Something in what?

The fact that Mr. Vernon died yesterday evening, and that his wife was murdered at midnight.

What have you told the press?

As little as possible, but you will see that the early editions will all be screaming for the arrest of Soames.

I shouldnt wonder. He would be a useful man to have; but hes probably out of London now.

I think not. Hes more likely to wait for instructions from his principal.

His principal?

Certainly. You dont think Soames did the murder, do you?

No; but hes obviously an accessory.

Im not so sure even of that.

Then why did he bolt?

Because he had a guilty conscience.

Yes, agreed Sowerby; it does turn out that way sometimes. At any rate, Stringer is after him, but hes got next to nothing to go upon. Has any reply been received from Mrs. Leroux in Paris?

No, answered Dunbar, frowning thoughtfully. Her husbands wire would reach her first thing this morning; I am expecting to hear of a reply at any moment.

Theyre a funny couple, altogether, said Sowerby. I cant imagine myself standing for Mrs. Sowerby spending her week-ends in Paris. Asking for trouble, I call it!

It does seem a daft arrangement, agreed Dunbar; but then, as you say, theyre a funny couple.

I never saw such a bundle of nerves in all my life!...

Leroux?

Sowerby nodded.

I suppose, he said, its the artistic temperament! If Mrs. Leroux has got it, too, I dont wonder that they get fed up with one anothers company.

Thats about the secret of it. And now, I shall be glad, Sowerby, if you will be after that taxi-man again. Report at one oclock. I shall be here.

With his hand on the door-knob: By the way, said Sowerby, who the blazes is Mr. King?

Inspector Dunbar looked up.

Mr. King, he replied slowly, is the solution of the mystery.


VII

THE MAN IN THE LIMOUSINE

The house of the late Horace Vernon was a modern villa of prosperous appearance; but, on this sunny September morning, a palpable atmosphere of gloom seemed to overlie it. This made itself perceptible even to the toughened and unimpressionable nerves of Inspector Dunbar. As he mounted the five steps leading up to the door, glancing meanwhile at the lowered blinds at the windows, he wondered if, failing these evidences and his own private knowledge of the facts, he should have recognized that the hand of tragedy had placed its mark upon this house. But when the door was opened by a white-faced servant, he told himself that he should, for a veritable miasma of death seemed to come out to meet him, to envelop him.

Within, proceeded a subdued activity: somber figures moved upon the staircase; and Inspector Dunbar, having presented his card, presently found himself in a well-appointed library.

At the table, whereon were spread a number of documents, sat a lean, clean-shaven, sallow-faced man, wearing gold-rimmed pince-nez; a man whose demeanor of business-like gloom was most admirably adapted to that place and occasion. This was Mr. Debnam, the solicitor. He gravely waved the detective to an armchair, adjusted his pince-nez, and coughed, introductorily.

Your communication, Inspector, he began (he had the kind of voice which seems to be buried in sawdust packing), was brought to me this morning, and has disturbed me immeasurably, unspeakably.

You have been to view the body, sir?

One of my clerks, who knew Mrs. Vernon, has just returned to this house to report that he has identified her.

I should have preferred you to have gone yourself, sir, began Dunbar, taking out his notebook.

My state of health, Inspector, said the solicitor, renders it undesirable that I should submit myself to an ordeal so unnecessary  so wholly unnecessary.

Very good! muttered Dunbar, making an entry in his book; your clerk, then, whom I can see in a moment, identifies the murdered woman as Mrs. Vernon. What was her Christian name?

Iris  Iris Mary Vernon.

Inspector Dunbar made a note of the fact.

And now, he said, you will have read the copy of that portion of my report which I submitted to you this morning  acting upon information supplied by Miss Helen Cumberly?

Yes, yes, Inspector, I have read it  but, by the way, I do not know Miss Cumberly.

Miss Cumberly, explained the detective, is the daughter of Dr. Cumberly, the Harley Street physician. She lives with her father in the flat above that of Mr. Leroux. She saw the body by accident  and recognized it as that of a lady who had been named to her at the last Arts Ball.

Ah! said Debnam, yes  I see  at the Arts Ball, Inspector. This is a mysterious and a very ghastly case.

It is indeed, sir, agreed Dunbar. Can you throw any light upon the presence of Mrs. Vernon at Mr. Lerouxs flat on the very night of her husbands death?

I can  and I cannot, answered the solicitor, leaning back in the chair and again adjusting his pince-nez, in the manner of a man having important matters  and gloomy, very gloomy, matters  to communicate.

Good! said the inspector, and prepared to listen.

You see, continued Debnam, the late Mrs. Vernon was not actually residing with her husband at the date of his death.

Indeed!

Ostensibly  the solicitor shook a lean forefinger at his vis-a-vis ostensibly, Inspector, she was visiting her sister in Scotland.

Inspector Dunbar sat up very straight, his brows drawn down over the tawny eyes.

These visits were of frequent occurrence, and usually of about a weeks duration. Mr. Vernon, my late client, a man  Ill not deny it  of inconstant affections (you understand me, Inspector?), did not greatly concern himself with his wifes movements. She belonged to a smart Bohemian set, and  to use a popular figure of speech  burnt the candle at both ends; late dances, night clubs, bridge parties, and other feverish pursuits, possibly taken up as a result of the  shall I say cooling?  of her husbands affections...

There was another woman in the case?

I fear so, Inspector; in fact, I am sure of it: but to return to Mrs. Vernon. My client provided her with ample funds; and I, myself, have expressed to him astonishment respecting her expenditures in Scotland. I understand that her sister was in comparatively poor circumstances, and I went so far as to point out to Mr. Vernon that one hundred pounds was  shall I say an excessive?  outlay upon a weeks sojourn in Auchterander, Perth.

A hundred pounds!

One hundred pounds!

Was it queried by Mr. Vernon?

Not at all.

Was Mr. Vernon personally acquainted with this sister in Perth?

He was not, Inspector. Mrs. Vernon, at the time of her marriage, did not enjoy that social status to which my late client elevated her. For many years she held no open communication with any member of her family, but latterly, as I have explained, she acquired the habit of recuperating  recuperating from the effects of her febrile pleasures  at this obscure place in Scotland. And Mr. Vernon, his interest in her movements having considerably  shall I say abated?  offered no objection: even suffered it gladly, counting the cost but little against...

Freedom? suggested Dunbar, scribbling in his notebook.

Rather crudely expressed, perhaps, said the solicitor, peering over the top of his glasses, but you have the idea. I come now to my clients awakening. Four days ago, he learned the truth; he learned that he was being deceived!

Deceived!

Mrs. Vernon, thoroughly exhausted with irregular living, announced that she was about to resort once more to the healing breezes of the heather-land  Mr. Debnam was thoroughly warming to his discourse and thoroughly enjoying his own dusty phrases.

Interrupting you for a moment, said the inspector, at what intervals did these visits take place?

At remarkably regular intervals, Inspector: something like six times a year.

For how long had Mrs. Vernon made a custom of these visits?

Roughly, for two years.

Thank you. Will you go on, sir?

She requested Mr. Vernon, then, on the last occasion to give her a check for eighty pounds; and this he did, unquestioningly. On Thursday, the second of September, she left for Scotland...

Did she take her maid?

Her maid always received a holiday on these occasions; Mrs. Vernon wired her respecting the date of her return.

Did any one actually see her off?

No, not that I am aware of, Inspector.

To put the whole thing quite bluntly, Mr. Debnam, said Dunbar, fixing his tawny eyes upon the solicitor, Mr. Vernon was thoroughly glad to get rid of her for a week?

Mr. Debnam shifted uneasily in his chair; the truculent directness of the detective was unpleasing to his tortuous mind. However:  

I fear you have hit upon the truth, he confessed, and I must admit that we have no legal evidence of her leaving for Scotland on this, or on any other occasion. Letters were received from Perth, and letters sent to Auchterander from London were answered. But the truth, the painful truth came to light, unexpectedly, dramatically, on Monday last...

Four days ago?

Exactly; three days before the death of my client. Mr. Debnam wagged his finger at the inspector again. I maintain, he said, that this painful discovery, which I am about to mention, precipitated my clients end; although it is a fact that there was  hereditary heart trouble. But I admit that his neglect of his wife (to give it no harsher name) contributed to the catastrophe.

He paused to give dramatic point to the revelation.

Walking homeward at a late hour on Monday evening from a flat in Victoria Street  the flat of  shall I employ the term a particular friend?  Mr. Vernon was horrified  horrified beyond measure, to perceive, in a large and well-appointed car  a limousine  his wife!...

The inside lights of the car were on, then?

No; but the light from a street lamp shone directly into the car. A temporary block in the traffic compelled the driver of the car, whom my client described to me as an Asiatic  to pull up for a moment. There, within a few yards of her husband, Mrs. Vernon reclined in the car  or rather in the arms of a male companion!

What!

Positively! Mr. Debnam was sedately enjoying himself. Positively, my dear Inspector, in the arms of a man of extremely dark complexion. Mr. Vernon was unable to perceive more than this, for the man had his back toward him. But the light shone fully upon the face of Mrs. Vernon, who appeared pale and exhausted. She wore a conspicuous motor-coat of civet fur, and it was this which first attracted Mr. Vernons attention. The blow was a very severe one to a man in my clients state of health; and although I cannot claim that his own conscience was clear, this open violation of the marriage vows outraged the husband  outraged him. In fact he was so perturbed, that he stood there shaking, quivering, unable to speak or act, and the car drove away before he had recovered sufficient presence of mind to note the number.

In which direction did the car proceed?

Toward Victoria Station.

Any other particulars?

Not regarding the car, its driver, or its occupants; but early on the following morning, Mr. Vernon, very much shaken, called upon me and instructed me to despatch an agent to Perth immediately. My agents report reached me at practically the same time as the news of my clients death...

And his report was?...

His report, Inspector, telegraphic, of course, was this: that no sister of Mrs. Vernon resided at the address; that the place was a cottage occupied by a certain Mrs. Fry and her husband; that the husband was of no occupation, and had no visible means of support  he ticked off the points on the long forefinger that the Frys lived better than any of their neighbors; and  most important of all  that Mrs. Frys maiden name, which my agent discovered by recourse to the parish register of marriages  was Ann Fairchild.

What of that?

Ann Fairchild was a former maid of Mrs. Vernon!

In short, it amounts to this, then: Mrs. Vernon, during these various absences, never went to Scotland at all? It was a conspiracy?

Exactly  exactly, Inspector! I wired instructing my agent to extort from the woman, Fry, the address to which she forwarded letters received by her for Mrs. Vernon. The ladys death, news of which will now have reached him, will no doubt be a lever, enabling my representative to obtain the desired information.

When do you expect to hear from him?

At any moment. Failing a full confession by the Frys, you will of course know how to act, Inspector?

Damme! cried Dunbar, can your man be relied upon to watch them? They mustnt slip away! Shall I instruct Perth to arrest the couple?

I wired my agent this morning, Inspector, to communicate with the local police respecting the Frys.

Inspector Dunbar tapped his small, widely-separated teeth with the end of his fountain-pen.

I have had one priceless witness slip through my fingers, he muttered. Ill hand in my resignation if the Frys go!

To whom do you refer?

Inspector Dunbar rose.

It is a point with which I need not trouble you, sir, he said. It was not included in the extract of report sent to you. This is going to be the biggest case of my professional career, or my name is not Robert Dunbar!

Closing his notebook, he thrust it into his pocket, and replaced his fountain-pen in the little leather wallet.

Of course, said the solicitor, rising in turn, and adjusting the troublesome pince-nez, there was some intrigue with Leroux? So much is evident.

You will be thinking that, eh?

My dear Inspector  Mr. Debnam, the wily, was seeking information my dear Inspector, Lerouxs own wife was absent in Paris  quite a safe distance; and Mrs. Vernon (now proven to be a woman conducting a love intrigue) is found dead under most compromising circumstances  MOST compromising circumstances  in his flat! His servants, even, are got safely out of the way for the evening...

Quite so, said Dunbar, shortly, quite so, Mr. Debnam. He opened the door. Might I see the late Mrs. Vernons maid?

She is at her home. As I told you, Mrs. Vernon habitually released her for the period of these absences.

The notebook reappeared.

The young womans address?

You can get it from the housekeeper. Is there anything else you wish to know?

Nothing beyond that, thank you.

Three minutes later, Inspector Dunbar had written in his book:  Clarice Goodstone, c/o Mrs. Herne, 134a Robert Street, Hampstead Road, N. W.

He departed from the house whereat Death the Gleaner had twice knocked with his Scythe.


VIII

CABMAN TWO

Returning to Scotland Yard, Inspector Dunbar walked straight up to his own room. There he found Sowerby, very red faced and humid, and a taximan who sat stolidly surveying the Embankment from the window.

Hullo! cried Dunbar; hes turned up, then?

No, he hasnt, replied Sowerby with a mild irritation. But we know where to find him, and he ought to lose his license.

The taximan turned hurriedly. He wore a muffler so tightly packed between his neck and the collar of his uniform jacket, that it appeared materially to impair his respiration. His face possessed a bluish tinge, suggestive of asphyxia, and his watery eyes protruded remarkably; his breathing was noisily audible.

No, chuck it, mister! he exclaimed. Im only tellin you cause it aint my line to play tricks on the police. Youll find my name in the books downstairs moren any other driver in London! I reckon Ive brought enough umbrellas, cameras, walkin sticks, hopera cloaks, watches and sicklike in ere, to set up a blarsted pawnbrokers!

Thats all right, my lad! said Dunbar, holding up his hand to silence the voluble speaker. Theres going to be no license-losing. You did not hear that you were wanted before?

The watery eyes of the cabman protruded painfully; he respired like a horse.

ME, guvnor! he exclaimed. Gorblime! I aint the bloke! I was drivin back from takin the Honorable Erbert Arding ome  same as I does almost every night, when the ouse is a-sittin  when I see old Tom Brian drawin away from the door o Palace Man

Again Dunbar held up his hand.

No doubt you mean well, he said; but damme! begin at the beginning! Who are you, and what have you come to tell us?

Oo are I? Eres oo I ham! wheezed the cabman, proffering a greasy license. Richard Amper, number 3 Breams Mews, Dulwich Village...

Thats all right, said Dunbar, thrusting back the proffered document; and last night you had taken Mr. Harding the member of Parliament, to his residence in?  

In Peers Chambers, Westminister  thats it, guvnor! Comin back, I ave to pass along the north side o the Square, an just aead o me, I see old Tom Brian a-pullin round the Johnny Orner, im comin from Palace Mansions.

Mr. Exel only mentioned seeing ONE cab, muttered Dunbar, glancing keenly aside at Sowerby.

Wotcher say, guvnor? asked the cabman.

I say  did you see a gentleman approaching from the corner? asked Dunbar.

Yus, declared the man; I see im, but e adnt got as far as the Johnny Orner. As I passed outside old Tom Brian, wots changin is gear, I see a bloke blowin along on the pavement  a bloke in a high at, an wearin a heye-glass.

At this time, then, pursued Dunbar, you had actually passed the other cab, and the gentleman on the pavement had not come up with it?

E couldnt see it, guvnor! Im tellin you e adnt got to the Johnny Orner!

I see, muttered Sowerby. Its possible that Mr. Exel took no notice of the first cab  especially as it did not come out of the Square.

Wotcher say, guvnor? queried the cabman again, turning his bleared eyes upon Sergeant Sowerby.

He said, interrupted Dunbar, was Brians cab empty?

Course it was, rapped Mr. Hamper, e d just dropped is fare at Palace Mansions....

How do you know? snapped Dunbar, suddenly, fixing his fierce eyes upon the face of the speaker.

The cabman glared in beery truculence.

I got me blarsted senses, aint I? he inquired. Theres only two lots o flats on that side o the Square  Palace Mansions, an St. Andrews Mansions.

Well?

St. Andrews Mansions, continued Hamper, is all away!

All away?

All away! I know, cause I used to have a reglar fare there. Es in Egyp; flat shut up. Top floors to let. Bottom floors two old unmarried maiden ladies what always travels by bus. So does all their blarsted friends an relations. Where can old Tom Brian ave been comin from, if it wasnt Palace Mansions?

Hm! said Dunbar, you are a loss to the detective service, my lad! And how do you account for the fact that Brian has not got to hear of the inquiry?

Hamper bent to Dunbar and whispered, beerily, in his ear: Praps e dont want to ear, guvnor!

Oh! Why not?

Well, e knows theres something up there!

Therefore its his plain duty to assist the police.

Same as what I does? cried Hamper, raising his eyebrows. Course it is! but ow dyou know e aint been got at?

Our friend, here, evidently has one up against Mr. Tom Brian! muttered Dunbar aside to Sowerby.

Wotcher say, guvnor? inquired the cabman, looking from one to the other.

I say, no doubt you can save us the trouble of looking out Brians license, and give us his private address? replied Dunbar.

Course I can. E lives hat numer 36 Forth Street, Brixton, and es out o the big Brixton depot.

Oh! said Dunbar, dryly. Does he owe you anything?

Wotcher say, guvnor?

I say, its very good of you to take all this trouble and whatever it has cost you in time, we shall be pleased to put right.

Mr. Hamper spat in his right palm, and rubbed his hands together, appreciatively.

Make it five bob! he said.

Wait downstairs, directed Dunbar, pressing a bell-push beside the door. Ill get it put through for you.

Right o! rumbled the cabman, and went lurching from the room as a constable in uniform appeared at the door. Good mornin, guvnor. Good mornin!

The cabman having departed, leaving in his wake a fragrant odor of fourpenny ale:  

Here you are, Sowerby! cried Dunbar. We are moving at last! This is the address of the late Mrs. Vernons maid. See her; feel your ground, carefully, of course; get to know what clothes Mrs. Vernon took with her on her periodical visits to Scotland.

What clothes?

Thats the idea; it is important. I dont think the girl was in her mistresss confidence, but I leave it to you to find out. If circumstances point to my surmise being inaccurate  you know how to act.

Just let me glance over your notes, bearing on the matter, said Sowerby, and Ill be off.

Dunbar handed him the bulging notebook, and Sergeant Sowerby lowered his inadequate eyebrows, thoughtfully, whilst he scanned the evidence of Mr. Debnam. Then, returning the book to his superior, and adjusting the peculiar bowler firmly upon his head, he set out.

Dunbar glanced through some papers  apparently reports  which lay upon the table, penciled comments upon two of them, and then, consulting his notebook once more in order to refresh his memory, started off for Forth Street, Brixton.

Forth Street, Brixton, is a depressing thoroughfare. It contains small, cheap flats, and a number of frowsy looking houses which give one the impression of having run to seed. A hostelry of sad aspect occupies a commanding position midway along the street, but inspires the traveler not with cheer, but with lugubrious reflections upon the horrors of inebriety. The odors, unpleasantly mingled, of fried bacon and paraffin oil, are wafted to the wayfarer from the porches of these family residences.

Number 36 proved to be such a villa, and Inspector Dunbar contemplated it from a distance, thoughtfully. As he stood by the door of the public house, gazing across the street, a tired looking woman, lean and anxious-eyed, a poor, dried up bean-pod of a woman, appeared from the door of number 36, carrying a basket. She walked along in the direction of the neighboring highroad, and Dunbar casually followed her.

For some ten minutes he studied her activities, noting that she went from shop to shop until her basket was laden with provisions of all sorts. When she entered a wine-and-spirit merchants, the detective entered close behind her, for the place was also a post-office. Whilst he purchased a penny stamp and fumbled in his pocket for an imaginary letter, he observed, with interest, that the woman had purchased, and was loading into the hospitable basket, a bottle of whisky, a bottle of rum, and a bottle of gin.

He left the shop ahead of her, sure, now, of his ground, always provided that the woman proved to be Mrs. Brian. Dunbar walked along Forth Street slowly enough to enable the woman to overtake him. At the door of number 36, he glanced up at the number, questioningly, and turned in the gate as she was about to enter.

He raised his hat.

Have I the pleasure of addressing Mrs. Brian?

Momentarily, a hard look came into the tired eyes, but Dunbars gentleness of manner and voice, together with the kindly expression upon his face, turned the scales favorably.

I am Mrs. Brian, she said; yes. Did you want to see me?

On a matter of some importance. May I come in?

She nodded and led the way into the house; the door was not closed.

In a living-room whereon was written a pathetic history  a history of decline from easy circumstance and respectability to poverty and utter disregard of appearances  she confronted him, setting down her basket on a table from which the remains of a fish breakfast were not yet removed.

Is your husband in? inquired Dunbar with a subtle change of manner.

Hes lying down.

The hard look was creeping again into the womans eyes.

Will you please awake him, and tell him that I have called in regard to his license?

He thrust a card into her hand:  

DETECTIVE-INSPECTOR DUNBAR, C. I. D. NEW SCOTLAND YARD. S. W.


IX

THE MAN IN BLACK

Mrs. Brian started back, with a wild look, a trapped look, in her eyes.

Whats he done? she inquired. Whats he done? Toms not done anything!

Be good enough to waken him, persisted the inspector. I wish to speak to him.

Mrs. Brian walked slowly from the room and could be heard entering one further along the passage. An angry snarling, suggesting that of a wild animal disturbed in its lair, proclaimed the arousing of Taximan Thomas Brian. A thick voice inquired, brutally, why the sanguinary hell he (Mr. Brian) had had his bloodstained slumbers disturbed in this gory manner and who was the vermilion blighter responsible.

Then Mrs. Brians voice mingled with that of her husband, and both became subdued. Finally, a slim man, who wore a short beard, or had omitted to shave for some days, appeared at the door of the living-room. His face was another history upon the same subject as that which might be studied from the walls, the floor, and the appointments of the room. Inspector Dunbar perceived that the shadow of the neighboring hostelry overlay this home.

Whats up? inquired the new arrival.

The tone of his voice, thickened by excess, was yet eloquent of the gentleman. The barriers passed, your pariah gentleman can be the completest blackguard of them all. He spoke coarsely, and the infectious Cockney accent showed itself in his vowels; but Dunbar, a trained observer, summed up his man in a moment and acted accordingly.

Come in and shut the door! he directed. No  as Mrs. Brian sought to enter behind her husband I wish to speak with you, privately.

Hop it! instructed Brian, jerking his thumb over his shoulder  and Mrs. Brian obediently disappeared, closing the door.

Now, said Dunbar, looking the man up and down, have you been into the depot, to-day?

No.

But you have heard that theres an inquiry?

Ive heard nothing. Ive been in bed.

We wont argue about that. Ill simply put a question to you: Where did you pick up the fare that you dropped at Palace Mansions at twelve oclock last night?

Palace Mansions! muttered Brian, shifting uneasily beneath the unflinching stare of the tawny eyes. What dyou mean? What Palace Mansions?

Dont quibble! warned Dunbar, thrusting out a finger at him. This is not a matter of a loss of license; its a life job!

Life job! whispered the man, and his weak face suddenly relaxed, so that, oddly, the old refinement shone out through the new, vulgar veneer.

Answer my questions straight and square and Ill take your word that you have not seen the inquiry! said Dunbar.

Dick Hampers done this for me! muttered Brian. Hes a dirty, low swine! Somebodyll do for him one night!

Leave Hamper out of the question, snapped Dunbar. You put down a fare at Palace Mansions at twelve oclock last night?

For one tremendous moment, Brian hesitated, but the good that was in him, or the evil  a consciousness of wrongdoing, or of retribution pending  respect for the law, or fear of its might  decided his course.

I did.

It was a man?

Again Brian, with furtive glance, sought to test his opponent; but his opponent was too strong for him. With Dunbars eyes upon his face, he chose not to lie.

It was a woman.

How was she dressed?

In a fur motor-coat  civet fur.

The man of culture spoke in those two words, civet fur; and Dunbar nodded quickly, his eyes ablaze at the importance of the evidence.

Was she alone?

She was.

What fare did she pay you?

The meter only registered eightpence, but she gave me half-a-crown.

Did she appear to be ill?

Very ill. She wore no hat, and I supposed her to be in evening dress. She almost fell as she got out of the cab, but managed to get into the hall of Palace Mansions quickly enough, looking behind her all the time.

Inspector Dunbar shot out the hypnotic finger again.

She told you to wait! he asserted, positively. Brian looked to right and left, up and down, thrusting his hands into his coat pockets, and taking them out again to stroke his collarless neck. Then:  

She did  yes, he admitted.

But you were bribed to drive away? Dont deny it! Dont dare to trifle with me, or by God! youll spend the night in Brixton Jail!

It was made worth my while, muttered Brian, his voice beginning to break, to hop it.

Who paid you to do it?

A man who had followed all the way in a big car.

Thats it! Describe him!

I cant! No, no! you can threaten as much as you like, but I cant describe him. I never saw his face. He stood behind me on the near side of the cab, and just reached forward and pushed a flyer under my nose.

Inspector Dunbar searched the speakers face closely  and concluded that he was respecting the verity.

How was he dressed?

In black, and thats all I can tell you about him.

You took the money?

I took the money, yes...

What did he say to you?

Simply: Drive off.

Did you take him to be an Englishman from his speech?

No; he was not an Englishman. He had a foreign accent.

French? German?

No, said Brian, looking up and meeting the glance of the fierce eyes. Asiatic!

Inspector Dunbar, closely as he held himself in hand, started slightly.

Are you sure?

Certainly. Before I  when I was younger  I traveled in the East, and I know the voice and intonation of the cultured Oriental.

Can you place him any closer than that?

No, I cant venture to do so. Brians manner was becoming, momentarily, more nearly that of a gentleman. I might be leading you astray if I ventured a guess, but if you asked me to do so, I should say he was a Chinaman.

A CHINAMAN? Dunbars voice rose excitedly.

I think so.

What occurred next?

I turned my cab and drove off out of the Square.

Did you see where the man went?

I didnt. I saw nothing of him beyond his hand.

And his hand?

He wore a glove.

And now, said Dunbar, speaking very slowly, where did you pick up your fare?

In Gillingham Street, near Victoria Station.

From a house?

Yes, from Nurse Proctors.

Nurse Proctors! Who is Nurse Proctor?

Brian shrugged his shoulders in a nonchalant manner, which obviously belonged to an earlier phase of existence.

She keeps a nursing home, he said for ladies.

Do you mean a maternity home?

Not exactly; at least I dont think so. Most of her clients are society ladies, who stay there periodically.

What are you driving at? demanded Dunbar. I have asked you if it is a maternity home.

And I have replied that it isnt. I am only giving you facts; you dont want my surmises.

Who hailed you?

The woman did  the woman in the fur coat. I was just passing the door very slowly when it was flung open with a bang, and she rushed out as though hell were after her. Before I had time to pull up, she threw herself into my cab and screamed: Palace Mansions! Westminster! I reached back and shut the door, and drove right away.

When did you see that you were followed?

We were held up just outside the music hall, and looking back, I saw that my fare was dreadfully excited. It didnt take me long to find out that the cause of her excitement was a big limousine, three or four back in the block of traffic. The driver was some kind of an Oriental, too, although I couldnt make him out very clearly.

Good! snapped Dunbar; thats important! But you saw nothing more of this car?...

I saw it follow me into the Square.

Then where did it wait?

I dont know; I didnt see it again.

Inspector Dunbar nodded rapidly.

Have you ever driven women to or from this Nurse Proctors before?

On two other occasions, I have driven ladies who came from there. I knew they came from there, because it got about amongst us that the tall woman in nurses uniform who accompanied them was Nurse Proctor.

You mean that you didnt take these women actually from the door of the house in Gillingham Street, but from somewhere adjacent?

Yes; they never take a cab from the door. They always walk to the corner of the street with a nurse, and a porter belonging to the house brings their luggage along.

The idea is secrecy?

No doubt. But as I have said, the word was passed round.

Did you know either of these other women?

No; but they were obviously members of good society.

And you drove them?

One to St. Pancras, and one to Waterloo, said Brian, dropping back somewhat into his coarser style, and permitting a slow grin to overspread his countenance.

To catch trains, no doubt?

Not a bit of it! To MEET trains!

You mean?

I mean that their own private cars were waiting for them at the ARRIVAL platform as I drove em up to the DEPARTURE platform, and that they simply marched through the station and pretended to have arrived by train!

Inspector Dunbar took out his notebook and fountain-pen, and began to tap his teeth with the latter, nodding his head at the same time.

You are sure of the accuracy of your last statement? he said, raising his eyes to the other.

I followed one of them, was the reply, and saw her footman gravely take charge of the luggage which I had just brought from Victoria; and a pal of mine followed the other  the Waterloo one, that was.

Inspector Dunbar scribbled busily. Then:  

You have done well to make a clean breast of it, he said. Take a straight tip from me. Keep off the drink!


X

THE GREAT UNDERSTANDING

It was in the afternoon of this same day  a day so momentous in the lives of more than one of Londons millions  that two travelers might have been seen to descend from a first-class compartment of the Dover boat-train at Charing Cross.

They had been the sole occupants of the compartment, and, despite the wide dissimilarity of character to be read upon their countenances, seemed to have struck up an acquaintance based upon mutual amiability and worldly common sense. The traveler first to descend and gallantly to offer his hand to his companion in order to assist her to the platform, was the one whom a casual observer would first have noted.

He was a man built largely, but on good lines; a man past his youth, and somewhat too fleshy; but for all his bulk, there was nothing unwieldy, and nothing ungraceful in his bearing or carriage. He wore a French traveling-coat, conceived in a style violently Parisian, and composed of a wonderful check calculated to have blinded any cutter in Savile Row. From beneath its gorgeous folds protruded the extremities of severely creased cashmere trousers, turned up over white spats which nestled coyly about a pair of glossy black boots. The travelers hat was of velour, silver gray and boasting a partridge feather thrust in its silken band. One glimpse of the outfit must have brought the entire staff of the Tailor and Cutter to an untimely grave.

But if ever man was born who could carry such a make-up, this traveler was he. The face was cut on massive lines, on fleshy lines, clean-shaven, and inclined to pallor. The hirsute blue tinge about the jaw and lips helped to accentuate the virile strength of the long, flexible mouth, which could be humorous, which could be sorrowful, which could be grim. In the dark eyes of the man lay a wealth of experience, acquired in a lifelong pilgrimage among many peoples, and to many lands. His dark brows were heavily marked, and his close-cut hair was splashed with gray.

Let us glance at the lady who accepted his white-gloved hand, and who sprang alertly onto the platform beside him.

She was a woman bordering on the forties, with a face of masculine vigor, redeemed and effeminized, by splendid hazel eyes, the kindliest imaginable. Obviously, the lady was one who had never married, who despised, or affected to despise, members of the other sex, but who had never learned to hate them; who had never grown soured, but who found the world a garden of heedless children  of children who called for mothering. Her athletic figure was clothed in a sensible tweed traveling dress, and she wore a tweed hat pressed well on to her head, and brown boots with the flattest heels conceivable. Add to this a Scotch woolen muffler, and a pair of woolen gloves, and you have a mental picture of the second traveler  a truly incongruous companion for the first.

Joining the crowd pouring in the direction of the exit gates, the two chatted together animatedly, both speaking English, and the man employing that language with a perfect ease and command of words which nevertheless failed to disguise his French nationality. He spoke with an American accent; a phenomenon sometimes observable in one who has learned his English in Paris.

The irritating formalities which beset the returning traveler  and the lady distinctly was of the readily irritated type  were smoothed away by the magic personality of her companion. Porters came at the beck of his gloved hand; guards, catching his eye, saluted and were completely his servants; ticket inspectors yielded to him the deference ordinarily reserved for directors of the line.

Outside the station, then, her luggage having been stacked upon a cab, the lady parted from her companion with assurances, which were returned, that she should hope to improve the acquaintance.

The address to which the French gentleman politely requested the cabman to drive, was that of a sound and old-established hotel in the neighborhood of the Strand, and at no great distance from the station.

Then, having stood bareheaded until the cab turned out into the traffic stream of that busy thoroughfare, the first traveler, whose baggage consisted of a large suitcase, hailed a second cab and drove to the Hotel Astoria  the usual objective of Americans.

Taking leave of him for the moment, let us follow the lady.

Her arrangements were very soon made at the hotel, and having removed some of the travel-stains from her person and partaken of one cup of China tea, respecting the quality whereof she delivered herself of some caustic comments, she walked down into the Strand and mounted to the top of a Victoria bound bus.

That she was not intimately acquainted with London, was a fact readily observable by her fellow passengers; for as the bus went rolling westward, from the large pocket of her Norfolk jacket she took out a guide-book provided with numerous maps, and began composedly to consult its complexities.

When the conductor came to collect her fare, she had made up her mind, and was replacing the guidebook in her pocket.

Put me down by the Storis, Victoria Street, conductor, she directed, and handed him a penny  the correct fare.

It chanced that at about the time, within a minute or so, of the American ladys leaving the hotel, and just as red rays, the harbingers of dusk, came creeping in at the latticed widow of her cozy work-room, Helen Cumberly laid down her pen with a sigh. She stood up, mechanically rearranging her hair as she did so, and crossed the corridor to her bedroom, the window whereof overlooked the Square.

She peered down into the central garden. A common-looking man sat upon a bench, apparently watching the labors of the gardener, which consisted at the moment of the spiking of scraps of paper which disfigured the green carpet of the lawn.

Helen returned to her writing-table and reseated herself. Kindly twilight veiled her, and a chatty sparrow who perched upon the window-ledge pretended that he had not noticed two tears which trembled, quivering, upon the girls lashes. Almost unconsciously, for it was an established custom, she sprinkled crumbs from the tea-tray beside her upon the ledge, whilst the tears dropped upon a written page and two more appeared in turn upon her lashes.

The sparrow supped enthusiastically, being joined in his repast by two talkative companions. As the last fragments dropped from the girls white fingers, she withdrew her hand, and slowly  very slowly  her head sank down, pillowed upon her arms.

For some five minutes she cried silently; the sparrows, unheeded, bade her good night, and flew to their nests in the trees of the Square. Then, very resolutely, as if inspired by a settled purpose, she stood up and recrossed the corridor to her bedroom.

She turned on the lamp above the dressing-table and rapidly removed the traces of her tears, contemplating in dismay a redness of her pretty nose which did not prove entirely amenable to treatment with the powder-puff. Finally, however, she switched off the light, and, going out on to the landing, descended to the door of Henry Lerouxs flat.

In reply to her ring, the maid, Ferris, opened the door. She wore her hat and coat, and beside her on the floor stood a tin trunk.

Why, Ferris! cried Helen are you leaving?

I am indeed, miss! said the girl, independently.

But why? whatever will Mr. Leroux do?

Hell have to do the best he can. Cooks goin too!

What! cook is going?

I am! announced a deep, female voice.

And the cook appeared beside the maid.

But whatever began Helen; then, realizing that she could achieve no good end by such an attitude: Tell Mr. Leroux, she instructed the maid, quietly, that I wish to see him.

Ferris glanced rapidly at her companion, as a man appeared on the landing, to inquire in an abysmal tone, if them boxes was ready to be took? Helen Cumberly forestalled an insolent refusal which the cook, by furtive wink, counseled to the housemaid.

Dont trouble, she said, with an easy dignity reminiscent of her father. I will announce myself.

She passed the servants, crossed the lobby, and rapped upon the study door.

Come in, said the voice of Henry Leroux.

Helen opened the door. The place was in semidarkness, objects being but dimly discernible. Leroux sat in his usual seat at the writing-table. The room was in the utmost disorder, evidently having received no attention since its overhauling by the police. Helen pressed the switch, lighting the two lamps.

Leroux, at last, seemed in his proper element: he exhibited an unhealthy pallor, and it was obvious that no razor had touched his chin for at least three days. His dark blue eyes the eyes of a dreamer  were heavy and dull, with shadows pooled below them. A biscuit-jar, a decanter and a syphon stood half buried in papers on the table.

Why, Mr. Leroux! said Helen, with a deep note of sympathy in her voice you dont mean to say...

Leroux rose, forcing a smile to his haggard face.

You see  much too good, he said. Altogether  too good....

I thought I should find you here, continued the girl, firmly; but I did not anticipate  she indicated the chaos about this! The insolence, the disgraceful, ungrateful insolence, of those women!

Dear, dear, dear! murmured Leroux, waving his hand vaguely; never mind  never mind! They  er  they... I dont want them to stop... and, believe me, I am  er  perfectly comfortable!

You should not be in  THIS room, at all. In fact, you should go right away....

I cannot... my wife may  return  at any moment. His voice shook. I  am expecting her return  hourly....

His gaze sought the table-clock; and he drew his lips very tightly together when the pitiless hands forced upon his mind the fact that the day was marching to its end.

Helen turned her head aside, inhaling deeply, and striving for composure.

Garnham shall come down and tidy up for you, she said, quietly; and you must dine with us.

The outer door was noisily closed by the departing servants.

You are much too good, whispered Leroux, again; and the weary eyes glistened with a sudden moisture. Thank you! Thank you! But  er  I could not dream of disturbing...

Mr. Leroux, said Helen, with all her old firmness Garnham is coming down IMMEDIATELY to put the place in order! And, whilst he is doing so, you are going to prepare yourself for a decent, Christian dinner!

Henry Leroux rested one hand upon the table, looking down at the carpet. He had known for a long time, in a vague fashion, that he lacked something; that his success  a wholly inartistic one  had yielded him little gratification; that the comfort of his home was a purely monetary product and not in any sense atmospheric. He had schooled himself to believe that he liked loneliness  loneliness physical and mental, and that in marrying a pretty, but pleasure-loving girl, he had insured an ideal menage. Furthermore, he honestly believed that he worshiped his wife; and with his present grief at her unaccountable silence was mingled no atom of reproach.

But latterly he had begun to wonder  in his peculiarly indefinite way he had begun to doubt his own philosophy. Was the void in his soul a product of thwarted ambition?  for, whilst he slaved, scrupulously, upon Martin Zeda, he loathed every deed and every word of that Old Man of the Sea. Or could it be that his own being  his nature of Adam  lacked something which wealth, social position, and Mira, his wife, could not yield to him?

Now, a new tone in the voice of Helen Cumberly  a tone different from that compound of good-fellowship and raillery, which he knew  a tone which had entered into it when she had exclaimed upon the state of the room  set his poor, anxious heart thrumming like a lute. He felt a hot flush creeping upon him; his forehead grew damp. He feared to raise his eyes.

Is that a bargain? asked Helen, sweetly.

Henry Leroux found a lump in his throat; but he lifted his untidy head and took the hand which the girl had extended to him. She smiled a bit unnaturally; then every tinge of color faded from her cheeks, and Henry Leroux, unconsciously holding the white hand in a vice-like grip, looked hungrily into the eyes grown suddenly tragic whilst into his own came the light of a great and sorrowful understanding.

God bless you, he said. I will do anything you wish.

Helen released her hand, turned, and ran from the study. Not until she was on the landing did she dare to speak. Then:  

Garnham shall come down immediately. Dont be late for dinner! she called  and there was a hint of laughter and of tears in her voice, of the restraint of culture struggling with rebellious womanhood.


XI

PRESENTING M. GASTON MAX

Not venturing to turn on the light, not daring to look upon her own face in the mirror, Helen Cumberly sat before her dressing-table, trembling wildly. She wanted to laugh, and wanted to cry; but the daughter of Seton Cumberly knew what those symptoms meant and knew how to deal with them. At the end of an interval of some four or five minutes, she rang.

The maid opened the door.

Dont light up, Merton, she said, composedly. I want you to tell Garnham to go down to Mr. Lerouxs and put the place in order. Mr. Leroux is dining with us.

The girl withdrew; and Helen, as the door closed, pressed the electric switch. She stared at her reflection in the mirror as if it were the face of an enemy, then, turning her head aside, sat deep in reflection, biting her lip and toying with the edge of the white doily.

You little traitor! she whispered, through clenched teeth. You little traitor  and hypocrite  sobs began to rise in her throat and fool!

Five more minutes passed in a silent conflict. A knock announced the return of the maid; and the girl reentered, placing upon the table a visiting-card:  

DENISE RYLAND ATELIER 4, RUE DU COQ DOR, MONTMARTRE, PARIS.

Helen Cumberly started to her feet with a stifled exclamation and turned to the maid; her face, to which the color slowly had been returning, suddenly blanched anew.

Denise Ryland! she muttered, still holding the card in her hand, why  thats Mrs. Lerouxs friend, with whom she had been staying in Paris! Whatever can it mean?

Shall I show her in here, please? asked the maid.

Yes, in here, replied Helen, absently; and, scarcely aware that she had given instructions to that effect, she presently found herself confronted by the lady of the boat-train!

Miss Cumberly? said the new arrival in a pleasant American voice.

Yes  I am Helen Cumberly. Oh! I am so glad to know you at last! I have often pictured you; for Mira  Mrs. Leroux  is always talking about you, and about the glorious times you have together! I have sometimes longed to join you in beautiful Paris. How good of you to come back with her!

Miss Ryland unrolled the Scotch muffler from her throat, swinging her head from side to side in a sort of spuriously truculent manner, quite peculiarly her own. Her keen hazel eyes were fixed upon the face of the girl before her. Instinctively and immediately she liked Helen Cumberly; and Helen felt that this strong-looking, vaguely masculine woman, was an old, intimate friend, although she had never before set eyes upon her.

Hm! said Miss Ryland. I have come from Paris  she punctuated many of her sentences with wags of the head as if carefully weighing her words especially (pause) to see you (pause and wag of head) I am glad... to find that... you are the thoroughly sensible... kind of girl that I... had imagined, from the accounts which... I have had of you....

She seated herself in an armchair.

Had of me from Mira? asked Helen.

Yes... from Mrs. Leroux.

How delightful it must be for you to have her with you so often! Marriage, as a rule, puts an end to that particular sort of good-time, doesnt it?

It does... very properly... too. No MAN... no MAN in his ... right senses... would permit... his wife... to gad about in Paris with another... girl (she presumably referred to herself) whom HE had only met... casually... and did not like...

What! do you mean that Mr. Leroux doesnt like you? I cant believe that!

Then the sooner... you believe it... the better.

It can only be that he does not know you, properly?

He has no wish... to know me... properly; and I have no desire... to cultivate... the... friendship of such... a silly being.

Helen Cumberly was conscious that a flush was rising from her face to her brow, and tingling in the very roots of her hair. She was indignant with herself and turned, aside, bending over her table in order to conceal this ill-timed embarrassment from her visitor.

Poor Mr. Leroux! she said, speaking very rapidly; I think it awfully good of him, and sporty, to allow his wife so much liberty.

Sporty! said Miss Ryland, head wagging and nostrils distended in scorn. Idi-otic... I should call it.

Why?

Helen Cumberly, perfectly composed again, raised her clear eyes to her visitor.

You seem so... thoroughly sensible, except in regard to... Harry Leroux;  and ALL women, with a few... exceptions, are FOOLS where the true... character of a MAN is concerned  that I will take you right into my confidence.

Her speech lost its quality of syncopation; the whole expression of her face changed; and in the hazel eyes a deep concern might be read.

My dear, she stood up, crossed to Helens side, and rested her artistic looking hands upon the girls shoulder. Harry Leroux stands upon the brink of a great tragedy  a lifes tragedy!

Helen was trembling slightly again.

Oh, I know! she whispered I know

You know?

There was surprise in Miss Rylands voice.

Yes, I have seen them  watched them  and I know that the police think...

Police! What are you talking about  the police?

Helen looked up with a troubled face.

The murder! she began...

Miss Ryland dropped into a chair which, fortunately, stood close behind her, with a face suddenly set in an expression of horror. She began to understand, now, a certain restraint, a certain ominous shadow, which she had perceived, or thought she had perceived, in the atmosphere of this home, and in the manner of its occupants.

My dear girl, she began, and the old nervous, jerky manner showed itself again, momentarily, remember that... I left Paris by ... the first train, this morning, and have simply been... traveling right up to the present moment....

Then you have not heard? You dont know that a  murder  has been committed?

MURDER! Not  not...

Not any one connected with Mr. Leroux; no, thank God! but it was done in his flat....

Miss Ryland brushed a whisk of straight hair back from her brow with a rough and ungraceful movement.

My dear, she began, taking a French telegraphic form from her pocket, you see this message? Its one which reached me at an unearthly hour this morning from Harry Leroux. It was addressed to his wife at my studio; therefore, as her friend, I opened it. Mira Leroux has actually visited me there twice since her marriage

Twice! Helen rose slowly to her feet, with horrified eyes fixed upon the speaker.

Twice I said! I have not seen her, and have rarely heard from her, for nearly twelve months, now! Therefore I packed up post-haste and here I am! I came to you, because, from what little I have heard of you, and of your father, I judged you to be the right kind of friends to consult....

You have not seen her for twelve months?

Helens voice was almost inaudible, and she was trembling dreadfully.

Thats a fact, my dear. And now, what are we going to tell Harry Leroux?

It was a question, the answer to which was by no means evident at a glance; and leaving Helen Cumberly face to face with this new and horrible truth which had brought Denise Ryland hotfoot from Paris to London, let us glance, for a moment, into the now familiar room of Detective-Inspector Dunbar at Scotland Yard.

He had returned from his interrogation of Brian; and he received the report of Sowerby, respecting the late Mrs. Vernons maid. The girl, Sergeant Sowerby declared, was innocent of complicity, and could only depose to the fact that her late mistress took very little luggage with her on the occasions of her trips to Scotland. With his notebook open before him upon the table, Dunbar was adding this slight item to his notes upon the case, when the door opened, and the uniformed constable entered, saluted, and placed an envelope in the Inspectors hand.

From the commissioner! said Sowerby, significantly.

With puzzled face, Dunbar opened the envelope and withdrew the commissioners note. It was very brief:  

M. Gaston Max, of the Paris Police, is joining you in the Palace Mansions murder case. You will cooperate with him from date above.

MAX! said Dunbar, gazing astoundedly at his subordinate.

Certainly it was a name which might well account for the amazement written upon the inspectors face; for it was the name of admittedly the greatest criminal investigator in Europe!

What the devil has the case to do with the French police? muttered Sowerby, his ruddy countenance exhibiting a whole history of wonderment.

The constable, who had withdrawn, now reappeared, knocking deferentially upon the door, throwing it open, and announcing:

Mr. Gaston Max, to see Detective-Inspector Dunbar.

Bowing courteously upon the threshold, appeared a figure in a dazzling check traveling-coat  a figure very novel, and wholly unforgettable.

I am honored to meet a distinguished London colleague, he said in perfect English, with a faint American accent.

Dunbar stepped across the room with outstretched hand, and cordially shook that of the famous Frenchman.

I am the more honored, he declared, gallantly playing up to the others courtesy. This is Detective-Sergeant Sowerby, who is acting with me in the case.

M. Gaston Max bowed low in acknowledgment of the introduction.

It is a pleasure to meet Detective-Sergeant Sowerby, he declared.

These polite overtures being concluded then, and the door being closed, the three detectives stood looking at one another in momentary silence. Then Dunbar spoke with blunt directness:

I am very pleased to have you with us, Mr. Max, he said; but might I ask what your presence in London means?

M. Gaston Max shrugged in true Gallic fashion.

It means, monsieur, he said,   murder  and MR. KING!


XII

MR. GIANAPOLIS

It will prove of interest at this place to avail ourselves of an opportunity denied to the police, and to inquire into the activities of Mr. Soames, whilom employee of Henry Leroux.

Luke Soames was a man of unpleasant character; a man ever seeking advancement  advancement to what he believed to be an ideal state, viz.: the possession of a competency; and to this ambition he subjugated all conflicting interests  especially the interests of others. From narrow but honest beginnings, he had developed along lines ever growing narrower until gradually honesty became squeezed out. He formed the opinion that wealth was unobtainable by dint of hard work; and indeed in a man of his limited intellectual attainments, this was no more than true.

At the period when he becomes of interest, he had just discovered himself a gentleman-at-large by reason of his dismissal from the services of a wealthy bachelor, to whose establishment in Piccadilly he had been attached in the capacity of valet. There was nothing definite against his character at this time, save that he had never remained for long in any one situation.

His experience was varied, if his references were limited; he had served not only as valet, but also as chauffeur, as steward on an ocean liner, and, for a limited period, as temporary butler in an American household at Nice.

Soames banking account had increased steadily, but not at a rate commensurate with his ambitions; therefore, when entering his name and qualifications in the books of a certain exclusive employment agency in Mayfair he determined to avail himself, upon this occasion, of his comparative independence by waiting until kindly Fate should cast something really satisfactory in his path.

Such an opening occurred very shortly after his first visit to the agent. He received a card instructing him to call at the office in order to meet a certain Mr. Gianapolis. Quitting his rooms in Kennington, Mr. Soames, attired in discreet black, set out to make the acquaintance of his hypothetical employer.

He found Mr. Gianapolis to be a little and very swarthy man, who held his head so low as to convey the impression of having a pronounced stoop; a man whose well-cut clothes and immaculate linen could not redeem his appearance from a constitutional dirtiness. A jet black mustache, small, aquiline features, an engaging smile, and very dark brown eyes, viciously crossed, made up a personality incongruous with his sheltering silk hat, and calling aloud for a tarboosh and a linen suit, a shop in a bazaar, or a part in the campaign of commercial brigandage which, based in the Levant, spreads its ramifications throughout the Orient, Near and Far.

Mr. Gianapolis had the suave speech and smiling manner. He greeted Soames not as one greets a prospective servant, but as one welcomes an esteemed acquaintance. Following a brief chat, he proposed an adjournment to a neighboring saloon bar; and there, over cocktails, he conversed with Mr. Soames as one crook with another.

Soames was charmed, fascinated, yet vaguely horrified; for this man smilingly threw off the cloak of hypocrisy from his companions shoulders, and pretended, with the skill of his race, equally to nudify his own villainy.

My dear Mr. Soames! he said, speaking almost perfect English, but with the sing-song intonation of the Greek, and giving all his syllables an equal value you are the man I am looking for; and I can make your fortune.

This was entirely in accordance with Mr. Soames own views, and he nodded, respectfully.

I know, continued Gianapolis, proffering an excellent Egyptian cigarette, that you were cramped in your last situation  that you were misunderstood...

Soames, cigarette in hand, suppressed a start, and wondered if he were turning pale. He selected a match with nervous care.

The little matter of the silver spoons, continued Gianapolis, smiling fraternally, was perhaps an error of judgment. Although  patting the startled Soames upon the shoulder they were a legitimate perquisite; I am not blaming you. But it takes so long to accumulate a really useful balance in that petty way. Now  he glanced cautiously about him I can offer you a post under conditions which will place you above the consideration of silver spoons!

Soames, hastily finishing his cocktail, sought for words; but Gianapolis, finishing his own, blandly ordered two more, and, tapping Soames upon the knee, continued:

Then that matter of the petty cash, and those trifling irregularities in the wine-bill, you remember?  when you were with Colonel Hewett in Nice?...

Soames gripped the counter hard, staring at the newly arrived cocktail as though it were hypnotizing him.

These little matters, added Gianapolis, appreciatively sipping from his own glass, which would weigh heavily against your other references, in the event of their being mentioned to any prospective employer...

Soames knew beyond doubt that his face was very pale indeed.

These little matters, then, pursued Gianapolis, all go to prove to ME that you are a man of enterprise and spirit  that you are the very man I require. Now I can offer you a post in the establishment of Mr. Henry Leroux, the novelist. The service will be easy. You will be required to attend to callers and to wait at table upon special occasions. There will be no valeting, and you will have undisputed charge of the pantry and wine-cellar. In short, you will enjoy unusual liberty. The salary, you would say? It will be the same as that which you received from Mr. Mapleson...

Soames raised his head drearily; he felt himself in the toils; he felt himself a mined man.

It isnt a salary, he began, which...

My dear Mr. Soames, said Gianapolis, tapping him confidentially upon the knee again my dear Soames, it isnt the salary, I admit, which you enjoyed whilst in the services of Colonel Hewett in a similar capacity. But this is not a large establishment, and the duties are light. Furthermore, there will be  extras.

Extras?

Mr. Soames eye brightened, and under the benignant influence of the cocktails his courage began to return.

I do not refer, smiled Mr. Gianapolis, to perquisites! The extras will be monetary. Another two pounds per week...

Two pounds!

Bringing your salary up to a nice round figure; the additional amount will be paid to you from another source. You will receive the latter payment quarterly...

From  from...

From me! said Mr. Gianapolis, smiling radiantly. Now, I know you are going to accept; that is understood between us. I will give you the address  Palace Mansions, Westminster  at which you must apply; and I will tell you what little services will be required from you in return for this additional emolument.

Mr. Soames hurriedly finished his second cocktail. Mr. Gianapolis, in true sporting fashion, kept pace with him and repeated the order.

You will take charge of the mail! he whispered softly, one irregular eye following the movements of the barmaid, and the other fixed almost fiercely upon the face of Soames. At certain times  of which you will be notified in advance  Mrs. Leroux will pay visits to Paris. At such times, all letters addressed to her, or re-addressed to her, will not be posted! You will ring me up when such letters come into your possession  they must ALL come into your possession!  and I will arrange to meet you, say at the corner of Victoria Street, to receive them. You understand?

Mr. Soames understood, and thus far found his plastic conscience marching in step with his inclinations.

Then, resumed Gianapolis, prior to her departure on these occasions, Mrs. Leroux will hand you a parcel. This also you will bring to me at the place arranged. Do you find anything onerous in these conditions?

Not at all, muttered Soames, a trifle unsteadily; it seems all right  the cocktails were beginning to speak now, and his voice was a duet simply perfectly all right  all square.

Good! said Mr. Gianapolis with his radiant smile; and the gaze of his left eye, crossing that of its neighbor, observed the entrance of a stranger into the bar. He drew his stool closer and lowered his voice:

Mrs. Leroux, he continued, will be in your confidence. Mr. Leroux and every one else  EVERY ONE else  must not suspect the arrangement...

Certainly  I quite understand...

Mrs. Leroux will engage you this afternoon  her husband is a mere cipher in the household  and you will commence your duties on Monday. Later in the week, Wednesday or Thursday, we will meet by appointment, and discuss further details.

Where can I see you?

Ring up this number: 18642 East, and ask for Mr. King. No! dont write it down; remember it! I will come to the telephone, and arrange a meeting.

Shortly after this, then, the interview concluded; and later in the afternoon of that day Mr. Soames presented himself at Palace Mansions.

He was received by Mrs. Leroux  a pretty woman with a pathetically weak mouth. She had fair hair, not very abundant, and large eyes; which, since they exhibited the unusual phenomenon, in a blonde, of long dark lashes (Mr. Soames judged their blackness to be natural), would have been beautiful had they not been of too light a color, too small in the pupils, and utterly expressionless. Indeed, her whole face lacked color, as did her personality, and the exquisite tea-gown which she wore conveyed that odd impression of slovenliness, which is often an indication of secret vice. She was quite young and indisputably pretty, but this malproprete, together with a certain aimlessness of manner, struck an incongruous note; for essentially she was of a type which for its complement needs vivacity.

Mr. Soames, a man of experience, scented an intrigue and a neglectful husband. Since he was engaged on the spot without reference to the invisible Leroux, he was immediately confirmed in the latter part of his surmise. He departed well satisfied with his affairs, and with the promise of the future, over which Mr. Gianapolis, the cherubic, radiantly presided.


XIII

THE DRAFT ON PARIS

For close upon a month Soames performed the duties imposed upon him in the household of Henry Leroux. He was unable to discover, despite a careful course of inquiry from the cook and the housemaid, that Mrs. Leroux frequently absented herself. But the servants were newly engaged, for the flat in Palace Mansions had only recently been leased by the Leroux. He gathered that they had formerly lived much abroad, and that their marriage had taken place in Paris. Mrs. Leroux had been to visit a friend in the French capital once, he understood, since the housemaid had been in her employ.

The mistress (said the housemaid) did not care twopence-hapenny for her husband; she had married him for his money, and for nothing else. She had had an earlier love (declared the cook) and was pining away to a mere shadow because of her painful memories. During the last six months (the period of the cooks service) Mrs. Leroux had altered out of all recognition. The cook was of opinion that she drank secretly.

Of Mr. Leroux, Soames formed the poorest opinion. He counted him a spiritless being, whose world was bounded by his book-shelves, and whose wife would be a fool if she did not avail herself of the liberty which his neglect invited her to enjoy. Soames felt himself, not a snake in the grass, but a benefactor  a friend in need  a champion come to the defense of an unhappy and persecuted woman.

He wondered when an opportunity should arise which would enable him to commence his chivalrous operations; almost daily he anticipated instructions to the effect that Mrs. Leroux would be leaving for Paris immediately. But the days glided by and the weeks glided by, without anything occurring to break the monotony of the Leroux household.

Mr. Soames sought an opportunity to express his respectful readiness to Mrs. Leroux; but the lady was rarely visible outside her own apartments until late in the day, when she would be engaged in preparing for the serious business of the evening: one night a dance, another, a bridge-party; so it went. Mr. Leroux rarely joined her upon these festive expeditions, but clung to his study like Diogenes to his tub.

Great was Mr. Soames contempt; bitter were the reproaches of the cook; dark were the predictions of the housemaid.

At last, however, Soames, feeling himself neglected, seized an opportunity which offered to cement the secret bond (the TOO secret bond) existing between himself and the mistress of the house.

Meeting her one afternoon in the lobby, which she was crossing on the way from her bedroom to the drawing-room, he stood aside to let her pass, whispering:

At your service, whenever you are ready, madam!

It was a non-committal remark, which, if she chose to keep up the comedy, he could explain away by claiming it to refer to the summoning of the car from the garage  for Mrs. Leroux was driving out that afternoon.

She did not endeavor to evade the occult meaning of the words, however. In the wearily dreamy manner which, when first he had seen her, had aroused Soames respectful interest, she raised her thin hand to her hair, slowly pressing it back from her brow, and directed her big eyes vacantly upon him.

Yes, Soames, she said (her voice had a faraway quality in keeping with the rest of her personality), Mr. King speaks well of you. But please do not refer again to  she glanced in a manner at once furtive and sorrowful, in the direction of the study-door to the ... little arrangement of...

She passed on, with the slow, gliding gait, which, together with her fragility, sometimes lent her an almost phantomesque appearance.

This was comforting, in its degree; since it proved that the smiling Gianapolis had in no way misled him (Soames). But as a man of business, Mr. Soames was not fully satisfied. He selected an evening when Mrs. Leroux was absent  and indeed she was absent almost every evening, for Leroux entertained but little. The cook and the housemaid were absent, also; therefore, to all intents and purposes, Soames had the flat to himself; since Henry Leroux counted in that establishment, not as an entity, but rather as a necessary, if unornamental, portion of the fittings.

Standing in the lobby, Soames raised the telephone receiver, and having paused with closed eyes preparing the exact form of words in which he should address his invisible employer, he gave the number: East 18642.

Following a brief delay:  

Yes, came a nasal voice, who is it?

Soames! I want to speak to Mr. King!

The words apparently surprised the man at the other end of the wire, for he hesitated ere inquiring:  

What did you say your name was?

Soames  Luke Soames.

Hold on!

Soames, with closed eyes, and holding the receiver to his ear, silently rehearsed again the exact wording of his speech. Then:  

Hullo! came another voice is that Mr. Soames?

Yes! Is that Mr. Gianapolis speaking?

It is, my dear Soames! replied the sing-song voice; and Soames, closing his eyes again, had before him a mental picture of the radiantly smiling Greek.

Yes, my dear Soames, continued Gianapolis; here I am. I hope you are quite well  perfectly well?

I am perfectly well, thank you; but as a man of business, it has occurred to me that failing a proper agreement  which in this case I know would be impossible  a trifling advance on the first quarters...

On your salary, my dear Soames! On your salary? Payment for the first quarter shall be made to you to-morrow, my dear Soames! Why ever did you not express the wish before? Certainly, certainly!...

Will it be sent to me?

My dear fellow! How absurd you are! Can you get out to-morrow evening about nine oclock?

Yes, easily.

Then I will meet you at the corner of Victoria Street, by the hotel, and hand you your first quarters salary. Will that be satisfactory?

Perfectly, said Soames, his small eyes sparkling with avarice. Most decidedly, Mr. Gianapolis. Many thanks....

And by the way, continued the other, it is rather fortunate that you rang me up this evening, because it has saved me the trouble of ringing you up.

What?  Soames eyes half closed, from the bottom lids upwards: there is something...

There is a trifling service which I require of you  yes, my dear Soames.

Is it?...

We will discuss the matter to-morrow evening. Oh! it is a mere trifle. So good-by for the present.

Soames, with the fingers of his two hands interlocked before him, and his thumbs twirling rapidly around one another, stood in the lobby, gazing reflectively at the rug-strewn floor. He was working out in his mind how handsomely this first payment would show up on the welcome side of his passbook. Truly, he was fortunate in having met the generous Gianapolis....

He thought of a trifling indiscretion committed at the expense of one Mr. Mapleson, and of the wine-bill of Colonel Hewett; and he thought of the apparently clairvoyant knowledge of the Greek. A cloud momentarily came between his perceptive and the rosy horizon.

But nearer to the foreground of the mental picture, uprose a left-hand page of his pass book; and its tidings of great joy, written in clerkly hand, served to dispel the cloud.

Soames sighed in gentle rapture, and, soft-footed, passed into his own room.

Certainly his duties were neither difficult nor unpleasant. The mistress of the house lived apparently in a hazy dream-world of her own, and Mr. Leroux was the ultimate expression of the non-commercial. Mr. Soames could have robbed him every day had he desired to do so; but he had refrained from availing himself even of those perquisites which he considered justly his; for it was evident, to his limited intelligence, that greater profit was to be gained by establishing himself in this household than by weeding-out five shillings here, and half-a-sovereign there, at the risk of untimely dismissal.

Yet  it was a struggle! All Mr. Soames commercial instincts were up in arms against this voice of a greater avarice which counseled abstention. For instance: he could have added half-a-sovereign a week to his earnings by means of a simple arrangement with the local wine merchant. Lerouxs cigars he could have sold by the hundreds; for Leroux, when a friend called, would absently open a new box, entirely forgetful of the fact that a box from which but two  or at most three  cigars had been taken, lay already on the bureau.

Mr. Soames, in order to put his theories to the test, had temporarily abstracted half-a-dozen such boxes from the study and the dining-room and had hidden them. Leroux, finding, as he supposed, that he was out of cigars, had simply ordered Soames to get him some more.

Er  about a dozen boxes  er  Soames, he had said; of the same sort!

Was ever a man of business submitted to such an ordeal? After receiving those instructions, Soames had sat for close upon an hour in his own room, contemplating the six broken boxes, containing in all some five hundred and ninety cigars; but the voice within prevailed; he must court no chance of losing his situation; therefore, he discovered these six boxes in a cupboard  much to Henry Lerouxs surprise!

Then, Leroux regularly sent him to the Charing Cross branch of the London County and Suburban Bank with open checks! Sometimes, he would be sent to pay in, at other times to withdraw; the amounts involved varying from one guinea to 150 pounds! But, as he told himself, on almost every occasion that he went to Lerouxs bank, he was deliberately throwing money away, deliberately closing his eyes to the good fortune which this careless and gullible man cast in his path. He observed a scrupulous honesty in all these dealings, with the result that the bank manager came to regard him as a valuable and trustworthy servant, and said as much to the assistant manager, expressing his wonder that Leroux  whose account occasioned the bank more anxiety, and gave it more work, than that of any other two depositors  had at last engaged a man who would keep his business affairs in order!

And these were but a few of the golden apples which Mr. Soames permitted to slip through his fingers, so steadfast was he in his belief that Gianapolis would be as good as his word, and make his fortune.

Leroux employed no secretary; and his MSS. were typed at his agents office. A most slovenly man in all things, and in business matters especially, he was the despair, not only of his banker, but of his broker; he was a man who, in professional parlance, deserved to be robbed. It is improbable that he had any but the haziest ideas, at any particular time, respecting the state of his bank balance and investments. He detested the writing of business letters, and was always at great pains to avoid anything in the nature of a commercial rendezvous. He would sign any document which his lawyer or his broker cared to send him, with simple, unquestioned faith.

His bank he never visited, and his appearance was entirely unfamiliar to the staff. True, the manager knew him slightly, having had two interviews with him: one when the account was opened, and the second when Leroux introduced his solicitor and broker  in order that in the future he might not be troubled in any way with business affairs.

Mr. Soames perceived more and more clearly that the mild deception projected was unlikely to be discovered by its victim; and, at the appointed time, he hastened to the corner of Victoria Street, to his appointment with Gianapolis. The latter was prompt, for Soames perceived his radiant smile afar off.

The saloon bar of the Red Lion was affably proposed by Mr. Gianapolis as a suitable spot to discuss the business. Soames agreed, not without certain inward qualms; for the proximity of the hostelry to New Scotland Yard was a disquieting circumstance.

However, since Gianapolis affected to treat their negotiations in the light of perfectly legitimate business, he put up no protest, and presently found himself seated in a very cozy corner of the saloon bar, with a glass of whisky-and-soda on a little table before him, bubbling in a manner which rendered it an agreeable and refreshing sight in the eyes of Mr. Soames.

You know, said Gianapolis, the gaze of his left eye bisecting that of his right in a most bewildering manner, they call this the tecs tabernacle!

Indeed, said Soames, without enthusiasm; I suppose some of the Scotland Yard men do drop in now and then?

Beyond doubt, my dear Soames.

Soames responded to his companions radiant smile with a smile of his own by no means so pleasant to look upon. Soames had the type of face which, in repose, might be the face of an honest man; but his smile would have led to his instant arrest on any racecourse in Europe: it was the smile of a pick-pocket.

Now, continued Gianapolis, here is a quarters salary in advance.

From a pocket-book, he took a little brown paper envelope and from the brown paper envelope counted out four five-pound notes, five golden sovereigns, one half-sovereign, and ten shillings worth of silver. Soames eyes glittered, delightedly.

A little informal receipt? smiled Gianapolis, raising his eyebrows, satanically. Here on this page of my notebook I have written: Received from Mr. King for service rendered, 26 pounds, being payment, in advance, of amount due on 31st October 19 I have attached a stamp to the page, as you will see, continued Gianapolis, and here is a fountain-pen. Just sign across the stamp, adding to-days date.

Soames complied with willing alacrity; and Gianapolis having carefully blotted the signature, replaced the notebook in his pocket, and politely acknowledged the return of the fountain-pen. Soames, glancing furtively about him, replaced the money in the envelope, and thrust the latter carefully into a trouser pocket.

Now, resumed Gianapolis, we must not permit our affairs of business to interfere with our amusements.

He stepped up to the bar and ordered two more whiskies with soda. These being sampled, business was resumed.

To-morrow, said Gianapolis, leaning forward across the table so that his face almost touched that of his companion, you will be entrusted by Mr. Leroux with a commission....

Soames nodded eagerly, his eyes upon the speakers face.

You will accompany Mrs. Leroux to the bank, continued Gianapolis, in order that she may write a specimen signature, in the presence of the manager, for transmission to the Credit Lyonnais in Paris....

Soames nearly closed his little eyes in his effort to comprehend.

A draft in her favor, continued the Greek, has been purchased by Mr. Lerouxs bank from the Paris bank, and, on presentation of this, a checkbook will be issued to Mrs. Leroux by the Credit Lyonnais in Paris to enable her to draw at her convenience upon that establishment against the said order. Do you follow me?

Soames nodded rapidly, eager to exhibit an intelligent grasp of the situation.

Now  Gianapolis lowered his voice impressively no one at the Charing Cross branch of the London County and Suburban Bank has ever seen Mrs. Leroux!  Oh! we have been careful of that, and we shall be careful in the future. You are known already as an accredited agent of Leroux; therefore  he bent yet closer to Soames ear you will direct the chauffeur to drop you, not at the Strand entrance, but at the side entrance. You follow?

Soames, almost holding his breath, nodded again.

At the end of the court, in which the latter entrance is situated, a lady dressed in the same manner as Mrs. Leroux (this is arranged) will be waiting. Mrs. Leroux will walk straight up the court, into the corridor of Bank Chambers by the back entrance, and from thence out into the Strand. YOU will escort the second lady into the managers office, and she will sign Mira Leroux instead of the real Mira Leroux....

Soames became aware that he was changing color. This was a superior felony, and as such it awed his little mind. It was tantamount to burning his boats. Missing silver spoons and cooked petty cash were trivialities usually expiable at the price of a boot-assisted dismissal; but this  !

You understand? Gianapolis was not smiling, now. There is not the slightest danger. The signature of the lady whom you will meet will be an exact duplicate of the real one; that is, exact enough to deceive a man who is not looking for a forgery. But it would not be exact enough to deceive the French banker  he WILL be looking for a forgery. You follow me? The signature on the checks drawn against the Credit Lyonnais will be the SAME as the specimen forwarded by the London County and Suburban, since they will be written by the same lady  the duplicate Mrs. Leroux. Therefore, the French bank will have no means of detecting the harmless little deception practised upon them, and the English bank, if it should ever see those checks, will raise no question, since the checks will have been honored by the Credit Lyonnais.

Soames finished his whisky-and-soda at a gulp.

Finally, concluded Gianapolis, you will escort the lady out by the front entrance to the Strand. She will leave you and walk in an easterly direction  making some suitable excuse if the manager should insist upon seeing her to the door; and the real Mrs. Leroux will come out by the Strand end of Bank Chambers corridor, and walk back with you around the corner to where the car will be waiting. Perfect?

Quite, said Soames, huskily....

But when, some twenty minutes later, he returned to Palace Mansions, he was a man lost in thought; and he did not entirely regain his wonted composure, and did not entirely shake off the incubus, Doubt, until in his own room he had re-counted the contents of the brown paper envelope. Then:  

Its safe enough, he muttered; and its worth it!

Thus it came about that, on the following morning, Leroux called him into the study and gave him just such instructions as Gianapolis had outlined the evening before.

I am  er  too busy to go myself, Soames, said Leroux, and  er  Mrs. Leroux will shortly be paying a visit to friends in  er  in Paris. So that I am opening a credit there for her. Save so much trouble  and  such a lot of  correspondence  international money orders  and such worrying things. Mr. Smith, the manager, knows you and you will take this letter of authority. The draft I understand has already been purchased.

Mr. Soames was bursting with anxiety to learn the amount of this draft, but could find no suitable opportunity to inquire. The astonishing deception, then, was carried out without anything resembling a hitch. Mrs. Leroux went through with her part in the comedy, in the dreamy manner of a somnambulist; and the duplicate Mrs. Leroux, who waited at the appointed spot, had achieved so startling a resemblance to her prototype, that Mr. Soames became conscious of a craving for a peg of brandy at the moment of setting eyes upon her. However, he braced himself up and saw the business through.

As was to be expected, no questions were raised and no doubts entertained. The bank manager was very courteous and very reserved, and the fictitious Mrs. Leroux equally reserved, indeed, cold. She avoided raising her motor veil, and, immediately the business was concluded, took her departure, Mr. Smith escorting her as far as the door.

She walked away toward Fleet Street, and the respectful attendant, Soames, toward Charing Cross; he rejoined Mrs. Leroux at the door of Bank Chambers, and the two turned the corner and entered the waiting car. Soames was rather nervous; Mrs. Leroux quite apathetic.

Shortly after this event, Soames learnt that the date of Mrs. Lerouxs departure to Paris was definitely fixed. He received from her hands a large envelope.

For Mr. King, she said, in her dreamy fashion; and he noticed that she seemed to be in poorer health than usual. Her mouth twitched strangely; she was a nervous wreck.

Then came her departure, attended by a certain bustle, an appointment with Mr. Gianapolis; and the delivery of the parcel into that gentlemans keeping.

Mrs. Leroux was away for six days on this occasion. Leroux sent her three postcards during that time, and re-addressed some ten or twelve letters which arrived for her. The address in all cases was:

c/o Miss Denise Ryland,

Atelier 4, Rue du Coq dOr,

Montmartre,

Paris.

East 18642 was much in demand that week; and there were numerous meetings between Soames and Gianapolis at the corner of Victoria Street, and numerous whiskies-and-sodas in the Red Lion; for Gianapolis persisted in his patronage of that establishment, apparently for no other reason than because it was dangerously near to Scotland Yard, and an occasional house of call for members of the Criminal Investigation Department.

Thus did Mr. Soames commence his career of duplicity at the flat of Henry Leroux; and for some twelve months before the events which so dramatically interfered with the delightful scheme, he drew his double salary and performed his perfidious work with great efficiency and contentment. Mrs. Leroux paid four other visits to Paris during that time, and always returned in much better spirits, although pale and somewhat haggard looking. It fell to the lot of Soames always to meet her at Charing Cross; but never once, by look or by word, did she proffer, or invite, the slightest exchange of confidence. She apathetically accepted his aid in conducting this intrigue as she would have accepted his aid in putting on her opera-cloak.

The curious Soames had read right through the telephone directory from A to Z in quest of East 18642  only to learn that no such number was published. His ingenuity not being great, he could think of no means to learn the address of the mysterious Mr. King. So keenly had he been impressed with the omniscience of that shadowy being who knew all his past, that he feared to inquire of the Eastern Exchange. His banking account was growing handsomely, and, above all things, he dreaded to kill the goose that laid the golden eggs.

Then came the night which shattered all. Having rung up East 18642 and made an appointment with Gianapolis in regard to some letters for Mrs. Leroux, he had been surprised, on reaching the corner of Victoria Street, to find that Gianapolis was not there! He glanced up at the face of Big Ben. Yes  for the first time during their business acquaintance, Mr. Gianapolis was late!

For close upon twenty minutes, Soames waited, walking slowly up and down. When, at last, coming from the direction of Westminster, he saw the familiar spruce figure.

Eagerly he hurried forward to meet the Greek; but Gianapolis  to the horror and amazement of Soames  affected not to know him! He stepped aside to avoid the stupefied butler, and passed. But, in passing, he hissed these words at Soames:  

Follow to Victoria Street Post Office! Pretend to post letters at next box to me and put them in my hand!

He was gone!

Soames, dazed at this new state of affairs, followed him at a discreet distance. Gianapolis ran up the Post Office steps briskly, and Soames, immediately afterwards, ascended also  furtively. Gianapolis was taking out a number of letters from his pocket.

Soames walked across to the Country box on his right, and affected to scrutinize the addresses on the envelopes of Mrs. Lerouxs correspondence.

Gianapolis, on the pretense of posting a country letter, reached out and snatched the correspondence from Soames hand. The gaze of his left eye crookedly sought the face of the butler.

Go home! whispered Gianapolis; be cautious!


XIV

EAST 18642

In a pitiable state of mind, Soames walked away from the Post Office. Gianapolis had hurried off in the direction of Victoria Station. Something was wrong! Some part of the machine, of the dimly divined machine whereof he formed a cog, was out of gear. Since the very nature of this machine  its construction and purpose, alike  was unknown to Soames, he had no basis upon which to erect surmises for good or ill.

His timid inquiries into the identity of East 18642 had begun and terminated with his labored perusal of the telephone book, a profitless task which had occupied him for the greater part of an evening.

The name, Gianapolis, did not appear at all; whereas there proved to be some two hundred and ninety Kings. But, oddly, only four of these were on the Eastern Exchange; one was a veterinary surgeon; one a boat-builder; and a third a teacher of dancing. The fourth, an engineer, seemed a possible to Soames, although his published number was not 18642; but a brief  a very brief  conversation, convinced the butler that this was not his man.

He had been away from the flat for over an hour, and he doubted if even the lax sense of discipline possessed by Mr. Leroux would enable that gentleman to overlook this irregularity. Soames had a key of the outer door, and he built his hopes upon the possibility that Leroux had not noticed his absence and would not hear his return.

He opened the door very quietly, but had scarcely set his foot in the lobby ere the dreadful, unforgettable scene met his gaze.

For more years than he could remember, he had lived in dread of the law; and, in Luke Soames philosophy, the words Satan and Detective were interchangeable. Now, before his eyes, was a palpable, unmistakable police officer; and on the floor...

Just one glimpse he permitted himself  and, in a voice that seemed to reach him from a vast distance, the detective was addressing HIM!...

Slinking to his room, with his craven heart missing every fourth beat, and his mind in chaos, Soames sank down upon the bed, locked his hands together and hugged them, convulsively, between his knees.

It was come! He had overstepped that almost invisible boundary-line which divides indiscretion from crime. He knew now that the voice within him, the voice which had warned him against Gianapolis and against becoming involved in what dimly he had perceived to be an elaborate scheme, had been, not the voice of cowardice (as he had supposed) but that of prudence.

And it was too late. The dead woman, he told himself  he had been unable to see her very clearly  undoubtedly was Mrs. Leroux. What in Gods name had happened! Probably her husband had killed her... which meant? It meant that proofs  PROOFS  were come into his possession; and who should be involved, entangled in the meshes of this fallen conspiracy, but himself, Luke Soames!

As must be abundantly evident, Soames was not a criminal of the daring type; he did not believe in reaching out for anything until he was well assured that he could, if necessary, draw back his hand. This last venture, this regrettable venture  this ruinous venture  had been a mistake. He had entered into it under the glamour of Gianapolis personality. Of what use, now, to him was his swelling bank balance?

But in justice to the mental capacity of Soames, it must be admitted that he had not entirely overlooked such a possibility as this; he had simply refrained, for the good of his health, from contemplating it.

Long before, he had observed, with interest, that, should an emergency arise (such as a fire), a means of egress had been placed by the kindly architect adjacent to his bedroom window. Thus, his departure on the night of the murder was not the fruit of a sudden scheme, but of one well matured.

Closing and locking his bedroom door, Soames threw out upon the bed the entire contents of his trunk; selected those things which he considered indispensable, and those which might constitute clues. He hastily packed his grip, and, with a last glance about the room and some seconds of breathless listening at the door, he attached to the handle a long piece of cord, which at some time had been tied about his trunk, and, gently opening the window, lowered the grip into the courtyard beneath. The light he had already extinguished, and with the conviction dwelling in his bosom that in some way he was become accessory to a murder  that he was a man shortly to be pursued by the police of the civilized world  he descended the skeleton lift-shaft, picked up his grip, and passed out under the archway into the lane at the back of Palace Mansions and St. Andrews Mansions.

He did not proceed in the direction which would have brought him out into the Square, but elected to emerge through the other end. At exactly the moment that Inspector Dunbar rushed into his vacated room, Mr. Soames, grip in hand, was mounting to the top of a southward bound bus at the corner of Parliament Street!

He was conscious of a need for reflection. He longed to sit in some secluded spot in order to think. At present, his brain was a mere whirligig, and all things about him seemingly danced to the same tune. Stationary objects were become unstable in the eyes of Soames, and the solid earth, burst free of its moorings, no longer afforded him a safe foothold. There was a humming in his ears; and a mist floated before his eyes. By the time that the motor-bus was come to the south side of the bridge, Soames had succeeded in slowing down his mental roundabout in some degree; and now he began grasping at the flying ideas which the diminishing violence of his brain storm enabled him, vaguely, to perceive.

The first fruits of his reflections were bitter. He viewed the events of the night in truer focus; he saw that by his flight he had sealed his fate  had voluntarily outlawed himself. It became frightfully evident to him that he dared not seek to draw from his bank, that he dared not touch even his modest Post Office account. With the exception of some twenty-five shillings in his pocket, he was penniless!

How could he hope to fly the country, or even to hide himself, without money?

He glanced suspiciously about the bus; for he perceived that an old instinct had prompted him to mount one which passed the Oval  a former point of debarkation when he lived in rooms near Kennington Park. Someone might recognize him!

Furtively, he scanned his fellow passengers, but perceived no acquaintance.

What should he do  where should he go? It was a desperate situation.

The inspector who had cared to study that furtive, isolated figure, could not have failed to mark it for that of a hunted man.

At Kennington Gate the bus made a halt. Soames glanced at the clock on the corner. It was close upon one A. M. Where in heavens name should he go? What a fool he had been to come to this district where he was known!

Stay! There was one man in London, surely, who must be almost as keenly interested in the fate of Luke Soames as Luke Soames himself ... Gianapolis!

Soames sprang up and hurried off the bus. No public telephone box would be available at that hour, but dire need spurred his slow mind and also lent him assurance. He entered the office of the taxicab depot on the next corner, and, from the man whom he found in charge, solicited and obtained the favor of using the telephone. Lifting the receiver, he asked for East 18642.

The seconds that elapsed, now, were as hours of deathly suspense to the man at the telephone. If the number should be engaged!... If the exchange could get no reply!...

Hullo! said a nasal voice who is it?

It is Soames  and I want to speak to Mr. King!

He lowered his tone as much as possible, almost whispering his own name. He knew the voice which had answered him; it was the same that he always heard when ringing up East 18642. But would Gianapolis come to the telephone? Suddenly  

Is that Soames? spoke the sing-song voice of the Greek.

Yes, yes!

Where are you?

At Kennington.

Are they following you?

No  I dont think so, at least; what am I to do? Where am I to go?

Get to Globe Road  near Stratford Bridge, East, without delay. But whatever you do, see that you are not followed! Globe Road is the turning immediately beyond the Railway Station. It is not too late, perhaps, to get a bus or tram, for some part of the way, at any rate. But even if the last is gone, dont take a cab; walk. When you get to Globe Road, pass down on the left-hand side, and, if necessary, right to the end. Make sure you are not followed, then walk back again. You will receive a signal from an open door. Come right in. Good-by.

Soames replaced the receiver on the hook, uttering a long-drawn sigh of relief. The arbiter of his fortunes had not failed him!

Thank you very much! he said to the man in charge of the office, who had been bending over his books and apparently taking not the slightest interest in the telephone conversation. Soames placed twopence, the price of the call, on the desk. Good night.

Good night.

He hastened out of the gate and across the road. An electric tramcar which would bear him as far as the Elephant-and-Castle was on the point of starting from the corner. Grip in hand, Soames boarded the car and mounted to the top deck. He was in some doubt respecting his mode of travel from the next point onward, but the night was fine, even if he had to walk, and his reviving spirits would cheer him with visions of a golden future!

His money!  That indeed was a bitter draught: the loss of his hardly earned savings! But he was now established  linked by a common secret  in partnership with Gianapolis; he was one of that mysterious, obviously wealthy group which arranged drafts on Paris  which could afford to pay him some hundreds of pounds per annum for such a trifling service as juggling the mail!

Mr. King!  If Gianapolis were only the servant, what a magnificent man of business must be hidden beneath the cognomen, Mr. King! And he was about to meet that lord of mystery. Fear and curiosity were oddly blended in the anticipation.

By great good fortune, Soames arrived at the Elephant-and-Castle in time to catch an eastward bound motor-bus, a bus which would actually carry him to the end of Globe Road. He took his seat on top, and with greater composure than he had known since his dramatic meeting with Gianapolis in Victoria Street, lighted one of Mr. Lerouxs cabanas (with which he invariably kept his case filled) and settled down to think about the future.

His reflections served apparently to shorten the journey; and Soames found himself proceeding along Globe Road  a dark and uninviting highway  almost before he realized that London Bridge had been traversed. It was now long past one oclock; and that part of the east-end showed dreary and deserted. Public houses had long since ejected their late guests, and even those argumentative groups, which, after closing-time, linger on the pavements, within the odor Bacchanalian, were dispersed. The jauntiness was gone, now, from Soames manner, and aware of a marked internal depression, he passed furtively along the pavement with its long shadowy reaches between the islands of light formed by the street lamps. From patch to patch he passed, and each successive lamp that looked down upon him found him more furtive, more bent in his carriage.

Not a shop nor a house exhibited any light. Sleeping Globe Road, East, served to extinguish the last poor spark of courage within Soames bosom. He came to the extreme end of the road without having perceived a beckoning hand, without having detected a sound to reveal that his advent was observed. In the shadow of a wall he stopped, resting his grip upon the pavement and looking back upon his tracks.

No living thing moved from end to end of Globe Road.

Shivering slightly, Soames picked up the bag and began to walk back. Less than half-way along, an icy chill entered into his veins, and his nerves quivered like piano wires, for a soft crying of his name came, eerie, through the silence, and terrified the hearer.

SOAMES!... SOAMES!...

Soames stopped dead, breathing very rapidly, and looking about him right and left. He could hear the muted pulse of sleeping London. Then, in the dark doorway of the house before which he stood, he perceived, dimly, a motionless figure. His first sensation was not of relief, but of fear. The figure raised a beckoning hand. Soames, conscious that his course was set and that he must navigate it accordingly, opened the iron gate, passed up the path and entered the house to which he thus had been summoned....

He found himself surrounded by absolute darkness, and the door was closed behind him.

Straight ahead, Soames! said the familiar voice of Gianapolis out of the darkness.

Soames, with a gasp of relief, staggered on. A hand rested upon his shoulder, and he was guided into a room on the right of the passage. Then an electric lamp was lighted, and he found himself confronting the Greek.

But Gianapolis was no longer radiant; all the innate evil of the man shone out through the smirking mask.

Sit down, Soames! he directed.

Soames, placing his bag upon the floor, seated himself in a cane armchair. The room was cheaply furnished as an office, with a roll-top desk, a revolving chair, and a filing cabinet. On a side-table stood a typewriter, and about the room were several other chairs, whilst the floor was covered with cheap linoleum. Gianapolis sat in the revolving chair, staring at the lowered blinds of the window, and brushing up the points of his black mustache.

With a fine white silk handkerchief Soames gently wiped the perspiration from his forehead and from the lining of his hat-band. Gianapolis began abruptly:  

There has been an  accident (he continued to brush his mustache, with increasing rapidity). Tell me all that took place after you left the Post Office.

Soames nervously related his painful experiences of the evening, whilst Gianapolis drilled his mustache to a satanic angle. The story being concluded:

Whatever has happened? groaned Soames; and what am I to do?

What you are to do, replied Gianapolis, will be arranged, my dear Soames, by  Mr. King. Where you are to go, is a problem shortly settled: you are to go nowhere; you are to stay here....

Here!

Soames gazed drearily about the room.

Not exactly here  this is merely the office; but at our establishment proper in Limehouse....

Limehouse!

Certainly. Although you seem to be unaware of the fact, Soames, there are some charming resorts in Limehouse; and your duties, for the present, will confine you to one of them.

But  but, hesitated Soames, the police...

Unless my information is at fault, said Gianapolis, the police have no greater chance of paying us a visit, now, than they had formerly....

But Mrs. Leroux...

Mrs. Leroux!

Gianapolis twirled around in the chair, his eyes squinting demoniacally: Mrs. Leroux!

She  she...

What about Mrs. Leroux?

Isnt she dead?

Dead! Mrs. Leroux! You are laboring under a strange delusion, Soames. The lady whom you saw was not Mrs. Leroux.

Soames brain began to fail him again.

Then who, he began....

That doesnt concern you in the least, Soames. But what does concern you is this: your connection, and my connection, with the matter cannot possibly be established by the police. The incident is regrettable, but the emergency was dealt with  in time. It represents a serious deficit, unfortunately, and your own usefulness, for the moment, becomes nil; but we shall have to look after you, I suppose, and hope for better things in the future.

He took up the telephone.

East 39951, he said, whilst Soames listened, attentively. Then:  

Is that Kan-Suh Concessions? he asked. Yes  good! Tell Said to bring the car past the end of the road at a quarter-to-two. Thats all.

He hung up the receiver.

Now, my dear Soames, he said, with a faint return to his old manner, you are about to enter upon new duties. I will make your position clear to you. Whilst you do your work, and keep yourself to yourself, you are in no danger; but one indiscretion  just one  apart from what it may mean for others, will mean, for YOU, immediate arrest as accessory to a murder!

Soames shuddered, coldly.

You can rely upon me, Mr. Gianapolis, he protested, to do absolutely what you wish  absolutely. I am a ruined man, and I know it  I know it. My only hope is that you will give me a chance....

You shall have every chance, Soames, replied Gianapolis every chance.


XV

CAVE OF THE GOLDEN DRAGON

When the car stopped at the end of a short drive, Soames had not the slightest idea of his whereabouts. The blinds at the window of the limousine had been lowered during the whole journey, and now he descended from the step of the car on to the step of a doorway. He was in some kind of roofed-in courtyard, only illuminated by the headlamps of the car. Mr. Gianapolis pushed him forward, and, as the door was closed, he heard the gear of the car reversed; then  silence fell.

My grip! he began, nervously.

It will be placed in your room, Soames.

The voice of the Greek answered him from the darkness.

Guided by the hand of Gianapolis, he passed on and descended a flight of stone steps. Ahead of him a light shone out beneath a door, and, as he stumbled on the steps, the door was thrown suddenly open.

He found himself looking into a long, narrow apartment.... He pulled up short with a smothered, gasping cry.

It was a cavern!  but a cavern the like of which he had never seen, never imagined. The walls had the appearance of being rough-hewn from virgin rock  from black rock  from rock black as the rocks of Shellal  black as the gates of Erebus.

Placed at regular intervals along the frowning walls, to right and left, were spiral, slender pillars, gilded and gleaming. They supported an archwork of fancifully carven wood, which curved gently outward to the center of the ceiling, forming, by conjunction with a similar, opposite curve, a pointed arch.

In niches of the wall were a number of grotesque Chinese idols. The floor was jet black and polished like ebony. Several tiger-skin rugs were strewn about it. But, dominating the strange place, in the center of the floor stood an ivory pedestal, supporting a golden dragon of exquisite workmanship; and before it, as before a shrine, an enormous Chinese vase was placed, of the hue, at its base, of deepest violet, fading, upward, through all the shades of rose pink seen in an Egyptian sunset, to a tint more elusive than a maidens blush. It contained a mass of exotic poppies of every shade conceivable, from purple so dark as to seem black, to poppies of the whiteness of snow.

Just within the door, and immediately in front of Soames, stood a slim man of about his own height, dressed with great nicety in a perfectly fitting morning-coat, his well-cut cashmere trousers falling accurately over glossy boots having gray suede uppers. His linen was immaculate, and he wore a fine pearl in his black poplin cravat. Between two yellow fingers smoldered a cigarette.

Soames, unconsciously, clenched his fists: this slim man embodied the very spirit of the outre. The fantastic surroundings melted from the ken of Soames, and he seemed to stand in a shadow-world, alone with an incarnate shadow.

For this was a Chinaman! His jet black lusterless hair was not shaven in the national manner, but worn long, and brushed back from his slanting brow with no parting, so that it fell about his white collar behind, lankly. He wore gold-rimmed spectacles, which magnified his oblique eyes and lent him a terrifying beetle-like appearance. His mephistophelean eyebrows were raised interrogatively, and he was smiling so as to exhibit a row of uneven yellow teeth.

Soames, his amazement giving place to reasonless terror, fell back a step  into the arms of Gianapolis.

This is our friend from Palace Mansions, said the Greek. He squeezed Soames arm, reassuringly. Your new principal, Soames, Mr. Ho-Pin, from whom you will take your instructions.

I have these instructions for Mr. Soames, said Ho-Pin, in a metallic, monotonous voice. (He gave to r half the value of w, with a hint of the presence of l.) He will wremain here as valet until the search fowr him becomes less wrigowrous.

Soames, scarce believing that he was awake, made no reply. He found himself unable to meet the glittering eyes of the Chinaman; he glanced furtively about the room, prepared at any moment to wake up from what seemed to him an absurd, a ghostly dream.

Said will change his appeawrance, continued Ho-Pin, smoothly, so that he will not wreadily be wrecognized. Said will come now.

Ho-Pin clapped his hands three times.

The door at the end of the room immediately opened, and a thick-set man of a pronounced Arabian type, entered. He wore a chauffeurs livery of dark blue; and Soames recognized him for the man who had driven the car.

Said, said Ho-Pin very deliberately, turning to face the new arrival, ahu hina  Lucas Effendi  Mr. Lucas. Waddi el  shenta ila beta oda. Fehimt?

Said bowed his head.

Fahim, effendi, he muttered rapidly.

Ma fihsh....

Again Said bowed his head, then, glancing at Soames:  

Taala wayyaya! he said.

Soames, looking helplessly at Gianapolis  who merely pointed to the door  followed Said from the room.

He was conducted along a wide passage, thickly carpeted and having its walls covered with a kind of matting kept in place by strips of bamboo. Its roof was similarly concealed. A door near to the end, and on the right, proved to open into a square room quite simply furnished in the manner of a bed-sitting room. A little bathroom opened out of it in one corner. The walls were distempered white, and there was no window. Light was furnished by an electric lamp, hanging from the center of the ceiling.

Soames, glancing at his bag, which Said had just placed beside the white-enameled bedstead, turned to his impassive guide.

This is a funny go! he began, with forced geniality. Am I to live here?

Malesh! muttered Said malesh!

He indicated, by gestures, that Soames should remove his collar; he was markedly unemotional. He crossed to the bathroom, and could be heard filling the hand-basin with water.

Kursi! he called from within.

Soames, seriously doubting his own sanity, and so obsessed with a sense of the unreal that his senses were benumbed, began to take off his collar; he could not feel the contact of his fingers with his neck in the act. Collarless, he entered the little bathroom....

Kursi! repeated Said; then: Ah! ana nesit! malesh!

Said  whilst Soames, docile in his stupor, watched him  went back, picked up the solitary cane chair which the apartment boasted, and brought it into the bathroom. Soames perceived that he was to be treated to something in the nature of a shampoo; for Said had ranged a number of bottles, a cake of soap, and several towels, along a shelf over the bath.

In a curious state of passivity, Soames submitted to the operation. His hair was vigorously toweled, then fanned in the most approved fashion; but this was no more than the beginning of the operation. As he leaned back in the chair:

Am I dreaming? he said aloud. Whats all this about?

Uskut! muttered Said Uskut!

Soames, at no time an aggressive character, resigned himself to the incredible.

Some lotion, which tingled slightly upon the scalp, was next applied by Said from a long-necked bottle. Then, fresh water having been poured into the basin, a dark purple liquid was added, and Soames head dipped therein by the operating Eastern. This time no rubbing followed, but after some minutes of vigorous fanning, he was thrust back into the chair, and a dry towel tucked firmly into his collar-band. He anticipated that he was about to be shaved, and in this was not disappointed.

Said, filling a shaving-mug from the hot-water tap, lathered Soames chin and the abbreviated whiskers upon which he had prided himself. Then the razor was skilfully handled, and Soames face shaved until his chin was as smooth as satin.

Next, a dark brown solution was rubbed over the skin, and even upon his forehead and right into the roots of the hair; upon his throat, his ears, and the back of his neck. He was now past the putting of questions or the raising of protest; he was as clay in the hands of the silent Oriental. Having fanned his wet face again for some time, Said, breaking the long silence, muttered:

Ikfiliyyun!

Soames stared. Said indicated, by pantomime, that he desired him to close his eyes, and Soames obeyed mechanically. Thereupon the Oriental busied himself with the ex-butlers not very abundant lashes for five minutes or more. Then the busy fingers were at work with his inadequate eyebrows: finally:  

Khalas! muttered Said, tapping him on the shoulder.

Soames wearily opened his eyes, wondering if his strange martyrdom were nearly at its end. He discovered his hair to be still rather damp, but, since it was sparse, it was rapidly drying. His eyes smarted painfully.

Removing all trace of his operations, Said, with no word of farewell, took up his towels, bottles and other paraphernalia and departed.

Soames watched the retreating figure crossing the outer room, but did not rise from the chair until the door had closed behind Said. Then, feeling strangely like a man who has drunk too heavily, he stood up and walked into the bedroom. There was a small shaving-glass upon the chest-of-drawers, and to this he advanced, filled with the wildest apprehensions.

One glance he ventured, and started back with a groan.

His apprehensions had fallen short of the reality. With one hand clutching the bedrail, he stood there swaying from side to side, and striving to screw up his courage to the point whereat he might venture upon a second glance in the mirror. At last he succeeded, looking long and pitifully.

Oh, Lord! he groaned, what a guy!

Beyond doubt he was strangely changed. By nature, Luke Soames had hair of a sandy color; now it was of so dark a brown as to seem black in the lamplight. His thin eyebrows and scanty lashes were naturally almost colorless; but they were become those of a pronounced brunette. He was of pale complexion, but to-night had the face of a mulatto, or of one long in tropical regions. In short, he was another man  a man whom he detested at first sight!

This was the price, or perhaps only part of the price, of his indiscretion. Mr. Soames was become Mr. Lucas. Clutching the top of the chest-of-drawers with both hands, he glared at his own reflection, dazedly.

In that pose, he was interrupted. Said, silently opening the door behind him, muttered:

Taala wayyaya!

Soames whirled around in a sudden panic, his heart leaping madly. The immobile brown face peered in at the door.

Taala wayyaya! repeated Said, his face expressionless as a mask. He pointed along the corridor. Ho-Pin Effendi! he explained.

Soames, raising his hands to his collarless neck, made a swallowing noise, and would have spoken; but:

Taala wayyaya! reiterated the Oriental.

Soames hesitated no more. Reentering the corridor, with its straw-matting walls, he made a curious discovery. Away to the left it terminated in a blank, matting-covered wall. There was no indication of the door by which he had entered it. Glancing hurriedly to the right, he failed also to perceive any door there. The bespectacled Ho-Pin stood halfway along the passage, awaiting him. Following Said in that direction, Soames was greeted with the announcement:

Mr. King will see you.

The words taught Soames that his capacity for emotion was by no means exhausted. His endless conjectures respecting the mysterious Mr. King were at last to be replaced by facts; he was to see him, to speak with him. He knew now that it was a fearful privilege which gladly he would have denied himself.

Ho-Pin opened a door almost immediately behind him, a door the existence of which had not hitherto been evident to Soames. Beyond, was a dark passage.

You will follow me, closely, said Ho-Pin with one of his piercing glances.

Soames, finding his legs none too steady, entered the passage behind Ho-Pin. As he did so, the door was closed by Said, and he found himself in absolute darkness.

Keep close behind me, directed the metallic voice.

Soames could not see the speaker, since no ray of light penetrated into the passage. He stretched out a groping hand, and, although he was conscious of an odd revulsion, touched the shoulder of the man in front of him and maintained that unpleasant contact whilst they walked on and on through apparently endless passages, extensive as a catacomb. Many corners they turned; they turned to the right, they turned to the left. Soames was hopelessly bewildered. Then, suddenly, Ho-Pin stopped.

Stand still, he said.

Soames became vaguely aware that a door was being closed somewhere near to him. A lamp lighted up directly over his head... he found himself in a small library!

Its four walls were covered with book-shelves from floor to ceiling, and the shelves were packed to overflowing with books in most unusual and bizarre bindings. A red carpet was on the floor and a red-shaded lamp hung from the ceiling, which was conventionally white-washed. Although there was no fireplace, the room was immoderately hot, and heavy with the perfume of roses. On three little tables were great bowls filled with roses, and there were other bowls containing roses in gaps between the books on the open shelves.

A tall screen of beautifully carved sandalwood masked one corner of the room, but beyond it protruded the end of a heavy writing-table upon which lay some loose papers, and, standing amid them, an enormous silver rose-bowl, brimming with sulphur-colored blooms.

Soames, obeying a primary instinct, turned, as the light leaped into being, to seek the door by which he had entered. As he did so, the former doubts of his own sanity returned with renewed vigor.

The book-lined wall behind him was unbroken by any opening.

Slowly, as a man awaking from a stupor, Soames gazed around the library.

It contained no door.

He rested his hand upon one of the shelves and closed his eyes. Beyond doubt he was going mad! The tragic events of that night had proved too much for him; he had never disguised from himself the fact that his mental capacity was not of the greatest. He was assured, now, that his brain had lost its balance shortly after his flight from Palace Mansions, and that the events of the past two hours had been phantasmal. He would presently return to sanity (or, blasphemously, he dared to petition heaven that he would) and find himself...? Perhaps in the hands of the police!

Oh, God! he groaned Oh, God!

He opened his eyes...

A woman stood before the sandalwood screen! She had the pallidly dusky skin of a Eurasian, but, by virtue of nature or artifice, her cheeks wore a peachlike bloom. Her features were flawless in their chiseling, save for the slightly distended nostrils, and her black eyes were magnificent.

She was divinely petite, slender and girlish; but there was that in the lines of her figure, so seductively defined by her clinging Chinese dress, in the poise of her small head, with the blush rose nestling amid the black hair  above all in the smile of her full red lips  which discounted the youth of her body; which whispered Mine is a soul old in strange sins  a soul for whom dead Alexandria had no secrets, that learnt nothing of Athenean Thais and might have tutored Messalina...

In her fanciful robe of old gold, with her tiny feet shod in ridiculously small, gilt slippers, she stood by the screen watching the stupefied man  an exquisite, fragrantly youthful casket of ancient, unnameable evils.

Good evening, Soames! she said, stumbling quaintly with her English, but speaking in a voice musical as a silver bell. You will here be known as Lucas. Mr. King he wishing me to say that you to receive two pounds, at each week....

Soames, glassy-eyed, stood watching her. A horror, the horror of insanity, had descended upon him  a clammy, rose-scented mantle. The room, the incredible, book-lined room, was a red blur, surrounding the black, taunting eyes of the Eurasian. Everything was out of focus; past, present, and future were merged into a red, rose-haunted nothingness...

You will attend to Block A, resumed the girl, pointing at him with a little fan. You will also attend to the gentlemen....

She laughed softly, revealing tiny white teeth; then paused, head tilted coquettishly, and appeared to be listening to someones conversation  to the words of some person seated behind the screen. This fact broke in upon Soames disordered mind and confirmed him in his opinion that he was a man demented. For only one slight sound broke the silence of the room. The red carpet below the little tables was littered with rose petals, and, in the super-heated atmosphere, other petals kept falling  softly, with a gentle rustling. Just that sound there was... and no other. Then:

Mr. King he wishing to point out to you, said the girl, that he hold receipts of you, which bind you to him. So you will be free man, and have liberty to go out sometimes for your own business. Mr. King he wishing to hear you say you thinking to agree with the conditions and be satisfied.

She ceased speaking, but continued to smile; and so complete was the stillness, that Soames, whose sense of hearing had become nervously stimulated, heard a solitary rose petal fall upon the corner of the writing-table.

I... agree, he whispered huskily; and... I am... satisfied.

He looked at the carven screen as a lost soul might look at the gate of Hades; he felt now that if a sound should come from beyond it he would shriek out, he would stop up his ears; that if the figure of the Unseen should become visible, he must die at the first glimpse of it.

The little brown girl was repeating the uncanny business of listening to that voice of silence; and Soames knew that he could not sustain his part in this eerie comedy for another half-minute without breaking out into hysterical laughter. Then:

Mr. King he releasing you for to-night, announced the silver bell voice.

The light went out.

Soames uttered a groan of terror, followed by a short, bubbling laugh, but was seized firmly by the arm and led on into the blackness  on through the solid, book-laden walls, presumably; and on  on  on, along those interminable passages by which he had come. Here the air was cooler, and the odor of roses no longer perceptible, no longer stifling him, no longer assailing his nostrils, not as an odor of sweetness, but as a perfume utterly damnable and unholy.

With his knees trembling at every step, he marched on, firmly supported by his unseen companion.

Stop! directed a metallic, guttural voice.

Soames pulled up, and leaned weakly against the wall. He heard the clap of hands close behind him; and a door opened within twelve inches of the spot whereat he stood.

He tottered out into the matting-lined corridor from which he had started upon that nightmare journey; Ho-Pin appeared at his elbow, but no door appeared behind Ho-Pin!

This is your wroom, said the Chinaman, revealing his yellow teeth in a mirthless smile.

He walked across the corridor, threw open a door  a real, palpable door... and there was Soames little white room!

Soames staggered across, for it seemed a veritable haven of refuge  entered, and dropped upon the bed. He seemed to see the rose-petals fall  fall  falling in that red room in the labyrinth  the room that had no door; he seemed to see the laughing eyes of the beautiful Eurasian.

Good night! came the metallic voice of Ho-Pin.

The light in the corridor went out.


XVI

HO-PINS CATACOMBS

The newly-created Mr. Lucas entered upon a sort of cave-man existence in this fantastic abode where night was day and day was night; where the sun never shone.

He was awakened on the first morning of his sojourn in the establishment of Ho-Pin by the loud ringing of an electric bell immediately beside his bed. He sprang upright with a catching of the breath, peering about him at the unfamiliar surroundings and wondering, in the hazy manner of a sleeper newly awakened, where he was, and how come there. He was fully dressed, and his strapped-up grip lay beside him on the floor; for he had not dared to remove his clothes, had not dared to seek slumber after that terrifying interview with Mr. King. But outraged nature had prevailed, and sleep had come unbeckoned, unbidden.

The electric light was still burning in the room, as he had left it, and as he sat up, looking about him, a purring whistle drew his attention to a speaking-tube which protruded below the bell.

Soames rolled from the bed, head throbbing, and an acrid taste in his mouth, and spoke into the tube:

Hullo!

You will pwrepare for youwr duties, came the metallic gutturals of Ho-Pin. Bwreakfast will be bwrought to you in a quawrter-of-an-hour.

He made no reply, but stood looking about him dully. It had not been a dream, then, nor was he mad. It was a horrible reality; here, in London, in modern, civilized London, he was actually buried in some incredible catacomb; somewhere near to him, very near to him, was the cave of the golden dragon, and, also adjacent  terrifying thought  was the doorless library, the rose-scented haunt where the beautiful Eurasian spoke, oracularly, the responses of Mr. King!

Soames could not understand it all; he felt that such things could not be; that there must exist an explanation of those seeming impossibilities other than that they actually existed. But the instructions were veritable enough, and would not be denied.

Rapidly he began to unpack his grip. His watch had stopped, since he had neglected to wind it, and he hurried with his toilet, fearful of incurring the anger of Ho-Pin  of Ho-Pin, the beetlesque.

He observed, with passive interest, that the operation of shaving did not appreciably lighten the stain upon his skin, and, by the time that he was shaved, he had begun to know the dark-haired, yellow-faced man grimacing in the mirror for himself; but he was far from being reconciled to his new appearance.

Said peeped in at the door. He no longer wore his chauffeurs livery, but was arrayed in a white linen robe, red-sashed, and wore loose, red slippers; a tarboosh perched upon his shaven skull.

Pushing the door widely open, he entered with a tray upon which was spread a substantial breakfast.

Hurryup! he muttered, as one word; wherewith he departed again.

Soames seated himself at the little table upon which the tray rested, and endeavored to eat. His usual appetite had departed with his identity; Mr. Lucas was a poor, twitching being of raw nerves and internal qualms. He emptied the coffee-pot, however, and smoked a cigarette which he found in his case.

Said reappeared.

Taala! he directed.

Soames having learnt that that term was evidently intended as an invitation to follow Said, rose and followed, dumbly.

He was conducted along the matting-lined corridor to the left; and now, where formerly he had seen a blank wall, he saw an open door! Passing this, he discovered himself in the cave of the golden dragon. Ho-Pin, dressed in a perfectly fitting morning coat and its usual accompaniments, received him with a mirthless smile.

Good mowrning! he said; I twrust your bwreakfast was satisfactowry?

Quite, sir, replied Soames, mechanically, and as he might have replied to Mr. Leroux.

Said will show you to a wroom, continued Ho-Pin, where you will find a gentleman awaiting you. You will valet him and perfowrm any other services which he may wrequire of you. When he departs, you will clean the wroom and adjoining bath-wroom, and put it into thowrough order for an incoming tenant. In short, your duties in this wrespect will be identical to those which formerly you perfowrmed at sea. There is one important diffewrence: your name is Lucas, and you will answer no questions.

The metallic voice seemed to reach Soames comprehension from some place other than the room of the golden dragon  from a great distance, or as though he were fastened up in a box and were being addressed by someone outside it.

Yes, sir, he replied.

Said opened the yellow door upon the right of the room, and Soames followed him into another of the matting-lined corridors, this one running right and left and parallel with the wall of the apartment which he had just quitted. Six doors opened out of this corridor; four of them upon the side opposite to that by which he had entered, and one at either end.

These doors were not readily to be detected; and the wall, at first glance, presented an unbroken appearance. But from experience, he had learned that where the strips of bamboo which overlay the straw matting formed a rectangular panel, there was a door, and by the light of the electric lamp hung in the center of the corridor, he counted six of these.

Said, selecting a key from a bunch which he carried, opened one of the doors, held it ajar for Soames to enter, and permitted it to reclose behind him.

Soames entered nervously. He found himself in a room identical in size with his own private apartment; a bathroom, etc., opened out of it in one corner after the same fashion. But there similarity ended.

The bed in this apartment was constructed more on the lines of a modern steamer bunk; that is, it was surrounded by a rail, and was raised no more than a foot from the floor. The latter was covered with a rich carpet, worked in many colors, and the wall was hung with such paper as Soames had never seen hitherto in his life. The scheme of this mural decoration was distinctly Chinese, and consisted in an intricate design of human and animal figures, bewilderingly mingled; its coloring was brilliant, and the scheme extended, unbroken, over the entire ceiling. Cushions, most fancifully embroidered, were strewn about the floor, and the bed coverlet was a piece of heavy Chinese tapestry. A lamp, shaded with silk of a dull purple, swung in the center of the apartment, and an ebony table, inlaid with ivory, stood on one side of the bed; on the other was a cushioned armchair figured with the eternal, chaotic Chinese design, and being littered, at the moment, with the garments of the man in the bed. The air of the room was disgusting, unbreathable; it caught Soames by the throat and sickened him. It was laden with some kind of fumes, entirely unfamiliar to his nostrils. A dainty Chinese tea-service stood upon the ebony table.

For fully thirty seconds Soames, with his back to the door, gazed at the man in the bed, and fought down the nausea which the air of the place had induced in him.

This sleeper was a man of middle age, thin to emaciation and having lank, dark hair. His face was ghastly white, and he lay with his head thrown back and with his arms hanging out upon either side of the bunk, so that his listless hands rested upon the carpet. It was a tragic face; a high, intellectual brow and finely chiseled features; but it presented an indescribable aspect of decay; it was as the face of some classic statue which has long lain buried in humid ruins.

Soames shook himself into activity, and ventured to approach the bed. He moistened his dry lips and spoke:

Good morning, sir  the words sounded wildly, fantastically out of place. Shall I prepare your bath?

The sleeper showed no signs of awakening.

Soames forced himself to touch one of the thrown-back shoulders. He shook it gently.

The man on the bed raised his arms and dropped them back again into their original position, without opening his eyes.

They... are hiding, he murmured thickly... in the... orange grove.... If the felucca sails... closer... they will...

Soames, finding something very horrifying in the broken words, shook the sleeper more urgently.

Wake up, sir! he cried; I am going to prepare your bath.

Dont let them... escape, murmured the man, slowly opening his eyes I have not...

He struggled upright, glaring madly at the intruder. His light gray eyes had a glassiness as of long sickness, and his pupils, which were unnaturally dilated, began rapidly to contract; became almost invisible. Then they expanded again  and again contracted.

Who  the deuce are you? he murmured, passing his hand across his unshaven face.

My name is  Lucas, sir, said Soames, conscious that if he remained much longer in the place he should be physically sick. At your service  shall I prepare the bath?

The bath? said the man, sitting up more straightly certainly, yes  of course...

He looked at Soames, with a light of growing sanity creeping into his eyes; a faint flush tinged the pallid face, and his loose mouth twitched sensitively.

Then, Said, he began, looking Soames up and down... let me see, whom did you say you were?

Lucas, sir  at your service.

Ah, muttered the man, lowering his eyes in unmistakable shame yes, yes, of course. You are new here?

Yes, sir. Shall I prepare your bath?

Yes, please. This is Wednesday morning?

Wednesday morning, sir; yes.

Of course  it is Wednesday. You said your name was?

Lucas, sir, reiterated Soames, and, crossing the fantastic apartment, he entered the bathroom beyond.

This contained the most modern appointments and was on an altogether more luxurious scale than that attached to his own quarters. He noted, without drawing any deduction from the circumstance, that the fittings were of American manufacture. Here, as in the outer room, there was no window; an electric light hung from the center of the ceiling. Soames busied himself in filling the bath, and laying out the towels upon the rack.

Fairly warm, sir? he asked.

Not too warm, thank you, replied the other, now stumbling out of bed and falling into the armchair not too warm.

If you will take your bath, sir, said Soames, returning to the outer room, I will brush your clothes and be ready to shave you.

Yes, yes, said the man, rubbing his hands over his face wearily. You are new here?

Soames, who was becoming used to answering this question, answered it once more without irritation.

Yes, sir, will you take your bath now? It is nearly full, I think.

The man stood up unsteadily and passed into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Soames, seeking to forget his surroundings, took out from a small hand-bag which he found beneath the bed, a razor-case and a shaving stick. The clothes-brush he had discovered in the bathroom; and now he set to work to brush the creased garments stacked in the armchair. He noted that they were of excellent make, and that the linen was of the highest quality. He was thus employed when the outer door silently opened and the face of Said looked in.

Gazm, said the Oriental; and he placed inside, upon the carpet, a pair of highly polished boots.

The door was reclosed.

Soames had all the garments in readiness by the time that the man emerged from the bathroom, looking slightly less ill, and not quite so pallid. He wore a yellow silk kimono; and, with greater composure than he had yet revealed, he seated himself in the armchair that Soames might shave him.

This operation Soames accomplished, and the subject, having partially dressed, returned to the bathroom to brush his hair. When his toilet was practically completed:

Shall I pack the rest of the things in the bag, sir? asked Soames.

The man nodded affirmatively.

Five minutes later he was ready to depart, and stood before the ex-butler a well-dressed, intellectual, but very debauched-looking gentleman. Being evidently well acquainted with the regime of the establishment, he pressed an electric bell beside the door, presented Soames with half-a-sovereign, and, as Said reappeared, took his departure, leaving Soames more reconciled to his lot than he could ever have supposed possible.

The task of cleaning the room was now commenced by Soames. Said returned, bringing him the necessary utensils; and for fifteen minutes or so he busied himself between the outer apartment and the bathroom. During this time he found leisure to study the extraordinary mural decorations; and, as he looked at them, he learned that they possessed a singular property.

If one gazed continuously at any portion of the wall, the intertwined figures thereon took shape  nay, took life; the intricate, elaborate design ceased to be a design, and became a procession, a saturnalia; became a sinister comedy, which, when first visualized, shocked Soames immoderately. The horrors presented by these devices of evil cunning, crowding the walls, appalled the narrow mind of the beholder, revolted him in an even greater degree than they must have revolted a man of broader and cleaner mind. He became conscious of a quality of evil which pervaded the room; the entire place seemed to lie beneath a spell, beneath the spell of an invisible, immeasurably wicked intelligence.

His reflections began to terrify him, and he hastened to complete his duties. The stench of the place was sickening him anew, and when at last Said opened the door, Soames came out as a man escaping from some imminent harm.

Di, muttered Said.

He pointed to the opened door of a second room, identical in every respect with the first; and Soames started back with a smothered groan. Had his education been classical he might have likened himself to Hercules laboring for Augeus; but his mind tending scripturally, he wondered if he had sold his soul to Satan in the person of the invisible Mr. King!


XVII

KAN-SUH CONCESSIONS

Soames character was of a pliable sort, and ere many days had passed he had grown accustomed to this unnatural existence among the living corpses in the catacombs of Ho-Pin.

He rarely saw Ho-Pin, and desired not to see him at all; as for Mr. King, he even endeavored to banish from his memory the name of that shadowy being. The memory of the Eurasian he could not banish, and was ever listening for the silvery voice, but in vain. He had no particular duties, apart from the care of the six rooms known as Block A, and situated in the corridor to the left of the cave of the golden dragon; this, and the valeting of departing occupants. But the hours at which he was called upon to perform these duties varied very greatly. Sometimes he would attend to four human wrecks in the same morning; whilst, perhaps on the following day, he would not be called upon to officiate until late in the evening. One fact early became evident to him. There was a ceaseless stream of these living dead men pouring into the catacombs of Ho-Pin, coming he knew not whence, and issuing forth again, he knew not whither.

Twice in the first week of his new and strange service he recognized the occupants of the rooms as men whom he had seen in the upper world. On entering the room of one of these (at ten oclock at night) he almost cried out in his surprise; for the limp, sallow-faced creature extended upon the bed before him was none other than Sir Brian Malpas  the brilliant politician whom his leaders had earmarked for office in the next Cabinet!

As Soames stood contemplating him stretched there in his stupor, he found it hard to credit the fact that this was the same man whom political rivals feared for his hard brilliance, whom society courted, and whose engagement to the daughter of a peer had been announced only a few months before.

Throughout this time, Soames had made no attempt to seek the light of day: he had not seen a newspaper; he knew nothing of the hue and cry raised throughout England, of the hunt for the murderer of Mrs. Vernon. He suffered principally from lack of companionship. The only human being with whom he ever came in contact was Said, the Egyptian; and Said, at best, was uncommunicative. A man of very limited intellect, Luke Soames had been at a loss for many days to reconcile Block A and its temporary occupants with any comprehensible scheme of things. Whereas some of the rooms would be laden with nauseating fumes, others would be free of these; the occupants, again, exhibited various symptoms.

That he was a servant of an opium-den de luxe did not for some time become apparent to him; then, when first the theory presented itself, he was staggered by a discovery so momentous.

But it satisfied his mind only partially. Some men whom he valeted might have been doped with opium, certainly, but all did not exhibit those indications which, from hearsay, he associated with the resin of the white poppy.

Knowing nothing of the numerous and exotic vices which have sprung from the soil of the Orient, he was at a loss for a full explanation of the facts as he saw them.

Finding himself unmolested, and noting, in the privacy of his own apartment, how handsomely his tips were accumulating, Soames was rapidly becoming reconciled to his underground existence, more especially as it spelt safety to a man wanted by the police. His duties thus far had never taken him beyond the corridor known as Block A; what might lie on the other side of the cave of the golden dragon he knew not. He never saw any of the habitues arrive, or actually leave; he did not know whether the staff of the place consisted of himself, Said, Ho-Pin, the Eurasian girl  and... the other, or if there were more servants of this unseen master. But never a day passed by that the clearance of at least one apartment did not fall to his lot, and never an occupant quitted those cells without placing a golden gratuity in the valets palm.

His appetite returned, and he slept soundly enough in his clean white bedroom, content to lose the upper world, temporarily, and to become a dweller in the catacombs  where tips were large and plentiful. His was the mind of a domestic animal, neither learning from the past nor questioning the future; but dwelling only in the well-fed present.

No other type of European, however lowly, could have supported existence in such a place.

Thus the days passed, and the nights passed, the one merged imperceptibly in the other. At the end of the first week, two sovereigns appeared upon the breakfast tray which Said brought to Soames room; and, some little time later, Said reappeared with his bottles and paraphernalia to renew the ex-butlers make-up. As he was leaving the room:

Ahu hina  Gnaplis effendi! he muttered, and went out as Mr. Gianapolis entered.

At sight of the Greek, Soames realized, in one emotional moment, how really lonely he had been and how in his inmost heart he longed for a sight of the sun, for a breath of unpolluted air, for a glimpse of gray, homely London.

All the old radiance had returned to Gianapolis; his eyes were crossed in an amiable smile.

My dear Soames! he cried, greeting the really delighted man. How well your new complexion suits you! Sit down, Soames, sit down, and let us talk.

Soames placed a chair for Gianapolis, and seated himself upon the bed, twirling his thumbs in the manner which was his when under the influence of excitement.

Now, Soames, continued Gianapolis I mean Lucas!  my anticipations, which I mentioned to you on the night of  the accident... you remember?

Yes, said Soames rapidly, yes.

Well, they have been realized. Our establishment, here, continues to flourish as of yore. Nothing has come to light in the press calculated to prejudice us in the eyes of our patrons, and although your own name, Soames...

Soames started and clutched at the bedcover.

Although your own name has been freely mentioned on all sides, it is not generally accepted that you perpetrated the deed.

Soames discovered his hair to be bristling; his skin tingled with a nervous apprehension.

That I, he began dryly, paused and swallowed that I perpetrated.... Has it been...

It has been hinted at by one or two Fleet Street theorists  yes, Soames! But the post-mortem examination of  the victim, revealed the fact that she was addicted to drugs...

Opium? asked Soames, eagerly.

Gianapolis smiled.

What an observant mind you have, Soames! he said. So you have perceived that these groves are sacred to our Lady of the Poppies? Well, in part that is true. Here, under the auspices of Mr. Ho-Pin, fretful society seeks the solace of the brass pipe; yes, Soames, that is true. Have you ever tried opium?

Never! declared Soames, with emphasis, never!

Well, it is a delight in store for you! But the reason of our existence as an institution, Soames, is not far to seek. Once the joys of Chandu become perceptible to the neophyte, a great need is felt  a crying need. One may drink opium or inject morphine; these, and other crude measures, may satisfy temporarily, but if one would enjoy the delights of that fairyland, of that enchanted realm which bountiful nature has concealed in the heart of the poppy, one must retire from the ken of goths and vandals who do not appreciate such exquisite delights; one must dedicate, not an hour snatched from grasping society, but successive days and nights to the goddess...

Soames, barely understanding this discourse, listened eagerly to every word of it, whilst Gianapolis, waxing eloquent upon his strange thesis, seemed to be addressing, not his solitary auditor, but an invisible concourse.

In common with the lesser deities, he continued, our Lady of the Poppies is exacting. After a protracted sojourn at her shrine, so keen are the delights which she opens up to her worshipers, that a period of lassitude, of exhaustion, inevitably ensues. This precludes the proper worship of the goddess in the home, and necessitates  I say NECESSITATES the presence, in such a capital as London, of a suitable Temple. You have the honor, Soames, to be a minor priest of that Temple!

Soames brushed his dyed hair with his fingers and endeavored to look intelligent.

A branch establishment  merely a sacred caravanserai where votaries might repose ere reentering the ruder world, continued Gianapolis has unfortunately been raided by the police!

With that word, POLICE, he seemed to come to earth again.

Our arrangements, I am happy to say, were such that not one of the staff was found on the premises and no visible link existed between that establishment and this. But now let us talk about yourself. You may safely take an evening off, I think...

He scrutinized Soames attentively.

You will be discreet as a matter of course, and I should not recommend your visiting any of your former haunts. I make this proposal, of course, with the full sanction of Mr. King.

The muscles of Soames jaw tightened at sound of the name, and he avoided the gaze of the crossed eyes.

And the real purpose of my visit here this morning is to acquaint you with the little contrivance by which we ensure our privacy here. Once you are acquainted with it, you can take the air every evening at suitable hours, on application to Mr. Ho-Pin.

Soames coughed dryly.

Very good, he said in a strained voice; I am glad of that.

I knew you would be glad, Soames, declared the smiling Gianapolis; and now, if you will step this way, I will show you the door by which you must come and go. He stood up, then bent confidentially to Soames ear. Mr. King, very wisely, he whispered, has retained you on the premises hitherto, because some doubt, some little doubt, remained respecting the information which had come into the possession of the police.

Again that ominous word! But ere Soames had time to reflect, Gianapolis led the way out of the room and along the matting-lined corridor into the apartment of the golden dragon. Soames observed, with a nervous tremor, that Mr. Ho-Pin sat upon one of the lounges, smoking a cigarette, and arrayed in his usual faultless manner. He did not attempt to rise, however, as the pair entered, but merely nodded to Gianapolis and smiled mirthlessly at Soames.

They quitted the room by the door opening on the stone steps  the door by which Soames had first entered into that evil Aladdins cave. Gianapolis went ahead, and Soames, following him, presently emerged through a low doorway into a concrete-paved apartment, having walls of Portland stone and a white-washed ceiling. One end consisted solely of a folding gate, evidently designed to admit the limousine.

Gianapolis turned, as Soames stepped up beside him.

If you will glance back, he said, you will see exactly where the door is situated.

Soames did as directed, and suppressed a cry of surprise. Four of the stone blocks were fictitious  were, in verity, a heavy wooden door, faced in some way with real, or imitation granite  a door communicating with the steps of the catacombs.

Observe! said Gianapolis.

He closed the door, which opened outward, and there remained nothing to show the keenest observer  unless he had resorted to sounding  that these four blocks differed in any way from their fellows.

Ingenious, is it not? said Gianapolis, genially. And now, my dear Soames, observe again!

He rolled back the folding gates; and beyond was a garage, wherein stood the big limousine.

I keep my car here, Soames, for the sake of  convenience! And now, my dear Soames, when you go out this evening, Said will close this entrance after you. When you return, which, I understand, you must do at ten oclock, you will enter the garage by the side door yonder, which will not be locked, and you will press the electric button at the back of the petrol cans here  look! you can see it!  the inner door will then be opened for you. Step this way.

He passed between the car and the wall of the garage, opened the door at the left of the entrance gates, and, Soames following, came out into a narrow lane. For the first time in many days Soames scented the cleaner air of the upper world, and with it he filled his lungs gratefully.

Behind him was the garage, before him the high wall of a yard, and, on his right, for a considerable distance, extended a similar wall; in the latter case evidently that of a wharf  for beyond it flowed the Thames.

Proceeding along beside this wall, the two came to the gates of a warehouse. They passed these, however, and entered a small office. Crossing the office, they gained the interior of the warehouse, where chests bearing Chinese labels were stacked in great profusion.

Then this place, began Soames...

Is a ginger warehouse, Soames! There is a very small office staff, but sufficiently large to cope with the limited business done  in the import and export of ginger! The firm is known as Kan-Suh Concessions and imports preserved Chinese ginger from its own plantations in that province of the Celestial Empire. There is a small wharf attached, as you may have noted. Oh! it is a going concern and perfectly respectable!

Soames looked about him with wide-opened eyes.

The ginger staff, said Gianapolis, is not yet arrived. Mr. Ho-Pin is the manager. The lane, in which the establishment is situated, communicates with Limehouse Causeway, and, being a cul-de-sac, is little frequented. Only this one firm has premises actually opening into it and I have converted the small corner building at the extremity of the wharf into a garage for my car. There are no means of communication between the premises of Kan-Suh Concessions and those of the more important enterprise below  and I, myself, am not officially associated with the ginger trade. It is a precaution which we all adopt, however, never to enter or leave the garage if anyone is in sight....

Soames became conscious of a new security. He set about his duties that morning with a greater alacrity than usual, valeting one of the living dead men  a promising young painter whom he chanced to know by sight  with a return to the old affable manner which had rendered him so popular during his career as cabin steward.

He felt that he was now part and parcel of Kan-Suh Concessions; that Kan-Suh Concessions and he were at one. He had yet to learn that his sense of security was premature, and that his added knowledge might be an added danger.

When Said brought his lunch into his room, he delivered also a slip of paper bearing the brief message:

Go out 6.30  return 10.

Mr. Soames uncorked his daily bottle of Bass almost gaily, and attacked his lunch with avidity.


XVIII

THE WORLD ABOVE

The night had set in grayly, and a drizzle of fine rain was falling. West India Dock Road presented a prospect so uninviting that it must have damped the spirits of anyone but a cave-dweller.

Soames, buttoned up in a raincoat kindly lent by Mr. Gianapolis, and of a somewhat refined fit, with a little lagoon of rainwater forming within the reef of his hat-brim, trudged briskly along. The necessary ingredients for the manufacture of mud are always present (if invisible during dry weather) in the streets of East-end London, and already Soames neat black boots were liberally bedaubed with it. But what cared Soames? He inhaled the soot-laden air rapturously; he was glad to feel the rain beating upon his face, and took a childish pleasure in ducking his head suddenly and seeing the little stream of water spouting from his hat-brim. How healthy they looked, these East-end workers, these Italian dock-hands, these Jewish tailors, these nondescript, greasy beings who sometimes saw the sun. Many of them, he knew well, labored in cellars; but he had learnt that there are cellars and cellars. Ah! it was glorious, this gray, murky London!

Yet, now that temporarily he was free of it, he realized that there was that within him which responded to the call of the catacombs; there was a fascination in the fume-laden air of those underground passages; there was a charm, a mysterious charm, in the cave of the golden dragon, in that unforgettable place which he assumed to mark the center of the labyrinth; in the wicked, black eyes of the Eurasian. He realized that between the abstraction of silver spoons and deliberate, organized money-making at the expense of society, a great chasm yawned; that there may be romance even in felony.

Soames at last felt himself to be a traveler on the highroad to fortune; he had become almost reconciled to the loss of his bank balance, to the loss of his place in the upper world. His was the constitution of a born criminal, and, had he been capable of subtle self-analysis, he must have known now that fear, and fear only, hitherto had held him back, had confined him to the ranks of the amateurs. Well, the plunge was taken.

Deep in such reflections, he trudged along through the rain, scarce noting where his steps were leading him, for all roads were alike to-night. His natural inclinations presently dictated a halt at a brilliantly lighted public house; and, taking off his hat to shake some of the moisture from it, he replaced it on his head and entered the saloon lounge.

The place proved to be fairly crowded, principally with local tradesmen whose forefathers had toiled for Pharaoh; and conveying his glass of whisky to a marble-topped table in a corner comparatively secluded, Soames sat down for a consideration of past, present, and future; an unusual mental exercise. Curiously enough, he had lost something of his old furtiveness; he no longer examined, suspiciously, every stranger who approached his neighborhood; for as the worshipers of old came by the gate of Fear into the invisible presence of Moloch, so he  of equally untutored mind  had entered the presence of Mr. King! And no devotee of the Ammonite god had had greater faith in his potent protection than Soames had in that of his unseen master. What should a servant of Mr. King fear from the officers of the law? How puny a thing was the law in comparison with the director of that secret, powerful, invulnerable organization whereof to-day he (Soames) formed an unit!

Then, oddly, the old dormant cowardice of the man received a sudden spurring, and leaped into quickness. An evening paper lay upon the marble top of the table, and carelessly taking it up, Soames, hitherto lost in imaginings, was now reminded that for more than a week he had lain in ignorance of the worlds doings. Good Heavens! how forgetful he had been! It was the nepenthe of the catacombs. He must make up for lost time and get in touch again with passing events: especially he must post himself up on the subject of... the murder....

The paper dropped from his hands, and, feeling himself blanch beneath his artificial tan, Soames, in his old furtive manner, glanced around the saloon to learn if he were watched. Apparently no one was taking the slightest notice of him, and, with an unsteady hand, he raised his glass and drained its contents. There, at the bottom of the page before him, was the cause of this sudden panic; a short paragraph conceived as follows:  

REPORTED ARREST OF SOAMES

It is reported that a man answering to the description of Soames, the butler wanted in connection with the Palace Mansions outrage, has been arrested in Birmingham. He was found sleeping in an outhouse belonging to Major Jennings, of Olton, and as he refused to give any account of himself, was handed over, by the gentlemans gardener, to the local police. His resemblance to the published photograph being observed, he was closely questioned, and although he denies being Luke Soames, he is being held for further inquiry.

Soames laid down the paper, and, walking across to the bar, ordered a second glass of whisky. With this he returned to the table and began more calmly to re-read the paragraph. From it he passed to the other news. He noted that little publicity was given to the Palace Mansions affair, from which he judged that public interest in the matter was already growing cold. A short summary appeared on the front page, and this he eagerly devoured. It read as follows:  

PALACE MANSIONS MYSTERY

The police are following up an important clue to the murderer of Mrs. Vernon, and it is significant in this connection that a man answering to the description of Soames was apprehended at Olton (Birmingham) late last night. (See Page 6). The police are very reticent in regard to the new information which they hold, but it is evident that at last they are confident of establishing a case. Mr. Henry Leroux, the famous novelist, in whose flat the mysterious outrage took place, is suffering from a nervous breakdown, but is reported to be progressing favorably by Dr. Cumberly, who is attending him. Dr. Cumberly, it will be remembered, was with Mr. Leroux, and Mr. John Exel, M. P., at the time that the murder was discovered. The executors of the late Mr. Horace Vernon are faced with extraordinary difficulties in administering the will of the deceased, owing to the tragic coincidence of his wifes murder within twenty-four hours of his own demise.

Public curiosity respecting the nursing home in Gillingham Street, with its electric baths and other modern appliances, has by no means diminished, and groups of curious spectators regularly gather outside the former establishment of Nurse Proctor, and apparently derive some form of entertainment from staring at the windows and questioning the constable on duty. The fact that Mrs. Vernon undoubtedly came from this establishment on the night of the crime, and that the proprietors of the nursing home fled immediately, leaving absolutely no clue behind them, complicates the mystery which Scotland Yard is engaged in unraveling.

It is generally believed that the woman, Proctor, and her associates had actually no connection with the crime, and that realizing that the inquiry might turn in their direction, they decamped. The obvious inference, of course, is that the nursing home was conducted on lines which would not bear official scrutiny.

The flight of the butler, Soames, presents a totally different aspect, and in this direction the police are very active.

Soames searched the remainder of the paper scrupulously, but failed to find any further reference to the case. The second Scottish stimulant had served somewhat to restore his failing courage; he congratulated himself upon taking the only move which could have saved him from arrest; he perceived that he owed his immunity entirely to the protective wings of Mr. King. He trembled to think that his fate might indeed have been that of the man arrested at Olton; for, without money and without friends, he would have become, ere this, just such an outcast and natural object of suspicion.

He noted, as a curious circumstance, that throughout the report there was no reference to the absence of Mrs. Leroux; therefore  a primitive reasoner  he assumed that she was back again at Palace Mansions. He was mentally incapable of fitting Mrs. Leroux into the secret machine engineered by Mr. King through the visible agency of Ho-Pin. On the whole, he was disposed to believe that her several absences  ostensibly on visits to Paris  had nothing to do with the catacombs of Ho-Pin, but were to be traced to the amours of the radiant Gianapolis. Taking into consideration his reception by the Chinaman in the cave of the golden dragon, he determined, to his own satisfaction, that this had been dictated by prudence, and by Mr. Gianapolis. In short he believed that the untimely murder of Mrs. Vernon had threatened to direct attention to the commercial enterprise of the Greek, and that he, Soames, had become incorporated in the latter in this accidental fashion. He believed himself to have been employed in a private intrigue during the time that he was at Palace Mansions, and counted it a freak of fate that Mr. Gianapolis affairs of the pocket had intruded upon his affairs of the heart.

It was all very confusing, and entirely beyond Soames mental capacity to unravel.

He treated himself to a third scotch whisky, and sallied out into the rain. A brilliantly lighted music hall upon the opposite side of the road attracted his attention. The novelty of freedom having worn off, he felt no disposition to spend the remainder of the evening in the street, for the rain was now falling heavily, but determined to sample the remainder of the program offered by the first house, and presently was reclining in a plush-covered, tip-up seat in the back row of the stalls.

The program was not of sufficient interest wholly to distract his mind, and during the performance of a very tragic comedian, Soames found his thoughts wandering far from the stage. His seat was at the extreme end of the back row, and, quite unintentionally, he began to listen to the conversation of two men, who, standing just inside the entrance door and immediately behind him to the right, were talking in subdued voices.

There are thousands of Kings in London, said one...

Soames slowly lowered his hands to the chair-arms on either side of him and clutched them tightly. Every nerve in his body seemed to be strung up to the ultimate pitch of tensity. He was listening, now, as a man arraigned might listen for the pronouncement of a judgment.

Thats the trouble, replied a second voice; but you know Maxs ideas on the subject? He has his own way of going to work; but my idea, Sowerby, is that if we can find the one Mr. Soames  and I am open to bet he hasnt left London  we shall find the right Mr. King.

The comedian finished, and the orchestra noisily chorded him off. Soames, his forehead wet with perspiration, began to turn his head, inch by inch. The lights in the auditorium were partially lowered, and he prayed, devoutly, that they would remain so; for now, glancing out of the corner of his right eye, he saw the speakers.

The taller of the two, a man wearing a glistening brown overall and rain-drenched tweed cap, was the detective who had been in Lerouxs study and who had ordered him to his room on the night of the murder!

Then commenced for Soames such an ordeal as all his previous life had not offered him; an ordeal beside which even the interview with Mr. King sank into insignificance. His one hope was in the cunning of Saids disguise; but he knew that Scotland Yard men judged likenesses, not by complexions, which are alterable, not by the color of the hair, which can be dyed, but by certain features which are measurable, and which may be memorized because nature has fashioned them immutable.

What should he do?  What should he do? In the silence:

No good stopping any longer, came the whispered voice of the shorter detective; I have had a good look around the house, and there is nobody here....

Soames literally held his breath.

Well get along down to the Dock Gate, was the almost inaudible reply; I am meeting Stringer there at nine oclock.

Walking softly, the Scotland Yard men passed out of the theater.


XIX

THE LIVING DEAD

The night held yet another adventure in store for Soames. His encounter with the two Scotland Yard men had finally expelled all thoughts of pleasure from his mind. The upper world, the free world, was beset with pitfalls; he realized that for the present, at any rate, there could be no security for him, save in the catacombs of Ho-Pin. He came out of the music-hall and stood for a moment just outside the foyer, glancing fearfully up and down the rain-swept street. Then, resuming the drenched raincoat which he had taken off in the theater, and turning up its collar about his ears, he set out to return to the garage adjoining the warehouse of Kan-Suh Concessions.

He had fully another hour of leave if he cared to avail himself of it, but, whilst every pedestrian assumed, in his eyes, the form of a detective, whilst every dark corner seemed to conceal an ambush, whilst every passing instant he anticipated feeling a heavy hand upon his shoulder, and almost heard the words: Luke Soames, I arrest you... Whilst this was his case, freedom had no joys for him.

No light guided him to the garage door, and he was forced to seek for the handle by groping along the wall. Presently, his hand came in contact with it, he turned it  and the way was open before him.

Being far from familiar with the geography of the place, he took out a box of matches, and struck one to light him to the shelf above which the bell-push was concealed.

Its feeble light revealed, not only the big limousine near which he was standing and the usual fixtures of a garage, but, dimly penetrating beyond into the black places, it also revealed something else....

The door in the false granite blocks was open!

Soames, who had advanced to seek the bell-push, stopped short. The match burnt down almost to his fingers, whereupon he blew it out and carefully crushed it under his foot. A faint reflected light rendered perceptible the stone steps below. At the top, Soames stood looking down. Nothing stirred above, below, or around him. What did it mean? Dimly to his ears came the hooting of some siren from the river  evidently that of a large vessel. Still he hesitated; why he did so, he scarce knew, save that he was afraid  vaguely afraid.

Then, he asked himself what he had to fear, and conjuring up a mental picture of his white bedroom below, he planted his foot firmly upon the first step, and from thence, descended to the bottom, guided by the faint light which shone out from the doorway beneath.

But the door proved to be only partly opened, and Soames knocked deferentially. No response came to his knocking, and he so greatly ventured as to push the door fully open.

The cave of the golden dragon was empty. Half frightfully, Soames glanced about the singular apartment, in amid the mountainous cushions of the leewans, behind the pedestal of the dragon; to the right and to the left of the doorway wherein he stood.

There was no one there; but the door on the right  the door inlaid with ebony and green stone, which he had never yet seen open was open now, widely opened. He glided across the floor, his wet boots creaking unmusically, and peeped through. He saw a matting-lined corridor identical with that known as Block A. The door of one apartment, that on the extreme left, was opened. Sickly fumes were wafted out to him, and these mingled with the incense-like odor which characterized the temple of the dragon.

A moment he stood so, then started back, appalled.

An outcry  the outcry of a woman, of a woman whose very soul is assailed  split the stillness. Not from the passageway before him, but from somewhere behind him  from the direction of Block A  it came.

For Gods sake  oh! for Gods sake, have mercy! Let me go!... let me go! Higher, shriller, more fearful and urgent, grew the voice LET ME GO!...

Soames knees began to tremble beneath him; he clutched at the black wall for support; then turned, and with unsteady footsteps crossed to the door communicating with the corridor which contained his room. It had a lever handle of the Continental pattern, and, trembling with apprehension that it might prove to be locked, Soames pressed down this handle.

The door opened...

Hina, effendi!  hina!

The voice sounded like that of Said....

Oh! God in Heaven help me!... Help!  help!...

Imsik!...

Footsteps were pattering upon the stone stairs; someone was descending from the warehouse! The frenzied shrieks of the woman continued. Soames broke into a cold perspiration; his heart, which had leaped wildly, seemed now to have changed to a cold stone in his breast. Just at the entrance to the corridor he stood, frozen with horror at those cries.

Ikfil el-bab! came now, in the voice of Ho-Pin,  and nearer.

Let me go!... only let me go, and I will never breathe a word. ... Ah! Ah! Oh! God of mercy! not the needle again! You are killing me!... not the needle!...

Soames staggered on to his own room and literally fell within  as across the cave of the golden dragon, behind him, SOMEONE  one whom he did not see but only heard, one whom with all his soul he hoped had not seen HIM  passed rapidly.

Another shriek, more frightful than any which had preceded it, struck the trembling man as an arrow might have struck him. He dropped upon his knees at the side of the bed and thrust his fingers firmly into his ears. He had never swooned in his life, and was unfamiliar with the symptoms, but now he experienced a sensation of overpowering nausea; a blood-red mist floated before his eyes, and the floor seemed to rock beneath him like the deck of a ship....

That soul-appalling outcry died away, merged into a sobbing, moaning sound which defied Soames efforts to exclude it.... He rose to his feet, feeling physically ill, and turned to close his door....

They were dragging someone  someone who sighed, shudderingly, and whose sighs sank to moans, and sometimes rose to sobs,  across the apartment of the dragon. In a faint, dying voice, the woman spoke again:  

Not Mr. King!... NOT MR. KING!... Is there no God in Heaven!... AH! spare me... spare...

Soames closed the door and stood propped up against it, striving to fight down the deathly sickness which assailed him. His clothes were sticking to his clammy body, and a cold perspiration was trickling down his forehead and into his eyes. The sensation at his heart was unlike anything that he had ever known; he thought that he must be dying.

The awful sounds died away... then a muffled disturbance drew his attention to a sort of square trap which existed high up on one wall of the room, but which admitted no light, and which hitherto had never admitted any sound. Now, in the utter darkness, he found himself listening  listening...

He had learnt, during his duties in Block A, that each of the minute suites was rendered sound-proof in some way, so that what took place in one would be inaudible to the occupant of the next, provided that both doors were closed. He perceived, now, that some precaution hitherto exercised continuously had been omitted to-night, and that the sounds which he could hear came from the room next to his own  the room which opened upon the corridor that he had never entered, and which now he classified, mentally, as Block B.

What did it mean?

Obviously there had been some mishap in the usually smooth conduct of Ho-Pins catacombs. There had been a hurried outgoing in several directions... a search?

And by the accident of his returning an hour earlier than he was expected, he was become a witness of this incident, or of its dreadful, concluding phases. He had begun to move away from the door, but now he returned, and stood leaning against it.

That stifling room where roses shed their petals, had been opened to-night; a chill touched the very center of his being and told him so. The occupant of that room  the Minotaur of this hideous labyrinth  was at large to-night, was roaming the passages about him, was perhaps outside his very door....

Dull moaning sounds reached him through the trap. He realized that if he had the courage to cross the room, stand upon a chair and place his ear to the wall, he might be able to detect more of what was passing in the next apartment. But craven fear held him in its grip, and in vain he strove to shake it off. Trembling wildly, he stood with his back to the door, whilst muttered words, and moans, ever growing fainter, reached him from beyond. A voice, a harsh, guttural voice  surely not that of Ho-Pin  was audible, above the moaning.

For two minutes  three minutes  four minutes  he stood there, tottering on the brink of insensibility, then... a faint sound  a new sound,  drew his gaze across the room, and up to the corner where the trap was situated.

A very dim light was dawning there; he could just detect the outline of an opening  a half-light breaking the otherwise impenetrable darkness.

He felt that his capacity for fear was strained to its utmost; that he could support nothing more, yet a new horror was in store for him; for, as he watched that gray patch, in it, as in a frame, a black silhouette appeared  the silhouette of a human head... a womans head!

Soames convulsively clenched his jaws, for his teeth were beginning to chatter.

A whistle, an eerie, minor whistle, subscribed the ultimate touch of terror to the night. The silhouette disappeared, and, shortly afterwards, the gray luminance. A faint click told of some shutter being fastened; complete silence reigned.

Soames groped his way to the bed and fell weakly upon it, half lying down and burying his face in the pillow. For how long, he had no idea, but for some considerable time, he remained so, fighting to regain sufficient self-possession to lie to Ho-Pin, who sooner or later must learn of his return.

At last he managed to sit up. He was not trembling quite so wildly, but he still suffered from a deathly sickness. A faint streak of light from the corridor outside shone under his door. As he noted it, it was joined by a second streak, forming a triangle.

There was a very soft rasping of metal. Someone was opening the door!

Soames lay back upon the bed. This time he was past further panic and come to a stage of sickly apathy. He lay, now, because he could not sit upright, because stark horror had robbed him of physical strength, and had drained the well of his emotions dry.

Gradually  so that the operation seemed to occupy an interminable time, the door opened, and in the opening a figure appeared.

The switch clicked, and the room was flooded with electric light.

Ho-Pin stood watching him.

Soames  in his eyes that indescribable expression seen in the eyes of a bird placed in a cobras den  met the Chinamans gaze. This gaze was no different from that which habitually he directed upon the people of the catacombs. His yellow face was set in the same mirthless smile, and his eyebrows were raised interrogatively. For the space of ten seconds, he stood watching the man on the bed. Then:  

You wreturn vewry soon, Mr. Soames? he said, softly.

Soames groaned like a dying man, whispering:

I was... taken ill  very ill....

So you wreturn befowre the time awranged for you?

His metallic voice was sunk in a soothing hiss. He smiled steadily: he betrayed no emotion.

Yes... sir, whispered Soames, his hair clammily adhering to his brow and beads of perspiration trickling slowly down his nose.

And when you wreturn, you see and you hear  stwrange things, Mr. Soames?

Soames, who was in imminent danger of becoming physically ill, gulped noisily.

No, sir, he whispered,  tremulously, Ive been  in here all the time.

Ho-Pin nodded, slowly and sympathetically, but never removed the glittering eyes from the face of the man on the bed.

So you hear nothing, and see nothing?

The words were spoken even more softly than he had spoken hitherto.

Nothing, protested Soames. He suddenly began to tremble anew, and his trembling rattled the bed. I have been  very ill indeed, sir.

Ho-Pin nodded again slowly, and with deep sympathy.

Some medicine shall be sent to you, Mr. Soames, he said.

He turned and went out slowly, closing the door behind him.


XX

ABRAHAM LEVINSKY BUTTS IN

At about the time that this conversation was taking place in Ho-Pins catacombs, Detective-Inspector Dunbar and Detective-Sergeant Sowerby were joined by a third representative of New Scotland Yard at the appointed spot by the dock gates. This was Stringer, the detective to whom was assigned the tracing of the missing Soames; and he loomed up through the rain-mist, a glistening but dejected figure.

Any luck? inquired Sowerby, sepulchrally.

Stringer, a dark and morose looking man, shook his head.

Ive beaten up every Chink in Wapping and Limehouse, I should reckon, he said, plaintively. Theyre all as innocent as babes unborn. You can take it from me: Chinatown hasnt got a murder on its conscience at present. BRR! its a beastly night. Suppose we have one?

Dunbar nodded, and the three wet investigators walked back for some little distance in silence, presently emerging via a narrow, dark, uninviting alleyway into West India Dock Road. A brilliantly lighted hostelry proved to be their objective, and there, in a quiet corner of the deserted billiard room, over their glasses, they discussed this mysterious case, which at first had looked so simple of solution if only because it offered so many unusual features, but which, the deeper they probed, merely revealed fresh complications.

The business of those Fry people, in Scotland, was a rotten disappointment, said Dunbar, suddenly. They were merely paid by the late Mrs. Vernon to re-address letters to a little newspaper shop in Knightsbridge, where an untraceable boy used to call for them! Martin has just reported this evening. Perth wires for instructions, but its a dead-end, Im afraid.

You know, said Sowerby, fishing a piece of cork from the brown froth of a fine example by Guinness, to my mind our hopes in Soames; and if we want to find Soames, to my mind we want to look, not east, but west.

Hear, hear! concorded Stringer, gloomily sipping hot rum.

It seems to me, continued Sowerby, that Limehouse is about the last place in the world a man like Soames would think of hiding in.

It isnt where hell be THINKING of hiding, snapped Dunbar, turning his fierce eyes upon the last speaker. You cant seem to get the idea out of your head, Sowerby, that Soames is an independent agent. He ISNT an independent agent. Hes only the servant; and through the servant we hope to find the master.

But why in the east-end? came the plaintive voice of Stringer; for only one reason, that I can see  because Max says that theres a Chinaman in the case.

Theres opium in the case, isnt there? said Dunbar, adding more water to his whisky, and where theres opium there is pretty frequently a Chinaman.

But to my mind, persisted Sowerby, his eyebrows drawn together in a frown of concentration, the place where Mrs. Vernon used to get the opium was the place we raided in Gillingham Street.

Nurse Proctors! cried Stringer, banging his fist on the table. Exactly my idea! There may have been a Chinaman concerned in the management of the Gillingham Street stunt, or there may not, but Ill swear that was where the opium was supplied. In fact I dont think that theres any doubt about it. Medical evidence (opinions differed a bit, certainly) went to show that she had been addicted to opium for some years. Other evidence  you got it yourself, Inspector  went to show that she came from Gillingham Street on the night of the murder. Gillingham Street crowd vanished like a beautiful dream before we had time to nab them! What more do you want? What are we up to, messing about in Limehouse and Wapping?

Sowerby partook of a long drink and turned his eyes upon Dunbar, awaiting the inspectors reply.

You both have the wrong idea! said Dunbar, deliberately; you are all wrong! You seem to be under the impression that if we could lay our hands upon the missing staff of the so-called Nursing Home, we should find the assassin to be one of the crowd. It doesnt follow at all. For a long time, you, Sowerby,  he turned his tawny eyes upon the sergeant had the idea that Soames was the murderer, and Im not sure that you have got rid of it yet! You, Stringer, appear to think that Nurse Proctor is responsible. Upon my word, you are a hopeless pair! Suppose Soames had nothing whatever to do with the matter, but merely realized that he could not prove an alibi? Wouldnt YOU bolt? I put it to you.

Sowerby stared hard, and Stringer scratched his chin, reflectively.

The same reasoning applies to the Gillingham Street people, continued Dunbar. We havent the slightest idea of THEIR whereabouts because we dont even know who they were; but we do know something about Soames, and were looking for him, not because we think he did the murder, but because we think he can tell us who did.

Which brings us back to the old point, interrupted Stringer, softly beating his fist upon the table at every word; why are we looking for Soames in the east-end?

Because, replied Dunbar, were working on the theory that Soames, though actually not accessory to the crime, was in the pay of those who were...

Well?  Stringer spoke the word eagerly, his eyes upon the inspectors face.

And those who WERE accessory,  continued Dunbar, were servants of Mr. King.

Ah! Stringer brought his fist down with a bang Mr. King! Thats where I am in the dark, and where Sowerby, here, is in the dark. He bent forward over the table. Who the devil is Mr. King?

Dunbar twirled his whisky glass between his fingers.

We dont know, he replied quietly, but Soames does, in all probability; and thats why were looking for Soames.

Is it why were looking in Limehouse? persisted Stringer, the argumentative.

It is, snapped Dunbar. We have only got one Chinatown worthy of the name, in London, and thats not ten minutes walk from here.

Chinatown  yes, said Sowerby, his red face glistening with excitement; but why look for Mr. King in Chinatown?

Because, replied Dunbar, lowering his voice, Mr. King in all probability is a Chinaman.

Who says so? demanded Stringer.

Max says so...

MAX!  again Stringer beat his fist upon the table. Now we have got to it! Were working, then, not on our own theories, but on those of Max?

Dunbars sallow face flushed slightly, and his eyes seemed to grow brighter.

Mr. Gaston Max obtained information in Paris, he said, which he placed, unreservedly, at my disposal. We went into the matter thoroughly, with the result that our conclusions were identical. A certain Mr. King is at the bottom of this mystery, and, in all probability, Mr. King is a Chinaman. Do I make myself clear?

Sowerby and Stringer looked at one another, perplexedly. Each man finished his drink in silence. Then:

What took place in Paris? began Sowerby.

There was an interruption. A stooping figure in a shabby, black frock-coat, the figure of a man who wore a dilapidated bowler pressed down upon his ears, who had a greasy, Semitic countenance, with a scrubby, curling, sandy colored beard, sparse as the vegetation of a desert, appeared at Sowerbys elbow.

He carried a brimming pewter pot. This he set down upon a corner of the table, depositing himself in a convenient chair and pulling out a very dirty looking letter from an inside pocket. He smoothed it carefully. He peered, little-eyed, from the frowning face of Dunbar to the surprised countenance of Sowerby, and smiled with native amiability at the dangerous-looking Stringer.

Excuthe me, he said, and his propitiatory smile was expansive and dazzling, excuthe me buttin in like thith. It theemth rude, I know  it doth theem rude; but the fact of the matter ith Im a tailor  thaths my pithneth, a tailor. When I thay a tailor, I really mean a breecheth-maker  thath what I mean, a breecheth-maker. Now thethe timeth ith very hard timeth for breecheth-makerth....

Dunbar finished his whisky, and quietly replaced the glass upon the table, looking from Sowerby to Stringer with unmistakable significance. Stringer emptied his glass of rum, and Sowerby disposed of his stout.

I got thith letter lath night, continued the breeches-maker, bending forward confidentially over the table. (The document looked at least twelve months old.) I got thith letter latht night with thethe three fiverth in it; and not havin no friendth in London  Im an American thitithen, by birth,  Levinthky, my name ith  Abraham Levinthky  Im a Noo Englander. Well, not havin no friendth in London, and theein you three gentlemen thittin here, I took the liberty...

Dunbar stood up, glared at Levinsky, and stalked out of the billiard-room, followed by his equally indignant satellites. Having gained the outer door:

Of all the blasted impudence! he said, turning to Sowerby and Stringer; but there was a glint of merriment in the fierce eyes. Can you beat that? Did you tumble to his game?

Sowerby stared at Stringer, and Stringer stared at Sowerby.

Except, began the latter in a voice hushed with amazement, that hes got the coolest cheek of any mortal being I ever met....

Dunbars grim face relaxed, and he laughed boyishly, his square shoulders shaking.

He was leading up to the confidence trick! he said, between laughs. Damn it all, man, it was the old confidence trick! The idea of a confidence-merchant spreading out his wares before three C. I. D. men!

He was choking with laughter again; and now, Sowerby and Stringer having looked at one another for a moment, the surprised pair joined him in his merriment. They turned up their collars and went out into the rain, still laughing.

That man, said Sowerby, as they walked across to the stopping place of the electric trains, is capable of calling on the Commissioner and asking him to find the lady!
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THE STUDIO IN SOHO

Certainly, such impudence as that of Mr. Levinsky is rare even in east-end London, and it may be worth while to return to the corner of the billiard-room and to study more closely this remarkable man.

He was sitting where the detectives had left him, and although their departure might have been supposed to have depressed him, actually it had had a contrary effect; he was chuckling with amusement, and, between his chuckles, addressing himself to the contents of the pewter with every mark of appreciation. Three gleaming golden teeth on the lower row, and one glittering canine, made a dazzling show every time that he smiled; he was a very greasy and a very mirthful Hebrew.

Finishing his tankard of ale, he shuffled out into the street, the line of his bent shoulders running parallel with that of his hat-brim. His hat appeared to be several sizes too large for his head, and his skull was only prevented from disappearing into the capacious crown by the intervention of his ears, which, acting as brackets, supported the whole weight of the rain-sodden structure. He mounted a tram proceeding in the same direction as that which had borne off the Scotland Yard men. Quitting this at Bow Road, he shuffled into the railway station, and from Bow Road proceeded to Liverpool Street. Emerging from the station at Liverpool Street, he entered a motor-bus bound westward.

His neighbors, inside, readily afforded him ample elbow room; and, smiling agreeably at every one, including the conductor (who resented his good-humor) and a pretty girl in the corner seat (who found it embarrassing) he proceeded to Charing Cross. Descending from the bus, he passed out into Leicester Square and plunged into the network of streets which complicates the map of Soho. It will be of interest to follow him.

In a narrow turning off Greek Street, and within hail of the popular Bohemian restaurants, he paused before a doorway sandwiched between a Continental newsagents and a tiny French cafe; and, having fumbled in his greasy raiment he presently produced a key, opened the door, carefully closed it behind him, and mounted the dark stair.

On the top floor he entered a studio, boasting a skylight upon which the rain was drumming steadily and drearily. Lighting a gas burner in one corner of the place which bore no evidence of being used for its legitimate purpose  he entered a little adjoining dressing-room. Hot and cold water were laid on there, and a large zinc bath stood upon the floor. With the aid of an enamel bucket, Mr. Abraham Levinsky filled the bath.

Leaving him to his ablutions, let us glance around the dressing-room. Although there was no easel in the studio, and no indication of artistic activity, the dressing-room was well stocked with costumes. Two huge dress-baskets were piled in one corner, and their contents hung upon hooks around the three available walls. A dressing table, with a triplicate mirror and a suitably shaded light, presented a spectacle reminiscent less of a models dressing-room than of an actors.

At the expiration of some twenty-five minutes, the door of this dressing-room opened; and although Abraham Levinsky had gone in, Abraham Levinsky did not come out!

Carefully flicking a particle of ash from a fold of his elegant, silk-lined cloak, a most distinguished looking gentleman stepped out onto the bleak and dirty studio. He wore, in addition to a graceful cloak, which was lined with silk of cardinal red, a soft black hat, rather wide brimmed and dented in a highly artistic manner, and irreproachable evening clothes; his linen was immaculate; and no valet in London could have surpassed the perfect knotting of his tie. His pearl studs were elegant and valuable; and a single eyeglass was swung about his neck by a thin, gold chain. The white gloves, which fitted perfectly, were new; and if the glossy boots were rather long in the toe-cap from an English point of view, the gold-headed malacca cane which the newcomer carried was quite de rigeur.

The strong clean-shaven face calls for no description here; it was the face of M. Gaston Max.

M. Max, having locked the study door, and carefully tried it to make certain of its security, descended the stairs. He peeped out cautiously into the street ere setting foot upon the pavement; but no one was in sight at the moment, and he emerged quickly, closing the door behind him, and taking shelter under the newsagents awning. The rain continued its steady downpour, but M. Max stood there softly humming a little French melody until a taxi-cab crawled into view around the Greek Street corner.

He whistled shrilly through his teeth  the whistle of a gamin; and the cabman, glancing up and perceiving him, pulled around into the turning, and drew up by the awning.

M. Max entered the cab.

To Frascatis, he directed.

The cabman backed out into Greek Street and drove off. This was the hour when the theaters were beginning to eject their throngs, and outside one of them, where a popular comedy had celebrated its three-hundred-and-fiftieth performance, the press of cabs and private cars was so great that M. Max found himself delayed within sight of the theater foyer.

Those patrons of the comedy who had omitted to order vehicles or who did not possess private conveyances, found themselves in a quandary tonight, and amongst those thus unfortunately situated, M. Max, watching the scene with interest, detected a lady whom he knew  none other than the delightful American whose conversation had enlivened his recent journey from Paris  Miss Denise Ryland. She was accompanied by a charming companion, who, although she was wrapped up in a warm theater cloak, seemed to be shivering disconsolately as she and her friend watched the interminable stream of vehicles filing up before the theater, and cutting them off from any chance of obtaining a cab for themselves.

M. Max acted promptly.

Drive into that side turning! he directed the cabman, leaning out of the window. The cabman followed his directions, and M. Max, heedless of the inclement weather, descended from the cab, dodged actively between the head lamps of a big Mercedes and the tail-light of a taxi, and stood bowing before the two ladies, his hat pressed to his bosom with one gloved hand, the other, ungloved, resting upon the gold knob of the malacca.

Why! cried Miss Ryland, if it isnt... M. Gaston! My dear ... M. Gaston! Come under the awning, or  her head was wagging furiously you will be... simply drowned.

M. Max smilingly complied.

This is M. Gaston, said Denise Ryland, turning to her companion, the French gentleman... whom I met... in the train from... Paris. This is Miss Helen Cumberly, and I know you two will get on... famously.

M. Max acknowledged the presentation with a few simple words which served to place the oddly met trio upon a mutually easy footing. He was, par excellence, the polished cosmopolitan man of the world.

Fortunately I saw your dilemma, he explained. I have a cab on the corner yonder, and it is entirely at your service.

Now that... is real good of you, declared Denise Ryland. I think youre... a brick....

But, my dear Miss Ryland! cried Helen, we cannot possibly deprive M. Gaston of his cab on a night like this!

I had hoped, said the Frenchman, bowing gallantly, that this most happy reunion might not be allowed to pass uncelebrated. Tell me if I intrude upon other plans, because I am speaking selfishly; but I was on my way to a lonely supper, and apart from the great pleasure which your company would afford me, you would be such very good Samaritans if you would join me.

Helen Cumberly, although she was succumbing rapidly to the singular fascination of M. Max, exhibited a certain hesitancy. She was no stranger to Bohemian customs, and if the distinguished Frenchman had been an old friend of her companions, she should have accepted without demur; but she knew that the acquaintance had commenced in a Continental railway train, and her natural prudence instinctively took up a brief for the prosecution. But Denise Ryland had other views.

My dear girl, she said, you are not going to be so... crack-brained... as to stand here... arguing and contracting... rheumatism, lumbago... and other absurd complaints... when you know PERFECTLY well that we had already arranged to go... to supper! She turned to the smiling Max. This girl needs... DRAGGING out of... her morbid self... M. Gaston! Well accept... your cab, on the distinct... understanding that YOU are to accept OUR invitation... to supper.

M. Max bowed agreeably.

By all means let MY cab take us to YOUR supper, he said, laughing.
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M. MAX MOUNTS CAGLIOSTROS STAIRCASE

At a few minutes before midnight, Helen Cumberly and Denise Ryland, escorted by the attentive Frenchman, arrived at Palace Mansions. Any distrust which Helen had experienced at first was replaced now by the esteem which every one of discrimination (criminals excluded) formed of M. Max. She perceived in him a very exquisite gentleman, and although the acquaintance was but one hour old, counted him a friend. Denise Ryland was already quite at home in the Cumberly household, and she insisted that Dr. Cumberly would be deeply mortified should M. Gaston take his departure without making his acquaintance. Thus it came about that M. Gaston Max was presented (as M. Gaston) to Dr. Cumberly.

Cumberly, who had learned to accept men and women upon his daughters estimate, welcomed the resplendent Parisian hospitably; the warm, shaded lights made convivial play in the amber deeps of the decanters, and the cigars had a fire-side fragrance which M. Max found wholly irresistible.

The ladies being momentarily out of ear-shot, M. Gaston glancing rapidly about him, said: May I beg a favor, Dr. Cumberly?

Certainly, M. Gaston, replied the physician  he was officiating at the syphon. Say when.

When! said Max. I should like to see you in Harley Street to-morrow morning.

Cumberly glanced up oddly. Nothing wrong, I hope?

Oh, not professionally, smiled Max; or perhaps I should say only semi-professionally. Can you spare me ten minutes?

My book is rather full in the morning, I believe, said Cumberly, frowning thoughtfully, and without consulting it  which, since it is in Harley Street, is impossible  I scarcely know when I shall be at liberty. Could we not lunch together?

Max blew a ring of smoke from his lips and watched it slowly dispersing.

For certain reasons, he replied, and his odd American accent became momentarily more perceptible, I should prefer that my visit had the appearance of being a professional one.

Cumberly was unable to conceal his surprise, but assuming that his visitor had good reason for the request, he replied after a moments reflection:

I should propose, then, that you come to Harley Street at, shall we say, 9.30? My earliest professional appointment is at 10. Will that inconvenience you?

Not at all, Max assured him; it will suit me admirably.

With that the matter dropped for the time, since Helen and her new friend now reentered; and although Helens manner was markedly depressed, Miss Ryland energetically turned the conversation upon the subject of the play which they had witnessed that evening.

M. Max, when he took his departure, found that the rain had ceased, and accordingly he walked up Whitehall, interesting himself in those details of midnight London life so absorbing to the visitor, though usually overlooked by the resident.

Punctually at half-past nine, a claret-colored figure appeared in sedate Harley Street. M. Gaston Max pressed the bell above which appeared:

DR. BRUCE CUMBERLY.

He was admitted by Garnham, who attended there daily during the hours when Dr. Cumberly was visible to patients, and presently found himself in the consulting room of the physician.

Good morning, M. Gaston! said Cumberly, rising and shaking his visitor by the hand. Pray sit down, and let us get to business. I can give you a clear half-hour.

Max, by way of reply, selected a card from one of the several divisions of his card-case, and placed it on the table. Cumberly glanced at it and started slightly, turning and surveying his visitor with a new interest.

You are M. Gaston Max! he said, fixing his gray eyes upon the face of the man before him. I understood my daughter to say...

Max waved his hands, deprecatingly.

It is in the first place to apologize, he explained, that I am here. I was presented to your daughter in the name of Gaston  which is at least part of my own name  and because other interests were involved I found myself in the painful position of being presented to you under the same false colors...

Oh, dear, dear! began Cumberly. But

Ah! I protest, it is true, continued Max with an inimitable movement of the shoulder; and I regret it; but in my profession...

Which you adorn, monsieur, injected Cumberly.

Many thanks  but in my profession these little annoyances sometimes occur. At the earliest suitable occasion, I shall reveal myself to Miss Cumberly and Miss Ryland, but at present,  he spread his palms eloquently, and raised his eyebrows morbleu! it is impossible.

Certainly; I quite understand that. Your visit to London is a professional one? I am more than delighted to have met you, M. Max; your work on criminal anthroposcopy has an honored place on my shelves.

Again M. Max delivered himself of the deprecatory wave.

You cover me with confusion, he protested; for I fear in that book I have intruded upon sciences of which I know nothing, and of which you know much.

On the contrary, you have contributed to those sciences, M. Max, declared the physician; and now, do I understand that the object of your call this morning?...

In the first place it was to excuse myself  but in the second place, I come to ask your help.

He seated himself in a deep armchair  bending forward, and fixing his dark, penetrating eyes upon the physician. Cumberly, turning his own chair slightly, evinced the greatest interest in M. Maxs disclosures.

If you have been in Paris lately, continued the detective, you will possibly have availed yourself of the opportunity  since another may not occur  of visiting the house of the famous magician, Cagliostro, on the corner of Rue St. Claude, and Boulevard Beaumarchais...

I have not been in Paris for over two years, said Cumberly, nor was I aware that a house of that celebrated charlatan remained extant.

Ah! Dr. Cumberly, your judgment of Cagliostro is a harsh one. We have no time for such discussion now, but I should like to debate with you this question: was Cagliostro a charlatan? However, the point is this: Owing to alterations taking place in the Boulevard Beaumarchais, some of the end houses in Rue St. Claude are being pulled down, among them Number 1, formerly occupied by the Comte de Cagliostro. At the time that the work commenced, I availed myself of a little leisure to visit that house, once so famous. I was very much interested, and found it fascinating to walk up the Grande Staircase where so many historical personages once walked to consult the seer. But great as was my interest in the apartments of Cagliostro, I was even more interested in one of the apartments in a neighboring house, into which  quite accidentally, you understand  I found myself looking.


XXIII

RAID IN THE RUE ST. CLAUDE

I perceived, said M. Gaston Max, that owing to the progress of the work of demolition, and owing to the carelessness of the people in charge  nom dun nom! they were careless, those!  I was able, from a certain point, to look into a small room fitted up in a way very curious. There was a sort of bunk somewhat similar to that in a steamer berth, and the walls were covered with paper of a Chinese pattern most bizarre. No one was in the room when I first perceived it, but I had not been looking in for many moments before a Chinaman entered and closed the shutters. He was hasty, this one.

Eh bien! I had seen enough. I perceived that my visit to the house of Cagliostro had been dictated by a good little angel. It happened that for many months I had been in quest of the headquarters of a certain group which I knew, beyond any tiny doubt, to have its claws deep in Parisian society. I refer to an opium syndicate...

Dr. Cumberly started and seemed about to speak; but he restrained himself, bending forward and awaiting the detectives next words with even keener interest than hitherto.

I had been trying  all vainly  to trace the source from which the opium was obtained, and the place where it was used. I have devoted much attention to the subject, and have spent some twelve months in the opium provinces of China, you understand. I know how insidious a thing it is, this opium, and how dreadful a curse it may become when it gets a hold upon a community. I was formerly engaged upon a most sensational case in San Francisco; and the horrors of the discoveries which we made there  the American police and myself  have remained with me ever since. Pardieu! I cannot forget them! Therefore when I learnt that an organized attempt was being made to establish elaborate opium dens upon a most up-to-date plan, in Paris, I exerted myself to the utmost to break up this scheme in its infancy...

Dr. Cumberly was hanging upon every word.

Apart from the physical and moral ruin attendant upon the vice, continued Max, the methods of this particular organization have brought financial ruin to many. He shook his finger at Dr. Cumberly as if to emphasize his certainty upon this point. I will not go into particulars now, but there is a system of wholesale robbery  sapristi! of most ingenious brigandage  being practised by this group. Therefore I congratulated myself upon the inspiration which had led me to mount Cagliostros staircase. The way in which these people had conducted their sinister trade from so public a spot as this was really wonderful, but I had already learned to respect the ingenuity of the group, or of the man at the head of it. I wasted no time; not I! We raided the house that evening...

And what did you find? asked Dr. Cumberly, eagerly.

We found this establishment elaborately fitted, and the whole of the fittings were American. Eh bien! This confirmed me in my belief that the establishment was a branch of the wealthy concern I have mentioned in San Francisco. There was also a branch in New York, apparently. We found six or eight people in the place in various stages of coma; and I cannot tell you their names because  among them, were some well-known in the best society...

Good Heavens, M. Max, you surprise and shock me!

What I tell you is but the truth. We apprehended two low fellows who acted as servants sometimes in the place. We had records of both of them at the Bureau. And there was also a woman belonging to the same class. None of these seemed to me very important, but we were fortunate enough to capture, in addition, a Chinaman  Sen  and a certain Madame Jean  the latter the principal of the establishment!

What! a woman?

Morbleu! a woman  exactly! You are surprised? Yes; and I was surprised, but full inquiry convinced me that Madame Jean was the chief of staff. We had conducted the raid at night, of course, and because of the big names, we hushed it up. We can do these things in Paris so much more easily than is possible here in London. He illustrated, delivering a kick upon the person of an imaginary malefactor. Cochon! Va! he shrugged. It is finished!

The place was arranged with Oriental magnificence. The reception-room  if I can so term that apartment  was like the scene of Rimsky Korsakovs Sheherezade; I could see that very heavy charges were made at this establishment. I will not bore you with further particulars, but I will tell you of my disappointment.

Your disappointment?

Yes, I was disappointed. True, I had brought about the closing of that house, but of the huge sums of money fraudulently obtained from victims, I could find no trace in the accounts of Madame Jean. She defied me with silence, simply declining to give any account of herself beyond admitting that she conducted an hotel at which opium might be smoked if desired. Blagueur! Sen, the Chinaman, who professed to speak nothing but Chinese  ah! cochon!  was equally a difficult case, Nom dun nom! I was in despair, for apart from frauds connected with the concern, I had more than small suspicions that at least one death  that of a wealthy banker  could be laid at the doors of the establishment in Rue St. Claude....

Dr. Cumberly bent yet lower, watching the speakers face.

A murder! he whispered.

I do not say so, replied Max, but it certainly might have been. The case then must, indeed, have ended miserably, as far as I was concerned, if I had not chanced upon a letter which the otherwise prudent Madame Jean had forgotten to destroy. Triomphe! It was a letter of instruction, and definitely it proved that she was no more than a kind of glorified concierge, and that the chief of the opium group was in London.

Undoubtedly in London. There was no address on the letter, and no date, and it was curiously signed: Mr. King.

Mr. King!

Dr. Cumberly rose slowly from his chair, and took a step toward M. Max.

You are interested? said the detective, and shrugged his shoulders, whilst his mobile mouth shaped itself in a grim smile. Pardieu! I knew you would be! Acting upon another clue which the letter  priceless letter  contained, I visited the Credit Lyonnais. I discovered that an account had been opened there by Mr. Henry Leroux of London on behalf of his wife, Mira Leroux, to the amount of a thousand pounds.

A thousand pounds  really! cried Dr. Cumberly, drawing his heavy brows together as much as that?

Certainly. It was for a thousand pounds, repeated Max, and the whole of that amount had been drawn out.

The whole thousand?

The whole thousand; nom dun ptit bonhomme! The whole thousand! Acting, as I have said, upon the information in this always priceless letter, I confronted Madame Jean and the manager of the bank with each other. Morbleu! This, he said, is Mira Leroux of London!...

What! cried Cumberly, seemingly quite stupefied by this last revelation.

Max spread wide his palms, and the flexible lips expressed sympathy with the doctors stupefaction.

It is as I tell you, he continued. This Madame Jean had been posing as Mrs. Leroux, and in some way, which I was unable to understand, her signature had been accepted by the Credit Lyonnais. I examined the specimen signature which had been forwarded to them by the London County and Suburban Bank, and I perceived, at once, that it was not a case of common forgery. The signatures were identical...

Therefore, said Cumberly, and he was thinking of Henry Leroux, whom Fate delighted in buffeting therefore, the Credit Lyonnais is not responsible?

Most decidedly not responsible, agreed Max. So you see I now have two reasons for coming to London: one, to visit the London County and Suburban Bank, and the other to find... Mr. King. The first part of my mission I have performed successfully; but the second... again he shrugged, and the lines of his mouth were humorous.

Dr. Cumberly began to walk up and down the carpet.

Poor Leroux! he muttered poor Leroux.

Ah! poor Leroux, indeed, said Max. He is so typical a victim of this most infernal group!

What! Dr. Cumberly turned in his promenade and stared at the detective hes not the only one?

My dear sir, said Max, gently, the victims of Mr. King are truly as the sands of Arabia.

Good heavens! muttered Dr. Cumberly; good heavens!

I came immediately to London, continued Max, and presented myself at New Scotland Yard. There I discovered that my inquiry was complicated by a ghastly crime which had been committed in the flat of Mr. Leroux; but I learned, also, that Mr. King was concerned in this crime  his name had been found upon a scrap of paper clenched in the murdered womans hand!

I was present when it was found, said Dr. Cumberly.

I know you were, replied Max. In short, I discovered that the Palace Mansions murder case was my case, and that my case was the Palace Mansions case. Eh bien! the mystery of the Paris draft did not detain me long. A call upon the manager of the London County and Suburban Bank at Charing Cross revealed to me the whole plot. The real Mrs. Leroux had never visited that bank; it was Madame Jean, posing as Mrs. Leroux, who went there and wrote the specimen signature, accompanied by a certain Soames, a butler...

I know him! said Dr. Cumberly, grimly, the blackguard!

Truly a blackguard, truly a big, dirty blackguard! But it is such canaille as this that Mr. King discovers and uses for his own ends. Paris society, I know for a fact; has many such a cankerworm in its heart. Oh! it is a big case, a very big case. Poor Mr. Leroux being confined to his bed  ah! I pity him  I took the opportunity to visit his flat in Palace Mansions with Inspector Dunbar, and I obtained further evidence showing how the conspiracy had been conducted; yes. For instance, Dunbars notebook showed me that Mr. Leroux was accustomed to receive letters from Mrs. Leroux whilst she was supposed to be in Paris. I actually discovered some of those letters, and they bore no dates. This, if they came from a woman, was not remarkable, but, upon one of them I found something that WAS remarkable. It was still in its envelope, you must understand, this letter, its envelope bearing the Paris post-mark. But impressed upon the paper I discovered a second post-mark, which, by means of a simple process, and the use of a magnifying glass, I made out to be Bow, East!

What!

Do you understand? This letter, and others doubtless, had been enclosed in an envelope and despatched to Paris from Bow, East? In short, Mrs. Leroux wrote those letters before she left London; Soames never posted them, but handed them over to some representative of Mr. King; this other, in turn, posted them to Madame Jean in Paris! Morbleu! these are clever rogues! This which I was fortunate enough to discover had been on top, you understand, this billet, and the outer envelope being very heavily stamped, that below retained the impress of the post-mark.

Poor Leroux! said Cumberly again, with suppressed emotion. That unsuspecting, kindly soul has been drawn into the meshes of this conspiracy. How they have been wound around him, until...

He knows the truth about his wife? asked Max, suddenly glancing up at the physician, that she is not in Paris?

I, myself, broke the painful news to him, replied Cumberly after a consultation with Miss Ryland and my daughter. I considered it my duty to tell him, but I cannot disguise from myself that it hastened, if it did not directly occasion, his breakdown.

Yes, yes, said Max; we have been very fortunate however in diverting the attention of the press from the absence of Mrs. Leroux throughout this time. Nom dun nom! Had they got to know about the scrap of paper found in the dead womans hand, I fear that this would have been impossible.

I do not doubt that it would have been impossible, knowing the London press, replied Dr. Cumberly, but I, too, am glad that it has been achieved; for in the light of your Paris discoveries, I begin at last to understand.

You were not Mrs. Lerouxs medical adviser?

I was not, replied Cumberly, glancing sharply at Max. Good heavens, to think that I had never realized the truth!

It is not so wonderful at all. Of course, as I have seen from the evidence which you gave to the police, you knew that Mrs. Vernon was addicted to the use of opium?

It was perfectly evident, replied Cumberly; painfully evident. I will not go into particulars, but her entire constitution was undermined by the habit. I may add, however, that I did not associate the vice with her violent end, except...

Ah! interrupted Max, shaking his finger at the physician, you are coming to the point upon which you disagreed with the divisional surgeon! Now, it is an important point. You are of opinion that the injection in Mrs. Vernons shoulder  which could not have been self-administered...

She was not addicted to the use of the needle, interrupted Cumberly; she was an opium SMOKER.

Quite so, quite so, said Max: it makes the point all the more clear. You are of opinion that this injection was made at least eight hours before the womans death?

At least eight hours  yes.

Eh bien! said Max; and have you had extensive experience of such injections?

Dr. Cumberly stared at him in some surprise.

In a general way, he said, a fair number of such cases have come under my notice; but it chances that one of my patients, a regular patient  is addicted to the vice.

Injections?

Only as a makeshift. He has periodical bouts of opium smoking  what I may term deliberate debauches.

Ah! Max was keenly interested. This patient is a member of good society?

Hes a member of Parliament, replied Cumberly, a faint, humorous glint creeping into his gray eyes; but, of course, that is not an answer to your question! Yes, he is of an old family, and is engaged to the daughter of a peer.

Dr. Cumberly, said Max, in a case like the present  apart from the fact that the happiness  pardieu! the life  of one of your own friends is involved... should you count it a breach of professional etiquette to divulge the name of that patient?

It was a disturbing question; a momentous question for a fashionable physician to be called upon to answer thus suddenly. Dr. Cumberly, who had resumed his promenade of the carpet, stopped with his back to M. Max, and stared out of the window into Harley Street.

M. Max, a man of refined susceptibilities, came to his aid, diplomatically.

It is perhaps overmuch to ask you, he said. I can settle the problem in a more simple manner. Inspector Dunbar will ask you for this gentlemans name, and you, as witness in the case, cannot refuse to give it.

I can refuse until I stand in the witness-box! replied Cumberly, turning, a wry smile upon his face.

With the result, interposed Max, that the ends of justice might be defeated, and the wrong man hanged!

True, said Cumberly; I am splitting hairs. It is distinctly a breach of professional etiquette, nevertheless, and I cannot disguise the fact from myself. However, since the knowledge will never go any further, and since tremendous issues are at stake, I will give you the name of my opium patient. It is Sir Brian Malpas!

I am much indebted to you, Dr. Cumberly, said Max; a thousand thanks; but in his eyes there was a far-away look. Malpas  Malpas! Where in this case have I met with the name of Malpas?

Inspector Dunbar may possibly have mentioned it to you in reference to the evidence of Mr. John Exel, M. P. Mr. Exel, you may remember...

I have it! cried Max; Nom dun nom! I have it! It was from Sir Brian Malpas that he had parted at the corner of Victoria Street on the night of the murder, is it not so?

Your memory is very good, M. Max!

Then Mr. Exel is a personal friend of Sir Brian Malpas?

Excellent! Kismet aids me still! I come to you hoping that you may be acquainted with the constitution of Mrs. Leroux, but no! behold me disappointed in this. Then  morbleu! among your patients I find a possible client of the opium syndicate!

What! Malpas? Good God! I had not thought of that! Of course, he must retire somewhere from the ken of society to indulge in these opium orgies...

Quite so. I have hopes. Since it would never do for Sir Brian Malpas to know who I am and what I seek, a roundabout introduction is provided by kindly Providence  Ah! that good little angel of mine!  in the person of Mr. John Exel, M. P.

I will introduce you to Mr. Exel with pleasure.

Eh bien! Let it be arranged as soon as possible, said M. Max. To Mr. John Exel I will be, as to Miss Ryland (morbleu! I hate me!) and Miss Cumberly (pardieu! I loathe myself!), M. Gaston! It is ten oclock, and already I hear your first patient ringing at the front-door bell. Good morning, Dr. Cumberly.

Dr. Cumberly grasped his hand cordially.

Good morning, M. Max!

The famous detective was indeed retiring, when:

M. Max!

He turned  and looked into the troubled gray eyes of Dr. Cumberly.

You would ask me where is she  Mrs. Leroux? he said. My friend  I may call you my friend, may I not?  I cannot say if she is living or is dead. Some little I know of the Chinese, quite a little; nom de dieu!... I hope she is dead!...


XXIV

OPIUM

Denise Ryland was lunching that day with Dr. Cumberly and his daughter at Palace Mansions; and as was usually the case when this trio met, the conversation turned upon the mystery.

I have just seen Leroux, said the physician, as he took his seat, and I have told him that he must go for a drive to-morrow. I have released him from his room, and given him the run of the place again, but until he can get right away, complete recovery is impossible. A little cheerful company might be useful, though. You might look in and see him for a while, Helen?

Helen met her fathers eyes, gravely, and replied, with perfect composure, I will do so with pleasure. Miss Ryland will come with me.

Suppose, said Denise Ryland, assuming her most truculent air, you leave off... talking in that... frigid manner... my dear. Considering that Mira... Leroux and I were... old friends, and that you... are old friends of hers, too, and considering that I spend... my life amongst... people who very sensibly call... one another... by their Christian names, forget that my name is Ryland, and call me... Denise!

I should love to! cried Helen Cumberly; in fact, I wanted to do so the very first time I saw you; perhaps because Mira Leroux always referred to you as Denise...

May I also avail myself of the privilege? inquired Dr. Cumberly with gravity, and may I hope that you will return the compliment?

I cannot... do it! declared Denise Ryland, firmly. A doctor ... should never be known by any other name than... Doctor. If I heard any one refer to my own... physician as Jack or... Bill, or Dick... I should lose ALL faith in him at once!

As the lunch proceeded, Dr. Cumberly gradually grew more silent, seeming to be employed with his own thoughts; and although his daughter and Denise Ryland were discussing the very matter that engaged his own attention, he took no part in the conversation for some time. Then:

I agree with you! he said, suddenly, interrupting Helen; the greatest blow of all to Leroux was the knowledge that his wife had been deceiving him.

He invited... deceit! proclaimed Denise Ryland, by his... criminal neglect.

Oh! how can you say so! cried Helen, turning her gray eyes upon the speaker reproachfully; he deserves

He certainly deserves to know the real truth, concluded Dr. Cumberly; but would it relieve his mind or otherwise?

Denise Ryland and Helen looked at him in silent surprise.

The truth? began the latter Do you mean that you know  where she is...

If I knew that, replied Dr. Cumberly, I should know everything; the mystery of the Palace Mansions murder would be a mystery no longer. But I know one thing: Mrs. Lerouxs absence has nothing to do with any love affair.

What! exclaimed Denise Ryland. There isnt another man... in the case? You cant tell me...

But I DO tell you! said Dr. Cumberly; I ASSURE you.

And you have not told  Mr. Leroux? said Helen incredulously. You have NOT told him  although you know that the thought  of THAT is?...

Is practically killing him? No, I have not told him yet. For  would my news act as a palliative or as an irritant?

That depends, pronounced Denise Ryland, on the nature of... your news.

I suppose I have no right to conceal it from him. Therefore, we will tell him to-day. But although, beyond doubt, his mind will be relieved upon one point, the real facts are almost, if not quite, as bad.

I learnt, this morning, he continued, lighting a cigarette, certain facts which, had I been half as clever as I supposed myself, I should have deduced from the data already in my possession. I was aware, of course, that the unhappy victim  Mrs. Vernon  was addicted to the use of opium, and if a tangible link were necessary, it existed in the form of the written fragment which I myself took from the dead womans hand....

A link! said Denise Ryland.

A link between Mrs. Vernon and Mrs. Leroux, explained the physician. You see, it had never occurred to me that they knew one another....

And did they? questioned his daughter, eagerly.

It is almost certain that they were acquainted, at any rate; and in view of certain symptoms, which, without giving them much consideration, I nevertheless had detected in Mrs. Leroux, I am disposed to think that the bond of sympathy which existed between them was...

He seemed to hesitate, looking at his daughter, whose gray eyes were fixed upon him intently, and then at Denise Ryland, who, with her chin resting upon her hands, and her elbows propped upon the table, was literally glaring at him.

Opium! he said.

A look of horror began slowly to steal over Helen Cumberlys face; Denise Rylands head commenced to sway from side to side. But neither woman spoke.

By the courtesy of Inspector Dunbar, continued Dr. Cumberly, I have been enabled to keep in touch with the developments of the case, as you know; and he had noted as a significant fact that the late Mrs. Vernons periodical visits to Scotland corresponded, curiously, with those of Mrs. Leroux to Paris. I dont mean in regard to date; although in one or two instances (notably Mrs. Vernons last journey to Scotland, and that of Mrs. Leroux to Paris), there was similarity even in this particular. A certain Mr. Debnam  the late Horace Vernons solicitor  placed an absurd construction upon this...

Do you mean, interrupted Helen in a strained voice, that he insinuated that Mrs. Vernon...

He had an idea that she visited Leroux  yes, replied her father hastily. It was one of those absurd and irritating theories, which, instinctively, we know to be wrong, but which, if asked for evidence, we cannot hope to PROVE to be wrong.

It is outrageous! cried Helen, her eyes flashing indignantly; Mr. Debnam should be ashamed of himself!

Dr. Cumberly smiled rather sadly.

In this world, he said, we have to count with the Debnams. Ones own private knowledge of a mans character is not worth a brass farthing as legal evidence. But I am happy to say that Dunbar completely pooh-poohed the idea.

I like Inspector Dunbar! declared Helen; he is so strong  a splendid man!

Denise Ryland stared at her cynically, but made no remark.

The inspector and myself, continued Dr. Cumberly, attached altogether a different significance to the circumstances. I am pleased to tell you that Debnams unpleasant theories are already proved fallacious; the case goes deeper, far deeper, than a mere intrigue of that kind. In short, I am now assured  I cannot, unfortunately, name the source of my new information  but I am assured, that Mrs. Leroux, as well as Mrs. Vernon, was addicted to the opium vice....

Oh, my God! how horrible! whispered Helen.

A certain notorious character, resumed Dr. Cumberly...

Soames! snapped Denise Ryland. Since I heard... that mans name I knew him for... a villain... of the worst possible... description... imaginable.

Soames, replied Dr. Cumberly, smiling slightly, was one of the group, beyond doubt  for I may as well explain that we are dealing with an elaborate organization; but the chief member, to whom I have referred, is a greater one than Soames. He is a certain shadowy being, known as Mr. King.

The name on the paper! said Helen, quickly. But of course the police have been looking for Mr. King all along?

In a general way  yes; but as we have thousands of Kings in London alone, the task is a stupendous one. The information which I received this morning narrows down the search immensely; for it points to Mr. King being the chief, or president, of a sort of opium syndicate, and, furthermore, it points to his being a Chinaman.

A Chinaman! cried Denise and Helen together.

It is not absolutely certain, but it is more than probable. The point is that Mrs. Leroux has not eloped with some unknown lover; she is in one of the opium establishments of Mr. King.

Do you mean that she is detained there? asked Helen.

It appears to me, now, to be certain that she is. My hypothesis is that she was an habitue of this place, as also was Mrs. Vernon. These unhappy women, by means of elaborate plans, made on their behalf by the syndicate, indulged in periodical opium orgies. It was a game well worth the candle, as the saying goes, from the syndicates standpoint; for Mrs. Leroux, alone, has paid no less than a thousand pounds to the opium group!

A thousand pounds! cried Denise Ryland. You dont mean to tell me that that... silly fool... of a man, Harry Leroux... has allowed himself to be swindled of... all that money?

There is not the slightest doubt about it, Dr. Cumberly assured her; he opened a credit to that amount in Paris, and the entire sum has been absorbed by Mr. King!

Its almost incredible! said Helen.

I quite agree with you, replied her father. Of course, most people know that there are opium dens in London, as in almost every other big city, but the existence of these palatial establishments, conducted by Mr. King, although undoubtedly a fact, is a fact difficult to accept. It doesnt seem possible that such a place can be conducted secretly; whereas I am assured that all the efforts of Scotland Yard thus far have failed to locate the site of the London branch.

But surely, cried Denise Ryland, nostrils dilated indignantly, some of the... customers of this... disgusting place... can be followed?...

The difficulty is to identify them, explained Cumberly. Opium smoking is essentially a secret vice; a man does not visit an opium den openly as he would visit his club; and the elaborate precautions adopted by the women are illustrated in the case of Mrs. Vernon, and in the case of Mrs. Leroux. It is a pathetic fact almost daily brought home to me, that women who acquire a drug habit become more rapidly and more entirely enslaved by it than does a man. It becomes the center of the womans existence; it becomes her god: all other claims, social and domestic, are disregarded. Upon this knowledge, Mr. King has established his undoubtedly extensive enterprise....

Dr. Cumberly stood up.

I will go down and see Leroux, he announced quietly. His sorrow hitherto has been secondary to his indignation. Possibly ignorance in this case is preferable to the truth, but nevertheless I am determined to tell him what I know. Give me ten minutes or so, and then join me. Are you agreeable?

Quite, said Helen.

Dr. Cumberly departed upon his self-imposed mission.


XXV

FATES SHUTTLECOCK

Some ten minutes later, Helen Cumberly and Denise Ryland were in turn admitted to Henry Lerouxs flat. They found him seated on a couch in his dining-room, wearing the inevitable dressing-gown. Dr. Cumberly, his hands clasped behind him, stood looking out of the window.

Lerouxs pallor now was most remarkable; his complexion had assumed an ivory whiteness which lent his face a sort of statuesque beauty. He was cleanly shaven (somewhat of a novelty), and his hair was brushed back from his brow. But the dark blue eyes were very tragic.

He rose at sight of his new visitors, and a faint color momentarily tinged his cheeks. Helen Cumberly grasped his outstretched hand, then looked away quickly to where her father was standing.

I almost thought, said Leroux, that you had deserted me.

No, said Helen, seeming to speak with an effort we  my father, thought  that you needed quiet.

Denise Ryland nodded grimly.

But now, she said, in her most truculent manner, we are going to... drag you out of... your morbid... self... for a change... which you need... if ever a man... needed it.

I have just prescribed a drive, said Dr. Cumberly, turning to them, for to-morrow morning; with lunch at Richmond and a walk across the park, rejoining the car at the Bushey Gate, and so home to tea.

Henry Leroux looked eagerly at Helen in silent appeal. He seemed to fear that she would refuse.

Do you mean that you have included us in the prescription, father? she asked.

Certainly; you are an essential part of it.

It will be fine, said the girl quietly; I shall enjoy it.

Ah! said Leroux, with a faint note of contentment in his voice; and he reseated himself.

There was an interval of somewhat awkward silence, to be broken by Denise Ryland.

Dr. Cumberly has told you the news? she asked, dropping for the moment her syncopated and pugnacious manner.

Leroux closed his eyes and leant back upon the couch.

Yes, he replied. And to think that I am a useless wreck  a poor parody of a man  whilst  Mira is... Oh, God! help me!  God help HER!

He was visibly contending with his emotions; and Helen Cumberly found herself forced to turn her head aside.

I have been blind, continued Leroux, in a forced, monotonous voice. That Mira has not  deceived me, in the worst sense of the word, is in no way due to my care of her. I recognize that, and I accept my punishment; for I deserved it. But what now overwhelms me is the knowledge, the frightful knowledge, that in a sense I have misjudged her, that I have remained here inert, making no effort, thinking her absence voluntary, whilst  God help her!  she has been...

Once again, Leroux, interrupted Dr. Cumberly, I must ask you not to take too black a view. I blame myself more than I blame you, for having failed to perceive what as an intimate friend I had every opportunity to perceive; that your wife was acquiring the opium habit. You have told me that you count her as dead  he stood beside Leroux, resting both hands upon the bowed shoulders I have not encouraged you to change that view. One who has cultivated  the  vice, to a point where protracted absences become necessary  you understand me?  is, so far as my experience goes...

Incurable! I quite understand, jerked Leroux. A thousand times better dead, indeed.

The facts as I see them, resumed the physician, as I see them, are these: by some fatality, at present inexplicable, a victim of the opium syndicate met her death in this flat. Realizing that the inquiries brought to bear would inevitably lead to the cross-examination of Mrs. Leroux, the opium syndicate has detained her; was forced to detain her.

Where is the place, began Leroux, in a voice rising higher with every syllable where is the infamous den to which  to which...

Dr. Cumberly pressed his hands firmly upon the speakers shoulders.

It is only a question of time, Leroux, he said, and you will have the satisfaction of knowing that  though at a great cost to yourself  this dreadful evil has been stamped out, that this yellow peril has been torn from the heart of society. Now, I must leave you for the present; but rest assured that everything possible is being done to close the nets about Mr. King.

Ah! whispered Leroux, MR. KING!

The circle is narrowing, continued the physician. I may not divulge confidences; but a very clever man  the greatest practical criminologist in Europe  is devoting the whole of his time, night and day, to this object.

Helen Cumberly and Denise Ryland exhibited a keen interest in the words, but Leroux, with closed eyes, merely nodded in a dull way. Shortly, Dr. Cumberly took his departure, and, Helen looking at her companion interrogatively:  

I think, said Denise Ryland, addressing Leroux, that you should not over-tax your strength at present. She walked across to where he sat, and examined some proofslips lying upon the little table beside the couch. Martin Zeda, she said, with a certain high disdain. Leave Martin Zeda alone for once, and read a really cheerful book!

Leroux forced a smile to his lips.

The correction of these proofs, he said diffidently, exacts no great mental strain, but is sufficient to  distract my mind. Work, after all, is natures own sedative.

I rather agree with Mr. Leroux, Denise, said Helen; and really you must allow him to know best.

Thank you, said Leroux, meeting her eyes momentarily. I feared that I was about to be sent to bed like a naughty boy!

I hope its fine to-morrow, said Helen rapidly. A drive to Richmond will be quite delightful.

I think, myself, agreed Leroux, that it will hasten my recovery to breathe the fresh air once again.

Knowing how eagerly he longed for health and strength, and to what purpose, the girl found something very pathetic in the words.

I wish you were well enough to come out this afternoon, she said; I am going to a private view at Olaf van Noords studio. It is sure to be an extraordinary afternoon. He is the god of the Soho futurists, you know. And his pictures are the weirdest nightmares imaginable. One always meets such singular people there, too, and I am honored in receiving an invitation to represent the Planet!

I consider, said Denise Ryland, head wagging furiously again, that the man is... mad. He had an exhibition... in Paris ... and everybody... laughed at him... simply LAUGHED at him.

But financially, he is very successful, added Helen.

Financially! exclaimed Denise Ryland, FINANCIALLY! To criticize a mans work... financially, is about as... sensible as... to judge the Venus... de Milo... by weight!  or to sell the works... of Leonardo... da Vinci by the... yard! Olaf van Noord is nothing but... a fool... of the worst possible... description... imaginable.

He is at least an entertaining fool! protested Helen, laughingly.

A mountebank! cried Denise Ryland; a clown... a pantaloon... a whole family of... idiots... rolled into one!

It seems unkind to run away and leave you here  in your loneliness, said Helen to Leroux; but really I must be off to the wilds of Soho....

To-morrow, said Leroux, standing up and fixing his eyes upon her lingeringly, will be a red-letter day. I have no right to complain, whilst such good friends remain to me  such true friends....


XXVI

OUR LADY OF THE POPPIES

A number of visitors were sprinkled about Olaf van Noords large and dirty studio, these being made up for the most part of those weird and nondescript enthusiasts who seek to erect an apocryphal Montmartre in the plains of Soho. One or two ordinary mortals, representing the Press, leavened the throng, but the entire gathering advanced and unenlightened alike  seemed to be drawn to a common focus: a large canvas placed advantageously in the southeast corner of the studio, where it enjoyed all the benefit of a pure and equably suffused light.

Seated apart from his worshipers upon a little sketching stool, and handling a remarkably long, amber cigarette-holder with much grace, was Olaf van Noord. He had hair of so light a yellow as sometimes to appear white, worn very long, brushed back from his brow and cut squarely all around behind, lending him a medieval appearance. He wore a slight mustache carefully pointed; and his scanty vandyke beard could not entirely conceal the weakness of his chin. His complexion had the color and general appearance of drawing-paper, and in his large blue eyes was an eerie hint of sightlessness. He was attired in a light tweed suit cut in an American pattern, and out from his low collar flowed a black French knot.

Olaf van Noord rose to meet Helen Cumberly and Denise Ryland, advancing across the floor with the measured gait of a tragic actor. He greeted them aloofly, and a little negro boy proffered tiny cups of China tea. Denise Ryland distended her nostrils as her gaze swept the picture-covered walls; but she seemed to approve of the tea.

The artist next extended to them an ivory box containing little yellow-wrapped cigarettes. Helen Cumberly smilingly refused, but Denise Ryland took one of the cigarettes, sniffed at it superciliously  and then replaced it in the box.

It has a most... egregiously horrible... odor, she commented.

They are a special brand, explained Olaf van Noord, distractedly, which I have imported for me from Smyrna. They contain a small percentage of opium.

Opium! exclaimed Denise Ryland, glaring at the speaker and then at Helen Cumberly, as though the latter were responsible in some way for the vices of the painter.

Yes, he said, reclosing the box, and pacing somberly to the door to greet a new arrival.

Did you ever in all your life, said Denise Ryland, glancing about her, see such an exhibition... of nightmares?

Certainly, the criticism was not without justification; the dauby-looking oil-paintings, incomprehensible water-colors, and riotous charcoal sketches which formed the mural decoration of the studio were distinctly advanced. But, since the center of interest seemed to be the large canvas on the easel, the two moved to the edges of the group of spectators and began to examine this masterpiece. A very puzzled newspaperman joined them, bending and whispering to Helen Cumberly:

Are you going to notice the thing seriously? Personally, I am writing it up as a practical joke! We are giving him half a column  Lord knows what for!  but I cant see how to handle it except as funny stuff.

But, for heavens sake... what does he... CALL it? muttered Denise Ryland, holding a pair of gold rimmed pince-nez before her eyes, and shifting them to and fro in an endeavor to focus the canvas.

Our Lady of the Poppies, replied the journalist. Do you think its intended to mean anything in particular?

The question was no light one; it embodied a problem not readily solved. The scene depicted, and depicted with a skill, with a technical mastery of the bizarre that had in it something horrible  was a long narrow room  or, properly, cavern. The walls apparently were hewn from black rock, and at regular intervals, placed some three feet from these gleaming walls, uprose slender golden pillars supporting a kind of fretwork arch which entirely masked the ceiling. The point of sight adopted by the painter was peculiar. One apparently looked down into this apartment from some spot elevated fourteen feet or more above the floor level. The floor, which was black and polished, was strewn with tiger skins; and little, inlaid tables and garishly colored cushions were spread about in confusion, whilst cushioned divans occupied the visible corners of the place. The lighting was very advanced: a lamp, having a kaleidoscopic shade, swung from the center of the roof low into the room and furnished all the illumination.

Three doors were visible; one, directly in line at the further end of the place, apparently of carved ebony inlaid with ivory; another, on the right, of lemon wood or something allied to it, and inlaid with a design in some emerald hued material; with a third, corresponding door, on the left, just barely visible to the spectator.

Two figures appeared. One was that of a Chinaman in a green robe scarcely distinguishable from the cushions surrounding him, who crouched upon the divan to the left of the central door, smoking a long bamboo pipe. His face was the leering face of a yellow satyr. But, dominating the composition, and so conceived in form, in color, and in lighting, as to claim the attention centrally, so that the other extravagant details became but a setting for it, was another figure.

Upon a slender ivory pedestal crouched a golden dragon, and before the pedestal was placed a huge Chinese vase of the indeterminate pink seen in the heart of a rose, and so skilfully colored as to suggest an internal luminousness. The vase was loaded with a mass of exotic poppies, a riotous splash of color; whilst beside this vase, and slightly in front of the pedestal, stood the figure presumably intended to represent the Lady of the Poppies who gave title to the picture.

The figure was that of an Eastern girl, slight and supple, and possessing a devilish and forbidding grace. Her short hair formed a black smudge upon the canvas, and cast a dense shadow upon her face. The composition was infinitely daring; for out of this shadow shone the great black eyes, their diablerie most cunningly insinuated; whilst with a brilliant exclusion of detail  by means of two strokes of the brush steeped in brightest vermilion, and one seemingly haphazard splash of dead white  an evil and abandoned smile was made to greet the spectator.

To the waist, the figure was a study in satin nudity, whence, from a jeweled girdle, light draperies swept downward, covering the feet and swinging, a shimmering curve out into the foreground of the canvas, the curve being cut off in its apogee by the gold frame.

Above her head, this girl of demoniacal beauty held a bunch of poppies seemingly torn from the vase: this, with her left hand; with her right she pointed, tauntingly, at her beholder.

In comparison with the effected futurism of the other pictures in the studio, Our Lady of the Poppies, beyond question was a great painting. From a point where the entire composition might be taken in by the eye, the uncanny scene glowed with highly colored detail; but, exclude the scheme of the composition, and focus the eye upon any one item  the golden dragon  the seated Chinaman  the ebony door  the silk-shaded lamp; it had no detail whatever: one beheld a meaningless mass of colors. Individually, no one section of the canvas had life, had meaning; but, as a whole, it glowed, it lived  it was genius. Above all, it was uncanny.

This, Denise Ryland fully realized, but critics had grown so used to treating the work of Olaf van Noord as a joke, that Our Lady of the Poppies in all probability would never be judged seriously.

What does it mean, Mr. van Noord? asked Helen Cumberly, leaving the group of worshipers standing hushed in rapture before the canvas and approaching the painter. Is there some occult significance in the title?

It is a priestess, replied the artist, in his dreamy fashion....

A priestess?

A priestess of the temple....

Helen Cumberly glanced again at the astonishing picture.

Do you mean, she began, that there is a living original?

Olaf van Noord bowed absently, and left her side to greet one who at that moment entered the studio. Something magnetic in the personality of the newcomer drew all eyes from the canvas to the figure on the threshold. The artist was removing garish tiger skin furs from the shoulders of the girl  for the new arrival was a girl, a Eurasian girl.

She wore a tiger skin motor-coat, and a little, close-fitting, turban-like cap of the same. The coat removed, she stood revealed in a clinging gown of silk; and her feet were shod in little amber colored slippers with green buckles. The bodice of her dress opened in a surprising V, displaying the satin texture of her neck and shoulders, and enhancing the barbaric character of her appearance. Her jet black hair was confined by no band or comb, but protruded Bishareen-like around the shapely head. Without doubt, this was the Lady of the Poppies  the original of the picture.

Dear friends, said Olaf van Noord, taking the girls hand, and walking into the studio, permit me to present my model!

Following, came a slightly built man who carried himself with a stoop; an olive faced man, who squinted frightfully, and who dressed immaculately.

What a most... EXTRAORDINARY-looking creature! whispered Denise Ryland to Helen. She has undoubted attractions of... a hellish sort... if I may use... the term.

She is the strangest looking girl I have ever seen in my life, replied Helen, who found herself unable to turn her eyes away from Olaf van Noords model. Surely she is not a professional model!

The chatty reporter (his name was Crockett) confided to Helen Cumberly:

She is not exactly a professional model, I think, Miss Cumberly, but she is one of the van Noord set, and is often to be seen in the more exclusive restaurants, and sometimes in the Cafe Royal.

She is possibly a member of the theatrical profession?

I think not. She is the only really strange figure (if we exclude Olaf) in this group of poseurs. She is half Burmese, I believe, and a native of Moulmein.

Most EXTRAORDINARY creature! muttered Denise Ryland, focussing upon the Eurasian her gold rimmed glasses MOST extraordinary. She glanced around at the company in general. I really begin to feel... more and more as though I were... in a private lunatic... asylum. That picture... beyond doubt is the work ... of a madman... a perfect... madman!

I, also, begin to be conscious of an uncomfortable sensation, said Helen, glancing about her almost apprehensively. Am I dreaming, or did SOME ONE ELSE enter the studio, immediately behind that girl?

A squinting man... yes!

But a THIRD person?

No, my dear... look for yourself. As you say... you are ... dreaming. Its not to be wondered... at!

Helen laughed, but very uneasily. Evidently it had been an illusion, but an unpleasant illusion; for she should have been prepared to swear that not two, but THREE people had entered! Moreover, although she was unable to detect the presence of any third stranger in the studio, the persuasion that this third person actually was present remained with her, unaccountably, and uncannily.

The lady of the tiger skins was surrounded by an admiring group of unusuals, and Helen, who had turned again to the big canvas, suddenly became aware that the little cross-eyed man was bowing and beaming radiantly before her.

May I be allowed, said Olaf van Noord who stood beside him, to present my friend Mr. Gianapolis, my dear Miss Cumberly?...

Helen Cumberly found herself compelled to acknowledge the introduction, although she formed an immediate, instinctive distaste for Mr. Gianapolis. But he made such obvious attempts to please, and was so really entertaining a talker, that she unbent towards him a little. His admiration, too, was unconcealed; and no pretty woman, however great her common sense, is entirely admiration-proof.

Do you not think Our Lady of the Poppies remarkable? said Gianapolis, pleasantly.

I think, replied Denise Ryland,  to whom, also, the Greek had been presented by Olaf van Noord, that it indicates... a disordered... imagination on the part of... its creator.

It is a technical masterpiece, replied the Greek, smiling, but hardly a work of imagination; for you have seen the original of the principal figure, and  he turned to Helen Cumberly one need not go very far East for such an interior as that depicted.

What! Helen knitted her brows, prettily you do not suggest that such an apartment actually exists either East or West?

Gianapolis beamed radiantly.

You would, perhaps, like to see such an apartment? he suggested.

I should, certainly, replied Helen Cumberly. Not even in a stage setting have I seen anything like it.

You have never been to the East?

Never, unfortunately. I have desired to go for years, and hope to go some day.

In Smyrna you may see such rooms; possibly in Port Said  certainly in Cairo. In Constantinople  yes! But perhaps in Paris; and  who knows?  Sir Richard Burton explored Mecca, but who has explored London?

Helen Cumberly watched him curiously.

You excite my curiosity, she said. Dont you think  turning to Denise Ryland he is most tantalizing?

Denise Ryland distended her nostrils scornfully.

He is telling... fairy tales, she declared. He thinks... we are... silly!

On the contrary, declared Gianapolis; I flatter myself that I am too good a judge of character to make that mistake.

Helen Cumberly absorbed his entire attention; in everything he sought to claim her interest; and when, ere taking their departure, the girl and her friend walked around the studio to view the other pictures, Gianapolis was the attendant cavalier, and so well as one might judge, in his case, his glance rarely strayed from the piquant beauty of Helen.

When they departed, it was Gianapolis, and not Olaf van Noord, who escorted them to the door and downstairs to the street. The red lips of the Eurasian smiled upon her circle of adulators, but her eyes  her unfathomable eyes  followed every movement of the Greek.


XXVII

GROVE OF A MILLION APES

Four men sauntered up the grand staircase and entered the huge smoking-room of the Radical Club as Big Ben was chiming the hour of eleven oclock. Any curious observer who had cared to consult the visitors book in the hall, wherein the two lines last written were not yet dry, would have found the following entries:

VISITOR RESIDENCE INTRODING

MEMBER

Dr. Bruce Cumberly London John Exel

M. Gaston Paris Brian Malpas

The smoking-room was fairly full, but a corner near the big open grate had just been vacated, and here, about a round table, the four disposed themselves. Our French acquaintance being in evening dress had perforce confined himself in his sartorial eccentricities to a flowing silk knot in place of the more conventional, neat bow. He was already upon delightfully friendly terms with the frigid Exel and the aristocratic Sir Brian Malpas. Few natures were proof against the geniality of the brilliant Frenchman.

Conversation drifted, derelict, from one topic to another, now seized by this current of thought, now by that; and M. Gaston Max made no perceptible attempt to steer it in any given direction. But presently:

I was reading a very entertaining article, said Exel, turning his monocle upon the physician, in the Planet to-day, from the pen of Miss Cumberly; Ah! dealing with Olaf van Noord.

Sir Brian Malpas suddenly became keenly interested.

You mean in reference to his new picture, Our Lady of the Poppies? he said.

Yes, replied Exel, but I was unaware that you knew van Noord?

I do not know him, said Sir Brian, I should very much like to meet him. But directly the picture is on view to the public I shall certainly subscribe my half-crown.

My own idea, drawled Exel, was that Miss Cumberlys article probably was more interesting than the picture or the painter. Her description of the canvas was certainly most vivid; and I, myself, for a moment, experienced an inclination to see the thing. I feel sure, however, that I should be disappointed.

I think you are wrong, interposed Cumberly. Helen is enthusiastic about the picture, and even Miss Ryland, whom you have met and who is a somewhat severe critic, admits that it is out of the ordinary.

Max, who covertly had been watching the face of Sir Brian Malpas, said at this point:

I would not miss it for anything, after reading Miss Cumberlys account of it. When are you thinking of going to see it, Sir Brian? I might arrange to join you.

Directly the exhibition is opened, replied the baronet, lapsing again into his dreamy manner. Ring me up when you are going, and I will join you.

But you might be otherwise engaged?

I never permit business, said Sir Brian, to interfere with pleasure.

The words sounded absurd, but, singularly, the statement was true. Sir Brian had won his political position by sheer brilliancy. He was utterly unreliable and totally indifferent to that code of social obligations which ordinarily binds his class. He held his place by force of intellect, and it was said of him that had he possessed the faintest conception of his duties toward his fellow men, nothing could have prevented him from becoming Prime Minister. He was a puzzle to all who knew him. Following a most brilliant speech in the House, which would win admiration and applause from end to end of the Empire, he would, perhaps on the following day, exhibit something very like stupidity in debate. He would rise to address the House and take his seat again without having uttered a word. He was eccentric, said his admirers, but there were others who looked deeper for an explanation, yet failed to find one, and were thrown back upon theories.

M. Max, by strategy, masterful because it was simple, so arranged matters that at about twelve oclock he found himself strolling with Sir Brian Malpas toward the latters chambers in Piccadilly.

A man who wore a raincoat with the collar turned up and buttoned tightly about his throat, and whose peculiar bowler hat seemed to be so tightly pressed upon his head that it might have been glued there, detached himself from the shadows of the neighboring cab rank as M. Gaston Max and Sir Brian Malpas quitted the Club, and followed them at a discreet distance.

It was a clear, fine night, and both gentlemen formed conspicuous figures, Sir Brian because of his unusual height and upright military bearing, and the Frenchman by reason of his picturesque cloak and hat. Up Northumberland Avenue, across Trafalgar Square and so on up to Piccadilly Circus went the two, deep in conversation; with the tireless man in the raincoat always dogging their footsteps. So the procession proceeded on, along Piccadilly. Then Sir Brian and M. Max turned into the door of a block of chambers, and a constable, who chanced to be passing at the moment, touched his helmet to the baronet.

As the two were entering the lift, the follower came up level with the doorway and abreast of the constable; the top portion of a very red face showed between the collar of the raincoat and the brim of the hat, together with a pair of inquiring blue eyes.

Reeves! said the follower, addressing the constable.

The latter turned and stared for a moment at the speaker; then saluted hurriedly.

Dont do that! snapped the proprietor of the bowler; you should know better! Who was that gentleman?

Sir Brian Malpas, sir.

Sir Brian Malpas?

Yes, sir.

And the other?

I dont know, sir. I have never seen him before.

Hm! grunted Detective-Sergeant Sowerby, walking across the road toward the Park with his hands thrust deep in his pockets; I have! What the deuce is Max up to? I wonder if Dunbar knows about this move?

He propped himself up against the railings, scarcely knowing what he expected to gain by remaining there, but finding the place as well suited to reflection as any other. He shared with Dunbar a dread that the famous Frenchman would bring the case to a successful conclusion unaided by Scotland Yard, thus casting professional discredit upon Dunbar and himself.

His presence at that spot was largely due to accident. He had chanced to be passing the Club when Sir Brian and M. Max had come out, and, fearful that the presence of the tall stranger portended some new move on the Frenchmans part, Sowerby had followed, hoping to glean something by persistency when clues were unobtainable by other means. He had had no time to make inquiries of the porter of the Club respecting the identity of M. Maxs companion, and thus, as has appeared, he did not obtain the desired information until his arrival in Piccadilly.

Turning over these matters in his mind, Sowerby stood watching the block of buildings across the road. He saw a light spring into being in a room overlooking Piccadilly, a room boasting a handsome balcony. This took place some two minutes after the departure of the lift bearing Sir Brian and his guest upward; so that Sowerby permitted himself to conclude that the room with the balcony belonged to Sir Brian Malpas.

He watched the lighted window aimlessly and speculated upon the nature of the conversation then taking place up there above him. Had he possessed the attributes of a sparrow, he thought, he might have flown up to that balcony and have got level with this infernally clever Frenchman who was almost certainly going to pull off the case under the very nose of Scotland Yard.

In short, his reflections were becoming somewhat bitter; and persuaded that he had nothing to gain by remaining there any longer he was about to walk off, when his really remarkable persistency received a trivial reward.

One of the windows communicating with the balcony was suddenly thrown open, so that Sowerby had a distant view of the corner of a picture, of the extreme top of a book-case, and of a patch of white ceiling in the room above; furthermore he had a clear sight of the man who had opened the window, and who now turned and reentered the room. The man was Sir Brian Malpas.

Heedless of the roaring traffic stream, upon the brink of which he stood, heedless of all who passed him by, Sowerby gazed aloft, seeking to project himself, as it were, into that lighted room. Not being an accomplished clairvoyant, he remained in all his component parts upon the pavement of Piccadilly; but ours is the privilege to succeed where Sowerby failed, and the comedy being enacted in the room above should prove well deserving of study.

To the tactful diplomacy of M. Gaston Max, the task of securing from Sir Brian an invitation to step up into his chambers in order to smoke a final cigar was no heavy one. He seated himself in a deep armchair, at the baronets invitation, and accepted a very fine cigar, contentedly, sniffing at the old cognac with the appreciation of a connoisseur, ere holding it under the syphon.

He glanced around the room, noting the character of the ornaments, and looked up at the big bookshelf which was near to him; these rapid inquiries dictated the following remark: You have lived in China, Sir Brian?

Sir Brian surveyed him with mild surprise.

Yes, he replied; I was for some time at the Embassy in Pekin.

His guest nodded, blowing a ring of smoke from his lips and tracing its hazy outline with the lighted end of his cigar.

I, too, have been in China, he said slowly.

What, really! I had no idea.

Yes  I have been in China... I...

M. Gaston grew suddenly deathly pale and his fingers began to twitch alarmingly. He stared before him with wide-opened eyes and began to cough and to choke as if suffocating  dying.

Sir Brian Malpas leapt to his feet with an exclamation of concern. His visitor weakly waved him away, gasping: It is nothing... it will... pass off. Oh! mon dieu!...

Sir Brian ran and opened one of the windows to admit more air to the apartment. He turned and looked back anxiously at the man in the armchair.

M. Gaston, twitching in a pitiful manner and still frightfully pale, was clutching the chair-arms and glaring straight in front of him. Sir Brian started slightly and advanced again to his visitors side.

The burning cigar lay upon the carpet beside the chair, and Sir Brian took it up and tossed it into the grate. As he did so he looked searchingly into the eyes of M. Gaston. The pupils were extraordinary dilated....

Do you feel better? asked Sir Brian.

Much better, muttered M. Gaston, his face twitching nervously much better.

Are you subject to these attacks?

Since  I was in China  yes, unfortunately.

Sir Brian tugged at his fair mustache and seemed about to speak, then turned aside, and, walking to the table, poured out a peg of brandy and offered it to his guest.

Thanks, said M. Gaston; many thanks indeed, but already I recover. There is only one thing that would hasten my recovery, and that, I fear, is not available.

What is that?

He looked again at M. Gastons eyes with their very dilated pupils.

Opium! whispered M. Gaston.

What! you... you...

I acquired the custom in China, replied the Frenchman, his voice gradually growing stronger; and for many years, now, I have regarded opium, as essential to my well-being. Unfortunately business has detained me in London, and I have been forced to fast for an unusually long time. My outraged constitution is protesting  that is all.

He shrugged his shoulders and glanced up at his host with an odd smile.

You have my sympathy, said Sir Brian....

In Paris, continued the visitor, I am a member of a select and cozy little club; near the Boulevard Beaumarchais....

I have heard of it, interjected Malpas on the Rue St. Claude?

That indeed is its situation, replied the other with surprise. You know someone who is a member?

Sir Brian Malpas hesitated for ten seconds or more; then, crossing the room and reclosing the window, he turned, facing his visitor across the large room.

I was a member, myself, during the time that I lived in Paris, he said, in a hurried manner which did not entirely serve to cover his confusion.

My dear Sir Brian! We have at least one taste in common!

Sir Brian Malpas passed his hand across his brow with a weary gesture well-known to fellow Members of Parliament, for it often presaged the abrupt termination of a promising speech.

I curse the day that I was appointed to Pekin, he said; for it was in Pekin that I acquired the opium habit. I thought to make it my servant; it has made me...

What! you would give it up?

Sir Brian surveyed the speaker with surprise again.

Do you doubt it?

My dear Sir Brian! cried the Frenchman, now completely restored, my real life is lived in the land of the poppies; my other life is but a shadow! Morbleu! to be an outcast from that garden of bliss is to me torture excruciating. For the past three months I have regularly met in my trances....

Sir Brian shuddered coldly.

In my explorations of that wonderland, continued the Frenchman, a most fascinating Eastern girl. Ah! I cannot describe her; for when, at a time like this, I seek to conjure up her image,  nom dun nom! do you know, I can think of nothing but a serpent!

A serpent!

A serpent, exactly. Yet, when I actually meet her in the land of the poppies, she is a dusky Cleopatra in whose arms I forget the world  even the world of the poppy. We float down the stream together, always in an Indian bark canoe, and this stream runs through orange groves. Numberless apes  millions of apes, inhabit these groves, and as we two float along, they hurl orange blossoms  orange blossoms, you understand  until the canoe is filled with them. I assure you, monsieur, that I perform these delightful journeys regularly, and to be deprived of the key which opens the gate of this wonderland, is to me like being exiled from a loved one. Pardieu! that grove of the apes! Morbleu! my witch of the dusky eyes! Yet, as I have told you, owing to some trick of my brain, whilst I can experience an intense longing for that companion of my dreams, my waking attempts to visualize her provide nothing but the image...

Of a serpent, concluded Sir Brian, smiling pathetically. You are indeed an enthusiast, M. Gaston, and to me a new type. I had supposed that every slave of the drug cursed his servitude and loathed and despised himself....

Ah, monsieur! to ME those words sound almost like a sacrilege!

But, continued Sir Brian, your remarks interest me strangely; for two reasons. First, they confirm your assertion that you are, or were, an habitue of the Rue St. Claude, and secondly, they revive in my mind an old fancy  a superstition.

What is that, Sir Brian? inquired M. Max, whose opium vision was a faithful imitation of one related to him by an actual frequenter of the establishment near the Boulevard Beaumarchais.

Only once before, M. Gaston, have I compared notes with a fellow opium-smoker, and he, also, was a patron of Madame Jean; he, also, met in his dreams that Eastern Circe, in the grove of apes, just as I...

Morbleu! Yes?

As I meet her!

But this is astounding! cried Max, who actually thought it so. Your fancy  your superstition  was this: that only habitues of Rue St. Claude met, in poppyland, this vision? And in your fancy you are now confirmed?

It is singular, at least.

It is more than that, Sir Brian! Can it be that some intelligence presides over that establishment and exercises  shall I call it a hypnotic influence upon the inmates?

M. Max put the question with sincere interest.

One does not ALWAYS meet her, murmured Sir Brian. But  yes, it is possible. For I have since renewed those experiences in London.

What! in London?

Are you remaining for some time longer in London?

Alas! for several weeks yet.

Then I will introduce you to a gentleman who can secure you admission to an establishment in London  where you may even hope sometimes to find the orange grove  to meet your dream-bride!

What! cried M. Gaston, rising to his feet, his eyes bright with gratitude, you will do that?

With pleasure, said Sir Brian Malpas, wearily; nor am I jealous! But  no! do not thank me, for I do not share your views upon the subject, monsieur. You are a devout worshiper; I, an unhappy slave!


XXVIII

THE OPIUM AGENT

Into the Palm Court of the Hotel Astoria, Mr. Gianapolis came, radiant and bowing. M. Gaston rose to greet his visitor. M. Gaston was arrayed in a light gray suit and wore a violet tie of very chaste design; his complexion had assumed a quality of sallowness, and the pupils of his eyes had acquired (as on the occasion of his visit to the chambers of Sir Brian Malpas) a chatoyant quality; they alternately dilated and contracted in a most remarkable manner  in a manner which attracted the immediate attention of Mr. Gianapolis.

My dear sir, he said, speaking in French, you suffer. I perceive how grievously you suffer; and you have been denied that panacea which beneficent nature designed for the service of mankind. A certain gentleman known to both of us (we brethren of the poppy are all nameless) has advised me of your requirements  and here I am.

You are welcome, declared M. Gaston.

He rose and grasped eagerly the hand of the Greek, at the same time looking about the Palm Court suspiciously. You can relieve my sufferings?

Mr. Gianapolis seated himself beside the Frenchman.

I perceive, he said, that you are of those who abjure the heresies of De Quincey. How little he knew, that De Quincey, of the true ritual of the poppy! He regarded it as the German regards his lager, whereas we know  you and I  that it is an Eleusinian mystery; that true communicants must retreat to the temple of the goddess if they would partake of Paradise with her.

It is perhaps a question of temperament, said M. Gaston, speaking in a singularly tremulous voice. De Quincey apparently possessed the type of constitution which is cerebrally stimulated by opium. To such a being the golden gates are closed; and the Easterners, whom he despised for what he termed their beastly lethargies, have taught me the real secret of the poppy. I do not employ opium as an aid to my social activities; I regard it as nepenthe from them and as a key to a brighter realm. It has been my custom, M. Gianapolis, for many years, periodically to visit that fairyland. In Paris I regularly arranged my affairs in such a manner that I found myself occasionally at liberty to spend two or three days, as the case might be, in the company of my bright friends who haunted the Boulevard Beaumarchais.

Ah! Our acquaintance has mentioned something of this to me, Monsieur. You knew Madame Jean?

The dear Madame Jean! Name of a name! She was the hierophant of my Paris Temple...

And Sen?

Our excellent Sen! Splendid man! It was from the hands of the worthy Sen, the incomparable Sen, that I received the key to the gate! Ah! how I have suffered since the accursed business has exiled me from the...

I feel for you, declared Gianapolis, warmly; I, too, have worshiped at the shrine; and although I cannot promise that the London establishment to which I shall introduce you is comparable with that over which Madame Jean formerly presided...

Formerly? exclaimed M. Gaston, with lifted eyebrows. You do not tell me...

My friend, said Gianapolis, in Europe we are less enlightened upon certain matters than in Smyrna, in Constantinople  in Cairo. The impertinent police have closed the establishment in the Rue St. Claude!

Ah! exclaimed M. Gaston, striking his brow, misery! I shall return to Paris, then, only to die?

I would suggest, monsieur, said Gianapolis, tapping him confidentially upon the breast, that you periodically visit London in future. The journey is a short one, and already, I am happy to say, the London establishment (conducted by Mr. Ho-Pin of Canton  a most accomplished gentleman, and a graduate of London)  enjoys the patronage of several distinguished citizens of Paris, of Brussels, of Vienna, and elsewhere.

You offer me life! declared M. Gaston, gratefully. The commoner establishments, for the convenience of sailors and others of that class, at Dieppe, Calais,  he shrugged his shoulders, comprehensively are impossible as resorts. In catering for the true devotees  for those who, unlike De Quincey, plunge and do not dabble  for those who seek to explore the ultimate regions of poppyland, for those who have learnt the mystery from the real masters in Asia and not in Europe  the enterprise conducted by Madame Jean supplied a want long and bitterly experienced. I rejoice to know that London has not been neglected...

My dear friend! cried Gianapolis enthusiastically, no important city has been neglected! A high priest of the cult has arisen, and from a parent lodge in Pekin he has extended his offices to kindred lodges in most of the capitals of Europe and Asia; he has not neglected the Near East, and America owes him a national debt of gratitude.

Ah! the great man! murmured M. Gaston, with closed eyes. As an old habitue of the Rue St. Claude, I divine that you refer to Mr. King?

Beyond doubt, whispered Gianapolis, imparting a quality of awe to his voice. From you, my friend, I will have no secrets; but  he glanced about him crookedly, and lowered his voice to an impressive whisper the police, as you are aware...

Curse their interference! said M. Gaston.

Curse it indeed; but the police persist in believing, or in pretending to believe, that any establishment patronized by lovers of the magic resin must necessarily be a resort of criminals.

Pah!

Whilst this absurd state of affairs prevails, it is advisable, it is more than advisable, it is imperative, that all of us should be secret. The... raid  unpleasant word!  upon the establishment in Paris  was so unexpected that there was no time to advise patrons; but the admirable tact of the French authorities ensured the suppression of all names. Since  always as a protective measure  no business relationship exists between any two of Mr. Kings establishments (each one being entirely self-governed) some difficulty is being experienced, I believe, in obtaining the names of those who patronized Madame Jean. But I am doubly glad to have met you, M. Gaston, for not only can I put you in touch with the London establishment, but I can impress upon you the necessity of preserving absolute silence...

M. Gaston extended his palms eloquently.

To me, he declared, the name of Mr. King is a sacred symbol.

It is to all of us! responded the Greek, devoutly.

M. Gaston in turn became confidential, bending toward Gianapolis so that, as the shadow of the Greek fell upon his face, his pupils contracted catlike.

How often have I prayed, he whispered, for a sight of that remarkable man!

A look of horror, real or simulated, appeared upon the countenance of Gianapolis.

To see  Mr. King! he breathed. My dear friend, I declare to you by all that I hold sacred that I  though one of the earliest patrons of the first establishment, that in Pekin  have never seen Mr. King!

He is so cautious and so clever as that?

Even as cautious and even as clever  yes! Though every branch of the enterprise in the world were destroyed, no man would ever see Mr. King; he would remain but a NAME!

You will arrange for me to visit the house of  Ho-Pin, did you say?  immediately?

To-day, if you wish, said Gianapolis, brightly.

My funds, continued M. Gaston, shrugging his shoulders, are not limitless at the moment; and until I receive a remittance from Paris...

The brow of Mr. Gianapolis darkened slightly.

Our clientele here, he replied, is a very wealthy one, and the fees are slightly higher than in Paris. An entrance fee of fifty guineas is charged, and an annual subscription of the same amount...

But, exclaimed M. Gaston, I shall not be in London for so long as a year! In a week or a fortnight from now, I shall be on my way to America!

You will receive an introduction to the New York representative, and your membership will be available for any of the United States establishments.

But I am going to South America.

At Buenos Aires is one of the largest branches.

But I am not going to Buenos Aires! I am going with a prospecting party to Yucatan.

You must be well aware, monsieur, that to go to Yucatan is to exile yourself from all that life holds for you.

I can take a supply...

You will die, monsieur! Already you suffer abominably...

I do not suffer because of any lack of the specific, said M. Gaston wearily; for if I were entirely unable to obtain possession of it, I should most certainly die. But I suffer because, living as I do at present in a public hotel, I am unable to embark upon a protracted voyage into those realms which hold so much for me...

I offer you the means...

But to charge me one hundred guineas, since I cannot possibly avail myself of the full privileges, is to rob me  is to trade upon my condition! M. Gaston was feebly indignant.

Let it be twenty-five guineas, monsieur, said the Greek, reflectively, entitling you to two visits.

Good! good! cried M. Gaston. Shall I write you a check?

You mistake me, said Gianapolis. I am in no way connected with the management of the establishment. You will settle this business matter with Mr. Ho-Pin...

Yes, yes!

To whom I will introduce you this evening. Checks, as you must be aware, are unacceptable. I will meet you at Piccadilly Circus, outside the entrance to the London Pavilion, at nine oclock this evening, and you will bring with you the twenty-five guineas in cash. You will arrange to absent yourself during the following day?

Of course, of course! At nine oclock at Piccadilly Circus?

Exactly.

M. Gaston, this business satisfactorily completed, made his way to his own room by a somewhat devious route, not wishing to encounter anyone of his numerous acquaintances whilst in an apparent state of ill-health so calculated to excite compassion. He avoided the lift and ascended the many stairs to his small apartment.

Here he rectified the sallowness of his complexion, which was due, not to outraged nature, but to the arts of make-up. His dilated pupils (a phenomenon traceable to drops of belladonna) he was compelled to suffer for the present; but since their condition tended temporarily to impair his sight, he determined to remain in his room until the time for the appointment with Gianapolis.

So! he muttered we have branches in Europe, Asia, Africa and America! Eh, bien! to find all those would occupy five hundred detectives for a whole year. I have a better plan: crush the spider and the winds of heaven will disperse his web!


XXIX

M. MAX OF LONDON AND M. MAX OF PARIS

He seated himself in a cane armchair and, whilst the facts were fresh in his memory, made elaborate notes upon the recent conversation with the Greek. He had achieved almost more than he could have hoped for; but, knowing something of the elaborate organization of the opium group, he recognized that he owed some part of his information to the sense of security which this admirably conducted machine inspired in its mechanics. The introduction from Sir Brian Malpas had worked wonders, without doubt; and his own intimate knowledge of the establishment adjoining the Boulevard Beaumarchais, far from arousing the suspicions of Gianapolis, had evidently strengthened the latters conviction that he had to deal with a confirmed opium slave.

The French detective congratulated himself upon the completeness of his Paris operation. It was evident that the French police had succeeded in suppressing all communication between the detained members of the Rue St. Claude den and the head office  which he shrewdly suspected to be situated in London. So confident were the group in the self-contained properties of each of their branches that the raid of any one establishment meant for them nothing more than a temporary financial loss. Failing the clue supplied by the draft on Paris, the case, so far as he was concerned, indeed, must have terminated with the raiding of the opium house. He reflected that he owed that precious discovery primarily to the promptness with which he had conducted the raid  to the finding of the letter (the ONE incriminating letter) from Mr. King.

Evidently the group remained in ignorance of the fact that the little arrangement at the Credit Lyonnais had been discovered. He surveyed  and his eyes twinkled humorously  a small photograph which was contained in his writing-case.

It represented a very typical Parisian gentleman, with a carefully trimmed square beard and well brushed mustache, wearing pince-nez and a white silk knot at his neck. The photograph was cut from a French magazine, and beneath it appeared the legend:

M. Gaston Max, Service de Surete.

There was marked genius in the conspicuous dressing of M. Gaston Max, who, as M. Gaston, was now patronizing the Hotel Astoria. For whilst there was nothing furtive, nothing secret, about this gentleman, the closest scrutiny (and because he invited it, he was never subjected to it) must have failed to detect any resemblance between M. Gaston of the Hotel Astoria and M. Gaston Max of the Service de Surete.

And which was the original M. Gaston Max? Was the M. Max of the magazine photograph a disguised M. Max? or was that the veritable M. Max, and was the patron of the Astoria a disguised M. Max? It is quite possible that M. Gaston Max, himself, could not have answered that question, so true an artist was he; and it is quite certain that had the occasion arisen he would have refused to do so.

He partook of a light dinner in his own room, and having changed into evening dress, went out to meet Mr. Gianapolis. The latter was on the spot punctually at nine oclock, and taking the Frenchman familiarly by the arm, he hailed a taxi-cab, giving the man the directions, To Victoria-Suburban. Then, turning to his companion, he whispered: Evening dress? And you must return in daylight.

M. Max felt himself to be flushing like a girl. It was an error of artistry that he had committed; a heinous crime! So silly of me! he muttered.

No matter, replied the Greek, genially.

The cab started. M. Max, though silently reproaching himself, made mental notes of the destination. He had not renewed his sallow complexion, for reasons of his own, and his dilated pupils were beginning to contract again, facts which were not very evident, however, in the poor light. He was very twitchy, nevertheless, and the face of the man beside him was that of a sympathetic vulture, if such a creature can be imagined. He inquired casually if the new patron had brought his money with him, but for the most part his conversation turned upon China, with which country he seemed to be well acquainted. Arrived at Victoria, Mr. Gianapolis discharged the cab, and again taking the Frenchman by the arm, walked with him some twenty paces away from the station. A car suddenly pulled up almost beside them.

Ere M. Max had time to note those details in which he was most interested, Gianapolis had opened the door of the limousine, and the Frenchman found himself within, beside Gianapolis, and behind drawn blinds, speeding he knew not in what direction!

I suppose I should apologize, my dear M. Gaston, said the Greek; and, although unable to see him, for there was little light in the car, M. Max seemed to FEEL him smiling but this little device has proved so useful hitherto. In the event of any of those troubles  wretched police interferences  arising, and of officious people obtaining possession of a patrons name, he is spared the necessity of perjuring himself in any way...

Perhaps I do not entirely understand you, monsieur? said M. Max.

It is so simple. The police are determined to raid one of our establishments: they adopt the course of tracking an habitue. This is not impossible. They question him; they ask, Do you know a Mr. King? He replies that he knows no such person, has never seen, has never spoken with him! I assure you that official inquiries have gone thus far already, in New York, for example; but to what end? They say, Where is the establishment of a Mr. King to which you have gone on such and such an occasion? He replies with perfect truth, I do not know. Believe me this little device is quite in your own interest, M. Gaston.

But when again I feel myself compelled to resort to the solace of the pipe, how then?

So simple! You will step to the telephone and ask for this number: East 18642. You will then ask for Mr. King, and an appointment will be made; I will meet you as I met you this evening  and all will be well.

M. Max began to perceive that he had to deal with a scheme even more elaborate than hitherto he had conjectured. These were very clever people, and through the whole complicated network, as through the petal of a poppy one may trace the veins, he traced the guiding will  the power of a tortuous Eastern mind. The system was truly Chinese in its elaborate, uncanny mystifications.

In some covered place that was very dark, the car stopped, and Gianapolis, leaping out with agility, assisted M. Max to descend.

This was a covered courtyard, only lighted by the head-lamps of the limousine.

Take my hand, directed the Greek.

M. Max complied, and was conducted through a low doorway and on to descending steps.

Dimly, he heard the gear of the car reversed, and knew that the limousine was backing out from the courtyard. The door behind him was closed, and he heard no more. A dim light shone out below.

He descended, walking more confidently now that the way was visible. A moment later he stood upon the threshold of an apartment which calls for no further description at this place; he stood in the doorway of the incredible, unforgettable cave of the golden dragon; he looked into the beetle eyes of Ho-Pin!

Ho-Pin bowed before him, smiling his mirthless smile. In his left hand he held an amber cigarette tube in which a cigarette smoldered gently, sending up a gray pencil of smoke into the breathless, perfumed air.

Mr. Ho-Pin, said Gianapolis, indicating the Chinaman, who will attend to your requirements. This is our new friend from Paris, introduced by Sir B. M  , M. Gaston.

You are vewry welcome, said the Chinaman in his monotonous, metallic voice. I understand that a fee of twenty-five guineas  he bowed again, still smiling.

The visitor took out his pocket-book and laid five notes, one sovereign, and two half-crowns upon a little ebony table beside him. Ho-Pin bowed again and waved his hand toward the lemon-colored door on the left.

Good night, M. Gaston! said Gianapolis, in radiant benediction.

Au revoir, monsieur!

M. Max followed Ho-Pin to Block A and was conducted to a room at the extreme right of the matting-lined corridor. He glanced about it curiously.

If you will pwrepare for your flight into the subliminal, said Ho-Pin, bowing in the doorway, I shall pwresently wreturn with your wings.

In the cave of the golden dragon, Gianapolis sat smoking upon one of the divans. The silence of the place was extraordinary; unnatural, in the very heart of busy commercial London. Ho-Pin reappeared and standing in the open doorway of Block A sharply clapped his hands three times.

Said, the Egyptian, came out of the door at the further end of the place, bearing a brass tray upon which were a little brass lamp of Oriental manufacture wherein burned a blue spirituous flame, a Japanese, lacquered box not much larger than a snuff-box, and a long and most curiously carved pipe of wood inlaid with metal and having a metal bowl. Bearing this, he crossed the room, passed Ho-Pin, and entered the corridor beyond.

You have, of course, put him in the observation room? said Gianapolis.

Ho-Pin regarded the speaker unemotionally.

Assuwredly, he replied; for since he visits us for the first time, Mr. King will wish to see him...

A faint shadow momentarily crossed the swarthy face of the Greek at mention of that name  MR. KING. The servants of Mr. King, from the highest to the lowest, served him for gain... and from fear.


XXX

MAHARA

Utter silence had claimed again the cave of the golden dragon. Gianapolis sat alone in the place, smoking a cigarette, and gazing crookedly at the image on the ivory pedestal. Then, glancing at his wrist-watch, he stood up, and, stepping to the entrance door, was about to open it...

Ah, so! You go  already?  

Gianapolis started back as though he had put his foot upon a viper, and turned.

The Eurasian, wearing her yellow, Chinese dress, and with a red poppy in her hair, stood watching him through half-shut eyes, slowly waving her little fan before her face. Gianapolis attempted the radiant smile, but its brilliancy was somewhat forced tonight.

Yes, I must be off, he said hurriedly; I have to see someone  a future client, I think!

A future client  yes!  the long black eyes were closed almost entirely now. Who is it  this future client, that you have to see?

My dear Mahara! How odd of you to ask that...

It is odd of me?  so!... It is odd of me that I thinking to wonder why you alway running away from me now?

Run away from you! My dear little Mahara!  He approached the dusky beauty with a certain timidity as one might seek to caress a tiger-cat Surely you know...

She struck down his hand with a sharp blow of her closed fan, darting at him a look from the brilliant eyes which was a living flame.

Resting one hand upon her hip, she stood with her right foot thrust forward from beneath the yellow robe and pivoting upon the heel of its little slipper. Her head tilted, she watched him through lowered lashes.

It was not so with you in Moulmein, she said, her silvery voice lowered caressingly. Do you remember with me a night beside the Irawaddi?  where was that I wonder? Was it in Prome?  Perhaps, yes?... you threatened me to leap in, if... and I think to believe you!  I believing you!

Mahara! cried Gianapolis, and sought to seize her in his arms.

Again she struck down his hand with the little fan, watching him continuously and with no change of expression. But the smoldering fire in those eyes told of a greater flame which consumed her slender body and was potent enough to consume many a victim upon its altar. Gianapolis yellow skin assumed a faintly mottled appearance.

Whatever is the matter? he inquired plaintively.

So you must be off  yes? I hear you say it; I asking you who to meet?

Why do you speak in English? said Gianapolis with a faint irritation. Let us talk...

She struck him lightly on the face with her fan; but he clenched his teeth and suppressed an ugly exclamation.

Who was it? she asked, musically, that say to me, to hear you speaking English  like rippling water?

You are mad! muttered Gianapolis, beginning to drill the points of his mustache as was his manner in moments of agitation. His crooked eyes were fixed upon the face of the girl. You go too far.

Be watching, my friend, that you also go not too far.

The tones were silvery as ever, but the menace unmistakable. Gianapolis forced a harsh laugh and brushed up his mustache furiously.

What are you driving at? he demanded, with some return of self-confidence. Am I to be treated to another exhibition of your insane jealousies?...

AH! The girls eyes opened widely; she darted another venomous glance at him. I am sure now, I am SURE!

My dear Mahara, you talk nonsense!

Ah!

She glided sinuously toward him, still with one hand resting upon her hip, stood almost touching his shoulder and raised her beautiful wicked face to his, peering at him through half-closed eyes, and resting the hand which grasped the fan lightly upon his arm.

You think I do not see? You think I do not watch?  softer and softer grew the silvery voice at Olaf van Noords studio you think I do not hear? Perhaps you not thinking to care if I see and hear  for it seem you not seeing nor hearing ME. I watch and I see. Is it her so soft brown hair? That color of hair is so more prettier than ugly black! Is it her English eyes? Eyes that born in the dark forests of Burma so hideous and so like the eyes of the apes! Is it her white skin and her red cheeks? A brown skin  though someone, there was, that say it is satin of heaven  is so tiresome; when no more it is a new toy it does not interest...

Really, muttered Gianapolis, uneasily, I think you must be mad! I dont know what you are talking about.

LIAR!

One lithe step forward the Eurasian sprang, and, at the word, brought down the fan with all her strength across Gianapolis eyes!

He staggered away from her, uttering a hoarse cry and instinctively raising his arms to guard himself from further attack; but the girl stood poised again, her hand upon her hip; and swinging her right toe to and fro. Gianapolis, applying his handkerchief to his eyes, squinted at her furiously.

Liar! she repeated, and her voice had something of a soothing whisper. I say to you, be so careful that you go not too far  with me! I do what I do, not because I am a poor fool...

Its funny, declared Gianapolis, an emotional catch in his voice its damn funny for you  for YOU  to adopt these airs with me! Why, you went to Olaf van...

Stop! cried the girl furiously, and sprang at him panther-like so that he fell back again in confusion, stumbled and collapsed upon a divan, with upraised, warding arms. You Greek rat! you skinny Greek rat! Be careful what you think to say to me  to ME! to ME! Olaf van Noord  the poor, white-faced corpse-man! He is only one of Saids mummies! Be careful what you think to say to me... Oh! be careful  be very careful! It is dangerous of any friend of  MR. KING...

Gianapolis glanced at her furtively.

It is dangerous of anyone in a house of  MR. KING to think to make attachments,  she hissed the words beneath her breath outside of ourselves. MR. KING would not be glad to hear of it... I do not like to tell it to MR. KING...

Gianapolis rose to his feet, unsteadily, and stretched out his arms in supplication.

Mahara! he said, dont treat me like this! dear little Mahara! what have I done to you? Tell me!  only tell me!

Shall I tell it in English? asked the Eurasian softly. Her eyes now were nearly closed; or does it worry you that I speak so ugly...

Mahara!...

I only say, be so very careful.

He made a final, bold attempt to throw his arms about her, but she slipped from his grasp and ran lightly across the room.

Go! hurry off! she said, bending forward and pointing at him with her fan, her eyes widely opened and blazing but remember  there is danger! There is Said, who creeps silently, like the jackal...

She opened the ebony door and darted into the corridor beyond, closing the door behind her.

Gianapolis looked about him in a dazed manner, and yet again applied his handkerchief to his stinging eyes. Whoever could have seen him now must have failed to recognize the radiant Gianapolis so well-known in Bohemian society, the Gianapolis about whom floated a halo of mystery, but who at all times was such a good fellow and so debonair. He took up his hat and gloves, turned, and resolutely strode to the door. Once he glanced back over his shoulder, but shrugged with a sort of self-contempt, and ascended to the top of the steps.

With a key which he selected from a large bunch in his pocket, he opened the door, and stepped out into the garage, carefully closing the door behind him. An electric pocket-lamp served him with sufficient light to find his way out into the lane, and very shortly he was proceeding along Limehouse Causeway. At the moment, indignation was the major emotion ruling his mind; he resented the form which his anger assumed, for it was a passion of rebellion, and rebellion is only possible in servants. It is the part of a slave resenting the lash. He was an unscrupulous, unmoral man, not lacking in courage of a sort; and upon the conquest of Mahara, the visible mouthpiece of Mr. King, he had entered in much the same spirit as that actuating a Kanaka who dives for pearls in a shark-infested lagoon. He had sought a slave, and lo! the slave was become the master! Otherwise whence this spirit of rebellion... this fear?

He occupied himself with such profitless reflections up to the time that he came to the electric trains; but, from thence onward, his mind became otherwise engaged. On his way to Piccadilly Circus that same evening, he had chanced to find himself upon a crowded pavement walking immediately behind Denise Ryland and Helen Cumberly. His esthetic, Greek soul had been fired at first sight of the beauty of the latter; and now, his heart had leaped ecstatically. His first impulse, of course, had been to join the two ladies; but Gianapolis had trained himself to suspect all impulses.

Therefore he had drawn near  near enough to overhear their conversation without proclaiming himself. What he had learned by this eavesdropping he counted of peculiar value.

Helen Cumberly was arranging to dine with her friend at the latters hotel that evening. But I want to be home early, he had heard the girl say, so if I leave you at about ten oclock I can walk to Palace Mansions. No! you need not come with me; I enjoy a lonely walk through the streets of London in the evening...

Gianapolis registered a mental vow that Helens walk should not be a lonely one. He did not flatter himself upon the possession of a pleasing exterior, but, from experience, he knew that with women he had a winning way.

Now, his mind aglow with roseate possibilities, he stepped from the tram in the neighborhood of Shoreditch, and chartered a taxi-cab. From this he descended at the corner of Arundel Street and strolled along westward in the direction of the hotel patronized by Miss Ryland. At a corner from which he could command a view of the entrance, he paused and consulted his watch.

It was nearly twenty minutes past ten. Mentally, he cursed Mahara, who perhaps had caused him to let slip this golden opportunity. But his was not a character easily discouraged; he lighted a cigarette and prepared himself to wait, in the hope that the girl had not yet left her friend.

Gianapolis was a man capable of the uttermost sacrifices upon either of two shrines; that of Mammon, or that of Eros. His was a temperament (truly characteristic of his race) which can build up a structure painfully, year by year, suffering unutterable privations in the cause of its growth, only to shatter it at a blow for a womans smile. He was a true member of that brotherhood, represented throughout the bazaars of the East, of those singular shopkeepers who live by commercial rapine, who, demanding a hundred piastres for an embroidered shawl from a plain woman, will exchange it with a pretty one for a perfumed handkerchief. Externally of London, he was internally of the Levant.

His vigil lasted but a quarter of an hour. At twenty-five minutes to eleven, Helen Cumberly came running down the steps of the hotel and hurried toward the Strand. Like a shadow, Gianapolis, throwing away a half-smoked cigarette, glided around the corner, paused and so timed his return that he literally ran into the girl as she entered the main thoroughfare.

He started back.

Why! he cried, Miss Cumberly!

Helen checked a frown, and hastily substituted a smile.

How odd that I should meet you here, Mr. Gianapolis, she said.

Most extraordinary! I was on my way to visit a friend in Victoria Street upon a rather urgent matter. May I venture to hope that your path lies in a similar direction?

Helen Cumberly, deceived by his suave manner (for how was she to know that the Greek had learnt her address from Crockett, the reporter?), found herself at a loss for an excuse. Her remarkably pretty mouth was drawn down to one corner, inducing a dimple of perplexity in her left cheek. She had that breadth between the eyes which, whilst not an attribute of perfect beauty, indicates an active mind, and is often found in Scotch women; now, by the slight raising of her eyebrows, this space was accentuated. But Helens rapid thinking availed her not at all.

Had you proposed to walk? inquired Gianapolis, bending deferentially and taking his place beside her with a confidence which showed that her opportunity for repelling his attentions was past.

Yes, she said, hesitatingly; but  I fear I am detaining you...

Of two evils she was choosing the lesser; the idea of being confined in a cab with this ever-smiling Greek was unthinkable.

Oh, my dear Miss Cumberly! cried Gianapolis, beaming radiantly, it is a greater pleasure than I can express to you, and then for two friends who are proceeding in the same direction to walk apart would be quite absurd, would it not?

The term friend was not pleasing to Helens ears; Mr. Gianapolis went far too fast. But she recognized her helplessness, and accepted this cavalier with as good a grace as possible.

He immediately began to talk of Olaf van Noord and his pictures, whilst Helen hurried along as though her life depended upon her speed. Sometimes, on the pretense of piloting her at crossings, Gianapolis would take her arm; and this contact she found most disagreeable; but on the whole his conduct was respectful to the point of servility.

A pretty woman who is not wholly obsessed by her personal charms, learns more of the ways of mankind than it is vouchsafed to her plainer sister ever to know; and in the crooked eyes of Gianapolis, Helen Cumberly read a world of unuttered things, and drew her own conclusions. These several conclusions dictated a single course; avoidance of Gianapolis in future.

Fortunately, Helen Cumberlys self-chosen path in life had taught her how to handle the nascent and undesirable lover. She chatted upon the subject of art, and fenced adroitly whenever the Greek sought to introduce the slightest personal element into the conversation. Nevertheless, she was relieved when at last she found herself in the familiar Square with her foot upon the steps of Palace Mansions.

Good night, Mr. Gianapolis! she said, and frankly offered her hand.

The Greek raised it to his lips with exaggerated courtesy, and retained it, looking into her eyes in his crooked fashion.

We both move in the world of art and letters; may I hope that this meeting will not be our last?

I am always wandering about between Fleet Street and Soho, laughed Helen. It is quite certain we shall run into each other again before long. Good night, and thank you so much!

She darted into the hallway, and ran lightly up the stairs. Opening the flat door with her key, she entered and closed it behind her, sighing with relief to be free of the over-attentive Greek. Some impulse prompted her to enter her own room, and, without turning up the light, to peer down into the Square.

Gianapolis was descending the steps. On the pavement he stood and looked up at the windows, lingeringly; then he turned and walked away.

Helen Cumberly stifled an exclamation.

As the Greek gained the corner of the Square and was lost from view, a lithe figure  kin of the shadows which had masked it  became detached from the other shadows beneath the trees of the central garden and stood, a vague silhouette seemingly looking up at her window as Gianapolis had looked.

Helen leaned her hands upon the ledge and peered intently down. The figure was a vague blur in the darkness, but it was moving away along by the rails... following Gianapolis. No clear glimpse she had of it, for bat-like, it avoided the light, this sinister shape  and was gone.


XXXI

MUSK AND ROSES

It is time to rejoin M. Gaston Max in the catacombs of Ho-Pin. Having prepared himself for drugged repose in the small but luxurious apartment to which he had been conducted by the Chinaman, he awaited with interest the next development. This took the form of the arrival of an Egyptian attendant, white-robed, red-slippered, and wearing the inevitable tarboosh. Upon the brass tray which he carried were arranged the necessities of the opium smoker. Placing the tray upon a little table beside the bed, he extracted from the lacquered box a piece of gummy substance upon the end of a long needle. This he twisted around, skilfully, in the lamp flame until it acquired a blue spirituous flame of its own. He dropped it into the bowl of the carven pipe and silently placed the pipe in M. Maxs hand.

Max, with simulated eagerness, rested the mouthpiece between his lips and EXHALED rapturously.

Said stood watching him, without the slightest expression of interest being perceptible upon his immobile face. For some time the Frenchman made pretense of inhaling, gently, the potent vapor, lying propped upon one elbow; then, allowing his head gradually to droop, he closed his eyes and lay back upon the silken pillow.

Once more he exhaled feebly ere permitting the pipe to drop from his listless grasp. The mouthpiece yet rested between his lips, but the lower lip was beginning to drop. Finally, the pipe slipped through his fingers on to the rich carpet, and he lay inert, head thrown back, and revealing his lower teeth. The nauseating fumes of opium loaded the atmosphere.

Said silently picked up the pipe, placed it upon the tray and retired, closing the door in the same noiseless manner that characterized all his movements.

For a time, M. Max lay inert, glancing about the place through the veil of his lashes. He perceived no evidence of surveillance, therefore he ventured fully to open his eyes; but he did not move his head.

With the skill in summarizing detail at a glance which contributed largely to make him the great criminal investigator that he was, he noted those particulars which at an earlier time had occasioned the astonishment of Soames.

M. Max was too deeply versed in his art to attempt any further investigations, yet; he contented himself with learning as much as was possible without moving in any way; and whilst he lay there awaiting whatever might come, the door opened noiselessly  to admit Ho-Pin.

He was about to be submitted to a supreme test, for which, however, he was not unprepared. He lay with closed eyes, breathing nasally.

Ho-Pin, his face a smiling, mirthless mask, bent over the bed. Adeptly, he seized the right eyelid of M. Max, and rolled it back over his forefinger, disclosing the eyeball. M. Max, anticipating this test of the genuineness of his coma, had rolled up his eyes at the moment of Ho-Pins approach, so that now only the white of the sclerotic showed. His trained nerves did not betray him. He lay like a dead man, never flinching.

Ho-Pin, releasing the eyelid, muttered something gutturally, and stole away from the bed as silently as he had approached it. Very methodically he commenced to search through M. Maxs effects, commencing with the discarded garments. He examined the makers marks upon these, and scrutinized the buttons closely. He turned out all the pockets, counted the contents of the purse, and of the notecase, examined the name inside M. Maxs hat, and explored the lining in a manner which aroused the detectives professional admiration. Watch and pocket-knife, Ho-Pin inspected with interest. The little hand-bag which M. Max had brought with him, containing a few toilet necessaries, was overhauled religiously. So much the detective observed through his lowered lashes.

Then Ho-Pin again approached the bed and M. Max became again a dead man.

The silken pyjamas which the detective wore were subjected to gentle examination by the sensitive fingers of the Chinaman, and those same fingers crept beetle-like beneath the pillow.

Silently, Ho-Pin stole from the room and silently closed the door.

M. Max permitted himself a long breath of relief. It was an ordeal through which few men could have passed triumphant.

The SILENCE of the place next attracted the inquirers attention. He had noted this silence at the moment that he entered the cave of the golden dragon, but here it was even more marked; so that he divined, even before he had examined the walls, that the apartment was rendered sound-proof in the manner of a public telephone cabinet. It was a significant circumstance to which he allotted its full value.

But the question uppermost in his mind at the moment was this: Was the time come yet to commence his explorations?

Patience was included in his complement, and, knowing that he had the night before him, he preferred to wait. In this he did well. Considerable time elapsed, possibly half-an-hour... and again the door opened.

M. Max was conscious of a momentary nervous tremor; for now a WOMAN stood regarding him. She wore a Chinese costume; a huge red poppy was in her hair. Her beauty was magnificently evil; she had the grace of a gazelle and the eyes of a sorceress. He had deceived Ho-Pin, but could he deceive this Eurasian with the witch-eyes wherein burnt ancient wisdom?

He felt rather than saw her approach; for now he ventured to peep no more. She touched him lightly upon the mouth with her fingers and laughed a little low, rippling laugh, the sound of which seemed to trickle along his sensory nerves, icily. She bent over him  lower  lower  and lower yet; until, above the nauseating odor of the place he could smell the musk perfume of her hair. Yet lower she bent; with every nerve in his body he could feel her nearing presence....

She kissed him on the lips.

Again she laughed, in that wicked, eerie glee.

M. Max was conscious of the most singular, the maddest impulses; it was one of the supreme moments of his life. He knew that all depended upon his absolute immobility; yet something in his brain was prompting him  prompting him  to gather the witch to his breast; to return that poisonous, that vampirish kiss, and then to crush out life from the small lithe body.

Sternly he fought down these strange promptings, which he knew to emanate hypnotically from the brain of the creature bending over him.

Oh, my beautiful dead-baby, she said, softly, and her voice was low, and weirdly sweet. Oh, my new baby, how I love you, my dead one! Again she laughed, a musical peal. I will creep to you in the poppyland where you go... and you shall twine your fingers in my hair and pull my red mouth down to you, kissing me... kissing me, until you stifle and you die of my love.... Oh! my beautiful mummy-baby... my baby....

The witch-crooning died away into a murmur; and the Frenchman became conscious of the withdrawal of that presence from the room. No sound came to tell of the reclosing of the door; but the obsession was removed, the spell raised.

Again he inhaled deeply the tainted air, and again he opened his eyes.

He had no warranty to suppose that he should remain unmolested during the remainder of the night. The strange words of the Eurasian he did not construe literally; yet could he be certain that he was secure?... Nay! he could be certain that he was NOT!

The shaded lamp was swung in such a position that most of the light was directed upon him where he lay, whilst the walls of the room were bathed in a purple shadow. Behind him and above him, directly over the head of the bunk, a faint sound  a sound inaudible except in such a dead silence as that prevailing  told of some shutter being raised or opened. He had trained himself to watch beneath lowered lids without betraying that he was doing so by the slightest nervous twitching. Now, as he watched the purple shaded lamp above him, he observed that it was swaying and moving very gently, whereas hitherto it had floated motionless in the still air.

No other sound came to guide him, and to have glanced upward would have been to betray all.

For the second time that night he became aware of one who watched him, became conscious of observation without the guaranty of his physical senses. And beneath this new surveillance, there grew up such a revulsion of his inner being as he had rarely experienced. The perfume of ROSES became perceptible; and for some occult reason, its fragrance DISGUSTED.

It was as though a faint draught from the opened shutter poured into the apartment an impalpable cloud of evil; the very soul of the Eurasian, had it taken vapory form and enveloped him, could not have created a greater turmoil of his senses than this!

Some sinister and definitely malignant intelligence was focussed upon him; or was this a chimera of his imagination? Could it be that now he was become en rapport with the thought-forms created in that chamber by its successive occupants?

Scores, perhaps hundreds of brains had there partaken of the unholy sacrament of opium; thousands, millions of evil carnivals had trailed in impish procession about that bed. He knew enough of the creative power of thought to be aware that a sensitive mind coming into contact with such an atmosphere could not fail to respond in some degree to the suggestions, to the elemental hypnosis, of the place.

Was he, owing to his self-induced receptivity of mind, redreaming the evil dreams of those who had occupied that bed before him?

It might be so, but, whatever the explanation, he found himself unable to shake off that uncanny sensation of being watched, studied, by a powerful and inimical intelligence.

Mr. King!... Mr. King was watching him!

The director of that group, whose structure was founded upon the wreckage of human souls, was watching him! Because of a certain sympathy which existed between his present emotions and those which had threatened to obsess him whilst the Eurasian was in the room, he half believed that it was she who peered down at him, now... or she, and another.

The lamp swung gently to and fro, turning slowly to the right and then revolving again to the left, giving life in its gyrations to the intermingled figures on the walls. The atmosphere of the room was nauseating; it was beginning to overpower him....

Creative power of thought... what startling possibilities it opened up. Almost it seemed, if Sir Brian Malpas were to be credited, that the collective mind-force of a group of opium smokers had created the glamor of a woman  an Oriental woman  who visited them regularly in their trances. Or had that vision a prototype in the flesh  whom he had seen?...

Creative power of thought... MR. KING! He was pursuing Mr. King; whilst Mr. King might be nothing more than a thought-form  a creation of cumulative thought  an elemental spirit which became visible to his subjects, his victims, which had power over them; which could slay them as the shell slew Frankenstein, his creator; which could materialize:... Mr. King might be the Spirit of Opium....

The faint clicking sound was repeated.

Beads of perspiration stood upon M. Maxs forehead; his imagination had been running away with him. God! this was a house of fear! He controlled himself, but only by dint of a tremendous effort of will.

Stealthily watching the lamp, he saw that the arc described by its gyrations was diminishing with each successive swing, and, as he watched, its movements grew slighter and slighter, until finally it became quite stationary again, floating, purple and motionless, upon the stagnant air.

Very slowly, he ventured to change his position, for his long ordeal was beginning to induce cramp. The faint creaking of the metal bunk seemed, in the dead stillness and to his highly-tensed senses, like the rattling of castanets.

For ten minutes he lay in his new position; then moved slightly again and waited for fully three-quarters of an hour. Nothing happened, and he now determined to proceed with his inquiries.

Sitting upon the edge of the bunk, he looked about him, first directing his attention to that portion of the wall immediately above. So cunningly was the trap contrived that he could find no trace of its existence. Carefully balancing himself upon the rails on either side of the bunk, he stood up, and peered closely about that part of the wall from which the sound had seemed to come. He even ran his fingers lightly over the paper, up as high as he could reach; but not the slightest crevice was perceptible. He began to doubt the evidence of his own senses.

Unless his accursed imagination had been playing him tricks, a trap of some kind had been opened above his head and someone had looked in at him; yet  and his fingers were trained to such work  he was prepared to swear that the surface of the Chinese paper covering the wall was perfectly continuous. He drummed upon it lightly with his finger-tips, here and there over the surface above the bed. And in this fashion he became enlightened.

A portion, roughly a foot in height and two feet long, yielded a slightly different note to his drumming; whereby he knew that that part of the paper was not ATTACHED to the wall. He perceived the truth. The trap, when closed, fitted flush with the back of the wall-paper, and this paper (although when pasted upon the walls it showed no evidence of the fact) must be TRANSPARENT.

From some dark place beyond, it was possible to peer in THROUGH the rectangular patch of paper as through a window, at the occupant of the bunk below, upon whom the shaded lamp directly poured its rays!

He examined more closely a lower part of the wall, which did not fall within the shadow of the purple lamp-shade; for he was thinking of the draught which had followed the opening of the trap. By this examination he learnt two things: The explanation of the draught, and that of a peculiar property possessed by the mural decorations. These (as Soames had observed before him) assumed a new form if one stared at them closely; other figures, figures human and animal, seemed to take shape and to peer out from BEHIND the more obvious designs which were perceptible at a glance. The longer and the closer one studied these singular walls, the more evident the UNDER design became, until it usurped the field of vision entirely. It was a bewildering delusion; but M. Max had solved the mystery.

There were TWO designs; the first, an intricate Chinese pattern, was painted or printed upon material like the finest gauze. This was attached over a second and vividly colored pattern upon thick parchment-like paper  as he learnt by the application of the point of his pocket-knife.

The observation trap was covered with this paper, and fitted so nicely in the opening that his fingers had failed to detect, through the superimposed gauze, the slightest irregularity there. But, the trap opened, a perfectly clear view of the room could be obtained through the gauze, which, by reason of its texture, also admitted a current of air.

This matter settled, M. Max proceeded carefully to examine the entire room foot by foot. Opening the door in one corner, he entered the bathroom, in which, as in the outer apartment, an electric light was burning. No window was discoverable, and not even an opening for ventilation purposes. The latter fact he might have deduced from the stagnation of the atmosphere.

Half an hour or more he spent in this fashion, without having discovered anything beyond the secret of the observation trap. Again he took out his pocket-knife, which was a large one with a handsome mother-o-pearl handle. Although Mr. Ho-Pin had examined this carefully, he had solved only half of its secrets. M. Max extracted a little pair of tweezers from the slot in which they were lodged  as Ho-Pin had not neglected to do; but Ho-Pin, having looked at the tweezers, had returned them to their place: M. Max did not do so. He opened the entire knife as though it had been a box, and revealed within it a tiny set of appliances designed principally for the desecration of locks!

Selecting one of these, he took up his watch from the table upon which it lay, and approached the door. It possessed a lever handle of the Continental pattern, and M. Max silently prayed that this might not be a snare and a delusion, but that the lock below might be of the same manufacture.

In order to settle the point, he held the face of his watch close to the keyhole, wound its knob in the wrong direction, and lo! it became an electric lamp!

One glance he cast into the tiny cavity, then dropped back upon the bunk, twisting his mobile mouth in that half smile at once humorous and despairful.

Nom dun ptit bonhomme!  a Yale! he muttered. To open that without noise is impossible! Damn!

M. Max threw himself back upon the pillow, and for an hour afterward lay deep in silent reflection.

He had cigarettes in his case and should have liked to smoke, but feared to take the risk of scenting the air with a perfume so unorthodox.

He had gained something by his exploit, but not all that he had hoped for; clearly his part now was to await what the morning should bring.


XXXII

BLUE BLINDS

Morning brought the silent opening of the door, and the entrance of Said, the Egyptian, bearing a tiny Chinese tea service upon a lacquered tray.

But M. Max lay in a seemingly deathly stupor, and from this the impassive Oriental had great difficulty in arousing him. Said, having shaken some symptoms of life into the limp form of M. Max, filled the little cup with fragrant China tea, and, supporting the dazed man, held the beverage to his lips. With his eyes but slightly opened, and with all his weight resting upon the arm of the Egyptian, he gulped the hot tea, and noted that it was of exquisite quality.

THEINE is an antidote to opium, and M. Max accordingly became somewhat restored, and lay staring at the Oriental, and blinking his eyes foolishly.

Said, leaving the tea service upon the little table, glided from the room. Something else the Egyptian had left upon the tray in addition to the dainty vessels of porcelain; it was a steel ring containing a dozen or more keys. Most of these keys lay fanwise and bunched together, but one lay isolated and pointing in an opposite direction. It was a Yale key  the key of the door!

Silently as a shadow, M. Max glided into the bathroom, and silently, swiftly, returned, carrying a cake of soap. Three clear, sharp impressions, he secured of the Yale, the soap leaving no trace of the operation upon the metal. He dropped the precious soap tablet into his open bag.

In a state of semi-torpor, M. Max sprawled upon the bed for ten minutes or more, during which time, as he noted, the door remained ajar. Then there entered a figure which seemed wildly out of place in the establishment of Ho-Pin. It was that of a butler, most accurately dressed and most deferential in all his highly-trained movements. His dark hair was neatly brushed, and his face, which had a pinched appearance, was composed in that if-it-is-entirely-agreeable-to-you-Sir expression, typical of his class.

The unhealthy, yellow skin of the new arrival, which harmonized so ill with the clear whites of his little furtive eyes, interested M. Max extraordinarily. M. Max was blinking like a week-old kitten, and one could have sworn that he was but hazily conscious of his surroundings; whereas in reality he was memorizing the cranial peculiarities of the new arrival, the shape of his nose, the disposition of his ears; the exact hue of his eyes; the presence of a discolored tooth in his lower jaw, which a fish-like, nervous trick of opening and closing the mouth periodically revealed.

Good morning, sir! said the valet, gently rubbing his palms together and bending over the bed.

M. Max inhaled deeply, stared in glassy fashion, but in no way indicated that he had heard the words.

The valet shook him gently by the shoulder.

Good morning, sir. Shall I prepare your bath?

She is a serpent! muttered M. Max, tossing one arm weakly above his head... all yellow.... But roses are growing in the mud ... of the river!

If you will take your bath, sir, insisted the man in black, I shall be ready to shave you when you return.

Bath... shave me!

M. Max began to rub his eyes and to stare uncomprehendingly at the speaker.

Yes, sir; good morning, sir,  there was another bow and more rubbing of palms.

Ah!  of course! Morbleu! This is Paris....

No, sir, excuse me, sir, London. Bath hot or cold, sir?

Cold, replied M. Max, struggling upright with apparent difficulty; yes,  cold.

Very good, sir. Have you brought your own razor, sir?

Yes, yes, muttered Max in the bag  in that bag.

I will fill the bath, sir.

The bath being duly filled, M. Max, throwing about his shoulders a magnificent silk kimono which he found upon the armchair, steered a zigzag course to the bathroom. His tooth-brush had been put in place by the attentive valet; there was an abundance of clean towels, soaps, bath salts, with other necessities and luxuries of the toilet. M. Max, following his bath, saw fit to evidence a return to mental clarity; and whilst he was being shaved he sought to enter into conversation with the valet. But the latter was singularly reticent, and again M. Max changed his tactics. He perceived here a golden opportunity which he must not allow to slip through his fingers.

Would you like to earn a hundred pounds? he demanded abruptly, gazing into the beady eyes of the man bending over him.

Soames almost dropped the razor. His state of alarm was truly pitiable; he glanced to the right, he glanced to the left, he glanced over his shoulder, up at the ceiling and down at the floor.

Excuse me, sir, he said, nervously; I dont think I quite understand you, sir?

It is quite simple, replied M. Max. I asked you if you had some use for a hundred pounds. Because if you have, I will meet you at any place you like to mention and bring with me cash to that amount!

Hush, sir!  for Gods sake, hush, sir! whispered Soames.

A dew of perspiration was glistening upon his forehead, and it was fortunate that he had finished shaving M. Max, for his hand was trembling furiously. He made a pretense of hurrying with towels, bay rum, and powder spray, but the beady eyes were ever glancing to right and left and all about.

M. Max, who throughout this time had been reflecting, made a second move.

Another fifty, or possibly another hundred, could be earned as easily, he said, with assumed carelessness. I may add that this will not be offered again, and... that you will shortly be out of employment, with worse to follow.

Soames began to exhibit signs of collapse.

Oh, my God! he muttered, what shall I do? I cant promise  I cant promise; but I might  I MIGHT look in at the Three Nuns on Friday evening about nine oclock....

He hastily scooped up M. Maxs belongings, thrust them into the handbag and closed it. M. Max was now fully dressed and ready to depart. He placed a sovereign in the valets ready palm.

Thats an appointment, he said softly.

Said entered and stood bowing in the doorway.

Good morning, sir, good morning, muttered Soames, and covertly he wiped the perspiration from his brow with the corner of a towel good morning, and thank you very much.

M. Max, buttoning his light overcoat in order to conceal the fact that he wore evening dress, entered the corridor, and followed the Egyptian into the cave of the golden dragon. Ho-Pin, sleek and smiling, received him there. Ho-Pin was smoking the inevitable cigarette in the long tube, and, opening the door, he silently led the way up the steps into the covered courtyard, Said following with the hand bag. The limousine stood there, dimly visible in the darkness. Said placed the handbag upon the seat inside, and Ho-Pin assisted M. Max to enter, closing the door upon him, but leaning through the open window to shake his hand. The Chinamans hand was icily cold and limp.

Au wrevoir, my dear fwriend, he said in his metallic voice. I hope to have the pleasure of gwreeting you again vewry shortly.

With that he pulled up the window from the outside, and the occupant of the limousine found himself in impenetrable darkness; for dark blue blinds covered all the windows. He lay back, endeavoring to determine what should be his next move. The car started with a perfect action, and without the slightest jolt or jar. By reason of the light which suddenly shone in through the chinks of the blinds, he knew that he was outside the covered courtyard; then he became aware that a sharp turning had been taken to the left, followed almost immediately, by one to the right.

He directed his attention to the blinds.

Ah! nom dun nom! they are clever  these!

The blinds worked in little vertical grooves and had each a tiny lock. The blinds covering the glass doors on either side were attached to the adjustable windows; so that when Ho-Pin had raised the window, he had also closed the blind! And these windows operated automatically, and defied all M. Maxs efforts to open them!

He was effectively boxed in and unable to form the slightest impression of his surroundings. He threw himself back upon the soft cushions with a muttered curse of vexation; but the mobile mouth was twisted into that wryly humorous smile. Always, M. Max was a philosopher.

At the end of a drive of some twenty-five minutes or less, the car stopped  the door was opened, and the radiant Gianapolis extended both hands to the occupant.

My dear M. Gaston! he cried, how glad I am to see you looking so well! Hand me your bag, I beg of you!

M. Max placed the bag in the extended hand of Gianapolis, and leapt out upon the pavement.

This way, my dear friend! cried the Greek, grasping him warmly by the arm.

The Frenchman found himself being led along toward the head of the car; and, at the same moment, Said reversed the gear and backed away. M. Max was foiled in his hopes of learning the number of the limousine.

He glanced about him wonderingly.

You are in Temple Gardens, M. Gaston, explained the Greek, and here, unless I am greatly mistaken, comes a disengaged taxi-cab. You will drive to your hotel?

Yes, to my hotel, replied M. Max.

And whenever you wish to avail yourself of your privilege, and pay a second visit to the establishment presided over by Mr. Ho-Pin, you remember the number?

I remember the number, replied M. Max.

The cab hailed by Gianapolis drew up beside the two, and M. Max entered it.

Good morning, M. Gaston.

Good morning, Mr. Gianapolis.


XXXIII

LOGIC VS. INTUITION

And now, Henry Leroux, Denise Ryland and Helen Cumberly were speeding along the Richmond Road beneath a sky which smiled upon Lerouxs convalescence; for this was a perfect autumn morning which ordinarily had gladdened him, but which saddened him to-day.

The sun shone and the sky was blue; a pleasant breeze played upon his cheeks; whilst Mira, his wife, was...

He knew that he had come perilously near to the borderland beyond which are gibbering, moving things: that he had stood upon the frontier of insanity; and realizing the futility of such reflections, he struggled to banish them from his mind, for his mind was not yet healed  and he must be whole, be sane, if he would take part in the work, which, now, strangers were doing, whilst he  whilst he was a useless hulk.

Denise Ryland had been very voluble at the commencement of the drive, but, as it progressed, had grown gradually silent, and now sat with her brows working up and down and with a little network of wrinkles alternately appearing and disappearing above the bridge of her nose. A self-reliant woman, it was irksome to her to know herself outside the circle of activity revolving around the mysterious Mr. King. She had had one interview with Inspector Dunbar, merely in order that she might give personal testimony to the fact that Mira Leroux had not visited her that year in Paris. Of the shrewd Scotsman she had formed the poorest opinion; and indeed she never had been known to express admiration for, or even the slightest confidence in, any man breathing. The amiable M. Gaston possessed virtues which appealed to her, but whilst she admitted that his conversation was entertaining and his general behavior good, she always spoke with the utmost contempt of his sartorial splendor.

Now, with the days and the weeks slipping by, and with the spectacle before her of poor Leroux, a mere shadow of his former self, with the case, so far as she could perceive, at a standstill, and with the police (she firmly believed) doing absolutely... nothing... whatever  Denise Ryland recognized that what was lacking in the investigation was that intuition and wit which only a clever woman could bring to bear upon it, and of which she, in particular, possessed an unlimited reserve.

The car sped on toward the purer atmosphere of the riverside, and even the clouds of dust, which periodically enveloped them, with the passing of each motor-bus, and which at the commencement of the drive had inspired her to several notable and syncopated outbursts, now left her unmoved.

She thought that at last she perceived the secret working of that Providence which ever dances attendance at the elbow of accomplished womankind. Following the lead set by H. C. in the Planet (H. C. was Helen Cumberlys nom de plume) and by Crocket in the Daily Monitor, the London Press had taken Olaf van Noord to its bosom; and his exhibition in the Little Gallery was an established financial success, whilst Our Lady of the Poppies (which had, of course, been rejected by the Royal Academy) promised to be the picture of the year.

Mentally, Denise Ryland was again surveying that remarkable composition; mentally she was surveying Olaf van Noords model, also. Into the scheme slowly forming in her brain, the yellow-wrapped cigarette containing a small percentage of opium fitted likewise. Finally, but not last in importance, the Greek gentleman, Mr. Gianapolis, formed a unit of the whole.

Denise Ryland had always despised those detective creations which abound in French literature; perceiving in their marvelous deductions a tortured logic incompatible with the classic models. She prided herself upon her logic, possibly because it was a quality which she lacked, and probably because she confused it with intuition, of which, to do her justice, she possessed an unusual share. Now, this intuition was at work, at work well and truly; and the result which this mental contortionist ascribed to pure reason was nearer to the truth than a real logician could well have hoped to attain by confining himself to legitimate data. In short, she had determined to her own satisfaction that Mr. Gianapolis was the clue to the mystery; that Mr. Gianapolis was not (as she had once supposed) enacting the part of an amiable liar when he declared that there were, in London, such apartments as that represented by Olaf van Noord; that Mr. Gianapolis was acquainted with the present whereabouts of Mrs. Leroux; that Mr. Gianapolis knew who murdered Iris Vernon; and that Scotland Yard was a benevolent institution for the support of those of enfeebled intellect.

These results achieved, she broke her long silence at the moment that the car was turning into Richmond High Street.

My dear! she exclaimed, clutching Helens arm, I see it all!

Oh! cried the girl, how you startled me! I thought you were ill or that you had seen something frightful....

I HAVE... seen something... frightful, declared Denise Ryland. She glared across at the haggard Leroux. Harry... Leroux, she continued, it is very fortunate... that I came to London... very fortunate.

I am sincerely glad that you did, answered the novelist, with one of his kindly, weary smiles.

My dear, said Denise Ryland, turning again to Helen Cumberly, you say you met that... cross-eyed... being... Gianapolis, again?

Good Heavens! cried Helen; I thought I should never get rid of him; a most loathsome man!

My dear... child  Denise squeezed her tightly by the arm, and peered into her face, intently cul-tivate... DELIBERATELY cul-tivate that mans acquaintance!

Helen stared at her friend as though she suspected the latters sanity.

I am afraid I do not understand at all, she said, breathlessly.

I am positive that I do not, declared Leroux, who was as much surprised as Helen. In the first place I am not acquainted with this cross-eyed being.

You are... out of this! cried Denise Ryland with a sweeping movement of the left hand; entirely... out of it! This is no MANS... business....

But my dear Denise! exclaimed Helen....

I beseech you; I entreat you;... I ORDER... you to cultivate... that... execrable... being.

Perhaps, said Helen, with eyes widely opened, you will condescend to give me some slight reason why I should do anything so extraordinary and undesirable?

Undesirable! cried Denise. On the contrary;... it is MOST ... desirable! It is essential. The wretched... cross-eyed ... creature has presumed to fall in love... with you....

Oh! cried Helen, flushing, and glancing rapidly at Leroux, who now was thoroughly interested, please do not talk nonsense!

It is no... nonsense. It is the finger... of Providence. Do you know where you can find... him?

Not exactly; but I have a shrewd suspicion, again she glanced in an embarrassed way at Leroux, that he will know where to find ME.

Who is this presumptuous person? inquired the novelist, leaning forward, his dark blue eyes aglow with interest.

Never mind, replied Denise Ryland, you will know... soon enough. In the meantime... as I am simply... starving, suppose we see about... lunch?

Moved by some unaccountable impulse, Helen extended her hand to Leroux, who took it quietly in his own and held it, looking down at the slim fingers as though he derived strength and healing from their touch.

Poor boy, she said softly.


XXXIV

M. MAX REPORTS PROGRESS

Detective-Sergeant Sowerby was seated in Dunbars room at New Scotland Yard. Some days had elapsed since that critical moment when, all unaware of the fact, they had stood within three yards of the much-wanted Soames, in the fauteuils of the east-end music-hall. Every clue thus far investigated had proved a cul-de-sac. Dunbar, who had literally been working night and day, now began to show evidence of his giant toils. The tawny eyes were as keen as ever, and the whole man as forceful as of old, but in the intervals of conversation, his lids would droop wearily; he would only arouse himself by a perceptible effort.

Sowerby, whose bowler hat lay upon Dunbars table, was clad in the familiar raincoat, and his ruddy cheerfulness had abated not one whit.

Have you ever read The Adventures of Martin Zeda? he asked suddenly, breaking a silence of some minutes duration.

Dunbar looked up with a start, as...

Never! he replied; Im not wasting my time with magazine trash.

Its not trash, said Sowerby, assuming that unnatural air of reflection which sat upon him so ill. Ive looked up the volumes of the Ludgate Magazine in our local library, and Ive read all the series with much interest.

Dunbar leaned forward, watching him frowningly.

I should have thought, he replied, that you had enough to do without wasting your time in that way!

IS it a waste of time? inquired Sowerby, raising his eyebrows in a manner which lent him a marked resemblance to a famous comedian. I tell you that the man who can work out plots like those might be a second Jack-the-Ripper and not a soul the wiser!...

Ah!

Ive never met a more innocent LOOKING man, Ill allow; but if youll read the Adventures of Martin Zeda, youll know that...

Tosh! snapped Dunbar, irritably; your ideas of psychology would make a Manx cat laugh! I suppose, on the same analogy, you think the leader-writers of the dailies could run the Government better than the Cabinet does it?

I think it very likely...

Tosh! Is there anybody in London knows more about the inside workings of crime than the Commissioner? You will admit there isnt; very good. Accordingly to your ideas, the Commissioner must be the biggest blackguard in the Metropolis! I have said it twice before, and Ill be saying it again, Sowerby: TOSH!

Well, said Sowerby with an offended air, has anybody ever seen Mr. King?

What are you driving at?

I am driving at this: somebody known in certain circles as Mr. King is at the bottom of this mystery. It is highly probable that Mr. King himself murdered Mrs. Vernon. On the evidence of your own notes, nobody left Palace Mansions between the time of the crime and the arrival of witnesses. Therefore, ONE of your witnesses must be a liar; and the liar is Mr. King!

Inspector Dunbar glared at his subordinate. But the latter continued undaunted:  

You wont believe its Leroux; therefore it must be either Mr. Exel, Dr. Cumberly, or Miss Cumberly....

Inspector Dunbar stood up very suddenly, thrusting his chair from him with much violence.

Do you recollect the matter of Soames leaving Palace Mansions? he snapped.

Sowerbys air of serio-comic defiance began to leave him. He scratched his head reflectively.

Soames got away like that because no one was expecting him to do it. In the same way, neither Leroux, Exel, nor Dr. Cumberly knew that there was any one else IN the flat at the very time when the murderer was making his escape. The cases are identical. They were not looking for a fugitive. He had gone before the search commenced. A clever man could have slipped out in a hundred different ways unobserved. Sowerby, you are...

What Sowerby was, did not come to light at the moment; for, the door quietly opened and in walked M. Gaston Max arrayed in his inimitable traveling coat, and holding his hat of velour in his gloved hand. He bowed politely.

Good morning, gentlemen, he said.

Good morning, said Dunbar and Sowerby together.

Sowerby hastened to place a chair for the distinguished visitor. M. Max, thanking him with a bow, took his seat, and from an inside pocket extracted a notebook.

There are some little points, he said with a deprecating wave of the hand, which I should like to confirm. He opened the book, sought the wanted page, and continued: Do either of you know a person answering to the following description: Height, about four feet eight-and-a-half inches, medium build and carries himself with a nervous stoop. Has a habit of rubbing his palms together when addressing anyone. Has plump hands with rather tapering fingers, and a growth of reddish down upon the backs thereof, indicating that he has red or reddish hair. His chin recedes slightly and is pointed, with a slight cleft parallel with the mouth and situated equidistant from the base of the chin and the lower lip. A nervous mannerism of the latter periodically reveals the lower teeth, one of which, that immediately below the left canine, is much discolored. He is clean-shaven, but may at some time have worn whiskers. His eyes are small and ferret-like, set very closely together and of a ruddy brown color. His nose is wide at the bridge, but narrows to an unusual point at the end. In profile it is irregular, or may have been broken at some time. He has scanty eyebrows set very high, and a low forehead with two faint, vertical wrinkles starting from the inner points of the eyebrows. His natural complexion is probably sallow, and his hair (as hitherto mentioned) either red or of sandy color. His ears are set far back, and the lobes are thin and pointed. His hair is perfectly straight and sparse, and there is a depression of the cheeks where one would expect to find a prominence: that is  at the cheekbone. The cranial development is unusual. The skull slopes back from the crown at a remarkable angle, there being no protuberance at the back, but instead a straight slope to the spine, sometimes seen in the Teutonic races, and in this case much exaggerated. Viewed from the front the skull is narrow, the temples depressed, and the crown bulging over the ears, and receding to a ridge on top. In profile the forehead is almost apelike in size and contour....

SOAMES! exclaimed Inspector Dunbar, leaping to his feet, and bringing both his palms with a simultaneous bang upon the table before him Soames, by God!

M. Max, shrugging and smiling slightly, returned his notebook to his pocket, and, taking out a cigar-case, placed it, open, upon the table, inviting both his confreres, with a gesture, to avail themselves of its contents.

I thought so, he said simply. I am glad.

Sowerby selected a cigar in a dazed manner, but Dunbar, ignoring the presence of the cigar-case, leant forward across the table, his eyes blazing, and his small, even, lower teeth revealed in a sort of grim smile.

M. Max, he said tensely you are a clever man! Where have you got him?

I have not got him, replied the Frenchman, selecting and lighting one of his own cigars. He is much too useful to be locked up...

But...

But yes, my dear Inspector  he is safe; oh! he is quite safe. And on Tuesday night he is going to introduce us to Mr. King!

MR. KING! roared Dunbar; and in three strides of the long legs he was around the table and standing before the Frenchman.

In passing he swept Sowerbys hat on to the floor, and Sowerby, picking it up, began mechanically to brush it with his left sleeve, smoking furiously the while.

Soames, continued M. Max, quietly he is now known as Lucas, by the way  is a man of very remarkable character; a fact indicated by his quite unusual skull. He has no more will than this cigar  he held the cigar up between his fingers, illustratively but of stupid pig obstinacy, that canaille  saligaud!  has enough for all the cattle in Europe! He is like a man who knows that he stands upon a sinking ship, yet, who whilst promising to take the plunge every moment, hesitates and will continue to hesitate until someone pushes him in. Pardieu! I push! Because of his pig obstinacy I am compelled to take risks most unnecessary. He will not consent, that Soames, to open the door for us...

What door? snapped Dunbar.

The door of the establishment of Mr. King, explained Max, blandly.

But where is it?

It is somewhere between Limehouse Causeway  is it not called so?  and the riverside. But although I have been there, myself, I can tell you no more....

What! you have been there yourself?

But yes  most decidedly. I was there some nights ago. But they are ingenious, ah! they are so ingenious!  so Chinese! I should not have known even the little I do know if it were not for the inquiries which I made last week. I knew that the letters to Mr. Leroux which were supposed to come from Paris were handed by Soames to some one who posted them to Paris from Bow, East. You remember how I found the impression of the postmark?

Dunbar nodded, his eyes glistening; for that discovery of the Frenchmans had filled him with a sort of envious admiration.

Well, then, continued Max, I knew that the inquiry would lead me to your east-end, and I suspected that I was dealing with Chinamen; therefore, suitably attired, of course, I wandered about in those interesting slums on more than one occasion; and I concluded that the only district in which a Chinaman could live without exciting curiosity was that which lies off the West India Dock Road....

Dunbar nodded significantly at Sowerby, as who should say: What did I tell you about this man?

On one of these visits, continued the Frenchman, and a smile struggled for expression upon his mobile lips, I met you two gentlemen with a Mr.  I think he is called Stringer...

You met US! exclaimed Sowerby.

My sense of humor quite overcoming me, replied M. Max, I even tried to swindle you. I think I did the trick very badly!

Dunbar and Sowerby were staring at one another amazedly.

It was in the corner of a public house billiard-room, added the Frenchman, with twinkling eyes; I adopted the ill-used name of Levinsky on that occasion....

Dunbar began to punch his left palm and to stride up and down the floor; whilst Sowerby, his blue eyes opened quite roundly, watched M. Max as a schoolboy watches an illusionist.

Therefore, continued M. Max, I shall ask you to have a party ready on Tuesday night in Limehouse Causeway  suitably concealed, of course; and as I am almost sure that the haunt of Mr. King is actually upon the riverside (I heard one little river sound as I was coming away) a launch party might cooperate with you in affecting the raid.

The raid! said Dunbar, turning from a point by the window, and looking back at the Frenchman. Do you seriously tell me that we are going to raid Mr. Kings on Tuesday night?

Most certainly, was the confident reply. I had hoped to form one of the raiding party; but nom dun nom!  he shrugged, in his graceful fashion I must be one of the rescued!

Of the rescued!

You see I visited that establishment as a smoker of opium...

You took that risk?

It was no greater risk than is run by quite a number of people socially well known in London, my dear Inspector Dunbar! I was introduced by an habitue and a member of the best society; and since nobody knows that Gaston Max is in London  that Gaston Max has any business in hand likely to bring him to London  pardieu, what danger did I incur? But, excepting the lobby  the cave of the dragon (a stranger apartment even than that in the Rue St. Claude) and the Chinese cubiculum where I spent the night  mon dieu! what a night!  I saw nothing of the establishment...

But you must know where it is! cried Dunbar.

I was driven there in a closed limousine, and driven away in the same vehicle...

You got the number?

It was impossible. These are clever people! But it must be a simple matter, Inspector, to trace a fine car like that which regularly appears in those east-end streets?

Every constable in the division must be acquainted with it, replied Dunbar, confidently. Ill know all about that car inside the next hour!

If on Tuesday night you could arrange to have it followed, continued M. Max, it would simplify matters. What I have done is this: I have bought the man, Soames  up to a point. But so deadly is his fear of the mysterious Mr. King that although he has agreed to assist me in my plans, he will not consent to divulge an atom of information until the raid is successfully performed.

Then for heavens sake what IS he going to do?

Visitors to the establishment (it is managed by a certain Mr. Ho-Pin; make a note of him, that Ho-Pin) having received the necessary dose of opium are locked in for the night. On Tuesday, Soames, who acts as valet to poor fools using the place, has agreed  for a price  to unlock the door of the room in which I shall be...

What! cried Dunbar, you are going to risk yourself alone in that place AGAIN?

I have paid a very heavy fee, replied the Frenchman with his odd smile, and it entitles me to a second visit; I shall pay that second visit on Tuesday night, and my danger will be no greater than on the first occasion.

But Soames may betray you!

Fear nothing; I have measured my Soames, not only anthropologically, but otherwise. I fear only his folly, not his knavery. He will not betray me. Morbleu! he is too much a frightened man. I do not know what has taken place; but I could see that, assured of escaping the police for complicity in the murder, he would turn Kings evidence immediately...

And you gave him that assurance?

At first I did not reveal myself. I weighed up my man very carefully; I measured that Soames-pig. I had several stories in readiness, but his character indicated which I should use. Therefore, suddenly I arrested him!

Arrested him?

Pardieu! I arrested him very quietly in a corner of the bar of Three Nuns public house. My course was justified. He saw that the reign of his mysterious Mr. King was nearing its close, and that I was his only hope...

But still he refused...

His refusal to reveal anything whatever under those circumstances impressed me more than all. It showed me that in Mr. King I had to deal with a really wonderful and powerful man; a man who ruled by means of FEAR; a man of gigantic force. I had taken the pattern of the key fitting the Yale lock of the door of my room, and I secured a duplicate immediately. Soames has not access to the keys, you understand. I must rely upon my diplomacy to secure the same room again  all turns upon that; and at an hour after midnight, or later if advisable, Soames has agreed to let me out. Beyond this, I could induce him to do nothing  nothing whatever. Cochon! Therefore, having got out of the locked room, I must rely upon my own wits  and the Browning pistol which I have presented to Soames together with the duplicate key...

Why not go armed? asked Dunbar.

Ones clothes are searched, my dear Inspector, by an expert! I have given the key, the pistol, and the implements of the house-breaker (a very neat set which fits easily into the breast-pocket) to Soames, to conceal in his private room at the establishment until Tuesday night. All turns upon my securing the same apartment. If I am unable to do so, the arrangements for the raid will have to be postponed. Opium smokers are faddists essentially, however, and I think I can manage to pretend that I have formed a strange penchant for this particular cubiculum...

By whom were you introduced to the place? asked Dunbar, leaning back against the table and facing the Frenchman.

That I cannot in honor divulge, was the reply; but the representative of Mr. King who actually admitted me to the establishment is one Gianapolis; address unknown, but telephone number 18642 East. Make a note of him, that Gianapolis.

Ill arrest him in the morning, said Sowerby, writing furiously in his notebook.

Nom dun ptit bonhomme! M. Sowerby, you will do nothing of that foolish description, my dear friend, said Max; and Dunbar glared at the unfortunate sergeant. Nothing whatever must be done to arouse suspicion between now and the moment of the raid. You must be circumspect  ah, morbleu! so circumspect. By all means trace this Mr. Gianapolis; yes. But do not let him SUSPECT that he is being traced...


XXXV

TRACKER TRACKED

Helen Cumberly and Denise Ryland peered from the window of the formers room into the dusk of the Square, until their eyes ached with the strain of an exercise so unnatural.

I tell you, said Denise with emphasis, that... sooner or later... he will come prowling... around. The mere fact that he did not appear... last night... counts for nothing. His own crooked... plans no doubt detain him... very often... at night.

Helen sighed wearily. Denise Rylands scheme was extremely distasteful to her, but whenever she thought of the pathetic eyes of Leroux she found new determination. Several times she had essayed to analyze the motives which actuated her; always she feared to pursue such inquiries beyond a certain point. Now that she was beginning to share her friends views upon the matter, all social plans sank into insignificance, and she lived only in the hope of again meeting Gianapolis, of tracing out the opium group, and of finding Mrs. Leroux. In what state did she hope and expect to find her? This was a double question which kept her wakeful through the dreary watches of the night....

Look!

Denise Ryland grasped her by the arm, pointing out into the darkened Square. A furtive figure crossed from the northeast corner into the shade of some trees and might be vaguely detected coming nearer and nearer.

There he is! whispered Denise Ryland, excitedly; I told you he couldnt... keep away. I know that kind of brute. There is nobody at home, so listen: I will watch... from the drawing-room, and you... light up here and move about... as if preparing to go out.

Helen, aware that she was flushed with excitement, fell in with the proposal readily; and having switched on the lights in her room and put on her hat so that her moving shadow was thrown upon the casement curtain, she turned out the light again and ran to rejoin her friend. She found the latter peering eagerly from the window of the drawing-room.

He thinks you are coming out! gasped Denise. He has slipped... around the corner. He will pretend to be... passing... this way... the cross-eyed... hypocrite. Do you feel capable ... of the task?

Quite, Helen declared, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling. You will follow us as arranged; for heavens sake, dont lose us!

If the doctor knew of this, breathed Denise, he would never... forgive me. But no woman... no true woman... could refuse to undertake... so palpable... a duty...

Helen Cumberly, wearing a warm, golfing jersey over her dress, with a woolen cap to match, ran lightly down the stairs and out into the Square, carrying a letter. She walked along to the pillar-box, and having examined the address upon the envelope with great care, by the light of an adjacent lamp, posted the letter, turned  and there, radiant and bowing, stood Mr. Gianapolis!

Kismet is really most kind to me! he cried. My friend, who lives, as I think I mentioned once before, in Peers Chambers, evidently radiates good luck. I last had the good fortune to meet you when on my way to see him, and I now meet you again within five minutes of leaving him! My dear Miss Cumberly, I trust you are quite well?

Quite, said Helen, holding out her hand. I am awfully glad to see you again, Mr. Gianapolis!

He was distinctly encouraged by her tone. He bent forward confidentially.

The night is young, he said; and his smile was radiant. May I hope that your expedition does not terminate at this post-box?

Helen glanced at him doubtfully, and then down at her jersey. Gianapolis was unfeignedly delighted with her naivete.

Surely you dont want to be seen with me in this extraordinary costume! she challenged.

My dear Miss Cumberly, it is simply enchanting! A girl with such a figure as yours never looks better than when she dresses sportily!

The latent vulgarity of the man was escaping from the bondage in which ordinarily he confined it. A real passion had him in its grip, and the real Gianapolis was speaking. Helen hesitated for one fateful moment; it was going to be even worse than she had anticipated. She glanced up at Palace Mansions.

Across a curtained window moved a shadow, that of a man wearing a long gown and having his hands clasped behind him, whose head showed as an indistinct blur because the hair was wildly disordered. This shadow passed from side to side of the window and was lost from view. It was the shadow of Henry Leroux.

I am afraid I have a lot of work to do, said Helen, with a little catch in her voice.

My dear Miss Cumberly, cried Gianapolis, eagerly, placing his hand upon her arm, it is precisely of your work that I wish to speak to you! Your work is familiar to me  I never miss a line of it; and knowing how you delight in the outre and how inimitably you can describe scenes of Bohemian life, I had hoped, since it was my privilege to meet you, that you would accept my services as cicerone to some of the lesser-known resorts of Bohemian London. Your article, Dinner in Soho, was a delightful piece of observation, and the third  I think it was the third  of the same series: Curiosities of the Cafe Royal, was equally good. But your powers of observation would be given greater play in any one of the three establishments to which I should be honored to escort you.

Helen Cumberly, though perfectly self-reliant, as only the modern girl journalist can be, was fully aware that, not being of the flat-haired, bespectacled type, she was called upon to exercise rather more care in her selection of companions for copy-hunting expeditions than was necessary in the case of certain fellow-members of the Scribes Club. No power on earth could have induced her to accept such an invitation from such a man, under ordinary circumstances; even now, with so definite and important an object in view, she hesitated. The scheme might lead to nothing; Denise Ryland (horrible thought!) might lose the track; the track might lead to no place of importance, so far as her real inquiry was concerned.

In this hour of emergency, new and wiser ideas were flooding her brain. For instance, they might have admitted Inspector Dunbar to the plot. With Inspector Dunbar dogging her steps, she should have felt perfectly safe; but Denise  she had every respect for Denises reasoning powers, and force of character  yet Denise nevertheless might fail her.

She glanced into the crooked eyes of Gianapolis, then up again at Palace Mansions.

The shadow of Henry Leroux recrossed the cream-curtained window.

So early in the evening, pursued the Greek, rapidly, the more interesting types will hardly have arrived; nevertheless, at the Memphis Cafe...

Memphis Cafe! muttered Helen, glancing at him rapidly; what an odd name.

Ah! my dear Miss Cumberly! cried Gianapolis, with triumph I knew that you had never heard of the true haunts of Bohemia! The Memphis Cafe  it is actually a club  was founded by Olaf van Noord two years ago, and at present has a membership including some of the most famous artistic folk of London; not only painters, but authors, composers, actors, actresses. I may add that the peerage, male and female, is represented.

It is actually a gaming-house, I suppose? said Helen, shrewdly.

A gaming-house? Not at all! If what you wish to see is play for high stakes, it is not to the Memphis Cafe you must go. I can show you Society losing its money in thousands, if the spectacle would amuse you. I only await your orders...

You certainly interest me, said Helen; and indeed this half-glimpse into phases of London life hidden from the world  even from the greater part of the ever-peering journalistic world  was not lacking in fascination.

The planning of a scheme in its entirety constitutes a mental effort which not infrequently blinds us to the shortcomings of certain essential details. Denises plan, a good one in many respects, had the fault of being over-elaborate. Now, when it was too late to advise her friend of any amendment, Helen perceived that there was no occasion for her to suffer the society of Gianapolis.

To bid him good evening, and then to follow him, herself, was a plan much superior to that of keeping him company whilst Denise followed both!

Moreover, he would then be much more likely to go home, or to some address which it would be useful to know. What a VERY womanish scheme theirs had been, after all; Helen told herself that the most stupid man imaginable could have placed his finger upon its weak spot immediately.

But her mind was made up. If it were possible, she would warn Denise of the change of plan; if it were not, then she must rely upon her friend to see through the ruse which she was about to practise upon the Greek.

Good night, Mr. Gianapolis! she said abruptly, and held out her hand to the smiling man. His smile faded. I should love to join you, but really you must know that its impossible. I will arrange to make up a party, with pleasure, if you will let me know where I can phone you?

But, he began...

Many thanks, its really impossible; there are limits even to the escapades allowed under the cloak of Copy! Where can I communicate with you?

Oh! how disappointed I am! But I must permit you to know your own wishes better than I can hope to know them, Miss Cumberly. Therefore  Helen was persistently holding out her hand good night! Might I venture to telephone to YOU in the morning? We could then come to some arrangement, no doubt...

You might not find me at home...

But at nine oclock!

It allows me no time to make up my party!

But such a party must not exceed three: yourself and two others...

Nevertheless, it has to be arranged.

I shall ring up to-morrow evening, and if you are not at home, your maid will tell me when you are expected to return.

Helen quite clearly perceived that no address and no telephone number were forthcoming.

You are committing yourself to endless and unnecessary trouble, Mr. Gianapolis, but if you really wish to do as you suggest, let it be so. Good night!

She barely touched his extended hand, turned, and ran fleetly back toward the door of Palace Mansions. Ere reaching the entrance, however, she dropped a handkerchief, stooped to recover it, and glanced back rapidly.

Gianapolis was just turning the corner.

Helen perceived the unmistakable form of Denise Ryland lurking in the Palace Mansions doorway, and, waving frantically to her friend, who was nonplussed at this change of tactics, she hurried back again to the corner and peeped cautiously after the retreating Greek.

There was a cab rank some fifty paces beyond, with three taxis stationed there. If Gianapolis chartered a cab, and she were compelled to follow in another, would Denise come upon the scene in time to take up the prearranged role of sleuth-hound?

Gianapolis hesitated only for a few seconds; then, shrugging his shoulders, he stepped out into the road and into the first cab on the rank. The man cranked his engine, leapt into his seat and drove off. Helen Cumberly, ignoring the curious stares of the two remaining taxi-men, ran out from the shelter of the corner and jumped into the next cab, crying breathlessly:

Follow that cab! Dont let the man in it suspect, but follow, and dont lose sight of it!

They were off!

Helen glanced ahead quickly, and was just in time to see Gianapolis cab disappear; then, leaning out of the window, she indulged in an extravagant pantomime for the benefit of Denise Ryland, who was hurrying after her.

Take the next cab and follow ME! she cried, whilst her friend raised her hand to her ear the better to detect the words. I cannot wait for you or the track will be lost...

Helens cab swung around the corner  and she was not by any means certain that Denise Ryland had understood her; but to have delayed would have been fatal, and she must rely upon her friends powers of penetration to form a third in this singular procession.

Whilst these thoughts were passing in the pursuers mind, Gianapolis, lighting a cigarette, had thrown himself back in a corner of the cab and was mentally reviewing the events of the evening  that is, those events which were associated with Helen Cumberly. He was disappointed but hopeful: at any rate he had suffered no definite repulse. Without doubt, his reflections had been less roseate had he known that he was followed, not only by two, but by THREE trackers.

He had suspected for some time now, and the suspicion had made him uneasy, that his movements were being watched. Police surveillance he did not fear; his arrangements were too complete, he believed, to occasion him any ground for anxiety even though half the Criminal Investigation Department were engaged in dogging his every movement. He understood police methods very thoroughly, and all his experience told him that this elusive shadow which latterly had joined him unbidden, and of whose presence he was specially conscious whenever his steps led toward Palace Mansions, was no police officer.

He had two theories respecting the shadow  or, more properly, one theory which was divisible into two parts; and neither part was conducive to peace of mind. Many years, crowded with many happenings, some of which he would fain forget, had passed since the day when he had entered the service of Mr. King, in Pekin. The enterprises of Mr. King were always of a secret nature, and he well remembered the fate of a certain Burmese gentleman of Rangoon who had attempted to throw the light of publicity into the dark places of these affairs.

From a confidant of the doomed man, Gianapolias had learned, fully a month before a mysterious end had come to the Burman, how the latter (by profession a money-lender) had complained of being shadowed night and day by someone or something, of whom or of which he could never succeed in obtaining so much as a glimpse.

Gianapolis shuddered. These were morbid reflections, for, since he had no thought of betraying Mr. King, he had no occasion to apprehend a fate similar to that of the unfortunate money-lender of Rangoon. It was a very profitable service, that of Mr. King, yet there were times when the fear of his employer struck a chill to his heart; there were times when almost he wished to be done with it all...

By Whitechapel Station he discharged the cab, and, standing on the pavement, lighted a new cigarette from the glowing stump of the old one. A fair amount of traffic passed along the Whitechapel Road, for the night was yet young; therefore Gianapolis attached no importance to the fact that almost at the moment when his own cab turned and was driven away, a second cab swung around the corner of Mount Street and disappeared.

But, could he have seen the big limousine drawn up to the pavement some fifty yards west of London Hospital, his reflections must have been terrible, indeed.

Fate willed that he should know nothing of this matter, and, his thoughts automatically reverting again to Helen Cumberly, he enjoyed that imaginary companionship throughout the remainder of his walk, which led him along Cambridge Road, and from thence, by a devious route, to the northern end of Globe Road.

It may be enlightening to leave Gianapolis for a moment and to return to Mount Street.

Helen Cumberlys cabman, seeing the cab ahead pull up outside the railway station, turned around the nearest corner on the right (as has already appeared), and there stopped. Helen, who also had observed the maneuver of the taxi ahead, hastily descended, and giving the man half-a-sovereign, said rapidly:

I must follow on foot now, I am afraid! but as I dont know this district at all, could you bring the cab along without attracting attention, and manage to keep me in sight?

Ill try, miss, replied the man, with alacrity; but it wont be an easy job.

Do your best, cried Helen, and ran off rapidly around the corner, and into Whitechapel Road.

She was just in time to see Gianapolis throw away the stump of his first cigarette and stroll off, smoking a second. She rejoiced that she was inconspicuously dressed, but, simple as was her attire, it did not fail to attract coarse comment from some whom she jostled on her way. She ignored all this, however, and, at a discreet distance followed the Greek, never losing sight of him for more than a moment.

When, leaving Cambridge Road  a considerable thoroughfare  he plunged into a turning, crooked and uninviting, which ran roughly at right angles with the former, she hesitated, but only for an instant. Not another pedestrian was visible in the street, which was very narrow and ill-lighted, but she plainly saw Gianapolis passing under a street-lamp some thirty yards along. Glancing back in quest of the cabman, but failing to perceive him, she resumed the pursuit.

She was nearly come to the end of the street (Gianapolis already had disappeared into an even narrower turning on the left) when a bright light suddenly swept from behind and cast her shadow far out in front of her upon the muddy road. She heard the faint thudding of a motor, but did not look back, for she was confident that this was the taxi-man following. She crept to the corner and peered around it; Gianapolis had disappeared.

The light grew brighter  brighter yet; and, with the engine running very silently, the car came up almost beside her. She considered this unwise on the mans part, yet welcomed his presence, for in this place not a soul was visible, and for the first time she began to feel afraid...

A shawl, or some kind of silken wrap, was suddenly thrown over her head!

She shrieked frenziedly, but the arm of her captor was now clasped tightly about her mouth and head. She felt herself to be suffocating. The silken thing which enveloped her was redolent of the perfume of roses; it was stifling her. She fought furiously, but her arms were now seized in an irresistible grasp, and she felt herself lifted  and placed upon a cushioned seat.

Instantly there was a forward movement of the vehicle which she had mistaken for a taxi-cab, and she knew that she was speeding through those unknown east-end streets  God! to what destination?

She could not cry out, for she was fighting for air  she seemed to be encircled by a swirling cloud of purplish mist. On  and on  and on, she was borne; she knew that she must have been drugged in some way, for consciousness was slipping  slipping...

Helpless as a child in that embrace which never faltered, she was lifted again and carried down many steps. Insensibility was very near now, but with all the will that was hers she struggled to fend it off. She felt herself laid down upon soft cushions...

A guttural voice was speaking, from a vast distance away:

What is this that you bwring us, Mahara?

Answered a sweet, silvery voice:

Does it matter to you what I bringing? It is one I hate  hate  HATE! There will be TWO cases of ginger to go away some day instead of ONE  that is all! Said, yalla!

Your pwrimitive passions will wruin us...

The silvery voice grew even more silvery:

Do you quarrel with me, Ho-Pin, my friend?

This is England, not Burma! Gianapolis...

Ah! Whisper  WHISPER it to HIM, and...

Oblivion closed in upon Helen Cumberly; she seemed to be sinking into the heart of a giant rose.


XXXVI

IN DUNBARS ROOM

Dr. Cumberly, his face unusually pale, stood over by the window of Inspector Dunbars room, his hands locked behind him. In the chair nearest to the window sat Henry Leroux, so muffled up in a fur-collared motor-coat that little of his face was visible; but his eyes were tragic as he leant forward resting his elbows upon his knees and twirling his cap between his thin fingers. He was watching Inspector Dunbar intently; only glancing from the gaunt face of the detective occasionally to look at Denise Ryland, who sat close to the table. At such times his gaze was pathetically reproachful, but always rather sorrowful than angry.

As for Miss Ryland, her habitual self-confidence seemed somewhat to have deserted her, and it was almost with respectful interest that she followed Dunbars examination of a cabman who, standing cap in hand, completed the party so strangely come together at that late hour.

This is what you have said, declared Dunbar, taking up an official form, and, with a movement of his hand warning the taxi-man to pay attention: I, Frederick Dean, motor-cab driver, was standing on the rank in Little Abbey Street to-night at about a quarter to nine. My cab was the second on the rank. A young lady who wore, I remember, a woolen cap and jersey, with a blue serge skirt, ran out from the corner of the Square and directed me to follow the cab in front of me, which had just been chartered by a dark man wearing a black overcoat and silk hat. She ordered me to keep him in sight; and as I drove off I heard her calling from the window of my cab to another lady who seemed to be following her. I was unable to see this other lady, but my fare addressed her as Denise. I followed the first cab to Whitechapel Station; and as I saw it stop there, I swung into Mount Street. The lady gave me half-a-sovereign, and told me that she proposed to follow the man on foot. She asked me if I could manage to keep her in sight, without letting my cab be seen by the man she was following. I said I would try, and I crept along at some distance behind her, going as slowly as possible until she went into a turning branching off to the right of Cambridge Road; I dont know the name of this street. She was some distance ahead of me, for I had had trouble in crossing Whitechapel Road.

A big limousine had passed me a moment before, but as an electric tram was just going by on my off-side, between me and the limousine, I dont know where the limousine went. When I was clear of the tram I could not see it, and it may have gone down Cambridge Road and then down the same turning as the lady. I pulled up at the end of this turning, and could not see a sign of any one. It was quite deserted right to the end, and although I drove down, bore around to the right and finally came out near the top of Globe Road, I did not pass anyone. I waited about the district for over a quarter-of-an-hour and then drove straight to the police station, and they sent me on here to Scotland Yard to report what had occurred.

Have you anything to add to that? said Dunbar, fixing his tawny eyes upon the cabman.

Nothing at all, replied the man  a very spruce and intelligent specimen of his class and one who, although he had moved with the times, yet retained a slightly horsey appearance, which indicated that he had not always been a mechanical Jehu.

It is quite satisfactory as far as it goes, muttered Dunbar. Ill get you to sign it now and we need not detain you any longer.

There is not the slightest doubt, said Dr. Cumberly, stepping forward and speaking in an unusually harsh voice, that Helen endeavored to track this man Gianapolis, and was abducted by him or his associates. The limousine was the car of which we have heard so much...

If my cabman had not been such a... fool, broke in Denise Ryland, clasping her hands, we should have had a different... tale to tell.

I have no wish to reproach anybody, said Dunbar, sternly; but I feel called upon to remark, madam, that you ought to have known better than to interfere in a case like this; a case in which we are dealing with a desperate and clever gang.

For once in her life Denise Ryland found herself unable to retort suitably. The mildly reproachful gaze of Leroux she could not meet; and although Dr. Cumberly had spoken no word of complaint against her, from his pale face she persistently turned away her eyes.

The cabman having departed, the door almost immediately reopened, and Sergeant Sowerby came in.

Ah! there you are, Sowerby! cried Dunbar, standing up and leaning eagerly across the table. You have the particulars respecting the limousine?

Sergeant Sowerby, removing his hat and carefully placing it upon the only vacant chair in the room, extracted a bulging notebook from a pocket concealed beneath his raincoat, cleared his throat, and reported as follows:

There is only one car known to members of that division which answers to the description of the one wanted. This is a high-power, French car which seems to have been registered first in Paris, where it was made, then in Cairo, and lastly in London. It is the property of the gentleman whose telephone number is 18642 East  Mr. I. Gianapolis; and the reason of its frequent presence in the neighborhood of the West India Dock Road, is this: it is kept in a garage in Wharf-End Lane, off Limehouse Causeway. I have interviewed two constables at present on that beat, and they tell me that there is nothing mysterious about the car except that the chauffeur is a foreigner who speaks no English. He is often to be seen cleaning the car in the garage, and both the men are in the habit of exchanging good evening with him when passing the end of the lane. They rarely go that far, however, as it leads nowhere.

But if you have the telephone number of this man, Gianapolis, cried Dr. Cumberly, you must also have his address...

We obtained both from the Eastern Exchange, interrupted Inspector Dunbar. The instrument, number 18642 East, is installed in an office in Globe Road. The office, which is situated in a converted private dwelling, bears a brass plate simply inscribed, I. Gianapolis, London and Smyrna.

What is the mans reputed business? jerked Cumberly.

We have not quite got to the bottom of that, yet, replied Sowerby; but he is an agent of some kind, and evidently in a large way of business, as he runs a very fine car, and seems to live principally in different hotels. I am told that he is an importer of Turkish cigarettes and...

He is an importer and exporter of hashish! snapped Dunbar irritably. If I could clap my eyes upon him I should know him at once! I tell you, Sowerby, he is the man who was convicted last year of exporting hashish to Egypt in faked packing cases which contained pottery ware, ostensibly, but had false bottoms filled with cakes of hashish...

But, began Dr. Cumberly...

But because he came before a silly bench, snapped Dunbar, his eyes flashing angrily, he got off with a fine  a heavy one, certainly, but he could well afford to pay it. It is that kind of judicial folly which ties the hands of Scotland Yard!

What makes you so confident that this is the man? asked the physician.

He was convicted under the name of G. Ionagis, replied the detective; which I believe to be either his real name or his real name transposed. Do you follow me? I. Gianapolis is Ionagis Gianapolis, and G. Ionagis is Gianapolis Ionagis. I was not associated with the hashish case; he stored the stuff in a china warehouse within the city precincts, and at that time he did not come within my sphere. But I looked into it privately, and I could see that the prosecution was merely skimming the surface; we are only beginning to get down to the depths NOW.

Dr. Cumberly raised his hand to his head in a distracted manner.

Surely, he said, and he was evidently exercising a great restraint upon himself surely were wasting time. The office in Globe Road should be raided without delay. No stone should be left unturned to effect the immediate arrest of this man Gianapolis or Ionagis. Why, God almighty! while we are talking here, my daughter...

Morbleu! who talks of arresting Gianapolis? inquired the voice of a man who silently had entered the room.

All turned their heads; and there in the doorway stood M. Gaston Max.

Thank God youve come! said Dunbar with sincerity. He dropped back into his chair, a strong man exhausted. This case is getting beyond me!

Denise Ryland was staring at the Frenchman as if fascinated. He, for his part, having glanced around the room, seemed called upon to give her some explanation of his presence.

Madame, he said, bowing in his courtly way, only because of very great interests did I dare to conceal my true identity. My name is Gaston, that is true, but only so far as it goes. My real name is Gaston Max, and you who live in Paris will perhaps have heard it.

Gaston Max! cried Denise Ryland, springing upright as though galvanized; you are M. Gaston Max! But you are not the least bit in the world like...

Myself? said the Frenchman, smiling. Madame, it is only a man fortunate enough to possess no enemies who can dare to be like himself.

He bowed to her in an oddly conclusive manner, and turned again to Inspector Dunbar.

I am summoned in haste, he said; tell me quickly of this new development.

Sowerby snatched his hat from the vacant chair, and politely placed the chair for M. Max to sit upon. The Frenchman, always courteous, gently forced Sergeant Sowerby himself to occupy the chair, silencing his muttered protests with upraised hand. The matter settled, he lowered his hand, and, resting it fraternally upon the sergeants shoulder, listened to Inspector Dunbars account of what had occurred that night. No one interrupted the Inspector until he was come to the end of his narrative.

Mille tonnerres! then exclaimed M. Max; and, holding a finger of his glove between his teeth, he tugged so sharply that a long rent appeared in the suede.

His eyes were on fire; the whole man quivered with electric force.

In silence that group watched the celebrated Frenchman; instinctively they looked to him for aid. It is at such times that personality proclaims itself. Here was the last court of appeal, to which came Dr. Cumberly and Inspector Dunbar alike; whose pronouncement they awaited, not questioning that it would be final.

To-morrow night, began Max, speaking in a very low voice, we raid the headquarters of Ho-Pin. This disappearance of your daughter, Dr. Cumberly, is frightful; it could not have been foreseen or it should have been prevented. But the least mistake now, and  he looked at Dr. Cumberly as if apologizing for his barbed words she may never return!

My God! groaned the physician, and momentarily dropped his face into his hands.

But almost immediately he recovered himself and with his mouth drawn into a grim straight line, looked again at M. Max, who continued:

I do not think that this abduction was planned by the group; I think it was an accident and that they were forced, in self-protection, to detain your daughter, who unwisely  morbleu! how unwisely!  forced herself into their secrets. To arrest Gianapolis (even if that were possible) would be to close their doors to us permanently; and as we do not even know the situation of those doors, that would be to ruin everything. Whether Miss Cumberly is confined in the establishment of Ho-Pin or somewhere else, I cannot say; whether she is a captive of Gianapolis or of Mr. King, I do not know. But I know that the usual conduct of the establishment is not being interrupted at present; for only half-an-hour ago I telephoned to Mr. Gianapolis!

At Globe Road? snapped Dunbar, with a flash of the tawny eyes.

At Globe Road  yes (oh! they would not detain her there!). Mr. Gianapolis was present to speak to me. He met me very agreeably in the matter of occupying my old room in the delightful Chinese hotel of Mr. Ho-Pin. Therefore  he swept his left hand around forensically, as if to include the whole of the company to-morrow night at eleven oclock I shall be meeting Mr. Gianapolis at Piccadilly Circus, and later we shall join the limousine and be driven to the establishment of Ho-Pin. He turned to Inspector Dunbar. Your arrangements for watching all the approaches to the suspected area are no doubt complete?

Not a stray cat, said Dunbar with emphasis, can approach Limehouse Causeway or Pennyfields, or any of the environs of the place, to-morrow night after ten oclock, without the fact being reported to me! You will know at the moment that you step from the limousine that a cyclist scout, carefully concealed, is close at your heels with a whole troup to follow; and if, as you suspect, the den adjoins the river bank, a police cutter will be lying at the nearest available point.

Eh bien! said M. Max; then, turning to Denise Ryland and Dr. Cumberly, and shrugging his shoulders: you see, frightful as your suspense must be, to make any foolish arrests to-night, to move in this matter at all to-night  would be a case of more haste and less speed...

But, groaned Cumberly, is Helen to lie in that foul, unspeakable den until the small hours of to-morrow morning? Good God! they may...

There is one little point, interrupted M. Max with upraised hand, which makes it impossible that we should move to-night  quite apart from the advisability of such a movement. We do not know exactly where this place is situated. What can we do?

He shrugged his shoulders, and, with raised eyebrows, stared at Dr. Cumberly.

It is fairly evident, replied the other slowly, and with a repetition of the weary upraising of his hand to his head, it is fairly evident that the garage used by the man Gianapolis must be very near to  most probably adjoining  the entrance to this place of which you speak.

Quite true, agreed the Frenchman. But these are clever, these people of Mr. King. They are Chinese, remember, and the Chinese  ah, I know it!  are the most mysterious and most cunning people in the world. The entrance to the cave of black and gold will not be as wide as a cathedral door. A thousand men might search this garage, which, as Detective Sowerby (he clapped the latter on the shoulder) informed me this afternoon, is situated in Wharf-End Lane  all day and all night, and become none the wiser. To-morrow evening  he lowered his voice I myself, shall be not outside, but inside that secret place; I shall be the concierge for one night  Eh bien, that concierge will admit the policeman!

A groan issued from Dr. Cumberlys lips; and M. Max, with ready sympathy, crossed the room and placed his hands upon the physicians shoulders, looking steadfastly into his eyes.

I understand, Dr. Cumberly, he said, and his voice was caressing as a womans. Pardieu! I understand. To wait is agony; but you, who are a physician, know that to wait sometimes is necessary. Have courage, my friend, have courage!


XXXVII

THE WHISTLE

Luke Soames, buttoning up his black coat, stood in the darkness, listening.

His constitutional distaste for leaping blindfolded had been over-ridden by circumstance. He felt himself to be a puppet of Fate, and he drifted with the tide because he lacked the strength to swim against it. That will-o-the-wisp sense of security which had cheered him when first he had realized how much he owed to the protective wings of Mr. King had been rudely extinguished upon the very day of its birth; he had learnt that Mr. King was a sinister protector; and almost hourly he lived again through the events of that night when, all unwittingly, he had become a witness of strange happenings in the catacombs.

Soames had counted himself a lost man that night; the only point which he had considered debatable was whether he should be strangled or poisoned. That his employers were determined upon his death, he was assured; yet he had lived through the night, had learnt from his watch that the morning was arrived... and had seen the flecks at the roots of his dyed hair, blanched by the terrors of that vigil  of that watching, from moment to moment, for the second coming of Ho-Pin.

Yes, the morning had dawned, and with it a faint courage. He had shaved and prepared himself for his singular duties, and Said had brought him his breakfast as usual. The day had passed uneventfully, and once, meeting Ho-Pin, he had found himself greeted with the same mirthless smile but with no menace. Perhaps they had believed his story, or had disbelieved it but realized that he was too closely bound to them to be dangerous.

Then his mind had reverted to the conversation overheard in the music-hall. Should he seek to curry favor with his employers by acquainting them with the fact that, contrary to Gianapolis assertion, an important clue had fallen into the hands of the police? Did they know this already? So profound was his belief in the omniscience of the invisible Mr. King that he could not believe that Power ignorant of anything appertaining to himself.

Yet it was possible that those in the catacombs were unaware how Scotland Yard, night and day, quested for Mr. King. The papers made no mention of it; but then the papers made no mention of another fact  the absence of Mrs. Leroux. Now that he was no longer panic-ridden, he could mentally reconstruct that scene of horror, could hear again, imaginatively, the shrieks of the maltreated woman. Perhaps this same active imagination of his was playing him tricks, but, her voice... Always he preferred to dismiss these ideas.

He feared Ho-Pin in the same way that an average man fears a tarantula, and he was only too happy to avoid the ever smiling Chinaman; so that the days passed on, and, finding himself unmolested and the affairs of the catacombs proceeding apparently as usual, he kept his information to himself, uncertain if he shared it with his employers or otherwise, but hesitating to put the matter to the test  always fearful to approach Ho-Pin, the beetlesque.

But this could not continue indefinitely; at least he must speak to Ho-Pin in order to obtain leave of absence. For, since that unforgettable night, he had lived the life of a cave-man indeed, and now began to pine for the wider vault of heaven. Meeting the impassive Chinaman in the corridor one morning, on his way to valet one of the living dead, Soames ventured to stop him.

Excuse me, sir, he said, confusedly, but would there be any objection to my going out on Friday evening for an hour?

Not at all, Soames, replied Ho-Pin, with his mirthless smile: you may go at six, wreturn at ten.

Ho-Pin passed on.

Soames heaved a gentle sigh of relief. The painful incident was forgotten, then. He hurried into the room, the door of which Said was holding open, quite eager for his unsavory work.

In crossing its threshold, he crossed out of his new peace into a mental turmoil greater in its complexities than any he yet had known; he met M. Gaston Max, and his vague doubts respecting the omniscience of Mr. King were suddenly reinforced.

Soames perturbation was so great on that occasion that he feared it must unfailingly be noticed. He realized that now he was definitely in communication with the enemies of Mr. King! Ah; but Mr. King did not know how formidable was the armament of those enemies! He (Soames) had overrated Mr. King; and because that invisible being could inspire Fear in an inconceivable degree, he had thought him all-powerful. Now, he realized that Mr. King was unaware of the existence of at least one clue held by the police; was unaware that his name was associated with the Palace Mansions murder.

The catacombs of Ho-Pin were a sinking ship, and Soames was first of the rats to leave.

He kept his appointment at the Three Nuns as has appeared; he accepted the blood-money that was offered him, and he returned to the garage adjoining Kan-Suh Concessions, that night, hugging in his bosom a leather case containing implements by means whereof his new accomplice designed to admit the police to the cave of the golden dragon.

Also, in the pocket of his overcoat, he had a neat Browning pistol; and when the door at the back of the garage was opened for him by Said, he found that the touch of this little weapon sent a thrill of assurance through him, and he began to conceive a sentiment for the unknown investigator to whom he was bound, akin to that which formerly he had cherished for Mr. King!

Now the time was come.

The people of the catacombs acquired a super-sensitive power of hearing, and Soames was able at this time to detect, as he sat or lay in his own room, the movements of persons in the corridor outside and even in the cave of the golden dragon. That mysterious trap in the wall gave him many qualms, and to-night he had glanced at it a thousand times. He held the pistol in his hand, and buttoned up within his coat was the leather case. Only remained the opening of his door in order to learn if the lights were extinguished in the corridor.

He did not anticipate any serious difficulty, provided he could overcome his constitutional nervousness. In his waistcoat pocket was a brand new Yale key which, his latest employer had assured him, fitted the lock of the end door of Block A. The door between the cave of the dragon and Block A was never locked, so far as Soames was aware, nor was that opening from the corridor in which his own room was situated. Therefore, only a few moments  fearful moments, certainly  need intervene, ere he should have a companion; and within a few minutes of that time, the police  his friends!  would be there to protect him! He recognized that the law, after all, was omnipotent, and of all masters was the master to be served.

There was no light in the corridor. Leaving his door ajar, he tiptoed cautiously along toward the cave. Assuring himself once again that the pistol lay in his pocket, he fumbled for the lever which opened the door, found it, depressed it, and stepped quietly forward in his slippered feet.

The unmistakable odor of the place assailed his nostrils. All was in darkness, and absolute silence prevailed. He had a rough idea of the positions of the various little tables, and he stepped cautiously in order to skirt them; but evidently he had made a miscalculation. Something caught his foot, and with a muffled thud he sprawled upon the floor, barely missing one of the tables which he had been at such pains to avoid.

Trembling like a man with an ague, he lay there, breathing in short, staccato breaths, and clutching the pistol in his pocket. Certainly he had made no great noise, but...

Nothing stirred.

Soames summoned up courage to rise and to approach again the door of Block A. Without further mishap he reached it, opened it, and entered the blackness of the corridor. He could make no mistake in regard to the door, for it was the end one. He stole quietly along, his fingers touching the matting, until he came in contact with the corner angle; then, feeling along from the wall until he touched the strip of bamboo which marked the end of the door, he probed about gently with the key; for he knew to within an inch or so where the keyhole was situated.

Ah! he had it! His hand trembling slightly, he sought to insert the key in the lock. It defied his efforts. He felt it gently with the fingers of his left hand, thinking that he might have been endeavoring to insert the key with the irregular edge downward, and not uppermost; but no  such was not the case.

Again he tried, and with no better result. His nerves were threatening to overcome him, now; he had not counted upon any such hitch as this: but fear sharpened his wits. He recollected the fall which he had sustained, and how he had been precipitated upon the polished floor, outside.

Could he have mistaken his direction? Was it not possible that owing to his momentary panic, he had arisen, facing not the door at the foot of the steps, as he had supposed, but that by which a moment earlier he had entered the cave of the golden dragon?

Desperation was with him now; he was gone too far to draw back. Trailing his fingers along the matting covering of the wall, he retraced his steps, came to the open door, and reentered the apartment of the dragon. He complimented himself, fearfully, upon his own address, for he was inspired with an idea whereby he might determine his position. Picking his way among the little tables and the silken ottomans, he groped about with his hands in the impenetrable darkness for the pedestal supporting the dragon. At last his fingers touched the ivory. He slid them downward, feeling for the great vase of poppies which always stood before the golden image....

The vase was on the LEFT and not on the RIGHT of the pedestal. His theory was correct; he had been groping in the mysterious precincts of that Block B which he had never entered, which he had never seen any one else enter, and from whence he had never known any one to emerge! It was the fall that had confused him; now, he took his bearings anew, bent down to feel for any tables that might lie in his path, and crept across the apartment toward the door which he sought.

Ah! this time there could be no mistake! He depressed the lever handle, and, as the door swung open before him, crept furtively into the corridor.

Repeating the process whereby he had determined the position of the end door, he fumbled once again for the keyhole. He found it with even less difficulty than he had experienced in the wrong corridor, inserted the key in the lock, and with intense satisfaction felt it slip into place.

He inhaled a long breath of the lifeless air, turned the key, and threw the door open. One step forward he took...

A whistle (God! he knew it!) a low, minor whistle, wavered through the stillness. He was enveloped, mantled, choked, by the perfume of ROSES!

The door, which, although it had opened easily, had seemed to be a remarkably heavy one, swung to behind him; he heard the click of the lock. Like a trapped animal, he turned, leaped back, and found his quivering hands in contact with books  books  books...

A lamp lighted up in the center of the room.

Soames turned and stood pressed closely against the book-shelves, against the book-shelves which magically had grown up in front of the door by which he had entered. He was in the place of books and roses  in the haunt of MR. KING!

A great clarity of mind came to him, as it comes to a drowning man; he knew that those endless passages, through which once he had been led in darkness, did not exist, that he had been deceived, had been guided along the same corridor again and again; he knew that this room of roses did not lie at the heart of a labyrinth, but almost adjoined the cave of the golden dragon.

He knew that he was a poor, blind fool; that his plotting had been known to those whom he had thought to betray; that the new key which had opened a way into this place of dread was not the key which his accomplice had given him. He knew that that upon which he had tripped at the outset of his journey had been set in his path by cunning design, in order that the fall might confuse his sense of direction. He knew that the great vase of poppies had been moved, that night....

God! his brain became a seething furnace.

There, before him, upstood the sandalwood screen, with one corner of the table projecting beyond it. Nothing of life was visible in the perfumed place, where deathly silence prevailed....

No lion has greater courage than a cornered rat. Soames plucked the pistol from his pocket and fired at the screen  ONCE!  TWICE!

He heard the muffled report, saw the flash of the little weapon, saw the two holes in the carven woodwork, and gained a greater, hysterical courage  the courage of a cowards desperation.

Immediately before him was a little ebony table, bearing a silver bowl, laden to the brim with sulphur-colored roses. He overturned the table with his foot, laughing wildly. In three strides he leapt across the room, grasped the sandalwood screen, and hurled it to the floor....

In the instant of its fall, he became as Lots wife. The pistol dropped from his nerveless grasp, thudding gently on the carpet, and, with his fingers crooked paralytically, he stood swaying... and looking into the face of MR. KING!

Soames body already was as rigid as it would be in death; his mind was numbed  useless. But his outraged soul forced utterance from the lips of the man.

A scream, a scream to have made the angels shudder, to have inspired pity in the devils of Hell, burst from him. Two yellow hands leaped at his throat....


XXXVIII

THE SECRET TRAPS

Gaston Max, from his silken bed in the catacombs of Ho-Pin, watched the hand of his watch which lay upon the little table beside him. Already it was past two oclock, and no sign had come from Soames; a hundred times his imagination had almost tricked him into believing that the door was opening; but always the idea had been illusory and due to the purple shadow of the lamp-shade which overcast that side of the room and the door.

He had experienced no difficulty in arranging with Gianapolis to occupy the same room as formerly; and, close student of human nature though he was, he had been unable to detect in the Greeks manner, when they had met that night, the slightest restraint, the slightest evidence of uneasiness. His reception by Ho-Pin had varied scarce one iota from that accorded him on his first visit to the cave of the golden dragon. The immobile Egyptian had brought him the opium, and had departed silently as before. On this occasion, the trap above the bed had not been opened. But hour after hour had passed, uneventfully, silently, in that still, suffocating room....

A key in the lock!  yes, a key was being inserted in the lock! He must take no unnecessary risks; it might be another than Soames. He waited  the faint sound of fumbling ceased. Still, he waited, listening intently.

Half-past-two. If it had been Soames, why had he withdrawn? M. Max arose noiselessly and looked about him. He was undecided what to do, when...

Two shots, followed by a most appalling shriek  the more frightful because it was muffled; the shriek of a man in extremis, of one who stands upon the brink of Eternity, brought him up rigid, tense, with fists clenched, with eyes glaring; wrought within this fearless investigator an emotion akin to terror.

Just that one gruesome cry there was and silence again.

What did it mean?

M. Max began hastily to dress. He discovered, in endeavoring to fasten his collar, that his skin was wet with cold perspiration.

Pardieu! he said, twisting his mouth into that wry smile, I know, now, the meaning of fright!

He was ever glancing toward the door, not hopefully as hitherto, but apprehensively, fearfully.

That shriek in the night might portend merely the delirium of some other occupant of the catacombs; but the shots...

It was SOAMES! he whispered aloud; I have risked too much; I am fast in the rat-trap!

He looked about him for a possible weapon. The time for inactivity was past. It would be horrible to die in that reeking place, whilst outside, it might be, immediately above his head, Dunbar and the others waited and watched.

The construction of the metal bunk attracted his attention. As in the case of steamer bunks one of the rails  that nearer to the door  was detachable in order to facilitate the making of the bed. Rapidly, nervously, he unscrewed it; but the hinges were riveted to the main structure, and after a brief examination he shrugged his shoulders despairingly. Then, he recollected that in the adjoining bathroom there was a metal towel rail, nickeled, and with a heavy knock at either end, attached by two brackets to the wall.

He ran into the inner room and eagerly examined these fastenings. They were attached by small steel screws. In an instant he was at work with the blade of his pocket-knife. Six screws in all there were to be dealt with, three at either end. The fifth snapped the blade and he uttered an exclamation of dismay. But the shortened implement proved to be an even better screw-driver than the original blade, and half a minute later he found himself in possession of a club such as would have delighted the soul of Hercules.

He managed to unscrew one of the knobs, and thus to slide off from the bar the bracket attachments; then, replacing the knob, he weighed the bar in his hand, appreciatively. His mind now was wholly composed, and his course determined. He crossed the little room and rapped loudly upon the door.

The rapping sounded muffled and dim in that sound-proof place. Nothing happened, and thrice he repeated the rapping with like negative results. But he had learnt something: the door was a very heavy one.

He made a note of the circumstance, although it did not interfere with the plan which he had in mind. Wheeling the armchair up beside the bed, he mounted upon its two arms and, ONCE  TWICE  THRICE  crashed the knob of the iron bar against that part of the wall which concealed the trap.

Here the result was immediate. At every blow of the bar the trap behind yielded. A fourth blow sent the knob crashing through the gauze material, and far out into some dark place beyond. There was a sound as of a number of books falling.

He had burst the trap.

Up on the back of the chair he mounted, resting his bar against the wall, and began in feverish haste to tear away the gauze concealing the rectangular opening.

An almost overpowering perfume of roses was wafted into his face. In front of him was blackness.

Having torn away all the gauze, he learned that the opening was some two feet long by one foot high. Resting the bar across the ledge he extended his head and shoulders forward through this opening into the rose-scented place beyond, and without any great effort drew himself up with his hands, so that, provided he could find some support upon the other side, it would be a simple matter to draw himself through entirely.

He felt about with his fingers, right and left, and in doing so disturbed another row of books, which fell upon the floor beneath him. He had apparently come out in the middle of a large book-shelf. To the left of him projected the paper-covered door of the trap, at right angles; above and below were book-laden shelves, and on the right there had been other books, until his questing fingers had disturbed them.

M. Max, despite his weight, was an agile man. Clutching the shelf beneath, he worked his way along to the right, gradually creeping further and further into the darkened room, until at last he could draw his feet through the opening and crouch sideways upon the shelf.

He lowered his left foot, sought for and found another shelf beneath, and descended as by a ladder to the thickly carpeted floor. Grasping the end of the bar, he pulled that weapon down; then he twisted the button which converted his timepiece into an electric lantern, and, holding the bar in one tensely quivering hand, looked rapidly about him.

This was a library; a small library, with bowls of roses set upon tables, shelves, in gaps between the books, and one lying overturned upon the floor. Although it was almost drowned by their overpowering perfume, he detected a faint smell of powder. In one corner stood a large writing-table with papers strewn carelessly upon it. Its appointments were markedly Chinese in character, from the singular, gold inkwell to the jade paperweight; markedly Chinese  and  FEMININE. A very handsome screen lay upon the floor in front of this table, and the rich carpet he noted to be disordered as if a struggle had taken place upon it. But, most singular circumstance of all, and most disturbing... there was no door to this room!

For a moment he failed to appreciate the entire significance of this. A secret room difficult to enter he could comprehend, but a secret room difficult to QUIT passed his comprehension completely. Moreover, he was no better off for his exploit.

Three minutes sufficed him in which to examine the shelves covering the four walls of the room from floor to ceiling. None of the books were dummies, and slowly the fact began to dawn upon his mind that what at first he had assumed to be a rather simple device, was, in truth, almost incomprehensible.

For how, in the name of Sanity, did the occupant of this room  and obviously it was occupied at times  enter and leave it?

Ah! he muttered, shining the light upon a row of yellow-bound volumes from which he had commenced his tour of inspection and to which that tour had now led him back, it is uncanny  this!

He glanced back at the rectangular patch of light which marked the trap whereby he had entered this supernormal room. It was situated close to one corner of the library, and, acting upon an idea which came to him (any idea was better than none) he proceeded to throw down the books occupying the corresponding position at the other end of the shelf.

A second trap was revealed, identical with that through which he had entered!

It was fastened with a neat brass bolt; and, standing upon one of the little Persian tables  from which he removed a silver bowl of roses  he opened this trap and looked into the lighted room beyond. He saw an apartment almost identical with that which he himself recently had quitted; but in one particular it differed. It was occupied... AND BY A WOMAN!

Arrayed in a gossamer nightrobe she lay in the bed, beneath the trap, her sunken face matching the silken whiteness. Her thin arms drooped listlessly over the rails of the bunk, and upon her left hand M. Max perceived a wedding ring. Her hair, flaxen in the electric light, was spread about in wildest disorder upon the pillow, and a breath of fetid air assailed his nostrils as he pressed his face close to the gauze masking the opening in order to peer closely at this victim of the catacombs.

He watched the silken covering of her bosom, intently, but failed to detect the slightest movement.

Morbleu! he muttered, is she dead?

He rent the gauze with a sweep of his left hand, and standing upon the bottom shelf of the case, craned forward into the room, looking all about him. A purple shaded lamp burnt above the bed as in the adjoining apartment which he himself had occupied. There were dainty feminine trifles littered in the big armchair, and a motor-coat hung upon the hook of the bathroom door. A small cabin-trunk in one corner of the room bore the initials: M. L.

Max dropped back into the incredible library with a stifled gasp.

Pardieu! he said. It is Mrs. Leroux that I have found!

A moment he stood looking from trap to trap; then turned and surveyed again the impassable walls, the rows of works, few of which were European, some of them bound in vellum, some in pigskin, and one row of huge volumes, ten in number, on the bottom shelf, in crocodile hide.

It is weird, this! he muttered, nightmare!  turning the light from row to row. How is this lamp lighted that swings here?

He began to search for the switch, and, even before he found it, had made up his mind that, once discovered, it would not only enable him more fully to illuminate the library, but would constitute a valuable clue.

At last he found it, situated at the back of one of the shelves, and set above a row of four small books, so that it could readily be reached by inserting the hand.

He flooded the place with light; and perceived at a glance that a length of white flex crossing the ceiling enabled anyone seated at the table to ignite the lamp from there also. Then, replacing his torch in his pocket, and assuring himself that the iron bar lay within easy reach, he began deliberately to remove all of the books from the shelves covering that side of the room upon which the switch was situated. His theory was a sound one; he argued that the natural and proper place for such a switch in such a room would be immediately inside the door, so that one entering could ignite the lamp without having to grope in the darkness. He was encouraged, furthermore, by the fact that at a point some four feet to the left of this switch there was a gap in the bookcases, running from floor to ceiling; a gap no more than four inches across.

Having removed every book from its position, save three, which occupied a shelf on a level with his shoulder and adjoining the gap, he desisted wearily, for many of the volumes were weighty, and the heat of the room was almost insufferable. He dropped with a sigh upon a silk ottoman close beside him....

A short, staccato, muffled report split the heavy silence... and a little round hole appeared in the woodwork of the book-shelf before which, an instant earlier, M. Max had been standing  in the woodwork of that shelf, which had been upon a level with his head.

In one giant leap he hurled himself across the room  ... as a second bullet pierced the yellow silk of the ottoman.

Close under the trap he crouched, staring up, fearful-eyed....

A yellow hand and arm  a hand and arm of great nervous strength and of the hue of old ivory, directed a pistol through the opening above him. As he leaped, the hand was depressed with a lightning movement, but, lunging suddenly upward, Max seized the barrel of the pistol, and with a powerful wrench, twisted it from the grasp of the yellow hand. It was his own Browning!

At the time  in that moment of intense nervous excitement  he ascribed his sensations to his swift bout with Death  with Death who almost had conquered; but later, even now, as he wrenched the weapon into his grasp, he wondered if physical fear could wholly account for the sickening revulsion which held him back from that rectangular opening in the bookcase. He thought that he recognized in this a kindred horror  as distinct from terror  to that which had come to him with the odor of roses through this very trap, upon the night of his first visit to the catacombs of Ho-Pin.

It was not as the fear which one has of a dangerous wild beast, but as the loathing which is inspired by a thing diseased, leprous, contagious....

A mighty effort of will was called for, but he managed to achieve it. He drew himself upright, breathing very rapidly, and looked through into the room  the room which he had occupied, and from which a moment ago the murderous yellow hand had protruded.

That room was empty... empty as he had left it!

Mille tonnerres! he has escaped me! he cried aloud, and the words did not seem of his own choosing.

WHO had escaped? Someone  man or woman; rather some THING, which, yellow handed, had sought to murder him!

Max ran across to the second trap and looked down at the woman whom he knew, beyond doubt, to be Mrs. Leroux. She lay in her death-like trance, unmoved.

Strung up to uttermost tension, he looked down at her and listened  listened, intently.

Above the fumes of the apartment in which the woman lay, a stifling odor of roses was clearly perceptible. The whole place was tropically hot. Not a sound, save the creaking of the shelf beneath him, broke the heavy stillness.


XXXIX

THE LABYRINTH

Feverishly, Max clutched at the last three books upon the shelf adjoining the gap. Of these, the center volume, a work bound in yellow calf and bearing no title, proved to be irremovable; right and left it could be inclined, but not moved outward. It masked the lever handle of the door!

But that door was locked.

Max, with upraised arms, swept the perspiration from his brows and eyes; he leant dizzily up against the door which defied him; his mind was working with febrile rapidity. He placed the pistol in his pocket, and, recrossing the room, mounted up again upon the shelves, and crept through into the apartment beyond, from which the yellow hand had protruded. He dropped, panting, upon the bed, then, eagerly leaping to the door, grasped the handle.

Pardieu! he muttered, it is unlocked!

Though the light was still burning in this room, the corridor outside was in darkness. He pressed the button of the ingenious lamp which was also a watch, and made for the door communicating with the cave of the dragon. It was readily to be detected by reason of its visible handle; the other doors being externally indistinguishable from the rest of the matting-covered wall.

The cave of the dragon proved to be empty, and in darkness. He ran across its polished floor and opened at random the door immediately facing him. A corridor similar to the one which he had just quitted was revealed. Another door was visible at one end, and to this he ran, pulled it open, stepped through the opening, and found himself back in the cave of the dragon!

Morbleu! he muttered, it is bewildering  this!

Yet another door, this time one of ebony, he opened; and yet another matting-lined corridor presented itself to his gaze. He swept it with the ray of the little lamp, detected a door, opened it, and entered a similar suite to those with which he already was familiar. It was empty, but, unlike the one which he himself had tenanted, this suite possessed two doors, the second opening out of the bathroom. To this he ran; it was unlocked; he opened it, stepped ahead... and was back again in the cave of the dragon.

Mon dieu! he cried, this is Chinese  quite Chinese!

He stood looking about him, flashing the ray of light upon doors which were opened and upon openings in the walls where properly there should have been no doors.

I am too late! he muttered; they had information of this and they have unloaded. That they intend to fly the country is proven by their leaving Mrs. Leroux behind. Ah, nom dun nom, the good God grant that they have left also....

Coincident with his thoughts of her, the voice of Helen Cumberly reached his ears! He stood there quivering in every nerve, as: Help! Help! followed by a choking, inarticulate cry, came, muffled, from somewhere  he could not determine where.

But the voice was the voice of Helen Cumberly. He raised his left fist and beat his brow as if to urge his brain to super-activity. Then, leaping, he was off.

Door after door he threw open, crying, Miss Cumberly! Miss Cumberly! Where are you? Have courage! Help is here!

But the silence remained unbroken  and always his wild search brought him back to the accursed cave of the golden dragon. He began to grow dizzy; he felt that his brain was bursting. For somewhere  somewhere but a few yards removed from him  a woman was in extreme peril!

Clutching dizzily at the pedestal of the dragon, he cried at the top of his voice:  

Miss Cumberly! For the good Gods sake answer me! Where are you?

Here, M. Max! he was answered; the door on your right... and then to your right again  quick! QUICK! Saints! she has killed me!

It was Gianapolis who spoke!

Max hurled himself through the doorway indicated, falling up against the matting wall by reason of the impetus of his leap. He turned, leaped on, and one of the panels was slightly ajar; it was a masked door. Within was darkness out of which came the sounds of a great turmoil, as of wild beasts in conflict.

Max kicked the door fully open and flashed the ray of the torch into the room. It poured its cold light upon a group which, like some masterpiece of classic statuary, was to remain etched indelibly upon his mind.

Helen Cumberly lay, her head and shoulders pressed back upon the silken pillows of the bed, with both hands clutching the wrist of the Eurasian and striving to wrench the latters fingers from her throat, in the white skin of which they were bloodily embedded. With his left arm about the face and head of the devilish half-caste, and grasping with his right hand her slender right wrist  putting forth all his strength to hold it back  was Gianapolis!

His face was of a grayish pallor and clammy with sweat; his crooked eyes had the glare of madness. The lithe body of the Eurasian writhing in his grasp seemed to possess the strength of two strong men; for palpably the Greek was weakening. His left sleeve was torn to shreds  to bloody shreds beneath the teeth of the wild thing with which he fought; and lower, lower, always nearer to the throat of the victim, the slender, yellow arm forced itself, forced the tiny hand clutching a poniard no larger than a hatpin but sharp as an adders tooth.

Hold her! whispered Gianapolis in a voice barely audible, as Max burst into the room. She came back for this and... I followed her. She has the strength of... a tigress!

Max hurled himself into the melee, grasping the wrist of the Eurasian below where it was clutched by Gianapolis. Nodding to the Greek to release his hold, he twisted it smartly upward.

The dagger fell upon the floor, and with an animal shriek of rage, the Eurasian tottered back. Max caught her about the waist and tossed her unceremoniously into a corner of the room.

Helen Cumberly slipped from the bed, and lay very white and still upon the garish carpet, with four tiny red streams trickling from the nail punctures in her throat. Max stooped and raised her shoulders; he glanced at the Greek, who, quivering in all his limbs, and on the verge of collapse, only kept himself upright by dint of clutching at the side of the doorway. Max realized that Gianapolis was past aiding him; his own resources were nearly exhausted, but, stooping, he managed to lift the girl and to carry her out into the corridor.

Follow me! he gasped, glancing back at Gianapolis; Morbleu, make an effort! The keys  the keys!

Laying Helen Cumberly upon one of the raised divans, with her head resting upon a silken cushion, Max, teeth tightly clenched and dreadfully conscious that his strength was failing him, waited for Gianapolis. Out from the corridor the Greek came staggering, and Max now perceived that he was bleeding profusely from a wound in the breast.

She came back, whispered Gianapolis, clutching at the Frenchman for support... the hellcat!... I did not know... that... Miss Cumberly was here. As God is my witness I did not know! But I followed... HER  Mahara... thank God I did! She has finished me, I think, but  he lowered the crooked eyes to the form of Helen Cumberly never mind... Saints!

He reeled and sank upon his knees. He clutched at the edge of his coat and raised it to his lips, wherefrom blood was gushing forth. Max stooped eagerly, for as the Greek had collapsed upon the floor, he had heard the rattle of keys.

She had... the keys, whispered Gianapolis. They have... tabs... upon them... Mrs. Leroux... number 3 B. The door to the stair  very, very slowly, he inclined his head toward the ebony door near which Max was standing is marked X. The door... at the top  into garage... B.

Tell me, said Max, his arm about the dying mans shoulders try to tell me: who killed Mrs. Vernon and why?

MR. KING! came in a rattling voice. Because of the... carelessness of someone... Mrs. Vernon wandered into the room ... of Mrs. Leroux. She seems to have had a fit of remorse... or something like it. She begged Mrs. Leroux to pull up... before... too late. Ho-Pin arrived just as she was crying to ... Mrs. Leroux... and asking if she could ever forgive her ... for bringing her here.... It was Mrs. Vernon who... introduced Mrs.... Leroux. Ho-Pin heard her... say that she ... would tell... Leroux the truth... as the only means...

Yes, yes, morbleu! I understand! And then?

Ho-Pin knows... women... like a book. He thought Mrs. Vernon would... shirk the scandal. We used to send our women ... to Nurse Proctors, then... to steady up a bit... We let Mrs. Vernon go... as usual. The scene with... Mrs. Leroux had shaken... her and she fainted... in the car... Victoria Street.... I was with her. Nurse Proctor had... God! I am dying!... a time with her;... she got so hysterical that they had to... detain her... and three days later... her husband died; Proctor, the... fool... somehow left a paper containing the news in Mrs. Vernons room.... They had had to administer an injection that afternoon... and they thought she was... sleeping....

Morbleu! Yes, yes!  a supreme effort, my friend!

Directly Ho-Pin heard of Vernons death, he knew that his hold ... on Mrs. Vernon... was lost.... He... and Mahara... and... MR. KING... drove straight to... Gillingham... Street... to... arrange.... Ah!... she rushed like a mad woman into the street, a moment before... they arrived. A cab was passing, and...

I know this! I know this! What happened at Palace Mansions?

The Greeks voice grew fainter.

Mr. King followed... her... upstairs. Too late;... but whilst Leroux was in... Cumberlys flat... leaving door open ... Mr. King went... in... Mahara... was watching... gave signal... whistle... of someones approach. It was thought... Mr. King... had secured ALL the message... Mrs. Vernon... was... writing.... Mr. King opened the door of ... the lift-shaft... lift not working... climbed down that way... and out by door on... ground floor... when Mr.... the Member of Parliament... went upstairs....

Ah! pardieu! one last word! WHO IS MR. KING?

Gianapolis lurched forward, his eyes glazing, half raised his arm  pointing back into the cave of the dragon  and dropped, face downward, on the floor, with a crimson pool forming slowly about his head.

An unfamiliar sound had begun to disturb the silence of the catacombs. Max glanced at the white face of Helen Cumberly, then directed the ray of the little lamp toward the further end of the apartment. A steady stream of dirty water was pouring into the cave of the dragon through the open door ahead of him.

Into the disc of light, leaped, fantastic, the witch figure of the Eurasian. She turned and faced him, threw up both her arms, and laughed shrilly, insanely. Then she turned and ran like a hare, her yellow silk dress gleaming in the moving ray. Inhaling sibilantly, Max leaped after her. In three strides he found his foot splashing in water. An instant he hesitated. Through the corridor ahead of him sped the yellow figure, and right to the end. The seemingly solid wall opened before her; it was another masked door.

Max crossed the threshold hard upon her heels. Three descending steps were ahead of him, and then a long brick tunnel in which swirled fully three feet of water, which, slowly rising, was gradually flooding the cave of the dragon.

On went the Eurasian, up to her waist in the flood, with Max gaining upon her, now, at every stride. There was a damp freshness in the air of the passage, and a sort of mist seemed to float above the water. This mist had a familiar smell....

They were approaching the river, and there was a fog to-night!

Even as he realized the fact, the quarry vanished, and the ray of light from Maxs lamp impinged upon the opening in an iron sluice gate. The Eurasian had passed it, but Max realized that he must lower his head if he would follow. He ducked rapidly, almost touching the muddy water with his face. A bank of yellow fog instantly enveloped him, and he pulled up short, for, instinctively, he knew that another step might precipitate him into the Thames.

He strove to peer about him, but the feeble ray of the lamp was incapable of penetrating the fog. He groped with his fingers, right and left, and presently found slimy wooden steps. He drew himself closely to these, and directed the light upon them. They led upward. He mounted cautiously, and was clear of the oily water, now, and upon a sort of gangway above which lowered a green and rotting wooden roof.

Obviously, the tide was rising; and, after seeking vainly to peer through the fog ahead, he turned and descended the steps again, finding himself now nearly up to his armpits in water. He just managed to get in under the sluice gate without actually submerging his head, and to regain the brick tunnel.

He paused for a moment, hoping to be able to lower the gate, but the apparatus was out of his reach, and he had nothing to stand upon to aid him in manipulating it.

Three or four inches of water now flooded the cave of the golden dragon. Max pulled the keys from his pocket, and unlocked the door at the foot of the steps. He turned, resting the electric lamp upon one of the little ebony tables, and lifting Helen Cumberly, carried her half-way up the steps, depositing her there with her back to the wall. He staggered down again; his remarkable physical resources were at an end; it must be anothers work to rescue Mrs. Leroux. He stooped over Gianapolis, and turned his head. The crooked eyes glared up at him deathly.

May the good God forgive you, he whispered. You tried to make your peace with Him.

The sound of muffled blows began to be audible from the head of the steps. Max staggered out of the cave of the golden dragon. A slight freshness and dampness was visible in its atmosphere, and the gentle gurgling of water broke its heavy stillness. There was a new quality come into it, and, strangely, an old quality gone out from it. As he lifted the lamp from the table  now standing in slowly moving water  the place seemed no longer to be the cave of the golden dragon he had known....

He mounted the steps again, with difficulty, resting his shaking hands upon the walls. Shattering blows were being delivered upon the door, above.

Dunbar! he cried feebly, stepping aside to avoid Helen Cumberly, where she lay. Dunbar!...


XL

DAWN AT THE NORE

The river police seemed to be floating, suspended in the fog, which now was so dense that the water beneath was invisible. Inspector Rogers, who was in charge, fastened up his coat collar about his neck and turned to Stringer, the Scotland Yard man, who sat beside him in the stern of the cutter gloomily silent.

Times wearing on, said Rogers, and his voice was muffled by the fog as though he were speaking from inside a box. There must be some hitch.

Work it out for yourself, said the C. I. D. man gruffly. We know that the office in Globe Road belongs to Gianapolis, and according to the Eastern Exchange he was constantly ringing up East 39951; thats the warehouse of Kan-Suh Concessions. He garages his car next door to the said warehouse, and to-night our scouts follow Gianapolis and Max from Piccadilly Circus to Waterloo Station, where they discharge the taxi and pick up Gianapolis limousine. Still followed, they drive  where? Straight to the garage at the back of that wharf yonder! Neither Gianapolis, Max, nor the chauffeur come out of the garage. I said, and I still say, that we should have broken in at once, but Dunbar was always pigheaded, and he thinks Max is a tin god....

Well, theres no sign from Max, said Rogers; and as we arent ten yards above the wharf, we cannot fail to hear the signal. For my part I never noticed anything suspicious, and never had anything reported, about this ginger firm, and where the swell dope-shop Ive heard about can be situated, beats me. It cant very well be UNDER the place, or it would be below the level of the blessed river!

This waiting makes me sick! growled Stringer. If I understand aright  and Im not sure that I do  there are two women tucked away there somewhere in that place  he jerked his thumb aimlessly into the fog; and here we are hanging about with enough men in yards, in doorways, behind walls, and freezing on the river, to raid the Houses of Parliament!

Its a pity we didnt get the word from the hospitals before Max was actually inside, said Rogers. For three wealthy ladies to be driven to three public hospitals in a sort of semi-conscious condition, with symptoms of opium, on the same evening isnt natural. It points to the fact that the boss of the den has UNLOADED! Hes been thoughtful where his lady clients were concerned, but probably the men have simply been kicked out and left to shift for themselves. If we only knew one of them it might be confirmed.

Its not worth worrying about, now, growled Stringer. Lets have a look at the time.

He fumbled inside his overcoat and tugged out his watch.

Heres a light, said Rogers, and shone the ray of an electric torch upon the watch-face.

A quarter-to-three, grumbled Stringer. There may be murder going on, and here we are....

A sudden clamor arose upon the shore, near by; a sound as of sledge-hammers at work. But above this pierced shrilly the call of a police whistle.

Whats that? snapped Rogers, leaping up. Stand by there!

The sound of the whistle grew near and nearer; then came a voice  that of Sergeant Sowerby  hailing them through the fog.

DUNBARS IN! But the gang have escaped! Theyve got to a motor launch twenty yards down, on the end of the creek...

But already the police boat was away.

Let her go! shouted Rogers close inshore! Keep a sharp lookout for a cutter, boys!

Stringer, aroused now to excitement, went blundering forward through the fog, joining the men in the bows. Four pairs of eyes were peering through the mist, the damnable, yellow mist that veiled all things.

Curse the fog! said Stringer; its just our damn luck!

Cutter hoy! bawled a man at his side suddenly, one of the river police more used to the mists of the Thames. Cutter on the port bow, sir!

Keep her in sight, shouted Rogers from the stern; dont lose her for your lives!

Stringer, at imminent peril of precipitating himself into the water, was craning out over the bows and staring until his eyes smarted.

Dont you see her? said one of the men on the lookout. She carries no lights, of course, but you can just make out the streak of her wake.

Harder, harder stared Stringer, and now a faint, lighter smudge in the blackness, ahead and below, proclaimed itself the wake of some rapidly traveling craft.

I can hear her motor! said another voice.

Stringer began, now, also to listen.

Muffled sirens were hooting dismally all about Limehouse Reach, and he knew that this random dash through the night was fraught with extreme danger, since this was a narrow and congested part of the great highway. But, listen as he might, he could not detect the sounds referred to.

The brazen roar of a big steamers siren rose up before them. Rogers turned the head of the cutter sharply to starboard but did not slacken speed. The continuous roar grew deeper, grew louder.

Sharp lookout there! cried the inspector from the stern.

Suddenly over their bows uprose a black mass.

My God! cried Stringer, and fell back with upraised arms as if hoping to fend off that giant menace.

He lurched, as the cutter was again diverted sharply from its course, and must have fallen under the very bows of the oncoming liner, had not one of the lookouts caught him by the collar and jerked him sharply back into the boat.

A blaze of light burst out over them, and there were conflicting voices raised one in opposition to another. Above them all, even above the beating of the twin screws and the churning of the inky water, arose that of an officer from the bridge of the steamer.

Where the flaming hell are YOU going? inquired this stentorian voice; havent you got any blasted eyes and ears...

High on the wash of the liner rode the police boat; down she plunged again, and began to roll perilously; up again  swimming it seemed upon frothing milk.

The clangor of bells, of voices, and of churning screws died, remote, astern.

Damn close shave! cried Rogers. It must be clear ahead; theyve just run into it.

One of the men on the lookout in the bows, who had never departed from his duty for an instant throughout this frightful commotion, now reported:

Cutter crossing our bow, sir! Getting back to her course.

Keep her in view, roared Rogers.

Port, sir!

Hows that?

Starboard, easy!

Keep her in view!

As she is, sir!

Again they settled down to the pursuit, and it began to dawn upon Stringers mind that the boat ahead must be engined identically with that of the police; for whilst they certainly gained nothing upon her, neither did they lose.

Try a hail, cried Rogers from the stern. We may be chasing the wrong boat!

Cutter hoy! bellowed the man beside Stringer, using his hands in lieu of a megaphone heave to!

Give em in the Kings name! directed Rogers again.

Cutter hoy, roared the man through his trumpeted hands, heave to  in the Kings name!

Stringer glared through the fog, clutching at the shoulder of the shouter almost convulsively.

Take no notice, sir, reported the man.

Then its the gang! cried Rogers from the stern; and we havent made a mistake. Where the blazes are we?

Well on the way to Blackwall Reach, sir, answered someone. Fog lifting ahead.

Its the rain thats doing it, said the man beside Stringer.

Even as he spoke, a drop of rain fell upon the back of Stringers hand. This was the prelude; then, with ever-increasing force, down came the rain in torrents, smearing out the fog from the atmosphere, as a painter, with a sponge, might wipe a color from his canvas. Long tails of yellow vapor, twining  twining  but always coiling downward, floated like snakes about them; and the oily waters of the Thames became pock-marked in the growing light.

Stringer now quite clearly discerned the quarry  a very rakish-looking motor cutter, painted black, and speeding seaward ahead of them. He quivered with excitement.

Do you know the boat? cried Rogers, addressing his crew in general.

No, sir, reported his second-in-command; shes a stranger to me. They must have kept her hidden somewhere. He turned and looked back into the group of faces, all directed toward the strange craft. Do any of you know her? he demanded.

A general shaking of heads proclaimed the negative.

But she can shift, said one of the men. They must have been going slow through the fog; shes creeping up to ten or twelve knots now, I should reckon.

Your reckonings a trifle out! snapped Rogers, irritably, from the stern; but shes certainly showing us her heels. Cant we put somebody ashore and have her cut off lower down?

While were doing that, cried Stringer, excitedly, she would land somewhere and we should lose the gang!

Thats right, reluctantly agreed Rogers. Can you see any of her people?

Through the sheets of rain all peered eagerly.

She seems to be pretty well loaded, reported the man beside Stringer, but I cant make her out very well.

Are we doing our damnedest? inquired Rogers.

We are, sir, reported the engineer; she hasnt got another oat in her!

Rogers muttered something beneath his breath, and sat there glaring ahead at the boat ever gaining upon her pursuer.

So long as we keep her in sight, said Stringer, our purpose is served. She cant land anybody.

At her present rate, replied the man upon whose shoulders he was leaning, shell be out of sight by the time we get to Tilbury or shell have hit a barge and gone to the bottom!

Ill eat my hat if I lose her! declared Rogers angrily. How the blazes they slipped away from the wharf beats me!

They didnt slip away from the wharf, cried Stringer over his shoulder. You heard what Sowerby said; they lay in the creek below the wharf, and there was some passageway underneath.

But damn it all, man! cried Rogers, its high tide; they must be a gang of bally mermaids. Why, we were almost level with the wharf when we left, and if they came from BELOW that, as you say, they must have been below water!

There they are, anyway, growled Stringer.

Mile after mile that singular chase continued through the night. With every revolution of the screw, the banks to right and left seemed to recede, as the Thames grew wider and wider. A faint saltiness was perceptible in the air; and Stringer, moistening his dry lips, noted the saline taste.

The shipping grew more scattered. Whereas, at first, when the fog had begun to lift, they had passed wondering faces peering at them from lighters and small steamers, tow boats and larger anchored craft, now they raced, pigmy and remote, upon open waters, and through the raindrift gray hulls showed, distant, and the banks were a faint blur. It seemed absurd that, with all those vessels about, they nevertheless could take no steps to seek assistance in cutting off the boat which they were pursuing, but must drive on through the rain, ever losing, ever dropping behind that black speck ahead.

A faint swell began to be perceptible. Stringer, who throughout the whole pursuit thus far had retained his hold upon the man in the bows, discovered that his fingers were cramped. He had much difficulty in releasing that convulsive grip.

Thank you! said the man, smiling, when at last the detective released his grip. Ill admit Id scarcely noticed it myself, but now I come to think of it, youve been fastened onto me like a vise for over two hours!

Two hours! cried Stringer; and, crouching down to steady himself, for the cutter was beginning to roll heavily, he pulled out his watch, and in the gray light inspected the dial.

It was true! They had been racing seaward for some hours!

Good God! he muttered.

He stood up again, unsteadily, feet wide apart, and peered ahead through the grayness.

The banks he could not see. Far away on the port bow a long gray shape lay  a moored vessel. To starboard were faint blurs, indistinguishable, insignificant; ahead, a black dot with a faint comet-like tail  the pursued cutter  and ahead of that, again, a streak across the blackness, with another dot slightly to the left of the quarry...

He turned and looked along the police boat, noting that whereas, upon the former occasion of his looking, forms and faces had been but dimly visible, now he could distinguish them all quite clearly. The dawn was breaking.

Where are we? he inquired hoarsely.

Were about one mile northeast of Sheerness and two miles southwest of the Nore Light! announced Rogers  and he laughed, but not in a particularly mirthful manner.

Stringer temporarily found himself without words.

Cutter heading for the open sea, sir, announced a man in the bows, unnecessarily.

Quite so, snapped Rogers. So are you!

We have got them beaten, said Stringer, a faint note of triumph in his voice. Weve given them no chance to land.

If this breeze freshens much, replied Rogers, with sardonic humor, theyll be giving US a fine chance to sink!

Indeed, although Stringers excitement had prevented him from heeding the circumstance, an ever-freshening breeze was blowing in his face, and he noted now that, quite mechanically, he had removed his bowler hat at some time earlier in the pursuit and had placed it in the bottom of the boat. His hair was blown in the wind, which sang merrily in his ears, and the cutter, as her course was slightly altered by Rogers, ceased to roll and began to pitch in a manner very disconcerting to the lands-man.

Itll be rather fresh outside, sir, said one of the men, doubtfully. Were miles and miles below our proper patrol...

Once were clear of the bank itll be more than fresh, replied Rogers; but if theyre bound for France, or Sweden, or Denmark, thats OUR destination, too!...

On  and on  and on they drove. The Nore Light lay astern; they were drenched with spray. Now green water began to spout over the nose of the laboring craft.

Ive only enough juice to run us back to Tilbury, sir, if we put about now! came the shouted report.

Its easy to TALK! roared Rogers. If one of these big uns gets us broadside on, our numbers up!...

Cutter putting over for Sheppey coast, sir! bellowed the man in the bows.

Stringer raised himself, weakly, and sought to peer through the driving spray and rain-mist.

By God! THEYVE TURNED  TURTLE!...

Stand by with belts! bellowed Rogers.

Rapidly life belts were unlashed; and, ahead, to port, to starboard, brine-stung eyes glared out from the reeling craft. Gray in the nascent dawn stretched the tossing sea about them; and lonely they rode upon its billows.

PORT! PORT! HARD A-PORT! screamed the lookout.

But Rogers, grimly watching the oncoming billows, knew that to essay the maneuver at that moment meant swamping the cutter. Straight ahead they drove. A wave, higher than any they yet had had to ride, came boiling down upon them... and twisting, writhing, upcasting imploring arms to the elements  the implacable elements  a girl, a dark girl, entwined, imprisoned in silken garments, swept upon its crest!

Out shot a cork belt into the boiling sea... and fell beyond her reach. She was swept past the cutter. A second belt was hurled from the stern...

The Eurasian, uttering a wailing cry like that of a seabird, strove to grasp it...

Close beside her, out of the wave, uprose a yellow hand, grasping  seeking  clutching. It fastened itself into the meshes of her floating hair...

Here goes! roared Rogers.

They plunged down into an oily trough; they turned; a second wave grew up above them, threateningly, built its terrible wall higher and higher over their side. Round they swung, and round, and round...

Down swept the eager wave... down  down  down... It lapped over the stern of the cutter; the tiny craft staggered, and paused, tremulous  dragged back by that iron grip of old Neptune  then leaped on  away  headed back into the Thames estuary, triumphant.

Gods mercy! whispered Stringer that was touch-and-go!

No living thing moved upon the waters.


XLI

WESTMINSTER  MIDNIGHT

Detective-Sergeant Sowerby reported himself in Inspector Dunbars room at New Scotland Yard.

I have completed my inquiries in Wharf-end Lane, he said; and pulling out his bulging pocketbook, he consulted it gravely.

Inspector Dunbar looked up.

Anything important? he asked.

We cannot trace the makers of the sanitary fittings, and so forth, but they are all of American pattern. Theres nothing in the nature of a trademark to be found from end to end of the place; even the iron sluice-gate at the bottom of the brick tunnel has had the makers name chipped off, apparently with a cold chisel. So you see they were prepared for all emergencies!

Evidently, said Dunbar, resting his chin on the palms of his hands and his elbows upon the table.

The office and warehouse staff of the ginger importing concern are innocent enough, as you know already. Kan-Suh Concessions was conducted merely as a blind, of course, but it enabled the Chinaman, Ho-Pin, to appear in Wharf-end Lane at all times of the day and night without exciting suspicion. He was supposed to be the manager, of course. The presence of the wharf is sufficient to explain how they managed to build the place without exciting suspicion. They probably had all the material landed there labeled as preserved ginger, and they would take it down below at night, long after the office and warehouse staff of Concessions had gone home. The workmen probably came and went by way of the river, also, commencing work after nightfall and going away before business commenced in the morning.

It beats me, said Dunbar, reflectively, how masons, plumbers, decorators, and all the other artisans necessary for a job of that description, could have been kept quiet.

Foreigners! said Sowerby triumphantly. Ill undertake to say there wasnt an Englishman on the job. The whole of the gang was probably imported from abroad somewhere, boarded and lodged during the day-time in the neighborhood of Limehouse, and watched by Mr. Ho-Pin or somebody else until the job was finished; then shipped back home again. Its easily done if money is no object.

Thats right enough, agreed Dunbar; I have no doubt youve hit upon the truth. But now that the place has been dismantled, what does it look like? I havent had time to come down myself, but I intend to do so before its closed up.

Well, said Sowerby, turning over a page of his notebook, it looks like a series of vaults, and the Rev. Mr. Firmingham, a local vicar whom I got to inspect it this morning, assures me, positively, that its a crypt.

A crypt! exclaimed Dunbar, fixing his eyes upon his subordinate.

A crypt  exactly. A firm dealing in grease occupied the warehouse before Kan-Suh Concessions rented it, and they never seem to have suspected that the place possessed any cellars. The actual owner of the property, Sir James Crozel, an ex-Lord Mayor, who is also ground landlord of the big works on the other side of the lane, had no more idea than the man in the moon that there were any cellars beneath the place. You see the vaults are below the present level of the Thames at high tide; thats why nobody ever suspected their existence. Also, an examination of the bare walls  now stripped  shows that they were pretty well filled up to the top with ancient debris, to within a few years ago, at any rate.

You mean that our Chinese friends excavated them?

No doubt about it. They were every bit of twenty feet below the present street level, and, being right on the bank of the Thames, nobody would have thought of looking for them unless he knew they were there.

What do you mean exactly, Sowerby? said Dunbar, taking out his fountain-pen and tapping his teeth with it.

I mean, said Sowerby, that someone connected with the gang must have located the site of these vaults from some very old map or book.

I think you said that the Reverend Somebody-or-Other avers that they were a crypt?

He does; and when he pointed out to me the way the pillars were placed, as if to support the nave of a church, I felt disposed to agree with him. The place where the golden dragon used to stand (it isnt really gold, by the way!) would be under the central aisle, as it were; then theres a kind of side aisle on the right and left and a large space at top and bottom. The pillars are stone and of very early Norman pattern, and the last three or four steps leading down to the place appear to belong to the original structure. I tell you its the crypt of some old forgotten Norman church or monastery chapel.

Most extraordinary! muttered Dunbar.

But I suppose it is possible enough. Probably the church was burnt or destroyed in some other way; deposits of river mud would gradually cover up the remaining ruins; then in later times, when the banks of the Thames were properly attended to, the site of the place would be entirely forgotten, of course. Most extraordinary!

Thats the reverend gentlemans view, at any rate, said Sowerby, and hes written three books on the subject of early Norman churches! He even goes so far as to say that he has heard  as a sort of legend  of the existence of a very large Carmelite monastery, accommodating over two hundred brothers, which stood somewhere adjoining the Thames within the area now covered by Limehouse Causeway and Pennyfields. There is a little turning not far from the wharf, known locally  it does not appear upon any map  as Pricklers Lane; and my friend, the vicar, tells me that he has held the theory for a long time  Sowerby referred to his notebook with great solemnity that this is a corruption of Pre-aux-Clerce Lane.

Hm! said Dunbar; very ingenious, at any rate. Anything else?

Nothing much, said Sowerby, scanning his notes, that you dont know already. There was some very good stuff in the place  Oriental ware and so on, a library of books which Im told is unique, and a tremendous stock of opium and hashish. Its a perfect maze of doors and observation-traps. Theres a small kitchen at the end, near the head of the tunnel  which, by the way, could be used as a means of entrance and exit at low tide. All the electric power came through the meter of Kan-Suh Concessions.

I see, said Dunbar, reflectively, glancing at his watch; in a word, we know everything except...

Whats that? said Sowerby, looking up.

The identity of Mr. King! replied the inspector, reaching for his hat which lay upon the table.

Sowerby replaced his book in his pocket.

I wonder if any of the bodies will ever come ashore? he said.

God knows! rapped Dunbar; we cant even guess how many were aboard. You might as well come along, Sowerby, Ive just heard from Dr. Cumberly. Mrs. Leroux...

Dead?

Dying, replied the inspector; expected to go at any moment. But the doctor tells me that she may  its just possible  recover consciousness before the end; and theres a bare chance...

I see, said Sowerby eagerly; of course she must know!

The two hastened to Palace Mansions. Despite the lateness of the hour, Whitehall was thronged with vehicles, and all the glitter and noise of midnight London surrounded them.

It only seems like yesterday evening, said Dunbar, as they mounted the stair of Palace Mansions, that I came here to take charge of the case. Damme! its been the most exciting Ive ever handled, and its certainly the most disappointing.

It is indeed, said Sowerby, gloomily, pressing the bell-button at the side of Henry Lerouxs door.

The door was opened by Garnham; and these two, fresh from the noise and bustle of Londons streets, stepped into the hushed atmosphere of the flat where already a Visitant, unseen but potent, was arrived, and now was beckoning, shadowlike, to Mira Leroux.

Will you please sit down and wait, said Garnham, placing chairs for the two Scotland Yard men in the dining-room.

Whos inside? whispered Dunbar, with that note of awe in his voice which such a scene always produces; and he nodded in the direction of the lobby.

Mr. Leroux, sir, replied the man, the nurse, Miss Cumberly, Dr. Cumberly and Miss Ryland...

No one else? asked the detective sharply.

And Mr. Gaston Max, added the man. Youll find whisky and cigars upon the table there, sir.

He left the room. Dunbar glanced across at Sowerby, his tufted brows raised, and a wry smile upon his face.

In at the death, Sowerby! he said grimly, and lifted the stopper from the cut-glass decanter.

In the room where Mira Leroux lay, so near to the Borderland that her always ethereal appearance was now positively appalling, a hushed group stood about the bed.

I think she is awake, doctor, whispered the nurse softly, peering into the emaciated face of the patient.

Mira Leroux opened her eyes and smiled at Dr. Cumberly, who was bending over her. The poor faded eyes turned from the face of the physician to that of Denise Ryland, then to M. Max, wonderingly; next to Helen, whereupon an indescribable expression crept into them; and finally to Henry Leroux, who, with bowed head, sat in the chair beside her. She feebly extended her thin hand and laid it upon his hair. He looked up, taking the hand in his own. The eyes of the dying woman filled with tears as she turned them from the face of Leroux to Helen Cumberly  who was weeping silently.

Look after... him, whispered Mira Leroux.

Her hand dropped and she closed her eyes again. Cumberly bent forward suddenly, glancing back at M. Max who stood in a remote corner of the room watching this scene.

Big Ben commenced to chime the hour of midnight. That frightful coincidence so startled Leroux that he looked up and almost rose from his chair in his agitation. Indeed it startled Cumberly, also, but did not divert him from his purpose.

It is now or never! he whispered.

He took the seemingly lifeless hand in his own, and bending over Mira Leroux, spoke softly in her ear:

Mrs. Leroux, he said, there is something which we all would ask you to tell us; we ask it for a reason  believe me.

Throughout the latter part of this scene the big clock had been chiming the hour, and now was beating out the twelve strokes of midnight; had struck six of them and was about to strike the seventh.

SEVEN! boomed the clock.

Mira Leroux opened her eyes and looked up into the face of the physician.

EIGHT!...

Who, whispered Dr. Cumberly, is he?

NINE!

In the silence following the clock-stroke, Mira Leroux spoke almost inaudibly.

You mean... MR. KING?

TEN!

Yes, yes! Did you ever SEE him?...

Every head in the room was craned forward; every spectator tensed up to the highest ultimate point.

Yes, said Mira Leroux quite clearly; I saw him, Dr. Cumberly... He is...

ELEVEN!

Mira Leroux moved her head and smiled at Helen Cumberly; then seemed to sink deeper into the downy billows of the bed. Dr. Cumberly stood up very slowly, and turned, looking from face to face.

It is finished, he said we shall never know!

But Henry Leroux and Helen Cumberly, their glances meeting across the bed of the dead Mira, knew that for them it was not finished, but that Mr. King, the invisible, invisibly had linked them.

TWELVE!...




THE DEVIL DOCTOR
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OR, THE RETURN OF DR FU-MANCHU

With this novel, published in Britain in 1916 as The Devil Doctor, we see the return of the master criminal Fu Manchu  that accursed Chinaman  to Britain to continue his plans for domination, but also to exact revenge on Dr Petrie and Sir Denis Nayland Smith, expert detective, who foiled his plot two years before in the previous novel, The Mystery of Dr Fu Manchu. The story is again narrated by Petrie. In 1930, a film was made with the same title, starring Warner Oland as the arch criminal, and with a plot loosely based on this story. 

The story opens with two familiar characters, Petrie and the Rev. Eltham, who both featured in the previous Fu Manchu narrative. Petrie is sent on a wild goose chase around the suburbs answering false calls for medical help, with Eltham trying to assist. The tension is beautifully built in these opening scenes, as one hoax after another, along with atmospheric descriptions of a misty London at night, creates the perfect backdrop for a mystery. Suddenly Nayland Smith is on the scene, and just in time as Eltham is bundled into a car and kidnapped. A car pursuit follows, as Nayland Smith commandeers a car and sets off after a long, sleek limousine into a less salubrious area near the river; and who should Petrie see but the beautiful slave, Karamaneh, who had captured his heart in the previous adventure? It was now clear that Fu Manchu was alive and well, and back in London with his retinue of assassins and slaves. Eltham is saved from terrible torture but Fu Manchu has yet to be found. However, it soon becomes apparent that Naylor Smith is intended to be the first victim of Fu Manchus desire for revenge. The range of weapons at Fu Manchus disposal is laid before us as the story unfolds, everything from people to poisons and cats, but of the master criminal himself, we see only fleeting moments. It is his trained killers of all kinds who take centre stage in this story, on his behalf, but it is a ploy that works well for Rohmer as Fu Manchu retains his mysterious, elusive charisma as a result. Consequently, Petrie and Naylor Smith  and the London police detectives who are part of the team too  battle an array of assailants and threats in their attempts to reach and defeat Fu Manchu himself, and Petrie has to face up to his growing infatuation with Karamaneh which at one point threatens to cloud his judgement completely. The gorgeous assistant of the criminal leader is able and sly, very much at ease with using her allure to distract and confuse; she can mix as easily in her own circles as in westernised ones, and she seems to be central to many of the events of this story. At the same time she is tormented by her role as handmaiden to Fu Manchu and shows glimpses of a gentle and decent soul beyond the role she is forced into. Is she serious about her desire to help our two heroes, or is it yet another of Fu Manchus clever ploys? Poisonings, stake-outs, optical illusions, dangerous animals, attacks, kidnappings and chases abound in this story as the fight between good and evil comes to a head.

The brisk pace of the first Fu Manchu story continues here and it makes an entertaining read. Again one can either be amused or indignant at the now archaic sentiments used by the author  at one point, when outclassed in banter by Karamaneh, Petrie thinks incredulously It was a lesson in logic  from a woman! The caucasian men all have iron wills and strong, jutting jawlines and the women can be wily but never dominant. The descriptions of Londons streets and those within them are vivid, from the leafy parks and respectable streets to the congested, poverty stricken district of Whitechapel with its diverse immigrant population  this latter has the added advantage of just about avoiding any real xenophobia, so the modern reader can sit back and enjoy the feeling that we are there on the crowded and noisy streets, and also admire the vivid descriptive powers of Rohmer. With the threat of the Yellow Peril added to the mix, no doubt respectable middle England would have been thrilled by the events that unfold rapidly in this fast paced story. 
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The 1930 film adaptation, the second of three starring Warner Oland as the fiendish Fu Manchu
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CHAPTER I

A MIDNIGHT SUMMONS

When did you last hear from Nayland Smith? asked my visitor.

I paused, my hand on the siphon, reflecting for a moment.

Two months ago, I said: hes a poor correspondent and rather soured, I fancy.

What  a woman or something?

Some affair of that sort. Hes such a reticent beggar, I really know very little about it.

I placed a whisky and soda before the Rev. J. D. Eltham, also sliding the tobacco jar nearer to his hand. The refined and sensitive face of the clergyman offered no indication to the truculent character of the man. His scanty fair hair, already grey over the temples, was silken and soft-looking: in appearance he was indeed a typical English churchman; but in China he had been known as the fighting missionary, and had fully deserved the title. In fact, this peaceful-looking gentleman had directly brought about the Boxer Risings!

You know, he said in his clerical voice, but meanwhile stuffing tobacco into an old pipe with fierce energy, I have often wondered, Petrie  I have never left off wondering

What?

That accursed Chinaman! Since the cellar place beneath the site of the burnt-out cottage in Dulwich Village  I have wondered more than ever.

He lighted his pipe and walked to the hearth to throw the match in the grate.

You see, he continued, peering across at me in his oddly nervous way one never knows, does one? If I thought that Dr. Fu-Manchu lived; if I seriously suspected that that stupendous intellect, that wonderful genius, Petrie, er  he hesitated characteristically survived, I should feel it my duty

Well? I said, leaning my elbows on the table and smiling slightly.

If that Satanic genius were not indeed destroyed, then the peace of the world might be threatened anew at any moment!

He was becoming excited, shooting out his jaw in the truculent manner I knew, and snapping his fingers to emphasize his words; a man composed of the oddest complexities that ever dwelt beneath a clerical frock.

He may have got back to China, doctor! he cried, and his eyes had the fighting glint in them. Could you rest in peace if you thought that he lived? Should you not fear for your life every time that a night-call took you out alone? Why, man alive, it is only two years since he was here amongst us, since we were searching every shadow for those awful green eyes! What became of his band of assassins  his stranglers, his dacoits, his damnable poisons and insects and what-not  the army of creatures

He paused, taking a drink.

You  he hesitated diffidently searched in Egypt with Nayland Smith, did you not?

I nodded.

Contradict me if I am wrong, he continued; but my impression is that you were searching for the girl  the girl  Kâramanèh, I think she was called?

Yes, I replied shortly; but we could find no trace  no trace.

You  er  were interested?

More than I knew, I replied, until I realized that I had  lost her.

I never met Kâramanèh, but from your account, and from others, she was quite unusually

She was very beautiful, I said, and stood up, for I was anxious to terminate that phase of the conversation.

Eltham regarded me sympathetically; he knew something of my search with Nayland Smith for the dark-eyed Eastern girl who had brought romance into my drab life; he knew that I treasured my memories of her as I loathed and abhorred those of the fiendish, brilliant Chinese doctor who had been her master.

Eltham began to pace up and down the rug, his pipe bubbling furiously; and something in the way he carried his head reminded me momentarily of Nayland Smith. Certainly, between this pink-faced clergyman, with his deceptively mild appearance, and the gaunt, bronzed and steely-eyed Burmese commissioner, there was externally little in common; but it was some little nervous trick in his carriage that conjured up through the smoke-haze one distant summer evening when Smith had paced that very room as Eltham paced it now, when before my startled eyes he had rung up the curtain upon the savage drama in which, though I little suspected it then, Fate had cast me for a leading rôle.

I wondered if Elthams thoughts ran parallel with mine. My own were centred upon the unforgettable figure of the murderous Chinaman. These words, exactly as Smith had used them, seemed once again to sound in my ears: Imagine a person, tall, lean and feline, high-shouldered, with a brow like Shakespeare and a face like Satan, a close-shaven skull and long magnetic eyes of the true cat green. Invest him with all the cruel cunning of an entire Eastern race accumulated in one giant intellect, with all the resources of science, past and present, and you have a mental picture of Dr. Fu-Manchu, the Yellow Peril incarnate in one man.

This visit of Elthams no doubt was responsible for my mood; for this singular clergyman had played his part in the drama of two years ago.

I should like to see Smith again, he said suddenly; it seems a pity that a man like that should be buried in Burma. Burma makes a mess of the best of men, doctor. You said he was not married?

No, I replied shortly, and is never likely to be, now.

Ah, you hinted at something of the kind.

I know very little of it. Nayland Smith is not the kind of man to talk much.

Quite so  quite so! And, you know, doctor, neither am I; but  he was growing painfully embarrassed it may be your due  I  er  I have a correspondent, in the interior of China

Well? I said, watching him in sudden eagerness.

Well, I would not desire to raise  vain hopes  nor to occasion, shall I say, empty fears; but  er ... no, doctor! He flushed like a girl. It was wrong of me to open this conversation. Perhaps, when I know more  will you forget my words, for the time?

The phone bell rang.

Hullo! cried Eltham hard luck, doctor!  but I could see that he welcomed the interruption. Why! he added, it is one oclock!

I went to the telephone.

Is that Dr. Petrie? inquired a womans voice.

Yes; who is speaking?

Mrs. Hewett has been taken more seriously ill. Could you come at once?

Certainly, I replied, for Mrs. Hewett was not only a profitable patient but an estimable lady. I shall be with you in a quarter of an hour.

I hung up the receiver.

Something urgent? asked Eltham, emptying his pipe.

Sounds like it. You had better turn in.

I should much prefer to walk over with you, if it would not be intruding. Our conversation has ill prepared me for sleep.

Right! I said, for I welcomed his company; and three minutes later we were striding across the deserted common.

A sort of mist floated amongst the trees, seeming in the moonlight like a veil draped from trunk to trunk, as in silence we passed the Mound Pond, and struck out for the north side of the common.

I suppose the presence of Eltham and the irritating recollection of his half-confidence were the responsible factors, but my mind persistently dwelt upon the subject of Fu-Manchu and the atrocities which he had committed during his sojourn in England. So actively was my imagination at work that I felt again the menace which so long had hung over me; I felt as though that murderous yellow cloud still cast its shadow upon England. And I found myself longing for the company of Nayland Smith. I cannot state what was the nature of Elthams reflections, but I can guess; for he was as silent as I.

It was with a conscious effort that I shook myself out of this morbidly reflective mood, on finding that we had crossed the common and were come to the abode of my patient.

I shall take a little walk, announced Eltham; for I gather that you dont expect to be detained long? I shall never be out of sight of the door, of course.

Very well, I replied, and ran up the steps.

There were no lights to be seen in any of the windows, which circumstance rather surprised me, as my patient occupied, or had occupied when last I had visited her, a first-floor bedroom in the front of the house. My knocking and ringing produced no response for three or four minutes; then, as I persisted, a scantily clothed and half-awake maid-servant unbarred the door and stared at me stupidly in the moonlight.

Mrs. Hewett requires me? I asked abruptly.

The girl stared more stupidly than ever.

No, sir, she said: she dont, sir; shes fast asleep!

But some one phoned me! I insisted, rather irritably, I fear.

Not from here, sir, declared the now wide-eyed girl. We havent got a telephone, sir.

For a few moments I stood there, staring as foolishly as she; then abruptly I turned and descended the steps. At the gate I stood looking up and down the road. The houses were all in darkness. What could be the meaning of the mysterious summons? I had made no mistake respecting the name of my patient; it had been twice repeated over the telephone; yet that the call had not emanated from Mrs. Hewetts house was now palpably evident. Days had been when I should have regarded the episode as preluding some outrage, but to-night I felt more disposed to ascribe it to a silly practical joke.

Eltham walked up briskly.

Youre in demand to-night, doctor, he said. A young person called for you almost directly you had left your house, and, learning where you were gone, followed you.

Indeed! I said, a trifle incredulously. There are plenty of other doctors if the case is an urgent one.

She may have thought it would save time as you were actually up and dressed, explained Eltham; and the house is quite near to here, I understand.

I looked at him a little blankly. Was this another effort of the unknown jester?

I have been fooled once, I said. That phone call was a hoax

But I feel certain, declared Eltham earnestly, that this is genuine! The poor girl was dreadfully agitated; her master has broken his leg and is lying helpless: number 280 Rectory Grove.

Where is the girl? I asked sharply.

She ran back directly she had given me her message.

Was she a servant?

I should imagine so: French, I think. But she was so wrapped up I had little more than a glimpse of her. I am sorry to hear that some one has played a silly joke on you, but believe me  he was very earnest this is no jest. The poor girl could scarcely speak for sobs. She mistook me for you, of course.

Oh! said I grimly; well, I suppose I must go. Broken leg, you said?  and my surgical bag, splints and so forth, are at home!

My dear Petrie! cried Eltham, in his enthusiastic way, you no doubt can do something to alleviate the poor mans suffering immediately. I will run back to your rooms for the bag and rejoin you at 280 Rectory Grove.

Its awfully good of you, Eltham

He held up his hand.

The call of suffering humanity, Petrie, is one which I may no more refuse to hear than you.

I made no further protest after that, for his point of view was evident and his determination adamantine, but told him where he would find the bag and once more set out across the moon-bright common, he pursuing a westerly direction and I going east.

Some three hundred yards I had gone, I suppose, and my brain had been very active the while, when something occurred to me which placed a new complexion upon this second summons. I thought of the falsity of the first, of the improbability of even the most hardened practical joker practising his wiles at one oclock in the morning. I thought of our recent conversation; above all I thought of the girl who had delivered the message to Eltham, the girl whom he had described as a French maid  whose personal charm had so completely enlisted his sympathies. Now, to this train of thought came a new one, and, adding it, my suspicion became almost a certainty.

I remembered (as, knowing the district, I should have remembered before) that there was no number 280 Rectory Grove.

Pulling up sharply, I stood looking about me. Not a living soul was in sight; not even a policeman. Where the lamps marked the main paths across the common nothing moved; in the shadows about me nothing stirred. But something stirred within me  a warning voice which for long had lain dormant.

What was afoot?

A breeze caressed the leaves overhead, breaking the silence with mysterious whisperings. Some portentous truth was seeking for admittance to my brain. I strove to reassure myself, but the sense of impending evil and of mystery became heavier. At last I could combat my strange fears no longer. I turned and began to run towards the south side of the common  towards my rooms  and after Eltham.

I had hoped to head him off, but came upon no sign of him. An all-night tramcar passed at the moment that I reached the high-road, and as I ran around behind it I saw that my windows were lighted and that there was a light in the hall.

My key was yet in the lock when my housekeeper opened the door.

Theres a gentleman just come, doctor, she began.

I thrust past her and raced up the stairs to my study.

Standing by the writing-table was a tall thin man, his gaunt face brown as a coffee-berry and his steely grey eyes fixed upon me. My heart gave a great leap  and seemed to stand still.

It was Nayland Smith!

Smith! I cried. Smith, old man, by God, Im glad to see you!



He wrung my hand hard, looking at me with his searching eyes; but there was little enough of gladness in his face. He was altogether greyer than when last I had seen him  greyer and sterner.

Where is Eltham? I asked.

Smith started back as though I had struck him.

Eltham! he whispered Eltham! is Eltham here?

I left him ten minutes ago on the common.

Smith dashed his right fist into the palm of his left hand, and his eyes gleamed almost wildly.

My God, Petrie! he said, am I fated always to come too late?

My dreadful fears in that instant were confirmed. I seemed to feel my legs totter beneath me.

Smith, you dont mean

I do, Petrie! His voice sounded very far away. Fu-Manchu is here; and Eltham, God help him ... is his first victim!


CHAPTER II

ELTHAM VANISHES

Smith went racing down the stairs like a man possessed. Heavy with such a foreboding of calamity as I had not known for two years, I followed him  along the hall and out into the road. The very peace and beauty of the night in some way increased my mental agitation. The sky was lighted almost tropically with such a blaze of stars as I could not recall to have seen since, my futile search concluded, I had left Egypt. The glory of the moonlight yellowed the lamps speckled across the expanse of the common. The night was as still as night can ever be in London. The dimming pulse of a cab or car alone disturbed the quietude.

With a quick glance to right and left, Smith ran across on to the common, and, leaving the door wide open behind me, I followed. The path which Eltham had pursued terminated almost opposite to my house. Ones gaze might follow it, white and empty, for several hundred yards past the pond, and farther, until it became overshadowed and was lost amid a clump of trees.

I came up with Smith, and side by side we ran on, whilst pantingly I told my tale.

It was a trick to get you away from him! cried Smith. They meant no doubt to make some attempt at your house, but, as he came out with you, an alternative plan

Abreast of the pond, my companion slowed down, and finally stopped.

Where did you last see Eltham? he asked, rapidly.

I took his arm, turning him slightly to the right, and pointed across the moon-bathed common.

You see that clump of bushes on the other side of the road? I said. Theres a path to the left of it. I took that path and he took this. We parted at the point where they meet

Smith walked right down to the edge of the water and peered about over the surface.

What he hoped to find there I could not imagine. Whatever it had been he was disappointed, and he turned to me again, frowning perplexedly, and tugging at the lobe of his left ear, an old trick which reminded me of gruesome things we had lived through in the past.

Come on, he jerked. It may be amongst the trees.

From the tone of his voice I knew that he was tensed up nervously, and his mood but added to the apprehension of my own.

What may be amongst the trees, Smith? I asked.

He walked on.

God knows, Petrie; but I fear

Behind us, along the high-road, a tramcar went rocking by, doubtless bearing a few belated workers homeward. The stark incongruity of the thing was appalling. How little those weary toilers, hemmed about with the commonplace, suspected that almost within sight from the car windows, amid prosy benches, iron railings, and unromantic, flickering lamps, two fellow-men moved upon the border of a horror-land!

Beneath the trees a shadow carpet lay, its edges tropically sharp; and fully ten yards from the first of the group, we two, hatless both, and sharing a common dread, paused for a moment and listened.

The car had stopped at the farther extremity of the common, and now with a moan that grew to a shriek was rolling on its way again. We stood and listened until silence reclaimed the night. Not a footstep could be heard. Then slowly we walked on. At the edge of the little coppice we stopped again abruptly.

Smith turned and thrust his pistol into my hand. A white ray of light pierced the shadows; my companion carried an electric torch. But no trace of Eltham was discoverable.

There had been a heavy shower of rain during the evening, just before sunset, and although the open paths were dry again, under the trees the ground was still moist. Ten yards within the coppice we came upon tracks  the tracks of one running, as the deep imprints of the toes indicated.

Abruptly the tracks terminated; others, softer, joined them, two sets converging from left and right. There was a confused patch, trailing off to the west; then this became indistinct, and was finally lost, upon the hard ground outside the group.

For perhaps a minute, or more, we ran about from tree to tree, and from bush to bush, searching like hounds for a scent, and fearful of what we might find. We found nothing; and fully in the moonlight we stood facing one another. The night was profoundly still.

Nayland Smith stepped back into the shadows, and began slowly to turn his head from left to right, taking in the entire visible expanse of the common. Towards a point where the road bisected it he stared intently. Then, with a bound, he set off!

Come on, Petrie! he cried. There they are!

Vaulting a railing he went away over a field like a madman. Recovering from the shock of surprise, I followed him, but he was well ahead of me, and making for some vaguely seen objects moving against the lights of the roadway.

Another railing was vaulted, and the corner of a second, triangular grass patch crossed at a hot sprint. We were twenty yards from the road when the sound of a starting motor broke the silence. We gained the gravelled footpath only to see the tail-light of the car dwindling to the north!

Smith leant dizzily against a tree.

Eltham is in that car! he gasped. Just God! are we to stand here and see him taken away to  ?

He beat his fist upon the tree, in a sort of tragic despair. The nearest cab-rank was no great distance away, but, excluding the possibility of no cab being there, it might, for all practicable purposes, as well have been a mile off.

The beat of the retreating motor was scarcely audible; the lights might but just be distinguished. Then, coming in an opposite direction, appeared the headlamp of another car, of a car that raced nearer and nearer to us, so that, within a few seconds of its first appearance, we found ourselves bathed in the beam of its headlights.

Smith bounded out into the road, and stood, a weird silhouette, with upraised arms, fully in its course!

The brakes were applied hurriedly. It was a big limousine, and its driver swerved perilously in avoiding Smith and nearly ran into me. But, the breathless moment past, the car was pulled up, head on to the railings; and a man in evening clothes was demanding excitedly what had happened. Smith, a hatless, dishevelled figure, stepped up to the door.

My name is Nayland Smith, he said rapidly Burmese Commissioner. He snatched a letter from his pocket and thrust it into the hands of the bewildered man. Read that. It is signed by another Commissioner  the Commissioner of Police.

With amazement written all over him, the other obeyed.

You see, continued my friend tersely, it is carte blanche. I wish to commandeer your car, sir, on a matter of life and death!

The other returned the letter.

Allow me to offer it! he said, descending. My man will take your orders. I can finish my journey by cab. I am

But Smith did not wait to learn whom he might be.

Quick! he cried to the stupefied chauffeur. You passed a car a minute ago  yonder. Can you overtake it?

I can try, sir, if I dont lose her track.

Smith leapt in, pulling me after him.

Do it! he snapped. There are no speed limits for me. Thanks! Good night, sir!

We were off! The car swung around and the chase commenced.

One last glimpse I had of the man we had dispossessed, standing alone by the roadside, and at ever-increasing speed, we leapt away in the track of Elthams captors.

Smith was too highly excited for ordinary conversation, but he threw out short, staccato remarks.

I have followed Fu-Manchu from Hong-Kong, he jerked. Lost him at Suez. He got here a boat ahead of me. Eltham has been corresponding with some mandarin up-country. Knew that. Came straight to you. Only got in this evening. He  Fu-Manchu  has been sent here to get Eltham. My God! and he has him! He will question him! The interior of China  a seething pot, Petrie! They had to stop the leakage of information. He is here for that.

The car pulled up with a jerk that pitched me out of my seat, and the chauffeur leapt to the road and ran ahead. Smith was out in a trice, as the man, who had run up to a constable, came racing back.

Jump in, sir  jump in! he cried, his eyes bright with the lust of the chase; they are making for Battersea!

And we were off again.

Through the empty streets we roared on. A place of gasometers and desolate waste lots slipped behind and we were in a narrow way where gates of yards and a few lowly houses faced upon a prospect of high blank wall.

Thames on our right, said Smith, peering ahead. His rathole is by the river as usual. Hi!  he grabbed up the speaking-tube Stop! Stop!

The limousine swung into the narrow sidewalk, and pulled up close by a yard gate. I, too, had seen our quarry  a long, low-bodied car, showing no inside lights. It had turned the next corner, where a street lamp shone greenly not a hundred yards ahead.

Smith leapt out, and I followed him.

That must be a cul-de-sac, he said, and turned to the eager-eyed chauffeur. Run back to that last turning, he ordered, and wait there, out of sight. Bring the car up when you hear a police-whistle.

The man looked disappointed, but did not question the order. As he began to back away, Smith grasped me by the arm and drew me forward.

We must get to that corner, he said, and see where the car stands, without showing ourselves.


CHAPTER III

THE WIRE JACKET

I suppose we were not more than a dozen paces from the lamp when we heard the thudding of the motor. The car was backing out!

It was a desperate moment, for it seemed that we could not fail to be discovered. Nayland Smith began to look about him, feverishly, for a hiding place, a quest which I seconded with equal anxiety. And Fate was kind to us  doubly kind as after events revealed. A wooden gate broke the expanse of wall hard by upon the right, and, as the result of some recent accident, a ragged gap had been torn in the panels close to the top.

The chain of the padlock hung loosely; and in a second Smith was up, with his foot in this as in a stirrup. He threw his arm over the top and drew himself upright. A second later he was astride the broken gate.

Up you come, Petrie! he said, and reached down his hand to aid me.

I got my foot into the loop of chain, grasped at a projection in the gate-post, and found myself up.

There is a crossbar, on this side to stand on, said Smith.

He climbed over and vanished in the darkness. I was still astride the broken gate when the car turned the corner, slowly, for there was scanty room; but I was standing upon the bar on the inside and had my head below the gap ere the driver could possibly have seen me.

Stay where you are until he passes, hissed my companion, below. There is a row of kegs under you.

The sound of the motor passing outside grew loud  louder  then began to die away. I felt about with my left foot, discerned the top of a keg, and dropped, panting, beside Smith.

Phew! I said that was a close thing! Smith  how do we know  ?

That we have followed the right car? he interrupted. Ask yourself the question: what would any ordinary man be doing motoring in a place like this at two oclock in the morning?

You are right, Smith, I agreed. Shall we get out again?

Not yet. I have an idea. Look yonder.

He grasped my arm, turning me in the desired direction.

Beyond a great expanse of unbroken darkness a ray of moonlight slanted into the place wherein we stood, spilling its cold radiance upon rows of kegs.

Thats another door, continued my friend. I now began dimly to perceive him beside me. If my calculations are not entirely wrong, it opens on a wharf gate

A steam siren hooted dismally, apparently from quite close at hand.

Im right! snapped Smith. That turning leads down to the gate. Come on, Petrie!

He directed the light of the electric torch upon a narrow path through the ranks of casks, and led the way to the farther door. A good two feet of moonlight showed along the top. I heard Smith straining; then  

These kegs are all loaded with grease, he said, and I want to reconnoitre over that door.

I am leaning on a crate which seems easy to move, I reported. Yes, its empty. Lend a hand.

We grasped the empty crate, and, between us, set it up on a solid pedestal of casks. Then Smith mounted to this observation platform and I scrambled up beside him, and looked down upon the lane outside.

It terminated as Smith had foreseen at a wharf gate some six feet to the right of our post. Piled up in the lane beneath us, against the warehouse door, was a stack of empty casks. Beyond, over the way, was a kind of ramshackle building that had possibly been a dwelling-house at some time. Bills were stuck in the ground-floor windows indicating that the three floors were to let as offices; so much was discernible in that reflected moonlight.

I could hear the tide lapping upon the wharf, could feel the chill from the near river and hear the vague noises which, night nor day, never cease upon the great commercial waterway.

Down! whispered Smith. Make no noise! I suspected it. They heard the car following!

I obeyed, clutching at him for support; for I was suddenly dizzy, and my heart was leaping wildly  furiously.

You saw her? he whispered.

Saw her! Yes, I had seen her! And my poor dream-world was toppling about me, its cities ashes and its fairness dust.

Peering from the window, her great eyes wondrous in the moonlight and her red lips parted, hair gleaming like burnished foam and her anxious gaze set upon the corner of the lane  was Kâramanèh ... Kâramanèh whom once we had rescued from the house of this fiendish Chinese doctor; Kâramanèh who had been our ally, in fruitless quest of whom,  when, too late, I realized how empty my life was become  I had wasted what little of the worlds goods I possessed:  Kâramanèh!

Poor old Petrie, murmured Smith. I knew, but I hadnt the heart  He has her again  God knows by what chains he holds her. But shes only a woman, old boy, and women are very much alike  very much alike from Charing Cross to Pagoda Road.

He rested his hand on my shoulder for a moment; I am ashamed to confess that I was trembling; then, clenching my teeth with that mechanical physical effort which often accompanies a mental one, I swallowed the bitter draught of Nayland Smiths philosophy. He was raising himself, to peer, cautiously, over the top of the door. I did likewise.

The window from which the girl had looked was nearly on a level with our eyes, and as I raised my head above the woodwork, I quite distinctly saw her go out of the room. The door, as she opened it, admitted a dull light, against which her figure showed silhouetted for a moment. Then the door was reclosed.

We must risk the other windows, rapped Smith.

Before I had grasped the nature of his plan, he was over and had dropped almost noiselessly upon the casks outside. Again I followed his lead.

You are not going to attempt anything, single-handed  against him? I asked.

Petrie  Eltham is in that house. He has been brought here to be put to the question, in the mediæval, and Chinese, sense! Is there time to summon assistance?

I shuddered. This had been in my mind, certainly, but so expressed it was definitely horrible  revolting, yet stimulating.

You have the pistol, added Smith; follow closely, and quietly.

He walked across the tops of the casks and leapt down, pointing to that nearest to the closed door of the house. I helped him place it under the open window. A second we set beside it, and, not without some noise, got a third on top.

Smith mounted.

His jaw muscles were very prominent and his eyes shone like steel; but he was as cool as though he were about to enter a theatre and not the den of the most stupendous genius who ever worked for evil. I would forgive any man who, knowing Dr. Fu-Manchu, feared him; I feared him myself  feared him as one fears a scorpion; but when Nayland Smith hauled himself up on to the wooden ledge above the door and swung thence into the darkened room, I followed and was in close upon his heels. But I admired him, for he had every ampère of his self-possession in hand; my own case was different.

He spoke close to my ear.

Is your hand steady? We may have to shoot.

I thought of Kâramanèh, of lovely dark-eyed Kâramanèh, whom this wonderful, evil product of secret China had stolen from me  for so I now adjudged it.

Rely upon me! I said grimly. I

The words ceased  frozen on my tongue.

There are things that one seeks to forget, but it is my lot often to remember the sound which at that moment literally struck me rigid with horror. Yet it was only a groan; but, merciful God! I pray that it may never be my lot to listen to such a groan again.

Smith drew a sibilant breath.

Its Eltham! he whispered hoarsely, theyre torturing

No, no! screamed a womans voice  a voice that thrilled me anew, but with another emotion. Not that, not

I distinctly heard the sound of a blow. Followed a sort of vague scuffling. A door somewhere at the back of the house opened  and shut again. Some one was coming along the passage towards us!

Stand back! Smiths voice was low, but perfectly steady. Leave it to me!

Nearer came the footsteps and nearer. I could hear suppressed sobs. The door opened, admitting again the faint light  and Kâramanèh came in. The place was quite unfurnished, offering no possibility of hiding; but to hide was unnecessary.

Her slim figure had not crossed the threshold ere Smith had his arm about the girls waist and one hand clapped to her mouth. A stifled gasp she uttered, and he lifted her into the room.

Shut the door, Petrie, he directed.

I stepped forward and closed the door. A faint perfume stole to my nostrils  a vague, elusive breath of the East, reminiscent of strange days that, now, seemed to belong to a remote past. Kâramanèh! that faint, indefinable perfume was part of her dainty personality; it may appear absurd  impossible  but many and many a time I had dreamt of it.

In my breast pocket, rapped Smith; the light.

I bent over the girl as he held her. She was quite still, but I could have wished that I had had more certain mastery of myself. I took the torch from Smiths pocket and, mechanically, directed it upon the captive.

She was dressed very plainly, wearing a simple blue skirt, and white blouse. It was easy to divine that it was she whom Eltham had mistaken for a French maid. A brooch set with a ruby was pinned at the point where the blouse opened  gleaming fierily and harshly against the soft skin. Her face was pale and her eyes wide with fear.

There is some cord in my right-hand pocket, said Smith. I came provided. Tie her wrists.

I obeyed him, silently. The girl offered no resistance, but I think I never essayed a less congenial task than that of binding her white wrists. The jewelled fingers lay quite listlessly in my own.

Make a good job of it! rapped Smith significantly.

A flush rose to my cheeks, for I knew well enough what he meant.

She is fastened, I said, and I turned the ray of the torch upon her again.

Smith removed his hand from her mouth but did not relax his grip of her. She looked up at me with eyes in which I could have sworn there was no recognition. But a flush momentarily swept over her face, and left it pale again.

We shall have to  gag her

Smith, I cant do it!

The girls eyes filled with tears and she looked up at my companion pitifully.

Please dont be cruel to me, she whispered, with that soft accent which always played havoc with my composure. Every one  every one  is cruel to me. I will promise  indeed I will swear, to be quiet. Oh, believe me, if you can save him I will do nothing to hinder you. Her beautiful head drooped. Have some pity for me as well.

Kâramanèh, I said, we would have believed you once. We cannot now.

She started violently.

You know my name! Her voice was barely audible. Yet I have never seen you in my life

See if the door locks, interrupted Smith harshly.

Dazed by the apparent sincerity in the voice of our lovely captive  vacant from wonder of it all  I opened the door, felt for, and found, a key.

We left Kâramanèh crouching against the wall; her great eyes were turned towards me fascinatedly. Smith locked the door with much care. We began a tip-toed progress along the dimly-lighted passage.

From beneath a door on the left, and near the end, a brighter light shone. Beyond that again was another door. A voice was speaking in the lighted room; yet I could have sworn that Kâramanèh had come, not from there but from the room beyond  from the far end of the passage.

But the voice!  who, having once heard it, could ever mistake that singular voice, alternately guttural and sibilant.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was speaking!

I have asked you, came with ever-increasing clearness (Smith had begun to turn the knob), to reveal to me the name of your correspondent in Nan-Yang. I have suggested that he may be the Mandarin Yen-Sun-Yat, but you have declined to confirm me. Yet I know (Smith had the door open a good three inches and was peering in) that some official, some high official, is a traitor. Am I to resort again to the question to learn his name?

Ice seemed to enter my veins at the unseen inquisitors intonation of the words the question. This was the twentieth century; yet there, in that damnable room....

Smith threw the door open.

Through a sort of haze, born mostly of horror, but not entirely, I saw Eltham, stripped to the waist and tied, with his arms upstretched, to a rafter in the ancient ceiling. A Chinaman, who wore a slop-shop blue suit and who held an open knife in his hand, stood beside him. Eltham was ghastly white. The appearance of his chest puzzled me momentarily, then I realized that a sort of tourniquet of wire-netting was screwed so tightly about him that the flesh swelled out in knobs through the mesh. There was blood  

God in heaven! screamed Smith frenziedly, they have the wire-jacket on him! Shoot down that damned Chinaman, Petrie! Shoot! Shoot!

Lithely as a cat the man with the knife leapt around  but I raised the Browning, and deliberately  with a cool deliberation that came to me suddenly  shot him through the head. I saw his oblique eyes turn up to the whites; I saw the mark squarely between his brows; and with no word nor cry he sank to his knees and toppled forward with one yellow hand beneath him and one outstretched, clutching  clutching  convulsively. His pigtail came unfastened and began to uncoil, slowly, like a snake.

I handed the pistol to Smith; I was perfectly cool, now; and I leapt forward, took up the bloody knife from the floor and cut Elthams lashings. He sank into my arms.

Praise God, he murmured weakly. He is more merciful to me than perhaps I deserve. Unscrew ... the jacket, Petrie ... I think ... I was very near to ... weakening. Praise the good God, who ... gave me ... fortitude....

I got the screw of the accursed thing loosened, but the act of removing the jacket was too agonizing for Eltham  man of iron though he was. I laid him swooning on the floor.

Where is Fu-Manchu?

Nayland Smith, from just within the door, threw out the query in a tone of stark amaze. I stood up  I could do nothing more for the poor victim at the moment  and looked about me.

The room was innocent of furniture, save for heaps of rubbish on the floor, and a tin oil-lamp hung on the wall. The dead Chinaman lay close beside Smith. There was no second door, the one window was barred and from this room we had heard the voice, the unmistakable, unforgettable voice, of Fu-Manchu.

But Dr. Fu-Manchu was not there!

Neither of us could accept the fact for a moment; we stood there, looking from the dead man to the tortured man who had only swooned, in a state of helpless incredulity.

Then the explanation flashed upon us both, simultaneously, and with a cry of baffled rage Smith leapt along the passage to the second door. It was wide open. I stood at his elbow when he swept its emptiness with the ray of his pocket-lamp.

There was a speaking-tube fixed between the two rooms!

Smith literally ground his teeth.



Yet, Petrie, he said, we have learnt something. Fu-Manchu had evidently promised Eltham his life if he would divulge the name of his correspondent. He meant to keep his word; it is a sidelight on his character.

How so?

Eltham has never seen Dr. Fu-Manchu, but Eltham knows certain parts of China better than you know the Strand. Probably, if he saw Fu-Manchu, he would recognize him for whom he really is, and this, it seems, the Doctor is anxious to avoid.

We ran back to where we had left Kâramanèh.

The room was empty!

Defeated, Petrie! said Smith bitterly. The Yellow Devil is loosed on London again!

He leant from the window and the skirl of a police whistle split the stillness of the night.


CHAPTER IV

THE CRY OF A NIGHTHAWK

Such were the episodes that marked the coming of Dr. Fu-Manchu to London, that awakened fears long dormant and reopened old wounds  nay, poured poison into them. I strove desperately, by close attention to my professional duties, to banish the very memory of Kâramanèh from my mind; desperately, but how vainly! Peace was for me no more, joy was gone from the world, and only mockery remained as my portion.

Poor Eltham we had placed in a nursing establishment, where his indescribable hurts could be properly tended; and his uncomplaining fortitude not infrequently made me thoroughly ashamed of myself. Needless to say, Smith had made such other arrangements as were necessary to safeguard the injured man, and these proved so successful that the malignant being whose plans they thwarted abandoned his designs upon the heroic clergyman and directed his attention elsewhere, as I must now proceed to relate.

Dusk always brought with it a cloud of apprehension, for darkness must ever be the ally of crime; and it was one night, long after the clocks had struck the mystic hour, when churchyards yawn, that the hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu again stretched out to grasp a victim. I was dismissing a chance patient.

Good night, Dr. Petrie, he said.

Good night, Mr. Forsyth, I replied; and having conducted my late visitor to the door, I closed and bolted it, switched off the light, and went upstairs.

My patient was chief officer of one of the P. and O. boats. He had cut his hand rather badly on the homeward run, and signs of poisoning having developed, had called to have the wound treated, apologizing for troubling me at so late an hour, but explaining that he had only just come from the docks. The hall clock announced the hour of one as I ascended the stairs. I found myself wondering what there was in Mr. Forsyths appearance which excited some vague and elusive memory. Coming to the top floor, I opened the door of a front bedroom and was surprised to find the interior in darkness.

Smith! I called.

Come here and watch! was the terse response.

Nayland Smith was sitting in the dark at the open window and peering out across the common. Even as I saw him, a dim silhouette, I could detect that tensity in his attitude which told of high-strung nerves.

I joined him.

What is it? I asked curiously.

I dont know. Watch that clump of elms.

His masterful voice had the dry tone in it betokening excitement. I leaned on the ledge beside him and looked out. The blaze of stars almost compensated for the absence of the moon, and the night had a quality of stillness that made for awe. This was a tropical summer, and the common, with its dancing lights dotted irregularly about it, had an unfamiliar look to-night. The clump of nine elms showed as a dense and irregular mass, lacking detail.

Such moods as that which now claimed my friend are magnetic. I had no thought of the nights beauty, for it only served to remind me that somewhere amid Londons millions was lurking an uncanny being, whose life was a mystery, whose very existence was a scientific miracle.

Wheres your patient? rapped Smith.

His abrupt query diverted my thoughts into a new channel. No footstep disturbed the silence of the high-road. Where was my patient?

I craned from the window. Smith grabbed my arm.

Dont lean out, he said.

I drew back, glancing at him surprisedly.

For Heavens sake, why not?

Ill tell you presently, Petrie. Did you see him?

I did, and I cant make out what he is doing. He seems to have remained standing at the gate for some reason.

He has seen it! snapped Smith. Watch those elms.

His hand remained upon my arm, gripping it nervously. Shall I say that I was surprised? I can say it with truth. But I shall add that I was thrilled, eerily; for this subdued excitement and alert watching of Smiths could only mean one thing:

Fu-Manchu!

And that was enough to set me watching as keenly as he; to set me listening, not only for sounds outside the house but for sounds within. Doubts, suspicions, dreads heaped themselves up in my mind. Why was Forsyth standing there at the gate? I had never seen him before, to my knowledge, yet there was something oddly reminiscent about the man. Could it be that his visit formed part of a plot? Yet his wound had been genuine enough. Thus my mind worked, feverishly; such was the effect of an unspoken thought  Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smiths grip tightened on my arm.

There it is again, Petrie! he whispered. Look, look!

His words were wholly unnecessary. I, too, had seen it; a wonderful and uncanny sight. Out of the darkness under the elms, low down upon the ground, grew a vaporous blue light. It flared up, elfinish, then began to ascend. Like an igneous phantom, a witch flame, it rose, higher, higher, higher, to what I adjudged to be some twelve feet or more from the ground. Then, high in the air, it died away again as it had come!

For Gods sake, Smith, what was it?

Dont ask me, Petrie. I have seen it twice. We

He paused. Rapid footsteps sounded below. Over Smiths shoulder I saw Forsyth cross the road, climb the low rail, and set out across the common.

Smith sprang impetuously to his feet.

We must stop him! he said hoarsely; then, clapping a hand to my mouth as I was about to call out Not a sound, Petrie!

He ran out of the room and went blundering downstairs in the dark, crying:

Out through the garden  the side entrance!

I overtook him as he threw wide the door of my dispensing room. Through he ran and opened the door at the other end. I followed him out, closing it behind me. The smell from some tobacco plants in a neighbouring flower-bed was faintly perceptible; no breeze stirred; and in the great silence I could hear Smith, in front of me, tugging at the bolt of the gate.

Then he had it open, and I stepped out, close on his heels, and left the door ajar.

We must not appear to have come from your house, explained Smith rapidly. I will go along to the high-road and cross to the common a hundred yards up, where there is a pathway, as though homeward bound to the north side. Give me half a minutes start, then you proceed in an opposite direction and cross from the corner of the next road. Directly you are out of the light of the street lamps, get over the rails and run for the elms!

He thrust a pistol into my hand and was off.

While he had been with me, speaking in that incisive impetuous way of his, his dark face close to mine, and his eyes gleaming like steel, I had been at one with him in his feverish mood, but now, when I stood alone in that staid and respectable by-way, holding a loaded pistol in my hand, the whole thing became utterly unreal.

It was in an odd frame of mind that I walked to the next corner, as directed, for I was thinking, not of Dr. Fu-Manchu, the great and evil man who dreamed of Europe and America under Chinese rule, not of Nayland Smith, who alone stood between the Chinaman and the realization of his monstrous schemes, not even of Kâramanèh, the slave girl, whose glorious beauty was a weapon of might in Fu-Manchus hand, but of what impression I must have made upon a patient had I encountered one then.

Such were my ideas up to the moment that I crossed to the common and vaulted into the field on my right. As I began to run toward the elms I found myself wondering what it was all about, and for what we were come. Fifty yards west of the trees it occurred to me that if Smith had counted on cutting Forsyth off we were too late, for it appeared to me that he must already be in the coppice.

I was right. Twenty paces more I ran, and ahead of me, from the elms, came a sound. Clearly it came through the still air  the eerie hoot of a nighthawk. I could not recall ever to have heard the cry of that bird on the common before, but oddly enough I attached little significance to it until, in the ensuing instant, a most dreadful scream  a scream in which fear and loathing and anger were hideously blended  thrilled me with horror.

After that I have no recollection of anything until I found myself standing by the southernmost elm.

Smith! I cried breathlessly. Smith! my God! where are you?

As if in answer to my cry came an indescribable sound, a mingled sobbing and choking. Out from the shadows staggered a ghastly figure  that of a man whose face appeared to be streaked. His eyes glared at me madly, and he moved the air with his hands like one blind and insane with fear.

I started back; words died upon my tongue. The figure reeled, and the man fell babbling and sobbing at my very feet.

Inert I stood, looking down at him. He writhed a moment  and was still. The silence again became perfect. Then, from somewhere beyond the elms, Nayland Smith appeared. I did not move. Even when he stood beside me, I merely stared at him fatuously.

I let him walk to his death, Petrie, I heard dimly. God forgive me  God forgive me!

The words aroused me.

Smith  my voice came as a whisper for one awful moment I thought

So did some one else, he rapped. Our poor sailor has met the end designed for me, Petrie!

At that I realized two things: I knew why Forsyths face had struck me as being familiar in some puzzling way, and I knew why Forsyth now lay dead upon the grass. Save that he was a fair man and wore a slight moustache, he was, in features and build, the double of Nayland Smith!


CHAPTER V

THE NET

We raised the poor victim and turned him over on his back. I dropped upon my knees, and with unsteady fingers began to strike a match. A slight breeze was arising and sighing gently through the elms, but, screened by my hands, the flame of the match took life. It illuminated wanly the sun-baked face of Nayland Smith, his eyes gleaming with unnatural brightness. I bent forward, and the dying light of the match touched that other face.

Oh, God! whispered Smith.

A faint puff of wind extinguished the match.

In all my surgical experience I had never met with anything quite so horrible. Forsyths livid face was streaked with tiny streams of blood, which proceeded from a series of irregular wounds. One group of these clustered upon his left temple, another beneath his right eye, and others extended from the chin down to the throat. They were black, almost like tattoo marks, and the entire injured surface was bloated indescribably. His fists were clenched; he was quite rigid.

Smiths piercing eyes were set upon me eloquently as I knelt on the path and made my examination  an examination which that first glimpse when Forsyth came staggering out from the trees had rendered useless  a mere matter of form.

Hes quite dead, Smith, I said huskily. Its  unnatural  it

Smith began beating his fist into his left palm and taking little, short, nervous strides up and down beside the dead man. I could hear a car skirling along the high-road, but I remained there on my knees staring dully at the disfigured bloody face which but a matter of minutes since had been that of a clean-looking British seaman. I found myself contrasting his neat, squarely trimmed moustache with the bloated face above it, and counting the little drops of blood which trembled upon its edge. There were footsteps approaching. I arose. The footsteps quickened, and I turned as a constable ran up.

Whats this? he demanded gruffly, and stood with his fists clenched, looking from Smith to me and down at that which lay between us. Then his hand flew to his breast; there was a silvern gleam and  

Drop that whistle! snapped Smith, and struck it from the mans hand. Wheres your lantern? Dont ask questions!

The constable started back and was evidently debating upon his chances with the two of us, when my friend pulled a letter from his pocket and thrust it under the mans nose.

Read that! he directed harshly, and then listen to my orders.

There was something in his voice which changed the officers opinion of the situation. He directed the light of his lantern upon the open letter, and seemed to be stricken with wonder.

If you have any doubt, continued Smith you may not be familiar with the Commissioners signature  you have only to ring up Scotland Yard from Dr. Petries house, to which we shall now return to disperse it. He pointed to Forsyth. Help us to carry him there. We must not be seen; this must be hushed up. You understand? It must not get into the Press

The man saluted respectfully, and the three of us addressed ourselves to the mournful task. By slow stages we bore the dead man to the edge of the common, carried him across the road and into my house, without exciting attention even on the part of those vagrants who nightly slept out in the neighbourhood.

We laid our burden upon the surgery table.

You will want to make an examination, Petrie, said Smith in his decisive way, and the officer here might phone for the ambulance. I have some investigations to make also. I must have the pocket lamp.

He raced upstairs to his room, and an instant later came running down again. The front door banged.

The telephone is in the hall, I said to the constable.

Thank you, sir.

He went out of the surgery as I switched on the lamp over the table and began to examine the marks upon Forsyths skin. These, as I have said, were in groups and nearly all in the form of elongated punctures; a fairly deep incision with a pear-shaped and superficial scratch beneath it. One of the tiny wounds had penetrated the right eye.

The symptoms, or those which I had been enabled to observe as Forsyth had first staggered into view from among the elms, were most puzzling. Clearly enough the muscles of articulation and the respiratory muscles had been affected; and now the livid face, dotted over with tiny wounds (they were also on the throat), set me mentally groping for a clue to the manner of his death.

No clue presented itself; and my detailed examination of the body availed me nothing. The grey herald of dawn was come when the police arrived with the ambulance and took Forsyth away.

I was just taking my cap from the rack when Nayland Smith returned.

Smith! I cried, have you found anything?

He stood there in the grey light of the hall-way tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

The bronzed face looked very gaunt, I thought, and his eyes were bright with that febrile glitter which once I had disliked, but which I had learned from experience to be due to tremendous nervous excitement. At such times he could act with icy coolness, and his mental faculties seemed temporarily to acquire an abnormal keenness. He made no direct reply, but  

Have you any milk? he jerked abruptly.

So wholly unexpected was the question that for a moment I failed to grasp it. Then  

Milk! I began.

Exactly, Petrie! If you can find me some milk, I shall be obliged.

I turned to descend to the kitchen, when  

The remains of the turbot from dinner, Petrie, would also be welcome, and I think I should like a trowel.

I stopped at the stairhead and faced him.

I cannot suppose that you are joking, Smith, I said, but

He laughed dryly.

Forgive me, old man, he replied. I was so preoccupied with my own train of thought that it never occurred to me how absurd my request must have sounded. I will explain my singular tastes later; at the moment, hustle is the watchword.

Evidently he was in earnest, and I ran downstairs accordingly, returning with a garden trowel, a plate of cold fish, and a glass of milk.

Thanks, Petrie, said Smith. If you would put the milk in a jug

I was past wondering, so I simply went and fetched a jug, into which he poured the milk. Then, with the trowel in his pocket, the plate of cold turbot in one hand and the milk-jug in the other, he made for the door. He had it open, when another idea evidently occurred to him.

Ill trouble you for the pistol, Petrie.

I handed him the pistol without a word.

Dont assume that I want to mystify you, he added, but the presence of any one else might jeopardize my plan. I dont expect to be long.

The cold light of dawn flooded the hall-way momentarily; then the door closed again and I went upstairs to my study, watching Nayland Smith as he strode across the common in the early morning mist. He was making for the Nine Elms, but I lost sight of him before he reached them.

I sat there for some time, watching for the first glow of sunrise. A policeman tramped past the house, and, a while later, a belated reveller in evening clothes. That sense of unreality assailed me again. Out there in the grey mist a man who was vested with powers which rendered him a law unto himself, who had the British Government behind him in all that he might choose to do, who had been summoned from Rangoon to London on singular and dangerous business, was employing himself with a plate of cold turbot, a jug of milk, and a trowel!

Away to the right, and just barely visible, a tramcar stopped by the common, then proceeded on its way, coming in a westerly direction. Its lights twinkled yellowly through the greyness, but I was less concerned with the approaching car than with the solitary traveller who had descended from it.

As the car went rocking by below me I strained my eyes in an endeavour more clearly to discern the figure, which, leaving the high-road, had struck-out across the common. It was that of a woman, who seemingly carried a bulky bag or parcel.

One must be a gross materialist to doubt that there are latent powers in man which man, in modern times, neglects or knows not how to develop. I became suddenly conscious of a burning curiosity respecting this lonely traveller who travelled at an hour so strange. With no definite plan in mind, I went downstairs, took a cap from the rack and walked briskly out of the house and across the common in a direction which I thought would enable me to head off the woman.

I had slightly miscalculated the distance, as Fate would have it, and with a patch of gorse effectually screening my approach, I came upon her, kneeling on the damp grass and unfastening the bundle which had attracted my attention. I stopped and watched her.

She was dressed in bedraggled fashion in rusty black, wore a common black straw hat and a thick veil; but it seemed to me that the dexterous hands at work untying the bundle were slim and white, and I perceived a pair of hideous cotton gloves lying on the turf beside her. As she threw open the wrappings and lifted out something that looked like a small shrimping-net, I stepped around the bush, crossed silently the intervening patch of grass and stood beside her.

A faint breath of perfume reached me  of a perfume which, like the secret incense of Ancient Egypt, seemed to assail my soul. The glamour of the Orient was in that subtle essence, and I only knew one woman who used it. I bent over the kneeling figure.

Good morning, I said; can I assist you in any way?

She came to her feet like a startled deer, and flung away from me with the lithe movement of some Eastern dancing-girl.

Now came the sun, and its heralding rays struck sparks from the jewels upon the white fingers of this woman who wore the garments of a mendicant. My heart gave a great leap. It was with difficulty that I controlled my voice.

There is no cause for alarm, I added.

She stood watching me; even through the coarse veil I could see how her eyes glittered. I stooped and picked up the net.

Oh! The whispered word was scarcely audible; but it was enough. I doubted no longer.

This is a net for bird-snaring, I said. What strange bird are you seeking, Kâramanèh?

With a passionate gesture Kâramanèh snatched off the veil, and with it the ugly black hat. The cloud of wonderful intractable hair came rumpling about her face, and her glorious eyes blazed out upon me. How beautiful they were, with the dark beauty of an Egyptian night; how often had they looked into mine in dreams!

To labour against a ceaseless yearning for a woman whom one knows, upon evidence that none but a fool might reject, to be worthless  evil; is there any torture to which the soul of man is subject, more pitiless? Yet this was my lot, for what past sins assigned to me I was unable to conjecture; and this was the woman, this lovely slave of a monster, this creature of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I suppose you will declare that you do not know me! I said harshly.

Her lips trembled, but she made no reply.

It is very convenient to forget, sometimes, I ran on bitterly, then checked myself, for I knew that my words were prompted by a feckless desire to hear her defence, by a fools hope that it might be an acceptable one. I looked again at the net contrivance in my hand; it had a strong spring fitted to it and a line attached. Quite obviously it was intended for snaring. What were you about to do? I demanded sharply; but in my heart, poor fool that I was, I found admiration for the exquisite arch of Kâramanèhs lips, and reproach because they were so tremulous.

She spoke then.

Dr. Petrie

Well?

You seem to be  angry with me, not so much because  of what I do, as because I do not remember you. Yet

Kindly do not revert to the matter, I interrupted. You have chosen, very conveniently, to forget that once we were friends. Please yourself; but answer my question.

She clasped her hands with a sort of wild abandon.

Why do you treat me so? she cried. She had the most fascinating accent imaginable. Throw me into prison, kill me if you like for what I have done! She stamped her foot. For what I have done! But do not torture me, try to drive me mad with your reproaches  that I forget you! I tell you  again I tell you  that until you came one night, last week, to rescue some one from  (there was the old trick of hesitating before the name of Fu-Manchu) from him, I had never, never seen you!

The dark eyes looked into mine, afire with a positive hunger for belief  or so I was sorely tempted to suppose. But the facts were against her.

Such a declaration is worthless, I said, as coldly as I could. You are a traitress; you betray those who are mad enough to trust you

I am no traitress! she blazed at me. Her eyes were magnificent.

This is mere nonsense. You think that it will pay you better to serve Fu-Manchu than to remain true to your friends. Your slavery  for I take it you are posing as a slave again  is evidently not very harsh. You serve Fu-Manchu, lure men to their destruction, and in return he loads you with jewels, lavishes gifts

Ah! so!

She sprang forward, raising flaming eyes to mine; her lips were slightly parted. With that wild abandon which betrayed the desert blood in her veins, she wrenched open the neck of her bodice and slipped a soft shoulder free of the garment. She twisted around, so that the white skin was but inches removed from me.

These are some of the gifts that he lavishes upon me!

I clenched my teeth. Insane thoughts flooded my mind. For that creamy skin was wealed with the marks of the lash!

She turned, quickly rearranging her dress, and watching me the while. I could not trust myself to speak for a moment, then  

If I am a stranger to you, as you claim, why do you give me your confidence? I asked.

I have known you long enough to trust you! she said simply, and turned her head aside.

Then why do you serve this inhuman monster?

She snapped her fingers oddly, and looked up at me from under her lashes. Why do you question me if you think that everything I say is a lie?

It was a lesson in logic  from a woman! I changed the subject.

Tell me what you came here to do, I demanded.

She pointed to the net in my hands.

To catch birds; you have said so yourself.

What bird?

She shrugged her shoulders.

And now a memory was born within my brain: it was that of the cry of the nighthawk which had harbingered the death of Forsyth! The net was a large and strong one; could it be that some horrible fowl of the air  some creature unknown to Western naturalists  had been released upon the common last night? I thought of the marks upon Forsyths face and throat; I thought of the profound knowledge of obscure and dreadful things possessed by the Chinaman.

The wrapping in which the net had been lay at my feet. I stooped and took out from it a wicker basket. Kâramanèh stood watching me and biting her lip, but she made no move to check me. I opened the basket. It contained a large phial, the contents of which possessed a pungent and peculiar smell.

I was utterly mystified.

You will have to accompany me to my house, I said sternly.

Kâramanèh upturned her great eyes to mine. They were wide with fear. She was on the point of speaking when I extended my hand to grasp her. At that, the look of fear was gone and one of rebellion held its place. Ere I had time to realize her purpose, she flung back from me with that wild grace which I had met with in no other woman, turned  and ran!

Fatuously, net and basket in hand, I stood looking after her. The idea of pursuit came to me certainly; but I doubted if I could outrun her. For Kâramanèh ran, not like a girl used to town or even country life, but with the lightness and swiftness of a gazelle; ran like the daughter of the desert that she was.

Some two hundred yards she went, stopped, and looked back. It would seem that the sheer joy of physical effort had aroused the devil in her, the devil that must lie latent in every woman with eyes like the eyes of Kâramanèh.

In the ever-brightening sunlight I could see the lithe figure swaying; no rags imaginable could mask its beauty. I could see the red lips and gleaming teeth. Then  and it was music good to hear, despite its taunt  she laughed defiantly, turned, and ran again!

I resigned myself to defeat; I blush to add, gladly! Some evidences of a world awakening were perceptible about me now. Feathered choirs hailed the new day joyously. Carrying the mysterious contrivance which I had captured from the enemy, I set out in the direction of my house, my mind very busy with conjectures respecting the link between this bird-snare and the cry like that of a nighthawk which we had heard at the moment of Forsyths death.

The path that I had chosen led me around the border of the Mound Pond  a small pool having an islet in the centre. Lying at the margin of the pond I was amazed to see the plate and jug which Nayland Smith had borrowed recently.

Dropping my burden, I walked down to the edge of the water. I was filled with a sudden apprehension. Then, as I bent to pick up the now empty jug, came a hail:

All right, Petrie! Shall join you in a moment!

I started up, looked to right and left; but, although the voice had been that of Nayland Smith, no sign could I discern of his presence!

Smith! I cried. Smith!

Coming!

Seriously doubting my senses, I looked in the direction from which the voice had seemed to proceed  and there was Nayland Smith.

He stood on the islet in the centre of the pond, and, as I perceived him, he walked down into the shallow water and waded across to me!

Good heavens! I began.

One of his rare laughs interrupted me.

You must think me mad this morning, Petrie! he said. But I have made several discoveries. Do you know what that islet in the pond really is?

Merely an islet, I suppose.

Nothing of the kind; it is a burial mound, Petrie! It marks the site of one of the Plague Pits where victims were buried during the Great Plague of London. You will observe that although you have seen it every morning for some years, it remains for a British Commissioner lately resident in Burma to acquaint you with its history! Hullo!  the laughter was gone from his eyes, and they were steely hard again what the blazes have we here?

He picked up the net. What! A bird-trap!

Exactly! I said.

Smith turned his searching gaze upon me. Where did you find it, Petrie?

I did not exactly find it, I replied; and I related to him the circumstances of my meeting with Kâramanèh.

He directed that cold stare upon me throughout the narrative, and when, with some embarrassment, I had told him of the girls escape  

Petrie, he said succinctly, you are an imbecile!

I flushed with anger, for not even from Nayland Smith, whom I esteemed above all other men, could I accept such words uttered as he had uttered them. We glared at one another.

Kâramanèh, he continued coldly, is a beautiful toy, I grant you; but so is a cobra. Neither is suitable for playful purposes.

Smith! I cried hotly, drop that! Adopt another tone or I cannot listen to you!

You must listen, he said, squaring his lean jaw truculently. You are playing, not only with a pretty girl who is the favourite of a Chinese Nero, but with my life! And I object, Petrie, on purely personal grounds!

I felt my anger oozing from me; for this was strictly just. I had nothing to say and Smith continued:

You know that she is utterly false, yet a glance or two from those dark eyes of hers can make a fool of you! A woman made a fool of me once, but I learned my lesson; you have failed to learn yours. If you are determined to go to pieces on the rock that broke up Adam, do so! But dont involve me in the wreck, Petrie, for that might mean a yellow emperor of the world, and you know it!

Your words are unnecessarily brutal, Smith, I said, feeling very crestfallen, but there  perhaps I fully deserve them all.

You do! he assured me, but he relaxed immediately. A murderous attempt is made upon my life, resulting in the death of a perfectly innocent man in no way concerned. Along you come and let an accomplice, perhaps a participant, escape, merely because she has a red mouth, or black lashes, or whatever it is that fascinates you so hopelessly!

He opened the wicker basket, sniffing at the contents.

Ah! he snapped, do you recognize this odour?

Certainly.

Then you have some idea respecting Kâramanèhs quarry?

Nothing of the kind!

Smith shrugged his shoulders.

Come along, Petrie, he said, linking his arm in mine.

We proceeded. Many questions there were that I wanted to put to him, but one above all.

Smith, I said, what, in Heavens name, were you doing on the mound? Digging something up?

No, he replied, smiling dryly, burying something!


CHAPTER VI

UNDER THE ELMS

Dusk found Nayland Smith and me at the top bedroom window. We knew, now that poor Forsyths body had been properly examined, that he had died from poisoning. Smith, declaring that I did not deserve his confidence, had refused to confide in me his theory of the origin of the peculiar marks upon the body.

On the soft ground under the trees, he said, I found his tracks right up to the point where  something happened. There were no other fresh tracks for several yards around. He was attacked as he stood close to the trunk of one of the elms. Six or seven feet away I found some other tracks, very much like this.

He marked a series of dots upon the blotting-pad, for this conversation took place during the afternoon.

Claws! I cried. That eerie call! like the call of a nighthawk  is it some unknown species of  flying thing?

We shall see, shortly; possibly to-night, was his reply. Since, probably owing to the absence of any moon, a mistake was made  his jaw hardened at the thought of poor Forsyth another attempt along the same lines will almost certainly follow  you know Fu-Manchus system?

So in the darkness, expectant, we sat watching the group of nine elms. To-night the moon was come, raising her Aladdins lamp up to the star world and summoning magic shadows into being. By midnight the high-road showed deserted, the common was a place of mystery; and save for the periodical passage of an electric car, in blazing modernity, this was a fit enough stage for an eerie drama.

No notice of the tragedy had appeared in print; Nayland Smith was vested with powers to silence the Press. No detectives, no special constables, were posted. My friend was of opinion that the publicity which had been given to the deeds of Dr. Fu-Manchu in the past, together with the sometimes clumsy co-operation of the police, had contributed not a little to the Chinamans success.

There is only one thing to fear, he jerked suddenly; he may not be ready for another attempt to-night.

Why?

Since he has only been in England for a short time, his menagerie of venomous things may be a limited one at present.

Earlier in the evening there had been a brief but violent thunderstorm, with a tropical downpour of rain, and now clouds were scudding across the blue of the sky. Through a temporary rift in the veiling the crescent of the moon looked down upon us. It had a greenish tint, and it set me thinking of the filmed, green eyes of Fu-Manchu.

The cloud passed and a lake of silver spread out to the edge of the coppice; where it terminated at a shadow bank.

There it is, Petrie! hissed Nayland Smith.

A lambent light was born in the darkness; it rose slowly, unsteadily, to a great height, and died.

Its under the trees, Smith!

But he was already making for the door. Over his shoulder:

Bring the pistol, Petrie! he cried; I have another. Give me at least twenty yards start or no attempt may be made. But the instant Im under the trees, join me.

Out of the house we ran, and over on to the common, which latterly had been a pageant-ground for phantom warring. The light did not appear again; and as Smith plunged off toward the trees, I wondered if he knew what uncanny thing was hidden there. I more than suspected that he had solved the mystery.

His instructions to keep well in the rear I understood. Fu-Manchu, or the creature of Fu-Manchu, would attempt nothing in the presence of a witness. But we knew full well that the instrument of death which was hidden in the elm coppice could do its ghastly work and leave no clue, could slay and vanish. For had not Forsyth come to a dreadful end while Smith and I were within twenty yards of him?

Not a breeze stirred, as Smith, ahead of me  for I had slowed my pace  came up level with the first tree. The moon sailed clear of the straggling cloud wisps which alone told of the recent storm; and I noted that an irregular patch of light lay silvern on the moist ground under the elms where otherwise lay shadow.

He passed on, slowly. I began to run again. Black against the silvern patch, I saw him emerge  and look up.

Be careful, Smith! I cried  and I was racing under the trees to join him.

Uttering a loud cry, he leaped  away from the pool of light.

Stand back, Petrie! he screamed. Back! farther!

He charged into me, shoulder lowered, and sent me reeling!

Mixed up with his excited cry I had heard a loud splintering and sweeping of branches overhead; and now as we staggered into the shadows it seemed that one of the elms was reaching down to touch us! So, at least, the phenomenon presented itself to my mind in that fleeting moment while Smith, uttering his warning cry, was hurling me back.

Then the truth became apparent.

With an appalling crash, a huge bough fell from above. One piercing awful shriek there was, a crackling of broken branches, and a choking groan....

The crack of Smiths pistol close beside me completed my confusion of mind.

Missed! he yelled. Shoot it, Petrie! On your left! For Gods sake dont miss it!

I turned. A lithe black shape was streaking past me. I fired  once  twice. Another frightful cry made yet more hideous the nocturne.

Nayland Smith was directing the ray of a pocket torch upon the fallen bough.

Have you killed it, Petrie? he cried.

Yes, yes!

I stood beside him, looking down. From the tangle of leaves and twigs an evil yellow face looked up at us. The features were contorted with agony, but the malignant eyes, wherein light was dying, regarded us with inflexible hatred. The man was pinned beneath the heavy bough; his back was broken; and, as we watched, he expired, frothing slightly at the mouth, and quitted his tenement of clay leaving those glassy eyes set hideously upon us.

The pagan gods fight upon our side, said Smith strangely. Elms have a dangerous habit of shedding boughs in still weather  particularly after a storm. Pan, god of the woods, with this one has performed Justices work of retribution.

I dont understand. Where was this man  ?

Up the tree, lying along the bough which fell, Petrie! That is why he left no footmarks. Last night no doubt he made his escape by swinging from bough to bough, ape-fashion, and descending to the ground somewhere at the other side of the coppice.

He glanced at me.

You are wondering, perhaps, he suggested, what caused the mysterious light? I could have told you this morning, but I fear I was in a bad temper, Petrie. Its very simple; a length of tape soaked in spirit or something of the kind, and sheltered from the view of any one watching from your windows, behind the trunk of the tree; then, the end ignited, lowered, still behind the tree, to the ground. The operator swinging it around, the flame ascended, of course. I found the unburned fragment of the tape used last night, a few yards from here.

I was peering down at Fu-Manchus servant, the hideous yellow man who lay dead in a bower of elm leaves.

He has some kind of leather bag beside him, I began.

Exactly! rapped Smith. In that he carried his dangerous instrument of death; from that he released it!

Released what?

What your fascinating friend came to recapture this morning.

Dont taunt me, Smith! I said bitterly. Is it some species of bird?

You saw the marks on Forsyths body, and I told you of those which I had traced upon the ground here. They were caused by claws, Petrie!

Claws! I thought so! But what claws?

The claws of a poisonous thing. I recaptured the one used last night, killed it  against my will  and buried it on the mound. I was afraid to throw it in the pond, lest some juvenile fisherman should pull it out and sustain a scratch. I dont know how long the claws would remain venomous.

You are treating me like a child, Smith, I said, slowly. No doubt I am hopelessly obtuse, but perhaps you will tell me what this Chinaman carried in a leather bag and released upon Forsyth. It was something which you recaptured, apparently with the aid of a plate of cold turbot and a jug of milk. It was something, also, which Kâramanèh had been sent to recapture with the aid

I stopped.

Go on, said Nayland Smith, turning the ray to the left; what did she have in the basket?

Valerian, I replied mechanically.

The ray rested upon the lithe creature that I had shot down.

It was a black cat!

A cat will go through fire and water for valerian, said Smith; but I got first innings this morning with fish and milk! I had recognized the imprints under the trees for those of a cat, and I knew that if a cat had been released here it would still be hiding in the neighbourhood, probably in the bushes. I finally located a cat, sure enough, and came for bait! I laid my trap, for the animal was too frightened to be approachable, and then shot it; I had to. That yellow fiend used the light as a decoy. The branch which killed him jutted out over the path at a spot where an opening in the foliage above allowed some moon rays to penetrate. Directly the victim stood beneath, the Chinaman uttered his bird-cry; the one below looked up, and the cat, previously held silent and helpless in the leather sack, was dropped accurately upon his head!

But I was growing confused.

Smith stooped lower.

The cats claws are sheathed now, he said; but if you could examine them you would find that they are coated with a shining black substance. Only Fu-Manchu knows what that substance is, Petrie; but you and I know what it can do!


CHAPTER VII

ENTER MR. ABEL SLATTIN

I dont blame you! rapped Nayland Smith. Suppose we say, then, a thousand pounds if you show us the present hiding-place of Fu-Manchu, the payment to be in no way subject to whether we profit by your information or not?

Abel Slattin shrugged his shoulders, racially, and returned to the armchair which he had just quitted. He reseated himself, placing his hat and cane upon my writing-table.

A little agreement in black and white? he suggested smoothly.

Smith raised himself up out of the white cane chair, and, bending forward over a corner of the table, scribbled busily upon a sheet of notepaper with my fountain-pen.

The while he did so, I covertly studied our visitor. He lay back in the armchair, his heavy eyelids lowered deceptively. He was a thought overdressed  a big man, dark-haired and well-groomed, who toyed with a monocle most unsuitable to his type. During the preceding conversation, I had been vaguely surprised to note Mr. Abel Slattins marked American accent.

Sometimes, when Slattin moved, a big diamond which he wore upon the third finger of his right hand glittered magnificently. There was a sort of bluish tint underlying the dusky skin, noticeable even in his hands but proclaiming itself significantly in his puffy face and especially under the eyes. I diagnosed a labouring valve somewhere in the heart system.

Nayland Smiths pen scratched on. My glance strayed from our Semitic caller to his cane, lying upon the red leather before me. It was of most unusual workmanship, apparently Indian, being made of some kind of dark brown, mottled wood, bearing a marked resemblance to a snakes skin; and the top of the cane was carved in conformity, to represent the head of what I took to be a puff-adder, fragments of stone, or beads, being inserted to represent the eyes, and the whole thing being finished with an artistic realism almost startling.

When Smith had tossed the written page to Slattin, and he, having read it with an appearance of carelessness, had folded it neatly and placed it in his pocket, I said:

You have a curio here?

Our visitor, whose dark eyes revealed all the satisfaction which, by his manner, he sought to conceal, nodded and took up the cane in his hand.

It comes from Australia, doctor, he replied; its aboriginal work, and was given to me by a client. You thought it was Indian? Everybody does. Its my mascot.

Really?

It is indeed. Its former owner ascribed magical powers to it! In fact, I believe he thought that it was one of those staffs mentioned in biblical history

Aarons rod? suggested Smith, glancing at the cane.

Something of the sort, said Slattin, standing up and again preparing to depart.

You will phone us, then? asked my friend.

You will hear from me to-morrow, was the reply.

Smith returned to the cane armchair, and Slattin, bowing to both of us, made his way to the door as I rang for the girl to show him out.

Considering the importance of his proposal, I began, as the door closed, you hardly received our visitor with cordiality.

I hate to have any relations with him, answered my friend; but we must not be squeamish respecting our instruments in dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu. Slattin has a rotten reputation  even for a private inquiry agent. He is little better than a blackmailer

How do you know?

Because I called on our friend Weymouth at the Yard yesterday and looked up the mans record.

Whatever for?

I knew that he was concerning himself, for some reason, in the case. Beyond doubt he has established some sort of communication with the Chinese group; I am only wondering

You dont mean

Yes  I do, Petrie! I tell you he is unscrupulous enough to stoop even to that.

No doubt Slattin knew that this gaunt, eager-eyed Burmese commissioner was vested with ultimate authority in his quest of the mighty Chinaman who represented things unutterable, whose potentialities for evil were boundless as his genius, who personified a secret danger, the extent and nature of which none of us truly understood. And, learning of these things, with unerring Semitic instinct he had sought an opening in this glittering Rialto. But there were two bidders!

You think he may have sunk so low as to become a creature of Fu-Manchu? I asked, aghast.

Exactly! If it paid him well I do not doubt that he would serve that master as readily as any other. His record is about as black as it well could be. Slattin is, of course, an assumed name; he was known as Lieutenant Pepley when he belonged to the New York Police, and he was kicked out of the service for complicity in an unsavoury Chinatown case.

Chinatown!

Yes, Petrie, it made me wonder, too; and we must not forget that he is undeniably a clever scoundrel.

Shall you keep any appointment which he may suggest?

Undoubtedly. But I shall not wait until to-morrow.

What!

I propose to pay a little informal visit to Mr. Abel Slattin to-night.

At his office?

No; at his private residence. If, as I more than suspect, his object is to draw us into some trap, he will probably report his favourable progress to his employer to-night!

Then we should have followed him!

Nayland Smith stood up and divested himself of the old shooting-jacket.

He has been followed, Petrie, he replied, with one of his rare smiles. Two C.I.D. men have been watching the house all night!

This was entirely characteristic of my friends farseeing methods.

By the way, I said, you saw Eltham this morning. He will soon be convalescent. Where, in Heavens name, can he

Dont be alarmed on his behalf, Petrie, interrupted Smith. His life is no longer in danger.

I stared, stupidly.

No longer in danger!

He received, some time yesterday, a letter, written in Chinese, upon Chinese paper, and enclosed in an ordinary business envelope, having a typewritten address and bearing a London postmark.

Well?

As nearly as I can render the message in English it reads: Although, because you are a brave man, you would not betray your correspondent in China, he has been discovered. He was a mandarin, and as I cannot write the name of a traitor, I may not name him. He was executed four days ago. I salute you and pray for your speedy recovery.  Fu-Manchu.

Fu-Manchu! But it is almost certainly a trap.

On the contrary, Petrie, Fu-Manchu would not have written in Chinese unless he were sincere; and, to clear all doubt, I received a cable this morning reporting that the Mandarin Yen-Sun-Yat was assassinated in his own garden, in Nan-Yang, one day last week.


CHAPTER VIII

DR. FU-MANCHU STRIKES

Together we marched down the slope of the quiet, suburban avenue; to take pause before a small, detached house displaying the hatchet boards of the estate agent. Here we found unkempt laurel bushes, and acacias run riot, from which arboreal tangle protruded the notice: To be Let or Sold.

Smith, with an alert glance to right and left, pushed open the wooden gate and drew me in upon the gravel path. Darkness mantled all; for the nearest street lamp was fully twenty yards beyond.

From the miniature jungle bordering the path, a soft whistle sounded.

Is that Carter? called Smith sharply.

A shadowy figure uprose, and vaguely I made it out for that of a man in the unobtrusive blue serge which is the undress uniform of the Force.

Well? rapped my companion.

Mr. Slattin returned ten minutes ago, sir, reported the constable. He came in a cab which he dismissed

He has not left again?

A few minutes after his return, the man continued, another cab came up, and a lady alighted.

A lady!

The same, sir, that has called upon him before.

Smith! I whispered, plucking at his arm is it  ?

He half turned, nodding his head; and my heart began to throb foolishly. For now the manner of Slattins campaign suddenly was revealed to me. In our operations against the Chinese murder-group two years before, we had had an ally in the enemys camp  Kâramanèh, the beautiful slave, whose presence in those happenings of the past had coloured the sometimes sordid drama with the opulence of old Arabia; who had seemed a fitting figure for the romances of Bagdad during the Caliphate  Kâramanèh, whom I had thought sincere, whose inscrutable Eastern soul I had presumed, fatuously, to have laid bare and analysed.

Now once again she was plying her old trade of go-between; professing to reveal the secrets of Dr. Fu-Manchu, and all the time  I could not doubt it  inveigling men into the net of this awful fisher.

Yesterday, I had been her dupe; yesterday, I had rejoiced in my captivity. To-day, I was not the favoured one; to-day I had not been selected recipient of her confidences  confidences sweet, seductive, deadly: but Abel Slattin, a plausible rogue, who, in justice, should be immured in Sing Sing, was chosen out, was enslaved by those lovely mysterious eyes, was taking to his soul the lies which fell from those perfect lips, triumphant in a conquest that must end in his undoing; deeming, poor fool, that for love of him this pearl of the Orient was about to betray her master, to resign herself a prize to the victor!

Companioned by these bitter reflections, I had lost the remainder of the conversation between Nayland Smith and the police officer; now, casting off the succubus memory which threatened to obsess me, I put forth a giant mental effort to purge my mind of this uncleanness, and became again an active participant in the campaign against the Master  the director of all things noxious.

Our plans being evidently complete, Smith seized my arm, and I found myself again out upon the avenue. He led me across the road and into the gate of a house almost opposite. From the fact that two upper windows were illuminated, I adduced that the servants were retiring; the other windows were in darkness, except for one on the ground floor to the extreme left of the building, through the lowered venetian blinds whereof streaks of light shone out.

Slattins study! whispered Smith. He does not anticipate surveillance, and you will note that the window is wide open!

With that my friend crossed the strip of lawn, and, careless of the fact that his silhouette must have been visible to any one passing the gate, climbed carefully up the artificial rockery intervening, and crouched upon the window-ledge peering into the room.

A moment I hesitated, fearful that if I followed I should stumble or dislodge some of the lava blocks of which the rockery was composed.

Then I heard that which summoned me to the attempt, whatever the cost.

Through the open window came the sound of a musical voice  a voice possessing a haunting accent, possessing a quality which struck upon my heart and set it quivering as though it were a gong hung in my bosom.

Kâramanèh was speaking.

Upon hands and knees, heedless of damage to my garments, I crawled up beside Smith. One of the laths was slightly displaced and over this my friend was peering in. Crouching close beside him, I peered in also.

I saw the study of a business man, with its files, neatly arranged works of reference, roll-top desk, and Milner safe. Before the desk, in a revolving chair, sat Slattin. He sat half-turned towards the window, leaning back and smiling; so that I could note the gold crown which preserved the lower left molar. In an armchair by the window, close, very close, and sitting with her back to me, was Kâramanèh!

She, who, in my dreams, I always saw, was ever seeing, in an Eastern dress, with gold bands about her white ankles, with jewel-laden fingers, with jewels in her hair, wore now a fashionable costume and a hat that could only have been produced in Paris. Kâramanèh was the one Oriental woman I had ever known who could wear European clothes; and as I watched that exquisite profile, I thought that Delilah must have been just such another as this; that, excepting the Empress Poppæ, history has record of no woman who, looking so innocent, was yet so utterly vile.

Yes, my dear, Slattin was saying, and through his monocle ogling his beautiful visitor, I shall be ready for you to-morrow night.

I felt Smith start at the words.

There will be a sufficient number of men?

Kâramanèh put the question in a strangely listless way.

My dear little girl, replied Slattin, rising and standing looking down at her, with his gold tooth twinkling in the lamplight, there will be a whole division, if a whole division is necessary.

He sought to take her white gloved hand, which rested upon the chair arm; but she evaded the attempt with seeming artlessness, and stood up. Slattin fixed his bold gaze upon her.

So now, give me my orders, he said.

I am not prepared to do so, yet, replied the girl composedly; but now that I know you are ready, I can make my plans.

She glided past him to the door, avoiding his outstretched arm with an artless art which made me writhe; for once I had been the willing victim of all these wiles.

But began Slattin.

I will ring you up in less than half an hour, said Kâramanèh; and without further ceremony, she opened the door.

I still had my eyes glued to the aperture in the blind, when Smith began tugging at my arm.

Down! you fool! he hissed sharply; if she sees us, all is lost!

Realizing this, and none too soon, I turned, and rather clumsily followed my friend. I dislodged a piece of granite in my descent; but, fortunately Slattin had gone out into the hall and could not well have heard it.

We were crouching around an angle of the house, when a flood of light poured down the steps, and Kâramanèh rapidly descended. I had a glimpse of a dark-faced man who evidently had opened the door for her; then all my thoughts were centred upon that graceful figure receding from me in the direction of the avenue. She wore a loose cloak, and I saw this fluttering for a moment against the white gate-posts; then she was gone.

Yet Smith did not move. Detaining me with his hand he crouched there against a quick-set hedge; until, from a spot lower down the hill, we heard the start of the cab, which had been waiting. Twenty seconds elapsed, and from some other distant spot a second cab started.

Thats Weymouth! snapped Smith. With decent luck, we should know Fu-Manchus hiding-place before Slattin tells us!

But

Oh! as it happens hes apparently playing the game. In the half-light, Smith stared at me significantly. Which makes it all the more important, he concluded, that we should not rely upon his aid!

Those grim words were prophetic.

My companion made no attempt to communicate with the detective (or detectives) who shared our vigil; we took up a position close under the lighted study window and waited  waited.

Once, a taxi-cab laboured hideously up the steep gradient of the avenue.... It was gone. The lights at the upper windows above us became extinguished. A policeman tramped past the gateway, casually flashing his lamp in at the opening. One by one the illuminated windows in other houses visible to us became dull; then lived again as mirrors for the pallid moon. In the silence, words spoken within the study were clearly audible; and we heard some one  presumably the man who had opened the door  inquire if his services would be wanted again that night.

Smith inclined his head and hung over me in a tense attitude, in order to catch Slattins reply.

Yes, Burke, it came, I want you to sit up until I return; I shall be going out shortly.

Evidently the man withdrew at that; for a complete silence followed which prevailed for fully half an hour. I sought cautiously to move my cramped limbs, unlike Smith, who seeming to have sinews of piano-wire, crouched beside me immovable, untiringly. Then loud upon the stillness, broke the strident note of the telephone bell.

I started, nervously, clutching at Smiths arm. It felt hard as iron to my grip.

Hullo! I heard Slattin call, who is speaking?... Yes, yes! This is Mr. A. S.... I am to come at once?... I know where  yes!... You will meet me there?... Good!  I shall be with you in half an hour.... Good-bye!

Distinctly I heard the creak of the revolving office-chair as Slattin rose; then Smith had me by the arm, and we were flying swiftly away from the door to take up our former post around the angle of the building. This gained  

Hes going to his death! rapped Smith beside me; but Carter has a cab from the Yard waiting in the nearest rank. We shall follow to see where he goes  for it is possible that Weymouth may have been thrown off the scent; then, when we are sure of his destination, we can take a hand in the game! We

The end of the sentence was lost to me  drowned in such a frightful wave of sound as I despair to describe. It began with a high, thin scream, which was choked off staccato fashion; upon it followed a loud and dreadful cry uttered with all the strength of Slattins lungs.

Oh, God! he cried, and again Oh, God!

This in turn merged into a sort of hysterical sobbing.

I was on my feet now, and automatically making for the door. I had a vague impression of Nayland Smiths face beside me, the eyes glassy with a fearful apprehension. Then the door was flung open, and, in the bright light of the hall-way, I saw Slattin standing  swaying and seemingly fighting with the empty air.

What is it? For Gods sake, what has happened? reached my ears dimly  and the man Burke showed behind his master. White-faced I saw him to be; for now Smith and I were racing up the steps.

Ere we could reach him, Slattin, uttering another choking cry, pitched forward and lay half across the threshold.

We burst into the hall, where Burke stood with both his hands raised dazedly to his head. I could hear the sound of running feet upon the gravel, and knew that Carter was coming to join us.

Burke, a heavy man with a lowering, bull-dog type of face, collapsed on to his knees beside Slattin, and began softly to laugh in little rising peals.

Drop that! snapped Smith, and grasping him by the shoulders, he sent him spinning along the hall-way, where he sank upon the bottom step of the stairs, to sit with his outstretched fingers extended before his face, and peering at us grotesquely through the crevices.

There were rustlings and subdued cries from the upper part of the house. Carter came in out of the darkness, carefully stepping over the recumbent figure; and the three of us stood there in the lighted hall looking down at Slattin.

Help me to move him back, directed Smith tensely; far enough to close the door.

Between us we accomplished this, and Carter fastened the door. We were alone with the shadow of Fu-Manchus vengeance; for as I knelt beside the body on the floor, a look and a touch sufficed to tell me that this was but clay from which the spirit had fled!

Smith met my glance as I raised my head, and his teeth came together with a loud snap; the jaw muscles stood out prominently beneath the dark skin; and his face was grimly set in that old, half-despairful expression which I knew so well but which boded so ill for whomsoever occasioned it.

Dead, Petrie  already?

Lightning could have done the work no better. Can I turn him over?

Smith nodded.

Together we stooped and rolled the heavy body on its back. A flood of whispers came sibilantly from the stairway. Smith spun around rapidly, and glared upon the group of half-dressed servants.

Return to your rooms! he rapped imperiously: let no one come into the hall without my orders.

The masterful voice had its usual result; there was a hurried retreat to the upper landing. Burke, shaking like a man with an ague, sat on the lower step, pathetically drumming his palms upon his uplifted knees.

I warned him, I warned him! he mumbled monotonously, I warned him, oh, I warned him!

Stand up! shouted Smith, stand up and come here!

The man, with his frightened eyes turning to right and left, and seeming to search for something in the shadows about him, advanced obediently.

Have you a flask? demanded Smith of Carter.

The detective silently administered to Burke a stiff restorative.

Now, continued Smith, you, Petrie, will want to examine him, I suppose? He pointed to the body. And in the meantime I have some questions to put to you, my man.

He clapped his hand upon Burkes shoulder.

My God! Burke broke out, I was ten yards from him when it happened!

No one is accusing you, said Smith less harshly; but since you were the only witness, it is by your aid that we hope to clear the matter up.

Exerting a gigantic effort to regain control of himself, Burke nodded, watching my friend with a childlike eagerness. During the ensuing conversation, I examined Slattin for marks of violence; and of what I found, more anon.

In the first place, said Smith, you say that you warned him. When did you warn him, and of what?

I warned him, sir, that it would come to this

That what would come to this?

His dealings with the Chinamen!

He had dealings with Chinamen?

He accidentally met a Chinaman at an East End gaming-house, a man he had known in Frisco  a man called Singapore Charlie

What! Singapore Charlie!

Yes, sir, the same man that had a dope-shop, two years ago, down Ratcliffe way

There was a fire

But Singapore Charlie escaped, sir.

And he is one of the gang?

He is one of what we used to call, in New York, the Seven Group.

Smith began to tug at the lobe of his left ear, reflectively, as I saw out of the corner of my eye.

The Seven Group! he mused. That is significant. I always suspected that Dr. Fu-Manchu and the notorious Seven Group were one and the same. Go on, Burke.

Well, sir, the man continued more calmly, the lieutenant

The lieutenant! began Smith; then: Oh! of course; Slattin used to be a police lieutenant!

Well, sir, he  Mr. Slattin  had a sort of hold on this Singapore Charlie, and two years ago, when he first met him, he thought that with his aid he was going to pull off the biggest thing of his life

Forestall me, in fact?

Yes, sir; but you got in first with the big raid  and spoiled it.

Smith nodded grimly, glancing at the Scotland Yard man, who returned his nod with equal grimness.

A couple of months ago, resumed Burke, he met Charlie again down East, and the Chinaman introduced him to a girl  some sort of an Egyptian girl.

Go on! snapped Smith. I know her.

He saw her a good many times  and she came here once or twice. She made out that she and Singapore Charlie were prepared to give away the boss of the Yellow gang

For a price, of course?

I suppose so, said Burke; but I dont know. I only know that I warned him.

Hm! muttered Smith. And now, what took place to-night?

He had an appointment here with the girl, began Burke.

I know all that, interrupted Smith. I merely want to know what took place after the telephone call.

Well, he told me to wait up, and I was dozing in the next room to the study  the dining-room  when the phone bell aroused me. I heard the lieutenant  Mr. Slattin  coming out, and I ran out too, but only in time to see him taking his hat from the rack

But he wears no hat!

He never got it off the peg! Just as he reached up to take it, he gave a most frightful scream, and turned around like lightning as though some one had attacked him from behind!

There was no one else in the hall?

No one at all. I was standing down there outside the dining-room just by the stairs, but he didnt turn in my direction, he turned and looked right behind him  where there was no one  nothing. His cries were frightful. Burkes voice broke, and he shuddered feverishly. Then he made a rush for the front door. It seemed as though he had not seen me. He stood there screaming; but, before I could reach him, he fell....

Nayland Smith fixed a piercing gaze upon Burke.

Is that all you know? he demanded slowly.

As God is my judge, sir, thats all I know, and all I saw. There was no living thing near him when he met his death.

We shall see, muttered Smith. He turned to me. What killed him, Petrie? he asked shortly.

Apparently something which occasioned a minute wound on the left wrist, I replied, and, stooping, I raised the already cold hand in mine.

A tiny, inflamed wound showed on the wrist; and a certain puffiness was becoming observable in the injured hand and arm. Smith bent down and drew a quick, sibilant breath.

You know what this is, Petrie? he cried.

Certainly. It was too late to employ a ligature and useless to inject ammonia. Death was practically instantaneous. His heart....

There came a loud knocking and ringing.

Carter! cried Smith, turning to the detective, open that door to no one  no one. Explain who I am

But if it is the inspector  ?

I said, open the door to no one! snapped Smith. Burke, stand exactly where you are! Carter, you can speak to whoever knocks through the letter-box. Petrie, dont move for your life! It may be here, in the hall way!...


CHAPTER IX

THE CLIMBER

Our search of the house of Abel Slattin ceased only with the coming of the dawn and yielded nothing but disappointment. Failure followed upon failure; for, in the grey light of the morning, our own quest concluded, Inspector Weymouth returned to report that the girl, Kâramanèh, had thrown him off the scent.

Again he stood before me, the big, burly friend of old and dreadful days: a little greyer above the temples, which I set down for a record of former horrors; but deliberate, stoical, thorough, as ever. His blue eyes melted in the old generous way as he saw me, and he gripped my hand in greeting.

Once again, he said, your dark-eyed friend has been too clever for me, doctor. But the track, as far as I could follow, leads to the old spot. In fact  he turned to Smith, who, grim-faced and haggard, looked thoroughly ill in that grey light I believe Fu-Manchus lair is somewhere near the former opium-den of Shen-Yan Singapore Charlie!

Smith nodded.

We will turn our attention in that direction, he replied, at a very early date.

Inspector Weymouth looked down at the body of Abel Slattin.

How was it done? he asked softly.

Clumsily for Fu-Manchu, I replied. A snake was introduced into the house by some means

By Kâramanèh! rapped Smith.

Very possibly by Kâramanèh, I continued firmly. The thing has escaped us.

My own idea, said Smith, is that it was concealed about his clothing. When he fell by the open door it glided out of the house. We must have the garden searched thoroughly by daylight.

He  Weymouth glanced at that which lay upon the floor must be moved; but otherwise we can leave the place untouched, clear out the servants, and lock the house up!

I have already given orders to that effect, answered Smith. He spoke wearily and with a note of conscious defeat in his voice. Nothing has been disturbed  he swept his arm around comprehensively papers and so forth you can examine at leisure.

Presently we quitted that house upon which the fateful Chinaman had set his seal, as the suburb was awakening to a new day. The clank of milk-cans was my final impression of the avenue to which a dreadful minister of death had come at the bidding of the death lord. We left Inspector Weymouth in charge and returned to my rooms, scarcely exchanging a word upon the way.

Nayland Smith, ignoring my entreaties, composed himself for slumber in the white cane chair in my study. About noon he retired to the bath-room and, returning, made a pretence to breakfast; then resumed his seat in the cane armchair. Carter reported in the afternoon, but his report was merely formal. Returning from my round of professional visits at half-past five, I found Nayland Smith in the same position; and so the day waned into evening, and dusk fell uneventfully.

In the corner of the big room by the empty fireplace, Nayland Smith lay, his long, lean frame extended in the white cane chair. A tumbler, from which two straws protruded, stood by his right elbow, and a perfect continent of tobacco smoke lay between us, wafted towards the door by the draught from an open window. He had littered the hearth with matches and tobacco ash, being the most untidy smoker I had ever met; and save for his frequent rappings out of his pipe bowl and perpetual striking of matches, he had shown no sign of activity for the past hour. Collarless and wearing an old tweed jacket, he had spent the evening, as he had spent the day, in the cane chair, only quitting it for some ten minutes, or less, to toy with dinner.

My several attempts at conversation had elicited nothing but growls; therefore, as dusk descended, having dismissed my few patients, I busied myself collating my notes upon the renewed activity of the Yellow Doctor, and was thus engaged when the phone bell disturbed me. It was Smith who was wanted, however; and he went out eagerly, leaving me to my task.

At the end of a lengthy conversation, he returned from the phone and began, restlessly, to pace the room. I made a pretence of continuing my labours, but covertly I was watching him. He was twitching at the lobe of his left ear, and his face was a study in perplexity. Abruptly he burst out:

I shall throw the thing up, Petrie! Either I am growing too old to cope with such an adversary as Fu-Manchu, or else my intellect has become dull. I cannot seem to think clearly or consistently. For the Doctor, this crime, this removal of Slattin, is clumsy  unfinished. There are two explanations. Either he, too, is losing his old cunning, or he has been interrupted!

Interrupted!

Take the facts, Petrie. Smith clapped his hands upon my table and bent down, peering into my eyes. Is it characteristic of Fu-Manchu to kill a man by the direct agency of a snake and to implicate one of his own damnable servants in this way?

But we have found no snake!

Kâramanèh introduced one in some way. Do you doubt it?

Certainly Kâramanèh visited him on the evening of his death, but you must be perfectly well aware that even if she had been arrested, no jury could convict her.

Smith resumed his restless pacings up and down.

You are very useful to me, Petrie, he rapped; as a counsel for the defence you constantly rectify my errors of prejudice. Yet I am convinced that our presence at Slattins house last night prevented Fu-Manchu from finishing off this little matter as he had designed to do.

What has given you this idea?

Weymouth is responsible. He has rung me up from the Yard. The constable on duty at the house where the murder was committed, reports that some one, less than an hour ago, attempted to break in.

Break in!

Ah! you are interested? I thought the circumstance illuminating, also!

Did the officer see this person?

No; he only heard him. It was some one who endeavoured to enter by the bath-room window, which, I am told, may be reached fairly easily by an agile climber.

The attempt did not succeed?

No; the constable interrupted, but failed to make a capture or even to secure a glimpse of the man.

We were both silent for some moments; then  

What do you propose to do? I asked.

We must not let Fu-Manchus servants know, replied Smith, but to-night I shall conceal myself in Slattins house and remain there for a week or a day  it matters not how long  until that attempt is repeated. Quite obviously, Petrie, we have overlooked something which implicates the murderer with the murder! In short, either by accident, by reason of our superior vigilance, or by the clumsiness of his plans, Fu-Manchu for once in an otherwise blameless career has left a clue!


CHAPTER X

THE CLIMBER RETURNS

In utter darkness we groped our way through into the hall of Slattins house, having entered, stealthily, from the rear; for Smith had selected the study as a suitable base of operations. We reached it without mishap, and presently I found myself seated in the very chair which Kâramanèh had occupied; my companion took up a post just within the widely opened door.

So we commenced our ghostly business in the house of the murdered man  a house from which, but a few hours since, his body had been removed. This was such a vigil as I had endured once before, when, with Nayland Smith and another, I had waited for the coming of one of Fu-Manchus death agents.

Of all the sounds which one by one now began to detach themselves from the silence, there was a particular sound, homely enough at another time, which spoke to me more dreadfully than the rest. It was the ticking of the clock upon the mantelpiece; and I thought how this sound must have been familiar to Abel Slattin, how it must have formed part and parcel of his life, as it were, and how it went on now  tick-tick-tick-tick  whilst he, for whom it had ticked, lay unheeding  would never heed it more.

As I grew more accustomed to the gloom, I found myself staring at the office chair; once I found myself expecting Abel Slattin to enter the room and occupy it. There was a little China Buddha upon a bureau in one corner, with a gilded cap upon its head, and as some reflection of the moonlight sought out this little cap, my thoughts grotesquely turned upon the murdered mans gold tooth.

Vague creakings from within the house, sounds as though of stealthy footsteps upon the stairs, set my nerves tingling; but Nayland Smith gave no sign, and I knew that my imagination was magnifying these ordinary night sounds out of all proportion to their actual significance. Leaves rustled faintly outside the window at my back: I construed their sibilant whispers into the dreaded name  Fu-Manchu  Fu-Manchu  Fu-Manchu!

So wore on the night; and, when the ticking clock hollowly boomed the hour of one, I almost leapt out of my chair, so highly strung were my nerves, and so appallingly did the sudden clangour beat upon them. Smith, like a man of stone, showed no sign. He was capable of so subduing his constitutionally high-strung temperament, at times, that temporarily he became immune from human dreads. On such occasion he would be icily cool amid universal panic; but, his object accomplished, I have seen him in such a state of collapse, that utter nervous exhaustion is the only term by which I can describe it.

Tick-tick-tick-tick went the clock, and, my heart still thumping noisily in my breast, I began to count the tickings; one, two, three, four, five, and so on to a hundred, and from one hundred to many hundreds.

Then, out from the confusion of minor noises, a new, arresting sound detached itself. I ceased my counting; no longer I noted the tick-tick of the clock, nor the vague creakings, rustlings and whispers. I saw Smith, shadowly, raise his hand in warning  in needless warning; for I was almost holding my breath in an effort of acute listening.

From high up in the house this new sound came  from above the topmost rooms, it seemed, up under the roof; a regular squeaking, oddly familiar, yet elusive. Upon it followed a very soft and muffled thud; then a metallic sound as of a rusty hinge in motion; then a new silence, pregnant with a thousand possibilities more eerie than any clamour.

My mind was rapidly at work. Lighting the topmost landing of the house was a sort of glazed trap, evidently set in the floor of a loft-like place extending over the entire building. Somewhere in the red-tiled roof above, there presumably existed a corresponding skylight or lantern.

So I argued; and, ere I had come to any proper decision, another sound, more intimate, came to interrupt me.

This time I could be in no doubt; some one was lifting the trap above the stairhead  slowly, cautiously, and all but silently. Yet to my ears, attuned to trifling disturbances, the trap creaked and groaned noisily.

Nayland Smith waved to me to take a stand on the other side of the opened door  behind it, in fact, where I should be concealed from the view of any one descending the stair.

I stood up and crossed the floor to my new post.

A dull thud told of the trap fully raised and resting upon some supporting joist. A faint rustling (of discarded garments, I told myself) spoke to my newly awakened, acute perceptions, of the visitor preparing to lower himself to the landing. Followed a groan of woodwork submitted to sudden strain  and the unmistakable pad of bare feet upon the linoleum of the top corridor.

I knew now that one of Dr. Fu-Manchus uncanny servants had gained the roof of the house by some means, had broken through the skylight and had descended by means of the trap beneath on to the landing.

In such a tensed-up state as I cannot describe, nor, at this hour mentally reconstruct, I waited for the creaking of the stairs which should tell of the creatures descent.

I was disappointed. Removed scarce a yard from me as he was, I could hear Nayland Smiths soft, subdued breathing; but my eyes were all for the darkened hall-way, for the smudgy outline of the stair-rail with the faint patterning in the background, which, alone, indicated the wall.

It was amid an utter silence, unheralded by even so slight a sound as those which I had acquired the power of detecting  that I saw the continuity of the smudgy line of stair-rail to be interrupted.

A dark patch showed upon it, just within my line of sight, invisible to Smith on the other side of the doorway, and some ten or twelve stairs up.

No sound reached me, but the dark patch vanished  and reappeared three feet lower down.

Still I knew that this phantom approach must be unknown to my companion  and I knew that it was impossible for me to advise him of it unseen by the dreaded visitor.

A third time the dark patch  the hand of one who, ghostly, silent, was creeping down into the hall-way  vanished and reappeared on a level with my eyes. Then a vague shape became visible; no more than a blur upon the dim design of the wall-paper ... and Nayland Smith got his first sight of the stranger.

The clock on the mantelpiece boomed out the half-hour.

At that, such was my state (I blush to relate it), I uttered a faint cry!

It ended all secrecy  that hysterical weakness of mine. It might have frustrated our hopes; that it did not do so was in no measure due to me. But in a sort of passionate whirl, the ensuing events moved swiftly.

Smith hesitated not one instant. With a panther-like leap he hurled himself into the hall.

The lights, Petrie! he cried, the lights! The switch is near the street door!

I clenched my fists in a swift effort to regain control of my treacherous nerves, and, bounding past Smith, and past the foot of the stair, I reached out my hand to the switch, the situation of which, fortunately, I knew.

Around I came, in response to a shrill cry from behind me  an inhuman cry, less a cry than the shriek of some enraged animal....

With his left foot upon the first stair, Nayland Smith stood, his lean body bent perilously backward, his arms rigidly thrust out, and his sinewy fingers gripping the throat of an almost naked man  a man whose brown body glistened unctuously, whose shaven head was apish low, whose bloodshot eyes were the eyes of a mad dog! His teeth, upper and lower, were bared; they glistened, they gnashed, and a froth was on his lips. With both his hands, he clutched a heavy stick, and once  twice, he brought it down upon Nayland Smiths head!

I leapt forward to my friends aid; but as though the blows had been those of a feather, he stood like some figure of archaic statuary, nor for an instant relaxed the death-grip which he had upon his adversarys throat.

Thrusting my way up the stairs, I wrenched the stick from the hand of the dacoit  for in this glistening brown man I recognized one of that deadly brotherhood who hailed Dr. Fu-Manchu their Lord and Master.



I cannot dwell upon the end of that encounter; I cannot hope to make acceptable to my readers an account of how Nayland Smith, glassy-eyed, and with consciousness ebbing from him instant by instant, stood there, a realization of Leightons Athlete, his arms rigid as iron bars even after Fu-Manchus servant hung limply in that frightful grip.

In his last moment of consciousness, with the blood from his wounded head trickling down into his eyes, he pointed to the stick which I had torn from the grip of the dacoit, and which I still held in my hand.

Not Aarons rod, Petrie! he gasped hoarsely ... the rod of Moses!  Slattins stick!

Even in upon my anxiety for my friend, amazement intruded.

But, I began  and turned to the rack in which Slattins favourite cane at that moment reposed  had reposed at the time of his death.

Yes! There stood Slattins cane; we had not moved it; we had disturbed nothing in that stricken house; there it stood, in company with an umbrella and a malacca.

I glanced at the cane in my hand. Surely there could not be two such in the world?

Smith collapsed on the floor at my feet.

Examine the one in the rack, Petrie, he whispered, almost inaudibly, but do not touch it. It may not be yet....

I propped him up against the foot of the stairs, and as the constable began knocking violently at the street door, crossed to the rack and lifted out the replica of the cane which I held in my hand.

A faint cry from Smith  and as if it had been a leprous thing, I dropped the cane instantly.

Merciful God! I groaned.

Although, in every other particular, it corresponded with that which I held  which I had taken from the dacoit  which he had come to substitute for the cane now lying upon the floor  in one dreadful particular it differed.

Up to the snakes head it was an accurate copy; but the head lived!

Either from pain, fear, or starvation, the thing confined in the hollow tube of this awful duplicate was become torpid. Otherwise, no power on earth could have saved me from the fate of Abel Slattin; for the creature was an Australian death-adder.


CHAPTER XI

THE WHITE PEACOCK

Nayland Smith wasted no time in pursuing the plan of campaign which he had mentioned to Inspector Weymouth. Less than forty-eight hours after quitting the house of the murdered Slattin I found myself bound along Whitechapel Road upon strange enough business.

A very fine rain was falling, which rendered it difficult to see clearly from the windows; but the weather apparently had little effect upon the commercial activities of the district. The cab was threading a hazardous way through the cosmopolitan throng crowding the street. On either side of me extended a row of stalls, seemingly established in opposition to the more legitimate shops upon the inner side of the pavement.

Jewish hawkers, many of them in their shirt-sleeves, acclaimed the rarity of the bargains which they had to offer; and, allowing for the difference of costume, these tireless Israelites, heedless of climatic conditions, sweating at their mongery, might well have stood, not in a squalid London thoroughfare, but in an equally squalid market-street of the Orient.

They offered linen and fine raiment; from foot-gear to hair-oil their wares ranged. They enlivened their auctioneering with conjuring tricks and witty stories, selling watches by the aid of legerdemain, and fancy vests by grace of a seasonable anecdote.

Poles, Russians, Serbs, Roumanians, Jews of Hungary, and Italians of Whitechapel mingled in the throng. Near East and Far East rubbed shoulders. Pidgin English contested with Yiddish for the ownership of some tawdry article offered by an auctioneer whose nationality defied conjecture, save that always some branch of his ancestry had drawn nourishment from the soil of Eternal Judæa.

Some wearing mens caps, some with shawls thrown over their oily locks, and some, more true to primitive instincts, defying, bare-headed, the unkindly elements, bedraggled women  more often than not burdened with muffled infants  crowded the pavements and the roadway, thronged about the stalls like white ants about some choicer carrion.

And the fine drizzling rain fell upon all alike, pattering upon the hood of the taxi-cab; trickling down the front windows; glistening upon the unctuous hair of those in the street who were hatless; dewing the bare arms of the auctioneers, and dripping, melancholy, from the tarpaulin coverings of the stalls. Heedless of the rain above and of the mud beneath, North, South, East and West mingled their cries, their bids, their blandishments, their raillery, mingled their persons in that joyless throng.

Sometimes a yellow face showed close to one of the streaming windows; sometimes a black-eyed, pallid face, but never a face wholly sane and healthy. This was an underworld where squalor and vice went hand in hand through the beautiless streets, a melting-pot of the worlds outcasts; this was the shadowland which last night had swallowed up Nayland Smith.

Ceaselessly I peered to right and left, searching amid that rain-soaked company for any face known to me. Whom I expected to find there, I know not, but I should have counted it no matter for surprise had I detected amid that ungracious ugliness the beautiful face of Kâramanèh, the Eastern slave-girl, the leering yellow face of a Burmese dacoit, the gaunt, bronze features of Nayland Smith; a hundred times I almost believed that I had seen the ruddy countenance of Inspector Weymouth, and once (at what instant my heart seemed to stand still) I suffered from the singular delusion that the oblique green eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu peered out from the shadows between two stalls.

It was mere phantasy, of course, the sick imaginings of a mind overwrought. I had not slept and had scarcely tasted food for more than thirty hours; for, following up a faint clue supplied by Burke, Slattins man, and, like his master, an ex-officer of New York Police, my friend, Nayland Smith, on the previous evening, had set out in quest of some obscene den where the man called Shen-Yan  former keeper of an opium shop  was now said to be in hiding. Shen-Yan we knew to be a creature of the Chinese doctor, and only a most urgent call had prevented me from joining Smith upon this promising, though hazardous expedition.

At any rate, Fate willing it so, he had gone without me; and now  although Inspector Weymouth, assisted by a number of C.I.D. men, was sweeping the district about me  to the time of my departure nothing whatever had been heard of Smith. The ordeal of waiting finally had proved too great to be borne. With no definite idea of what I proposed to do, I had thrown myself into the search, filled with such dreadful apprehensions as I hope never again to experience.

I did not know the exact situation of the place to which Smith was gone, for owing to the urgent case which I have mentioned, I had been absent at the time of his departure; nor could Scotland Yard enlighten me upon this point. Weymouth was in charge of the case  under Smiths direction  and since the inspector had left the Yard, early that morning, he had disappeared as completely as Smith, no report having been received from him.

As my driver turned into the black mouth of a narrow, ill-lighted street, and the glare and clamour of the greater thoroughfare died behind me, I sank into the corner of the cab burdened with such a sense of desolation as mercifully comes but rarely.

We were heading now for that strange settlement off the West India Dock Road, which, bounded by Limehouse Causeway and Pennyfields, and narrowly confined within four streets, composes an unique Chinatown, a miniature of that at Liverpool, and of the greater one in San Francisco. Inspired with an idea which promised hopefully, I raised the speaking-tube:

Take me first to the River Police Station, I directed; along Ratcliffe Highway.

The man turned and nodded comprehendingly, as I could see through the wet pane.

Presently we swerved to the right and into an even narrower street. This inclined in an easterly direction, and proved to communicate with a wide thoroughfare along which passed brilliantly lighted electric trams. I had lost all sense of direction, and when, swinging to the left and to the right again, I looked through the window and perceived that we were before the door of the Police Station, I was dully surprised.

In quite mechanical fashion I entered the depôt. Inspector Ryman, our associate in one of the darkest episodes of the campaign with the Yellow Doctor two years before, received me in his office.

By a negative shake of the head, he answered my unspoken question.

The ten oclock boat is lying off the Stone Stairs, doctor, he said, and co-operating with some of the Scotland Yard men who are dragging that district

I shuddered at the word dragging; Ryman had not used it literally, but nevertheless it had conjured up a dread possibility  a possibility in accordance with the methods of Dr. Fu-Manchu. All within space of an instant I saw the tide of Limehouse Reach, the Thames lapping about the green-coated timbers of a dock pier; and rising  falling  sometimes disclosing to the pallid light a rigid hand, sometimes a horribly bloated face  I saw the body of Nayland Smith at the mercy of those oily waters. Ryman continued:

There is a launch out, too, patrolling the riverside from here to Tilbury. Another lies at the breakwater. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. Should you care to take a run down and see for yourself?

No, thanks, I replied, shaking my head. You are doing all that can be done. Can you give me the address of the place to which Mr. Smith went last night?

Certainly, said Ryman; I thought you knew it. You remember Shen-Yans place  by Limehouse Basin? Well, farther east  east of the Causeway, between Gill Street and Three Colt Street  is a block of wooden buildings. You recall them?

Yes, I replied. Is the man established there again, then?

It appears so, but although you have evidently not been informed of the fact, Weymouth raided the establishment in the early hours of this morning!

Well? I cried.

Unfortunately with no result, continued the inspector. The notorious Shen-Yan was missing, and although there is no real doubt that the place is used as a gaming-house, not a particle of evidence to that effect could be obtained. Also  there was no sign of Mr. Nayland Smith, and no sign of the American Burke, who had led him to the place.

Is it certain that they went there?

Two C.I.D. men, who were shadowing, actually saw the pair of them enter. A signal had been arranged, but it was never given; and at about half-past four the place was raided.

Surely some arrests were made?

But there was no evidence! cried Ryman. Every inch of the rat-burrow was searched. The Chinese gentleman who posed as the proprietor of what he claimed to be a respectable lodging-house, offered every facility to the police. What could we do?

I take it that the place is being watched?

Certainly, said Ryman. Both from the river and from the shore. Oh! they are not there! God knows where they are, but they are not there!

I stood for a moment in silence, endeavouring to determine my course; then, telling Ryman that I hoped to see him later, I walked out slowly into the rain and mist, and nodding to the taxi-driver to proceed to our original destination, I re-entered the cab.

As we moved off, the lights of the River Police depôt were swallowed up in the humid murk, and again I found myself being carried through the darkness of those narrow streets, which, like a maze, hold secret within their Labyrinth mysteries great, and at least as foul, as that of Parsiphaë.

The marketing centres I had left far behind me; to my right stretched the broken range of riverside buildings, and beyond them flowed the Thames, a stream heavily burdened with secrets as ever were Tiber or Tigris. On my left, occasional flickering lights broke through the mist, for the most part the lights of taverns; and saving these rents in the veil, the darkness was punctuated with nothing but the faint and yellow luminance of the street lamps.

Ahead was a black mouth, which promised to swallow me up as it had swallowed up my friend.

In short, what with my lowered condition, and consequent frame of mind, and what with the traditions, for me inseparable from that gloomy quarter of London, I was in the grip of a shadowy menace which at any moment might become tangible  I perceived, in the most commonplace objects, the yellow hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

When the cab stopped in a place of utter darkness, I aroused myself with an effort, opened the door, and stepped out into the mud of a narrow lane. A high brick wall frowned upon me from one side, and, dimly perceptible, there towered a smoke stack beyond. On my right uprose the side of a wharf building, shadowly, and some distance ahead, almost obscured by the drizzling rain, a solitary lamp flickered.

I turned up the collar of my raincoat, shivering, as much at the prospect as from physical chill.

You will wait here, I said to the man; and, feeling in my breast-pocket, I added: If you hear the note of a whistle, drive on and rejoin me.

He listened attentively and with a certain eagerness. I had selected him that night for the reason that he had driven Smith and myself on previous occasions and had proved himself a man of intelligence. Transferring a Browning pistol from my hip-pocket to that of my raincoat, I trudged on into the mist.

The headlights of the taxi were swallowed up behind me, and just abreast of the street lamp I stood listening.

Save for the dismal sound of rain, and the trickling of water along the gutters, all about me was silent. Sometimes this silence would be broken by the distant, muffled note of a steam siren; and always, forming a sort of background to the near stillness, was the remote din of riverside activity.

I walked on to the corner just beyond the lamp. This was the street in which the wooden buildings were situated. I had expected to detect some evidences of surveillance, but if any were indeed being observed, it was effectively masked. Not a living creature was visible, peer as I would.

Plans I had none, and perceiving that the street was empty, and that no lights showed in any of the windows, I passed on, only to find that I had entered a cul-de-sac.

A rickety gate gave access to a descending flight of stone steps, the bottom invisible in the denser shadows of an archway, beyond which, I doubted not, lay the river.

Still uninspired by any definite design, I tried the gate and found that it was unlocked. Like some wandering soul, as it has since seemed to me, I descended. There was a lamp over the archway, but the glass was broken, and the rain apparently had extinguished the light; as I passed under it, I could hear the gas whistling from the burner.

Continuing my way, I found myself upon a narrow wharf with the Thames flowing gloomily beneath me. A sort of fog hung over the river, shutting me in. Then came an incident.

Suddenly, quite near, there arose a weird and mournful cry  a cry indescribable, and inexpressibly uncanny!

I started back so violently that how I escaped falling into the river I do not know to this day. That cry, so eerie and so wholly unexpected, had unnerved me; and realizing the nature of my surroundings, and the folly of my presence alone in such a place, I began to edge back towards the foot of the steps, away from the thing that cried; when  a great white shape uprose like a phantom before me!...

There are few men, I suppose, whose lives have been crowded with so many eerie happenings as mine, but this phantom thing which grew out of the darkness, which seemed about to envelop me, takes rank in my memory amongst the most fearsome apparitions which I have witnessed.

I know that I was frozen with a sort of supernatural terror. I stood there, my hands clenched, staring  staring  at that white shape, which seemed to float.

And as I stared, every nerve in my body thrilling, I distinguished the outline of the phantom. With a subdued cry, I stepped forward. A new sensation claimed me. In that one stride I passed from the horrible to the bizarre.

I found myself confronted with something tangible certainly, but something whose presence in that place was utterly extravagant  could only be reconcilable in the dreams of an opium slave.

Was I awake? was I sane? Awake and sane beyond doubt, but surely moving, not in the purlieus of Limehouse, but in the fantastic realms of fairyland.

Swooping, with open arms, I rounded up in an angle against the building and gathered in this screaming thing which had inspired in me so keen a terror.

The great, ghostly fan was closed as I did so, and I stumbled back towards the stair with my struggling captive tucked under my arm; I mounted into one of Londons darkest slums, carrying a beautiful white peacock!


CHAPTER XII

DARK EYES LOOK INTO MINE

My adventure had done nothing to relieve the feeling of unreality which held me enthralled. Grasping the struggling bird firmly by the body, and having the long white tail fluttering a yard or so behind me, I returned to where the taxi waited.

Open the door! I said to the man  who greeted me with such a stare of amazement that I laughed outright, though my mirth was but hollow.

He jumped into the road and did as I directed. Making sure that both windows were closed, I thrust the peacock into the cab and shut the door upon it.

For Gods sake, sir began the driver.

It has probably escaped from some collectors place on the riverside, I explained, but one never knows. See that it does not escape again, and if at the end of an hour, as arranged, you do not hear from me, take it back with you to the River Police Station.

Right you are, sir, said the man, remounting his seat. Its the first time I ever saw a peacock in Limehouse!

It was the first time I had seen one, and the incident struck me as being more than odd; it gave me an idea, and a new, faint hope. I returned to the head of the steps, at the foot of which I had met with this singular experience, and gazed up at the dark building beneath which they led. Three windows were visible, but they were broken and neglected. One, immediately above the arch, had been pasted up with brown paper, and this was now peeling off in the rain, a little stream of which trickled down from the detached corner to drop, drearily, upon the stone stairs beneath.

Where were the detectives? I could only assume that they had directed their attention elsewhere, for had the place not been utterly deserted, surely I had been challenged.

In pursuit of my new idea, I again descended the steps. The persuasion (shortly to be verified) that I was close upon the secret hold of the Chinaman, grew stronger, unaccountably. I had descended some eight steps, and was at the darkest part of the archway or tunnel, when confirmation of my theories came to me.

A noose settled accurately upon my shoulders, was snatched tight about my throat, and with a feeling of insupportable agony at the base of my skull, and a sudden supreme knowledge that I was being strangled  hanged  I lost consciousness!

How long I remained unconscious, I was unable to determine at the time, but I learned later that it was for no more than half an hour; at any rate, recovery was slow.

The first sensation to return to me was a sort of repetition of the asphyxia. The blood seemed to be forcing itself into my eyes  I choked  I felt that my end was come. And, raising my hands to my throat, I found it to be swollen and inflamed. Then the floor upon which I lay seemed to be rocking like the deck of a ship, and I glided back again into a place of darkness and forgetfulness.

My second awakening was heralded by a returning sense of smell; for I became conscious of a faint, exquisite perfume.

It brought me to my senses as nothing else could have done, and I sat upright with a hoarse cry. I could have distinguished that perfume amid a thousand others, could have marked it apart from the rest in a scent bazaar. For me it had one meaning, and one meaning only  Kâramanèh.

She was near to me, or had been near to me!

And in the first moments of my awakening I groped about in the darkness blindly seeking her. Then my swollen throat and throbbing head, together with my utter inability to move my neck even slightly, reminded me of the facts as they were. I knew in that bitter moment that Kâramanèh was no longer my friend; but, for all her beauty and charm, was the most heartless, the most fiendish creature in the service of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I groaned aloud in my despair and misery.

Something stirred near to me in the room, and set my nerves creeping with a new apprehension. I became fully alive to the possibilities of the darkness.

To my certain knowledge, Dr. Fu-Manchu at this time had been in England for fully three months, which meant that by now he must be equipped with all the instruments of destruction, animate and inanimate, which dread experience had taught me to associate with him.

Now, as I crouched there in that dark apartment, listening for a repetition of the sound, I scarcely dared to conjecture what might have occasioned it, but my imagination peopled the place with reptiles which writhed upon the floor, with tarantulas and other deadly insects which crept upon the walls, which might drop upon me from the ceiling at any moment.

Then, since nothing stirred about me, I ventured to move, turning my shoulders, for I was unable to move my aching head; and I looked in the direction from which a faint, very faint, light proceeded.

A regular tapping sound now began to attract my attention, and, having turned about, I perceived that behind me was a broken window, in places patched with brown paper; the corner of one sheet of paper was detached, and the rain trickled down upon it with a rhythmical sound.

In a flash I realized that I lay in the room immediately above the archway; and listening intently, I perceived above the other faint sounds of the night, or thought that I perceived, the hissing of the gas from the extinguished lamp-burner.

Unsteadily I rose to my feet, but found myself swaying like a drunken man. I reached out for support, stumbling in the direction of the wall. My foot came in contact with something that lay there, and I pitched forward and fell....

I anticipated a crash which would put an end to my hopes of escape, but my fall was comparatively noiseless  for I fell upon the body of a man who lay bound up with rope close against the wall!

A moment I stayed as I fell, the chest of my fellow captive rising and falling beneath me as he breathed. Knowing that my life depended upon retaining a firm hold upon myself, I succeeded in overcoming the dizziness and nausea which threatened to drown my senses, and, moving back so that I knelt upon the floor, I fumbled in my pocket for the electric lamp which I had placed there. My raincoat had been removed whilst I was unconscious, and with it my pistol, but the lamp was untouched.

I took it out, pressed the button, and directed the ray upon the face of the man beside me.

It was Nayland Smith!

Trussed up and fastened to a ring in the wall he lay, having a cork gag strapped so tightly between his teeth that I wondered how he had escaped suffocation.

But although a greyish pallor showed through the tan of his skin, his eyes were feverishly bright, and there, as I knelt beside him, I thanked Heaven silently, but fervently.

Then, in furious haste, I set to work to remove the gag. It was most ingeniously secured by means of leather straps buckled at the back of his head, but I unfastened these without much difficulty, and he spat out the gag, uttering an exclamation of disgust.

Thank God, old man! he said huskily. Thank God that you are alive! I saw them drag you in, and I thought....

I have been thinking the same about you for more than twenty-four hours, I said reproachfully. Why did you start without  ?

I did not want you to come, Petrie, he replied. I had a sort of premonition. You see it was realized; and instead of being as helpless as I, Fate has made you the instrument of my release. Quick! You have a knife? Good! The old, feverish energy was by no means extinguished in him. Cut the ropes about my wrists and ankles, but dont otherwise disturb them.

I set to work eagerly.

Now, Smith continued, put that filthy gag in place again  but you need not strap it so tightly! Directly they find that you are alive, they will treat you the same  you understand? She has been here three times

Kâramanèh?...

Ssh!

I heard a sound like the opening of a distant door.

Quick! the straps of the gag! whispered Smith, and pretend to recover consciousness just as they enter

Clumsily I followed his directions, for my fingers were none too steady, replaced the lamp in my pocket, and threw myself upon the floor.

Through half-shut eyes, I saw the door open and obtained a glimpse of a desolate, empty passage beyond. On the threshold stood Kâramanèh. She held in her hand a common tin oil lamp which smoked and flickered with every movement, filling the already none too cleanly air with an odour of burning paraffin.

She personified the outré; nothing so incongruous as her presence in that place could well be imagined. She was dressed as I remembered once to have seen her two years before, in the gauzy silks of the harêm. There were pearls glittering like great tears amid the cloud of her wonderful hair. She wore broad gold bangles upon her bare arms, and her fingers were laden with jewellery. A heavy girdle swung from her hips, defining the lines of her slim shape, and about one white ankle was a gold band.

As she appeared in the doorway I almost entirely closed my eyes, but my gaze rested fascinatedly upon the little red slippers which she wore.

Again I detected the exquisite, elusive perfume which, like a breath of musk, spoke of the Orient; and, as always, it played havoc with my reason, seeming to intoxicate me as though it were the very essence of her loveliness.

But I had a part to play, and throwing out one clenched hand so that my fist struck upon the floor, I uttered a loud groan, and made as if to rise upon my knees.

One quick glimpse I had of her wonderful eyes, widely opened and turned upon me with such an enigmatical expression as set my heart leaping wildly  then, stepping back, Kâramanèh placed the lamp upon the boards of the passage and clapped her hands.

As I sank upon the floor in assumed exhaustion, a Chinaman with a perfectly impassive face, and a Burman whose pock-marked, evil countenance was set in an apparently habitual leer, came running into the room past the girl.

With a hand which trembled violently, she held the lamp whilst the two yellow ruffians tied me. I groaned and struggled feebly, fixing my gaze upon the lamp bearer in a silent reproach which was by no means without its effect.

She lowered her eyes and I could see her biting her lip, whilst the colour gradually faded from her cheeks. Then, glancing up again quickly, and still meeting that reproachful stare, she turned her head aside altogether, and rested one hand upon the wall, swaying slightly as she did so.

It was a singular ordeal for more than one of that incongruous group; but in order that I may not be charged with hypocrisy or with seeking to hide my own folly, I confess, here, that when again I found myself in darkness, my heart was leaping not because of the success of my strategy, but because of the success of that reproachful glance which I had directed toward the lovely, dark-eyed Kâramanèh, toward the faithless evil Kâramanèh! So much for myself.

The door had not been closed ten seconds, ere Smith again was spitting out the gag, swearing under his breath, and stretching his cramped limbs free from their binding. Within a minute from the time of my trussing, I was a free man again; save that look where I would  to right, to left, or inward, to my own conscience  two dark eyes met mine, enigmatically.

What now? I whispered.

Let me think, replied Smith. A false move would destroy us.

How long have you been here?

Since last night.

Is Fu-Manchu

Fu-Manchu is here! replied Smith grimly, and not only Fu-Manchu, but  another.

Another!

A higher than Fu-Manchu, apparently. I have an idea of the identity of this person, but no more than an idea. Something unusual is going on, Petrie; otherwise I should have been a dead man twenty four hours ago. Something even more important than my death engages Fu-Manchus attention  and this can only be the presence of the mysterious visitor. Your seductive friend, Kâramanèh, is arrayed in her very becoming national costume in his honour, I presume. He stopped abruptly; then added I would give five hundred pounds for a glimpse of that visitors face!

Is Burke  ?

God knows what has become of Burke, Petrie! We were both caught napping in the establishment of the amiable Shen-Yan, where, amid a very mixed company of poker players, we were losing our money like gentlemen.

But Weymouth

Burke and I had both been neatly sand-bagged, my dear Petrie, and removed elsewhere, some hours before Weymouth raided the gaming house. Oh! I dont know how they smuggled us away with the police watching the place; but my presence here is sufficient evidence of the fact. Are you armed?



No; my pistol was in my raincoat, which is missing.

In the dim light from the broken window I could see Smith tugging reflectively at the lobe of his left ear.

I am without arms, too, he mused. We might escape from the window

Its a long drop!

Ah! I imagined so. If only I had a pistol, or a revolver

What should you do?

I should present myself before the important meeting, which, I am assured, is being held somewhere in this building; and to-night would see the end of my struggle with the Fu-Manchu group  the end of the whole Yellow menace! For not only is Fu-Manchu here, Petrie, with all his gang of assassins, but he whom I believe to be the real head of the group  a certain mandarin  is here also!


CHAPTER XIII

THE SACRED ORDER

Smith stepped quietly across the room and tried the door. It proved to be unlocked, and an instant later we were both outside in the passage. Coincident with our arrival there, arose a sudden outcry from some place at the westward end. A high-pitched, grating voice, in which guttural notes alternated with a serpent-like hissing, was raised in anger.

Dr. Fu-Manchu! whispered Smith, grasping my arm.

Indeed it was the unmistakable voice of the Chinaman, raised hysterically in one of those outbursts which in the past I had diagnosed as symptomatic of dangerous mania.

The voice rose to a scream, the scream of some angry animal rather than anything human. Then, chokingly, it ceased. Another short sharp cry followed  but not in the voice of Fu-Manchu  a dull groan, and the sound of a fall.

With Smith still grasping my wrist, I shrank back into the doorway, as something that looked in the darkness like a great ball of fluff came rapidly along the passage toward me. Just at my feet the thing stopped, and I made it out for a small animal. The tiny, gleaming eyes looked up at me, and, chattering wickedly, the creature bounded past and was lost from view.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchus marmoset.

Smith dragged me back into the room which we had just left. As he partly reclosed the door, I heard the clapping of hands. In a condition of most dreadful suspense, we waited; until a new, ominous sound proclaimed itself. Some heavy body was being dragged into the passage. I heard the opening of a trap. Exclamations in guttural voices told of a heavy task in progress; there was a great straining and creaking  whereupon the trap was softly reclosed.

Smith bent to my ear.

Fu-Manchu has chastised one of his servants, he whispered. There will be food for the grappling-irons to-night!

I shuddered violently, for, without Smiths words, I knew that a bloody deed had been done in that house within a few yards of where we stood.

In the new silence, I could hear the drip, drip, drip of the rain outside the window; then a steam siren hooted dismally upon the river, and I thought how the screw of that very vessel, even as we listened, might be tearing the body of Fu-Manchus servant!

Have you some one waiting? whispered Smith eagerly.

How long was I insensible?

About half an hour.

Then the cabman will be waiting.

Have you a whistle with you?

I felt in my coat pocket.

Yes, I reported.

Good! Then we will take a chance.

Again we slipped out into the passage and began a stealthy progress to the west. Ten paces amid absolute darkness, and we found ourselves abreast of a branch corridor. At the farther end, through a kind of little window, a dim light shone.

See if you can find the trap, whispered Smith; light your lamp.

I directed the ray of the pocket lamp upon the floor, and there at my feet was a square wooden trap. As I stooped to examine it, I glanced back painfully, over my shoulder  and saw Nayland Smith tiptoeing away from me along the passage toward the light!

Inwardly I cursed his folly, but the temptation to peep in at that little window proved too strong for me, as it had proved too strong for him.

Fearful that some board would creak beneath my tread, I followed; and side by side we two crouched, looking into a small rectangular room. It was a bare and cheerless apartment, with unpapered walls and carpetless floor. A table and a chair constituted the sole furniture.

Seated in the chair, with his back towards us, was a portly Chinaman who wore a yellow, silken robe. His face it was impossible to see; but he was beating his fists upon the table, and pouring out a torrent of words in a thin, piping voice. So much I perceived at a glance, then, into view at the distant end of the room, paced a tall, high-shouldered figure  a figure, unforgettable, at once imposing and dreadful, stately and sinister.

With the long, bony hands behind him, fingers twining and intertwining serpentinely about the handle of a little fan, and with the pointed chin resting on the breast of the yellow robe, so that the light from the lamp swinging in the centre of the ceiling gleamed upon the great, dome-like brow, this tall man paced sombrely from left to right.

He cast a sidelong, venomous glance at the voluble speaker out of half-shut eyes; in the act they seemed to light up as with an internal luminance; momentarily, they sparkled like emeralds; then their brilliance was filmed over as one sees in the eyes of a bird when the membrane is lowered.

My blood seemed to chill, and my heart to double its pulsations; beside me Smith was breathing more rapidly than usual. I knew now the explanation of the feeling which had claimed me when first I had descended the stone stairs. I knew what it was that hung like a miasma over that house. It was the aura, the glamour, which radiated from this wonderful and evil man as light radiates from radium. It was the vril, the force, of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I began to move away from the window. But Smith held my wrist as in a vice. He was listening raptly to the torrential speech of the Chinaman who sat in the chair; and I perceived in his eyes the light of a sudden comprehension.

As the tall figure of the Chinese doctor came pacing into view again, Smith, his head below the level of the window, pushed me gently along the passage.

Regaining the site of the trap, he whispered to me:

We owe our lives, Petrie, to the national childishness of the Chinese! A race of ancestor worshippers is capable of anything, and Dr. Fu-Manchu, the dreadful being who has rained terror upon Europe, stands in imminent peril of disgrace for having lost a decoration.

What do you mean, Smith?

I mean that this is no time for delay, Petrie! Here, unless I am greatly mistaken, lies the rope by means of which you made your entrance. It shall be the means of your exit. Open the trap!

Handing the lamp to Smith, I stooped and carefully raised the trap-door. At which moment, a singular and a dramatic thing happened.

A softly musical voice  the voice of my dreams!  spoke.

Not that way! Oh, God, not that way!

In my surprise and confusion I all but let the trap fall, but I retained sufficient presence of mind to replace it gently. Standing upright, I turned ... and there, with her little jewelled hand resting upon Smiths arm, stood Kâramanèh!

In all my experience of him, I had never seen Nayland Smith so utterly perplexed. Between anger, distrust and dismay, he wavered; and each passing emotion was written legibly upon the lean bronzed features. Rigid with surprise, he stared at the beautiful face of the girl. She, although her hand still rested upon Smiths arm, had her dark eyes turned upon me with that same enigmatical expression. Her lips were slightly parted, and her breast heaved tumultuously.

This ten seconds of silence in which we three stood looking at one another encompassed the whole gamut of human emotion. The silence was broken by Kâramanèh.

They will be coming back that way! she whispered, bending eagerly toward me. (How, in the most desperate moments, I loved to listen to that odd, musical accent!) Please, if you would save your life, and spare mine, trust me! She suddenly clasped her hands together and looked up into my face, passionately. Trust me  just for once  and I will show you the way!

Nayland Smith never removed his gaze from her for a moment, nor did he stir.

Oh! she whispered tremulously, and stamped one little red slipper upon the floor. Wont you heed me? Come, or it will be too late!

I glanced anxiously at my friend; the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu, now raised again in anger, was audible above the piping tones of the other Chinaman. And as I caught Smiths eye, in silent query  the trap at my feet began slowly to lift!

Kâramanèh stifled a little sobbing cry; but the warning came too late. A hideous yellow face, with oblique squinting eyes, appeared in the aperture.

I found myself inert, useless; I could neither think nor act. Nayland Smith, however, as if instinctively, delivered a pitiless kick at the head protruding above the trap.

A sickening crushing sound, with a sort of muffled snap, spoke of a broken jaw-bone; and with no word or cry, the Chinaman fell. As the trap descended with a bang, I heard the thud of his body on the stone stairs beneath.

But we were lost. Kâramanèh fled along one of the passages lightly as a bird, and disappeared  as Dr. Fu-Manchu, his top lip drawn up above his teeth in the manner of an angry jackal, appeared from the other.

This way! cried Smith, in a voice that rose almost to a shriek this way!  and he led toward the room overhanging the steps.

Off we dashed with panic swiftness, only to find that this retreat also was cut off. Dimly visible in the darkness was a group of yellow men, and despite the gloom, the curved blades of the knives which they carried glittered menacingly. The passage was full of dacoits!

Smith and I turned, together. The trap was raised again, and the Burman, who had helped to tie me, was just scrambling up beside Dr. Fu-Manchu, who stood there watching us, a shadowy, sinister figure.

The games up, Petrie! muttered Smith. It has been a long fight, but Fu-Manchu wins!

Not entirely! I cried.

I whipped the police whistle from my pocket, and raised it to my lips; but brief as the interval had been, the dacoits were upon me.

A sinewy brown arm shot over my shoulder, and the whistle was dashed from my grasp. Then came a riot of maëlstrom fighting, with Smith and myself ever sinking lower amid a whirlpool, as it seemed, of blood-lustful eyes, yellow fangs, and gleaming blades.

I had some vague idea that the rasping voice of Fu-Manchu broke once through the turmoil, and when, with my wrists tied behind me, I emerged from the strife to find myself lying beside Smith in the passage, I could only assume that the Chinaman had ordered his bloody servants to take us alive; for saving numerous bruises and a few superficial cuts, I was unwounded.

The place was utterly deserted again, and we two panting captives found ourselves alone with Dr. Fu-Manchu. The scene was unforgettable: that dimly-lighted passage, its extremities masked in shadows, and the tall, yellow-robed figure of the Satanic Chinaman towering over us where we lay.

He had recovered his habitual calm, and as I peered at him through the gloom, I was impressed anew with the tremendous intellectual force of the man. He had the brow of a genius, the features of a born ruler; and even in that moment I could find time to search my memory, and to discover that the face, saving the indescribable evil of its expression, was identical with that of Seti I, the mighty Pharaoh who lives in the Cairo Museum.

Down the passage came leaping and gambolling the Doctors marmoset. Uttering its shrill, whistling cry, it leapt on to his shoulder, clutched with its tiny fingers at the scanty, neutral-coloured hair upon his crown, and bent forward, peering grotesquely into that still, dreadful face.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stroked the little creature and crooned to it, as a mother to her infant. Only this crooning, and the laboured breathing of Smith and myself, broke that impressive stillness.

Suddenly the guttural voice began:

You come at an opportune time, Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith and Dr. Petrie; at a time when the greatest man in China flatters me with a visit. In my absence from home, a tremendous honour has been conferred upon me, and, in the hour of this supreme honour, dishonour and calamity have befallen! For my services to China  the New China, the China of the future  I have been admitted by the Sublime Prince to the Sacred Order of the White Peacock.

Warming to his discourse, he threw wide his arms, hurling the chattering marmoset fully five yards along the corridor.

Oh, god of Cathay! he cried sibilantly, in what have I sinned that this catastrophe has been visited upon my head! Learn, my two dear friends, that the sacred white peacock, brought to these misty shores for my undying glory has been lost to me! Death is the penalty of such a sacrilege; death shall be my lot, since death I deserve.

Covertly Smith nudged me with his elbow. I knew what the nudge was designed to convey; he would remind me of his words  anent the childish trifles which sway the life of intellectual China.

Personally, I was amazed. That Fu-Manchus anger, grief, sorrow and resignation were real, no one watching him, and hearing his voice, could doubt. He continued:

By one deed, and one deed alone, may I win a lighter punishment. By one deed, and the resignation of all my titles, all my lands, and all my honours, may I merit to be spared to my work  which has only begun.

I knew now that we were lost, indeed; these were confidences which our graves should hold inviolate! He suddenly opened fully those blazing green eyes and directed their baneful glare upon Nayland Smith.

The Director of the universe, he continued softly, has relented toward me. To-night, you die! To-night, the arch-enemy of our caste shall be no more. This is my offering  the price of redemption....

My mind was working again, and actively. I managed to grasp the stupendous truth  and the stupendous possibility.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was in the act of clapping his hands, when I spoke.

Stop! I cried.

He paused, and the weird film, which sometimes became visible in his eyes, now obscured their greenness, and lent him the appearance of a blind man.

Dr. Petrie, he said softly, I shall always listen to you with respect.

I have an offer to make, I continued, seeking to steady my voice. Give us our freedom, and I will restore your shattered honour  I will restore the sacred peacock!

Dr. Fu-Manchu bent forward until his face was so close to mine that I could see the innumerable lines which, an intricate network, covered his yellow skin.

Speak! he hissed. You lift up my heart from a dark pit!

I can restore your white peacock, I said; I, and I alone, know where it is!  and I strove not to shrink from the face so close to mine.

Upright shot the tall figure; high above his head Fu-Manchu threw his arms  and a light of exaltation gleamed in the now widely-opened, catlike eyes.

Oh, god! he screamed frenziedly. Oh, god of the Golden Age! like a phœnix I arise from the ashes of myself! He turned to me. Quick! Quick! make your bargain! End my suspense!

Smith stared at me like a man dazed; but, ignoring him, I went on:

You will release me, now, immediately. In another ten minutes it will be too late; my friend will remain. One of your  servants  can accompany me, and give the signal when I return with the peacock. Mr. Nayland Smith and yourself, or another, will join me at the corner of the street where the raid took place last night. We will then give you ten minutes grace, after which we shall take whatever steps we choose.

Agreed! cried Fu-Manchu. I ask but one thing from an Englishman; your word of honour?

I give it.

I, also, said Smith hoarsely.



Ten minutes later, Nayland Smith and I, standing beside the cab, whose lights gleamed yellowly through the mist, exchanged a struggling, frightened bird for our lives  capitulated with the enemy of the white race.

With characteristic audacity  and characteristic trust in the British sense of honour  Dr. Fu-Manchu came in person with Nayland Smith, in response to the wailing signal of the dacoit who had accompanied me. No word was spoken, save that the cabman suppressed a curse of amazement; and the Chinaman, his sinister servant at his elbow, bowed low  and left us, surely to the mocking laughter of the gods!


CHAPTER XIV

THE COUGHING HORROR

Ileapt up in bed with a great start.

My sleep was troubled often enough in those days which immediately followed our almost miraculous escape from the den of Fu-Manchu; and now, as I crouched there, nerves aquiver  listening  listening  I could not be sure if this dank panic which possessed me had its origin in nightmare or in something else.

Surely a scream, a choking cry for help, had reached my ears; but now, almost holding my breath in that sort of nervous tensity peculiar to one aroused thus, I listened, and the silence seemed complete. Perhaps I had been dreaming....

Help! Petrie! Help!...

It was Nayland Smith in the room above me!

My doubts were resolved; this was no trick of an imagination disordered. Some dreadful menace threatened my friend. Not delaying even to snatch my dressing-gown, I rushed out on to the landing, up the stairs, bare-footed as I was, threw open the door of Smiths room and literally hurled myself in.

Those cries had been the cries of one assailed, had been uttered, I judged, in the brief interval of a life and death struggle; had been choked off....

A certain amount of moonlight found access to the room, without spreading so far as the bed in which my friend lay. But at the moment of my headlong entrance, and before I had switched on the light, my gaze automatically was directed to the pale moonbeam streaming through the window and down on to one corner of the sheep skin rug beside the bed.

There came a sound of faint and muffled coughing,

What with my recent awakening and the panic at my heart, I could not claim that my vision was true; but across this moonbeam passed a sort of grey streak, for all the world as though some long thin shape had been withdrawn, snakelike, from the room, through the open window.... From somewhere outside the house, and below, I heard the cough again, followed by a sharp cracking sound like the lashing of a whip.

I depressed the switch, flooding the room with light, and as I leapt forward to the bed a word picture of what I had seen formed in my mind; and I found that I was thinking of a grey feather boa.

Smith! I cried (my voice seemed to pitch itself, unwilled, in a very high key), Smith, old man!

He made no reply, and a sudden, sorrowful fear clutched at my heart-strings. He was lying half out of bed flat upon his back, his head at a dreadful angle with his body. As I bent over him and seized him by the shoulders, I could see the whites of his eyes. His arms hung limply, and his fingers touched the carpet.

My God! I whispered, what has happened?

I heaved him back on to the pillow, and looked anxiously into his face. Habitually gaunt, the flesh so refined away by the consuming nervous energy of the man as to reveal the cheekbones in sharp prominence, he now looked truly ghastly. His skin was so sun-baked as to have changed constitutionally; nothing could ever eradicate that tan. But to-night a fearful greyness was mingled with the brown, his lips were purple ... and there were marks of strangulation upon the lean throat  ever darkening weals of clutching fingers.

He began to breathe stertorously and convulsively, inhalation being accompanied by a significant gurgle in the throat. But now my calm was restored in face of a situation which called for professional attention.

I aided my friends laboured respirations by the usual means, setting to work vigorously; so that presently he began to clutch at his inflamed throat which that murderous pressure had threatened to close.

I could hear sounds of movements about the house, showing that not I alone had been awakened by those hoarse screams.

Its all right, old man, I said, bending over him: brace up!

He opened his eyes  they looked bleared and bloodshot  and gave me a quick glance of recognition.

Its all right, Smith! I said no! dont sit up; lie there for a moment.

I ran across to the dressing-table, whereon I perceived his flask to lie, and mixed him a weak stimulant with which I returned to the bed.

As I bent over him again, my housekeeper appeared in the doorway, pale and wide-eyed.

There is no occasion for alarm, I said over my shoulder; Mr. Smiths nerves are overwrought and he was awakened by some disturbing dream. You can return to bed, Mrs. Newsome.

Nayland Smith seemed to experience much difficulty in swallowing the contents of the tumbler which I held to his lips; and, from the way in which he fingered the swollen glands, I could see that his throat, which I had vigorously massaged, was occasioning him great pain. But the danger was past, and already that glassy look was disappearing from his eyes, nor did they protrude so unnaturally.

God, Petrie! he whispered, that was a near shave! I havent the strength of a kitten!

The weakness will pass off, I replied; there will be no collapse, now. A little more fresh air....

I stood up, glancing at the windows, then back at Smith, who forced a wry smile in answer to my look.

Couldnt be done, Petrie, he said huskily.

His words referred to the state of the windows. Although the night was oppressively hot, these were only opened some four inches at top and bottom. Farther opening was impossible because of iron brackets screwed firmly into the casements, which prevented the windows being raised or lowered farther.

It was a precaution adopted after long experience of the servants of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Now, as I stood looking from the half-strangled man upon the bed to those screwed-up windows, the fact came home to my mind that this precaution had proved futile. I thought of the thing which I had likened to a feather boa; and I looked at the swollen weals made by clutching fingers upon the throat of Nayland Smith.

The bed stood fully four feet from the nearest window.

I suppose the question was written in my face; for, as I turned again to Smith, who, having struggled upright, was still fingering his injured throat ruefully God only knows, Petrie! he said; no human arm could have reached me....

For us, the night was ended so far as sleep was concerned. Arrayed in his dressing-gown, Smith sat in the white cane chair in my study with a glass of brandy and water beside him, and (despite my official prohibition) with the cracked briar, which had sent up its incense in many strange and dark places of the East and which yet survived to perfume these prosy rooms in suburban London, between his teeth. I stood with my elbow resting upon the mantelpiece looking down at him where he sat.

By God! Petrie, he said, yet again, with his fingers straying gently over the surface of his throat, that was a narrow shave  a damned narrow shave!

Narrower than perhaps you appreciate, old man, I replied. You were a most unusual shade of blue when I found you....

I managed, said Smith evenly, to tear those clutching fingers away for a moment and to give a cry for help. It was only for a moment, though. Petrie! they were fingers of steel  of steel!

The bed.... I began.

I know that, rapped Smith. I shouldnt have been sleeping in it, had it been within reach of the window; but, knowing that the Doctor avoids noisy methods, I had thought myself fairly safe so long as I made it impossible for any one actually to enter the room....

I have always insisted, Smith, I cried, that there was danger! What of poisoned darts? What of the damnable reptiles and insects which form part of the armoury of Fu-Manchu?

Familiarity breeds contempt, I suppose, he replied. But as it happened, none of those agents was employed. The very menace that I sought to avoid reached me somehow. It would almost seem that Dr. Fu-Manchu deliberately accepted the challenge of those screwed up windows! Hang it all, Petrie! one cannot sleep in a room hermetically sealed in weather like this! Its positively Burmese; and although I can stand tropical heat, curiously enough the heat of London gets me down almost immediately.

The humidity; thats easily understood. But youll have to put up with it in the future. After nightfall our windows must be closed entirely, Smith.

Nayland Smith knocked out his pipe upon the side of the fireplace. The bowl sizzled furiously, but without delay he stuffed broad-cut mixture into the hot pipe, dropping a liberal quantity upon the carpet during the process. He raised his eyes to me, and his face was very grim.

Petrie, he said, striking a match on the heel of his slipper, the resources of Dr. Fu-Manchu are by no means exhausted. Before we quit this room it is up to us to come to a decision upon a certain point. He got his pipe well alight. What kind of thing, what unnatural, distorted creature, laid hands upon my throat to-night? I owe my life, primarily, to you, old man, but secondarily, to the fact that I was awakened, just before the attack, by the creatures coughing  by its vile, high pitched coughing....

I glanced around at the books upon my shelves. Often enough, following some outrage by the brilliant, Chinese doctor whose genius was directed to the discovery of new and unique death agents, we had obtained a clue in those works of a scientific nature which bulk largely in the library of a medical man. There are creatures, there are drugs, which, ordinarily innocuous, may be so employed as to become inimical to human life; and in the distorting of nature, in the disturbing of balances and the diverting of beneficent forces into strange and dangerous channels, Dr. Fu-Manchu excelled. I had known him to enlarge, by artificial culture, a minute species of fungus so as to render it a powerful agent capable of attacking man; his knowledge of venomous insects has probably never been paralleled in the history of the world; whilst, in the sphere of pure toxicology, he had, and has, no rival: the Borgias were children by comparison. But, look where I would, think how I might, no adequate explanation of this latest outrage seemed possible along normal lines.

Theres the clue, said Nayland Smith, pointing to a little ash-tray upon the table near by. Follow it if you can.

But I could not.

As I have explained, continued my friend, I was awakened by a sound of coughing; then came a death grip on my throat, and instinctively my hands shot out in search of my attacker. I could not reach him; my hands came in contact with nothing palpable. Therefore I clutched at the fingers which were dug into my windpipe, and found them to be small  as the marks show  and hairy. I managed to give that first cry for help, and with all my strength I tried to unfasten the grip that was throttling the life out of me. At last I contrived to move one of the hands, and I called out again, though not so loudly. Then both the hands were back again; I was weakening; but I clawed like a madman at the thin, hairy arms of the strangling thing, and with a blood-red mist dancing before my eyes, I seemed to be whirling madly round and round until all became a blank. Evidently I used my nails pretty freely  and theres the trophy.

For the twentieth time, I should think, I raised the ash-tray in my hand and held it immediately under the table lamp in order to examine its contents. In the little brass bowl lay a blood-stained fragment of greyish hair attached to a tatter of skin. This fragment of epidermis had an odd bluish tinge, and the attached hair was much darker at the roots than elsewhere. Saving its singular colour, it might have been torn from the forearm of a very hirsute human; but although my thoughts wandered, unfettered, north, south, east and west; although, knowing the resources of Fu-Manchu, I considered all the recognized Mongolian types, and, in quest of hirsute mankind, even roamed, far north among the blubber-eating Esquimaux; although I glanced at Australasia, at Central Africa, and passed in mental review the dark places of the Congo, nowhere in the known world, nowhere in the history of the human species, could I come upon a type of man answering to the description suggested by our strange clue.

Nayland Smith was watching me curiously as I bent over the little brass ash-tray.

You are puzzled, he rapped in his short way. So am I  utterly puzzled. Fu-Manchus gallery of monstrosities clearly has become reinforced; for even if we identified the type, we should not be in sight of our explanation.

You mean I began.

Fully four feet from the window, Petrie, and that window but a few inches open! Look  he bent forward, resting his chest against the table, and stretched out his hand towards me you have a rule there; just measure.

Setting down the ash-tray, I opened out the rule and measured the distance from the farther edge of the table to the tips of Smiths fingers.

Twenty-eight inches  and I have a long reach! snapped Smith, withdrawing his arm and striking a match to relight his pipe. Theres one thing, Petrie, often proposed before, which now we must do without delay. The ivy must be stripped from the walls at the back. Its a pity, but we cannot afford to sacrifice our lives to our sense of the æsthetic. What do you make of the sound like the cracking of a whip?

I make nothing of it, Smith, I replied wearily. It might have been a thick branch of ivy breaking beneath the weight of a climber.

Did it sound like it?

I must confess that the explanation does not convince me, but I have no better one.

Smith, permitting his pipe to go out, sat staring straightly before him, and tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

The old bewilderment is seizing me, I continued. At first, when I realized that Dr. Fu-Manchu was back in England, when I realized that an elaborate murder-machine was set up somewhere in London, it seemed unreal, fantastical. Then I met  Kâramanèh! She, whom we thought to be his victim, showed herself again to be his slave. Now, with Weymouth and Scotland Yard at work, the old secret evil is established again in our midst, unaccountably  our lives are menaced  sleep is a danger  every shadow threatens death ... oh! it is awful.

Smith remained silent; he did not seem to have heard my words. I knew these moods and had learnt that it was useless to seek to interrupt them. With his brows drawn down, and his deep-set eyes staring into space, he sat there gripping his cold pipe so tightly that my own jaw muscles ached sympathetically. No man was better equipped than this gaunt British Commissioner to stand between society and the menace of the Yellow Doctor; I respected his meditations, for, unlike my own, they were informed by an intimate knowledge of the dark and secret things of the East, of that mysterious East out of which Fu-Manchu came, of that jungle of noxious things whose miasma had been wafted Westward with the implacable Chinaman.

I walked quietly from the room, occupied with my own bitter reflections.


CHAPTER XV

BEWITCHMENT

You say you have two pieces of news for me? said Nayland Smith, looking across the breakfast table to where Inspector Weymouth sat sipping coffee.

There are two points  yes, replied the Scotland Yard man, whilst Smith paused, egg-spoon in hand, and fixed his keen eyes upon the speaker. The first is this: the headquarters of the yellow group is no longer in the East End.

How can you be sure of that?

For two reasons. In the first place, that district must now be too hot to hold Dr. Fu-Manchu; in the second place, we have just completed a house-to-house inquiry which has scarcely overlooked a rathole or a rat. That place where you say Fu-Manchu was visited by some Chinese mandarin; where you, Mr. Smith, and  glancing in my direction you, doctor, were confined for a time

Yes? snapped Smith, attacking his egg.

Well, continued the Inspector, it is all deserted now. There is not the slightest doubt that the Chinaman has fled to some other abode. I am certain of it. My second piece of news will interest you very much, I am sure. You were taken to the establishment of the Chinaman, Shen-Yan, by a certain ex-officer of New York Police  Burke....

Good God! cried Smith, looking up with a start; I thought they had him!

So did I, replied Weymouth grimly; but they havent! He got away in the confusion following the raid, and has been hiding ever since with a cousin  a nurseryman out Upminster way....

Hiding? snapped Smith.

Exactly  hiding. He has been afraid to stir ever since, and has scarcely shown his nose outside the door. He says he is watched night and day.

Then how ...!

He realized that something must be done, continued the Inspector, and made a break this morning. He is so convinced of this constant surveillance that he came away secretly, hidden under the boxes of a market-wagon. He landed at Covent Garden in the early hours of this morning and came straight away to the Yard.

What is he afraid of exactly?

Inspector Weymouth put down his coffee cup and bent forward slightly.

He knows something, he said in a low voice, and they are aware that he knows it!

And what is this he knows?

Nayland Smith stared eagerly at the detective.

Every man has his price, replied Weymouth, with a smile, and Burke seems to think that you are a more likely market than the police authorities.

I see, snapped Smith. He wants to see me?

He wants you to go and see him, was the reply. I think he anticipates that you may make a capture of the person or persons spying upon him.

Did he give you any particulars?

Several. He spoke of a sort of gipsy girl with whom he had a short conversation one day, over the fence which divides his cousins flower plantations from the lane adjoining.

Gipsy girl! I whispered, glancing rapidly at Smith.

I think you are right, doctor, said Weymouth with his slow smile; it was Kâramanèh. She asked him the way to somewhere or other and got him to write it upon a loose page of his notebook, so that she should not forget it.

You hear that, Petrie? rapped Smith.

I hear it, I replied, but I dont see any special significance in the fact.

I do! rapped Smith. I didnt sit up the greater part of last night thrashing my weary brains for nothing! But I am going to the British Museum to-day, to confirm a certain suspicion. He turned to Weymouth. Did Burke go back? he demanded abruptly.

He returned hidden under the empty boxes, was the reply. Oh! you never saw a man in such a funk in all your life!

He may have good reasons, I said.

He has good reasons! replied Nayland Smith grimly; if that man really possesses information inimical to the safety of Fu-Manchu, he can only escape doom by means of a miracle similar to that which hitherto has protected you and me.

Burke insists, said Weymouth at this point, that something comes almost every night after dusk, slinking about the house  its an old farmhouse, I understand; and on two or three occasions he has been awakened (fortunately for him he is a light sleeper) by sounds of coughing immediately outside his window. He is a man who sleeps with a pistol under his pillow, and more than once, on running to the window, he has had a vague glimpse of some creature leaping down from the tiles of the roof, which slopes up to his room, into the flower beds below....

Creature! said Smith, his grey eyes ablaze now, you said creature!

I used the word deliberately, replied Weymouth, because Burke seems to have the idea that it goes on all fours.

There was a short and rather strained silence. Then:

In descending a sloping roof, I suggested, a human being would probably employ his hands as well as his feet.

Quite so, agreed the Inspector. I am merely reporting the impression of Burke.

Has he heard no other sound? rapped Smith; one like the cracking of dry branches, for instance?

He made no mention of it, replied Weymouth, staring.

And what is the plan?

One of his cousins vans, said Weymouth, with his slight smile, has remained behind at Covent Garden and will return late this afternoon. I propose that you and I, Mr. Smith, imitate Burke and ride down to Upminster under the empty boxes.

Nayland Smith stood up, leaving his breakfast half finished, and began to wander up and down the room, reflectively tugging at his ear. Then he began to fumble in the pockets of his dressing-gown and finally produced the inevitable pipe, dilapidated pouch, and box of safety matches. He began to load the much-charred agent of reflection.

Do I understand that Burke is actually too afraid to go out openly even in daylight? he asked suddenly.

He has not hitherto left his cousins plantations at all, replied Weymouth. He seems to think that openly to communicate with the authorities, or with you, would be to seal his death warrant.

Hes right, snapped Smith.

Therefore he came and returned secretly, continued the inspector; and if we are to do any good, obviously we must adopt similar precautions. The market wagon, loaded in such a way as to leave ample space in the interior for us, will be drawn up outside the office of Messrs. Pike and Pike, in Covent Garden, until about five oclock this afternoon. At say, half-past four, I propose that we meet there and embark upon the journey.

The speaker glanced in my direction interrogatively.

Include me in the programme, I said. Will there be room in the wagon?

Certainly, was the reply; it is most commodious, but I cannot guarantee its comfort.

Nayland Smith promenaded the room unceasingly, and presently he walked out altogether, only to return ere the Inspector and I had had time to exchange more than a glance of surprise, carrying a brass ash-tray. He placed this on a corner of the breakfast table before Weymouth.

Ever seen anything like that? he inquired.

The Inspector examined the gruesome relic with obvious curiosity, turning it over with the tip of his little finger and manifesting considerable repugnance in touching it at all. Smith and I watched him in silence, and, finally, placing the tray again upon the table, he looked up in a puzzled way.

Its something like the skin of a water-rat, he said.

Nayland Smith stared at him fixedly.

A water-rat? Now that you come to mention it, I perceive a certain resemblance  yes. But  he had been wearing a silk scarf about his throat and now he unwrapped it did you ever see a water-rat that could make marks like these?

Weymouth started to his feet with some muttered exclamation.

What is this? he cried. When did it happen, and how?

In his own terse fashion, Nayland Smith related the happenings of the night. At the conclusion of the story:

By heaven! whispered Weymouth, the thing on the roof  the coughing thing that goes on all fours, seen by Burke....

My own idea exactly! cried Smith.

Fu-Manchu, I said excitedly, has brought some new, some dreadful creature, from Burma....

No, Petrie, snapped Smith, turning upon me suddenly. Not from Burma  from Abyssinia.



That day was destined to be an eventful one; a day never to be forgotten by any of us concerned in those happenings which I have to record. Early in the morning Nayland Smith set off for the British Museum to pursue his mysterious investigations, and I, having performed my brief professional round (for, as Nayland Smith had remarked on one occasion, this was a beastly healthy district), I found, having made the necessary arrangements, that, with over three hours to spare, I had nothing to occupy my time until the appointment in Covent Garden Market. My lonely lunch completed, a restless fit seized me, and I felt unable to remain longer in the house. Inspired by this restlessness, I attired myself for the adventure of the evening, not neglecting to place a pistol in my pocket, and, walking to the neighbouring Tube station, I booked to Charing Cross, and presently found myself rambling aimlessly along the crowded streets. Led on by what link of memory I know not, I presently drifted into New Oxford Street, and looked up with a start  to learn that I stood before the shop of a second-hand bookseller where once two years before I had met Kâramanèh.

The thoughts conjured up at that moment were almost too bitter to be borne, and without so much as glancing at the books displayed for sale, I crossed the roadway, entered Museum Street, and, rather in order to distract my mind than because I contemplated any purchase, began to examine the Oriental pottery, Egyptian statuettes, Indian armour, and other curios, displayed in the window of an antique dealer.

But, strive as I would to concentrate my mind upon the objects in the window, my memories persistently haunted me, and haunted me to the exclusion even of the actualities. The crowds thronging the pavement, the traffic in New Oxford Street, swept past unheeded; my eyes saw nothing of pot nor statuette, but only met, in a misty imaginative world, the glance of two other eyes  the dark and beautiful eyes of Kâramanèh. In the exquisite tinting of a Chinese vase dimly perceptible in the background of the shop, I perceived only the blushing cheeks of Kâramanèh; her face rose up, a taunting phantom, from out of the darkness between a hideous, gilded idol and an Indian sandal-wood screen.

I strove to dispel this obsessing thought, resolutely fixing my attention upon a tall Etruscan vase in the corner of the window, near to the shop door. Was I losing my senses indeed? A doubt of my own sanity momentarily possessed me. For, struggle as I would to dispel the illusion  there, looking out at me over that ancient piece of pottery, was the bewitching face of the slave-girl!

Probably I was glaring madly, and possibly I attracted the notice of the passers-by; but of this I cannot be certain, for all my attention was centred upon that phantasmal face, with the cloudy hair, slightly parted red lips, and the brilliant dark eyes which looked into mine out of the shadows of the shop.

It was bewildering  it was uncanny; for, delusion or verity, the glamour prevailed. I exerted a great mental effort, stepped to the door, turned the handle, and entered the shop with as great a show of composure as I could muster.

A curtain draped in a little door at the back of one counter swayed slightly, with no greater violence than may have been occasioned by the draught. But I fixed my eyes upon this swaying curtain almost fiercely ... as an impassive half-caste of some kind who appeared to be a strange cross between a Græco-Hebrew and a Japanese, entered and quite unemotionally faced me, with a slight bow.

So wholly unexpected was this apparition that I started back.

Can I show you anything, sir? inquired the new arrival, with a second slight inclination of the head.

I looked at him for a moment in silence. Then:

I thought I saw a lady of my acquaintance here a moment ago, I said. Was I mistaken?

Quite mistaken, sir, replied the shopman, raising his black eyebrows ever so slightly; a mistake possibly due to a reflection in the window. Will you take a look around now that you are here?

Thank you, I replied, staring him hard in the face; at some other time.

I turned and quitted the shop abruptly. Either I was mad, or Kâramanèh was concealed somewhere therein.

However, realizing my helplessness in the matter, I contented myself with making a mental note of the name which appeared above the establishment  J. Salaman  and walked on, my mind in a chaotic condition and my heart beating with unusual rapidity.


CHAPTER XVI

THE QUESTING HANDS

Within my view, from the corner of the room where I sat in deepest shadow, through the partly opened window (it was screwed, like our own) were rows of glass-houses gleaming in the moonlight, and, beyond them, orderly ranks of flower-beds extending into a blue haze of distance. By reason of the moons position, no light entered the room, but my eyes, from long watching, were grown familiar with the darkness, and I could see Burke quite clearly as he lay in the bed between my post and the window. I seemed to be back again in those days of the troubled past when first Nayland Smith and I had come to grips with the servants of Dr. Fu-Manchu. A more peaceful scene than this flower-planted corner of Essex it would be difficult to imagine; but, either because of my knowledge that its peace was chimerical, or because of that outflung consciousness of danger which actually, or in my imagination, preceded the coming of the Chinamans agents, to my seeming the silence throbbed electrically and the night was laden with stilly omens.

Already cramped by my journey in the market-cart, I found it difficult to remain very long in any one position. What information had Burke to sell? He had refused, for some reason, to discuss the matter that evening, and now, enacting the part allotted him by Nayland Smith, he feigned sleep consistently, although at intervals he would whisper to me his doubts and fears.

All the chances were in our favour to-night; for whilst I could not doubt that Dr. Fu-Manchu was set upon the removal of the ex-officer of New York police, neither could I doubt that our presence in the farm was unknown to the agents of the Chinaman. According to Burke, constant attempts had been made to achieve Fu-Manchus purpose, and had only been frustrated by his (Burkes) wakefulness. There was every probability that another attempt would be made to-night.

Any one who has been forced by circumstance to undertake such a vigil as this will be familiar with the marked changes (corresponding with phases of the earths movement) which take place in the atmosphere, at midnight, at two oclock, and again at four oclock. During those four hours falls a period wherein all life is at its lowest ebb, and every physician is aware that there is a greater likelihood of a patients passing between midnight and 4 a.m., than at any other period during the cycle of the hours.

To-night I became specially aware of this lowering of vitality, and now, with the night at that darkest phase which precedes the dawn, an indescribable dread, such as I had known before in my dealings with the Chinaman, assailed me, when I was least prepared to combat it. The stillness was intense Then:

Here it is! whispered Burke from the bed.

The chill at the very centre of my being, which but corresponded with the chill of all surrounding nature at that hour, became intensified, keener, at the whispered words.

I rose stealthily out of my chair, and from my nest of shadows watched  watched intently, the bright oblong of the window....

Without the slightest heralding sound  a black silhouette crept up against the pane ... the silhouette of a small, malformed head, a dog-like head, deep-set in square shoulders. Malignant eyes peered intently in. Higher it rose  that wicked head  against the window, then crouched down on the sill and became less sharply defined as the creature stooped to the opening below. There was a faint sound of sniffing.

Judging from the stark horror which I experienced myself, I doubted, now, if Burke could sustain the rôle allotted him. In beneath the slightly raised window came a hand, perceptible to me despite the darkness of the room. It seemed to project from the black silhouette outside the pane, to be thrust forward  and forward  and forward ... that small hand with the outstretched fingers.

The unknown possesses unique terrors; and since I was unable to conceive what manner of thing this could be, which, extending its incredibly long arms, now sought the throat of the man upon the bed, I tasted of that sort of terror which ordinarily one knows only in dreams.

Quick, sir  quick! screamed Burke, starting up from the pillow.

The questing hands had reached his throat!

Choking down an urgent dread that I had of touching the thing which had reached through the window to kill the sleeper, I sprang across the room and grasped the rigid, hairy forearms.

Heavens! Never have I felt such muscles, such tendons, as those beneath the hirsute skin! They seemed to be of steel wire, and with a sudden frightful sense of impotence, I realized that I was as powerless as a child to relax that strangle-hold. Burke was making the most frightful sounds and quite obviously was being asphyxiated before my eyes!

Smith! I cried, Smith! Help! help! for Gods sake!

Despite the confusion of my mind I became aware of sounds outside and below me. Twice the thing at the window coughed; there was an incessant, lash-like cracking, then some shouted words which I was unable to make out; and finally the sharp report of a pistol.

Snarling like that of a wild beast came from the creature with the hairy arms, together with renewed coughing. But the steel grip relaxed not one iota. I realized two things: the first, that in my terror at the suddenness of the attack I had omitted to act as prearranged: the second, that I had discredited the strength of the visitant, whilst Smith had foreseen it.

Desisting in my vain endeavour to pit my strength against that of the nameless thing, I sprang back across the room and took up the weapon which had been left in my charge earlier in the night, but which I had been unable to believe it would be necessary to employ. This was a sharp and heavy axe which Nayland Smith, when I had met him in Covent Garden, had brought with him, to the great amazement of Weymouth and myself.

As I leapt back to the window and uplifted this primitive weapon, a second shot sounded from below, and more fierce snarling, coughing, and guttural mutterings assailed my ears from beyond the pane.

Lifting the heavy blade, I brought it down with all my strength upon the nearer of those hairy arms where it crossed the window-ledge, severing muscle, tendon and bone as easily as a knife might cut cheese....

A shriek  a shriek neither human nor animal, but gruesomely compound of both  followed ... and merged into a choking cough. Like a flash the other shaggy arm was withdrawn, and some vaguely seen body went rolling down the sloping red tiles and crashed on to the ground beneath.

With a second piercing shriek, louder than that recently uttered by Burke, wailing through the night from somewhere below, I turned desperately to the man on the bed, who now was become significantly silent. A candle with matches, stood upon a table hard by, and, my fingers far from steady, I set about obtaining a light. This accomplished, I stood the candle upon the little chest-of-drawers and returned to Burkes side.

Merciful God! I cried.

Of all the pictures which remain in my memory, some of them dark enough, I can find none more horrible than that which now confronted me in the dim candle-light. Burke lay crosswise on the bed, his head thrown back and sagging; one rigid hand he held in the air, and with the other grasped the hairy forearm which I had severed with the axe; for, in a death-like grip, the dead fingers were still fastened, vice-like, at his throat.

His face was nearly black, and his eyes projected from their sockets horribly. Mastering my repugnance, I seized the hideous piece of bleeding anatomy and strove to release it. It defied all my efforts; in death it was as implacable as in life. I took a knife from my pocket, and, tendon by tendon, cut away that uncanny grip from Burkes throat....

But my labour was in vain. Burke was dead!

I think I failed to realize this for some time. My clothes were sticking clammily to my body; I was bathed in perspiration, and, shaking furiously, I clutched at the edge of the window, avoiding the bloody patch upon the ledge, and looked out over the roofs to where, in the more distant plantations, I could hear excited voices. What had been the meaning of that scream which I had heard but to which in my frantic state of mind I had paid comparatively little attention?

There was a great stirring all about me.

Smith! I cried from the window; Smith, for mercys sake where are you?

Footsteps came racing up the stairs. Behind me the door burst open and Nayland Smith stumbled into the room.

God! he said, and started back in the doorway.

Have you got it, Smith? I demanded hoarsely. In sanitys name what is it  what is it?

Come downstairs, replied Smith quietly, and see for yourself. He turned his head aside from the bed.

Very unsteadily I followed him down the stairs and through the rambling old house out into the stone-paved courtyard. There were figures moving at the end of a long alleyway between the glass houses, and one, carrying a lantern, stooped over something which lay upon the ground.

Thats Burkes cousin with the lantern, whispered Smith, in my ear; dont tell him yet.

I nodded, and we hurried up to join the group. I found myself looking down at one of those thickset Burmans whom I always associated with Fu-Manchus activities. He lay quite flat, face downward; but the back of his head was a shapeless blood-clotted mass, and a heavy stock-whip, the butt end ghastly because of the blood and hair which clung to it, lay beside him. I started back appalled as Smith caught my arm.

It turned on its keeper! he hissed in my ear. I wounded it twice from below, and you severed one arm; in its insensate fury, its unreasoning malignity, it returned  and there lies its second victim....

Then....

Its gone, Petrie! It has the strength of four men even now. Look!

He stooped, and from the clenched left hand of the dead Burman, extracted a piece of paper and opened it.

Hold the lantern a moment, he said.

In the yellow light he glanced at the scrap of paper.

As I expected  a leaf of Burkes notebook; it worked by scent. He turned to me with an odd expression in his grey eyes. I wonder what piece of my personal property Fu-Manchu has pilfered, he said, in order to enable it to sleuth me?

He met the gaze of the man holding the lantern.

Perhaps you had better return to the house, he said, looking him squarely in the eyes.

The others face blanched.

You dont mean, sir  you dont mean....



Brace up! said Smith, laying his hand upon his shoulder. Remember  he chose to play with fire!

One wild look the man cast from Smith to me, then went off, staggering, toward the farm.

Smith I began.

He turned to me with an impatient gesture.

Weymouth has driven into Upminster, he snapped; and the whole district will be scoured before morning. They probably motored here, but the sounds of the shots will have enabled whoever was with the car to make good his escape. And  exhausted from loss of blood, its capture is only a matter of time, Petrie.


CHAPTER XVII

ONE DAY IN RANGOON

Nayland Smith returned from the telephone. Nearly twenty-four hours had elapsed since the awful death of Burke.

No news, Petrie, he said shortly. It must have crept into some inaccessible hole to die.

I glanced up from my notes. Smith settled into the white cane armchair, and began to surround himself with clouds of aromatic smoke. I took up a half-sheet of foolscap covered with pencilled writing in my friends cramped characters, and transcribed the following, in order to complete my account of the latest Fu-Manchu outrage:

The Amharûn, a Semitic tribe allied to the Falashas, who have been settled for many generations in the southern province of Shoa (Abyssinia), have been regarded as unclean and outcast, apparently since the days of Menelek  son of Suleyman and the Queen of Sheba  from whom they claim descent. Apart from their custom of eating meat cut from living beasts, they are accursed because of their alleged association with the Cynocephalus hamadryas (Sacred Baboon). I, myself, was taken to a hut on the banks of the Hawash and shown a creature ... whose predominant trait was an unreasoning malignity toward ... and a ferocious tenderness for the society of its furry brethren. Its powers of scent were fully equal to those of a bloodhound, whilst its abnormally long forearms possessed incredible strength ... a Cynocephalyte such as this, contracts phthisis even in the more northern provinces of Abyssinia....

You have not yet explained to me, Smith, I said, having completed this note, how you got in touch with Fu-Manchu; how you learnt that he was not dead, as we had supposed, but living  active.

Nayland Smith stood up and fixed his steely eyes upon me with an indefinable expression in them. Then:

No, he replied; I havent. Do you wish to know?

Certainly, I said with surprise; is there any reason why I should not?

There is no real reason, said Smith; or  staring at me very hard I hope there is no real reason.

What do you mean?

Well  he grabbed up his pipe from the table and began furiously to load it I blundered upon the truth one day in Rangoon. I was walking out of a house which I occupied there for a time, and as I swung around the corner into the main street, I ran into  literally ran into....

Again he hesitated oddly; then closed up his pouch and tossed it into the cane chair. He struck a match.

I ran into Kâramanèh, he continued abruptly, and began to puff away at his pipe, filling the air with clouds of tobacco smoke.

I caught my breath. This was the reason why he had kept me so long in ignorance of the story. He knew of my hopeless, uncrushable sentiments towards the gloriously beautiful but utterly hypocritical and evil Eastern girl who was perhaps the most dangerous of all Dr. Fu-Manchus servants; for the power of her loveliness was magical, as I knew to my cost.

What did you do? I asked quietly, my fingers drumming upon the table.

Naturally enough, continued Smith, with a cry of recognition I held out both my hands to her gladly. I welcomed her as a dear friend regained; I thought of the joy with which you would learn that I had found the missing one; I thought how you would be in Rangoon just as quickly as the fastest steamer would get you there....

Well?

Kâramanèh started back and treated me to a glance of absolute animosity! No recognition was there, and no friendliness  only a sort of scornful anger.

He shrugged his shoulders and began to walk up and down the room.

I do not know what you would have done in the circumstances, Petrie, but I

Yes?

I dealt with the situation rather promptly, I think. I simply picked her up without another word, right there in the public street, and raced back into the house, with her kicking and fighting like a little demon! She did not shriek or do anything of that kind, but fought silently like a vicious wild animal. Oh! I had some scars, I assure you; but I carried her up into my office, which fortunately was empty at the time, plumped her down in a chair, and stood looking at her.

Go on I said rather hollowly; what next?

She glared at me with those wonderful eyes, an expression of implacable hatred in them! Remembering all that we had done for her; remembering our former friendship; above all, remembering you  this look of hers almost made me shiver. She was dressed very smartly in European fashion, and the whole thing had been so sudden that as I stood looking at her I half expected to wake up presently and find it all a day-dream. But it was real  as real as her enmity. I felt the need for reflection, and having vainly endeavoured to draw her into conversation, and elicited no other answer than this glare of hatred  I left her there, going out and locking the door behind me.

Very high-handed?

A Commissioner has certain privileges, Petrie; and any action I might choose to take was not likely to be questioned. There was only one window to the office, and it was fully twenty feet above the level; it overlooked a narrow street off the main thoroughfare (I think I have explained that the house stood on a corner), so I did not fear her escaping. I had an important engagement which I had been on my way to fulfil when the encounter took place, and now, with a word to my native servant  who chanced to be downstairs  I hurried off.

Smiths pipe had gone out as usual, and he proceeded to relight it, whilst, my eyes lowered, I continued to drum upon the table.

This boy took her some tea later in the afternoon, he continued, and apparently found her in a more placid frame of mind. I returned immediately after dusk, and he reported that when last he had looked in, about half an hour earlier, she had been seated in an armchair reading a newspaper (I may mention that everything of value in the office was securely locked up!). I was determined upon a certain course by this time, and I went slowly upstairs, unlocked the door, and walked into the darkened office. I turned up the light ... the place was empty!

Empty!

The window was open, and the bird flown! Oh! it was not so simple a flight  as you would realize if you knew the place. The street, which the window overlooked, was bounded by a blank wall, on the opposite side, for thirty or forty yards along; and as we had been having heavy rains, it was full of glutinous mud. Furthermore, the boy whom I had left in charge had been sitting in the doorway immediately below the office window watching for my return ever since his last visit to the room above....

She must have bribed him, I said bitterly, or corrupted him with her infernal blandishments.

Ill swear she did not, rapped Smith decisively. I know my man, and Ill swear she did not. There were no marks in the mud of the road to show that a ladder had been placed there; moreover, nothing of the kind could have been attempted whilst the boy was sitting in the doorway; that was evident. In short, she did not descend into the roadway and did not come out by the door....

Was there a gallery outside the window?

No; it was impossible to climb to right or left of the window or up on to the roof. I convinced myself of that.

But, my dear man! I cried, you are eliminating every natural mode of egress! Nothing remains but flight.

I am aware, Petrie, that nothing remains but flight; in other words, I have never to this day understood how she quitted the room. I only know that she did.

And then?

I saw in this incredible escape the cunning hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu  saw it at once. Peace was ended; and I set to work along certain channels without delay. In this manner I got on the track at last, and learnt, beyond the possibility of doubt, that the Chinese doctor lived  nay! was actually on his way to Europe again!

There followed a short silence. Then  

I suppose its a mystery that will be cleared up some day, concluded Smith; but to date the riddle remains intact. He glanced at the clock. I have an appointment with Weymouth; therefore, leaving you to the task of solving this problem which thus far has defied my own efforts, I will get along.

He read a query in my glance.

Oh! I shall not be late, he added; I think I may venture out alone on this occasion without personal danger.

Nayland Smith went upstairs to dress, leaving me seated at my writing-table deep in thought. My notes upon the renewed activity of Dr. Fu-Manchu were stacked on my left hand, and, opening a new writing-block, I commenced to add to them particulars of this surprising event in Rangoon which properly marked the opening of the Chinamans second campaign. Smith looked in at the door on his way out, but seeing me thus engaged, did not disturb me.

I think I have made it sufficiently evident in these records that my practice was not an extensive one, and my hour for receiving patients arrived and passed with only two professional interruptions.

My task concluded, I glanced at the clock, and determined to devote the remainder of the evening to a little private investigation of my own. From Nayland Smith I had preserved the matter a secret, largely because I feared his ridicule; but I had by no means forgotten that I had seen, or had strongly imagined that I had seen, Kâramanèh  that beautiful anomaly who (in modern London) asserted herself to be a slave  in the shop of an antique dealer not a hundred yards from the British Museum!

A theory was forming in my brain, which I was burningly anxious to put to the test. I remembered how, two years before, I had met Kâramanèh near to this same spot; and I had heard Inspector Weymouth assert positively that Fu-Manchus headquarters were no longer in the East End, as of yore. There seemed to me to be a distinct probability that a suitable centre had been established for his reception in this place, so much less likely to be suspected by the authorities. Perhaps I attached too great a value to what may have been a delusion; perhaps my theory rested upon no more solid foundation than the belief that I had seen Kâramanèh in the shop of the curio dealer. If her appearance there should prove to have been imaginary, the structure of my theory would be shattered at its base. To-night I should test my premises, and upon the result of my investigations determine my future action.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE SILVER BUDDHA

Museum Street certainly did not seem a likely spot for Dr. Fu-Manchu to establish himself, yet, unless my imagination had strangely deceived me, from the window of the antique dealer who traded under the name of J. Salaman, those wonderful eyes of Kâramanèh, like the velvet midnight of the Orient, had looked out at me.

As I paced slowly along the pavement toward that lighted window, my heart was beating far from normally, and I cursed the folly which, despite all, refused to die, but lingered on, poisoning my life. Comparative quiet reigned in Museum Street, at no time a busy thoroughfare, and, excepting another shop at the Museum end, commercial activities had ceased there. The door of a block of residential chambers almost immediately opposite to the shop which was my objective, threw out a beam of light across the pavement; not more than two or three people were visible upon either side of the street.

I turned the knob of the door and entered the shop.

The same dark and immobile individual whom I had seen before, and whose nationality defied conjecture, came out from the curtained doorway at the back to greet me.

Good evening, sir, he said monotonously, with a slight inclination of the head; is there anything which you desire to inspect?

I merely wish to take a look round, I replied. I have no particular item in view.

The shopman inclined his head again, swept a yellow hand comprehensively about, as if to include the entire stock, and seated himself on a chair behind the counter.

I lighted a cigarette with such an air of nonchalance as I could summon to the operation, and began casually to inspect the varied articles of virtu loading the shelves and tables about me. I am bound to confess that I retain no one definite impression of this tour. Vases I handled, statuettes, Egyptian scarabs, bead necklaces, illuminated missals, portfolios of old prints, jade ornaments, bronzes, fragments of rare lace, early printed books, Assyrian tablets, daggers, Roman rings, and a hundred other curiosities, leisurely, and I trust with apparent interest, yet without forming the slightest impression respecting any one of them.

Probably I employed myself in this way for half an hour or more, and whilst my hands busied themselves among the stock of J. Salaman, my mind was occupied entirely elsewhere. Furtively I was studying the shopman himself, a human presentment of a Chinese idol; I was listening and watching: especially I was watching the curtained doorway at the back of the shop.

We close at about this time, sir, the man interrupted me, speaking in the emotionless, monotonous voice which I had noted before.

I replaced upon the glass counter a little Sekhet boat, carved in wood and highly coloured, and glanced up with a start. Truly my methods were amateurish; I had learnt nothing; I was unlikely to learn anything. I wondered how Nayland Smith would have conducted such an inquiry, and I racked my brains for some means of penetrating into the recesses of the establishment. Indeed I had been seeking such a plan for the past half an hour, but my mind had proved incapable of suggesting one.

Why I did not admit failure I cannot imagine, but, instead, I began to tax my brains anew for some means of gaining further time; and, as I looked about the place, the shopman very patiently awaiting my departure, I observed an open case at the back of the counter. The three lower shelves were empty, but upon the fourth shelf squatted a silver Buddha.

I should like to examine the silver image yonder, I said; what price are you asking for it?

It is not for sale, sir, replied the man, with a greater show of animation than he had yet exhibited.

Not for sale! I said, my eyes ever seeking the curtained doorway; hows that?

It is sold.

Well, even so, there can be no objection to my examining it?

It is not for sale, sir.

Such a rebuff from a tradesman would have been more than sufficient to call for a sharp retort at any other time, but now it excited the strangest suspicions. The street outside looked comparatively deserted, and prompted, primarily, by an emotion which I did not pause to analyse, I adopted a singular measure; without doubt I relied upon the unusual powers vested in Nayland Smith to absolve me in the event of error. I made as if to go out into the street, then turned, leapt past the shopman, ran behind the counter, and grasped at the silver Buddha!

That I was likely to be arrested for attempted larceny I cared not; the idea that Kâramanèh was concealed somewhere in the building ruled absolutely, and a theory respecting this silver image had taken possession of my mind. Exactly what I expected to happen at that moment I cannot say, but what actually happened was far more startling than anything I could have imagined.

At the instant that I grasped the figure I realized that it was attached to the woodwork; in the next I knew that it was a handle ... as I tried to pull it toward me I became aware that this handle was the handle of a door. For that door swung open before me, and I found myself at the foot of a flight of heavily carpeted stairs.

Anxious as I had been to proceed a moment before, I was now trebly anxious to retire, and for this reason: on the bottom step of the stairs, facing me, stood Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER XIX

DR. FU-MANCHUS LABORATORY

Icannot conceive that any ordinary mortal ever attained to anything like an intimacy with Dr. Fu-Manchu; I cannot believe that any man could ever grow used to his presence, could ever cease to fear him. I suppose I had set eyes upon Fu-Manchu some five or six times prior to this occasion, and now he was dressed in the manner which I always associated with him, probably because it was thus I first saw him. He wore a plain yellow robe, and, his pointed chin resting upon his bosom, he looked down at me, revealing a great expanse of the marvellous brow with its sparse, neutral-coloured hair.

Never in my experience have I known such force to dwell in the glance of any human eye as dwelt in that of this uncanny being. His singular affliction (if affliction it were), the film or slight membrane which sometimes obscured the oblique eyes, was particularly evident at the moment that I crossed the threshold, but now as I looked up at Dr. Fu-Manchu, it lifted  revealing the eyes in all their emerald greenness.

The idea of physical attack upon this incredible being seemed childish  inadequate. But, following that first instant of stupefaction, I forced myself to advance upon him.

A dull, crushing blow descended on the top of my skull, and I became oblivious of all things.

My return to consciousness was accompanied by tremendous pains in my head, whereby, from previous experience, I knew that a sandbag had been used against me by some one in the shop, presumably by the immobile shopman. This awakening was accompanied by none of those hazy doubts respecting previous events and present surroundings which are the usual symptoms of revival from sudden unconsciousness; even before I opened my eyes, before I had more than a partial command of my senses, I knew that, with my wrists handcuffed behind me, I lay in a room which was also occupied by Dr. Fu-Manchu. This absolute certainty of the Chinamans presence was evidenced, not by my senses, but only by an inner consciousness, and the same that always awakened into life at the approach not only of Fu-Manchu in person but of certain of his uncanny servants.

A faint perfume hung in the air about me; I do not mean that of any essence or of any incense, but rather the smell which is suffused by Oriental furniture, by Oriental draperies; the indefinable but unmistakable perfume of the East.

Thus, London has a distinct smell of its own, and so has Paris, whilst the difference between Marseilles and Suez, for instance, is even more marked. Now the atmosphere surrounding me was Eastern, but not of the East that I knew; rather it was Far Eastern. Perhaps I do not make myself very clear, but to me there was a mysterious significance in that perfumed atmosphere. I opened my eyes.

I lay upon a long low settee, in a fairly large room which was furnished, as I had anticipated, in an absolutely Oriental fashion. The two windows were so screened as to have lost, from the interior point of view, all resemblance to European windows, and the whole structure of the room had been altered in conformity, bearing out my idea that the place had been prepared for Fu-Manchus reception some time before his actual return. I doubt if, East or West, a duplicate of that singular apartment could be found.

The end in which I lay was, as I have said, typical of an Eastern house, and a large, ornate lantern hung from the ceiling almost directly above me. The farther end of the room was occupied by tall cases, some of them containing books, but the majority filled with scientific paraphernalia: rows of flasks and jars, frames of test-tubes, retorts, scales, and other objects of the laboratory. At a large and very finely carved table sat Dr. Fu-Manchu, a yellow and faded volume open before him, and some dark red fluid, almost like blood, bubbling in a test-tube which he held over the flame of a Bunsen-burner.

The enormously long nail of his right index finger rested upon the opened page of the book, to which he seemed constantly to refer, dividing his attention between the volume, the contents of the test-tube, and the progress of a second experiment, or possibly a part of the same, which was taking place upon another corner of the littered table.

A huge glass retort (the bulb was fully two feet in diameter), fitted with a Liebigs Condenser, rested in a metal frame, and within the bulb, floating in an oily substance, was a fungus some six inches high, shaped like a toadstool, but of a brilliant and venomous orange colour. Three flat tubes of light were so arranged as to cast violet rays upward into the retort, and the receiver, wherein condensed the product of this strange experiment, contained some drops of a red fluid which may have been identical with that boiling in the test-tube.

These things I perceived at a glance; then the filmy eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu were raised from the book, turned in my direction, and all else was forgotten.

I regret, came the sibilant voice, that unpleasant measures were necessary, but hesitation would have been fatal. I trust, Dr. Petrie, that you suffer no inconvenience?

To this speech no reply was possible, and I attempted none.

You have long been aware of my esteem for your acquirements, continued the Chinaman, his voice occasionally touching deep guttural notes, and you will appreciate the pleasure which this visit affords me. I kneel at the feet of my silver Buddha. I look to you, when you shall have overcome your prejudices  due to ignorance of my true motives  to assist me in establishing that intellectual control which is destined to be the new World Force. I bear you no malice for your ancient enmity, and even now  he waved one yellow hand toward the retort I am conducting an experiment designed to convert you from your misunderstanding, and to adjust your perspective.

Quite unemotionally he spoke, then turned again to his book, his test-tube and retort, in the most matter-of-fact way imaginable. I do not think the most frenzied outburst on his part, the most fiendish threats, could have produced such effect upon me as those cold and carefully calculated words, spoken in that unique voice. In its tones, in the glance of the green eyes, in the very pose of the gaunt, high-shouldered body, there was power  force.

I counted myself lost, and in view of the Doctors words, studied the progress of the experiment with frightful interest. But a few moments sufficed in which to realize that, for all my training, I knew as little of Chemistry  of Chemistry as understood by this mans genius  as a junior student in surgery knows of trephining. The process in operation was a complete mystery to me; the means and the end were alike incomprehensible.

Thus, in the heavy silence of that room, a silence only broken by the regular bubbling from the test-tube, I found my attention straying from the table to the other objects surrounding it; and at one of them my gaze stopped and remained chained with horror.

It was a glass jar, some five feet in height and filled with viscous fluid of a light amber colour. Out from this peered a hideous, dog-like face, low-browed, with pointed ears and a nose almost hoggishly flat. By the death-grin of the face the gleaming fangs were revealed; and the body, the long yellow-grey body, rested, or seemed to rest, upon short, malformed legs, whilst one long limp arm, the right, hung down straightly in the preservative. The left arm had been severed above the elbow.

Fu-Manchu, finding his experiment to be proceeding favourably, lifted his eyes to me again.

You are interested in my poor Cynocephalyte? he said; and his eyes were filmed like the eyes of one afflicted with cataract. He was a devoted servant, Dr. Petrie, but the lower influences in his genealogy sometimes conquered. Then he got out of hand; and at last he was so ungrateful toward those who had educated him, that, in one of those paroxysms of his, he attacked and killed a most faithful Burman, one of my oldest followers.

Fu-Manchu returned to his experiment.

Not the slightest emotion had he exhibited thus far, but had chatted with me as any other scientist might chat with a friend who casually visits his laboratory. The horror of the thing was playing havoc with my own composure, however. There I lay, fettered, in the same room with this man whose existence was a menace to the entire white race, whilst placidly he pursued an experiment designed, if his own words were believable, to cut me off from my kind  to wreak some change, psychological or physiological I knew not; to place me, it might be, upon a level with such brute things as that which now hung, half floating, in the glass jar!

Something I know of the history of that ghastly specimen, that thing neither man nor ape; for within my own knowledge had it not attempted the life of Nayland Smith, and was it not I who, with an axe, had maimed it in the instant of one of its last slayings?

Of these things Dr. Fu-Manchu was well aware, so that his placid speech was doubly, trebly horrible to my ears. I sought, furtively, to move my arms, only to realize that, as I had anticipated, the handcuffs were chained to a ring in the wall behind me. The establishments of Dr. Fu-Manchu were always well provided with such contrivances as these.

I uttered a short, harsh laugh. Fu-Manchu stood up slowly from the table, and, placing the test-tube in a rack, deposited the latter carefully upon a shelf at his side.

I am happy to find you in such good humour, he said softly. Other affairs call me; and, in my absence, that profound knowledge of chemistry, of which I have had evidence in the past, will enable you to follow with intelligent interest the action of these violet rays upon this exceptionally fine specimen of Siberian Amanita muscaria. At some future time, possibly when you are my guest in China  which country I am now making arrangements for you to visit  I shall discuss with you some lesser-known properties of this species; and I may say that one of your first tasks when you commence your duties as assistant in my laboratory in Kiangsu, will be to conduct a series of twelve experiments, which I have outlined, into other potentialities of this unique fungus.

He walked quietly to a curtained doorway, with his catlike yet awkward gait, lifted the drapery, and, bestowing upon me a slight bow of farewell, went out of the room.


CHAPTER XX

THE CROSSBAR

How long I lay there alone I had no means of computing. My mind was busy with many matters, but principally concerned with my fate in the immediate future. That Dr. Fu-Manchu entertained for me a singular kind of regard, I had had evidence before. He had formed the erroneous opinion that I was an advanced scientist who could be of use to him in his experiments, and I was aware that he cherished a project of transporting me to some place in China where his principal laboratory was situated. Respecting the means which he proposed to employ, I was unlikely to forget that this man, who had penetrated further along certain byways of science than seemed humanly possible, undoubtedly was master of a process for producing artificial catalepsy. It was my lot, then, to be packed in a chest (to all intents and purposes a dead man for the time being) and dispatched to the interior of China!

What a fool I had been. To think that I had learnt nothing from my long and dreadful experience of the methods of Dr. Fu-Manchu; to think that I had come alone in quest of him; that, leaving no trace behind me, I had deliberately penetrated to his secret abode!

I have said that my wrists were manacled behind me, the manacles being attached to a chain fastened in the wall. I now contrived, with extreme difficulty, to reverse the position of my hands; that is to say, I climbed backward through the loop formed by my fettered arms, so that instead of the gyves being behind me, they now were in front.

Then I began to examine them, learning, as I had anticipated, that they fastened with a lock. I sat gazing at the steel bracelets in the light of the lamp which swung over my head, and it became apparent to me that I had gained little by my contortion.

A slight noise disturbed these unpleasant reveries. It was nothing less than the rattling of keys!

For a moment I wondered if I had heard aright, or if the sound portended the coming of some servant of the Doctor who was locking up the establishment for the night. The jangling sound was repeated, and in such a way that I could not suppose it to be accidental. Some one was deliberately rattling a small bunch of keys in an adjoining room.

And now my heart leapt wildly  then seemed to stand still.

With a low whistling cry a little grey shape shot through the doorway by which Fu-Manchu had retired, and rolled like a ball of fluff blown by the wind, completely under the table which bore the weird scientific appliances of the Chinaman; the advent of the grey object was accompanied by a further rattling of keys.

My fear left me, and a mighty anxiety took its place. This creature which now crouched chattering at me from beneath the big table was Fu-Manchus marmoset, and in the intervals of its chatterings and grimacing, it nibbled, speculatively, at the keys upon the ring which it clutched in its tiny hands. Key after key it sampled in this manner, evincing a growing dissatisfaction with the uncrackable nature of its find.

One of those keys might be that of the handcuffs!

I could not believe that the tortures of Tantalus were greater than were mine at this moment. In all my hopes of rescue or release, I had included nothing so strange, so improbable as this. A sort of awe possessed me; for if by this means the key which should release me should come into my possession, how ever again could I doubt a beneficent Providence?

But they were not yet in my possession; moreover, the key of the handcuffs might not be amongst the bunch.

Were there no means whereby I could induce the marmoset to approach me?

Whilst I racked my brains for some scheme, the little animal took the matter out of my hands. Tossing the ring with its jangling contents a yard or so across the carpet in my direction, it leapt in pursuit, picked up the ring, whirled it over its head, and then threw a complete somersault around it. Now it snatched up the keys again, and holding them close to its ear, rattled them furiously. Finally, with an incredible spring, it leapt on to the chain supporting the lamp above my head, and with the garish shade swinging and spinning wildly, clung there looking down at me like an acrobat on a trapeze. The tiny, bluish face, completely framed in grotesque whiskers, enhanced the illusion of an acrobatic comedian. Never for a moment did it release its hold upon the key-ring.

My suspense now was almost intolerable. I feared to move, lest, alarming the marmoset, it should run off again, taking the keys with it. So as I lay there, looking up at the little creature swinging above me, the second wonder of the night came to pass.

A voice that I could never forget, strive how I would, a voice that haunted my dreams by night, and for which by day I was ever listening, cried out from some adjoining room:

Taala hina! it called. Taala hina, Peko!

It was Kâramanèh!

The effect upon the marmoset was instantaneous. Down came the bunch of keys upon one side of the shade, almost falling on my head, and down leapt the ape upon the other. In two leaps it had traversed the room and had vanished through the curtained doorway.

If ever I had need of coolness it was now; the slightest mistake would be fatal! The keys had slipped from the mattress of the divan, and now lay just beyond reach of my fingers. Rapidly I changed my position, and sought, without undue noise, to move the keys with my foot.

I had actually succeeded in sliding them back on to the mattress, when, unheralded by any audible footstep, Kâramanèh came through the doorway, holding the marmoset in her arms. She wore a dress of fragile muslin material, and out from its folds protruded one silk-stockinged foot, resting in a high-heeled red shoe....

For a moment she stood watching me, with a sort of enforced composure; then her glance strayed to the keys lying upon the floor. Slowly, and with her eyes fixed again upon my face, she crossed the room, stooped, and took up the key-ring.

It was one of the poignant moments of my life; for by that simple act all my hopes had been shattered!

Any poor lingering doubt that I may have had left me now. Had the slightest spark of friendship animated the bosom of Kâramanèh, most certainly she would have overlooked the presence of the keys  of the keys which represented my one hope of escape from the clutches of the fiendish Chinaman.

There is a silence more eloquent than words. For half a minute or more, Kâramanèh stood watching me  forcing herself to watch me  and I looked up at her with a concentrated gaze in which rage and reproach must have been strangely mingled.

What eyes she had!  of that blackly lustrous sort nearly always associated with unusually dark complexions; but Kâramanèhs complexion was peachlike, or rather of an exquisite and delicate fairness which reminded me of the petal of a rose. By some I have been accused of romancing about this girls beauty, but only by those who had not met her; for indeed she was astonishingly lovely.

At last her eyes fell, the long lashes drooped upon her cheeks. She turned and walked slowly to the chair wherein Fu-Manchu had sat. Placing the keys upon the table amid the scientific litter, she rested one dimpled elbow upon the yellow page of the book, and with her chin in her palm, again directed upon me that enigmatical gaze.

I dared not think of the past, of the past in which this beautiful, treacherous girl had played a part; yet, watching her, I could not believe, even now, that she was false! My state was truly a pitiable one; I could have cried out in sheer anguish. With her long lashes partly lowered, she watched me awhile, then spoke; and her voice was music which seemed to mock me; every inflection of that elusive accent reopened, lancet-like, the ancient wound.

Why do you look at me so? she said, almost in a whisper. By what right do you reproach me?  Have you ever offered me friendship, that I should repay you with friendship? When first you came to the house where I was, by the river  came to save some one from (there was the familiar hesitation which always preceded the name of Fu-Manchu) from  him, you treated me as your enemy, although  I would have been your friend....

There was appeal in the soft voice, but I laughed mockingly, and threw myself back upon the divan. Kâramanèh stretched out her hands toward me, and I shall never forget the expression which flashed into those glorious eyes; but, seeing me intolerant of her appeal, she drew back and quickly turned her head aside. Even in this hour of extremity, of impotent wrath, I could find no contempt in my heart for her feeble hypocrisy; with all the old wonder I watched that exquisite profile, and Kâramanèhs very deceitfulness was a salve  for had she not cared she would not have attempted it!

Suddenly she stood up, taking the keys in her hands, and approached me.

Not by word, nor by look, she said quietly, have you asked for my friendship, but because I cannot bear you to think of me as you do, I will prove that I am not the hypocrite and the liar you think me. You will not trust me, but I will trust you.

I looked up into her eyes, and knew a pagan joy when they faltered before my searching gaze. She threw herself upon her knees beside me, and the faint exquisite perfume inseparable from my memories of her, became perceptible, and seemed as of old to Intoxicate me. The lock clicked ... and I was free.

Kâramanèh rose swiftly to her feet as I stood up and outstretched my cramped arms. For one delirious moment her bewitching face was close to mine, and the dictates of madness almost ruled; but I clenched my teeth and turned sharply aside. I could not trust myself to speak.

With Fu-Manchus marmoset again gambolling before us, we walked through the curtained doorway into the room beyond. It was in darkness, but I could see the slave-girl in front of me, a slim silhouette, as she walked to a screened window, and, opening the screen in the manner of a folding door, also threw up the window.

Look! she whispered.

I crept forward and stood beside her. I found myself looking down into the Museum Street from a first-floor window! Belated traffic still passed along New Oxford Street on the left, but not a solitary figure was visible to the right, as far as I could see, and that was nearly to the railings of the Museum. Immediately opposite, in one of the flats which I had noticed earlier in the evening, another window was opened. I turned, and in the reflected light saw that Kâramanèh held a cord in her hand. Our glances met in the semi-darkness.

She began to haul the cord into the window, and, looking upward, I perceived that it was looped in some way over the telegraph cables which crossed the street at that point. It was a slender cord, and it appeared to be passed across a joint in the cables almost immediately above the centre of the roadway. As it was hauled in, a second and stronger line attached to it was pulled, in turn, over the cables, and thence in by the window. Kâramanèh twisted a length of it around a metal bracket fastened in the wall, and placed a light wooden crossbar in my hand.

Make sure that there is no one in the street, she said, craning out and looking to right and left, then swing across. The length of the rope is just sufficient to enable you to swing through the open window opposite, and there is a mattress inside to drop upon. But release the bar immediately, or you may be dragged back. The door of the room in which you will find yourself is unlocked, and you have only to walk down the stairs and out into the street.

I peered at the crossbar in my hand, then looked hard at the girl beside me. I missed something of the old fire of her nature; she was very subdued, to-night.

Thank you, Kâramanèh, I said softly.

She suppressed a little cry as I spoke her name, and drew back into the shadows.

I believe you are my friend, I said, but I cannot understand. Wont you help me to understand?

I took her unresisting hand, and drew her toward me. My very soul seemed to thrill at the contact of her lithe body....

She was trembling wildly and seemed to be trying to speak, but although her lips framed the words no sound followed. Suddenly comprehension came to me. I looked down into the street, hitherto deserted ... and into the upturned face of Fu-Manchu!

Wearing a heavy fur-collared coat, and with his yellow, malignant countenance grotesquely horrible beneath the shadow of a large tweed motor cap, he stood motionless, looking up at me. That he had seen me, I could not doubt; but had he seen my companion?

In a choking whisper Kâramanèh answered my unspoken question.

He has not seen me! I have done much for you; do in return a small thing for me! Save my life!

She dragged me back from the window and fled across the room to the weird laboratory where I had lain captive. Throwing herself upon the divan, she held out her white wrists and glanced significantly at the manacles.

Lock them upon me! she said rapidly. Quick! quick!

Great as was my mental disturbance, I managed to grasp the purpose of this device. The very extremity of my danger found me cool. I fastened the manacles, which so recently had confined my own wrists, upon the slim wrists of Kâramanèh. A faint and muffled disturbance, doubly ominous because there was nothing to proclaim its nature, reached me from some place below, on the ground floor.

Tie something around my mouth! directed Kâramanèh with nervous rapidity. As I began to look about me: Tear a strip from my dress, she said; do not hesitate  be quick! be quick!

I seized the flimsy muslin and tore off half a yard or so from the hem of the skirt. The voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu became audible. He was speaking rapidly, sibilantly, and evidently was approaching  would be upon me in a matter of moments. I fastened the strip of fabric over the girls mouth and tied it behind, experiencing a pang half pleasurable and half fearful as I found my hands in contact with the foamy luxuriance of her hair.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was entering the room immediately beyond.

Snatching up the bunch of keys, I turned and ran, for in another instant my retreat would be cut off. As I burst once more into the darkened room I became aware that a door on the farther side of it was open; and framed in the opening was the tall high-shouldered figure of the Chinaman, still enveloped in his fur coat and wearing the grotesque cap. As I saw him, so he perceived me; and as I sprang to the window, he advanced.

I turned desperately and hurled the bunch of keys with all my force into the dimly seen face....

Either because they possessed a chatoyant quality of their own (as I had often suspected), or by reason of the light reflected through the open window, the green eyes gleamed upon me vividly like those of a giant cat. One short guttural exclamation paid tribute to the accuracy of my aim; then I had the crossbar in my hand.

I threw one leg across the sill, and dire as was my extremity, hesitated for an instant ere trusting myself to the flight....

A vice-like grip fastened upon my left ankle.

Hazily I became aware that the dark room was become flooded with figures. The whole yellow gang were upon me  the entire murder-group composed of units recruited from the darkest places of the East!

I have never counted myself a man of resource, and have always envied Nayland Smith his possession of that quality, in him extraordinarily developed; but on this occasion the gods were kind to me, and I resorted to the only device, perhaps, which could have saved me. Without releasing my hold upon the crossbar, I clutched at the ledge with the fingers of both hands and swung back, into the room, my right leg, which was already across the sill. With all my strength I kicked out. My heel came in contact, in sickening contact, with a human head; beyond doubt I had split the skull of the man who held me.

The grip upon my ankle was released automatically; and now consigning all my weight to the rope, I slipped forward, as a diver, across the broad ledge and found myself sweeping through the night like a winged thing....

The line, as Kâramanèh had assured me, was of well-judged length. Down I swept to within six or seven feet of the street level, then up, up, at ever-decreasing speed, toward the vague oblong of the open window beyond.

I hope I have been successful, in some measure, in portraying the varied emotions which it was my lot to experience that night, and it may well seem that nothing more exquisite could remain for me. Yet it was written otherwise; for as I swept up to my goal, describing the inevitable arc which I had no power to check, I saw that one awaited me.

Crouching forward half out of the open window was a Burmese dacoit, a cross-eyed, leering being whom I well remembered to have encountered two years before in my dealings with Dr. Fu-Manchu. One bare, sinewy arm held rigidly at right angles before his breast, he clutched a long curved knife and waited  waited  for the critical moment when my throat should be at his mercy!

I have said that a strange coolness had come to my aid; even now it did not fail me, and so incalculably rapid are the workings of the human mind that I remembered complimenting myself upon an achievement which Smith himself could not have bettered, and this in the immeasurable interval which intervened between the commencement of my upward swing and my arrival on a level with the window.

I threw my body back and thrust my feet forward. As my legs went through the opening, an acute pain in one calf told me that I was not to escape scathless from the nights mêlée. But the dacoit went rolling over in the darkness of the room, as helpless in face of that ramrod stroke as the veriest infant....

Back I swept upon my trapeze, a sight to have induced any passing citizen to question his sanity. With might and main I sought to check the swing of the pendulum, for if I should come within reach of the window behind I doubted not that other knives awaited me. It was no difficult feat, and I succeeded in checking my flight. Swinging there above Museum Street I could even appreciate, so lucid was my mind, the ludicrous element of the situation.

I dropped. My wounded leg almost failed me; and greatly shaken, but with no other serious damage, I picked myself up from the dust of the roadway  to see the bar vanishing into the darkness above. It was a mockery of Fate that the problem which Nayland Smith had set me to solve should have been solved thus: for I could not doubt that by means of the branch of a tall tree or some other suitable object situated opposite to Smiths house in Rangoon, Kâramanèh had made her escape as to-night I had made mine.

Apart from the acute pain in my calf I knew that the dacoits knife had bitten deeply by reason of the fact that a warm liquid was trickling down into my boot. Like any drunkard I stood there in the middle of the road looking up at the vacant window where the dacoit had been, and up at the window above the shop of J. Salaman where I knew Fu-Manchu to be. But for some reason the latter window had been closed or almost closed, and as I stood there this reason became apparent to me.

The sound of running footsteps came from the direction of New Oxford Street. I turned  to see two policemen bearing down upon me!

This was a time for quick decisions and prompt action. I weighed all the circumstances in the balance, and made the last vital choice of the night; I turned and ran toward the British Museum as though the worst of Fu-Manchus creatures, and not my allies the police, were at my heels!

No one else was in sight, but, as I whirled into the Square, the red lamp of a slowly retreating taxi became visible some hundred yards to the left. My leg was paining me greatly, but the nature of the wound did not interfere with my progress; therefore I continued my headlong career, and ere the police had reached the end of Museum Street I had my hand upon the door handle of the cab  for, the Fates being persistently kind to me, the vehicle was for hire.

Dr. Cleeves, Harley Street! I shouted at the man. Drive like hell! Its an urgent case.

I leapt into the cab.

Within five seconds from the time that I slammed the door and dropped back panting upon the cushions, we were speeding westward toward the house of the famous pathologist, thereby throwing the police hopelessly off the track.

Faintly to my ears came the purr of a police whistle. The taxi-man evidently did not hear the significant sound. Merciful Providence had rung down the curtain; for to-night my rôle in the yellow drama was finished.


CHAPTER XXI

CRAGMIRE TOWER

Less than two hours later, Inspector Weymouth and a party from New Scotland Yard raided the house in Museum Street. They found the stock of J. Salaman practically intact, and, in the strangely appointed rooms above, every evidence of a hasty outgoing. But of the instruments, drugs and other laboratory paraphernalia not one item remained. I would gladly have given my income for a year, to have gained possession of the books, alone; for beyond all shadow of doubt, I knew them to contain formulæ calculated to revolutionize the science of medicine.

Exhausted, physically and mentally, and with my mind a whispering-gallery of conjectures (it were needless for me to mention whom respecting), I turned in, gratefully, having patched up the slight wound in my calf.

I seemed scarcely to have closed my eyes, when Nayland Smith was shaking me into wakefulness.

You are probably tired out, he said; but your crazy expedition of last night entitles you to no sympathy. Read this. There is a train in an hour. We will reserve a compartment and you can resume your interrupted slumbers in a corner seat.

As I struggled upright in bed, rubbing my eyes sleepily, Smith handed me the Daily Telegraph, pointing to the following paragraph upon the literary page:

Messrs. M  announce that they will publish shortly the long-delayed work of Kegan Van Roon, the celebrated American traveller, Orientalist and psychic investigator, dealing with his recent inquiries in China. It will be remembered that Mr. Van Roon undertook to motor from Canton to Siberia last winter, but met with unforeseen difficulties in the province of Ho-Nan. He fell into the hands of a body of fanatics and was fortunate to escape with his life. His book will deal in particular with his experiences in Ho-Nan, and some sensational revelations regarding the awakening of that most mysterious race, the Chinese, are promised. For reasons of his own he has decided to remain in England until the completion of his book (which will be published simultaneously in New York and London), and has leased Cragmire Tower, Somersetshire, in which romantic and historical residence he will collate his notes and prepare for the world a work ear-marked as a classic even before it is published.

I glanced up from the paper, to find Smiths eyes fixed upon me inquiringly.

From what I have been able to learn, he said evenly, we should reach Saul, with decent luck, just before dusk.

As he turned and quitted the room without another word, I realized, in a flash, the purport of our mission; I understood my friends ominous calm, betokening suppressed excitement.

Fortune was with us (or so it seemed); and whereas we had not hoped to gain Saul before sunset, as a matter of fact the autumn afternoon was in its most glorious phase as we left the little village with its old-time hostelry behind us and set out in an easterly direction, with the Bristol Channel far away on our left and a gently sloping upland on our right.

The crooked high-street practically constituted the entire hamlet of Saul, and the inn, The Wagoners, was the last house in the street. Now, as we followed the ribbon of moor-path to the top of the rise, we could stand and look back upon the way we had come; and although we had covered fully a mile of ground, it was possible to detect the sunlight gleaming now and then upon the gilt lettering of the inn sign as it swayed in the breeze. The day had been unpleasantly warm, but relieved by this same sea breeze, which, although but slight, had in it the tang of the broad Atlantic. Behind us, then, the footpath sloped down to Saul, unpeopled by any living thing; east and north-east swelled the monotony of the moor right out to the hazy distance where the sky began and the sea remotely lay hidden; west fell the gentle gradient from the top of the slope which we had mounted, and here, as far as the eye could reach, the country had an appearance suggestive of a huge and dried-up lake. This idea was borne out by an odd blotchiness, for sometimes there would be half a mile or more of seeming moorland, then a sharply defined change (or it seemed sharply defined from that birds-eye point of view). A vivid greenness marked these changes, which merged into a dun coloured smudge and again into the brilliant green; then the moor would begin once more.

That will be the Tor of Glastonbury, I suppose, said Smith, suddenly peering through his field-glasses in an easterly direction; and yonder, unless I am greatly mistaken, is Cragmire Tower.

Shading my eyes with my hand, I also looked ahead, and saw the place for which we were bound; one of those round towers, more common in Ireland, which some authorities have declared to be of Phœnician origin. Ramshackle buildings clustered untidily about its base, and to it a sort of tongue of that oddly venomous green which patched the lowlands shot out and seemed almost to reach the tower-base. The land for miles around was as flat as the palm of my hand, saving certain hummocks, lesser tors, and irregular piles of boulders which dotted its expanse. Hills and uplands there were in the hazy distance, forming a sort of mighty inland bay which I doubted not in some past age had been covered by the sea. Even in the brilliant sunlight the place had something of a mournful aspect, looking like a great dried-up pool into which the children of giants had carelessly cast stones.

We met no living soul upon the moor. With Cragmire Tower but a quarter of a mile off, Smith paused again, and raising his powerful glasses swept the visible landscape.

Not a sign, Petrie, he said softly; yet....

Dropping the glasses back into their case, my companion began to tug at his left ear.

Have we been over-confident? he said, narrowing his eyes in speculative fashion. No less than three times I have had the idea that something, or some one, has just dropped out of sight, behind us, as I focussed....

What do you mean, Smith?

Are we  he glanced about him as though the vastness were peopled with listening Chinamen followed?

Silently we looked into one anothers eyes, each seeking for the dread which neither had named. Then:

Come on, Petrie! said Smith, grasping my arm: and at quick march we were off again.

Cragmire Tower stood upon a very slight eminence, and what had looked like a green tongue, from the moorland slopes above, was in fact a creek, flanked by lush land, which here found its way to the sea. The house which we were come to visit consisted in a low, two-storey building, joining the ancient tower on the east, with two smaller out-buildings. There was a miniature kitchen-garden, and a few stunted fruit trees in the north-west corner; the whole being surrounded by a grey stone wall.

The shadow of the tower fell sharply across the path, which ran up almost alongside of it. We were both extremely warm by reason of our long and rapid walk on that hot day, and this shade should have been grateful to us. In short, I find it difficult to account for the unwelcome chill which I experienced at the moment that I found myself at the foot of the time-worn monument. I know that we both pulled up sharply and looked at one another as though acted upon by some mutual disturbance.

But not a sound broke the stillness save the remote murmuring, until a solitary sea-gull rose in the air and circled directly over the tower, uttering its mournful and unmusical cry. Automatically to my mind sprang the lines of the poem:

Far from all brother-men, in the weird of the fen, With Gods creatures I bide, mid the birds that I ken; Where the winds ever dree, where the hymn of the sea Brings a message of peace from the ocean to me.

Not a soul was visible about the premises; there was no sound of human activity and no dog barked. Nayland Smith drew a long breath, glanced back along the way we had come, then went on, following the wall, I beside him, until we came to the gate. It was unfastened, and we walked up the stone path through a wilderness of weeds. Four windows of the house were visible, two on the ground floor and two above. Those on the ground floor were heavily boarded up, those above, though glazed, boasted neither blinds nor curtains. Cragmire Tower showed not the slightest evidence of tenancy.

We mounted three steps and stood before a tremendously massive oaken door. An iron bell-pull, ancient and rusty, hung on the right of the door, and Smith, giving me an odd glance, seized the ring and tugged it.

From somewhere within the building answered a mournful clangour, a cracked and toneless jangle, which, seeming to echo through empty apartments, sought and found an exit apparently by way of one of the openings in the round tower; for it was from above our heads that the noise came to us.

It died away, that eerie ringing  that clanging so dismal that it could chill my heart even then with the bright sunlight streaming down out of the blue; it awoke no other response than the mournful cry of the sea-gull circling over our heads. Silence fell. We looked at one another, and we were both about to express a mutual doubt, when, unheralded by any unfastening of bolts or bars, the door was opened, and a huge mulatto, dressed in white, stood there regarding us.

I started nervously, for the apparition was so unexpected, but Nayland Smith, without evidence of surprise, thrust a card into the mans hand.

Take my card to Mr. Van Roon, and say that I wish to see him on important business, he directed authoritatively.

The mulatto bowed and retired. His white figure seemed to be swallowed up by the darkness within, for beyond the patch of uncarpeted floor revealed by the peeping sunlight, was a barn-like place of densest shadow. I was about to speak, but Smith laid his hand upon my arm warningly, as, out from the shadows, the mulatto returned. He stood on the right of the door and bowed again.

Be pleased to enter, he said, in his harsh, negro voice. Mr. Van Roon will see you.

The gladness of the sun could no longer stir me; a chill and sense of foreboding bore me company as beside Nayland Smith I entered Cragmire Tower.


CHAPTER XXII

THE MULATTO

The room in which Van Roon received us was roughly of the shape of an old-fashioned key-hole; one end if it occupied the base of the tower, upon which the remainder had evidently been built. In many respects it was a singular room, but the feature which caused me the greatest amazement was this  it had no windows!

In the deep alcove formed by the tower sat Van Roon at a littered table, upon which stood an oil reading-lamp, green-shaded, of the Victoria pattern, to furnish the entire illumination of the apartment. That book-shelves lined the rectangular portion of this strange study I divined, although that end of the place was dark as a catacomb. The walls were wood-panelled, and the ceiling was oaken-beamed. A small book shelf and tumble-down cabinet stood upon either side of the table, and the celebrated American author and traveller lay propped up in a long split-cane chair. He wore smoke glasses, and had a clean-shaven, olive face, with a profusion of jet-black hair. He was garbed in a dirty red dressing-gown, and a perfect fog of cigar smoke hung in the room. He did not rise to greet us, but merely extended his right hand, between two fingers whereof he held Smiths card.

You will excuse the seeming discourtesy of an invalid, gentlemen? he said; but I am suffering from undue temerity in the interior of China!

He waved his hand vaguely, and I saw that two rough deal chairs stood near the table. Smith and I seated ourselves, and my friend, leaning his elbow upon the table, looked fixedly at the face of the man whom we were come from London to visit. Although comparatively unfamiliar to the British public, the name of Van Roon was well known in American literary circles; for he enjoyed in the United States a reputation somewhat similar to that which had rendered the name of our mutual friend, Sir Lionel Barton, a household word in England. It was Van Roon who, following in the footsteps of Madame Blavatsky, had sought out the haunts of the fabled mahatmas in the Himalayas, and Van Roon who had essayed to explore the fever swamps of Yucatan in quest of the secret of lost Atlantis; lastly, it was Van Roon, who, with an overland car specially built for him by a celebrated American firm, had undertaken the journey across China.

I studied the olive face with curiosity. Its natural impassivity was so greatly increased by the presence of the coloured spectacles that my study was as profitless as if I had scrutinized the face of a carven Buddha. The mulatto had withdrawn, and in an atmosphere of gloom and tobacco smoke Smith and I sat staring, perhaps rather rudely, at the object of our visit to the West Country.

Mr. Van Roon, began my friend abruptly, you will no doubt have seen this paragraph. It appeared in this mornings Daily Telegraph.

He stood up, and taking out the cutting from his notebook, placed it on the table.

I have seen this  yes, said Van Roon, revealing a row of even white teeth in a rapid smile. Is it to this paragraph that I owe the pleasure of seeing you here?

The paragraph appeared in this mornings issue, replied Smith. An hour from the time of seeing it, my friend, Dr. Petrie, and I were entrained for Bridgwater.

Your visit delights me, gentlemen, and I should be ungrateful to question its cause; but frankly I am at a loss to understand why you should have honoured me thus. I am a poor host, God knows; for what with my tortured limb, a legacy from the Chinese devils whose secrets I surprised, and my semi-blindness, due to the same cause, I am but sorry company.

Nayland Smith held up his right hand deprecatingly. Van Roon tendered a box of cigars and clapped his hands, whereupon the mulatto entered.

I see that you have a story to tell me, Mr. Smith, he said; therefore I suggest whisky-and-soda  or you might prefer tea, as it is nearly tea-time?

Smith and I chose the former refreshment, and the soft-footed half-breed having departed upon his errand, my companion, leaning forward earnestly across the littered table, outlined for Van Roon the story of Dr. Fu-Manchu, the great and malign being whose mission in England at that moment was none other than the stoppage of just such information as our host was preparing to give to the world.

There is a giant conspiracy, Mr. Van Roon, he said, which had its birth in this very province of Ho-Nan, from which you were so fortunate to escape alive; whatever its scope or limitations, a great secret society is established among the yellow races. It means that China, which has slumbered for so many generations, now stirs in that age-long sleep. I need not tell you how much more it means, this seething in the pot....

In a word, interrupted Van Roon, pushing Smiths glass across the table, you would say

That your life is not worth that! replied Smith, snapping his fingers before the others face.

A very impressive silence fell. I watched Van Roon curiously as he sat propped up among his cushions, his smooth face ghastly in the green light from the lamp-shade. He held the stump of a cigar between his teeth, but, apparently unnoticed by him, it had long since gone out. Smith, out of the shadows, was watching him, too. Then  

Your information is very disturbing, said the American. I am the more disposed to credit your statement because I am all too painfully aware of the existence of such a group as you mention, in China, but that they had an agent here in England is something I had never conjectured. In seeking out this solitary residence I have unwittingly done much to assist their designs.... But  my dear Mr. Smith, I am very remiss! Of course you will remain to-night, and I trust for some days to come?

Smith glanced rapidly across at me, then turned again to our host.

It seems like forcing our company upon you, he said, but in your own interests I think it will be best to do as you are good enough to suggest. I hope and believe that our arrival here has not been noticed by the enemy; therefore it will be well if we remain concealed as much as possible for the present, until we have settled upon some plan.

Hagar shall go to the station for your baggage, said the American rapidly, and clapped his hands, his usual signal to the mulatto.

Whilst the latter was receiving his orders I noticed Nayland Smith watching him closely; and when he had departed:

How long has that man been in your service? snapped my friend.

Van Roon peered blindly through his smoked glasses.

For some years, he replied; he was with me in India  and in China.

Where did you engage him?

Actually, in St. Kitts.

Hm, muttered Smith, and automatically he took out and began to fill his pipe.

I can offer you no company but my own, gentlemen, continued Van Roon, but unless it interfere, with your plans, you may find the surrounding district of interest and worthy of inspection, between now and dinner-time. By the way, I think I can promise you quite a satisfactory meal, for Hagar is a model chef.

A walk would be enjoyable, said Smith, but dangerous.

Ah! perhaps you are right. Evidently you apprehend some attempt upon me?

At any moment!

To one in my crippled condition, an alarming outlook! However, I place myself unreservedly in your hands. But really, you must not leave this interesting district before you have made the acquaintance of some of its historical spots. To me, steeped as I am in what I may term the lore of the odd, it is a veritable wonderland, almost as interesting, in its way, as the caves and jungles of Hindustan depicted by Madame Blavatsky.

His high-pitched voice, with a certain laboured intonation, not quite so characteristically American as was his accent, rose even higher; he spoke with the fire of the enthusiast.

When I learnt that Cragmire Tower was vacant, he continued, I leapt at the chance (excuse the metaphor, from a lame man!). This is a ghost-hunters paradise. The tower itself is of unknown origin, though probably Phœnician, and the house traditionally sheltered Dr. Macleod, the necromancer, after his flight from the persecution of James of Scotland. Then, to add to its interest, it borders on Sedgemoor, the scene of the bloody battle during the Monmouth rising, whereat a thousand were slain on the field. It is a local legend that the unhappy Duke and his staff may be seen, on stormy nights, crossing the path which skirts the mire, after which this building is named, with flaming torches held aloft.

Merely marsh-lights, I take it? interjected Smith, gripping his pipe hard between his teeth.

Your practical mind naturally seeks a practical explanation, smiled Van Roon, but I myself have other theories. Then in addition to the charms of Sedgemoor  haunted Sedgemoor  on a fine day it is quite possible to see the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey from here; and Glastonbury Abbey, as you may know, is closely bound up with the history of Alchemy. It was in the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey that the adept Kelly, companion of Dr. Dee, discovered, in the reign of Elizabeth, the famous caskets of St. Dunstan, containing the two tinctures....

So he ran on, enumerating the odd charms of his residence, charms which for my part I did not find appealing. Finally  

We cannot presume further upon your kindness, said Nayland Smith, standing up. No doubt we can amuse ourselves in the neighbourhood of the house until the return of your servant.

Look upon Cragmire Tower as your own, gentlemen! cried Van Roon. Most of the rooms are unfurnished, and the garden is a wilderness, but the structure of the brickwork in the tower may interest you archæologically, and the view across the moor is at least as fine as any in the neighbourhood.

So, with his brilliant smile and a gesture of one thin yellow hand, the crippled traveller made us free of his odd dwelling. As I passed out from the room close at Smiths heels, I glanced back, I cannot say why. Van Roon already was bending over his papers, in his green-shadowed sanctuary, and the light shining down upon his smoked glasses created the odd illusion that he was looking over the tops of the lenses and not down at the table as his attitude suggested. However, it was probably ascribable to the weird chiaroscuro of the scene, although it gave the seated figure an oddly malignant appearance, and I passed through the utter darkness of the outer room to the front door. Smith opening it, I was conscious of surprise to find dusk come  to meet darkness where I had looked for sunlight.

The silver wisps which had raced along the horizon, as we came to Cragmire Tower, had been harbingers of other and heavier banks. A stormy sunset smeared crimson streaks across the skyline, where a great range of clouds, like the oily smoke of a city burning, was banked, mountain topping mountain, and lighted from below by this angry red. As we came down the steps and out by the gate, I turned and looked across the moor behind us. A sort of reflection from this distant blaze encrimsoned the whole landscape. The inland bay glowed sullenly, as if internal fires and not reflected light were at work; a scene both wild and majestic.

Nayland Smith was staring up at the cone-like top of the ancient tower in a curious, speculative fashion. Under the influence of our hosts conversation I had forgotten the reasonless dread which had touched me at the moment of our arrival, but now, with the red light blazing over Sedgemoor, as if in memory of the blood which had been shed there, and with the tower of unknown origin looming above me, I became very uncomfortable again, nor did I envy Van Roon his eerie residence. The proximity of a tower of any kind, at night, makes in some inexplicable way for awe, and to-night there were other agents, too.

Whats that? snapped Smith suddenly, grasping my arm.

He was peering southward, toward the distant hamlet, and, starting violently at his words and the sudden grasp of his hand, I, too, stared in that direction.

We were followed, Petrie, he almost whispered. I never got a sight of our follower, but Ill swear we were followed. Look! theres something moving over yonder!

Together we stood staring into the dusk; then Smith burst abruptly into one of his rare laughs, and clapped me upon the shoulder.

Its Hagar, the mulatto! he cried, and our grips. That extraordinary American with his tales of witch-lights and haunted abbeys has been playing the devil with our nerves. He glanced up at the tower. What a place to live in! Frankly, I dont think I could stand it.

Together we waited by the gate until the half-caste appeared on the bend of the path with a grip in either hand. He was a great, muscular fellow with a stoic face, and, for the purpose of visiting Saul, presumably, he had doffed his white raiment and now wore a sort of livery, with a peaked cap.

Smith watched him enter the house. Then  

I wonder where Van Roon obtains his provisions and so forth, he muttered. Its odd they knew nothing about the new tenant of Cragmire Tower at The Wagoners.

There came a sort of sudden expectancy into his manner for which I found myself at a loss to account. He turned his gaze inland and stood there tugging at his left ear and clicking his teeth together. He stared at me, and his eyes looked very bright in the dusk, for a sort of red glow from the sunset touched them; but he spoke no word, merely taking my arm and leading me off on a rambling walk around and about the house. Neither of us spoke a word until we stood at the gate of Cragmire Tower again; then  

Ill swear, now, that we were followed here to-day! muttered Smith.

The lofty place immediately within the doorway proved, in the light of a lamp now fixed in an iron bracket, to be a square entrance hall meagrely furnished. The closed study door faced the entrance, and on the left of it ascended an open staircase up which the mulatto led the way. We found ourselves on the floor above, in a corridor traversing the house from back to front. An apartment on the immediate left was indicated by the mulatto as that allotted to Smith. It was a room of fair size, furnished quite simply but boasting a wardrobe cupboard, and Smiths grip stood beside the white-enamelled bed. I glanced around, and then prepared to follow the man, who had awaited me in the doorway.

He still wore his dark livery, and as I followed the lithe yet brawny figure along the corridor, I found myself considering critically his breadth of shoulder and the extraordinary thickness of his neck.

I have repeatedly spoken of a sort of foreboding, an elusive stirring in the depths of my being, of which I became conscious at certain times in my dealings with Dr. Fu-Manchu and his murderous servants. This sensation, or something akin to it, claimed me now, unaccountably, as I stood looking into the neat bedroom, on the same side of the corridor but at the extreme end, wherein I was to sleep. A voiceless warning urged me to return; a kind of childish panic came fluttering about my heart, a dread of entering the room, of allowing the mulatto to come behind me.

Doubtless this was no more than a subconscious product of my observations respecting his abnormal breadth of shoulder. But whatever the origin of the impulse, I found myself unable to disobey it. Therefore, I merely nodded, turned on my heel and went back to Smiths room.

I closed the door, then turned to face Smith, who stood regarding me.

Smith, I said, that man sends cold water trickling down my spine!

Still regarding me fixedly, my friend nodded his head.

You are curiously sensitive to this sort of thing, he replied slowly; I have noticed it before as a useful capacity. I dont like the look of the man myself. The fact that he has been in Van Roons employ for some years goes for nothing. We are neither of us likely to forget Kwee, the Chinese servant of Sir Lionel Barton, and it is quite possible that Fu-Manchu has corrupted this man as he corrupted the other. It is quite possible....

His voice trailed off into silence, and he stood looking across the room with unseeing eyes, meditating deeply. It was quite dark, now, outside, as I could see through the uncurtained window, which opened upon the dreary expanse stretching out to haunted Sedgemoor. Two candles were burning upon the dressing-table; they were but recently lighted, and so intense was the stillness that I could distinctly hear the spluttering of one of the wicks, which was damp. Without giving the slightest warning of his intention, Smith suddenly made two strides forward, stretched out his long arms, and snuffed the pair of candles in a twinkling!

The room became plunged in impenetrable darkness.

Not a word, Petrie! whispered my companion.

I moved cautiously to join him, but as I did so, perceived that he was moving, too. Vaguely, against the window I perceived him silhouetted. He was looking out across the moor, and  

See! see! he hissed.

My heart thumping furiously in my breast, I bent over him; and for the second time since our coming to Cragmire Tower, my thoughts flew to The Fenman.

There are shades in the fen; ghosts of women and men Who have sinned and have died, but are living again. Oer the waters they tread, with their lanterns of dread, And they peer in the pools  in the pools of the dead....

A light was dancing out upon the moor, a witch-light that came and went unaccountably, up and down, in and out, now clearly visible, now masked in the darkness!

Lock the door! snapped my companion if theres a key.

I crept across the room and fumbled for a moment; then  

There is no key, I reported.

Then wedge the chair under the knob and let no one enter until I return! he said amazingly.

With that he opened the window to its fullest extent, threw his leg over the sill, and went creeping along a wide concrete ledge, in which ran a leaded gutter, in the direction of the tower on the right!

Not pausing to follow his instructions respecting the chair, I craned out of the window, watching his progress, and wondering with what sudden madness he was bitten. Indeed, I could not credit my senses, could not believe that I heard and saw aright. Yet there out in the darkness on the moor moved the will-o-the-wisp, and ten yards along the gutter crept my friend, like a great gaunt cat. Unknown to me he must have prospected the route by daylight, for now I saw his design. The ledge terminated only where it met the ancient wall of the tower, and it was possible for an agile climber to step from it to the edge of the unglazed window some four feet below, and to scramble from that point to the stone fence and thence on to the path by which we had come from Saul.

This difficult operation Nayland Smith successfully performed, and, to my unbounded amazement, went racing into the darkness toward the dancing light, headlong, like a madman! The night swallowed him up, and between my wonder and my fear my hands trembled so violently that I could scarce support myself where I rested, with my full weight upon the sill.

I seemed now to be moving through the fevered phases of a nightmare. Around and below me Cragmire Tower was profoundly silent, but a faint odour of cookery was now perceptible. Outside, from the night, came a faint whispering as of the distant sea, but no moon and no stars relieved the impenetrable blackness. Only out over the moor the mysterious light still danced and moved.

One  two  three  four  five minutes passed. The light vanished and did not appear again. Five more age-long minutes elapsed in absolute silence, whilst I peered into the darkness of the night and listened, muscles tensed, for the return of Nayland Smith. Yet two more minutes, which embraced an agony of suspense, passed in the same fashion; then a shadowy form grew, phantomesque, out of the gloom; a moment more, and I distinctly heard the heavy breathing of a man nearly spent, and saw my friend scrambling up toward the black embrasure in the tower. His voice came huskily, pantingly:

Creep along and lend me a hand, Petrie! I am nearly winded.

I crept through the window, steadied my quivering nerves by an effort of the will, and reached the end of the ledge in time to take Smiths extended hand and to draw him up beside me against the wall of the tower. He was shaking with his exertions, and must have fallen, I think, without my assistance. Inside the room again  

Quick! light the candles! he breathed hoarsely. Did any one come?

No one  nothing.



Having expended several matches in vain, for my fingers twitched nervously, I ultimately succeeded in relighting the candles.

Get along to your room! directed Smith. Your apprehensions are unfounded at the moment, but you may as well leave both doors wide open!

I looked into his face  it was very drawn and grim, and his brow was wet with perspiration, but his eyes had the fighting glint, and I knew that we were upon the eve of strange happenings.


CHAPTER XXIII

A CRY ON THE MOOR

Of the events intervening between this moment and that when death called to us out of the night, I have the haziest recollections. An excellent dinner was served in the bleak and gloomy dining-room by the mulatto, and the crippled author was carried to the head of the table by this same herculean attendant, as lightly as though he had had but the weight of a child.

Van Roon talked continuously, revealing a deep knowledge of all sorts of obscure matters; and in the brief intervals, Nayland Smith talked also, with almost feverish rapidity. Plans for the future were discussed. I can recall no one of them.

I could not stifle my queer sentiments in regard to the mulatto, and every time I found him behind my chair I was hard put to it to repress a shudder. In this fashion the strange evening passed; and to the accompaniment of distant, muttering thunder, we two guests retired to our chambers in Cragmire Tower. Smith had contrived to give me my instructions in a whisper, and five minutes after entering my own room, I had snuffed the candles, slipped a wedge, which he had given me, under the door, crept out through the window on to the guttered ledge, and joined Smith in his room. He, too, had extinguished his candles, and the place was in darkness. As I climbed in, he grasped my wrist to silence me, and turned me forcibly toward the window again.

Listen! he said.

I turned and looked out upon a prospect which had been a fit setting for the witch scene in Macbeth. Thunderclouds hung low over the moor, but through them ran a sort of chasm, or rift, allowing a bar of lurid light to stretch across the drear, from east to west  a sort of lane walled by darkness. There came a remote murmuring, as of a troubled sea  a hushed and distant chorus; and sometimes in upon it broke the drums of heaven. In the west lightning flickered, though but faintly, intermittently.

Then came the call.

Out of the blackness of the moor it came, wild and distant Help! help!



Smith! I whispered what is it? What....

Mr. Smith! came the agonized cry ... Nayland Smith, help! for Gods sake....

Quick, Smith! I cried, quick, man! Its Van Roon  hes been dragged out ... they are murdering him....

Nayland Smith held me in a vice-like grip, silent, unmoved!

Louder and more agonized came the cry for aid, and I felt more than ever certain that it was poor Van Roon who uttered it.

Mr. Smith! Dr. Petrie! for Gods sake come ... or ... it will be ... too ... late....

Smith! I said, turning furiously upon my friend, if you are going to remain here whilst murder is done, I am not!

My blood boiled now with hot resentment. It was incredible, inhuman, that we should remain there inert whilst a fellow-man, and our host to boot, was being done to death out there in the darkness. I exerted all my strength to break away; but although my efforts told upon him, as his loud breathing revealed, Nayland Smith clung to me tenaciously. Had my hands been free, in my fury I could have struck him; for the pitiable cries, growing fainter now, told their own tale. Then Smith spoke  shortly and angrily  breathing hard between the words.

Be quiet, you fool! he snapped. Its little less than an insult, Petrie, to think me capable of refusing help where help is needed!

Like, a cold douche his words acted; in that instant I knew myself a fool.

You remember the Call of Siva? he said, thrusting me away irritably,   two years ago  and what it meant to those who obeyed it?

You might have told me....

Told you! You would have been through the window before I had uttered two words!

I realized the truth of his assertion, and the justness of his anger.

Forgive me, old man, I said, very crestfallen, but my impulse was a natural one, youll admit. You must remember that I have been trained never to refuse aid when aid is asked.

Shut up, Petrie! he growled; forget it.

The cries had ceased, now, entirely, and a peal of thunder, louder than any yet, echoed over distant Sedgemoor. The chasm of light splitting the heavens closed in, leaving the night wholly black.

Dont talk! rapped Smith; act! You wedged your door?

Yes.

Good. Get into that cupboard, have your Browning ready, and keep the door very slightly ajar.

He was in that mood of repressed fever which I knew and which always communicated itself to me. I spoke no further word, but stepped into the wardrobe indicated and drew the door nearly shut. The recess just accommodated me, and through the aperture I could see the bed, vaguely, the open window, and part of the opposite wall. I saw Smith cross the floor, as a mighty clap of thunder boomed over the house.

A gleam of lightning flickered through the gloom.

I saw the bed for a moment, distinctly, and it appeared to me that Smith lay therein, with the sheets pulled up over his head. The light was gone and I could hear big drops of rain pattering upon the leaden gutter below the open window.

My mood was strange, detached, and characterized by vagueness. That Van Roon lay dead upon the moor I was convinced; and  although I recognized that it must be a sufficient one  I could not even dimly divine the reason why we had refrained from lending him aid. To have failed to save him, knowing his peril, would have been bad enough; to have refused, I thought, was shameful. Better to have shared his fate  yet....

The downpour was increasing, and beating now a regular tattoo upon the gutter-way. Then, splitting the oblong of greater blackness which marked the casement, quivered dazzlingly another flash of lightning in which I saw the bed again, with that impression of Smith curled up in it. The blinding light died out; came the crash of thunder, harsh and fearsome, more imminently above the tower than ever. The building seemed to shake.

Coming as they did, horror and the wrath of heaven together, suddenly, crashingly, black and angry after the fairness of the day, these happenings and their setting must have terrorized the stoutest heart; but somehow I seemed detached, as I have said, and set apart from the whirl of events; a spectator. Even when a vague yellow light crept across the room from the direction of the door, and flickered unsteadily on the bed, I remained unmoved to a certain degree, although passively alive to the significance of the incident. I realised that the ultimate issue was at hand, but either because I was emotionally exhausted, or from some other cause, the pending climax failed to disturb me.

Going on tiptoe, in stockinged feet, across my field of vision, passed Kegan Van Roon! He was in his shirt-sleeves and held a lighted candle in one hand whilst with the other he shaded it against the draught from the window. He was a cripple no longer, and the smoked glasses were discarded; most of the light, at the moment when first I saw him, shone upon his thin, olive face, and at sight of his eyes much of the mystery of Cragmire Tower was resolved. For they were oblique, very slightly, but nevertheless unmistakably oblique. Though highly educated, and possibly an American citizen, Van Roon was a Chinaman!

Upon the picture of his face as I saw it then, I do not care to dwell. It lacked the unique horror of Dr. Fu-Manchus unforgettable countenance, but possessed a sort of animal malignancy which the latter lacked.... He approached within three or four feet of the bed, peering  peering. Then, with a timidity which spoke well for Nayland Smiths reputation, he paused and beckoned to some one who evidently stood in the doorway behind him. As he did so I saw that the legs of his trousers were caked with greenish-brown mud nearly up to the knees.

The huge mulatto, silent-footed, crossed to the bed in three strides. He was stripped to the waist, and excepting some few professional athletes, I had never seen a torso to compare with that which, brown and glistening, now bent over Nayland Smith. The muscular development was simply enormous; the man had a neck like a column, and the thews around his back and shoulders were like ivy tentacles wreathing some gnarled oak.

Whilst Van Roon, his evil gaze upon the bed, held the candle aloft, the mulatto, with a curious preparatory writhing movement of the mighty shoulders, lowered his outstretched fingers to the disordered bed linen....

I pushed open the cupboard door and thrust out the Browning. As I did so a dramatic thing happened. A tall, gaunt figure shot suddenly upright from beyond the bed. It was Nayland Smith!

Upraised in his hand he held a heavy walking cane. I knew the handle to be leaded, and I could judge of the force with which he wielded it by the fact that it cut the air with a keen swishing sound. It descended upon the back of the mulattos skull with a sickening thud, and the great brown body dropped inert upon the padded bed  in which not Smith, but his grip, reposed. There was no word, no cry. Then  

Shoot, Petrie! Shoot the fiend! Shoot!...

Van Roon, dropping the candle, in the falling gleam of which I saw the whites of the oblique eyes, turned and leapt from the room with the agility of a wild cat. The ensuing darkness was split by a streak of lightning ... and there was Nayland Smith scrambling around the foot of the bed and making for the door in hot pursuit.

We gained it almost together. Smith had dropped the cane, and now held his pistol in his hand. Together we fired into the chasm of the corridor, and in the flash, saw Van Roon hurling himself down the stairs. He went silently in his stockinged feet, and our own clatter was drowned by the awful booming of the thunder which now burst over us again.

Crack!  crack!  crack! Three times our pistols spat venomously after the flying figure ... then we had crossed the hall below and were in the wilderness of the night with the rain descending upon us in sheets. Vaguely I saw the white shirt-sleeves of the fugitive near the corner of the stone fence. A moment he hesitated, then darted away inland, not toward Saul, but toward the moor and the cup of the inland bay.

Steady, Petrie! steady! cried Nayland Smith. He ran, panting, beside me. It is the path to the mire. He breathed sibilantly between every few words. It was out there ... that he hoped to lure us ... with the cry for help.

A great blaze of lightning illuminated the landscape as far as the eye could see. Ahead of us a flying shape, hair lank and glistening in the downpour, followed a faint path skirting that green tongue of morass which we had noted from the upland.

It was Kegan Van Roon. He glanced over his shoulder, showing a yellow, terror-stricken face. We were gaining upon him. Darkness fell, and the thunder cracked and boomed as though the very moor were splitting about us.

Another fifty yards, Petrie, breathed Nayland Smith, and after that its uncharted ground.

On we went through the rain and the darkness; then  

Slow up! slow up! cried Smith. It feels soft!

Indeed, already I had made one false step  and the hungry mire had fastened upon my foot, almost tripping me.

Lost the path!

We stopped dead. The falling rain walled us in. I dared not move, for I knew that the mire, the devouring mire, stretched, eager, close about my feet. We were both waiting for the next flash of lightning, I think, but, before it came, out of the darkness ahead of us rose a cry that sometimes rings in my ears to this hour. Yet it was no more than a repetition of that which had called to us, deathfully, awhile before.

Help! help! for Gods sake help! Quick! I am sinking....

Nayland Smith grasped my arm furiously.

We dare not move, Petrie  we dare not move! he breathed. Its Gods justice  visible for once.

Then came the lightning; and  ignoring a splitting crash behind us  we both looked ahead, over the mire.

Just on the edge of the venomous green patch, not thirty yards away, I saw the head and shoulders and upstretched, appealing arms of Van Roon. Even as the lightning flickered and we saw him, he was gone; with one last, long, drawn-out cry, horribly like the mournful wail of a sea-gull, he was gone!

The eerie light died, and in the instant before the sound of the thunder came shatteringly, we turned about ... in time to see Cragmire Tower, a blacker silhouette against the night, topple and fall! A red glow began to be perceptible above the building. The thunder came booming through the caverns of space. Nayland Smith lowered his wet face close to mine and shouted in my ear:

Kegan Van Roon never returned from China. It was a trap. Those were two creatures of Dr. Fu-Manchu....

The thunder died away, hollowly, echoing over the distant sea....

That light on the moor to-night?

You have not learnt the Morse Code, Petrie. It was a signal, and it read: S M I T H ... S O S.

Well?

I took the chance, as you know. And it was Kâramanèh! She knew of the plot to bury us in the mire. She had followed from London, but could do nothing until dusk. God forgive me if Ive mis-judged her  for we owe her our lives to-night.

Flames were bursting up from the building beside the ruin of the ancient tower which had faced the storms of countless ages only to succumb at last. The lightning literally had cloven it in twain.

The mulatto?...

Again the lightning flashed, and we saw the path and began to retrace our steps. Nayland Smith turned to me; his face was very grim in that unearthly light, and his eyes shone like steel.

I killed him, Petrie ... as I meant to do.

From out over Sedgemoor it came, cracking and rolling and booming towards us, swelling in volume to a stupendous climax, that awful laughter of Jove the destroyer of Cragmire Tower.


CHAPTER XXIV

STORY OF THE GABLES

In looking over my notes dealing with the second phase of Dr. Fu-Manchus activities in England, I find that one of the worst hours of my life was associated with the singular and seemingly inconsequent adventure of the fiery hand. I shall deal with it in this place, begging you to bear with me if I seem to digress.

Inspector Weymouth called one morning, shortly after the Van Roon episode, and entered upon a surprising account of a visit to a house at Hampstead which enjoyed the sinister reputation of being uninhabitable.

But in what way does the case enter into your province? inquired Nayland Smith, idly tapping out his pipe on a bar of the grate.

We had not long finished breakfast, but from an early hour Smith had been at his eternal smoking, which only the advent of the meal had interrupted.

Well, replied the Inspector, who occupied a big armchair near the window, I was sent to look into it, I suppose, because I had nothing better to do at the moment.

Ah! jerked Smith, glancing over his shoulder.

The ejaculation had a veiled significance; for our quest of Dr. Fu-Manchu had come to an abrupt termination by reason of the fact that all trace of that malignant genius, and of the group surrounding him, had vanished with the destruction of Cragmire Tower.

The house is called The Gables, continued the Scotland Yard man, and I knew I was on a wild-goose chase from the first

Why? snapped Smith.

Because I was there before, six months ago or so  just before your present return to England  and I knew what to expect.

Smith looked up with some faint dawning of interest perceptible in his manner.

I was unaware, he said with a slight smile, that the cleaning-up of haunted houses came within the province of New Scotland Yard. I am learning something.

In the ordinary way, replied the big man good-humouredly, it doesnt. But a sudden death always excites suspicion, and

A sudden death? I said, glancing up; you didnt explain that the ghost had killed any one!

Im afraid Im a poor hand at yarn-spinning, doctor, said Weymouth, turning his blue, twinkling eyes in my direction. Two people have died at The Gables within the last six months.

You begin to interest me, declared Smith, and there came something of the old, eager look into his gaunt face, as, having lighted his pipe, he tossed the match-end into the hearth.

I had hoped for some little excitement, myself, confessed the Inspector. This dead-end, with not a shadow of a clue to the whereabouts of the Yellow fiend, has been getting on my nerves

Nayland Smith grunted sympathetically.

Although Dr. Fu-Manchu had been in England for some months, now, continued Weymouth, I have never set eyes upon him; the house we raided in Museum Street proved to be empty; in a word, I am wasting my time. So that I volunteered to run up to Hampstead and look into the matter of The Gables, principally as a distraction. Its a queer business, but more in the Psychical Research Societys line than mine, Im afraid. Still, if there were no Dr. Fu-Manchu it might be of interest to you  and to you, Dr. Petrie  because it illustrates the fact that, given the right sort of subject, death can be brought about without any elaborate mechanism  such as our Chinese friends employ.

You interest me more and more, declared Smith, stretching himself in the long, white cane rest-chair.

Two men, both fairly sound, except that the first one had an asthmatic heart, have died at The Gables without any one laying a little finger upon them. Oh! there was no jugglery! They werent poisoned, or bitten by venomous insects, or suffocated, or anything like that. They just died of fear  stark fear.

With my elbows resting upon the table cover, and my chin in my hands, I was listening attentively, now, and Nayland Smith, a big cushion behind his head, was watching the speaker with a keen and speculative look in those steely eyes of his.

You imply that Dr. Fu-Manchu has something to learn from The Gables? he jerked.

Weymouth nodded stolidly.

I cant work up anything like amazement in these days, continued the latter; every other case seems stale and hackneyed alongside the case. But I must confess that when The Gables came on the books of the Yard the second time, I began to wonder. I thought there might be some tangible clue, some link connecting the two victims; perhaps some evidence of robbery or of revenge  of some sort of motive. In short, I hoped to find evidence of human agency at work, but, as before, I was disappointed.

Its a legitimate case of a haunted house, then? said Smith.

Yes; we find them occasionally, these uninhabitable places, where there is something, something malignant and harmful to human life, but something that you cannot arrest, that you cannot hope to bring into court.

Ah, replied Smith slowly; I suppose you are right. There are historic instances, of course: Glamys Castle and Spedlins Tower in Scotland, Peel Castle, Isle of Man, with its Maudhe Dhug, the grey lady of Rainham Hall, the headless horses of Caistor, the Wesley ghost of Epworth Rectory and others. But I have never come in personal contact with such a case, and if I did I should feel very humiliated to have to confess that there was any agency which could produce a physical result  death,  but which was immune from physical retaliation.

Weymouth nodded his head again.

I might feel a bit sour about it, too, he replied, if it were not that I havent much pride left in these days, considering the show of physical retaliation I have made against Dr. Fu-Manchu.

A home-thrust, Weymouth! snapped Nayland Smith, with one of those rare boyish laughs of his. Were children to that Chinese doctor, Inspector, to that weird product of a weird people who are as old in evil as the Pyramids are old in mystery. But about The Gables?

Well, its an uncanny place. You mentioned Glamys Castle a moment ago, and its possible to understand an old stronghold like that being haunted, but The Gables was only built about 1870; its quite a modern house. It was built for a wealthy Quaker family, and they occupied it, uninterruptedly and apparently without anything unusual occurring for over forty years. Then it was sold to a Mr. Maddison  and Mr. Maddison died there six months ago.

Maddison? said Smith sharply, staring across at Weymouth. What was he? Where did he come from?

He was a retired tea-planter from Colombo, replied the Inspector.

Colombo?

There was a link with the East, certainly, if thats what you are thinking; and it was this fact which interested me at the time, and which led me to waste precious days and nights on the case. But there was no mortal connection between this liverish individual and the schemes of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Im certain of that.

And how did he die? I asked interestedly.

He just died in his chair one evening, in the room which he used as a library. It was his custom to sit there every night, when there were no visitors, reading, until twelve oclock or later. He was a bachelor, and his household consisted of a cook, a housemaid, and a man who had been with him for thirty years, I believe. At the time of Mr. Maddisons death, his household had recently been deprived of two of its members. The cook and housemaid both resigned one morning, giving as their reason the fact that the place was haunted.

In what way?

I interviewed the precious pair at the time, and they told me absurd and various tales about dark figures wandering along the corridors and bending over them in bed at night, whispering; but their chief trouble was a continuous ringing of bells about the house.

Bells?

They said that it became unbearable. Night and day there were bells ringing all over the house. At any rate, they went, and for three or four days The Gables was occupied only by Mr. Maddison and his man, whose name was Stevens. I interviewed the latter also, and he was an altogether more reliable witness; a decent, steady sort of man whose story impressed me very much at the time.

Did he confirm the ringing?

He swore to it  a sort of jangle, sometimes up in the air, near the ceilings, and sometimes under the floor, like the shaking of silver bells.

Nayland Smith stood up abruptly and began to pace the room, leaving great trails of blue-grey smoke behind him.

Your story is sufficiently interesting, Inspector, he declared, even to divert my mind from the eternal contemplation of the Fu-Manchu problem. This would appear to be distinctly a case of an astral bell such as we sometimes hear of in India.

It was Stevens, continued Weymouth, who found Mr. Maddison. He (Stevens) had been out on business connected with the household arrangements, and at about eleven oclock he returned, letting himself in with a key. There was a light in the library, and getting no response to his knocking, Stevens entered. He found his master sitting bolt upright in a chair, clutching the arms with rigid fingers and staring straight before him with a look of such frightful horror on his face, that Stevens positively ran from the room and out of the house. Mr. Maddison was stone dead. When a doctor, who lives at no great distance away, came and examined him, he could find no trace of violence whatever; he had apparently died of fright, to judge from the expression on his face.

Anything else?

Only this: I learnt, indirectly, that the last member of the Quaker family to occupy the house had apparently witnessed the apparition, which had led to his vacating the place. I got the story from the wife of a man who had been employed as gardener there at that time. The apparition  which he witnessed in the hall-way, if I remember rightly  took the form of a sort of luminous hand clutching a long, curved knife.

Oh, heavens! cried Smith, and laughed shortly; thats quite in order!

This gentleman told no one of the occurrence until after he had left the house, no doubt in order that the place should not acquire an evil reputation. Most of the original furniture remained, and Mr. Maddison took the house furnished. I dont think there can be any doubt that what killed him was fear at seeing a repetition

Of the fiery hand? concluded Smith.

Quite so. Well, I examined The Gables pretty closely, and, with another Scotland Yard man, spent a night in the empty house. We saw nothing; but once, very faintly, we heard the ringing of bells.

Smith spun around upon him rapidly.

You can swear to that? he snapped.

I can swear to it, declared Weymouth stolidly. It seemed to be over our heads. We were sitting in the dining-room. Then it was gone, and we heard nothing more whatever of an unusual nature. Following the death of Mr. Maddison, The Gables remained empty until a while ago, when a French gentleman, named Lejay, leased it

Furnished?

Yes; nothing was removed

Who kept the place in order?

A married couple living in the neighbourhood undertook to do so. The man attended to the lawn and so forth, and the woman came once a week, I believe, to clean up the house.

And Lejay?

He came in only last week, having leased the house for six months. His family were to have joined him in a day or two, and he, with the aid of the pair I have just mentioned, and assisted by a French servant he brought over with him, was putting the place in order. At about twelve oclock on the Friday night this servant ran into a neighbouring house screaming the fiery hand! and when at last a constable arrived and a frightened group went up the avenue of The Gables, they found M. Lejay, dead in the avenue, near the steps just outside the hall door! He had the same face of horror....

What a tale for the Press! snapped Smith.

The owner has managed to keep it quiet so far, but this time I think it will leak into the Press  yes.

There was a short silence; then  

And you have been down to The Gables again?

I was there on Saturday, but theres not a scrap of evidence. The man undoubtedly died of fright in the same way as Maddison. The place ought to be pulled down; its unholy.

Unholy is the word, I said. I never heard anything like it. This M. Lejay had no enemies?  there could be no possible motive?

None whatever. He was a business man from Marseilles, and his affairs necessitated his remaining in or near to London for some considerable time; therefore, he decided to make his headquarters here, temporarily, and leased The Gables with that intention.

Nayland Smith was pacing the floor with increasing rapidity; he was tugging at the lobe of his left ear and his pipe had long since gone out.


CHAPTER XXV

THE BELLS

Istarted to my feet as a tall, bearded man swung open the door and hurled himself impetuously into the room. He wore a silk hat, which fitted him very ill, and a black frock-coat which did not fit him at all.

Its all right, Petrie! cried the apparition; Ive leased The Gables!

It was Nayland Smith! I stared at him in amazement.

The first time I have employed a disguise, continued my friend rapidly, since the memorable episode of the false pigtail. He threw a small brown leather grip upon the floor. In case you should care to visit the house, Petrie, I have brought these things. My tenancy commences to-night!

Two days had elapsed, and I had entirely forgotten the strange story of The Gables which Inspector Weymouth had related to us; evidently it was otherwise with my friend, and utterly at a loss for an explanation of his singular behaviour, I stooped mechanically and opened the grip. It contained an odd assortment of garments, and amongst other things several grey wigs and a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles.

Kneeling there with this strange litter about me, I looked up amazedly. Nayland Smith, the unsuitable silk hat set right upon the back of his head, was pacing the room excitedly, his fuming pipe protruding from the tangle of factitious beard.

You see, Petrie, he began again, rapidly, I did not entirely trust the agent. Ive leased the house in the name of Professor Maxton....

But, Smith, I cried, what possible reason can there be for disguise?

Theres every reason, he snapped.

Why should you interest yourself in The Gables?

Does no explanation occur to you?

None whatever; to me the whole thing smacks of stark lunacy.

Then you wont come?

Ive never stuck at anything, Smith, I replied, however undignified, when it has seemed that my presence could be of the slightest use.

As I rose to my feet, Smith stepped in front of me, and the steely grey eyes shone out strangely from the altered face. He clapped his hands upon my shoulders.

If I assure you that your presence is necessary to my safety, he said, that if you fail me I must seek another companion  will you come?

Intuitively, I knew that he was keeping something back, and I was conscious of some resentment, but, nevertheless, my reply was a foregone conclusion, and  with the borrowed appearance of an extremely untidy old man  I crept guiltily out of my house that evening and into the cab which Smith had waiting.

The Gables was a roomy and rambling place lying back a considerable distance from the road. A semi-circular drive gave access to the door, and so densely wooded was the ground, that for the most part the drive was practically a tunnel  a verdant tunnel. A high brick wall concealed the building from the point of view of any one on the roadway, but either horn of the crescent drive terminated at a heavy, wrought-iron gateway.

Smith discharged the cab at the corner of the narrow and winding road upon which The Gables fronted. It was walled in on both sides; on the left the wall being broken by tradesmens entrances to the houses fronting upon another street, and on the right following, uninterruptedly, the grounds of The Gables. As we came to the gate  

Nothing now, said Smith, pointing into the darkness of the road before us, except a couple of studios, until one comes to the Heath.

He inserted the key in the lock of the gate and swung it creakingly open. I looked into the black arch of the avenue, thought of the haunted residence that lay hidden somewhere beyond, of those who had died in it  especially of the one who had died there under the trees ... and found myself out of love with the business of the night.

Come on! said Nayland Smith briskly, holding the gate open; there should be a fire in the library, and refreshments, if the charwoman has followed instructions.

I heard the great gate clang to behind us. Even had there been any moon (and there was none) I doubted if more than a patch or two of light could have penetrated there. The darkness was extraordinary. Nothing broke it, and I think Smith must have found his way by the aid of some sixth sense. At any rate, I saw nothing of the house until I stood some five paces from the steps leading up to the porch. A light was burning in the hall-way, but dimly and inhospitably; of the façade of the building I could perceive little.

When we entered the hall and the door was closed behind us, I began wondering anew what purpose my friend hoped to serve by a vigil in this haunted place. There was a light in the library, the door of which was ajar, and on the large table were decanters, a siphon, and some biscuits and sandwiches. A large grip stood upon the floor also. For some reason which was a mystery to me, Smith had decided that we must assume false names whilst under the roof of The Gables; and  

Now, Pearce, he said, a whisky-and-soda before we look around?

The proposal was welcome enough, for I felt strangely dispirited, and, to tell the truth, in my strange disguise not a little ridiculous.

All my nerves, no doubt, were highly strung, and my sense of hearing unusually acute, for I went in momentary expectation of some uncanny happening. I had not long to wait. As I raised the glass to my lips and glanced across the table at my friend, I heard the first faint sound heralding the coming of the bells.

It did not seem to proceed from anywhere within the library, but from some distant room, far away overhead. A musical sound it was, but breaking in upon the silence of that ill-omened house, its music was the music of terror. In a faint and very sweet cascade it rippled; a ringing as of tiny silver bells.

I set down my glass upon the table, and rising slowly from the chair in which I had been seated, stared fixedly at my companion, who was staring with equal fixity at me. I could see that I had not been deluded; Nayland Smith had heard the ringing, too.

The ghosts waste no time! he said softly. This is not new to me; I spent an hour here last night  and heard the same sound....

I glanced hastily around the room. It was furnished as a library, and contained a considerable collection of works, principally novels. I was unable to judge of the outlook, for the two lofty windows were draped with heavy purple curtains which were drawn close. A silk-shaded lamp swung from the centre of the ceiling, and immediately over the table by which I stood. There was much shadow about the room; and now I glanced apprehensively about me, but specially toward the open door.

In that breathless suspense of listening we stood awhile; then  

There it is again! whispered Smith tensely.

The ringing of bells was repeated, and seemingly much nearer to us; in fact it appeared to come from somewhere above, up near the ceiling of the room in which we stood. Simultaneously we looked up, then Smith laughed shortly.

Instinctive, I suppose, he snapped; but what do we expect to see in the air?

The musical sound now grew in volume; the first tiny peal seemed to be reinforced by others and by others again, until the air around about us was filled with the pealings of these invisible bell-ringers.

Although, as I have said, the sound was rather musical than horrible, it was, on the other hand, so utterly unaccountable as to touch the supreme heights of the uncanny. I could not doubt that our presence had attracted these unseen ringers to the room in which we stood, and I knew quite well that I was growing pale. This was the room in which at least one unhappy occupant of The Gables had died of fear. I recognized the fact that if this mere overture were going to affect my nerves to such an extent, I could not hope to survive the ordeal of the night; a great effort was called for. I emptied my glass at a draught, and stared across the table at Nayland Smith with a sort of defiance. He was standing very upright and motionless, but his eyes were turning right and left, searching every visible corner of the big room.

Good! he said in a very low voice. The terrorizing power of the Unknown is boundless, but we must not get in the grip of panic, or we could not hope to remain in this house ten minutes.

I nodded without speaking. Then Smith, to my amazement, suddenly began to speak in a loud voice, a marked contrast to that, almost a whisper, in which he had spoken formerly.

My dear Pearce, he cried, do you hear the ringing of bells?

Clearly the latter words were spoken for the benefit of the unseen intelligence controlling these manifestations; and although I regarded such finesse as somewhat wasted, I followed my friends lead and replied in a voice as loud as his own:

Distinctly, Professor!

Silence followed my words, a silence in which both stood watchful and listening. Then, very faintly, I seemed to detect the silvern ringing receding away through distant rooms. Finally it became inaudible, and in the stillness of The Gables I could distinctly hear my companion breathing. For fully ten minutes we two remained thus, each momentarily expecting a repetition of the ringing, or the coming of some new and more sinister manifestation. But we heard nothing and saw nothing.

Hand me that grip, and dont stir until I come back! hissed Smith in my ear.

He turned and walked out of the library, his boots creaking very loudly in that awe-inspiring silence.

Standing beside the table, I watched the open door for his return, crushing down a dread that another form than his might suddenly appear there.

I could hear him moving from room to room, and presently, as I waited in hushed, tense watchfulness, he came in, depositing the grip upon the table. His eyes were gleaming feverishly.

The house is haunted, Pearce! he cried. But no ghost ever frightened me! Come, I will show you your room.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE FIERY HAND

Smith walked ahead of me upstairs; he had snapped up the light in the hall-way, and now he turned and cried back loudly:

I fear we should never get servants to stay here.

Again I detected the appeal to a hidden Audience; and there was something very uncanny in the idea. The house now was deathly still; the ringing had entirely subsided. In the upper corridor my companion, who seemed to be well acquainted with the position of the switches, again turned up all the lights, and in pursuit of the strange comedy which he saw fit to enact, addressed me continuously in the loud and unnatural voice which he had adopted as part of his disguise.

We looked into a number of rooms all well and comfortably furnished, but although my imagination may have been responsible for the idea, they all seemed to possess a chilly and repellent atmosphere. I felt that to essay sleep in any one of them would be the merest farce, that the place to all intents and purposes was uninhabitable, that something incalculably evil presided over the house.

And through it all, so obtuse was I that no glimmer of the truth entered my mind. Outside again in the long, brightly lighted corridor, we stood for a moment as if a mutual anticipation of some new event pending had come to us. It was curious  that sudden pulling up and silent questioning of one another; because, although we acted thus, no sound had reached us. A few seconds later our anticipation was realized. From the direction of the stairs it came  a low wailing in a womans voice; and the sweetness of the tones added to the terror of the sound. I clutched at Smiths arm convulsively whilst that uncanny cry rose and fell  rose and fell  and died away.

Neither of us moved immediately. My mind was working with feverish rapidity and seeking to run down a memory which the sound had stirred into faint quickness. My heart was still leaping wildly when the wailing began again, rising and falling in regular cadence. At that instant I identified it.

During the time Smith and I had spent together in Egypt, two years before, searching for Kâramanèh, I had found myself on one occasion in the neighbourhood of a native cemetery near to Bedrasheen. Now, the scene which I had witnessed there rose up again vividly before me, and I seemed to see a little group of black-robed women clustered together about a native grave; for the wailing which now was dying away again in The Gables was the same, or almost the same, as the wailing of those Egyptian mourners.

The house was very silent, now. My forehead was damp with perspiration, and I became more and more convinced that the uncanny ordeal must prove too much for my nerves. Hitherto, I had accorded little credence to tales of the supernatural, but face to face with such manifestations as these, I realized that I would have faced rather a group of armed dacoits, nay! Dr. Fu-Manchu himself, than have remained another hour in that ill-omened house.

My companion must have read as much in my face. But he kept up the strange and, to me, purposeless comedy when presently he spoke.

I feel it to be incumbent upon me to suggest, he said, that we spend the night at an hotel after all.

He walked rapidly downstairs and into the library and began to strap up the grip.

Yet, he said, there may be a natural explanation of what weve heard; for it is noteworthy that we have actually seen nothing. It might even be possible to get used to the ringing and the wailing after a time. Frankly, I am loath to go back on my bargain!

Whilst I stared at him in amazement, he stood there indeterminate as it seemed. Then  

Come, Pearce! he cried loudly, I can see that you do not share my views; but for my own part I shall return to-morrow and devote further attention to the phenomena.

Extinguishing the light, he walked out into the hall-way, carrying the grip in his hand. I was not far behind him. We walked toward the door together, and  

Turn the light out, Pearce, directed Smith; the switch is at your elbow. We can see our way to the door well enough, now.

In order to carry out these instructions, it became necessary for me to remain a few paces in the rear of my companion, and I think I have never experienced such a pang of nameless terror as pierced me at the moment of extinguishing the light; for Smith had not yet opened the door, and the utter darkness of The Gables was horrible beyond expression. Surely darkness is the most potent weapon of the Unknown. I know that at the moment my hand left the switch I made for the door as though the hosts of hell pursued me. I collided violently with Smith. He was evidently facing toward me in the darkness, for at the moment of our collision he grasped my shoulder as in a vice.

My God, Petrie! look behind you! he whispered.

I was enabled to judge of the extent and reality of his fear by the fact that the strange subterfuge of addressing me always as Pearce was forgotten. I turned in a flash....

Never can I forget what I saw. Many strange and terrible memories are mine, memories stranger and more terrible than those of the average man; but this thing which now moved slowly down upon us through the impenetrable gloom of that haunted place was (if the term be understood) almost absurdly horrible. It was a mediæval legend come to life in modern London; it was as though some horrible chimera of the black and ignorant past was become create and potent in the present.

A luminous hand  a hand in the veins of which fire seemed to run so that the texture of the skin and the shape of the bones within were perceptible  in short a hand of glowing, fiery flesh, clutching a short knife or dagger which also glowed with the same hellish, infernal luminance, was advancing upon us where we stood  was not three paces removed!

What I did or how I came to do it, I can never recall. In all my years I have experienced nothing to equal the stark panic which seized upon me then. I know that I uttered a loud and frenzied cry: I know that I tore myself like a madman from Smiths restraining grip....

Dont touch it! Keep away, for your life! I heard....

But, dimly I recollect that, finding the thing approaching yet nearer, I lashed out with my fists  madly, blindly  and struck something palpable....

What was the result, I cannot say. At that point my recollections merge into confusion. Something or some one (Smith, as I afterwards discovered) was hauling me by main force through the darkness; I fell a considerable distance on to gravel which lacerated my hands and gashed my knees. Then, with the cool night air fanning my brow, I was running  running  my breath coming in hysterical sobs. Beside me fled another figure.... And my definite recollections commence again at that point. For this companion of my flight from The Gables threw himself roughly against me to alter my course.

Not that way! not that way! came pantingly. Not on to the Heath ... we must keep to the roads....

It was Nayland Smith. That healing realization came to me, bringing such a gladness as no word of mine can express nor convey. Still we ran on.

Theres a policemans lantern, panted my companion. Theyll attempt nothing, now!



I gulped down the stiff brandy-and-soda, then glanced across to where Nayland Smith lay extended in the long cane chair.

Perhaps you will explain, I said, for what purpose you submitted me to that ordeal. If you proposed to correct my scepticism concerning supernatural manifestations, you have succeeded.

Yes, said my companion musingly, they are devilishly clever; but we knew that already.

I stared at him, fatuously.

Have you ever known me to waste my time when there was important work to do? he continued. Do you seriously believe that my ghost-hunting was undertaken for amusement? Really, Petrie, although you are very fond of assuring me that I need a holiday, I think the shoe is on the other foot!

From the pocket of his dressing-gown he took out a piece of silk fringe which had apparently been torn from a scarf, and rolling it into a ball, tossed it across to me.

Smell! he snapped.

I did as he directed  and gave a great start. The silk exhaled a faint perfume, but its effect upon me was as though someone had cried aloud: Kâramanèh!

Beyond doubt the silken fragment had belonged to the beautiful servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu, to the dark-eyed, seductive Kâramanèh. Nayland Smith was watching me keenly.

You recognize it  yes?

I placed the piece of silk upon the table, slightly shrugging my shoulders.

It was sufficient evidence in itself, continued my friend, but I thought it better to seek confirmation, and the obvious way was to pose as a new lessee of The Gables....

But, Smith I began.

Let me explain, Petrie. The history of The Gables seemed to be susceptible of only one explanation; in short it was fairly evident to me that the object of the manifestations was to ensure the place being kept empty. This idea suggested another, and with them both in mind, I set out to make my inquiries, first taking the precaution to disguise my identity, to which end Weymouth gave me the freedom of Scotland Yards fancy wardrobe. I did not take the agent into my confidence, but posed as a stranger who had heard that the house was to let furnished and thought it might suit his purpose. My inquiries were directed to a particular end, but I failed to achieve it at the time. I had theories, as I have said, and when, having paid the deposit and secured possession of the keys, I was enabled to visit the place alone, I was fortunate enough to obtain evidence to show that my imagination had not misled me.

You were very curious the other morning, I recall, respecting my object in borrowing a large brace-and-bit. My object, Petrie, was to bore a series of holes in the wainscoting of various rooms at The Gables  in inconspicuous positions, of course....

But, my dear Smith! I cried, you are merely adding to my mystification.

He stood up and began to pace the room in his restless fashion.

I had cross-examined Weymouth closely regarding the phenomenon of the bell-ringing, and an exhaustive search of the premises led to the discovery that the house was in such excellent condition that, from ground-floor to attic, there was not a solitary crevice large enough to admit of the passage of a mouse.

I suppose I must have been staring very foolishly indeed, for Nayland Smith burst into one of his sudden laughs.

A mouse, I said, Petrie! he cried. With the brace-and-bit I rectified that matter. I made the holes I have mentioned, and before each I set a trap baited with a piece of succulent, toasted cheese. Just open that grip!

The light at last was dawning upon my mental darkness, and I pounced upon the grip, which stood upon a chair near the window, and opened it. A sickly smell of cooked cheese assailed my nostrils.

Mind your fingers! cried Smith; some of them are still set, possibly.

Out from the grip I began to take mouse-traps! Two or three of them were still set, but in the case of the greater number the catches had slipped. Nine I took out and placed upon the table, and all were empty. In the tenth there crouched, panting, its soft furry body dank with perspiration, a little white mouse!

Only one capture! cried my companion, showing how well fed the creatures were. Examine his tail!

But already I had perceived that to which Smith would draw my attention, and the mystery of the astral bells was a mystery no longer. Bound to the little creatures tail, close to the root, with fine soft wire such as is used for making up bouquets, were three tiny silver bells. I looked across at my companion in speechless surprise.

Almost childish, is it not? he said; yet by means of this simple device The Gables had been emptied of occupant after occupant. There was small chance of the trick being detected, for, as I have said, there was absolutely no aperture from roof to basement by means of which one of them could have escaped into the building.

Then

They were admitted into the wall cavities and the rafters, from some cellar underneath, Petrie, to which, after a brief scamper under the floors and over the ceilings, they instinctively returned for the food they were accustomed to receive, and for which, even had it been possible (which it was not), they had no occasion to forage.

I, too, stood up; for excitement was growing within me. I took up the piece of silk from the table.

Where did you find this? I asked, my eyes upon Smiths keen face.

In a sort of wine cellar, Petrie, he replied, under the stair. There is no cellar proper to The Gables  at least no such cellar appears in the plans.

But

But there is one beyond doubt  yes! It must be part of some older building which occupied the site before The Gables was built. One can only surmise that it exists, although such a surmise is a fairly safe one, and the entrance to the subterranean portion of the building is situated beyond doubt in the wine cellar. Of this we have at least two evidences: the finding of the fragment of silk there, and the fact that in one case at least  as I learnt  the light was extinguished in the library unaccountably. This could only have been done in one way: by manipulating the main switch, which is also in the wine cellar.

But, Smith! I cried, do you mean that Fu-Manchu ...?

Nayland Smith turned in his promenade of the floor, and stared into my eyes.

I mean that Dr. Fu-Manchu has had a hiding-place under The Gables for an indefinite period! he replied. I always suspected that a man of his genius would have a second retreat prepared for him, anticipating the event of the first being discovered. Oh! I dont doubt it! The place probably is extensive, and I am almost certain  though the point has to be confirmed  that there is another entrance from the studio further along the road. We know, now, why our recent searchings in the East End have proved futile; why the house in Museum Street was deserted: he has been lying low in this burrow at Hampstead!

But the hand, Smith, the luminous hand....

Nayland Smith laughed shortly.

Your superstitious fears overcame you to such an extent, Petrie  and I dont wonder at it; the sight was a ghastly one  that probably you dont remember what occurred when you struck out at that same ghostly hand?

I seemed to hit something.

That was why we ran. But I think our retreat had all the appearance of a rout, as I intended that it should. Pardon my playing upon your very natural fears, old man, but you could not have simulated panic half so naturally! And if they had suspected that the device was discovered, we might never have quitted The Gables alive. It was touch-and-go for a moment.

But

Turn out the light! snapped my companion.

Wondering greatly, I did as he desired. I turned out the light ... and in the darkness of my study I saw a fiery fist being shaken at me threateningly!... The bones were distinctly visible, and the luminosity of the flesh was truly ghastly.

Turn on the light again! cried Smith.

Deeply mystified, I did so ... and my friend tossed a little electric pocket-lamp on to the writing table.

They used merely a small electric lamp fitted into the handle of a glass dagger, he said with a sort of contempt. It was very effective, but the luminous hand is a phenomenon producible by anyone who possesses an electric torch.

The Gables will be watched?

At last, Petrie, I think we have Fu-Manchu  in his own trap!


CHAPTER XXVII

THE NIGHT OF THE RAID

Dash it all, Petrie! cried Smith, this is most annoying!

The bell was ringing furiously, although midnight was long past. Whom could my late visitor be? Almost certainly this ringing portended an urgent case. In other words, I was not fated to take part in what I anticipated would prove to be the closing scene of the Fu-Manchu drama.

Every one is in bed, I said ruefully; and how can I possibly see a patient  in this costume?

Smith and I were both arrayed in rough tweeds, and anticipating the labours before us, had dispensed with collars and wore soft mufflers. It was hard to be called upon to face a professional interview dressed thus, and having a big tweed cap pulled down over my eyes.

Across the writing-table we confronted one another, in dismayed silence, whilst, below, the bell sent up its ceaseless clangour.

It has to be done, Smith, I said regretfully. Almost certainly it means a journey and probably an absence of some hours.

I threw my cap upon the table, turned up my coat to hide the absence of collar, and started for the door. My last sight of Smith showed him standing looking after me, tugging at the lobe of his ear and clicking his teeth together with suppressed irritability. I stumbled down the dark stairs, along the hall, and opened the front door. Vaguely visible in the light of a street lamp which stood at no great distance away, I saw a slender man of medium height confronting me. From the shadowed face two large and luminous eyes looked out into mine. My visitor, who, despite the warmth of the evening, wore a heavy greatcoat, was an Oriental!

I drew back, apprehensively; then:  

Ah! Dr. Petrie! he said in a softly musical voice which made me start again, to God be all praise that I have found you!

Some emotion, which at present I could not define, was stirring within me. Where had I seen this graceful Eastern youth before? Where had I heard that soft voice?

Do you wish to see me professionally? I asked  yet even as I put the question, I seemed to know it unnecessary.

So you know me no more? said the stranger  and his teeth gleamed in a slight smile.

Heavens! I knew now what had struck that vibrant chord within me! The voice, though infinitely deeper, yet had an unmistakable resemblance to the dulcet tones of Kâramanèh  of Kâramanèh, whose eyes haunted my dreams, whose beauty had done much to embitter my years.

The Oriental youth stepped forward, with outstretched hand.

So you know me no more? he repeated; but I know you, and give praise to Allah that I have found you!

I stepped back, pressed the electric switch, and turned, with leaping heart, to look into the face of my visitor. It was a face of the purest Greek beauty, a face that might have served as a model for Praxiteles; the skin had a golden pallor, which, with the crisp black hair and magnetic yet velvety eyes, suggested to my fancy that this was the young Antinoüs risen from the Nile, whose wraith now appeared to me out of the night. I stifled a cry of surprise, not unmingled with gladness.

It was Azîz  the brother of Kâramanèh!

Never could the entrance of a figure upon the stage of a drama have been more dramatic than the coming of Azîz upon this night of all nights. I seized the outstretched hand and drew him forward, then reclosed the door and stood before him a moment in doubt.

A vaguely troubled look momentarily crossed the handsome face; with the Orientals unerring instinct, he had detected the reserve of my greeting. Yet, when I thought of the treachery of Kâramanèh, when I remembered how she, whom we had befriended, whom we had rescued from the house of Fu-Manchu, now had turned like the beautiful viper that she was to strike at the hand that caressed her; when I thought how to-night we were set upon raiding the place where the evil Chinese doctor lurked in hiding, were set upon the arrest of that malignant genius and of all his creatures, Kâramanèh amongst them, is it strange that I hesitated? Yet, again, when I thought of my last meeting with her, and of how, twice, she had risked her life to save me....

So, avoiding the gaze of the lad, I took his arm, and in silence we two ascended the stairs and entered my study ... where Nayland Smith stood bolt upright beside the table, his steely eyes fixed upon the face of the new arrival.

No look of recognition crossed the bronzed features, and Azîz, who had started forward with outstretched hands, fell back a step and looked pathetically from me to Nayland Smith, and from the grim Commissioner back again to me. The appeal in the velvet eyes was more than I could tolerate, unmoved.

Smith, I said shortly, you remember Azîz?

Not a muscle visibly moved in Smiths face, as he snapped back:

I remember him perfectly.

He has come, I think, to seek our assistance.

Yes, yes! cried Azîz, laying his hand upon my arm with a gesture painfully reminiscent of Kâramanèh I came only to-night to London. Oh, my gentlemen! I have searched, and searched, and searched, until I am weary. Often I have wished to die. And then at last I come to Rangoon....

To Rangoon! snapped Smith, still with the grey eyes fixed almost fiercely upon the lads face.

To Rangoon  yes; and there I hear news at last. I hear that you have seen her  have seen Kâramanèh  that you are back in London. He was not entirely at home with his English. I know then that she must be here, too. I ask them everywhere, and they answer yes. Oh, Smith Pasha!  he stepped forward and impulsively seized both Smiths hands You know where she is  take me to her!

Smiths face was a study in perplexity now. In the past we had befriended the young Azîz, and it was hard to look upon him in the light of an enemy. Yet had we not equally befriended his sister?  and she....

At last Smith glanced across at me where I stood just within the doorway.

What do you make of it, Petrie? he said harshly. Personally I take it to mean that our plans have leaked out. He sprang suddenly back from Azîz, and I saw his glance travelling rapidly over the slight figure as if in quest of concealed arms. I take it to be a trap!

A moment he stood so, regarding him, and despite my well-grounded distrust of the Oriental character, I could have sworn that the expression of pained surprise upon the youths face was not simulated but real. Even Smith, I think, began to share my view; for suddenly he threw himself into the white cane rest-chair, and, still fixedly regarding Azîz:

Perhaps I have wronged you, he said. If I have, you shall know the reason presently. Tell your own story!

There was a pathetic humidity in the velvet eyes of Azîz  eyes so like those others that were ever looking into mine in dreams  as glancing from Smith to me he began, hands outstretched, characteristically, palms upward and fingers curling, to tell in broken English the story of his search for Kâramanèh....

It was Fu-Manchu, my kind gentlemen  it was the hâkîm who is really not a man at all, but an efreet. He found us again less than four days after you had left us, Smith Pasha!... He found us in Cairo, and to Kâramanèh he made the forgetting of all things  even of me  even of me....

Nayland Smith snapped his teeth together sharply; then:

What do you mean by that? he demanded.

For my own part I understood well enough, remembering how the brilliant Chinese doctor once had performed such an operation as this upon poor Inspector Weymouth; how, by means of an injection of some serum, prepared (as Kâramanèh afterwards told us) from the venom of a swamp adder or similar reptile, he had induced amnesia, or complete loss of memory. I felt every drop of blood recede from my cheeks.

Smith! I began....

Let him speak for himself, interrupted my friend sharply.

They tried to take us both, continued Azîz, still speaking in that soft, melodious manner, but with deep seriousness. I escaped, I, who am swift of foot, hoping to bring help.  He shook his head sadly But, except the All Powerful, who is so powerful as the Hâkîm Fu-Manchu? I hid, my gentlemen, and watched and waited, one  two  three weeks. At last I saw her again, my sister Kâramanèh; but ah! she did not know me, did not know me, Azîz, her brother! She was in an arabeeyeh, and passed me quickly along the Sharia en-Nahhâsin. I ran, and ran, and ran, crying her name, but although she looked back, she did not know me  she did not know me! I felt that I was dying, and presently I fell  upon the steps of the Mosque of Abu.

He dropped the expressive hands wearily to his sides and sank his chin upon his breast.

And then? I said huskily  for my heart was fluttering like a captive bird.

Alas! from that day to this I see her no more, my gentlemen. I travel not only in Egypt but near and far, and still I see her no more until in Rangoon I hear that which brings me to England again  he extended his palms naïvely and here I am  Smith Pasha.

Smith sprang upright again and turned to me.

Either I am growing over-credulous, he said, or Azîz speaks the truth. But  he held up his hand you can tell me all that at some other time, Petrie! We must take no chances. Sergeant Carter is downstairs with the cab; you might ask him to step up. He and Azîz can remain here until our return.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE SAMURAIS SWORD

The muffled drumming of sleepless London seemed very remote from us, as side by side we crept up the narrow path to the studio. This was a starry but moonless night, and the little dingy white building with a solitary tree peeping, in silhouette above its glazed roof, bore an odd resemblance to one of those tombs which form a city of the dead so near to the city of feverish life, on the slopes of the Mokattam Hills. This line of reflection proved unpleasant, and I dismissed it sternly from my mind.

The shriek of a train-whistle reached me, a sound which breaks the stillness of the most silent London night, telling of the ceaseless, febrile life of the great world-capital whose activity ceases not with the coming of darkness. Around and about us a very great stillness reigned, however, and the velvet dusk  which, with the star-jewelled sky, was strongly suggestive of an Eastern night  gave up no sign to show that it masked the presence of more than twenty men. Some distance away on our right was The Gables, that sinister and deserted mansion which we assumed, and with good reason, to be nothing less than the gateway to the subterranean abode of Dr. Fu Manchu; before us was the studio, which, if Nayland Smiths deductions were accurate, concealed a second entrance to the same mysterious dwelling.

As my friend, glancing cautiously all about him, inserted the key in the lock, an owl hooted dismally almost immediately above our heads. I caught my breath sharply, for it might be a signal; but, looking upward, I saw a great black shape float slantingly from the tree beyond the studio into the coppice on the right which hemmed in The Gables. Silently the owl winged its uncanny flight into the greater darkness of the trees, and was gone. Smith opened the door and we stepped into the studio. Our plans had been well considered, and in accordance with these, I now moved up beside my friend, who was dimly perceptible to me in the starlight which found access through the glass roof, and pressed the catch of my electric pocket-lamp....

I suppose that by virtue of my self-imposed duty as chronicler of the deeds of Dr. Fu Manchu  the greatest and most evil genius whom the later centuries have produced, the man who dreamt of a universal Yellow Empire  I should have acquired a certain facility in describing bizarre happenings. But I confess that it fails me now as I attempt in cold English to portray my emotions when the white beam from the little lamp cut through the darkness of the studio, and shone fully upon the beautiful face of Kâramanèh!

Less than six feet away from me she stood, arrayed in the gauzy dress of the harêm, her fingers and slim white arms laden with barbaric jewelry! The light wavered in my suddenly nerveless hand, gleaming momentarily upon bare ankles and golden anklets, upon little red-leather shoes.

I spoke no word, and Smith was as silent as I; both of us, I think, were speechless rather from amazement than in obedience to the evident wishes of Fu-Manchus slave-girl. Yet I have only to close my eyes at this moment to see her as she stood, one finger raised to her lips, enjoining us to silence. She looked ghastly pale in the light of the lamp, but so lovely that my rebellious heart threatened already to make a fool of me.

So we stood in that untidy studio, with canvases and easels heaped against the wall and with all sorts of litter about us, a trio strangely met, and one to have amused the high gods watching through the windows of the stars.

Go back! came in a whisper from Kâramanèh.

I saw the red lips moving and read a dreadful horror in the widely opened eyes, in those eyes like pools of mystery to taunt the thirsty soul. The world of realities was slipping past me; I seemed to be losing my hold on things actual; I had built up an Eastern palace about myself and Kâramanèh, wherein, the world shut out, I might pass the hours in reading the mystery of those dark eyes. Nayland Smith brought me sharply to my senses.

Steady with the light, Petrie! he hissed in my ear. My scepticism has been shaken to-night, but I am taking no chances.

He moved from my side and forward toward that lovely, unreal figure which stood immediately before the models throne and its background of plush curtains. Kâramanèh started forward to meet him, suppressing a little cry, whose real anguish could not have been simulated.

Go back! go back! she whispered urgently, and thrust out her hands against Smiths breast. For Gods sake, go back! I have risked my life to come here to-night. He knows, and is ready....

The words were spoken with passionate intensity, and Nayland Smith hesitated. To my nostrils was wafted that faint, delightful perfume which, since one night, two years ago, it had come to disturb my senses, had taunted me many times as the mirage taunts the parched Sahara traveller. I took a step forward.

Dont move! snapped Smith.

Kâramanèh clutched frenziedly at the lapels of his coat.

Listen to me! she said beseechingly, and stamped one little foot upon the floor listen to me! You are a clever man, but you know nothing of a womans heart  nothing  nothing  if seeing me, hearing me, knowing, as you do know, what I risk, you can doubt that I speak the truth. And I tell you that it is death to go behind those curtains  that he....

Thats what I wanted to know! snapped Smith. His voice quivered with excitement.

Suddenly grasping Kâramanèh by the waist, he lifted her and set her aside; then in three bounds he was on to the models throne and had torn the plush curtains bodily from their fastenings.

How it occurred I cannot hope to make clear, for here my recollections merge into a chaos. I know that Smith seemed to topple forward amid the purple billows of velvet, and his muffled cry came to me:

Petrie! My God, Petrie!...

The pale face of Kâramanèh looked up into mine and her hands were clutching me, but the glamour of her personality had lost its hold, for I knew  heavens how poignantly it struck home to me!  that Nayland Smith was gone to his death. What I hoped to achieve, I know not, but hurling the trembling girl aside, I snatched the Browning pistol from my coat pocket, and with the ray of the lamp directed upon the purple mound of velvet, I leaped forward.

I think I realized that the curtains had masked a collapsible trap, a sheer pit of blackness, an instant before I was precipitated into it, but certainly the knowledge came too late. With the sound of a soft, shuddering cry in my ears, I fell, dropping lamp and pistol, and clutching at the fallen hangings. But they offered me no support. My head seemed to be bursting; I could utter only a hoarse groan, as I fell  fell  fell....



When my mind began to work again, in returning consciousness, I found it to be laden with reproach. How often in the past had we blindly hurled ourselves into just such a trap as this? Should we never learn that, where Fu-Manchu was, impetuosity must prove fatal? On two distinct occasions in the past we had been made the victims of this device, yet although we had had practically conclusive evidence that this studio was used by Dr. Fu-Manchu, we had relied upon its floor being as secure as that of any other studio, we had failed to sound every foot of it ere trusting our weight to its support....

There is such a divine simplicity in the English mind that one may lay ones plans with mathematical precision, and rely upon the Nayland Smiths and Dr. Petries to play their allotted parts. Excepting two faithful followers, my friends are long since departed. But here, in these vaults which time has overlooked and which are as secret and as serviceable to-day as they were two hundred years ago, I wait patiently, with my trap set, like the spider for the fly!...

To the sound of that taunting voice, I opened my eyes. As I did so I strove to spring upright  only to realize that I was tied fast to a heavy ebony chair inlaid with ivory, and attached by means of two iron brackets to the floor.

Even children learn from experience, continued the unforgettable voice, alternately guttural and sibilant, but always as deliberate as though the speaker were choosing with care words which should perfectly clothe his thoughts. For a burnt child fears the fire, says your English adage. But Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith, who enjoys the confidence of the India Office, and who is empowered to control the movements of the Criminal Investigation Department, learns nothing from experience. He is less than a child, since he has twice rashly precipitated himself into a chamber charged with an anæsthetic prepared, by a process of my own, from the lycoperdon or Common Puffball.

I became fully master of my senses, and I became fully alive to a stupendous fact. At last it was ended; we were utterly in the power of Dr. Fu Manchu; our race was run.

I sat in a low vaulted room. The roof was of ancient brickwork, but the walls were draped with exquisite Chinese fabric having a green ground whereon was a design representing a grotesque procession of white peacocks. A green carpet covered the floor, and the whole of the furniture was of the same material as the chair to which I was strapped, viz. ebony inlaid with ivory. This furniture was scanty. There was a heavy table in one corner of the dungeonesque place, on which were a number of books and papers. Before this table was a high-backed, heavily carven chair. A smaller table stood upon the right of the only visible opening, a low door partially draped with bead-work curtains, above which hung a silver lamp. On this smaller table, a stick of incense, in a silver holder, sent up a pencil of vapour into the air, and the chamber was loaded with the sickly sweet fumes. A faint haze from the incense-stick hovered up under the roof.

In the high-backed chair sat Dr. Fu Manchu, wearing a green robe upon which was embroidered a design, the subject of which at first glance was not perceptible, but which presently I made out to be a huge white peacock. He wore a little cap perched upon the dome of his amazing skull, and one clawish hand resting upon the ebony of the table, he sat slightly turned toward me, his emotionless face a mask of incredible evil. In spite of, or because of, the high intellect written upon it, the face of Dr. Fu-Manchu was more utterly repellent than any I have ever known, and the green eyes, eyes green as those of a cat in the darkness, which sometimes burnt like witch-lamps, and sometimes were horribly filmed like nothing human or imaginable, might have mirrored not a soul, but an emanation of Hell, incarnate in this gaunt, high-shouldered body.

Stretched flat upon the floor lay Nayland Smith, partially stripped, his arms thrown back over his head and his wrists chained to a stout iron staple attached to the wall; he was fully conscious and staring intently at the Chinese doctor. His bare ankles also were manacled, and fixed to a second chain, which quivered tautly across the green carpet and passed out through the doorway, being attached to something beyond the curtain, and invisible to me from where I sat.

Fu-Manchu was now silent. I could hear Smiths heavy breathing and hear my watch ticking in my pocket. I suddenly realized that although my body was lashed to the ebony chair, my hands and arms were free. Next, looking dazedly about me, my attention was drawn to a heavy sword which stood hilt upward against the wall within reach of my hand. It was a magnificent piece, of Japanese workmanship; a long, curved Damascened blade having a double-handed hilt of steel, inlaid with gold, and resembling fine Kuft work. A host of possibilities swept through my mind. Then I perceived that the sword was attached to the wall by a thin steel chain some five feet in length.

Even if you had the dexterity of a Mexican knife-thrower, came the guttural voice of Fu-Manchu, you would be unable to reach me, dear Dr. Petrie.

The Chinaman had read my thoughts.

Smith turned his eyes upon me momentarily, only to look away again in the direction of Fu Manchu. My friends face was slightly pale beneath the tan, and his jaw muscles stood out with unusual prominence. By this fact alone did he reveal the knowledge that he lay at the mercy of this enemy of the white race, of this inhuman being who himself knew no mercy, of this man whose very genius was inspired by the cool, calculated cruelty of his race, of that race which to this day disposes of hundreds, nay, thousands, of its unwanted girl-children by the simple measure of throwing them down a well specially dedicated to the purpose.

The weapon near your hand, continued the Chinaman imperturbably, is a product of the civilization of our near neighbours the Japanese, a race to whose courage I prostrate myself in meekness. It is the sword of a samurai, Dr. Petrie. It is of very great age, and was, until an unfortunate misunderstanding with myself led to the extinction of the family, a treasured possession of a noble Japanese house....

The soft voice, into which an occasional sibilance crept, but which never rose above a cool monotone, gradually was lashing me into fury, and I could see the muscles moving in Smiths jaws as he convulsively clenched his teeth; whereby I knew that, impotent, he burned with a rage at least as great as mine. But I did not speak, and did not move.

The ancient tradition of seppuku, continued the Chinaman, or hara-kira, still rules, as you know, in the great families of Japan. There is a sacred ritual, and the samurai who dedicates himself to this honourable end, must follow strictly the ritual. As a physician, the exact nature of the ceremony might possibly interest you, Dr. Petrie, but a technical account of the two incisions which the sacrificant employs in his self-dismissal, might, on the other hand, bore Mr. Nayland Smith. Therefore I will merely enlighten you upon one little point, a minor one, but interesting to the student of human nature. In short, even a samurai  and no braver race has ever honoured the world  sometimes hesitates to complete the operation. The weapon near to your hand, my dear Dr. Petrie, is known as the Friends Sword. On such occasions as we are discussing, a trusty friend is given the post  an honoured one  of standing behind the brave man who offers himself to his gods, and should the latters courage momentarily fail him, the friend with the trusty blade (to which now I especially direct your attention) diverts the hierophants mind from his digression, and rectifies his temporary breach of etiquette by severing the cervical vertebræ of the spinal column with the friendly blade  which you can reach quite easily, Dr. Petrie, if you care to extend your hand.

Some dim perception of the truth was beginning to creep into my mind. When I say a perception of the truth, I mean rather of some part of the purpose of Dr. Fu-Manchu; of the whole horrible truth, of the scheme which had been conceived by that mighty, evil man, I had no glimmering, but I foresaw that a frightful ordeal was before us both.

That I hold you in high esteem, continued Fu-Manchu, is a fact which must be apparent to you by this time, but in regard to your companion, I entertain very different sentiments....

Always underlying the deliberate calm of the speaker, sometimes showing itself in an unusually deep guttural, sometimes in an unusually serpentine sibilant, lurked the frenzy of hatred which in the past had revealed itself occasionally in wild outbursts. Momentarily I expected such an outburst now, but it did not come.

One quality possessed by Mr. Nayland Smith, resumed the Chinaman, I admire; I refer to his courage. I would wish that so courageous a man should seek his own end, should voluntarily efface himself from the path of that world-movement which he is powerless to check. In short, I would have him show himself a samurai. Always his friend, you shall remain so to the end, Dr. Petrie. I have arranged for this.

He struck lightly a little silver gong, dependent from the corner of the table, whereupon, from the curtained doorway, there entered a short, thickly built Burman whom I recognized for a dacoit. He wore a shoddy blue suit, which had been made for a much larger man; but these things claimed little of my attention, which automatically was directed to the load beneath which the Burman laboured.

Upon his back he carried a sort of wire box rather less than six feet long, some two feet high, and about two feet wide. In short, it was a stout framework covered with fine wire-netting on the tops, sides and ends, but open at the bottom. It seemed to be made in five sections, or to contain four sliding partitions which could be raised or lowered at will. These were of wood, and in the bottom of each was cut a little arch. The arches in the four partitions varied in size, so that whereas the first was not more than five inches high, the fourth opened almost to the wire roof of the box or cage; and a fifth, which was but little higher than the first, was cut in the actual end of the contrivance.

So intent was I upon this device, the purpose of which I was wholly unable to divine, that I directed the whole of my attention upon it. Then, as the Burman paused in the doorway, resting a corner of the cage upon the brilliant carpet, I glanced toward Dr. Fu-Manchu. He was watching Nayland Smith, and revealing his irregular yellow teeth  the teeth of an opium smoker  in the awful mirthless smile which I knew.

God! whispered Smith, the Six Gates!

Your knowledge of my beautiful country serves you well, replied Fu-Manchu gently.

Instantly I looked to my friend ... and every drop of blood seemed to recede from my heart, leaving it cold in my breast. If I did not know the purpose of the cage, obviously Smith knew it all too well. His pallor had grown more marked, and although his grey eyes stared defiantly at the Chinaman, I, who knew him, could read a deathly horror in their depths.

The dacoit, in obedience to a guttural order from Dr. Fu Manchu, placed the cage upon the carpet, completely covering Smiths body, but leaving his neck and head exposed. The seared and pock-marked face set in a sort of placid leer, the dacoit adjusted the sliding partitions to Smiths recumbent form, and I saw the purpose of the graduated arches. They were intended to divide a human body in just such fashion, and, as I realized, were most cunningly shaped to that end. The whole of Smiths body lay now in the wire cage, each of the five compartments whereof was shut off from its neighbour.

The Burman stepped back and stood waiting in the doorway. Dr. Fu Manchu, removing his gaze from the face of my friend, directed it now upon me.

Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith shall have the honour of acting as hierophant, admitting himself to the Mysteries, said Fu Manchu softly, and you, Dr. Petrie, shall be the Friend.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE SIX GATES

He glanced toward the Burman, who retired immediately, to re-enter a moment later carrying a curious leather sack, in shape not unlike that of a sakká or Arab water-carrier. Opening a little trap in the top of the first compartment of the cage (that is, the compartment which covered Smiths bare feet and ankles), he inserted the neck of the sack, then suddenly seized it by the bottom and shook it vigorously. Before my horrified gaze, four huge rats came tumbling out from the bag into the cage!

The dacoit snatched away the sack and snapped the shutter fast. A moving mist obscured my sight, a mist through which I saw the green eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu fixed upon me, and through which, as from a great distance, his voice, sunk to a snakelike hiss, came to my ears.

Cantonese rats, Dr. Petrie ... the most ravenous in the world ... they have eaten nothing for nearly a week!

Then all became blurred as though a painter with a brush steeped in red had smudged out the details of the picture. For an indefinite period, which seemed like many minutes yet probably was only a few seconds, I saw nothing and heard nothing; my sensory nerves were dulled entirely. From this state I was awakened and brought back to the realities by a sound which ever afterward I was doomed to associate with that ghastly scene.

This was the squealing of the rats.

The red mist seemed to disperse at that, and with frightfully intense interest, I began to study the awful torture to which Nayland Smith was being subjected. The dacoit had disappeared, and Fu-Manchu placidly was watching the four lean and hideous animals in the cage. As I also turned my eyes in that direction, the rats overcame their temporary fear, and began....

You have been good enough to notice, said the Chinaman, his voice still sunk in that sibilant whisper, my partiality for dumb allies. You have met my scorpions, my death-adders, my baboon-man. The uses of such a playful little animal as a marmoset have never been fully appreciated before, I think, but to an indiscretion of this last-named pet of mine I seem to remember that you owed something in the past, Dr. Petrie....

Nayland Smith stifled a deep groan. One rapid glance I ventured at his face. It was a greyish hue now, and dank with perspiration. His gaze met mine.

The rats had almost ceased squealing.

Much depends upon yourself, doctor, continued Fu-Manchu, slightly raising his voice. I credit Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith with courage high enough to sustain the raising of all the gates; but I estimate the strength of your friendship highly, also, and predict that you will use the sword of the samurai certainly not later than the time when I shall raise the third gate....

A low shuddering sound, which I cannot hope to describe, but alas! can never forget, broke from the lips of the tortured man.

In China, resumed Fu-Manchu, we call this quaint fancy the Six Gates of Joyful Wisdom. The first gate, by which the rats are admitted, is called the Gate of Joyous Hope; the second, the Gate of Mirthful Doubt. The third gate is poetically named the Gate of True Rapture, and the fourth, the Gate of Gentle Sorrow. I once was honoured in the friendship of an exalted mandarin who sustained the course of Joyful Wisdom to the raising of the fifth gate (called the Gate of Sweet Desires) and the admission of the twentieth rat. I esteem him almost equally with my ancestors. The sixth, or Gate Celestial  whereby a man enters into the Joy of Complete Understanding  I have dispensed with, here, substituting a Japanese fancy of an antiquity nearly as great and honourable. The introduction of this element of speculation I count a happy thought, and accordingly take pride to myself.

The sword, Petrie! whispered Smith. I should not have recognized his voice, but he spoke quite evenly and steadily. I rely upon you, old man, to spare me the humiliation of asking mercy from that yellow fiend!

My mind throughout this time had been gaining a sort of dreadful clarity. I had avoided looking at the sword of kara-kiri, but my thoughts had been leading me mercilessly up to the point at which we were now arrived. No vestige of anger, of condemnation of the inhuman being seated in the ebony chair, remained; that was past. Of all that had gone before, and of what was to come in the future, I thought nothing, knew nothing. Our long fight against the yellow group, our encounters with the numberless creatures of Fu Manchu, the dacoits  even Kâramanèh  were forgotten, blotted out. I saw nothing of the strange appointments of that subterranean chamber; but face to face with the supreme moment of a lifetime, I was alone with my poor friend  and God.

The rats began squealing again. They were fighting....

Quick, Petrie! Quick, man! I am weakening....

I turned and took up the samurai sword. My hands were very hot and dry, but perfectly steady, and I tested the edge of the heavy weapon upon my left thumb-nail as quietly as one might test a razor blade. It was keen, this blade of ghastly history, as any razor ever wrought in Sheffield. I seized the graven hilt, bent forward in my chair, and raised the Friends Sword high above my head. With the heavy weapon poised there, I looked into my friends eyes. They were feverishly bright, but never in all my days, nor upon the many beds of suffering which it had been my lot to visit, had I seen an expression like that within them.

The raising of the First Gate is always a crucial moment, came the guttural voice of the Chinaman.

Although I did not see him, and barely heard his words, I was aware that he had stood up and was bending forward over the lower end of the cage.

Now, Petrie! now! God bless you ... and good-bye....



From somewhere  somewhere remote  I heard a hoarse and animal-like cry, followed by the sound of a heavy fall. I can scarcely bear to write of that moment, for I had actually begun the downward sweep of the great sword when that sound came  a faint Hope, speaking of aid where I had thought no aid possible.

How I contrived to divert the blade, I do not know to this day; but I do know that its mighty sweep sheared a lock from Smiths head and laid open the scalp. With the hilt in my quivering hands I saw the blade bite deeply through the carpet and floor above Nayland Smiths skull. There, buried fully two inches in the woodwork, it stuck, and still clutching the hilt, I looked to the right and across the room  I looked to the curtained doorway.

Fu-Manchu, with one long, claw-like hand upon the top of the first gate, was bending over the trap, but his brilliant green eyes were turned in the same direction as my own  upon the curtained doorway.

Upright within it, her beautiful face as pale as death, but her great eyes blazing with a sort of splendid madness, stood Kâramanèh!

She looked, not at the tortured man, not at me, but fully at Dr. Fu-Manchu. One hand clutched the trembling draperies; now she suddenly raised the other, so that the jewels on her white arm glittered in the light of the lamp above the door. She held my Browning pistol! Fu-Manchu sprang upright, inhaling sibilantly, as Kâramanèh pointed the pistol point-blank at his high skull and fired....

I saw a little red streak appear, up by the neutral-coloured hair, under the black cap. I became as a detached intelligence, unlinked with the corporeal, looking down upon a thing which for some reason I had never thought to witness.

Fu-Manchu threw up both arms, so that the sleeves of the green robe fell back to the elbows. He clutched at his head and the black cap fell behind him. He began to utter short, guttural cries; he swayed backward  to the right  to the left  then lurched forward right across the cage. There he lay, writhing, for a moment, his baneful eyes turned up, revealing the whites; and the great grey rats, released, began leaping about the room. Two shot like grey streaks past the slim figure in the doorway, one darted behind the chair to which I was lashed, and the fourth ran all around against the wall.... Fu-Manchu, prostrate across the overturned cage, lay still, his massive head sagging downward.

I experienced a mental repetition of my adventure in the earlier evening  I was dropping, dropping, dropping into some bottomless pit ... warm arms were about my neck; and burning kisses upon my lips.


CHAPTER XXX

THE CALL OF THE EAST

Iseemed to haul myself back out of the pit of unconsciousness by the aid of two little hands which clasped my own. I uttered a sigh that was almost a sob, and opened my eyes.

I was sitting in the big red-leathern armchair in my own study ... and a lovely but truly bizarre figure, in a harêm dress, was kneeling on the carpet at my feet; so that my first sight of the world was the sweetest sight that the world had to offer me, the dark eyes of Kâramanèh, with tears trembling like jewels upon her lashes!

I looked no further than that, heeded not if there were others in the room beside we two, but, gripping the jewel-laden fingers in what must have been a cruel clasp, I searched the depths of the glorious eyes in ever-growing wonder. What change had taken place in those limpid, mysterious pools? Why was a wild madness growing up within me like a flame? Why was the old longing returned, ten-thousandfold, to snatch that pliant, exquisite shape to my breast?

No word was spoken, but the spoken words of a thousand ages could not have expressed one tithe what was held in that silent communion. A hand was laid hesitatingly on my shoulder. I tore my gaze away from the lovely face so near to mine, and glanced up.

Azîz stood at the back of my chair!

God is all merciful, he said. My sister is restored to us (I loved him for the plural) and she remembers.

Those few words were enough; I understood now that this lovely girl, who half knelt, half lay at my feet, was not the evil, perverted creature of Fu-Manchu whom we had gone out to arrest with the other vile servants of the Chinese doctor, but was the old, beloved companion of two years ago, the Kâramanèh for whom I had sought long and wearily in Egypt, who had been swallowed up and lost to me in that land of mystery.

The loss of memory which Fu-Manchu had artificially induced was subject to the same inexplicable laws which ordinarily rule in cases of amnesia. The shock of her brave action that night had begun to effect a cure; the sight of Azîz had completed it.

Inspector Weymouth was standing by the writing-table. My mind cleared rapidly now, and standing up, but without releasing the girls hands, so that I drew her up beside me, I said:

Weymouth  where is  ?

Hes waiting to see you, doctor, replied the Inspector.

A pang, almost physical, struck at my heart.

Poor, dear old Smith! I cried, with a break in my voice.

Dr. Gray, a neighbouring practitioner, appeared in the doorway at the moment that I spoke the words.

Its all right, Petrie, he said, reassuringly; I think we took it in time. I have thoroughly cauterised the wounds, and granted that no complication sets in, hell be on his feet again in a week or two.

I suppose I was in a condition closely bordering upon the hysterical. At any rate, my behaviour was extraordinary. I raised both my hands above my head.

Thank God! I cried at the top of my voice, thank God!  thank God!

Thank Him, indeed, responded the musical voice of Azîz. He spoke with all the passionate devoutness of the true Moslem.

Everything, even Kâramanèh, was forgotten, and I started for the door as though my life depended upon my speed. With one foot upon the landing, I turned, looked back, and met the glance of Inspector Weymouth.

What have you done with the  body? I asked.

We havent been able to get to it. That end of the vault collapsed two minutes after we hauled you out!



As I write, now, of these strange days, already they seem remote and unreal. But, where other and more dreadful memories already are grown misty, the memory of that evening in my rooms remains clear-cut and intimate. It marked a crisis in my life.

During the days that immediately followed, whilst Smith was slowly recovering from his hurts, I made my plans, deliberately; I prepared to cut myself off from old associations  prepared to exile myself, gladly; how gladly I cannot hope to express in mere cold words.

That my friend approved of my projects I cannot truthfully state, but his disapproval at least was not openly expressed. To Kâramanèh I said nothing of my plans, but her complete reliance in my powers to protect her, now, from all harm, was at once pathetic and exquisite.

Since, always, I have sought in these chronicles, to confine myself to the facts directly relating to the malignant activity of Dr. Fu-Manchu, I shall abstain from burdening you with details of my private affairs. As an instrument of the Chinese doctor, it has sometimes been my duty to write of the beautiful Eastern girl; I cannot suppose that my readers have any further curiosity respecting her from the moment that Fate freed her from that awful servitude. Therefore, when I shall have dealt with the episodes which marked our voyage to Egypt  I had opened negotiations in regard to a practice in Cairo  I may honourably lay down my pen.

These episodes opened, dramatically upon the second night of the voyage from Marseilles.


CHAPTER XXXI

MY SHADOW LIES UPON YOU

Isuppose I did not awake very readily. Following the nervous vigilance of the past six months, my tired nerves, in the enjoyment of this relaxation, were rapidly recuperating. I no longer feared to awaken to find a knife at my throat, no longer dreaded the darkness as a foe.

So that the voice may have been calling (indeed, had been calling) for some time, and of this I had been hazily conscious before finally I awoke. Then, ere the new sense of security came to reassure me, the old sense of impending harm set my heart leaping nervously. There is always a certain physical panic attendant upon such awakenings in the still of night, especially in novel surroundings. Now I sat up abruptly, clutching at the rail of my berth and listening.

There was a soft thudding on my cabin door, and a voice, low and urgent, was crying my name.

Through the port-hole the moonlight streamed into my room, and save for a remote and soothing throb, inseparable from the progress of a great steamship, nothing else disturbed the stillness; I might have floated lonely upon the bosom of the Mediterranean. But there was the drumming on the door again, and the urgent appeal:

Dr. Petrie! Dr. Petrie!

I threw off the bedclothes and stepped on to the floor of the cabin, fumbling hastily for my slippers. A fear that something was amiss, that some aftermath, some wraith of the dread Chinaman, was yet to come to disturb our premature peace, began to haunt me. I threw open the door.

Upon the gleaming deck, blackly outlined against a wondrous sky, stood a man who wore a blue greatcoat over his pyjamas, and whose unstockinged feet were thrust into red slippers. It was Platts, the Marconi operator.

Im awfully sorry to disturb you, Dr. Petrie, he said, and I was even less anxious to arouse your neighbour; but somebody seems to be trying to get a message, presumably urgent, through to you.

To me! I cried.

I cannot make it out, admitted Platts, running his fingers through dishevelled hair, but I thought it better to arouse you. Will you come up?

I turned without a word, slipped into my dressing-gown, and with Platts passed aft along the deserted deck. The sea was as calm as a great lake. Ahead, on the port bow, an angry flambeau burnt redly beneath the peaceful vault of the heavens. Platts nodded absently in the direction of the weird flames.

Stromboli, he said; we shall be nearly through the Straits by breakfast-time.

We mounted the narrow stair to the Marconi deck. At the table sat Platts assistant with the Marconi attachment upon his head  an apparatus which always set me thinking of the electric chair.

Have you got it? demanded my companion as we entered the room.

Its still coming through, replied the other without moving, but in the same jerky fashion. Every time I get it, it seems to have gone back to the beginning  just Dr. Petrie  Dr. Petrie.

He began to listen again for the elusive message. I turned to Platts.

Where is it being sent from? I asked.

Platts shook his head.

Thats the mystery, he declared. Look!  he pointed to the table; according to the Marconi chart, theres a Messageries boat due west between us and Marseilles, and the homeward-bound P. & O. which we passed this morning must be getting on that way also, by now. The Isis is somewhere ahead, but Ive spoken all these, and the message comes from none of them.

Then it may come from Messina.

It doesnt come from Messina, replied the man at the table, beginning to write rapidly.

Platts stepped forward and bent over the message which the other was writing.

Here it is! he cried excitedly; were getting it.

Stepping in turn to the table, I leant over between the two and read these words as the operator wrote them down: Dr. Petrie  my shadow....

I drew a quick breath and gripped Platts shoulder harshly. His assistant began fingering the instrument with irritation.

Lost it again! he muttered.

This message.... I began.

But again the pencil was travelling over the paper:  lies upon you all ... end of message.

The operator stood up and unclasped the receivers from his ears. There, high above the sleeping ships company, with the blue carpet of the Mediterranean stretched indefinitely about us, we three stood looking at one another. By virtue of a miracle of modern science, some one, divided from me by mile upon mile of boundless ocean, had spoken  and had been heard.

Is there no means of learning, I said, from whence this message emanated?

Platts shook his head, perplexedly.

They gave no code word, he said. God knows who they were. Its a strange business and a strange message. Have you any sort of idea, Dr. Petrie, respecting the identity of the sender?

I stared him hard in the face; an idea had mechanically entered my mind, but one of which I did not choose to speak, since it was opposed to human possibility.

But had I not seen with my own eyes the bloody streak across his forehead as the shot fired by Kâramanèh entered his high skull, had I not known, so certainly as it is given to men to know, that the giant intellect was no more, the mighty will impotent, I should have replied:

The message is from Dr. Fu Manchu!

My reflections were rudely terminated and my sinister thoughts given new stimulus, by a loud though muffled cry which reached me from somewhere in the ship below. Both my companions started as violently as I, whereby I knew that the mystery of the wireless message had not been without its effect upon their minds also. But whereas they paused in doubt, I leapt from the room and almost threw myself down the ladder.

It was Kâramanèh who had uttered that cry of fear and horror!

Although I could perceive no connection betwixt the strange message and the cry in the night, intuitively I linked them, intuitively I knew that my fears had been well grounded; that the shadow of Fu Manchu still lay upon us.

Kâramanèh occupied a large stateroom aft on the main deck; so that I had to descend from the upper deck on which my own room was situated to the promenade deck, again to the main deck, and thence proceed nearly the whole length of the alleyway.

Kâramanèh and her brother, Azîz, who occupied a neighbouring room, met me, near the library. Kâramanèhs eyes were wide with fear; her peerless colouring had fled, and she was white to the lips. Azîz, who wore a dressing-gown thrown hastily over his night attire, had his arm protectively about the girls shoulders.

The mummy! she whispered tremulously, the mummy!

There came a sound of opening doors, and several passengers, whom Kâramanèhs cries had alarmed, appeared in various stages of undress. A stewardess came running from the far end of the alleyway, and I found time to wonder at my own speed; for, starting from the distant Marconi deck, yet I had been the first to arrive upon the scene.

Stacey, the ships doctor, was quartered at no great distance from the spot, and he now joined the group. Anticipating the question which trembled upon the lips of several of those about me  

Come to Dr. Staceys room, I said, taking Kâramanèhs arm; we will give you something to enable you to sleep. I turned to the group. My patient has had severe nerve trouble, I explained, and has developed somnambulistic tendencies.

I declined the stewardesss offer of assistance, with a slight shake of the head, and shortly the four of us entered the doctors cabin, on the deck above. Stacey carefully closed the door. He was an old fellow-student of mine, and already he knew much of the history of the beautiful Eastern girl and her brother Azîz.

I fear theres mischief afoot, Petrie, he said. Thanks to your presence of mind, the ships gossips need know nothing of it.

I glanced at Kâramanèh, who, since the moment of my arrival, had never once removed her gaze from me; she remained in that state of passive fear in which I had found her, the lovely face pallid; and she stared at me fixedly in a childish, expressionless way which made me dread that the shock to which she had been subjected, whatever its nature, had caused a relapse into that strange condition of forgetfulness from which a previous shock had aroused her. I could see that Stacey shared my view, for  

Something has frightened you, he said gently, seating himself on the arm of Kâramanèhs chair and patting her hand as if to reassure her. Tell us all about it.

For the first time since our meeting that night, the girl turned her eyes from me and glanced up at Stacey, a sudden warm blush stealing over her face and throat and as quickly departing, to leave her even more pale than before. She grasped Staceys hand in both her own  and looked again at me.

Send for Mr. Nayland Smith without delay! she said, and her sweet voice was slightly tremulous. He must be put on his guard!

I started up.

Why? I said. For Gods sake tell us what has happened!

Azîz, who evidently was as anxious as myself for information, and who now knelt at his sisters feet looking up at her with that strange love, which was almost adoration, in his eyes, glanced back at me and nodded his head rapidly.

Something   Kâramanèh paused, shuddering violently some dreadful thing, like a mummy escaped from its tomb, came into my room to-night through the port-hole....

Through the port-hole? echoed Dr. Stacey amazedly.

Yes, yes, through the port-hole! A creature tall and very, very thin. He wore wrappings  yellow wrappings, swathed about his head, so that only his eyes, his evil gleaming eyes, were visible.... From waist to knees he was covered, also, but his body, his feet, and his legs were bare....

Was he  ? I began.

He was a brown man, yes. Kâramanèh, divining my question, nodded, and the shimmering cloud of her wonderful hair, hastily confined, burst free and rippled about her shoulders. A gaunt, fleshless brown man, who bent, and writhed bony fingers  so!

A thug! I cried.

He  it  the mummy thing  would have strangled me if I had slept, for he crouched over the berth  seeking  seeking....

I clenched my teeth convulsively.

But I was sitting up

With the light on? interrupted Stacey in surprise.

No, added Kâramanèh; the light was out. She turned her eyes toward me, as the wonderful blush overspread her face once more. I was sitting thinking. It all happened within a few seconds, and quite silently. As the mummy crouched over the berth, I unlocked the door and leapt out into the passage. I think I screamed; I did not mean to. Oh, Dr. Stacey, there is not a moment to spare! Mr. Nayland Smith must be warned immediately. Some horrible servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu is on the ship!


CHAPTER XXXII

THE TRAGEDY

Nayland Smith leant against the edge of the dressing-table, attired in pyjamas. The little stateroom was hazy with smoke, and my friend gripped the charred briar between his teeth and watched the blue-grey clouds arising from the bowl, in an abstracted way. I knew that he was thinking hard, and from the fact that he had exhibited no surprise when I had related to him the particulars of the attack upon Kâramanèh, I judged that he had half anticipated something of the kind. Suddenly he stood up, staring at me fixedly.

Your tact has saved the situation, Petrie, he snapped. It failed you momentarily, though, when you proposed to me just now that we should muster the lascars for inspection. Our game is to pretend that we know nothing  that we believe Kâramanèh to have had a bad dream.

But, Smith I began.

It would be useless, Petrie, he interrupted me. You cannot suppose that I overlooked the possibility of some creature of the Doctors being among the lascars. I can assure you that not one of them answers to the description of the midnight assailant. From the girls account we have to look (discarding the idea of a revivified mummy) for a man of unusual height  and theres no lascar of unusual height on board; and from the visible evidence, that he entered the stateroom through the port-hole, we have to look for a man more than normally thin. In a word, the servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu who attempted the life of Kâramanèh is either in hiding in the ship, or if visible, is disguised.

With his usual clarity, Nayland Smith had visualized the facts of the case; I passed in mental survey each one of the passengers, and those of the crew whose appearances were familiar to me, with the result that I had to admit the justice of my friends conclusions. Smith began to pace the narrow strip of carpet between the dressing-table and the door. Suddenly he began again.

From our knowledge of Fu-Manchu  and of the group surrounding him (and, dont forget, surviving him)  we may further assume that the wireless message was no gratuitous piece of melodrama, but that it was directed to a definite end. Let us endeavour to link up the chain a little. You occupy an upper-berth; so do I. Experience of the Chinaman has formed a habit in both of us: that of sleeping with closed windows. Your port was fastened and so was my own. Kâramanèh is quartered on the main deck, and her brothers stateroom opens into the same alleyway. Since the ship is in the Straits of Messina, and the glass set fair, the stewards have not closed the port-holes nightly at present. We know that that of Kâramanèhs stateroom was open. Therefore, in any attempt upon our quarter, Kâramanèh would automatically be selected for the victim, since failing you or myself she may be regarded as being the most obnoxious to Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I nodded comprehendingly. Smiths capacity for throwing the white light of reason into the darkest places often amazed me.

You may have noticed, he continued, that Kâramanèhs room is directly below your own. In the event of any outcry, you would be sooner upon the scene than I should, for instance, because I sleep on the opposite side of the ship. This circumstance I take to be the explanation of the wireless message, which, because of its hesitancy (a piece of ingenuity very characteristic of the group), led to your being awakened and invited up to the Marconi deck; in short, it gave the would-be assassin a better chance of escaping before your arrival.

I watched my friend in growing wonder. The strange events, seemingly having no link, took their place in the drama, and became well-ordered episodes in a plot that only a criminal genius could have devised. As I studied the keen, bronzed face, I realized to the full the stupendous mental power of Dr. Fu-Manchu, measuring it by the criterion of Nayland Smiths. For the cunning Chinaman, in a sense, had foiled this brilliant man before me, whereby if by naught else I might know him a master of his evil art.

I regard the episode, continued Smith, as a posthumous attempt of the Doctors; a legacy of hate which may prove more disastrous than any attempt made upon us by Fu-Manchu in life. Some fiendish member of the murder group is on board the ship. We must, as always, meet guile with guile. There must be no appeal to the Captain, no public examination of passengers and crew. One attempt has failed; I do not doubt that others will be made. At present, you will enact the rôle of physician-in-attendance upon Kâramanèh, and will put it about for whom it may interest that a slight return of her nervous trouble is causing her to pass uneasy nights. I can safely leave this part of the case to you, I think?

I nodded rapidly.

I havent troubled to make inquiries, added Smith, but I think it probable that the regulation respecting closed ports will come into operation immediately we have passed the Straits, or at any rate immediately there is any likelihood of bad weather.

You mean

I mean that no alteration should be made in our habits. A second attempt along similar lines is to be apprehended  to-night. After that we may begin to look out for a new danger.

I pray we may avoid it, I said fervently.

As I entered the saloon for breakfast in the morning, I was subjected to solicitous inquiries from Mrs. Prior, the gossip of the ship. Her room adjoined Kâramanèhs, and she had been one of the passengers aroused by the girls cries in the night. Strictly adhering to my rôle, I explained that my patient was threatened with a second nervous breakdown, and was subject to vivid and disturbing dreams. One or two other inquiries I met in the same way, ere escaping to the corner table reserved to us.

That iron-bound code of conduct which rules the Anglo-Indian, in the first days of the voyage had threatened to ostracise Kâramanèh and Azîz, by reason of the Eastern blood to which their brilliant but peculiar type of beauty bore witness. Smiths attitude, however  and, in a Burmese Commissioner, it constituted something of a law  had done much to break down the barriers; the extraordinary beauty of the girl had done the rest. So that now, far from finding themselves shunned, the society of Kâramanèh and her romantic-looking brother was universally courted. The last inquiry that morning, respecting my interesting patient, came from the Bishop of Damascus, a benevolent old gentleman whose ancestry was not wholly innocent of Oriental strains, and who sat at a table immediately behind me. As I settled down to my porridge, he turned his chair slightly and bent to my ear.

Mrs. Prior tells me that your charming friend was disturbed last night, he whispered. She seems rather pale this morning; I sincerely trust that she is suffering no ill effect.

I swung around, with a smile. Owing to my carelessness, there was a slight collision, and the poor bishop, who had been invalided to England after typhoid, in order to undergo special treatment, suppressed an exclamation of pain, although his fine dark eyes gleamed kindly upon me through the pebbles of his gold-rimmed pince-nez.

Indeed, despite his Eastern blood, he might have posed for a Sadler picture, his small and refined features seeming out of place above the bulky body.

Can you forgive my clumsiness? I began.

But the bishop raised his small, slim-fingered hand of old-ivory hue deprecatingly.

His system was supercharged with typhoid bacilli, and, as sometimes occurs, the superfluous bugs had sought exit. He could only walk with the aid of two stout sticks, and bent very much at that. His left leg had been surgically scraped to the bone, and I appreciated the exquisite torture to which my awkwardness had subjected him. But he would entertain no apologies, pressing his inquiry respecting Kâramanèh, in the kindly manner which had made him so deservedly popular on board.

Many thanks for your solicitude, I said; I have promised her sound repose to-night, and since my professional reputation is at stake, I shall see that she secures it.

In short, we were in pleasant company, and the day passed happily enough and without notable event. Smith spent some considerable time with the chief officer, wandering about unfrequented parts of the ship. I learnt later that he had explored the lascars quarters, the forecastle, the engine-room, and had even descended to the stoke-hold; but this was done so unostentatiously that it occasioned no comment.

With the approach of evening, in place of that physical contentment which usually heralds the dinner-hour, at sea, I experienced a fit of the seemingly causeless apprehension which too often in the past had harbingered the coming of grim events; which I had learnt to associate with the nearing presence of one of Fu-Manchus death-agents. In view of the facts, as I afterwards knew them to be, I cannot account for this.

Yet, in an unexpected manner, my forebodings were realized. That night I was destined to meet a sorrow surpassing any which my troubled life had known. Even now I experience great difficulty in relating the matters which befell, in speaking of the sense of irrevocable loss which came to me. Briefly, then, at about ten minutes before the dining hour, whilst all the passengers, myself included, were below, dressing, a faint cry arose from somewhere aft on the upper deck  a cry which was swiftly taken up by other voices, so that presently a deck-steward echoed it immediately outside my own stateroom:

Man overboard! Man overboard!

All my premonitions rallying in that one sickening moment, I sprang out on the deck, half dressed as I was, and leaping past the boat which swung nearly opposite my door, craned over the rail, looking astern.

For a long time I could detect nothing unusual. The engine-room telegraph was ringing  and the motion of the screws momentarily ceased; then, in response to further ringing, recommenced, but so as to jar the whole structure of the vessel; whereby I knew that the engines were reversed. Peering intently into the wake of the ship, I was but dimly aware of the ever-growing turmoil around me, of the swift mustering of a boats crew, of the shouted orders of the third officer. Suddenly I saw it  the sight which was to haunt me for succeeding days and nights.

Half in the streak of the wake and half out of it, I perceived the sleeve of a white jacket, and, near to it, a soft felt hat. The sleeve rose up once into clear view, seemed to describe a half-circle in the air, then sank back again into the glassy swell of the water. Only the hat remained floating upon the surface.

By the evidence of the white sleeve alone I might have remained unconvinced, although upon the voyage I had become familiar enough with the drill shooting-jacket, but the presence of the grey felt hat was almost conclusive.

The man overboard was Nayland Smith!

I cannot hope, writing now, to convey in any words at my command, a sense, even remote, of the utter loneliness which in that dreadful moment closed coldly down upon me.

To spring overboard to the rescue was a natural impulse, but to have obeyed it would have been worse than quixotic. In the first place, the drowning man was close upon half a mile astern; in the second place, others had seen the hat and the white coat as clearly as I; among them the third officer, standing upright in the stern of the boat  which, with commendable promptitude, had already been swung into the water. The steamer was being put about, describing a wide arc around the little boat dancing on the deep blue rollers....

Of the next hour, I cannot bear to write at all. Long as I had known him, I was ignorant of my friends powers as a swimmer, but I judged that he must have been a poor one from the fact that he had sunk so rapidly in a calm sea. Except the hat, no trace of Nayland Smith remained when the boat got to the spot.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE MUMMY

Dinner was out of the question that night for all of us. Kâramanèh, who had spoken no word, but, grasping my hands, had looked into my eyes  her own glassy with unshed tears  and then stolen away to her cabin, had not since reappeared. Seated upon my berth, I stared unseeingly before me, upon a changed ship, a changed sea and sky  upon another world. The poor old Bishop, my neighbour, had glanced in several times, as he hobbled by, and his spectacles were unmistakably humid; but even he had vouchsafed no word, realizing that my sorrow was too deep for such consolation.

When at last I became capable of connected thought, I found myself faced by a big problem. Should I place the facts of the matter, as I knew them to be, before the Captain? or could I hope to apprehend Fu-Manchus servant by the methods suggested by my poor friend? That Smiths death was an accident, I did not believe for a moment; it was impossible not to link it with the attempt upon Kâramanèh. In my misery and doubt, I determined to take counsel with Dr. Stacey. I stood up, and passed out on to the deck.

Those passengers whom I met on my way to his room regarded me in respectful silence. By contrast, Staceys attitude surprised and even annoyed me.

Id be prepared to stake all I possess  although its not much, he said, that this was not the work of your hidden enemy.

He blankly refused to give me his reasons for the statement and strongly advised me to watch and wait but to make no communication to the Captain.

At this hour I can look back and savour again something of the profound dejection of that time. I could not face the passengers; I even avoided Kâramanèh and Azîz. I shut myself in my cabin and sat staring aimlessly into the growing darkness. The steward knocked, once, inquiring if I needed anything, but I dismissed him abruptly. So I passed the evening and the greater part of the night.

Those groups of promenaders who passed my door invariably were discussing my poor friends tragic end; but as the night wore on, the deck grew empty, and I sat amid a silence that in my miserable state I welcomed more than the presence of any friend, saving only the one whom I should never welcome again.

Since I had not counted the bells, to this day I have only the vaguest idea respecting the time whereat the next incident occurred which it is my duty to chronicle. Perhaps I was on the verge of falling asleep, seated there as I was; at any rate, I could scarcely believe myself awake, when, unheralded by any footsteps to indicate his coming, some one who seemed to be crouching outside my stateroom, slightly raised himself and peered in through the port-hole  which I had not troubled to close.

He must have been a fairly tall man to have looked in at all, and although his features were indistinguishable in the darkness, his outline, which was clearly perceptible against the white boat beyond, was unfamiliar to me. He seemed to have a small and oddly swathed head, and what I could make out of the gaunt neck and square shoulders in some way suggested an unnatural thinness; in short, the smudgy silhouette in the port-hole was weirdly like that of a mummy!

For some moments I stared at the apparition; then, rousing myself from the apathy into which I had sunk, I stood up very quickly and stepped across the room. As I did so the figure vanished, and when I threw open the door and looked out upon the deck ... the deck was wholly untenanted!

I realized at once that it would be useless, even had I chosen the course, to seek confirmation of what I had seen from the officer on the bridge: my own cabin, together with the one adjoining  that of the Bishop  was not visible from the bridge.

For some time I stood in my doorway, wondering in a disinterested fashion which now I cannot explain, if the hidden enemy had revealed himself to me, or if disordered imagination had played me a trick. Later, I was destined to know the truth of the matter, but when at last I fell into a troubled sleep, that night, I was still in some doubt upon the point.

My state of mind when I awakened on the following day was indescribable; I found it difficult to doubt that Nayland Smith would meet me on the way to the bath-room as usual, with the cracked briar fuming between his teeth. I felt myself almost compelled to pass around to his stateroom in order to convince myself that he was not really there. The catastrophe was still unreal to me, and the world a dream-world. Indeed, I retain scarcely any recollections of the traffic of that day, or of the days that followed it until we reached Port Said.

Two things only made any striking appeal to my dulled intelligence at that time. These were: the aloof attitude of Dr. Stacey, who seemed carefully to avoid me; and a curious circumstance which the second officer mentioned in conversation one evening as we strolled up and down the main deck together.

Either I was fast asleep at my post, Dr. Petrie, he said, or last night, in the middle watch, someone or something came over the side of the ship just aft the bridge, slipped across the deck, and disappeared.

I stared at him wonderingly.

Do you mean something that came up out of the sea? I said.

Nothing could very well have come up out of the sea, he replied, smiling slightly, so that it must have come up from the deck below.

Was it a man?

It looked like a man, and a fairly tall one, but he came and was gone like a fish, and I saw no more of him up to the time I was relieved. To tell you the truth, I did not report it because I thought I must have been dozing; its a dead slow watch, and the navigation on this part of the run is childs play.

I was on the point of telling him what I had seen myself, two evenings before, but for some reason I refrained from doing so, although I think, had I confided in him, he would have abandoned the idea that what he had seen was phantasmal; for the pair of us could not very well have been dreaming. Some malignant presence haunted the ship; I could not doubt this; yet I remained passive, sunk in a lethargy of sorrow.

We were scheduled to reach Port Said at about eight oclock in the evening, but by reason of the delay occasioned so tragically, I learnt that in all probability we should not arrive earlier than midnight, whilst passengers would not go ashore until the following morning. Kâramanèh, who had been staring ahead all day, seeking a first glimpse of her native land, was determined to remain up until the hour of our arrival, but after dinner a notice was posted up stating that we should not be in before two a.m. Even those passengers who were the most enthusiastic thereupon determined to postpone, for a few hours, their first glimpse of the land of the Pharaohs and even to forgo the sight  one of the strangest and most interesting in the world  of Port Said by night.

For my own part, I confess that all the interest and hope with which I had looked forward to our arrival had left me, and often I detected tears in the eyes of Kâramanèh; whereby I knew that the coldness in my heart had manifested itself even to her. I had sustained the greatest blow of my life, and not even the presence of so lovely a companion could entirely recompense me for the loss of my dearest friend.

The lights on the Egyptian shore were faintly visible when the last group of stragglers on deck broke up. I had long since prevailed upon Kâramanèh to retire, and now, utterly sick at heart, I sought my own stateroom, mechanically undressed, and turned in.

It may, or may not be singular that I had neglected all precautions since the night of the tragedy; I was not even conscious of a desire to visit retribution upon our hidden enemy; in some strange fashion I took it for granted that there would be no further attempts upon Kâramanèh, Azîz, or myself. I had not troubled to confirm Smiths surmise respecting the closing of the port-holes; but I know now for a fact that, whereas they had been closed from the time of our leaving the Straits of Messina, to-night, in sight of the Egyptian coasts, the regulation was relaxed again. I cannot say if this is usual, but that it occurred on this ship is a fact to which I can testify  a fact to which my attention was to be drawn dramatically.

The night was steamingly hot, and because I welcomed the circumstance that my own port was widely opened, I reflected that those on the lower decks might be open also. A faint sense of danger stirred within me; indeed, I sat upright and was about to spring out of my berth when that occurred which induced me to change my mind.

All passengers had long since retired, and a midnight silence descended upon the ship, for we were not yet close enough to port for any unusual activities to have commenced.

Clearly outlined in the open port-hole there suddenly arose that same grotesque silhouette which I had seen once before.

Prompted by I know not what, I lay still and simulated heavy breathing; for it was evident to me that I must be partly visible to the watcher, so bright was the night. For ten  twenty  thirty seconds he studied me in absolute silence, that gaunt thing so like a mummy; and, my eyes partly closed, I watched him, breathing heavily all the time. Then making no more noise than a cat, he moved away across the deck, and I could judge of his height by the fact that his small swathed head remained visible almost to the time that he passed to the end of the white boat which swung opposite my stateroom.

In a moment I slipped quietly to the floor, crossed and peered out of the port-hole; so that at last I had a clear view of the sinister mummy-man. He was crouching under the bow of the boat, and attaching to the white rails, below, a contrivance of a kind with which I was not entirely unfamiliar. This was a thin ladder of silken rope, having bamboo rungs, with two metal hooks for attaching it to any suitable object.

The one thus engaged was, as Kâramanèh had declared, almost superhumanly thin. His loins were swathed in a sort of linen garment, and his head so bound about, turban fashion, that only his gleaming eyes remained visible. The bare limbs and body were of a dusky yellow colour, and, at sight of him, I experienced a sudden nausea.

My pistol was in my cabin-trunk, and to have found it in the dark, without making a good deal of noise, would have been impossible. Doubting how I should act, I stood watching the man with the swathed head whilst he threw the end of the ladder over the side, crept past the bow of the boat, and swung his gaunt body over the rail, exhibiting the agility of an ape. One quick glance fore and aft he gave, then began to swarm down the ladder; in which instant I knew his mission.

With a choking cry, which forced itself unwilled from my lips, I tore at the door, threw it open, and sprang across the deck. Plans, I had none, and since I carried no instrument wherewith to sever the ladder, the murderer might indeed have carried out his design for all that I could have done to prevent him, were it not that another took a hand in the game....

At the moment that the mummy-man  his head now on a level with the deck  perceived me, he stopped dead. Coincident with his stopping, the crack of a pistol sounded  from immediately beyond the boat.

Uttering a sort of sobbing sound, the creature fell  then clutched, with straining yellow fingers, at the rails, and, seemingly by dint of a great effort, swarmed along aft some twenty feet, with incredible swiftness and agility, and clambered on to the deck.

A second shot cracked sharply; and a voice (God, was I mad?) cried: Hold him, Petrie!

Rigid with fearful astonishment I stood, as out from the boat above me leapt a figure attired solely in shirt and trousers. The new-comer leapt away in the wake of the mummy-man  who had vanished around the corner by the smokeroom. Over his shoulder he cried back at me:

The Bishops stateroom! See that no one enters!

I clutched at my head  which seemed to be fiery hot; I realized, in my own person, the sensations of one who knows himself mad.

For the man who pursued the mummy was Nayland Smith!



I stood in the Bishops stateroom, Nayland Smith, his gaunt face wet with perspiration, beside me, handling certain odd-looking objects which littered the place, and lay about amid the discarded garments of the absent cleric.

Pneumatic pads! he snapped. The man was a walking air-cushion! He gingerly fingered two strange rubber appliances. For distending the cheeks, he muttered, dropping them disgustedly on the floor. His hands and wrists betrayed him, Petrie. He wore his cuffs unusually long but could not entirely hide his bony wrists. To have watched him, whilst remaining myself unseen, was next to impossible; hence my device of tossing a dummy overboard, calculated to float for less than ten minutes! It actually floated nearly fifteen, as a matter of fact, and I had some horrible moments!

Smith! I said, how could you submit me ...?

He clapped his hands on my shoulders.

My dear old chap  there was no other way, believe me. From that boat I could see right into his stateroom, but, once in, I dare not leave it  except late at night, stealthily! The second spotted me one night and I thought the game was up, but evidently he didnt report it.

But you might have confided....

Impossible! Ill admit I nearly fell to the temptation that first night; for I could see into your room as well as into his! He slapped me boisterously on the back, but his grey eyes were suspiciously moist. Dear old Petrie! Thank God for our friends! But youd be the first to admit, old man, that youre a dead poor actor! Your portrayal of grief for the loss of a valued chum would not have convinced a soul on board!

Therefore I made use of Stacey, whose callous attitude was less remarkable. Gad, Petrie! I nearly bagged our man the first night! The elaborate plan  Marconi message to get you out of the way, and so forth  had miscarried, and he knew the port-hole trick would be useless once we got into the open sea. He took a big chance. He discarded his clerical guise and peeped into your room  you remember?  but you were awake, and I made no move when he slipped back to his own cabin; I wanted to take him red-handed.

Have you any idea ...?

Who he is? No more than where he is! Probably some creature of Dr. Fu-Manchu specially chosen for the purpose; obviously a man of culture, and probably of thug ancestry. I hit him  in the shoulder; but even then he ran like a hare. Weve searched the ship, without result. He may have gone overboard and chanced the swim to shore....

We stepped out on to the deck. Around us was that unforgettable scene  Port Said by night. The ship was barely moving through the glassy water, now. Smith took my arm and we walked forward. Above us was the mighty peace of Egypts sky ablaze with splendour; around and about us moved the unique turmoil of the clearing-house of the Near East.

I would give much to know the real identity of the Bishop of Damascus, muttered Smith.

He stopped abruptly, snapping his teeth together and grasping my arm as in a vice. Hard upon his words had followed the rattling clangour as the great anchor was let go; but horribly intermingled with the metallic roar there came to us such a fearful inarticulate shrieking as to chill ones heart.

The anchor plunged into the water of the harbour; the shrieking ceased. Smith turned to me, and his face was tragic in the light of the arc lamp swung hard by.

We shall never know, he whispered. God forgive him  he must be in bloody tatters now. Petrie, the poor fool was hiding in the chain-locker!

A little hand stole into mine. I turned quickly. Kâramanèh stood beside me. I placed my arm about her shoulders, drawing her close; and I blush to relate that all else was forgotten.

For a moment, heedless of the fearful turmoil forward, Nayland Smith stood looking at us. Then he turned, with his rare smile, and walked aft.

Perhaps youre right, Petrie! he said.




THE SI-FAN MYSTERIES
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OR, THE HAND OF FU MANCHU

This novel was published only a year after the previous novel concerning Fu Manchu, in 1917  in America it had the title of The Hand of Fu Manchu  and had been serialised in 1916 in Colliers magazine. It was so popular that the British publisher, Methuen, produced sixteen editions of the novel. Sadly and to the great disappointment of Fu Manchus many fans, this was to be the last story in the series until 1930. Rohmer was tiring of the characters and like Conan Doyle with Sherlock Holmes, wanted to end the series and move on to other projects, which he did for some years. However, eventually Rohmer relented, just as Conan Doyle did. 

The Si Fan was a secret society, sometimes chaired by Fu Manchu himself, and a forum for those criminals who wished to dominate the world with their activities and make China pre-eminent again. The concept of the Si Fan has been widely used in later twentieth century comics and graphic novels, in which its members are usually martial arts practitioners. It would appear that Rohmer did not invent the term Si Fan, but may have come across it in his reading for the novels; Si Fan has been used to describe a wide variety of real individuals and groups, for example a group of eastern Tibetan nomads carried this title, but generally speaking it does always apply to Eastern culture. 

The story opens in a typically atmospheric way, with a late night visit to Petries hotel room from Sir Denis Nayland Smith, determined hunter of the Yellow Peril. London is bathed in a pea souper of a fog, which adds to the mystery. Petrie is disappointed to hear that although (apparently) Fu Manchu is no more, an even more complex threat awaits the duo  the Si Fan, a dangerous criminal network. They go to meet with Sir Gregory Hale, newly returned from the Far East, as it would seem he has infiltrated the Si Fan and knows of their inner workings. They are too late: Hale is yet another victim of assassination, but in his dying moments he scrawls this note for them:

Guard my diary…. Tibetan frontier … Key of India. Beware man …with the limp. Yellow … rising. Watch Tibet … the Si-Fan…. 

The clues now appear thick and fast  mysterious petals in the dead mans bed, a heavy metal chest that Hale was guarding literally with his life, and which is sought after by many undesirable criminal; and a partly veiled woman with dark, lustrous eyes, who seems very familiar to Petrie. Before long, the true and extraordinary mission of the venomous Si Fan is revealed to Petrie and Inspector Weymouth of Scotland Yard joins the case. A new and dangerous Oriental femme fatale makes an appearance in this story  Karmi, beautiful, exotic, dangerous and seductive. The object of Petries unrequited love, the beautiful Karamaneh (who featured in the first two stories) also returns to Britain, but promptly disappears, to Petries great disappointment. Even more dangerous, however, is the mysterious man with the limp. Who can he be?

The metal chest, it transpires, is known as the Tûlun-Nûr box and it is rather like a puzzle box, with a secret method of opening it. After a failed theft of the box that costs a man his life, Nayland Smith resolves to open it without delay. What does the mysterious box contain? Apart from its actual contents, it is an assassination tool, created by the man with the limp. It is not long before Petrie comes face to face with the man with the limp, and to his horror, realises who he is dealing with at last.

The gung-ho pace of the first two novels is slightly muted in this story, with atmosphere coming across as equally important as action. However, there are many clues, sinister characters, kidnappings, and forays into the Oriental dens of London, so fans of Fu Manchu and his pursuers will not be disappointed. 
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CHAPTER I

THE TRAVELER FROM TIBET

Whos there? I called sharply.

I turned and looked across the room. The window had been widely opened when I entered, and a faint fog haze hung in the apartment, seeming to veil the light of the shaded lamp. I watched the closed door intently, expecting every moment to see the knob turn. But nothing happened.

Whos there? I cried again, and, crossing the room, I threw open the door.

The long corridor without, lighted only by one inhospitable lamp at a remote end, showed choked and yellowed with this same fog so characteristic of London in November. But nothing moved to right nor left of me. The New Louvre Hotel was in some respects yet incomplete, and the long passage in which I stood, despite its marble facings, had no air of comfort or good cheer; palatial it was, but inhospitable.

I returned to the room, reclosing the door behind me, then for some five minutes or more I stood listening for a repetition of that mysterious sound, as of something that both dragged and tapped, which already had arrested my attention. My vigilance went unrewarded. I had closed the window to exclude the yellow mist, but subconsciously I was aware of its encircling presence, walling me in, and now I found myself in such a silence as I had known in deserts but could scarce have deemed possible in fog-bound London, in the heart of the worlds metropolis, with the traffic of the Strand below me upon one side and the restless life of the river upon the other.

It was easy to conclude that I had been mistaken, that my nervous system was somewhat overwrought as a result of my hurried return from Cairo  from Cairo where I had left behind me many a fondly cherished hope. I addressed myself again to the task of unpacking my steamer-trunk and was so engaged when again a sound in the corridor outside brought me upright with a jerk.

A quick footstep approached the door, and there came a muffled rapping upon the panel.

This time I asked no question, but leapt across the room and threw the door open. Nayland Smith stood before me, muffled up in a heavy traveling coat, and with his hat pulled down over his brows.

At last! I cried, as my friend stepped in and quickly reclosed the door.

Smith threw his hat upon the settee, stripped off the great-coat, and pulling out his pipe began to load it in feverish haste.

Well, I said, standing amid the litter cast out from the trunk, and watching him eagerly, whats afoot?

Nayland Smith lighted his pipe, carelessly dropping the match-end upon the floor at his feet.

God knows what is afoot this time, Petrie! he replied. You and I have lived no commonplace lives; Dr. Fu-Manchu has seen to that; but if I am to believe what the Chief has told me to-day, even stranger things are ahead of us!

I stared at him wonder-stricken.

That is almost incredible, I said; terror can have no darker meaning than that which Dr. Fu-Manchu gave to it. Fu-Manchu is dead, so what have we to fear?

We have to fear, replied Smith, throwing himself into a corner of the settee, the Si-Fan!

I continued to stare, uncomprehendingly.

The Si-Fan  

I always knew and you always knew, interrupted Smith in his short, decisive manner, that Fu-Manchu, genius that he was, remained nevertheless the servant of another or others. He was not the head of that organization which dealt in wholesale murder, which aimed at upsetting the balance of the world. I even knew the name of one, a certain mandarin, and member of the Sublime Order of the White Peacock, who was his immediate superior. I had never dared to guess at the identity of what I may term the Head Center.

He ceased speaking, and sat gripping his pipe grimly between his teeth, whilst I stood staring at him almost fatuously. Then  

Evidently you have much to tell me, I said, with forced calm.

I drew up a chair beside the settee and was about to sit down.

Suppose you bolt the door, jerked my friend.

I nodded, entirely comprehending, crossed the room and shot the little nickel bolt into its socket.

Now, said Smith as I took my seat, the story is a fragmentary one in which there are many gaps. Let us see what we know. It seems that the despatch which led to my sudden recall (and incidentally yours) from Egypt to London and which only reached me as I was on the point of embarking at Suez for Rangoon, was prompted by the arrival here of Sir Gregory Hale, whilom attaché at the British Embassy, Peking. So much, you will remember, was conveyed in my instructions.

Quite so.

Furthermore, I was instructed, youll remember, to put up at the New Louvre Hotel; therefore you came here and engaged this suite whilst I reported to the chief. A stranger business is before us, Petrie, I verily believe, than any we have known hitherto. In the first place, Sir Gregory Hale is here  

Here?

In the New Louvre Hotel. I ascertained on the way up, but not by direct inquiry, that he occupies a suite similar to this, and incidentally on the same floor.

His report to the India Office, whatever its nature, must have been a sensational one.

He has made no report to the India Office.

What! made no report?

He has not entered any office whatever, nor will he receive any representative. Hes been playing at Robinson Crusoe in a private suite here for close upon a fortnight  id est since the time of his arrival in London!

I suppose my growing perplexity was plainly visible, for Smith suddenly burst out with his short, boyish laugh.

Oh! I told you it was a strange business, he cried.

Is he mad?

Nayland Smiths gaiety left him; he became suddenly stern and grim.

Either mad, Petrie, stark raving mad, or the savior of the Indian Empire  perhaps of all Western civilization. Listen. Sir Gregory Hale, whom I know slightly and who honors me, apparently, with a belief that I am the only man in Europe worthy of his confidence, resigned his appointment at Peking some time ago, and set out upon a private expedition to the Mongolian frontier with the avowed intention of visiting some place in the Gobi Desert. From the time that he actually crossed the frontier he disappeared for nearly six months, to reappear again suddenly and dramatically in London. He buried himself in this hotel, refusing all visitors and only advising the authorities of his return by telephone. He demanded that I should be sent to see him; and  despite his eccentric methods  so great is the Chiefs faith in Sir Gregorys knowledge of matters Far Eastern, that behold, here I am.

He broke off abruptly and sat in an attitude of tense listening. Then  

Do you hear anything, Petrie? he rapped.

A sort of tapping? I inquired, listening intently myself the while.

Smith nodded his head rapidly.

We both listened for some time, Smith with his head bent slightly forward and his pipe held in his hands; I with my gaze upon the bolted door. A faint mist still hung in the room, and once I thought I detected a slight sound from the bedroom beyond, which was in darkness. Smith noted me turn my head, and for a moment the pair of us stared into the gap of the doorway. But the silence was complete.

You have told me neither much nor little, Smith, I said, resuming for some reason, in a hushed voice. Who or what is this Si-Fan at whose existence you hint?

Nayland Smith smiled grimly.

Possibly the real and hitherto unsolved riddle of Tibet, Petrie, he replied a mystery concealed from the world behind the veil of Lamaism. He stood up abruptly, glancing at a scrap of paper which he took from his pocket Suite Number 14a, he said. Come along! We have not a moment to waste. Let us make our presence known to Sir Gregory  the man who has dared to raise that veil.


CHAPTER II

THE MAN WITH THE LIMP

Lock the door! said Smith significantly, as we stepped into the corridor.

I did so and had turned to join my friend when, to the accompaniment of a sort of hysterical muttering, a door further along, and on the opposite side of the corridor, was suddenly thrown open, and a man whose face showed ghastly white in the light of the solitary lamp beyond, literally hurled himself out. He perceived Smith and myself immediately. Throwing one glance back over his shoulder he came tottering forward to meet us.

My God! I cant stand it any longer! he babbled, and threw himself upon Smith, who was foremost, clutching pitifully at him for support. Come and see him, sir  for Heavens sake come in! I think hes dying; and hes going mad. I never disobeyed an order in my life before, but I cant help myself  I cant help myself!

Brace up! I cried, seizing him by the shoulders as, still clutching at Nayland Smith, he turned his ghastly face to me. Who are you, and whats your trouble?

Im Beeton, Sir Gregory Hales man.

Smith started visibly, and his gaunt, tanned face seemed to me to have grown perceptively paler.

Come on, Petrie! he snapped. Theres some devilry here.

Thrusting Beeton aside he rushed in at the open door  upon which, as I followed him, I had time to note the number, 14a. It communicated with a suite of rooms almost identical with our own. The sitting-room was empty and in the utmost disorder, but from the direction of the principal bedroom came a most horrible mumbling and gurgling sound  a sound utterly indescribable. For one instant we hesitated at the threshold  hesitated to face the horror beyond; then almost side by side we came into the bedroom….

Only one of the two lamps was alight  that above the bed; and on the bed a man lay writhing. He was incredibly gaunt, so that the suit of tropical twill which he wore hung upon him in folds, showing if such evidence were necessary, how terribly he was fallen away from his constitutional habit. He wore a beard of at least ten days growth, which served to accentuate the cavitous hollowness of his face. His eyes seemed starting from their sockets as he lay upon his back uttering inarticulate sounds and plucking with skinny fingers at his lips.

Smith bent forward peering into the wasted face; and then started back with a suppressed cry.

Merciful God! can it be Hale? he muttered. What does it mean? what does it mean?

I ran to the opposite side of the bed, and placing my arms under the writhing man, raised him and propped a pillow at his back. He continued to babble, rolling his eyes from side to side hideously; then by degrees they seemed to become less glazed, and a light of returning sanity entered them. They became fixed; and they were fixed upon Nayland Smith, who bending over the bed, was watching Sir Gregory (for Sir Gregory I concluded this pitiable wreck to be) with an expression upon his face compound of many emotions.

A glass of water, I said, catching the glance of the man Beeton, who stood trembling at the open doorway.

Spilling a liberal quantity upon the carpet, Beeton ultimately succeeded in conveying the glass to me. Hale, never taking his gaze from Smith, gulped a little of the water and then thrust my hand away. As I turned to place the tumbler upon a small table the resumed the wordless babbling, and now, with his index finger, pointed to his mouth.

He has lost the power of speech! whispered Smith.

He was stricken dumb, gentlemen, ten minutes ago, said Beeton in a trembling voice. He dropped off to sleep out there on the floor, and I brought him in here and laid him on the bed. When he woke up he was like that!

The man on the bed ceased his inchoate babbling and now, gulping noisily, began to make quick nervous movements with his hands.

He wants to write something, said Smith in a low voice. Quick! hold him up! He thrust his notebook, open at a blank page, before the man whose movement were numbered, and placed a pencil in the shaking right hand.

Faintly and unevenly Sir Gregory commenced to write  whilst I supported him. Across the bent shoulders Smith silently questioned me, and my reply was a negative shake of the head.

The lamp above the bed was swaying as if in a heavy draught; I remembered that it had been swaying as we entered. There was no fog in the room, but already from the bleak corridor outside it was entering; murky, yellow clouds steaming in at the open door. Save for the gulping of the dying man, and the sobbing breaths of Beeton, there was no sound. Six irregular lines Sir Gregory Hale scrawled upon the page; then suddenly his body became a dead weight in my arms. Gently I laid him back upon the pillows, gently his finger from the notebook, and, my head almost touching Smiths as we both craned forward over the page, read, with great difficulty, the following:  

Guard my diary…. Tibetan frontier … Key of India. Beware man …
with the limp. Yellow … rising. Watch Tibet … the Si-Fan….

From somewhere outside the room, whether above or below I could not be sure, came a faint, dragging sound, accompanied by a tap  tap  tap….


CHAPTER III

SAKYA MUNI

The faint disturbance faded into silence again. Across the dead mans body I met Smiths gaze. Faint wreaths of fog floated in from the outer room. Beeton clutched the foot of the bed, and the structure shook in sympathy with his wild trembling. That was the only sound now; there was absolutely nothing physical so far as my memory serves to signalize the coming of the brown man.

Yet, stealthy as his approach had been, something must have warned us. For suddenly, with one accord, we three turned upon the bed, and stared out into the room from which the fog wreaths floated in.

Beeton stood nearest to the door, but, although he turned, he did not go out, but with a smothered cry crouched back against the bed. Smith it was who moved first, then I followed, and close upon his heels burst into the disordered sitting-room. The outer door had been closed but not bolted, and what with the tinted light, diffused through the silken Japanese shade, and the presence of fog in the room, I was almost tempted to believe myself the victim of a delusion. What I saw or thought I saw was this:  

A tall screen stood immediately inside the door, and around its end, like some materialization of the choking mist, glided a lithe, yellow figure, a slim, crouching figure, wearing a sort of loose robe. An impression I had of jet-black hair, protruding from beneath a little cap, of finely chiseled features and great, luminous eyes, then, with no sound to tell of a door opened or shut, the apparition was gone.

You saw him, Petrie!  you saw him! cried Smith.

In three bounds he was across the room, had tossed the screen aside and thrown open the door. Out he sprang into the yellow haze of the corridor, tripped, and, uttering a cry of pain, fell sprawling upon the marble floor. Hot with apprehension I joined him, but he looked up with a wry smile and began furiously rubbing his left shin.

A queer trick, Petrie, he said, rising to his feet; but nevertheless effective.

He pointed to the object which had occasioned his fall. It was a small metal chest, evidently of very considerable weight, and it stood immediately outside the door of Number 14a.

That was what he came for, sir! That was what he came for! You were too quick for him!

Beeton stood behind us, his horror-bright eyes fixed upon the box.

Eh? rapped Smith, turning upon him.

Thats what Sir Gregory brought to England, the man ran on almost hysterically; thats what hes been guarding this past two weeks, night and day, crouching over it with a loaded pistol. Thats what cost him his life, sir. Hes had no peace, day or night, since he got it….

We were inside the room again now, Smith bearing the coffer in his arms, and still the man ran on:

Hes never slept for more than an hour at a time, that I know of, for weeks past. Since the day we came here he hasnt spoken to another living soul, and hes lain there on the floor at night with his head on that brass box, and sat watching over it all day.

Beeton! hed cry out, perhaps in the middle of the night Beeton  do you hear that damned woman! But although Id begun to think I could hear something, I believe it was the constant strain working on my nerves and nothing else at all.

Then he was always listening out for some one he called the man with the limp. Five and six times a night hed have me up to listen with him. There he goes, Beeton! hed whisper, crouching with his ear pressed flat to the door. Do you hear him dragging himself along?

God knows how Ive stood it as I have; for Ive known no peace since we left China. Once we got here I thought it would be better, but its been worse.

Gentlemen have come (from the India Office, I believe), but he would not see them. Said he would see no one but Mr. Nayland Smith. He had never lain in his bed until to-night, but what with taking no proper food nor sleep, and some secret trouble that was killing him by inches, he collapsed altogether a while ago, and I carried him in and laid him on the bed as I told you. Now hes dead  now hes dead.

Beeton leant up against the mantelpiece and buried his face in his hands, whilst his shoulders shook convulsively. He had evidently been greatly attached to his master, and I found something very pathetic in this breakdown of a physically strong man. Smith laid his hands upon his shoulders.

You have passed through a very trying ordeal, he said, and no man could have done his duty better; but forces beyond your control have proved too strong for you. I am Nayland Smith.

The man spun around with a surprising expression of relief upon his pale face.

So that whatever can be done, continued my friend, to carry out your masters wishes, will be done now. Rely upon it. Go into your room and lie down until we call you.

Thank you, sir, and thank God you are here, said Beeton dazedly, and with one hand raised to his head he went, obediently, to the smaller bedroom and disappeared within.

Now, Petrie, rapped Smith, glancing around the littered floor, since I am empowered to deal with this matter as I see fit, and since you are a medical man, we can devote the next half-hour, at any rate, to a strictly confidential inquiry into this most perplexing case. I propose that you examine the body for any evidences that may assist you determining the cause of death, whilst I make a few inquiries here.

I nodded, without speaking, and went into the bedroom. It contained not one solitary item of the dead mans belongings, and in every way bore out Beetons statement that Sir Gregory had never inhabited it. I bent over Hale, as he lay fully dressed upon the bed.

Saving the singularity of the symptom which had immediately preceded death  viz., the paralysis of the muscles of articulation  I should have felt disposed to ascribe his end to sheer inanition; and a cursory examination brought to light nothing contradictory to that view. Not being prepared to proceed further in the matter at the moment I was about to rejoin Smith, whom I could hear rummaging about amongst the litter of the outer room, when I made a curious discovery.

Lying in a fold of the disordered bed linen were a few petals of some kind of blossom, three of them still attached to a fragment of slender stalk.

I collected the tiny petals, mechanically, and held them in the palm of my hand studying them for some moments before the mystery of their presence there became fully appreciable to me. Then I began to wonder. The petals (which I was disposed to class as belonging to some species of Curcas or Physic Nut), though bruised, were fresh, and therefore could not have been in the room for many hours. How had they been introduced, and by whom? Above all, what could their presence there at that time portend?

Smith, I called, and walked towards the door carrying the mysterious fragments in my palm. Look what I have found upon the bed.

Nayland Smith, who was bending over an open despatch case which he had placed upon a chair, turned  and his glance fell upon the petals and tiny piece of stem.

I think I have never seen so sudden a change of expression take place in the face of any man. Even in that imperfect light I saw him blanch. I saw a hard glitter come into his eyes. He spoke, evenly, but hoarsely:

Put those things down  there, on the table; anywhere.

I obeyed him without demur; for something in his manner had chilled me with foreboding.

You did not break that stalk?

No. I found it as you see it.

Have you smelled the petals?

I shook my head. Thereupon, having his eyes fixed upon me with the strangest expression in their gray depths, Nayland Smith said a singular thing.

Pronounce, slowly, the words Sâkya Mûni, he directed.

I stared at him, scarce crediting my senses; but  

I mean it! he rapped. Do as I tell you.

Sâkya Mûni, I said, in ever increasing wonder.

Smith laughed unmirthfully.

Go into the bathroom and thoroughly wash your hands, was his next order. Renew the water at least three times. As I turned to fulfill his instructions, for I doubted no longer his deadly earnestness: Beeton! he called.

Beeton, very white-faced and shaky, came out from the bedroom as I entered the bathroom, and whist I proceeded carefully to cleanse my hands I heard Smith interrogating him.

Have any flowers been brought into the room today, Beeton?

Flowers, sir? Certainly not. Nothing has ever been brought in here but what I have brought myself.

You are certain of that?

Positive.

Who brought up the meals, then?

If youll look into my room here, sir, youll see that I have enough tinned and bottled stuff to last us for weeks. Sir Gregory sent me out to buy it on the day we arrived. No one else had left or entered these rooms until you came to-night.

I returned to find Nayland Smith standing tugging at the lobe of his left ear in evident perplexity. He turned to me.

I find my hands over full, he said. Will you oblige me by telephoning for Inspector Weymouth? Also, I should be glad if you would ask M. Samarkan, the manager, to see me here immediately.

As I was about to quit the room  

Not a word of our suspicions to M. Samarkan, he added; not a word about the brass box.

I was far along the corridor ere I remembered that which, remembered earlier, had saved me the journey. There was a telephone in every suite. However, I was not indisposed to avail myself of an opportunity for a few moments undisturbed reflection, and, avoiding the lift, I descended by the broad, marble staircase.

To what strange adventure were we committed? What did the brass coffer contain which Sir Gregory had guarded night and day? Something associated in some way with Tibet, something which he believed to be the key of India and which had brought in its train, presumably, the sinister man with a limp.

Who was the man with the limp? What was the Si-Fan? Lastly, by what conceivable means could the flower, which my friend evidently regarded with extreme horror, have been introduced into Hales room, and why had I been required to pronounce the words Sâkya Mûni?

So ran my reflections  at random and to no clear end; and, as is often the case in such circumstances, my steps bore them company; so that all at once I became aware that instead of having gained the lobby of the hotel, I had taken some wrong turning and was in a part of the building entirely unfamiliar to me.

A long corridor of the inevitable white marble extended far behind me. I had evidently traversed it. Before me was a heavily curtained archway. Irritably, I pulled the curtain aside, learnt that it masked a glass-paneled door, opened this door  and found myself in a small court, dimly lighted and redolent of some pungent, incense-like perfume.

One step forward I took, then pulled up abruptly. A sound had come to my ears. From a second curtained doorway, close to my right hand, it came  a sound of muffled tapping, together with that of something which dragged upon the floor.

Within my brain the words seemed audibly to form: The man with the limp!

I sprang to the door; I had my hand upon the drapery … when a woman stepped out, barring the way!

No impression, not even a vague one, did I form of her costume, save that she wore a green silk shawl, embroidered with raised white figures of birds, thrown over her head and shoulders and draped in such fashion that part of her face was concealed. I was transfixed by the vindictive glare of her eyes, of her huge dark eyes.

They were ablaze with anger  but it was not this expression within them which struck me so forcibly as the fact that they were in some way familiar.

Motionless, we faced one another. Then  

You go away, said the woman  at the same time extending her arms across the doorway as barriers to my progress.

Her voice had a husky intonation; her hands and arms, which were bare and of old ivory hue, were laden with barbaric jewelry, much of it tawdry silverware of the bazaars. Clearly she was a half-caste of some kind, probably a Eurasian.

I hesitated. The sounds of dragging and tapping had ceased. But the presence of this grotesque Oriental figure only increased my anxiety to pass the doorway. I looked steadily into the black eyes; they looked into mine unflinchingly.

You go away, please, repeated the woman, raising her right hand and pointing to the door whereby I had entered. These private rooms. What you doing here?

Her words, despite her broken English, served to recall to me the fact that I was, beyond doubt, a trespasser! By what right did I presume to force my way into other peoples apartments?

There is some one in there whom I must see, I said, realizing, however, that my chance of doing so was poor.

You see nobody, she snapped back uncompromisingly. You go away!

She took a step towards me, continuing to point to the door. Where had I previously encountered the glance of those splendid, savage eyes?

So engaged was I with this taunting, partial memory, and so sure, if the woman would but uncover her face, of instantly recognizing her, that still I hesitated. Whereupon, glancing rapidly over her shoulder into whatever place lay beyond the curtained doorway, she suddenly stepped back and vanished, drawing the curtains to with an angry jerk.

I heard her retiring footsteps; then came a loud bang. If her object in intercepting me had been to cover the slow retreat of some one she had succeeded.

Recognizing that I had cut a truly sorry figure in the encounter, I retraced my steps.

By what route I ultimately regained the main staircase I have no idea; for my mind was busy with that taunting memory of the two dark eyes looking out from the folds of the green embroidered shawl. Where, and when, had I met their glance before?

To that problem I sought an answer in vain.

The message despatched to New Scotland Yard, I found M. Samarkan, long famous as a mâitre d hôtel in Cairo, and now host of Londons newest and most palatial khan. Portly, and wearing a gray imperial, M. Samarkan had the manners of a courtier, and the smile of a true Greek.

I told him what was necessary, and no more, desiring him to go to suite 14a without delay and also without arousing unnecessary attention. I dropped no hint of foul play, but M. Samarkan expressed profound (and professional) regret that so distinguished, though unprofitable, a patron should have selected the New Louvre, thus early in its history, as the terminus of his career.

By the way, I said, have you Oriental guests with you, at the moment?

No, monsieur, he assured me.

Not a certain Oriental lady? I persisted.

M. Samarkan slowly shook his head.

Possibly monsieur has seen one of the ayahs? There are several Anglo-Indian families resident in the New Louvre at present.

An ayah? It was just possible, of course. Yet …


CHAPTER IV

THE FLOWER OF SILENCE

We are dealing now, said Nayland Smith, pacing restlessly up and down our sitting-room, not, as of old, with Dr. Fu-Manchu, but with an entirely unknown quantity  the Si-Fan.

For Heavens sake! I cried, what is the Si-Fan?

The greatest mystery of the mysterious East, Petrie. Think. You know, as I know, that a malignant being, Dr. Fu-Manchu, was for some time in England, engaged in paving the way (I believe those words were my own) for nothing less than a giant Yellow Empire. That dream is what millions of Europeans and Americans term the Yellow Peril! Very good. Such an empire needs must have  

An emperor!

Nayland Smith stopped his restless pacing immediately in front of me.

Why not an empress, Petrie! he rapped.

His words were something of a verbal thunderbolt; I found myself at loss for any suitable reply.

You will perhaps remind me, he continued rapidly, of the lowly place held by women in the East. I can cite notable exceptions, ancient and modern. In fact, a moments consideration by a hypothetical body of Eastern dynast-makers not of an emperor but of an empress. Finally, there is a persistent tradition throughout the Far East that such a woman will one day rule over the known peoples. I was assured some years ago, by a very learned pundit, that a princess of incalculably ancient lineage, residing in some secret monastery in Tartary or Tibet, was to be the future empress of the world. I believe this tradition, or the extensive group who seek to keep it alive and potent, to be what is called the Si-Fan!

I was past greater amazement; but  

This lady can be no longer young, then? I asked.

On the contrary, Petrie, she remains always young and beautiful by means of a continuous series of reincarnations; also she thus conserves the collated wisdom of many ages. In short, she is the archetype of Lamaism. The real secret of Lama celibacy is the existence of this immaculate ruler, of whom the Grand Lama is merely a high priest. She has, as attendants, maidens of good family, selected for their personal charms, and rendered dumb in order that they may never report what they see and hear.

Smith! I cried, this is utterly incredible!

Her body slaves are not only mute, but blind; for it is death to look upon her beauty unveiled.

I stood up impatiently.

You are amusing yourself, I said.

Nayland Smith clapped his hands upon my shoulders, in his own impulsive fashion, and looked earnestly into my eyes.

Forgive me, old man, he said, if I have related all these fantastic particulars as though I gave them credence. Much of this is legendary, I know, some of it mere superstition, but  I am serious now, Petrie  part of it is true.

I stared at the square-cut, sun-tanned face; and no trace of a smile lurked about that grim mouth. Such a woman may actually exist, Petrie, only in legend; but, nevertheless, she forms the head center of that giant conspiracy in which the activities of Dr. Fu-Manchu were merely a part. Hale blundered on to this stupendous business; and from what I have gathered from Beeton and what I have seen for myself, it is evident that in yonder coffer  he pointed to the brass chest standing hard by Hale got hold of something indispensable to the success of this vast Yellow conspiracy. That he was followed here, to the very hotel, by agents of this mystic Unknown is evident. But, he added grimly, they have failed in their object!

A thousand outrageous possibilities fought for precedence in my mind.

Smith! I cried, the half-caste woman whom I saw in the hotel …

Nayland Smith shrugged his shoulders.

Probably, as M. Samarkan suggests, an ayah! he said; but there was an odd note in his voice and an odd look in his eyes.

Then again, I am almost certain that Hales warning concerning the man with the limp was no empty one. Shall you open the brass chest?

At present, decidedly no. Hales fate renders his warning one that I dare not neglect. For I was with him when he died; and they cannot know how much I know. How did he die? How did he die? How was the Flower of Silence introduced into his closely guarded room?

The Flower of Silence?

Smith laughed shortly and unmirthfully.

I was once sent for, he said, during the time that I was stationed in Upper Burma, to see a stranger  a sort of itinerant Buddhist priest, so I understood, who had desired to communicate some message to me personally. He was dying  in a dirty hut on the outskirts of Manipur, up in the hills. When I arrived I say at a glance that the man was a Tibetan monk. He must have crossed the river and come down through Assam; but the nature of his message I never knew. He had lost the power of speech! He was gurgling, inarticulate, just like poor Hale. A few moments after my arrival he breathed his last. The fellow who had guided me to the place bent over him  I shall always remember the scene  then fell back as though he had stepped upon an adder.

He holds the Flower Silence in his hand! he cried the Si-Fan! the Si-Fan!  and bolted from the hut.

When I went to examine the dead man, sure enough he held in one hand a little crumpled spray of flowers. I did not touch it with my fingers naturally, but I managed to loop a piece of twine around the stem, and by that means I gingerly removed the flowers and carried them to an orchid-hunter of my acquaintance who chanced to be visiting Manipur.

Grahame  that was my orchid mans name  pronounced the specimen to be an unclassified species of jatropha; belonging to the Curcas family. He discovered a sort of hollow thorn, almost like a fang, amongst the blooms, but was unable to surmise the nature of its functions. He extracted enough of a certain fixed oil from the flowers, however, to have poisoned the pair of us!

Probably the breaking of a bloom …

Ejects some of this acrid oil through the thorn? Practically the uncanny thing stings when it is hurt? That is my own idea, Petrie. And I can understand how these Eastern fanatics accept their sentence  silence and death  when they have deserved it, at the hands of their mysterious organization, and commit this novel form of hara-kiri. But I shall not sleep soundly with that brass coffer in my possession until I know by what means Sir Gregory was induced to touch a Flower of Silence, and by what means it was placed in his room!

But, Smith, why did you direct me to-night to repeat the words, Sâkya Mûni?

Smith smiled in a very grim fashion.

It was after the episode I have just related that I made the acquaintance of that pundit, some of whose statements I have already quoted for your enlightenment. He admitted that the Flower of Silence was an instrument frequently employed by a certain group, adding that, according to some authorities, one who had touched the flower might escape death by immediately pronouncing the sacred name of Buddha. He was no fanatic himself, however, and, marking my incredulity, he explained that the truth was this;  

No one whose powers of speech were imperfect could possibly pronounce correctly the words Sâkya Mûni. Therefore, since the first effects of this damnable thing is instantly to tie the tongue, the uttering of the sacred name of Buddha becomes practically a test whereby the victim my learn whether the venom has entered his system or not!

I repressed a shudder. An atmosphere of horror seemed to be enveloping us, foglike.

Smith, I said slowly, we must be on our guard, for at last I had run to earth that elusive memory. Unless I am strangely mistaken, the man who so mysteriously entered Hales room and the supposed ayah whom I met downstairs are one and the same. Two, at least, of the Yellow group are actually here in the New Louvre!

The light of the shaded lamp shone down upon the brass coffer on the table beside me. The fog seemed to have cleared from the room somewhat, but since in the midnight stillness I could detect the muffled sounds of sirens from the river and the reports of fog signals from the railways, I concluded that the night was not yet wholly clear of the choking mist. In accordance with a pre-arranged scheme we had decided to guard the key of India (whatever it might be) turn and turn about through the night. In a word  we feared to sleep unguarded. Now my watch informed me that four oclock approached, at which hour I was to arouse Smith and retire to sleep to my own bedroom.

Nothing had disturbed my vigil  that is, nothing definite. True once, about half an hour earlier, I had thought I heard the dragging and tapping sound from somewhere up above me; but since the corridor overhead was unfinished and none of the rooms opening upon it yet habitable, I concluded that I had been mistaken. The stairway at the end of our corridor, which communicated with that above, was still blocked with bags of cement and slabs of marble, in fact.

Faintly to my ears came the booming of Londons clocks, beating out the hour of four. But still I sat beside the mysterious coffer, indisposed to awaken my friend any sooner than was necessary, particularly since I felt in no way sleepy myself.

I was to learn a lesson that night: the lesson of strict adherence to a compact. I had arranged to awaken Nayland Smith at four; and because I dallied, determined to finish my pipe ere entering his bedroom, almost it happened that Fate placed it beyond my power ever to awaken him again.

At ten minutes past four, amid a stillness so intense that the creaking of my slippers seemed a loud disturbance, I crossed the room and pushed open the door of Smiths bedroom. It was in darkness, but as I entered I depressed the switch immediately inside the door, lighting the lamp which swung form the center of the ceiling.

Glancing towards the bed, I immediately perceived that there was something different in its aspect, but at first I found this difference difficult to define. I stood for a moment in doubt. Then I realized the nature of the change which had taken place.

A lamp hung above the bed, attached to a movable fitting, which enabled it to be raised or lowered at the pleasure of the occupant. When Smith had retired he was in no reading mood, and he had not even lighted the reading-lamp, but had left it pushed high up against the ceiling.

It was the position of this lamp which had changed. For now it swung so low over the pillow that the silken fringe of the shade almost touched my friends face as he lay soundly asleep with one lean brown hand outstretched upon the coverlet.

I stood in the doorway staring, mystified, at this phenomenon; I might have stood there without intervening, until intervention had been too late, were it not that, glancing upward toward the wooden block from which ordinarily the pendant hung, I perceived that no block was visible, but only a round, black cavity from which the white flex supporting the lamp swung out.

Then, uttering a horse cry which rose unbidden to my lips, I sprang wildly across the room … for now I had seen something else!

Attached to one of the four silken tassels which ornamented the lamp-shade, so as almost to rest upon the cheek of the sleeping man, was a little corymb of bloom … the Flower of Silence!

Grasping the shade with my left hand I seized the flex with my right, and as Smith sprang upright in bed, eyes wildly glaring, I wrenched with all my might. Upward my gaze was set; and I glimpsed a yellow hand, with long, pointed finger nails. There came a loud resounding snap; an electric spark spat venomously from the circular opening above the bed; and, with the cord and lamp still fast in my grip, I went rolling across the carpet  as the other lamp became instantly extinguished.

Dimly I perceived Smith, arrayed in pyjamas, jumping out upon the opposite side of the bed.

Petrie, Petrie! he cried, where are you? what has happened?

A laugh, little short of hysterical, escaped me. I gathered myself up and made for the lighted sitting-room.

Quick, Smith! I said  but I did not recognize my own voice. Quick  come out of that room.

I crossed to the settee, and shaking in every limb, sank down upon it. Nayland Smith, still wild-eyed, and his face a mask of bewilderment, came out of the bedroom and stood watching me.

For Gods sake what has happened, Petrie? he demanded, and began clutching at the lobe of his left ear and looking all about the room dazedly.

The Flower of Silence! I said; some one has been at work in the top corridor…. Heaven knows when, for since we engaged these rooms we have not been much away from them … the same device as in the case of poor Hale…. You would have tried to brush the thing away …

A light of understanding began to dawn in my friends eyes. He drew himself stiffly upright, and in a loud, harsh voice uttered the words: Sâkya Mûni  and again: Sâkya Mûni.

Thank God! I said shakily. I was not too late.

Nayland Smith, with much rattling of glass, poured out two stiff pegs from the decanter. Then  

Ssh!whats that? he whispered.

He stood, tense, listening, his head cast slightly to one side.

A very faint sound of shuffling and tapping was perceptible, coming, as I thought, from the incomplete stairway communicating with the upper corridor.

The man with the limp! whispered Smith.

He bounded to the door and actually had one hand upon the bolt, when he turned, and fixed his gaze upon the brass box.

No! he snapped; there are occasions when prudence should rule. Neither of us must leave these rooms to-night!


CHAPTER V

JOHN KIS

What is the meaning of Si-Fan? asked Detective-sergeant Fletcher.

He stood looking from the window at the prospect below; at the trees bordering the winding embankment; at the ancient monolith which for unnumbered ages had looked across desert sands to the Nile, and now looked down upon another river of many mysteries. The view seemed to absorb his attention. He spoke without turning his head.

Nayland Smith laughed shortly.

The Si-Fan are the natives of Eastern Tibet, he replied.

But the term has some other significance, sir? said the detective; his words were more of an assertion than a query.

It has, replied my friend grimly. I believe it to be the name, or perhaps the sigil, of an extensive secret society with branches stretching out into every corner of the Orient.

We were silent for awhile. Inspector Weymouth, who sat in a chair near the window, glanced appreciatively at the back of his subordinate, who still stood looking out. Detective-sergeant Fletcher was one of Scotland Yards coming men. He had information of the first importance to communicate, and Nayland Smith had delayed his departure upon an urgent errand in order to meet him.

Your case to date, Mr. Smith, continued Fletcher, remaining with hands locked behind him, staring from the window, reads something like this, I believe: A brass box, locked, contents unknown, has come into your possession. It stands now upon the table there. It was brought from Tibet by a man who evidently thought that it had something to do with the Si-Fan. He is dead, possibly by the agency of members of this group. No arrests have been made. You know that there are people here in London who are anxious to regain the box. You have theories respecting the identity of some of them, but there are practically no facts.

Nayland Smith nodded his head.

Exactly! he snapped.

Inspector Weymouth, here, continued Fletcher, has put me in possession of such facts as are known to him, and I believe that I have had the good fortune to chance upon a valuable one.

You interest me, Sergeant Fletcher, said Smith. What is the nature of this clue?

I will tell you, replied the other, and turned briskly upon his heel to face us.

He had a dark, clean-shaven face, rather sallow complexion, and deep-set, searching eyes. There was decision in the square, cleft chin and strong character in the cleanly chiseled features. His manner was alert.

I have specialized in Chinese crime, he said; much of my time is spent amongst our Asiatic visitors. I am fairly familiar with the Easterns who use the port of London, and I have a number of useful acquaintances among them.

Nayland Smith nodded. Beyond doubt Detective-sergeant Fletcher knew his business.

To my lasting regret, Fletcher continued, I never met the late Dr. Fu-Manchu. I understand, sir, that you believe him to have been a high official of this dangerous society? However, I think we may get in touch with some other notabilities; for instance, Im told that one of the people youre looking for has been described as the man with the limp?

Smith, who had been about to relight his pipe, dropped the match on the carpet and set his foot upon it. His eyes shone like steel.

The man with the limp, he said, and slowly rose to his feet what do you know of the man with the limp?

Fletchers face flushed slightly; his words had proved more dramatic than he had anticipated.

Theres a place down Shadwell way, he replied, of which, no doubt, you will have heard; it has no official title, but it is known to habitués as the Joy-Shop….

Inspector Weymouth stood up, his burly figure towering over that of his slighter confrère.

I dont think you know John Kis, Mr. Smith, he said. We keep all those places pretty well patrolled, and until this present business cropped up, Johns establishment had never given us any trouble.

What is this Joy-Shop? I asked.

A resort of shady characters, mostly Asiatics, replied Weymouth. Its a gambling-house, an unlicensed drinking-shop, and even worse  but its more use to us open than it would be shut.

It is one of my regular jobs to keep an eye on the visitors to the Joy-Shop, continued Fletcher. I have many acquaintances who use the place. Needless to add, they dont know my real business! Well, lately several of them have asked me if I know who the man is that hobbles about the place with two sticks. Everybody seems to have heard him, but no one has seen him.

Nayland Smith began to pace the floor restlessly.

I have heard him myself, added Fletcher, but never managed to get so much as a glimpse of him. When I learnt about this Si-Fan mystery, I realized that he might very possibly be the man for whom youre looking  and a golden opportunity has cropped up for you to visit the Joy-Shop, and, if our luck remains in, to get a peep behind the scenes.

I am all attention, snapped Smith.

A woman called Zarmi has recently put in an appearance at the Joy-Shop. Roughly speaking, she turned up at about the same time as the unseen man with the limp….

Nayland Smiths eyes were blazing with suppressed excitement; he was pacing quickly up and down the floor, tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

She is  different in some way from any other woman I have ever seen in the place. Shes a Eurasian and good-looking, after a tigerish fashion. I have done my best  he smiled slightly to get in her good books, and up to a point Ive succeeded. I was there last night, and Zarmi asked me if I knew what she called a strong feller.

These, she informed me, contemptuously referring to the rest of the company, are poor weak Johnnies!

I had nothing definite in view at the time, for I had not then heard about your return to London, but I thought it might lead to something anyway, so I promised to bring a friend along to-night. I dont know what were wanted to do, but …

Count on me! snapped Smith. I will leave all details to you and to Weymouth, and I will be at New Scotland Yard this evening in time to adopt a suitable disguise. Petrie  he turned impetuously to me I fear I shall have to go without you; but I shall be in safe company, as you see, and doubtless Weymouth can find you a part in his portion of the evenings program.

He glanced at his watch.

Ah! I must be off. If you will oblige me, Petrie, by putting the brass box into my smaller portmanteau, whilst I slip my coat on, perhaps Weymouth, on his way out, will be good enough to order a taxi. I shall venture to breathe again once our unpleasant charge is safely deposited in the bank vaults!


CHAPTER VI

THE SI-FAN MOVE

A slight drizzling rain was falling as Smith entered the cab which the hall-porter had summoned. The brown bag in his hand contained the brass box which actually was responsible for our presence in London. The last glimpse I had of him through the glass of the closed window showed him striking a match to light his pipe  which he rarely allowed to grow cool.

Oppressed with an unaccountable weariness of spirit, I stood within the lobby looking out upon the grayness of London in November. A slight mental effort was sufficient to blot out that drab prospect and to conjure up before my minds eye a balcony overlooking the Nile  a glimpse of dusty palms, a white wall overgrown with purple blossoms, and above all the dazzling vault of Egypt. Upon the balcony my imagination painted a figure, limning it with loving details, the figure of Kâramaneh; and I thought that her glorious eyes would be sorrowful and her lips perhaps a little tremulous, as, her arms resting upon the rail of the balcony, she looked out across the smiling river to the domes and minarets of Cairo  and beyond, into the hazy distance; seeing me in dreary, rain-swept London, as I saw her, at Gezîra beneath the cloudless sky of Egypt.

From these tender but mournful reflections I aroused myself, almost angrily, and set off through the muddy streets towards Charing Cross; for I was availing myself of the opportunity to call upon Dr. Murray, who had purchased my small suburban practice when (finally, as I thought at the time) I had left London.

This matter occupied me for the greater part of the afternoon, and I returned to the New Louvre Hotel shortly after five, and seeing no one in the lobby whom I knew, proceeded immediately to our apartment. Nayland Smith was not there, and having made some changes in my attire I descended again and inquired if he had left any message for me.

The booking-clerk informed me that Smith had not returned; therefore I resigned myself to wait. I purchased an evening paper and settled down in the lounge where I had an uninterrupted view of the entrance doors. The dinner hour approached, but still my friend failed to put in an appearance. Becoming impatient, I entered a call-box and rang up Inspector Weymouth.

Smith had not been to Scotland Yard, nor had they received any message from him. Perhaps it would appear that there was little cause for alarm in this, but I, familiar with my friends punctual and exact habits, became strangely uneasy. I did not wish to make myself ridiculous, but growing restlessness impelled me to institute inquiries regarding the cabman who had driven my friend. The result of these was to increase rather than to allay my fears.

The man was a stranger to the hall-porter, and he was not one of the taximen who habitually stood upon the neighboring rank; no one seemed to have noticed the number of the cab.

And now my mind began to play with strange doubts and fears. The driver, I recollected, had been a small, dark man, possessing remarkably well-cut olive-hued features. Had he not worn spectacles he would indeed have been handsome, in an effeminate fashion.

I was almost certain, by this time, that he had not been an Englishman; I was almost certain that some catastrophe had befallen Smith. Our ceaseless vigilance had been momentarily relaxed  and this was the result!

At some large bank branches there is a resident messenger. Even granting that such was the case in the present instance, I doubted if the man could help me, unless, as was possible, he chanced to be familiar with my friends appearance, and had actually seen him there that day. I determined, at any rate, to make the attempt; reentering the call-box, I asked for the banks number.

There proved to be a resident messenger, who, after a time, replied to my call. He knew Nayland Smith very well by sight, and as he had been on duty in the public office of the bank at the time that Smith should have arrived, he assured me that my friend had not been there that day!

Besides, sir, he said, you say he came to deposit valuables of some kind here?

Yes, yes! I cried eagerly.

I take all such things down on the lift to the vaults at night, sir, under the supervision of the assistant manager  and I can assure you that nothing of the kind has been left with us to-day.

I stepped out of the call-box unsteadily. Indeed, I clutched at the door for support.

What is the meaning of Si-Fan? Detective-sergeant Fletcher had asked that morning. None of us could answer him; none of us knew. With a haze seeming to dance between my eyes and the active life in the lobby before me, I realized that the Si-Fan  that unseen, sinister power  had reached out and plucked my friend from the very midst of this noisy life about me, into its own mysterious, deathly silence.


CHAPTER VII

CHINATOWN

Its no easy matter, said Inspector Weymouth, to patrol the vicinity of John Kis Joy-Shop without their getting wind of it. The entrance, as youll see, is a long, narrow rat-hole of a street running at right angles to the Thames. Theres no point, so far as I know, from which the yard can be overlooked; and the back is on a narrow cutting belonging to a disused mill.

I paid little attention to his words. Disguised beyond all chance of recognition even by one intimate with my appearance, I was all impatience to set out. I had taken Smiths place in the nights program; for, every possible source of information having been tapped in vain, I now hoped against hope that some clue to the fate of my poor friend might be obtained at the Chinese den which he had designed to visit with Fletcher.

The latter, who presented a strange picture in his make-up as a sort of half-caste sailor, stared doubtfully at the Inspector; then  

The River Police cutter, he said, can drop down on the tide and lie off under the Surrey bank. Theres a vacant wharf facing the end of the street and we can slip through and show a light there, to let you know weve arrived. You reply in the same way. If theres any trouble, I shall blaze away with this  he showed the butt of a Service revolver protruding from his hip pocket and you can be ashore in no time.

The plan had one thing to commend it, viz., that no one could devise another. Therefore it was adopted, and five minutes later a taxi-cab swung out of the Yard containing Inspector Weymouth and two ruffianly looking companions  myself and Fletcher.

Any zest with which, at another time, I might have entered upon such an expedition, was absent now. I bore with me a gnawing anxiety and sorrow that precluded all conversation on my part, save monosyllabic replies, to questions that I comprehended but vaguely.

At the River Police Depot we found Inspector Ryman, an old acquaintance, awaiting us. Weymouth had telephoned from Scotland Yard.

Ive got a motor-boat at the breakwater, said Ryman, nodding to Fletcher, and staring hard at me.

Weymouth laughed shortly.

Evidently you dont recognize Dr. Petrie! he said.

Eh! cried Ryman Dr. Petrie! why, good heavens, Doctor, I should never have known you in a month of Bank holidays! Whats afoot, then?  and he turned to Weymouth, eyebrows raised interrogatively.

Its the Fu-Manchu business again, Ryman.

Fu-Manchu! But I thought the Fu-Manchu case was off the books long ago? It was always a mystery to me; never a word in the papers; and we as much in the dark as everybody else  but didnt I hear that the Chinaman, Fu-Manchu, was dead?

Weymouth nodded.

Some of his friends seem to be very much alive, though he said. It appears that Fu-Manchu, for all his genius  and theres no denying he was a genius, Ryman  was only the agent of somebody altogether bigger.

Ryman whistled softly.

Has the real head of affairs arrived, then?

We find we are up against what is known as the Si-Fan.

At that it came to the inevitable, unanswerable question.

What is the Si-Fan?

I laughed, but my laughter was not mirthful. Inspector Weymouth shook his head.

Perhaps Mr. Nayland Smith could tell you that, he replied; for the Si-Fan got him to-day!

Got him! cried Ryman.

Absolutely! Hes vanished! And Fletcher here has found out that John Kis place is in some way connected with this business.

I interrupted  impatiently, I fear.

Then let us set out, Inspector, I said, for it seems to me that we are wasting precious time  and you know what that may mean. I turned to Fletcher. Where is this place situated, exactly? How do we proceed?

The cab can take us part of the way, he replied, and we shall have to walk the rest. Patrons of Johns dont turn up in taxis, as a rule!

Then let us be off, I said, and made for the door.

Dont forget the signal! Weymouth cried after me, and dont venture into the place until youve received our reply….

But I was already outside, Fletcher following; and a moment later we were both in the cab and off into a maze of tortuous streets toward John Kis Joy-Shop.

With the coming of nightfall the rain had ceased, but the sky remained heavily overcast and the air was filled with clammy mist. It was a night to arouse longings for Southern skies; and when, discharging the cabman, we set out afoot along a muddy and ill-lighted thoroughfare bordered on either side by high brick walls, their monotony occasionally broken by gateways, I felt that the load of depression which had settled upon my shoulders must ere long bear me down.

Sounds of shunting upon some railway siding came to my ears; train whistles and fog signals hooted and boomed. River sounds there were, too, for we were close beside the Thames, that gray old stream which has borne upon its bier many a poor victim of underground London. The sky glowed sullenly red above.

Theres the Joy-Shop, along on the left, said Fletcher, breaking in upon my reflections. Youll notice a faint light; its shining out through the open door. Then, here is the wharf.

He began fumbling with the fastenings of a dilapidated gateway beside which we were standing; and a moment later  

All right  slip through, he said.

I followed him through the narrow gap which the ruinous state of the gates had enabled him to force, and found myself looking under a low arch, with the Thames beyond, and a few hazy lights coming and going on the opposite bank.

Go steady! warned Fletcher. Its only a few paces to the edge of the wharf.

I heard him taking a box of matches from his pocket.

Here is my electric lamp, I said. It will serve the purpose better.

Good, muttered my companion. Show a light down here, so that we can find our way.

With the aid of the lamp we found our way out on to the rotting timbers of the crazy structure. The mist hung denser over the river, but through it, as through a dirty gauze curtain, it was possible to discern some of the greater lights on the opposite shore. These, without exception, however, showed high up upon the fog curtain; along the water level lay a belt of darkness.

Let me give them the signal, said Fletcher, shivering slightly and taking the lamp from my hand.

He flashed the light two or three times. Then we both stood watching the belt of darkness that followed the Surrey shore. The tide lapped upon the timbers supporting the wharf and little whispers and gurgling sounds stole up from beneath our feet. Once there was a faint splash from somewhere below and behind us.

There goes a rat, said Fletcher vaguely, and without taking his gaze from the darkness under the distant shore. Its gone into the cutting at the back of John Kis.

He ceased speaking and flashed the lamp again several times. Then, all at once out of the murky darkness into which we were peering, looked a little eye of light  once, twice, thrice it winked at us from low down upon the oily water; then was gone.

Its Weymouth with the cutter, said Fletcher; they are ready … now for Jon Kis.

We stumbled back up the slight acclivity beneath the archway to the street, leaving the ruinous gates as we had found them. Into the uninviting little alley immediately opposite we plunged, and where the faint yellow luminance showed upon the muddy path before us, Fletcher paused a moment, whispering to me warningly.

Dont speak if you can help it, he said; if you do, mumble any old jargon in any language you like, and throw in plenty of cursing!

He grasped me by the arm, and I found myself crossing the threshold of the Joy-Shop  I found myself in a meanly furnished room no more than twelve feet square and very low ceiled, smelling strongly of paraffin oil. The few items of furniture which it contained were but dimly discernible in the light of a common tin lamp which stood upon a packing-case at the head of what looked like cellar steps.

Abruptly, I pulled up; for this stuffy little den did not correspond with pre-conceived ideas of the place for which we were bound. I was about to speak when Fletcher nipped my arm  and out from the shadows behind the packing-case a little bent figure arose!

I started violently, for I had had no idea that another was in the room. The apparition proved to be a Chinaman, and judging from what I could see of him, a very old Chinaman, his bent figure attired in a blue smock. His eyes were almost invisible amidst an intricate map of wrinkles which covered his yellow face.

Evening, John, said Fletcher  and, pulling me with him, he made for the head of the steps.

As I came abreast of the packing-case, the Chinaman lifted the lamp and directed its light fully upon my face.

Great as was the faith which I reposed in my make-up, a doubt and a tremor disturbed me now, as I found myself thus scrutinized by those cunning old eyes looking out from the mask-like, apish face. For the first time the Chinaman spoke.

You blinger fliend, Charlie? he squeaked in a thin, piping voice.

Him play piecee card, replied Fletcher briefly. Good fellow, plenty much money.

He descended the steps, still holding my arm, and I perforce followed him. Apparently Johns scrutiny and Fletchers explanation respecting me, together had proved satisfactory; for the lamp was replaced upon the lid of the packing-case, and the little bent figure dropped down again into the shadows from which it had emerged.

Allee lightee, I heard faintly as I stumbled downward in the wake of Fletcher.

I had expected to find myself in a cellar, but instead discovered that we were in a small square court with the mist of the night about us again. On a doorstep facing us stood a duplicate of the lamp upon the box upstairs. Evidently this was designed to indicate the portals of the Joy-Shop, for Fletcher pushed open the door, whose threshold accommodated the lamp, and the light of the place beyond shone out into our faces. We entered and my companion closed the door behind us.

Before me I perceived a long low room lighted by flaming gas-burners, the jets hissing and spluttering in the draught from the door, for they were entirely innocent of shades or mantles. Wooden tables, their surfaces stained with the marks of countless wet glasses, were ranged about the place, café fashion; and many of these tables accommodated groups, of nondescript nationality for the most part. One or two there were in a distant corner who were unmistakably Chinamen; but my slight acquaintance with the races of the East did not enable me to classify the greater number of those whom I now saw about me. There were several unattractive-looking women present.

Fletcher walked up the center of the place, exchanging nods of recognition with two hang-dog poker-players, and I was pleased to note that our advent had apparently failed to attract the slightest attention. Through an opening on the right-hand side of the room, near the top, I looked into a smaller apartment, occupied exclusively by Chinese. They were playing some kind of roulette and another game which seemed wholly to absorb their interest. I ventured no more than a glance, then passed on with my companion.

Fan-tan! he whispered in my ear.

Other forms of gambling were in progress at some of the tables; and now Fletcher silently drew my attention to yet a third dimly lighted apartment  this opening out from the left-hand corner of the principal room. The atmosphere of the latter was sufficiently abominable; indeed, the stench was appalling; but a wave of choking vapor met me as I paused for a moment at the threshold of this inner sanctuary. I formed but the vaguest impression of its interior; the smell was sufficient. This annex was evidently reserved for opium-smokers.

Fletcher sat down at a small table near by, and I took a common wooden chair which he thrust forward with his foot. I was looking around at the sordid scene, filled with a bitter sense of my own impotency to aid my missing friend, when that occurred which set my heart beating wildly at once with hope and excitement. Fletcher must have seen something of this in my attitude, for  

Dont forget what I told you, he whispered. Be cautious!  be very cautious!…


CHAPTER VIII

ZARMI OF THE JOY-SHOP

Down the center of the room came a girl carrying the only ornamental object which thus far I had seen in the Joy-Shop; a large Oriental brass tray. She was a figure which must have formed a center of interest in any place, trebly so, then, in such a place as this. Her costume consisted in a series of incongruities, whilst the entire effect was barbaric and by no means unpicturesque. She wore high-heeled red slippers, and, as her short gauzy skirt rendered amply evident, black silk stockings. A brilliantly colored Oriental scarf was wound around her waist and knotted in front, its tasseled ends swinging girdle fashion. A sort of chemise  like the anteree of Egyptian women  completed her costume, if I except a number of barbaric ornaments, some of them of silver, with which her hands and arms were bedecked.

But strange as was the girls attire, it was to her face that my gaze was drawn irresistibly. Evidently, like most of those around us, she was some kind of half-caste; but, unlike them, she was wickedly handsome. I use the adverb wickedly with deliberation; for the pallidly dusky, oval face, with the full red lips, between which rested a large yellow cigarette, and the half-closed almond-shaped eyes, possessed a beauty which might have appealed to an artist of one of the modern perverted schools, but which filled me less with admiration than horror. For I knew her  I recognized her, from a past, brief meeting; I knew her, beyond all possibility of doubt, to be one of the Si-Fan group!

This strange creature, tossing back her jet-black, frizzy hair, which was entirely innocent of any binding or ornament, advanced along the room towards us, making unhesitatingly for our table, and carrying her lithe body with the grace of a Gházeeyeh.

I glanced at Fletcher across the table.

Zarmi! he whispered.

Again I raised my eyes to the face which now was close to mine, and became aware that I was trembling with excitement….

Heavens! why did enlightenment come too late! Either I was the victim of an odd delusion, or Zarmi had been the driver of the cab in which Nayland Smith had left the New Louvre Hotel!

Zarmi place the brass tray upon the table and bent down, resting her elbows upon it, her hands upturned and her chin nestling in her palms. The smoke from the cigarette, now held in her fingers, mingled with her disheveled hair. She looked fully into my face, a long, searching look; then her lips parted in the slow, voluptuous smile of the Orient. Without moving her head she turned the wonderful eyes (rendered doubly luminous by the kohl with which her lashes and lids were darkened) upon Fletcher.

What you and your strong friend drinking? she said softly.

Her voice possessed a faint husky note which betrayed her Eastern parentage, yet it had in it the siren lure which is the ancient heritage of the Eastern woman  a heritage more ancient than the tribe of the Ghâzeeyeh, to one of whom I had mentally likened Zarmi.

Same thing, replied Fletcher promptly; and raising his hand, he idly toyed with a huge gold ear-ring which she wore.

Still resting her elbows upon the table and bending down between us, Zarmi turned her slumbering, half-closed black eyes again upon me, then slowly, languishingly, upon Fletcher. She replaced the yellow cigarette between her lips. He continued to toy with the ear-ring.

Suddenly the girl sprang upright, and from its hiding-place within the silken scarf, plucked out a Malay krîs with a richly jeweled hilt. Her eyes now widely opened and blazing, she struck at my companion!

I half rose from my chair, stifling a cry of horror; but Fletcher, regarding her fixedly, never moved … and Zarmi stayed her hand just as the point of the dagger had reached his throat!

You see, she whispered softly but intensely, how soon I can kill you.

Ere I had overcome the amazement and horror with which her action had filled me, she had suddenly clutched me by the shoulder, and, turning from Fletcher, had the point of the krîs at my throat!

You, too! she whispered, you too!

Lower and lower she bent, the needle point of the weapon pricking my skin, until her beautiful, evil face almost touched mine. Then, miraculously, the fire died out of her eyes; they half closed again and became languishing, luresome Ghâzeeyeh eyes. She laughed softly, wickedly, and puffed cigarette smoke into my face.

Thrusting her dagger into her waist-belt, and snatching up the brass tray, she swayed down the room, chanting some barbaric song in her husky Eastern voice.

I inhaled deeply and glanced across at my companion. Beneath the make-up with which I had stained my skin, I knew that I had grown more than a little pale.

Fletcher! I whispered, we are on the eve of a great discovery  that girl …

I broke off, and clutching the table with both hands, sat listening intently. From the room behind me, the opium-room, whose entrance was less than two paces from where we sat, came a sound of dragging and tapping! Slowly, cautiously, I began to turn my head; when a sudden outburst of simian chattering from the fan-tan players drowned that other sinister sound.

You heard it, Doctor! hissed Fletcher.

The man with the limp! I said hoarsely; he is in there! Fletcher! I am utterly confused. I believe this place to hold the key to the whole mystery, I believe …

Fletcher gave me a warning glance  and, turning anew, I saw Zarmi approaching with her sinuous gait, carrying two glasses and jug upon the ornate tray. These she set down upon the table; then stood spinning the salver cleverly upon the point of her index finger and watching us through half-closed eyes.

My companion took out some loose coins, but the girl thrust the proffered payment aside with her disengaged hand, the salver still whirling upon the upraised finger of the other.

Presently you pay for drink, she said. You do something for me  eh?

Yep, replied Fletcher nonchalantly, watering the rum in the tumblers. What time?

Presently I tell you. You stay here. This one a strong feller?  indicating myself.

Sure, drawled Fletcher; strong as a mule he is.

All right. I give him one little kiss if he good boy!

Tossing the tray in the air she caught it, rested its edge upon her hip, turned, and walked away down the room, puffing her cigarette.

Listen, I said, bending across the table, it was Zarmi who drove the cab that came for Nayland Smith to-day!

My God! whispered Fletcher, then it was nothing less than the hand of Providence that brought us here to-night. Yes! I know how you feel, Doctor!  but we must play our cards as theyre dealt to us. We must wait  wait.

Out from the den of the opium-smokers came Zarmi, one hand resting upon her hip and the other uplifted, a smoldering yellow cigarette held between the first and second fingers. With a movement of her eyes she summoned us to join her, then turned and disappeared again through the low doorway.

The time for action was arrived  we were to see behind the scenes of the Joy-Shop! Our chance to revenge poor Smith even if we could not save him. I became conscious of an inward and suppressed excitement; surreptitiously I felt the hilt of the Browning pistol in my pocket. The shadow of the dead Fu-Manchu seemed to be upon me. God! how I loathed and feared that memory!

We can make no plans, I whispered to Fletcher, as together we rose from the table; we must be guided by circumstance.

In order to enter the little room laden with those sickly opium fumes we had to lower our heads. Two steps led down into the place, which was so dark that I hesitated, momentarily, peering about me.

Apparently some four of five persons squatted and lay in the darkness about me. Some were couched upon rough wooden shelves ranged around the walls, others sprawled upon the floor, in the center whereof, upon a small tea-chest, stood a smoky brass lamp. The room and its occupants alike were indeterminate, sketchy; its deadly atmosphere seemed to be suffocating me. A sort of choking sound came from one of the bunks; a vague, obscene murmuring filled the whole place revoltingly.

Zarmi stood at the further end, her lithe figure silhouetted against the vague light coming through an open doorway. I saw her raise her hand, beckoning to us.

Circling around the chest supporting the lamp we crossed the foul den and found ourselves in a narrow, dim passage-way, but in cleaner air.

Come, said Zarmi, extending her long, slim hand to me.

I took it, solely for guidance in the gloom, and she immediately drew my arm about her waist, leant back against my shoulder and, raising her pouted red lips, blew a cloud of tobacco smoke fully into my eyes!

Momentarily blinded, I drew back with a muttered exclamation. Suspecting what I did of this tigerish half-caste, I could almost have found it in my heart to return her savage pleasantries with interest.

As I raised my hands to my burning eyes, Fletcher uttered a sharp cry of pain. I turned in time to see the girl touch him lightly on the neck with the burning tip of her cigarette.

You jealous, eh, Charlie? she said. But I love you, too  see! Come along, you strong fellers….

And away she went along the passage, swaying her hips lithely and glancing back over her shoulders in smiling coquetry.

Tears were still streaming from my eyes when I found myself standing in a sort of rough shed, stone-paved, and containing a variety of nondescript rubbish. A lantern stood upon the floor; and beside it …

The place seemed to be swimming around me, the stone floor to be heaving beneath my feet….

Beside the lantern stood a wooden chest, some six feet long, and having strong rope handles at either end. Evidently the chest had but recently been nailed up. As Zarmi touched it lightly with the pointed toe of her little red slipper I clutched at Fletcher for support.

Fletcher grasped my arm in a vice-like grip. To him, too, had come the ghastly conviction  the gruesome thought that neither of us dared to name.

It was Nayland Smiths coffin that we were to carry!

Through here, came dimly to my ears, and then I tell you what to do….

Coolness returned to me, suddenly, unaccountably. I doubted not for an instant that the best friend I had in the world lay dead there at the feet of the hellish girl who called herself Zarmi, and I knew since it was she, disguised, who had driven him to his doom, that she must have been actively concerned in his murder.

But, I argued, although the damp night air was pouring in through the door which Zarmi now held open, although sound of Thames-side activity came stealing to my ears, we were yet within the walls of the Joy-Shop, with a score or more Asiatic ruffians at the womans beck and call….

With perfect truth I can state that I retain not even a shadowy recollection of aiding Fletcher to move the chest out on to the brink of the cutting  for it was upon this that the door directly opened. The mist had grown denser, and except a glimpse of slowly moving water beneath me, I could discern little of our surrounding.

So much I saw by the light of a lantern which stood in the stern of a boat. In the bows of this boat I was vaguely aware of the presence of a crouched figure enveloped in rugs  vaguely aware that two filmy eyes regarded me out of the darkness. A man who looked like a lascar stood upright in the stern.

I must have been acting like a man in a stupor; for I was aroused to the realities by the contact of a burning cigarette with the lobe of my right ear!

Hurry, quick, strong feller! said Zarmi softly.

At that it seemed as though some fine nerve of my brain, already strained to utmost tension, snapped. I turned, with a wild, inarticulate cry, my fists raised frenziedly above my head.

You fiend! I shrieked at the mocking Eurasian, you yellow fiend of hell!

I was beside myself, insane. Zarmi fell back a step, flashing a glance from my own contorted face to that, now pale even beneath its artificial tan, of Fletcher.

I snatched the pistol from my pocket, and for one fateful moment the lust of slaying claimed my mind…. Then I turned towards the river, and, raising the Browning, fired shot after shot in the air.

Weymouth! I cried. Weymouth!

A sharp hissing sound came from behind me; a short, muffled cry … and something descended, crushing, upon my skull. Like a wild cat Zarmi hurled herself past me and leapt into the boat. One glimpse I had of her pallidly dusky face, of her blazing black eyes, and the boat was thrust off into the waterway … was swallowed up in the mist.

I turned, dizzily, to see Fletcher sinking to his knees, one hand clutching his breast.

She got me … with the knife, he whispered. But … dont worry … look to yourself, and …him….

He pointed, weakly  then collapsed at my feet. I threw myself upon the wooden chest with a fierce, sobbing cry.

Smith, Smith! I babbled, and knew myself no better, in my sorrow, than an hysterical woman. Smith, dear old man! speak to me! speak to me!…

Outraged emotion overcame me utterly, and with my arms thrown across the box, I slipped into unconsciousness.


CHAPTER IX

FU-MANCHU

Many poignant recollections are mine, more of them bitter than sweet; but no one of them all can compare with the memory of that moment of my awakening.

Weymouth was supporting me, and my throat still tingled from the effects of the brandy which he had forced between my teeth from his flask. My heart was beating irregularly; my mind yet partly inert. With something compound of horror and hope I lay staring at one who was anxiously bending over the Inspectors shoulder, watching me.

It was Nayland Smith.

A whole hour of silence seemed to pass, ere speech became possible; then  

Smith! I whispered, are you …

Smith grasped my outstretched, questing hand, grasped it firmly, warmly; and I saw his gray eyes to be dim in the light of the several lanterns around us.

Am I alive? he said. Dear old Petrie! Thanks to you, I am not only alive, but free!

My head was buzzing like a hive of bees, but I managed, aided by Weymouth, to struggle to my feet. Muffled sounds of shouting and scuffling reached me. Two men in the uniform of the Thames Police were carrying a limp body in at the low doorway communicating with the infernal Joy-Shop.

Its Fletcher, said Weymouth, noting the anxiety expressed in my face. His missing lady friend has given him a nasty wound, but hell pull round all right.

Thank God for that, I replied, clutched my aching head. I dont know what weapon she employed in my case, but it narrowly missed achieving her purpose.

My eyes, throughout, were turned upon Smith, for his presence there, still seemed to me miraculous.

Smith, I said, for Heavens sake enlighten me! I never doubted that you were …

In the wooden chest! concluded Smith grimly, Look!

He pointed to something that lay behind me. I turned, and saw the box which had occasioned me such anguish. The top had been wrenched off and the contents exposed to view. It was filled with a variety of gold ornaments, cups, vases, silks, and barbaric brocaded raiment; it might well have contained the loot of a cathedral. Inspector Weymouth laughed gruffly at my surprise.

What is it? I asked, in a voice of amazement.

Its the treasure of the Si-Fan, I presume, rapped Smith. Where it has come from and where it was going to, it must be my immediate business to ascertain.

Then you …

I was lying, bound and gagged, upon one of the upper shelves in the opium-den! I heard you and Fletcher arrive. I saw you pass through later with that she-devil who drove the cab to-day …

Then the cab …

The windows were fastened, unopenable, and some anaesthetic was injected into the interior through a tube  that speaking-tube. I know nothing further, except that our plans must have leaked out in some mysterious fashion. Petrie, my suspicions point to high quarters. The Si-Fan score thus far, for unless the search now in progress brings it to light, we must conclude that they have the brass coffer.

He was interrupted by a sudden loud crying of his name.

Mr. Nayland Smith! came from somewhere within the Joy-Shop. This way, sir!

Off he went, in his quick, impetuous manner, whilst I stood there, none too steadily, wondering what discovery this outcry portended. I had not long to wait. Out by the low doorway come Smith, a grimly triumphant smile upon his face, carrying the missing brass coffer!

He set it down upon the planking before me.

John Ki, he said, who was also on the missing list, had dragged the thing out of the cellar where it was hidden, and in another minute must have slipped away with it. Detective Deacon saw the light shining through a crack in the floor. I shall never forget the look John gave us when we came upon him, as, lamp in hand, he bent over the precious chest.

Shall you open it now?

No. He glanced at me oddly. I shall have it valued in the morning by Messrs. Meyerstein.

He was keeping something back; I was sure of it.

Smith, I said suddenly, the man with the limp! I heard him in the place where you were confined! Did you …

Nayland Smith clicked his teeth together sharply, looking straightly and grimly into my eyes.

I saw him! he replied slowly; and unless the effects of the anaesthetic had not wholly worn off …

Well! I cried.

The man with the limp is Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER X

THE TÛLUN-NÛR CHEST

This box, said Mr. Meyerstein, bending attentively over the carven brass coffer upon the table, is certainly of considerable value, and possibly almost unique.

Nayland Smith glanced across at me with a slight smile. Mr. Meyerstein ran one fat finger tenderly across the heavily embossed figures, which, like barnacles, encrusted the sides and lid of the weird curio which we had summoned him to appraise.

What do you think, Lewison? he added, glancing over his shoulder at the clerk who accompanied him.

Lewison, whose flaxen hair and light blue eyes almost served to mask his Semitic origin, shrugged his shoulders in a fashion incongruous in one of his complexion, though characteristic in one of his name.

It is as you say, Mr. Meyerstein, an example of early Tûlun-Nûr work, he said. It may be sixteenth century or even earlier. The Kûren treasure-chest in the Hague Collection has points of similarity, but the workmanship of this specimen is infinitely finer.

In a word, gentlemen, snapped Nayland Smith, rising from the arm-chair in which he had been sitting, and beginning restlessly to pace the room, in a word, you would be prepared to make me a substantial offer for this box?

Mr. Meyerstein, his shrewd eyes twinkling behind the pebbles of his pince-nez, straightened himself slowly, turned in the ponderous manner of a fat man, and readjusted the pince-nez upon his nose. He cleared his throat.

I have not yet seen the interior of the box, Mr. Smith, he said.

Smith paused in his perambulation of the carpet and stared hard at the celebrated art dealer.

Unfortunately, he replied, the key is missing.

Ah! cried the assistant, Lewison, excitedly, you are mistaken, sir! Coffers of this description and workmanship are nearly always complicated conjuring tricks; they rarely open by any such rational means as lock and key. For instance, the Kûren treasure-chest to which I referred, opens by an intricate process involving the pressing of certain knobs in the design, and the turning of others.

It was ultimately opened, said Mr. Meyerstein, with a faint note of professional envy in his voice, by one of Christies experts.

Does my memory mislead me, I interrupted, or was it not regarding the possession of the chest to which you refer, that the celebrated case of Hague versus Jacobs arose?

You are quite right, Dr. Petrie, said Meyerstein, turning to me. The original owner, a member of the Younghusband Expedition, had been unable to open the chest. When opened at Christies it proved to contain jewels and other valuables. It was a curious case, wasnt it, Lewison? turning to his clerk.

Very, agreed the other absently; then Have you endeavored to open this box, Mr. Smith?

Nayland Smith shook his head grimly.

From its weight, said Meyerstein, I am inclined to think that the contents might prove of interest. With your permission I will endeavor to open it.

Nayland Smith, tugging reflectively at the lobe of his left ear, stood looking at the expert. Then  

I do not care to attempt it at present, he said.

Meyerstein and his clerk stared at the speaker in surprise.

But you would be mad, cried the former, if you accepted an offer for the box, whilst ignorant of the nature of its contents.

But I have invited no offer, said Smith. I do not propose to sell.

Meyerstein adjusted his pince-nez again.

I am a business man, he said, and I will make a business proposal: A hundred guineas for the box, cash down, and our commission to be ten per cent on the proceeds of the contents. You must remember, raising a fat forefinger to check Smith, who was about to interrupt him, that it may be necessary to force the box in order to open it, thereby decreasing its market value and making it a bad bargain at a hundred guineas.

Nayland Smith met my gaze across the room; again a slight smile crossed the lean, tanned face.

I can only reply, Mr. Meyerstein, he said, in this way: if I desire to place the box on the market, you shall have first refusal, and the same applies to the contents, if any. For the moment if you will send me a note of your fee, I shall be obliged. He raised his hand with a conclusive gesture. I am not prepared to discuss the question of sale any further at present, Mr. Meyerstein.

At that the dealer bowed, took up his hat from the table, and prepared to depart. Lewison opened the door and stood aside.

Good morning, gentlemen, said Meyerstein.

As Lewison was about to follow him  

Since you do not intend to open the box, he said, turning, his hand upon the door knob, have you any idea of its contents?

None, replied Smith; but with my present inadequate knowledge of its history, I do not care to open it.

Lewison smiled skeptically.

Probably you know best, he said, bowed to us both, and retired.

When the door was closed  

You see, Petrie, said Smith, beginning to stuff tobacco into his briar, if we are ever short of funds, heres something  pointing to the Tûlun-Nûr box upon the table which would retrieve our fallen fortunes.

He uttered one of his rare, boyish laughs, and began to pace the carpet again, his gaze always set upon our strange treasure. What did it contain?

The manner in which it had come into our possession suggested that it might contain something of the utmost value to the Yellow group. For we knew the house of John Ki to be, if not the head-quarters, certainly a meeting-place of the mysterious organization the Si-Fan; we knew that Dr. Fu-Manchu used the place  Dr. Fu-Manchu, the uncanny being whose existence seemingly proved him immune from natural laws, a deathless incarnation of evil.

My gaze set upon the box, I wondered anew what strange, dark secrets it held; I wondered how many murders and crimes greater than murder blackened its history.

Smith, I said suddenly, now that the mystery of the absence of a key-hole is explained, I am sorely tempted to essay the task of opening the coffer. I think it might help us to a solution of the whole mystery.

And I think otherwise! interrupted my friend grimly. In a word, Petrie, I look upon this box as a sort of hostage by means of which  who knows  we might one day buy our lives from the enemy. I have a sort of fancy, call it superstition if you will, that nothing  not even our miraculous good luck  could save us if once we ravished its secret.

I stared at him amazedly; this was a new phase in his character.

I am conscious of something almost like a spiritual unrest, he continued. Formerly you were endowed with a capacity for divining the presence of Fu-Manchu or his agents. Some such second-sight would appear to have visited me now, and it directs me forcibly to avoid opening the box.

His steps as he paced the floor grew more and more rapid. He relighted his pipe, which had gone out as usual, and tossed the match-end into the hearth.

To-morrow, he said, I shall lodge the coffer in a place of greater security. Come along, Petrie, Weymouth is expecting us at Scotland Yard.


CHAPTER XI

IN THE FOG

But, Smith, I began, as my friend hurried me along the corridor, you are not going to leave the box unguarded?

Nayland Smith tugged at my arm, and, glancing at him, I saw him frowningly shake his head. Utterly mystified, I nevertheless understood that for some reason he desired me to preserve silence for the present. Accordingly I said no more until the lift brought us down into the lobby and we had passed out from the New Louvre Hotel, crossed the busy thoroughfare and entered the buffet of an establishment not far distant. My friend having ordered cocktails  

And now perhaps you will explain to me the reason for your mysterious behavior? said I.

Smith, placing my glass before me, glanced about him to right and left, and having satisfied himself that his words could not be overheard  

Petrie, he whispered, I believe we are spied upon at the New Louvre.

What!

There are spies of the Si-Fan  of Fu-Manchu  amongst the hotel servants! We have good reason to believe that Dr. Fu-Manchu at one time was actually in the building, and we have been compelled to draw attention to the state of the electric fitting in our apartments, which enables any one in the corridor above to spy upon us.

Then why do you stay?

For a very good reason, Petrie, and the same that prompts me to retain the Tûlun-Nûr box in my own possession rather than to deposit it in the strong-room of my bank.

I begin to understand.

I trust you do, Petrie; it is fairly obvious. Probably the plan is a perilous one, but I hope, by laying myself open to attack, to apprehend the enemy  perhaps to make an important capture.

Setting down my glass, I stared in silence at Smith.

I will anticipate your remark, he said, smiling dryly. I am aware that I am not entitled to expose you to these dangers. It is my duty and I must perform it as best I can; you, as a volunteer, are perfectly entitled to withdraw.

As I continued silently to stare at him, his expression changed; the gray eyes grew less steely, and presently, clapping his hand upon my shoulder in his impulsive way  

Petrie! he cried, you know I had no intention of hurting your feelings, but in the circumstances it was impossible for me to say less.

You have said enough, Smith, I replied shortly. I beg of you to say no more.

He gripped my shoulder hard, then plunged his hand into his pocket and pulled out the blackened pipe.

We see it through together, then, though God knows whither it will lead us.

In the first place, I interrupted, since you have left the chest unguarded  

I locked the door.

What is a mere lock where Fu-Manchu is concerned?

Nayland Smith laughed almost gaily.

Really, Petrie, he cried, sometimes I cannot believe that you mean me to take you seriously. Inspector Weymouth has engaged the room immediately facing our door, and no one can enter or leave the suite unseen by him.

Inspector Weymouth?

Oh! for once he has stooped to a disguise: spectacles, and a muffler which covers his face right up to the tip of his nose. Add to this a prodigious overcoat and an asthmatic cough, and you have a picture of Mr. Jonathan Martin, the occupant of room No. 239.

I could not repress a smile upon hearing this description.

No. 239, continued Smith, contains two beds, and Mr. Martins friend will be joining him there this evening.

Meeting my friends questioning glance, I nodded comprehendingly.

Then what part do I play?

Ostensibly we both leave town this evening, he explained; but I have a scheme whereby you will be enabled to remain behind. We shall thus have one watcher inside and two out.

It seems almost absurd, I said incredulously, to expect any member of the Yellow group to attempt anything in a huge hotel like the New Louvre, here in the heart of London!

Nayland Smith, having lighted his pipe, stretched his arms and stared me straight in the face.

Has Fu-Manchu never attempted outrage, murder, in the heart of London before? he snapped.

The words were sufficient. Remembering black episodes of the past (one at least of them had occurred not a thousand yards from the very spot upon which we now stood), I knew that I had spoken folly.

Certain arrangements were made then, including a visit to Scotland Yard; and a plan  though it sounds anomalous  at once elaborate and simple, was put into execution in the dusk of the evening.

London remained in the grip of fog, and when we passed along the corridor communicating with our apartments, faint streaks of yellow vapor showed in the light of the lamp suspended at the further end. I knew that Nayland Smith suspected the presence of some spying contrivance in our rooms, although I was unable to conjecture how this could have been managed without the connivance of the management. In pursuance of his idea, however, he extinguished the lights a moment before we actually quitted the suite. Just within the door he helped me to remove the somewhat conspicuous check traveling-coat which I wore. With this upon his arm he opened the door and stepped out into the corridor.

As the door slammed upon his exit, I heard him cry: Come along, Petrie! we have barely five minutes to catch our train.

Detective Carter of New Scotland Yard had joined him at the threshold, and muffled up in the gray traveling-coat was now hurrying with Smith along the corridor and out of the hotel. Carter, in build and features, was not unlike me, and I did not doubt that any one who might be spying upon our movements would be deceived by this device.

In the darkness of the apartment I stood listening to the retreating footsteps in the corridor. A sense of loneliness and danger assailed me. I knew that Inspector Weymouth was watching and listening from the room immediately opposite; that he held Smiths key; that I could summon him to my assistance, if necessary, in a matter of seconds.

Yet, contemplating the vigil that lay before me in silence and darkness, I cannot pretend that my frame of mind was buoyant. I could not smoke; I must make no sound.

As pre-arranged, I cautiously removed my boots, and as cautiously tiptoed across the carpet and seated myself in an arm-chair. I determined there to await the arrival of Mr. Jonathan Martins friend, which I knew could not now be long delayed.

The clocks were striking eleven when he arrived, and in the perfect stillness of that upper corridor. I heard the bustle which heralded his approach, heard the rap upon the door opposite, followed by a muffled Come in from Weymouth. Then, as the door was opened, I heard the sound of a wheezy cough.

A strange cracked voice (which, nevertheless, I recognized for Smiths) cried, Hullo, Martin!  cough no better?

Upon that the door was closed again, and as the retreating footsteps of the servant died away, complete silence  that peculiar silence which comes with fog  descended once more upon the upper part of the New Louvre Hotel.


CHAPTER XII

THE VISITANT

That first hour of watching, waiting, and listening in the lonely quietude passed drearily; and with the passage of every quarter  signalized by Londons muffled clocks  my mood became increasingly morbid. I peopled the silent rooms opening out of that wherein I sat, with stealthy, murderous figures; my imagination painted hideous yellow faces upon the draperies, twitching yellow hands protruding from this crevice and that. A score of times I started nervously, thinking I heard the pad of bare feet upon the floor behind me, the suppressed breathing of some deathly approach.

Since nothing occurred to justify these tremors, this apprehensive mood passed; I realized that I was growing cramped and stiff, that unconsciously I had been sitting with my muscles nervously tensed. The window was open a foot or so at the top and the blind was drawn; but so accustomed were my eyes now to peering through the darkness, that I could plainly discern the yellow oblong of the window, and though very vaguely, some of the appointments of the room  the Chesterfield against one wall, the lamp-shade above my head, the table with the Tûlun-Nûr box upon it.

There was fog in the room, and it was growing damply chill, for we had extinguished the electric heater some hours before. Very few sounds penetrated from outside. Twice or perhaps thrice people passed along the corridor, going to their rooms; but, as I knew, the greater number of the rooms along that corridor were unoccupied.

From the Embankment far below me, and from the river, faint noises came at long intervals it is true; the muffled hooting of motors, and yet fainter ringing of bells. Fog signals boomed distantly, and train whistles shrieked, remote and unreal. I determined to enter my bedroom, and, risking any sound which I might make, to lie down upon the bed.

I rose carefully and carried this plan into execution. I would have given much for a smoke, although my throat was parched; and almost any drink would have been nectar. But although my hopes (or my fears) of an intruder had left me, I determined to stick to the rules of the game as laid down. Therefore I neither smoked nor drank, but carefully extended my weary limbs upon the coverlet, and telling myself that I could guard our strange treasure as well from there as from elsewhere … slipped off into a profound sleep.

Nothing approaching in acute and sustained horror to the moment when next I opened my eyes exists in all my memories of those days.

In the first place I was aroused by the shaking of the bed. It was quivering beneath me as though an earthquake disturbed the very foundations of the building. I sprang upright and into full consciousness of my lapse…. My hands clutching the coverlet on either side of me, I sat staring, staring, staring … at that which peered at me over the foot of the bed.

I knew that I had slept at my post; I was convinced that I was now widely awake; yet I dared not admit to myself that what I saw was other than a product of my imagination. I dared not admit the physical quivering of the bed, for I could not, with sanity, believe its cause to be anything human. But what I saw, yet could not credit seeing, was this:

A ghostly white face, which seemed to glisten in some faint reflected light from the sitting-room beyond, peered over the bedrail; gibbered at me demoniacally. With quivering hands this night-mare horror, which had intruded where I believed human intrusion to be all but impossible, clutched the bed-posts so that the frame of the structure shook and faintly rattled….

My heart leapt wildly in my breast, then seemed to suspend its pulsations and to grow icily cold. My whole body became chilled horrifically. My scalp tingled: I felt that I must either cry out or become stark, raving mad!

For this clammily white face, those staring eyes, that wordless gibbering, and the shaking, shaking, shaking of the bed in the clutch of the nameless visitant  prevailed, refused to disperse like the evil dream I had hoped it all to be; manifested itself, indubitably, as something tangible  objective….

Outraged reason deprived me of coherent speech. Past the clammy white face I could see the sitting-room illuminated by a faint light; I could even see the Tûlun-Nûr box upon the table immediately opposite the door.

The thing which shook the bed was actual, existent  to be counted with!

Further and further I drew myself away from it, until I crouched close up against the head of the bed. Then, as the thing reeled aside, and  merciful Heaven!  made as if to come around and approach me yet closer, I uttered a hoarse cry and hurled myself out upon the floor and on the side remote from that pallid horror which I thought was pursuing me.

I heard a dull thud … and the thing disappeared from my view, yet  and remembering the supreme terror of that visitation I am not ashamed to confess it  I dared not move from the spot upon which I stood, I dared not make to pass that which lay between me and the door.

Smith! I cried, but my voice was little more than a hoarse whisper Smith! Weymouth!

The words became clearer and louder as I proceeded, so that the last Weymouth!  was uttered in a sort of falsetto scream.

A door burst open upon the other side of the corridor. A key was inserted in the lock of the door. Into the dimly lighted arch which divided the bed-room from the sitting-room, sprang the figure of Nayland Smith!

Petrie! Petrie! he called  and I saw him standing there looking from left to right.

Then, ere I could reply, he turned, and his gaze fell upon whatever lay upon the floor at the foot of the bed.

My God! he whispered  and sprang into the room.

Smith! Smith! I cried, what is it? what is it?

He turned in a flash, as Weymouth entered at his heels, saw me, and fell back a step; then looked again down at the floor.

Gods mercy! he whispered, I thought it was you  I thought it was you!

Trembling violently, my mind a feverish chaos, I moved to the foot of the bed and looked down at what lay there.

Turn up the light! snapped Smith.

Weymouth reached for the switch, and the room became illuminated suddenly.

Prone upon the carpet, hands outstretched and nails dug deeply into the pile of the fabric, lay a dark-haired man having his head twisted sideways so that the face showed a ghastly pallid profile against the rich colorings upon which it rested. He wore no coat, but a sort of dark gray shirt and black trousers. To add to the incongruity of his attire, his feet were clad in drab-colored shoes, rubber-soled.

I stood, one hand raised to my head, looking down upon him, and gradually regaining control of myself. Weymouth, perceiving something of my condition, silently passed his flask to me; and I gladly availed myself of this.

How in Heavens name did he get in? I whispered.

How, indeed! said Weymouth, staring about him with wondering eyes.

Both he and Smith had discarded their disguises; and, a bewildered trio, we stood looking down upon the man at our feet. Suddenly Smith dropped to his knees and turned him flat upon his back. Composure was nearly restored to me, and I knelt upon the other side of the white-faced creature whose presence there seemed so utterly outside the realm of possibility, and examined him with a consuming and fearful interest; for it was palpable that, if not already dead, he was dying rapidly.

He was a slightly built man, and the first discovery that I made was a curious one. What I had mistaken for dark hair was a wig! The short black mustache which he wore was also factitious.

Look at this! I cried.

I am looking, snapped Smith.

He suddenly stood up, and entering the room beyond, turned on the light there. I saw him staring at the Tûlun-Nûr box, and I knew what had been in his mind. But the box, undisturbed, stood upon the table as we had left it. I saw Smith tugging irritably at the lobe of his ear, and staring from the box towards the man beside whom I knelt.

For Gods sake, what does it man? said Inspector Weymouth in a voice hushed with wonder. How did he get in? What did he come for?  and what has happened to him?

As to what has happened to him, I replied, unfortunately I cannot tell you. I only know that unless something can be done his end is not far off.

Shall we lay him on the bed?

I nodded, and together we raised the slight figure and placed it upon the bed where so recently I had lain.

As we did so, the man suddenly opened his eyes, which were glazed with delirium. He tore himself from our grip, sat bolt upright, and holding his hands, fingers outstretched, before his face, stared at them frenziedly.

The golden pomegranates! he shrieked, and a slight froth appeared on his blanched lips. The golden pomegranates!

He laughed madly, and fell back inert.

Hes dead! whispered Weymouth; hes dead!

Hard upon his words came a cry from Smith:

Quick! Petrie!  Weymouth!


CHAPTER XIII

THE ROOM BELOW

I ran into the sitting-room, to discover Nayland Smith craning out of the now widely opened window. The blind had been drawn up, I did not know by whom; and, leaning out beside my friend, I was in time to perceive some bright object moving down the gray stone wall. Almost instantly it disappeared from sight in the yellow banks below.

Smith leapt around in a whirl of excitement.

Come in, Petrie! he cried, seizing my arm. You remain here, Weymouth; dont leave these rooms whatever happens!

We ran out into the corridor. For my own part I had not the vaguest idea what we were about. My mind was not yet fully recovered from the frightful shock which it had sustained; and the strange words of the dying man the golden pomegranates  had increased my mental confusion. Smith apparently had not heard them, for he remained grimly silent, as side by side we raced down the marble stairs to the corridor immediately below our own.

Although, amid the hideous turmoil to which I had awakened, I had noted nothing of the hour, evidently the night was far advanced. Not a soul was to be seen from end to end of the vast corridor in which we stood … until on the right-hand side and about half-way along, a door opened and a woman came out hurriedly, carrying a small hand-bag.

She wore a veil, so that her features were but vaguely distinguished, but her every movement was agitated; and this agitation perceptibly increased when, turning, she perceived the two of us bearing down upon her.

Nayland Smith, who had been audibly counting the doors along the corridor as we passed them, seized the womans arm without ceremony, and pulled her into the apartment she had been on the point of quitting, closing the door behind us as we entered.

Smith! I began, for Heavens sake what are you about?

You shall see, Petrie! he snapped.

He released the womans arm, and pointing to an arm-chair near by  

Be seated, he said sternly.

Speechless with amazement, I stood, with my back to the door, watching this singular scene. Our captive, who wore a smart walking costume and whose appearance was indicative of elegance and culture, so far had uttered no word of protest, no cry.

Now, whilst Smith stood rigidly pointing to the chair, she seated herself with something very like composure and placed the leather bag upon the floor beside her. The room in which I found myself was one of a suite almost identical with our own, but from what I had gathered in a hasty glance around, it bore no signs of recent tenancy. The window was widely opened, and upon the floor lay a strange-looking contrivance apparently made of aluminum. A large grip, open, stood beside it, and from this some portions of a black coat and other garments protruded.

Now, madame, said Nayland Smith, will you be good enough to raise your veil?

Silently, unprotestingly, the woman obeyed him, raising her gloved hands and lifting the veil from her face.

The features revealed were handsome in a hard fashion, but heavily made-up. Our captive was younger than I had hitherto supposed; a blonde; her hair artificially reduced to the so-called Titian tint. But, despite her youth, her eyes, with the blackened lashes, were full of a world weariness. Now she smiled cynically.

Are you satisfied, she said, speaking unemotionally, or, holding up her wrists, would you like to handcuff me?

Nayland Smith, glancing from the open grip and the appliance beside it to the face of the speaker, began clicking his teeth together, whereby I knew him to be perplexed. Then he stared across at me.

You appear bemused, Petrie, he said, with a certain irritation. Is this what mystifies you?

Stooping, he picked up the metal contrivance, and almost savagely jerked open the top section. It was a telescopic ladder, and more ingeniously designed than anything of the kind I had seen before. There was a sort of clamp attached to the base, and two sharply pointed hooks at the top.

For reaching windows on an upper floor, snapped my friend, dropping the thing with a clatter upon the carpet. An American device which forms part of the equipment of the modern hotel thief!

He seemed to be disappointed  fiercely disappointed; and I found his attitude inexplicable. He turned to the woman  who sat regarding him with that fixed cynical smile.

Who are you? he demanded; and what business have you with the Si-Fan?

The womans eyes opened more widely, and the smile disappeared from her face.

The Si-Fan! she repeated slowly. I dont know what you mean, Inspector.

I am not an Inspector, snapped Smith, and you know it well enough. You have one chance  your last. To whom were you to deliver the box? when and where?

But the blue eyes remained upraised to the grim tanned face with a look of wonder in them, which, if assumed, marked the woman a consummate actress.

Who are you? she asked in a low voice, and what are you talking about?

Inactive, I stood by the door watching my friend, and his face was a fruitful study in perplexity. He seemed upon the point of an angry outburst, then, staring intently into the questioning eyes upraised to his, he checked the words he would have uttered and began to click his teeth together again.

You are some servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu! he said.

The girl frowned with a bewilderment which I could have sworn was not assumed. Then  

You said I had one chance a moment ago, she replied. But if you referred to my answering any of your questions, it is no chance at all. We have gone under, and I know it. I am not complaining; its all in the game. Theres a clear enough case against us, and I am sorry  suddenly, unexpectedly, her eyes became filled with tears, which coursed down her cheeks, leaving little wakes of blackness from the make-up upon her lashes. Her lips trembled, and her voice shook. I am sorry I let him do it. Hed never done anything  not anything big like this  before, and he never would have done if he had not met me….

The look of perplexity upon Smiths face was increasing with every word that the girl uttered.

You dont seem to know me, she continued, her emotion growing momentarily greater, and I dont know you; but they will know me at Bow Street. I urged him to do it, when he told me about the box to-day at lunch. He said that if it contained half as much as the Kûren treasure-chest, we could sail for America and be on the straight all the rest of our lives….

And now something which had hitherto been puzzling me became suddenly evident. I had not removed the wig worn by the dead man, but I knew that he had fair hair, and when in his last moments he had opened his eyes, there had been in the contorted face something faintly familiar.

Smith! I cried excitedly, it is Lewison, Meyersteins clerk! Dont you understand? dont you understand?

Smith brought his teeth together with a snap and stared me hard in the face.

I do, Petrie. I have been following a false scent. I do!

The girl in the chair was now sobbing convulsively.

He was tempted by the possibility of the box containing treasure, I ran on, and his acquaintance with this  lady  who is evidently no stranger to felonious operations, led him to make the attempt with her assistance. But  I found myself confronted by a new problem what caused his death?

His … death!

As a wild, hysterical shriek the words smote upon my ears. I turned, to see the girl rise, tottering, from her seat. She began groping in front of her, blindly, as though a darkness had descended.

You did not say he was dead? she whispered, not dead!  not …

The words were lost in a wild peal of laughter. Clutching at her throat she swayed and would have fallen had I not caught her in my arms. As I laid her insensible upon the settee I met Smiths glance.

I think I know that, too, Petrie, he said gravely.


CHAPTER XIV

THE GOLDEN POMEGRANATES

What was it that he cried out? demanded Nayland Smith abruptly. I was in the sitting-room and it sounded to me like pomegranates!

We were bending over Lewison; for now, the wig removed, Lewison it proved unmistakably to be, despite the puffy and pallid face.

He said the golden pomegranates, I replied, and laughed harshly. They were words of delirium and cannot possibly have any bearing upon the manner of his death.

I disagree.

He strode out into the sitting-room.

Weymouth was below, supervising the removal of the unhappy prisoner, and together Smith and I stood looking down at the brass box. Suddenly  

I propose to attempt to open it, said my friend.

His words came as a complete surprise.

For what reason?  and why have you so suddenly changed your mind?

For a reason which I hope will presently become evident, he said; and as to my change of mind, unless I am greatly mistaken, the wily old Chinaman from whom I wrested this treasure was infinitely more clever than I gave him credit for being!

Through the open window came faintly to my ears the chiming of Big Ben. The hour was a quarter to two. Londons pulse was dimmed now, and around about us that great city slept as soundly as it ever sleeps. Other sounds came vaguely through the fog, and beside Nayland Smith I sat and watched him at work upon the Tûlun-Nûr box.

Every knob of the intricate design he pushed, pulled and twisted; but without result. The night wore on, and just before three oclock Inspector Weymouth knocked upon the door. I admitted him, and side by side the two of us stood watching Smith patiently pursuing his task.

All conversation had ceased, when, just as the muted booming of Londons clocks reached my ears again and Weymouth pulled out his watch, there came a faint click … and I saw that Smith had raised the lid of the coffer!

Weymouth and I sprang forward with one accord, and over Smiths shoulders peered into the interior. There was a second lid of some dull, black wood, apparently of great age, and fastened to it so as to form knobs or handles was an exquisitely carved pair of golden pomegranates!

They are to raise the wooden lid, Mr. Smith! cried Weymouth eagerly.

Look! there is a hollow in each to accommodate the fingers!

Arent you going to open it? I demanded excitedly arent you going to open it?

Might I invite you to accompany me into the bedroom yonder for a moment? he replied in a tome of studied reserve. You also, Weymouth?

Smith leading, we entered the room where the dead man lay stretched upon the bed.

Note the appearance of his fingers, directed Nayland Smith.

I examined the peculiarity to which Smith had drawn my attention. The dead mans fingers were swollen extraordinarily, the index finger of either hand especially being oddly discolored, as though bruised from the nail upward. I looked again at the ghastly face, then, repressing a shudder, for the sight was one not good to look upon, I turned to Smith, who was watching me expectantly with his keen, steely eyes.

From his pocket the took out a knife containing a number of implements, amongst them a hook-like contrivance.

Have you a button-hook, Petrie, he asked, or anything of that nature?

How will this do? said the Inspector, and he produced a pair of handcuffs. They were not wanted, he added significantly.

Better still, declared Smith.

Reclosing his knife, he took the handcuffs from Weymouth, and, returning to the sitting-room, opened them widely and inserted two steel points in the hollows of the golden pomegranates. He pulled. There was a faint sound of moving mechanism and the wooden lid lifted, revealing the interior of the coffer. It contained three long bars of lead  and nothing else!

Supporting the lid with the handcuffs  

Just pull the light over here, Petrie, said Smith.

I did as he directed.

Look into these two cavities where one is expected to thrust ones fingers!

Weymouth and I craned forward so that our heads came into contact.

My God! whispered the Inspector, we know now what killed him!

Visible, in either little cavity against the edge of the steel handcuff, was the point of a needle, which evidently worked in an exquisitely made socket through which the action of raising the lid caused it to protrude. Underneath the lid, midway between the two pomegranates, as I saw by slowly moving the lamp, was a little receptacle of metal communicating with the base of the hollow needles.

The action of lifting the lid not only protruded the points but also operated the hypodermic syringe!

Note, snapped Smith  but his voice was slightly hoarse.

He removed the points of the bracelets. The box immediately reclosed with no other sound than a faint click.

God forgive him, said Smith, glancing toward the other room, for he died in my stead!  and Dr. Fu-Manchu scores an undeserved failure!


CHAPTER XV

ZARMI REAPPEARS

Come in! I cried.

The door opened and a page-boy entered.

A cable for Dr. Petrie.

I started up from my chair. A thousand possibilities  some of a sort to bring dread to my heart  instantly occurred to me. I tore open the envelope and, as one does, glanced first at the name of the sender.

It was signed Kâramaneh!

Smith! I said hoarsely, glancing over the massage, Kâramaneh is on her way to England. She arrives by the Nicobar to-morrow!

Eh? cried Nayland Smith, in turn leaping to his feet. She had no right to come alone, unless  

The boy, open-mouthed, was listening to our conversation, and I hastily thrust a coin into his hand and dismissed him. As the door closed  

Unless what, Smith? I said, looking my friend squarely in the eyes.

Unless she has learnt something, or  is flying away from some one!

My mind set in a whirl of hopes and fears, longings and dreads.

What do you mean, Smith? I asked. This is the place of danger, as we know to our cost; she was safe in Egypt.

Nayland Smith commenced one of his restless perambulations, glancing at me from time to time and frequently tugging at the lobe of his ear.

Was she safe in Egypt? he rapped. We are dealing, remember, with the Si-Fan, which, if I am not mistaken, is a sort of Eleusinian Mystery holding some kind of dominion over the eastern mind, and boasting initiates throughout the Orient. It is almost certain that there is an Egyptian branch, or group  call it what you will  of the damnable organization.

But Dr. Fu-Manchu  

Dr. Fu-Manchu  for he lives, Petrie! my own eyes bear witness to the fact  Dr. Fu-Manchu is a sort of delegate from the headquarters. His prodigious genius will readily enable him to keep in touch with every branch of the movement, East and West.

He paused to knock out his pipe into an ashtray and to watch me for some moments in silence.

He may have instructed his Cairo agents, he added significantly.

God grant she get to England in safety, I whispered. Smith! can we make no move to round up the devils who defy us, here in the very heart of civilized England? Listen. You will not have forgotten the wild-cat Eurasian Zarmi?

Smith nodded. I recall the lady perfectly! he snapped.

Unless my imagination has been playing me tricks, I have seen her twice within the last few days  once in the neighborhood of this hotel and once in a cab in Piccadilly.

You mentioned the matter at the time, said Smith shortly; but although I made inquiries, as you remember, nothing came of them.

Nevertheless, I dont think I was mistaken. I feel in my very bones that the Yellow hand of Fu-Manchu is about to stretch out again. If only we could apprehend Zarmi.

Nayland Smith lighted his pipe with care.

If only we could, Petrie! he said; but, damn it!  he dashed his left fist into the palm of his right hand we are doomed to remain inactive. We can only await the arrival of Kâramaneh and see if she has anything to tell us. I must admit that there are certain theories of my own which I havent yet had an opportunity of testing. Perhaps in the near future such an opportunity may arise.

How soon that opportunity was to arise neither of us suspected then; but Fate is a merry trickster, and even as we spoke of these matters events were brewing which were to lead us along strange paths.

With such glad anticipations as my pen cannot describe, their gladness not unmixed with fear, I retired to rest that night, scarcely expecting to sleep, so eager was I for the morrow. The musical voice of Kâramaneh seemed to ring in my ears; I seemed to feel the touch of her soft hands and to detect, as I drifted into the borderland betwixt reality and slumber, that faint, exquisite perfume which from the first moment of my meeting with the beautiful Eastern girl, had become to me inseparable from her personality.

It seemed that sleep had but just claimed me when I was awakened by some one roughly shaking my shoulder. I sprang upright, my mind alert to sudden danger. The room looked yellow and dismal, illuminated as it was by a cold light of dawn which crept through the window and with which competed the luminance of the electric lamps.

Nayland Smith stood at my bedside, partially dressed!

Wake up, Petrie! he cried; you instincts serve you better than my reasoning. Hells afoot, old man! Even as you predicted it, perhaps in that same hour, the yellow fiends were at work!

What, Smith, what! I said, leaping out of bed; you dont mean  

Not that, old man, he replied, clapping his hand upon my shoulder; there is no further news of her, but Weymouth is waiting outside. Sir Baldwin Frazer has disappeared!

I rubbed my eyes hard and sought to clear my mind of the vapors of sleep.

Sir Baldwin Frazer! I said, of Half-Moon Street? But what  

God knows what, snapped Smith; but our old friend Zarmi, or so it would appear, bore him off last night, and he has completely vanished, leaving practically no trace behind.

Only a few sleeping servants were about as we descended the marble stairs to the lobby of the hotel where Weymouth was awaiting us.

I have a cab outside from the Yard, he said. I came straight here to fetch you before going on to Half-Moon Street.

Quite right! snapped Smith; but you are sure the cab is from the Yard? I have had painful experience of strange cabs recently!

You can trust this one, said Weymouth, smiling slightly. It has carried me to the scene of many a crime.

Hem! said Smith a dubious recommendation.

We entered the waiting vehicle and soon were passing through the nearly deserted streets of London. Only those workers whose toils began with the dawn were afoot at that early hour, and in the misty gray light the streets had an unfamiliar look and wore an aspect of sadness in ill accord with the sentiments which now were stirring within me. For whatever might be the fate of the famous mental specialist, whatever the mystery before us  even though Dr. Fu-Manchu himself, malignantly active, threatened our safety  Kâramaneh would be with me again that day  Kâramaneh, my beautiful wife to be!

So selfishly occupied was I with these reflections that I paid little heed to the words of Weymouth, who was acquainting Nayland Smith with the facts bearing upon the mysterious disappearance of Sir Baldwin Frazer. Indeed, I was almost entirely ignorant upon the subject when the cab pulled up before the surgeons house in Half-Moon Street.

Here, where all else spoke of a city yet sleeping or but newly awakened, was wild unrest and excitement. Several servants were hovering about the hall eager to glean any scrap of information that might be obtainable; wide-eyed and curious, if not a little fearful. In the somber dining-room with its heavy oak furniture and gleaming silver, Sir Baldwins secretary awaited us. He was a young man, fair-haired, clean-shaven and alert; but a real and ever-present anxiety could be read in his eyes.

I am sorry, he began, to have been the cause of disturbing you at so early an hour, particularly since this mysterious affair may prove to have no connection with the matters which I understand are at present engaging your attention.

Nayland Smith raised his hand deprecatingly.

We are prepared, Mr. Logan, he replied, to travel to the uttermost ends of the earth at all times, if by doing so we can obtain even a meager clue to the enigma which baffles us.

I should not have disturbed Mr. Smith, said Weymouth, if I had not been pretty sure that there was Chinese devilry at work here: nor should I have told you as much as I have, Mr. Logan, he added, a humorous twinkle creeping into his blue eyes, if I had thought you could not be of use to us in unraveling our case!

I quite understand that, said Logan, and now, since you have voted for the story first and refreshments afterward, let me tell you what little I know of the matter.

Be as brief as you can, snapped Nayland Smith, starting up from the chair in which he had been seated and beginning restlessly to pace the floor before the open fireplace as brief as is consistent with clarity. We have learnt in the past that an hour or less sometimes means the difference between  

He paused, glancing at Sir Baldwins secretary.

Between life and death, he added.

Mr. Logan started perceptibly.

You alarm me, Mr. Smith, he declared; for I can conceive of no earthly manner in which this mysterious Eastern organization of which Inspector Weymouth speaks, could profit by the death of Sir Baldwin.

Nayland Smith suddenly turned and stared grimly at the speaker.

I call it death, he said harshly, to be carried off to the interior of China, to be made a mere slave, having no will but the great and evil man who already  already, mark you!  has actually accomplished such things.

But Sir Baldwin  

Sir Baldwin Frazer, snapped Smith, is the undisputed head of his particular branch of surgery. Dr. Fu-Manchu may have what he deems useful employment for such skill as his. But, glancing at the clock, we are wasting time. Your story, Mr. Logan.

It was about half-past twelve last night, began the secretary, closing his eyes as if he were concentrating his mind upon certain past events, when a woman came here and inquired for Sir Baldwin. The butler informed her that Sir Baldwin was entertaining friends and that he could receive no professional visitors until the morning. She was so insistent, however, absolutely declining to go away, that I was sent for  I have rooms in the house  and I came down to interview her in the library.

Be very accurate, Mr. Logan, interrupted Smith, in your description of this visitor.

I shall do my best, pursued Logan, closing his eyes again in concentrated thought. She wore evening dress, of a fantastic kind, markedly Oriental in character, and had large gold rings in her ears. A green embroidered shawl, with raised figures of white birds as a design, took the place of a cloak. It was certainly of Eastern workmanship, possibly Arab; and she wore it about her shoulders with one corner thrown over her head  again, something like a burnous. She was extremely dark, had jet-black, frizzy hair and very remarkable eyes, the finest of their type I have ever seen. She possessed beauty of a sort, of course, but without being exactly vulgar, it was what I may term ostentatious; and as I entered the library I found myself at a loss to define her exact place in society  you understand what I mean?

We all nodded comprehendingly and awaited with intense interest the resumption of the story. Mr. Logan had vividly described the Eurasian Zarmi, the creature of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

When the woman addressed me, he continued, my surmise that she was some kind of half-caste, probably a Eurasian, was confirmed by her broken English. I shall not be misunderstood  a slight embarrassment became perceptible in his manner if I say that the visitor quite openly tried to bewitch me; and since we are all human, you will perhaps condone my conduct when I add that she succeeded, in a measure, inasmuch as I consented to speak to Sir Baldwin, although he was actually playing bridge at the time.

Either my eloquence, or, to put it bluntly, the extraordinary fee which the woman offered, resulted in Sir Baldwins agreeing to abandon his friends and accompany the visitor in a cab which was waiting to see the patient.

And who was the patient? rapped Smith.

According to the womans account, the patient was her mother, who had met with a street accident a week before. She gave the name of the consultant who had been called in, and who, she stated, had advised the opinion of Sir Baldwin. She represented that the matter was urgent, and that it might be necessary to perform an operation immediately in order to save the patients life.

But surely, I interrupted, in surprise, Sir Baldwin did not take his instruments?

He took his case with him  yes, replied Logan; for he in turn yielded to the appeals of the visitor. The very last words that I heard him speak as he left the house were to assure her that no such operation could be undertaken at such short notice in that way.

Logan paused, looking around at us a little wearily.

And what aroused your suspicions? said Smith.

My suspicions were aroused at the very moment of Sir Baldwins departure, for as I came out onto the steps with him I noticed a singular thing.

And that was? snapped Smith.

Directly Sir Baldwin had entered the cab the woman got out, replied Logan with some excitement in his manner, and reclosing the door took her seat beside the driver of the vehicle  which immediately moved off.

Nayland Smith glanced significantly at me.

The cab trick again, Petrie! he said; scarcely a doubt of it. Then, to Logan: Anything else?

This, replied the secretary: I thought, although I could not be sure, that the face of Sir Baldwin peered out of the window for a moment as the cab moved away from the house, and that there was strange expression upon it, almost a look of horror. But of course as there was no light in the cab and the only illumination was that from the open door, I could not be sure.

And now tell Mr. Smith, said Weymouth, how you got confirmation of your fears.

I felt very uneasy in my mind, continued Logan, for the whole thing was so irregular, and I could not rid my memory of the idea of Sir Baldwins face looking out from the cab window. Therefore I rang up the consultant whose name our visitor had mentioned.

Yes? cried Smith eagerly.

He knew nothing whatever of the matter, said Logan, and had no such case upon his books! That of course put me in a dreadful state of mind, but I was naturally anxious to avoid making a fool of myself and therefore I waited for some hours before mentioning my suspicions to any one. But when the morning came and no message was received I determined to communicate with Scotland Yard. The rest of the mystery it is for you, gentlemen, to unravel.


CHAPTER XVI

I TRACK ZARMI

What does it mean? said Nayland Smith wearily, looking at me through the haze of tobacco smoke which lay between us. A well-known man like Sir Baldwin Frazer is decoyed away  undoubtedly by the woman Zarmi; and up to the present moment not so much as a trace of him can be found. It is mortifying to think that with all the facilities of New Scotland Yard at our disposal we cannot trace that damnable cab! We cannot find the headquarters of the group  we cannot move! To sit here inactive whilst Sir Baldwin Frazer  God knows for what purpose!  is perhaps being smuggled out of the country, is maddening  maddening! Then, glancing quickly across to me: To think …

I rose from my chair, head averted. A tragedy had befallen me which completely overshadowed all other affairs, great and small. Indeed, its poignancy was not yet come to its most acute stage; the news was too recent for that. It had numbed my mind; dulled the pulsing life within me.

The s.s.Nicobar, of the Oriental Navigation Line, had arrived at Tilbury at the scheduled time. My heart leaping joyously in my bosom, I had hurried on board to meet Kâramaneh….

I have sustained some cruel blows in my life; but I can state with candor that this which now befell me was by far the greatest and the most crushing I had ever been called upon to bear; a calamity dwarfing all others which I could imagine.

She had left the ship at Southampton  and had vanished completely.

Poor old Petrie, said Smith, and clapped his hands upon my shoulders in his impulsive sympathetic way. Dont give up hope! We are not going to be beaten!

Smith, I interrupted bitterly, what chance have we? what chance have we? We know no more than a child unborn where these people have their hiding-place, and we havent a shadow of a clue to guide us to it.

His hands resting upon my shoulders and his gray eyes looking straightly into mine.

I can only repeat, old man, said my friend, dont abandon hope. I must leave you for an hour or so, and, when I return, possibly I may have some news.

For long enough after Smiths departure I sat there, companioned only by wretched reflections; then, further inaction seemed impossible; to move, to be up and doing, to be seeking, questing, became an imperative necessity. Muffled in a heavy traveling coat I went out into the wet and dismal night, having no other plan in mind than that of walking on through the rain-swept streets, on and always on, in an attempt, vain enough, to escape from the deadly thoughts that pursued me.

Without having the slightest idea that I had done so, I must have walked along the Strand, crossed Trafalgar Square, proceeded up the Haymarket to Piccadilly Circus, and commenced to trudge along at the Oriental rugs displayed in Messrs. Libertys window, when an incident aroused me from the apathy of sorrow in which I was sunken.

Tell the cab feller to drive to the north side of Wandsworth Common, said a womans voice  a voice speaking in broken English, a voice which electrified me, had me alert and watchful in a moment.

I turned, as the speaker, entering a taxi-cab that was drawn up by the pavement, gave these directions to the door-porter, who with open umbrella was in attendance. Just one glimpse I had of her as she stepped into the cab, but it was sufficient. Indeed, the voice had been sufficient; but that sinuous shape and that lithe swaying movement of the hips removed all doubt.

It was Zarmi!

As the cab moved off I ran out into the middle of the road, where there was a rank, and sprang into the first taxi waiting there.

Follow the cab ahead! I cried to the man, my voice quivering with excitement. Look! you can see the number! There can be no mistake. But dont lose it for your life! Its worth a sovereign to you!

The man, warming to my mood, cranked his engine rapidly and sprang to the wheel. I was wild with excitement now, and fearful lest the cab ahead should have disappeared; but fortune seemingly was with me for once, and I was not twenty yards behind when Zarmis cab turned the first corner ahead. Through the gloomy street, which appeared to be populated solely by streaming umbrellas, we went. I could scarcely keep my seat; every nerve in my body seemed to be dancing  twitching. Eternally I was peering ahead; and when, leaving the well-lighted West End thoroughfares, we came to the comparatively gloomy streets of the suburbs, a hundred times I thought we had lost the track. But always in the pool of light cast by some friendly lamp, I would see the quarry again speeding on before us.

At a lonely spot bordering the common the vehicle which contained Zarmi stopped. I snatched up the speaking-tube.

Drive on, I cried, and pull up somewhere beyond! Not too far!

The man obeyed, and presently I found myself standing in what was now become a steady downpour, looking back at the headlights of the other cab. I gave the driver his promised reward.

Wait for ten minutes, I directed; then if I have not returned, you need wait no longer.

I strode along the muddy, unpaved path, to the spot where the cab, now discharged, was being slowly backed away into the road. The figure of Zarmi, unmistakable by reason of the lithe carriage, was crossing in the direction of a path which seemingly led across the common. I followed at a discreet distance. Realizing the tremendous potentialities of this rencontre I seemed to rise to the occasion; my brain became alert and clear; every faculty was at its brightest. And I felt serenely confident of my ability to make the most of the situation.

Zarmi went on and on along the lonely path. Not another pedestrian was in sight, and the rain walled in the pair of us. Where comfort-loving humanity sought shelter from the inclement weather, we two moved out there in the storm, linked by a common enmity.

I have said that my every faculty was keen, and have spoken of my confidence in my own alertness. My condition, as a matter of fact, must have been otherwise, and this belief in my powers merely symptomatic of the fever which consumed me; for, as I was to learn, I had failed to take the first elementary precaution necessary in such case. I, who tracked another, had not counted upon being tracked myself! …

A bag or sack, reeking of some sickly perfume, was dropped silently, accurately, over my head from behind; it was drawn closely about my throat. One muffled shriek, strangely compound of fear and execration, I uttered. I was stifling, choking … I staggered  and fell….


CHAPTER XVII

I MEET DR. FU-MANCHU

My next impression was of a splitting headache, which, as memory remounted its throne, brought up a train of recollections. I found myself to be seated upon a heavy wooden bench set flat against a wall, which was covered with a kind of straw matting. My hands were firmly tied behind me. In the first agony of that reawakening I became aware of two things.

I was in an operating-room, for the most conspicuous item of its furniture was an operating-table! Shaded lamps were suspended above it; and instruments, antiseptics, dressings, etc., were arranged upon a glass-topped table beside it. Secondly, I had a companion.

Seated upon a similar bench on the other side of the room, was a heavily built man, his dark hair splashed with gray, as were his short, neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He, too, was pinioned; and he stared across the table with a glare in which a sort of stupefied wonderment predominated, but which was not free from terror.

It was Sir Baldwin Frazer!

Sir Baldwin! I muttered, moistening my parched lips with my tongue Sir Baldwin!  how  

It is Dr. Petrie, is it not? he said, his voice husky with emotion. Dr. Petrie!  my dear sir, in mercy tell me  what does this mean? I have been kidnaped  drugged; made the victim of an inconceivable outrage at the very door of my own house….

I stood up unsteadily.

Sir Baldwin, I interrupted, you ask me what it means. It means that we are in the hands of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Sir Baldwin stared at me wildly; his face was white and drawn with anxiety.

Dr. Fu-Manchu! he said; but my dear sir, this name conveys nothing to me  nothing! His manner momentarily was growing more distrait. Since my captivity began I have been given the use of a singular suite of rooms in this place, and received, I must confess, every possible attention. I have been waited upon by the she-devil who lured me here, but not one word other than a species of coarse badinage has she spoken to me. At times I have been tempted to believe that the fate which frequently befalls the specialist had befallen me? You understand?

I quite understand, I replied dully. There have been times in the past when I, too, have doubted my sanity in my dealings with the group who now hold us in their power.

But, reiterated the other, his voice rising higher and higher, what does it mean, my dear sir? It is incredible  fantastic! Even now I find it difficult to disabuse my mind of that old, haunting idea.

Disabuse it at once, Sir Baldwin, I said bitterly. The facts are as you see them; the explanation, at any rate in your own case, is quite beyond me. I was tracked …

Hush! some one is coming!

We both turned and stared at an opening before which hung a sort of gaudily embroidered mat, as the sound of dragging footsteps, accompanied by a heavy tapping, announced the approach of some one.

The mat was pulled aside by Zarmi. She turned her head, flashing around the apartment a glance of her black eyes, then held the drapery aside to admit the entrance of another….

Supporting himself by the aid of two heavy walking sticks and painfully dragging his gaunt frame along, Dr. Fu-Manchu entered!

I think I have never experienced in my life a sensation identical to that which now possessed me. Although Nayland Smith had declared that Fu-Manchu was alive, yet I would have sworn upon oath before any jury summonable that he was dead; for with my own eyes I had seen the bullet enter his skull. Now, whilst I crouched against the matting-covered wall, teeth tightly clenched and my very hair quivering upon my scalp, he dragged himself laboriously across the room, the sticks going tap  tap  tap upon the floor, and the tall body, enveloped in a yellow robe, bent grotesquely, gruesomely, with every effort which he made. He wore a surgical bandage about his skull and its presence seemed to accentuate the height of the great domelike brow, to throw into more evil prominence the wonderful, Satanic countenance of the man. His filmed eyes turning to right and left, he dragged himself to a wooden chair that stood beside the operating-table and sank down upon it, breathing sibilantly, exhaustedly.

Zarmi dropped the curtain and stood before it. She had discarded the dripping overall which she had been wearing when I had followed her across the common, and now stood before me with her black, frizzy hair unconfined and her beautiful, wicked face uplifted in a sort of cynical triumph. The big gold rings in her ears glittered strangely in the light of the electric lamps. She wore a garment which looked like a silken shawl wrapped about her in a wildly picturesque fashion, and, her hands upon her hips, leant back against the curtain glancing defiantly from Sir Baldwin to myself.

Those moments of silence which followed the entrance of the Chinese Doctor live in my memory and must live there for ever. Only the labored breathing of Fu-Manchu disturbed the stillness of the place. Not a sound penetrated to the room, no one uttered a word; then  

Sir Baldwin Frazer. began Fu-Manchu in that indescribable voice, alternating between the sibilant and the guttural, you were promised a certain fee for your services by my servant who summoned you. It shall be paid and the gift of my personal gratitude be added to it.

He turned himself with difficulty to address Sir Baldwin; and it became apparent to me that he was almost completely paralyzed down one side of his body. Some little use he could make of his hand and arm, for he still clutched the heavy carven stick, but the right side of his face was completely immobile; and rarely had I seen anything more ghastly than the effect produced upon that wonderful, Satanic countenance. The mouth, from the center of the thin lips, opened only to the left, as he spoke; in a word, seen in profile from where I sat, or rather crouched, it was the face of a dead man.

Sir Baldwin Frazer uttered no word, but, crouching upon the bench even as I crouched, stared  horror written upon every lineament  at Dr. Fu-Manchu. The latter continued:  

Your experience, Sir Baldwin, will enable you readily to diagnose my symptoms. Owing to the passage of a bullet along a portion of the third left frontal into the postero-parietal convolution  upon which, from its lodgment in the skull, it continues to press  hemiplegia of the right side has supervened. Aphasia is present also….

The effort of speech was ghastly. Beads of perspiration dewed Fu-Manchus brow, and I marveled at the iron will of the man, whereby alone he forced his half-numbed brain to perform its function. He seemed to select his words elaborately and by this monstrous effort of will to compel his partially paralyzed tongue to utter them. Some of the syllables were slurred; but nevertheless distinguishable. It was a demonstration of sheer Force unlike any I had witnessed, and it impressed me unforgettably.

The removal of this injurious particle, he continued, would be an operation which I myself could undertake to perform successfully upon another. It is a matter of some delicacy as you, Sir Baldwin, and  slowly, horribly, turning the half-dead and half-living head towards me you, Dr. Petrie, will appreciate. In the event of clumsy surgery, death may supervene; failing this, permanent hemiplegia  or  the film lifted from the green eyes, and for a moment they flickered with transient horror idiocy! Any one of three of my pupils whom I might name could perform this operation with ease, but their services are not available. Only one English surgeon occurred to me in this connection, and you, Sir Baldwin  again he slowly turned his head were he. Dr. Petrie will act as anaesthetist, and, your duties completed, you shall return to your home richer by the amount stipulated. I have suitably prepared myself for the operation, and I can assure you of the soundness of my heart. I may advise you, Dr. Petrie  again turning to me that my constitution is inured to the use of opium. You will make due allowance for this. Mr. Li-King-Su, a graduate of Canton, will act as dresser.

He turned laboriously to Zarmi. She clapped her hands and held the curtain aside. A perfectly immobile Chinaman, whose age I was unable to guess, and who wore a white overall, entered, bowed composedly to Frazer and myself and began in a matter-of-fact way to prepare the dressings.


CHAPTER XVIII

QUEEN OF HEARTS

Sir Baldwin Frazer, said Fu-Manchu, interrupting a wild outburst from the former, your refusal is dictated by insufficient knowledge of your surroundings. You find yourself in a place strange to you, a place to which no clue can lead your friends; in the absolute power of a man  myself  who knows no law other than his own and that of those associated with him. Virtually, Sir Baldwin, you stand in China; and in China we know how to exact obedience. You will not refuse, for Dr. Petrie will tell you something of my wire-jackets and my files….

I saw Sir Baldwin Frazer blanch. He could not know what I knew of the significance of those words my wire-jackets, my files  but perhaps something of my own horror communicated itself to him.

You will not refuse continued Fu-Manchu softly; my only fear for you is that the operation my prove unsuccessful! In that event not even my own great clemency could save you, for by virtue of your failure I should be powerless to intervene. He paused for some moments, staring directly at the surgeon. There are those within sound of my voice, he added sibilantly, who would flay you alive in the lamentable event of your failure, who would cast your flayed body  he paused, waving one quivering fist above his head, to the rats  to the rats!

Sir Baldwins forehead was bathed in perspiration now. It was an incredible and a gruesome situation, a nightmare become reality. But, whatever my own case, I could see that Sir Baldwin Frazer was convinced, I could see that his consent would no longer be withheld.

You, my dear friend, said Fu-Manchu, turning to me and resuming his studied and painful composure of manner, will also consent….

Within my heart of hearts I could not doubt him; I knew that my courage was not of a quality high enough to sustain the frightful ordeals summoned up before my imagination by those words my files, my wire-jackets!

In the event, however, of any little obstinancy, he added, another will plead with you.

A chill like that of death descended upon me  as, for the second time, Zarmi clapped her hands, pulled the curtain aside … and Kâramaneh was thrust into the room!

* * * * * * * * *

There comes a blank in my recollections. Long after Kâramaneh had been plucked out again by the two muscular brown hands which clutched her shoulders from the darkness beyond the doorway, I seemed to see her standing there, in her close-fitting traveling dress. Her hair was unbound, disheveled, her lovely face pale to the lips  and her eyes, her glorious, terror-bright eyes, looked fully into mine….

Not a word did she utter, and I was stricken dumb as one who has plucked the Flower of Silence. Only those wondrous eyes seemed to look into my soul, searing, consuming me.

Fu-Manchu had been speaking for some time ere my brain began again to record his words.

  and this magnanimity, came dully to my ears, extends to you, Dr. Petrie, because of my esteem. I have little cause to love Kâramaneh  his voice quivered furiously but she can yet be of use to me, and I would not harm a hair of her beautiful head  except in the event of your obstinacy. Shall we then determine your immediate future upon the turn of a card, as the gamester within me, within every one of my race, suggests?

Yes, yes! came hoarsely.

I fought mentally to restore myself to a full knowledge of what was happening, and I realized that the last words had come from the lips of Sir Baldwin Frazer.

Dr. Petrie, Frazer said, still in the same hoarse and unnatural voice, what else can we do? At least take the chance of recovering your freedom, for how otherwise can you hope to serve  your friend….

God knows! I said dully; do as you wish  and cared not to what I had agreed.

Plunging his hand beneath his white overall, the Chinaman who had been referred to as Li-King-Su calmly produced a pack of cards, unemotionally shuffled them and extended the pack to me.

I shook my head grimly, for my hands were tied. Picking up a lancet from the table, the Chinaman cut the cords which bound me, and again extended the pack. I took a card and laid it on my knee without even glancing at it. Fu-Manchu, with his left hand, in turn selected a card, looked at it and then turned its face towards me.

It would seem, Dr. Petrie, he said calmly, that you are fated to remain here as my guest. You will have the felicity of residing beneath the same roof with Kâramaneh.

The card was the Knave of Diamonds.

Conscious of a sudden excitement, I snatched up the card from my knee. It was the Queen of Hearts! For a moment I tasted exultation, then I tossed it upon the floor. I was not fool enough to suppose that the Chinese Doctor would pay his debt of honor and release me.

Your star above mine, said Fu-Manchu, his calm unruffled. I place myself in your hands, Sir Baldwin.

Assisted by his unemotional compatriot, Fu-Manchu discarded the yellow robe, revealing himself in a white singlet in all his gaunt ugliness, and extended his frame upon the operating-table.

Li-King-Su ignited the large lamp over the head of the table, and from his case took out a trephine.

* * * * * * * * *

Other points for your guidance from my own considerable store of experience  Fu-Manchu was speaking are written out clearly in the notebook which lies upon the table….

His voice, now, was toneless, emotionless, as though his part in the critical operation about to be performed were that of a spectator. No trace of nervousness, of fear, could I discern; his pulse was practically normal.

How I shuddered as I touched his yellow skin! how my very soul rose up in revolt! …

* * * * * * * * *

There is the bullet!  quick! … Steady, Petrie!

Sir Baldwin Frazer, keen, cool, deft, was metamorphosed, was the enthusiastic, brilliant surgeon whom I knew and revered, and another than the nerveless captive who, but a few minutes ago, had stared, panic-stricken, at Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Although I had met him once or twice professionally, I had never hitherto seen him operate; and his method was little short of miraculous. It was stimulating, inspiring. With unerring touch he whittled madness, death, from the very throne of reason, of life.

Now was the crucial moment of his task … and, with its coming, every light in the room suddenly failed  went out!

My God! whispered Frazer, in the darkness, quick! quick! lights! a match!  a candle!  something, anything!

There came a faint click, and a beam of white light was directed, steadily, upon the patients skull. Li-King-Su  unmoved  held an electric torch in his hand!

Frazer and I set to work, in a fierce battle to fend off Death, who already outstretched his pinions over the insensible man  to fend off Death from the arch-murderer, the enemy of the white races, who lay there at our mercy! …

* * * * * * * * *

It seems you want a pick-me-up! said Zarmi. Sir Baldwin Frazer collapsed into the cane arm-chair. Only a matting curtain separated us from the room wherein he had successfully performed perhaps the most wonderful operation of his career.

I could not have lasted out another thirty seconds, Petrie! he whispered. The events which led up to it had exhausted my nerves and I had no reserve to call upon. If that last …

He broke off, the sentence uncompleted, and eagerly seized the tumbler containing brandy and soda, which the beautiful, wicked-eyed Eurasian passed to him. She turned, and prepared a drink for me, with the insolent insouciance which had never deserted her.

I emptied the tumbler at a draught.

Even as I set the glass down I realized, too late, that it was the first drink I had ever permitted to pass my lips within an abode of Dr. Fu-Manchu….

I started to my feet.

Frazer! I muttered weve been drugged! we …

You sit down, came Zarmis husky voice, and I felt her hands upon my breast, pushing me back into my seat. You very tired … you go to sleep….

* * * * * * * * *

Petrie! Dr. Petrie!

The words broke in through the curtain of unconsciousness. I strove to arouse myself. I felt cold and wet. I opened my eyes  and the world seemed to be swimming dizzily about me. Then a hand grasped my arm, roughly.

Brace up! Brace up, Petrie  and thank God you are alive! …

I was sitting beside Sir Baldwin Frazer on a wooden bench, under a leafless tree, from the ghostly limbs whereof rain trickled down upon me! In the gray light, which, I thought, must be the light of dawn, I discerned other trees about us and an open expanse, tree-dotted, stretching into the misty grayness.

Where are we? I muttered where …

Unless I am greatly mistaken, replied my bedraggled companion, and I dont think I am, for I attended a consultation in this neighborhood less than a week ago, we somewhere on the west side of Wandsworth Common!

He ceased speaking; then uttered a suppressed cry. There came a jangling of coins, and dimly I saw him to be staring at a canvas bag of money which he held.

Merciful heavens! he said, am I mad  or did I really perform that operation? And can this be my fee? …

I laughed loudly, wildly, plunging my wet, cold hands into the pockets of my rain-soaked overcoat. In one of them, my fingers came in contact with a piece of cardboard. It had an unfamiliar feel, and I pulled it out, peering at it in the dim light.

Well, Im damned! muttered Frazer then Im not mad, after all!

It was the Queen of Hearts!


CHAPTER XIX

ZAGAZIG

Fully two weeks elapsed ere Nayland Smiths arduous labors at last met with a slight reward. For a moment, the curtain of mystery surrounding the Si-Fan was lifted, and we had a glimpse of that organizations elaborate mechanism. I cannot better commence my relation of the episodes associated with the Zagazigs cryptogram than from the moment when I found myself bending over a prostrate form extended upon the table in the Inspectors room at the River Police Depôt. It was that of a man who looked like a Lascar, who wore an ill-fitting slop-shop suit of blue, soaked and stained and clinging hideously to his body. His dank black hair was streaked upon his low brow; and his face, although it was notable for a sort of evil leer, had assumed in death another and more dreadful expression.

Asphyxiation had accounted for his end beyond doubt, but there were marks about his throat of clutching fingers, his tongue protruded, and the look in the dead eyes was appalling.

He was amongst the piles upholding the old wharf at the back of the Joy-Shop? said Smith tersely, turning to the police officer in charge.

Exactly was the reply. The in-coming tide had jammed him right up under a cross-beam.

What time was that?

Well, at high tide last night. Hewson, returning with the ten oclock boat, noticed the moonlight glittering upon the knife.

The knife to which the Inspector referred possessed a long curved blade of a kind with which I had become terribly familiar in the past. The dead man still clutched the hilt of the weapon in his right hand, and it now lay with the blade resting crosswise upon his breast. I stared in a fascinated way at this mysterious and tragic flotsam of old Thames.

Glancing up, I found Nayland Smiths gray eyes watching me.

You see the mark, Petrie? he snapped.

I nodded. The dead man upon the table was a Burmese dacoit!

What do you make of it? I said slowly.

At the moment, replied Smith, I scarcely know what to make of it. You are agreed with the divisional surgeon that the man  unquestionably a dacoit  died, not from drowning, but from strangulation. From evidence we have heard, it would appear that the encounter which resulted in the body being hurled in the river, actually took place upon the wharf-end beneath which he was found. And we know that a place formerly used by the Si-Fan group  in other words, by Dr. Fu-Manchu  adjoins the wharf. I am tempted to believe that this  he nodded towards the ghastly and sinister object upon the table was a servant of the Chinese Doctor. In other words, we see before us one whom Fu-Manchu has rebuked for some shortcoming.

I shuddered coldly. Familiar as I should have been with the methods of the dread Chinaman, with his callous disregard of human suffering, of human life, of human law, I could not reconcile my ideas  the ideas of a modern, ordinary middle-class practitioner  with these Far Eastern devilries which were taking place in London.

Even now I sometimes found myself doubting the reality of the whole thing; found myself reviewing the history of the Eastern doctor and of the horrible group of murderers surrounding him, with an incredulity almost unbelievable in one who had been actually in contact not only with the servants of the Chinaman, but with the sinister Fu-Manchu himself. Then, to restore me to grips with reality, would come the thought of Kâramaneh, of the beautiful girl whose love had brought me seemingly endless sorrow and whose love for me had brought her once again into the power of that mysterious, implacable being.

This thought was enough. With its coming, fantasy vanished; and I knew that the dead dacoit, his great curved knife yet clutched in his hand, the Yellow menace hanging over London, over England, over the civilized world, the absence, the heart-breaking absence, of Kâramaneh  all were real, all were true, all were part of my life.

Nayland Smith was standing staring vaguely before him and tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

Come along! he snapped suddenly. We have no more to learn here: the clue to the mystery must be sought elsewhere.

There was that in his manner whereby I knew that his thoughts were far away, as we filed out from the River Police Depôt to the cab which awaited us. Pulling from his overcoat pocket a copy of a daily paper  

Have you seen this, Weymouth? he demanded.

With a long, nervous index finger he indicated a paragraph on the front page which appeared under the heading of Personal. Weymouth bent frowningly over the paper, holding it close to his eyes, for this was a gloomy morning and the light in the cab was poor.

Such things dont enter into my sphere, Mr. Smith, he replied, but no doubt the proper department at the Yard have seen it.

I know they have seen it! snapped Smith; but they have also been unable to read it!

Weymouth looked up in surprise.

Indeed, he said. You are interested in this, then?

Very! Have you any suggestion to offer respecting it?

Moving from my seat I, also, bent over the paper and read, in growing astonishment, the following:  

ZAGAZIG-Z,-a-g-a;-z:-I-g,a,-a,ag-a,z;- I;-g:z-a-g-A-z;i-:g;-Z,,-a;-gg--z-i;- G;-z-,a-g-:a-ZI;-g:-z-a-g;-a-:Z-,i-g: z,a-g,-a:z,i-g.

This is utterly incomprehensible! It can be nothing but some foolish practical joke! It consists merely of the word Zagazig repeated six or seven times  which can have no possible significance!

Cant it! snapped Smith.

Well, I said, what has Zagazig to do with Fu-Manchu, or to do with us?

Zagazig, my dear Petrie, is a very unsavory Arab town in Lower Egypt, as you know!

He returned the paper to the pocket of his over-coat, and, noting my bewildered glance, burst into one of his sudden laughs.

You think I am talking nonsense, he said; but, as a matter of fact, that message in the paper has been puzzling me since it appeared  yesterday morning  and at last I think I see the light.

He pulled out his pipe and began rapidly to load it.

I have been growing careless of late, Petrie, he continued; and no hint of merriment remained in his voice. His gaunt face was drawn grimly, and his eyes glittered like steel. In future I must avoid going out alone at night as much as possible.

Inspector Weymouth was staring at Smith in a puzzled way; and certainly I was every whit as mystified as he.

I am disposed to believe, said my friend, in his rapid, incisive way, that the dacoit met his end at the hands of a tall man, possibly dark and almost certainly clean-shaven. If this missing personage wears, on chilly nights, a long tweed traveling coat and affects soft gray hats of the Stetson pattern, I shall not be surprised.

Weymouth stared at me in frank bewilderment.

By the way, Inspector, added Smith, a sudden gleam of inspiration entering his keen eyes did I not see that the s.s.Andaman arrived recently?

The Oriental Navigation Companys boat? inquired Weymouth in a hopeless tone. Yes. She docked yesterday evening.

If Jack Forsyth is still chief officer, I shall look him up, declared Smith. You recall his brother, Petrie?

Naturally; since he was done to death in my presence, I replied; for the words awoke memories of one of Dr. Fu-Manchus most ghastly crimes, always associated in my mind with the cry of a night-hawk.

The divine afflatus should never be neglected, announced Nayland Smith didactically, wild though its promptings may seem.


CHAPTER XX

THE NOTE ON THE DOOR

I saw little of Nayland Smith for the remainder of that day. Presumably he was following those promptings to which he had referred, though I was unable to conjecture whither they were leading him. Then, towards dusk he arrived in a perfect whirl, figuratively sweeping me off my feet.

Get your coat on, Petrie! he cried; you forget that we have a most urgent appointment!

Beyond doubt I had forgotten that we had any appointment whatever that evening, and some surprise must have shown upon my face, for  

Really you are becoming very forgetful! my friend continued. You know we can no longer trust the phone. I have to leave certain instructions for Weymouth at the rendezvous!

There was a hidden significance in his manner, and, my memory harking back to an adventure which we had shared in the past, I suddenly glimpsed the depths of my own stupidity.

He suspected the presence of an eavesdropper! Yes! incredible though it might appear, we were spied upon in the New Louvre; agents of the Si-Fan, of Dr. Fu-Manchu, were actually within the walls of the great hotel!

We hurried out into the corridor, and descended by the lift to the lobby. M. Samarkan, long famous as mâitre dhôtel of one of Cairos fashionable khans, and now principal of the New Louvre, greeted us with true Greek courtesy. He trusted that we should be present at some charitable function or other to be held at the hotel on the following evening.

If possible, M. Samarkan  if possible, said Smith. We have many demands upon our time. Then, abruptly, to me: Come, Petrie, we will walk as far as Charing Cross and take a cab from the rank there.

The hall-porter can call you a cab, said M. Samarkan, solicitous for the comfort of his guests.

Thanks, snapped Smith; we prefer to walk a little way.

Passing along the Strand, he took my arm, and speaking close to my ear  

That place is alive with spies, Petrie, he said; or if there are only a few of them they are remarkably efficient!

Not another word could I get from him, although I was eager enough to talk; since one dearer to me than all else in the world was in the hands of the damnable organization we knew as the Si-Fan; until, arrived at Charing Cross, he walked out to the cab rank, and  

Jump in! he snapped.

He opened the door of the first cab on the rank.

Drive to J  Street, Kennington, he directed the man.

In something of a mental stupor I entered and found myself seated beside Smith. The cab made off towards Trafalgar Square, then swung around into Whitehall.

Look behind! cried Smith, intense excitement expressed in his voice look behind!

I turned and peered through the little square window.

The cab which had stood second upon the rank was closely following us!

We are tracked! snapped my companion. If further evidence were necessary of the fact that our every movement is watched, here it is!

I turned to him, momentarily at a loss for words; then  

Was this the object of our journey? I said. Your reference to a rendezvous was presumably addressed to a hypothetical spy?

Partly, he replied. I have a plan, as you will see in a moment.

I looked again from the window in the rear of the cab. We were now passing between the House of Lords and the back of Westminster Abbey … and fifty yards behind us the pursuing cab was crossing from Whitehall! A great excitement grew up within me, and a great curiosity respecting the identity of our pursuer.

What is the place for which we are bound, Smith? I said rapidly.

It is a house which I chanced to notice a few days ago, and I marked it as useful for such a purpose as our present one. You will see what I mean when we arrive.

On we went, following the course of the river, then turned over Vauxhall Bridge and on down Vauxhall Bridge Road into a very dreary neighborhood where gasometers formed the notable feature of the landscape.

Thats the Oval just beyond, said Smith suddenly, and  here we are.

In a narrow cul de sac which apparently communicated with the boundary of the famous cricket ground, the cabman pulled up. Smith jumped out and paid the fare.

Pull back to that court with the iron posts, he directed the man, and wait there for me. Then: Come on, Petrie! he snapped.

Side by side we entered the wooden gate of a small detached house, or more properly cottage, and passed up the tiled path towards a sort of side entrance which apparently gave access to the tiny garden. At this moment I became aware of two things; the first, that the house was an empty one, and the second, that some one  some one who had quitted the second cab (which I had heard pull up at no great distance behind us) was approaching stealthily along the dark and uninviting street, walking upon the opposite pavement and taking advantage of the shadow of a high wooden fence which skirted it for some distance.

Smith pushed the gate open, and I found myself in a narrow passageway in almost complete darkness. But my friend walked confidently forward, turned the angle of the building and entered the miniature wilderness which once had been a garden.

In here, Petrie! he whispered.

He seized me by the arm, pushed open a door and thrust me forward down two stone steps into absolute darkness.

Walk straight ahead! he directed, still in the same intense whisper, and you will find a locked door having a broken panel. Watch through the opening for any one who may enter the room beyond, but see that your presence is not detected. Whatever I say or do, dont stir until I actually rejoin you.

He stepped back across the floor and was gone. One glimpse I had of him, silhouetted against the faint light of the open door, then the door was gently closed, and I was left alone in the empty house.

Smiths methods frequently surprised me, but always in the past I had found that they were dictated by sound reasons. I had no doubt that an emergency unknown to me dictated his present course, but it was with my mind in a wildly confused condition, that I groped for and found the door with the broken panel and that I stood there in the complete darkness of the deserted house listening.

I can well appreciate how the blind develop an unusually keen sense of hearing; for there, in the blackness, which (at first) was entirely unrelieved by any speck of light, I became aware of the fact, by dint of tense listening, that Smith was retiring by means of some gateway at the upper end of the little garden, and I became aware of the fact that a lane or court, with which this gateway communicated, gave access to the main road.

Faintly, I heard our discharged cab backing out from the cul de sac; then, from some nearer place, came Smiths voice speaking loudly.

Come along, Petrie! he cried; there is no occasion for us to wait. Weymouth will see the note pinned on the door.

I started  and was about to stumble back across the room, when, as my mind began to work more clearly, I realized that the words had been spoken as a ruse  a favorite device of Nayland Smiths.

Rigidly I stood there, and continued to listen.

All right, cabman! came more distantly now; back to the New Louvre  jump in, Petrie!

The cab went rattling away … as a faint light became perceptible in the room beyond the broken panel.

Hitherto I had been able to detect the presence of this panel only by my sense of touch and by means of a faint draught which blew through it; now it suddenly became clearly perceptible. I found myself looking into what was evidently the principal room of the house  a dreary apartment with tatters of paper hanging from the walls and litter of all sorts lying about upon the floor and in the rusty fireplace.

Some one had partly raised the front window and opened the shutters. A patch of moonlight shone down upon the floor immediately below my hiding-place and furthermore enabled me vaguely to discern the disorder of the room.

A bulky figure showed silhouetted against the dirty panes. It was that of a man who, leaning upon the window sill, was peering intently in. Silently he had approached, and silently had raised the sash and opened the shutters.

For thirty seconds or more he stood so, moving his head from right to left … and I watched him through the broken panel, almost holding my breath with suspense. Then, fully raising the window, the man stepped into the room, and, first reclosing the shutters, suddenly flashed the light of an electric lamp all about the place. I was enabled to discern him more clearly, this mysterious spy who had tracked us from the moment that we had left the hotel.

He was a man of portly build wearing a heavy fur-lined overcoat and having a soft felt hat, the brim turned down so as to shade the upper part of his face. Moreover, he wore his fur collar turned up, which served further to disguise him, since it concealed the greater part of his chin. But the eyes which now were searching every corner of the room, the alert, dark eyes, were strangely familiar. The black mustache, the clear-cut, aquiline nose, confirmed the impression.

Our follower was M. Samarkan, manager of the New Louvre.

I suppressed a gasp of astonishment. Small wonder that our plans had leaked out. This was a momentous discovery indeed.

And as I watched the portly Greek who was not only one of the most celebrated mâitres dhôtel in Europe, but also a creature of Dr. Fu-Manchu, he cast the light of his electric lamp upon a note attached by means of a drawing-pin to the inside of the room door. I immediately divined that my friend must have pinned the note in its place earlier in the day; even at that distance I recognized Smiths neat, illegible writing.

Samarkan quickly scanned the message scribbled upon the white page; then, exhibiting an agility uncommon in a man of his bulk, he threw open the shutters again, having first replaced his lamp in his pocket, climbed out into the little front garden, reclosed the window, and disappeared!

A moment I stood, lost to my surroundings, plunged in a sea of wonderment concerning the damnable organization which, its tentacles extending I knew not whither, since new and unexpected limbs were ever coming to light, sought no less a goal than Yellow dominion of the world! I reflected how one man  Nayland Smith  alone stood between this powerful group and the realization of their project … when I was aroused by a hand grasping my arm in the darkness!

I uttered a short cry, of which I was instantly ashamed, for Nayland Smiths voice came:  

I startled you, eh, Petrie?

Smith, I said, how long have you been standing there?

I only returned in time to see our Fenimore Cooper friend retreating through the window, he replied; but no doubt you had a good look at him?

I had! I answered eagerly. It was Samarkan!

I thought so! I have suspected as much for a long time.

Was this the object of our visit here?

It was one of the objects, admitted Nayland Smith evasively.

From some place not far distant came the sound of a restarted engine.

The other, he added, was this: to enable M. Samarkan to read the note which I had pinned upon the door!


CHAPTER XXI

THE SECOND MESSAGE

Here you are, Petrie, said Nayland Smith  and he tossed across the table the folded copy of a morning paper. This may assist you in your study of the first Zagazig message.

I set down my cup and turned my attention to the Personal column on the front page of the journal. A paragraph appeared therein conceived as follows:  

ZAGAZIG-Z-a-g-a;-z:-I:-g;z-a,g;- A-,z;i:G,-z:a;g-A,z-i;-gz A;gaZ-i;g-:a z i g

I stared across at my friend in extreme bewilderment.

But, Smith! I cried, these messages are utterly meaningless!

Not at all, he rapped back. Scotland Yard thought they were meaningless at first, and I must admit that they suggested nothing to me for a long time; but the dead dacoit was the clue to the first, Petrie, and the note pinned upon the door of the house near the Oval is the clue to the second.

Stupidly I continued to stare at him until he broke into a grim smile.

Surely you understand? he said. You remember where the dead Burman was found?

Perfectly.

You know the street along which, ordinarily, one would approach the wharf?

Three Colt Street?

Three Colt Street, exactly. Well, on the night that the Burman met his end I had an appointment in Three Colt Street with Weymouth. The appointment was made by phone, from the New Louvre! My cab broke down and I never arrived. I discovered later that Weymouth had received a telegram purporting to come from me, putting off the engagement.

I am aware of all this!

Nayland Smith burst into a loud laugh.

But still you are fogged! he cried. Then Im hanged if Ill pilot you any farther! You have all the facts before you. There lies the first Zagazig message; here is the second; and you know the context of the note pinned upon the door? It read, if you remember, Remove patrol from Joy-Shop neighborhood. Have a theory. Wish to visit place alone on Monday night after one oclock.

Smith, I said dully, I have a heavy stake upon this murderous game.

His manner changed instantly; the tanned face grew grim and hard, but the steely eyes softened strangely. He bent over me, clapping his hands upon my shoulders.

I know it, old man, he replied; and because it may serve to keep your mind busy during hours when otherwise it would be engaged with profitless sorrows, I invite you to puzzle out this business for yourself. You have nothing else to do until late to-night, and you can work undisturbed, here, at any rate!

His words referred to the fact that, without surrendering our suite at the New Louvre Hotel, we had gone upon a visit, of indefinite duration, to a mythical friend; and now were quartered in furnished chambers adjoining Fleet Street.

We had remained at the New Louvre long enough to secure confirmation of our belief that a creature of Fu-Manchu spied upon us there; and now we only awaited the termination of the nights affair to take such steps as Smith might consider politic in regard to the sardonic Greek who presided over Londons newest and most palatial hotel.

Smith setting out for New Scotland Yard in order to make certain final arrangements in connection with the business of the night, I began closely to study the mysterious Zagazig messages, determined not to be beaten, and remembering the words of Edgar Allan Poe  the strange genius to whom we are indebted for the first workable system of deciphering cryptograms: It may well be doubted whether human ingenuity can construct an enigma of the kind which human ingenuity may not, by proper application, resolve.

The first conclusion to which I was borne was this: that the letters comprising the word Zagazig were designed merely to confuse the reader, and might be neglected; since, occurring as they did in regular sequence, they could possess no significance. I became quite excited upon making the discovery that the punctuation marks varied in almost every case!

I immediately assumed that these constituted the cipher; and, seeking for my key-letter, e (that which most frequently occurs in the English language), I found the sign of a full-stop to appear more frequently than any other in the first message, namely ten times, although it only occurred thrice in the second. Nevertheless, I was hopeful … until I discovered that in two cases it appeared three times in succession!

There is no word in English, nor, so far as I am aware, in any language, where this occurs, either in regard to e or any other letter!

That unfortunate discovery seemed so wholly to destroy the very theory upon which I relied, that I almost abandoned my investigation there and then. Indeed, I doubt if I ever should have proceeded were it not that by a piece of pure guesswork I blundered on to a clue.

I observed that certain letters, at irregularly occurring intervals, were set in capital, and I divided up the message into corresponding sections, in the hope that th capitals might indicate the commencements of words. This accomplished, I set out upon a series of guesses, basing these upon Smiths assurance that the death of the dacoit afforded a clue to the first message and the note which he (Smith) had pinned upon the door a clue to the second.

Such being my system  if I can honor my random attempts with the title  I take little credit to myself for the fortunate result. In short, I determined (although e twice occurred where r should have been!) that the first message from the thirteenth letter, onwards to the twenty-seventh (id est: I;g:-zagAz;i-;g;-Z,-a;-gazi;-) read:  

Three Colt Street.

Endeavoring, now, to eliminate the e where r should appear, I made another discovery. The presence of a letter in italics altered the value of the sign which followed it!

From that point onward the task became childs-play, and I should merely render this account tedious if I entered into further details. Both messages commenced with the name Smith as I early perceived, and half an hour of close study gave me the complete sentences, thus:  

1. Smith passing Three Colt Street twelve-thirty Wednesday.

2. Smith going Joy-Shop after one Monday.

The word Zagazig was completed, always, and did not necessarily terminate with the last letter occurring in the cryptographic message. A subsequent inspection of this curious code has enabled Nayland Smith, by a process of simple deduction, to compile the entire alphabet employed by Dr. Fu-Manchus agent, Samarkan, in communicating with his awful superior. With a little patience, any one of my readers my achieve the same result (and I should be pleased to hear from those who succeed!).

This, then was the outcome of my labors; and although it enlightened me to some extent, I realized that I still had much to learn.

The dacoit, apparently, had met his death at the very hour when Nayland Smith should have been passing along Three Colt Street  a thoroughfare with an unsavory reputation. Who had killed him?

To-night, Samarkan advised the Chinese doctor, Smith would again be in the same dangerous neighborhood. A strange thrill of excitement swept through me. I glanced at my watch. Yes! It was time for me to repair, secretly, to my post. For I, too, had business on the borders of Chinatown to-night.


CHAPTER XXII

THE SECRET OF THE WHARF

I sat in the evil-smelling little room with its low, blackened ceiling, and strove to avoid making the slightest noise; but the crazy boards creaked beneath me with every movement. The moon hung low in an almost cloudless sky; for, following the spell of damp and foggy weather, a fall in temperature had taken place, and there was a frosty snap in the air to-night.

Through the open window the moonlight poured in and spilled its pure luminance upon the filthy floor; but I kept religiously within the shadows, so posted, however, that I could command an uninterrupted view of the street from the point where it crossed the creek to that where it terminated at the gates of the deserted wharf.

Above and below me the crazy building formerly known as the Joy-Shop and once the nightly resort of the Asiatic riff-raff from the docks  was silent, save for the squealing and scuffling of the rats. The melancholy lapping of the water frequently reached my ears, and a more or less continuous din from the wharves and workshops upon the further bank of the Thames; but in the narrow, dingy streets immediately surrounding the house, quietude reigned and no solitary footstep disturbed it.

Once, looking down in the direction of the bridge, I gave a great start, for a black patch of shadow moved swiftly across the path and merged into the other shadows bordering a high wall. My heart leapt momentarily, then, in another instant, the explanation of the mystery became apparent  in the presence of a gaunt and prowling cat. Bestowing a suspicious glance upward in my direction, the animal slunk away toward the path bordering the cutting.

By a devious route amid ghostly gasometers I had crept to my post in the early dusk, before the moon was risen, and already I was heartily weary of my passive part in the affair of the night. I had never before appreciated the multitudinous sounds, all of them weird and many of them horrible, which are within the compass of those great black rats who find their way to England with cargoes from Russia and elsewhere. From the rafters above my head, from the wall recesses about me, from the floor beneath my feet, proceeded a continuous and nerve-shattering concert, an unholy symphony which seemingly accompanied the eternal dance of the rats.

Sometimes a faint splash from below would tell of one of the revelers taking the water, but save for the more distant throbbing of riverside industry, and rarer note of shipping, the mad discords of this rat saturnalia alone claimed the ear.

The hour was nigh now, when matters should begin to develop. I followed the chimes from the clock of some church nearby  I have never learnt its name; and was conscious of a thrill of excitement when they warned me that the hour was actually arrived….

A strange figure appeared noiselessly, from I knew not where, and stood fully within view upon the bridge crossing the cutting, peering to right and left, in an attitude of listening. It was the figure of a bedraggled old woman, gray-haired, and carrying a large bundle tied up in what appeared to be a red shawl. Of her face I could see little, since it was shaded by the brim of her black bonnet, but she rested her bundle upon the low wall of the bridge, and to my intense surprise, sat down upon it!

She evidently intended to remain there.

I drew back further into the darkness; for the presence of this singular old woman at such a place, and at that hour, could not well be accidental. I was convinced that the first actor in the drama had already taken the stage. Whether I was mistaken or not must shortly appear.

Crisp footsteps sounded upon the roadway; distantly, and from my left. Nearer they approached and nearer. I saw the old woman, in the shadow of the wall, glance once rapidly in the direction of the approaching pedestrian. For some occult reason, the chorus of the rats was stilled. Only that firm and regular tread broke the intimate silence of the dreary spot.

Now the pedestrian came within my range of sight. It was Nayland Smith!

He wore a long tweed overcoat with which I was familiar, and a soft felt hat, the brim pulled down all around in a fashion characteristic of him, and probably acquired during the years spent beneath the merciless sun of Burma. He carried a heavy walking-cane which I knew to be a formidable weapon that he could wield to good effect. But, despite the stillness about me, a stillness which had reigned uninterruptedly (save for the danse macabre of the rats) since the coming of dusk, some voice within, ignoring these physical evidences of solitude, spoke urgently of lurking assassins; of murderous Easterns armed with those curved knives which sometimes flashed before my eyes in dreams; of a deathly menace which hid in the shadows about me, in the many shadows cloaking the holes and corners of the ramshackle building, draping arches, crannies and portals to which the moonlight could not penetrate.

He was abreast of the Joy-Shop now, and in sight of the ominous old witch huddled upon the bridge. He pulled up suddenly and stood looking at her. Coincident with his doing so, she began to moan and sway her body to right and left as if in pain; then  

Kind gentleman, she whined in a sing-song voice, thank God you came this way to help a poor old woman.

What is the matter? said Smith tersely, approaching her.

I clenched my fists. I could have cried out; I was indeed hard put to it to refrain from crying out  from warning him. But his injunctions had been explicit, and I restrained myself by a great effort, preserving silence and crouching there at the window, but with every muscle tensed and a desire for action strong upon me.

I tripped up on a rough stone, sir, whined the old creature, and here Ive been sitting waiting for a policeman or someone to help me, for more than an hour, I have.

Smith stood looking down at her, his arms behind him, and in one gloved hand swinging the cane.

Where do you live, then? he asked.

Not a hundred steps from here, kind gentleman, she replied in the monotonous voice; but I cant move my left foot. Its only just through the gates yonder.

What! snapped Smith, on the wharf?

They let me have a room in the old building until its let, she explained. Be helping a poor old woman, and God bless you.

Come along, then!

Stooping, Smith placed his arm around her shoulders, and assisted her to her feet. She groaned as if in great pain, but gripped her red bundle, and leaning heavily upon the supporting arm, hobbled off across the bridge in the direction of the wharf gates at the end of the lane.

Now at last a little action became possible, and having seen my friend push open one of the gates and assist the old woman to enter, I crept rapidly across the crazy floor, found the doorway, and, with little noise, for I wore rubber-soled shoes, stole down the stairs into what had formerly been the reception-room of the Joy-Shop, the malodorous sanctum of the old Chinaman, John Ki.

Utter darkness prevailed there, but momentarily flicking the light of a pocket-lamp upon the floor before me, I discovered the further steps that were to be negotiated, and descended into the square yard which gave access to the path skirting the creek.

The moonlight drew a sharp line of shadow along the wall of the house above me, but the yard itself was a well of darkness. I stumbled under the rotting brick archway, and stepped gingerly upon the muddy path that I must follow. One hand pressed to the damp wall, I worked my way cautiously along, for a false step had precipitated me into the foul water of the creek. In this fashion and still enveloped by dense shadows, I reached the angle of the building. Then  at risk of being perceived, for the wharf and the river both were bathed in moonlight  I peered along to the left….

Out onto the paved pathway communicating with the wharf came Smith, shepherding his tottering charge. I was too far away to hear any conversation that might take place between the two, but, unless Smith gave the pre-arranged signal, I must approach no closer. Thus, as one sees a drama upon the screen, I saw what now occurred  occurred with dramatic, lightning swiftness.

Releasing Smiths arm, the old woman suddenly stepped back … at the instant that another figure, a repellent figure which approached, stooping, apish, with a sort of loping gait, crossed from some spot invisible to me, and sprang like a wild animal upon Smiths back!

It was a Chinaman, wearing a short loose garment of the smock pattern, and having his head bare, so that I could see his pigtail coiled upon his yellow crown. That he carried a cord, I perceived in the instant of his spring, and that he had whipped it about Smiths throat with unerring dexterity was evidenced by the one, short, strangled cry that came from my friends lips.

Then Smith was down, prone upon the crazy planking, with the ape-like figure of the Chinaman perched between his shoulders  bending forward  the wicked yellow fingers at work, tightening  tightening  tightening the strangling-cord!

Uttering a loud cry of horror, I went racing along the gangway which projected actually over the moving Thames waters, and gained the wharf. But, swift as I had been, another had been swifter!

A tall figure (despite the brilliant moon, I doubted the evidence of my sight), wearing a tweed overcoat and a soft felt hat with the brim turned down, sprang up, from nowhere as it seemed, swooped upon the horrible figure squatting, simianesque, between Smiths shoulder-blades, and grasped him by the neck.

I pulled up shortly, one foot set upon the wharf. The new-comer was the double of Nayland Smith!

Seemingly exerting no effort whatever, he lifted the strangler in that remorseless grasp, so that the Chinamans hands, after one quick convulsive upward movement, hung limply beside him like the paws of a rat in the grip of a terrier.

You damned murderous swine! I heard in a repressed, savage undertone. The knife failed, so now the cord has an innings! Go after your pal!

Releasing one hand from the neck of the limp figure, the speaker grasped the Chinaman by his loose, smock-like garment, swung him back, once  a mighty swing  and hurled him far out into the river as one might hurl a sack of rubbish!


CHAPTER XXIII

ARREST OF SAMARKAN

As the high gods willed it, explained Nayland Smith, tenderly massaging his throat, Mr. Forsyth, having just left the docks, chanced to pass along Three Colt Street on Wednesday night at exactly the hour that I was expected! The resemblance between us is rather marked and the coincidence of dress completed the illusion. That devilish Eurasian woman, Zarmi, who has escaped us again  of course you recognized her?  made a very natural mistake. Mr. Forsyth, however, made no mistake!

I glanced at the chief officer of the Andaman, who sat in an armchair in our new chambers, contentedly smoking a black cheroot.

Heaven has blessed me with a pair of useful hands! said the seaman, grimly, extending his horny palms. Ive an old score against those yellow swine; poor George and I were twins.

He referred to his brother who had been foully done to death by one of the creatures of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

It beats me how Mr. Smith got on the track! he added.

Pure inspiration! murmured Nayland Smith, glancing aside from the siphon wherewith he now was busy. The divine afflatus  and the same whereby Petrie solved the Zagazig cryptogram!

But, concluded Forsyth, I am indebted to you for an opportunity of meeting the Chinese strangler, and sending him to join the Burmese knife expert!

Such, then, were the episodes that led to the arrest of M. Samarkan, and my duty as narrator of these strange matters now bears me on to the morning when Nayland Smith was hastily summoned to the prison into which the villainous Greek had been cast.

We were shown immediately into the Governors room and were invited by that much disturbed official to be seated. The news which he had to impart was sufficiently startling.

Samarkan was dead.

I have Warder Morrisons statement here, said Colonel Warrington, if you will be good enough to read it  

Nayland Smith rose abruptly, and began to pace up and down the little office. Through the open window I had a glimpse of a stooping figure in convict garb, engaged in liming the flower-beds of the prison Governors garden.

I should like to see this Warder Morrison personally, snapped my friend.

Very good, replied the Governor, pressing a bell-push placed close beside his table.

A man entered, to stand rigidly at attention just within the doorway.

Send Morrison here, ordered Colonel Warrington.

The man saluted and withdrew. As the door was reclosed, the Colonel sat drumming his fingers upon the table, Nayland Smith walked restlessly about tugging at the lobe of his ear, and I absently watched the convict gardener pursuing his toils. Shortly, sounded a rap at the door, and  

Come in, cried Colonel Warrington.

A man wearing warders uniform appeared, saluted the Governor, and stood glancing uneasily from the Colonel to Smith. The latter had now ceased his perambulations, and, one elbow resting upon the mantelpiece, was staring at Morrison  his penetrating gray eyes as hard as steel. Colonel Warrington twisted his chair around, fixing his monocle more closely in its place. He had the wiry white mustache and fiery red face of the old-style Anglo-Indian officer.

Morrison, he said, Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith has some questions to put to you.

The mans uneasiness palpably was growing by leaps and bounds. He was a tall and intelligent-looking fellow of military build, though spare for his height and of an unhealthy complexion. His eyes were curiously dull, and their pupils interested me, professionally, from the very moment of his entrance.

You were in charge of the prisoner Samarkan? began Smith harshly.

Yes, sir, Morrison replied.

Were you the first to learn of his death?

I was, sir. I looked through the grille in the door and saw him lying on the floor of the cell.

What time was it?

Half-past four A.M.

What did you do?

I went into the cell and then sent for the head warder.

You realized at once that Samarkan was dead?

At once, yes.

Were you surprised?

Nayland Smith subtly changed the tone of his voice in asking the last question, and it was evident that the veiled significance of the words was not lost upon Morrison.

Well, sir, he began, and cleared his throat nervously.

Yes, or no! snapped Smith.

Morrison still hesitated, and I saw his underlip twitch. Nayland Smith, taking two long strides, stood immediately in front of him, glaring grimly into his face.

This is your chance, he said emphatically; I shall not give you another. You had met Samarkan before?

Morrison hung his head for a moment, clenching and unclenching his fists; then he looked up swiftly, and the light of a new resolution was in his eyes.

Ill take the chance, sir, he said, speaking with some emotion, and I hope, sir  turning momentarily to Colonel Warrington that youll be as lenient as you can; for I didnt know there was any harm in what I did.

Dont expect any leniency from me! cried the Colonel. If there has been a breach of discipline there will be punishment, rely upon it!

I admit the breach of discipline, pursued the man doggedly; but I want to say, here and now, that Ive no more idea than anybody else how the  

Smith snapped his fingers irritably.

The facts  the facts! he demanded. What you dont know cannot help us!

Well, sir, said Morrison, clearing his throat again, when the prisoner, Samarkan, was admitted, and I put him safely into his cell, he told me that he suffered from heart trouble, that hed had an attack when he was arrested and that he thought he was threatened with another, which might kill him  

One moment, interrupted Smith, is this confirmed by the police officer who made the arrest?

It is, sir, replied Colonel Warrington, swinging his chair around and consulting some papers upon his table. The prisoner was overcome by faintness when the officer showed him the warrant and asked to be given some cognac from the decanter which stood in his room. This was administered, and he then entered the cab which the officer had waiting. He was taken to Bow Street, remanded, and brought here in accordance with some ones instructions.

My instructions said Smith. Go on, Morrison.

He told me, continued Morrison more steadily, that he suffered from something that sounded to me like apoplexy.

Catalepsy! I suggested, for I was beginning to see light.

Thats it, sir! He said he was afraid of being buried alive! He asked me, as a favor, if he should die in prison to go to a friend of his and get a syringe with which to inject some stuff that would do away with all chance of his coming to life again after burial.

You had no right to talk to the prisoner! roared Colonel Warrington.

I know that, sir, but youll admit that the circumstances were peculiar. Anyway, he died in the night, sure enough, and from heart failure, according to the doctor. I managed to get a couple of hours leave in the evening, and I went and fetched the syringe and a little tube of yellow stuff.

Do you understand, Petrie? cried Nayland Smith, his eyes blazing with excitement. Do you understand?

Perfectly.

Its more than I do, sir, continued Morrison, but as I was explaining, I brought the little syringe back with me and I filled it from the tube. The body was lying in the mortuary, which youve seen, and the door not being locked, it was easy for me to slip in there for a moment. I didnt fancy the job, but it was soon done. I threw the syringe and the tube over the wall into the lane outside, as Id been told to do.

What part of the wall? asked Smith.

Behind the mortuary.

Thats where they were waiting! I cried excitedly. The building used as a mortuary is quite isolated, and it would not be a difficult matter for some one hiding in the lane outside to throw one of those ladders of silk and bamboo across the top of the wall.

But, my good sir, interrupted the Governor irascibly, whilst I admit the possibility to which you allude, I do not admit that a dead man, and a heavy one at that, can be carried up a ladder of silk and bamboo! Yet, on the evidence of my own eyes, the body of the prisoner, Samarkan, was removed from the mortuary last night!

Smith signaled to me to pursue the subject no further; and indeed I realized that it would have been no easy matter to render the amazing truth evident to a man of the Colonels type of mind. But to me the facts of the case were now clear enough.

That Fu-Manchu possessed a preparation for producing artificial catalepsy, of a sort indistinguishable from death, I was well aware. A dose of this unknown drug had doubtless been contained in the cognac (if, indeed, the decanter had held cognac) that the prisoner had drunk at the time of his arrest. The yellow stuff spoken of by Morrison I recognized as the antidote (another secret of the brilliant Chinese doctor), a portion of which I had once, some years before, actually had in my possession. The dead man had not been carried up the ladder; he had climbed up!

Now, Morrison, snapped Nayland Smith, you have acted wisely thus far. Make a clean breast of it. How much were you paid for the job?

Twenty pounds, sir answered the man promptly, and Id have done it for less, because I could see no harm in it, the prisoner being dead, and this his last request.

And who paid you?

Now we were come to the nub of the matter, as the change in the mans face revealed. He hesitated momentarily, and Colonel Warrington brought his fist down on the table with a bang. Morrison made a sort of gesture of resignation at that, and  

When I was in the Army, sir, stationed at Cairo, he said slowly, I regret to confess that I formed a drug habit.

Opium? snapped Smith.

No, sir, hashish.

Good God! Go on.

Theres a place in Soho, just off Frith Street, where hashish is supplied, and I go there sometimes. Mr. Samarkan used to come, and bring people with him  from the New Louvre Hotel, I believe. Thats where I met him.

The exact address? demanded Smith.

Café de lEgypte. But the hashish is only sold upstairs, and no one is allowed up that isnt known personally to Ismail.

Who is this Ismail?

The proprietor of the café. Hes a Greek Jew of Salonica. An old woman used to attend to the customers upstairs, but during the last few months a young one has sometimes taken her place.

What is she like? I asked eagerly.

She has very fine eyes, and thats about all I can tell you, sir, because she wears a yashmak. Last night there were two women there, both veiled, though.

Two women!

Hope and fear entered my heart. That Kâramaneh was again in the power of the Chinese Doctor I knew to my sorrow. Could it be that the Café de lEgypte was the place of her captivity?


CHAPTER XXIV

CAFÉ DE LEGYPTE

I could see that Nayland Smith counted the escape of the prisoner but a trivial matter by comparison with the discovery to which it had led us. That the Soho café should prove to be, if not the headquarters at least a regular resort of Dr. Fu-Manchu, was not too much to hope. The usefulness of such a haunt was evident enough, since it might conveniently be employed as a place of rendezvous for Orientals  and furthermore enable the cunning Chinaman to establish relations with persons likely to prove of service to him.

Formerly, he had used an East End opium den for this purpose, and, later, the resort known as the Joy-Shop. Soho, hitherto, had remained outside the radius of his activity, but that he should have embraced it at last was not surprising; for Soho is the Montmartre of London and a land of many secrets.

Why, demanded Nayland Smith, have I never been told of the existence of this place?

Thats simple enough, answered Inspector Weymouth. Although we knew of this Café de lEgypte, we have never had the slightest trouble there. Its a Bohemian resort, where members of the French Colony, some of the Chelsea art people, professional models, and others of that sort, foregather at night. Ive been there myself as a matter of fact, and Ive seen people well known in the artistic world come in. It has much the same clientele as, say, the Café Royal, with a rather heavier sprinkling of Hindu students, Japanese, and so forth. Its celebrated for Turkish coffee.

What do you know of this Ismail?

Nothing much. Hes a Levantine Jew.

And something more! added Smith, surveying himself in the mirror, and turning to nod his satisfaction to the well-known perruquier whose services are sometimes requisitioned by the police authorities.

We were ready for our visit to the Café de lEgypte, and Smith having deemed it inadvisable that we should appear there openly, we had been transformed, under the adroit manipulation of Foster, into a pair of Futurists oddly unlike our actual selves. No wigs, no false mustaches had been employed; a change of costume and a few deft touches of some water-color paint had rendered us unrecognizable by our most intimate friends.

It was all very fantastic, very reminiscent of Christmas charades, but the farce had a grim, murderous undercurrent; the life of one dearer to me than life itself hung upon our success; the swamping of the White world by Yellow hordes might well be the price of our failure.

Weymouth left us at the corner of Frith Street. This was no more than a reconnaissance, but  

I shall be within hail if Im wanted, said the burly detective; and although we stood not in Chinatown but in the heart of Bohemian London, with popular restaurants about us, I was glad to know that we had so stanch an ally in reserve.

The shadow of the great Chinaman was upon me. That strange, subconscious voice, with which I had become familiar in the past, awoke within me to-night. Not by logic, but by prescience, I knew that the Yellow doctor was near.

Two minutes walk brought us to the door of the café. The upper half was of glass, neatly curtained, as were the windows on either side of it; and above the establishment appeared the words: Café de lEgypte. Between the second and third word was inserted a gilded device representing the crescent of Islâm.

We entered. On our right was a room furnished with marble-topped tables, cane-seated chairs and plush-covered lounges set against the walls. The air was heavy with tobacco smoke; evidently the café was full, although the night was young.

Smith immediately made for the upper end of the room. It was not large, and at first glance I thought that there was no vacant place. Presently, however, I espied two unoccupied chairs; and these we took, finding ourselves facing a pale, bespectacled young man, with long, fair hair and faded eyes, whose companion, a bold brunette, was smoking one of the largest cigarettes I had ever seen, in a gold and amber cigar-holder.

A very commonplace Swiss waiter took our orders for coffee, and we began discreetly to survey our surroundings. The only touch of Oriental color thus far perceptible in the café de lEgypte was provided by a red-capped Egyptian behind a narrow counter, who presided over the coffee pots. The patrons of the establishment were in every way typical of Soho, and in the bulk differed not at all from those of the better known café restaurants.

There were several Easterns present; but Smith, having given each of them a searching glance, turned to me with a slight shrug of disappointment. Coffee being placed before us, we sat sipping the thick, sugary beverage, smoking cigarettes and vainly seeking for some clue to guide us to the inner sanctuary consecrated to hashish. It was maddening to think that Kâramaneh might be somewhere concealed in the building, whilst I sat there, inert amongst this gathering whose conversation was of abnormalities in art, music, and literature.

Then, suddenly, the pale young man seated opposite paid his bill, and with a word of farewell to his companion, went out of the café. He did not make his exit by the door through which we entered, but passed up the crowded room to the counter whereat the Egyptian presided. From some place hidden in the rear, emerged a black-haired, swarthy man, with whom the other exchanged a few words. The pale young artist raised his wide-brimmed hat, and was gone  through a curtained doorway on the left of the counter.

As he opened it, I had a glimpse of a narrow court beyond; then the door was closed again … and I found myself thinking of the peculiar eyes of the departed visitor. Even through the thick pebbles of his spectacles, although for some reason I had thought little of the matter at the time, his oddly contracted pupils were noticeable. As the girl, in turn, rose and left the café  but by the ordinary door  I turned to Smith.

That man … I began, and paused.

Smith was watching covertly, a Hindu seated at a neighboring table, who was about to settle his bill. Standing up, the Hindu made for the coffee counter, the swarthy man appeared out of the background  and the Asiatic visitor went out by the door opening into the court.

One quick glance Smith gave me, and raised his hand for the waiter. A few minutes later we were out in the street again.

We must find our way to that court! snapped my friend. Let us try back, I noted a sort of alley-way which we passed just before reaching the café.

You think the hashish den is in some adjoining building?

I dont know where it is, Petrie, but I know the way to it!

Into a narrow, gloomy court we plunged, hemmed in by high walls, and followed it for ten yards or more. An even narrower and less inviting turning revealed itself on the left. We pursued our way, and presently found ourselves at the back of the Café de lEgypte.

Theres the door, I said.

It opened into a tiny cul de sac, flanked by dilapidated hoardings, and no other door of any kind was visible in the vicinity. Nayland Smith stood tugging at the lobe of his ear almost savagely.

Where the devil do they go? he whispered.

Even as he spoke the words, came a gleam of light through the upper curtained part of the door, and I distinctly saw the figure of a man in silhouette.

Stand back! snapped Smith.

We crouched back against the dirty wall of the court, and watched a strange thing happen. The back door of the Café de lEgypte opened outward, simultaneously a door, hitherto invisible, set at right angles in the hoarding adjoining, opened inward!

A man emerged from the café and entered the secret doorway. As he did so, the café door swung back … and closed the door in the hoarding!

Very good! muttered Nayland Smith. Our friend Ismail, behind the counter, moves some lever which causes the opening of one door automatically to open the other. Failing his kindly offices, the second exit from the Café de lEgypte is innocent enough. Now  what is the next move?

I have an idea, Smith! I cried. According to Morrison, the place in which the hashish may be obtained has no windows but is lighted from above. No doubt it was built for a studio and has a glass roof. Therefore  

Come along! snapped Smith, grasping my arm; you have solved the difficulty, Petrie.


CHAPTER XXV

THE HOUSE OF HASHISH

Along the leads from Frith Street we worked our perilous way. From the top landing of a French restaurant we had gained access, by means of a trap, to the roof of the building. Now, the busy streets of Soho were below me, and I clung dizzily to telephone standards and smoke stacks, rarely venturing to glance downward upon the cosmopolitan throng, surging, dwarfish, in the lighted depths.

Sometimes the bulky figure of Inspector Weymouth would loom up grotesquely against the star-sprinkled blue, as he paused to take breath; the next moment Nayland Smith would be leading the way again, and I would find myself contemplating some sheer well of blackness, with nausea threatening me because it had to be negotiated.

None of these gaps were more than a long stride from side to side; but the sense of depth conveyed in the muffled voices and dimmed footsteps from the pavements far below was almost overpowering. Indeed, I am convinced that for my part I should never have essayed that nightmare journey were it not that the musical voice of Kâramaneh seemed to be calling to me, her little white hands to be seeking mine, blindly, in the darkness.

That we were close to a haunt of the dreadful Chinamen I was persuaded; therefore my hatred and my love cooperated to lend me a coolness and address which otherwise I must have lacked.

Hullo! cried Smith, who was leading what now?

We had crept along the crown of a sloping roof and were confronted by the blank wall of a building which rose a story higher than that adjoining it. It was crowned by an iron railing, showing blackly against the sky. I paused, breathing heavily, and seated astride that dizzy perch. Weymouth was immediately behind me, and  

Its the Café de lEgypte, Mr. Smith! he said, If youll look up, youll see the reflection of the lights shining through the glass roof.

Vaguely I discerned Nayland Smith rising to his feet.

Be careful! I said. For Gods sake dont slip!

Take my hand, he snapped energetically.

I stretched forward and grasped his hand. As I did so, he slid down the slope on the right, away from the street, and hung perilously for a moment over the very cul de sac upon which the secret door opened.

Good! he muttered There is, as I had hoped, a window lighting the top of the staircase. Ssh!  ssh!

His grip upon my hand tightened; and there aloft, above the teemful streets of Soho, I sat listening … whilst very faint and muffled footsteps sounded upon an uncarpeted stair, a door banged, and all was silent again, save for the ceaseless turmoil far below.

Sit tight, and catch! rapped Smith.

Into my extended hands he swung his boots, fastened together by the laces! Then, ere I could frame any protest, he disengaged his hand from mine, and pressing his body close against the angle of the building, worked his way around to the staircase window, which was invisible from where I crouched.

Heavens! muttered Weymouth, close to my ear, I can never travel that road!

Nor I! was my scarcely audible answer.

In a anguish of fearful anticipation I listened for the cry and the dull thud which should proclaim the fate of my intrepid friend; but no such sounds came to me. Some thirty seconds passed in this fashion, when a subdued call from above caused me to start and look aloft.

Nayland Smith was peering down from the railing on the roof.

Mind your head! he warned  and over the rail swung the end of a light wooden ladder, lowering it until it rested upon the crest astride of which I sat.

Up you come!  then Weymouth!

Whilst Smith held the top firmly, I climbed up rung by rung, not daring to think of what lay below.

My relief when at last I grasped the railing, climbed over, and found myself upon a wooden platform, was truly inexpressible.

Come on, Weymouth! rapped Nayland Smith. This ladder has to be lowered back down the trap before another visitor arrives!

Taking short, staccato breaths at every step, Inspector Weymouth ascended, ungainly, that frail and moving stair. Arrived beside me, he wiped the perspiration from his face and forehead.

I wouldnt do it again for a hundred pounds! he said hoarsely.

You dont have to! snapped Smith.

Back he hauled the ladder, shouldered it, and stepping to a square opening in one corner of the rickety platform, lowered it cautiously down.

Have you a knife with a corkscrew in it? he demanded.

Weymouth had one, which he produced. Nayland Smith screwed it into the weather-worn frame, and by that means reclosed the trapdoor softly, then  

Look, he said, there is the house of hashish!


CHAPTER XXVI

THE DEMONS SELF

Through the glass panes of the skylight I looked down upon a scene so bizarre that my actual environment became blotted out, and I was mentally translated to Cairo  to that quarter of Cairo immediately surrounding the famous Square of the Fountain  to those indescribable streets, wherefrom arises the perfume of deathless evil, wherein, to the wailing, luresome music of the reed pipe, painted dancing-girls sway in the wild abandon of dances that were ancient when Thebes was the City of a Hundred Gates; I seemed to stand again in el Wasr.

The room below was rectangular, and around three of the walls were divans strewn with garish cushions, whilst highly colored Eastern rugs were spread about the floor. Four lamps swung on chains, two from either of the beams which traversed the apartment. They were fine examples of native perforated brasswork.

Upon the divans some eight or nine men were seated, fully half of whom were Orientals or half-castes. Before each stood a little inlaid table bearing a brass tray; and upon the trays were various boxes, some apparently containing sweetmeats, other cigarettes. One or two of the visitors smoked curious, long-stemmed pipes and sipped coffee.

Even as I leaned from the platform, surveying that incredible scene (incredible in a street of Soho), another devotee of hashish entered  a tall, distinguished-looking man, wearing a light coat over his evening dress.

Gad! whispered Smith, beside me Sir Byngham Pyne of the India Office! You see, Petrie! You see! This place is a lure. My God! …

He broke off, as I clutched wildly at his arm.

The last arrival having taken his seat in a corner of the divan, two heavy curtains draped before an opening at one end of the room parted, and a girl came out, carrying a tray such as already reposed before each of the other men in the room.

She wore a dress of dark lilac-colored gauze, banded about with gold tissue and embroidered with gold thread and pearls; and around her shoulders floated, so ethereally that she seemed to move in a violet cloud; a scarf of Delhi muslin. A white yashmak trimmed with gold tissue concealed the lower part of her face.

My heart throbbed wildly; I seemed to be choking. By the wonderful hair alone I must have known her, by the great, brilliant eyes, by the shape of those slim white ankles, by every movement of that exquisite form. It was Kâramaneh!

I sprang madly back from the rail … and Smith had my arm in an iron grip.

Where are you going? he snapped.

Where am I going? I cried. Do you think

What do you propose to do? he interrupted harshly. Do you know so little of the resources of Dr. Fu-Manchu that you would throw yourself blindly into that den? Damn it all, man! I know what you suffer!  but wait  wait. We must not act rashly; our plans must be well considered.

He drew me back to my former post and clapped his hand on my shoulder sympathetically. Clutching the rail like a man frenzied, as indeed I was, I looked down into that infamous den again, striving hard for composure.

Kâramaneh listlessly placed the tray upon the little table before Sir Byngham Pyne and withdrew without vouchsafing him a single glance in acknowledgment of his unconcealed admiration.

A moment later, above the dim clamor of London far below, there crept to my ears a sound which completed the magical quality of the scene, rendering that sky platform on a roof of Soho a magical carpet bearing me to the golden Orient. This sound was the wailing of a reed pipe.

The company is complete, murmured Smith. I had expected this.

Again the curtains parted, and a ghazeeyeh glided out into the room. She wore a white dress, clinging closely to her figure from shoulders to hips, where it was clasped by an ornate girdle, and a skirt of sky-blue gauze which clothed her as Io was clothed of old. Her arms were covered with gold bangles, and gold bands were clasped about her ankles. Her jet-black, frizzy hair was unconfined and without ornament, and she wore a sort of highly colored scarf so arranged that it effectually concealed the greater part of her face, but served to accentuated the brightness of the great flashing eyes. She had unmistakable beauty of a sort, but how different from the sweet witchery of Kâramaneh!

With a bold, swinging grace she walked down the center of the room, swaying her arms from side to side and snapping her fingers.

Zarmi! exclaimed Smith.

But his exclamation was unnecessary, for already I had recognized the evil Eurasian who was so efficient a servant of the Chinese doctor.

The wailing of the pipes continued, and now faintly I could detect the throbbing of a darabûkeh. This was el Wasr indeed. The dance commenced, its every phase followed eagerly by the motley clientele of the hashish house. Zarmi danced with an insolent nonchalance that nevertheless displayed her barbaric beauty to greatest advantage. She was lithe as a serpent, graceful as a young panther, another Lamia come to damn the souls of men with those arts denounced in a long dead age by Apolonius of Tyana.

She seemed, at once, some penanced lady elf, Some demons mistress, or the demons self….

Entranced against my will, I watched the Eurasian until, the barbaric dance completed, she ran from the room, and the curtains concealed her from view. How my mind was torn between hope and fear that I should see Kâramaneh again! How I longed for one more glimpse of her, yet loathed the thought of her presence in that infamous house.

She was a captive; of that there could be no doubt, a captive in the hands of the giant criminal whose wiles were endless, whose resources were boundless, whose intense cunning had enabled him, for years, to weave his nefarious plots in the very heart of civilization, and remain immune. Suddenly  

That woman is a sorceress! muttered Nayland Smith. There is about her something serpentine, at once repelling and fascinating. It would be of interest, Petrie, to learn what State secrets have been filched from the brains of habitues of this den, and interesting to know from what unsuspected spy-hole Fu-Manchu views his nightly catch. If …

His voice died away, in a most curious fashion. I have since thought that here was a case of true telepathy. For, as Smith spoke of Fu-Manchus spy-hole, the idea leapt instantly to my mind that this was it  this strange platform upon which we stood!

I drew back from the rail, turned, stared at Smith. I read in his face that our suspicions were identical. Then  

Look! Look! whispered Weymouth.

He was gazing at the trapdoor  which was slowly rising; inch by inch … inch by inch … Fascinatedly, raptly, we all gazed. A head appeared in the opening  and some vague, reflected light revealed two long, narrow, slightly oblique eyes watching us. They were brilliantly green.

By God! came in a mighty roar from Weymouth. Its Dr. Fu-Manchu!

As one man we leapt for the trap. It dropped, with a resounding bang  and I distinctly heard a bolt shot home.

A gutteral voice  the unmistakable, unforgettable voice of Fu-Manchu  sounded dimly from below. I turned and sprang back to the rail of the platform, peering down into the hashish house. The occupants of the divans were making for the curtained doorway. Some, who seemed to be in a state of stupor, were being assisted by the others and by the man, Ismail, who had now appeared upon the scene.

Of Kâramaneh, Zarmi, or Fu-Manchu there was no sign.

Suddenly, the lights were extinguished.

This is maddening! cried Nayland Smith maddening! No doubt they have some other exit, some hiding-place  and they are slipping through our hands!

Inspector Weymouth blew a shrill blast upon his whistle, and Smith, running to the rail of the platform, began to shatter the panes of the skylight with his foot.

Thats hopeless, sir! cried Weymouth. Youd be torn to pieces on the jagged glass.

Smith desisted, with a savage exclamation, and stood beating his right fist into the palm of his left hand, and glaring madly at the Scotland Yard man.

I know Im to blame, admitted Weymouth; but the words were out before I knew Id spoken. Ah!  as an answering whistle came from somewhere in the street below. But will they ever find us?

He blew again shrilly. Several whistles replied … and a wisp of smoke floated up from the shattered pane of the skylight.

I can smell petrol! muttered Weymouth.

An ever-increasing roar, not unlike that of an approaching storm at sea, came from the streets beneath. Whistles skirled, remotely and intimately, and sometimes one voice, sometimes another, would detach itself from this stormy background with weird effect. Somewhere deep in the bowels of the hashish house there went on ceaselessly a splintering and crashing as though a determined assault were being made upon a door. A light shone up through the skylight.

Back once more to the rail I sprang, looked down into the room below  and saw a sight never to be forgotten.

Passing from divan to curtained door, from piles of cushions to stacked-up tables, and bearing a flaming torch hastily improvised out of a roll of newspaper, was Dr. Fu-Manchu. Everything inflammable in the place had been soaked with petrol, and, his gaunt, yellow face lighted by the evergrowing conflagration, so that truly it seemed not the face of a man, but that of a demon of the hells, the Chinese doctor ignited point after point….

Smith! I screamed, we are trapped! that fiend means to burn us alive!

And the place will flare like matchwood! Its touch and go this time, Petrie! To drop to the sloping roof underneath would mean almost certain death on the pavement….

I dragged my pistol from my pocket and began wildly to fire shot after shot into the holocaust below. But the awful Chinaman had escaped  probably by some secret exit reserved for his own use; for certainly he must have known that escape into the court was now cut off.

Flames were beginning to hiss through the skylight. A tremendous crackling and crashing told of the glass destroyed. Smoke spurted up through the cracks of the boarding upon which we stood  and a great shout came from the crowd in the streets….

In the distance  a long, long way off, it seemed  was born a new note in the stormy human symphony. It grew in volume, it seemed to be sweeping down upon us  nearer  nearer  nearer. Now it was in the streets immediately adjoining the Café de lEgypte … and now, blessed sound! it culminated in a mighty surging cheer.

The fire-engines, said Weymouth coolly  and raised himself on to the lower rail, for the platform was growing uncomfortably hot.

Tongues of fire licked out, venomously, from beneath my feet. I leapt for the railing in turn, and sat astride it … as one end of the flooring burst into flame.

The heat from the blazing room above which we hung suspended was now all but insupportable, and the fumes threatened to stifle us. My head seemed to be bursting; my throat and lungs were consumed by internal fires.

Merciful heavens! whispered Smith. Will they reach us in time?

Not if they dont get here within the next thirty seconds! answered Weymouth grimly  and changed his position, in order to avoid a tongue of flame that hungrily sought to reach him.

Nayland Smith turned and looked me squarely in the eyes. Words trembled on his tongue; but those words were never spoken … for a brass helmet appeared suddenly out of the smoke banks, followed almost immediately by a second….

Quick, sir! this way! Jump! Ill catch you!

Exactly what followed I never knew; but there was a mighty burst of cheering, a sense of tension released, and it became a task less agonizing to breathe.

Feeling very dazed, I found myself in the heart of a huge, excited crowd, with Weymouth beside me, and Nayland Smith holding my arm. Vaguely, I heard;  

They have the man Ismail, but …

A hollow crash drowned the end of the sentence. A shower of sparks shot up into the nights darkness high above our heads.

Thats the platform gone!


CHAPTER XXVII

ROOM WITH THE GOLDEN DOOR

One night early in the following week I sat at work upon my notes dealing with our almost miraculous escape from the blazing hashish house when the clock of St. Pauls began to strike midnight.

I paused in my work, leaning back wearily and wondering what detained Nayland Smith so late. Some friends from Burma had carried him off to a theater, and in their good company I had thought him safe enough; yet, with the omnipresent menace of Fu-Manchu hanging over our heads, always I doubted, always I feared, if my friend should chance to be delayed abroad at night.

What a world of unreality was mine, in those days! Jostling, as I did, commonplace folk in commonplace surroundings, I yet knew myself removed from them, knew myself all but alone in my knowledge of the great and evil man, whose presence in England had diverted my life into these strange channels.

But, despite of all my knowledge, and despite the infinitely greater knowledge and wider experience of Nayland Smith, what did I know, what did he know, of the strange organization called the Si-Fan, and of its most formidable member, Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Where did the dreadful Chinaman hide, with his murderers, his poisons, and his nameless death agents? What roof in broad England sheltered Kâramaneh, the companion of my dreams, the desire of every waking hour?

I uttered a sigh of despair, when, to my unbounded astonishment, there came a loud rap upon the window pane!

Leaping up, I crossed to the window, threw it widely open and leant out, looking down into the court below. It was deserted. In no other window visible to me was any light to be seen, and no living thing moved in the shadows beneath. The clamor of Fleet Streets diminishing traffic came dimly to my ears; the last stroke from St. Pauls quivered through the night.

What was the meaning of the sound which had disturbed me? Surely I could not have imagined it? Yet, right, left, above and below, from the cloisteresque shadows on the east of the court to the blank wall of the building on the west, no living thing stirred.

Quietly, I reclosed the window, and stood by it for a moment listening. Nothing occurred, and I returned to the writing-table, puzzled but in no sense alarmed. I resumed the seemingly interminable record of the Si-Fan mysteries, and I had just taken up my pen, when … two loud raps sounded upon the pane behind me.

In a trice I was at the window, had thrown it open, and was craning out. Practical joking was not characteristic of Nayland Smith, and I knew of none other likely to take such a liberty. As before, the court below proved to be empty….

Some one was softly rapping at the door of the chambers!

I turned swiftly from the open window; and now, came fear. Momentarily, the icy finger of panic touched me, for I thought myself invested upon all sides. Who could this late caller be, this midnight visitor who rapped, ghostly, in preference to ringing the bell?

From the table drawer I took out a Browning pistol, slipped it into my pocket and crossed to the narrow hallway. It was in darkness, but I depressed the switch, lighting the lamp. Toward the closed door I looked  as the soft rapping was repeated.

I advanced; then hesitated, and, strung up to a keen pitch of fearful anticipation, stood there in doubt. The silence remained unbroken for the space, perhaps of half a minute. Then again came the ghostly rapping.

Whos there? I cried loudly.

Nothing stirred outside the door, and still I hesitated. To some who read, my hesitancy may brand me childishly timid; but I, who had met many of the dreadful creatures of Dr. Fu-Manchu, had good reason to fear whomsoever or whatsoever rapped at midnight upon my door. Was I likely to forget the great half-human ape, with the strength of four lusty men, which once he had loosed upon us?  had I not cause to remember his Burmese dacoits and Chinese stranglers?

No, I had just cause for dread, as I fully recognized when, snatching the pistol from my pocket, I strode forward, flung wide the door, and stood peering out into the black gulf of the stairhead.

Nothing, no one, appeared!

Conscious of a longing to cry out  if only that the sound of my own voice might reassure me  I stood listening. The silence was complete.

Whos there? I cried again, and loudly enough to arrest the attention of the occupant of the chambers opposite if he chanced to be at home.

None replied; and finding this phantom silence more nerve-racking than any clamor, I stepped outside the door  and my heart gave a great leap, then seemed to remain inert, in my breast….

Right and left of me, upon either side of the doorway, stood a dim figure: I had walked deliberately into a trap!

The shock of the discovery paralyzed my mind for one instant. In the next, and with the sinister pair closing swiftly upon me, I stepped back  I stepped into the arms of some third assailant, who must have entered the chambers by way of the open window and silently crept up behind me!

So much I realized, and no more. A bag, reeking of some hashish-like perfume, was clapped over my head and pressed firmly against mouth and nostrils. I felt myself to be stifling  dying  and dropping into a bottomless pit.

When I opened my eyes I failed for some time to realize that I was conscious in the true sense of the word, that I was really awake.

I sat upon a bench covered with a red carpet, in a fair-sized room, very simply furnished, in the Chinese manner, but having a two-leaved, gilded door, which was shut. At the further end of this apartment was a dais some three feet high, also carpeted with red, and upon it was placed a very large cushion covered with a tiger skin.

Seated cross-legged upon the cushion was a Chinaman of most majestic appearance. His countenance was truly noble and gracious and he was dressed in a yellow robe lined with marten-fur. His hair, which was thickly splashed with gray, was confined upon the top of his head by three golden combs, and a large diamond was suspended from his left ear. A pearl-embroidered black cap, surmounted by the red coral ball denoting the mandarins rank, lay upon a second smaller cushion beside him.

Leaning back against the wall, I stared at his personage with a dreadful fixity, for I counted him the figment of a disarranged mind. But palpably he remained before me, fanning himself complacently, and watching me with every mark of kindly interest. Evidently perceiving that I was fully alive to my surroundings, the Chinaman addressed a remark to me in a tongue quite unfamiliar.

I shook my head dazedly.

Ah, he commented in French, you do not speak my language.

I do not, I answered, also in French, but since it seems we have one common tongue, what is the meaning of the outrage to which I have been subjected, and who are you?

As I spoke the words I rose to my feet, but was immediately attacked by vertigo, which compelled me to resume my seat upon the bench.

Compose yourself, said the Chinaman, taking a pinch of snuff from a silver vase which stood convenient to his hand. I have been compelled to adopt certain measures in order to bring about this interview. In China, such measures are not unusual, but I recognize that they are out of accordance with your English ideas.

Emphatically they are! I replied.

The placid manner of this singularly imposing old man rendered proper resentment difficult. A sense of futility, and of unreality, claimed me; I felt that this was a dream-world, governed by dream-laws.

You have good reason, he continued, calmly raising the pinch of snuff to his nostrils, good reason to distrust all that is Chinese. Therefore, when I despatched my servants to your abode (knowing you to be alone) I instructed them to observe every law of courtesy, compatible with the Sure Invitation. Hence, I pray you, absolve me, for I intended no offense.

Words failed me altogether; wonder succeeded wonder! What was coming? What did it all mean?

I have selected you, rather than Mr. Commissioner Nayland Smith, continued the mandarin, as the recipient of those secrets which I am about to impart, for the reason that your friend might possibly be acquainted with my appearance. I will confess there was a time when I must have regarded you with animosity, as one who sought the destruction of the most ancient and potent organization in the world  the Si-Fan.

As he uttered the words he raised his right hand and touched his forehead, his mouth, and finally his breast  a gesture reminiscent of that employed by Moslems.

But my first task is to assure you, he resumed, that the activities of that Order are in no way inimical to yourself, your country or your King. The extensive ramifications of the Order have recently been employed by a certain Dr. Fu-Manchu for his own ends, and, since he was (I admit it) a high official, a schism has been created in our ranks. Exactly a month ago, sentence of death was passed upon him by the Sublime Prince, and since I myself must return immediately to China, I look to Mr. Nayland Smith to carry out that sentence.

I said nothing; I remained bereft of the power of speech.

The Si-Fan, he added, repeating the gesture with his hand, disown Dr. Fu-Manchu and his servants; do with them what you will. In this envelope  he held up a sealed package is information which should prove helpful to Mr. Smith. I have now a request to make. You were conveyed here in the garments which your wore at the time that my servants called upon you. (I was hatless and wore red leathern slippers.) An overcoat and a hat can doubtless be found to suit you, temporarily, and my request is that you close your eyes until permission is given to open them.

Is there any one of my readers in doubt respecting my reception of this proposal? Remember my situation, remember the bizarre happening that had led up to it; remember, too, ere judging me, that whilst I could not doubt the unseen presence of Chinamen unnumbered surrounding that strange apartment with the golden door, I had not the remotest clue to guide me in determining where it was situated. Since the duration of my unconsciousness was immeasurable, the place in which I found myself might have been anywhere, within say, thirty miles of Fleet Street!

I agree, I said.

The mandarin bowed composedly.

Kindly close your eyes, Dr. Petrie, he requested, and fear nothing. No danger threatens you.

I obeyed. Instantly sounded the note of a gong, and I became aware that the golden door was open. A soft voice, evidently that of a cultured Chinaman, spoke quite close to my ear  

Keep your eyes tightly closed, please, and I will help you on with this coat. The envelope you will find in the pocket and here is a tweed cap. Now take my hand.

Wearing the borrowed garments, I was led from the room, along a passage, down a flight of thickly carpeted stairs, and so out of the house into the street. Faint evidences of remote traffic reached my ears as I was assisted into a car and placed in a cushioned corner. The car moved off, proceeded for some distance; then  

Allow me to help you to descend, said the soft voice. You may open your eyes in thirty seconds.

I was assisted from the step on to the pavement  and I heard the car being driven back. Having slowly counted thirty I opened my eyes, and looked about me. This, and not the fevered moment when first I had looked upon the room with the golden door, seemed to be my true awakening, for about me was comprehensible world, the homely streets of London, with deserted Portland Place stretching away on the one hand and a glimpse of midnight Regent Street obtainable on the other! The clock of the neighboring church struck one.

My mind yet dull with wonder of it all, I walked on to Oxford Circus and there obtained a taxicab, in which I drove to Fleet Street. Discharging the man, I passed quickly under the time worn archway into the court and approached our stair. Indeed, I was about to ascend when some one came racing down and almost knocked me over.

Petrie! Petrie! Thank God youre safe!

It was Nayland Smith, his eyes blazing with excitement, as I could see by the dim light of the lamp near the archway, and his hands, as he clapped them upon my shoulders, quivering tensely.

Petrie! he ran on impulsively, and speaking with extraordinary rapidly, I was detained by a most ingenious trick and arrived only five minutes ago, to find you missing, the window wide open, and signs of hooks, evidently to support a rope ladder, having been attached to the ledge.

But where were you going?

Weymouth has just rung up. We have indisputable proof that the mandarin Ki-Ming, whom I had believed to be dead, and whom I know for a high official of the Si-Fan, is actually in London! Its neck or nothing this time, Petrie! Im going straight to Portland Place!

To the Chinese Legation?

Exactly!

Perhaps I can save you a journey, I said slowly. I have just come from there!


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE MANDARIN KI-MING

Nayland Smith strode up and down the little sitting-room, tugging almost savagely at the lobe of his left ear. To-night his increasing grayness was very perceptible, and with his feverishly bright eyes staring straightly before him, he looked haggard and ill, despite the deceptive tan of his skin.

Petrie, he began in his abrupt fashion, I am losing confidence in myself.

Why? I asked in surprise.

I hardly know; but for some occult reason I feel afraid.

Afraid?

Exactly; afraid. There is some deep mystery here that I cannot fathom. In the first place, if they had really meant you to remain ignorant of the place at which the episodes described by you occurred, they would scarcely have dropped you at the end of Portland Place.

You mean …?

I mean that I dont believe you were taken to the Chinese Legation at all. Undoubtedly you saw the mandarin Ki-Ming; I recognize him from your description.

You have met him, then?

No; but I know those who have. He is undoubtedly a very dangerous man, and it is just possible  

He hesitated, glancing at me strangely.

It is just possible, he continued musingly, that his presence marks the beginning of the end. Fu-Manchus health may be permanently impaired, and Ki-Ming may have superceded him.

But, if what you suspect, Smith, be only partly true, with what object was I seized and carried to that singular interview? What was the meaning of the whole solemn farce?

Its meaning remains to be discovered, he answered; but that the mandarin is amicably disposed I refuse to believe. You may dismiss the idea. In dealing with Ki-Ming we are to all intents and purposes dealing with Fu-Manchu. To me, this mans presence means one thing: we are about to be subjected to attempts along slightly different lines.

I was completely puzzled by Smiths tone.

You evidently know more of this man, Ki-Ming, than you have yet explained to me, I said.

Nayland Smith pulled out the blackened briar and began rapidly to load it.

He is a graduate, he replied, of the Lama College, or monastery, of Rache-Churân.

This does not enlighten me.

Having got his pipe going well  

What do you know of animal magnetism? snapped Smith.

The question seemed so wildly irrelevant that I stared at him in silence for some moments. Then  

Certain powers sometimes grouped under that head are recognized in every hospital to-day, I answered shortly.

Quite so. And the monastery of Rache-Churân is entirely devoted to the study of the subject.

Do you mean that that gentle old man  

Petrie, a certain M. Sokoloff, a Russian gentleman whose acquaintance I made in Mandalay, related to me an episode that took place at the house of the mandarin Ki-Ming in Canton. It actually occurrd in the presence of M. Sokoloff, and therefore is worthy of your close attention.

He had had certain transactions with Ki-Ming, and at their conclusion received an invitation to dine with the mandarin. The entertainment took place in a sort of loggia or open pavilion, immediately in front of which was an ornamental lake, with numerous waterlilies growing upon its surface. One of the servants, I think his name was Li, dropped a silver bowl containing orange-flower water for pouring upon the hands, and some of the contents lightly sprinkled M. Sokoloffs garments.

Ki-Ming spoke no word of rebuke, Petrie; he merely looked at Li, with those deceptive, gazelle-like eyes. Li, according to my acquaintance account, began to make palpable and increasingly anxious attempts to look anywhere rather than into the mild eyes of his implacable master. M. Sokoloff, who, up to that moment, had entertained similar views to your own respecting his host, regarded this unmoving stare of Ki-Mings as a sort of kindly, because silent, reprimand. The behavior of the unhappy Li very speedily served to disabuse his mind of that delusion.

Petrie  the man grew livid, his whole body began to twitch and shake as though an ague had attacked him; and his eyes protruded hideously from their sockets! M. Sokoloff assured me that he felt himself turning pale  when Ki-Ming, very slowly, raised his right hand and pointed to the pond.

Li began to pant as though engaged in a life and death struggle with a physically superior antagonist. He clutched at the posts of the loggia with frenzied hands and a bloody froth came to his lips. He began to move backward, step by step, step by step, all the time striving, with might and main, to prevent himself from doing so! His eyes were set rigidly upon Ki-Ming, like the eyes of a rabbit fascinated by a python. Ki-Ming continued to point.

Right to the brink of the lake the man retreated, and there, for one dreadful moment, he paused and uttered a sort of groaning sob. Then, clenching his fists frenziedly, he stepped back into the water and immediately sank among the lilies. Ki-Ming continued to gaze fixedly  at the spot where bubbles were rising; and presently up came the livid face of the drowning man, still having those glazed eyes turned, immovably, upon the mandarin. For nearly five seconds that hideous, distorted face gazed from amid the mass of blooms, then it sank again … and rose no more.

What! I cried, do you mean to tell me  

Ki-Ming struck a gong. Another servant appeared with a fresh bowl of water; and the mandarin calmly resumed his dinner!

I drew a deep breath and raised my hand to my head.

It is almost unbelievable, I said. But what completely passes my comprehension is his allowing me to depart unscathed, having once held me in his power. Why the long harangue and the pose of friendship?

That point is not so difficult.

What!

That does not surprise me in the least. You may recollect that Dr. Fu-Manchu entertains for you an undoubted affection, distinctly Chinese in its character, but nevertheless an affection! There is no intention of assassinating you, Petrie; I am the selected victim.

I started up.

Smith! what do you mean? What danger, other than that which has threatened us for over two years, threatens us to-night?

Now you come to the point which does puzzle me. I believe I stated awhile ago that I was afraid. You have placed your finger upon the cause of my fear. What threatens us to-night?

He spoke the words in such a fashion that they seemed physically to chill me. The shadows of the room grew menacing; the very silence became horrible. I longed with a terrible longing for company, for the strength that is in numbers; I would have had the place full to overflowing  for it seemed that we two, condemned by the mysterious organization called the Si-Fan, were at that moment surrounded by the entire arsenal of horrors at the command of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I broke that morbid silence. My voice had assumed an unnatural tone.

Why do you dread this man, Ki-Ming, so much?

Because he must be aware that I know he is in London.

Well?

Dr. Fu-Manchu has no official status. Long ago, his Legation denied all knowledge of his existence. But the mandarin Ki-Ming is known to every diplomat in Europe, Asia and American almost. Only I, and now yourself, know that he is a high official of the Si-Fan; Ki-Ming is aware that I know. Why, therefore, does he risk his neck in London?

He relies upon his national cunning.

Petrie, he is aware that I hold evidence to hang him, either here or in China! He relies upon one thing; upon striking first and striking surely. Why is he so confident? I do not know. Therefore I am afraid.

Again a cold shudder ran icily through me. A piece of coal dropped lower into the dying fire  and my heart leapt wildly. Then, in a flash, I remembered something.

Smith! I cried, the letter! We have not looked at the letter.

Nayland Smith laid his pipe upon the mantelpiece and smiled grimly. From his pocket he took out square piece of paper, and thrust it close under my eyes.

I remembered it as I passed your borrowed garment  which bear no makers name  on my way to the bedroom for matches, he said.

The paper was covered with Chinese characters!

What does it mean? I demanded breathlessly.

Smith uttered a short, mirthless laugh.

It states that an attempt of a particularly dangerous nature is to be made upon my life to-night, and it recommends me to guard the door, and advises that you watch the window overlooking the court, and keep your pistol ready for instant employment. He stared at me oddly. How should you act in the circumstances, Petrie?

I should strongly distrust such advice. Yet  what else can we do?

There are several alternatives, but I prefer to follow the advice of Ki-Ming.

The clock of St. Pauls chimed the half-hour: half-past two.


CHAPTER XXIX

LAMA SORCERY

From my post in the chair by the window I could see two sides of the court below; that immediately opposite, with the entrance to some chambers situated there, and that on the right, with the cloisteresque arches beyond which lay a maze of old-world passages and stairs whereby one who knew the tortuous navigation might come ultimately to the Embankment.

It was this side of the court which lay in deepest shadow. By altering my position quite slightly I could command a view of the arched entrance on the left with its pale lamp in an iron bracket above, and of the high blank wall whose otherwise unbroken expanse it interrupted. All was very still; only on occasions the passing of a vehicle along Fleet Street would break the silence.

The nature of the danger that threatened I was wholly unable to surmise. Since, my pistol on the table beside me, I sat on guard at the window, and Smith, also armed, watched the outer door, it was not apparent by what agency the shadowy enemy could hope to come at us.

Something strange I had detected in Nayland Smiths manner, however, which had induced me to believe that he suspected, if he did not know, what form of menace hung over us in the darkness. One thing in particular was puzzling me extremely: if Smith doubted the good faith of the sender of the message, why had he acted upon it?

Thus my mind worked  in endless and profitless cycles  whilst my eyes were ever searching the shadows below me.

And, as I watched, wondering vaguely why Smith at his post was so silent, presently I became aware of the presence of a slim figure over by the arches on the right. This discovery did not come suddenly, nor did it surprise me; I merely observed without being conscious of any great interest in the matter, that some one was standing in the court below, looking up at me where I sat.

I cannot hope to explain my state of mind at that moment, to render understandable by contrast with the cold fear which had visited me so recently, the utter apathy of my mental attitude. To this day I cannot recapture the mood  and for a very good reason, though one that was not apparent to me at the time.

It was the Eurasian girl Zarmi, who was standing there, looking up at the window! Silently I watched her. Why was I silent?  why did I not warn Smith of the presence of one of Dr. Fu-Manchus servants? I cannot explain, although later, the strangeness of my behavior may become in some measure understandable.

Zarmi raised her hand, beckoning to me, then stepped back, revealing the presence of a companion, hitherto masked by the dense shadows that lay under the arches. This second watcher moved slowly forward, and I perceived him to be none other than the mandarin Ki-Ming.

This I noted with interest, but with a sort of impersonal interest, as I might have watched the entrance of a character upon the stage of a theater. Despite the feeble light, I could see his benign countenance very clearly; but, far from being excited, a dreamy contentment possessed me; I actually found myself hoping that Smith would not intrude upon my reverie!

What a fascinating pageant it had been  the Fu-Manchu drama  from the moment that I had first set eyes upon the Yellow doctor. Again I seemed to be enacting my part in that scene, two years ago and more, when I had burst into the bare room above Shen-Yans opium den and had stood face to face with Dr. Fu-Manchu. He wore a plain yellow robe, its hue almost identical with that of his gaunt, hairless face; his elbows rested upon the dirty table and his pointed chin upon his long, bony hands.

Into those uncanny eyes I stared, those eyes, long, narrow, and slightly oblique, their brilliant, catlike greenness sometimes horribly filmed, like the eyes of some grotesque bird….

Thus it began; and from this point I was carried on, step by step through every episode, great and small. It was such a retrospect as passes through the mind of one drowning.

With a vividness that was terrible yet exquisite, I saw Kâramaneh, my lost love; I saw her first wrapped in a hooded opera-cloak, with her flower-like face and glorious dark eyes raised to me; I saw her in the gauzy Eastern raiment of a slave-girl, and I saw her in the dress of a gipsy.

Through moments sweet and bitter I lived again, through hours of suspense and days of ceaseless watching; through the long months of that first summer when my unhappy love came to me, and on, on, interminably on. For years I lived again beneath that ghastly Yellow cloud. I searched throughout the land of Egypt for Kâramaneh and knew once more the sorrow of losing her. Time ceased to exist for me.

Then, at the end of these strenuous years, I came at last to my meeting with Ki-Ming in the room with the golden door. At this point my visionary adventures took a new turn. I sat again upon the red-covered couch and listened, half stupefied, to the placid speech of the mandarin. Again I came under the spell of his singular personality, and again, closing my eyes, I consented to be led from the room.

But, having crossed the threshold, a sudden awful doubt passed through my mind, arrow-like. The hand that held my arm was bony and clawish; I could detect the presence of incredibly long finger nails  nails long as those of some buried vampire of the black ages!

Choking down a cry of horror, I opened my eyes  heedless of the promise given but a few moments earlier  and looked into the face of my guide.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu!…

Never, dreaming or waking, have I known a sensation identical with that which now clutched my heart; I thought that it must be death. For ages, untold ages  aeons longer than the world has known  I looked into that still, awful face, into those unnatural green eyes. I jerked my hand free from the Chinamans clutch and sprang back.

As I did so, I became miraculously translated from the threshold of the room with the golden door to our chambers in the court adjoining Fleet Street; I came into full possession of my faculties (or believed so at the time); I realized that I had nodded at my post, that I had dreamed a strange dream … but I realized something else. A ghoulish presence was in the room.

Snatching up my pistol from the table I turned. Like some evil jinn of Arabian lore, Dr. Fu-Manchu, surrounded by a slight mist, stood looking at me!

Instantly I raised the pistol, leveled it steadily at the high, dome-like brow  and fired! There could be no possibility of missing at such short range, no possibility whatever … and in the very instant of pulling the trigger the mist cleared, the lineaments of Dr. Fu-Manchu melted magically. This was not the Chinese doctor who stood before me, at whose skull I still was pointing the deadly little weapon, into whose brain I had fired the bullet; it was Nayland Smith!

Ki-Ming, by means of the unholy arts of the Lamas of Rache-Churân, had caused my to murder my best friend!

Smith! I whispered huskily God forgive me, what have I done? What have I done?

I stepped forward to support him ere he fell; but utter oblivion closed down upon me, and I knew no more.

* * * * * * * * *

He will do quite well now. said a voice that seemed to come from a vast distance. The effects of the drug will have entirely worn off when he wakes, except that there may be nausea, and possibly muscular pain for a time.

I opened my eyes; they were throbbing agonizingly. I lay in bed, and beside me stood Murdoch McCabe, the famous toxicological expert from Charing Cross Hospital  and Nayland Smith!

Ah, thats better! cried McCabe cheerily. Here  drink this.

I drank from the glass which he raised to my lips. I was too weak for speech, too weak for wonder. Nayland Smith, his face gray and drawn in the cold light of early morning, watched me anxiously. McCabe in a matter of fact way that acted upon me like a welcome tonic, put several purely medical questions, which at first by dint of a great effort, but, with ever-increasing ease, I answered.

Yes, he said musingly at last. Of course it is all but impossible to speak with certainty, but I am disposed to think that you have been drugged with some preparation of hashish. The most likely is that known in Eastern countries as maagûn or barsh, composed of equal parts of cannabis indica and opium, with hellebore and two other constituents, which vary according to the purpose which the maagûn is intended to serve. This renders the subject particularly open to subjective hallucination, and a pliable instrument in the hands of a hypnotic operator, for instance.

You see, old man? cried Smith eagerly. You see?

But I shook my head weakly.

I shot you, I said. It is impossible that I could have missed.

Mr. Smith has placed me in possession of the facts, interrupted McCabe, and I can outline with reasonable certainty what took place. Of course, its all very amazing, utterly fantastic in fact, but I have met with almost parallel cases in Egypt, in India, and elsewhere in the East: never in London, Ill confess. You see, Dr. Petrie, you were taken into the presence of a very accomplished hypnotist, having been previously prepared by a stiff administration of maagûn. You are doubtless familiar with the remarkable experiments in psycho-therapeutics conducted at the Salpêtrier in Paris, and you will readily understand me when I say that, prior to your recovering consciousness in the presence of the mandarin Ki-Ming, you had received your hypnotic instructions.

These were to be put into execution either at a certain time (duly impressed upon your drugged mind) or at a given signal….

It was a signal, snapped Smith. Ki-Ming stood in the court below and looked up at the window, I objected.

In that event, snapped Smith, he would have spoken softly, through the letter-box of the door!

You immediately resumed your interrupted trance, continued McCabe, and by hypnotic suggestion impressed upon you earlier in the evening, you were ingeniously led up to a point at which, under what delusion I know not, you fired at Mr. Smith. I had the privilege of studying an almost parallel case in Simla, where an officer was fatally stabbed by his khitmatgar (a most faithful servant) acting under the hypnotic prompting of a certain fakîr whom the officer had been unwise enough to chastise. The fakîr paid for the crime with his life, I may add. The khitmatgar shot him, ten minutes later.

I had no chance at Ki-Ming, snapped Smith. He vanished like a shadow. But has has played his big card and lost! Henceforth he is a hunted man; and he knows it! Oh! he cried, seeing me watching him in bewilderment, I suspected some Lama trickery, old man, and I stuck closely to the arrangements proposed by the mandarin, but kept you under careful observation!

But, Smith  I shot you! It was impossible to miss!

I agree. But do you recall the report?

The report? I was too dazed, too horrified, by the discovery of what I had done….

There was no report, Petrie. I am not entirely a stranger to Indo-Chinese jugglery, and you had a very strange look in your eyes. Therefore I took the precaution of unloading your Browning!


CHAPTER XXX

MEDUSA

Legal business, connected with the estate of a distant relative, deceased, necessitated my sudden departure from London, within twenty-four hours of the events just narrated; and at a time when London was for me the center of the universe. The business being terminated  and in a manner financially satisfactory to myself  I discovered that with luck I could just catch the fast train back. Amid a perfect whirl of hotel porters and taxi-drivers worthy of Nayland Smith I departed for the station … to arrive at the entrance to the platform at the exact moment that the guard raised his green flag!

Too late, sir! Stand back, if you please!

The ticket-collector at the barrier thrust out his arm to stay me. The London express was moving from the platform. But my determination to travel by that train and by no other over-rode all obstacles; If I missed it, I should be forced to wait until the following morning.

I leapt past the barrier, completely taking the man by surprise, and went racing up the platform. Many arms were outstretched to detain me, and the gray-bearded guard stood fully in my path; but I dodged them all, collided with and upset a gigantic negro who wore a chauffeurs uniform  and found myself level with a first-class compartment; the window was open.

Amid a chorus of excited voices, I tossed my bag in at the window, leapt upon the footboard and turned the handle. Although the entrance to the tunnel was perilously near now, I managed to wrench the door open and to swing myself into the carriage. Then, by means of the strap, I reclosed the door in the nick of time, and sank, panting, upon the seat. I had a vague impression that the black chauffeur, having recovered himself, had raced after me to the uttermost point of the platform, but, my end achieved, I was callously indifferent to the outrageous means thereto which I seen fit to employ. The express dashed into the tunnel. I uttered a great sigh of relief.

With Kâramaneh in the hands of the Si-Fan, this journey to the north had indeed been undertaken with the utmost reluctance. Nayland Smith had written to me once during my brief absence, and his letter had inspired a yet keener desire to be back and at grips with the Yellow group; for he had hinted broadly that a tangible clue to the whereabouts of the Si-Fan head-quarters had at last been secured.

Now I learnt that I had a traveling companion  a woman. She was seated in the further, opposite corner, wore a long, loose motor-coat, which could not altogether conceal the fine lines of her lithe figure, and a thick veil hid her face. A motive for the excited behavior of the negro chauffeur suggested itself to my mind; a label; Engaged, was pasted to the window!

I glanced across the compartment. Through the closely woven veil the woman was watching me. An apology clearly was called for.

Madame, I said, I hope you will forgive this unfortunate intrusion; but it was vitally important that I should not miss the London train.

She bowed, very slightly, very coldly  and turned her head aside.

The rebuff was as unmistakable as my offense was irremediable. Nor did I feel justified in resenting it. Therefore, endeavoring to dismiss the matter from my mind, I placed my bag upon the rack, and unfolding the newspaper with which I was provided, tried to interest myself in the doings of the world at large.

My attempt proved not altogether successful; strive how I would, my thoughts persistently reverted to the Si-Fan, the evil, secret society who held in their power one dearer to me than all the rest of the world; to Dr. Fu-Manchu, the genius who darkly controlled my destiny; and to Nayland Smith, the barrier between the White races and the devouring tide of the Yellow.

Sighing again, involuntarily, I glanced up … to meet the gaze of a pair of wonderful eyes.

Never, in my experience, had I seen their like. The dark eyes of Kâramaneh were wonderful and beautiful, the eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu sinister and wholly unforgettable; but the eyes of this woman were incredible. Their glance was all but insupportable; the were the eyes of a Medusa!

Since I had met; in the not distant past, the soft gaze of Ki-Ming, the mandarin whose phenomenal hypnotic powers rendered him capable of transcending the achievements of the celebrated Cagliostro, I knew much of the power of the human eye. But these were unlike any human eyes I had ever known.

Long, almond-shaped, bordered by heavy jet-black lashes, arched over by finely penciled brows, their strange brilliancy, as of a fire within, was utterly uncanny. They were the eyes of some beautiful wild creature rather than those of a woman.

Their possessor had now thrown back her motor-veil, revealing a face Orientally dark and perfectly oval, with a clustering mass of dull gold hair, small, aquiline nose and full, red lips. Her weird eyes met mine for an instant, and then the long lashes drooped quickly, as she leant back against the cushions, with a graceful languor suggestive of the East rather than of the West.

Her long coat had fallen partly open, and I saw, with surprise, that it was lined with leopard-skin. One hand was ungloved, and lay on the arm-rest  a slim hand of the hue of old ivory, with a strange, ancient ring upon the index finger.

This woman obviously was not a European, and I experienced great difficulty in determining with what Asiatic nation she could claim kinship. In point of fact I had never seen another who remotely resembled her; she was a fit employer for the gigantic negro with whom I had collided on the platform.

I tried to laugh at myself, staring from the window at the moon-bathed landscape; but the strange personality of my solitary companion would not be denied, and I looked quickly in her direction  in time to detect her glancing away; in time to experience the uncanny fascination of her gaze.

The long slim hand attracted my attention again, the green stone in the ring affording a startling contrast against the dull cream of the skin.

Whether the womans personality, or a vague perfume of which I became aware, were responsible, I found myself thinking of a flower-bedecked shrine, wherefrom arose the smoke of incense to some pagan god.

In vain I told myself that my frame of mind was contemptible, that I should be ashamed of such weakness. Station after station was left behind, as the express sped through moonlit England towards the smoky metropolis. Assured that I was being furtively watched, I became more and more uneasy.

It was with a distinct sense of effort that I withheld my gaze, forcing myself to look out of the window. When, having reasoned against the mad ideas that sought to obsess me, I glanced again across the compartment, I perceived, with inexpressible relief, that my companion had lowered her veil.

She kept it lowered throughout the remainder of the journey; yet during the hour that ensued I continued to experience sensations of which I have never since been able to think without a thrill of fear. It seemed that I had thrust myself, not into a commonplace railway compartment, but into a Cumaean cavern.

If only I could have addressed this utterly mysterious stranger, have uttered some word of commonplace, I felt that the spell might have been broken. But, for some occult reason, in no way associated with my first rebuff, I found myself tongue-tied; I sustained, for an hour (the longest I had ever known), a silent watch and ward over my reason; I seemed to be repelling, fighting against, some subtle power that sought to flood my brain, swamp my individuality, and enslave me to anothers will.

In what degree this was actual, and in what due to a mind overwrought from endless conflict with the Yellow group, I know not to this day, but you who read these records of our giant struggle with Fu-Manchu and his satellites shall presently judge for yourselves.

When, at last, the brakes were applied, and the pillars and platforms of the great terminus glided into view, how welcome was the smoky glare, how welcome the muffled roar of busy London!

A huge negro  the double of the man I had overthrown  opened the door of the compartment, bestowing upon me a glance in which enmity and amazement were oddly blended, and the woman, drawing the cloak about her graceful figure, stood up composedly.

She reached for a small leather case on the rack, and her loose sleeve fell back, to reveal a bare arm  soft, perfectly molded, of the even hue of old ivory. Just below the elbow a strange-looking snake bangle clasped the warm-flesh; the eyes; dull green, seemed to hold a slumbering fire  a spark  a spark of living light.

Then  she was gone!

Thank Heaven! I muttered, and felt like another Dante emerging from the Hades.

As I passed out of the station, I had a fleeting glimpse of a gray figure stepping into a big car, driven by a black chauffeur.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE MARMOSET

Half-past twelve was striking as I came out of the terminus, buttoning up my overcoat, and pulling my soft hat firmly down upon my head, started to walk to Hyde Park Corner.

I had declined the services of the several taxi-drivers who had accosted me and had determined to walk a part of the distance homeward, in order to check the fever of excitement which consumed me.

Already I was ashamed of the strange fears which had been mine during the journey, but I wanted to reflect, to conquer my mood, and the midnight solitude of the land of Squares which lay between me and Hyde Park appealed quite irresistibly.

There is a distinct pleasure to be derived from a solitary walk through London, in the small hours of an April morning, provided one is so situated as to be capable of enjoying it. To appreciate the solitude and mystery of the sleeping city, a certain sense of prosperity  a knowledge that one is immune from the necessity of being abroad at that hour  is requisite. The tramp, the night policeman and the coffee-stall keeper know more of London by night than most people  but of the romance of the dark hours they know little. Romance succumbs before necessity.

I had good reason to be keenly alive to the aroma of mystery which pervades the most commonplace thoroughfare after the hum of the traffic has subsided  when the rare pedestrian and the rarer cab alone traverse the deserted highway. With more intimate cares seeking to claim my mind, it was good to tramp along the echoing, empty streets and to indulge in imaginative speculation regarding the strange things that night must shroud in every big city. I have known the solitude of deserts, but the solitude of London is equally fascinating.

He whose business or pleasure had led him to traverse the route which was mine on this memorable night must have observed how each of the squares composing that residential chain which links the outer with the inner Society has a popular and an exclusive side. The angle used by vehicular traffic in crossing the square from corner to corner invariably is rich in a crop of black board bearing house-agents announcements.

In the shadow of such a board I paused, taking out my case an leisurely selecting a cigar. So many of the houses in the southwest angle were unoccupied, that I found myself taking quite an interest in one a little way ahead; from the hall door and from the long conservatory over the porch light streamed out.

Excepting these illuminations, there was no light elsewhere in the square to show which houses were inhabited and which vacant. I might have stood in a street of Pompeii or Thebes  a street of the dead past. I permitted my imagination to dwell upon this idea as I fumbled for matches and gazed about me. I wondered if a day would come when some savant of a future land, in a future age, should stand where I stood and endeavor to reconstruct, from the crumbling ruins, this typical London square. A slight breeze set the hatchet-board creaking above my head, as I held my gloved hands about the pine-vesta.

At that moment some one or something whistled close beside me!

I turned, in a flash, dropping the match upon the pavement. There was no lamp near the spot whereat I stood, and the gateway and porch of the deserted residence seemed to be empty. I stood there peering in the direction from which the mysterious whistle had come.

The drone of a taxicab, approaching from the north, increased in volume, as the vehicle came spinning around the angle of the square, passed me, and went droning on its way. I watched it swing around the distant corner … and, in the new stillness, the whistle was repeated!

This time the sound chilled me. The whistle was pitched in a curious, inhuman key, and it possessed a mocking note that was strangely uncanny.

Listening intently and peering towards the porch of the empty house, I struck a second match, pushed the iron gate open and made for the steps, sheltering the feeble flame with upraised hand. As I did so, the whistle was again repeated, but from some spot further away, to the left of the porch, and from low down upon the ground.

Just as I glimpsed something moving under the lee of the porch, the match was blown out, for I was hampered by the handbag which I carried. Thus reminded of its presence, however, I recollected that my pocket-lamp was in it. Quickly opening the bag, I took out the lamp, and, passing around the corner of the steps, directed a ray of light into the narrow passage which communicated with the rear of the building.

Half-way along the passage, looking back at me over its shoulder, and whistling angrily, was a little marmoset!

I pulled up as sharply as though the point of a sword had been held at my throat. One marmoset is sufficiently like another to deceive the ordinary observer, but unless I was permitting a not unnatural prejudice to influence my opinion, this particular specimen was the pet of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Excitement, not untinged with fear, began to grow up within me. Hyde Park was no far cry, this was near to the heart of social London; yet, somewhere close at hand, it might be, watching me as I stood  lurked, perhaps, the great and evil being who dreamed of overthrowing the entire white race!

With a grotesque grimace and a final, chattering whistle, the little creature leapt away out of the beam of light cast by my lamp. Its sudden disappearance brought me to my senses and reminded me of my plain duty. I set off along the passage briskly, arrived at a small, square yard … and was just in time to see the ape leap into a well-like opening before a basement window. I stepped to the brink, directing the light down into the well.

I saw a collection of rotten leaves, waste paper, and miscellaneous rubbish  but the marmoset was not visible. Then I perceived that practically all the glass in the window had been broken. A sound of shrill chattering reached me from the blackness of the underground apartment.

Again I hesitated. What did the darkness mask?

The note of a distant motor-horn rose clearly above the vague throbbing which is the only silence known to the town-dweller.

Gripping the unlighted cigar between my teeth, I placed my bag upon the ground and dropped into the well before the broken window. To raise the sash was a simple matter, and, having accomplished it, I inspected the room within.

The light showed a large kitchen, with torn wall-paper and decorators litter strewn about the floor, a whitewash pail in one corner, and nothing else.

I climbed in, and, taking from my pocket the Browning pistol without which I had never traveled since the return of the dreadful Chinaman to England, I crossed to the door, which was ajar, and looked out into the passage beyond.

Stifling an exclamation, I fell back a step. Two gleaming eyes stared straightly into mine!

The next moment I had forced a laugh to my lips … as the marmoset turned and went gamboling up the stairs. The house was profoundly silent. I crossed the passage and followed the creature, which now was proceeding, I thought, with more of a set purpose.

Out into a spacious and deserted hallway it led me, where my cautious footsteps echoed eerily, and ghostly faces seemed to peer down upon me from the galleries above. I should have liked to have unbarred the street door, in order to have opened a safe line of retreat in the event of its being required, but the marmoset suddenly sprang up the main stairway at a great speed, and went racing around the gallery overhead toward the front of the house.

Determined, if possible, to keep the creature in view, I started in pursuit. Up the uncarpeted stairs I went, and, from the rail of the landing, looked down into the blackness of the hallway apprehensively. Nothing stirred below. The marmoset had disappeared between the half-opened leaves of a large folding door. Casting the beam of light ahead of me I followed. I found myself in a long, lofty apartment, evidently a drawing-room.

Of the quarry I could detect no sign; but the only other door of the room was closed; therefore, since the creature had entered, it must, I argued, undoubtedly be concealed somewhere in the apartment. Flashing the light about to right and left, I presently perceived that a conservatory (no doubt facing on the square) ran parallel with one side of the room. French windows gave access to either end of it; and it was through one of these, which was slightly open, that the questioning ray had intruded.

I stepped into the conservatory. Linen blinds covered the windows, but a faint light from outside found access to the bare, tiled apartment. Ten paces on my right, from an aperture once closed by a square wooden panel that now lay upon the floor, the marmoset was grimacing at me.

Realizing that the ray of my lamp must be visible through the blinds from outside, I extinguished it … and, a moving silhouette against a faintly luminous square, I could clearly distinguish the marmoset watching me.

There was a light in the room beyond!

The marmoset disappeared  and I became aware of a faint, incense-like perfume. Where had I met with it before? Nothing disturbed the silence of the empty house wherein I stood; yet I hesitated for several seconds to pursue the chase further. The realization came to me that the hole in the wall communicated with the conservatory of the corner house in the square, the house with the lighted windows.

Determined to see the thing through, I discarded my overcoat  and crawled through the gap. The smell of burning perfume became almost overpowering, as I stood upright, to find myself almost touching curtains of some semi-transparent golden fabric draped in the door between the conservatory and the drawing-room.

Cautiously, inch by inch, I approached my eyes to the slight gap in the draperies, as, from somewhere in the house below, sounded the clangor of a brazen gong. Seven times its ominous note boomed out. I shrank back into my sanctuary; the incense seemed to be stifling me.


CHAPTER XXXII

SHRINE OF SEVEN LAMPS

Never can I forget that nightmare apartment, that efreets hall. It was identical in shape with the room of the adjoining house through which I had come, but its walls were draped in somber black and a dead black carpet covered the entire floor. A golden curtain  similar to that which concealed me  broke the somber expanse of the end wall to my right, and the door directly opposite my hiding-place was closed.

Across the gold curtain, wrought in glittering black, were seven characters, apparently Chinese; before it, supported upon seven ebony pedestals, burned seven golden lamps; whilst, dotted about the black carpet, were seven gold-lacquered stools, each having a black cushion set before it. There was no sign of the marmoset; the incredible room of black and gold was quite empty, with a sort of stark emptiness that seemed to oppress my soul.

Close upon the booming of the gong followed a sound of many footsteps and a buzz of subdued conversation. Keeping well back in the welcome shadow I watched, with bated breath, the opening of the door immediately opposite.

The outer sides of its leaves proved to be of gold, and one glimpse of the room beyond awoke a latent memory and gave it positive form. I had been in this house before; it was in that room with the golden door that I had had my memorable interview with the mandarin Ki-Ming! My excitement grew more and more intense.

Singly, and in small groups, a number of Orientals came in. All wore European, or semi-European garments, but I was enabled to identify two for Chinamen, two for Hindus and three for Burmans. Other Asiatics there were, also, whose exact place among the Eastern races I could not determine; there was at least one Egyptian and there were several Eurasians; no women were present.

Standing grouped just within the open door, the gathering of Orientals kept up a ceaseless buzz of subdued conversation; then, abruptly, stark silence fell, and through a lane of bowed heads, Ki-Ming, the famous Chinese diplomat, entered, smiling blandly, and took his seat upon one of the seven golden stools. He wore the picturesque yellow robe, trimmed with marten fur, which I had seen once before, and he placed his pearl-encircled cap, surmounted by the coral ball denoting his rank, upon the black cushion beside him.

Almost immediately afterward entered a second and even more striking figure. It was that of a Lama monk! He was received with the same marks of deference which had been accorded the mandarin; and he seated himself upon another of the golden stools.

Silence, a moment of hushed expectancy, and … yellow-robed, immobile, his wonderful, evil face emaciated by illness, but his long, magnetic eyes blazing greenly, as though not a soul but an elemental spirit dwelt within that gaunt, high-shouldered body, Dr. Fu-Manchu entered, slowly, leaning upon a heavy stick!

The realities seemed to be slipping from me; I could not believe that I looked upon a material world. This had been a night of wonders, having no place in the life of a sane, modern man, but belonging to the days of the jinn and the Arabian necromancers.

Fu-Manchu was greeted by a universal raising of hands, but in complete silence. He also wore a cap surmounted by a coral ball, and this he placed upon one of the black cushions set before a golden stool. Then, resting heavily upon his stick, he began to speak  in French!

As on listens to a dream-voice, I listened to that, alternately gutteral and sibilant, of the terrible Chinese doctor. He was defending himself! With what he was charged by his sinister brethren I knew not nor could I gather from his words, but that he was rendering account of his stewardship became unmistakable. Scarce crediting my senses, I heard him unfold to his listeners details of crimes successfully perpetrated, and with the results of some of these I was but too familiar; other there were in the ghastly catalogue which had been accomplished secretly. Then my blood froze with horror. My own name was mentioned  and that of Nayland Smith! We two stood in the way of the coming of one whom he called the Lady of the Si-Fan, in the way of Asiatic supremacy.

A fantastic legend once mentioned to me by Smith, of some woman cherished in a secret fastness of Hindustan who was destined one day to rule the world, now appeared, to my benumbed senses, to be the unquestioned creed of the murderous, cosmopolitan group known as the Si-Fan! At every mention of her name all heads were bowed in reverence.

Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke without the slightest trace of excitement; he assured his auditors of his fidelity to their cause and proposed to prove to them that he enjoyed the complete confidence of the Lady of the Si-Fan.

And with every moment that passed the giant intellect of the speaker became more and more apparent. Years ago Nayland Smith had asssure me that Dr. Fu-Manchu was a linguist who spoke with almost equal facility in any of th civilized languages and in most of the barbaric; now the truth of this was demonstrated. For, following some passage which might be susceptible of misconstruction, Fu-Manchu would turn slightly, and elucidate his remarks, addressing a Chinaman in Chinese, a Hindu in Hindustanee, or an Egyptian in Arabic.

His auditors were swayed by the magnetic personality of the speaker, as reeds by a breeze; and now I became aware of a curious circumstance. Either because they and I viewed the character of this great and evil man from a widely dissimilar aspect, or because, my presence being unknown to him, I remained outside the radius of his power, it seemed to me that these members of the evidently vast organization known as the Si-Fan were dupes, to a man, of the Chinese orator! It seemed to me that he used them as an instrument, playing upon their obvious fanaticism, string by string, as a player upon an Eastern harp, and all the time weaving harmonies to suit some giant, incredible scheme of his own  a scheme over and beyond any of which they had dreamed, in the fruition whereof they had no part  of the true nature and composition of which they had no comprehension.

Not since the day of the first Yuan Emperor, said Fu-Manchu sibilantly, has Our Lady of the Si-Fan  to look upon upon whom, unveiled, is death  crossed the sacred borders. To-day I am a man supremely happy and honored above my deserts. You shall all partake with me of that happiness, that honor….

Again the gong sounded seven times, and a sort of magnetic thrill seemed to pass throughout the room. There followed a faint, musical sound, like the tinkle of a silver bell.

All heads were lowered, but all eyes upturned to the golden curtain. Literally holding my breath, in those moments of intense expectancy, I watched the draperies parted from the center and pulled aside by unseen agency.

A black covered dais was revealed, bearing an ebony chair. And seated in the chair, enveloped from head to feet in a shimmering white veil, was a woman. A sound like a great sigh arose from the gathering. The woman rose slowly to her feet, and raised her arms, which were exquisitely formed, and of the uniform hue of old ivory, so that the veil fell back to her shoulders, revealing the green snake bangle which she wore. She extended her long, slim hands as if in benediction; the silver bell sounded … and the curtain dropped again, entirely obscuring the dais!

Frankly, I thought myself mad; for this lady of the Si-Fan was none other than my mysterious traveling companion! This was some solemn farce with which Fu-Manchu sought to impress his fanatical dupes. And he had succeeded; they were inspired, their eyes blazed. Here were men capable of any crime in the name of the Si-Fan!

Every face within my ken I had studied individually, and now slowly and cautiously I changed my position, so that a group of three members standing immediately to the right of the door came into view. One of them  a tall, spare, and closely bearded man whom I took for some kind of Hindu  had removed his gaze from the dais and was glancing furtively all about him. Once he looked in my direction, and my heart leapt high, then seemed to stop its pulsing.

An overpowering consciousness of my danger came to me; a dim envisioning of what appalling fate would be mine in the event of discovery. As those piercing eyes were turned away again, I drew back, step my step.

Dropping upon my knees, I began to feel for the gap in the conservatory wall. The desire to depart from the house of the Si-Fan was become urgent. Once safely away, I could take the necessary steps to ensure the apprehension of the entire group. What a triumph would be mine!

I found the opening without much difficulty and crept through into the empty house. The vague light which penetrated the linen blinds served to show me the length of the empty, tiled apartment. I had actually reached the French window giving access to the drawing-room, when  the skirl of a police whistle split the stillness … and the sound came from the house which I had just quitted!

To write that I was amazed were to achieve the banal. Rigid with wonderment I stood, and clutched at the open window. So I was standing, a man of stone, when the voice, the high-pitched, imperious, unmistakable voice of Nayland Smith, followed sharply upon the skirl of the whistle:  

Watch those French windows, Weymouth! I can hold the door!

Like a lightning flash it came to me that the tall Hindu had been none other than Smith disguised. From the square outside came a sudden turmoil, a sound of racing feet, of smashing glass, of doors burst forcibly open. Palpably, the place was surrounded; this was an organized raid.

Irresolute, I stood there in the semi-gloom  inactive from amaze of it all  whilst sounds of a tremendous struggle proceeded from the square gap in the partition.

Lights! rose a cry, in Smiths voice again they have cut the wires!

At that I came to my senses. Plunging my hand into my pocket, I snatched out the electric lamp … and stepped back quickly into the utter gloom of the room behind me.

Some one was crawling through the aperture into the conservatory!

As I watched I saw him, in the dim light, stoop to replace the movable panel. Then, tapping upon the tiled floor as he walked, the fugitive approached me. He was but three paces from the French window when I pressed the button of my lamp and directed its ray fully upon his face.

Hands up! I said breathlessly. I have you covered, Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER XXXIII

AN ANTI-CLIMAX

One hour later I stood in the entrance hall of our chambers in the court adjoining Fleet Street. Some one who had come racing up the stairs, now had inserted a key in the lock. Open swung the door  and Nayland Smith entered, in a perfect whirl of excitement.

Petrie! Petrie! he cried, and seized both my hands you have missed a night of nights! Man alive! we have the whole gang  the great Ki-Ming included! His eyes were blazing. Weymouth has made no fewer than twenty-five arrests, some of the prisoners being well-known Orientals. It will be the devils own work to keep it all quiet, but Scotland Yard has already advised the Press.

Congratulations, old man, I said, and looked him squarely in the eyes.

Something there must have been in my glance at variance with the spoken words. His expression changed; he grasped my shoulder.

She was not there, he said, but please God, well find her now. Its only a question of time.

But, even as he spoke, the old, haunted look was creeping back into the lean face. He gave me a rapid glance; then:  

I might as well make a clean breast of it, he rapped. Fu-Manchu escaped! Furthermore, when we got lights, the woman had vanished, too.

The woman!

There was a woman at this strange gathering, Petrie. Heaven only knows who she really is. According to Fu-Manchu she is that woman of mystery concerning whose existence strange stories are current in the East; the future Empress of a universal empire! But of course I decline to accept the story, Petrie! if ever the Yellow races overran Europe, I am in no doubt respecting the identity of the person who would ascend the throne of the world!

Nor I, Smith! I cried excitedly. Good God! he holds them all in the palm of his hand! He has welded together the fanatics of every creed of the East into a giant weapon for his personal use! Small wonder that he is so formidable. But, Smith  who is that woman?

Petrie! he said slowly, and I knew that I had betrayed my secret, Petrie  where did you learn all this?

I returned his steady gaze.

I was present at the meeting of the Si-Fan, I replied steadily.

What? What? You were present?

I was present! Listen, and I will explain.

Standing there in the hallway I related, as briefly as possible, the astounding events of the night. As I told of the woman in the train  

That confirms my impression that Fu-Manchu was imposing upon the others! he snapped. I cannot conceive of a woman recluse from some Lamaserie, surrounded by silent attendants and trained for her exalted destiny in the way that the legendary veiled woman of Tibet is said to be trained, traveling alone in an English railway carriage! Did you observe, Petrie, if her eyes were oblique at all?

They did not strike me as being oblique. Why do you ask?

Because I strongly suspect that we have to do with none other than Fu-Manchus daughter! But go on.

By heavens, Smith! You may be right! I had no idea that a Chinese woman could possess such features.

She may not have a Chinese mother; furthermore, there are pretty women in China as well as in other countries; also, there are hair dyes and cosmetics. But for Heavens sake go on!

I continued my all but incredible narrative; came to the point where I discovered the straying marmoset and entered the empty house, without provoking any comment from my listener. He stared at me with something very like surprised admiration when I related how I had become an unseen spectator of that singular meeting.

And I though I had achieved the triumph of my life in gaining admission and smuggling Weymouth and Carter into the roof, armed with hooks and rope-ladders! he murmured.

Now I came to the moment when, having withdrawn into the empty house, I had heard the police whistle and had heard Smiths voice; I came to the moment when I had found myself face to face with Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smiths eyes were on fire now; he literally quivered with excitement, when  

Ssh! whats that? he whispered, and grasped my arm. I heard something move in the sitting-room, Petrie!

It was a coal dropping from the grate, perhaps, I said  and rapidly continued my story, telling how, with my pistol to his head, I had forced the Chinese doctor to descend into the hallway of the empty house.

Yes, yes, snapped Smith. For Gods sake go on, man! What have you done with him? Where is he?

I clearly detected a movement myself immediately behind the half-open door of the sitting-room. Smith started and stared intently across my shoulder at the doorway; then his gaze shifted and became fixed upon my face.

He bought his life from me, Smith.

Never can I forget the change that came over my friends tanned features at those words; never can I forget the pang that I suffered to see it. The fire died out of his eyes and he seemed to grow old and weary in a moment. None too steadily I went on:  

He offered a price that I could not resist, Smith. Try to forgive me, if you can. I know that I have done a dastardly thing, but  perhaps a day may come in your own life when you will understand. He descended with me to a cellar under the empty house, in which some one was locked. Had I arrested Fu-Manchu this poor captive must have died there of starvation; for no one would ever have suspected that the place had an occupant….

The door of the sitting-room was thrown open, and, wearing my great-coat over the bizarre costume in which I had found her, with her bare ankles and little red slippers peeping grotesquely from below, and her wonderful cloud of hair rippling over the turned-up collar, Kâramaneh came out!

Her great dark eyes were raised to Nayland Smiths with such an appeal in them  an appeal for me  that emotion took me by the throat and had me speechless. I could not look at either of them; I turned aside and stared into the lighted sitting-room.

How long I stood so God knows, and I never shall; but suddenly I found my hand seized in a vice-like grip, I looked around … and Smith, holding my fingers fast in that iron grasp, had his left arm about Kâramanehs shoulders, and his gray eyes were strangely soft, whilst hers were hidden behind her upraised hands.

Good old Petrie! said Smith hoarsely. Wake up, man; we have to get her to a hotel before they all close, remember. I understand, old man. That day came in my life long years ago!


CHAPTER XXXIV

GRAYWATER PARK

This is a singular situation in which we find ourselves, I said, and one that Im bound to admit I dont appreciate.

Nayland Smith stretched his long legs, and lay back in his chair.

The sudden illness of Sir Lionel is certainly very disturbing, he replied, and had there been any possibility of returning to London to-night, I should certainly have availed myself of it, Petrie. I share your misgivings. We are intruders at a time like this.

He stared at me keenly, blowing a wreath of smoke from his lips, and then directing his attention to the cone of ash which crowned his cigar. I glanced, and not for the first time, toward the quaint old doorway which gave access to a certain corridor. Then  

Apart from the feeling that we intrude, I continued slowly, there is a certain sense of unrest.

Yes, snapped Smith, sitting suddenly upright yes! You experience this? Good! You are happily sensitive to this type of impression, Petrie, and therefore quite as useful to me as a cat is useful to a physical investigator.

He laughed in his quick, breezy fashion.

You will appreciate my meaning, he added; therefore I offer no excuse for the analogy. Of course, the circumstances, as we know them, may be responsible for this consciousness of unrest. We are neither of us likely to forget the attempt upon the life of Sir Lionel Barton two years ago or more. Our attitude toward sudden illness is scarcely that of impartial observers.

I suppose not, I admitted, glancing yet again at the still vacant doorway by the foot of the stairs, which now the twilight was draping in mysterious shadows.

Indeed, our position was a curious one. A welcome invitation from our old friend, Sir Lionel Barton, the world-famous explorer, had come at a time when a spell of repose, a glimpse of sea and awakening countryside, and a breath of fair, untainted air were very desirable. The position of Kâramaneh, who accompanied us, was sufficiently unconventional already, but the presence of Mrs. Oram, the dignified housekeeper, had rendered possible her visit to this bachelor establishment. In fact it was largely in the interests of the girls health that we had accepted.

On our arrival at Graywater Park we had learnt that our host had been stricken down an hour earlier by sudden illness. The exact nature of his seizure I had thus far been unable to learn; but a local doctor, who had left the Park barely ten minutes before our advent, had strictly forbidden visitors to the sick-room. Sir Lionels man, Kennedy, who had served him in many strange spots in the world, was in attendance.

So much we had gathered from Homopoulo, the Greek butler (Sir Lionels household had ever been eccentric). Furthermore, we learned that there was no London train that night and no accommodation in the neighboring village.

Sir Lionel urgently requests you to remain, the butler had assured us, in his flawless, monotonous English. He trusts that you will not be dull, and hopes to be able to see you to-morrow and to make plans for your entertainment.

A ghostly, gray shape glided across the darkened hall  and was gone. I started involuntarily. Then remote, fearsome, came muted howling to echo through the ancient apartments of Graywater Park. Nayland Smith laughed.

That was the civet cat, Petrie! he said. I was startled, for a moment, until the lamentations of the leopard family reminded me of the fact that Sir Lionel had transferred his menagerie to Graywater!

Truly, this was a singular household. In turn, Graywater Park had been a fortress, a monastery, and a manor-house. Now, in the extensive crypt below the former chapel, in an atmosphere artificially raised to a suitably stuffy temperature, were housed the strange pets brought by our eccentric host from distant lands. In one cage was an African lioness, a beautiful and powerful beast, docile as a cat. Housed under other arches were two surly hyenas, goats from the White Nile, and an antelope of Kordofan. In a stable opening upon the garden were a pair of beautiful desert gazelles, and near to them, two cranes and a marabout. The leopards, whose howling now disturbed the night, were in a large, cell-like cage immediately below the spot where of old the chapel alter had stood.

And here were we an odd party in odd environment. I sought to make out the time by my watch, but the growing dusk rendered it impossible. Then, unheralded by any sound, Kâramaneh entered by the door which during the past twenty minutes had been the focus of my gaze. The gathering darkness precluded the possibility of my observing with certainty, but I think a soft blush stole to her cheeks as those glorious dark eyes rested upon me.

The beauty of Kâramaneh was not of the typed which is enhanced by artificial lighting; it was the beauty of the palm and the pomegranate blossom, the beauty which flowers beneath merciless suns, which expands, like the lotus, under the skies of the East. But there, in the dusk, as she came towards me, she looked exquisitely lovely, and graceful with the grace of the desert gazelles which I had seen earlier in the evening. I cannot describe her dress; I only know that she seemed very wonderful  so wonderful that a pang; almost of terror, smote my heart, because such sweetness should belong to me.

And then, from the shadows masking the other side of the old hall, emerged the black figure of Homopoulo, and our odd trio obediently paced into the somber dining-room.

A large lamp burned in the center of the table; a shaded candle was placed before each diner; and the subdued light made play upon the snowy napery and fine old silver without dispersing the gloom about us. Indeed, if anything, it seemed to render it more remarkable, and the table became a lighted oasis in the desert of the huge apartment. One could barely discern the suits of armor and trophies which ornamented the paneled walls; and I never failed to start nervously when the butler appeared, somber and silent, at my elbow.

Sir Lionel Bartons penchant for strange visitors, of which we had had experience in the past, was exemplified in the person of Homopoulo. I gathered that the butler (who, I must admit, seemed thoroughly to comprehend his duties) had entered the service of Sir Lionel during the time that the latter was pursuing his celebrated excavations upon the traditional site of the Daedalian Labyrinth in Crete. It was during this expedition that the death of a distant relative had made him master of Graywater Park; and the event seemingly had inspired the eccentric baronet to engage a suitable factotum.

His usual retinue of Malay footmen, Hindu grooms and Chinese cooks, was missing apparently, and the rest of the household, including the charming old housekeeper, had been at the Park for periods varying from five to five-and-twenty years. I must admit that I welcomed the fact; my tastes are essentially insular.

But the untimely illness of our host had cast a shadow upon the party. I found myself speaking in a church-whisper, whilst Kâramaneh was quite silent. That curious dinner party in the shadow desert of the huge apartment frequently recurs in my memories of those days because of the uncanny happening which terminated it.

Nayland Smith, who palpably had been as ill at ease as myself, and who had not escaped the contagious habit of speaking in a hushed whisper, suddenly began, in a loud and cheery manner, to tell us something of the history of Graywater Park, which in his methodical way he had looked up. It was a desperate revolt, on the part of his strenuous spirit, against the phantom of gloom which threatened to obsess us all.

Parts of the house, it appeared, were of very great age, although successive owners had added portions. There were fascinating traditions connected with the place; secret rooms walled up since the Middle Ages, a private stair whose entrance, though undiscoverable, was said to be somewhere in the orchard to the west of the ancient chapel. It had been built by an ancestor of Sir Lionel who had flourished in the reign of the eighth Henry. At this point in his reminiscences (Smith had an astonishing memory where recondite facts were concerned) there came an interruption.

The smooth voice of the butler almost made me leap from my chair, as he spoke out of the shadows immediately behind me.

The 45 port, sir, he said  and proceeded to place a crusted bottle upon the table. Sir Lionel desires me to say that he is with you in spirit and that he proposes the health of Dr. Petrie and his fiancée, whom he hopes to have the pleasure of meeting in the morning.

Truly it was a singular situation, and I am unlikely ever to forget the scene as the three of us solemnly rose to our feet and drank our hosts toast, thus proposed by proxy, under the eye of Homopoulo, who stood a shadowy figure in the background.

The ceremony solemnly performed and the gloomy butler having departed with a suitable message to Sir Lionel  

I was about to tell you, resumed Nayland Smith, with a gaiety palpably forced, of the traditional ghost of Graywater Park. He is a black clad priest, said to be the Spanish chaplain of the owner of the Park in the early days of the Reformation. Owing to some little misunderstanding with His Majestys commissioners, this unfortunate churchman met with an untimely death, and his shade is said to haunt the secret room  the site of which is unknown  and to clamor upon the door, and upon the walls of the private stair.

I thought the subject rather ill chosen, but recognized that my friend was talking more or less at random and in desperation; indeed, failing his reminiscences of Graywater Park, I think the demon of silence must have conquered us completely.

Presumably, I said, unconsciously speaking as though I feared the sound of my own voice, this Spanish priest was confined at some time in the famous hidden chamber?

He was supposed to know the secret of a hoard of church property, and tradition has it, that he was put to the question in some gloomy dungeon …

He ceased abruptly; in fact the effect was that which must have resulted had the speaker been suddenly stricken down. But the deadly silence which ensued was instantly interrupted. My heart seemed to be clutched as though by fingers of ice; a stark and supernatural horror held me riveted in my chair.

For as though Nayland Smiths words had been heard by the ghostly inhabitant of Graywater Park, as though the tortured priest sought once more release from his age-long sufferings  there came echoing, hollowly and remotely, as if from a subterranean cavern, the sound of knocking.

From whence it actually proceeded I was wholly unable to determine. At one time it seemed to surround us, as though not one but a hundred prisoners were beating upon the paneled walls of the huge, ancient apartment.

Faintly, so faintly, that I could not be sure if I heard aright, there came, too, a stifled cry. Louder grew the the frantic beating and louder … then it ceased abruptly.

Merciful God! I whispered what was it? What was it?


CHAPTER XXXV

THE EAST TOWER

With a cigarette between my lips I sat at the open window, looking out upon the skeleton trees of the orchard; for the buds of early spring were only just beginning to proclaim themselves.

The idea of sleep was far from my mind. The attractive modern furniture of the room could not deprive the paneled walls of the musty antiquity which was their birthright. This solitary window deeply set and overlooking the orchard upon which the secret stair was said to open, struck a note of more remote antiquity, casting back beyond the carousing days of the Stuart monarchs to the troublous time of the Middle Ages.

An air of ghostly evil had seemed to arise like a miasma within the house from the moment that we had been disturbed by the unaccountable rapping. It was at a late hour that we had separated, and none of us, I think, welcomed the breaking up of our little party. Mrs. Oram, the housekeeper, had been closely questioned by Smith  for Homopoulo, as a new-comer, could not be expected to know anything of the history of Graywater Park. The old lady admitted the existence of the tradition which Nayland Smith had in some way unearthed, but assured us that never, in her time, had the uneasy spirit declared himself. She was ignorant (or, like the excellent retainer that she was, professed to be ignorant) of the location of the historic chamber and staircase.

As for Homopoulo, hitherto so irreproachably imperturbable, I had rarely seen a man in such a state of passive panic. His dark face was blanched to the hue of dirty parchment and his forehead dewed with cold perspiration. I mentally predicted an early resignation in the household of Sir Lionel Barton. Homopoulo might be an excellent butler, but his superstitious Greek nature was clearly incapable of sustaining existence beneath the same roof with a family ghost, hoary though the specters antiquity might be.

Where the skeleton shadows of the fruit trees lay beneath me on the fresh green turf my fancy persistently fashioned a black-clad figure flitting from tree to tree. Sleep indeed was impossible. Once I thought I detected the howling of the distant leopards.

Somewhere on the floor above me, Nayland Smith, I knew, at that moment would be restlessly pacing his room, the exact situation of which I could not identify, because of the quaint, rambling passages whereby one approached it. It was in regard to Kâramaneh, however, that my misgivings were the keenest. Already her position had been strange enough, in those unfamiliar surroundings, but what tremors must have been hers now in the still watches of the night, following the ghostly manifestations which had so dramatically interrupted Nayland Smiths story, I dared not imagine. She had been allotted an apartment somewhere upon the ground floor, and Mrs. Oram, whose motherly interest in the girl had touched me deeply, had gone with her to her room, where no doubt her presence had done much to restore the girls courage.

Graywater Park stood upon a well-wooded slope, and, to the southwest, starting above the trees almost like a giant Spanish priest, showed a solitary tower. With a vague and indefinite interest I watched it. It was Monkswell, an uninhabited place belonging to Sir Lionels estate and dating, in part, to the days of King John. Flicking the ash from my cigarette, I studied the ancient tower wondering idly what deeds had had their setting within its shadows, since the Angevin monarch, in whose reign it saw the light, had signed the Magna Charta.

This was a perfect night, and very still. Nothing stirred, within or without Greywater Park. Yet I was conscious of a definite disquietude which I could only suppose to be ascribable to the weird events of the evening, but which seemed rather to increase than to diminish.

I tossed the end of my cigarette out into the darkness, determined to turn in, although I had never felt more wide awake in my life. One parting glance I cast into the skeleton orchard and was on the point of standing up, when  although no breezed stirred  a shower of ivy leaves rained down upon my head!

Brushing them away irritably, I looked up  and a second shower dropped fully upon my face and filled my eyes with dust. I drew back, checking an exclamation. What with the depth of the embrasure, due to the great thickness of the wall, and the leafy tangle above the window, I could see for no great distance up the face of the building; but a faint sound of rustling and stumbling which proceeded from somewhere above me proclaimed that some one, or something, was climbing either up or down the wall of the corner tower in which I was housed!

Partially removing the dust from my smarting eyes, I returned to the embrasure, and stepping from the chair on to the deep ledge, I grasped the corner of the quaint, diamond-paned window, which I had opened to its fullest extent, and craned forth.

Now I could see the ivy-grown battlements surmounting the tower (the east wing, in which my room was situated, was the oldest part of Graywater Park). Sharply outlined against the cloudless sky they showed … and the black silhouette of a mans head and shoulders leant over directly above me!

I drew back sharply. The climber, I thought, had not seen me, although he was evidently peering down at my window. What did it mean?

As I crouched in the embrasure, a sudden giddiness assailed me, which at first I ascribed to a sympathetic nervous action due to having seen the man poised there at that dizzy height. But it increased, I swayed forward, and clutched at the wall to save myself. A deadly nausea overcame me … and a deadly doubt leapt to my mind.

In the past, Sir Lionel Barton had had spies in his household; what if the dark-faced Greek, Homopoulo, were another of these? I thought of the 45 port, of the ghostly rapping; and I thought of the man who crouched upon the roof of the tower above my open window.

My symptoms now were unmistakable; my head throbbed and my vision grew imperfect; there had to be an opiate in the wine!

I almost fell back into the room. Supporting myself by means of the chair, the chest of drawers, and finally, the bed-rail, I got to my grip, and with weakening fingers, extracted the little medicine-chest which was invariably my traveling companion.

* * * * * * * *

Grimly pitting my will against the drug, but still trembling weakly from the result of the treatment, internal and subcutaneous, which I had adopted, I staggered to the door out into the corridor and up the narrow, winding stairs to Smiths room. I carried an electric pocket-lamp, and by its light I found my way to the triangular, paneled landing.

I tried the handle. As I had expected, the door was locked. I beat upon it with my fist.

Smith! I cried Smith!

There was no reply.

Again I clamored; awaking ancient echoes within the rooms and all about me. But nothing moved and no answering voice rewarded my efforts; the other rooms were seemingly unoccupied, and Smith  was drugged!

My senses in disorder, and a mist dancing before my eyes, I went stumbling down into the lower corridor. At the door of my own room I paused; a new fact had suddenly been revealed to me, a fact which the mazy windings of the corridors had hitherto led me to overlook. Smiths room was also in the east tower, and must be directly above mine!

My God! I whispered, thinking of the climber he has been murdered!

I staggered into my room and clutched at the bed-rail to support myself, for my legs threatened to collapse beneath me. How should I act? That we were victims of a cunning plot, that the deathful Si-Fan had at last wreaked its vengeance upon Nayland Smith I could not doubt.

My brain reeled, and a weakness, mental and physical, threatened to conquer me completely. Indeed, I think I must have succumbed, sapped as my strength had been by the drug administered to me, if the sound of a creaking stair had not arrested my attention and by the menace which it conveyed afforded a new stimulus.

Some one was creeping down from the landing above  coming to my room! The creatures of the Yellow doctor, having despatched Nayland Smith, were approaching stealthily, stair by stair, to deal with me!

From my grip I took out the Browning pistol. The Chinese doctors servants should have a warm reception. I burned to avenge my friend, who I was persuaded, lay murdered in the room above. I partially closed the door and took up a post immediately behind it. Nearer came the stealthy footsteps  nearer…. Now the one who approached had turned the angle of the passage….

Within sight of my door he seemed to stop; a shaft of white light crept through the opening, across the floor and on to the wall beyond. A moment it remained so  then was gone. The room became plunged in darkness.

Gripping the Browning with nervous fingers I waited, listening intently; but the silence remained unbroken. My gaze set upon the spot where the head of this midnight visitant might be expected to appear, I almost held my breath during the ensuing moments of frightful suspense.

The door was opening; slowly  slowly  by almost imperceptible degrees. I held the pistol pointed rigidly before me and my gaze remained fixed intently on the dimly seen opening. I suppose I acted as ninety-nine men out of a hundred would have done in like case. Nothing appeared.

Then a voice  a voice that seemed to come from somewhere under the floor snapped:  

Good God! its Petrie!

I dropped my gaze instantly … and there, looking up at me from the floor at my feet, I vaguely discerned the outline of a human head!

Smith! I whispered.

Nayland Smith  for indeed it was none other  stood up and entered the room.

Thank God you are safe, old man, he said. But in waiting for one who is stealthily entering a room, dont, as you love me, take it for granted that he will enter upright. I could have shot you from the floor with ease! But, mercifully, even in the darkness, I recognized your Arab slippers!

Smith, I said, my heart beating wildly, I thought you were drugged  murdered. The port contained an opiate.

I guessed as much! snapped Smith. But despite the excellent tuition of Dr. Fu-Manchu, I am still childishly trustful; and the fact that I did not partake of the crusted 45 was not due to any suspicions which I entertained at that time.

But, Smith, I saw you drink some port.

I regret to contradict you, Petrie, but you must be aware that the state of my liver  due to a long residence in Burma  does not permit me to indulge in the luxury of port. My share of the 45 now reposes amid the moss in the tulip-bowl, which you may remember decorated the dining table! Not desiring to appear churlish, by means of a simple feat of legerdemain I drank your health and future happiness in claret!

For Gods sake what is going on, Smith? Some one climbed from your window.

I climbed from my window!

What! I said dazedly it was you! But what does it all mean? Kâramaneh  

It is for her I fear, Petrie, now. We have not a moment to waste!

He made for the door.

Sir Lionel must be warned at all cost! I cried.

Impossible! snapped Smith.

What do you mean?

Sir Lionel has disappeared!


CHAPTER XXXVI

THE DUNGEON

We were out in the corridor now, Smith showing the way with the light of his electric pocket-lamp. My mind was clear enough, but I felt as weak as a child.

You look positively ghastly, old man, rapped Smith, which is no matter for wonder. I have yet to learn how it happened that you are not lying insensible, or dead, as a result of the drugged wine. When I heard some one moving in your room, it never occurred to me that it was you.

Smith, I said the house seems as still as death.

You, Kâramaneh, and myself are the only occupants of the east wing. Homopoulo saw to that.

Then he  

He is a member of the Si-Fan, a creature of Dr. Fu-Manchu  yes, beyond all doubt! Sir Lionel is unfortunate  as ever  in his choice of servants. I blame my own stupidity entirely, Petrie; and I pray that my enlightenment has not come too late.

What does it all mean?  what have you learnt?

Mind these three steps, warned Smith, glancing back. I found my mind persistently dwelling upon the matter of that weird rapping, Petrie, and I recollected the situation of Sir Lionels room, on the southeast front. A brief inspection revealed the fact that, by means of a kindly branch of ivy, I could reach the roof of the east tower from my window.

Well?

One may walk from there along the roof of the southeast front, and by lying face downwards at the point where it projects above the main entrance look into Sir Lionels room!

I saw you go!

I feared that some one was watching me, but that it was you I had never supposed. Neither Barton nor his man are in that room, Petrie! They have been spirited away! This is Kâramanehs door.

He grasped me by the arm, at the same time directing the light upon a closed door before which we stood. I raised my fist and beat upon the panels; then, every muscle tensed and my heart throbbing wildly, I listened for the girls voice.

Not a sound broke that deathly stillness except the beating of my own heart, which, I thought, must surely be audible to my companion. Frantically I hurled myself against the stubborn oak, but Smith thrust me back.

Useless, Petrie! he said useless. This room is in the base of the east tower, yours is above it and mine at the top. The corridors approaching the three floors deceive one, but the fact remains. I have no positive evidence, but I would wager all I possess that there is a stair in the thickness of the wall, and hidden doors in the paneling of the three apartments. The Yellow group has somehow obtained possession of a plan of the historic secret passages and chambers of Graywater Park. Homopoulo is the spy in the household; and Sir Lionel, with his man Kennedy, was removed directly the invitation to us had been posted. The group will know by now that we have escaped them, but Kâramaneh …

Smith! I groaned, Smith! What can we do? What has befallen her? …

This way! he snapped. We are not beaten yet!

We must arouse the servants!

Why? It would be sheer waste of priceless time. There are only three men who actually sleep in the house (excepting Homopoulo) and these are in the northwest wing. No, Petrie; we must rely upon ourselves.

He was racing recklessly along the tortuous corridors and up the oddly placed stairways of that old-world building. My anguish had reinforced the atropine which I had employed as an antidote to the opiate in the wine, and now my blood, that had coursed sluggishly, leapt through my veins like fire and I burned with a passionate anger.

Into a large and untidy bedroom we burst. Books and papers littered about the floor; curios, ranging from mummied cats and ibises to Turkish yataghans and Zulu assegais, surrounded the place in riotous disorder. Beyond doubt this was the apartment of Sir Lionel Barton. A lamp burned upon a table near to the disordered bed, and a discolored Greek statuette of Orpheus lay overturned on the carpet close beside it.

Homopoulo was on the point of leaving this room at the moment that I peered in at the window, said Smith, breathing heavily. From here there is another entrance to the secret passages. Have your pistol ready.

He stepped across the disordered room to a little alcove near the foot of the bed, directing the ray of the pocket-lamp upon the small, square paneling.

Ah! he cried, a note of triumph in his voice he has left the door ajar! A visit of inspection was not anticipated to-night, Petrie! Thank God for an Indian liver and a suspicious mind.

He disappeared into a yawning cavity which now I perceived to exist in the wall. I hurried after him, and found myself upon roughly fashioned stone steps in a very low and narrow descending passage. Over his shoulder  

Note the direction, said Smith breathlessly. We shall presently find ourselves at the base of the east tower.

Down we went and down, the ray of the electric lamp always showing more steps ahead, until at last these terminated in a level, arched passage, curving sharply to the right. Two paces more brought us to a doorway, less, than four feet high, approached by two wide steps. A blackened door, having a most cumbersome and complicated lock, showed in the recess.

Nayland Smith bent and examined the mechanism intently.

Freshly oiled! he commented. You know into whose room it opens?

Well enough I knew, and, detecting that faint, haunting perfume which spoke of the dainty personality of Kâramaneh, my anger blazed up anew. Came a faint sound of metal grating upon metal, and Smith pulled open the door, which turned outward upon the steps, and bent further forward, sweeping the ray of light about the room beyond.

Empty, of course! he muttered. Now for the base of these damned nocturnal operations.

He descended the steps and began to flash the light all about the arched passageway wherein we stood.

The present dining-room of Graywater Park lies almost due south of this spot, he mused. Suppose we try back.

We retraced our steps to the foot of the stair. In the wall on their left was an opening, low down against the floor and little more than three feet high; it reminded me of some of the entrances to those seemingly interminable passages whereby one approaches the sepulchral chambers of the Egyptian Pyramids.

Now for it! snapped Smith. Follow me closely.

Down he dropped, and, having the lamp thrust out before him, began to crawl into the tunnel. As his heels disappeared, and only a faint light outlined the opening, I dropped upon all fours in turn, and began laboriously to drag myself along behind him. The atmosphere was damp, chilly, and evil-smelling; therefore, at the end of some ten or twelve yards of this serpentine crawling, when I saw Smith, ahead of me, to be standing erect, I uttered a stifled exclamation of relief. The thought of Kâramaneh having been dragged through this noisome hole was one I dared not dwell upon.

A long, narrow passage now opened up, its end invisible from where we stood. Smith hurried forward. For the first thirty of forty paces the roof was formed of massive stone slabs; then its character changed; the passage became lower, and one was compelled frequently to lower the head in order to avoid the oaken beams which crossed it.

We are passing under the dining-room, said Smith. It was from here the sound of beating first came!

What do you mean?

I have built up a theory, which remains to be proved, Petrie. In my opinion a captive of the Yellow group escaped to-night and sought to summon assistance, but was discovered and overpowered.

Sir Lionel?

Sir Lionel, or Kennedy  yes, I believe so.

Enlightenment came to me, and I understood the pitiable condition into which the Greek butler had been thrown by the phenomenon of the ghostly knocking. But Smith hurried on, and suddenly I saw that the passage had entered upon a sharp declivity; and now both roof and walls were composed of crumbling brickwork. Smith pulled up, and thrust back a hand to detain me.

Ssh! he hissed, and grasped my arm.

Silent, intently still, we stood and listened. The sound of a guttural voice was clearly distinguishable from somewhere close at hand!

Smith extinguished the lamp. A faint luminance proclaimed itself directly ahead. Still grasping my arm, Smith began slowly to advance toward the light. One  two  three  four  five paces we crept onward … and I found myself looking through an archway into a medieval torture-chamber!

Only a part of the place was visible to me, but its character was unmistakable. Leg-irons, boots and thumb-screws hung in racks upon the fungi-covered wall. A massive, iron-studded door was open at the further end of the chamber, and on the threshold stood Homopoulo, holding a lantern in his hand.

Even as I saw him, he stepped through, followed by on of those short, thick-set Burmans of whom Dr. Fu-Manchu had a number among his entourage; they were members of the villainous robber bands notorious in India as the dacoits. Over one broad shoulder, slung sackwise, the dacoit carried a girl clad in scanty white drapery….

Madness seized me, the madness of sorrow and impotent wrath. For, with Kâramaneh being borne off before my eyes, I dared not fire at her abductors lest I should strike her!

Nayland Smith uttered a loud cry, and together we hurled ourselves into the chamber. Heedless of what, of whom, else it might shelter, we sprang for the group in the distant doorway. A memory is mine of the dark, white face of Homopoulo, peering, wild-eyed, over the lantern, of the slim, white-clad form of the lovely captive seeming to fade into the obscurity of th passage beyond.

Then, with bleeding knuckles, with wild imprecations bubbling from my lips, I was battering upon the mighty door  which had been slammed in my face at the very instant that I had gained it.

Brace up, man!  Brace up! cried Smith, and in his strenuous, grimly purposeful fashion, he shouldered me away from the door. A battering ram could not force that timber; we must seek another way!

I staggered, weakly, back into the room. Hand raised to my head, I looked about me. A lantern stood in a niche in one wall, weirdly illuminating that place of ghastly memories; there were braziers, branding-irons, with other instruments dear to the Black Ages, about me  and gagged, chained side by side against the opposite wall, lay Sir Lionel Barton and another man unknown to me!

Already Nayland Smith was bending over the intrepid explorer, whose fierce blue eyes glared out from the sun-tanned face madly, whose gray hair and mustache literally bristled with rage long repressed. I choked down the emotions that boiled and seethed within me, and sought to release the second captive, a stockily-built, clean-shaven man. First I removed the length of toweling which was tied firmly over his mouth; and  

Thank you, sir, he said composedly. The keys of these irons are on the ledge there beside the lantern. I broke the first ring I was chained to, but the Yellow devils overhauled me, all manacled as I was, half-way along the passage before I could attract your attention, and fixed me up to another and stronger ring!

Ere he had finished speaking, the keys were in my hands, and I had unlocked the gyves from both the captives. Sir Lionel Barton, his gag removed, unloosed a torrent of pent-up wrath.

The hell-fiends drugged me! he shouted. That black villain Homopoulo doctored my tea! I woke in this damnable cell, the secret of which has been lost for generations! He turned blazing blue eyes upon Kennedy. How did you come to be trapped? he demanded unreasonably. I credited you with a modicum of brains!

Homopoulo came running from your room, sir, and told me you were taken suddenly ill and that a doctor must be summoned without delay.

Well, well, you fool!

Dr. Hamilton was away, sir.

A false call beyond doubt! snapped Smith.

Therefore I went for the new doctor, Dr. Magnus, in the village. He came at once and I showed him up to your room. He sent Mrs. Oram out, leaving only Homopoulo and myself there, except yourself.

Well?

Sandbagged! explained the man nonchalantly. Dr. Magnus, who is some kind of dago, is evidently one of the gang.

Sir Lionel! cried Smith where does the passage lead to beyond that doorway?

God knows! was the answer, which dashed my last hope to the ground. I have no more idea than yourself. Perhaps …

He ceased speaking. A sound had interrupted him, which, in those grim surroundings, lighted by the solitary lantern, translated my thoughts magically to Ancient Rome, to the Rome of Tigellinus, to the dungeons of Neros Circus. Echoing eerily along the secret passages it came  the roaring and snarling of the lioness and the leopards.

Nayland Smith clapped his hand to his brow and stared at me almost frenziedly, then  

God guard her! he whispered. Either their plans, wherever they got them, are inaccurate, or in their panic they have mistaken the way. … Wild cries now were mingling with the snarling of the beasts…. They have blundered into the old crypt!

How we got out of the secret labyrinth of Graywater Park into the grounds and around the angle of the west wing to the ivy-grown, pointed door, where once the chapel had bee, I do not know. Light seemed to spring up about me, and half-clad servants to appear out of the void. Temporarily I was insane.

Sir Lionel Barton was behaving like a madman too, and like a madman he tore at the ancient bolts and precipitated himself into the stone-paved cloister barred with the moon-cast shadows of the Norman pillars. From behind the iron bars of the home of the leopards came now a fearsome growling and scuffling.

Smith held the light with a steady hand, whilst Kennedy forced the heavy bolts of the crypt door.

In leapt the fearless baronet among his savage pets, and in the ray of light from the electric lamp I saw that which turned my sick with horror. Prone beside a yawning gap in the floor lay Homopoulo, his throat torn indescribably and his white shirt-front smothered in blood. A black leopard, having its fore-paws upon the dead mans breast, turned blazing eyes upon us; a second crouched beside him.

Heaped up in a corner of the place, amongst the straw and litter of the lair, lay the Burmese dacoit, his sinewy fingers embedded in the throat of the third and largest leopard  which was dead  whilst the creatures gleaming fangs were buried in the tattered flesh of the mans shoulder.

Upon the straw beside the two, her slim, bare arms outstretched and her head pillowed upon them, so that her rippling hair completely concealed her face, lay Kâramaneh….

In a trice Barton leapt upon the great beast standing over Homopoulo, had him by the back of the neck and held him in his powerful hands whining with fear and helpless as a rat in the grip of a terrier. The second leopard fled into the inner lair.

So much I visualized in a flash; then all faded, and I knelt alone beside her whose life was my life, in a world grown suddenly empty and still.

Through long hours of agony I lived, hours contained within the span of seconds, the beloved head resting against my shoulder, whilst I searched for signs of life and dreaded to find ghastly wounds…. At first I could not credit the miracle; I could not receive the wondrous truth.

Kâramaneh was quite uninjured and deep in drugged slumber!

The leopards thought her dead, whispered Smith brokenly, and never touched her!


CHAPTER XXXVII

THREE NIGHTS LATER

Listen! cried Sir Lionel Barton.

He stood upon the black rug before the massive, carven mantelpiece, a huge man in an appropriately huge setting.

I checked the words on my lips, and listened intently. Within Graywater Park all was still, for the hour was late. Outside, the rain was descending in a deluge, its continuous roar drowning any other sound that might have been discernible. Then, above it, I detected a noise that at first I found difficult to define.

The howling of the leopards! I suggested.

Sir Lionel shook his tawny head with impatience. Then, the sound growing louder, suddenly I knew it for what it was.

Some one shouting! I exclaimed some one who rides a galloping horse!

Coming here! added Sir Lionel. Hark! he is at the door!

A bell rang furiously, again and again sending its brazen clangor echoing through the great apartments and passages of Graywater.

There goes Kennedy.

Above the sibilant roaring of the rain I could hear some one releasing heavy bolts and bars. The servants had long since retired, as also had Kâramaneh; but Sir Lionels man remained wakeful and alert.

Sir Lionel made for the door, and I, standing up, was about to follow him, when Kennedy appeared, in his wake a bedraggled groom, hatless, and pale to the lips. His frightened eyes looked from face to face.

Dr. Petrie? he gasped interrogatively.

Yes! I said, a sudden dread assailing me. What is it?

Gad! its Hamiltons man! cried Barton.

Mr. Nayland Smith, sir, continued the groom brokenly  and all my fears were realized. Hes been attacked, sir, on the road from the station, and Dr. Hamilton, to whose house he was carried  

Kennedy! shouted Sir Lionel, get the Rolls-Royce out! Put your horse up here, my man, and come with us!

He turned abruptly … as the groom, grasping at the wall, fell heavily to the floor.

Good God! I cried Whats the matter with him?

I bent over the prostrate man, making a rapid examination.

His head! A nasty blow. Give me a hand, Sir Lionel; we must get him on to a couch.

The unconscious man was laid upon a Chesterfield, and, ably assisted by the explorer, who was used to coping with such hurts as this, I attended to him as best I could. One of the men-servants had been aroused, and, just as he appeared in the doorway, I had the satisfaction of seeing Dr. Hamiltons groom open his eyes, and look about him, dazedly.

Quick, I said. Tell me  what hurt you?

The man raised his hand to his head and groaned feebly.

Something came whizzing, sir, he answered. There was no report, and I saw nothing. I dont know what it can have been  

Where did this attack take place?

Between here and the village, sir; just by the coppice at the cross-roads on top of Raddon Hill.

You had better remain here for the present, I said, and gave a few words of instruction to the man whom we had aroused.

This way, cried Barton, who had rushed out of the room, his huge frame reappearing in the door-way; the car is ready.

My mind filled with dreadful apprehensions, I passed out on to the carriage sweep. Sir Lionel was already at the wheel.

Jump in, Kennedy, he said, when I had taken a seat beside him; and the man sprang into the car.

Away we shot, up the narrow lane, lurched hard on the bend  and were off at ever growing speed toward the hills, where a long climb awaited the car.

The head-light picked out the straight road before us, and Barton increased the pace, regardless of regulations, until the growing slope made itself felt and the speed grew gradually less; above the throbbing of the motor, I could hear, now, the rain in the overhanging trees.

I peered through the darkness, up the road, wondering if we were near to the spot where the mysterious attack had been made upon Dr. Hamiltons groom. I decided that we were just passing the place, and to confirm my opinion, at that moment Sir Lionel swung the car around suddenly, and plunged headlong into the black mouth of a narrow lane.

Hitherto, the roads had been fair, but now the jolting and swaying became very pronounced.

Beastly road! shouted Barton and stiff gradient!

I nodded.

That part of the way which was visible in front had the appearance of a muddy cataract, through which we must force a path.

Then, as abruptly as it had commenced, the rain ceased; and at almost the same moment came an angry cry from behind.

The canvas hood made it impossible to see clearly in the car, but, turning quickly, I perceived Kennedy, with his cap off, rubbing his close-cropped skull. He was cursing volubly.

What is it, Kennedy?

Somebody sniping! cried the man. Lucky for me I had my cap on!

Eh, sniping? said Barton, glancing over his shoulder. What dyou mean? A stone, was it?

No, sir, answered Kennedy. I dont know what it was  but it wasnt a stone.

Hurt much? I asked.

No, sir! nothing at all. But there was a note of fear in the mans voice  fear of the unknown.

Something struck the hood with a dull drum-like thud.

Theres another, sir! cried Kennedy. Theres some one following us!

Can you see any one? came the reply. I thought I saw something then, about twenty yards behind. Its so dark.

Try a shot! I said, passing my Browning to Kennedy.

The next moment, the crack of the little weapon sounded sharply, and I thought I detected a vague, answering cry.

See anything? came from Barton.

Neither Kennedy nor I made reply; for we were both looking back down the hill. Momentarily, the moon had peeped from the cloud-banks, and where, three hundreds yards behind, the bordering trees were few, a patch of dim light spread across the muddy road  and melted away as a new blackness gathered.

But, in the brief space, three figures had shown, only for an instant  but long enough for us both to see that they were those of three gaunt men, seemingly clad in scanty garments. What weapons they employed I could not conjecture; but we were pursued by three of Dr. Fu-Manchus dacoits!

Barton growled something savagely, and ran the car to the left of the road, as the gates of Dr. Hamiltons house came in sight.

A servant was there, ready to throw them open; and Sir Lionel swung around on to the drive, and drove ahead, up the elm avenue to where the light streamed through the open door on to the wet gravel. The house was a blaze of lights, every window visible being illuminated; and Mrs. Hamilton stood in the porch to greet us.

Doctor Petrie? she asked, nervously, as we descended.

I am he, I said. How is Mr. Smith?

Still insensible, was the reply.

Passing a knot of servants who stood at the foot of the stairs like a little flock of frightened sheep  we made our way into the room where my poor friend lay.

Dr. Hamilton, a gray-haired man of military bearing, greeted Sir Lionel, and the latter made me known to my fellow practitioner, who grasped my hand, and then went straight to the bedside, tilting the lampshade to throw the light directly upon the patient.

Nayland Smith lay with his arms outside the coverlet and his fists tightly clenched. His thin, tanned face wore a grayish hue, and a white bandage was about his head. He breathed stentoriously.

We can only wait, said Dr. Hamilton, and trust that there will be no complications.

I clenched my fists involuntarily, but, speaking no word, turned and passed from the room.

Downstairs in Dr. Hamiltons study was the man who had found Nayland Smith.

We dont know when it was done, sir, he said, answering my first question. Staples and me stumbled on him in the dusk, just by the big beech  a good quarter-mile from the village. I dont know how long hed laid there, but it must have been for some time, as the last rain arrived an hour earlier. No, sir, he hadnt been robbed; his money and watch were on him but his pocketbook lay open beside him;  though, funny as it seems, there were three five-pound notes in it!

Do you understand, Petrie? cried Sir Lionel. Smith evidently obtained a copy of the old plan of the secret passages of Graywater and Monkswell, sooner than he expected, and determined to return to-night. They left him for dead, having robbed him of the plans!

But the attack on Dr. Hamiltons man?

Fu-Manchu clearly tried to prevent communication with us to-night! He is playing for time. Depend on it, Petrie, the hour of his departure draws near and he is afraid of being trapped at the last moment.

He began taking huge strides up and down the room, forcibly reminding me of a caged lion.

To think, I said bitterly, that all our efforts have failed to discover the secret  

The secret of my own property! roared Barton and one known to that damned, cunning Chinese devil!

And in all probability now known also to Smith  

And he cannot speak! …

Who cannot speak? demanded a hoarse voice.

I turned in a flash, unable to credit my senses  and there, holding weakly to the doorpost, stood Nayland Smith!

Smith! I cried reproachfully you should not have left your room!

He sank into an arm-chair, assisted by Dr. Hamilton.

My skull is fortunately thick! he replied, a ghostly smile playing around the corners of his mouth and it was a physical impossibility for me to remain inert considering that Dr. Fu-Manchu proposes to leave England to-night!


CHAPTER XXXVIII

THE MONKS PLAN

My inquiries in the Manuscript Room of the British Museum, said Nayland Smith, his voice momentarily growing stronger and some of the old fire creeping back into his eyes, have proved entirely successful.

Sir Lionel Barton, Dr. Hamilton, and myself hung upon every word; and often I fond myself glancing at the old-fashioned clock on the doctors mantel-piece.

We had very definite proof, continued Smith, of the fact that Fu-Manchu and company were conversant with that elaborate system of secret rooms and passages which forms a veritable labyrinth, in, about, and beneath Graywater Park. Some of the passages we explored. That Sir Lionel should be ignorant of the system was not strange, considering that he had but recently inherited the property, and that the former owner, his kinsman, regarded the secret as lost. A starting-point was discovered, however, in the old work on haunted manors unearthed in the library, as you remember. There was a reference, in the chapter dealing with Graywater, so a certain monkish manuscript said to repose in the national collection and to contain a plan of these passages and stairways.

The Keeper of the Manuscripts at the Museum very courteously assisted me in my inquiries, and the ancient parchment was placed in my hands. Sure enough, it contained a carefully executed drawing of the hidden ways of Graywater, the work of a monk in the distant days when Graywater was a priory. This monk, I may add  a certain Brother Anselm  afterwards became Abbot of Graywater.

Very interesting! cried sir Lionel loudly; very interesting indeed.

I copied the plan, resumed Smith, with elaborate care. That labor, unfortunately, was wasted, in part, at least. Then, in order to confirm my suspicions on the point, I endeavored to ascertain if the monks MS. had been asked for at the Museum recently. The Keeper of the Manuscripts could not recall that any student had handled the work, prior to my own visit, during the past ten years.

This was disappointing, and I was tempted to conclude that Fu-Manchu had blundered on to the secret in some other way, when the Assistant Keeper of Manuscripts put in an appearance. From him I obtained confirmation of my theory. Three months ago a Greek gentleman  possibly, Sir Lionel, your late butler, Homopoulo  obtained permission to consult the MS., claiming to be engaged upon a paper for some review or another.

At any rate, the fact was sufficient. Quite evidently, a servant of Fu-Manchu had obtained a copy of the plan  and this within a day or so of the death of Mr. Brangholme Burton  whose heir, Sir Lionel, you were! I became daily impressed anew with the omniscience, the incredible genius, of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

The scheme which we know of to compass the death, or captivity, of our three selves and Kâramaneh was put into operation, and failed. But, with its failure, the utility of the secret chambers was by no means terminated. The local legend, according to which a passage exists, linking Graywater and Monkswell, is confirmed by the monks plan.

What? cried Sir Lionel, springing to his feet a passage between the Park and the old tower! My dear sir, its impossible! Such a passage would have to pass under the River Starn! Its only a narrow stream, I know, but  

It does, or did, pass under the River Starn! said Nayland Smith coolly. That it is still practicable I do not assert; what interests me is the spot at which it terminates.

He plunged his hand into the pocket of the light overcoat which he wore over the borrowed suit of pyjamas in which the kindly Dr. Hamilton had clothed him. He was seeking his pipe!

Have a cigar, Smith! cried Sir Lionel, proffering his case if you must smoke; although I think our medical friends frowning!

Nayland Smith took a cigar, bit off the end, and lighted up. He began to surround himself with odorous clouds, to his evident satisfaction.

To resume, he said; the Spanish priest who was persecuted at Graywater in early Reformation days and whose tortured spirit is said to haunt the Park, held the secret of this passage, and of the subterranean chamber in Monkswell, to which it led. His confession  which resulted in his death at the stake!  enabled the commissioners to recover from his chamber a quantity of church ornaments. For these facts I am indebted to the author of the work on haunted manors.

Our inquiry at this point touches upon things sinister and incomprehensible. In a word, although the passage and a part of the underground room are of unknown antiquity, it appears certain that they were improved and enlarged by one of the abbots of Monkswell  at a date much later than Brother Anselms abbotship  and the place was converted to a secret chapel  

A secret chapel! said Dr. Hamilton.

Exactly. This was at a time in English history when the horrible cult of Asmodeus spread from the Rhine monasteries and gained proselytes in many religious houses of England. In this secret chapel, wretched Churchmen, seduced to the abominable views of the abbot, celebrated the Black Mass!

My God! I whispered small wonder that the place is reputed to be haunted!

Small wonder, cried Nayland Smith, with all his old nervous vigor, that Dr. Fu-Manchu selected it as an ideal retreat in times of danger!

What! the chapel? roared Sir Lionel.

Beyond doubt! Well knowing the penalty of discovery, those old devil-worshipers had chosen a temple from which they could escape in an emergency. There is a short stair from the chamber into the cave which, as you may know, exists in the cliff adjoining Monkswell.

Smiths eyes were blazing now, and he was on his feet, pacing the floor, an odd figure, with his bandaged skull and inadequate garments, biting on the already extinguished cigar as though it had been a pipe.

Returning to our rooms, Petrie, he went on rapidly, who should I run into but Summers! You remember Summers, the Suez Canal pilot whom you met at Ismailia two years ago? He brought the yacht through the Canal, from Suez, on which I suspect Ki-Ming came to England. She is a big boat  used to be on the Port Said and Jaffa route before a wealthy Chinaman acquired her  through an Egyptian agent  for his personal use.

All the crews, Summers told me, were Asiatics, and little groups of natives lined the Canal and performed obeisances as the vessel passed. Undoubtedly they had that woman on board, Petrie, the Lady of the Si-Fan, who escaped, together with Fu-Manchu, when we raided the meeting in London! Like a fool I came racing back here without advising you; and, all alone, my mind occupied with the tremendous import of these discoveries, started, long after dusk, to walk to Graywater Park.

He shrugged his shoulders whimsically, and raised one hand to his bandaged head.

Fu-Manchu employs weapons both of the future and of the past, he said. My movements had been watched, of course; I was mad. Some one, probably a dacoit, laid me low with a ball of clay propelled form a sling of the Ancient Persian pattern! I actually saw him … then saw, and knew, no more!

Smith! I cried  whilst Sir Lionel Barton and Dr. Hamilton stared at one another, dumbfounded you think he is on the point of flying from England  

The Chinese yacht, Chanak-Kampo, is lying two miles off the coast and in the sight of the tower of Monkswell!


CHAPTER XXXIX

THE SHADOW ARMY

The scene of our return to Graywater Park is destined to live in my memory for ever. The storm, of which the violet rainfall had been a prelude, gathered blackly over the hills. Ebon clouds lowered upon us as we came racing to the gates. Then the big car was spinning around the carriage sweep, amid a deathly stillness of Nature indescribably gloomy and ominous. I have said, a stillness of nature; but, as Kennedy leapt out and ran up the steps to the door, from the distant cages wherein Sire Lionel kept his collection of rare beasts proceeded the angry howling of the leopards and such a wild succession of roars from the African lioness that I stared at our eccentric host questioningly.

Its the gathering storm, he explained. These creatures are peculiarly susceptible to atmospheric disturbances.

Now the door was thrown open, and, standing in the lighted hall, a picture fair to look upon in her dainty kimono and little red, high-heeled slippers, stood Kâramaneh!

I was beside her in a moment; for the lovely face was pale and there was a wildness in her eyes which alarmed me.

He is somewhere near! she whispered, clinging to me. Some great danger threatens. Where have you been?  what has happened?

Smith was attacked on his way back from London, I replied. But, as you see, he is quite recovered. We are in no danger; and I insist that you go back to bed. We shall tell you all about it in the morning.

Rebellion blazed up in her wonderful eyes instantly  and as quickly was gone, leaving them exquisitely bright. Two tears, like twin pearls, hung upon the curved black lashes. It made my blood course faster to watch this lovely Eastern girl conquering the barbaric impulses that sometimes flamed up within, her, because I willed it; indeed this was a miracle that I never tired of witnessing.

Mrs. Oram, the white-haired housekeeper, placed her arm in motherly fashion about the girls slim waist.

She wants to stay in my room until the trouble is all over, she said in her refined, sweet voice.

You are very good, Mrs. Oram, I replied. Take care of her.

One long, reassuring glance I gave Kâramaneh, then turned and followed Smith and Sir Lionel up the winding oak stair. Kennedy came close behind me, carrying one of the acetylene head-lamps of the car. And  

Just listen to the lioness, sir! he whispered. Its not the gathering storm thats making her so restless. Jungle beasts grow quiet, as a rule, when theres thunder about.

The snarling of the great creature was plainly audible, distant though we were from her cage.

Through your room, Barton! snapped Nayland Smith, when we gained the top corridor.

He was his old, masterful self once more, and his voice was vibrant with that suppressed excitement which I knew well. Into the disorderly sleeping apartment of the baronet we hurried, and Smith made for the recess near the bed which concealed a door in the paneling.

Cautiously here! cried Smith. Follow immediately behind me, Kennedy, and throw the beam ahead. Hold the lamp well to the left.

In we filed, into that ancient passage which had figured in many a black deed but had never served the ends of a more evil plotter than the awful Chinaman who so recently had rediscovered it.

Down we marched, and down, but not to the base of the tower, as I had anticipated. At a point which I judged to be about level with the first floor of the house, Smith  who had been audibly counting the steps  paused, and began to examine the seemingly unbroken masonry of the wall.

We have to remember, he muttered, that this passage may be blocked up or otherwise impassable, and that Fu-Manchu may know of another entrance. Furthermore, since the plan is lost, I have to rely upon my memory for the exact position of the door.

He was feeling about in the crevices between the stone blocks of which the wall was constructed.

Twenty-one steps, he muttered; I feel certain.

Suddenly it seemed that his quest had proved successful.

Ah! he cried the ring!

I saw that he had drawn out a large iron ring from some crevice in which it had been concealed.

Stand back, Kennedy! he warned.

Kennedy moved on to a lower step  as Smith, bringing all his weight to bear upon the ring, turned the huge stone slab upon its hidden pivot, so that it fell back upon the stair with a reverberating boom.

We all pressed forward to peer into the black cavity. Kennedy moving the light, a square well was revealed, not more than three feet across. Foot-holes were cut at intervals down the further side.

Hm! said Smith I was hardly prepared for this. The method of descent that occurs to me is to lean back against one side and trust ones weight entirely to the foot-holes on the other. A shaft appeared in the plan, I remember, but I had formed no theory respecting the means provided for descending it. Tilt the lamp forward, Kennedy. Good! I can see the floor of the passage below; only about fifteen feet or so down.

He stretched his foot across, placed it in the niche and began to descend.

Kennedy next! came his muffled voice, with the lamp. Its light will enable you others to see the way.

Down went Kennedy without hesitation, the lamp swung from his right arm.

I will bring up the rear, said Sir Lionel Barton.

Whereupon I descended. I had climbed down about half-way when, from below, came a loud cry, a sound of scuffling, and a savage exclamation from Smith. Then  

Were right, Petrie! This passage was recently used by Fu-Manchu!

I gained the bottom of the well, and found myself standing in the entrance to an arched passage. Kennedy was directing the light of the lamp down upon the floor.

You see, the door was guarded said Nayland Smith.

What!

Puff adder! he snapped, and indicated a small snake whose head was crushed beneath his heel.

Sir Lionel now joined us; and, a silent quartette, we stood staring from the dead reptile into the damp and evil-smelling tunnel. A distant muttering and rumbling rolled, echoing awesomely along it.

For Heavens sake what was that, sir? whispered Kennedy.

It was the thunder, answered Nayland Smith. The storm is breaking over the hills. Steady with the lamp, my man.

We had proceeded for some three hundred yards, and, according to my calculation, were clear of the orchard of Graywater Park and close to the fringe of trees beyond; I was taking note of the curious old brickwork of the passage, when  

Look out, sir! cried Kennedy  and the light began dancing madly. Just under your feet! Now its up the wall!  mind your hand, Dr. Petrie!

The lamp was turned, and, since it shone fully into my face, temporarily blinded me.

On the roof over your head, Barton!  this from Nayland Smith. What can we kill it with?

Now my sight was restored to me, and looking back along the passage, I saw, clinging to an irregularity in the moldy wall, the most gigantic scorpion I had ever set eyes upon! It was fully as large as my open hand.

Kennedy and Nayland Smith were stealthily retracing their steps, the former keeping the light directed upon the hideous insect, which now began running about with that horrible, febrile activity characteristic of the species. Suddenly came a sharp, staccato report…. Sir Lionel had scored a hit with his Browning pistol.

In waves of sound, the report went booming along the passage. The lamp, as I have said, was turned in order to shine back upon us, rendering the tunnel ahead a mere black mouth  a veritable inferno, held by inhuman guards. Into that black cavern I stared, gloomily fascinated by the onward rolling sound storm; into that blackness I looked … to feel my scalp tingle horrifically, to know the crowning horror of the horrible journey.

The blackness was spangled with watching, diamond eyes!  with tiny insect eyes that moved; upon the floor, upon the walls, upon the ceiling! A choking cry rose to my lips.

Smith! Barton! for Gods sake, look! The place is alive with scorpions!

Around we all came, panic plucking at our hearts, around swept the beam of the big lamp; and there, retreating before the light, went a veritable army of venomous creatures! I counted no fewer than three of the giant red centipedes whose poisonous touch, called the zayat kiss, is certain death; several species of scorpion were represented; and some kind of bloated, unwieldy spider, so gross of body that its short, hairy legs could scarce support it, crawled, hideous, almost at my feet.

What other monstrosities of the insect kingdom were included in that obscene host I know not; my skin tingled from head to feet; I experienced a sensation as if a million venomous things already clung to me  unclean things bred in the malarial jungles of Burma, in the corpse-tainted mud of Chinas rivers, in the fever spots of that darkest East from which Fu-Manchu recruited his shadow army.

I was perilously near to losing my nerve when the crisp, incisive tones of Nayland Smiths voice came to stimulate me like a cold douche.

This wanton sacrifice of horrors speaks eloquently of a forlorn hope! Sweep the walls with light, Kennedy; all those filthy things are nocturnal and they will retreat before us as we advance.

His words proved true. Occasioning a sort of rustling sound  a faint sibilance indescribably loathsome  the creatures gray and black and red darted off along the passage. One by one, as we proceeded, they crept into holes and crevices of the ancient walls, sometimes singly, sometimes in pairs  the pairs locked together in deadly embrace.

They cannot live long in this cold atmosphere, cried Smith. Many of them will kill one another  and we can safely leave the rest to the British climate. But see that none of them drops upon you in passing.

Thus we pursued our nightmare march, on through that valley of horror. Colder grew the atmosphere and colder. Again the thunder boomed out above us, seeming to shake the roof of the tunnel fiercely, as with Titan hands. A sound of falling water, audible for some time, now grew so loud that conversation became difficult. All the insects had disappeared.

We are approaching the River Starn! roared Sir Lionel. Note the dip of the passage and the wet walls!

Note the type of brickwork! shouted Smith.

Largely as a sedative to the feverish excitement which consumed me, I forced myself to study the construction of the tunnel; and I became aware of an astonishing circumstance. Partly the walls were natural, a narrow cavern traversing the bed of rock which upcropped on this portion of the estate, but partly, if my scanty knowledge of archaeology did not betray me, they were Phoenician!

This stretch of passage, came another roar from Sir Lionel, dates back to Roman days or even earlier! By God! Its almost incredible!

And now Smith and Kennedy, who lid, were up to their knees in a running tide. An icy shower-bath drenched us from above; ahead was a solid wall of falling water. Again, and louder, nearer, boomed and rattled the thunder; its mighty voice was almost lost in the roar of that subterranean cataract. Nayland Smith, using his hands as a megaphone, cried;  

Failing the evidence that others have passed this way, I should not dare to risk it! But the river is less than forty feet wide at the point below Monkswell; a dozen paces should see us through the worst!

I attempted no reply. I will frankly admit that the prospect appalled me. But, bracing himself up as one does preparatory to a high dive, Smith, nodding to Kennedy to proceed, plunged into the cataract ahead….


CHAPTER XL

THE BLACK CHAPEL

Of how we achieved that twelve or fifteen yards below the rocky bed of the stream the Powers that lent us strength and fortitude alone hold record. Gasping for breath, drenched, almost reconciled to the end which I thought was come  I found myself standing at the foot of a steep flight of stairs roughly hewn in the living rock.

Beside me, the extinguished lamp still grasped in his hand, leant Kennedy, panting wildly and clutching at the uneven wall. Sir Lionel Barton had sunk exhausted upon the bottom step, and Nayland Smith was standing near him, looking up the stairs. From an arched doorway at their head light streamed forth!

Immediately behind me, in the dark place where the waters roared, opened a fissure in the rock, and into it poured the miniature cataract; I understood now the phenomenon of minor whirlpools for which the little river above was famous. Such were my impressions of that brief breathing-space; then  

Have your pistols ready! cried Smith. Leave the lamp, Kennedy. It can serve us no further.

Mustering all the reserve that remained to us, we went, pell-mell, a wild, bedraggled company, up that ancient stair and poured into the room above….

One glance showed us that this was indeed the chapel of Asmodeus, the shrine of Satan where the Black Mass had been sung in the Middle Ages. The stone altar remained, together with certain Latin inscriptions cut in the wall. Fu-Manchus last home in England had been within a temple of his only Master.

Save for nondescript litter, evidencing a hasty departure of the occupants, and a ships lantern burning upon the altar, the chapel was unfurnished. Nothing menaced us, but the thunder hollowly crashed far above. To cover his retreat, Fu-Manchu had relied upon the noxious host in the passage and upon the wall of water. Silent, motionless, we four stood looking down at that which lay upon the floor of the unholy place.

In a pool of blood was stretched the Eurasian girl, Zarmi. Her picturesque finery was reft into tatters and her bare throat and arms were covered with weals and bruises occasioned by ruthless, clutching fingers. Of her face, which had been notable for a sort of devilish beauty, I cannot write; it was the awful face of one who had did from strangulation.

Beside her, with a Malay krîs in his heart  a little, jeweled weapon that I had often seen in Zarmis hand  sprawled the obese Greek, Samarkan, a member of the Si-Fan group and sometime manager of a great London hotel!

It was ghastly, it was infinitely horrible, that tragedy of which the story can never be known, never be written; that fiendish fight to the death in the black chapel of Asmodeus.

We are too late! said Nayland Smith. The stair behind the altar!

He snatched up the lantern. Directly behind the stone altar was a narrow, pointed doorway. From the depths with which it communicated proceeded vague, awesome sounds, as of waves breaking in some vast cavern….

We were more than half-way down the stair when, above the muffled roaring of the thunder, I distinctly heard the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

My God! shouted Smith, perhaps they are trapped! The cave is only navigable at low tide and in calm weather!

We literally fell down the remaining steps … and were almost precipitated into the water!

The light of the lantern showed a lofty cavern tapering away to a point at its remote end, pear-fashion. The throbbing of an engine and churning of a screw became audible. There was a faint smell of petrol.

Shoot! shoot!  the frenzied voice was that of Sir Lionel Look! they can just get through! …

Crack! Crack! Crack!

Nayland Smiths Browning spat death across the cave. Then followed the report of Bartons pistol; then those of mine and Kennedys.

A small motor-boat was creeping cautiously out under a low, natural archway which evidently gave access to the sea! Since the tide was incoming, a few minutes more of delay had rendered the passage of the cavern impossible….

The boat disappeared.

We are not beaten! snapped Nayland Smith. The Chanak-Kampo will be seized in the Channel!

* * * * * * * * *

There were formerly steps, in the side of the well from which this place takes its name, declared Nayland Smith dully. This was the means of access to the secret chapel employed by the devil-worshipers.

The top of the well (alleged to be the deepest in England), said Sir Lionel, is among a tangle of weeds close by the ruined tower.

Smith, ascending three stone steps, swung the lantern out over the yawning pit below; then he stared long and fixedly upwards.

Both thunder and rain had ceased; but even in those gloomy depths we could hear the coming of the tempest which followed upon that memorable storm.

The steps are here, reported Smith; but without the aid of a rope from above, I doubt if they are climbable.

Its that or the way we came, sir! said Kennedy. I was five years at sea in wind-jammers. Let me swarm up and go for a rope to the Park.

Can you do it? demanded Smith. Come and look!

Kennedy craned from the opening, staring upward and downward; then  

I can do it, sir, he said quietly.

Removing his boots and socks, he swung himself out from the opening into the well and was gone.

* * * * * * * * *

The story of Fu-Manchu, and of the organization called the Si-Fan which he employed as a means to further his own vast projects, is almost told.

Kennedy accomplished the perilous climb to the lip of the well, and sped barefooted to Graywater Park for ropes. By means of these we all escaped from the strange chapel of the devil-worshipers. Of how we arranged for the removal of the bodies which lay in the place I need not write. My record advances twenty-four hours.

The great storm which burst over England in the never-to-be-forgotten spring when Fu-Manchu fled our shores has become historical. There were no fewer than twenty shipwrecks during the day and night that it raged.

Imprisoned by the elements in Graywater Park, we listened to the wind howling with the voice of a million demons around the ancient manor, to the creatures of Sir Lionels collection swelling the unholy discord. Then came the news that there was a big steamer on the Pinion Rocks  that the lifeboat could not reach her.

As though it were but yesterday I can see us, Sir Lionel Barton, Nayland Smith and I, hurrying down into the little cove which sheltered the fishing-village; fighting our way against the power of the tempest….

Thrice we saw the rockets split the inky curtain of the storm; thrice saw the gallant lifeboat crew essay to put their frail craft out to sea … thrice the mighty rollers hurled them contemptuously back….

Dawn  a gray, eerie dawn  was creeping ghostly over the iron-bound shore, when the fragments of wreckage began to drift in. Such are the currents upon those coasts that bodies are rarely recovered from wrecks on the cruel Pinion Rocks.

In the dim light I bent over a battered and torn mass of timber  that once had been the bow of a boat; and in letters of black and gold I read: S. Y. Chanak-Kampo.


BROOD OF THE WITCH-QUEEN
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Rohmer turns to a completely different genre with this story published in 1918  the occult mystery  and to go with it, a new hero, Robert Cairn. It is regarded by commentators as one of Rohmers finest works, and it was seen as a worthy successor to Bram Stokers Dracula by none other than H. P. Lovecraft, the iconic writer of weird fiction.

Robert Cairn and Anthony Ferrara could not be more different as people, even though they are fellow students at Oxford and have known each other since childhood. Cairn is wholesome and honest, a tall, thin Scotsman, clean-shaven, square jawed, and with the crisp light hair and grey eyes which often bespeak unusual virility and a typically British air. Ferrara is altogether stranger, tall, languid, almost lizard like, keeping a fire burning in his room even in fine weather and only venturing out in the blazing sunshine cocooned in a fur coat; he stands to inherit a fortune when his adoptive father, Sir Michael Ferrara, a renowned Egyptologist, dies, and his less than chivalrous reputation with women has nearly caused him to be sent down from medical school. Ferrara is also a man of exotic tastes; his rooms are full of ancient Egyptian relics and they reek of heavy incense, whilst the man himself reposes in what Cairn regards as effeminate clothing, pencils his eyebrows and has overly red lips  what Cairn contemptuously calls beastly theatrical affectation. There is altogether a sinister air about this man. 

Cairn then finds out that Sir Michael Ferrara, whom he has known since childhood and of whom he is very fond, is desperately ill, and the sick mans pretty guardian, Myra (of whom Cairn also is very fond and very protective of), tells Cairn that strange things have been happening in the night and they appear to be a threat to Sir Michael. On analysing these events, Cairn reluctantly comes to the conclusion that they are caused by the black arts; namely witchcraft. To demonstrate this, Rohmer employs many of the classic manifestations of the occult  the feeling of sudden cold in a room, unseen hands committing violent acts, and strange noises half-heard in the night are just a few. It is not long before Sir Michael dies a violent death, and Anthony and Myra jointly inherit his fortune. Anthony promptly abandons any pretence at building a career and begins to live a life of over-blown and exotic idleness, attending many high class social events and squandering money on his opulent living quarters. 

However, the fondness between Cairn and Myra threatens to become more than this and if Anthony is to secure all his fathers fortune by marrying Myra, Cairn must be stopped  and the first of a series of sinister events happens to Cairn as he and his father (an old friend of Sir Michaels) begin to realise what a terrible threat they face. However, father and son are determined to bring to an end the evil influence of Ferrara, but an even greater threat is looming, a figure from Ferraras ancestral past, who rises like a ghastly shadow to threaten them all.

The aura of corruption that emanates from Ferrara reminds the reader of other characters such as Dorian Gray (the creation of Oscar Wilde); Ferraras almost feline menace, his blatant malevolence combined with a capacity for underhandedness are genuinely unsettling. He is also a more compelling character than Robert Cairn and his father, who are the epitome of British pluck and determination often found in the literature of the time. They do however make a good foil for their arch enemy. This is a story with great merit and an enjoyable romp through the supernatural, but in an overcrowded genre the reader may dispute its reputation as a classic of its kind. 
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PREFATORY NOTICE

The strange deeds of Antony Ferrara, as herein related, are intended to illustrate certain phases of Sorcery as it was formerly practised (according to numerous records) not only in Ancient Egypt but also in Europe, during the Middle Ages. In no case do the powers attributed to him exceed those which are claimed for a fully equipped Adept.

S. R.


CHAPTER I

ANTONY FERRARA

Robert Cairn looked out across the quadrangle. The moon had just arisen, and it softened the beauty of the old college buildings, mellowed the harshness of time, casting shadow pools beneath the cloisteresque arches to the west and setting out the ivy in stronger relief upon the ancient walls. The barred shadow on the lichened stones beyond the elm was cast by the hidden gate; and straight ahead, where, between a quaint chimney-stack and a bartizan, a triangular patch of blue showed like spangled velvet, lay the Thames. It was from there the cooling breeze came.

But Cairns gaze was set upon a window almost directly ahead, and west below the chimneys. Within the room to which it belonged a lambent light played.

Cairn turned to his companion, a ruddy and athletic looking man, somewhat bovine in type, who at the moment was busily tracing out sections on a human skull and checking his calculations from Rosss Diseases of the Nervous System.

Sime, he said, what does Ferrara always have a fire in his rooms for at this time of the year?

Sime glanced up irritably at the speaker. Cairn was a tall, thin Scotsman, clean-shaven, square jawed, and with the crisp light hair and grey eyes which often bespeak unusual virility.

Arent you going to do any work? he inquired pathetically. I thought youd come to give me a hand with my basal ganglia. I shall go down on that; and there youve been stuck staring out of the window!

Wilson, in the end house, has got a most unusual brain, said Cairn, with apparent irrelevance.

Has he! snapped Sime.

Yes, in a bottle. His governor is at Barts; he sent it up yesterday. You ought to see it.

Nobody will ever want to put your brain in a bottle, predicted the scowling Sime, and resumed his studies.

Cairn relighted his pipe, staring across the quadrangle again. Then  

Youve never been in Ferraras rooms, have you? he inquired.

Followed a muffled curse, crash, and the skull went rolling across the floor.

Look here, Cairn, cried Sime, Ive only got a week or so now, and my nervous system is frantically rocky; I shall go all to pieces on my nervous system. If you want to talk, go ahead. When youre finished, I can begin work.

Right-oh, said Cairn calmly, and tossed his pouch across. I want to talk to you about Ferrara.

Go ahead then. What is the matter with Ferrara?

Well, replied Cairn, hes queer.

Thats no news, said Sime, filling his pipe; we all know hes a queer chap. But hes popular with women. Hed make a fortune as a nerve specialist.

He doesnt have to; he inherits a fortune when Sir Michael dies.

Theres a pretty cousin, too, isnt there? inquired Sime slyly.

There is, replied Cairn. Of course, he continued, my governor and Sir Michael are bosom friends, and although Ive never seen much of young Ferrara, at the same time Ive got nothing against him. But he hesitated.

Spit it out, urged Sime, watching him oddly.

Well, its silly, I suppose, but what does he want with a fire on a blazing night like this?

Sime stared.

Perhaps hes a throw-back, he suggested lightly. The Ferraras, although theyre counted Scotch  arent they?  must have been Italian originally

Spanish, corrected Cairn. They date from the son of Andrea Ferrara, the sword-maker, who was a Spaniard. Cæsar Ferrara came with the Armada in 1588 as armourer. His ship was wrecked up in the Bay of Tobermory and he got ashore  and stopped.

Married a Scotch lassie?

Exactly. But the genealogy of the family doesnt account for Antonys habits.

What habits?

Well, look. Cairn waved in the direction of the open window. What does he do in the dark all night, with a fire going?

Influenza?

Nonsense! Youve never been in his rooms, have you?

No. Very few men have. But as I said before, hes popular with the women.

What do you mean?

I mean there have been complaints. Any other man would have been sent down.

You think he has influence

Influence of some sort, undoubtedly.

Well, I can see you have serious doubts about the man, as I have myself, so I can unburden my mind. You recall that sudden thunderstorm on Thursday?

Rather; quite upset me for work.

I was out in it. I was lying in a punt in the backwater  you know, our backwater.

Lazy dog.

To tell you the truth, I was trying to make up my mind whether I should abandon bones and take the post on the Planet which has been offered me.

Pills for the pen  Harley for Fleet? Did you decide?

Not then; something happened which quite changed my line of reflection.

The room was becoming cloudy with tobacco smoke.

It was delightfully still, Cairn resumed. A water rat rose within a foot of me and a kingfisher was busy on a twig almost at my elbow. Twilight was just creeping along, and I could hear nothing but faint creakings of sculls from the river and sometimes the drip of a punt-pole. I thought the river seemed to become suddenly deserted; it grew quite abnormally quiet  and abnormally dark. But I was so deep in reflection that it never occurred to me to move.

Then the flotilla of swans came round the bend, with Apollo  you know Apollo, the king-swan?  at their head. By this time it had grown tremendously dark, but it never occurred to me to ask myself why. The swans, gliding along so noiselessly, might have been phantoms. A hush, a perfect hush, settled down. Sime, that hush was the prelude to a strange thing  an unholy thing!

Cairn rose excitedly and strode across to the table, kicking the skull out of his way.

It was the storm gathering, snapped Sime.

It was something else gathering! Listen! It got yet darker, but for some inexplicable reason, although I must have heard the thunder muttering, I couldnt take my eyes off the swans. Then it happened  the thing I came here to tell you about; I must tell somebody  the thing that I am not going to forget in a hurry.

He began to knock out the ash from his pipe.

Go on, directed Sime tersely.

The big swan  Apollo  was within ten feet of me; he swam in open water, clear of the others; no living thing touched him. Suddenly, uttering a cry that chilled my very blood, a cry that I never heard from a swan in my life, he rose in the air, his huge wings extended  like a tortured phantom, Sime; I can never forget it  six feet clear of the water. The uncanny wail became a stifled hiss, and sending up a perfect fountain of water  I was deluged  the poor old king-swan fell, beat the surface with his wings  and was still.

Well?

The other swans glided off like ghosts. Several heavy raindrops pattered on the leaves above. I admit I was scared. Apollo lay with one wing right in the punt. I was standing up; I had jumped to my feet when the thing occurred. I stooped and touched the wing. The bird was quite dead! Sime, I pulled the swans head out of the water, and  his neck was broken; no fewer than three vertebrae fractured!

A cloud of tobacco smoke was wafted towards the open window.

It isnt one in a million who could wring the neck of a bird like Apollo, Sime; but it was done before my eyes without the visible agency of God or man! As I dropped him and took to the pole, the storm burst. A clap of thunder spoke with the voice of a thousand cannon, and I poled for bare life from that haunted backwater. I was drenched to the skin when I got in, and I ran up all the way from the stage.

Well? rapped the other again, as Cairn paused to refill his pipe.

It was seeing the firelight flickering at Ferraras window that led me to do it. I dont often call on him; but I thought that a rub down before the fire and a glass of toddy would put me right. The storm had abated as I got to the foot of his stair  only a distant rolling of thunder.

Then, out of the shadows  it was quite dark  into the flickering light of the lamp came somebody all muffled up. I started horribly. It was a girl, quite a pretty girl, too, but very pale, and with over-bright eyes. She gave one quick glance up into my face, muttered something, an apology, I think, and drew back again into her hiding-place.

Hes been warned, growled Sime. It will be notice to quit next time.

I ran upstairs and banged on Ferraras door. He didnt open at first, but shouted out to know who was knocking. When I told him, he let me in, and closed the door very quickly. As I went in, a pungent cloud met me  incense.

Incense?

His rooms smelt like a joss-house; I told him so. He said he was experimenting with Kyphi  the ancient Egyptian stuff used in the temples. It was all dark and hot; phew! like a furnace. Ferraras rooms always were odd, but since the long vacation I hadnt been in. Good lord, theyre disgusting!

How? Ferrara spent vacation in Egypt; I suppose hes brought things back?

Things  yes! Unholy things! But that brings me to something too. I ought to know more about the chap than anybody; Sir Michael Ferrara and the governor have been friends for thirty years; but my father is oddly reticent  quite singularly reticent  regarding Antony. Anyway, have you heard about him, in Egypt?

Ive heard he got into trouble. For his age, he has a devil of a queer reputation; theres no disguising it.

What sort of trouble?

Ive no idea. Nobody seems to know. But I heard from young Ashby that Ferrara was asked to leave.

Theres some tale about Kitchener

By Kitchener, Ashby says; but I dont believe it.

Well  Ferrara lighted a lamp, an elaborate silver thing, and I found myself in a kind of nightmare museum. There was an unwrapped mummy there, the mummy of a woman  I cant possibly describe it. He had pictures, too  photographs. I shant try to tell you what they represented. Im not thin-skinned; but there are some subjects that no man anxious to avoid Bedlam would willingly investigate. On the table by the lamp stood a number of objects such as I had never seen in my life before, evidently of great age. He swept them into a cupboard before I had time to look long. Then he went off to get a bath towel, slippers, and so forth. As he passed the fire he threw something in. A hissing tongue of flame leapt up  and died down again.

What did he throw in?

I am not absolutely certain; so I wont say what I think it was, at the moment. Then he began to help me shed my saturated flannels, and he set a kettle on the fire, and so forth. You know the personal charm of the man? But there was an unpleasant sense of something  what shall I say?  sinister. Ferraras ivory face was more pale than usual, and he conveyed the idea that he was chewed up  exhausted. Beads of perspiration were on his forehead.

Heat of his rooms?

No, said Cairn shortly. It wasnt that. I had a rub down and borrowed some slacks. Ferrara brewed grog and pretended to make me welcome. Now I come to something which I cant forget; it may be a mere coincidence, but  . He has a number of photographs in his rooms, good ones, which he has taken himself. Im not speaking now of the monstrosities, the outrages; I mean views, and girls  particularly girls. Well, standing on a queer little easel right under the lamp was a fine picture of Apollo, the swan, lord of the backwater.

Sime stared dully through the smoke haze.

It gave me a sort of shock, continued Cairn. It made me think, harder than ever, of the thing he had thrown in the fire. Then, in his photographic zenana, was a picture of a girl whom I am almost sure was the one I had met at the bottom of the stair. Another was of Myra Duquesne.

His cousin?

Yes. I felt like tearing it from the wall. In fact, the moment I saw it, I stood up to go. I wanted to run to my rooms and strip the mans clothes off my back! It was a struggle to be civil any longer. Sime, if you had seen that swan die

Sime walked over to the window.

I have a glimmering of your monstrous suspicions, he said slowly. The last man to be kicked out of an English varsity for this sort of thing, so far as I know, was Dr. Dee of St. Johns, Cambridge, and thats going back to the sixteenth century.

I know; its utterly preposterous, of course. But I had to confide in somebody. Ill shift off now, Sime.

Sime nodded, staring from the open window. As Cairn was about to close the outer door:

Cairn, cried Sime, since you are now a man of letters and leisure, you might drop in and borrow Wilsons brains for me.

All right, shouted Cairn.

Down in the quadrangle he stood for a moment, reflecting; then, acting upon a sudden resolution, he strode over towards the gate and ascended Ferraras stair.

For some time he knocked at the door in vain, but he persisted in his clamouring, arousing the ancient echoes. Finally, the door was opened.

Antony Ferrara faced him. He wore a silver-grey dressing gown, trimmed with white swansdown, above which his ivory throat rose statuesque. The almond-shaped eyes, black as night, gleamed strangely beneath the low, smooth brow. The lank black hair appeared lustreless by comparison. His lips were very red. In his whole appearance there was something repellently effeminate.

Can I come in? demanded Cairn abruptly.

Is it  something important? Ferraras voice was husky but not unmusical.

Why, are you busy?

Well  er Ferrara smiled oddly.

Oh, a visitor? snapped Cairn.

Not at all.

Accounts for your delay in opening, said Cairn, and turned on his heel. Mistook me for the proctor, in person, I suppose. Good-night.

Ferrara made no reply. But, although he never once glanced back, Cairn knew that Ferrara, leaning over the rail, above, was looking after him; it was as though elemental heat were beating down upon his head.


CHAPTER II

THE PHANTOM HANDS

A week later Robert Cairn quitted Oxford to take up the newspaper appointment offered to him in London. It may have been due to some mysterious design of a hidden providence that Sime phoned him early in the week about an unusual case in one of the hospitals.

Walton is junior house-surgeon there, he said, and he can arrange for you to see the case. She (the patient) undoubtedly died from some rare nervous affection. I have a theory, etc.; the conversation became technical.

Cairn went to the hospital, and by courtesy of Walton, whom he had known at Oxford, was permitted to view the body.

The symptoms which Sime has got to hear about, explained the surgeon, raising the sheet from the dead womans face, are

He broke off. Cairn had suddenly exhibited a ghastly pallor; he clutched at Walton for support.

My God!

Cairn, still holding on to the other, stooped over the discoloured face. It had been a pretty face when warm life had tinted its curves; now it was congested  awful; two heavy discolorations showed, one on either side of the region of the larynx.

What on earth is wrong with you? demanded Walton.

I thought, gasped Cairn, for a moment, that I knew

Really! I wish you did! We cant find out anything about her. Have a good look.

No, said Cairn, mastering himself with an effort a chance resemblance, thats all. He wiped the beads of perspiration from his forehead.

You look jolly shaky, commented Walton. Is she like someone you know very well?

No, not at all, now that I come to consider the features; but it was a shock at first. What on earth caused death?

Asphyxia, answered Walton shortly. Cant you see?

Someone strangled her, and she was brought here too late?

Not at all, my dear chap; nobody strangled her. She was brought here in a critical state four or five days ago by one of the slum priests who keep us so busy. We diagnosed it as exhaustion from lack of food  with other complications. But the case was doing quite well up to last night; she was recovering strength. Then, at about one oclock, she sprang up in bed, and fell back choking. By the time the nurse got to her it was all over.

But the marks on her throat?

Walton shrugged his shoulders.

There they are! Our men are keenly interested. Its absolutely unique. Young Shaw, who has a mania for the nervous system, sent a long account up to Sime, who suffers from a similar form of aberration.

Yes; Sime phoned me.

Its nothing to do with nerves, said Walton contemptuously. Dont ask me to explain it, but its certainly no nerve case.

One of the other patients

My dear chap, the other patients were all fast asleep! The nurse was at her table in the corner, and in full view of the bed the whole time. I tell you no one touched her!

How long elapsed before the nurse got to her?

Possibly half a minute. But there is no means of learning when the paroxysm commenced. The leaping up in bed probably marked the end and not the beginning of the attack.

Cairn experienced a longing for the fresh air; it was as though some evil cloud hovered around and about the poor unknown. Strange ideas, horrible ideas, conjectures based upon imaginings all but insane, flooded his mind darkly.

Leaving the hospital, which harboured a grim secret, he stood at the gate for a moment, undecided what to do. His father, Dr. Cairn, was out of London, or he would certainly have sought him in this hour of sore perplexity.

What in Heavens name is behind it all! he asked himself.

For he knew beyond doubt that the girl who lay in the hospital was the same that he had seen one night at Oxford, was the girl whose photograph he had found in Antony Ferraras rooms!

He formed a sudden resolution. A taxi-cab was passing at that moment, and he hailed it, giving Sir Michael Ferraras address. He could scarcely trust himself to think, but frightful possibilities presented themselves to him, repel them how he might. London seemed to grow dark, overshadowed, as once he had seen a Thames backwater grow. He shuddered, as though from a physical chill.

The house of the famous Egyptian scholar, dull white behind its rampart of trees, presented no unusual appearances to his anxious scrutiny. What he feared he scarcely knew; what he suspected he could not have defined.

Sir Michael, said the servant, was unwell and could see no one. That did not surprise Cairn; Sir Michael had not enjoyed good health since malaria had laid him low in Syria. But Miss Duquesne was at home.

Cairn was shown into the long, low-ceiled room which contained so many priceless relics of a past civilisation. Upon the bookcase stood the stately ranks of volumes which had carried the fame of Europes foremost Egyptologist to every corner of the civilised world. This queerly furnished room held many memories for Robert Cairn, who had known it from childhood, but latterly it had always appeared to him in his daydreams as the setting for a dainty figure. It was here that he had first met Myra Duquesne, Sir Michaels niece, when, fresh from a Norman convent, she had come to shed light and gladness upon the somewhat, sombre household of the scholar. He often thought of that day; he could recall every detail of the meeting  

Myra Duquesne came in, pulling aside the heavy curtains that hung in the arched entrance. With a granite Osiris flanking her slim figure on one side and a gilded sarcophagus on the other, she burst upon the visitor, a radiant vision in white. The light gleamed through her soft, brown hair forming a halo for a face that Robert Cairn knew for the sweetest in the world.

Why, Mr. Cairn, she said, and blushed entrancingly we thought you had forgotten us.

Thats not a little bit likely, he replied, taking her proffered hand, and there was that in his voice and in his look which made her lower her frank grey eyes. I have only been in London a few days, and I find that Press work is more exacting than I had anticipated!

Did you want to see my uncle very particularly? asked Myra.

In a way, yes. I suppose he could not manage to see me

Myra shook her head. Now that the flush of excitement had left her face, Cairn was concerned to see how pale she was and what dark shadows lurked beneath her eyes.

Sir Michael is not seriously ill? he asked quickly. Only one of the visual attacks

Yes  at least it began with one.

She hesitated, and Cairn saw to his consternation that her eyes became filled with tears. The real loneliness of her position, now that her guardian was ill, the absence of a friend in whom she could confide her fears, suddenly grew apparent to the man who sat watching her.

You are tired out, he said gently. You have been nursing him?

She nodded and tried to smile.

Who is attending?

Sir Elwin Groves, but

Shall I wire for my father?

We wired for him yesterday!

What! to Paris?

Yes, at my uncles wish.

Cairn started.

Then  he thinks he is seriously ill, himself?

I cannot say, answered the girl wearily. His behaviour is  queer. He will allow no one in his room, and barely consents to see Sir Elwin. Then, twice recently, he has awakened in the night and made a singular request.

What is that?

He has asked me to send for his solicitor in the morning, speaking harshly and almost as though  he hated me....

I dont understand. Have you complied?

Yes, and on each occasion he has refused to see the solicitor when he has arrived!

I gather that you have been acting as night-attendant?

I remain in an adjoining room; he is always worse at night. Perhaps it is telling on my nerves, but last night

Again she hesitated, as though doubting the wisdom of further speech; but a brief scrutiny of Cairns face, with deep anxiety to be read in his eyes, determined her to proceed.

I had been asleep, and I must have been dreaming, for I thought that a voice was chanting, quite near to me.

Chanting?

Yes  it was horrible, in some way. Then a sensation of intense coldness came; it was as though some icily cold creature fanned me with its wings! I cannot describe it, but it was numbing; I think I must have felt as those poor travellers do who succumb to the temptation to sleep in the snow.

Cairn surveyed her anxiously, for in its essentials this might be a symptom of a dreadful ailment.

I aroused myself, however, she continued, but experienced an unaccountable dread of entering my uncles room. I could hear him muttering strangely, and  I forced myself to enter! I saw  oh, how can I tell you! You will think me mad!

She raised her hands to her face; she was trembling. Robert Cairn took them in his own, forcing her to look up.

Tell me, he said quietly.

The curtains were drawn back; I distinctly remembered having closed them, but they were drawn back; and the moonlight was shining on to the bed.

Bad; he was dreaming.

But was I dreaming? Mr. Cairn, two hands were stretched out over my uncle, two hands that swayed slowly up and down in the moonlight!

Cairn leapt to his feet, passing his hand over his forehead.

Go on, he said.

I  I cried out, but not loudly  I think I was very near to swooning. The hands were withdrawn into the shadow, and my uncle awoke and sat up. He asked, in a low voice, if I were there, and I ran to him.

Yes.

He ordered me, very coldly, to phone for his solicitor at nine oclock this morning, and then fell back, and was asleep again almost immediately. The solicitor came, and was with him for nearly an hour. He sent for one of his clerks, and they both went away at half-past ten. Uncle has been in a sort of dazed condition ever since; in fact he has only once aroused himself, to ask for Dr. Cairn. I had a telegram sent immediately.

The governor will be here to-night, said Cairn confidently. Tell me, the hands which you thought you saw: was there anything peculiar about them?

In the moonlight they seemed to be of a dull white colour. There was a ring on one finger  a green ring. Oh! she shuddered. I can see it now.

You would know it again?

Anywhere!

Actually, there was no one in the room, of course?

No one. It was some awful illusion; but I can never forget it.


CHAPTER III

THE RING OF THOTH

Half-Moon Street was very still; midnight had sounded nearly half-an-hour; but still Robert Cairn paced up and down his fathers library. He was very pale, and many times he glanced at a book which lay open upon the table. Finally he paused before it and read once again certain passages.

In the year 1571, it recorded, the notorious Trois Echelles was executed in the Place de Grève. He confessed before the king, Charles IX.... that he performed marvels.... Admiral de Coligny, who also was present, recollected ... the death of two gentlemen.... He added that they were found black and swollen.

He turned over the page, with a hand none too steady.

The famous Maréchal dAncre, Concini Concini, he read, was killed by a pistol shot on the drawbridge of the Louvre by Vitry, Captain of the Bodyguard, on the 24th of April, 1617.... It was proved that the Maréchal and his wife made use of wax images, which they kept in coffins....

Cairn shut the book hastily and began to pace the room again.

Oh, it is utterly, fantastically incredible! he groaned. Yet, with my own eyes I saw

He stepped to a bookshelf and began to look for a book which, so far as his slight knowledge of the subject bore him, would possibly throw light upon the darkness. But he failed to find it. Despite the heat of the weather, the library seemed to have grown chilly. He pressed the bell.

Marston, he said to the man who presently came, you must be very tired, but Dr. Cairn will be here within an hour. Tell him that I have gone to Sir Michael Ferraras.

But its after twelve oclock, sir!

I know it is; nevertheless I am going.

Very good, sir. You will wait there for the Doctor?

Exactly, Marston. Good-night!

Good-night, sir.

Robert Cairn went out into Half-Moon Street. The night was perfect, and the cloudless sky lavishly gemmed with stars. He walked on heedlessly, scarce noting in which direction. An awful conviction was with him, growing stronger each moment, that some mysterious menace, some danger unclassifiable, threatened Myra Duquesne. What did he suspect? He could give it no name. How should he act? He had no idea.

Sir Elwin Groves, whom he had seen that evening, had hinted broadly at mental trouble as the solution of Sir Michael Ferraras peculiar symptoms. Although Sir Michael had had certain transactions with his solicitor during the early morning, he had apparently forgotten all about the matter, according to the celebrated physician.

Between ourselves, Cairn, Sir Elwin had confided, I believe he altered his will.

The inquiry of a taxi driver interrupted Cairns meditations. He entered the vehicle, giving Sir Michael Ferraras address.

His thoughts persistently turned to Myra Duquesne, who at that moment would be lying listening for the slightest sound from the sick-room; who would be fighting down fear, that she might do her duty to her guardian  fear of the waving phantom hands. The cab sped through the almost empty streets, and at last, rounding a corner, rolled up the tree-lined avenue, past three or four houses lighted only by the glitter of the moon, and came to a stop before that of Sir Michael Ferrara.

Lights shone from the many windows. The front door was open, and light streamed out into the porch.

My God! cried Cairn, leaping from the cab. My God! what has happened?

A thousand fears, a thousand reproaches, flooded his brain with frenzy. He went racing up to the steps and almost threw himself upon the man who stood half-dressed in the doorway.

Felton, Felton! he whispered hoarsely. What has happened? Who

Sir Michael, sir, answered the man. I thought  his voice broke you were the doctor, sir?

Miss Myra

She fainted away, sir. Mrs. Hume is with her in the library, now.

Cairn thrust past the servant and ran into the library. The housekeeper and a trembling maid were bending over Myra Duquesne, who lay fully dressed, white and still, upon a Chesterfield. Cairn unceremoniously grasped her wrist, dropped upon his knees and placed his ear to the still breast.

Thank God! he said. It is only a swoon. Look after her, Mrs. Hume.

The housekeeper, with set face, lowered her head, but did not trust herself to speak. Cairn went out into the hall and tapped Felton on the shoulder. The man turned with a great start.

What happened? he demanded. Is Sir Michael  ?

Felton nodded.

Five minutes before you came, sir. His voice was hoarse with emotion. Miss Myra came out of her room. She thought someone called her. She rapped on Mrs. Humes door, and Mrs. Hume, who was just retiring, opened it. She also thought she had heard someone calling Miss Myra out on the stairhead.

Well?

There was no one there, sir. Everyone was in bed; I was just undressing, myself. But there was a sort of faint perfume  something like a church, only disgusting, sir

How  disgusting! Did you smell it?

No, sir, never. Mrs. Hume and Miss Myra have noticed it in the house on other nights, and one of the maids, too. It was very strong, Im told, last night. Well, sir, as they stood by the door they heard a horrid kind of choking scream. They both rushed to Sir Michaels room, and

Yes, yes?

He was lying half out of bed, sir

Dead?

Seemed like hed been strangled, they told me, and

Who is with him now?

The man grew even paler.

No one, Mr. Cairn, sir. Miss Myra screamed out that there were two hands just unfastening from his throat as she and Mrs. Hume got to the door, and there was no living soul in the room, sir. I might as well out with it! Were all afraid to go in!

Cairn turned and ran up the stairs. The upper landing was in darkness and the door of the room which he knew to be Sir Michaels stood wide open. As he entered, a faint scent came to his nostrils. It brought him up short at the threshold, with a chill of supernatural dread.

The bed was placed between the windows, and one curtain had been pulled aside, admitting a flood, of moonlight. Cairn remembered that Myra had mentioned this circumstance in connection with the disturbance of the previous night.

Who, in Gods name, opened that curtain! he muttered.

Fully in the cold white light lay Sir Michael Ferrara, his silver hair gleaming and his strong, angular face upturned to the intruding rays. His glazed eyes were starting from their sockets; his face was nearly black; and his fingers were clutching the sheets in a death grip. Cairn had need of all his courage to touch him.

He was quite dead.

Someone was running up the stairs. Cairn turned, half dazed, anticipating the entrance of a local medical man. Into the room ran his father, switching on the light as he did so. A greyish tinge showed through his ruddy complexion. He scarcely noticed his son.

Ferrara! he cried, coming up to the bed. Ferrara!

He dropped on his knees beside the dead man.

Ferrara, old fellow

His cry ended in something like a sob. Robert Cairn turned, choking, and went downstairs.

In the hall stood Felton and some other servants.

Miss Duquesne?

She has recovered, sir. Mrs. Hume has taken her to another bedroom.

Cairn hesitated, then walked into the deserted library, where a light was burning. He began to pace up and down, clenching and unclenching his fists. Presently Felton knocked and entered. Clearly the man was glad of the chance to talk to someone.

Mr. Antony has been phoned at Oxford, sir. I thought you might like to know. He is motoring down, sir, and will be here at four oclock.

Thank you, said Cairn shortly.

Ten minutes later his father joined him. He was a slim, well-preserved man, alert-eyed and active, yet he had aged five years in his sons eyes. His face was unusually pale, but he exhibited no other signs of emotion.

Well, Rob, he said, tersely. I can see you have something to tell me. I am listening.

Robert Cairn leant back against a bookshelf.

I have something to tell you, sir, and something to ask you.

Tell your story, first; then ask your question.

My story begins in a Thames backwater

Dr. Cairn stared, squaring his jaw, but his son proceeded to relate, with some detail, the circumstances attendant upon the death of the king-swan. He went on to recount what took place in Antony Ferraras rooms, and at the point where something had been taken from the table and thrown in the fire  

Stop! said Dr. Cairn. What did he throw in the fire?

The doctors nostrils quivered, and his eyes were ablaze with some hardly repressed emotion.

I cannot swear to it, sir

Never mind. What do you think he threw in the fire?

A little image, of wax or something similar  an image of  a swan.

At that, despite his self-control, Dr. Cairn became so pale that his son leapt forward.

All right, Rob, his father waved him away, and turning, walked slowly down the room.

Go on, he said, rather huskily.

Robert Cairn continued his story up to the time that he visited the hospital where the dead girl lay.

You can swear that she was the original of the photograph in Antonys rooms and the same who was waiting at the foot of the stair?

I can, sir.

Go on.

Again the younger man resumed his story, relating what he had learnt from Myra Duquesne; what she had told him about the phantom hands; what Felton had told him about the strange perfume perceptible in the house.

The ring, interrupted Dr. Cairn she would recognise it again?

She says so.

Anything else?

Only that if some of your books are to be believed, sir, Trois Echelle, DAncre and others have gone to the stake for such things in a less enlightened age!

Less enlightened, boy! Dr. Cairn turned his blazing eyes upon him. More enlightened where the powers of hell were concerned!

Then you think

Think! Have I spent half my life in such studies in vain? Did I labour with poor Michael Ferrara in Egypt and learn nothing? Just God! what an end to his labour! What a reward for mine!

He buried his face in quivering hands.

I cannot tell exactly what you mean by that, sir, said Robert Cairn; but it brings me to my question.

Dr. Cairn did not speak, did not move.

Who is Antony Ferrara?

The doctor looked up at that; and it was a haggard face he raised from his hands.

You have tried to ask me that before.

I ask now, sir, with better prospect of receiving an answer.

Yet I can give you none, Rob.

Why, sir? Are you bound to secrecy?

In a degree, yes. But the real reason is this  I dont know.

You dont know!

I have said so.

Good God, sir, you amaze me! I have always felt certain that he was really no Ferrara, but an adopted son; yet it had never entered my mind that you were ignorant of his origin.

You have not studied the subjects which I have studied; nor do I wish that you should; therefore it is impossible, at any rate now, to pursue that matter further. But I may perhaps supplement your researches into the history of Trois Echelles and Concini Concini. I believe you told me that you were looking in my library for some work which you failed to find?

I was looking for M. Chabas translation of the Papyrus Harris.

What do you know of it?

I once saw a copy in Antony Ferraras rooms.

Dr. Cairn started slightly.

Indeed. It happens that my copy is here; I lent it quite recently to  Sir Michael. It is probably somewhere on the shelves.

He turned on more lights and began to scan the rows of books. Presently  

Here it is, he said, and took down and opened the book on the table. This passage may interest you. He laid his finger upon it.

His son bent over the book and read the following:  

Hai, the evil man, was a shepherd. He had said: O, that I might have a book of spells that would give me resistless power! He obtained a book of the Formulas.... By the divine powers of these he enchanted men. He obtained a deep vault furnished with implements. He made waxen images of men, and love-charms. And then he perpetrated all the horrors that his heart conceived.

Flinders Petrie, said Dr. Cairn, mentions the Book of Thoth as another magical work conferring similar powers.

But surely, sir  after all, its the twentieth century  this is mere superstition!

I thought so  once! replied Dr. Cairn. But I have lived to know that Egyptian magic was a real and a potent force. A great part of it was no more than a kind of hypnotism, but there were other branches. Our most learned modern works are as childrens nursery rhymes beside such a writing as the Egyptian Ritual of the Dead! God forgive me! What have I done!

You cannot reproach yourself in any way, sir!

Can I not? said Dr. Cairn hoarsely. Ah, Rob, you dont know!

There came a rap on the door, and a local practitioner entered.

This is a singular case, Dr. Cairn, he began diffidently. An autopsy

Nonsense! cried Dr. Cairn. Sir Elwin Groves had foreseen it  so had I!

But there are distinct marks of pressure on either side of the windpipe

Certainly. These marks are not uncommon in such cases. Sir Michael had resided in the East and had contracted a form of plague. Virtually he died from it. The thing is highly contagious, and it is almost impossible to rid the system of it. A girl died in one of the hospitals this week, having identical marks on the throat. He turned to his son. You saw her, Rob?

Robert Cairn nodded, and finally the local man withdrew, highly mystified, but unable to contradict so celebrated a physician as Dr. Bruce Cairn.

The latter seated himself in an armchair, and rested his chin in the palm of his left hand. Robert Cairn paced restlessly about the library. Both were waiting, expectantly. At half-past two Felton brought in a tray of refreshments, but neither of the men attempted to avail themselves of the hospitality.

Miss Duquesne? asked the younger.

She has just gone to sleep, sir.

Good, muttered Dr. Cairn. Blessed is youth.

Silence fell again, upon the mans departure, to be broken but rarely, despite the tumultuous thoughts of those two minds, until, at about a quarter to three, the faint sound of a throbbing motor brought Dr. Cairn sharply to his feet. He looked towards the window. Dawn was breaking. The car came roaring along the avenue and stopped outside the house.

Dr. Cairn and his son glanced at one another. A brief tumult and hurried exchange of words sounded in the hall; footsteps were heard ascending the stairs, then came silence. The two stood side by side in front of the empty hearth, a haggard pair, fitly set in that desolate room, with the yellowing rays of the lamps shrinking before the first spears of dawn.

Then, without warning, the door opened slowly and deliberately, and Antony Ferrara came in.

His face was expressionless, ivory; his red lips were firm, and he drooped his head. But the long black eyes glinted and gleamed as if they reflected the glow from a furnace. He wore a motor coat lined with leopard skin and he was pulling off his heavy gloves.

It is good of you to have waited, Doctor, he said in his huskily musical voice you too, Cairn.

He advanced a few steps into the room. Cairn was conscious of a kind of fear, but uppermost came a desire to pick up some heavy implement and crush this evilly effeminate thing with the serpent eyes. Then he found himself speaking; the words seemed to be forced from his throat.

Antony Ferrara, he said, have you read the Harris Papyrus?

Ferrara dropped his glove, stooped and recovered it, and smiled faintly.

No, he replied. Have you? His eyes were nearly closed, mere luminous slits. But surely, he continued, this is no time, Cairn, to discuss books? As my poor fathers heir, and therefore your host, I beg of you to partake

A faint sound made him turn. Just within the door, where the light from the reddening library windows touched her as if with sanctity, stood Myra Duquesne, in her night robe, her hair unbound and her little bare feet gleaming whitely upon the red carpet. Her eyes were wide open, vacant of expression, but set upon Antony Ferraras ungloved left hand.

Ferrara turned slowly to face her, until his back was towards the two men in the library. She began to speak, in a toneless, unemotional voice, raising her finger and pointing at a ring which Ferrara wore.

I know you now, she said; I know you, son of an evil woman, for you wear her ring, the sacred ring of Thoth. You have stained that ring with blood, as she stained it  with the blood of those who loved and trusted you. I could name you, but my lips are sealed  I could name you, brood of a witch, murderer, for I know you now.

Dispassionately, mechanically, she delivered her strange indictment. Over her shoulder appeared the anxious face of Mrs. Hume, finger to lip.

My God! muttered Cairn. My God! What

S  sh! his father grasped his arm. She is asleep!

Myra Duquesne turned and quitted the room, Mrs. Hume hovering anxiously about her. Antony Ferrara faced around; his mouth was oddly twisted.

She is troubled with strange dreams, he said, very huskily.

Clairvoyant dreams! Dr. Cairn addressed him for the first time. Do not glare at me in that way, for it may be that I know you, too! Come, Rob.

But Myra

Dr. Cairn laid his hand upon his sons shoulder, fixing his eyes upon him steadily.

Nothing in this house can injure Myra, he replied quietly; for Good is higher than Evil. For the present we can only go.

Antony Ferrara stood aside, as the two walked out of the library.


CHAPTER IV

AT FERRARAS CHAMBERS

Dr. Bruce Cairn swung around in his chair, lifting his heavy eyebrows interrogatively, as his son, Robert, entered the consulting-room. Half-Moon Street was bathed in almost tropical sunlight, but already the celebrated physician had sent those out from his house to whom the sky was overcast, whom the sun would gladden no more, and a group of anxious-eyed sufferers yet awaited his scrutiny in an adjoining room.

Hullo, Rob! Do you wish to see me professionally?

Robert Cairn seated himself upon a corner of the big table, shaking his head slowly.

No, thanks sir; Im fit enough; but I thought you might like to know about the will

I do know. Since I was largely interested, Jermyn attended on my behalf; an urgent case detained me. He rang up earlier this morning.

Oh, I see. Then perhaps Im wasting your time; but it was a surprise  quite a pleasant one  to find that Sir Michael had provided for Myra  Miss Duquesne.

Dr. Cairn stared hard.

What led you to suppose that he had not provided for his niece? She is an orphan, and he was her guardian.

Of course, he should have done so; but I was not alone in my belief that during the  peculiar state of mind  which preceded his death, he had altered his will

In favour of his adopted son, Antony?

Yes. I know you were afraid of it, sir! But as it turns out they inherit equal shares, and the house goes to Myra. Mr. Antony Ferrara  he accentuated the name quite failed to conceal his chagrin.

Indeed!

Rather. He was there in person, wearing one of his beastly fur coats  a fur coat, with the thermometer at Africa!  lined with civet-cat, of all abominations!

Dr. Cairn turned to his table, tapping at the blotting-pad with the tube of a stethoscope.

I regret your attitude towards young Ferrara, Rob.

His son started.

Regret it! I dont understand. Why, you, yourself brought about an open rupture on the night of Sir Michaels death.

Nevertheless, I am sorry. You know, since you were present, that Sir Michael has left his niece  to my care

Thank God for that!

I am glad, too, although there are many difficulties. But, furthermore, he enjoined me to

Keep an eye on Antony! Yes, yes  but, heavens! he didnt know him for what he is!

Dr. Cairn turned to him again.

He did not; by a divine mercy, he never knew  what we know. But  his clear eyes were raised to his sons the charge is none the less sacred, boy!

The younger man stared perplexedly.

But he is nothing less than a  

His fathers upraised hand checked the word on his tongue.

I know what he is, Rob, even better than you do. But cannot you see how this ties my hands, seals my lips?

Robert Cairn was silent, stupefied.

Give me time to see my way clearly, Rob. At the moment I cannot reconcile my duty and my conscience; I confess it. But give me time. If only as a move  as a matter of policy  keep in touch with Ferrara. You loathe him, I know; but we must watch him! There are other interests

Myra! Robert Cairn flushed hotly. Yes, I see. I understand. By heavens, its a hard part to play, but

Be advised by me, Rob. Meet stealth with stealth. My boy, we have seen strange ends come to those who stood in the path of someone. If you had studied the subjects that I have studied you would know that retribution, though slow, is inevitable. But be on your guard. I am taking precautions. We have an enemy; I do not pretend to deny it; and he fights with strange weapons. Perhaps I know something of those weapons, too, and I am adopting  certain measures. But one defence, and the one for you, is guile  stealth!

Robert Cairn spoke abruptly.

He is installed in palatial chambers in Piccadilly.

Have you been there?

No.

Call upon him. Take the first opportunity to do so. Had it not been for your knowledge of certain things which happened in a top set at Oxford we might be groping in the dark now! You never liked Antony Ferrara  no men do; but you used to call upon him in college. Continue to call upon him, in town.

Robert Cairn stood up, and lighted a cigarette.

Right you are, sir! he said. Im glad Im not alone in this thing! By the way, about  ?

Myra? For the present she remains at the house. There is Mrs. Hume, and all the old servants. We shall see what is to be done, later. You might run over and give her a look-up, though.

I will, sir! Good-bye.

Good-bye, said Dr. Cairn, and pressed the bell which summoned Marston to usher out the caller, and usher in the next patient.

In Half-Moon Street, Robert Cairn stood irresolute; for he was one of those whose mental moods are physically reflected. He might call upon Myra Duquesne, in which event he would almost certainly be asked to stay to lunch; or he might call upon Antony Ferrara. He determined upon the latter, though less pleasant course.

Turning his steps in the direction of Piccadilly, he reflected that this grim and uncanny secret which he shared with his father was like to prove prejudicial to his success in journalism. It was eternally uprising, demoniac, between himself and his work. The feeling of fierce resentment towards Antony Ferrara which he cherished grew stronger at every step. He was the spider governing the web, the web that clammily touched Dr. Cairn, himself, Robert Cairn, and  Myra Duquesne. Others there had been who had felt its touch, who had been drawn to the heart of the unclean labyrinth  and devoured. In the mind of Cairn, the figure of Antony Ferrara assumed the shape of a monster, a ghoul, an elemental spirit of evil.

And now he was ascending the marble steps. Before the gates of the lift he stood and pressed the bell.

Ferraras proved to be a first-floor suite, and the doors were opened by an Eastern servant dressed in white.

His beastly theatrical affectation again! muttered Cairn. The man should have been a music-hall illusionist!

The visitor was salaamed into a small reception room. Of this apartment the walls and ceiling were entirely covered by a fretwork in sandalwood, evidently Oriental in workmanship. In niches, or doorless cup-boards; stood curious-looking vases and pots. Heavy curtains of rich fabric draped the doors. The floor was of mosaic, and a small fountain played in the centre. A cushioned divan occupied one side of the place, from which natural light was entirely excluded and which was illuminated only by an ornate lantern swung from the ceiling. This lantern had panes of blue glass, producing a singular effect. A silver mibkharah, or incense-burner, stood near to one corner of the divan and emitted a subtle perfume. As the servant withdrew:

Good heavens! muttered Cairn, disgustedly; poor Sir Michaels fortune wont last long at this rate! He glanced at the smoking mibkharah. Phew! effeminate beast! Ambergris!

No more singular anomaly could well be pictured than that afforded by the lean, neatly-groomed Scotsman, with his fresh, clean-shaven face and typically British air, in this setting of Eastern voluptuousness.

The dusky servitor drew back a curtain and waved him to enter, bowing low as the visitor passed. Cairn found himself in Antony Ferraras study. A huge fire was blazing in the grate, rendering the heat of the study almost insufferable.

It was, he perceived, an elaborated copy of Ferraras room at Oxford; infinitely more spacious, of course, and by reason of the rugs, cushions and carpets with which its floor was strewn, suggestive of great opulence. But the littered table was there, with its nameless instruments and its extraordinary silver lamp; the mummies were there; the antique volumes, rolls of papyrus, preserved snakes and cats and ibises, statuettes of Isis, Osiris and other Nile deities were there; the many photographs of women, too (Cairn had dubbed it at Oxford the zenana); above all, there was Antony Ferrara.

He wore the silver-grey dressing-gown trimmed with white swansdown in which Cairn had seen him before. His statuesque ivory face was set in a smile, which yet was no smile of welcome; the over-red lips smiled alone; the long, glittering dark eyes were joyless; almost, beneath the straightly-pencilled brows, sinister. Save for the short, lustreless hair it was the face of a handsome, evil woman.

My dear Cairn  what a welcome interruption. How good of you!

There was strange music in his husky tones. He spoke unemotionally, falsely, but Cairn could not deny the charm of that unique voice. It was possible to understand how women  some women  would be as clay in the hands of the man who had such a voice as that.

His visitor nodded shortly. Cairn was a poor actor; already his rôle was oppressing him. Whilst Ferrara was speaking one found a sort of fascination in listening, but when he was silent he repelled. Ferrara may have been conscious of this, for he spoke much, and well.

You have made yourself jolly comfortable, said Cairn.

Why not, my dear Cairn? Every man has within him something of the Sybarite. Why crush a propensity so delightful? The Spartan philosophy is palpably absurd; it is that of one who finds himself in a garden filled with roses and who holds his nostrils; who perceives there shady bowers, but chooses to burn in the sun; who, ignoring the choice fruits which tempt his hand and court his palate, stoops to pluck bitter herbs from the wayside!

I see! snapped Cairn. Arent you thinking of doing any more work, then?

Work! Antony Ferrara smiled and sank upon a heap of cushions. Forgive me, Cairn, but I leave it, gladly and confidently, to more robust characters such as your own.

He proffered a silver box of cigarettes, but Cairn shook his head, balancing himself on a corner of the table.

No; thanks. I have smoked too much already; my tongue is parched.

My dear fellow! Ferrara rose. I have a wine which, I declare, you will never have tasted but which you will pronounce to be nectar. It is made in Cyprus

Cairn raised his hand in a way that might have reminded a nice observer of his father.

Thank you, nevertheless. Some other time, Ferrara; I am no wine man.

A whisky and soda, or a burly British B. and S., even a sporty Scotch and Polly?

There was a suggestion of laughter in the husky voice, now, of a sort of contemptuous banter. But Cairn stolidly shook his head and forced a smile.

Many thanks; but its too early.

He stood up and began to walk about the room, inspecting the numberless oddities which it contained. The photographs he examined with supercilious curiosity. Then, passing to a huge cabinet, he began to peer in at the rows of amulets, statuettes and other, unclassifiable, objects with which it was laden. Ferraras voice came.

That head of a priestess on the left, Cairn, is of great interest. The brain had not been removed, and quite a colony of Dermestes Beetles had propagated in the cavity. Those creatures never saw the light, Cairn. Yet I assure you that they had eyes. I have nearly forty of them in the small glass case on the table there. You might like to examine them.

Cairn shuddered, but felt impelled to turn and look at these gruesome relics. In a square, glass case he saw the creatures. They lay in rows on a bed of moss; one might almost have supposed that unclean life yet survived in the little black insects. They were an unfamiliar species to Cairn, being covered with unusually long, black hair, except upon the root of the wing-cases where they were of brilliant orange.

The perfect pupæ of this insect are extremely rare, added Ferrara informatively.

Indeed? replied Cairn.

He found something physically revolting in that group of beetles whose history had begun and ended in the skull of a mummy.

Filthy things! he said. Why do you keep them?

Ferrara shrugged his shoulders.

Who knows? he answered enigmatically. They might prove useful, some day.

A bell rang; and from Ferraras attitude it occurred to Cairn that he was expecting a visitor.

I must be off, he said accordingly.

And indeed he was conscious of a craving for the cool and comparatively clean air of Piccadilly. He knew something of the great evil which dwelt within this man whom he was compelled, by singular circumstances, to tolerate. But the duty began to irk.

If you must, was the reply. Of course, your press work no doubt is very exacting.

The note of badinage was discernible again, but Cairn passed out into the mandarah without replying, where the fountain plashed coolly and the silver mibkharah sent up its pencils of vapour. The outer door was opened by the Oriental servant, and Ferrara stood and bowed to his departing visitor. He did not proffer his hand.

Until our next meeting. Cairn, es-selâm aleykûm! (peace be with you) he murmured, as the Moslems say. But indeed I shall be with you in spirit, dear Cairn.

There was something in the tone wherein he spoke those last words that brought Cairn up short. He turned, but the doors closed silently. A faint breath of ambergris was borne to his nostrils.


CHAPTER V

THE RUSTLING SHADOWS

Cairn stepped out of the lift, crossed the hall, and was about to walk out on to Piccadilly, when he stopped, staring hard at a taxi-cab which had slowed down upon the opposite side whilst the driver awaited a suitable opportunity to pull across.

The occupant of the cab was invisible now, but a moment before Cairn had had a glimpse of her as she glanced out, apparently towards the very doorway in which he stood. Perhaps his imagination was playing him tricks. He stood and waited, until at last the cab drew up within a few yards of him.

Myra Duquesne got out.

Having paid the cabman, she crossed the pavement and entered the hall-way. Cairn stepped forward so that she almost ran into his arms.

Mr. Cairn! she cried. Why! have you been to see Antony?

I have, he replied, and paused, at a loss for words.

It had suddenly occurred to him that Antony Ferrara and Myra Duquesne had known one another from childhood; that the girl probably regarded Ferrara in the light of a brother.

There are so many things I want to talk to him about, she said. He seems to know everything, and I am afraid I know very little.

Cairn noted with dismay the shadows under her eyes  the grey eyes that he would have wished to see ever full of light and laughter. She was pale, too, or seemed unusually so in her black dress; but the tragic death of her guardian, Sir Michael Ferrara, had been a dreadful blow to this convent-bred girl who had no other kin in the world. A longing swept into Cairns heart and set it ablaze; a longing to take all her sorrows, all her cares, upon his own broad shoulders, to take her and hold her, shielded from whatever of trouble or menace the future might bring.

Have you seen his rooms here? he asked, trying to speak casually; but his soul was up in arms against the bare idea of this girls entering that perfumed place where abominable and vile things were, and none of them so vile as the man she trusted, whom she counted a brother.

Not yet, she answered, with a sort of childish glee momentarily lighting her eyes. Are they very splendid?

Very, he answered her, grimly.

Cant you come in with me for awhile? Only just a little while, then you can come home to lunch  you and Antony. Her eyes sparkled now. Oh, do say yes!

Knowing what he did know of the man upstairs, he longed to accompany her; yet, contradictorily, knowing what he did he could not face him again, could not submit himself to the test of being civil to Antony Ferrara in the presence of Myra Duquesne.

Please dont tempt me, he begged, and forced a smile. I shall find myself enrolled amongst the seekers of soup-tickets if I completely ignore the claims of my employer upon my time!

Oh, what a shame! she cried.

Their eyes met, and something  something unspoken but cogent  passed between them; so that for the first time a pretty colour tinted the girls cheeks. She suddenly grew embarrassed.

Good-bye, then, she said, holding out her hand. Will you lunch with us to-morrow?

Thanks awfully, replied Cairn. Rather  if its humanly possible. Ill ring you up.

He released her hand, and stood watching her as she entered the lift. When it ascended, he turned and went out to swell the human tide of Piccadilly. He wondered what his father would think of the girls visiting Ferrara. Would he approve? Decidedly the situation was a delicate one; the wrong kind of interference  the tactless kind  might merely render it worse. It would be awfully difficult, if not impossible, to explain to Myra. If an open rupture were to be avoided (and he had profound faith in his fathers acumen), then Myra must remain in ignorance. But was she to be allowed to continue these visits?

Should he have permitted her to enter Ferraras rooms?

He reflected that he had no right to question her movements. But, at least, he might have accompanied her.

Oh, heavens! he muttered what a horrible tangle. It will drive me mad!

There could be no peace for him until he knew her to be safely home again, and his work suffered accordingly; until, at about midday, he rang up Myra Duquesne, on the pretence of accepting her invitation to lunch on the morrow, and heard, with inexpressible relief, her voice replying to him.

In the afternoon he was suddenly called upon to do a big royal matinée, and this necessitated a run to his chambers in order to change from Harris tweed into vicuna and cashmere. The usual stream of lawyers clerks and others poured under the archway leading to the court; but in the far corner shaded by the tall plane tree, where the ascending steps and worn iron railing, the small panes of glass in the solicitors window on the ground floor and the general air of Dickens-like aloofness prevailed, one entered a sort of backwater. In the narrow hall-way, quiet reigned  a quiet profound as though motor buses were not.

Cairn ran up the stairs to the second landing, and began to fumble for his key. Although he knew it to be impossible, he was aware of a queer impression that someone was waiting for him, inside his chambers. The sufficiently palpable fact  that such a thing was impossible  did not really strike him until he had opened the door and entered. Up to that time, in a sort of subconscious way, he had anticipated finding a visitor there.

What an ass I am! he muttered; then, Phew! theres a disgusting smell!

He threw open all the windows, and entering his bedroom, also opening both the windows there. The current of air thus established began to disperse the odour  a fusty one as of something decaying  and by the time that he had changed, it was scarcely perceptible. He had little time to waste in speculation, but when, as he ran out to the door, glancing at his watch, the nauseous odour suddenly rose again to his nostrils, he stopped with his hand on the latch.

What the deuce is it! he said loudly.

Quite mechanically he turned and looked back. As one might have anticipated, there was nothing visible to account for the odour.

The emotion of fear is a strange and complex one. In this breath of decay rising to his nostril, Cairn found something fearsome. He opened the door, stepped out on to the landing, and closed the door behind him.

At an hour close upon midnight, Dr. Bruce Cairn, who was about to retire, received a wholly unexpected visit from his son. Robert Cairn followed his father into the library and sat down in the big, red leathern easy-chair. The doctor tilted the lamp shade, directing the light upon Roberts face. It proved to be slightly pale, and in the clear eyes was an odd expression  almost a hunted look.

Whats the trouble, Rob? Have a whisky and soda.

Robert Cairn helped himself quietly.

Now take a cigar and tell me what has frightened you.

Frightened me! He started, and paused in the act of reaching for a match. Yes  youre right, sir. I am frightened!

Not at the moment. You have been.

Right again. He lighted his cigar. I want to begin by saying that  well, how can I put it? When I took up newspaper work, we thought it would be better if I lived in chambers

Certainly.

Well, at that time he examined the lighted end of his cigar there was no reason  why I should not live alone. But now

Well?

Now I feel, sir, that I have need of more or less constant companionship. Especially I feel that it would be desirable to have a friend handy at  er  at night time!

Dr. Cairn leant forward in his chair. His face was very stern.

Hold out your fingers, he said, extended; left hand.

His son obeyed, smiling slightly. The open hand showed in the lamplight steady as a carven hand.

Nerves quite in order, sir.

Dr. Cairn inhaled a deep breath.

Tell me, he said.

Its a queer tale, his son began, and if I told it to Craig Fenton, or Madderley round in Harley Street I know what they would say. But you will understand. It started this afternoon, when the sun was pouring in through the windows. I had to go to my chambers to change; and the rooms were filled with a most disgusting smell.

His father started.

What kind of smell? he asked. Not  incense?

No, replied Robert, looking hard at him I thought you would ask that. It was a smell of something putrid  something rotten, rotten with the rottenness of ages.

Did you trace where it came from?

I opened all the windows, and that seemed to disperse it for a time. Then, just as I was going out, it returned; it seemed to envelop me like a filthy miasma. You know, sir, its hard to explain just the way I felt about it  but it all amounts to this: I was glad to get outside!

Dr. Cairn stood up and began to pace about the room, his hands locked behind him.

To-night, he rapped suddenly, what occurred to-night?

To-night, continued his son, I got in at about half-past nine. I had had such a rush, in one way and another, that the incident had quite lost its hold on my imagination; I hadnt forgotten it, of course, but I was not thinking of it when I unlocked the door. In fact I didnt begin to think of it again until, in slippers and dressing-gown, I had settled down for a comfortable read. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, to influence my imagination  in that way. The book was an old favourite, Mark Twains Up the Mississippi, and I sat in the armchair with a large bottle of lager beer at my elbow and my pipe going strong.

Becoming restless in turn, the speaker stood up and walking to the fireplace flicked off the long cone of grey ash from his cigar. He leant one elbow upon the mantel-piece, resuming his story:

St. Pauls had just chimed the half-hour  half-past ten  when my pipe went out. Before I had time to re-light it, came the damnable smell again. At the moment nothing was farther from my mind, and I jumped up with an exclamation of disgust. It seemed to be growing stronger and stronger. I got my pipe alight quickly. Still I could smell it; the aroma of the tobacco did not lessen its beastly pungency in the smallest degree.

I tilted the shade of my reading-lamp and looked all about. There was nothing unusual to be seen. Both windows were open and I went to one and thrust my head out, in order to learn if the odour came from outside. It did not. The air outside the window was fresh and clean. Then I remembered that when I had left my chambers in the afternoon, the smell had been stronger near the door than anywhere. I ran out to the door. In the passage I could smell nothing; but

He paused, glancing at his father.

Before I had stood there thirty seconds it was rising all about me like the fumes from a crater. By God, sir! I realised then that it was something ... following me!

Dr. Cairn stood watching him, from the shadows beyond the big table, as he came forward and finished his whisky at a gulp.

That seemed to work a change in me, he continued rapidly; I recognised there was something behind this disgusting manifestation, something directing it; and I recognised, too, that the next move was up to me. I went back to my room. The odour was not so pronounced, but as I stood by the table, waiting, it increased, and increased, until it almost choked me. My nerves were playing tricks, but I kept a fast hold on myself. I set to work, very methodically, and fumigated the place. Within myself I knew that it could do no good, but I felt that I had to put up some kind of opposition. You understand, sir?

Quite, replied Dr. Cairn quietly. It was an organised attempt to expel the invader, and though of itself it was useless, the mental attitude dictating it was good. Go on.

The clocks had chimed eleven when I gave up, and I felt physically sick. The air by this time was poisonous, literally poisonous. I dropped into the easy-chair and began to wonder what the end of it would be. Then, in the shadowy parts of the room, outside the circle of light cast by the lamp, I detected  darker patches. For awhile I tried to believe that they were imaginary, but when I saw one move along the bookcase, glide down its side, and come across the carpet, towards me, I knew that they were not. Before heaven, sir  his voice shook either I am mad, or to-night my room was filled with things that crawled! They were everywhere; on the floor, on the walls, even on the ceiling above me! Where the light was I couldnt detect them, but the shadows were alive, alive with things  the size of my two hands; and in the growing stillness

His voice had become husky. Dr. Cairn stood still, as a man of stone, watching him.

In the stillness, very faintly, they rustled!

Silence fell. A car passed outside in Half-Moon Street; its throb died away. A clock was chiming the half-hour after midnight. Dr. Cairn spoke:

Anything else?

One other thing, sir. I was gripping the chair arms; I felt that I had to grip something to prevent myself from slipping into madness. My left hand he glanced at it with a sort of repugnance something hairy  and indescribably loathsome  touched it; just brushed against it. But it was too much. Im ashamed to tell you, sir; I screamed, screamed like any hysterical girl, and for the second time, ran! I ran from my own rooms, grabbed a hat and coat; and left my dressing gown on the floor!

He turned, leaning both elbows on the mantel-piece, and buried his face in his hands.

Have another drink, said Dr. Cairn. You called on Antony Ferrara to-day, didnt you? How did he receive you?

That brings me to something else I wanted to tell you, continued Robert, squirting soda-water into his glass. Myra  goes there.

Where  to his chambers?

Yes.

Dr. Cairn began to pace the room again.

I am not surprised, he admitted; she has always been taught to regard him in the light of a brother. But nevertheless we must put a stop to it. How did you learn this?

Robert Cairn gave him an account of the mornings incidents, describing Ferraras chambers with a minute exactness which revealed how deep, how indelible an impression their strangeness had made upon his mind.

There is one thing, he concluded, against which I am always coming up, I puzzled over it at Oxford, and others did, too; I came against it to-day. Who is Antony Ferrara? Where did Sir Michael find him? What kind of woman bore such a son?

Stop boy! cried Dr. Cairn.

Robert started, looking at his father across the table.

You are already in danger, Rob. I wont disguise that fact from you. Myra Duquesne is no relation of Ferraras; therefore, since she inherits half of Sir Michaels fortune, a certain course must have suggested itself to Antony. You, patently, are an obstacle! Thats bad enough, boy; let us deal with it before we look for further trouble.

He took up a blackened briar from the table and began to load it.

Regarding your next move, he continued slowly, there can be no question. You must return to your chambers!

What!

There can be no question, Rob. A kind of attack has been made upon you which only you can repel. If you desert your chambers, it will be repeated here. At present it is evidently localised. There are laws governing these things; laws as immutable as any other laws in Nature. One of them is this: the powers of darkness (to employ a conventional and significant phrase) cannot triumph over the powers of Will. Below the Godhead, Will is the supreme force of the Universe. Resist! You must resist, or you are lost!

What do you mean, sir?

I mean that destruction of mind, and of something more than mind, threatens you. If you retreat you are lost. Go back to your rooms. Seek your foe; strive to haul him into the light and crush him! The phenomena at your rooms belong to one of two varieties; at present it seems impossible to classify them more closely. Both are dangerous, though in different ways. I suspect, however, that a purely mental effort will be sufficient to disperse these nauseous shadow-things. Probably you will not be troubled again to-night, but whenever the phenomena return, take off your coat to them! You require no better companion than the one you had:  Mark Twain! Treat your visitors as one might imagine he would have treated them; as a very poor joke! But whenever it begins again, ring me up. Dont hesitate, whatever the hour. I shall be at the hospital all day, but from seven onward I shall be here and shall make a point of remaining. Give me a call when you return, now, and if there is no earlier occasion, another in the morning. Then rely upon my active co-operation throughout the following night.

Active, sir?

I said active, Rob. The next repetition of these manifestations shall be the last. Good-night. Remember, you have only to lift the receiver to know that you are not alone in your fight.

Robert Cairn took a second cigar, lighted it, finished his whisky, and squared his shoulders.

Good-night, sir, he said. I shant run away a third time!

When the door had closed upon his exit, Dr. Cairn resumed his restless pacing up and down the library. He had given Roman counsel, for he had sent his son out to face, alone, a real and dreadful danger. Only thus could he hope to save him, but nevertheless it had been hard. The next fight would be a fight to the finish, for Robert had said, I shant run away a third time; and he was a man of his word.

As Dr. Cairn had declared, the manifestations belonged to one of two varieties. According to the most ancient science in the world, the science by which the Egyptians, and perhaps even earlier peoples, ordered their lives, we share this, our plane of existence, with certain other creatures, often called Elementals. Mercifully, these fearsome entities are invisible to our normal sight, just as the finer tones of music are inaudible to our normal powers of hearing.

Victims of delirium tremens, opium smokers, and other debauchees, artificially open that finer, latent power of vision; and the horrors which surround them are not imaginary but are Elementals attracted to the victim by his peculiar excesses.

The crawling things, then, which reeked abominably might be Elementals (so Dr. Cairn reasoned) superimposed upon Robert Cairns consciousness by a directing, malignant intelligence. On the other hand they might be mere glamours  or thought-forms  thrust upon him by the same wizard mind; emanations from an evil, powerful will.

His reflections were interrupted by the ringing of the phone bell. He took up the receiver.

Hullo!

That you, sir? Alls clear here, now. Im turning in.

Right. Good-night, Rob. Ring me in the morning.

Good-night, sir.

Dr. Cairn refilled his charred briar, and, taking from a drawer in the writing table a thick MS., sat down and began to study the closely-written pages. The paper was in the cramped handwriting of the late Sir Michael Ferrara, his travelling companion through many strange adventures; and the sun had been flooding the library with dimmed golden light for several hours, and a bustle below stairs acclaiming an awakened household, ere the doctors studies were interrupted. Again, it was the phone bell. He rose, switched off the reading-lamp, and lifted the instrument.

That you, Rob?

Yes, sir. Alls well, thank God! Can I breakfast with you?

Certainly, my boy! Dr. Cairn glanced at his watch. Why, upon my soul its seven oclock!


CHAPTER VI

THE BEETLES

Sixteen hours had elapsed and Londons clocks were booming eleven that night, when the uncanny drama entered upon its final stage. Once more Dr. Cairn sat alone with Sir Michaels manuscript, but at frequent intervals his glance would stray to the telephone at his elbow. He had given orders to the effect that he was on no account to be disturbed and that his car should be ready at the door from ten oclock onward.

As the sound of the final strokes was dying away the expected summons came. Dr. Cairns jaw squared and his mouth was very grim, when he recognised his sons voice over the wires.

Well, boy?

Theyre here, sir  now, while Im speaking! I have been fighting  fighting hard  for half an hour. The place smells like a charnel-house and the  shapes are taking definite, horrible form! They have ... eyes! His voice sounded harsh. Quite black the eyes are, and they shine like beads! Its gradually wearing me down, although I have myself in hand, so far. I mean I might crack up  at any moment. Bah!

His voice ceased.

Hullo! cried Dr. Cairn. Hullo, Rob!

Its all right, sir, came, all but inaudibly. The  things are all around the edge of the light patch; they make a sort of rustling noise. It is a tremendous, conscious effort to keep them at bay. While I was speaking, I somehow lost my grip of the situation. One  crawled ... it fastened on my hand ... a hairy, many-limbed horror.... Oh, my God! another is touching....

Rob! Rob! Keep your nerve, boy! Do you hear?

Yes  yes faintly.

Pray, my boy  pray for strength, and it will come to you! You must hold out for another ten minutes. Ten minutes  do you understand?

Yes! yes!  Merciful God!  if you can help me, do it, sir, or

Hold out, boy! In ten minutes youll have won.

Dr. Cairn hung up the receiver, raced from the library, and grabbing a cap from the rack in the hall, ran down the steps and bounded into the waiting car, shouting an address to the man.

Piccadilly was gay with supper-bound theatre crowds when he leapt out and ran into the hall-way which had been the scene of Roberts meeting with Myra Duquesne. Dr. Cairn ran past the lift doors and went up the stairs three steps at a time. He pressed his finger to the bell-push beside Antony Ferraras door and held it there until the door opened and a dusky face appeared in the opening.

The visitor thrust his way in, past the white-clad man holding out his arms to detain him.

Not at home, effendim

Dr. Cairn shot out a sinewy hand, grabbed the man  he was a tall fellahîn  by the shoulder, and sent him spinning across the mosaic floor of the mandarah. The air was heavy with the perfume of ambergris.

Wasting no word upon the reeling man, Dr. Cairn stepped to the doorway. He jerked the drapery aside and found himself in a dark corridor. From his sons description of the chambers he had no difficulty in recognising the door of the study.

He turned the handle  the door proved to be unlocked  and entered the darkened room.

In the grate a huge fire glowed redly; the temperature of the place was almost unbearable. On the table the light from the silver lamp shed a patch of radiance, but the rest of the study was veiled in shadow.

A black-robed figure was seated in a high-backed, carved chair; one corner of the cowl-like garment was thrown across the table. Half rising, the figure turned  and, an evil apparition in the glow from the fire, Antony Ferrara faced the intruder.

Dr. Cairn walked forward, until he stood over the other.

Uncover what you have on the table, he said succinctly.

Ferraras strange eyes were uplifted to the speakers with an expression in their depths which, in the Middle Ages, alone would have sent a man to the stake.

Dr. Cairn

The husky voice had lost something of its suavity.

You heard my order!

Your order! Surely, doctor, since I am in my own

Uncover what you have on the table. Or must I do so for you!

Antony Ferrara placed his hand upon the end of the black robe which lay across the table.

Be careful, Dr. Cairn, he said evenly. You  are taking risks.

Dr. Cairn suddenly leapt, seized the shielding hand in a sure grip and twisted Ferraras arm behind him. Then, with a second rapid movement, he snatched away the robe. A faint smell  a smell of corruption, of ancient rottenness  arose on the superheated air.

A square of faded linen lay on the table, figured with all but indecipherable Egyptian characters, and upon it, in rows which formed a definite geometrical design, were arranged a great number of little, black insects.

Dr. Cairn released the hand which he held, and Ferrara sat quite still, looking straight before him.

Dermestes beetles! from the skull of a mummy! You filthy, obscene beast!

Ferrara spoke, with a calm suddenly regained:

Is there anything obscene in the study of beetles?

My son saw these things here yesterday; and last night, and again to-night, you cast magnified doubles  glamours  of the horrible creatures into his rooms! By means which you know of, but which I know of, too, you sought to bring your thought-things down to the material plane.

Dr. Cairn, my respect for you is great; but I fear that much study has made you mad.

Ferrara reached out his hand towards an ebony box; he was smiling.

Dont dare to touch that box!

He paused, glancing up.

More orders, doctor?

Exactly.

Dr. Cairn grabbed the faded linen, scooping up the beetles within it, and, striding across the room, threw the whole unsavoury bundle into the heart of the fire. A great flame leapt up; there came a series of squeaky explosions, so that, almost, one might have imagined those age-old insects to have had life. Then the doctor turned again.

Ferrara leapt to his feet with a cry that had in it something inhuman, and began rapidly to babble in a tongue that was not European. He was facing Dr. Cairn, a tall, sinister figure, but one hand was groping behind him for the box.

Stop that! rapped the doctor imperatively and for the last time do not dare to touch that box!

The flood of strange words was dammed. Ferrara stood quivering, but silent.

The laws by which such as you were burnt  the wise laws of long ago  are no more, said Dr. Cairn. English law cannot touch you, but God has provided for your kind!

Perhaps, whispered Ferrara, you would like also to burn this box to which you object so strongly?

No power on earth would prevail upon me to touch it! But you  you have touched it  and you know the penalty! You raise forces of evil that have lain dormant for ages and dare to wield them. Beware! I know of some whom you have murdered; I cannot know how many you have sent to the madhouse. But I swear that in future your victims shall be few. There is a way to deal with you!

He turned and walked to the door.

Beware also, dear Dr. Cairn, came softly. As you say, I raise forces of evil

Dr. Cairn spun about. In three strides he was standing over Antony Ferrara, fists clenched and his sinewy body tense in every fibre. His face was pale, as was apparent even in that vague light, and his eyes gleamed like steel.

You raise other forces, he said  and his voice, though steady was very low; evil forces, also.

Antony Ferrara, invoker of nameless horrors, shrank before him  before the primitive Celtic man whom unwittingly he had invoked. Dr. Cairn was spare and lean, but in perfect physical condition. Now he was strong, with the strength of a just cause. Moreover, he was dangerous, and Ferrara knew it well.

I fear began the latter huskily.

Dare to bandy words with me, said Dr. Cairn, with icy coolness, answer me back but once again, and before God Ill strike you dead!

Ferrara sat silent, clutching at the arms of his chair, and not daring to raise his eyes. For ten magnetic seconds they stayed so, then again Dr. Cairn turned, and this time walked out.

The clocks had been chiming the quarter after eleven as he had entered Antony Ferraras chambers, and some had not finished their chimes when his son, choking, calling wildly upon Heaven to aid him, had fallen in the midst of crowding, obscene things, and, in the instant of his fall, had found the room clear of the waving antennæ, the beady eyes, and the beetle shapes. The whole horrible phantasmagoria  together with the odour of ancient rottenness  faded like a fevered dream, at the moment that Dr. Cairn had burst in upon the creator of it.

Robert Cairn stood up, weakly, trembling; then dropped upon his knees and sobbed out prayers of thankfulness that came from his frightened soul.


CHAPTER VII

SIR ELWIN GROVES PATIENT

When a substantial legacy is divided into two shares, one of which falls to a man, young, dissolute and clever, and the other to a girl, pretty and inexperienced, there is laughter in the hells. But, to the girls legacy add another item  a strong, stern guardian, and the issue becomes one less easy to predict.

In the case at present under consideration, such an arrangement led Dr. Bruce Cairn to pack off Myra Duquesne to a grim Scottish manor in Inverness upon a visit of indefinite duration. It also led to heart burnings on the part of Robert Cairn, and to other things about to be noticed.

Antony Ferrara, the co-legatee, was not slow to recognise that a damaging stroke had been played, but he knew Dr. Cairn too well to put up any protest. In his capacity of fashionable physician, the doctor frequently met Ferrara in society, for a man at once rich, handsome, and bearing a fine name, is not socially ostracised on the mere suspicion that he is a dangerous blackguard. Thus Antony Ferrara was courted by the smartest women in town and tolerated by the men. Dr. Cairn would always acknowledge him, and then turn his back upon the dark-eyed, adopted son of his dearest friend.

There was that between the two of which the world knew nothing. Had the world known what Dr. Cairn knew respecting Antony Ferrara, then, despite his winning manner, his wealth and his station, every door in London, from those of Mayfair to that of the foulest den in Limehouse, would have been closed to him  closed, and barred with horror and loathing. A tremendous secret was locked up within the heart of Dr. Bruce Cairn.

Sometimes we seem to be granted a glimpse of the guiding Hand that steers mens destinies; then, as comprehension is about to dawn, we lose again our temporal lucidity of vision. The following incident illustrates this.

Sir Elwin Groves, of Harley Street, took Dr. Cairn aside at the club one evening.

I am passing a patient on to you, Cairn, he said; Lord Lashmore.

Ah! replied Cairn, thoughtfully. I have never met him.

He has only quite recently returned to England  you may have heard?  and brought a South American Lady Lashmore with him.

I had heard that, yes.

Lord Lashmore is close upon fifty-five, and his wife  a passionate Southern type  is probably less than twenty. They are an odd couple. The lady has been doing some extensive entertaining at the town house.

Groves stared hard at Dr. Cairn.

Your young friend, Antony Ferrara, is a regular visitor.

No doubt, said Cairn; he goes everywhere. I dont know how long his funds will last.

I have wondered, too. His chambers are like a scene from the Arabian Nights.

How do you know? inquired the other curiously. Have you attended him?

Yes, was the reply. His Eastern servant phoned for me one night last week; and I found Ferrara lying unconscious in a room like a pashas harem. He looked simply ghastly, but the man would give me no account of what had caused the attack. It looked to me like sheer nervous exhaustion. He gave me quite an anxious five minutes. Incidentally, the room was blazing hot, with a fire roaring right up the chimney, and it smelt like a Hindu temple.

Ah! muttered Cairn, between his mode of life and his peculiar studies he will probably crack up. He has a fragile constitution.

Who the deuce is he, Cairn? pursued Sir Elwin. You must know all the circumstances of his adoption; you were with the late Sir Michael in Egypt at the time. The fellow is a mystery to me; he repels, in some way. I was glad to get away from his rooms.

You were going to tell me something about Lord Lashmores case, I think? said Cairn.

Sir Elwin Groves screwed up his eyes and readjusted his pince-nez, for the deliberate way in which his companion had changed the conversation was unmistakable. However, Cairns brusque manners were proverbial, and Sir Elwin accepted the lead.

Yes, yes, I believe I was, he agreed, rather lamely. Well, its very singular. I was called there last Monday, at about two oclock in the morning. I found the house upside-down, and Lady Lashmore, with a dressing-gown thrown over her nightdress, engaged in bathing a bad wound in her husbands throat.

What! Attempted suicide?

My first idea, naturally. But a glance at the wound set me wondering. It was bleeding profusely, and from its location I was afraid that it might have penetrated the internal jugular; but the external only was wounded. I arrested the flow of blood and made the patient comfortable. Lady Lashmore assisted me coolly and displayed some skill as a nurse. In fact she had applied a ligature before my arrival.

Lord Lashmore remained conscious?

Quite. He was shaky, of course. I called again at nine oclock that morning, and found him progressing favourably. When I had dressed the wounds

Wounds?

There were two actually; I will tell you in a moment. I asked Lord Lashmore for an explanation. He had given out, for the benefit of the household, that, stumbling out of bed in the dark, he had tripped upon a rug, so that he fell forward almost into the fireplace. There is a rather ornate fender, with an elaborate copper scrollwork design, and his account was that he came down with all his weight upon this, in such a way that part of the copperwork pierced his throat. It was possible, just possible, Cairn; but it didnt satisfy me and I could see that it didnt satisfy Lady Lashmore. However, when we were alone, Lashmore told me the real facts.

He had been concealing the truth?

Largely for his wifes sake, I fancy. He was anxious to spare her the alarm which, knowing the truth, she must have experienced. His story was this  related in confidence, but he wishes that you should know. He was awakened by a sudden, sharp pain in the throat; not very acute, but accompanied by a feeling of pressure. It was gone again, in a moment, and he was surprised to find blood upon his hands when he felt for the cause of the pain.

He got out of bed and experienced a great dizziness. The hemorrhage was altogether more severe than he had supposed. Not wishing to arouse his wife, he did not enter his dressing-room, which is situated between his own room and Lady Lashmores; he staggered as far as the bell-push, and then collapsed. His man found him on the floor  sufficiently near to the fender to lend colour to the story of the accident.

Dr. Cairn coughed drily.

Do you think it was attempted suicide after all, then? he asked.

No  I dont, replied Sir Elwin emphatically. I think it was something altogether more difficult to explain.

Not attempted murder?

Almost impossible. Excepting Chambers, Lord Lashmores valet, no one could possibly have gained access to that suite of rooms. They number four. There is a small boudoir, out of which opens Lady Lashmores bedroom; between this and Lord Lashmores apartment is the dressing-room. Lord Lashmores door was locked and so was that of the boudoir. These are the only two means of entrance.

But you said that Chambers came in and found him.

Chambers has a key of Lord Lashmores door. That is why I said excepting Chambers. But Chambers has been with his present master since Lashmore left Cambridge. Its out of the question.

Windows?

First floor, no balcony, and overlook Hyde Park.

Is there no clue to the mystery?

There are three!

What are they?

First: the nature of the wounds. Second: Lord Lashmores idea that something was in the room at the moment of his awakening. Third: the fact that an identical attempt was made upon him last night!

Last night! Good God! With what result?

The former wounds, though deep, are very tiny, and had quite healed over. One of them partially reopened, but Lord Lashmore awoke altogether more readily and before any damage had been done. He says that some soft body rolled off the bed. He uttered a loud cry, leapt out and switched on the electric lights. At the same moment he heard a frightful scream from his wifes room. When I arrived  Lashmore himself summoned me on this occasion  I had a new patient.

Lady Lashmore?

Exactly. She had fainted from fright, at hearing her husbands cry, I assume. There had been a slight hemorrhage from the throat, too.

What! Tuberculous?

I fear so. Fright would not produce hemorrhage in the case of a healthy subject, would it?

Dr. Cairn shook his head. He was obviously perplexed.

And Lord Lashmore? he asked.

The marks were there again, replied Sir Elwin; rather lower on the neck. But they were quite superficial. He had awakened in time and had struck out  hitting something.

What?

Some living thing; apparently covered with long, silky hair. It escaped, however.

And now, said Dr. Cairn these wounds; what are they like?

They are like the marks of fangs, replied Sir Elwin; of two long, sharp fangs!


CHAPTER VIII

THE SECRET OF DHOON

Lord Lashmore was a big, blonde man, fresh coloured, and having his nearly white hair worn close cut and his moustache trimmed in the neat military fashion. For a fair man, he had eyes of a singular colour. They were of so dark a shade of brown as to appear black: southern eyes; lending to his personality an oddness very striking.

When he was shown into Dr. Cairns library, the doctor regarded him with that searching scrutiny peculiar to men of his profession, at the same time inviting the visitor to be seated.

Lashmore sat down in the red leathern armchair, resting his large hands upon his knees, with the fingers widely spread. He had a massive dignity, but was not entirely at his ease.

Dr. Cairn opened the conversation, in his direct fashion.

You come to consult me, Lord Lashmore, in my capacity of occultist rather than in that of physician?

In both, replied Lord Lashmore; distinctly, in both.

Sir Elwin Groves is attending you for certain throat wounds

Lord Lashmore touched the high stock which he was wearing.

The scars remain, he said. Do you wish to see them?

I am afraid I must trouble you.

The stock was untied; and Dr. Cairn, through a powerful glass, examined the marks. One of them, the lower, was slightly inflamed.

Lord Lashmore retied his stock, standing before the small mirror set in the overmantel.

You had an impression of some presence in the room at the time of the outrage? pursued the doctor.

Distinctly; on both occasions.

Did you see anything?

The room was too dark.

But you felt something?

Hair; my knuckles, as I struck out  I am speaking of the second outrage  encountered a thick mass of hair.

The body of some animal?

Probably the head.

But still you saw nothing?

I must confess that I had a vague idea of some shape flitting away across the room; a white shape  therefore probably a figment of my imagination.

Your cry awakened Lady Lashmore?

Unfortunately, yes. Her nerves were badly shaken already, and this second shock proved too severe. Sir Elwin fears chest trouble. I am taking her abroad as soon as possible.

She was found insensible. Where?

At the door of the dressing-room  the door communicating with her own room, not that communicating with mine. She had evidently started to come to my assistance when faintness overcame her.

What is her own account?

That is her own account.

Who discovered her?

I did.

Dr. Cairn was drumming his fingers on the table.

You have a theory, Lord Lashmore, he said suddenly. Let me hear it.

Lord Lashmore started, and glared across at the speaker with a sort of haughty surprise.

I have a theory?

I think so. Am I wrong?

Lashmore stood on the rug before the fireplace, with his hands locked behind him and his head lowered, looking out under his tufted eyebrows at Dr. Cairn. Thus seen, Lord Lashmores strange eyes had a sinister appearance.

If I had had a theory he began.

You would have come to me to seek confirmation? suggested Dr. Cairn.

Ah! yes, you may be right. Sir Elwin Groves, to whom I hinted something, mentioned your name. I am not quite clear upon one point, Dr. Cairn. Did he send me to you because he thought  in a word, are you a mental specialist?

I am not. Sir Elwin has no doubts respecting your brain, Lord Lashmore. He has sent you here because I have made some study of what I may term psychical ailments. There is a chapter in your family history  he fixed his searching gaze upon the others face which latterly has been occupying your mind?

At that, Lashmore started in good earnest.

To what do you refer?

Lord Lashmore, you have come to me for advice. A rare ailment  happily very rare in England  has assailed you. Circumstances have been in your favour thus far, but a recurrence is to be anticipated at any time. Be good enough to look upon me as a specialist, and give me all your confidence.

Lashmore cleared his throat.

What do you wish to know, Dr. Cairn? he asked, with a queer intermingling of respect and hauteur in his tones.

I wish to know about Mirza, wife of the third Baron Lashmore.

Lord Lashmore took a stride forward. His large hands clenched, and his eyes were blazing.

What do you know about her?

Surprise was in his voice, and anger.

I have seen her portrait in Dhoon Castle; you were not in residence at the time. Mirza, Lady Lashmore, was evidently a very beautiful woman. What was the date of the marriage?

1615.

The third Baron brought her to England from?

Poland.

She was a Pole?

A Polish Jewess.

There was no issue of the marriage, but the Baron outlived her and married again?

Lord Lashmore shifted his feet nervously, and gnawed his finger-nails.

There was issue of the marriage, he snapped. She was  my ancestress.

Ah! Dr. Cairns grey eyes lighted up momentarily. We get to the facts! Why was this birth kept secret?

Dhoon Castle has kept many secrets! It was a grim noble of the Middle Ages who was speaking. For a Lashmore, there was no difficulty in suppressing the facts, arranging a hasty second marriage and representing the boy as the child of the later union. Had the second marriage proved fruitful, this had been unnecessary; but an heir to Dhoon was  essential.

I see. Had the second marriage proved fruitful, the child of Mirza would have been  what shall we say?  smothered?

Damn it! What do you mean?

He was the rightful heir.

Dr. Cairn, said Lashmore slowly, you are probing an open wound. The fourth Baron Lashmore represents what the world calls The Curse of the House of Dhoon. At Dhoon Castle there is a secret chamber, which has engaged the pens of many so-called occultists, but which no man, save every heir, has entered for generations. Its very location is a secret. Measurements do not avail to find it. You would appear to know much of my familys black secret; perhaps you know where that room lies at Dhoon?

Certainly, I do, replied Dr. Cairn calmly; it is under the moat, some thirty yards west of the former drawbridge.

Lord Lashmore changed colour. When he spoke again his voice had lost its timbre.

Perhaps you know  what it contains.

I do. It contains Paul, fourth Baron Lashmore, son of Mirza, the Polish Jewess!

Lord Lashmore reseated himself in the big armchair, staring at the speaker, aghast.

I thought no other in the world knew that! he said, hollowly. Your studies have been extensive indeed. For three years  three whole years from the night of my twenty-first birthday  the horror hung over me, Dr. Cairn. It ultimately brought my grandfather to the madhouse, but my father was of sterner stuff, and so, it seems, was I. After those three years of horror I threw off the memories of Paul Dhoon, the third baron

It was on the night of your twenty-first birthday that you were admitted to the subterranean room?

You know so much, Dr. Cairn, that you may as well know all. Lashmores face was twitching. But you are about to hear what no man has ever heard from the lips of one of my family before.

He stood up again, restlessly.

Nearly thirty-five years have elapsed, he resumed, since that December night; but my very soul trembles now, when I recall it! There was a big house-party at Dhoon, but I had been prepared, for some weeks, by my father, for the ordeal that awaited me. Our family mystery is historical, and there were many fearful glances bestowed upon me, when, at midnight, my father took me aside from the company and led me to the old library. By God! Dr. Cairn  fearful as these reminiscences are, it is a relief to relate them  to someone!

A sort of suppressed excitement was upon Lashmore, but his voice remained low and hollow.

He asked me, he continued, the traditional question: if I had prayed for strength. God knows I had! Then, his stern face very pale, he locked the library door, and from a closet concealed beside the ancient fireplace  a closet which, hitherto, I had not known to exist  he took out a bulky key of antique workmanship. Together we set to work to remove all the volumes from one of the bookshelves.

Even when the shelves were empty, it called for our united efforts to move the heavy piece of furniture; but we accomplished the task ultimately, making visible a considerable expanse of panelling. Nearly forty years had elapsed since that case had been removed, and the carvings which it concealed were coated with all the dust which had accumulated there since the night of my fathers coming of age.

A device upon the top of the centre panel represented the arms of the family; the helm which formed part of the device projected like a knob. My father grasped it, turned it, and threw his weight against the seemingly solid wall. It yielded, swinging inward upon concealed hinges, and a damp, earthy smell came out into the library. Taking up a lamp, which he had in readiness, my father entered the cavity, beckoning me to follow.

I found myself descending a flight of rough steps, and the roof above me was so low that I was compelled to stoop. A corner was come to, passed, and a further flight of steps appeared beneath. At that time the old moat was still flooded, and even had I not divined as much from the direction of the steps, I should have known, at this point, that we were beneath it. Between the stone blocks roofing us in oozed drops of moisture, and the air was at once damp and icily cold.

A short passage, commencing at the foot of the steps, terminated before a massive, iron-studded door. My father placed the key in the lock, and holding the lamp above his head, turned and looked at me. He was deathly pale.

Summon all your fortitude, he said.

He strove to turn the key, but for a long time without success for the lock was rusty. Finally, however  he was a strong man  his efforts were successful. The door opened, and an indescribable smell came out into the passage. Never before had I met with anything like it; I have never met with it since.

Lord Lashmore wiped his brow with his handkerchief.

The first thing, he resumed, upon which the lamplight shone, was what appeared to be a blood-stain spreading almost entirely over one wall of the cell which I perceived before me. I have learnt since that this was a species of fungus, not altogether uncommon, but at the time, and in that situation, it shocked me inexpressibly.

But let me hasten to that which we were come to see  let me finish my story as quickly as may be. My father halted at the entrance to this frightful cell; his hand, with which he held the lamp above his head, was not steady; and over his shoulder I looked into the place and saw ... him.

Dr. Cairn, for three years, night and day, that spectacle haunted me; for three years, night and day, I seemed to have before my eyes the dreadful face  the bearded, grinning face of Paul Dhoon. He lay there upon the floor of the dungeon, his fists clenched and his knees drawn up as if in agony. He had lain there for generations; yet, as God is my witness, there was flesh on his bones.

Yellow and seared it was, and his joints protruded through it, but his features were yet recognisable  horribly, dreadfully, recognisable. His black hair was like a mane, long and matted, his eyebrows were incredibly heavy and his lashes overhung his cheekbones. The nails of his fingers ... no! I will spare you! But his teeth, his ivory gleaming teeth  with the two wolf-fangs fully revealed by that death-grin!...

An aspen stake was driven through his breast, pinning him to the earthern floor, and there he lay in the agonised attitude of one who had died by such awful means. Yet  that stake was not driven through his unhallowed body until a whole year after his death!

How I regained the library I do not remember. I was unable to rejoin the guests, unable to face my fellow-men for days afterwards. Dr. Cairn, for three years I feared  feared the world  feared sleep  feared myself above all; for I knew that I had in my veins the blood of a vampire!


CHAPTER IX

THE POLISH JEWESS

There was a silence of some minutes duration. Lord Lashmore sat staring straight before him, his fists clenched upon his knees. Then:

It was after death that the third baron developed  certain qualities? inquired Dr. Cairn.

There were six cases of death in the district within twelve months, replied Lashmore. The gruesome cry of vampire ran through the community. The fourth baron  son of Paul Dhoon  turned a deaf ear to these reports, until the mother of a child  a child who had died  traced a man, or the semblance of a man, to the gate of the Dhoon family vault. By night, secretly, the son of Paul Dhoon visited the vault, and found....

The body, which despite twelve months in the tomb, looked as it had looked in life, was carried to the dungeon  in the Middle Ages a torture-room; no cry uttered there can reach the outer world  and was submitted to the ancient process for slaying a vampire. From that hour no supernatural visitant has troubled the district; but

But, said Dr. Cairn quietly, the strain came from Mirza, the sorceress. What of her?

Lord Lashmores eyes shone feverishly.

How do you know that she was a sorceress? he asked, hoarsely. These are family secrets.

They will remain so, Dr. Cairn answered. But my studies have gone far, and I know that Mirza, wife of the third Baron Lashmore, practised the Black Art in life, and became after death a ghoul. Her husband surprised her in certain detestable magical operations and struck her head off. He had suspected her for some considerable time, and had not only kept secret the birth of her son but had secluded the child from the mother. No heir resulting from his second marriage, however, the son of Mirza became Baron Lashmore, and after death became what his mother had been before him.

Lord Lashmore, the curse of the house of Dhoon will prevail until the Polish Jewess who originated it has been treated as her son was treated!

Dr. Cairn, it is not known where her husband had her body concealed. He died without revealing the secret. Do you mean that the taint, the devils taint, may recur  Oh, my God! do you want to drive me mad?

I do not mean that after so many generations which have been free from it, the vampirism will arise again in your blood; but I mean that the spirit, the unclean, awful spirit of that vampire woman, is still earth-bound. The son was freed, and with him went the hereditary taint, it seems; but the mother was not freed! Her body was decapitated, but her vampire soul cannot go upon its appointed course until the ancient ceremonial has been performed!

Lord Lashmore passed his hand across his eyes.

You daze me, Dr. Cairn. In brief, what do you mean?

I mean that the spirit of Mirza is to this day loose upon the world, and is forced, by a deathless, unnatural longing to seek incarnation in a human body. It is such awful pariahs as this, Lord Lashmore, that constitute the danger of so-called spiritualism. Given suitable conditions, such a spirit might gain control of a human being.

Do you suggest that the spirit of the second lady

It is distinctly possible that she haunts her descendants. I seem to remember a tradition of Dhoon Castle, to the effect that births and deaths are heralded by a womans mocking laughter?

I, myself, heard it on the night  I became Lord Lashmore.

That is the spirit who was known, in life, as Mirza, Lady Lashmore!

But

It is possible to gain control of such a being.

By what means?

By unhallowed means; yet there are those who do not hesitate to employ them. The danger of such an operation is, of course, enormous.

I perceive, Dr. Cairn, that a theory, covering the facts of my recent experiences, is forming in your mind.

That is so. In order that I may obtain corroborative evidence, I should like to call at your place this evening. Suppose I come ostensibly to see Lady Lashmore?

Lord Lashmore was watching the speaker.

There is someone in my household whose suspicions you do not wish to arouse? he suggested.

There is. Shall we make it nine oclock?

Why not come to dinner?

Thanks all the same, but I think it would serve my purpose better if I came later.



Dr. Cairn and his son dined alone together in Half-Moon Street that night.

I saw Antony Ferrara in Regent Street to-day, said. Robert Cairn. I was glad to see him.

Dr. Cairn raised his heavy brows.

Why? he asked.

Well, I was half afraid that he might have left London.

Paid a visit to Myra Duquesne in Inverness?

It would not have surprised me.

Nor would it have surprised me, Rob, but I think he is stalking other game at present.

Robert Cairn looked up quickly.

Lady Lashmore, he began  

Well? prompted his father.

One of the Paul Pry brigade who fatten on scandal sent a veiled paragraph in to us at The Planet yesterday, linking Ferraras name with Lady Lashmores. Of course we didnt use it; he had come to the wrong market; but  Ferrara was with Lady Lashmore when I met him to-day.

What of that?

It is not necessarily significant, of course; Lord Lashmore in all probability will outlive Ferrara, who looked even more pallid than usual.

You regard him as an utterly unscrupulous fortune-hunter?

Certainly.

Did Lady Lashmore appear to be in good health?

Perfectly.

Ah!

A silence fell, of some considerable duration, then:

Antony Ferrara is a menace to society, said Robert Cairn. When I meet the reptilian glance of those black eyes of his and reflect upon what the man has attempted  what he has done  my blood boils. It is tragically funny to think that in our new wisdom we have abolished the only laws that could have touched him! He could not have existed in Ancient Chaldea, and would probably have been burnt at the stake even under Charles II.; but in this wise twentieth century he dallies in Regent Street with a prominent society beauty and laughs in the face of a man whom he has attempted to destroy!

Be very wary, warned Dr. Cairn. Remember that if you died mysteriously to-morrow, Ferrara would be legally immune. We must wait, and watch. Can you return here to-night, at about ten oclock?

I think I can manage to do so  yes.

I shall expect you. Have you brought up to date your record of those events which we know of, together with my notes and explanations?

Yes, sir, I spent last evening upon the notes.

There may be something to add. This record, Rob, one day will be a weapon to destroy an unnatural enemy. I will sign two copies to-night and lodge one at my bank.


CHAPTER X

THE LAUGHTER

Lady Lashmore proved to be far more beautiful than Dr. Cairn had anticipated. She was a true brunette with a superb figure and eyes like the darkest passion flowers. Her creamy skin had a golden quality, as though it had absorbed within its velvet texture something of the sunshine of the South.

She greeted Dr. Cairn without cordiality.

I am delighted to find you looking so well, Lady Lashmore, said the doctor. Your appearance quite confirms my opinion.

Your opinion of what, Dr. Cairn?

Of the nature of your recent seizure. Sir Elwin Groves invited my opinion and I gave it.

Lady Lashmore paled perceptibly.

Lord Lashmore, I know, she said, was greatly concerned, but indeed it was nothing serious

I quite agree. It was due to nervous excitement.

Lady Lashmore held a fan before her face.

There have been recent happenings, she said as no doubt you are aware  which must have shaken anyones nerves. Of course, I am familiar with your reputation, Dr. Cairn, as a psychical specialist  ?

Pardon me, but from whom have you learnt of it?

From Mr. Ferrara, she answered simply. He has assured me that you are the greatest living authority upon such matters.

Dr. Cairn turned his head aside.

Ah! he said grimly.

And I want to ask you a question, continued Lady Lashmore. Have you any idea, any idea at all respecting the cause of the wounds upon my husbands throat? Do you think them due to  something supernatural?

Her voice shook, and her slight foreign accent became more marked.

Nothing is supernatural, replied Dr. Cairn; but I think they are due to something supernormal. I would suggest that possibly you have suffered from evil dreams recently?

Lady Lashmore started wildly, and her eyes opened with a sort of sudden horror.

How can you know? she whispered. How can you know! Oh, Dr. Cairn! She laid her hand upon his arm if you can prevent those dreams; if you can assure me that I shall never dream them again  !

It was a plea and a confession. This was what had lain behind her coldness  this horror which she had not dared to confide in another.

Tell me, he said gently. You have dreamt these dreams twice?

She nodded, wide-eyed with wonder for his knowledge.

On the occasions of your husbands illnesses?

Yes, yes!

What did you dream?

Oh! can I, dare I tell you!

You must.

There was pity in his voice.

I dreamt that I lay in some very dark cavern. I could hear the sea booming, apparently over my head. But above all the noise a voice was audible, calling to me  not by name; I cannot explain in what way; but calling, calling imperatively. I seemed to be clothed but scantily, in some kind of ragged garments; and upon my knees I crawled toward the voice, through a place where there were other living things that crawled also  things with many legs and clammy bodies....

She shuddered and choked down an hysterical sob that was half a laugh.

My hair hung dishevelled about me and in some inexplicable way  oh! am I going mad!  my head seemed to be detached from my living body! I was filled with a kind of unholy anger which I cannot describe. Also, I was consumed with thirst, and this thirst....

I think I understand, said Dr. Cairn quietly. What followed?

An interval  quite blank  after which I dreamt again. Dr. Cairn, I cannot tell you of the dreadful, the blasphemous and foul thoughts, that then possessed me! I found myself resisting  resisting  something, some power that was dragging me back to that foul cavern with my thirst unslaked! I was frenzied; I dare not name, I tremble to think, of the ideas which filled my mind. Then, again came a blank, and I awoke.

She sat trembling. Dr. Cairn noted that she avoided his gaze.

You awoke, he said, on the first occasion, to find that your husband had met with a strange and dangerous accident?

There was  something else.

Lady Lashmores voice had become a tremulous whisper.

Tell me; dont be afraid.

She looked up; her magnificent eyes were wild with horror.

I believe you know! she breathed. Do you?

Dr. Cairn nodded.

And on the second occasion, he said, you awoke earlier?

Lady Lashmore slightly moved her head.

The dream was identical?

Yes.

Excepting these two occasions, you never dreamt it before?

I dreamt part of it on several other occasions; or only remembered part of it on waking.

Which part?

The first; that awful cavern

And now, Lady Lashmore  you have recently been present at a spiritualistic séance.

She was past wondering at his power of inductive reasoning, and merely nodded.

I suggest  I do not know  that the séance was held under the auspices of Mr. Antony Ferrara, ostensibly for amusement.

Another affirmative nod answered him.

You proved to be mediumistic?

It was admitted.

And now, Lady Lashmore  Dr. Cairns face was very stern I will trouble you no further.

He prepared to depart; when  

Dr. Cairn! whispered Lady Lashmore, tremulously, some dreadful thing, something that I cannot comprehend but that I fear and loathe with all my soul, has come to me. Oh  for pitys sake, give me a word of hope! Save for you, I am alone with a horror I cannot name. Tell me

At the door, he turned.

Be brave, he said  and went out.

Lady Lashmore sat still as one who had looked upon Gorgon, her beautiful eyes yet widely opened and her face pale as death; for he had not even told her to hope.



Robert Cairn was sitting smoking in the library, a bunch of notes before him, when Dr. Cairn returned to Half-Moon Street. His face, habitually fresh coloured, was so pale that his son leapt up in alarm. But Dr. Cairn waved him away with a characteristic gesture of the hand.

Sit down, Rob, he said, quietly; I shall be all right in a moment. But I have just left a woman  a young woman and a beautiful woman  whom a fiend of hell has condemned to that which my mind refuses to contemplate.

Robert Cairn sat down again, watching his father.

Make out a report of the following facts, continued the latter, beginning to pace up and down the room.

He recounted all that he had learnt of the history of the house of Dhoon and all that he had learnt of recent happenings from Lord and Lady Lashmore. His son wrote rapidly.

And now, said the doctor, for our conclusions. Mirza, the Polish Jewess, who became Lady Lashmore in 1615, practised sorcery in life and became, after death, a ghoul  one who sustained an unholy existence by unholy means  a vampire.

But, sir! Surely that is but a horrible superstition of the Middle Ages!

Rob, I could take you to a castle not ten miles from Cracow in Poland where there are  certain relics, which would for ever settle your doubts respecting the existence of vampires. Let us proceed. The son of Mirza, Paul Dhoon, inherited the dreadful proclivities of his mother, but his shadowy existence was cut short in the traditional, and effective, manner. Him we may neglect.

It is Mirza, the sorceress, who must engage our attention. She was decapitated by her husband. This punishment prevented her, in the unhallowed life which, for such as she, begins after ordinary decease, from practising the horrible rites of a vampire. Her headless body could not serve her as a vehicle for nocturnal wanderings, but the evil spirit of the woman might hope to gain control of some body more suitable.

Nurturing an implacable hatred against all of the house of Dhoon, that spirit, disembodied, would frequently be drawn to the neighbourhood of Mirzas descendants, both by hatred and by affinity. Two horrible desires of the Spirit Mirza would be gratified if a Dhoon could be made her victim  the desire for blood and the desire for vengeance! The fate of Lord Lashmore would be sealed if that spirit could secure incarnation!

Dr. Cairn paused, glancing at his son, who was writing at furious speed. Then  

A magician more mighty and more evil than Mirza ever was or could be, he continued, a master of the Black Art, expelled a womans spirit from its throne and temporarily installed in its place the blood-lustful spirit of Mirza!

My God, sir! cried Robert Cairn, and threw down his pencil. I begin to understand!

Lady Lashmore, said Dr. Cairn, since she was weak enough to consent to be present at a certain séance, has, from time to time, been possessed; she has been possessed by the spirit of a vampire! Obedient to the nameless cravings of that control, she has sought out Lord Lashmore, the last of the House of Dhoon. The horrible attack made, a mighty will which, throughout her temporary incarnation, has held her like a hound in leash, has dragged her from her prey, has forced her to remove, from the garments clothing her borrowed body, all traces of the deed, and has cast her out again to the pit of abomination where her headless trunk was thrown by the third Baron Lashmore!

Lady Lashmores brain retains certain memories. They have been received at the moment when possession has taken place and at the moment when the control has been cast out again. They thus are memories of some secret cavern near Dhoon Castle, where that headless but deathless body lies, and memories of the poignant moment when the vampire has been dragged back, her thirst unslaked, by the ruling Will.

Merciful God! muttered Robert Cairn, Merciful God, can such things be!

They can be  they are! Two ways have occurred to me of dealing with the matter, continued Dr. Cairn quietly. One is to find that cavern and to kill, in the occult sense, by means of a stake, the vampire who lies there; the other which, I confess, might only result in the permanent possession of Lady Lashmore  is to get at the power which controls this disembodied spirit  kill Antony Ferrara!

Robert Cairn went to the sideboard, and poured out brandy with a shaking hand.

Whats his object? he whispered.

Dr. Cairn shrugged his shoulders.

Lady Lashmore would be the wealthiest widow in society, he replied.

He will know now, continued the younger man unsteadily, that you are up against him. Have you

I have told Lord Lashmore to lock, at night, not only his outer door but also that of his dressing-room. For the rest  ? he dropped into an easy-chair, I cannot face the facts, I

The telephone bell rang.

Dr. Cairn came to his feet as though he had been electrified; and as he raised the receiver to his ear, his son knew, by the expression on his face, from where the message came and something of its purport.

Come with me, was all that he said, when he had replaced the instrument on the table.

They went out together. It was already past midnight, but a cab was found at the corner of Half-Moon Street, and within the space of five minutes they were at Lord Lashmores house.

Excepting Chambers, Lord Lashmores valet, no servants were to be seen.

They ran away, sir, out of the house, explained the man, huskily, when it happened.

Dr. Cairn delayed for no further questions, but raced upstairs, his son close behind him. Together they burst into Lord Lashmores bedroom. But just within the door they both stopped, aghast.

Sitting bolt upright in bed was Lord Lashmore, his face a dingy grey and his open eyes, though filming over, yet faintly alight with a stark horror ... dead. An electric torch was still gripped in his left hand.

Bending over someone who lay upon the carpet near the bedside they perceived Sir Elwin Groves. He looked up. Some little of his usual self-possession had fled.

Ah, Cairn! he jerked. Weve both come too late.

The prostrate figure was that of Lady Lashmore, a loose kimono worn over her night-robe. She was white and still and the physician had been engaged in bathing a huge bruise upon her temple.

Shell be all right, said Sir Elwin; she has sustained a tremendous blow, as you see. But Lord Lashmore

Dr. Cairn stepped closer to the dead man.

Heart, he said. He died of sheer horror.

He turned to Chambers, who stood in the open doorway behind him.

The dressing-room door is open, he said. I had advised Lord Lashmore to lock it.

Yes, sir; his lordship meant to, sir. But we found that the lock had been broken. It was to have been replaced to-morrow.

Dr. Cairn turned to his son.

You hear? he said. No doubt you have some idea respecting which of the visitors to this unhappy house took the trouble to break that lock? It was to have been replaced to-morrow; hence the tragedy of to-night. He addressed Chambers again. Why did the servants leave the house to-night?

The man was shaking pitifully.

It was the laughter, sir! the laughter! I can never forget it! I was sleeping in an adjoining room and I had the key of his lordships door in case of need. But when I heard his lordship cry out  quick and loud, sir  like a man thats been stabbed  I jumped up to come to him. Then, as I was turning the doorknob  of my room, sir  someone, something, began to laugh! It was in here; it was in here, gentlemen! It wasnt  her ladyship; it wasnt like any woman. I cant describe it; but it woke up every soul in the house.

When you came in?

I darent come in, sir! I ran downstairs and called up Sir Elwin Groves. Before he came, all the rest of the household huddled on their clothes and went away

It was I who found him, interrupted Sir Elwin as you see him now; with Lady Lashmore where she lies. I have phoned for nurses.

Ah! said Dr. Cairn; I shall come back, Groves, but I have a small matter to attend to.

He drew his son from the room. On the stair:

You understand? he asked. The spirit of Mirza came to him again, clothed in his wifes body. Lord Lashmore felt the teeth at his throat, awoke instantly and struck out. As he did so, he turned the torch upon her, and recognised  his wife! His heart completed the tragedy, and so  to the laughter of the sorceress  passed the last of the house of Dhoon.

The cab was waiting. Dr. Cairn gave an address in Piccadilly, and the two entered. As the cab moved off, the doctor took a revolver from his pocket, with some loose cartridges, charged the five chambers, and quietly replaced the weapon in his pocket again.

One of the big doors of the block of chambers was found to be ajar, and a porter proved to be yet in attendance.

Mr. Ferrara? began Dr. Cairn.

You are five minutes too late, sir, said the man. He left by motor at ten past twelve. Hes gone abroad, sir.


CHAPTER XI

CAIRO

The exact manner in which mental stress will effect a mans physical health is often difficult to predict. Robert Cairn was in the pink of condition at the time that he left Oxford to take up his London appointment; but the tremendous nervous strain wrought upon him by this series of events wholly outside the radius of normal things had broken him up physically, where it might have left unscathed a more highly strung, though less physically vigorous man.

Those who have passed through a nerve storm such as this which had laid him low will know that convalescence seems like a welcome awakening from a dreadful dream. It was indeed in a state between awaking and dreaming that Robert Cairn took counsel with his father  the latter more pale than was his wont and somewhat anxious-eyed  and determined upon an Egyptian rest-cure.

I have made it all right at the office, Rob, said Dr. Cairn. In three weeks or so you will receive instructions at Cairo to write up a series of local articles. Until then, my boy, complete rest and  dont worry; above all, dont worry. You and I have passed through a saturnalia of horror, and you, less inured to horrors than I, have gone down. I dont wonder.

Where is Antony Ferrara?

Dr. Cairn shook his head and his eyes gleamed with a sudden anger. For Gods sake dont mention his name! he said. That topic is taboo, Rob. I may tell you, however, that he has left England.

In this unreal frame of mind, then, and as one but partly belonging to the world of things actual, Cairn found himself an invalid, who but yesterday had been a hale man; found himself shipped for Port Said; found himself entrained for Cairo; and with an awakening to the realities of life, an emerging from an ill-dream to lively interest in the novelties of Egypt, found himself following the red-jerseyed Shepheards porter along the corridor of the train and out on to the platform.

A short drive through those singular streets where East meets West and mingles, in the sudden, violet dusk of Lower Egypt, and he was amid the bustle of the popular hotel.

Sime was there, whom he had last seen at Oxford, Sime the phlegmatic. He apologised for not meeting the train, but explained that his duties had rendered it impossible. Sime was attached temporarily to an archæological expedition as medical man, and his athletic and somewhat bovine appearance contrasted oddly with the unhealthy gauntness of Cairn.

I only got in from Wasta ten minutes ago, Cairn. You must come out to the camp when I return; the desert air will put you on your feet again in no time.

Sime was unemotional, but there was concern in his voice and in his glance, for the change in Cairn was very startling. Although he knew something, if but very little, of certain happenings in London  gruesome happenings centering around the man called Antony Ferrara  he avoided any reference to them at the moment.

Seated upon the terrace, Robert Cairn studied the busy life in the street below with all the interest of a new arrival in the Capital of the Near East. More than ever, now, his illness and the things which had led up to it seemed to belong to a remote dream existence. Through the railings at his feet a hawker was thrusting fly-whisks, and imploring him in complicated English to purchase one. Vendors of beads, of fictitious antiques, of sweetmeats, of what-not; fortune-tellers  and all that chattering horde which some obscure process of gravitation seems to hurl against the terrace of Shepheards, buzzed about him. Carriages and motor cars, camels and donkeys mingled, in the Shâria Kâmel Pasha. Voices American, voices Anglo-Saxon, guttural German tones, and softly murmured Arabic merged into one indescribable chord of sound; but to Robert Cairn it was all unspeakably restful. He was quite contented to sit there sipping his whisky and soda, and smoking his pipe. Sheer idleness was good for him and exactly what he wanted, and idling amid that unique throng is idleness de luxe.

Sime watched him covertly, and saw that his face had acquired lines  lines which told of the fires through which he had passed. Something, it was evident  something horrible  had seared his mind. Considering the many indications of tremendous nervous disaster in Cairn, Sime wondered how near his companion had come to insanity, and concluded that he had stood upon the frontiers of that grim land of phantoms, and had only been plucked back in the eleventh hour.

Cairn glanced around with a smile, from the group of hawkers who solicited his attention upon the pavement below.

This is a delightful scene, he said. I could sit here for hours; but considering that its some time after sunset it remains unusually hot, doesnt it?

Rather! replied Sime. They are expecting Khamsîn  the hot wind, you know. I was up the river a week ago and we struck it badly in Assouan. It grew as black as night and one couldnt breathe for sand. Its probably working down to Cairo.

From your description I am not anxious to make the acquaintance of Khamsîn!

Sime shook his head, knocking out his pipe into the ash-tray.

This is a funny country, he said reflectively. The most weird ideas prevail here to this day  ideas which properly belong to the Middle Ages. For instance  he began to recharge the hot bowl it is not really time for Khamsîn, consequently the natives feel called upon to hunt up some explanation of its unexpected appearance. Their ideas on the subject are interesting, if idiotic. One of our Arabs (we are excavating in the Fayûm, you know), solemnly assured me yesterday that the hot wind had been caused by an Efreet, a sort of Arabian Nights demon, who has arrived in Egypt!

He laughed gruffly, but Cairn was staring at him with a curious expression. Sime continued:

When I got to Cairo this evening I found news of the Efreet had preceded me. Honestly, Cairn, it is all over the town  the native town, I mean. All the shopkeepers in the Mûski are talking about it. If a puff of Khamsîn should come, I believe they would permanently shut up shop and hide in their cellars  if they have any! I am rather hazy on modern Egyptian architecture.

Cairn nodded his head absently.

You laugh, he said, but the active force of a superstition  what we call a superstition  is sometimes a terrible thing.

Sime stared.

Eh! The medical man had suddenly come uppermost; he recollected that this class of discussion was probably taboo.

You may doubt the existence of Efreets, continued Cairn, but neither you nor I can doubt the creative power of thought. If a trained hypnotist, by sheer concentration, can persuade his subject that the latter sits upon the brink of a river fishing when actually he sits upon a platform in a lecture-room, what result should you expect from a concentration of thousands of native minds upon the idea that an Efreet is visiting Egypt?

Sime stared in a dull way peculiar to him.

Rather a poser, he said. I have a glimmer of a notion what you mean.

Dont you think

If you mean dont I think the result would be the creation of an Efreet, no, I dont!

I hardly mean that, either, replied Cairn, but this wave of superstition cannot be entirely unproductive; all that thought energy directed to one point

Sime stood up.

We shall get out of our depth, he replied conclusively. He considered the ground of discussion an unhealthy one; this was the territory adjoining that of insanity.

A fortune-teller from India proffered his services incessantly.

Imshi! imshi! growled Sime.

Hold on, said Cairn smiling; this chap is not an Egyptian; let us ask him if he has heard the rumour respecting the Efreet!

Sime reseated himself rather unwillingly. The fortune-teller spread his little carpet and knelt down in order to read the palm of his hypothetical client, but Cairn waved him aside.

I dont want my fortune told! he said; but I will give you your fee,  with a smile at Sime for a few minutes conversation.

Yes, sir, yes, sir! The Indian was all attention.

Why  Cairn pointed forensically at the fortune-teller why is Khamsîn come so early this year?

The Indian spread his hands, palms upward.

How should I know? he replied in his soft, melodious voice. I am not of Egypt; I can only say what is told to me by the Egyptians.

And what is told to you?

Sime rested his hands upon his knees, bending forward curiously. He was palpably anxious that Cairn should have confirmation of the Efreet story from the Indian.

They tell me, sir,  the mans voice sank musically low that a thing very evil  he tapped a long brown finger upon his breast not as I am  he tapped Sime upon the knee not as he, your friend  he thrust the long finger at Cairn not as you, sir; not a man at all, though something like a man! not having any father and mother

You mean, suggested Sime, a spirit?

The fortune-teller shook his head.

They tell me, sir, not a spirit  a man, but not as other men; a very, very bad man; one that the great king, long, long ago, the king you call Wise  

Solomon? suggested Cairn.

Yes, yes, Suleyman!  one that he, when he banish all the tribe of the demons from earth  one that he not found.

One he overlooked? jerked Sime.

Yes, yes, overlook! A very evil man, my gentlemen. They tell me he has come to Egypt. He come not from the sea, but across the great desert

The Libyan Desert? suggested Sime.

The man shook, his head, seeking for words.

The Arabian Desert?

No, no! Away beyond, far up in Africa  he waved his long arms dramatically far, far up beyond the Sûdan.

The Sahara Desert? proposed Sime.

Yes, yes! it is Sahara Desert!  come across the Sahara Desert, and is come to Khartûm.

How did he get there? asked Cairn.

The Indian shrugged his shoulders.

I cannot say, but next he come to Wady Halfa, then he is in Assouan, and from Assouan he come down to Luxor! Yesterday an Egyptian friend told me Khamsîn is in the Fayûm. Therefore he is there  the man of evil  for he bring the hot wind with him.

The Indian was growing impressive, and two American tourists stopped to listen to his words.

To-night  to-morrow,  he spoke now almost in a whisper, glancing about him as if apprehensive of being overheard he may be here, in Cairo, bringing with him the scorching breath of the desert  the scorpion wind!

He stood up, casting off the mystery with which he had invested his story, and smiling insinuatingly. His work was done; his fee was due. Sime rewarded him with five piastres, and he departed, bowing.

You know, Sime Cairn began to speak, staring absently the while after the fortune-teller, as he descended the carpeted steps and rejoined the throng on the sidewalk below you know, if a man  anyone, could take advantage of such a wave of thought as this which is now sweeping through Egypt  if he could cause it to concentrate upon him, as it were, dont you think that it would enable him to transcend the normal, to do phenomenal things?

By what process should you propose to make yourself such a focus?

I was speaking impersonally, Sime. It might be possible

It might be possible to dress for dinner, snapped Sime, if we shut up talking nonsense! Theres a carnival here to-night; great fun. Suppose we concentrate our brain-waves on another Scotch and soda?


CHAPTER XII

THE MASK OF SET

Above the palm trees swept the jewelled vault of Egypts sky, and set amid the clustering leaves gleamed little red electric lamps; fairy lanterns outlined the winding paths and paper Japanese lamps hung dancing in long rows, whilst in the centre of the enchanted garden a fountain spurned diamond spray high in the air, to fall back coolly plashing into the marble home of the golden carp. The rustling of innumerable feet upon the sandy pathway and the ceaseless murmur of voices, with pealing laughter rising above all, could be heard amid the strains of the military band ensconced in a flower-covered arbour.

Into the brightly lighted places and back into the luminous shadows came and went fantastic forms. Sheikhs there were with flowing robes, dragomans who spoke no Arabic, Sultans and priests of Ancient Egypt, going arm-in-arm. Dancing girls of old Thebes, and harem ladies in silken trousers and high-heeled red shoes. Queens of Babylon and Cleopatras, many Geishas and desert Gypsies mingled, specks in a giant kaleidoscope. The thick carpet of confetti rustled to the tread; girls ran screaming before those who pursued them armed with handfuls of the tiny paper disks. Pipers of a Highland regiment marched piping through the throng, their Scottish kilts seeming wildly incongruous amid such a scene. Within the hotel, where the mosque lanterns glowed, one might catch a glimpse of the heads of dancers gliding shadowlike.

A tremendous crowd, said Sime, considering it is nearly the end of the season.

Three silken ladies wearing gauzy white yashmaks confronted Cairn and the speaker. A gleaming of jewelled fingers there was and Cairn found himself half-choked with confetti, which filled his eyes, his nose, his ears, and of which quite a liberal amount found access to his mouth. The three ladies of the yashmak ran screaming from their vengeance-seeking victims, Sime pursuing two, and Cairn hard upon the heels of the third. Amid this scene of riotous carnival all else was forgotten, and only the madness, the infectious madness of the night, claimed his mind. In and out of the strangely attired groups darted his agile quarry, all but captured a score of times, but always eluding him.

Sime he had hopelessly lost, as around fountain and flower-bed, arbour and palm trunk he leapt in pursuit of the elusive yashmak.

Then, in a shadowed corner of the garden, he trapped her. Plunging his hand into the bag of confetti, which he carried, he leapt, exulting, to his revenge: when a sudden gust of wind passed sibilantly through the palm tops, and glancing upward, Cairn saw that the blue sky was overcast and the stars gleaming dimly, as through a veil. That moment of hesitancy proved fatal to his project, for with a little excited scream the girl dived under his outstretched arm and fled back towards the fountain. He turned to pursue again, when a second puff of wind, stronger than the first, set waving the palm fronds and showered dry leaves upon the confetti carpet of the garden. The band played loudly, the murmur of conversation rose to something like a roar, but above it whistled the increasing breeze, and there was a sort of grittiness in the air.

Then, proclaimed by a furious lashing of the fronds above, burst the wind in all its fury. It seemed to beat down into the garden in waves of heat. Huge leaves began to fall from the tree tops and the mast-like trunks bent before the fury from the desert. The atmosphere grew hazy with impalpable dust; and the stars were wholly obscured.

Commenced a stampede from the garden. Shrill with fear, rose a womans scream from the heart of the throng:

A scorpion! a scorpion!

Panic threatened, but fortunately the doors were wide, so that, without disaster the whole fantastic company passed into the hotel; and even the military band retired.

Cairn perceived that he alone remained in the garden, and glancing along the path in the direction of the fountain, he saw a blotchy drab creature, fully four inches in length, running zigzag towards him. It was a huge scorpion; but, even as he leapt forward to crush it, it turned and crept in amid the tangle of flowers beside the path, where it was lost from view.

The scorching wind grew momentarily fiercer, and Cairn, entering behind a few straggling revellers, found something ominous and dreadful in its sudden fury. At the threshold, he turned and looked back upon the gaily lighted garden. The paper lamps were thrashing in the wind, many extinguished; others were in flames; a number of electric globes fell from their fastenings amid the palm tops, and burst bomb-like upon the ground. The pleasure garden was now a battlefield, beset with dangers, and he fully appreciated the anxiety of the company to get within doors. Where chrysanthemum and yashmak turban and tarboosh, uraeus and Indian plume had mingled gaily, no soul remained; but yet  he was in error ... someone did remain.

As if embodying the fear that in a few short minutes had emptied the garden, out beneath the waving lanterns, the flying débris, the whirling dust, pacing sombrely from shadow to light, and to shadow again, advancing towards the hotel steps, came the figure of one sandalled, and wearing the short white tunic of Ancient Egypt. His arms were bare, and he carried a long staff; but rising hideously upon his shoulders was a crocodile-mask, which seemed to grin  the mask of Set, Set the Destroyer, God of the underworld.

Cairn, alone of all the crowd, saw the strange figure, for the reason that Cairn alone faced towards the garden. The gruesome mask seemed to fascinate him; he could not take his gaze from that weird advancing god; he felt impelled hypnotically to stare at the gleaming eyes set in the saurian head. The mask was at the foot of the steps, and still Cairn stood rigid. When, as the sandalled foot was set upon the first step, a breeze, dust-laden, and hot as from a furnace door, blew fully into the hotel, blinding him. A chorus arose from the crowd at his back; and many voices cried out for doors to be shut. Someone tapped him on the shoulder, and spun him about.

By God!  it was Sime who now had him by the arm Khamsîn has come with a vengeance! They tell me that they have never had anything like it!

The native servants were closing and fastening the doors. The night was now as black as Erebus, and the wind was howling about the building with the voices of a million lost souls. Cairn glanced back across his shoulder. Men were drawing heavy curtains across the doors and windows.

They have shut him out, Sime! he said.

Sime stared in his dull fashion.

You surely saw him? persisted Cairn irritably; the man in the mask of Set  he was coming in just behind me.

Sime strode forward, pulled the curtains aside, and peered out into the deserted garden.

Not a soul, old man, he declared. You must have seen the Efreet!


CHAPTER XIII

THE SCORPION WIND

This sudden and appalling change of weather had sadly affected the mood of the gathering. That part of the carnival planned to take place in the garden was perforce abandoned, together with the firework display. A halfhearted attempt was made at dancing, but the howling of the wind, and the omnipresent dust, perpetually reminded the pleasure-seekers that Khamsîn raged without  raged with a violence unparalleled in the experience of the oldest residents. This was a full-fledged sand-storm, a terror of the Sahara descended upon Cairo.

But there were few departures, although many of the visitors who had long distances to go, especially those from Mena House, discussed the advisability of leaving before this unique storm should have grown even worse. The general tendency, though, was markedly gregarious; safety seemed to be with the crowd, amid the gaiety, where music and laughter were, rather than in the sand-swept streets.

Guess weve outstayed our welcome! confided an American lady to Sime. Egypt wants to drive us all home now.

Possibly, he replied with a smile. The season has run very late, this year, and so this sort of thing is more or less to be expected.

The orchestra struck up a lively one-step, and a few of the more enthusiastic dancers accepted the invitation, but the bulk of the company thronged around the edge of the floor, acting as spectators.

Cairn and Sime wedged a way through the heterogeneous crowd to the American Bar.

I prescribe a tango, said Sime.

A tango is  ?

A tango, explained Sime, is a new kind of cocktail sacred to this buffet. Try it. It will either kill you or cure you.

Cairn smiled rather wanly.

I must confess that I need bucking up a bit, he said: that confounded sand seems to have got me by the throat.

Sime briskly gave his orders to the bar attendant.

You know, pursued Cairn, I cannot get out of my head the idea that there was someone wearing a crocodile mask in the garden a while ago.

Look here, growled Sime, studying the operations of the cocktail manufacturer, suppose there were  what about it?

Well, its odd that nobody else saw him.

I suppose it hasnt occurred to you that the fellow might have removed his mask?

Cairn shook his head slowly.

I dont think so, he declared; I havent seen him anywhere in the hotel.

Seen him? Sime turned his dull gaze upon the speaker. How should you know him?

Cairn raised his hand to his forehead in an oddly helpless way.

No, of course not  its very extraordinary.

They took their seats at a small table, and in mutual silence loaded and lighted their pipes. Sime, in common with many young and enthusiastic medical men, had theories  theories of that revolutionary sort which only harsh experience can shatter. Secretly he was disposed to ascribe all the ills to which flesh is heir primarily to a disordered nervous system. It was evident that Cairns mind persistently ran along a particular groove; something lay back of all this erratic talk; he had clearly invested the Mask of Set with a curious individuality.

I gather that you had a stiff bout of it in London? Sime said suddenly.

Cairn nodded.

Beastly stiff. There is a lot of sound reason in your nervous theory, Sime. It was touch and go with me for days, I am told; yet, pathologically, I was a hale man. That would seem to show how nerves can kill. Just a series of shocks  horrors  one piled upon another, did as much for me as influenza, pneumonia, and two or three other ailments together could have done.

Sime shook his head wisely; this was in accordance with his ideas.

You know Antony Ferrara? continued Cairn. Well, he has done this for me. His damnable practices are worse than any disease. Sime, the man is a pestilence! Although the law cannot touch him, although no jury can convict him  he is a murderer. He controls  forces

Sime was watching him intently.

It will give you some idea, Sime, of the pitch to which things had come, when I tell you that my father drove to Ferraras rooms one night, with a loaded revolver in his pocket

For  Sime hesitated for protection?

No. Cairn leant forward across the table to shoot him, Sime, shoot him on sight, as one shoots a mad dog!

Are you serious?

As God is my witness, if Antony Ferrara had been in his rooms that night, my father would have killed him!

It would have been a shocking scandal.

It would have been a martyrdom. The man who removes Antony Ferrara from the earth will be doing mankind a service worthy of the highest reward. He is unfit to live. Sometimes I cannot believe that he does live; I expect to wake up and find that he was a figure of a particularly evil dream.

This incident  the call at his rooms  occurred just before your illness?

The thing which he had attempted that night was the last straw, Sime; it broke me down. From the time that he left Oxford, Antony Ferrara has pursued a deliberate course of crime, of crime so cunning, so unusual, and based upon such amazing and unholy knowledge that no breath of suspicion has touched him. Sime, you remember a girl I told you about at Oxford one evening, a girl who came to visit him?

Sime nodded slowly.

Well  he killed her! Oh! there is no doubt about it; I saw her body in the hospital.

How had he killed her, then?

How? Only he and the God who permits him to exist can answer that, Sime. He killed her without coming anywhere near her  and he killed his adoptive father, Sir Michael Ferrara, by the same unholy means!

Sime watched him, but offered no comment.

It was hushed up, of course; there is no existing law which could be used against him.

Existing law?

They are ruled out, Sime, the laws that could have reached him; but he would have been burnt at the stake in the Middle Ages!

I see. Sime drummed his fingers upon the table. You had those ideas about him at Oxford; and does Dr. Cairn seriously believe the same?

He does. So would you  you could not doubt it, Sime, not for a moment, if you had seen what we have seen! His eyes blazed into a sudden fury, suggestive of his old, robust self. He tried night after night, by means of the same accursed sorcery, which everyone thought buried in the ruins of Thebes, to kill me! He projected  things

Suggested these  things, to your mind?

Something like that. I saw, or thought I saw, and smelt  pah!  I seem to smell them now!  beetles, mummy-beetles, you know, from the skull of a mummy! My rooms were thick with them. It brought me very near to Bedlam, Sime. Oh! it was not merely imaginary. My father and I caught him red-handed. He glanced across at the other. You read of the death of Lord Lashmore? It was just after you came out.

Yes  heart.

It was his heart, yes  but Ferrara was responsible! That was the business which led my father to drive to Ferraras rooms with a loaded revolver in his pocket.

The wind was shaking the windows, and whistling about the building with demoniacal fury as if seeking admission; the band played a popular waltz; and in and out of the open doors came and went groups representative of many ages and many nationalities.

Ferrara, began Sime slowly, was always a detestable man, with his sleek black hair, and ivory face. Those long eyes of his had an expression which always tempted me to hit him. Sir Michael, if what you say is true  and after all, Cairn, it only goes to show how little we know of the nervous system  literally took a viper to his bosom.

He did. Antony Ferrara was his adopted son, of course; God knows to what evil brood he really belongs.

Both were silent for a while. Then:

Gracious heavens!

Cairn started to his feet so wildly as almost to upset the table.

Look, Sime! look! he cried.

Sime was not the only man in the bar to hear, and to heed his words. Sime, looking in the direction indicated by Cairns extended finger, received a vague impression that a grotesque, long-headed figure had appeared momentarily in the doorway opening upon the room where the dancers were; then it was gone again, if it had ever been there, and he was supporting Cairn, who swayed dizzily, and had become ghastly pale. Sime imagined that the heated air had grown suddenly even more heated. Curious eyes were turned upon, his companion, who now sank back into his chair, muttering:

The Mask, the Mask!

I think I saw the chap who seems to worry you so much, said Sime soothingly. Wait here; I will tell the waiter to bring you a dose of brandy; and whatever you do, dont get excited.

He made for the door, pausing and giving an order to a waiter on his way, and pushed into the crowd outside. It was long past midnight, and the gaiety, which had been resumed, seemed of a forced and feverish sort. Some of the visitors were leaving, and a breath of hot wind swept in from the open doors.

A pretty girl wearing a yashmak, who, with two similarly attired companions, was making her way to the entrance, attracted his attention; she seemed to be on the point of swooning. He recognised the trio for the same that had pelted Cairn and himself with confetti earlier in the evening.

The sudden heat has affected your friend, he said, stepping up to them. My name is Dr. Sime; may I offer you my assistance?

The offer was accepted, and with the three he passed out on to the terrace, where the dust grated beneath the tread, and helped the fainting girl into an arabîyeh. The night was thunderously black, the heat almost insufferable, and the tall palms in front of the hotel bowed before the might of the scorching wind.

As the vehicle drove off, Sime stood for a moment looking after it. His face was very grave, for there was a look in the bright eyes of the girl in the yashmak which, professionally, he did not like. Turning up the steps, he learnt from the manager that several visitors had succumbed to the heat. There was something furtive in the manner of his informants glance, and Sime looked at him significantly.

Khamsîn brings clouds of septic dust with it, he said. Let us hope that these attacks are due to nothing more than the unexpected rise in the temperature.

An air of uneasiness prevailed now throughout the hotel. The wind had considerably abated, and crowds were leaving, pouring from the steps into the deserted street, a dreamlike company.

Colonel Royland took Sime aside, as the latter was making his way back to the buffet. The Colonel, whose regiment was stationed at the Citadel, had known Sime almost from childhood.

You know, my boy, he said, I should never have allowed Eileen (his daughter) to remain in Cairo, if I had foreseen this change in the weather. This infernal wind, coming right through the native town, is loaded with infection.

Has it affected her, then? asked Sime anxiously.

She nearly fainted in the ball-room, replied the Colonel. Her mother took her home half an hour ago. I looked for you everywhere, but couldnt find you.

Quite a number have succumbed, said Sime.

Eileen seemed to be slightly hysterical, continued the Colonel. She persisted that someone wearing a crocodile mask had been standing beside her at the moment that she was taken ill.

Sime started; perhaps Cairns story was not a matter of imagination after all.

There is someone here, dressed like that, I believe, he replied, with affected carelessness. He seems to have frightened several people. Any idea who he is?

My dear chap! cried the Colonel, I have been searching the place for him! But I have never once set eyes upon him. I was about to ask if you knew anything about it!

Sime returned to the table where Cairn was sitting. The latter seemed to have recovered somewhat; but he looked far from well. Sime stared at him critically.

I should turn in, he said, if I were you. Khamsîn is playing the deuce with people. I only hope it does not justify its name and blow for fifty days.

Have you seen the man in the mask! asked Cairn.

No, replied Sime, but hes here alright; others have seen him.

Cairn stood up rather unsteadily, and with Sime made his way through the moving crowd to the stairs. The band was still playing, but the cloud of gloom which had settled upon the place, refused to be dissipated.

Good-night, Cairn, said Sime, see you in the morning.

Robert Cairn, with aching head and a growing sensation of nausea, paused on the landing, looking down into the court below. He could not disguise from himself that he felt ill, not nervously ill as in London, but physically sick. This superheated air was difficult to breathe; it seemed to rise in waves from below.

Then, from a weary glancing at the figures beneath him, his attitude changed to one of tense watching.

A man, wearing the crocodile mask of Set, stood by a huge urn containing a palm, looking up to the landing!

Cairns weakness left him, and in its place came an indescribable anger, a longing to drive his fist into that grinning mask. He turned and ran lightly down the stairs, conscious of a sudden glow of energy. Reaching the floor, he saw the mask making across the hall, in the direction of the outer door. As rapidly as possible, for he could not run, without attracting undesirable attention, Cairn followed. The figure of Set passed out on to the terrace, but when Cairn in turn swung open the door, his quarry had vanished.

Then, in an arabîyeh just driving off, he detected the hideous mask. Hatless as he was, he ran down the steps and threw himself into another. The carriage-controller was in attendance, and Cairn rapidly told him to instruct the driver to follow the arabîyeh which had just left. The man lashed up his horses, turned the carriage, and went galloping on after the retreating figure. Past the Esbekîya Gardens they went, through several narrow streets, and on to the quarter of the Mûski. Time after time he thought he had lost the carriage ahead, but his own drivers knowledge of the tortuous streets enabled him always to overtake it again. They went rocking along lanes so narrow that with outstretched arms one could almost have touched the walls on either side; past empty shops and unlighted houses. Cairn had not the remotest idea of his whereabouts, save that he was evidently in the district of the bazaars. A right-angled corner was abruptly negotiated  and there, ahead of him, stood the pursued vehicle! The driver was turning his horses around, to return; his fare was disappearing from sight into the black shadows of a narrow alley on the left.

Cairn leaped from the arabîyeh, shouting to the man to wait, and went dashing down the sloping lane after the retreating figure. A sort of blind fury possessed him, but he never paused to analyse it, never asked himself by what right he pursued this man, what wrong the latter had done him. His action was wholly unreasoning; he knew that he wished to overtake the wearer of the mask and to tear it from his head; upon that he acted!

He discovered that despite the tropical heat of the night, he was shuddering with cold, but he disregarded this circumstance, and ran on.

The pursued stopped before an iron-studded door, which was opened instantly; he entered as the runner came up with him. And, before the door could be reclosed, Cairn thrust his way in.

Blackness, utter blackness, was before him. The figure which he had pursued seemed to have been swallowed up. He stumbled on, gropingly, hands outstretched, then fell  fell, as he realised in the moment of falling, down a short flight of stone steps.

Still amid utter blackness, he got upon his feet, shaken but otherwise unhurt by his fall. He turned about, expecting to see some glimmer of light from the stairway, but the blackness was unbroken. Silence and gloom hemmed him in. He stood for a moment, listening intently.

A shaft of light pierced the darkness, as a shutter was thrown open. Through an iron-barred window the light shone; and with the light came a breath of stifling perfume. That perfume carried his imagination back instantly to a room at Oxford, and he advanced and looked through into the place beyond. He drew a swift breath, clutched the bars, and was silent  stricken speechless.

He looked into a large and lofty room, lighted by several hanging lamps. It had a carpeted divan at one end and was otherwise scantily furnished, in the Eastern manner. A silver incense-burner smoked upon a large praying-carpet, and by it stood the man in the crocodile mask. An Arab girl, fantastically attired, who had evidently just opened the shutters, was now helping him to remove the hideous head-dress.

She presently untied the last of the fastenings and lifted the thing from the mans shoulders, moving away with the gliding step of the Oriental, and leaving him standing there in his short white tunic, bare-legged and sandalled.

The smoke of the incense curled upward and played around the straight, slim figure, drew vaporous lines about the still, ivory face  the handsome, sinister face, sometimes partly veiling the long black eyes and sometimes showing them in all their unnatural brightness. So the man stood, looking towards the barred window.

It was Antony Ferrara!

Ah, dear Cairn the husky musical voice smote upon Cairns ears as the most hated sound in nature you have followed me. Not content with driving me from London, you would also render Cairo  my dear Cairo  untenable for me.

Cairn clutched the bars but was silent.

How wrong of you, Cairn! the soft voice mocked. This attention is so harmful  to you. Do you know, Cairn, the Sudanese formed the extraordinary opinion that I was an efreet, and this strange reputation has followed me right down the Nile. Your father, my dear friend, has studied these odd matters, and he would tell you that there is no power, in Nature, higher than the human will. Actually, Cairn, they have ascribed to me the direction of the Khamsîn, and so many worthy Egyptians have made up their minds that I travel with the storm  or that the storm follows me  that something of the kind has really come to pass! Or is it merely coincidence, Cairn? Who can say?

Motionless, immobile, save for a slow smile, Antony Ferrara stood, and Cairn kept his eyes upon the evil face, and with trembling hands clutched the bars.

It is certainly odd, is it not, resumed the taunting voice, that Khamsîn, so violent, too, should thus descend upon the Cairene season? I only arrived from the Fayûm this evening, Cairn, and, do you know, they have the pestilence there! I trust the hot wind does not carry it to Cairo; there are so many distinguished European and American visitors here. It would be a thousand pities!

Cairn released his grip of the bars, raised his clenched fists above his head, and in a voice and with a maniacal fury that were neither his own, cursed the man who stood there mocking him. Then he reeled, fell, and remembered no more.



All right, old man  youll do quite nicely now.

It was Sime speaking.

Cairn struggled upright ... and found himself in bed! Sime was seated beside him.

Dont talk! said Sime, youre in hospital! Ill do the talking; you listen. I saw you bolt out of Shepheards last night  shut up! I followed, but lost you. We got up a search party, and with the aid of the man who had driven you, ran you to earth in a dirty alley behind the mosque of El-Azhar. Four kindly mendicants, who reside upon the steps of the establishment, had been awakened by your blundering in among them. They were holding you  yes, you were raving pretty badly. You are a lucky man, Cairn. You were inoculated before you left home?

Cairn nodded weakly.

Saved you. Be all right in a couple of days. That damned Khamsîn has brought a whiff of the plague from somewhere! Curiously enough, over fifty per cent. of the cases spotted so far are people who were at the carnival! Some of them, Cairn  but we wont discuss that now. I was afraid of it, last night. Thats why I kept my eye on you. My boy, you were delirious when you bolted out of the hotel!

Was I? said Cairn wearily, and lay back on the pillow. Perhaps I was.


CHAPTER XIV

DR. CAIRN ARRIVES

Dr. Bruce Cairn stepped into the boat which was to take him ashore, and as it swung away from the side of the liner sought to divert his thoughts by a contemplation of the weird scene. Amid the smoky flare of many lights, amid rising clouds of dust, a line of laden toilers was crawling ant-like from the lighters into the bowels of the big ship; and a second line, unladen, was descending by another gangway. Above, the jewelled velvet of the sky swept in a glorious arc; beyond, the lights of Port Said broke through the black curtain of the night, and the moving ray from the lighthouse intermittently swept the harbour waters; whilst, amid the indescribable clamour, the grimily picturesque turmoil, so characteristic of the place, the liner took in coal for her run to Rangoon.

Dodging this way and that, rounding the sterns of big ships, and disputing the water-way with lesser craft, the boat made for shore.

The usual delay at the Custom House, the usual soothing of the excited officials in the usual way, and his arabîyeh was jolting Dr. Cairn through the noise and the smell of those rambling streets, a noise and a smell entirely peculiar to this clearing-house of the Near East.

He accepted the room which was offered to him at the hotel, without troubling to inspect it, and having left instructions that he was to be called in time for the early train to Cairo, he swallowed a whisky and soda at the buffet, and wearily ascended the stairs. There were tourists in the hotel, English and American, marked by a gaping wonderment, and loud with plans of sightseeing; but Port Said, nay all Egypt, had nothing of novelty to offer Dr. Cairn. He was there at great inconvenience; a practitioner of his repute may not easily arrange to quit London at a moments notice. But the business upon which he was come was imperative. For him the charm of the place had not existence, but somewhere in Egypt his son stood in deadly peril, and Dr. Cairn counted the hours that yet divided them. His soul was up in arms against the man whose evil schemes had led to his presence in Port Said, at a time when many sufferers required his ministrations in Half-Moon Street. He was haunted by a phantom, a ghoul in human shape; Antony Ferrara, the adopted son of his dear friend, the adopted son, who had murdered his adopter, who whilst guiltless in the eyes of the law, was blood-guilty in the eyes of God!

Dr. Cairn switched on the light and seated himself upon the side of the bed, knitting his brows and staring straight before him, with an expression in his clear grey eyes whose significance he would have denied hotly, had any man charged him with it. He was thinking of Antony Ferraras record; the victims of this fiendish youth (for Antony Ferrara was barely of age) seemed to stand before him with hands stretched out appealingly.

You alone, they seemed to cry, know who and what he is! You alone know of our awful wrongs; you alone can avenge them!

And yet he had hesitated! It had remained for his own flesh and blood to be threatened ere he had taken decisive action. The viper had lain within his reach, and he had neglected to set his heel upon it. Men and women had suffered and had died of its venom; and he had not crushed it. Then Robert, his son, had felt the poison fang, and Dr. Cairn, who had hesitated to act upon the behalf of all humanity, had leapt to arms. He charged himself with a parents selfishness, and his conscience would hear no defence.

Dimly, the turmoil from the harbour reached him where he sat. He listened dully to the hooting of a syren  that of some vessel coming out of the canal.

His thoughts were evil company, and, with a deep sigh, he rose, crossed the room and threw open the double windows, giving access to the balcony.

Port Said, a panorama of twinkling lights, lay beneath him. The beam from the lighthouse swept the town searchingly like the eye of some pagan god lustful for sacrifice. He imagined that he could hear the shouting of the gangs coaling the liner in the harbour; but the night was full of the remote murmuring inseparable from that gateway of the East. The streets below, white under the moon, looked empty and deserted, and the hotel beneath him gave up no sound to tell of the many birds of passage who sheltered within it. A stunning sense of his loneliness came to him; his physical loneliness was symbolic of that which characterised his place in the world. He, alone, had the knowledge and the power to crush Antony Ferrara. He, alone, could rid the world of the unnatural menace embodied in the person bearing that name.

The town lay beneath his eyes, but now he saw nothing of it; before his mental vision loomed  exclusively  the figure of a slim and strangely handsome young man, having jet black hair, lustreless, a face of uniform ivory hue, long dark eyes wherein lurked lambent fires, and a womanish grace expressed in his whole bearing and emphasised by his long white hands. Upon a finger of the left hand gleamed a strange green stone.

Antony Ferrara! In the eyes of this solitary traveller, who stood looking down upon Port Said, that figure filled the entire landscape of Egypt!

With a weary sigh, Dr. Cairn turned and began to undress. Leaving the windows open, he switched off the light and got into bed. He was very weary, with a weariness rather of the spirit than of the flesh, but it was of that sort which renders sleep all but impossible. Around and about one fixed point his thoughts circled; in vain he endeavoured to forget, for a while, Antony Ferrara and the things connected with him. Sleep was imperative, if he would be in fit condition to cope with the matters which demanded his attention in Cairo.

Yet sleep defied him. Every trifling sound from the harbour and the canal seemed to rise upon the still air to his room. Through a sort of mist created by the mosquito curtains, he could see the open windows, and look out upon the stars. He found himself studying the heavens with sleepless eyes, and idly working out the constellations visible. Then one very bright star attracted the whole of his attention, and, with the dogged persistency of insomnia, he sought to place it, but could not determine to which group it belonged.

So he lay with his eyes upon the stars until the other veiled lamps of heaven became invisible, and the patch of sky no more than a setting for that one white orb.

In this contemplation he grew restful; his thoughts ceased feverishly to race along that one hateful groove; the bright star seemed to soothe him. As a result of his fixed gazing, it now appeared to have increased in size. This was a common optical delusion, upon which he scarcely speculated at all. He recognised the welcome approach of sleep, and deliberately concentrated his mind upon the globe of light.

Yes, a globe of light indeed  for now it had assumed the dimensions of a lesser moon; and it seemed to rest in the space between the open windows. Then, he thought that it crept still nearer. The realities  the bed, the mosquito curtain, the room  were fading, and grateful slumber approached, and weighed upon his eyes in the form of that dazzling globe. The feeling of contentment was the last impression which he had, ere, with the bright star seemingly suspended just beyond the netting, he slept.


CHAPTER XV

THE WITCH-QUEEN

A man mentally over-tired sleeps either dreamlessly, or dreams with a vividness greater than that characterising the dreams of normal slumber. Dr. Cairn dreamt a vivid dream.

He dreamt that he was awakened by the sound of a gentle rapping. Opening his eyes, he peered through the cloudy netting. He started up, and wrenched back the curtain. The rapping was repeated; and peering again across the room, he very distinctly perceived a figure upon the balcony by the open window. It was that of a woman who wore the black silk dress and the white yashmak of the Moslem, and who was bending forward looking into the room.

Who is there? he called. What do you want?

S  sh!

The woman raised her hand to her veiled lips, and looked right and left as if fearing to disturb the occupants of the adjacent rooms.

Dr. Cairn reached out for his dressing-gown which lay upon the chair beside the bed, threw it over his shoulders, and stepped out upon the floor. He stooped and put on his slippers, never taking his eyes from the figure at the window. The room was flooded with moonlight.

He began to walk towards the balcony, when the mysterious visitor spoke.

You are Dr. Cairn?

The words were spoken in the language of dreams; that is to say, that although he understood them perfectly, he knew that they had not been uttered in the English language, nor in any language known to him; yet, as is the way with one who dreams, he had understood.

I am he, he said. Who are you?

Make no noise, but follow me quickly. Someone is very ill.

There was sincerity in the appeal, spoken in the softest, most silvern tone which he had ever heard. He stood beside the veiled woman, and met the glance of her dark eyes with a consciousness of some magnetic force in the glance, which seemed to set his nerves quivering.

Why do you come to the window? How do you know

The visitor raised her hand again to her lips. It was of a gleaming ivory colour, and the long tapered fingers were laden with singular jewellery  exquisite enamel work, which he knew to be Ancient Egyptian, but which did not seem out of place in this dream adventure.

I was afraid to make any unnecessary disturbance, she replied. Please do not delay, but come at once.

Dr. Cairn adjusted his dressing-gown, and followed the veiled messenger along the balcony. For a dream city, Port Said appeared remarkably substantial, as it spread out at his feet, its dingy buildings whitened by the moonlight. But his progress was dreamlike, for he seemed to glide past many windows, around the corner of the building, and, without having consciously exerted any physical effort, found his hands grasped by warm jewelled fingers, found himself guided into some darkened room, and then, possessed by that doubting which sometimes comes in dreams, found himself hesitating. The moonlight did not penetrate to the apartment in which he stood, and the darkness about him was impenetrable.

But the clinging fingers did not release their hold, and vaguely aware that he was acting in a manner which might readily be misconstrued, he nevertheless allowed his unseen guide to lead him forward.

Stairs were descended in phantom silence  many stairs. The coolness of the air suggested that they were outside the hotel. But the darkness remained complete. Along what seemed to be a stone-paved passage they advanced mysteriously, and by this time Dr. Cairn was wholly resigned to the strangeness of his dream.

Then, although the place lay in blackest shadow, he saw that they were in the open air, for the starry sky swept above them.

It was a narrow street  at points, the buildings almost met above  wherein, he now found himself. In reality, had he been in possession of his usual faculties, awake, he would have asked himself how this veiled woman had gained admittance to the hotel, and why she had secretly led him out from it. But the dreamers mental lethargy possessed him, and, with the blind faith of a child, he followed on, until he now began vaguely to consider the personality of his guide.

She seemed to be of no more than average height, but she carried herself with unusual grace, and her progress was marked by a certain hauteur. At the point where a narrow lane crossed that which they were traversing the veiled figure was silhouetted for a moment against the light of the moon, and through the gauze-like fabric, he perceived the outlines of a perfect shape. His vague wonderment, concerned itself now with the ivory, jewel-laden hands. His condition differed from the normal dream state, in that he was not entirely resigned to the anomalous.

Misty doubts were forming, when his dream guide paused before a heavy door of a typical native house which once had been of some consequence, and which faced the entrance to a mosque, indeed lay in the shadow of the minaret. It was opened from within, although she gave no perceptible signal, and its darkness, to Dr. Cairns dulled perceptions, seemed to swallow them both up. He had an impression of a trap raised, of stone steps descended, of a new darkness almost palpable.

The gloom of the place effected him as a mental blank, and, when a bright light shone out, it seemed to mark the opening of a second dream phase. From where the light came, he knew not, cared not, but it illuminated a perfectly bare room, with a floor of native mud bricks, a plastered wall, and wood-beamed ceiling. A tall sarcophagus stood upright against the wall before him; its lid leant close beside it ... and his black robed guide, her luminous eyes looking straightly over the yashmak, stood rigidly upright-within it!

She raised the jewelled hands, and with a swift movement discarded robe and yashmak, and stood before him, in the clinging draperies of an ancient queen, wearing the leopard skin and the uraeus, and carrying the flail of royal Egypt!

Her pale face formed a perfect oval; the long almond eyes had an evil beauty which seemed to chill; and the brilliantly red mouth was curved in a smile which must have made any man forget the evil in the eyes. But when we move in a dream world, our emotions become dreamlike too. She placed a sandalled foot upon the mud floor and stepped out of the sarcophagus, advancing towards Dr. Cairn, a vision of such sinful loveliness as he could never have conceived in his waking moments. In that strange dream language, in a tongue not of East nor West, she spoke; and her silvern voice had something of the tone of those Egyptian pipes whose dree fills the nights upon the Upper Nile  the seductive music of remote and splendid wickedness.

You know me, now? she whispered.

And in his dream she seemed to be a familiar figure, at once dreadful and worshipful.

A fitful light played through the darkness, and seemed to dance upon a curtain draped behind the sarcophagus, picking out diamond points. The dreamer groped in the mental chaos of his mind, and found a clue to the meaning of this. The diamond points were the eyes of thousands of tarantula spiders with which the curtain was broidered.

The sign of the spider! What did he know of it? Yes! of course; it was the secret mark of Egypts witch-queen  of the beautiful woman whose name, after her mysterious death, had been erased from all her monuments. A sweet whisper stole to his ears:

You will befriend him, befriend my son  for my sake.

And in his dream-state he found himself prepared to foreswear all that he held holy  for her sake. She grasped both his hands, and her burning eyes looked closely into his.

Your reward shall be a great one, she whispered, even more softly.

Came a sudden blank, and Dr. Cairn found himself walking again through the narrow street, led by the veiled woman. His impressions were growing dim; and now she seemed less real than hitherto. The streets were phantom streets, built of shadow stuff, and the stairs which presently he found himself ascending, were unsubstantial, and he seemed rather to float upward; until, with the jewelled fingers held fast in his own, he stood in a darkened apartment, and saw before him an open window, knew that he was once more back in the hotel. A dim light dawned in the blackness of the room and the musical voice breathed in his ear:

Your reward shall be easily earned. I did but test you. Strike  and strike truly!

The whisper grew sibilant  serpentine. Dr. Cairn felt the hilt of a dagger thrust into his right hand, and in the dimly-mysterious light looked down at one who lay in a bed close beside him.

At sight of the face of the sleeper  the perfectly-chiselled face, with the long black lashes resting on the ivory cheeks  he forgot all else, forgot the place wherein he stood, forgot his beautiful guide, and only remembered that he held a dagger in his hand, and that Antony Ferrara lay there, sleeping!

Strike! came the whisper again.

Dr. Cairn felt a mad exultation boiling up within him. He raised his hand, glanced once more on the face of the sleeper, and nerved himself to plunge the dagger into the heart of this evil thing.

A second more, and the dagger would have been buried to the hilt in the sleepers breast  when there ensued a deafening, an appalling explosion. A wild red light illuminated the room, the building seemed to rock. Close upon that frightful sound followed a cry so piercing that it seemed to ice the blood in Dr. Cairns veins.

Stop, sir, stop! My God! what are you doing!

A swift blow struck the dagger from his hand and the figure on the bed sprang upright. Swaying dizzily, Dr. Cairn stood there in the darkness, and as the voice of awakened sleepers reached his ears from adjoining rooms, the electric light was switched on, and across the bed, the bed upon which he had thought Antony Ferrara lay, he saw his son, Robert Cairn!

No one else was in the room. But on the carpet at his feet lay an ancient dagger, the hilt covered with beautiful and intricate gold and enamel work.

Rigid with a mutual horror, these two so strangely met stood staring at one another across the room. Everyone in the hotel, it would appear, had been awakened by the explosion, which, as if by the intervention of God, had stayed the hand of Dr. Cairn  had spared him from a deed impossible to contemplate.

There were sounds of running footsteps everywhere; but the origin of the disturbance at that moment had no interest for these two. Robert was the first to break the silence.

Merciful God, sir! he whispered huskily, how did you come to be here? What is the matter? Are you ill?

Dr. Cairn extended his hands like one groping in darkness.

Rob, give me a moment, to think, to collect myself. Why am I here? By all that is wonderful, why are you here?

I am here to meet you.

To meet me! I had no idea that you were well enough for the journey, and if you came to meet me, why

Thats it, sir! Why did you send me that wireless?

I sent no wireless, boy!

Robert Cairn, with a little colour returning to his pale cheeks, advanced and grasped his fathers hand.

But after I arrived here to meet the boat, sir I received a wireless from the P. and O. due in the morning, to say that you had changed your mind, and come via Brindisi.

Dr. Cairn glanced at the dagger upon the carpet, repressed a shudder, and replied in a voice which he struggled to make firm:

I did not send that wireless!

Then you actually came by the boat which arrived last night?  and to think that I was asleep in the same hotel! What an amazing

Amazing indeed, Rob, and the result of a cunning and well planned scheme. He raised his eyes, looking fixedly at his son. You understand the scheme; the scheme that could only have germinated in one mind  a scheme to cause me, your father, to

His voice failed and again his glance sought the weapon which lay so close to his feet. Partly in order to hide his emotion, he stooped, picked up the dagger, and threw it on the bed.

For Gods sake, sir, groaned Robert, what were you doing here in my room with  that!

Dr. Cairn stood straightly upright and replied in an even voice:

I was here to do murder!

Murder!

I was under a spell  no need to name its weaver; I thought that a poisonous thing at last lay at my mercy, and by cunning means the primitive evil within me was called up, and braving the laws of God and man, I was about to slay that thing. Thank God!

He dropped upon his knees, silently bowed his head for a moment, and then stood up, self-possessed again, as his son had always known him. It had been a strange and awful awakening for Robert Cairn  to find his room illuminated by a lurid light, and to find his own father standing over him with a knife! But what had moved him even more deeply than the fear of these things, had been the sight of the emotion which had shaken that stern and unemotional man. Now, as he gathered together his scattered wits, he began to perceive that a malignant hand was moving above them, that his father, and himself, were pawns, which had been moved mysteriously to a dreadful end.

A great disturbance had now arisen in the streets below, streams of people it seemed, were pouring towards the harbour; but Dr. Cairn pointed to an armchair.

Sit down, Rob, he said. I will tell my story, and you shall tell yours. By comparing notes, we can arrive at some conclusion. Then we must act. This is a fight to a finish, and I begin to doubt if we are strong enough to win.

He took up the dagger and ran a critical glance over it, from the keen point to the enamelled hilt.

This is unique, he muttered, whilst his son, spellbound, watched him; the blade is as keen as if tempered but yesterday; yet it was made full five thousand years ago, as the workmanship of the hilt testifies. Rob, we deal with powers more than human! We have to cope with a force which might have awed the greatest Masters which the world has known. It would have called for all the knowledge, and all the power of Apollonius of Tyana to have dealt with  him!

Antony Ferrara!

Undoubtedly, Rob! it was by the agency of Antony Ferrara that the wireless message was sent to you from the P. and O. It was by the agency of Antony Ferrara that I dreamt a dream to-night. In fact it was no true dream; I was under the influence of  what shall I term it?  hypnotic suggestion. To what extent that malign will was responsible for you and I being placed in rooms communicating by means of a balcony, we probably shall never know; but if this proximity was merely accidental, the enemy did not fail to take advantage of the coincidence. I lay watching the stars before I slept, and one of them seemed to grow larger as I watched. He began to pace about the room in growing excitement. Rob, I cannot doubt that a mirror, or a crystal, was actually suspended before my eyes by  someone, who had been watching for the opportunity. I yielded myself to the soothing influence, and thus deliberately  deliberately  placed myself in the power of  Antony Ferrara

You think that he is here, in this hotel?

I cannot doubt that he is in the neighbourhood. The influence was too strong to have emanated from a mind at a great distance removed. I will tell you exactly what I dreamt.

He dropped into a cane armchair. Comparative quiet reigned again in the streets below, but a distant clamour told of some untoward happening at the harbour.

Dawn would break ere long, and there was a curious rawness in the atmosphere. Robert Cairn seated himself upon the side of the bed, and watched his father, whilst the latter related those happenings with which we are already acquainted.

You think, sir, said Robert, at the conclusion of the strange story, that no part of your experience was real?

Dr. Cairn held up the antique dagger, glancing at the speaker significantly.

On the contrary, he replied, I do know that part of it was dreadfully real. My difficulty is to separate the real from the phantasmal.

Silence fell for a moment. Then:

It is almost certain, said the younger man, frowning thoughtfully, that you did not actually leave the hotel, but merely passed from your room to mine by way of the balcony.

Dr. Cairn stood up, walked to the open window, and looked out, then turned and faced his son again.

I believe I can put that matter to the test, he declared. In my dream, as I turned into the lane where the house was  the house of the mummy  there was a patch covered with deep mud, where at some time during the evening a quantity of water had been spilt. I stepped upon that patch, or dreamt that I did. We can settle the point.

He sat down on the bed beside his son, and, stooping, pulled off one of his slippers. The night had been full enough of dreadful surprises; but here was yet another, which came to them as Dr. Cairn, with the inverted slipper in his hand, sat looking into his sons eyes.

The sole of the slipper was caked with reddish brown mud.


CHAPTER XVI

LAIR OF THE SPIDERS

We must find that house, find the sarcophagus  for I no longer doubt that it exists  drag it out, and destroy it.

Should you know it again, sir?

Beyond any possibility of doubt. It is the sarcophagus of a queen.

What queen?

A queen whose tomb the late Sir Michael Ferrara and I sought for many months, but failed to find.

Is this queen well known in Egyptian history?

Dr. Cairn stared at him with an odd expression in his eyes.

Some histories ignore her existence entirely, he said; and, with an evident desire to change the subject, added, I shall return to my room to dress now. Do you dress also. We cannot afford to sleep whilst the situation of that house remains unknown to us.

Robert Cairn nodded, and his father stood up, and went out of the room.

Dawn saw the two of them peering from the balcony upon the streets of Port Said, already dotted with moving figures, for the Egyptian is an early riser.

Have you any clue, asked the younger man, to the direction in which this place lies?

Absolutely none, for the reason that I do not know where my dreaming left off, and reality commenced. Did someone really come to my window, and lead me out through another room, downstairs, and into the street, or did I wander out of my own accord and merely imagine the existence of the guide? In either event, I must have been guided in some way to a back entrance; for had I attempted to leave by the front door of the hotel in that trance-like condition, I should certainly have been detained by the bowwab. Suppose we commence, then, by inquiring if there is such another entrance?

The hotel staff was already afoot, and their inquiries led to the discovery of an entrance communicating with the native servants quarters. This could not be reached from the main hall, but there was a narrow staircase to the left of the lift-shaft by which it might be gained. The two stood looking out across the stone-paved courtyard upon which the door opened.

Beyond doubt, said Dr. Cairn, I might have come down that staircase and out by this door without arousing a soul, either by passing through my own room, or through any other on that floor.

They crossed the yard, where members of the kitchen staff were busily polishing various cooking utensils, and opened the gate. Dr. Cairn turned to one of the men near by.

Is this gate bolted at night? he asked, in Arabic.

The man shook his head, and seemed to be much amused by the question, revealing his white teeth as he assured him that it was not.

A narrow lane ran along behind the hotel, communicating with a maze of streets almost exclusively peopled by natives.

Rob, said Dr. Cairn slowly, it begins to dawn upon me that this is the way I came.

He stood looking to right and left, and seemed to be undecided. Then:

We will try right, he determined.

They set off along the narrow way. Once clear of the hotel wall, high buildings rose upon either side, so that at no time during the day could the sun have penetrated to the winding lane. Suddenly Robert Cairn stopped.

Look! he said, and pointed. The mosque! You spoke of a mosque near to the house?

Dr. Cairn nodded; his eyes were gleaming, now that he felt himself to be upon the track of this great evil which had shattered his peace.

They advanced until they stood before the door of the mosque  and there in the shadow of a low archway was just such an ancient, iron-studded door as Dr. Cairn remembered! Latticed windows overhung the street above, but no living creature was in sight.

He very gently pressed upon the door, but as he had anticipated it was fastened from within. In the vague light, his face seemed strangely haggard as he turned to his son, raising his eyebrows interrogatively.

It is just possible that I may be mistaken, he said; so that I scarcely know what to do.

He stood looking about him in some perplexity.

Adjoining the mosque, was a ruinous house, which clearly had had no occupants for many years. As Robert Cairns gaze lighted upon its gaping window-frames and doorless porch, he seized his father by the arm.

We might hide up there, he suggested, and watch for anyone entering or leaving the place opposite.

I have little doubt that this was the scene of my experience, replied Dr. Cairn; therefore I think we will adopt your plan. Perhaps there is some means of egress at the back. It will be useful if we have to remain on the watch for any considerable time.

They entered the ruined building and, by means of a rickety staircase, gained the floor above. It moved beneath them unsafely, but from the divan which occupied one end of the apartment an uninterrupted view of the door below was obtainable.

Stay here, said Dr. Cairn, and watch, whilst I reconnoitre.

He descended the stairs again, to return in a minute or so and announce that another street could be reached through the back of the house. There and then they settled the plan of campaign. One at a time they would go to the hotel for their meals, so that the door would never be unwatched throughout the day. Dr. Cairn determined to make no inquiries respecting the house, as this might put the enemy upon his guard.

We are in his own country, Rob, he said. Here, we can trust no one.

Thereupon they commenced their singular and self-imposed task. In turn they went back to the hotel for breakfast, and watched fruitlessly throughout the morning. They lunched in the same way, and throughout the great midday heat sat hidden in the ruined building, mounting guard over that iron-studded door. It was a dreary and monotonous day, long to be remembered by both of them, and when the hour of sunset drew nigh, and their vigil remained unrewarded, they began to doubt the wisdom of their tactics. The street was but little frequented; there was not the slightest chance of their presence being discovered.

It was very quiet, too, so that no one could have approached unheard. At the hotel they had learnt the cause of the explosion during the night; an accident in the engine-room of a tramp steamer, which had done considerable damage, but caused no bodily injury.

We may hope to win yet, said Dr. Cairn, in speaking of the incident. It was the hand of God.

Silence had prevailed between them for a long time, and he was about to propose that his son should go back to dinner, when the rare sound of a footstep below checked the words upon his lips. Both craned their necks to obtain a view of the pedestrian.

An old man stooping beneath the burden of years and resting much of his weight upon a staff, came tottering into sight. The watchers crouched back, breathless with excitement, as the newcomer paused before the iron-studded door, and from beneath his cloak took out a big key.

Inserting it into the lock, he swung open the door; it creaked upon ancient hinges as it opened inward, revealing a glimpse of a stone floor. As the old man entered, Dr. Cairn grasped his son by the wrist.

Down! he whispered. Now is our chance!

They ran down the rickety stairs, crossed the narrow street, and Robert Cairn cautiously looked in around the door which had been left ajar.

Black against the dim light of another door at the further end of the large and barn-like apartment, showed the stooping figure. Tap, tap, tap! went the stick; and the old man had disappeared around a corner.

Where can we hide? whispered Dr. Cairn. He is evidently making a tour of inspection.

The sound of footsteps mounting to the upper apartments came to their ears. They looked about them right and left, and presently the younger man detected a large wooden cupboard set in one wall. Opening it, he saw that it contained but one shelf only, near the top.

When he returns, he said, we can hide in here until he has gone out.

Dr. Cairn nodded; he was peering about the room intently.

This is the place I came to, Rob! he said softly; but there was a stone stair leading down to some room underneath. We must find it.

The old man could be heard passing from room to room above; then his uneven footsteps sounded on the stair again, and glancing at one another the two stepped into the cupboard, and pulled the door gently inward. A few moments later, the old caretaker  since such appeared to be his office  passed out, slamming the door behind him. At that, they emerged from their hiding-place and began to examine the apartment carefully. It was growing very dark now; indeed with the door shut, it was difficult to detect the outlines of the room. Suddenly a loud cry broke the perfect stillness, seeming to come from somewhere above. Robert Cairn started violently, grasping his fathers arm, but the older man smiled.

You forget that there is a mosque almost opposite, he said. That is the mueddin!

His son laughed shortly.

My nerves are not yet all that they might be, he explained, and bending low began to examine the pavement.

There must be a trap-door in the floor? he continued. Dont you think so?

His father nodded silently, and upon hands and knees also began to inspect the cracks and crannies between the various stones. In the right-hand corner furthest from the entrance, their quest was rewarded. A stone some three feet square moved slightly when pressure was applied to it, and gave up a sound of hollowness beneath the tread. Dust and litter covered the entire floor, but having cleared the top of this particular stone, a ring was discovered, lying flat in a circular groove cut to receive it. The blade of a penknife served to raise it from its resting place, and Dr. Cairn, standing astride across the trap, tugged at the ring, and, without great difficulty, raised the stone block from its place.

A square hole was revealed. There were irregular stone steps leading down into the blackness. A piece of candle, stuck in a crude wooden holder, lay upon the topmost. Dr. Cairn, taking a box of matches from his pocket, very quickly lighted the candle, and with it held in his left hand began to descend. His head was not yet below the level of the upper apartment when he paused.

You have your revolver? he said.

Robert nodded grimly, and took his revolver from his pocket.

A singular and most disagreeable smell was arising from the trap which they had opened; but ignoring this they descended, and presently stood side by side in a low cellar. Here the odour was almost insupportable; it had in it something menacing, something definitely repellent; and at the foot of the steps they stood hesitating.

Dr. Cairn slowly moved the candle, throwing the light along the floor, where it picked out strips of wood and broken cases, straw packing and kindred litter  until it impinged upon a brightly painted slab. Further, he moved it, and higher, and the end of a sarcophagus came into view. He drew a quick, hissing breath, and bending forward, directed the light into the interior of the ancient coffin. Then, he had need of all his iron nerve to choke down the cry that rose to his lips.

By God! Look! whispered his son.

Swathed in white wrappings, Antony Ferrara lay motionless before them.

The seconds passed one by one, until a whole minute was told, and still the two remained inert and the cold light shone fully upon that ivory face.

Is he dead?

Robert Cairn spoke huskily, grasping his fathers shoulder.

I think not, was the equally hoarse reply. He is in the state of trance mentioned in  certain ancient writings; he is absorbing evil force from the sarcophagus of the Witch-Queen....[A]

[A] Note. It seems exceedingly probable that ... the mummy-case (sarcophagus), with its painted presentment of the living person, was the material basis for the preservation of the ... Khu (magical powers) of a fully-equipped Adept.

Collectanea Hermetica. Vol. VIII.

There was a faint rustling sound in the cellar, which seemed to grow louder and more insistent, but Dr. Cairn, apparently, did not notice it, for he turned to his son, and albeit the latter could see him but vaguely, he knew that his face was grimly set.

It seems like butchery, he said evenly, but, in the interests of the world, we must not hesitate. A shot might attract attention. Give me your knife.

For a moment, the other scarcely comprehended the full purport of the words. Mechanically he took out his knife, and opened the big blade.

Good heavens, sir, he gasped breathlessly, it is too awful!

Awful I grant you, replied Dr. Cairn, but a duty  a duty, boy, and one that we must not shirk. I, alone among living men, know whom, and what, lies there, and my conscience directs me in what I do. His end shall be that which he had planned for you. Give me the knife.

He took the knife from his sons hand. With the light directed upon the still, ivory face, he stepped towards the sarcophagus. As he did so, something dropped from the roof, narrowly missed falling upon his outstretched hand, and with a soft, dull thud dropped upon the mud brick floor. Impelled by some intuition, he suddenly directed the light to the roof above.

Then with a shrill cry which he was wholly unable to repress, Robert Cairn seized his fathers arm and began to pull him back towards the stair.

Quick, sir! he screamed shrilly, almost hysterically. My God! my God! be quick!

The appearance of the roof above had puzzled him for an instant as the light touched it, then in the next had filled his very soul with loathing and horror. For directly above them was moving a black patch, a foot or so in extent ... and it was composed of a dense moving mass of tarantula spiders! A line of the disgusting creatures was mounting the wall and crossing the ceiling, ever swelling the unclean group!

Dr. Cairn did not hesitate to leap for the stair, and as he did so the spiders began to drop. Indeed, they seemed to leap towards the intruders, until the floor all about them and the bottom steps of the stair presented a mass of black, moving insects.

A perfect panic fear seized upon them. At every step spiders crunched beneath their feet. They seem to come from nowhere, to be conjured up out of the darkness, until the whole cellar, the stairs, the very fetid air about them, became black and nauseous with spiders.

Half-way to the top Dr. Cairn turned, snatched out a revolver and began firing down into the cellar in the direction of the sarcophagus.

A hairy, clutching thing ran up his arm, and his son, uttering a groan of horror, struck at it and stained the tweed with its poisonous blood.

They staggered to the head of the steps, and there Dr. Cairn turned and hurled the candle at a monstrous spider that suddenly sprang into view. The candle, still attached to its wooden socket, went bounding down steps that now were literally carpeted with insects.

Tarantulas began to run out from the trap, as if pursuing the intruders, and a faint light showed from below. Then came a crackling sound, and a wisp of smoke floated up.

Dr. Cairn threw open the outer door, and the two panic-stricken men leapt out into the street and away from the spider army. White to the lips they stood leaning against the wall.

Was it really  Ferrara? whispered Robert.

I hope so! was the answer.

Dr. Cairn pointed to the closed door. A fan of smoke was creeping from beneath it.



The fire which ensued destroyed, not only the house in which it had broken out, but the two adjoining; and the neighbouring mosque was saved only with the utmost difficulty.

When, in the dawn of the new day, Dr. Cairn looked down into the smoking pit which once had been the home of the spiders, he shook his head and turned to his son.

If our eyes did not deceive us, Rob, he said, a just retribution at last has claimed him!

Pressing a way through the surrounding crowd of natives, they returned to the hotel. The hall porter stopped them as they entered.

Excuse me, sir, he said, but which is Mr. Robert Cairn?

Robert Cairn stepped forward.

A young gentleman left this for you, sir, half an hour ago, said the man a very pale gentleman, with black eyes. He said youd dropped it.

Robert Cairn unwrapped the little parcel. It contained a penknife, the ivory handle charred as if it had been in a furnace. It was his own  which he had handed to his father in that awful cellar at the moment when the first spider had dropped; and a card was enclosed, bearing the pencilled words, With Antony Ferraras Compliments.


CHAPTER XVII

THE STORY OF ALI MOHAMMED

Saluting each of the three in turn, the tall Egyptian passed from Dr. Cairns room. Upon his exit followed a brief but electric silence. Dr. Cairns face was very stern and Sime, with his hands locked behind him, stood staring out of the window into the palmy garden of the hotel. Robert Cairn looked from one to the other excitedly.

What did he say, sir? he cried, addressing his father. It had something to do with

Dr. Cairn turned. Sime did not move.

It had something to do with the matter which has brought me to Cairo, replied the former yes.

You see, said Robert, my knowledge of Arabic is nil

Sime turned in his heavy fashion, and directed a dull gaze upon the last speaker.

Ali Mohammed, he explained slowly, who has just left, had come down from the Fayûm to report a singular matter. He was unaware of its real importance, but it was sufficiently unusual to disturb him, and Ali Mohammed es-Suefi is not easily disturbed.

Dr. Cairn dropped into an armchair, nodding towards Sime.

Tell him all that we have heard, he said. We stand together in this affair.

Well, continued Sime, in his deliberate fashion, when we struck our camp beside the Pyramid of Méydûm, Ali Mohammed remained behind with a gang of workmen to finish off some comparatively unimportant work. He is an unemotional person. Fear is alien to his composition; it has no meaning for him. But last night something occurred at the camp  or what remained of the camp  which seems to have shaken even Ali Mohammeds iron nerve.

Robert Cairn nodded, watching the speaker intently.

The entrance to the Méydûm Pyramid  , continued Sime.

One of the entrances, interrupted Dr. Cairn, smiling slightly.

There is only one entrance, said Sime dogmatically.

Dr. Cairn waved his hand.

Go ahead, he said. We can discuss these archæological details later.

Sime stared dully, but, without further comment, resumed:

The camp was situated on the slope immediately below the only known entrance to the Méydûm Pyramid; one might say that it lay in the shadow of the building. There are tumuli in the neighbourhood  part of a prehistoric cemetery  and it was work in connection with this which had detained Ali Mohammed in that part of the Fayûm. Last night about ten oclock he was awakened by an unusual sound, or series of sounds, he reports. He came out of the tent into the moonlight, and looked up at the pyramid. The entrance was a good way above his head, of course, and quite fifty or sixty yards from the point where he was standing, but the moonbeams bathed that side of the building in dazzling light so that he was enabled to see a perfect crowd of bats whirling out of the pyramid.

Bats! ejaculated Robert Cairn.

Yes. There is a small colony of bats in this pyramid, of course; but the bat does not hunt in bands, and the sight of these bats flying out from the place was one which Ali Mohammed had never witnessed before. Their concerted squeaking was very clearly audible. He could not believe that it was this which had awakened him, and which had awakened the ten or twelve workmen who also slept in the camp, for these were now clustering around him, and all looking up at the side of the pyramid.

Fayûm nights are strangely still. Except for the jackals and the village dogs, and some other sounds to which one grows accustomed, there is nothing  absolutely nothing  audible.

In this stillness, then, the flapping of the bat regiment made quite a disturbance overhead. Some of the men were only half awake, but most, of them were badly frightened. And now they began to compare notes, with the result that they determined upon the exact nature of the sound which had aroused them. It seemed almost certain that this had been a dreadful scream  the scream of a woman in the last agony.

He paused, looking from Dr. Cairn to his son, with a singular expression upon his habitually immobile face.

Go on, said Robert Cairn.

Slowly Sime resumed:

The bats had begun to disperse in various directions, but the panic which had seized upon the camp does not seem to have dispersed so readily. Ali Mohammed confesses that he himself felt almost afraid  a remarkable admission for a man of his class to make. Picture these fellows, then, standing looking at one another, and very frequently up at the opening in the side of the pyramid. Then the smell began to reach their nostrils  the smell which completed the panic, and which led to the abandonment of the camp

The smell  what kind of smell? jerked Robert Cairn.

Dr. Cairn turned himself in his chair, looking fully at his son.

The smell of Hades, boy! he said grimly, and turned away again.

Naturally, continued Sime, I can give you no particulars on the point, but it must have been something very fearful to have affected the Egyptian native! There was no breeze, but it swept down upon them, this poisonous smell, as though borne by a hot wind.

Was it actually hot?

I cannot say. But Ali Mohammed is positive that it came from the opening in the pyramid. It was not apparently in disgust, but in sheer, stark horror, that the whole crowd of them turned tail and ran. They never stopped and never looked back until they came to Rekka on the railway.

A short silence followed. Then:

That was last night? questioned Cairn.

His father nodded.

The man came in by the first train from Wasta, he said, and we have not a moment to spare!

Sime stared at him.

I dont understand

I have a mission, said Dr. Cairn quietly. It is to run to earth, to stamp out, as I would stamp out a pestilence, a certain thing  I cannot call it a man  Antony Ferrara. I believe, Sime, that you are at one with me in this matter?

Sime drummed his fingers upon the table, frowning thoughtfully, and looking from one to the other of his companions under his lowered brows.

With my own eyes, he said, I have seen something of this secret drama which has brought you, Dr. Cairn, to Egypt; and, up to a point, I agree with you regarding Antony Ferrara. You have lost all trace of him?

Since leaving Port Said, said Dr. Cairn, I have seen and heard nothing of him; but Lady Lashmore, who was an intimate  and an innocent victim, God help her  of Ferrara in London, after staying at the Semiramis in Cairo for one day, departed. Where did she go?

What has Lady Lashmore to do with the matter? asked Sime.

If what I fear be true replied Dr. Cairn. But I anticipate. At the moment it is enough for me that, unless my information be at fault, Lady Lashmore yesterday left Cairo by the Luxor train at 8.30.

Robert Cairn looked in a puzzled way at his father.

What do you suspect, sir? he said.

I suspect that she went no further than Wasta, replied Dr. Cairn.

Still I do not understand, declared Sime.

You may understand later, was the answer. We must not waste a moment. You Egyptologists think that Egypt has little or nothing to teach you; the Pyramid of Méydûm lost interest directly you learnt that apparently it contained no treasure. How, little you know what it really contained, Sime! Mariette did not suspect; Sir Gaston Maspero does not suspect! The late Sir Michael Ferrara and I once camped by the Pyramid of Méydûm, as you have camped there, and we made a discovery

Well? said Sime, with growing interest.

It is a point upon which my lips are sealed, but  do you believe in black magic?

I am not altogether sure that I do

Very well; you are entitled to your opinion. But although you appear to be ignorant of the fact, the Pyramid of Méydûm was formerly one of the strong-holds  the second greatest in all the land of the Nile  of Ancient Egyptian sorcery! I pray heaven I may be wrong, but in the disappearance of Lady Lashmore, and in the story of Ali Mohammed, I see a dreadful possibility. Ring for a time-table. We have not a moment to waste!


CHAPTER XVIII

THE BATS

Rekka was a mile behind.

It will take us fully an hour yet, said Dr. Cairn, to reach the pyramid, although it appears so near.

Indeed, in the violet dusk, the great mastabah Pyramid of Méydûm seemed already to loom above them, although it was quite four miles away. The narrow path along which they trotted their donkeys ran through the fertile lowlands of the Fayûm. They had just passed a village, amid an angry chorus from the pariah dogs, and were now following the track along the top of the embankment. Where the green carpet merged ahead into the grey ocean of sand the desert began, and out in that desert, resembling some weird work of Nature rather than anything wrought by the hand of man, stood the gloomy and lonely building ascribed by the Egyptologists to the Pharaoh Sneferu.

Dr. Cairn and his son rode ahead, and Sime, with Ali Mohammed, brought up the rear of the little company.

I am completely in the dark, sir, said Robert Cairn, respecting the object of our present journey. What leads you to suppose that we shall find Antony Ferrara here?

I scarcely hope to find him here, was the enigmatical reply, but I am almost certain that he is here. I might have expected it, and I blame myself for not having provided against  this.

Against what?

It is impossible, Rob, for you to understand this matter. Indeed, if I were to publish what I know  not what I imagine, but what I know  about the Pyramid of Méydûm I should not only call down upon myself the ridicule of every Egyptologist in Europe; I should be accounted mad by the whole world.

His son was silent for a time; then:

According to the guide books, he said, it is merely an empty tomb.

It is empty, certainly, replied Dr. Cairn grimly, or that apartment known as the Kings Chamber is now empty. But even the so-called Kings Chamber was not empty once; and there is another chamber in the pyramid which is not empty now!

If you know of the existence of such a chamber, sir, why have you kept it secret?

Because I cannot prove its existence. I do not know how to enter it, but I know it is there; I know what it was formerly used for, and I suspect that last night it was used for that same unholy purpose again  after a lapse of perhaps four thousand years! Even you would doubt me, I believe, if I were to tell you what I know, if I were to hint at what I suspect. But no doubt in your reading you have met with Julian the Apostate?

Certainly, I have read of him. He is said to have practised necromancy.

When he was at Carra in Mesopotamia, he retired to the Temple of the Moon, with a certain sorcerer and some others, and, his nocturnal operations concluded, he left the temple locked, the door sealed, and placed a guard over the gate. He was killed in the war, and never returned to Carra, but when, in the reign of Jovian, the seal was broken and the temple opened, a body was found hanging by its hair  I will spare you the particulars; it was a case of that most awful form of sorcery  anthropomancy!

An expression of horror had crept over Robert Cairns face.

Do you mean, sir, that this pyramid was used for similar purposes?

In the past it has been used for many purposes, was the quiet reply. The exodus of the bats points to the fact that it was again used for one of those purposes last night; the exodus of the bats  and something else.

Sime, who had been listening to this strange conversation, cried out from the rear:

We cannot reach it before sunset!

No, replied Dr. Cairn, turning in his saddle, but that does not matter. Inside the pyramid, day and night make no difference.

Having crossed a narrow wooden bridge, they turned now fully in the direction of the great ruin, pursuing a path along the opposite bank of the cutting. They rode in silence for some time, Robert Cairn deep in thought.

I suppose that Antony Ferrara actually visited this place last night, he said suddenly, although I cannot follow your reasoning. But what leads you to suppose that he is there now?

This, answered his father slowly. The purpose for which I believe him to have come here would detain him at least two days and two nights. I shall say no more about it, because if I am wrong, or if for any reason I am unable to establish my suspicions as facts, you would certainly regard me as a madman if I had confided those suspicions to you.

Mounted upon donkeys, the journey from Rekka to the Pyramid of Méydûm occupies fully an hour and a half, and the glories of the sunset had merged into the violet dusk of Egypt before the party passed the outskirts of the cultivated land and came upon the desert sands. The mountainous pile of granite, its peculiar orange hue a ghastly yellow in the moonlight, now assumed truly monstrous proportions, seeming like a great square tower rising in three stages from its mound of sand to some three hundred and fifty feet above the level of the desert.

There is nothing more awesome in the world than to find ones self at night, far from all fellow-men, in the shadow of one of those edifices raised by unknown hands, by unknown means, to an unknown end; for, despite all the wisdom of our modern inquirers, these stupendous relics remain unsolved riddles set to posterity by a mysterious people.

Neither Sime nor Ali Mohammed were of highly strung temperament, neither subject to those subtle impressions which more delicate organisations receive, as the nostrils receive an exhalation, from such a place as this. But Dr. Cairn and his son, though each in a different way, came now within the aura of this temple of the dead ages.

The great silence of the desert  a silence like no other in the world; the loneliness, which must be experienced to be appreciated, of that dry and tideless ocean; the traditions which had grown up like fungi about this venerable building; lastly, the knowledge that it was associated in some way with the sorcery, the unholy activity, of Antony Ferrara, combined to chill them with a supernatural dread which called for all their courage to combat.

What now? said Sime, descending from his mount.

We must lead the donkeys up the slope, replied Dr. Cairn, where those blocks of granite are, and tether them there.

In silence, then, the party commenced the tedious ascent of the mound by the narrow path to the top, until at some hundred and twenty feet above the surrounding plain they found themselves actually under the wall of the mighty building. The donkeys were made fast.

Sime and I, said Dr. Cairn quietly, will enter the pyramid.

But interrupted his son.

Apart from the fatigue of the operation, continued the doctor, the temperature in the lower part of the pyramid is so tremendous, and the air so bad, that in your present state of health it would be absurd for you to attempt it. Apart from which there is a possibly more important task to be undertaken here, outside.

He turned his eyes upon Sime, who was listening intently, then continued:

Whilst we are penetrating to the interior by means of the sloping passage on the north side, Ali Mohammed and yourself must mount guard on the south side.

What for? said Sime rapidly.

For the reason, replied Dr. Cairn, that there is an entrance on to the first stage

But the first stage is nearly seventy feet above us. Even assuming that there were an entrance there  which I doubt  escape by that means would be impossible. No one could climb down the face of the pyramid from above; no one has ever succeeded in climbing up. For the purpose of surveying the pyramid a scaffold had to be erected. Its sides are quite unscaleable.

That may be, agreed Dr. Cairn; but, nevertheless, I have my reasons for placing a guard over the south side. If anything appears upon the stage above, Rob  anything  shoot, and shoot straight!

He repeated the same instructions to Ali Mohammed, to the evident surprise of the latter.

I dont understand at all, muttered Sime, but as I presume you have a good reason for what you do, let it be as you propose. Can you give me any idea respecting what we may hope to find inside this place? I only entered once, and I am not anxious to repeat the experiment. The air is unbreathable, the descent to the level passage below is stiff work, and, apart from the inconvenience of navigating the latter passage, which as you probably know is only sixteen inches high, the climb up the vertical shaft into the tomb is not a particularly safe one. I exclude the possibility of snakes, he added ironically.

You have also omitted the possibility of Antony Ferrara, said Dr. Cairn.

Pardon my scepticism, doctor, but I cannot imagine any man voluntarily remaining in that awful place.

Yet I am greatly mistaken if he is not there!

Then he is trapped! said Sime grimly, examining a Browning pistol which he carried. Unless

He stopped, and an expression, almost of fear, crept over his stoical features.

That sixteen-inch passage, he muttered with Antony Ferrara at the further end!

Exactly! said Dr. Cairn. But I consider it my duty to the world to proceed. I warn you that you are about to face the greatest peril, probably, which you will ever be called upon to encounter. I do not ask you to do this. I am quite prepared to go alone.

That remark was wholly unnecessary, doctor, said Sime rather truculently. Suppose the other two proceed to their post.

But, sir began Robert Cairn.

You know the way, said the doctor, with an air of finality. There is not a moment to waste, and although I fear that we are too late, it is just possible we may be in time to prevent a dreadful crime.

The tall Egyptian and Robert Cairn went stumbling off amongst the heaps of rubbish and broken masonry, until an angle of the great wall concealed them from view. Then the two who remained continued the climb yet higher, following the narrow, zigzag path leading up to the entrance of the descending passage. Immediately under the square black hole they stood and glanced at one another.

We may as well leave our outer garments here, said Sime. I note that you wear rubber-soled shoes, but I shall remove my boots, as otherwise I should be unable to obtain any foothold.

Dr. Cairn nodded, and without more ado proceeded to strip off his coat, an example which was followed by Sime. It was as he stooped and placed his hat upon the little bundle of clothes at his feet that Dr. Cairn detected something which caused him to stoop yet lower and to peer at that dark object on the ground with a strange intentness.

What is it? jerked Sime, glancing back at him.

Dr. Cairn, from a hip pocket, took out an electric lamp, and directed the white ray upon something lying on the splintered fragments of granite.

It was a bat, a fairly large one, and a clot of blood marked the place where its head had been. For the bat was decapitated!

As though anticipating what he should find there, Dr. Cairn flashed the ray of the lamp all about the ground in the vicinity of the entrance to the pyramid. Scores of dead bats, headless, lay there.

For Gods sake, what does this mean? whispered Sime, glancing apprehensively into the black entrance beside him.

It means, answered Cairn, in a low voice, that my suspicion, almost incredible though it seems, was well founded. Steel yourself against the task that is before you, Sime; we stand upon the borderland of strange horrors.

Sime hesitated to touch any of the dead bats, surveying them with an ill-concealed repugnance.

What kind of creature, he whispered, has done this?

One of a kind that the world has not known for many ages! The most evil kind of creature conceivable  a man-devil!

But what does he want with bats heads?

The Cynonycteris, or pyramid bat, has a leaf-like appendage beside the nose. A gland in this secretes a rare oil. This oil is one of the ingredients of the incense which is never named in the magical writings.

Sime shuddered.

Here! said Dr. Cairn, proffering a flask. This is only the overture! No nerves.

The other nodded shortly, and poured out a peg of brandy.

Now, said Dr. Cairn, shall I go ahead?

As you like, replied Sime quietly, and again quite master of himself. Look out for snakes. I will carry the light and you can keep yours handy in case you may need it.

Dr. Cairn drew himself up into the entrance. The passage was less than four feet high, and generations of sand-storms had polished its sloping granite floor so as to render it impossible to descend except by resting ones hands on the roof above and lowering ones self foot by foot.

A passage of this description, descending at a sharp angle for over two hundred feet, is not particularly easy to negotiate, and progress was slow. Dr. Cairn at every five yards or so would stop, and, with the pocket-lamp which he carried, would examine the sandy floor and the crevices between the huge blocks composing the passage, in quest of those faint tracks which warn the traveller that a serpent has recently passed that way. Then, replacing his lamp, he would proceed. Sime followed in like manner, employing only one hand to support himself, and, with the other, constantly directing the ray of his pocket torch past his companion, and down into the blackness beneath.

Out in the desert the atmosphere had been sufficiently hot, but now with every step it grew hotter and hotter. That indescribable smell, as of a decay begun in remote ages, that rises with the impalpable dust in these mysterious labyrinths of Ancient Egypt which never know the light of day, rose stiflingly; until, at some forty or fifty feet below the level of the sand outside, respiration became difficult, and the two paused, bathed in perspiration and gasping for air.

Another thirty or forty feet, panted Sime, and we shall be in the level passage. There is a sort of low, artificial cavern there, you may remember, where, although we cannot stand upright, we can sit and rest for a few moments.

Speech was exhausting, and no further words were exchanged until the bottom of the slope was reached, and the combined lights of the two pocket-lamps showed them that they had reached a tiny chamber irregularly hewn in the living rock. This also was less than four feet high, but its jagged floor being level, they were enabled to pause here for a while.

Do you notice something unfamiliar in the smell of the place?

Dr. Cairn was the speaker. Sime nodded, wiping the perspiration from his face the while.

It was bad enough when I came here before, he said hoarsely. It is terrible work for a heavy man. But to-night it seems to be reeking. I have smelt nothing like it in my life.

Correct, replied Dr. Cairn grimly. I trust that, once clear of this place, you will never smell it again.

What is it?

It is the incense, was the reply. Come! The worst of our task is before us yet.

The continuation of the passage now showed as an opening no more than fifteen to seventeen inches high. It was necessary, therefore, to lie prone upon the rubbish of the floor, and to proceed serpent fashion; one could not even employ ones knees, so low was the roof, but was compelled to progress by clutching at the irregularities in the wall, and by digging the elbows into the splintered stones one crawled upon!

For three yards or so they proceeded thus. Then Dr. Cairn lay suddenly still.

What is it? whispered Sime.

A threat of panic was in his voice. He dared not conjecture what would happen if either should be overcome in that evil-smelling burrow, deep in the bowels of the ancient building. At that moment it seemed to him, absurdly enough, that the weight of the giant pile rested upon his back, was crushing him, pressing the life out from his body as he lay there prone, with his eyes fixed upon the rubber soles of Dr. Cairns shoes, directly in front of him.

But softly came a reply:

Do not speak again! Proceed as quietly as possible, and pray heaven we are not expected!

Sime understood. With a malignant enemy before them, this hole in the rock through which they crawled was a certain death-trap. He thought of the headless bats and of how he, in crawling out into the shaft ahead, must lay himself open to a similar fate!

Dr. Cairn moved slowly onward. Despite their anxiety to avoid noise, neither he nor his companion could control their heavy breathing. Both were panting for air. The temperature was now deathly. A candle would scarcely have burnt in the vitiated air; and above that odour of ancient rottenness which all explorers of the monuments of Egypt know, rose that other indescribable odour which seemed to stifle ones very soul.

Dr. Cairn stopped again.

Sime knew, having performed this journey before, that his companion must have reached the end of the passage, that he must be lying peering out into the shaft, for which they were making. He extinguished his lamp.

Again Dr. Cairn moved forward. Stretching out his hand, Sime found only emptiness. He wriggled forward, in turn, rapidly, all the time groping with his fingers. Then:

Take my hand, came a whisper. Another two feet, and you can stand upright.

He proceeded, grasped the hand which was extended to him in the impenetrable darkness, and panting, temporarily exhausted, rose upright beside Dr. Cairn, and stretched his cramped limbs.

Side by side they stood, mantled about in such a darkness as cannot be described; in such a silence as dwellers in the busy world cannot conceive; in such an atmosphere of horror that only a man morally and physically brave could have retained his composure.

Dr. Cairn bent to Simes ear.

We must have the light for the ascent, he whispered. Have your pistol ready; I am about to press the button of the lamp.

A shaft of white light shone suddenly up the rocky sides of the pit in which they stood, and lost itself in the gloom of the chamber above.

On to my shoulders, jerked Sime. You are lighter than I. Then, as soon as you can reach, place your lamp on the floor above and mount up beside it. I will follow.

Dr. Cairn, taking advantage of the rugged walls, and of the blocks of stone amid which they stood, mounted upon Simes shoulders.

Could you carry your revolver in your teeth? asked the latter. I think you might hold it by the trigger-guard.

I proposed to do so, replied Dr. Cairn grimly. Stand fast!

Gradually he rose upright upon the others shoulders; then, placing his foot in a cranny of the rock, and with his left hand grasping a protruding fragment above, he mounted yet higher, all the time holding the lighted lamp in his right hand. Upward he extended his arms, and upward, until he could place the lamp upon the ledge above his head, where its white beam shone across the top of the shaft.

Mind it does not fall! panted Sime, craning his head upward to watch these operations.

Dr. Cairn, whose strength and agility were wonderful, twisted around sideways, and succeeded in placing his foot on a ledge of stone on the opposite side of the shaft. Resting his weight upon this, he extended his hand to the lip of the opening, and drew himself up to the top, where he crouched fully in the light of the lamp. Then, wedging his foot into a crevice a little below him, he reached out his hand to Sime. The latter, following much the same course as his companion, seized the extended hand, and soon found himself beside Dr. Cairn.

Impetuously he snatched out his own lamp and shone its beams about the weird apartment in which they found themselves  the so-called Kings Chamber of the pyramid. Right and left leapt the searching rays, touching the ends of the wooden beams, which, practically fossilised by long contact with the rock, still survive in that sepulchral place. Above and below and all around he directed the light  upon the litter covering the rock floor, upon the blocks of the higher walls, upon the frowning roof.

They were alone in the Kings Chamber!


CHAPTER XIX

ANTHROPOMANCY

There is no one here!

Sime looked about the place excitedly.

Fortunately for us! answered Dr. Cairn.

He breathed rather heavily yet with his exertions, and, moreover, the air of the chamber was disgusting. But otherwise he was perfectly calm, although his face was pale and bathed in perspiration.

Make as little noise as possible.

Sime, who, now that the place proved to be empty, began to cast off that dread which had possessed him in the passage-way, found something ominous in the words.

Dr. Cairn, stepping carefully over the rubbish of the floor, advanced to the east corner of the chamber, waving his companion to follow. Side by side they stood there.

Do you notice that the abominable smell of the incense is more overpowering here than anywhere?

Sime nodded.

You are right. What does that mean?

Dr. Cairn directed the ray of light down behind a little mound of rubbish into a corner of the wall.

It means, he said, with a subdued expression of excitement, that we have got to crawl in there!

Sime stifled an exclamation.

One of the blocks of the bottom tier was missing, a fact which he had not detected before by reason of the presence of the mound of rubbish before the opening.

Silence again! whispered Dr. Cairn.

He lay down flat, and, without hesitation, crept into the gap. As his feet disappeared, Sime followed. Here it was possible to crawl upon hands and knees. The passage was formed of square stone blocks. It was but three yards or so in length; then it suddenly turned upward at a tremendous angle of about one in four. Square foot-holds were cut in the lower face. The smell of incense was almost unbearable.

Dr. Cairn bent to Simes ear.

Not a word, now, he said. No light  pistol ready!

He began to mount. Sime, following, counted the steps. When they had mounted sixty he knew that they must have come close to the top of the original mastabah, and close to the first stage of the pyramid. Despite the shaft beneath, there was little danger of falling, for one could lean back against the wall while seeking for the foothold above.

Dr. Cairn mounted very slowly, fearful of striking his head upon some obstacle. Then on the seventieth step, he found that he could thrust his foot forward and that no obstruction met his knee. They had reached a horizontal passage.

Very softly he whispered back to Sime:

Take my hand. I have reached the top.

They entered the passage. The heavy, sickly sweet odour almost overpowered them, but, grimly set upon their purpose, they, after one moment of hesitancy, crept on.

A fitful light rose and fell ahead of them. It gleamed upon the polished walls of the corridor in which they now found themselves  that inexplicable light burning in a place which had known no light since the dim ages of the early Pharaohs!

The events of that incredible night had afforded no such emotion as this. This was the crowning wonder, and, in its dreadful mystery, the crowning terror of Méydûm.

When first that lambent light played upon the walls of the passage both stopped, stricken motionless with fear and amazement. Sime, who would have been prepared to swear that the Méydûm Pyramid contained no apartment other than the Kings Chamber, now was past mere wonder, past conjecture. But he could still fear. Dr. Cairn, although he had anticipated this, temporarily also fell a victim to the supernatural character of the phenomenon.

They advanced.

They looked into a square chamber of about the same size as the Kings Chamber. In fact, although they did not realise it until later, this second apartment, no doubt was situated directly above the first.

The only light was that of a fire burning in a tripod, and by means of this illumination, which rose and fell in a strange manner, it was possible to perceive the details of the place. But, indeed, at the moment they were not concerned with these; they had eyes only for the black-robed figure beside the tripod.

It was that of a man, who stood with his back towards them, and he chanted monotonously in a tongue unfamiliar to Sime. At certain points in his chant he would raise his arms in such a way that, clad in the black robe, he assumed the appearance of a gigantic bat. Each time that he acted thus the fire in the tripod, as if fanned into new life, would leap up, casting a hellish glare about the place. Then, as the chanter dropped his arms again, the flame would drop also.

A cloud of reddish vapour floated low in the apartment. There were a number of curiously-shaped vessels upon the floor, and against the farther wall, only rendered visible when the flames leapt high, was some motionless white object, apparently hung from the roof.

Dr. Cairn drew a hissing breath and grasped Simes wrist.

We are too late! he said strangely.

He spoke at a moment when his companion, peering through the ruddy gloom of the place, had been endeavouring more clearly to perceive that ominous shape which hung, horrible, in the shadow. He spoke, too, at a moment when the man in the black robe, raised his arms  when, as if obedient to his will, the flames leapt up fitfully.

Although Sime could not be sure of what he saw, the recollection came to him of words recently spoken by Dr. Cairn. He remembered the story of Julian the Apostate, Julian the Emperor  the Necromancer. He remembered what had been found in the Temple of the Moon after Julians death. He remembered that Lady Lashmore  

And thereupon he experienced such a nausea that but for the fact that Dr. Cairn gripped him he must have fallen.

Tutored in a materialistic school, he could not even now admit that such monstrous things could be. With a necromantic operation taking place before his eyes; with the unholy perfume of the secret incense all but suffocating him; with the dreadful Oracle dully gleaming in the shadows of that temple of evil  his reason would not accept the evidences. Any man of the ancient world  of the middle ages  would have known that he looked upon a professed wizard, upon a magician, who, according to one of the most ancient formulæ known to mankind, was seeking to question the dead respecting the living.

But how many modern men are there capable of realising such a circumstance? How many who would accept the statement that such operations are still performed, not only in the East, but in Europe? How many who, witnessing this mass of Satan, would accept it for verity, would not deny the evidence of their very senses?

He could not believe such an orgie of wickedness possible. A Pagan emperor might have been capable of these things, but to-day  wondrous is our faith in the virtue of to-day!

Am I mad? he whispered hoarsely, or

A thinly-veiled shape seemed to float out from that still form in the shadows; it assumed definite outlines; it became a woman, beautiful with a beauty that could only be described as awful.

She wore upon her brow the uraeus of Ancient Egyptian royalty; her sole garment was a robe of finest gauze. Like a cloud, like a vision, she floated into the light cast by the tripod.

A voice  a voice which seemed to come from a vast distance, from somewhere outside the mighty granite walls of that unholy place  spoke. The language was unknown to Sime, but the fierce hand-grip upon his wrist grew fiercer. That dead tongue, that language unspoken since the dawn of Christianity, was known to the man who had been the companion of Sir Michael Ferrara.

In upon Sime swept a swift conviction  that one could not witness such a scene as this and live and move again amongst ones fellow-men! In a sort of frenzy, then, he wrenched himself free from the detaining hand, and launched a retort of modern science against the challenge of ancient sorcery.

Raising his Browning pistol, he fired  shot after shot  at that bat-like shape which stood between himself and the tripod!

A thousand frightful echoes filled the chamber with a demon mockery, boomed along those subterranean passages beneath, and bore the conflict of sound into the hidden places of the pyramid which had known not sound for untold generations.

My God  !

Vaguely he became aware that Dr. Cairn was seeking to drag him away. Through a cloud of smoke he saw the black-robed figure turn; dream fashion, he saw the pallid, glistening face of Antony Ferrara; the long, evil eyes, alight like the eyes of a serpent, were fixed upon him. He seemed to stand amid a chaos, in a mad world beyond the borders of reason, beyond the dominions of God. But to his stupefied mind one astounding fact found access.

He had fired at least seven shots at the black-robed figure, and it was not humanly possible that all could have gone wide of their mark.

Yet Antony Ferrara lived!

Utter darkness blotted out the evil vision. Then there was a white light ahead; and feeling that he was struggling for sanity, Sime managed to realise that Dr. Cairn, retreating along the passage, was crying to him, in a voice rising almost to a shriek, to run  run for his life  for his salvation!

You should not have fired! he seemed to hear.

Unconscious of any contact with the stones  although afterwards he found his knees and shins to be bleeding  he was scrambling down that long, sloping shaft.

He had a vague impression that Dr. Cairn, descending beneath him, sometimes grasped his ankles and placed his feet into the footholes. A continuous roaring sound filled his ears, as if a great ocean were casting its storm waves against the structure around him. The place seemed to rock.

Down flat!

Some sense of reality was returning to him. Now he perceived that Dr. Cairn was urging him to crawl back along the short passage by which they had entered from the Kings Chamber.

Heedless of hurt, he threw himself down and pressed on.

A blank, like the sleep of exhaustion which follows delirium, came. Then Sime found himself standing in the Kings Chamber, Dr. Cairn, who held an electric lamp in his hand, beside him, and half supporting him.

The realities suddenly reasserting themselves,

I have dropped my pistol! muttered Sime.

He threw off the supporting arm, and turned to that corner behind the heap of débris where was the opening through which they had entered the Satanic temple.

No opening was visible!

He has closed it! cried Dr. Cairn. There are six stone doors between here and the place above! If he had succeeded in shutting one of them before we  ?

My God! whispered Sime. Let us get out! I am nearly at the end of my tether!

Fear lends wings, and it was with something like the lightness of a bird that Sime descended the shaft. At the bottom  

On to my shoulders! he cried, looking up.

Dr. Cairn lowered himself to the foot of the shaft. You go first, he said.

He was gasping, as if nearly suffocated, but retained a wonderful self-control. Once over into the Borderland, and bravery assumes a new guise; the courage which can face physical danger undaunted, melts in the fires of the unknown.

Sime, his breath whistling sibilantly between his clenched teeth, hauled himself through the low passage, with incredible speed. The two worked their way arduously, up the long slope. They saw the blue sky above them....



Something like a huge bat, said Robert Cairn, crawled out upon the first stage. We both fired

Dr. Cairn raised his hand. He lay exhausted at the foot of the mound.

He had lighted the incense, he replied, and was reciting the secret ritual. I cannot explain. But your shots were wasted. We came too late

Lady Lashmore

Until the Pyramid of Méydûm is pulled down, stone by stone, the world will never know her fate! Sime and I have looked in at the gate of hell! Only the hand of God plucked us back! Look!

He pointed to Sime. He lay, pallid, with closed eyes  and his hair was abundantly streaked with white!


CHAPTER XX

THE INCENSE

To Robert Cairn it seemed that the boat-train would never reach Charing Cross. His restlessness was appalling. He perpetually glanced from his father, with whom he shared the compartment, to the flying landscape with its vistas of hop-poles; and Dr. Cairn, although he exhibited less anxiety, was, nevertheless, strung to highest tension.

That dash from Cairo homeward had been something of a fevered dream to both men. To learn, whilst one is searching for a malign and implacable enemy in Egypt, that that enemy, having secretly returned to London, is weaving his evil spells around some we loved, the loveliest and the best, is to know the meaning of ordeal.

In pursuit of Antony Ferrara  the incarnation of an awful evil  Dr. Cairn had deserted his practice, had left England for Egypt. Now he was hurrying back again; for whilst he had sought in strange and dark places of that land of mystery for Antony Ferrara, the latter had been darkly active in London!

Again and again Robert Cairn read the letter which, surely as a royal command, had recalled them. It was from Myra Duquesne. One line in it had fallen upon them like a bomb, had altered all their plans, had shattered the one fragment of peace remaining to them.

In the eyes of Robert Cairn, the whole universe centred around Myra Duquesne; she was the one being in the world of whom he could not bear to think in conjunction with Antony Ferrara. Now he knew that Antony Ferrara was beside her, was, doubtless at this very moment, directing those Black Arts of which he was master, to the destruction of her mind and body  perhaps of her very soul.

Again he drew the worn envelope from his pocket and read that ominous sentence, which, when his eyes had first fallen upon it, had blotted out the sunlight of Egypt.

... And you will be surprised to hear that Antony is back in London ... and is a frequent visitor here. It is quite like old times....

Raising his haggard eyes, Robert Cairn saw that his father was watching him.

Keep calm, my boy, urged the doctor; it can profit us nothing, it can profit Myra nothing, for you to shatter your nerves at a time when real trials are before you. You are inviting another breakdown. Oh! I know it is hard; but for everybodys sake try to keep yourself in hand.

I am trying, sir, replied Robert hollowly.

Dr. Cairn nodded, drumming his fingers upon his knee.

We must be diplomatic, he continued. That James Saunderson proposed to return to London, I had no idea. I thought that Myra would be far outside the Black maelström in Scotland. Had I suspected that Saunderson would come to London, I should have made other arrangements.

Of course, sir, I know that. But even so we could never have foreseen this.

Dr. Cairn shook his head.

To think that whilst we have been scouring Egypt from Port Said to Assouan  he has been laughing at us in London! he said. Directly after the affair at Méydûm he must have left the country  how, Heaven only knows. That letter is three weeks old, now?

Robert Cairn nodded. What may have happened since  what may have happened!

You take too gloomy a view. James Saunderson is a Roman guardian. Even Antony Ferrara could make little headway there.

But Myra says that  Ferrara is  a frequent visitor.

And Saunderson, replied Dr. Cairn with a grim smile, is a Scotchman! Rely upon his diplomacy, Rob. Myra will be safe enough.

God grant that she is!

At that, silence fell between them, until punctually to time, the train slowed into Charing Cross. Inspired by a common anxiety, Dr. Cairn and his son were first among the passengers to pass the barrier. The car was waiting for them; and within five minutes of the arrival of the train they were whirling through Londons traffic to the house of James Saunderson.

It lay in that quaint backwater, remote from motor-bus high-ways  Dulwich Common, and was a rambling red-tiled building which at some time had been a farmhouse. As the big car pulled up at the gate, Saunderson, a large-boned Scotchman, tawny-eyed, and with his grey hair worn long and untidily, came out to meet them. Myra Duquesne stood beside him. A quick blush coloured her face momentarily; then left it pale again.

Indeed, her pallor was alarming. As Robert Cairn, leaping from the car, seized both her hands and looked into her eyes, it seemed to him that the girl had almost an ethereal appearance. Something clutched at his heart, iced his blood; for Myra Duquesne seemed a creature scarcely belonging to the world of humanity  seemed already half a spirit. The light in her sweet eyes was good to see; but her fragility, and a certain transparency of complexion, horrified him.

Yet, he knew that he must hide these fears from her; and turning to Mr. Saunderson, he shook him warmly by the hand, and the party of four passed by the low porch into the house.

In the hall-way Miss Saunderson, a typical Scottish housekeeper, stood beaming welcome; but in the very instant of greeting her, Robert Cairn stopped suddenly as if transfixed.

Dr. Cairn also pulled up just within the door, his nostrils quivering and his clear grey eyes turning right and left  searching the shadows.

Miss Saunderson detected this sudden restraint.

Is anything the matter? she asked anxiously.

Myra, standing beside Mr. Saunderson, began to look frightened. But Dr. Cairn, shaking off the incubus which had descended upon him, forced a laugh, and clapping his hand upon Roberts shoulder cried:

Wake up, my boy! I know it is good to be back in England again, but keep your day-dreaming for after lunch!

Robert Cairn forced a ghostly smile in return, and the odd incident promised soon to be forgotten.

How good of you, said Myra as the party entered the dining-room, to come right from the station to see us. And you must be expected in Half-Moon Street, Dr. Cairn?

Of course we came to see you first, replied Robert Cairn significantly.

Myra lowered her face and pursued that subject no further.

No mention was made of Antony Ferrara, and neither Dr. Cairn nor his son cared to broach the subject. The lunch passed off, then, without any reference to the very matter which had brought them there that day.

It was not until nearly an hour later that Dr. Cairn and his son found themselves alone for a moment. Then, with a furtive glance about him, the doctor spoke of that which had occupied his mind, to the exclusion of all else, since first they had entered the house of James Saunderson.

You noticed it, Rob? he whispered.

My God! it nearly choked me!

Dr. Cairn nodded grimly.

It is all over the house, he continued, in every room that I have entered. They are used to it, and evidently do not notice it, but coming in from the clean air, it is

Abominable, unclean  unholy!

We know it, continued Dr. Cairn softly that smell of unholiness; we have good reason to know it. It heralded the death of Sir Michael Ferrara. It heralded the death of  another.

With a just God in heaven, can such things be?

It is the secret incense of Ancient Egypt, whispered Dr. Cairn, glancing towards the open door; it is the odour of that Black Magic which, by all natural law, should be buried and lost for ever in the tombs of the ancient wizards. Only two living men within my knowledge know the use and the hidden meaning of that perfume; only one living man has ever dared to make it  to use it....

Antony Ferrara

We knew he was here, boy; now we know that he is using his powers here. Something tells me that we come to the end of the fight. May victory be with the just.


CHAPTER XXI

THE MAGICIAN

Half-Moon Street was bathed in tropical sunlight. Dr. Cairn, with his hands behind him, stood looking out of the window. He turned to his son, who leant against a corner of the bookcase in the shadows of the big room.

Hot enough for Egypt, Rob, he said.

Robert Cairn nodded.

Antony Ferrara, he replied, seemingly travels his own atmosphere with him. I first became acquainted with his hellish activities during a phenomenal thunderstorm. In Egypt his movements apparently corresponded with those of the Khamsîn. Now,  he waved his hand vaguely towards the window this is Egypt in London.

Egypt is in London, indeed, muttered Dr. Cairn. Jermyn has decided that our fears are well-founded.

You mean, sir, that the will  ?

Antony Ferrara would have an almost unassailable case in the event of  of Myra

You mean that her share of the legacy would fall to that fiend, if she

If she died? Exactly.

Robert Cairn began to stride up and down the room, clenching and unclenching his fists. He was a shadow of his former self, but now his cheeks were flushed and his eyes feverishly bright.

Before Heaven! he cried suddenly, the situation is becoming unbearable. A thing more deadly than the Plague is abroad here in London. Apart from the personal aspect of the matter  of which I dare not think!  what do we know of Ferraras activities? His record is damnable. To our certain knowledge his victims are many. If the murder of his adoptive father, Sir Michael, was actually the first of his crimes, we know of three other poor souls who beyond any shadow of doubt were launched into eternity by the Black Arts of this ghastly villain

We do, Rob, replied Dr. Cairn sternly.

He has made attempts upon you; he has made attempts upon me. We owe our survival  he pointed to a row of books upon a corner shelf to the knowledge which you have accumulated in half a life-time of research. In the face of science, in the face of modern scepticism, in the face of our belief in a benign God, this creature, Antony Ferrara, has proved himself conclusively to be

He is what the benighted ancients called a magician, interrupted Dr. Cairn quietly. He is what was known in the Middle Ages as a wizard. What that means, exactly, few modern thinkers know; but I know, and one day others will know. Meanwhile his shadow lies upon a certain house.

Robert Cairn shook his clenched fists in the air. In some men the gesture had seemed melodramatic; in him it was the expression of a souls agony.

But, sir! he cried are we to wait, inert, helpless? Whatever he is, he has a human body and there are bullets, there are knives, there are a hundred drugs in the British Pharmacopœia!

Quite so, answered Dr. Cairn, watching his son closely, and, by his own collected manner, endeavouring to check the others growing excitement. I am prepared at any personal risk to crush Antony Ferrara as I would crush a scorpion; but where is he?

Robert Cairn groaned, dropping into the big red-leathern armchair, and burying his face in his hands.

Our position is maddening, continued the elder man. We know that Antony Ferrara visits Mr. Saundersons house; we know that he is laughing at our vain attempts to trap him. Crowning comedy of all, Saunderson does not know the truth; he is not the type of man who could ever understand; in fact we dare not tell him  and we dare not tell Myra. The result is that those whom we would protect, unwittingly are working against us, and against themselves.

That perfume! burst out Robert Cairn; that hells incense which loads the atmosphere of Saundersons house! To think that we know what it means  that we know what it means!

Perhaps I know even better than you do, Rob. The occult uses of perfume are not understood nowadays; but you, from experience, know that certain perfumes have occult uses. At the Pyramid of Méydûm in Egypt, Antony Ferrara dared  and the just God did not strike him dead  to make a certain incense. It was often made in the remote past, and a portion of it, probably in a jar hermetically sealed, had come into his possession. I once detected its dreadful odour in his rooms in London. Had you asked me prior to that occasion if any of the hellish stuff had survived to the present day, I should most emphatically have said no; I should have been wrong. Ferrara had some. He used it all  and went to the Méydûm pyramid to renew his stock.

Robert Cairn was listening intently.

All this brings me back to a point which I have touched upon before, sir, he said: To my certain knowledge, the late Sir Michael and yourself have delved into the black mysteries of Egypt more deeply than any men of the present century. Yet Antony Ferrara, little more than a boy, has mastered secrets which you, after years of research, have failed to grasp. What does this mean, sir?

Dr. Cairn, again locking his hands behind him, stared out of the window.

He is not an ordinary mortal, continued his son. He is supernormal  and supernaturally wicked. You have admitted  indeed it was evident  that he is merely the adopted son of the late Sir Michael. Now that we have entered upon the final struggle  for I feel that this is so  I will ask you again: Who is Antony Ferrara?

Dr. Cairn spun around upon the speaker; his grey eyes were very bright.

There is one little obstacle, he answered, which has deterred me from telling you what you have asked so often. Although  and you have had dreadful opportunities to peer behind the veil  you will find it hard to believe, I hope very shortly to be able to answer that question, and to tell you who Antony Ferrara really is.

Robert Cairn beat his fist upon the arm of the chair.

I sometimes wonder, he said, that either of us has remained sane. Oh! what does it mean? What can we do? What can we do?

We must watch, Rob. To enlist the services of Saunderson, would be almost impossible; he lives in his orchid houses; they are his world. In matters of ordinary life I can trust him above most men, but in this

He shrugged his shoulders.

Could we suggest to him a reason  any reason but the real one  why he should refuse to receive Ferrara?

It might destroy our last chance.

But sir, cried Robert wildly, it amounts to this: we are using Myra as a lure!

In order to save her, Rob  simply in order to save her, retorted Dr. Cairn sternly.

How ill she looks, groaned the other; how pale and worn. There are great shadows under her eyes  oh! I cannot bear to think about her!

When was he last there?

Apparently some ten days ago. You may depend upon him to be aware of our return! He will not come there again, sir. But there are other ways in which he might reach her  does he not command a whole shadow army! And Mr. Saunderson is entirely unsuspicious  and Myra thinks of the fiend as a brother! Yet  she has never once spoken of him. I wonder....

Dr. Cairn sat deep in reflection. Suddenly he took out his watch.

Go around now, he said you will be in time for lunch  and remain there until I come. From to-day onward, although actually your health does not permit of the strain, we must watch, watch night and day.


CHAPTER XXII

MYRA

Myra Duquesne came under an arch of roses to the wooden seat where Robert Cairn awaited her. In her plain white linen frock, with the sun in her hair and her eyes looking unnaturally large, owing to the pallor of her beautiful face, she seemed to the man who rose to greet her an ethereal creature, but lightly linked to the flesh and blood world.

An impulse, which had possessed him often enough before, but which hitherto he had suppressed, suddenly possessed him anew, set his heart beating, and filled his veins with fire. As a soft blush spread over the girls pale cheeks, and, with a sort of timidity, she held out her hand, he leapt to his feet, threw his arms around her, and kissed her; kissed her eyes, her hair, her lips!

There was a moment of frightened hesitancy ... and then she had resigned herself to this sort of savage tenderness which was better in its very brutality than any caress she had ever known, which thrilled her with a glorious joy such as, she realised now, she had dreamt of and lacked, and wanted; which was a harbourage to which she came, blushing, confused  but glad, conquered, and happy in the thrall of that exquisite slavery.

Myra, he whispered, Myra! have I frightened you? Will you forgive me?

She nodded her head quickly and nestled upon his shoulder.

I could wait no longer, he murmured in her ear. Words seemed unnecessary; I just wanted you; you are everything in the world; and,  he concluded simply I took you.

She whispered his name, very softly. What a serenity there is in such a moment, what a glow of secure happiness, of immunity from the pains and sorrows of the world!

Robert Cairn, his arms about this girl, who, from his early boyhood, had been his ideal of womanhood, of love, and of all that love meant, forgot those things which had shaken his life and brought him to the threshold of death, forgot those evidences of illness which marred the once glorious beauty of the girl, forgot the black menace of the future, forgot the wizard enemy whose hand was stretched over that house and that garden  and was merely happy.

But this paroxysm of gladness  which Eliphas Lévi, last of the Adepts, has so marvellously analysed in one of his works  is of short duration, as are all joys. It is needless to recount, here, the broken sentences (punctuated with those first kisses which sweeten the memory of old age) that now passed for conversation, and which lovers have believed to be conversation since the world began. As dusk creeps over a glorious landscape, so the shadow of Antony Ferrara crept over the happiness of these two.

Gradually that shadow fell between them and the sun; the grim thing which loomed big in the lives of them both, refused any longer to be ignored. Robert Cairn, his arm about the girls waist, broached the hated subject.

When did you last see  Ferrara?

Myra looked up suddenly.

Over a week  nearly a fortnight, ago

Ah!

Cairn noted that the girl spoke of Ferrara with an odd sort of restraint for which he was at a loss to account. Myra had always regarded her guardians adopted son in the light of a brother; therefore her present attitude was all the more singular.

You did not expect him to return to England so soon? he asked.

I had no idea that he was in England, said Myra, until he walked in here one day. I was glad to see him  then.

And should you not be glad to see him now? inquired Cairn eagerly.

Myra, her head lowered, deliberately pressed out a crease in her white skirt.

One day, last week, she replied slowly, he  came here, and  acted strangely

In what way? jerked Cairn.

He pointed out to me that actually we  he and I  were in no way related.

Well?

You know how I have always liked Antony? I have always thought of him as my brother.

Again she hesitated, and a troubled expression crept over her pale face. Cairn raised his arm and clasped it about her shoulders.

Tell me all about it, he whispered reassuringly.

Well, continued Myra in evident confusion, his behaviour became  embarrassing; and suddenly  he asked me if I could ever love him, not as a brother, but

I understand! said Cairn grimly. And you replied?

For some time I could not reply at all: I was so surprised, and so  horrified. I cannot explain how I felt about it, but it seemed horrible  it seemed horrible!

But of course, you told him?

I told him that I could never be fond of him in any different way  that I could never think of it. And although I endeavoured to avoid hurting his feelings, he  took it very badly. He said, in such a queer, choking voice, that he was going away

Away!  from England?

Yes; and  he made a strange request.

What was it?

In the circumstances  you see  I felt sorry for him  I did not like to refuse him; it was only a trifling thing. He asked for a lock of my hair!

A lock of your hair! And you

I told you that I did not like to refuse  and I let him snip off a tiny piece, with a pair of pocket scissors which he had. Are you angry?

Of course not! You  were almost brought up together. You  ?

Then she paused he seemed to change. Suddenly, I found myself afraid  dreadfully afraid

Of Ferrara?

Not of Antony, exactly. But what is the good of my trying to explain! A most awful dread seized me. His face was no longer the face that I have always known; something

Her voice trembled, and she seemed disposed to leave the sentence unfinished; then:

Something evil  sinister, had come into it.

And since then, said Cairn, you have not seen him?

He has not been here since then  no.

Cairn, his hands resting upon the girls shoulders, leant back in the seat, and looked into her troubled eyes with a kind of sad scrutiny.

You have not been fretting about him?

Myra shook her head.

Yet you look as though something were troubling you. This house  he indicated the low-lying garden with a certain irritation is not healthily situated. This place lies in a valley; look at the rank grass  and there are mosquitoes everywhere. You do not look well, Myra.

The girl smiled  a little wistful smile.

But I was so tired of Scotland, she said. You do not know how I looked forward to London again. I must admit, though, that I was in better health there; I was quite ashamed of my dairy-maid appearance.

You have nothing to amuse you here, said Cairn tenderly; no company, for Mr. Saunderson only lives for his orchids.

They are very fascinating, said Myra dreamily, I, too, have felt their glamour. I am the only member of the household whom he allows amongst his orchids

Perhaps you spend too much time there, interrupted Cairn; that superheated, artificial atmosphere

Myra shook her head playfully, patting his arm.

There is nothing in the world the matter with me, she said, almost in her old bright manner now that you are back

I do not approve of orchids, jerked Cairn doggedly. They are parodies of what a flower should be. Place an Odontoglossum beside a rose, and what a distorted unholy thing it looks!

Unholy? laughed Myra.

Unholy,  yes!  they are products of feverish swamps and deathly jungles. I hate orchids. The atmosphere of an orchid-house cannot possibly be clean and healthy. One might as well spend ones time in a bacteriological laboratory!

Myra shook her head with affected seriousness.

You must not let Mr. Saunderson hear you, she said. His orchids are his children. Their very mystery enthrals him  and really it is most fascinating. To look at one of those shapeless bulbs, and to speculate upon what kind of bloom it will produce, is almost as thrilling as reading a sensational novel! He has one growing now  it will bloom some time this week  about which he is frantically excited.

Where did he get it? asked Cairn without interest.

He bought it from a man who had almost certainly stolen it! There were six bulbs in the parcel; only two have lived and one of these is much more advanced than the other; it is so high

She held out her hand, indicating a height of some three feet from the ground.

It has not flowered yet?

No. But the buds  huge, smooth, egg-shaped things  seem on the point of bursting at any moment. We call it the Mystery, and it is my special care. Mr. Saunderson has shown me how to attend to its simple needs, and if it proves to be a new species  which is almost certain  he is going to exhibit it, and name it after me! Shall you be proud of having an orchid named after

After my wife? Cairn concluded, seizing her hands. I could never be more proud of you than I am already....


CHAPTER XXIII

THE FACE IN THE ORCHID-HOUSE

Dr. Cairn walked to the window, with its old-fashioned leaded panes. A lamp stood by the bedside, and he had tilted the shade so that it shone upon the pale face of the patient  Myra Duquesne.

Two days had wrought a dreadful change in her. She lay with closed eyes, and sunken face upon which ominous shadows played. Her respiration was imperceptible. The reputation of Dr. Bruce Cairn was a well deserved one, but this case puzzled him. He knew that Myra Duquesne was dying before his eyes; he could still see the agonised face of his son, Robert, who at that moment was waiting, filled with intolerable suspense, downstairs in Mr. Saundersons study; but, withal, he was helpless. He looked out from the rose-entwined casement across the shrubbery, to where the moonlight glittered among the trees.

Those were the orchid-houses; and with his back to the bed, Dr. Cairn stood for long, thoughtfully watching the distant gleams of reflected light. Craig Fenton and Sir Elwin Groves, with whom he had been consulting, were but just gone. The nature of Myra Duquesnes illness had utterly puzzled them, and they had left, mystified.

Downstairs, Robert Cairn was pacing the study, wondering if his reason would survive this final blow which threatened. He knew, and his father knew, that a sinister something underlay this strange illness  an illness which had commenced on the day that Antony Ferrara had last visited the house.

The evening was insufferably hot; not a breeze stirred in the leaves; and despite open windows, the air of the room was heavy and lifeless. A faint perfume, having a sort of sweetness, but which yet was unutterably revolting, made itself perceptible to the nostrils. Apparently it had pervaded the house by slow degrees. The occupants were so used to it that they did not notice it at all.

Dr. Cairn had busied himself that evening in the sick-room, burning some pungent preparation, to the amazement of the nurse and of the consultants. Now the biting fumes of his pastilles had all been wafted out of the window and the faint sweet smell was as noticeable as ever.

Not a sound broke the silence of the house; and when the nurse quietly opened the door and entered, Dr. Cairn was still standing staring thoughtfully out of the window in the direction of the orchid-houses. He turned, and walking back to the bedside, bent over the patient.

Her face was like a white mask; she was quite unconscious; and so far as he could see showed no change either for better or worse. But her pulse was slightly more feeble and the doctor suppressed a groan of despair; for this mysterious progressive weakness could only have one end. All his experience told him that unless something could be done  and every expedient thus far attempted had proved futile  Myra Duquesne would die about dawn.

He turned on his heel, and strode from the room, whispering a few words of instruction to the nurse. Descending the stairs, he passed the closed study door, not daring to think of his son who waited within, and entered the dining-room. A single lamp burnt there, and the gaunt figure of Mr. Saunderson was outlined dimly where he sat in the window seat. Crombie, the gardener, stood by the table.

Now, Crombie, said Dr. Cairn, quietly, closing the door behind him, what is this story about the orchid-houses, and why did you not mention it before?

The man stared persistently into the shadows of the room, avoiding Dr. Cairns glance.

Since he has had the courage to own up, interrupted Mr. Saunderson, I have overlooked the matter: but he was afraid to speak before, because he had no business to be in the orchid-houses. His voice grew suddenly fierce He knows it well enough!

I know, sir, that you dont want me to interfere with the orchids, replied the man, but I only ventured in because I thought I saw a light moving there

Rubbish! snapped Mr. Saunderson.

Pardon me, Saunderson, said Dr. Cairn, but a matter of more importance than the welfare of all the orchids in the world is under consideration now.

Saunderson coughed dryly.

You are right, Cairn, he said. I shouldnt have lost my temper for such a trifle, at a time like this. Tell your own tale, Crombie; I wont interrupt.

It was last night then, continued the man. I was standing at the door of my cottage smoking a pipe before turning in, when I saw a faint light moving over by the orchid-houses

Reflection of the moon, muttered Saunderson. I am sorry. Go on, Crombie!

I knew that some of the orchids were very valuable, and I thought there would not be time to call you; also I did not want to worry you, knowing you had worry enough already. So I knocked out my pipe and put it in my pocket, and went through the shrubbery. I saw the light again  it seemed to be moving from the first house into the second. I couldnt see what it was.

Was it like a candle, or a pocket-lamp? jerked Dr. Cairn.

Nothing like that, sir; a softer light, more like a glow-worm; but much brighter. I went around and tried the door, and it was locked. Then I remembered the door at the other end, and I cut round by the path between the houses and the wall, so that I had no chance to see the light again, until I got to the other door. I found this unlocked. There was a close kind of smell in there, sir, and the air was very hot

Naturally, it was hot, interrupted Saunderson.

I mean much hotter than it should have been. It was like an oven, and the smell was stifling

What smell? asked Dr. Cairn. Can you describe it?

Excuse me, sir, but I seem to notice it here in this room to-night, and I think I noticed it about the place before  never so strong as in the orchid-houses.

Go on! said Dr. Cairn.

I went through the first house, and saw nothing. The shadow of the wall prevented the moonlight from shining in there. But just as I was about to enter the middle house, I thought I saw  a face.

What do you mean you thought you saw? snapped Mr. Saunderson.

I mean, sir, that it was so horrible and so strange that I could not believe it was real  which is one of the reasons why I did not speak before. It reminded me of the face of a gentleman I have seen here  Mr. Ferrara

Dr. Cairn stifled an exclamation.

But in other ways it was quite unlike the gentleman. In some ways it was more like the face of a woman  a very bad woman. It had a sort of bluish light on it, but where it could have come from, I dont know. It seemed to be smiling, and two bright eyes looked straight out at me.

Crombie stopped, raising his hand to his head confusedly.

I could see nothing but just this face  low down as if the person it belonged to was crouching on the floor; and there was a tall plant of some kind just beside it

Well, said Dr. Cairn, go on! What did you do?

I turned to run! confessed the man. If you had seen that horrible face, you would understand how frightened I was. Then when I got to the door, I looked back.

I hope you had closed the door behind you, snapped Saunderson.

Never mind that, never mind that! interrupted Dr. Cairn.

I had closed the door behind me  yes, sir  but just as I was going to open it again, I took a quick glance back, and the face had gone! I came out, and I was walking over the lawn, wondering whether I should tell you, when it occurred to me that I hadnt noticed whether the key had been left in or not.

Did you go back to see? asked Dr. Cairn.

I didnt want to, admitted Crombie, but I did  and

Well?

The door was locked, sir!

So you concluded that your imagination had been playing you tricks, said Saunderson grimly. In my opinion you were right.

Dr. Cairn dropped into an armchair.

All right, Crombie; that will do.

Crombie, with a mumbled Good-night, gentlemen, turned and left the room.

Why are you worrying about this matter, inquired Saunderson, when the door had closed, at a time like the present?

Never mind, replied Dr. Cairn wearily. I must return to Half-Moon Street, now, but I shall be back within an hour.

With no other word to Saunderson, he stood up and walked out to the hall. He rapped at the study door, and it was instantly opened by Robert Cairn. No spoken word was necessary; the burning question could be read in his too-bright eyes. Dr. Cairn laid his hand upon his sons shoulder.

I wont excite false hopes, Rob, he said huskily. I am going back to the house, and I want you to come with me.

Robert Cairn turned his head aside, groaning aloud, but his father grasped him by the arm, and together they left that house of shadows, entered the car which waited at the gate, and without exchanging a word en route, came to Half-Moon Street.


CHAPTER XXIV

FLOWERING OF THE LOTUS

Dr. Cairn led the way into the library, switching on the reading-lamp upon the large table. His son stood just within the doorway, his arms folded and his chin upon his breast.

The doctor sat down at the table, watching the other.

Suddenly Robert spoke:

Is it possible, sir, is it possible his voice was barely audible that her illness can in any way be due to the orchids?

Dr. Cairn frowned thoughtfully.

What do you mean, exactly? he asked.

Orchids are mysterious things. They come from places where there are strange and dreadful diseases. Is it not possible that they may convey

Some sort of contagion? concluded Dr. Cairn. It is a point that I have seen raised, certainly. But nothing of the sort has ever been established. I have heard something, to-night, though, which

What have you heard, sir? asked his son eagerly, stepping forward to the table.

Never mind at the moment, Rob; let me think.

He rested his elbow upon the table, and his chin in his hand. His professional instincts had told him that unless something could be done  something which the highest medical skill in London had thus far been unable to devise  Myra Duquesne had but four hours to live. Somewhere in his mind a memory lurked, evasive, taunting him. This wild suggestion of his sons, that the girls illness might be due in some way to her contact with the orchids, was in part responsible for this confused memory, but it seemed to be associated, too, with the story of Crombie the gardener  and with Antony Ferrara. He felt that somewhere in the darkness surrounding him there was a speck of light, if he could but turn in the right direction to see it. So, whilst Robert Cairn walked restlessly about the big room, the doctor sat with his chin resting in the palm of his hand, seeking to concentrate his mind upon that vague memory, which defied him, whilst the hand of the library clock crept from twelve towards one; whilst he knew that the faint life in Myra Duquesne was slowly ebbing away in response to some mysterious condition, utterly outside his experience.

Distant clocks chimed One! Three hours only!

Robert Cairn began to beat his fist into the palm of his left hand convulsively. Yet his father did not stir, but sat there, a black-shadowed wrinkle between his brows....

By God!

The doctor sprang to his feet, and with feverish haste began to fumble amongst a bunch of keys.

What is it, sir! What is it?

The doctor unlocked the drawer of the big table, and drew out a thick manuscript written in small and exquisitely neat characters. He placed it under the lamp, and rapidly began to turn the pages.

It is hope, Rob! he said with quiet self-possession.

Robert Cairn came round the table, and leant over his fathers shoulder.

Sir Michael Ferraras writing!

His unpublished book, Rob. We were to have completed it, together, but death claimed him, and in view of the contents, I  perhaps superstitiously  decided to suppress it.... Ah!

He placed the point of his finger upon a carefully drawn sketch, designed to illustrate the text. It was evidently a careful copy from the Ancient Egyptian. It represented a row of priestesses, each having her hair plaited in a thick queue, standing before a priest armed with a pair of scissors. In the centre of the drawing was an altar, upon which stood vases of flowers; and upon the right ranked a row of mummies, corresponding in number with the priestesses upon the left.

By God! repeated Dr. Cairn, we were both wrong, we were both wrong!

What do you mean, sir? for Heavens sake, what do you mean?

This drawing, replied Dr. Cairn, was copied from the wall of a certain tomb  now reclosed. Since we knew that the tomb was that of one of the greatest wizards who ever lived in Egypt, we knew also that the inscription had some magical significance. We knew that the flowers represented here, were a species of the extinct sacred Lotus. All our researches did not avail us to discover for what purpose or by what means these flowers were cultivated. Nor could we determine the meaning of the cutting off,  he ran his fingers over the sketch of the priestesses hair by the high priest of the goddess

What goddess, sir?

A goddess, Rob, of which Egyptology knows nothing!  a mystical religion the existence of which has been vaguely suspected by a living French savant ... but this is no time

Dr. Cairn closed the manuscript, replaced it and relocked the drawer. He glanced at the clock.

A quarter past one, he said. Come, Rob!

Without hesitation, his son followed him from the house. The car was waiting, and shortly they were speeding through the deserted streets, back to the house where death in a strange guise was beckoning to Myra Duquesne. As the car started  

Do you know, asked Dr. Cairn, if Saunderson has bought any orchids  quite recently, I mean?

Yes, replied his son dully; he bought a small parcel only a fortnight ago.

A fortnight! cried Dr. Cairn excitedly you are sure of that? You mean that the purchase was made since Ferrara

Ceased to visit the house? Yes. Why!  it must have been the very day after!

Dr. Cairn clearly was labouring under tremendous excitement.

Where did he buy these orchids? he asked, evenly.

From someone who came to the house  someone he had never dealt with before.

The doctor, his hands resting upon his knees, was rapidly drumming with his fingers.

And  did he cultivate them?

Two only proved successful. One is on the point of blooming  if it is not blooming already. He calls it the Mystery.

At that, the doctors excitement overcame him. Suddenly leaning out of the window, he shouted to the chauffeur:

Quicker! Quicker! Never mind risks. Keep on top speed!

What is it, sir? cried his son. Heavens! what is it?

Did you say that it might have bloomed, Rob?

Myra  Robert Cairn swallowed noisily told me three days ago that it was expected to bloom before the end of the week.

What is it like?

A thing four feet high, with huge egg-shaped buds.

Merciful God grant that we are in time, whispered Dr. Cairn. I could believe once more in the justice of Heaven, if the great knowledge of Sir Michael Ferrara should prove to be the weapon to destroy the fiend whom we raised!  he and I  may we be forgiven!

Robert Cairns excitement was dreadful.

Can you tell me nothing? he cried. What do you hope? What do you fear?

Dont ask me, Rob, replied his father; you will know within five minutes.

The car indeed was leaping along the dark suburban roads at a speed little below that of an express train. Corners the chauffeur negotiated in racing fashion, so that at times two wheels thrashed the empty air; and once or twice the big car swung round as upon a pivot only to recover again in response to the skilled tactics of the driver.

They roared down the sloping narrow lane to the gate of Mr. Saundersons house with a noise like the coming of a great storm, and were nearly hurled from their seats when the brakes were applied, and the car brought to a standstill.

Dr. Cairn leapt out, pushed open the gate and ran up to the house, his son closely following. There was a light in the hall and Miss Saunderson who had expected them, and had heard their stormy approach, already held the door open. In the hall  

Wait here one moment, said Dr. Cairn.

Ignoring Saunderson, who had come out from the library, he ran upstairs. A minute later, his face very pale, he came running down again.

She is worse? began Saunderson, but

Give me the key of the orchid-house! said Dr. Cairn tersely.

Orchid-house!

Dont hesitate. Dont waste a second. Give me the key.

Saundersons expression showed that he thought Dr. Cairn to be mad, but nevertheless he plunged his hand into his pocket and pulled out a key-ring. Dr. Cairn snatched it in a flash.

Which key? he snapped.

The Chubb, but

Follow me, Rob!

Down the hall he raced, his son beside him, and Mr. Saunderson following more slowly. Out into the garden he went and over the lawn towards the shrubbery.

The orchid-houses lay in dense shadow; but the doctor almost threw himself against the door.

Strike a match! he panted. Then Never mind  I have it!

The door flew open with a bang. A sickly perfume swept out to them.

Matches! matches, Rob! this way!

They went stumbling in. Robert Cairn took out a box of matches  and struck one. His father was further along, in the centre building.

Your knife, boy  quick! quick!

As the dim light crept along the aisle between the orchids, Robert Cairn saw his fathers horror-stricken face ... and saw a vivid green plant growing in a sort of tub, before which the doctor stood. Four huge, smooth, egg-shaped buds grew upon the leafless stems; two of them were on the point of opening, and one already showed a delicious, rosy flush about its apex.

Dr. Cairn grasped the knife which Robert tremblingly offered him. The match went out. There was a sound of hacking, a soft swishing, and a dull thud upon the tiled floor.

As another match fluttered into brief life, the mysterious orchid, severed just above the soil, fell from the tub. Dr. Cairn stamped the swelling buds under his feet. A profusion of colourless sap was pouring out upon the floor.

Above the intoxicating odour of the place, a smell like that of blood made itself perceptible.

The second match went out.

Another

Dr. Cairns voice rose barely above a whisper. With fingers quivering, Robert Cairn managed to light a third match. His father, from a second tub, tore out a smaller plant and ground its soft tentacles beneath his feet. The place smelt like an operating theatre. The doctor swayed dizzily as the third match became extinguished, clutching at his son for support.

Her life was in it, boy! he whispered. She would have died in the hour that it bloomed! The priestesses  were consecrated to this.... Let me get into the air

Mr. Saunderson, silent with amazement, met them.

Dont speak, said Dr. Cairn to him. Look at the dead stems of your Mystery. You will find a thread of bright hair in the heart of each!...



Dr. Cairn opened the door of the sick-room and beckoned to his son, who, haggard, trembling, waited upon the landing.

Come in, boy, he said softly and thank God!

Robert Cairn, on tiptoe, entered. Myra Duquesne, pathetically pale but with that dreadful, ominous shadow gone from her face, turned her wistful eyes towards the door; and their wistfulness became gladness.

Rob! she sighed  and stretched out her arms.


CHAPTER XXV

CAIRN MEETS FERRARA

Not the least of the trials which Robert Cairn experienced during the time that he and his father were warring with their supernaturally equipped opponent was that of preserving silence upon this matter which loomed so large in his mind, and which already had changed the course of his life.

Sometimes he met men who knew Ferrara, but who knew him only as a man about town of somewhat evil reputation. Yet even to these he dared not confide what he knew of the true Ferrara; undoubtedly they would have deemed him mad had he spoken of the knowledge and of the deeds of this uncanny, this fiendish being. How would they have listened to him had he sought to tell them of the den of spiders in Port Said; of the bats of Méydûm; of the secret incense and of how it was made; of the numberless murders and atrocities, wrought by means not human, which stood to the account of this adopted son of the late Sir Michael Ferrara?

So, excepting his father, he had no confidant; for above all it was necessary to keep the truth from Myra Duquesne  from Myra around whom his world circled, but who yet thought of the dreadful being who wielded the sorcery of forgotten ages, as a brother. Whilst Myra lay ill  not yet recovered from the ghastly attack made upon her life by the man whom she trusted  whilst, having plentiful evidence of his presence in London, Dr. Cairn and himself vainly sought for Antony Ferrara; whilst any night might bring some unholy visitant to his rooms, obedient to the will of this modern wizard; whilst these fears, anxieties, doubts, and surmises danced, impish, through his brain, it was all but impossible to pursue with success, his vocation of journalism. Yet for many reasons it was necessary that he should do so, and so he was employed upon a series of articles which were the outcome of his recent visit to Egypt  his editor having given him that work as being less exacting than that which properly falls to the lot of the Fleet Street copy-hunter.

He left his rooms about three oclock in the afternoon, in order to seek, in the British Museum library, a reference which he lacked. The day was an exceedingly warm one, and he derived some little satisfaction from the fact that, at his present work, he was not called upon to endue the armour of respectability. Pipe in mouth, he made his way across the Strand towards Bloomsbury.

As he walked up the steps, crossed the hall-way, and passed in beneath the dome of the reading-room, he wondered if, amid those mountains of erudition surrounding him, there was any wisdom so strange, and so awful, as that of Antony Ferrara.

He soon found the information for which he was looking, and having copied it into his notebook, he left the reading-room. Then, as he was recrossing the hall near the foot of the principal staircase, he paused. He found himself possessed by a sudden desire to visit the Egyptian Rooms, upstairs. He had several times inspected the exhibits in those apartments, but never since his return from the land to whose ancient civilisation they bore witness.

Cairn was not pressed for time in these days, therefore he turned and passed slowly up the stairs.

There were but few visitors to the grove of mummies that afternoon. When he entered the first room he found a small group of tourists passing idly from case to case; but on entering the second, he saw that he had the apartment to himself. He remembered that his father had mentioned on one occasion that there was a ring in this room which had belonged to the Witch-Queen. Robert Cairn wondered in which of the cases it was exhibited, and by what means he should be enabled to recognise it.

Bending over a case containing scarabs and other amulets, many set in rings, he began to read the inscriptions upon the little tickets placed beneath some of them; but none answered to the description, neither the ticketed nor the unticketed. A second case he examined with like results. But on passing to a third, in an angle near the door, his gaze immediately lighted upon a gold ring set with a strange green stone, engraved in a peculiar way. It bore no ticket, yet as Robert Cairn eagerly bent over it, he knew, beyond the possibility of doubt, that this was the ring of the Witch-Queen.

Where had he seen it, or its duplicate?

With his eyes fixed upon the gleaming stone, he sought to remember. That he had seen this ring before, or one exactly like it, he knew, but strangely enough he was unable to determine where and upon what occasion. So, his hands resting upon the case, he leant, peering down at the singular gem. And as he stood thus, frowning in the effort of recollection, a dull white hand, having long tapered fingers, glided across the glass until it rested directly beneath his eyes. Upon one of the slim fingers was an exact replica of the ring in the case!

Robert Cairn leapt back with a stifled exclamation.

Antony Ferrara stood before him!

The Museum ring is a copy, dear Cairn, came the huskily musical, hateful voice; the one upon my finger is the real one.

Cairn realised in his own person, the literal meaning of the overworked phrase, frozen with amazement. Before him stood the most dangerous man in Europe; a man who had done murder and worse; a man only in name, a demon in nature. His long black eyes half-closed, his perfectly chiselled ivory face expressionless, and his blood-red lips parted in a mirthless smile, Antony Ferrara watched Cairn  Cairn whom he had sought to murder by means of hellish art.

Despite the heat of the day, he wore a heavy overcoat, lined with white fox fur. In his right hand  for his left still rested upon the case  he held a soft hat. With an easy nonchalance, he stood regarding the man who had sworn to kill him, and the latter made no move, uttered no word. Stark amazement held him inert.

I knew that you were in the Museum, Cairn, Ferrara continued, still having his basilisk eyes fixed upon the other from beneath the drooping lids, and I called to you to join me here.

Still Cairn did not move, did not speak.

You have acted very harshly towards me in the past, dear Cairn; but because my philosophy consists in an admirable blending of that practised in Sybaris with that advocated by the excellent Zeno; because whilst I am prepared to make my home in a Diogenes tub, I, nevertheless, can enjoy the fragrance of a rose, the flavour of a peach

The husky voice seemed to be hypnotising Cairn; it was a sirens voice, thralling him.

Because, continued Ferrara evenly, in common with all humanity I am compound of man and woman, I can resent the enmity which drives me from shore to shore, but being myself a connoisseur of the red lips and laughing eyes of maidenhood  I am thinking, more particularly of Myra  I can forgive you, dear Cairn

Then Cairn recovered himself.

You white-faced cur! he snarled through clenched teeth; his knuckles whitened as he stepped around the case. You dare to stand there mocking me

Ferrara again placed the case between himself and his enemy.

Pause, my dear Cairn, he said, without emotion. What would you do? Be discreet, dear Cairn; reflect that I have only to call an attendant in order to have you pitched ignominiously into the street.

Before God! I will throttle the life from you! said Cairn, in a voice savagely hoarse.

He sprang again towards Ferrara. Again the latter dodged around the case with an agility which defied the heavier man.

Your temperament is so painfully Celtic, Cairn, he protested mockingly. I perceive quite clearly that you will not discuss this matter judicially. Must I then call for the attendant?

Cairn clenched his fists convulsively. Through all the tumult of his rage, the fact had penetrated  that he was helpless. He could not attack Ferrara in that place; he could not detain him against his will. For Ferrara had only to claim official protection to bring about the complete discomfiture of his assailant. Across the case containing the duplicate ring, he glared at this incarnate fiend, whom the law, which he had secretly outraged, now served to protect. Ferrara spoke again in his huskily musical voice.

I regret that you will not be reasonable, Cairn. There is so much that I should like to say to you; there are so many things of interest which I could tell you. Do you know in some respects I am peculiarly gifted, Cairn? At times I can recollect, quite distinctly, particulars of former incarnations. Do you see that priestess lying there, just through the doorway? I can quite distinctly remember having met her when she was a girl; she was beautiful, Cairn. And I can even recall how, one night beside the Nile  but I see that you are growing impatient! If you will not avail yourself of this opportunity, I must bid you good-day

He turned and walked towards the door. Cairn leapt after him; but Ferrara, suddenly beginning to run, reached the end of the Egyptian Room and darted out on to the landing, before his pursuer had time to realise what he was about.

At the moment that Ferrara turned the corner ahead of him, Cairn saw something drop. Coming to the end of the room, he stooped and picked up this object, which was a plaited silk cord about three feet in length. He did not pause to examine it more closely, but thrust it into his pocket and raced down the steps after the retreating figure of Ferrara. At the foot, a constable held out his arm, detaining him. Cairn stopped in surprise.

I must ask you for your name and address, said the constable, gruffly.

For Heavens sake! what for?

A gentleman has complained

My good man! exclaimed Cairn, and proffered his card it is  it is a practical joke on his part. I know him well

The constable looked at the card and from the card, suspiciously, back to Cairn. Apparently the appearance of the latter reassured him  or he may have formed a better opinion of Cairn, from the fact that half-a-crown had quickly changed hands.

All right, sir, he said, it is no affair of mine; he did not charge you with anything  he only asked me to prevent you from following him.

Quite so, snapped Cairn irritably, and dashed off along the gallery in the hope of overtaking Ferrara.

But, as he had feared, Ferrara had made good use of his ruse to escape. He was nowhere to be seen; and Cairn was left to wonder with what object he had risked the encounter in the Egyptian Room  for that it had been deliberate, and not accidental, he quite clearly perceived.

He walked down the steps of the Museum, deep in reflection. The thought that he and his father for months had been seeking the fiend Ferrara, that they were sworn to kill him as they would kill a mad dog; and that he, Robert Cairn, had stood face to face with Ferrara, had spoken with him; and had let him go free, unscathed, was maddening. Yet, in the circumstances, how could he have acted otherwise?

With no recollection of having traversed the intervening streets, he found himself walking under the archway leading to the court in which his chambers were situated; in the far corner, shadowed by the tall plane tree, where the worn iron railings of the steps and the small panes of glass in the solicitors window on the ground floor called up memories of Charles Dickens, he paused, filled with a sort of wonderment. It seemed strange to him that such an air of peace could prevail, anywhere, whilst Antony Ferrara lived and remained at large.

He ran up the stairs to the second landing, opened the door, and entered his chambers. He was oppressed to-day with a memory, the memory of certain gruesome happenings whereof these rooms had been the scene. Knowing the powers of Antony Ferrara he often doubted the wisdom of living there alone, but he was persuaded that to allow these fears to make headway, would be to yield a point to the enemy. Yet there were nights when he found himself sleepless, listening for sounds which had seemed to arouse him; imagining sinister whispers in his room  and imagining that he could detect the dreadful odour of the secret incense.

Seating himself by the open window, he took out from his pocket the silken cord which Ferrara had dropped in the Museum, and examined it curiously. His examination of the thing did not serve to enlighten him respecting its character. It was merely a piece of silken cord, very closely and curiously plaited. He threw it down on the table, determined to show it to Dr. Cairn at the earliest opportunity. He was conscious of a sort of repugnance; and prompted by this, he carefully washed his hands as though the cord had been some unclean thing. Then, he sat down to work, only to realise immediately, that work was impossible until he had confided in somebody his encounter with Ferrara.

Lifting the telephone receiver, he called up Dr. Cairn, but his father was not at home.

He replaced the receiver, and sat staring vaguely at his open notebook.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE IVORY HAND

For close upon an hour Robert Cairn sat at his writing-table, endeavouring to puzzle out a solution to the mystery of Ferraras motive. His reflections served only to confuse his mind.

A tangible clue lay upon the table before him  the silken cord. But it was a clue of such a nature that, whatever deductions an expert detective might have based upon it, Robert Cairn could base none. Dusk was not far off, and he knew that his nerves were not what they had been before those events which had led to his Egyptian journey. He was back in his own chamber  scene of one gruesome outrage in Ferraras unholy campaign; for darkness is the ally of crime, and it had always been in the darkness that Ferraras activities had most fearfully manifested themselves.

What was that?

Cairn ran to the window, and, leaning out, looked down into the court below. He could have sworn that a voice  a voice possessing a strange music, a husky music, wholly hateful  had called him by name. But at the moment the court was deserted, for it was already past the hour at which members of the legal fraternity desert their business premises to hasten homewards. Shadows were creeping under the quaint old archways; shadows were draping the ancient walls. And there was something in the aspect of the place which reminded him of a quadrangle at Oxford, across which, upon a certain fateful evening, he and another had watched the red light rising and falling in Antony Ferraras rooms.

Clearly his imagination was playing him tricks; and against this he knew full well that he must guard himself. The light in his rooms was growing dim, but instinctively his gaze sought out and found the mysterious silken cord amid the litter on the table. He contemplated the telephone, but since he had left a message for his father, he knew that the latter would ring him up directly he returned.

Work, he thought, should be the likeliest antidote to the poisonous thoughts which oppressed his mind, and again he seated himself at the table and opened his notes before him. The silken rope lay close to his left hand, but he did not touch it. He was about to switch on the reading lamp, for it was now too dark to write, when his mind wandered off along another channel of reflection. He found himself picturing Myra as she had looked the last time that he had seen her.

She was seated in Mr. Saundersons garden, still pale from her dreadful illness, but beautiful  more beautiful in the eyes of Robert Cairn than any other woman in the world. The breeze was blowing her rebellious curls across her eyes  eyes bright with a happiness which he loved to see.

Her cheeks were paler than they were wont to be, and the sweet lips had lost something of their firmness. She wore a short cloak, and a wide-brimmed hat, unfashionable, but becoming. No one but Myra could successfully have worn that hat, he thought.

Wrapt in such lover-like memories, he forgot that he had sat down to write  forgot that he held a pen in his hand  and that this same hand had been outstretched to ignite the lamp.

When he ultimately awoke again to the hard facts of his lonely environment, he also awoke to a singular circumstance; he made the acquaintance of a strange phenomenon.

He had been writing unconsciously!

And this was what he had written:

Robert Cairn  renounce your pursuit of me, and renounce Myra; or to-night The sentence was unfinished.

Momentarily, he stared at the words, endeavouring to persuade himself that he had written them consciously, in idle mood. But some voice within gave him the lie; so that with a suppressed groan he muttered aloud:

It has begun!

Almost as he spoke there came a sound, from the passage outside, that led him to slide his hand across the table  and to seize his revolver.

The visible presence of the little weapon reassured him; and, as a further sedative, he resorted to tobacco, filled and lighted his pipe, and leant back in the chair, blowing smoke rings towards the closed door.

He listened intently  and heard the sound again.

It was a soft hiss!

And now, he thought he could detect another noise  as of some creature dragging its body along the floor.

A lizard! he thought; and a memory of the basilisk eyes of Antony Ferrara came to him.

Both the sounds seemed to come slowly nearer and nearer  the dragging thing being evidently responsible for the hissing; until Cairn decided that the creature must be immediately outside the door.

Revolver in hand, he leapt across the room, and threw the door open.

The red carpet, to right and left, was innocent of reptiles!

Perhaps the creaking of the revolving chair, as he had prepared to quit it, had frightened the thing. With the idea before him, he systematically searched all the rooms into which it might have gone.

His search was unavailing; the mysterious reptile was not to be found.

Returning again to the study he seated himself behind the table, facing the door  which he left ajar.

Ten minutes passed in silence  only broken by the dim murmur of the distant traffic.

He had almost persuaded himself that his imagination  quickened by the atmosphere of mystery and horror wherein he had recently moved  was responsible for the hiss, when a new sound came to confute his reasoning.

The people occupying the chambers below were moving about so that their footsteps were faintly audible; but, above these dim footsteps, a rustling  vague, indefinite, demonstrated itself. As in the case of the hiss, it proceeded from the passage.

A light burnt inside the outer door, and this, as Cairn knew, must cast a shadow before any thing  or person  approaching the room.

Sssf! ssf!  came, like the rustle of light draperies.

The nervous suspense was almost unbearable. He waited.

What was creeping, slowly, cautiously, towards the open door?

Cairn toyed with the trigger of his revolver.

The arts of the West shall try conclusions with those of the East, he said.

A shadow!...

Inch upon inch it grew  creeping across the door, until it covered all the threshold visible.

Someone was about to appear.

He raised the revolver.

The shadow moved along.

Cairn saw the tail of it creep past the door, until no shadow was there!

The shadow had come  and gone ... but there was no substance!

I am going mad!

The words forced themselves to his lips. He rested his chin upon his hands and clenched his teeth grimly. Did the horrors of insanity stare him in the face!

From that recent illness in London  when his nervous system had collapsed, utterly  despite his stay in Egypt he had never fully recovered. A month will see you fit again, his father had said; but?  perhaps he had been wrong  perchance the affection had been deeper than he had suspected; and now this endless carnival of supernatural happenings had strained the weakened cells, so that he was become as a man in a delirium!

Where did reality end and phantasy begin? Was it all merely subjective?

He had read of such aberrations.

And now he sat wondering if he were the victim of a like affliction  and while he wondered he stared at the rope of silk. That was real.

Logic came to his rescue. If he had seen and heard strange things, so, too, had Sime in Egypt  so had his father, both in Egypt and in London! Inexplicable things were happening around him; and all could not be mad!

Im getting morbid again, he told himself; the tricks of our damnable Ferrara are getting on my nerves. Just what he desires and intends!

This latter reflection spurred him to new activity; and, pocketing the revolver, he switched off the light in the study and looked out of the window.

Glancing across the court, he thought that he saw a man standing below, peering upward. With his hands resting upon the window ledge, Cairn looked long and steadily.

There certainly was someone standing in the shadow of the tall plane tree  but whether man or woman he could not determine.

The unknown remaining in the same position, apparently watching, Cairn ran downstairs, and, passing out into the Court, walked rapidly across to the tree. There he paused in some surprise; there was no one visible by the tree and the whole court was quite deserted.

Must have slipped off through the archway, he concluded; and, walking back, he remounted the stair and entered his chambers again.

Feeling a renewed curiosity regarding the silken rope which had so strangely come into his possession, he sat down at the table, and mastering his distaste for the thing, took it in his hands and examined it closely by the light of the lamp.

He was seated with his back to the windows, facing the door, so that no one could possibly have entered the room unseen by him. It was as he bent down to scrutinise the curious plaiting, that he felt a sensation stealing over him, as though someone were standing very close to his chair.

Grimly determined to resist any hypnotic tricks that might be practised against him, and well assured that there could be no person actually present in the chambers, he sat back, resting his revolver on his knee. Prompted by he knew not what, he slipped the silk cord into the table drawer and turned the key upon it.

As he did so a hand crept over his shoulder  followed by a bare arm of the hue of old ivory  a womans arm!

Transfixed he sat, his eyes fastened upon the ring of dull metal, bearing a green stone inscribed with a complex figure vaguely resembling a spider, which adorned the index finger.

A faint perfume stole to his nostrils  that of the secret incense; and the ring was the ring of the Witch-Queen!

In this incredible moment he relaxed that iron control of his mind, which, alone, had saved him before. Even as he realised it, and strove to recover himself, he knew that it was too late; he knew that he was lost!



Gloom ... blackness, unrelieved by any speck of light; murmuring, subdued, all around; the murmuring of a concourse of people. The darkness was odorous with a heavy perfume.

A voice came  followed by complete silence.

Again the voice sounded, chanting sweetly.

A response followed in deep male voices.

The response was taken up all around  what time a tiny speck grew, in the gloom  and grew, until it took form; and out of the darkness, the shape of a white-robed woman appeared  high up  far away.

Wherever the ray that illumined her figure emanated from, it did not perceptibly dispel the Stygian gloom all about her. She was bathed in dazzling light, but framed in impenetrable darkness.

Her dull gold hair was encircled by a band of white metal  like silver, bearing in front a round, burnished disk, that shone like a minor sun. Above the disk projected an ornament having the shape of a spider.

The intense light picked out every detail vividly. Neck and shoulders were bare  and the gleaming ivory arms were uplifted  the long slender fingers held aloft a golden casket covered with dim figures, almost undiscernible at that distance.

A glittering zone of the same white metal confined the snowy draperies. Her bare feet peeped out from beneath the flowing robe.

Above, below, and around her was  Memphian darkness!

Silence  the perfume was stifling.... A voice, seeming to come from a great distance, cried: On your knees to the Book of Thoth! on your knees to the Wisdom Queen, who is deathless, being unborn, who is dead though living, whose beauty is for all men  that all men may die....

The whole invisible concourse took up the chant, and the light faded, until only the speck on the disk below the spider was visible.

Then that, too, vanished.



A bell was ringing furiously. Its din grew louder and louder; it became insupportable. Cairn threw out his arms and staggered up like a man intoxicated. He grasped at the table-lamp only just in time to prevent it overturning.

The ringing was that of his telephone bell. He had been unconscious, then  under some spell!

He unhooked the receiver  and heard his fathers voice.

That you, Rob? asked the doctor anxiously.

Yes, sir, replied Cairn, eagerly, and he opened the drawer and slid his hand in for the silken cord.

There is something you have to tell me?

Cairn, without preamble, plunged excitedly into an account of his meeting with Ferrara. The silk cord, he concluded, I have in my hand at the present moment, and

Hold on a moment! came Dr. Cairns voice, rather grimly.

Followed a short interval; then  

Hullo, Rob! Listen to this, from to-nights paper: A curious discovery was made by an attendant in one of the rooms, of the Indian Section of the British Museum late this evening. A case had been opened in some way, and, although it contained more valuable objects, the only item which the thief had abstracted was a Thugs strangling-cord from Kundélee (district of Nursingpore).

But, I dont understand

Ferrara meant you to find that cord, boy! Remember, he is unacquainted with your chambers and he requires a focus for his damnable forces! He knows well that you will have the thing somewhere near to you, and probably he knows something of its awful history! You are in danger! Keep a fast hold upon yourself. I shall be with you in less than half-an-hour!


CHAPTER XXVII

THE THUGS CORD

As Robert Cairn hung up the receiver and found himself cut off again from the outer world, he realised, with terror beyond his control, how in this quiet backwater, so near to the main stream, he yet was far from human companionship.

He recalled a night when, amid such a silence as this which now prevailed about him, he had been made the subject of an uncanny demonstration; how his sanity, his life, had been attacked; how he had fled from the crowding horrors which had been massed against him by his supernaturally endowed enemy.

There was something very terrifying in the quietude of the court  a quietude which to others might have spelt peace, but which, to Robert Cairn, spelled menace. That Ferraras device was aimed at his freedom, that his design was intended to lead to the detention of his enemy whilst he directed his activities in other directions, seemed plausible, if inadequate. The carefully planned incident at the Museum whereby the constable had become possessed of Cairns card; the distinct possibility that a detective might knock upon his door at any moment  with the inevitable result of his detention pending inquiries  formed a chain which had seemed complete, save that Antony Ferrara, was the schemer. For another to have compassed so much, would have been a notable victory; for Ferrara, such a victory would be trivial.

What then, did it mean? His father had told him, and the uncanny events of the evening stood evidence of Dr. Cairns wisdom. The mysterious and evil force which Antony Ferrara controlled was being focussed upon him!

Slight sounds from time to time disturbed the silence and to these he listened attentively. He longed for the arrival of his father  for the strong, calm counsel of the one man in England fitted to cope with the Hell Thing which had uprisen in their midst. That he had already been subjected to some kind of hypnotic influence, he was unable to doubt; and having once been subjected to this influence, he might at any moment (it Was a terrible reflection) fall a victim to it again.

Cairn directed all the energies of his mind to resistance; ill-defined reflection must at all costs be avoided, for the brain vaguely employed he knew to be more susceptible to attack than that directed in a well-ordered channel.

Clocks were chiming the hour  he did not know what hour, nor did he seek to learn. He felt that he was at rapier play with a skilled antagonist, and that to glance aside, however momentarily, was to lay himself open to a fatal thrust.

He had not moved from the table, so that only the reading lamp upon it was lighted, and much of the room lay in half shadow. The silken cord, coiled snake-like, was close to his left hand; the revolver was close to his right. The muffled roar of traffic  diminished, since the hour grew late  reached his ears as he sat. But nothing disturbed the stillness of the court, and nothing disturbed the stillness of the room.

The notes which he had made in the afternoon at the Museum, were still spread open before him, and he suddenly closed the book, fearful of anything calculated to distract him from the mood of tense resistance. His life, and more than his life, depended upon his successfully opposing the insidious forces which beyond doubt, invisibly surrounded that lighted table.

There is a courage which is not physical, nor is it entirely moral; a courage often lacking in the most intrepid soldier. And this was the kind of courage which Robert Cairn now called up to his aid. The occult inquirer can face, unmoved, horrors which would turn the brain of many a man who wears the V.C.; on the other hand it is questionable if the possessor of this peculiar type of bravery could face a bayonet charge. Pluck of the physical sort, Cairn had in plenty; pluck of that more subtle kind he was acquiring from growing intimacy with the terrors of the Borderland.

Whos there?

He spoke the words aloud, and the eerie sound of his own voice added a new dread to the enveloping shadows.

His revolver grasped in his hand, he stood up, but slowly and cautiously, in order that his own movements might not prevent him from hearing any repetition of that which had occasioned his alarm. And what had occasioned this alarm?

Either he was become again a victim of the strange trickery which already had borne him, though not physically, from Fleet Street to the secret temple of Méydûm, or with his material senses he had detected a soft rapping upon the door of his room.

He knew that his outer door was closed; he knew that there was no one else in his chambers; yet he had heard a sound as of knuckles beating upon the panels of the door  the closed door of the room in which he sat!

Standing upright, he turned deliberately, and faced in that direction.

The light pouring out from beneath the shade of the table-lamp scarcely touched upon the door at all. Only the edges of the lower panels were clearly perceptible; the upper part of the door was masked in greenish shadow.

Intent, tensely strung, he stood; then advanced in the direction of the switch in order to light the lamp fixed above the mantel-piece and to illuminate the whole of the room. One step forward he took, then ... the soft rapping was repeated.

Whos there?

This time he cried the words loudly, and acquired some new assurance from the imperative note in his own voice. He ran to the switch and pressed it down. The lamp did not light!

The filament has burnt out, he muttered.

Terror grew upon him  a terror akin to that which children experience in the darkness. But he yet had a fair mastery of his emotions; when  not suddenly, as is the way of a failing electric lamp  but slowly, uncannily, unnaturally, the table-lamp became extinguished!

Darkness.... Cairn turned towards the window. This was a moonless night, and little enough illumination entered the room from the court.

Three resounding raps were struck upon the door.

At that, terror had no darker meaning for Cairn; he had plumbed its ultimate deeps; and now, like a diver, he arose again to the surface.

Heedless of the darkness, of the seemingly supernatural means by which it had been occasioned, he threw open the door and thrust his revolver out into the corridor.

For terrors, he had been prepared  for some gruesome shape such as we read of in The Magus. But there was nothing. Instinctively he had looked straight ahead of him, as one looks who expects to encounter a human enemy. But the hall-way was empty. A dim light, finding access over the door from the stair, prevailed there, yet, it was sufficient to have revealed the presence of anyone or anything, had anyone or anything been present.

Cairn stepped out from the room and was about to walk to the outer door. The idea of flight was strong upon him, for no man can fight the invisible; when, on a level with his eyes  flat against the wall, as though someone crouched there  he saw two white hands!

They were slim hands, like the hands of a woman, and, upon one of the tapered fingers, there dully gleamed a green stone.

A peal of laughter came chokingly from his lips; he knew that his reason was tottering. For these two white hands which now moved along the wall, as though they were sidling to the room which Cairn had just quitted, were attached to no visible body; just two ivory hands were there ... and nothing more!

That he was in deadly peril, Cairn realised fully. His complete subjection by the will-force of Ferrara had been interrupted by the ringing of the telephone bell But now, the attack had been renewed!

The hands vanished.

Too well he remembered the ghastly details attendant upon the death of Sir Michael Ferrara to doubt that these slim hands were directed upon murderous business.

A soft swishing sound reached him. Something upon the writing-table had been moved.

The strangling cord!

Whilst speaking to his father he had taken it out from the drawer, and when he quitted the room it had lain upon the blotting-pad.

He stepped back towards the outer door.

Something fluttered past his face, and he turned in a mad panic. The dreadful, bodiless hands groped in the darkness between himself and the exit!

Vaguely it came home to him that the menace might be avoidable. He was bathed in icy perspiration.

He dropped the revolver into his pocket, and placed his hands upon his throat. Then he began to grope his way towards the closed door of his bedroom.

Lowering his left hand, he began to feel for the doorknob. As he did so, he saw  and knew the crowning horror of the night  that he had made a false move. In retiring he had thrown away his last, his only, chance.

The phantom hands, a yard apart and holding the silken cord stretched tightly between them, were approaching him swiftly!

He lowered his head, and charged along the passage, with a wild cry.

The cord, stretched taut, struck him under the chin.

Back he reeled.

The cord was about his throat!

God! he choked, and thrust up his hands.

Madly, he strove to pluck the deadly silken thing from his neck. It was useless. A grip of steel was drawing it tightly  and ever more tightly  about him....

Despair touched him, and almost he resigned himself. Then,

Rob! Rob! open the door!

Dr. Cairn was outside.

A new strength came  and he knew that it was the last atom left to him. To remove the rope was humanly impossible. He dropped his cramped hands, bent his body by a mighty physical effort, and hurled himself forward upon the door.

The latch, now, was just above his head.

He stretched up ... and was plucked back. But the fingers of his right hand grasped the knob convulsively.

Even as that superhuman force jerked him back, he turned the knob  and fell.

All his weight hung upon the fingers which were locked about that brass disk in a grip which even the powers of Darkness could not relax.

The door swung open, and Cairn swung back with it.

He collapsed, an inert heap, upon the floor. Dr. Cairn leapt in over him.



When he reopened his eyes, he lay in bed, and his father was bathing his inflamed throat.

All right, boy! Theres no damage done, thank God....

The hands!

I quite understand. But I saw no hands but your own, Rob; and if it had come to an inquest I could not even have raised my voice against a verdict of suicide!

But I  opened the door!

They would have said that you repented your awful act, too late. Although it is almost impossible for a man to strangle himself under such conditions, there is no jury in England who would have believed that Antony Ferrara had done the deed.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE HIGH PRIEST, HORTOTEF

The breakfast-room of Dr. Cairns house in Half-Moon Street presented a cheery appearance, and this despite the gloom of the morning; for thunderous clouds hung low in the sky, and there were distant mutterings ominous of a brewing storm.

Robert Cairn stood looking out of the window. He was thinking of an afternoon at Oxford, when, to such an accompaniment as this, he had witnessed the first scene in the drama of evil wherein the man called Antony Ferrara sustained the leading rôle.

That the denouément was at any moment to be anticipated, his reason told him; and some instinct that was not of his reason forewarned him, too, that he and his father, Dr. Cairn, were now upon the eve of that final, decisive struggle which should determine the triumph of good over evil  or of evil over good. Already the doctors house was invested by the uncanny forces marshalled by Antony Ferrara against them. The distinguished patients, who daily flocked to the consulting-room of the celebrated specialist, who witnessed his perfect self-possession and took comfort from his confidence, knowing it for the confidence of strength, little suspected that a greater ill than any flesh is heir to, assailed the doctor to whom they came for healing.

A menace, dreadful and unnatural, hung over that home as now the thunder clouds hung over it. This well-ordered household, so modern, so typical of twentieth century culture and refinement, presented none of the appearances of a beleaguered garrison; yet the house of Dr. Cairn in Half-Moon Street, was nothing less than an invested fortress.

A peal of distant thunder boomed from the direction of Hyde Park. Robert Cairn looked up at the lowering sky as if seeking a portent. To his eyes it seemed that a livid face, malignant with the malignancy of a devil, looked down out of the clouds.

Myra Duquesne came into the breakfast-room.

He turned to greet her, and, in his capacity of accepted lover, was about to kiss the tempting lips, when he hesitated  and contented himself with kissing her hand. A sudden sense of the proprieties had assailed him; he reflected that the presence of the girl beneath the same roof as himself  although dictated by imperative need  might be open to misconstruction by the prudish. Dr. Cairn had decided that for the present Myra Duquesne must dwell beneath his own roof, as, in feudal days, the Baron at first hint of an approaching enemy formerly was, accustomed to call within the walls of the castle, those whom it was his duty to protect. Unknown to the world, a tremendous battle raged in London, the outer works were in the possession of the enemy  and he was now before their very gates.

Myra, though still pale from her recent illness, already was recovering some of the freshness of her beauty, and in her simple morning dress, as she busied herself about the breakfast table, she was a sweet picture enough, and good to look upon. Robert Cairn stood beside her, looking into her eyes, and she smiled up at him with a happy contentment, which filled him with a new longing. But:

Did you dream again, last night? he asked, in a voice which he strove to make matter-of-fact.

Myra nodded  and her face momentarily clouded over.

The same dream?

Yes, she said in a troubled way; at least  in some respects

Dr. Cairn came in, glancing at his watch.

Good morning! he cried, cheerily. I have actually overslept myself.

They took their seats at the table.

Myra has been dreaming again, sir, said Robert Cairn slowly.

The doctor, serviette in hand, glanced up with an inquiry in his grey eyes.

We must not overlook any possible weapon, he replied. Give us particulars of your dream, Myra.

As Marston entered silently with the morning fare, and, having placed the dishes upon the table, as silently withdrew, Myra began:

I seemed to stand again in the barn-like building which I have described to you before. Through the rafters of the roof I could see the cracks in the tiling, and the moonlight shone through, forming light and irregular patches upon the floor. A sort of door, like that of a stable, with a heavy bar across, was dimly perceptible at the further end of the place. The only furniture was a large deal table and a wooden chair of a very common kind. Upon the table, stood a lamp

What kind of lamp? jerked Dr. Cairn.

A silver lamp  she hesitated, looking from Robert to his father one that I have seen in  Antonys rooms. Its shaded light shone upon a closed iron box. I immediately recognised this box. You know that I described to you a dream which  terrified me on the previous night?

Dr. Cairn nodded, frowning darkly.

Repeat your account of the former dream, he said. I regard it as important.

In my former dream, the girl resumed  and her voice had an odd, far-away quality the scene was the same, except that the light of the lamp was shining down upon the leaves of an open book  a very, very old book, written in strange characters. These characters appeared to dance before my eyes  almost as though they lived.

She shuddered slightly; then:

The same iron box, but open, stood upon the table, and a number of other, smaller, boxes, around it. Each of these boxes was of a different material. Some were wooden; one, I think, was of ivory; one was of silver  and one, of some dull metal, which might have been gold. In the chair, by the table, Antony was sitting. His eyes were fixed upon me, with such a strange expression that I awoke, trembling frightfully

Dr. Cairn nodded again.

And last night? he prompted.

Last night, continued Myra, with a note of trouble in her sweet voice at four points around this table, stood four smaller lamps and upon the floor were rows of characters apparently traced in luminous paint. They flickered up and then grew dim, then flickered up again, in a sort of phosphorescent way. They extended from lamp to lamp, so as entirely to surround the table and the chair.

In the chair Antony Ferrara was sitting. He held a wand in his right hand  a wand with several copper rings about it; his left hand rested upon the iron box. In my dream, although I could see this all very clearly, I seemed to see it from a distance; yet, at the same time, I stood apparently close by the tables  I cannot explain. But I could hear nothing; only by the movements of his lips, could I tell that he was speaking  or chanting.

She looked across at Dr. Cairn as if fearful to proceed, but presently continued:

Suddenly, I saw a frightful shape appear on the far side of the circle; that is to say, the table was between me and this shape. It was just like a grey cloud having the vague outlines of a man, but with two eyes of red fire glaring out from it  horribly  oh! horribly! It extended its shadowy arms as if saluting Antony. He turned and seemed to question it. Then with a look of ferocious anger  oh! it was frightful! he dismissed the shape, and began to walk up and down beside the table, but never beyond the lighted circle, shaking his fists in the air, and, to judge by the movements of his lips, uttering most awful imprecations. He looked gaunt and ill. I dreamt no more, but awoke conscious of a sensation as though some dead weight, which had been pressing upon me had been suddenly removed.

Dr. Cairn glanced across at his son significantly, but the subject was not renewed throughout breakfast.

Breakfast concluded:

Come into the library, Rob, said Dr. Cairn, I have half-an-hour to spare, and there are some matters to be discussed.

He led the way into the library with its orderly rows of obscure works, its store of forgotten wisdom, and pointed to the red leathern armchair. As Robert Cairn seated himself and looked across at his father, who sat at the big writing-table, that scene reminded him of many dangers met and overcome in the past; for the library at Half-Moon Street was associated in his mind with some of the blackest pages in the history of Antony Ferrara.

Do you understand the position, Rob? asked the doctor, abruptly.

I think so, sir. This I take it is his last card; this outrageous, ungodly Thing which he has loosed upon us.

Dr. Cairn nodded grimly.

The exact frontier, he said, dividing what we may term hypnotism from what we know as sorcery, has yet to be determined; and to which territory the doctrine of Elemental Spirits belongs, it would be purposeless at the moment to discuss. We may note, however, remembering with whom we are dealing, that the one-hundred-and-eighth chapter of the Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, is entitled The Chapter of Knowing the Spirits of the West. Forgetting, pro tem., that we dwell in the twentieth century, and looking at the situation from the point of view, say, of Eliphas Lévi, Cornelius Agrippa, or the Abbé de Villars  the man whom we know as Antony Ferrara, is directing against this house, and those within it, a type of elemental spirit, known as a Salamander!

Robert Cairn smiled slightly.

Ah! said the doctor, with an answering smile in which there was little mirth, we are accustomed to laugh at this mediæval terminology; but by what other can we speak of the activities of Ferrara?

Sometimes I think that we are the victims of a common madness, said his son, raising his hand to his head in a manner almost pathetic.

We are the victims of a common enemy, replied his father sternly. He employs weapons which, often enough, in this enlightened age of ours, have condemned poor souls, as sane as you or I, to the madhouse! Why, in Gods name, he cried with a sudden excitement, does science persistently ignore all those laws which cannot be examined in the laboratory! Will the day never come when some true man of science shall endeavour to explain the movements of a table upon which a ring of hands has been placed? Will no exact scientist condescend to examine the properties of a planchette? Will no one do for the phenomena termed thought-forms, what Newton did for that of the falling apple? Ah! Rob, in some respects, this is a darker age than those which bear the stigma of darkness.

Silence fell for a few moments between them; then:

One thing is certain, said Robert Cairn, deliberately, we are in danger!

In the greatest danger!

Antony Ferrara, realising that we are bent upon his destruction, is making a final, stupendous effort to compass ours. I know that you have placed certain seals upon the windows of this house, and that after dusk these windows are never opened. I know that imprints, strangely like the imprints of fiery hands, may be seen at this moment upon the casements of Myras room, your room, my room, and elsewhere. I know that Myras dreams are not ordinary, meaningless dreams. I have had other evidence. I dont want to analyse these things; I confess that my mind is not capable of the task. I do not even want to know the meaning of it all; at the present moment, I only want to know one thing: Who is Antony Ferrara?

Dr. Cairn stood up, and turning, faced his son.

The time has come, he said, when that question, which you have asked me so many times before, shall be answered. I will tell you all I know, and leave you to form your own opinion. For ere we go any further, I assure you that I do not know for certain who he is!

You have said so before, sir. Will you explain what you mean?

When his adoptive father, Sir Michael Ferrara, resumed the doctor, beginning to pace up and down the library when Sir Michael and I were in Egypt, in the winter of 1893, we conducted certain inquiries in the Fayûm. We camped for over three months beside the Méydûm Pyramid. The object of our inquiries was to discover the tomb of a certain queen. I will not trouble you with the details, which could be of no interest to anyone but an Egyptologist, I will merely say that apart from the name and titles by which she is known to the ordinary student, this queen is also known to certain inquirers as the Witch-Queen. She was not an Egyptian, but an Asiatic. In short, she was the last high priestess of a cult which became extinct at her death. Her secret mark  I am not referring to a cartouche or anything of that kind  was a spider; it was the mark of the religion or cult which she practised. The high priest of the principal Temple of Ra, during the reign of the Pharaoh who was this queens husband, was one Hortotef. This was his official position, but secretly he was also the high-priest of the sinister creed to which I have referred. The temple of this religion  a religion allied to Black Magic  was the Pyramid of Méydûm.

So much we knew  or Ferrara knew, and imparted to me  but for any corroborative evidence of this cults existence we searched in vain. We explored the interior of the pyramid foot by foot, inch by inch  and found nothing. We knew that there was some other apartment in the pyramid, but in spite of our soundings, measurements and laborious excavations, we did not come upon the entrance to it. The tomb of the queen we failed to discover, also, and therefore concluded that her mummy was buried in the secret chamber of the pyramid. We had abandoned our quest in despair, when, excavating in one of the neighbouring mounds, we made a discovery.

He opened a box of cigars, selected one, and pushed the box towards his son. Robert shook his head, almost impatiently, but Dr. Cairn lighted the cigar ere resuming:

Directed, as I now believe, by a malignant will, we blundered upon the tomb of the high priest

You found his mummy?

We found his mummy  yes. But owing to the carelessness  and the fear  of the native labourers it was exposed to the sun and crumpled  was lost. I would a similar fate had attended the other one which we found!

What, another mummy?

We discovered  Dr. Cairn spoke very deliberately a certain papyrus. The translation of this is contained  he rested the point of his finger upon the writing-table in the unpublished book of Sir Michael Ferrara, which lies here. That book, Rob, will never be published now! Furthermore, we discovered the mummy of a child

A child.

A boy. Not daring to trust the natives, we removed it secretly at night to our own tent. Before we commenced the task of unwrapping it, Sir Michael  the most brilliant scholar of his age  had proceeded so far in deciphering the papyrus, that he determined to complete his reading before we proceeded further. It contained directions for performing a certain process. This process had reference to the mummy of the child.

Do I understand  ?

Already, you are discrediting the story! Ah! I can see it! but let me finish. Unaided, we performed this process upon the embalmed body of the child. Then, in accordance with the directions of that dead magician  that accursed, malignant being, who thus had sought to secure for himself a new tenure of evil life  we laid the mummy, treated in a certain fashion, in the Kings Chamber of the Méydûm Pyramid. It remained there for thirty days; from moon to moon

You guarded the entrance?

You may assume what you like, Rob; but I could swear before any jury, that no one entered the pyramid throughout that time. Yet since we were only human, we may have been deceived in this. I have only to add, that when at the rising of the new moon in the ancient Sothic month of Panoi, we again entered the chamber, a living baby, some six months old, perfectly healthy, solemnly blinked up at the lights which we held in our trembling hands!

Dr. Cairn reseated himself at the table, and turned the chair so that he faced his son. With the smouldering cigar between his teeth, he sat, a slight smile upon his lips.

Now it was Roberts turn to rise and begin feverishly to pace the floor.

You mean, sir, that this infant  which lay in the pyramid  was  adopted by Sir Michael?

Was adopted, yes. Sir Michael engaged nurses for him, reared him here in England, educating him as an Englishman, sent him to a public school, sent him to

To Oxford! Antony Ferrara! What! Do you seriously tell me that this is the history of Antony Ferrara?

On my word of honour, boy, that is all I know of Antony Ferrara. Is it not enough?

Merciful God! it is incredible, groaned Robert Cairn.

From the time that he attained to manhood, said Dr. Cairn evenly, this adopted son of my poor old friend has passed from crime to crime. By means which are beyond my comprehension, and which alone serve to confirm his supernatural origin, he has acquired  knowledge. According to the Ancient Egyptian beliefs the Khu (or magical powers) of a fully-equipped Adept, at the death of the body, could enter into anything prepared for its reception. According to these ancient beliefs, then, the Khu of the high priest Hortotef entered into the body of this infant who was his son, and whose mother was the Witch-Queen; and to-day in this modern London, a wizard of Ancient Egypt, armed with the lost lore of that magical land, walks amongst us! What that lore is worth, it would be profitless for us to discuss, but that he possesses it  all of it  I know, beyond doubt. The most ancient and most powerful magical book which has ever existed was the Book of Thoth.

He walked across to a distant shelf, selected a volume, opened it at a particular page, and placed it on his sons knees.

Read there! he said, pointing.

The words seemed to dance before the younger mans eyes, and this is what he read:

To read two pages, enables you to enchant the heavens, the earth, the abyss, the mountains, and the sea; you shall know what the birds of the sky and the crawling things are saying ... and when the second page is read, if you are in the world of ghosts, you will grow again in the shape you were on earth....

Heavens! whispered Robert Cairn, is this the writing of a madman? or can such things possibly be! He read on:

This book is in the middle of the river at Koptos, in an iron box

An iron box, he muttered an iron box.

So you recognise the iron box? jerked Dr. Cairn.

His son read on:

In the iron box, is a bronze box; in the bronze box, is a sycamore box; in the sycamore box, is an ivory and ebony box; in the ivory and ebony box, is a silver box; in the silver box, is a golden box; and in that is the book. It is twisted all round with snakes, and scorpions, and all the other crawling things....

The man who holds the Book of Thoth, said Dr. Cairn, breaking the silence, holds a power which should only belong to God. The creature who is known to the world as Antony Ferrara, holds that book  do you doubt it?  therefore you know now, as I have known long enough, with what manner of enemy we are fighting. You know that, this time, it is a fight to the death

He stopped abruptly, staring out of the window.

A man with a large photographic camera, standing upon the opposite pavement, was busily engaged in focussing the house!

What is this? muttered Robert Cairn, also stepping to the window.

It is a link between sorcery and science! replied the doctor. You remember Ferraras photographic gallery at Oxford?  the Zenana, you used to call it!  You remember having seen in his collection photographs of persons who afterwards came to violent ends?

I begin to understand!

Thus far, his endeavours to concentrate the whole of the evil forces at his command upon this house have had but poor results: having merely caused Myra to dream strange dreams  clairvoyant dreams, instructive dreams, more useful to us than to the enemy; and having resulted in certain marks upon the outside of the house adjoining the windows  windows which I have sealed in a particular manner. You understand?

By means of photographs he  concentrates, in some way, malignant forces upon certain points

He focusses his will  yes! The man who can really control his will, Rob, is supreme, below the Godhead. Ferrara can almost do this now. Before he has become wholly proficient

I understand, sir, snapped his son grimly.

He is barely of age, boy, Dr. Cairn said, almost in a whisper. In another year, he would menace the world. Where are you going?

He grasped his sons arm as Robert started for the door.

That man yonder

Diplomacy, Rob!  Guile against guile. Let the man do his work, which he does in all innocence; then follow him. Learn where his studio is situated, and, from that point, proceed to learn

The situation of Ferraras hiding-place? cried his son, excitedly. I understand! Of course; you are right, sir.

I will leave the inquiry in your hands, Rob. Unfortunately other duties call me.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE WIZARDS DEN

Robert Cairn entered a photographers shop in Baker Street.

You recently arranged to do views of some houses in the West End for a gentleman? he said to the girl in charge.

That is so, she replied, after a moments hesitation. We did pictures of the house of some celebrated specialist  for a magazine article they were intended. Do you wish us to do something similar?

Not at the moment, replied Robert Cairn, smiling slightly. I merely want the address of your client.

I do not know that I can give you that, replied the girl doubtfully, but he will be here about eleven oclock for proofs, if you wish to see him.

I wonder if I can confide in you, said Robert Cairn, looking the girl frankly in the eyes.

She seemed rather confused.

I hope there is nothing wrong, she murmured.

You have nothing to fear, he replied, but unfortunately there is something wrong, which, however, I cannot explain. Will you promise me not to tell your client  I do not ask his name  that I have been here, or have been making any inquiries respecting him?

I think I can promise that, she replied.

I am much indebted to you.

Robert Cairn hastily left the shop, and began to look about him for a likely hiding-place from whence, unobserved, he might watch the photographers. An antique furniture dealers, some little distance along on the opposite side, attracted his attention. He glanced at his watch. It was half-past ten.

If, upon the pretence of examining some of the stock, he could linger in the furniture shop for half-an-hour, he would be enabled to get upon the track of Ferrara!

His mind made up, he walked along and entered the shop. For the next half-an-hour, he passed from item to item of the collection displayed there, surveying each in the leisurely manner of a connoisseur; but always he kept a watch, through the window, upon the photographers establishment beyond.

Promptly at eleven oclock a taxi cab drew up at the door, and from it a slim man alighted. He wore, despite the heat of the morning, an overcoat of some woolly material; and in his gait, as he crossed the pavement to enter the shop, there was something revoltingly effeminate; a sort of cat-like grace which had been noticeable in a woman, but which in a man was unnatural, and for some obscure reason, sinister.

It was Antony Ferrara!

Even at that distance and in that brief time, Robert Cairn could see the ivory face, the abnormal, red lips, and the long black eyes of this arch fiend, this monster masquerading as a man. He had much ado to restrain his rising passion; but, knowing that all depended upon his cool action, he waited until Ferrara had entered the photographers. With a word of apology to the furniture dealer, he passed quickly into Baker Street. Everything rested, now, upon his securing a cab before Ferrara came out again. Ferraras cabman, evidently, was waiting for him.

A taxi driver fortunately hailed Cairn at the very moment that he gained the pavement; and Cairn, concealing himself behind the vehicle, gave the man rapid instructions:

You see that taxi outside the photographers? he said.

The man nodded.

Wait until someone comes out of the shop and is driven off in it; then follow. Do not lose sight of the cab for a moment. When it draws up, and wherever it draws up, drive right past it. Dont attract attention by stopping. You understand?

Quite, sir, said the man, smiling slightly. And Cairn entered the cab.

The cabman drew up at a point some little distance beyond, from whence he could watch. Two minutes later Ferrara came out and was driven off. The pursuit commenced.

His cab, ahead, proceeded to Westminster Bridge, across to the south side of the river, and by way of that commercial thoroughfare at the back of St. Thomas Hospital, emerged at Vauxhall. Thence the pursuit led to Stockwell, Herne Hill, and yet onward towards Dulwich.

It suddenly occurred to Robert Cairn that Ferrara was making in the direction of Mr. Saundersons house at Dulwich Common; the house in which Myra had had her mysterious illness, in which she had remained until it had become evident that her safety depended upon her never being left alone for one moment.

What can be his object? muttered Cairn.

He wondered if Ferrara, for some inscrutable reason, was about to call upon Mr. Saunderson. But when the cab ahead, having passed the park, continued on past the lane in which the house was situated, he began to search for some other solution to the problem of Ferraras destination.

Suddenly he saw that the cab ahead had stopped. The driver of his own cab without slackening speed, pursued his way. Cairn crouched down upon the floor, fearful of being observed. No house was visible to right nor left, merely open fields; and he knew that it would be impossible for him to delay in such a spot without attracting attention.

Ferraras cab passed:

Keep on till I tell you to stop! cried Cairn.

He dropped the speaking-tube, and, turning, looked out through the little window at the back.

Ferrara had dismissed his cab; he saw him entering a gate and crossing a field on the right of the road. Cairn turned again and took up the tube.

Stop at the first house we come to! he directed. Hurry!

Presently a deserted-looking building was reached, a large straggling house which obviously had no tenant. Here the man pulled up and Cairn leapt out. As he did so, he heard Ferraras cab driving back by the way it had come.

Here, he said, and gave the man half a sovereign, wait for me.

He started back along the road at a run. Even had he suspected that he was followed, Ferrara could not have seen him. But when Cairn came up level with the gate through which Ferrara had gone, he slowed down and crept cautiously forward.

Ferrara, who by this time had reached the other side of the field, was in the act of entering a barn-like building which evidently at some time had formed a portion of a farm. As the distant figure, opening one of the big doors, disappeared within:

The place of which Myra has been dreaming! muttered Cairn.

Certainly, viewed from that point, it seemed to answer, externally, to the girls description. The roof was of moss-grown red tiles, and Cairn could imagine how the moonlight would readily find access through the chinks which beyond doubt existed in the weather-worn structure. He had little doubt that this was the place dreamt of, or seen clairvoyantly, by Myra, that this was the place to which Ferrara had retreated in order to conduct his nefarious operations.

It was eminently suited to the purpose, being entirely surrounded by unoccupied land. For what ostensible purpose Ferrara has leased it, he could not conjecture, nor did he concern himself with the matter. The purpose for which actually he had leased the place was sufficiently evident to the man who had suffered so much at the hands of this modern sorcerer.

To approach closer would have been indiscreet; this he knew; and he was sufficiently diplomatic to resist the temptation to obtain a nearer view of the place. He knew that everything depended upon secrecy. Antony Ferrara must not suspect that his black laboratory was known. Cairn decided to return to Half-Moon Street without delay, fully satisfied with the result of his investigation.

He walked rapidly back to where the cab waited, gave the man his fathers address, and, in three-quarters of an hour, was back in Half-Moon Street.

Dr. Cairn had not yet dismissed the last of his patients; Myra, accompanied by Miss Saunderson, was out shopping; and Robert found himself compelled to possess his soul in patience. He paced restlessly up and down the library, sometimes taking a book at random, scanning its pages with unseeing eyes, and replacing it without having formed the slightest impression of its contents. He tried to smoke; but his pipe was constantly going out, and he had littered the hearth untidily with burnt matches, when Dr. Cairn suddenly opened the library door, and entered.

Well? he said eagerly.

Robert Cairn leapt forward.

I have tracked him, sir! he cried. My God! while Myra was at Saundersons, she was almost next door to the beast! His den is in a field no more than a thousand yards from the garden wall  from Saundersons orchid-houses!

He is daring, muttered Dr. Cairn, but his selection of that site served two purposes. The spot was suitable in many ways; and we were least likely to look for him next-door, as it were. It was a move characteristic of the accomplished criminal.

Robert Cairn nodded.

It is the place of which Myra dreamt, sir. I have not the slightest doubt about that. What we have to find out is at what times of the day and night he goes there

I doubt, interrupted Dr. Cairn, if he often visits the place during the day. As you know, he has abandoned his rooms in Piccadilly, but I have no doubt, knowing his sybaritic habits, that he has some other palatial place in town. I have been making inquiries in several directions, especially in  certain directions

He paused, raising his eyebrows, significantly.

Additions to the Zenana! inquired Robert.

Dr. Cairn nodded his head grimly.

Exactly, he replied. There is not a scrap of evidence upon which, legally, he could be convicted; but since his return from Egypt, Rob, he has added other victims to the list!

The fiend! cried the younger man, the unnatural fiend!

Unnatural is the word; he is literally unnatural; but many women find him irresistible; he is typical of the unholy brood to which he belongs. The evil beauty of the Witch-Queen sent many a soul to perdition; the evil beauty of her son has zealously carried on the work.

What must we do?

I doubt if we can do anything to-day. Obviously the early morning is the most suitable time to visit his den at Dulwich Common.

But the new photographs of the house? There will be another attempt upon us to-night.

Yes, there will be another attempt upon us, to-night, said the doctor wearily. This is the year 1914; yet, here in Half-Moon Street, when dusk falls, we shall be submitted to an attack of a kind to which mankind probably has not been submitted for many ages. We shall be called upon to dabble in the despised magical art; we shall be called upon to place certain seals upon our doors and windows; to protect ourselves against an enemy, who, like Eros, laughs at locks and bars.

Is it possible for him to succeed?

Quite possible, Rob, in spite of all our precautions. I feel in my very bones that to-night he will put forth a supreme effort.

A bell rang.

I think, continued the doctor, that this is Myra. She must get all the sleep she can, during the afternoon; for to-night I have determined that she, and you, and I, must not think of sleep, but must remain together, here in the library. We must not lose sight of one another  you understand?

I am glad that you have proposed it! cried Robert Cairn eagerly, I, too, feel that we have come to a critical moment in the contest.

To-night, continued the doctor, I shall be prepared to take certain steps. My preparations will occupy me throughout the rest of to-day.


CHAPTER XXX

THE ELEMENTAL

At dusk that evening, Dr. Cairn, his son, and Myra Duquesne met together in the library. The girl looked rather pale.

An odour of incense pervaded the house, coming from the doctors study, wherein he had locked himself early in the evening, issuing instructions that he was not to be disturbed. The exact nature of the preparations which he had been making, Robert Cairn was unable to conjecture; and some instinct warned him that his father would not welcome any inquiry upon the matter. He realised that Dr. Cairn proposed to fight Antony Ferrara with his own weapons, and now, when something in the very air of the house seemed to warn them of a tremendous attack impending, that the doctor, much against his will, was entering the arena in the character of a practical magician  a character new to him, and obviously abhorrent.

At half-past ten, the servants all retired in accordance With Dr. Cairns orders. From where he stood by the tall mantel-piece, Robert Cairn could watch Myra Duquesne, a dainty picture in her simple evening-gown, where she sat reading in a distant corner, her delicate beauty forming a strong contrast to the background of sombre volumes. Dr. Cairn sat by the big table, smoking, and apparently listening. A strange device which he had adopted every evening for the past week, he had adopted again to-night  there were little white seals, bearing a curious figure, consisting in interlaced triangles, upon the insides of every window in the house, upon the doors, and even upon the fire-grates.

Robert Cairn at another time might have thought his father mad, childish, thus to play at wizardry; but he had had experiences which had taught him to recognise that upon such seemingly trivial matters, great issues might turn, that in the strange land over the Border, there were stranger laws  laws which he could but dimly understand. There he acknowledged the superior wisdom of Dr. Cairn; and did not question it.

At eleven oclock a comparative quiet had come upon Half-Moon Street. The sound of the traffic had gradually subsided, until it seemed to him that the house stood, not in the busy West End of London, but isolated, apart from its neighbours; it seemed to him an abode, marked out and separated from the other abodes of man, a house enveloped in an impalpable cloud, a cloud of evil, summoned up and directed by the wizard hand of Antony Ferrara, son of the Witch-Queen.

Although Myra pretended to read, and Dr. Cairn, from his fixed expression, might have been supposed to be pre-occupied, in point of fact they were all waiting, with nerves at highest tension, for the opening of the attack. In what form it would come  whether it would be vague moanings and tappings upon the windows, such as they had already experienced, whether it would be a phantasmal storm, a clap of phenomenal thunder  they could not conjecture, if the enemy would attack suddenly, or if his menace would grow, threatening from afar off, and then gradually penetrating into the heart of the garrison.

It came, then, suddenly and dramatically.

Dropping her book, Myra uttered a piercing scream, and with eyes glaring madly, fell forward on the carpet, unconscious!

Robert Cairn leapt to his feet with clenched fists. His father stood up so rapidly as to overset his chair, which fell crashingly upon the floor.

Together they turned and looked in the direction in which the girl had been looking. They fixed their eyes upon the drapery of the library window  which was drawn together. The whole window was luminous as though a bright light shone outside, but luminous, as though that light were the light of some unholy fire!

Involuntarily they both stepped back, and Robert Cairn clutched his fathers arm convulsively.

The curtains seemed to be rendered transparent, as if some powerful ray were directed upon them; the window appeared through them as a rectangular blue patch. Only two lamps were burning in the library, that in the corner by which Myra had been reading, and the green shaded lamp upon the table. The best end of the room by the window, then, was in shadow, against which this unnatural light shone brilliantly.

My God! whispered Robert Cairn thats Half-Moon Street  outside. There can be no light

He broke off, for now he perceived the Thing which had occasioned the girls scream of horror.

In the middle of the rectangular patch of light, a grey shape, but partially opaque, moved  shifting, luminous clouds about it  was taking form, growing momentarily more substantial!

It had some remote semblance of a man; but its unique characteristic was its awful greyness. It had the greyness of a rain cloud, yet rather that of a column of smoke. And from the centre of the dimly defined head, two eyes  balls of living fire  glared out into the room!

Heat was beating into the library from the window  physical heat, as though a furnace door had been opened ... and the shape, ever growing more palpable, was moving forward towards them  approaching  the heat every instant growing greater.

It was impossible to look at those two eyes of fire; it was almost impossible to move. Indeed Robert Cairn was transfixed in such horror as, in all his dealings with the monstrous Ferrara, he had never known before. But his father, shaking off the dread which possessed him also, leapt at one bound to the library table.

Robert Cairn vaguely perceived that a small group of objects, looking like balls of wax, lay there. Dr. Cairn had evidently been preparing them in the locked study. Now he took them all up in his left hand, and confronted the Thing  which seemed to be growing into the room  for it did not advance in the ordinary sense of the word.

One by one he threw the white pellets into that vapoury greyness. As they touched the curtain, they hissed as if they had been thrown into a fire; they melted; and upon the transparency of the drapings, as upon a sheet of gauze, showed faint streaks, where, melting, they trickled down the tapestry.

As he cast each pellet from his hand, Dr. Cairn took a step forward, and cried out certain words in a loud voice  words which Robert Cairn knew he had never heard uttered before, words in a language which some instinct told him to be Ancient Egyptian.

Their effect was to force that dreadful shape gradually to disperse, as a cloud of smoke might disperse when the fire which occasions it is extinguished slowly. Seven pellets in all he threw towards the window  and the seventh struck the curtains, now once more visible in their proper form.

The Fire Elemental had been vanquished!

Robert Cairn clutched his hair in a sort of frenzy. He glared at the draped window, feeling that he was making a supreme effort to retain his sanity. Had it ever looked otherwise? Had the tapestry ever faded before him, becoming visible in a great light which had shone through it from behind? Had the Thing, a Thing unnameable, indescribable, stood there?

He read his answer upon the tapestry.

Whitening streaks showed where the pellets, melting, had trickled down the curtain!

Lift Myra on the settee!

It was Dr. Cairn speaking, calmly, but in a strained voice.

Robert Cairn, as if emerging from a mist, turned to the recumbent white form upon the carpet. Then, with a great cry, he leapt forward and raised the girls head.

Myra! he groaned. Myra, speak to me.

Control yourself, boy, rapped Dr. Cairn, sternly; she cannot speak until you have revived her! She has swooned  nothing worse.

And

We have conquered!


CHAPTER XXXI

THE BOOK OF THOTH

The mists of early morning still floated over the fields, when these two, set upon strange business, walked through the damp grass to the door of the barn, where-from radiated the deathly waves which on the previous night had reached them, or almost reached them, in the library at Half-Moon Street.

The big double doors were padlocked, but for this they had come provided. Ten minutes work upon the padlock sufficed  and Dr. Cairn swung wide the doors.

A suffocating smell  the smell of that incense with which they had too often come in contact, was wafted out to them. There was a dim light inside the place, and without hesitation both entered.

A deal table and chair constituted the sole furniture of the interior. A part of the floor was roughly boarded, and a brief examination of the boarding sufficed to discover the hiding place in which Antony Ferrara kept the utensils of his awful art.

Dr. Cairn lifted out two heavy boards; and in a recess below lay a number of singular objects. There were four antique lamps of most peculiar design; there was a larger silver lamp, which both of them had seen before in various apartments occupied by Antony Ferrara. There were a number of other things which Robert Cairn could not have described, had he been called upon to do so, for the reason that he had seen nothing like them before, and had no idea of their nature or purpose.

But, conspicuous amongst this curious hoard, was a square iron box of workmanship dissimilar from any workmanship known to Robert Cairn. Its lid was covered with a sort of scroll work, and he was about to reach down, in order to lift it out, when:

Do not touch it! cried the doctor for Gods sake, do not touch it!

Robert Cairn started back, as though he had seen a snake. Turning to his father, he saw that the latter was pulling on a pair of white gloves. As he fixed his eyes upon these in astonishment, he perceived that they were smeared all over with some white preparation.

Stand aside, boy, said the doctor  and for once his voice shook slightly. Do not look again until I call to you. Turn your head aside!

Silent with amazement, Robert Cairn obeyed. He heard his father lift out the iron box. He heard him open it, for he had already perceived that it was not locked. Then quite distinctly, he heard him close it again, and replace it in the cache.

Do not turn, boy! came a hoarse whisper.

He did not turn, but waited, his heart beating painfully, for what should happen next.

Stand aside from the door, came the order, and when I have gone out, do not look after me. I will call to you when it is finished.

He obeyed, without demur.

His father passed him, and he heard him walking through the damp grass outside the door of the barn. There followed an intolerable interval. From some place, not very distant, he could hear Dr. Cairn moving, hear the chink of glass upon glass, as though he were pouring out something from a stoppered bottle. Then a faint acrid smell was wafted to his nostrils, perceptible even above the heavy odour of the incense from the barn.

Relock the door! came the cry.

Robert Cairn reclosed the door, snapped the padlock fast, and began to fumble with the skeleton keys with which they had come provided. He discovered that to reclose the padlock was quite as difficult as to open it. His hands were trembling too; he was all anxiety to see what had taken place behind him. So that when at last a sharp click told of the task accomplished, he turned in a flash and saw his father placing tufts of grass upon a charred patch from which a faint haze of smoke still arose. He walked over and joined him.

What have you done, sir?

I have robbed him of his armour, replied the doctor, grimly. His face was very pale, his eyes were very bright. I have destroyed the Book of Thoth!

Then, he will be unable

He will still be able to summon his dreadful servant, Rob. Having summoned him once, he can summon him again, but

Well, sir?

He cannot control him.

Good God!



That night brought no repetition of the uncanny attack; and in the grey half light before the dawn, Dr. Cairn and his son, themselves like two phantoms, again crept across the field to the barn.

The padlock hung loose in the ring.

Stay where you are, Rob! cautioned the doctor.

He gently pushed the door open  wider  wider  and looked in. There was an overpowering odour of burning flesh. He turned to Robert, and spoke in a steady voice.

The brood of the Witch-Queen is extinct! he said.


THE ORCHARD OF TEARS
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PART FIRST. AT LOWER CHARLESWOOD


I

It was high noon of a perfect summers day. Beneath green sun blinds, upon the terrace overlooking the lawns, Paul Mario, having finished his lunch, lay back against the cushions of a white deck-chair and studied the prospect. Sloping turf, rose-gay paths, and lichened brick steps, hollowed with age, zigzagging leisurely down to the fir avenue, carried the eye onward again to where the river wound its way through verdant banks toward the distant town.

A lark wooed the day with sweet music. Higher and ever higher rose the little sun-worshipper, pouring out his rapturous hymn to Apollo. Swallows, who but lately had crossed the battlefields of southern Europe, glided around Hatton Towers, describing mystic figures in the air, whilst the high feeble chirping of the younger generation sounded from the nests beneath the eaves. Amid the climbing roses bees were busy, their communal labours an object-lesson for self-seeking man; and almost at Marios feet a company of ants swarmed over the yet writhing body of an unfortunate caterpillar, who had dropped from an apple-tree to fall a prey to that savage natural law of death to the weak. The harsh voice of a sentinel crow spoke from a neighbouring cornfield, and a cloud of dusky marauders took the air instantly, and before the sharp crack of the farmers fowling-piece came to confirm the warning. In the hush of noon the tones of some haymakers at their patriarchal labours in a meadow beyond the stream were clearly audible  and the atmosphere constantly vibrated with remote booming of guns on the Western front.

Paul Mario was sufficiently distinguished in appearance to have been a person of no importance. His virile, curling black hair had the ravens-wing sheen betraying remote Italian forebears, and for that matter there was in his entire cast of countenance and the poise of his fine head something statuesquely Roman, Southern, exotic. His large but deep-set eyes were of so dark a blue as very generally to pass for black; and whilst in some moods they were soft and dreamy, in others, notably in moments of enthusiasm, they burnt darkly fierce in his pale olive face. In profile there was a certain resemblance to the Vatican head of Julius Caesar, save for the mouth, which had more gentle curves, and which was not unlike that of Dante; but seen full-face, and allowing for the fact that Paul Mario was clean-shaven, the likeness of feature to the traditional Christ was startling. This resemblance is equally notable in the face of Shakespeare.

Rather above medium height, well but slightly proportioned, the uneasy spirit of the man ever looking out of those arresting eyes so wholly dominated him as to create a false impression of fragility, of a casket too frail to confine the burning, eager soul within. His emotions were dynamic, and in his every mannerism there was distinction. The vein of femininity which is found in all creative artists betrayed itself in one item of Marios attire: a white French knot, which slightly overlay the lapels of his well-worn Norfolk jacket.

To the worlds caricaturists, when Paul Mario, at the age of twenty-six, had swept across the literary terrain, storming line after line, the white knot had proved a boon. Delilah, a lyrical drama, written in French, and first published in Paris, achieved for this darling of Minerva a reputation which no man is entitled to expect during his lifetime. Within twelve months of the date of publication it had appeared in almost every civilised language, and had been staged in New York, where it created a furore. Of Madame Caligula, a novel, which followed it, thirty-one editions were subscribed in six days!

The miracle of Paul Marios success was perhaps to be explained by the neutrality of his genius. A passionate, elemental sympathy with all nature, a seeming capacity to hear the language of the flowers, the voices of the stars and to love and understand the lowliest things that God has made, bore him straight to the heart of England as surely as it swept his name into the holy of holies of artistic France, spoke to Russias sombre soul and temporarily revolutionised the literature of the United States. His work belonged to no school, and its charm was not due to style; therefore his books lost little in translation, for true genius speaks to every man in his own tongue.

Sympathetic atmosphere was as necessary to Paul Mario as pure air to the general. Deliberate ugliness hurt him, and the ugliness which is the handiwork of God aroused within him a yearning sorrow for poor humanity who might be of the White Company, were it not for avarice, hate and lust. The war, even in its earlier phases, stirred the ultimate deeps of his nature, and knowing himself, since genius cannot be blind, for what he was, a world power, a spiritual sword, he chafed and fretted in enforced inactivity, striving valiantly to reconcile himself to the ugliness of military life. Courted as only poets and actors are courted, he was offered posts and commissions in bewildering variety; but all of them he scornfully rejected. The insane injustice of such selection enraged him.

A severe nervous lesion freed him from the galley-bench of a training-camp, and sent him on a weary pilgrimage through the military hospitals to discharge  and freedom; freedom, which to that ardent nature proved to be irksome. For whilst the very springs of his genius were dammed by the agony of a world in travail, he found himself outside the mighty theatre, a mere bystander having no part in the rebirth of humanity.


II

Someone was approaching along the path consecrated by a million weary feet and still known as the Pilgrims Way, someone who wore the ugly uniform of a Guards officer (which is a sort of du Maurier survival demanding Dundreary whiskers). He seemed to hesitate ere he turned aside, opened the gate and began to mount those hundred and twenty mossy steps which led up to the terrace.

The newcomer, whose tunic had seen much service, was a man perhaps two or three years Paul Marios senior, and already the bleaching hand of Time had brushed his temples with furtive fingers. He was dark but of sanguine colouring, now overlaid with a deep tan, wore a short military moustache and possessed those humorous grey eyes which seem to detect in all creation hues roseate and pleasing; eyes made for laughter and which no man other than a good fellow ever owned.

Gaining the terrace and raising his hand to his cap in salute, the officer smiled, and his smile fulfilled all the promise of the grey eyes and would have brought a ray of sunshine into the deepest and darkest cell of the Bastille itself.

I believe I am trespassing, he began  then, as Paul Mario rose: By all thats gracious and wonderful, its Paul!

Don! exclaimed the other, and sprang forward in his own impetuous fashion, grasping the newcomer by both shoulders and staring eagerly into the suntanned face. Dear old Don! A thousand welcomes, boy! And releasing his grip on the shoulders, he seized both hands and shook them with a vigour that was not assumed but was merely an outlet for his brimming emotions.

Some kindly coy dryad of the woods has guided my footsteps to this blessed spot, declared Don. The last inn which I passed  observe my selection of the word, passed  known, I believe, as the Pig and Something-or-other, is fully three sunny miles behind me. From the arid and dusty path below I observed the siphon on your table  

And you determined to become a trespasser? cried Paul Mario joyously, pushing his friend into the cane rest-chair and preparing a drink for him. I will build an altar to your dryad, Don; for there is certainly something miraculous in your appearance at Hatton Towers.

When I have suitably reduced my temperature I will explain. But I have yet to learn what you are doing here. I had always understood that Hatton Towers  

My dear fellow, its mine! cried Paul excitedly. My Uncle Jacques dramatically bequeathed this wonderful place to me, altering his will on the day that I renounced the pen and entered an officers training corps. He was a remarkable old bachelor, Don  

Don raised his hand, checking Pauls speech. My dear Paul, you cannot possibly amplify your own description of Sir Jacques, with which you entertained us one evening in a certain top set at Oxford. Do you remember those rooms, Paul?

Do I remember them!

I do, and I remember your account of the saintly Uncle, for your acquaintance had begun and terminated during a week of the previous long vacation which you had spent here at Hatton. Uncle Jacques, you informed us, is a delightful survival, bearing a really remarkable resemblance to a camel. Excepting his weakness for classic statuary and studies in the nude, his life is of Mayflower purity. He made his fortune on the Baltic Exchange, was knighted owing to a clerical error, and built the appalling church at Mid Hatton.

Paul laughed boyishly. At least we were sincere in our youthful cynicism, Don. You may add the note to your very accurate recollections of Sir Jacques that on the publication of Delilah he instructed his butler to say that he was abroad whenever I might call!

Fascinated as of old by his whimsical language, the cap-and-bells which he loved to assume, Paul watched affectionately the smiling face of Donald Courtier. Momentarily a faint tinge of melancholy had clouded the gaiety of Dons grey eyes; for this chance meeting had conjured up memories of a youth already slipping from his grasp, devoured by the all-consuming war; memories of many a careless hour treasured now as exquisite relics are treasured, of many a good fellow who would never again load his pipe from Paul Marios capacious, celebrated and hospitable tobacco jar, as he, Don, was doing; of days of sheer indolent joy, of nights of wild and carefree gladness.

Good old Paul, he murmured, raising his glass. Heres to the late Sir Jacques. So you are out of it?

Paul Mario nodded and took from the pocket of his threadbare golf jacket the very twin of Dons curved and blackened briar, drawing towards him the tobacco jar upon the table  a Mycenæan vase from the tomb of Rameses III. A short silence fell between them.

Frankly, I envy you, said Don suddenly, breaking the spell, although I realise that actually you have suffered as deeply as many a man who has spent two years in the trenches. One cannot imagine the lyre of Apollo attuned to Whats-the-names marches.

Two years, echoed Paul; is it really two years since we met?

Two years on June the twenty-second. On June the twenty-second, nineteen hundred and fifteen, you saw me off from Victoria of hateful memory. I have been home six or seven times in the interval, but somehow or other have always missed you. I was appalled when I heard you had joined. God knows we need such brains as yours, but they would be wasted on the Somme; and genius is too rare to be exposed to the snipers bullet. What are you doing?

The sympathy between the two was so perfect that Paul Mario knew the question to refer not to his private plans but to his part in the world drama.

Beyond daily descending lower in my own esteem  nothing.

Yet you might do so much.

I know, said Paul Mario. But  it awes me.

If his work had not already proved him, the genius of the man must have been rendered apparent by his entire lack of false modesty. Praise and censure alike left him uninfluenced  although few artists can exist without a modicum of the former: he knew himself born to sway the minds of millions and was half fearful of his self-knowledge. I know, he said, and pipe in hand he gazed wistfully across the valley.

A faint breeze crept through the fir avenue, bearing with it a muffled booming sound which was sufficient to raise the curtain of distance  never truly opaque for such as he  and to display to that acute inner vision a reeking battlefield. Before his shuddering soul defiled men maimed, blind, bleeding from ghastly hurts; men long dead. Women he saw in lowly hovels, weeping over cots fashioned from rough boxes; women, dry-eyed, mutely tragic, surrounded by softness, luxury and servitude, wearing love gifts of a hand for ever stilled, dreaming of lover-words whispered in a voice for ever mute. He seemed to float spiritually over the whole world upon that wave of sound and to find the whole world stricken, desolate, its fairness mockery and its music a sob.

At the moment, no doubt, said Don, you feel as though you had been knocked out of the ring in the first round. But this phase will pass. The point is, that you never had any business in the ring at all. No quarrel ever actually begins with a blow, and no quarrel was ever terminated by one. Genius  perverted, Ill grant you, but nevertheless genius  started this war; and we are English enough to think that we can end it by brute force. Pass the matches.

You are really of opinion, asked Paul dreamily, that I should be doing my utmost if I stuck to my last?

Unquestionably. There are a thousand and one things of vital interest to all humanity which have not been said yet, which only you can say, a thousand and one aspects of the Deluge not yet presented to the world. Above all, Paul, there are millions of poor bereaved souls who suffer dumbly and vaguely wonder for what crime they are being punished.

Would you have me tell them that their faith, their churches, are to blame?

Not necessarily. The churches will receive many a hard knock without you adding your quota. Merry England has always nourished the Down-wither; we breed the Down-withers; and they will raise their slogan of Down with everything soon enough. I see your part, Paul, as that of a reconstructor rather than a Down-wither. Any fool can smash a Ming pot but no man living to-day can make one. You think that the churches have failed?

On the whole, yes. If we here in England are firm in our spiritual faith, why are the churches empty at such an hour as this and the salons of the crystal-gazers full?

Because we are not firm in our spiritual faith. But many of us know and admit that. The point is, can you tell us why, and indicate a remedy?

Paul Marios expression grew wrapt, and he stared out over the valley into a land which it is given to few ever to explore. I believe I can, he answered softly; but I dare not attempt such a task without the unshakable conviction that mine is the chosen hand.

I am glad to hear you say it; those doubts prove to me that you recognise the power of your pen. They are fools who hold that a ton of high-explosive is worth all the rhetoric of Cicero. It was not Krupps who plunged the Central Empires into the pit, Paul, but Bernhardi, Nietzsche and Whats-his-name. Wagners music has done more to form the German character than Bismarcks diplomacy. Shakespeares Henry the Fifth means more to England than Magna Charta.

I agree.

When the last of our marshals has stuck the last of his pins in the last war map, all the belligerents will still be of the same opinion as before the war began. The statesman of to-day is perhaps past praying for, but your book will help to form the statesman of to-morrow.

You dazzle me. You would make me the spiritual father of a new Europe.

And a new America. Why not? You have heard the call and you are not the man to shirk it. Lesser men than you have tried  all honour to them if they were sincere  to voice the yearnings, the questions, the doubts, of a generation that has outgrown its spiritual garments. All the world feels, knows, that a new voice must come soon. The world is waiting for you, Paul.


III

Flamby Duveen lay flat amid the bluebells, one hand outstretched before her and resting lightly upon a little mound of moss. It was a small brown hand and she held it in such a manner, knuckles upward, and imparted to it so cunning and peculiar a movement that it assumed quite an uncanny resemblance to a tiny and shrinking hare.

Some four feet in front of her, at the edge of a small clearing in the bluebell forest, from a clump of ferns two long silky ears upstood, motionless, like twin sentries, and from between the thick stalks of the flowers which intermingled with the ferns one round bright eye regarded the moving hand fascinatedly.

Flambys lips were pursed up and a soft low whistle quite peculiar in tone caused the silky ears of the watching hare to twitch sharply. But the little animal remained otherwise motionless and continued to study the odd billowy motions of the brown hand with that eager wonder-bright eye. The whistling continued, and the hare ventured forth from cover, coming fully twelve inches nearer to Flamby. Flamby constrained her breathing as much as was consistent with maintaining the magical whistle. Her hand wriggled insinuatingly forward, revealing a round bare arm, brown as a nut upon its outer curves and creamy on the inner.

The hypnotised subject ventured a foot nearer. Flambys siren song grew almost inaudible above the bird-calls of the surrounding wood, but it held its sway over the fascinated hare, for the animal suddenly sprang across the space intervening between himself and the mysterious hand and sat studying that phenomenon at close quarters.

A little finger softly caressed one furry forepaw. Up went the hares ears again and his whole body grew rigid. The caress was continued, however, and the animal grew to like it. Two gentle fingers passed lightly along his back and he was thrilled ecstatically. Now, his silky ears were grasped, firmly, confidently; and unresisting, he allowed himself to be couched in the crook of a soft arm. His heart was beating rapidly, but with a kind of joyous fear hitherto unknown and to which he resigned himself without a struggle.

Flamby wriggled up on to her knees and holding the hare in her lap petted the wild thing as though it had been some docile kitten. Sweet little Silk Ears, she whispered endearingly. What a funny tiny tail!

Quite contentedly now, the hare crouched, rubbing its blunt nose against her hands and peering furtively up into her face and quickly down again. Flamby studied the little creature with an oddly critical eye.

Your funny ears go this way and that way, she murmured, raising one hand and drawing imaginary lines in the air to illustrate her words; so and so. I never noticed before those little specks in your fur, Silk Ears. They only show in some lights but they are there right enough. Now I am going to study your tiny toes, Silky, and you dont have to be afraid....

Raising one of the hares feet, Flamby peered at it closely, at the same time continuing to caress the perfectly happy animal. She was so engaged when suddenly up went the long ears, and uttering a faint cry resembling an infants whimper the hare sprang from her lap into the sea of bluebells and instantly disappeared. A harsh grip fastened upon Flambys shoulder.

Lithely as one of the wild things with whom she was half kin and who seemed to recognise the kinship, Flamby came to her feet, shaking off the restraining hand, turned and confronted the man who had crept up behind her.

He was an undersized, foxy fellow, dressed as a gamekeeper and carrying a fowling-piece under one arm. His small eyes regarded her through narrowed lids.

So Ive caught you at last, have I, he said; caught you red-handed.

He suddenly seized her wrist and dragged her towards him. The bright colour fled from Flambys cheeks leaving her evenly dusky; but her grey eyes flashed dangerously.

Poachin, eh? sneered the gamekeeper. Same as your father.

Deliberately, and with calculated intent, Flamby raised her right foot, shod in a clumsy, thick-soled shoe, and kicked the speaker on the knee. He uttered a half-stifled cry of pain, releasing her wrist and clenching his fist. But she leapt back from him with all the easy agility of a young antelope.

Youre a blasted liar! she screamed, her oval face now flushing darkly so that her eyes seemed supernormally bright. I wasnt poaching. My father may have poached, but you hadnt the pluck to try and stop him. Guy Fawkes! Why dont you go and fight like he did?

Fawkes  for this was indeed the keepers name  sprang at her clumsily; his knee was badly bruised. But Flamby eluded him with ease, gliding behind the trunk of a friendly oak and peering out at the enraged man elfishly.

When are they going to burn you? she inquired.

Fawkes laid his gun upon the ground, without removing his gaze from the flushed mocking face, and began cautiously to advance. He was a man for whom Flamby in the ordinary way entertained a profound contempt, but there was that in his slinking foxy manner which vaguely disturbed her. For long enough there had been wordy warfare between them, but to-day Flamby realised that she had aroused something within the man which had never hitherto shown upon the surface; and into his eyes had come a light which since she had passed her thirteenth year she had sometimes seen and hated in the eyes of men, but had never thought to see and fear in the eyes of Fawkes. For the first time within her memory she realised that Bluebell Hollow was a very lonely spot.

You darent hit me, she said, rather breathlessly. Id play hell.

I dont want to hit you, replied Fawkes, still advancing; but youre goin to pay for that kick.

Ill pay with another, snapped Flamby, her fiery nature reasserting itself momentarily.

But despite the bravado, she was half fearful, and therefore some of her inherent woodcraft deserted her, so much so that not noting a tuft of ferns which uprose almost at her heels, she stepped quickly back, stumbled, and Fawkes had his arms about her, holding her close.

Now what can you do? he sneered, his crafty face very close to hers.

This, breathed Flamby, her colour departing again.

She seized his ear in her teeth and bit him savagely. Fawkes uttered a hoarse scream of pain, and a second time released her, clapping his hand to the wounded member.

You damned witch cat, he said. I could kill you.

Flamby leapt from him, panting. You couldnt! she taunted. All you can kill is rabbits!

Through an opening in the dense greenwood a ray of sunlight spilled its gold upon the carpet of Bluebell Hollow, and Flamby stood, defiant, head thrown back, where the edge of the ray touched her wonderful, disordered hair and magically turned it to sombre fire. Venomous yet, but doubtful, Fawkes confronted her, now holding his handkerchief to his ear. And so the pair were posed when Paul Mario and Donald Courtier came down the steep path skirting the dell. Don grasped Paul by the arm.

As I live, he said, there surely is my kindly coy nymph of the woods  now divinely visible  who led me to your doors!

Together they stood, enchanted by the girls wild beauty, which that wonderful setting enhanced. But Flamby had heard their approach, and, flinging one rapid glance in their direction, she ran off up a sloping aisle of greenwood and was lost to view.

At the same moment Fawkes, hitherto invisible from the path, stooped to recover his fowling-piece and turned, looking up at the intruders. Recognising Paul Mario, he raised the peak of his cap and began to climb the dell-side, head lowered shamefacedly.

Its Fawkes, said Paul Uncle Jacques gamekeeper. Presumably this wood belonged to him.

Lucky man, replied Don. Did he also own the wood-nymphs?

Paul laughed suddenly and boyishly, as was his wont, and nodded to Fawkes when the latter climbed up on to the path beside them. You are Luke Fawkes, are you not? he asked. I recall seeing you yesterday with the others.

Yes, sir, answered Fawkes, again raising the peak of his cap.

Having so spoken Fawkes become like a man of stone, standing before them, gaze averted, as a detected criminal. One might have supposed that a bloody secret gnawed at the bosom of Fawkes; but his private life was blameless and his past above reproach. His wife acted as charwoman at the church built by Sir Jacques.

Did you not observe a certain nymph among the bluebells, Fawkes? asked Don whimsically.

At the first syllable Fawkes sprang into an attitude of alert and fearful attention, listened as to the pronouncement of a foreman juror, and replied, No, sir, with the relieved air of a man surprised to find himself still living. I see Flamby Duveen, I did, he continued, in his reedy voice poachin, same as her father....

Poachin  same as her father, came a weird echo from the wood.

Paul and Don stared at one another questioningly, but Fawkes sandy countenance assumed a deeper hue.

Shes the worst character in these parts, he went on hastily. Bad as her father, she is.

Father, she is, mocked the echo.

Shell come to a bad end, declared the now scarlet Fawkes.

A bad end, concurred the magical echo, its accent and intonation eerily reproducing those of the gamekeeper. Then: Whose wife stole the key of the poor-box? inquired the spirit voice, and finally: When are they going to burn you?

At that Don succumbed to uncontrollable laughter, and Paul had much ado to preserve his gravity.

She appears to be very young, Fawkes, he said gently; little more than a child. High spirits are proper and natural after all; but, of course I appreciate the difficulties of your position. Good day.

Good day, sir, said Fawkes, again momentarily relieved apparently from the sense of impending harm. Good day, sir. He raised the peak of his cap, turned and resumed his slinking progress.

A strange coincidence, commented Don, taking Pauls arm.

You are pursuing your fancy about the nymph visible and invisible?

Not entirely, Paul. But you may remember, if the incident has not banished the fact from your mind, that you are at present conducting me, at my request, to Something-or-other Cottage, which I had failed to find unassisted.

Quite so. We are almost there. Yonder is Babylon Lane, which I understand is part of my legacy. Dovelands Cottage, I believe, is situated about half-way along it.

Babylon Lane, mused Don. Why so named?

That I cannot tell you. The name of Babylon invariably conjures up strange pictures of pagan feasts, dont you find? The mere sound of the word is sufficient to transport us to the great temple of Ishtar, and to dazzle our imagination with processions of flower-crowned priestesses. Heaven alone knows by what odd freak this peaceful lane was named after the city of Semiramis. But you were speaking of a coincidence.

Yes, it is the mother of the nymph, Flamby, that I am going to visit; the Widow Duveen.

Then this girl with the siren hair is she of whom you spoke?

Evidently none other. I told you, Paul, that I bore a message from her father, given to me under pledge of secrecy as he lay dying, to her mother. Paul, the mans life was a romance  a tragic romance. I cannot divulge his secrets, but his name was not Duveen; he was a cadet of one of the oldest families in Ireland.

You interest me intensely. He seems to have been a wild fellow.

Wild, indeed; and drink was his ruin. But he was a man, and by birth a gentleman. I am anxious to meet his widow.

Of course, she knows of his death?

Oh, you need fear no distressing scenes, Paul. I remember how the grief of others affects you. He died six months ago.

It affects me, Don, when I can do nothing to lessen it. Before helpless grief I find myself abashed, afraid, as before a great mystery  which it is. Only one day last week, passing through a poor quarter of South London, my cab was delayed almost beside a solitary funeral coach which followed a hearse. The coffin bore one poor humble little wreath. In the coach sat a woman, a young woman, alone  and hers was the wreath upon the coffin, her husbands coffin. He had died after discharge from a military hospital; so much I learned from the cabman, who had known the couple. She sat there dry-eyed and staring straight before her. No one took the slightest notice of the hearse, or of the lonely mourner. Don, that womans face still haunts me. Perhaps he had been a blackguard  I gathered that he had; but he was her man, and she had lost him, and the world was empty for her. No pompous state funeral could have embodied such tragedy as that solitary figure following the spectre of her vanished joy.

Don turned impulsively to the speaker. You dear old sentimentalist, he said; do you really continue to believe in the faith of woman?

Paul glanced aside at him. Had I ever doubted it, Yvonne would have reassured me. Wait until you meet a Yvonne, old man; then I shall ask you if you really continue to believe in the faith of woman. Here we are.


IV

A trellis-covered path canopied with roses led up to the door of Dovelands Cottage. On the left was a low lichened wall, and on the right a bed of flowers bordering a trimly kept lawn, which faced the rustic porch. Dovelands Cottage was entirely screened from the view of anyone passing along Babylon Lane by a high and dense privet hedge, which carried on its unbroken barrier to the end of the tiny orchard and kitchen-garden flanking the bungalow building on the left.

As Paul opened the white gate a cattle-bell attached to it jangled warningly, and out into the porch Mrs. Duveen came to meet them. She was a tiny woman, having a complexion like a shrivelled pippin, and the general appearance of a Zingari, for she wore huge ear-rings and possessed shrewd eyes of Oriental shape and colour. There was a bluish tinge about her lips, and she had a trick of pressing one labour-gnarled hand to her breast. She curtsied quaintly.

Paul greeted her with the charming courtesy which he observed towards everyone.

Mrs. Duveen, I believe? I am Paul Mario, and this is Captain Courtier, who has a message to give to you. I fear we may have come at an awkward hour, but Captain Courtiers time is unfortunately limited.

Mrs. Duveen repeated the curtsey. Will it please you to step in, sirs, she said, her eyes fixed upon Dons face in a sort of eager scrutiny. It is surely kind of you to come, sir  to Don.

They entered a small living room, stuffy because of the characteristically closed windows, but marked by a neatness of its appointments for which the gipsy appearance of Mrs. Duveen had not prepared them. There were several unframed drawings in pastel and water-colour, of birds and animals, upon the walls, and above the little mantelshelf hung a gleaming German helmet, surmounted by a golden eagle. On the mantelshelf itself were fuses, bombs and shell-cases, a china clock under a glass dome, and a cabinet photograph of a handsome man in the uniform of a sergeant of Irish Guards. Before the clock, and resting against it so as to occupy the place of honour, was a silver cigarette case.

Dons eyes, as his gaze fell on this last ornament, grew unaccountably misty, and he turned aside, staring out of the low window. Mrs. Duveen, who throughout the time that she had been placing chairs for her visitors (first dusting the seats with her apron) had watched the captain constantly, at the same moment burst into tears.

God bless you for coming, sir, she sobbed. Michael loved the ground you walked on, and hed have been a happy man to-day to have seen you here in his own house.

Don made no reply, continuing to stare out of the window, and Mrs. Duveen cried, silently now. Presently Paul caught his friends eye and mutely conveying warning of his intention, rose.

Your grief does you honour, Mrs. Duveen, he said. Your husband was one I should have been proud to call my friend, and I envy Captain Courtier the memory of such a comrade. There are confidences upon which it is not proper that I should intrude; therefore, with your permission, I am going to admire your charming garden until you wish me to rejoin you.

Bareheaded, he stepped out through the porch and on to the trim lawn, noting in passing that the home-made bookshelf beside the door bore copies of Shakespeare, Homer, Horace and other volumes rarely found in a workmans abode. Lémpriéres Classical Dictionary was there, and Kiplings Jungle Book, Darwins Origin of Species, and Selous Romance of Insect Life. Assuredly, Sergeant Duveen had been a strange man.

* * * * * *

Some twenty minutes later the widow came out, followed by Don. Mrs. Duveens eyes were red, but she had recovered her composure, and now held in her hand the silver cigarette case from the mantelpiece.

May I show you this, sir, she said, repeating her quaint curtsey to Paul. Michael valued it more than anything he possessed.

Paul took the case from her hand and examined the inscription:

To Sergeant Michael Duveen,  Company, Irish Guards, from Captain Donald Courtier, in memory of February 9th, 1916.

Opening the case, he found it to contain a photograph of Don. The latter, who was watching him, spoke:

My affairs would have terminated on February the ninth, Paul, if Duveen had not been there. He was pipped twice.

His honour doesnt tell you, sir, added Mrs. Duveen, that he brought Michael in on his back with the bullets thick around him.

Oh! oh! cried Don gaily. So thats the story, is it! Well, never mind, Mrs. Duveen; it was all in the days work. What the Sergeant did deserved the V.C., and hed have had it if I could have got it for him. What I did was no more than the duty of a stretcher-bearer.

Mrs. Duveen shook her head, smiling wanly, the thin hand pressed to her breast. Im sorry you couldnt meet Flamby, sir, she said. She should have been home before this.

No matter, replied Don. I shall look forward to meeting her on my next visit.

They took their departure, Mrs. Duveen accompanying them to the gate and watching Don as long as he remained in sight.

Did you observe the drawings on the wall? he asked Paul, as they pursued their way along Babylon Lane.

I did. They were original and seemed to be interesting.

Remarkably so; and they are the work of our wood nymph.

Really! Where can she have acquired her art?

From her father, I gather. Paul, I am keenly disappointed to have missed Flamby. The child of such singularly ill-assorted parents could not well fail to be unusual. I wonder if the girl suspects that her father was not what he seemed? Mrs. Duveen has always taken the fact for granted that her husband was a nobleman in disguise! It may account for her adoration of a man who seems to have led her a hell of a life. I have placed in her hands a certain locket which Duveen wore attached to a chain about his neck; I believe that it contains evidence of his real identity, but he clearly intended his wife to remain in perpetual ignorance of this, for the locket is never to be opened except by Flamby, and only by Flamby on the day of her wedding. I fear this popular-novel theme will offend your æsthetic sensibilities, Paul!

My dear fellow, I am rapidly approaching the conclusion that life is made up more of melodrama than of psychological hair-splitting and that the penmen dear to the servants hall more truly portray it than Henry James ever hoped to do or Meredith attempted. The art of to-day is the art of deliberate avoidance of the violent, and many critics persist in confusing it with truth. There is nothing precious about selfish, covetous, lustful humanity; therefore, good literature creates a refined humanity of its own, which converses in polished periods and never comes to blows.

What of Madame Caligula? And what of the critics who hailed Francesca of the Lilies as a tragedy worthy to name with Othello!

Primitive passions are acceptable if clothed in doublet and hose, Don. My quarrel with to-day is that it pretends to have lived them down.

Let us give credit where credit is due. Prussia has not hesitated to proclaim her sympathy with the primitive. Did you observe an eagle-crowned helmet above Mrs. Duveens fireplace?

Yes; you know its history?

Some part of its history. It was worn by a huge Prussian officer, who, together with his staff, was surprised and captured during the operations of March 1st, 1916; a delightful little coup. I believe I told you that Sergeant Duveen had been degraded, but had afterwards recovered his stripes?

You did, yes.

It was this incident which led to his losing them. He was taking particulars of rank and so forth of the prisoners, and this imposing fellow with the golden helmet stood in front of all the others, arms folded, head aloft, disdainfully surveying his surroundings. He spoke perfect English and when Duveen asked him his name and rank and requested him to hand over the sword he was wearing, he bluntly refused to have any dealings whatever with a damned common sergeant. Those were his own words.

Duveen very patiently pointed out that he was merely performing a duty for which he had been detailed and added that he resented the Prussians language and should have resented it from one of his own officers. He then repeated the request. The Prussian replied that if he had him in his own lines he would tie him to a gun and flog him to death.

Duveen stood up and walked around the empty case which was doing service as a table. He stepped up to take the sword which the other had refused to surrender; whereupon the Prussian very promptly and skilfully knocked him down. Immediately some of the boys made a rush, but Duveen, staggering to his feet, waved them back. He deliberately unbuttoned his tunic, took off his cap and unhitching his braces, fastened his belt around his waist. To everybodys surprise the lordly Prussian did likewise. A ring was formed and a fight began that would have brought in the roof of the National Sporting Club!

Feeling ran high against the Prussian, but he was a bigger man than Duveen and a magnificent boxer. Excited betting was in full swing when I appeared on the scene. Of course my duty was plain. But I had young Conroy with me and he pulled me aside before the men saw us.

Five to one in fivers on the sergeant! he said.

I declined the bet, for I knew something of Duveens form; but I did not interrupt the fight! And, by gad! it was a splendid fight! It lasted for seventeen minutes without an interval, and Duveen could never have stayed another two, Ill swear, when the Prussian made the mistake of closing with him. I knew it was finished then. Duveen got in his pet hook with the right and fairly lifted his opponent out of the sentient world.

I felt like cheering; but before I could retire Duveen turned, a bloody sight, and looked at me, out of puffy eyes. He sprang to attention, and I am your prisoner, sir, said he.

That left me no way out, and I had to put him under arrest. Just as he was staggering off between his guards the Prussian recovered consciousness and managed to get upon his feet. His gaze falling on Duveen, he held out one huge hand to him

Good! he was a sportsman after all!

Duveen took it  and the Prussian, grasping that dangerous right of the sergeants in his iron grip, struck him under the ear with his left and knocked him insensible across the improvised table!

Paul pulled up in the roadway, his dark eyes flashing: The swine! he exclaimed the  ee swine!

I had all my work cut out then to keep the men off the fellow. But finally a car came for him he was the Grand Duke of Something or other  and he was driven back to the base. He had resumed his golden helmet, and he sat, in spite of his bloody face, scornfully glancing at the hostile group about the car, like a conquering pagan emperor. Then the car moved off out of the heap of rubbish, once a village, amid which the incident had taken place. At the same moment, a brick, accurately thrown, sent the golden helmet spinning into the road!

Search was made for it, but the helmet was never found. I dont know who threw the brick, Paul (Duveen was under arrest at the time), but that is the helmet above his widows mantelpiece! The men who have witnessed incidents of this kind will no longer continue to believe in the veneer of modern life, for they will know that the true savage lies hidden somewhere underneath.

* * * * * *

They were come to the end of Babylon Lane and stood now upon the London road. Above the cornfield on the right hovered a sweet-voiced lark and the wild hedges were astir with active bird life. Velvet bees droned on their way and the air was laden with the fragrance of an English summer. Along the road flashed a motor bicycle, bearing a khaki-clad messenger and above the distant town flew a Farman biplane gleaming in the sunlight. The remote strains of a military band were audible.

The Roman road, mused Don, constructed in the misty unimaginable past, for war, and used by us to-day  for war. Oh, lud! in a week I shall be in the thick of it again. Babylon Hall? Who resides at that imposing mansion, Paul?

They stood before the open gates of a fine Georgian building, lying far back from the road amid neatly striped lawns and well-kept gardens.

The celebrated Jules Thessaly, I believe, replied Paul; but I have never met him.

Jules Thessaly! Really? I met him only three months ago near Bethune (a neighbourhood which I always associate with Milady and the headsman in The Three Musketeers).

What was he doing in Bethune?

What does he do anywhere? He was visiting the French and British fronts, accompanied by an imposing array of Staffs. He has tremendous influence of some kind  financial probably.

An interesting character. I hope we may meet. By the way, do you manage to do much work nowadays? I rarely see your name.

It is impossible to do anything but war stuff, Paul, when one is in the middle of it. You saw the set of drawings I did for The Courier?

Yes; I thought them fine. I have them in album form. They were excellently noticed throughout the press.

Dons face assumed an expression of whimsical disgust. There is a certain type of critic, he said who properly ought to have been a wardrobe dealer: he is eternally reaching down the mantle of somebody or other and assuring the victim of his kindness that it fits him like a glove. Now no man can make a show in a second-hand outfit, and an artist is lost when folks begin to talk about the mantle of somebody or other having fallen upon him. A critic can do nothing so unkind as to brand a poor poet The Australian Kipling, a painter The Welsh Whistler, or a comedian The George Robey of South Africa. The man is doomed.

And what particular offender has inspired this outburst?

Some silly ass who has dubbed me the Dana Gibson of the trenches! Its a miserable outrage; my work isnt a scrap like Gibsons; its not so well drawn, for one thing, and it doesnt even remotely resemble his in form. But never mind. When I come back Ill show em! What I particularly want to ask you, Paul, is to get in touch with Duveens girl; she has really remarkable talent. I have never seen such an insight into wild life as is exhibited in her rough drawings. I fear I shall be unable to come down here again. There are hosts of sisters, cousins and aunts, all of whom expect to be taken to the latest musical play or for a week-end to Brighton: thats how we victimised bachelors spend our hard-earned leave! But I promised Duveen I would do all in my power for his daughter. It would be intolerable for a girl of that kind to be left to run wild here, and I am fortunately well placed to help her as she chances to be a fellow-painter. Will you find out all about her, Paul, and let me know if we can arrange for her to study properly?

You really consider that she has talent?

My dear fellow! go and inspect her work for yourself. Considering her limited opportunities, it is wonderful.

Rely upon me, Don. She shall have her chance.

Don grasped his arm. Tell Mrs. Duveen that she will receive a special allowance on account of her husbands services, he said, bending towards Paul. Dont worry about expenses. You understand?

My dear Don, of course I understand. But I insist upon sharing this protégée with you. Oh, I shall take no refusal. My gratitude to the man who saved my best pal must find an outlet! So say no more. Do you return to London to-night?

Unfortunately, yes. But you must arrange to spend a day, or at any rate an evening, with me in town before my leave expires. Are you thinking of taking up your residence at Hatton Towers?

Paul made a gesture of indecision. It is a lovely old place, he said; but I feel that I need to be in touch with the pulse of life, if I am to diagnose its ailments. Latterly London has become distasteful to me; it seems like a huge mirror reflecting all the horrors, the shams, the vices of the poor scarred world. To retire to Hatton in the companionship of Yvonne would be delightful, but would also be desertion. No idle chance brought us together to-day, Don; it was that Kismet to which the Arab ascribes every act of life. I was hesitating on a brink; you pushed me over; and at this very hour I am falling into the arms of Fate. I believe it is my appointed task to sow the seed of truth; a mighty task, but because at last I realise its dimensions I begin to have confidence that I may succeed.

Don stood still in the road, facing Paul. Choose your seed with care, Paul, for generations yet unborn will eat of its fruit.


V

Paul Mario dined alone in the small breakfast-room overlooking the sloping lawns, waited upon by Davison, the late Sir Jacques butler, a useful but melancholy servant, having the demeanour of a churchwarden and a habit of glancing rapidly under tables and chairs as though he had mislaid a cassock or a Book of Common Prayer. The huge, gloomy dining-room oppressed the new owner of Hatton Towers, being laden with the atmosphere of a Primitive Methodist Sunday School.

Sir Jacques had been Pauls maternal uncle, and Paul had often wondered if there could have been anything in common between his mother  whom he had never known  and this smug Pharisee. His father, who had died whilst Paul was at Oxford, had rarely spoken of Pauls mother; but Paul had chanced to overhear an old clubman refer to her as having possessed the most fascinating ankles in London. The remark had confirmed his earlier impression that his mother had been a joyous butterfly. For his father, a profound but sombre scholar, he cherished a reverence which was almost Roman in its character. His portrait in oils occupied the place of honour in Pauls study, and figuratively it was a shrine before which there ever burned the fires of a deathless love and admiration.

* * * * * *

Pauls acute response to environment rendered him ill at ease in Hatton Towers. The legacy embarrassed him. He hated to be so deeply indebted to a man he could never repay and from whom he would not willingly have accepted the lightest favour. It has been truly said that the concupiscence of the eye outlives desire. Tiberius succumbed to premature senility (and was strangled by Macro) in a bedchamber decorated with figures from the works of Elephantis; and Sir Jacques secret library, which he had omitted to destroy or disperse, bore evidence to the whited sepulchre of his intellectual life.

This atmosphere was disturbing. Paul could have worked at Hatton Towers, but not upon the mighty human theme with which at that hour his mind was pregnant. For his intellect was like a sensitive plate upon which the thoughts of those who had lived and longed and died in whatever spot he might find himself, were reproduced eerily, almost clairvoyantly. It was necessary that he should work amid sympathetic colour  that he should appropriately set the stage for the play; and Fame having coming to him, not empty-handed but laden with gold, he made those settings opulent.

He did spontaneously the things that lesser men do at behest of their press-agents. The passionate mediaeval tragedy Francesca of the Lilies, destined to enshrine his name in the temple of the masters, he wrote at the haunted Palazzo Concini in Tuscany, where, behind tomb-like doors, iron-studded and ominous, he worked in a low-beamed windowless room at a table which had belonged to Gilles de Rais, and by light of three bronze lamps found in the ruins of the Mamertine dungeons.

For company he had undying memories of sins so black that only the silent Vatican archives held record of them; memories of unholy loves, of deaths whose manner may not be written, of births whereat the angels shuddered. Torch-scarred walls and worm-tunnelled furniture whispered their secrets to him, rusty daggers confessed their bloody histories, and a vial still bearing ghastly frost of Borgian contarella spoke of a virgin martyr and of a princely cardinal whose deeds were forgotten by all save Mother Church. Pauls genius was absorbent, fructiferous, prolific of golden dreams.

But the atmosphere of Hatton Towers stifled inspiration, was definitely antagonistic. The portrait of the late Sir Jacques, in the dining-room, seemed to dominate the house, as St. Peters dominates Rome, or even as the Pyramids dominate Lower Egypt. The scanty beard and small eyes; the flat, fleshy nose; the indeterminable, mask-like expression; all were faithfully reproduced by the celebrated academician  and humorist  who had executed the painting. Soft black hat, flat black tie, and ill-fitting frock coat might readily have been identified by the respectable but unfashionable tradesmen patronised by Sir Jacques.

Paul, pipe in mouth, confronting the likeness after dinner, recalled, and smiled at the recollection, a saying of Dons: Never trust a whiskered man who wears a soft black felt hat and a black frock coat. The hat conceals the horns; the coat hides the tail!

From room to room he rambled, and even up into the octagonal turret chambers in the tower. Here he seemed to be rid of the aura of the dining-room portrait and in a rarefied atmosphere of Tudor turbulence. In one of the turret chambers, that overlooking the orchard, he found himself surveying the distant parkland with the eyes of a captive and longing for the coming of one who ever tarried yet was ever expected. The long narrow gallery over the main entrance, with its six mullioned windows and fine collection of paintings, retained, as a jar that has held musk retains its scent, a faint perfume of Jacobean gallantry. But the pictures, many of them undraped studies collected by Sir Jacques, which now held the place once sacred to ancestors, cast upon the gallery a vague shadow of the soft black hat.

From a tiny cabinet at one end of the gallery a stair led down to my ladys garden where bushes masqueraded as birds, a sundial questioned the smiling moon and a gathering of young frogs leapt hastily from the stone fountain at sound of Pauls footsteps. Monkish herbs and sweet-smelling old-world flowers grew modestly in this domain once sacred to the chatelaine of Hatton; and Paul kept ghostly tryst with a white-shouldered lady whose hair was dressed high upon her head, and powdered withal, and to whose bewitching red lips the amorous glance was drawn by a patch cunningly placed beside a dimple. My ladys garden was a reliquary of soft whispers, and Paul by the magic of his genius reclaimed them all and was at once the lover and the mistress.

In the depths of the house he found a delightful dungeon. More modern occupiers of Hatton had used the dungeon as a wine-cellar and Sir Jacques had converted it to the purposes of a dark-room, for he had been a skilful and enthusiastic amateur of photography; but that it had at some period of its history served other ends, Pauls uncanny instinct told him. A sense of chill, not physical, indeed almost impersonal, attacked him as he entered, hurricane-lantern aloft. For the poet that informed his lightest action dictated that the ray of a lantern and not the glare of a modern electric appliance should illuminate that memory-haunted spot.

Gyves fastened up his limbs and dread of some cruel doom struck at his heart as he stooped to enter the place. Here again the powerful influence of Sir Jacques was imperceptible; the dungeon lay under the spell of a stronger and darker personality; and as he curiously examined its structure and form, to learn that it was older than the oldest part of the house above, he knew himself to be in a survival of some forgotten stronghold upon whose ashes a Tudor mansion had been reared. Searing irons glared before his eyes; in a dim, arched corner a brazier glowed dully; ropes creaked.

Returning to the library, he found himself again within the aura of his departed uncle. It was in this book-lined apartment that Sir Jacques had transacted the affairs of the ugly little church at Mid Hatton and the volumes burdening the leather-edged shelves were of a character meet for the eye of an elder. The smaller erotic collection in the locked bureau in the study presumably had companioned Sir Jacques more leisured hours.

Paul sank into a deep, padded arm-chair. The library of Hatton Towers was in the south-east wing, and now because of the nights stillness dim booming of distant guns was audible. A mood of reflection claimed him, and from it he sank into sleep, to dream of the portrait of Sir Jacques which seemed to have become transparent, so that the camel-like head now appeared, as in those monstrous postcard caricatures which at one time flooded the Paris shops, to be composed of writhing nudities cunningly intertwined, of wanton arms, and floating locks and leering woman-faces.


VI

Through the sun-gay gardens, wet with dew, Paul made his way on the following morning. The songs of the birds delighted him and the homely voices of cattle in the meadows were musical because the skies were blue. A beetle crawled laboriously across the gravel path before him, and he stepped aside to avoid crushing it; a ladybird discovered on the brim of his hat had to be safely deposited on a rose bush, nor in performing this act of charity did he disturb the web of a small spider who resided hard by. Because the flame of life burnt high within him, he loved all life to-day.

The world grew blind in its old age, reverencing a man-hewn symbol, a fragment of wood, a sacerdotal ring, when the emblem of creation, of being, the very glory of God made manifest, hung resplendent in the heavens! Men scoffed at miracles, and the greatest miracle of all rose daily before their eyes; questioned the source of life, and every blade of grass pointed upward to it, every flower raised its face adoring it; doubted eternity whilst the eternal flames that ever were, are and ever shall be, burned above their heads! Those nameless priests of a vanished creed who made Stonehenge, drew nearer perhaps to the Divine mystery than modern dogma recognised.

So ran his thoughts, for on a sunny morning, although perhaps sub-consciously, every man becomes a fire-worshipper. Then came the dim booming  and a new train of reflection. Beneath the joyous heavens men moiled and sweated at the task of slaying. Doubting souls, great companies of them, even now were being loosed upon their mystic journey. Man slew man, beast slew beast, and insect devoured insect. The tiny red beetle that he had placed upon the rose bush existed only by the death of the aphides which were its prey; the spider, too, preyed. But man was the master slayer. It was jungle law  the law of the wilderness miscalled life; which really was not life but a striving after life.

Realising, anew, how wildly astray from simple truth the world had wandered, how ridiculous were the bickerings which passed for religious thought, how puerile, inadequate, the dogmas that men named creeds, he trembled spiritually before the magnitude of his task. He doubted his strength and the purity of his motives. Any fool can smash a Ming pot, but no man living to-day can make one. Dear old Don had a way of saying quaint things that meant much. The world was very fair to look upon; but for some odd reason a mental picture of Damascus seen from the Lebanon Mountains arose before him. Perhaps that was how the world looked to the gods  until they sought to live in it.

* * * * * *

Coming out into the narrow winding lane beyond the lodge gates, Paul saw ahead of him a shambling downcast figure, proceeding up the slope.

Good morning, Fawkes, he called.

Fawkes stopped as suddenly as Lots wife, but unlike Lots wife without looking around, and stood in the road as rigid as she. Paul came up to his side, and the gamekeeper guiltily raised the peak of his cap and remained standing there silent and downcast.

A glorious morning, Fawkes, said Paul, cheerily.

Yes, sir, agreed Fawkes, his breath bated.

I want to tell you, continued Paul, whilst I remember, that Mrs. Duveens daughter, Flamby, is to be allowed to come and go as she likes anywhere about the place. She does no harm, Fawkes; she is a student of wild life and should be encouraged.

Fawkes face assumed an expression of complete bewilderment. Yes, sir, he said, his reedy voice unsteady; as you wish, sir. But I dont know about not doing no harm. She spoils all the shootin, alarms the birds and throws things at the beaters, she does; and this year she stopped the hounds, she did.

Stopped the hounds, Fawkes?

Yes, sir. The fox he ran to cover down Babylon Lane, and right into Dovelands Cottage. The hounds come through the hedge hard after him, they did, and all the pack jumped the gate and streamed into the garden. Colonel Wycherley and Lady James and old John Darbey, the huntsman, they was close on the pack, and they all three took the gate above Coates Farm and come up in a bunch, you might say.

Fawkes paused, glanced guiltily at Pauls face, and, reassured, lowered his head again and raced through the remainder of his story breathlessly.

Flamby, she was peelin potatoes in the porch, and she jumps up and runs down to the gate all on fire. The hounds was bayin all round her as fierce as tigers, and she took no more notice of em than if theyd been flies. She see old John first, and she calls to him to get the pack out of the garden, in a way it isnt for me to say....

On the contrary, Fawkes, I take an interest in Flamby Duveen, and I wish to hear exactly what she said.

Well, sir, if you please, sir, she hollers: Call your blasted dogs out of my garden, John Darbey!

The fox is a-hiding somewhere here, says John.

To hell with the fox and you, too! shouts Flamby, and pickin up a big stick thats lyin on the ground, she slips into them dogs like a mad thing. Im told everybody was sure theyd attack her; but would you believe it, sir, she chased em out like a flock of sheep. She dont hit like a girl, Flamby dont; she means it.

She loves animals, Fawkes, and knows them; therefore she has great influence over them. I dont suppose one of them was hurt.

Anyway, sir, she got em all out in the lane and stood lookin over the gate. John Darbey he was speechless in his saddle, like, but Lady James she told Flamby what she thought about her.

Fawkes paused for breath and darted a second furtive glance at Paul.

Proceed, Fawkes, directed the latter. What was the end of the episode?

Well, sir, Flamby answered her back, but its not for me to repeat what she said....

Since the story is evidently known to the whole countryside, you need have no scruples about the matter, Fawkes. What did Lady James say to Flamby?

She says, Youre a low, vulgar creature! And Flamby says, Perhaps I am, she says, but I aint afraid to tell anybody where I spend my week-ends!

Ah, interrupted Paul, hurriedly, you should not have repeated that, Fawkes; but I am to blame. See to it that you are more discreet in future.

Yes, sir, said Fawkes, all downcast immediately. Shall I tell you what happened to the fox, sir?

Yes, you might tell me what happened to the fox.

Flamby had him locked in the tool-shed, sir!

He uttered the words as a final, crushing indictment, and ventured a swift look at Paul in order to note its effect. Pauls face was expressionless, however, as a result of the effort to retain his composure.

An awful character, Fawkes! he said. Good morning.

Good morning, sir, said Fawkes, raising the peak of his cap with that queer air of relief.

* * * * * *

Paul set off along the lane, now smiling unrestrainedly, came to the stile where the footpath through the big apple orchard began, crossed it and stood for a moment watching a litter of tiny and alarmed pigs scampering wildly after their mother. One lost his way and went racing along distant aisles of apple trees in quest of a roundabout route of his own. Paul, who symbolised everything, found food for reflection in the incident.

He lingered in the fragrant orchard looking at a flock of sheep who grazed there, and admiring the frolics of the lambs. In the beauty of nature he always found cause for sorrow, because every living thing is born to pain. Animals knew this law instinctively and received it as a condition of their being, but men shut their eyes to so harsh a truth, and cried out upon heaven when it came home to them. He thought of Yvonne and his happiness frightened him. Gautama Buddha had left a lovely bride, to question the solitude and the sorrows of humanity respecting truth; he, Paul Mario, dared to believe that the light had come without the sacrifice. This mood bore him company to Babylon Lane, but the sight of the white gate of Dovelands Cottage terminated a train of thought. Here it was that the story related by Fawkes had had its setting.

No one responded to the ringing of the cattle-bell, and the door of the cottage was closed. In the absence of a knocker Paul rapped with his stick, and having satisfied himself that Mrs. Duveen and her daughter were not at home turned away disappointed. He had counted upon an intimate chat with Flamby, which should enable him to form some personal impression of her true character.

He returned slowly along Babylon Lane, and passing the path through the orchard, he chose that which would lead him through the fringe of the wood wherein he and Don had first seen Flamby. Evidently the wood was a favourite haunt of the girls, for as he crossed the adjoining meadow he saw her in front of him, lying flat upon a carpet of wild flowers, now shadowed by the trees, her chin resting in one palm and her elbow upon the ground. In her right hand she held a brush, which now and again she applied with apparent carelessness to a drawing lying on the grass before her, but without perceptibly changing her pose.

The morning was steamy and still, giving promise of another tropically hot day, but Paul approached so quietly that he came within a few yards of Flamby without disturbing her. There he stopped, watching and admiring. She was making a water-colour drawing of a tiny lamb which lay quite contentedly within reach of her hand, sometimes looking up into her face confidently and sometimes glancing at the woolly mother who grazed near the fringe of the trees. Flamby was so absorbed in her work that she noted nothing of Pauls approach, but the mother sheep looked up, startled, and the lamb made a sudden move in her direction.

Be good, Woolly, said Flamby, and her voice had that rare vibrant note which belongs to the Celtic tongue; I have nearly finished now.

But the lambs courage had failed, and not even the siren voice could restore it. With the uncertain steps of extreme youth it sought its mothers side, and the two moved away towards the flock which grazed in a distant corner of the meadow.

I fear I have disturbed you.

The effect of Pauls words was singular. Flamby dropped her brush and seemed to shrink as from a threatened blow, drawing up her shoulders and slowly turning her head to see who had spoken. As her face came into view, Paul saw that it was blanched with fear.

Please forgive me, he said with concern; but I did not mean to frighten you.

Oh, moaned Flamby, but you did. I thought   She rose to her knees and then to her feet, the quick colour returning in a hot blush.

What did you think? asked Paul gently.

I thought you were Sir Jacques.

She uttered the words impulsively and seemed to regret them as soon as spoken, standing before Paul with shyly lowered eyes. The attitude surprised him. From what he had seen and heard of Flamby he had not anticipated diffidence, and he regarded her silently for a moment, smiling in his charming way. She had evidently made some attempt this morning to arrange her rebellious hair, for it had been parted and brushed over to one side so that the rippling waves gleamed like minted copper where the sun kissed them. Flamby had remarkable hair, nut-brown in its shadows, and in the light glowing redly like embers or a newly extinguished torch.

Her face was a perfect oval, and she had the most beautifully chiselled straight little nose imaginable. Her face and as much of her neck as was exposed by a white jumper were tanned to gipsy hue; so that when, shyly raising her eyes, she responded to Pauls smile, the whiteness of her teeth was extraordinary. A harsh critic might have said that her mouth was too large; but no man of flesh and blood would have quarrelled with such lips as Flambys. She was below medium height, but shaped like a sylph and had the airy grace of one. As Paul stood regarding her he found wonder to be growing in his mind, for such wild roses as Flamby are rare enough in the countryside, as every artist knows.

Why, he asked, should you be so afraid of Sir Jacques?

Hes dead! replied Flamby, an elfin light of mischief kindling in her eyes; yet she was by no means at her ease.

And what made you mistake me for him?

Your voice.

Ah, said Paul, to whom others had remarked on this resemblance; but you had no cause to fear him?  alive, I mean.

No, replied Flamby, stooping to pick up her sketching materials.

Her monosyllabic reply was not satisfactory; but recognising that if she did not wish to talk about the late Sir Jacques he must merely defeat his own purpose by endeavouring to make her do so, he abandoned the topic.

My name is Paul Mario, he said, and I came to see you this morning.

Flamby stood up, paint-box, brushes and sketch in hand. To see me?

Yes! why not?

Flamby confronted him, her natural self-confidence restored, and studied him with grave grey eyes. What did you want to see me about? she asked; and in the tone of the question there was a restrained anxiety which Paul could not understand. Also there was a faint and fascinating suggestion of brogue in her accent.

About yourself, of course, he replied, and wondered more and more because of the knowledge  borne to him by that acute, almost feminine, intuition which was his  that the girl was fencing with him, and because of her strangeness and her beauty as she stood before him, hair flaming in the sunlight, and her eyes watching him observantly.

Now, her expression changed, and her pupils growing momentarily larger, he knew that her thoughts were in the past  and that they had brought relief from some secret anxiety which had been with her.

Of course! she said, and laughed with a sudden joyousness that was in harmony with the morning; you came yesterday with Captain Courtier. I understand, now.

Swiftly as her laughter had come, it vanished, and her eyes grew dim with tears. Such tempestuous emotions must have nonplussed the average man, but to Paul Mario her moods read clearly as a printed page, so that almost as the image arose in Flambys mind, it arose also in his; and he saw before him one who wore the uniform of a sergeant of Irish Guards. Hotly pursuing the tears came brave smiles. Flamby shook her curls back from her brow, gave Paul a glance which was half apologetic and wholly appealing, then laughed again and swept him a mocking curtsey.

I am your honours servant, she said; what would you with me?

The elfin light danced in her eyes again, and in this country damsel who used the language of an obsolete vassalage he saw one who mocked at his manorial rights and cared naught for king or commoner. Beyond doubt, Sergeant Duveen had been a strange man, and strangely had he trained his daughter.

May I see your drawing?

Flamby hesitated. Are you really interested? she said wistfully, or are you just trying to be kind?

Paul was tempted to laugh outright, but his delicate sensibilities told him that laughter would give offence. I am really interested, he assured her earnestly, Captain Courtier is of opinion that you have a remarkable gift for portraying wild life.

He selected his words deliberately with the design of reassuring her respecting the sincerity of his interest. He was aware of a vague fear that some ill-chosen remark would send Flamby flying from him, the coy wood-nymph to whom Don had likened her, and that she would disappear as she had done from Bluebell Hollow. But still she hesitated.

You look as though you mean it, she conceded, furtively glancing down at the sketching-board in her hand. But its a rotter.

Im afraid I am to blame. I spoiled it.

No you didnt. It was a mess before you came. She glanced at him doubtfully, keeping the drawing turned away. You see, she continued, the shadowy part of a lamb on a sunny morning is quite blue  quite blue. Did you know that?

Well, replied Paul, musingly, shielding his eyes and looking toward the distant flock, now that you have drawn my attention to the fact I perceive it to be so  yes.

But when you havent got many colours, explained Flamby, its not so easy to paint. Ive made my lamb too blue for anything! She displayed the drawing, her eyes dancing with laughter. No man ever saw a blue lamb, she said while he was sober!

The words shed a sidelight upon the domestic habits of the late Sergeant Duveen, as Paul did not fail to note; and in the masculinity of Flambys jesting he glimpsed something of the closeness of the intimacy which had existed between father and daughter. But, taking the drawing from her hands, he was astonished at the skill which it displayed and which surpassed that of any work he had seen outside the best exhibitions. It possessed none of the graceful insipidity of the water colours which young ladies are taught to produce at all good boarding-schools and convents, but was characterised by the same vigour which informed Flambys conversation. Furthermore, it represented a living animal, soft of fleece and inviting a caress and was drawn with almost insolent ease. Paul looked into the girls watching eyes.

You are an artist, Flamby, he said; and like all artists you are unduly critical of your work.

A rich colour glowed through the tan upon Flambys cheeks and she was aware of a delicious little nervous thrill. Paul Marios fascinating voice had laid its thrall upon her and his eyes were far more beautiful even than she had supposed, when, confronting Fawkes in Bluebell Hollow, she had suddenly looked up to find Paul watching her. That easy self-possession which she had learned from her father and which deserted her rarely enough, threatened to desert her now; also, a poisonous doubt touched her joy. With its coming came a return of confidence and Flamby laid her hand confidingly upon Pauls arm.

You really do mean what you say, dont you? she asked wistfully.

My dear little girl, why are you so doubtful of my honesty?

Flamby lowered her fiery head. Except father, she said, I never knew anybody who really thought I could paint. Some pretended to think so; and Miss Kingsbury at High Fielding, who ought to know, laughed at me  after she had asked me to go and see her  and told me to try and find a nice domestic situation.

The mimicry in the concluding words was delightfully funny, but Paul nodded sympathetically. A mental picture of Miss Kingsbury arose before him, and it was in vain that he sought to consider her and her kind without rancour. Beauty is a dangerous gift for any girl, making countless enemies amongst her own sex and often debarring her from harmless pleasures open to her plainer sisters. But the Miss Kingsburys of the smaller county towns are an especial menace to such as Flamby, although charity rarely assumes the dimensions of a vice among any of the natives of Englands southern shires.

And your father had intended that you should become a painter?

Unconsciously, he found himself speaking of the late Michael Duveen as of one belonging to his own station in life, nor did the wild appearance and sometimes uncouth language of Flamby serve wholly to disguise the blue streak in her blood.

When he was sober, she replied, and suddenly bursting into gay laughter she snatched the drawing and turned away, waving her hand to Paul. Goodbye, Mr. Mario, she cried. I like you heaps better than your uncle!

Her impudence was delicious, and Paul detained her. You must not run away like that, he said. Captain Courtier made me promise that I would arrange for you to pursue your art studies  

Flamby shook her head. How can I do that? she asked, in a gust of scorn. Then, as suddenly, her gaze grew wrapt and her face flushed. But how I would love to! she whispered.

You shall. It is all arranged, declared Paul earnestly. The  special pension which your mother will receive and which Captain Courtier is arranging will be sufficient to cover all costs.

Flamby looked up at him, her eyes aglow with excitement. Oh, Mr. Mario, she said, please dont think me ungrateful and a little beast; but  is it true?

Why should I mislead you in the matter, Flamby?

I dont know; but  if you knew how Ive longed and longed to be able to go to London, among people who understand; to get away from these men and women who are really half vegetables!

Paul laughed gaily. But you love the country?

I could not live long away from it. But the people! And I love the birds and the animals, and  oh!  her voice rose excitedly dont kill it!

A wasp was humming dangerously about Pauls head, and although his love of all things that had life was as strong as Flambys, the self-protective instinct had led him to endeavour to knock the wasp away. Now, Flamby extending one motionless hand, the gaudily-striped insect alighted upon her finger and began busily to march from thence to the rosy tip of the next, and so on until it reached Flambys little curved thumb. Holding the thumb upright, so that the wasp stood upon a miniature tower, she pursed her lips entrancingly and blew the insect upon its way as gently as if borne upon a summer zephyr.

They only sting if you hurt them, she explained; and so would you!

But, said Paul, who had watched the incident wonderingly, if all insects were permitted to live unmolested, and all animals for that matter, the world would become uninhabitable for man.

I know, replied Flamby pensively and I cannot understand why nature is so cruel.

Paul studied the piquant, sun-kissed face with a new interest. Flamby, he said earnestly, one day you will be a great artist.

She looked into his eyes, but only for a moment, turned and fled. There were a hundred things he had wanted to say to her, a hundred questions he had wanted to ask. But off she ran along the margin of the wood, and where a giant elm stood, a forest outpost at a salient, paused and waved her hand to him.


VII

For all the exquisite sympathy of his nature and intuitive understanding of others, there was a certain trait in the character of Paul Mario not infrequently found in men of genius. From vanity he was delightfully free, nor had adulation spoiled him; but his interest in the world was strangely abstract, and his outlook almost cosmic. He dreamed of building a ladder of stars for all earth-bound humanity, and thought not in units, but in multitudes. Picturesque distress excited his emotions keenly, and sometimes formed ineffaceable memories, but memories oddly impersonal, little more than appreciations of sorrow as a factor in that mystic equation to the solving of which he had bent all his intellect.

On the other hand he was fired by a passionate desire to aid; nor when occasion had arisen had he hesitated to sacrifice self for anothers good. But such altruism was born of impulse and never considered. The spectacle of the universe absorbed him, and listening for the Pythagorean music of the spheres he sometimes became deaf to the voices of those puny lives about him. His attention being called to them, however, his solicitude was sweet and sincere, but once removed from his purview they were also dismissed from his mind; and because of his irresistible charm there were some who wept to be so soon forgotten. His intellect was patrician  almost deiform in the old Roman sense. Probably all great masters have been similarly endowed, for if in order that one shall successfully conduct a military campaign he must think in armies and not in squads, so, if another would aspire to guide Thought, presumably must he think in continents. It does not follow that he shall lack genius for love and friendship, but merely that he cannot distract his mind in seeking out individual sorrows. The physician tends the hurts of the body, the priest ministers to the ills of the spirit; Paul Mario yearned to heal the wounds of a stricken world.

But Flamby interested him keenly, and therefore he draped her in a mantle of poesy, obscuring those shades displeasing to his sensibilities; as, an occasional coarseness due to association with her father; and enhancing her charms and accomplishments. Her beauty and spirit delighted the æsthete, and her mystery enthralled the poet. She had feared Sir Jacques. Why? Paul toyed with the question in his own fashion and made of Hatton Towers a feudal keep and of his deceased uncle a baron of unsavoury repute. The maid Flamby, so called because men had likened the glory of her hair to a waving flambeau, he caused to reside in a tiny cottage beneath the very shadow of Sir Jacques frowning fortress; and the men-at-arms looking down from battlement and bartizan marvelled when the morning wove a halo around the head of the witchs daughter. (In the poem-picture which grew thus in his mind as he swung along towards Hatton, Mrs. Duveen had become even more shrivelled than nature had made her; her eyes had grown brighter and her earrings longer).

Word of the maids marvellous comeliness reaching Sir Jacques, he won entrance to the cottage crouching against his outer walls, disguised as a woodman; for the mighty weald had reclaimed its own in the period visited by Pauls unfettered spirit and foresters roamed the greenwood. He wooed maid Flamby, employing many an evil wile, but she was obdurate and repulsed him shrewdly. Whereupon he caused Dame Duveen to be seized as a weaver of spells and one who had danced before Asmodeus at the Witches Sabbath to music of the magic pipe. To serve his end Sir Jacques invoked inhuman papal witch-law; the stake was set, each faggot laid. But by stratagem of a humble cowherd who loved her with a fidelity staunch unto death, Flamby secured the Dames escape and the two fled together covertly, through the forest and by night....


VIII

A few paces beyond the giant elm, Flamby paused, breathless, looking down at the drawing which she held in her hand. Then turning, she retraced her steps until she could peep around the great trunk of the tree. Thus peeping she stood and watched Paul Mario until, coming to the stile at the end of the meadow, he climbed over and was hidden by the high hedgerow.

Flamby looked at the sketch again, seized it as if to tear the board across; then changed her mind, studied the drawing attentively, smiled, and looked straight before her, but not at anything really visible. She was dreaming, as many another had dreamed who had heard Paul Marios voice and looked into Paul Marios eyes. From these maiden dreams, which may not be set down because they are formless, like all spiritual things, her mind drifted into a channel of reflection.

The memory of Pauls voice came back again and thrilled her as though he had but just spoken. She grew angry because she had imagined his voice to resemble that of Sir Jacques. Poor little Flamby, the very name of Sir Jacques was sufficient to make her shudder, to cast black shadows upon the sunny fields of her dream-world. She dared not believe that Pauls interest was sincere and disinterested  yet her heart believed it.

Almost the earliest recollection of her young womanhood was of a mans interest in her welfare; that was at the big racing stables in Yorkshire where her father had trained for Lord Loamhurst. Flamby was thirteen, then, and already her beauty, later to develop into that elfin loveliness which had excited the wonder of Don, was unusual. The man in question was his lordships nephew, and his interest had grown so marked that Michael Duveen had spoken to him, had received an insolent reply and had struck down the noble youth with one blow of his formidable fist. The episode had terminated Duveens career as a trainer.

Thereafter had begun the nomadic life, with its recurrent phases of brawls, drunken debauches by her father, occasional brief intervals of prosperity and longer ones of abject poverty. Lower Charleswood had seemed as an oasis in the wilderness and the employment offered by Sir Jacques too bountiful to be real. Nevertheless, it was real enough, and all went well for a season. Michael Duveen gave the bottle a go-by, and the first real home that Flamby had known established its altars in Dovelands Cottage. The understanding between father and daughter was complete and was rendered more perfect by the necessity for companionship experienced by both. Poor Mrs. Duveen possessed the personality of a chameleon, readily toning with any background; but intellectually she was never present. Why Michael Duveen had selected such a mate was a mystery which Flamby, who loved her mother the more dearly for her helplessness, could never solve. It was a mystery to which Duveen, in his darker moods, devoted himself cruelly, and many were the nights that Flamby had sobbed herself to sleep, striving to deafen her ears to the hateful insults and merciless taunts which Duveen would hurl at his wife.

Following such an outburst, Michael Duveen would exhibit penitence which was almost as shocking as his brutality  but it was always to Flamby that he came for forgiveness, bringing some love-gift which he would proffer shamefacedly, tears trembling in his eyes.

Ask your mother to come into town with me, Flamby asthore; Ive seen a fine coat at Dales thatll make her heart glad.

It was invariably the same, and never was the olive branch rejected for a moment by his long-suffering wife. Hers was the dog-like fidelity which men of Duveens pattern have the gift of inspiring in women, and had he been haled to the felons dock she would gladly and proudly have stood beside her man. So the years stole by, and Flamby crept nearer to womanhood and closer to her fathers heart. The drinking-bouts grew less frequent and only once again did Duveen offer violence to his wife. It was on the occasion of a house-party at Hatton Towers, and a racy young French commercial man who was one of Sir Jacques guests fell to the lure of Flambys ever increasing charms.

Flamby, who now was wise with a wisdom possessed by few women, and who could confound a gallant with the wit of Propertius, or damn his eyes like any trooper, amused herself with the overdressed youth, and ate many expensive chocolates. Mistaking the situation, and used to the complaisance of the French peasant, M. le Petit-Maitre presented himself at Dovelands Cottage and made certain overtures of a financial nature to Mrs. Duveen. Between his imperfect English, his delicate mode of expressing the indelicate, and his great charm, poor Mrs. Duveen found confusion, brewed tea and reported the conversation to her husband.

Michael Duveen grew black with wrath, and, taking up a heavy dish from the table, he hurled it at the poor, foolish woman. As he did so the door opened and Flamby came in. The dish, crashing against the edge of the door, was shattered and a fragment struck Flambys bare arm, inflicting a deep wound.

Like a cloak discarded, Duveens wrath fell from him at sight of the blood on that soft round arm. He was a man suddenly sick with remorse; and, to the last, the faint scar which the wound left was as a crucifix before which he abased himself. He did not even thrash the Frenchman, but was content with sending to that astonished gallant an acknowledgment of his offer couched in such pure and scathing French prose that it stung more surely than any lash.

Duveens was a strange nature, and to Flamby, as her powers of observation grew keener, he presented a study at once fascinating and mournful. He had deeper scholarship than many a man who holds a university chair; he knew the classics as lesser men know their party politics; and the woodlands, fields and brooks, with their countless inhabitants, held no mysteries for him. Yet he was content to be as Flamby had always known him  a manual labourer. The larder of Dovelands Cottage was well stocked, winter and summer alike, and Mrs. Duveen, who accepted what the gods offered unquestioningly, never troubled to inquire how folks so poor as they could procure game and fish at all proper seasons. Fawkes could have enlightened her; but there was no man in Lower Charleswood, or for that matter in the county, of a hardihood to cross Michael Duveen. Furthermore, Sir Jacques, who was a Justice of the Peace, would hear no ill of him. Finally, one bitter winters morning in the first year of the war, Flamby learned why.

Sir Jacques, for the first time since the Duveens had resided there, crossed the threshold of Dovelands Cottage, bringing a letter which he had received from Duveen, then newly arrived in Flanders. That memorable visit was the first of many; and the diabolical patience with which Sir Jacques for over two years had awaited his opportunity was further exemplified in his conduct of the affair now that he was truly entered upon it.

At his first word of greeting, Flamby read his secret and her soul rose up in arms; by the time that he took his departure she doubted her womans intuition  and wondered. Such was the magic of the silver voice, the Christian humility expressed in the bearing of that black figure. And when he had come again, and yet again, the first, true image began to fade more and more, and she listened with less and less misgiving to the words of encouragement which he bestowed upon her drawings. Her father, although himself no draughtsman, understood art as he understood all that was beautiful, and had taught her the laws of perspective and the tricks of the pencil as he had taught her the ways of the woodland and of the creatures who dwelt there. On her sixteenth birthday he had presented Flamby with a complete water-colour outfit, together with a number of text books; and many a golden morning had they spent together in solving the problem of why, although all shadows look black, some are really purple and others blue, together with kindred mysteries of the painters craft.

Now came Sir Jacques, a trained critic and collector, with helpful suggestion and inspiring praise. He made no mistakes; his suggestions held no covert significance, his praise was never extravagant. Miss Kingsbury, of High Fielding, the local Lady Butler, hearing of Sir Jacques protégée, as she heard of everything else in the county, sent a message of honeyed sweetness to Flamby, desiring her to call and bring some of her work. Flamby had never forgotten the visit. The honey of Miss Kingsbury was honey of Trebizond, and it poisoned poor Flambys happiness for many a day. Strange is the paradox of a womans heart; for Flamby, well knowing that this spinsters venom was a product of jealousy  jealousy of talent, super-jealousy of youth and beauty  yet took hurt from it and hugged the sting of cruel criticism to her breast. In this, for all her engrafted wisdom, she showed herself a true limb of Eve.

It was Sir Jacques who restored her confidence, and Sir Jacques who seized the opportunity to invite her to study the works in his collection. The original image of the master of Hatton Towers (which had possessed pointed ears and the hoofs of a goat) was faded by this time, and was supplanted by that of a courtly and benevolent patron. Flamby went to Hatton Towers, and meeting with nothing but kindness at the hands of Sir Jacques, went again many times. With the art of a Duc de Richelieu, Sir Jacques directed her studies, familiarising her mind with that broad outlook which is essential to the artist. It was done so cleverly that even Flamby the wise failed to recognise whither the rose-strewn path was tending, and might have pursued it to the end but that Fate  or Pan, god of the greenwood, jealous of trespass  intervened and unmasked the presumptuous Silenus.

Like one of those nymphs to whom Don had detected her resemblance, Flamby, throughout the genial months, often betook herself at early morning to a certain woodland stream far from all beaten tracks and inaccessible from the highroads. Narcissi carpeted the sloping banks above a pool like a crystal mirror, into which the tiny rivulet purled through forest ways sacred to the wild things and rarely profaned by foot of man. In their shy, brief hour, violets lent their sweetness to the spot, and at dusk came quiet creatures afoot and awing timidly to slake their thirst at the magic fountain. A verdant awning, fanlike, swayed above, and perhaps in some forgotten day an altar had stood in the shady groves which protected all approaches to this pool whereby Keats might have dreamed his wonder dreams.

One morning as she stepped out like Psyche from her bath, and stood for a moment where an ardent sunbeam entering slyly through the bower above wrapped her in golden embrace, upon that sylvan mystery intruded a sound which blanched the roses on Flambys cheeks and seemed to turn her body to marble. It was a very slight sound, no more than a metallic click; but like the glance of Gyges it stilled her hearts beating. She had never known such helpless fear; for, without daring, or having power, to turn her head, she divined who hid beside the pool and the purpose of his coming.

In great leaps her heart resumed its throbbing, and Flamby, trembling and breathless, sprang into the undergrowth upon that side of the pool farthest from the high bank which masked the intruder and there crouched pitifully, watching. Another than she might have failed to discern him, so craftily did he crawl away; but Flamby, daughter of the woods, saw the wriggling figure, and knew it; moreover she knew, by the familiarity with the pathway which he displayed, that this was not the first time Sir Jacques had visited the spot.

She returned to the cottage, her courage restored and a cold anger in her breast, to find her mother alternately laughing and sobbing  because Michael Duveen would be home that day on leave. Whatever plan Flamby had cherished she now resigned, recognising that only by silence could she avert a tragedy. But from that morning the invisible guardians of the pool lamented a nymph who came no more, and the old joy of the woods was gone for Flamby. At one moment she felt that she could never again suffer the presence of Sir Jacques, at another that if she must remain in Lower Charleswood and not die of shame she must pretend that she did not suspect him to have been the intruder. The subterfuge, ostrich-like, woman-like, finally was adopted; and meeting Sir Jacques in Babylon Lane she managed to greet him civilly, employing her mothers poor state of health as an excuse for discontinuing her visits to Hatton Towers. But if Flambys passionate spirit had had its way Sir Jacques that day must have met the fate of Candaules at the hands of this modern Nyssia.

* * * * * *

Standing there beneath the giant elm, Flamby lived again through the sunshine and the shadows of the past, her thoughts dwelling bitterly upon the memory of Sir Jacques and of his tireless persecution, which, from the time that she ceased her visits to Hatton Towers, became more overt and pursued her almost to the day of Sir Jacques death. Finally, and inevitably, she thought again of Paul Mario, and still thinking of him returned to Dovelands Cottage.

Mrs. Duveen had gone into the town, an expedition which would detain her for the greater part of the day, since she walked slowly, and the road was hilly. Therefore Flamby proceeded to set the house in order. A little red-breasted robin hopped in at the porch, peeped around the sitting-room and up at the gleaming helmet above the mantelpiece, then finding the apartment empty hopped on into the kitchen to watch Flamby at work. Sunlight gladdened the garden and the orchard where blackbirds were pecking the cherries; a skylark rose from the meadow opposite the cottage, singing rapturously of love and youth  so that presently, the while she worked, Flamby began to sing, too.


IX

It was late on the following afternoon when the solicitors left Hatton Towers, and Paul, who detested business of every description, heaved a great sigh of relief as he watched the dust resettle in the fir avenue behind the car which was to bear the two legal gentlemen to the station. The adviser of the late Sir Jacques had urged him to keep up Hatton Towers, in the interests of the county, even if he lived there only occasionally, and his own solicitor seemed to agree with his colleague that it would be a pity to sell so fine a property. A yearning for solitude and meditation was strong upon Paul, and taking a stout ash stick he went out on to the terrace at the rear of the house, crossed the lawns and made his way down to the winding path which always, now, he associated with Don.

An hours walk brought him to the brink of the hilly crescent which holds the heathland of the county as a giant claw grasping a platter. Below him lay mile upon mile of England, the emerald meadows sharply outlined by their hedges, cornfields pale patches of gold, roofs of farms deep specks of grateful red, and the roads blending the whole into an intricate pattern like that of some vast Persian carpet. Upon its lighter tones the heat created a mirage of running water.

Human activity was represented by faint wisps of smoke, and by specks which one might only determine to be men by dint of close scrutiny, until a train crept out from the tunnel away to the left and crossed the prospect like a hurried caterpillar, leaving little balls of woolly vapour to float away idly upon the tideless air. A tang of the heather rose even to that height, and mingled its scent with the perfume of the many wildflowers cloaking the hillside. The humming of bees and odd chirping of grasshoppers spoke the language of summer, and remotely below childish voices and laughter joined in the gladness.

Paul began to descend the slope. In the joyous beauty of English summer there was something at variance with his theme, and he found himself farther than ever from the task which he had taken up. Almost he was tempted to revise his estimate of the worth of things worldly and of the value of traditional beliefs. His imagination lingered delightedly over a tiny hamlet nestling about a Norman church as the brood about the mother. He pictured the knight of the Cross kneeling before the hidden altar and laying his sword and his life at the feet of the Man of Sorrows. He saw, as it is granted to poets to see, the plumed Cavalier leading his lady to that same altar and saw the priest bless them in the holy name. Almost he could read the inscriptions upon the tombs which told of generations of country gentlemen who had worshipped at the simple shrine, unquestioning, undoubting. The Roundheads dour, with their pitiless creed, had failed to destroy its fragrant sanctity, which lingered in those foot-worn aisles like the memory of incense, the echo of a monkish prayer. Was it all a great delusion?  or were our fathers wise in their simplicity? In the past men had died for every faith; to-day it would be hard to find men having any faith to die for.

A shadow crept over his mind, and although in his preoccupation he failed to observe the fact, it corresponded with the coming of an ominous cloud over the hill crest above and behind him; for we are but human lutes upon which nature plays at will, now softly and gently, now sounding chords of gladness, now touching to deep melancholy and the grandeur of despair. The promise of those days of tropical heat was about to be fulfilled, and already, three miles behind, black banks lowered over the countryside turning its smile to a frown.

But even the remote booming of thunder failed to awaken Paul to the reality of the brewing tempest; it reached him in his daydream, but as a message not of the wrath of heaven but of the wrath of man. He mistook it for the ceaseless voice of the guns and weaved it into his brooding as Wagner wove the Valkyrie theme into the score of the Nibelüngen. A faint breeze whispered through the tree-tops.

Paul came to the foot of the slope; and below him ran a continuous gully roofed over by stunted trees and conforming to the hillside as a brim conforms to a hat. Entrance might be made through any one of several gaps, and Paul, scrambling down, found himself in a dark tunnel, its brown, leafy floor patched at irregular intervals by grey light reflected from the creeping thunder cloud. Right and left it went, this silent gallery, and although he was unaware of the fact, it joined other like galleries which encircled the slopes and met and intercrossed so that one might wander for hours along these mystic aisles of the hills. Below again, beyond a sloping woody thicket, lay the meadows and farmlands sweeping smoothly onward to the heath. Now, the shadow of the storm had draped hillside and valley and was touching the bloom of the heather with the edge of its sable robe. Bird voices were still and all life was hushed before the coming of the tempest. The ghostly trees bending low above the aisles whispered fearfully one to another, and about Paul was a darkness like that of a crypt. The earth and her children shrank as from an impending blow.

Several large raindrops, heralds of the torrent to come, fell through an opening above and pattered upon the dusty carpet at Pauls feet. He glanced upward at the darkening pall which seemed to rest upon the hill top. Its oppressive blackness suggested weight, so that one trembled for the stability of the chalky scarp which must uphold that ebon canopy. Paul moved further along the aisle to a spot where the foliage was unbroken, as rain began a rapid tattoo upon the leafy roof. In the following instant the hillside was illuminated wildly as lightning wrote its message in angular characters across the curtain of darkness. Life cowered affrighted to the bosom of mother earth. The raindrops ceased, awaiting the crashing word of the thunder. It came, deafening, awesome; buffeting this bluff and that rebounding, rebounding again and muttering down the valleys and the aisles of the hills. Then burst the rain, torrential, tropical.

In the emotional vision of Paul, horror rode the tempest. Man, discarding the emblem of the Cross and prostrating himself at the feet of strange idols, now was chained to a planet deserted by God, doomed and left to the mercy of monstrous earth spirits revitalised by homage and made potent again. To this gruesome fancy he resigned himself with the spiritual abandonment whereof he was capable and his capacity for which had made his work what it was: he grovelled before a nameless power which dwelt in primeval caverns of the underworld and spoke with the voice of the storm. Fear touched him, because the Divine face was turned from man. Awe wrapped him about, because the Word had failed to redeem, and a new message must be given. The Prince of Darkness became a real figure  and seemed to be very near him. As if the lightning had been a holy fire, with it enlightenment burst upon his mind, and he saw himself no longer unwanted, flotsam, a thing supine, but a buckler  a shield  one chosen and elected to a mighty task. The words of Don had first raised the curtain; now it was rent as the Temple veil and his eyes were dazzled. The Gate of Tophet had opened and Something had crept out upon the world; it was for him to cast It back into the Pit!

He seemed to grow physically cold. Again the lightning blazed; and Paul, starting as one rudely awakened from sleep, saw that a man was standing close beside him.


X

That inclination to the marvellous which belongs to creative temperaments led Paul to invest the stranger with the attributes of an apparition; he seemed to be a materialisation of the darkness which cloaked the modern world, a menace and a challenge; to stand for Lucifer. He was a man above average height, having a vast depth of chest and weight of limb, a strong, massive man. His suit of blue serge displayed his statuesque proportions to full advantage, and Pauls all-embracing glance did not fail to take note of the delicacy of hand and foot which redeemed the great frame from any suggestion of grossness. The strangers head was bare, for he held in one gloved hand a hard black felt hat, flat topped and narrow of brim; and his small head, with close tight curls, set upon a neck like that of a gladiator, was markedly Neronian. The hue of this virile curling hair was a most uncompromising and fiery red, and equally red were the short moustaches and close-cut curling beard. It was a remarkable head, the head of a pagan emperor, rendered even more statuesque by an unusual ivory pallid skin and by large and somewhat prominent eyes of limpid golden brown.

He was staring at Paul, as Paul was staring at him; and, out of the darkness which instantly fell again, as the booming of thunder went rolling, demoniac, along the valleys, he spoke. His voice was rich and cultured.

I fear I startled you  and you certainly startled me. I did not observe your approach.

Paul laughed. Nor I yours. But I believe I was preoccupied, for I failed to notice the gathering storm until the rain attracted my attention.

I can guess at the nature of your preoccupation, continued the deep voice. Unless the illustrated press has deceived me I have the pleasure of sharing this shelter with Mr. Paul Mario.

That is my name. May I ask if you are one of my neighbours?

I am called Jules Thessaly, and I have made Babylon Hall locally unpopular for some time past.

A stormy meeting but none the less a welcome one, Mr. Thessaly. We have several mutual friends. Captain Courtier spoke of you to me only yesterday.

Captain Don Courtier?  a clever artist and I believe a useful officer. I should have appreciated an opportunity of meeting him again. He has leave?

A few days; but the usual demands upon his time, poor fellow. You were also, I think, a friend of my late uncle?

I was acquainted with Sir Jacques  yes. Mr. Mario, our present meeting is more gratifying to me than I can hope to express. I may say that I had designed to call upon you had Fate not taken a hand.

Your visit would have been very welcome. I have been so busy with unavoidable affairs since my arrival, that I fear I have quite neglected social duties. With one or two exceptions I know nothing of my neighbours. May I count upon the pleasure of your company at dinner to-night?

You forestall me, Mr. Mario. I was about to ask you to come over to me. Apart from my natural interest in yourself there is a matter which I particularly desire to discuss with you. I trust you will excuse my apparent rudeness, but indeed I know you will. Social dogma is the armour of the parvenu.

Paul laughed again; Jules Thessaly was a welcome stimulant. Clearly we have many things in common, he said. I shall be more than glad to join you. Fascinating rumours are afloat concerning your collection of Eastern wonders. May I hope that it is housed at Babylon Hall?

A blaze of lightning came, illuminating the two figures, showing Paul Marios fine face turned expectantly toward Jules Thessaly, and alive with an eagerness almost boyish; showing the Neronian countenance of the other, softened by a smile which revealed small, strong teeth beneath the crisp red moustache.

Rumour is a lying jade, Mr. Mario. My collection I admit is a good one, but there are at least three others in Europe and two in America which are better. It is unique in one particular: the section containing religious objects, totems, and gods of all ages is more complete than that of any other collector, or of any museum. The bulk of it unfortunately is at my house in London.

In these days of air raids would it not be safer at Babylon Hall?

If all the gods to whom man has offered prayer cannot protect their images in Park Lane, they cannot protect them in Lower Charleswood.

Diogenes speaks from his tub!

The truth is often cynical.

I fear that life has not a single illusion left for you.

All men work like rebels, Mr. Mario, to win freedom from youths sweetest mistress  illusion, and spend the twilight of old age groping for what they have lost.

Yours must be a barren outlook. If I thought all the world a mere dream of some wanton god I should lay down my pen  for I should have nothing to say.

There can be nothing really new to say until man climbs up to another planet or until creatures of another planet climb down to this one.

A doctrine of despair.

Not at all  unless for the materialist.

How is that?

Would you trammel the soul with the shackles of the flesh?

You mean that literature and art persistently look in the gutter for subjects when they would be more worthily employed in questioning the stars?

I mean that if literature and art were not trades, inspiration might have a chance.

And you regard inspiration as a spiritual journey?

Certainly; and imagination as the memory of the soul. There is no such thing as intellectual creation. We are instruments only. John Newman did not invent The Dream of Gerontius; he remembered it. There is a strain in the music of Samson et Dalila which was sung in the temples of Nineveh, where it must have been heard by Saint Saëns. The wooing of Tarone in your Francesca of the Lilies is a faithful account of a scene enacted in Florence during the feuds between the Amidei and Buondelmonti.

Paul Mario fell silent. The storm was passing, and now raged over the remote hills which looked out upon the sea; but the darkness prevailed, and he became aware of a vague disquiet which stirred within him. The conversation of Jules Thessaly impressed him strangely, not because of its hard brilliance, but because of a masterful certainty in that quiet voice. His words concerning Newman and Saint Saëns were spoken as though he meant them to be accepted literally  and there was something terrifying in the idea. For he averred that which many have suspected, but which few have claimed to know. Presently Paul found speech again.

You believe, as I believe, that our instincts are the lessons of earlier incarnations. Perhaps you are a disciple of Pythagoras, Mr. Thessaly?

I am, in one sense. I am a disciple of his Master.

Do you refer to Orpheus?

Jules Thessaly hesitated, but the pause was scarcely perceptible. The Orphic traditions certainly embody at least one cosmic truth.

And it is?

That for every man there is a perfect maid, and for every maid a perfect lover; that their union will be eternal, but that until it is accomplished each must remain incomplete  a work in two volumes of which one is missing.

Would you then revive the Eleusinian Mysteries?

Why not?

You would scandalise society!

In other words become the pet of the petty. You care as little for the institution called Society as I do, Mr. Mario. Moreover, there is no Society nowadays. Murrays has taken its place.

Again the lightning flashed  less vividly; and in the glimpse thus afforded him of the speakers face Paul derived the impression that Jules Thessaly was laughing, but of this he could not be sure. The thunder when it came spoke with a muted voice, for the storm was speeding coastward, and a light cool breeze stole through the aisles of the hills. A grey eerie light began to spread ghostly along the gallery. The ebon cloud was breaking, but torrents of rain continued to descend. Pauls keen intuition told him that Jules Thessaly was indisposed to pursue the Orphic discussion further at the moment, but he realised that the owner of Babylon Hall was no ordinary man, but one who had delved deeply into lore which had engaged much of his own attention. He found himself looking forward with impatient curiosity to his visit to the home of this new acquaintance.

You are comparatively a new-comer in Lower Charleswood, Mr. Thessaly?

Yes, Babylon Hall had been vacant for some years, having formerly belonged to a certain Major Rushin, a retired Anglo-Indian of sixty-five, with a nutmeg liver and a penchant for juvenile society. He was drowned one morning in the lake which lies beyond the house, whilst bathing with three young ladies who were guests of his at the time. He was one of the pillars of the late Sir Jacques church.

Paul laughed outright. Do you quarrel with the whole of humanity, Mr. Thessaly?

Not at all. I love every creature that has life; I share the very tremors of the sheep driven to the slaughter-house. Human sorrow affects me even more profoundly.

But you are hotly intolerant of human hypocrisy? So am I.

Yet it may be one of the principles of nature. Witness the leaf insect.

You dont believe it to be, though. You probably regard it as a hateful disguise imposed upon man by a moral code contrary to that of nature.

Mr. Mario, your words contain the germ of a law upon the acceptance of which I believe humanitys spiritual survival to depend.

The elfin light was growing brighter by perceptible degrees; and Paul, looking toward the speaker, now was able to discern him as a shadowy bulk, without definite outline, but impressive, pagan  as a granite god, or one of those broken pillars of Medînet Habû. Either because Jules Thessaly had moved nearer to him, or by reason of an optical delusion produced by the half-light, the space between them seemed to have grown less  not only physically, but spiritually. The curves of their astral selves were sweeping inward to a point of contact which Paul knew subconsciously would be electric, odic, illuminating. He felt the driving force of Jules Thessalys personality, and it struck from the lyre of his genius strange harmonious chords. He knew, as some of the ancients knew, that the very insect we crush beneath our feet is crushed not by accident, but in accordance with a design vast beyond human conception; and he wondered what part in his life this strange, powerful man was cast to play. His thoughts found expression.

There is no such thing as chance, he said dreamily.

No, answered Jules Thessaly. There is no such thing in the universe. Our meeting to-day was an appointment.


XI

Jules Thessaly, like the Indian rope trick, was a kind of phenomenon twice removed. In every capital throughout the world one heard of him; of his wealth, of his art collection, of his financial interests; but one rarely met a man who actually claimed to know him although every second man one met knew another who did.

When he acquired Babylon Hall, for so long vacant, the county was stirred from end to end. Lower Charleswood, which lacked a celebrity, felt assured at last of its place in history and ceased to cast envious glances toward that coy hamlet of the hills which enshrined the cottage of George Meredith. The Vicar of High Fielding, who contributed occasional Turn-overs to the Globe, investigated the published genealogy of the great man, and caused it to be known that Jules Thessaly was a French Levantine who had studied at Oxford and Göttingen, a millionaire, an accomplished musician, and an amateur of art who had exhibited a picture in the Paris Salon. He was a member (according to this authority) of five clubs, had other country seats, as well as a house in Park Lane, was director of numberless companies  and was unmarried. Miss Kingsbury called upon the reverend gentleman for further particulars.

But when at last Jules Thessaly actually arrived, Lower Charleswood experienced a grievous disappointment. He brought no introductions, he paid no courtesy calls, and those who sought him at Babylon Hall almost invariably were informed that Mr. Thessaly was abroad. When he entertained, his guests arrived from whence no one knew, but usually in opulent cars, and thereby departed no one knew whither. Lower Charleswood was patient, for great men are eccentric; but in time Lower Charleswood to its intense astonishment and mortification realised that Jules Thessaly was not interested in the county. Lower Charleswood beheld itself snubbed, but preferred to hide its wounds from the world, and therefore sent Jules Thessaly ceremoniously to Coventry. He was voted a vulgar plutocrat and utterly impossible. When it leaked out that Lady James knew him well and that Sir Jacques frequently dined at Babylon Hall, Miss Kingsbury said, Lady James? Well, of course  And Sir Jacques, as the only eligible substitute for a real notability, was permitted a certain license. He was peculiar, no doubt, but he had built a charming church and was a bachelor.

Urged to the task by Miss Kingsbury, the Vicar of High Fielding made further and exhaustive enquiries. He discovered that it was impossible to trace Jules Thessalys year at Oxford for the same reason that it was impossible to trace anything else in his history. One man knew another man whose brother was at Oriel with Thessaly; a second man had heard of a third man who distinctly remembered him at Magdalen. The vicars cousin, a stockbroker, said that Thessalys father had been a Greek adventurer. Miss Kingsburys agent  who sometimes succeeded in disposing of her pictures  assured Miss Kingsbury that Jules Thessaly was a Jew. When war began all the county whispered that Jules Thessaly was a big shareholder in Krupps.

The constitution of his establishment at Babylon Hall was attacked in the local press. Babylon Hall was full of dangerous aliens. Strains of music had been heard proceeding from the Hall at most unseemly hours  by the village innkeeper. Orgies were held there. But Jules Thessaly remained silent, unmoved, invisible. So that at the time of Sir Jacques death Lower Charleswood had passed through three phases: pique, wonder, apathy. One or two folks had met Thessaly  but always by accident; had acclaimed him a wonderful man possessing the reserve of true genius. Finally, Miss Kingsbury had met him  in Lower Charleswood post office, and by noon of the following day, all the county knew that he was a charming recluse with the soul of a poet.

And this was the man with whom Paul Mario paced along the green aisles toward the point where they crossed that Pilgrims Way which linking town to village, village to hamlet, lies upon the hills like a rosary on a nuns bosom.

My car is waiting below, said Jules Thessaly. You will probably prefer to drive back?

Paul assented. He was breathing deeply of the sweet humid air, pungent with a thousand fresh scents and the intoxicating fragrance of rain-kissed loam. The sound of greedily drinking plant things arose from the hillside. Beyond the purple heath hung the midnight curtain, embroidered fitfully with silver, and he removed his hat that the cool breeze might touch him. Hatless he was magnificently picturesque; Antinöus spared to maturity; the nature-worshipper within him stirred to quickness by magic perfumes arising from the breast of Mother Earth, he resembled that wonderful statue of the Bithynian which shows him as Dionysus the Twice-born, son of the raincloud, lover of the verdure.

The world, said Jules Thessaly, is waiting for you.

Through his abstract Orphic dreams the words reached Pauls mind; and they were oddly familiar. Who had spoken them  now, and once before? He awoke, and remembered. Don had said that the world awaited him. He turned and glanced at his companion. Jules Thessaly was regarding him fixedly.

You spoke, said Paul. Pardon my abstraction; but what did you say?

I said that when Nature endows a man at once with the genius of Dante and the appearance of a Greek god, that man holds the world in the hollow of his hand. He was born with a purpose. He dares not seek to evade his destiny.

Paul met the glance of the golden, prominent eyes, and it held him enthralled. I do not seek to evade it, he replied slowly. I accept it; but I am afraid.

A low-pitched powerful French car stood at the foot of the slope, the chauffeur in his seat and a footman standing beside the open door. Poised ethereally betwixt solid earth and some sphere remote peopled by Greek nature-myths, Paul found himself beside Jules Thessaly, and being borne swiftly, strongly upward to the hills. At the gap beyond the toll-gate, where one may view a prospect unique in all the county, the car stopped, perhaps in obedience to a summons of the master. From the open window Paul looked out over the valley; and a rainbow linked the crescent of the hills, point to point. Backed by the murk of the moving storm, Babylon Hall looked like a giant sarcophagus behind which Titan hands had draped a sable curtain; and it seemed to Paul as he looked, wondering, that the arc of heaven-born colours which no brush may reproduce, rested upon the hidden roof of Dovelands Cottage, crossed Babylon Hall, and swept down to the rain mist of the horizon, down to the distant sea. The palette of the gods began to fade from view, and Paul turned impulsively to his companion.

Jules Thessaly, his elbows resting upon his knees, was staring down, apparently at the flat-crowned black hat which he held in his hands. The car had resumed its smooth progress.

An omen! cried Paul. The world is not past redemption!

He spoke wildly, emotionally, not choosing his words, scarce knowing what he desired to convey. Jules Thessaly glanced aside at him.

The world desires redemption, he said. It is for you to gratify the worlds desire.


XII

The mystery which steals out from the woods, creeps down from the hills, and lurks beneath the shadowed hedgerows at beckoning of dusk, was abroad and potent when Paul Mario that evening walked up Babylon Lane towards the Hall. Elemental forces, which the ancients clothed in semi-human shape and named and feared, moved beside him and breathed strange counsels in his ear. The storm had released uneasy spirits from their bondage in crannies of primeval hills, and it was on such a night as this that many a child has glimpsed the Folk tripping lightly around those fairy-rings which science would have us believe due to other causes than the mystic dance. The Pipes of Pan were calling, and up in the aisles of the hills moonbeams slyly sought and found bare-limbed dryads darting from the eagerness of wooing fauns. Progress has banished those Pandean spirits from the woodlands, but the moon is the mother of magic, and her children steal out, furtive, half fearful, when she raises her lamp as of old.

Between prescience and imagination the borderline is ill defined. Although Dovelands Cottage was seemingly sleeping, or deserted, Paul pictured Flamby standing by the stile beyond, where the orchard path began. And when, nearing it, he paused, looking to the right, there was she, a figure belonging to the elfin world of which he dreamed, and seemingly on the point of climbing over the stile.

Flamby! he cried.

She turned, descended, and came forward slowly, a wild-haired nymph; and that odd shyness which sat so ill upon her was manifest in her manner. She had expected Paul; had really been waiting for him  and she felt that he knew it.

Were you dreaming in the twilight? he asked, merrily.

Flamby stood a little apart from him, staring down at the dusty road. No, she replied. I was scared, so I came out.

Scared? Of what?

Dont know. Just scared. Mother is over at Mrs. Fawkes, and its not likely I was going with her.

Why not?

She hates me, explained Flamby, with brief simplicity.

But why should she hate you?

Dont know, said Flamby, busily burrowing a little hole in the road with the heel of her left shoe. Her shoes were new ones, and boasted impudently high heels. She had been proud of her arched instep when first she had worn the new shoes, and had been anxious that Paul, who hitherto had seen her shod in the clumsy boots which she called her workers, should learn that she possessed small feet and slim ankles. Now, perceiving his glance to be attracted to the burrowing operation, she flushed from brow to neck, convinced that he believed her to have worn the shoes for his particular admiration  which was true; and to have deliberately drawn his attention to them  which was untrue. She had been longing to hear Pauls voice again, and now that he stood before her she told herself that he must be comparing her with the hundreds of really pretty girls known to him, and thinking what an odd-looking, ignorant little fool she was. Gladly would Flamby have fled, but she lacked the courage to do so.

So you were afraid, said Paul, smiling; but not, on this occasion, of my late uncle, I hope?

Flamby had half expected the question, but nevertheless it startled her. A Latin tag entered her mind immediately. O, she began  and her strange shyness overwhelming her anew, said no more.

Paul assumed that he had misunderstood her. Pardon me, he prompted, but Im afraid I failed to catch what you said.

I said no, declared Flamby untruthfully, and silently blessed the dusk which veiled her flaming cheeks. Paul Mario abashed her. She delighted to be with him, and, with him, longed to run away. She had been conscious of her imperfections from the very moment that she had seen him in Bluebell Hollow, had hesitated to speak, doubting her command of English, had ceased to joy in her beauty, and had wondered if she appeared to Paul as a weird little gnome. Now, she was resolved never to see him again  to hide away from him, to forget him  or to try.

You are a true artist, Flamby, he said; a creature of moods. Perhaps to-night the fairy gates have opened for you as they have opened for me. Titania has summoned you out into the woods, and you are half afraid. But the artist lives very near to Nature, and has nothing to fear from her. Surely you love these nights of the early moon?

And as he spoke Flambys resolution became as naught, and she knew that to hear him and to share his dreams was worth any sacrifice of self-esteem. Never since her fathers death had she had a confidant to whom she might speak of her imaginings, from whom she might hope for sympathy and understanding. She forgot her shyness, forgot her new shoes.

I have always loved the moon, she confessed. Perhaps I thought of her as Isis once long ago.

Now it was Paul who hesitated and wondered, his respect for Flamby and for the complex personality who had tutored her growing apace.

But in London they must hate the moon, she added, and the tone betokened one of her swift changes of mood.

Yes, said Paul, raising his eyes, the old goddess of the Nile seems to have transferred her allegiance to the Rhine. He glanced at the luminous disc of his watch. I fear I am late. I shall call upon your mother to-morrow, if I may, and see if we can arrange something definite about your studies.

Oh! cried Flamby what time will you come?

May I come in the morning?

Of course.

In the morning, then, about eleven oclock. I must hurry, or Mr. Thessaly will be waiting. What do you think of your new and wonderful neighbour?

I have heard that he is a clever man and very rich; but I have never seen him.

Never seen him? And Babylon Hall is only a few hundred yards away.

I know. But I have never seen Mr. Thessaly.

How very queer, said Paul. Well, good night, Flamby.

He took off his soft grey hat and extended his hand. All Flambys shyness descended upon her like the golden shower on Danae, and barely touching the outstretched hand she whispered, Good night, Mr. Mario, turned and very resolutely walked away, never once looking back.

At the gate of the cottage she began to limp, and upon the instant of entering the sitting-room, where Mrs. Duveen, returned from her visit, was lighting a large brass table lamp, Flamby dropped cross-legged upon the floor and tenderly removed her left shoe. Having got it free of her foot, she hurled it violently into the kitchen.

Hell! she said, succinctly.

Flamby! cried her mother, in a tone of mild reproval. How can you swear like that!

Flamby began to remove her stocking. Youd swear if you had a damn great nail sticking in your heel! she retorted.


XIII

Paul arrived at Babylon Hall exactly eight minutes late for his appointment. In the wonderful dusk unknown to the tropics, when sun contests with moon, disputing the reign of night, he walked up the long avenue past the silent lodge, and was shown into a small room adjoining the entrance hall. Of the latter he derived no very definite impression, except that it was queerly furnished. Wherein this queerness was manifested he found himself unable to decide on subsequent reflection. But the ante-room was markedly Eastern, having Arabesque mosaics, rugs and low tables of the Orient, and being lighted by a brass mosque-lamp. The footman who had opened the door for him was a foreigner of some kind, apparently a Greek.

He wondered at his reception; for the servant merely bowed and departed, without relieving him of hat and coat. Indeterminate, he stood, vaguely conscious of misgiving and questioning the stillness of the great house. But almost immediately a young man entered whose face expressed the utmost concern. He was clean-shaven, except for those frustrated whiskers once sacred to stage butlers, but latterly adopted as the sigil of the New Bohemia. He had pleasing dark brown hair, and if nature had not determined otherwise, might have been counted a handsome brunette. His morning-dress was worthy of Vesta Tilleys tailor. Paul detected the secretary even before the new arrival proclaimed his office.

You have missed Mr. Thessaly by less than three minutes, he said, glancing at his watch. I am his secretary, and upon me devolves the very delicate task of explaining his departure. In the absence of a hostess  this is a bachelor establishment  the position is peculiarly unfortunate

Pray say no more, Mr.  

My name is Caspar.

I beg you to offer no apologies, Mr. Caspar. Believe me, I quite understand and sympathise. Mr. Thessaly has been called away at the last moment by affairs of urgent importance.

Exactly. I am indebted to you, Mr. Mario. The news  of a distressing nature  only reached us over the telephone five minutes ago. A groom was despatched immediately to Hatton Towers, but he seems to have missed you.

Nothing of a family nature, I trust.

Not exactly, Mr. Mario; but a matter of such urgency that there was no time for hesitation. Mr. Thessaly is already upon his way to London. He will write you a full explanation, and for that purpose took writing materials in the car. His letter should reach you by the first post in the morning. You will readily understand that the hospitality of Babylon Hall  

Paul interrupted him. My dear Mr. Caspar, I could not think of intruding at a time of such distress and uncertainty. I can return to Hatton Towers in less than twenty minutes and the larder is quite capable of satisfying my modest requirements. Please say no more. Directly you are able to communicate with him express to Mr. Thessaly my sincere condolence.

A car is at your service, Mr. Mario.

I appreciate the kindness fully, but I should much prefer to walk. Please banish from your mind any idea that you have inconvenienced me. Good night, Mr. Caspar.

The several extraordinary features of the incident he did not come to consider until later, but as he walked contemplative along Babylon Lane he detected sounds of distant gunfire, distinct from the more remote rumbling which was the voice of the battle front. He stood still  listening. An air raid on London was in progress.

Thank God that Yvonne is out of it, he said earnestly and may He be with every poor soul to-night who needs Him.

Jules Thessaly and Babylon Hall were banished from his mind, although the raid on London might very well prove to be the explanation of Thessalys sudden departure. From the stricken area his imagination recoiled, and in spirit he stood in a quaintly rambling village street of Devon before a rose-smothered cottage, looking up to an open casement window. It was there that Yvonne was, perhaps already sleeping  Yvonne, his wife. And all the old fear visited him as he contemplated their happiness, their immunity from the horrors, the sacrifices of an anguished world. Why was he spared when others, seemingly more worthy, suffered? True, he had suffered in spirit, which is the keenest torture of all; but he had emerged to a greater happiness, to a reunion with Yvonne which had been like a second and sweeter honeymoon. It could only be that he was spared for a great purpose, that he might perform a giant task. He was permitted, untrammelled, to view the conflict, the sorrow and the agony of mankind from an Olympic height, serene and personally untouched, only in order that he might heal the wounds laid bare before him. The world is waiting for you, Don had said. Paul silently prayed that the world might not wait in vain.

Master of Destiny, inscrutable God, grant me light that I may see to perform the duty laid upon me. Use me, mould me, make of me an instrument. Millions have offered all and lost all. Guide my steps. If death lies upon the path I will not shrink, but suffer me to be of some little use to thy scarred and bleeding world. Amen.

The ominous gunfire had ceased when he retired to his room that night after a lonely dinner, and even the more distant booming to which he was growing accustomed was not audible. The lantern of the moon hung above such a serene countryside that thoughts of war were all but impossible, and Paul likened the heavens to the jewelled dome of some vast mosque wherein were gathered together all the clashing creeds of mankind, their differences forgotten in a universal love.


XIV

The summer days slipped by, each morning bringing a letter from Yvonne, each night a longing that it might be the last of their separation. But the affairs of the late Sir Jacques estate were not easily dismissed, and Paul, eager with the ardent eagerness of a poet to set to work upon his task, yet found himself chained to Lower Charleswood. The place itself enchanted his imagination, and had his mind been free (and if Sir Jacques had never occupied Hatton Towers and impressed his individuality upon the house) Paul might have been content to stay  with Yvonne for a companion. But London called him urgently and inaction grew irksome.

Flamby Duveen he never tired of studying; she fascinated him like some rare palimpsest or Pythagorean problem. But Flamby was going to London as soon as arrangements could be made for her mother and herself to leave Dovelands Cottage. Mrs. Duveen had raised no objection to the proposed change; Mrs. Duveen had never raised an objection to anything throughout the whole of her docile career; and already Paul was weaving this oddly assorted pair into the scheme of that book which he projected as a challenge to the latent good in man.

Some of his neighbours he met, willy nilly, but they took no place in his mental record of things, save perhaps the place of punctuation marks, commas and semicolons for the most part, rarely rising to the definite degree of a full point and never approaching the dramatic significance of an exclamation mark. Already he floated above the common world, looking down upon its tortured contours and half-defaced frontiers  for the true poet is a fakîr who quits his physical body at the beck of inspiration, to return laden with strange secrets.

Jules Thessalys letter explaining his extraordinary breach of good behaviour had been characteristic of the man. For whilst it was couched in more or less conventional terms of apology, the writer obviously regarded his action as justified and assumed in Paul an understanding which rendered pique impossible. Pauls theory regarding Thessalys sudden departure had been correct.

The gods are all dead, ran one passage in the letter. A shell, one of our own, fortunately imperfect, entered the upper storey of my house and rudely forced a passage through one floor and the outer wall. Some slight damage has been done to my collection  etc.

* * * * * *

The tangled details of Pauls legacy became disentangled at last, and he fixed a definite date for his departure. That same evening the weather broke and grey clouds veiled the stars. He was keenly susceptible to climatic changes, and this abrupt interruption of summer plunged him into a dark mood. Gone were the fairies from the meadows, gone the dryads from the woods. The birds grew mute and roses drooped their heads. He found himself alone facing a sorrowful world and sharing its sorrows. The shadow of the black hat in the dining-room portrait lay darkly on Hatton Towers.

When such a mood was upon him he would resign himself to it with all that spiritual and intellectual abandon of which he was capable, savagely goading himself to blacker despair and contemplating his own condition with the critical faculty of his mind, which at these times remained undisturbed. Whilst the rain beat upon the windows and draperies billowed eerily in the draught, he passed from the library into the study and unlocked that high black oak bureau which concealed the private collection of works artistic and literary which had informed him of the true character of his late uncle. He had caused a huge fire to be made up in the old open hearth in the dining-room and he proposed to spend the evening in building a pyre which should consume the memory of the secret Sir Jacques.

The books, many of them in handsome bindings, he glanced at, in order that no one worthy of life should be destroyed. The verdict pronounced he either laid the book aside or broke it up and threw it on to the great fire in the adjoining room. He worked for an hour, eagerly, savagely, his coat stripped off and his shirt sleeves rolled above the elbow. The collection, though valuable, was small, and within the hour the bulk of it was ashes. Paul the iconoclast then turned his attention to the portfolios of water-colours, etchings and photographs which occupied the lower and deeper shelves of the bureau.

Here he found exquisite reproductions of Pompeiian frescoes, illustrations in line and colour to divers works, as Pierre Louys Aphrodite, the Satyricon of Petronius, and Ovids Amours. The crowning horror of the thing was the artistic skill which had been prostituted to such ends. Technically, many of the pictures were above criticism; morally all were beyond. He consigned the entire heap of them to the flames.

Only the photographs remained, and a glance at the first of these resulted in a journey to the dining-room with laden arms. By impish chance two large and tastefully mounted panels both representing a sun-kissed nymph posed beside a pool slipped from the bundle and fell at his feet. Kicking the ash-stifled fire into a blaze, he stooped to recover them. So stooping he remained, staring down at the pictures on the floor. Then slowly, dazedly, he took them up, one in either hand. They were photographs of Flamby.

* * * * * *

The fire roared up the brick chimney, the wind fought for entrance from above, rain beat dismally upon the high windows. The fire died down again, seeming to retire into the mound of grey ashes which it had created; and the photographs fell from Pauls grasp.

A wrought-iron poker hung from a rack in the hearth, and, his face set like a mask, Paul took the crude weapon in his hand, and slowly raised his head until he was looking up at the oil-painting above the mantelpiece. The sound of a dry and discreet cough close behind him drew his attention to the presence of Davison. He turned, a strange figure, something very menacing in his eyes. Davison glanced furtively under the gate-legged table.

Mr. Thessaly has called, sir, he said, and held out a salver upon which lay a visiting-card.

Where is he?

He is in the library, sir.

Very good. I will join him there in a few moments.

The portrait of Sir Jacques had been spared to posterity by that admirable tradition which denies an English gentleman any display of emotion in the presence of a servant.


XV

I have seized the first opportunity, said Thessaly, as Paul, composure restored, entered the library, of offering a personal explanation of my behaviour.

Paul took his extended hand, waiving the proferred explanation. Except as regards the damage done to your property, I am not interested. Had your disappearance been dictated by nothing more than a sudden desire for solitude I should have understood. If I should ever be called upon to act as you did on that occasion I should know that a friend would understand. If he misunderstood he would not be a friend. I fear I am somewhat dusty. I have been destroying a portion of my legacy.

Jules Thessaly, dropping back into the padded arm-chair in which he had been seated, stared hard at Paul.

Not the illustrations to that portion of Scheherazades narrative invariably expunged from all respectable editions of the Thousand and One Nights?

Paul nodded, pushing a box of cigars across the table. You know them?

I know that Sir Jacques possessed such pictures.

I have destroyed them.

Why?

Paul selected a cigar ere looking up to meet the faintly amused glance of Thessaly. They bore witness to a phase of his life which he chose to conceal from the world. I could do no less.

You speak with contempt.

The hypocrite is contemptible. A frank libertine may be an amusing fellow. If we do not think so, we can avoid him.

I agree with you up to a point. But in justice remember that every man has pages in his history which are never displayed to the world.

Very likely. But every man does not pose as a saint. Those who seek the company of a professed rake do so at their own peril. But the disguised satyr is a menace to the innocent.

I would suggest that some specific innocent occurs to your mind?

The adder does not bite itself. Were there no stories?

A few. But Sir Jacques was a model of discretion; as an under-secretary he would have glittered in the political firmament. There was a pretty village girl who promised at one time to provide the district with agreeable table-talk, but unfortunately for Miss Kingsbury and company the affair apparently fell through.

He was, as you say, a model of discretion.

Ah. There are records? Well, you were justified in destroying them.

It is hard to understand.

To understand whom  Sir Jacques or the girl? You cannot mean the girl. A man who reaches the age of thirty without understanding women is like a bluebottle who devotes a summer morning to an endeavour to fly through a pane of glass.

You speak like an early Roman.

What more admirable model? Consider the Roman institutions; perfect sanitation and slavery. We abolish one and adopt the other, with the result that a healthy democracy has swallowed us up. The early Romans were sages.

You have no sympathy for Sir Jacques victims?

Except where the chivalrous warriors of Prussia are concerned, and with other rare exceptions, I never think of women as victims, Mr. Mario.

Not even in the case of an aged hypocrite who probably posed as the Platonic friend?

Platonic friendship is impossible up to sixty-five. The most ignorant girl knows it to be so, for every woman has hereditary memory.

Your creed is a harsh one. You take no count of snares and pitfalls.

Snares and pitfalls cannot be set upon the highroad.

And how should you define this highroad?

As the path selected by our unspoiled instincts. It is ignorance posing as education that first blunts those instincts, dogma disguised as religion and hypocrisy misnamed good behaviour.

You would allow instinct to go unfettered?

Provided it remains unspoiled. But first I would sweep the world of lies.

Then you think the world ready for the truth?

I know that the world waits for it.

Do you think the world will recognise it?

In part the world has already recognised it. We lived in an age which was eternally demanding proofs  and which rejected them when they were offered. But the great catastrophe which has overwhelmed us has adjusted our perspective. Few of us to-day dare to doubt the immortality of the soul. We failed to recognise joy as a proof of our survival after death, but we cannot reject the teaching of sorrow.

Love and friendship, of course, are proofs not only of immortality, but of pre-existence and the survival of the individual.

And can you make the disciples of the clap-trap which passes for religion believe this, Mr. Mario?

I propose to try. But the task is hard. There are pieces difficult to fit into the scheme.

You agree with me that the war, which was born of ignorance, will bear the fruit of truth?

I agree that it will bear the fruit of truth, but I do not agree that it was born of ignorance. Men did not cause the war. It is a visitation from higher powers, and therefore has a grand purpose. There are no accidents in the scheme of the universe.

You think those higher powers are powers of good?

Wherever the powers of darkness walk the Powers of Light stand arrayed before them.

There was a muffled crash in the adjoining room, which brought Paul, startled, to his feet. He crossed the library and entered the panelled dining-room. The portrait of Sir Jacques had fallen from its place above the mantelpiece, breaking a number of ornaments as it fell. Davison was already on the spot and stood surveying the wreckage.

The eat of the extraordinary fire, no doubt, sir, he said. The ook is loosened, as you observe.

Paul stared at the man with unseeing eyes; he was striving to grasp the symbolic significance of the incident, but it eluded him, and presently he returned to the library, where Jules Thessaly was glancing at a book which he had taken from a shelf apparently at random.

An accident?

Yes. A picture has fallen. Nothing serious.

Ah. Do you know this war-writer? Thessaly held up the book in his hand Rudolf Kjellèn.

By name, replied Paul, absently. Does he understand?

Up to a point. His thesis is that a great and inevitable world-drama is being played and that he who seeks its cause in mere human plotting and diplomacy is a fool. States are superhuman but living biological personalities, dynamic, and moving toward inevitable ends beyond human control.

He is mad. All the German propagandists are mad. The insanity of Germany is part of the scheme of the world-change through which we are passing. He recognises the superhuman forces at work and in the same breath babbles of states. There is only one earthly State and to that State all humanity belongs.

Jules Thessaly returned Kjellèns work to its place. If I do not misunderstand you, he said, fixing his gaze upon Paul, you contemplate telling the world that the churches have misinterpreted Revelation and that Christ as well as the other Masters actually revealed reincarnation as the secret of heaven and hell?

That is my intention.

Your audience is a vast one, Mr. Mario. No man for many generations has been granted the power to sway thought, which nature has bestowed upon you. Your word may well prevail against all things  even in time against Rome. You recognise that you are about to take up a mighty weapon?

I do. Publicity is the lever of which Archimedes dreamed; and I confess that I tremble. You think the churches will oppose me?

Can you doubt it?

I fear you are right, yet they should be my allies, not my enemies. In the spectacle of a world in arms the churches must surely recognise the evidence of failure. If they would survive they must open their doors to reform.

And what is the nature of the reform you would suggest?

Conversion from nineteen centuries of error to the simple creed of their Founder.

Impossible. Churches, like Russian securities, may be destroyed but never converted.

Yet in their secret hearts millions of professed churchmen believe as I believe  

  That heaven and hell are within every mans own soul and that the state in which he is born is the state for which he has fitted himself by the acts of his pre-existence?

Paul inclined his head. No other belief is possible to-day.

There are higher planets than Earth, perhaps lower. The ultimate deep is Hell, the ultimate height Heaven. The universe is a ladder which every soul must climb.

From a catechism Jules Thessalys words had developed into a profession of faith, and Paul, who stood watching the speaker, grew suddenly aware  a phenomenon which all have experienced  that such a profession had been made to him before, that he had stood thus on some other occasion and had heard the same words spoken. He knew what Jules Thessaly was about to say.

The knowledge which is yours is innate knowledge beyond human power to acquire in one short span of life; it is the result of many lives devoted to study. For the task you are about to take up you have been preparing since the world was young. All is ordained, even your presence in this room to-night  and mine. Where last did we meet  where first? Perhaps in Rome, perhaps Atlantis; but assuredly we met and we meet again to fulfil a compact made in the dawn of time. I, too, am a student of the recondite, and it may be that some of the fragments of truth which I have collected will help you to force recognition of the light from a world plunged in darkness.

In utter darkness, murmured Paul. And clearly before him  so clearly as almost to constitute hallucination  arose a vision of Flamby Duveen as she appeared in the secret photographs.

You have definitely set your hand to the plough?

Definitely.

Jules Thessaly advanced, leaning forward across the table. He stared fixedly at Paul. To-night, he said, a new Star is born in the West and an hour will come when the eyes of all men must be raised to it.


PART SECOND. FLAMBY IN LONDON


I

On a raw winters morning some six months later Don Courtier walked briskly out of St. Pancras station, valise in hand, and surveyed a misty yellow London with friendly eyes. A taxi-driver, hitherto plunged in unfathomable gloom, met this genial glance and recovered courage. He volunteered almost cheerfully to drive Don to any spot which he might desire to visit, an offer which Don accepted in an equally cordial spirit.

Depositing his valise at the Services Club in Stratford Place, his modest abode when on leave in London, Don directed the cabman to drive him to Paul Marios house in Chelsea.

Go a long way round, he said; through Piccadilly Circus, Trafalgar Square and up the Mall. I want to see the sights of London Town.

Lying back in the cab he lighted a cigarette and resigned himself to those pleasant reflections which belong to the holiday mood. For the Capital of a threatened empire, London looked disappointingly ordinary, he thought. There seemed to be thousands of pretty women, exquisitely dressed, thronging the West End thoroughfares; but Don had learned from experience that this delusion was a symptom associated with leave. Long absence from feminine society blunts a mans critical faculties, and Robinson Crusoe must have thought all women beautiful.

There were not so many posters on the hoardings, which deprived the streets of a characteristic note of colour, but there were conspicuous encomiums of economy displayed at Oxford Circus which the shopping crowds along Oxford Street and Regent Street seemed nevertheless to have overlooked. A large majority of the male population appeared to be in khaki. The negligible minority not in khaki appeared to be in extremis or second childhood. Don had heard much of slackers but the spectacle afforded by the street of shops set him wondering where they were all hiding. With the exception of a number of octogenarians and cripples, the men in Regent Street wore uniform. They were all accompanied by lovely women; it was extraordinary, but Don knew that it would wear off. At Piccadilly Circus he found the usual congestion of traffic and more than the usual gala atmosphere for which this spot is peculiar.

People at Piccadilly Circus never appear to be there on business. They are either au rendezvous or bound for a restaurant or going shopping or booking theatre seats; and although Don had every reason for believing that a war was in progress, Piccadilly Circus brazenly refused to care. The doors of the London Pavilion were opened hospitably and even at that early hour the tables in Scotts windows were occupied by lobster fanciers. A newsboy armed with copies of an evening paper (which oddly enough came out in the morning) was shouting at the top of his voice that there had been a naval engagement in the Channel, but he did not succeed in attracting anything like the same attention as that freely bestowed upon a well known actress who was standing outside the Criterion and not shouting at all. It was very restful after the worry at the front. In Derbyshire, too, people had talked about nothing but the war.

There were attractive posters upon the plinth of Nelsons Monument, and the Square seemed to be full of Colonial troops. The reputation of Trafalgar Square ranks next to that of the Strand in the British Colonies. A party of Grenadier Guards, led by a band and accompanied by policemen and small boys, marched along the Mall. A phrase of the march haunted Don all the way to Chelsea.

* * * * * *

Yvonne Mario in white décolleté blouse and simple blue skirt, made a very charming picture indeed. Her beauty was that of exquisite colouring and freshness; her hair seemed to have captured and retained the summer sunlight, and her eyes were of that violet hue which so rarely survives childhood. Patrician languor revealed itself in every movement of her slim figure. Dons smile betrayed his admiration.

Do you know, Yvonne, he said, I have been thinking coming along that there were thousands of pretty girls in London. I see now that I was wrong.

You are making me blush! said Yvonne, which was not true, for her graceful composure seldom deserted her. I shall tell Paul that you have been paying me compliments.

I wish you would. I dont believe he thinks I appreciate you as highly as I do.

He does, replied Yvonne naively; he regards you as a connoisseur of good looks!

Oh! cried Don. Oh! listen to her! Yvonne, you are growing vain.

A woman without vanity is not appreciated.

A woman without vanity is not human.

If you are going to say cynical things I wont talk to you. You want a whisky-and-soda.

I dont.

You do. The first thing to offer a man on leave is whisky-and-soda.

It is a ritual, then?

It is the law. Sit down there and resign yourself to it. Do you really mean to tell me that you did not know Paul was in France?

It must be a dreadful blow to your self-esteem, Yvonne, but I really came here expecting to see him. When does he return?

Yvonne rose as a maid entered with a tray bearing decanter and syphon. On Tuesday morning if the Channel is clear. Will you help yourself or shall I pour out until you say When?

Please help me. You cannot imagine how delightful it is to be waited upon by a nice girl after grubbing over there.

When do you have to go back, Don?

I have a clear week yet. When! How is Paul progressing with the book, Yvonne?

He has been collecting material for months, and of course his present visit to France is for material, too. I think he has practically completed the first part, but I have no idea what form it is finally to take.

His article in the Review made a stir.

Wasnt it extraordinary! cried Yvonne, seating herself beside Don on the low window-seat and pressing the cushions with her hands. We were simply snowed under with letters from all sorts of people, and quite a number of them called in person, even after Paul had left London.

Did you let them in?

No; some of them quite frightened me. There was one old clergyman who seemed very suspicious when Eustace told him that Paul was abroad. He stood outside the house for quite a long time, banging his stick on the pavement and coughing in a nasty barking fashion. I was watching him through the curtains of an upstairs window. He left a tract behind called The Path is Straight but Narrow.

Did he wear whiskers?

Yes; long ones.

A soft black hat, a polo collar and a ready-for-use black tie?

I believe he did.

I am glad you did not let him in.

Through the narrow-panelled windows of the charming morning-room Don could see the old sundial. He remembered that in the summer the miniature rock-garden endued a mantle of simple flowers, and that sweet scents were borne into the room by every passing breeze. A great Victorian painter had lived in this house, which now was destined to figure again in history as the home of the greater Paul Mario. He glanced around the cosy room, in which there were many bowls and vases holding tulips, those chalices of tears beloved of Hafiz, and he suppressed a little sigh.

May I light a pipe before I go, Yvonne? he asked. I am one of those depraved beings who promenade the streets smoking huge briars, to the delight of Continental comic artists.

I know you are. But you are not going to promenade the streets until you have had lunch.

Really, Yvonne, thanks all the same, but I must go. Honestly, I have an appointment.

Yvonne smiled in his face and her violet eyes held a query.

No, replied Don no such luck. The Pauls are the lucky dogs. All the nice girls are married. I am going to lunch with a solicitor!

Oh, how unromantic! And you are on leave!

Painful, I admit, but I am a stodgy old fogey. When the war is over I am going to buy a velvet coat and a little red pork-pie cap, with a green tassel. Is that old Odin I can hear barking?

Yes. He has heard your voice.

I must really say How dyou do to Odin. When I have lighted my pipe may I go out?

Of course. Odin would never forgive you if you didnt. Let me strike a match for you.

You are spoiling me, Yvonne.

Don, his pipe well alight, stood up and went out into the garden where a wolf-hound was making an excited demonstration in the little yard before the door of his kennel.

Hullo, Odin! cried Don, as the great hound leapt at him joyfully, resting both paws upon his shoulders. How is old Odin? Not looking forward to compulsory rationing, I dare swear.

He pulled the dogs ears affectionately and scratched his shapely head in that manner which is so gratifying to the canine species. Then from the pocket of his British-warm he produced a large sweet biscuit, whereupon Odin immediately assumed a correct mendicant posture and sat with drooping forepaws and upraised eyes. Don balanced the big biscuit upon the dogs nose. When I say Three, Odin. One! Odin did not stir. Two! Odin remained still as a dog of stone. Three! The biscuit disappeared, and Don laughed as loudly as though the familiar performance had been an entire novelty. Good morning, old fellow, he said, and returned to the house.

Yvonne was awaiting him in the hall. What time shall you come on Tuesday? she asked. Paul should be home to lunch.

You will want Paul all to yourself for awhile, Yvonne. I shall look in later in the afternoon. He shook hands with his pretty hostess, put on his cap and set off for the offices of Messrs. Nevin & Nevin.

* * * * * *

The offices of Messrs. Nevin & Nevin were of that dusty, gloomy and obsolete fashion which inspires such confidence in the would-be litigant. Large and raggedly bound volumes, which apparently had been acquired from the twopenny boxes outside second-hand bookshops, lined the shelves of the outer office, and the chairs were of an early-Victorian horsehair variety. Respectability had run to seed in those chambers. Mr. Jacob Nevin, the senior partner, to whose decorous sanctum Don presently penetrated, also had a second-hand appearance. Don had always suspected him of secret snuff-taking.

Ah, Captain Courtier, he said; very sad about Miss Duveens second bereavement, very sad.

Yes. Fate has dealt unkindly with the poor girl. I understand that Mrs. Duveen died more than two months ago; but I only learned of her death quite recently. I wrote to Miss Duveen directly I knew that I was coming to England, and I was horrified to hear of her mothers death. You have got the affairs well in hand now?

Since receiving your instructions, Captain Courtier, I have pushed the matter on with every possible expedition  every expedition possible. The absence of Mr. Paul Mario in France had somewhat tied my hands, you see.

I will consult Mrs. Chumley, my aunt, and arrange, if possible, for Miss Duveen to live at The Hostel. I have already written to her upon the subject. If it can be managed I shall phone you later to-day, and perhaps you would be good enough to wire to Miss Duveen requesting her to come to London immediately. Dont mention my name, you understand? But let me know at the Club by what train she is arriving and I shall endeavour to meet her. We cannot expect Mario to attend to these details; he has a duty to the world, which only a man of his genius could perform.

Mr. Nevin adjusted his pince-nez. Very remarkable, Captain Courtier, he said gravely; a very strange and strong personality  Mr. Paul Mario. As my client his wishes are mine, but as a staunch churchman I find myself in disagreement with much of his paper, Le Bateleur  in disagreement, but remarkable, very.

Don laughed. You are not alone in this respect, Mr. Nevin. He is destined to divide the civilised world into two camps, and already I, who encouraged him to the task, begin to tremble for its outcome.


II

Flamby arrived at London Bridge Station in a profoundly dejected condition. However happy one may be, London Bridge Station possesses the qualities of a sovereign joy-killer, and would have inclined the thoughts of Mark Tapley toward the darker things of life; but to Flamby, alone in a world which she did not expect to find sympathetic, it seemed a particularly hopeless place. She was dressed in black, and black did not suit her, and all the wisdom of your old philosophers must fail to solace a woman who knows that she is not looking her best.

Her worldly belongings were contained in a split-cane grip and the wraith of a cabin-trunk, whose substance had belonged to her father; her available capital was stuffed in a small leather purse. When the train with a final weary snort ceased its struggles and rested beside the platform, that murk so characteristic of London draped the grimy structure of the station, and a fine drizzle was falling. London had endued no holiday garments to greet Flamby, but, homely fashion, had elected to receive her in its everyday winter guise. A pathetic little figure, she stepped out of the carriage. Something in the contrast between this joyless gloom and the sun-gay hills she had known and loved brought a sudden mist before Flambys eyes, so that she remained unaware of the presence of a certain genial officer until a voice which was vaguely familiar said: Your train was late, Miss Duveen.

Flamby started, stared, and found Donald Courtier standing smiling at her. Although she had seen him only once before she knew him immediately because she had often studied the photograph which was inside the famous silver cigarette-case. The mistiness of vision troubled her anew as she held out her black-gloved hand. Oh, she said huskily, how good of you.

The last word was almost inaudible, and whilst Don grasped her hand between both his own and pressed it reassuringly, Flamby stared through the mist at three golden stars on the left shoulder of his topcoat.

Now, cried Don cheerily, what about our baggage?

Theres only one old trunk, said Flamby, except this funny thing.

Give me the funny thing, replied Don briskly, and here is a comic porter who will dig out the trunk. Porter!

Linking his left arm in Flambys right, Don, taking up the cane grip, moved along the platform in the direction of the guards van, which was apparently laden with an incredible number of empty and resonant milk cans. The porter whom he had hailed, a morbid spirit who might suitably have posed for Coleridges Ancient Mariner, approached regretfully.

Ow many? he inquired. Got the ticket?

He did not disguise his hopes that it might prove to be lost, but they were shattered when the luggage ticket was produced from Flambys black glove, and in due course the antique cabin-trunk made its appearance. That it was an authentic relic of Duveens earlier days was testified by the faded labels, which still clung to it and which presented an illustrated itinerary of travels extending from Paris to New Orleans, Moscow to Shanghai. The new label, London Bridge, offered a shocking anti-climax. Trundled by the regretful porter the grip and the trunk were borne out into the drizzle, Don and Flamby following; a taxi-cab was found, and Don gave the address of The Hostel. Then, allowing Flamby no time for comment, he began talking at once about the place for which they were bound.

Mr. Nevin selected The Hostel as an ideal spot, he said, where you would be free from interference and able to live your own life. He was influenced, too, by the fact that I have an aunt living there, a Mrs. Chumley, one of the most delightful old souls you could wish to meet.

Flamby was watching him all the time, and presently she spoke. Are you quite sure, Captain Courtier, that the money from the War Office will be enough to pay for all this?

Don waved his hand carelessly. Ample, he declared. The idea of The Hostel, which was founded by Lady Something-or-other, is to afford a residence for folks placed just as you are; not overburdened with means  you see? Of course, some of the tenants are queer fish, and as respectable as those dear old ladies who live amongst the ghosts at Hampton Court. But there are a number of women writers and students, and so forth: you will be quite at home in no time.

Flamby glanced down at the black dress, which she had made, and had made tastefully and well, but which to its critical creator looked painfully unfinished. I feel a freak, she said. Dad didnt believe in mourning, but they would have burned me alive at Lower Charleswood if I hadnt gone into black. Do you believe in mourning?

Well, replied Don, to me it seems essentially a concession to popular opinion. I must admit that it strikes me as an advertisement of grief and about on a par with the wailing of the East. I dont see why we should go about inviting the world to weep. Our sorrows are our own affairs, after all, like our joys. We might quite as reasonably dress in white when a son and heir is born to us.

Oh, Im so glad you think so, said Flamby, and her voice was rather tremulous. I loved mother more than anything in the world, but I hate to be reminded that she is dead by everybody who looks at me.

Don grasped her hand and tucked it confidently under his arm. Your father was a wise man. Never be ashamed of following his advice, Flamby. May I call you Flamby? You seem so very grown-up, with your hair all tucked away under that black hat.

Im nearly eighteen, but I should hate you to call me Miss Duveen. Nobody ever calls me Miss Duveen, except people who dont like me.

They must be very few.

Not so few, said Flamby thoughtfully. I think its my hair that does it.

That makes people dislike you?

Yes. Other women hate my hair.

That is a compliment, Flamby.

But isnt it horrible? Women are nasty. I wish I were a man.

Don laughed loudly, squeezing Flambys hand more firmly under his arm. You would have made a deuce of a boy, he said. I wonder if we should have been friends.

I dont think so, replied Flamby pensively.

Eh! cried Don, turning to her why not?

Well you treat women so kindly, and if I were a man I should treat them so differently.

How do you know that I treat women kindly?

You are very kind to me.

Ha! laughed Don. You call yourself a woman? Why you are only a kid!

But Im a wise kid, replied Flamby saucily, the old elfin light in her eyes. I know what beasts women are to one another, and I often hate myself because Im a little beast, too.

I dont believe it.

Thats because you are one of those nice men who deserve to know better.

Don leaned back in the cab and laughed until tears came to his eyes. He had encouraged this conversation with the purpose of diverting Flambys mind from her sorrow, and he was glad to have succeeded so well. Do men hate you, too, he asked.

No, I get on much better with men. There are some fearful rotters, of course, but most men are honest enough if you are honest with them.

Honi soit qui mal y pense, murmured Don, slowly recovering from his fit of laughter.

Ipsissima verba, said Flamby.

Don, who was drying his eyes, turned slowly and regarded her. Flamby blushed rosily.

What did you say? asked Don.

Nothing. I was thinking out loud.

Do you habitually think in Latin?

No. It was just a trick of dads. I wish you could have heard him swear in Latin.

Dons eyes began to sparkle again. No doubt I should have found the experience of great educational value, he said; but did he often swear in Latin?

Not often; only when he was very drunk.

What was his favourite tongue when he was merely moderately so?

Flambys expression underwent a faint change, and looking down she bit her under-lip. Instantly Don saw that he had wounded her, and he cursed the clumsiness, of which Paul could never have been guilty, that had led him to touch this girls acute sensibilities. She was bewildering, of course, and he realised that he must step warily in future. He reached across and grasped her other hand hard. Please forgive me, he said. No man had better reason for loving your father than I.

Flamby looked up at him doubtfully, read sincerity in the grey eyes, and smiled again at once. He wouldnt have minded a bit, she explained, but Im only a woman after all, and women are daft.

I cannot allow you to be a woman yet, Flamby. You are only a girl, and I want you to think of me  

Flambys pretty lips assumed a mischievous curve and a tiny dimple appeared in her cheek. Dont say as a big brother, she cried, or you will make me feel like a penny novelette!

I cannot believe that you ever read a penny novelette.

No; I didnt. But mother read them, and dad used to tear pages out to light his pipe before mother had finished. Then she would explain the plot to me up to the torn pages, and we would try to work out what had happened to the girl in the missing parts.

A delightful literary exercise. And was the principal character always a girl?

Always a girl  yes; a poor girl cast upon the world; very often a poor governess.

And she had two suitors.

Yes. Sometimes three. She seemed inclined to marry the wrong one, but mother always read the end first to make sure it came out all right. I never knew one that didnt.

No; it would have been too daring for publication. So your mother read these stories? Romance is indeed a hardy shrub.

The cab drew up before the door of The Hostel, a low, half-timbered building upon Jacobean lines which closely resembled an old coaching inn. The windows looking out upon the flower-bordered lawn had leaded panes, the gabled roof was red-tiled, and over the arched entrance admitting one to the rectangular courtyard around which The Hostel was constructed hung a wrought-iron lamp of delightfully mediaeval appearance.

Don opened the gate and walked beside Flamby under the arch and into the courtyard. Here the resemblance to an inn grew even more marked. A gallery surrounded the courtyard and upon it opened the doors of numerous suites situated upon the upper floor. There was a tiny rock garden, too, and altogether the place had a charming old-world atmosphere that was attractive and homely. The brasswork of the many doors was brightly polished and all the visible appointments of the miniature suites spoke of refined good taste.

Its very quiet, said Flamby.

Yes. You see most of the people who live here are out during the day.

Please where do I live?

This way, cried Don cheerily, conducting her up the tiled steps to the gallery. Number twenty-three.

His good cheer was infectious, and Flamby found herself to be succumbing to a sort of pleasant excitement as she passed along by the rows of well-groomed doors, each of which bore a number and a neat name-plate. Some of the quaint leaded lattices were open, revealing vases of flowers upon the ledges within, and the tiny casement curtains afforded an index to the characters of the various occupants, which made quite fascinating study. There was Mrs. Lawrence Pooney whose curtains were wedgwood blue with a cream border; Miss Hook, whose curtains were plain dark green; Miss Aldrington Beech, whose curtains were lemon coloured with a Chinese pattern; and Mrs. Marion de Lisle, whose curtains were of the hue of the passion flower.

The door of Number 23 proved to be open, and Flamby, passing in, stood looking around her and trying to realise that this was the stage upon which the next act of her life story should be played. She found herself in a rather small rectangular room, lighted by one large casement window and a smaller latticed one, both of them overlooking the courtyard. The woodwork was oaken and the walls were distempered a discreet and restful shade of blue. There were a central electric fitting and another for a reading-lamp, a fireplace of the latest slow-combustion pattern and a door communicating with an inner chamber.

Oh! cried Flamby. What a dear little place!

Don, who had been watching her anxiously, saw that she was really delighted and he entered into the spirit of the thing immediately. I think it is simply terrific, he said. I have often envied the Aunt her abode and wished I were an eligible spinster or widow. You have not seen the inner sanctuary yet; it is delightfully like a state-room.

Flamby passed through the doorway into the bedroom, which indeed was not much larger than a steamer cabin and was fitted with all those space-saving devices which one finds at sea; a bureau that was really a wash-basin, and a hidden wardrobe.

There is a communal kitchen, explained Don, with up-to-date appointments, also a general laundry, and there are bathrooms on both floors. I dont mean perpendicular bathrooms, so I should perhaps have said on either floor. In that cunning little alcove in the sitting-room is a small gas-stove, so that you will have no occasion to visit the kitchen unless you are preparing a banquet. You enjoy the use of the telephone, which is in the reading-room over the main entrance  and what more could one desire?

Its just great, declared Flamby, and I can never hope to thank you for being so good to me. But I am wondering how I am going to afford it.

My dear Flamby, the rent of this retreat is astoundingly modest. You will use very little coal, electric and gas meters are of the penny-in-the-slot variety immortalised in song and story by Little Tich, and there you are.

I was thinking about the furniture, said Flamby.

Eh! cried Don furniture? Yes, of course; upon more mature consideration I perceive distinctly that some few items of that kind will be indispensable. Furniture. Quite so.

You hadnt thought of that?

No  I admit it had slipped my memory. The question of furniture does not bulk largely in the mind of one used to billeting troops, but of course it must be attended to. Now, how about the furniture of Whats-the-name Cottage?

Flamby shook her head. We had hardly any. Dad used to make things out of orange boxes; he was very clever at it. He didnt like real furniture. As fast as poor mother saved up and bought some he broke it, so after a while she stopped. Ive brought the clock.

Ah! cried Don gaily the clock. Good. Thats a start. You will at least know at what time to rise in the morning.

I shall, agreed Flamby from the floor!

The fascinating dimple reappeared in her cheek and she burst into peals of most musical laughter. Don laughed, too; so that presently they became quite breathless but perfectly happy.


III

I vote, said Don, that we consult the Aunt. She resides at Number Nineteen on this floor, and her guidance in such a matter as furnishing would be experienced and reliable.

Right-oh, replied Flamby buoyantly. I have a little money saved up.

Dont worry about money. The pension has been finally settled between Mr. Nevin and the Government people, and it dates from the time  

Of dads death? But mother used to draw that.

I am speaking of the special pension, explained Don hurriedly, as they walked along the gallery, which Mr. Nevin has been trying to arrange. This ante-dates, and the first sum will be quite a substantial one; ample for the purpose of furnishing. Here is the Aunts.

Pausing before a door numbered 19, and bearing a brass plate inscribed Mrs. Chumley, Don pressed the bell. Whilst they waited, Flamby studied the Aunts curtains (which were snowy white) with critical eyes and tried to make up her mind whether she liked or disliked the sound of Mrs. Chumley.

The Aunt is apparently not at home, said Don, as no one responded to the ringing. Let us return to Number 23 and summon Reuben, who will possibly know where she has gone.

Accordingly they returned to the empty suite and rang a bell which summoned the janitor. Following a brief interval came a sound resembling that of a drinking horse and there entered a red-whiskered old man with a neatly pimpled nose, introducing an odour of rum. He was a small man, but he wore a large green apron, and he touched the brim of his bowler hat very respectfully.

Excuse me breathin eavy, sir, he said, but its the hahsma. The place is hall ready for the young madam, sir, to move er furniture in, and Mrs. Chumley shes in the readin-room.

Ah, very good, Reuben, replied Don. Will you get the trunk and basket in from the taxi, and you might pay the man. The fare was four and something-or-other. Here are two half-crowns and sixpence.

Yes, sir, responded Reuben; and what time am I to expect the other things?

Miss Duveen is not quite sure, Reuben, when they will arrive. As a matter of fact, she has several purchases to make. But probably the bulk of it will arrive to-morrow afternoon.

Yes, sir, said Reuben, and departed respiring noisily. As he made his exit Flamby carefully closed the door, and Oh, she cried, what a funny old man! Whatever did he mean by hahsma?

I have been struggling with the same problem, declared Don, and I have come to the conclusion that he referred to asthma.

Oh, said Flamby breathlessly. I hope he wont mind me laughing at him.

I am sure he wont. He is a genial soul and generally liked in spite of his spirituous aroma. Now for the Aunt.

They walked around two angles of the gallery and entered a large room the windows of which overlooked the front lawn. It was furnished cosily as a library, and a cheerful fire burned in the big open grate. From the centre window an excellent view might be obtained of Reuben struggling with the cabin-trunk, which the placid taxi-driver had unstrapped and lowered on to the janitors shoulders without vacating his seat.

I hope he wont break the clock, said Flamby, sotto voce. She turned as Don went up to a little table at which a round old lady, the only occupant of the room, was seated writing. This old lady had a very round red face and very round wide-open surprised blue eyes. Her figure was round, too; she was quite remarkably circular.

Ha, the Aunt! cried Don, placing his hands affectionately upon her plump shoulders. Here is our country squirrel come to town.

Mrs. Chumley laid down her pen and turned the surprised eyes upon Don. Being met with a smile, she smiled in response  and her smile was oddly like that of her nephew. Flamby knew in a moment that Mrs. Chumley was a sweet old lady, and that hers was one of those rare natures whose possessors see ill in no one, but good in all.

Dear me, said Mrs. Chumley, in a surprised silvery voice, a voice peculiarly restful and soothing, it is Don. She stood up. Yes, it is Don, and this is Flamby. Come here, dear, and let me look at you.

Flamby advanced swiftly, holding out her hand, which Mrs. Chumley took, and the other as well, drawing her close and kissing her on the cheek in the simple, natural manner of a mother. Then Mrs. Chumley held her at arms length, surveying her, and began to muse aloud.

She is very pretty, Don, she said. You told me she was pretty, I remember. She is a sweet little girl, but I dont think black suits her. Do you think black suits her?

Any old thing suits her, replied Don, but she looks a picture in white.

Quite agree, Don, she would. Couldnt you dress in white, dear?

If nobody thought it too awful I would. Dad never believed in mourning.

Quite agree. Most peculiar that I should agree with him, but I do. Don does not believe in mourning, either. I should be most annoyed if he wore mourning. Was your mother pretty? Dont tell me if it makes you cry. What beautiful hair you have. Hasnt she beautiful hair, Don? May I take your hat off, dear?

Of course, said Flamby, taking off her hat immediately, whereupon the mop of unruly hair all coppery waves and gold-flecked foam came tumbling about her face.

Dear me, continued Mrs. Chumley, whilst Don stood behind her watching the scene amusedly, it is remarkable hair. Indeed the sight of Flambys hair seemed almost to have stupefied her. She is really very pretty. I like you awfully, dear. I am glad you are going to live near me. What did you call her, Don?

What did I call her, Aunt?

When you first came in. Oh, yes  a squirrel. She placed her arm around Flamby and gave her a little hug. Quite agree; she is a squirrel. You are a country squirrel, dear. Do you mind?

Of course not, said Flamby, laughing. You couldnt pay me a nicer compliment.

No, replied Mrs. Chumley, lapsing into thoughtful mood. I suppose I couldnt. Squirrels are very pretty. I am afraid I was never like a squirrel. How many inches are you round the waist?

I dont know. About twenty, replied Flamby, suddenly stricken with shyness; but Im only little.

Are you little, dear? I should not have called you little. You are taller than I am.

Since Mrs. Chumley was far from tall, the criterion was peculiar, but Flamby accepted it without demur. Im wearing high heels, she said. I am no taller than you, really.

I should have thought you were, dear. I am glad you wear high heels. They are so smart. Its a mistake to wear low heels. Men hate them. Dont you think men hate them, Don?

The consensus of modern masculine opinion probably admits distaste for flat-heeled womanhood, in spite of classic tradition.

Dear me, that might be Paul Mario. Do you like Paul Mario, dear?  turning again to Flamby and repeating the little hug.

Flamby lowered her head quickly. Yes, she replied.

I thought you would. Hes so handsome. Dont you think him handsome?

Yes.

He is astonishingly clever, too. Everybody is talking about what they call his New Gospel. Do you believe in his New Gospel, dear?

I dont know what it is.

Im not quite sure that I do. What is his New Gospel, Don?

That he alone can explain, Aunt. But it is going to stir up the world. Paul is a genius  the only true genius of the age.

Quite agree. I dont know that it isnt just as well. Dont you think it may be just as well, dear?

I dont know, said Flamby, looking up slowly.

Im not quite sure that I do. Has your furniture arrived, dear?

Not yet, Aunt, replied Don on Flambys behalf. Most of it will have to be purchased, and I thought you might give Flamby some sort of a notion what to buy. Then we could trot off up town and get things.

How delightful. I should have loved to join you, but I have promised to lunch with Mrs. Pooney, and I couldnt disappoint her. She is downstairs now, cooking a chicken. Someone sent her a chicken. Wasnt that nice?

Very decent of someone. I hope it is a tender chicken. And now, Aunt, could Flamby take a peep at your place and perhaps make a sort of list. Some of the things we could get to-day, and perhaps to-morrow you could run along with her and complete the purchases.

I should love it. Dear me! Into the round blue eyes came suddenly tears of laughter, and Mrs. Chumley became convulsed with silent merriment, glancing helplessly from Don to Flamby. This merriment was contagious; so that ere long all three were behaving quite ridiculously.

Whatever is the Aunt laughing about? inquired Don.

Dear me! gasped Mrs. Chumley, struggling to regain composure poor child! Of course you have nowhere to sleep to-night. How ridiculous  a squirrel without a nest. She hugged Flamby affectionately. You will stay with me, dear, wont you?

Oh, but really  may I? Have you room?

Certainly, dear. Friends often stay with me. I have a queer thing in my sitting-room that looks like a bookcase, but is really a bed. You can stay with me just as long as you like. There is no hurry to get your own place ready, is there? There isnt any hurry, is there, Don?

No particular hurry, Aunt. But, naturally, Flamby will get things in order as soon as possible.

Thank you so much, said Flamby, faint traces of mist disturbing her sight.

Not at all, dear. Im glad. The longer you stay the gladder I shall be. What an absurd word  gladder. There is something wrong about it, surely, Don?

More glad would perhaps be preferable, Aunt.

Mrs. Chumley immediately succumbed to silent merriment for a time. How absurd! she said presently. Gladder! I dont believe there is such a word in the dictionary. Do you believe there is such a word in the dictionary, dear?

I dont think there is, replied Flamby.

No, I expect there isnt. I dont know that it may not be just as well. Come along, dear. You can come, too, if you like, Don, or you might prefer to look at your own drawings in the Courier. If I drew I should love to look at my own drawings. You may smoke here, Don, of course. A number of the residents smoke. Do you smoke, Flamby?

No, but I think I should like it.

Quite agree. It is soothing. You will wait here, then, Don? Come along, dear.


IV

An hour later when Flamby and Don came out of The Hostel, the rain clouds were breaking, and sunlight  somewhat feeble, but sunlight withal  was seeking bravely to disperse the gloom. Flamby was conscious of an altered outlook; the world after all was not utterly grey; such was the healing influence of a sympathetic soul.

You know, said Don, as they passed through the gateway, I am delighted with the way you have taken to the dear old Aunt. She is so often misunderstood, and it makes me writhe to see people laugh at her  unkindly, I mean. Of course her method of conversation is ridiculously funny, I know; but a woman who can suffer the misfortunes which have befallen the Aunt and come out with the heart of a child is worth studying, I think. Personally, I always feel a lot better after a chat with her. She is a perfect well of sympathy.

I think she is the sweetest woman I have ever met, declared Flamby earnestly. How could anyone help loving her?

People dont or wont understand her, you see, and misunderstanding is the mother of intolerance. Ah! there is a taxi on the rank.

Oh, cried Flamby quickly please dont get another cab for me.

Eh? No cab?

I cannot afford it and I could not think of allowing you to pay for everything.

Now let us have a thorough understanding, Flamby, said Don, standing facing her, that sunny rejuvenating smile making his tanned face look almost boyish. You remember what I said on the subject of misunderstanding? Listen, then: I am on leave and my money is burning a hole in my pocket; money always does. If I had a sister  I have but she is married and lives at Harrogate  I should ask her to take pity upon me and spend a few days in my company. An exchange of views with some nice girl who understands things is imperative after one has been out of touch with everything feminine for months and months. It is a natural desire which must be satisfied, otherwise it leads a man to resort to desperate measures in the quest for sympathy. Because of your father you are more to me than a sister, Flamby, and if you will consent to my treating you as one you will be performing an act of charity above price. The Aunt quite understands and approves. Isnt that good enough?

Flamby met his gaze honestly and was satisfied. Yes, she replied. Myself and what is mine to you and yours is now converted. The end of the quotation was almost inaudible, for it had leapt from Flambys tongue unbidden. The idea that Don might suspect her of seeking to impress him with her learning was hateful to her. But Don on the contrary was quite frankly delighted.

Hullo! he cried is that Portia?

Yes, but please dont take any notice if I say funny things. I dont mean to. Dad loved The Merchant of Venice, and I know quite a lot of lines by heart.

How perfectly delightful to meet a girl who wears neither sensible boots nor spectacles but who appreciates Shakespeare! Lud! I thought such treasures were mythical. Flamby, I have a great idea. If you love Portia you will love Ellen Terry. I suppose her Portia is no more than a memory of the old Lyceum days, but it is a golden memory, Flamby. Ellen Terry is at the Coliseum. Shall we go to-night? Perhaps the Aunt would join us.

Oh! said Flamby, her eyes alight with excitement; but the one word was sufficient.

Right! cried Don. Now for Libertys.

They entered the cab, and as it moved off, What is Libertys? asked Flamby.

The place for rummy furniture, explained Don. Nobody else could possibly provide the things for your den. The Aunt once had a cottage in Devon furnished by Liberty and it was the most perfect gem of a cottage one could imagine.

Was she very well off once?

The Aunt? Why the dear old lady ought to be worth thousands. Her husband left her no end of money and property. She has travelled nearly all over the civilised world, Flamby, and now is tied to that one tiny room at The Hostel.

But how is it? Did she lose her money?

She gave it away and let everybody rob her. The world unfortunately is full of Dick Turpins and Jack Sheppards, not to mention their lady friends.

Ah, said Flamby and sat silent for some time studying the panorama of the busy London streets. Is Libertys dear? she inquired presently.

Not at all; most reasonable.

Im glad, replied Flamby. I have got seven pounds ten saved. Will that be enough?

Don held his breath. Flambys extraordinary erudition and inherent cleverness had not prepared him for this childish ignorance of the value of money. But he realised immediately that it was no more than natural after all and that he might have anticipated it; and secretly he was delighted because of the opportunity which it offered him of repaying in part, or of trying to repay, the debt which he owed to Michael Duveen. Moreover he had found that to give pleasure to Flamby was a gracious task.

It may not cover everything, he said casually, but the sum held by Mr. Nevin will more than do so. Think no more about it. I will see that your expenditures do not exceed your means.

* * * * * *

They alighted near that window of Messrs. Libertys which is devoted to the display of velvet robes  of those simple, unadorned creations which Golders Green may view unmoved but which stir the æsthetic soul of Chelsea. In the centre of the window, cunningly draped before an oak-pannelled background, hung a dress of grey velvet which was the apogee and culmination of Flambys dreams. For not all the precepts of the Painted Portico can quench in the female bosom womans innate love of adornment. Assuredly Eve wore flowers in her hair.

Oh, whispered Flamby, do you think it is very dear?

Don having paid the cabman, had joined her where she stood. Which one? he inquired with masculine innocence.

The grey one. There is nothing on it at all. I have seen dresses in Dales at home with yards of embroidery that were only four pounds.

I dont suppose so, said Don cheerfully. Let us go in and try it on. You try it on, I mean.

Oh, I darent! I didnt dream of buying it, cried Flamby, flushing hotly. I was only admiring it.

And because you admire it you dont dream of buying it? That is odd. And surely grey is what is known as half-mourning too, is it not? Absolutely correct form.

But it may be frightfully dear. I will ask the price when Mrs. Chumley is with me. Flamby was weakening.

Don grasped her firmly by the arm and led her vastly perturbed into the shop, where a smiling saleswoman accosted them. This lady wishes to see the grey gown you have in the window, he said. He drew the woman aside and added, Dont tell her the price! You understand? If she insists upon knowing take your cue from me. He could say no more as Flamby had drawn near.

How much is it? she inquired naively.

I dont know yet, replied Don. Wont you look at it first?

The dress is a model, madam, said the puzzled modiste. Probably we should have to alter it to fit you.

Would that be extra? asked Flamby.

Only a trifle, Don assured her, if you really like it.

How much is it please? Flamby asked.

Don, standing just behind her became troubled with a tickling in the throat, and the woman, hesitating, looked up and detected his urgent glance. He raised three fingers furtively. She could scarcely conceal her amazement, but an emphatic nod from Don left her in no doubt respecting his meaning.

I believe it is  three guineas, madam, she replied in a forced and unnatural voice. She was wondering what would become of her if this very eccentric officer played her false.

Flamby turned thoughtfully to Don. Thats expensive isnt it? she said.

The saleswomans amazement increased; words failed her entirely, and to cover her embarrassment she opened the screen at the back of the window and took out the grey gown. Flambys eyes sparkled.

But isnt it sweet, she whispered. Where do I go to try it on?

This way, madam, said the woman, darting an imploring glance at Don to which he was unable to respond as Flamby was looking in his direction.

Flamby disappeared into a fitting-room and Don sat down to consider the question of how far he could hope to pursue his plot without being unmasked.

He lighted a cigarette and gave himself up to reflection on the point. When presently Flamby came out, radiant, followed by the troubled attendant carrying the grey gown, he was prepared for her.

Im going to have it! she said. Am I frightfully extravagant?

Not at all, Don assured her; and as she took out her purse. No, he added, you must not pay cash, Flamby. It would confuse Nevins books. I will write a cheque and charge it to your account together with the other purchases.

He withdrew with the saleswoman, leaving Flamby seated looking at the velvet frock draped across a chair. Having proceeded to a discreet distance What is the price of the dress, please? he asked.

With the alterations which madam requires, eighteen guineas, sir.

I will give you a draft on Uncle Cox, replied Don, taking out his cheque-book and fountain-pen. You must feel rather bewildered, but the fact of the matter is that the lady chances to be the orphan of a very dear friend, and coming from a country place she has no idea of the cost of things. I would not disillusion her for the world, just yet. Will you please make a note to send the gown to Miss Duveen at this address. He laid one of his aunts cards upon the table. But  an important point  enclose no receipt; nothing that would afford a clue to the price. Will you remember?

I shall remember, said the saleswoman, greatly relieved and beginning to smile once more.

So the quaint comedy of deception began and so it proceeded right merrily; for passing on to the furniture department, Don took the man aside and succeeded, although not without difficulty in this case, in making him an accomplice. As a result of the conspiracy Flamby purchased an exquisite little dressing-table of silver-maple (for thirty-five shillings), a large Axminster carpet and a Persian rug (three pounds, fifteen shillings), a miniature Jacobean oak suite (six guineas), a quaint bureau and bookcase (fifty shillings), and a perfect stack of cushions (at prices varying from half-a-crown to three shillings and elevenpence-three-farthings, or, in technical terminology, three-and-eleven-three.) The man became infected with the quixotic spirit of the affair and revealed himself in his true colours as a hierophant of the higher mysteries. Producing secret keys, he exhibited those arcana, of the inner rooms which apparently are not for sale but which are kept solely for the purpose of dazzling the imagination: jade Buddhas, contemplative and priceless, locked in wonderful Burmese cabinets, strange ornaments of brass and perfume-burners from India, mandarin robes of peacock-blue, and tiny caskets of that violet lacquering which is one of the lost arts of Japan.

With some few items of glassware, vases and pictures purchased elsewhere, Flambys expenditure amounted to more than twenty-five pounds, at which staggering total she stared in dismay. Shall I really be able to pay it? she asked.

My dear Flamby, you have only just begun. The really essential things you will be able to buy when the Aunt is with you. I am instructing all the shops with which you may have occasion to do business to send accounts to Nevin. He will let you know quickly enough if you overstep the margin.

How much money, for goodness sake, is the Government paying?

I dont know exactly, but in addition to the regular allowance and arrears there is a gratuity of something over a hundred pounds to your account.

They were crossing Regent Street, and Flamby narrowly escaped being run over;  but the pavement gained in safety,   A hundred pounds! she exclaimed I have a hundred pounds!

Roughly, said Don, smiling and taking her arm. Then there are the weekly instalments, of course. Oh, you have nothing to worry about, Flamby. Furthermore it will not be very long before you find a market for your work and then you will be independent of State aid.

In truth, now that he was hopelessly enmeshed in his own net, Don experienced dire misgivings, wondering what Flamby would say, wondering what Flamby would do, when she learned of the conspiracy as she could not fail to learn of it sooner or later. But at the moment he was solely concerned with making her forget her sorrows, and in this he had succeeded. Flamby was radiantly happy and at last could think of the sweet countryside she had left behind without discovering a lump in her throat.

* * * * * *

Luncheon in a popular Piccadilly grill-room provided an intensely thrilling experience. Flambys acute sensibilities and inherent appreciation of the fitness of things rendered her ill at ease, but the gay music of the orchestra did much to restore her to harmony with herself, and Dons unaffected delight in her company did the rest. So in time she forgot the home-made black dress and became fascinated by her novel surroundings and lost in the study of these men and women who belonged to a new, a partly perceived world, but a world into which she had longed to enter. Her personal acquaintance with the ways of modern Babylon was limited to the crowded experiences of a day-visit with her father and mother, a visit eagerly anticipated and never forgotten. Michael Duveen had seemingly never regretted that place in the world which he had chosen to forfeit. He had lived and worked like a labouring man and had taken his pleasures like one. On that momentous day they had visited Westminster Abbey, the Tower Bridge, the Houses of Parliament and Nelsons Monument, had lunched at one of Messrs. Lockharts establishments, had taken a ride in the Tube and performed a hasty tour of the Zoo, where they had consumed, variously, cups of tea, ginger beer, stale buns and ices. Hyde Park they had viewed from the top of a motor bus and descending from this chariot at London Bridge had caught the train home. In the train Flamby had fallen asleep, utterly exhausted with such a saturnalia, and her parents had eaten sandwiches and partaken of beer from a large bottle which Mrs. Duveen had brought in a sort of carpet-bag. Flamby remembered that she had been aroused from her slumbers by her father, who conceiving a sudden and violent antipathy against both bag and bottle (the latter being empty) had opened the carriage window and hurled them both out on to the line.

It was an odd memory but it brought a cloud of sadness, and Don, quick to detect the shadow, hurried Flamby off to the Coliseum and astounded her by booking a stage box. The Aunt was consulted over the telephone, the Aunt agreed to join the party in the evening, and during the remainder of that eventful afternoon there were all sorts of wonderful sights to be seen; delightful shops unlike any that Flamby had imagined, and an exhibition of water-colours in Bond Street which fired her ambition like a torch set to dry bracken, as Don had designed that it should do. They had tea at a fashionable tea-shop, and Don noted that even within the space of twenty-four hours the number of lovely women had perceptibly diminished. This historic day concluded, then, with dinner at the Carlton and Ellen Terry at the Coliseum. How otherwise an excellent programme was constituted mattered not, but when the red-robed Portia came finally before the curtain and bestowed one of her sweet smiles exclusively upon the enraptured girl, Flamby found that two big tears were trickling down her hot cheeks.


V

And now another figure in the pageant which Iamblichos called the indissoluble bonds of Necessity was about to reappear in his appointed place in response to the call of the unseen Prompter. Hideous are the settings of that pageant to-day; for where in the glowing pages of Dumas we see DArtagnan, the gallant Forty-five and many another good friend riding in through the romantic gates of Old Paris, the modern historian finds himself concerned with railway stations which have supplanted those gates of Paris and of London alike. Thus Don entered by the gate of St. Pancras, Flamby by the smoky portal of London Bridge; and, on the following morning, Yvonne Mario stood upon a platform at Victoria awaiting the arrival of the Folkestone boat-train. She attracted considerable attention and excited adverse criticism amongst the other ladies present not only because of her personal charm but by reason of her dress. She wore a coat of black coney seal trimmed with white fox, and a little cap of the same, and her high-legged boots had white calf tops. Her complexion alone doomed her to the undying enmity of her sex, for the humid morning air had enhanced that clear freshness which quite naturally and properly annoyed every other woman who beheld it.

Several pressmen and photographers mingled with the groups along the platform, for the party with which Paul had been touring the French and British fronts included at least two other notable personages; and Bassett, Pauls press agent, said to Yvonne: You will smile across a million breakfast tables to-morrow morning, Mrs. Mario, and from a thousand cinema screens later in the week.

Yvonne smiled there and then, a charming little one-sided smile, for she was really a very pretty woman in spite of her reputation as a beauty. Modern journalism leaves nothing to the imagination, she replied.

And very wisely. So few people have any.

They paced slowly along the platform. Excepting the porters who leaned against uptilted trucks and stared stolidly up the line, a spirit of furtive unrest had claimed everyone. People who meet trains always look so guilty, avoiding each others glances and generally behaving as though their presence were a pure accident; periodically consulting the station clock as who should say, If this train is not signalled very shortly I must be off. My time is of value. There is another type of course, much more rare, who appears at the last moment from some subterranean stairway. He is always running and his glance is wild. As the passengers begin to descend from the train he races along the platform, now and again pausing in his career and standing on tiptoe in order to look over the heads of the people in front of him. To every official he meets he says: This train is the Folkestone train? He rarely waits for a reply.

Indeed, at a modern railway station, as of old at the city gates, the fatuity of human aspirations may be studied advantageously. Soldiers were there, at Victoria, hundreds of them, lined up on a distant platform, and they symbolised the spirit of an age which exalts Mechanism to the pinnacle of a deity and which offers itself as a sacrifice upon his iron altars.

The train arrived in due course; cameras and note-books appeared; and people inquired Is it Sir Douglas Haig they are expecting? But presently the initiated spread the news that it was Paul Mario who returned from the Western front, and because his reputation was greater than that of Gabrielle DAnnunzio or Charlie Chaplin, everyone sought to obtain a glimpse of him.

He wore a heavy fur-lined coat and his eyes were dark with excitement. Surrounded by the other members of the party, like an emperor by his suite, Pauls was the outstanding personality among them all. There was a distinguished French general to bow, courtly, over Yvonnes hand, and a Labour Member to quote Cicero. But it was to Paul that the reporters sought to penetrate and upon Paul that the cameras were focussed. Bassett, who did not believe in thwarting the demands of popularity, induced him to say a few words.

Gentlemen, he said, I have no impressions to impart. My mind is numbed. I had never hitherto appreciated the genius of Philip Gibbs....

In the car Paul talked exclusively to Jules Thessaly, who had accompanied him upon his tour. Yvonne was silent. When first he had seen her awaiting him upon the platform his eyes had lighted up in that ardent way which she loved, and he had pressed her hands very hard in greeting. But thereafter he had become absorbed again in his giant dreams, and now as they sped through the London streets homeward, he bent forward, one hand resting upon Thessalys knee, wrapped up in the companionship of his memories.

That chateau, Thessaly, holds a secret which if it could be divulged to the world would revolutionise theology.

Of what chateau do you speak? asked Bassett.

On my way to the French front I was entertained for a night at a wonderful old chateau. The devouring war had passed it by, and it stood like a dignified grand seigneur looking sorrowfully over the countryside. In order to understand how the sight of the place affected me you must know that as a boy I was several times visited by a certain dream. I last dreamed this dream during the time that I was at Oxford but I have never forgotten it. I used to find myself in a spacious salon, its appointments and fashion those of Louis Treize, with ghostly moonlight pouring in at lofty church-like windows and painting distorted shadowgraphs of heraldic devices upon the floor. My costume was that of a Cavalier and I held a long sword in my hand. I was conscious of pain and great weakness. Creeping stealthily from recess to recess, window to window, I would approach the double doors at the end of the salon. There I would pause, my heart throbbing fiercely, and press my ear to the gaily painted panels. A murmur of conversation would seem to proceed from the room beyond, but forced onward by some urgent necessity, the nature of which I could never recall upon awakening, I would suddenly throw the doors widely open and hurl myself into a small ante-room. A fire of logs blazed in the open hearth, and some six or eight musketeers lounged about the place, hats, baldrics, swords and cloaks lying discarded upon tables, chairs and where not. All sprang to their feet as I entered, and one, a huge red fellow, snatched up his sword and stood before a low door on the right of the room which I sought to approach. We crossed blades ... and with their metallic clash sounding in my ears I invariably awoke. I have spoken of this to you, Yvonne?

Paul glanced rapidly at Yvonne but proceeded immediately without waiting for a reply. As Thessaly and I were conducted to our rooms on the night of which I am speaking, I found myself traversing the salon of my dreams!

Most extraordinary, muttered Bassett. Nothing about the aspect of the other rooms of the chateau had struck you as familiar?

Nothing; except that I was glad to be there. I cannot make clear to you the almost sorrowful veneration with which I entered the gate. It was like that of a wayward son who returns, broken, to the home upon which he has brought sorrow, to find himself welcomed by his first confessor, old, feeble, lonely, but filled with sweet compassion. I ascribed this emotion to the atmosphere of a stately home abandoned by its owners. But the salon revealed the truth to me. Heavy plush curtains were drawn across the windows, but the flames of three candles in a silver candelabra carried by the servant created just such a half-light as I remembered. I paused, questioning the accuracy of my recollections, but it was all real, unmistakable. We passed through the doorway at the end of the salon  and there was my guardroom! A modern stove had taken the place of the old open hearth, and the furniture was totally different, but I knew the room. The servant crossed before me to a door which I could not recall having noticed in my dream. As he opened it I looked to the right; and where the other door had been before which I had many times crossed swords with the red musketeer I saw a blank wall.

It was no more than a very remarkable coincidence after all? said Bassett.

On the contrary. I called to the man, a bent old fellow, his face furrowed with age and heavy with care. Have you been long in the service of the family? I asked him. His eyes glistened tearfully. Forty-five years, monsieur, he answered. Then perhaps you can tell me if there was ever a door opening on the right, yonder, beside that armchair?

He stared at me, Bassett, like a man dismayed, and his hand trembled so that spots of grease were shaken from the candles on to the floor. How can you know of the Ducs door? he whispered, watching me all the time as if fascinated. How can you know of the Ducs door, monsieur? His fear, his consternation, were so evident, that I recognised the necessity of reassuring him in order to learn more. Therefore, I have heard of it, or seen it depicted, somewhere in England, I replied; but the story associated with it escapes my memory.

He began to look less frightened as I spoke, and finally, having several times moistened his dry lips, he replied. It has been walled up for more than two hundred years. It opened upon a staircase leading to the State apartments. And why was it closed, my friend? I asked. The old man shrugged his angular shoulders and moved on out of the room. That I cannot say, monsieur, he answered: but in the reign of Louis XIII, Henri, second Duc de Montmorency, by whose father this chateau was built, escaped one night from the apartment in which he had been imprisoned under sentence of death, and attempted to force his way into the presence of the King, then lying in the chateau. At the foot of those stairs the Duc was mortally wounded by Guitry, Captain of the Bodyguard....

* * * * * *

During lunch the conversation rarely became general. Bassett talked to Yvonne, bestowing upon her an elderly admiration which was not lacking in a poetry of its own, and Paul exchanged memories with Thessaly. His mental excitement was tremendous, and contagious, but of the three who listened to him Thessaly alone seemed to respond sympathetically. Bassett had never pretended to understand his distinguished client. He was always covertly watching Paul, his fat face wrinkled with perplexity, as though one day he hoped for a revelation by light of which he might grasp the clue to a personality that eluded him entirely.

That boasted civilisation, said Paul the German Kultur  has thrown us back to the earliest savagery of which we hold record. All that education has done for us is to hold the savage in check for a time. He is still there. Spiritually humanitys record is one of retrogression.

Luncheon over, Paul accompanied Thessaly and Bassett to the latticed gate in the high monastic wall which concealed his house from the road. They walked away together and he stood for a time gazing after them, then returned and went to his study. Yvonne, who had watched him from the dining-room window, heard the study door close. She sat quite still looking across the table at a chair which Paul had occupied, her fair hair a crown about her brow as the wintry sunlight shone in upon it. Chelsea sometimes may seem as quiet as a lonely riverside village, and at the moment which followed the sound of the closing door it seemed to have become so to Yvonne. Only that muted droning which arises from the vast hive of London told of four millions of workers moving intimately about her. The house was perfectly still. Odin, Pauls wolf-hound, tugged at his chain in the garden and whined quaveringly. He had heard Paul arrive and was disappointed because his master had forgotten to pay him a visit. He was angry, too, because he also had heard the deep voice of Jules Thessaly; and Odin did not like Jules Thessaly.

* * * * * *

A quantity of personal correspondence had accumulated, and Paul proceeded to inspect it. A letter addressed in Dons familiar sprawling hand demanded precedence, and Paul noted with excitement that it bore a Derbyshire postmark. It was dated from the house of one of Dons innumerable cousins, a house of a type for which the Peak district is notable, a manor of ghostly repute. This cheerful homestead was apparently constructed in or adjoining an ancient burial ground, was in fact a converted monastery, and Don dealt in characteristically whimsical fashion with its unpleasant peculiarities.

One can scarcely expect a house constructed in a graveyard, he wrote, to be otherwise than a haunted house. It is a house especially built for a ghost; it is not a house to which a ghost has come; it is a ghost around whom a house has been built. Erratic manifestations are to be looked for from a hitherto free and unfettered spectre who discovers himself to be confined in a residence possibly uncongenial to his taste and to have thrust upon him the society of a family with whose habits and ideals he has nothing in common....

Finally, Don inquired how the affairs of Flamby were proceeding, and something very like a pang of remorse troubled Paul. The open letter lying before him, he fell into a reverie, arraigning himself before the tribunal of his own conscience. Had his attitude toward Flamby changed? It had done so. What was the nature of the change? His keen personal interest had given place to one impersonal, although sincere in its way. What was the explanation of this? He had enshrined her, set her upon a fairy pedestal, only to learn that she was humanly frail. Had this discovery hurt him? Intensely. How and why? It had shattered his belief in his omniscience. Yes, that was the unpalatable truth, brought to light at last. Frailty in woman he looked for, and because he knew it to be an offshoot of that Eternal Feminine which is a root-principle of the universe, he condoned. But in Flamby he had seemed to recognise a rare spirit, one loftily above the common traits of her sex, a fit companion for Yvonne; and had been in error. For long after the finding of those shameful photographs he had failed to recover confidence in himself, and had doubted his fitness to speak as a master who could be blinded by the guile of a girl.

It was, then, offended amour propre which had prompted him to hand over to Nevin, his solicitor, this sacred charge entrusted to him by Don? It was. Now he scourged himself remorselessly. If only because her fault was chargeable on one of his own kin he should have striven with might and main to help Flamby. The fact that she was daughter of the man who had saved Dons life at peril of his own redoubled the sanctity of the charge. And how had he acquitted himself of his stewardship? Pitifully. A hot flush rose to his brow, and he hesitated to open a letter from Nevin which also awaited his attention. But he forced himself to the task and read that which completed his humility. Mrs. Duveen had died of heart-failure two months before, whilst Paul had been abroad, and Flamby was an orphan.

Captain Courtier, who is at present home on leave, has favoured us with direct instructions in the matter, Nevin continued, and has placed a generous credit at our disposal for the purpose of securing suitable apartments for Miss Duveen, and for meeting the cost of her immediate maintenance and fees, together with other incidental disbursements. We have also secured authority to watch her interests in regard to any pension or gratuity to which she may be entitled as a minor and orphan of a non-commissioned officer killed in action....

In the drawing-room, Yvonne very softly was playing a setting of Edgar Allan Poes exquisite verses, To One in Paradise, and such is the magic of music wedded to poetry that it opened a door in Pauls heart and afforded him a glimpse of his inner self. He had neglected poor little Flamby, and his sensitive mind refused to contemplate her loneliness now that her last friend had been taken from her.

Thou wast all that to me, love,
For which my soul did pine  A green isle in the sea, love,
A fountain and a shrine, All wreathed with fairy fruits and flowers,
And all the flowers were mine....

Paul rose and quietly entered the drawing-room. Yvonne looked up as he opened the door, and he saw that her eyes were dim. He knelt on a corner of the music-chair and clasped his arms tightly about her shoulders, pressing her cheek against his. As she ceased playing and turned her head he kissed her ardently, holding her fast and watching her with those yearning eyes whose gaze can make a womans heart beat faster. She leaned back against him, sighing.

Do you know that that is the first time you have kissed me since you returned? she asked.

Yvonne, forgive me. Dont misunderstand. You never doubt me, do you?

Sometimes  I dont seem to matter to you so much as I did.

Never releasing her he moved around so that they were side by side upon the narrow seat. You matter more than anything in the world, he said. You are so near to my heart day and night that I seem to have you always in my arms. He spoke softly, his lips very close to Yvonnes; her golden hair brushed his forehead. You are the music to which I write the words. The memory of your lightest action since the very hour we met I treasure and revere. Without you I am nothing. All I dream and all I hope I dream and hope for you.

Yvonne ran her white fingers through his hair and looked up into his face. Paul kissed her, laughing happily. My darling Yvonne, he whispered, Do I sometimes forget to make love to you? It is only because I feel that you are so sure of me. Do you know that since I left you I have heard your voice like a prayer at twilight, seen your eyes watching me as I slept and found your hair gleaming in many a golden sunset.

Of course I dont, cried Yvonne, with mock severity. How can I possibly know what you are thinking when you are hundreds of miles away! I only know that when you come back you forget to kiss me.

I dont forget, Yvonne. I think of you a thousand times a day, and every thought is a kiss.

Then you have only thought of me twice to-day, said Yvonne, standing up and crossing to a Chesterfield. She seated herself, resting her head upon a black cushion and posing deliberately with the confidence of a pretty woman.

That is a challenge, replied Paul, and I accept it.

He followed her, but she covered her face with her hands tauntingly, and only resigned her lips after a long struggle. Then they sat silently, very close together, the golden head leaning against the dark one, and ere long Pauls restless mind was at work again.

Don is on leave, Yvonne, he said. Isnt that fine?

Oh, yes, replied Yvonne, stifling a sigh. He called yesterday.

He called! cried Paul, sitting upright excitedly. You did not tell me.

How could I tell you, Paul? I have not seen you alone until now. Don did not know you were away. A letter came from him two days ago  

I know. That was how I learned of his being home.

He said he would come this afternoon. Oh  perhaps here he is.

Yvonne smoothed her skirt and moved to a discreet distance from Paul as a parlourmaid came in. Paul leapt up, eagerly.

Captain Courtier? he cried to the girl.

Yes, sir.

Paul ran out into the hall. Yvonne rose from the Chesterfield and slowly walked back to the piano. She stood for a while idly turning over the pages of music; then, as her husband did not return, she went up to her room. She could hear Paul talking excitedly as she passed the study door.


VI

Don gazed curiously around the large and lofty room. In early Victorian days this apartment had been a drawing-room or salon, wherein crinolined dames and whiskered knights had discoursed exclusively in sparkling epigrams according to certain memoirs in which this salon was frequently mentioned. It had been selected by Paul for a workroom because of its charming outlook upon the secluded little garden with its sundial and irregularly paved paths, and because it was the largest room in the house. Although in a lesser degree than Paul, Don also was responsive to environment, and he found himself endeavouring to analyse the impression made upon his mind by Pauls study.

He had last seen it during the time that Paul, newly returned from Florence, was passing the proofs of his great tragedy, Francesca of the Lilies. Then it had been the study of a Cardinal of the Middle Ages or of a mediaeval noble devoted to the arts. In what respect did it differ now? The massive table of cedar of Lebanon, figured in ivory and mother o pearl with the Rape of Proserpine, the work of a pupil of Benvenuto Cellini, remained, as also did the prie-dieu, enriched with silver daisies, which Michelangelo had designed for Margaret of Navarre. The jewelled crucifix was gone, together with the old chain bible and ebony lectern from the Cistercian Monastery at La Trappe. The curious chalice, too, of porphyry starred with beryl, taken at the sack of Panama, and recovered a century later from an inn at Saragossa, had disappeared from its place; and where illuminated missals and monkish books had formerly lain upon the long window seat were works dealing with the war, associated with its causes or arising out of it: Ambassador Gerard to The Book of Artemas, God the Invisible King and Also Sprach Zarathustra. Even the magnificent Book of Hours bearing the monogram of Diana of Poictiers and bound by Aldo Manuzio, Byzantine fashion, in carved ivory wreathed about with gold filigree and studded with fourteen precious stones, was hidden.

Those tapestries for which Paul had paid so extravagant a price at the sale of the Mayence heirlooms were stripped from the wall, and gone were the Damascus sword, the lance-head and black armour of Godfrey de Bouillon. A definite note was lacking; the stage was in a state of transition, and not yet set for the new drama.

Paul came in, hands extended in cordial welcome. Good old Don! he cried. On Friday I was within twenty miles of the part of the line where I imagined you to be, but was unable to get across.

How fortunate. You would have had a vain journey, Paul. I was in Derbyshire on Friday. I would have met you this morning, but I knew you would prefer to be tête-à-tête with Yvonne.

My dear fellow, Bassett ordained it otherwise. I found myself surrounded by pressmen and picture people. Of course, he disclaimed responsibility as usual, but I could read his guilt in his eyes. He persists in booming me as though I were an operatic nightingale with a poor voice or a variety comedian who was not funny.

Yvonne told you I had called?

Yes. You did not know I was away?

My knowledge of your movements up to the time that I left France was based upon those two or three brief communications, partially undecipherable, with which you have favoured me during the past six months. I read your paper, Le Bateleur, in the Review. Everybody has read it. Paul, you have created a bigger sensation with those five or six thousand words than Hindenburg can create with an output of five or six thousand lives!

It was designed to pave the way, Don. You think it has succeeded?

Succeeded! You have stirred up the religious world from Little Bethel to St. Peters. Don dropped into an armchair and began to load his pipe from the Mycenaean vase. Some of your facts are startlingly novel. For instance, where on earth did you get hold of that idea about the initiation of Christ by the Essenes at Lake Moeris in Egypt?

Pauls expression grew wrapt and introspective. From material in the possession of Jules Thessaly, he replied. In a tomb near the Pyramid of Hawâra in the Egyptian Fayûm was found the sarcophagus of one Menahîm, chief of the Order of the Essenes, who were established near Lake Moeris. Menahîms period of office dated from the year 18 B.C. to the year of his death in the reign of Caligula, and amid the dust of his bones was found the Golden Chalice of Initiation. I cannot hope to make clear to you without a very lengthy explanation how the fact dawned upon my mind that Jehoshoua of Nazareth, son of Joseph, became an initiate, but the significance of these dates must be evident. When you see the Chalice you will understand.

Had it been found in Renans time what a different Vie de Christ we should have had.

Possibly. Renans Vie de Christ is an exquisite evasion, a jewelled confession of failure. But there are equally wonderful things at Thessalys house, Don. You must come there with me.

I shall do so without fail. It appears to me, Paul, that you have materially altered your original plan. You have abandoned the idea of casting your book in the form of a romance?

I have  yes. The purely romantic appeal may be dispensed with, I think, in this case. Zarathustra has entered the blood of the German people like a virus from a hypodermic needle. I do not hesitate to accept its lesson. Where I desire to cite instances of illustrative human lives they will be strictly biographical but anonymous.

You hope to succeed where Maeterlinck failed.

Maeterlinck thinks as a poet and only fails when he writes as a philosopher. Don, I wish I could have you beside me in my hours of doubt. Thessaly is inspiring, but his influence is sheerly intellectual. You have the trick of harmonising all that was discordant within myself. I see my work as a moving pageant and every figure is in its appointed place. I realise that all the knowledge of the world means nothing beside one short human existence. Upon the Ogam tablets, the Assyrian cylinders, the Egyptian monuments is written a wisdom perhaps greater than ours, but it is cold, like the stone that bears it; within ourselves it lives  all that knowledge, that universe of truth. What do the Egyptologists know of the message of Egypt? I have stood upon the summit of the Great Pyramid and have watched its shadow steal out and out touching the distant lands with its sceptre, claiming Egypt for its own; I have listened in the profound darkness at its heart to the voice of the silence and have thought myself an initiate buried, awaiting the unfolding of the mystic Rose of Isis. And science would have us believe that that wondrous temple is a tomb! A tomb! when truly it is a birthplace!

His dark eyes glowed almost fiercely. To Don alone did he thus reveal himself, mantled in a golden rhetoric.

Mitrahîna, too, the village on the mounds which cloak with their memorable ashes the splendour that was Memphis; who has not experienced the mournful allurement of those palm-groves amid which lie the fallen colossi of Rameses? But how many have responded to it? They beckon me, Don, bidding me to the gates of royal Memphis, to the palace of the Pharaoh. A faint breeze steals over the desert, and they shudder and sigh because palace and temple are dust and the King of the Upper and Lower Land is but a half-remembered name strange upon the lips of men. Ah! who that has heard it can forget the call, soft and mournful, of the palm-groves of Mitrahîna?

I would make such places sacred and no vulgar foot should ever profane them. Once, as I passed the entrance to the tomb of Seti in the Valley of the Kings, I met a fat German coming out. He was munching sandwiches, and I had to turn aside; I believe I clenched my fists. A picture of the shameful Clodius at the feast of Bona Dea arose before me. My very soul revolted against this profanation of the ancient royal dead. To left and right upon the slopes above and perhaps beneath the very path along which the gross Teuton was retiring lay those who ruled the world ere Rome bestrode the seven hills, whose body-slaves were princes when the proud states and empires of to-day slumbered unborn in the womb of Time. Seti I! what a name of power! His face, Don, is unforgettable and his image seems to haunt those subterranean halls in which at last he had thought to find rest. To-day his tomb is a public resort, his alabaster sarcophagus an exhibit at the Sloane Museum, and his body, stripped of its regal raiment, is lying exposed to curious eyes in a glass case in Cairo!

We honour the departed of our own times, and tread lightly in Gods acre; why, because they passed from the world before Western civilisation had raised its head above primeval jungles, should we fail in our respect for Egypts mightier dead? I tell you, Don, there is not one man in a million who understands; who, having the eyes to see, the ears to hear, has the soul to comprehend. And this understanding is a lonely, sorrowful gift. I looked out from an observation-post on the Somme over a landscape like the blasted heath in Macbeth. No living thing moved, but the earth was pregnant with agony and the roar of the guns from hidden pits was like that of the grindstones of hell. There, upon the grave of an epoc, I listened to that deathly music and it beckoned to me like the palm fronds of Mitrahîna and spoke the same message as the voice of the pyramid silence. Don! all that has ever been, is, and within us dwells the first and the last.


VII

A silence fell between them which endured for a long time, such an understanding silence as is only possible in rare friendships. Paul began to fill his pipe, and Don almost regretfully broke the spell. My real mission, he said, is to release you from a bargain into which you entered blindfolded, without realising that you had to deal with an utterly unprincipled partner.

Whatever do you mean?

I owe a debt to the late Michael Duveen, Paul, which you generously offered to assist me in liquidating  

Paul reached over and grasped Dons arm. Stop there! he cried, and hear me. You are going to say that my enthusiasm has cooled  

I am going to say nothing of the kind.

Ah, but you think it is so. Yet you know me so well, Don, that you should understand me better. I handed the whole affair over to Nevin, and to you that seems like ennui, I know. But it does not mean that; it simply means that as a hopeless man of business I appoint another to do what I know myself incapable of doing. Once I am committed to the production of a book, Don, I cease to exist outside its pages. I live and move and have my being in it. But please dont misunderstand. Anything within my power to do for Flamby I will do gladly. I only learned to-day of her second bereavement. Don, we must protect her from the fate which so often befalls girls in such circumstances.

My dear Paul, in accusing me of misjudging you, you are misjudging me. If I dont understand you nobody does. My offer to release you from the bargain is not to be understood as a reproach; it is a confession. I am a man utterly devoid of common sense, one to whom reason is a stranger and moderation an enemy. I am a funny joke. I should be obliged if you would sell me to Punch.

You puzzle me.

I puzzle myself. Don Courtier is a conundrum with which I struggle night and morning. In brief, Paul, I have been shopping with Flamby.

With Flamby? Then she is in London?

She arrived yesterday morning, a most pathetic little picture in black. I wish you could have seen her, Paul; then you might understand and condone.

The vertical wrinkle between Pauls brows grew darker. His mind was a playground of conflicting thoughts. When he spoke he did so almost automatically. She has never had a chance, Don. God knows I am eager to help her.

But I cannot permit it. To put the matter in a nutshell, I have already spent roughly a hundred and twenty pounds in this worthy cause!

Paul laughed outright. My dear fellow, what are a hundred and twenty pounds in the scale against your life? You are worth more to me than sixty pounds!

This is only the beginning. Having beguiled her into an extravagant mode of expenditure, from motives of self-protection I have been forced to plunge deeper into the mire of deception. I have informed her that she is to refer all tradespeople to Nevin. Quite innocently she may let us in for any amount of money!

Paul put his hands upon Dons shoulders, laughing more loudly than ever. I dont know to what extent your service has depleted your exchequer, and how far you can afford to pursue the Quixotic, but for my own part all I have is at your disposal  and at Flambys.

I shall see that no such demand is made upon you. But you must come and visit her, Paul. She has few friends.

Poor little girl. I will come when you like, Don. To-night I am going to Thessalys, and I wish you could join the party. He would welcome you, I know.

Impossible, unfortunately. I am dining with a man who was attached to us for a time.

Dont fill up your entire programme, Don, and leave no room for me. Give me at least one whole day.

To-morrow, then.

Splendid. Thessaly will be joining us in the evening, too, and I am anxious for you to renew your acquaintance. We had projected a ramble around Londons Bohemian haunts. I must keep in touch with the ideas of contemporary writers, painters and composers, for these it is who make opinion. Then I propose to plumb the depths of our modern dissipations, Don. The physicians diagnosis is based upon symptoms of sickness.

Certainly. A nation is known not by its virtues, but by its vices. In the haversack of the fallen Frenchman it is true that we may find a silk stocking, or a dainty high-heeled shoe, but in that of the German we find a liver sausage. Most illuminating, I think. To-morrow, then. Shall I call here for you? Yvonne might like to lunch with us. The wife of a genius must often be very lonely.


VIII

Before the bookstall in the entrance to the Café Royal, Paul stood on the following night, with Jules Thessaly and Don.

I shall never cease to regret Kirchner, said Thessaly. He popularised thin legs, and so many women have them. Ha, Mario! here you are again on the front page of a perfectly respectable weekly journal, just alighting from the train. You look like an intelligent baboon, and your wife will doubtless instruct Nevin directly her attention is drawn to this picture. It creates an impression that she was not sober at the time. What a public benefactor was he who introduced popular illustrated journalism. He brought all the physical deformities of the great within reach of the most modest purse.

It is very curious, said Don, but you do not appear in the photograph, Mr. Thessaly. You appear in none that I have seen.

Modesty is a cloak, Captain Courtier, which can even defy the camera. Let us inhale the gratifying odour, suggestive of truffles frying in oil, which is the hall-mark of your true café, and is as ambergris in the nostrils of the gourmand. Do you inhale it?

It is unavoidable, replied Paul. The triumph of Continental cookery rests upon a basis of oil.

We will bathe in the unctuous fumes. Enter, my friends.

Passing the swing-door they entered the café, which was full as usual, so that at first it seemed as though they would find no accommodation.

Twenty-five per cent of elbows are nudging fifty per cent of ribs, said Thessaly, and ninety per cent of eyes are staring at Paul Mario. Personally, my extreme modesty would revolt. I once endeavoured to visualise Fame and the resultant picture was that of a huge room filled with pretty women, all of whom watched me with the fixed gaze of nascent love. It was exquisite but embarrassing. I think there is a table near the corner, on the right, a spot sanctified by the frequent presence of Jacob Epstein. Let us intrude.

They made their way to the table indicated by Thessaly, and the curious sudden silence which notability imposes upon the ordinary marked their progress. Pauls handsome olive face became the focus of a hundred glances. Several people who were seated with their backs toward the entrance, half rose to look covertly at him as he walked in. They seated themselves at the marble-topped table, Don and Paul upon the plush lounge and Thessaly upon a chair facing them. I have a mirror before me, said Thessaly, and can stare without fear of rebuke. Yonder is a group of Johnsons.

To whom do you refer? asked Don.

To those young men wearing Soho whiskers and coloured collars. I call them Johnsons because they regard Augustus John as their spiritual father.

And what is your opinion of his school? inquired Don.

He has no school. His work is aspirative, if you will grant me the word; the striving of a soul which knew the art of an earlier civilisation to seek expression in this. Such a man may have imitators, but he can never have disciples.

He is a master of paint.

Quite possibly. Henry James was a master of ink, but only by prayer and fasting can we hope to grasp his message. Both afford examples of very strange and experienced spirits trammelled by the limitations of imperfect humanity. Their dreams cannot be expressed in terms within the present human compass. Debussys extraordinary music may be explained in the same way. Those who seek to follow such a lead follow a Jack-o-lantern. The more I see of the work of the Johnsons the more fully I recognise it to embody all that we do not ask of art.

Those views do not apply to the Johnsons spiritual father? suggested Paul, laughingly.

Not in the least. If we confounded the errors of the follower with the message of the Master must not the Messianic tradition have died with Judas?

Paul gave an order to the waiter and Don began to load his pipe. Thessaly watched him, smiling whilst he packed the Latakia mixture into the bowl with meticulous care, rejecting fragments of stalk as Paphnutius rejected Thais; more in sorrow than in anger.

Half the absinthe drinkers joy is derived from filtering the necessary drops of water through a lump of sugar, he said as Don reclosed his pouch; and in the same way, to the lover of my lady Nicotine the filling of the pipe is a ritual, the lighting a burnt offering and the smoking a mere habit.

Quite agree, replied Don, fumbling for matches in the pocket of his trench-coat, as the Aunt would say. Our own pipe never tastes so sweet as the other fellows smells. There is Chauvin over there and I want to speak to him. Perhaps he fails to recognise me in uniform. Ah! he has seen me. He waved his hand to a fresh-coloured, middle-aged man seated with a lady dressed in green, whose cerise hair lent her an interesting likeness to a human geranium. Chauvin rose, having obtained the ladys permission, bowed to her, and coming across to the table, shook Don warmly by the hand.

Paul, said Don, This is Claude Chauvin. You have one of his pictures in your dining-room. Paul Mario  Mr. Jules Thessaly. Chauvin, I know you require another assistant in your studio. You cannot possibly turn out so much black and white stuff for the sporting journals and all those etchings as well as your big pictures.

It is hopeless to expect to find anyone to help me, replied Chauvin. Nobody understands animals nowadays. I would pay a good assistant any amount as well as putting him in the way of doing well for himself later on.

I am bringing a girl around to you in the morning who knows nearly as much about animals as you know yourself.

A girl.

A girl  yes; a female Briton Rivière.

Chauvins rather tired-looking eyes lighted up with professional interest and he bent lower over the table upon which he was resting his hands. Really! Who is she?

Flamby Duveen. I would never trust her to anybodys care but yours, Chauvin. She is the daughter of a man who saved my life and she is a born artist as well. She starts at Guilders on Monday. Her style wants broadening of course. But look at this.

Don dived into the capacious pocket of his trench-coat and brought forth a large envelope marked On His Majestys Service. Strictly Confidential. From the envelope he took a water-colour drawing representing a pair of long-legged ungainly colts standing snuggled up to their mother under a wild briar hedge. He handed the drawing to Chauvin, and Chauvin, adjusting a pair of huge horn-rimmed spectacles upon his nose, examined it critically. All three watched him in silence. Presently he removed the spectacles and laid the drawing down on the table. He held out his hand to Don.

Bring her along early, he said. Good night. He returned to the human geranium.

Don replaced the drawing in the official envelope, smiling happily. Old Chauvin is not exactly chatty, he remarked; but he knows.

I should say that he was a man of very extraordinary talent, said Thessaly, even if I were unacquainted with his work. His choice of a companion alone marks him as no ordinary mortal.

Don laughed outright, fitting the envelope into his pocket again. The lady is a Parisienne, he replied, and very entertaining company.

Parisiennes make delightful companions for any man, declared Thessaly, and good wives for one who is fond of adventure. She is studying you with keen interest, Mario.

She probably regards me as an embodiment of mediaeval turpitude. People persist in confusing novelists with their creations.

Quite so. Yet because de Quincey was an opium-fiend, Poe a drunkard and Oscar Wilde a pervert, it does not follow that every clever writer is unfit for decent society. Even if he were, his popularity would not suffer. Few things help a mans public reputation so much as his private vices. Dont you think you could cultivate hashish, Mario? Sherlock Holmes weakness for cocaine has endeared him to the hearts of two generations.

I shall endeavour to dispense with it, Thessaly. Excepting a liking for honey which almost amounts to a passion, my private life is exemplary.

Honey? Most peculiar. Dont let Bassett know or he will paragraph the fact. Honey to my way of thinking is a much overrated commodity which survives merely because of its biblical reputation and its poetic life-history. It is only ones imagination which lends to it the fragrance of flowers. Personally I prefer treacle. Is Chauvins attachment to the French lady of a Platonic nature, Captain Courtier?

I cannot say. He is quite capable of marrying her.

Probably he knows his own mind, Paul murmured absently.

Quite probably; but does he know hers? asked Thessaly. I always think this so important in London although it may not matter in Paris. Some infatuations are like rare orchids. A certain youth of Cnidus fell in love with a statue of Aphrodite, and my secretary, Caspar, has fallen in love with Gaby Deslys. Apollonius of Tyana cured the Cnidian youth, but what hope is there for Caspar? My nightly prayer is that he may find the courage to shave his side-whiskers and renounce the passionate life  a second Plato burning his poems.

* * * * * *

Paul became absorbed in contemplation of the unique turmoil about him. The excitement created by his entrance had somewhat subsided and the various groups in the café had resumed their respective characteristics. The place was seething with potential things; the pressure of force might be felt. At a centre table a party of musicians talked excitedly, one of them, a pale young man with feline eyes, shouting hoarsely and continuously. Well-known painters were there, illustrating the fact that many a successful artist patronises a cheap tailor. There was a large blonde woman who smoked incessantly as she walked from table to table. She seemed to have an extensive circle of acquaintances. And there was a small dark girl with eyes feverishly bright who watched her; and whenever the glances of the twain met, the big woman glared and the small one sneered and showed her white teeth. A little fat man with a large fat notebook sat near the door apparently engaged in compiling a history of some kind and paying no attention whatever to a tall thin man who persistently interrupted him by ordering refreshments. The little fat man absently emptied glass after glass; his powers of absorption were remarkable.

There were models with pale faces and short fabulous hair surrounding a celebrated figure-painter who was said to have seven wives named after the days of the week, and there were soldiers who looked like poets and artists who looked like soldiers. A sculptor who had discovered the secret of making ugliness out of beauty and selling it, was deep in conversation with an author of shocking mysteries whose fame rested largely upon his creation of the word beetlesque and the appearance of a certain blue-faced ourang-outang in every story which he published.

Pauls immediate neighbours on the right-hand side were two earnest young brushmen, one wearing military uniform, and the other a rational check suit designed with much firmness. They shared a common pencil and drank black coffee, demonstrating their ideas in line upon the marble table-top. They evidently thought with Mr. Nevinson, that man invented circles but the Lord created cubes. Beyond them was a lady of title who aspired to the mantle of George Sand. In the absence of an Alfred de Musset she had fled from her husband with a handsome actor of romantic rôles whom later she had left for an ugly violinist with a beautiful technique. She was sipping pomegranate juice in the company of her publisher and glancing under her lashes at a ferocious-looking ballad writer who had just seated himself behind the next table from whence he directed a malevolent glare upon no one in particular.

His gentle work deserves a kinder master, said Thessaly, observing Paul watching the melody-maker. I have noticed, Mario, that although there are few pressmen present, there are a number of publicists. Our progress is merely in terminology after all. The writers who matter may readily be recognised by their complacent air; the others, who have not yet succeeded in mattering, by their hungry look. They have missed a course in the banquet of life. They have failed to grasp the fact that our artificial civilisation has made a mystery of marriage, which, veil by veil, it is the duty of the successful novelist to disclose. If I were a novelist I should seek my characters in the Divorce Court; if I were a painter I should study those superstitions which have grown up around human nudity so that the very word naked has become invested with a covert significance and must very shortly be obsolete. I contemplate opening a new Pythagorean Institute for instruction of the artistic young. Above the portal I shall cause to be inscribed the following profound thought: Art does not pay; portrait and figure painting do.

Some portrait painters are artists, said Don.

I agree: Velasquez for instance; and consider the treatment of the velvet draperies in Colliers Pomps and Vanities so widely popularised by its reproduction in the Telephone Directory. He turned to Paul. I have noted no fewer than six novelists, Mario, engaged in outlining to admirers projected masterpieces dealing with the war from a psychological aspect. Think of the disappointments. Excepting the creators of omniscient detectives and exotic criminals (who form a class apart, self-contained, opulent and immune from the stress of life) every writer dies with his greatest work unwritten. We are beginning to bore one another. Let us proceed to Murrays and contemplate bare backs.


IX

One evening early in the following week Flamby and Mrs. Chumley stood upon a platform of Victoria Station looking after a train from which protruded a forest of waving hands. Somewhere amongst them was the hand of Don, but because of that uncomfortable mistiness which troubled her sight at times, Flamby was quite unable to distinguish anything clearly. Damn the German pigs, she said under her breath.

Did I hear you swearing, dear? asked Mrs. Chumley tearfully. So many girls seem to be able to swear nowadays. No doubt they find it a great relief.

I am so sorry, said Flamby breathlessly. I had really made up my mind never to swear again and never to say things in Latin or quote Shakespeare; but its very hard for me.

It must be, dear. Quite agree. I once tried to make up my mind never to give money to blind beggars again. It was in Cairo, and I found that so many of them were not really blind at all. Do you know, dear, it was not a bit of good. I found myself doing it when I wasnt thinking. I tried going out without money and then all the blind men followed me about the streets. It was most awkward. The poor things couldnt understand why I had changed, of course.

You had not changed, Mrs. Chumley. You never could change, said Flamby, squeezing the old ladys arm as they made their way out of the station. You will always be generous, but I hope I shall not always swear on the slightest provocation.

I hope you wont, dear, if you think it would be as well.

* * * * * *

Number twenty-three at The Hostel now was converted into a miniature suite de luxe. Flambys instinctive good taste had enabled her to arrange her new possessions and her old to the best possible advantage. The cost of those purely useful articles which had not been purchased under the guidance of Don, as compared with such delightful things as cushions and gowns, surprised her very much indeed, but the ingenious Don had secured a quantity of cutlery, linen and other household necessities from an acquaintance in the wholesale trade, thus saving Flamby more than half the usual cost. Once committed to an emprise, Dons resource was limitless.

Flamby switched on the centre light of her little domain, fitted with a charming shade of Japanese silk, and removing her coat (purchased locally at a price which she had considered preposterous) she stood gazing vacantly into the little square mirror above the mantelpiece behind the china clock. It reflected the figure of a slim girl wearing a blue serge skirt, a blue jersey coat and a grey velour hat  a very pretty girl indeed, her colour heightened by the humid night air.

How swiftly her life had moved in that one short week. She stared at her reflection with a sudden interest, seeking for signs of age. Eight days ago she had possessed no friend in all the world; now, friends seemed to have sprung up around her miraculously, and all at the bidding of Don. From such lonely despondence as she had never known he had lifted her into a new and brighter world. She had seen the studio of the great Claude Chauvin; she was actually going to work there on three days of every week. On the other three she was to attend the art school. The crowning wonder of it all lay in the fact that Chauvin proposed to pay her a salary. Her father had taught her to expect nothing but rebuffs, although he had assured her that some day she would make a reputation as an animal painter. She recognised that Don was the magician whose transmuting wand had surrounded her with the gold of good fellowship. He had forgotten nothing.

* * * * * *

One day they had lunched at Regalis, that esoteric Italian restaurant wherein disciples of all the Arts congregate to pay tribute to good cooking and modest bills.

Don, who seemed to know everybody, presented the great Severus Regali himself, a vast man ponderously moustached and endowed with a mighty voice and the fierce bearing of a Bellino; a figure in bravura with the heart of a child. He bowed low before Flamby, one huge hirsute hand pressed to his bosom.

Ragout Regali is on to-day, he said; no more  but those words constituted an initiation, admitting Flamby to the Epicurean circle.

Of Severus Regali and his famous ragout a story was told, and this was the story as related by Don: No other chef in Europe (Regali had formerly been chef to a Personage) could make a like ragout, and Regali jealously retained the secret of the preparation, which he only served to privileged guests. To him came M. Sapin, the great artist responsible for the menus of a certain peer far-famed as the foremost living disciple of Lucullus. A banquet extraordinary was shortly to take place, and M. Sapin, the mastermind, came to beg of Regali the recipe for his ragout. Wrapped in a fur-lined coat, the immortal Sapin descended from his car (for his salary was that of a Cabinet Minister). Hollow-cheeked, sallow, and having death in his eyes, he begged this favour of his modest rival.

It shall never be prepared by my hand again, Regali, he said. My physician gives me but one month of life.

What! cried Regali. It is then a dying request?

It is indeed, was the mournful reply. For this great affair I have sought inspiration from all the classic authorities. I have considered the dormice served with honey and poppy-seed and the grape-fed beccafico dressed with garum piperatum, which, according to Petronius, were served at Trimalchios banquet. But neither of these rare dishes can compare with Ragout Regali. Regali bowed. Therefore, I beg of you, grant me permission to prepare that supreme triumph of our beautiful art, and in honour of the guest of the evening, to present it for the first and, alas! the last time as Ragout Prince Leopold!

Regali consented, and that night after closing-time a strange scene was enacted. Outside the restaurant stood the luxurious car of M. Sapin, and downstairs in the kitchen, behind double-locked doors, the two chefs made Ragout Regali, M. Sapin noting the method of preparation with those pathetic dying eyes. But at the great banquet following the appearance of Ragout Prince Leopold, M. Sapin was summoned to the dining-room and toasted by the epicures there gathered. This was his final triumph. He died a few weeks later. But of such dream stuff was the wonder-dish to whose mystery Regali had admitted Flamby with the words Ragout Regali is on to-day.

Another morning they went to Guilders, the art school of which Don had said, They teach you everything except how to sell your pictures, and Flamby made the acquaintance of Hammett, famous as a painter of dogs, velvet and lace, under whom she was to work. The school surprised her. It was so extremely untidy, and the big windows were so very dirty. Busts and plaster casts, canvas-stretchers, easels, stools and stacks of sketches littered the first, or antique room, and they were all mantled in dust. There was no one in the life room at the time of Flambys visit, except an old Italian, who was a model, but who looked like an organ-grinder. The suspended lamps, with their huge ugly shades, had an ominous appearance by daylight, and Flamby found herself considering the unfinished drawings and paintings which were visible about the large bleak room, and trying to conjure up thought-forms of the students who had executed them. Later she learned that there were a number of smaller painting-rooms right and left, above and below, but the dirtiest room of all was that in which lumps of clay lay casually about on tables and rests and on the floor, where embryonic things perched upon tripods, like antediluvian birds and saurians, and where the daughters of Praxiteles and sons of Phidias pursued their claggy but fascinating studies under a sculptor who possessed the inestimable gift of teaching more than he knew himself. It was all very unromantic. Strange how ugliness is the mother of beauty, and the sacred fairy-winged scarab of Art comes forth from dirt.

* * * * * *

One day Paul came to The Hostel. Flamby was engaged in hanging pictures when she heard his voice in the courtyard below. She was standing on a chair, but her heart began to beat so ridiculously that she was compelled to sit down. She swore with a fluency and resource worthy of her father, then in feverish haste attempted to strip off her overall and wash her hands and adjust her unruly hair at one and the same time. She ceased her frantic efforts as suddenly as she had begun them, drying her hands and tousling her hair fiercely. What did she care? Let him find her looking like a freak; it did not matter. You are a little ass, she told herself bitterly; a silly little donkey! Have you no brains? He doesnt care how you look. You should not care what he thinks about you. Why dont you get in a panic when Don comes alone? You were as red as a tomato half a minute ago; now you are as white as a ghost. You poor contemptible little idiot!

She snatched up the hammer which she had dropped and resumed the task of attaching a picture fastener to the wall; but as she passed the mirror above the fireplace she raised her disengaged hand and pulled a curl into place. She banged a little brass nail so hard that it bounced out of the plaster and fell upon the floor. Paul and Don were at the door and the bell was ringing. Flamby achieved composure, and hammer in hand she went to admit her visitors.

One swift glance she ventured, and in Pauls eyes she read that which none could have deduced from his manner. The shameful phantom which had pursued her so long had not been illusory; the photographs taken by Sir Jacques had survived him. Paul had seen them. Momentarily she almost hated him, and she found a savage and painful satisfaction in the discovery that there was something in his nature less than godlike. It should be easy to forget a man capable of believing that of her which Paul believed. She longed to hide herself from his sight. But almost with his first word of charming greeting came the old joy of hearing him speak, the old foolish sense of inferiority, of helpless gladness. Flamby even ceased to resist it, but she noted that Don was more silent than usual; and once in his grey eyes she detected a look almost of sadness. In the very charm of Pauls unchanged manner there lay a sting, for if he had cared he could not have believed that which Flamby was convinced he did believe and have dismissed the matter thus. But, of course, he did not care.

Why should he care? she asked aloud, when again she found herself alone. He is just sorry that I am not a good girl. Dad saved the life of his dearest friend, and therefore he considers it his duty to be kind to me. But that is all.

In vain Flamby sought to reason with her unreasonable heart. What did she desire?  that Paul should love her? A hot flush crept all over her body. That his wife should die? Oh! what a coldly merciless thing was logic! Flamby at this point discovered that she had been weeping for quite a long time. She was very sorry for herself indeed; and recognising this in turn she began to laugh, perhaps rather hysterically. She was laughing when Mrs. Chumley came to look for her, nor could she stop.

Whatever are you laughing about, dear? Has Don been telling you one of his ridiculous stories?

No. I just thought of a silly trifling thing, and began to laugh and couldnt leave off.

Quite understand, dear. Ive been like that. I once began laughing in the Tube; so unfortunate. And a man sitting opposite became really annoyed. He had a very odd nose, you see, and he thought I was laughing at it. I could see he thought so, which made me laugh all the more. I had to get out at the next station, dear. Most ridiculous, because I wasnt laughing at the poor mans nose at all, I was laughing at his funny umbrella.


X

Six months stole almost unobserved into a dim land of memories. The war, which ate up all things, did not spare the almanack; and what should appear to later generations as the most stirring period in the worlds history, appeared to many of those who lived through it in London as a dreary blank in their lives, a hiatus, an interval of waiting  a time to be speedily forgotten when its dull aches were no more and absent dear ones again worked side by side for simple ends, and the sweeter triumphs of peace. Some there were whose sorrows drove them like Sarak in quest of the Waters of Oblivion, but, to all, those days were poppy days, unreal and meaningless; transitionary, as a bridge between unlike states.

Flamby made progress at Guilders, growing more and more familiar with the technique of her art, but, under the careful guidance of Hammett, never losing that characteristic nonchalance of style which was the outstanding charm of her work. So many professors seem to regard their pupils as misshapen creatures, who must be reduced to a uniform pattern, but Hammett was not as one of these. He encouraged originality whilst he suppressed eccentricity, and although, recognising the budding genius in the girls work, he lavished particular care upon her artistic development, he never tried to make love to her, which proved that he was not only a good painter, but also a sound philosopher. He took her to lunch once or twice to Regalis, which created a coterie of female enemies, but Flamby regarded all women in a more charitable manner since her meeting with Mrs. Chumley, and some of her enemies afterwards became her friends, for she bore them no malice, but sought them out and did her utmost to understand them. Her father had taught her to despise the pettiness of women, but in Mrs. Chumleys sweet sympathy she had found a new model of conduct. Her later philosophy was a quaint one.

It isnt fair, Mrs. Chumley, she said one day, sitting on the settee in her little room, knees drawn up to chin and her arms embracing them it isnt fair to hate a girl for being spiteful. You might as well hate a cat for killing mice.

Quite agree, dear. I am glad you think so.

Women are different from men. They havent got the same big interests in life, and they are not meant to have. I am sorry for women who have to live alone and fight for themselves. But I cant be sorry for those who want to fight. Loneliness must be very terrible, and there is really no such thing as a girl friend after school days, is there? Except for very ugly girls or very daft ones.

I am sure you would be a staunch friend to anyone, dear.

Yes; but they dont know it, you see. Naturally they judge me by themselves, said Flamby wistfully. I used to hate being a woman before I met you, Mrs. Chumley, but I am not quite so sorry now.

I am glad, dear. So nice of you to say so.

If there were no men in the world I think women might be nicer, continued Flamby the philosopher not at first, of course, but when they had got over it. Nearly all the mean things girls do to one another are done because of men, and yet all the splendid things they do are done for men as well. Arent we funny? Three of the girls from the school went to be nurses recently, one because her boy had been killed, another because she was in love with a doctor, and the third because she had heard that a great many girls became engaged to Colonials in France. Not one of them went because she wanted to be a nurse. Now, if you went, Mrs. Chumley, you would go because you were sorry for all the poor wounded, I know. It would have been just the same when you were eighteen, and thats why I think you are so wonderful.

Mrs. Chumley became the victim of silent merriment, from which she recovered but slowly. You are a really extraordinary child, dear, she said. Yet you seem to have quite a number of girl friends come to see you as well as boys.

Yes. You see I make allowances for them and then they are quite good friends.

Who was that fair man who took you to the theatre last night, and brought you home in a lovely car?

Orlando James. He has the next studio to Mr. Chauvin. I hate him.

Mrs. Chumleys blue eyes became even more circular than usual. But you went to the theatre with him?

Yes; that was why I went. He buys me nice presents, too. I wouldnt take them if I liked him.

* * * * * *

Presently, retiring to her own abode, Flamby picked up a copy of a daily paper and stared for a long time at two closely-printed columns headed, Mr. Paul Marios Challenge to the Churches. The article was a commentary by a prominent literary man upon Pauls second paper, Le Monde, which had appeared that week and had occasioned even wider comment than the first, Le Bateleur. Long excerpts had been printed by practically every journal of note in Great Britain. It had been published in full in New York, Paris, Rome, Stockholm, Christiania and Copenhagen, and had been quoted at great length by the entire Colonial press. It was extraordinary; revolutionary, but convincing. It appealed to every man and woman who had loved, lost and doubted; it was written with conviction and displayed knowledge beyond the compass of ordinary minds. Touching as it did upon mysteries hitherto veiled from public ken, it set the civilized world agog, hoping and questioning, studying the secrets of the Tarot and seeking to divine the hidden significance of the word of power, Yod-he-vau-he.

Flamby, disciple of the Greek sages, could face the truth unflinchingly, and now she recognised that to endeavour to battle against the memory of Paul Mario was a waste of energy. But because her pride was lofty and implacable she avoided meeting him, yet could not avoid following all that he said and wrote, nor could her pride withhold her from seeking glimpses of him in places which she knew him to frequent. Le Monde frightened her. It had the authority of conviction based upon knowledge, and it slew hope in her breast. If nothing was hidden from this wonderful man, why did he omit to explain the mystery of unrequited love?

On more than one occasion Flamby had found herself in that part of Chelsea where Pauls house was situated, and from a discreet distance she had looked at his lighted windows, and then had gone home to consider her own folly from a critical point of view. Flamby, the human Eve, mercilessly taxed by Flamby the philosopher, pleaded guilty to a charge of personal vanity. Yes, she had dared to think herself pretty  until she had seen Yvonne Mario. Flamby, the daughter of Michael Duveen, had defined Yvonnes appearance as a slap in the face. She no longer expected any man who had seen Yvonne Mario to display the slightest interest in little insignificant Flamby Duveen; for Yvonne possessed the type of beauty which women count irresistible, but which oddly enough rarely enchains the love of men, which inflames the imagination without kindling the heart. Thus was the fairness of the daughter of Icarius, which might not withhold Ulysses from the arms of Calypso, and of this patrician beauty was Fulvia, whom Antony forgot when the taunting smiles of Cleopatra set his soul on fire.

That Pauls esteem was diminished Flamby had known from the very hour that he had quitted Lower Charleswood without word of farewell. His first visit to The Hostel had confirmed her opinion, although confirmation was not needed. He had visited her twice since then; once at Chauvins studio and once at Guilders. She had met him on a third occasion by chance. His manner had been charming as ever but marked by a certain gravity, and as Flamby had thought, by restraint. Sense of a duty to Don alone had impelled him to see her. He had never mentioned his wife.

* * * * * *

Flamby first saw Yvonne in the cloisteresque passage into which Chauvins studio opened, for the studio was one of a set built around three sides of a small open courtyard in the centre of which was a marble faun. Orlando James, the fashionable portrait painter, occupied the studio next to Chauvin. Flamby had been rather anxious to meet James because Chauvin had warned her to avoid him, and one afternoon as she was leaving for home, she came out into the passage at the same moment that a man and a woman passed the studio door on their way to the gate. The woman walked on without glancing aside, but the man covertly looked back, bestowing a bold glance of his large brown eyes upon Flamby. It was Orlando James. She recognised him immediately, tall, fair, arrogantly handsome and wearing his soft hat à la Mousquetaire. But, at the moment, Flamby had no eyes for the debonair Orlando. Stepping back into the shadow of the door, she gazed and gazed, fascinatedly, at the tall, graceful figure of his companion whose slim, daintily shod feet seemed to disdain the common pavement, whose hair of burnished gold gleamed so wonderfully in the wintry sunlight. Flambys heart would have told her even if she were not familiar with the many published photographs that this elegant woman was Yvonne Mario. Opening the gate, Orlando James held it whilst Yvonne passed out; then ere following her he looked back again smiling destructively at Flamby.

He was painting Yvonnes portrait, as Flamby had pointed out to Chauvin when Chauvin had uttered veiled warnings against his neighbour.

I know, my dear kid, Chauvin had replied, peering over his horn-rimmed spectacles; but Mrs. Paul Mario can walk in where angels fear to tread. She is Mrs. Paul Mario, my dear kid, and if Mr. Paul Mario approves it is nobody elses business. But your Uncle Chauvin does not approve and your Uncle Chauvin is responsible to your Uncle Don.

Dont call him that! Flamby had cried, with one of her swift changes of mood. It sounds damned silly!

Thereupon Chauvin had laughed until he had had to polish his spectacles, for Chauvin was a cheery soul and the embodiment of all that Mürger meant when he spoke of a Bohemian. Oh! oh! he had chuckled you little devil! I must tell Hammett. And he had been as good as his word; but that same day he had bought Flamby a huge box of chocolates which was a direct and highly immoral encouragement of profanity.

Nevertheless Flamby managed to make the acquaintance of Orlando James, but she did not tell Chauvin. She detested James, but it had been very gratifying to be noticed by a man actually in the company of the dazzling Yvonne Mario. Flamby had profound faith in her ability to take care of herself and not without sound reason, for she was experienced and wise beyond her years, and Jamess pride in his new conquest amused her vastly because she knew it to be no conquest at all. Only with age do women learn that the foolish world judges beauty harshly and that the judgment of the foolish world may not be wholly neglected. Thus, for human life is a paradox, this knowledge comes when it is no longer of any use, since every woman is not a Ninon de Lenclos.

Of such-like matters were Flambys thoughts as she sat squeezed up into the smallest possible compass upon her settee, arms embracing knees; and, as was so often the case, they led her back to Paul Mario. It was wonderful how all paths seemed to lead to Paul Mario. She sighed, reaching down for the newspaper which had slipped to the floor. As her fingers touched it, the door-bell rang.

Flamby jumped up impetuously, glancing at the celebrated china clock, which recorded the hour of ten p.m. She assumed that Mrs. Chumley had called for what she was wont to describe as a goodnight chat. Flamby opened the door, and the light shone out upon Paul Mario.


XI

There are surprises which transcend the surprising, and as the finer tones of music defeat our ears and pass by us unnoticed so do these super-dramatic happenings find us unmoved. Flamby was aware of a vague numbness; she felt like an automaton, but she was quite composed.

Good evening, Mr. Mario, she said. How nice of you to call.

The trite precision of her greeting sounded unfamiliar  the speech of a stranger.

May I come in, or will the lateness of my visit excite comment among your neighbours?

Of course you may come in.

Paul walked into the cosy little sitting-room and Flamby having closed the door contrived to kick the newspaper under the bureau whilst placing an armchair for Paul. Paul smiled and made a nest of cushions in a corner of the settee. Sit there, Flamby, he said, and let me talk to you.

Flamby sat down facing him, and her nerves beginning to recover from the shock imposed upon them, she found that her heart was really beating, and beating rapidly. Paul was in evening dress, and as the night was showery, wore a loose Burberry. A hard-working Stetson hat, splashed with rain, he had dropped upon the floor beside his chair. His face looked rather gaunt in the artificial light, which cast deep shadows below his eyes, and he was watching her in a way that led her to hope, yet fear, that he might have come to speak about the Charleswood photographs. He was endowed with that natural distinction whose possessor can never be ill at ease, yet he was palpably bent upon some project which he scarcely knew how to approach.

Will you have a cigarette? asked Flamby, in a faint voice. You may smoke your pipe if you would rather.

May I really? said Paul buoyantly. It is a very foul pipe, and will perfume your curtains frightfully.

I like it. Lots of my visitors smoke pipes.

You have a number of visitors, Flamby?

Heaps. I never had so many friends in my life.

Paul began to charge his briar from a tattered pouch. Have you ever thought, Flamby, that I neglected you? he asked slowly.

Neglected me? Of course not. You have been to see me twice, and I felt all the time that I was keeping you from your work. Besides  why should I expect you to bother about me?

You have every reason to expect it, Flamby. Your father was  a tenant of my uncle, and as I am my uncles heir, his debts are mine. Your father saved me from the greatest loss in the world. Lastly  he lighted his pipe I want you to count me amongst your friends.

He held the extinguished match in his fingers, looking around for an ash-tray. Flamby jumped up, took the match and threw it in the hearth, then returned slowly to her place. Her hands were rather unsteady, and she tucked them away behind her, squeezing up closely against the cushions. We are friends, she said. You have always been my friend.

I dont want you to feel alone in the world, as though nobody cared for you. When Don is home I have no fear, but when he is away there is really no one to study your interests, and, after all, Flamby, you are only a girl.

There is Mrs. Chumley and Mr. Hammett and Claude Chauvin.

Three quite delightful people, Flamby, I admit. But Hammett and Chauvin cannot always be with you, and Mrs. Chumleys sweet and unselfish life affords nothing but an illustration of unworldliness. Yet, if these were your only friends, I should be more contented.

Flamby tapped her foot upon the carpet and stared down at it unseeingly. Are there some of my friends you dont think quite nice? she asked. Her humility must have surprised many a one who had thought he knew her well.

Paul bent forward, resting one hand upon the head of the settee. I know very little about your friendships, Flamby. That is why I reproach myself. But a girl who lives alone should exercise the greatest discretion in such matters. You must see that this is so. Friends who would be possible if you were under the care of a mother become impossible when you are deprived of that care. It is not enough to know yourself blameless, Flamby. Worldly folks are grossly suspicious, especially of a pretty girl, and believe me, life is easier and sweeter without misunderstanding.

Someone has been telling you tales about me, said Flamby, an ominous scarlet enflaming her cheeks.

Paul laughed, bending further forward and seeking to draw Flambys hands out from their silken hiding-place. She resisted a little, averting her flushed face, but finally yielded, although she did not look at Paul. Dear little Flamby, he said, and the tenderness in his voice seemed now to turn her cold. You are not angry with me? He held her hands between his own, looking at her earnestly. She glanced up under her lashes. If I had not cared I should have said nothing.

Everybody goes on at me, said Flamby tremulously. I havent done any harm.

Who has been going on at you, little Flamby?

You have, and Chauvin, and everybody.

But what have they said? What have I said?

That I am no good  an absolute rotter!

Flamby! Who has said such a thing? Not Chauvin, Ill swear, and not I. You are wilfully misjudging your real friends, little girl. Because you are clever  and you are clever, Flamby  you have faith in your judgment of men yet lack faith in your judgment of yourself. Now, tell me frankly, have you any friends of whom Don would disapprove?

No. Don trusts me.

But he does not trust the world, Flamby, any more than I do, and the world can slay the innocent as readily as the guilty.

I know! cried Flamby, looking up quickly. It was Mr. Thessaly who told you.

Who told me what?

That he had seen me at supper with Orlando James. I didnt see him, but James said he was there.

She met Pauls gaze for a moment and tried to withdraw her hands, but he held them fast, and presently Flamby looked down again at the carpet.

Whoever told me, said Paul, it is the truth. Do you write often to Don?

Yes  sometimes.

Then write and ask him if he thinks you should be seen about with Orlando James and I shall be content if you will promise to abide by his reply. Will you do that, Flamby? Please dont be angry with me because I try to help you. I have lived longer than you and I have learned that if we scorn the worlds opinion the world will have its revenge. Will you promise?

Yes, said Flamby, all humility again.

Paul stood up, taking his hat from the floor and beginning to button his Burberry. I am coming to see you at the school one day soon, but if ever there is anything you want to tell me or if ever I can be of the slightest use to you, telephone to me, Flamby. Dont regard me as a bogey-man. Flamby had stood up, too, and now Paul held her by the shoulders looking at her charming downcast face. We are friends, are we not, little Flamby?

Flamby glanced up swiftly. Yes, she said. Thank you for thinking about me.


XII

The rain-swept deserted streets made a curious appeal to Paul that night  an appeal to something in his mood that was feverish and unquiet, that first had stirred in response to an apparently chance remark of Thessalys and that had sent him out to seek Flamby in despite of the weather and the late hour. He did not strive to analyse it, but rather sought to quench it, unknown, and his joy in the steady downpour was a reflection of this sub-conscious state. Self-distrust, vague and indefinite, touched him unaccountably. He considered the intellectual uproar (for it was nothing less) which he had occasioned by the publication of his two papers  comprising as they did selections from the first part of his book. The attitude of the Church alone indicated how shrewdly he had struck. He had bred no mere nine days wonder but had sowed a seed which, steadily propagating, already had assumed tall sapling form and had unfolded nascent branches. The bookstalls were beginning to display both anonymous pamphlets and brochures by well-known divines; not all of them directly attacking Mario nor openly defending dogma, but all of them, covertly or overtly, being aimed at him and his works. He had been inundated with correspondence from the two hemispheres; he had been persecuted by callers of many nationalities; a strange grey-haired woman with the inspired eyes of a Sita who had addressed him as Master and acclaimed him one long expected, and a party of little brown men, turbaned and urbane, from India, who spoke of the Vishnu-Purana, hailing him as a brother, and whose presence had conjured up pictures of the forests of Hindustan. A dignified Chinaman, too, armed with letters of introduction, had presented him with a wonderful book painted upon ivory of the Trigrams of Fo-Hi. But most singular visitor of all was a sort of monk, having a black, matted beard and carrying a staff, who had gained access to the study, Paul never learned by what means, and who had thundered out an incomprehensible warning against unveiling the shrine, had denounced what he had termed the poison of Fabre dOlivet and had departed mysteriously as he had come.

There had been something really terrifying in the personality of this last visitor, power of some kind, and Paul, whose third paper, La Force, was in the press, seemed often to hear those strange words ringing in his ears, and he hesitated even now to widen the chasm which already he had opened and which yawned threateningly between the old faith and the new wisdom which yet was a wisdom more ancient than the world. He was but a common man, born of woman; no Krishna conceived of a Virgin Devâki, nor even a Pythagoras initiate of Memphis and heir of Zoroaster; and this night he distrusted his genius. What if he should beckon men, like a vaporous will-o-the-wisp, out into a morass of error wherein their souls should perish? His power he might doubt no longer; a thousand denunciations, a million acclamations, had borne witness to it. And he had barely begun to speak. Truly the world awaited him and already he bent beneath the burden of a worlds desire.

* * * * * *

Few pedestrians were abroad and no cabs were to be seen. Every motor-bus appeared to be full inside, with many passengers standing, and even a heroic minority hidden beneath gleaming umbrellas on top. Paul had found the interiors of these vehicles to possess an odour of imperfectly washed humanity, and he avoided the roof, unless a front seat were available, because of the existence of that type of roof-traveller who converts himself into a human fountain by expectorating playfully at selected intervals. Theatre audiences were on their several ways home, and as Paul passed by the entrance to a Tube station he found a considerable crowd seeking to force its way in, a motley crowd representative of every stratum of society from Whitechapel to Mayfair. Women wearing opera cloaks and shod in fragile dress-shoes stood shivering upon the gleaming pavement beside Jewesses from the East-End. Fur-collared coats were pressed against wet working raiments, white gloved hands rested upon greasy shoulders. Officers jostled privates, sailors vied with soldiers in the scrum before the entrance to the microbic land of tunnels. War is a potent demagogue.

Isolated standard lamps whose blackened tops gave them an odd appearance of wearing skull caps, broke the gloom of the rain mist at wide intervals. All shops were shut, apparently. One or two cafés preserved a ghostly life within their depths, but their sombre illuminations were suggestive of the Rat Mort. Musicians from theatre orchestras hurried in the direction of the friendly Tube, instrument cases in hand, and one or two hardy members of the Overseas forces defied the elements and lounged about on corners as though this were a summers evening in Melbourne. Policemen sheltered in dark porches. Paul walked on, his hands thrust into his coat pockets and the brim of his hat pulled down. He experienced no discomfort and was quite contented with the prospect of walking the remainder of the way home; he determined, however, to light his pipe and in order to do so he stepped into the recess formed by a shop door, found his pouch and having loaded his briar was about to strike a match when he saw a taxi-cab apparently disengaged and approaching slowly. He stepped out from his shelter, calling to the man, and collided heavily with a girl wearing a conspicuous white raincoat and carrying an umbrella.

She slipped and staggered, but Paul caught her in time to save her from a fall upon the muddy pavement. I am sincerely sorry, he said with real solicitude. I know I must have hurt you.

Not in the least, she replied in a low tone which might have passed for that of culture with a less inspired observer than Paul. A faint light from the head lamp of the cab which had drawn up beside the pavement, touched her face. She was young and would have been pretty if the bloom of her cheeks and the redness of her lips had not been due to careful make-up; for her features were good and, as Paul recognised, experiencing a sensation of chill at his heart, not unlike those of his wife. If he could have imagined a debauched Yvonne, she would have looked like this waif of the night who now stood bending beneath the shelter of her wet umbrella upon which the rain pattered, ruefully rubbing a slim silken-clad ankle.

I can only offer one reparation, Paul persisted. You must allow me to drive you home.

The cabman coughed dryly, reaching around to open the door. Its a rotten night, sir, he said, and Im short of petrol. Make it a double fare.

Really, declared the girl with that exaggerated drawling accent, I can manage quite well.

Please dont argue, said Paul, smiling and assisting her into the cab. Tell me where you want to go.

She gave an address near Torrington Square and Paul got in beside her. Now, he said as the cab moved off, I want to talk to you. You must not be angry with me but just listen! In the first place I know I collided with you roughly and I am sorry, but you deliberately got in my way and I did not hurt your ankle at all!

What do you mean? she cried, the accent more overdone than ever. I thought you were a gentleman!

Perhaps you were wrong. It is one of the most difficult things in the world to recognise a gentleman. But we can all recognise the truth and I want you to admit that I have told you the truth.

Did you get me in here to start the Bible-banging business? inquired the girl, her factitious refinement deserting her. Because if you did Im getting out.

You are going to do nothing of the kind, said Paul, patting her white-gloved hand. You are going to tell me all about yourself and I am going to show you your mistakes and see if some of them cannot be put right.

Youre nothing to do with the Salvation Army, are you? she asked sarcastically. But already she was half enslaved by the voice and manner of Paul. Do you think I dont know my mistakes? Do you think preaching can do me any good? Are you one of those fools who think all women like me only live the way we do because we cant see where it will end? I know! I know! And I dont care! See that? The sooner the better! Her sudden violence was that of rebellion against something akin to fear which this strange picturesque-looking man threatened to inspire in her  and it formed no part of her poor philosophy to fear men.

Paul took her hand and held it firmly. Little chance acquaintance, he said, was there never anyone in the world whom you loved?  never anyone who was good to you? She turned aside from him, making no reply. If ever there was such a one tell me.

The cab had already reached the Square, and now the man pulled up before a large apartment-house, and the girl withdrew her hand and rose. Its no good, she said. Its no good. I think you mean to be kind, but youre wasting your time. Good night.

I have not finished, replied Paul, opening the door for her. I am coming to see where you live before I say good night.

He followed her out, directing the man to wait and smiling grimly at the thought of his own counsel to Flamby anent giving the world cause for suspicion.

* * * * * *

The room in which Paul found himself was on the first floor, over looking the square, and was well but conventionally furnished. A fire blazed in the grate, and the draped mantelpiece was decorated with a number of photographs of junior officers, many of them autographed. His companion, who said her name was Kitty Chester, had discarded her raincoat and hat, and now stood before the fire arrayed in a smart plaid skirt and a white silk blouse, cut very low. She had neat ankles and a slim figure, but her hands betrayed the fact that she had done manual work at some time in her career. She was much more haggard than he had been able to discern her to be in the dim light of the cab lamp. Taking a cigarette from a box upon the table she lighted it and leaned back against the mantelpiece.

Well, she said, another blank day; and obviously she was trying to throw off the spell which Paul had almost succeeded in casting upon her in the cab. Barred the Empire, barred the Alhambra, and now the old Pav is a thing of the past, too. I never thought I should find myself blowing through the rain all dressed up and nowhere to go.

Paul watched her silently for a moment. In Kitty Chester he recognised the answer to his doubts, and because that answer was yet incomplete, his genius responded and was revivified. As of old the initiate was tested in order that he might learn the strength of his wisdom, so now a test was offered to the wielder of the sword of truth. Paul did not immediately seek to re-establish control of this wayward spirit, but talked awhile lightly and sympathetically of her life and its trials. Presently: I suppose you are sometimes hard up? he said.

Sometimes!

But I can see that you would resent an offer of help.

I should. Cut it out.

I have no intention of pressing the point. But have you no ambition to lead any different life?

My lifes my own. Ill do what I like with it. Id have ended it long ago, but I hadnt got the pluck. Now you know.

Yes, replied Paul now I know. Come and sit down here beside me.

I wont.

You will. Come and sit down here.

Kitty Chester met the fixed gaze of his eyes and was lost. With the ghost of a swagger in her gait she crossed to the red plush sofa upon which Paul was seated and lounged upon the end of it, one foot swinging in the air. She had a trick of rubbing the second finger of her left hand as if twisting a ring, and Paul watched her as she repeated the gesture. He rested his hand upon hers.

Did you love your husband? he asked.

Kitty Chester stood up slowly. Her right hand, which held the lighted cigarette, went automatically to her breast. She wore a thin gold chain about her neck. She was staring at Paul haggardly.

You did love him, he continued. Is he dead?

Pauls solicitude, so obviously real, so wonderfully disinterested and so wholly free from cant, already had kindled something in the girls heart which she had believed to be lifeless, and for ever cold. Now, his swift intuition and the grave sympathy in his beautiful voice imposed too great a test upon the weakened self-control of poor Kitty. Without even a warning quiver of the lips she burst into passionate sobs. Dropping weakly down upon the sofa she cried until her whole body shook convulsively. Paul watched her in silence for some time, and then put his arm about her bowed shoulders.

Tell me, he said. I understand. And punctuated by that bitter weeping the story was told. Kitty had been in the service of a county family and had married a young tradesman of excellent prospects. Two short years of married life and then the War. Her husband was ordered to France. One year of that ceaseless waiting, hoping, fearing, which war imposes upon women, and then an official telegram. Kitty returned to service  and her baby died.

What had I done, she cried wildly. What had I done to deserve it? Id gone as straight as a girl can go. There was nobody else in the world for me but him. Then my baby was taken, and the parsons talk about God! What did anything matter after that! Oh, the loneliness. The loneliness! Men dont know what that loneliness is like  the loneliness of a woman. They have their friends, but nobody wants to be friends with a lonely woman. There are only two ways for her. I tried to kill myself, and I was too big a coward, so I took the easy way and thought I might forget.

You thought you might forget. And did you think your husband would ever forget?

Oh, my God! dont say that!

You see, the name of God still means something to you, said Paul gently. Many a soldiers wife has become a believer, and you are not the first who has shuddered to believe. He saw his course clearly, and did not hesitate to pursue it. The parsons, as you say, talk about God without knowing of What or of Whom they speak, but I am not a parson, and I know of What I speak. Look at me. I have something to ask you.

She turned her eyes, red with weeping, and was fascinated by Pauls concentrated gaze.

Do you ever dream of your husband? he asked.

Oh! youll drive me mad! she whispered, trembling violently. For the first six months after ... I was afraid to close my eyes. I am frightened. I am frightened.

You are frightened because he is here, Kitty; but he is here to guard you and not to harm you. He is here because to-night you have done with that life of forgetfulness which is worse than the memories of those you loved. He will always come when you call him, until the very hour that you are ready to join him again. But if you do wrong to the memory of a man who was true to you, even I cannot promise that he will ever hold you in his arms again.

But can you promise?  Oh! you seem to know! You seem ... Who are you? Tell me who you are  

She stood up and retreated from Paul, the pallor of her face discernible through the tear-streaked make-up. He smiled in his charming fashion, holding out his hands.

I am one who has studied the secrets of nature, he replied. And I promise you that you shall live again as a woman, and be loved by those whom you think you have lost. Look at your locket before you sleep to-night and dream, but do not be afraid. Promise, now, that you will always be faithful in the future. You shall give me the names of your old friends and I shall see if all this great mistake cannot be forgotten.


XIII

Turning up the lights in his study, Paul seated himself in the great carved chair before his writing-table, and looked for a long time at a set of corrected proofs which lay there. Then, leaning back in the chair he stared about the room at the new and strange ornaments which he had collected in accordance with his system of working amid sympathetic colour. His meeting with Kitty Chester he accepted as a message of encouragement designed to restore his faith in himself and his mission. That he had accomplished her redemption he did not dare to believe, but at least he had rendered it possible. He readily recognised the symbolical significance of their meeting, and it tinged his reflections and quickened his genius, so that a new light was shed thereby upon some of the darker places of the religious past.

Close to his hand, upon an ebony pedestal, stood a squat stone figure having the head of a man with the face of a bull. It was an idol of incalculable age, from Jules Thessalys collection, a relic of prehistoric Greece and the ancient worship of the threefold Hecate. Set in some remote Thracian valley, it had once looked down upon orgies such as few modern minds can imagine, had seen naked Bacchantes surrounded by tamed jungle beasts and having their arms enwreathed with living serpents, flinging themselves prostrate before its altar, and then amid delirious dances calling upon the Bull-faced Bacchus of whom we read in one of the Orphic hymns....

Dimly visible in a recess of the black-oak bureau was Káli, goddess of Desire, and near her, in a narrow cupboard, the light impinged upon a white, smooth piece of stone which was attached to a wooden frame. It was the emblem of Venus Urania from the oldest temple in Cyprus. These priceless relics were all lent by Thessaly, as were an imperfect statuette in wood, fossilised with age and probably of Moabite origin, representing Ashtaroth, daughter of Sin, and a wonderfully preserved ivory figure, half woman and half fish, of Derceto of Ascalon. The sacred courtesans of the past and the Kitty Chesters of the present (mused Paul) all were expressions of that mystic principle, IEVE, upon which the universe turns as a compass upon its needle, and which, reproduced in our gross bodies, has led to the creation of the Groves of Paphos. That sublime Desire which should lead us to the great Unity and final fulfilment, would seem through all the ages to have driven men ever further from it. Would a day never dawn when all that uncontrolled Force should be contained and directed harmoniously, when the pure Isis of the Egyptian mysteries should cast down the tainted Isis whose lascivious rites were celebrated in Pompeii? Scarcely perceptible was the progress of mankind. In every woman was born a spark of Bacchic fire, which leapt up sweetly at the summons of love or crimson, shameful, at the beck of lust. There were certain conditions peculiarly favourable to its evil development; loneliness, according to Kitty Chester, a loneliness beyond mans understanding....

Paul aroused himself from a reverie and remembered that he had been thinking of Flamby with a strange and lingering tenderness. The clock on the mantelpiece recorded the hour of two a.m., and he turned out the lights in the study and made his way upstairs. He had told Eustace not to wait up for him, and the house was in darkness. Before Yvonnes room Paul stopped, and gently opened the door. A faint sound of regular breathing, and the scent of jasmine came to him. He closed the door as quietly as he had opened it, and proceeded to the next, which was that of his own room.

When he retired he threw open the heavy curtains draped before the windows, and saw that the weather had cleared. White clouds were racing past the face of the moon. He fell asleep almost immediately, and the moon pursuing her mystic journey, presently shone fully in upon the sleeper. Unwittingly Paul was performing one of the rites of the old Adonis worshippers in sleeping with the moonlight upon his face, and thus sleeping he was visited by a strange dream....

Drunk with the wine of life, he ran through a grove of scented pines, flanked by thickets of giant azaleas and taunting one onward and upward to where faint silver outlines traced upon the azure sky lured to distant peaks. Etherealised shapes of haunting beauty surrounded him, and sometimes they seemed to merge into the verdure and sometimes it was a cloud of blossom that gave up an airy form as a lily gives of its sweetness, now bearing a white nymph, now an Apollo-limbed youth, sun kissed and godlike. Gay hued, four footed creatures mingled with the flying shapes, and all pressed onward; things sleek and eager hastening through the grove, swiftly passing, hoof and pad; leaping girls and laughing youths; amid sentient flowers and trees whose life was joy. Earths magic sap pulsed through them all and being was an orgy of worship  worship of a bountiful Mother, of Earth in her golden youth....

He passed thence to the banks of Egypts Nile, and heard the lamentations of priests and wailing of women as a black ox, flower bedecked and wearing a collar encrusted with gems, was drowned in the turgid stream. Time and space ceased to exist for him. Through the murk of cavernous passages he paced, pausing before a pit in which reposed a sarcophagus of huge dimensions; and when the dim company and he had paid tribute to that which lay there, all ascended to a temple, lofty and awesome, its dizzy roof upheld by aisles of monstrous granite. To an accompaniment of sorrowful chanting, the doors of the altar were opened, and within upon the shrine rested a square-hewn statue. Jewelled lamps glowed and censers smoked before the image of the bull, Apis.

The sistrums called him to a shrine of Isis, where kyphi was burning, and priestesses, fair royal virgins, made lotus offerings to the mother of light; but magic of old Nileland might not withhold him from the Rites of Ceres when the Hymn to Demeter arose within those wonder halls of Ictinus. He saw the blood of a white kid flow upon the altar of Diana at Ephesus and with his own hands laid poppy and dittany at the pearly feet of the Huntress. The Lament for Adonis wooed him to the Temple of the Moon, the Hymn to Râ won him back to Egypts god of gods. He lighted Tsan Ihang, sweet perfume of Tibet, before Gautama Buddha in Cantons Temple of Five Hundred Ginns and kissed the sacred covering of the Kaaba at Mecca.

* * * * * *

Consciousness intruding upon sub-consciousness, the mind calling upon the spirit, he found himself questing a likeness, a memory, a furtive thought; and partly it took shape, so that it seemed to him that Apis, Isis, Orpheus and the Buddha had a common resemblance to some person living and human, known to him; whose voice he had heard, and heard again leading the Orphic hymn, chanting the Buddhist prayers and bewailing the passing of Adonis. A man it was his memory sought, and alike in granite statue and golden idol he had detected him; in the silver note of the sistrum, in the deeps of the Hymn to Râ....

All blended into one insistent entreaty, voices, music, perfumes, calling upon him to return, but he forced his way through a passage, stifling, low and laden with the breath of remote mortality like those in the depths of Egypts pyramids. He came forth into a vast cathedral and stood before the high altar. As the acolyte swung the thurible and incense floated upward to the Cross, he, too, arose seraphic and alighted upon the very top of the dome. Below him stretched a maze of tortuous streets, thronged with men and women of a thousand ages and of all the races of mankind. Minaret, pagoda, dome, propylon, arch, portico jutted up from the labyrinth like tares amid a cornfield. Then a mist crept darkly down and drew its mantle over them all. A golden crescent projected above the haze, but it was swallowed up; a slender spire for long remained but finally was lost. He looked down at the basilica upon which he stood. It had vanished. He raised his eyes, and the mist was gone, but an empty world lay where a teeming world had been; a desert wherein no living thing stirred. A voice, a familiar voice, spoke, and the words were familiar, too. They melted into the sweet melancholy of the Lament for Adonis, and he awoke, dazzled, half blinded by the brilliancy of the moonlight.


PART THIRD. THE KEY


I

Pauls book, The Gates, was published in the spring. Answering, as it did, if not completely, the question upon the solution of which the course of so many human lives depended, it was received as great works were received in the Arcadian days of Victorian literature. It silenced Pauls contemporaries as thunder silences a human orchestra. Only two critics retained sufficient composure to be flippant. No living man commanded so vast an audience as Paul Mario, and now his voice spoke in a new tone. To some it came as a balm, to some it brought disquiet; in each and everyone it wrought a change of outlook. Following a period of strife wherein all save brute force seemed to have perished, it vindicated the claims of him who said that the pen was mightier than the sword. Copies found their way to Berlin but were confiscated by the police. A Vienna firm printed an edition and their premises were raided by the authorities. To the meanest intelligence it was apparent that one had arisen who had something new to say  or something so old that the world had forgotten it. By means of sacrificing half of his usual royalty Paul had contrived that The Gates should be published at a price which placed it within reach of popular purchase. What profits still accrued to him, and these were considerable, he devoted to institutes for the wounded and to the maintenance of Hatton Towers as an officers convalescent home.

Because he did not seek to depict a modern battlefield, knowing that Shakespeare himself must have waxed trite upon such a theme, the hell-pit of Flanders and the agony of France were draped behind his drama like a curtain. No man had come so near to the truth in naked words. His silence was the silence of genius. The tears of the world flowed through his work, yet no weeping woman was depicted. The word of Christ and the message of Mohammed alike were respected and upheld, but priest and imám conspired to denounce him. Rebirth in the flesh he offered as a substitute for heaven and hell. Love and reunion were synonymous. Not for ages unimaginable could man hope to gain that final state which is variously known as Heaven, Paradise and Nirvana; only by the doing of such evil as rarely lies within human compass could he be judged worthy of that extinction which is Hell. No soul could sink thus low whilst another mourned it; and was there a man so vile that no woman loved him? Whilst there was love there could be no Hell, for in Hell there was no reunion. Pestilence and war on earth corresponded with undivinable upheavals on another planet. Ere a mans body has grown cold on earth he has stirred again in the womb of his mother.

Only by means of certain perversions of natural law, of which suicide was one, could man evade rebirth, and even thus only for a time. Sorrow was not a punishment but merely a consequence. Punishment was man-made and had no place in the wider scheme, could have no place in a universe where all things were self-inflicted. Germany symbolised the culmination of materialism, the triumph of the Bull. To Germany had been attracted all those entities, converging through the ages, whose progress had been retarded by abandonment to materialism. Caligula and Nero defile the earth to-day, and others even mightier in evil. A Messalina and a Poppae do not survive individually, for such as these are not human in the strictest sense, in that they lack what is called a soul which is a property common to humanity. The parable of the woman of Corinth who seduced Menippus, a disciple of Apollonius, is misunderstood. We have come to regard all mortal bodies as the tenements of immortal souls. This is true of men but is not always true of women. Such women are not strictly mortal: they are feminine animals and their place in the scheme will be discussed later. To speak of their sins is to misuse the word. They are sinless, as the serpent and the upas tree are sinless....

Paul had discovered that his vast scheme might not be compassed in a single book. The Gates was the first drama of a trilogy. In it he outlined the universal truth of which the churches had lost sight or which they had chosen to obscure. He offered a glimpse of the shrine but laid down no doctrine nor did he seek to impose a new philosophy upon the world. In his second book he proposed to furnish proofs of the claims advanced in the first, and in his third to draw deductions from the foregoing. In this he had made Euclid his model. Upon the necessity for a hierarchy and a mystic ritual he insisted. He maintained that orthodox Christianity had lost its hold upon Europe, touched upon causes and indicated how the world upheaval was directly due to the failing power of the churches. He proposed to remodel religion upon a system earlier than but not antagonistic to that of Christ. His claim that the systems of Hermes, Krishna, Confucius, Moses, Orpheus and Christ were based upon a common primeval truth he supported by an arresting array of historical facts. All of them had taught that man is re-incarnated, and because Western thought had been diverted from this truth and the fallacies of Heaven, Hell and Purgatory substituted for simple Rebirth, Western thought had become chaotic. The figure of the Pope and the maintenance of a celibate priesthood had prolonged the life of the Church of Rome because, in Pauls opinion, these were survivals of that mysticism upon which the remote hierarchies were builded. No religion in the worlds history has held such absolute sway over a people as that of Ancient Egypt; no figure living in the memory of man has such majesty of awe as that of the royal high-priest of Amen Râ....

* * * * * *

On the day that The Gates was published, Yvonne came down late to breakfast, a gossamer study all filmy lace, with the morning sun in her hair. The windows were open, and a hint of spring lent zest to every joy, the loamy fragrance of nascent plant life stealing into the room from the little garden. Tulips decorated the sideboard, for Yvonne loved tulips, and a big bowl of pink roses stood upon the centre of the breakfast table. Paul, glancing up from the pages of the Daily Telegraph, became aware of something vaguely familiar yet unexpected in his wifes face. She seemed listless, even slightly pale, and he experienced a sudden pang of an indefinable nature. Looking back over the past two years, he wondered if they had been as significant, as fully crowded with reality, for Yvonne as they had been for him. In Dons manner, when speaking of Yvonne, he had more than once detected a sort of gentle reproof and had wondered why Don, who understood most things, failed to perceive that Yvonnes happiness lay in her husbands work. But, this morning, Paul was thinking more particularly about a remark of Jules Thessalys. Thessaly had urged him, before commencing his second volume to spend a month in Devon. You need it, Mario, and your wife needs it more than you do.

Paul did not immediately broach the subject which now became uppermost in his mind, but following some desultory conversation, he said, I should think Devon would be delightful just now. Suppose we run down for a week or two.

I should be glad, replied Yvonne. I should have suggested it earlier, only I knew that you could not finish The Gates away from your library. She spoke in a curiously listless way.

Could you be ready to go on Thursday, Yvonne?

Yes, quite easily.

I can work upon my notes for the autumn book in Devon better than in London.

But, began Yvonne, and stopped, staring unseeingly at the roses in the bowl upon the table.

But what, Yvonne?

I was about to propose a complete rest, Paul, but I know it would be useless if the working mood is upon you.

You realise what it means to me, Yvonne. I should no more be justified in laying down my pen whilst there was more work to do than a soldier would be justified in laying down his sword in the heat of battle. You do not feel that this task which I have taken up has made a gulf between us?

It has done so in a sense, replied Yvonne, crumbling a fragment of bread between her fingers. But I have never been so foolish as to become jealous of your work.

I might have been in the army and stationed on the other side of the world, said Paul laughing.

I am not complaining about your work, Paul.

Yet you are not entirely happy.

What makes you think so?

I dont know. I sometimes feel that you are not.

I am quite happy, said Yvonne in the listless voice, and presently she went up to her room, Paul looking after her in a troubled way. He was uneasily searching his memory for a clue to the significance of that expression, vaguely familiar but unexpected, which he had noticed in Yvonnes face. He lighted his pipe and went into the study.

Paul already was at work upon the second phase of his huge task. He was seeking to prove that the arts had taken the place of the inspired prophets and sibyls of old, that they were not reflections of the soul of a nation but were expressions of the creative Will  the Od of Baron Reichenbach  and were in fact not effects but causes. Not only did he claim this for the avowed philosophers, but also, in some degree, for every writer, composer, painter or sculptor. In Russian literature he perceived a foreshadowing of the doom of Tzardom and imminent catastrophe. In the literature of France and England he sought to divine the future. The fervent imperialism of Kipling stirred his emotions, but left him spiritually cold. Patriotism was the mother of self-sacrifice, but also of murder, and Paul distrusted all forces which made for intolerance. The delicate word-painting of Pierre Loti, with its typically French genius for exalting the trivial, Paul studied carefully. He found it to resemble the art of those patient, impassive Japanese craftsmen who draw and colour some exquisite trifling design, a bird, a palm tree, and then cut the picture in half in order to fit it into a panel of some quaint little lacquered cabinet as full of unexpected cupboards and drawers as the Cretan Labyrinth was full of turnings. He studied the books of the living as Egypts priests were wont to study The Book of the Dead, pondering upon Arnold Bennett, who could produce atmosphere without the use of colour, and H. G. Wells who thought aloud. In the hectic genius of DAnnunzio he sought in vain the spirit of Italy. He perceived in those glowing pages the hand of a man possessed, and should have been prepared to find his MSS. written in penmanship other than his own, like those of Madame Blavatskys Isis Unveiled.

It all means something, Don, he said one day. We have been granted an insight to the psychology of the German people, which has enabled us to trace the thread running through their literature, art and music. Oscar Wilde, who wrote, with a style dipped in ambergris, was truly a manifestation of the German spirit which began to invade us subtly at about that time. His scented prose could not conceal this spirit from the perception of Richard Strauss. Strauss recognised it and welcomed it with the music of nebels, kinnors and tabors, as the misguided children of Israel welcomed the golden calf. Nietzches Thou goest among women?  Take thy whip we see now to be no mere personal expression but the voice of the soul of Germany, a black thread interwoven in their creative art. There is a similar thread, but perhaps of silver, interwoven in our own and in the French art. Where does it begin and whither does it lead?

* * * * * *

Yet those days throughout which Paul laboured unceasingly for the greatest cause of humanity were lotus days for many. London was raided and rationed; London swore softly, demanded a change of government, turned up its coat collar and stumped doggedly along much as usual. Men fought and women prayed, whilst Paul worked night and day to bring some ray of hope to the hearts of those in whom faith was dead. The black thread crept like an ebon stain into the woof of the carpet. The image of the Bull was set up in many a grove hitherto undefiled, and Paul worked the more feverishly because it was one of the inscrutable cosmic laws that the black should sometimes triumph over the white.

Pauls intimacy with Jules Thessaly had grown closer than he realised. Thessaly was become indispensable to him. Paul, had he essayed the task, must have found it all but impossible to disentangle his own ideas, or those due to direct inspiration, from the ideas of Thessaly or those based upon inquiries traceable to the astonishing data furnished by his collection. Item by item he had revealed its treasures to the man who alone had power to wield them as levers to move the world. Remote but splendid creeds, mere hazy memories of mankind, were reconstructed upon these foundations. The Izamal temples of Yucatan were looted of their secrets  the secrets of a great Red Race, mighty in knowledge and power, which had sought to look upon the face of God before the Great Pyramid was fashioned, whose fleets had ruled the vanished seas known to us as the Sahara and North Africa, whose golden capital had looked proudly out upon an empire mightier than Rome  an empire which the Atlantic Ocean had swallowed up. The story of this cataclysm which had engulfed Atlantis, brought to new lands by a few survivors, had bequeathed to men the legend of the Deluge. The riddle of The Sphinx, most ancient religious symbol in the known world, was resolved; for Paul saw it to represent man emerging from the animal and already aspiring to the spiritual state.

War, pestilence and vast geographical upheavals alike were manifestations of spiritual conflict physically reflected. Some of the German philosophers had perceived this dimly, but as one born in blindness fails to comprehend light, their vision was no more than hereditary memory of another pit of doom which had engulfed them. Those who spoke of casting down the spirit of Prussian militarism used metaphor veiling a truth profound as that which underlies the Holy Trinity, and which is symbolised by the Sphinx. As vultures swooped to carrion, as harlots flocked to Babylon, so had the unredeemed souls of the universe descended upon Germany....

Thus his concept of evil was universal, and to those who sought to fix responsibility for the war upon this one or that he raised a protesting hand. No man made the Deluge.

By subtle means, insidious as the breath of nard, corruption of primeval sin was spread from race to race. By like means it must be combated, Truth must be disguised if it should penetrate to enemy darkness. A naked truth is rarely acceptable, or, as Don expressed it, Truth does not strip well. Paul discussed this aspect of the matter with Don and Thessaly one day. We are all children, he said. If it were not for such picturesque people as Henry VIII and Charles II we should forget our history for lack of landmarks. Carefully selected words are the writers landmarks, and in remembering them one remembers the passage which they decorated. I can conjure up at will the entire philosophy of Buddha as epitomised in the Light of Asia by contemplation of such a landmark; Arnolds expression for a sheep, woolly mother. There are other words and phrases which the art of their users in the same way has magically endowed: Totem is one of these. It is for me a Pharos instantly opening up the fairway to a great mans philosophy. Damascus, too, has such properties, and the phrase cherry blossom in Japan bears me upon a magical carpet to a certain street in Yokohama and there unveils to me all the secrets of Japanese mysticism.

I quite see your point, Don replied. In the same way I have never ceased to regret that I was not born in Ashby-de-la-Zouch. The possession of such a euphonious birthplace would have coloured all my life.

But like the Scotsman you would have revered your home from a distance, said Thessaly. I agree with you that it would have been an ideal birthplace if you had left it at so tender an age that you failed to recall its physical peculiarities. It is the same with women. In order that one should retain nothing but fairy memories of a woman  memories of some poetic name, of the perfume of roses, of beauty glimpsed through gossamer  it is important that one should not have lived with her. Herein lies the lasting glamour of the woman we have never possessed.


II

The world had been discussing Paul Marios New Gospel as enunciated in The Gates for three weeks or more. On a bright morning when sunbeams filtered through the dust which partially curtained the windows of Guilders, and painted golden squares and rectangles upon the floor, Flamby stood where the light touched her elfin hair into torch-like flame, removing a very smart studio smock preparatory to departing to Regalis for lunch. There was no one else in the small painting-room, except a wondrous-hued parrakeet upon a perch, from which he contemplated his portrait in oils, head knowingly tilted to one side, with solemn disapproval for Flamby had painted his bill too red and he knew it, apparently.

Bad, he remarked. Damn bad.

He belonged to Crozier, the artist famed for sun-soaked flesh, and Croziers pupils were all too familiar with this formula. It was so often upon Croziers lips that Lorenzo the Magnificent (the parrakeet) had acquired it perfectly.

Quite right, Lorenzo, said Flamby, throwing her smock on to a stool. Its blasted bad.

Damn bad, corrected Lorenzo. No guts.

I dont agree with you there, Lorenzo. Its your nose that I hate.

No sun! screamed Lorenzo, excitedly. The bloodsome thing never saw the sun!

Oh, please behave, Lorenzo, or I shall not share my sugar ration with you any more.

Sugar? inquired Lorenzo, head on one side again.

Flamby held up a lump of sugar upon her small pink palm, and a silence of contentment immediately descended upon Lorenzo, only broken by the sound of munching. Flamby was just going out to wash the paint from her hands, for she always contrived to get nearly as much upon her fingers as upon the canvas, when a cheery voice cried: Ha! caught you. Thought I might be too late.

She turned, and there in the doorway stood Don. Less than three months had elapsed since his last leave and Flamby was intensely surprised to see him. She came forward with outstretched hands. Oh, Don, she cried. How lovely! However did you manage it?

An exquisite blush stained her cheeks, and her eyes lighted up happily. Glad surprises made her blush, and she was very sincerely glad as well as surprised to see Don. She had not even heard him approach. She had been wondering what Devonshire was like, for Paul was in Devonshire. Now as Don took both her hands and smiled in the old joyous way she thought that he looked ill, almost cadaverous, in spite of the tan which clung to his skin.

Craft, Flamby, guile and the subtlety of the serpent. The best men get the worst leave.

I dont believe it, said Flamby, watching him in sudden anxiety. You have been ill. Oh, dont think you can pretend to me; I can see you have.

Bad, remarked Lorenzo in cordial agreement. He had finished the sugar. Damn bad.

What! cried Don have you got old Croziers Lorenzo down here? Hullo! let us see how you have percepted him. He crossed to the easel, surveying Flambys painting critically. Does Hammett still talk about percepting the subject and emerging the high-lights and profunding the shadows?

He does. Youre mean not to tell me.

What do you want me to tell you, Flamby?  that the drawing is magnificent and the painting brilliant except for the treatment of the bill, which is too brilliant. He turned and met her reproachful gaze. Perhaps I am mean, Flamby, to frighten you by not replying to your question, but really I am quite fit. I have had a touch of trench-fever or something, not enough to result in being sent home to hospital, and have now got a few days sick-leave to pull round after a course of weak gruel.

Thats very unusual, isnt it?

What, Flamby?

To get home leave after treatment at a base hospital? I mean they might as well have sent you home in the first place.

Don stared at her long and seriously. Flamby, he said, you have been flirting with junior subalterns. No one above the rank of a second-lieutenant ever knew so much about Kings Regulations.

Own up, then.

Don continued the serious stare. Flamby, he said, your father would have been proud of you. You are a very clever girl. If art fails there is always the Bar. I am not advising you to take to drink; I refer to the law. Listen, Flamby, I was wrong to try to deceive you as well as the others. Besides, it is not necessary. You are unusual. I stopped a stray piece of shrapnel a fortnight after I went back and was sent to a hospital in Burton-on-Trent. The M.O.s have a positive genius for sending men to spots remote from their homes and kindreds  appalling sentence. In this case it was a blessing in disguise. By some muddle or another my name was omitted from the casualty list, or rather it was printed as Norton, and never corrected publicly. I accepted the kindness of the gods. Imagine my relief. I had pictured sisters and cousins and the dear old Aunt dragging themselves to Burton-on-Trent  and I am the only beer drinker in the family. I know you wont betray my gruesome secret, Flamby.

Flambys eyes were so misty that she averted her face. Oh, Don, she said unsteadily, and I wrote to you only three days ago and thought you were safe.

Don unbuttoned the left breast-pocket of his tunic and flourished a letter triumphantly. Young Conroy has been forwarding all my mail, he explained, and I have addressed my letters from nowhere in particular and sent them to him to be posted! Now, what about the guile and subtlety of the serpent! Let us take counsel with the great Severus Regali. I am allowed a little clear soup and an omelette, now.

* * * * * *

Don and Flamby arrived late at Regalis and were compelled to wait for a time in the little inner room. There were many familiar faces around the tables. Chauvin was there with Madame Rilette, the human geranium, and Hammett; Wildrake, editor of the Quartre dArts revue and the Baronne G., Pariss smartest and most up-to-date lady novelist. The Baronne had been married four times. Her latest hobby was libel actions. Archibald Forester, renowned as an explorer of the psychic borderland, and wearing green tabs and a crown upon his shoulder-strap, discussed matters Alpine with an Italian artillery officer. On the whole the atmosphere was distinctly Savage that day. Flamby accepted a cigarette from Don and sat for awhile, pensive. With a jade-green velvet tam-o-shanter to set off the coppery high-lights of her hair she was a picture worthy of the admiration which was discernible in Dons eyes. Presently she said, I found you out a long time ago.

Found me out?

Yes, found you out. I dont know to this day how much I really receive from the War Office, because Mr. Nevin wont tell me. He just muddles me up with a lot of figures  

You have seen him, then?

Of course I have seen him. But one thing I do know. I owe you over a hundred pounds, and I am going to pay it!

But, Flamby, said Don, a startled expression appearing upon his face, you dont owe it to me at all. You are wrong.

Flamby studied him carefully for awhile. I am going to send it to Mr. Nevin  I have told him so  and he can settle the matter. She laid her hand on Dons sleeve. Dont think me silly, or an ungrateful little beast, she said, but I cant talk about it any more; it makes me want to cry. Did you know that Chauvin got me a commission from the War Office propaganda people to do pictures of horses and mules and things?

Yes, replied Don, guiltily. But to his great relief Flamby did not accuse him of being concerned in the matter.

I felt a rotten little slacker, explained Flamby; I wrote and told you so. Did you get the letter?

Of course. Surely I replied?

I dont remember if you did, but I told Chauvin and he recommended my work to them and they said I could do twelve drawings. They accepted the first three I did, but rejected the fourth, which both Hammett and Chauvin thought the best.

Probably it was. That was why they rejected it. But about this money  

Please, pleaded Flamby.

Don looked into her eyes and was silenced. He suppressed a sigh. Have you seen Paul lately? he asked.

No. He is away. His book frightens me.

Frightens you, said Don, staring curiously. In what way?

I dont know that I can explain. I feel afraid for him.

For Paul?

Yes.

Because he has seen the truth?

Flamby hesitated. It must be awful for a doctor who has specialised in some dreadful disease to find  

That he suffers from it? This is a common thing with specialists. Don spoke almost heedlessly, but had no sooner spoken than he became aware of the peculiar significance of his words. He sat staring silently at Flamby. Before he had time for further speech Regali attended in person to announce that places were vacant at one of the tables. This table Don and Flamby shared with a lady wearing her hair dressed in imitation of a yellow dahlia, and with a prominent colourist who was devoting his life to dissipating the popular delusion about trees being green. He was gradually educating the world to comprehend that trees were not green but blue. He had a very long nose and ate French mustard with his macaroni. The conversation became cubical and coloured.

I maintain, said the colourist, who was fiercely cynical, as might have been anticipated of one who consumed such large quantities of mustard, that humanity is akin to the worm. The myth of Psyche and the idea that we possess souls arose simply out of the contemplation of colour by some primitive sensitive. Very delicately coloured young girls were responsible for the legend, but humanity in the bulk is colourless and therefore soulless. Large public gatherings fill me with intense personal disgust. From Nelsons point of view, a popular demonstration in Trafalgar Square must unpleasantly resemble a box of bait.

Clearly you have never loved, said Don. One day some misguided woman may marry you. You will awaken to the discovery that she is different from common humanity.

Nearly every man considers his own wife to be different from other women  until the third or fourth, day of the honeymoon.

He was incorrigible; French mustard had embittered his life. Some men are even more gross than women, he declared thoughtfully. Cubically they are stronger, but their colouring is less delicate.

His yellow-haired companion watched him with limpid faithful brown eyes, hanging upon his words as upon the pronouncements of a Cumaean oracle. Having concluded his luncheon with a piece of cheese liberally coated in mustard he rose, shaking his head sadly.

Dont shake your head like that, Don implored him. I can hear your brains rattling.

But smileless, the cynic departed, and Flamby looked after him without regret. If he painted as much as he talked, she said, he would have to hire a railway station to show his pictures.

Yes, or the offices of the Food Controller. His conversation is intensely interesting, but it doesnt mean anything. I have always suspected him of keeping coal in his bath.

Orlando James came in, standing just by the doorway, one hand resting upon his hip whilst he gnawed the nails of the other with his fine white teeth. He wore the colours of a regiment with which he had served for a time, and a silver badge on the right lapel of his tweed jacket. Presently, perceiving Flamby, he advanced to the table at which she was seated with Don. He had all the arrogance of acknowledged superiority. Hullo, kid, he said, dropping into the chair vacated by the cynical one. How do, Courtier. You look a bit cheap  been gassed?

No, replied Don; merely a stiff neck due to sleeping with my head above the parapet.

James stared dully, continuing to bite his nails. When are you going back?

As soon as my batman wires me that the weather has improved.

Have you finished lunch? Lets split a bottle of wine before you go.

No bottle of wine for me, said Flamby, unless you want the police in. One glass of wine and youd be ashamed to know me. She was uncomfortably conscious of a certain tension which the presence of James had created. Isnt it time we started? she asked, turning to Don. Mrs. Chumley will be expecting us.

Ah! cried Don gratefully, glancing at his watch. Of course she will. Where is the waiter?

* * * * * *

You dont like James, do you? said Flamby, as the car approached The Hostel.

No. Vanity in a man is ridiculous, and I always endeavour to avoid ridiculous people. James is a clever painter, but a very stupid fellow. Seeing him to-day reminds me of something I had meant to ask you, Flamby. Just before I last came on leave you wrote at Pauls request to enquire if I considered it wise that you should go about with James and we discussed the point whilst I was home. You remember, no doubt?

Flamby nodded. Her expression was very pensive. Then I wrote and asked if you minded my seeing him occasionally for a special purpose, and you wrote back that you had every confidence in my discretion, which pleased me very much. Now I suppose you want to know what the special purpose was?

Not unless you wish to tell me, Flamby.

I do wish to tell you, said Flamby slowly. That was why I suggested coming here, because I knew all the time of course that Mrs. Chumley was away.

They entered The Hostel, deserted as it usually was at that hour of the day, passing into the courtyard, which already was gay with the flowers of early spring. The window-boxes, too, and vases within open casements splashed patches of colour upon the old-world canvas, the yellow and purple of crocus and daffodil, modest star-blue of forget-me-nots and the varied tints of sweet hyacinth. Flambys tiny house, which Mrs. Chumley called the squirrels nest, was fragrant with roses, for Flambys taste in flowers was extravagant, and she regularly exhausted the stocks of the local florist. A huge basket of white roses stood upon a side-table, a card attached. Flamby glanced at the card. James again, she said. Hes some use in the world after all. She composedly filled a jug with water and placed the flowers in it until she should have time to arrange them.

Is Chauvin expecting you this afternoon? asked Don.

No, not to-day. I love Chauvin, but I dont think I shall be able to stay on with him if I am to finish the other eight designs for the War Office people in time. Please light your pipe. Would you like a drink? Ive got all sorts of things to drink.

No, thank you, Flamby. We can go out to tea presently.

No, lets have tea here. I have some gorgeous cakes I got at Fullers this morning.

Right. Better still. I will help.

Flamby tossed her tam-o-shanter on to a chair, slapped the pockets of Dons tunic in quest of his cigarette-case, found it, took out and lighted a cigarette, and then curled herself up in a corner of the settee, hugging her knees. Paul thinks Im fast, she said.

Don, who was lighting his pipe, stared at her so long that the match burned his fingers and dropped into his cap, which lay beside him on the floor.

Flambys visitors speedily acquired the homely trick of hanging up their hats on the floor. Flamby! he said reproachfully, I know you are joking, but I dont like you to say such a thing even in jest.

Dulce est desipere, replied Flamby, but I am not jesting. Oh, that beastly Latin! Do you remember when I quoted Portia to you? It makes me go all goosey to think of some of the awful things I have said to people.

You have said one thing, Flamby, which I must request you to explain, said Don gravely. Paul is utterly incapable of harbouring an evil thought about anyone, and equally incapable of misjudging character.

Ah, I knew you would say that, Don, and it is just that which worries me so.

I dont understand.

Flamby snuggled her knees up tighter against her round chin and stared wistfully straight before her. A ray from the afternoon sun intruded through the window and touched her wonderful hair into magic flame. Paul has altered the lives of a lot of people, hasnt he? she asked.

He has. I cannot doubt that he will become the centre of a world-wide movement. I received a letter only two days ago from a man who was with us at Oxford, and who entered the Church, assuring me that he had only awaited such a lead to resign his office and seek independently to spread the true doctrine. He is only one of many. I know several Army chaplains who have been troubled with serious doubts for years. They will rally to Paul as the Crusaders rallied to Peter the Hermit.

I read his book, said Flamby, still staring unseeingly before her, and something inside myself told me that every word of it was true. I know that I have lived before, everybody knows it, but everybody isnt able to realise it. Dad told me that re-incarnation was the secret of life once when I asked him who his father was. He said, Never mind about that. Damn your ancestors!... Oh! I didnt mean to say it! But, really he said that. It is your spiritual ancestry that counts, he told me. There are plenty of noble blackguards, and it wasnt his parents who made a poet of Keats. Dad convinced me in a wonderful way. He pointed out that a child born of a fine cultured family and one whose father was a thief and his mother something worse didnt start level at all. One was handicapped before he had the sense to think for himself; before he weighed in, was how dad put it. If there is a just God, he said and every man finds out sooner or later that there is, to his joy or to his sorrow  there are no unfair handicaps. It wouldnt be racing. Why should an innocent baby be born with the diseases and deformities of its parents? Why should some be born blind? What he called the hell-fire and brimstone theory used to make him sick. He considered that most missionaries ought to be publicly executed, and said that in the Far East where he had lived you could see their work like the trail of a tin tabernacle across a blasted heath. That sounds like swearing, but its Shakespeare.

I dont see, said Don, as Flamby became silent, what this has to so with Pauls misjudgment of you, or your misjudgment of Paul. It simply means that you agree with him. You are such an extraordinarily clever girl, and have had so extraordinary a training, that I cannot pass lightly by anything you say seriously. What has led you to believe that Paul thinks ill of you, and why does it worry you that I think him incapable of such a thing?

Flamby absently flicked cigarette ash upon the carpet. According to The Gates, she said, speaking very slowly and evidently seeking for words wherewith to express her meaning, everybodys sorrows and joys and understanding or lack of understanding are exactly in proportion to the use they have made of their opportunities, not just in one life but in other lives before.

Don nodded without speaking.

A man who had come as near to perfection as is possible in this world would have found his perfect mate, what Paul calls his Isis-self.

Embodied, in Pauls case, in Yvonne.

He would be in no doubt about it, and no more would she. If she was below him he would raise her, if she was above him he might marry, but he would not mistake another woman for the right one. And things that convinced other men would not convince a true initiate. So I am worried about Paul, because if he is not a true initiate, where did he learn the things that are in The Gates?

Dons face was very grave. You have been studying strange books, Flamby. What have you been reading?

Heaps of things. Flamby blushed. I managed to get a Readers ticket for the British Museum. I am interested, you see. But there are things in Pauls book and other things promised in the next which  oh!  Im afraid I cant explain  

You cannot account for such knowledge in an ordinary mortal, and evidently something has occurred which has led you to regard Paul as less than a god. Tell me about it, Flamby.


III

Don stood up, and walking across the room looked out of the window into the quadrangle. The story of the Charleswood photographs, which Flamby had related with many a pause and hesitance, had seemed to cast upon the room a shadow  the shadow of a wicked hypocrite. Both were silent for several minutes.

And you are sure that Paul has seen these photographs? said Don.

You must have noticed the change in him yourself.

I had noticed it, Flamby. I am afraid you are right. I will go down to Devonshire to-night and  

You will not!

Don turned, and Flamby, her face evenly dusky and her eyes very bright, was standing up watching him. Please dont be angry, she said approaching him, because I spoke like that. But I could never forgive you if you told him. If he can think such a thing of me I dont care. What have I ever said or done that he should dare to think such a thing!

Don took both her hands and found that she was trembling. She looked aside, biting her lower lip. In vain she sought to control her emotions, knowing that they had finally betrayed her secret to this man in whose steadfast eyes she had long ago read a sorrowful understanding. At that moment she came near to hating Paul, and this, too, Don perceived with the clairvoyance of love. But because he was a very noble gentleman indeed, and at least as worthy of honour as the immortal Bussy dAmboise, he sought not to advantage himself but to plead the cause of his friend and to lighten the sorrow of Flamby. Have you tried hard not to care so much?

Flamby nodded desperately, her eyes wells of tears.

And it was useless?

Oh! she cried, I am mad! I hate myself! I hate myself! She withdrew her hands and leapt on to the settee wildly, pressing her face against the cushions.

Don inhaled a deep breath and stood watching her. He thrust his hands into the pockets of his tunic. Have you considered, Flamby, what a hopeless thing it is.

Of course, of course! I should loathe and despise any other girl who was such a wicked little fool. Dad would have killed me, and I should have deserved it!

Dont blame Paul too much, Flamby.

I dont. I am glad that he can be so mean, she sobbed. It helps me not to like him any more!

Paul is no ordinary man, Flamby, but neither is he a magician. How could you expect him to know?

He never even asked me.

Don, watching her, suddenly recognised that he could trust himself to pursue this conversation no further. Tell me why you wanted to see Orlando James again, he said.

Flamby looked up quickly, and Dons hands clenched themselves in his pockets when he saw her tear-stained face. I am afraid, she replied, to tell you  now.

Why are you afraid now, Flamby?

Because you will think  

I shall think nothing unworthy of you, Flamby.

I went, said Flamby, twisting a little lace handkerchief in her hands, because I was afraid  for Paul.

For Paul!

You are beginning to wonder already.

I am beginning to wonder but not to doubt. In what way were you afraid?

He is so sure.

Sure that he has found the truth?

Not that, but sure that he is right in making it known.

Don hesitated. He, too, had had his moments of doubt, but he perceived that Flambys doubts were based upon some matter of which at present he knew nothing. Paul believes quite sincerely that he has been chosen for this task, he said. He believes his present circumstances, or Karma, to be due to a number of earlier incarnations devoted to the pursuit of knowledge.

Do you think if that was true he would make so many mistakes about people? asked Flamby, and her voice had not yet recovered entire steadiness.

I have told you that he is not a magician, Flamby, but you have still to tell me why you wanted to see Orlando James.

I dont believe I can tell you, after all. Flamby had twisted the little handkerchief into a rope and was tugging at it desperately.

Why?

Well  I might be wrong, and then I should never forgive myself. It is something you ought to know, but I can see now that I cannot tell you.

Don very deliberately took up his pipe from the table. Heres an ash-tray, said Flamby in a faint voice. Shall we go out to tea and see if we can cheer ourselves up a bit?

I think we might, replied Don, smiling in almost the old way. Some place where there is a band.

* * * * * *

As a direct result of this conversation, Paul received a letter two days later from Don. It touched whimsically upon many matters, and finally, I have decided to add Orlando James to my list of undesirable acquaintances, wrote Don. Dont let this harsh decision influence your own conduct in any way, but if at any time you chance to go walking with him and meet myself, pardon me if I fail to acknowledge either of you.

Paul read this paragraph many times. He received the letter one morning whilst Yvonne was out, she having gone into the neighbouring village, and when she came back he spoke of it to her. Have you seen anything of Orlando James recently? he asked.

Yvonne turned and began to arrange some fresh flowers in a bowl upon the cottage window-ledge. No, she replied. I have seen him rarely since the portrait was finished. Why?

I was merely wondering. He seems to be establishing a queer sort of reputation. Thessaly has thrown out hints more than once and Don quite frankly dislikes him.

What kind of reputation, Paul?

Oh, the wrong kind for a portrait painter, replied Paul lightly. I shall send him a cheque for the picture.

But he has refused to accept any payment whatever.

It was very flattering on his part to declare that its exhibition was worth so much to him, and to decline a fee, but nevertheless I shall send him a cheque to-night. Did you remember to go to the Post Office?

Yes. Yvonne turned slowly. Here are the stamps.

I can see, said Paul, that either I must return to London or have Edwards come down here and put up somewhere in the neighbourhood. I have more work than I can handle unassisted.

Let us go back to town, then, if you think it is hindering you to stay here.

There is no occasion for you to return, Yvonne.

Yes, but  I dont want to stay, Paul, if you are going. Really, I would rather not. There was something pathetic, almost fearful, in the insistency of her manner, and Paul had a glimpse again of that intangible yet tauntingly familiar phantom in his wifes bearing. A revelation seemed to be imminent, but it eluded him, and the more eagerly he sought to grasp it the further did it recede. You dont want to leave me behind, do you? said Yvonne.

Want to leave you behind! cried Paul, standing up and crossing to where she stood by the window. Yvonne! He held her close in his arms, but there was no fire in the violet eyes, only a tired, pathetic expression.


IV

The pageant proceeded merrily; these were merry days. And because it was rumoured that men who fought hard also drank hard, the brethren of the blue ribbon at last perceived their opportunity and seized upon it with all the vigour and tenacity which belong to those reared upon a cocoa diet. Denying the divinity of the grape, they concealed their treason against Bacchus beneath a cloak of national necessity, and denied others that which they did not want themselves. They remained personally immune because no one thought of imposing a tax upon temperance-meetings, hot-water bottles and air-raid shelters. Avoid a man who neither drinks nor smokes, was one of Dons adages. He has other amusements.

Paul continued his pursuit of the elusive thread interwoven in modern literature, and made several notable discoveries. Contemplation of the mountainous toils of Balzac and Dumas fills me with a kind of physical terror, he said to Don on one occasion. It is an odd reflection that they would have achieved immortality just the same if they had contented themselves respectively with the creation of Madame Marnefle and the girl with the golden eyes, DArtagnan and Chicot. The memory of Dumas is enshrined in his good men, that of Balzac in his bad women. One represents the active Male principle, the Sun, the other the passive Feminine, or the Moon. I have decided that Dumas was the immediate reincarnation of a musketeer, and Balzac of a public prosecutor.

Pursuing this interesting form of criticism, said Don, at once so trenchant and so unobjectionable, to what earlier phase should you ascribe the wit of G. K. Chesterton for example?

To the personal influence of Dr. Johnson and his contemporaries. H. G. Wells would seem to have had no earthly experiences since he was a priest of Bel, or if he had they were comparatively colourless. Rudyard Kipling knew and loved the spacious times of Elizabeth. How clearly we can trace the Roman exquisite in Walter Pater and the bravo in George Moore. Stevenson was a buccaneer in whom repentance came too late, and who suffered the extreme penalty probably under Charles II. The author of The Golden Bough was conceivably a Chaldean librarian, and from the writings of Anatole France steps forth shadowy a literary religieux of the sixteenth century; but it is when we come to consider such cases as those of Spencer and Darwin that we meet with insurmountable obstacles. The patientiotype process of Victor Hugo defies this system of analysis also, as does the glorious humanity of Mark Twain, and although Pinero proclaims himself a wit of the Regency, Bernard Shaws spiritual pedigree is obscure. Nevertheless, all are weavers of the holy carpet, and our lives are drawn into the loom. All began weaving in the childhood of the world and each has taken up the thread again at his appointed hour.

Paul spent a great part of his time in Jules Thessalys company. Thessaly had closed his town house, and was living in chambers adjoining Victoria Street. His windows commanded a view of an entrance to Westminster Cathedral, from whence upward to my profane dwelling, he declared, arises an odour of sanctity. From Thessalys flat they set out upon many a strange excursion, one night visiting a private gaming-house whose patrons figured in the pages of Debrett, and, perhaps on the following evening, Thessalys car would take them to a point in the West India Dock Road, from whence, roughly attired, they would plunge into the Asiatic underworld which lies hidden beneath the names of Three Colt Street and Pennyfields. They visited a foul den in Limehouse where a crook-backed Chinaman sat rocking to and fro before a dilapidated wooden joss in the light of a tin paraffin lamp, listened to the rats squealing under the dirty floor and watched men smoke opium. They patronised revue East and West, that concession to the demand of youth long exiled from feminine society which had superseded the legitimate drama. There are three ingredients essential to the success of such an entertainment, Thessaly pronounced: fat legs, thin legs, and legs. They witnessed a knuckle-fight in Whitechapel between a sailorman and a Jewish pugilist. The referee was a member of a famous sporting club, and the purse was put up by a young peer on leave from the bloody shambles before Ypres. Our trans-Tiber evenings, Paul termed these adventures.

He had seized upon a clue to the ills of the world and he pursued it feverishly. If men realised, as they realise that physical illness follows physical excess, that for every moment of pain unnecessarily inflicted upon any living creature  a horse, a dog, a cage-bird  they must suffer themselves a worse pang, would not the world be a better place? he asked. That fighting peer is accounted a fine fellow by his companions, and in an earlier life, when the unshaped destinies of men were being rough-hewn with sword and axe, he was a fine fellow. But that earlier influence now is checking his development. If he could realise that he will probably be reborn a weakling doomed to suffer the buffets of the physically strong, he would doubtless reconsider his philosophy. He has lost track of himself. Our childish love of animals, which corresponds to a psychic pre-natal phase, is a memory which becomes obscured as the fleshly veil grows denser  which the many neglect, but which the wise man cherishes.

Heredity plays its part, too, said Thessaly.

Quite so. It is difficult, sometimes almost impossible, to distinguish between the influences of heredity and those of pre-existence.

More especially since few of us know our own fathers, and none of us our grandfathers. If our family tree record a line of abstemious forbears, and we mysteriously develop a partiality for neat rum and loose company, we hesitate whether to reproach ourselves for the vices of a previous existence or to disparage the morality of our grandmother.

Strange stories won currency at this time, too. Arising as he had done out of a cataclysm, Paul Mario by many was accepted as the harbinger of a second Coming. His claims were based upon no mere reiteration of ancient theories, but upon a comprehensible system which required no prayer-won faith from its followers, but which logically explained life, death, and those parts of the Word of Jesus Christ which orthodoxy persisted in regarding as divine mysteries. Pauls concept of God and the Creation was substantially identical with that of Jacob Boehme and the Hermetic Philosophers. He showed the Universe to be the outcome of a Thought. Unexpressed Will desired to find expression, to become manifest. Such was the birth of Desire. Since in the beginning this Will was an Eye which beheld nothing because nothing outside Itself existed, It fashioned a Mirror and therein saw all things in Itself. This Mirror was the Eternal Mother, the Will the Eternal Father. The Eternal Father, beholding Himself and His wonders mirrored in the Eternal Mother, willed that being passive they should become active. Thought became materialised, force and space begot Motion and the Universe was. As illustrating the seven qualities through which the Divine energy operated, Paul quoted the following lines:  

There are seven degrees in the holy sphere
That girdles the outer skies; There are seven hues in the atmosphere
Of the Spirit Paradise; And the seven lamps burn bright and clear
In the mind, the heart, and the eyes Of the angel-spirits from every world
That ever and ever arise. There are seven ages the angels know
In the courts of the Spirit Heaven: And seven joys through the spirit flow
From the morn of the heart till even; Seven curtains of light wave to and fro Where the seven great trumpets the angels blow, And the throne of God hath a seven-fold glow,
And the angel hosts are seven. And a spiral winds from the worlds to the suns,
And every star that shines In the path of degrees for ever runs,
And the spiral octave climbs; And a seven-fold heaven round every one
In the spiral order twines. There are seven links from God to man,
There are seven links and a threefold span; And seven spheres in the great degree
Of one created immensity. There are seven octaves of spirit love In the heart, the mind, and the heavens above: And seven degrees in the frailest thing, Though it hath but a day for its blossoming.

It seemed as though all mysticism had culminated in Paul Mario, and so immense was his influence that the English Church was forced into action. Such heterodox views had been expressed from the pulpit since The Gates had cast its challenge at the feet of orthodoxy that the bishops unanimously pronounced its teachings to be heretical, and forbade their adoption under divers pains and penalties. A certain brilliant and fashionable preacher resigned his living, and financed by a society established for the purpose, prepared to build a great church upon a site adjoining the Strand, to be called the New Temple. A definite schism thereupon was created, and so insistent became the demand for more light, for a personal message, that Paul was urged by a committee, including some of the foremost thinkers of the day, to deliver a series of addresses at the Albert Hall. He had lighted a veritable bonfire, and its flames were spreading to the four points of the compass. Even Islâm, that fanatic rock against which reform dashes itself in vain, was stirred at last, and the Sherîf of Mecca issued a firmân to the mosques within his province authorising an intensive campaign against the Korân Inglîsi  for Paul had embraced the tenets of the Moslem faith within his new Catholic creed.

At one of his clubs, which he visited rarely, he met one evening a bishop famed as a religious educationalist, a large red cleric having bristling eyebrows resembling shrimps and the calculating glance of a judge of good port. This astute man of the world attacked him along peculiar lines. There must always be a hierarchy, Mr. Mario, he said. Buddha  if such a personage ever existed  endeavoured to dispense with a priesthood and a ritual, but his followers have been unable to do so. You aver that the Kingdom of God is within ourselves, but if every man were able to find the Kingdom of God within himself he would have no occasion to pay others to find it for him. What would become of the poor churchman?

I have not proposed the abolition of the old priesthood, Paul replied. I have proposed the establishment of a new. Only by appreciation of the fact that Man is the supreme Mystery can man solve the Riddle of the Universe, and what is there of mystery about your tennis-playing curate? The gossiper whom we have seen nibbling buttered scones at five oclock tea mounts the pulpit and addresses us upon the subject of the Holy Trinity. On this subject naturally he has nothing to tell us, and naturally we are bored. Rather than abolish ritual I would embellish it, calling to my aid all the resources of art and music. I would invest my ritual with awe and majesty, and my priests should be a class apart.

Such an appeal is not for every man, Mr. Mario. Your New Temple would be designed to inculcate the truth upon minds which have already received it; a thankless task. We seek the good of the greatest number, and you must bring your gods to earth if you would raise your worshippers to heaven. After all, simplicity rather than knowledge is the keynote of happiness.

You would trick your penitents into paradise?

Perhaps I am obtuse, but it seems to me that this is your design, not mine.

What does the Church offer, said Paul, that the human mind can grasp? What hope do you extend to the sorrowing widow of a man who has died unrepentant and full of sin? Eternal loss. Is this to be her reward for years of faithful love? If, upon her death-bed, the woman of atrocious life can be bullied into uttering words of penitence she is saved. If she die as she lived, if a shot, a knife, a street accident cut her off in the midst of her sinning, she is lost. A moment of panic wins salvation for the one; a life-time of self-denial counts for nothing in the case of another. If I go out into the street and strike down a bawd  a thing lower than the lowest animal and more noxious  I hang. If I don the Kings uniform and accept the orders of an officer, I may slay good men and bad, come who may, and die assured of heaven. It is war. Why is it war? Simply because it is slaughter as opposed to slaying. Our cause, you will say, is just. So is my cause against the pander.

You are, then, a novel sort of conscientious objector?

Not at all. If at the price of my life I could exterminate every living thing that is Prussian I should do it. But I know why I should do it, and why I should be justified. If one troubled with doubts upon such a score were to ask your cloth to resolve them, he would be told that he fought for King and Country, or something equally beside the point. Patriotism, my lord, becomes impossible when we realise that in turn we have inhabited many countries. You were once perhaps an Austrian, and may yet be a Turk.

The theory of re-incarnation, Mr. Mario, helps to people our lunatic asylums. I was assured recently by a well-known brain specialist that the claimants to the soul of Cleopatra would out-number the Hippodrome Beauty Chorus.

You speak of the theory of re-incarnation, yet it was taught by Christ.

There we arrive at a definite point of divergence, Mr. Mario, said his lordship. Let us agree to differ, for I perceive that no other form of agreement is possible between us.

* * * * * *

There is something frightfully unsatisfactory about bishops, declared Thessaly, when Paul spoke of this conversation to him. Many vicars and deans are quite romantic people, but immediately they are presented with a mitre they become uninteresting and often begin to write to the Times. Besides, no one but Forbes Robertson could hope to look impressive in a mitre. It is most unsuitable headgear for an elderly gentleman.


V

Don remained in London for several months, performing light duties at the War Office. No one but Paul ever knew how far he had penetrated into the grim valley, how almost miraculous had been his recovery. And not even Paul knew that if Flambys heart had been free Don might never have returned to France. In despite of his shattered health he refused the staff appointment which was offered to him and volunteered for active service, unfit though he was to undertake it.

We dont seem to be able to realise, Paul, he said, that the possession of an artificial leg and a Victoria Cross does not constitute a staff officer. My only perceptible qualification for the post offered is my crocky condition. The brains of the Army should surely be made up not of long pedigrees and gallant cripples, but of genius fit to cope with that of the German High Command. A cowardly criminal with a capacity for intrigue would probably be a greater acquisition than that of the most gallant officer who ever covered a strategic withdrawal.

Poor Flamby smiled and jested until the very moment of Dons departure and cried all day afterwards. Then she sat down at the little oak bureau and wrote a long letter declaring that she had quite definitely and irrevocably decided to forget Paul, and that she should have something very particular to confide to Don when he returned. Whilst searching for a stamp she chanced upon a photograph of Paul cut from a weekly journal. Very slowly she tore the letter up into tiny pieces and dropped them in a Japanese paper-basket. She went to bed and read The Gates until she fell asleep, leaving the light burning.

The fear of which she had spoken to Don oppressed her more and more. That Paul had grasped the Absolute Key she could not doubt, but it seemed to Flamby that he had given life to something which had lain dormant, occult, for untold ages, that he had created a thing which already had outgrown his control. In art, literature and music disciples proclaimed themselves. One of Frances foremost composers produced a symphony, Dawn, directly inspired by the gospel of Paul Mario; in The Gates painters found fresh subjects for their brushes, and the literature of the world became a mirror reflecting Pauls doctrine. Here was no brilliant spark to dazzle for a moment and die, but a beacon burning ever brighter on which humanity, race by race, fixed a steadfast gaze. Theosophy acclaimed him the new Buddha, and in Judaism a sect arose who saw, in Paul, Isaiah reborn.

But Flamby was afraid. Pauls theory that the arts had taken the place of the sibyls, that man was only an instrument of higher powers which shaped the Universe, dismayed her; for upon seeking to analyse the emotions which The Gates aroused she thought that she could discern the origin of this fear in an unfamiliar note which now and again intruded, a voice unlike the voice of Paul Mario. He was sometimes dominated by an alien influence, perhaps was so dominated throughout save that the control did not throughout reveal its presence. His own work proved his theory to be true. It was a concept of life beyond human ken revealed through the genius of a master mind. Such revelations in the past had only been granted to mystics who had sought them in a life of self-abnegation far from the world. It was no mere reshuffling of the Tarot of the Initiates, but in many respects was a new gospel, and because that which is unknown is thought to be wonderful, in questing the source of Pauls inspiration Flamby constantly found her thoughts to be focussed upon Jules Thessaly.

At this time she had won recognition from the artistic coterie, or mutual admiration society, which stands for English art, although her marked independence of intellect had held her to some extent aloof from their ever-changing cults. But she had met those painters, illustrators, sculptors, critics, dealers and art editors who mattered. Practically all of them seemed to know Thessaly; many regarded him as the most influential living patron of art; yet Flamby had never met Thessaly, had never even seen him. She had heard that he possessed a striking personality, she knew that he often lunched at Regalis and sometimes visited the Café Royal. People had said to her, There goes Jules Thessaly  and she had turned just too late, always too late. Orlando James had arranged for her to meet him at luncheon one day, and Thessaly had been summoned to Paris on urgent business. At first Flamby had thought little of the matter, but latterly she had thought much. To Don she had refrained from speaking of this, for it seemed to savour of that feminine jealousy which regards with suspicious disfavour any living creature, man, woman or dog, near to a beloved object. But she was convinced that Thessaly deliberately avoided her and she suspected that he influenced Paul unfavourably, although of this latter fact she had practically no evidence.

Similar doubts respecting the motive which might be attributed to her had prevented Flamby from telling Don why she wished to keep in touch with Orlando James. Pauls philosophy was a broad one, and imposed few trammels upon social intercourse between the sexes. He regarded early-Victorian prudery with frank horror, and counted the narrowness of middle-class suburban life as directly traceable to this tainted spring. Don had once declared a suburban Sunday to be hells delight. Rock of Ages, he said, (arrangement for piano) has more to answer for than the entire ritual of the Black Mass. Paul applauded breadth of outlook; nevertheless Flamby doubted if Paul would have approved certain clandestine visits to Jamess studio. It was Flambys discovery of the identity of the tall lady, closely veiled, whom she had seen one night descending from a cab and hurrying under the arch into the little courtyard of the faun, which first had awakened that indefinite fear whereof she had spoken to Don. On several successive evenings she had invented reasons for remaining late at Chauvins, and at last had been rewarded by seeing the veiled visitor admitted to Jamess studio. The light shining out upon her face had revealed the features of Yvonne Mario. Flamby had spied and had counted her espionage justified. Any other woman in like circumstances would have spied also, justified or otherwise. For women in some respects are wiser than men, and he who counts woman supine has viewed his world awry; but the true deeps of a womans soul may only be stirred by passion. Honour and those other temporal shadows at whose beck men lay down life leave women unstirred. What man of honour would tear open a letter addressed to another, though he suspected it to contain his death-warrant? What woman, in like case, would hesitate to steam it?


VI

High Mass in Westminster Cathedral was about to conclude. The air was heavy with incense, and the organ notes seemed to float upon it buoyantly, rebounding from marble wall and Byzantine pillar to remain indefinitely suspended ere sinking into silence. The voice of the officiating priest fascinated Paul Mario strangely. He found himself following the rhythm but not the meaning of the words. That solitary human voice was the complement of a theme whereof the incense and the monotonous music made up the other parts. Comprehension of words and syllables was unnecessary. Detached, no portion of the ritual had meaning; its portent lay in the whole. The atmosphere which it created was not that of the Mount, but was purely mediaeval, nor had the Roman fashion of the vast interior power to hold ones imagination enchained to the Cross of Calvary. The white robes of the altar servants, broidered vestments of the priests and pallid torches of a hundred candles belonged to the Rome of Caesar Borgia and not to the Rome of Caesar Nero. Into that singular building, impressive in its incompleteness, crept no echo of the catacombs, and the sighing of the reed notes was voluptuous as a lovers whisper, and as far removed from the murmurs of the Christian martyrs. Here were pomp and majesty with all their emotional appeal. Mystery alone was lacking. The robes of Cardinal Pescara lent a final touch of colour to the mediaeval opulence of the scene.

It was to hear the cardinal speak that Paul had come. The occasion was an impressive one, and the great church was sombre with mourning. Men of a famous Irish regiment occupied row after row of seats, and from the galleries above must have looked like a carpet of sand spread across the floor. The sermon had proved to be worthy of the master of rhetoric who had delivered it. The silvern voice of the Cardinal, from the pronouncement of his opening words to the close of his peroration when he stood with outstretched arms and eyes uplifted pitifully in illustration of the Agony of Golgotha, charmed his hearers as of old the lyre of Apollo had power to charm. His genius invested the consolation of the church with a new significance, exalting the majesty of bereavement to a higher sovereignty. His English was faultless, beautified by a soft Italian intonation, and his sense of the dramatic and of the value of sudden silences reminded Paul of Sir Henry Irving, whom he had seen once during his first term at Oxford and had never forgotten. Dramatically it was a flawless performance; intellectually it was masterful. That crucified pitiful figure stood majestic above a weeping multitude dominating them by the sheer genius of oratory. Chord after chord of his human instrument he had touched unerringly, now stirring the blood with exquisite phrases, now steeping the mind in magnetic silence. Paul recognised, and was awe-stricken, that this white-haired ascetic man wielded a power almost as great as his own.

When finally he passed out from the Cathedral, the impression of the Mass had lost much of its hold upon him, but the haunting cadences of that suave Italian voice followed him eerily. Near the open doors a priest, wearing cassock and biretta, stood narrowly scrutinising each face, and as Paul was about to pass he extended his hand, detaining him. Mr. Paul Mario? he said.

I am Paul Mario, yes.

His Eminence, Cardinal Pescara, begs the favour of a few moments conversation.

* * * * * *

Opening a private door the priest led Paul along a bare, tiled corridor. Paul followed his guide in silence, his brain busy with conjectures respecting how and by whom his presence in the Cathedral had been detected. His appearance was familiar to most people, he was aware, but he had entered unostentatiously among a group of black-clad women, and had thought himself unrecognised. In the mode of making his acquaintance adopted by the Cardinal he perceived the working of that subtle Italian intellect. The unexpected summons whilst yet his mind was under the influence of ceremonial, the direct appeal to the dramatic which never fails with one of artistic temperament; it was well conceived to enslave the imagination of the man who had written Francesca of the Lilies. He was conscious of nervousness, of an indefinable apprehension, and ere he had come to the end of the bare corridor, the poet, deserting the man, had posted halberdiers outside the door which the priest had unlocked and had set a guard over that which they were approaching. His guide became a cowled familiar of the Holy Office, and beyond the second door in an apartment black-draped and sepulchral and lighted by ghostly candles, inquisitors awaited him who, sweetly solicitous for his spiritual well-being, would watch men crush his limbs in iron boots, suspend him by his thumbs from a beam and tear out his tongue with white-hot pincers. Then if spark of life remained in his mutilated body, they would direct, amid murmured Aves, that his eyes be burned from their sockets in order that he might look upon heresy no more. His guide rapped upon the door, opened it and permitted Paul to enter the room, closing the door behind him. He found himself in a small square apartment panelled in dark wood. A long narrow oak table was set against the wall facing the entrance, and upon it were writing materials, a scarlet biretta and a large silver crucifix. On the point of rising from a high-backed chair before this table was a man wearing the red robe of a Cardinal. He turned to greet his visitor and Paul looked into the eyes of Giovanni Pescara. There was a clash definite as that of blade upon blade, then the Cardinal inclined his head with gentle dignity and extended a delicate white hand. A padded armchair stood beside the end of the table.

I am sincerely indebted to you, Mr. Mario, for granting me this unconventional interview. My invitation must have seemed brusque to the point of the uncouth, but chancing to learn of your presence I took advantage of an opportunity unlikely to repeat itself. I return to Rome to-night.

Your Eminences invitation was a command, replied Paul, and knew the words to be dictated by some former Mario, or by an earlier self in whose eyes a prince of the Church had ranked only second to the King. I am honoured in obeying it.

Giovanni Pescara, in spite of his frail physique, was a man of imposing presence, the aristocrat proclaiming himself in every gesture, in the poise of his noble head, with its crown of wavy silver hair, in the movements of his fine hands. He had the prominent nose and delicate slightly distended nostrils of his family, but all the subtlety of the man was veiled by his widely opened mild hazel eyes. Seen thus closely, his face, which because of a pure white complexion from a distance looked statuesquely smooth, proved to be covered with a network of tiny lines. It was a wonderful face, and his smile lent it absolute beauty.

I should have counted my brief visit incomplete, Mr. Mario, if I had not met you. Therefore I pray you hold me excused. In Italy, where your fame is at least as great as it is in England, we are proud to know you one of ourselves. Many generations have come and gone since Paolo Mario settled in the English county of Kent, but the olive of Italy proclaims itself in his descendant. No son of the North could have given to the world the beautiful Tarone called Francesca of the Lilies. The fire of the South is in her blood and her voice is the voice of our golden nights. I have read the story in English, and it is magnificent, but Italian is its perfect raiment.

It is delightful of you to say so, said Paul, subtly flattered by the knowledge of his ancestry exhibited by the Cardinal, but at the same time keenly on the alert. Giovanni Pescara did not study men at the prompting of mere curiosity.

It is delightful to have been afforded an opportunity to say so. Your love of Tuscany, which is natural, has sometimes led me to hope that one day you would consent to spend your winters or a part of them amongst us, Mr. Mario. No door in Italy would be closed to you.

You honour me very highly, and indeed I know something of your Italian hospitality, but there are so many points upon which I find myself at variance with the Church that I should hesitate to accept it under false pretences.

Cardinal Pescara gazed at him mildly. You find yourself at variance with the Church, Mr. Mario? Frankly, your words surprise me. In which of your works have you expressed these dissensions?

Notably in The Gates.

In that event I have misunderstood your purpose in writing that fine and unusual book. I do not recall that his Holiness has banned it.

Paul met the questioning glance of the hazel eyes and knew himself foiled. I must confess that I have not expressly inquired into that matter, he said; but it was only because I had taken inclusion in the Index for granted.

But why should you do so, Mr. Mario? Have you advocated the destruction of the Papal power?

Emphatically no. An organisation such as that of Rome and resting upon such authority is not lightly destroyed.

Have you denied the mission of the heir of St. Peter to preach the Word of the Messiah?

I have not.

Have you denied the divinity of Christ or the existence of Almighty God?

Certainly not.

Then why should you expect Rome to place its ban upon your book?

I have not questioned the authority of Rome, your Eminence, but I have questioned Romes employment of that authority.

As you are entitled to do being not a priest but a layman. We have many Orders within the Church, and upon minor doctrinal points they differ one from another, but their brotherhood is universal and his Holiness looks with equal favour upon them all. Amongst Catholic laymen we have kindly critics, but Rome is ever ready to reply to criticism and never disregards it. If you are conscious of imperfections in the administration of the Church, the Church would welcome your aid in removing them.

The facile skill with which the Cardinal had disarmed him excited Pauls admiration even whilst he found himself disadvantaged by it. My conception of the life of the spirit differs widely from that of Catholicism, he said, speaking slowly and deliberately. We stand upon opposite platforms, and our purposes are divided. I regard not one man in a million, however admirable his life, as fit for that perfect state called Heaven and not one in a hundred millions, however evil, as deserving of that utter damnation called Hell. I say that there are intermediate states innumerable. Is Rome open to consider such a claim?

To consider it, Mr. Mario? Rome has always taught it. Have we not a Purgatory?

For the justified, but what of the sinner?

Have we no prayers for the dead? You maintain that no man is fit for Heaven; so does Rome  that no soul is lost whilst one prayer is offered for its redemption. We agree with you. In The Gates you have done no more than to analyse the symbolism of Roman ritual, defining Purgatory as a series of earthly experiences and Heaven as their termination. Have you considered, Mr. Mario, that whatever a mans belief may be, he can do no more than to be true to himself?

And is Rome true to Rome, your Eminence? Before the horrors of war the spirit stands aghast, but are the horrors perpetrated by Prussia reconcilable with the teachings of St. Peter? For lesser crimes, thousands burned at the stake during the Pontificate of Innocent VIII; yet Rome to-day hears German prelates calling upon God to exalt the murderer, the ravisher, and is silent. If Rome is untrue to Rome the rock upon which the Church of St. Peter stands may yet be shattered.

Cardinal Pescara twisted the ring upon his finger, regarding Paul with a glance of almost pathetic entreaty. You hurt me, Mr. Mario, he said. I do not recall that you have levelled this charge against the Catholic Church in your book. But it seems to me to be rather a criticism of internal administration than of doctrine, after all. If no man be worthy of hell, why should his Holiness abandon sinful Germany? It is for him to decide, since all laws are locked within the bosom of the Pope.

I would unlock those laws, your Eminence, and set them up before the world in place of empty dogmas. I would have open sanctuaries and open minds. Humanity has outgrown its childhood and demands more reasonable fare than that which sufficed for its needs in the nursery.

That you honestly suppose this to be so I cannot question; but what you term open-mindedness  implying a state of receptivity  is in fact an utter rejection of all established spiritual truths. The open-minded and the atheistical draw dangerously closer day by day. The only thing of which they are sure is that they are sure of nothing and their credo is I do not believe. Broadly speaking, Mr. Mario, our differences may be said to revolve around one point. Of the construction which you place upon the Word of the Messiah I shall say nothing, but it is your projected second book in which, if I understand your purpose, you propose to lay bare the arcana of the initiates (the words are your own) which, if it ever be published, will indisputably occasion action by the Holy See. Let me endeavour to bring home to you the fact that I believe you are about to make a dreadful and irrevocable mistake.

The hazel eyes momentarily lost their softness and the Cardinals expression grew gravely imperious. Paul felt again the shock of this mans powerful will and braced himself for combat.

I shall always listen to your Eminence with respect.

Respect, Mr. Mario, is due to any man who is sincere in his efforts to promote the well-being of his fellows, even though his efforts be mistaken. In the symbolism of the Church and even in the form of the Papal crown you have recognised the outward form of an inner truth. You have applauded the ritual of the Mass and the traditions of the Catholic priesthood because they approach so nearly to that mystic ideal which gave potency to the great hierarchies of the past, notably to that of Ancient Egypt. I shall venture to ask you a question. Outside the sacred colleges of the Egyptian priesthood what was known in those days of the truth underlying the symbols, Isis, Osiris and Amen-Râ?

Nothing.

Then why did you admire a system diametrically opposed to that which you would set up?

Because it was ideally suited to the age of the Pharaohs. The world has advanced since those days but religion has tried to stand still.

The world has advanced, and in The Gates we hear the tap of the cripples crutch upon the pavements of our enlightened cities. The world has advanced, Mr. Mario, and is filled with sad-eyed mothers and with widows who have scarcely known wifehood. Where is your evidence that this generation is ready for the blinding light of truth? You believe that you have been given a mission. I do not question your good faith. You believe that throughout a series of earlier physical experiences you have been preparing for this mission. Granting for a moment that this is so, what proof can you offer of your having attained to that state of perfection which you, yourself, lay down as a sine quâ non of mastership? If it should be revealed to you that you have actually lived before, but as a man enthusiastic, ardent and blinded by those passions which are a wall between humanity and the angels, should you not take pause? You have granted the authority of Rome. Wherein does your own reside? Are you sure that for you the veil is wholly lifted? Are you sure that you have no false friends? Are you sure that you comprehend the meaning of your own tenet Perfect Love and Fulfilment? If you have any doubts upon these points, Mr. Mario, hold your hand. It can profit the world nothing to restir the witches cauldron. Love must always be the mainspring of life and honour its loftiest ideal. Teach men how to live and leave it to Death to reveal the hereafter. Not for the good of mankind do I tremble  God has the world in his charge  but for yourself. We all are granted glimpses of our imperfections, perhaps in the form of twinges of conscience, or dreams, or as you would say in the form of hazy memories inherited from earlier imperfect lives. If these gentle lessons fail, swift blows rain upon us. But we are never permitted to fall into error unchecked. Read well the tablet of your soul and read between the lines. Measure your strength and test your purity ere you dare to attempt to shatter at a blow the structure of the ages. When Lucifer fell from the Divine order, it was lust of knowledge that prompted him to set his own will in opposition to the Almighty. I speak in figures which you will understand. Lucifer became the great Self-Centre as opposed to the greater God-Centre. He is more active amongst us to-day than he has been for many ages. He has numerous servants and handmaidens. Are you sure, Mr. Mario, that you can recognise them when they pass you by? Remember that the Devil is a philosopher. If we may learn anything from the ancient creeds surely it is that the secret of governing humanity is never to tell humanity the truth.


VII

Some days later Flamby was taking tea by appointment in Orlando Jamess studio. Don had written from France urging her to divulge the nature of her misgivings respecting Paul and their connection with James, and Flamby, greatly daring, had determined to obtain confirmation of the doubts which troubled her. She wore the Liberty dress of grey velvet, and as she bent over an Arab coffee-table and her pretty hands busied themselves amid the old silver of the tea-service, Flamby made a delectable study which Orlando James who watched her found to be exceedingly tantalising. He flicked cigarette ash on to the floor and admired the creamy curve of Flambys neck as she lowered her head in the act of pouring out tea.

What a pretty neck you have, kid, he said in his drawling self-confident way.

Yes, replied Flamby, dropping pieces of sugar into the cups, it isnt so bad as necks go. But I should have liked it to be white instead of yellow.

It isnt yellow: its a delicious sort of old-ivory velvet which I am just itching to paint.

Then why dont you? inquired Flamby, composedly settling herself in a nest of cushions on the floor.

Because you will never pose for me.

You have never asked me.

Why I asked you only a few days ago to pose for my next big picture.

Flamby sipped hot tea and looked up at James scornfully. Do you think Im daft! she said. I am a painter not a model. If you want to paint my portrait I dont mind, but if youve got an idea in your head that I am ever likely to pose for the figure you can get it out as quick as lightning.

James lounged in a long rest-chair, watching her languidly. Youre a funny girl, he said. I thought I was paying you a compliment, but perhaps its a sore point. Wheres the flaw, kid?

The flaw?

Yes, what is it  knotty knees? It certainly isnt thick ankles.

Flamby had much ado to preserve composure; momentarily her thoughts became murderous. This was truly a sore point, but mentally comparing Orlando James with Sir Jacques she was compelled to admit that the bold roué was preferable to the masked satyr. She placed her tea cup on a corner of the Arab table and smoothed her skirt placidly.

Spotty skin, she replied. Havent you seen my picture in the newspapers advertising somebodys ointment?

James stared in the dull manner which characterised his reception of a joke. Is that funny, Flamby? he said, because I dont believe it is true.

Dont you? Well, it doesnt matter. Do you want any more tea?

He passed his cup, watching her constantly and wondering why since he had progressed thus far in her favour not all his well-tried devices could advance him a single pace further. He had learned during a long and varied experience that the chief difficulty in these little affairs was that of breaking down the barrier which ordinarily precludes discussion of such intimately personal matters. Once this was accomplished he had found his art to be a weapon against which womans vanity was impotent. Unfortunately for his chance of success, Sir Jacques had also been a graduate of this school of artistic libertinage.

There is something selfish about a girl who keeps her beauty all to herself when it might delight future generations, he said, taking the newly filled cup from Flamby. Besides, it really is a compliment, kid, to ask you to pose for a big thing like The Dreaming Keats. Its going to be my masterpiece.

Our next picture is always going to be our masterpiece, murmured Flamby wisely, taking an Egyptian cigarette from the Japanese cabinet on the table.

But I think I can claim to know what Im talking about, Flamby. It means that I regard you as one of the prettiest girls in London.

Your vanity is most soothing, said Flamby, curling herself up comfortably amid the poppy-hued cushions and trying to blow rings of smoke.

Where does the vanity come in?

In your delightful presumption. Do you honestly believe, Orlando, that any woman in London would turn amateur model if you asked her?

I dont say that any woman would do so, but almost any pretty woman would.

I dont believe it.

You know who my model was for Eunice, dont you?

I have heard that Lady Daphne Freyle posed for it and the hair is like hers certainly, but the face of the figure is turned away. Oh!  how funny.

What is funny?

It has just occurred to me that a number of your pictures are like that: the figure is either veiled or half looking away.

That is necessary when ones models are so well-known.

Flamby hugged her knees tightly and gazed at the speaker as if fascinated. She was endeavouring to readjust her perspective. Vanity in women assumed many strange shapes. There were those who bartered honour for the right to live and in order that they might escape starvation. These were pitiful. There were some who bought jewels at the price of shame, and others who sold body and soul for an hour in the limelight. These were unworthy of pity. But what of those who offered themselves, like ghawâzi in a Keneh bazaar, in return for the odious distinction of knowing their charms to be immortalised by the brush of Orlando James? These were beyond Flambys powers of comprehension.

But Lady Daphne is an exception. I am only surprised that she did not want a pose which rendered her immediately recognisable.

She did, drawled James, but I didnt.

Was she really an ideal model or did you induce her to pose just to please your colossal vanity?

My dear Flamby, it is next to impossible to find a flawless model among the professionals. Hammett or anybody will tell you the same. They lack that ideal delicacy, what Crozier calls the texture of nobility, which one finds in a woman of good family. Half the success of my big subjects has been due to my models. This will be recognised when the history of modern art comes to be written. I am held up at the moment, and that is the reason why I am anxious to start on Keats.

What is holding you up?

My model for The Circassian has jibbed. Otherwise it would be finished.

There are disadvantages attaching to your method after all?

Yes. I shall avoid married models in future. Husbands are so inartistic.

You dont want me to believe that some misguided married woman has been posing for The Circassian?

Why misguided? It will be a wonderful picture.

It is that Eastern thing is it not?  the marble pool and a half veiled figure lying beside it with one hand in the water?

Yes, but Ive had to shelve it. Did I show you that last sketch for the Keats picture?

You did, Orlando; but dismiss the idea that I am going to play Phryne to your Apelles. It wont come off. It may work successfully with daft society women who have got bored with pretending to be nurses and ambulance drivers but you really cannot expect Flamby Duveen to begin competing with the professional models. I could quote something from Ovid that would be quite to the point but you wouldnt understand and I should have to laugh all by myself.

You are a tantalising little devil, said James, his dull brain seeking vainly a clue to the cause of Flambys obduracy.

Flamby, meanwhile maturing her plan, made the next move. Is the Keats picture to be more important than The Circassian? she asked naively.

Of course, James replied, believing that at last a clue was his. I have told you that it will be my masterpiece. He had offered an identical assurance to many a hesitant amateur.

Is your model for The Circassian really very pretty?

She is; but of a more ordinary type than you, kid. You are simply a nymph in human shape. You will send the critics crazy.

He watched her with scarcely veiled eagerness, and Flamby, placing the end of her cigarette in a silver ash-tray, seemed to be thinking.

Is she  well-known?

James recognised familiar symptoms and his hopes leapt high. If I show you the canvas and you recognise the model will you promise not to tell anybody? I am painting it by a new process. I got the idea from Wiertz. The violet gauze of the veil is only indicated yet.

Flamby nodded, watching him wide-eyed. Her expression was inscrutable. He crossed the big studio and wheeled an easel out from the recess in which it had been concealed. The canvas was draped and having set it in a good light he turned, taking a step forward. No telling, he said.

No, replied Flamby, rising from her extemporised diwân.

James towered over her slight figure vastly. Give me a kiss and I will believe you, he said.

Flamby felt a tingling sensation and knew that a flush was rising from her neck to her brow, but with success in view she was loth to abandon her scheme. Show me first, she said.

Oh, no. Be a sport, kid. You might do me no end of harm if you blabbed. Give me a kiss and I shall know we are pals. He placed his hand on Flambys shoulder and she tried not to shrink. The rich colour fled from her cheeks and her oval face assumed that even, dusky hue which was a danger signal, but which Orlando James failed to recognise for one.

I dont want to kiss you; I want to see the picture.

And I dont want you to see the picture until you have kissed me, replied James, smiling confidently and clasping his arm around Flambys shoulders. Only one tiny kiss and I shall know I can trust you.

He drew her close, and Flamby experienced a thrill of terror because of the strength of his arm and her own helplessness. But she averted her face and thrust one hand against Jamess breast, fighting hard to retain composure. He bent over her and thereupon Flamby knew that the truce must end. Her heart began to throb wildly.

I wont kiss you! she cried. Let me go!

Orlando James looked into her face, now flushed again and found the lure of Flambys lips to be one beyond his powers of rejection. Dont get wild, kiddie, he said softly. You need not be cruel.

Let me go, repeated Flamby in a low voice.

He held her closer and his face almost touched hers. Whereupon the storm burst. Are you going to let me go? said Flamby breathlessly; and even as she spoke James sought to touch her lips. Flamby raised her open hand and struck him hard upon the cheek. Now will you let me go!

Orlando James laughed loudly. You lovely little devil, he cried. I shall kiss you a hundred times for that.

Backward swung Flambys foot and James received a shrewd kick upon his shin. But the little suede shoes which Flamby wore were incapable of inflicting such punishment as those heavy boots which once had wrought the discomfiture of Fawkes. James threw both arms around her and lifted her bodily, as one lifts a child, smiling into her face. She battled against him, hand and foot, but could strike with slight force because of her helpless position. He crushed her to him and kissed her on the lips. As he did so she remembered the form of her French shoes and raising her right foot she battered madly at his knee with the high wooden heel. One of the blows got home, and uttering a smothered curse James dropped her, but did not release her.

You low dirty swine! she cried at him.

He held her by her arms and now she suddenly twisted violently, writhed and wrenched herself free, leaving a velvet sleeve in Jamess grasp and leaping back from him, one creamy shoulder bared by the tattered gown and her wonderful hair loosened and foaming about her head to lend her the aspect of a beautiful Bisharîn girl, wild as the desert gazelle. James saw that she wore an antique gold locket upon a thin chain about her neck. He clutched at her, but she bounded back again, her eyes blazing dangerously and snatched up the Japanese cabinet. With all her strength she hurled it at his head.

Take that, she screamed, flushing scarlet blast you!

He ducked, inhaling sibilantly, but a corner of the little cabinet struck his forehead, and he stumbled, caught his foot against a cushion and fell across the table amid a litter of china and silver ware. He clutched at the draped picture, and canvas and easel fell crashing to the floor, revealing the nearly completed Circassian. Flamby sprang across the studio, wrenched open the door and ran out banging it behind her. As it closed she fell back against it, panting  and saw Paul Mario approaching from the direction of Chauvins.


VIII

In the glance which Paul gave Flamby there was something odic and strange. He experienced a consciousness of giving and a consciousness of loss. Flamby was aware of intense shame and mad joy. She threw her arm over her bare shoulder to hide it and shrank back against the door not daring to raise her eyes again. She was trembling violently. Beneath her downcast lashes she could see the door of Chauvins studio, and suddenly she determined to fly there for shelter, as had been her original intention. She started  but Paul held her fast. Flamby hid her face against his coat.

Flamby  who has done this? Pauls voice was very low and very steady.

Flamby swallowed emotionally, but already her quick wit was at work again and she realised that Paul must be prevented from entering Jamess studio, must be spared a sight of the picture which lay upon the floor. We were  just ragging, she said tremulously, and it got too rough. So I  ran out My dress is torn, you see. She did not look up. Pauls Harris tweed coat had a faint odour of peat and tobacco. She realised that she was clutching him for support.

He was carrying a light Burberry on his arm, and he held it open for her. Slip this on, Flamby, he said, in the same low, steady voice, and sit there on the ledge for a moment. He helped her to put on the coat, which enveloped her grotesquely, led her to the low parapet which surrounded the figure of the dancing faun and stepped toward the door of Jamess studio.

Flamby leapt up and clutched his arm with both hands. No, no! she cried. You must not go in there! Oh, please listen to me! I dont want you to go in.

Paul half turned, looking down at her. Dont excite yourself, Flamby. I shall not be a moment.

But she clutched him persistently until, looking swiftly up at him, she saw the pallor of his olive skin and the expression in his eyes. She allowed him to unlock her fingers from his arm and she dropped down weakly on to the narrow stone ledge as he crossed to the studio door. It was very still in the courtyard. Some sparrows were chirping up on a roof, but the sounds of the highroad were muted and dim. Paul grasped the brass handle and sought to turn it. As he did so Flamby realised that James had bolted the door. Paul stood for a moment looking at the massive oak and then turned away, rejoining Flamby. Come along to Chauvins, he said. I will get a cab for you.

The only occupant of Chauvins studio was a romantic-looking man wearing a very dirty smock, a man who looked like an illustration for La Vie de Bohème, so that a stranger must have mistaken him for a celebrated artist although he actually combined the duties of a concierge with those of a charwoman. He displayed no surprise when Flamby came in, wild-haired, arrayed in Pauls Burberry.

See if you can get a taxi, Martin, said Flamby, dropping into a huge Jacobean arm-chair over which a purple cloak was draped. A King Charles spaniel who had been asleep on a cushion awoke immediately and jumped on to her knees. Flamby caressed the little animal, looking down at his snub-nosed face intently. Paul walked up and down the studio. He began speaking in a low voice.

I had hoped, Flamby, that you had done as I once asked you to do and dropped  Orlando James.

I did, said Flamby quickly and continuing to caress the spaniel. I wrote to Don the very night you told me to.

And I am sure that Don agreed with me.

He did, yes. But  Don knows I still pretend to be friends with  James.

Paul stood still, facing her, but she did not look up. Don knows this?

Flamby nodded her head. She did not seem to care that her hair was in disorder. He knows that I hate James, though, she added.

I dont understand at all. Whatever can have induced you to trust yourself in that ruffians studio?

Ive been before. It was my fault. I made him think he was doing fine.

Doing fine?

He is so infernally conceited. I wanted to let him down. But he got desperate. He is not a man; hes a pig. But I threw a cabinet at him.

Did you hit him? asked Paul grimly.

Yes; but I wish it had been a brick.

So do I, replied Paul. I shall not ask you for particulars, Flamby, but I shall take certain steps which will make London too hot to hold Mr. Orlando James. His restrained passion was electric and it acted upon Flamby in a curious way and seemed to set her heart singing.

When Martin returned to report that a cab waited, Paul walked out under the arch to the street and having placed Flamby in the cab, he held her hand for a moment and their glances met. Dear little wild-haired Flamby, he said, and his voice had the same note of tenderness which she had heard in it once before and of which she had dreamed ever since. Take care of yourself, little girl. You belong to the clean hills and the sweet green woods which I almost wish you had never left.

* * * * * *

For long after the cab had passed around the corner Paul stood by the archway staring in that direction, but presently he aroused himself and returned to the courtyard. He tried the handle of Jamess door but learned that the bolt remained fastened, whereupon he determined to proceed to Thessalys flat.

A definite change had taken place in the relations existing between himself and Flamby. For all her wildness and her reckless behaviour, that day she had appealed to him as something fragrantly innocent and bewilderingly sweet. The memory of the Charleswood photographs had assumed a different form, too, and he suddenly perceived possibilities of an explanation which should exculpate the girl from a graver sin than that of bravado. He had seen something in her eyes which had rendered such an explanation necessary, had found there something stainless as the heart of a wild rose. Devil-may-care was in her blood and he doubted if she knew the meaning of fear, but for evil he now sought in vain and wondered greatly because he had so misjudged her. He experienced a passionate desire to protect her, to enfold her in careful guardianship. He knew that he had not wanted to leave her at the gate of the studios, but he had only recognised this to be the case at the very moment of parting. He had never entertained an interest quite identical in anyone and he sought to assure himself that it was thus that a father thought of his child. He wondered if it had been her hair or her lips which had maddened Orlando James; he wondered why she had been in the studio; and a cold hatred of James took up a permanent place in his heart.

In the narrow thoroughfare connecting Victoria Street with that in which Thessalys flat was situated were a number of curious shops devoted to the sale of church ornaments, altar candlesticks, lecterns, silk banners, cassocks and birettas, statuettes of the Virgin, crucifixes and rosaries. Paul stood before the window of one, reading the titles of the books which were also displayed there, Garden of the Soul, The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi. A phrase arose before him; he did not seem to hear it but to see it dancing in smoky characters which partially obscured a large ivory crucifix: To shatter at a blow the structure of the ages. He recalled that Cardinal Pescara had used those words. His mood was unrestful and his brain was haunted by unaccountable memories, so that when he found himself in the shadow of the lofty campanile of Westminster Cathedral his spirit became translated to an obscure lane in Cairo. Faint organ notes reached his ears.

Thessaly received him in a little room having a balcony which overhung the street. Delicate ivory plaques decorated the walls and the fanciful curtains of Indian muslin hung like smoke of incense in the still air. There were some extraordinary pastels by Degas forming a kind of frieze. The evening was warm and the campanile upstood against a sky blue as a sapphire dome. The Cairo illusion persisted.

Do you know, Thessaly, said Paul, to-night I cannot help thinking of a scene I once witnessed in El Wasr. I formed one of a party of three and we were wandering aimlessly through those indescribable lanes. Pipes wailed in the darkness to an accompaniment of throbbing  throbbing of the eternal darâbukeh which is like the pulsing of evil life through the arteries of the secret city. Harsh woman-voices cried out in the night and bizarre figures flitted like bats from the lighted dance halls into the shadows of nameless houses. We came to a long, narrow street entirely devoted to those dungeon-like chambers with barred windows whose occupants represent all the classified races of the East and all the unclassified sins of the Marquis de Sade. Another street crossed it at right angles and at the cross roads was a mosque. The minaret stood up blackly against the midnight sky and as we turned the corner we perceived what appeared to be another of the cages immediately facing the door of the mosque. Out of the turmoil of the one street we came into this other and leaving discord and evil behind us entered into silence and peace. We looked in at the barred window. Woman voices reached us faintly from the street we had left and the muted pulse of the darâbukeh pursued us. Upon a raised dais having candles set at his head and feet reposed a venerable sheikh, dead. His white beard flowed over his breast. He reclined in majestic sleep where the pipes were wailing the call of El Wasr, and the shadow of the minaret lay upon life and upon death. Is it not strange that this scene should recur to me to-night?

Strange and uncomplimentary, replied Thessaly. Whilst I have no objection to your finding an analogy between my perfectly respectable neighbours and the women of the Wasr, the rôle of a defunct and saintly Arab does not appeal to me. Some reflection of the setting sun touched him where he stood and bathed him as in fire. The small tight curls of hair and beard became each a tongue of flame and his eyes glittered like molten gold. Pardon my apparent rudeness, but I dont think you are listening.

I am not, murmured Paul. Your words reach me from a great distance. My spirit is uneasy to-night, and whilst myself I remain in your ivory room and hear you speak another self stands in a vast temple of black gleaming granite before the shrine of a golden bull.

You are possibly thinking of Apis. From Cairo you have proceeded to Sakkâra. Or are the gaudy hue of my hair and the yeoman proportions of my shape responsible for the idea?

I cannot say, nor was I actually thinking of the Serapeum.

You are not yourself. You have been studying the war news or else you have passed a piebald horse without spitting twice and crossing your fingers.

Paul laughed, but not in the frank boyish way that was so good to hear. I am not myself, Thessaly, or if I am I do not recognise myself.

You have committed some indiscretion such as presenting your siren-haired protégée, Flamby Duveen, to your wife.

I have not, said Paul sharply.

I am glad. He who presents one pretty woman to another makes two lifelong enemies.

I did not know that you had met Flamby.

She has been described to me and she sounds dangerous. I distrust curly-haired girls. They are full of electricity, and electricity is a force of which we know so little. Does the idea of a cocktail appeal to you? I have a man who has invented a new cocktail which he calls Fra Diavolo. Viewed through the eyes of Fra Diavolo you will find the world a more cheery globe.

Thanks, no. But I will smoke. From his coat pocket Paul took out a briar pipe and the well-worn pouch. In a month, Thessaly, The Key will be in the printers hands. I found myself thinking of Pandora this morning. There are few really virtuous women and truth is a draught almost as heady I should imagine as Fra Diavolo.

My dear Mario, you must admit that virtue is the least picturesque of the vices. When aggressive it becomes a positive disfigurement. The on guard position, though useful in bayonet-fighting, leaves the æsthete cold. You would not have us treat our women as the Moslems do?

Women can rarely distinguish the boundary between freedom and license. Honestly I should like to revise the position of woman in Europe and America before I entrusted The Key to her keeping. Unmarried, she has quite enough freedom, married she has too much.

Therefore she conceals her age and dyes her hair.

Showing that she is not invulnerable to flattery.

No woman is, and flattery may be likened to the artillery preparation which precedes a serious advance. But, my dear Mario, to deprive a woman of admiration is to deprive a fish of water. In London when a woman ceases to interest other men she ceases to interest her husband, unless he is not as other men. In Stambûl on the contrary the odalisque who bathes in rival glances finally bathes in the Bosphorus with her charming head in a sack. Fortunately we are at war with Turkey.

Have you considered, Thessaly, what appalling sins must have been committed by the present generation of women in some past phase of existence?

There are instances in which the sins belong to the present phase. But I agree with you that the women are suffering more than the men. Therefore their past errors must have been greater. They are being taught the value of love, Mario. In their next incarnation they will remember. They will be reborn beneath a new star  your star. Something perturbs you. You are harassed by doubts and hunted by misgivings. I have secured permission to toil up hundreds of stairs in order that I may emulate the priests of Bel and look out upon the roofs of Babylon. This spectacle will cheer you. Join me, my friend, and I will show you the heart of the world.


IX

Look, said Jules Thessaly, below you stretches the Capital of the greatest empire man has ever known.

They stood in the topmost gallery of the campanile looking down upon a miniature London. The viridescent ribbon of the Thames bound bridge to bridge running thematically through a symphony of grey and green and gold. A consciousness of power leapt high within Paul. Only the sun was above him, the sun and the suave immensity of space. How insignificant an episode was a human life, how futile and inept; a tiny note in a monstrous score. Below in the teeming streets moved a million such points, each one but a single note in this vast orchestration, a bird note, faint, inaudible mid the music of the spheres. Yet each to each was the centre of the Universe; all symbolised the triumph to the false Self-centre as opposed to the true God-centre. Men lived for the day because they doubted the morrow. Palaces and hovels, churches and theatres, all were products of this feverish striving of the ants to plumb the well of truth and scale the mountain of wisdom; to drain at a draught the gourd of life which the gods had filled in the worlds morning. Thessaly began to speak again, standing at Pauls elbow, and his deep rich voice carried power and authority.

Look at London and you look at an epitome of humanity. The best that man can do, and the worst, lie there beneath you. In that squat, grey, irregular mound which from earth level we recognise to be the Houses of Parliament, men are making laws. The laws which they are making are the laws of necessity  the necessity of slaying Prussians. Many of the larger buildings in the neighbourhood are occupied by temporary civil servants engaged in promulgating those laws. Thus by the passing of an Act having twenty clauses, twenty thousand clerks are created and five more hotels sequestered for their accommodation. No laws which do not bear directly or indirectly upon the slaying of Prussians have been made in recent years. This is sometimes called government, but used to be known as self-preservation when men dressed in yellow ochre and carried stone clubs.

Eastward over the Thames hangs a pall of smoke. It is the smoke of Silvertown. Left, right, and all about are other palls. They are created by the furnaces of works which once were making useful things and beautiful things; paints and enamels and varnishes, pottery and metal ware, toys for sport and instruments of science. To-day they make instruments of death; high explosives to shatter flesh and bone to pulp and powder, deadly gases to sear mens eyes, to choke out human life. It is called work of national importance, but Christ would have wept to see it. Squatting in Whitehall  look, the setting sun strikes venomous sparks from its windows  is the War Office. Ponder well the name of this imposing pile  the War Office. Nearly two thousand years have elapsed since the last of the Initiates delivered His Sermon on the Mount. See! the city bristles with the spires of His churches; they are as thorns upon a briar-bush. Look north, the spire of a church terminates the prospect; south, it is the same; east and west  spires, spires, spires. And squatting grimly amid a thousand shrines of Jesus Christ is the War Office  the War Office, my friend. Watch how the spears of light strike redly into that canopy of foulness hanging above Kynochs Works. A Ministry of Munitions controls all that poisonous activity. Mario, it is the second Crucifixion. The Jews crucified the Body; all the world has conspired to crucify the Spirit.

The Word has failed. There lies the reading of your day dream, Mario, your dream of the Sheikh of El Wasr. Look how the shadow of the campanile creeps out beneath us, over church and War-Office-Annexe, over life and over death. Religion is a corpse and the world is its morgue. But out of corruption comes forth sweetness. No creature known to man possesses more intense vitality than the dermestes beetle which propagates in the skull of a mummy. From the ashes of the Cross you arise. Christ is dead; long live Christianity. Behold the world at your feet. Courage, my friend, open the Gates and lead mankind into the garden of the gods.


X

That Paul had established a platform strong enough to support the tower of a new gospel became evident. His second book of Revelations, The Key, was awaited eagerly by the whole of the civilised world. In determined opposition to the wishes of Bassett, unmoved by an offer from an American newspaper which would have created a record serial price, Paul had declined to print any part of The Key in a periodical. With the publication of The Gates, which but heralded a wider intent, he had become the central figure of the world. Politically he was regarded as a revolutionary so dangerous that he merited the highest respect, and the tactful attitude of the Roman Church was adopted by those temporal rulers who recognised in Paul Mario one who had almost grasped a power above the power of kings.

In Galileos days, said Thessaly on one occasion, a man who proclaimed unpalatable truths was loaded with chains and hurled into a dungeon. Nowadays we load him with honours and raise him to the peerage, an even more effectual method of gagging him. Try to avoid the House of Peers, Mario. Your presence would disturb the orthodox slumbers of the bishops.

On the eve of the opening of the German offensive Paul received a long letter from Don which disturbed him very much. It was the outcome of Dons last interview with Flamby and represented the result of long deliberation. I have had a sort of brain-wave, wrote Don in his whimsical fashion, or rush of intellect to the brow. I suppose you recognise that you are now the outstanding figure of the War and consequently of the world? Such a figure always arises out of a great upheaval, as history shows. His presence is necessary to the readjustment of shattered things, I suppose  and he duly arrives. I take you to stand, Paul, for spiritual survival. You are the chosen retort of the White to the challenge of the Black, but I wonder if you have perceived the real inwardness of your own explanation of the War?

You show it to be an upcrop of that primitive Evil which legend has embodied in the person of Lucifer. Has it occurred to you that the insidious process of corruption which you have followed step by step through the art, the music, the literature, the religion and the sociology of Germany may have been directed by someone? If you are the mouthpiece of the White, who is the mouthpiece of the Black? It is difficult to visualise such a personality, of course. We cannot imagine Pythagoras in his bath or even Shakespeare having his hair cut, and if Whats-his-name revisited earth to-morrow I dont suppose anybody would know him. I often find it hard to realise that you, the old Paul with the foul briar pipe and the threadbare Norfolk, really wrote The Gates, not to mention Francesca. But you did, and I have been wondering if the Other Fellow  the Field-Marshal of the Powers of Darkness  is equally disappointing to look at  I mean, without halos, or, in his case, blue fire. In short, I have been wondering if, meeting him, one would recognise him? I have tried to imagine a sort of sinister Whisperer standing at the elbows of Germanys philosophers, scientists, artists and men of letters; one who was paving the way for a war that should lay religion in ashes. And now, Paul, forgive me if I seem to rave, but conditions here are not conducive to the production of really good literature  I wonder if you will divine where this line of reflection led me? The Whisperer, upon the ruins of the old creeds, would try to uprear a new creed  his own. You would be his obstacle. Would he attack you openly, or would he remain  the Whisperer? To adopt the delightful mediaeval language of the Salvation Army, watch for the Devil at your elbow.... I wish I could get home, if only for a day, not because I funk the crash which is coming at any moment now but because I should like to see The Key before, it goes to press....

Paul read this strange letter many times. The Whisperer ... would try to uprear a new creed  his own. Paul glanced at a bulky typescript which lay upon the table near his hand. The Key was complete and he had intended to deliver it in person to Bassett later the same morning. Strange doubts and wild surmises began to beat upon his brain and he shrank within himself, contemplative and somewhat fearful. A consciousness of great age crept over him like a shadow. He seemed to have known all things and to have wearied of all things, to have experienced everything and to have found everything to be nothing. Long, long ago he had striven as he was striving now to plant an orchard in the desert of life that men might find rest and refreshment on their journey through pathless time. Long, long ago he had doubted and feared  and failed. In some dim grove of the past he had revealed the secret of eternal rebirth to white-robed philosophers; in some vague sorrow that reached out of the ages and touched his heart he seemed to recognise that death had been his reward, and that he had welcomed death as a friend.

So completely did this mood absorb him that he started nervously to find Jules Thessaly standing beside his chair. Thessaly had walked in from the garden and he carried a flat-crowned black felt hat in his hand.

If I have intruded upon a rich vein of reflection forgive me.

Paul turned and looked at the strong massive figure outlined against the bright panel of the open window. The influence of that mood of age lingered; he felt lonely and apprehensive. He noticed a number of empty flower vases about the room. Yvonne used to keep them always freshly filled. He wondered when she had ceased to do so and why. You have rescued me from a mood that was almost suicidal, Thessaly. A horrible recognition of the futility of striving oppresses me this morning. I seem to be awaiting a blow which I know myself powerless to avert. If we were at your place I should prescribe a double Fra Diavolo but, failing this, I think something with a fizz in it must suffice. Will you give the treatment a trial?

With pleasure. Let it be a stirrup-cup, or, as our northern friends have it, a doch-an-dorroch.

Paul stood up and stared at Thessaly. Do I understand you to mean that you are about to set out upon a journey?

I am, Mario. Like Eugene Sues tedious Jew, I am cursed with a lack of repose. I sail for New York to-morrow or the following day.

Shall you be long absent?

I cannot say with any certainty. There seems to be nothing further for me to do in England at present. I feel that England has ceased to be the pivot of the world. I am turning my attention to America, not without sparing a side glance for the island kingdom of the Mikado. You know how unobtrusive I am, Mario; I am taking no letter of introduction to President Wilson, nor if I visit Japan shall I trouble official Tokio. Mine is a lazy life, but not an idle one. I am an enthusiastic onlooker.

Paul gazed at him reproachfully. You never even warned me of your projected journey, Thessaly. Do you leave all your friends with equally slight regret?

Thessaly gazed into the peculiar hat, and something in the pose of his head transported Paul to the hills above Lower Charleswood, where, backed by the curtain of a moving storm, he seemed to see Babylon Hall framed in a rainbow which linked the crescent of the hills. You misjudge me, replied Thessaly. What I have said is true, but I go in response to a sudden and unforeseen summons. Death and a frail woman have tricked me, and at one stroke have undone all that I had done. I am compelled to go.

Paul detected in the deep voice a note of pathos, of defeat. I am sorry, he said simply. I value your friendship.

Friendship, Mario, is heavens choicest gift. The love of woman is sometimes wonderful, but it always rests upon a physical basis. The love of a friend is the loftiest sentiment of which man is capable. Its only parallel is the unselfish devotion of a dog to his master.

A servant came in with the refreshments which Paul had ordered. Directly she had departed Thessaly began speaking again. I have lived in Germany, Mario, and in my younger student days  for I am perhaps an older man than you imagine me to be  I have met those philosophers, or some of them, to whom Germany owes a debt of hatred which cannot be repaid even unto the third and fourth generation. I have lived in France, and in many a sunset I have seen the blood that would drench her fairest pastures. I have watched the coming of the storm, and I saw it break upon the rocks of these inviolable islands. I thought that I knew its portent; I thought that I had discerned the inner meaning of the Day. Mario, I was wrong. Humanity has proved too obstinate.

He spoke with a suppressed vehemence that was startling. The point of this escapes me, said Paul, watching him. For what or for whom has humanity proved too obstinate?

For us, Mario  for us. There is many an ancient knot to be untied before man can be free to think unfettered. The myth, Imperialism, alone is an iron barrier to universal brotherhood. Not even in the spectacle of the Germanic peoples pouring out their blood in pursuit of that shadow has the rest of the world perceived a lesson. A colony is like a married son with whose domestic arrangements his father persists in interfering. The jewels in an imperial crown mean nothing even to the wearer of that crown, except additional headache. But attack the blood-stained legend of Imperialism and you attack Patriotism, its ferocious parent. Humanity has grown larger since the wolf suckled Romulus, but no wiser, and strong wine is not for weak intellects.

He laid his hand upon the typed pages of The Key. Is our friendship staunch enough to sustain the shock of real candour, Mario?

Paul was deeply and unaccountably moved by something in Thessalys manner. I trust so, he replied.

Then  forgive me  burn The Key. It is not yet too late.

Thessaly! You offer me this counsel! Do you realise what it means to me?

Some day, Mario, you may comprehend all that it meant to me.

Paul stared at him truly dumfounded. What can have happened thus suddenly to divert the current of your life and the tenor of your philosophy?

The inevitable, against which we fight in vain.

And your advice  that I burn The Key  is given sincerely?

It is.

I cannot realise that you mean it, Thessaly. I cannot realise that you are going.

I am sorry, Mario. In these troublous days a cloud of misgiving hangs over every parting, since au revoir may mean good-bye. But I must go, following the precept of that wise man who said, Live unobserved, and if that cannot be, slip unobserved from life.

* * * * * *

An hour later Paul was about to leave the house when a telegram was brought to him. He experienced great difficulty in grasping its purport. He could not make out from whom it came, and it seemed at first to be without meaning....

Regret to inform you Captain Donald H. Courtier,  Coy., Irish
Guards, killed in action....


XI

On the following day a phenomenal storm burst upon London out of a blue sky. Tropical rain beat down into the heated streets and thunder roared in Titan anger. Paul came out of the War Office and stood on the steps for some moments watching a rivulet surging along the edge of the pavement.... I am sorry, Mario, but it was mercifully swift, and his end was glorious. Ireland has disappointed some of us, but fellows like Courtier and those who went with him make one think....

Paul walked out into the lashing rain, going in the direction of Charing Cross. He was thinking of another storm which had struck swiftly out of a fair sky, of the aisles of the hills, and of one that he had met there. To-day Jules Thessaly was leaving England. Don was dead. Some who knew Paul and who saw him driving on through the downpour as if fury-ridden or sped by some great urgency, wondered and later remembered. But to him London was empty, and heedless of the curiosity of men and the tumult of the elements he pressed on. Nothing penetrated to his consciousness save the eternal repetition of his own name and the name of his book. Evidences of his influence seemed to leer at him from window and hoarding. A performance of the French symphony, Dawn, was advertised to take place at the Queens Hall, and he found one bill announcing an exhibition of pictures by an ultra-modern Belgian  pictures which their painter declared to be illustrations of The Gates. And in his pocket were the papers deposited with Nevin to be given to Paul only in the event of Dons death. Paul had read them, and whilst he longed with a passionate longing to go to Flamby, he knew that to-day he dared not trust himself within sight of the clear grey eyes, of the alluring lips, within touch of the red-brown hair. But he recognised that he must go ultimately, and so he drove on through the storm and right and left of him were traces of his mark upon the world.

* * * * * *

Tropical heat prevailed throughout the following day and Paul spent the morning pacing up and down his study. Yvonne was in Brighton. Paul long since had realised that the sympathy between them was imperfect, but always he had counted upon re-establishing the old complete comradeship when his great task should be at last concluded. This morning he had learned the truth, that Yvonne was with Orlando James, but his brain was still too numb fully to appreciate it. Towards noon he sat down at his writing-table and began to read with close attention the typed pages of The Key. Bassett was becoming anxious and had rung up more than once during the morning. Arrangements had been made to publish simultaneously in the principal capitals of the world, and the publishers had been busy for several months accumulating paper to meet the unparalleled demand for this vast first edition.... Eustace knocked three times at the study door to announce that luncheon was served, but Paul continued his reading. During the afternoon he caused a fire to be lighted in the study grate.

It was late evening before he left the house, and he set out with no conscious objective in view, yet subconsciously he was already come to his journeys end. His ideas were chaotic, and he seemed to be spiritually adrift. That his book was indeed the Key he was unable to doubt. He had truly grasped the stupendous truth underlying that manifestation called life, but seeking to discern retrospectively the path whereby he had pierced to the heart of the labyrinth he found confusion and stood dismayed before the dazzling jewel which he had unearthed. The past intruded subtly upon him, and he was all but swept away by sorrowful memories of Don. He saw him coming along the Pilgrims Way and heard his cheery greeting as he stepped upon the terrace of Hatton Towers.

Where that nights wandering led him he knew not, but there were those who saw him passing along Limehouse Causeway as if in quest of the Chinese den where once he and Thessaly had watched men smoke opium, and others who spoke to him, but without receiving acknowledgment, in the neighbourhood of Westminster Cathedral. He appeared, too, at the Café Royal, standing just within the doorway and looking from table to table as one who seeks a friend, but went out again without addressing a word to anyone. At a late hour he saw a light shining from a casement window and mechanically he pressed the knob of a bell above which appeared the number 23. Flamby opened the door and Paul stood looking at her in the dusk.


XII

Oh, said Flamby, I had given you up.

She wore a blue and white kimono and had little embroidered Oriental slippers on her feet. Under the light of the silk-shaded lamp her hair gleamed wonderfully. She had matured since that day in Bluebell Hollow, when Paul and Don had first seen her. The world had not hardened her and the curves of her face were almost childlike, yet there was something gone from her eyes and something new come to replace it. Resourcefulness was there, but no hint of boldness and her moods of timidity were exquisite. Now, having naively confessed her dreams, her sudden confusion was lovable.

I scarcely know, declared Paul. I scarcely know why I have come at such an hour. It is not fair to you, and it is not practising what I preach.

Please come in. You are welcome at any time, and as nobody will see you there can be no harm done.

Paul entered and stood looking vaguely at the parcel which he carried. It contained the manuscript of The Key. Thus reminded of its presence he found himself wondering why since he had forgotten that he carried it, he had not absently left it behind somewhere during his aimless wanderings. He laid it with his hat on the open bureau. The little apartment had assumed very marked individuality. Many delightful sketches and water-colour drawings ornamented the walls and a delicate pastel study of Dovelands Cottage hung above the famous clock on the mantelpiece. Paul crossed and examined this picture closely.

Who is living in Dovelands Cottage now, Flamby? he asked. I believe Nevin told me that it had been sold.

Flamby turned aside to take up a box of cigarettes.

Don bought it, she said slowly. I dont know why he didnt want you to know, but he asked me not to tell you.

Paul continued to stare at the picture, until Flamby spoke again. Will you have a cigarette? she asked, her voice low and monotonous.

No, thank you very much.

I can make coffee in a minute.

Please dont think of it.

Through the little mirror immediately below the pastel Flamby studied Paul covertly. He had aged; all the beauty of his face resided now in his eyes. Two years had changed him from a young and handsome man to one whose youth is left behind, and who from the height of lifes pilgrimage looks down sadly but unfalteringly into a valley of shadows. He turned to her.

Mrs. Chumley?

I was with her this morning. She is staying for a while at the cottage. I think she is nearly broken-hearted. From the time that his mother died, when Don was very little, Mrs. Chumley looked after him until he went away to school. You know, dont you? But she is so brave. I wish, said Flamby, her voice sunken almost to a whisper, I wish I could be as brave ... She sat down on the settee, biting her lower lip and striving hard to retain composure.

You are very brave indeed, and very loyal, answered Paul, but he did not approach her where she sat. You have taught me that there are women as far above pettiness and spitefulness as every man should be, but as every man is not.

I wasnt like it before I knew Mrs. Chumley and  Don.

You were always true to yourself, and there is no higher creed. Flamby, I have received some papers which Don left with Nevin to be delivered to me. You thought me so mean and lowly, so ignorant and so vainglorious that I could judge a girl worthy of Dons love to be unworthy of my friendship. You were right. No! please dont speak  yet You were right, but you suffered in silence, and you did not hate me. I dont ask you to forgive me, I only thank you very, very sincerely.

Flamby held a handkerchief tightly between her teeth, and stared fixedly at a photograph of one of her propaganda pictures which hung on the wall to the right of the bedroom door.

There on your bureau, continued Paul, lies my second book. It contains the key to mysteries which have baffled men since the world began. I do not say it with vanity; vanity is dead within me. I say it with fear, for I did not unravel those mysteries; I did not write that book.

Oh, whispered Flamby.

Yes  again you saw clearly, little wonder-girl. Don has told me how you traced the black thread running through the woof of The Gates, and that black thread was truth. It is truth that slays and truth that damns. Not for a million ages can men be sufficiently advanced to know and to live. Hypocrisy triumphs; for the few is the fruit of knowledge  for the multitude, the husk. I have seen the Light of the World, but I stand in the shadow. Yet from the bottom of my heart I thank God that at the price of happiness I have bought escape from a sin more deadly than that which any man has committed. Only by renouncing the world may we win the world. This is the lesson of Golgotha. Behind the curtain of the War move forces of incalculable evil which first found expression in Germany to-day as they found expression there in the Middle Ages. It was in a Rhine monastery that the first Black Mass was sung. It was in a Rhine town that Lucifer opened his new campaign against mankind; it was in German soil that he planted his seed. Flamby, I tell you that the Hohenzollerns are a haunted race, ruling a haunted land, doomed and cursed. About them are obscene spirits wearing the semblance of men  of men gross and heavy, and leaden-eyed; and upon each brow is the mark of the Bull, the sigil of Hell.

Flamby watched him, listening spellbound to his strange words. He was inspired; anger and sorrow drove him remorselessly on and a chill finger seemed to touch Flambys heart as she listened; for resignation and finality informed his speech.

Each human soul must fight its way out of the night of the valley, Flamby, before it can pass the gates of dawn. Each error is a step in the path and there are steps right to the top. To me it was given to see but not to understand until this very hour. What I have done it was ordained that I should do; what I was about to do God forbade. He paused, glancing at Flamby and quickly away again. Dons letter has opened my eyes, which were blinded. I shall not ask you for what purpose you risked so much to visit the studio of Orlando James. I know. Your fire is laid, Flamby; may I light it?

Of course, if you wish.

Paul stooped and held a match to the paper, watching the tongues of flame licking the dry wood; and ere long a small fire was crackling in the grate. He turned to Flamby, pointing to the parcel which lay upon the bureau. The purpose with which I set out recurs to me, he said. I have destroyed all the typed copies and every note. It is my wish that you shall destroy the manuscript.

Of The Key? she whispered.

Please.

But  are you sure?

Quite sure.

Flamby met his set gaze and unwrapping the manuscript she approached the fire. Paul stood aside, resting his elbow upon a corner of the mantelshelf. Flambys hands were very unsteady.

Tear out the pages, said Paul, and throw them loosely on the flames. They will burn more readily.

Flamby obeyed him, and page by page began to destroy the book containing truths which were known in the sanctuaries of Memphis but which the world was yet too young to understand. Excepting the voice of the flames there was no sound in the room until Flamby had laid the last page upon the pyre, when she sank upon her knees and hid her face in her hands. Her hair rippled down and veiled her redly.

Paul watched her for a while and then, irresistibly, inevitably, he was drawn down beside her; his arm crept around the bowed shoulders and he pressed his cheek against fragrant curls. Flamby, he said, dear little wild-haired Flamby. The sorrow of the world has claimed us both. Let us both be brave  and true. And although he would have bartered many things once accounted of price for the right to crush her in his arms he rose to his feet again and moved away to the corner of the mantelshelf, for the nearness and the touch of her intoxicated him. Flamby did not stir. The mound of ashes settled lower in the grate. Paul took up his hat and walked to the door.

Good night, Flamby, he said. Wait for me. I shall be waiting for you.

The door closed and Flamby heard footsteps retreating along the gallery. As the sound became inaudible, a maroon burst dully at no great distance away. Flamby leapt to her feet. Her eyes were wild as she stood there, hands clenched tightly, and listened. A second maroon gave warning of the approaching air raiders. Flamby ran to the door, threw it open and sprang out into the brilliant moonlight as police whistles began to skirl in the distance. The slender chain about her neck parted unaccountably and unperceived by Flamby her locket fell at her feet.

Paul! she cried. Paul! come back  come back!

But only an echo which dwelt in the arch of the entrance answered her, saying sadly: Paul ... Paul ...

* * * * * *

Heedless of those who urged him to take cover, of the flat shrieking of whistles and later of the roar of the barrage, Paul walked on under the stars of a perfect night and above him droned the Gotha engines. He prayed silently.

Master of Destiny, all-Merciful God, suffer me to die that I may be reborn a wiser and a better man. Of Thine infinite mercy guide the steps of Yvonne who was my wife. Grant her the happiness for which she sought and which I denied her. To those who wait give faith and fortitude: to me, O God, give death. Amen.

A bomb fell shrieking through the air and burst with a rumbling monstrous peal, digging a pit, a smoking grave, on the spot where Paul had stood. His body was scattered like flock by the wind; his spirit was drawn into the ceaseless Loom.

OM MANI PADME HUM.
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CHAPTER I

THE PHANTOM SCIMITAR

I was not the only passenger aboard the S.S. Mandalay who perceived the disturbance and wondered what it might portend and from whence proceed. A goodly number of passengers were joining the ship at Port Said. I was lounging against the rail, pipe in mouth, lazily wondering, with a large vagueness.

What a heterogeneous rabble it was!  a brightly coloured rabble, but the colours all were dirty, like the town and the canal. Only the sky was clean; the sky and the hard, merciless sunlight which spared nothing of the uncleanness, and defied one even to think of the term dear to tourists, picturesque. I was in that kind of mood. All the natives appeared to be pockmarked; all the Europeans greasy with perspiration.

But what was the stir about?

I turned to the dark, bespectacled young man who leaned upon the rail beside me. From the first I had taken to Mr. Ahmad Ahmadeen.

There is some kind of undercurrent of excitement among the natives, I said, a sort of subdued Greek chorus is audible. Whats it all about?

Mr. Ahmadeen smiled. After a gaunt fashion, he was a handsome man and had a pleasant smile.

Probably, he replied, some local celebrity is joining the ship.

I stared at him curiously.

Any idea who he is? (The soul of the copyhunter is a restless soul.)

A group of men dressed in semi-European fashion  that is, in European fashion save for their turbans, which were green  passed close to us along the deck.

Ahmadeen appeared not to have heard the question.

The disturbance, which could only be defined as a subdued uproar, but could be traced to no particular individual or group, grew momentarily louder  and died away. It was only when it had completely ceased that one realized how pronounced it had been  how altogether peculiar, secret; like that incomprehensible murmuring in a bazaar when, unknown to the insular visitor, a reputed saint is present.

Then it happened; the inexplicable incident which, though I knew it not, heralded the coming of strange things, and the dawn of a new power; which should set up its secret standards in England, which should flood Europe and the civilized world with wonder.

A shrill scream marked the overture  a scream of fear and of pain, which dropped to a groan, and moaned out into the silence of which it was the cause.

My God! whats that?

I started forward. There was a general crowding rush, and a darkly tanned and bearded man came on board, carrying a brown leather case. Behind him surged those who bore the victim.

Its one of the lascars!

No  an Egyptian!

It was a porter  ?

What is it  ?

Someone been stabbed!

Wheres the doctor?

Stand away there, if you please!

That was a ships officer; and the voice of authority served to quell the disturbance. Through a lane walled with craning heads they bore the insensible man. Ahmadeen was at my elbow.

A Copt, he said softly. Poor devil! I turned to him. There was a queer expression on his lean, clean-shaven, bronze face.

Good God! I said. His hand has been cut off!

That was the fact of the matter. And no one knew who was responsible for the atrocity. And no one knew what had become of the severed hand! I wasted not a moment in linking up the story. The pressman within me acted automatically.

The gentleman just come aboard, sir, said a steward, is Professor Deeping. The poor beggar who was assaulted was carrying some of the Professors baggage. The whole incident struck me as most odd. There was an idea lurking in my mind that something else  something more  lay behind all this. With impatience I awaited the time when the injured man, having received medical attention, was conveyed ashore, and Professor Deeping reappeared. To the celebrated traveller and Oriental scholar I introduced myself.

He was singularly reticent.

I was unable to see what took place, Mr. Cavanagh, he said. The poor fellow was behind me, for I had stepped from the boat ahead of him. I had just taken a bag from his hand, but he was carrying another, heavier one. It is a clean cut, like that of a scimitar. I have seen very similar wounds in the cases of men who have suffered the old Moslem penalty for theft.

Nothing further had come to light when the Mandalay left, but I found new matter for curiosity in the behaviour of the Moslem party who had come on board at Port Said.

In conversation with Mr. Bell, the chief officer, I learned that the supposed leader of the party was one, Mr. Azraeel. Obviously, said Bell, not his real name or not all it. I dont suppose theyll show themselves on deck; theyve got their own servants with them, and seem to be people of consequence.

This conversation was interrupted, but I found my unseen fellow voyagers peculiarly interesting and pursued inquiries in other directions. I saw members of the distinguished travellers retinue going about their duties, but never obtained a glimpse of Mr. Azraeel nor of any of his green-turbaned companions.

Who is Mr. Azraeel? I asked Ahmadeen.

I cannot say, replied the Egyptian, and abruptly changed the subject.

Some curious aroma of mystery floated about the ship. Ahmadeen conveyed to me the idea that he was concealing something. Then, one night, Mr. Bell invited me to step forward with him.

Listen, he said.

From somewhere in the focsle proceeded low chanting.

Hear it?

Yes. What the devil is it?

Its the lascars, said Bell. They have been behaving in a most unusual manner ever since the mysterious Mr. Azraeel joined us. I may be wrong in associating the two things, but I shant be sorry to see the last of our mysterious passengers.

The next happening on board the Mandalay which I have to record was the attempt to break open the door of Professor Deepings stateroom. Except when he was actually within, the Professor left his room door religiously locked.

He made light of the affair, but later took me aside and told me a curious story of an apparition which had appeared to him.

It was a crescent of light, he said, and it glittered through the darkness there to the left as I lay in my berth.

A reflection from something on the deck?

Deeping smiled, uneasily.

Possibly, he replied; but it was very sharply defined. Like the blade of a scimitar, he added.

I stared at him, my curiosity keenly aroused. Does any explanation suggest itself to you? I said.

Well, he confessed, I have a theory, I will admit; but it is rather going back to the Middle Ages. You see, I have lived in the East a lot; perhaps I have assimilated some of their superstitions.

He was oddly reticent, as ever. I felt convinced that he was keeping something back. I could not stifle the impression that the clue to these mysteries lay somewhere around the invisible Mohammedan party.

Do you know, said Bell to me, one morning, this trips giving me the creeps. I believe the damned ships haunted! Three bells in the middle watch last night, Ill swear I saw some black animal crawling along the deck, in the direction of the forward companion-way.

Cat? I suggested.

Nothing like it, said Mr. Bell. Mr. Cavanagh, it was some uncanny thing! Im afraid I cant explain quite what I mean, but it was something I wanted to shoot!

Where did it go?

The chief officer shrugged his shoulders. Just vanished, he said. I hope I dont see it again.

At Tilbury the Mohammedan party went ashore in a body. Among them were veiled women. They contrived so to surround a central figure that I entirely failed to get a glimpse of the mysterious Mr. Azraeel. Ahmadeen was standing close by the companion-way, and I had a momentary impression that one of the women slipped something into his hand. Certainly, he started; and his dusky face seemed to pale.

Then a deck steward came out of Deepings stateroom, carrying the brown bag which the Professor had brought aboard at Port Said. Deepings voice came:

Hi, my man! Let me take that bag!

The bag changed hands. Five minutes later, as I was preparing to go ashore, arose a horrid scream above the berthing clamour. Those passengers yet aboard made in the direction from which the scream had proceeded.

A steward  the one to whom Professor Deeping had spoken  lay writhing at the foot of the stairs leading to the saloon-deck. His right hand had been severed above the wrist!


CHAPTER II

THE GIRL WITH THE VIOLET EYES

During the next day or two my mind constantly reverted to the incidents of the voyage home. I was perfectly convinced that the curtain had been partially raised upon some fantasy in which Professor Deeping figured.

But I had seen no more of Deeping nor had I heard from him, when abruptly I found myself plunged again into the very vortex of his troubled affairs. I was half way through a long article, I remember, upon the mystery of the outrage at the docks. The poor steward whose hand had been severed lay in a precarious condition, but the police had utterly failed to trace the culprit.

I had laid down my pen to relight my pipe (the hour was about ten at night) when a faint sound from the direction of the outside door attracted my attention. Something had been thrust through the letter-box.

A circular, I thought, when the bell rang loudly, imperatively.

I went to the door. A square envelope lay upon the mat  a curious envelope, pale amethyst in colour. Picking it up, I found it to bear my name  written simply  

Mr. Cavanagh.

Tearing it open I glanced at the contents. I threw open the door. No one was visible upon the landing, but when I leaned over the banister a white-clad figure was crossing the hall, below.

Without hesitation, hatless, I raced down the stairs. As I crossed the dimly lighted hall and came out into the peaceful twilight of the court, my elusive visitor glided under the archway opposite.

Just where the dark and narrow passage opened on to Fleet Street I overtook her  a girl closely veiled and wrapped in a long coat of white ermine.

Madam, I said.

She turned affrightedly.

Please do not detain me! Her accent was puzzling, but pleasing. She glanced apprehensively about her.

You have seen the moon through a mist?  and known it for what it was in spite of its veiling? So, now, through the cloudy folds of the veil, I saw the strangers eyes, and knew them for the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen, had ever dreamt of.

But you must explain the meaning of your note!

I cannot! I cannot! Please do not ask me!

She was breathless from her flight and seemed to be trembling. From behind the cloud her eyes shone brilliantly, mysteriously.

I was sorely puzzled. The whole incident was bizarre  indeed, it had in it something of the uncanny. Yet I could not detain the girl against her will. That she went in apprehension of something, of someone, was evident.

Past the head of the passage surged the noisy realities of Fleet Street. There were men there in quest of news; men who would have given much for such a story as this in which I was becoming entangled. Yet a story more tantalizingly incomplete could not well be imagined.

I knew that I stood upon the margin of an arena wherein strange adversaries warred to a strange end. But a mist was over all. Here, beside me, was one who could disperse the mist  and would not. Her one anxiety seemed to be to escape.

Suddenly she raised her veil; and I looked fully into the only really violet eyes I had ever beheld. Mentally, I started. For the face framed in the snowy fur was the most bewitchingly lovely imaginable. One rebellious lock of wonderful hair swept across the white brow. It was brown hair, with an incomprehensible sheen in the high lights that suggested the heart of a blood-red rose.

Oh, she cried, promise me that you will never breathe a word to any one about my visit!

I promise willingly, I said; but can you give me no hint?

Honestly, truly, I cannot, dare not, say more! Only promise that you will do as I ask!

Since I could perceive no alternative  

I will do so, I replied.

Thank you  oh, thank you! she said; and dropping her veil again she walked rapidly away from me, whispering, I rely upon you. Do not fail me. Good-bye!

Her conspicuous white figure joined the hurrying throngs upon the pavement beyond. My curiosity brooked no restraint. I hurried to the end of the courtway. She was crossing the road. From the shadows where he had lurked, a man came forward to meet her. A vehicle obstructed the view ere I could confirm my impression; and when it had passed, neither my lovely visitor nor her companion were anywhere in sight.

But, unless some accident of light and shade had deceived me, the man who had waited was Ahmad Ahmadeen!

It seemed that some astral sluice-gate was raised; a dreadful sense of foreboding for the first time flooded my mind. Whilst the girl had stood before me it had been different  the mysterious charm of her personality had swamped all else. But now, the messenger gone, it was the purport of her message which assumed supreme significance.

Written in odd, square handwriting upon the pale amethyst paper, this was the message  

Prevail upon Professor Deeping to place what he has in the brown case in the porch of his house to-night. If he fails to do so, no power on earth can save him from the Scimitar of Hassan. 

A FRIEND.


CHAPTER III

HASSAN OF ALEPPO

Professor Deepings number was in the telephone directory, therefore, on returning to my room, where there still lingered the faint perfume of my late visitors presence, I asked for his number. He proved to be at home.

Strange you should ring me up, Cavanagh, he said; for I was about to ring you up.

First, I replied, listen to the contents of an anonymous letter which I have received.

(I remembered, and only just in time, my promise to the veiled messenger.)

To me, I added, having read him the note, it seems to mean nothing. I take it that you understand better than I do.

I understand very well, Cavanagh! he replied. You will recall my story of the scimitar which flashed before me in the darkness of my stateroom on the Mandalay? Well, I have seen it again! I am not an imaginative man: I had always believed myself to possess the scientific mind; but I can no longer doubt that I am the object of a pursuit which commenced in Mecca! The happenings on the steamer prepared me for this, in a degree. When the man lost his hand at Port Said I doubted. I had supposed the days of such things past. The attempt to break into my stateroom even left me still uncertain. But the outrage upon the steward at the docks removed all further doubt. I perceived that the contents of a certain brown leather case were the objective of the crimes.

I listened in growing wonder.

It was not necessary in order to further the plan of stealing the bag that the hands were severed, resumed the Professor. In fact, as was rendered evident by the case of the steward, this was a penalty visited upon any one who touched it! You are thinking of my own immunity?

I am!

This is attributable to two things. Those who sought to recover what I had in the case feared that my death en route might result in its being lost to them for ever. They awaited a suitable opportunity. They had designed to take it at Port Said certainly, I think; but the bag was too large to be readily concealed, and, after the outrage, might have led to the discovery of the culprit. In the second place, they are uncertain of my faith. I have long passed for a true Believer in the East! As a Moslem I visited Mecca

You visited Mecca!

I had just returned from the hadj when I joined the Mandalay at Port Said! My death, however, has been determined upon, whether I be Moslem or Christian!

Why?

Because, came the Professors harsh voice over the telephone, of the contents of the brown leather case! I will not divulge to you now the nature of these contents; to know might endanger you. But the case is locked in my safe here, and the key, together with a full statement of the true facts of the matter, is hidden behind the first edition copy of my book Assyrian Mythology, in the smaller bookcase

Why do you tell me all this? I interrupted.

He laughed harshly.

The identity of my pursuer has just dawned upon me, he said. I know that my life is in real danger. I would give up what is demanded of me, but I believe its possession to be my strongest safeguard.

Mystery upon mystery! I seemed to be getting no nearer to the heart of this maze. What in heavens name did it all mean? Suddenly an idea struck me.

Is our late fellow passenger, Mr. Ahmadeen, connected with the matter? I asked.

In no way, replied Deeping earnestly. Mr. Ahmadeen is, I believe, a person of some consequence in the Moslem world; but I have nothing to fear from him.

What steps have you taken to protect yourself?

Again the short laugh reached my ears.

Im afraid long residence in the East has rendered me something of a fatalist, Cavanagh! Beyond keeping my door locked, I have taken no steps whatever. I fear I am quite accessible!

A while longer we talked; and with every word the conviction was more strongly borne in upon me that some uncanny menace threatened the peace, perhaps the life, of Professor Deeping.

I had hung up the receiver scarce a moment when, acting upon a sudden determination, I called up New Scotland Yard, and asked for Detective-Inspector Bristol, whom I knew well. A few words were sufficient keenly to arouse his curiosity, and he announced his intention of calling upon me immediately. He was in charge of the case of the severed hand.

I made no attempt to resume work in the interval preceding his arrival. I had not long to wait, however, ere Bristol was ringing my bell; and I hurried to the door, only too glad to confide in one so well equipped to analyze my doubts and fears. For Bristol is no ordinary policeman, but a trained observer, who, when I first made his acquaintance, completely upset my ideas upon the mental limitations of the official detective force.

In appearance Bristol suggests an Anglo-Indian officer, and at the time of which I write he had recently returned from Jamaica and his face was as bronzed as a sailors. One would never take Bristol for a detective. As he seated himself in the armchair, without preamble I plunged into my story. He listened gravely.

What sort of house is Professor Deepings? he asked suddenly.

I have no idea, I replied, beyond the fact that it is somewhere in Dulwich.

May I use your telephone?

Certainly.

Very quickly Bristol got into communication with the superintendent of P Division. A brief delay, and the man came to the telephone whose beat included the road wherein Professor Deepings house was situated.

Why! said Bristol, hanging up the receiver after making a number of inquiries, its a sort of rambling cottage in extensive grounds. Theres only one servant, a manservant, and he sleeps in a detached lodge. If the Professor is really in danger of attack he could not well have chosen a more likely residence for the purpose!

What shall you do? What do you make of it all?

As I see the case, he said slowly, it stands something like this: Professor Deeping has...

The telephone bell began to ring.

I took up the receiver.

Hullo! Hullo.

Cavanagh!  is that Cavanagh?

Yes! yes! who is that?

Deeping! I have rung up the police, and they are sending some one. But I wish...

His voice trailed off. The sound of a confused and singular uproar came to me.

Hullo! I cried. Hullo!

A shriek  a deathful, horrifying cry  and a distant babbling alone answered me. There was a crash. Clearly, Deeping had dropped the receiver. I suppose my face blanched.

What is it? asked Bristol anxiously.

God knows what it is! I said. Deeping has met with some mishap

When, over the wires  

Hassan of Aleppo! came a dying whisper. Hassan ... of Aleppo...


CHAPTER IV

THE OBLONG BOX

You had better wait for us, said Bristol to the taxi-man.

Very good, sir. But I shant be able to take you further back than the Brixton Garage. You can get another cab there, though.

A clock chimed out  an old-world chime in keeping with the loneliness, the curiously remote loneliness, of the locality. Less than five miles from St. Pauls are spots whereto, with the persistence of Damascus attar, clings the aroma of former days. This iron gateway fronting the old chapel was such a spot.

Just within stood a plain-clothes man, who saluted my companion respectfully.

Professor Deeping, I began.

The man, with a simple gesture, conveyed the dreadful news.

Dead! dead! I cried incredulously.

He glanced at Bristol.

The most mysterious case I have ever had anything to do with, sir, he said.

The power of speech seemed to desert me. It was unthinkable that Deeping, with whom I had been speaking less than an hour ago, should now be no more; that some malign agency should thus murderously have thrust him into the great borderland.

In that kind of silence which seems to be peopled with whispering spirits we strode forward along the elm avenue. It was very dark where the moon failed to penetrate. The house, low and rambling, came into view, its facade bathed in silver light. Two of the visible windows were illuminated. A sort of loggia ran along one side.

On our left, as we made for this, lay a black ocean of shrubbery. It intruded, raggedly, upon the weed-grown path, for neglect was the keynote of the place.

We entered the cottage, crossed the tiny lobby, and came to the study. A man, evidently Deepings servant, was sitting in a chair by the door, his head sunken in his hands. He looked up, haggard-faced.

My God! my God! he groaned. He was locked in, gentlemen! He was locked in; and yet something murdered him!

What do you mean? said Bristol. Where were you?

I was away on an errand, sir. When I returned, the police were knocking the door down. He was locked in!

We passed him, entering the study.

It was a museum-like room, lighted by a lamp on the littered table. At first glance it looked as though some wild thing had run amok there. The disorder was indescribable.

Touched nothing, of course? asked Bristol sharply of the officer on duty.

Nothing, sir. Its just as we found it when we forced the door.

Why did you force the door?

He rung us up at the station and said that something or somebody had got into the house. It was evident the poor gentlemans nerve had broken down, sir. He said he was locked in his study. When we arrived it was all in darkness  but we thought we heard sounds in here.

What sort of sounds?

Something crawling about!

Bristol turned.

Key is in the lock on the inside of the door, he said. Is that where you found it?

Yes, sir!

He looked across to where the brass knob of a safe gleamed dully.

Safe locked?

Yes, sir.

Professor Deeping lay half under the table, a spectacle so ghastly that I shall not attempt to describe it.

Merciful heavens! whispered Bristol. Hes nearly decapitated!

I clutched dizzily at the mantelpiece. It was all so utterly, incredibly horrible. How had Deeping met his death? The windows both were latched and the door had been locked from within!

You searched for the murderer, of course? asked Bristol.

You can see, sir, replied the officer, that there isnt a spot in the room where a man could hide! And there was nobody in here when we forced the door!

Why! cried my companion suddenly. The Professor has a chisel in his hand!

Yes. I think he must have been trying to prise open that box yonder when he was attacked.

Bristol and I looked, together, at an oblong box which lay upon the floor near the murdered man. It was a kind of small packing case, addressed to Professor Deeping, and evidently had not been opened.

When did this arrive? asked Bristol. Lester, the Professors man, who had entered the room, replied shakily  

It came by carrier, sir, just before I went out.

Was he expecting it?

I dont think so.

Inspector Bristol and the officer dragged the box fully into the light. It was some three feet long by one foot square, and solidly constructed.

It is perfectly evident, remarked Bristol, that the murderer stayed to search for

The key of the safe!

Exactly. If the men really heard sounds here, it would appear that the assassin was still searching at that time.

I assure you, the officer interrupted, that there was no living thing in the room when we entered.

Bristol and I looked at one another in horrified wonder.

Its incomprehensible! he said.

See if the key is in the place mentioned by the Professor, Mr. Cavanagh, whilst I break the box.

I went to a great, open bookcase, which the frantic searcher seemed to have overlooked. Removing the bulky Assyrian Mythology, there, behind the volume, lay an envelope, containing a key, and a short letter. Not caring to approach more closely to the table and to that which lay beneath it, I was peering at the small writing, in the semi-gloom by the bookcase, when Bristol cried  

This box is unopenable by ordinary means! I shall have to smash it!

At his words, I joined him where he knelt on the floor. Mysteriously, the chest had defied all his efforts.

Theres a pick-axe in the garden, volunteered Lester. Shall I bring it?

Yes.

The man ran off.

I see the key is safe, said Bristol. Possibly the letter may throw some light upon all this.

Let us hope so, I replied. You might read it.

He took the letter from my hand, stepped up to the table, and by the light of the lamp read as follows  

My Dear Cavanagh,  

It has now become apparent to me that my life is in imminent danger. You know of the inexplicable outrages which marked my homeward journey, and if this letter come to your hand it will be because these have culminated in my death.

The idea of a pursuing scimitar is not new to me. This phenomenon, which I have now witnessed three times, is fairly easy of explanation, but its significance is singular. It is said to be one of the devices whereby the Hashishin warn those whom they have marked down for destruction, and is called, in the East, The Scimitar of Hassan.

The Hashishin were the members of a Moslem secret society, founded in 1090 by one Hassan of Khorassan. There is a persistent tradition in parts of the Orient that this sect still flourishes in Assyria, under the rule of a certain Hassan of Aleppo, the Sheikh-al-jebal, or supreme lord of the Hashishin. My careful inquiries, however, at the time that I was preparing matter for my Assyrian Mythology, failed to discover any trace of such a person or such a group.

I accordingly assumed Hassan to be a myth  a first cousin to the ginn. I was wrong. He exists. And by my supremely rash act I have incurred his vengeance, for Hassan of Aleppo is the self-appointed guardian of the traditions and relics of Mohammed. And I have Stolen one of the holy slippers of the Prophet!

He, with some of his servants, has followed me from Mecca to England. My precautions have enabled me to retain the relic, but you have seen what fate befell all those others who even touched the receptacle containing it.

If I fall a victim to the Hashishin, I am uncertain how you, as my confidant, will fare. Therefore I have locked the slipper in my safe and to you entrust the key. I append particulars of the lock combination; but I warn you  do not open the safe. If their wrath be visited upon you, your possession of the key may prove a safeguard.

Take the copy of Assyrian Mythology. You will find in it all that I learned respecting the Hashishin. If I am doomed to be assassinated, it may aid you; if not in avenging me, in saving others from my fate. I fear I shall never see you again. A cloud of horror settles upon me like a pall. Do not touch the slipper, nor the case containing it.

EDWARD DEEPING.

It is almost incredible! I said hoarsely.

Bristol returned the letter to me without a word, and turning to Lester, who had reentered carrying a heavy pick-axe, he attacked the oblong box with savage energy.

Through the house of death the sound of the blows echoed and rang with a sort of sacrilegious mockery. The box fell to pieces.

My God! look, sir!

Lester was the trembling speaker.

The box, I have said, was but three feet long by one foot square, and had clearly defied poor Deepings efforts to open it. But a crescent-shaped knife, wet with blood, lay within!


CHAPTER V

THE OCCUPANT OF THE BOX

Dimly to my ears came the ceaseless murmur of London. The night now was far advanced, and not a sound disturbed the silence of the court below my windows.

Professor Deepings Assyrian Mythology lay open before me, beside it my notebook. A coal dropped from the fire, and I half started up out of my chair. My nerves were all awry, and I had more than my horrible memories of the murdered man to thank for it. Let me explain what I mean.

When, after assisting, or endeavouring to assist, Bristol at his elaborate inquiries, I had at last returned to my chambers, I had become the victim of a singular delusion  though one common enough in the case of persons whose nerves are overwrought. I had thought myself followed.

During the latter part of my journey I found myself constantly looking from the little window at the rear of the cab. I had an impression that some vehicle was tracking us. Then, when I discharged the man and walked up the narrow passage to the court, it was fear of a skulking form that dodged from shadow to shadow which obsessed me.

Finally, as I entered the hall and mounted the darkened stair, from the first landing I glanced down into the black well beneath. Blazing yellow eyes, I thought, looked up at me!

I will confess that I leapt up the remaining flight of stairs to my door, and, safely within, found myself trembling as if with a palsy.

When I sat down to write (for sleep was an impossible proposition) I placed my revolver upon the table beside me. I cannot say why. It afforded me some sense of protection, I suppose. My conclusions, thus far, amounted to the following  

The apparition of the phantom scimitar was due to the presence of someone who, by means of the moonlight, or of artificial light, cast a reflection of such a weapon as that found in the oblong chest upon the wall of a darkened apartment  as, Deepings stateroom on the Mandalay, his study, etc.

A group of highly efficient assassins, evidently Moslem fanatics, who might or might not be of the ancient order of the Hashishin, had pursued the stolen slipper to England. They had severed any hand, other than that of a Believer, which had touched the case containing it. (The Coptic porter was a Christian.)

Uncertain, possibly, of Deepings faith, or fearful of endangering the success of their efforts by an outrage upon him en route, they had refrained from this until his arrival at his house. He had been warned of his impending end by Ahmad Ahmadeen.

Who was Ahmadeen? And who was his beautiful associate? I found myself unable, at present, to answer either of those questions. In order to gain access to Professor Deeping, who so carefully secluded himself, a box had been sent to him by ordinary carrier. (As I sat at my table, Scotland Yard was busy endeavouring to trace the sender.) Respecting this box we had made an extraordinary discovery.

It was of the kind used by Eastern conjurors for what is generally known as the Box Trick. That is to say, it could only be opened (short of smashing it) from the inside! You will remember what we found within it? Consider this with the new fact, above, and to what conclusion do you come?

Something (it is not possible to speak of someone in connection with so small a box) had been concealed inside, and had killed Professor Deeping whilst he was actually engaged in endeavouring to force it open. This inconceivable creature had then searched the study for the slipper  or for the key of the safe. Interrupted and trapped by the arrival of the police, the creature had returned to the box, re-closed it, and had actually been there when the study was searched!

For a creature so small as the murderous thing in the box to slip out during the confusion, and at some time prior to Bristols arrival, was no difficult matter. The inspector and I were certain that these were the facts.

But what was this creature?

I turned to the chapter in Assyrian Mythology The Tradition of the Hashishin.

The legends which the late Professor Deeping had collected relative to this sect of religious murderers were truly extraordinary. Of the cults extinction at the time of writing he was clearly certain, but he referred to the popular belief, or Moslem legend, that, since Hassan of Khorassan, there had always been a Sheikh-al-jebal, and that a dreadful being known as Hassan of Aleppo was the present holder of the title.

He referred to the fact that De Sacy has shown the word Assassin to be derived from Hashishin, and quoted El-Idrisi to the same end. The Hashishin performed their murderous feats under the influence of hashish, or Indian hemp; and during the state of ecstasy so induced, according to Deeping, they acquired powers almost superhuman. I read how they could scale sheer precipices, pass fearlessly along narrow ledges which would scarce afford foothold for a rat, cast themselves from great heights unscathed, and track one marked for death in such a manner as to remain unseen not only by the victim but by others about him. At this point of my studies I started, in a sudden nervous panic, and laid my hand upon my revolver.

I thought of the eyes which had seemed to look up from the black well of the staircase  I thought of the horrible end of this man whose book lay upon the table ... and I thought I heard a faint sound outside my study door!

The key of Deepings safe, and his letter to me, lay close by my hand. I slipped them into a drawer and locked it. With every nerve, it seemed, strung up almost to snapping point, I mechanically pursued my reading.

At the time of the Crusades, wrote Deeping, there was a story current of this awful Order which I propose to recount. It is one of the most persistent dealing with the Hashishin, and is related to-day of the apparently mythical Hassan of Aleppo. I am disposed to believe that at one time it had a solid foundation, for a similar practice was common in Ancient Egypt and is mentioned by Georg Ebers.

My door began very slowly to open!

Merciful God! What was coming into the room!

So very slowly, so gently, nay, all but imperceptibly, did it move, that had my nerves been less keenly attuned I doubt not I should have remained unaware of the happening. Frozen with horror, I sat and watched. Yet my mental condition was a singular one.

My direct gaze never quitted the door, but in some strange fashion I saw the words of the next paragraph upon the page before me!

As making peculiarly efficient assassins, when under the influence of the drug, and as being capable of concealing themselves where a normal man could not fail to be detected

(At this moment I remembered that my bathroom window was open, and that the waste-pipe passed down the exterior wall.)

  the Sheikh-al-jebal took young boys of a certain desert tribe, and for eight hours of every day, until their puberty, confined them in a wooden frame

What looked like a reed was slowly inserted through the opening between door and doorpost! It was brought gradually around ... until it pointed directly toward me!

I seemed to put forth a mighty mental effort, shaking off the icy hand of fear which held me inactive in my chair. A saving instinct warned me  and I ducked my head.

Something whirred past me and struck the wall behind.

Revolver in hand, I leapt across the room, dashed the door open, and fired blindly  again  and again  and again  down the passage.

And in the brief gleams I saw it!

I cannot call it man, but I saw the thing which, I doubt not, had killed poor Deeping with the crescent-knife and had propelled a poison-dart at me.

It was a tiny dwarf! Neither within nor without a freak exhibition had I seen so small a human being! A kind of supernatural dread gripped me by the throat at sight of it. As it turned with animal activity and bounded into my bathroom, I caught a three-quarter view of the creatures swollen, incredible head  which was nearly as large as that of a normal man!

Never while my mind serves me can I forget that yellow, grinning face and those canine fangs  the tigerish, blazing eyes  set in the great, misshapen head upon the tiny, agile body.

Wildly, I fired again. I hurled myself forward and dashed into the room.

Like nothing so much as a cat, the gleaming body (the dwarf was but scantily clothed) streaked through the open window!

Certain death, I thought, must be his lot upon the stones of the court far below. I ran and looked down, shaking in every limb, my mind filled with a loathing terror unlike anything I had ever known.

Brilliant moonlight flooded the pavement beneath; for twenty yards to left and right every stone was visible.

The court was empty!

Human, homely London moved and wrought intimately about me; but there, at sight of the empty court below, a great loneliness swept down like a mantle  a clammy mantle of the fabric of dread. I stood remote from my fellows, in an evil world peopled with the creatures of Hassan of Aleppo.

Moved by some instinct, as that of a frightened child, I dropped to my knees and buried my face in trembling hands.


CHAPTER VI

THE RING OF THE PROPHET

There is no doubt, said Mr. Rawson, that great personal danger attaches to any contact with this relic. It is the first time I have been concerned with anything of the kind.

Mr. Bristol, of Scotland Yard, standing stiffly military by the window, looked across at the gray-haired solicitor. We were all silent for a few moments.

My late clients wishes, continued Mr. Rawson, are explicit. His last instructions, evidently written but a short time prior to his death, advise me that the holy slipper of the Prophet is contained in the locked safe at his house in Dulwich. He was clearly of opinion that you, Mr. Cavanagh, would incur risk  great risk  from your possession of the key. Since attempts have been made upon you, murderous attempts, the late Professor Deeping, my unfortunate client, evidently was not in error.

Mysterious outrages, said Bristol, have marked the progress of the stolen slipper from Mecca almost to London.

I understand, interrupted the solicitor, that a fanatic known as Hassan of Aleppo seeks to restore the relic to its former resting-place.

That is so.

Exactly; and it accounts for the Professors wish that the safe should not be touched by any one but a Believer  and for his instructions that its removal to the Antiquarian Museum and the placing of the slipper within that institution be undertaken by a Moslem or Moslems.

Bristol frowned.

Any one who has touched the receptacle containing the thing, he said, has either been mutilated or murdered. I want to apprehend the authors of those outrages, but I fail to see why the slipper should be put on exhibition. Other crimes are sure to follow.

I can only pursue my instructions, said Mr. Rawson dryly. They are, that the work be done in such a manner as to expose all concerned to a minimum of risk from these mysterious people; that if possible a Moslem be employed for the purpose; and that Mr. Cavanagh, here, shall always hold the key or keys to the case in the museum containing the slipper. Will you undertake to look for some  Eastern workmen, Mr. Bristol? In the course of your inquiries you may possibly come across such a person.

I can try, replied Bristol. Meanwhile, I take it, the safe must remain at Dulwich?

Certainly. It should be guarded.

We are guarding it and shall guard it, Bristol assured him. I only hope we catch someone trying to get at it!

Shortly afterward Bristol and I left the office, and, his duties taking him to Scotland Yard, I returned to my chambers to survey the position in which I now found myself. Indeed, it was a strange one enough, showing how great things have small beginnings; for, as a result of a steamer acquaintance I found myself involved in a dark business worthy of the Middle Ages. That Professor Deeping should have stolen one of the holy slippers of Mohammed was no affair of mine, and that an awful being known as Hassan of Aleppo should have pursued it did not properly enter into my concerns; yet now, with a group of Eastern fanatics at large in England, I was become, in a sense, the custodian of the relic. Moreover, I perceived that I had been chosen that I might safeguard myself. What I knew of the matter might imperil me, but whilst I held the key to the reliquary, and held it fast, I might hope to remain immune though I must expect to be subjected to attempts. It would be my affair to come to terms.

Contemplating these things I sat, in a world of dark dreams, unconscious of the comings and goings in the court below, unconscious of the hum which told of busy Fleet Street so near to me. The weather, as is its uncomfortable habit in England, had suddenly grown tropically hot, plunging London into the vapours of an African spring, and the sun was streaming through my open window fully upon the table.

I mopped my clammy forehead, glancing with distaste at the pile of work which lay before me. Then my eyes turned to an open quarto book. It was the late Professor Deepings Assyrian Mythology, and embodied the result of his researches into the history of the Hashishin, the religious murderers of whose existence he had been so skeptical. To the Chief of the Order, the terrible Sheikh Hassan of Aleppo, he referred as a fabled being; yet it was at the hands of this fabled being that he had met his end! How incredible it all seemed. But I knew full well how worthy of credence it was.

Then upon my gloomy musings a sound intruded  the ringing of my door bell. I rose from my chair with a weary sigh, went to the door, and opened it. An aged Oriental stood without. He was tall and straight, had a snow-white beard and clear-cut, handsome features. He wore well-cut European garments and a green turban. As I stood staring he saluted me gravely.

Mr. Cavanagh? he asked, speaking in faultless English.

I am he.

I learn that the services of a Moslem workman are required.

Quite correct, sir; but you should apply at the offices of Messrs. Rawson & Rawson, Chancery Lane.

The old man bowed, smiling.

Many thanks; I understood so much. But, my position being a peculiar one, I wished to speak with you  as a friend of the late Professor.

I hesitated. The old man looked harmless enough, but there was an air of mystery about the matter which put me on my guard.

You will pardon me, I said, but the work is scarcely of a kind

He raised his thin hand.

I am not undertaking it myself. I wished to explain to you the conditions under which I could arrange to furnish suitable porters.

His patient explanation disposed me to believe that he was merely some kind of small contractor, and in any event I had nothing to fear from this frail old man.

Step in, sir, I said, repenting of my brusquerie  and stood aside for him.

He entered, with that Oriental meekness in which there is something majestic. I placed a chair for him in the study, and reseated myself at the table. The old man, who from the first had kept his eyes lowered deferentially, turned to me with a gentle gesture, as if to apologize for opening the conversation.

From the papers, Mr. Cavanagh, he began, I have learned of the circumstances attending the death of Professor Deeping. Your papers  he smiled, and I thought I had never seen a smile of such sweetness your papers know all! Now I understand why a Moslem is required, and I understand what is required of him. But remembering that the object of his labours would be to place a holy relic on exhibition for the amusement of unbelievers, can you reasonably expect to obtain the services of one?

His point of view was fair enough.

Perhaps not, I replied. For my own part I should wish to see the slipper back in Mecca, or wherever it came from. But Professor Deeping

Professor Deeping was a thorn in the flesh of the Faithful!

My visitors voice was gravely reproachful.

Nevertheless his wishes must be considered, I said, and the methods adopted by those who seek to recover the relic are such as to alienate all sympathy.

You speak of the Hashishin? asked the old man. Mr. Cavanagh, in your own faith you have had those who spilled the blood of infidels as freely!

My good sir, the existence of such an organization cannot be tolerated today! This survival of the dark ages must be stamped out. However just a cause may be, secret murder is not permissible, as you, a man of culture, a Believer, and  I glanced at his unusual turban a descendant of the Prophet, must admit.

I can admit nothing against the Guardian of the Tradition, Mr. Cavanagh! The Prophet taught that we should smite the Infidel. I ask you  have you the courage of your convictions?

Perhaps; I trust so.

Then assist me to rid England of what you have called a survival of the dark ages. I will furnish porters to remove and carry the safe, if you will deliver to me the key!

I sprang to my feet.

That is madness! I cried. In the first place I should be compromising with my conscience, and in the second place I should be defenceless against those who might

I have with me a written promise from one highly placed  one to whose will Hassan of Aleppo bows!

My mind greatly disturbed, I watched the venerable speaker. I had determined now that he was some religious leader of Islam in England, who had been deputed to approach me; and, let me add, I was sorely tempted to accede to his proposal, for nothing would be gained by any one if the slipper remained for ever at the museum, whereas by conniving at its recovery by those who, after all, were its rightful owners I should be ridding England of a weird and undesirable visitant.

I think I should have agreed, when I remembered that the Hashishin had murdered Professor Deeping and had mutilated others wholly innocent of offence. I looked across at the old man. He had drawn himself up to his great height, and for the first time fully raising the lids, had fixed upon me the piercing gaze of a pair of eagle eyes. I started, for the aspect of this majestic figure was entirely different from that of the old stranger who had stood suppliant before me a moment ago.

It is impossible, I said. I can come to no terms with those who shield murderers.

He regarded me fixedly, but did not move.

Es-selam aleykum! I added (Peace be on you!) closing the interview in the Eastern manner.

The old man lowered his eyes, and saluted me with graceful gravity.

Wa-aleykum! he said (And on you!). I conducted him to the door and closed it upon his exit. In his last salute I had noticed the flashing of a ring which he wore upon his left hand, and he was gone scarce ten seconds ere my heart began to beat furiously. I snatched up Assyrian Mythology and with trembling fingers turned to a certain page.

There I read  

Each Sheikh of the Assassins is said to be invested with the Ring of the Prophet. It bears a green stone, shaped in the form of a scimitar or crescent.

My dreadful suspicion was confirmed. I knew who my visitor had been.

God in heaven! I whispered. It was Hassan of Aleppo!


CHAPTER VII

FIRST ATTEMPT ON THE SAFE

On the following morning I was awakened by the arrival of Bristol. I hastened to admit him.

Your visitor of yesterday, he began, has wasted no time!

What has happened?

He tugged irritably at his moustache. I dont know! he replied. Of course it was no surprise to find that there isnt a Mohammedan wholl lay his little finger on Professor Deepings safe! Theres no doubt in my mind that every lascar at the docks knows Hassan of Aleppo to be in England. Some other arrangement will have to be arrived at, if the thing is ever to be taken to the Antiquarian Museum. Meanwhile we stand to lose it. Last night

He accepted a cigarette, and lighted it carefully.

Last night, he resumed, a member of P Division was on point duty outside the late Professors house, and two C.I.D. men were actually in the room where the safe is. Result  someone has put in at least an hours work on the lock, but it proved too tough a job!

I stared at him amazedly.

Someone has been at the lock! I cried. But that is impossible, with two men in the room  unless

They were both knocked on the head!

Both! But by whom! My God! They are not

Oh, no! It was done artistically. They both came round about four oclock this morning.

And who attacked them?

They had no idea. Neither of them saw a thing!

My amazement grew by leaps and bounds. But, Bristol, one of them must have seen the other succumb!

Both did! Their statements tally exactly!

I quite fail to follow you.

Thats not surprising. Listen: When I got on the scene about five oclock, Marden and West, the two C.I.D. men, had quite recovered their senses, though they were badly shaken, and one had a cracked skull. The constable was conscious again, too.

What! Was he attacked?

In exactly the same way! Ill give you Mardens story, as he gave it to me a few minutes after the surgeon had done with him. He said that they were sitting in the study, smoking, and with both windows wide open. It was a fearfully hot night.

Did they have lights?

No. West sat in an armchair near the writing-table; Marden sat by the window next to the door. I had arranged that every hour one of them should go out to the gate and take the constables report. It was just after Marden had been out at one oclock that it happened.

They were sitting as I tell you when Marden thought he heard a curious sort of noise from the gate. West appeared to have heard nothing; but I have no doubt that it was the sound of the constables fall. Wests pipe had gone out, and he struck a match to relight it. As he did so, Marden saw him drop the match, clench both fists, and with eyes glaring in the moonlight and his teeth coming together with a snap, drop from his chair.

Marden says that he was half up from his seat when something struck him on the back of the head with fearful force. He remembered nothing more until he awoke, with the dawn creeping into the room, and heard West groaning somewhere beside him. They both had badly damaged skulls with great bruises behind the ear. It is instructive to note that their wounds corresponded almost to a fraction of an inch. They had been stunned by someone who thoroughly understood his business, and with some heavy, blunt weapon. A few minutes later came the man to relieve the constable; and the constable was found to have been treated in exactly the same way!

But if Mardens account is true

West, as he lost consciousness, saw Marden go in exactly the same way.

Marden was seated by the open window, but I cannot conjecture how any one can have got at West, who sat by the table!

The case of Marden is little less than remarkable; he was some distance from the window. No one could possibly have reached him from outside.

And the constable?

The constable can give us no clue. He was suddenly struck down, as the others were. I examined the safe, of course, but didnt touch it, according to instructions. Someone had been at work on the lock, but it had defied their efforts. Im fully expecting though that theyll be back to-night, with different tools!

The place is watched during the day, of course?

Of course. But its unlikely that anything will be attempted in daylight. Tonight I am going down myself.

Could you arrange that I join you?

I could, but you can see the danger for yourself?

It is extraordinarily mysterious.

Mr. Cavanagh, its uncanny! said Bristol. I can understand that one of these Hashishin could easily have got up behind the man on duty out in the open. I know, and so do you, that theyre past masters of that kind of thing; but unless they possess the power to render themselves invisible, its not evident how they can have got behind West whilst he sat at the table, with Marden actually watching him!

We must lay a trap for them to-night.

Rely upon me to do so. My only fear is that they may anticipate it and change their tactics. Hassan of Aleppo apparently knows as much of our plans as we do ourselves.

Inspector Bristol, though a man of considerable culture, clearly was infected with a species of supernatural dread.


CHAPTER VIII

THE VIOLET EYES AGAIN

At four oclock in the afternoon I had heard nothing further from Bristol, but I did not doubt that he would advise me of his arrangements in good time. I sought by hard work to forget for a time the extraordinary business of the stolen slipper; but it persistently intruded upon my mind. Particularly, my thoughts turned to the night of Professor Deepings murder, and to the bewitchingly pretty woman who had warned me of the impending tragedy. She had bound me to secrecy  a secrecy which had proved irksome, for it had since appeared to me that she must have been an accomplice of Hassan of Aleppo. At the time I had been at a loss to define her peculiar accent, now it seemed evidently enough to have been Oriental.

I threw down my pen in despair, for work was impossible, went downstairs, and walked out under the arch into Fleet Street. Quite mechanically I turned to the left, and, still engaged with idle conjectures, strolled along westward.

Passing the entrance to one of the big hotels, I was abruptly recalled to the realities  by a womans voice.

Wait for me here, came musically to my ears.

I stopped, and turned. A woman who had just quitted a taxi-cab was entering the hotel. The day was hot and thunderously oppressive, and this woman with the musical voice wore a delicate costume of flimsiest white. A few steps upward she paused and glanced back. I had a view of a Greek profile, and for one magnetic instant looked into eyes of the deepest and most wonderful violet.

Then, shaking off inaction, I ran up the steps and overtook the lady in white as a porter swung open the door to admit her. We entered together.

Madame, I said in a low tone, I must detain you for a moment. There is something I have to ask.

She turned, exhibiting the most perfect composure, lowered her lashes and raised them again, the gaze of the violet eyes sweeping me from head to foot with a sort of frigid scorn.

I fear you have made a mistake, sir. We have never met before!

Her voice betrayed no trace of any foreign accent!

But, I began  and paused.

I felt myself flush; for this encounter in the foyer of an hotel, with many curious onlookers, was like to prove embarrassing if my beautiful acquaintance persisted in her attitude. I fully realized what construction would be put upon my presence there, and foresaw that forcible and ignominious ejection must be my lot if I failed to establish my right to address her.

She turned away, and crossed in the direction of the staircase. A sunbeam sought out a lock of hair that strayed across her brow, and kissed it to a sudden glow like that which lurks in the heart of a blush rose.

That wonderful sheen, which I had never met with elsewhere in nature, but which no artifice could lend, served to remove my last frail doubt which had survived the evidence of the violet eyes. I had been deceived by no strange resemblance; this was indeed the woman who had been the harbinger of Professor Deepings death. In three strides I was beside her again. Curious glances were set upon me, and I saw a servant evidently contemplating approach; but I ignored all save my own fixed purpose.

You must listen to what I have to say! I whispered. If you decline, I shall have no alternative but to call in the detective who holds a warrant for your arrest!

She stood quite still, watching me coolly. I suppose you would wish to avoid a scene? I added.

You have already made me the object of much undesirable attention, she replied scornfully. I do not need your assurance that you would disgrace me utterly! You are talking nonsense, as you must be aware  unless you are insane. But if your object be to force your acquaintance upon me, your methods are novel, and, under the circumstances, effective. Come, sir, you may talk to me  for three minutes!

The musical voice had lost nothing of its imperiousness, but for one instant the lips parted, affording a fleeting glimpse of pearl beyond the coral.

Her sudden change of front was bewildering. Now, she entered the lift and I followed her. As we ascended side by side I found it impossible to believe that this dainty white figure was that of an associate of the Hashishin, that of a creature of the terrible Hassan of Aleppo. Yet that she was the same girl who, a few days after my return from the East, had shown herself conversant with the plans of the murderous fanatics was beyond doubt. Her accent on that occasion clearly had been assumed, with what object I could not imagine. Then, as we quitted the lift and entered a cosy lounge, my companion seated herself upon a Chesterfield, signing to me to sit beside her.

As I did so she lay back smiling, and regarding me from beneath her black lashes. Thus, half veiled, her great violet eyes were most wonderful.

Now, sir, she said softly, explain yourself.

Then you persist in pretending that we have not met before?

There is no occasion for pretence, she replied lightly; and I found myself comparing her voice with her figure, her figure with her face, and vainly endeavouring to compute her age. Frankly, she was bewildering  this lovely girl who seemed so wholly a woman of the world.

This fencing is useless.

It is quite useless! Come, I know New York, London, and I know Paris, Vienna, Budapest. Therefore I know mankind! You thought I was pretty, I suppose? I may be; others have thought so. And you thought you would like to make my acquaintance without troubling about the usual formalities? You adopted a singularly brutal method of achieving your object, but I love such insolence in a man. Therefore I forgave you. What have you to say to me?

I perceive that I had to deal with a bold adventuress, with a consummate actress, who, finding herself in a dangerous situation, had adopted this daring line of defence, and now by her personal charm sought to lure me from my purpose.

But with the scimitar of Hassan of Aleppo stretched over me, with the dangers of the night before me, I was in no mood for a veiled duel of words, for an interchange of glances in thrust and parry, however delightful such warfare might have been with so pretty an adversary.

For a long time I looked sternly into her eyes; but their violet mystery defied, whilst her red-lipped smile taunted me.

Unfortunately, I said, with slow emphasis, you are protected by my promise, made on the occasion of our previous meeting. But murder has been done, so that honour scarcely demands that I respect my promise further

She raised her eyebrows slightly.

Surely that depends upon the quality of the honour! she said.

I believe you to be a member of a murderous organization, and unless you can convince me that I am wrong, I shall act accordingly.

At that she leaned toward me, laying her hand on my arm.

Please do not be so cruel, she whispered, as to drag me into a matter with which truly I have no concern. Believe me, you are utterly mistaken. Wait one moment, and I will prove it.

She rose, and before I could make move to detain her, quitted the room; but the door scarcely had closed ere I was afoot. The corridor beyond was empty. I ran on. The lift had just descended. A dark man whom I recognized stood near the closed gate.

Quick! I said, I am Cavanagh of the Report! Did you see a lady enter the lift?

I did, Mr. Cavanagh, answered the hotel detective; for this was he.

In such a giant inn as this I knew full well that one could come and go almost with impunity, though one had no right to the hospitality of the establishment; and it was with a premonition respecting what his answer would be, that I asked the man  

Is she staying here?

She is not. I have never seen her before!

The girl with the violet eyes had escaped, taking all her secrets with her!


CHAPTER IX

SECOND ATTEMPT ON THE SAFE

You see, said Bristol, the Hashishin must know that the safe wont remain here unopened much longer. They will therefore probably make another attempt to-night.

It seems likely, I replied; and was silent. Outside the open windows whispered the shrubbery, as a soft breeze stole through the bushes. Beyond, the moon made play in the dim avenue. From the old chapel hard by the sweet-toned bell proclaimed midnight. Our vigil was begun. In this room it was that Professor Deeping had met death at the hands of the murderous Easterns; here it was that Marden and West had mysteriously been struck down the night before.

To-night was every whit as hot, and Bristol and I had the windows widely opened. My companion was seated where the detective, Marden, had sat, in a chair near the westerly window, and I lay back in the armchair that had been occupied by West.

I may repeat here that the house of the late Professor Deeping was more properly a cottage, surrounded by a fairly large piece of ground, for the most part run wild. The room used as a study was on the ground floor, and had windows on the west and on the south. Those on the west (French windows) opened on a loggia; those on the south opened right into the dense tangle of a neglected shrubbery. The place possessed an oppressive atmosphere of loneliness, for which in some measure its history may have been responsible.

The silence, seemingly intensified by each whisper that sped through the elms and crept about the shrubbery, grew to such a stillness that I told myself I had experienced nothing like it since crossing with a caravan I had slept in the desert. Yet noisy, whirling London was within gunshot of us; and this, though hard enough to believe, was a reflection oddly comforting. Only one train of thought was possible, and this I pursued at random.

By what means were Marden and West struck down? In thus exposing ourselves, in order that we might trap the author or authors of the outrage, did we act wisely?

Bristol, I said suddenly, it was someone who came through the open window.

No one, he replied, came through the windows. West saw absolutely nothing. But if any one comes that way to-night, we have him!

West may have seen nothing; but how else could any one enter?

Bristol offered no reply; and I plunged again into a maze of speculation.

Powerful mantraps were set in such a way that any one or anything, ignorant of their positions, coming up to the windows must unavoidably be snared. These had been placed in position with much secrecy after dusk, and the man on duty at the gate stood with his back to the wall. No one could approach him except from the front. My thoughts took a new turn.

Was the girl with the violet eyes an ally of the Hashishin? Thus far, although she so palpably had tricked me, I had found myself unable to speak of her to Bristol; for the idea had entered my mind that she might have learned of the plan to murder Deeping without directly being implicated. Now came yet another explanation. The publicity given to that sensational case might have interested some third party in the fate of the stolen slipper! Could it be that others, in no way connected with the dreadful Hassan of Aleppo, were in quest of the slipper?

Scotland Yard had taken care to ensure that the general public be kept in ignorance of the existence of such an organization as the Hashishin, but I must assume that this hypothetical third party were well aware that they had Hassan, as well as the authorities, to count with. Granting the existence of such a party, my beautiful acquaintance might be classified as one of its members. I spoke again.

Bristol, I said, has it occurred to you that there may be others, as well as Hassan of Aleppo, seeking to gain possession of the sacred slipper?

It has not, he replied. In the strictest sense of the expression, they would be out for trouble! What gave you the idea?

I hardly know, I returned evasively, for even now I was loath to betray the mysterious girl with the wonderful eyes.

The chapel bell sounding the half-hour, Bristol rose with a sigh that might have been one of relief, and went out to take the report of the man on duty at the gate. As his footsteps died away along the elm avenue, it came to me how, in the darkness about, menace lurked; and I felt myself succumbing to the greatest dread experienced by man  the dread of the unknown.

All that I knew of the weird group of fanatics  survivals of a dim and evil past  who must now be watching this cottage as bloodlustful devotees watch a shrine violated, burst upon my mind. I peopled the still blackness with lurking assassins, armed with the murderous knowledge of by-gone centuries, armed with invisible weapons which struck down from afar, supernaturally.

I glanced toward the corner of the room where the safe stood, reliquary of a worthless thing for which much blood had been spilled.

Then sounded footsteps along the avenue, and my fear whispered that they were not those of Bristol but of one who had murdered him, and who came guilefully, to murder me!

I snatched the revolver from my pocket and crossed the darkened room. Just to the right of one of the French windows I stood looking out across the loggia to the end of the avenue. The night was a bright one, and the room was flooded with a reflected mystic light, but outside the moon paved the avenue with pearl, and through the trees I saw a figure approaching.

Was it Bristol? It had his build, it had his gait; but my fears remained. Then the figure crossed the patch of shrubbery and stepped on to the loggia.

Mr. Cavanagh!

I laughed dryly at my own cowardice, but my heart was still beating abnormally.

Here I am, Bristol, in a ghastly funk!

I dont wonder! They may be on us any time now. Alls well at the gate, but Morris says he heard, or thought he heard something at the side of the chapel opposite, a while ago.

Wind in the bushes?

It may have been; but he says there was no breeze at the time.

We resumed our seats.

Bristol, I said, now that the danger grows imminent, doesnt it seem to you foolhardy for us thus to expose ourselves?

Perhaps it is, he agreed; but how otherwise are we likely to learn what happened to Marden and West?

The enemy may adopt different measures to-night.

I think not. Our dispositions are the same, and I credit them with cunning enough to know it. At the same time I credit ourselves with having kept the existence of the steel traps completely secret. They will assume (so Ive reasoned) that we intend to rely entirely upon our superior vigilance, therefore they will try the same game as last night.

Silence fell.

The moon rays, creeping around from the right of the avenue, crossing the shrubbery and encroaching upon the low wall of the loggia, now flooded its floor. Against the silvern light, Bristol appeared to me in black silhouette. The breeze, too, seemed now to blow from a slightly different direction. It came through the windows on my right, beyond which lay the unkempt bushes which extended on that side to the wall of the grounds.

So we sat, until the moonlight poured fully in upon Bristols back. So we sat when the clock chimed the hour of one.

Bristol arose and once more went out to the gate. He had arranged to visit Morriss post every half-hour. Again I experienced the nervous dread that he would be attacked in the avenue; but again he returned unscathed.

Alls well, he said.

But from his tones I knew that he had not forgotten that it was at this hour Marden and West had suffered mysterious attack.

Neither of us, I think, was disposed to talk. We both were unwilling to break the silence, wherein, with all our ears, we listened for the slightest disturbance.

And now my attention turned anew to the course of the slowly creeping moon rays. In my mind an idea was struggling for definition. There was something significant in the lunar lighting of the room. Why, I asked myself, had the attack been made at one oclock? Did the time signify anything? If so, what? I looked toward Bristol.

His figure, the chair upon which he sat, were sharply outlined by the cold light. The wall behind me, and to my left, was illuminated brilliantly; but no light fell directly upon me.

The idea was taking shape. From the loggia and the avenue Bristol, I reasoned, must be clearly visible. From the shrubbery on the south, through the other windows could I be seen? Yes, silhouetted against the moonlight!

A faint sound, quite indescribable, came to my ears from somewhere outside-beyond.

My God! whispered Bristol. Did you hear it?

Yes! What?

It must have been Morris!

Bristol was half standing, one hand upon the arm of the chair, the other concealed, but grasping his revolver as I well knew. I, too, had my revolver in my hand, and as I twisted in my seat, preparatory to rising, in sheer nervousness I dropped the weapon upon the carpet.

With an exclamation of dismay, I stooped quickly to recover it.

As I did so something whistled past my ear, so closely as almost to touch it  and struck with a dull thud upon the wall beyond!

Bristol! I whispered.

But as I raised my eyes to him he seemed to crumple up, and fell loosely forward into the patch of moonlight spread upon the floor! God in heaven! I said aloud.

In a cold sweat of fear I crouched there, for it had become evident to me that, as I bent, I was entirely in shadow.

There was a rustling in the bushes on the left; but before I could turn in that direction, my attention was claimed elsewhere. Over into the loggia leapt an almost naked brown figure!

It was that of a small but strongly built man, who carried a short, exceedingly thick bamboo rod in his hand. My fear was too great to admit of my accurately observing anything at that time, but I noticed that some kind of leather thong or loop was attached to the end of the squat cane.

The panic fear of the supernatural was strongly upon me, and I was unable to realize that this Eastern apparition was a creature of flesh and blood. With my nerves strung up to snapping point, I crouched watching him. He entered the room, bending over the body of Bristol.

A hot breath fanned my cheek!

At that my overwrought nerves betrayed me. I uttered a stifled cry, looking upward ... and into a pair of gleaming eyes which looked down into mine!

A second brown man (who must have entered by one of the windows overlooking the shrubbery) was bending over me!

Scarce knowing what I did, I raised my revolver and blazed straight into the dimly-seen face. Down upon me silently dropped a naked body, and something warm came flowing over my hand. But, knowing my foes to be of flesh and blood, feeling myself at handgrips now with a palpable enemy, I threw off the body, leapt up and fired, though blindly, at the flying shape that flashed across the loggia  and was lost in the shadow pools under the elms.

Upon the din of my shooting fell silence like a cloak. A moment I listened, tense, still; then I turned to the table and lighted the lamp.

In its light I saw Bristol lying like a dead man. Close beside him was a big and heavy lump of clay. It had been shaped as a ball, but now it was flattened out curiously. Bending over my unfortunate companion and learning that, though unconscious, he lived, I learnt, too, how the Hashishin contrived to strike men insensible without approaching them; I learnt that the one whom I had shot, who lay in his blood almost on the spot where Professor Deeping once had lain, was an expert slinger.

The contrivance which he carried, as did the other who had escaped, was a sling, of the ancient Persian type. In place of stones, heavy lumps of clay were used, which operated much the same as a sand-bag, whilst enabling the operator to work from a considerable distance.

Hidden, over by the ancient chapel it might be, one of this evil twain had struck down Morris, the constable; from the shelter of the trees, from many yards away, they had shot their singular missiles through the open windows at Bristol and myself. Bristol had succumbed, and now, with a redness showing through his close-cut hair immediately behind the right ear, lay wholly unconscious at my feet.

It had been a divine accident which had caused me to drop my revolver, and, stooping to recover it, unknowingly to frustrate the design of the second slinger upon myself. The light of the lamp fell upon the face of the dead Hashishin. He lay forward upon his hands, crouching almost, but with his face, his dreadful, featureless face, twisted up at me from under his left shoulder.

God knows he deserved his end; but that mutilated face is often grinning, bloodily, in my dreams.

And then as I stood, between that horrid exultation which is born of killing and the panic which threatened me out of the darkness, I saw something advancing ... slowly ... slowly ... from the elmen shades toward the loggia.

It was a shape  it was a shadow. Silent it came  on  and on. Where the dusk lay deepest it paused, undefined; for I could give it no name of man or spirit. But a horror seemed to proceed from it as light from a lamp.

I groped about the table near to me, never taking my eyes from that sinister form outside. As my fingers closed upon the telephone, distant voices and the sound of running footsteps (of those who had heard the shots) came welcome to my ears.

The form stirred, seeming to raise phantom arms in execration, and a stray moonbeam pierced the darkness shrouding it. For a fleeting instant something flashed venomously.

The sounds grew nearer. I could tell that the newcomers had found Morris lying at the gate. Yet still I stood, frozen with uncanny fear, and watching  watching the spot to which that stray beam had pierced; the spot where I had seen the moon gleam upon the ring of the Prophet!


CHAPTER X

AT THE BRITISH ANTIQUARIAN MUSEUM

A little group of interested spectators stood at the head of the square glass case in the centre of the lofty apartment in the British Antiquarian Museum known as the Burton Room (by reason of the fact that a fine painting of Sir Richard Burton faces you as you enter). A few other people looked on curiously from the lower end of the case. It contained but one exhibit  a dirty and dilapidated markoob  or slipper of morocco leather that had once been red.

Our latest acquisition, gentlemen, said Mr. Mostyn, the curator, speaking in a low tone to the distinguished Oriental scholars around him. It has been left to the Institution by the late Professor Deeping. He describes it in a document furnished by his solicitor as one of the slippers worn by the Prophet Mohammed, but gives us no further particulars. I myself cannot quite place the relic.

Nor I, interrupted one of the group. It is not mentioned by any of the Arabian historians to my knowledge  that is, if it comes from Mecca, as I understand it does.

I cannot possibly assert that it comes from Mecca, Dr. Nicholson, Mostyn replied. The Professor may have taken it from Al-Madinah  perhaps from the mysterious inner passage of the baldaquin where the treasures of the place lie. But I can assure you that what little we do know of its history is sufficiently unsavoury.

I fancied that the curators tired cultured voice faltered as he spoke; and now, without apparent reason, he moved a step to the right and glanced oddly along the room. I followed the direction of his glance, and saw a tall man in conventional morning dress, irreproachable in every detail, whose head was instantly bent upon his catalogue. But before his eyes fell I knew that their long almond shape, as well as the peculiar burnt pallor of his countenance, were undoubtedly those of an Oriental.

There have been mysterious outrages committed, I believe, upon many of those who have come in contact with the slipper? asked one of the savants.

Exactly. Professor Deeping was undoubtedly among the victims. His instructions were explicit that the relic should be brought here by a Moslem, but for a long time we failed to discover any Moslem who would undertake the task; and, as you are aware, while the slipper remained at the Professors house attempts were made to steal it.

He ceased uneasily, and glanced at the tall Eastern figure. It had edged a little nearer; the head was still bowed and the fine yellow waxen fingers of the hand from which he had removed his glove fumbled with the catalogues leaves. It may well have been that in those days I read menace in every eye, yet I felt assured that the yellow visitor was eavesdropping  was malignantly attentive to the conversation.

The curator spoke lower than ever now; no one beyond the circle could possibly hear him as he proceeded  

We discovered an Alexandrian Greek who, for personal reasons, not unconnected with matrimony, had turned Moslem! He carried the slipper here, strongly escorted, and placed it where you now see it. No other hand has touched it. (The speakers voice was raised ever so slightly.) You will note that there is a rail around the case, to prevent visitors from touching even the glass.

Ah, said Dr. Nicholson quizzically, And has anything untoward happened to our Graeco-Moslem friend?

Perhaps Inspector Bristol can tell, replied the curator.

The straight, military figure of the well-known Scotland Yard man was conspicuous among the group of distinguished  and mostly round-shouldered  scholars.

Sorry, gentlemen, he said, smiling, but Mr. Acepulos has vanished from his tobacco shop in Soho. I am not apprehensive that he had been kidnapped or anything of that kind. I think rather that the date of his disappearance tallies with that on which he cashed his cheque for service rendered! His present wife is getting most unbeautifully fat, too.

What precautions, someone asked, are being taken to guard the slipper?

Well, Mostyn answered, though we have only the bare word of the late Professor Deeping that the slipper was actually worn by Mohammed, it has certainly an enormous value according to Moslem ideas. There can be no doubt that a group of fanatics known as Hashishin are in London engaged in an extraordinary endeavour to recover it.

Mostyns voice sank to an impressive whisper. My gaze sought again the tall Eastern visitor and was held fascinated by the baffled straining in those velvet eyes. But the lids fell as I looked; and the effect was that of a fire suddenly extinguished. I determined to draw Bristols attention to the man.

Accordingly, Mostyn continued, we have placed it in this room, from which I fancy it would puzzle the most accomplished thief to remove it.

The party, myself included, stared about the place, as he went on to explain  

We have four large windows here; as you see. The Burton Room occupies the end of a wing; there is only one door; it communicates with the next room, which in turn opens into the main building by another door on the landing. We are on the first floor; these two east windows afford a view of the lawn before the main entrance; those two west ones face Orpington Square; all are heavily barred as you see. During the day there is a man always on duty in these two rooms. At night that communicating door is locked. Short of erecting a ladder in full view either of the Square or of Great Orchard Street, filing through four iron bars and breaking the window and the case, I fail to see how anybody can get at the slipper here.

If a duplicate key to the safe another voice struck in; I knew it afterward for that of Professor Rhys-Jenkyns.

Impossible to procure one, Professor, cried Mostyn, his eyes sparkling with an almost boyish interest. Mr. Cavanagh here holds the keys of the case, under the will of the late Professor Deeping. They are of foreign workmanship and more than a little complicated.

The eyes of the savants were turned now in my direction.

I suppose you have them in a place of safety? said Dr. Nicholson.

They are at my bankers, I replied.

Then I venture to predict, said the celebrated Orientalist, that the slipper of the Prophet will rest here undisturbed.

He linked his arm into that of a brother scholar and the little group straggled away, Mostyn accompanying them to the main entrance.

But I saw Inspector Bristol scratching his chin; he looked very much as if he doubted the accuracy of the doctors prediction. He had already had some experience of the implacable devotion of the Moslem group to this treasure of the Faithful.

The real danger begins, I suggested to him, when the general public is admitted  after to-day, is it not?

Yes. All to-days people are specially invited, or are using special invitation cards, he replied. The people who received them often give their tickets away to those who will be likely really to appreciate the opportunity.

I looked around for the tall Oriental. He seemed to have vanished, and for some reason I hesitated to speak of him to Bristol; for my gaze fell upon an excessively thin, keen-faced man whose curiously wide-open eyes met mine smilingly, whose gray suit spoke Stein-Bloch, whose felt was a Boss raw-edge unmistakably of a kind that only Philadelphia can produce. At the height of the season such visitors are not rare, but this one had an odd personality, and moreover his keen gaze was raking the place from ceiling to floor.

Where had I met him before? To the best of my recollection I had never set eyes upon the man prior to that moment; and since he was so palpably an American I had no reason for assuming him to be associated with the Hashishin. But I remembered  indeed, I could never forget  how, in the recent past, I had met with an apparent associate of the Moslems as evidently European as this curiously alert visitor was American. Moreover ... there was something tauntingly familiar, yet elusive, about that gaunt face.

Was it not upon the eve of the death of Professor Deeping that the girl with the violet eyes had first intruded her fascinating personality into my tangled affairs? Patently, she had then been seeking the holy slipper, and by craft had endeavoured to bend me to her will. Then had I not encountered her again, meeting the glance of her unforgettable violet eyes outside a Strand hotel? The encounter had presaged a further attempt upon the slipper! Certainly she acted on behalf of someone interested in it; and since neither Bristol nor I could conceive of any one seeking to possess the bloodstained thing except the mysterious leader of the Hashishin  Hassan of Aleppo  as a creature of that awful fanatic being I had written her down.

Why, then, if the mysterious Eastern employed a European girl, should he not also employ an American man? It might well be that the relic, in entering the doors of the impregnable Antiquarian Museum, had passed where the diabolical arts of the Hashishin had no power to reach it  where the beauty of Western women and the craft of Eastern man were equally useless weapons. Perhaps Hassans campaign was entering upon a new phase.

Was it a shirking of plain duty on my part that wish  that ever-present hope  that the murderous company of fanatics who had pursued the stolen slipper from its ancient resting-place to London, should succeed in recovering it? I leave you to judge.

The crescent of Islam fades to-day and grows pale, but there are yet fierce Believers, alust for the blood of the infidel. In such as these a faith dies the death of an adder, and is more venomous in its death-throes than in the full pulse of life. The ghastly indiscretion of Professor Deeping, in rifling a Moslem Sacristy, had led to the mutilation of many who, unwittingly, had touched the looted relic, had brought about his own end, had established a league of fantastic assassins in the heart of the metropolis.

Only once had I seen the venerable Hassan of Aleppo  a stately, gentle old man; but I knew that the velvet eyes could blaze into a passionate fury that seemed to scorch whom it fell upon. I knew that the saintly Hassan was Sheikh of the Hashishin. And familiarity with that dreadful organization had by no means bred contempt. I was the holder of the key, and my fear of the fanatics grew like a magic mango, darkened the sunlight of each day, and filled the night with indefinable dread.

You, who have not read poor Deepings Assyrian Mythology, cannot picture a creature with a huge, distorted head, and a tiny, dwarfed body  a thing inhuman, yet human  a man stunted and malformed by the cruel arts of brother men  a thing obnoxious to life, with but one passion, the passion to kill. You cannot conceive of the years of agony spent by that creature strapped to a wooden frame  in order to prevent his growth! You cannot conceive of his fierce hatred of all humanity, inflamed to madness by the Eastern drug, hashish, and directed against the enemies of Islam  the holders of the slipper  by the wonderful power of Hassan of Aleppo.

But I had not only read of such beings, I had encountered one!

And he was but one of the many instruments of the Hashishin. Perhaps the girl with the violet eyes was another. What else to be dreaded Hassan might hold in store for us I could not conjecture.

Do you wonder that I feared? Do you wonder that I hoped (I confess it), hoped that the slipper might be recovered without further bloodshed?


CHAPTER XI

THE HOLE IN THE BLIND

I stepped over to the door, where a constable stood on duty.

You observed a tall Eastern gentleman in the room a while ago, officer?

I did, sir.

How long is he gone?

The man started and began to peer about anxiously.

Thats a funny thing, sir, he said. I was keeping my eyes specially upon him. I noticed him hovering around while Mr. Mostyn was speaking; but although I could have sworn he hadnt passed out, hes gone!

You didnt notice his departure, then?

Im sorry to say I didnt, sir.

The man clearly was perplexed, but I found small matter for wonder in the episode. I had more than suspected the stranger to be a spy of Hassans, and members of that strange company were elusive as will-o-the-wisps.

Bristol, at the far end of the room, was signalling to me. I walked back and joined him.

Come over here, he said, in a low voice, and pretend to examine these things.

He glanced significantly to his left. Following the glance, my eyes fell upon the lean American; he was peering into the receptacle which held the holy slipper.

Bristol led me across the room, and we both faced the wall and bent over a glass case. Some yellow newspaper cuttings describing its contents hung above it, and these we pretended to read.

Did you notice that man I glanced at?

Yes.

Well, thats Earl Dexter, the first crook in America! Ssh! Only goes in on very big things. We had word at the Yard he was in town; but we cant touch him  we can only keep our eyes on him. He usually travels openly and in his own name, but this time he seems to have slipped over quietly. He always dresses the same and has just given me good day! They call him The Stetson Man. We heard this morning that he had booked two first-class sailings in the Oceanic, leaving for New York three weeks hence. Now, Mr. Cavanagh, what is his game?

It has occurred to me before, Bristol, I replied, and you may remember that I mentioned the idea to you, that there might be a third party interested in the slipper. Why shouldnt Earl Dexter be that third party?

Because he isnt a fool, rapped Bristol shortly. Earl Dexter isnt a man to gather up trouble for himself. More likely if his visit has anything really to do with the slipper hes retained by Hassan and Company. Museum-breaking may be a bit out of the line of Hashishin!

This latter suggestion dovetailed with my own ideas, and oddly enough there was something positively wholesome in the notion of the straightforward crookedness of a mere swell cracksman.

Then happened a singular thing, and one that effectually concluded our whispered colloquy. From the top end of the room, beyond the case containing the slipper, one of the yellow blinds came down with a run.

Bristol turned in a flash. It was not a remarkable accident, and might portend no more than a loose cord; but when, having walked rapidly up the room, we stood before the lowered blind, it appeared that this was no accident at all.

Some four feet from the bottom of the blind (or five feet from the floor) a piece of linen a foot square had been neatly slashed out!

I glanced around the room. Several fashionably dressed visitors were looking idly in our direction, but I could fasten upon no one of them as a likely perpetrator.

Bristol stared at me in perplexity.

Who on earth did it, he muttered, and what the blazes for?


CHAPTER XII

THE HASHISHIN WATCH

The American gentleman has just gone out, sir, said the sergeant at the door.

I nodded grimly and raced down the steps. Despite my half-formed desire that the slipper should be recovered by those to whom properly it belonged, I experienced at times a curious interest in its welfare. I cannot explain this. Across the hall in front of me I saw Earl Dexter passing out of the Museum. I followed him through into Kingsway and thence to Fleet Street. He sauntered easily along, a nonchalant gray figure. I had begun to think that he was bound for his hotel and that I was wasting my time when he turned sharply into quiet Salisbury Square; it was almost deserted.

My heart leapt into my mouth with a presentiment of what was coming as I saw an elegant and beautifully dressed woman sauntering along in front of us on the far side.

Was it that I detected something familiar in her carriage, in the poise of her head  something that reminded me of former unforgettable encounters; encounters which without exception had presaged attempts upon the slipper of the Prophet? Or was it that I recollected how Dexter had booked two passages to America? I cannot say, but I felt my heart leap; I knew beyond any possibility of doubt that this meeting in Salisbury Square marked the opening of a new chapter in the history of the slipper.

Dexter slipped his arm within that of the girl in front of him and they paced slowly forward in earnest conversation. I suppose my action was very amateurish and very poor detective work; but regardless of discovery I crossed the road and passed close by the pair.

I am certain that Dexter was speaking as I came up, but, well out of earshot, his voice was suddenly arrested. His companion turned and looked at me.

I was prepared for it, yet was thrilled electrically by the flashing glance of the violet eyes  for it was she  the beautiful harbinger of calamities!

My brain was in a whirl; complication piled itself upon complication; yet in the heart of all this bewilderment I thought I could detect the key of the labyrinth, but at the time my ideas were in disorder, for the violet eyes were not lowered but fixed upon me in cold scorn.

I knew myself helpless, and bending my head with conscious embarrassment I passed on hurriedly.

I had work to do in plenty, but I could not apply my mind to it; and now, although the obvious and sensible thing was to go about my business, I wandered on aimlessly, my brain employed with a hundred idle conjectures and the query, Where have I seen The Stetson Man? seeming to beat, like a tattoo, in my brain. There was something magnetic about the accursed slipper, for without knowing by what route I had arrived there, I found myself in Great Orchard Street and close under the walls of the British Antiquarian Museum. Then I was effectually aroused from my reverie.

Two men, both tall, stood in the shadow of a doorway on the Opposite side of the street, staring intently up at the Museum windows. It was a tropically hot afternoon and they stood in deepest shadow. No one else was in Orchard Street  that odd little backwater  at the time, and they stood gazing upward intently and gave me not even a passing glance.

But I knew one for the Oriental visitor of the morning, and despite broad noonday and the hum of busy London about me, my blood seemed to turn to water. I stood rooted to the spot, held there by a most surprising horror.

For the gray-bearded figure of the other watcher was one I could never forget; its benignity was associated with the most horrible hours of my life, with deeds so dreadful that recollection to this day sometimes breaks my sleep, arousing me in the still watches, bathed in a cold sweat of fear.

It was Hassan of Aleppo!

If he saw me, if either of them saw me, I cannot say. What I should have done, what I might have done it is useless to speak of here  for I did nothing. Inert, thralled by the presence of that eerie, dreadful being, I watched them leave the shadow of the doorway and pace slowly on with their dignified Eastern gait.

Then, knowing how I had failed in my plain duty to my fellow-men  how, finding a serpent in my path, I had hesitated to crush it, had weakly succumbed to its uncanny fascination  I made my way round to the door of the Museum.


CHAPTER XIII

THE WHITE BEAM

That night the deviltry began. Mr. Mostyn found himself wholly unable to sleep. Many relics have curious histories, and the experienced archaeologist becomes callous to that uncanniness which seems to attach to some gruesome curios. But the slipper of the Prophet was different. No mere ghostly menace threatened its holders; an avenging scimitar followed those who came in contact with it; gruesome tragedies, mutilations, murders, had marked its progress throughout.

The night was still  as still as a London night can be; for there is always a vague murmuring in the metropolis as though the sleeping city breathed gently and sometimes stirred in its sleep.

Then, distinct amid these usual nocturnal noises, rose another, unaccountable sound, a muffled crash followed by a musical tinkling.

Mostyn sprang up in bed, drew on a dressing-gown, and took from the small safe at his bed-head the Museum keys and a loaded revolver. A somewhat dishevelled figure, pale and wild-eyed, he made his way through the private door and into the ghostly precincts of the Museum. He did not hesitate, but ascended the stairs and unlocked the door of the Assyrian gallery.

Along its ghostly aisles he passed, and before the door which gave admittance to the Burton Room paused, fumbling a moment for the key.

Inside the room something was moving!

Mostyn was keenly alarmed; he knew that he must enter at once or never. He inserted the key in the lock, swung open the heavy door, stepped through and closed it behind him. He was a man of tremendous moral courage, for now,  alone in the apartment which harboured the uncanny relic, alone in the discharge of his duty, he stood with his back to the door trembling slightly, but with the idea of retreat finding no place in his mind.

One side of the room lay in blackest darkness; through the furthermost window of the other a faint yellowed luminance (the moonlight through the blind) spread upon the polished parquet flooring. But that which held the curator spell-bound  that which momentarily quickened into life the latent superstition, common to all mankind, was a beam of cold light which poured its effulgence fully upon the case containing the Prophets slipper! Where the other exhibits lay either in utter darkness or semi-darkness this one it seemed was supernaturally picked out by this lunar searchlight!

It was ghostly-unnerving; but, the first dread of it passed, Mostyn recalled how during the day a hole inexplicably had been cut in that blind; he recalled that it had not been mended, but that the damaged blind had merely been rolled up again.

And as a dawning perception of the truth came to him, as falteringly he advanced a step toward the mystic beam, he saw that one side of the case had been shattered  he saw the broken glass upon the floor; and in the dense shadow behind and under the beam of light, vaguely he saw a dull red object.

It moved  it seemed to live! It moved away from the case and in the direction of the eastern windows.

My God! whispered Mostyn; its the Prophets slipper!

And wildly, blindly, he fired down the room. Later he knew that he had fired in panic, for nothing human was or could be in the place; yet his shot was not without effect. In the instant of its flash, something struck sharply against the dimly seen blind of one of the east windows; he heard the crash of broken glass.

He leapt to the switch and flooded the room with light. A fear of what it might hold possessed him, and he turned instantly.

Hard by the fragments of broken glass upon the floor and midway between the case and the first easterly window lay the slipper. A bell was ringing somewhere. His shot probably had aroused the attention of the policeman. Someone was clamouring upon the door of the Museum, too. Mostyn raced forward and raised the blind  that toward which the slipper had seemed to move.

The lower pane of the window was smashed. Blood was trickling down upon the floor from the jagged edges of the glass.

Hullo there! Open the door! Open the door!

Bells were going all over the place now; sounds of running footsteps came from below; but Mostyn stood staring at the broken window and at the solid iron bars which protected it without, which were intact, substantial  which showed him that nothing human could possibly have entered.

Yet the case was shattered, the holy slipper lay close beside him upon the floor, and from the broken window-pane blood was falling  drip-drip-drip...

That was the story as I heard it half an hour later. For Inspector Bristol, apprised of the happening, was promptly on the scene; and knowing how keen was my interest in the matter, he rang me up immediately. I arrived soon after Bristol and found a perplexed group surrounding the uncanny slipper of the Prophet. No one had dared to touch it; the dread vengeance of Hassan of Aleppo would visit any unbeliever who ventured to lay hand upon the holy, bloody thing. Well we knew it, and as though it had been a venomous scorpion we, a company of up-to-date, prosaic men of affairs, stood around that dilapidated markoob, and kept a respectful distance.

Mostyn, an odd figure in pyjamas and dressing-gown, turned his pale, intellectual face to me as I entered.

It will have to be put back ... secretly, he said.

His voice was very unsteady. Bristol nodded grimly and glanced at the two constables, who, with a plain-clothes man unknown to me, made up that midnight company.

Ill do it, sir, said one of the constables suddenly.

One moment  Mostyn raised his hand!

In the ensuing silence I could hear the heavy breathing of those around me. We were all looking at the slipper, I think.

Do you understand, fully, the curator continued, the risk you run?

I think so, sir, answered the constable; but Im prepared to chance it.

The hands, resumed Mostyn slowly, of those who hitherto have ventured to touch it have been  he hesitated cut off.

Your career in the Force would be finished if it happened to you, my lad, said Bristol shortly.

I suppose theyd look after me, said the man, with grim humour.

They would if you met with  an accident, in the discharge of your duty, replied the inspector; but I havent ordered you to do it, and Im not going to.

All right, sir, said the man, with a sort of studied truculence, Ill take my chance.

I tried to stop him; Mostyn, too, stepped forward, and Bristol swore frankly. But it was all of no avail.

A sort of chill seemed to claim my very soul when I saw the constable stoop, unconcernedly pick up the slipper, and replace it in the broken case.

It was out of a silence cathedral-like, awesome, that he spoke.

All you want is a new pane of glass, sir, he said and the things done.

I anticipate in mentioning it here; but since Constable Hughes has no further place in these records I may perhaps be excused for dismissing him at this point.

He was picked up outside the section house on the following evening with his right hand severed just above the wrist.


CHAPTER XIV

A SCREAM IN THE NIGHT

The day that followed was one of the hottest which we experienced during the heat wave. It was a day crowded with happenings. The Burton Room was closed to the public, whilst a glazier worked upon the broken east window and a new blind was fitted to the west. Behind the workmen, guarded by a watchful commissionaire, yawned the shattered case containing the slipper.

I wondered if the visitors to the other rooms of the Museum realized, as I realized, that despite the blazing sunlight of tropical London, the shadow of Hassan of Aleppo lay starkly on that haunted building?

At about eleven oclock, as I hurried along the Strand, I almost collided with the girl of the violet eyes! She turned and ran like the wind down Arundel Street, whilst I stood at the corner staring after her in blank amazement, as did other passers-by; for a man cannot with dignity race headlong after a pretty woman down a public thoroughfare!

My mystification grew hourly deeper; and Bristol wallowed in perplexities.

Its the most horrible and confusing case, he said to me when I joined him at the Museum, that the Yard has ever had to handle. It bristles with outrages and murders. God knows where it will all end. Ive had London scoured for a clue to the whereabouts of Hassan and Company and drawn absolutely blank! Then theres Earl Dexter. Where does he come in? For once in a way hes living in hiding. I cant find his headquarters. Ive been thinking

He drew me aside into the small gallery which runs parallel with the Assyrian Room.

Dexter has booked two passages in the Oceanic. Who is his companion?

I wondered, I had wondered more than once, if his companion were my beautiful violet-eyed acquaintance. A scruple  perhaps an absurd scruple  hitherto had kept me silent respecting her, but now I determined to take Bristol fully into my confidence. A conviction was growing upon me that she and Earl Dexter together represented that third party whose existence we had long suspected. Whether they operated separately or on behalf of the Moslems (of which arrangement I could not conceive) remained to be seen. I was about to voice my doubts and suspicions when Bristol went on hurriedly  

I have thoroughly examined the Burton Room, and considering that the windows are thirty feet from the ground, that there is no sign of a ladder having stood upon the lawn, and that the iron bars are quite intact, it doesnt look humanly possible for any one to have been in the room last night prior to Mostyns arrival!

One of the dwarfs

Not even one of the dwarfs, said Bristol, could have passed between those iron bars!

But there was blood on the window!

I know there was, and human blood. Its been examined!

He stared at me fixedly. The thing was unspeakably uncanny.

To-night, he went on, I am remaining in here  nodding toward the Assyrian Room and I have so arranged it that no mortal being can possibly know I am here. Mostyn is staying, and you can stay, too, if you care to. Owing to Professor Deepings will you are badly involved in the beastly business, and I have no doubt you are keen to see it through.

I am, I admitted, and the end I look for and hope for is the recovery of the slipper by its murderous owners!

I am with you, said Bristol. Its just a point of honour; but I should be glad to make them a present of it. Were ostentatiously placing a constable on duty in the hallway to-night  largely as a blind. It will appear that were taking no other additional precautions.

He hurried off to make arrangements for my joining him in his watch, and thus again I lost my opportunity of confiding in him regarding the mysterious girl.

I half anticipated, though I cannot imagine why, that Earl Dexter would put in an appearance, during the day. He did not do so, however, for Bristol had put a constable on the door who was well acquainted with the appearance of The Stetson Man. The inspector, in the course of his investigations, had come upon what might have been a clue, but what was at best a confusing one. Close by the wall of the curators house and lying on the gravel path he had found a part of a gold cuff link. It was of American manufacture.

Upon such slender evidence we could not justly assume that it pointed to the presence of Dexter on the night of the attempted robbery, but it served to complicate a matter already sufficiently involved.

In pursuance of Bristols plan, I concealed myself that evening just before the closing of the Museum doors, in a recess behind a heavy piece of Babylonian sculpture. Bristol was similarly concealed in another part of the room, and Mostyn joined us later.

The Museum was closed; and so far as evidence went the authorities had relied again upon the bolts and bars hitherto considered impregnable, and upon the constable in the hall. The broken window was mended, the cut blind replaced, and within, in its shattered case, reposed the slipper of the Prophet.

All the blinds being lowered, the Assyrian Room was a place of gloom, yellowed on the western side by the moonlight through the blind. The door communicating with the Burton Room was closed but not fastened.

They operated last night, Bristol whispered to me, at the exact time when the moonlight shone through the hole in the westerly blind on to the case. If they come to-night, and I am quite expecting them, they will have to dispense with that assistance; but they know by experience where to reach the case.

Despite our precautions, I said, they will almost certainly know that a watch is being kept.

They may or they may not, replied Bristol. Either way Im disposed to think there will be another attempt. Their mysterious method is so rapid that they can afford to take chances.

This was not my first night vigil since I had become in a sense the custodian of the relic, but it was quite the most dreary. Amid the tomb-like objects about us we seemed two puny mortals toying with stupendous things. We could not smoke and must converse only in whispers; and so the night wore on until I began to think that our watch would be dully uneventful.

Our big chance, whispered Mostyn, is in the fact that any day may change the conditions. They cant afford to wait.

He ceased abruptly, grasping my arm. From somewhere, somewhere outside the building, we all three had heard a soft whistle. A moment of tense listening followed.

If only we could have had the place surrounded, whispered Bristol but it was impossible, of course.

A faint grating noise echoed through the lofty Burton Room. Bristol slipped past me in the semi-gloom, and gently opened the communicating door a few inches.

A-tiptoe, I joined him, and craning across his shoulder saw a strange and wonderful thing.

The newly glazed east window again was shattered with a booming crash! The yellow blind was thrust aside. A long something reached out toward the broken case. There was a sort of fumbling sound, and paralyzed with the wonder of it  for the window, remember, was thirty feet from the ground  I stood frozen to my post.

Not so Bristol. As the weird tentacle (or more exactly it reminded me of a gigantic crabs claw) touched the case, the Inspector leapt forward. A white beam from his electric torch cut through to the broken cabinet.

The thing was withdrawn ... and with it went the slipper of the Prophet.

Raise the blinds! cried Bristol. Mr. Cavanagh! Mr. Mostyn! We must not let them give us the slip!

I got up the blind of the nearer window as Bristol raised the other. Not a living thing was in sight from either!

Mostyn was beside me, his hand resting on my shoulder. I noted how he trembled. Bristol turned and looked back at us. The light from his pocket torch flashed upon the curators face; and I have never seen such an expression of horrified amazement as that which it wore. Faintly, I could hear the constable racing up the steps from the hall.

Ideas of the supernatural came to us all, I know; when, with a scuffling sound not unlike that of a rat in a ceiling, something moved above us!

Damn my thick head! roared Bristol, furiously. Hes on the roof! Its flat as a floor and theres enough ivy alongside the water-spout on your house adjoining, Mr. Mostyn, to afford foothold to an invading army!

He plunged off toward the open door, and I heard him racing down the Assyrian Room.

He had a short rope ladder fixed from the gutter! he cried back at us. Graham! Graham! (the constable on duty in the hall) Get the front door open! Get... His voice died away as he leapt down the stairs.

From the direction of Orpington Square came a horrid, choking scream. It rose hideously; it fell, rose again  and died.

The thief escaped. We saw the traces upon the ivy where he had hastened down. Bristol ascended by the same route, and found where the ladder-hooks had twice been attached to the gutterway. Constable Graham, who was first actually to leave the building, declared that he heard the whirr of a re-started motor lower down Great Orchard Street.

Bristols theory, later to be dreadfully substantiated, was that the thief had broken the glass and reached into the case with an arrangement similar to that employed for pruning trees, having a clutch at the end, worked with a cord.

Hassan has been too clever for us! said the inspector. But  what in Gods name did that awful screaming mean?

I had a theory, but I did not advance it then.

It was not until nearly dawn that my theory, and Bristols, regarding the clutch arrangement, both were confirmed. For close under the railings which abut on Orpington Square, in a pool of blood we found just such an instrument as Bristol had described.

And still clutching it was a pallid and ghastly shrunken hand that had been severed from above the wrist!

Merciful God! whispered the inspector look at the opal ring on the finger! Look at the bandage where he cut himself on the broken window-glass that first night, when Mr. Mostyn disturbed him. It wasnt the Hashishin who stole the thing.... Its Earl Dexters hand!

No one spoke for a moment. Then  

Which of them has began Mostyn huskily.

The slipper of the Prophet? interrupted Bristol. I wonder if we shall ever know?


CHAPTER XV

A SHRIVELLED HAND

Around a large square table in a room at New Scotland Yard stood a group of men, all of whom looked more or less continuously at something that lay upon the polished deal. One of the party, none other than the Commissioner himself, had just finished speaking, and in silence now we stood about the gruesome object which had furnished him with the text of his very terse address.

I knew myself privileged in being admitted to such a conference at the C.I.D. headquarters and owed my admission partly to Inspector Bristol, and partly to the fact that under the will of the late Professor Deeping I was concerned in the uncanny business we were met to discuss.

Novelty has a charm for every one; and to find oneself immersed in a maelstrom of Eastern devilry, with a group of scientific murderers in pursuit of a holy Moslem relic, and unexpectedly to be made a trustee of that dangerous curiosity, makes a certain appeal to the adventurous. But to read of such things and to participate in them are widely different matters. The slipper of the Prophet and the dreadful crimes connected with it, the mutilations, murders, the uncanny mysteries which made up its history, were filling my world with horror.

Now, in silence we stood around that table at New Scotland Yard and watched, as though we expected it to move, the ghastly clue which lay there. It was a shrivelled human hand, and about the thumb and forefinger there still dryly hung a fragment of lint which had bandaged a jagged wound. On one of the shrunken fingers was a ring set with a large opal.

Inspector Bristol broke the oppressive silence.

You see, sir, he said, addressing the Commissioner, this marks a new complication in the case. Up to this week although, unfortunately, we had made next to no progress, the thing was straightforward enough. A band of Eastern murderers, working along lines quite novel to Europe, were concealed somewhere in London. We knew that much. They murdered Professor Deeping, but failed to recover the slipper. They mutilated everyone who touched it mysteriously. The best men in the department, working night and day, failed to effect a single arrest. In spite of the mysterious activity of Hassan of Aleppo the slipper was safely lodged in the British Antiquarian Museum.

The Commissioner nodded thoughtfully.

There is no doubt, continued Bristol, that the Hashishin were watching the Museum. Mr. Cavanagh, here  he nodded in my direction saw Hassan himself lurking in the neighbourhood. We took every precaution, observed the greatest secrecy; but in spite of it all a constable who touched the accursed thing lost his right hand. Then the slipper was taken.

He stopped, and all eyes again were turned to the table.

The Yard, resumed Bristol slowly, had information that Earl Dexter, the cleverest crook in America, was in England. He was seen in the Museum, and the night following the slipper was stolen. Then outside the place I found  that!

He pointed to the severed hand. No one spoke for a moment. Then  

The new problem, said the Commissioner, is this: who took the slipper, Dexter or Hassan of Aleppo?

Thats it, sir, agreed Bristol. Dexter had two passages booked in the Oceanic: but he didnt sail with her, and  thats his hand!

You say he has not been traced? asked the Commissioner.

No doctor known to the Medical Association, replied Bristol, is attending him! Hes not in any of the hospitals. He has completely vanished. The conclusion is obvious!

The evident deduction, I said, is that Dexter stole the slipper from the Museum  God knows with what purpose  and that Hassan of Aleppo recovered it from him.

You think we shall next hear of Earl Dexter from the river police? suggested Bristol.

Personally, replied the Commissioner, I agree with Mr. Cavanagh. I think Dexter is dead, and it is very probable that Hassan and Company are already homeward bound with the slipper of the Prophet.

With all my heart I hoped that he might be right, but an intuition was with me crying that he was wrong, that many bloody deeds would be, ere the sacred slipper should return to the East.


CHAPTER XVI

THE DWARF

The manner in which we next heard of the whereabouts of the Prophets slipper was utterly unforeseen, wildly dramatic. That the Hashishin were aware that I, though its legal trustee, no longer had charge of the relic nor knowledge of its resting-place, was sufficiently evident from the immunity which I enjoyed at this time from that ceaseless haunting by members of the uncanny organization ruled by Hassan. I had begun to feel more secure in my chambers, and no longer worked with a loaded revolver upon the table beside me. But the slightest unusual noise in the night still sufficed to arouse me and set me listening intently, to chill me with dread of what it might portend. In short, my nerves were by no means recovered from the ceaseless strain of the events connected with and arising out of the death of my poor friend, Professor Deeping.

One evening as I sat at work in my chambers, with the throb of busy Fleet Street and its thousand familiar sounds floating in to me through the open windows, my phone bell rang.

Even as I turned to take up the receiver a foreboding possessed me that my trusteeship was no longer to be a sinecure. It was Bristol who had rung me up, and upon very strange business.

A development at last! he said; but at present I dont know what to make of it. Can you come down now?

Where are you speaking from?

From the Waterloo Road  a delightful neighbourhood. I shall be glad if you can meet me at the entrance to Wyatts Buildings in half an hour.

What is it? Have you found Dexter?

No, unfortunately. But its murder!

I knew as I hung up the receiver that my brief period of peace was ended; that the lists of assassination were reopened. I hurried out through the court into Fleet Street, thinking of the key of the now empty case at the Museum which reposed at my bankers, thinking of the devils who pursued the slipper, thinking of the hundred and one things, strange and terrible, which went to make up the history of that gruesome relic.

Wyatts Buildings, Waterloo Road, are a gloomy and forbidding block of dwellings which seem to frown sullenly upon the high road, from which they are divided by a dark and dirty courtyard. Passing an iron gateway, you enter, by way of an arch, into this sinister place of uncleanness. Male residents in their shirt sleeves lounge against the several entrances. Bedraggled women nurse dirty infants and sit in groups upon the stone steps, rendering them almost impassable. But to-night a thing had happened in Wyatts Buildings which had awakened in the inhabitants, hardened to sordid crime, a sort of torpid interest.

Faces peered from most of the windows which commanded a view of the courtyard, looking like pallid blotches against the darkness; but a number of police confined the loungers within their several doorways, so that the yard itself was comparatively clear.

I had had some difficulty in forcing a way through the crowd which thronged the entrance, but finally I found myself standing beside Inspector Bristol and looking down upon that which had brought us both to Wyatts Buildings.

There was no moon that night, and only the light of the lamp in the archway, with some faint glimmers from the stairways surrounding the court, reached the dirty paving. Bristol directed the light of a pocket-lamp upon the hunched-up figure which lay in the dust, and I saw it to be that of a dwarfish creature, yellow skinned and wearing only a dark loin cloth. He had a malformed and disproportionate head, a head that had been too large even for a big man. I knew after first glance that this was one of the horrible dwarfs employed by the Hashishin in their murderous business. It might even be the one who had killed Deeping; but this was impossible to determine by reason of the fact that the hideous, swollen head, together with the features, was completely crushed. I shall not describe the creatures appearance in further detail.

Having given me an opportunity to examine the dead dwarf, Bristol returned the electric lamp to his pocket and stood looking at me in the semi-gloom. A constable stood on duty quite near to us, and others guarded the archway and the doors to the dwellings. The murmur of subdued voices echoed hollowly in the wells of the staircases, and a constant excited murmur proceeded from the crowd at the entrance. No pressmen had yet been admitted, though numbers of them were at the gates.

It happened less than an hour ago, said Bristol. The place was much as you see it now, and from what I can gather there came the sound of a shot and several people saw the dwarf fall through the air and drop where he lies!

The light was insufficient to show the expression upon the speakers face, but his voice told of a great wonder.

It is a bit like an Indian conjuring trick, I said, looking up to the sky above us; who fired the shot?

So far, replied Bristol, I have failed to find out; but theres a bullet in the things head. He was dead before he reached the pavement.

Did no one see the flash of the pistol?

No one that I have got hold of yet. Of course this kind of evidence is very unreliable; these people regularly go out of their way to mislead the police.

You think the body may have been carried here from somewhere else?

Oh, no; this is where it fell, right enough. You can see where his head struck the stones.

He has not been moved at all?

No; I shall not move him until Ive worked out where in heavens name he can have fallen from! You and I have seen some mysterious things happen, Mr. Cavanagh, since the slipper of the Prophet came to England and brought these people  he nodded toward the thing at our feet in its train; but this is the most inexplicable incident to date. I dont know what to make of it at all. Quite apart from the question of where the dwarf fell from, who shot at him and why?

Have you no theory? I asked. The incident to my mind points directly to one thing. We know that this uncanny creature belonged to the organization of Hassan of Aleppo. We know that Hassan implacably pursues one object  the slipper. In pursuit of the slipper, then, the dwarf came here. Bristol!  I laid my hand upon his arm, glancing about me with a very real apprehension the slipper must be somewhere near!

Bristol turned to the constable standing hard by.

Remain here, he ordered. Then to me: I should like you to come up on to the roof. From there we can survey the ground and perhaps arrive at some explanation of how the dwarf came to fall upon that spot.

Passing the constable on duty at one of the doorways and making our way through the group of loiterers there, we ascended amid conflicting odours to the topmost floor. A ladder was fixed against the wall communicating with a trap in the ceiling. Several individuals in their shirt sleeves and all smoking clay pipes had followed us up. Bristol turned upon them.

Get downstairs, he said all the lot of you, and stop there!

With muttered imprecations our audience dispersed, slowly returning by the way they had come. Bristol mounted the ladder and opened the trap. Through the square opening showed a velvet patch spangled with starry points. As he passed up on to the roof and I followed him, the comparative cleanness of the air was most refreshing after the varied fumes of the staircase.

Side by side we leaned upon the parapet looking down into the dirty courtyard which was the theatre of this weird mystery; looking down upon the stage, sordidly Western, where a mystic Eastern tragedy had been enacted.

I could see the constable standing beside the crushed thing upon the stones.

Now, said Bristol, with a sort of awe in his voice, where did he fall from?

And at his words, looking down at the spot where the dwarf lay, and noting that he could not possibly have fallen there from any of the buildings surrounding the courtyard, an eerie sensation crept over me; for I was convinced that the happening was susceptible of no natural explanation.

I had heard  who has not heard?  of the Indian rope trick, where a fakir throws a rope into the air which remains magically suspended whilst a boy climbs upward and upward until he disappears into space. I had never credited accounts of the performance; but now I began seriously to wonder if the arts of Hassan of Aleppo were not as great or greater than the arts of fakir. But the crowning mystery to my mind was that of the Hashishins death. It would seem that as he had hung suspended in space he had been shot!

You say that someone heard the sound of the shot? I asked suddenly.

Several people, replied Bristol; but no one knows, or no one will say, from what direction it came. I shall go on with the inquiry, of course, and cross-examine every soul in Wyatts Buildings. Meanwhile, Im open to confess that I am beaten.

In the velvet sky countless points blazed tropically. The hum of the traffic in Waterloo Road reached us only in a muffled way. Sordidness lay beneath us, but up there under the heavens we seemed removed from it as any Babylonian astronomer communing with the stars.

When, some ten minutes later, I passed out into the noise of Waterloo Road, I left behind me an unsolved mystery and took with me a great dread; for I knew that the quest of the sacred slipper was not ended, I knew that another tragedy was added to its history  and I feared to surmise what the future might hold for all of us.


CHAPTER XVII

THE WOMAN WITH THE BASKET

Deep in thought respecting the inexplicable nature of this latest mystery, I turned in the direction of the bridge, and leaving behind me an ever-swelling throng at the gate of Wyatts Buildings, proceeded westward.

The death of the dwarf had lifted the case into the realms of the marvellous, and I noted nothing of the bustle about me, for mentally I was still surveying that hunched-up body which had fallen out of empty space.

Then in upon my preoccupation burst a womans scream!

I aroused myself from reverie, looking about to right and left. Evidently I had been walking slowly, for I was less than a hundred yards from Wyatts Buildings, and hard by the entrance to an uninviting alley from which I thought the scream had proceeded.

And as I hesitated, for I had no desire to become involved in a drunken brawl, again came the shrill scream: Help! help!

I cannot say if I was the only passer-by who heard the cry; certainly I was the only one who responded to it. I ran down the narrow street, which was practically deserted, and heard windows thrown up as I passed for the cries for help continued.

Just beyond a patch of light cast by a street lamp a scene was being enacted strange enough at any time and in any place, but doubly singular at that hour of the night, or early morning, in a lane off the Waterloo Road.

An old woman, from whose hand a basket of provisions had fallen, was struggling in the grasp of a tall Oriental! He was evidently trying to stifle her screams and at the same time to pinion her arms behind her!

I perceived that there was more in this scene than met the eye. Oriental footpads are rarities in the purlieus of Waterloo Road. So much was evident; and since I carried a short, sharp argument in my pocket, I hastened to advance it.

At the sight of the gleaming revolver barrel the man, who was dressed in dark clothes and wore a turban, turned and ran swiftly off. I had scarce a glimpse of his pallid brown face ere he was gone, nor did the thought of pursuit enter my mind. I turned to the old woman, who was dressed in shabby black and who was rearranging her thick veil in an oddly composed manner, considering the nature of the adventure that had befallen her.

She picked up her basket, and turned away. Needless to say I was rather shocked at her callous ingratitude, for she offered no word of thanks, did not even glance in my direction, but made off hurriedly toward Waterloo Road.

I had been on the point of inquiring if she had sustained any injury, but I checked the words and stood looking after her in blank wonderment. Then my ideas were diverted into a new channel. I perceived, as she passed under an adjacent lamp, that her basket contained provisions such as a woman of her appearance would scarcely be expected to purchase. I noted a bottle of wine, a chicken, and a large melon.

The nationality of the assailant from the first had marked the affair for no ordinary one, and now a hazy notion of what lay behind all this began to come to me.

Keeping well in the shadows on the opposite side of the way, I followed the woman with the basket. The lane was quite deserted; for, the disturbance over, those few residents who had raised their windows had promptly lowered them again. She came out into Waterloo Road, crossed over, and stood waiting by a stopping-place for electric cars. I saw her arranging a cloth over her basket in such a way as effectually to conceal the contents. A strong mental excitement possessed me. The detective fever claims us all at one time or another, I think, and I had good reason for pursuing any inquiry that promised to lead to the elucidation of the slipper mystery. A theory, covering all the facts of the assault incident, now presented itself, and I stood back in the shadow, watchful; in a degree, exultant.

A Greenwich-bound car was hailed by the woman with the basket. I could not be mistaken, I felt sure, in my belief that she cast furtive glances about her as she mounted the steps. But, having seen her actually aboard, my attention became elsewhere engaged.

All now depended upon securing a cab before the tram car had passed from view!

I counted it an act of Providence that a disengaged taxi appeared at that moment, evidently bound for Waterloo Station. I ran out into the road with cane upraised.

As the man drew up  

Quick! I cried. You see that Greenwich car  nearly at the Ophthalmic Hospital? Follow it. Dont get too near. I will give you further instructions through the tube. I leapt in. We were off!

The rocking car ahead was rounding the bend now toward St. Georges Circus. As it passed the clock and entered South London Road it stopped. I raised the tube.

Pass it slowly!

We skirted the clock tower, and bore around to the right. Then I drew well back in the corner of the cab.

The woman with the basket was descending! Pull up a few yards beyond! I directed. As the car re-started, and passed us, the taxi became stationary. I peered out of the little window at the back.

The woman was returning in the direction of Waterloo Road!

Drive slowly back along Waterloo Road, was my next order. Pretend you are looking for a fare; I will keep out of sight.

The man nodded. It was unlikely that any one would notice the fact that the cab was engaged.

I was borne back again upon my course. The woman kept to the right, and, once we were entered into the straight road which leads to the bridge, I again raised the speaking-tube.

Pull up, I said. On the right-hand side is an old woman carrying a basket, fifty yards ahead. Do you see her? Keep well behind, but dont lose sight of her.

The man drew up again and sat watching the figure with the basket until it was almost lost from sight. Then slowly we resumed our way. I would have continued the pursuit afoot now, but I feared that my quarry might again enter a vehicle. She did not do so, however, but coming abreast of the turning in which the mysterious assault had taken place, she crossed the road and disappeared from view.

I leapt out of the cab, thrust half a crown into the mans hand, and ran on to the corner. The night was now far advanced, and I knew that the chances of detection were thereby increased. But the woman seemed to have abandoned her fears, and I saw her just ahead of me walking resolutely past the lamp beyond which a short time earlier she had met with a dangerous adventure.

Since the opposite side of the street was comparatively in darkness, I slipped across, and in a state of high nervous tension pursued this strange work of espionage. I was convinced that I had forestalled Bristol and that I was hot upon the track of those who could explain the mystery of the dead dwarf.

The woman entered the gate of the block of dwellings even more forbidding in appearance than those which that night had staged a dreadful drama.

As the figure with the basket was lost from view I crept on, and in turn entered the evil-smelling hallway. I stepped cautiously, and standing beneath a gaslight protected by a wire frame, I congratulated myself upon having reached that point of vantage as silently as any Sioux stalker.

Footsteps were receding up the stone stairs. Craning my neck, I peered up the well of the staircase. I could not see the woman, but from the sound of her tread it was possible to count the landings which she passed. When she had reached the fourth, and I heard her step upon yet another flight, I knew that she must be bound for the topmost floor; and observing every precaution, almost holding my breath in a nervous endeavour to make not the slightest sound, rapidly I mounted the stairs.

I was come to the third landing in this secret fashion when quite distinctly I heard the grating of a key in a lock!

Since four doors opened upon each of the landings, at all costs, I thought, I must learn by which door she entered.

Throwing caution to the winds I raced up the remaining flights ... and there at the top the woman confronted me, with blazing eyes!  with eyes that thrilled every nerve; for they were violet eyes, the only truly violet eyes I have ever seen! They were the eyes of the woman who like a charming, mocking will-o-the-wisp had danced through this tragic scene from the time that poor Professor Deeping had brought the Prophets slipper to London up to this present hour!

There at the head of those stone steps in that common dwelling-house I knew her  and in the violet eyes it was written that she knew, and feared, me!

What do you want? Why are you following me?

She made no endeavour to disguise her voice. Almost, I think, she spoke the words involuntarily.

I stood beside her. Quickly as she had turned from the door at my ascent, I had noted that it was that numbered forty-eight which she had been about to open.

You waste words, I said grimly. Who lives there?

I nodded in the direction of the doorway. The violet eyes watched me with an expression in their depths which I find myself wholly unable to describe. Fear predominated, but there was anger, too, and with it a sort of entreaty which almost made me regret that I had taken this task upon myself. From beneath the shabby black hat escaped an errant lock of wavy hair wholly inconsistent with the assumed appearance of the woman. The flickering gaslight on the landing sought out in that wonderful hair shades which seemed to glow with the soft light seen in the heart of a rose. The thick veil was raised now and all attempts at deception abandoned. At bay she faced me, this secret woman whom I knew to hold the key to some of the darkest places which we sought to explore.

I live there, she said slowly. What do you want with me?

I want to know, I replied, for whom are those provisions in your basket?

She watched me fixedly.

And I want to know, I continued, something that only you can tell me. We have met before, madam, but you have always eluded me. This time you shall not do so. Theres much I have to ask of you, but particularly I want to know who killed the Hashishin who lies dead at no great distance from here!

How can I tell you that? Of what are you speaking?

Her voice was low and musical; that of a cultured woman. She evidently recognized the futility of further subterfuge in this respect.

You know quite well of what I am speaking! You know that you can tell me if any one can! The fact that you go disguised alone condemns you! Why should I remind you of our previous meetings  of the links which bind you to the history of the Prophets slipper? She shuddered and closed her eyes. Your present attitude is a sufficient admission!

She stood silent before me, with something pitiful in her pose  a wonderfully pretty woman, whose disarranged hair and dilapidated hat could not mar her beauty; whose clumsy, ill-fitting garments could not conceal her lithe grace.

Our altercation had not thus far served to arouse any of the inhabitants and on that stuffy landing, beneath the flickering gaslight, we stood alone, a group of two which epitomized strange things.

Then, with that quietly dramatic note which marks real life entrances and differentiates them from the loudly acclaimed episodes of the stage, a third actor took up his cue.

Both hands, Mr. Cavanagh! directed an American voice.

Nerves atwitch, I started around in its direction.

From behind the slightly opened door of No. 48 protruded a steel barrel, pointed accurately at my head!

I hesitated, glancing from the woman toward the open door.

Do it quick! continued the voice incisively. You are up against a desperate man, Mr. Cavanagh. Raise your hands. Carneta, relieve Mr. Cavanagh of his gun!

Instantly the girl, with deft fingers, had obtained possession of my revolver.

Step inside, said the crisp, strident voice. Knowing myself helpless and quite convinced that I was indeed in the clutches of desperate people, I entered the doorway, the door being held open from within. She whom I had heard called Carneta followed. The door was reclosed; and I found myself in a perfectly bare and dim passageway. From behind me came the order  

Go right ahead!

Into a practically unfurnished room, lighted by one gas jet, I walked. Some coarse matting hung before the two windows and a fairly large grip stood on the floor against one wall. A gas-ring was in the hearth, together with a few cheap cooking utensils.



I turned and faced the door. First entered Carneta, carrying the basket; then came a man with a revolver in his left hand and his right arm strapped across his chest and swathed in bandages. One glance revealed the fact that his right hand had been severed  revealed the fact, though I knew it already, that my captor was Earl Dexter.

He looked even leaner than when I had last seen him. I had no doubt that his ghastly wound had occasioned a tremendous loss of blood. His gaunt face was positively emaciated, but the steely gray eyes had lost nothing of their brightness. There was a good deal about Mr. Earl Dexter, the cracksman, that any man must have admired.

Shut the door, Carneta, he said quietly. His companion closed the door and Dexter sat down on the grip, regarding me with his oddly humorous smile.

Youre a visitor I did not expect, Mr. Cavanagh, he said. I expected someone worse. Youve interfered a bit with my plans but I dont know that I cant rearrange things satisfactorily. I dont think Ill stop for supper, though He glanced at the girl, who stood silent by the door.

Just pack up the provisions, he directed, nodding toward the basket in the next room.

She departed without a word.

Thats a noticeable dust coat youre wearing, Mr. Cavanagh, said the American; it gives me a great notion. Im afraid Ill have to borrow it.

He glanced, smiling, at the revolver in his left hand and back again to me. There was nothing of the bully about him, nothing melodramatic; but I took off the coat without demur and threw it across to him.

It will hide this stump, he said grimly; and any of the Hashishin gentlemen who may be on the look-out  though I rather fancy the road is clear at the moment  will mistake me for you. See the idea? Carneta will be in a cab and Ill be in after her and away before theyve got time to so much as whistle.

Very awkwardly he got into the coat.

Shes a clever girl, Carneta, he said. Shes doctored me all along since those devils cut my hand off.

As he finished speaking Carneta returned.

She had discarded her rags and wore a large travelling coat and a fashionable hat.

Ready? asked Dexter. Well make a rush for it. We meant to go to-night anyway. Its getting too hot here! He turned to me.

Sorry to say, he drawled, Ill have to tie you up and gag you. Apologize; but it cant be helped.

Carneta nodded and went out of the room again, to return almost immediately with a line that looked as though it might have been employed for drying washing.

Hands behind you, rapped Dexter, toying with the revolver and think yourself lucky youve got two!

There was no mistaking the manner of man with whom I had to deal, and I obeyed; but my mind was busy with a hundred projects. Very neatly the girl bound my wrists, and in response to a slight nod from Dexter threw the end of the line up over a beam in the sloping ceiling, for the room was right under the roof, and drew it up in such a way that, my wrists being raised behind me, I became utterly helpless. It was an ingenious device indicating considerable experience.

Just tie his handkerchief around his mouth, directed Dexter: that will keep him quiet long enough for our purpose. I hope you will be released soon, Mr. Cavanagh, he added. Greatly regret the necessity.

Carneta bound the handkerchief over my mouth.

Dexter extinguished the gas.

Mr. Cavanagh, he said, Ive gone through hell and Ive lost the most useful four fingers and a thumb in the United States to get hold of the Prophets slipper. Any one can have it thats open to pay for it  but Ive got to retire on the deal, so Ill drive a hard bargain! Good-night!

There was a sound of retreating footsteps, and I heard the entrance door close quietly.


CHAPTER XVIII

WHAT CAME THROUGH THE WINDOW

I had not been in my unnatural position for many minutes before I began to suffer agonies, agonies not only physical but mental; for standing there like some prisoner of the Inquisition, it came to me how this dismantled apartment must be the focus of the dreadful forces of Hassan of Aleppo!

That Earl Dexter had the slipper of the Prophet I no longer doubted, and that he had sustained, in this dwelling beneath the roof, an uncanny siege during the days which had passed since the theft from the Antiquarian Museum, was equally certain. Helpless, gagged, I pictured those hideous creatures, evil products of the secret East, who might, nay, who must surround that place! I thought of the horrible little yellow man who lay dead in Wyatts Buildings; and it became evident to me that the house in which I was now imprisoned must overlook the back of those unsavoury tenements. The windows, sack-covered now, no doubt commanded a view of the roofs of the buildings. One of the mysteries that had puzzled us was solved. It was Earl Dexter who had shot the yellow dwarf as he was bound for this very room! But how humanly the Hashishin had proposed to gain his goal, how he had travelled through empty space  for from empty space the shot had brought him down  I could not imagine.

I knew something of the almost supernatural attributes of these people. From Professor Deepings book I knew of the incredible feats which they could perform when under the influence of the drug hashish. From personal experience also I knew that they had powers wholly abnormal.

The pain in my arms and back momentarily increased. An awesome silence ruled. I tortured myself with pictures of murderous yellow men possessed of the power claimed by the Mahatmas, of levitation. Mentally I could see a distorted half-animal creature carrying a great gleaming knife and floating supernaturally toward me through the night!

A soft pattering sound became perceptible on the sloping roof above!

I think I have never known such intense and numbing fear as that which now descended upon me. Perhaps I may be forgiven it. A more dreadful situation it would be hard to devise. Knowing that I was on the fifth story of a house, bound, helpless, I knew, too, that a second mystic guardian of the slipper was come to accomplish the task in which the first had failed!

I began to pray fervently.

Neither of the windows were closed; and now through the intense darkness I heard one of them being raised up  up  up...

The sacking was pulled aside inch by inch.

Silhouetted against the faintly luminous background I saw a hunched, unnatural figure. The real was more dreadful even than the imaginary  for some stray beam of light touched into cold radiance a huge curved knife which the visitant held between his teeth!

My fear became a madness, and I twisted my body violently in a wild endeavour to free myself. A dreadful pain shot through my left shoulder, and the whole nightmare scene  the thing with the knife at the window  the low-ceiled room-began to fade away from me. I seemed to be falling into deep water.

A splintering crash and the sound of shouting formed my last recollections ere unconsciousness came.

I found myself lying in an armchair with Bristol forcing brandy between my lips. My left arm hung limply at my side and the pain in my dislocated shoulder was excruciating.

Thank God you are all right, Mr. Cavanagh! said the inspector. I got the surprise of my life when we smashed the door in and found you tied up here!

You came none too soon, I said feebly. God knows how Providence directed you here.

Providence it was, replied Bristol. From the roof of Wyatts Buildings  you know the spot?  I saw the second yellow devil coming. By God! They meant to have it to-night! They dont value their lives a brass farthing against that damned slipper!

But how

Along the telegraph-wires, Mr. Cavanagh! They cross Wyatts Buildings and cross this house. It was a moonless night or we should have seen it at once! I watched him, saw him drop to this roof  and brought the men around to the front.

Did he, that awful thing, escape?

He dropped full forty feet into a tree  from the tree to the ground, and went off like a cat!

Earl Dexter has escaped us, I said, and he has the slipper!

God help him! replied Bristol. For by now he has that hell-pack at his heels! What a case! Heavens above, it will drive me mad!


CHAPTER XIX

A RAPPING AT MIDNIGHT

Inspector Bristol finished his whisky at a gulp and stood up, a tall, massive figure, stretching himself and yawning.

The detective of fiction would be hard at work on this case, now, he said, smiling, but I dont even pretend to be. I am at a standstill and I dont care who knows it.

You have absolutely no clue to the whereabouts of Earl Dexter?

Not the slightest, Mr. Cavanagh. You hear a lot about the machinery of the law, but as a matter of fact, looking for a clever man hidden in London is a good deal like looking for a needle in a haystack. Then, he may have been bluffing when he told you he had the Prophets slipper. Hes already had his hand cut off through interfering with the beastly thing, and I really cant believe he would take further chances by keeping it in his possession. Nevertheless, I should like to find him.

He leaned back against the mantelpiece, scratching his head perplexedly. In this perplexity he had my sympathy. No such pursuit, I venture to say, had ever before been required of Scotland Yard as this of the slipper of the Prophet. An organization founded in 1090, which has made a science of assassination, which through the centuries has perfected the malign arts, which, lingering on in a dark spot in Syria, has suddenly migrated and established itself in London, is a proposition almost unthinkable.

It was hard to believe that even the daring American cracksman should have ventured to touch that blood-stained relic of the Prophet, that he should have snatched it away from beneath the very eyes of the fanatics who fiercely guarded it. What he hoped to gain by his possession of the slipper was not evident, but the fact remained that if he could be believed, he had it, and provided Scotland Yards information was accurate, he still lurked in hiding somewhere in London.

Meanwhile, no clue offered to his hiding-place, and despite the ceaseless vigilance of the men acting under Bristols orders, no trace could be found of Hassan of Aleppo nor of his fiendish associates.

My theory is, said Bristol, lighting a cigarette, that even Dexters cleverness has failed to save him. Hes probably a dead man by now, which accounts for our failing to find him; and Hassan of Aleppo has recovered the slipper and returned to the East, taking his gruesome company with him  God knows how! But that accounts for our failing to find him.

I stood up rather wearily. Although poor Deeping had appointed me legal guardian of the relic, and although I could render but a poor account of my stewardship, let me confess that I was anxious to take that comforting theory to my bosom. I would have given much to have known beyond any possibility of doubt that the accursed slipper and its blood-lustful guardian were far away from England. Had I known so much, life would again have had something to offer me besides ceaseless fear, endless watchings. I could have slept again, perhaps; without awaking, clammy, peering into every shadow, listening, nerves atwitch to each slightest sound disturbing the night; without groping beneath the pillow for my revolver.

Then you think, I said, that the English phase of the slippers history is closed? You think that Dexter, minus his right hand, has eluded British law  that Hassan and Company have evaded retribution?

I do! said Bristol grimly, and although that means the biggest failure in my professional career, I am glad  damned glad!

Shortly afterward he took his departure; and I leaned from the window, watching him pass along the court below and out under the arch into Fleet Street. He was a man whose opinions I valued, and in all sincerity I prayed now that he might be right; that the surcease of horror which we had recently experienced after the ghastly tragedies which had clustered thick about the haunted slipper, might mean what he surmised it to mean.

The heat to-night was very oppressive. A sort of steaming mist seemed to rise from the court, and no cooling breeze entered my opened windows. The clamour of the traffic in Fleet Street came to me but remotely. Big Ben began to strike midnight. So far as I could see, residents on the other stairs were all abed and a velvet shadow carpet lay unbroken across three parts of the court. The sky was tropically perfect, cloudless, and jewelled lavishly. Indeed, we were in the midst of an Indian summer; it seemed that the uncanny visitants had brought, together with an atmosphere of black Eastern deviltry, something, too, of the Eastern climate.

The last stroke of the Cathedral bell died away. Other more distant bells still were sounding dimly, but save for the ceaseless hum of the traffic, no unusual sound now disturbed the archaic peace of the court.

I returned to my table, for during the time that had passed I had badly neglected my work and now must often labour far into the night. I was just reseated when there came a very soft rapping at the outer door!

No doubt my mood was in part responsible, but I found myself thinking of Poes weird poem, The Raven; and like the character therein I found myself hesitating.

I stole quietly into the passage. It was in darkness. How odd it is that in moments of doubt instinctively one shuns the dark and seeks the light. I pressed the switch lighting the hall lamp, and stood looking at the closed door.

Why should this late visitor have rapped in so uncanny a fashion in preference to ringing the bell?

I stepped back to my table and slipped a revolver into my pocket.

The muffled rapping was repeated. As I stood in the study doorway I saw the flap of the letter-box slowly raised!

Instantly I extinguished both lights. You may brand me as childishly timid, but incidents were fresh in my memory which justified all my fears.

A faintly luminous slit in the door showed me that the flap was now fully raised. It was the dim light on the stairway shining through. Then quite silently the flap was lowered. Came the soft rapping again.

Whos there? I cried.

No one answered.

Wondering if I were unduly alarming myself, yet, I confess, strung up tensely in anticipation that this was some device of the phantom enemy, I stood in doubt.

The silence remained unbroken for thirty seconds or more. Then yet again it was disturbed by that ghostly, muffled rapping.

I advanced a step nearer to the door.

Whos there? I cried loudly. What do you want?

The flap of the letter box began to move, and I formed a sudden determination. Making no sound in my heelless Turkish slippers I crept close up to the door and dropped upon my knees.

Thereupon the flap became fully lifted, but from where I crouched beneath it I was unable to see who or what was looking in; yet I hesitated no longer. I suddenly raised myself and thrust the revolver barrel through the opening!

Who are you? I cried. Answer or I fire!  and along the barrel I peered out on to the landing.

Still no one answered. But something impalpable  a powder  a vapour  to this hour I do not know what  enveloped me with its nauseating fumes; was puffed fully into my face! My eyes, my mouth, my nostrils became choked up, it seemed, with a deadly stifling perfume.

Wildly, feeling that everything about me was slipping away, that I was sinking into a void, for ought I knew that of dissolution, I pulled the trigger once, twice, thrice...

My God!  the words choked in my throat and I reeled back into the passage its not loaded!

I threw up my arms to save myself, lurched, and fell forward into what seemed a bottomless pit.


CHAPTER XX

THE GOLDEN PAVILION

When I opened my eyes it was to a conviction that I dreamed. I lay upon a cushioned divan in a small apartment which I find myself at a loss adequately to describe.

It was a yellow room, then, its four walls being hung with yellow silk, its floor being entirely covered by a yellow Persian carpet. One lamp, burning in a frame of some lemon coloured wood and having its openings filled with green glass, flooded the place with a ghastly illumination. The lamp hung by gold chains from the ceiling, which was yellow. Several low tables of the same lemon-hued wood as the lamp-frame stood around; they were inlaid in fanciful designs with gleaming green stones. Turn my eyes where I would, clutch my aching head as I might, this dream chamber would not disperse, but remained palpable before me  yellow and green and gold.

There was a niche behind the divan upon which I lay framed about with yellow wood. In it stood a golden bowl and a tall pot of yellow porcelain; I lay amid yellow cushions having golden tassels. Some of them were figured with vivid green devices.

To contemplate my surroundings assuredly must be to court madness. No door was visible, no window; nothing but silk and luxury, yellow and green and gold.

To crown all, the air was heavy with a perfume wholly unmistakable by one acquainted with Egypts ruling vice. It was the reek of smouldering hashish  a stench that seemed to take me by the throat, a vapour damnable and unclean. I saw that a little censer, golden in colour and inset with emeralds, stood upon the furthermost corner of the yellow carpet. From it rose a faint streak of vapour; and I followed the course of the sickly scented smoke upward through the still air until in oily spirals it lost itself near to the yellow ceiling. As a sick man will study the veriest trifle I studied that wisp of smoke, pencilled grayly against the silken draperies, the carven tables, against the almost terrifying persistency of the yellow and green and gold.

I strove to rise, but was overcome by vertigo and sank back again upon the yellow cushions. I closed my eyes, which throbbed and burned, and rested my head upon my hands. I ceased to conjecture if I dreamed or was awake. I knew that I felt weak and ill, that my head throbbed agonizingly, that my eyes smarted so as to render it almost impossible to keep them open, that a ceaseless humming was in my ears.

For some time I lay endeavouring to regain command of myself, to prepare to face again that scene which had something horrifying in its yellowness, touched with the green and gold.

And when finally I reopened my eyes, I sat up with a suppressed cry. For a tall figure in a yellow robe from beneath which peeped yellow slippers, a figure crowned with a green turban, stood in the centre of the apartment!

It was that of a majestic old man, white bearded, with aquiline nose, and the fierce eagle eyes of a fanatic set upon me sternly, reprovingly.

With folded arms he stood watching me, and I drew a sharp breath and rose slowly to my feet.

There amid the yellow and green and gold, amid the abominable reek of burning hashish I stood and faced Hassan of Aleppo!

No words came to me; I was confounded.

Hassan spoke in that gentle voice which I had heard only once before.

Mr. Cavanagh, he said, I have brought you here that I might warn you. Your police are seeking me night and day, and I am fully alive to my danger whilst I stay in your midst. But for close upon a thousand years the Sheikh-al-jebal, Lord of the Hashishin, has guarded the traditions and the relics of the Prophet, Salla-llahu ale yhi wasellem! I, Hassan of Aleppo, am Sheikh of the Order to-day, and my sacred duty has brought me here.

The piercing gaze never left my face. I was not yet by any means my own man and still I made no reply.

You have been wise, continued Hassan, in that you have never touched the sacred slipper. Had you lain hands upon it, no secrecy could have availed you. The eye of the Hashishin sees all. There is a shaft of light which the true Believer perceives at night as he travels toward El-Medineh. It is the light which uprises, a spiritual fire, from the tomb of the Prophet (Salla-llahu aleyhi wasellem!). The relics also are radiant, though in a lesser degree.

He took a step toward me, spreading out his lean brown hands, palms downward.

A shaft of light, he said impressively, shines upward now from London. It is the light of the holy slipper. He gazed intently at the yellow drapery at the left of the divan, but as though he were looking not at the wall but through it. His features worked convulsively; he was a man inspired. I see it now! he almost whispered that white light by which the guardians of the relic may always know its resting place!

I managed to force words to my lips.

If you know where the slipper is, I said, more for the sake of talking than for anything else, why do you not recover it?

Hassan turned his eyes upon me again.

Because the infidel dog, he cried loudly, who has soiled it with his unclean touch, defies us  mocks us! He has suffered the loss of the offending hand, but the evil ginn protect him; he is inspired by efreets! But God is great and Mohammed is His only Prophet! We shall triumph; but it is written, oh, daring infidel, that you again shall become the guardian of the slipper!

He spoke like some prophet of old and I stared at him fascinated. I was loth to believe his words.

When again, he continued, the slipper shall be in the receptacle of which you hold the key, that key must be given to me!

I thought I saw the drift of his words now; I thought I perceived with what object I had been trapped and borne to this mysterious abode for whose whereabouts the police vainly were seeking. By the exercise of the gift of divination it would seem that Hassan of Aleppo had forecast the future history of the accursed slipper or believed that he had done so. According to his own words I was doomed once more to become trustee of the relic. The key of the case at the Antiquarian Museum, to which he had prophesied the slippers return, would be the price of my life! But  

In order that these things may be fulfilled, he continued, I must permit you to return to your house. So it is written, so it shall be. Your life is in my hands; beware when it is demanded of you that you hesitate not in yielding up the key!

He raised his hands before him, making a sort of obeisance, I doubt not in the direction of Mecca, drew aside one of the yellow hangings behind him and disappeared, leaving me alone again in that nightmare apartment of yellow and green and gold. A moment I stood watching the swaying curtain. Utter silence reigned, and a sort of panic seized me infinitely greater than that occasioned by the presence of the weird Sheikh. I felt that I must escape from the place or that I should become raving mad.

I leapt forward to the curtain which Hassan had raised and jerked it aside; it had concealed a door. In this door and about level with my eyes was a kind of little barred window through which shone a dim green light. I bent forward, peering into the place beyond, but was unable to perceive anything save a vague greenness.

And as I peered, half believing that the whole episode was a dreadful, fevered dream, the abominable fumes of hashish grew, or seemed to grow, quite suddenly insupportable. Through the square opening, from the green void beyond, a cloud of oily vapour, pungent, stifling, resembling that of burning Indian hemp, poured out and enveloped me!

With a gasping cry I fell back, fighting for breath, for a breath of clean air unpolluted with hashish. But every inhalation drew down into my lungs the fumes that I sought to escape from. I experienced a deathly sickness; I seemed to be sinking into a sea of hashish, amid bubbles of yellow and green and gold, and I knew no more until, struggling again to my feet, surrounded by utter darkness  I struck my head on the corner of my writing-table ... for I lay in my own study!

My revolver, unloaded, was upon the table beside me. The night was very still. I think it must have been near to dawn.

My God! I whispered, did I dream it all? Did I dream it all?


CHAPTER XXI

THE BLACK TUBE

Theres no doubt in my mind, said Inspector Bristol, that your experience was real enough.

The sun was shining into my room now, but could not wholly disperse the cloud of horror which lay upon it. That I had been drugged was sufficiently evident from my present condition, and that I had been taken away from my chambers Inspector Bristol had satisfactorily proved by an examination of the soles of my slippers.

It was a clever trick, he said. God knows what it was they puffed into your face through the letter box, but the devilish arts of ten centuries, we must remember, are at the command of Hassan of Aleppo! The repetition of the trick at the mysterious place you were taken to is particularly interesting. I should say you wont be in a hurry to peer through letter boxes and so forth in the future?

I shook my aching head.

That accursed yellow room, I replied, stank with the fumes of hashish. It may have been some preparation of hashish that was used to drug me.

Bristol stood looking thoughtfully from the window.

It was a nightmare business, Mr. Cavanagh, he said; but it doesnt advance our inquiry a little bit. The prophecy of the old man with the white beard  whom you assure me to be none other than Hassan of Aleppo  is something we cannot very well act upon. He clearly believes it himself; for he has released you after having captured you, evidently in order that you may be at liberty to take up your duty as trustee of the slipper again. If the slipper really comes back to the Museum the fact will show Hassan to be something little short of a magician. I shant envy you then, Mr. Cavanagh, considering that you hold the keys of the case!

No, I replied wearily. Poor Professor Deeping thought that he acted in my interests and that my possession of the keys would constitute a safeguard. He was wrong. It has plunged me into the very vortex of this ghastly affair.

It is maddening, said Bristol, to know that Hassan and Company are snugly located somewhere under our very noses, and that all Scotland Yard can find no trace of them. Then to think that Hassan of Aleppo, apparently by means of some mystical light, has knowledge of the whereabouts of the slipper and consequently of the whereabouts of Earl Dexter (another badly wanted man) is extremely discouraging! I feel like an amateur; Im ashamed of myself!

Bristol departed in a condition of irritable uncertainty.

My head in my hands, I sat for long after his departure, with the phantom characters of the ghoulish drama dancing through my brain. The distorted yellow dwarfs seemed to gibe apish before me. Severed hands clenched and unclenched themselves in my face, and gleaming knives flashed across the mental picture. Predominant over all was the stately figure of Hassan of Aleppo, that benignant, remorseless being, that terrible guardian of the holy relic who directed the murderous operations. Earl Dexter, The Stetson Man, with his tightly bandaged arm, his gaunt, clean-shaven face and daredevil smile, figured, too, in my feverish daydream; nor was that other character missing, the girl with the violet eyes whose beautiful presence I had come to dread; for like a sybil announcing destruction her appearances in the drama had almost invariably presaged fresh tragedies. I recalled my previous meetings with this woman of mystery. I recalled my many surmises regarding her real identity and association with the case. I wondered why in the not very distant past I had promised to keep silent respecting her; I wondered why up to that present moment, knowing beyond doubt that her activities were inimical to my interests, were criminal, I had observed that foolish pledge.

And now my door-bell was ringing  as intuitively I had anticipated. So certain was I of the identity of my visitor that as I walked along the passage I was endeavouring to make up my mind how I should act, how I should receive her.

I opened the door; and there, wearing European garments but a green turban ... stood Hassan of Aleppo!

When I say that amazement robbed me of the power to speak, to move, almost to think, I doubt not you will credit me. Indeed, I felt that modern London was crumbling about me and that I was become involved in the fantastic mazes of one of those Oriental intrigues such as figure in the Romance of Abu Zeyd, or with which most European readers have been rendered familiar by the glowing pages of The Thousand and One Nights.

Effendim, said my visitor, do not hesitate to act as I direct!

In his gloved hand he carried what appeared to be an ebony cane. He raised and pointed it directly at me. I perceived that it was, in fact, a hollow tube.

Death is in my hand, he continued; enter slowly and I will follow you.

Still the sense of unreality held me thralled and my brain refused me service. Like an hypnotic subject I walked back to my study, followed by my terrible visitor, who reclosed the door behind him.

He sat facing me across my littered table with the mysterious tube held loosely in his grasp.

How infinitely more terrifying are perils unknown than those known and appreciated! Had a European armed with a pistol attempted a similar act of coercion, I cannot doubt that I should have put up some sort of fight; had he sat before me now as Hassan of Aleppo sat, with a comprehensible weapon thus laid upon his knees, I should have taken my chance, should have attacked him with the lamp, with a chair, with anything that came to my hand.

But before this awful, mysterious being who was turning my life into channels unsuspected, before that black tube with its unknown potentialities, I sat in a kind of passive panic which I cannot attempt to describe, which I had never experienced before and have never known since.

There is one about to visit you, he said, whom you know, whom I think you expect. For it is written that she shall come and such events cast a shadow before them. I, too, shall be present at your meeting!

His eagle eyes opened widely; they burned with fanaticism.

Already she is here! he resumed suddenly, and bent as one listening. She comes under the archway; she crossed the courtyard  and is upon the stair! Admit her, effendim; I shall be close behind you!

The door-bell rang.

With the consciousness that the black tube was directed toward the back of my head, I went and opened the door. My mind was at work again, and busy with plans to terminate this impossible situation.

On the landing stood a girl wearing a simple white frock which fitted her graceful figure perfectly. A white straw hat, of the New York tourist type, with a long veil draped from the back suited her delicate beauty very well. The red mouth drooped a little at the corners, but the big violet eyes, like lamps of the soul, seemed afire with mystic light.

Mr. Cavanagh, she said, very calmly and deliberately, there is only one way now to end all this trouble. I come from the man who can return the slipper to where it belongs; but he wants his price!

Her quiet speech served completely to restore my mental balance, and I noted with admiration that her words were so chosen as to commit her in no way. She knew quite well that thus far she might appear in the matter with impunity, and she clearly was determined to say nothing that could imperil her.

Will you please come in? I said quietly  and stood aside to admit her.

Exhibiting wonderful composure, she entered  and there, in the badly lighted hallway came face to face with my other visitor!

It was a situation so dramatic as to seem unreal.

Away from that tall figure retreated the girl with the violet eyes  and away  until she stood with her back to the wall. Even in the gloom I could see that her composure was deserting her; her beautiful face was pallid.

Oh, God! she whispered, all but inaudible You!

Hassan, grasping the black rod in his hand, signed to her to enter the study. She stood quite near to me, with her eyes fixed upon him. I bent closer to her.

My revolver  in left-hand table drawer, I breathed in her ear. Get it. He is watching me!

I could not tell if my words had been understood, for, never taking her gaze from the Sheikh of the Assassins, she sidled into the study. I followed her; and Hassan came last of all. Just within the doorway he stood, confronting us.

You have come, he said, addressing the girl and speaking in perfect English but with a marked accent, to open your impudent negotiations through Mr. Cavanagh for the return of the thrice holy relic to the Museum! Your companion, the man, who is inspired by the Evil One, has even dared to demand ransom for the slipper from me!

Hassan was majestic in his wrath; but his eyes were black with venomous hatred.

He has suffered the penalty which the Koran lays down; he has lost his right hand. But the lord of all evil protects him, else ere this he had lost his life! Move no closer to that table!

I started. Either Hassan of Aleppo was omniscient or he had overheard my whispered words!

Easily I could slay you where you stand! he continued. But to do so would profit me nothing. This meeting has been revealed to me. Last night I witnessed it as I slept. Also it has been revealed to me by Erroohanee, in the mirror of ink, that the slipper of the Prophet, Salla-llahu ale yhi wasellem! Shall indeed return to that place accursed, that infidel eyes may look upon it! It is the will of Allah, whose name be exalted, that I hold my hand, but it is also His will that I be here, at whatever danger to my worthless body.

He turned his blazing eyes upon me.

To-morrow, ere noon, he said, the slipper will again be in the Museum from which the man of evil stole it. So it is written; obscure are the ways. We met last night, you and I, but at that time much was dark to me that now is light. The holy Alee spoke to me in a vision, saying: There are two keys to the case in which it will be locked. Secure one, leaving the other with him who holds it! Let him swear to be secret. This shall be the price of his life!

The black tube was pointed directly at my forehead.

Effendim, concluded the speaker, place in my hand the key of the case in the Antiquarian Museum!

Hands convulsively clenched, the girl was looking from me to Hassan. My throat felt parched, but I forced speech to my lips.

Your omniscience fails you, I said. Both keys are at my bank!

Blacker grew the fierce eyes  and blacker. I gave myself up for lost; I awaited death  death by some awful, unique means  with what courage I could muster.

From the court below came the sound of voices, the voices of passers-by who so little suspected what was happening near to them that had someone told them they certainly had refused to credit it. The noise of busy Fleet Street came drumming under the archway, too.

Then, above all, another sound became audible. To this day I find myself unable to define it; but it resembled the note of a silver bell.

Clearly it was a signal; for, hearing it, Hassan dropped the tube and glanced toward the open window.

In that instant I sprang upon him!

That I had to deal with a fanatic, a dangerous madman, I knew; that it was his life or mine, I was fully convinced. I struck out then and caught him fairly over the heart. He reeled back, and I made a wild clutch for the damnable tube, horrid, unreasoning fear of which thus far had held me inert.

I heard the girl scream affrightedly, and I knew, and felt my heart chill to know, that the tube had been wrenched from my hand! Hassan of Aleppo, old man that he appeared, had the strength of a tiger. He recovered himself and hurled me from him so that I came to the floor crashingly half under my writing-table!

Something he cried back at me, furiously  and like an enraged animal, his teeth gleaming out from his beard, he darted from the room. The front door banged loudly.

Shaken and quivering, I got upon my feet. On the threshold, in a state of pitiable hesitancy, stood the pale, beautiful accomplice of Earl Dexter. One quick glance she flashed at me, then turned and ran!

Again the door slammed. I ran to the window, looking out into the court. The girl came hurrying down the steps, and with never a backward glance ran on and was lost to view in one of the passages opening riverward.

Out under the arch, statelily passed a tall figure  and Inspector Bristol was entering! I saw the detective glance aside as the two all but met. He stood still, and looked back!

Bristol! I cried, and waved my arms frantically.

Stop him! Stop him! Its Hassan of Aleppo!

Bristol was not the only one to hear my wild cry  not the only one to dash back under the arch and out into Fleet Street.

But Hassan of Aleppo was gone!


CHAPTER XXII

THE LIGHT OF EL-MEDINEH

Bristol and I walked slowly in the direction of the entrance of the British Antiquarian Museum. It was the day following upon the sensational scene in my chambers.

Theres very little doubt, said Bristol, that Earl Dexter has the slipper and that Hassan of Aleppo knows where Dexter is in hiding. I dont know which of the two is more elusive. Hassan apparently melted into thin air yesterday; and although The Stetson Man has never within my experience employed disguises, no one has set eyes upon him since the night that he vanished from his lodgings off the Waterloo Road. Its always possible for a man to baffle the police by remaining closely within doors, but during all the time that has elapsed Dexter must have taken a little exercise occasionally, and the missing hand should have betrayed him.

The wonder to me is, I replied, that he has escaped death at the hands of the Hashishin. He is a supremely daring man, for I should think that he must be carrying the slipper of the Prophet about with him!

I would rather he did it than I! commented Bristol. For sheer audacity commend me to The Stetson Man! His idea no doubt was to use you as intermediary in his negotiations with the Museum authorities, but that plan failing, he has written them direct, thoughtfully omitting his address, of course!

We were, in fact, at that moment bound for the Museum to inspect this latest piece of evidence.

The crowning example of the mans audacity and cleverness, added my companion, is his having actually approached Hassan of Aleppo with a similar proposition! How did he get in touch with him? All Scotland Yard has failed to find any trace of that weird character!

Birds of a feather I suggested.

But they are not birds of a feather! cried Bristol. On your own showing, Hassan of Aleppo is simply waiting his opportunity to balance Dexters account forever! I always knew Dexter was a clever man; I begin to think hes the most daring genius alive!

We mounted the steps of the Museum. In the hallway Mostyn, the curator, awaited us. Having greeted Bristol and myself he led the way to his private office, and from a pigeon-hole in his desk took out a letter typewritten upon a sheet of quarto paper.

Bristol spread it out upon the blotting pad and we bent over it curiously.

SIR  

I believe I can supply information concerning the whereabouts of the missing slipper of Mohammed. As any inquiry of this nature must be extremely perilous to the inquirer and as the relic is a priceless one, my fee would be 10,000 pounds. The fanatics who seek to restore the slipper to the East must not know of any negotiations, therefore I omit my address, but will communicate further if you care to insert instructions in the agony column of Times. 

Faithfully,
EARL DEXTER



Bristol laughed grimly.

Its a daring game, he said; a piece of barefaced impudence quite characteristic.

Hes posing as a sort of private detective now, and is prepared for a trifling consideration to return the slipper which he stole himself! He must know, though, that we have his severed hand at the Yard to be used in evidence against him.

Is the Burton Room open to the public again? I asked Mostyn.

It is open, yes, he replied, and a quite unusual number of visitors come daily to gaze at the empty case which once held the slipper of the Prophet.

Has the case been mended?

Yes; it is quite intact again; only the exhibit is missing.

We ascended the stairs, passed along the Assyrian Room, which seemed to be unusually crowded, and entered the lofty apartment known as the Burton Room. The sunblinds were drawn, and a sort of dim, religious light prevailed therein. A group of visitors stood around an empty case at the farther end of the apartment.

You see, said Mostyn, pointing, that empty case has a greater attraction than all the other full ones!

But I scarcely heeded his words, for I was intently watching the movements of one of the group about the empty case. I have said that the room was but dimly illuminated, and this fact, together no doubt with some effect of reflected light, enhanced by my imagination, perhaps produced the phenomenon which was occasioning me so much amazement.

Remember that my mind was filled with memories of weird things, that I often found myself thinking of that mystic light which Hassan of Aleppo had called the light of El-Medineh  that light whereby, undeterred by distance, he claimed to be able to trace the whereabouts of any of the relics of the Prophet.

Bristol and Mostyn walked on then; but I stood just within the doorway, intently, breathlessly watching an old man wearing an out-of-date Inverness coat and a soft felt hat. He had a gray beard and moustache, and long, untidy hair, walked with a stoop, and in short was no unusual type of Visitor to that institution.

But it seemed to me, and the closer I watched him the more convinced I became, that this was no optical illusion, that a faint luminosity, a sort of elfin light, played eerily about his head!

As Bristol and Mostyn approached the case the old man began to walk toward me and in the direction of the door. The idea flashed through my mind that it might be Hassan of Aleppo himself, Hassan who had predicted that the stolen slipper should that day be returned to the Museum!

Then he came abreast of me, passed me, and I felt that my surmise had been wrong. I saw Bristol, from farther up the room, turn and look back. Something attracted his trained eye, I suppose, which was not perceptible to me. But he suddenly came striding along. Obviously he was pursuing the old man, who was just about to leave the apartment. Seeing that the latter had reached the doorway, Bristol began to run.

The old man turned; and amid a chorus of exclamations from the astonished spectators, Bristol sprang upon him!

How it all came about I cannot say, cannot hope to describe; but there was a short, sharp scuffle, the crack of a well-directed blow ... and Bristol was rolling on his back, the old man, hatless, was racing up the Assyrian Room, and everyone in the place seemed to be shouting at once!

Bristol, with blood streaming from his face, staggered to his feet, clutching at me for support.

After him, Mr. Cavanagh! he cried hoarsely. Its your turn to-day! After him! Thats Earl Dexter!

Mostyn waited for no more, but went running quickly through the Assyrian Room. I may mention here that at the head of the stairs he found the caped Inverness which had served to conceal Dexters mutilated arm, and later, behind a piece of statuary, a wig and a very ingenious false beard and moustache were discovered. But of The Stetson Man there was no trace. His brief start had enabled him to make good his escape.

As Mostyn went off, and a group of visitors flocked in our direction, Bristol, who had been badly shaken by the blow, turned to them.

You will please all leave the Burton Room immediately, he said.

Looks of surprise greeted his words; but with his handkerchief raised to his face, he peremptorily repeated them. The official note in his voice was readily to be detected; and the wonder-stricken group departed with many a backward glance.

As the last left the Burton Room, Bristol pointed, with a rather shaky finger, at the soft felt hat which lay at his feet. It had formed part of Dexters disguise. Close beside it lay another object which had evidently fallen from the hat  a dull red thing lying on the polished parquet flooring.

For Gods sake dont go near it! whispered Bristol. The room must be closed for the present. And now Im off after that man. Step clear of it.

His words were unnecessary; I shunned it as a leprous thing.

It was the slipper of the Prophet!


CHAPTER XXIII

THE THREE MESSAGES

I stood in the foyer of the Astoria Hotel. About me was the pulsing stir of transatlantic life, for the tourist season was now at its height, and I counted myself fortunate in that I had been able to secure a room at this establishment, always so popular with American visitors. Chatting groups surrounded me and I became acquainted with numberless projects for visiting the Tower of London, the National Gallery, the British Museum, Windsor Castle, Kew Gardens, and the other sights dear to the heart of our visiting cousins. Loaded lifts ascended and descended. Bradshaws were in great evidence everywhere; all was hustle and glad animation.

The tall military-looking man who stood beside me glanced about him with a rather grim smile.

You ought to be safe enough here, Mr. Cavanagh! he said.

I ought to be safe enough in my own chambers, I replied wearily. How many of these pleasure-seeking folk would believe that a man can be as greatly in peril of his life in Fleet Street as in the most uncivilized spot upon the world map? Do you think if I told that prosperous New Yorker who is buying a cigar yonder, for instance, that I had been driven from my chambers by a band of Eastern assassins founded some time in the eleventh century, he would believe it?

I am certain he wouldnt! replied Bristol. I should not have credited it myself before I was put in charge of this damnable case.

My position at that hour was in truth an incredible one. The sacred slipper of Mohammed lay once more in the glass case at the Antiquarian Museum from which Earl Dexter had stolen it. Now, with apish yellow faces haunting my dreams, with ghostly menaces dogging me day and night, I was outcast from my own rooms and compelled, in self-defence, to live amid the bustle of the Astoria. So wholly nonplussed were the police authorities that they could afford me no protection. They knew that a group of scientific murderers lay hidden in or near to London; they knew that Earl Dexter, the foremost crook of his day, was also in the metropolis  and they could make no move, were helpless; indeed, as Bristol had confessed, were hopeless!

Bristol, on the previous day, had unearthed the Greek cigar merchant, Acepulos, who had replaced the slipper in its case (for a monetary consideration). He had performed a similar service when the bloodstained thing had first been put upon exhibition at the Museum, and for a considerable period had disappeared. We had feared that his religious pretensions had not saved him from the avenging scimitar of Hassan; but quite recently he had returned again to his Soho shop, and in time thus to earn a second cheque.

As Bristol and I stood glancing about the foyer of the hotel, a plain-clothes officer whom I knew by sight came in and approached my companion. I could not divine the fact, of course, but I was about to hear news of the money-loving and greatly daring Graeco-Moslem.

The detective whispered something to Bristol, and the latter started, and paled. He turned to me.

They havent overlooked him this time, Mr. Cavanagh, he said. Acepulos has been found dead in his room, nearly decapitated!

I shuddered involuntarily. Even there, amid the chatter and laughter of those light-hearted tourists, the shadow of Hassan of Aleppo was falling upon me.

Bristol started immediately for Soho and I parted from him in the Strand, he proceeding west and I eastward, for I had occasion that morning to call at my bank. It was the time of the year when London is full of foreigners, and as I proceeded in the direction of Fleet Street I encountered more than one Oriental. To my excited imagination they all seemed to glance at me furtively, with menacing eyes, but in any event I knew that I had little to fear whilst I contrived to keep to the crowded thoroughfares. Solitude I dreaded and with good reason.

Then at the door of the bank I found fresh matter for reflection. The assistant manager, Mr. Colby, was escorting a lady to the door. As I stood aside, he walked with her to a handsome car which waited, and handed her in with marks of great deference. She was heavily veiled and I had no more than a glimpse of her, but she appeared to be of middle age and had gray hair and a very stately manner.

I told myself that I was unduly suspicious, suspicious of everyone and of everything; yet as I entered the bank I found myself wondering where I had seen that dignified, grayhaired figure before. I even thought of asking the manager the name of his distinguished customer, but did not do so, for in the circumstances such an inquiry must have appeared impertinent.

My business transacted, I came out again by the side entrance which opens on the little courtyard, for this branch of the London County and Provincial Bank occupies a corner site.

A ragged urchin who was apparently waiting for me handed me a note. I looked at him inquiringly.

For me? I said.

Yes, sir. A dark gentleman pointed you out as you was goin into the bank.

The note was written upon a half sheet of paper and, doubting if it was really intended for me, I unfolded it and read the following  

Mr. Cavanagh, take the keys of the case containing the holy slipper to your hotel this evening without fail.
HASSAN.

Who gave you this, boy? I asked sharply.

A foreign gentleman, sir, very dark  like an Indian.

Where is he?

He went off in a cab, sir, after he give me the note.

I handed the boy sixpence and slowly pursued my way. An idea was forming in my mind to trap the enemy by seeming acquiescent. I wondered if my movements were being watched at that moment. Since it was more than probable, I returned to the bank, entered, and made some trivial inquiry of a cashier, and then came out again and walked on as far as the Report office.

I had not been in the office more than five minutes before I received a telegram from Inspector Bristol. It had been handed in at Soho, and the message was an odd one.

CAVANAGH, Report, London.
Plot afoot to steal keys. Get them from bank and join me 11 oclock at Astoria. Have planned trap.

BRISTOL.

This was very mysterious in view of the note so recently received by me, but I concluded that Bristol had hit upon a similar plan to that which was forming in my own mind. It seemed unnecessarily hazardous, though, actually to withdraw the keys from their place of safety.

Pondering deeply upon the perplexities of this maddening case, I shortly afterward found myself again at the bank. With the manager I descended to the strong-room, and the safe was unlocked which contained the much-sought-for keys of the case at the Antiquarian Museum.

There are the keys, quite safe!  and by the way, this is my second visit here this morning, Mr. Cavanagh, said the manager, with whom I was upon rather intimate terms. A foreign lady who has recently become a customer of the bank deposited some valuable jewels here this morning  less than an hour ago, in fact.

Indeed, I said, and my mind was working rapidly. The lady who came in the large blue car, a gray-haired lady?

Yes, was the reply, did you notice her, then?

I nodded and said no more, for in truth I had no more to say. I had good reason to respect the uncanny powers of Hassan of Aleppo, but I doubted if even his omniscience could tell him (since I had actually gone down into the strong-room) whether when I emerged I had the keys, or whether my visit and seeming acceptance of his orders had been no more than a subterfuge!

That the Hashishin had some means of communicating with me at the Astoria was evident from the contents of the note which I had received, and as I walked in the direction of the hotel my mind was filled with all sorts of misgivings. I was playing with fire! Had I done rightly or should I have acted otherwise? I sighed wearily. The dark future would resolve all my doubts.

When I reached the Astoria, Bristol had not arrived. I lighted a cigarette and sat down in the lounge to await his coming. Presently a boy approached, handing me a message which had been taken down from the telephone by the clerk. It was as follows  

Tell Mr. Cavanagh, who is waiting in the hotel, to take what I am expecting to his chambers, and say that I will join him there in twenty minutes.

INSPECTOR BRISTOL.

Again I doubted the wisdom of Bristols plan. Had I not fled to the Astoria to escape from the dangerous solitude of my rooms? That he was laying some trap for the Hashishin was sufficiently evident, and whilst I could not justly suspect him of making a pawn of me I was quite unable to find any other explanation of this latest move.

I was torn between conflicting doubts. I glanced at my watch. Yes! There was just time for me to revisit the bank ere joining Bristol at my chambers! I hesitated. After all, in what possible way could it jeopardize his plans for me merely to pretend to bring the keys?

Hang it all! I said, and jumped to my feet. These maddening conjectures will turn my brain! Ill let matters stand as they are, and risk the consequences!

I hesitated no longer, but passed out from the hotel and once more directed my steps in the direction of Fleet Street.

As I passed in under the arch through which streamed many busy workers, I told myself that to dread entering my own chambers at high noon was utterly childish. Yet I did dread doing so! And as I mounted the stair and came to the landing, which was always more or less dark, I paused for quite a long time before putting the key in the lock.

The affair of the accursed slipper was playing havoc with my nerves, and I laughed dryly to note that my hand was not quite steady as I turned the key, opened my door, and slipped into the dim hallway.

As I closed it behind me, something, probably a slight noise, but possibly something more subtle  an instinct  made me turn rapidly.

There facing me stood Hassan of Aleppo.


CHAPTER XXIV

I KEEP THE APPOINTMENT

That moment was pungent with drama. In the intense hush of the next five seconds I could fancy that the world had slipped away from me and that I was become an unsubstantial thing of dreams. I was in no sense master of myself; the effect of the presence of this white-bearded fanatic was of a kind which I am entirely unable to describe. About Hassan of Aleppo was an aroma of evil, yet of majesty, which marked him strangely different from other men  from any other that I have ever known. In his venerable presence, remembering how he was Sheikh of the Assassins, and recalling his bloody history, I was always conscious of a weakness, physical and mental. He appalled me; and now, with my back to the door, I stood watching him and watching the ominous black tube which he held in his hand. It was a weapon unknown to Europe and therefore more fearful than the most up-to-date of death-dealing instruments.

Hassan of Aleppo pointed it toward me.

The keys, effendim, he said; hand me the keys!

He advanced a step; his manner was imperious. The black tube was less than a foot removed from my face. That I had my revolver in my pocket could avail me nothing, for in my pocket it must remain, since I dared to make no move to reach it under cover of that unfamiliar, terrible weapon.

The black eyes of Hassan glared insanely into mine.

You will have placed them in your pocketcase, he said. Take it out; hand it to me!

I obeyed, for what else could I do? Taking the case from my pocket, I placed it in his lean brown hand.

An expression of wild exultation crossed his features; the eagle eyes seemed to be burning into my brain. A puff of hot vapour struck me in the face  something which was expelled from the mysterious black tube. And with memories crowding to my mind of similar experiences at the hands of the Hashishin, I fell back, clutching at my throat, fighting for my life against the deadly, vaporous thing that like a palpable cloud surrounded me. I tried to cry out, but the words died upon my tongue. Hassan of Aleppo seemed to grow huge before my eyes like some ginn of Eastern lore. Then a curtain of darkness descended. I experienced a violent blow upon the forehead (I suppose I had pitched forward), and for the time resigned my part in the drama of the sacred slipper.


CHAPTER XXV

THE WATCHER IN BANK CHAMBERS

At about five oclock that afternoon Inspector Bristol, who had spent several hours in Soho upon the scene of the murder of the Greek, was walking along Fleet Street, bound for the offices of the Report. As he passed the court, on the corner of which stands a branch of the London County and Provincial Bank, his eye was attracted by a curious phenomenon.

There are reflectors above the bank windows which face the court, and it appeared to Bristol that there was a hole in one of these, the furthermost from the corner. A tiny beam of light shone from the bank window on to the reflector, or from the reflector on to the window, which circumstance in itself was not curious. But above the reflector, at an acute angle, this mysterious beam was seemingly projected upward. Walking a little way up the court he saw that it shone through, and cast a disc of light upon the ceiling of an office on the first floor of Bank Chambers above.

It is every detectives business to be observant, and although many thousands of passersby must have cast their eyes in the same direction that day, there is small matter for wonder in the fact that Bristol alone took the trouble to inquire into the mystery  for his trained eye told him that there was a mystery here.

Possibly he was in that passive frame of mind when the brain is particularly receptive of trivial impressions; for after a futile search of the Soho cigar store for anything resembling a clue, he was quite resigned to the idea of failure in the case of Hassan and Company. He walked down the court and into the entrance of Bank Chambers. An Inspection of the board upon the wall showed him that the first floor apparently was occupied by three firms, two of them legal, for this is the neighbourhood of the law courts, and the third a press agency. He stepped up to the first floor. Past the doors bearing the names of the solicitors and past that belonging to the press agent he proceeded to a fourth suite of offices. Here, pinned upon the door frame, appeared a card which bore the legend  

THE CONGO FIBRE COMPANY

Evidently the Congo Fibre Company had so recently taken possession of the offices that there had been no time to inscribe their title either upon the doors or upon the board in the hall.

Inspector Bristol was much impressed, for into one of the rooms occupied by the Fibre Company shone that curious disc of light which first had drawn his attention to Bank Chambers. He rapped on the door, turned the handle, and entered. The sole furniture of the office in which he found himself apparently consisted of one desk and an office stool, which stool was occupied by an office boy. The windows opened on the court, and a door marked Private evidently communicated with an inner office whose windows likewise must open on the court. It was the ceiling of this inner office, unless the detectives calculation erred, which he was anxious to inspect.

Yes, sir? said the boy tentatively.

Bristol produced a card which bore the uncompromising legend: John Henry Smith.

Take my card to Mr. Boulter, boy, he said tersely. The boy stared.

Mr. Boulter, sir? There isnt any one of that name here.

Oh! said Bristol, looking around him in apparent surprise: how long is he gone?

I dont know, sir. Ive only been here three weeks, and Mr. Knowlson only took the offices a month ago.

Oh, commented Bristol, then take my card to Mr. Knowlson; he will probably be able to give me Mr. Boulters present address.

The boy hesitated. The detective had that authoritative manner which awes the youthful mind.

Hes out, sir, he said, but without conviction.

Is he? rapped Bristol. Well, Ill leave my card.

He turned and quitted the office, carefully closing the door behind him. Three seconds later he reopened it, and peering in, was in time to see the boy knock upon the private door. A little wicket, or movable panel, was let down, the card of John Henry Smith was passed through to someone unseen, and the wicket was reclosed!



The boy turned and met the wrathful eye of the detective. Bristol reentered, closing the door behind him.

See here, young fellow, said he, I dont stand for those tricks! Why didnt you tell me Mr. Knowlson was in?

Im very sorry, sir!  the boy quailed beneath his glance but he wont see any one who hasnt an appointment.

Is there someone with him, then?

No.

Well, whats he doing?

I dont know, sir; Ive never been in to see!

What! never been in that room?

Never! declared the boy solemnly. And I dont mind telling you, he added, recovering something of his natural confidence, that I am leaving on the 31st. This job aint any use to me!

Too much work? suggested Bristol.

No work at all! returned the boy indignantly. Im just here for a blessed buffer, thats what Im here for, a buffer!

What do you mean?

I just have to sit here and see that nobody gets into that office. Lively, aint it? Wheres the prospects?

Bristol surveyed him thoughtfully.

Look here, my lad, he said quietly; is that door locked?

Always, replied the boy.

Does Mr. Knowlson come to that shutter when you knock?

Yes.

Then go and knock!

The boy obeyed with alacrity. He rapped loudly on the door, not noticing or not caring that the visitor was standing directly behind him. The shutter was lowered and a grizzled, bearded face showed for a moment through the opening.

Bristol leant over the boy and pushed a card through into the hand of the man beyond. On this occasion it did not bear the legend John Henry Smith, but the following  

CHIEF INSPECTOR BRISTOL
C.I.D.
NEW SCOTLAND YARD

Good afternoon, Mr. Knowlson, said the detective dryly. I want to come in!

There followed a moment of silence, from which Bristol divined that he had blundered upon some mystery, possibly upon a big case; then a key was turned in the lock and the door thrown open.

Come right in, Inspector, invited a strident voice. Carter, you can go home.

Bristol entered warily, but not warily enough. For as the door was banged upon his entrance he faced around only in time to find himself looking down the barrel of a Colt automatic.

With his back to the door which contained the wicket, now reclosed, stood the man with the bearded face. The revolver was held in his left hand; his right arm terminated in a bandaged stump. But without that his steel-gray eyes would have betrayed him to the detective.

Good God! whispered Bristol. Its Earl Dexter!

It is! replied the cracksman, and youve looked in at a real inconvenient time! My visitors mostly seem to have that knack. Ill have to ask you to stay, Inspector. Sit down in that chair yonder.

Bristol knew his man too well to think of opening any argument at that time. He sat down as directed, and ignoring the revolver which covered him all the time, began coolly to survey the room in which he found himself. In several respects it was an extraordinary apartment.

The only bright patch in the room was the shining disc upon the ceiling; and the detective noted with interest that this marked the position of an arrangement of mirrors. A white-covered table, entirely bare, stood upon the floor immediately beneath this mysterious apparatus. With the exception of one or two ordinary items of furniture and a small hand lathe, the office otherwise was unfurnished. Bristol turned his eyes again upon the daring man who so audaciously had trapped him  the man who had stolen the slipper of the Prophet and suffered the loss of his hand by the scimitar of an Hashishin as a result. When he had least expected to find one, Fate had thrown a clue in Bristols way. He reflected grimly that it was like to prove of little use to him.

Now, said Dexter, you can do as you please, of course, but you know me pretty well and I advise you to sit quiet.

I am sitting quiet! was the reply.

I am sorry, continued Dexter, with a quick glance at his maimed arm, that I cant tie you up, but I am expecting a friend any moment now.

He suddenly raised the wicket with a twitch of his elbow and, without removing his gaze from the watchful detective, cried sharply  

Carter!

But there was no reply.

Good; hes gone!

Dexter sat down facing Bristol.

I have lost my hand in this game, Mr. Bristol, he said genially, and had some narrow squeaks of losing my head; but having gone so far and lost so much Im going through, if I dont meet a funeral! You see Im up against two tough propositions.

Bristol nodded sympathetically.

The first, continued Dexter, is you and Cavanagh, and English law generally. My idea  if I can get hold of the slipper again  oh! you neednt stare; Im out for it!  is to get the Antiquarian Institution to ransom it. Its a line of commercial speculation I have worked successfully before. Theres a dozen rich highbrows, cranks to a man, connected with it, and they are my likeliest buyers  sure. But to keep the tone of the market healthy theres Hassan of Aleppo, rot him! Hes a dangerous customer to approach, but youll note Ive been in negotiation with him already and am still, if not booming, not much below par!

Quite so, said Bristol. But youve cut off a pretty hefty chew nevertheless. They used to call you The Stetson Man, you used to dress like a fashion plate and stop at the big hotels. Those days are past, Dexter, Im sorry to note. Youre down to the skulking game now and youre nearer an advert for Clarkson than Stein-Bloch!

Yep, said Dexter sadly, I plead guilty, but I think heres Carneta!

Bristol heard the door of the outer office open, and a moment later that upon which his gaze was set opened in turn, to admit a girl who was heavily veiled, and who started and stood still in the doorway, on perceiving the situation. Never for one unguarded moment did the American glance aside from his prisoner.

The Inspectors dropped in, Carneta! he drawled in his strident way. Youre handy with a ball of twine; see if you can induce him to stay the night!

The girl, immediately recovering her composure, took off her hat in a businesslike way and began to look around her, evidently in search of a suitable length of rope with which to fasten up Bristol.

Might I suggest, said the detective, that if you are shortly quitting these offices a couple of the window-cords neatly joined would serve admirably?

Thanks, drawled Dexter, nodding to his companion, who went into the outer office, where she might be heard lowering the windows. She was gone but a few moments ere she returned again, carrying a length of knotted rope. Under cover of Dexters revolver, Bristol stoically submitted to having his wrists tied behind him. The end of the line was then thrown through the ventilator above the door which communicated with the outer office and Bristol was triced up in such a way that, his wrists being raised behind him to an uncomfortable degree, he was almost forced to stand upon tiptoe. The line was then secured.

Very workmanlike! commented the victim. Youll find a large handkerchief in my inside breast pocket. Its a clean one, and I can recommend it as a gag!

Very promptly it was employed for the purpose, and Inspector Bristol found himself helpless and constrained in a very painful position. Dexter laid down his revolver.

We will now give you a free show, Inspector, he said, genially, of our camera obscura!

He pulled down the blinds, which Bristol noted with interest to be black, but through an opening in one of them a mysterious ray of light  the same that he had noticed from Fleet Street  shone upon that point in the ceiling where the arrangement of mirrors was attached. Dexter made some alteration, apparently in the focus of the lens (for Bristol had divined that in some way a lens had been fixed in the reflector above the bank window below) and the disc of light became concentrated. The white-covered table was moved slightly, and in the darkness some further manipulation was performed.

Observe, came the strident voice we now have upon the screen here a minute moving picture. This little device, which is not protected in any way, is of my own invention, and proved extremely useful in the Arkwright jewel case, which startled Chicago. It has proved useful now. I know almost as much concerning the arrangements below as the manager himself. In confidence, Inspector, this is my last bid for the slipper! I have plunged on it. Madame Sforza, the distinguished Italian lady who recently opened an account below, opened it for 500 pounds cash. She has drawn a portion, but a balance remains which I am resigned to lose. Her motor-car (hired), her references (forged), the case of jewels which she deposited this morning (duds!)  all represent a considerable outlay. Its a nerve-racking line of operation, too. Any hour of the day may bring such a visitor as yourself, for example. In short, I am at the end of my tether.

Bristol, ignoring the increasing pain in his arms and wrists, turned his eyes upon the white-covered table and there saw a minute and clear-cut picture, such as one sees in a focussing screen, of the interior of the managers office of the London County and Provincial Bank!


CHAPTER XXVI

THE STRONG-ROOM

I wonder how often a sense of humour has saved a man from desperation? Perhaps only the Easterns have thoroughly appreciated that divine gift. I have interpolated the adventure of Inspector Bristol in order that the sequence of my story be not broken; actually I did not learn it until later, but when, on the following day, the whole of the facts came into my possession, I laughed and was glad that I could laugh, for laughter has saved many a man from madness.

Certainly the Fates were playing with us, for at a time very nearly corresponding with that when Bristol found himself bound and helpless in Bank Chambers I awoke to find myself tied hand and foot to my own bed! Nothing but the haziest recollections came to me at first, nothing but dim memories of the awful being who had lured me there; for I perceived now that all the messages proceeded, not from Bristol, but from Hassan of Aleppo! I had been a fool, and I was reaping the fruits of my folly. Could I have known that almost within pistol shot of me the Inspector was trussed up as helpless as I, then indeed my situation must have become unbearable, since upon him I relied for my speedy release.

My ankles were firmly lashed to the rails at the foot of my bed; each of my wrists was tied back to a bedpost. I ached in every limb and my head burned feverishly, which latter symptom I ascribed to the powerful drug which had been expelled into my face by the uncanny weapon carried by Hassan of Aleppo. I reflected bitterly how, having transferred my quarters to the Astoria, I could not well hope for any visitor to my chambers; and even the event of such a visitor had been foreseen and provided against by the cunning lord of the Hashishin. A gag, of the type which Dumas has described in Twenty Years After, the poire dangoisse, was wedged firmly into my mouth, so that only by preserving the utmost composure could I breathe. I was bathed in cold perspiration. So I lay listening to the familiar sounds without and reflecting that it was quite possible so to lie, undisturbed, and to die alone, my presence there wholly unsuspected!

Once, toward dusk, my phone bell rang, and my state of mind became agonizing. It was maddening to think that someone, a friend, was virtually within reach of me, yet actually as far removed as if an ocean divided us! I tasted the hellish torments of Tantalus. I cursed fate, heaven, everything; I prayed; I sank into bottomless depths of despair and rose to dizzy pinnacles of hope, when a footstep sounded on the landing and a thousand wild possibilities, vague possibilities of rescue, poured into my mind.

The visitor hesitated, apparently outside my door; and a change, as sudden as lightning out of a cloud, transformed my errant fancies. A gruesome conviction seized me, as irrational as the hope which it displayed, that this was one of the Hashishin  an apish yellow dwarf, a strangler, the awful Hassan himself!

The footsteps receded down the stairs. And my thoughts reverted into the old channels of dull despair.

I weighed the chances of Bristols seeking me there; and, eager as I was to give them substance, found them but airy  ultimately was forced to admit them to be nil.

So I lay, whilst only a few hundred yards from me a singular scene was being enacted. Bristol, a prisoner as helpless as myself, watched the concluding business of the day being conducted in the bank beneath him; he watched the lift descend to the strongroom  the spying apparatus being slightly adjusted in some way; he saw the clerks hastening to finish their work in the outer office, and as he watched, absorbed by the novelty of the situation, he almost forgot the pain and discomfort which he suffered...

This little peep-show of ours has been real useful, Dexter confided out of the darkness. I got an impression of the key of the strongroom door a week ago, and Carneta got one of the keys of the safe only this morning, when she lodged her box of jewellery with the bank! I was at work on that key when you interrupted me, and as by means of this useful apparatus I have learnt the combination, you ought to see some fun in the next few hours!

Bristol repressed a groan, for the prospect of remaining in that position was thus brought keenly home to him.

The bank staff left the premises one by one until only a solitary clerk worked on at a back desk. His task completed, he, too, took his departure and the bank messenger commenced his nightly duty of sweeping up the offices. It was then that excitement like an anaesthetic dulled the detectives pain  indeed, he forgot his aching body and became merely a watchful intelligence.

So intent had he become upon the picture before him that he had not noticed the fact that he was alone in the office of the Congo Fibre Company. Now he realized it from the absolute silence about him, and from another circumstance.

The spying apparatus had been left focussed, and on to the screen beneath his eyes, bending low behind the desks and creeping, Indian-like, around, toward the head of the stair which communicated with the strongroom and the apartment used by the messenger, came the alert figure of Earl Dexter!

It may be a surprise to some people to learn that at any time in the day the door of a bank, unguarded, should be left open, when only a solitary messenger is within the premises; yet for a few minutes at least each evening this happens at more than one City bank, where one of the duties of the resident messenger is to clean the outer steps. Dexter had taken advantage of the mans absence below in quest of scrubbing material to enter the bank through the open door.

Watching, breathless, and utterly forgetful of his own position, Bristol saw the messenger, all unconscious of danger, come up the stairs carrying a pail and broom. As his head reached the level of the railings The Stetson Man neatly sand-bagged him, rushed across to the outer door, and closed it!

Given duplicate keys and the private information which Dexter so ingeniously had obtained, there are many London banks vulnerable to similar attack. Certainly, bullion is rarely kept in a branch storeroom, but the detective was well aware that the keys of the case containing the slipper were kept in this particular safe!

He was convinced, and could entertain no shadowy doubt, that at last Dexter had triumphed. He wondered if it had ever hitherto fallen to the lot of a representative of the law thus to be made an accessory to a daring felony!

But human endurance has well-defined limits. The fading light rendered the ingenious picture dim and more dim. The pain occasioned by his position became agonizing, and uttering a stifled groan he ceased to take an interest in the robbery of the London County and Provincial Bank.

Fate is a comedian; and when later I learned how I had lain strapped to my bed, and, so near to me, Bristol had hung helpless as a butchered carcass in the office of the Congo Fibre Company, whilst, in our absence from the stage, the drama of the slipper marched feverish to its final curtain, I accorded Fate her well-earned applause. I laughed; not altogether mirthfully.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE SLIPPER

Someone was breaking in at the door of my chambers!

I aroused myself from a state of coma almost death-like and listened to the blows. The sun was streaming in at my windows.

A splintering crash told of a panel broken. Then a moment later I heard the grating of the lock, and a rush of footsteps along the passage.

Try the study! came a voice that sounded like Bristols, save that it was strangely weak and shaky.

Almost simultaneously the Inspector himself threw open the bedroom door  and, very pale and haggard-eyed, stood there looking across at me. It was a scene unforgettable.

Mr. Cavanagh! he said huskily Mr. Cavanagh! Thank God youre alive! But  he turned this way, Marden! he cried, Untie him quickly! Ive got no strength in my arms!

Marden, a C.I.D. man, came running, and in a minute, or less, I was sitting up gulping brandy.

Ive had the most awful experience of my life, said Bristol. Youve fared badly enough, but Ive been hanging by my wrists  you know Dexters trick!  for close upon sixteen hours! I wasnt released until Carter, an office boy, came on the scene this morning!

Very feebly I nodded; I could not talk.

The strong-room of your bank was rifled under my very eyes last evening! he continued, with something of his old vigour; and five minutes after the Antiquarian Museum was opened to the public this morning quite an unusual number of visitors appeared.

I saw the bank manager the moment he arrived, and learned a piece of news that positively took my breath away! I was at the Museum seven minutes later and got another shock! There in the case was the red slipper!

Then, I whispered-it hadnt been stolen?

Wrong! It had! This was a duplicate, as Mostyn, the curator, saw at a glance! Some of the early visitors  they were Easterns  had quite surrounded the case. They were watched, of course, but any number of Orientals come to see the thing; and, short of smashing the glass, which would immediately attract attention, the authorities were unprepared, of course, for any attempt. Anyway, they were tricked. Somebody opened the case. The real slipper of the Prophet is gone!

They told you at the bank

That you had withdrawn the keys! If Dexter had known that!

Hassan of Aleppo took them from me last night! At last the Hashishin have triumphed.

Bristol sank into the armchair.

Every port is watched, he said. But


CHAPTER XXVIII

CARNETA

I am entirely at your mercy; you can do as you please with me. But before you do anything I should like you to listen to what I have to say.

Her beautiful face was pale and troubled. Violet eyes looked sadly into mine.

For nearly an hour I have been waiting for this chance  until I knew you were alone, she continued. If you are thinking of giving me up to the police, at least remember that I came here of my own free will. Of course, I know you are quite entitled to take advantage of that; but please let me say what I came to say!

She pleaded so hard, with that musical voice, with her evident helplessness, most of all with her wonderful eyes, that I quite abandoned any project I might have entertained to secure her arrest. I think she divined this masculine weakness, for she said, with greater confidence  

Your friend, Professor Deeping, was murdered by the man called Hassan of Aleppo. Are you content to remain idle while his murderer escapes?

God knows I was not. My idleness in the matter was none of my choosing. Since poor Deepings murder I had come to handgrips with the assassins more than once, but Hassan had proved too clever for me, too clever for Scotland Yard. The sacred slipper was once more in the hands of its fanatic guardian.

One man there was who might have helped the search, Earl Dexter. But Earl Dexter was himself wanted by Scotland Yard!

From the time of the bank affair up to the moment when this beautiful visitor had come to my chambers I had thought Dexter, as well as Hassan, to have fled secretly from England. But the moment that I saw Carneta at my door I divined that The Stetson Man must still be in London.

She sat watching me and awaiting my answer.

I cannot avenge my friend unless I can find his murderer.

Eagerly she bent forward.

But if I can find him?

That made me think, and I hesitated before speaking again.

Say what you came to say, I replied slowly. You must know that I distrust you. Indeed, my plain duty is to detain you. But I will listen to anything you may care to tell me, particularly if it enables me to trap Hassan of Aleppo.

Very well, she said, and rested her elbows upon the table before her. I have come to you in desperation. I can help you to find the man who murdered Professor Deeping, but in return I want you to help me!

I watched her closely. She was very plainly, almost poorly, dressed. Her face was pale and there were dark marks around her eyes. This but served to render their strange beauty more startling; yet I could see that my visitor was in real trouble. The situation was an odd one.

You are possibly about to ask me, I suggested, to assist Earl Dexter to escape the police?

She shook her head. Her voice trembled as she replied  

That would not have induced me to run the risk of coming here. I came because I wanted to find a man who was brave enough to help me. We have no friends in London, and so it became a question of terms. I can repay you by helping you to trace Hassan.

What is it, then, that Dexter asks me to do?

He asks nothing. I, Carneta, am asking!

Then you are not come from him?

At my question, all her self-possession left her. She abruptly dropped her face into her hands and was shaken with sobs! It was more than I could bear, unmoved. I forgot the shady past, forgot that she was the associate of a daring felon, and could only realize that she was a weeping woman, who had appealed to my pity and who asked my aid.

I stood up and stared out of the window, for I experienced a not unnatural embarrassment. Without looking at her I said  

Dont be afraid to tell me your troubles. I dont say I should go out of my way to be kind to Mr. Dexter, but I have no wish whatever to be instrumental in  I hesitated in making you responsible for his misdeeds. If you can tell me where to find Hassan of Aleppo, I wont even ask you where Dexter is

God help me! I dont know where he is!

There was real, poignant anguish in her cry. I turned and confronted her. Her lashes were all wet with tears.

What! has he disappeared?

She nodded, fought with her emotion a moment, and went on unsteadily,

I want you to help me to find him for in finding him we shall find Hassan!

How so?

Her gaze avoided me now.

Mr. Cavanagh, he has staked everything upon securing the slipper  and the Hashishin were too clever for him. His hand  those Eastern fiends cut off his hand! But he would not give in. He made another bid  and lost again. It left him almost penniless.

She spoke of Earl Dexters felonious plans as another woman might have spoken of her husbands unwise investments! It was fantastic hearing that confession of The Stetson Mans beautiful partner, and I counted the interview one of the strangest I had ever known.

A sudden idea came to me. When did Dexter first conceive the plan to steal the slipper? I asked.

In Egypt! answered Carneta. Yes! You may as well know! He is thoroughly familiar with the East, and he learned of the robbery of Professor Deeping almost as soon as it became known to Hassan. I know what you are going to ask

Ahmad Ahmadeen!

Yes! He travelled home as Ahmadeen  the only time he ever used a disguise. Oh! the thing is accursed! she cried. I begged him, implored him, to abandon his attempts upon it. Day and night we were watched by those ghastly yellow men! But it was all in vain. He knew, had known for a long time, where Hassan of Aleppo was in hiding!

And I reflected that the best men at New Scotland Yard had failed to pick up the slightest clue!

The Hashishin, of whom that dreadful man is leader, are rich, or have supporters who are rich. The plan was to make them pay for the slipper.

My God! it was playing with fire!

She sat silent awhile. Emotion threatened to get the upper hand. Then  

Two days ago, she almost whispered, he set out  to ... get the slipper!

To steal it?

To steal it!

From Hassan of Aleppo?

I could scarcely believe that any man, single-handed, could have had the hardihood to attempt such a thing.

From Hassan, yes!

I faced her, amazed, incredulous.

Dexter had suffered mutilation, he knew that the Hashishin sought his life for his previous attempts upon the relic of the Prophet, and yet he dared to venture again into the very lions den?

He did, Mr. Cavanagh, two days ago. And

Yes? I urged, as gently as I could, for she was shaking pitifully.

He never came back!

The words were spoken almost in a whisper. She clenched her hands and leapt from the chair, fighting down her grief and with such a stark horror in her beautiful eyes that from my very soul I longed to be able to help her.

Mr. Cavanagh (she had courage, this bewildering accomplice of a cracksman), I know the house he went to! I cannot hope to make you understand what I have suffered since then. A thousand times I have been on the point of going to the police, confessing all I knew, and leading them to that house! O God! if only he is alive, this shall be his last crooked deal  and mine! I dared not go to the police, for his sake! I waited, and watched, and hoped, through two such nights and days ... then I ventured. I should have gone mad if I had not come here. I knew you had good cause to hate, to detest me, but I remembered that you had a great grievance against Hassan. Not as great, O heaven! not as great as mine, but yet a great one. I remembered, too, that you were the kind of man  a woman can come to...

She sank back into the chair, and with her fingers twining and untwining, sat looking dully before her.

In brief, I said, what do you propose?

I propose that we endeavour to obtain admittance to the house of Hassan of Aleppo  secretly, of course, and all I ask of you in return for revealing the secret of its situation is

That I let Dexter go free?

Almost inaudibly she whispered: If he lives!

Surely no stranger proposition ever had been submitted to a law-abiding citizen. I was asked to connive in the escape of a notorious criminal, and at one and the same time to embark upon an expedition patently burglarious! As though this were not enough, I was invited to beard Hassan of Aleppo, the most dreadful being I had ever encountered East or West, in his mysterious stronghold!

I wondered what my friend, Inspector Bristol, would have thought of the project; I wondered if I should ever live to see Hassan meet his just deserts as a result of this enterprise, which I was forced to admit a foolhardy one. But a man who has selected the career of a war correspondent from amongst those which Fleet Street offers, is the victim of a certain craving for fresh experiences; I suppose, has in his character something of an adventurous turn.

For a while I stood staring from the window, then faced about and looked into the violet eyes of my visitor.

I agree, Carneta! I said.


CHAPTER XXIX

WE MEET MR. ISAACS

Quitting the wayside station, and walking down a short lane, we came out upon Watling Street, white and dusty beneath the afternoon sun. We were less than an hours train journey from London but found ourselves amid the Kentish hop gardens, amid a rural peace unbroken. My companion carried a camera case slung across her shoulder, but its contents were less innocent than one might have supposed. In fact, it contained a neat set of those instruments of the burglars art with whose use she appeared to be quite familiar.

There is an inn, she said, about a mile ahead, where we can obtain some vital information. He last wrote to me from there.

Side by side we tramped along the dusty road. We both were silent, occupied with our own thoughts. Respecting the nature of my companions I could entertain little doubt, and my own turned upon the foolhardy nature of the undertaking upon which I was embarked. No other word passed between us then, until upon rounding a bend and passing a cluster of picturesque cottages, the yard of the Vinepole came into view.

Do they know you by sight here? I asked abruptly.

No, of course not; we never made strategic mistakes of that kind. If we have tea here, no doubt we can learn all we require.

I entered the little parlour of the inn, and suggested that tea should be served in the pretty garden which opened out of it upon the right.

The host, who himself laid the table, viewed the camera case critically.

We get a lot of photographers down here, he remarked tentatively.

No doubt, said my companion. There is some very pretty scenery in the neighbourhood.

The landlord rested his hands upon the table.

There was a gentleman here on Wednesday last, he said; an old gentleman who had met with an accident, and was staying somewhere hereabouts for his health. But hed got his camera with him, and it was wonderful the way he could use it, considering he hadnt got the use of his right hand.

He must have been a very keen photographer, I said, glancing at the girl beside me.

He took three or four pictures of the Vinepole, replied the landlord (which I doubted, since probably his camera was a dummy); and he wanted to know if there were any other old houses in the neighbourhood. I told him he ought to take Cadham Hall, and he said he had heard that the Gate House, which is about a mile from here, was one of the oldest buildings about.

A girl appeared with a tea tray, and for a moment I almost feared that the landlord was about to retire; but he lingered, whilst the girl distributed the things about the table, and Carneta asked casually, Would there be time for me to photograph the Gate House before dark?

There might be time, was the reply, but thats not the difficulty. Mr. Isaacs is the difficulty.

Who is Mr. Isaacs? I asked.

Hes the Jewish gentleman who bought the Gate House recently. Lots of money hes got and a big motor car. Hes up and down to London almost every day in the week, but he wont let anybody take photographs of the house. I know several whove asked.

But I thought, said Carneta, innocently, you said the old gentleman who was here on Wednesday went to take some?

He went, yes, miss; but I dont know if he succeeded.

Carneta poured out some tea.

Now that you speak of it, she said, I too have heard that the Gate House is very picturesque. What objection can Mr. Isaacs have to photographers?

Well, you see, miss, to get a picture of the house, you have to pass right through the grounds.

I should walk right up to the house and ask permission. Is Mr. Isaacs at home, I wonder?

I couldnt say. He hasnt passed this way to-day.

We might meet him on the way, said I. What is he like?

A Jewish gentleman sir, very dark, with a white beard. Wears gold glasses. Keeps himself very much to himself. I dont know anything about his household; none of them ever come here.

Carneta inquired the direction of Cadham Hall and of the Gate House, and the landlord left us to ourselves. My companion exhibited signs of growing agitation, and it seemed to me that she had much ado to restrain herself from setting out without a moments delay for the Gate House, which, I readily perceived, was the place to which our strange venture was leading us.

I found something very stimulating in the reflection that, rash though the expedition might be, and, viewed from whatever standpoint, undeniably perilous, it promised to bring me to that secret stronghold of deviltry where the sinister Hassan of Aleppo so successfully had concealed himself.

The work of the modern journalist had many points of contact with that of the detective; and since the murder of Professor Deeping I had succumbed to the man-hunting fever more than once. I knew that Scotland Yard had failed to locate the hiding-place of the remarkable and evil man who, like an efreet of Oriental lore, obeyed the talisman of the stolen slipper, striking down whomsoever laid hand upon its sacredness. It was a novel sensation to know that, aided by this beautiful accomplice of a rogue, I had succeeded where the experts had failed!

Misgivings I had and shall not deny. If our scheme succeeded it would mean that Deepings murderer should be brought to justice. If it failed-well, frankly, upon that possibility I did not dare to reflect!

It must be needless for me to say that we two strangely met allies were ill at ease, sometimes to the point of embarrassment. We proceeded on our way in almost unbroken silence, and, save for a couple of farm hands, without meeting any wayfarer, up to the time that we reached the brow of the hill and had our first sight of the Gate House lying in a little valley beneath. It was a small Tudor mansion, very compact in plan and its roof glowed redly in the rays of the now setting sun.

From the directions given by the host of the Vinepole it was impossible to mistake the way or to mistake the house. Amid well-wooded grounds it stood, a place quite isolated, but so typically English that, as I stood looking down upon it, I found myself unable to believe that any other than a substantial country gentleman could be its proprietor.

I glanced at Carneta. Her violet eyes were burning feverishly, but her lips twitched in a bravely pitiful way.

Clearly now my adventure lay before me; that red-roofed homestead seemed to have rendered it all substantial which hitherto had been shadowy; and I stood there studying the Gate House gravely, for it might yet swallow me up, as apparently it had swallowed Earl Dexter.

There, amid that peaceful Kentish landscape, fantasy danced and horrors unknown lurked in waiting...

The eminence upon which we were commanded an extensive prospect, and eastward showed a tower and flagstaff which marked the site of Cadham Hall. There were homeward-bound labourers to be seen in the lanes now, and where like a white ribbon the Watling Street lay across the verdant carpet moved an insect shape, speedily.

It was a car, and I watched it with vague interest. At a point where a dense coppice spread down to the roadway and a lane crossed west to east, the car became invisible. Then I saw it again, nearer to us and nearer to the Gate House. Finally it disappeared among the trees.

I turned to Carneta. She, too, had been watching. Now her gaze met mine.

Mr. Isaacs! she said; and her voice was less musical than usual. His chauffeur, who learned his business in Cairo, is probably the only one of his servants who remains in England.

What! I began  and said no more.

Where the road upon which we stood wound down into the valley and lost itself amid the trees surrounding the Gate House, the car suddenly appeared again, and began to mount the slope toward us!

Heavens! whispered Carneta. He may have seen us  with glasses! Quick! Let us walk back until the hill-top conceals us; then we must hide somewhere!

I shared her excitement. Without a moments hesitation we both turned and retraced our steps. Twenty paces brought us to a spot where a stack of mangel wurzels stood at the roadside.

This will do! I said.

We ran around into the field, and crouched where we could peer out on the road without ourselves being seen. Nor had we taken up this position a moment too soon.

Topping the slope came a light-weight electric, driven by a man who, in his spruce uniform, might have passed at a glance for a very dusky European. The car had a limousine back, and as the chauffeur slowed down, out from the open windows right and left peered the solitary occupant.

He had the cast of countenance which is associated with the best type of Jew, with clear-cut aquiline features wholly destitute of grossness. His white beard was patriarchal and he wore gold-rimmed pince-nez and a glossy silk hat. Such figures may often be met with in the great money-markets of the world, and Mr. Isaacs would have passed for a successful financier in even more discerning communities than that of Cadham.

But I scarcely breathed until the car was past; and, beside me, my companion, crouching to the ground, was trembling wildly. Fifty yards toward the village Mr. Isaacs evidently directed the man to return.

The car was put about, and flashed past us at high speed down into the valley. When the sound of the humming motor had died to something no louder than the buzz of a sleepy wasp, I held out my hand to Carneta and she rose, pale, but with blazing eyes, and picked up her camera case.

If he had detected us, everything would have been lost! she whispered.

Not everything! I replied grimly  and showed her the revolver which I had held in my hand whilst those eagle eyes had been seeking us. If he had made a sign to show that he had seen us, in fact, if he had once offered a safe mark by leaning from the car, I should have shot him dead without hesitation!

We must not show ourselves again, but wait for dusk. He must have seen us, then, on the hilltop, but I hope without recognizing us. He has the sight and instincts of a vulture!

I nodded, slipping the revolver into my pocket, but I wondered if I should not have been better advised to have risked a shot at the moment that I had recognized Mr. Isaacs for Hassan of Aleppo.


CHAPTER XXX

AT THE GATE HOUSE

From sunset to dusk I lurked about the neighbourhood of the Gate House with my beautiful accomplice  watching and waiting: a man bound upon stranger business, I dare swear, than any other in the county of Kent that night.

Our endeavour now was to avoid observation by any one, and in this, I think, we succeeded. At the same time, Carneta, upon whose experience I relied implicitly, regarded it as most important that we should observe (from a safe distance) any one who entered or quitted the gates.

But none entered, and none came out. When, finally, we made along the narrow footpath skirting the west of the grounds, the night was silent  most strangely still.

The trees met overhead, but no rustle disturbed their leaves and of animal life no indication showed itself. There was no moon.

A full appreciation of my mad folly came to me, and with it a sense of heavy depression. This stillness that ruled all about the house which sheltered the awful Sheikh of the Assassins was ominous, I thought. In short, my nerves were playing me tricks.

We have little to fear, said my companion, speaking in a hushed and quivering voice. The whole of the party left England some days ago.

Are you sure?

Certain! We learned that before Earl made his attempt. Hassan remains, for some reason; Hassan and one other  the one who drives the car.

But the slipper?

If Hassan remains, so does the slipper! From the knapsack, which, as you will have divined, did not contain a camera, she took out an electric pocket lamp, and directed its beam upon the hedge above us.

There is a gap somewhere here! she said. See if you can find it. I dare not show the light too long.

Darkness followed. I clambered up the bank and sought for the opening of which Carneta had spoken.

The light here a moment, I whispered. I think I have it!

Out shone the white beam, and momentarily fell upon a black hole in the thickset hedge. The light disappeared, and as I extended my hand to Carneta she grasped it and climbed up beside me.

Put on your rubber shoes, she directed. Leave the others here.

There in the darkness I did as she directed, for I was provided with a pair of tennis shoes. Carneta already was suitably shod.

I will go first, I said. What is the ground like beyond?

Just unkempt bushes and weeds.

Upon hands and knees I crawled through, saw dimly that there was a short descent, corresponding with the ascent from the lane, and turned, whispering to my fellow conspirator to follow.

The grounds proved even more extensive than I had anticipated. We pressed on, dodging low-sweeping branches and keeping our arms up to guard our faces from outshoots of thorn bushes. Our progress necessarily was slow, but even so quite a long time seemed to have elapsed ere we came in sight of the house.

This was my first expedition of the kind; and now that my goal was actually in sight I became conscious of a sort of exultation hard to describe. My companion, on the contrary, seemed to have become icily cool. When next she spoke, her voice had a businesslike ring, which revealed the fact that she was no amateur at this class of work.

Wait here, she directed. I am going to pass all around the house, and I will rejoin you.

I could see her but dimly, and she moved off as silent as an Indian deer-stalker, leaving me alone there crouching at the extreme edge of the thicket. I looked out over a small wilderness of unkempt flower-beds; so much it was just possible to perceive. The plants in many instances had spread on to the pathways and contested survival with the flourishing weeds. All was wild  deserted  eerie.

A sense of dampness assailed me, and I raised my eyes to the low-lying building wherein no light showed, no sign of life was evident. The nearer wing presented a verandah apparently overgrown by some climbing plant, the nature of which it was impossible to determine in the darkness.

The zest for the nocturnal operation which temporarily had thrilled me succumbed now to loneliness. With keen anxiety I awaited the return of my more experienced accomplice. The situation was grotesque, utterly bizarre; but even my sense of humour could not save me from the growing dread which this seemingly deserted place poured into my heart.

When upon the right I heard a faint rustling I started, and grasped the revolver in my pocket.

Not a sound! came in Carnetas voice. Keep just inside the bushes and come this way. There is something I want to show you.

The various profuse growths rendered concealment simple enough  if indeed any other concealment were necessary than that which the strangely black night afforded. Just within the evil-smelling thicket we made a half circuit of the building, and stopped.

Look! whispered Carneta.

The word was unnecessary, for I was staring fixedly in the direction of that which evidently had occasioned her uneasiness.

It was a small square window, so low-set that I assumed it to be that of a cellar, and heavily cross-barred.

From it, out upon a tangled patch of vegetation, shone a dull red light!

Theres no other light in the place, my companion whispered. For Gods sake, what can it be?

My mind supplied no explanation. The idea that it might be a dark room no doubt was suggested by the assumed role of Carneta; but I knew that idea to be absurd. The red light meant something else.

Evidently the commencing of operations before all lights were out was irregular, for Carneta said slowly  

We must wait and watch the light. There was formerly a moat around the Gate House; that must be the window of a dungeon.

I little relished the prospect of waiting in that swamp-like spot, but since no alternative presented itself I accepted the inevitable. For close upon an hour we stood watching the red window. No sound of bird, beast, or man disturbed our vigil; in fact, it would appear that the very insects shunned the neighbourhood of Hassan of Aleppo. But the red light still shone out.

We must risk it! said Carneta steadily. There are French windows opening on to that verandah. Ten yards farther around the bushes come right up to the wall of the house. Well go that way and around by the other wing on to the verandah.

Any action was preferable to this nerve-sapping delay, and with a determination to shoot, and shoot to kill, any one who opposed our entrance, I passed through the bushes and, with Carneta, rounded the southern border of that silent house and slipped quietly on to the verandah.

Kneeling, Carneta opened the knapsack. My eyes were growing accustomed to the darkness, and I was just able to see her deft hands at work upon the fastenings. She made no noise, and I watched her with an ever-growing wonder. A female burglar is a personage difficult to imagine. Certainly, no one ever could have suspected this girl with the violet eyes of being an expert crackswoman; but of her efficiency there could be no question. I think I had never witnessed a more amazing spectacle than that of this cultured girl manipulating the tools of the house breaker with her slim white fingers.

Suddenly she turned and clutched my arm.

The windows are not fastened! she whispered.

A strange courage came to me  perhaps that of desperation. For, ignoring the ominous circumstance, I pushed open the nearest window and stepped into the room beyond! A hissing breath from Carneta acknowledged my performance, and she entered close behind me, silent in her rubber-soled shoes.

For one thrilling moment we stood listening. Then came the white beam from the electric lamp to cut through the surrounding blackness.

The room was totally unfurnished!


CHAPTER XXXI

THE POOL OF DEATH

Not a sound broke the stillness of the Gate House. It was the most eerily silent place in which I had ever found myself. Out into the corridor we went, noiselessly. It was stripped, uncarpeted.

Three doors we passed, two upon the left and one upon the right. We tried them all. All were unfastened, and the rooms into which they opened bare and deserted. Then we came upon a short, descending stair, at its foot a massive oaken door.

Carneta glided down, noiseless as a ghost, and to one of the blackened panels applied an ingenious little instrument which she carried in her knapsack. It was not unlike a stethoscope; and as I watched her listening, by means of this arrangement, for any sound beyond the oaken door, I reflected how almost every advance made by science places a new tool in the hand of the criminal.

No word had been spoken since we had discovered this door; none had been necessary. For we both knew that the place beyond was that from which proceeded the mysterious red light.

I directed the ray of the electric torch upon Carneta, as she stood there listening, and against that sombre oaken background her face and profile stood out with startling beauty. She seemed half perplexed and half fearful. Then she abruptly removed the apparatus, and, stooping to the knapsack, replaced it and took out a bunch of wire keys, signing to me to hand her the lamp.

As I crept down the steps I saw her pause, glancing back over her shoulder toward the door. The expression upon her face induced me to direct the light in the same direction.

Why neither of us had observed the fact before I cannot conjecture; but a key was in the lock!

Perhaps the traffic of the night afforded no more dramatic moment than this. The house which we were come prepared burglariously to enter was thrown open, it would seem, to us, inviting our inspection!

Looking back upon that moment, it seems almost incredible that the sight of a key in a lock should have so thrilled me. But at the time I perceived something sinister in this failure of the Lord of the Hashishin to close his doors to intruders. That Carneta shared my doubts and fears was to be read in her face; but her training had been peculiar, I learned, and such as establishes a surprising resoluteness of character.

Quite noiselessly she turned the key, and holding a dainty pocket revolver in her hand, pushed the door open slowly!

An odour, sickly sweet and vaguely familiar, was borne to my nostrils. Carneta became outlined in dim, reddish light. Bending forward slightly, she entered the room, and I, with muscles tensed nervously, advanced and stood beside her.

I perceived that this was a cellar; indeed, I doubt not that in some past age it had served as a dungeon. From the stone roof hung the first evidence of Eastern occupation which the Gate House had yielded; in the form of an Oriental lantern, or fanoos, of rose-coloured waxed paper upon a copper frame. Its vague light revealed the interior of the hideous place upon whose threshold we stood.

Straight before us, deep set in the stone wall, was the tiny square window, iron-barred without, and glazed with red glass, the light from which had so deeply mystified us. Within a niche in the wall, a little to the left of the window, rested an object which, at that moment, claimed our undivided attention the sight of which so wrought upon us that temporarily all else was forgotten.

It was the red slipper of the Prophet!

My God! whispered Carneta my God!  and clutched at me, swaying dizzily.

A few inches from our feet the floor became depressed, how deeply I could not determine, for it was filled with water, water filthy and slimy! The strange, nauseating odour had grown all but unsupportable; it seemingly proceeded from this fetid pool which, occupying the floor of the dungeon, offered a barrier, since its depth was unknown, of fully twelve feet between ourselves and the farther wall.

There was a faint, dripping sound: a whispering, echoing drip-drip of falling water. I could not tell from whence it proceeded.

Almost supporting my companion, whose courage seemed suddenly to have failed her, I stared fascinatedly at that blood-stained relic. Something then induced me to look behind; I suppose a warning instinct of that sort which is unexplainable. I only know that upholding Carneta with my left arm, and nervously grasping my revolver in my right, I turned and glanced over my shoulder.

Very slowly, but with a constant, regular motion, the massive door was closing!

I snatched away my arm; in my left hand I held the electric torch, and springing sharply about I directed the searching ray into the black gap of the stairway. A yellow face, a malignant Oriental face, came suddenly, fully, into view! Instantly I recognized it for that of the man who had driven Hassans car!

Acting upon the determination with which I had entered the Gate House, I raised my revolver and fired straight between the evil eyes! To the fact that I dropped my left hand in the act of pulling the trigger with my right, and thus lost my mark, the servant of Hassan of Aleppo owed his escape. I missed him. He uttered a shrill cry of fear and went racing up the wooden stair. I followed him with the light and fired twice at the retreating figure. I heard him stumble and a second time cry out. But, though I doubt not he was hit, he recovered himself, for I heard his tread in the corridor above.

Propping wide the door with my foot, I turned to Carneta. Her face was drawn and haggard; but her mouth set in a sort of grim determination.

Earl is dead! she said, in a queer, toneless voice. He died trying to get  that thing! I will get it, and destroy it!

Before I could detain her, even had I sought to do so, she stepped into the filthy water, struggled to recover her foothold, and sank above her waist into its sliminess. Without hesitation she began to advance toward the niche which contained the slipper. In the middle of the pool she stopped.

What memory it was which supplied the clue to the identity of that nauseating smell, heaven alone knows; but as the girl stopped and drew herself up rigidly  then turned and leapt wildly back toward the door  I knew what occasioned that sickly odour!

She screamed once, dreadfully  shrilly  a scream of agonizing fear that I can never forget. Then, roughly I grasped her, for the need was urgent  and dragged her out on to the floor beside me. With her wet garments clinging to her limbs, she fell prostrate on the stones.

A yard from the brink the slimy water parted, and the yellow snout of a huge crocodile was raised above the surface! The saurian eyes, hungrily malevolent, rose next to view!

The extremity of our danger found me suddenly cool. As the thing drew its slimy body up out of the poor I waited. The jaws were extended toward the prostrate body, were but inches removed from it, dripped their saliva upon the soddened skirt  when I bent forward, and at a range of some ten inches emptied the remaining three loaded chambers of my revolver into the creatures left eye!

Upchurned in bloody foam became the water of that dreadful place.... As one recalls the incidents of a fevered dream, I recall dragging Carneta away from the contorted body of the death-stricken reptile. A nightmare chaos of horrid, revolting sights and sounds forms my only recollection of quitting the dungeon of the slipper.

I succeeded in carrying her up the stairs and out through the empty rooms on to the verandah; but there, from sheer exhaustion, I laid her down. I had no means of reviving her and I lacked the strength to carry her farther. Having recharged my revolver, I stood watching her where she lay, wanly beautiful in the dim light.

There was no doubt in my mind respecting the fate of Earl Dexter, nor could I doubt that the slipper in the dungeon below was a duplicate of the real one. It was a death-trap into which he had lured Dexter and which he had left baited for whomsoever might trace the cracksman to the Gate House. Why Hassan should have remained behind, unless from fanatic lust of killing, I could not imagine.

When at last the fresher night air had its effect, and Carneta opened her eyes, I led her to the gates, nor did she offer the slightest resistance, but looked dully before her, muttering over and over again, Earl, Earl!

The gates were open; we passed out on to the open road. No man pursued us, and the night was gravely still.


CHAPTER XXXII

SIX GRAY PATCHES

When the invitation came from my old friend Hilton to spend a week roughing it with him in Warwickshire I accepted with alacrity. If ever a man needed a holiday I was that man. Nervous breakdown threatened me at any moment; the ghastly experience at the Gate House together with Carnetas grief-stricken face when I had parted from her were obsessing memories which I sought in vain to shake off.

A brief wire had contained the welcome invitation, and up to the time when I had received it I had been unaware that Hilton was back in England. Moreover, beyond the fact that his house, Uplands, was near H  , for which I was instructed to change at New Street Station, Birmingham, I had little idea of its location. But he added Wire train and will meet at H; so that I had no uneasiness on that score.

I had contemplated catching the 2:45 from Euston, but by the time I had got my work into something like order, I decided that the 6:55 would be more suitable and decided to dine on the train.

Altogether, there was something of a rush and hustle attendant upon getting away, and when at last I found myself in the cab, bound for Euston, I sat back with a long-drawn sigh. The quest of the Prophets slipper was ended; in all probability that blood-stained relic was already Eastward bound. Hassan of Aleppo, its awful guardian, had triumphed and had escaped retribution. Earl Dexter was dead. I could not doubt that; for the memory of his beautiful accomplice, Carneta, as I last had seen her, broken-hearted, with her great violet eyes dulled in tearless agony  have I not said that it lived with me?

Even as the picture of her lovely, pale face presented itself to my mind, the cab was held up by a temporary block in the traffic  and my imagination played me a strange trick.

Another taxi ran close alongside, almost at the moment that the press of vehicles moved on again. Certainly, I had no more than a passing glimpse of the occupants; but I could have sworn that violet eyes looked suddenly into mine, and with equal conviction I could have sworn to the gaunt face of the man who sat beside the violet-eyed girl for that of Earl Dexter!

The travellers, however, were immediately lost to sight in the rear, and I was left to conjecture whether this had been a not uncommon form of optical delusion or whether I had seen a ghost.

At any rate, as I passed in between the big pillars, The gateway of the North, I scrutinized, and closely, the numerous hurrying figures about me. None of them, by any stretch of the imagination, could have been set down for that of Dexter, The Stetson Man. No doubt, I concluded, I had been tricked by a chance resemblance.

Having dispatched my telegram, I boarded the 6:55. I thought I should have the compartment to myself, and so deep in reverie was I that the train was actually clear of the platforms ere I learned that I had a companion. He must have joined me at the moment that the train started. Certainly, I had not seen him enter. But, suddenly looking up, I met the eyes of this man who occupied the corner seat facing me.

This person was olive-skinned, clean-shaven, fine featured, and perfectly groomed. His age might have been anything from twenty-five to forty-five, but his hair and brows were jet black. His eyes, too, were nearer to real black than any human eyes I had ever seen before  excepting the awful eyes of Hassan of Aleppo. Hassan of Aleppo! It was, to that hour, a mystery how his group of trained assassins  the Hashishin  had quitted England. Since none of them were known to the police, it was no insoluble mystery, I admit; but nevertheless it was singular that the careful watching of the ports had yielded no result. Could it be that some of them had not yet left the country? Could it be  

I looked intently into the black eyes. They were caressing, smiling eyes, and looked boldly into mine. I picked up a magazine, pretending to read. But I supported it with my left hand; my right was in my coat pocket  and it rested upon my Smith and Wesson!

So much had the slipper of Mohammed done for me: I went in hourly dread of murderous attack!

My travelling companion watched me; of that I was certain. I could feel his gaze. But he made no move and no word passed between us. This was the situation when the train slowed into Northampton. At Northampton, to my indescribable relief (frankly, I was as nervous in those days as a woman), the Oriental traveller stepped out on to the platform.

Having reclosed the door, he turned and leaned in through the open window.

Evidently you are not concerned, Mr. Cavanagh, he said. Be warned. Do not interfere with those that are!

The night swallowed him up.

My fears had been justified; the man was one of the Hashishin  a spy of Hassan of Aleppo! What did it mean?

I craned from the window, searching the platform right and left. But there was no sign of him.

When the train left Northampton I found myself alone, and I should only weary you were I to attempt to recount the troubled conjectures that bore me company to Birmingham.

The train reached New Street at nine, with the result that having gulped a badly needed brandy and soda in the buffet, I grabbed my bag, raced across  and just missed the connection! More than an hour later I found myself standing at ten minutes to eleven upon the H  platform, watching the red taillight of the local disappear into the night. Then I realized to the full that with four miles of lonely England before me there hung above my head a mysterious threat  a vague menace. The solitary official, who but waited my departure to lock up the station, was the last representative of civilization I could hope to encounter until the gates of Uplands should be opened to me!

What was the matter with which I was warned not to interfere? Might I not, by my mere presence in that place, unwittingly be interfering now?

With the station-masters directions humming like a refrain in my ears, I passed through the sleeping village and out on to the road. The moon was exceptionally bright and unobscured, although a dense bank of cloud crept slowly from the west, and before me the path stretched as an unbroken thread of silvery white twining a sinuous way up the bracken-covered slope, to where, sharply defined against the moonlight sky, a coppice in grotesque silhouette marked the summit.

The month had been dry and tropically hot, and my footsteps rang crisply upon the hard ground. There is nothing more deceptive than a straight road up a hill; and half an hours steady tramping but saw me approaching the trees.

I had so far resolutely endeavoured to keep my mind away from the idea of surveillance. Now, as I paused to light my pipe  a never-failing friend in loneliness  I perceived something move in the shadows of a neighbouring bush.

This object was not unlike a bladder, and the very incongruity of its appearance served to revive all my apprehensions. Taking up my grip, as though I had noticed nothing of an alarming nature, I pursued my way up the slope, leaving a trail of tobacco smoke in my wake; and having my revolver secreted up my right coat-sleeve.

Successfully resisting a temptation to glance behind, I entered the cover of the coppice, and, now invisible to any one who might be dogging me, stood and looked back upon the moon-bright road.

There was no living thing in sight, the road was empty as far as the eye could see. The coppice now remained to be negotiated, and then, if the station-masters directions were not at fault, Uplands should be visible beyond. Taking, therefore, what I had designed to be a final glance back down the hillside, I was preparing to resume my way when I saw something  something that arrested me.

It was a long way behind  so far that, had the moon been less bright, I could never have discerned it. What it was I could not even conjecture; but it had the appearance of a vague gray patch, moving  not along the road, but through the undergrowth  in my direction.

For a second my eye rested upon it. Then I saw a second patch  a third  a fourth!

Six!

There were six gray patches creeping up the slope toward me!

The sight was unnerving. What were these things that approached, silently, stealthily  like snakes in the grass?

A fear, unlike anything I had known before the quest of the Prophets slipper had brought fantastic horror into my life, came upon me. Revolver in hand I ran  ran for my life toward the gap in the trees that marked the coppice end. And as I went something hummed through the darkness beside my head, some projectile, some venomous thing that missed its mark by a bare inch!

Painfully conversant with the uncanny weapons employed by the Hashishin, I knew now, beyond any possibility of doubt, that death was behind me.

A pattering like naked feet sounded on the road, and, without pausing in my headlong career, I sent a random shot into the blackness.

The crack of the Smith and Wesson reassured me. I pulled up short, turned, and looked back toward the trees.

Nothing  no one!

Breathing heavily, I crammed my extinguished briar into my pocket  re-charged the empty chamber of the revolver  and started to run again toward a light that showed over the treetops to my left.

That, if the mans directions were right, was Uplands  if his directions were wrong  then...

A shrill whistle  minor, eerie, in rising cadence  sounded on the dead silence with piercing clearness! Six whistles  seemingly from all around me  replied!

Some object came humming through the air, and I ducked wildly.

On and on I ran  flying from an unknown, but, as a warning instinct told me, deadly peril  ran as a man runs pursued by devils.

The road bent sharply to the left then forked. Overhanging trees concealed the house, and the light, though high up under the eaves, was no longer visible. Trusting to Providence to guide me, I plunged down the lane that turned to the left, and, almost exhausted, saw the gates before me  saw the sweep of the drive, and the moonlight, gleaming on the windows!

None of the windows were illuminated.

Straight up to the iron gates I raced.

They were locked!

Without a moments hesitation I hurled my grip over the top and clambered up the bars! As I got astride, from the blackness of the lane came the ominous hum, and my hat went spinning away across the lawn!  the black cloud veiled the moon and complete darkness fell.

Then I dropped and ran for the house  shouting, though all but winded Hilton! Hilton! Open the door!

Sinking exhausted on the steps, I looked toward the gates  but they showed only dimly in the dense shadows of the trees.

Bzzz! Buzz!

I dropped flat in the portico as something struck the metal knob of the door and rebounded over me. A shower of gravel told of another misdirected projectile.

Crack! Crack! Crack! The revolver spoke its short reply into the mysterious darkness; but the night gave up no sound to tell of a shot gone home.

Hilton! Hilton! I cried, banging on the panels with the butt of the weapon. Open the door! Open the door!

And now I heard the coming footsteps along the hall within; heavy bolts were withdrawn  the door swung open  and Hilton, pale-faced, appeared. His hand shot out, grabbed my coat collar; and weak, exhausted, I found myself snatched into safety, and the door rebolted.

Thank God! I whispered. Thank God! Hilton, look to all your bolts and fastenings. Hell is outside!


CHAPTER XXXIII

HOW WE WERE REINFORCED

Hilton, I learned, was living the simple life at Uplands. The place was not yet decorated and was only partly furnished. But with his man, Soar, he had been in solitary occupation for a week.

Feel better now? he asked anxiously.

I reached for my tumbler and blew a cloud of smoke into the air. I could hear Soars footsteps as he made the round of bolts and bars, testing each anxiously.

Thanks, Hilton, I said. Im quite all right. You are naturally wondering what the devil it all means? Well, then, I wired you from Euston that I was coming by the 6:55.

H  Post Office shuts at 7. I shall get your wire in the morning!

That explains your failing to meet me. Now for my explanation!

Surrounding this house at the present moment, I continued, are members of an Eastern organization  the Hashishin, founded in Khorassan in the eleventh century and flourishing to-day!

Do you mean it, Cavanagh?

I do! One Hassan of Aleppo is the present Sheikh of the order, and he has come to England, bringing a fiendish company in his train, in pursuit of the sacred slipper of Mohammed, which was stolen by the late Professor Deeping

Surely I have read something about this?

Probably. Deeping was murdered by Hassan! The slipper was placed in the Antiquarian Museum

From which it was stolen again!

Correct  by Earl Dexter, Americas foremost crook! But the real facts have never got into print. I am the only pressman who knows them, and I have good reason for keeping my knowledge to myself! Dexter is dead (I believe I saw his ghost to-day). But although, to the best of my knowledge, the accursed slipper is in the hands of Hassan and Company, I have been watched since I left Euston, and on my way to Uplands my life was attempted!

For Gods sake, why?

I cannot surmise, Hilton. Deeping, for certain reasons that are irrelevant at the moment, left the keys of the case at the Museum in my perpetual keeping  but the case was rifled a second time

I read of it!

And the keys were stolen from me. I am utterly at a loss to understand why the Hashishin  for it is members of that awful organization who, without a doubt, surround this house at the present moment  should seek my life. Hilton, I have brought trouble with me!

Its almost incredible! said Hilton, staring at me. Why do these people pursue you?

Ere I had time to reply Soar entered, arrayed, as was Hilton, in his night attire. Soar was an ex-dragoon and a model man.

Everything fast, sir, he reported; but from the window of the bedroom over here  the room I got ready for Mr. Cavanagh  I thought I saw someone in the orchard.

Eh? jerked Hilton in the orchard? Come on up, Cavanagh!

We all ran upstairs. The moonlight was streaming into the room.

Keep back! I warned.

Well within the shadow, I crept up to the window and looked out. The night was hot and still. No breeze stirred the leaves, but the edge of the frowning thunder cloud which I had noted before spread a heavy carpet of ebony black upon the ground. Beyond, I could dimly discern the hills. The others stood behind me, constrained by the fear of this mysterious danger which I had brought to Uplands.

There was someone moving among the trees!

Closer came the figure, and closer, until suddenly a shaft of moonlight found passage and spilled a momentary pool of light amid the shadows, I could see the watcher very clearly. A moment he stood there, motionless, and looking up at the window; then as he glided again into the shade of the trees the darkness became complete. But I watched, crouching there nervously, for long after he was gone.

For Gods sake, who is it? whispered Hilton, with a sort of awe in his voice.

Its Hassan of Aleppo! I replied.

Virtually, the house, with the capital of the Midlands so near upon the one hand, the feverish activity of the Black Country reddening the night upon the other, was invested by fanatic Easterns!

We descended again to the extemporized study. Soar entered with us and Hilton invited him to sit down.

We must stick together to-night! he said. Now, Cavanagh, let us see if we can find any explanation of this amazing business. I can understand that at one period of the slippers history you were an object of interest to those who sought to recover it; but if, as you say, the Hashishin have the slipper now, what do they want with you? If you have never touched it, they cannot be prompted by desire for vengeance.

I have never touched it, I replied grimly; nor even any receptacle containing it.

As I ceased speaking came a distant muffled rumbling.

Thats the thunder, said Hilton. Theres a tremendous storm brewing.

He poured out three glasses of whisky, and was about to speak when Soar held up a warning finger.

Listen! he said.

At his words, with tropical suddenness down came the rain.

Hilton, his pipe in his hand, stood listening intently.

What? he asked.

I dont know, sir; the sound of the rain has drowned it.

Indeed, the rain was descending in a perfect deluge, its continuous roar drowning all other sounds; but as we three listened tensely we detected a noise which hitherto had seemed like the overflowing of some spout.

But louder and clearer it grew, until at last I knew it for what it was.

Its a motor-car! I cried.

And coming here! added Soar. Listen! its in the lane!

It certainly isnt a taxicab, declared Hilton. None of the men will come beyond the village.

Thats the gate! said Soar, in an awed voice, and stood up, looking at Hilton.

Come on, said the latter abruptly, making for the door.

Be careful, Hilton! I cried; it may be a trick!

Soar unbolted the front door, threw it open, and looked out. In the darkness of the storm it was almost impossible to see anything in the lane outside. But at that moment a great sheet of lightning split the gloom, and we saw a taxicab standing close up to the gateway!

Help! Open the gate! came a high-pitched voice; open the gate!

Out into the rain we ran and down the gravel path. Soar had the gate open in a twinkling, and a woman carrying a brown leather grip, but who was so closely veiled that I had no glimpse of her features, leapt through on to the drive.

Lend a hand, two of you! cried a vaguely familiar voice this way!

Hilton and Soar stepped out into the road. The driver of the cab was lying forward across the wheel, apparently insensible, but as Hilton seized his arm he moved and spoke feebly.

For Gods sake be quick, sir! he said. Theyre after us! Theyre on the other side of the lane, there!

With that he dropped limply into Hiltons arms!

He was dragged in on to the drive  and something whizzed over our heads and went sputtering into the gravel away up toward the house. The last to enter was the man who had come in the cab. As he barred the gate behind him he suddenly reached out through the bars and I saw a pistol in his hand.

Once  twice  thrice  he fired into the blackness of the lane.

Take that, you swine! he shouted. Take that!

As quickly as we could, bearing the insensible man, we hurried back to the door. On the step the woman was waiting for us, with her veil raised. A blinding flash of lightning came as we mounted the step  and I looked into the violet eyes of Carneta! I turned and stared at the man behind me.

It was Earl Dexter.

Three of the mysterious missiles fell amongst us, but miraculously no one was struck. Amid the mighty booming of the thunder we reentered the houses and got the door barred. In the hall we laid down the unconscious man and stood, a strangely met company, peering at one another in the dim lamplight.

Weve got to bury the hatchet, Mr. Cavanagh! said Dexter. Its a case of the common enemy. Ive brought you your bag! and he pointed to the brown grip upon the floor.

My bag! I cried. My bag is upstairs in my room.

Wrong, sir! snapped The Stetson Man. They are like as two peas in a pod, Ill grant you, but the bag you snatched off the platform at New Street was mine! Thats what Im after; I ought to be on the way to Liverpool. Thats what Hassans after!

The bag!

You dont need to ask whats in the bag? suggested Dexter.

What is in the bag? ask Hilton hoarsely.

The slipper of the Prophet, sir! was the reply.


CHAPTER XXXIV

MY LAST MEETING WITH HASSAN OF ALEPPO

I felt dazed, as a man must feel who has just heard the death sentence pronounced upon him. Hilton seemed to have become incapable of speech or action; and in silence we stood watching Carneta tending the unconscious man. She forced brandy from a flask between his teeth, kneeling there beside him with her face very pale and dark rings around her eyes. Presently she looked up.

Will you please get me a bowl of water and a sponge? she said quietly.

Soar departed without a word, and no one spoke until he returned, bringing the sponge and the water, when the girl set to work in a businesslike way to cleanse a wound which showed upon the mans head.

Shes a good nurse is Carneta, said Dexter coolly. She was the only doctor I had through this  indicating his maimed wrist. If you will fetch my bag down, theres some lint in it.

I hesitated.

You neednt worry, said Dexter; as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. Youve handled the bag, and Im not asking you to do any more.

I went up to my room and lifted the grip from the chair upon which I had put it. Even now I found it difficult to perceive any difference between this and mine. Both were of identical appearance and both new. In fact, I had bought mine only that morning, my old one being past use, and being in a hurry, I had not left it to be initialled.

As I picked up the bag the lightning flashed again, and from the window I could see the orchard as clearly as by sunlight. At the farther end near the wall someone was standing watching the house.

I went downstairs carrying the fatal bag, and rejoined the group in the hall.

He will have to be got to bed, said Carneta, referring to the wounded man; he will probably remain unconscious for a long time.

Accordingly, we took the patient into one of the few furnished bedrooms, and having put him to bed left him in care of the beautiful nurse. When we four men met again downstairs, amazement had rendered the whole scene unreal to me. Soar stood just within the open door, not knowing whether to go or to remain; but Hilton motioned to him to stay. Earl Dexter bit off the end of a cigar and stood with his left elbow resting on the mantelpiece.

His gaunt face looked gaunter than ever, but the daredevil gray eyes still nursed that humorous light in their depths.

Mr. Cavanagh, he said, were brothers! And if youll consider a minute, youll see that Im not lying when I say Im on the straight, now and for always!

I made no reply: I could think of none.

Im a crook, he resumed, or I was up to a while ago. Theres a warrant out for me  the first that ever bore my name. Ive sailed near the wind often enough, but it was desperation that got me into hot water about that!

He jerked his cigar in the direction of his grip, which lay now on the rug at his feet.

I lost a useful right hand, he went on and I lost every cent I had. It was a dead rotten speculation  for I lost my good name! I mean it! Believe me, Ive handled some shady propositions in the past, but I did it right in the sunlight! Up to the time I went out for that damned slipper I could have had lunch with any detective from Broadway to the Strand! I didnt need any false whiskers and the Ritz was good enough for The Stetson Man. What now? Im wanted! Enough said.

He tossed the cigar  he had smoked scarce an inch of it  into the empty grate.

Im an Aunt Sally for any man to shy at, he resumed bitterly. My place henceforth is in the dark. Right! Ive finished; the books closed. From the time I quit England  if I can quit  Im on the straight! Ive promised Carneta, and I mean to keep my word. See here

Dexter turned to me.

Youll want to know how I escaped from the cursed death-trap at Hassans house in Kent? Ill tell you. I was never in it! I was hiding and waiting my chance. You know what was left to guard the slipper while the Sheikh  rot him  was away looking after arrangements for getting his mob out of the country?

I nodded.

You fell into the trap  you and Carneta. By God! I didnt know till it was all over! But two minutes later I was inside that place  and three minutes later I was away with the slipper! Oh, it wasnt a duplicate; it was the goods! What then? Carneta had had a sickening of the business and she just invited me to say Yes or No. I said Yes; and Im a straight man onward.

Then what were you doing on the train with the slipper? asked Hilton sharply.

I was going to Liverpool, sir! snapped The Stetson Man, turning on him. I was going to try to get aboard the Mauretania and then make terms for my life! What happened? I slipped out at Birmingham for a drink  grip in hand! I put it down beside me, and Mr. Cavanagh here, all in a hustle, must have rushed in behind me, snatched a whisky and snatched my grip and started for H  !

A vivid flash of lightning flickered about the room. Then came the deafening boom of the thunder, right over the house it seemed.

I knew from the weight of the grip it wasnt mine, said Dexter, and I was the most surprised guy in Great Britain and Ireland when I found whose it was! I opened it, of course! And right on top was a waistcoat and right in the first pocket was a telegram. Here it is!

He passed it to me. It was that which I had received from Hilton. I had packed the suit which I had been wearing that morning and must previously have thrust the telegram into the waistcoat pocket.

Providence! Dexter assured me. Because I got on the station in time to see Hassan of Aleppo join the train for H  ! I was too late, though. But I chartered a taxi out on Corporation Street and invited the man to race the local! He couldnt do it, but we got here in time for the fireworks! Mr. Cavanagh, there are anything from six to ten Hashishin watching this house!

I know it!

Theyre bareheaded; and in the dark their shaven skulls look like nothing human. Theyre armed with those damned tubes, too. Id give a thousand dollars  if I had it!  to know their mechanism. Well, gentlemen, deeds speak. What am I here for, when I might be on the way to Liverpool, and safety?

Youre here to try to make up for the past a bit! said a soft, musical voice. Mr. Cavanaghs life is in danger.

Carneta entered the room.

The light played in that wonderful hair of hers; and pale though she was, I thought I had never seen a more beautiful woman.

Tell them, she said quietly, what must be done.

Soar glanced at me out of the corner of his eyes and shifted uneasily. Hilton stared as if fascinated.

Now, rapped Dexter, in his strident voice, putting aside all questions of justice and right (were not policemen), what do we want  you and I, Mr. Cavanagh?

I cant think clearly about anything, I said dully. Explain yourself.

Very well. Inspector Bristol, C.I.D., would want me and Hassan arrested. I dont want that! What I want is peace; I want to be able to sleep in comfort; I want to know Im not likely to be murdered on the next corner! Same with you?

Yes  yes.

How can we manage it? One way would be to kill Hassan of Aleppo; but he wants a lot of killing  Ive tried! Moreover, directly wed done it, another Sheikh-al-jebal would be nominated and hed carry on the bloody work. Wed be worse off than ever. Right! weve got to connive at letting the blood-stained fanatic escape, and weve got to give up the slipper!

Ill do that with all my heart!

Sure! But you and I have both got little scores up against Hassan, which its not in human nature to forget. But Ive got it worked out that theres only one way. It may nearly choke us to have to do it, Ill allow. Im working on the Moslem character. Mr. Hilton, make up a fire in the grate here!

Hilton stared, not comprehending.

Do as he asks, I said. Personally, I am resigned to mutilation, since I have touched the bag containing the slipper, but if Dexter has a plan

Excuse me, sir, Soar interrupted. I believe theres some coal in the coal-box, but I shall have to break up a packing-case for firewood  or go out into the yard!

Let it be the packing-case, replied Hilton hastily.

Accordingly a fire was kindled, whilst we all stood about the room in a sort of fearful uncertainty; and before long a big blaze was roaring up the chimney. Dexter turned to me.

Mr. Cavanagh, said he, I want you to go right upstairs, open a first-floor window  I would suggest that of your bedroom  and invite Hassan of Aleppo to come and discuss terms!

Silence followed his words; we were all amazed. Then  

Why do you ask me to do this? I inquired.

Because, replied Dexter, I happen to know that Hassan has some queer kind of respect for you  I dont know why.

Which is probably the reason why he tried to kill me to-night!

Thats beside the question, Mr. Cavanagh. He will believe you  which is the important point.

Very well. I have no idea what you have in mind but I am prepared to adopt any plan since I have none of my own. What shall I say?

Say that we are prepared to return the slipper  on conditions.

He will probably try to shoot me as I stand at the window.

Dexter shrugged his shoulders.

Got to risk it, he drawled.

And what are the conditions?

He must come right in here and discuss them! Guarantee him safe conduct and I dont think hell hesitate. Anyway, if he does, just tell him that the slipper will be destroyed immediately!

Without a word I turned on my heel and ascended the stairs.

I entered my room, crossed to the window, and threw it widely open. Hovering over the distant hills I could see the ominous thunder cloud, but the storm seemed to have passed from Uplands, and only a distant muttering with the faint dripping of water from the pipes broke the silence of the night. A great darkness reigned, however, and I was entirely unable to see if any one was in the orchard.

Like some mueddin of fantastic fable I stood there.

Hassan! I cried Hassan of Aleppo!

The name rang out strangely upon the stillness  the name which for me had a dreadful significance; but the whole episode seemed unreal, the voice that had cried unlike my voice.

Instantly as any magician summoning an efreet I was answered.

Out from the trees strode a tall figure, a figure I could not mistake. It was that of Hassan of Aleppo!

I hear, effendim, and obey, he said. I am ready. Open the door!

We are prepared to discuss terms. You may come and go safely  still my voice sounded unfamiliar in my ears.

I know, effendim; it is so written. Open the door.

I closed the window and mechanically descended the stairs.

Mind it isnt a trap! cried Hilton, who, with the others, had overheard every word of this strange interview. They may try to rush the door directly we open it.

Ill stand the chest behind it, said Soar; between the door and the wall, so that only one can enter at a time.

This was done, and the door opened.

Alone, majestic, entered Hassan of Aleppo.

He was dressed in European clothes but wore the green turban of a Sherif. With his snowy beard and coal-black eyes he seemed like a vision of the Prophet, of the Prophet in whose name he had committed such ghastly atrocities.

Deigning no glance to Soar nor to Hilton, he paced into the room, passing me and ignoring Carneta, where Earl Dexter awaited him. I shall never forget the scene as Hassan entered, to stand looking with blazing eyes at The Stetson Man, who sat beside the fire with the slipper of Mohammed in his hand!

Hassan, said Dexter quietly, Mr. Cavanagh has had to promise you safe conduct, or as sure as God made me, Id put a bullet in you!

The Sheikh of the Hashishin glared fixedly at him.

Companion of the evil one, he said, it is not written that I shall die by your hand  or by the hand of any here. But it has been revealed to me that to-night the gates of Paradise may be closed in my face.

I shouldnt be at all surprised, drawled Dexter. But its up to you. Youve got to swear by Mohammed

Salla-llahu aleyhi wasellem!

That you wont lay a hand upon any living soul, or allow any of your followers to do so, who has touched the slipper or had anything to do with it, but that you will go in peace.

You are doomed to die!

You dont agree, then?

Those who have offended must suffer the penalty!

Right! said Dexter  and prepared to toss the slipper into the heart of the fire!

Stop! Infidel! Stop!

There was real agony in Hassans voice. To my inexpressible surprise he dropped upon his knee, extending his lean brown hands toward the slipper.

Dexter hesitated. You agree, then?

Hassan raised his eyes to the ceiling.

I agree, he said. Dark are the ways. It is the will of God...

Dimly the booming of the thunder came echoing back to us from the hills. Above its roll sounded a barbaric chanting to which the drums of angry heaven formed a fitting accompaniment.

I heard Soar shooting the bolts again upon the going of our strange visitor.

Faint and more faint grew the chanting, until it merged into the remote muttering of the storm  and was lost. The quest of the sacred slipper was ended.


DOPE: A STORY OF CHINATOWN AND THE DRUG TRAFFIC
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Although this story is not strictly biographical, it is said to be inspired by the life of the English actress Billie Carleton, who died following a drug overdose in 1918. Certainly the lead female character, Rita, is described as a pretty, young and talented former stage performer in the West End of London, which ties in well with Carletons career and untimely demise at the age of twenty-four. Published in 1919, it is set partly in Bohemian sets in London and in the Limehouse district of the city, an area with a population of East Asian immigrants, some of whom Rohmer claimed were the inspiration for Fu Manchu. However, Fu Manchu does not appear in this story.

Monte Irvin is a highly respectable alderman of the city of London, and would-be mayoral candidate. He has a lovely home and a delightful wife, the beautiful Rita, and on the surface has no troubles. However, as the story opens one foggy evening, Irvin is deeply worried about the whereabouts and well being of Rita, who is not at home. He does not like most of her friends, believing them to be undesirable, and also suspects she is having an affair, so much so that he has her followed by private detectives. This same evening, the detective gives him the news he dreads  that Rita is alone with another man, following a consultation with an Egyptian mystic named Kazmah. 

Monte Irvin is not the only man in love with Rita. Quentin Gray, her friend, has a secret love for her, and it is he who first finds out that she and her companion for that evening, Sir Lucien Pyne, have apparently gone missing from the mystics rooms. Before long, no fewer than six men  Irvin, two private detectives, two policemen, and Gray (plus Grays friend, who tagged along) are looking for Rita. They break into Kazmahs rooms, but she is not there; however, the murdered body of Sir Lucien Pyne is there, concealed behind a drape. 

As is normal procedure, the case is now handed over to the detective division, in the form of Chief Inspector Red Kerry and his assistant, Detective-Sergeant Coombes. Whilst they begin their investigation into the murder and Ritas disappearance, Gray is shocked to hear from his doctor cousin that the brown cigarettes that Pyne had given him are laced with opium, and Kerry finds out that on the day of her death, Rita was frantically trying to gain supplies of cocaine, as her usual source would not co-operate. Ritas doctor confirms that Rita was hopelessly addicted to various drugs. Meanwhile, Kerry has to take his enquiries into the social circles and seedy Oriental drug dens of Limehouse that Rita frequented in an attempt to find her, and with his characteristically abrasive style, is not going to take no for an answer…

Drug taking and addiction is not a subject matter that would have shocked the readers of the early twentieth century. The Romantic poets of the early part of the nineteenth century were known for their addictions and in 1919 the public was used to even their literary heroes being drug users  Sherlock Holmes is the best known example  and society was on the brink of the roaring twenties and countless tales in the press about the bright young things or the fast set, young people from the stage, and upper echelons of society that had the time and money to take drugs and indulge in open relationships. The description of Ritas decline into addiction is sensitively handled by Rohmer, detailing environmental factors as much as the background and character of the girl herself as factors in the tragedy  there is as much sadness as condemnation in the account, and a portrait is painted of a young woman that desperately wants to turn her life around, but, in the clutches of the wrong set and of the drugs she craved, found it impossible to change. Rohmer also touches on the pressures faced by the police when investigating serious crimes involving the upper classes, not only because of pressure from the establishment to keep things low key, but also the intrusion of the press into the case, looking for scandal involving well known socialites. Highly recommended as one of Rohmers best told tales, Dope offers as much valuable social commentary today as when first published in 1919.
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Limehouse Basin, east London  the setting of the novel
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Billie Carleton (1896-1918), the musical comedy actress, who at the age of twenty-two was found dead, apparently of a drug overdose.


PART FIRST  KAZMAH THE DREAM-READER


CHAPTER I. A MESSAGE FOR IRVIN

Monte Irvin, alderman of the city and prospective Lord Mayor of London, paced restlessly from end to end of the well-appointed library of his house in Princes Gate. Between his teeth he gripped the stump of a burnt-out cigar. A tiny spaniel lay beside the fire, his beady black eyes following the nervous movements of the master of the house.

At the age of forty-five Monte Irvin was not ill-looking, and, indeed, was sometimes spoken of as handsome. His figure was full without being corpulent; his well-groomed black hair and moustache and fresh if rather coarse complexion, together with the dignity of his upright carriage, lent him something of a military air. This he assiduously cultivated as befitting an ex-Territorial officer, although as he had seen no active service he modestly refrained from using any title of rank.

Some quality in his brilliant smile, an oriental expressiveness of the dark eyes beneath their drooping lids, hinted a Semitic strain; but it was otherwise not marked in his appearance, which was free from vulgarity, whilst essentially that of a successful man of affairs.

In fact, Monte Irvin had made a success of every affair in life with the lamentable exception of his marriage. Of late his forehead had grown lined, and those business friends who had known him for a man of abstemious habits had observed in the City chophouse at which he lunched almost daily that whereas formerly he had been a noted trencherman, he now ate little but drank much.

Suddenly the spaniel leapt up with that feverish, spider-like activity of the toy species and began to bark.

Monte Irvin paused in his restless patrol and listened.

Lie down! he said. Be quiet.

The spaniel ran to the door, sniffing eagerly. A muffled sound of voices became audible, and Irvin, following a moment of hesitation, crossed and opened the door. The dog ran out, yapping in his irritating staccato fashion, and an expression of hope faded from Irvins face as he saw a tall fair girl standing in the hallway talking to Hinkes, the butler. She wore soiled Burberry, high-legged tan boots, and a peaked cap of distinctly military appearance. Irvin would have retired again, but the girl glanced up and saw him where he stood by the library door. He summoned up a smile and advanced.

Good evening, Miss Halley, he said, striving to speak genially  for of all of his wifes friends he liked Margaret Halley the best. Were you expecting to find Rita at home?

The girls expression was vaguely troubled. She had the clear complexion and bright eyes of perfect health, but to-night her eyes seemed over-bright, whilst her face was slightly pale.

Yes, she replied; that is, I hoped she might be at home.

I am afraid I cannot tell you when she is likely to return. But please come in, and I will make inquiries.

Oh, no, I would rather you did not trouble and I wont stay, thank you nevertheless. I expect she will ring me up when she comes in.

Is there any message I can give her?

Well  she hesitated for an instant you might tell her, if you would, that I only returned home at eight oclock, so that I could not come around any earlier. She glanced rapidly at Irvin, biting her lip. I wish I could have seen her, she added in a low voice.

She wishes to see you particularly?

Yes. She left a note this afternoon. Again she glanced at him in a troubled way. Well, I suppose it cannot be helped, she added and smilingly extended her hand. Good night, Mr. Irvin. Dont bother to come to the door.

But Irvin passed Hinkes and walked out under the porch with Margaret Halley. Humid yellow mist floated past the street lamps, and seemed to have gathered in a moving reef around the little runabout car which was standing outside the house, its motor chattering tremulously.

Phew! a beastly night! he said. Foggy and wet.

Its a brute isnt it? said the girl laughingly, and turned on the steps so that the light shining out of the hallway gleamed on her white teeth and upraised eyes. She was pulling on big, ugly, furred gloves, and Monte Irvin mentally contrasted her fresh, athletic type of beauty with the delicate, exotic charm of his wife.

She opened the door of the little car, got in and drove off, waving one hugely gloved hand to Irvin as he stood in the porch looking after her. When the red tail-light had vanished in the mist he returned to the house and re-entered the library. If only all his wifes friends were like Margaret Halley, he mused, he might have been spared the insupportable misgivings which were goading him to madness. His mind filled with poisonous suspicions, he resumed his pacing of the library, awaiting and dreading that which should confirm his blackest theories. He was unaware of the fact that throughout the interview he had held the stump of cigar between his teeth. He held it there yet, pacing, pacing up and down the long room.

Then came the expected summons. The telephone bell rang. Monte Irvin clenched his hands and inhaled deeply. His color changed in a manner that would have aroused a physicians interest. Regaining his self-possession by a visible effort, he crossed to a small side-table upon which the instrument rested. Rolling the cigar stump into the left corner of his mouth, he took up the receiver.

Hallo! he said.

Someone named Brisley, sir, wishes

Put him through to me here.

Very good, sir.

A short interval, then:

Yes? said Monte Irvin.

My name is Brisley. I have a message for Mr. Monte Irvin.

Monte Irvin speaking. Anything to report, Brisley?

Irvins deep, rich voice was not entirely under control.

Yes, sir. The lady drove by taxicab from Princes Gate to Albemarle Street.

Ah!

Went up to chambers of Sir Lucien Pyne and was admitted.

Well?

Twenty minutes later came out. Lady was with Sir Lucien. Both walked around to old Bond Street. The Honorable Quentin Gray

Ah! breathed Irvin.

  Overtook them there. He got out of a cab. He joined them. All three up to apartments of a professional crystal-gazer styling himself Kazmah the dream-reader.

A puzzled expression began to steal over the face of Monte Irvin. At the sound of the telephone bell he had paled somewhat. Now he began to recover his habitual florid coloring.

Go on, he directed, for the speaker had paused.

Seven to ten minutes later, resumed the nasal voice, Mr. Gray came down. He hailed a passing cab, but man refused to stop. Mr. Gray seemed to be very irritable.

The fact that the invisible speaker was reading from a notebook he betrayed by his monotonous intonation and abbreviated sentences, which resembled those of a constable giving evidence in a police court.

He walked off rapidly in direction of Piccadilly. Colleague followed. Near the Ritz he obtained a cab. He returned in same to old Bond Street. He ran upstairs and was gone from four-and-a-half to five minutes. He then came down again. He was very pale and agitated. He discharged cab and walked away. Colleague followed. He saw Mr. Gray enter Princes Restaurant. In the hall Mr. Gray met a gent unknown by sight to colleague. Following some conversation both gents went in to dinner. They are there now. Speaking from Dover Street Tube.

Yes, yes. But the lady?

A native, possibly Egyptian, apparently servant of Kazmah, came out a few minutes after Mr. Gray had gone for cab, and went away. Sir Lucien Pyne and lady are still in Kazmahs rooms.

What! cried Irvin, pulling out his watch and glancing at the disk. But its after eight oclock!

Yes, sir. The place is all shut up, and other offices in block closed at six. Door of Kazmahs is locked. I knocked and got no reply.

Damn it! Youre talking nonsense! There must be another exit.

No, sir. Colleague has just relieved me. Left two gents over their wine at Princes.

Monte Irvins color began to fade slowly.

Then its Pyne! he whispered. The hand which held the receiver shook. Brisley  meet me at the Piccadilly end of Bond Street. I am coming now.

He put down the telephone, crossed to the wall and pressed a button. The cigar stump held firmly between his teeth, he stood on the rug before the hearth, facing the door. Presently it opened and Hinkes came in.

The car is ready, Hinkes?

Yes, sir, as you ordered. Shall Pattison come round to the door?

At once.

Very good, sir.

He withdrew, closing the door quietly, and Monte Irvin stood staring across the library at the full-length portrait in oils of his wife in the pierrot dress which she had worn in the third act of The Maid of the Masque.

The clock in the hall struck half-past eight.


CHAPTER II. THE APARTMENTS OF KAZMAH

It was rather less than two hours earlier on the same evening that Quentin Gray came out of the confectioners shop in old Bond Street carrying a neat parcel. Yellow dusk was closing down upon this bazaar of the New Babylon, and many of the dealers in precious gems, vendors of rich stuffs, and makers of modes had already deserted their shops. Smartly dressed show-girls, saleswomen, girl clerks and others crowded the pavements, which at high noon had been thronged with ladies of fashion. Here a tailors staff, there a hatters lingered awhile as iron shutters and gratings were secured, and bidding one another good night, separated and made off towards Tube and bus. The working day was ended. Society was dressing for dinner.

Gray was about to enter the cab which awaited him, and his fresh-colored, boyish face wore an expression of eager expectancy, which must have betrayed the fact to an experienced beholder that he was hurrying to keep an agreeable appointment. Then, his hand resting on the handle of the cab-door, this expression suddenly changed to one of alert suspicion.

A tall, dark man, accompanied by a woman muffled in grey furs and wearing a silk scarf over her hair, had passed on foot along the opposite side of the street. Gray had seen them through the cab windows.

His smooth brow wrinkled and his mouth tightened to a thin straight line beneath the fair regulation moustache. He fumbled under his overcoat for loose silver, drew out a handful and paid off the taximan.

Sometimes walking in the gutter in order to avoid the throngs upon the pavement, regardless of the fact that his glossy dress-boots were becoming spattered with mud, Gray hurried off in pursuit of the pair. Twenty yards ahead he overtook them, as they were on the point of passing a picture dealers window, from which yellow light streamed forth into the humid dusk. They were walking slowly, and Gray stopped in front of them.

Hello, you two! he cried. Where are you off to? I was on my way to call for you, Rita.

Flushed and boyish he stood before them, and his annoyance was increased by their failure to conceal the fact that his appearance was embarrassing if not unwelcome. Mrs. Monte Irvin was a petite, pretty woman, although some of the more wonderful bronzed tints of her hair suggested the employment of henna, and her naturally lovely complexion was delicately and artistically enhanced by art. Nevertheless, the flower-like face peeping out from the folds of a gauzy scarf, like a rose from a mist, whilst her soft little chin nestled into the fur, might have explained even in the case of an older man the infatuation which Quentin Gray was at no pains to hide.

She glanced up at her companion, Sir Lucien Pyne, a swarthy, cynical type of aristocrat, imperturbably. Then: I had left a note for you, Quentin, she said hurriedly. She seemed to be in a dangerously high-strung condition.

But I have booked a table and a box, cried Gray, with a hint of juvenile petulance.

My dear Gray, said Sir Lucien coolly, we are men of the world  and we do not look for consistency in womenfolk. Mrs. Irvin has decided to consult a palmist or a hypnotist or some such occult authority before dining with you this evening. Doubtless she seeks to learn if the play to which you propose to take her is an amusing one.

His smile of sardonic amusement Gray found to be almost insupportable, and although Sir Lucien refrained from looking at Mrs. Irvin whilst he spoke, it was evident enough that his words held some covert significance, for:

You know perfectly well that I have a particular reason for seeing him, she said.

A womans particular reason is a mans feeble excuse, murmured Sir Lucien rudely. At least, according to a learned Arabian philosopher.

I was going to meet you at Princes, said Mrs. Irvin hurriedly, and again glancing at Gray. There was a pathetic hesitancy in her manner, the hesitancy of a weak woman who adheres to a purpose only by supreme effort.

Might I ask, said Gray, the name of the pervert you are going to consult?

Again she hesitated and glanced rapidly at Sir Lucien, but he was staring coolly in another direction.

Kazmah, she replied in a low voice.

Kazmah! cried Gray. The man who sells perfume and pretends to read dreams? What an extraordinary notion. Wouldnt tomorrow do? He will surely have shut up shop!

I have been at pains to ascertain, replied Sir Lucien, at Mrs. Irvins express desire, that the man of mystery is still in session and will receive her.

Beneath the mask of nonchalance which he wore it might have been possible to detect excitement repressed with difficulty; and had Gray been more composed and not obsessed with the idea that Sir Lucien had deliberately intruded upon his plans for the evening, he could not have failed to perceive that Mrs. Monte Irvin was feverishly preoccupied with matters having no relation to dinner and the theatre. But his private suspicions grew only the more acute.

Then if the dinner is not off, he said, may I come along and wait for you?

At Kazmahs? asked Mrs. Irvin. Certainly. She turned to Sir Lucien. Shall you wait? It isnt much use as Im dining with Quentin.

If I do not intrude, replied the baronet, I will accompany you as far as the cave of the oracle, and then bid you good night.

The trio proceeded along old Bond Street. Quentin Gray regarded the story of Kazmah as a very poor lie devised on the spur of the moment. If he had been less infatuated, his natural sense of dignity must have dictated an offer to release Mrs. Irvin from her engagement. But jealousy stimulates the worst instincts and destroys the best. He was determined to attach himself as closely as the old Man of the Sea attached himself to Es-Sindibad, in order that the lie might be unmasked. Mrs. Irvins palpable embarrassment and nervousness he ascribed to her perception of his design.

A group of shop girls and others waiting for buses rendered it impossible for the three to keep abreast, and Gray, falling to the rear, stepped upon the foot of a little man who was walking close behind them.

Sorry, sir, said the man, suppressing an exclamation of pain  for the fault had been Grays.

Gray muttered an ungenerous acknowledgment, all anxiety to regain the side of Mrs. Irvin; for she seemed to be speaking rapidly and excitedly to Sir Lucien.

He recovered his place as the two turned in at a lighted doorway. Upon the wall was a bronze plate bearing the inscription:

KAZMAH

Second Floor

Gray fully expected Mrs. Irvin to suggest that he should return later. But without a word she began to ascend the stairs. Gray followed, Sir Lucien standing aside to give him precedence. On the second floor was a door painted in Oriental fashion. It possessed neither bell nor knocker, but as one stepped upon the threshold this door opened noiselessly as if dumbly inviting the visitor to enter the square apartment discovered. This apartment was richly furnished in the Arab manner, and lighted by a fine brass lamp swung upon chains from the painted ceiling. The intricate perforations of the lamp were inset with colored glass, and the result was a subdued and warm illumination. Odd-looking oriental vessels, long-necked jars, jugs with tenuous spouts and squat bowls possessing engraved and figured covers emerged from the shadows of niches. A low divan with gaily colored mattresses extended from the door around one corner of the room where it terminated beside a kind of mushrabiyeh cabinet or cupboard. Beyond this cabinet was a long, low counter laden with statuettes of Nile gods, amulets, mummy-beads and little stoppered flasks of blue enamel ware. There were two glass cases filled with other strange-looking antiquities. A faint perfume was perceptible.

Sir Lucien entering last of the party, the door closed behind him, and from the cabinet on the right of the divan a young Egyptian stepped out. He wore the customary white robe, red sash and red slippers, and a tarbush, the little scarlet cap commonly called a fez, was set upon his head. He walked to a door on the left of the counter, and slid it noiselessly open. Bowing gravely, The Sheikh el Kazmah awaits, he said, speaking with the soft intonation of a native of Upper Egypt.

It now became evident, even to the infatuated Gray, that Mrs. Irvin was laboring under the influence of tremendous excitement. She turned to him quickly, and he thought that her face looked almost haggard, whilst her eyes seemed to have changed color  become lighter, although he could not be certain that this latter effect was not due to the peculiar illumination of the room. But when she spoke her voice was unsteady.

Will you see if you can find a cab, she said. It is so difficult at night, and my shoes will get frightfully muddy crossing Piccadilly. I shall not be more than a few minutes. She walked through the doorway, the Egyptian standing aside as she passed. He followed her, but came out again almost immediately, reclosed the door, and retired into the cabinet, which was evidently his private cubicle.

Silence claimed the apartment. Sir Lucien threw himself nonchalantly upon the divan, and took out his cigarette-case.

Will you have a cigarette, Gray? he asked.

No thanks, replied the other, in tones of smothered hostility. He was ill at ease, and paced the apartment nervously. Pyne lighted a cigarette, and tossed the extinguished match into a brass bowl.

I think, said Gray jerkily, I shall go for a cab. Are you remaining?

I am dining at the club, answered Pyne, but I can wait until you return.

As you wish, jerked Gray. I dont expect to be long.

He walked rapidly to the outer door, which opened at his approach and closed noiselessly behind him as he made his exit.


CHAPTER III. KAZMAH

Mrs. Monte Irvin entered the inner room. The air was heavy with the perfume of frankincense which smouldered in a brass vessel set upon a tray. This was the audience chamber of Kazmah. In marked contrast to the overcrowded appointments, divans and cupboards of the first room, it was sparsely furnished. The floor was thickly carpeted, but save for an ornate inlaid table upon which stood the tray and incense-burner, and a long, low-cushioned seat placed immediately beneath a hanging lamp burning dimly in a globular green shade, it was devoid of decoration. The walls were draped with green curtains, so that except for the presence of the painted door, the four sides of the apartment appeared to be uniform.

Having conducted Mrs. Irvin to the seat, the Egyptian bowed and retired again through the doorway by which they had entered. The visitor found herself alone.

She moved nervously, staring across at the blank wall before her. With her little satin shoe she tapped the carpet, biting her under lip and seeming to be listening. Nothing stirred. Not even an echo of busy Bond Street penetrated to the place. Mrs. Irvin unfastened her cloak and allowed it to fall back upon the settee. Her bare shoulders looked waxen and unnatural in the weird light which shone down upon them. She was breathing rapidly.

The minutes passed by in unbroken silence. So still was the room that Mrs. Irvin could hear the faint crackling sound made by the burning charcoal in the brass vessel near her. Wisps of blue-grey smoke arose through the perforated lid and she began to watch them fascinatedly, so lithe they seemed, like wraiths of serpents creeping up the green draperies.

So she was seated, her foot still restlessly tapping, but her gaze arrested by the hypnotic movements of the smoke, when at last a sound from the outer world, penetrated to the room. A church clock struck the hour of seven, its clangor intruding upon the silence only as a muffled boom. Almost coincident with the last stroke came the sweeter note of a silver gong from somewhere close at hand.

Mrs. Irvin started, and her eyes turned instantly in the direction of the greenly draped wall before her. Her pupils had grown suddenly dilated, and she clenched her hands tightly.

The light above her head went out.

Now that the moment was come to which she had looked forward with mingled hope and terror, long pent-up emotion threatened to overcome her, and she trembled wildly.

Out of the darkness dawned a vague light and in it a shape seemed to take form. As the light increased the effect was as though part of the wall had become transparent so as to reveal the interior of an inner room where a figure was seated in a massive ebony chair. The figure was that of an oriental, richly robed and wearing a white turban. His long slim hands, of the color of old ivory, rested upon the arms of the chair, and on the first finger of the right hand gleamed a big talismanic ring. The face of the seated man was lowered, but from under heavy brows his abnormally large eyes regarded her fixedly.

So dim the light remained that it was impossible to discern the details with anything like clearness, but that the clean-shaven face of the man with those wonderful eyes was strikingly and intellectually handsome there could be no doubt.

This was Kazmah, the dream reader, and although Mrs. Irvin had seen him before, his statuesque repose and the weirdness of his unfaltering gaze thrilled her uncannily.

Kazmah slightly raised his hand in greeting: the big ring glittered in the subdued light.

Tell me your dream, came a curious mocking voice; and I will read its portent.

Such was the set formula with which Kazmah opened all interviews. He spoke with a slight and not unmusical accent. He lowered his hand again. The gaze of those brilliant eyes remained fixed upon the womans face. Moistening her lips, Mrs. Irvin spoke.

Dreams! What I have to say does not belong to dreams, but to reality! She laughed unmirthfully. You know well enough why I am here.

She paused.

Why are you here?

You know! You know! Suddenly into her voice had come the unmistakable note of hysteria. Your theatrical tricks do not impress me. I know what you are! A spy  an eavesdropper who watches  watches, and listens! But you may go too far! I am nearly desperate  do you understand?  nearly desperate. Speak! Move! Answer me!

But Kazmah preserved his uncanny repose.

You are distracted, he said. I am sorry for you. But why do you come to me with your stories of desperation? You have insisted upon seeing me. I am here.

And you play with me  taunt me!

The remedy is in your hands.

For the last time, I tell you I will never do it! Never, never, never!

Then why do you complain? If you cannot afford to pay for your amusements, and you refuse to compromise in a simple manner, why do you approach me?

Oh, my God! She moaned and swayed dizzily have pity on me! Who are you, what are you, that you can bring ruin on a woman because She uttered a choking sound, but continued hoarsely, Raise your head. Let me see your face. As heaven is my witness, I am ruined  ruined!

Tomorrow

I cannot wait for tomorrow

That quivering, hoarse cry betrayed a condition of desperate febrile excitement. Mrs. Irvin was capable of proceeding to the wildest extremities. Clearly the mysterious Egyptian recognized this to be the case, for slowly raising his hand:

I will communicate with you, he said, and the words were spoken almost hurriedly. Depart in peace; a formula wherewith he terminated every seance. He lowered his hand.

The silver gong sounded again  and the dim light began to fade.

Thereupon the unhappy woman acted; the long suppressed outburst came at last. Stepping rapidly to the green transparent veil behind which Kazmah was seated, she wrenched it asunder and leapt toward the figure in the black chair.

You shall not trick me! she panted. Hear me out or I go straight to the police  now  now! She grasped the hands of Kazmah as they rested motionless, on the chair-arms.

Complete darkness came.

Out of it rose a husky, terrified cry  a second, louder cry; and then a long, wailing scream... horror-laden as that of one who has touched some slumbering reptile....


CHAPTER IV. THE CLOSED DOOR

Rather less than five minutes later a taxicab drew up in old Bond Street, and from it Quentin Gray leapt out impetuously and ran in at the doorway leading to Kazmahs stairs. So hurried was his progress that he collided violently with a little man who, carrying himself with a pronounced stoop, was slinking furtively out.

The little man reeled at the impact and almost fell, but:

Hang it all! cried Gray irritably. Why the devil dont you look where youre going!

He glared angrily into the face of the other. It was a peculiar and rememberable face, notable because of a long, sharp, hooked nose and very little, foxy, brown eyes; a sly face to which a small, fair moustache only added insignificance. It was crowned by a wide-brimmed bowler hat which the man wore pressed down upon his ears like a Jew pedlar.

Why! cried Gray, this is the second time tonight you have jostled me!

He thought he had recognized the man for the same who had been following himself, Mrs. Irvin and Sir Lucien Pyne along old Bond Street.

A smile, intended to be propitiatory, appeared upon the pale face.

No, sir, excuse me, sir

Dont deny it! said Gray angrily. If I had the time I should give you in charge as a suspicious loiterer.

Calling to the cabman to wait, he ran up the stairs to the second floor landing. Before the painted door bearing the name of Kazmah he halted, and as the door did not open, stamped impatiently, but with no better result.

At that, since there was neither bell nor knocker, he raised his fist and banged loudly.

No one responded to the summons.

Hi, there! he shouted. Open the door! Pyne! Rita!

Again he banged  and yet again. Then he paused, listening, his ear pressed to the panel.

He could detect no sound of movement within. Fists clenched, he stood staring at the closed door, and his fresh color slowly deserted him and left him pale.

Damn him! he muttered savagely. Damn him! he has fooled me!

Passionate and self-willed, he was shaken by a storm of murderous anger. That Pyne had planned this trick, with Rita Irvins consent, he did not doubt, and his passive dislike of the man became active hatred of the woman he dared not think. He had for long looked upon Sir Lucien in the light of a rival, and the irregularity of his own infatuation for anothers wife in no degree lessened his resentment.

Again he pressed his ear to the door, and listened intently. Perhaps they were hiding within. Perhaps this charlatan, Kazmah, was an accomplice in the pay of Sir Lucien. Perhaps this was a secret place of rendezvous.

To the manifest absurdity of such a conjecture he was blind in his anger. But that he was helpless, befooled, he recognized; and with a final muttered imprecation he turned and slowly descended the stair. A lingering hope was dispelled when, looking right and left along Bond Street, he failed to perceive the missing pair.

The cabman glanced at him interrogatively. I shall not require you, said Gray, and gave the man half-a-crown.

Busy with his poisonous conjectures, he remained all unaware of the presence of a furtive, stooping figure which lurked behind the railings of the arcade at this point linking old Bond Street to Albemarle Street. Nor had the stooping stranger any wish to attract Grays attention. Most of the shops in the narrow lane were already closed, although the florists at the corner remained open, but of the shadow which lay along the greater part of the arcade this alert watcher took every advantage. From the recess formed by a shop door he peered out at Gray, where the light of a street lamp fell upon him, studying his face, his movements, with unrelaxing vigilance.

Gray, following some moments of indecision, strode off towards Piccadilly. The little man came out cautiously from his hiding-place and looked after him. Out of a dark porch, ten paces along Bond Street, appeared a burly figure to fall into step a few yards behind Gray. The little man licked his lips appreciatively and returned to the doorway below the premises of Kazmah.

Reaching Piccadilly, Gray stood for a time on the corner, indifferent to the jostling of passers-by. Finally he crossed, walked along to the Princes Restaurant, and entered the lobby. He glanced at his wrist-watch. It registered the hour of seven-twenty-five.

He cancelled his order for a table and was standing staring moodily towards the entrance when the doors swung open and a man entered who stepped straight up to him, hand extended, and:

Glad to see you, Gray, he said. Whats the trouble?

Quentin Gray stared as if incredulous at the speaker, and it was with an unmistakable note of welcome in his voice that he replied:

Seton! Seton Pasha!

The frown disappeared from Grays forehead, and he gripped the others hand in hearty greeting. But:

Stick to plain Seton! said the new-comer, glancing rapidly about him. Ottoman titles are not fashionable.

The speaker was a man of arresting personality. Above medium height, well but leanly built, the face of Seton Pasha was burned to a deeper shade than Englands wintry sun is capable of producing. He wore a close-trimmed beard and moustache, and the bronze on his cheeks enhanced the brightness of his grey eyes and rendered very noticeable a slight frosting of the dark hair above his temples. He had the indescribable air of a sure man, a sound man to have beside one in a tight place; and looking into the rather grim face, Quentin Gray felt suddenly ashamed of himself. From Seton Pasha he knew that he could keep nothing back. He knew that presently he should find himself telling this quiet, brown-skinned man the whole story of his humiliation  and he knew that Seton would not spare his feelings.

My dear fellow, he said, you must pardon me if I sometimes fail to respect your wishes in this matter. When I left the East the name of Seton Pasha was on everybodys tongue. But are you alone?

I am. I only arrived in London tonight and in England this morning.

Were you thinking of dining here?

No; I saw you through the doorway as I was passing. But this will do as well as another place. I gather that you are disengaged. Perhaps you will dine with me?

Splendid! cried Gray. Wait a moment. Perhaps my table hasnt gone!

He ran off in his boyish, impetuous fashion, and Seton watched him, smiling quietly.

The table proved to be available, and ere long the two were discussing an excellent dinner. Gray lost much of his irritability and began to talk coherently upon topics of general interest. Presently, following an interval during which he had been covertly watching his companion:

Do you know, Seton, he said, you are the one man in London whose company I could have tolerated tonight.

My arrival was peculiarly opportune.

Your arrivals are always peculiarly opportune. Gray stared at Seton with an expression of puzzled admiration. I dont think I shall ever understand your turning up immediately before the Senussi raid in Egypt. Do you remember? I was with the armored cars.

I remember perfectly.

Then you vanished in the same mysterious fashion, and the C. O. was a sphinx on the subject. I next saw you strolling out of the gate at Baghdad. How the devil youd got to Baghdad, considering that you didnt come with us and that you werent with the cavalry, heaven only knows!

No, said Seton judicially, gazing through his uplifted wine-glass; when one comes to consider the matter without prejudice it is certainly odd. But do I know the lady to whose non-appearance I owe the pleasure of your company tonight?

Quentin Gray stared at him blankly.

Really, Seton, you amaze me. Did I say that I had an appointment with a lady?

My dear Gray, when I see a man standing biting his nails and glaring out into Piccadilly from a restaurant entrance I ask myself a question. When I learn that he has just cancelled an order for a table for two I answer it.

Gray laughed. You always make me feel so infernally young, Seton.

Good!

Yes, its good to feel young, but bad to feel a young fool; and thats what I feel  and what I am. Listen!

Leaning across the table so that the light of the shaded lamp fell fully upon his flushed, eager face, Gray, not without embarrassment, told his companion of the dirty trick  so he phrased it  which Sir Lucien Pyne had played upon him. In conclusion:

What would you do, Seton? he asked.

Seton sat regarding him in silence with a cool, calculating stare which some men had termed insolent, absently tapping his teeth with the gold rim of a monocle which he carried but apparently never used for any other purpose; and it was at about this time that a long low car passed near the door of the restaurant, crossing the traffic stream of Piccadilly to draw up at the corner of old Bond Street.

From the car Monte Irvin alighted and, telling the man to wait, set out on foot. Ten paces along Bond Street he encountered a small, stooping figure which became detached from the shadows of a shop door. The light of a street lamp shone down upon the sharp, hooked nose and into the cunning little brown eyes of Brisley, of Spinkers Detective Agency. Monte Irvin started.

Ah, Brisley! he said, I was looking for you. Are they still there?

Probably, sir. Brisley licked his lips. My colleague, Gunn, reports no one came out whilst I was away phoning.

But the whole thing seems preposterous. Are there no other offices in the block where they might be?

I personally saw Mr. Gray, Sir Lucien Pyne and the lady go into Kazmahs. At that time  roughly, ten to seven  all the other offices had been closed, approximately, one hour.

There is absolutely no possibility that they might have come out unseen by you?

None, sir. I should not have troubled a client if in doubt. Heres Gunn.

Old Bond Street now was darkened and deserted; the yellow mist had turned to fine rain, and Gunn, his hands thrust in his pockets, was sheltering under the porch of the arcade. Gunn possessed a purple complexion which attained to full vigor of coloring in the nasal region. His moustache of dirty grey was stained brown in the centre as if by frequent potations of stout, and his bulky figure was artificially enlarged by the presence of two overcoats, the outer of which was a waterproof and the inner a blue garment appreciably longer both in sleeve and skirt than the former. The effect produced was one of great novelty. Gunn touched the brim of his soft felt hat, which he wore turned down all round apparently in imitation of a flower-pot.

All snug, sir, he said, hoarsely and confidentially, bending forward and breathing the words into Irvins ear. Snug as a bee in a hive. Youre as good as a bachelor again.

Monte Irvin mentally recoiled.

Lead the way to the door of this place, he said tersely.

Yes, sir, this way, sir. Be careful of the step there. You may remark that the outer door is not yet closed. I am informed upon reliable authority as the last to go locks the door. Hence we perceive that the last has not yet gone. It is likewise opened by the first to come of a mornin. Here we are, sir; door on the right.

The landing was in darkness, but as Gunn spoke he directed the ray of a pocket lamp upon a bronze plate bearing the name Kazmah. He rested one hand upon his hip.

All snug, he repeated; as snug as a eel in mud. The decree nisi is yours, sir. As an alderman of the City of London and a Justice of the Peace you are entitled to call a police officer

Hold your tongue! rapped Irvin. Youve been drinking: and I place no reliance whatever in your evidence. I do not believe that my wife or any one else but ourselves is upon these premises.

The watery eyes of the insulted man protruded unnaturally. Drinkin! he whispered, drink

But indignation now deprived Gunn of speech and:

Excuse me, sir, interrupted the nasal voice of Brisley, but I can absolutely answer for Gunn. Reputation of the Agency at stake. Worked with us for three years. Parties undoubtedly on the premises as reported.

Drink whispered Gunn.

I shall be glad, said Monte Irvin, and his voice shook emotionally, if you will lend me your pocket lamp. I am naturally upset. Will you kindly both go downstairs. I will call if I want you.

The two men obeyed, Gunn muttering hoarsely to Brisley; and Monte Irvin was left standing on the landing, the lamp in his hand. He waited until he knew from the sound of their footsteps that the pair had regained the street, then, resting his arm against the closed door, and pressing his forehead to the damp sleeve of his coat, he stood awhile, the lamp, which he held limply, shining down upon the floor.

His lips moved, and almost inaudibly he murmured his wifes name.


CHAPTER V. THE DOOR IS OPENED

Quentin Gray and Seton strolled out of Princes and both paused whilst Seton lighted a long black cheroot.

It seems a pity to waste that box, said Gray. Suppose we look in at the Gaiety for an hour?

His humor was vastly improved, and he watched the passing throngs with an expression more suited to his boyish good looks than that of anger and mortification which had rested upon him an hour earlier.

Seton Pasha tossed a match into the road.

My official business is finished for the day, he replied. I place myself unreservedly in your hands.

Well, then, began Gray  and paused.

A long, low car, the chauffeur temporarily detained by the stoppage of a motorbus ahead, had slowed up within three yards of the spot where they were standing. Gray seized Setons arm in a fierce grip.

Seton, he said, his voice betraying intense excitement, Look! There is Monte Irvin!

In the car?

Yes, yes! But  he has two police with him! Seton, what can it mean?

The car moved away, swinging to the right across the traffic stream and clearly heading for old Bond Street. Quentin Grays mercurial color deserted him, and he turned to Seton a face grown suddenly pale.

Good God, he whispered, something has happened to Rita!

Neglectful of his personal safety, he plunged out into the traffic, dodging this way and that, and making after Monte Irvins car. Of the fact that his friend was close beside him he remained unaware until, on the corner of old Bond Street, a firm grip settled upon his shoulder. Gray turned angrily. But the grip was immovable, and he found himself staring into the unemotional face of Seton Pasha.

Seton, for Gods sake, dont detain me! I must learn whats wrong.

Pull up, Gray.

Quentin Gray clenched his teeth.

Listen to me, Seton. This is no time for interference. I

You are about to become involved in some very unsavory business; and I repeat  pull up. In a moment we shall learn all there is to be learned. But are you determined openly to thrust yourself into the family affairs of Mr. Monte Irvin?

If anything has happened to Rita Ill kill that damned cur Pyne!

You are determined to intrude upon this man in your present frame of mind at a time of evident trouble?

But Gray was deaf to the promptings of prudence and good taste alike.

Im going to see the thing through, he said hoarsely.

Quite so. Rely upon me. But endeavor to behave more like a man of the world and less like a dangerous lunatic, or we shall quarrel atrociously.

Quentin Gray audibly gnashed his teeth, but the cool stare of the others eyes was quelling, and now as their glances met and clashed, a sympathetic smile softened the lines of Setons grim mouth, and:

I quite understand, old chap, he said, linking his arm in Grays. But cant you see how important it is, for everybodys sake, that we should tackle the thing coolly?

Seton  Grays voice broke Im sorry. I know Im mad; but I was with her only an hour ago, and now

And now her husband appears on the scene accompanied by a police inspector and a sergeant. What are your relations with Mr. Monte Irvin?

They were walking rapidly again along Bond Street.

What do you mean, Seton? asked Gray.

I mean does he approve of your friendship with his wife, or is it a clandestine affair?

Clandestine?  certainly not. I was on my way to call at the house when I met her with Pyne this evening.

That is what I wanted to know. Very well; since you intend to follow the thing up, it simplifies matters somewhat. Here is the car.

At Kazmahs door! What in heavens name does it mean?

It means that we shall get a very poor reception if we intrude. Question the chauffeur.

But Gray had already approached the man, who touched his cap in recognition.

Whats the trouble, Pattison? he demanded breathlessly. I saw police in the car a moment ago.

Yes, sir. I dont rightly know, sir, whats happened. But Mr. Irvin drove from home to the corner of old Bond Street a quarter of an hour ago and told me to wait, then came back again and drove round to Vine Street to fetch the police. Theyre inside now.

Even as he spoke, with excitement ill-concealed, a police-sergeant came out of the doorway, and:

Move on, there, he said to Seton and Gray. You mustnt hang about this door.

Excuse me, Sergeant, cried Gray, but if the matter concerns Mrs. Monte Irvin I can probably supply information.

The Sergeant stared at him hard, saw that both he and his friend wore evening dress, and grew proportionately respectful.

What is your name, sir? he asked. Ill mention it to the officer in charge.

Quentin Gray. Inform Mr. Monte Irvin that I wish to speak to him.

Very good, sir. He turned to the chauffeur. Hand me out the bag I gave you at Vine Street. Pattison leaned over the door at the front of the car, and brought out a big leather grip. With this in hand the police-sergeant returned into the doorway.

Were in for it now, said Seton grimly, whatever it is.

Gray returned no answer, moving restlessly up and down before the door in a fever of excitement and dread. Presently the Sergeant reappeared.

Step this way, please, he said.

Followed by Seton and Gray he led the way up to the landing before Kazmahs apartments. It was vaguely lighted by two police-lanterns. Four men were standing there, and four pairs of eyes were focussed upon the stair-head.

Monte Irvin, his features a distressing ashen color, spoke.

That you, Gray? Quentin Gray would not have recognized the voice. Thanks for offering your help. God knows I need all I can get. You were with Rita tonight. What happened? Where is she?

Heaven knows where she is! cried Gray. I left her here with Pyne shortly after seven oclock.

He paused, fixing his gaze upon the face of Brisley, whose shifty eyes avoided him and who was licking his lips in the manner of a dog who has seen the whip.

Why, said Gray, I believe you are the fellow who has been following me all night for some reason.

He stepped toward the foxy little man but:

Never mind, Gray, interrupted Irvin. I was to blame. But he was following my wife, not you. Tell me quickly: Why did she come here?

Gray raised his hand to his brow with a gesture of bewilderment.

To consult this man, Kazmah. I actually saw her enter the inner room, I went to get a cab, and when I returned the door was locked.

You knocked?

Of course. I made no end of a row. But I could get no reply and went away.

Monte Irvin turned, a pathetic figure, to the Inspector who stood beside him.

We may as well proceed, Inspector Whiteleaf, he said. Mr. Grays evidence throws no light on the matter at all.

Very well, sir, was the reply; we have the warrant, and have given the usual notice to whoever may be hiding inside. Burton!

The Sergeant stepped forward, placed the leather bag on the floor, and stooping, opened it, revealing a number of burglarious-looking instruments.

Shall I try to cut through the panel? he asked.

No, no! cried Monte Irvin. Waste no time. You have a crowbar there. Force the door from its hinges. Hurry, man!

It doesnt work on hinges! Gray interrupted excitedly. It slides to the right by means of some arrangement concealed under the mat.

Pass that lantern, directed Burton, glancing over his shoulder to Gunn.

Setting it beside him, the Sergeant knelt and examined the threshold of the door.

A metal plate, he said. The weight moves a lever, I suppose, which opens the door if it isnt locked. The lock will be on the left of the door as it opens to the right. Lets see what we can do.

He stood up, crowbar in hand, and inserted the chisel blade of the implement between the edge of the door and the doorcase.

Hold steady! said the Inspector, standing at his elbow.

The dull metallic sound of hammer blows on steel echoed queerly around the well of the staircase. Brisley and Gunn, standing very close together on the bottom step of the stair to the third floor, watched the police furtively. Irvin and Gray found a common fascination in the door itself, and Seton, cheroot in mouth, looked from group to group with quiet interest.

Right! cried the Sergeant.

The blows ceased.

Firmly grasping the bar, Burton brought all his weight to bear upon it. There was a dull, cracking sound and a sort of rasping. The door moved slightly.

Theres where it locks! said the Inspector, directing the light of a lantern upon the crevice created. Three inches lower. But it may be bolted as well.

Well soon get at the bolts, replied Burton, the lust of destruction now strong upon him.

Wrenching the crowbar from its place he attacked the lower panel of the door, and amid a loud splintering and crashing created a hole big enough to allow of the passage of a hand and arm.

The Inspector reached in, groped about, and then uttered an exclamation of triumph.

Ive unfastened the bolt, he said. If there isnt another at the top you ought to be able to force the door now, Burton.

The jimmy was thrust back into position, and:

Stand clear! cried Burton.

Again he threw his weight upon the bar  and again.

Drive it further in! said Monte Irvin; and snatching up the heavy hammer, he rained blows upon the steel butt. Now try.

Burton exerted himself to the utmost.

Take hold up here, someone! he panted. Two of us can pull.

Gray leapt forward, and the pair of them bent to the task.

There came a dull report of parting mechanism, more sounds of splintering wood... and the door rolled open!

A moment of tense silence, then:

Is anyone inside there? cried the Inspector loudly.

Not a sound came from the dark interior.

The lantern! whispered Monte Irvin.

He stumbled into the room, from which a heavy smell of perfume swept out upon the landing. Quentin Gray, snatching the lantern from the floor, where it had been replaced, was the next to enter.

Look for the switch, and turn the lights on! called the Inspector, following.

Even as he spoke, Gray had found the switch, and the apartment of Kazmah became flooded with subdued light.

A glance showed it to be unoccupied.

Gray ran across to the mushrabiyeh cabinet and jerked the curtains aside. There was no one in the cabinet. It contained a chair and a table. Upon the latter was a telephone and some papers and books. This way! he cried, his voice high pitched and unnatural.

He burst through the doorway into the inner room which he had seen Mrs. Irvin enter. The air was laden with the smell of frankincense.

A lantern! he called. I left one on the divan.

But Monte Irvin had caught it up and was already at his elbow. His hand was shaking so that the light danced wildly now upon the carpet, now upon the green walls. This room also was deserted. A black gap in the curtain showed where the material had been roughly torn. Suddenly:

My God, look! muttered the Inspector, who, with the others, now stood in the curious draped apartment.

A thin stream of blood was trickling out from beneath the torn hangings!

Monte Irvin staggered and fell back against the Inspector, clutching at him for support. But Sergeant Burton, who carried the second lantern, crossed the room and wrenched the green draperies bodily from their fastenings.

They had masked a wooden partition or stout screen, having an aperture in the centre which could be closed by means of another of the sliding doors. A space some five feet deep was thus walled off from this second room. It contained a massive ebony chair. Behind the chair, and dividing the second room into yet a third section, extended another wooden partition in one end of which was an ordinary office door; and immediately at the back of the chair appeared a little opening or window, some three feet up from the floor. The sound of a groan, followed by that of a dull thud, came from the outer room.

Hullo! cried Inspector Whiteleaf. Mr. Irvin has fainted. Lend a hand.

I am here, replied the quiet voice of Seton Pasha.

My God! whispered Gray. Seton! Seton!

Touch nothing, cried the Inspector from outside, until I come!

And now the narrow apartment became filled with all the awe-stricken company, only excepting Monte Irvin, and Brisley, who was attending to the swooning man.

Flat upon the floor, between the door and the ebony chair, arms extended and eyes staring upward at the ceiling, lay Sir Lucien Pyne, his white shirt front redly dyed. In the hush which had fallen, the footsteps of Inspector Whiteleaf sounded loudly as he opened the final door, and swept the interior of an inner room with the rays of the lantern.

The room was barely furnished as an office. There was another half-glazed door opening on to a narrow corridor. This door was locked.

Pyne! whispered Gray, pale now to the lips. Do you understand, Seton? Its Pyne! Look! He has been stabbed!

Sergeant Burton knelt down and gingerly laid his hand upon the stained linen over the breast of Sir Lucien.

Dead? asked the Inspector, speaking from the inner doorway.

Yes.

You say, sir, turning to Quentin Gray, that this is Sir Lucien Pyne?

Yes.

Inspector Whiteleaf rather clumsily removed his cap. The odor of Setons cheroot announced itself above the oriental perfume with which the place was laden.

Burton!

Yes?

See if this telephone in the office is in order. It appears to be an extension from the outer room.

While the others stood grouped about that still figure on the floor, Sergeant Burton entered the little office.

Hello! he cried. Yes? A momentary interval, then: Its all right, sir. What number?

Gentlemen, said the Inspector, firmly and authoritatively, I am about to telephone to Vine Street for instructions. No one will leave the premises.

Amid an intense hush:

Regent 201, called Sergeant Burton.


CHAPTER VI. RED KERRY

Chief Inspector Kerry, of the Criminal Investigation Department, stood before the empty grate of his cheerless office in New Scotland Yard, one hand thrust into the pocket of his blue reefer jacket and the other twirling a malacca cane, which was heavily silver-mounted and which must have excited the envy of every sergeant-major beholding it. Chief Inspector Kerry wore a very narrow-brimmed bowler hat, having two ventilation holes conspicuously placed immediately above the band. He wore this hat tilted forward and to the right.

Red Kerry wholly merited his sobriquet, for the man was as red as fire. His hair, which he wore cropped close as a pugilists, was brilliantly red, and so was his short, wiry, aggressive moustache. His complexion was red, and from beneath his straight red eyebrows he surveyed the world with a pair of unblinking, intolerant steel-blue eyes. He never smoked in public, as his taste inclined towards Irish twist and a short clay pipe; but he was addicted to the use of chewing-gum, and as he chewed  and he chewed incessantly  he revealed a perfect row of large, white, and positively savage-looking teeth. High cheek bones and prominent maxillary muscles enhanced the truculence indicated by his chin.

But, next to this truculence, which was the first and most alarming trait to intrude itself upon the observers attention, the outstanding characteristic of Chief Inspector Kerry was his compact neatness. Of no more than medium height but with shoulders like an acrobat, he had slim, straight legs and the feet of a dancing master. His attire, from the square-pointed collar down to the neat black brogues, was spotless. His reefer jacket fitted him faultlessly, but his trousers were cut so unfashionably narrow that the protuberant thigh muscles and the line of a highly developed calf could quite easily be discerned. The hand twirling the cane was small but also muscular, freckled and covered with light down. Red Kerry was built on the lines of a whippet, but carried the equipment of an Irish terrier.

The telephone bell rang. Inspector Kerry moved his square shoulders in a manner oddly suggestive of a wrestler, laid the malacca cane on the mantleshelf, and crossed to the table. Taking up the telephone:

Yes? he said, and his voice was high-pitched and imperious.

He listened for a moment.

Very good, sir.

He replaced the receiver, took up a wet oilskin overall from the back of a chair and the cane from the mantleshelf. Then rolling chewing-gum from one corner of his mouth into the other, he snapped off the electric light and walked from the room.

Along the corridor he went with a lithe, silent step, moving from the hips and swinging his shoulders. Before a door marked Private he paused. From his waistcoat pocket he took a little silver convex mirror and surveyed himself critically therein. He adjusted his neat tie, replaced the mirror, knocked at the door and entered the room of the Assistant Commissioner.

This important official was a man constructed on huge principles, a man of military bearing, having tired eyes and a bewildered manner. He conveyed the impression that the collection of documents, books, telephones, and other paraphernalia bestrewing his table had reduced him to a state of stupor. He looked up wearily and met the fierce gaze of the chief inspector with a glance almost apologetic.

Ah, Chief Inspector Kerry? he said, with vague surprise. Yes. I told you to come. Really, I ought to have been at home hours ago. Its most unfortunate. I have to do the work of three men. This is your department, is it not, Chief Inspector?

He handed Kerry a slip of paper, at which the Chief Inspector stared fiercely.

Murder! rapped Kerry. Sir Lucien Pyne. Yes, sir, I am still on duty.

His speech, in moments of interest, must have suggested to one overhearing him from an adjoining room, for instance, the operation of a telegraphic instrument. He gave to every syllable the value of a rap and certain words he terminated with an audible snap of his teeth.

Ah, murmured the Assistant Commissioner. Yes. Divisional Inspector  Somebody (I cannot read the name) has detained all the parties. But you had better report at Vine Street. It appears to be a big case.

He sighed wearily.

Very good, sir. With your permission I will glance at Sir Luciens pedigree.

Certainly  certainly, said the Assistant Commissioner, waving one large hand in the direction of a bookshelf.

Kerry crossed the room, laid his oilskin and cane upon a chair, and from the shelf where it reposed took a squat volume. The Assistant Commissioner, hand pressed to brow, began to study a document which lay before him.

Here we are, said Kerry, sotto voce. Pyne, Sir Lucien St. Aubyn, fourth baronet, son of General Sir Christian Pyne, K.C.B. Hm! Born Malta.... Oriel College; first in classics.... Hm. Blue.... India, Burma.... Contested Wigan.... attached British Legation. ... Hm!...

He returned the book to its place, took up his overall and cane, and:

Very good, sir, he said. I will proceed to Vine Street.

Certainly  certainly, murmured the Assistant Commissioner, glancing up absently. Good night.

Good night, sir.

Oh, Chief Inspector!

Kerry turned, his hand on the door-knob.

Sir?

I  er  what was I going to say? Oh, yes! The social importance of the murdered man raises the case from the  er  you follow me? Public interest will become acute, no doubt. I have therefore selected you for your well known discretion. I met Sir Lucien once. Very sad. Good night.

Good night, sir.

Kerry passed out into the corridor, closing the door quietly. The Assistant Commissioner was a man for whom he entertained the highest respect. Despite the bewildered air and wandering manner, he knew this big, tired-looking soldier for an administrator of infinite capacity and inexhaustive energy.

Proceeding to a room further along the corridor, Chief Inspector Kerry opened the door and looked in.

Detective-Sergeant Coombes. he snapped, and rolled chewing-gum from side to side of his mouth.

Detective-Sergeant Coombes, a plump, short man having lank black hair and a smile of sly contentment perpetually adorning his round face, rose hurriedly from the chair upon which he had been seated. Another man who was in the room rose also, as if galvanized by the glare of the fierce blue eyes.

Im going to Vine Street, said Kerry succinctly; youre coming with me, turned, and went on his way.

Two taxicabs were standing in the yard, and into the first of these Inspector Kerry stepped, followed by Coombes, the latter breathing heavily and carrying his hat in his hand, since he had not yet found time to put it on.

Vine Street, shouted Kerry. Brisk.

He leaned back in the cab, chewing industriously. Coombes, having somewhat recovered his breath, essayed speech.

Is it something big? he asked.

Sure, snapped Kerry. Do they send me to stop dog-fights?

Knowing the man and recognizing the mood, Coombes became silent, and this silence he did not break all the way to Vine Street. At the station:

Wait, said Chief Inspector Kerry, and went swinging in, carrying his overall and having the malacca cane tucked under his arm.

A few minutes later he came out again and reentered the cab.

Piccadilly corner of Old Bond Street, he directed the man.

Is it burglary? asked Detective-Sergeant Coombes with interest.

No, said Kerry. Its murder; and there seems to be stacks of evidence. Sharpen your pencil.

Oh! murmured Coombes.

They were almost immediately at their destination, and Chief Inspector Kerry, dismissing the cabman, set off along Bond Street with his lithe, swinging gait, looking all about him intently. Rain had ceased, but the air was damp and chilly, and few pedestrians were to be seen.

A car was standing before Kazmahs premises, the chauffeur walking up and down on the pavement and flapping his hands across his chest in order to restore circulation. The Chief Inspector stopped, Hi, my man! he said.

The chauffeur stood still.

Whose car?

Mr. Monte Irvins.

Kerry turned on his heel and stepped to the office door. It was ajar, and Kerry, taking an electric torch from his overall pocket, flashed the light upon the name-plate. He stood for a moment, chewing and looking up the darkened stairs. Then, torch in hand he ascended.

Kazmahs door was closed, and the Chief Inspector rapped loudly. It was opened at once by Sergeant Burton, and Kerry entered, followed by Coombes.

The room at first sight seemed to be extremely crowded. Monte Irvin, very pale and haggard, sat upon the divan beside Quentin Gray. Seton was standing near the cabinet, smoking. These three had evidently been conversing at the time of the detectives arrival with an alert-looking, clean-shaven man whose bag, umbrella, and silk hat stood upon one of the little inlaid tables. Just inside the second door were Brisley and Gunn, both palpably ill at ease, and glancing at Inspector Whiteleaf, who had been interrogating them.

Kerry chewed silently for a moment, bestowing a fierce stare upon each face in turn, then:

Whos in charge? he snapped.

I am, replied Whiteleaf.

Why is the lower door open?

I thought

Dont think. Shut the door. Post your Sergeant inside. No one is to go out. Grab anybody who comes in. Wheres the body?

This way, said Inspector Whiteleaf hurriedly; then, over his shoulder: Go down to the door, Burton.

He led Kerry towards the inner room, Coombes at his heels. Brisley and Gunn stood aside to give them passage; Gray and Monte Irvin prepared to follow. At the doorway Kerry turned.

You will all be good enough to stay where you are, he said. He directed the aggressive stare in Setons direction. And if the gentleman smoking a cheroot is not satisfied that he has quite destroyed any clue perceptible by the sense of smell I should be glad to send out for some fireworks.

He tossed his oilskin and his cane on the divan and went into the room of seance, savagely biting at a piece of apparently indestructible chewing-gum.

The torn green curtain had been laid aside and the electric lights turned on in the inside rooms. Pallid, Sir Lucien Pyne lay by the ebony chair glaring horribly upward.

Always with the keen eyes glancing this way and that, Inspector Kerry crossed the little audience room and entered the enclosure contained between the two screens. By the side of the dead man he stood, looking down silently. Then he dropped upon one knee and peered closely into the white face. He looked up.

He has not been moved?

No.

Kerry bent yet lower, staring closely at a discolored abrasion on Sir Luciens forehead. His glance wandered from thence to the carved ebony chair. Still kneeling, he drew from his waistcoat pocket a powerful lens contained in a washleather bag. He began to examine the back and sides of the chair. Once he laid his finger lightly on a protruding point of the carving, and then scrutinised his finger through the glass. He examined the dead mans hands, his nails, his garments. Then he crawled about, peering closely at the carpet.

He stood up suddenly. The doctor, he snapped.

Inspector Whiteleaf retired, but returned immediately with the clean-shaven man to whom Monte Irvin had been talking when Kerry arrived.

Good evening, doctor, said Kerry. Do I know your name? Start your notes, Coombes.

My name is Dr. Wilbur Weston, and I live in Albemarle Street.

Who called you?

Inspector Whiteleaf telephoned to me about half an hour ago.

You examined the dead man?

I did.

You avoided moving him?

It was unnecessary to move him. He was dead, and the wound was in the left shoulder. I pulled his coat open and unbuttoned his shirt. That was all.

How long dead?

I should say he had been dead not more than an hour when I saw him.

What had caused death?

The stab of some long, narrow-bladed weapon, such as a stiletto.

Why a stiletto? Kerrys fierce eyes challenged him. Did you ever see a wound made by a stiletto?

Several  in Italy, and one at Saffron Hill. They are characterised by very little external bleeding.

Right, doctor. It had reached his heart?

Yes. The blow was delivered from behind.

How do you know?

The direction of the wound is forward. I have seen an almost identical wound in the case of an Italian woman stabbed by a jealous rival.

He would fall on his back.

Oh, no. He would fall on his face, almost certainly.

But he lies on his back.

In my opinion he had been moved.

Right. I know he had. Good night, doctor. See him out, Inspector.

Dr. Weston seemed rather startled by this abrupt dismissal, but the steel-blue eyes of Inspector Kerry were already bent again upon the dead man, and, murmuring good night, the doctor took his departure, followed by Whiteleaf.

Shut this door, snapped Kerry after the Inspector. I will call when I want you. You stay, Coombes. Got it all down?

Sergeant Coombes scratched his head with the end of a pencil, and:

Yes, he said, with hesitancy. That is, except the word after narrow-bladed weapon such as a Ive got what looks like steelhatto.

Kerry glared.

Try taking the cotton-wool out of your ears, he suggested. The word was stiletto, s-t-i-l-e-t-t-o  stiletto.

Oh, said Coombes, thanks.

Silence fell between the two men from Scotland Yard. Kerry stood awhile, chewing and staring at the ghastly face of Sir Lucien. Then:

Go through all pockets, he directed.

Sergeant Coombes placed his notebook and pencil upon the seat of the chair and set to work. Kerry entered the inside room or office. It contained a writing-table (upon which was a telephone and a pile of old newspapers), a cabinet, and two chairs. Upon one of the chairs lay a crush-hat, a cane, and an overcoat. He glanced at some of the newspapers, then opened the drawers of the writing-table. They were empty. The cabinet proved to be locked, and a door which he saw must open upon a narrow passage running beside the suite of rooms was locked also. There was nothing in the pockets of the overcoat, but inside the hat he found pasted the initials L. P. He rolled chewing-gum, stared reflectively at the little window immediately above the table, through which a glimpse might be obtained of the ebony chair, and went out again.

Nothing, reported Coombes.

What do you mean  nothing?

His pockets are empty!

All of them?

Every one.

Good, said Kerry. Make a note of it. He wears a real pearl stud and a good signet ring; also a gold wrist watch, face broken and hands stopped at seven-fifteen. That was the time he died. He was stabbed from behind as he stood where Im standing now, fell forward, struck his head on the leg of the chair, and lay face downwards.

Ive got that, muttered Coombes. What stopped the watch?

Broken as he fell. There are tiny fragments of glass stuck in the carpet, showing the exact position in which his body originally lay; and for Gods sake stop smiling.

Kerry threw open the door.

Who first found the body? he demanded of the silent company.

I did, cried Quentin Gray, coming forward. I and Seton Pasha.

Seton Pasha! Kerrys teeth snapped together, so that he seemed to bite off the words. I dont see a Turk present.

Seton smiled quietly.

My friend uses a title which was conferred upon me some years ago by the ex-Khedive, he said. My name is Greville Seton.

Inspector Kerry glanced back across his shoulder.

Notes, he said. Unlock your ears, Coombes. He looked at Gray. What is your name?

Quentin Gray.

Who are you, and in what way are you concerned in this case?

I am the son of Lord Wrexborough, and I

He paused, glancing helplessly at Seton. He had recognized that the first mention of Rita Irvins name in the police evidence must be made by himself.

Speak up, sir, snapped Kerry. Sergeant Coombes is deaf.

Grays face flushed, and his eyes gleamed angrily.

I should be glad, Inspector, he said, if you would remember that the dead man was a personal acquaintance and that other friends are concerned in this ghastly affair.

Coombes will remember it, replied Kerry frigidly. Hes taking notes.

Look here began Gray.

Seton laid his hand upon the angry mans shoulder.

Pull up, Gray, he said quietly. Pull up, old chap. He turned his cool regard upon Chief Inspector Kerry, twirling the cord of his monocle about one finger. I may remark, Inspector Kerry  for I understand this to be your name  that your conduct of the inquiry is not always characterised by the best possible taste.

Kerry rolled chewing-gum, meeting Setons gaze with a stare intolerant and aggressive. He imparted that odd writhing movement to his shoulders.

For my conduct I am responsible to the Commissioner, he replied. And if hes not satisfied the Commissioner can have my written resignation at any hour in the twenty-four that hes short of a pipe-lighter. If it would not inconvenience you to keep quiet for two minutes I will continue my examination of this witness.


CHAPTER VII. FURTHER EVIDENCE

The examination of Quentin Gray was three times interrupted by telephone messages from Vine Street; and to the unsatisfactory character of these the growing irascibility of Chief Inspector Kerry bore testimony. Then the divisional surgeon arrived, and Burton incurred the wrath of the Chief Inspector by deserting his post to show the doctor upstairs.

If inspired idiocy can help the law, shouted Kerry, the man who did this job is as good as dead! He turned his fierce gaze in Grays direction. Thank you, sir. I need trouble you no further.

Do you wish me to remain?

No. Inspector Whiteleaf, see these two gentlemen past the Sergeant on duty.

But damn it all! cried Gray, his pent-up emotions at last demanding an outlet, I wont submit to your infernal dragooning! Do you realize that while youre standing here, doing nothing  absolutely nothing  an unhappy woman is

I realize, snapped Kerry, showing his teeth in canine fashion, that if youre not outside in ten seconds theres going to be a cloud of dust on the stairs!

White with passion, Gray was on the point of uttering other angry and provocative words when Seton took his arm in a firm grip. Gray! he said sharply. You leave with me now or I leave alone.

The two walked from the room, followed by Whiteleaf. As they disappeared:

Read out all the times mentioned in the last witnesss evidence, directed Kerry, undisturbed by the rencontre.

Sergeant Coombes smiled rather uneasily, consulting his notebook.

At about half-past six I drove to Bond Street, he began.

I said the times, rapped Kerry. I know to what they refer. Just give me the times as mentioned.

Oh, murmured Coombes, Yes. About half-past six. He ran his finger down the page. A quarter to seven. Seven oclock. Twenty-five minutes past seven. Eight oclock.

Stop! said Kerry. Thats enough. He fixed a baleful glance upon Gunn, who from a point of the room discreetly distant from the terrible red man was watching with watery eyes. Whos the smart in all the overcoats? he demanded.

My name is James Gunn, replied this greatly insulted man in a husky voice.

Who are you? What are you? What are you doing here?

Im employed by Spinkers Agency, and

Oh! shouted Kerry, moving his shoulders. He approached the speaker and glared menacingly into his purple face. Ho, ho! So youre one of the queer birds out of that roost, are you? Spinkers Agency! Ah, yes! He fixed his gaze now upon the pale features of Brisley. Ive seen you before, havent I?

Yes, Chief Inspector, said Brisley, licking his lips. Haywards Heath. We have been retained by

You have been retained! shouted Kerry. You have!

He twisted round upon his heel, facing Monte Irvin. Angry words trembled on his tongue. But at sight of the broken man who sat there alone, haggard, a subtle change of expression crept into his fierce eyes, and when he spoke again the high-pitched voice was almost gentle. You had employed these men, sir, to watch

He paused, glancing towards Whiteleaf, who had just entered again, and then in the direction of the inner room where the divisional surgeon was at work.

To watch my wife, Inspector. Thank you, but all the world will know tomorrow. I might as well get used to it.

Monte Irvins pallor grew positively alarming. He swayed suddenly and extended his hands in a significant groping fashion. Kerry sprang forward and supported him.

All right, Inspector  all right, muttered Irvin. Thank you. It has been a great shock. At first I feared

You thought your wife had been attacked, I understand? Well  its not so bad as that, sir. I am going to walk downstairs to the car with you.

But there is so much you will want to know

It can keep until tomorrow. Ive enough work in this peep-show here to have me busy all night. Come along. Lean on my arm.

Monte Irvin rose unsteadily. He knew that there was cardiac trouble in his family, but he had never realized before the meaning of his heritage. He felt physically ill.

Inspector  his voice was a mere whisper have you any theory to explain

Mrs. Irvins disappearance? Dont worry, sir. Without exactly having a theory I think I may say that in my opinion she will turn up presently.

God bless you, murmured Irvin, as Kerry assisted him out on to the landing.

Inspector Whiteleaf held back the sliding door, the mechanism of which had been broken so that the door now automatically remained half closed.

Funny, isnt it, said Gunn, as the two disappeared and Inspector Whiteleaf re-entered, that a man should be so upset about the disappearance of a woman he was going to divorce?

Damn funny! said Whiteleaf, whose temper was badly frayed by contact with Kerry. I should have a good laugh if I were you.

He crossed the room, going in to where the surgeon was examining the victim of this mysterious crime. Gunn stared after him dismally.

A person doesnt get much sympathy from the police, Brisley, he declared. That ones almost as bad as him, jerking his thumb in the direction of the landing.

Brisley smiled in a somewhat sickly manner.

Red Kerry is a holy terror, he agreed, sotto voce, glancing aside to where Coombes was checking his notes. Look out! Here he comes.

Now, cried Kerry, swinging into the room, whats the game? Plotting to defeat the ends of justice?

He stood with hands thrust in reefer pockets, feet wide apart, glancing fiercely from Brisley to Gunn, and from Gunn back again to Brisley. Neither of the representatives of Spinkers Agency ventured any remark, and:

How long have you been watching Mrs. Monte Irvin? demanded Kerry.

Nearly a fortnight, replied Brisley.

Got your evidence in writing?

Yes.

Up to tonight?

Yes.

Dictate to Sergeant Coombes.

He turned on his heel and crossed to the divan upon which his oilskin overall was lying. Rapidly he removed his reefer and his waistcoat, folded them, and placed them neatly beside his overall. He retained his bowler at its jaunty angle.

A cud of presumably flavorless chewing-gum he deposited in a brass bowl, and from a little packet which he had taken out of his jacket pocket he drew a fresh piece, redolent of mint. This he put into his mouth, and returned the packet to its resting-place. A slim, trim figure, he stood looking round him reflectively.

Now, he muttered, what about it?


CHAPTER VIII. KERRY CONSULTS THE ORACLE

The clock of Brixton Town Hall was striking the hour of 1 a.m. as Chief Inspector Kerry inserted his key in the lock of the door of his house in Spenser Road.

A light was burning in the hallway, and from the little dining-room on the left the reflection of a cheerful fire danced upon the white paint of the half-open door. Kerry deposited his hat, cane, and overall upon the rack, and moving very quietly entered the room and turned on the light. A modestly furnished and scrupulously neat apartment was revealed. On the sheepskin rug before the fire a Manx cat was dozing beside a pair of carpet slippers. On the table some kind of cold repast was laid, the viands concealed under china covers. At a large bottle of Guinnesss Extra Stout Kerry looked with particular appreciation.

He heaved a long sigh of contentment, and opened the bottle of stout. Having poured out a glass of the black and foaming liquid and satisfied an evidently urgent thirst, he explored beneath the covers, and presently was seated before a spread of ham and tongue, tomatoes, and bread and butter.

A door opened somewhere upstairs, and:

Is that yoursel, Dan? inquired a deep but musical female voice.

Sure it is, replied Kerry; and no one who had heard the high official tones of the imperious Chief Inspector would have supposed that they could be so softened and modulated. You should have been asleep hours ago, Mary.

Have ye to go out again?

I have, bad luck; but dont trouble to come down. Ive all I want and more.

If tis a new case Ill come down.

Its the devils own case; but youll get your death of cold.

Sounds of movement in the room above followed, and presently footsteps on the stairs. Mrs. Kerry, enveloped in a woollen dressing-gown, which obviously belonged to the Inspector, came into the room. Upon her Kerry directed a look from which all fierceness had been effaced, and which expressed only an undying admiration. And, indeed, Mary Kerry was in many respects a remarkable character. Half an inch taller than Kerry, she fully merited the compliment designed by that trite apothegm, a fine woman. Large-boned but shapely, as she came in with her long dark hair neatly plaited, it seemed to her husband  who had remained her lover  that he saw before him the rosy-cheeked lass whom ten years before he had met and claimed on the chilly shores of Loch Broom. By all her neighbors Mrs. Kerry was looked upon as a proud, reserved person, who had held herself much aloof since her husband had become Chief Inspector; and the reputation enjoyed by Red Kerry was that of an aggressive and uncompanionable man. Now here was a lovers meeting, not lacking the shy, downward glance of dark eyes as steel-blue eyes flashed frank admiration.

Kerry, who quarrelled with everybody except the Assistant Commissioner, had only found one cause of quarrel with Mary. He was a devout Roman Catholic, and for five years he had clung with the bull-dog tenacity which was his to the belief that he could convert his wife to the faith of Rome. She remained true to the Scottish Free Church, in whose precepts she had been reared, and at the end of the five years Kerry gave it up and admired her all the more for her Caledonian strength of mind. Many and heated were the debates he had held with worthy Father OCallaghan respecting the validity of a marriage not solemnized by a priest, but of late years he had grown reconciled to the parting of the ways on Sunday morning; and as the early mass was over before the Scottish service he was regularly to be seen outside a certain Presbyterian chapel waiting for his heretical spouse.

He pulled her down on to his knee and kissed her.

Its twelve hours since I saw you, he said.

She rested her arm on the back of the saddle-back chair, and her dark head close beside Kerrys fiery red one.

I kenned ye had a new case on, she said, when it grew so late. How long can ye stay?

An hour. No more. Theres a lot to do before the papers come out in the morning. By breakfast time all England, including the murderer, will know Im in charge of the case. I wish I could muzzle the Press.

Tis a murder, then? The Lord gie us grace. Yell be wishin to tell me?

Yes. Im stumped!

Yeve time for a rest an a smoke. Put yere slippers on.

Ive no time for that, Mary.

She stood up and took the slippers from the hearth.

Put yere slippers on, she repeated firmly.

Kerry stooped without another word and began to unlace his brogues. Meanwhile from a side-table his wife brought a silver tobacco-box and a stumpy Irish clay. The slippers substituted for his shoes, Kerry lovingly filled the cracked and blackened bowl with strong Irish twist, which he first teased carefully in his palm. The bowl rested almost under his nostrils when he put the pipe in his mouth, and how he contrived to light it without burning his moustache was not readily apparent. He succeeded, however, and soon was puffing clouds of pungent smoke into the air with the utmost contentment.

Now, said his wife, seating herself upon the arm of the chair, tell me, Dan.

Thereupon began a procedure identical to that which had characterized the outset of every successful case of the Chief Inspector. He rapidly outlined the complexities of the affair in old Bond Street, and Mary Kerry surveyed the problem with a curious and almost fey detachment of mind, which enabled her to see light where all was darkness to the man on the spot. With the clarity of a trained observer Kerry described the apartments of Kazmah, the exact place where the murdered man had been found, and the construction of the rooms. He gave the essential points from the evidence of the several witnesses, quoting the exact times at which various episodes had taken place. Mary Kerry, looking straightly before her with unseeing eyes, listened in silence until he ceased speaking; then:

There are really but twa rooms, she said, in a faraway voice, but the second o these is parteetioned into three parts?

Thats it.

A door free the landing opens upon the fairst room, a door free a passage opens upon the second. Where does yon passage lead?

From the main stair along beside Kazmahs rooms to a small back stair. This back stair goes from top to bottom of the building, from the end of the same hallway as the main stair.

There is na either way out but by the front door?

No.

Then if the evidence o the Spinker man is above suspeecion, Mrs. Irvin and this Kazmah were still on the premises when ye arrived?

Exactly. I gathered that much at Vine Street before I went on to Bond Street. The whole block was surrounded five minutes after my arrival, and it still is.

What ither offices are in this passage?

None. Its a blank wall on the left, and one door on the right  the one opening into the Kazmah office. There are other premises on the same floor, but they are across the landing.

What premises?

A solicitor and a commission agent.

The floor below?

Its all occupied by a modiste, Renan.

The top floor?

Cubanis Cigarette Company, a servants and an electrician.

Nae more?

No more.

Where does yon back stair open on the topmaist floor?

In a corridor similar to that alongside Kazmahs. It has two windows on the right overlooking a narrow roof and the top of the arcade, and on the left is the Cubanis Cigarette Company. The other offices are across the landing.

Mary Kerry stared into space awhile.

Kazmah and Mrs. Irvin could ha come down to the fairst floor, or gene up to the thaird floor unseen by the Spinker man, she said dreamily.

But they couldnt have reached the street, my dear! cried Kerry.

No  they couldna ha gained the street.

She became silent again, her husband watching her expectantly. Then:

If puir Sir Lucien Pyne was killed at a quarter after seven  the time his watch was broken  the native sairvent did no kill him. Frae the Spinkers evidence the black man went awe before then, she said. Mrs. Irvin?

Kerry shook his head.

From all accounts a slip of a woman, he replied. It was a strong hand that struck the blow.

Kazmah?

Probably.

Mr. Quentin Gray came back wi a cab and went upstairs, free the Spinkers evidence, at aboot a quarter after seven, and came doon five meenites later sair pale an fretful.

Kerry surrounded himself and the speaker with wreaths of stifling smoke.

We have only the bare word of Mr. Gray that he didnt go in again, Mary; but I believe him. Hes a hot-headed fool, but square.

Then twas yon Kazmah, announced Mrs. Kerry. Who is Kazmah?

Her husband laughed shortly.

Thats the point at which I got stumped, he replied. Weve heard of him at the Yard, of course, and we know that under the cloak of a dealer in Eastern perfumes he carried on a fortune-telling business. He managed to avoid prosecution, though. It took me over an hour tonight to explore the thought-reading mechanism; its a sort of Maskelynes Mysteries worked from the inside room. But who Kazmah is or whats his nationality I know no more than the man in the moon.

Pairfume? queried the far-away voice.

Yes, Mary. The first room is a sort of miniature scent bazaar. There are funny little imitation antique flasks of Kazmah preparations, creams, perfumes and incense, also small square wooden boxes of a kind of Turkish delight, and a stock of Egyptian mummy-beads, statuettes, and the like, which may be genuine for all I know.

Nae books or letters?

Not a thing, except his own advertisements, a telephone directory, and so on.

The inside office bureau?

Empty as Mother Hubbards cupboard!

The place was ransacked by the same folk that emptied the dead mans pockets so as tee leave nae clue, pronounced the sibyl-like voice. Mr. Gray said he had choclates wi him. Where did he leave them?

Mary, youre a wonder! exclaimed the admiring Kerry. The box was lying on the divan in the first room where he said he had left it on going out for a cab.

Does nane o the evidence show if Mrs. Irvin had been to Kazmahs before?

Yes. She went there fairly regularly to buy perfume.

No for the fortune-tellin?

No. According to Mr. Gray, to buy perfume.

Had Mr. Gray been there wi her before?

No. Sir Lucien Pyne seems to have been her pretty constant companion.

Do ye suspect she was his lady-love?

I believe Mr. Gray suspects something of the kind.

And Mr. Gray?

He is not such an old friend as Sir Lucien was. But I fancy nevertheless it was Mr. Gray that her husband doubted.

Do ye suspect the puir soul had cause, Dan?

No, replied Kerry promptly; I dont. The boy is mad about her, but I fancy she just liked his company. Hes the heir of Lord Wrexborough, and Mrs. Irvin used to be a stage beauty. Its a usual state of affairs, and more often than not means nothing.

I dinna ken sich folk, declared Mary Kerry. They amost desairve all they get. They are bound tee come tee nae guid end. Where did ye say Sir Lucien lived?

Albemarle Street; just round the corner.

Ye told me that he only kepit twa sairvents: a cook, hoosekeper, who lived awe, an a man  a foreigner?

A kind of half-baked Dago, named Juan Mareno. A citizen of the United States according to his own account.

Ye dinna like Juan Mareno?

Hes a hateful swine! flashed Kerry, with sudden venom. Im watching Mareno very closely. Coombes is at work upon Sir Luciens papers. His life was a bit of a mystery. He seems to have had no relations living, and I cant find that he even employed a solicitor.

Yell be sairchin for yon Egyptian?

The servant? Yes. Well have him by the morning, and then we shall know who Kazmah is. Meanwhile, in which of the offices is Kazmah hiding?

Mary Kerry was silent for so long that her husband repeated the question:

In which of the offices is Kazmah hiding?

In nane, she said dreamily. Ye surrounded the buildings too late, I ken.

Eh! cried Kerry, turning his head excitedly. But the man Brisley was at the door all night!

It doesna matter. They have escapit.

Kerry scratched his close-cropped head in angry perplexity.

Youre always right, Mary, he said. But hang me if  Never mind! When we get the servant well soon get Kazmah.

Aye, murmured his wife. If ye hae na got Kazmah the now.

But  Mary! This isnt helping me! Its mystifying me deeper than ever!

Its no clear eno, Dan. But for sure behind this mystery o the death o Sir Lucien theres a darker mystery still; sair dark. Tis the biggest case ye ever had. Dinna look for Kazmah. Look tee find why the woman went tee him; and try tee find the meanin o the sma window behind the big chair.... Yes  she seemed to be staring at some distant visible object watch the man Mareno

But  Mrs. Irvin

Is in Gods guid keepin

You dont think shes dead!

She is wairse than dead. Her sins have found her out. The fey light suddenly left her eyes, and they became filled with tears. She turned impulsively to her husband. Oh, Dan! Ye must find her! Ye must find her! Puir weak hairt  dinna ye ken how she is suffering!

My dear, he said, putting his arms around her, What is it? What is it?

She brushed the tears from her eyes and tried to smile. Tis something like the second sight, Dan, she answered simply. And its escapit me again. I amost had the clue to it a oh, theres some horrible wickedness in it, an cruelty an shame.

The clock on the mantel shelf began to peal. Kerry was watching his wifes rosy face with a mixture of loving admiration and wonder. She looked so very bonny and placid and capable that he was puzzled anew at the strange gift which she seemingly inherited from her mother, who had been equally shrewd, equally comely and similarly endowed.

God bless us all! he said, kissed her heartily, and stood up. Back to bed you go, my dear. I must be off. Theres Mr. Irvin to see in the morning, too.

A few minutes later he was swinging through the deserted streets, his mind wholly occupied with lover-like reflections to the exclusion of those professional matters which properly should have been engaging his attention. As he passed the end of a narrow court near the railway station, the gleam of his silver mounted malacca attracted the attention of a couple of loafers who were leaning one on either side of an iron pillar in the shadow of the unsavory alley. Not another pedestrian was in sight, and only the remote night-sounds of London broke the silence.

Twenty paces beyond, the footpads silently closed in upon their prey. The taller of the pair reached him first, only to receive a back-handed blow full in his face which sent him reeling a couple of yards.

Round leapt the assaulted man to face his second assailant.

If you two smarts really want handling, he rapped ferociously, say the word, and Ill bash you flat.

As he turned, the light of a neighboring lamp shone down upon the savage face, and a smothered yell came from the shorter ruffian:

Blimey, Bill! Its Red Kerry!

Whereupon, as men pursued by devils, the pair made off like the wind!

Kerry glared after the retreating figures for a moment, and a grin of fierce satisfaction revealed his gleaming teeth. He turned again and swung on his way toward the main road. The incident had done him good. It had banished domestic matters from his mind, and he was become again the highly trained champion of justice, standing, an unseen buckler, between society and the criminal.


CHAPTER IX. A PACKET OF CIGARETTES

Following their dismissal by Chief Inspector Kerry, Seton and Gray walked around to the latters chambers in Piccadilly. They proceeded in silence, Gray too angry for speech, and Seton busy with reflections. As the man admitted them:

Has anyone phoned, Willis? asked Gray.

No one, sir.

They entered a large room which combined the characteristics of a library with those of a military gymnasium. Gray went to a side table and mixed drinks. Placing a glass before Seton, he emptied his own at a draught.

If youll excuse me for a moment, he said, I should like to ring up and see if by any possible chance theres news of Rita.

He walked out to the telephone, and Seton heard him making a call. Then:

Hullo! Is that you, Hinkes? he asked.... Yes, speaking. Is Mrs. Irvin at home?

A few moments of silence followed, and:

Thanks! Good-bye, said Gray.

He rejoined his friend.

Nothing, he reported, and made a gesture of angry resignation. Evidently Hinkes is still unaware of what has happened. Irvin hasnt returned yet. Seton, this business is driving me mad.

He refilled his glass, and having looked in his cigarette-case, began to ransack a small cupboard.

Damn it all! he exclaimed. I havent got a cigarette in the place!

I dont smoke them myself, said Seton, but I can offer you a cheroot.

Thanks. They are a trifle too strong. Hullo! here are some.

From the back of a shelf he produced a small, plain brown packet, and took out of it a cigarette at which he stared oddly. Seton, smoking one of the inevitable cheroots, watched him, tapping his teeth with the rim of his eyeglass.

Poor old Pyne! muttered Gray, and, looking up, met the inquiring glance. Pyne left these here only the other day, he explained awkwardly. I dont know where he got them, but they are something very special. I suppose I might as well.

He lighted one, and, uttering a weary sigh, threw himself into a deep leather-covered arm-chair. Almost immediately he was up again. The telephone bell had rung. His eyes alight with hope, he ran out, leaving the door open so that his conversation was again audible to the visitor.

Yes, yes, speaking. What? His tone changed Oh, its you, Margaret. What?... Certainly, delighted. No, theres nobody here but old Seton Pasha. What? Youve heard the fellows talk about him who were out East.... Yes, thats the chap.... Come right along.

You dont propose to lionise me, I hope, Gray? said Seton, as Gray returned to his seat.

The other laughed.

I forgot you could hear me, he admitted. Its my cousin, Margaret Halley. Youll like her. Shes a tip-top girl, but eccentric. Goes in for pilling.

Pilling? inquired Seton gravely.

Doctoring. Shes an M.R.C.S., and only about twenty-four or so. Fearfully clever kid; makes me feel an infant.

Flat heels, spectacles, and a judicial manner?

Flat heels, yes. But not the other. Shes awfully pretty, and used to look simply terrific in khaki. She was an M.O. in Serbia, you know, and afterwards at some nurses hospital in Kent. Shes started in practice for herself now round in Dover Street. I wonder what she wants.

Silence fell between them; for, although prompted by different reasons, both were undesirous of discussing the tragedy; and this silence prevailed until the ringing of the doorbell announced the arrival of the girl. Willis opening the door, she entered composedly, and Gray introduced Seton.

I am so glad to have met you at last, Mr. Seton, she said laughingly. From Quentins many accounts I had formed the opinion that you were a kind of Arabian Nights myth.

I am glad to disappoint you, replied Seton, finding something very refreshing in the company of this pretty girl, who wore a creased Burberry, and stray locks of whose abundant bright hair floated about her face in the most careless fashion imaginable.

She turned to her cousin, frowning in a rather puzzled way.

Whatever have you been burning here? she asked. There is such a curious smell in the room.

Gray laughed more heartily than he had laughed that night, glancing in Setons direction.

So much for your taste in cigars! he cried

Oh! said Margaret, Im sure its not Mr. Setons cigar. It isnt a smell of tobacco.

I dont believe theyre made of tobacco! cried Gray, laughing louder yet, although his merriment was forced.

Seton smiled good-naturedly at the joke, but he had perceived at the moment of Margarets entrance the fact that her gaiety also was assumed. Serious business had dictated her visit, and he wondered the more to note how deeply this odor, real or fancied, seemed to intrigue her.

She sat down in the chair which Gray placed by the fireside, and her cousin unceremoniously slid the brown packet of cigarettes across the little table in her direction.

Try one of these, Margaret, he said. They are great, and will quite drown the unpleasant odor of which you complain.

Whereupon the observant Seton saw a quick change take place in the girls expression. She had the same clear coloring as her cousin, and now this freshness deserted her cheeks, and her pretty face became quite pale. She was staring at the brown packet. Where did you get them? she asked quietly.

A smile faded from Grays lips. Those five words had translated him in spirit to that green-draped room in which Sir Lucien Pyne was lying dead. He glanced at Seton in the appealing way which sometimes made him appear so boyish.

Er  from Pyne, he replied. I must tell you, Margaret

Sir Lucien Pyne? she interrupted.

Yes.

Not from Rita Irvin?

Quentin Gray started upright in his chair.

No! But why do you mention her?

Margaret bit her lip in sudden perplexity.

Oh, I dont know. She glanced apologetically toward Seton. He rose immediately.

My dear Miss Halley, he said, I perceive, indeed I had perceived all along, that you have something of a private nature to communicate to your cousin.

But Gray stood up, and:

Seton!... Margaret! he said, looking from one to the other. I mean to say, Margaret, if youve anything to tell me about Rita... Have you? Have you?

He fixed his gaze eagerly upon her.

I have  yes.

Seton prepared to take his leave, but Gray impetuously thrust him back, immediately turning again to his cousin.

Perhaps you havent heard, Margaret, he began. I have heard what has happened tonight  to Sir Lucien.

Both men stared at her silently for a moment.

Seton has been with me all the time, said Gray. If he will consent to stay, with your permission, Margaret, I should like him to do so.

Why, certainly, agreed the girl. In fact, I shall be glad of his advice.

Seton inclined his head, and without another word resumed his seat. Gray was too excited to sit down again. He stood on the tiger-skin rug before the fender, watching his cousin and smoking furiously.

Firstly, then, continued Margaret, please throw that cigarette in the fire, Quentin.

Gray removed the cigarette from between his lips, and stared at it dazedly. He looked at the girl, and the clear grey eyes were watching him with an inscrutable expression.

Right-o! he said awkwardly, and tossed the cigarette in the fire. You used to smoke like a furnace, Margaret. Is this some new cult?

I still smoke a great deal more than is good for me, she confessed, but I dont smoke opium.

The effect of these words upon the two men who listened was curious. Gray turned an angry glance upon the brown packet lying on the table, and Faugh! he exclaimed, and drawing a handkerchief from his sleeve began disgustedly to wipe his lips. Seton stared hard at the speaker, tossed his cheroot into the fire, and taking up the packet withdrew a cigarette and sniffed at it critically. Margaret watched him.

He tore the wrapping off, and tasted a strand of the tobacco.

Good heavens! he whispered. Gray, these things are doped!


CHAPTER X. SIR LUCIENS STUDY WINDOW

Old Bond Street presented a gloomy and deserted prospect to Chief Inspector Kerry as he turned out of Piccadilly and swung along toward the premises of Kazmah. He glanced at the names on some of the shop windows as he passed, and wondered if the furriers, jewelers and other merchants dealing in costly wares properly appreciated the services of the Metropolitan Police Force. He thought of the peacefully slumbering tradesmen in their suburban homes, the safety of their stocks wholly dependent upon the vigilance of that Unsleeping Eye  for to an unsleeping eye he mentally compared the service of which he was a member.

A constable stood on duty before the door of the block. Red Kerry was known by sight and reputation to every member of the force, and the constable saluted as the celebrated Chief Inspector appeared.

Anything to report, constable?

Yes, sir.

What?

The ambulance has been for the body, and another gentleman has been.

Kerry stared at the man.

Another gentleman? Who the devils the other gentleman?

I dont know, sir. He came with Inspector Whiteleaf, and was inside for nearly an hour.

Inspector Whiteleaf is off duty. What time was this?

Twelve-thirty, sir.

Kerry chewed reflectively ere nodding to the man and passing on.

Another gentleman! he muttered, entering the hallway. Why didnt Inspector Warley report this? Who the devil Deep in thought he walked upstairs, finding his way by the light of the pocket torch which he carried. A second constable was on duty at Kazmahs door. He saluted.

Anything to report? rapped Kerry.

Yes, sir. The body has been removed, and the gentleman with Inspector

Damn that for a tale! Describe this gentleman.

Rather tall, pale, dark, clean-shaven. Wore a fur-collared overcoat, collar turned up. He was accompanied by Inspector Whiteleaf.

Hm. Anything else?

Yes. About an hour ago I heard a noise on the next floor

Eh! snapped Kerry, and shone the light suddenly into the mans face so that he blinked furiously.

Eh? What kind of noise?

Very slight. Like something moving.

Like something! Like what thing? A cat or an elephant?

More like, say, a box or a piece of furniture.

And you did  what?

I went up to the top landing and listened.

What did you hear?

Nothing at all.

Chief Inspector Kerry chewed audibly.

All quiet? he snapped.

Absolutely. But Im certain I heard something all the same.

How long had Inspector Whiteleaf and this dark horse in the fur coat been gone at the time you heard the noise?

About half an hour, sir.

Do you think the noise came from the landing or from one of the offices above?

An office I should say. It was very dim.

Chief Inspector Kerry pushed upon the broken door, and walked into the rooms of Kazmah. Flashing the ray of his torch on the wall, he found the switch and snapped up the lights. He removed his overall and tossed it on a divan with his cane. Then, tilting his bowler further forward, he thrust his hands into his reefer pockets, and stood staring toward the door, beyond which lay the room of the murder, in darkness.

Who is he? he muttered. Whats it mean?

Taking up the torch, he walked through and turned on the lights in the inner rooms. For a long time he stood staring at the little square window low down behind the ebony chair, striving to imagine uses for it as his wife had urged him to do. The globular green lamp in the second apartment was worked by three switches situated in the inside room, and he had discovered that in this way the visitor who came to consult Kazmah was treated to the illusion of a gradually falling darkness. Then, the door in the first partition being opened, whoever sat in the ebony chair would become visible by the gradual uncovering of a light situated above the chair. On this light being covered again the figure would apparently fade away.

It was ingenious, and, so far, quite clear. But two things badly puzzled the inquirer; the little window down behind the chair, and the fact that all the arrangements for raising and lowering the lights were situated not in the narrow chamber in which Kazmahs chair stood, and in which Sir Lucien had been found, but in the room behind it  the room with which the little window communicated.

The table upon which the telephone rested was set immediately under this mysterious window, the window was provided with a green blind, and the switchboard controlling the complicated lighting scheme was also within reach of anyone seated at the table.

Kerry rolled mint gum from side to side of his mouth, and absently tried the handle of the door opening out from this interior room  evidently the office of the establishment  into the corridor. He knew it to be locked. Turning, he walked through the suite and out on to the landing, passing the constable and going upstairs to the top floor, torch in hand.

From the main landing he walked along the narrow corridor until he stood at the head of the back stairs. The door nearest to him bore the name: Cubanis Cigarette Company. He tried the handle. The door was locked, as he had anticipated. Kneeling down, he peered into the keyhole, holding the electric torch close beside his face and chewing industriously.

Ere long he stood up, descended again, but by the back stair, and stood staring reflectively at the door communicating with Kazmahs inner room. Then walking along the corridor to where the man stood on, the landing, he went in again to the mysterious apartments, but only to get his cane and his overall and to turn out the lights.

Five minutes later he was ringing the late Sir Luciens door-bell.

A constable admitted him, and he walked straight through into the study where Coombes, looking very tired but smiling undauntedly, sat at a littered table studying piles of documents.

Anything to report? rapped Kerry.

The man, Mareno, has gone to bed, and the expert from the Home office has been

Inspector Kerry brought his cane down with a crash upon the table, whereat Coombes started nervously.

So thats it! he shouted furiously, an expert from the Home office! So thats the dark horse in the fur coat. Coombes! Im fed up to the back teeth with this gun from the Home office! If Im not to have entire charge of the case Ill throw it up. Ill stand for no blasted overseer checking my work! Wait till I see the Assistant Commissioner! What the devil has the job to do with the Home office!

Cant say, murmured Coombes. But hes evidently a big bug from the way Whiteleaf treated him. He instructed me to stay in the kitchen and keep an eye on Mareno while he prowled about in here.

Instructed you! cried Kerry, his teeth gleaming and his steel-blue eyes creating upon Coombes mind an impression that they were emitting sparks. Instructed you! Ill ask you a question, Detective-Sergeant Coombes: Who is in charge of this case?

Well, I thought you were.

You thought I was?

Well, you are.

I am? Very well  you were saying  ?

I was saying that I went into the kitchen

Before that! Something about instructed.

Poor Coombes smiled pathetically.

Look here, he said, bravely meeting the ferocious glare of his superior, as man to man. What could I do?

You could stop smiling! snapped Kerry. Hell! He paced several times up and down the room. Go ahead, Coombes.

Well, theres nothing much to report. I stayed in the kitchen, and the man from the Home office was in here alone for about half an hour.

Alone?

Inspector Whiteleaf stayed in the dining-room.

Had he been instructed too?

I expect so. I think he just came along as a sort of guide.

Ah! muttered Kerry savagely, a sort of guide! Any idea what the bogey man did in here?

He opened the window. I heard him.

Thats funny. Its exactly what Im going to do! This smart from Whitehall hasnt got a corner in notions yet, Coombes.

The room was a large and lofty one, and had been used by a former tenant as a studio. The toplights had been roofed over by Sir Lucien, however, but the raised platform, approached by two steps, which had probably been used as a models throne, was a permanent fixture of the apartment. It was backed now by bookcases, except where a blue plush curtain was draped before a French window.

Kerry drew the curtain back, and threw open the folding leaves of the window. He found himself looking out upon the leads of Albemarle Street. No stars and no moon showed through the grey clouds draping the wintry sky, but a dim and ghostly half-light nevertheless rendered the ugly expanse visible from where he stood.

On one side loomed a huge tank, to the brink of which a rickety wooden ladder invited the explorer to ascend. Beyond it were a series of iron gangways and ladders forming part of the fire emergency arrangements of the neighboring institution. Straight ahead a section of building jutted up and revealed two small windows, which seemed to regard him like watching eyes.

He walked out on to the roof, looking all about him. Beyond the tank opened a frowning gully  the Arcade connecting Albemarle Street with old Bond Street; on the other hand, the scheme of fire gangways was continued. He began to cross the leads, going in the direction of Bond Street. Coombes watched him from the study. When he came to the more northerly of the two windows which had attracted his attention, he knelt down and flashed the ray of his torch through the glass.

A kind of small warehouse was revealed, containing stacks of packages. Immediately inside the window was a rough wooden table, and on this table lay a number of smaller packages, apparently containing cigarettes.

Kerry turned his attention to the fastening of the window. A glance showed him that it was unlocked. Resting the torch on the leads, he grasped the sash and gently raised the window, noting that it opened almost noiselessly. Then, taking up the torch again, he stooped and stepped in on to the table below.

It moved slightly beneath his weight. One of the legs was shorter than its fellows. But he reached the floor as quietly as possible, and instantly snapped off the light of the torch.

A heavy step sounded from outside  someone was mounting the stairs  and a disk of light suddenly appeared upon the ground-glass panel of the door.

Kerry stood quite still, chewing steadily.

Whos there? came the voice of the constable posted on Kazmahs landing.

The inspector made no reply.

Is there anyone here? cried the man.

The disk of light disappeared, and the alert constable could be heard moving along the corridor to inspect the other offices. But the ray had shone upon the frosted glass long enough to enable Kerry to read the words painted there in square black letters. They had appeared reversed, of course, and had read thus:

.OC ETTERAGIC SINABUC


CHAPTER XI. THE DRUG SYNDICATE

At six-thirty that morning Margaret Halley was aroused by her maid  the latter but half awake  and sitting up in bed and switching on the lamp, she looked at the card which the servant had brought to her, and read the following:

CHIEF INSPECTOR KERRY,

C.I.D.

New Scotland Yard, S.W.I.

Oh, dear, she said sleepily, what an appallingly early visitor. Is the bath ready yet, Janet?

Im afraid not, replied the maid, a plain, elderly woman of the old-fashioned useful servant type. Shall I take a kettle into the bathroom?

Yes  that will have to do. Tell Inspector Kerry that I shall not be long.

Five minutes later Margaret entered her little consulting-room, where Kerry, having adjusted his tie, was standing before the mirror in the overmantle, staring at a large photograph of the charming lady doctor in military uniform. Kerrys fierce eyes sparkled appreciatively as his glance rested on the tall figure arrayed in a woollen dressing-gown, the masculine style of which by no means disguised the beauty of Margarets athletic figure. She had hastily arranged her bright hair with deliberate neglect of all affectation. She belonged to that ultra-modern school which scorns to sue masculine admiration, but which cannot dispense with it nevertheless. She aspired to be assessed upon an intellectual basis, an ambition which her unfortunate good looks rendered difficult of achievement.

Good morning, Inspector, she said composedly. I was expecting you.

Really, miss? Kerry stared curiously. Then you know what Ive come about?

I think so. Wont you sit down? I am afraid the room is rather cold. Is it about  Sir Lucien Pyne?

Well, replied Kerry, it concerns him certainly. Ive been in communication by telephone with Hinkes, Mr. Monte Irvins butler, and from him I learned that you were professionally attending Mrs. Irvin.

I was not her regular medical adviser, but

Margaret hesitated, glancing rapidly at the Inspector, and then down at the writing-table before which she was seated. She began to tap the blotting-pad with an ivory paper-knife. Kerry was watching her intently.

Upon your evidence, Miss Halley, he said rapidly, may depend the life of the missing woman.

Oh! cried Margaret, whatever can have happened to her? I rang up as late as two oclock this morning; after that I abandoned hope.

Theres something underlying the case that I dont understand, miss. I look to you to put me wise.

She turned to him impulsively.

I will tell you all I know, Inspector, she said. I will be perfectly frank with you.

Good! rapped Kerry. Now  you have known Mrs. Monte Irvin for some time?

For about two years.

You didnt know her when she was on the stage?

No. I met her at a Red Cross concert at which she sang.

Do you think she loved her husband?

I know she did.

Was there any  prior attachment?

Not that I know of.

Mr. Quentin Gray?

Margaret smiled, rather mirthlessly.

He is my cousin, Inspector, and it was I who introduced him to Rita Irvin. I sincerely wish I had never done so. He lost his head completely.

There was nothing in Mrs. Irvins attitude towards him to justify her husbands jealousy?

She was always frightfully indiscreet, Inspector, but nothing more. You see, she is greatly admired, and is used to the company of silly, adoring men. Her husband doesnt really understand the ways of these Bohemian folks. I knew it would lead to trouble sooner or later.

Ah!

Chief Inspector Kerry thrust his hands into the pockets of his jacket.

Now  Sir Lucien?

Margaret tapped more rapidly with the paper-knife.

Sir Lucien belonged to a set of which Rita had been a member during her stage career. I think  he admired her; in fact, I believe he had offered her marriage. But she did not care for him in the least  in that way.

Then in what way did she care for him? rapped Kerry.

Well  now we are coming to the point. Momentarily she hesitated, then: They were both addicted

Yes?

  to drugs.

Eh? Kerrys eyes grew hard and fierce in a moment. What drugs?

All sorts of drugs. Shortly after I became acquainted with Rita Irvin I learned that she was a victim of the drug habit, and I tried to cure her. I regret to say that I failed. At that time she had acquired a taste for opium.

Kerry said not a word, and Margaret raised her head and looked at him pathetically.

I can see that you have no pity for the victims of this ghastly vice, Inspector Kerry, she said.

I havent! he snapped fiercely. I admit I havent, miss. Its bad enough in the heathens, but for an Englishwoman to dope herself is downright unchristian and beastly.

Yet I have come across so many of these cases, during the war and since, that I have begun to understand how easy, how dreadfully easy it is, for a woman especially, to fall into the fatal habit. Bereavement or that most frightful of all mental agonies, suspense, will too often lead the poor victim into the path that promises forgetfulness. Rita Irvins case is less excusable. I think she must have begun drug-taking because of the mental and nervous exhaustion resulting from late hours and over-much gaiety. The demands of her profession proved too great for her impaired nervous energy, and she sought some stimulant which would enable her to appear bright on the stage when actually she should have been recuperating, in sleep, that loss of vital force which can be recuperated in no other way.

But opium! snapped Kerry.

I am afraid her other drug habits had impaired her will, and shaken her self-control. She was tempted to try opium by its promise of a new and novel excitement.

Her husband, I take it, was ignorant of all this?

I believe he was. Quentin  Mr. Gray  had no idea of it either.

Then it was Sir Lucien Pyne who was in her confidence in the matter?

Margaret nodded slowly, still tapping the blotting-pad.

He used to accompany her to places where drugs could be obtained, and on several occasions  I cannot say how many  I believe he went with her to some den in Chinatown. It may have been due to Mr. Irvins discovery that his wife could not satisfactorily account for some of these absences from home which led him to suspect her fidelity.

Ah! said Kerry hardly, I shouldnt wonder. And now  he thrust out a pointing finger where did she get these drugs?

Margaret met the fierce stare composedly.

I have said that I shall be quite frank, she replied. In my opinion she obtained them from Kazmah.

Kazmah! shouted Kerry. Excuse me, miss, but I see Ive been wearing blinkers without knowing it! Kazmahs was a dope-shop?

That has been my belief for a long time, Inspector. I may add that I have never been able to obtain a shred of evidence to prove it. I am so keenly interested in seeing the people who pander to this horrible vice unmasked and dealt with as they merit, that I have tried many times to find out if my suspicion was correct.

Inspector Kerry was writhing his shoulders excitedly. Did you ever visit Kazmah? he asked.

Yes. I asked Rita Irvin to take me, but she refused, and I could see that the request embarrassed her. So I went alone.

Describe exactly what took place.

Margaret Halley stared reflectively at the blotting-pad for a moment, and then described a typical seance at Kazmahs. In conclusion:

As I came away, she said, I bought a bottle of every kind of perfume on sale, some of the incense, and also a box of sweetmeat; but they all proved to be perfectly harmless. I analyzed them.

Kerrys eyes glistened with admiration.

We could do with you at the Yard, miss, he said. Excuse me for saying so.

Margaret smiled rather wanly.

Now  this man Kazmah, resumed the Chief Inspector. Did you ever see him again?

Never. I have been trying for months and months to find out who he is.

Kerrys face became very grim.

About ten trained men are trying to find that out at the present moment! he rapped. Do you think he wore a make-up?

He may have done so, Margaret admitted. But his features were obviously undisguised, and his eyes one would recognize anywhere. They were larger than any human eyes I have ever seen.

He couldnt have been the Egyptian who looked after the shop, for instance?

Impossible! He did not remotely resemble him. Besides, the man to whom you refer remained outside to receive other visitors. Oh, thats out of the question, Inspector.

The light was very dim?

Very dim indeed, and Kazmah never once raised his head. Indeed, except for a dignified gesture of greeting and one of dismissal, he never moved. His immobility was rather uncanny.

Kerry began to pace up and down the narrow room, and:

He bore no resemblance to the late Sir Lucien Pyne, for instance? he rapped.

Margaret laughed outright and her laughter was so inoffensive and so musical that the Chief Inspector laughed also.

Thats more hopeless than ever! she said. Poor Sir Lucien had strong, harsh features and rather small eyes. He wore a moustache, too. But Sir Lucien, I feel sure, was one of Kazmahs clients.

Ah! said Kerry. And what leads you to suppose Miss Halley, that this Kazmah dealt in drugs?

Well, you see, Rita Irvin was always going there to buy perfumes, and she frequently sent her maid as well.

But  Kerry stared you say that the perfume was harmless.

That which was sold to casual visitors was harmless, Inspector. But I strongly suspect that regular clients were supplied with something quite different. You see, I know no fewer than thirty unfortunate women in the West End of London alone who are simply helpless slaves to various drugs, and I think it more than a coincidence that upon their dressing-tables I have almost invariably found one or more of Kazmahs peculiar antique flasks.

Chief Inspector Kerrys jaw muscles protruded conspicuously.

You speak of patients? he asked.

Margaret nodded her head.

When a woman becomes addicted to the drug habit, she explained, she sometimes shuns her regular medical adviser. I have many patients who came to me originally simply because they dared not face their family doctor. In fact, since I gave up Army work, my little practice has threatened to develop into that of a drug-habit specialist.

Have you taxed any of these people with obtaining drugs from Kazmah?

Not directly. It would have been undiplomatic. But I have tried to surprise them into telling me. Unfortunately, these poor people are as cunning as any other kind of maniac, for, of course, it becomes a form of mania. They recognize that confession might lead to a stoppage of supplies  the eventuality they most dread.

Did you examine the contents of any of these flasks found on dressing-tables?

I rarely had an opportunity; but when I did they proved to contain perfume when they contained anything.

Hm, mused Kerry, and although in deference to Margaret, he had denied himself chewing-gum, his jaws worked automatically. I gather that Mrs. Monte Irvin had expressed a wish to see you last night?

Yes. Apparently she was threatened with a shortage of cocaine.

Cocaine was her drug?

One of them. She had tried them all, poor, silly girl! You must understand that for a habitual drug-taker suddenly to be deprived of drugs would lead to complete collapse, perhaps death. And during the last few days I had noticed a peculiar nervous symptom in Rita Irvin which had interested me. Finally, the day before yesterday, she confessed that her usual source of supply had been closed to her. Her words were very vague, but I gathered that some form of coercion was being employed.

With what object?

I have no idea. But she used the words, They will drive me mad, and seemed to be in a dangerously nervous condition. She said that she was going to make a final attempt to obtain a supply of the poison which had become indispensable to her. I cannot do without it! she said. But if they refuse, will you give me some?

What did you say?

I begged of her, as I had done on many previous occasions, to place herself in my hands. But she evaded a direct answer, as is the way of one addicted to this vice. If I cannot get some by tomorrow, she said, I shall go mad, or dead. Can I rely on you?

I told her that I would prescribe cocaine for her on the distinct understanding that from the first dose she was to place herself under my care for a cure.

She agreed?

She agreed. Yesterday afternoon, while I was away at an important case, she came here. Poor Rita! Margarets soft voice trembled. Look  she left this note.

From a letter-rack she took a square sheet of paper and handed it to the Chief Inspector. He bent his fierce eyes upon the writing  large, irregular and shaky.

Dear Margaret, he read aloud. Why arent you at home? I am wild with pain, and feel I am going mad. Come to me directly you return, and bring enough to keep me alive. I, Hullo! theres no finish!

He glanced up from the page. Margaret Halleys eyes were dim.

She despaired of my coming and went to Kazmah, she said. Can you doubt that that was what she went for?

No! snapped Kerry savagely, I cant. But do you mean to tell me, Miss Halley, that Mrs. Irvin couldnt get cocaine anywhere else? I know for a fact that its smuggled in regularly, and theres more than one receiver.

Margaret looked at him strangely.

I know it, too, Inspector, she said quietly. Owing to the lack of enterprise on the part of our British drug-houses, even reputable chemists are sometimes dependent upon illicit stock from Japan and America. But do you know that the price of these smuggled drugs has latterly become so high as to be prohibitive in many cases?

I dont. What are you driving at, miss?

At this: Somebody had made a corner in contraband drugs. The most wicked syndicate that ever was formed has got control of the lives of, it may be, thousands of drug-slaves!

Kerrys teeth closed with a sharp snap.

At last, he said, I see where the smart from the Home office comes in.

The Secretary of State has appointed a special independent commissioner to inquire into this hellish traffic, replied Margaret quietly. I am glad to say that I have helped in getting this done by the representations which I have made to my uncle, Lord Wrexborough. But I give you my word, Inspector Kerry, that I have withheld nothing from you any more than from him.

Him! snapped Kerry, eyes fiercely ablaze.

From the Home Office representative  before whom I have already given evidence.

Chief Inspector Kerry took up his hat, cane and overall from the chair upon which he had placed them and, his face a savage red mask, bowed with a fine courtesy. He burned to learn particulars; he disdained to obtain them from a woman.

Good morning, Miss Halley, he said. I am greatly indebted to you.

He walked stiffly from the room and out of the flat without waiting for a servant to open the door.


PART SECOND  MRS. SIN


CHAPTER XII. THE MAID OF THE MASQUE

The past life of Mrs. Monte Irvin, in which at this time three distinct groups of investigators became interested  namely, those of Whitehall, Scotland Yard, and Fleet Street  was of a character to have horrified the prudish, but to have excited the compassion of the wise.

Daughter of a struggling suburban solicitor, Rita Esden, at the age of seventeen, from a delicate and rather commonplace child began to develop into a singularly pretty girl of an elusive and fascinating type of beauty, almost ethereal in her dainty coloring, and possessed of large and remarkably fine eyes, together with a wealth of copper-red hair, a crown which seemed too heavy for her slender neck to support. Her father viewed her increasing charms and ever-growing list of admirers with the gloomy apprehension of a disappointed man who had come to look upon each gift of the gods as a new sorrow cunningly disguised. Her mother, on the contrary, fanned the girls natural vanity and ambition with a success which rarely attended the enterprises of this foolish old woman, and Rita proving to be endowed with a moderately good voice, a stage career was determined upon without reference to the contrary wishes of Mr. Esden.

Following the usual brief training which is counted sufficient for an aspirant to musical comedy honors, Rita, by the prefixing of two letters to her name, set out to conquer the play-going world as Rita Dresden.

Two years of hard work and disappointment served to dispel the girls illusions. She learned to appreciate at its true value that masculine admiration which, in an unusual degree, she had the power to excite. Those of her admirers who were in a position to assist her professionally were only prepared to use their influence upon terms which she was unprepared to accept. Those whose intentions were strictly creditable, by some malignancy of fate, possessed no influence whatever. She came to regard herself as a peculiarly unlucky girl, being ignorant of the fact that Fortune, an impish hierophant, imposes identical tests upon every candidate who aspires to the throne of a limelight princess.

Matters stood thus when a new suitor appeared in the person of Sir Lucien Pyne. When his card was brought up to Rita, her heart leaped because of a mingled emotion of triumph and fear which the sight of the baronets name had occasioned. He was a director of the syndicate in whose production she was playing  a man referred to with awe by every girl in the company as having it in his power to make or mar a professional reputation. Not that he took any active part in the affairs of the concern; on the contrary, he was an aristocrat who held himself aloof from all matters smacking of commerce, but at the same time one who invested his money shrewdly. Sir Luciens protegee of today was Londons idol of tomorrow, and even before Rita had spoken to him she had fought and won a spiritual battle between her true self and that vain, admiration-loving Rita Dresden who favored capitulation.

She knew that Sir Luciens card represented a signpost at the cross-roads where many a girl, pretty but not exceptionally talented, had hesitated with beating heart. It was no longer a question of remaining a member of the chorus (and understudy for a small part) or of accepting promotion to lead in a new production; it was that of accepting whatever Sir Lucien chose to offer  or of retiring from the profession so far as this powerful syndicate was concerned.

Such was the reputation enjoyed at this time by Sir Lucien Pyne among those who had every opportunity of forming an accurate opinion.

Nevertheless, Rita was determined not to succumb without a struggle. She did not count herself untalented nor a girl to be lightly valued, and Sir Lucien might prove to be less black than rumor had painted him. As presently appeared, both in her judgment of herself and in that of Sir Lucien, she was at least partially correct. He was very courteous, very respectful, and highly attentive.

Her less favored companions smiled significantly when the familiar Rolls-Royce appeared at the stage door night after night, never doubting that Rita Dresden was chosen to star in the forthcoming production, but, with rare exceptions, frankly envying her this good fortune.

Rita made no attempt to disillusion them, recognizing that it must fail. She was resigned to being misjudged. If she could achieve success at that price, success would have been purchased cheaply.

That Sir Lucien was deeply infatuated she was not slow to discover, and with an address perfected by experience and a determination to avoid the easy path inherited from a father whose scrupulous honesty had ruined his professional prospects, she set to work to win esteem as well as admiration.

Sir Lucien was first surprised, then piqued, and finally interested by such unusual tactics. The second phase was the dangerous one for Rita, and during a certain luncheon at Romanos her fate hung in the balance. Sir Lucien realized that he was in peril of losing his head over this tantalizingly pretty girl who gracefully kept him at a distance, fencing with an adroitness which was baffling, and Sir Lucien Pyne had set out with no intention of doing anything so preposterous as falling in love. Keenly intuitive, Rita scented danger and made a bold move. Carelessly rolling a bread-crumb along the cloth:

I am giving up the stage when the run finishes, she said.

Indeed, replied Sir Lucien imperturbably. Why?

I am tired of stage life. I have been invited to go and live with my uncle in New York and have decided to accept. You see  she bestowed upon him a swift glance of her brilliant eyes men in the theatrical world are not all like you. Real friends, I mean. It isnt very nice, sometimes.

Sir Lucien deliberately lighted a cigarette. If Rita was bluffing, he mused, she had the pluck to make good her bluff. And if she did so? He dropped the extinguished match upon a plate. Did he care? He glanced at the girl, who was smiling at an acquaintance on the other side of the room. Fortunes wheel spins upon a needle point. By an artistic performance occupying less than two minutes, but suggesting that Rita possessed qualities which one day might spell success, she had decided her fate. Her heart was beating like a hammer in her breast, but she preserved an attitude of easy indifference. Without for a moment believing in the American uncle, Sir Lucien did believe, correctly, that Rita Dresden was about to elude him. He realized, too, that he was infinitely more interested than he had ever been hitherto, and more interested than he had intended to become.

This seemingly trivial conversation was a turning point, and twelve months later Rita Dresden was playing the title role in The Maid of the Masque. Sir Lucien had discovered himself to be really in love with her, and he might quite possibly have offered her marriage even if a dangerous rival had not appeared to goad him to that desperate leap  for so he regarded it. Monte Irvin, although considerably Ritas senior, had much to commend him in the eyes of the girl  and in the eyes of her mother, who still retained a curious influence over her daughter. He was much more wealthy than Pyne, and although the latter was a baronet, Irvin was certain to be knighted ere long, so that Rita would secure the appendage of Lady in either case. Also, his reputation promised a more reliable husband than Sir Lucien could be expected to make. Moreover, Rita liked him, whereas she had never sincerely liked and trusted Sir Lucien. And there was a final reason  of which Mrs. Esden knew nothing.

On the first night that Rita had been entrusted with a part of any consequence  and this was shortly after the conversation at Romanos  she had discovered herself to be in a state of hopeless panic. All her scheming and fencing would have availed her nothing if she were to break down at the critical moment. It was an eventuality which Sir Lucien had foreseen, and he seized the opportunity at once of securing a new hold upon the girl and of rendering her more pliable than he had hitherto found her to be. At this time the idea of marriage had not presented itself to Sir Lucien.

Some hours before the performance he detected her condition of abject fright... and from his waistcoat pocket he took a little gold snuff-box.

At first the girl declined to follow advice which instinctively she distrusted, and Sir Lucien was too clever to urge it upon her. But he glanced casually at his wrist-watch  and poor Rita shuddered. The gold box was hidden again in the baronets pocket.

To analyze the process which thereupon took place in Ritas mind would be a barren task, since its result was a foregone conclusion. Daring ambition rather than any merely abstract virtue was the keynote of her character. She had rebuffed the advances of Sir Lucien as she had rebuffed others, primarily because her aim in life was set higher than mere success in light comedy. This she counted but a means to a more desirable end  a wealthy marriage. To the achievement of such an alliance the presence of an accepted lover would be an obstacle; and true love Rita Dresden had never known. Yet, short of this final sacrifice which some women so lightly made, there were few scruples which she was not prepared to discard in furtherance of her designs. Her morality, then, was diplomatic, for the vice of ambition may sometimes make for virtue.

Ritas vivacious beauty and perfect self-possession on the fateful night earned her a permanent place in stageland: Rita Dresden became a star. She had won a long and hard-fought battle; but in avoiding one master she had abandoned herself to another.

The triumph of her debut left her strangely exhausted. She dreaded the coming of the second night almost as keenly as she had dreaded the ordeal of the first. She struggled, poor victim, and only increased her terrors. Not until the clock showed her that in twenty minutes she must make her first entrance did she succumb. But Sir Luciens gold snuff-box lay upon her dressing-table  and she was trembling. When at last she heard the sustained note of the oboe in the orchestra giving the pitch to the answering violins, she raised the jewelled lid of the box.

So she entered upon the path which leads down to destruction, and since to conjure with the drug which pharmacists know as methylbenzoyl ecgonine is to raise the demon Insomnia, ere long she found herself exploring strange by-paths in quest of sleep.

By the time that she was entrusted with the leading part in The Maid of the Masque, she herself did not recognize how tenacious was the hold which this fatal habit had secured upon her. In the company of Sir Lucien Pyne she met other devotees, and for a time came to regard her unnatural mode of existence as something inseparable from the Bohemian life. To the horrible side of it she was blind.

It was her meeting with Monte Irvin during the run of this successful play which first awakened a dawning comprehension; not because she ascribed his admiration to her artificial vivacity, but because she realized the strength of the link subsisting between herself and Sir Lucien. She liked and respected Irvin, and as a result began to view her conduct from a new standpoint. His life was so entirely open and free from reproach while part of her own was dark and secret. She conceived a desire to be done with that dark and secret life.

This was a shadow-land over which Sir Lucien Pyne presided, and which must be kept hidden from Monte Irvin; and it was not until she thus contemplated cutting herself adrift from it all that she perceived the Gordian knot which bound her to the drug coterie. How far, yet how smoothly, by all but imperceptible stages she had glided down the stream since that night when the gold box had lain upon her dressing-table! Kazmahs drug store in Bond Street had few secrets for her; or so she believed. She knew that the establishment of the strange, immobile Egyptian was a source from which drugs could always be obtained; she knew that the dream-reading business served some double purpose; but she did not know the identity of Kazmah.

Two of the most insidious drugs familiar to modern pharmacy were wooing her to slavery, and there was no strong hand to hold her back. Even the presence of her mother might have offered some slight deterrent at this stage of Ritas descent, but the girl had quitted her suburban home as soon as her salary had rendered her sufficiently independent to do so, and had established herself in a small but elegant flat situated in the heart of theatreland.

But if she had walked blindly into the clutches of cocaine and veronal, her subsequent experiments with chandu were prompted by indefensible curiosity, and a false vanity which urged her to do everything that was done by the ultra-smart and vicious set of which she had become a member.

Her first introduction to opium-smoking was made under the auspices of an American comedian then appearing in London, an old devotee of the poppy, and it took place shortly after Sir Lucien Pyne had proposed marriage to Rita. This proposal she had not rejected outright; she had pleaded time for consideration. Monte Irvin was away, and Rita secretly hoped that on his return he would declare himself. Meanwhile she indulged in every new craze which became fashionable among her associates. A chandu party took place at the Americans flat in Duke Street, and Rita, who had been invited, and who had consented to go with Sir Lucien Pyne, met there for the first time the woman variously known as Lola and Mrs. Sin.


CHAPTER XIII. A CHANDU PARTY

From the restaurant at which she had had supper with Sir Lucien, Rita proceeded to Duke Street. Alighting from Pynes car at the door, they went up to the flat of the organizer of the opium party  Mr. Cyrus Kilfane. One other guest was already present  a slender, fair woman, who was introduced by the American as Mollie Gretna, but whose weakly pretty face Rita recognized as that of a notorious society divorcee, foremost in the van of every new craze, a past-mistress of the smartest vices.

Kilfane had sallow, expressionless features and drooping, light-colored eyes. His straw-hued hair, brushed back from a sloping brow, hung lankly down upon his coat-collar. Long familiarity with Chinas ruling vice and contact with those who practiced it had brought about that mysterious physical alteration  apparently reflecting a mental change  so often to be seen in one who has consorted with Chinamen. Even the light eyes seemed to have grown slightly oblique; the voice, the unimpassioned greeting, were those of a son of Cathay. He carried himself with a stoop and had a queer, shuffling gait.

Ah, my dear daughter, he murmured in a solemnly facetious manner, how glad I am to welcome you to our poppy circle.

He slowly turned his half-closed eyes in Pynes direction, and slowly turned them back again.

Do you seek forgetfulness of old joys? he asked. This is my own case and Pynes. Or do you, as Mollie does, seek new joys  youths eternal quest?

Rita laughed with a careless abandon which belonged to that part of her character veiled from the outer world.

I think I agree with Miss Gretna, she said lightly. There is not so much happiness in life that I want to forget the little I have had.

Happiness, murmured Kilfane. There is no real happiness. Happiness is smoke. Let us smoke.

I am curious, but half afraid, declared Rita. I have heard that opium sometimes has no other effect than to make one frightfully ill.

Oh, my dear! cried Miss Gretna, with a foolish giggling laugh, you will love it! Such fascinating dreams! Such delightful adventures!

Other drugs, drawled Sir Lucien, merely stimulate ones normal mental activities. Chandu is a key to another life. Cocaine, for instance enhances our capacity for work. It is only a heretic like De Quincey who prostitutes the magic gum to such base purposes. Chandu is misunderstood in Europe; in Asia it is the companion of the aesthetes leisure.

But surely, said Rita, one pipe of opium will not produce all these wonders.

Some people never experience them at all, interrupted Miss Gretna. The great idea is to get into a comfortable position, and just resign yourself  let yourself go. Oh, its heavenly!

Cyrus Kilfane turned his dull eyes in Ritas direction.

A question of temperament and adaptability, he murmured. De Quincey, Pyne  slowly turning towards the baronet is didactic, of course; but his Confessions may be true, nevertheless. He forgets, you see, that he possessed an unusual constitution, and the temperament of a Norwegian herring. He forgets, too, that he was a laudanum drinker, not an opium smoker. Now you, my daughter  the lustreless eyes again sought Ritas flushed face are vivid  intensely vital. If you can succeed in resigning yourself to the hypnosis induced your experiences will be delightful. Trust your Uncle Cy.

Leaving Rita chatting with Miss Gretna, Kilfane took Pyne aside, offering him a cigarette from an ornate, jewelled case.

Hello, said the baronet, can you still get these?

With the utmost difficulty, murmured Kilfane, returning the case to his pocket. Lola charges me five guineas a hundred for them, and only supplies them as a favor. I shall be glad to get back home, Pyne. The right stuff is the wrong price in London.

Sir Lucien laughed sardonically, lighting Kilfanes cigarette and then his own.

I find it so myself, he said. Everything except opium is to be had at Kazmahs, and nothing except opium interests me.

He supplies me with cocaine, murmured the comedian. His figure works out, as nearly as I can estimate it, at 10s 7 1/2d. a grain. I saw him about it yesterday afternoon, pointing out to the brown guy that as the wholesale price is roughly 2 1/4d., I regarded his margin of profit as somewhat broad.

Indeed!

The first time I had ever seen him, Pyne. I brought an introduction from Dr. Silver, of New York, and Kazmah supplied me without question  at a price.

You always saw Rashid?

Yes. If there were other visitors I waited. But yesterday I made a personal appointment with Kazmah. He pretended to think I had come to have a dream interpreted. He is clever, Pyne. He never moved a muscle throughout the interview. But finally he assured me that all the receivers in England had amalgamated, and that the price he charged represented a very narrow margin of profit. Of course he is a liar. He is making a fortune. Do you know him personally?

No, replied Sir Lucien, outside his Bond Street home of mystery he is unknown. A clever man, as you say. You obtain your opium from Lola?

Yes. Kazmah sent her to me. She keeps me on ridiculously low rations, and if I had not brought my own outfit I dont think she would have sold me one. Of course, her game is beating up clients for the Limehouse dive.

You have visited The House of a Hundred Raptures?

Many times, at week-ends. Opium, like wine, is better enjoyed in company.

Does she post you the opium?

Oh, no; my man goes to Limehouse for it. Ah! here she is.

A woman came in, carrying a brown leather attache case. She had left her hat and coat in the hall, and wore a smart blue serge skirt and a white blouse. She was not tall, but she possessed a remarkably beautiful figure which the cut of her garments was not intended to disguise, and her height was appreciably increased by a pair of suede shoes having the most wonderful heels which Rita ever remembered to have seen worn on or off the stage. They seemed to make her small feet appear smaller, and lent to her slender ankles an exaggerated frontal curve.

Her hair was of that true, glossy black which suggests the blue sheen of ravens plumage, and her thickly fringed eyes were dark and southern as her hair. She had full, voluptuous lips, and a bold self-assurance. In the swift, calculating glance which she cast about the room there was something greedy and evil; and when it rested upon Rita Dresdens dainty beauty to the evil greed was added cruelty.

Another little sister, dear Lola, murmured Kilfane. Of course, you know who it is? This, my daughter, turning the sleepy glance towards Rita, is our officiating priestess, Mrs. Sin.

The woman so strangely named revealed her gleaming teeth in a swift, unpleasant smile, then her nostrils dilated and she glanced about her suspiciously.

Someone smokes the chandu cigarettes, she said, speaking in a low tone which, nevertheless, failed to disguise her harsh voice, and with a very marked accent.

I am the offender, dear Lola, said Kilfane, dreamily waving his cigarette towards her. I have managed to make the last hundred spin out. You have brought me a new supply?

Oh no, indeed, replied Mrs. Sin, tossing her head in a manner oddly reminiscent of a once famous Spanish dancer. Next Tuesday you get some more. Ah! it is no good! You talk and talk and it cannot alter anything. Until they come I cannot give them to you.

But it appears to me, murmured Kilfane, that the supply is always growing less.

Of course. The best goes all to Edinburgh now. I have only three sticks of Yezd left of all my stock.

But the cigarettes.

Are from Buenos Ayres? Yes. But Buenos Ayres must get the opium before we get the cigarettes, eh? Five cases come to London on Tuesday, Cy. Be of good courage, my dear.

She patted the sallow cheek of the American with her jewelled fingers, and turned aside, glancing about her.

Yes, murmured Kilfane. We are all present, Lola. I have had the room prepared. Come, my children, let us enter the poppy portico.

He opened a door and stood aside, waving one thin yellow hand between the first two fingers of which smouldered the drugged cigarette. Led by Mrs. Sin the company filed into an apartment evidently intended for a drawing-room, but which had been hastily transformed into an opium divan.

Tables, chairs, and other items of furniture had been stacked against one of the walls and the floor spread with rugs, skins, and numerous silk cushions. A gas fire was alight, but before it had been placed an ornate Japanese screen whereon birds of dazzling plumage hovered amid the leaves of gilded palm trees. In the centre of the room stood a small card-table, and upon it were a large brass tray and an ivory pedestal exquisitely carved in the form of a nude figure having one arm upraised. The figure supported a lamp, the light of which was subdued by a barrel-shaped shade of Chinese workmanship.

Mollie Gretna giggled hysterically.

Make yourself comfortable, dear, she cried to Rita, dropping down upon a heap of cushions stacked in a recess beside the fireplace. I am going to take off my shoes. The last time, Cyrus, when I woke up my feet were quite numb.

You should come down to my place, said Mrs. Sin, setting the leather case on the little card-table beside the lamp. You have there your own little room and silken sheets to lie in, and it is quiet  so quiet.

Oh! cried Mollie Gretna, I must come! But I darent go alone. Will you come with me, dear? turning to Rita.

I dont know, was the reply. I may not like opium.

But if you do  and I know you will?

Why, said Rita, glancing rapidly at Pyne, I suppose it would be a novel experience.

Let me arrange it for you, came the harsh voice of Mrs. Sin. Lucy will drive you both down  wont you, my dear? The shadowed eyes glanced aside at Sir Lucien Pyne.

Certainly, he replied. I am always at the ladies service.

Rita Dresden settled herself luxuriously into a nest of silk and fur in another corner of the room, regarding the baronet coquettishly through her half-lowered lashes.

I wont go unless it is my party, Lucy, she said. You must let me pay.

A detail, murmured Pyne, crossing and standing beside her.

Interest now became centred upon the preparations being made by Mrs. Sin. From the attache case she took out a lacquered box, silken-lined like a jewel-casket. It contained four singular-looking pipes, the parts of which she began to fit together. The first and largest of these had a thick bamboo stem, an amber mouthpiece, and a tiny, disproportionate bowl of brass. The second was much smaller and was of some dark, highly-polished wood, mounted with silver conceived in an ornate Chinese design representing a long-tailed lizard. The mouthpiece was of jade. The third and fourth pipes were yet smaller, a perfectly matched pair in figured ivory of exquisite workmanship, delicately gold-mounted.

These for the ladies, said Mrs. Sin, holding up the pair. You  glancing at Kilfane have got your own pipe, I know.

She laid them upon the tray, and now took out of the case a little copper lamp, a smaller lacquered box and a silver spatula, her jewelled fingers handling the queer implements with a familiarity bred of habit.

What a strange woman! whispered Rita to Pyne. Is she an oriental?

Cuban-Jewess, he replied in a low voice.

Mrs. Sin carefully lighted the lamp, which burned with a short, bluish flame, and, opening the lacquered box, she dipped the spatula into the thick gummy substance which it contained and twisted the little instrument round and round between her fingers, presently withdrawing it with a globule of chandu, about the size of a bean, adhering to the end. She glanced aside at Kilfane.

Chinese way, eh? she said.

She began to twirl the prepared opium above the flame of the lamp. From it a slight, sickly smelling vapor arose. No one spoke, but all watched her closely; and Rita was conscious of a growing, pleasurable excitement. When by evaporation the chandu had become reduced to the size of a small pea, and a vague spirituous blue flame began to dance round the end of the spatula, Mrs. Sin pressed it adroitly into the tiny bowl of one of the ivory pipes, having first held the bowl inverted for a moment over the lamp. She turned to Rita.

The guest of the evening, she said. Do not be afraid. Inhale  oh, so gentle  and blow the smoke from the nostrils. You know how to smoke?

The same as a cigarette? asked Rita excitedly, as Mrs. Sin bent over her.

The same, but very, very gentle.

Rita took the pipe and raised the mouthpiece to the lips.


CHAPTER XIV. IN THE SHADE OF THE LONELY PALM

Persian opium of good quality contains from ten to fifteen percent morphine, and chandu made from opium of Yezd would contain perhaps twenty-five per cent of this potent drug; but because in the act of smoking distillation occurs, nothing like this quantity of morphine reaches the smoker. To the distilling process, also, may be due the different symptoms resulting from smoking chandu and injecting morphia  or drinking tincture of opium, as De Quincey did.

Rita found the flavor of the preparation to be not entirely unpleasant. Having overcome an initial aversion, caused by its marked medicinal tang, she grew reconciled to it and finished her first smoke without experiencing any other effect than a sensation of placid contentment. Deftly, Mrs. Sin renewed the pipe. Silence had fallen upon the party.

The second pill was no more than half consumed when a growing feeling of nausea seized upon the novice, becoming so marked that she dropped the ivory pipe weakly and uttered a faint moan.

Instantly, silently, Mrs. Sin was beside her.

Lean forward  so, she whispered, softly, as if fearful of intruding her voice upon these sacred rites. In a moment you will be better. Then, if you feel faint, lie back. It is the sleep. Do not fight against it.

The influence of the stronger will prevailed. Self-control and judgment are qualities among the first to succumb to opium. Rita ceased to think longingly of the clean, fresh air, of escape from these sickly fumes which seemed now to fill the room with a moving vacuum. She bent forward, her chin resting upon her breast, and gradually the deathly sickness passed. Mentally, she underwent a change, too. From an active state of resistance the ego traversed a descending curve ending in absolute passivity. The floor had seemingly begun to revolve and was moving insidiously, so that the pattern of the carpet formed a series of concentric rings. She found this imaginary phenomenon to be soothing rather than otherwise, and resigned herself almost eagerly to the delusion.

Mrs. Sin allowed her to fall back upon the cushions  so gently and so slowly that the operation appeared to occupy several minutes and to resemble that of sinking into innumerable layers of swansdown. The sinuous figure bending over her grew taller with the passage of each minute, until the dark eyes of Mrs. Sin were looking down at Rita from a dizzy elevation. As often occurs in the case of a neurotic subject, delusion as to time and space had followed the depression of the sensory cells.

But surely, she mused, this could not be Mrs. Sin who towered so loftily above her. Of course, how absurd to imagine that a woman could remain motionless for so many hours. And Rita thought, now, that she had been lying for several hours beneath the shadow of that tall, graceful, and protective shape.

Why  it was a slender palm-tree, which stretched its fanlike foliage over her! Far, far above her head the long, dusty green fronds projected from the mast-like trunk. The sun, a ball of fiery brass, burned directly in the zenith, so that the shadow of the foliage lay like a carpet about her feet. That which she had mistaken for the ever-receding eyes of Mrs. Sin, wondering with a delightful vagueness why they seemed constantly to change color, proved to be a pair of brilliantly plumaged parrakeets perched upon a lofty branch of the palm.

This was an equatorial noon, and even if she had not found herself to be under the influence of a delicious abstraction Rita would not have moved; for, excepting the friendly palm, not another vestige of vegetation was visible right away to the horizon; nothing but an ocean of sand whereon no living thing moved. She and the parrakeets were alone in the heart of the Great Sahara.

But stay! Many, many miles away, a speck on the dusty carpet of the desert, something moved! Hours must elapse before that tiny figure, provided it were approaching, could reach the solitary palm. Delightedly, Rita contemplated the infinity of time. Even if the figure moved ever so slowly, she should be waiting there beneath the palm to witness its arrival. Already, she had been there for a period which she was far too indolent to strive to compute  a week, perhaps. She turned her attention to the parrakeets. One of them was moving, and she noted with delight that it had perceived her far below and was endeavoring to draw the attention of its less observant companion to her presence. For many hours she lay watching it and wondering why, since the one bird was so singularly intelligent, its companion was equally dull. When she lowered her eyes and looked out again across the sands, the figure had approached so close as to be recognizable.

It was that of Mrs. Sin. Rita appreciated the fitness of her presence, and experienced no surprise, only a mild curiosity. This curiosity was not concerned with Mrs. Sin herself, but with the nature of the burden which she bore upon her head.

She was dressed in a manner which Rita dreamily thought would have been inadequate in England, or even in Cuba, but which was appropriate in the Great Sahara. How exquisitely she carried herself, mused the dreamer; no doubt this fine carriage was due in part to her wearing golden shoes with heels like stilts, and in part to her having been trained to bear heavy burdens upon her head. Rita remembered that Sir Lucien had once described to her the elegant deportment of the Arab women, ascribing it to their custom of carrying water-jars in that way.

The appearance of the speck on the horizon had marked the height of her trance. Her recognition of Mrs. Sin had signalized the decline of the chandu influence. Now, the intrusion of a definite, uncontorted memory was evidence of returning cerebral activity.

Rita had no recollection of the sunset; indeed, she had failed to perceive any change in the form and position of the shadow cast by the foliage. It had spread, an ebony patch, equally about the bole of the tree, so that the sun must have been immediately overhead. But, of course, she had lain watching the parrakeets for several hours, and now night had fallen. The desert mounds were touched with silver, the sky was a nest of diamonds, and the moon cast a shadow of the palm like a bar of ebony right across the prospect to the rim of the sky dome.

Mrs. Sin stood before her, one half of her lithe body concealed by this strange black shadow and the other half gleaming in the moonlight so that she resembled a beautiful ivory statue which some iconoclast had cut in two.

Placing her burden upon the ground, Mrs. Sin knelt down before Rita and reverently kissed her hand, whispering: I am your slave, my poppy queen.

She spoke in a strange language, no doubt some African tongue, but one which Rita understood perfectly. Then she laid one hand upon the object which she had carried on her head, and which now proved to be a large lacquered casket covered with Chinese figures and bound by three hoops of gold. It had a very curious shape.

Do you command that the chest be opened? she asked.

Yes, answered Rita languidly.

Mrs. Sin threw up the lid, and from the interior of the casket which, because of the glare of the moon light, seemed every moment to assume a new form, drew out a bronze lamp.

The sacred lamp, she whispered, and placed it on the sand. Do you command that it be lighted?

Rita inclined her head.

The lamp became lighted; in what manner she did not observe, nor was she curious to learn. Next from the large casket Mrs. Sin took another smaller casket and a very long, tapering silver bodkin. The first casket had perceptibly increased in size. It was certainly much larger than Rita had supposed; for now out from its shadowy interior Mrs. Sin began to take pipes  long pipes and short pipes, pipes of gold and pipes of silver, pipes of ivory and pipes of jade. Some were carved to represent the heads of demons, some had the bodies of serpents wreathed about them; others were encrusted with precious gems, and filled the night with the venomous sheen of emeralds, the blood-rays of rubies and golden glow of topaz, while the spear-points of diamonds flashed a challenge to the stars.

Do you command that the pipes be lighted? asked the harsh voice.

Rita desired to answer, No, but heard herself saying, Yes.

Thereupon, from a thousand bowls, linking that lonely palm to the remote horizon, a thousand elfin fires arose  blue-tongued and spirituous. Grey pencilings of smoke stole straightly upward to the sky, so that look where she would Rita could discern nothing but these countless thin, faintly wavering, vertical lines of vapor.

The dimensions of the lacquered casket had increased so vastly as to conceal the kneeling figure of Mrs. Sin, and staring at it wonderingly, Rita suddenly perceived that it was not an ordinary casket. She knew at last why its shape had struck her as being unusual.

It was a Chinese coffin.

The smell of the burning opium was stifling her. Those remorseless threads of smoke were closing in, twining themselves about her throat. It was becoming cold, too, and the moonlight was growing dim. The position of the moon had changed, of course, as the night had stolen on towards morning, and now it hung dimly before her. The smoke obscured it.

But was this smoke obscuring the moon? Rita moved her hands for the first time since she had found herself under the palm tree, weakly fending off those vaporous tentacles which were seeking to entwine themselves about her throat. Of course, it was not smoke obscuring the moon, she decided; it was a lamp, upheld by an ivory figure  a lamp with a Chinese shade.

A subdued roaring sound became audible; and this was occasioned by the gas fire, burning behind the Japanese screen on which gaily plumaged birds sported in the branches of golden palms. Rita raised her hands to her eyes. Mist obscured her sight. Swiftly, now, reality was asserting itself and banishing the phantasmagoria conjured up by chandu.

In her dim, cushioned corner Mollie Gretna lay back against the wall, her face pale and her weak mouth foolishly agape. Cyrus Kilfane was indistinguishable from the pile of rugs amid which he sprawled by the table, and of Sir Lucien Pyne nothing was to be seen but the outstretched legs and feet which projected grotesquely from a recess. Seated, oriental fashion, upon an improvised divan near the grand piano and propped up by a number of garish cushions, Rita beheld Mrs. Sin. The long bamboo pipe had fallen from her listless fingers. Her face wore an expression of mystic rapture like that characterizing the features of some Chinese Buddhas.

Fear, unaccountable but uncontrollable, suddenly seized upon Rita. She felt weak and dizzy, but she struggled partly upright.

Lucy! she whispered.

Her voice was not under control, and once more she strove to call to Pyne.

Lucy! came the hoarse whisper again.

The fire continued its muted roaring, but no other sound answered to the appeal. A horror of the companionship in which she found herself thereupon took possession of the girl. She must escape from these sleepers, whose spirits had been expelled by the potent necromancer, opium, from these empty tenements whose occupants had fled. The idea of the cool night air in the open streets was delicious.

She staggered to her feet, swaying drunkenly, but determined to reach the door. She shuddered, because of a feeling of internal chill which assailed her, but step by step crept across the room, opened the door, and tottered out into the hallway. There was no sound in the flat. Presumably Kilfanes man had retired, or perhaps he, too, was a devotee.

Ritas fur coat hung upon the rack, and although her fingers appeared to have lost all their strength and her arm to have become weak as that of an infant, she succeeded in detaching the coat from the hook. Not pausing to put it on, she opened the door and stumbled out on to the darkened landing. Whereas her first impulse had been to awaken someone, preferably Sir Lucien, now her sole desire was to escape undetected.

She began to feel less dizzy, and having paused for a moment on the landing, she succeeded in getting her coat on. Then she closed the door as quietly as possible, and clutching the handrail began to grope her way downstairs. There was only one flight, she remembered, and a short passage leading to the street door. She reached the passage without mishap, and saw a faint light ahead.

The fastenings gave her some trouble, but finally her efforts were successful, and she found herself standing in deserted Duke Street. There was no moon, but the sky was cloudless. She had no idea of the time, but because of the stillness of the surrounding streets she knew that it must be very late. She set out for her flat, walking slowly and wondering what explanation she should offer if a constable observed her.

Oxford Street showed deserted as far as the eye could reach, and her light footsteps seemed to awaken a hundred echoes. Having proceeded for some distance without meeting anyone, she observed  and experienced a childish alarm  the head-lights of an approaching car. Instantly the idea of hiding presented itself to her, but so rapidly did the big automobile speed along the empty thoroughfare that Rita was just passing a street lamp as the car raced by, and she must therefore have been clearly visible to the occupants.

Never for a moment glancing aside, Rita pressed on as quickly as she could. Then her vague alarm became actual terror. She heard the brakes being applied to the car, and heard the gritty sound of the tires upon the roadway as the vehicles headlong progress was suddenly checked. She had been seen  perhaps recognized, and whoever was in the car proposed to return to speak to her.

If her strength had allowed she would have run, but now it threatened to desert her altogether and she tottered weakly. A pattering of footsteps came from behind. Someone was running back to overtake her. Recognizing escape to be impossible, Rita turned just as the runner came up with her.

Rita! he cried, rather breathlessly. Miss Dresden!

She stood very still, looking at the speaker.

It was Monte Irvin.


CHAPTER XV. METAMORPHOSIS

As Irvin seized her hands and looked at her eagerly, half-fearfully, Rita achieved sufficient composure to speak.

Oh, Mr. Irvin, she said, and found that her voice was not entirely normal, what must you think

He continued to hold her hands, and:

I think you are very indiscreet to be out alone at three oclock in the morning, he answered gently. I was recalled to London by urgent business, and returned by road  fortunately, since I have met you.

How can I explain

I dont ask you to explain  Miss Dresden. I have no right and no desire to ask. But I wish I had the right to advise you.

How good you are, she began, and I

Her voice failed her completely, and her sensitive lips began to tremble. Monte Irvin drew her arm under his own and led her back to meet the car, which the chauffeur had turned and which was now approaching.

I will drive you home, he said, and if I may call in the morning. I should like to do so.

Rita nodded. She could not trust herself to speak again. And having placed her in the car, Monte Irvin sat beside her, reclaiming her hand and grasping it reassuringly and sympathetically throughout the short drive. They parted at her door.

Good night, said Irvin, speaking very deliberately because of an almost uncontrollable desire which possessed him to take Rita in his arms, to hold her fast, to protect her from her own pathetic self and from those influences, dimly perceived about her, but which intuitively he knew to be evil.

If I call at eleven will that be too early?

No, she whispered. Please come early. There is a matinee tomorrow.

You mean today, he corrected. Poor little girl, how tired you will be. Good night.

Good night, she said, almost inaudibly.

She entered, and, having closed the door, stood leaning against it for several minutes. Bleakness and nausea threatened to overcome her anew, and she felt that if she essayed another step she must collapse upon the floor. Her maid was in bed, and had not been awakened by Ritas entrance. After a time she managed to grope her way to her bedroom, where, turning up the light, she sank down helplessly upon the bed.

Her mental state was peculiar, and her thoughts revolved about the journey from Oxford Street homeward. A thousand times she mentally repeated the journey, speaking the same words over and over again, and hearing Monte Irvins replies.

In those few minutes during which they had been together her sentiments in regard to him had undergone a change. She had always respected Irvin, but this respect had been curiously compounded of the personal and the mercenary; his well-ordered establishment at Princes Gate had loomed behind the figure of the man forming a pleasing background to the portrait. Without being showy he was a splendid match for any woman. His wife would have access to good society, and would enjoy every luxury that wealth could procure. This was the picture lovingly painted and constantly retouched by Ritas mother.

Now it had vanished. The background was gone, and only the man remained; the strong, reserved man whose deep voice had spoken so gently, whose devotion was so true and unselfish that he only sought to shield and protect her from follies the nature of which he did not even seek to learn. She was stripped of her vanity, and felt loathsome and unworthy of such a love.

Oh, she moaned, rocking to and fro. I hate myself  I hate myself!

Now that the victory so long desired seemed at last about to be won, she hesitated to grasp the prize. One solacing reflection she had. She would put the errors of the past behind her. Many times of late she had found herself longing to be done with the feverish life of the stage. Envied by those who had been her companions in the old chorus days, and any one of whom would have counted ambition crowned could she have played The Maid of the Masque, Rita thought otherwise. The ducal mansions and rose-bowered Riviera hotels through which she moved nightly had no charm for her; she sighed for reality, and had wearied long ago of the canvas palaces and the artificial Southern moonlight. In fact, stage life had never truly appealed to her  save as a means to an end.

Again and yet again her weary brain reviewed the episodes of the night since she had left Cyrus Kilfanes flat, so that nearly an hour had elapsed before she felt capable of the operation of undressing. Finally, however, she undressed, shuddering although the room was warmed by an electric radiator. The weakness and sickness had left her, but she was quite wide awake, although her brain demanded rest from that incessant review of the events of the evening.

She put on a warm wrap and seated herself at the dressing-table, studying her face critically. She saw that she was somewhat pale and that she had an indefinable air of dishevelment. Also she detected shadows beneath her eyes, the pupils of which were curiously contracted. Automatically, as a result of habit, she unlocked her jewel-case and took out a tiny phial containing minute cachets. She shook several out on to the palm of her hand, and then paused, staring at her reflection in the mirror.

For fully half a minute she hesitated, then:

I shall never close my eyes all night if I dont! she whispered, as if in reply to a spoken protest, and I should be a wreck in the morning.

Thus, in the very apogee of her resolve to reform, did she drive one more rivet into the manacles which held her captive to Kazmah and Company.

Upon a little spirit-stove stood a covered vessel containing milk, which was placed there nightly by Ritas maid. She lighted the burner and warmed the milk. Then, swallowing three of the cachets from the phial, she drank the milk. Each cachet contained three decigrams of malourea, the insidious drug notorious under its trade name of Veronal.

She slept deeply, and was not awakened until ten oclock. Her breakfast consisted of a cup of strong coffee; but when Monte Irvin arrived at eleven Rita exhibited no sign of nerve exhaustion. She looked bright and charming, and Irvins heart leapt hotly in his breast at sight of her.

Following some desultory and unnatural conversation:

May I speak quite frankly to you? he said, drawing his chair nearer to the settee upon which Rita was seated.

She glanced at him swiftly. Of course, she replied. Is it  about my late hours?

He shook his head, smiling rather sadly.

That is only one phase of your rather feverish life, little girl, he said. I dont mean that I want to lecture you or reproach you. I only want to ask you if you are satisfied?

Satisfied? echoed Rita, twirling a tassel that hung from a cushion beside her.

Yes. You have achieved success in your profession. He strove in vain to banish bitterness from his voice. You are a star, and your photograph is to be seen frequently in the smartest illustrated papers. You are clever and beautiful and have hosts of admirers. But  are you satisfied?

She stared absently at the silk tassel, twirling it about her white fingers more and more rapidly. Then:

No, she answered softly.

Monte Irvin hesitated for a moment ere bending forward and grasping her hands.

I am glad you are not satisfied, he whispered. I always knew you had a soul for something higher  better.

She avoided his ardent gaze, but he moved to the settee beside her and looked into the bewitching face.

Would it be a great sacrifice to give it all up? he whispered in a yet lower tone.

Rita shook her head, persistently staring at the tassel.

For me?

She gave him a swift, half-frightened glance, pressing her hands against his breast and leaning, back.

Oh, you dont know me  you dont know me! she said, the good that was in her touched to life by the mans sincerity. I  dont deserve it.

Rita! he murmured. I wont hear you say that!

You know nothing about my friends  about my life

I know that I want you for my wife, so that I can protect you from those friends. He took her in his arms, and she surrendered her lips to him.

My sweet little girl, he whispered. I cannot believe it  yet.

But the die was cast, and when Rita went to the theatre to dress for the afternoon performance she was pledged to sever her connection with the stage on the termination of her contract. She had luncheon with Monte Irvin, and had listened almost dazedly to his plans for the future. His wealth was even greater than her mother had estimated it to be, and Ritas most cherished dreams were dwarfed by the prospects which Monte Irvin opened up before her. It almost seemed as though he knew and shared her dearest ambitions. She was to winter beneath real Southern palms and to possess a cruising yacht, not one of boards and canvas like that which figured in The Maid of the Masque.

Real Southern palms, she mused guiltily, not those conjured up by opium. That he was solicitous for her health the nature of his schemes revealed. They were to visit Switzerland, and proceed thence to a villa which he owned in Italy. Christmas they would spend in Cairo, explore the Nile to Assouan in a private dahabiyeh, and return home via the Riviera in time to greet the English spring. Ritas delicate, swiftly changing color, her almost ethereal figure, her intense nervous energy he ascribed to a delicate constitution.

She wondered if she would ever dare to tell him the truth; if she ought to tell him.

Pyne came to her dressing-room just before the performance began. He had telephoned at an early hour in the morning, and had learned from her maid that Rita had come home safely and was asleep. Rita had expected him; but the influence of Monte Irvin, from whom she had parted at the stage-door, had prevailed until she actually heard Sir Luciens voice in the corridor. She had resolutely refrained from looking at the little jewelled casket, engraved From Lucy to Rita, which lay in her make-up box upon the table. But the imminence of an ordeal which she dreaded intensely weakened her resolution. She swiftly dipped a little nail-file into the white powder which the box contained, and when Pyne came in she turned to him composedly.

I am so sorry if I gave you a scare last night, Lucy, she said. But I woke up feeling sick, and I had to go out into the fresh air.

I was certainly alarmed, drawled Pyne, whose swarthy face looked more than usually worn in the hard light created by the competition between the dressing-room lamps and the grey wintry daylight which crept through the windows. Do you feel quite fit again?

Quite, thanks. Rita glanced at a ring which she had not possessed three hours before. Oh, Lucy  I dont know how to tell you

She turned in her chair, looking up wistfully at Pyne, who was standing behind her. His jaw hardened, and his glance sought the white hand upon which the costly gems glittered. He coughed nervously.

Perhaps  his drawling manner of speech temporarily deserted him; he spoke jerkily perhaps  I can guess.

She watched him in a pathetic way, and there was a threat of tears in her beautiful eyes; for whatever his earlier intentions may have been, Sir Lucien had proved a staunch friend and, according to his own peculiar code, an honorable lover.

Is it  Irvin? he asked jerkily.

Rita nodded, and a tear glistened upon her darkened lashes.

Sir Lucien cleared his throat again, then coolly extended his hand, once more master of his emotions.

Congratulations, Rita, he said. The better man wins. I hope you will be very happy.

He turned and walked quietly out of the dressing-room.


CHAPTER XVI. LIMEHOUSE

It was on the following Tuesday evening that Mrs. Sin came to the theatre, accompanied by Mollie Gretna. Rita instructed that she should be shown up to the dressing-room. The personality of this singular woman interested her keenly. Mrs. Sin was well known in certain Bohemian quarters, but was always spoken of as one speaks of a pet vice. Not to know Mrs. Sin was to be outside the magic circle which embraced the exclusively smart people who practiced the latest absurdities.

The so-called artistic temperament is compounded of great strength and great weakness; its virtues are whiter than those of ordinary people and its vices blacker. For such a personality Mrs. Sin embodied the idea of secret pleasure. Her bold good looks repelled Rita, but the knowledge in her dark eyes was alluring.

I arrange for you for Saturday night, she said. Cy Kilfane is coming with Mollie, and you bring

Oh, replied Rita hesitatingly, I am sorry you have gone to so much trouble.

No trouble, my dear, Mrs. Sin assured her. Just a little matter of business, and you can pay the bill when it suits you.

I am frightfully excited! cried Mollie Gretna. It is so nice of you to have asked me to join your party. Of course Cy goes practically every week, but I have always wanted another girl to go with. Oh, I shall be in a perfectly delicious panic when I find myself all among funny Chinamen and things! I think there is something so magnificently wicked-looking about a pigtail  and the very name of Limehouse thrills me to the soul!

That fixity of purpose which had enabled Rita to avoid the cunning snares set for her feet and to snatch triumph from the very cauldron of shame without burning her fingers availed her not at all in dealing with Mrs. Sin. The image of Monte receded before this appeal to the secret pleasure-loving woman, of insatiable curiosity, primitive and unmoral, who dwells, according to a modern cynic philosopher, within every daughter of Eve touched by the fire of genius.

She accepted the arrangement for Saturday, and before her visitors had left the dressing-room her mind was busy with plausible deceits to cover the sojourn in Chinatown. Something of Mollie Gretnas foolish enthusiasm had communicated itself to Rita.

Later in the evening Sir Lucien called, and on hearing of the scheme grew silent. Rita glancing at his reflection in the mirror, detected a black and angry look upon his face. She turned to him.

Why, Lucy, she said, dont you want me to go?

He smiled in his sardonic fashion.

Your wishes are mine, Rita, he replied.

She was watching him closely.

But you dont seem keen, she persisted. Are you angry with me?

Angry?

We are still friends, arent we?

Of course. Do you doubt my friendship?

Ritas maid came in to assist her in changing for the third act, and Pyne went out of the room. But, in spite of his assurances, Rita could not forget that fierce, almost savage expression which had appeared upon his face when she had told him of Mrs. Sins visit.

Later she taxed him on the point, but he suffered her inquiry with imperturbable sangfroid, and she found herself no wiser respecting the cause of his annoyance. Painful twinges of conscience came during the ensuing days, when she found herself in her fiances company, but she never once seriously contemplated dropping the acquaintance of Mrs. Sin.

She thought, vaguely, as she had many times thought before, of cutting adrift from the entire clique, but there was no return of that sincere emotional desire to reform which she had experienced on the day that Monte Irvin had taken her hand, in blind trust, and had asked her to be his wife. Had she analyzed, or been capable of analyzing, her intentions with regard to the future, she would have learned that daily they inclined more and more towards compromise. The drug habit was sapping will and weakening morale, insidiously, imperceptibly. She was caught in a current of that sacred river seen in an opium-trance by Coleridge, and which ran  

Through caverns measureless to man Down to a sunless sea.

Pynes big car was at the stage-door on the fateful Saturday night, for Rita had brought her dressing-case to the theatre, and having called for Kilfane and Mollie Gretna they were to proceed direct to Limehouse.

Rita, as she entered the car, noticed that Juan Mareno, Sir Luciens man, and not the chauffeur with whom she was acquainted, sat at the wheel. As they drove off:

Why is Mareno driving tonight, Lucy? she asked.

Sir Lucien glanced aside at her.

He is in my confidence, he replied. Fraser is not.

Oh, I see. You dont want Fraser to know about the Limehouse journey?

Naturally I dont. He would talk to all the men at the garage, and from South Audley Street the tit-bit of scandal would percolate through every stratum of society.

Rita was silent for a few moments, then:

Were you thinking about Monte? she asked diffidently.

Pyne laughed.

He would scarcely approve, would he?

No, replied Rita. Was that why you were angry when I told you I was going?

This anger, to which you constantly revert, had no existence outside your own imagination, Rita. But he hesitated you will have to consider your position, dear, now that you are the future Mrs. Monte. Rita felt her cheeks flush, and she did not reply immediately.

I dont understand you, Lucy, she declared at last. How odd you are.

Am I? Well, never mind. We will talk about my eccentricity later. Here is Cyrus.

Kilfane was standing in the entrance to the stage door of the theatre at which he was playing. As the car drew up he lifted two leather grips on to the step, and Mareno, descending, took charge of them.

Come along, Mollie, said Kilfane, looking back.

Miss Gretna, very excited, ran out and got into the car beside Rita. Pyne lowered two of the collapsible seats for Kilfane and himself, and the party set out for Limehouse.

Oh! cried the fair-haired Mollie, grasping Ritas hand, my heart began palpitating with excitement the moment I woke up this morning! How calm you are, dear.

I am only calm outside, laughed Rita.

The joie de vivre and apparently unimpaired vitality, of this woman, for whom (if half that which rumor whispered were true) vice had no secrets, astonished Rita. Her physical resources were unusual, no doubt, because the demand made upon them by her mental activities was slight.

As the car sped along the Strand, where theatre-goers might still be seen making for tube, omnibus, and tramcar, and entered Fleet Street, where the car and taxicab traffic was less, a mutual silence fell upon the party. Two at least of the travellers were watching the lighted windows of the great newspaper offices with a vague sense of foreboding, and thinking how, bound upon a secret purpose, they were passing along the avenue of publicity. It is well that man lacks prescience. Neither Rita nor Sir Lucien could divine that a day was shortly to come when the hidden presses which throbbed about them that night should be busy with the story of the murder of one and disappearance of the other.

Around St. Pauls Churchyard whirled the car, its engine running strongly and almost noiselessly. The great bell of St. Pauls boomed out the half-hour.

Oh! cried Mollie Gretna, how that made me jump! What a beautifully gloomy sound!

Kilfane murmured some inaudible reply, but neither Pyne nor Rita spoke.

Cornhill and Leadenhall Street, along which presently their route lay, offered a prospect of lamp-lighted emptiness, but at Aldgate they found themselves amid East End throngs which afforded a marked contrast to those crowding theatreland; and from thence through Whitechapel and the seemingly endless Commercial Road it was a different world into which they had penetrated.

Rita hitherto had never seen the East End on a Saturday night, and the spectacle afforded by these busy marts, lighted by naphtha flames, in whose smoky glare Jews and Jewesses, Poles, Swedes, Easterns, dagoes, and halfcastes moved feverishly, was a fascinating one. She thought how utterly alien they were, the men and women of a world unknown to that society upon whose borders she dwelled; she wondered how they lived, where they lived, why they lived. The wet pavements were crowded with nondescript humanity, the night was filled with the unmusical voices of Hebrew hucksters, and the air laden with the smoky odor of their lamps. Tramcars and motorbuses were packed unwholesomely with these children of shadowland drawn together from the seven seas by the magnet of London.

She glanced at Pyne, but he was seemingly lost in abstraction, and Kilfane appeared to be asleep. Mollie Gretna was staring eagerly out on the opposite side of the car at a group of three dago sailors, whom Mareno had nearly run down, but she turned at that moment and caught Ritas glance.

Dont you simply love it! she cried. Some of those men were really handsome, dear. If they would only wash I am sure I could adore them!

Even such charms as yours can be bought at too high a price, drawled Sir Lucien. They would gladly do murder for you, but never wash.

Crossing Limehouse Canal, the car swung to the right into West India Dock Road. The uproar of the commercial thoroughfare was left far behind. Dark, narrow streets and sinister-looking alleys lay right and left of them, and into one of the narrowest and least inviting of all Mareno turned the car.

In the dimly-lighted doorway of a corner house the figure of a Chinaman showed as a motionless silhouette.

Oh! sighed Mollie Gretna rapturously, a Chinaman! I begin to feel deliciously sinful!

The car came to a standstill.

We get out here and walk, said Sir Lucien. It would not be wise to drive further. Mareno will deliver our baggage by hand presently.

But we shall all be murdered, cried Mollie, murdered in cold blood! I am dreadfully frightened!

Something of the kind is quite likely, drawled Sir Lucien, if you draw attention to our presence in the neighborhood so deliberately. Walk ahead, Kilfane, with Mollie. Rita and I will follow at a discreet distance. Leave the door ajar.

Temporarily subdued by Pynes icy manner, Miss Gretna became silent, and went on ahead with Cyrus Kilfane, who had preserved an almost unbroken silence throughout the journey. Rita and Sir Lucien followed slowly.

What a creepy neighborhood, whispered Rita. Look! Someone is standing in that doorway over there, watching us.

Take no notice, he replied. A cat could not pass along this street unobserved by the Chinese, but they will not interfere with us provided we do not interfere with them.

Kilfane had turned to the right into a narrow court, at the entrance to which stood an iron pillar. As he and his companion passed under the lamp in a rusty bracket which projected from the wall, they vanished into a place of shadows. There was a ceaseless chorus of distant machinery, and above it rose the grinding and rattling solo of a steam winch. Once a siren hooted apparently quite near them, and looking upward at a tangled, indeterminable mass which overhung the street at this point, Rita suddenly recognized it for a ships bow-sprit.

Why, she said, we are right on the bank of the river!

Not quite, answered Pyne. We are skirting a dock basin. We are nearly at our destination.

Passing in turn under the lamp, they entered the narrow court, and from a doorway immediately on the left a faint light shone out upon the wet pavement. Pyne pushed the door fully open and held it for Rita to enter. As she did so:

Hello! hello! croaked a harsh voice. Number one plice chop, lo! Sin Sin Wa!

The uncanny cracked voice proceeded to give an excellent imitation of a police whistle, and concluded with that of the clicking of castanets.

Shut the door, Lucy, came the murmurous tones of Kilfane from the gloom of the stuffy little room, in the centre of which stood a stove wherefrom had proceeded the dim light shining out upon the pavement. Light up, Sin Sin.

Sin Sin Wa! Sin Sin Wa! shrieked the voice, and again came the rattling of imaginary castanets. Smartest leg in Buenos Ayres  Buenos Ayres  plice chop  plice chop, lo!

Oh, whispered Mollie Gretna, in the darkness, I believe I am going to scream!

Pyne closed the door, and a dimly discernible figure on the opposite side of the room stooped and opened a little cupboard in which was a lighted ships lantern. The lantern being lifted out and set upon a rough table near the stove, it became possible to view the apartment and its occupants.

It was a small, low-ceiled place, having two doors, one opening upon the street and the other upon a narrow, uncarpeted passage. The window was boarded up. The ceiling had once been whitewashed and a few limp, dark fragments of paper still adhering to the walls proved that some forgotten decorator had exercised his art upon them in the past. A piece of well-worn matting lay upon the floor, and there were two chairs, a table, and a number of empty tea-chests in the room.

Upon one of the tea-chests placed beside the cupboard which had contained the lantern a Chinaman was seated. His skin was of so light a yellow color as to approximate to dirty white, and his face was pock-marked from neck to crown. He wore long, snake-like moustaches, which hung down below his chin. They grew from the extreme outer edges of his upper lip, the centre of which, usually the most hirsute, was hairless as the lip of an infant. He possessed the longest and thickest pigtail which could possibly grow upon a human scalp, and his left eye was permanently closed, so that a smile which adorned his extraordinary countenance seemed to lack the sympathy of his surviving eye, which, oblique, beady, held no mirth in its glittering depths.

The garments of the one-eyed Chinaman, who sat complacently smiling at the visitors, consisted of a loose blouse, blue trousers tucked into grey socks, and a pair of those native, thick-soled slippers which suggest to a Western critic the acme of discomfort. A raven, black as a bird of ebony, perched upon the Chinamans shoulder, head a-tilt, surveying the newcomers with a beady, glittering left eye which strangely resembled the beady, glittering right eye of the Chinaman. For, singular, uncanny circumstance, this was a one-eyed raven which sat upon the shoulder of his one-eyed master!

Mollie Gretna uttered a stifled cry. Oh! she whispered. I knew I was going to scream!

The eye of Sin Sin Wa turned momentarily in her direction, but otherwise he did not stir a muscle.

Are you ready for us, Sin? asked Sir Lucien.

All ready. Lola hate gotchee topside loom ready, replied the Chinaman in a soft, crooning voice.

Go ahead, Kilfane, directed Sir Lucien.

He glanced at Rita, who was standing very near him, surveying the evil little room and its owner with ill-concealed disgust.

This is merely the foyer, Rita, he said, smiling slightly. The state apartments are upstairs and in the adjoining house.

Oh, she murmured  and no more.

Kilfane and Mollie Gretna were passing through the inner doorway, and Mollie turned.

Isnt it loathsomely delightful? she cried.

Smartest leg in Buenos Ayres! shrieked the raven. Sin Sin, Sin Sin!

Uttering a frightened exclamation, Mollie disappeared along the passage. Sir Lucien indicated to Rita that she was to follow; and he, passing through last of the party, closed the door behind him.

Sin Sin Wa never moved, and the raven, settling down upon the Chinamans shoulder, closed his serviceable eye.


CHAPTER XVII. THE BLACK SMOKE

Up an uncarpeted stair Cyrus Kilfane led the party, and into a kind of lumber-room lighted by a tin oil lamp and filled to overflowing with heterogeneous and unsavory rubbish. Here were garments, male and female, no less than five dilapidated bowler hats, more tea-chests, broken lamps, tattered fragments of cocoanut-matting, steel bed-laths and straw mattresses, ruins of chairs  the whole diffusing an indescribably unpleasant odor.

Opening a cupboard door, Kilfane revealed a number of pendent, ragged garments, and two more bowler hats. Holding the garments aside, he banged upon the back of the cupboard  three blows, a pause, and then two blows.

Following a brief interval, during which even Mollie Gretna was held silent by the strangeness of the proceedings.

Who is it? inquired a muffled voice.

Cy and the crowd, answered Kilfane.

Thereupon ensued a grating noise, and hats and garments swung suddenly backward, revealing a doorway in which Mrs. Sin stood framed. She wore a Japanese kimona of embroidered green silk and a pair of green and gold brocaded slippers which possessed higher heels than Rita remembered to have seen even Mrs. Sin mounted upon before. Her ankles were bare, and it was impossible to determine in what manner she was clad beneath the kimona. Undoubtedly she had a certain dark beauty, of a bold, abandoned type.

Come right in, she directed. Mind your head, Lucy.

The quartette filed through into a carpeted corridor, and Mrs. Sin reclosed the false back of the cupboard, which, viewed from the other side, proved to be a door fitted into a recess in the corridor of the adjoining house. This recess ceased to exist when a second and heavier door was closed upon the first.

You know, murmured Kilfane, old Sin Sin has his uses, Lola. Those doors are perfectly made.

Pooh! scoffed the woman, with a flash of her dark eyes; he is half a ships carpenter and half an ape!

She moved along the passage, her arm linked in that of Sir Lucien. The others followed, and:

Is she truly married to that dreadful Chinaman? whispered Mollie Gretna.

Yes, I believe so, murmured Kilfane. She is known as Mrs. Sin Sin Wa.

Oh! Mollies eyes opened widely. I almost envy her! I have read that Chinamen tie their wives to beams in the roof and lash them with leather thongs until they swoon. I could die for a man who lashed me with leather thongs. Englishmen are so ridiculously gentle to women.

Opening a door on the left of the corridor, Mrs. Sin displayed a room screened off into three sections. One shaded lamp high up near the ceiling served to light all the cubicles, which were heated by small charcoal stoves. These cubicles were identical in shape and appointment, each being draped with quaint Chinese tapestry and containing rugs, a silken divan, an armchair, and a low, Eastern table.

Choose for yourself, said Mrs. Sin, turning to Rita and Mollie Gretna. Nobody else come tonight. You two in this room, eh? Next door each other for company.

She withdrew, leaving the two girls together. Mollie clasped her hands ecstatically.

Oh, my dear! she said. What do you think of it all?

Well, confessed Rita, looking about her, personally I feel rather nervous.

My dear! cried Mollie. I am simply quivering with delicious terror!

Rita became silent again, looking about her, and listening. The harsh voice of the Cuban-Jewess could be heard from a neighboring room, but otherwise a perfect stillness reigned in the house of Sin Sin Wa. She remembered that Mrs. Sin had said, It is quiet  so quiet.

The idea of undressing and reclining on these divans in real oriental fashion, declared Mollie, giggling, makes me feel that I am an odalisque already. I have dreamed that I was an odalisque, dear  after smoking, you know. It was heavenly. At least, I dont know that heavenly is quite the right word.

And now that evil spirit of abandonment came to Rita  communicated to her, possibly, by her companion. Dread, together with a certain sense of moral reluctance, departed, and she began to enjoy the adventure at last. It was as though something in the faintly perfumed atmosphere of the place had entered into her blood, driving out reserve and stifling conscience.

When Sir Lucien reappeared she ran to him excitedly, her charming face flushed and her eyes sparkling.

Oh, Lucy, she cried, how long will our things be? Im keen to smoke!

His jaw hardened, and when he spoke it was with a drawl more marked than usual.

Mareno will be here almost immediately, he answered.

The tone constituted a rebuff, and Ritas coquetry deserted her, leaving her mortified and piqued. She stared at Pyne, biting her lip.

You dont like me tonight, she declared. If I look ugly, its your fault; you told me to wear this horrid old costume!

He laughed in a forced, unnatural way.

You are quite well aware that you could never look otherwise than maddeningly beautiful, he said harshly. Do you want me to recall the fact to you again that you are shortly to be Monte Irvins wife  or should you prefer me to remind you that you have declined to be mine?

Turning slowly, he walked away, but:

Oh, Lucy! whispered Rita.

He paused, looking back.

I know now why you didnt want me to come, she said. I  Im sorry.

The hard look left Sir Luciens face immediately and was replaced by a curious, indefinable expression, an expression which rarely appeared there.

You only know half the reason, he replied softly.

At that moment Mrs. Sin came in, followed by Mareno carrying two dressing-cases. Mollie Gretna had run off to Kilfane, and could be heard talking loudly in another room; but, called by Mrs. Sin, she now returned, wide-eyed with excitement.

Mrs. Sin cast a lightning glance at Sir Lucien, and then addressed Rita.

Which of these three rooms you choose? she asked, revealing her teeth in one of those rapid smiles which were mirthless as the eternal smile of Sin Sin Wa.

Oh, said Rita hurriedly, I dont know. Which do you want, Mollie?

I love this end one! cried Mollie. It has cushions which simply reek of oriental voluptuousness and cruelty. It reminds me of a delicious book I have been reading called Musk, Hashish, and Blood.

Hashish! said Mrs. Sin, and laughed harshly. One night you shall eat the hashish, and then

She snapped her fingers, glancing from Rita to Pyne.

Oh, really? Is that a promise? asked Mollie eagerly.

No, no! answered Mrs. Sin. It is a threat!

Something in the tone of her voice as she uttered the last four words in mock dramatic fashion caused Mollie and Rita to stare at one another questioningly. That suddenly altered tone had awakened an elusive memory, but neither of them could succeed in identifying it.

Mareno, a lean, swarthy fellow, his foreign cast of countenance accentuated by close-cut side-whiskers, deposited Miss Gretnas case in the cubicle which she had selected and, Rita pointing to that adjoining it, he disposed the second case beside the divan and departed silently. As the sound of a closing door reached them:

You notice how quiet it is? asked Mrs. Sin.

Yes, replied Rita. It is extraordinarily quiet.

This an empty house To let, explained Mrs. Sin. We watch it stay so. Sin the landlord, see? Windows all boarded up and everything padded. No sound outside, no sound inside. Sin call it the House of a Hundred Raptures, after the one he have in Buenos Ayres.

The voice of Cyrus Kilfane came, querulous, from a neighboring room.

Lola, my dear, I am almost ready.

Ho! Mrs. Sin uttered a deep-toned laugh. He is a glutton for chandu! I am coming, Cy.

She turned and went out. Sir Lucien paused for a moment, permitting her to pass, and:

Good night, Rita, he said in a low voice. Happy dreams!

He moved away.

Lucy! called Rita softly.

Yes?

Is it  is it really safe here?

Pyne glanced over his shoulder towards the retreating figure of Mrs. Sin, then:

I shall be awake, he replied. I would rather you had not come, but since you are here you must go through with it. He glanced again along the narrow passage created by the presence of the partitions, and spoke in a voice lower yet. You have never really trusted me, Rita. You were wise. But you can trust me now. Good night, dear.

He walked out of the room and along the carpeted corridor to a little apartment at the back of the house, furnished comfortably but in execrably bad taste. A cheerful fire was burning in the grate, the flue of which had been ingeniously diverted by Sin Sin Wa so that the smoke issued from a chimney of the adjoining premises. On the mantelshelf, which was garishly draped, were a number of photographs of Mrs. Sin in Spanish dancing costume.

Pyne seated himself in an armchair and lighted a cigarette. Except for the ticking of a clock the room was silent as a padded cell. Upon a little Moorish table beside a deep, low settee lay a complete opium-smoking outfit.

Lolling back in the chair and crossing his legs, Sir Lucien became lost in abstraction, and he was thus seated when, some ten minutes later, Mrs. Sin came in.

Ah! she said, her harsh voice softened to a whisper. I wondered. So you wait to smoke with me? Pyne slowly turned his head, staring at her as she stood in the doorway, one hand resting on her hip and her shapely figure boldly outlined by the kimono.

No, he replied. I dont want to smoke. Are they all provided for?

Mrs. Sin shook her head.

Not Cy, she said. Two pipes are nothing to him. He will need two more  perhaps three. But you are not going to smoke?

Not tonight, Lola.

She frowned, and was about to speak, when:

Lola, my dear, came a distant, querulous murmur. Give me another pipe.

Sin tossed her head, turned, and went out again. Sir Lucien lighted another cigarette. When finally the woman came back, Cyrus Kilfane had presumably attained the opium-smokers paradise, for Lola closed the door and seated herself upon the arm of Sir Luciens chair. She bent down, resting her dusky cheek against his.

You smoke with me? she whispered coaxingly.

No, Lola, not tonight, he said, patting her jewel-laden hand and looking aside into the dark eyes which were watching him intently.

Mrs. Sin became silent for a few moments.

Something has changed in you, she said at last. You are different  lately.

Indeed! drawled Sir Lucien. Possibly you are right. Others have said the same thing.

You have lots of money now. Your investments have been good. You want to become respectable, eh?

Pyne smiled sardonically.

Respectability is a question of appearance, he replied. The change to which you refer would seem to go deeper.

Very likely, murmured Mrs. Sin. I know why you dont smoke. You have promised your pretty little friend that you will stay awake and see that nobody tries to cut her sweet white throat.

Sir Lucien listened imperturbably.

She is certainly nervous, he admitted coolly. I may add that I am sorry I brought her here.

Oh, said Mrs. Sin, her voice rising half a note. Then why do you bring her to the House?

She made the arrangement herself, and I took the easier path. I am considering your interests as much as my own, Lola. She is about to marry Monte Irvin, and if his suspicions were aroused he is quite capable of digging down to the Hundred Raptures.

You brought her to Kazmahs.

She was not at that time engaged to Irvin.

Ah, I see. And now everybody says you are changed. Yes, she is a charming friend.

Pyne looked up into the half-veiled dark eyes.

She never has been and never can be any more to me, Lola, he said.

At those words, designed to placate, the fire which smouldered in Lolas breast burst into sudden flame. She leapt to her feet, confronting Sir Lucien.

I know! I know! she cried harshly. Do you think I am blind? If she had been like any of the others, do you suppose it would have mattered to me? But you respect her  you respect her!

Eyes blazing and hands clenched, she stood before him, a woman mad with jealousy, not of a successful rival but of a respected one. She quivered with passion, and Pyne, perceiving his mistake too late, only preserved his wonted composure by dint of a great effort. He grasped Lola and drew her down on to the arm of the chair by sheer force, for she resisted savagely. His ready wit had been at work, and:

What a little spitfire you are, he said, firmly grasping her arms, which felt rigid to the touch. Surely you can understand? Rita amused me, at first. Then, when I found she was going to marry Monte Irvin I didnt bother about her any more. In fact, because I like and admire Irvin, I tried to keep her away from the dope. We dont want trouble with a man of that type, who has all sorts of influence. Besides, Monte Irvin is a good fellow.

Gradually, as he spoke, the rigid arms relaxed and the lithe body ceased to quiver. Finally, Lola sank back against his shoulder, sighing.

I dont believe you, she whispered. You are telling me lies. But you have always told me lies; one more does not matter, I suppose. How strong you are. You have hurt my wrists. You will smoke with me now?

For a moment Pyne hesitated, then:

Very well, he said. Go and lie down. I will roast the chandu.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE DREAM OF SIN SIN WA

For a habitual opium-smoker to abstain when the fumes of chandu actually reach his nostrils is a feat of will-power difficult adequately to appraise. An ordinary tobacco smoker cannot remain for long among those who are enjoying the fragrant weed without catching the infection and beginning to smoke also. Twice to redouble the lure of my lady Nicotine would be but loosely to estimate the seductiveness of the Spirit of the Poppy; yet Sir Lucien Pyne smoked one pipe with Mrs. Sin, and perceiving her to be already in a state of dreamy abstraction, loaded a second, but in his own case with a fragment of cigarette stump which smouldered in a tray upon the table. His was that rare type of character whose possessor remains master of his vices.

Following the fourth pipe  Pyne, after the second, had ceased to trouble to repeat his feat of legerdemain, The sleep claimed Mrs. Sin. Her languorous eyes closed, and her face assumed that rapt expression of Buddha-like beatitude which Rita had observed at Kilfanes flat. According to some scientific works on the subject, sleep is not invariably induced in the case of Europeans by the use of chandu. Loosely, this is true. But this type of European never becomes an habitue; the habitue always sleeps. That dream-world to which opium alone holds the key becomes the real world for the delights of which the smoker gladly resigns all mundane interests. The exiled Chinaman returns again to the sampan of his boyhood, floating joyously on the waters of some willow-lined canal; the Malay hears once more the mystic whispering in the mangrove swamps, or scents the fragrance of nutmeg and cinnamon in the far-off golden Chersonese. Mrs. Sin doubtless lived anew the triumphs of earlier days in Buenos Ayres, when she had been La Belle Lola, the greatly beloved, and before she had met and married Sin Sin Wa. Gives much, but claims all, and he who would open the poppy-gates must close the door of ambition and bid farewell to manhood.

Sir Lucien stood looking at the woman, and although one pipe had affected him but slightly, his imagination momentarily ran riot and a pageant of his life swept before him, so that his jaw grew hard and grim and he clenched his hands convulsively. An unbroken stillness prevailed in the opium-house of Sin Sin Wa.

Recovering from his fit of abstraction, Pyne, casting a final keen glance at the sleeper, walked out of the room. He looked along the carpeted corridor in the direction of the cubicles, paused, and then opened the heavy door masking the recess behind the cupboard. Next opening the false back of the cupboard, he passed through to the lumber-room beyond, and partly closed the second door.

He descended the stair and went along the passage; but ere he reached the door of the room on the ground floor:

Hello! hello! Sin Sin! Sin Sin Wa! croaked the raven. Number one plice chop, lo! The note of a police whistle followed, rendered with uncanny fidelity.

Pyne entered the room. It presented the same aspect as when he had left it. The ships lantern stood upon the table, and Sin Sin Wa sat upon the tea-chest, the great black bird perched on his shoulder. The fire in the stove had burned lower, and its downcast glow revealed less mercilessly the dirty condition of the floor. Otherwise no one, nothing, seemed to have been disturbed. Pyne leaned against the doorpost, taking out and lighting a cigarette. The eye of Sin Sin Wa glanced sideways at him.

Well, Sin Sin, said Sir Lucien, dropping a match and extinguishing it under his foot, you see I am not smoking tonight.

No smokee, murmured the Chinaman. Velly good stuff.

Yes, the stuff is all right, Sin.

Number one proper, crooned Sin Sin Wa, and relapsed into smiling silence.

Number one plice, croaked the raven sleepily. Smartest He even attempted the castanets imitation, but was overcome by drowsiness.

For a while Sir Lucien stood watching the singular pair and smiling in his ironical fashion. The motive which had prompted him to leave the neighboring house and to seek the companionship of Sin Sin Wa was so obscure and belonged so peculiarly to the superdelicacies of chivalry, that already he was laughing at himself. But, nevertheless, in this house and not in its secret annex of a Hundred Raptures he designed to spend the night. Presently:

Honlable plice patrol come long plenty soon, murmured Sin Sin Wa.

Indeed? said Sir Lucien, glancing at his wristwatch. The door is open above.

Sin Sin Wa raised one yellow forefinger, without moving either hand from the knee upon which it rested, and shook it slightly to and fro.

Allee lightee, he murmured. No bhobbery. Allee peaceful fellers.

Will they want to come in?

Wantchee dlink, replied Sin Sin Wa.

Oh, I see. If I go out into the passage it will be all right?

Allee lightee.

Even as he softly crooned the words came a heavy squelch of rubbers upon the wet pavement outside, followed by a rapping on the door. Sin Sin Wa glanced aside at Sir Lucien, and the latter immediately withdrew, partly closing the door. The Chinaman shuffled across and admitted two constables. The raven, remaining perched upon his shoulder, shrieked, Smartest leg in Buenos Ayres, and, fully awakened, rattled invisible castanets.

The police strode into the stuffy little room without ceremony, a pair of burly fellows, fresh-complexioned, and genial as men are wont to be who have reached a welcome resting-place on a damp and cheerless night. They stood by the stove, warming their hands; and one of them stooped, took up the little poker, and stirred the embers to a brighter glow.

Been havin a pipe, Sin? he asked, winking at his companion. I can smell something like opium!

No smokee opium, murmured Sin Sin Wa complacently. Smokee Woodbine.

Ho, ho! laughed the other constable. I dont think.

You likee tly one piecee pipee one time? inquired the Chinaman. Gotchee fliend makee smokee.

The man who had poked the fire slapped his companion on the back.

Nows your chance, Jim! he cried. You always said youd like to have a cut at it.

Hm! muttered the other. A double o that fifteen over-proof Jamaica of yours, Sin, would hit me in a tender spot tonight.

Lum? murmured Sin Sin blandly. No hate got.

He resumed his seat on the tea-chest, and the raven muttered sleepily, Sin Sin  Sin.

Hm! repeated the constable.

He raised the skirt of his heavy top-coat, and from his trouser-pocket drew out a leather purse. The eye of Sin Sin Wa remained fixed upon a distant corner of the room. From the purse the constable took a shilling, ringing it loudly upon the table.

Double rum, miss, please! he said, facetiously. Theres no treason allowed nowadays, so my pals

I stood yours last night Jim, anyway! cried the other, grinning. Go on, stump up!

Jim rang a second shilling on the table.

Two double rums! he called.

Sin Sin Wa reached a long arm into the little cupboard beside him and withdrew a bottle and a glass. Leaning forward he placed bottle and glass on the table, and adroitly swept the coins into his yellow palm.

Number one plice chop, croaked the raven.

Youre right, old bird! said Jim, pouring out a stiff peg of the spirit and disposing of it at a draught. We should freeze to death on this blasted riverside beat if it wasnt for Sin Sin.

He measured out a second portion for his companion, and the latter drank the raw spirit off as though it had been ale, replaced the glass on the table, and having adjusted his belt and lantern in that characteristic way which belongs exclusively to members of the Metropolitan Police Force, turned and departed.

Good night, Sin, he said, opening the door.

So-long, murmured the Chinaman.

Good night, old bird, cried Jim, following his colleague.

So-long.

The door closed, and Sin Sin Wa, shuffling across, rebolted it. As Sir Lucien came out from his hiding-place Sin Sin Wa returned to his seat on the tea-chest, first putting the glass, unwashed, and the rum bottle back in the cupboard.

To the ordinary observer the Chinaman presents an inscrutable mystery. His seemingly unemotional character and his racial inability to express his thoughts intelligibly in any European tongue stamp him as a creature apart, and one whom many are prone erroneously to classify very low in the human scale and not far above the ape. Sir Lucien usually spoke to Sin Sin Wa in English, and the other replied in that weird jargon known as pidgin. But the silly Sin Wa who murmured gibberish and the Sin Sin Wa who could converse upon many and curious subjects in his own language were two different beings  as Sir Lucien was aware. Now, as the one-eyed Chinaman resumed his seat and the one-eyed raven sank into slumber, Pyne suddenly spoke in Chinese, a tongue which he understood as it is understood by few Englishmen; that strange, sibilant speech which is alien from all Western conceptions of oral intercourse as the Chinese institutions and ideals are alien from those of the rest of the civilized world.

So you make a profit on your rum, Sin Sin Wa, he said ironically, at the same time that you keep in the good graces of the police?

Sin Sin Was expression underwent a subtle change at the sound of his native language. He moved his hands and became slightly animated.

A great people of the West, most honorable sir, he replied in the pure mandarin dialect, claim credit for having said that business is business. Yet he who thus expressed himself was a Chinaman.

You surprise me.

The wise man must often find occasion for surprise most honorable sir.

Sir Lucien lighted a cigarette.

I sometimes wonder, Sin Sin Wa, he said slowly, what your aim in life can be. Your father was neither a ships carpenter nor a shopkeeper. This I know. Your age I do not know and cannot guess, but you are no longer young. You covet wealth. For what purpose, Sin Sin Wa?

Standing behind the Chinaman, Sir Luciens dark face, since he made no effort to hide his feelings, revealed the fact that he attached to this seemingly abstract discussion a greater importance than his tone of voice might have led one to suppose. Sin Sin Wa remained silent for some time, then:

Most honorable sir, he replied, when I have smoked the opium, before my eyes  for in dreams I have two  a certain picture arises. It is that of a farm in the province of Ho-Nan. Beyond the farm stretch paddy-fields as far as one can see. Men and women and boys and girls move about the farm, happy in their labors, and far, far away dwell the mountain gods, who send the great Yellow River sweeping down through the valleys where the poppy is in bloom. It is to possess that farm, most honorable sir, and those paddy-fields that I covet wealth.

And in spite of the opium which you consume, you have never lost sight of this ideal?

Never.

But  your wife?

Sin Sin Wa performed a curious shrugging movement, peculiarly racial.

A man may not always have the same wife, he replied cryptically. The honorable wife who now attends to my requirements, laboring unselfishly in my miserable house and scorning the love of other men as she has always done  and as an honorable and upright woman is expected to do  may one day be gathered to her ancestors. A man never knows. Or she may leave me. I am not a good husband. It may be that some little maiden of Ho-Nan, mild-eyed like the musk-deer and modest and tender, will consent to minister to my old age. Who knows?

Sir Lucien blew a thick cloud of tobacco smoke into the room, and:

She will never love you, Sin Sin Wa, he said, almost sadly. She will come to your house only to cheat you.

Sin Sin Wa repeated the eloquent shrug.

We have a saying in Ho-Nan, most honorable sir, he answered, and it is this: He who has tasted the poppy-cup has nothing to ask of love. She will cook for me, this little one, and stroke my brow when I am weary, and light my pipe. My eye will rest upon her with pleasure. It is all I ask.

There came a soft rapping on the outer door  three raps, a pause, and then two raps. The raven opened his beady eye.

Sin Sin Wa, he croaked, number one plice chop, lo!

Sin Sin Wa glanced aside at Sir Lucien.

The traffic. A consignment of opium, he said. Sam Tuk calls.

Sir Lucien consulted his watch, and:

I should like to go with you, Sin Sin Wa, he said. Would it be safe to leave the house  with the upper door unlocked?

Sin Sin Wa glanced at him again.

All are sleeping, most honorable sir?

All.

I will lock the room above and the outer door. It is safe.

He raised a yellow hand, and the raven stepped sedately from his shoulder on to his wrist.

Come, Tling-a-Ling, crooned Sin Sin Wa, you go to bed, my little black friend, and one day you, too, shall see the paddy-fields of Ho-Nan.

Opening the useful cupboard, he stooped, and in hopped the raven. Sin Sin Wa closed the cupboard, and stepped out into the passage.

I will bring you a coat and a cap and scarf, he said. Your magnificent apparel would be out of place among the low pigs who wait in my other disgusting cellar to rob me. Forgive my improper absence for one moment, most honorable sir.


CHAPTER XIX. THE TRAFFIC

Sir Lucien came out into the alley wearing a greasy cloth cap pulled down over his eyes and an old overall, the collar turned up about a red woollen muffler which enveloped the lower part of his face. The odor of the outfit was disgusting, but this mans double life had brought him so frequently in contact with all forms of uncleanness, including that of the Far East, compared with which the dirt of the West is hygienic, that he suffered it without complaint.

A Chinese boy of indeterminable age, wearing a slop-shop suit and a cap, was waiting outside the door, and when Sin Sin Wa appeared, carefully locking up, he muttered something rapidly in his own sibilant language.

Sin Sin Wa made no reply. To his indoor attire he had added a pea-jacket and a bowler hat; and the oddly assorted trio set off westward, following the bank of the Thames in the direction of Limehouse Basin. The narrow, ill-lighted streets were quite deserted, but from the river and the riverside arose that ceaseless jangle of industry which belongs to the great port of London. On the Surrey shore whistles shrieked, and endless moving chains sent up their monstrous clangor into the night. Human voices sometimes rose above the din of machinery.

In silence the three pursued their way, crossing inlets and circling around basins dimly divined, turning to the right into a lane flanked by high, eyeless walls, and again to the left, finally to emerge nearly opposite a dilapidated gateway giving access to a small wharf, on the rickety gates bills were posted announcing, This Wharf to Let. The annexed building appeared to be a mere shell. To the right again they turned, and once more to the left, halting before a two-story brick house which had apparently been converted into a barbers shop. In one of the grimy windows were some loose packets of cigarettes, a soapmakers advertisement, and a card:

SAM TUK

BARBER

Opening the door with a key which he carried, the boy admitted Sir Lucien and Sin Sin Wa to the dimly-lighted interior of a room the pretensions of which to be regarded as a shaving saloon were supported by the presence of two chairs, a filthy towel, and a broken mug. Sin Sin Wa shuffled across to another door, and, followed by Sir Lucien, descended a stone stair to a little cellar apparently intended for storing coal. A tin lamp stood upon the bottom step.

Removing the lamp from the step, Sin Sin Wa set it on the cellar floor, which was black with coal dust, then closed and bolted the door. A heap of nondescript litter lay piled in a corner of the cellar. This Sin Sin Wa disturbed sufficiently to reveal a movable slab in the roughly paved floor. It was so ingeniously concealed by coal dust that one who had sought it unaided must have experienced great difficulty in detecting it. Furthermore, it could only be raised in the following manner:

A piece of strong iron wire, which lay among the other litter, was inserted in a narrow slot, apparently a crack in the stone. About an inch of the end of the wire being bent outward to form a right angle, when the seemingly useless piece of scrap-iron had been thrust through the slab and turned, it formed a handle by means of which the trap could be raised.

Again Sin Sin Wa took up the lamp, placing it at the brink of the opening revealed. A pair of wooden steps rested below, and Sir Lucien, who evidently was no stranger to the establishment, descended awkwardly, since there was barely room for a big man to pass. He found himself in the mouth of a low passage, unpaved and shored up with rough timbers in the manner of a mine-working. Sin Sin Wa followed with the lamp, drawing the slab down into its place behind him.

Stooping forward and bending his knees, Sir Lucien made his way along the passage, the Chinaman following. It was of considerable length, and terminated before a strong door bearing a massive lock. Sin Sin Wa reached over the stooping figure of Sir Lucien and unfastened the lock. The two emerged in a kind of dug-out. Part of it had evidently been in existence before the ingenious Sin Sin Wa had exercised his skill upon it, and was of solid brickwork and stone-paved; palpably a storage vault. But it had been altered to suit the Chinamans purpose, and one end  that in which the passage came out  was timbered. It contained a long counter and many shelves; also a large oil-stove and a number of pots, pans, and queer-looking jars. On the counter stood a ships lantern. The shelves were laden with packages and bottles. Behind the counter sat a venerable and perfectly bald Chinaman. The only trace of hair upon his countenance grew on the shrunken upper lip  mere wisps of white down. His skin was shrivelled like that of a preserved fig, and he wore big horn-rimmed spectacles. He never once exhibited the slightest evidence of life, and his head and face, and the horn-rimmed spectacles, might quite easily have passed for those of an unwrapped mummy. This was Sam Tuk.

Bending over a box upon which rested a canvas-bound package was a burly seaman engaged in unknotting the twine with which the canvas was kept in place. As Sin Sin Wa and Sir Lucien came in he looked up, revealing a red-bearded, ugly face, very puffy under the eyes.

Wotcher, Sin Sin! he said gruffly. Whos your long pal?

Friend, murmured Sin Sin Wa complacently. You gotchee pukka stuff thisee time, George?

I allus brings the pukka stuff! roared the seaman, ceasing to fumble with the knots and glaring at Sin Sin Wa. Wotcher mean  pukka stuff?

Gotchee no use for bran, murmured Sin Sin Wa. Gotchee no use for tin-tack. Gotchee no use for glue.

Bran! roared the man, his glance and pose very menacing. Tin-tacks and glue! Who the flamin ell ever tried to sell you glue?

Me only wantchee lemindee you, said Sin Sin Wa. No pidgin.

George glared for a moment, breathing heavily; then he stooped and resumed his task, Sin Sin Wa and Sir Lucien watching him in silence. A sound of lapping water was faintly audible.

Opening the canvas wrappings, the man began to take out and place upon the counter a number of reddish balls of leaf opium, varying in weight from about eight ounces to a pound or more.

Hm! murmured Sin Sin Wa. Smyrna stuff.

From a pocket of his pea-jacket he drew a long bodkin, and taking up one of the largest balls he thrust the bodkin in and then withdrew it, the steel stained a coffee color. Sin Sin Wa smelled and tasted the substance adhering to the bodkin, weighed the ball reflectively in his yellow palm, and then set it aside. He took up a second, whereupon:

Alf a mo, guvnor! cried the seaman furiously. Dyou think Im going to wait ere while you prods about in all the blasted lot? Its damn near high tide  I shant get out. Alf time! Savvy? Shove it on the scales!

Sin Sin Wa shook his head.

Too muchee slick. Too muchee bhobbery, he murmured. Sin Sin Wa gotchee sabby what him catchee buy or no pidgin.

Whats the game? inquired George menacingly. Dont you know a cake o Smyrna when you smells it?

No sabby lead chop till ploddem withee dipper, explained the Chinaman, imperturbably.

Lead! shouted the man. There aint no bloody lead in em!

Hm, murmured Sin Sin Wa smilingly. So fashion, eh? All velly proper.

He calmly inserted the bodkin in the second cake; seemed to meet with some obstruction, and laid the ball down upon the counter. From beneath his jacket he took out a clasp-knife attached to a steel chain. Undeterred by a savage roar from the purveyor, he cut the sticky mass in half, and digging his long nails into one of the halves, brought out two lead shots. He directed a glance of his beady eye upon the man.

Bloody liar, he murmured sweetly. Lobber.

Whos a robber? shouted George, his face flushing darkly, and apparently not resenting the earlier innuendo; Whos a robber?

One sarcee Smyrna feller packee stuff so fashion, murmured Sin Sin Wa. Thief-feller lobbee poor sailorman.

George jerked his peaked cap from his head, revealing a tangle of unkempt red hair. He scratched his skull with savage vigor.

Blimey! he said pathetically. Eres a go! I been done brown, guvnor.

Lough luck, murmured Sin Sin Wa, and resumed his examination of the cakes of opium.

The man watched him now in silence, only broken by exclamations of Blimey and Flaming hell when more shot was discovered. The tests concluded:

Gotchee some more? asked Sin Sin Wa.

From the canvas wrapping George took out and tossed on the counter a square packet wrapped in grease-paper.

Hm, murmured Sin Sin Wa, Patna. Where you catchee?

Off of a lascar, growled the man.

The cake of Indian opium was submitted to the same careful scrutiny as that which the balls of Turkish had already undergone, but the Patna opium proved to be unadulterated. Reaching over the counter Sin Sin Wa produced a pair of scales, and, watched keenly by George, weighed the leaf and then the cake.

Ten-six Smyrna; one leben Patna, muttered Sin Sin Wa. You catchee eighty jimmies.

Eh? roared George. Eighty quid! Eighty quid! Flamin blind o Riley! Dyou think Im up the pole? Eighty quid? Youre barmy!

Eighty-ten, murmured Sin Sin Wa. Eighty jimmies opium; ten bob lead.

I give moren that for it! cried the seaman. An I damn near hit a police boat comin in, too!

Sir Lucien spoke a few words rapidly in Chinese. Sin Sin Wa performed his curious oriental shrug, and taking a fat leather wallet from his hip-pocket, counted out the sum of eighty-five pounds upon the counter.

You catchee eighty-five, he murmured. Too muchee price.

The man grabbed the money and pocketed it without a word of acknowledgment. He turned and strode along the room, his heavy, iron-clamped boots ringing on the paved floor.

Fetch a grim, Sin Sin, he cried. Ill never get out if I dont jump to it.

Sin Sin Wa took the lantern from the counter and followed. Opening a door at the further end of the place, he set the lantern at the head of three descending wooden steps discovered. With the opening of the door the sound of lapping water had grown perceptibly louder. George clattered down the steps, which led to a second but much stouter door. Sin Sin Wa followed, nearly closing the first door, so that only a faint streak of light crept down to them.

The second door was opened, and the clangor of the Surrey shore suddenly proclaimed itself. Cold, damp air touched them, and the faint light of the lantern above cast their shadows over unctuous gliding water, which lapped the step upon which they stood. Slimy shapes uprose dim and ghostly from its darkly moving surface.

A boat was swinging from a ring beside the door, and into it George tumbled. He unhitched the lashings, and strongly thrust the boat out upon the water. Coming to the first of the dim shapes, he grasped it and thereby propelled the skiff to another beyond. These indistinct shapes were the piles supporting the structure of a wharf.

Good night, guvnor! he cried hoarsely

So-long, muttered Sin Sin Wa.

He waited until the boat was swallowed in the deeper shadows, then reclosed the water-gate and ascended to the room where Sir Lucien awaited. Such was the receiving office of Sin Sin Wa. While the wharf remained untenanted it was not likely to be discovered by the authorities, for even at low tide the river-door was invisible from passing craft. Prospective lessees who had taken the trouble to inquire about the rental had learned that it was so high as to be prohibitive.

Sin Sin Wa paid fair prices and paid cash. This was no more than a commercial necessity. For those who have opium, cocaine, veronal, or heroin to sell can always find a ready market in London and elsewhere. But one sufficiently curious and clever enough to have solved the riddle of the vacant wharf would have discovered that the mysterious owner who showed himself so loath to accept reasonable offers for the property could well afford to be thus independent. Those who control the traffic control El Dorado  a city of gold which, unlike the fabled Manoa, actually exists and yields its riches to the unscrupulous adventurer.

Smiling his mirthless, eternal smile, Sin Sin Wa placed the newly purchased stock upon a shelf immediately behind Sam Tuk; and Sam Tuk exhibited the first evidence of animation which had escaped him throughout the progress of the deal. He slowly nodded his hairless head.


CHAPTER XX. KAZMAHS METHODS

Rita Dresden married Monte Irvin in the spring and bade farewell to the stage. The goal long held in view was attained at last. But another farewell which at one time she had contemplated eagerly no longer appeared desirable or even possible. To cocamania had been added a tolerance for opium, and at the last party given by Cyrus Kilfane she had learned that she could smoke nearly as much opium as the American habitue.

The altered attitude of Sir Lucien surprised and annoyed her. He, who had first introduced her to the spirit of the coca leaf and to the goddess of the poppy, seemed suddenly to have determined to convince her of the folly of these communions. He only succeeded in losing her confidence. She twice visited the House of a Hundred Raptures with Mollie Gretna, and once with Mollie and Kilfane, unknown to Sir Lucien.

Urgent affairs of some kind necessitated his leaving England a few weeks before the date fixed for Ritas wedding, and as Kilfane had already returned to America, Rita recognized with a certain dismay that she would be left to her own resources  handicapped by the presence of a watchful husband. This subtle change in her view of Monte Irvin she was incapable of appreciating, for Rita was no psychologist. But the effect of the drug habit was pointedly illustrated by the fact that in a period of little more than six months, from regarding Monte Irvin as a rock of refuge  a chance of salvation  she had come to regard him in the light of an obstacle to her indulgence. Not that her respect had diminished. She really loved at last, and so well that the idea of discovery by this man whose wholesomeness was the trait of character which most potently attracted her, was too appalling to be contemplated. The chance of discovery would be enhanced, she recognized, by the absence of her friends and accomplices.

Of course she was acquainted with many other devotees. In fact, she met so many of them that she had grown reconciled to her habits, believing them to be common to all smart people  a part of the Bohemian life. The truth of the matter was that she had become a prominent member of a coterie closely knit and associated by a bond of mutual vice  a kind of masonry whereof Kazmah of Bond Street was Grand Master and Mrs. Sin Grand Mistress.

The relations existing between Kazmah and his clients were of a most peculiar nature, too, and must have piqued the curiosity of anyone but a drug-slave. Having seen him once, in his oracular cave, Rita had been accepted as one of the initiated. Thereafter she had had no occasion to interview the strange, immobile Egyptian, nor had she experienced any desire to do so. The method of obtaining drugs was a simple one. She had merely to present herself at the establishment in Bond Street and to purchase either a flask of perfume or a box of sweetmeats. There were several varieties of perfume, and each corresponded to a particular drug. The sweetmeats corresponded to morphine. Rashid, the attendant, knew all Kazmahs clients, and with the box or flask he gave them a quantity of the required drug. This scheme was precautionary. For if a visitor should chance to be challenged on leaving the place, there was the legitimate purchase to show in evidence of the purpose of the visit.

No conversation was necessary, merely the selection of a scent and the exchange of a sum of money. Rashid retired to wrap up the purchase, and with it a second and smaller package was slipped into the customers hand. That the prices charged were excessive  nay, ridiculous  did not concern Rita, for, in common with the rest of her kind, she was careless of expenditure.

Opium, alone, Kazmah did not sell. He sold morphine, tincture of opium, and other preparations; but those who sought the solace of the pipe were compelled to deal with Mrs. Sin. She would arrange parties, or would prepare the Hundred Raptures in Limehouse for visitors; but, except in the form of opiated cigarettes, she could rarely be induced to part with any of the precious gum. Thus she cleverly kept a firm hold upon the devotees of the poppy.

Drug-takers form a kind of brotherhood, and outside the charmed circle they are secretive as members of the Mafia, the Camorra, or the Catouse-Menegant.

In this secrecy, which, indeed, is a recognized symptom of drug mania, lay Kazmahs security. Rita experienced no desire to peer behind the veil which, literally and metaphorically, he had placed between himself and the world. At first she had been vaguely curious, and had questioned Sir Lucien and others, but nobody seemed to know the real identity of Kazmah, and nobody seemed to care provided that he continued to supply drugs. They all led secret, veiled lives, these slaves of the laboratory, and that Kazmah should do likewise did not surprise them. He had excellent reasons.

During this early stage of faint curiosity she had suggested to Sir Lucien that for Kazmah to conduct a dream-reading business seemed to be to add to the likelihood of police interference.

The baronet had smiled sardonically.

It is an additional safeguard, he had assured her. It corresponds to the method of a notorious Paris assassin who was very generally regarded by the police as a cunning pickpocket. Kazmahs business of dreamreading does not actually come within the Act. He is clever enough for that. Remember, he does not profess to tell fortunes. It also enables him to balk idle curiosity.

At the time of her marriage Rita was hopelessly in the toils, and had been really panic-stricken at the prospect  once so golden  of a protracted sojourn abroad. The war, which rendered travel impossible, she regarded rather in the light of a heaven-sent boon. Irvin, though personally favoring a quiet ceremony, recognized that Rita cherished a desire to quit theatreland in a chariot of fire, and accordingly the wedding was on a scale of magnificence which outshone that of any other celebrated during the season. Even the lugubrious Mr. Esden, who gave his daughter away, was seen to smile twice. Mrs. Esden moved in a rarified atmosphere of gratified ambition and parental pride, which no doubt closely resembled that which the angels breathe.

It was during the early days of her married life, and while Sir Lucien was still abroad, that Rita began to experience difficulty in obtaining the drugs which she required. She had lost touch to a certain extent with her former associates; but she had retained her maid, Nina, and the girl regularly went to Kazmahs and returned with the little flasks of perfume. When an accredited representative was sent upon such a mission, Kazmah dispatched the drugs disguised in a scent flask; but on each successive occasion that Nina went to him the prices increased, and finally became so exorbitant that even Rita grew astonished and dismayed.

She mentioned the matter to another habitue, a lady of title addicted to the use of the hypodermic syringe, and learned that she (Rita) was being charged nearly twice as much as her friend.

I should bring the man to his senses, dear, said her ladyship. I know a doctor who will be only too glad to supply you. When I say a doctor, he is no longer recognized by the B.M.A., but hes none the less clever and kind for all that.

To the clever and kind medical man Rita repaired on the following day, bearing a written introduction from her friend. The discredited physician supplied her for a short time, charging only moderate fees. Then, suddenly, this second source of supply was closed. The man declared that he was being watched by the police, and that he dared not continue to supply her with cocaine and veronal. His shifty eyes gave the lie to his words, but he was firm in his resolution, whatever may have led him to it, and Rita was driven back to Kazmah. His charges had become more exorbitant than ever, but her need was imperative. Nevertheless, she endeavored to find another drug dealer, and after a time was again successful.

At a certain supper club she was introduced to a suave little man, quite palpably an uninterned alien, who smilingly offered to provide her with any drug to be found in the British Pharmacopeia, at most moderate charges. With this little German-Jew villain she made a pact, reflecting that, provided that his wares were of good quality, she had triumphed over Kazmah.

The craving for chandu seized her sometimes and refused to be exorcised by morphia, laudanum, or any other form of opium; but she had not dared to spend a night at the House of a Hundred Raptures since her marriage. Her new German friend volunteered to supply the necessary gum, outfit, and to provide an apartment where she might safely indulge in smoking. She declined  at first. But finally, on Mollie Gretnas return from France, where she had been acting as a nurse, Rita and Mollie accepted the suave aliens invitation to spend an evening in his private opium divan.

Many thousands of careers were wrecked by the war, and to the war and the consequent absence of her husband Rita undoubtedly owed her relapse into opium-smoking. That she would have continued secretly to employ cocaine, veronal, and possibly morphine was probable enough; but the constant society of Monte Irvin must have made it extremely difficult for her to indulge the craving for chandu. She began to regret the gaiety of her old life. Loneliness and monotony plunged her into a state of suicidal depression, and she grasped eagerly at every promise of excitement.

It was at about this time that she met Margaret Halley, and between the two, so contrary in disposition, a close friendship arose. The girl doctor ere long discovered Ritas secret, of course, and the discovery was hastened by an event which occurred shortly after they had become acquainted.

The suave alien gentleman disappeared.

That was the entire story in five words  or all of the story that Rita ever learned. His apartments were labelled To Let, and the night clubs knew him no more. Rita for a time was deprived of drugs, and the nervous collapse which resulted revealed to Margaret Halleys trained perceptions the truth respecting her friend.

Kazmahs terms proved to be more outrageous than ever, but Rita found herself again compelled to resort to the Egyptian. She went personally to the rooms in old Bond Street and arranged with Rashid to see Kazmah on the following day, Friday, for Kazmah only received visitors by appointment. As it chanced, Sir Lucien Pyne returned to England on Thursday night and called upon Rita at Princes Gate. She welcomed him as a friend in need, unfolding the pitiful story, to the truth of which her nervous condition bore eloquent testimony.

Sir Lucien began to pace up and down the charming little room in which Rita had received him. She watched him, haggard-eyed. Presently:

Leave Kazmah to me, he said. If you visit him he will merely shield himself behind the mystical business, or assure you that he is making no profit on his sales. Kilfane had similar trouble with him.

Then you will see him? asked Rita.

I will make a point of interviewing him in the morning. Meanwhile, if you will send Nina around to Albemarle Street in about an hour I will see what can be done.

Oh, Lucy, whispered Rita, what a pal you are.

Sir Lucien smiled in his cold fashion.

I try to be, he said enigmatically; but I dont always succeed. He turned to her. Have you ever thought of giving up this doping? he asked. Have you ever realized that with increasing tolerance the quantities must increase as well, and that a day is sure to come when

Rita repressed a nervous shudder.

You are trying to frighten me, she replied. You have tried before; I dont know why. But its no good, Lucy. You know I cannot give it up.

You can try.

I dont want to try! she cried irritably. It will be time enough when Monte is back again, and we can really live. This wretched existence, with everything restricted and rationed, and all ones friends in Flanders or Mesopotamia or somewhere, drives me mad! I tell you I should die, Lucy, if I tried to do without it now.

The hollow presence of reform contemplated in a hazy future did not deceive Sir Lucien. He suppressed a sigh, and changed the topic of conversation.


CHAPTER XXI. THE CIGARETTES FROM BUENOS AYRES

Sir Luciens intervention proved successful. Kazmahs charges became more modest, and Rita no longer found it necessary to deprive herself of hats and dresses in order to obtain drugs. But, nevertheless, these were not the halcyon days of old. She was now surrounded by spies. It was necessary to resort to all kinds of subterfuge in order to cover her expenditures at the establishment in old Bond Street. Her husband never questioned her outlay, but on the other hand it was expedient to be armed against the possibility of his doing so, and Ritas debts were accumulating formidably.

Then there was Margaret Halley to consider. Rita had never hitherto given her confidence to anyone who was not addicted to the same practices as herself, and she frequently experienced embarrassment beneath the grave scrutiny of Margarets watchful eyes. In another this attitude of gentle disapproval would have been irritating, but Rita loved and admired Margaret, and suffered accordingly.

As for Sir Lucien, she had ceased to understand him. An impalpable barrier seemed to have arisen between them. The inner man had became inaccessible. Her mind was not subtle enough to grasp the real explanation of this change in her old lover. Being based upon wrong premises, her inferences were necessarily wide of the truth, and she believed that Sir Lucien was jealous of Margarets cousin, Quentin Gray.

Gray met Rita at Margaret Halleys flat shortly after he had returned home from service in the East, and he immediately conceived a violent infatuation for this pretty friend of his cousins. In this respect his conduct was in no way peculiar. Few men were proof against the seductive Mrs. Monte Irvin, not because she designedly encouraged admiration, but because she was one of those fortunately rare characters who inspire it without conscious effort. Her appeal to men was sweetly feminine and quite lacking in that self-assertive and masculine take me or leave me attitude which characterizes some of the beauties of today. There was nothing abstract about her delicate loveliness, yet her charm was not wholly physical. Many women disliked her.

At dance, theatre, and concert Quentin Gray played the doting cavalier; and Rita, who was used to at least one such adoring attendant, accepted his homage without demur. Monte Irvin returned to civil life, but Rita showed no disposition to dispense with her new admirer. Both Gray and Sir Lucien had become frequent visitors at Princes Gate, and Irvin, who understood his wifes character up to a point, made them his friends.

Shortly after Monte Irvins return Sir Lucien taxed Rita again with her increasing subjection to drugs. She was in a particularly gay humor, as the supplies from Kazmah had been regular, and she laughingly fenced with him when he reminded her of her declared intention to reform when her husband should return.

You are really as bad as Margaret, she declared. There is nothing the matter with me. You talk of curing me as though I were ill. Physician, heal thyself.

The sardonic smile momentarily showed upon Pynes face, and:

I know when and where to pull up, Rita, he said. A woman never knows this. If I were deprived of opium tomorrow I could get along without it.

I have given up opium, replied Rita. Its too much trouble, and the last time Mollie and I went

She paused, glancing quickly at Sir Lucien.

Go on, he said grimly. I know you have been to Sin Sin Was. What happened the last time?

Well, continued Rita hurriedly, Monte seemed to be vaguely suspicious. Besides, Mrs. Sin charged me most preposterously. I really cannot afford it, Lucy.

I am glad you cannot. But what I was about to say was this: Suppose you were to be deprived, not of chard, but of cocaine and veronal, do you know what would happen to you?

Oh! whispered Rita, why will you persist in trying to frighten me! I am not going to be deprived of them.

I persist, dear, because I want you to try, gradually, to depend less upon drugs, so that if the worst should happen you would have a chance.

Rita stood up and faced him, biting her lip.

Lucy, she said, do you mean that Kazmah

I mean that anything might happen, Rita. After all, we do possess a police service in London, and one day there might be an accident. Kazmah has certain influence, but it may be withdrawn. Rita, wont you try?

She was watching him closely, and now the pupils of her beautiful eyes became dilated.

You know something, she said slowly, which you are keeping from me.

He laughed and turned aside.

I know that I am compelled to leave England again, Rita, for a time; and I should be a happier man if I knew that you were not so utterly dependent upon Kazmah.

Oh, Lucy, are you going away again?

I must. But I shall not be absent long, I hope.

Rita sank down upon the settee from which she had risen, and was silent for some time; then:

I will try, Lucy, she promised. I will go to Margaret Halley, as she is always asking me to do.

Good girl, said Pyne quietly. It is just a question of making the effort, Rita. You will succeed, with Margarets help.

A short time later Sir Lucien left England, but throughout the last week that he remained in London Rita spent a great part of every day in his company. She had latterly begun to experience an odd kind of remorse for her treatment of the inscrutably reserved baronet. His earlier intentions she had not forgotten, but she had long ago forgiven them, and now she often felt sorry for this man whom she had deliberately used as a stepping-stone to fortune.

Gray was quite unable to conceal his jealousy. He seemed to think that he had a proprietary right to Mrs. Monte Irvins society, and during the week preceding Sir Luciens departure Gray came perilously near to making himself ridiculous on more than one occasion.

One night, on leaving a theatre, Rita suggested to Pyne that they should proceed to a supper club for an hour. It will be like old times, she said.

But your husband is expecting you, protested Sir Lucien.

Lets ring him up and ask him to join us. He wont, but he cannot very well object then.

As a result they presently found themselves descending a broad carpeted stairway. From the rooms below arose the strains of an American melody. Dancing was in progress, or, rather, one of those orgiastic ceremonies which passed for dancing during this pagan period. Just by the foot of the stairs they paused and surveyed the scene.

Why, said Rita, there is Quentin  glaring insanely, silly boy.

Do you see whom he is with? asked Sir Lucien.

Mollie Gretna.

But I mean the woman sitting down.

Rita stood on tiptoe, trying to obtain a view, and suddenly:

Oh! she exclaimed, Mrs. Sin!

The dance at that moment concluding, they crossed the floor and joined the party. Mrs. Sin greeted them with one of her rapid, mirthless smiles. She was wearing a gown noticeable, but not for quantity, even in that semi-draped assembly. Mollie Gretna giggled rapturously. But Grays swiftly changing color betrayed a mood which he tried in vain to conceal by his manner. Having exchanged a few words with the new arrivals, he evidently realized that he could not trust himself to remain longer, and:

Now I must be off, he said awkwardly. I have an appointment  important business. Good night, everybody.

He turned away and hurried from the room. Rita flushed slightly and exchanged a glance with Sir Lucien. Mrs. Sin, who had been watching the three intently, did not fail to perceive this glance. Mollie Gretna characteristically said a silly thing.

Oh! she cried. I wonder whatever is the matter with him! He looks as though he had gone mad!

It is perhaps his heart, said Mrs. Sin harshly, and she raised her bold dark eyes to Sir Luciens face.

Oh, please dont talk about hearts, cried Rita, willfully misunderstanding. Monte has a weak heart, and it frightens me.

So? murmured Mrs. Sin. Poor fellow.

I think a weak heart is most romantic, declared Mollie Gretna.

But Grays behavior had cast a shadow upon the party which even Mollies empty light-hearted chatter was powerless to dispel, and when, shortly after midnight, Sir Lucien drove Rita home to Princes Gate, they were very silent throughout the journey. Just before the car reached the house:

Where does Mrs. Sin live? asked Rita, although it was not of Mrs. Sin that she had been thinking.

In Limehouse, I believe, replied Sir Lucien; at The House. But I fancy she has rooms somewhere in town also.

He stayed only a few minutes at Princes Gate, and as the car returned along Piccadilly, Sir Lucien, glancing upward towards the windows of a tall block of chambers facing the Green Park, observed a light in one of them. Acting upon a sudden impulse, he raised the speaking-tube.

Pull up, Fraser, he directed.

The chauffeur stopped the car and Sir Lucien alighted, glancing at the clock inside as he did so, and smiling at his own quixotic behavior. He entered an imposing doorway and rang one of the bells. There was an interval of two minutes or so, when the door opened and a man looked out.

Is that you, Willis? asked Pyne.

Oh, I beg pardon, Sir Lucien. I didnt know you in the dark.

Has Mr. Gray retired yet?

Not yet. Will you please follow me, Sir Lucien. The stairway lights are off.

A few moments later Sir Lucien was shown into the apartment of Grays which oddly combined the atmosphere of a gymnasium with that of a study. Gray, wearing a dressing-gown and having a pipe in his mouth, was standing up to receive his visitor, his face rather pale and the expression of his lips at variance with that in his eyes. But:

Hello, Pyne, he said quietly. Anything wrong  or have you just looked in for a smoke?

Sir Lucien smiled a trifle sadly.

I wanted a chat, Gray, he replied. Im leaving town tomorrow, or I should not have intruded at such an unearthly hour.

No intrusion, muttered Gray; try the armchair, no, the big one. Its more comfortable. He raised his voice: Willis, bring some fluid!

Sir Lucien sat down, and from the pocket of his dinner jacket took out a plain brown packet of cigarettes and selected one.

Here, said Gray, have a cigar!

No, thanks, replied Pyne. I rarely smoke anything but these.

Never seen that kind of packet before, declared Gray. What brand are they?

No particular brand. They are imported from Buenos Ayres, I believe.

Willis having brought in a tray of refreshments and departed again, Sir Lucien came at once to the point.

I really called, Gray, he said, to clear up any misunderstanding there may be in regard to Rita Irvin.

Quentin Gray looked up suddenly when he heard Ritas name, and:

What misunderstanding? he asked.

Regarding the nature of my friendship with her, answered Sir Lucien coolly. Now, I am going to speak quite bluntly, Gray, because I like Rita and I respect her. I also like and respect Monte Irvin; and I dont want you, or anybody else, to think that Rita and I are, or ever have been, anything more than pals. I have known her long enough to have learned that she sails straight, and has always sailed straight. Now  listen, Gray, please. You embarrassed me tonight, old chap, and you embarrassed Rita. It was unnecessary. He paused, and then added slowly: She is as sacred to me, Gray, as she is to you  and we are both friends of Monte Irvin.

For a moment Quentin Grays fiery temper flickered up, as his heightened color showed, but the coolness of the older and cleverer man prevailed. Gray laughed, stood up, and held out his hand.

Youre right, Pyne! he said. But shes damn pretty! He uttered a loud sigh. If only she were not married!

Sir Lucien gripped the outstretched hand, but his answering smile had much pathos in it.

If only she were not, Gray, he echoed.

He took his departure shortly afterwards, absently leaving a brown packet of cigarettes upon the table. It was an accident. Yet there were few, when the truth respecting Sir Lucien Pyne became known, who did not believe it to have been a deliberate act, designed to lure Quentin Gray into the path of the poppy.


CHAPTER XXII. THE STRANGLE-HOLD

Less than a month later Rita was in a state of desperation again. Kazmahs prices had soared above anything that he had hitherto extorted. Her bank account, as usual, was greatly overdrawn, and creditors of all kinds were beginning to press for payment. Then, crowning catastrophe, Monte Irvin, for the first time during their married life, began to take an interest in Ritas reckless expenditure. By a combination of adverse circumstances, she, the wife of one of the wealthiest aldermen of the City of London, awakened to the fact that literally she had no money.

She pawned as much of her jewellery as she could safely dispose of, and temporarily silenced the more threatening tradespeople; but Kazmah declined to give credit, and cheques had never been acceptable at the establishment in old Bond Street.

Rita feverishly renewed her old quest, seeking in all directions for some less extortionate purveyor. But none was to be found. The selfishness and secretiveness of the drug slave made it difficult for her to learn on what terms others obtained Kazmahs precious goods; but although his prices undoubtedly varied, she was convinced that no one of all his clients was so cruelly victimized as she.

Mollie Gretna endeavored to obtain an extra supply to help Rita, but Kazmah evidently saw through the device, and the endeavor proved a failure.

She demanded to see Kazmah, but Rashid, the Egyptian, blandly assured her that the Sheikh-el-Kazmah was away. She cast discretion to the winds and wrote to him, protesting that it was utterly impossible for her to raise so much ready money as he demanded, and begging him to grant her a small supply or to accept the letter as a promissory note to be redeemed in three months. No answer was received, but when Rita again called at old Bond Street, Rashid proposed one of the few compromises which the frenzied woman found herself unwilling to accept.

The Sheikh-el-Kazmah say, my lady, your friend Mr. Gray never come to him. If you bring him it will be all right.

Rita found herself stricken dumb by this cool proposal. The degradation which awaits the drug slave had never been more succinctly expounded to her. She was to employ Grays foolish devotion for the commercial advantage of Kazmah. Of course Gray might any day become one of the three wealthiest peers in the realm. She divined the meaning of Kazmahs hitherto incomprehensible harshness (or believed that she did); she saw what was expected of her. My God! she whispered. I have not come to that yet.

Rashid she knew to be incorruptible or powerless, and she turned away, trembling, and left the place, whose faint perfume of frankincense had latterly become hateful to her.

She was at this time bordering upon a state of collapse. Insomnia, which latterly had defied dangerously increased doses of veronal, was telling upon nerve and brain. Now, her head aching so that she often wondered how long she could retain sanity, she found herself deprived not only of cocaine, but also of malourea. Margaret Halley was her last hope, and to Margaret she hastened on the day before the tragedy which was destined to bring to light the sinister operations of the Kazmah group.

Although, perhaps mercifully, she was unaware of the fact, representatives of Spinkers Agency had been following her during the whole of the preceding fortnight. That Rita was in desperate trouble of some kind her husband had not failed to perceive, and her reticence had quite naturally led him to a certain conclusion. He had sought to win her confidence by every conceivable means and had failed. At last had come doubt  and the hateful interview with Spinker.

As Rita turned in at the doorway below Margarets flat, then, Brisley was lighting a cigarette in the shelter of a porch nearly opposite, and Gunn was not far away.

Margaret immediately perceived that her friends condition was alarming. But she realized that whatever the cause to which it might be due, it gave her the opportunity for which she had been waiting. She wrote a prescription containing one grain of cocaine, but declined firmly to issue others unless Rita authorized her, in writing, to undertake a cure of the drug habit.

Ritas disjointed statements pointed to a conspiracy of some kind on the part of those who had been supplying her with drugs, but Margaret knew from experience that to exhibit curiosity in regard to the matter would be merely to provoke evasions.

A hopeless day and a pain-racked, sleepless night found Kazmahs unhappy victim in the mood for any measure, however desperate, which should promise even temporary relief. Monte Irvin went out very early, and at about eleven oclock Rita rang up Kazmahs, but only to be informed by Rashid, who replied, that Kazmah was still away. This evening he tell me that he see your friend if he come, my lady. As if the Fates sought to test her endurance to the utmost, Quentin Gray called shortly afterwards and invited her to dine with him and go to a theatre that evening.

For five age-long seconds Rita hesitated. If no plan offered itself by nightfall she knew that her last scruple would be conquered. After all, whispered a voice within her brain, Quentin is a man. Even if I took him to Kazmahs and he was in some way induced to try opium, or even cocaine, he would probably never become addicted to drug-taking. But I should have done my part

Very well, Quentin, she heard herself saying aloud. Will you call for me?

But when he had gone Rita sat for more than half an hour, quite still, her hands clenched and her face a tragic mask. (Gunn, of Spinkers Agency, reported telephonically to Monte Irvin in the City that the Hon. Quentin Gray had called and had remained about twenty-five minutes; that he had proceeded to the Princes Restaurant, and from there to Mudies, where he had booked a box at the Gaiety Theatre.)

Towards the fall of dusk the more dreadful symptoms which attend upon a sudden cessation of the use of cocaine by a victim of cocainophagia began to assert themselves again. Rita searched wildly in the lining of her jewel-case to discover if even a milligram of the drug had by chance fallen there from the little gold box. But the quest was in vain.

As a final resort she determined to go to Margaret Halley again.

She hurried to Dover Street, and her last hope was shattered. Margaret was out, and Janet had no idea when she was likely to return. Rita had much ado to prevent herself from bursting into tears. She scribbled a few lines, without quite knowing what she was writing, sealed the paper in an envelope, and left it on Margarets table.

Of returning to Princes Gate and dressing for the evening she had only a hazy impression. The hammer-beats in her head were depriving her of reasoning power, and she felt cold, numbed, although a big fire blazed in her room. Then as she sat before her mirror, drearily wondering if her face really looked as drawn and haggard as the image in the glass, or if definite delusions were beginning, Nina came in and spoke to her. Some moments elapsed before Rita could grasp the meaning of the girls words.

Sir Lucien Pyne has rung up, Madam, and wishes to speak to you.

Sir Lucien! Sir Lucien had come back? Rita experienced a swift return of feverish energy. Half dressed as she was, and without pausing to take a wrap, she ran out to the telephone.

Never had a mans voice sounded so sweet as that of Sir Lucien when he spoke across the wires. He was at Albemarle Street, and Rita, wasting no time in explanations, begged him to await her there. In another ten minutes she had completed her toilette and had sent Nina to phone for a cab. (One of the minor details of his wifes behavior which latterly had aroused Irvins distrust was her frequent employment of public vehicles in preference to either of the cars.)

Quentin Gray she had quite forgotten, until, as she was about to leave:

Is there any message for Mr. Gray, Madam? inquired Nina naively.

Oh! cried Rita. Of course! Quick! Give me some paper and a pencil.

She wrote a hasty note, merely asking Gray to proceed to the restaurant, where she promised to join him, left it in charge of the maid, and hurried off to Albemarle Street.

Mareno, the silent, yellow-faced servant who had driven the car on the night of Ritas first visit to Limehouse, admitted her. He showed her immediately into the lofty study, where Sir Lucien awaited.

Oh, Lucy  Lucy! she cried, almost before the door had closed behind Mareno. I am desperate  desperate!

Sir Lucien placed a chair for her. His face looked very drawn and grim. But Rita was in too highly strung a condition to observe this fact, or indeed to observe anything.

Tell me, he said gently.

And in a torrent of disconnected, barely coherent language, the tortured woman told him of Kazmahs attempt to force her to lure Quentin Gray into the drug coterie. Sir Lucien stood behind her chair, and the icy reserve which habitually rendered his face an impenetrable mask deserted him as the story of Ritas treatment at the hands of the Egyptian of Bond Street was unfolded in all its sordid hideousness. Ritas soft, musical voice, for which of old she had been famous, shook and wavered; her pose, her twitching gestures, all told of a nervous agony bordering on prostration or worse. Finally:

He dare not refuse you! she cried. Ring him up and insist upon him seeing me tonight!

I will see him, Rita.

She turned to him, wild-eyed.

You shall not! You shall not! she said. I am going to speak to that man face to face, and if he is human he must listen to me. Oh! I have realized the hold he has upon me, Lucy! I know what it means, this disappearance of all the others who used to sell what Kazmah sells. If I am to suffer, he shall not escape! I swear it. Either he listens to me tonight or I go straight to the police!

Be calm, little girl, whispered Sir Lucien, and he laid his hand upon her shoulder.

But she leapt up, her pupils suddenly dilating and her delicate nostrils twitching in a manner which unmistakably pointed to the impossibility of thwarting her if sanity were to be retained.

Ring him up, Lucy, she repeated in a low voice. He is there. Now that I have someone behind me I see my way at last!

There may, nevertheless, be a better way, said Sir Lucien; but he added quickly: Very well, dear, I will do as you wish. I have a little cocaine, which I will give you.

He went out to the telephone, carefully closing the study door.

That he had counted upon the influence of the drug to reduce Rita to a more reasonable frame of mind was undoubtedly the fact, for presently as they proceeded on foot towards old Bond Street he reverted to something like his old ironical manner. But Ritas determination was curiously fixed. Unmoved by every kind of appeal, she proceeded to the appointment which Sir Lucien had made  ignorant of that which Fate held in store for her  and Sir Lucien, also humanly blind, walked on to meet his death.


PART THIRD  THE MAN FROM WHITEHALL


CHAPTER XXIII. CHIEF INSPECTOR KERRY RESIGNS

Come in, said the Assistant Commissioner. The door opened and Chief Inspector Kerry entered. His face was as fresh-looking, his attire as spruce and his eyes were as bright, as though he had slept well, enjoyed his bath and partaken of an excellent breakfast. Whereas he had not been to bed during the preceding twenty-four hours, had breakfasted upon biscuits and coffee, and had spent the night and early morning in ceaseless toil. Nevertheless he had found time to visit a hairdressing saloon, for he prided himself upon the nicety of his personal appearance.

He laid his hat, cane and overall upon a chair, and from a pocket of his reefer jacket took out a big notebook.

Good morning, sir, he said.

Good morning, Chief Inspector, replied the Assistant Commissioner. Pray be seated. No doubt  he suppressed a weary sigh you have a long report to make. I observe that some of the papers have the news of Sir Lucien Pynes death.

Chief Inspector Kerry smiled savagely.

Twenty pressmen are sitting downstairs, he said waiting for particulars. One of them got into my room. He opened his notebook. He didnt stay long.

The Assistant Commissioner gazed wearily at his blotting-pad, striking imaginary chords upon the table-edge with his large widely extended fingers. He cleared his throat.

Er  Chief Inspector, he said, I fully recognize the difficulties which  you follow me? But the Press is the Press. Neither you nor I could hope to battle against such an institution even if we desired to do so. Where active resistance is useless, a little tact  you quite understand?

Quite, sir. Rely upon me, replied Kerry. But I didnt mean to open my mouth until I had reported to you. Now, sir, here is a precis of evidence, nearly complete, written out clearly by Sergeant Coombes. You would probably prefer to read it?

Yes, yes, I will read it. But has Sergeant Coombes been on duty all night?

He has, sir, and so have I. Sergeant Coombes went home an hour ago.

Ah, murmured the Assistant Commissioner

He took the notebook from Kerry, and resting his head upon his hand began to read. Kerry sat very upright in his chair, chewing slowly and watching the profile of the reader with his unwavering steel-blue eyes. The reading was twice punctuated by telephone messages, but the Assistant Commissioner apparently possessed the Napoleonic faculty of doing two things at once, for his gaze travelled uninterruptedly along the lines of the report throughout the time that he issued telephonic instructions.

When he had arrived at the final page of Coombes neat, schoolboy writing, he did not look up for a minute or more, continuing to rest his head in the palm of his hand. Then:

So far you have not succeeded in establishing the identity of the missing man, Kazmah? he said.

Not so far, sir, replied Kerry, enunciating the words with characteristic swift precision, each syllable distinct as the rap of a typewriter. Inspector Whiteleaf, of Vine Street, has questioned all constables in the Piccadilly area, and we have seen members of the staffs of many shops and offices in the neighborhood, but no one is familiar with the appearance of the missing man.

Ah  now, the Egyptian servant?

Inspector Kerry moved his shoulders restlessly.

Rashid is his name. Many of the people in the neighborhood knew him by sight, and at five oclock this morning one of my assistants had the good luck to find out, from an Arab coffee-house keeper named Abdulla, where Rashid lived. He paid a visit to the place  its off the West India Dock Road  half an hour later. But Rashid had gone. I regret to report that all traces of him have been lost.

Ah  considering this circumstance side by side with the facts that no scrap of evidence has come to light in the Kazmah premises and that the late Sir Luciens private books and papers cannot be found, what do you deduce, Chief Inspector?

My report indicates what I deduce, sir! An accomplice of Kazmahs must have been in Sir Luciens household! Kazmah and Mrs. Irvin can only have left the premises by going up to the roof and across the leads to Sir Luciens flat in Albemarle Street. I shall charge the man Juan Mareno.

What has he to say? murmured the Assistant Commissioner, absently turning over the pages of the notebook. Ah, yes. Claims to be a citizen of the United States but has produced no papers. Engaged by Sir Lucien Pyne in San Francisco. Professes to have no evidence to offer. Admitted Mrs. Monte Irvin to Sir Luciens flat on night of murder. Sir Lucien and Mrs. Irvin went out together shortly afterwards, and Sir Lucien ordered him (Mareno) to go for the car to garage in South Audley Street and drive to club, where Sir Lucien proposed to dine. Mareno claims to have followed instructions. After waiting near club for an hour, learned from hall porter that Sir Lucien had not been there that evening. Drove car back to garage and returned to Albemarle Street shortly after eight oclock. Hm. Is this confirmed in any way?

Kerrys teeth snapped together viciously.

Up to a point it is, sir. The club porter remembers Mareno inquiring about Sir Lucien, and the people at the garage testify that he took out the car and returned it as stated.

No one has come forward who actually saw him waiting outside the club?

No one. But unfortunately it was a dark, misty night, and cars waiting for club members stand in a narrow side turning. Mareno is a surly brute, and he might have waited an hour without speaking to a soul. Unless another chauffeur happened to notice and recognize the car nobody would be any wiser.

The Assistant Commissioner sighed, glancing up for the first time.

You dont think he waited outside the club at all? he said.

I dont, sir! rapped Kerry.

The Assistant Commissioner rested his head upon his hand again.

It doesnt seem to be germane to your case, Chief Inspector, in any event. There is no question of an alibi. Sir Luciens wrist-watch was broken at seven-fifteen  evidently at the time of his death; and this man Mareno does not claim to have left the flat until after that hour.

I know it, sir, said Kerry. He took out the car at half-past seven. What I want to know is where he went to!

The Assistant Commissioner glanced rapidly into the speakers fierce eyes.

From what you have gathered respecting the appearance of Kazmah, does it seem possible that Mareno may be Kazmah?

It does not, sir. Kazmah has been described to me, at first hand and at second hand. All descriptions tally in one respect: Kazmah has remarkably large eyes. In Miss Halleys evidence you will note that she refers to them as larger than any human eyes I have ever seen. Now, Mareno has eyes like a pig!

Then I take it you are charging him as accessory?

Exactly, sir. Somebody got Kazmah and Mrs. Irvin away, and it can only have been Mareno. Sir Lucien had no other resident servant; he was a man who lived almost entirely at restaurants and clubs. Again, somebody cleaned up his papers, and it was somebody who knew where to look for them.

Quite so  quite so, murmured the Assistant Commissioner. Of course, we shall learn today something of his affairs from his banker. He must have banked somewhere. But surely, Chief Inspector, there is a safe or private bureau in his flat?

There is, sir, said Kerry grimly; a safe. I had it opened at six oclock this morning. It had been hastily cleaned out; not a doubt of it. I expect Sir Lucien carried the keys on his person. You will remember, sir, that his pockets had been emptied?

Hm, mused the Assistant Commissioner. This Cubanis Cigarette Company, Chief Inspector?

Dummy goods! rapped Kerry. A blind. Just a back entrance to Kazmahs office. Premises were leased on behalf of an agent. This agent  a reputable man of business  paid the rent quarterly. Ive seen him.

And who was his client? asked the Assistant Commissioner, displaying a faint trace of interest.

A certain Mr. Isaacs!

Who can be traced?

Who cant be traced!

His checks?

Chief Inspector Kerry smiled, so that his large white teeth gleamed savagely.

Mr. Isaacs represented himself as a dealer in Covent Garden who was leasing the office for a lady friend, and who desired, for domestic reasons, to cover his tracks. As ready money in large amounts changes hands in the market, Mr. Isaacs paid ready money to the agent. Beyond doubt the real source of the ready money was Kazmahs.

But his address?

A hotel in Covent Garden.

Where he lives?

Where he is known to the booking-clerk, a girl who allowed him to have letters addressed there. A man of smoke, sir, acting on behalf of someone in the background.

Ah! and these Bond Street premises have been occupied by Kazmah for the past eight years?

So I am told. I have yet to see representatives of the landlord. I may add that Sir Lucien Pyne had lived in Albemarle Street for about the same time.

Wearily raising his head:

The point is certainly significant, said the Assistant Commissioner. Now we come to the drug traffic, Chief Inspector. You have found no trace of drugs on the premises?

Not a grain, sir!

In the office of the cigarette firm?

No.

By the way, was there no staff attached to the latter concern?

Kerry chewed viciously.

No business of any kind seems to have been done there, he replied. An office-boy employed by the solicitor on the same floor as Kazmah has seen a man and also a woman, go up to the third floor on several occasions, and he seems to think they went to the Cubanis office. But hes not sure, and he can give no useful description of the parties, anyway. Nobody in the building has ever seen the door open before this morning.

The Assistant Commissioner sighed yet more wearily.

Apart from the suspicions of Miss Margaret Halley, you have no sound basis for supposing that Kazmah dealt in prohibited drugs? he inquired.

The evidence of Miss Halley, the letter left for her by Mrs. Irvin, and the fact that Mrs. Irvin said, in the presence of Mr. Quentin Gray, that she had a particular reason for seeing Kazmah, point to it unmistakably, sir. Then, I have seen Mrs. Irvins maid. (Mr. Monte Irvin is still too unwell to be interrogated.) The girl was very frightened, but she admitted outright that she had been in the habit of going regularly to Kazmah for certain perfumes. She wouldnt admit that she knew the flasks contained cocaine or veronal, but she did admit that her mistress had been addicted to the drug habit for several years. It began when she was on the stage.

Ah, yes, murmured the Assistant Commissioner; she was Rita Dresden, was she not The Maid of the Masque A very pretty and talented actress. A pity  a great pity. So the girl, characteristically, is trying to save herself?

She is, said Kerry grimly. But it cuts no ice. There is another point. After this report was made out, a message reached me from Miss Halley, as a result of which I visited Mr. Quentin Gray early this morning.

Dear, dear, sighed the Assistant Commissioner, your intense zeal and activity are admirable, Chief Inspector, but appalling. And what did you learn?

From an inside pocket Chief Inspector Kerry took out a plain brown paper packet containing several cigarettes and laid the packet on the table.

I got these, sir, he said grimly. They were left at Mr. Grays some weeks ago by the late Sir Lucien. They are doped.

The Assistant Commissioner, his head resting upon his hand, gazed abstractedly at the packet. If only you could trace the source of supply, he murmured.

That brings me to my last point, sir. From Mrs. Irvins maid I learned that her mistress was acquainted with a certain Mrs. Sin.

Mrs. Sin? Incredible name.

Shes a woman reputed to be married to a Chinaman. Inspector Whiteleaf, of Vine Street, knows her by sight as one of the night-club birds  a sort of mysterious fungus, sir, flowering in the dark and fattening on gilded fools. Unless Im greatly mistaken, Mrs. Sin is the link between the doped cigarettes and the missing Kazmah.

Does anyone know where she lives?

Lots of em know! snapped Kerry. But its making them speak.

To whom do you more particularly refer, Chief Inspector?

To the moneyed asses and the brainless women belonging to a certain West End set, sir, said Kerry savagely. They go in for every monstrosity from Buenos Ayres, Port Said and Pekin. They get up dances that would make a wooden horse blush. They eat hashish and they smoke opium. They inject morphine, and they would have their hair dyed blue if they heard it was being done.

Ah, sighed the Assistant Commissioner, a very delicate and complex case, Chief Inspector. The agony of mind which Mr. Irvin must be suffering is too horrible for one to contemplate. An admirable man, too; honorable and generous. I can conceive no theory to account for the disappearance of Mrs. Irvin other than that she was a party to the murder.

No, sir, said Kerry guardedly. But we have the dope clue to work on. That the Chinese receive stuff in the East End and that its sold in the West End every constable in the force is well aware. Leman Street is getting busy, and every shady case in the Piccadilly area will be beaten up within the next twenty-four hours, too. Its purely departmental, sir, from now onwards, and merely a question of time. Therefore I dont doubt the issue.

Kerry paused, cleared his throat, and produced a foolscap envelope which he laid upon the table before the Assistant Commissioner.

With very deep regret, sir, he said, after a long and agreeable association with the Criminal Investigation Department, I have to tender you this.

The Assistant Commissioner took up the envelope and stared at it vaguely.

Ah, yes, Chief Inspector, he murmured. Perhaps I fail entirely to follow you; I am somewhat over-worked, as you know. What does this envelope contain?

My resignation, sir, replied Kerry.


CHAPTER XXIV. TO INTRODUCE 719

Some moments of silence followed. Sounds of traffic from the Embankment penetrated dimly to the room of the Assistant Commissioner; ringing of tram bells and that vague sustained noise which is created by the whirring of countless wheels along hard pavements. Finally:

You have selected a curious moment to retire, Chief Inspector, said the Assistant Commissioner. Your prospects were never better. No doubt you have considered the question of your pension?

I know what Im giving up, sir, replied Kerry.

The Assistant Commissioner slowly revolved in his chair and gazed sadly at the speaker. Chief Inspector Kerry met his glance with that fearless, unflinching stare which lent him so formidable an appearance.

You might care to favor me with some explanation which I can lay before the Chief Commissioner?

Kerry snapped his white teeth together viciously.

May I take it, sir, that you accept my resignation?

Certainly not. I will place it before the responsible authority. I can do no more.

Without disrespect, sir, I want to speak to you as man to man. As a private citizen I could do it. As your subordinate I cant.

The Assistant Commissioner sighed, stroking his neatly brushed hair with one large hand.

Equally without disrespect, Chief Inspector, he murmured, it is news for me to learn that you have ever refrained from speaking your mind either in my presence or in the presence of any man.

Kerry smiled, unable wholly to conceal a sense of gratified vanity.

Well, sir, he said, you have my resignation before you, and Im prepared to abide by the consequences. What I want to say is this: Im a man that has worked hard all his life to earn the respect and the trust of his employers. I am supposed to be Chief Inspector of this department, and as Chief Inspector Ill kow-tow to nothing on two legs once Ive been put in charge of a case. I work right in the sunshine. Theres no grafting about me. I draw my salary every week, and any man that says I earn sixpence in the dark is at liberty to walk right in here and deposit his funeral expenses. If Im supposed to be under a cloud  theres my reply. But I demand a public inquiry.

At ever increasing speed, succinctly, viciously he rapped out the words. His red face grew more red, and his steel-blue eyes more fierce. The Assistant Commissioner exhibited bewilderment. As the high tones ceased:

Really, Chief Inspector, he said, you pain and surprise me. I do not profess to be ignorant of the cause of your  annoyance. But perhaps if I acquaint you with the facts of my own position in the matter you will be open to reconsider your decision.

Kerry cleared his throat loudly.

I wont work in the dark, sir, he declared truculently. Id rather be a pavement artist and my own master than Chief Inspector with an unknown spy following me about.

Quite so  quite so. The Assistant Commissioner was wonderfully patient. Very well, Chief Inspector. It cannot enhance my personal dignity to admit the fact, but Im nearly as much in the dark as yourself.

Whats that, sir? Kerry sat bolt upright, staring at the speaker.

At a late hour last night the Secretary of State communicated in person with the Chief Commissioner  at the latters town residence. He instructed him to offer every facility to a newly appointed agent of the Home office who was empowered to conduct an official inquiry into the drug traffic. As a result Vine Street was advised that the Home office investigator would proceed at once to Kazmahs premises, and from thence wherever available clues might lead him. For some reason which has not yet been explained to me, this investigator chooses to preserve a strict anonymity.

Traces of irritation became perceptible in the weary voice. Kerry staring, in silence, the Assistant Commissioner continued:

I have been advised that this nameless agent is in a position to establish his bona fides at any time, as he bears a number of these cards. You see, Chief Inspector, I am frank with you.

From a table drawer the Assistant Commissioner took a visiting-card, which he handed to Kerry. The latter stared at it as one stares at a rare specimen. It was the card of Lord Wrexborough, His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department, and in the cramped caligraphy of his lordship it bore a brief note, initialled, thus:

Lord Wrexborough

Great Cumberland Place, V. 1

To introduce 719. W.

Some moments of silence followed; then:

Seven-one-nine, said Kerry in a high, strained voice. Why seven-one-nine? And why all this hocus-pocus? Am I to understand, sir, that not only myself but all the Criminal Investigation Department is under a cloud?

The Assistant Commissioner stroked his hair.

You are to understand, Chief Inspector, that for the first time throughout my period of office I find myself out of touch with the Chief Commissioner. It is not departmental for me to say so, but I believe the Chief Commissioner finds himself similarly out of touch with the Secretary of State. Apparently very powerful influences are at work, and the line of conduct taken up by the Home office suggests to my mind that collusion between the receivers and distributors of drugs and the police is suspected by someone. That being so, possibly out of a sense of fairness to all officially concerned, the committee which I understand has been appointed to inquire into the traffic has decided to treat us all alike, from myself down to the rawest constable. Its highly irritating and preposterous, of course, but I cannot disguise from you or from myself that we are on trial, Chief Inspector!

Kerry stood up and slowly moved his square shoulders in the manner of an athlete about to attempt a feat of weight-lifting. From the Assistant Commissioners table he took the envelope which contained his resignation, and tore it into several portions. These he deposited in a waste-paper basket.

Thats that! he said. I am very deeply indebted to you, sir. I know now what to tell the Press.

The Assistant Commissioner glanced up.

Not a word about 719, he said, of course, you understand this?

If we dont exist as far as 719 is concerned, sir, said Kerry in his most snappy tones, 719 means nothing to me!

Quite so  quite so. Of course, I may be wrong in the motives which I ascribe to this Whitehall agent, but misunderstanding is certain to arise out of a system of such deliberate mystification, which can only be compared to that employed by the Russian police under the Tsars.

Half an hour later Chief Inspector Kerry came out of New Scotland Yard, and, walking down on to the Embankment, boarded a Norwood tramcar. The weather remained damp and gloomy, but upon the red face of Chief Inspector Kerry, as he mounted to the upper deck of the car, rested an expression which might have been described as one of cheery truculence. Where other passengers, coat collars upturned, gazed gloomily from the windows at the yellow murk overhanging the river, Kerry looked briskly about him, smiling pleasurably.

He was homeward bound, and when he presently alighted and went swinging along Spenser Road towards his house, he was still smiling. He regarded the case as having developed into a competition between himself and the man appointed by Whitehall. And it was just such a position, disconcerting to one of less aggressive temperament, which stimulated Chief Inspector Kerry and put him in high good humor.

Mrs. Kerry, arrayed in a serviceable rain-coat, and wearing a plain felt hat, was standing by the dining-room door as Kerry entered. She had a basket on her arm. I was waiting for ye, Dan, she said simply.

He kissed her affectionately, put his arm about her waist, and the two entered the cosy little room. By no ordinary human means was it possible that Mary Kerry should have known that her husband would come home at that time, but he was so used to her prescience in this respect that he offered no comment. She kenned his approach always, and at times when his life had been in danger  and these were not of infrequent occurrence  Mary Kerry, if sleeping, had awakened, trembling, though the scene of peril were a hundred miles away, and if awake had blanched and known a deadly sudden fear.

Yell be goin to bed? she asked.

For three hours, Mary. Dont fail to rouse me if I oversleep.

Is it clear to ye yet?

Nearly clear. The dark thing you saw behind it all, Mary, was dope! Kazmahs is a secret drug-syndicate. Theyve appointed a Home office agent, and hes working independently of us, but...

His teeth came together with a snap.

Oh, Dan, said his wife, its a race? Drugs? A Home office agent? Dan, they think the Force is in it?

They do! rapped Kerry. Im for Leman Street in three hours. If theres double-dealing behind it, then the mugs are in the East End, and its folly, not knavery, Im looking for. Its a race, Mary, and the credit of the Service is at stake! No, my dear, Ill have a snack when I wake. Youre going shopping?

I am, Dan. Id ha started, but I wanted to see ye when ye came hame. If yeve only three hours go straight up the now. Ill ha something hot a ready when ye waken.

Ten minutes later Kerry was in bed, his short clay pipe between his teeth, and The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius in his hand. Such was his customary sleeping-draught, and it had never been known to fail. Half a pipe of Irish twist and three pages of the sad imperial author invariably plunged Chief Inspector Kerry into healthy slumber.


CHAPTER XXV. NIGHT-LIFE OF SOHO

It was close upon midnight when Detective-Sergeant Coombes appeared in a certain narrow West End thoroughfare, which was lined with taxicabs and private cars. He wore a dark overcoat and a tweed cap, and although his chin was buried in the genial folds of a woollen comforter, and his cap was pulled down over his eyes, his sly smile could easily be detected even in the dim light afforded by the car lamps. He seemed to have business of a mysterious nature among the cabmen; for with each of them in turn he conducted a brief conversation, passing unobtrusively from cab to cab, and making certain entries in a notebook. Finally he disappeared. No one actually saw him go, and no one had actually seen him arrive. At one moment, however, he was there; in the next he was gone.

Five minutes later Chief Inspector Kerry entered the street. His dark overcoat and white silk muffler concealed a spruce dress suit, a fact betrayed by black, braided trousers, unusually tight-fitting, and boots which almost glittered. He carried the silver-headed malacca cane, and had retained his narrow-brimmed bowler at its customary jaunty angle.

Passing the lines of waiting vehicles, he walked into the entrance of a popular night-club which faced the narrow street. On a lounge immediately inside the doorway a heated young man was sitting fanning his dancing partner and gazing into her weakly pretty face in vacuous adoration.

Kerry paused for a moment, staring at the pair. The man returned his stare, looking him up and down in a manner meant to be contemptuous. Kerrys fierce, intolerant gaze became transferred to the face and then the figure of the woman. He tilted his hat further forward and turned aside. The womans glance followed him, to the marked disgust of her companion.

Oh, she whispered, what a delightfully savage man! He looks positively uncivilized. I have no doubt he drags women about by their hair. I do hope hes a member!

Mollie Gretna spoke loudly enough for Kerry to hear her, but unmoved by her admiration he stepped up to the reception office. He was in high good humor. He had spent the afternoon agreeably, interviewing certain officials charged with policing the East End of London, and had succeeded, to quote his own language, in getting a gale up. Despite the coldness of the weather, he had left two inspectors and a speechlessly indignant superintendent bathed in perspiration.

Are you a member, sir? inquired the girl behind the desk.

Kerry smiled genially. A newsboy thrust open the swing-door, yelling: Bond Street murder! A fresh development. Late speshul!

Oh! cried Mollie Gretna to her companion, get me a paper. Be quick! I am so excited!

Kerry took up a pen, and in large bold hand-writing inscribed the following across two pages of the visitors book:

Chief Inspector Kerry. Criminal Investigation Department.

He laid a card on the open book, and, thrusting his cane under his arm, walked to the head of the stairs.

Cloak-room on the right, sir, said an attendant.

Kerry paused, glancing over his shoulder and chewing audibly. Then he settled his hat more firmly upon his red head and descended the stairs. The attendant went to inspect the visitors book, but Mollie Gretna was at the desk before him, and:

Oh, Bill! she cried to her annoyed cavalier, its Inspector Kerry  who is in charge of poor Lucys murder! Oh, Bill! this is lovely! Something is going to happen! Do come down!

Followed by the obedient but reluctant Bill, Mollie ran downstairs, and almost into the arms of a tall dark girl, who, carrying a purple opera cloak, was coming up.

Youre not going yet, Dickey? said Mollie, throwing her arm around the others waist.

Ssh! whispered Dickey. Inspector Kerry is here! You dont want to be called as a witness at nasty inquests and things, do you?

Good heavens, my dear, no! But why should I be?

Why should any of us? But dont you see they are looking for the people who used to go to Kazmahs? Its in the paper tonight. We shall all be served with subpoenas. Im off!

Escaping from Mollies embrace, the tall girl ran up the stairs, kissing her hand to Bill as she passed. Mollie hesitated, looking all about the crowded room for Chief Inspector Kerry. Presently she saw him, standing nearly opposite the stairway, his intolerant blue eyes turning right and left, so that the fierce glance seemed to miss nothing and no one in the room. Hands thrust in his overcoat pockets and his cane held under his arm, he inspected the place and its occupants as a very aggressive country cousin might inspect the monkey-house at the Zoo. To Mollies intense disappointment he persistently avoided looking in her direction.

Although a popular dance was on the point of commencing, several visitors had suddenly determined to leave. Kerry pretended to be ignorant of the sensation which his appearance had created, passing slowly along the room and submitting group after group to deliberate scrutiny; but as news flies through an Eastern bazaar the name of the celebrated detective, whose association with Londons latest crime was mentioned by every evening paper in the kingdom, sped now on magic wings, so that there was a muted charivari out of which, in every key from bass to soprano, arose ever and anon the words Chief Inspector Kerry.

Its perfectly ridiculous but characteristically English, drawled one young man, standing beside Mollie Gretna, to send out a bally red-headed policeman in preposterous glad-rags to look for a clever criminal. Kerry is well known to all the crooks, and nobody could mistake him. Damn silly  damn silly!

As damn silly Kerrys open scrutiny of the members and visitors must have appeared to others, but it was a deliberate policy very popular with the Chief Inspector, and termed by him beating. Possessed of an undisguisable personality, Kerry had found a way of employing his natural physical peculiarities to his professional advantage. Where other investigators worked in the dark, secretly, Red Kerry sought the limelight  at the right time. That every hour lost in getting on the track of the mysterious Kazmah was a point gained by the equally mysterious man from Whitehall he felt assured, and although the elaborate but hidden mechanism of New Scotland Yard was at work seeking out the patrons of the Bond Street drug-shop, Kerry was indisposed to await the result.

He had been in the night club only about ten minutes, but during those ten minutes fully a dozen people had more or less hurriedly departed. Because of the arrangements already made by Sergeant Coombes, the addresses of many of these departing visitors would be in Kerrys possession ere the night was much older. And why should they have fled, incontinent, if not for the reason that they feared to become involved in the Kazmah affair? All the cabmen had been warned, and those fugitives who had private cars would be followed.

It was a curious scene which Kerry surveyed, a scene to have interested philosopher and politician alike. For here were representatives of every stratum of society, although some of those standing for the lower strata were suitably disguised. The peerage was well represented, so was Judah; there were women entitled to wear coronets dancing with men entitled to wear the broad arrow, and men whose forefathers had signed Magna Charta dancing with chorus girls from the revues and musical comedies.

Waiting until the dance was fully in progress, Inspector Kerry walked slowly around the room in the direction of the stair. Parties seated at tables were treated each to an intolerant stare, alcoves were inspected, and more than one waiter meeting the gaze of the steely eyes, felt a prickling of conscience and recalled past peccadilloes.

Bill had claimed Mollie Gretna for the dance, but:

No, Bill, she had replied, watching Kerry as if enthralled; I dont want to dance. I am watching Chief Inspector Kerry.

Thats evident, complained the young man. Perhaps you would like to spend the rest of the night in Bow Street?

Oh, whispered Mollie, I should love it! I have never been arrested, but if ever I am I hope it will be by Chief Inspector Kerry. I am positive he would haul me away in handcuffs!

When Kerry came to the foot of the stairs, Mollie quite deliberately got in his way, murmured an apology, and gave him a sidelong gaze through lowered lashes, which was more eloquent than any thesis. He smiled with fierce geniality, looked her up and down, and proceeded to mount the stairs, with never a backward glance.

His genius for criminal investigation possessed definite limitations. He could not perhaps have been expected in tactics so completely opposed to those which he had anticipated to recognize the presence of a valuable witness. Student of human nature though undoubtedly he was, he had not solved the mystery of that outstanding exception which seems to be involved in every rule.

Thus, a fellow with a low forehead and a weakly receding chin, Kerry classified as a dullard, a witling, unaware that if the brow were but low enough and the chin virtually absent altogether he might stand in the presence of a second Daniel. Physiognomy is a subtle science, and the exceptions to its rules are often of a sensational character. In the same way Kerry looked for evasion, and, where possible, flight, on the part of one possessing a guilty conscience. Mollie Gretna was a phenomenal exception to a rule otherwise sound. And even one familiar with criminal psychology might be forgiven for failing to detect guilt in a woman anxious to make the acquaintance of a prominent member of the Criminal Investigation Department.

Pausing for a moment in the entrance of the club, and chewing reflectively, Kerry swung open the door and walked out into the street. He had one more cover to beat, and he set off briskly, plunging into the mazes of Soho crossing Wardour Street into old Compton Street, and proceeding thence in the direction of Shaftesbury Avenue. Turning to the right on entering the narrow thoroughfare for which he was bound, he stopped and whistled softly. He stood in the entrance to a court; and from further up the court came an answering whistle.

Kerry came out of the court again, and proceeded some twenty paces along the street to a restaurant. The windows showed no light, but the door remained open, and Kerry entered without hesitation, crossed a darkened room and found himself in a passage where a man was seated in a little apartment like that of a stage-door keeper. He stood up, on hearing Kerrys tread, peering out at the newcomer.

The restaurant is closed, sir.

Tell me a better one, rapped Kerry. I want to go upstairs.

Your card, sir.

Kerry revealed his teeth in a savage smile and tossed his card on to the desk before the concierge. He passed on, mounting the stairs at the end of the passage. Dimly a bell rang; and on the first landing Kerry met a heavily built foreign gentleman, who bowed.

My dear Chief Inspector, he said gutturally, what is this, please? I trust nothing is wrong, eh?

Nothing, replied Kerry. I just want to look round.

A few friends, explained the suave alien, rubbing his hands together and still bowing, remain playing dominoes with me.

Very good, rapped Kerry. Well, if you think we have given them time to hide the wheel well go in. Oh, dont explain. Im not worrying about sticklebacks tonight. Im out for salmon.

He opened a door on the left of the landing and entered a large room which offered evidence of having been hastily evacuated by a considerable company. A red and white figured cloth of a type much used in Continental cafes had been spread upon a long table, and three foreigners, two men and an elderly woman, were bending over a row of dominoes set upon one corner of the table. Apparently the men were playing and the woman was watching. But there was a dense cloud of cigar smoke in the room, and mingled with its pungency were sweeter scents. A number of empty champagne bottles stood upon a sideboard and an elegant silk theatre-bag lay on a chair.

Hm, said Kerry, glaring fiercely from the bottles to the players, who covertly were watching him. How you two smarts can tell a domino from a door-knocker after cracking a dozen magnums gets me guessing.

He took up the scented bag and gravely handed it to the old woman.

You have mislaid your bag, madam, he said. But, fortunately, I noticed it as I came in.

He turned the glance of his fierce eyes upon the man who had met him on the landing, and who had followed him into the room.

Third floor, von Hindenburg, he rapped. Dont argue. Lead the way.

For one dangerous moment the mans brow lowered and his heavy face grew blackly menacing. He exchanged a swift look with his friends seated at the disguised roulette table. Kerrys jaw muscles protruded enormously.

Give me another answer like that, he said in a tone of cold ferocity, and Ill kick you from here to Paradise.

No offense  no offense, muttered the man, quailing before the savagery of the formidable Chief Inspector. You come this way, please. Some ladies call upon me this evening, and I do not want to frighten them.

No, said Kerry, you wouldnt, naturally. He stood aside as a door at the further end of the room was opened. After you, my friend. I said lead the way.

They mounted to the third floor of the restaurant. The room which they had just quitted was used as an auxiliary dining and supper-room before midnight, as Kerry knew. After midnight the centre table was unmasked, and from thence onward to dawn, sometimes, was surrounded by roulette players. The third floor he had never visited, but he had a shrewd idea that it was not entirely reserved for the private use of the proprietor.

A babel of voices died away as the two men walked into a room rather smaller than that below and furnished with little tables, cafe fashion. At one end was a grand piano and a platform before which a velvet curtain was draped. Some twenty people, men and women, were in the place, standing looking towards the entrance. Most of the men and all the women but one were in evening dress; but despite this common armor of respectability, they did not all belong to respectable society.

Two of the women Kerry recognized as bearers of titles, and one was familiar to him as a screen-beauty. The others were unclassifiable, but all were fashionably dressed with the exception of a masculine-looking lady who had apparently come straight off a golf course, and who later was proved to be a well-known advocate of womans rights. The men all belonged to familiar types. Some of them were Jews.

Kerry, his feet widely apart and his hands thrust in his overcoat pockets, stood staring at face after face and chewing slowly. The proprietor glanced apologetically at his patrons and shrugged. Silence fell upon the company. Then:

I am a police officer, said Kerry sharply. You will file out past me, and I want a card from each of you. Those who have no cards will write name and address here.

He drew a long envelope and a pencil from a pocket of his dinner jacket. Laying the envelope and pencil on one of the little tables:

Quick march! he snapped. You, sir! shooting out his forefinger in the direction of a tall, fair young man, step out!

Glancing helplessly about him, the young man obeyed, and approaching Kerry:

I say, officer, he whispered nervously, cant you manage to keep my name out of it? I mean to say, my people will kick up the deuce. Anything up to a tenner....

The whisper faded away. Kerrys expression had grown positively ferocious.

Put your card on the table, he said tersely, and get out while my hands stay in my pockets!

Hurriedly the noble youth (he was the elder son of an earl) complied, and departed. Then, one by one, the rest of the company filed past the Chief Inspector. He challenged no one until a Jew smilingly laid a card on the table bearing the legend: Mr. John Jones, Lincolns Inn Fields.

Hi! rapped Kerry, grasping the mans arm. One moment, Mr. Jones! The card I want is in the other case. Dyou take me for a mug? That Jones trick was tried on Noah by the blue-faced baboon!

His perception of character was wonderful. At some of the cards he did not even glance; and upon the women he wasted no time at all. He took it for granted that they would all give false names, but since each of them would be followed it did not matter. When at last the room was emptied, he turned to the scowling proprietor, and:

Thats that! he said. Ive had no instructions about your establishment, my friend, and as Ive seen nothing improper going on Im making no charge, at the moment. I dont want to know what sort of show takes place on your platform, and I dont want to know anything about you that I dont know already. Youre a Swiss subject and a dark horse.

He gathered up the cards from the table, glancing at them carelessly. He did not expect to gain much from his possession of these names and addresses. It was among the women that he counted upon finding patrons of Kazmah and Company. But as he was about to drop the cards into his overcoat pocket, one of them, which bore a written note, attracted his attention.

At this card he stared like a man amazed; his face grew more and more red, and:

Hell! he said Hell! which of em was it?

The card contained the following:  

Lord Wrexborough

Great Cumberland Place, V. 1

To introduce 719. W.


CHAPTER XXVI. THE MOODS OF MOLLIE

Early the following morning Margaret Halley called upon Mollie Gretna.

Mollies personality did not attract Margaret. The two had nothing in common, but Margaret was well aware of the nature of the tie which had bound Rita Irvin to this empty and decadent representative of English aristocracy. Mollie Gretna was entitled to append the words The Honorable to her name, but not only did she refrain from doing so but she even preferred to be known as Gretna  the style of one of the family estates.

This pseudonym she had adopted shortly after her divorce, when she had attempted to take up a stage career. But although the experience had proved disastrous, she had retained the nom de guerre, and during the past four years had several times appeared at war charity garden-parties as a classical dancer  to the great delight of the guests and greater disgust of her family. Her maternal uncle, head of her house, said to be the most blase member of the British peerage and known as the noble tortoise, was generally considered to have pronounced the final verdict upon his golden-haired niece when he declared she is almost amusing.

Mollie received her visitor with extravagant expressions of welcome.

My dear Miss Halley, she cried, how perfectly sweet of you to come to see me! of course, I can guess what you have called about. Look! I have every paper published this morning in London! Every one! Oh! poor, darling little Rita! What can have become of her!

Tears glistened upon her carefully made-up lashes, and so deep did her grief seem to be that one would never have suspected that she had spent the greater part of the night playing bridge at a mixed club in Dover Street, and from thence had proceeded to a military breakfast-dance.

It is indeed a ghastly tragedy, said Margaret. It seems incredible that she cannot be traced.

Absolutely incredible! declared Mollie, opening a large box of cigarettes. Will you have one, dear?

No, thanks. By the way, they are not from Buenos Ayres, I suppose?

Mollie, cigarette in hand, stared, round-eyed, and:

Oh, my dear Miss Halley! she cried, what an idea! Such a funny thing to suggest.

Margaret smiled coolly.

Poor Sir Lucien used to smoke cigarettes of that kind, she explained, and I thought perhaps you smoked them, too.

Mollie shook her head and lighted the cigarette.

He gave me one once, and it made me feel quite sick, she declared.

Margaret glanced at the speaker, and knew immediately that Mollie had determined to deny all knowledge of the drug coterie. Because there is no problem of psychology harder than that offered by a perverted mind, Margaret was misled in ascribing this secrecy to a desire to avoid becoming involved in a scandal. Therefore:

Do you quite realize, Miss Gretna, she said quietly, that every hour wasted now in tracing Rita may mean, must mean, an hour of agony for her?

Oh, dont! please dont! cried Mollie, clasping her hands. I cannot bear to think of it.

God knows in whose hands she is. Then there is poor Mr. Irvin. He is utterly prostrated. One shudders to contemplate his torture as the hours and the days go by and no news comes of Rita.

Oh, my dear! you are making me cry! exclaimed Mollie. If only I could do something to help....

Margaret was studying her closely, and now for the first time she detected sincere emotion in Mollies voice  and unforced tears in her eyes. Hope was reborn.

Perhaps you can, she continued, speaking gently. You knew all Ritas friends and all Sir Luciens. You must have met the woman called Mrs. Sin?

Mrs. Sin, whispered Mollie, staring in a frightened way so that the pupils of her eyes slowly enlarged. What about Mrs. Sin?

Well, you see, they seem to think that through Mrs. Sin they will be able to trace Kazmah; and wherever Kazmah is one would expect to find poor Rita.

Mollie lowered her head for a moment, then glanced quickly at the speaker, and quickly away again.

Please let me explain just what I mean, continued Margaret. It seems to be impossible to find anybody in London who will admit having known Mrs. Sin or Kazmah. They are all afraid of being involved in the case, of course. Now, if you can help, dont hesitate for that reason. A special commission has been appointed by Lord Wrexborough to deal with the case, and their agent is working quite independently of the police. Anything which you care to tell him will be treated as strictly confidential; but think what it may mean to Rita.

Mollie clasped her hands about her right knee and rocked to and fro in her chair.

No one knows who Kazmah is, she said.

But a number of people seem to know Mrs. Sin. I am sure you must have met her?

If I say that I know her, shall I be called as a witness?

Certainly not. I can assure you of that.

Mollie continued to rock to and fro.

But if I were to tell the police I should have to go to court, I suppose?

I suppose so, replied Margaret. I am afraid I am dreadfully ignorant of such matters. It might depend upon whether you spoke to a high official or to a subordinate one; an ordinary policeman for instance. But the Home office agent has nothing whatever to do with Scotland Yard.

Mollie stood up in order to reach an ash-tray, and:

I really dont think I have anything to say, Miss Halley, she declared. I have certainly met Mrs. Sin, but I know nothing whatever about her, except that I believe she is a Jewess.

Margaret sighed, looking up wistfully into Mollies face. Are you quite sure? she pleaded. Oh, Miss Gretna, if you know anything  anything  dont hide it now. It may mean so much.

Oh, I quite understand that, cried Mollie. My heart simply aches and aches when I think of poor, sweet little Rita. But  really I dont think I can be of the least tiny bit of use.

Their glances met, and Margaret read hostility in the shallow eyes. Mollie, who had been wavering, now for some reason had become confirmed in her original determination to remain silent. Margaret stood up.

It is no good, then, she said. We must hope that Rita will be traced by the police. Good-bye, Miss Gretna. I am so sorry you cannot help.

And so am I! declared Mollie. It is perfectly sweet of you to take such an interest, and I feel a positive worm. But what can I do?

As Margaret was stepping into her little runabout car, which awaited her at the door, a theory presented itself to account for Mollies sudden hostility. It had developed, apparently, as a result of Margarets reference to the Home office inquiry. Of course! Mollie would naturally be antagonistic to a commission appointed to suppress the drug traffic.

Convinced that this was the correct explanation, Margaret drove away, reflecting bitterly that she had been guilty of a strategical error which it was now too late to rectify.

In common with others, Kerry among them, who had come in contact with that perverted intelligence, she misjudged Mollies motives. In the first place, the latter had no wish to avoid publicity, and in the second place  although she sometimes wondered vaguely what she should do when her stock of drugs became exhausted  Mollie was prompted by no particular animosity toward the Home office inquiry. She had merely perceived a suitable opportunity to make the acquaintance of the fierce red Chief Inspector, and at the same time to secure notoriety for herself.

Ere Margarets car had progressed a hundred yards from the door, Mollie was at the telephone.

City 400, please, she said.

An interval elapsed, then:

Is that the Commissioners office, New Scotland Yard? she asked.

A voice replied that it was.

Could you put me through to Chief Inspector Kerry?

What name? inquired the voice.

Mollie hesitated for three seconds, and then gave her family name.

Very well, madam, said the voice respectfully. Please hold on, and I will enquire if the Chief Inspector is here.

Mollies heart was beating rapidly with pleasurable excitement, and she was as confused as a maiden at her first rendezvous. Then:

Hello, said the voice.

Yes?

I am sorry, madam. But Chief Inspector Kerry is off duty.

Oh, dear! sighed Mollie, what a pity. Can you tell me where I could find him?

I am afraid not, madam. It is against the rules to give private addresses of members of any department.

Oh, very well. She sighed again. Thank you.

She replaced the receiver and stood biting her finger thoughtfully. She was making a mental inventory of her many admirers and wondering which of them could help her. Suddenly she came to a decision on the point. Taking up the receiver:

Victoria 8440, please, she said.

Still biting one finger she waited, until:

Foreign office, announced a voice.

Please put me through to Mr. Archie Boden-Shaw, she said.

Ere long that officials secretary was inquiring her name, and a moment later:

Is that you, Archie? said Mollie. Yes! Mollie speaking. No, please listen, Archie! You can get to know everything at the Foreign office, and I want you to find out for me the private address of Chief Inspector Kerry, who is in charge of the Bond Street murder case. Dont be silly! Ive asked Scotland Yard, but they wont tell me. You can find out.... It doesnt matter why I want to know.... Just ring me up and tell me. I must know in half an hour. Yes, I shall be seeing you tonight. Good-bye....

Less than half an hour later, the obedient Archie rang up, and Mollie, all excitement, wrote the following address in a dainty scented notebook which she carried in her handbag.

CHIEF INSPECTOR KERRY,

67 Spenser Road, Brixton.


CHAPTER XXVII. CROWN EVIDENCE

The appearance of the violet-enamelled motor brougham upholstered in cream, and driven by a chauffeur in a violet and cream livery, created some slight sensation in Spenser Road, S.E. Mollie Gretnas conspicuous car was familiar enough to residents in the West End of London, but to lower middle-class suburbia it came as something of a shock. More than one window curtain moved suspiciously, suggesting a hidden but watchful presence, when the glittering vehicle stopped before the gate of number 67; and the lady at number 68 seized an evidently rare opportunity to come out and polish her letter-box.

She was rewarded by an unobstructed view of the smartest woman in London (thus spake society paragraphers) and of the most expensive set of furs in Europe, also of a perfectly gowned slim figure. Of Mollies disdainful face, with its slightly uptilted nose, she had no more than a glimpse.

A neat maid, evidently Scotch, admitted the dazzling visitor to number 67; and Spenser Road waited and wondered. It was something to do with the Bond Street murder! Small girls appeared from doorways suddenly opened and darted off to advise less-watchful neighbors.

Kerry, who had been at work until close upon dawn in the mysterious underworld of Soho was sleeping, but Mrs. Kerry received Mollie in a formal little drawing-room, which, unlike the cosy, homely dining-room, possessed that frigid atmosphere which belongs to uninhabited apartments. In a rather handsome cabinet were a number of trophies associated with the detectives successful cases. The cabinet itself was a present from a Regent Street firm for whom Kerry had recovered valuable property.

Mary Kerry, dressed in a plain blouse and skirt, exhibited no trace of nervousness in the presence of her aristocratic and fashionable caller. Indeed, Mollie afterwards declared that she was quite a ladylike person. But rather tin tabernacley, my dear.

Did ye wish to see Chief Inspector Kerry parteecularly? asked Mary, watching her visitor with calm, observant eyes.

Oh, most particularly! cried Mollie, in a flutter of excitement. Of course I dont know what you must think of me for calling at such a preposterous hour, but there are some things that simply cant wait.

Aye, murmured Mrs. Kerry. Twill be yon Bond Street affair?

Oh, yes, it is, Mrs. Kerry. Doesnt the very name of Bond Street turn your blood cold? I am simply shivering with fear!

As the wife of a Chief Inspector I am maybe more used to tragedies than yoursel, madam. But it surely is a sair grim business. My husband is resting now. He was hard at work a the night. Nae doubt yell be wishin tee see him privately?

Oh, if you please. I am so sorry to disturb him. I can imagine that he must be literally exhausted after spending a whole night among dreadful people.

Mary Kerry stood up.

If yell excuse me for a moment Ill awaken him, she said. Our household is sma.

Oh, of course! I quite understand, Mrs. Kerry! So sorry. But so good of you.

Might I offer ye a glass o sherry an a biscuit?

I simply couldnt dream of troubling you! Please dont suggest such a thing. I feel covered with guilt already. Many thanks nevertheless.

Mary Kerry withdrew, leaving Mollie alone. As soon as the door closed Mollie stood up and began to inspect the trophies in the cabinet. She was far too restless and excited to remain sitting down. She looked at the presentation clock on the mantelpiece and puzzled over the signatures engraved upon a large silver dish which commemorated the joy displayed by the Criminal Investigation Department upon the occasion of Kerrys promotion to the post of Chief Inspector.

The door opened and Kerry came in. He had arisen and completed his toilet in several seconds less than five minutes. But his spotlessly neat attire would have survived inspection by the most lynx-eyed martinet in the Brigade of Guards. As he smiled at his visitor with fierce geniality, Mollie blushed like a young girl.

Chief Inspector Kerry was a much bigger man than she had believed him to be. The impression left upon her memory by his brief appearance at the night club had been that of a small, dapper figure. Now, as he stood in the little drawing-room, she saw that he was not much if anything below the average height of Englishmen, and that he possessed wonderfully broad shoulders. In fact, Kerry was deceptive. His compact neatness and the smallness of his feet and hands, together with those swift, lithe movements which commonly belong to men of light physique, curiously combined to deceive the beholder, but masked eleven stones (*note: 1 stone = 14 pounds) of bone and muscle.

Very good of you to offer information, miss, he said. Im willing to admit that I can do with it.

He opened a bureau and took out a writing-block and a fountain pen. Then he turned and stared hard at Mollie. She quickly lowered her eyes.

Excuse me, said Kerry, but didnt I see you somewhere last night?

Yes, she said. I was sitting just inside the door at

Right! I remember, interrupted Kerry. He continued to stare. Before you say any more, miss, I have to remind you that I am a police officer, and that you may be called upon to swear to the truth of any information you may give me.

Oh, of course! I know.

You know? Very well, then; we can get on. Who gave you my address?

At the question, so abruptly asked, Mollie felt herself blushing again. It was delightful to know that she could still blush. Oh  I... that is, I asked Scotland Yard

She bestowed a swift, half-veiled glance at her interrogator, but he offered her no help, and:

They wouldnt tell me, she continued. So  I had to find out. You see, I heard you were trying to get information which I thought perhaps I could give.

So you went to the trouble to find my private address rather than to the nearest police station, said Kerry. Might I ask you from whom you heard that I wanted this information?

Well  its in the papers, isnt it?

It is certainly. But it occurred to me that someone... connected might have told you as well.

Actually, someone did: Miss Margaret Halley.

Good! rapped Kerry. Now were coming to it. She told you to come to me?

Oh, no! cried Mollie she didnt. She told me to tell her so that she could tell the Home office.

Eh? said Kerry, eh? He bent forward, staring fiercely. Please tell me exactly what Miss Halley wanted to know.

The intensity of his gaze Mollie found very perturbing, but:

She wanted me to tell her where Mrs. Sin lived, she replied.

Kerry experienced a quickening of the pulse. In the failure of the C.I.D. to trace the abode of the notorious Mrs. Sin he had suspected double-dealing. He counted it unbelievable that a figure so conspicuous in certain circles could evade official quest even for forty-eight hours. K Divisions explanation, too, that there were no less than eighty Chinamen resident in and about Limehouse whose names either began or ended with Sin, he looked upon as a paltry evasion. That very morning he had awakened from a species of nightmare wherein 719 had affected the arrest of Kazmah and Mrs. Sin and had rescued Mrs. Irvin from the clutches of the former. Now  here was hope. 719 would seem to be as hopelessly in the dark as everybody else.

You refused? he rapped.

Of course I did, Inspector, said Mollie, with a timid, tender glance. I thought you were the proper person to tell.

Then you know? asked Kerry, unable to conceal his eagerness.

Yes, sighed Mollie. Unfortunately  I know. Oh Inspector, how can I explain it to you?

Dont trouble, miss. Just give me the address and Ill ask no questions!

His keenness was thrilling, infectious. As a result of the nights beating he had a list of some twenty names whose owners might have been patrons of Kazmah and some of whom might know Mrs. Sin. But he had learned from bitter experience how difficult it was to induce such people to give useful evidence. There was practically no means of forcing them to speak if they chose, from selfish motives, to be silent. They could be forced to appear in court, but anything elicited in public was worse than useless. Furthermore, Kerry could not afford to wait. Mollie replied excitedly:

Oh, Inspector, I know you will think me simply an appalling person when I tell you; but I have been to Mrs. Sins house The House of a Hundred Raptures she calls it

Yes, yes! But  the address?

However can I tell you the address, Inspector? I could drive you there, but I havent the very haziest idea of the name of the horrible street! One drives along dreadful roads where there are stalls and Jews for quite an interminable time, and then over a sort of canal, and then round to the right all among ships and horrid Chinamen. Then, there is a doorway in a little court, and Mrs. Sins husband sits inside a smelly room with a positively ferocious raven who shrieks about legs and policemen! Oh! Can I ever forget it!

One moment, miss, one moment, said Kerry, keeping an iron control upon himself. What is the name of Mrs. Sins husband?

Oh, let me think! I can always remember it by recalling the croak of the raven. She raised one hand to her brow, posing reflectively, and began to murmur:

Sin Sin Ah... Sin Sin Jar... Sin Sin  Oh! I have it! Sin Sin Wa!

Good! rapped Kerry, and made a note on the block. Sin Sin Wa, and he has a pet raven, you say, who talks?

Who positively talks like some horrid old woman! cried Mollie. He has only one eye.

The raven?

The raven, yes  and also the Chinaman.

What!

Oh! its a nightmare to behold them together! declared Mollie, clasping her hands and bending forward.

She was gaining courage, and now looked almost boldly into the fierce eyes of the Chief Inspector.

Describe the house, he said succinctly. Take your time and use your own words.

Thereupon Mollie launched into a description of Sin Sin Was opium-house. Kerry, his eyes fixed upon her face, listened silently. Then:

These little rooms are really next door? he asked.

I suppose so, Inspector. We always went through the back of a cupboard!

Can you give me names of others who used this place?

Well  Mollie hesitated poor Rita, of course and Sir Lucien. Then, Cyrus Kilfane used to go.

Kilfane? The American actor?

Yes.

Hm. Hes back in America, Sir Lucien is dead, and Mrs. Irvin is missing. Nobody else?

Mollie shook her head.

Who first took you there?

Cyrus Kilfane.

Not Sir Lucien?

Oh, no. But both of them had been before.

What was Kazmahs connection with Mrs. Sin and her husband?

I have no idea, Inspector. Kazmah used to supply cocaine and veronal and trional and heroin, but those who wanted to smoke opium he sent to Mrs. Sin.

What! he gave them her address?

No, no! He gave her their address.

I see. She called?

Yes. Oh, Inspector  Mollie bent farther forward I can see in your eyes that you think I am fabulously wicked! Shall I be arrested?

Kerry coughed drily and stood up.

Probably not, miss. But you may be required to give evidence.

Oh, actually? cried Mollie, also standing up and approaching nearer.

Yes. Shall you object?

Mollie looked into his eyes.

Not if I can be of the slightest assistance to you, Inspector.

A theory to explain why this social butterfly had sought him out as a recipient of her compromising confidences presented itself to Kerrys mind. He was a modest man, having neither time nor inclination for gallantries, and this was the first occasion throughout his professional career upon which he had obtained valuable evidence on the strength of his personal attractions. He doubted the accuracy of his deduction. But, Mollie at that moment lowering her lashes and then rapidly raising them again, Kerry was compelled to accept his own astonishing theory.

And she is the daughter of a peer! he reflected. No wonder it has been hard to get evidence.

He glanced rapidly in the direction of the door. There were several details which were by no means clear, but he decided to act upon the information already given and to get rid of his visitor without delay. Where some of the most dangerous criminals in Europe and America had failed, Mollie Gretna had succeeded in making Red Kerry nervous.

I am much indebted to you, miss, he said, and opened the door.

Oh, it has been delightful to confess to you, Inspector! declared Mollie. I will give you my card, and I shall expect you to come to me for any further information you may want. If I have to be brought to court, you will tell me, wont you?

Rely upon me, miss, replied Kerry shortly.

He escorted Mollie to her brougham, observed by no less than six discreetly hidden neighbors. And as the brougham was driven off she waved her hand to him! Kerry felt a hot flush spreading over his red countenance, for the veiled onlookers had not escaped his attention. As he re-entered the house:

Yons a bad woman, said his wife, emerging from the dining-room.

I believe you may be right, Mary, replied Kerry confusedly.

I kenned it when fairst I set een upon her painted face. I kenned it the now when she lookit sideways at ye. If yons a grand lady, shes a woman o puir repute. The Lord gie us grace.


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE GILDED JOSS

London was fog-bound. The threat of the past week had been no empty one. Towards the hour of each wintry sunset had come the yellow racks, hastening dusk and driving folks more speedily homeward to their firesides. The dull reports of fog-signals had become a part of the metropolitan bombilation, but hitherto the choking mist had not secured a strangle-hold.

Now, however, it had triumphed, casting its thick net over the city as if eager to stifle the pulsing life of the new Babylon. In the neighborhood of the Docks its density was extraordinary, and the purlieus of Limehouse became mere mysterious gullies of smoke impossible to navigate unless one were very familiar with their intricacies and dangers.

Chief Inspector Kerry, wearing a cardigan under his oilskins, tapped the pavement with the point of his malacca like a blind man. No glimmer of light could he perceive. He could not even see his companion.

Hell! he snapped irritably, as his foot touched a brick wall, where the devil are you, constable?

Here beside you, sir, answered P.C. Bryce, of K Division, his guide.

Which side?

Here, sir.

The constable grasped Kerrys arm.

But weve walked slap into a damn brick wall!

Keep the wall on your left, sir, and its all clear ahead.

Clear be damned! said Kerry. Are we nearly there?

About a dozen paces and we shall see the lamp  if its been lighted.

And if not we shall stroll into the river, I suppose?

No danger of that. Even if the lamps out, we shall strike the iron pillar.

I dont doubt it, said Kerry grimly.

They proceeded at a slow pace. Dull reports and a vague clangor were audible. These sounds were so deadened by the clammy mist that they might have proceeded from some gnomes workshop deep in the bowels of the earth. The blows of a pile-driver at work on the Surrey shore suggested to Kerrys mind the phantom crew of Hendrick Hudson at their game of ninepins in the Katskill Mountains. Suddenly:

Is that you, Bryce? he asked.

Im here, sir, replied the voice of the constable from beside him.

Hm, then theres someone else about. He raised his voice. Hi, there! have you lost your way?

Kerry stood still, listening. But no one answered to his call.

Ill swear there was someone just behind us, Bryce!

There was, sir. I saw someone, too. A Chinese resident, probably. Here we are!

A sound of banging became audible, and on advancing another two paces, Kerry found himself beside Bryce before a low closed door.

Hello! hello! croaked a dim voice. Number one plice chop, lo! Sin Sin Wa!

The flat note of a police whistle followed.

Sin Sin is at home, declared Bryce. Thats the raven.

Does he take the thing about with him, then?

I dont think so. But he puts it in a cupboard when he goes out, and it never talks unless it can see a light.

Bolts were unfastened and the door was opened. Out through the moving curtain of fog shone the red glow from a stove. A grotesque silhouette appeared outlined upon the dim redness.

You wantchee me? crooned Sin Sin Wa.

I do! rapped Kerry. Ive called to look for opium.

He stepped past the Chinaman into the dimly lighted room. As he did so, the cause of an apparent deformity which had characterized the outline of Sin Sin Wa became apparent. From his left shoulder the raven partly arose, moving his big wings, and:

Smartest leg! it shrieked in Kerrys ear and rattled imaginary castanets.

The Chief Inspector started, involuntarily.

Damn the thing! he muttered. Come in, Bryce, and shut the door. Whats this?

On a tea-chest set beside the glowing stove, the little door of which was open, stood a highly polished squat wooden image, gilded and colored red and green. It was that of a leering Chinaman, possibly designed to represent Buddha, and its jade eyes seemed to blink knowingly in the dancing rays from the stove.

Sin Sin Was Joss, murmured the proprietor, as Bryce closed the outer door. Me shinee him up; makee Joss glad. Number one piecee Joss.

Kerry turned and stared into the pock-marked smiling face. Seen in that dim light it was not unlike the carved face of the image, save that the latter possessed two open eyes and the Chinaman but one. The details of the room were indiscernible, lost in yellowish shadow, but the eye of the raven and the eye of Sin Sin Wa glittered like strange jewels.

Hm, said Kerry. Sorry to interrupt your devotions. Light us.

Allee velly proper, crooned Sin Sin Wa.

He took up the Joss tenderly and bore it across the room. Opening a little cupboard set low down near the floor he discovered a lighted lantern. This he took out and set upon the dirty table. Then he placed the image on a shelf in the cupboard and turned smilingly to his visitors.

Number one plice! shrieked the raven.

Here! snapped Kerry. Put that damn thing to bed!

Velly good, murmured Sin Sin Wa complacently.

He raised his hand to his shoulder and the raven stepped sedately from shoulder to wrist. Sin Sin Wa stooped.

Come, Tling-a-Ling, he said softly. You catchee sleepee.

The raven stepped down from his wrist and walked into the cupboard.

So fashion, lo! said Sin Sin Wa, closing the door.

He seated himself upon a tea-chest beside the useful cupboard, resting his hands upon his knees and smiling.

Kerry, chewing steadily, had watched the proceedings in silence, but now:

Constable Bryce, he said crisply, you recognize this man as Sin Sin Wa, the occupier of the house?

Yes, sir, replied Bryce.

He was not wholly at ease, and persistently avoided the Chinamans oblique, beady eye.

In the ordinary course of your duty you frequently pass along this street?

Its the limit of the Limehouse beat, sir. Poplar patrols on the other side.

So that at this point, or hereabout, you would sometimes meet the constable on the next beat?

Well, sir, Bryce hesitated, clearing his throat, this street isnt properly in his district.

I didnt say it was! snapped Kerry, glaring fiercely at the embarrassed constable. I said you would sometimes meet him here.

Yes, sometimes.

Sometimes. Right. Did you ever come in here?

The constable ventured a swift glance at the savage red face, and:

Yes, sir, now and then, he confessed. Just for a warm on a cold night, maybe.

Allee velly welcome, murmured Sin Sin Wa.

Kerry never for a moment removed his fixed gaze from the face of Bryce.

Now, my lad, he said, Im going to ask you another question. Im not saying a word about the warm on a cold night. Were all human. But  did you ever see or hear or smell anything suspicious in this house?

Never, affirmed the constable earnestly.

Did anything ever take place that suggested to your mind that Sin Sin Wa might be concealing something  upstairs, for instance?

Never a thing, sir. Theres never been a complaint about him.

Allee velly proper, crooned Sin Sin Wa.

Kerry stared intently for some moments at Bryce; then, turning suddenly to Sin Sin Wa:

I want to see your wife, he said. Fetch her.

Sin Sin Wa gently patted his knees.

She velly bad woman, he declared. She no hate topside pidgin.

Dont talk! shouted Kerry. Fetch her!

Sin Sin Wa turned his hands palms upward.

Me no hate gotchee wifee, he murmured.

Kerry took one pace forward.

Fetch her, he said; or He drew a pair of handcuffs from the pocket of his oilskin.

Velly bad luck, murmured Sin Sin Wa. Catchee trouble for wifee no got.

He extended his wrists, meeting the angry glare of the Chief Inspector with a smile of resignation. Kerry bit savagely at his chewing-gum, glancing aside at Bryce.

Did you ever see his wife? he snapped.

No, sir. I didnt know he had one.

No habgotchee, murmured Sin Sin Wa, velly bad woman.

For the last time, said Kerry, stooping and thrusting his face forward so that his nose was only some six inches from that of Sin Sin Wa, wheres Mrs. Sin?

Catchee lun off, replied the Chinaman blandly. Velly bad woman. Tlief woman. Catchee stealee alla my dollars!

Eh!

Kerry stood upright, moving his shoulders and rattling the handcuffs.

Comee here when Sin Sin Wa hate gone for catchee shavee, liftee alla my dollars, and-pff! chee-lo!

He raised his hand and blew imaginary fluff into space. Kerry stared down at him with an expression in which animal ferocity and helplessness were oddly blended. Then:

Bryce, he said, stay here. Im going to search the house.

Very good, sir.

Kerry turned again to the Chinaman.

Is there anyone upstairs? he demanded.

Nobody hate. Sin Sin Wa alla samee lonesome. Catchee shinum him joss.

Kerry dropped the handcuffs back into the pocket of his overall and took out an electric torch. With never another glance at Sin Sin Wa he went out into the passage and began to mount the stairs, presently finding himself in a room filled with all sorts of unsavory rubbish and containing a large cupboard. He uttered an exclamation of triumph.

Crossing the littered floor, and picking his way amid broken cane chairs, tea-chests, discarded garments and bedlaths, he threw open the cupboard door. Before him hung a row of ragged clothes and a number of bowler hats. Directing the ray of the torch upon the unsavory collection, he snatched coats and hats from the hooks upon which they depended and hurled them impatiently upon the floor.

When the cupboard was empty he stepped into it and began to bang upon the back. The savagery of his expression grew more marked than usual, and as he chewed his maxillary muscles protruded extraordinarily.

If ever I sounded a brick wall, he muttered, Im doing it now.

Tap where he would  and he tapped with his knuckles and with the bone ferrule of his cane  there was nothing in the resulting sound to suggest that that part of the wall behind the cupboard was less solid than any other part.

He examined the room rapidly, then passed into another one adjoining it, which was evidently used as a bedroom. The latter faced towards the court and did not come in contact with the wall of the neighboring house. In both rooms the windows were fastened, and judging from the state of the fasteners were never opened. In that containing the cupboard outside shutters were also closed. Despite this sealing-up of the apartments, traces of fog hung in the air. Kerry descended the stairs.

Snapping off the light of his torch, he stood, feet wide apart, staring at Sin Sin Wa. The latter, smiling imperturbably, yellow hands resting upon knees, sat quite still on the tea-chest. Constable Bryce was seated on a corner of the table, looking curiously awkward in his tweed overcoat and bowler hat, which garments quite failed to disguise the policeman. He stood up as Kerry entered. Then:

There used to be a door between this house and the next, said Kerry succinctly. My information is exact and given by someone who has often used that door.

Bloody liar, murmured Sin Sin Wa.

What! shouted Kerry. What did you say, you yellow-faced mongrel!

He clenched his fists and strode towards the Chinaman.

Sarcee feller catchee pullee leg, explained the unmoved Sin Sin Wa. Velly bad man tellee lie for makee bhoberry  getchee poor Chinaman in tlouble.

In the fog-bound silence Kerry could very distinctly be heard chewing. He turned suddenly to Bryce.

Go back and fetch two men, he directed. I should never find my way.

Very good, sir.

Bryce stepped to the door, unable to hide the relief which he experienced, and opened it. The fog was so dense that it looked like a yellow curtain hung in the opening.

Phew! said Bryce. I may be some little time, sir.

Quite likely. But dont stop to pick daisies.

The constable went out, closing the door. Kerry laid his cane on the table, then stooped and tossed a cud of chewing-gum into the stove. From his waistcoat pocket he drew out a fresh piece and placed it between his teeth. Drawing a tea-chest closer to the stove, he seated himself and stared intently into the glowing heart of the fire.

Sin Sin Wa extended his arm and opened the little cupboard.

Number one plice, croaked the raven drowsily.

You catchee sleepee, Tling-a-Ling, said Sin Sin Wa.

He took out the green-eyed joss, set it tenderly upon a corner of the table, and closed the cupboard door. With a piece of chamois leather, which he sometimes dipped into a little square tin, he began to polish the hideous figure.


CHAPTER XXIX. DOUBTS AND FEARS

Monte Irvin raised his head and stared dully at Margaret Halley. It was very quiet in the library of the big old-fashioned house at Princes Gate. A faint crackling sound which proceeded from the fire was clearly audible. Margarets grey eyes were anxiously watching the man whose pose as he sat in the deep, saddle-back chair so curiously suggested collapse.

Drugs, he whispered. Drugs.

Few of his City associates would have recognized the voice; all would have been shocked to see the change which had taken place in the man.

You really understand why I have told you, Mr. Irvin, dont you? said Margaret almost pleadingly. Dr. Burton thought you should not be told, but then Dr. Burton did not know you were going to ask me point blank. And I thought it better that you should know the truth, bad as it is, rather than

Rather than suspect  worse things, whispered Irvin. Of course, you were right, Miss Halley. I am very, very grateful to you for telling me. I realize what courage it must have called for. Believe me, I shall always remember

He broke off, staring across the room at his wifes portrait. Then:

If only I had known, he added.

Irvin exhibited greater composure than Margaret had ventured to anticipate. She was confirmed in her opinion that he should be told the truth.

I would have told you long ago, she said, if I had thought that any good could result from my doing so. Frankly, I had hoped to cure Rita of the habit, and I believe I might have succeeded in time.

There has been no mention of drugs in connection with the case, said Monte Irvin, speaking monotonously. In the Press, I mean.

Hitherto there has not, she replied. But there is a hint of it in one of this evenings papers, and I determined to give you the exact facts so far as they are known to me before some garbled account came to your ears.

Thank you, he said, thank you. I had felt for a long time that I was getting out of touch with Rita, that she had other confidants. Have you any idea who they were, Miss Halley?

He raised his eyes, looking at her pathetically. Margaret hesitated, then:

Well, she replied, I am afraid Nina knew.

Her maid?

I think she must have known.

He sighed.

The police have interrogated her, he said. Probably she is being watched.

Oh, I dont think she knows anything about the drug syndicate, declared Margaret. She merely acted as confidential messenger. Poor Sir Lucien Pyne, I am sure, was addicted to drugs.

Do you think  Irvin spoke in a very low voice do you think he led her into the habit?

Margaret bit her lip, staring down at the red carpet.

I would hate to slander a man who can never defend himself, she replied finally. But  I have sometimes thought he did.

Silence fell. Both were contemplating a theory which neither dared to express in words.

You see, continued Margaret, it is evident that this man Kazmah was patronized by people so highly placed that it is hopeless to look for information from them. Again, such people have influence. I dont suggest that they are using it to protect Kazmah, but I have no doubt they are doing so to protect themselves.

Monte Irvin raised his eyes to her face. A weary, sad look had come into them.

You mean that it may be to somebodys interest to hush up the matter as much as possible?

Margaret nodded her head.

The prevalence of the drug habit in society  especially in London society  is a secret which has remained hidden so long from the general public, she replied, that one cannot help looking for bribery and corruption. The stage is made the scapegoat whenever the voice of scandal breathes the word dope, but we rarely hear the names of the worst offenders even whispered. I have thought for a long time that the authorities must know the names of the receivers and distributors of cocaine, veronal, opium, and the other drugs, huge quantities of which find their way regularly to the West End of London. Pharmacists sometimes experience the greatest difficulty in obtaining the drugs which they legitimately require, and the prices have increased extraordinarily. Cocaine, for instance, has gone up from five and sixpence an ounce to eighty-seven shillings, and heroin from three and sixpence to over forty shillings, while opium that was once about twenty shillings a pound is now eight times the price.

Monte Irvin listened attentively.

In the course of my Guildhall duties, he said slowly, I have been brought in contact frequently with police officers of all ranks. If influential people are really at work protecting these villains who deal illicitly in drugs, I dont think, and I am not prepared to believe, that they have corrupted the police.

Neither do I believe so, Mr. Irvin! said Margaret eagerly.

But, Irvin pursued, exhibiting greater animation, you inform me that a Home office commissioner has been appointed. What does this mean, if not that Lord Wrexborough distrusts the police?

Well, you see, the police seemed to be unable, or unwilling, to do anything in the matter. Of course, this may have been due to the fact that the traffic was so skilfully handled that it defied their inquiries.

Take, as an instance, Chief Inspector Kerry, continued Irvin. He has exhibited the utmost delicacy and consideration in his dealings with me, but Ill swear that a whiter man never breathed.

Oh, really, Mr. Irvin, I dont think for a moment that men of that class are suspected of being concerned. Indeed, I dont believe any active collusion is suspected at all.

Lord Wrexborough thinks that Scotland Yard hasnt got an officer clever enough for the dope people?

Quite possibly.

I take it that he has put up a secret service man?

I believe  that is, I know he has.

Monte Irvin was watching Margarets face, and despite the dull misery which deadened his usually quick perceptions, he detected a heightened color and a faint change of expression. He did not question her further upon the point, but:

God knows I welcome all the help that offers, he said. Lord Wrexborough is your uncle, Miss Halley; but do you think this secret commission business quite fair to Scotland Yard?

Margaret stared for some moments at the carpet, then raised her grey eyes and looked earnestly at the speaker. She had learned in the brief time that had elapsed since this black sorrow had come upon him to understand what it was in the character of Monte Irvin which had attracted Rita. It afforded an illustration of that obscure law governing the magnetism which subsists between diverse natures. For not all the agony of mind which he suffered could hide or mar the cleanness and honesty of purpose which were Monte Irvins outstanding qualities.

No, Margaret replied, honestly, I dont. And I feel rather guilty about it, too, because I have been urging uncle to take such a step for quite a long time. You see  she glanced at Irvin wistfully I am brought in contact with so many victims of the drug habit. I believe the police are hampered; and these people who deal in drugs manage in some way to evade the law. The Home office agent will report to a committee appointed by Lord Wrexborough, and then, you see, if it is found necessary to do so, there will be special legislation.

Monte Irvin sighed wearily, and his glance strayed in the direction of the telephone on the side-table. He seemed to be constantly listening for something which he expected but dreaded to hear. Whenever the toy spaniel which lay curled up on the rug before the fire moved or looked towards the door, Irvin started and his expression changed.

This suspense, he said jerkily, this suspense is so hard to bear.

Oh, Mr. Irvin, your courage is wonderful, replied Margaret earnestly. But he  she hastily corrected herself everybody is convinced that Rita is safe. Under some strange misapprehension regarding this awful tragedy she has run away into hiding. Probably she has been induced to do so by those interested in preventing her from giving evidence.

Monte Irvins eyes lighted up strangely. Is that the opinion of the Home office agent? he asked.

Yes.

Inspector Kerry shares it, declared Irvin. Please God they are right.

It is the only possible explanation, said Margaret. Any hour now we may expect news of her.

You dont think, pursued Monte Irvin, that anybody  anybody  suspects Rita of being concerned in the death of Sir Lucien?

He fixed a gaze of pathetic inquiry upon her face.

Of course not! she cried. How ridiculous it would be.

Yes, he murmured, it would be ridiculous.

Margaret stood up.

I am quite relieved now that I have done what I conceived to be my duty, Mr. Irvin, she said. And, bad as the truth may be, it is better than doubt, after all. You must look after yourself, you know. When Rita comes back we shall have a big task before us to wean her from her old habits. She met his glance frankly. But we shall succeed.

How you cheer me, whispered Monte Irvin emotionally. You are the truest friend that Rita ever had, Miss Halley. You will keep in touch with me, will you not?

Of course. Next to yourself there is no one so sincerely interested as I am. I love Rita as I should have loved a sister if I had had one. Please dont stand up. Dr. Burton has told you to avoid all exertion for a week or more, I know.

Monte Irvin grasped her outstretched hand.

Any news which reaches me, he said, I will communicate immediately. Thank you. In times of trouble we learn to know our real friends.


CHAPTER XXX. THE FIGHT IN THE DARK

Towards eleven oclock at night the fog began slightly to lift. As Kerry crossed the bridge over Limehouse Canal he could vaguely discern the dirty water below, and street lamps showed dimly, surrounded each by a halo of yellow mist. Fog signals were booming on the railway, and from the great docks in the neighborhood mechanical clashings and hammerings were audible.

Turning to the right, Kerry walked on for some distance, and then suddenly stepped into the entrance to a narrow cul-de-sac and stood quite still.

A conviction had been growing upon him during the past twelve hours that someone was persistently and cleverly dogging his footsteps. He had first detected the presence of this mysterious follower outside the house of Sin Sin Wa, but the density of the fog had made it impossible for him to obtain a glimpse of the mans face. He was convinced, too, that he had been followed back to Leman Street, and from there to New Scotland Yard. Now, again he became aware of this persistent presence, and hoped at last to confront the spy.

Below footsteps, the footsteps of someone proceeding with the utmost caution, came along the pavement. Kerry stood close to the wall of the court, one hand in a pocket of his overall, waiting and chewing.

Nearer came the footsteps  and nearer. A shadowy figure appeared only a yard or so away from the watchful Chief Inspector. Thereupon he acted.

With one surprising spring he hurled himself upon the unprepared man, grasped him by his coat collar, and shone the light of an electric torch fully into his face.

Hell! he snapped. The smart from Spinkers!

The ray of the torch lighted up the mean, pinched face of Brisley, blanched now by fright, gleamed upon the sharp, hooked nose and into the cunning little brown eyes. Brisley licked his lips. In Kerrys muscular grip he bore quite a remarkable resemblance to a rat in the jaws of a terrier.

Ho, ho! continued the Chief Inspector, showing his teeth savagely. So we let Scotland Yard make the pie, and then we steal all the plums, do we?

He shook the frightened man until Brisleys broad-brimmed bowler was shaken off, revealing the receding brow and scanty neutral-colored hair.

We let Scotland Yard work night and day, and then we present our rat-faced selves to Mr. Monte Irvin and say we have found the lady do we? Another vigorous shake followed. We track Chief Inspectors of the Criminal Investigation Department, do we? We do, eh? We are dirty, skulking mongrels, arent we? We require to be kicked from Limehouse to Paradise, dont we? He suddenly released Brisley. So we shall be! he shouted furiously.

Hot upon the promise came the deed.

Brisley sent up a howl of pain as Kerrys right brogue came into violent contact with his person. The assault almost lifted him off his feet, and hatless as he was he set off, running as a man runs whose life depends upon his speed. The sound of his pattering footsteps was echoed from wall to wall of the cul-de-sac until finally it was swallowed up in the fog.

Kerry stood listening for some moments, then, directing a furious kick upon the bowler which lay at his feet, he snapped off the light of the torch and pursued his way. The lesser mystery was solved, but the greater was before him.

He had made a careful study of the geography of the neighborhood, and although the fog was still dense enough to be confusing, he found his way without much difficulty to the street for which he was bound. Some fifteen paces along the narrow thoroughfare he came upon someone standing by a closed door set in a high brick wall. The street contained no dwelling houses, and except for the solitary figure by the door was deserted and silent. Kerry took out his torch and shone a white ring upon the smiling countenance of Detective-Sergeant Coombes.

If that smile gets any worse, he said irritably, theyll have to move your ears back. Anything to report?

Sin Sin Wa went to bed an hour ago.

Any visitors?

No.

Has he been out?

No.

Got the ladder?

Yes.

All quiet in the neighborhood?

All quiet.

Good.

The street in which this conversation took place was one running roughly parallel with that in which the house of Sin Sin Wa was situated. A detailed search of the Chinamans premises had failed to bring to light any scrap of evidence to show that opium had ever been smoked there. Of the door described by Mollie Gretna, and said to communicate with the adjoining establishment, not a trace could be found. But the fact that such a door had existed did not rest solely upon Mollies testimony. From one of the beat-ups interviewed that day, Kerry had succeeded in extracting confirmatory evidence.

Inquiries conducted in the neighborhood of Poplar had brought to light the fact that four of the houses in this particular street, including that occupied by Sin Sin Wa and that adjoining it, belonged to a certain Mr. Jacobs, said to reside abroad. Mr. Jacobs rents were collected by an estate agent, and sent to an address in San Francisco. For some reason not evident to this man of business, Mr. Jacobs demanded a rental for the house next to Sin Sin Was, which was out of all proportion to the value of the property. Hence it had remained vacant for a number of years. The windows were broken and boarded up, as was the door.

Kerry realized that the circumstance of the landlord of The House of a Hundred Raptures being named Jacobs, and the lessee of the Cubanis Cigarette Companys premises in old Bond Street being named Isaacs, might be no more than a coincidence. Nevertheless it was odd. He had determined to explore the place without unduly advertising his intentions.

Two modes of entrance presented themselves. There was a trap on the roof, but in order to reach it access would have to be obtained to one of the other houses in the row, which also possessed a roof-trap; or there were four windows overlooking a little back yard, two upstairs and two down.

By means of a short ladder which Coombes had brought for the purpose Kerry climbed on to the wall and dropped into the yard.

The jemmy! he said softly.

Coombes, also mounting, dropped the required implement. Kerry caught it deftly, and in a very few minutes had wrenched away the rough planking nailed over one of the lower windows, without making very much noise.

Shall I come down? inquired Coombes in muffled tones from the top of the wall.

No, rapped Kerry. Hide the ladder again. If I want help Ill whistle. Catch!

He tossed the jemmy up to Coombes, and Coombes succeeded in catching it. Then Kerry raised the glass-less sash of the window and stepped into a little room, which he surveyed by the light of his electric torch. It was filthy and littered with rubbish, but showed no sign of having been occupied for a long time. The ceiling was nearly black, and so were the walls. He went out into a narrow passage similar to that in the house of Sin Sin Wa and leading to a stair.

Walking quietly, he began to ascend. Mollie Gretnas description of the opium-house had been most detailed and lurid, and he was prepared for some extravagant scene.

He found three bare, dirty rooms, having all the windows boarded up.

Hell! he said succinctly.

Resting his torch upon a dust-coated ledge of the room, which presumably was situated in the front of the house, he deposited a cud of chewing-gum in the empty grate and lovingly selected a fresh piece from the packet which he always carried. Once more chewing he returned to the narrow passage, which he knew must be that in which the secret doorway had opened.

It was uncarpeted and dirty, and the walls were covered with faded filthy paper, the original color and design of which were quite lost. There was not the slightest evidence that a door had ever existed in any part of the wall. Following a detailed examination Kerry returned his magnifying glass to the washleather bag and the bag to his waistcoat pocket.

Hm, he said, thinking aloud, Sin Sin Wa may have only one eye, but its a good eye.

He raised his glance to the blackened ceiling of the passage, and saw that the trap giving access to the roof was situated immediately above him. He directed the ray of the torch upon it. In the next moment he had snapped off the light and was creeping silently towards the door of the front room.

The trap had moved slightly!

Gaining the doorway, Kerry stood just inside the room and waited. He became conscious of a kind of joyous excitement, which claimed him at such moments; an eagerness and a lust of action. But he stood perfectly still, listening and waiting.

There came a faint creaking sound, and a new damp chilliness was added to the stale atmosphere of the passage. Someone had quietly raised the trap.

Cutting through the blackness like a scimitar shone a ray of light from above, widening as it descended and ending in a white patch on the floor. It was moved to and fro. Then it disappeared. Another vague creaking sound followed  that caused by a mans weight being imposed upon a wooden framework.

Finally came a thud on the bare boards of the floor.

Complete silence ensued. Kerry waited, muscles tense and brain alert. He even suspended the chewing operation. A dull, padding sound reached his ears.

From the quality of the thud which had told of the intruders drop from the trap to the floor, Kerry had deduced that he wore rubber-soled shoes. Now, the sound which he could hear was that of the strangers furtive footsteps. He was approaching the doorway in which Kerry was standing.

Just behind the open door Kerry waited. And unheralded by any further sound to tell of his approach, the intruder suddenly shone a ray of light right into the room. He was on the threshold; only the door concealed him from Kerry, and concealed Kerry from the new-comer.

The disc of light cast into the dirty room grew smaller. The man with the torch was entering. A hand which grasped a magazine pistol appeared beyond the edge of the door, and Kerrys period of inactivity came to an end. Leaning back he adroitly kicked the weapon from the hand of the man who held it!

There was a smothered cry of pain, and the pistol fell clattering on the floor. The light went out, too. As it vanished Kerry leapt from his hiding-place. Snapping on the light of his own pocket lamp, he ran out into the passage.

Crack! came the report of a pistol.

Kerry dropped flat on the floor. He had not counted on the intruder being armed with two pistols! His pocket lamp, still alight, fell beside him, and he lay in a curiously rigid attitude on his side, one knee drawn up and his arm thrown across his face.

Carefully avoiding the path of light cast by the fallen torch, the unseen stranger approached silently. Pistol in hand, he bent, nearer and nearer, striving to see the face of the prostrate man. Kerry lay deathly still. The other dropped on one knee and bent closely over him....

Swiftly as a lash Kerrys arm was whipped around the mans neck, and helpless he pitched over on to his head! Uttering a dull groan, he lay heavy and still across Kerrys body.

Flames! muttered the Chief Inspector, extricating himself; I didnt mean to break his neck.

He took up the electric torch, and shone it upon the face of the man on the floor. It was a dirty, unshaven face, unevenly tanned, as though the man had worn a beard until quite recently and had come from a hot climate. He was attired in a manner which suggested that he might be a ships fireman save that he wore canvas shoes having rubber soles.

Kerry stood watching him for some moments. Then he groped behind him with one foot until he found the pistol, the second pistol which the man had dropped as he pitched on his skull. Kerry picked it up, and resting the electric torch upon the crown of his neat bowler hat  which lay upon the floor  he stooped, pistol in hand, and searched the pockets of the prostrate man, who had begun to breathe stertorously. In the breast pocket he found a leather wallet of good quality; and at this he stared, a curious expression coming into his fierce eyes. He opened it, and found Treasury notes, some official-looking papers, and a number of cards. Upon one of these cards be directed the light, and this is what he read:

Lord Wrexborough

Great Cumberland Place, V. 1

To introduce 719. W.

Gods truth! gasped Kerry. Its the man from Whitehall!

The stertorous breathing ceased, and a very dirty hand was thrust up to him.

Im glad you spoke, Chief Inspector Kerry, drawled a vaguely familiar voice. I was just about to kick you in the back of the neck!

Kerry dropped the wallet and grasped the proffered hand. 719 stood up, smiling grimly. Footsteps were clattering on the stairs. Coombes had heard the shot.

Sir, said Kerry, if ever you need a testimonial to your efficiency at this game, my address is Sixty-seven Spenser Road, Brixton. Weve met before.

We have, Chief Inspector, was the reply. We met at Kazmahs, and later at a certain gambling den in Soho.

The pseudo fireman dragged a big cigar-case from his hip-pocket.

Im known as Seton Pasha. Can I offer you a cheroot?


CHAPTER XXXI. THE STORY OF 719

In a top back room of the end house in the street which also boasted the residence of Sin Sin Wa, Seton Pasha and Chief Inspector Kerry sat one on either side of a dirty deal table. Seton smoked and Kerry chewed. A smoky oil-lamp burned upon the table, and two notebooks lay beside it.

It is certainly odd, Seton was saying, that you failed to break my neck. But I have made it a practice since taking up my residence here to wear a cap heavily padded. I apprehend sandbags and pieces of loaded tubing.

The tube is not made, declared Kerry, which can do the job. Youre harder to kill than a Chinese-Jew.

Your own escape is almost equally remarkable, added Seton. I rarely miss at such short range. But you had nearly broken my wrist with that kick.

Im sorry, said Kerry. You should always bang a door wide open suddenly before you enter into a suspected room. Anybody standing behind usually stops it with his head.

I am indebted for the hint, Chief Inspector. We all have something to learn.

Well, sir, weve laid our cards on the table, and youll admit weve both got a lot to learn before we see daylight. Ill be obliged if youll put me wise to your game. I take it you began work on the very night of the murder?

I did. By a pure accident  the finding of an opiated cigarette in Mr. Grays rooms  I perceived that the business which had led to my recall from the East was involved in the Bond Street mystery. Frankly, Chief Inspector, I doubted at that time if it were possible for you and me to work together. I decided to work alone. A beard which I had worn in the East, for purposes of disguise, I shaved off; and because the skin was whiter where the hair had grown than elsewhere, I found it necessary after shaving to powder my face heavily. This accounts for the description given to you of a man with a pale face. Even now the coloring is irregular, as you may notice.

Deciding to work anonymously, I went post haste to Lord Wrexhorough and made certain arrangements whereby I became known to the responsible authorities as 719. The explanation of these figures is a simple one. My name is Greville Seton. G is the seventh letter in the alphabet, and S the nineteenth; hence seven-nineteen.

The increase of the drug traffic and the failure of the police to cope with it had led to the institution of a Home office inquiry, you see. It was suspected that the traffic was in the hands of orientals, and in looking about for a confidential agent to make certain inquiries my name cropped up. I was at that time employed by the Foreign office, but Lord Wrexborough borrowed me. Seton smiled at his own expression. Every facility was offered to me, as you know. And that my investigations led me to the same conclusion as your own, my presence as lessee of this room, in the person of John Smiles, seaman, sufficiently demonstrates.

Hm, said Kerry, and I take it your investigations have also led you to the conclusion that our hands are clean?

Seton Pasha fixed his cool regard upon the speaker.

Personally, I never doubted this, Chief Inspector, he declared. I believed, and I still believe, that the people who traffic in drugs are clever enough to keep in the good books of the local police. It is a case of clever camouflage, rather than corruption.

Ah, snapped Kerry. I was waiting to hear you mention it. So long as we know. Im not a man that stands for being pointed at. Ive got a boy at a good public school, but if ever he said he was ashamed of his father, the day he said it would be a day hed never forget!

Seton Pasha smiled grimly and changed the topic.

Let us see, he said, if we are any nearer to the heart of the mystery of Kazmah. You were at the Regent Street bank today, I understand, at which the late Sir Lucien Pyne had an account?

I was, replied Kerry. Next to his theatrical enterprises his chief source of income seems to have been a certain Jose Santos Company, of Buenos Ayres. Weve traced Kazmahs account, too. But no one at the bank has ever seen him. The missing Rashid always paid in. Checks were signed Mohammed el-Kazmah, in which name the account had been opened. From the amount standing to his credit there its evident that the proceeds of the dope business went elsewhere.

Where do you think they went? asked Seton quietly, watching Kerry.

Well, rapped Kerry, I think the same as you. Ive got two eyes and I can see out of both of them.

And you think?

I think they went to the Jose Santos Company, of Buenos Ayres!

Right! cried Seton. I feel sure of it. We may never know how it was all arranged or who was concerned, but I am convinced that Mr. Isaacs, lessee of the Cubanis Cigarette Company offices, Mr. Jacobs (my landlord!), Mohammed el-Kazmah  whoever he may be  the untraceable Mrs. Sin Sin Wa, and another, were all shareholders of the Jose Santos company.

Im with you. By another you mean?

Sir Lucien! Its horrible, but Im afraid its true.

They became silent for a while. Kerry chewed and Seton smoked. Then:

The significance of the fact that Sir Luciens study window was no more than forty paces across the leads from a well-oiled window of the Cubanis Company will not have escaped you, said Seton. I performed the journey just ahead of you, I believe. Then Sir Lucien had lived in Buenos Ayres; that was before he came into the title, and at a time, I am told, when he was not overburdened with wealth. His man, Mareno, is indisputably some kind of a South American, and he can give no satisfactory account of his movements on the night of the murder.

That we have to deal with a powerful drug syndicate there can be no doubt. The late Sir Lucien may not have been a director, but I feel sure he was financially interested. Kazmahs was the distributing office, and the importer

Was Sin Sin Wa! cried Kerry, his eyes gleaming savagely. Hes as clever and cunning as all the rest of Chinatown put together. Somewhere not a hundred miles from this spot where we are now theres a store of stuff big enough to dope all Europe!

And theres something else, said Seton quietly, knocking a cone of grey ash from his cheroot on to the dirty floor. Kazmah is hiding there in all probability, if he hasnt got clear away  and Mrs. Monte Irvin is being held a prisoner!

If they havent

For Irvins sake I hope not, Chief Inspector. There are two very curious points in the case  apart from the mystery which surrounds the man Kazmah: the fact that Mareno, palpably an accomplice, stayed to face the music, and the fact that Sin Sin Wa likewise has made no effort to escape. Do you see what it means? They are covering the big man  Kazmah. Once he and Mrs. Irvin are out of the way, we can prove nothing against Mareno and Sin Sin Wa! And the most we could do for Mrs. Sin would be to convict her of selling opium.

To do even that we should have to take a witness to court, said Kerry gloomily; and all the satisfaction wed get would be to see her charged ten pounds!

Silence fell between them again. It was that kind of sympathetic silence which is only possible where harmony exists; and, indeed, of all the things strange and bizarre which characterized the inquiry, this sudden amity between Kerry and Seton Pasha was not the least remarkable. It represented the fruit of a mutual respect.

There was something about the lean, unshaven face of Seton Pasha, and something, too, in his bright grey eyes which, allowing for difference of coloring, might have reminded a close observer of Kerrys fierce countenance. The tokens of iron determination and utter indifference to danger were perceptible in both. And although Seton was dark and turning slightly grey, while Kerry was as red as a man well could be, that they possessed several common traits of character was a fact which the dissimilarity of their complexions wholly failed to conceal. But while Seton Pasha hid the grimness of his nature beneath a sort of humorous reserve, the dangerous side of Kerry was displayed in his open truculence.

Seated there in that Limehouse attic, a smoky lamp burning on the table between them, and one gripping the stump of a cheroot between his teeth, while the other chewed steadily, they presented a combination which none but a fool would have lightly challenged.

Sin Sin Wa is cunning, said Seton suddenly. He is a very clever man. Watch him as closely as you like, he will never lead you to the store. In the character of John Smiles I had some conversation with him this morning, and I formed the same opinion as yourself. He is waiting for something; and he is certain of his ground. I have a premonition, Chief Inspector, that whoever else may fall into the net, Sin Sin Wa will slip out. We have one big chance.

Whats that? rapped Kerry.

The dope syndicate can only have got control of the traffic in one way  by paying big prices and buying out competitors. If they cease to carry on for even a week they lose their control. The people who bring the stuff over from Japan, South America, India, Holland, and so forth will sell somewhere else if they cant sell to Kazmah and Company. Therefore we want to watch the ships from likely ports, or, better still, get among the men who do the smuggling. There must be resorts along the riverside used by people of that class. We might pick up information there.

Kerry smiled savagely.

Ive got half a dozen good men doing every dive from Wapping to Gravesend, he answered. But if you think it worth looking into personally, say the word.

Well, my dear sir,  Seton Pasha tossed the end of his cheroot into the empty grate what else can we do?

Kerry banged his fist on the table.

Youre right! he snapped. Were stuck! But anythings better than nothing. Well start here and now; and the first joint well make for is Dougals.

Dougals? echoed Seton Pasha.

Thats it  Dougals. A danger spot on the Isle of Dogs used by the lowest type of sea-faring men and not barred to Arabs, Chinks, and other gaily-colored fowl. If theres any chat going on about dope, well hear it in Dougals.

Seton Pasha stood up, smiling grimly. Dougals it shall be, he said.


CHAPTER XXXII. ON THE ISLE OF DOGS

As the police boat left Limehouse Pier, a clammy south-easterly breeze blowing up-stream lifted the fog in clearly defined layers, an effect very singular to behold. At one moment a great arc-lamp burning above the Lavender Pond of the Surrey Commercial Dock shot out a yellowish light across the Thames. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the light vanished again as a stratum of mist floated before it.

The creaking of the oars sounded muffled and ghostly, and none of the men in the boat seemed to be inclined to converse. Heading across stream they made for the unseen promontory of the Isle of Dogs. Navigation was suspended, and they reached midstream without seeing a ships light. Then came the damp wind again to lift the fog, and ahead of them they discerned one of the General Steam Navigation Companys boats awaiting an opportunity to make her dock at the head of Deptford Creek. The clamor of an ironworks on the Millwall shore burst loudly upon their ears, and away astern the lights of the Surrey Dock shone out once more. Hugging the bank they pursued a southerly course, and from Limehouse Reach crept down to Greenwich Reach.

Fog closed in upon them, a curtain obscuring both light and sound. When the breeze came again it had gathered force, and it drove the mist before it in wreathing banks, and brought to their ears a dull lowing and to their nostrils a farmyard odor from the cattle pens. Ghostly flames, leaping and falling, leaping and falling, showed where a gasworks lay on the Greenwich bank ahead.

Eastward swept the river now, and fresher blew the breeze. As they rounded the blunt point of the Isle the fog banks went swirling past them astern, and the lights on either shore showed clearly ahead. A ships siren began to roar somewhere behind them. The steamer which they had passed was about to pursue her course.

Closer in-shore drew the boat, passing a series of wharves, and beyond these a tract of waste, desolate bank very gloomy in the half light and apparently boasting no habitation of man. The activities of the Greenwich bank seemed remote, and the desolation of the Isle of Dogs very near, touching them intimately with its peculiar gloom.

A light sprang into view some little distance inland, notable because it shone lonely in an expanse of utter blackness. Kerry broke the long silence.

Dougals, he said. Put us ashore here.

The police boat was pulled in under a rickety wooden structure, beneath which the Thames water whispered eerily; and Kerry and Seton disembarked, mounting a short flight of slimy wooden steps and crossing a roughly planked place on to a shingly slope. Climbing this, they were on damp waste ground, pathless and uninviting.

Dougals is being watched, said Kerry. I think I told you?

Yes, replied Seton. But I have formed the opinion that the dope gang is too clever for the ordinary type of man. Sin Sin Wa is an instance of what I mean. Neither you nor I doubt that he is a receiver of drugs  perhaps the receiver; but where is our case? The only real link connecting him with the West-End habitue is his wife. And she has conveniently deserted him! We cannot possibly prove that she hasnt while he chooses to maintain that she has.

Hm, grunted Kerry, abruptly changing the subject. I hope Im not recognized here.

Have you visited the place before?

Some years ago. Unless there are any old hands on view tonight, I dont think I shall be spotted.

He wore a heavy and threadbare overcoat, which was several sizes too large for him, a muffler, and a weed cap  the outfit supplied by Seton Pasha; and he had a very vivid and unpleasant recollection of his appearance as viewed in his little pocket-mirror before leaving Setons room. As they proceeded across the muddy wilderness towards the light which marked the site of Dougals, they presented a picture of a sufficiently villainous pair.

The ground was irregular, and the path wound sinuously about mounds of rubbish; so that often the guiding light was lost, and they stumbled blindly among nondescript litter, which apparently represented the accumulation of centuries. But finally they turned a corner formed by a stack of rusty scrap iron, and found a long, low building before them. From a ground-floor window light streamed out upon the fragments of rubbish strewing the ground, from amid which sickly weeds uprose as if in defiance of natures laws. Seton paused, and:

What is Dougals exactly? he asked; a public house?

No, rapped Kerry. Its a coffee-shop used by the dockers. Youll see when we get inside. The place never closes so far as I know, and if we made em close there would be a dock strike.

He crossed and pushed open the swing door. As Seton entered at his heels, a babel of coarse voices struck upon his ears and he found himself in a superheated atmosphere suggestive of shag, stale spirits, and imperfectly washed humanity.

Dougals proved to be a kind of hut of wood and corrugated iron, not unlike an army canteen. There were two counters, one at either end, and two large American stoves. Oil lamps hung from the beams, and the furniture was made up of trestle tables, rough wooden chairs, and empty barrels. Coarse, thick curtains covered all the windows but one. The counter further from the entrance was laden with articles of food, such as pies, tins of bully-beef, and saveloys, while the other was devoted to liquid refreshment in the form of ginger-beer and cider (or so the casks were conspicuously labelled), tea, coffee, and cocoa.

The place was uncomfortably crowded; the patrons congregating more especially around the two stoves. There were men who looked like dock laborers, seamen, and riverside loafers; lascars, Chinese, Arabs, and dagoes; and at the solid counter there presided a red-armed, brawny woman, fierce of mien and ready of tongue, while a huge Irishman, possessing a broken nose and deficient teeth, ruled the liquid department with a rod of iron and a flow of language which shocked even Kerry. This formidable ruffian, a retired warrior of the ring, was Dougal, said to be the strongest man from Tower Hill to the River Lea.

As they entered, several of the patrons glanced at them curiously, but no one seemed to be particularly interested. Kerry wore his cap pulled well down over his fierce eyes, and had the collar of his topcoat turned up.

He looked about him, as if expecting to recognize someone; and as they made their way to Dougals counter, a big fellow dressed in the manner of a dock laborer stepped up to the Chief Inspector and clapped him on the shoulder.

Have one with me, Mike, he said, winking. The coffees good.

Kerry bent towards him swiftly, and:

Anybody here, Jervis? he whispered.

George Martin is at the bar. Ive had the tip that he traffics. Youll remember he figured in my last report, sir.

Kerry nodded, and the trio elbowed their way to the counter. The pseudo-dock hand was a detective attached to Leman Street, and one who knew the night birds of East End London as few men outside their own circles knew them.

Three coffees, Pat, he cried, leaning across the shoulder of a heavy, red-headed fellow who lolled against the counter. And two lumps of sugar in each.

To hell wid yer sugar! roared Dougal, grasping three cups deftly in one hairy hand and filling them from a steaming urn. Theres no more sugar tonight.

Not any brown sugar? asked the customer.

Yez can have one tayspoon of brown, and no more tonight, cried Dougal.

He stooped rapidly below the counter, then pushed the three cups of coffee towards the detective. The latter tossed a shilling down, at which Dougal glared ferociously.

Twas wid sugar ye said! he roared.

A second shilling followed. Dougal swept both coins into a drawer and turned to another customer, who was also clamoring for coffee. Securing their cups with difficulty, for the red-headed man surlily refused to budge, they retired to a comparatively quiet spot, and Seton tasted the hot beverage.

Hm, he said. Rum! Good rum, too!

Its a nice position for me, snapped Kerry. I dont think I would remind you that theres a police station actually on this blessed island. If there was a dive like Dougals anywhere West it would be raided as a matter of course. But to shut Dougals would be to raise hell. There are two laws in England, sir; one for Piccadilly and the other for the Isle of Dogs! He sipped his coffee with appreciation. Jervis looked about him cautiously, and:

Thats George  the red-headed hooligan against the counter, he said. Hes been liquoring up pretty freely, and I shouldnt be surprised to find that hes got a job on tonight. He has a skiff beached below here, and I think hes waiting for the tide.

Good! rapped Kerry. Where can we find a boat?

Well, Jervis smiled. There are several lying there if you didnt come in an R.P. boat.

We did. But Ill dismiss it. We want a small boat.

Very good, sir. We shall have to pinch one!

That doesnt matter, declared Kerry glancing at Seton with a sudden twinkle discernible in his steely eyes. What do you say, sir?

I agree with you entirely, replied Seton quietly. We must find a boat, and lie off somewhere to watch for George. He should be worth following.

Well be moving, then, said the Leman Street detective. It will be high tide in an hour.

They finished their coffee as quickly as possible; the stuff was not far below boiling-point. Then Jervis returned the cups to the counter. Good night, Pat! he cried, and rejoined Seton and Kerry.

As they came out into the desolation of the scrap heaps, the last traces of fog had disappeared and a steady breeze came up the river, fresh and salty from the Nore. Jervis led them in a north-easterly direction, threading a way through pyramids of rubbish, until with the wind in their teeth they came out upon the river bank at a point where the shore shelved steeply downwards. A number of boats lay on the shingle.

Were pretty well opposite Greenwich Marshes, said Jervis. You can just see one of the big gasometers. The end boat is Georges.

Have you searched it? rapped Kerry, placing a fresh piece of chewing-gum between his teeth.

I have, sir. Oh, hes too wise for that!

I propose, said Seton briskly, that we borrow one of the other boats and pull down stream to where that short pier juts out. We can hide behind it and watch for our man. I take it hell be bound up-stream, and the tide will help us to follow him quietly.

Right, said Kerry. Well take the small dinghy. Its big enough.

He turned to Jervis.

Nip across to the wooden stairs, he directed, and tell Inspector White to stand by, but to keep out of sight. If weve started before you return, go back and join him.

Very good, sir.

Jervis turned and disappeared into the mazes of rubbish, as Seton and Kerry grasped the boat and ran it down into the rising tide. Kerry boarding, Seton thrust it out into the river and climbed in over the stern.

Phew! The current drags like a tow-boat! said Kerry.

They were being drawn rapidly up-stream. But as Kerry seized the oars and began to pull steadily, this progress was checked. He could make little actual headway, however.

The tide races round this bend like fury, he said. Bear on the oars, sir.

Seton thereupon came to Kerrys assistance, and gradually the dinghy crept upon its course, until, below the little pier, they found a sheltered spot, where it was possible to run in and lie hidden. As they won this haven:

Quiet! said Seton. Dont move the oars. Look! We were only just in time!

Immediately above them, where the boats were beached, a man was coming down the slope, carrying a hurricane lantern. As Kerry and Seton watched, the man raised the lantern and swung it to and fro.

Watch! whispered Seton. Hes signalling to the Greenwich bank!

Kerrys teeth snapped savagely together, and he chewed but made no reply, until:

There it is! he said rapidly. On the marshes!

A speck of light in the darkness it showed, a distant moving lantern on the curtain of the night. Although few would have credited Kerry with the virtue, he was a man of cultured imagination, and it seemed to him, as it seemed to Seton Pasha, that the dim light symbolized the life of the missing woman, of the woman who hovered between the gay world from which tragically she had vanished and some Chinese hell upon whose brink she hovered. Neither of the watchers was thinking of the crime and the criminal, of Sir Lucien Pyne or Kazmah, but of Mrs. Monte Irvin, mysterious victim of a mysterious tragedy. Oh, Dan! ye must find her! ye must find her! Puir weak hairt  dinna ye ken how she is suffering! Clairvoyantly, to Kerrys ears was borne an echo of his wifes words.

The traffic! he whispered. If we lose George Martin tonight we deserve to lose the case!

I agree, Chief Inspector, said Seton quietly.

The grating sound made by a boat thrust out from a shingle beach came to their ears above the whispering of the tide. A ghostly figure in the dim light, George Martin clambered into his craft and took to the oars.

If hes for the Greenwich bank, said Seton grimly, he has a stiff task.

But for the Greenwich bank the boat was headed; and pulling mightily against the current, the man struck out into mid-stream. They watched him for some time, silently, noting how he fought against the tide, sturdily heading for the point at which the signal had shown. Then:

What do you suggest? asked Seton. He may follow the Surrey bank up-stream.

I suggest, said Kerry, that we drift. Once in Limehouse Reach well hear him. There are no pleasure parties punting about that stretch.

Let us pull out, then. I propose that we wait for him at some convenient point between the West India Dock and Limehouse Basin.

Good, rapped Kerry, thrusting the boat out into the fierce current. You may have spent a long time in the East, sir, but youre fairly wise on the geography of the lower Thames.

Gripped in the strongly running tide they were borne smoothly up-stream, using the oars merely for the purpose of steering. The gloomy mystery of the London river claimed them and imposed silence upon them, until familiar landmarks told of the northern bend of the Thames, and the light above the Lavender Pond shone out upon the unctuously moving water.

Each pulling a scull they headed in for the left bank.

Theres a wharf ahead, said Seton, looking back over his shoulder. If we put in beside it we can wait there unobserved.

Good enough, said Kerry.

They bent to the oars, stealing stroke by stroke out of the grip of the tide, and presently came to a tiny pool above the wharf structure, where it was possible to lie undisturbed by the eager current.

Those limitations which are common to all humanity and that guile which is peculiar to the Chinese veiled the fact from their ken that the deserted wharf, in whose shelter they lay, was at once the roof and the gateway of Sin Sin Was receiving office!

As the boat drew in to the bank, a Chinese boy who was standing on the wharf retired into the shadows. From a spot visible down-stream but invisible to the men in the boat, he signalled constantly with a hurricane lantern.

Three men from New Scotland Yard were watching the house of Sin Sin Wa, and Sin Sin Wa had given no sign of animation since, some hours earlier, he had extinguished his bedroom light. Yet George, drifting noiselessly up-stream, received a signal to the effect police while Seton Pasha and Chief Inspector Kerry lay below the biggest dope cache in London. Seton sometimes swore under his breath. Kerry chewed incessantly. But George never came.

At that eerie hour of the night when all things living, from the lowest to the highest, nor excepting Mother Earth herself, grow chilled, when all Natures perishable handiwork feels the touch of death  a wild, sudden cry rang out, a wailing, sorrowful cry, that seemed to come from nowhere, from everywhere, from the bank, from the stream; that rose and fell and died sobbing into the hushed whisper of the tide.

Setons hand fastened like a vise on to Kerrys shoulder, and:

Merciful God! he whispered; what was it? Who was it?

If it wasnt a spirit it was a woman, replied Kerry hoarsely; and a woman very near to her end.

Kerry!  Seton Pasha had dropped all formality Kerry  if it calls for all the men that Scotland Yard can muster, we must search every building, down to the smallest rathole in the floor, on this bank  and do it by dawn!

Well do it, rapped Kerry.


PART FOURTH  THE EYE OF SIN SIN WA


CHAPTER XXXIII. CHINESE MAGIC

Detective-Sergeant Coombes and three assistants watched the house of Sin Sin Wa, and any one of the three would have been prepared to swear on the Book that Sin Sin Wa was sleeping. But he who watches a Chinaman watches an illusionist. He must approach his task in the spirit of a psychical inquirer who seeks to trap a bogus medium. The great Robert Houdin, one of the master wizards of modern times, quitted Petrograd by two gates at the same hour according to credible witnesses; but his performance sinks into insignificance beside that of a Chinese predecessor who flourished under one of the Ming emperors. The palace of this potentate was approached by gates, each having twelve locks, and each being watched by twelve guards. Nevertheless a distinguished member of the wizard family not only gained access to the imperial presence but also departed again unseen by any of the guards, and leaving all the gates locked behind him! If Detective-Sergeant Coombes had known this story he might not have experienced such complete confidence.

That door of Sin Sin Was establishment which gave upon a little backyard was oiled both lock and hinge so that it opened noiselessly. Like a shadow, like a ghost, Sin Sin Wa crept forth, closing the door behind him. He carried a sort of canvas kit-bag, so that one observing him might have concluded that he was moving.

Resting his bag against the end wall, he climbed up by means of holes in the neglected brickwork until he could peer over the top. A faint smell of tobacco smoke greeted him: a detective was standing in the lane below. Soundlessly, Sin Sin Wa descended again. Raising his bag he lifted it lovingly until it rested upright upon the top of the wall and against the side of the house. The night was dark and still. Only a confused beating sound on the Surrey bank rose above the murmur of sleeping London.

From the rubbish amid which he stood, Sin Sin Wa selected a piece of rusty barrel-hoop. Cautiously he mounted upon a wooden structure built against the end wall and raised himself upright, surveying the prospect. Then he hurled the fragment of iron far along the lane, so that it bounded upon a strip of corrugated roofing in a yard twice removed from his own, and fell clattering among a neighbors rubbish.

A short exclamation came from the detective in the lane. He could be heard walking swiftly away in the direction of the disturbance. And ere he had gone six paces, Sin Sin Wa was bending like an inverted U over the wall and was lowering his precious bag to the ground. Like a cat he sprang across and dropped noiselessly beside it.

Hello! Whos there? cried the detective, standing by the wall of the house which Sin Sin Wa had selected as a target.

Sin Sin Wa, bag in hand, trotted, soft of foot, across the lane and into the shadow of the dock-building. By the time that the C.I.D. man had decided to climb up and investigate the mysterious noise, Sin Sin Wa was on the other side of the canal and rapping gently upon the door of Sam Tuks hairdressing establishment.

The door was opened so quickly as to suggest that someone had been posted there for the purpose. Sin Sin Wa entered and the door was closed again.

Light, Ah Fung, he said in Chinese. What news?

The boy who had admitted him took a lamp from under a sort of rough counter and turned to Sin Sin Wa.

George came with the boat, master, but I signalled to him that the red policeman and the agent who has hired the end room were watching.

They are gone?

They gather men at the head depot and are searching house from house. She who sleeps below awoke and cried out. They heard her cry.

George waits?

He waits, master. He will wait long if the gain is great.

Good.

Sin Sin Wa shuffled across to the cellar stairs, followed by Ah Fung with the lamp. He descended, and, brushing away the carefully spread coal dust, inserted the piece of bent wire into the crevice and raised the secret trap. Bearing his bag upon his shoulder he went down into the tunnel.

Reclose the door, Ah Fung, he said softly; and be watchful.

As the boy replaced the stone trap, Sin Sin Wa struck a match. Then, having the lighted match held in one hand and carrying the bag in the other, he crept along the low passage to the door of the cache. Dropping the smouldering match-end, he opened the door and entered that secret warehouse for which so many people were seeking.

Seated in a cane chair by the oil-stove was the shrivelled figure of Sam Tuk, his bald head lolling sideways so that his big horn-rimmed spectacles resembled a figure 8. On the counter was set a ships lantern. As Sin Sin Wa came in Sam Tuk slowly raised his head.

No greetings were exchanged, but Sin Sin Wa untied the neck of his kit-bag and drew out a large wicker cage. Thereupon: Hello! hello! remarked the occupant drowsily. Number one plice chop lo! Sin Sin Wa  Sin Sin....

Come, my Tling-a-Ling, crooned Sin Sin Wa.

He opened the front of the cage and out stepped the raven onto his wrist. Sin Sin Wa raised his arm and Tling-a-Ling settled himself contentedly upon his masters shoulder.

Placing the empty cage on the counter. Sin Sin Wa plunged his hand down into the bag and drew out the gleaming wooden joss. This he set beside the cage. With never a glance at the mummy figure of Sam Tuk, he walked around the counter, raven on shoulder, and grasping the end of the laden shelves, he pulled the last section smoothly to the left, showing that it was attached to a sliding door. The establishments of Sin Sin Wa were as full of surprises as a Sicilian trinketbox.

The double purpose of the timbering which had been added to this old storage vault was now revealed. It not only served to enlarge the store-room, but also shut off from view a second portion of the cellar, smaller than the first, and containing appointments which indicated that it was sometimes inhabited.

There was an oil-stove in the room, which, like that adjoining it, was evidently unprovided with any proper means of ventilation. A paper-shaded lamp hung from the low roof. The floor was covered with matting, and there were arm-chairs, a divan and other items of furniture, which had been removed from Mrs. Sins sanctum in the dismantled House of a Hundred Raptures. In a recess a bed was placed, and as Sin Sin Wa came in Mrs. Sin was standing by the bed looking down at a woman who lay there.

Mrs. Sin wore her kimona of embroidered green silk and made a striking picture in that sordid setting. Her black hair she had dyed a fashionable shade of red. She glanced rapidly across her shoulder at Sin Sin Wa  a glance of contempt with which was mingled faint distrust.

So, she said, in Chinese, you have come at last. Sin Sin Wa smiled. They watched the old fox, he replied. But their eyes were as the eyes of the mole.

Still aside, contemptuously, the woman regarded him, and:

Suppose they are keener than you think? she said. Are you sure you have not led them  here?

The snail may not pursue the hawk, murmured Sin Sin Wa; nor the eye of the bat follow his flight.

Smartest leg, remarked the raven.

Yes, yes, my little friend, crooned Sin Sin Wa, very soon now you shall see the paddy-fields of Ho-Nan and watch the great Yellow River sweeping eastward to the sea.

Pah! said Mrs. Sin. Much  very much  you care about the paddy-fields of Ho-Nan, and little, oh, very little, about the dollars and the traffic! You have my papers?

All are complete. With those dollars for which I care not, a man might buy the world  if he had but enough of the dollars. You are well known in Poplar as Mrs. Jacobs, and your identity is easily established  as Mrs. Jacobs. You join the Mahratta at the Albert Dock. I have bought you a post as stewardess.

Mrs. Sin tossed her head. And Juan?

What can they prove against your Juan if you are missing?

Mrs. Sin nodded towards the bed.

With slow and shuffling steps Sin Sin Wa approached. He continued to smile, but his glittering eye held even less of mirth than usual. Tucking his hands into his sleeves, he stood and looked down  at Rita Irvin.

Her face had acquired a waxen quality, but some of her delicate coloring still lingered, lending her a ghastly and mask-like aspect. Her nostrils and lips were blanched, however, and possessed a curiously pinched appearance. It was impossible to detect the fact that she breathed, and her long lashes lay motionless upon her cheeks.

Sin Sin Wa studied her silently for some time, then:

Yes, he murmured, she is beautiful. But women are like adders eggs. He is a fool who warms them in his bosom. He turned his slow regard upon Mrs. Sin. You have stained your hair to look even as hers. It was discreet, my wife. But one is beautiful and many-shadowed like a copper vase, and the other is like a winter sunset on the poppy-fields. You remind me of the angry red policeman, and I tremble.

Tremble as much as you like, said Mrs. Sin scornfully, but do something, think; dont leave everything to me. She screamed tonight  and someone heard her. They are searching the river bank from door to door.

Lo! murmured Sin Sin Wa, even this I had learned, nor failed to heed the beating of a distant drum. And why did she scream?

I was  keeping her asleep; and the prick of the needle woke her.

Tchee, tchee, crooned Sin Sin Wa, his voice sinking lower and lower and his eye nearly closing. But still she lives  and is beautiful.

Beautiful! mocked Mrs. Sin. A doll-woman, bloodless and nerveless!

So  so. Yet she, so bloodless and nerveless, unmasked the secret of Kazmah, and she, so bloodless and nerveless, struck down

Mrs. Sin ground her teeth together audibly.

Yes, yes! she said in sibilant Chinese. She is a robber, a thief, a murderess. She bent over the unconscious woman, her jewel-laden fingers crooked and menacing. With my bare hands I would strangle her, but

There must be no marks of violence when she is found in the river. Tchee, chee  it is a pity.

Number one plice chop, lo! croaked the raven, following this remark with the police-whistle imitation.

Mrs. Sin turned and stared fiercely at the one-eyed bird.

Why do you bring that evil, croaking thing here? she demanded. Have we not enough risks?

Sin Sin Wa smiled patiently.

Too many, he murmured. For failure is nothing but the taking of seven risks when six were enough. Come  let us settle our affairs. The Jacobs account is closed, but it is only a question of hours or days before the police learn that the wharf as well as the house belongs to someone of that name. We have drawn our last dollar from the traffic, my wife. Our stock we are resigned to lose. So let us settle our affairs.

Smartest  smartest, croaked Tling-a-Ling, and rattled ghostly castanets.


CHAPTER XXXIV. ABOVE AND BELOW

Thank the guid God I see ye alive, Dan, said Mary Kerry.

Having her husbands dressing-gown over her night attire, and her usually neat hair in great disorder, she stood just within the doorway of the little dining-room at Spenser Road, her face haggard and the fey light in her eyes. Kerry, seated in the armchair dressed as he had come in from the street, a parody of his neat self with mud on his shoes and streaks of green slime on his overall, raised his face from his hands and stared at her wearily.

I awakened wi a cry at some hour afore the dawn, she whispered stretching out her hands and looking like a wild-eyed prophetess of old. My hairt beat sair fast and then grew caud. I droppit on my knees and prayed as I ha neer prayed afore. Dan, Dan, I thought ye were gene from me.

I nearly was, said Kerry, a faint spark of his old truculency lighting up the weary eyes. The man from Whitehall only missed me by a miracle.

Twas the miracle o prayer, Dan, declared his wife in a low, awe-stricken voice. For as I prayed, a great comfort came to me an a great peace. The second sight was wi me, Dan, and I saw, no yersel  whereby I seemed to ken that ye were safe  but a puir dying soul stretched on a bed o sorrow. At the fuit o the bed was standing a fearsome figure o a man  yellow and wicked, wi his hands tuckit in his sleeves. I thought twas a veesion that was opening up tee me and that a was about to be made clear, when as though a curtain had been droppit before my een, it went awe an I kenned it nae more; but plain  plain, I heerd the howling o a dog.

Kerry started and clutched the arms of the chair.

A dog! he said. A dog!

The howling o a sma dog, declared his wife; and I thought twas a portent, an the great fear came oer me again. But as I prayed twas unfolder to me that the portent was no for yersel but for her  the puir weak hairt ye ha tee save.

She ceased speaking and the strange fey light left her eyes. She dropped upon her knees beside Kerry, bending her head and throwing her arms about him. He glanced down at her tenderly and laid his hands upon her shoulders; but he was preoccupied, and the next moment, his jaws moving mechanically, he was staring straight before him.

A dog, he muttered, a dog!

Mary Kerry did not move; until, a light of understanding coming into Kerrys fierce eyes, he slowly raised her and stood upright himself.

I have it! he said. Mary, the case is won! Twenty men have spent the night and early morning beating the river bank so that the very rats have been driven from their holes. Twenty men have failed where a dog would have succeeded. Mary, I must be off.

Yere no goin out again, Dan. Yere weary tee death.

I must, my dear, and its you who send me.

But, Dan, where are ye goin?

Kerry grabbed his hat and cane from the sideboard upon which they lay, and:

Im going for the dog! he rapped.

Weary as he was and travel-stained, for once neglectful of that neatness upon which he prided himself, he set out, hope reborn in his heart. His assertion that the very rats had been driven from their holes was scarce an exaggeration. A search-party of twenty men, hastily mustered and conducted by Kerry and Seton Pasha, had explored every house, every shop, every wharf, and, as Kerry believed, every cellar adjoining the bank, between Limehouse Basin and the dock gates. Where access had been denied them or where no one had resided they had never hesitated to force an entrance. But no trace had they found of those whom they sought.

For the first time within Kerrys memory, or, indeed, within the memory of any member of the Criminal Investigation Department, Detective-Sergeant Coombes had ceased to smile when the appalling truth was revealed to him that Sin Sin Wa had vanished  that Sin Sin Wa had mysteriously joined that invisible company which included Kazmah, Mrs. Sin and Mrs. Monte Irvin. Not a word of reprimand did the Chief Inspector utter, but his eyes seemed to emit sparks. Hands plunged deeply in his pockets he had turned away, and not even Seton Pasha had dared to speak to him for fully five minutes.

Kerry began to regard the one-eyed Chinaman with a superstitious fear which he strove in vain to stifle. That any man could have succeeded in converting a chandu-khan such as that described by Mollie Gretna into a filthy deserted dwelling such as that visited by Kerry, within the space of some thirty-six hours, was well nigh incredible. But the Chief Inspector had deduced (correctly) that the exotic appointments depicted by Mollie were all of a detachable nature  merely masking the filthiness beneath; so that at the shortest notice the House of a Hundred Raptures could be dismantled. The communicating door was a larger proposition, but that it was one within the compass of Sin Sin Wa its effectual disappearance sufficiently demonstrated.

Doubtless (Kerry mused savagely) the appointments of the opium-house had been smuggled into that magically hidden cache which now concealed the conjurer Sin Sin Wa as well as the other members of the Kazmah company. How any man of flesh and blood could have escaped from a six-roomed house surrounded by detectives surpassed Kerrys powers of imagination. How any apartment large enough to contain a mouse, much less half a dozen human beings, could exist anywhere within the area covered by the search-party he failed to understand, nor was he prepared to admit it humanly possible.

Kerry chartered a taxicab by Brixton Town Hall and directed the man to drive to Princes Gate. To the curious glances of certain of his neighbors who had never before seen the Chief Inspector otherwise than a model of cleanliness and spruceness he was indifferent. But the manner in which the taxi-driver looked him up and down penetrated through the veil of abstraction which hitherto had rendered Kerry impervious to all external impressions, and:

Give me another look like that, my lad, he snapped furiously, and Ill bash your head through your blasted wind-screen.

A ready retort trembled upon the cabmans tongue, but a glance into the savage blue eyes reduced him to fearful silence. Kerry entered the cab and banged the door; and the man drove off positively trembling with indignation.

Deep in reflection the Chief Inspector was driven westward through the early morning traffic. Fine rain was falling, and the streets presented that curiously drab appearance which only London streets can present in all its dreary perfection. Workers bound Cityward fought for places inside trams and buses. A hundred human comedies and tragedies were to be witnessed upon the highways; but to all of them Kerry was blind as he was deaf to the din of workaday Babylon. In spirit he was roaming the bank of old Father Thames where the river sweeps eastward below Limehouse Causeway  wonder-stricken before the magic of the one-eyed wizard who could at will efface himself as an artist rubs out a drawing, who could camouflage a drug warehouse so successfully that human skill, however closely addressed to the task, failed utterly to detect its whereabouts. Above the discord of the busy streets he heard again and again that cry in the night which had come from a hapless prisoner whom they were powerless to succor. He beat his cane upon the floor of the cab and swore savagely and loudly. The intimidated cabman, believing these demonstrations designed to urge him to a greater speed, performed feats of driving calculated to jeopardize his license. But still the savage passenger stamped and cursed, so that the cabby began to believe that a madman was seated behind him.

At the corner of Kennington Oval Kerry was effectually aroused to the realities. A little runabout car passed his cab, coming from a southerly direction. Proceeding at a rapid speed it was lost in the traffic ahead. Unconsciously Kerry had glanced at the occupants and had recognized Margaret Halley and Seton Pasha. The old spirit of rivalry between himself and the man from Whitehall leapt up hotly within Kerrys breast.

Now where the hell has he been! he muttered.

As a matter of fact, Seton Pasha, acting upon a suggestion of Margarets had been to Brixton Prison to interview Juan Mareno who lay there under arrest. Contents bills announcing this arrest as the latest public development in the Bond Street murder case were to be seen upon every newstand; yet the problem of that which had brought Seton to the south of London was one with which Kerry grappled in vain. He had parted from the Home office agent in the early hours of the morning, and their parting had been one of mutual despair which neither had sought to disguise.

It was a coincidence which a student of human nature might have regarded as significant, that whereas Kerry had taken his troubles home to his wife, Seton Pasha had sought inspiration from Margaret Halley; and whereas the guidance of Mary Kerry had led the Chief Inspector to hurry in quest of Rita Irvins spaniel, the result of Setons interview with Margaret had been an equally hurried journey to the big jail.

Unhappily Seton had failed to elicit the slightest information from the saturnine Mareno. Unmoved alike by promises or threats, he had coolly adhered to his original evidence.

So, while the authorities worked feverishly and all England reading of the arrest of Mareno inquired indignantly, But who is Kazmah, and where is Mrs. Monte Irvin? Sin Sin Wa placidly pursued his arrangements for immediate departure to the paddyfields of Ho-Nan, and sometimes in the weird crooning voice with which he addressed the raven he would sing a monotonous chant dealing with the valley of the Yellow River where the opium-poppy grows. Hidden in the cunning vault, the search had passed above him; and watchful on a quay on the Surrey shore whereto his dinghy was fastened, George Martin awaited the signal which should tell him that Kazmah and Company were ready to leave. Any time after dark he expected to see the waving lantern and to collect his last payment from the traffic.

At the very hour that Kerry was hastening to Princes Gate, Sin Sin Wa sat before the stove in the drug cache, the green-eyed joss upon his knee. With a fragment of chamois leather he lovingly polished the leering idol, crooning softly to himself and smiling his mirthless smile. Perched upon his shoulder the raven studied this operation with apparent interest, his solitary eye glittering bead-like. Upon the opposite side of the stove sat the ancient Sam Tuk and at intervals of five minutes or more he would slowly nod his hairless head.

The sliding door which concealed the inner room was partly open, and from the opening there shone forth a dim red light, cast by the paper-shaded lamp which illuminated the place. The coarse voice of the Cuban-Jewess rose and fell in a ceaseless half-muttered soliloquy, indescribably unpleasant but to which Sin Sin Wa was evidently indifferent.

Propped up amid cushions on the divan which once had formed part of the furniture of the House of a Hundred Raptures, Mrs. Sin was smoking opium. The long bamboo pipe had fallen from her listless fingers, and her dark eyes were partly glazed. Buddha-like immobility was claiming her, but it had not yet effaced that expression of murderous malice with which the smoker contemplated the unconscious woman who lay upon the bed at the other end of the room.

As the moments passed the eyes of Mrs. Sin grew more and more glazed. Her harsh voice became softened, and presently: Ah! she whispered; so you wait to smoke with me?

Immobile she sat propped up amid the cushions, and only her full lips moved.

Two pipes are nothing to Cy, she murmured. He smokes five. But you are not going to smoke?

Again she paused, then:

Ah, my Lucy. You smoke with me? she whispered coaxingly.

Chandu had opened the poppy gates. Mrs. Sin was conversing with her dead lover.

Something has changed you, she sighed. You are different  lately. You have lots of money now. Your investments have been good. You want to become  respectable, eh?

Slightly  ever so slightly  the red lips curled upwards. No sound of life came from the woman lying white and still in the bed. But through the partly open door crept snatches of Sin Sin Was crooning melody.

Yet once, she murmured, yet once I seemed beautiful to you, Lucy. For La Belle Lola you forgot that English pride. She laughed softly. You forgot Sin Sin Wa. If there had been no Lola you would never have escaped from Buenos Ayres with your life, my Lucy. You forgot that English pride, and did not ask me where I got them from  the ten thousand dollars to buy your honor back.

She became silent, as if listening to the dead mans reply. Finally:

No  I do not reproach you, my dear, she whispered. You have paid me back a thousand fold, and Sin Sin Wa, the old fox, grows rich and fat. Today we hold the traffic in our hands, Lucy. The old fox cares only for his money. Before it is too late let us go  you and I. Do you remember Havana, and the two months of heaven we spent there? Oh, let us go back to Havana, Lucy. Kazmah has made us rich. Let Kazmah die.... You smoke with me?

Again she became silent, then:

Very likely, she murmured; very likely I know why you dont smoke. You have promised your pretty little friend that you will stay awake and see that nobody tries to cut her sweet white throat.

She paused momentarily, then muttered something rapidly in Spanish, followed by a short, guttural phrase in Chinese.

Why do you bring her to the house? she whispered hoarsely. And you brought her to Kazmahs. Ah! I see. Now everybody says you are changed. Yes. She is a charming friend.

The Buddha-like face became suddenly contorted, and as suddenly grew placid again.

I know! I know! Mrs. Sin muttered harshly. Do you think I am blind! If she had been like any of the others, do you suppose it would have mattered to me? But you respect her  you respect.... Her voice died away to an almost inaudible whisper: I dont believe you. You are telling me lies. But you have always told me lies; one more does not matter, I suppose.... How strong you are. You have hurt my wrists. You will smoke with me now?

She ceased speaking abruptly, and abruptly resumed again:

And I do as you wish  I do as you wish. How can I keep her from it except by making the price so high that she cannot afford to buy it? I tell you I do it. I bargain for the pink and white boy, Quentin, because I want her to be indebted to him  because I want her to be so sorry for him that she lets him take her away from you! Why should you respect her

Silence fell upon the drugged speaker. Sin Sin Wa could be heard crooning softly about the Yellow River and the mountain gods who sent it sweeping down through the valleys where the opium-poppy grows.

Go, Juan, hissed Mrs. Sin. I say  go!

Her voice changed eerily to a deep, mocking bass; and Rita Irvin lying, a pallid wraith of her once lovely self, upon the untidy bed, stirred slightly  her lashes quivering. Her eyes opened and stared straightly upward at the low, dirty ceiling, horror growing in their shadowy depths.


CHAPTER XXXV. BEYOND THE VEIL

Rita Irvins awakening was no awakening in the usually accepted sense of the word; it did not even represent a lifting of the veil which cut her off from the world, but no more than a momentary perception of the existence of such a veil and of the existence of something behind it. Upon the veil, in grey smoke, the name Kazmah was written in moving characters. Beyond the veil, dimly divined, was life.

As of old the victims of the Inquisition, waking or dreaming, beheld ever before them the instrument of their torture, so before this womans racked and half-numbed mind panoramically passed, an endless pageant, the incidents of the night which had cut her off from living men and women. She tottered on the border-line which divides sanity from madness. She was learning what Sir Lucien had meant when, once, long long ago, in some remote time when she was young and happy and had belonged to a living world, he had said a day is sure to come. It had come, that day. It had dawned when she had torn the veil before Kazmah  and that veil had enveloped her ever since. All that had preceded the fatal act was blotted out, blurred and indistinct; all that had succeeded it lived eternally, passing, an endless pageant, before her tortured mind.

The horror of the moment when she had touched the hands of the man seated in the big ebony chair was of such kind that no subsequent terrors had supplanted it. For those long, slim hands of the color of old ivory were cold, rigid, lifeless  the hands of a corpse! Thus the pageant began, and it continued as hereafter, memory and delusion taking the stage in turn.



Complete darkness came.

Rita uttered a wild cry of horror and loathing, shrinking back from the thing which sat in the ebony chair. She felt that consciousness was slipping from her; felt herself falling, and shrieked to know herself helpless and alone with Kazmah. She groped for support, but found none; and, moaning, she sank down, and was unconscious of her fall.

A voice awakened her. Someone knelt beside her in the darkness, supporting her; someone who spoke wildly, despairingly, but with a strange, emotional reverence curbing the passion in his voice.

Rita  my Rita! What have they done to you? Speak to me.... Oh God! Spare her to me.... Let her hate me for ever, but spare her  spare her. Rita, speak to me! I tried, heaven hear me, to save you little girl. I only want you to be happy!

She felt herself being lifted gently, tenderly. And as though the mans passionate entreaty had called her back from the dead, she reentered into life and strove to realize what had happened.

Sir Lucien was supporting her, and she found it hard to credit the fact that it was he, the hard, nonchalant man of the world she knew, who had spoken. She clutched his arm with both hands.

Oh, Lucy! she whispered. I am so frightened  and so ill.

Thank God, he said huskily, she is alive. Lean against me and try to stand up. We must get away from here.

Rita managed to stand upright, clinging wildly to Sir Lucien. A square, vaguely luminous opening became visible to her. Against it, silhouetted, she could discern part of the outline of Kazmahs chair. She drew back, uttering a low, sobbing cry. Sir Lucien supported her, and:

Dont be afraid, dear, he said reassuringly. Nothing shall hurt you.

He pushed open a door, and through it shone the same vague light which she had seen in the opening behind the chair. Sir Lucien spoke rapidly in a language which sounded like Spanish. He was answered by a perfect torrent of words in the same tongue.

Fiercely he cried something back at the hidden speaker.

A shriek of rage, of frenzy, came out of the darkness. Rita felt that consciousness was about to leave her again. She swayed forward dizzily, and a figure which seemed to belong to delirium  a lithe shadow out of which gleamed a pair of wild eyes  leapt upon her. A knife glittered....

In order to have repelled the attack, Sir Lucien would have had to release Rita, who was clinging to him, weak and terror-stricken. Instead he threw himself before her.... She saw the knife enter his shoulder....

Through absolute darkness she sank down into a land of chaotic nightmare horrors. Great bells clanged maddeningly. Impish hands plucked at her garments, dragged her hair. She was hurried this way and that, bruised, torn, and tossed helpless upon a sea of liquid brass. Through vast avenues lined with yellow, immobile Chinese faces she was borne upon a bier. Oblique eyes looked into hers. Knives which glittered greenly in the light of lamps globular and suspended in immeasurable space, were hurled at her in showers....

Sir Lucien stood before her, supporting her; and all the knives buried themselves in his body. She tried to cry out, but no sound could she utter. Darkness fell again....

A Chinaman was bending over her. His hands were tucked in his loose sleeves. He smiled, and his smile was hideous but friendly. He was strangely like Sin Sin Wa, save that he did not lack an eye.

Rita found herself lying in an untidy bed in a room laden with opium fumes and dimly lighted. On a table beside her were the remains of a meal. She strove to recall having partaken of food, but was unsuccessful....

There came a blank  then a sharp, stabbing pain in her right arm. She thought it was the knife, and shrieked wildly again and again....

Years seemingly elapsed, years of agony spent amid oblique eyes which floated in space unattached to any visible body, amid reeking fumes and sounds of ceaseless conflict. Once she heard the cry of some bird, and thought it must be the parakeet which eternally sat on a branch of a lonely palm in the heart of the Great Sahara.... Then, one night, when she lay shrinking from the plucking yellow hands which reached out of the darkness:

Tell me your dream, boomed a deep, mocking voice; and I will read its portent!

She opened her eyes. She lay in the untidy bed in the room which was laden with the fumes of opium. She stared upward at the low, dirty ceiling.

Why do you come to me with your stories of desperation? continued the mocking voice. You have insisted upon seeing me. I am here.

Rita managed to move her head so that she could see more of the room.

On a divan at the other end of the place, propped up by a number of garish cushions, Rita beheld Mrs. Sin. The long bamboo pipe had fallen from her listless fingers. Her face wore an expression of mystic rapture, like that characterizing the features of some Chinese Buddhas....

In the other corner of the divan, contemplating her from under heavy brows, sat Kazmah....


CHAPTER XXXVI. SAM TUK MOVES

Chinatown was being watched as Chinatown had never been watched before, even during the most stringent enforcement of the Defence of the Realm Act. K Division was on its mettle, and Scotland Yard had sent to aid Chief Inspector Kerry every man that could be spared to the task. The River Police, too, were aflame with zeal; for every officer in the service whose work lay east of London Bridge had appropriated to himself the stigma implied by the creation of Lord Wrexboroughs commission.

Corners in foodstuffs, metals, and other indispensable commodities are appreciated by every man, because every man knows such things to exist; but a corner in drugs was something which the East End police authorities found very difficult to grasp. They could not free their minds of the traditional idea that every second Chinaman in the Causeway was a small importer. They were seeking a hundred lesser stores instead of one greater one. Not all Setons quiet explanations nor Kerrys savage language could wean the higher local officials from their ancient beliefs. They failed to conceive the idea of a wealthy syndicate conducted by an educated Chinaman and backed, covered, and protected by a crooked gentleman and accomplished man of affairs.

Perhaps they knew and perhaps they knew not, that during the period ruled by D.O.R.A. as much as L25 was paid by habitues for one pipe of chandu. The power of gold is often badly estimated by an official whose horizon is marked by a pension. This is mere lack of imagination, and no more reflects discredit upon a man than lack of hair on his crown or of color in his cheeks. Nevertheless, it may prove very annoying.

Towards the close of an afternoon which symbolized the worst that Londons particular climate can do in the matter of drizzling rain and gloom, Chief Inspector Kerry, carrying an irritable toy spaniel, came out of a turning which forms a V with Limehouse Canal, into a narrow street which runs parallel with the Thames. He had arrived at the conclusion that the neighborhood was sown so thickly with detectives that one could not throw a stone without hitting one. Yet Sin Sin Wa had quietly left his abode and had disappeared from official ken.

Three times within the past ten minutes the spaniel had tried to bite Kerry, nor was Kerry blind to the amusement which his burden had occasioned among the men of K Division whom he had met on his travels. Finally, as he came out into the riverside lane, the ill-tempered little animal essayed a fourth, and successful, attempt, burying his wicked white teeth in the Chief Inspectors wrist.

Kerry hooked his finger into the dogs collar, swung the yapping animal above his head, and hurled it from him into the gloom and rain mist.

Hell take the blasted thing! he shouted. Im done with it!

He tenderly sucked his wounded wrist, and picking up his cane, which he had dropped, he looked about him and swore savagely. Of Seton Pasha he had had news several times during the day, and he was aware that the Home office agent was not idle. But to that old rivalry which had leapt up anew when he had seen Seton near Kennington oval had succeeded a sort of despair; so that now he would have welcomed the information that Seton had triumphed where he had failed. A furious hatred of the one-eyed Chinaman around whom he was convinced the mystery centred had grown up within his mind. At that hour he would gladly have resigned his post and sacrificed his pension to know that Sin Sin Wa was under lock and key. His outlook was official, and accordingly peculiar. He regarded the murder of Sir Lucien Pyne and the flight or abduction of Mrs. Monte Irvin as mere minor incidents in a case wherein Sin Sin Wa figured as the chief culprit. Nothing had acted so powerfully to bring about this conviction in the mind of the Chief Inspector as the inexplicable disappearance of the Chinaman under circumstances which had apparently precluded such a possibility.

A whimpering cry came to Kerrys ears; and because beneath the mask of ferocity which he wore a humane man was concealed: Flames! he snapped; perhaps Ive broken the poor little devils leg.

Shaking a cascade of water from the brim of his neat bowler, he set off through the murk towards the spot from whence the cries of the spaniel seemed to proceed. A few paces brought him to the door of a dirty little shop. In a window close beside it appeared the legend:

SAM TUK

BARBER.

The spaniel crouched by the door whining and scratching, and as Kerry came up it raised its beady black eyes to him with a look which, while it was not unfearful, held an unmistakable appeal. Kerry stood watching the dog for a moment, and as he watched he became conscious of an exhilarated pulse.

He tried the door and found it to be open. Thereupon he entered a dirty little shop, which he remembered to have searched in person in the grey dawn of the day which now was entering upon a premature dusk. The dog ran in past him, crossed the gloomy shop, and raced down into a tiny coal cellar, which likewise had been submitted during the early hours of the morning to careful scrutiny under the directions of the Chief Inspector.

A Chinese boy, who had been the only occupant of the place on that occasion and who had given his name as Ah Fung, was surprised by the sudden entrance of man and dog in the act of spreading coal dust with his fingers upon a portion of the paved floor. He came to his feet with a leap and confronted Kerry. The spaniel began to scratch feverishly upon the spot where the coal dust had been artificially spread. Kerrys eyes gleamed like steel. He shot out his hand and grasped the Chinaman by his long hair. Open that trap, he said, or Ill break you in half!

Ah Fungs oblique eyes regarded him with an expression difficult to analyze, but partly it was murder. He made no attempt to obey the order. Meanwhile the dog, whining and scratching furiously, had exposed the greater part of a stone slab somewhat larger than those adjoining it, and having a large crack or fissure in one end.

For the last time, said Kerry, drawing the mans head back so that his breath began to whistle through his nostrils, open that trap.

As he spoke he released Ah Fung, and Ah Fung made one wild leap towards the stairs. Kerrys fist caught him behind the ear as he sprang, and he went down like a dead man upon a small heap of coal which filled the angle of the cellar.

Breathing rapidly and having his teeth so tightly clenched that his maxillary muscles protruded lumpishly, Kerry stood looking at the fallen man. But Ah Fung did not move. The dog had ceased to scratch, and now stood uttering short staccato barks and looking up at the Chief Inspector. Otherwise there was no sound in the house, above or below.

Kerry stooped, and with his handkerchief scrupulously dusted the stone slab. The spaniel, resentment forgotten, danced excitedly beside him and barked continuously.

Theres some sort of hook to fit in that crack, muttered Kerry.

He began to hunt about among the debris which littered one end of the cellar, testing fragment after fragment, but failing to find any piece of scrap to suit his purpose. By sheer perseverance rather than by any process of reasoning, he finally hit upon the piece of bent wire which was the key to this door of Sin Sin Was drug warehouse.

One short exclamation of triumph he muttered at the moment that his glance rested upon it, and five seconds later he had the trapdoor open and was peering down into the narrow pit in which wooden steps rested. The spaniel began to bark wildly, whereupon Kerry grasped him, tucked him under his arm, and ran up to the room above, where he deposited the furiously wriggling animal. He stepped quickly back again and closed the upper door. By this act he plunged the cellar into complete darkness, and accordingly he took out from the pocket of his rain-drenched overall the electric torch which he always carried. Directing its ray downwards into the cellar, he perceived Ah Fung move and toss his hand above his head. He also detected a faint rattling sound.

Ah! said Kerry.

He descended, and stooping over the unconscious man extracted from the pocket of his baggy blue trousers four keys upon a ring. At these Kerry stared eagerly. Two of them belonged to yale locks; the third was a simple English barrel-key, which probably fitted a padlock; but the fourth was large and complicated.

Looks like the key of a jail, he said aloud.

He spoke with unconscious prescience. This was the key of the door of the vault. Removing his overall, Kerry laid it with his cane upon the scrap-heap, then he climbed down the ladder and found himself in the mouth of that low timbered tunnel, like a trenchwork, which owed its existence to the cunning craftsmanship of Sin Sin Wa. Stooping uncomfortably, he made his way along the passage until the massive door confronted him. He was in no doubt as to which key to employ; his mental condition was such that he was indifferent to the dangers which probably lay before him.

The well-oiled lock operated smoothly. Kerry pushed the door open and stepped briskly into the vault.

His movements, from the moment that he had opened the trap, had been swift and as nearly noiseless as the difficulties of the task had permitted. Nevertheless, they had not been so silent as to escape the attention of the preternaturally acute Sin Sin Wa. Kerry found the place occupied only by the aged Sam Tuk. A bright fire burned in the stove, and a ships lantern stood upon the counter. Dense chemical fumes rendered the air difficult to breathe; but the shelves, once laden with the largest illicit collection of drugs in London, were bare.

Kerrys fierce eyes moved right and left; his jaws worked automatically. Sam Tuk sat motionless, his hands concealed in his sleeves, bending decrepitly forward in his chair. Then:

Hi! Guy Fawkes! rapped Kerry, striding forward. Whos been letting off fire-works?

Sam Tuk nodded senilely, but spoke not a word.

Kerry stooped and stared into the heart of the fire. A dense coat of white ash lay upon the embers. He grasped the shoulder of the aged Chinaman, and pushed him back so that he could look into the bleared eyes behind the owlish spectacles.

Been cleaning up the evidence, eh? he shouted. This joint stinks of opium and a score of other dopes. Where are the gang? He shook the yielding, ancient frame. Wheres the smart with one eye?

But Sam Tuk merely nodded, and as Kerry released his hold sank forward again, nodding incessantly.

Hm, youre a hard case, said the Chief Inspector. A couple of witnesses like you and the jury would retire to Bedlam!

He stood glaring fiercely at the limp frame of the old Chinaman, and as he glared his expression changed. Lying on the dirty floor not a yard from Sam Tuks feet was a ball of leaf opium!

Ha! exclaimed Kerry, and he stooped to pick it up.

As he did so, with a lightning movement of which the most astute observer could never have supposed him capable, Sam Tuk whipped a loaded rubber tube from his sleeve and struck Kerry a shrewd blow across the back of the skull.

The Chief Inspector, without word or cry, collapsed upon his knees, and then fell gently forward  forward  and toppled face downwards before his assailant. His bowler fell off and rolled across the dirty floor.

Sam Tuk sank deeply into his chair, and his toothless jaws worked convulsively. The skinny hand which clutched the piece of tubing twitched and shook, so that the primitive deadly weapon fell from its wielders grasp.

Silently, that set of empty shelves nearest to the inner wall of the vault slid open, and Sin Sin Wa came out. He, too, carried his hands tucked in his sleeves, and his yellow, pock-marked face wore its eternal smile.

Well done, he crooned softly in Chinese. Well done, bald father of wisdom. The dogs draw near, but the old fox sleeps not.


CHAPTER XXXVII. SETON PASHA REPORTS

At about the time that the fearless Chief Inspector was entering the establishment of Sam Tuk Seton Pasha was reporting to Lord Wrexborough in Whitehall. His nautical disguise had served its purpose, and he had now finally abandoned it, recognizing that he had to deal with a criminal of genius to whom disguise merely afforded matter for amusement.

In his proper person, as Greville Seton, he afforded a marked contrast to that John Smiles, seaman, who had sat in a top room in Limehouse with Chief Inspector Kerry. And although he had to report failure, the grim, bronzed face and bright grey eyes must have inspired in the heart of any thoughtful observer confidence in ultimate success. Lord Wrexborough, silver-haired, florid and dignified, sat before a vast table laden with neatly arranged dispatch-boxes, books, documents tied with red tape, and the other impressive impedimenta which characterize the table of a Secretary of State. Quentin Gray, unable to conceal his condition of nervous excitement, stared from a window down into Whitehall.

I take it, then, Seton, Lord Wrexborough was saying, that in your opinion  although perhaps it is somewhat hastily formed  there is and has been no connivance between officials and receivers of drugs?

That is my opinion, sir. The traffic has gradually and ingeniously been ringed by a wealthy group. Smaller dealers have been bought out or driven out, and today I believe it would be difficult, if not impossible, to obtain opium, cocaine, or veronal illicitly anywhere in London. Kazmah and Company had the available stock cornered. Of course, now that they are out of business, no doubt others will step in. It is a trade that can never be suppressed under existing laws.

I see, I see, muttered Lord Wrexborough, adjusting his pince-nez. You also believe that Kazmah and Company are in hiding within what you term  he consulted a written page the Causeway area? And you believe that the man called Sin Sin Wa is the head of the organization?

I believe the late Sir Lucien Pyne was the actual head of the group, said Seton bluntly. But Sin Sin Wa is the acting head. In view of his physical peculiarities, I dont quite see how hes going to escape us, either, sir. His wife has a fighting chance, and as for Mohammed el-Kazmah, he might sail for anywhere tomorrow, and we should never know. You see, we have no description of the man.

His passports? murmured Lord Wrexborough.

Seton Pasha smiled grimly.

Not an insurmountable difficulty, sir, he replied, but Sin Sin Wa is a marked man. He has the longest and thickest pigtail which I ever saw on a human scalp. I take it he is a Southerner of the old school; therefore, he wont cut it off. He has also only one eye, and while there are many one-eyed Chinamen, there are few one-eyed Chinamen who possess pigtails like a battleships hawser. Furthermore, he travels with a talking raven, and Ill swear he wont leave it behind. On the other hand, he is endowed with an amount of craft which comes very near to genius.

And  Mrs. Monte Irvin?

Quentin Gray turned suddenly, and his boyish face was very pale.

Seton, Seton! he said. For Gods sake tell me the truth! Do you think

He stopped, choking emotionally. Seton Pasha watched him with that cool, confident stare which could either soothe or irritate; and:

She was alive this morning, Gray, he replied quietly, we heard her. You may take it from me that they will offer her no violence. I shall say no more.

Lord Wrexborough cleared his throat and took up a document from the table.

Your remark raises another point, Quentin, he said sternly, which has to be settled today. Your appointment to Cairo was confirmed this morning. You sail on Tuesday.

Quentin Gray turned again abruptly and stared out of the window.

Youre practically kicking me out, sir, he said. I dont know what Ive done.

You have done nothing, replied Lord Wrexborough which an honorable man may not do. But in common with many others similarly circumstanced, you seem inclined, now that your military duties are at an end, to regard life as a sort of perpetual leave. I speak frankly before Seton because I know that he agrees with me. My friend the Foreign Secretary has generously offered you an appointment which opens up a career that should not  I repeat, that should not prove less successful than his own.

Gray turned, and his face had flushed deeply.

I know that Margaret has been scaring you about Rita Irvin, he said, but on my word, sir, there was no need to do it.

He met Seton Pashas cool regard, and:

Margarets one of the best, he added. I know you agree with me?

A faint suggestion of added color came into Setons tanned cheeks.

I do, Gray, he answered quietly. I believe you are good enough to look upon me as a real friend; therefore allow me to add my advice, for what it is worth, to that of Lord Wrexborough and your cousin: take the Egyptian appointment. I know where it will lead. You can do no good by remaining in London; and when we find Mrs. Irvin your presence would be an embarrassment to the unhappy man who waits for news at Princes Gate. I am frank, but its my way.

He held out his hand, smiling. Quentin Grays mercurial complexion was changing again, but:

Good old Seton! he said, rather huskily, and gripped the outstretched hand. For Irvins sake, save her!

He turned to his father.

Thank you, sir, he added, you are always right. I shall be ready on Tuesday. I suppose you are off again, Seton?

I am, was the reply. Chief Inspector Kerry is moving heaven and earth to find the Kazmah establishment, and I dont want to come in a poor second.

Lord Wrexborough cleared his throat and turned in the padded revolving chair.

Honestly, Seton, he said, what do you think of your chance of success?

Seton Pasha smiled grimly.

Many ascribe success to wit, he replied, and failure to bad luck; but the Arab says Kismet.


CHAPTER XXXVIII. THE SONG OF SIN SIN WA

Mrs. Sin, aroused by her husband from the deep opium sleep, came out into the fume-laden vault. Her dyed hair was disarranged, and her dark eyes stared glassily before her; but even in this half-drugged state she bore herself with the lithe carriage of a dancer, swinging her hips lazily and pointing the toes of her high-heeled slippers.

Awake, my wife, crooned Sin Sin Wa. Only a fool seeks the black smoke when the jackals sit in a ring.

Mrs. Sin gave him a glance of smiling contempt  a glance which, passing him, rested finally upon the prone body of Chief Inspector Kerry lying stretched upon the floor before the stove. Her pupils contracted to mere pin-points and then dilated blackly. She recoiled a step, fighting with the stupor which her ill-timed indulgence had left behind.

At this moment Kerry groaned loudly, tossed his arm out with a convulsive movement, and rolled over on to his side, drawing up his knees.

The eye of Sin Sin Wa gleamed strangely, but he did not move, and Sam Tuk who sat huddled in his chair where his feet almost touched the fallen man, stirred never a muscle. But Mrs. Sin, who still moved in a semi-phantasmagoric world, swiftly raised the hem of her kimona, affording a glimpse of a shapely silk-clad limb. From a sheath attached to her garter she drew a thin stilletto. Curiously feline, she crouched, as if about to spring.

Sin Sin Wa extended his hand, grasping his wifes wrist.

No, woman of indifferent intelligence, he said in his queer sibilant language, since when has murder gone unpunished in these British dominions?

Mrs. Sin snatched her wrist from his grasp, falling back wild-eyed.

Yellow ape! yellow ape! she said hoarsely. One more does not matter  now.

One more? crooned Sin Sin Wa, glancing curiously at Kerry.

They are here! We are trapped!

No, no, said Sin Sin Wa. He is a brave man; he comes alone.

He paused, and then suddenly resumed in pidgin English:

You likee killa him, eh?

Perhaps unconscious that she did so, Mrs. Sin replied also in English:

No, I am mad. Let me think, old fool!

She dropped the stiletto and raised her hand dazedly to her brow.

You gotchee tired of knifee chop, eh? murmured Sin Sin Wa.

Mrs. Sin clenched her hands, holding them rigidly against her hips; and, nostrils dilated, she stared at the smiling Chinaman.

What do you mean? she demanded.

Sin Sin Wa performed his curious oriental shrug.

You putta topside pidgin on Sir Lucy alla lightee, he murmured. Givee him hell alla velly proper.

The pupils of the womans eyes contracted again, and remained so. She laughed hoarsely and tossed her head.

Who told you that? she asked contemptuously. It was the doll-woman who killed him  I have said so.

You tella me so  hoi, hoi! But old Sin Sin Wa catchee wonder. Lo!  he extended a yellow forefinger, pointing at his wife Mrs. Sin make him catchee die! No bhobbery, no palaber. Sin Sin Wa gotchee you sized up allee timee.

Mrs. Sin snapped her fingers under his nose then stooped, picked up the stiletto, and swiftly restored it to its sheath. Her hands resting upon her hips, she came forward, until her dark evil face almost touched the yellow, smiling face of Sin Sin Wa.

Listen, old fool, she said in a low, husky voice; I have done with you, ape-man, for good! Yes! I killed Lucy, I killed him! He belonged to me  until that pink and white thing took him away. I am glad I killed him. If I cannot have him neither can she. But I was mad all the same.

She glanced down at Kerry, and:

Tie him up, she directed, and send him to sleep. And understand, Sin, weve shared out for the last time  You go your way and I go mine. No stinking Yellow River for me. New York is good enough until its safe to go to Buenos Ayres.

Smartest leg in Buenos Ayres, croaked the raven from his wicker cage, which was set upon the counter.

Sin Sin Wa regarded him smilingly.

Yes, yes, my little friend, he crooned in Chinese, while Tling-a-Ling rattled ghostly castanets. In Ho-Nan they will say that you are a devil and I am a wizard. That which is unknown is always thought to be magical, my Tling-a-Ling.

Mrs. Sin, who was rapidly throwing off the effects of opium and recovering her normal self-confident personality, glanced at her husband scornfully.

Tell me, she said, what has happened? How did he come here?

Blinga filly doggy, murmured Sin Sin Wa. Knockee Ah Fung on him head and comee down here, lo. Ah Fung allee lightee now  topside. Chasee filly doggy. Allee velly proper. No bhobbery.

Talk less and act more, said Mrs. Sin. Tie him up, and if you must talk, talk Chinese. Tie him up.

She pointed to Kerry. Sin Sin Wa tucked his hands into his sleeves and shuffled towards the masked door communicating with the inner room.

Only by intelligent speech are we distinguished from the other animals, he murmured in Chinese.

Entering the inner room, he began to extricate a long piece of thin rope from amid a tangle of other materials with which it was complicated. Mrs. Sin stood looking down at the fallen man. Neither Kerry nor Sam Tuk gave the slightest evidence of life. And as Sin Sin Wa disentangled yard upon yard of rope from the bundle on the floor by the bed where Rita Irvin lay in her long troubled sleep, he crooned a queer song. It was in the Ho-Nan dialect and intelligible to himself alone.

Shoa, the evil woman (he chanted), the woman of

many strange loves....

Shoa, the ghoul....

Lo, the Yellow River leaps forth from the nostrils

of the mountain god....

Shoa, the betrayer of men....

Blood is on her brow.

Lo, the betrayer is betrayed. Death sits at her elbow.

See, the Yellow River bears a corpse upon its tide...

Dead men hear her secret.

Shoa, the ghoul....

Shoa, the evil woman. Death sits at her elbow.

Black, the vultures flock about her....

Lo, the Yellow River leaps forth from the nostrils

of the mountain god.

Meanwhile Kerry, lying motionless at the feet of Sam Tuk was doing some hard and rapid thinking. He had recovered consciousness a few moments before Mrs. Sin had come into the vault from the inner room. There were those, Seton Pasha among them, who would have regarded the groan and the convulsive movements of Kerrys body with keen suspicion. And because the Chief Inspector suffered from no illusions respecting the genius of Sin Sin Wa, the apparent failure of the one-eyed Chinaman to recognize these preparations for attack nonplussed the Chief Inspector. His outstanding vice as an investigator was the directness of his own methods and of his mental outlook, so that he frequently experienced great difficulty in penetrating to the motives of a tortuous brain such as that of Sin Sin Wa.

That Sin Sin Wa thought him to be still unconscious he did not believe. He was confident that his tactics had deceived the Jewess, but he entertained an almost superstitious respect for the cleverness of the Chinaman. The trick with the ball of leaf opium was painfully fresh in his memory.

Kerry, in common with many members of the Criminal Investigation Department, rarely carried firearms. He was a man with a profound belief in his bare hands  aided when necessary by his agile feet. At the moment that Sin Sin Wa had checked the womans murderous and half insane outburst Kerry had been contemplating attack. The sudden change of language on the part of the Chinaman had arrested him in the act; and, realizing that he was listening to a confession which placed the hangmans rope about the neck of Mrs. Sin, he lay still and wondered.

Why had Sin Sin Wa forced his wife to betray herself? To clear Mareno? To clear Mrs. Irvin  or to save his own skin?

It was a frightful puzzle for Kerry. Then  where was Kazmah? That Mrs. Irvin, probably in a drugged condition, lay somewhere in that mysterious inner room Kerry felt fairly sure. His maltreated skull was humming like a bee-hive and aching intensely, but the man was tough as men are made, and he could not only think clearly, but was capable of swift and dangerous action.

He believed that he could tackle the Chinaman with fair prospects of success; and women, however murderous, he habitually disregarded as adversaries. But the mummy-like, deceptive Sam Tuk was not negligible, and Kazmah remained an unknown quantity.

From under that protective arm, cast across his face, Kerrys fierce eyes peered out across the dirty floor. Then quickly he shut his eyes again.

Sin Sin Wa, crooning his strange song, came in carrying a coil of rope  and a Mauser pistol!

Plicemanee gotchee catchee sleepee, he murmured, or maybe he catchee die!

He tossed the rope to his wife, who stood silent tapping the floor with one slim restless foot.

Number one top-side tie up, he crooned. Sin Sin Wa watchee withum gun!

Kerry lay like a dead man; for in the Chinamans voice were menace and warning.


CHAPTER XXXIX. THE EMPTY WHARF

The suspected area of Limehouse was closely invested as any fortress of old when Seton Pasha once more found himself approaching that painfully familiar neighborhood. He had spoken to several pickets, and had gathered no news of interest, except that none of them had seen Chief Inspector Kerry since some time shortly before dusk. Seton, newly from more genial climes, shivered as he contemplated the misty, rain-swept streets, deserted and but dimly lighted by an occasional lamp. The hooting of a steam siren on the river seemed to be in harmony with the prevailing gloom, and the most confirmed optimist must have suffered depression amid those surroundings.

He had no definite plan of action. Every line of inquiry hitherto followed had led to nothing but disappointment. With most of the details concerning the elaborate organization of the Kazmah group either gathered or in sight, the whereabouts of the surviving members remained a profound mystery. From the Chinese no information could be obtained. Distrust of the police resides deep within the Chinese heart; for the Chinaman, and not unjustly, regards the police as ever ready to accuse him and ever unwilling to defend him; knows himself for a pariah capable of the worst crimes, and who may therefore be robbed, beaten and even murdered by his white neighbors with impunity. But when the police seek information from Chinatown, Chinatown takes its revenge  and is silent.

Out on the river, above and below Limehouse, patrols watched for signals from the Asiatic quarter, and from a carefully selected spot on the Surrey side George Martin watched also. Not even the lure of a neighboring tavern could draw him from his post. Hour after hour he waited patiently  for Sin Sin Wa paid fair prices, and tonight he bought neither opium nor cocaine, but liberty.

Seton Pasha, passing from point to point, and nowhere receiving news of Kerry, began to experience a certain anxiety respecting the safety of the intrepid Chief Inspector. His mind filled with troubled conjectures, he passed the house formerly occupied by the one-eyed Chinaman  where he found Detective-Sergeant Coombes on duty and very much on the alert  and followed the bank of the Thames in the direction of Limehouse Basin. The narrow, ill-lighted street was quite deserted. Bad weather and the presence of many police had driven the Asiatic inhabitants indoors. But from the river and the docks arose the incessant din of industry. Whistles shrieked and machinery clanked, and sometimes remotely came the sound of human voices.

Musing upon the sordid mystery which seems to underlie the whole of this dingy quarter, Seton pursued his way, crossing inlets and circling around basins dimly divined, turning to the right into a lane flanked by high eyeless walls, and again to the left, finally to emerge nearly opposite a dilapidated gateway giving access to a small wharf.

All unconsciously, he was traversing the same route as that recently pursued by the fugitive Sin Sin Wa; but now he paused, staring at the empty wharf. The annexed building, a mere shell, had not escaped examination by the search party, and it was with no very definite purpose in view that Seton pushed open the rickety gate. Doubtless Kismet, of which the Arabs speak, dictated that he should do so.

The tide was high, and the water whispered ghostly under the pile-supported structure. Seton experienced a new sense of chill which did not seem to be entirely physical as he stared out at the gloomy river prospect and listened to the uncanny whisperings of the tide. He was about to turn back when another sound attracted his attention. A dog was whimpering somewhere near him.

At first he was disposed to believe that the sound was due to some other cause, for the deserted wharf was not a likely spot in which to find a dog, but when to the faint whimpering there was added a scratching sound, Setons last doubts vanished.

Its a dog, he said, a small dog.

Like Kerry, he always carried an electric pocket-lamp, and now he directed its rays into the interior of the building.

A tiny spaniel, whining excitedly, was engaged in scratching with its paws upon the dirty floor as though determined to dig its way through. As the light shone upon it the dog crouched affrightedly, and, glancing in Setons direction, revealed its teeth. He saw that it was covered with mud from head to tail, presenting a most woe-begone appearance, and the mystery of its presence there came home to him forcibly.

It was a toy spaniel of a breed very popular among ladies of fashion, and to its collar was still attached a tattered and muddy fragment of ribbon.

The little animal crouched in a manner which unmistakably pointed to the fact that it apprehended ill-treatment, but these personal fears had only a secondary place in its mind, and with one eye on the intruder it continued to scratch madly at the floor.

Seton acted promptly. He snapped off the light, and, replacing the lamp in his pocket, stepped into the building and dropped down upon his knees beside the dog. He next lay prone, and having rapidly cleared a space with his sleeve of some of the dirt which coated it, he applied his ear to the floor.

In spite of that iron control which habitually he imposed upon himself, he became aware of the fact that his heart was beating rapidly. He had learned at Leman Street that Kerry had brought Mrs. Irvins dog from Princes Gate to aid in the search for the missing woman. He did not doubt that this was the dog which snarled and scratched excitedly beside him. Dimly he divined something of the truth. Kerry had fallen into the hands of the gang, but the dog, evidently not without difficulty, had escaped. What lay below the wharf?

Holding his breath, he crouched, listening; but not a sound could he detect.

Theres nothing here, old chap, he said to the dog.

Responsive to the friendly tone, the little animal began barking loudly with high staccato notes, which must have been audible on the Surrey shore.

Seton was profoundly mystified by the animals behavior. He had personally searched every foot of this particular building, and was confident that it afforded no hiding-place. The behavior of the dog, however, was susceptible of only one explanation; and Seton recognizing that the clue to the mystery lay somewhere within this ramshackle building, became seized with a conviction that he was being watched.

Standing upright, he paused for a moment, irresolute, thinking that he had detected a muffled shriek. But the riverside noises were misleading and his imagination was on fire.

That almost superstitious respect for the powers of Sin Sin Wa, which had led Chief Inspector Kerry to look upon the Chinaman as a being more than humanly endowed, began to take possession of Seton Pasha. He regretted having entered the place so overtly, he regretted having shown a light. Keen eyes, vigilant, regarded him. It was perhaps a delusion, bred of the mournful night sounds, the gloom, and the uncanny resourcefulness, already proven, of the Kazmah group. But it operated powerfully.

Theories, wild, improbable, flocked to his mind. The great dope cache lay beneath his feet  and there must be some hidden entrance to it which had escaped the attention of the search-party. This in itself was not improbable, since they had devoted no more time to this building than to any other in the vicinity. That wild cry in the night which had struck so mournful a chill to the hearts of the watchers on the river had seemed to come out of the void of the blackness, had given but slight clue to the location of the place of captivity. Indeed, they could only surmise that it had been uttered by the missing woman. Yet in their hearts neither had doubted it.

He determined to cause the place to be searched again, as secretly as possible; he determined to set so close a guard over it and over its approaches that none could enter or leave unobserved.

Yet Kismet, in whose omnipotence he more than half believed, had ordained otherwise; for man is merely an instrument in the hand of Fate.


CHAPTER XL. COIL OF THE PIGTAIL

The inner room was in darkness and the fume-laden air almost unbreathable. A dull and regular moaning sound proceeded from the corner where the bed was situated, but of the contents of the place and of its other occupant or occupants Kerry had no more than a hazy idea. His imagination supplied those details which he had failed to observe. Mrs. Monte Irvin, in a dying condition, lay upon the bed, and someone or some thing crouched on the divan behind Kerry as he lay stretched upon the matting-covered floor. His wrists, tied behind him, gave him great pain; and since his ankles were also fastened and the end of the rope drawn taut and attached to that binding his wrists, he was rendered absolutely helpless. For one of his fiery temperament this physical impotence was maddening, and because his own handkerchief had been tied tightly around his head so as to secure between his teeth a wooden stopper of considerable size which possessed an unpleasant chemical taste and smell, even speech was denied him.

How long he had lain thus he had no means of judging accurately; but hours  long, maddening hours  seemed to have passed since, with the muzzle of Sin Sin Was Mauser pressed coldly to his ear, he had submitted willy-nilly to the adroit manipulations of Mrs. Sin. At first he had believed, in his confirmed masculine vanity, that it would be a simple matter to extricate himself from the fastenings made by a woman; but when, rolling him sideways, she had drawn back his heels and run the loose end of the line through the loop formed by the lashing of his wrists behind him, he had recognized a Chinese training, and had resigned himself to the inevitable. The wooden gag was a sore trial, and if it had not broken his spirit it had nearly caused him to break an artery in his impotent fury.

Into the darkened inner chamber Sin Sin Wa had dragged him, and there Kerry had lain ever since, listening to the various sounds of the place, to the coarse voice, often raised in anger, of the Cuban-Jewess, to the crooning tones of the imperturbable Chinaman. The incessant moaning of the woman on the bed sometimes became mingled with another sound more remote, which Kerry for long failed to identify; but ultimately he concluded it to be occasioned by the tide flowing under the wharf. The raven was silent, because, imprisoned in his wicker cage, he had been placed in some dark spot below the counter. Very dimly from time to time a steam siren might be heard upon the river, and once the thudding of a screw-propeller told of the passage of a large vessel along Limehouse Reach.

In the eyes of Mrs. Sin Kerry had read menace, and for all their dark beauty they had reminded him of the eyes of a cornered rat. Beneath the contemptuous nonchalance which she flaunted he read terror and remorse, and a foreboding of doom  panic ill repressed, which made her dangerous as any beast at bay. The attitude of the Chinaman was more puzzling. He seemed to bear the Chief Inspector no personal animosity, and indeed, in his glittering eye, Kerry had detected a sort of mysterious light of understanding which was almost mirthful, but which bore no relation to Sin Sin Was perpetual smile. Kerrys respect for the one-eyed Chinaman had increased rather than diminished upon closer acquaintance. Underlying his urbanity he failed to trace any symptom of apprehension. This Sin Sin Wa, accomplice of a murderess self-confessed, evident head of a drug syndicate which had led to the establishment of a Home office inquiry  this badly wanted man, whose last hiding-place, whose keep, was closely invested by the agents of the law, was the same Sin Sin Wa who had smilingly extended his wrists, inviting the manacles, when Kerry had first made his acquaintance under circumstances legally very different.

Sometimes Kerry could hear him singing his weird crooning song, and twice Mrs. Sin had shrieked blasphemous execrations at him because of it. But why should Sin Sin Wa sing? What hope had he of escape? In the case of any other criminal Kerry would have answered None, but the ease with which this one-eyed singing Chinaman had departed from his abode under the very noses of four detectives had shaken the Chief Inspectors confidence in the efficiency of ordinary police methods where this Chinese conjurer was concerned. A man who could convert an elaborate opium house into a dirty ruin in so short a time, too, was capable of other miraculous feats, and it would not have surprised Kerry to learn that Sin Sin Wa, at a moments notice, could disguise himself as a chest of tea, or pass invisible through solid walls.

For evidence that Seton Pasha or any of the men from Scotland Yard had penetrated to the secret of Sam Tuks cellar Kerry listened in vain. What was about to happen he could not imagine, nor if his life was to be spared. In the confession so curiously extorted from Mrs. Sin by her husband he perceived a clue to this and other mysteries, but strove in vain to disentangle it from the many maddening complexities of the case.

So he mused, wearily, listening to the moaning of his fellow captive, and wondering, since no sign of life came thence, why he imagined another presence in the stuffy room or the presence of someone or of some thing on the divan behind him. And in upon these dreary musings broke an altercation between Mrs. Sin and her husband.

Keep the blasted thing covered up! she cried hoarsely.

Tling-a-Ling wantchee catchee bleathee sometime, crooned Sin Sin Wa.

Hello, hello! croaked the raven drowsily. Smartest  smartest  smartest leg.

You catchee sleepee, Tling-a-Ling, murmured the Chinaman. Mrs. Sin no likee you palaber, lo!

Burn it! cried the woman, burn the one-eyed horror!

But when, carrying a lighted lantern, Sin Sin Wa presently came into the inner room, he smiled as imperturbably as ever, and was unmoved so far as external evidence showed.

Sin Sin Wa set the lantern upon a Moorish coffee-table which once had stood beside the divan in Mrs. Sins sanctum at the House of a Hundred Raptures. A significant glance  its significance an acute puzzle to the recipient  he cast upon Chief Inspector Kerry. His hands tucked in the loose sleeves of his blouse, he stood looking down at the woman who lay moaning on the bed; and:

Tchee, tchee, he crooned softly, you hate no catchee die, my beautiful. You sniffee plenty too muchee white snow, hoi, hoi! Velly bad woman tly makee you catchee die, but Sin Sin Wa no hate got for killee chop. Topside pidgin no good enough, lo!

His thick, extraordinary long pigtail hanging down his back and gleaming in the rays of the lantern, he stood, head bowed, watching Rita Irvin. Because of his position on the floor, Mrs. Irvin was invisible from Kerrys point of view, but she continued to moan incessantly, and he knew that she must be unconscious of the Chinamans scrutiny.

Hurry, old fool! came Mrs. Sins harsh voice from the outer room. In ten minutes Ah Fung will give the signal. Is she dead yet  the doll-woman?

She hate no catchee die, murmured Sin Sin Wa, She still vella beautiful  tchee!

It was at the moment that he spoke these words that Seton Pasha entered the empty building above and found the spaniel scratching at the paved floor. So that, as Sin Sin Wa stood looking down at the wan face of the unfortunate woman who refused to die, the dog above, excited by Setons presence, ceased to whine and scratch and began to bark.

Faintly to the vault the sound of the high-pitched barking penetrated.

Kerry tensed his muscles and groaned impotently feeling his heart beating like a hammer in his breast. Complete silence reigned in the outer room. Sin Sin Wa never stirred. Again the dog barked, then:

Hello, hello! shrieked the raven shrilly. Number one plice chop, lo! Sin Sin Wa! Sin Sin Wa!

There came a fierce exclamation, the sound of something being hastily overturned, of a scuffle, and:

Sin  Sin  Wa! croaked the raven feebly.

The words ended in a screeching cry, which was followed by a sound of wildly beating wings. Sin Sin Wa, hands tucked in sleeves, turned and walked from the inner room, closing the sliding door behind him with a movement of his shoulder.

Resting against the empty shelves, he stood and surveyed the scene in the vault.

Mrs. Sin, who had been kneeling beside the wicker cage, which was upset, was in the act of standing upright. At her feet, and not far from the motionless form of old Sam Tuk who sat like a dummy figure in his chair before the stove, lay a palpitating mass of black feathers. Other detached feathers were sprinkled about the floor. Feebly the ravens wings beat the ground once, twice  and were still.

Sin Sin Wa uttered one sibilant word, withdrew his hands from his sleeves, and, stepping around the end of the counter, dropped upon his knees beside the raven. He touched it with long yellow fingers, then raised it and stared into the solitary eye, now glazed and sightless as its fellow. The smile had gone from the face of Sin Sin Wa.

My Tling-a-Ling! he moaned in his native mandarin tongue. Speak to me, my little black friend!

A bead of blood, like a ruby, dropped from the ravens beak. Sin Sin Wa bowed his head and knelt awhile in silence; then, standing up, he reverently laid the poor bedraggled body upon a chest. He turned and looked at his wife.

Hands on hips, she confronted him, breathing rapidly, and her glance of contempt swept him up and down.

Ive often threatened to do it, she said in English. Now Ive done it. Theyre on the wharf. Were trapped  thanks to that black, squalling horror!

Tchee, tchee! hissed Sin Sin Wa.

His gleaming eye fixed upon the woman unblinkingly, he began very deliberately to roll up his loose sleeves. She watched him, contempt in her glance, but her expression changed subtly, and her dark eyes grew narrowed. She looked rapidly towards Sam Tuk but Sam Tuk never stirred.

Old fool! she cried at Sin Sin Wa. What are you doing?

But Sin Sin Wa, his sleeves rolled up above his yellow, sinewy forearms, now tossed his pigtail, serpentine, across his shoulder and touched it with his fingers, an odd, caressing movement.

Ho! laughed Mrs. Sin in her deep scoffing fashion, it is for me you make all this bhobbery, eh? It is me you are going to chastise, my dear?

She flung back her head, snapping her fingers before the silent Chinaman. He watched her, and slowly  slowly  he began to crouch, lower and lower, but always that unblinking regard remained fixed upon the face of Mrs. Sin.

The woman laughed again, more loudly. Bending her lithe body forward in mocking mimicry, she snapped her fingers, once  again  and again under Sin Sin Was nose. Then:

Do you think, you blasted yellow ape, that you can frighten me? she screamed, a swift flame of wrath lighting up her dark face.

In a flash she had raised the kimona and had the stiletto in her hand. But, even swifter than she, Sin Sin Wa sprang...

Once, twice she struck at him, and blood streamed from his left shoulder. But the pigtail, like an executioners rope, was about the womans throat. She uttered one smothered shriek, dropping the knife, and then was silent...

Her dyed hair escaped from its fastenings and descended, a ruddy torrent, about her as she writhed, silent, horrible, in the death-coil of the pigtail.

Rigidly, at arms-length, he held her, moment after moment, immovable, implacable; and when he read death in her empurpled face, a miraculous thing happened.

The blind eye of Sin Sin Wa opened!

A husky rattle told of the end, and he dropped the womans body from his steely grip, disengaging the pigtail with a swift movement of his head. Opening and closing his yellow fingers to restore circulation, he stood looking down at her. He spat upon the floor at her feet.

Then, turning, he held out his arms and confronted Sam Tuk.

Was it well done, bald father of wisdom? he demanded hoarsely.

But old Sam Tuk seated lumpish in his chair like some grotesque idol before whom a human sacrifice has been offered up, stirred not. The length of loaded tubing with which he had struck Kerry lay beside him where it had fallen from his nerveless hand. And the two oblique, beady eyes of Sin Sin Wa, watching, grew dim. Step by step he approached the old Chinaman, stooped, touched him, then knelt and laid his head upon the thin knees.

Old father, he murmured, Old bald father who knew so much. Tonight you know all.

For Sam Tuk was no more. At what moment he had died, whether in the excitement of striking Kerry or later, no man could have presumed to say, since, save by an occasional nod of his head, he had often simulated death in life  he who was so old that he was known as The Father of Chinatown.

Standing upright, Sin Sin Wa looked from the dead man to the dead raven. Then, tenderly raising poor Tling-a-Ling, he laid the great dishevelled bird  a weird offering  upon the knees of Sam Tuk.

Take him with you where you travel tonight, my father, he said. He, too, was faithful.

A cheap German clock commenced a muted clangor, for the little hammer was muffled.

Sin Sin Wa walked slowly across to the counter. Taking up the gleaming joss, he unscrewed its pedestal. Then, returning to the spot where Mrs. Sin lay, he coolly detached a leather wallet which she wore beneath her dress fastened to a girdle. Next he removed her rings, her bangles and other ornaments. He secreted all in the interior of the joss  his treasure-chest. He raised his hands and began to unplait his long pigtail, which, like his blind eye, was camouflage  a false queue attached to his own hair, which he wore but slightly longer than some Europeans and many Americans. With a small pair of scissors he clipped off his long, snake-like moustaches....


CHAPTER XLI. THE FINDING OF KAZMAH

At a point just above the sweep of Limehouse Reach a watchful river police patrol observed a moving speck of light on the right bank of the Thames. As if in answer to the signal there came a few moments later a second moving speck at a point not far above the district once notorious in its possession of Ratcliff Highway. A third light answered from the Surrey bank, and a fourth shone out yet higher up and on the opposite side of the Thames.

The tide had just turned. As Chief Inspector Kerry had once observed, there are no pleasure parties punting about that stretch, and, consequently, when George Martin tumbled into his skiff on the Surrey shore and began lustily to pull up stream, he was observed almost immediately by the River Police.

Pulling hard against the stream, it took him a long time to reach his destination  stone stairs near the point from which the second light had been shown. Rain had ceased and the mist had cleared shortly after dusk, as often happens at this time of year, and because the night was comparatively clear the pursuing boats had to be handled with care.

George did not disembark at the stone steps, but after waiting there for some time he began to drop down on the tide, keeping close inshore.

He knows weve spotted him, said Sergeant Coombes, who was in one of the River Police boats. It was at the stairs that he had to pick up his man.

Certainly, the tactics of George suggested that he had recognized surveillance, and, his purpose abandoned, now sought to efface himself without delay. Taking advantage of every shadow, he resigned his boat to the gentle current. He had actually come to the entrance of Greenwich Reach when a dock light, shining out across the river, outlined the boat yellowly.

Hes got a passenger! said Coombes amazedly.

Inspector White, who was in charge of the cutter, rested his arm on Coombes shoulder and stared across the moving tide.

I can see no one, he replied. Youre over anxious, Detective-Sergeant  and I can understand it!

Coombes smiled heroically.

I may be over anxious, Inspector, he replied, but if I lost Sin Sin Wa, the River Police had never even heard of him till the C.I.D. put em wise.

Hm! muttered the Inspector. Dyou suggest we board him?

No, said Coombes, let him land, but dont trouble to hide any more. Show him were in pursuit.

No longer drifting with the outgoing tide, George Martin had now boldly taken to the oars. The River Police boat close in his wake, he headed for the blunt promontory of the Isle of Dogs. The grim pursuit went on until:

I bet I know where hes for, said Coombes.

So do I, declared Inspector White; Dougals!

Their anticipations were realized. To the wooden stairs which served as a water-gate for the establishment on the Isle of Dogs, George Martin ran in openly; the police boat followed, and:

You were right! cried the Inspector, he has somebody with him!

A furtive figure, bearing a burden upon its shoulder, moved up the slope and disappeared. A moment later the police were leaping ashore. George deserted his boat and went running heavily after his passenger.

After them! cried Coombes. Thats Sin Sin Wa!

Around the mazey, rubbish-strewn paths the pursuit went hotly. In sight of Dougals Coombes saw the swing door open and a silhouette  that of a man who carried a bag on his shoulder  pass in. George Martin followed, but the Scotland Yard man had his hand upon his shoulder.

Police! he said sharply. Whos your friend?

George turned, red and truculent, with clenched fists.

Mind your own bloody business! he roared.

Mind yours, my lad! retorted Coombes warningly. Youre no Thames waterman. Whos your friend?

Wotcher mean? shouted George. Youre up the pole or canned you are!

Grab him! said Coombes, and he kicked open the door and entered the saloon, followed by Inspector White and the boats crew.

As they appeared, the Inspector conspicuous in his uniform, backed by the group of River Police, one of whom grasped George Martin by his coat collar:

Splits! bellowed Dougal in a voice like a fog-horn.

Twenty cups of tea, coffee and cocoa, too hot for speedy assimilation, were spilled upon the floor.

The place as usual was crowded, more particularly in the neighborhood of the two stoves. Here were dock laborers, seamen and riverside loafers, lascars, Chinese, Arabs, negroes and dagoes. Mrs. Dougal, defiant and red, brawny arms folded and her pose as that of one contemplating a physical contest, glared from behind the solid counter. Dougal rested his hairy hands upon the wet counter and revealed his defective teeth in a vicious snarl. Many of the patrons carried light baggage, since a P and O boat, an oriental, and the S. S. Mahratta, were sailing that night or in the early morning, and Dougals was the favorite house of call for a doch-an-dorrich for sailormen, particularly for sailormen of color.

Upon the police group became focussed the glances of light eyes and dark eyes, round eyes, almond-shaped eyes, and oblique eyes. Silence fell.

We are police officers, called Coombes formally. All papers, please.

Thereupon, without disturbance, the inspection began, and among the papers scrutinized were those of one, Chung Chow, an able-bodied Chinese seaman. But since his papers were in order, and since he possessed two eyes and wore no pigtail, he excited no more interest in the mind of Detective-Sergeant Coombes than did any one of the other Chinamen in the place.

A careful search of the premises led to no better result, and George Martin accounted for his possession of a considerable sum of money found upon him by explaining that he had recently been paid off after a long voyage and had been lucky at cards.

The result of the nights traffic, then, spelled failure for British justice, the S.S. Mahratta sailed one stewardess short of her complement; but among the Chinese crew of another steamer Eastward bound was one, Chung Chow, formerly known as Sin Sin Wa. And sometimes in the night watches there arose before him the picture of a black bird resting upon the knees of an aged Chinaman. Beyond these figures dimly he perceived the paddy-fields of Ho-Nan and the sweeping valley of the Yellow River, where the opium poppy grows.

It was about an hour before the sailing of the ship which numbered Chung Chow among the yellow members of its crew that Seton Pasha returned once more to the deserted wharf whereon he had found Mrs. Monte Irvins spaniel. Afterwards, in the light of ascertained facts, he condemned himself for a stupidity passing the ordinary. For while he had conducted a careful search of the wharf and adjoining premises, convinced that there was a cellar of some kind below, he had omitted to look for a water-gate to this hypothetical cache.

Perhaps his self-condemnation was deserved, but in justice to the agent selected by Lord Wrexborough, it should be added that Chief Inspector Kerry had no more idea of the existence of such an entrance, and exit, than had Seton Pasha.

Leaving the dog at Leman Street then, and learning that there was no news of the missing Chief Inspector, Seton had set out once more. He had been informed of the mysterious signals flashed from side to side of the Lower Pool, and was hourly expecting a report to the effect that Sin Sin Wa had been apprehended in the act of escaping. That Sin Sin Wa had dropped into the turgid tide from his underground hiding-place, and pushing his property  which was floatable  before him, encased in a waterproof bag, had swum out and clung to the stern of George Martins boat as it passed close to the empty wharf, neither Seton Pasha nor any other man knew  except George Martin and Sin Sin Wa.

At a suitably dark spot the Chinaman had boarded the little craft, not without difficulty, for his wounded shoulder pained him, and had changed his sodden attire for a dry outfit which awaited him in the locker at the stern of the skiff. The cunning of the Chinese has the simplicity of true genius.

Not two paces had Seton taken on to the mystifying wharf when:

Sam Tuk barber! Entrance in cellar! rapped a ghostly, muffled voice from beneath his feet. Sam Tuk barber! Entrance in cellar!

Seton Pasha stood still, temporarily bereft of speech. Then, Kerry! he cried. Kerry! Where are you?

But apparently his voice failed to reach the invisible speaker, for:

Sam Tuk barber! Entrance in cellar! repeated the voice.

Seton Pasha wasted no more time. He ran out into the narrow street. A man was on duty there.

Call assistance! ordered Seton briskly, Send four men to join me at the barbers shop called Sam Tuks! You know it?

Yes, sir; I searched it with Chief Inspector Kerry.

The note of a police whistle followed.

Ten minutes later the secret of Sam Tuks cellar was unmasked. The place was empty, and the subterranean door locked; but it succumbed to the persistent attacks of axe and crowbar, and Seton Pasha was the first of the party to enter the vault. It was laden with chemical fumes....

He found there an aged Chinaman, dead, seated by a stove in which the fire had burned very low. Sprawling across the old mans knees was the body of a raven. Lying at his feet was a woman, lithe, contorted, the face half hidden in masses of bright red hair.

End case near the door! rapped the voice of Kerry. Slides to the left!

Seton Pasha vaulted over the counter, drew the shelves aside, and entered the inner room.

By the dim light of a lantern burning upon a moorish coffee-table he discerned an untidy bed, upon which a second woman lay, pallid.

God! he muttered; this place is a morgue!

It certainly isnt healthy! said an irritable voice from the floor. But I think I might survive it if you could spare a second to untie me.

Kerrys extensive practice in chewing and the enormous development of his maxillary muscles had stood him in good stead. His keen, strong teeth had bitten through the extemporized gag, and as a result the tension of the handkerchief which had held it in place had become relaxed, enabling him to rid himself of it and to spit out the fragments of filthy-tasting wood which the biting operation had left in his mouth.

Seton turned, stooped on one knee to release the captive... and found himself looking into the face of someone who sat crouched upon the divan behind the Chief Inspector. The figure was that of an oriental, richly robed. Long, slim, ivory hands rested upon his knees, and on the first finger of the right hand gleamed a big talismanic ring. But the face, surmounted by a white turban, was wonderful, arresting in its immobile intellectual beauty; and from under the heavy brows a pair of abnormally large eyes looked out hypnotically.

My God! whispered Seton, then:

If youve finished your short prayer, rapped Kerry, set about my little job.

But, Kerry  Kerry, behind you!

I havent any eyes in my back hair!

Mechanically, half fearfully, Seton touched the hands of the crouching oriental. A low moan came from the woman in the bed, and:

Its Kazmah! gasped Seton. Kerry... Kazmah is  a wax figure!

Hell! said Chief Inspector Kerry.


CHAPTER XLII. A YEAR LATER

Beneath an awning spread above the balcony of one of those modern elegant flats, which today characterize Heliopolis, the City of the Sun, site of perhaps the most ancient seat of learning in the known world, a party of four was gathered, awaiting the unique spectacle which is afforded when the suns dying rays fade from the Libyan sands and the violet wonder of the afterglow conjures up old magical Egypt from the ashes of the desert.

Yes, Monte Irvin was saying, only a year ago; but, thank God, it seems more like ten! Merciful time effaces sadness but spares joy.

He turned to his wife, whose flower-like face peeped out from a nest of white fur. Covertly he squeezed her hand, and was rewarded with a swift, half coquettish glance, in which he read trust and contentment. The dreadful ordeal through which she had passed had accomplished that which no physician in Europe could have hoped for, since no physician would have dared to adopt such drastic measures. Actuated by deliberate cruelty, and with the design of bringing about her death from apparently natural causes, the Kazmah group had deprived her of cocaine for so long a period that sanity, life itself, had barely survived; but for so long a period that, surviving, she had outlived the drug craving. Kazmah had cured her!

Monte Irvin turned to the tall fair girl who sat upon the arm of a cane rest-chair beside Rita.

But nothing can ever efface the memory of all you have done for Rita, and for me, he said, nothing, Mrs. Seton.

Oh, said Margaret, my mind was away back, and that sounded  so odd.

Seton Pasha, who occupied the lounge-chair upon the broad arm of which his wife was seated, looked up, smiling into the suddenly flushed face. They were but newly returned from their honeymoon, and had just taken possession of their home, for Seton was now stationed in Cairo. He flicked a cone of ash from his cheroot.

It seems to me that we are all more or less indebted to one another, he declared. For instance, I might never have met you, Margaret, if I had not run into your cousin that eventful night at Princes; and Gray would not have been gazing abstractedly out of the doorway if Mrs. Irvin had joined him for dinner as arranged. One can trace almost every episode in life right back, and ultimately come

To Kismet! cried his wife, laughing merrily. So before we begin dinner tonight  which is a night of reunion  I am going to propose a toast to Kismet!

Good! said Seton, we shall all drink it gladly. Eh, Irvin?

Gladly, indeed, agreed Monte Irvin. You know, Seton, he continued, we have been wandering, Rita and I; and ever since your wife handed her patient over to me as cured we have covered some territory. I dont know if you or Chief Inspector Kerry has been responsible, but the press accounts of the Kazmah affair have been scanty to baldness. One stray bit of news reached us  in Colorado, I think.

What was that, Mr. Irvin? asked Margaret, leaning towards the speaker.

It was about Mollie Gretna. Someone wrote and told me that she had eloped with a billiard marker  a married man with five children!

Seton laughed heartily, and so did Margaret and Rita.

Right! cried Seton. She did. When last heard of she was acting as barmaid in a Portsmouth tavern!

But Monte Irvin did not laugh.

Poor, foolish girl! he said gravely. Her life might have been so different  so useful and happy.

I agree, replied Seton, if she had had a husband like Kerry.

Oh, please dont! said Margaret. I almost fell in love with Chief Inspector Kerry myself.

A grand fellow! declared her husband warmly. The Kazmah inquiry was the triumph of his career.

Monte Irvin turned to him.

You did your bit, Seton, he said quietly. The last words Inspector Kerry spoke to me before I left England were in the nature of a splendid tribute to yourself, but I will spare your blushes.

Kerry is as white as theyre made, replied Seton, but we should never have known for certain who killed Sir Lucien if he had not risked his life in that filthy cellar as he did.

Rita Irvin shuddered slightly and drew her furs more closely about her shoulders.

Shall we change the conversation, dear? whispered Margaret.

No, please, said Rita. You cannot imagine how curious I am to learn the true details  for, as Monte says, we have been out of touch with things, and although we were so intimately concerned, neither of us really knows the inner history of the affair to this day. Of course, we know that Kazmah was a dummy figure, posed in the big ebony chair. He never moved, except to raise his hand, and this was done by someone seated in the inner room behind the figure. But who was seated there?

Seton glanced inquiringly at his wife, and she nodded, smiling.

Right-o! he said. If you will excuse me for a moment I will get my notes. Hello, heres Gray!

A little two-seater came bowling along the road from Cairo, and drew up beneath the balcony. It was the car which had belonged to Margaret when in practice in Dover Street. Quentin Gray jumped out, waving his hand cheerily to the quartette above, and went in at the doorway. Seton walked through the flat and admitted him.

Sorry Im late! cried Gray, impetuous and boyish as ever, although he looked older and had grown very bronzed. The chief detained me.

Go through to them, said Seton informally. Im getting my notes; were going to read the thrilling story of the Kazmah mystery before dinner.

Good enough! cried Gray. Im in the dark on many points.

He had outlived his youthful infatuation, although it was probable enough that had Rita been free he would have presented himself as a suitor without delay. But the old relationship he had no desire to renew. A generous self-effacing regard had supplanted the madness of his earlier passion. Rita had changed too; she had learned to know herself and to know her husband.

So that when Seton Pasha presently rejoined his guests, he found the most complete harmony to prevail among them. He carried a bulky notebook, and, tapping his teeth with his monocle:

Ladies and gentlemen, he began whimsically, I will bore you with a brief account of the extraordinary facts concerning the Kazmah case.

Margaret was seated in the rest-chair which her husband had vacated, and Seton took up a position upon the ledge formed by one of the wide arms. Everyone prepared to listen, with interest undisguised.

There were three outstanding personalities dominating what we may term the Kazmah group, continued Seton. In order of importance they were: Sin Sin Wa, Sir Lucien Pyne and Mrs. Sin.

Rita Irvin inhaled deeply, but did not interrupt the speaker.

I shall begin with Sir Lucien, Seton went on. For some years before his fathers death he seems to have lived a very shady life in many parts of the world. He was a confirmed gambler, and was also somewhat unduly fond of the ladies society. In Buenos Ayres  the exact date does not matter  he made the acquaintance of a variety artiste known as La Belle Lola, a Cuban-Jewess, good-looking and unscrupulous. I cannot say if Sir Lucien was aware from the outset of his affair with La Belle that she was a married woman. But it is certain that her husband, Sin Sin Wa, very early learned of the intrigue, and condoned it.

How Sir Lucien came to get into the clutches of the pair I do not know. But that he did so we have ascertained beyond doubt. I think, personally, that his third vice  opium  was probably responsible. For Sin Sin Wa appears throughout in the character of a drug dealer.

These three people really become interesting from the time that La Belle Lola quitted the stage and joined her husband in the conducting of a concern in Buenos Ayres, which was the parent, if I may use the term, of the Kazmah business later established in Bond Street. From a music-hall illusionist, who came to grief during a South American tour, they acquired the oriental waxwork figure which subsequently mystified so many thousands of dupes. It was the work of a famous French artist in wax, and had originally been made to represent the Pharaoh, Rameses II., for a Paris exhibition. Attired in Eastern robes, and worked by a simple device which raised and lowered the right hand, it was used, firstly, in a stage performance, and secondly, in the character of Kazmah the Dream-reader.

Even at this time Sir Lucien had access to good society, or to the best society which Buenos Ayres could offer, and he was the source of the surprising revelations made to patrons by the dream-reader. At first, apparently, the drug business was conducted independently of the Kazmah concern, but the facilities offered by the latter for masking the former soon became apparent to the wily Sin Sin Wa. Thereupon the affair was reorganized on the lines later adopted in Bond Street. Kazmahs became a secret dope-shop, and annexed to it was an elaborate chandu-khan, conducted by the Chinaman. Mrs. Sin was the go-between.

You are all waiting to hear  or, to be exact, two are waiting to hear, Gray and Margaret already know  who spoke as Kazmah through the little window behind the chair. The deep-voiced speaker was Juan Mareno, Mrs. Sins brother! Mrs. Sins maiden name was Lola Mareno.

Many of these details were provided by Mareno, who, after the death of his sister, to whom he was deeply attached, volunteered to give crown evidence. Most of them we have confirmed from other sources.

Behold Kazmah the dream-reader, then, established in Buenos Ayres. The partners in the enterprise speedily acquired considerable wealth. Sir Lucien  at this time plain Mr. Pyne  several times came home and lived in London and elsewhere like a millionaire. There is no doubt, I think, that he was seeking a suitable opportunity to establish a London branch of the business.

My God! said Monte Irvin. How horrible it seems!

Horrible, indeed! agreed Seton. But there are two features of the case which, in justice to Sir Lucien, we should not overlook. He, who had been a poor man, had become a wealthy one and had tasted the sweets of wealth; also he was now hopelessly in the toils of the woman Lola.

With the ingenious financial details of the concern, which were conducted in the style of the Jose Santos Company, I need not trouble you now. We come to the second period, when the flat in Albemarle Street and the two offices in old Bond Street became vacant and were promptly leased by Mareno, acting on Sir Luciens behalf, and calling himself sometimes Mr. Isaacs, sometimes Mr. Jacobs, and at other times merely posing as a representative of the Jose Santos Company in some other name.

All went well. The concern had ample capital, and was organized by clever people. Sin Sin Wa took up new quarters in Limehouse; they had actually bought half the houses in one entire street as well as a wharf! And Sin Sin Wa brought with him the good-will of an illicit drug business which already had almost assumed the dimensions of a control.

Sir Luciens household was a mere bluff. He rarely entertained at home, and lived himself entirely at restaurants and clubs. The private entrance to the Kazmah house of business was the back window of the Cubanis Cigarette Companys office. From thence down the back stair to Kazmahs door it was a simple matter for Mareno to pass unobserved. Sir Lucien resumed his role of private inquiry agent, and Mareno recited the revelations from notes supplied to him.

But the dream reading part of the business was merely carried on to mask the really profitable side of the concern. We have recently learned that drugs were distributed from that one office alone to the amount of thirty thousand pounds worth annually! This is excluding the profits of the House of a Hundred Raptures and of the private chandu orgies organized by Mrs. Sin.

The Kazmah group gradually acquired control of the entire market, and we know for a fact that at one period during the war they were actually supplying smuggled cocaine, indirectly, to no fewer than twelve R.A.M.C. hospitals! The complete ramifications of the system we shall never know.

I come, now, to the tragedy, or series of tragedies, which brought about the collapse of the most ingenious criminal organization which has ever flourished, probably, in any community. I will dare to be frank. Sir Lucien was the victim of a womans jealousy. Am I to proceed?

Seton paused, glancing at his audience; and:

If you please, whispered Rita. Monte knows and I know  why  she killed him. But we dont know

The nasty details, said Quentin Gray. Carry on, Seton. Are you agreeable, Irvin?

I am anxious to know, replied Irvin, for I believe Sir Lucien deserved well of me, bad as he was.

Seton clapped his hands, and an Egyptian servant appeared, silently and mysteriously as is the way of his class.

Cocktails, Mahmoud!

The Egyptian disappeared.

Theres just time, declared Margaret, gazing out across the prospect, before sunset.


CHAPTER XLIII. THE STORY OF THE CRIME

You are all aware, Seton continued, that Sir Lucien Pyne was an admirer of Mrs. Irvin. God knows, I hold no brief for the man, but this love of his was the one redeeming feature of a bad life. How and when it began I dont profess to know, but it became the only pure thing which he possessed. That he was instrumental in introducing you, Mrs. Irvin, to the unfortunately prevalent drug habit, you will not deny; but that he afterwards tried sincerely to redeem you from it I can positively affirm. In seeking your redemption he found his own, for I know that he was engaged at the time of his death in extricating himself from the group. You may say that he had made a fortune, and was satisfied; that is your view, Gray. I prefer to think that he was anxious to begin a new life and to make himself more worthy of the respect of those he loved.

There was one obstacle which proved too great for him  Mrs. Sin. Although Juan Mareno was the spokesman of the group, Lola Mareno was the prompter. All Sir Luciens plans for weaning Mrs. Irvin from the habits which she had acquired were deliberately and malignantly foiled by this woman. She endeavored to inveigle Mrs. Irvin into indebtedness to you, Gray, as you know now. Failing in this, she endeavored to kill her by depriving her of that which had at the time become practically indispensable. A venomous jealousy led her to almost suicidal measures. She risked exposure and ruin in her endeavors to dispose of one whom she looked upon as a rival.

During Sir Luciens several absences from London she was particularly active, and this brings me to the closing scene of the drama. On the night that you determined, in desperation, Mrs. Irvin, to see Kazmah personally, you will recall that Sir Lucien went out to telephone to him?

Rita nodded but did not speak.

Actually, Seton explained, he instructed Mareno to go across the leads to Kazmahs directly you had left the flat, and to give you a certain message as Kazmah. He also instructed Mareno to telephone certain orders to Rashid, the Egyptian attendant. In spite of the unforeseen meeting with Gray, all would have gone well, no doubt, if Mrs. Sin had not chanced to be on the Kazmah premises at the time that the message was received!

I need not say that Mrs. Sin was a remarkable woman, possessing many accomplishments, among them that of mimicry. She had often amused herself by taking Marenos place at the table behind Kazmah, and, speaking in her brothers oracular voice, had delivered the revelations. Mareno was like wax in his sisters hands, and on this fateful night, when he arrived at the place  which he did a few minutes before Mrs. Irvin, Gray and Sir Lucien  Mrs. Sin peremptorily ordered him to wait upstairs in the Cubanis office, and she took her seat in the room from which the Kazmah illusions were controlled.

So carefully arranged was every detail of the business that Rashid, the Egyptian, was ignorant of Sir Luciens official connection with the Kazmah concern. He had been ordered  by Mareno speaking from Sir Luciens flat  to admit Mrs. Irvin to the room of seance and then to go home. He obeyed and departed, leaving Sir Lucien in the waiting-room.

Driven to desperation by Kazmahs taunting words, we know that Mrs. Irvin penetrated to the inner room. I must slur over the details of the scene which ensued. Hearing her cry out, Sir Lucien ran to her assistance. Mrs. Sin, enraged by his manner, lost all control of her insane passion. She attempted Mrs. Irvins life with a stiletto which habitually she carried  and Sir Lucien died like a gentleman who had lived like a blackguard. He shielded her

Seton paused. Margaret was biting her lip hard, and Rita was looking down so that her face could not be seen.

The shock consequent upon the deed sobered the half crazy woman, continued the speaker. Her usual resourcefulness returned to her. Self-preservation had to be considered before remorse. Mrs. Irvin had swooned, and  he hesitated Mrs. Sin saw to it that she did not revive prematurely. Mareno was summoned from the room above. The outer door was locked.

It affords evidence of this womans callous coolness that she removed from the Kazmah premises, and  probably assisted by her brother, although he denies it  from the person and garments of the dead man, every scrap of evidence. They had not by any means finished the task when you knocked at the door, Gray. But they completed it, faultlessly, after you had gone.

Their unconscious victim, and the figure of Kazmah, as well as every paper or other possible clue, they carried up to the Cubanis office, and from thence across the roof to Sir Luciens study. Next, while Mareno went for the car, Mrs. Sin rifled the safe, bureaus and desks in Sir Luciens flat, so that we had the devils own work, as you know, to find out even the more simple facts of his everyday life.

Not a soul ever came forward who noticed the big car being driven into Albemarle Street or who observed it outside the flat. The chances run by the pair in conveying their several strange burdens from the top floor, down the stairs and out into the street were extraordinary. Yet they succeeded unobserved. Of course, the street was imperfectly lighted, and is but little frequented after dusk.

The journey to Limehouse was performed without discovery  aided, no doubt, by the mistiness of the night; and Mareno, returning to the West End, ingeniously inquired for Sir Lucien at his club. Learning, although he knew it already, that Sir Lucien had not been to the club that night, he returned the car to the garage and calmly went back to the flat.

His reason for taking this dangerous step is by no means clear. According to his own account, he did it to gain time for the fugitive Mrs. Sin. You see, there was really only one witness of the crime (Mrs. Irvin) and she could not have sworn to the identity of the assassin. Rashid was warned and presumably supplied with sufficient funds to enable him to leave the country.

Well, the woman met her deserts, no doubt at the hands of Sin Sin Wa. Kerry is sure of this. And Sin Sin Wa escaped, taking with him an enormous sum of ready money. He was the true genius of the enterprise. No one, his wife and Mareno excepted  we know of no other  suspected that the real Sin Sin Wa was clean-shaven, possessed two eyes, and no pigtail! A wonderfully clever man!

The native servant appeared to announce that dinner was served; African dusk drew its swift curtain over the desert, and a gun spoke sharply from the Citadel. In silence the party watched the deepening velvet of the sky, witnessing the birth of a million stars, and in silence they entered the gaily lighted dining-room.

Seton Pasha moved one of the lights so as to illuminate a small oil painting which hung above the sideboard. It represented the head and shoulders of a savage-looking red man, his hair close-cropped like that of a pugilist, and his moustache trimmed in such a fashion that a row of large, fierce teeth were revealed in an expression which might have been meant for a smile. A pair of intolerant steel-blue eyes looked squarely out at the spectator.

What a time I had, said Seton, to get him to sit for that! But I managed to secure his wifes support, and the trick was done. You are down to toast Kismet, Margaret, but I am going to propose the health, long life and prosperity of Chief Inspector Kerry, of the Criminal Investigation Department.


THE GOLDEN SCORPION
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PART I. THE COWLED MAN


CHAPTER I

THE SHADOW OF A COWL

Keppel Stuart, M.D., F. R. S., awoke with a start and discovered himself to be bathed in cold perspiration. The moonlight shone in at his window, but did not touch the bed, therefore his awakening could not be due to this cause. He lay for some time listening for any unfamiliar noise which might account for the sudden disturbance of his usually sound slumbers. In the house below nothing stirred. His windows were widely open and he could detect that vague drumming which is characteristic of midnight London; sometimes, too, the clashing of buffers upon some siding of the Brighton railway where shunting was in progress and occasional siren notes from the Thames. Otherwise  nothing.

He glanced at the luminous disk of his watch. The hour was half-past two. Dawn was not far off. The night seemed to have become almost intolerably hot, and to this heat Stuart felt disposed to ascribe both his awakening and also a feeling of uncomfortable tension of which he now became aware. He continued to listen, and, listening and hearing nothing, recognized with anger that he was frightened. A sense of some presence oppressed him. Someone or something evil was near him  perhaps in the room, veiled by the shadows. This uncanny sensation grew more and more marked.

Stuart sat up in bed, slowly and cautiously, looking all about him. He remembered to have awakened once thus in India  and to have found a great cobra coiled at his feet. His inspection revealed the presence of nothing unfamiliar, and he stepped out on to the floor.

A faint clicking sound reached his ears. He stood quite still. The clicking was repeated.

There is someone downstairs in my study! muttered Stuart.

He became aware that the fear which held him was such that unless he acted and acted swiftly he should become incapable of action, but he remembered that whereas the moonlight poured into the bedroom, the staircase would be in complete darkness. He walked barefooted across to the dressing-table and took up an electric torch which lay there. He had not used it for some time, and he pressed the button to learn if the torch was charged. A beam of white light shone out across the room, and at the same instant came another sound.

If it came from below or above, from the adjoining room or from

Outside in the road, Stuart knew not. But following hard upon the mysterious disturbance which had aroused him it seemed to pour ice into his veins, it added the complementary touch to his panic. For it was a kind of low wail  a ghostly minor wail in falling cadences  unlike any sound he had heard. It was so excessively horrible that it produced a curious effect.

Discovering from the dancing of the torch-ray that his hand was trembling, Stuart concluded that he had awakened from a nightmare and that this fiendish wailing was no more than an unusually delayed aftermath of the imaginary horrors which had bathed him in cold perspiration.

He walked resolutely to the door, threw it open and cast the beam of light on to the staircase. Softly he began to descend. Before the study door he paused. There was no sound. He threw open the door, directing the torch-ray into the room.

Cutting a white lane through the blackness, it shone fully upon his writing-table, which was a rather fine Jacobean piece having a sort of quaint bureau superstructure containing cabinets and drawers. He could detect nothing unusual in the appearance of the littered table. A tobacco jar stood there, a pipe resting in the lid. Papers and books were scattered untidily as he had left them, surrounding a tray full of pipe and cigarette ash. Then, suddenly, he saw something else.

One of the bureau drawers was half opened.

Stuart stood quite still, staring at the table. There was no sound in the room. He crossed slowly, moving the light from right to left. His papers had been overhauled methodically. The drawers had been replaced, but he felt assured that all had been examined. The light switch was immediately beside the outer door, and Stuart walked over to it and switched on both lamps. Turning, he surveyed the brilliantly illuminated room. Save for himself, it was empty. He looked out into the hallway again. There was no one there. No sound broke the stillness. But that consciousness of some near presence asserted itself persistently and uncannily.

My nerves are out of order! he muttered. No one has touched my papers. I must have left the drawer open myself.

He switched off the light and walked across to the door. He had actually passed out intending to return to his room, when he became aware of a slight draught. He stopped.

Someone or something, evil and watchful, seemed to be very near again. Stuart turned and found himself gazing fearfully in the direction of the open study door. He became persuaded anew that someone was hiding there, and snatching up an ash stick which lay upon a chair in the hall he returned to the door. One step into the room he took and paused  palsied with a sudden fear which exceeded anything he had known.

A white casement curtain was drawn across the French windows … and outlined upon this moon-bright screen he saw a tall figure. It was that of a cowled man!

Such an apparition would have been sufficiently alarming had the cowl been that of a monk, but the outline of this phantom being suggested that of one of the Misericordia brethren or the costume worn of old by the familiars of the Inquisition!

His heart leapt wildly, and seemed to grow still. He sought to cry out in his terror, but only emitted a dry gasping sound.

The psychology of panic is obscure and has been but imperfectly explored. The presence of the terrible cowled figure afforded a confirmation of Stuarts theory that he was the victim of a species of waking nightmare.

Even as he looked, the shadow of the cowled man moved  and was gone.

Stuart ran across the room, jerked open the curtains and stared out across the moon-bathed lawn, its prospect terminated by high privet hedges. One of the French windows was wide open. There was no one on the lawn; there was no sound.

Mrs. MGregor swears that I always forget to shut these windows at night! he muttered.

He closed and bolted the window, stood for a moment looking out across the empty lawn, then turned and went out of the room.


CHAPTER II

THE PIBROCH OF THE MGREGORS

Dr. Stuart awoke in the morning and tried to recall what had occurred during the night. He consulted his watch and found the hour to be six a. m. No one was stirring in the house, and he rose and put on a bath robe. He felt perfectly well and could detect no symptoms of nervous disorder. Bright sunlight was streaming into the room, and he went out on to the landing, fastening the cord of his gown as he descended the stairs.

His study door was locked, with the key outside. He remembered having locked it. Opening it, he entered and looked about him. He was vaguely disappointed. Save for the untidy litter of papers upon the table, the study was as he had left it on retiring. If he could believe the evidence of his senses, nothing had been disturbed.

Not content with a casual inspection, he particularly examined those papers which, in his dream adventure, he had believed to have been submitted to mysterious inspection. They showed no signs of having been touched. The casement curtains were drawn across the recess formed by the French windows, and sunlight streamed in where, silhouetted against the pallid illumination of the moon, he had seen the man in the cowl. Drawing back the curtains, he examined the window fastenings. They were secure. If the window had really been open in the night, he must have left it so himself.

Well, muttered Stuart of all the amazing nightmares!

He determined, immediately he had bathed and completed his toilet, to write an account of the dream for the Psychical Research Society, in whose work he was interested. Half an hour later, as the movements of an awakened household began to proclaim themselves, he sat down at his writing-table and commenced to write.

Keppel Stuart was a dark, good-looking man of about thirty-two, an easy-going bachelor who, whilst not over ambitious, was nevertheless a brilliant physician. He had worked for the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine and had spent several years in India studying snake poisons. His purchase of this humdrum suburban practice had been dictated by a desire to make a home for a girl who at the eleventh hour had declined to share it. Two years had elapsed since then, but the shadow still lay upon Stuarts life, its influence being revealed in a certain apathy, almost indifference, which characterised his professional conduct.

His account of the dream completed, he put the paper into a pigeon-hole and forgot all about the matter. That day seemed to be more than usually dull and the hours to drag wearily on. He was conscious of a sort of suspense. He was waiting for something, or for someone. He did not choose to analyse this mental condition. Had he done so, the explanation was simple  and one that he dared not face.

At about ten oclock that night, having been called out to a case, he returned to his house, walking straight into the study as was his custom and casting a light Burberry with a soft hat upon the sofa beside his stick and bag. The lamps were lighted, and the book-lined room, indicative of a studious and not over-wealthy bachelor, looked cheerful enough with the firelight dancing on the furniture.

Mrs. MGregor, a grey-haired Scotch lady, attired with scrupulous neatness, was tending the fire at the moment, and hearing Stuart come in she turned and glanced at him.

A fire is rather superfluous to-night, Mrs. MGregor, he said. I found it unpleasantly warm walking.

May is a fearsome treacherous month, Mr. Keppel, replied the old housekeeper, who from long association with the struggling practitioner had come to regard him as a son. An a wheen o dry logs is worth a barrel o pheesic. To which I would add that if yere hintin its time ye shed yere woolsies for yere summer wear, all I have to reply is that I hope sincerely yere patients are more prudent than yoursel.

She placed his slippers in the fender and took up the hat, stick and coat from the sofa. Stuart laughed.

Most of the neighbors exhibit their wisdom by refraining from becoming patients of mine, Mrs. MGregor.

Thats no weesdom; its just preejudice. Prejudice! cried Stuart, dropping down upon the sofa.

Aye, replied Mrs. MGregor firmly preejudice! Theyre no that daft but theyre well aware o whos the cleverest physeecian in the deestrict, an they come to nane other than Dr. Keppel Stuart when theyre sair sick and think theyre dying; but yell never establish the practice you desairve, Mr. Keppel  never  until

Until when, Mrs. MGregor?

Until ye take heed of an auld wifes advice and find a new housekeeper.

Mrs. MGregor! exclaimed Stuart with concern. You dont mean that you want to desert me? After  let me see  how many years is it, Mrs. MGregor?

Thirty years come last Shrove Tuesday; I dandled ye on my knee, and eh! but ye were bonny! God forbid, but Id like to see ye thriving as ye desairve, and that yell never do whilst yere a bachelor.

Oh! cried Stuart, laughing again oh, thats it, is it? So you would like me to find some poor inoffensive girl to share my struggles?

Mrs. MGregor nodded wisely. Shed have nane so many to share. I know ye think Im old-fashioned, Mr. Keppel and it may be I am; but I do assure you I would be sair harassed, if stricken to my bed  which, please God, I wont be  to receive the veesits of a pairsonable young bachelor

Er  Mrs. MGregor! interrupted Stuart, coughing in mock rebuke quite so! I fancy we have discussed this point before, and as you say your ideas are a wee bit, just a wee bit, behind the times. On this particular point I mean. But I am very grateful to you, very sincerely grateful, for your disinterested kindness; and if ever I should follow your advice  

Mrs. MGregor interrupted him, pointing to his boots. Yere no that daft as to sit in wet boots?

Really they are perfectly dry. Except for a light shower this evening, there has been no rain for several days. However, I may as well, since I shall not be going out again.

He began to unlace his boots as Mrs. MGregor pulled the white casement curtains across the windows and then prepared to retire. Her hand upon the door knob, she turned again to Stuart.

The foreign lady called half an hour since, Mr. Keppel.

Stuart desisted from unlacing his boots and looked up with lively interest. Mlle. Dorian! Did she leave any message?

She obsairved that she might repeat her veesit later, replied Mrs. MGregor, and, after a moments hesitation; she awaited yere return with exemplary patience.

Really, I am sorry I was detained, declared Stuart, replacing his boot. How long has she been gone, then?

Just the now. No more than two or three minutes. I trust she is no worse.

Worse!

The lass seemed oer anxious to see you.

Well, you know, Mrs. MGregor, she comes a considerable distance.

So I am given to understand, Mr. Keppel, replied the old lady; and in a grand luxurious car.

Stuart assumed an expression of perplexity to hide his embarrassment. Mrs. MGregor, he said rather ruefully, you watch over me as tenderly as my own mother would have done. I have observed a certain restraint in your manner whenever you have had occasion to refer to Mlle. Dorian. In what way does she differ from my other lady patients? And even as he spoke the words he knew in his heart that she differed from every other woman in the world.

Mrs. MGregor sniffed. Do your other lady patients wear furs that your airnings for six months could never pay for, Mr. Keppel? she inquired.

No, unfortunately they pin their faith, for the most part, to gaily coloured shawls. All the more reason why I should bless the accident which led Mlle. Dorian to my door.

Mrs. MGregor, betraying, in her interest, real suspicion, murmured sotto voce: Then she is a patient?

Whats that? asked Stuart, regarding her surprisedly. A patient? Certainly. She suffers from insomnia.

Im no surprised to hear it.

What do you mean, Mrs. MGregor?

Now, Mr. Keppel, laddie, yere angry with me, and like enough I am a meddlesome auld woman. But I know what a man will do for shining een and a winsome face  nane better to my sorrow  and twa times have I heard the Warning.

Stuart stood up in real perplexity. Pardon my density, Mrs. MGregor, but  er  the Warning? To what warning do you refer?

Seating herself in the chair before the writing-table, Mrs. MGregor shook her head pensively. What would it be, she said softly, but the Pibroch o the MGregors?

Stuart came across and leaned upon a corner of the table. The Pibroch of the MGregors? he repeated.

Nane other. Tis said to be Rob Roys ain piper that gives warning when danger threatens ane o the MGregors or any they love.

Stuart restrained a smile, and, A well-meaning but melancholy retainer! he commented.

As well as I hear you now, laddie, I heard the pibroch on the day a certain woman first crossed my threshold, nigh thirty years ago, in Inverary. And as plainly as I heard it wailing then, I heard it the first evening that Miss Dorian came to this house!

Torn between good-humoured amusement and real interest, If I remember rightly, said Stuart, Mlle. Dorian first called here just a week ago, and immediately before I returned from an Infirmary case?

Your memory is guid, Mr. Keppel.

And when, exactly, did you hear this Warning?

Twa minutes before you entered the house; and I heard it again the now.

What! you heard it to-night?

I heard it again just the now and I lookit out the window.

Did you obtain a glimpse of Rob Roys piper?

Yere laughing at an old wife, laddie. No, but I saw Miss Dorian away in her car and twa minutes later I saw yourself coming round the corner.

If she had only waited another two minutes, murmured Stuart. No matter; she may return. And are these the only occasions upon which you have heard this mysterious sound, Mrs. MGregor?

No, Master Keppel, they are not. I assure ye something threatens. It wakened me up in the wee sma hours last night  the piping  an I lay awake shaking for long eno.

How extraordinary. Are you sure your imagination is not playing you tricks?

Ah, youre no takin me seriously, laddie.

Mrs. MGregor  he leaned across the table and rested his hands upon her shoulders you are a second mother to me, your care makes me feel like a boy again; and in these grey days its good to feel like a boy again. You think I am laughing at you, but Im not. The strange tradition of your family is associated with a tragedy in your life; therefore I respect it. But have no fear with regard to Mlle. Dorian. In the first place she is a patient; in the second  I am merely a penniless suburban practitioner. Good-night, Mrs. MGregor. Dont think of waiting up. Tell Mary to show Mademoiselle in here directly she arrives  that is if she really returns.

Mrs. MGregor stood up and walked slowly to the door. Ill show Mademoiselle in mysel, Mr. Keppel, she said, and show her out.

She closed the door very quietly.


CHAPTER III

THE SCORPIONS TAIL

Seating himself at the writing-table, Stuart began mechanically to arrange his papers. Then from the tobacco jar he loaded his pipe, but his manner remained abstracted. Yet he was not thinking of the phantom piper but of Mlle. Dorian.

Until he had met this bewilderingly pretty woman he had thought that his heart was for evermore proof against the glances of bright eyes. Mademoiselle had disillusioned him. She was the most fragrantly lovely creature he had ever met, and never for one waking moment since her first visit, had he succeeded in driving her bewitching image from his mind. He had tried to laugh at his own folly, then had grown angry with himself, but finally had settled down to a dismayed acceptance of a wild infatuation.

He had no idea who Mlle. Dorian was; he did not even know her exact nationality, but he strongly suspected there was a strain of Eastern blood in her veins. Although she was quite young, apparently little more than twenty years of age, she dressed like a woman of unlimited means, and although all her visits had been at night he had had glimpses of the big car which had aroused Mrs. MGregors displeasure.

Yes  so ran his musings, as, pipe in mouth, he rested his chin in his hands and stared grimly into the fire  she had always come at night and always alone. He had supposed her to be a Frenchwoman, but an unmarried French girl of good family does not make late calls, even upon a medical man, unattended. Had he perchance unwittingly made himself a party to the escapade of some unruly member of a noble family? From the first he had shrewdly suspected the ailments of Mlle. Dorian to be imaginary  Mlle. Dorian? It was an odd name.

I shall be imagining she is a disguised princess if I wonder about her any more! he muttered angrily.

Detecting himself in the act of heaving a weary sigh, he coughed in self-reproval and reached into a pigeon-hole for the MS. of his unfinished paper on Snake Poisons and Their Antidotes. By chance he pulled out the brief account, written the same morning, of his uncanny experience during the night. He read it through reflectively.

It was incomplete. A certain mental haziness which he had noted upon awakening had in some way obscured the facts. His memory of the dream had been imperfect. Even now, whilst recognizing that some feature of the experience was missing from his written account, he could not identify the omission. But one memory arose starkly before him  that of the cowled man who had stood behind the curtains. It had power to chill him yet. The old incredulity returned and methodically he re-examined the contents of some of the table drawers. Ere long, however, he desisted impatiently.

What the devil could a penniless doctor have hidden in his desk that was worth stealing! he said aloud. I must avoid cold salmon and cucumber in future.

He tossed the statement aside and turned to his scientific paper.

There came knock at the door.

Come in! snapped Stuart irritably; but the next moment he had turned, eager-eyed to the servant who had entered.

Inspector Dunbar has called, sir.

Oh, all right, said Stuart, repressing another sigh. Show him in here.

There entered, shortly, a man of unusual height, a man gaunt and square both of figure and of face. He wore his clothes and his hair untidily. He was iron grey and a grim mouth was ill concealed by the wiry moustache. The most notable features of a striking face were the tawny leonine eyes, which could be fierce, which could be pensive and which were often kindly.

Good evening, doctor, he said  and his voice was pleasant and unexpectedly light in tome. Hope I dont intrude.

Not at all, Inspector, Stuart assured him.

Make yourself comfortable in the armchair and fill your pipe.

Thanks, said Dunbar. I will. He took out his pipe and reached out a long arm for the tobacco jar. I came to see if you could give me a tip on a matter that has cropped up.

Something in my line? asked Stuart, a keen professional look coming momentarily into his eyes.

Its supposed to be a poison case, although I cant see it myself, answered the detective  to whom Keppel Stuarts unusual knowledge of poisons had been of service in the past; but if what I suspect is true, its a very big case all the same.

Laying down his pipe, which he had filled but not lighted, Inspector Dunbar pulled out from the inside pocket of his tweed coat a bulging note-book and extracted therefrom some small object wrapped up in tissue paper. Unwrapping this object, he laid it upon the table.

Tell me what that is, doctor, he said, and I shall be obliged.

Stuart peered closely at that which lay before him. It was a piece of curiously shaped gold, cunningly engraved in a most unusual way. Rather less than an inch in length, it formed a crescent made up of six oval segments joined one to another, the sixth terminating in a curled point. The first and largest segment ended jaggedly where it had evidently been snapped off from the rest of the ornament  if the thing had formed part of an ornament. Stuart looked up, frowning in a puzzled way.

It is a most curious fragment of jewellery  possibly of Indian origin, he said.

Inspector Dunbar lighted his pipe and tossed the match-end into the fire. But what does it represent? he asked.

Oh, as to that  I said a curious fragment advisedly, because I cannot imagine any woman wearing such a beastly thing. It is the tail of a scorpion.

Ah! cried Dunbar, the tawny eyes glittering with excitement. The tail of a scorpion! I thought so! And Sowerby would have it that it represented the stem of a Cactus or Prickly Pear!

Not so bad a guess, replied Stuart. There are resemblances  not in the originals but in such a miniature reproduction as this. He was wrong, however. May I ask where you obtained the fragment?

Im here to tell you, doctor, for now that I know its a scorpions tail I know that Im out of my depth as well. Youve travelled in the East and lived in the East  two very different things. Now, while you were out there, in India, China, Burma, and so on, did you ever come across a religion or a cult that worshipped scorpions?

Stuart frowned thoughtfully, rubbing his chin with the mouthpiece of his pipe. Dunbar watched him expectantly.

Help yourself to whiskey-and-soda, Inspector, said Stuart absently. Youll find everything on the side-table yonder. Im thinking.

Inspector Dunbar nodded, stood up and crossed the room, where he busied himself with syphon and decanter. Presently he returned, carrying two full glasses, one of which he set before Stuart. Whats the answer, doctor? he asked.

The answer is no. I am not acquainted with any sect of scorpion-worshippers, Inspector. But I once met with a curious experience at Su-Chow in China, which I have never been able to explain, but which may interest you. It wanted but a few minutes to sunset, and I was anxious to get back to my quarters before dusk fell. Therefore I hurried up my boy, who was drawing the rickshaw, telling him to cross the Canal by the Wu-men Bridge. He ran fleetly in that direction, and we were actually come to the steep acclivity of the bridge, when suddenly the boy dropped the shafts and fell down on his knees, hiding his face in his hands.

Shut your eyes tightly, master! he whispered. The Scorpion is coming!

I stared down at him in amazement, as was natural, and not a little angrily; for his sudden action had almost pitched me on my head. But there he crouched, immovable, and staring up the slope I say that it was entirely deserted except for one strange figure at that moment crossing the crown of the bridge and approaching. It was the figure of a tall and dignified Chinaman, or of one who wore the dress of a Chinaman. For the extra-ordinary thing about the strangers appearance was this; he also wore a thick green veil!

Covering his face?

So as to cover his face completely. I was staring at him in wonder, when the boy, seeming to divine the others approach, whispered, Turn your head away! Turn your head away!

He was referring to the man with the veil?

Undoubtedly. Of course I did nothing of the kind, but it was impossible to discern the strangers features through the thick gauze, although he passed quite close to me. He had not proceeded another three paces, I should think, before my boy had snatched up the shafts and darted across the bridge as though all hell were after him! Heres the odd thing, though; I could never induce him to speak a word on the subject afterwards! I bullied him and bribed him, but all to no purpose. And although I must have asked more than a hundred Chinamen in every station of society from mandarin to mendicant, Who or what is The Scorpion? one and all looked stupid, blandly assuring me that they did not know what I meant.

Hm! said Dunbar, its a queer yarn, certainly. How long ago would that be, doctor?

Roughly  five years.

It sounds as though it might belong to the case. Some months back, early in the winter, we received instructions at the Yard to look out everywhere in the press, in buffets, theatres, but particularly in criminal quarters, for any reference (of any kind whatever) to a scorpion. I was so puzzled that I saw the Commissioner about it, and he could tell me next to nothing. He said the word had come through from Paris, but that Paris seemed to know no more about it than we did. It was associated in some way with the sudden deaths of several notable public men about that time; but as there was no evidence of foul play in any of the cases, I couldnt see what it meant at all. Then, six weeks ago, Sir Frank Narcombe, the surgeon, fell dead in the foyer of a West-End theatre  you remember?


CHAPTER IV

MADEMOISELLE DORIAN

The telephone bell rang.

Stuart reached across for the instrument and raised the receiver. Yes, he said Dr. Stuart speaking. Inspector Dunbar is here. Hold on.

He passed the instrument to Dunbar, who had stood up on hearing his name mentioned. Sergeant Sowerby at Scotland Yard wishes to speak to you, Inspector.

Hullo, said Dunbar that you, Sowerby. Yes  but I arrived here only a short time ago. Whats that?  Max? Good God! what does it all mean! Are you sure of the number  49685? Poor chap  he should have worked with us instead of going off alone like that. But he was always given to that sort of thing. Wait for me. Ill be with you in a few minutes. I can get a taxi. And, Sowerby  listen! Its The Scorpion case right enough. That bit of gold found on the dead man is not a cactus stem; its a scorpions tail!

He put down the telephone and turned to Stuart, who had been listening to the words with growing concern. Dunbar struck his open palm down on to the table with a violent gesture.

We have been asleep! he exclaimed. Gaston Max of the Paris Service has been at work in London for a month, and we didnt know it!

Gaston Max! cried Start then it must be a big case indeed.

As a student of criminology the name of the celebrated Frenchman was familiar to him as that of the foremost criminal investigator in Europe, and he found himself staring at the fragment of gold with a new and keener interest.

Poor chap, continued Dunbar it was his last. The body brought in from Hanover Hole has been identified as his.

What! it is the body of Gaston Max!

Paris has just wired that Maxs reports ceased over a week ago. He was working on the case of Sir Frank Narcombe, it seems, and I never knew! But I predicted a long time ago that Max would play the lone-hand game once too often. They sent particulars. The identification disk is his. Oh! theres no doubt about it, unfortunately. The dead mans face is unrecognizable, but its not likely there are two disks of that sort bearing the initials G.M. and the number 49685. Im going along now. Should you care to come, doctor?

I am expecting a patient, Inspector, replied Stuart er  a special case. But I hope you will keep me in touch with this affair?

Well, I shouldnt have suggested your coming to the Yard if I hadnt wanted to do that. As a matter of fact, this scorpion job seems to resolve itself into a case of elaborate assassination by means of some unknown poison; and although I should have come to see you in any event, because you have helped me more than once, I came to-night at the suggestion of the Commissioner. He instructed me to retain your services if they were available.

I am honoured, replied Stuart. But after all, Inspector, I am merely an ordinary suburban practitioner. My reputation has yet to be made. Whats the matter with Halesowen of Upper Wimpole Street? Hes the big man.

And if Sir Frank Narcombe was really poisoned  as Paris seems to think he was  hes also a big fool. retorted Dunbar bluntly. He agreed that death was due to heart trouble.

I know he did; unsuspected ulcerative endocarditis. Perhaps he was right.

If he was right, said Dunbar, taking up the piece of gold from the table, what was Gaston Max doing with this thing in his possession?

There may be no earthly connection between Maxs inquiries and the death of Sir Frank.

On the other hand  there may! Leaving Dr. Halesowen out of the question, are you open to act as expert adviser in this case?

Certainly; delighted.

Your fee is your own affair, doctor. I will communicate with you later, if you wish, or call again in the morning.

Dunbar wrapped up the scorpions tail in the piece of tissue paper and was about to replace it in his note-case. Then:

Ill leave this with you, doctor, he said. I know it will be safe enough, and you might like to examine it at greater leisure.

Very well, replied Stuart. Some of the engraving is very minute. I will have a look at it through a glass later.

He took the fragment from Dunbar, who had again unwrapped it, and, opening a drawer of the writing-table in which he kept his cheque-book and some few other personal valuables, he placed the curious piece of gold-work within and relocked the drawer.

I will walk as far as the cab-rank with you, he said, finding himself to be possessed of a spirit of unrest. Whereupon the two went out of the room, Stuart extinguishing the lamps as he came to the door.

They had not left the study for more than two minutes ere a car drew up outside the house, and Mrs. MGregor ushered a lady into the room but lately quitted by Stuart and Dunbar, turning up the lights as she entered.

The doctor has gone out but just now, Miss Dorian, she said stiffly. I am sorry that ye are so unfortunate in your veesits. But I know hell be no more than a few minutes.

The girl addressed was of a type fully to account for the misgivings of the shrewd old Scotswoman. She had the slim beauty of the East allied to the elegance of the West. Her features, whilst cast in a charming European mould, at the same time suggested in some subtle way the Oriental. She had the long, almond-shaped eyes of the Egyptian, and her hair, which she wore unconventionally in a picturesque fashion reminiscent of the harem, was inclined to be fuzzy, but gleamed with coppery tints where the light touched its waves.

She wore a cloak of purple velvet having a hooded collar of white fox fur; it fastened with golden cords. Beneath it was a white and gold robe, cut with classic simplicity of line and confined at the waist by an ornate Eastern girdle. White stockings and dull gold shoes exhibited to advantage her charming little feet and slim ankles, and she carried a handbag of Indian beadwork. Mlle. Dorian was a figure calculated to fire the imagination of any man and to linger long and sweetly in the memory.

Mrs. MGregor, palpably ill at ease, conducted her to an armchair.

You are very good, said the visitor, speaking with a certain hesitancy and with a slight accent most musical and fascinating. I wait a while if I may.

Dear, dear, muttered Mrs. MGregor, beginning to poke the fire, he has let the fire down, of course! Is it out? No … I see a wee sparkie!

She set the poker upright before the nearly extinguished fire and turned triumphantly to Mlle. Dorian, who was watching her with a slight smile.

That will be a comforting blaze in a few minutes, Miss Dorian, she said, and went towards the door.

If you please, called the girl, detaining her do you permit me to speak on the telephone a moment? As Dr. Stuart is not at home, I must explain that I wait for him.

Certainly, Miss Dorian, replied Mrs. MGregor; use the telephone by all means. But I think the doctor will be back any moment now.

Thank you so much.

Mrs. MGregor went out, not without a final backward glance at the elegant figure in the armchair. Mlle. Dorian was seated, her chin resting in her hand and her elbow upon the arm of the chair, gazing into the smoke arising from the nearly extinguished ember of the fire. The door closed, and Mrs. MGregors footsteps could be heard receding along the corridor.

Mlle. Dorian sprang from the chair and took out of her handbag a number of small keys attached to a ring. Furtively she crossed the room, all the time listening intently, and cast her cloak over the back of the chair which was placed before the writing-table. Her robe of white and gold clung to her shapely figure as she bent over the table and tried three of the keys in the lock of the drawer which contained Stuarts cheque-book and in which he had recently placed the mysterious gold ornament. The third key fitted the lock, and Mlle. Dorian pulled open the drawer. She discovered first the cheque-book and next a private account-book; then from under the latter she drew out a foolscap envelope sealed with red wax and bearing, in Stuarts handwriting, the address:

Lost Property Office, Metropolitan Police, New Scotland Yard, S. W. I.

She uttered a subdued exclamation; then, as a spark of light gleamed within the open drawer, she gazed as if stupefied at the little ornament which she had suddenly perceived lying near the cheque-book. She picked it up and stared at it aghast. A moment she hesitated; then, laying down the fragment of gold and also the long envelope upon the table, she took up the telephone. Keeping her eyes fixed upon the closed door of the study, she asked for the number East 89512, and whilst she waited for the connection continued that nervous watching and listening. Suddenly she began to speak, in a low voice.

Yes! … Miska speaks. Listen! One of the new keys  it fits. I have the envelope. But, also in the same drawer, I find a part of a broken gold agrab (scorpion). Yes, it is broken. It must be they find it, on him. Her manner grew more and more agitated. Shall I bring it? The envelope it is very large. I do not know if  

From somewhere outside the house came a low, wailing cry  a cry which Stuart, if he had heard it, must have recognized to be identical with that which he had heard in the night  but which he had forgotten to record in his written account.

Ah! whispered the girl there is the signal! It is the doctor who returns. She listened eagerly, fearfully, to the voice which spoke over the wires. Yes  yes!

Always glancing toward the door, she put down the instrument, took up the long envelope and paused for a moment, thinking that she had heard the sound of approaching footsteps. She exhibited signs of nervous indecision, tried to thrust the envelope into her little bag and realized that even folded it would not fit so as to escape observation. She ran across to the grate and dropped the envelope upon the smouldering fire. As she did so, the nicely balanced poker fell with a clatter upon the tiled hearth.

She started wildly, ran back to the table, took up the broken ornament and was about to thrust it into the open drawer, when the study door was flung open and Stuart came in.


CHAPTER V

THE SEALED ENVELOPE

MADEMOISELLE DORIAN! cried Stuart joyously, advancing with outstretched hand. She leaned back against the table watching him  and suddenly he perceived the open drawer. He stopped. His expression changed to one of surprise and anger, and the girls slim fingers convulsively clutched the table edge as she confronted him. Her exquisite colour fled and left her pallid, dark-eyed and dismayed.

So, he said bitterly I returned none too soon, Mlle.  Dorian

Oh! she whispered, and shrank from him as he approached nearer.

Your object in selecting an obscure practitioner for your medical adviser becomes painfully evident to me. Diagnosis of your case would have been much more easy if I had associated your symptoms with the presence in my table drawer of  he hesitated of something which you have taken out. Give me whatever you have stolen and compose yourself to await the arrival of the police.

He was cruel in his disillusionment. Here lay the explanation of his romance; here was his disguised princess  a common thief! She stared at him wildly.

I take nothing! she cried. Oh, let me go! Please, please let me go!

Pleading is useless. What have you stolen?

Nothing  see. She cast the little gold ornament on the table. I look at this, but I do not mean to steal it.

She raised her beautiful eyes to his face again, and he found himself wavering. That she had made his acquaintance in order to steal the fragment of the golden scorpion was impossible, for he had not possessed it at the time of her first visit. He was hopelessly mystified and utterly miserable.

How did you open the drawer? he asked sternly.

She took up the bunch of keys which lay upon the table and naively exhibited that which fitted the lock of the drawer. Her hands were shaking.

Where did you obtain this key; and why?

She watched him intently, her lips trembling and her eyes wells of sorrow into which he could not gaze unmoved.

If I tell you  will you let me go?

I shall make no promises, for I can believe nothing that you may tell me. You gained my confidence by a lie  and now, by another lie, you seem to think that you can induce me to overlook a deliberate attempt at burglary  common burglary. He clenched his hands. Heavens! I could never have believed it of you!

She flinched as though from a blow and regarded him pitifully as he stood, head averted.

Oh, please listen to me, she whispered. At first I tell you a lie, yes.

And now?

Now  I tell you the truth.

That you are a petty thief?

Ah! you are cruel  you have no pity! You judge me as you judge  one of your Englishwomen. Perhaps I cannot help what I do. In the East a woman is a chattel and has no will of her own.

A chattel! cried Stuart scornfully. Your resemblance to the chattels of the East is a remote one. There is Eastern blood in your veins, no doubt, but you are educated, you are a linguist, you know the world. Right and wrong are recognizable to the lowest savage.

And if they recognize, but are helpless?

Stuart made a gesture of impatience.

You are simply seeking to enlist my sympathy, he said bitterly. But you have said nothing which inclines me to listen to you any longer. Apart from the shock of finding you to be  what you are, I am utterly mystified as to your object. I am a poor man. The entire contents of my house would fetch only a few hundred pounds if sold to-morrow. Yet you risk your liberty to rifle my bureau. For the last time  what have you taken from that drawer?

She leaned back against the table, toying with the broken piece of gold and glancing down at it as she did so. Her long lashes cast shadows below her eyes, and a hint of colour was returning to her cheeks. Stuart studied her attentively  even delightedly, for all her shortcomings, and knew in his heart that he could never give her in charge of the police. More and more the wonder of it all grew upon him, and now he suddenly found himself thinking of the unexplained incident of the previous night.

You do not answer, he said. I will ask you another question: have you attempted to open that drawer prior to this evening?

Mlle. Dorian looked up rapidly, and her cheeks, which had been pale, now flushed rosily.

I try twice before, she confessed, and cannot open it.

Ah! And  has someone else tried also?

Instantly her colour fled again, and she stared at him wide-eyed, fearful.

Someone else? she whispered.

Yes  someone else. A man … wearing a sort of cowl  

Oh? she cried and threw out her hands in entreaty. Do not ask me of him! I dare not answer  I dare not!

You have answered, said Stuart, in a voice unlike his own; for a horrified amazement was creeping upon him and supplanting the contemptuous anger which the discovery of this beautiful girl engaged in pilfering his poor belongings had at first aroused.

The mystery of her operations was explained  explained by a deeper and a darker mystery. The horror of the night had been no dream but an almost incredible reality. He now saw before him an agent of the man in the cowl; he perceived that he was in some way entangled in an affair vastly more complex and sinister than a case of petty larceny.

Has the golden scorpion anything to do with the matter? he demanded abruptly.

And in the eyes of his beautiful captive he read the answer. She flinched again as she had done when he had taunted her with being a thief; but he pressed his advantage remorselessly.

So you were concerned in the death of Sir Frank Narcombe! he said.

I was not! she cried at him fiercely, and her widely opened eyes were magnificent. Sir Frank Narcombe is  

She faltered  and ceased speaking, biting her lip which had become tremulous again.

Sir Frank Narcombe is? prompted Stuart, feeling himself to stand upon the brink of a revelation.

I know nothing of him  this Sir Frank Narcombe.

Stuart laughed unmirthfully.

Am I, by any chance, in danger of sharing the fate of that distinguished surgeon? he asked.

His question produced an unforeseen effect. Mlle. Dorian suddenly rested her jewelled hands upon his shoulders, and he found himself looking hungrily into those wonderful Eastern eyes.

If I swear that I speak the truth, will you believe me? she whispered, and her fingers closed convulsively upon his shoulders.

He was shaken. Her near presence was intoxicating. Perhaps, he said unsteadily.

Listen, then. Now you are in danger, yes. Before, you were not, but now you must be very careful. Oh! indeed, indeed, I tell you true! I tell you for your own sake. Do with me what you please. I do not care. It does not matter. You ask me why I come here. I tell you that also. I come for what is in the long envelope  look, I cannot hide it. It is on the fire!

Stuart turned and glanced toward the grate. A faint wisp of brown smoke was arising from a long white envelope which lay there. Had the fire been actually burning, it must long ago have been destroyed. More than ever mystified, for the significance of the envelope was not evident to him, he ran to the grate and plucked the smouldering paper from the embers.

As he did so, the girl, with one quick glance in his direction, snatched her cloak, keys and bag and ran from the room. Stuart heard the door close, and racing back to the table he placed the slightly charred envelope there beside the fragment of gold and leapt to the door.

Damn! he said.

His escaped prisoner had turned the key on the outside. He was locked in his own study!

Momentarily nonplussed, he stood looking at the closed door. The sound of a restarted motor from outside the house spurred him to action. He switched off the lamps, crossed the darkened room and drew back the curtain, throwing open the French windows. Brilliant moonlight bathed the little lawn with its bordering of high privet hedges. Stuart ran out as the sound of the receding car reached his ears. By the time that he had reached the front of the house the street was vacant from end to end. He walked up the steps to the front door, which he unfastened with his latch-key. As he entered the hall, Mrs. MGregor appeared from her room.

I did no hear ye go out with Miss Dorian, she said.

Thats quite possible, Mrs. MGregor, but she has gone, you see.

Now tell me, Mr. Keppel, did ye or did ye no hear the wail o the pibroch the night?

No  I am afraid I cannot say that I did, Mrs. MGregor, replied Stuart patiently. I feel sure you must be very tired and you can justifiably turn in now. I am expecting no other visitor. Good-night.

Palpably dissatisfied and ill at ease, Mrs. MGregor turned away.

Good-night, Mr. Keppel, she said.

Stuart, no longer able to control his impatience, hurried to the study door, unlocked it and entered. Turning on the light, he crossed and hastily drew the curtains over the window recess, but without troubling to close the window which he had opened. Then he returned to the writing-table and took up the sealed envelope whose presence in his bureau was clearly responsible for the singular visitation of the cowled man and for the coming of the lovely Mlle. Dorian.

The pibroch of the MGregors: He remembered something  something which, unaccountably, he hitherto had failed to recall: that fearful wailing in the night  which had heralded the coming of the cowled man!  or had it been a signal of some kind?

He stared at the envelope blankly, then laid it down and stood looking for some time at the golden scorpions tail. Finally, his hands resting upon the table, he found that almost unconsciously he had been listening  listening to the dim night sounds of London and to the vague stirrings within the house.

Now, you are in danger. Before, you were not….

Could he believe her? If in naught else, in this at least surely she had been sincere? Stuart started  then laughed grimly.

A clock on the mantel-piece had chimed the half-hour.


CHAPTER VI

THE ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER

Detective-Inspector Dunbar arrived at New Scotland Yard in a veritable fever of excitement. Jumping out of the cab he ran into the building and without troubling the man in charge of the lift went straight on upstairs to his room. He found it to be in darkness and switched on the green-shaded lamp which was suspended above the table. Its light revealed a bare apartment having distempered walls severely decorated by an etching of a former and unbeautiful Commissioner. The blinds were drawn. A plain, heavy deal table (bearing a blotting-pad, a pewter ink-pot, several pens and a telephone), together with three uncomfortable chairs, alone broke the expanse of highly polished floor. Dunbar glanced at the table and then stood undecided in the middle of the bare room, tapping his small, widely separated teeth with a pencil which he had absently drawn from his waistcoat pocket. He rang the bell.

A constable came in almost immediately and stood waiting just inside the door.

When did Sergeant Sowerby leave? asked Dunbar.

About three hours ago, sir.

What! cried Dunbar. Three hours ago! But I have been here myself within that time  in the Commissioners office.

Sergeant Sowerby left before then. I saw him go.

But, my good fellow, he has been back again. He spoke to me on the telephone less than a quarter of an hour ago.

Not from here, sir.

But I say it was from here! shouted Dunbar fiercely; and I told him to wait for me.

Very good, sir. Shall I make inquiries?

Yes. Wait a minute. Is the Commissioner here?

Yes, sir, I believe so. At least I have not seen him go.

Find Sergeant Sowerby and tell him to wait here for me, snapped Dunbar.

He walked out into the bare corridor and along to the room of the Assistant Commissioner. Knocking upon the door, he opened it immediately, and entered an apartment which afforded a striking contrast to his own. For whereas the room of Inspector Dunbar was practically unfurnished, that of his superior was so filled with tables, cupboards, desks, bureaux, files, telephones, bookshelves and stacks of documents that one only discovered the Assistant Commissioner sunk deep in a padded armchair and a cloud of tobacco smoke by dint of close scrutiny. The Assistant Commissioner was small, sallow and satanic. His black moustache was very black and his eyes were of so dark a brown as to appear black also. When he smiled he revealed a row of very large white teeth, and his smile was correctly Mephistophelean. He smoked a hundred and twenty Egyptian cigarettes per diem, and the first and second fingers of either hand were coffee-coloured.

Good-evening, Inspector, he said courteously. You come at an opportune moment. He lighted a fresh cigarette. I was detained here unusually late to-night or this news would not have reached us till the morning. He laid his finger upon a yellow form. There is an unpleasant development in The Scorpion case.

So I gather, sir. That is what brought me back to the Yard.

The Assistant Commissioner glanced up sharply.

What brought you back to the Yard? he asked.

The news about Max.

The assistant Commissioner leaned back in his chair. Might I ask, Inspector, he said, what news you have learned and how you have learned it?

Dunbar stared uncomprehendingly.

Sowerby phoned me about half an hour ago, sir. Did he do so without your instructions?

Most decidedly. What was his message?

He told me, replied Dunbar, in ever-growing amazement, that the body brought in by the River Police last night had been identified as that of Gaston Max.

The Assistant Commissioner handed a pencilled slip to Dunbar. It read as follows:  

Gaston Max in London. Scorpion, Narcombe. No report since 30th ult. Fear trouble. Identity-disk G. M. 49685.

But, sir, said Dunbar this is exactly what Sowerby told me!

Quite so. That is the really extraordinary feature of the affair. Because, you see, Inspector, I only finished decoding this message at the very moment that you knocked at my door!

But  

There is no room for a but, Inspector. This confidential message from Paris reached me ten minutes ago. You know as well as I know that there is no possibility of leakage. No one has entered my room in the interval, yet you tell me that Sergeant Sowerby communicated this information to you, by telephone, half an hour ago.

Dunbar was tapping his teeth with the pencil. His amazement was too great for words.

Had the message been a false one, continued the Commissioner, the matter would have been resolved into a meaningless hoax, but the message having been what it was, we find ourselves face to face with no ordinary problem. Remember, Inspector, that voices on the telephone are deceptive. Sergeant Sowerby has marked vocal mannerisms  

Which would be fairly easy to imitate? Yes, sir  thats so.

But it brings us no nearer to the real problems; viz., first, the sender of the message; and, second, his purpose.

There was a dull purring sound and the Assistant Commissioner raised the telephone.

Yes. Who is it that wishes to speak to him? Dr. Keppel Stuart? Connect with my office.

He turned again to Dunbar.

Dr. Stuart has a matter of the utmost urgency to communicate, Inspector. It was at the house of Dr. Stuart, I take it, that you received the unexplained message?

It was  yes.

Did you submit to Dr. Stuart the broken gold ornament?

Yes. Its a scorpions tail.

Ah! The Assistant Commissioner smiled satanically and lighted a fresh cigarette. And is Dr. Stuart agreeable to placing his unusual knowledge at our disposal for the purposes of this case?

He is, sir.

The purring sound was repeated.

You are through to Dr. Stuart, said the Assistant Commissioner.

Hullo cried Dunbar, taking up the receiver is that Dr. Stuart? Dunbar speaking.

He stood silent for a while, listening to the voice over the wires. Then: You want me to come around now, doctor? Very well. Ill be with you in less than half an hour.

He put down the instrument.

Something extraordinary seems to have taken place at Dr. Stuarts house a few minutes after I left, sir, he said. Im going back there, now, for particulars. It sounds as though the phone message might have been intended to get me away. He stared down at the pencilled slip which the Assistant Commissioner had handed him, but stared vacantly, and: Do you mind if I call someone up, sir? he asked. It should be done at once.

Call by all means, Inspector.

Dunbar again took up the telephone.

Battersea 0996, he said, and stood waiting. Then:

Is that Battersea 0996? he asked. Is Dr. Stuart there? He is speaking? Oh, this is Inspector Dunbar. You called me up here at the Yard a few moments ago, did you not? Correct, doctor; thats all I wanted to know. I am coming now.

Good, said the Assistant Commissioner, nodding his approval. You will have to check phone messages in that way until you have run your mimic to earth, Inspector. I dont believe for a moment that it was Sergeant Sowerby who rang you up at Dr. Stuarts.

Neither do I, said Dunbar grimly. But I begin to have a glimmer of a notion who it was. Ill be saying good-night, sir. Dr. Stuart seems to have something very important to tell me.

As a mere matter of form he waited for the report of the constable who had gone in quest of Sowerby, but it merely confirmed the fact that Sowerby had left Scotland Yard over three hours earlier. Dunbar summoned a taxicab and proceeded to the house of Dr. Stuart.


CHAPTER VII

CONTENTS OF THE SEALED ENVELOPE

Stuart personally admitted Dunbar, and once more the Inspector found himself in the armchair in the study. The fire was almost out and the room seemed to be chilly. Stuart was labouring under the influence of suppressed excitement and was pacing restlessly up and down the floor.

Inspector, he began, I find it difficult to tell you the facts which have recently come to my knowledge bearing upon this most mysterious Scorpion case. I clearly perceive, now, that without being aware of the fact I have nevertheless been concerned in the case for at least a week.

Dunbar stared surprisedly, but offered no comment.

A fortnight ago, Stuart continued, I found myself in the neighbourhood of the West India Docks. I had been spending the evening with a very old friend, chief officer of a liner in dock. I had intended to leave the ship at about ten oclock and to walk to the railway station, but, as it fell out, the party did not break up until after midnight. Declining the offer of a berth on board, I came ashore determined to make my way home by tram and afoot. I should probably have done so and have been spared  much; but rain began to fall suddenly and I found myself, foolishly unprovided with a top-coat, in those grey East End streets without hope of getting a lift.

It was just as I was crossing Limehouse Causeway that I observed, to my astonishment, the head-lamps of a cab or car shining out from a dark and forbidding thoroughfare which led down to the river. The sight was so utterly unexpected that I paused, looking through the rainy mist in the direction of the stationary vehicle. I was still unable to make out if it were a cab or a car, and accordingly I walked along to where it stood and found that it was a taxicab and apparently for hire.

Are you disengaged? I said to the man. Well, sir, I suppose I am, was his curious reply. Where do you want to go?

I gave him this address and he drove me home. On arriving, so grateful did I feel that I took pity upon the man, for it had settled down into a brute of a night, and asked him to come in and take a glass of grog. He was only too glad to do so. He turned out to be quite an intelligent sort of fellow, and we chatted together for ten minutes or so.

I had forgotten all about him when, I believe on the following night, he reappeared in the character of a patient. He had a badly damaged skull, and I gathered that he had had an accident with his cab and had been pitched out into the road.

When I had fixed him up, he asked me to do him a small favour. From inside his tunic he pulled out a long stiff envelope, bearing no address but the number 30 in big red letters. It was secured at both ends with black wax bearing the imprint of a curious and complicated seal.

A gentleman left this behind in the cab today, sir, said the man perhaps the one who was with me when I had the spill, and Ive got no means of tracing him; but he may be able to trace me if he happened to notice my number, or he may advertise. It evidently contains something valuable.

Then why not take it to Scotland Yard? I asked. Isnt that the proper course?

It is, he admitted; but heres the point: if the owner reclaims it from Scotland Yard hes less likely to dub up handsome than if he gets it direct from me!

I laughed at that, for the soundness of the argument was beyond dispute. But what on earth do you want to leave it with me for? I asked.

Self-protection, was the reply. They cant say I meant to pinch it! Whereas, directly theres any inquiry I can come and collect it and get the reward; and your word will back me up if any questions are asked; thats if you dont mind, sir.

I told him I didnt mind in the least, and accordingly I sealed the envelope in a yet larger one which I addressed to the Lost Property Office and put into a private drawer of my bureau. You will have no objection, I said, to this being posted if it isnt reclaimed within a reasonable time?

He said that would be all right and departed  since which moment I have not set eyes upon him. I now come to the sequel, or what I have just recognized to be the sequel.

Stuarts agitation grew more marked and it was only by dint of a palpable effort that he forced himself to resume.

On the evening of the following day a lady called professionally. She was young, pretty, and dressed with extraordinary elegance. My housekeeper admitted her, as I was out at the time but momentarily expected. She awaited my return here, in this room. She came again two days later. The name she gave was an odd one: Mademoiselle Dorian. There is her card,  Stuart opened a drawer and laid a visiting-card before Dunbar no initials and no address. She travelled in a large and handsome car. That is to say, according to my housekeepers account it is a large and handsome car. I personally, have had but an imperfect glimpse of it. It does not await her in front of the house, for some reason, but just around the corner in the side turning. Beyond wondering why Mademoiselle Dorian had selected me as her medical advisor I had detected nothing suspicious in her behaviour up to the time of which I am about to speak.

Last night there was a singular development, and to-night matters came to a head.

Thereupon Stuart related as briefly as possible the mysterious episode of the cowled man, and finally gave an account of the last visit of Mlle. Dorian. Inspector Dunbar did not interrupt him, but listened attentively to the singular story.

And there, concluded Stuart, on the blotting-pad, lies the sealed envelope!

Dunbar took it up eagerly. A small hole had been burned in one end of the envelope and much of the surrounding paper was charred. The wax with which Stuart had sealed it had lain uppermost, and although it had been partly melted, the mark of his signet-ring was still discernible upon it. Dunbar stood staring at it.

In the circumstances, Inspector, I think you would be justified in opening both envelopes, said Stuart.

I am inclined to agree. But let me just be clear on one or two points. He took out the bulging note-book and also a fountain-pen with which he prepared to make entries. About this cabman, now. You didnt by any chance note the number of his cab?

I did not.

What build of man was he?

Over medium height and muscular. Somewhat inclined to flesh and past his youth, but active all the same.

Dark or fair?

Dark and streaked with grey. I noted this particularly in dressing his skull. He wore his hair cropped close to the scalp. He had a short beard and moustache and heavily marked eyebrows. He seemed to be very short-sighted and kept his eyes so screwed up that it was impossible to detect their colour, by night at any rate.

What sort of wound had he on his skull?

A short ugly gash. He had caught his head on the footboard in falling. I may add that on the occasion of his professional visit his breath smelled strongly of spirits, and I rather suspected that his accident might have been traceable to his condition.

But he wasnt actually drunk?

By no means. He was perfectly sober, but he had recently been drinking  possibly because his fall had shaken him, of course.

His hands?

Small and very muscular. Quite steady. Also very dirty.

What part of the country should you say he hailed from?

London. He had a marked cockney accent.

What make of cab was it?

I couldnt say.

An old cab?

Yes. The fittings were dilapidated, I remember, and the cab had a very musty smell.

Ah, said Dunbar, making several notes. And now  the lady: about what would be her age?

Difficult to say, Inspector. She had Eastern blood and may have been much younger than she appeared to be. Judged from a European standpoint and from her appearance and manner of dress, she might be about twenty-three or twenty-four.

Complexion?

Wonderful. Fresh as a flower.

Eyes?

Dark. They looked black at night.

Hair?

Brown and fuzzy with copper tints.

Tall?

No; slight but beautifully shaped.

Now  from her accent what should you judge her nationality to be?

Stuart paced up and down the room, his head lowered in reflection, then:

She pronounced both English and French words with an intonation which suggested familiarity with Arabic.

Arabic? That still leaves a fairly wide field.

It does, Inspector, but I had no means of learning more. She had certainly lived for a long time somewhere in the Near East.

Her jewellery?

Some of it was European and some of it Oriental, but not characteristic of any particular country of the Orient.

Did she use perfume?

Yes, but it was scarcely discernible. Jasmine  probably the Eastern preparation.

Her ailment was imaginary?

I fear so.

Hm  and now you say that Mrs. MGregor saw the car?

Yes, but she has retired.

Her evidence will do to-morrow. We come to the man in the hood. Can you give me any kind of a description of him?

He appeared to be tall, but a shadow is deceptive, and his extraordinary costume would produce that effect, too. I can tell you absolutely nothing further about him. Remember, I thought I was dreaming. I could not credit my senses.

Inspector Dunbar glanced over the notes which he had made, then returning the note-book and pen to his pocket, he took up the long smoke-discoloured envelope and with a paper-knife which lay upon the table slit one end open. Inserting two fingers, he drew out the second envelope which the first enclosed. It was an ordinary commercial envelope only notable by reason of the number, 30, appearing in large red figures upon it and because it was sealed with black wax bearing a weird-looking device:

Stuart bent over him intently as he slit this envelope in turn. Again, he inserted two fingers  and brought forth the sole contents… a plain piece of cardboard, roughly rectangular and obviously cut in haste from the lid of a common cardboard box!


CHAPTER VIII

THE ASSISTANT COMMISSIONERS THEORY

On the following morning Inspector Dunbar, having questioned Mrs. MGregor respecting the car in which Mlle. Dorian had visited the house and having elicited no other evidence than that it was a fine luxurious concern, the Inspector and Dr. Stuart prepared to set out upon gruesome business. Mrs. MGregor was very favourably impressed with the Inspector. A grand, pairsonable body, she confided to Stuart. Hed look bonny in the kilt.

To an East-End mortuary the cab bore them, and they were led by a constable in attendance to a stone-paved, ill-lighted apartment in which a swathed form lay upon a long deal table. The spectacle presented, when the covering was removed, was one to have shocked less hardened nerves than those of Stuart and Dunbar; but the duties of a police officer, like those of a medical man, not infrequently necessitate such inspections. The two bent over the tragic flotsam of the Thames unmoved and critical.

Hm, said Stuart hes about the build, certainly. Hair iron-grey and close cropped and he seems to have worn a beard. Now, let us see.

He bent, making a close inspection of the skull; then turned and shook his head.

No, Inspector, he said definitely. This is not the cabman. There is no wound corresponding to the one which I dressed.

Right, answered Dunbar, covering up the ghastly face. Thats settled.

You were wrong, Inspector. It was not Gaston Max who left the envelope with me.

No, mused Dunbar, so it seems.

Your theory that Max, jealously working alone, had left particulars of his inquiries, and clues, in my hands, knowing that they would reach Scotland Yard in the event of his death, surely collapsed when the envelope proved to contain nothing but a bit of cardboard?

Yes  I suppose it did. But it sounded so much like Maxs round-about methods. Anyway I wanted to make sure that the dead man from Hanover Hole and your mysterious cabman were not one and the same.

Stuart entertained a lively suspicion that Inspector Dunbar was keeping something up his sleeve, but with this very proper reticence he had no quarrel, and followed by the constable, who relocked the mortuary behind them, they came out into the yard where the cab waited which was to take them to Scotland Yard. Dunbar, standing with one foot upon the step of the cab, turned to the constable.

Has anyone else viewed the body? he asked.

No sir.

No one is to be allowed to do so  you understand?  no one, unless he has written permission from the Commissioner.

Very good, sir.

Half an hour later they arrived at New Scotland Yard and went up to Dunbars room. A thick-set, florid man of genial appearance, having a dark moustache, a breezy manner and a head of hair resembling a very hard-worked blacking-brush, awaited them. This was Detective-Sargeant Sowerby with whom Stuart was already acquainted.

Good-morning, Sergeant Sowerby, he said.

Good-morning, sir. I hear that someone was pulling your leg last night.

What do you mean exactly, Sowerby? inquired Dunbar, fixing his fierce eyes upon his subordinate.

Sergeant Sowerby exhibited confusion.

I mean nothing offensive, Inspector. I was referring to the joker who gave so good an imitation of my voice that even you were deceived.

Ah, replied Dunbar I see. Yes  he did it well. He spoke just like you. I could hardly make out a word he said.

With this Caledonian shaft and a side-glance at Stuart, Inspector Dunbar sat down at the table.

Heres Dr. Stuarts description of the missing cabman, he continued, taking out his note-book. Dr. Stuart has viewed the body and it is not the man. You had better take a proper copy of this.

Then the cabman wasnt Max? cried Sowerby eagerly. I thought not.

I believe you told me so before, said Dunbar sourly. I also seem to recall that you thought a scorpions tail was a Prickly Pear. However  here, on the page numbered twenty-six, is a description of the woman known as Mlle. Dorian. It should be a fairly easy matter to trace the car through the usual channels, and she ought to be easy to find, too.

He glanced at his watch. Stuart was standing by the lofty window looking out across the Embankment.

Ten oclock, said Dunbar. The Commissioner will be expecting us.

I am ready, responded Stuart.

Leaving Sergeant Sowerby seated at the table studying the note-book, Stuart and Dunbar proceeded to the smoke-laden room of the Assistant Commissioner. The great man, suavely satanic, greeted Stuart with that polished courtesy for which he was notable.

You have been of inestimable assistance to us in the past, Dr. Stuart, he said, and I feel happy to know that we are to enjoy the aid of your special knowledge in the present case. Will you smoke one of my cigarettes? They are some which a friend is kind enough to supply to me direct from Cairo, and are really quite good.

Thanks, replied Stuart. May I ask in what direction my services are likely to prove available?

The Commissioner lighted a fresh cigarette. Then from a heap of correspondence he selected a long report typed upon blue foolscap.

I have here, he said, confirmation of the telegraphic report received last night. The name of M. Gaston Max will no doubt be familiar to you?

Stuart nodded.

Well, continued the Commissioner, it appears that he has been engaged in England for the past month endeavouring to trace the connection which he claims to exist between the sudden deaths of various notable people, recently  a list is appended  and some person or organisation represented by, or associated with, a scorpion. His personal theory not being available  poor fellow, you have heard of his tragic death  I have this morning consulted such particulars as I could obtain respecting these cases. If they were really cases of assassination, some obscure poison was the only mode of death that could possibly have been employed. Do you follow me?

Perfectly.

Now, the death of Gaston Max under circumstances not yet explained, would seem to indicate that his theory was a sound one. In other words, I am disposed to believe that he himself represents the most recent outrage of what we will call The Scorpion. Even at the time that the body of the man found by the River Police had not been identified, the presence upon his person of a fragment of gold strongly resembling the tail of a scorpion prompted me to instruct Inspector Dunbar to consult you. I had determined upon a certain course. The identification of the dead man with Gaston Max merely strengthens my determination and enhances the likelihood of my idea being a sound one.

He flicked the ash from his cigarette and resumed:

Without mentioning names, the experts consulted in the other cases which  according to the late Gaston Max  were victims of The Scorpion, do not seem to have justified their titles. I am arranging that you shall be present at the autopsy upon the body of Gaston Max. And now, permit me to ask you a question: are you acquainted with any poison which would produce the symptoms noted in the case of Sir Frank Narcombe, for instance?

Stuart shook his head slowly.

All that I know of the case, he said, is that he was taken suddenly ill in the foyer of a West-End theatre, immediately removed to his house in Half Moon Street, and died shortly afterward. Can you give me copies of the specialists reports and other particulars? I may then be able to form an opinion.

I will get them for you, replied the Commissioner, the exact nature of whose theory was by no means evident to Stuart. He opened a drawer. I have here, he continued, the piece of cardboard and the envelope left with you by the missing cab-man. Do you think there is any possibility of invisible writing?

None, said Stuart confidently. I have tested in three or four places as you will see by the spots, but my experiments will in no way interfere with those which no doubt your own people will want to make. I have also submitted both surfaces to a microscopic examination. I am prepared to state definitely that there is no writing upon the cardboard, and except for the number, 30, none upon the envelope.

It is only reasonable to suppose, continued the Commissioner, that the telephone message which led Inspector Dunbar to leave your house last night was originated by that unseen intelligence against which we find ourselves pitted. In the first place, no one in London, myself and, presumably, The Scorpion excepted, knew at that time that M. Gaston Max was in England or that M. Gaston Max was dead. I say, presumably The Scorpion because it is fair to assume that the person whom Max pursued was responsible for his death.

Of course  the Commissioner reached for the box of cigarettes were it not for the telephone message, we should be unjustified in assuming that Mlle. Dorian and this  he laid his finger upon the piece of cardboard had any connection with the case of M. Max. But the message was so obviously designed to facilitate the purloining of the sealed envelope and so obviously emanated from one already aware of the murder of M. Max, that the sender is identified at once with The Scorpion.

The Assistant Commissioner complacently lighted a fresh cigarette.

Finally, he said, the mode of death in the case of M. Max may not have been the same as in the other cases. Therefore, Dr. Stuart  he paused impressively if you fail to detect anything suspicious at the post mortem examination I propose to apply to the Home Secretary for power to exhume the body of the late Sir Frank Narcombe!

Deep in reflection, Stuart walked alone along the Embankment. The full facts contained in the report from Paris the Commissioner had not divulged, but Stuart concluded that this sudden activity was directly due, not to the death of M. Max, but to the fact that he (Max) had left behind him some more or less tangible clue. Stuart fully recognized that the Commissioner had accorded him an opportunity to establish his reputation  or to wreck it.

Yet, upon closer consideration, it became apparent that it was to Fate and not to the Commissioner that he was indebted. Strictly speaking, his association with the matter dated from the night of his meeting with the mysterious cabman in West India Dock road. Or had the curtain first been lifted upon this occult drama that evening, five years ago, as the setting sun reddened the waters of the Imperial Canal and a veiled figure passed him on the Wu-Men Bridge?

Shut your eyes tightly, master  the Scorpion is coming!

He seemed to hear the boys words now, as he passed along the Embankment; he seemed to see again the tall figure. And suddenly he stopped, stood still and stared with unseeing eyes across the muddy waters of the Thames. He was thinking of the cowled man who had stood behind the curtains in his study  of that figure so wildly bizarre that even now he could scarcely believe that he had ever actually seen it. He walked on.

Automatically his reflections led him to Mlle. Dorian, and he remembered that even as he paced along there beside the river the wonderful mechanism of New Scotland Yard was in motion, its many tentacles seeking  seeking tirelessly  for the girl, whose dark eyes haunted his sleeping and waking hours. He was responsible, and if she were arrested he would be called upon to identify her. He condemned himself bitterly.

After all, what crime had she committed? She had tried to purloin a letter  which did not belong to Stuart in the first place. And she had failed. Now  the police were looking for her. His reflections took a new form.

What of Gaston Max, foremost criminologist in Europe, who now lay dead and mutilated in an East-End mortuary? The telephone message which had summoned Dunbar away had been too opportune to be regarded as a mere coincidence. Mlle. Dorian was, therefore, an accomplice of a murderer.

Stuart sighed. He would have given much  more than he was prepared to admit to himself  to have known her to be guiltless.

The identity of the missing cabman now engaged his mind. It was quite possible, of course, that the man had actually found the envelope in his cab a was in no other way concerned in the matter. But how had Mlle. Dorian, or the person instructing her, traced the envelope to his study? And why, if they could establish a claim to it, had they preferred to attempt to steal it? Finally, why all this disturbance about a blank piece of cardboard?

A mental picture of the envelope arose before him, the number, 30, written upon it and the two black seals securing the lapels. He paused again in his walk. His reflections had led him to a second definite point and he fumbled in his waistcoat pocket for a time, seeking a certain brass coin about the size of a halfpenny, having a square hole in the middle and peculiar characters engraved around the square, one on each of the four sides.

He failed to find the coin in his pocket, however, but he walked briskly up a side street until he came to the entrance to a tube station. Entering a public telephone call-box, he asked for the number, City 400. Being put through and having deposited the necessary fee in the box:

Is that the Commissioners Office, New Scotland Yard? he asked. Yes! My name is Dr. Keppel Stuart. If Inspector Dunbar is there, would you kindly allow me to speak to him.

There was a short interval, then:

Hullo! came is that Dr. Stuart?

Yes. That you, Inspector? I have just remembered something which I should have observed in the first place if I had been really wide-awake. The envelope  you know the one I mean?  the one bearing the number, 30, has been sealed with a Chinese coin, known as cash. I have just recognized the fact and thought it wise to let you know at once.

Are you sure? asked Dunbar.

Certain. If you care to call at my place later to-day I can show you some cash. Bring the envelope with you and you will see that the coins correspond to the impression in the wax. The inscriptions vary in different provinces, but the form of all cash is the same.

Very good. Thanks for letting me know at once. It seems to establish a link with China, dont you think?

It does, but it merely adds to the mystery.

Coming out of the call-box, Stuart proceeded home, but made one or two professional visits before he actually returned to the house. He now remembered having left his particular cash piece (which he usually carried) in his dispensary, which satisfactorily accounted for his failure to find the coin in his waistcoat pocket. He had broken the cork of a flask, and in the absence of another of correct size had manufactured a temporary stopper with a small cork to the top of which he had fixed the Chinese coin with a drawing-pin. His purpose served he had left the extemporised stopper lying somewhere in the dispensary.

Stuarts dispensary was merely a curtained recess at one end of the waiting-room and shortly after entering the house he had occasion to visit it. Lying upon a shelf among flasks and bottles was the Chinese coin with the cork still attached. He took it up in order to study the inscription. Then:

Have I cultivated somnambulism! he muttered.

Fragments of black sealing-wax adhered to the coin!

Incredulous and half fearful he peered at it closely. He remembered that the impression upon the wax sealing the mysterious envelope had had a circular depression in the centre. It had been made by the head of the drawing-pin!

He found himself staring at the shelf immediately above that upon which the coin had lain. A stick of black sealing-wax used for sealing medicine was thrust in beside a bundle of long envelopes in which he was accustomed to post his Infirmary reports!

One hand raised to his head, Stuart stood endeavouring to marshal his ideas into some sane order. Then, knowing what he should find, he raised the green baize curtain hanging from the lower shelf, which concealed a sort of cupboard containing miscellaneous stores and not a little rubbish, including a number of empty cardboard boxes.

A rectangular strip had been roughly cut from the lid of the topmost box!

The mysterious envelope and its contents, the wax and the seal  all had come from his own dispensary!


CHAPTER IX

THE CHINESE COIN

Deep in reflection, Stuart walked alone along the Embankment. The full facts contained in the report form Paris the Commissioner had not divulged, but Stuart concluded that this sudden activity was directly due, not to the death of M. Max, but to the fact that he (Max) had left behind him some more or less tangible clue. Stuart fully recognized that the Commissioner had accorded him an opportunity to establish his reputation  or to wreck it.

Yet, upon closer consideration, it became apparent that it was to Fate and not to the Commissioner that he was indebted. Strictly speaking, his association with the matter dated from the night of his meeting with the mysterious cabman in West India Dock Road. Or had the curtain first been lifted upon this occult drama that evening, five years ago, as the setting sun reddened the waters of the Imperial Canal and a veiled figure passed him on the Wu-Men Bridge?

Shut your eyes tightly, master  the Scorpion is coming!

He seemed to hear the boys words now, as he passed along the Embankment; he seemed to see again the tall figure. And suddenly he stopped, stood still and stared with unseeing eyes across the muddy waters of the Thames. He was thinking of the cowled man who had stood behind the curtains in his study  of that figure so wildly bizarre that even now he could scarcely believe that he had ever actually seen it. He walked on.

Automatically his reflections led him to Mlle. Dorian, and he remembered that even as he paced along there beside the river the wonderful mechanism of New Scotland Yard was in motion, its many tentacles seeking  seeking tirelessly  for the girl, whose dark eyes haunted his sleeping and waking hours. He was responsible, and if she were arrested he would be called upon to identify her. He condemned himself bitterly.

After all, what crime had she committed? She had tried to purloin a letter  which did not belong to Stuart in the first place. And she had failed. Now  the police were looking for her. His reflections took a new form.

What of Gaston Max, foremost criminologist in Europe, who now lay dead and mutilated in an East-End mortuary? The telephone message which had summoned Dunbar away had been too opportune to be regarded as a mere coincidence. Mlle. Dorian was, therefore, an accomplice of a murderer.

Stuart sighed. He would have given much  more than he was prepared to admit to himself  to have known her to be guiltless.

The identity of the missing cabman now engaged his mind. It was quite possible, of course, that the man had actually found the envelope in his cab and was in no other way concerned in the matter. But how had Mlle. Dorian, or the person instructing her, traced the envelope to his study? And why, if they could establish a claim to it, had they preferred to attempt to steal it? Finally, why all this disturbance about a blank pieced of cardboard?

A mental picture of the envelope arose before him, the number, 30, written upon it and the two black seals securing the lapels. He paused again in his walk. His reflections had led him to a second definite point and he fumbled in his waistcoat pocket for a time, seeking a certain brass coin about the size of a halfpenny, having a square hole in the middle and peculiar characters engraved around the square, one on each of the four sides.

He failed to find the coin in his pocket, however, but he walked briskly up a side street until he came to the entrance to a tube station. Entering a public telephone call-box, he asked for the number, City 400. Being put through and having deposited the necessary fee in the box:

Is that the Commissioners Office, New Scotland Yard? he asked. Yes! My name is Dr. Keppel Stuart. If Inspector Dunbar is there, would you kindly allow me to speak to him.

There was a short interval, then:

Hullo! came is that Dr. Stuart?

Yes. That you, Inspector? I have just remembered something which I should have observed in the first place if I had been really wide-awake. The envelope  you know the one I mean?  the one bearing the number, 30, has been sealed with a Chinese coin, known as cash. I have just recognized the fact and thought it wise to let you know at once.

Are you sure? asked Dunbar.

Certain. If you care to call at my place later to-day I can show you some cash. Bring the envelope with you and you will see that the coins correspond to the impression in the wax. The inscriptions vary in different provinces, but the form of all cash is the same.

Very good. Thanks for letting me know at once. It seems to establish a link with China, dont you think?

It does, but it merely adds to the mystery.

Coming out of the call-box, Stuart proceeded home, but made one or two professional visits before he actually returned to the house. He now remembered having left this particular cash piece (which he usually carried) in his dispensary, which satisfactorily accounted fro his failure to find the coin in his waistcoat pocket. He had broken the cork of a flask, and in the absence of another of correct size had manufactured a temporary stopper with a small cork to the top of which he had fixed the Chinese coin with a drawing-pin. His purpose served he had left the extemporized stopper somewhere in the dispensary.

Stuarts dispensary was merely a curtained recess at one end of the waiting-room and shortly after entering the house he had occasion to visit it. Lying upon a shelf among flasks and bottles was the Chinese coin with the cork still attached. He took it up in order to study the inscription. Then:

Have I cultivated somnambulism! he muttered.

Fragments of black sealing-wax adhered to the coin!

Incredulous and half fearful he peered at it closely. He remembered that the impression upon the wax sealing the mysterious envelope had had a circular depression in the centre. It had been made by the head of the drawing-pin!

He found himself at the shelf immediately above that upon which the coin had lain. A stick of black sealing wax used for sealing medicine was thrust in beside a bundle of long envelopes in which he was accustomed to post his Infirmary reports!

One hand raised to his head, Stuart stood endeavouring to marshal his ideas into some sane order. Then, knowing what he should find, he raised the green baize curtain hanging from the lower shelf, which concealed a sort of cupboard containing miscellaneous stores and not a little rubbish, including a number of empty cardboard boxes.

A rectangular strip had been roughly cut from the lid of the topmost box!

The mysterious envelope and its contents, the wax and the seal  all had come from his own dispensary!


CHAPTER X

CLOSE YOUR SHUTTERS AT NIGHT

Inspector Dunbar stood in the little dispensary tapping his teeth with the end of a fountain-pen.

The last time he visited you, doctor  the time when he gave you the envelope  did the cabman wait here in the waiting-room?

He did  yes. He came after my ordinary consulting hours and I was at supper, I remember, as I am compelled to dine early.

He would be in here alone?

Yes. No one else was in the room.

Would he have had time to find the box, cut out the piece of cardboard from the lid, put it in the envelope and seal it?

Ample time. But what could be his object? And why mark the envelope 30?

It was in your consulting-room that he asked you to take charge of the envelope?

Yes.

Might I take a peep at the consulting room?

Certainly, Inspector.

From the waiting-room they went up a short flight of stairs into the small apartment in which Stuart saw his patients. Dunbar looked slowly about him, standing in the middle of the room, then crossed and stared out of the window into the narrow lane below.

Where were you when he gave you the envelope? he snapped suddenly.

At the table, replied Stuart with surprise.

Was the table-lamp alight?

Yes. I always light it when seeing patients.

Did you take the letter into the study to seal it in the other envelope?

I did, and he came along and witnessed me do it.

Ah, said Dunbar, and scribbled busily in his note-book. We are badly tied at Scotland Yard, doctor, and this case looks like being another for which somebody else will reap the credit. I am going to make a request that will surprise you.

He tore a leaf out of the book and folded it carefully.

I am going to ask you to seal up something and lock it away! But I dont think youll be troubled by cowled burglars or beautiful women because of it. On this piece of paper I have written  a  he ticked off the points on his fingers: what I believe to be the name of the man who cut out the cardboard and sealed it in an envelope; b: the name of the cabman; and, c: the name of the man who rang me up here last night and gave me information which had only just reached the Commissioner. Ill ask you to lock it away until its wanted, doctor.

Certainly, if you wish it, replied Stuart. Come into the study and you shall see me do as you direct. I may add that the object to be served is not apparent to me.

Entering the study, he took an envelope, enclosed the piece of paper, sealed the lapel and locked the envelope in the same drawer of the bureau which once had contained that marked 30.

Mlle. Dorian has a duplicate key to this drawer. he said. Are you prepared to take the chance?

Quite, replied Dunbar, smiling; although my information is worth more than that which she risked so much to steal.

Its most astounding. At every step the darkness increases. Why should anyone have asked me to lock up a blank piece of cardboard?

Why, indeed, murmured Dunbar. Well, I may as well get back. I am expecting a report from Sowerby. Look after yourself, sir. Im inclined to think your pretty patient was talking square when she told you there might be danger.

Stuart met the glance of the tawny eyes.

What dyou mean, Inspector? Why should I be in danger?

Because, replied Inspector Dunbar, if The Scorpion is a poisoner, as the chief seems to think, theres really only one man in England he has to fear, and that man is Dr. Keppel Stuart.

When the Inspector had taken his departure Stuart stood for a long time staring out of the study window at the little lawn with its bordering of high neatly-trimmed privet above which at intervals arose the mop crowns of dwarf acacias. A spell of warm weather seemed at last to have begun, and clouds of gnats floated over the grass, their minute wings glittering in the sunshine. Despite the nearness of teeming streets, this was a backwater of Londons stream.

He sighed and returned to some work which the visit of the Scotland Yard man had interrupted.

Later in the afternoon he had occasion to visit the institution to which he had recently been appointed as medical officer, and in contemplation of the squalor through which his steps led him he sought forgetfulness of the Scorpion problem  and of the dark eyes of Mlle. Dorian. He was not entirely successful, and returning by a different route he lost himself in memories which were sweetly mournful.

A taxicab passed him, moving slowly very close to the pavement. He scarcely noted it until it had proceeded some distance ahead of him. Then its slow progress so near to the pavement at last attracted his attention, and he stared vacantly towards the closed vehicle.

Mlle. Dorian was leaning out of the window and looking back at him!

Stuarts heart leapt high. For an instant he paused, then began to walk rapidly after the retreating vehicle. Perceiving that she had attracted his attention, the girl extended a white-gloved hand from the window and dropped a note upon the edge of the pavement. Immediately she withdrew into the vehicle  which moved away at accelerated speed, swung around the next corner and was gone.

Stuart ran forward and picked up the note. Without pausing to read it, he pressed on to the corner. The cab was already two hundred yards away, and he recognized pursuit to be out of the question. The streets were almost deserted at the moment, and no one apparently had witnessed the episode. He unfolded the sheet of plain note-paper, faintly perfumed with jasmine, and read the following, written in an uneven feminine hand:

Close your shutters at night. Do not think too bad of me.


CHAPTER XI

THE BLUE RAY

Dusk found Stuart in a singular frame of mind. He was torn between duty  or what he conceived to be his duty  to the community, and … something else. A messenger from New Scotland Yard had brought him a bundle of documents relating to the case of Sir Frank Narcombe, and a smaller packet touching upon the sudden end of Henrik Ericksen, the Norwegian electrician, and the equally unexpected death of the Grand Duke Ivan. There were medical certificates, proceedings of coroners, reports of detectives, evidence of specialists and statements of friends, relatives and servants of the deceased. A proper examination of all the documents represented many hours of close study.

Stuart was flattered by the opinion held of his ability by the Assistant Commissioner, but dubious of his chance of detecting any flaw in the evidence which had escaped the scrutiny of so many highly trained observers.

He paced the study restlessly. Although more than six hours had elapsed, he had not communicated to Scotland Yard the fact of his having seen Mlle. Dorian that afternoon. A hundred times he had read the message, although he knew it by heart, knew the form of every letter, the odd crossing of the ts and the splashy dotting of the is.

If only he could have taken counsel with someone  with someone not bound to act upon such information  it would have relieved his mental stress. His ideas were so chaotic that he felt himself to be incapable of approaching the task presented by the pile of papers lying upon his table.

The night was pleasantly warm and the sky cloudless. Often enough he found himself glancing toward the opened French windows, and once he had peered closely across into the belt of shadow below the hedge, thinking that he had detected something which moved there. Stepping to the window, the slinking shape had emerged into the moonlight  and had proclaimed itself to be that of a black cat!

Yet he had been sorely tempted to act upon the advice so strangely offered. He refrained from doing so, however, reflecting that to spend his evenings with closed and barred shutters now that a spell of hot weather seemed to be imminent would be insufferable. Up and down the room he paced tirelessly, always confronted by the eternal problem.

Forcing himself at last to begin work if only as a sedative, he filled and lighted his pipe, turned off the centre lamp and lighted the reading lamp upon his table. He sat down to consider the papers bearing upon the death of Eriksen. For half an hour he read on steadily and made a number of pencil notes. Then he desisted and sat staring straight before him.

What possible motive could there be in assassinating these people? The case of the Grand Duke might be susceptible of explanation, but those of Henrik Ericksen and Sir Frank Narcombe were not. Furthermore he could perceive no links connecting the three, and no reason why they should have engaged the attention of a common enemy. Such crimes would seem to be purposeless. Assuming that The Scorpion was an individual, that individual apparently was a dangerous homicidal maniac.

But, throughout the documents, he could discover no clue pointing to the existence of such an entity. The Scorpion might be an invention of the fertile brain of M. Gaston Max; for it had become more and more evident, as he had read, that the attempt to trace these deaths to an identical source had originated at the Service de Surete, and it was from Paris that the name The Scorpion had come. The fate of Max was significant, of course. The chances of his death proving to have been due to accident were almost negligible and the fact that a fragment of a golden scorpion had actually been found upon his body was certainly curious.

Close your shutters at night….

How the words haunted him and how hotly he despised himself for a growing apprehension which refused to be ignored. It was more mental than physical, this dread which grew with the approach of midnight, and it resembled that which had robbed him of individuality and all but stricken him inert when he had seen upon the moon-bright screen of the curtains the shadow of a cowled man.

Dark forces seemed to be stirring, and some unseen menace crept near to him out of the darkness.

The house was of early Victorian fashion and massive folding shutters were provided to close the French windows. He never used them, as a matter of fact, but now he tested the fastenings which kept them in place against the inner wall and even moved them in order to learn if they were still serviceable.

Of all the mysteries which baffled him, that of the piece of cardboard in the envelope sealed with a Chinese coin was the most irritating. It seemed like the purposeless trick of a child, yet it had led to the presence of the cowled man  and to the presence of Mlle. Dorian. Why?

He sat down at his table again.

Damn the whole business! he said. It is sending me crazy.

Selecting from the heap of documents a large sheet of note-paper bearing a blue diagram of a human bust, marked with figures and marginal notes, he began to read the report to which it was appended  that of Dr. Halesowen. It stated that the late Sir Frank Narcombe had a horizontal heart, slightly misplaced and dilatated, with other details which really threw no light whatever upon the cause of his death.

I have a horizontal heart, growled Stuart and considering my consumption of tobacco it is certainly dilatated. But I dont expect to drop dead in a theatre nevertheless.

He read on, striving to escape from that shadowy apprehension, but as he read he was listening to the night sounds of London, to the whirring of distant motors, the whistling of engines upon the railway and dim hooting of sirens from the Thames. A slight breeze had arisen and it rustled in the feathery foliage of the acacias and made a whispering sound as it stirred the leaves of the privet hedge.

The drone of an approaching car reached his ears. Pencil in hand, he sat listening. The sound grew louder, then ceased. Either the car had passed or had stopped somewhere near the house. Came a rap on the door.

Yes, called Stuart and stood up, conscious of excitement.

Mrs. MGregor came in.

There is nothing further youll be wanting to-night? she asked.

No, said Stuart, strangely disappointed, but smiling at the old lady cheerfully. I shall turn in very shortly.

A keen east wind has arisen, she continued, severely eyeing the opened windows, and even for a medical man you are strangely imprudent. Shall I shut the windows?

No, dont trouble, Mrs. MGregor. The room gets very stuffy with tobacco smoke, and really it is quite a warm night. I shall close them before I retire, of course.

Ah well, sighed Mrs. MGregor, preparing to depart. Good-night, Mr. Keppel.

Good-night, Mrs. MGregor.

She retired, and Stuart sat staring out into the darkness. He was not prone to superstition, but it seemed like tempting providence to remain there with the windows open any longer. Yet paradoxically, he lacked the moral courage to close them  to admit to himself that he was afraid!

The telephone bell rang, and he started back in his chair as though to avoid a blow.

By doing so he avoided destruction.

At the very instant that the bell rang out sharply in the silence  so exact is the time-table of Kismet  a needle-like ray of blue light shot across the lawn from beyond and above the hedge and  but for that nervous start  must have struck fully upon the back of Stuarts skull. Instead, it shone past his head, which it missed only by inches, and he experienced a sensation as though some one had buffeted him upon the cheek furiously. He pitched out of his chair and on to the carpet.

The first object which the ray touched was the telephone; and next, beyond it, a medical dictionary; beyond that again, the grate, in which a fire was laid.

My God! groaned Stuart what is it!

An intense crackling sound deafened him, and the air of the room seemed to have become hot as that of an oven. There came a series of dull reports  an uncanny wailing … and the needle-ray vanished. A monstrous shadow, moon-cast, which had lain across the carpet of the lawn  the shadow of a cowled man  vanished also.

Clutching the side of his head, which throbbed and tingled as though from the blow of an open hand, Stuart struggled to his feet. There was smoke in the room, a smell of burning and of fusing metal. He glared at the table madly.

The mouthpiece of the telephone had vanished!

My God! he groaned again, and clutched at the back of the chair.

His dictionary was smouldering slowly. It had a neat round hole some three inches in diameter, bored completely through, cover to cover! The fire in the grate was flaring up the chimney!

He heard the purr of a motor in the lane beside the house. The room was laden with suffocating fumes. Stuart stood clutching the chair and striving to retain composure  sanity. The car moved out of the lane.

Someone was running towards the back gate of the house … was scrambling over the hedge … was racing across the lawn!

A man burst into the study. He was a man of somewhat heavy build, clean-shaven and inclined to pallor. The hirsute blue tinge about his lips and jaw lent added vigour to a flexible but masterful mouth. His dark hair was tinged with grey, his dark eyes were brilliant with excitement. He was very smartly dressed and wore light tan gloves. He reeled suddenly, clutching at a chair for support.

Quick! quick! he cried the telephone! … Ah!

Just inside the window he stood, swaying and breathing rapidly, his gaze upon the instrument.

Mon Dieu! he cried what has happened, then!

Stuart stared at the new-comer dazedly.

Hell has been in my room! he replied. Thats all!

Ah! said the stranger again he eludes me! The telephone was the only chance. Pas dblaque! we are finished!

He dropped into a chair, removed his light grey hat and began to dry his moist brow with a fine silk handkerchief. Stuart stared at him like a man who is stupefied. The room was still laden with strange fumes.

Blimey! remarked the new-comer, and his Whitechapel was as perfect as his Montmatre. He was looking at the decapitated telephone. This is a knock-out!

Might I ask, said Stuart, endeavouring to collect his scattered senses, where you came from?

From up a tree! was the astonishing reply. It was the only way to get over!

Up a tree!

Exactly. Yes, I was foolish. I am too heavy. But what could I do! We must begin all over again.

Stuart began to doubt his sanity. This was no ordinary man.

Might I ask, he said, who you are and what you are doing in my house?

Ah! The stranger laughed merrily. You wonder about me  I can see it. Permit me to present myself  Gaston Max, at your service!

Gaston Max! Stuart glared at the speaker incredulously. Gaston Max! Why, I conduct a post mortem examination upon Gaston Max tomorrow, in order to learn if he was poisoned!

Do not trouble, doctor. That poor fellow is not Gaston Max and he was not poisoned. You may accept my word for it. I had the misfortune to strangle him.


PART II. STATEMENT OF GASTON MAX


I. THE DANCER OF MONTMARTRE


CHAPTER I

ZARA EL-KHALA

The following statement which I, Gaston Max, am drawing up in duplicate for the guidance of whoever may inherit the task of tracing The Scorpion  a task which I have begun  will be lodged  one copy at the Service de Surete in Paris, and the other copy with the Commissioner of Police, New Scotland Yard. As I apprehend that I may be assassinated at any time, I propose to put upon record all that I have learned concerning the series of murders which I believe to be traceable to a certain person. In the event of my death, my French colleagues will open the sealed packet containing this statement and the English Assistant Commissioner of the Special Branch responsible for international affairs will receive instructions to open that which I shall have lodged at Scotland Yard.

This matter properly commenced, then, with the visit to Paris, incognito, of the Grand Duke Ivan, that famous soldier of whom so much was expected, and because I had made myself responsible for his safety during the time that he remained in the French capital, I (also incognito be it understood) struck up a friendship with one Casimir, the Grand Dukes valet. Nothing is sacred to a valet, and from Casimir I counted upon learning the real reason which had led this nobleman to visit Paris at so troublous a time. Knowing the Grand Duke to be a man of gallantry, I anticipated finding a woman in the case  and I was not wrong.

Yes, there was a woman, and nom dnom!she was beautiful. Now in Paris we have many beautiful women, and in times of international strife it is true that we have had to shoot some of them. For my own part I say with joy that I have never been instrumental in bringing a woman to such an end. Perhaps I am sentimental; it is a French weakness; but on those few occasions when I have found a guilty woman in my power  and she has been pretty  morbleu!  she has escaped! It may be that I have seen to it that she was kept out of further mischief, but nevertheless she has never met a firing-party because of me. Very well.

From the good fellow Casimir I learned that a certain dancer appearing at one of our Montmartre theatres had written to the Grand Duke craving the honour of his autograph  and enclosing her photograph.

Pf! it was enough. One week later the autograph arrived  attached to an invitation to dine with the Grand Duke at his hotel in Paris. Yes  he had come to Paris. I have said that he was susceptible and I have said that she was beautiful. I address myself to men of the world, and I shall not be in error if I assume that they will say, A wealthy fool and a designing woman. It is an old story. Let us see.

The confidences of Casimir interested me in more ways than one. In the first place I had particular reasons for suspecting anyone who sought to obtain access to the Grand Duke. These were diplomatic. And in the second place I had suspicions of Zara el-Khala. These were personal.

Yes  so she called herself  Zara el-Khala, which in Arabic is Flower of the Desert. She professed to be an Egyptian, and certainly she had the long, almond-shaped eyes of the East, but her white skin betrayed her, and I knew that whilst she might possess Eastern blood, she was more nearly allied to Europe than to Africa. It is my business to note unusual matters, you understand, and I noticed that this beautiful and accomplished woman of whom all Paris was beginning to speak rapturously remained for many weeks at a small Montmartre theatre. Her performance, which was unusually decorous for the type of establishment at which she appeared, had not apparently led to an engagement elsewhere.

This aroused the suspicions to which I have referred. In the character of a vaudeville agent I called at the Montmartre theatre and was informed by the management that Zara-el-Khala received no visitors, professional or otherwise. A small but expensive car awaited her at the stage door. My suspicions increased. I went away, but returned on the following night, otherwise attired, and from a hiding-place which I had selected on the previous evening I watched the dancer depart.

She came out so enveloped in furs and veils as to be unrecognizable, and a Hindu wearing a chauffeurs uniform opened the door of the car for her, and then, having arranged the rugs to her satisfaction, mounted to the wheel and drove away.

I traced the car. It had been hired for the purpose of taking Zara el-Khala from her hotel  to the theatre and home nightly. I sent a man to call upon her at the hotel  in order to obtain press material, ostensibly. She declined to see him. I became really interested. I sent her a choice bouquet, having the card of a nobleman attached to it, together with a message of respectful admiration. It was returned. I prevailed upon one of the most handsome and gallant cavalry officers in Paris to endeavour to make her acquaintance. He was rebuffed.

Eh bien! I knew then that Mlle. Zara of the Desert was unusual.

You will at once perceive that when I heard from the worthy Casimir how this unapproachable lady had actually written to the Grand Duke Ivan and had gone so far as to send him her photograph, I became excited. It appeared to me that I found myself upon the brink of an important discovery. I set six of my first-class men at work: three being detailed to watch the hotel of the Grand Duke Ivan and three to watch Zara el-Khala. Two more were employed in watching the Hindu servant and one in watching my good friend Casimir. Thus, nine clever men and myself were immediately engaged upon the case.

Why do I speak of a case when thus far nothing of apparent importance had occurred? I will explain. Although the Grand Duke travelled incognito, his Government knew of the journey and wished to learn with what object it had been undertaken.

At the time that I made the acquaintance of Casimir the Grand Duke had been in Paris for three days, and he was  according to my informant like a raging lion. The charming dancer had vouchsafed no reply to his invitation and he had met with the same reception, on presenting himself in person, which had been accorded to myself and to those others who had sought to obtain an interview with Zara el-Khala!

My state of mystification grew more and more profound. I studied the reports of my nine assistants.

It appeared that the girl had been in Paris for a period of two months. She occupied a suite of rooms in which all her meals were served. Except the Hindu who drove the hired car, she had no servant. She never appeared in the public part of the hotel unless veiled, and then merely in order to pass out to the car or in from it on returning. She drove out every day. She had been followed, of course, but her proceedings were unexceptionable. Leaving the car at a point in the Bois De Boulogne, she would take a short walk, if the day was fine enough, never proceeding out of sight of the Hindu, who followed with the automobile, and would then drive back to her hotel. She never received visits and never met any one during these daily excursions.

I turned to the report dealing with the Hindu. He had hired a room high up under the roof of an apartment house where foreign waiters and others had their abodes. He bought and cooked his own food, which apparently consisted solely of rice, lentils and fruit. He went every morning to the garage and attended to the car, called for his mistress, and having returned remained until evening in his own apartment. At night, after returning from the theatre, he sometimes went out, and my agent had failed to keep track of him on every occasion that he had attempted pursuit. I detached the man who was watching Casimir and whose excellent reports revealed the fact that Casimir was an honest fellow  as valets go  and instructed him to assist in tracing the movements of the Hindu.

Two nights later they tracked him to a riverside cafe kept by a gigantic quadroon from Dominique and patronized by that type which forms a link between the lowest commercial and the criminal classes: itinerant vendors of Eastern rugs, street performers and Turkish cigarette makers.

At last I began to have hopes. The Grand Duke at this time was speaking of leaving Paris, but as he had found temporary consolation in the smiles of a lady engaged at the Folies I did not anticipate that he would depart for several days at any rate. Also he was the kind of man who is stimulated by obstacles.

The Hindu remained for an hour in the cafe, smoking and drinking some kind of syrup, and one of my fellows watched him. Presently the proprietor called him into a little room behind the counter and closed the door. The Hindu and the quadroon remained there for a few minutes, then the Hindu came out and left the cafe, returning to his abode. There was a telephone in this inner room, and my agent was of opinion that the Indian had entered either to make or to receive a call. I caused the line to be tapped.

On the following night the Hindu came back to the cafe, followed by one of my men. I posted myself at a selected point and listened for any message that might pass over the line to or from the cafe. At about the same hour as before  according to the report  someone called up the establishment, asking for Miguel. This was the quadroon, and I heard his thick voice replying. The other voice  which had first spoken  was curiously sibilant but very distinct. Yet it did not sound like the voice of a Frenchman or of any European. This was the conversation:

Miguel.

Miguel speaks.

Scorpion. A message for Chunda Lal.

Very good.

Almost holding my breath, so intense was my excitement, I waited whilst Miguel went to bring the Hindu. Suddenly a new voice spoke  that of the Hindu.

Chunda Lal speaks, it said.

I clenched by teeth; I knew that I must not miss a syllable.

Scorpion replied … in voluble Hindustani  a language of which I know less than a dozen words!


CHAPTER II

CONCERNING THE GRAND DUKE

Although I had met with an unforeseen check, I had nevertheless learned three things. I had learned that Miguel the quadroon was possibly in league with the Hindu; that the Hindu was called Chunda Lal; and that Chunda Lal received messages, probably instructions, from a third party who announced his presence by the word Scorpion.

One of my fellows, of course, had been in the cafe all the evening, and from him I obtained confirmation of the fact that it had been the Hindu who had been summoned to the telephone and whom I had heard speaking. Instant upon the man at the cafe replacing the telephone and disconnecting, I called up the exchange. They had been warned and were in readiness.

From what subscriber did that call come? I demanded.

Alas! another check awaited me. It had originated in a public call office, and Scorpion was untraceable by this means!

Despair is not permitted by the traditions of the Service de Surete. Therefore I returned to my flat and recorded the facts of the matter thus far established. I perceived that I had to deal, not with a designing woman, but with some shadowy being of whom she was an instrument. The anomaly of her life was in a measure explained. She sojourned in Paris for a purpose  a mysterious purpose which was concerned (I could not doubt it) with the Grand Duke Ivan. This was not an amorous but a political intrigue.

I communicated, at a late hour, with the senior of the three men watching the Grand Duke. The Grand Duke that evening had sent a handsome piece of jewellery purchased in Rue de la Paix to the dancer. It had been returned.

In the morning I met with the good Casimir at his favorite cafe. He had just discovered that Zara el-Khala drove daily to the Bois de Boulogne, alone, and that afternoon the Grand Duke had determined to accost her during her solitary walk. I prepared myself for this event. Arrayed in a workmans blouse and having a modest luncheon and a small bottle of wine in a basket, I concealed myself in that part of the Bois which was the favourite recreation ground of the dancer, and awaited her appearance.

The Grand Duke appeared first upon the scene, accompanied by Casimir. The latter pointed out to him a path through the trees along which Zara el-Khala habitually strolled and showed him the point at which she usually rejoined the Hindu who followed along the road with the car. They retired. I seated myself beneath a tree from whence I could watch the path and the road and began to partake of the repast which I had brought with me.

At about three oclock the dancers car appeared, and the girl, veiled as usual, stepped out, and having exchanged a few words with the Indian, began to walk slowly towards me, sometimes pausing to watch a bird in the boughs above her and sometimes to examine some wild plant growing beside the way. I ate cheese from the point of a clasp-knife and drank wine out of the bottle.

Suddenly she saw me.

She had cast her veil aside in order to enjoy the cool and fragrant air, and as she stopped and regarded me doubtfully where I sat, I saw her beautiful face, undefiled, now, by make-up and unspoiled by the presence of garish Eastern ornaments. Nom dun nom! but she was truly a lovely woman! My heart went out in sympathy to the poor Grand Duke. Had I received such a mark of favour from her as he had received, and had I then been scorned as now she scorned him, I should have been desperate indeed.

Coming around a bend in the path, then, she stood only a few paces away, looking at me. I touched the peak of my cap.

Good-day, mademoiselle, I said. The weather is very beautiful.

Good-day, she replied.

I continued to eat cheese, and reassured she walked on past me. Twenty yards beyond, the Grand Duke was waiting. As I laid down my knife upon the paper which had been wrapped around the bread and cheese, and raised the bottle to my lips, the enamoured nobleman stepped out from the trees and bowed low before Zara el-Khala.

She started back from him  a movement of inimitable grace, like that of a startled gazelle. And even before I had time to get upon my feet she had raised a little silver whistle to her lips and blown a short shrill note.

The Grand Duke, endeavouring to seize her hand, was pouring out voluble expressions of adoration in execrable French, and Zara el-Khala was retreating step by step. She had quickly thrown the veil about her again. I heard the pad of swiftly running feet. If I was to intervene before the arrival of the Hindu, I must act rapidly. I raced along the path and thrust myself between the Grand Duke and the girl.

Mademoiselle, I said, is this gentleman annoying you?

How dare you, low pig! cried the Grand Duke, and with a sweep of his powerful arm he hurled me aside.

Thank you, replied Zara el-Khala with great composure. But my servant is here.

As I turned, Chunda Lal hurled himself upon the Grand Duke from behind. I had never seen an expression in a mans eyes like that in the eyes of the Hindu at this moment. They blazed like the eyes of a tiger, and his teeth were bared in a savage grin which I cannot hope to describe. His lean body seemed to shoot through the air, and he descended upon his burly adversary as a jungle beast falls upon its prey. Those long brown fingers clasping his neck, the Grand Duke fell forward upon his face.

Chunda Lal! said the dancer.

Kneeling, his right knee thrust between the shoulder blades of the prostrate man, the Hindu looked up  and I read murder in those glaring eyes. That he was an accomplished wrestler  or perhaps a strangler  I divined from the helplessness of the Grand Duke, who lay inert, robbed of every power except that of his tongue. He was swearing savagely.

Chunda Lal! said Zara el-Khala again. The Hindu shifted his grip from the neck to the arms of the Grand Duke. He pinioned him as is done in jiu-jitsu and forced him to stand upright. It was a curious spectacle  the impotency of this burly nobleman in the hands of his slight adversary. As they swayed to their feet, I thought I saw the glint of metal in the right hand of the Indian, but I could not be sure, for my attention was diverted. At this moment Casimir appeared upon the scene, looking very frightened.

Suddenly releasing his hold altogether, the Hindu glaring into the empurpled face of the Grand Duke, shot out one arm and pointed with a quivering finger along the path.

Go! he said.

The Grand Duke clenched his fists, looked from face to face as if calculating his chances, then shrugged his shoulders, very deliberately wiped his neck and wrists, where the Indian had held him, with a large silk handkerchief and threw the handkerchief on the ground. I saw a speck of blood upon the silk. Without another glance he walked away, Casimir following sheepishly. It is needless, perhaps, to add that Casimir had not recognized me.

I turned to the dancer, touching the peak of my cap.

Can I be of any assistance to mademoiselle? I asked.

Thank you  no, she replied.

She placed five francs in my hand and set off rapidly through the trees in the direction of the road, her bloodthirsty but faithful attendant at her heels!

I stood scratching my head and looking after her.

That afternoon I posted a man acquainted with Hindustani to tap any message which might be sent to or from the cafe used by Chunda Lal. I learned that the Grand Duke had taken a stage box at the Montmartre theatre at which the dancer was appearing, and I decided that I would be present also.

A great surprise was in store for me.

Zara el-Khala had at this time established a reputation which extended beyond those circles from which the regular patrons of this establishment were exclusively drawn and which had begun to penetrate to all parts of Paris. You will remember that it was the extraordinary circumstance of her remaining at this obscure place of entertainment so long which had first interested me in the lady. I had learned that she had rejected a number of professional offers, and, as I have already stated, I had assured myself of this unusual attitude by presenting the card of a well-known Paris agency  and being refused admittance.

Now, as I leaned upon the rail at the back of the auditorium and the time for the dancers appearance grew near, I could not fail to observe that there was a sprinkling of evening-dress in the stalls and that the two boxes already occupied boasted the presence of parties of well-known men of fashion. Then the Grand Duke entered as a troupe of acrobats finished their performance. Zara el-Khala was next upon the programme. I glanced at the Grand Duke and thought that he looked pale and unwell.

The tableau curtain fell and the manager appeared behind the footlights. He, also, seemed to be much perturbed.

Ladies and gentlemen, he said, I greatly regret to announce that Mlle. Zara el-Kahla is indisposed and unable to appear. We have succeeded in obtaining the services  

Of whom he had succeeded in obtaining the services I never heard, for the rougher section of the audience rose at him like a menacing wave! They had come to see the Egyptian dancer and they would have their money back! It was a swindle; they would smash the theatre!

If one had doubted the great and growing popularity of Zara el-Kahla, this demonstration must have proved convincing. Over the heads of the excited audience, I saw the Grand Duke rise as if to retire. The other box parties were also standing up and talking angrily.

Why was it not announced outside the theatre? someone shouted. We did not know until twenty minutes ago! cried the manager in accents of despair.

I hurried from the theatre and took a taxicab to the hotel of the dancer. Running into the hall, I thrust a card in the hand of a concierge who stood there.

Announce to Mlle. Zara el-Khala that I must see her at once, I said.

The man smiled and returned the card to me.

Mlle. Zara el-Khala left Paris at seven oclock, monsieur!

What! I cried  left Paris!

But certainly. Her baskets were taken to the Gare du Nord an hour earlier by her servant and she went off by the seven-fifty rapid for Calais. The theatre people were here asking for her an hour ago.

I hurried to my office to obtain the latest reports of my men, I had lost touch with them, you understand, during the latter part of the afternoon and evening. I found there the utmost confusion. They had been seeking me all over Paris to inform me that Zara el-Khala had left. Two men had followed her and had telephoned from Calais for instructions. She had crossed by the night mail for Dover. It was already too late to instruct the English police.

For a few hours I had relaxed my usual vigilance  and this was the result. What could I do? Zara el-Khala had committed no crime, but her sudden flight  for it looked like flight you will agree  was highly suspicious. And as I sat there in my office filled with all sorts of misgivings, in ran one of the men engaged in watching the Grand Duke.

The Grand Duke had been seized with illness as he left his box in the Montmartre theatre and had died before his car could reach the hotel!


CHAPTER III

A STRANGE QUESTION

A conviction burst upon my mind that a frightful crime had been committed. By whom and for what purpose I knew not. I hastened to the hotel of the Grand Duke. Tremendous excitement prevailed there, of course. There is no more certain way for a great personage to court publicity than to travel incognito. Everywhere that M. de Stahler had appeared all Paris had cried, There goes the Grand Duke Ivan! And now as I entered the hotel, press, police and public were demanding: Is it true that the Grand Duke is dead? Just emerging from the lift I saw Casimir. In propria persona  as M. Max  he failed to recognize me.

My good man, I said are you a member of the suite of the late Grand Duke?

I am, or was, the valet of M. de Stahler, monsieur, he replied.

I showed him my card.

To me M. de Stahler is the Grand Duke Ivan. What other servants had he with him? I asked, although I knew very well.

None, monsieur.

Where and when was he taken ill?

At the Theatre Coquerico. Montmartre, at about a quarter past ten oclock to-night.

Who was with him?

No one, monsieur. His Highness was alone in a box. I had instructions to call with the car at eleven oclock.

Well?

The theatre management telephoned at a quarter past ten to say that His Highness had been taken ill and that a physician had been sent for. I went in the car at once and found him lying in one of the dressing-rooms to which he had been carried. A medical man was in attendance. The Grand Duke was unconscious. We moved him to the car  

We?

The doctor, the theatre manager, and myself. The Grand Duke was then alive, the physician declared, although he seemed to me to be already dead. But just before we reached the hotel, the physician, who was watching His Highness anxiously, cried, Ah,mon Dieu! It is finished. What a catastrophe!

He was dead?

He was dead, monsieur.

Who has seen him?

They have telephoned for half the doctors in Paris, monsieur, but it is too late.

He was affected, the good Casimir. Tears welled up in his eyes. I mounted in the lift to the apartment in which the Grand Duke lay. Three doctors were there, one of them being he of whom Casimir had spoken. Consternation was written on every face.

It was his heart, I was assured by the doctor who had been summoned to the theatre. We shall find that he suffered from heart trouble.

They were all agreed upon the point.

He must have sustained a great emotional shock, said another.

You are convinced that there was no foul play, gentlemen? I asked.

They were quite unanimous on the point.

Did the Grand Duke make any statement at the time of the seizure which would confirm the theory of a heart attack?

No. He had fallen down unconscious outside the door of his box, and from this unconsciousness he had never recovered. (Depositions of witnesses, medical evidence and other documents are available for the guidance of whoever may care to see them, but, as is well known, the death of the Grand Duke was ascribed to natural causes and it seemed as though my trouble would after all prove to be in vain.) Let us see what happened.

Leaving the hotel, on the night of the Grand Dukes death, I joined the man who was watching the cafe telephone.

There had been a message during the course of the evening, but it had been for a Greek cigarette-maker and it referred to the theft of several bales of Turkish tobacco  useful information, of minor kind, but of little interest to me. I knew that it would be useless to question the man Miguel, although I strongly suspected him of being a member of The Scorpions organization. Any patron of the establishment enjoyed the privilege of receiving private telephone calls at the cafe on payment of a small fee.

A man of less experience in obscure criminology might now have assumed that he had been misled by a series of striking coincidences. Remember, there was not a shadow of doubt in the minds of the medical experts that the Grand Duke had died from syncope. His own professional advisor had sent written testimony to show that there was hereditary heart trouble, although not of a character calculated to lead to a fatal termination except under extraordinary circumstances. His own Government, which had every reason to suspect that the Grand Dukes assassination might be attempted, was satisfied. Eh bien! I was not.

I cross-examined the manager of the Theatre Coquerico. He admitted that Mlle. Zara el-Khala had been a mystery throughout her engagement. Neither he nor anyone else connected with the house had ever entered her dressing-room or held any conversation with her, whatever, except the stage-manager and the musical director. These had spoken to her about her music and about lighting and other stage effects. She spoke perfect French.

Such a state of affairs was almost incredible, but was explained by the fact that the dancer, at a most modest salary, had doubled the takings of the theatre in a few days and had attracted capacity business throughout the remainder of her engagement. She had written from Marseilles, enclosing press notices and other usual matter and had been booked direct for one week. She had remained for two months, and might have remained for ever, the poor manager assured me, at five times the salary!

A curious fact now came to light. In all her photographs Zara el-Khala appeared veiled, in the Eastern manner; that is to say, she wore a white silk yashmak which concealed all her face except her magnificent eyes! On the stage the veil was discarded; in the photographs it was always present.

And the famous picture which she had sent to the Grand Duke? He had destroyed it, in a fit of passion, on returning from the Bois de Boulogne after his encounter with Chunda Lal!

It is Fate after all  Kismet  and not the wit of man which leads to the apprehension of really great criminals  a tireless Fate which dogs their footsteps, a remorseless Fate from which they fly in vain. Long after the funeral of the Grand Duke, and at a time when I had almost forgotten Zara el-Khala, I found myself one evening at the opera with a distinguished French scientist and he chanced to refer to the premature death (which had occurred a few months earlier) of Henrik Ericksen, the Norwegian.

A very great loss to the century, M. Max, he said. Ericksen was as eminent in electrical science as the Grand Duke Ivan was eminent in the science of war. Both were stricken down in the prime of life  and under almost identical circumstances.

That is true, I said thoughtfully.

It would almost seem, he continued, as if Nature had determined to foil any further attempts to rifle her secrets and Heaven to check mankind in the making of future wars. Only three months after the Grand Dukes death, the American admiral, Mackney, died at sea  you will remember? Now, following Ericksen, Van Rembold, undoubtedly the greatest mining engineer of the century and the only man who has ever produced radium in workable quantities, is seized with illness at a friends house and expires even before medical aid can be summoned.

It is very strange.

It is uncanny.

Were you personally acquainted with the late Van Rembold? I asked.

I knew him intimately  a man of unusual charm, M. Max; and I have particular reason to remember his death, for I actually met him and spoke to him less than an hour before he died. We only exchanged a few words  we met on the street; but I shall never forget the subject of our chat.

How is that? I asked.

Well, I presume Van Rembolds question was prompted by his knowledge of the fact that I had studied such subjects at one time; but he asked me if I knew of any race or sect in Africa or Asia who worshipped scorpions.

Scorpions! I cried. Ah, mon Dieu! monsieur say it again  scorpions?

But yes, certainly. Does it surprise you?

Did it not surprise you?

Undoubtedly. I could not imagine what had occurred to account for his asking so strange a question. I replied that I knew of no such sect, and Van Rembold immediately changed the subject, nor did he revert to it. So that I never learned why he had made that singular inquiry.

You can imagine that this conversation afforded me much food for reflection. Whilst I could think of no reason why anyone should plot to assassinate Grand Dukes, admirals and mining engineers, the circumstances of the several cases were undoubtedly similar in a number of respects. But it was the remarkable question asked by Van Rembold which particularly aroused my interest.

Of course it might prove to be nothing more than a coincidence, but when one comes to consider how rarely the word scorpion is used, outside those in which these insects abound, it appears to be something more. Van Rembold, then, had had some occasion to feel curious about the scorpions; the name Scorpion was associated with the Hindu follower of Zara el-Khala; and she was who had brought the Grand Duke to Paris, where he had died.

Oh! it was a very fragile thread, but by following such a thread as this we are sometimes led to the heart of a labyrinth.

Beyond wondering if some sinister chain bound together this series of apparently natural deaths I might have made no move in the matter, but something occurred which spurred me to action. Sir Frank Narcombe, the great English surgeon, collapsed in the foyer of a London theatre and died shortly afterwards. Here again I perceived a case of a notable man succumbing unexpectedly in a public place  a case parallel to that of the Grand Duke, of Ericksen, of Van Rembold! it seemed as though some strange epidemic had attacked men of science  yes! they were all men of science, even including the Grand Duke, who was said to be the most scientific soldier in Europe, and the admiral, who had perfected the science of submarine warfare.

The Scorpion! … that name haunted me persistently. So much so that at last I determined to find out for myself if Sir Frank Narcombe had ever spoken about a scorpion or if there was any evidence to show that he had been interested in the subject.

I could not fail to remember, too, that Zara el-Khala had last been reported as crossing to England.


CHAPTER IV

THE FIGHT IN THE CAFE

New Scotland Yard had been advised that any reference to a scorpion, in whatever form it occurred, should be noted and followed up, but nothing had resulted and as a matter of fact I was not surprised in the least. All that I had learned  and this was little enough  I had learned more or less by accident. But I came to the conclusion that a visit to London might be advisable.

I had caused a watch to be kept upon the man Miguel, whose establishment seemed to be a recognized resort of shady characters. I had no absolute proof, remember, that he knew anything of the private affairs of the Hindu, and no further reference to a scorpion had been made by anyone using the cafe telephone. Nevertheless I determined to give him a courtesy call before leaving for London … and to this determination I cannot doubt that once again I was led by providence.

Attired in a manner calculated to enable me to pass unnoticed among the patrons of the establishment, I entered the place and ordered cognac. Miguel having placed it before me, I lighted a cigarette and surveyed my surroundings.

Eight or nine men were in the cafe, and two women. Four of the men were playing cards at a corner table, and the others were distributed about the place, drinking and smoking. The women, who were flashily dressed but who belonged to that order of society which breeds the Apache, were deep in conversation with a handsome Algerian. I recognized only one face in the cafe  that of a dangerous character, Jean Sach, who had narrowly escaped the electric chair in the United States and who was well known to the Bureau. He was smiling at one of the two women  the woman to whom the Algerian seemed to be more particularly addressing himself.

Another there was in the cafe who interested me as a student of physiognomy  a dark, bearded man, one of the card-players. His face was disfigured by a purple scar extending from his brow to the left corner of his mouth, which it had drawn up into a permanent snarl, so that he resembled an enraged and dangerous wild animal. Mentally I classified this person as Le Balafre.

I had just made up my mind to depart when the man Sach arose, crossed the cafe and seated himself insolently between the Algerian and the woman to whom the latter was talking. Turning his back upon the brown man, he addressed some remark to the woman, at the same time leering in her face.

Women of this class are difficult, you understand? Sach received from the lady a violent blow upon the face which rolled him on the floor! As he fell, the Algerian sprang up and drew a knife. Sach rolled away from him and also reached for the knife which he carried in a hip-pocket.

Before he could draw it, Miguel, the quadroon proprietor, threw himself upon him and tried to pitch him into the street. But Sach, although a small man, was both agile and ferocious. He twisted out of the grasp of the huge quadroon and turned, raising the knife. As he did so, the Algerian deftly kicked it from his grasp and left Sach to face Miguel unarmed. Screaming with rage, he sprang at Miguels throat, and the tow fell writhing upon the floor.

There could only be one end to such a struggle, of course, as the Algerian recognized by replacing his knife in his pocket and resuming his seat. Miguel obtained a firm hold upon Sacah and raised him bodily above his head, as one has seen a professional weight-lifter raise a heavy dumb-bell. Thus he carried him, kicking and foaming at the mouth with passion, to the open door. From the step he threw him into the middle of the street.

At this moment I observed something glittering upon the floor close to the chair occupied by the Algerian. Standing up  for I had determined to depart  I crossed in that direction, stooped and picked up this object which glittered. As my fingers touched it, so did my heart give a great leap.

The object was a golden scorpion!

Forgetful of my dangerous surroundings I stood looking at the golden ornament in my hand … when suddenly and violently it was snatched from me! The Algerian, his brown face convulsed with rage, confronted me.

Where did you find that charm? he cried. It belongs to me.

Very well, I replied you have it.

He glared at me with a ferocity which the incident scarcely seemed to merit and exchanged a significant glance with someone who had approached and who now stood behind me. Turning, I met a second black gaze  that of the quadroon who having restored order had returned from the cafe door and now stood regarding me. Did you find it on the floor? asked Miguel suspiciously.

I did.

He turned to the Algerian.

It fell when you kicked the knife from the hand of that pig, he said. You should be more careful.

Again they exchanged significant glances, but the Algerian resumed his seat and Miguel went behind the counter. I left the cafe conscious of the fact that black looks pursued me.

The night was very dark, and as I came out on to the pavement someone touched me on the arm. I turned in a flash.

Walk on, friend, said the voice of Jean Sach. What was it that you picked up from the floor?

A golden scorpion, I answered quickly.

Ah! he whispered I thought so! It is enough. They shall pay for what they have done to me  those two. Hurry, friend, as I do.

Before I could say another word or strive to detain him, he turned and ran off along a narrow courtway which at this point branched from the street.

I stood for a moment, nonplussed, staring after him. By good fortune I had learned more in ten minutes than by the exercise of all my ingenuity and the resources of the Service I could have learned in ten months! Par al barbe du prophete the Kismet which dogs the footsteps of malefactors assisted me!

Recollecting the advice of Jean Sach, I set off at a brisk pace along the street, which was dark and deserted and which passed through a district marked red on the Paris crimes-map. Arriving at the corner, above which projected a lamp, I paused and glanced back into the darkness. I could see no one, but I thought I could detect the sound of stealthy footsteps following me.

The suspicion was enough. I quickened my pace, anxious to reach the crowded boulevard upon which this second street opened. I reached it unmolested, but intending to throw any pursuer off the track, I dodged and doubled repeatedly on the way to my flat and arrived there about midnight, convinced that I had eluded pursuit  if indeed I had been pursued.

All my arrangements were made for leaving Paris, and now I telephoned to the assistant on duty in my office, instructing him to take certain steps in regard to the proprietor of the cafe and the Algerian and to find the hiding-place of the man Jean-Sach. I counted it more than ever important that I should go to London at once.

In this belief I was confirmed at the very moment that I boarded the Channel steamer at Boulogne: for as I stepped upon the deck I found myself face to face with a man who was leaning upon the rail and apparently watching the passengers coming on board. He was a man of heavy build, dark and bearded, and his face was strangely familiar.

Turning, as I lighted a cigarette, I glanced back at him in order to obtain a view of his profile. I knew him instantly  for now the scar was visible. It was Le Balafre who had been playing cards in Miguels cafe on the previous night!

I have sometimes been criticised, especially by my English confreres, for my faith in disguise. I have been told that no disguise is impenetrable to the trained eye. I reply that there are many disguises but few trained eyes! To my faith in disguise I owed the knowledge that a golden scorpion was the token of some sort of gang, society, or criminal group, and to this same faith which an English inspector of police once assured me to be a misplaced one I owed, on boarding the steamer, my escape from detection by this big bearded fellow who was possibly looking out for me!

Yet, I began to wonder if after all I had escaped the shadowy pursuer whose presence I had suspected in the dark street outside the cafe or if he had tracked me and learned my real identity. In any event, the roles were about to be reversed! Le Balafre at Folkestone took a seat in a third-class carriage of the London train. I took one in the next compartment.

Arrived at Charing Cross, he stood for a time in the booking-hall, glanced at his watch, and then took up the handbag which he carried and walked out into the station yard. I walked out also.

Le Balafre accosted a cabman; and as he did so I passed close behind him and overheard a part of the conversation.

… Bow Road Station East! Its too far. What?

I glanced back. The bearded man was holding up a note  a pound note apparently. I saw the cabman nod. Without an instants delay I rushed up to another cabman who had just discharged a passenger.

To Bow Road Station East! I said to the man. Double fare if you are quick!

It would be a close race. But I counted on the aid of that Fate which dogs the steps of wrong-doers! My cab was off first and the driver had every reason for hurrying. From the moment that we turned out into the Strand until we arrived at our destination I saw no more of Le Balafre. My extensive baggage I must hope to recover later.

At Bow Road Station I discovered a telephone box in a dark corner which commanded a view of the street. I entered this box and waited. It was important that I should remain invisible. Unless my bearded friend had been unusually fortunate he could not well have arrived before me.

As it chanced I had nearly six minutes to wait. Then, not ten yards away, I saw Le Balafre arrive and dismiss the cabman outside the station.

There was nothing furtive in his manner; he was evidently satisfied that no one pursued him; and he stood in the station entrance almost outside my box and lighted a cigar!

Placing his bag upon the floor, he lingered, looking to left and right, when suddenly a big closed car painted dull yellow drew up beside the pavement. It was driven by a brown-faced chauffeur whose nationality I found difficulty in placing, for he wore large goggles. But before I could determine upon my plan of action, Le Balafre crossed the pavement and entered the car  and the car glided smoothly away, going East. A passing lorry obstructed my view and I even failed to obtain a glimpse of the number on the plate.

But I had seen something which had repaid me for my trouble. As the man of the scar had walked up to the car, had exhibited to the brown-skinned chauffeur some object which he held in the palm of his hand … an object which glittered like gold!


II. LE BALAFRE


CHAPTER I

I BECOME CHARLES MALET

Behold me established in rooms in Battersea and living retired during the day while I permitted my beard to grow. I had recognized that my mystery of The Scorpion was the biggest case which had ever engaged the attention of the Service de Surete, and I was prepared, if necessary, to devote my whole time for twelve months to its solution. I had placed myself in touch with Paris, and had had certain papers and licenses forwarded to me. A daily bulletin reached me, and one of these bulletins was sensational.

The body of Jean Sach had been recovered from the Seine. The man had been stabbed to the heart. Surveillance of Miguel and his associates continued unceasingly, but I had directed that no raids or arrests were to be made without direct orders from me.

I was now possessed of a French motor license and also that of a Paris taxi-driver, together with all the other documents necessary to establish the identity of one Charles Malet. Everything was in order. I presented myself  now handsomely bearded  at New Scotland Yard and applied for a license. The knowledge of London and other tests I passed successfully and emerged a fully-fledged cabman!

Already I had opened negotiations for the purchase of a dilapidated but seviceable cab which belonged to a small proprietor who had obtained a car of more up-to-date pattern to replace this obsolete one. I completed these negotiations by paying down a certain sum and arranged to garage my cab in the disused stable of a house near my rooms in Battersea.

Thus I now found myself in a position to appear anywhere at any time without exciting suspicion, enabled swiftly to proceed from point to point and to pursue anyone either walking or driving whom it might please me to pursue. It was a modus operandi which had served me well in Paris and which had led to one of my biggest successes (the capture of the French desperado known as Mr. Q.) in New York.

I had obtained, via Paris, particulars of the recent death of Sir Frank Narcombe, and the circumstances attendant upon his end were so similar to those which had characterized the fate of the Grand Duke, of Van Rembold and the others, that I could not for a moment believe them to be due to mere coincidence. Acting upon my advice Paris advised Scotland Yard to press for a post mortem examination of the body, but the influence of Sir Franks family was exercised to prevent this being carried out  and exercised successfully.

Meanwhile, I hovered around the houses, flats, clubs and offices of everyone who had been associated with the late surgeon, noting to what addresses they directed me to drive and who lived at those address. In this way I obtained evidence sufficient to secure three judicial separations, but not a single clue leading to The Scorpion! No matter.

At every available opportunity I haunted the East-End streets, hoping for a glimpse of the big car and the brown-skinned chauffeur or of my scarred man from Paris. I frequented all sorts of public bars and eating-houses used by foreign and Asiatics. By day and by night I roamed about the dismal thoroughfares of that depressing district, usually with my flag down to imply that I was engaged.

Such diligence never goes long unrewarded. One evening, having discharged a passenger, a mercantile officer, at the East India Docks, as I was drifting, watchfully, back through Limehouse, I saw a large car pull up just ahead of me in the dark. A man got out and the car was driven off.

Two courses presented themselves. I was not sure that this was the car for which I sought, but it strangely resembled it. Should I follow the car or the man? A rapid decision was called for. I followed the man.

That I had not been mistaken in the identity of the car shortly appeared. The man took out a cigar and standing on the corner opposite the Town Hall, lighted it. I was close to him at the time, and by the light of the match, which he sheltered with his hands, I saw the scarred and bearded face! Triomphe! it was he!

Having lighted his cigar, he crossed the road and entered the saloon of a neighbourhood public-house. Locking my cab I, also, entered that saloon. I ordered a glass of bitter beer and glanced around at the object of my interest. He had obtained a glass of brandy and was contorting his hideous face as he sipped the beverage. I laughed.

Have they tried to poison you, mister! I said.

Ah,pardieu! poison  yes! he replied.

You want to have it out of a bottle, I continued confidentially Martells Three Stars.

He stared at me uncomprehendingly.

I dont know, he said haltingly. I have very little English.

Oh, thats it! I cried, speaking French with a barbarous accent. You only speak French?

Yes, yes, he replied eagerly. It is so difficult to make oneself understood. This spirit is not cognac, it is some kind of petrol!

Finishing my bitter, I ordered two glasses of good brandy and placed one before Le Balafre.

Try that, I said, continuing to speak in French, You will find it is better.

He sipped from his glass and agreed that I was right. We chatted together for ten minutes and had another drink, after which my dangerous-looking acquaintance wished me good-night and went out. The car had come from the West, and I strongly suspected that my man either lived in the neighbourhood or had come there to keep an appointment. Leaving my cab outside the public-house, I followed him on foot, down Three Colt Street to Ropemaker Street, where he turned into a narrow alley leading to the riverside. It was straight and deserted, and I dared not follow further until he had reached the corner. I heard his footsteps pass right to the end. Then the sound died away. I ran to the corner. The back of a wharf building  a high blank wall  faced a row of ramshackle tenements, some of them built of wood; but not a soul was in sight.

I reluctantly returned to the spot at which I had left the cab  and found a constable there who wanted to know what I meant by leaving a vehicle in the street unattended. I managed to enlist his sympathy by telling him that I had been in pursuit of a fare who had swindled me with a bad half-crown. The ruse succeeded.

Which street did he go down, mate? asked the constable.

I described the street and described the scarred man. The constable shook his head.

Sounds like one o them foreign sailormen, he said. But I dont know what he can have gone down there for. Its nearly all Chinese, that part.

His words came as a revelation; they changed the whole complexion of the case. It dawned upon me even as he spoke the word Chinese that the golden scorpion which I had seen in the Paris cafe was of Chinese workmanship! I started my engine and drove slowly to that street in which I had lost the track of Le Balafre. I turned the cab so that I should be ready to drive off at a moments notice, and sat there wondering what my next move should be. How long I had been there I cannot say, when suddenly it began to rain in torrents.

What I might have done or what I had hoped to do is of no importance; for as I sat there staring out at the dismal rain-swept street, a man came along, saw the head-lamps of the cab and stopped, peering in my direction. Evidently perceiving that I drove a cab and not a private car, he came towards me.

Are you disengaged? he asked.

Whether it was that I sympathized with him  he had no topcoat or umbrella  or whether I was guided by Fate I know not, but as he spoke I determined to give up my dreary vigil for that night. Pardieu! but certainly it was Fate again!

Well, I suppose I am, sir, I said, and asked him where he wanted to go.

He gave an address not five hundred yards from my own rooms! I thought this so curious that I hesitated no longer.

Jump in, I said; and still seeking in my mind for a link between the scorpion case and China, I drove off, and in less than half an hour, for the streets were nearly empty, arrived at my destination.

The passenger, whose name was Dr. Keppel Stuart, very kindly suggested a glass of hot grog, and I did not refuse his proferred hospitality. When I came out of his house again, the rain had almost ceased, and just as I stooped to crank the car I thought I saw a shadowy figure moving near the end of a lane which led to the tradesmens entrance of Dr. Stuarts house. A sudden suspicion laid hold upon me  a horrible doubt.

Having driven some twenty yards along the road, I leaned from my seat and looked back. A big man wearing a black waterproof overall was standing looking after me!

Remembering how cleverly I had been trailed from Miguels cafe to my flat, in Paris (for I no longer doubted that someone had followed me on that occasion), I now perceived that I might again be the object of the same experts attention. Stopping my engine half-way along the next road, I jumped out and ran back, hiding in the bushes which grew beside the gate of a large empty house. I had only a few seconds to wait.

A big closed car, running almost silently, passed before me … and Le Balafre was leaning out of the window!

At last I saw my chance of finding the headquarters of The Scorpion. Alas! The man of the scar was as swift to recognize that possibility as I. A moment after he had passed my stationary cab, and found it to be deserted, his big car was off like the wind, and even before I could step out from the bushes the roar of the powerful engine was growing dim in the distance!

I was detected. I had to deal with dangerously clever people.


CHAPTER II

BAITING THE TRAP

The following morning I spent at home, in my modest rooms, reviewing my position and endeavouring to adjust my plans in accordance with the latest development. The Scorpion had scored a point. What had aroused the suspicions Le Balafre, I knew not; but I was inclined to think that he had been looking from some window or peep-hole in the narrow street with the wooden houses when I had, injudiciously, followed him there.

On the other hand, the leakage might be in Paris  or in my correspondence system. The man of the scar might have been looking for me as I was looking for him. That he was looking for someone on the cross-channel boat I had not doubted.

He was aware, then that Charles Malet, cabman, was watching him. But was he aware that Charles Malet was Gaston Max? And did he know where I lived? Also  did he perchance think that my meeting with Dr. Stuart in Limehouse had been prearranged? Clearly he had seen Dr. Stuart enter my cab, for he had pursued us to Battersea.

This course of reflection presently led me to a plan. It was a dangerous plan, but I doubted if I should ever find myself in greater danger than I was already. Nom dun nom! I had not forgotten the poor Jean Sach!

That night, well knowing that I carried my life in my hands, I drove again to Limehouse Town Hall, and again leaving my cab outside went into the bar where I had preciously me Le Balafre. If I had doubted that my movements were watched I must now have had such doubts dispelled; for two minutes later the man with the scar came in and greeted me affably!

I had learned something else. He did not know that I had recognized him as the person who had tracked me to Dr. Stuarts house!

He invited me to drink with him, and I did so. As we raised our glasses I made a move. Looking all about me suspiciously:

Am I right in supposing that you have business in this part of London? I asked.

Yes, he replied My affairs bring me here sometimes.

You are well acquainted with the neighbourhood?

Fairly well. But actually of course I am a stranger to London.

I tapped him confidentially upon the breast.

Take my advice, as a friend, I said, and visit these parts as rarely as possible.

Why do you say that?

It is dangerous. From the friendly manner in which you entered into conversation with me, I perceived that you were of a genial and unsuspicious nature. Very well. I warn you. Last night I was followed from a certain street not far from here to the house of a medical man who is a specialist in certain kinds of criminology, you understand.

He stared at me very hard, his teeth bared by that fearful snarl. You are a strange cabman.

Perhaps I am. No matter. Take my advice. I have things written here  I tapped the breast of my tunic which will astonish all the world shortly. I tell you, my friend, my fortune is made.

I finished my drink and ordered another for myself and one for my acquaintance. He was watching me doubtfully. Taking up my replenished glass, I emptied it at a draught and ordered a third. I leaned over towards the scarred man, resting my hand heavily upon his shoulder.

Five thousand pounds, I whispered thickly, has been offered for the information which I have here in my pocket. It is not yet complete, you understand, and because they may murder me before I obtain the rest of the facts, do you know what I am going to do with this?

Again I tapped my tunic pocket. Le Balafre frowned perplexedly.

I dont even know what you are talking about, my friend, he replied.

I know what I am talking about, I assured him, speaking more and more huskily. Listen, then: I am going to take all my notes to my friend, the doctor, and leave them with him, sealed  sealed, you follow me? If I do not come back for them, In a week, shall we say?  he sends them to the police. I do not profit, you think? No.morbleu! but there are some who hang!

Emptying my third glass, I ordered a fourth and one for my companion. He checked me.

No more for me, thank you, he said. I have  business to attend to. I will wish you good-night.

Good-night! I cried boisterously good-night, friend! take heed of my good advice!

As he went out, the barman brought me my fourth glass of cognac, staring at me doubtfully. Our conversation had been conducted in French, but the tone of my voice had attracted attention.

Had about enough, aint you, mate? he said. Your ugly pal jibbed!

Quite enough! I replied, in English now of course. But Ive had a stroke of luck to-night and I feel happy. Have one with me. This is a final.

On going out into the street I looked cautiously about me, for I did not expect to reach the house of Dr. Stuart unmolested. I credited Le Balafre with sufficient acumen to distrust the genuineness of my intoxication, even if he was unaware of my real identity. I never make the mistake of underestimating an opponents wit, and whilst acting on the assumption that the scarred man knew me to be forcing his hand, I recognized that whether he believed me to be drunk or sober, Gaston Mas or another, his line of conduct must be the same. He must take it for granted that I actually designed to lodge my notes with Dr. Stuart and endeavour to prevent me doing so.

I could detect no evidence of surveillance whatever and cranking the engine I mounted and drove off. More than once, as I passed along Commercial Road, I stopped and looked back. But so far as I could make out no one was following me. The greater part of my route lay along populous thoroughfares, and of this I was not sorry; but I did not relish the prospect of Thames Street, along which presently my course led me.

Leaving the city behind me, I turned into that thoroughfare, which at night is almost quite deserted, and there I pulled up. Pardieu! I was disappointed! It seemed as though my scheme had miscarried. It could not understand why I had been permitted to go unmolested, and I intended to walk back to the corner for a final survey before continuing my journey. This survey was never made.

As I stopped the cab and prepared to descend, a faint  a very faint  sound almost in my ear, set me keenly on the alert. Just in the nick of time I ducked … as the blade of a long knife flashed past my head, ripping its way through my cloth cap!

Yes! That movement had saved my life, for otherwise the knife must have entered my shoulder  and pierced to my heart!

Someone was hidden in the cab!

He had quietly opened one of the front windows and had awaited a suitable opportunity to stab me. Now, recognizing failure, he leapt out on the near side as I lurched and stumbled from my seat, and ran off like the wind. I never so much as glimpsed him.

Mon Dieu! I muttered, raising my hand to my head, from which blood was trickling down my face, the plan succeeds!

I bound a handkerchief as tightly as possible around the wound in my scalp and put my cap on to keep the bandage in place. The wound was only a superficial one, and except for the bleeding I suffered no inconvenience from it. But I had now a legitimate reason for visiting Dr. Stuart, and as I drove on towards Battersea I was modifying my original plan in accordance with the unforeseen conditions.

It was long past Dr. Stuarts hours of consultation when I arrived at his house, and the servant showed me into a waiting-room, informing me that the doctor would join me in a few minutes. Directly she had gone out I took from the pocket of my tunic the sealed envelope which I had intended to lodge with the doctor. Pah! it was stained with blood which had trickled down from the wound in my scalp!

Actually, you will say, there was no reason why I should place a letter in the hand of Dr. Stuart; my purpose would equally well be served by pretending that I had done so. Ah, but I knew that I had to deal with clever people  with artists in crime  and it behooved me to be an artist also. I had good reason to know that their system of espionage was efficient; and the slipshod way is ever the wrong way.

The unpleasantly sticky letter I returned to my pocket, looking around me for some means of making up any kind of packet which could do duty as a substitute. Beyond a certain draped over a recess at one end of the waiting-room I saw a row of boxes, a box of lint and other medical paraphernalia. It was the doctors dispensary. Perhaps I might find there an envelope.

I crossed the room and looked. Immediately around the corner, on a level with my eyes, was a packet of foolscap envelopes and a stick of black sealing-wax! Bien! all that I now required was a stout sheet of paper to enclose in one of those envelopes. But not a scrap of paper could I find, except the blood-stained letter in my pocket  towards which I had formed a strong antipathy. I had not even a newspaper in my possession. I thought of folding three or four envelopes, but there were only six in all, and the absence of so many might be noted.

Drawing aside a baize curtain which hung from the bottom shelf, I discovered a number of old card-board boxes. It was sufficient. With a pair of surgical scissors I cut a piece from the lid of one and thrust it into an envelope, gumming down the lapel. At a little gas jet intended for the purpose I closed both ends with wax and  singular coincidence!  finding a Chinese coin fastened to a cork lying on the shelf, my sense of humour prompted me to use it as a seal! Finally, to add to the verisimilitude of the affair I borrowed a pen which rested in a bottle of red ink and wrote upon the envelope the number: 30, that day being the thirtieth day of the month.

It was well that the artist within me had dictated this careful elaboration, as became evident a few minutes later when the doctor appeared at the head of a short flight of stairs and requested me to step up to his consulting-room. It was a small room, so that the window, over which a linen blind was drawn, occupied nearly the whole of one wall. As Dr. Stuart, having examined the cut on my scalp, descended to the dispensary for lint, the habits of a lifetime asserted themselves.

I quickly switched off the light and peeped out of the window around the edge of the blind, which I drew slightly aside. In the shadow of the wall upon the opposite side of the narrow lane a man was standing! I turned on the light again. The watcher should not be disappointed!

My skull being dressed, I broached the subject of the letter, which I said I had found in my cab after the accident which had caused the injury.

Someone left this behind to-day, sir, I said; perhaps the gentleman who was with me when I had the accident; and Ive got no means of tracing him. He may be able to trace me, though, or he may advertise. It evidently contains something valuable. I wonder if you would do me a small favour? Would you mind taking charge of it for a week or so, until it is claimed?

He asked me why I did not take it to Scotland Yard.

Because, said I, if the owner claims it from Scotland Yard he is less likely to be generous than if he gets it direct from me!

But what is the point, asked Dr. Stuart, in leaving it here?

I explained that if I kept the letter I might be suspected of an intention of stealing it, whereas directly there was any inquiry, he could certify that I had left it in his charge. He seemed to be satisfied and asked me to come into his study for a moment. The man in the lane was probably satisfied, too. I had stood three paces from the table-lamp all the time, waving the letter about as I talked, and casting a bold shadow on the linen blind!

The first thing that struck me as I entered the doctors study was that the French windows, which opened on a sheltered lawn, were open. I acted accordingly.

You see, said Dr. Stuart, I am enclosing your letter in this big envelope which I am sealing.

Yes, sir, I replied, standing at some distance from him, so that he had to speak loudly. And would you mind addressing it to the Lost Property Office.

Not at all, said he, and did as I suggested. If not reclaimed within a reasonable time, it will be sent to Scotland Yard.

I edged nearer to the open window.

If it is not reclaimed, I said loudly, it goes to Scotland Yard  yes.

Meanwhile, concluded the doctor, I am locking it in this private drawer in my bureau.

It is locked in your bureau. Very good.


CHAPTER III

DISAPPEARANCE OF CHARLES MALET

Knowing, and I knew it well, that people of The Scorpion were watching, I do not pretend that I felt at my ease as I drove around to the empty house in which I garaged my cab. My inquiry had entered upon another stage, and Charles Malet was about to disappear from the case. I was well aware that if he failed in his vigilance for a single moment he might well disappear from the world!

The path which led to the stables was overgrown with weeds and flanked by ragged bushes; weeds and grass sprouted between the stones paving the little yard, also, although they were withered to a great extent by the petrol recently spilled there. Having run the cab into the yard, I alighted and looked around the deserted grounds, mysterious in the moonlight. Company would have been welcome, but excepting a constable who had stopped and chatted with me on one or two evenings I always had the stables to myself at night.

I determined to run the cab into the stable and lock it up without delay, for it was palpably dangerous in the circumstances to remain longer than necessary in that lonely spot. Hurriedly I began to put out the lamps. I unlocked the stable doors and stood looking all about me again. I was dreading the ordeal of driving the cab those last ten yards into the garage, for whilst I had my back to the wilderness of bushes it would be an easy matter for anyone in hiding there to come up behind me.

Nevertheless, it had to be done. Seating myself at the wheel I drove into the narrow building, stopped the engine and peered cautiously around toward the bright square formed by the open doors. Nothing was to be seen. No shadow moved.

A magazine pistol held in my hand, I crept, step by step, along the wall until I stood just within the opening. There I stopped.

I could hear a sound of quick breathing! There was someone waiting outside!

Dropping quietly down upon the pavement, I slowly protruded my head around the angle of the brick wall at a point not four inches above the ground. I knew that whoever waited would have his eyes fixed upon the doorway at the level of a mans head.

Close to the wall, a pistol in his left hand and an upraised stand-bag in his right, stood Le Balafre! His eyes gleamed savagely in the light of the moon and his teeth were bared in that fearful animal snarl. But he had not seen me.

Inch by inch I thrust my pistol forward, the barrel raised sharply. I could not be sure of my aim, of course, nor had I time to judge it carefully.

I fired.

The bullet was meant for his right wrist, but it struck him in the fleshy part of his arm. Uttering a ferocious cry he leapt back, dropped his pistol  and perceiving me as I sprang to my feet, lashed at my head with the sand-bag. I raised my left arm to guard my skull and sustained the full force of the blow upon it.

I staggered back against the wall, and my own pistol was knocked from my grasp. My left arm was temporarily useless and the man of the scar was deprived of the use of his right. Pardieu! I had the better chance!

He hurled himself upon me.

Instantly he recovered the advantage, for he grasped me by the throat with his left hand  and, nom dun nom! what a grip he had! Flat against the wall he held me, and began, his teeth bared in that fearful grin, to crush the life from me.

To such an attack there was only one counter. I kicked him savagely  and that death-grip relaxed. I writhed, twisted  and was free! As I regained my freedom I struck up at him, and by great good fortune caught him upon the point of the jaw. He staggered. I struck him over the heart, and he fell I pounced upon him, exulting, for he had sought my life and I knew no pity.

Yet I had not thought so strong a man would choke so easily, and for some moments I stood looking down at him, believing that he sought to trick me. But it was not so. His affair was finished.

I listened. The situation in which I found myself was full of difficulty. An owl screeched somewhere in the trees, but nothing else stirred. The sound of the shot had not attracted attention, apparently. I stooped and examined the garments of the man who lay at my feet.

He carried a travel coupon to Paris bearing that days date, together with some other papers, but, although I searched all his pockets, I could find nothing of real interest, until in an inside pocket of his coat I felt some hard, irregularly shaped object. I withdrew it, and in the moonlight it lay glittering in my palm … a golden scorpion!

It had apparently been broken in the struggle. The tail was missing, nor could I find it: but I must confess that I did not prolong the search.

Some chance effect produced by the shadow of the moonlight, and the presence of that recently purchased ticket, gave me the idea upon which without delay I proceeded to act. Satisfying myself that there was no mark upon any of his garments by which the man could be identified, I unlocked from my wrist an identification disk which I habitually wore there, and locked it upon the wrist of the man with the scar!

Clearly, I argued, he had been detailed to dispatch me and then to leave at once for France. I would make it appear that he had succeeded.

Behold me, ten minutes later, driving slowly along a part of the Thames Embankment which I chanced to remember, a gruesome passenger riding behind me in the cab. I was reflecting as I kept a sharp look-out for a spot which I had noted one day during my travels, how easily one could commit murder in London, when a constable ran out and intercepted me!

Mon Deiu! how my heart leapt!

Ill trouble you for your name and number, my lad, he said.

What for? I asked, and remembering a rare fragment of idiom: Whats up with you? I added.

Your lamps out! he cried, thats whats up with me!

Oh, said I, climbing from my seat very well. Im sorry. I didnt know. But here is my license.

I handed him the little booklet and began to light my lamps, cursing myself for a dreadful artist because I had forgotten to do so.

All right, he replied, and handed it back to me. But how the devil youve managed to get all your lamps out, I cant imagine!

This is my first job since dusk, I explained hurrying around to the tail-light. And he dont say much! remarked the constable.

I replaced my matches in my pocket and returned to the front of the cab, making a gesture as of one raising a glass to his lips and jerking my thumb across my shoulder in the direction of my unseen fare.

Oh, thats it! said the constable, and moved off.

Never in my whole career have I been so glad to see the back of any man!

I drove on slowly. The point for which I was making was only some three hundred yards further along, but I had noted that the constable had walked off in the opposite direction. Therefore, arriving at my destination  a vacant wharf open to the road  I pulled up and listened.

Only the wash of the tide upon the piles of the wharf was audible, for the night was now far advanced.

I opened the door of the cab and dragged out Le Balafre. Right and left I peered, truly like a stage villain, and then hauled my unpleasant burden along the irregularly paved path and on to the little wharf. Out in mid-stream a Thames Police patrol was passing, and I stood for a moment until the creak of the oars grew dim.

Then: there was a dull splash far below … and silence again.

Gaston Max had been consigned to a watery grave!

Returning again to the garage, I wondered very much who he had been, this one, Le Balafre. Could it be that he was The Scorpion? I could not tell, but I had hopes very shortly of finding out. I had settled up my affairs with my landlady and had removed from my apartments all papers and other effects. In the garage I had placed a good suit of clothes and other necessities, and by telephone I had secured a room at a West-End hotel.

The cab returned to the stable, I locked the door, and by the light of one of the lamps, shaved off my beard and moustache. My uniform and cap I hung up on the hook where I usually left them after working hours, and changed into the suit which I had placed there in readiness. I next destroyed all evidences of identity and left the place in a neat condition. I extinguished the lamp, went out and locked the door behind me, and carrying a travelling-grip and a cane I set off for my new hotel.

Charles Malet had disappeared!


CHAPTER IV

I MEET AN OLD ACQUAINTANCE

On the corner opposite Dr. Stuarts establishment stood a house which was to be let or sold. From the estate-agent whose name appeared upon the notice-board I obtained the keys  and had a duplicate made of that which opened the front door. It was a simple matter, and the locksmith returned both keys to me within an hour. I informed the agent that the house would not suit me.

Nevertheless, having bolted the door, in order that prospective purchasers might not surprise me, I camped out in an upper room all day, watching from behind the screen of trees all who came to the house of Dr. Stuart. Dusk found me still at my post, armed with a pair of good binoculars. Every patient who presented himself I scrutinized carefully, and finding as the darkness grew that it became increasingly difficult to discern the features of visitors, I descended to the front garden and resumed my watch from the lower branches of a tree which stood some twenty feet from the roadway.

At selected intervals I crept from my post and surveyed the lane upon which the window of the consulting-room opened and also the path leading to the tradesmens entrance, from which one might look across the lawn and in at the open study windows. It was during one of these tours of inspection and whilst I was actually peering through a gap in the hedge, that I heard the telephone bell. Dr. Stuart was in the study and I heard him speaking.

I gathered that his services were required immediately at some institution in the neighbourhood. I saw him take his hat, stick and bag from the sofa and go out of the room. Then I returned to the front garden of my vacant house.

No one appeared for some time. A policeman walked slowly up the road, and flashed his lantern in at the gate of the house I had commandeered. His footsteps died away. Then, faintly, I heard the hum of a powerful motor. I held my breath. The approaching car turned into the road at a point above me to the right, came nearer … and stopped before Dr. Stuarts door.

I focussed my binoculars upon the chauffeur.

It was the brown-skinned man! Nom dun nom! a woman was descending form the car. She was enveloped in furs and I could not see her face. She walked up the steps to the door and was admitted.

The chauffeur backed the car into the lane beside the house.

My heart beating rapidly with excitement, I crept out by the further gate of the drive, crossed the road at a point fifty yards above the house and walking very quietly came back to the tradesmens entrance. Into its enveloping darkness I glided and on until I could peep across the lawn.

The elegant visitor, as I hoped, had been shown, not into the ordinary waiting-room but into the doctors study. She was seated with her back to the window, talking to a grey-haired old lady  probably the doctors housekeeper. Impatiently I waited for this old lady to depart, and the moment that she did so, the visitor stood up, turned and … it was Zara el-Khala!

It was only with difficulty that I restrained the cry of triumph which arose to my lips. On the instant that the study door closed, Zara el-Khala began to try a number of keys which she took from her handbag upon the various drawers of the bureau!

So! I said they are uncertain of the drawer!

Suddenly she desisted, looking nervously at the open windows; then, crossing the room, she drew the curtains. I crept out into the road again and by the same roundabout route came back to the empty house. Feeling my way in the darkness of the shrubbery, I found the motor bicycle which I had hidden there and I wheeled it down to the further gate of the drive and waited.

I could see the doctors door, and I saw him returning along the road. As he appeared, from somewhere  I could not determine from where  came a strange and uncanny wailing sound, a sound that chilled me like an evil omen.

Even as it died away, and before Dr. Stuart had reached his door I knew what it portended  that horrible wail. Some one hidden I knew not where, had warned Zara el-Khala that the doctor returned! But stay! Perhaps that some one was the dark-skinned chauffeur!

How I congratulated myself upon the precautions which I had taken to escape observation. Evidently the watcher had placed himself somewhere where he could command a view of the front door and the road.

Five minutes later the girl came out, the old housekeeper accompanying her to the door, the car emerged from the lane, Zara el-Khala entered it and was driven away. I could see no one seated beside the chauffeur. I started my Indian and leapt in pursuit.

As I had anticipated, the route was Eastward, and I found myself traversing familiar ground. From the south-west to the east of London whirled the big car of mystery  and I was ever close behind it. Sometimes, in the crowded streets, I lost sight of my quarry for a time, but always I caught up again, and at last I found myself whirling along Commercial Road and not fifty yards behind the car.

Just by the canal bridge a drunken sailor lurched out in front of my wheel, and only by twisting perilously right into a turning called, I believe, Salmon Lane, did I avoid running him down.

Sacre nom! how I cursed him! The lane was too narrow for me to turn and I was compelled to dismount and to wheel my Indian back to the highroad. The yellow car had vanished, of course, but I took it for granted that it had followed the main road. At a dangerous speed, pursued by execrations from the sailor and all his friends, I set off east once more turning to the right down West India Dock Road.

Arriving at the dock, and seeing nothing ahead of me but desolation and ships masts, I knew that that inebriated pig had spoiled everything! I could have sat down upon the dirty pavement and wept, so mortified was I! For if Zara el-Khala had secured the envelope I had missed my only chance.

However, pardieu! I have said that despair is not permitted by the Bureau. I rode home to my hotel, deep in reflection. Whether the girl had the envelope or not, at least she had escaped detection by the doctor; therefore if she had failed she would try again. I could sleep in peace until the morrow.

Of the following day, which I spent as I had spent the preceding one, I have nothing to record. At about the same time in the evening the yellow car again rolled into view, and on this occasion I devoted all my attention to the dark-skinned chauffeur, upon whom I directed my glasses.

As the girl alighted and spoke to him for a moment, he raised the goggles which habitually he wore and I saw his face. A theory which I had formed on the previous night proved correct. The chauffeur was the Hindu, Chunda Lal! As Zara el-Khala walked up the steps he backed the car into the narrow lane and I watched him constantly. Yet, watch as closely as I might, I could not see where he concealed himself in order to command a view of the road.

On this occasion, as I know, Dr. Stuart was at home. Nevertheless, the girl stayed for close upon half an hour, and I began to wonder if some new move had been planned. Suddenly the door opened and she came out.

I crept through the bushes to my bicycle and wheeled it on to the drive. I saw the car start; but Madame Fortune being in playful mood, my own engine refused to start at all, and when ten minutes later I at last aroused a spark of life in the torpid machine I knew that pursuit would be futile.

Since this record is intended for the guidance of those who take up the quest of The Scorpion either in co-operation with myself or, in the event of my failure, alone, it would be profitless for me to record my disasters. Very well, I had one success. One night I pursued the yellow car from Dr. Stuarts house to the end of Limehouse Causeway without once losing sight of it.

A string of lorries form the docks, drawn by a traction engine, checked me at the corner for a time, although the yellow car passed. But I raced furiously on and by great good luck overtook it near the Dock Station. From thence onward pursuing a strangely tortuous route, I kept it in sight to Canning Town, when it turned into a public garage. I followed  to purchase petrol.

Chunda Lal was talking to the man in charge; he had not yet left his seat. But the car was empty!

At first I was stupid with astonishment. Par la barbe du prophete! I was astounded. Then I saw that I had really made a great discovery. The street into which I had injudiciously followed Le Balafre lay between Limehouse Causeway and Ropemaker Street, and it was at no great distance from this point that I had lost sight of the yellow car. In that street, which according to my friend the policeman was nearly all Chinese, Zara el-Khala had descended; in that street was The Scorpions lair!


CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION OF STATEMENT

I come now to the conclusion of this statement and to the strange occurrence which led to my proclaiming myself. The fear of imminent assassination which first had prompted me to record what I knew of The Scorpion had left me since I had ceased to be Charles Malet. And that the disappearance of Le Balafre had been accepted by his unknown chief as evidence of his success in removing me, I did not doubt. Therefore I breathed more freely … and more freely still when my body was recovered!

Yes, my body was recovered from Hanover Hole; I read of it  a very short paragraph, but it is the short paragraphs that matter  in my morning paper. I knew then that I should very shortly be dead indeed  officially dead. I had counted on this happening before, you understand, for I more than ever suspected that The Scorpion knew me to be in England and I feared that he would lie low as the English say. However, since a fortunate thing happens better late than never, I say in this paragraph two things: (1) that the enemy would cease to count upon Gaston Max; (2) that the Scotland Yard Commissioner would be authorised to open Part First of this Statement which had been lodged at his office two days after I landed in England  the portion dealing with my inquiries in Paris and with my tracking of Le Balafre to Bow Road Station and observing that he showed a golden scorpion to the chauffeur of the yellow car.

This would happen because Paris would wire that the identification disk found on the dead man was that of Gaston Max. Why would Paris do so? Because my reports had been discounted since I had ceased to be Charles Malet and Paris would be seeking evidence of my whereabouts. My reports had discontinued because I had learned that I had to do with a criminal organization of whose ramifications I knew nothing. Therefore I took no more chances. I died.

I return to the night when Inspector Dunbar, the grim Dunbar of Scotland Yard, came to Dr. Stuarts house. His appearance there puzzled me. I could not fail to recognize him, for as dusk had fully come I had descended from my top window and was posted among the bushes of the empty house from whence I commanded a perfect view of the doctors door. The night was unusually chilly  there had been some rain  and when I crept around to the lane bordering the lawn, hoping to see or hear something of what was taking place in the study, I found that the windows were closed and the blinds drawn.

Luck seemed to have turned against me; for that night, at dusk, when I had gone to a local garage where I kept my motor bicycle, I had discovered the back tire to be perfectly flat and had been forced to contain my soul in patience whilst the man repaired a serious puncture. The result was of course that for more than half an hour I had not had Dr. Stuarts house under observation. And a hundred and one things can happen in half an hour.

Had Dr. Stuart sent for the Inspector? If so, I feared that the envelope was missing, or at any rate that he had detected Zara el-Khala in the act of stealing it and had determined to place the matter in the hands of the police. It was a maddening reflection. Again  I shrewdly suspected that I was not the only watcher of Dr. Stuarts house. The frequency with which the big yellow car drew up at the door a few moments after the doctor had gone out could not be due to accident. Yet I had been unable to detect the presence of this other watcher, nor had I any idea of the spot where the car remained hidden  if my theory was a correct one. Nevertheless I did not expect to see it come along whilst the Inspector remained at the house  always supposing that Zara el-Khala had not yet succeeded. I wheeled out the Indian and rode to a certain tobacconists shop at which I had sometimes purchased cigarettes.

He had a telephone in a room at the rear which customers were allowed to use on payment of a fee, and a public call-box would not serve my purpose, since the operator usually announces to a subscriber the fact that a call emanated from such an office. The shop was closed, but I rang the bell at the side door and obtained permission to use the telephone upon pleading urgency. I had assiduously cultivated a natural gift for mimicry, having found it of inestimable service in the practice of my profession. It served me now. I had worked in the past with Inspector Dunbar and his subordinate Sergeant Sowerby, and I determined to trust to my memory of the latters mode of speech.

I rang up Dr. Stuart and asked for the Inspector, saying Sergeant Sowerby spoke from Scotland Yard. Hullo! he cried, is that you, Sowerby?

Yes, I replied in Sowerbys voice. I thought I should find you there. About the body of Max..

Eh! said Dunbar whats that? Max?

I knew immediately that Paris had not yet wired, therefore I told him that Paris had done so, and that the disk numbered 49685 was that of Gaston Max. He was inexpressibly shocked, deploring the rashness of Max in working alone.

Come to Scotland Yard, I said, anxious to get him away from the house.

He said he would be with me in a few minutes, and I was racking my brains for some means of learning what business had taken him to Dr. Stuart when he gave me the desired information spontaneously.

Sowerby, listen, said he: Its The Scorpion case right enough! That bit of gold found on the dead man is not a cactus stem; its a scorpions tail!

So! they had found what I had failed to find! It must have been attached, I concluded, to some inner part of Le Balafres clothing. There had been no mention of Zara el-Khala; therefore, as I rode back to my post I permitted myself to assume that she would come again, since presumably she had thus far failed. I was right.

Morbleu! quick as I was the car was there before me! But I had not overlooked this possibility and I had dismounted at a good distance from the house and had left the Indian in someones front garden. As I had turned out of the main road I had seen Dr. Stuart and Inspector Dunbar approaching a rank upon which two or three cabs usually stood.

I watched la Bell Zara enter the house, a beautiful woman most elegantly attired, and then, even before Chunda Lal had backed the car into the lane I was off … to the spot at which I had abandoned my motor bicycle. In little more than half an hour I had traversed London, and was standing in the shadow of that high, blank wall to which I have referred as facing a row of wooden houses in a certain street adjoining Limehouse Causeway.

You perceive my plan? I was practically sure of the street; all I had to learn was which house sheltered The Scorpion!

I had already suspected that this night was to be for me an unlucky night. Nom dun ptit bon-homme! it was so. Until an hour before dawn I crouched under that wall and saw no living thing except a very old Chinaman who came out of one of the houses and walked slowly away. The other houses appeared to be empty. No vehicle of any kind passed that way all night.

Turning over in my mind the details of this most perplexing case, it became evident to me that the advantages of working alone were now outweighed by the disadvantages. The affair had reached a stage at which ordinary police methods should be put into operation. I had collected some of the threads; the next thing was for Scotland Yard to weave these together whilst I sought for more.

I determined to remain dead. It would afford me greater freedom of action. The disappearance of Le Balafre which must by this time have been noted by his associates, might possibly lead to a suspicion that the dead man was not Gaston Max; but providing no member of The Scorpion group obtained access to the body I failed to see how this suspicion could be confirmed. I reviewed my position.

The sealed letter had achieved its purpose in part. Although I had failed to locate the house from which these people operated, I could draw a circle on the map within which I knew it to be; and I had learned that Zara el-Khala and the Hindu were in London. What it all meant  to what end The Scorpion was working I did not know. But having learned so much, be sure I did not despair of learning more.

It was now imperative that I should find out exactly what had occurred at Dr. Stuarts house. Accordingly I determined to call upon the Inspector at Scotland Yard. I presented myself towards evening of the day following my vigil in Limehouse, sending up the card of a Bureau confrere, for I did not intend to let it be generally known that I was alive.

Presently I was shown up to that bare and shining room which I remembered having visited in the past. I stood just within the doorway, smiling. Inspector Dunbar rose, as the constable went out, and stood looking across at me.

I had counted on striking him dumb with astonishment. He was Scottishly unmoved.

Well, he said, coming forward with outstretched hand, Im glad to see you. I knew you would have come to us sooner or later!

I felt that my eyes sparkled. There was no resentment within my heart. I rejoiced.

Look, he continued, taking a slip of paper from his note-book. This is a copy of a note I left with Dr. Stuart some time ago. Read it.

I did so, and this is what I read:

A: the name of the man who cut out the lid of the cardboard box and sealed it in the envelope  Gaston Max!

B: the name of the missing cabman  Gaston Max!

C: the name of the man who rang me up at Dr. Stuarts and told me that Gaston Max was dead  Gaston Max!

I returned the slip to Inspector Dunbar. I bowed.

It is a pleasure and a privilege to work with you, Inspector, I said ….

This statement is nearly concluded. The whole of the evening I spent in the room of the Assistant Commissioner discussing the matters herein set forth and comparing notes with Inspector Dunbar. One important thing I learned: that I had abandoned my nightly watches too early. For one morning just before dawn someone who was not Zara had paid a visit to the house of Dr. Stuart! I determined to call upon the doctor.

As it chanced I was delayed and did not actually arrive until so late an hour that I had almost decided not to present myself … when a big yellow car flashed past the taxicab in which I was driving!

Nom dun nom! I could not mistake it! This was within a few hundred yards of the house of Dr. Stuart, you understand, and I instantly dismissed my cabman and proceeded to advance cautiously on foot. I could no longer hear the engine of the car which had passed ahead of me, but then I knew that it could run almost noiselessly. As I crept along in that friendly shadow cast by a high hedge which had served me so well before, I saw the yellow car. It was standing on the opposite side of the road. I reached the tradesmans entrance.

From my left, in the direction of the back lawn of the house, came a sudden singular crackling noise and I discerned a flash of blue flame resembling faint summer lightning. A series of muffled explosions followed … and in the darkness I tripped over something which lay along the ground at my feet  a length of cable it seemed to be.

Stumbling, I uttered a slight exclamation … and instantly received a blow on the head that knocked me flat upon the ground! Everything was swimming around me, but I realized that someone  Chunda Lal probably  had been hiding in the very passage which I had entered! I heard again that uncanny wailing, close beside me.

Vaguely I discerned an incredible figure  like that of a tall cowled monk, towering over me. I struggled to retain consciousness  there was a rush of feet … the throb of a motor. It stimulated me  that sound! I must get to the telephone and cause the yellow car to be intercepted.

I staggered to my feet and groped my way along the hedge to where I had observed a tree by means of which one might climb over. I was dizzy as a drunken man; but I half climbed and half fell on to the lawn. The windows were open. I rushed into the study of Dr. Stuart.

Pah! it was full of fumes. I looked around me. Mon Dieu! I staggered. For I knew that in this fume-laden room a thing more horrible and more strange than any within my experience had taken place that night.


PART III. AT THE HOUSE OF AH-FANG-FU


CHAPTER I

THE BRAIN-THIEVES

The Assistant Commissioner lighted a cigarette. It would appear, then, he said, that whilst some minor difficulties have been smoothed away, we remain face to face with the major problem: who is The Scorpion and to what end are his activities directed?

Gaston Max shrugged his shoulders and smiled at Dr. Stuart.

Let us see, he suggested, what we really know about this Scorpion. Let us make a brief survey of our position in the matter. Let us take first what we have learned of him  if it is a him with whom we have to deal  from the strange experiences of Dr. Stuart. Without attaching too much importance to that episode five years ago on the Wu-Men Bridge; perhaps he is not. We will talk about this one again presently.

We come to the arrival on the scene of Zara el-Khala, also called Mlle. Dorian. She comes because of what I have told to the scarred man from Paris, she comes to obtain that dangerous information which is to be sent to Scotland Yard, she comes, in a word, from The Scorpion. We have two links binding the poor one Le Balafre to The Scorpion: (1) his intimacy with Miguel and those others with whom Scorpion communicated by telephone; (2) his possession of the golden ornament which lies there upon the table and which I took from his pocket. What can we gather from the statement made to Dr. Stuart by Mlle. Dorian? Let us study this point for a moment.

In the first place we can only accept her words with a certain skepticism. Her story may be nothing but a fabrication. However, it is interesting because she claims to be the unwilling servant of a dreaded master. She lays stress upon the fact that she is an Oriental and does not enjoy the same freedom as a European woman. This is possible, up to a point. On the other hand she seems to enjoy not only freedom but every luxury. Therefore it may equally well be a lie. Some slight colour is lent to her story by the extraordinary mode of life which she followed in Paris. In the midst of Bohemianism she remained secluded as an odalisque in some harem garden of Stambul, whether by her own will or by will of another we do not know. One little point her existence seems to strengthen: that we are dealing with Easterns; for Zara el-Khala is partly of Eastern blood and her follower Chunda Lal is a Hindu. Eh bien.

Consider the cowled man whose shadow Dr. Stuart has seen on two occasions: once behind the curtain of his window and once cast by the moonlight across the lawn of his house. The man himself he has never seen. Now this hooded man cannot have been Le Balafre, for Le Balafre was already dead at the time of his first appearance. He may be The Scorpion!

Max paused impressively, looking around at those in the Commissioners room.

For a moment I return to the man of the Wu Men Bridge. The man of the Wu-Men Bridge was veiled and this one is hooded! The man of the Wu-Men Bridge was known as The Scorpion, and this one also is associated with a scorpion. We will return yet again to this point in a moment.

Is there something else which we may learn from the experiences of Dr. Stuart? Yes! We learn that The Scorpion suddenly decides that Dr. Stuart is dangerous, either because of his special knowledge (which would be interesting) or because the Scorpion believes that he has become acquainted with the contents of the sealed envelope  which is not so interesting although equally dangerous for Dr. Stuart. The Scorpion acts. He pays a second visit, again accompanied by Chunda Lal, who seems to be a kind of watch-dog who not only guards the person of Zara el-Kahla but who also howls when danger threatens the cowled man!

And what is the weapon which the cowled man (who may be The Scorpion) uses to remove Dr. Stuart? It is a frightful weapon, my friends; it is a novel and deadly weapon. It is a weapon of which science knows nothing  a blue ray of the colour produced by a Mercury Vapour Lamp, according to Dr. Stuart who has seen it, and producing an odour like that of a blast furnace according to myself, who smelled it! Or this odour might have been caused by the fusing of the telephone; for the blue ray destroys such fragile things as telephones as easily as it destroys wood and paper! There is even a large round hole burned through the clay at the back of the study grate and through the brick wall behind it! Very well. The Scorpion is a scientist and he is also the greatest menace to the world which the world has ever been called upon to deal with. You agree with me?

Inspector Dunbar heaved a great sigh, Stuart silently accepted a cigarette from the Assistant Commissioners box and the Assistant Commissioner spoke, slowly.

I entirely agree with you, M. Max. Respecting this ray, as well as some one or two other minutiae, I have made a short note which we will discuss when you have completed your admirably lucid survey of the case.

These are the things, then, which we learn from the terrible experiences of Dr. Stuart. Placing these experiences side by side with my own in Paris and in London  which we have already discussed in detail  we find that we have to deal with an organisation  the object of which is unknown  comprising among its members both Europeans (Le Balafre was a Frenchman, I believe), cross-breeds such as Miguel and Zara el-Khala (Stuart winced), one Algerian and a Hindu. It is then an organisation having ramifications throughout Europe, the East and, mon Dieu! where not? To continue. This little image  he took up from the Commissioners table the golden scorpion, and the broken fragment of tail is now definitely recognized by Dr. Stuart  who is familiar with the work of Oriental goldsmiths  to be of Chinese craftsmanship!

It may possibly be Tibetan, interrupted Stuart; but it comes to the same thing.

Very well, continued Max. It is Chinese. We hope, very shortly, to identify a house situated somewhere within this red ink circle  he placed his finger on a map of London which lay open on the table and which I know to be used as a meeting-place by members of this mysterious group. That circle, my friends, surrounds what is now known as Chinatown! For the third time I return to the man of the Wu-Men Bridge; for the man of the Wu-Men Bridge was, apparently, a Chinaman! Do I make myself clear?

Remarkably so, declared the Assistant Commissioner, taking a fresh cigarette. Pray continue, M. Max.

I will do so. One of my most important investigations, in which I had the honour and the pleasure to be associated with Inspector Dunbar, led to the discovery of a dangerous group controlled by a certain Mr. King  

Ah! cried Dunbar, his tawny eyes sparkling with excitement, I was waiting for that!

I knew you would be waiting for it, Inspector. Your powers of deductive reasoning more and more are earning my respect. You recall that singular case? The elaborate network extending from London to Buenos Ayres, from Peking to Petrograd? Ah! a wonderful system. It was an opium syndicate, you understand,  turning again to the Assistant Commissioner.

I recall the case, replied the Commissioner, although I did not hold my present appointment at the time. I believe there were unsatisfactory features?

There were, agreed Max. We never solved the mystery of the identity of Mr. King, and although we succeeded in destroying the enterprise I have since thought that we acted with undue precipitation.

Yes, said Dunbar rapidly; but there was that poor girl to be rescued, you will remember? We couldnt waste time.

I agree entirely, Inspector. Our hands were forced. Yet, I repeat, I have since thought that we acted with undue precipitation. I will tell you why. Do you recall the loss  not explained to this day  of the plans of the Haley torpedo?

Perfectly, replied the Commissioner; and Dunbar also nodded affirmatively.

Very well. A similar national loss was sustained about the same time by my own Government. I am not at liberty to divulge its exact nature, as in the latter case the loss never became known to the public. But the only member of the French Chamber who had seen this document to which I refer was a certain M. Blank, shall we say? I believe also that I am correct in stating that the late Sir Brian Malpas was a member of the British Cabinet at the time that the Haley plans were lost?

That is correct, said the Assistant Commissioner, but surely the honour of the late Sir Brian was above suspicion?

Quite, agreed Max; so also was that of M. Blank. But my point is this: Both M. Blank and the late Sir Brian were clients of the opium syndicate!

Dunbar nodded again eagerly.

Hard work I had to hush it up, he said. It would have finished his political career.

The Assistant Commissioner looked politely puzzled.

It was generally supposed that Sir Brian Malpas was addicted to drugs, he remarked; and I am not surprised to learn that he patronised this syndicate to which you refer. But   he paused, smiling satanically. Ah! he added I see! I see!

You perceive the drift of my argument? cried Max. You grasp what I mean when I say that we were too hasty? This syndicate existed for a more terrible purpose than the promulgating of a Chinese vice; it had in its clutches men entrusted with national secrets, men of genius but slaves of a horrible drug. Under the influence of that drug, my friends, how many of those secrets may they not have divulged?

His words were received in hushed silence.

What became of those stolen plans? he continued, speaking now in a very low voice. In the stress of recent years has the Haley torpedo made its appearance so that we might learn to which Government the plans had been taken? No! the same mystery surrounds the fate of the information filched from the drugged brain of M. Blank. In a word  he raised a finger dramatically someone is hoarding up those instruments of destruction! Who is it that collects such things and for what purpose does he collect them?

Following another tense moment of silence:

Let us have your own theory, M. Max, said the Assistant Commissioner.

Gaston Max shrugged his shoulders.

It is not worthy of the name of a theory, he replied, the surmise which I have made. But recently I found myself considering the fact that The Scorpion might just conceivably be a Chinaman. Now, Mr. King, we believe was a Chinaman, and Mr. King, as I am now convinced, operated not for a personal but for a deeper, political purpose. He stole the brains of genius and accumulated that genius. Is it not possible that these contrary operations may be part of a common plan?


CHAPTER II

THE RED CIRCLE

You are not by any chance, suggested Stuart, smiling slightly, hinting at that defunct bogey, the Yellow Peril?

Ah! cried Max, but certainly I am not! Do not misunderstand me. This group with which we are dealing is shown to be not of a national but of an international character. The same applied to the organisation of Mr. King. But a Chinaman directed the one, and I begin to suspect that a Chinaman directs the other. No, I speak of no ridiculous Yellow Peril, my friends. John Chinaman, as I have known him, is the whitest man breathing; but can you not imagine  he dropped his voice again in that impressive way which was yet so truly Gallic can you not imagine a kind of Oriental society which like a great, a formidable serpent, lies hidden somewhere below that deceptive jungle of the East? These are troubled times. It is a wise state to-day that knows its own leaders. Can you not imagine a dreadful sudden menace, not of men and guns but of brains and capital?

You mean, said Dunbar slowly, that The Scorpion may be getting people out of the way who might interfere with this rising or invasion or whatever it is?

Just as Mr. King accumulated material for it, interjected the Assistant Commissioner. It is a bold conception, M. Max, and it raises the case out of the ordinary category and invests it with enormous international importance.

All were silent for a time, Stuart, Dunbar and the Commissioner watching the famous Frenchman as he sat there, arrayed in the latest fashion of Saville Row, yet Gallic to his finger-tips and in every gesture. It was almost impossible at times to credit the fact that a Parisian was speaking, for the English of Gaston Max was flawless except that he spoke with a faint American accent. Then, suddenly, a gesture, an expletive, would betray the Frenchman.

But such betrayals never escaped him when, in one of his inimitable disguises, he penetrated to the purlieu of Whitechapel, to the dens of Limehouse. Then he was the perfect Hooligan, as, mingling with the dangerous thieves of Paris, he was the perfect Apache. It was an innate gift of mimicry which had made him the greatest investigator of his day. He could have studied Chinese social life for six months and thereupon have become a mandarin whom his own servants would never have suspected to be a foreign barbarian. It was pure genius, as opposed to the brilliant efficiency of Dunbar.

But in the heart of the latter, as he studied Gaston Max and realized the gulf that separated them, there was nothing but generous admiration of a master; yet Dunbar was no novice, for by a process of fine deductive reasoning he had come to the conclusion, as has appeared, that Gaston Max had been masquerading as a cabman and that the sealed letter left with Dr. Stuart had been left as a lure. By one of those tricks of fate which sometimes perfect the plans of men but more often destroy them, the body of Le Balafre had been so disfigured during the time that it had been buffeted about in the Thames that it was utterly unrecognizable and indescribable. But even the disk had not deceived Dunbar. He had seen in it another ruse of his brilliant confrere, and his orders to the keeper of the mortuary to admit no one without a written permit had been dictated by the conviction that Max wished the body to be mistaken for his own. In Inspector Dunbar, Gaston Max immediately had recognized an able colleague as Mrs. MGregor had recognized a grand figure of a man.

The Assistant Commissioner broke the silence.

There have been other cases, he said reflectively, now that one considers the matter, which seemed to point to the existence of such a group or society as you indicate, M. Max, notably one with which, if I remember rightly, Inspector  turning his dark eyes towards Dunbar Inspector Weymouth, late of this Branch, was associated?

Quite right, sir. It was his big case, and it got him a fine billet as Superintendent in Cairo if you remember?

Yes, mused the Assistant Commissioner he transferred to Egypt  a very good appointment, as you say. That, again, was before my term of office, but there were a number of very ghastly crimes connected with the case and it was more or less definitely established, I believe, that some extensive secret society did actually exist throughout the East, governed, I fancy, by a Chinaman.

And from China, added Dunbar.

Yes, yes, from China as you say, Inspector. He turned to Gaston Max. Can it really be, M. Max, that we have to deal with an upcrop of some deeply-seated evil which resides in the Far East? Are all these cases, not the work of individual criminal but manifestations of a more sinister, a darker force?

Gaston Max met his glance and Maxs mouth grew very grim.

I honestly believe so. he answered. I have believed it for nearly two years  ever since the Grand Duke died. And now, you said, I remember, that you had made a note the nature of which you would communicate.

Yes, replied the Assistant Commissioner a small point, but one which may be worthy of attention. This ray, Dr. Stuart, which played such havoc in your study  do you know of anything approaching to it in more recent scientific devices?

Well, said Stuart, it my be no more than a development of one of several systems, notably of that of the late Henrik Ericksen upon which he was at work at the time of his death.

Exactly. The Assistant Commissioner smiled in his most Mephistophelean manner. Of the late Henrik Ericksen, as you say.

He said no more for a moment and sat smoking and looking from face to face. Then:

That is the subject of my note, gentlemen, he added. The other minutiae are of no immediate importance.

Non dun ptit bonhomme! whispered Gaston Max. I see! You think that Ericksen had completed his experiments before he died, but that he never lived to give them to the world?

The Assistant Commissioner waved one hand in the air so that he discoloration of the first and second fingers was very noticeable.

It is for you to ascertain these points, M. Max, he said I only suggest. But I begin to share your belief that a series of daring and unusual assassinations has been taking place under the eyes of the police authorities of Europe. It can only be poison  an unknown poison, perhaps. We shall be empowered to exhume the body of the late Sir Frank Narcombe in a few days time, I hope. His case puzzles me hopelessly. What obstacle did a surgeon offer to this hypothetical Eastern movement? On the other hand, what can have been filched from him before his death? The death of an inventor, a statesman, a soldier, can be variously explained by your Yellow hypothesis, M. Max, but what of the death of a surgeon?

Gaston Max shrugged, and his mobile mouth softened in a quaint smile.

We have learned a little, he said, and guessed a lot. Let us hope to guess more  and learn everything!

May I suggest, added Dunbar, that we hear Sowerbys report, sir?

Certainly, agreed the Assistant Commissioner call Sergeant Sowerby.

A moment later Sergeant Sowerby entered, his face very red and his hair bristling more persistently than usual.

Anything to report, Sowerby? asked Dunbar.

Yes, Inspector, replied Sowerby, in his Police Court manner;  he faced the Assistant Commissioner, with your permission, sir.

He took out a note-book which appeared to be the twin of Dunbars and consulted it, assuming an expression of profound reflection.

In the first place, sir, he began, never raising his eyes from the page, I have traced the cab sold on the hire-purchase system to a certain Charles Mallett…

Ha, ha! laughed Max breezily he calls me a hammer! It is not Mallett, Sergeant Sowerby  you have got too many ls in that name; it is Malet and is called like one from the Malay States!

Oh, commented Sowerby, glancing up indeed. Very good, sir. The owner claims the balance of purchase money!

Every one laughed at that, even the satanic Assistant Commissioner.

Pay your debts, M. Max, he said. You will bring the Service de Surete into bad repute! Carry on, Sergeant.

This cab, continued Sowerby, when Dunbar interrupted him.

Cut out the part about the cab, Sowerby, he said. Weve found that out from M. Max. Have you anything to report about the yellow car?

Yes, replied Sowerby, unperturbed, and turning over to the next page. It was hired form Messrs. Wickers garage, at Canning Town, by the week. The lady who hired it was a Miss Dorian, a French lady. She gave no reference, except that of the Savoy Hotel, where she was stopping. She paid a big deposit and had her own chauffeur, a colored man of some kind.

Is it still in use by her? snapped Dunbar eagerly.

No, Inspector. She claimed her deposit this morning and said she was leaving London.

The cheque? cried Dunbar.

Was cashed half an hour later.

At what bank?

London County & Birmingham, Canning Town. Her own account at a Strand bank was closed yesterday. The details all concern milliners, jewellers, hotels and so forth. Theres nothing there. Ive been to the Savoy, of course.

Yes!

A lady named Dorian has had rooms there for six weeks, has dined there on several occasions, but was more often away than in the hotel.

Visitors?

Never had any.

She used to dine alone, then?

Always.

In the public dining-room?

No. In her own room.

Morbleu! muttered Max. It is she beyond doubt. I recognize her sociable habits!

Has she left now? asked Dunbar.

She left a week ago.

Sowerby closed his note-book and returned it to his pocket.

Is that all you have to report, Sergeant? asked the Assistant Commissioner.

Thats all, sir.

Very good.

Sergeant Sowerby retired.

Now, sir, said Dunbar, Ive got Inspector Kelly here. He looks after the Chinese quarter. Shall I call him?

Yes, Inspector.

Presently there entered a burly Irishman, bluff and good-humoured, a very typical example of the intelligent superior police officer, looking keenly around him.

Ah, Inspector, the Assistant Commissioner greeted him we want your assistance in a little matter concerning the Chinese residential quarter. You know this district?

Certainly, sir. I know it very well.

On this map  the Assistant Commissioner laid a discoloured forefinger upon the map of London you will perceive that we have drawn a circle.

Inspector Kelly bent over the table.

Yes, sir.

Within that circle, which is no larger in circumference that a shilling as you observe, lies a house used by a certain group of people. It has been suggested to me that these people may be Chinese or associates of Chinese.

Well, sir, said Inspector Kelly, smiling broadly, considering the patch inside the circle I think it more than likely! Seventy-five or it may be eighty per cent of the rooms and cellars and attics in those three streets are occupied by Chinese.

For your guidance, Inspector, we believe these people to be a dangerous gang of international criminals. Do you know of any particular house, or houses, likely to be used as a meeting-place by such a gang?

Inspector Kelly scratched his close-cropped head.

A woman was murdered just there, sir, he said, taking up a pen from the table and touching a point near the corner of Three Colt Street, about a twelve-month ago. We traced the man  a Chinese sailor  to a house lying just about here. Again he touched the map. Its a sort of little junk-shop with a ramshackle house attached, all cellars and rabbit-hutches, as you might say, overhanging a disused cutting which is filled at high tide. Opium is to be had there and card-playing goes on, and I wont swear that you couldnt get liquor. But its well conducted as such dives go.

Why is it not closed? inquired the Assistant Commissioner, seizing an opportunity to air his departmental ignorance.

Well, sir, replied Inspector Kelly, his eyes twinkling if we shut up all these places we should never know where to look for some of our regular customers! As I mentioned, we found the wanted Chinaman, three parts drunk, in one of the rooms.

Its a sort of lodging-house, then?

Exactly. Theres a moderately big room just behind the shop, principally used by opium-smokers, and a whole nest of smaller rooms above and below. Mind you, sir, I dont say this is the place youre looking for, but its the most likely inside your circle.

Who is the proprietor?

A retired Chinese sailor called Ah-Fang-Fu, but better known as Pidgin. His establishment is called locally The Pidgin House.

Ah. The Commissioner lighted a cigarette. And you know of no other house which might be selected for such a purpose as I have mentioned?

I cant say I do, sir. I know pretty well all the business affairs of that neighbourhood, and none of the houses inside your circle have changed hands during the past twelve months. Between ourselves, sir, nearly all the property in the district belongs to Ah-Fang-Fu, and anything that goes on in Chinatown he knows about!

Ah, I see. Then in any event he is the man we want to watch?

Well, sir, you ought to keep an eye on his visitors, I should say.

I am obliged to you, Inspector, said the courteous Assistant Commissioner, for your very exact information. If necessary I shall communicate with you again. Good-day.

Good-day, sir, replied the Inspector. Good-day, gentlemen.

He went out.

Gaston Max, who had diplomatically remained in the background throughout this interview, now spoke.

Pardieu! but I have been thinking, he said. Although The Scorpion, as I hope, believes that that troublesome Charles Malet is dead, he may also wonder if Scotland Yard has secured from Dr. Stuarts fire any fragments of the information sealed in the envelope! What does it mean, this releasing of the yellow car, closing of the bank account and departure from the Savoy?

It means flight! cried Dunbar, jumping violently to his feet. By gad, sir! he turned to the Assistant Commissioner the birds may have flown already!

The Assistant Commissioner leaned back in his chair.

I have sufficient confidence in M. Max, he said, to believe that, having taken the responsibility of permitting this dangerous group to learn that they were under surveillance, he has good reason to suppose that they have not slipped through our fingers.

Gaston Max bowed.

It is true, he replied, and from his pocket he took a slip of flimsy paper. This code message reached me as I was about to leave my hotel. The quadroon, Miguel, left Paris last night and arrived in London this morning  

He was followed? cried Dunbar.

But certainly. He was followed to Limehouse, and he was definitely seen to enter the establishment described to us by Inspector Kelly!

Gad! said Dunbar then someone is still there?

Someone, as you say, is still there, replied Max. But everything points to the imminent departure of this someone. Will you see to it, Inspector, that not a rat  pardieu not a little mouse  is allowed to slip out of our red circle to-day. For to-night we shall pay a friendly visit to the house of Ah-Fang-Fu, and I should wish all the company to be present.


CHAPTER III

MISKAS STORY

Stuart returned to his house in a troubled frame of mind. He had refrained so long from betraying the circumstances of his last meeting with Mlle. Dorian to the police authorities that this meeting now constituted a sort of guilty secret, a link binding him to the beautiful accomplice of The Scorpion  to the dark-eyed servant of the uncanny cowled thing which had sought his life by strange means. He hugged this secret to his breast, and the pain of it afforded him a kind of savage joy.

In his study he found a Post Office workman engaged in fitting a new telephone. As Stuart entered the man turned.

Good-afternoon, sir, he said, taking up the destroyed instrument from the litter of flux, pincers and screw drivers lying upon the table. If its not a rude question, how on earth did this happen?

Stuart laughed uneasily.

It got mixed up with an experiment which I was conducting, he replied evasively.

The man inspected the headless trunk of the instrument.

It seems to be fused, as though the top of it had been in a blast furnace, he continued. Experiments of that sort are a bit dangerous outside a proper laboratory, I should think.

They are, agreed Stuart. But I have no facilities here, you see, and I was  er  compelled to attempt the experiment. I dont intend to repeat it.

Thats lucky, murmured the man, dropping the instrument into a carpet-bag. If you do, it will cost you a tidy penny for telephones!

Walking out towards the dispensary, Stuart met Mrs. MGregor.

A Post Office messenger brought this letter for you, Mr. Keppel, just the now, she said, handing Stuart a sealed envelope.

He took the envelope from her hand, and turned quickly away. He felt that he had changed colour. For it was addressed in the handwriting of … Mlle. Dorian!

Thank you, Mrs. MGregor, he said and turned into the dining-room.

Mrs. MGregor proceeded about her household duties, and as her footsteps receded, Stuart feverishly tore open the envelope. That elusive scent of jasmine crept to his nostrils. In the envelope was a sheet of thick note-paper (having the top cut off evidently in order to remove the printed address), upon which the following singular message was written:

Before I go away there is something I want to say to you. You do not trust me. It is not wonderful that you do not. But I swear that I only want to save you from a great danger. If you will promise not to tell the police anything of it, I will meet you at six oclock by the Book Stall at Victoria Station  on the Brighton side. If you agree you will wear something white in your button-hole. If not you cannot find me there. Nobody ever sees me again.

There was no signature, but no signature was necessary.

Stuart laid the letter on the table, and began to pace up and down the room. His heart was beating ridiculously. His self-contempt was profound. But he could not mistake his sentiments.

His duty was plain enough. But he had failed in it once, and even as he strode up and down the room, already he knew that he must fail again. He knew that, rightly or wrongly, he was incapable of placing this note in the hands of the police … and he knew that he should be at Victoria Station at six oclock.

He would never have believed himself capable of becoming accessory to a series of crimes  for this was what his conduct amounted to; he had thought that sentiment no longer held any meaning for him. Yet the only excuse which he could find wherewith to solace himself was that this girl had endeavoured to save him from assassination. Weighed against the undoubted fact that she was a member of a dangerous criminal group what was it worth? If the supposition of Gaston Max was correct, The Scorpion had at least six successful murders to his credit, in addition to the attempt upon his (Stuarts) life and that of Le Balafre, upon the life of Gaston Max.

It was an accomplice of this nameless horror called The Scorpion with whom at six oclock he had a tryst, whom he was protecting from justice, by the suppression of whose messages to himself he was adding difficulties to the already difficult task of the authorities!

Up and down he paced, restlessly, every now and again glancing at a clock upon the mantelpiece. His behavior he told himself was contemptible.

Yet, at a quarter to six, he went out  and seeing a little cluster of daisies growing amongst the grass bordering the path, he plucked one and set it in his button-hole!

A few minutes before the hour he entered the station and glanced sharply around at the many groups scattered about in the neighbourhood of the bookstall. There was no sign of Mlle. Dorian. He walked around the booking office without seeing her and glanced into the waiting-room. Then, looking up at the station clock, he saw that the hour had come, and as he stood there staring upward he felt a timid touch upon his shoulder.

He turned  and she was standing by his side!

She was Parisian from head to foot, simply but perfectly gowned. A veil hung from her hat and half concealed her face, but could not hide her wonderful eyes nor disguise the delightful curves of her red lips. Stuart automatically raised his hat, and even as he did so wondered what she should have said and done had she suddenly found Gaston Max standing at his elbow! He laughed shortly.

You are angry with me, said Mlle. Dorian, and Stuart thought that her quaint accent was adorable. Or are you angry with yourself for seeing me?

I am angry with myself, he replied, for being so weak.

Is it so weak, she said, rather tremulously, not to judge a woman by what she seems to be and not to condemn her before you hear what she has to say? If that is weak, I am glad; I think it is how a man should be.

Her voice and her eyes completed the spell, and Stuart resigned himself without another struggle to this insane infatuation.

We cannot very well talk here, he said. Suppose we go into the hotel and have late tea, Mlle. Dorian.

Yes. Very well. But please do not call me that. It is not my name.

Stuart was on the point of saying, Zara el-Khala then, but checked himself in the nick of time. He might hold communication with the enemy, but at least he would give away no information.

I am called Miska, she added. Will you please call me Miska?

Of course, if you wish, said Stuart, looking down at her as she walked by his side and wondering what he would do when he had to stand up in Court, look at Miska in the felons dock and speak words which would help to condemn her  perhaps to death, at least to penal servitude! He shuddered.

Have I said something that displeases you? she asked, resting a white-gloved hand on his arm. I am sorry.

No, no, he assured her. But I was thinking  I cannot help thinking …

How wicked I am? she whispered.

How lovely you are! he said hotly, and how maddening it is to remember that you are an accomplice of criminals!

Oh, she said, and removed her hand, but not before he had felt how it trembled. They were about to enter the tea-room when she added: Please dont say that until I have told you why I do what I do.

Obeying a sudden impulse, he took her hand and drew it close under his arm.

No, he said; I wont. I was a brute, Miska. Miska means musk, surely?

Yes. She glanced up at him timidly. Do you think it a pretty name?

Very, he said, laughing.

Underlying the Western veneer was the fascinating naivete of the Eastern woman, and Miska had all the suave grace, too, which belongs to the women of the Orient, so that many admiring glances followed her charming figure as she crossed the room to a vacant table.

Now, said Stuart, when he had given an order to the waiter, what do you want to tell me? Whatever it may be, I am all anxiety to hear it. I promise that I will only act upon anything you may tell me in the event of my life, or that of another, being palpably endangered by my silence.

Very well. I want to tell you, replied Miska, why I stay with Fo-Hi.

Who is Fo-Hi?

I do not know!

What! said Stuart. I am afraid I dont understand you.

If I speak in French will you be able to follow what I say?

Certainly. Are you more at ease with French?

Yes, replied Miska, beginning to speak in the latter language. My mother was French, you see, and although I can speak in English fairly well I cannot yet think in English. Do you understand?

Perfectly. So perhaps you will now explain to whom you refer when you speak of Fo-Hi.

Miska glanced apprehensively around her, bending further forward over the table.

Let me tell you from the beginning, she said in a low voice, and then you will understand. It must not take me long. You see me as I am to-day because of a dreadful misfortune that befell me when I was fifteen years old.

My father was Wali of Aleppo, and my mother, his third wife, was a Frenchwoman, a member of a theatrical company which had come to Cairo, where he had first seen her. She must have loved him, for she gave up the world, embraced Islam and entered his harem in the great house on the outskirts of Aleppo. Perhaps it was because he, too, was half French, that they were mutually attracted. My fathers mother was a Frenchwoman also, you understand.

Until I was fifteen years of age, I never left the harem, but my mother taught me French and also a little English; and she prevailed upon my father not to give me in marriage so early as is usual in the East. She taught me to understand the ways of European women, and we used to have Paris journals and many books come to us regularly. Then an awful pestilence visited Aleppo. People were dying in the mosques and in the streets, and my father decided to send my mother and myself and some others of the harem to his brothers house in Damaskus.

Perhaps you will think that such things do not happen in these days, and particularly to members of the household of a chief magistrate, but I can only tell you what is true. On the second night of our journey a band of Arabs swept down upon the caravan, overpowered the guards, killing them all, and carried of everything of value which we had. Me, also, they carried off  me and one other, a little Syrian girl, my cousin. Oh! she shuddered violently even now I can sometimes hear the shrieks of my mother … and I can hear, also, the way they suddenly ceased, those cries …

Stuart looked up with a start to find a Swiss waiter placing tea upon the table. He felt like rubbing his eyes. He had been dragged rudely back from the Syrian desert to the prosaic realities of a London hotel.

Perhaps, continued Miska, you will think that we were ill-treated, but it was not so. No one molested us. We were given every comfort which desert life can provide, servant to wait upon us and plenty of good food. After several weeks journeying we came to a large city, having many minarets and domes glimmering in the moonlight; for we entered at night. Indeed, we always travelled at night. At the time I had no idea of the name of this city but I learned afterwards that it was Mecca.

As we proceeded through the streets, the Assyrian girl and I peeped out through the little windows of the shibriyeh  which is a kind of tent on the back of a camel  in which we travelled, hoping to see some familiar face or someone to whom we could appeal. But there seemed to be scarcely anyone visible in the streets, although lights shone out from many windows, and the few men we saw seemed to be anxious to avoid us. In fact, several ran down side turnings as the camels approached.

We stopped before the gate of a large house which was presently opened, and the camels entered the courtyard. We descended, and I saw that a number of small apartments surrounded the courtyard in the manner of a caravanserai. Then, suddenly, I saw something else, and I knew why we had been treated with such consideration on the journey; I knew into what hand I had fallen  I knew that I was in the house of a slave-dealer!

Good heavens! muttered Stuart this is almost incredible.

I knew you would doubt what I had to tell you, declared Miska plaintively; but I solemnly swear what I tell you is the truth. Yes, I was in the house of a slave-dealer, and on the very next day, because I was proficient in languages, in music and in dancing, and also because  according to their Eastern ideas  I was pretty, the dealer, Mohammed Abd-el-Bali … offered me for sale.

She stopped, lowering her eyes and flushing hotly, then continued with hesitancy.

In a small room which I can never forget I was offered the only indignity which I had been called upon to suffer since my abduction. I was exhibited to prospective purchasers.

As she spoke the words, Miskas eyes flashed passionately and her hand, which lay on the table, trembled. Stuart silently reached across and rested his own upon it.

There were all kinds of girls, Miska continued, black and brown and white, in the adjoining rooms, and some of them were singing and some dancing, whilst others wept. Four different visitors inspected me critically, two of them being agents for royal harems and the other two  how shall I say it?  wealthy connoisseurs. But the price asked by Mohammed Abd-el-Bali was beyond the purses of all except one of the agents. He had indeed settled the bargain, when the singing and dancing and shouting  every sound it seemed  ceased about me … and into the little room in which I crouched amongst perfumed cushions at the feet of the two men, walked Fo-Hi.

CHAPTER IV

MISKAS STORY (concluded)

Of course, I did not know that this was his name at the time; I only knew that a tall Chinaman had entered the room  and that his face was entirely covered by a green veil.

Stuart started, but did not interrupt Miskas story.

This veil gave him in some way a frightfully malign and repellent appearance. As he stood in the doorway looking down I seemed to feel his gaze passing over me like a flame, although of course I could not see his eyes. For a moment he stood there looking at me; and much as his presence had affected me, its affect upon the slave-dealer and my purchaser was extraordinary. They seemed to be stricken dumb. Suddenly the Chinaman spoke, in perfect Arabic. Her price? he said.

Mohammed Abd-el-Bali, standing trembling before him, replied:

Miska is already sold, lord, but  

Her price? repeated the Chinaman, in the same hard metallic voice and without the slightest change of intonation.

The harem agent who had bought me now said, his voice shaking so that the words were barely audible:

I give her up, Mohammed  I give her up. Who am I to dispute with the Mandarin Fo-Hi; and performing an abject obeisance he backed out of the room.

At the same moment, Mohammed, whose knees were trembling so that they seemed no longer capable of supporting him, addressed the Chinaman.

Accept the maiden as an unworthy gift, he began  

Her price? repeated Fo-Hi.

Mohammed, whose teeth had begun to chatter, asked him twice as much as he had agreed to accept from the other, Fo-Hi clapped his hands, and a fierce-eyed Hindu entered the room.

Fo-Hi addressed him in a language which I did not understand, although I have since learned that it was Hindustani, and the Indian from a purse which he carried counted out the amount demanded by the dealer and placed the money upon a little inlaid table which stood in the room. Fo-Hi gave him some brief order, turned and walked out of the room. I did not see him again for four years  that is until my nineteenth birthday.

I know that you are wondering about many things and I will try to make some of them clear to you. You are wondering, no doubt, how such a trade as I have described is carried on in the East to-day almost under the eyes of European Governments. Now I shall surprise you. When I was taken from the house of the slave-dealer, in charge of Chunda Lal  for this was the name of the Hindu  do you know where I was carried to? I will tell you: to Cairo!

Cairo! cried Stuart  then, perceiving that he had attracted attention by speaking so loudly, he lowered his voice. Do you mean to tell me that you were taken as a slave to Cairo?

Miska smiled  and her smile was the taunting smile of the East, which is at once a caress and an invitation.

You think, no doubt, that there are no slaves in Cairo! she said. So do most people, and so did I  once. I learned better. There are palaces in Cairo, I assure you, in which there are many slaves. I myself lived in such a palace for four years, and I was not the only slave there. What do British residents and French residents know of the inner domestic life of their Oriental neighbours? Are they ever admitted to the harem? And the slaves  are they ever admitted outside the walls of the palace? Sometimes, yes, but never alone!

By slow stages, following the ancient caravan routes, and accompanied by an extensive retinue of servants in charge of Chunda Lal, we came to Cairo; and one night, approaching the city from the north-east and entering by the Bab en-Nasr, I was taken to the old palace which was to be my prison for four years. How I passed those four years has no bearing upon the matters which I have to tell you, but I lived the useless, luxurious life of some Arabian princess, my lightest wish anticipated and gratified; nothing was denied me, except freedom.

Then, one day  it was actually my nineteenth birthday  Chunda Lal presented himself and told me that I was to have an interview with Fo-Hi. Hearing these words, I nearly swooned, for a hundred times during the years of my strange luxurious captivity I had awakened trembling in the night, thinking that the figure of the awful veiled Chinaman had entered the room.

You must understand that having spent my childhood in a harem, the mode of life which I was compelled to follow in Cairo was not so insufferable as it must have been for a European woman. Neither was my captivity made unduly irksome. I often drove through the European quarters, always accompanied by Chunda Lal, and closely veiled, and I regularly went shopping in the bazaars  but never alone. The death of my mother  and later that of my father, of which Chunda Lal had told me  were griefs that time had dulled. But the horror of Fo-Hi was one which lived with me, day and night.

To a wing of the palace kept closely locked, and which I had never seen opened, I was conducted by Chunda Lal. There, in a room of a kind with which was part library and part mandarah, part museum and part laboratory, I found the veiled man seated at a great littered table. As I stood trembling before him he raised a long yellow hand and waved to Chunda Lal to depart. When he obeyed and I heard the door close I could scarcely repress a shriek of terror.

For what seemed an interminable time he sat watching me. I dared not look at him, but again I felt his gaze passing over me like a flame. Then he began to speak, in French, which he spoke without a trace of accent.

He told me briefly that my life of idleness had ended and that a new life of activity in many parts of the world was about to commence. His manner was quite unemotional, neither harsh nor kindly, his metallic voice conveyed no more than the bare meaning of the words which he uttered. When, finally, he ceased speaking, he struck a gong which hung from a corner of the huge table, and Chunda Lal entered.

Fo-Hi addressed a brief order to him in Hindustani  and a few moments later a second Chinaman walked slowly into the room.

Miska paused, as if to collect her ideas, but continued almost immediately.

He wore a plain yellow robe and had a little black cap on his head. His face, his wonderful evil face I can never forget, and his eyes  I fear you will think I exaggerate  but his eyes were green as emeralds! He fixed them upon me.

This, said Fo-Hi, is Miska.

The other Chinaman continued to regard me with those dreadful eyes; then:

You have chosen well. he said, turned and slowly went out again.

I thank God that I have never seen him since, for his dreadful face haunted my dreams for long afterwards. But I have learned of him, and I know that next to Fo-Hi he is the most dangerous being in the known world. He has invented horrible things  poisons and instruments, which I cannot describe because I have never seen them; but I have seen … some of their effects.

She paused, overcome with the horror of her memories.

What is the name of this other man? asked Stuart eagerly. Miska glanced at him rapidly.

Oh, do not ask me questions, please! she pleaded. I will tell you all I can, all I dare; what I do not tell you I cannot tell you  and this is one of the things I dare not tell. He is a Chinese scientist and, I have heard, the greatest genius in the whole world, but I can say no more  yet.

Is he still alive  this man?

I do not know that. If he is alive, he is in China  at some secret palace in the province of Ho-Nan, which is the headquarters of what is called the Sublime Order. I have never been there, but there are Europeans there, as well as Orientals.

What! in the company of these fiends!

It is useless to ask me  oh! indeed, I would tell you if I could, but I cannot! Let me go on from the time when I saw Fo-Hi in Cairo. He told me that I was a member of an organization dating back to remote antiquity which was destined to rule all the races of mankind  the Celestial age he called their coming triumph. Something which they had lacked in order to achieve success had been supplied by the dreadful man who had entered the room and expressed his approval of me.

For many years they had been at work in Europe, secretly, as well as in the East. I understood that they had acquired a quantity of valuable information of some kind by means of a system of opium-houses situated in the principal capitals of the world and directed by Fo-Hi and a number of Chinese assistants. Fo-Hi had remained in China most of the time, but had paid occasional visits to Europe. The other man  the monster with the black skull cap  had been responsible for the conduct of the European enterprises.

Throughout this interview, interrupted Stuart, forgetful of the fact that Miska had warned him of the futility of asking questions, and during others which you must have had with Fo-Hi, did you never obtain a glimpse of his face?

Never! No one has ever seen his face! I know that his eyes are a brilliant and unnatural yellow colour, but otherwise I should not know him if I saw him unveiled, to-morrow. Except, she added, by a sense of loathing which his presence inspires in me. But I must hurry. If you interrupt me, I shall not have time.

From that day in Cairo  oh! how can I tell you! I began the life of an adventuress! I do not deny it. I came here to confess it to you. I went to New York, to London, to Paris, to Petrograd; I went all over the world. I had beautiful dresses, jewels, admiration  all that women live for! And in the midst of it all mine was the life of the cloister; no nun could be more secluded!

I see the question in your eyes  why did I do it? Why did I lure men into the clutches of Fo-Hi? For this is what I did; and when I have failed, I have been punished.

Stuart shrank from her.

You confess, he said hoarsely, that you knowing lured men to death?

Ah, no! she whispered, looking about her fearfully never! never! I swear it  never!

Then  he stared at her blankly I do not understand you!

I dare not make it clearer  now: I dare not  dare not! But believe me! Oh, please, please, she pleaded, her soft voice dropping to a whisper believe me! If you know what I risked to tell you so much, you would be more merciful. A horror which cannot be described  again she shuddered will fall upon me if he ever suspects! You think me young and full of life, with all the world before me. You do not know. I am, literally, already dead! Oh! I have followed a strange career. I have danced in a Paris theatre and I have sold flowers in Rome; I have had my box at the Opera and I have filled opium pipes in a den at San Francisco! But never, never have I lured a man to his death. And through it all, from first to last, no man has so much as kissed my finger-tips!

At a word, at a sign, I have been compelled to go from Monte Carlo to Buenos Ayres; at another sign from there to Tokio! Chunda Lal has guarded me as only the women of the East are guarded. Yet, in his fierce way, he has always tried to befriend me, he has always been faithful. But ah! I shrink from him many times, in horror, because I know what he is! But I may not tell you. Look! Chunda Lal has never been out of sound of this whistle  she drew a little silver whistle from her dress for a moment since that day when he came into the house of the slave-dealer in Mecca, except  

And now, suddenly, a wave of glorious colour flooded her beautiful face and swiftly she lowered her eyes, replacing the little whistle. Stuarts rebellious heart leapt madly, for whatever he might think of her almost incredible story, that sweet blush was no subterfuge, no product of acting.

You almost drive me mad, he said in low voice, resembling the tones of repressed savagery. You tell me so much, but withhold so much that I am more bewildered than ever. I can understand your helplessness in an Eastern household, but why should you obey the behests of this veiled monster in London, in New York, in Paris?

She did not raise her eyes.

I dare not tell you. But I dare not disobey him.

Who is he!

No one knows, because no one has ever seen his face! Ah! you are laughing! But I swear before heaven I speak the truth! Indoors he wears a Chinese dress and a green veil. In passing from place to place, which he always does at night, he is attired in a kind of cowl which only exposes his eyes  

But how can such a fantastic being travel?

By road, on land, and in a steam yacht, at sea. Why should you doubt my honesty? She suddenly raises her glance to Stuarts face and he saw that she had grown pale. I have risked what I cannot tell you, and more than once  for you! I tried to call you on the telephone on the night that he set out from the house near Hampton Court to kill you, but I could get no reply, and  

Stop! said Stuart, almost too exited to note at the time that she had betrayed a secret. It was you who rang up that night?

Yes. Why did you not answer?

Never mind. Your call saved my life. I shall not forget. He looked into her eyes. But can you not tell me what it all means? What or whom is The Scorpion?

She flinched.

The Scorpion is  a passport. See. From a little pocket in the coat of her costume she drew out a golden scorpion! I have one. She replaced it hurriedly. I dare not, dare not tell you more. But this much I had to tell you, because … I shall never see you again!

What!

A French detective, a very clever man, learned a lot about The Scorpion and he followed one of the members to England. This man killed him. Oh, I know I belong to a horrible organization! she cried bitterly. But I tell you I am helpless and I have never aided in such a thing. You should know that! But all he found out he left with you  and I do not know if I succeeded in destroying it. I do not ask you. I do not care. But I leave England to-night. Good-bye.

She suddenly stood up. Stuart rose also. He was about to speak when Miskas expression changed. A look of terror crept over her face, and hastily lowering her veil she walked rapidly away from the table and out of the room!

Many curious glances followed the elegant figure to the door. Then those glances were directed upon Stuart.

Flushing with embarrassment, he quickly settled the bill and hurried out of the hotel. Gaining the street, he looked eagerly right and left.

But Miska had disappeared!


CHAPTER V

THE HEART OF CHUNDA LAL

Dusk had drawn a grey mantle over the East-End streets when Miska, discharging the cab in which she had come from Victoria, hurried furtively along a narrow alley tending Thamesward. Unconsciously she crossed a certain line  a line invisible except upon a map of London which lay upon the table of the Assistant Commissioner in New Scotland Yard  the line forming the red circle of M. Gaston Max. And, crossing this line, she became the focus upon which four pairs of watchful eyes were directed.

Arriving at the door of a mean house some little distance removed from that of Ah-Fang-Fu, Miska entered, for the door was open, and disappeared from the view of the four detectives who were watching the street. Her heart was beating rapidly. For she had thought, as she had stood up to leave the restaurant, that the fierce eyes of Chunda Lal had looked in through the glass panel of one of the doors.

This gloomy house seemed to swallow her up, and the men who watched wondered more and more what had become of the elegant figure, grotesque in such a setting, which had vanished into the narrow doorway  and which did not reappear. Even Inspector Kelly, who knew so much about Chinatown, did not know that the cellars of the three houses left and right of Ah-Fang-Fus were connected by a series of doors planned and masked with Chinese cunning.

Half an hour after Miska had disappeared into the little house near the corner, the hidden door in the damp cellar below The Pidgin House opened and a bent old woman, a ragged, grey-haired and dirty figure, walked slowly up the rickety wooden stair and entered a bare room behind and below the shop and to the immediate left of the den of the opium-smoker. This room, which was windowless, was lighted by a tin paraffin lamp hung upon a nail in the dirty plaster wall. The floor presented a litter of straw, paper and broken packing-cases. Two steps led up to a second door, a square heavy door of great strength. The old woman, by means of a key which she carried, was about to open this door when it was opened from the other side.

Lowering his head as he came through, Chunda Lal descended. He wore European clothes and a white turban. Save for his ardent eyes and the handsome fanatical face of the man, he might have passed for a lascar. He turned and half closed the door. The woman shrank from him, but extending a lean brown hand he gripped her arm. His eyes glittered feverishly.

So! he said, we are all leaving England? Five of the Chinese sail with the P. and O. boat to-night. Ali Khan goes to-morrow, and Rama Dass, with Miguel, and the Andaman. I meet them at Singapore. But you?

The woman raised her finger to her lips, glancing fearfully towards the open door. But the Hindu, drawing her nearer, repeated with subdued fierceness:

I ask it again  but you?

I do not know, muttered the woman, keeping her head lowered and moving in the direction of the steps.

But Chunda Lal intercepted her.

Stop! he said not yet are you going. There is something I have to speak to you.

Ssh! she whispered, half turning and pointing up toward the door.

Those! said the Hindu contemptuously the poor slaves of the black smoke! Ah! they are floating in their dream paradise; they have no ears to hear, no eyes to see! He grasped her wrist again. They contest for shadow smiles and dream kisses, but Chunda Lal have eyes to see and ears to hear. He dream, too but of lips more sweet than honey, of a voice like the Song of the Daood! Inshalla!

Suddenly he clutched the grey hair of the bent old woman and with one angry jerk snatched it from her head  for it was a cunning wig. Disordered, hair gleaming like bronze waves in the dim lamplight was revealed and the great dark eyes of Miska looked out from the artificially haggard face  eyes wide open and fearful.

Bend not that beautiful body so, whispered Chunda Lal, that is straight and supple as the willow branch. O, Miska  his voice trembled emotionally and he that had been but a moment since so fierce stood abashed before her for you I become as the meanest and the lowest; for you I die!

Miska started back from him as a muffled outcry sounded in the room beyond the half-open door. Chunda Las started also, but almost immediately smiled  and his smile was tender as a womans.

It is the voice of the black smoke that speaks, Miska. We are alone. Those are dead men speaking from their tombs.

Ah-Fang-Fu is in the shop, whispered Miska.

And there he remain.

But what of … him!

Miska pointed toward the eastern wall of the room in which they stood.

Chunda Lal clenched his hands convulsively and turned his eyes in the same direction.

It is of him, he replied in a voice of suppressed vehemence, it is of him I would speak. He bent close to Miskas ear. In the creek, below the house, is lying the motor-boat. I go to-day to bring it down for him. He goes to-night to the other house up the river. To-morrow I am gone. Only you remaining.

Yes, yes. He also leaves England to-morrow.

And you?

I go with him, she whispered.

Chunda Lal glanced apprehensively toward the door. Then:

Do not go with him! he said, and sought to draw Miska into his arms. O, light of my eyes, do not go with him!

Miska repulsed him, but not harshly.

No, no, it is no good, Chunda Lal. I cannot hear you.

You think  the Hindus voice was hoarse with emotion that he will trace you  and kill you?

Trace me! exclaimed Miska with sudden scorn. Is it necessary for him to trace me? Am I not already dead except for him! Would I be his servant, his lure, his slave for one little hour, for one short minute, if my life was my own!

Beads of perspiration gleamed upon the brown forehead of the Hindu, and his eyes turned from the door to the eastern wall and back again to Miska. He was torn by conflicting desires, but suddenly came resolution.

Listen, then. His voice was barely audible. If I tell you that your life is your own  if I reveal to you a secret which I learned in the house of Abdul Rozan in Cairo  

Miska watched him with eyes in which a new, a wild expression was dawning.

If I tell you that life and not death awaits you, will you come away to-night, and we sail for India to-morrow! Ah! I have money! Perhaps I am rich as well as  someone; perhaps I can buy you the robes of a princess  he drew her swiftly to him and cover those white arms with jewels.

Miska shrank from him.

All this means nothing, she said. How can the secret of Abdul Rozan help me to live! And you  you will be dead before I die!  yes! One little hour after he finds out that I go!

Listen again, hissed Chunda Lal intensely. Promise me, and I will open for you a gate of life. For you, Miska, I will do it, and we shall be free. He will never find out. He shall not be living to find out!

No, no, Chunda Lal, she moaned. You have been my only friend, and I have tried to forget …

I will forswear Kali forever, he said fervently, and shed no blood for all my life! I will live for you alone and be your slave.

It is no good. I cannot, Chunda Lal, I cannot.

Miska! he pleaded tenderly.

No, no, she repeated, her voice quivering I cannot … Oh! do not ask it; I cannot!

She picked up the hideous wig, moving towards the door. Chunda Lal watched her, clenching his hands; and his eyes, which had been so tender, grew fierce.

Ah! he cried and it may be I know a reason!

She stopped, glancing back at him.

It may be, he continued, and his repressed violence was terrible, it may be that I, whose heart is never sleeping, have seen and heard! One night  he crept towards her one night when I cry the warning that the Doctor Sahib returns to his house, you do not come! He goes in at the house and you remain. But at last you come, and I see in your eyes  

Oh! breathed Miska, watching him fearfully.

Do I not see it in your eyes now! Never before have I thought so until you go to that house, never before have you escaped from my care as here in London. Twice again I have doubted, and because there was other work to do I have been helpless to find out. To-night  he stood before her, glaring madly into her face I think so again  that you have gone to him….

Oh, Chunda Lal! cried Miska piteously and extended her hands towards him. No, no  do not say it!

So! he whispered I understand! You risk so much for him  for me you risk nothing! If he  the Doctor Sahib  say to you: Come with me, Miska  

No, no! Can I never have one friend in all the world! I hear you call, Chunda Lal, but I am burning the envelope and  Doctor Stuart  finds me. I am trapped. You know it is so.

I know you say so. And because he  Fo-Hi  is not sure and because of the piece of the scorpion which you find there, we go to that house  he and I  and we fail in what we go for. Chunda Lals hand dropped limply to his sides. Ah! I cannot understand, Miska. If we are not sure then, are we sure now? It may be  he bent towards her we are trapped!

Oh, what do you mean?

We do not know how much they read of what he had written. Why do we wait?

He has some plan, Chunda Lal, replied Miska wearily. Does he ever fail?

Her words rekindled the Hindus ardour; his eyes lighted up anew.

I tell you his plan, he whispered tensely. Oh! you shall hear me! He watch you grow from a little lovely child, as he watch his death-spiders and his grey scorpions grow! He tend you and care for you and make you perfect, and he plan for you as he plan for this other creatures. Then, he see what I see, that you are not only his servant but also a woman and that you have a womans heart. He learn  who think he knows all  that he, too, is not yet a spirit but only a man, and have a mans heart, a mans blood, a mans longings! It is because of the Doctor Sahib that he learn it  

He grasped Miska again, but she struggled to elude him. Oh, let me go! she pleaded. It is madness you speak!

It is madness, yes  for you! Always I have watched, always I have waited; and I also have seen you bloom like a rose in the desert. To-night I am here  watching … and he knows it! Tomorrow I am gone! Do you stay, for  him?

Oh, she whispered fearfully, it cannot be.

You say true when you say I have been your only friend, Miska. To-morrow he plan that you have no friend.

He released her, and slowly, from the sleeve of his coat, slipped into view the curved blade of a native knife.

Ali Khan Bhai Salam! he muttered  by which formula he proclaimed himself a Thug!

Rolling his eyes in the direction of the eastern wall, he concealed the knife.

Chunda Lal! Miska spoke wildly. I am frightened! Please let me go, and tomorrow  

To-morrow! Chunda Lal raised his eyes, which were alight with the awful light of fanaticism. For me there may be no tomorrow! Jey Bhowani! Yah Allah!

Oh, he may hear you! whispered Miska pitifully. Please go now. I shall know that you are near me, if  

And then?

I will ask your aid.

Her voice was very low.

And if it is written that I succeed?

Miska averted her head.

Oh, Chunda Lal … I cannot.

She hid her face in her hands.

Chunda Lal stood watching her for a moment in silence, then he turned toward the cellar door, and then again to Miska. Suddenly he dropped upon one knee before her, took her hand and kissed it, gently.

I am your slave, he said, his voice shaken with emotion. For myself I ask nothing  only your pity.

He rose, opened the door by which Miska had entered the room and went down into the cellars. She watched him silently, half fearfully, yet her eyes were filled with compassionate tears. Then, readjusting the hideous grey wig, she went up the steps and passed through the doorway into the den of the opium smokers.


CHAPTER VI

THE MAN WITH THE SCAR

Stuart read through a paper, consisting of six closely written pages, then he pinned the sheets together, folded them and placed them in one of those long envelopes associated in his memory with the opening phase of The Scorpion mystery. Smiling grimly, he descended to his dispensary and returned with the Chinese coin attached to the cork. With this he sealed the envelope.

He had volunteered that night for onerous service, and his offer had been accepted. Gaston Maxs knowledge of Eastern languages was slight, whilst Stuarts was sound and extensive, and the Frenchman had cordially welcomed the doctors proposal that he should accompany him to the house of Ah-Fang-Fu. Reviewing the facts gleaned from Miska during the earlier part of the evening, Stuart perceived that, apart from the additional light which they shed upon her own relations with the group, they could be of slight assistance to the immediate success of the inquiry  unless the raid failed. Therefore he had determined upon the course which now he was adopting.

As he completed the sealing of the envelope and laid it down upon the table, he heard a cab drawn up in front of the house, and presently Mrs. MGregor knocked and entered the study.

Inspector Dunbar to see you, Mr. Keppel, she said and he has with him an awful-looking body, all cuts and bandages. A patient, no doubt.

Stuart stood up, wondering what this could mean.

Will you please show them up, Mrs. MGregor, he replied.

A few moments later Dunbar entered, accompanied by a bearded man whose head was bandaged so as to partly cover one eye and who had an evil-looking scar running from his cheekbone, apparently  or at any rate from the edge of the bandage  to the corner of his mouth, so that the lip was drawn up in a fierce and permanent snarl.

At this person Stuart stared blankly, until Dunbar began to laugh.

Its a wonderful make-up, isnt it? he said. I used to say that disguises were out of date, but M. Max has taught me I was wrong.

Max! cried Stuart.

At your service, replied the apparition, but for this evening only I am Le Belafre. Yes, pardieu! I am a real dead man!

The airy indifference which he proclaimed himself to represent one whose awful body had but that day been removed from a mortuary, and one whom in his own words he had had the misfortune to strangle, was rather ghastly and at the same time admirable. For Le Balafre had deliberately tried to murder him, and false sentiment should form no part of the complement of a criminal investigator.

It is a daring idea, said Stuart, and relies for its success upon the chance that The Scorpion remains ignorant of the fate of his agent and continues to believe that the body found off Hanover Hole was yours.

The admirable precautions of my clever colleague, replied Max, laying his hand upon Dunbars shoulder, in closing the mortuary and publishing particulars of the identification disk, made it perfectly safe. Le Balafre has been in hiding. He emerges!

Stuart had secret reasons for knowing that Maxs logic was not at fault, and this brought him to the matter of the sealed paper. He took up the envelope.

I have here, he said slowly, a statement. Examine the seal.

He held it out, and Max and Dunbar looked at it. The latter laughed shortly.

Oh, it is a real statement, continued Stuart, the nature of which I am not at liberty to divulge. But as to-night we take risks, I propose to leave it in your charge, Inspector.

He handed the envelope to Dunbar, whose face was blank with astonishment.

In the event of failure to-night, added Stuart, or catastrophe, I authorise you to read this statement  and act upon it. If, however, I escape safely, I ask you to return it to me, unread.

Eh bien, said Max, and fixed that eye the whole of which was visible upon Stuart. Perhaps I understand, and certainly  he removed his hand from Dunbars shoulder and rested it upon that of Stuart but certainly, my friend, I sympathise!

Stuart started guiltily, but Max immediately turned aside and began to speak about their plans.

In a bag which Inspector Dunbar has thoughtfully left in the cab, he said  

Dunbar hastily retired and Max laughed.

In that bag, he continued, is a suit of clothes such as habitues of The Pidgin House rejoice to wear. I, who have studied disguise almost as deeply as the great Willy Clarkson, will transform you into a perfect ruffian. It is important, you understand, that someone should be inside the house of Ah-Fang-Fu, as otherwise by means of some secret exit the man we seek may escape. I believe that he contemplates departing at any moment, and I believe that the visit of Miguel means that what I may term the masters of the minor lodges are coming to London for parting instructions  or, of course Miguel may have come about the disappearance of Le Balafre.

Suppose you meet Miguel!

My dear friend, I must trust to the Kismet who pursues evil-doers! The only reason which has led me to adopt this daring disguise is a simple one. Although I believe The Pidgin House to be open to ordinary opium-smokers, it may not be open on lodge nights. Do you follow me? Very well. I have the golden scorpion  which I suppose to be a sort of passport.

Stuart wondered more and more at the reasoning powers of this remarkable man, which could lead him to such an accurate conclusion.

The existence of such a passport, continued Max, would seem to point to the fact that all the members of this organisation are not known personally to one another. At the same time those invited or expected at present may be known to Ah-Fang-Fu or to whoever acts as concierge. You see? Expected or otherwise, I assume that Le Balafre would be admitted  and at night I shall pass very well for Le Balafre  somewhat damaged as a result of my encounter with the late Charles Malet, but still recognisable!

And I?

You will be franked in. The word of Le Balafre should be sufficient for that! Of course I may be conducted immediately into the presence of the Chief The Scorpion  and he may prove to be none other than Miguel, for instance  or my Algerian acquaintance  or may even be a she  the fascinating Zara el-Khala! We do not know. But I think  oh, decidedly I think  that the cowled one is a male creature, and his habits and habitat suggests to me that he is a Chinaman.

And in that event how shall you act?

At once! I shall hold him, if I can, or shoot him if I cannot hold him! Both of us will blow police-whistles with which we shall be provided and Inspectors Dunbar and Kelly will raid the premises. But I am hoping for an interval. I do not like these inartistic scrimmages! The fact that these people foregather at an opium-house suggests to me that a certain procedure may be followed which I observed during the course of the celebrated Mr. Q case in New York. Mr. Q. also had an audience-chamber adjoining and opium den, and his visitors went there ostensibly to smoke opium. The opium-den was a sort of anteroom.

Weymouths big Chinese case had similar features, said Inspector Dunbar, who re-entered at that moment carrying a leathern grip. If you are kept waiting and you keep your ears open, doctor, thats when your knowledge of the lingo will come in useful. We might rope in the whole gang and find we hadnt a scrap of evidence against them, for except the attempt on yourself, Dr. Stuart, theres nothing so far that I can see to connect The Scorpion with Sir Frank Newcombe!

It is such a bungle that I fear! cried Max. Ah! how this looped-up lip annoys me! He adjusted the bandage carefully.

Weve got the place comfortably surrounded, continued Dunbar, and whoever may be inside is booked! A lady, answering to the description of Mlle. Dorian, went in this evening, so Sowerby reports.

Stuart felt that he was changing colour, and he stooped hastily to inspect the contents of the bag which Dunbar had opened.

Eh bien! said Gaston Max. We shall not go empty-handed, then. And now to transfigure you, my friend!


CHAPTER VII

IN THE OPIUM DEN

Interrupting a spell of warm, fine weather the night had set in wet and stormy. The squalid streets through which Stuart and Gaston Max made their way looked more than normally deserted and uninviting. The wind moaned and the rain accompanied with a dreary tattoo. Sometimes a siren wailed out upon the river.

We are nearly there, said Max. Pardieu! they are well concealed, those fellows. I have not seen so much as an eyebrow.

It would be encouraging to get a glimpse of some one! replied Stuart.

Ah, but bad  inartistic. It is the next door, I think … yes. I hope they have no special way of knocking.

Upon the door of a dark and apparently deserted shop he rapped.

Both had anticipated an interval of waiting, and both were astonished when the door opened almost at once, revealing a blackly cavernous interior.

Go off! Too late! Shuttee shop! chattered a voice out of the darkness.

Max thrust his way resolutely in, followed by Stuart. Shut the door, Ah-Fang-Fu! he said curtly, speaking with a laboured French accent. Scorpion!

The door was closed by the invisible Chinaman, there was a sound of soft movements and a hurricane-lantern suddenly made its appearance. Its light revealed the interior of a nondescript untidy little shop and revealed the presence of an old and very wrinkled Chinaman who held the lantern. He wore a blue smock and a bowler hat and his face possessed the absolute impassivity of an image. As he leaned over the counter, scrutinising his visitors, Max thrust forward the golden scorpion held in the palm of his hand.

Hoi, hoi chattered the Chinaman. Fo-Hi fellers, eh? You hab got plenty much late. Other fellers Fo-Hi pidgin plenty much sooner. You one time catchee allee same bhobbery, blong number one joss-pidgin man!

Being covertly nudged by Max:

Cut the palaver, Pidgin, growled Stuart.

Allee lightee, chattered Ah-Fang-Fu, for evidently this was he. You play one piecee pipee till Fo-Hi got. Raising the lantern, he led the way through a door at the back of the shop. Descending four wooden steps, Stuart and Max found themselves in the opium-den.

Full up. No loom, said the Chinaman.

It was a low-ceilinged apartment, the beams of the roof sloping slightly upward from west to east. The centre part of the wall at the back was covered with matting hung from the rough cornice supporting the beams. To the right of the matting was the door communicating with the shop, and to the left were bunks. Other bunks lined the southerly wall, except where, set in the thickness of the bare brick and plaster, a second strong door was partly hidden by a pile of empty packing-cases and an untidy litter of straw and matting.

Along the northern wall were more bunks, and an open wooden stair, with a handrail, ascended to a small landing or platform before a third door high up in the wall. A few mats were strewn about the floor. The place was dimly lighted by a red-shaded lamp swung from the centre of the ceiling and near the foot of the stairs another lamp (of the common tin variety) stood upon a box near which was a broken cane chair. Opium-pipes, tins, and a pack of cards were on this box.

All the bunks appeared to be occupied. Most of the occupants were lying motionless, but one or two were noisily sucking at the opium-pipes. These had not yet attained to the opium-smokers Nirvana. So much did Gaston Max, a trained observer, gather in one swift glance. Then Ah-Fang-Fu, leaving the lantern in the shop, descended the four steps and crossing the room began to arrange two mats with round head-cushions near to the empty packing-cases. Stuart and Max remained by the door.

You see, whispered Max, he has taken you on trust! And he did not appear to recognise me. It is as I thought. The place is open to the public as usual, and Ah-Fang-Fu does a roaring trade, one would judge. For the benefit of patrons not affiliated to the order we have to pretend to smoke.

Yes, replied Stuart with repressed excitement until someone called Fo-Hi is at home, or visible; the word got may mean either of those things.

Fo-Hi, whispered Max, is The Scorpion!

I believe you are right, said Stuart  who had good reason to know it. My God! what a foul den! The reek is suffocating. Look at that yellow lifeless face yonder, and see that other fellow whose hand hangs limply down upon the floor. Those bunks might be occupied by corpses for all the evidence of life that some of them show.

Morbleu! do not raise your voice; for some of them are occupied by Scorpions. You noted the words of Ah-Fang? Ssh!

The old Chinaman returned with his curious shuffling walk, raising his hand to beckon to them.

Number one piece bunk, lo! he chattered.

Good enough, growled Stuart.

The two crossed and reclined upon the uncleanly mats.

Make special loom, explained Ah-Fang-Fu. Velly special chop!

He passed from bunk to bunk, and presently came to a comatose Chinaman from whose limp hand, which hung down upon the floor, the pipe had dropped. This pipe Ah-Fang-Fu took from the smokers fingers and returning to the box upon which the tin lamp was standing began calmly to load it.

Good heavens! muttered Stuart he is short of pipes! Pah! how the place reeks!

Ah-Fang-Fu busied himself with a tin of opium, the pipe which he had taken from the sleeper, and another pipe  apparently the last of his stock  which lay near the lamp. Igniting the two, he crossed and handed them to Stuart and Max.

Velly soon-lo! he said and made a curious sign, touching his brow, his lips and his breast in a manner resembling that of a Moslem.

Max repeated the gesture and then lay back upon his elbow, raising the mouthpiece of the little pipe to his lips  but carefully avoiding contact.

Ah-Fang-Fu shuffled back to the broken cane chair, from which he had evidently arisen to admit his late visitors.

Inarticulate sounds proceeded from the bunks, breaking the sinister silence which now descended upon the den. Ah-Fang-Fu began to play Patience, constantly muttering to himself. The occasional wash of tidal water became audible, and once there came a scampering and squealing of rates from beneath the floor.

Do you notice the sound of lapping water whispered Stuart. The place is evidently built upon a foundation of piles and the cellars must actually be submerged at high-tide.

Pardieu! it is a death trap. What is this!

A loud knocking sounded upon the street door. Ah-Fang-Fu rose and shuffled up the steps into the shop. He could be heard unbarring the outer door. Then:

Too late! shuttee shop, shuttee shop! sounded.

I dont want nothin out of your blasted shop, Pidgin! roared a loud and thick voice. Im old Bill Bean, I am, and I want a pipe, I do!

Hullo, Bill! replied the invisible Pidgin. Allee samee dlunk again!

A red-bearded ships fireman, wearing sea-boots, a rough blue suit similar to that which Stuart wore, a muffler and a peaked cap, lurched into view at the head of the steps.

Blimey! he roared, over his shoulder. Drunk! Me drunk! An all the pubs in these parts sell barley-water coloured brown! Blimey! Chuck it, Pidgin!

Ah-Fang-Fu reappeared behind him. Catchee dlunk evly time for comee here, he chattered.

Taint umanly possible, declared the new arrival, staggering down the steps, fer a ealthy sailorman to git drunk on coloured water just cause the publican calls it beer! I aint drunk; Im only miserable. Gimmee a pipe, Pidgin.

Ah-Fang-Fu barred the door and ascended.

Comee here, he muttered, my placee, all full up and no other placee blong open.

Bill Bean slapped him boisterously on the back.

Cut the palaver, Pidgin, and gimme a pipe. Piecee pipe, Pidgin!

He lurched across the floor, nearly falling over Stuarts legs, took up a mat and a cushion, lurched into the further corner and cast himself down.

Aint I one o yer oldest customers, Pidgin? he inquired. One o yer oldest, I am.

Blight side twelve-time, muttered the Chinaman. Getchee me in tlouble, Bill. Number one police chop.

Not the first time it wouldnt be! retorted the fireman. Not the first time as youve been in trouble, Pidgin. An unless they ung yer  which it aint umanly possible to ang a Chink  it wouldnt be the last  an not by a damn long way …an not by a damn long way!

Ah-Fang-Fu, shrugging resignedly, shuffled from bunk to bunk in quest of a disused pipe, found one, and returning to the extemporised table, began to load it, muttering to himself.

Dont like to ear about your wicked past, do you? continued Bill. Wicked old yellow-faced eathen! Remember the dive in Frisco, Pidgin? Wot a rough ouse! Remember when I come in  full up I was: me back teeth well under water  an you tried to Shanghai me?

You cutee palaber. All damn lie, muttered the Chinaman.

Ho! a lie is it? roared the other. Wot about me wakin up all of a tremble aboard o the old Nancy Lee  aboard of a blasted wind-jammer! Me  a fireman! Wot about it? Wasnt that Shanghaiin? Blighter! An not a oat in me pocket  not a bean! Broke to the wide an aboard of a old wind-jammer wot was a coffin-ship  a coffin-ship she was; an er old man was the devils father-in-law. Ho! lies! I dont think!

You cutee palaber! chattered Ah-Fang-Fu, busy with the pipe. You likee too much chin-chin. You make nice piece bhobbery.

Not a bean, continued Bill reminiscently not a oat. He sat up violently. Even me pipe an baccy was gone! he shouted. Youd even pinched me pipe an baccy! Youd pinch the whiskers off a blind man, you would, Pidgin! And over the dope. Thank Gawd somebodys still the right stuff!

Suddenly, from a bunk on the left of Gaston Max came a faint cry.

Ah! He has bitten me!

Ullo! said Bill wotcher bin given im, Pidgin? Chandu or hydrerphobia?

Ah-Fang-Fu crossed and handed him the pipe.

One piecee pipee. No more hab.

Bill grasped the pipe eagerly and raised it to his lips. Ah-Fang-Fu returned unmoved to his Patience and silence reclaimed the den, only broken by the inarticulate murmuring and the lapping of the tide.

A genuine customer! whispered Max.

Ah! came again, more faintly he … has … bitten … me.

Blimey! said Bill in a drowsy voiceeave the chair at im, Pidgin.

Stuart was about to speak when Gaston Max furtively grasped his arm. Ssh! he whispered. Do not move, but look … at the top of the stair!

Stuart turned his eyes. On the platform at the head of the stairs a Hindu was standing!

Chunda Lal! whispered Max. Prepare for  anything!

Chunda Lal descended slowly. Ah-Fang-Fu continued to play Patience. The Hindu stood behind him and began to speak in a voice of subdued fervour and with soft Hindu modulations.

Why do you allow them, strangers, coming here to-night!

Ah-Fang-Fu continued complacently to arrange the cards.

Spose hab gotchee pidgin allee samee Chunda Lal hab got? Fo-Hi no catchee buy bled and cheese for Ah-Fang-Fu. He  nodding casually in the direction of Bill Bean plitty soon all blissful.

Be very careful, Ah-Fang-Fu, said Chunda Lal tensely. He lowered his voice. Do you forget so soon what happen last week?

No sabby.

Some one comes here  we do not know how close he comes; perhaps he comes in  and he is of the police.

Ah-Fang-Fu shuffled uneasily in his chair.

No police chop for Pidgin! he muttered. Same feller tumble in liver?

He is killed  yes; but suppose they find the writing he has made! Suppose he has written that it is here people meet together?

Makee chit tell my name? Muchee hard luck! Number one police chop.

You say Fo-Hi not buying you bread and cheese. Perhaps it is Fo-Hi that save you from hanging!

Ah-Fang-Fu hugged himself.

Yak pozee! (Very good) he muttered.

Chunda Lal raised his finger.

Be very careful, Ah-Fang-Fu!

Allee time velly careful.

But admit no more of them to come in, these strangers.

Tchee, tchee! Velly ploper. Sometime big feller come in if Pidgin palaber or not. Pidgin never lude to big feller.

Your life may depend on it, said Chunda Lal impressively. How many are here?

Ah-Fang-Fu turned at last from his cards, pointing in three directions, and, finally, at Gaston Max.

Four? said the Hindu how can it be?

He peered from bunk to bunk, muttering something  a name apparently  after scrutinizing each. When his gaze rested upon Max he started, stared hard, and meeting the gaze of the one visible eye, made the strange sign.

Max repeated it; and Chunda Lal turned again to the Chinaman. Because of that drunken pig, he said, pointing at Bill Bean we must wait. See to it that he is the last.

He walked slowly up the stairs, opened the door at the top and disappeared.


CHAPTER VIII

THE GREEN-EYED JOSS

Sinister silence reclaimed the house of Ah-Fang-Fu. And Ah-Fang-Fu resumed his solitary game.

He recognised Le Belafre whispered Max and was surprised to see him! So there are three of the gang here! Did you particularly observe in which bunks they lay, doctor. Ssh!

A voice from a bunk had commenced to sing monotonously.

Peyala peah, it sang, weird above the murmured accompaniment of the other dreaming smokers and the wash-wash of the tide To myn-na-peah-Phir Kysee ko kyah …

He is speaking from an opium-trance, said Stuart softly. A native song: If a cup of wine is drunk, and I have drunk it, what of that?

Mon Dieu! it is uncanny! whispered Max. Brr! do you hear those rats? I am wondering in what order we shall be admitted to the Scorpions presence, or if we shall see him together.

He may come in here.

All the better.

Gimme nother pipe, Pidgin, drawled a very drowsy voice from Bill Beans corner.

Ah-Fang-Fu left his eternal arranging and rearranging of the cards and crossed the room. He took the opium-pipe from the firemans limp fingers and returning to the box, refilled and lighted it. Max and Stuart watched him in silence until he had handed the second pipe to the man and returned to his chair.

We must be very careful, said Stuart. We do not know which are real smokers and which are not.

Again there was a weird interruption. A Chinaman lying in one of the bunks began to chant in a monotonous far-away voice:

Chong-liou-chouay Om mani padme hum.

The Buddhist formula, whispered Stuart. He is a real smoker. Heavens! the reek is choking me!

The chant was repeated, the words dying away into a long murmur. Ah-Fang-Fu continued to shuffle the cards. And presently Bill Beans second pipe dropped from his fingers. His husky voice spoke almost inaudibly.

Im … old … Bill … Bean … I …

A deep-noted siren hooted dimly.

A steamer making for dock, whispered Max. Brr! it is a nightmare, this! I think in a minute something will happen. Ssh!

Ah-Fang-Fu glanced slowly around. Then he stood up, raised the lamp from the table and made a tour of the bunks, shining the light in upon the faces of the occupants. Max watched him closely, hoping to learn in which bunks the members of The Scorpions group lay. But he was disappointed. Ah-Fang-Fu examined all the bunks and even shone the light down upon Stuart and Max. He muttered to himself constantly, but seemed to address no one.

Replacing the lamp on the box, he whistled softly; and:  

Look! breathed Max. The stair again!

Stuart cautiously turned his eyes toward the open stair.

On the platform above stood a bent old hag whose witch-eyes were searching the place keenly! With a curiously lithe step, for all her age, she descended, and standing behind Ah-Fang-Fu tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the outer door. He stood up and shuffled across, went up the four steps and unbarred the door.

Tchee, tchee, he chattered. Pidgin make a look-out.

He went out and closed the door.

Something happens! whispered Max.

A gong sounded.

Ah!

The old woman approached the matting curtain hung over a portion of the wall, raised it slightly in the centre  where it opened  and disappeared beyond.

You see! said Stuart excitedly.

Yes! it is the audience-chamber of The Scorpion!

The ancient hag came out again, crossed to a bunk and touched its occupant, a Chinaman, with her hand. He immediately shot up and followed her. The two disappeared beyond the curtain.

What shall we do, said Stuart, if you are summoned?

I shall throw open those curtains the moment I reach them, and present my pistol at the head of whoever is on the other side. You  ssh!

The old woman reappeared, looked slowly around and then held the curtains slightly apart to allow of the Chinamans coming out. He saluted her by touching his head, lips and breast with his right hand, then passed up to the door communicating with the shop, which he opened, and went out.

His voice came, muffled:

Fo-Hi!

Fo-Hi, returned the high voice of Ah-Fang-Fu.

The outer door was opened and shut. The old woman went up and barred the inner door, then returned and stood by the matting curtain. The sound of the water below alone broke the silence. It was the hour of high tide.

There goes the first fish into Dunbars net! whispered Max.

The gong sounded again.

Thereupon the old woman crossed to another bunk and conducted a brown-skinned Eastern into the hidden room. Immediately they had disappeared:

As I pull the curtains aside, continued Max rapidly, blow the whistle and run across and unbar the door….

So engrossed was he in giving these directions, and so engrossed was Stuart in listening to them, that neither detected a faint creak which proceeded from almost immediately behind them. This sound was occasioned by the slow and cautious opening of that sunken, heavy door near to which they lay  the door which communicated with the labyrinth of cellars. Inch by inch from the opening protruded the head of Ah-Fang-Fu!

If the Chinaman offers any resistance, Max went on, speaking very rapidly morbleu! you have the means to deal with him! In a word, admit the police. Sh! what is that!

A moaning voice from one of the bunks came.

Cheal kegur-men, mas ka dheer!

A native adage, whispered Stuart. He is dreaming. There is always meat in a kites nest.

Eh bien! very true  and I think the kite is at home!

The head of Ah-Fang-Fu vanished. A moment later the curtains opened again slightly and the old woman came out, ushering the brown man. He saluted her and unbarred the door, going out.

Fo-Hi, came dimly.

There was no definite answer  only the sound of a muttered colloquy; and suddenly the brown man returned and spoke to the old woman in a voice so low that his words were inaudible to the two attentive listeners in the distant corner.

Ah! whispered Max what now?

Shall we rush the curtain! said Stuart.

No! Max grasped his arm wait! wait! See! he is going out. He has perhaps forgotten something. A second fish in the net.

The Oriental went up the steps into the shop. The old woman closed and barred the door, then opened the matting curtain and disappeared within.

I was right, said Max.

But for once in his career he was wrong.

She was out again almost immediately and bending over a bunk close to the left of the masked opening. The occupant concealed in its shadow did not rise and follow her, however. She seemed to be speaking to him. Stuart and Max watched intently.

The head of Ah-Fang-Fu reappeared in the doorway behind them.

Now is our time! whispered Max tensely. As I rush for the curtains, you run to the shop door and get it unbolted, whistling for Dunbar  

Ah-Fang-Fu, fully opening the door behind them, crept out stealthily.

Have your pistol ready, continued Max, and first put the whistle between your teeth  

Ah-Fang-Fu silently placed his bowler hat upon the floor, shook down his long pigtail, and moving with catlike tread, stooping, drew nearer.

Now, doctor! cried Max.

Both sprang to their feet. Max leapt clear of the matting and other litter and dashed for the curtain. He reached it, seized it and tore bodily from its fastenings. Behind him the long flat note of a police whistle sounded  and ended abruptly.

Ah! Nom dun nom! cried Max.

A cunningly devised door  looking like a section of solid brick and plaster wall  was closing slowly  heavily. Through the opening which yet remained he caught a glimpse of a small room, draped with Chinese dragon tapestry and having upon a raised, carpeted dais a number of cushions forming a diwan and an inlaid table bearing a silver snuff vase. A cowled figure was seated upon the dais. The door closed completely. Within a niche in its centre sat a yellow leering idol, green eyed and complacent.

Wild, gurgling cries brought Max sharply about.

An answering whistle sounded from the street outside … a second … a third.

Ah-Fang-Fu, stooping ever lower, at the instant that Stuart had sprung to his feet had seized his ankle from behind, pitching him on to his face. It was then that the note of the whistle had ceased. Now, the Chinaman had his long pigtail about Stuarts neck, at which Stuart, prone with the other kneeling upon his body, plucked vainly.

Max raised his pistol … and from the bunk almost at his elbow leapt Miguel the quadroon, a sand-bag raised. It descended upon the Frenchmans skull … and he crumbled up limply and collapsed upon the floor. There came a crash of broken glass from the shop.

Uttering a piercing cry, the old woman staggered from the door near which she had been standing as if stricken helpless, during the lightning moments in which these things had happened  and advanced in the direction of Ah-Fang-Fu.

Ah, God! You kill him! You kill him? she moaned.

Through the window, Sowerby! This way! came Dunbars voice. Max! Max!

The sustained note of a whistle, a confusion of voices and a sound of heavy steps proclaimed the entrance of the police into the shop and the summoning of reinforcements.

Ah-Fang-Fu rose. Stuart had ceased to struggle. The Chinaman replaced his hat and looked up at the woman, whose eyes glared madly into his own.

Tche, tchee, he said sibilantly Tchon-dzee-ti Fan-Fu.*

* Yes, yes. It is the will of the Master.

Down with the door! roared Dunbar.

The woman threw herself, with a wild sob, upon the motionless body of Stuart.

Ensued a series of splintering crashes, and finally the head of an axe appeared through the panels of the door. Ah-Fang-Fu tried to drag the woman away, but she clung to Stuart desperately and was immovable. Thereupon the huge quadroon, running across the room, swept them both up into his giant embrace, man and woman together, and bore them down by the sunken doorway into the cellars below!

The shop door fell inwards, crashing down the four steps, and Dunbar sprang into the place, revolver in hand, followed by Inspector Kelly and four men of the River Police, one of whom carried a hurricane lantern. Ah-Fang-Fu had just descended after Miguel and closed the heavy door.

Try this way, boys! cried Kelly, and rushed up the stair. The four men followed him. The lantern was left on the floor. Dunbar stared about him. Sowerby and several other men entered. Suddenly Dunbar saw Gaston Max lying on the floor.

My God! he cried they have killed him!

He ran across, knelt and examined Max, pressing his ear against his breast.

Inspector Kelly reaching the top of the stairs and finding the door locked, hurled his great bulk against it and burst it open.

Follow me, boys! he cried. Take care! Bring the lantern, somebody.

The fourth man grasped the lantern and all followed the Inspector up the stair and out through the doorway. His voice came dimly:

Mind the beam! Pass the light forward….

Sowerby was struggling with the door by which Miguel and Ah-Fang-Fu unseen had made their escape and Dunbar, having rested Maxs head upon a pillow, was glaring all about him, his square jaw set grimly and his eyes fierce with anger.

A voice droned from a bunk:

Cheal kegur men ms ka-dheer!

The police were moving from bunk to bunk, scrutinising the occupants. The uproar had penetrated to them even in their drugged slumbers. There were stirrings and mutterings and movements of yellow hands.

But where is The Scorpion?

He turned and stared at the wall from which the matting had been torn. And out of the little niche in the cunningly masked door the green-eyed joss leered at him complacently.


PART IV. THE LAIR OF THE SCORPION


CHAPTER I

THE SUBLIME ORDER

Stuart awoke to a discovery so strange that for some time he found himself unable to accept its reality. He passed his hands over his face and eyes and looked about him dazedly. He experienced great pain in his throat, and he could feel that his neck was swollen. He stared down at his ankles, which also were throbbing agonisingly  to learn that they were confined in gyves attached by a short chain to a ring in the floor!

He was lying upon a deep diwan, which was covered with leopard-skins and which occupied one corner of the most extraordinary room he had ever seen or ever could have imagined. He sat up, but was immediately overcome with faintness which he conquered with difficulty.

The apartment, then, was one of extraordinary Oriental elegance, having two entrances closed with lacquer sliding doors. Chinese lamps swung from the ceiling, illuminated it warmly, and a great number of large and bright silk cushions were strewn about the floor. There were tapestries in black and gold, rich carpets and couches, several handsome cabinets and a number of tall cases of Oriental workmanship containing large and strangely bound books, scientific paraphernalia, curios and ornaments.

At the further end of the room was a deep tiled hearth in which stood a kind of chemical furnace which hissed constantly. Upon ornate small tables and pedestals were vases and cases  one of the latter containing a number or orchids, in flower.

Preserved lizards, snakes, and other creatures were in a row of jars upon a shelf, together with small skeletons of animals in frames. There was also a perfect human skeleton. Near the centre of the room was a canopied chair, of grotesque Chinese design, upon a dais, a big bronze bell hanging from it; and near to the diwan upon which Stuart was lying stood a large, very finely carved table upon which were some open faded volumes and a litter of scientific implements. Near the table stood a very large bowl of what looked like platinum, upon a tripod, and several volumes lay scattered near it upon the carpet. From a silver incense-burner arose a pencilling of blue smoke.

One of the lacquer doors slid noiselessly open and a man entered, Stuart inhaled sibilantly and clenched his fists.

The new-comer wore a cowled garment of some dark blue material which enveloped him from head to feet. It possessed oval eye-holes, and through these apertures gleamed two eyes which looked scarcely like the eyes of a human being. They were of that brilliant yellow color sometimes seen in the eyes of tigers, and their most marked and awful peculiarity was their unblinking regard. They seemed always to be open to their fullest extent, and Stuart realized with anger that it was impossible to sustain for long the piercing gaze of Fo-Hi … for he knew that he was in the presence of The Scorpion!

Walking with a slow and curious dignity, the cowled figure came across to the table, first closing the lacquer door. Stuarts hands convulsively clutched the covering of the diwan as the sinister figure approached. The intolerable gaze of those weird eyes had awakened a horror, a loathing horror, within him, such as he never remembered to have experienced in regard to any human being. It was the sort of horror which the proximity of a poisonous serpent occasions  or the nearness of a scorpion….

Fo-Hi seated himself at the table.

Absolute silence reigned in the big room, except for the hissing of the furnace. No sound penetrated from the outer world. Having no means of judging how long he had been insensible, Stuart found himself wondering if the raid on the den of Ah-Fang-Fu had taken place hours before, days earlier, or weeks ago.

Taking up a test-tube from a rack on the table, Fo-Hi held it near a lamp and examined the contents  a few drops of colourless fluid. These he poured into a curious long-necked yellow bottle. He began to speak, but without looking at Stuart.

His diction was characteristic, resembling his carriage in that it was slow and distinctive. He seemed deliberately to choose each word and to give to it all its value, syllable by syllable. His English was perfect to the verge of the pedantic; and his voice was metallic and harsh, touching at time, when his words were vested with some subtle or hidden significance, guttural depths which betrayed the Chinaman. He possessed uncanny dignity as of tremendous intellect and conscious power.

I regret that you were so rash as to take part in last nights abortive raid, Dr. Stuart, he said.

Stuart started. So he had been unconscious for many hour!

Because of your professional acquirements at one time I had contemplated removing you, continued the unemotional voice. But I rejoice to think that I failed. It would have been an error of judgement. I have useful work for such men. You shall assist in the extensive laboratories of my distinguished predecessor.

Never! snapped Stuart.

The mans callousness was so purposeful and deliberate that it awed. He seemed like one who stands above all ordinary human frailties and emotions.

Your prejudice is natural, rejoined Fo-Hi calmly. You are ignorant of our sublime motives, but you shall nevertheless assist us to establish that intellectual control which is destined to be the new World Force. No doubt you are conscious of a mental hiatus extending from the moment when you found the pigtail of the worthy Ah-Fang-Fu about your throat until that when you recovered consciousness in this room. It has covered a period roughly of twenty-four hours, Dr. Stuart.

I dont believe it, muttered Stuart  and found his own voice to seem as unreal as everything else in the nightmare apartment. If I had not revived earlier, I should never have revived at all.

He raised his hand to his swollen throat, touching it gingerly.

Your unconsciousness was prolonged, explained Fo-Hi, consulting an open book written in Chinese characters, by an injection which I found it necessary to make. Otherwise, as you remark, it would have been prolonged indefinitely. Your clever but rash companion was less happy.

What! cried Stuart he is dead? You fiend! You damned yellow fiend! Emotion shook him and he sat clutching the leopard-skins and glaring madly at the cowled figure.

Fortunately, resumed Fo-Hi, my people  with one exception  succeeded in making their escape. I may add that the needless scuffling attendant upon arresting this unfortunate follower of mine, immediately outside the door of the house, led to the discovery of your own presence. Nevertheless, the others departed safely. My own departure is imminent; it has been because of certain domestic details and by the necessity of awaiting nightfall. You see, I am frank with you.

Because the grave is silent!

The grave, and … China. There is no other alternative in your case.

Are you sure that there is no other in your own? asked Stuart huskily.

An alternative to my returning to China? Can you suggest one?

The scaffold! cried Stuart furiously, for you and the scum who follow you!

Fo-Hi lighted a Bunsen burner.

I trust not, he rejoined placidly. With two exceptions, all my people are out of England.

Stuarts heart began to throb painfully. With two exceptions! Did Miska still remain? He conquered his anger and tried to speak calmly, recognising how he lay utterly in the power of this uncanny being and how closely his happiness was involved even if he escaped with life.

And you? he said.

In these matters, Dr. Stuart, replied Fo-Hi, I have always modelled my behavior upon that of the brilliant scientist who preceded me as European representative of our movement. Your beautiful Thames is my highway as it was his highway. No one of my immediate neighbours has ever seen me or my once extensive following enter this house. He selected an empty test-tube. No one shall see me leave.

The unreality of it all threatened to swamp Stuarts mind again, but he forced himself to speak calmly.

Your own escape is just possible, if some vessel awaits you; but do you imagine for a moment that you can carry me to China and elude pursuit?

Fo-Hi, again consulting the huge book with its yellow faded characters, answered him absently.

Do you recall the death of the Grand Duke Ivan? he said. Does your memory retain the name of Van Rembold and has your Scotland Yard yet satisfied itself that Sir Frank Narcombe died from natural causes? Then, there was Ericksen, the most brilliant European electrical expert of the century, who died quite suddenly last year. I honor you, Dr. Stuart, by inviting you to join a company so distinguished.

You are raving! What have these men in common with me?

Stuart found himself holding his breath as he awaited a reply  for he knew that he was on the verge of learning that which poor Gaston Max had given his life to learn. A moment Fo-Hi hesitated  and in that moment his captive recognised, and shuddered to recognise, that he won this secret too late. Then:

The Grand Duke is a tactician who, had he remained in Europe, might well have readjusted the frontiers of his country. Van Rembold, as a mining engineer, stands alone, as does Henrik Ericksen in the electrical world. As for Sir Frank Narcombe, he is beyond doubt the most brilliant surgeon of today, and I, a judge of men, count you his peer in the realm of pure therapeutics. Whilst your studies in snake-poisons (which were narrowly watched for us in India) give you an unique place in toxicology. These great men will be some of your companions in China.

In China!

In China, Dr. Stuart, where I hope you will join them. You misapprehend the purpose of my mission. It is not destructive, although neither I nor my enlightened predecessor have ever scrupled to remove any obstacle from the path of that world-change which no human power can check or hinder; it is primarily constructive. No state or group of states can hope to resist the progress of a movement guided and upheld by a monopoly of the worlds genius. The Sublime Order, of which I am an unworthy member, stands for such a movement.

Rest assured it will be crushed.

Van Rembold is preparing radium in quantities hitherto unknown from the vast pitchblend deposits of Ho-Nan  which industry we control. He visited China arrayed in his shroud, and he travelled in a handsome Egyptian sarcophagus purchased at Sotherbys on behalf of a Chinese collector.

Fo-Hi stood up and crossed to the hissing furnace. He busied himself with some obscure experiment which proceeded there, and:

Your own state-room will be less romantic, Dr. Stuart, he said, speaking without turning his head; possibly a packing-case. In brief, that intellectual giant who achieved to much for the Sublime Order  my immediate predecessor in office  devised a means of inducing artificial catalepsy  

My God! muttered Stuart, as the incredible, the appalling truth burst upon his mind.

My own rather hazardous delay, continued Fo-Hi, is occasioned in some measure by my anxiety to complete the present experiment. Its product will be your passport to China.

Carrying a tiny crucible, he returned to the table.

Stuart felt that his self-possession was deserting him. Madness threatened … If he was not already mad. He forced himself to speak.

You taunt me because I am helpless. I do not believe that those men have been spirited into China. Even if it were so, they would die, as I would die, rather than prostitute their talents to such mad infamy.

Fo-Hi carefully poured the contents of the crucible into a flat platinum pan.

In China, Dr. Stuart, he said, we know how to make men work! I myself am the deviser of a variant of the unduly notorious kite device and the scarcely less celebrated Six Gates of Wisdom. I term it The Feast of a Thousand Ants. It is performed with the aid of African driver ant, a pair of surgical scissors and a pot of honey. I have observed you studying with interest the human skeleton yonder. It is that of one of my followers  a Nubian mute  who met with an untimely end quite recently. You are wondering, no doubt, how I obtained the frame in so short a time? My African driver ants, Dr. Stuart, of which I have three large cases in a cellar below this room, performed the task for me in exactly sixty-nine minutes.

Stuart strained frenziedly at his gyves.

My God! he groaned. All I have heard of you was the merest flattery. You are either a fiend or a madman!

When you are enlisted as a member of the Sublime Order, said Fo-Hi softly, and you awaken in China, Dr. Stuart  you will work. We have no unwilling recruits.

Stop your accursed talk. I have heard enough.

But the metallic voice continued smoothly:

I appreciate the difficulty which you must experience in grasping the true significance of this movement. You have seen mighty nations, armed with every known resource of science, at a deadlock on the battlefield. You naturally fail to perceive how a group of Oriental philosophers can achieve what the might of Europe failed to achieve. You will remember, in favour of my claims, that we command the service of the worlds genius, and have a financial backing which could settle the national loans of the world! In other words, exhumation of a large percentage of the great men who have died in recent years would be impossible. Their tombs are empty.

I have heard enough. Drug me, kill me; but spare me your confidences.

In the crowded foyer of a hotel, continued Fo-Hi imperturbably, of a theatre, of a concert-room; in the privacy of their home, of their office; wherever opportunity offered, I caused them to be touched with the point of a hypodermic needle such as this. He held up a small hypodermic syringe.

It contained a minute quantity of the serum which I am now preparing  the serum whose discovery was the crowning achievement of a great scientists career (I refer, Dr. Stuart, to my brilliant predecessor). They were buried alive; but no surgeon in Europe or America would have hesitated to certify them dead. Aided by a group of six Hindu fanatics, trained as Lughais (grave-diggers), it was easy to gain access to their resting-places. One had the misfortune to be cremated by his family  a great loss to my Council. But the others are now in China, at our headquarters. They are labouring day and night to bring this war-scarred world under the sceptre of an Eastern Emperor.

Faugh! cried Stuart. The whole of that war-scarred world will stand armed before you!

We realise that, doctor; therefore we are prepared for it. We spoke of the Norwegian Henrick Ericksen. This is his most recent contribution to our armament.

Fo-Hi rested on long yellow hand upon a kind of model searchlight.

I nearly committed the clumsy indiscretion of removing you with this little instrument, he said. You recall the episode? Ericksens Disintegrating Ray, Dr. Stuart. The model, here, possesses a limited range, of course, but the actual instrument has a compass of seven and a half miles. It can readily be carried by a heavy plane! One such plane in a flight from Suez to Port Said, could destroy all the shipping in the Canal and explode every grain of ammunition on either shore! Since I must leave England to-night, the model must be destroyed, and unfortunately a good collection of bacilli has already suffered the same fate.

Placidly, slowly, and unmoved from his habit of unruffled dignity, Fo-Hi placed the model in a deep mortar, whilst Stuart watched him speechless and aghast. He poured the contents of a large pan into the mortar, whereupon a loud hissing sound broke the awesome silence of the room and a cloud of fumes arose.

Not a trace, doctor! said the cowled man. A little preparation of my own. It destroys the hardest known substance  with the solitary exception of a certain clay  in the same way that nitric acid would destroy tissue paper. You see I might have aspired to become famous among safe-breakers.

You have preferred to become infamous among murderers! snapped Stuart.

To murder, Dr. Stuart, I have never stooped. I am a specialist in selective warfare. When you visit the laboratory of our chief chemist in Kiangsu you will be shown the whole of the armory of the Sublime Order. I regret that the activities of your zealous and painfully inquisitive friend, M. Gaston Max, have forced me to depart from England before I had completed my work here.

I pray you may never depart, murmured Stuart.

Fo-Hi having added some bright green fluid to that in the flat pan, had now poured the whole into a large test-tube, and was holding it in the flame of the burner. At the moment that it reached the boiling point it became colourless. He carefully placed the whole of the liquid in a retort to which he attached a condensor. He stood up.

Crossing to a glass case which rested upon a table near the diwan he struck it lightly with his hand. The case contained sand and fragments of rock, but as Fo-Hi struck it, out from beneath the pieces of rock darted black active creatures.

The common black scorpion of Southern India, he said softly. Its venom is the basis of the priceless formula, F. Katalepsis, upon which the structure of our Sublime Order rests, Dr. Stuart; hence the adoption of a scorpion as our device.

He took up a long slender flask.

This virus prepared from a glandular secretion of the Chinese swamp-adder is also beyond price. Again-the case upon the pedestal yonder contains five perfect bulbs, three already in flower, as you observe, of an orchid discovered by our chief chemist in certain forests of Burma. It only occurs at extremely rare intervals  eighty years or more  and under highly special conditions. If the other two bulbs flower, I shall be enabled to obtain from the blooms a minimum quantity of an essential oil for which the nations of the earth, if they knew its properties, would gladly empty their treasuries. This case must at all costs accompany me.

Yet because you are still in England, said Stuart huskily, I venture to hope that your devil dreams may end on the scaffold.

That can never be, Dr. Stuart, returned Fo-Hi placidly. The scaffold is not for such as I. Moreover, it is a crude and barbaric institution which I deplore. Do you see that somewhat peculiarly constructed chair, yonder? It is an adaptation, by a brilliant young chemist of Canton, of Ericksens Disintegrating Ray. A bell hangs beside it. If you were seated in that chair and I desire to dismiss you, it would merely be necessary fro me to strike the bell once with the hammer. Before the vibration of the note had become inaudible you would be seeking your ancestors among the shades. It is the throne of the gods. Such a death is poetic.

He returned to the table and, observing meticulous care, emptied the few drops of colourless liquid from the condenser into a test-tube. Holding the tube near a lamp, he examined the contents, then poured the liquid into the curious yellow bottle. A faint vapour arose from it.

You would scarcely suppose, he said, that yonder window opens upon an ivy-grown balcony commanding an excellent view of that picturesque Tudor survival, Hampton Court? I apprehend, however, that the researches of your late friend, M. Gaston Max, may ere long lead Scotland Yard to my doors, although there has been nothing in the outward seeming of this house, in the circumstances of my tenancy, or in my behaviour since I have  secretly  resided here, to excite local suspicion.

Scotland Yard men may surround the house now! said Stuart viciously.

One of the two followers I have retained here with me, watches at the gate, replied Fo-Hi. An intruder seeking to enter by any other route, through the hedge, over the wall, or from the river, would cause electric bells to ring loudly in this room, the note of the bell signifying the point of entry. Finally, in the event of such a surprise, I have an exit whereby one emerges at a secret spot on the river bank. A motor-boat, suitably concealed, awaits me there.

He placed a thermometer in the neck of the yellow bottle and the bottle in a rack. He directed the intolerable gaze of his awful eyes upon the man who sat, teeth tightly clenched, watching him from the diwan.

Ten minutes of life  in England  yet remain to you, Dr. Stuart. In ten minutes this fluid will have cooled to a temperature of 99 degrees, when I shall be enabled safely make an injection. You will be reborn in Kiangsu.

Fo-Hi walked slowly to the door whereby he had entered, opened it and went out. The door closed.


CHAPTER II

THE LIVING DEATH

The little furnace hissed continuously. A wisp of smoke floated up from the incense-burner.

Stuart sat with his hands locked between his knees, and his gaze set upon the yellow flask.

Even now he found it difficult to credit the verity of his case. He found it almost impossible to believe that such a being as Fo-Hi existed, that such deeds had been done, were being done, in England, as those of which he had heard from the sinister cowled man. Save for the hissing of the furnace and the clanking of the chain as he strove with all his strength to win freedom, that wonderful evil room was silent as the Kings Chamber at the heart of the Great Pyramid.

His gaze reverted to the yellow flask.

Oh, my God! he groaned.

Terror claimed him  the terror which he had with difficulty been fending off throughout that nightmare interview with Fo-Hi. Madness threatened him, and he was seized by an almost incontrollable desire to shout execrations  prayers  he knew not what. He clenched his teeth grimly and tried to think, to plan.

He had two chances:

The statement left with Inspector Dunbar, in which he had mentioned the existence of a house near Hampton Court, and … Miska.

That she was one of the two exceptions mentioned by Fo-Hi he felt assured. But was she in this house, and did she know of his presence there? Even so, had she access to that room of mysteries  of horrors?

And who was the other who remained? Almost certainly it was the fanatical Hindu, Chunda Lal, of whom she had spoken with such palpable terror and who watched her unceasingly, untiringly. He would prevent her intervening even if she had power to intervene.

His great hope, then, was in Dunbar … for Gaston Max was dead.

At the coming of that thought, the foul doing to death of the fearless Frenchman, he gnashed his teeth savagely and strained at the gyves until the pain in his ankles brought out beads of perspiration upon his forehead.

He dropped his head into his hands and frenziedly clutched at his hair with twitching fingers.

The faint sound occasioned by the opening of one of the sliding doors brought him sharply upright.

Miska entered!

She looked so bewilderingly beautiful that terror and sorrow fled, leaving Stuart filled only with passionate admiration. She wore an Eastern dress of gauzy shimmering silk and high-heeled gilt Turkish slippers upon her stockingless feet. About her left ankle was a gold bangle, and there was barbaric jewellery upon her arms. She was a figure unreal as all lose in that house of dreams, but a figure so lovely that Stuart forgot the yellow flask … forgot that less than ten minutes of life remained to him.

Miska! he whispered Miska!

She exhibited intense but repressed excitement and fear. Creeping to the second door  that by which Fo-Hi had gone out  she pressed her ear to the lacquered panel and listened intently. Then, coming swiftly to the table, she took up a bunch of keys, approached Stuart and, kneeling, unlocked the gyves. The scent of jasmine stole to his nostrils.

God bless you! he said with stifled ardour.

She rose quickly to her feet, standing before him with head downcast. Stuart rose with difficulty. His legs were cramped and aching. He grasped Miskas hand and endeavoured to induce her to look up. One swift glance she gave him and looked away again.

You must go  this instant, she said. I show you the way. There is not a moment to lose….

Miska!

She glanced at him again.

You must come with me!

Ah! she whispered that is impossible! Have I not told you so?

You have told me, but I cannot understand. Here, in England, you are free. Why should you remain with that cowled monster?

Shall I tell you? she asked, and he could feel how she trembled. If I tell you, will you promise to believe me  and to go?

Not without you!

Ah! no, no! If I tell you that my only chance of life  such a little, little chance  is to stay, will you go?

Stuart secured her other hand and drew her toward him, half resisting.

Tell me, he said softly. I will believe you  and if it can spare you one moment of pain or sorrow, I will go as you ask me.

Listen, she whispered, glancing fearfully back toward the closed door Fo-Hi has something that make people to die; and only he can bring them to life again. Do you believe this?

She looked up at him rapidly, her wonderful eyes wide and fearful. He nodded.

Ah! you know! Very well. On that day in Cairo, which I am taken before him  you remember, I tell you?  he … oh!

She shuddered wildly and hid her beautiful face against Stuarts breast. He threw his arms about her.

Tell me, he said.

With the needle, he … inject …

Miska!

Stuart felt the blood rushing to his heart and knew that he had paled.

There is something else, she went on, almost inaudibly, with which he gives life again to those he had made dead with the needle. It is a light green liquid tasting like bitter apples; and once each week for six months it must be drunk or else … the living death comes. Sometimes I have not seen Fo-Hi for six months at a time, but a tiny flask, one draught, of the green liquid, always comes to me wherever I am, every week … and twice each year I see him  Fo-Hi … and he …

Her voice quivered and ceased. Moving back, she slipped a soft shoulder free of it s flimsy covering.

Stuart looked  and suppressed a groan.

Her arm was dotted with the tiny marks made by a hypodermic syringe!

You see! she whispered tremulously. If I go, I die, and I am buried alive … or else I live until my body …

Oh, God! moaned Stuart the fiend! the merciless, cunning fiend! Is there nothing …

Yes, yes! said Miska, looking up. If I can get enough of the green fluid and escape. But he tell me once  it was in America  that he only prepares one tiny draught at a time! Listen! I must stay, and if he can be captured he must be forced to make this antidote … Ah! go! go!

Her words ended in a sob, and Stuart held her to him convulsively, his heart filled with such helpless, fierce misery and bitterness as he had never known.

Go, please go! she whispered. It is my only chance  there is no other. There is not a moment to wait. Listen to me! You will go by that door by which I come in. There is a better way, through a tunnel he has made to the river bank; but I cannot open the door. Only he has the key. At the end of the passage some one is waiting  

Chunda Lal! Miska glanced up rapidly and then dropped her eyes again.

Yes  poor Chunda Lal. He is my only friend. Give him this.

She removed an amulet upon a gold chain from about her neck and thrust it into Stuarts hand.

It seems to you silly, but Chunda Lal is of the East; and he has promised. Oh! be quick! I am afraid. I tell you something. Fo-Hi does not know, but the police Inspector and many men search the river bank for the house! I see them from a window  

What! cried Stuart Dunbar is here!

Ssh! ssh! Miska clutched him wildly. He is not far away. You will go and bring him here. No! for me do not fear. I put the keys back and he will think you have opened the lock by some trick  

Miska!

Oh, no more!

She slipped from his arms, crossed and reopened the lacquered door, revealing a corridor dimly lighted. Stuart followed and looked along the corridor.

Right to the end, she whispered, and down the steps. You know  touching the amulet which Stuart carried how to deal with  Chunda Lal.

But still he hesitated; until she seized his hand and urged him. Thereupon he swept her wildly into his arms.

Miska! how can I leave you! It is maddening!

You must! you must!

He looked into her eyes, stooped and kissed her upon the lips. Then, with no other word, he tore himself away and walked quickly along the corridor. Miska watched him until he was out of sight, then re-entered the great room and closed the door. She turned, and:

Oh, God of mercy, she whispered.

Just within the second doorway stood Fo-Hi watching her.


CHAPTER III

THE FIFTH SECRET OF RACHE CHURAN

Stricken silent with fear, Miska staggered back against the lacquered door, dropping the keys which she held in her hand. Fo-Hi had removed the cowled garment and was now arrayed in a rich mandarin robe. Through the grotesque green veil which obscured his features the brilliant eyes shone catlike.

So, he said softly, you speed the parting guest. And did I not hear the sound of a chaste salute?

Miska watched him, wild-eyed.

And he knows, continued the metallic voice, how to deal with Chunda Lal? But it may be that Chunda Lal will know how to deal with him! I had suspected that Dr. Keppel Stuart entertained an unprofessional interest in his charming patient. Your failure to force the bureau drawer in his study excited my suspicion  unjustly, I admit; for did not I fail also when I paid the doctor a personal visit? True, I was disturbed. But this suspicion later returned. It was in order that some lingering doubt might be removed that I afforded you the opportunity of interviewing my guest. But whatever surprise his ingenuity, aided by your womans wit, has planned for Chunda Lal, I dare to believe that Chunda Lal, being forewarned, will meet successfully. He is expecting an attempt, by Dr. Stuart, to leave this house. He has my orders to detain him.

At that, anger conquered terror in the heart of Miska, and:

You mean he has your orders to kill him! she cried desperately.

Fo-Hi closed the door.

On the contrary, he has my orders to take every possible care of him. Those blind, tempestuous passions which merely make a woman more desirable find no place in the trained mind of the scientist. That Dr. Stuart covets my choicest possession in no way detracts from his value to my Council.

Miska had never moved from the doorway by which Stuart had gone out; and now, having listened covertly and heard no outcry, her faith in Chunda Lal was restored. Her wonderful eyes narrowed momentarily, and she spoke with the guile, which seems so naive, of the Oriental woman.

I care nothing for him  this Dr. Stuart. But he had done you no wrong  

Beyond seeking my death  none. I have already said  the eyes of Fo-Hi gleamed through the hideous veil that I bear him no ill will.

But you plan to carry him to China  like those others.

I assign him a part in the New Renaissance  yes. In the Deluge that shall engulf the world, his place is in the Ark. I honor him.

Perhaps he rather remain a  nobody  than be so honored.

In his present state of imperfect understanding it is quite possible, said Fo-Hi smoothly. But if he refuses to achieve greatness he must have greatness thrust upon him. Van Rembold, I seem to recall, hesitated for some time to direct his genius to the problem of producing radium in workable quantities from the pitchblend deposits of Ho-Nan. But the split rod had not been applied to the soles of his feet more than five times ere he reviewed his prejudices and found them to be surmountable.

Miska, knowing well the moods of the monstrous being whose unveiled face she had never seen, was not deceived by the suavity of his manner. Nevertheless, she fought down her terror, knowing how much might depend upon her retaining her presence of mind. How much of her interview with Stuart he had overheard she did not know, nor how much he had witnessed.

But, she said, moving away from him, he does not matter  this one. Forgive me if I think to let him go; but I am afraid  

Fo-Hi crossed slowly, intercepting her.

Ah! said Miska, her eyes opening widely you are going to punish me again! For why? Because I am a woman and cannot always be cruel?

From its place on the wall Fo-Hi took a whip. At that:

Ah! no, no! she cried. You drive me mad! I am only in part of the East and I cannot bear it  I cannot bear it! You teach me to be like the women of England, who are free, and you treat me like the women of China, who are slaves. Once, it did not matter. I thought it was a part of a womans life to be treated so. But now I cannot bear it! She stamped her foot fiercely upon the floor. I tell you I cannot bear it!

Whip in hand, Fo-Hi stood watching her.

You release that man  for whom you care nothing  in order that he may bring my enemies about me, in order that he may hand me over to the barbarous law of England. Now, you cannot bear so light a rebuke as the whip. Here, I perceive, is some deep psychological change. Such protests do not belong to the women of my country; they are never heard in the zenana, and would provoke derision in the harems of Stambul.

You have trained me to know that life in a harem is not life, but only the existence of an animal.

I have trained you  yes. What fate was before you when I intervened in that Mecca slave-market? You who are only in part of the East. Do you forget so soon how you cowered there amongst the others, Arabs, Circassians, Georgians, Nubians, striving to veil your beauty from those ravenous eyes? From what did I rescue you?

And for what? cried Miska bitterly. To use me as a lure  and beat me if I failed.

Fo-Hi stood watching her, and slowly, as he watched, terror grew upon her and she retreated before him, step by step. He made no attempt to follow her, but continued to watch. Then, raising the whip he broke it across his knee and dropped the pieces on the floor.

At that she extended her hands towards him pitifully.

Oh! what are you going to do to me! she said. Let me go! let me go! I can no more be of use to you. Give me back my life and let me go  et me go and hide away from them all  from all … the world….

Her words died away and ceased upon a suppressed hysterical sob. For, in silence, Fo-Hi stood watching her, unmoved.

Oh! she moaned, and sank cowering upon a diwan why do you watch me so!

Because, came the metallic voice, softly you are beautiful with a beauty given but rarely to the daughters of men. The Sublime Order has acquired many pretty women  for they are potent weapons  but none so fair as you. Miska, I would make life sweet for you.

Ah! you do not mean that! she whispered fearfully.

Have I not clothed you in the raiment of a princess! continued Fo-Hi. To-night, at my urgent request, you wear the charming national costume in which I delight to see you. But is there a woman of Paris, of London, of New York, who has such robes, such jewels, such apartments as you possess? Perhaps the peculiar duties which I have required you to perform, the hideous disguises, which you have sometimes been called upon to adopt, have disgusted you.

Her heart beating wildly, for she did not know this mood but divined it to portend some unique horror, Miska crouched, head averted.

To-night the hour has come to break the whip. To-night the master in me dies. My cloak of wise authority has fallen from me and I offer myself in bondage to you, my slave!

This is some trap you set for me! she whispered.

But Fo-Hi, paying no heed to her words, continued in the same rapt voice:

Truly have you observed that the Chinese wife is but a slave to her lord. I have said that the relation of master and slave is ended between us. I offer you a companionship that signifies absolute freedom and perfect understanding. Half of all I have  and the world lies in my grasp  is yours. I offer a throne set upon the Seven Mountains of the Universe. Look into my eyes and read the truth.

But lower and lower she cowered upon the diwan.

No, no! I am afraid!

Fo-Hi approached her closely and abject terror now had robbed her of strength. Her limbs seemed to have become numbed, her tongue clave to the roof of her mouth.

Fear me no more, Miska, said Fo-Hi. I will you nothing but joy. The man who has learned the Fifth Secret of Rache Churan  who has learned how to control his will  holds a power absolute and beyond perfectability. You know, who have dwelt beneath my roof, that there is no escape from my will. His calm was terrible, and his glance, through the green veil, was like a ray of scorching heat. His voice sank lower and lower.

There is one frailty, Miska, that even the Adept cannot conquer. It is inherent in every man. Miska, I would not force you to grasp the joy I offer; I would have you accept it willingly. No! do not turn from me! No woman in all the world has ever heard me plead, as I plead to you. Never before have I sued for favours. Do not turn from me, Miska.

Slightly, the metallic voice vibrated, and the ruffling of that giant calm was a thing horrible to witness. Fo-Hi extended his long yellow hands, advancing step by step until he stood over the cowering girl. Irresistibly her glance was drawn to those blazing eyes which the veil could not hide, and as she met that unblinking gaze her own eyes dilated and grew fixed as those of a sleep-walker. A moment Fo-Hi stood so. Then passion swept him from his feet and he seized her fiercely.

Your eyes drive me mad! he hissed. Your lips taunt me, and I know all earthly greatness to be a mirage, its conquests visions, and its fairness dust. I would rather be a captive in your white arms than the emperor of heaven! Your sweetness intoxicates me, Miska. A fever burns me up!

Helpless, enmeshed in the toils of that mighty will, Miska raised her head; and gradually her expression changed. Fear was smoothed away from her lovely face as by some magic brush. She grew placid; and finally she smiled  the luresome, caressing smile of the East. Nearer and nearer drew the green veil. Then, uttering a sudden fierce exclamation, Fo-Hi thrust her from him.

That smile is not for me, the man! he cried gutterally. Ah! I could curse the power that I coveted and set above all earthly joys! I who boasted that he could control his will  I read in your eyes that I am willing you to love me! I seek a gift and can obtain but a tribute!

Miska, with a sobbing moan, sank upon the diwan. Fo-Hi stood motionless, looking straight before him. His terrible calm was restored.

It is the bitter truth, he said that to win the world I have bartered the birthright of men; the art of winning a womans heart. There is much in our Chinese wisdom. I erred in breaking the whip. I erred in doubting my own prescience, which told me that the smiles I could not woo were given freely to another … and perhaps the kisses. At least I can set these poor frail human doubts at rest.

He crossed and struck a gong which hung midway between the two doors.


CHAPTER IV

THE GUILE OF THE EAST

Her beautiful face a mask of anguish, Miska cowered upon the diwan, watching the closed doors. Fo-Hi stood in the centre of the great room with his back to the entrance. Silently one of the lacquered panels slid open and Chunda Lal entered. He saluted the figure of the veiled Chinaman but never once glanced in the direction of the diwan from which Miska wildly was watching him.

Without turning his head, Fo-Hi, who seemed to detect the presence of the silent Hindu by means of some fifth sense, pointed to a bundle of long rods stacked in a corner of the room.

His brown face expressionless as that of a bronze statue, Chunda Lal crossed and took the rods from their place.

Tum samajhte ho? (Do you understand?) said Fo-Hi. Chunda Lal inclined his head.

Main tumhari bat manunga (Your orders shall be obeyed), he replied.

Ah, God! no! whispered Miska what are you going to do?

Your Hindustani was ever poor, Miska, said Fo-Hi.

He turned to Chunda Lal.

Until you hear the gong, he said in English.

Miska leapt to her feet, as Chunda Lal, never once glancing at her, went out bearing the rods, and closed the door behind him. Fo-Hi turned and confronted her.

Taala hina (come hither), Miska! he said softly. Shall I speak to you in the soft Arab tongue? Come to me, lovely Miska. Let me feel how that sorrowful heart will leap like a captive gazelle.

But Miska shrank back from him, pale to the lips.

Very well. His metallic voice sank to a hiss. I employ no force. You shall yield to me your heart as a love offering. Of such motives as jealousy and revenge you know me incapable. What I do, I do with a purpose. That compassion of yours shall be a lever to cast you into my arms. Your hatred you shall conquer.

Oh, have you no mercy? Is there nothing human in your heart? Did I say I hate you!

Your eyes are eloquent, Miska. I cherish two memories of those beautiful eyes. One is of their fear and loathing  of me; the other is of their sweet softness when they watched the departure of my guest. Listen! Do you hear nothing?

In an attitude of alert and fearful attention Miska stood listening. Fo-Hi watched her through the veil with those remorseless blazing eyes.

I will open the door, he said smoothly, that we may more fully enjoy the protests of one for whom you care nothing  of one whose lips have pressed  your hand.

He opened the door by which Chunda Lal had gone out and turned again to Miska. Her eyes looked unnaturally dark by contrast with the pallor of her face.

Chunda Lal had betrayed her. She no longer doubted it. For he had not dared to meet her glance. His fear of Fo-Hi had overcome his love for her … and Stuart had been treacherously seized somewhere in the corridors and rendered helpless by the awful art of the thug.

There is a brief interval, hissed the evil voice. Chunda Lal is securing him to the frame and baring the soles of his feet for the caresses of the rod.

Suddenly, from somewhere outside the room, came the sound of dull, regular blows … then, a smothered moan!

Miska sprang forward and threw herself upon her knees before Fo-Hi, clutching at his robe frantically.

Ah! merciful God! he is there! Spare him! spare him! No more  no more!

He is there? repeated Fo-Hi suavely. Assuredly he is there, Miska. I know not by what trick he hoped to deal with Chunda Lal. But, as I informed you, Chunda Lal was forewarned.

The sound of blows continued, followed by that of another, louder groan.

Stop him! Stop him! shrieked Miska.

You care nothing for this man. Why do you tremble?

Oh! she wailed piteously. I cannot bear it … oh, I cannot bear it! Do what you like with me, but spare him. Ah! you have no mercy.

Fo-Hi handed her the hammer for striking the gong.

It is you who have no mercy, he replied. I have asked but one gift. The sound of the gong will end Dr. Stuarts discomfort … and will mean that you voluntarily accept my offer. What! you hesitate? A stifled scream rang out sharply.

Ah, yes! yes!

Miska ran and struck the gong, then staggered back to the diwan and fell upon it, hiding her face in her hands. The sounds of torture ceased.

Fo-Hi closed the door and stood looking at her where she lay.

I permit you some moments of reflection, he said, in order that you may compose yourself to receive the addresses which I shall presently have the honour, and joy, of making to you. Yes  this door is unlocked. He threw the keys on the table. I respect your promise … and Chunda Lal guards the outer exits.

He opened the further door, by which he had entered, and went out.

Miska, through the fingers of her shielding hands, watched him go.

When he had disappeared she sprang up, clenching her teeth, and her face was contorted with anguish. She began to move aimlessly about the room, glancing at the many strange objects on the big table and fearfully at the canopied chair beside which hung the bronze bell. Finally:

Oh, Chunda Lal! Chunda Lal! she moaned, and threw herself face downward on the diwan, sobbing wildly.

So she lay, her whole body quivering with the frenzy of her emotions, and as she lay there, inch by inch, cautiously, the nearer door began to open. Chunda Lal looked in.

Finding the room to be occupied only by Miska, he crossed rapidly to the diwan, bending over her with infinite pity and tenderness.

Miska! he whispered softly.

As though an adder had touched her, Miska sprang to her feet  and back from the Hindu. Her eyes flashed fiercely.

Ah! you! you! she cried at him, with a repressed savagery that spoke of the Oriental blood in her veins. Do not speak to me  look at me! Do not come near me! I hate you! God! how I hate you!

Miska! Miska! he said beseechingly you pierce my heart! you kill me! Can you not understand  

Go! go!

She drew back from him, clenching and unclenching her jewelled fingers and glaring madly into his eyes.

Look, Miska! He took the gold chain and amulet from his bosom. Your token! Can you not understand! Yah Allah! how little you trust me  and I would die for one glance of your eyes!

He  Stuart Sahib  has gone, gone long since!

Ah! Chunda Lal!

Miska swayed dizzily and extended her hands towards him. Chunda Lal glanced fearfully about him.

Did I not, he whispered, with an intense ardour in his soft voice, did I not lay my life, my service, all I have, at your feet? Did I not vow to serve you in the name of Bhowani! He is long since gone to bring his friends  who are searching from house to house along the river. At any moment they may be here!

Miska dropped weakly upon her knees before him and clasped his hand.

Chunda Lal, my friend! Oh, forgive me! Her voice broke. Forgive …

Chunda Lal raised her gently.

Not upon your knees to me, Miska. It was a little thing to do  for you. Did I not tell you that he had cast his eyes upon you? Mine was the voice you heard to cry out. Ah! you do not know; it is to gain time that I seem to serve him! Only this, Miska  he revealed the blade of a concealed knife stand between Fo-Hi and  you! Had I not read it in his eyes!

He raised his glance upward frantically.

Jey Bhowani! give me strength, give me courage! For if I fail …

He glared at her passionately, clutching his bosom; then, pressing the necklet to his lips, he concealed it again, and bent, whispering urgently:

Listen again  I reveal it to you without price or hope of reward, for I know there is no love in your heart to give, Miska; I know that it takes you out of my sight for always. But I tell you what I learn in the house of Abdul Rozan. Your life is your own, Miska! With the needle  yet closer he bent to her ear and even softer he spoke he pricks your white skin  no more! The vial he sends contains a harmless cordial!

Chunda Lal!

Miska swayed again dizzily, clutching at the Hindu for support.

Quick! fly! he said, leading her to the door. I will see he does not pursue!

No, no! you shall shed no blood for me! Not even his. You come also!

And if he escape, and know that I was false to him, he will call me back, and I shall be dragged to those yellow eyes, though I am a thousand miles away! Inshalla! those eyes! No  I must strike swift, or he robs me of my strength.

For a long moment Miska hesitated.

Then, I also remain, Chunda Lal, my friend! We will wait  and watch -and listen for the bells  here  that tell they are in the grounds of the house.

Ah, Miska! the glance of the Hindu grew fearful you are clever  but he is the Evil One! I fear for you. Fly now. There is yet time …

A faint sound attracted Miskas attention. Placing a quivering finger to her lips, she gently thrust Chunda Lal out into the corridor.

He returns! she whispered: If I call  come to me, my friend. But we have not long to wait!

She closed the door.


CHAPTER V

WHAT HAPPENED TO STUART

Stuart had gained the end of the corridor, unmolested. There he found a short flight of steps, which he descended and came to a second corridor forming a right angle with the first. A lamp was hung at the foot of the steps, and by its light he discerned a shadowy figure standing at the further end of this second passage.

A moment he hesitated, peering eagerly along the corridor. The man who waited was Chunda Lal. Stuart approached him and silently placed in his hand the gold amulet.

Chunda Lal took it as one touching something holy, and raising it he kissed it with reverence. His dark eyes were sorrowful. Long and ardently he pressed the little trinket to his lips, then concealed it under the white robe which he wore and turned to Stuart. His eyes were sorrowful no more, but fierce as the eyes of a tiger.

Follow! he said.

He unlocked a door and stepped out into a neglected garden, Stuart close at his heels. The sky was cloudy, and the moon obscured. Never glancing back, Chunda Lal led the way along a path skirting a high wall upon which climbing fruit trees were growing until they came to a second door and this also the Hindu unlocked. He stood aside.

To the end of this lane, he said, in his soft queerly modulated voice, and along the turning to the left to the river bank. Follow the bank towards the palace and you will meet them.

I owe you my life, said Stuart.

Go! you owe me nothing, returned the Hindu fiercely.

Stuart turned and walked rapidly along the lane. Once he glanced back. Chunda Lal was looking after him … and he detected something that gleamed in his hand, gleamed not like gold but like the blade of a knife!

Turning the corner, Stuart began to run. For he was unarmed and still weak, and there had been that in the fierce black eyes of the Hindu when he had scorned Stuarts thanks which had bred suspicion and distrust.

From the position of the moon, Stuart judged the hour to be something after midnight. No living thing stirred about him. The lane in which now he found himself was skirted on one side by a hedge beyond which was open country and on the other by a continuation of the high wall which evidently enclosed the grounds of the house that he had just quitted. A cool breezed fanned his face, and he knew that he was approaching the Thames. Ten more paces and he came to the bank.

In his weak condition the short run had exhausted him. His bruised throat was throbbing painfully, and he experienced some difficulty in breathing. He leaned up against the moss-grown wall, looking back into the darkness of the lane.

No one was in sight. There was no sound save the gently lapping of the water upon the bank.

He would have like to bathe his throat and to quench his feverish thirst, but a mingled hope and despair spurred him and he set off along the narrow path towards where dimly above some trees he could discern in the distance a group of red-roofed buildings. Having proceeded for a considerable distance, he stood still, listening for any sound that might guide him to the search-party  or warn him that he was followed. But he could hear nothing.

Onward he pressed, not daring to think of what the future held for him, not daring to dwell upon the memory, the maddening sweetness, of that parting kiss. His eyes grew misty, he stumbled as he walked, and became oblivious of his surrounding. His awakening was a rude one.

Suddenly a man, concealed behind a bush, sprang out upon him and bore him irresistibly to the ground!

Not a word! rapped his assailant, or Ill knock you out!

Stuart glared into the red face lowered so threateningly over his own, and:

Sergeant Sowerby! he gasped.

The grip upon his shoulders relaxed.

Damn! cried Sowerby if it isnt Dr. Stuart?

What is that! cried another voice from the shelter of the bush. Pardieu! say it again! … Dr. Stuart!

And Gaston Max sprang out!

Max! murmured Stuart, staggering to his feet Max!

Nom dun nom! Two dead men meet! exclaimed Gaston Max. But indeed  he grasped Stuart by both hands and his voice shook with emotion I thank God that I see you!

Stuart was dazed. Words failed him, and he swayed dizzily.

I thought you were murdered, said Max, still grasping his hand, and I perceive that you had made the same mistake about me! Do you know what saved me, my friend, from the consequences of that frightful blow? It was the bandage of Le Balafre!

You must possess a skull like a negros! said Stuart feebly.

I believe I have a skull like a baboon! returned Max, laughing with joyous excitement. And you, doctor, you must possess a steel wind-pipe; for flesh and blood could never have survived the pressure of that horrible pigtail. You will rejoice to learn that Miguel was arrested on the Dover boat-train this morning and Ah-Fang-Fu at Tilbury Dock some four hours ago. So we are both avenged! But we waste time!

He unscrewed a flask and handed it to Stuart.

A terrible experience has befallen you, he said. But tell me  do you know where it is  the lair of The Scorpion?

I do! replied Stuart, having taken a welcome draught from the flask. Where is Dunbar? We must carefully surround the place or he will elude us.

Ah! as he eluded us at The Pidgin House! cried Max. Do you know what happened? They had a motorboat in the very cellar of that warren. At high tide they could creep out into the cutting, drawing their craft along from pile to pile, and reach the open river at a point fifty yards above the house! In the damnable darkness they escaped. But we have two of them.

It was all my fault, said Sowerby guiltily. I missed my spring when I went for the Chinaman who came out first, and he gave one yell. The old fox in the shop heard it and the fat was in the fire.

You didnt miss your spring at me! retort Stuart ruefully.

No, agreed Sowerby. I didnt mean to miss a second time!

Whats all this row, came a gruff voice.

Ah! Inspector Dunbar! said Max.

Dunbar walked up the path, followed by a number of men. At first he did not observe Stuart, and:

Youll be waking all the neighborhood, he said. Its the next big house, Sowerby, the one we thought, surrounded by the brick wall. Theres no doubt, I think … Why!

He had seen Stuart, and he sprang forward with outstretched hand.

Thank God! he cried, disregarding his own counsel about creating a disturbance. This is fine! Eh, man! but Im glad to see you!

And I am glad to be here! Stuart assured him.

They shook hands warmly.

You have read my statement, of course? asked Stuart.

I have, replied the Inspector, and gave him a swift glance of the tawny eyes. And considering that youve nearly been strangled, Ill forgive you! But I wish wed known about this house  

Ah! Inspector, interrupted Gaston Max, but you have never seen Zara el-Khala! I have seen her  and I forgive him, also!

Stuart continued rapidly:

We have little time to waste. There are only three people in the house, so far as I am aware: Miska  known to you, M. Max, as Zara el-Khala  the Hindu, Chunda Lal, and  Fo-Hi  

Ah! cried MaxThe Scorpion. Chunda Lal, for some obscure personal reason, not entirely unconnected with Miska, enabled me to make my escape in order that I might lead you to the house. Therefore we may look upon Chunda Lal, as well as Miska, in the light of an accomplice  

Eh, bien! a spy in the camp! This is where we see how fatal to the success of any enterprise, criminal or otherwise, is the presence of a pretty woman! Proceed, my friend!

There are three entrances to the apartment in which Fo-Hi apparently spends the greater part of his time. Two of these I know, although I am unaware where one of them leads to. But the third, of which he alone holds the key, communicates with a tunnel leading to the river bank, where a motorboat is concealed.

Ah, that motor-boat! cried Max. He travels at night, you understand  

Always, I am told.

Yes, always. Therefore, once he is out on the river, he is moderately secure between the first lock and the Nore! When a police patrol is near he can shut off his engine and lie under the bank. Last night he crept away from us in that fashion. Tonight is not so dark, and the River Police are watching all the way down.

Furthermore, replied Stuart, Chunda Lal, who acts as engineer, has it in his power to prevent Fo-His escape by that route! But we must count upon the possibility of his attempting to leave by water. Therefore, in disposing your forces, place a certain number of men along the bank and below the house. Is there a River Police boat near?

Not nearer than Putney Bridge, answered Dunbar. We shall have to try and block that exit.

Theres no time to waste, continued Stuart excitedly and I have a very particular request to make: that you will take Fo-Hi alive.

But of course, said Gaston Max, if it is humanly possible.

Stuart repressed a groan; for even so he had little hope of inducing the awful veiled man to give back life to the woman who would have been instrumental in bringing him to the scaffold … and no compromise was possible!

If you will muster your men, Inspector, he said, I will lead you to the spot. Once we have affected an entrance we must proceed with dispatch. He has alarm-bells connected with every possible point of entry.

Lead on, my friend, cried Gaston Max. I perceive that time is precious.


CHAPTER VI

JEY BHOWANI!

As the door closed upon Chunda Lal, Miska stepped back from it and stood, unconsciously, in a curiously rigid and statuesque attitude, her arms pressed to her sides and her hands directed outward. It was the physical expression of an intense mental effort to gain control of herself. Her heart was leaping wildly in her breast  for the future that had held only horror and a living tomb, now opened out sweetly before her. She had only to ply her native wiles for a few precious moments … and someone would have her in his arms, to hold her safe from harm! If the will of the awful Chinaman threatened to swamp her individuality, then  there was Chunda Lal!

But because of his helpless, unselfish love, she hesitated even at the price of remaining alone again with Fo-Hi, to demand any further sacrifice of the Hindu. Furthermore  he might fail!

The lacquer door slid noiselessly open and Fo-Hi entered. He paused, watching her.

Ah, he said, in that low-pitched voice which was so terrifying a gaziyeh of Ancient Egypt! How beautiful you are, Miska! You transport me to the court of golden Pharaoh. Miska! daughter of the moon-magic of Isis  Zara el-Khala! At any hour my enemies may be clamoring at my doors. But this hour is mine!

He moved at his customary slow gait to the table, took up the keys … and locked both doors!

Miska, perceiving in this her chance of aid from Chunda Lal utterly destroyed, sank slowly upon the diwan, her pale face expressing the utmost consternation. Suppose the police did not come!

Fo-Hi dropped the keys on the table again and approached her. She stood up, retreating before him. He inhaled sibilantly and paused.

So your acceptance was only a trick, he said. Your loathing of my presence is as strong as ever. Well! At the word, as a volcano leaps into life, the hidden fires which burned within this terrible man leapt up consumingly if the gift of the flower is withheld, at least I will grasp the Dead Sea Fruit!

He leapt toward Miska  and she fled shrieking before him. Running around a couch which stood near the centre of the room, she sprang to the door and beat upon it madly.

Chunda Lal! she cried Chunda Lal!

Fo-Hi was close upon her, and she turned striving to elude him.

Oh, merciful God! Chunda Lal!

The name burst from her lips in a long frenzied scream. Fo-Hi had seized her!

Grasping her shoulders, he twisted her about so that he could look into her eyes. A low, shuddering cry, died away, and her gaze became set, hypnotically, upon Fo-Hi. He raised one hand, fingers outstretched before her. She swayed slightly.

Forget! he said in a deep, guttural voice of command forget. I will it. We stand in an empty world, you and I; you, Miska, and I, Fo-Hi, your master.

My master, she whispered mechanically.

Your lover.

My lover.

You give me your life, to do with as I will.

As you will.

Fo-Hi momentarily raised the blazing eyes.

Oh, empty shell of a vanished joy! he cried.

Then, frenziedly grasping Miska by her arms, he glared into her impassive face.

Your heart leaps wildly in your breast! he whispered tenderly. Look into my eyes….

Miska sighed and opened her eyes yet more widely. She shuddered and a slow smile appeared upon her lips.

The lacquer screen making the window was pushed open and Chunda Lal leapt in over the edge. As Fo-Hi drew the yielding, hypnotised girl towards him, Chunda Lal, a gleaming kukri held aloft, ran with a silent panther step across the floor.

He reached Fo-Hi, drew himself upright; the glittering blade quivered … and Fo-Hi divined his presence.

Uttering a short, guttural exclamation, he thrust Miska aside. She staggered dazedly and fell prone upon the floor. The quivering blade did not descend.

Fo-Hi drew himself rigidly upright, extending his hands, palms downward, before him. He was exerting a superhuman effort. The breath whistled through his nostrils. Chunda Lal, knife upraised, endeavored to strike; but his arm seemed to have become incapable of movement and to be held, helpless, aloft.

Staring at the rigid figure before him, he began to pant like a man engaged in a wrestle for life.

Fo-Hi stretched his right arm outward, and with a gesture of hand and fingers beckoned to Chunda Lal to come before him.

And now, Miska, awakening as from a fevered dream, looked wildly about her, and then, serpentine, began to creep to the table upon which the keys were lying. Always watching the awful group of two, she rose slowly, snatched the keys and leapt across to the open window….

Chunda Lal, swollen veins standing out cord-like on his brow, his gaze set hypnotically upon the moving hand, dropped his knife and began to move in obedience to the will of Fo-Hi.

As he came finally face to face with the terrible Adept of Rache Churan, Miska disappeared into the shadow of the balcony. Fo-Hi by an imperious gesture commanded Chunda Lal to kneel and bow his head. The Hindu, gasping, obeyed.

Thereupon Fo-Hi momentarily relaxed his giant concentration and almost staggered as he glared down at the kneeling man. But never was that dreadful gaze removed from Chunda Lal. And now the veiled man drew himself rigidly upright again and stepped backward until the fallen kukri lay at his feet. He spoke, Chunda Lal!

The Hindu rose, gazing before him with unseeing eyes. His forehead was wet with perspiration.

Fo-Hi pointed to the knife.

Chunda Lal, without removing his sightless gaze from the veiled face, stooped, groped until he found the knife and rose with it in his hand.

Back stepped Fo-Hi, and back, until he could touch the big table. He moved a brass switch  and a trap opened in the floor behind Chunda Lal. Fo-Hi raised his right hand, having the fingers tightly closed as if grasping the hilt of a knife. With his left hand he pointed to the trap. Again he spoke.

Tum samauhe ho?

Mechanically Chunda La replied:

Ah, Sahib, tumhara huken jaldi: kiya jaega (Yes, I hear and obey.)

As Fo-Hi raised his clenched right hand, so did Chunda Lal raise the kukri. Fo-Hi extended his left hand rigidly towards the Hindu and seemed to force him, step by step, back towards the open trap. Almost at the brink, Chunda Lal paused, swayed, and began to utter short, agonised cries. Froth appeared upon his lips.

Raising his right hand yet further aloft, Fo-Hi swiftly brought it down, performing the gesture of stabbing himself to the heart. His ghastly reserve deserted him.

Jey Bhowana! he screamed Yah Allah!

Chunda Lal, uttering a loud groan, stabbed himself and fell backward into the opening. Ensued a monstrous crash of broken glass.

As he fell, Fo-Hi leapt to the brink of the trap, glaring down madly into the cellar below. His yellow fingers opened and closed spasmodically.

Lie there, he shrieked my faithful servant! The ants shall pick your bones!

He grasped the upstanding door of the trap and closed it. It descended with a reverberating boom. Fo-Hi raised his clenched fists and stepped to the door. Finding it locked, he stood looking toward the open screen before the window.

Miska! he whispered despairingly.

He crossed to the window and was about to look out, when a high-pitched electric bell began to ring in the room.

Instantly Fo-Hi closed the screen and turned, looking in the direction from whence the sound of ringing proceeded. As he did so, a second bell, in another key, began to ring  a third  a fourth.

Momentarily the veiled man exhibited evidence of indecision. Then, from beneath his robe he took a small key. Approaching an ornate cabinet set against the wall to the left of one of the lacquer doors, he inserted the key in a hidden lock, and slid the entire cabinet partly aside revealing an opening.

Fo-Hi bent, peering down into the darkness of the passage below. A muffled report came, a flash out of the blackness of the river tunnel, and a bullet passed through the end of the cabinet upon which his hand was resting, smashing an ivory statuette and shattering the glass.

Hurriedly he slid the cabinet into place again and stood with his back to it, arms outstretched.

Miska! he said  and a note of yet deeper despair had crept into the harsh voice.

Awhile he stood thus; then he drew himself up with dignity. The bells had ceased.

Methodically Fo-Hi began to take certain books from the shelves and to cast them into the great metal bowl which stood upon the tripod. Into the bowl he poured the contents of a large glass jar. Flames and clouds of smoke arose. He paused, listening.

Confused voices were audible, seemingly from all around him, together with a sound of vague movements.

Fo-Hi took up vials and jars and dashed them to pieces upon the tiled hearth in which the furnace rested. Test-tubes, flasks and retorts he shattered, and finally, raising the large glass case of orchids he dashed it down amid the debris of the other nameless and priceless monstrosities unknown to Western science.


CHAPTER VII

THE WAY OF A SCORPION

A black cloud swept past the face of the moon and cold illumination flooded the narrow lane and patched with light the drive leading up to the front of the isolated mansion. Wrought-iron gates closed both entrances and a high wall, surmounted by broken glass and barbed wire, entirely surrounded the grounds.

This one also is locked, said Gaston Max, trying the gate and then peering through the bars in the direction of the gloomy house.

All the visible windows were shuttered. No ray of light showed anywhere. The house must have been pronounced deserted by anyone contemplating it.

Upon which side do you suppose the big room to be? asked Max.

It is difficult to judge, replied Stuart. But I am disposed to believe that it is in the front of the house and on the first floor, for I traversed a long corridor, descended several stairs, turned to the right and emerged in a part of the garden bordering the lane in which Inspector Kelly is posted.

I was thinking of the window and the balcony which The Scorpion informed you commanded a view of Hampton Court. Hampton Court, he turned half-left, lies about yonder. Therefore you are probably right, doctor; the room as you say should be in front of the house. Since we do not know how to disconnect the alarms, once we have entered the grounds it is important that we should gain access to the house immediately. Ah! morbleu! the moon disappears again!

Darkness crept over the countryside.

There is an iron balcony jutting out amongst the ivy just above and to the right of the porch! cried Stuart, who had also been peering up the moon-patched drive. I would wager that that is the room!

Ah! replied Max, I believe you are right. This, then is how we shall proceed: Inspector Kelly, with the aid of two men, can get over the wall near that garden door by which you came out. If they cannot force it from inside, you also must get over and lead the way to the entrance you know of. Sowerby and two more men will remain to watch the lane. The river front is well guarded. We will post a man here at this gate and one at the other. Dunbar and I will climb this one and rush straight for that balcony which we must hope to reach by climbing up the ivy. Ah! here comes Inspector Dunbar … and someone is with him!

Dunbar appeared at the double around the corner of the lane which led riverward, and beside him ran a girl who presented a bizarre figure beside the gaunt Scotsman and a figure wildly out of place in that English riverside setting.

It was Miska, arrayed in her flimsy harem dress!

Miska! cried Stuart, and sprang towards her, sweeping her hungrily into his arms  forgetful of, indifferent to, the presence of Max and Dunbar.

Ah! sighed the Frenchman yes, she is beautiful!

Trembling wildly, Miska clung to Stuart and began to speak, her English more broken than ever, because of her emotion.

Listen  quick! she panted. Oh! do not hold me so tight. I have the house-keys  look!  she held up a bunch of keys but not the keys of the gates. Two men have gone to the end of the tunnel where the boat is hid beside the river. Someone  he better climb this gate and by the ivy he can reach the room in which Fo-Hi is! I come down so. You do not see me because the moon goes out and I run to the side-door. It is open. You come with me!

She clung to Stuart, looking up into his eyes.

Yes, yes, Miska!

Oh! Chunda Lal  she choked down a sob. Be quick! be quick! He will kill him! he will kill him!

Off you go, doctor! cried Max. Come along, Dunbar!

He began to climb the ironwork of the gate.

This way! said Miska, dragging Stuart by the arm. Oh! I am wild with fear and sorrow and joy!

With joy, dear little Miska! whispered Stuart, as he followed her.

They passed around the bend into the narrower lane which led toward the river and upon which the garden-door opened. Stuart detained her. If the fate of the whole world had hung in the balance  as indeed, perhaps it did  he could not have acted otherwise. He raised her bewitching face and kissed her ardently.

She trembled and clung to him rapturously.

I live! she whispered. Oh! I am mad with happiness! It is Chunda Lal that gives me life  for he tells me the truth. It is not with the living-death that he touches me; it is a trick, it is all a trick to bind me to him! Oh, Chunda Lal! Hurry! he is going to kill him!

But supreme above all the other truths in the world, the joyous truth that Miska was to live set Stuarts heart on fire.

Thank God! he said fervently oh, thank God! Miska!

At the garden-door a group of men awaited them. Sergeant Sowerby and two assistants remaining to watch the entrance and the lane, Miska led Stuart and the burly Inspector Kelly along that path beside the wall which Stuart so well remembered.

Hurry! she whispered urgently. We must try to reach him before …

You fear for Chunda Lal? said Stuart.

Oh, yes! He has a terrible power  Fo-Hi  which he never employs with me, until to-night. Ah! it is only Chunda Lal, who saved me! But Chunda Lal he can command with his Will. From it, once he has made anyone a slave to it, there is no escape. I have seen one in the city of Quebec, in Canada, forget all else and begin to act in obedience to the will of Fo-Hi who is thousands of miles away!

My God! murmured Stuart, what a horrible monster!

They had reached the open door beyond which showed the dimly lighted passage. Miska hesitated.

Oh! I am afraid! she whispered.

She thrust the keys into the hand of Inspector Kelly, pointing to one of them, and:

That is the key! she said. Have your pistol ready. Do not touch anything in the room and do not go in if I tell you not to. Come!

They pressed along the passage, came to the stair and were about to ascend, when there ensued a dull reverberating boom, and Miska shrank back into Stuarts arms with a stifled shriek.

Oh! Chunda Lal! she moaned Chunda Lal! It is the trap!

The trap! said Inspector Kelly.

The cellar trap. He has thrown him down … to the ants!

Inspector Kelly uttered a short laugh; but Stuart repressed a shudder. He was never likely to forget the skeleton of the Nubian mute which had been stripped by the ants in sixty-nine minutes!

We are too late! whispered Miska. Oh! listen! listen!

Bells began to ring somewhere above them.

Max and Dunbar are in! said Kelly. Come on, sir! Follow closely, boys!

He ran up the stairs and along the corridor to the door at the end.

A muffled shot sounded from somewhere in the depths of the house.

Thats Harvey! said one of the men who followed Our man must have tried to escape by the tunnel to the river bank!

Inspector Kelly placed the key in the lock of the door.

It was at this moment that Gaston Max, climbing up to the front balcony by means of the natural ladder afforded by the ancient ivy, grasped the iron railing and drew himself up to the level of the room. By this same stairway Chunda Lal had ascended to death and Miska had climbed down to life.

Mind the ironwork doesnt give way, sir! called Dunbar from below.

It is strong, replied Max. Join me here, my friend.

Max, taking a magazine pistol from his pocket, stepped warily over the ledge into the mysterious half-light behind the great screen. As he did so, one of the lacquer doors was unlocked from the outside, and across the extraordinary, smoke-laden room he saw Inspector Kelly enter. He saw something else.

Seated in a strangely-shaped canopied chair was a figure wearing a rich mandarin robe, but having its face covered with a green veil.

Mon Deiu! at last! he cried, and leapt into the room. The Scorpion!

Even as he leapt, and as the Scotland Yard men closed in upon the chair also, all of them armed and all half fearful, a thing happened which struck awe to every heart  for it seemed to be supernatural.

Raising a metal hammer which he held in his hand, Fo-Hi struck the bronze bell hung beside the chair. It emitted a deep, loud note….

There came a flash of blinding light, and intense crackling sound, the crash of broken glass, and a dense cloud of pungent fumes rose in the heated air.

Dunbar had just climbed in behind Gaston Max. Bother were all but hurled from their feet by the force of the explosion. Then:

Oh, my God! cried Dunbar, staggering, half blinded, look  look!

A deathly silence claimed them all. Just within the doorway Stuart appeared, having his arm about the shoulders of Miska.

The Throne of the Gods was empty! A thin coating of grey dust was settling upon it and upon the dais which supported it.

They had witnessed a scientific miracle … the complete and instantaneous disintegration of a human body. Gaston Max was the first to recover speech.

We are defeated, he said. The Scorpion, surrounded, destroys himself. It is the way of a scorpion.
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CHAPTER I I SEE THE EYES

Good evening, sir. A bit gusty?

Very much so, sergeant, I replied. I think I will step into your hut for a moment and light my pipe if I may.

Certainly, sir. Matches are too scarce nowadays to take risks with em. But it looks as if the storm had blown over.

Im not sorry, said I, entering the little hut like a sentry-box which stands at the entrance to this old village high street for accommodation of the officer on point duty at that spot. I have a longish walk before me.

Yes. Your place is right off the beat, isnt it? mused my acquaintance, as sheltered from the keen wind I began to load my briar. Very inconvenient Ive always thought it for a gentleman who gets about as much as you do.

Thats why I like it, I explained. If I lived anywhere accessible I should never get a moments peace, you see. At the same time I have to be within an hours journey of Fleet Street.

I often stopped for a chat at this point and I was acquainted with most of the men of P. division on whom the duty devolved from time to time. It was a lonely spot at night when the residents in the neighborhood had retired, so that the darkened houses seemed to withdraw yet farther into the gardens separating them from the highroad. A relic of the days when trains and motor-buses were not, dusk restored something of an old-world atmosphere to the village street, disguising the red brick and stucco which in many cases had displaced the half-timbered houses of the past. Yet it was possible in still weather to hear the muted bombilation of the sleepless city and when the wind was in the north to count the hammer-strokes of the great bell of St. Pauls.

Standing in the shelter of the little hut, I listened to the rain dripping from over-reaching branches and to the gurgling of a turgid little stream which flowed along the gutter near my feet whilst now and again swift gusts of the expiring tempest would set tossing the branches of the trees which lined the way.

Its much cooler to-night, said the sergeant.

I nodded, being in the act of lighting my pipe. The storm had interrupted a spell of that tropical weather which sometimes in July and August brings the breath of Africa to London, and this coolness resulting from the storm was very welcome. Then:

Well, good night, I said, and was about to pursue my way when the telephone bell in the police-hut rang sharply.

Hullo, called the sergeant.

I paused, idly curious concerning the message, and:

The Red House, continued the sergeant, in College Road? Yes, I know it. Its on Boltons beat, and he is due here now. Very good; Ill tell him.

He hung up the receiver and, turning to me, smiled and nodded his head resignedly.

The police get some funny jobs, sir, he confided. Only last night a gentleman rang up the station and asked them to tell me to stop a short, stout lady with yellow hair and a big blue hat (that was the only description) as she passed this point and to inform her that her husband had had to go out but that he had left the door-key just inside the dog-kennel!

He laughed good-humoredly.

Now to-night, he resumed, heres somebody just rung up to say that he thinks, only thinks, mind you, that he has forgotten to lock his garage and will the constable on that beat see if the keys have been left behind. If so, will he lock the door from the inside, go out through the back, lock that door and leave the keys at the station on coming off duty!

Yes, I said. There are some absent-minded people in the world. But do you mean the Red House in College Road?

Thats it, replied the sergeant, stepping out of the hut and looking intently to the left.

Ah, here comes Bolton.

He referred to a stolid, red-faced constable who at that moment came plodding across the muddy road, and:

A job for you, Bolton, he cried. Listen. You know the Red House in College Road?

Bolton removed his helmet and scratched his closely-cropped head.

Let me see, he mused; its on the right

No, no, I interrupted. It is a house about half-way down on the left; very secluded, with a high brick wall in front.

Oh! You mean the empty house? inquired the constable.

Just what I was about to remark, sergeant, said I, turning to my acquaintance. To the best of my knowledge the Red House has been vacant for twelve months or more.

Has it? exclaimed the sergeant. Thats funny. Still, its none of my business; besides it may have been let within the last few days. Anyway, listen, Bolton. You are to see if the garage is unlocked. If it is and the keys are there, go in and lock the door behind you. Theres another door at the other end; go out and lock that too. Leave the keys at the depôt when you go off. Got that fixed?

Yes, replied Bolton, and he stood helmet in hand, half inaudibly muttering the sergeants instructions, evidently with the idea of impressing them upon his memory.

I have to pass the Red House, constable, I interrupted, and as you seem doubtful respecting its whereabouts, I will point the place out to you.

Thank you, sir, said Bolton, replacing his helmet and ceasing to mutter.

Once more  good night, sergeant, I cried, and met by a keen gust of wind which came sweeping down the village street, showering cascades of water from the leaves above, I set out in step with my stolid companion.

It is supposed poetically that unusual events cast their shadows before them, and I am prepared to maintain the correctness of such a belief. But unless the silence of the constable who walked beside me was due to the unseen presence of such a shadow, and not to a habitual taciturnity, there was nothing in that march through the deserted streets calculated to arouse me to the fact that I was entering upon the first phase of an experience more strange and infinitely more horrible than any of which I had ever known or even read.

The shadow had not yet reached me.

We talked little enough on the way, for the breeze when it came was keen and troublesome, so that I was often engaged in clutching my hat. Except for a dejected-looking object, obviously a member of the tramp fraternity, who passed us near the gate of the old chapel, we met never a soul from the time that we left the police-box until the moment when the high brick wall guarding the Red House came into view beyond a line of glistening wet hedgerow.

This is the house, constable, I said. The garage is beyond the main entrance.

We proceeded as far as the closed gates, whereupon:

There you are, sir, said Bolton triumphantly. I told you it was empty.

An estate agents bill faced us, setting forth the desirable features of the residence, the number of bedrooms and reception rooms, modern conveniences, garage, etc., together with the extent of the garden, lawn and orchard.

A faint creaking sound drew my glance upward, and stepping back a pace I stared at a hatchet-board projecting above the wall which bore two duplicates of the bill posted upon the gate.

That seems to confirm it, I declared, peering through the trees in the direction of the house. The place has all the appearance of being deserted.

Theres some mistake, muttered Bolton.

Then the mistake is not ours, I replied. See, the bills are headed To be let or sold. The Red House, etc.

Hm, growled Bolton. Its a funny go, this is. Suppose we have a look at the garage.

We walked along together to where, set back in a recess, I had often observed the doors of a garage evidently added to the building by some recent occupier. Dangling from a key placed in the lock was a ring to which another key was attached!

Well, Im blowed, said Bolton, this is a funny go, this is.

He unlocked the door and swept the interior of the place with a ray of light cast by his lantern. There were one or two petrol cans and some odd lumber suggesting that the garage had been recently used, but no car, and indeed nothing of sufficient value to have interested even such a derelict as the man whom we had passed some ten minutes before. That is if I except a large and stoutly-made packing-case which rested only a foot or so from the entrance so as partly to block it, and which from its appearance might possibly have contained spare parts. I noticed, with vague curiosity, a device crudely representing a seated cat which was painted in green upon the case.

If there ever was anything here, said Bolton, its been pinched and were locking the stable door after the horse has gone. Youll bear me out, sir, if theres any complaint?

Certainly, I replied. Technically I shall be trespassing if I come in with you, so I shall say good night.

Good night, sir, cried the constable, and entering the empty garage, he closed the door behind him.

I set off briskly alone towards the cottage which I had made my home. I have since thought that the motives which had induced me to choose this secluded residence were of a peculiarly selfish order. Whilst I liked sometimes to be among my fellowmen and whilst I rarely missed an important first night in London, my inherent weakness for obscure studies and another motive to which I may refer later had caused me to abandon my chambers in the Temple and to retire with my library to this odd little backwater where my only link with Fleet Street, with the land of theaters and clubs and noise and glitter, was the telephone. I scarcely need add that I had sufficient private means to enable me to indulge these whims, otherwise as a working journalist I must have been content to remain nearer to the heart of things. As it was I followed the careless existence of the independent free-lance, and since my work was accounted above the average I was enabled to pick and choose the subjects with which I should deal. Mine was not an ambitious nature  or it may have been that stimulus was lacking  and all I wrote I wrote for the mere joy of writing, whilst my studies, of which I shall have occasion to speak presently, were not of a nature calculated to swell my coffers in this commercial-minded age.

Little did I know how abruptly this chosen calm of my life was to be broken nor how these same studies were to be turned in a new and strange direction. But if on this night which was to witness the overture of a horrible drama, I had not hitherto experienced any premonition of the coming of those dark forces which were to change the whole tenor of my existence, suddenly, now, in sight of the elm tree which stood before my cottage the shadow reached me.

Only thus can I describe a feeling otherwise unaccountable which prompted me to check my steps and to listen. A gust of wind had just died away, leaving the night silent save for the dripping of rain from the leaves and the vague and remote roar of the town. Once, faintly, I thought I detected the howling of a dog. I had heard nothing in the nature of following footsteps, yet, turning swiftly, I did not doubt that I should detect the presence of a follower of some kind. This conviction seized me suddenly and, as I have said, unaccountably. Nor was I wrong in my surmise.

Fifty yards behind me a vaguely defined figure showed for an instant outlined against the light of a distant lamp  ere melting into the dense shadow cast by a clump of trees near the roadside.

Standing quite still, I stared in the direction of the patch of shadow for several moments. It may be said that there was nothing to occasion alarm or even curiosity in the appearance of a stray pedestrian at that hour; for it was little after midnight. Indeed thus I argued with myself, whereby I admit that at sight of that figure I had experienced a sensation which was compounded not only of alarm and curiosity but also of some other emotion which even now I find it hard to define. Instantly I knew that the lithe shape, glimpsed but instantaneously, was that of no chance pedestrian  was indeed that of no ordinary being. At the same moment I heard again, unmistakably, the howling of a dog.

Having said so much, why should I not admit that, turning again very quickly, I hurried on to the gate of my cottage and heaved a great sigh of relief when I heard the reassuring bang of the door as I closed it behind me? Coates, my batman, had turned in, having placed a cold repast upon the table in the little dining-room; but although I required nothing to eat I partook of a stiff whisky and soda, idly glancing at two or three letters which lay upon the table.

They proved to contain nothing of very great importance, and having smoked a final cigarette, I turned out the light in the dining-room and walked into the bedroom  for the cottage was of bungalow pattern  and, crossing the darkened room, stood looking out of the window.

It commanded a view of a little kitchen-garden and beyond of a high hedge, with glimpses of sentinel trees lining the main road. The wind had dropped entirely, but clouds were racing across the sky at a tremendous speed so that the nearly full moon alternately appeared and disappeared, producing an ever-changing effect of light and shadow. At one moment a moon-bathed prospect stretched before me as far as the eye could reach, in the next I might have been looking into a cavern as some angry cloud swept across the face of the moon to plunge the scene into utter darkness.

And it was during such a dark spell and at the very moment that I turned aside to light the lamp that I saw the eyes.

From a spot ten yards removed, low down under the hedges bordering the garden, they looked up at me  those great, glittering cats eyes, so that I stifled an exclamation, drawing back instinctively from the window. A tiger, I thought, or some kindred wild beast, must have escaped from captivity. And so rapidly does the mind work at such times that instinctively I had reviewed the several sporting pieces in my possession and had selected a rifle which had proved serviceable in India ere I had taken one step towards the door.

Before that step could be taken the light of the moon again flooded the garden; and although there was no opening in the hedge by which even a small animal could have retired, no living thing was in sight! But, near and remote, dogs were howling mournfully.


CHAPTER II THE SIGN OF THE CAT

When Coates brought in my tea, newspapers and letters in the morning, I awakened with a start, and:

Has there been any rain during the night, Coates? I asked.

Coates, whose unruffled calm at all times provided an excellent sedative, replied:

Not since a little before midnight, sir.

Ah! said I, and have you been in the garden this morning, Coates?

Yes, sir, he replied, for raspberries for breakfast, sir.

But not on this side of the cottage?

Not on this side.

Then will you step out, Coates, keeping carefully to the paths, and proceed as far as the tool-shed? Particularly note if the beds have been disturbed between the hedge and the path, but dont make any marks yourself. You are looking for spoor, you understand?

Spoor? Very good, sir. Of big game?

Of big game, yes, Coates.

Unmoved by the strangeness of his instructions, Coates, an object-lesson for those who decry the excellence of British Army disciplinary methods, departed.

It was with not a little curiosity and interest that I awaited his report. As I sat sipping my tea I could hear his regular tread as he passed along the garden path outside the window. Then it ceased and was followed by a vague muttering. He had found something. All traces of the storm had disappeared and there was every indication of a renewal of the heat-wave; but I knew that the wet soil would have preserved a perfect impression of any imprint made upon it on the previous night. Nevertheless, with the early morning sun streaming into my window out of a sky as near to turquoise as I had ever seen it in England, I found it impossible to recapture that uncanny thrill which had come to me in the dark hours when out of the shadows under the hedge the great cats eyes had looked up at me.

And now, becoming more fully awake, I remembered something else which hitherto I had not associated with the latter phenomenon. I remembered that lithe and evasive pursuing shape which I had detected behind me on the road. Even now, however, it was difficult to associate one with the other; for whereas the dimly-seen figure had resembled that of a man (or, more closely, that of a woman) the eyes had looked out upon me from a point low down near the ground, like those of some crouching feline.

Coates footsteps sounded again upon the path and I heard him walking round the cottage and through the kitchen. Finally he reëntered the bedroom and stood just within the doorway in that attitude of attention which was part and parcel of the man. His appearance would doubtless have violated the proprieties of the Albany, for in my rural retreat he was called upon to perform other and more important services than those of a valet. His neatly shaved chin, stolid red countenance and perfectly brushed hair were unexceptionable of course, but because his duties would presently take him into the garden he wore, not the regulation black, but an ancient shooting-jacket, khaki breeches and brown gaiters, looking every inch of him the old soldier that he was.

Well, Coates? said I.

He cleared his throat.

There are footprints in the radish-beds, sir, he reported.

Footprints?

Yes, sir. Very deep. As though some one had jumped over the hedge and landed there.

Jumped over the hedge! I exclaimed. That would be a considerable jump, Coates, from the road.

It would, sir. Maybe she scrambled up.

She?

Coates cleared his throat again.

There are three sets of prints in all. First a very deep one where the party had landed, then another broken up like, where she had turned round, and the third set with the heel-marks very deep where she had sprung back over the hedge.

She? I shouted.

The prints, sir, resumed Coates, unmoved, are those of a ladys high-heeled shoes.

I sat bolt upright in bed, staring at the man and scarcely able to credit my senses. Words failed me. Whereupon:

Will you have tea or coffee for breakfast? inquired Coates.

Tea or coffee be damned, Coates! I cried. Im going out to look at those footprints! If you had seen what I saw last night, even your old mahogany countenance would relax for once, I assure you.

Indeed, sir, said Coates; did you see the lady, then?

Lady! I exclaimed, tumbling out of bed. If the eyes that looked at me last night belonged to a lady either I am mad or the lady is of another world.

I pulled on a bath-robe and hurried out into the garden, Coates showing me the spot where he had found the mysterious foot-prints. A very brief examination sufficed to convince me that his account had been correct. Some one wearing high-heeled shoes clearly enough had stood there at some time whilst the soil was quite wet; and as no track led to or from the marks, Coates conclusion that the person who had made them must have come over the hedge was the only feasible one. I turned to him in amazement, but recognizing in time the wildly fantastic nature of the sight which I had seen in the night, I refrained from speaking of the blazing eyes and made my way to the bathroom wondering if some chance reflection might not have deceived me and the presence of a womans footmarks at the same spot be no more than a singular coincidence. Even so the mystery of their presence there remained unexplained.

My thoughts were diverted from a trend of profitless conjecture when shortly after breakfast time my phone bell rang. It was the editor of the Planet, to whom I had been indebted for a number of special commissions  including my fascinating quest of the Giant Gnu, which, generally supposed to be extinct, was reported by certain natives and others to survive in a remote corner of the Dark Continent.

Readers of the Planet will remember that although I failed to discover the Gnu I came upon a number of notable things on my journey through the almost unexplored country about the head-waters of the Niger.

A most extraordinary case has cropped up, he said, quite in your line, I think, Addison. Evidently a murder, and the circumstances seem to be most dramatic and unusual. I should be glad if you would take it up.

I inquired without much enthusiasm for details. Criminology was one of my hobbies, and in several instances I had traced cases of alleged haunting and other supposedly supernatural happenings to a criminal source; but the ordinary sordid murder did not interest me.

The body of Sir Marcus Coverly has been found in a crate! explained my friend. The crate was being lowered into the hold of the S.S. Oritoga at the West India Docks. It had been delivered by a conveyance specially hired for the purpose apparently, as the Oritoga is due to sail in an hour. There are all sorts of curious details but these you can learn for yourself. Dont trouble to call at the office; proceed straight to the dock.

Right! I said shortly. Ill start immediately.

And this sudden decision had been brought about by the mention of the victims name. Indeed, as I replaced the receiver on the hook I observed that my hand was shaking and I have little doubt that I had grown pale.

In the first place, then, let me confess that my retirement to the odd little retreat which at this time was my home, and my absorption in the obscure studies to which I have referred were not so much due to any natural liking for the life of a recluse as to the shattering of certain matrimonial designs. I had learned of the wreck of my hopes upon reading a press paragraph which announced the engagement of Isobel Merlin to Eric Coverly. And it was as much to conceal my disappointment from the world as for any better reason that I had slunk into retirement; for if I am slow to come to a decision in such a matter, once come to, it is of no light moment.

Yet although I had breathed no word of my lost dreams to Isobel but had congratulated her with the rest, often and bitterly I had cursed myself for a sluggard. Too late I had learned that she had but awaited a word from me; and I had gone off to Mesopotamia, leaving that word unspoken. During my absence Coverly had won the prize which I had thrown away. He was heir to the title, for his cousin, Sir Marcus, was unmarried. Now here, a bolt from the blue, came the news of his cousins death!

It can well be imagined with what intense excitement I hurried to the docks. All other plans abandoned, Coates, arrayed in his neat blue uniform, ran the Rover round from the garage, and ere long we were jolting along the hideously uneven Commercial Road, East, dodging traction-engines drawing strings of lorries, and continually meeting delay in the form of those breakdowns which are of hourly occurrence in this congested but rugged highway.

In the West India Dock Road the way became slightly more open, but when at last I alighted and entered the dock gates I recognized that every newspaper and news agency in the kingdom was apparently represented. Jones, of the Gleaner, was coming out as I went in, and:

Hello, Addison! he cried, this is quite in your line! Its as mad as Alice in Wonderland.

I did not delay, however, but hurried on in the direction of a dock building, at the door of which was gathered a heterogeneous group comprising newspaper men, dock officials, police and others who were unclassifiable. Half a dozen acquaintances greeted me as I came up, and I saw that the door was closed and that a constable stood on duty before it.

I call it damned impudence, Addison! exclaimed one pressman. The dock people are refusing everybody information until Inspector Somebody-or-Other arrives from New Scotland Yard. I should think he has stopped on the way to get his lunch.

The speaker glanced impatiently at his watch and I went to speak to the man on duty.

You have orders to admit no one, constable? I asked.

Thats so, sir, he replied. Were waiting for Detective-Inspector Gatton, who has been put in charge of the case.

Ah! Gatton, I muttered, and, stepping aside from the expectant group, I filled and lighted my pipe, convinced that anything to be learned I should learn from Inspector Gatton, for he and I were old friends, having been mutually concerned in several interesting cases.

A few minutes later the Inspector arrived  a thick-set, clean-shaven, very bronzed man, his dark hair streaked with gray, and with all the appearance of a retired naval officer, in his well-cut blue serge suit and soft felt hat; a very reserved man whose innocent-looking blue eyes gave him that frank and open expression which is more often associated with a seaman than with a detective. He nodded to several acquaintances in the group, and then, observing me where I stood, came over and shook hands.

Open the door, constable, he ordered quietly.

The constable produced a key and unlocked the door of the small stone building. Immediately there was a forward movement of the whole waiting group, but:

If you please, gentlemen, said Gatton, raising his hand. I must make my examination first; and Mr. Addison, he added, seeing the resentment written upon the faces of my disappointed confrères, has special information which I am going to ask him to place at my disposal.

The constable stood aside and I followed Inspector Gatton into the stone shed.

Lock the door again, constable, he ordered; no one is to be admitted.

Thereupon I looked about me, and the scene which I beheld was so strange and gruesome that its every detail remains imprinted upon my memory.

The building then was lighted by four barred windows set so high in the walls that no one could look in from the outside. Blazing sunlight poured in at the two southerly windows and drew a sharp black pattern of the bars across the paved floor. Kneeling beside a stretcher, fully in this path of light, so that he presented a curious striped appearance, was a man who presently proved to be the divisional surgeon, and two paces beyond stood a police inspector who was engaged at the moment of our entrance in making entries in his note-book.

On the stretcher, so covered up that only his face was visible, lay one whom at first I failed to recognize, for the horribly contorted features presented a kind of mottled green appearance utterly indescribable.

Stifling an exclamation of horror, I stared and stared at that ghastly face, then:

My God! I muttered. Yes! it is Sir Marcus!

The surgeon stood up and the inspector advanced to meet Gatton, but my horrified gaze had strayed from the stretcher to a badly damaged and splintered packing-case, which was the only other object in the otherwise empty shed. At this I stared as much aghast as I had stared at the dead man.

The iron bands were broken and twisted and the whole of one side lay in fragments on the floor; but upon a board which had formed part of the top I perceived the figure of a cat roughly traced in green paint.

Beyond any shadow of doubt this crate was the same which on the night before had lain in the garage of the Red House!


CHAPTER III THE GREEN IMAGE

YES, said Gatton, I was speaking no more than the truth when I told them that you had special information which I hoped you would place at my disposal. Some of the particulars were given to me over the phone, you see, and I was glad to find you here when I arrived. I should have consulted you in any event, and principally about  that.

He pointed to an object which I held in my hand. It was a little green enamel image; the crouching figure of a woman having a cats head, a piece of Egyptian workmanship probably of the fourth century B.C. Considered in conjunction with the figure painted upon the crate, the presence of this little image was so amazing a circumstance that from the moment when it had been placed in my hand I had stood staring at it almost dazedly.

The divisional surgeon had gone, and only the local officer remained with Gatton and myself in the building. Sir Marcus Coverly presented all the frightful appearance of one who has died by asphyxia, and although of course there would be an autopsy, little doubt existed respecting the mode of his death. The marks of violence found upon the body could be accounted for by the fact that the crate had fallen a distance of thirty feet into the hold, and the surgeon was convinced that the injuries to the body had all been received after death, death having taken place in his opinion fully twelve hours before.

You see, said Gatton, when the crate broke several things which presumably were in Sir Marcus pockets were found lying loose amongst the wreckage. That cat-woman was one of them.

Yet it may not have been in any of his pockets at all, said I.

It may not, agreed Gatton. But that it was somewhere in the crate is beyond dispute, I think. Besides this is more than a coincidence.

And he pointed to the painted cat upon the lid of the packing-case. I had already told him of the episode at the Red House on the previous night, and now:

The fates are on our side, I said, for at least we know where the crate was despatched from.

Quite so, agreed Gatton. We should have got that from the carter later, of course, but every minute saved in an affair such as this is worth considering. As a pressman you will probably disagree with me, but I propose to suppress these two pieces of evidence. Premature publication of clews too often handicaps us. Now, what is that figure exactly?

It is a votive offering of a kind used in Ancient Egypt by pilgrims to Bubastis. It is a genuine antique, and if you think the history of such relics is likely to assist the investigation I can give you some further particulars this evening if you have time to call at my place.

I think, said Gatton, taking the figure from me and looking at it with a singular expression on his face, that the history of the thing is very important. The fact that a rough reproduction of a somewhat similar figure is painted upon the case cannot possibly be a coincidence.

I stared at him silently for a moment, then:

You mean that the crate was specially designed to contain the body? I asked.

I am certainly of that opinion, declared Inspector Heath, the local officer. It is of just the right size and shape for the purpose.

Once more I began to examine the fragments stacked upon the floor, and then I looked again at the several objects which lay beside the crate. They were the personal belongings of the dead baronet and the police had carefully noted in which of his pockets each object had been found. He was in evening dress and a light top-coat had been packed into the crate beside him. In this had been found a cigar-case and a pair of gloves; a wallet containing £20 in Treasury notes and a number of cards and personal papers had fallen out of the crate together with the cat statuette. The face of his watch was broken. It had been in his waistcoat pocket but it still ticked steadily on where it lay there beside its dead owner. A gold-mounted malacca cane also figured amongst the relics of the gruesome crime; so that whatever had been the object of the murderer, that of robbery was out of the question.

The next thing to do, said Gatton, is to trace Sir Marcuss movements from the time that he left home last night to the time that he met his death. I am going out now to phone to the Yard. We ought to have succeeded in tracing the carter who brought the crate here before the evening. I personally shall proceed to Sir Marcuss rooms and then to this Red House around which it seems to me that the mystery centers.

He put the enamel figure into his pocket and taking up the broken board which bore the painted cat:

You are carrying a top-coat, he said. Hide this under it!

He turned to Inspector Heath, nodding shortly.

All right, he said, with a grim smile, go out now and talk to the crowd!

Having issued certain telephonic instructions touching the carter who had delivered the crate to the docks, and then imparting to the representatives of the press a guarded statement for publication, Inspector Gatton succeeded in wedging himself into my little two-seater and ere long we were lurching and bumping along the ill-paved East-end streets.

The late Sir Marcuss London address, which had been unknown to me, we had learned from his cards, and it was with the keenest anticipation of a notable discovery that I presently found myself with Gatton mounting the stairs to the chambers of the murdered baronet.

At the very moment of our arrival the door was opened and a man  quite obviously a constable in plain clothes  came out. Behind him I observed one whom I took to be the late Sir Marcuss servant, a pathetic and somewhat disheveled figure.

Hello, Blythe! said Gatton, who instructed you to come here?

Sir Marcuss man  Morris  telephoned the Yard, was the reply, as he couldnt understand what had become of his master and I was sent along to see him.

Oh, said Gatton, very good. Report to me in due course.

Blythe departed, and Gatton and I entered the hall. The man, Morris, closed the door, and led us into a small library. Beside the telephone stood a tray bearing decanter and glasses, and there was evidence that Morris had partaken of a hurried breakfast consisting only of biscuits and whisky and soda.

I havent been to bed all night, gentlemen, he began the moment that we entered the room. Sir Marcus was a good master and if he was sleeping away from home he never failed to advise me, so that I knew even before the dreadful news reached me that something was amiss.

He was quite unstrung and his voice was unsteady. The reputation of the late baronet had been one which I personally did not envy him, but whatever his faults, and I knew they had been many, he had evidently possessed the redeeming virtue of being a good employer.

A couple of hours sleep would make a new man of you, said Gatton kindly. I understand your feelings, but no amount of sorrow can mend matters, unfortunately. Now, I dont want to worry you, but there are one or two points which I must ask you to clear up. In the first place did you ever see this before?

From his pocket he took out the little figure of Bâst, the cat-goddess, and held it up before Morris.

The man stared at it with lack-luster eyes, scratching his unshaven chin; then he shook his head slowly.

Never, he declared. No, I am positive I never saw a figure like that before.

Then, secondly, continued Gatton, was your master ever in Egypt?

Not that I am aware of; certainly not since I have been with him  six years on the thirty-first of this month.

Ah, said Gatton. Now, when did you last see Sir Marcus?

At half-past six last night, sir. He was dining at his club and then going to the New Avenue Theater. I booked a seat for him myself.

He was going alone, then?

Yes.

Gatton glanced at me significantly and I experienced an uncomfortable thrill. In the inspectors glance I had read that he suspected the presence of a woman in the case and at the mention of the New Avenue Theater it had instantly occurred to me that Isobel Merlin was appearing there! Gatton turned again to Morris.

Sir Marcus had not led you to suppose that there was any likelihood of his not returning last night?

No, sir; that was why, knowing his regular custom, I became so alarmed when he failed to come back or to phone.

Gatton stared hard at the speaker and:

It will be no breach of confidence on your part, he said, speaking slowly and deliberately, for you to answer my next question. The best service you can do your late master now will be to help us to apprehend his murderer.

He paused a moment, then:

Was Sir Marcus interested in some one engaged at the New Avenue Theater? he asked.

Morris glanced from face to face in a pathetic, troubled fashion. He rubbed the stubble on his chin again and hesitated. Finally:

I believe, he replied, that there was a lady there who

He paused, swallowing, and:

Yes, Gatton prompted, who  ?

Who  interested Sir Marcus; but I dont know her name nor anything about her, he declared. I knew about  some of the others, but Sir Marcus was  very reserved about this lady, which made me think

Yes?

That he perhaps hadnt been so successful.

Morris ceased speaking and sat staring at a bookcase vacantly.

Ah, murmured Gatton. Then, abruptly: Did Sir Marcus ever visit any one who lived in College Road? he demanded.

Morris looked up wearily.

College Road? he repeated. Where is that, sir?

It doesnt matter, said Gatton shortly, if the name is unfamiliar to you. Had Sir Marcus a car?

Not latterly, sir.

Any other servants?

No. As a bachelor he had no use for a large establishment, and Friars Park remains in the possession of the late Sir Burnhams widow.

Sir Burnham? Sir Marcuss uncle?

Yes.

What living relatives had Sir Marcus?

His aunt  Lady Burnham Coverly  with whom I believe he was on bad terms. Her own son, who ought to have inherited the title, was dead, you see. I think she felt bitterly towards my master. The only other relative I ever heard of was Mr. Eric  Sir Marcuss second cousin  now Sir Eric, of course.

I turned aside, glancing at some books which lay scattered on the table. The wound was a new one and I suppose I was not man enough to hide the pain which mention of Eric Coverly still occasioned me.

Were the cousins good friends? continued the even, remorseless voice of the inquisitor.

Morris looked up quickly.

They were not, sir, he answered. They never had been. But some few months back a fresh quarrel arose and one night in this very room it almost came to blows.

Indeed? What was the quarrel about?

The old hesitancy claimed Morris again, but at last:

Of course, he said, with visible embarrassment, it was  a woman.

I felt my heart leaping wildly, but I managed to preserve an outward show of composure.

What woman? demanded Gatton.

I dont know, sir.

Do you mean it?

A fierce note of challenge had come into the quiet voice, but Morris looked up and met Gattons searching stare unflinchingly.

I swear it, he said. I never was an eavesdropper.

I suggest it was the same woman that Sir Marcus went to see last night? Gatton continued.

The examination of Morris had reached a point at which I found myself hard put to it to retain even a seeming of composure. All Gattons questions had been leading up to this suggestion, as I now perceived clearly enough; and from the cousins quarrel to Isobel, Erics fiancée, who was engaged at the New Avenue Theater, was an inevitable step. But:

Possibly, sir, was Morriss only answer.

Inspector Gatton stared hard at the man for a moment or so, then:

Very well, he said. Take my advice and turn in. There will be much for you to do presently, I am afraid. Who was Sir Marcuss solicitor?

Morris gave the desired information in a tired, toneless voice, and we departed. Little did Gatton realize that his words were barbed, when, as we descended to the street, he said:

I have a call to make at Scotland Yard next, after which my first visit will be to the stage-doorkeeper of the New Avenue Theater.

Can I be of further assistance to you at the moment? I asked, endeavoring to speak casually.

Thanks, no. But I should welcome your company this afternoon at my examination of the Red House. I understand that it is in your neighborhood, so perhaps as you are also professionally interested in the case, you might arrange to meet me there. Are you returning home now or going to the Planet office?

I think to the office, I replied. In any event phone there making an appointment and I will meet you at the Red House.


CHAPTER IV ISOBEL

Ten minutes later I was standing in a charming little boudoir which too often figured in my daydreams. My own photograph was upon the mantelpiece, and in Isobels dark eyes when she greeted me there was a light which I lacked the courage to try to understand. I had not at that time learned what I learned later, and have already indicated, that my own foolish silence had wounded Isobel as deeply as her subsequent engagement to Eric Coverly had wounded me.

The psychology of a woman is intriguing in its very naïveté, and now as she stood before me, slim and graceful in her well-cut walking costume, a quick flicker of red flaming in her cheeks and her eyes alight with that sweet tantalizing look in which expectation and a hot pride were mingled, I wondered and felt sick at heart. Desirable she was beyond any other woman I had known, and I called myself witling coward, to have avoided putting my fortune to the test on that fatal day of my departure for Mesopotamia. For just as she looked at me now she had looked at me then. But to-day she was evidently on the point of setting out  I did not doubt with the purpose of meeting Eric Coverly; on that day of the irrevocable past she had been free and I had been silent.

You nearly missed me, Jack, she said gayly. I was just going out.

By the very good-fellowship of her greeting she restored me to myself and enabled me to stamp down  at least temporarily  the monster through whose greedy eyes I had found myself considering the happiness of Eric Coverly.

I am afraid, Isobel, I replied, that what I have to tell you is not by any means pleasant  although

Yes? she prompted, noting how I hesitated.

Although it means that you are now the future Lady Coverly.

The bright color left her cheeks. That some black tragedy underlay my words she had intuitively perceived, but I could see that she failed to grasp the whole meaning of my bald statement. She sank down slowly into a cushioned chair, so that a beam of golden light pouring in through the opened window set aglowing the russet tints in her dark brown hair.

Did you know Sir Marcus? I asked, speaking as gently as I could.

With what intense, if hidden, emotion I awaited her answer it were impossible to describe.

Do you mean

She met my glance, and I nodded gravely.

Oh, Jack! When did it happen?

Last night. But you have not told me if you knew him? I persisted.

Isobel shook her head.

Not in any way  intimately, she replied. Eric  she hesitated, glancing up quickly and as quickly down again and he were not on good terms.

But you had met him? I persisted; for I had detected in her manner a reluctance to discuss Sir Marcus which I failed to understand.

I used to meet him, Jack, when  when you were away. He came once or twice with Eric. They were not good friends, even then. But I never liked him. I quite lost sight of him from the time that he came into the title  about four years ago, was it not?  until quite recently. He had been in Russia, I think. Then he Again she hesitated. It was odd how often people hesitated, as if seeking for words, when speaking of the late baronet. He called at the theater. Considering that he knew of my engagement to Eric, his manner was not quite nice. But I was anxious to prevent trouble, and did not mention the visit to Eric. Sir Marcus was very persistent, however. One night Eric saw him leaving the stage-door and I believe there was a dreadful scene at Erics rooms.

And that is all you know of him, Isobel?

Practically all, except what I have heard, of course. I might add that I instructed Marie to tell Sir Marcus I was engaged whenever he might call in future.

And did he call again?

Marie said that he sent his card up on several occasions, but she knew how the affair worried me and did not tell me at the time. I saw him in the stalls occasionally, and  oh!

The last word was a mere murmur. Isobels expression grew more than ever troubled.

He was there last night, she whispered, and raising her eyes to me: Tell me how it happened, and where

But ere I had time to begin there was an interruption. Dimly, a telephone bell rang. I could hear the voice of Marie, Isobels maid, answering the call then:

Mr. Coverly to speak to you, madam, said Marie, entering the room.

He must have only just heard the news! cried Isobel, rising swiftly and going out.

Consumed by impatience, I walked up and down the dainty apartment listening to Isobels muffled voice speaking in the lobby. Twice I went to the window and peered down into the street, expecting to see the thick-set figure of Inspector Gatton approaching. My frame of mind was peculiar and troubled. Gattons inquiries pointed unmistakably to a suspicion that Sir Marcuss last hours had been spent, if not actually with, at any rate near to Isobel. And since the man who would most directly profit by the baronets death happened also to be Isobels fiancé, I foresaw a dreadful ordeal for both if Eric Coverly was not in a position to establish an alibi.

I had been about to ask her if Coverly had been in her company on the previous night when the interruption had occurred. Now if Gatton should arrive and find me in Isobels flat, what construction would he put upon my presence?

Yet again I went to the window and peered anxiously up and down the street. Every cab that approached I expected to contain the inspector, and I heaved a sigh of relief as one after another passed the door. Pedestrians who turned the distant corner I scrutinized closely and was so employed when Isobel came running back to the room.

All her color had fled and her eyes were wide and fear-stricken.

Oh, Jack, Jack! she cried, it is horrible, horrible! Eric is at his solicitors and they tell him that suspicion is bound to fall on him! Its preposterous  unthinkable. It must have been some fiend who committed such a crime, not a human being

Then, I interrupted excitedly, Coverly was not with you last night?

No! That is the crowning tragedy of it all. He phoned me early in the evening saying that he had an unavoidable business appointment to keep. From the tone of his voice

She ceased speaking abruptly, and stared at me rather wildly.

Isobel, I said, you should surely know that you can trust your life to me  and the life of any one dear to you.

She quickly laid her hand on my arm and her face flushed sweetly. I fear I had infused my words with an ardor which exhibited at an earlier and more opportune moment might have changed the course of both our lives.

Of course I know, Jack, she said. But I am so frightened that I distrust my very self. Well, then, I thought that I noticed a change in Erics manner last night  in the tone of his voice. In fact I asked him if I had done anything of which he had disapproved. She gave me a quick little embarrassed glance. He is somewhat exacting, you know. He laughed at the idea, but in rather a forced way, it seemed. Then he arranged to meet me for lunch at the Carlton to-day.

But surely he can satisfactorily account for his movements? He must have been seen by those who know him.

Isobel frowned in a troubled manner that awakened strange, wild longings.

I cannot make it out, she replied. He appears to be keeping something back.

He is very ill-advised. He will certainly have to make up his mind to speak out when Inspector Gatton examines him. I cannot disguise from you, Isobel, that the police know that Sir Marcus was at the New Avenue last night, and since his death occurred some hours later the nature of their suspicion is obvious enough. Are you joining him at the solicitors, Isobel?

Yes, he asked me to do so.

Then come along at once. I expect a Scotland Yard man to arrive at any moment and it would be advisable to see Coverly and to take a legal opinion before you give your testimony.

But, Jack! Isobel confronted me. You dont think that I or Eric have anything to hide?

Certainly not. You must know that I do not think so. But on the other hand, the legal mind being used to considering problems of evidence, a solicitor will be able to advise you of the best course to adopt, and that most likely to result in your being spared all association with the inquiry. Meanwhile  let us hurry. I prefer to give Inspector Gatton my own account of this visit rather than to be discovered here by him. He will learn from Marie that I have called, of course, but that doesnt matter.

We had now quitted the flat and were descending the stairs. On reaching the street I glanced sharply to right and left. But Gatton was not in sight.

I secured a taxi at the corner and Isobel set out for the office of Coverlys solicitor. I stood looking after the cab until it was out of sight and then I set out to walk to the Planet office. By the time that I had reached Fleet Street I had my ideas in some sort of order and I sat down to write the first of my articles on the Oritoga mystery  for under that title the murder of Sir Marcus Coverly was destined to figure as the cause célèbre of the moment. I had more than one reason for reticence and indeed I experienced no little difficulty in preparing the requisite amount of copy without involving Isobel and Eric Coverly. Half-way through my task I paused, laid down my pen, and was on the point of tearing up the pages already written and declining the commission at the eleventh hour.

A few minutes reflection, however, enabled me to see that the best service I could offer to the suspected man (always assuming that he had no alibi to offer) was that of representing the facts as I saw them to the vast public reached by this influential journal. In my own mind I had never entertained a shadow of suspicion that Coverly was the culprit. Underlying the horrible case I thought I could perceive even darker things  a mystery within a mystery; a horror overtopping horror.

I had just resumed work, then, when a boy came in to inform me that Gatton had rung up and wished to speak to me.

Half fearful of what I should hear, I went to the adjoining room and took up the receiver. Presently:

Hullo! Is that Mr. Addison? came Gattons voice.

Yes, speaking. What developments, Gatton?

Several. Ive got the report of the estate-agent and Ive seen the stage-doorkeeper of the New Avenue! You mustnt write anything until I see you, but in order to regularize things a bit Ive spoken to the Chief and formally asked his permission to consult you on the case  about the Egyptian figures, you know. He remembered you at once, so its all square. But Ive got a bone to pick with you.

What is that?

Never mind now. Can you meet me at the Red House at five oclock?

Yes. I will be there.

Good. I dont hope for much. Its the strangest case I ever touched. We are dealing with unusual people, not ordinary criminals.

I agree.

If there is any man in London who can see daylight through the mystery I believe you are the man. Do you know on what I think the whole thing turns?

On some undiscovered incident in Sir Marcuss past, beyond a doubt. Probably an amorous adventure.

Youre wrong, said Gatton grimly. It turns on the figure of the green cat. Good-by. Five oclock.


CHAPTER V THE INTERRUPTED SUPPER

I arrived at the Red House before Inspector Gatton. A constable was on duty at the gate and as I came up and paused he regarded me rather doubtfully until I told him that I had an appointment with Gatton. I stared up the drive towards the house. It was not, apparently, a very old building, presenting some of the worst features of the mid-Victorian period, and from whence it derived its name I could not conjecture unless from the fact that the greater part of the facade was overgrown with some kind of red creeper.

The half-moon formed by the crescent-shaped carriage-way and the wall bordering the road was filled with rather unkempt shrubbery, laurels and rhododendrons for the most part, from amid which arose several big trees. In the blaze of the afternoon sun the place looked commonplace enough with estate agents bills pasted in the dirty windows, and it was difficult to conceive that it had been the scene of the mysterious crime of which at that hour all London was talking and which later was to form a subject of debate throughout the civilized world.

Gatton joined me within a few minutes of my arrival. He was accompanied by Constable Bolton with whom I had first visited the Red House. Bolton was now in plain clothes, and he had that fish-out-of-water appearance which characterizes the constable in mufti. Indeed he looked rather dazed, and on arriving before the house he removed his bowler and mopped his red face with a large handkerchief, nodding to me as he did so.

Good afternoon, sir; it was lucky you came along with me last night. I thought it was a funny go and I was right, it seems.

Quite right, said Gatton shortly, and now here are the keys which you returned to the depôt this morning.

From his pocket the Inspector produced a steel ring bearing a large and a small key which I recognized as that which had hung from the lock of the garage door on the previous night.

We walked along to the garage and Inspector Gatton placed the key in the lock; then turning to Bolton:

Now, he directed, show us exactly what you did.

Bolton replaced his bowler, which hitherto he had carried in his hand, hesitated for a moment, and then unlocked the door.

Of course I had my lantern with me last night, he explained, and this gentleman and myself stood looking in for a moment.

Mr. Addison has already described to me exactly what he saw, said Gatton. Show us what you did after Mr. Addison left you.

Bolton, with a far-away look in his eyes betokening an effort of retrospection, withdrew the key from the lock and entered the garage, Gatton and I following. There was a sky window to light the place, so that when Bolton reclosed the door we could see well enough. His movements were as follows: Relocking the door from the inside, he walked slowly along to a smaller door at the opposite end and with the other key attached to the ring unfastened it.

Wait a moment, said Gatton. Did you look about you at all before opening this door?

Only long enough to find where it was, sir. Just about as long as I showed you.

All right. Go on, then.

We followed Bolton out into a very narrow hedge-bordered path, evidently a tradesmans entrance, and he turned and locked the door behind him. Slipping the keys into his pocket, he tramped stolidly out to the main road whereon we emerged immediately beside the garage.

Ah, murmured Gatton. Now give me the keys, and as the man did so: Throughout all this time did you see or hear anything of an unusual nature?

Bolton removed his bowler once more. I had gathered by this time that he regarded fresh air as an aid to reflection.

Well, sir, he replied in a puzzled way, that first door

Well, said Gatton, as the man hesitated.

It seemed to open more easily just now than it did last night. There seemed to be a sort of hitch before when it was about half-way open.

Perhaps the crate was in the way? suggested Gatton. Except for the absence of the crate do you notice anything different, anything missing, or anything there now that was not there before?

Bolton shook his head.

No, he answered; it looks just the same to me  except, as I say, that the door seemed to open more easily.

Hm, muttered Gatton; and you carried the keys in your pocket until you went off duty?

Yes, sir.

All right. You can go now.

Bolton touched his bowler and departed, and Gatton turned to me with a grim smile.

Well just step inside again, he said, so as not to attract any undue attention.

He again unlocked the garage door and closed it as we entered.

Now, said he, before we go any further what was your idea in keeping back the fact that one of the missing links in the chain of evidence was already in your possession?

No doubt, I said rather guiltily, you refer to the fact of my acquaintance with Miss Isobel Merlin?

I do! said Gatton, and to the fact that you nipped in ahead of me and interviewed this important witness before I had even heard of her existence. He continued to smile, but the thoroughness and unflinching pursuit of duty which were the outstanding features of the man, underlay his tone of badinage. I want to say, he continued, that for your cooperation, which has been very useful to me on many occasions, I am always grateful, but if in return I give you facilities which no other pressman has, I dont expect you to abuse them.

Really, Inspector, I replied, you go almost too far. I have done nothing to prejudice your case nor could I possibly have known until my interview this morning with Miss Merlin, that it was she in whom the late Sir Marcus was interested.

Hm, said Gatton, but still rather dubiously, his frank, wide-open eyes regarding me in that naïve manner which was so deceptive.

All that I learned, I continued, is unequivocally at your disposal. Finally I may tell you  and I would confess it to few men  that Miss Merlin is a very old friend and might have been something more if I had not been a fool.

Oh! said Gatton, and his expression underwent a subtle change Oh! Thats rather awkward; in fact  he frowned perplexedly its damned awkward!

What do you mean? I demanded.

Well, said he, I dont know what account Miss Merlin gave to you of her relations with Sir Marcus

Relations! I said hotly, the man was a mere acquaintance; she hadnt even seen him, except from the stage, for some months past.

Oh, replied Gatton, is that so? He looked at me very queerly. It doesnt seem to dovetail with the evidence of the stage-doorkeeper.

I felt myself changing color, and:

What, then, does the stage-doorkeeper assert? I asked.

Gatton continued to look at me in that perplexed way, and believing that I detected the trend of his reflections:

Look here, Inspector, I said, let us understand one another. Whatever may be the evidence of stage-doorkeepers and others, upon one point you can be assured. Miss Merlin had nothing whatever to do with this horrible crime. The idea is unthinkable. So confident am I of this, that you can be perfectly open with me and I give you my word of honor that I shall be equally frank with you. The truth of the matter cannot possibly injure her in the end and I am as anxious to discover it as you are.

Gatton suddenly extended his hand, and:

Good! he said. We understand one another, but how is Miss Merlin going to explain this?

He drew a note-book from his pocket, turned over several leaves, and then:

On no fewer than six occasions, he said, I have approximate dates here, Sir Marcus sent his card to Miss Merlins dressing-room.

I know, I interrupted him; he persecuted her, but she never saw him.

Wait a minute. Last night  Gatton glanced at me sharply Marie, the maid, came down after Sir Marcuss card had been sent to the dressing-room and talked for several minutes to the late baronet, just by the doorkeepers box, but out of earshot. That was at ten oclock. At eleven, that is after the performance, Sir Marcus returned, and again Marie came down to see him. They went out into the street together and Sir Marcus entered a cab which was waiting and drove off. Miss Merlin left a quarter of an hour later.

Our glances met and a silence of some moments duration fell between us; then:

You suggest, I said, that Miss Merlin had arranged a rendezvous with him and to save appearances had joined him there later?

Well  Gatton raised his eyebrows what do you suggest?

I found myself temporarily at a loss for words, but:

Knowing nothing of this, I explained, naturally I was not in a position to tax Miss Merlin with it. Possibly you have done so. What is her explanation?

I have not seen her, confessed Gatton; I arrived at her flat ten minutes after she had gone out  with you.

You saw Marie?

Unfortunately Marie was also out, but I saw an old charwoman who attends daily, I understand, and it was from her that I learned of your visit.

Marie, I said, may be able to throw some light on the matter.

I dont doubt it! replied Gatton grimly. Meanwhile we have sufficient evidence to show that Sir Marcus drove from the New Avenue Theater to this house.

He may not have driven here at all, I interrupted; he may have driven somewhere else and performed the latter part of his journey here

In the crate! cried Gatton. Yes, you are right; his body may actually have been inside the crate at the time that you and Bolton arrived here last night; for that would be fully an hour after Sir Marcus left the stage-door.

But who can have rung up the police station last night? I cried, and what can have been the object of this unknown person?

That we have to find out, said Gatton quietly; undoubtedly it formed part of a scheme planned with extraordinary cunning; it was not an accident or an oversight, I mean. The men who are assisting me havent been idle, for we have already learned some most amazing facts about the case. I havent yet visited the house myself, but I have here the report of one of my assistants who has done so; also I have the keys. The garage I will inspect more carefully later on.

He glanced quickly about the place before we left it, then, leaving the door locked behind us, we walked along to the gate before which the constable stood on duty, and from thence proceeded up the drive to the front entrance. There was a deep porch supported by pillars and densely overgrown with creeper. I noted, too, a heavy and unhealthy odor as of decaying leaves, and observed that a perfect carpet of these lay on the path. In the shade of the big trees it was comparatively cool, but the heavy malarious smell did not please me and I imagined that it must have repelled more than one would-be lessee.

As we approached the porch I saw that the windows of the rooms immediately left and right of it had been stripped of the agents bills, for I could see where fragments of paper still adhered to the glass. There were no bills in the porch either; but when Gatton opened the front door I uttered an exclamation of surprise.

We stood in a small lounge-hall. There was a staircase on the left and three doors opened on to the hall. But although the Red House was palpably unoccupied, the hall was furnished! There were some rugs upon the polished floor, a heavy bronze club-fender in front of the grate, several chairs against the walls and a large palm in a Chinese pot.

Why, I exclaimed, the place is furnished and the stairs are carpeted too!

Yes, said Gatton, looking keenly about him, but according to report if you will step upstairs you will get a surprise.

What do you mean?

Well, suppose we go and see.

Gatton led the way and I followed up the stairs as far as the first landing. Here I paused in amazement. For at this point all attempts at furnishing ceased. The landing was quite bare and so were the stairs above it! Seeing my expression of incredulous surprise:

Yes, said Gatton, smiling, its a strange arrangement, isnt it?

We descended again to the furnished hall.

Look here, continued my companion.

He unlocked a door on the left, having tried several keys from the bunch which he carried without success, but finally discovering the right one.

A long rectangular room was revealed, evidently intended for a dining-room. It was empty and unfurnished, odds and ends of newspaper and other rubbish lying here and there upon the floor. My astonishment was momentarily increasing. A second door, that in the center, Gatton opened, revealing another empty room, but:

I have reserved this one for the last, he said: you will find that it is unlocked.

He pointed to the third door, that on the right, and as he evidently intended me to open it, I stepped forward, turned the handle and entered a small square room, exquisitely furnished.

A heavy Persian carpet was spread upon the floor and the windows were draped with some kind of brightly colored Madras. Tastefully-framed water-colors hung upon the wall. There was a quaint cabinet in the room, too; a low cushioned settee and two armchairs. In the center was a table upon which stood a lamp with a large mosaic shade. Two high-backed chairs were set to the table  and the table was laid for supper! A bottle of wine stood in an ice-pail, in which the ice had long since melted, and a tempting cold repast was spread. The table was decorated with a bowl of perfect white roses. The silver was good; the napery was snowy.

Like a fool I stood gaping at the spectacle, until, noting the direction of Gattons glance, I turned my attention to the mantelpiece upon which a clock was ticking with a dull and solemn note.

Standing beside the clock, in a curious carved frame, was a large photograph of Isobel!


CHAPTER VI THE VOICE

This is where the mystery centers, said Gatton.

I made no reply, for I had not yet recovered from the shock of that discovery in the deserted supper room. It was so wholly unexpected and yet it so cruelly confirmed the Inspectors undisguised suspicions that it seemed to me to have created a sort of impalpable barrier between us. Of this Gatton was evidently conscious. He endeavored to arouse my interest in the inquiries which he was conducting in the garage, but for long enough I saw nothing of the place in which we stood; I could only see that photograph smiling at me inquiringly through a haze of doubt, and my companions words reached me in a muffled fashion. Finally, however, I succeeded in rousing myself from this dazed condition, and confident as ever that Isobel was innocent of all complicity in the matter:

The presence of the photograph, I said, takes us a step further. Dont you see, Inspector, that this is a deeply and cunningly laid trap? What I had taken for a series of unfortunate coincidences I perceive now to be the workings of an elaborate scheme involving perfectly innocent people in the crime.

Hm, said Gatton doubtfully; it may be as you suggest; at any rate it is a new point of view and one which I confess had not occurred to me. There is one witness who can clear up any doubt on the subject.

You mean Marie?

Exactly. She will lie, beyond doubt, but we shall find means to reach the truth.

Would it not be advisable, Inspector, I asked excitedly, to make sure of her at once?

Gatton smiled grimly, and:

Marie would have to make herself invisible to evade Scotland Yard now, he replied. She is being watched closely. But, he continued, what do you make of these marks on the door?

We had reclosed the garage door and now were standing immediately inside. The marks to which my companion had drawn my attention were situated high up near the roof.

This may account for the statement of Bolton that the door seemed more difficult to open last night than to-day, he said. Unless I am greatly mistaken, some sort of attachment existed here until quite recently.

Possibly a contrivance for reclosing the door? I suggested.

The marks in fact roughly corresponded to those which would be made by the presence of such a contrivance and there seemed to have been some attempt where it had been removed to disguise the holes left by the screws.

But the purpose of it? muttered Gatton helplessly.

God knows, I said; the purpose of the whole thing is a mystery beyond me entirely.

Assuming that such a piece of mechanism as you suggest had been attached to the door, mused Gatton, you would have noticed its operation last night, unless one of you held the door open.

Neither of us held the door! I interrupted excitedly. I remember that we stood just outside looking in. I was behind the constable and he was directing the rays of his lantern into the place.

Hm, muttered Gatton. Then it wasnt a contrivance for closing the door; it was something else. Suppose we investigate the other door?

We proceeded to the other door and I became aware of an intense curiosity respecting what we should find, and of a conviction too that there would be evidence here of another attachment. In this I was quite correct. Some piece of mechanism had evidently been fastened to this door also. Together we stood staring up at these tell-tale screw-holes and then rather blankly we stared at one another.

We only lack one thing, said Gatton; the scheme upon which all these contrivances and apparently isolated episodes were hung together. Nothing, as we have already assumed, was accident, and nothing coincidence. It was with some deliberate purpose that the constable was instructed to walk through this garage, opening and shutting the doors behind him.

From whom did these instructions come?

That is one of the minor points which I have already cleared up, he replied. On my way here I called at the house agents, as you know, since I have the keys; I also called at the station. The sergeant who was on duty last night I could not see, unfortunately, but I learned  that it was a woman who rang up.

My heart sank lower and lower. It seemed to me as we stood in that empty garage that an invisible hand was drawing a net closer and closer about Isobel and my ideas became increasingly chaotic, for the purpose of it all eluded me, try how I would to conceive of a scheme by which any one could profit which necessitated the imprisonment, or worse, of Isobel.

And the agent? I asked in a rather toneless voice.

Gatton shook his head.

I have no reason to doubt the word of this man of business, he replied, because at the time when I saw him he could not possibly have learned of the crime, but nevertheless his account is almost unbelievable. It appears then, he, too, received his instructions throughout by telephone.

What? I exclaimed.

By telephone, repeated Gatton. He was rung up about ten days ago by some one who made a verbal offer to lease the Red House for a period of twelve months. A foreigner, who in lieu of the usual references, was prepared to pay the annual rent in advance. As the Red House, to use an Irishism, was regarded as something of a white elephant, the agent was interested, apparently; and when on the following day the sum agreed upon arrived by post, he did not demur about delivering the keys to the prospective lessee, who desired to take certain measurements in regard to carpets and so forth.

Wait a moment, I interrupted; to whom did he deliver these keys?

To a district messenger who called for them, as the agent had been advised that one would do.

Very well. What then?

That is all that the agent had to say.

What, that is all?

Substantially there is nothing more. It is quite evident that the sole intention of this unknown lessee was to secure possession of the house for the purpose of the crime only.

Do you mean that from first to last no one but the district messenger appeared in the matter?

No one, Gatton assured me, and the rent, payment of which quite disarmed the agent of course, was sent in the form of Treasury notes and not by check.

But surely some name, some address, must have been given?

A name was given, replied Gatton, and a hotel address, but confirmation of their accuracy was never sought, after the receipt of the money.

And the voice on the telephone?

Again I saw that odd expression creep over Gattons face, and:

It was a womans voice, he answered.

Great heavens! I muttered what does it all mean?

That the evidence of the cabman when he was discovered and of the carter who had taken the box from the garage to the docks, and (for it was possibly the same man) who had first delivered it at the Red House, would but tighten the net about Isobel, whom I knew to be innocent, I felt assured.

Gatton, I said, this case appears to me to resolve itself into a deliberate conspiracy of which the end was not the assassination of Sir Marcus, but the conviction of Miss Merlin!

Gatton looked at me with evident complexity written all over him.

I begin to think the same, he confessed. This business was never planned and carried out by a woman, Ill swear to that. There is a woman concerned in it, for at every point we come upon evidence of her voice issuing the mysterious instructions; but she is not alone in the matter. Already the intricacy of the thing points to a criminal of genius. When we know the whole truth, if we ever do, that the crime was planned by a man of amazing, if perverted, intellect, will be put beyond dispute, I think.

What is puzzling me, Gatton, I said, is the connection existing between the incidents which took place in this garage and those, unknown at present, which took place in the furnished room in the Red House.

Obviously, replied Gatton, a supper for two had been prepared, and that one of those two was the late Sir Marcus is perfectly obvious. That he expected the other to be Miss Merlin is at least suggested by the presence of her photograph in the room; for you will have noticed that it is the only photograph there.

Nevertheless, I said firmly, I am positive that no one would be more surprised than herself to learn of its presence.

And as I have already said, replied Gatton, I am rapidly coming round to your way of thinking. But even if I were quite sure of it the evidence at the moment is all the other way, you will admit. As to the connection between this garage and the interrupted supper party (for obviously it was interrupted) this it must be my business to find out.

Dont you think, I said, that we are attaching perhaps undue importance to the fact that some kind of fittings have been removed from the doors? They may have been removed by the late occupier, and the call to the police depot may have been made with the idea of securing a witness, and a credible one, to the presence of the crate here on the night of the murder.

At the moment, replied Gatton, musingly, I cannot see that this would have served any useful purpose; but nevertheless you may be right. I am going to assume, however, that you are wrong, and that the object of sending Bolton here last night was to open and shut these doors. I propose now to return again to the scene of the interrupted supper.

Leaving the garage not very much wiser than when we had entered it, we paced once more up the drive in the shade of the big trees and were greeted again by the malarious smell of rotting leaves. Entering the Red House, Gatton and I proceeded first to that incredible oasis in the desert of empty rooms and my companion made a detailed examination of everything in the place, even sounding the walls, examining the fittings of the door, and finally proceeding through the hall in the direction of the south wing of the house  that nearest to the garage.

What he expected to find I had no idea, but his attention seemed to be more particularly directed towards the wainscot and the picture-rails of the empty and uncarpeted rooms which we entered. Whatever he had sought he failed to find, and at last we stood in a desolate apartment looking out into the tangled shrubbery before the windows. The back of the garage was visible from there and I viewed it dully, wondering what evil secret it held, and marveling at the trick of fate which had made me witness of an act in this gruesome drama.

Of course, Gatton, I said, we are all along assuming that Sir Marcus actually met his death in this house. We must remember that he may merely have been brought here after the crime.

Such a short period elapsed, replied the Inspector, between his leaving the New Avenue Theater and the approximate time of his death that it seems unlikely that he visited any intermediate spot.

But he may not have been in the crate when Bolton and I saw it.

I dont believe he was in the crate then, replied Gatton, but I think he was at the Red House nevertheless.

I stared at him with curiosity.

You mean that he was in the house at the time that the constable and I opened the garage?

I do. I think he was in that room where supper was laid for two.

Good God! I exclaimed; for there was something horrible in the idea of the man who now lay murdered having been in the house presumably alive, whilst Bolton and I had stood within forty yards of him; in the idea that it had lain in our power, except for those human limitations which rendered us ignorant of his presence, to have averted his fate, perhaps to have checked the remorseless movement of this elaborate murder machine which seemingly had been set up in the Red House.

Some one was here last night, declared Gatton suddenly, as we turned to leave the deserted room, after you and Bolton had gone. Everything incriminating the assassin has been removed. Looking at the matter judicially, it becomes quite evident that any one clever enough to have planned this crime could not possibly have been guilty of an act of such glaring stupidity as that of accidentally leaving a photograph planted upon the mantelpiece.

That this fact had presented itself to the Inspector with such a force of conviction raised a great load from my mind. It had all along been evident to me, but I had feared that to the official outlook of my companion, and the official outlook is always peculiar, it might have seemed otherwise.

The clever and cunning villain who planned this thing, I said, has overstepped himself, as you say, Gatton. If the murder was planned artistically, in his attempt to throw the onus of the crime upon innocent shoulders he has been guilty of a piece of very mediocre work. It would not deceive a child.

No, I agree with you there. The discovery of that photograph has done more to convince me of the innocence of Miss Merlin than any amount of testimonials to her good character could ever have done. You see, he added, smiling whimsically, all sorts of people hitherto unsuspected by their closest friends of criminal tendency, develop that taint, so that I am never surprised to find a convicted thief or assassin possessed of credentials which would do justice to an Archbishop. But when I see an obviously artificial clew I recognize it a mile off. Real clews never stare you in the face like that.

Coming out of the front door, we walked down the leaf-strewn drive to find that the constable on duty at the gate had been joined by a plain-clothes man who was evidently waiting to speak to the Inspector.

Yes? said Gatton eagerly, at sight of the newcomer.

We have her, sir, he reported tersely.

Does he refer to Marie? I asked.

Gatton nodded.

I think, Mr. Addison, he said, I will proceed immediately to Bow Street, where she has been taken to be interrogated. Will you come with me or are you otherwise engaged?

I hesitated ere I replied:

I do not particularly want to confront this woman, but I should be much indebted if you could let me know the result of your examination.

I shall do that without fail, said Gatton, and some time to-day I should be obliged if you could provide me with the facts concerning the little cat-images which you said you had in your possession.

Certainly, I agreed. You are still of the opinion that the mark upon the crate and the image of the cat-woman have an important bearing upon the crime?

I dont doubt it, was the reply. If the photograph clew is a false one, the cat clew is a true one and one to be followed up. Perhaps, he added, it would be as well if you returned now and looked out the points which you think would be of interest, as when I come I may not have long to stay.

I will do so, I said, although I think I can lay my hands upon the material almost immediately.

Accordingly Gatton set off with the detective who had brought the news of Maries arrest and I, turning in the opposite direction, proceeded towards my cottage in such a state of mental tumult respecting what the end of all this would be and what it might mean for Isobel, that I found myself unable to think connectedly; and needless to say I failed to conjure up by any stretch of the imagination a theory which could cover this amazing and terrible sequence of events.


CHAPTER VII THE CAT OF BUBASTIS

She belongs to the innumerable family of cats which suddenly came forth from the ruins of Tell Bastah in 1878, I wrote, Sir Gaston Masperos Egyptian Art lying before me on the table, and were in a few years scattered over the whole world.

She is Bâst, a goddess of good family, the worship of whom flourished especially in the east of the delta, and she is very often drawn or named on the monuments, although they do not tell us enough of her myths or her origin. She was allied or related to the Sun, and was now said to be his sister or wife, now his daughter. She sometimes filled a gracious and beneficent rôle, protecting men against contagious diseases or evil spirits, keeping them off by the music of her sistrum: she had also her hours of treacherous perversity, during which she played with her victim as with a mouse, before finishing him off with a blow of her claws. She dwelt by preference in the city that bore her name, Poubastit, the Bubastis of classical writers. Her temple, at which Cheops and Chephren had worked while building their pyramids, was rebuilt by the Pharaohs of the 22nd Dynasty, enlarged by those of the 26th; when Herodotus visited it in the middle of the fifth century B.C. he considered it one of the most remarkable he had seen in the parts of Egypt through which he had traveled.

The fêtes of Bâst attracted pilgrims from all parts of Egypt, as at the present day those of Sidi Ahmed el-Bedawee draw people to the modern fair of Tantah. The people of each village crowded into large boats to get there, men and women pell-mell, with the fixed intention of enjoying themselves on the journey, a thing they never failed to do. They accompanied the slow progress of navigation with endless songs, love songs rather than sacred hymns, and there were also to be found among them flute-players and castanet-players to support or keep time to the voices. Whenever they passed by a town they approached the bank as near as they could without landing, and then, while the orchestra redoubled its noise, the passengers threw volleys of insults and coarse remarks at the women standing on the banks; they retorted, and when they had exhausted words ...

I finished my notes at this point; the improper behavior of the Ancient Egyptians mentioned by the great Egyptologist having no possible bearing upon the matter in hand, I thought. I then proceeded to add some facts directly relating to the votive offerings laid at the feet of the goddess.

The greater number of pilgrims, before returning home, left a souvenir of their visit at the feet of Bâst. It was a votive stele with a fine inscription, and a picture showing the donor worshiping his goddess; or a statuette in blue or green pottery, or if they were wealthy, in bronze, silver, or sometimes gold: the goddess would be standing, seated, crouching, with a womans body and a cats head, a sistrum or an ægis in her hand. During the Greek period the figures were in bronze or in painted or gilded wood surmounted by a cats head in bronze, many were life-size and modeled with elaborate art; they had eyes of enamel and amulets on the forehead.

The learned authority went on to explain that these accumulated offerings were after a time stored by the priests in cellars or in pits dug expressly for them, veritable favissæ similar to those of classical times. They accumulated in thousands, large and small, some intact and fresh as when just made, others already out of shape and of no value. The places of concealment were soon forgotten, and the stores hidden therein reposed beyond the reach of men until the day when the chances of excavation brought them to light.

My notes completed, I turned my attention to the little image of green enamel ware which Gatton had left with me for examination. It was not possible to determine the period at which it was buried, but judging from the contours and general forms, together with the aspect of the enamel, I thought I recognized the style of the second Saïte Period, and attributed the piece to the early Ptolemies, or the fourth century B.C. It was the time when the worship of Bâst and her subordinate forms, Pakh, Maît, was most popular, the period when the most extensive cemetery of cats was established in Egypt. The execution of the little figure was pure Egyptian, and in no way betrayed Greek influence.

So far had my studies proceeded when I heard the door-bell ring, and Coates entered the room.

Detective-Inspector Gatton to see you, sir.

Gatton came in looking if anything more puzzled than when I had left him at the Red House; also I thought he looked tired, and:

Mix yourself a drink, Inspector, I said, pointing to a side-table upon which refreshments were placed.

Thanks, replied Gatton. I have not had time to stop for a drink or even a smoke since I left you; but evidence is coming in quickly enough now.

He helped himself to a whisky and soda, being an old visitor and one used to the Bohemian ways of my household; then setting his glass upon a corner of my writing-table, he dropped into the armchair and began in leisurely fashion to fill his pipe.

Although the hour was growing late, sunset was still a long way off and the prospect visible through the window was bathed in golden light. From where I sat I could catch a glimpse of the tree-lined road, and for the first time since that strange experience had befallen me, I found myself wondering if the vaguely-perceived follower whom I had detected on the previous night and those blazing feline eyes which had looked out at me from beneath the shadow of the hedge could have had any possible connection with the tragedy which at about the same hour was being enacted in the Red House. I determined presently to confide the strange particulars to my friend, but first I was all anxiety to learn what evidence Marie had given; and that this evidence, to which he had referred had done little more than to increase Gattons perplexity was clear enough from his expression. Therefore:

Tell me about Marie, I said.

Gatton smiled grimly, took a drink from his glass, and then:

She began of course as I had anticipated, by denying all knowledge of the matter, but recognizing that she was in a tight corner, she presently changed her tactics, and although every available plan was tried to induce her to change her ground, she afterwards stuck to the extraordinary story which we first extracted from her. Briefly it was this:

The late Sir Marcus had been paying unwelcome attention to Miss Merlin for a long time, and Marie had instructions that he was to be discouraged as much as possible. In fact I am pleased to say that your theory of Miss Merlins ignorance respecting the murder plot is borne out by the testimony of her maid. On several occasions, it appears, when he sent his card to the dressing-room, Marie returned equivocal messages and did not even inform her mistress of Sir Marcuss visit. This had been going on for some time when one night whilst Miss Merlin was on the stage a telephone call came for Marie and a certain proposal was made to her.

It was this: if on the following night Sir Marcus should present himself she was to tell him that Miss Merlin would take supper in his company after the performance, but that he was to observe every possible precaution. Marie, according to her account, at first declined to entertain the proposal, but being informed that it was merely intended to play a practical joke upon the baronet, she ultimately consented. I may add that the promise of a ten-pound note undoubtedly hastened her decision and it was on her receipt of the amount by post on the following morning that she determined to carry out her part of the bargain.

Her instructions had been explicit. She was to tell Sir Marcus that Miss Merlin would see him after the performance, then when he presented himself, to inform him that her mistress had decided it would be more prudent for him to proceed to the rendezvous alone, where she would join him in a quarter of an hour. She was to give him the door key (which had arrived with the money) and to direct him to enter and wait in the room on the right of the hall. A cabman who knew the address would be waiting at the stage door.

Gatton paused, puffing slowly at his pipe, then: Unknown to Miss Merlin, he continued, this scheme was carried out. Sir Marcus presented himself at ten oclock and received Maries message; he returned about eleven and she told him, as she had been instructed, that her mistress would join him in a quarter of an hour. Curiosity respecting the joke which she believed was being played upon the baronet prompted her to go outside the stage-door to see if there was actually a cab waiting. There was, and she heard Sir Marcus ask the man if he knew the address to which he was to drive.

The cabman replied that he did, and Marie claims to know no more about the matter, except that Sir Marcus drove off in the cab, and that her mistress returned to her flat alone about a quarter of an hour later. Next point. Inquiries for the cabman have been made at all the ranks since early this morning, and he turned up at the Yard about a couple of hours ago. His story is simple enough; some one called up the rank where he chanced to be standing that evening, instructing him to call for Sir Marcus at the stage-door of the New Avenue Theater and to drive him to

He paused:

Yes?

To the Red House!

At last we have it! I cried excitedly.

There is no doubt of it, answered Gatton; the cabman drove him there, and it was certainly at the Red House that he met his death. Indeed the cabby appears to be the last witness who spoke to the murdered man. He inquired his way to the Red House from a chance pedestrian, a tramp, whom he met at the corner of College Road. He has even described this person to us, but I dont think his evidence of sufficient importance to justify our searching for him. On reaching the Red House the cabman and his fare found it to be vacant. Sir Marcus, however, who had a very brusk manner with his inferiors, having paid the cabman, curtly dismissed him, and the man, who admits having bargained for a double fare for the journey, because it was such an out-of-the-way spot, drove away vaguely curious, but not so curious as another might have been, since London cabmen are used to strange jobs.

We are getting near the heart of the mystery.

Hm, said Gatton, Im not so sure. The deeper we go the darker it gets. A man has been scouring the neighborhood all day in quest of the carter who delivered the crate to the docks, but so far without results. I consider it a very important point that we should learn not only how and when the crate was collected, but when and by whom it was delivered at the garage.

Another question, I said: although I believe I know the answer. Was it a man or a woman who ordered the cab?

Both in the case of Marie and in the case of the cab-rank, replied Gatton, it was a womans voice that spoke.

Thank God, one doubt is resolved! I said. It cannot possibly have been Isobel in either of these cases!

Right! agreed Gatton, promptly. I am as glad as you are. There is clearly a second woman in the case; yet I cant bring myself to believe that this elaborate scheme was the work of a woman.

Not of a jealous woman? I suggested.

Not of any woman, he replied. Besides  who put the body into the crate? What kind of a woman would it be who could do a deed like that?

In other words, said I, you are still without a ghost of a clew to the identity of the person who committed the murder, and to the means employed?

Resting his pipe upon an ash-tray, the Inspector took up from my writing-table the little image of Bâst and held it up between finger and thumb.

We always come back to the green cat, he said slowly. I will trouble you now, Mr. Addison, for the history of such a little image as this.

Yes, I replied abstractedly. But there is a matter about which I have not spoken to you hitherto because quite frankly I had doubted if it had any existence outside my imagination; but every new development of the case is so utterly fantastic that I no longer regard my experience as being in the least degree outside the province of possibility. Before we go further, therefore, into the purely archæological side of the inquiry (and I have still serious doubt respecting the usefulness of such a quest) let me relate a peculiar experience which I had last night after I had left Bolton.

Gatton listened in silence whilst I gave him an account of that evasive shadow which I had perceived behind me, and then of the great cats eyes which had looked in through the window.

His expression of naïve wonderment was almost funny; and when I had concluded:

Well, Mr. Addison, said he, if you had told me this story before I had taken up the Oritoga mystery, for so I observe drawing an evening paper from his pocket the press has agreed to entitle the case, I should have suggested that your peculiar studies had begun to tell upon your nerves; but this voice on the phone and this empty house in which only one room was furnished, finally the green cat painted on the packing-case and the green cat which stands there upon the table have prepared me for even stranger things than your adventure of last night.

Yet, I urged, there is no visible connection between the episodes of the case and this strange apparition which I saw in the garden last night.

There was no visible connection between Sir Marcuss body in a packing-case in the hold of the Oritoga and the garage of the house in College Road until we found one, retorted Gatton. Anyway I am glad you mentioned the matter to me; I will take a note of it, for it may prove to provide a link in the chain. And now  taking out a note-book and pencil for the history of these cat things.

I sighed rather wearily as I crossed the room to my bookcase and took down the volume of Gaston Maspero, the same which I had been reading but had returned to its shelf as Gatton had been admitted.

We have it here in a nutshell, I said.

Gatton methodically noted the passages which I read to him. The task concluded:

Hm, he muttered, scanning his notes, very strange, very strange indeed. She had also her hours of treacherous perversity, during which she played with her victim as with a mouse, before finishing him off with a blow of her claws.

He raised his eyes and stared at me strangely.

She played with her victim as with a mouse, he murmured, before finishing him off with a blow


CHAPTER VIII MY VISITOR

For long enough after Gattons departure I sat thinking over our conversation. Despite the lateness of the hour at which he had departed, he had had no thought of rest and was setting out in quest of further evidence to point to the author of Sir Marcuss death. The room was laden with tobacco smoke, for our conference had lasted more than two hours, but dusk was very fully established and when presently as I sat there in the dark contemplating the horrible labyrinth into which my steps had drifted, Coates entered.

Ah, Coates, I said, light up.

He switched on the electric light and I saw layers of smoke  clouds drifting from the open window towards the newly opened door.

Shall you be going out again to-night, sir? asked Coates, standing rigidly to attention as was his custom when addressing me.

I think not, Coates, I replied. I have done enough for one day, but I should be glad if you would ring up the New Avenue Theater and inquire if Miss Merlin will speak to me. It will be about time now for the performance to have finished.

Very good, sir, said Coates, and proceeded to make the call, whilst I sat listlessly smoking and listening to his voice. Presently:

Miss Merlin did not appear to-night, sir, he announced: she is indisposed.

I thought as much, I muttered. I could hardly have expected after such a day of horror and excitement that she would have been capable of appearing to-night. Ring up her flat, Coates, I added. I should like to speak to her, for I know she is in great trouble.

Indeed, sir, Coates permitted himself to remark. Is it something to do with the discovery at the docks this morning, sir?

It is, Coates, I replied. It is an utterly damnable business.

Indeed, sir, said Coates again, and went to the telephone.

Three minutes later I was talking to Isobel.

I find it utterly impossible to tell you what has happened, she declared, since I saw you last. I feel incapable of thinking, and of course it was quite out of the question for me to go to the theater to-night. But it is not so bad as it might have been. She hesitated, then: I was only able to give them very short notice unfortunately, but from a selfish point of view, as you know  I was leaving the stage  very shortly

Yes, I answered dully, I know; but have you seen the police?

I have seen Inspector Gatton, she replied; but as he told me that he was coming along to you, no doubt you know what took place.

No, I replied; he did not mention the visit, but you quite recognize the fact, Isobel, that he does not regard you as being in any way concerned in this ghastly affair.

He was awfully kind, she admitted; in fact I quite changed my opinion regarding the methods of the police authorities after my interview with Inspector Gatton; but although he was so extremely tactful with me, I really cannot forgive him his suspicions, which he was at scarcely any pains to disguise, regarding Eric.

Regarding Eric! I exclaimed.

Oh, continued Isobel, he may have concealed his views from you, as he knows that you are  a friend of Erics; but he was less careful about concealing them from me. To all intents and purposes Eric is under police surveillance!

But this is utterly incredible! said I. You dont mean to tell me, Isobel, that Coverly has persisted in his silence respecting his movements last night? If he has done so, in the circumstances he has only himself to thank. Social position and everything else counts for nothing when an inquiry concerning a murder is concerned. He knows that perfectly well.

I think I spoke hotly, and certainly I spoke with a certain indignation, for I very strongly resented Coverlys attitude in the case, which could only add to the difficulties and sorrows of Isobels position.

Yet a moment afterwards I regretted that I had done so, for:

Are you going to quarrel with me, too? she asked pathetically.

What do you mean? Who has been quarreling with you?

Eric quarreled with me fiercely at the solicitors to-day, and when I begged of him to be frank respecting his movements last night, his attitude became  she hesitated almost unbearable. He did not seem to realize that I was only thinking of him, nor did he seem to realize the construction which I might have placed upon his silence. I mean, Jack, what can he possibly have to conceal?

Temporarily I felt myself to have become tongue-tied. What could it be that Coverly was concealing? The idea of complicity in the crime I scouted; nothing could have induced me to believe it. Only one explanation presented itself to my mind, as evidently it had presented itself to Isobels  another woman. However:

You may depend, I said, endeavoring to speak soothingly, that he has some good and sufficient reason for this silence, and one which is not in any way discreditable. Nevertheless he will have to reconsider his attitude in the near future. Of course there are times when almost every one of us would be hard put to it to establish an alibi if we were called upon to do so  as regards witnesses of our movements, I mean; but at least we can state roughly where we were during any hour of the day, even if we have to trust to luck to find witnesses to prove the truth of words. His attitude of silence, Isobel, is ridiculous.

Have you seen the evening papers? she asked pathetically.

Some of them, I replied.

They have got my name in already, she continued, and my photograph appears in one. It is outrageous how they leap at an opportunity for scandal.

It will all be cleared up, I said, speaking with as much confidence as I had at my command. You know and I know that Coverly is innocent and I dont believe that Gatton thinks him guilty.

A while longer we talked and then I returned rather wearily to my chair in the room where the air was still laden with tobacco fumes.

Without believing it to contain any very special significance as I had supposed, but merely attracted by the strangeness of the passage, I remembered how Gatton had harped upon Masperos description of the attributes of Bâst. Sometimes she plays with her victim as with a mouse, etc. The big book with its fine plates, several of them representing cats similar to that which Gatton had left behind for my more particular examination, still lay open upon the table, and I reread those passages appertaining to the character of the cat-goddess, which I had marked for Gattons information. Scarce noting what I read  for all the time I was turning over in my mind the manifold problems of the case  I sat there for an hour perhaps, in fact until I was interrupted by the entrance of Coates.

Shall you require me again to-night, sir? he inquired.

No, I replied; you had better turn in now, as in all probability we shall be early afoot to-morrow, Coates. Inspector Gatton will probably be calling for me.

Very good. Good-night, sir, said Coates; and performing a smart about-turn, he walked out of the room.

I went on reading, not in quest of any particular information, but in that idle mood when one reads anything, interesting or otherwise. For a time I heard my conscientious batman fastening doors and windows as was his nightly custom; then the door of his own room closed and I heard him no more.

When I first became aware of the howling of distant dogs I know not; but it was with a great start that I was aroused from my semi-reverie by the ringing of the door-bell. I realized that I had sat much longer than I had supposed. It was a quarter to one.

Gatton was my first thought; there must be an unexpected development in the case calling in some way for my services. Coates was a sound sleeper and evidently had not been awakened by the ringing of the bell; therefore, arrayed as I was in pajamas, slippers and bath-robe (for this, during the hot weather was my indoor costume) I walked out along the little corridor, unbolted the front door and opened it.

A woman stood there.

For a moment I thought foolishly that it was Isobel, and my heart gave a great leap. But the delusion was instantly dispelled when my visitor spoke.

Her voice had a totally different tone from that of Isobel  it was a low, almost caressing voice, with a vaguely husky note in it, fascinating in a way, yet although I found myself unable to account for the fact, vaguely uncanny  queer.

Please excuse me, she said. You will naturally wonder what has brought a visitor to your door at this hour of the night, and indeed my explanation is a strange one.

She glanced apprehensively over her shoulder as she spoke, out into the darkness of the roadway. I observed that she was apparently in evening dress and wore a very handsome cloak, having a thick silk scarf so draped about her head and shoulders that her face was quite concealed. Very clearly, now, I could hear the howling of dogs.

Instinct is a curious thing, and that which it prompted me to do at the moment when I found myself confronting this strange woman was promptly to awaken Coates! Honestly I was afraid of her and wished for nothing better than to have the closed door between us. This was all the more unaccountable as she had the appearance and manners of a cultured woman, presenting indeed a figure of great elegance as she stood there with her tall slender form outlined by the moonlight which slanted down through the trees to form a scimitar of light upon the path behind her.

Of course I could never have acted upon this singular instinct, but the decision was taken out of my hands; for suddenly my visitor uttered a low cry of fear, swayed dizzily and seemed about to fall.

Perforce I stepped forward to support her and before I knew what had happened, she had tottered into the passage, resting heavily upon my shoulder.

Close the door! she said in that low husky voice. Quick! Quick! I have seen them again!

An unpleasant chill communicated itself to me.

The eyes! she whispered. Two great eyes have followed me! That was why I knocked at your door. I was afraid.

It was enough, the mention of two great eyes. Leaving my visitor temporarily to take care of herself, I sprang to the door and closed it hurriedly. As I turned, in the light from the partly open study door I saw the woman walking slowly ahead of me. I overtook her, holding the door fully open for her to pass in.

Please sit down a while, I said. You have evidently been seriously alarmed.

Still there was no sign from Coates, whose voice would have been welcome music to my ears, for I could not reconcile myself to this womans presence, strive how I might, nor could I understand how she had come to be wandering alone in such a place at that hour. One bond of sympathy there was between us. I could forgive any one fearing those awful eyes, for I had feared them myself; and I could no longer doubt that some strange apparition was haunting the vicinity.

Believe me, I quite understand, I said, turning to my visitor. It is most extraordinary, but I believe there is some unusually large cat frequenting the neighborhood at present.

I stood by the side table and was on the point of pouring out a glass of water when the woman raised her white-gloved hand in a gesture of refusal.

Thank you, she said, thank you, but I am quite recovered, and indeed if the cause of my alarm is no more than a cat, as you say, I will proceed.

She laughed, and her laughter was low-pitched, but very musical. In the light of the shaded table-lamp I could see the gleam of white teeth through her veil, but I could not imagine why she swathed herself in that manner. Yet in spite of this enwrapping she could not disguise the fact that she possessed remarkably large and beautiful eyes. She seemed now to have recovered her composure, but I noted that she made no attempt to remove her veil.

Are you quite sure that you will not be nervous on your way? I asked.

Oh, no. I am staying with some friends quite near, she explained, detecting my curiosity; and I was indiscreet enough to wander out at this hour to post a letter.

Possibly this explanation might have satisfied me; it is even possible that I should have thought little more about the incident at that time when I lived in a constant turmoil of episodes even stranger, but by one of those accidents which sometimes seem to be directed by the hand of an impish fate, I was to learn who or what my visitor was. When I say I was to learn what she was, perhaps I err; more correctly I was to learn what she was not, namely, an ordinary human being.

It was as she rose to depart that the hand of fate intervened. I had only one lamp burning in the room, a table-lamp; and at this moment, preceded by a sudden accession of light due to some flaw of the generating plant, the filament expired, plunging the room into darkness! I stood up with a startled cry. I do not deny that I felt ill at ease in the gloom with my strange visitor; but worse was to come. Looking across the darkened room to the chair upon which she was seated, I saw a pair of blazing eyes regarding me fixedly!

Something in their horrid, luminous watchfulness told me that my slightest movement was perceptible to my uncanny visitor of whom I could see nothing but those two fiery eyes.

What I did or what occurred within the next few seconds I am not prepared to state in detail. I know I uttered a hoarse cry and threw myself back from those dreadful eyes which seemed to be advancing upon me. The cry awakened Coates. I heard the pad of his bare feet upon the floor as he leaped out of bed, and an instant later his door was opened and he came blundering out into the darkened passage.

Hello, sir! he cried, in a half-dazed voice. Here, Coates! I replied, and my tones were far from normal.

Falling over a chair on his way, Coates came running into the study. An impression I had of a flying shape, and the dimly seen square of the open window (for that side of the cottage lay in shadow) seemed momentarily to become blackened.

Bring a light, Coates! I cried. The lamp has gone out.

Matches on the table, sir, said Coates.

Instantly I remembered that this was the case, that they lay in fact near to my hand. I struck one, and in its flickering light looked about the room. My visitor had gone  palpably through the window, for certainly the front door had not been opened.

She has gone, Coates! I exclaimed.

And on this occasion it was Coates who repeated in an amazed voice:

She?

But even as he spoke, my attention had become diverted.

I was staring at that portion of the table upon which Masperos book lay. Beside it had stood the little Bubastis statuette ... but the statuette was there no longer!


CHAPTER IX THE VELVET CURTAIN

This gets me well out of my depth, Mr. Addison, said Inspector Gatton.

We were standing in the garden at a point near to my open study window. A small flower-bed intervened between the path and the high privet hedge. It lay much in shade, and Coates had set tobacco plants there. But the soil was softer here than elsewhere.

Clearly marked upon it were the imprints of little high-heeled shoes.

It seems to take us back to the days of Spring-heeled Jack, my friend continued; which was before my time! I dont think that mystery was ever cleared up?

No, I replied, meeting his questioning glance; it never was, satisfactorily. Therefore the analogy is an unfortunate one. But as you say, it certainly looks as though my visitor had sprung across a six-foot hedge!

Its absolutely mad, said Gatton gloomily. Far from helping us, it only plunges us deeper in the mire.

We returned to the study, and:

You will have seen the daily papers? asked the Inspector.

I nodded.

Practically all of them. They give a hateful prominence to the name of Miss Merlin.

And to that of the new baronet  Sir Eric, said Gatton significantly.

I stared at him straightly.

Do you seriously believe, said I, that Eric Coverly had anything whatever to do with the death of his cousin?

Gatton stirred uneasily in his chair.

Well, he answered, ignoring everything else for the moment, who else benefits by Sir Marcus Coverlys death?

It was a poser  a question which I had dreaded because I had known it to be unanswerable.

He inherits the title, continued Gatton, and on the death of Lady Burnham Coverly he inherits Friars Park. There is some clause or entail, or legal hotchpotch whereby the estate and revenue remain hers during her lifetime.

But I understand the estate is mortgaged?

That I have to confirm, Mr. Addison, replied Gatton. Sir Erics solicitor has no information on the point and that of Sir Marcuss man of business is inexact. But even supposing that only the title is concerned, many a man has lost his life for less. Then you have to consider  Miss Merlin.

In what way? I demanded

In relation to the attitude of Sir Marcus. Jealousy makes men (and women) do strange and desperate things. The character of Eric Coverly, the new baronet, is a very odd one.

He is headstrong and in some respects weak, I admitted. But otherwise he is an ordinary English gentleman, with the traditions of an old name and a public school to back him up. I tell you, Gatton, its nonsense. His army career alone shows him to be a sound man.

Yes, murmured Gatton; he was awarded a decoration for distinguished service in Egypt.

That seemingly simple remark struck me with all the force of a physical blow. Gatton began quietly to load his pipe, without even glancing in my direction; but the covert significance of his words was all too apparent:

Gatton, I said what the devil are you driving at?

He slightly shrugged his shoulders.

What you may term the hocus-pocus side of the case, he replied, turns on matters Egyptian, doesnt it? Very well. Who else, that we know about, is associated, or ever has been associated with Egypt?

But  the woman?

Ah! said Gatton. Now you are getting down to the depths. But assuming that the extraordinary characteristics of this visitor of yours can be explained in some way, by deliberate trickery, for example, might she not be a woman whom Eric Coverly met in Egypt?

I stared silently a while, and then:

In short, a rival of Miss Merlins? I suggested.

Precisely. The trick with the photograph was just of the kind one would expect from a madly jealous woman. Everything planned with supreme cunning, but the scene at which the hated rival enters the scheme badly overdone.

And you believe Coverlys silence to be due to the fact that he is shielding some one?

Well, that or shielding himself. What else can it mean? A man suspected of murder doesnt hesitate to establish an alibi unless he is in a desperately tight corner. The exact position of your strange-eyed acquaintance in the case is not apparent to me at the moment, Ill admit, but I seem to have heard that there have been rare instances of human beings with luminous eyes.

Quite right, Inspector, I agreed; I hope very shortly to have some further particulars for you bearing upon this point. I am endeavoring to obtain a work by Saint-Hilaire dealing with teratology.

As to her extraordinary activity and agility, Gatton continued, we must remember that a privet hedge is not like a stone wall. I mean she may not have actually cleared the whole six feet, and after all, this is the age of the athletic girl. There are women athletes who can perform some extraordinary feats of high-jumping. Of course, there are still a number of witnesses to be discovered and examined, but I know by now exactly what to expect. Its an ingenious idea, although not entirely new to me.

The whole thing has been managed by means of the telephone  a powerful ally of the modern criminal. Briefly what happened was this: The Red House  selected because of its lonely position, but also because it was fairly accessible  was leased by our missing assassin without any personal interview taking place. We have to look then in the first instance for some one possessing considerable financial resources. It was by the effective substitution of a years rent  in cash  for the more usual references, that our man  or woman  whom I will call A secured possession of the keys and right of entry to the premises. A limited amount of furniture was obtained in the same manner. We havent found the firm who supplied it, but I dont doubt that the business was done over the telephone, cash being paid as before. Duplicate keys must have been made for some of the doors, I think  a simple matter. We shall find that the furnishing people as well as the caterer who later on supplied the supper were admitted to the Red House by a district messenger or else had the keys posted to them for the purpose.

The whole business was built up around a central idea, simple in itself: that of inveigling Sir Marcus into the prepared supper-room. His attendance at the New Avenue Theater last night was doubtless assured  although we may never prove it  by another of these mysterious telephone messages, probably purporting to come from Miss Merlin. The cold-blooded thoroughness with which A arranged for a crate to be delivered at the garage and for the body of the murdered man to be taken to the docks and shipped to the West Indies, illuminates the character of the person we have to seek.

Discovery sooner or later was inevitable, of course. It came sooner because of the accident at the docks. Had it come later I dont doubt that A would have dismantled the Red House again so that the investigation would have been severely handicapped. As it is, the only dismantling done was the most important of all.

You mean? I said with keen interest.

The death-machine, answered Gatton. The cunning device around which all these trappings were erected. We dont have to wait for the coroners inquest nor the pathologists report to know that Sir Marcus was asphyxiated.

In that room where supper was laid for two? I muttered.

Can you doubt it?

No, I said, and I dont.

I have allowed nothing to be touched, continued Gatton, and I am going around there now to make a final attempt to unravel the mystery of how Sir Marcus met his death.

There is one detail, said I, which it seems impossible to fit into its proper place in the scheme. The figure of Bâst painted upon the crate  you have that at Scotland Yard  and the little image of the goddess which was stolen from my table last night.

Gatton stood up, uttering a sigh.

I have always found, Mr. Addison, he replied, that it is these outstanding features of a case, these pieces which dont seem to fit, that are the most valuable clews. Its the apparently simple cases in which there is no outstanding point that are the most baffling.

I laughed shortly.

One could not very well complain of the lack of such features in the Oritoga mystery, I said. As a confrère of mine remarked when the body of Sir Marcus was discovered in the crate, the whole thing is as mad as Alice in Wonderland!

Gatton presently departed for the Red House and I accompanied him, for I was intensely curious to learn by what means the murder of Sir Marcus had been accomplished. As I proposed later in the morning to call on Isobel, Coates drove Gatton and myself as far as the Red House and I instructed the man to wait for me.

Although the morning was still young, the prominence given by the press to this sensational crime had resulted in the presence of quite a considerable group of pilgrims who even thus early had arrived to look upon the scene of the mysterious tragedy. London is a city of onlookers. The most trivial street accident never lacks its interested audience, and a house in which a murder is reputed to have taken place becomes a center upon which the idly curious focus from the four points of the compass.

Our arrival created a subdued excitement amongst the nondescript group gathered upon the pavement. Despite the efforts of a constable on duty, men, women and children persistently gathered before the gates of the drive peering up at the empty house as if they anticipated seeing the face of the murderer or an apparition of the victim appear behind one of the windows. A considerable group, too, was gathered before the garage, but as Gatton and I descended and began to walk up the drive there was a general movement in our direction.

I wonder, said I, if A, the wanted man, is among the crowd? One reads that murderers are irresistibly drawn back to the scene of their crimes.

He may be, replied Gatton; anyway there are two C.I.D. men there for certain, so that A will do well to be upon his guard.

A few moments later I found myself again in the lounge-hall of the Red House; and the place now seemed to me to have taken on an air of oppressive mystery. In the very deserted silence of the house I detected something sinister. Of course, no doubt this was merely an effect created upon my mind by the ghastly associations of the place; but I know that whereas on the previous day surprise and curiosity had been the most characteristic emotions aroused by our discoveries there, this morning something darker seemed to have taken their place; and I found myself listening for a sound that never came and wondering vaguely and vainly, what secret was hidden in this desolate mansion.

By Gattons orders the room in which that gruesome supper was laid had been left undisturbed and once more we stood surveying the spotless napery and sparkling silver. I listened to the ticking of the clock upon the mantelpiece and stared dully at the wine resting in the ice-pail which now contained nothing but dirty water. A big dish of fruit stood upon the table, peaches and apricots and nectarines; and several large wasps had entered through one of the windows which some one had opened, and were buzzing sleepily around the dish. Lastly  there beside the clock stood Isobels photograph.

For any evidence of a struggle I looked in vain, but the nature of my companions investigation was more obscure. Again the whole of his attention seemed to be directed upon the wall, the window-ledges and the door-frame. Suddenly:

Ah, I said, I know what you are looking for! Some connection between this room and the garage?

Gatton, who was kneeling examining a lower panel of the door, looked up with a grim smile.

Perhaps I am, he replied.

By the tone of his voice I knew that whatever he had sought he had failed once more to find. Presently, desisting from this quest of his, he stood and stared curiously for some time at a recess immediately behind one of the high-backed chairs drawn up to the supper table. We had already explored this recess and had found it to be vacant. Gatton advanced towards it and drew aside the curtain which was draped in the opening.

It was a recess about four feet wide by three deep and it contained nothing in the nature of furniture or ornament.

Does anything strike you as curious about this arrangement? said my companion.

I looked for a long time, but failed to detect anything of a notable nature.

Nothing, I said, except that it seems a peculiar idea to drape a curtain before a recess in that way.

And such a curtain! said Gatton, fingering the texture.

I in turn touched the material with my fingers and found it to be an extremely heavy velvet. Looking upward, I noticed that it was attached to a rod set so high in the wall on either side that the top of the drapery actually touched the ceiling.

Well, said Gatton, looking at me oddly, in addition to the texture of the curtain do you notice anything else?

No, I confessed.

Well, he continued, you may remember that yesterday when I examined this place, I had to drape the curtain over a chair, which I moved here for the purpose, in order to see the recess.

So you did, I said; I remember.

Well, doesnt it strike you as odd? If youll notice the way it is fastened above, you will see that it is not upon rings. In other words it is not intended to be opened. You see that it is in one piece so that anybody having occasion to enter the recess would have to lift it aside and let it fall to behind him.

I studied the arrangement of the drapings more closely and saw that his statement was correct; also I saw something else, and:

This room has been lighted by gas at some time! I cried. Here, up under the picture-rail, is a plug.

Most houses are provided both with gas and electric light about here, replied Gatton abstractedly.

But even before he had finished speaking I saw his expression change, and in a moment he had dragged a chair into the recess.

Hold the curtain back, he directed sharply.

Standing on the chair, he began to examine the little brass plug to which I had drawn his attention. For some time I watched him in silence, and then:

What do you think you have found? I inquired.

He glanced down over his shoulder.

I think I have found a clew! he replied.


CHAPTER X HANGING EVIDENCE

Isobel came into the room and approached the chair from which I had arisen. In her plain morning frock, with the sun bringing out those wonderful russet tints in her hair, but having that frightened look still in her eyes, she had never seemed more beautiful. Yet I saw as I rose to greet her that she was laboring under the influence of dangerous nervous excitement.

You are worried about Eric? I said, when we had exchanged those rather formal greetings in which I think we took mutual shelter. Certainly I did, and later I was to know that Isobel did so, too.

Every day seems to make the case grow blacker against him, she replied, sinking down upon the settee beside me.

And indeed the shadow which had fallen upon all of us seemed at that moment almost palpable  a thing to be felt like the darkness of Egypt and not to be dispelled even by the brightness of the morning.

When did you last see Coverly?

Isobel raised her head wearily.

Last night, and he seemed to think that some one was following him  a detective.

I noticed that Isobel spoke of Eric Coverly with a certain manner of restraint for which I could not account. Yet perhaps it was only natural that she should do so, but at the time I was foolishly blind to the opposing emotions which fought and conflicted within her.

He still refused to explain his movements on the night of the murder? I asked.

Yes, he persisted in his extraordinary silence, said Isobel.

The look of trouble in her eyes grew more acute.

What I cannot understand is a sort of attitude of resentment which he has lately adopted.

Of resentment? Towards whom?

Towards me.

But

Oh, its quite incomprehensible, Jack, and it is making me horribly unhappy. He complained so bitterly too about this police surveillance to which he is subjected. He realizes that the coroner is almost certain to put a wrong construction on his silence, but instead of being frank about it he adopts, even when alone with me, this incomprehensible attitude of resentment. In fact his behavior almost suggests that I am responsible for his present misfortunes.

He must be mad, I said, and I expect I spoke bitterly, for Isobel lowered her eyes and her face flushed with embarrassment.

Dont think that I condemn him, I added hastily, but really in justice to you, if not in order to clear his own good name, he should speak out at once. Are you expecting to see him to-day?

Isobel nodded.

I am expecting him at almost any moment, she replied; then glancing aside at a number of daily papers which lay littered upon the floor beside the settee: Of course you have seen what the press has to say about it? she added.

I nodded.

What can you expect? said I. It is one of those cases in which practically all the evidence, although it is of a purely circumstantial nature, points to an innocent man as the culprit. I feel very keenly annoyed with Coverly, for not only is he involving both of you in a most unsavory case but he is also hindering the work of justice. In fact by his inexplicable silence he is, although no doubt unconsciously, affording the murderer time to elude the law.

Even as I spoke the words I heard a cab draw up in the street below, and glancing out of the window, I saw Coverly alight from the cab, pay the man and enter the doorway. His bearing was oddly furtive, that, as I thought with a sudden pang, of a fugitive. A few moments later he came into the room and his expression when he found me there was one of marked hostility.

Eric Coverly bore no resemblance whatever to the deceased baronet from whom he inherited the title, belonging as he did to quite another branch of the family. Whereas Sir Marcus had been of a dark and sallow type, Eric Coverly was one of those fair, fresh-colored, open-air English types, handsome in an undistinguished way, and as a rule of a light and careless disposition. There had never been any very close sympathy between us, for the studies to which I devoted so much time were by him regarded as frankly laughable absurdities. Although well enough informed, he was typical of his class, and no one could justly have catalogued him as an intellectual.

Good morning, Addison, he said, having greeted Isobel in a perfunctory fashion which I assumed to be accounted for by my unwelcome presence. The men of your Fleet Street tribe have conspired to hang me, I see.

Dont talk nonsense, Coverly, I said bruskly; this misapprehension is bound to arise if you decline to give any account of your movements.

But it is an outrage! cried Coverly hotly. What the devil do I know about Marcuss death?

I am perfectly convinced that you know nothing whatever; but then I have known you for many years. The Fleet Street tribe to whom you refer merely regard you as a unit of our rather large population. In a case of this kind, Coverly, all men are equal.

Whilst I had been delivering myself of this somewhat priggish speech  designed, I may add, in self-defense, to spur Coverly to a rejoinder which might throw some light upon the mystery  he had regarded me with an expression of ever increasing dislike. I noted that there were shadows under his eyes, and that he was in a highly nervous and excited condition. He had slept but little I judged during the last forty-eight hours and had possibly had recourse to stimulants to enable him to face the new trials which arose with every day.

I dont feel called upon, he said angrily, to give an account of my movements to every policeman who cares to inquire. I know nothing whatever about the matter. I have said so, and I am not accustomed to have my word doubted.

My dear Coverly, said I, you must be perfectly well aware that sooner or later you will have to relinquish this heroic pose. Will you allow no one to advise you? You will have to answer the coroner, and if you persist in this extraordinary refusal to give a simple answer to a simple question, surely you realize that the matter will be transferred to a higher tribunal?

Oh, I told you that they had hanged me in Fleet Street already, Isobel! cried Coverly, with a burst of unmirthful laughter.

But (and no man could have construed the thing favorably to Coverly) to my anger and amazement he added:

Let them do it! Ill speak if I choose, but not otherwise!

That I was annoyed with the young fool already, my remarks to him, which had transgressed every code of good taste, must sufficiently have shown. But I had hoped to provoke him to a declaration which would clear his name from the shadow which was settling darkly upon it, and which would raise that shadow from the girl who stood beside him, watching me with a sort of reproachful look in her dark eyes.

Now I recognized that I could remain no longer and keep the peace, therefore:

Perhaps it is time that I went about my own business, I said, conjuring up a smile, although it must have been a dreary one, and ceased to interfere with the affairs of other people. Good-by, Isobel. Anything I can do, you know you may command. Good-by, Coverly. I am deeply sorry about this business.

He barely touched my extended hand, but instantly turned and walked to the bay window. Descending to the street, I had immediate confirmation of Coverlys statement that his movements were watched.

In the porch below a man stood talking to the hall-porter. As I appeared he immediately averted his face and began to light a cigarette. Nevertheless I had had time to recognize him as the man who had brought Gatton news of Maries detention.

It was in a truly perturbed frame of mind that I proceeded on my way to the Planet offices. I would have sacrificed much to have been afforded means to comfort Isobel; a furious anger towards the man who thus deliberately had brought doubt and unhappiness upon her had taken up permanent quarters in my mind. I counted Coverlys declination to clear himself little better than the attitude of a cad.

I read religiously through a pile of cuttings bearing upon the case, and found the unmistakable trend of opinion to be directed towards Coverly as the culprit. The use made of Isobels name enraged me to boiling point and I presently took up the entire bundle of cuttings and crammed them into a waste-paper basket. I was engaged in stamping them down with my foot when I was called to the telephone.

Inspector Gatton was speaking from New Scotland Yard; and his voice was very grave.

Can you possibly come along at once? he asked. There is a new development; a most unpleasant one.

He would say no more over the telephone. Therefore I hurried out to where Coates was waiting, and in ten minutes found myself in one of those bare, comfortless apartments which characterize the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police Force.

With his hat off Gatton looked more like a seaman than ever, for he had short, crisply curly hair and that kind of bull-dog line of cranium which one associates with members of the senior service. Upon a chair set in a recess formed by one of the lofty windows a leather grip rested. It was wet and stained, and had palpably been recovered but recently from the water. Seeing my glance straying towards this object at the moment of my entrance, the Inspector nodded.

Yes, said he, it has just come in.

What is it?

Well, replied Gatton, sitting upon a corner of the table and folding his arms, it is a piece of evidence sufficient to hang the most innocent man breathing.

He eyed me in a significant manner and I felt my heart beginning to beat more rapidly.

May I know the particulars?

Certainly. I asked you to come along for the purpose of telling you. Sir Eric Coverlys refusal to answer the questions put to him had necessitated his being watched, as you know. I mean to say, its sheerly automatic; the Commissioner himself couldnt make an exception. Well, last night he left his chambers and started for Miss Merlins flat. He came out of a back door and went along a narrow passage, instead of going out at the front. He evidently thought he had got away unobserved. He was carrying  that.

Good heavens! I said. The young fool seems determined to put a rope around his own neck.

As a matter of fact, continued Gatton, he was not unobserved. He was followed right across St. Jamess Park. By the lake he lingered for some time; and the man tracking him kept carefully out of sight, of course. There was nobody else about at the moment, and presently, thinking himself safe, Coverly dropped his bag in the water! Immediately he set off walking rapidly again, and he was followed right to Miss Merlins door. But the spot where he had dropped the bag had been marked, of course, and when I came in here to-day it had been fished, up  and placed there for my inspection.

With ever-growing misgivings:

What does it contain? I asked.

Inspector Gatton walked across to the chair and threw the bag open. First he took out several lumps of wet coal.

To weight it, of course, he said.

Then one by one he withdrew from the clammy interior a series of ragged garments, the garments of a tramp. A pair of heavy boots there were, a pair of patched trousers and an old shabby coat, a greasy cap, and finally a threadbare red muffler!

Gatton looked hard at me.

He will have to break his obstinate silence now, he said. Failing our discovery of new clews pointing in another direction, this is hanging evidence!

It is maddening! I cried. Can nothing be done, Gatton? Is there no possible line of inquiry hitherto neglected which might lead to the discovery of the truth? For whatever your own ideas may be, personally I am certain that Coverly is innocent.

Gatton replaced the sodden garments one by one in the bag, frowning as he did so, and:

It occurred to me this morning, he replied, that there is one inquiry which in justice to the suspected man and in order to round off the investigation, should be instituted. Im afraid Coverly will have a bad time in the Coroners court, but it is even possible that something might be done before the inquest. Now

He looked at me quizzically, and:

Knowing your keen personal interest in the case, I am going to make a suggestion. It is probably going outside the intentions of the chief in regard to your share of the inquiry, but Ill risk that. I stipulate, however, that anything you learn is to be communicated direct to me, not to the Planet. Is this arrangement consistent with your journalistic conscience?

Quite, I said eagerly; my contributions to the Planet are always subject, of course, to your censorship. What is it that you propose I should do?

This, said Gatton tersely; I should like to know under what circumstances Mr. Roger Coverly died.

Roger Coverly? I echoed.

The son of Sir Burnham Coverly, continued Gatton, and therefore the direct heir to the title. He died somewhere abroad about five or six years ago, and as a result the late Sir Marcus inherited the baronetcy on the death of his uncle, Sir Burnham. You will remember that the man, Morris, spoke of the ill-feeling existing between Lady Burnham Coverly and Sir Marcus, because of the premature death of her own son, of course.

I follow you, I said eagerly. You suggest that I should go down to Friars Park and interview Lady Burnham Coverly?

Exactly, replied Gatton. Its very irregular, of course, but I know you well enough to take my chance of a carpeting. I may send a C.I.D. man down as well. Ive too much to do in town to think of going myself; but I will advise you of any such step.

The motive underlying Inspector Gattons suggestion was perfectly evident to me and I experienced a feeling of gratitude for the humanity which directed it. I held out my hand, and:

Thanks, Gatton, I said; you can leave the matter in my care with every confidence. I will start for Friars Park to-day.

Good, replied Gatton. Let me give you a hint. Take a good pistol with you!


CHAPTER XI THE SCARRED MAN

It was towards the hour of seven in the evening that I reached the Abbey Inn at Upper Crossleys, itself among the most hoary buildings of the ancient village. It belonged to the days when white-clad brethren from the once great monastery of Croix-de-lis had labored in the abbey meadows and fished in the little stream which ran slowly through a neighboring valley. Time had scarred it deeply and the balcony overhanging the coachyard sagged in a rather alarming fashion as though about to drop down from sheer old age.

The surrounding country had impressed me at first sight. There were long billowing hills and vales, much of their surface densely wooded, but with wide spaces under cultivation and even greater tracts of a sort of heath-land very wild in aspect and conjuring up pictures of outlaws camps and the clash of battling feudal days. Hard by had resided of old a warden of the marches, and the ruins of his stronghold might still be seen on the crest of a near-by hill.

From the room allotted to me I could look out over a varied prospect of farmland and heath, terminated by the woody slopes which everywhere hemmed in the valley. Peeping above the outer fringe of trees showed a tower of some old house whereof the rest was hidden by verdure.

Having partaken of a typical country dinner, the small number of courses being amply compensated by their quantity, I lighted my pipe and went down to the bar-parlor, being minded to learn something of the neighborhood at first hand from any chance visitor who might serve my purpose.

The landlord, a somewhat taciturn member of his class, sat behind the bar, pipe in mouth, as I entered, and only one other man was in the room. This was a gipsy-looking fellow, with a very wild eye, attired in the manner of a game-keeper, and wearing leggings and a fur cap. A sporting rifle stood in the corner beside him. The landlord nodded, and the other gave me a Good evening as I entered, whereupon I determined to try the game-keeper as the more likely source of information, and:

Is the shooting good hereabouts? I asked, by way of opening a conversation.

My inquiry seemed hugely to amuse the man.

None better, was the reply; its thick with game, sir, it is for sure  and nobody to profit, only  he winked at the landlord young Jim Corder!

The landlord emitted a deep grunt which was evidently recognized by the other as a laugh; for he himself laughed in a wild and not wholly pleasant manner, whereby I concluded that young Jim Corder was a standing joke in the neighborhood.

You look as though you knew a hare from a partridge, said I, so Ill take your word for it.

This remark provoked a second and deeper growl from the landlord and a further burst of outlandish laughter from my acquaintance, the game-keeper. Presently:

Why, sir, if I tell you, declared the latter, them birds all know me like I was their father, they do. I says, Good morning regular and them birds all bows to me, they does.

When the laughter had subsided, scenting possible information:

I gather, said I, that you get few shooting-parties nowadays?

Gloom descended upon both my gossips.

Youre right, you are, sir, replied the game-keeper. Hes right, aint he, Martin?

Martin, the landlord, growled. It occurred to me that he regarded the other with a certain disfavor.

This ere country, continued the game-keeper, vaguely waving his arm around, is a blighted spot. A blighted spot, aint it, Martin?

Martin growled, whilst the game-keeper studied him covertly.

Since Sir Burnham went to his long rest these ere parts aint knowed themselves. Im tellin you, sir. Aint knowed emselves. Its all that quiet, winter and summer alike. The Park all shut up; and the Park was the Park in them days  warnt it, Martin?

Martin achieved speech; he removed his pipe, and:

It were, Hawkins, he concurred.

Silence fell for a minute or two. My new acquaintance, Hawkins, and Martin both seemed to be pondering upon the degeneracy of Upper Crossleys, and I could mot help thinking that Hawkins took a secret delight in it. Then:

Surely the Park is still occupied by Lady Coverly? I asked.

Aye, Hawkins nodded. Shes kep me on, me and the missus, she has, like the real lady she is. But things is different; things is wrong. Aint they, Martin? he asked, with a mischievous glance at the stolid host.

Things is, agreed Martin.

Best part of Park be shut up, declared Hawkins. Horses gone, carriages gone, everybody gone; only me and my old woman.

There must be house servants, I interjected.

My old woman! cried Hawkins triumphantly; same as Im tellin you!

You mean that Lady Coverly lives alone in the place with only  er, Mrs. Hawkins to look after her?

It was Martin the landlord who answered my question.

Things aint right, he observed, and returned to his mouth the pipe which he had removed for the purpose of addressing me.

You dont know half of it, declared Hawkins. Whats my job, for instance? I ask you  what is it?

Having thus spoken, he exchanged a significant look with the landlord and relapsed into silence. Even my offer to replenish his tankard, although it was accepted, did not result in any further confidences. Prospects of crops and fruit were briefly touched upon, but that exchange of glances between mine host and Hawkins seemed to have been mutually understood to mean that the conversation touching Friars Park had proceeded far enough.

It was very mystifying, and naturally it served only to pique my curiosity. A certain quality of loneliness which had seemed to belong to the village, even in the brightness of the summer evening, now asserted itself potently. Seated there in the quiet little inn parlor, I recalled that many of the old-world cottages to right and left of the Abbey Inn had exhibited every indication of being deserted, and the lack of patrons instanced by the emptiness of the bar-parlor was certainly not ascribable to the quality of the ale, which was excellent. A sort of blight it would seem had descended upon humanity in Upper Crossleys. It was all very curious.

Reflecting upon the matter, and sometimes interjecting a word or two into the purely technical and very desultory conversation proceeding between the landlord and Hawkins, I sat looking from one to the other, more than ever convinced that no friendship was lost between them. My position in the room was such that any one entering would not detect my presence until he was right up to the bar, and to this sheltered seat I was undoubtedly indebted for a very strange experience.

During a lull in the patently forced conversation I heard footsteps upon the cobbles outside. Hawkins and the landlord exchanged a swift glance, and then to my surprise they both stared at me questioningly. Before a word could be exchanged, however, and before I had time even to surmise what this covert uneasiness might portend, a young fellow entered whose carriage and dress immediately attracted my attention.

He was attired, then, in a sort of burlesque fashionable lounge suit and wore a straw hat set rakishly backward on his well-oiled dark hair. He carried gloves and a malacca cane, and his gait was one of assured superiority. He was a stoutly-built, muscular young fellow and might ordinarily have been good-looking after a rustic fashion, but what principally rendered him noticeable was the fact that he wore surgical bandages around his neck in lieu of a collar and that his face was literally a mosaic of sticking-plaster!

Evening, Martin  evening, Hawkins, he said jauntily; and advancing to the bar, The usual, Martin.

As he gave the order and as the landlord turned to execute it, exhibiting a sort of half-amused deference, the embarrassed glance of Hawkins, who was watching me uncomfortably, drew the newcomers attention to my presence. He turned in a flash and I saw those parts of his face which were visible between the pieces of strapping to turn fierily red. His brown eyes glared at me, and:

Martin! he cried, throwing out his hand in the landlords direction, Martin, damn you! There is a stranger here! Why the devil didnt you tell me?

Sorry, Mr. Edward, said the landlord, setting a glass of whisky before the excited man. No time.

Its a lie! cried the other, with a wild fury which so trivial a matter did not seem to warrant, a deliberate damned lie! You want to make me the laughing-stock of the place!

Taking up the newly-filled glass, he dashed it violently to the sanded floor, so that it was shattered to bits. Then, snatching off his hat, he held it as a shield between my inquiring gaze and his plastered face, and ran out of the room. At the door:

Damn you all! he shouted back at us.

I heard his quick footsteps receding. Then, as he turned the corner the sound died away. I looked across at Hawkins. He was staring into his tankard with which he was describing slow circles as if to stir the contents. Martin, having raised the bar-flap was phlegmatically engaged in sweeping up the fragments of glass into a dustpan. It came to me all at once that these simple folk regarded the others outburst as a personal matter; their attitude was that of the grieved elders of a family, some member of which has misbehaved himself. But assuredly I was not prepared to concur in this shielding silence; the pressman within me demanded an explanation.

A strange young man, I said tentatively. Very touchy, I should think?

Touchy? repeated Hawkins, glancing up quickly. I seen him take Tom Pike by the scruff of his neck and the seat of his pants and pitch him in the horse-trough for askin of him who his tailor was, I have.

Indeed, said I, a local Carpentier, no doubt?

Ah, said Martin, glancing at me as he turned to his seat behind the bar. Very andy with is ands.

He is evidently acutely sensitive of his present disfigurement. Might I suggest that his most recent encounter was with a barbed-wire entanglement?

But to my acute disappointment, Martin merely growled, shaking his head gloomily; and in this significant gesture he was closely imitated by Hawkins. Therefore:

Is he badly disfigured? I persisted.

Only one is deep, replied Hawkins, glancing almost apologetically at the landlord. The unfortunate incident seemed to have drawn them more closely together. The one on his neck. But he prides himself on his looks, dont he, Martin?

He do, agreed Martin.

I took the bull by the horns. I never neglect an opportunity of this nature, for however irrelevant to the matter in hand an episode may seem to be, not infrequently I have found that it is by the pursuit of such chance clews that one is led to the very piece of news that is sought.

Drink up, gentlemen, I said, and as the night draws on, we shall just have time for a peg of whisky before ten oclock.

My effort proved successful, for whilst Martin prepared the ordered drinks, almost with alacrity, Hawkins became quite confidential.

Young Mr. Edward Hines that was, sir, he confided, in a church whisper. His father is the biggest farmer round these parts and young Mr. Edward is a terror with the gals, he is. Mind you, hes straight out about it. Comes in here, he do, and says straight out who hes after. And its woe betide the one who takes him up on it. Im glad my gal is up to London, with that Mr. Edward about, I am.

The drinks being placed upon the counter, he ceased, and:

Good health! said I; then: Yes  about our mutilated young friend? I prompted.

Well, continued Hawkins its kind o funny, aint it, Martin?

The landlord growled.

Mr. Edward he come in here three weeks back all puffed up with himself. Said hed got an appointment with a lady down from London what was coming all the way from West Wingham to see him. Didnt he, Martin?

Martin corroborated.

He see her, too, declared Hawkins with a sort of schoolboy naïveté. And he see her again four nights after. She give him a present  a keepsake. He showed us. Then he seen her a third time, and

Hawkins ceased speaking and looked at the landlord as if mutely appealing for his aid in making clear to me what occurred at this third tryst with the mysterious lady from London.

Go on, prompted Martin. Tell him. Hes stopping here; hes all right.

I keenly appreciated the compliment conveyed by this, the landlords longest speech of the evening, and raised my glass to him. Well, then, Hawkins resumed, we didnt see him for a night or two, but on the Wednesday

The Thursday, corrected Martin.

Right you are, Martin, agreed Hawkins the Thursday it were. I met Farmer Hines comin back from Wingham market as I came here mid-day. It were the Thursday. Well, then, on the Thursday young Mr. Edward he turns up after dark. Sort of slinked in he did. There was three or four of us here, there was that night, wasnt there, Martin? Course it were market day. Slinked in he did, and his face was like you see it to-night only worse. He never said a word to nobody and nobody never said nothin to him, not likely. Just gulped down a double Scotch and slinked out. What do you think about that for a story, eh, sir?

He looked at me triumphantly. For my own part I must confess I was disappointed. A cat-and-dog squabble between a rustic Lothario and some local virago did not excite me so intensely as it seemed to excite my companions.

Is that all you know of the matter? I asked.

No, answered Martin, it aint. Tell him, Hawkins.

Aye, resumed Hawkins, he might as well know, as hes livin here. Well, sir, young Mr. Edward hes very quiet about what happened to him. Maybe we shouldnt have thought so much about it like if it hadnt been that in this very bar, six months ago, hed plagued the life out of young Harry Adams.

For what reason? I asked idly; the conversation was beginning to bore me. But:

Young Harry Adams, explained Hawkins with gusto, and his former wicked look returning to his eyes, at one time was Mr. Edwards only rival with the gals, he was. A good-lookin young fellow; got a commission in the war he did. Hes up to London now. Well, six months ago young Harry Adams come staggerin in here one night with blood runnin from his face and neck. He fell down in that seat where youre sitting now and fainted right off, didnt he, Martin? We had to send young Jim Corder (what used to come here in them days) off runnin all the way past Leeways for the doctor. Ah, that were a night.

It were, agreed Martin.

Same as Mr. Edward, continued the narrator, young Harry Adams wouldnt say a word about what happened to him. But when Mr. Edward first see him, all over sticking-plaster, he laughed till the pots nearly fell off the hooks, he did. Little did he guess his own turn was to come!

My interest revived.

Then in the case of, er  Mr. Adams, I said, you never had any particulars whatever?

Never, replied Martin. Time, please, gentlemen.

Aye, said Hawkins, rising. Time it be. Well, good night, sir. Good night, Martin.

Good night.

Hawkins moved towards the door, and indeed was on the point of going out when I remembered something which I had meant to ask earlier, but which, owing to lack of opportunity, I had postponed asking.

You spoke of a gift or keepsake, which the lady from London gave to Mr. Hines, I said. I think you mentioned that he had shown it to you. I am rather curious about this story. Might I ask the nature of the gift?

Aye, to be sure, answered Hawkins, standing half in shadow on the step of the bar-parlor, rifle on shoulder, where I thought he made a very wild figure. Brought it here, he did. All of us see it. That stuck up about it, he was. Not as I should have thought much of it if a party had give it to me, I do say.

Then what was it?

Why  it were a little figure like  gold he said it were, but brass I reckon. Ugly it were, but he says hes goin to wear it on his watch-chain. Good night, sir.

He turned and departed, but:

What kind of figure? I called after him.

Out of the darkness his voice came back:

A sort of a cat, sir.

And I heard his outlandish laughter dying away in the distance.


CHAPTER XII I DREAM OF GREEN EYES

It was long enough before sleep visited me that night. For nearly half an hour I stood at my open window looking across a moon-bathed slope to where a tower projected, ghostly, above the fringe of the woods. The landlord had informed me that it was Friars Park which could thus be seen peeping out from the trees, and as I stood watching that sentinel tower a thousand strange ideas visited me.

The curious air of loneliness of which I had become conscious at the moment of my arrival, was emphasized now that the residents in the district had retired to their scattered habitations. No sound of bird or beast disturbed the silence. From the time that the footsteps of Martin the landlord had passed my door as he mounted heavily to his bed-chamber, no sound had reached me but the muffled ticking of a grandfathers clock upon the landing outside my room. And even this sound, the only one intruding upon the stillness, I weaved into my imaginings, so that presently it began to resemble the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece in that gruesome room at the Red House.

The view which I commanded was an extensive one and although in the clear country air I could quite easily discern the upstanding wing of Friars Park, actually the house and the park were some two miles distant. Where the park ended and the woods began it was impossible to determine, yet such was my curious mood that I lingered there endeavoring to puzzle out those details which were veiled from me by distance.

To-morrow, I thought, I should be seeking admittance to that house among the trees. In fact so great was my anxiety to plumb the depths of the mystery in the hope of recovering some new fact which should exculpate Coverly, that nothing but the unseemly lateness of the hour had deterred me from presenting myself that very evening.

Yet, my night of idleness had not been altogether unfruitful. I had met the scarred man, and from Hawkins I had heard something of his singular story. Now as I stood there drinking in, as it were, the loneliness of the prospect, my thoughts turned for the hundredth time to the game-keepers account of what had befallen the two rustic rake-hells. I admit that the concluding part of Hawkins story, quite evidently regarded by him as a detail of no importance, had re-awakened hope which had been at lowest ebb in the hour of my arrival.

Although it was possible that the gift of a sort of cat to young Edward Hines might prove on investigation to be not a clew but a will-o-the-wisp, I preferred to think that fate or the acute reasoning of Inspector Gatton had sent me down to this quiet country for a good purpose; and I built great hopes around the figure of the lady down from London. Indeed it appeared to me that there were more lines of investigation demanding attention than alone I could hope to deal with in the short time at my disposal. Except that I was determined to visit Friars Park early on the following day, I scarcely knew in which direction next to prosecute my inquiries.

Determining that I should be well-advised to sleep on the problem, I presently turned in. And when I blew out the candle with which the chambermaid had provided me, I remember thinking that the moonlight was so bright that it would have been possible to read moderately large type without inconvenience.

I slept perhaps for two hours or more, an unrefreshing sleep disturbed by dreams of a wildly grotesque nature. Figures increasingly horrible and menacing crowded upon me; but that which proved the culminating horror and which finally awakened me, bathed in cold perspiration, was a dream of two huge green eyes regarding me with a fixed stare, fascinating and hypnotic, against which evil power I fought in my dream with all the strength of my will.

Vaguely defined as if in smoke I could perceive the body of the creature to which these incredible eyes belonged. It was slender and sinuous and sometimes I thought it to be that of a human being and sometimes that of an animal. For at one moment it possessed all the lines of a womans form and in the next, with those terrible eyes regarding me from low down upon the ground, it had assumed the shape of a crouching beast of prey. This fearsome apparition seemed to be creeping towards me  nearer and nearer, and was about to spring, I thought, when I awakened as I have said and sat suddenly upright.

One thing I immediately perceived which may have accounted for my bad dreams; I had been sleeping with the moonlight shining directly upon my face. Another thing I thought I perceived, but endeavored to assure myself that it represented the aftermath of an unpleasant nightmare. This was a lithe shape streaking through my open window  a figment of the imagination, as I concluded at the time, the tail-end of a dream visibly retreating in the moment of awakening.

So self-assured of this did I become, that I did not get up to investigate the matter, nor was there any sound from the road below to suggest that the figure had been otherwise than imaginary, yet I found it difficult to woo slumber again, and for nearly an hour I lay tossing from side to side, listening to the ticking of the grandfathers clock and constantly seeing in my minds eye that deserted supper-room at the Red House.

And presently as I lay thus, I became aware of two things: first of the howling of dogs, and, second, of a sort of muttered conversation which seemed to be taking place somewhere near me. Listening intently, I thought I could distinguish the voice of a man and that of a woman. Possibly I was not the only wakeful inhabitant of the Abbey Inn was my first and most natural idea; but it presently became apparent to me that the speakers were not in the inn, but outside in the road.

Curiosity at last overcame inclination. Of the exact time I was not aware, but I think dawn could not have been far off, and I naturally wondered who these might be that conversed beneath my window at such an hour. I rose quietly and crept across the room, endeavoring to avoid showing my head in the moonlight. By the exercise of a little ingenuity I obtained a view of the road before the inn doors.

At first I was unable to make out from whence this muttered conversation arose, until fixing my attention upon a patch of shadow underlying a tall tree which stood almost immediately opposite the window, I presently made out two figures there. Somewhere, a dog was howling mournfully.

For a long time I failed to distinguish any more than indefinite outlines, nor, throughout the murmured colloquy, did I once detect even so much as a phrase. The night remained perfect and the moon possessed a tropical brilliance, casting deep and sharply defined shadows, and lending to the whole visible landscape a quality of hardness which for some obscure reason set me thinking of a painting by Wiertz.

The low-pitched voices continued in what I thought was a dispute. Something in the voice of the woman, although I could only hear her occasionally, piqued yet eluded my memory. But it was the voice of a young woman, whilst that of the man suggested a foreigner of some sort and one past youth. Subconsciously pursuing the Wiertz idea, I know not why, I invested the dimly-visible speakers with distinct personalities. The man became Asmodeus, master of the revels at the Black Sabbath, and the young woman I cast for that young witch depicted in one of the canvasses of the weird Belgian genius.

Everything in the black and silver scene seemed to fit the picture. Here was the unholy tryst, and I pictured the distant woods peopled with gray things, the branches burdened with winged creatures arisen from the pit; the darkness a curtain broidered with luminous eyes....

And it was my recollection of that phrase, from a work on sorcery, which now set every nerve tingling. Closely I peered into the masking shadow, telling myself that I was the victim of a subjective hallucination. If this was indeed the case or if what I saw was actual, I must leave each who reads to determine for himself; and the episodes which follow and which I must presently relate will doubtless aid the decision.

But it seemed to me that for one fleeting moment luminous eyes indeed broidered the darkness! From out of the shade below the big tree they regarded me greenly  and I saw them no more.

A while longer I watched, but could not detect any evidence of movement in the shadow patch. The voices, too, had ceased; so that presently it occurred to me that the speakers must have withdrawn along a narrow lane which I had observed during the evening and which communicated with a footpath across the meadows.

I realized that my heart was beating with extraordinary rapidity. So powerful and so unpleasant was the impression made upon my mind by this possibly trivial incident and by the extraordinary dream which had preceded it, that on returning to bed (and despite the warmth of the night) I closed both lattices and drew the curtains.

Whether as a result of thus excluding the moonlight or because of some other reason I know not, but I soon fell into a sound sleep from which I did not awaken until the chambermaid knocked at the door at eight oclock. Neither did I experience any return of those terrifying nightmares which had disturbed my slumbers earlier in the night.

My breakfast despatched, I smoked a pipe on the bench in the porch, and Mr. Martin, who evidently had few visitors, became almost communicative. Undesirable patrons, he gave me to understand, had done his business much harm. By dint of growls and several winks he sought to enlighten me respecting the identity of these tradekillers. But I was no wiser on the point at the end of his exposition than I had been at the beginning.

Things aint right in these parts, he concluded, and thereupon retired within doors.

Certainly, whatever the reason might be, the village even in broad daylight retained that indefinable aspect of neglect, of loneliness. Many of the cottages were of very early date  and many were empty. A deserted mill stood at one end of the village street, having something very mournful and depressing about it, with its black, motionless wings outspread against the blue sky like those of a great bat transfixed.

There were rich-looking meadows no great way from the village, but these, I learned, formed part of the property of Farmer Hines, and Farmer Hines was counted an inhabitant of the next parish. It was, then, this particular country about Upper Crossleys over which the cloud hung; and I wondered if the district had been one of those  growing rare nowadays  which had flourished under the protection of the big house and had decayed with the decay of the latter. It had been a common enough happening in the old days, and I felt disposed to adopt this explanation.

My brief survey completed, then, I returned to the Abbey Inn for my stick and camera, and set out forthwith for Friars Park.

From certain atmospherical indications which I had observed, I had anticipated a return of the electrical storm which a few days before had interrupted the extraordinary heat-wave. And now as I left the village behind and came out on the dusty highroad a faint breeze greeted me  and afar off I discerned a black cloud low down upon the distant hills.


CHAPTER XIII DR. DAMAR GREEFE

As the crow flies Friars Park was less than two miles from the Abbey Inn; but the road, which according to a sign-board led to Hainingham, followed a tortuous course through the valley, and when at last I came to what I assumed to be the gate-lodge, a thunderous ebony cloud crested the hill-top above, and its edge, catching the burning rays of the sun, glowed fiercely like the pall of Avalon in the torchlight. Through the dense ranks of firs cloaking the slopes a breeze presaging the coming storm whispered evilly, and here in the hollow the birds were still.

I stared rather blankly at the ivy-covered lodge, which, if appearances were to be trusted, was unoccupied. But I pushed open the iron gate and tugged at a ring which was suspended from the wall. A discordant clangor rewarded my efforts, the cracked note of a bell which spoke from somewhere high up in the building, that seemed to be buffeted to and fro from fir to fir, until it died away, mournfully, in some place of shadows far up the slope.

In the voice of the bell there was something lonesome, something akin to the atmosphere of desertion which seemed to lie upon the whole neighborhood  something fearful, too, as though the bell would whisper: Return! Beware of disturbing the dwellers in this place.

The house, one wing of which I have said was visible from the inn window, could not be seen at all from the gate. Indeed I had lost sight of it at the moment that I had set out and had never obtained a glimpse of it since.

Ten minutes before, I had inquired the way from a farm-laborer whom I had met on the road, and he had answered me with a curiosity but thinly veiled. His directions had been characterized by that rustic vagueness which assumes in the inquirer an intimate knowledge of local landmarks. But nevertheless I believed I had come aright. I gathered from its name that Friars Park was in part at least a former monastic building, and certainly the cracked bell spoke with the voice of ancient monasteries, and had in it the hush of cloisters and the sigh of renunciation.

Although I had mentioned nothing of the purpose of my journey to mine host of the Abbey Inn or to any of his cronies  and these were few in number  I had hoped to find Hawkins at the lodge; and a second time I awoke the ghostly bell-voice. But nothing responded to its call; man, bird and beast had seemingly deserted Friars Park.

Faintly I detected the lowing of cattle in some distant pasture; the ranks of firs whispered secretly one to another; and the pall above the hills grew blacker and began to stretch out over the valley.

Amid this ominous stillness of nature I began to ascend the cone-strewn path. Evidently enough the extensive grounds had been neglected for years, and that few pedestrians and fewer vehicles ever sought Friars Park was demonstrated by the presence of luxurious weeds in the carriage-way. Having proceeded for some distance, until the sheer hillside seemed to loom over me like the wall of a tower, I paused, peering about in the ever growing darkness. I was aware of a physical chill; certainly no ray of sunlight ever penetrated to this tunnel through the firs. Could I have mistaken the path and be proceeding, not towards the house, but away from it, and into the gloom of the woods? Or perhaps the deserted lodge was that of some other, empty establishment.

There was something uncomfortable in this reflection; momentarily I knew a childish fear of the dim groves. I thought of the darkness broidered with luminous eyes, and I walked forward rapidly, self-assertively. Ten paces brought me to one of the many bends in the winding road  and there, far ahead, as though out of some cavern in the very hillside, a yellow light shone.

I pressed on with greater assurance, until the house became visible. Now I perceived that I had indeed strayed from the carriage sweep in some way, for the path that I was following terminated at the foot of a short flight of moss-covered steps. I mounted the steps and found myself at the bottom of a terrace. The main entrance was far to my left and separated from the terrace by a neglected lawn. That portion of the place was Hanoverian and ugly, whilst the wing nearest to me was Tudor and picturesque. Excepting the yellow light shining out from a window on the right of the porch, no illuminations were visible about the house, although the brewing storm had already plunged the hollow into premature night.

My conception of Friars Park had been wide of the reality  and there was no sign of occupancy about this strange-looking mansion, which might have hidden forgotten for centuries in the horse-shoe of the hills. The stillness of the place was of that sort which almost seems to be palpable; that can be seen and felt. A humid chill arose apparently from the terrace, with its stone pavings outlined in moss, and crept up from the wilderness below and down from the fir woods above.

I had crossed the terrace and the lawn, and now stood looking through the open French window from which light had proceeded into a room that evidently adjoined the hall. A great still darkness had come, and on a littered table in this room a reading-lamp was burning.

The room was furnished as a library. Every available foot of wall space was occupied by laden bookcases. The volumes were nearly all old and many of them were in strange, evidently foreign, bindings. Items of chemical apparatus and cases of specimens were visible also as well as an amazing collection of Egyptian relics strewn about the place in the utmost disorder.

At the table a man was seated, deep in study of a huge leather-bound volume. He was strangely gaunt, and apparently very tall. His clean-shaven face resembled that of Anubis, the hawk-headed god of Ancient Egypt, and his hair, which was growing white, he wore long and brushed back from his bony brow. His skin was of a dull, even yellow color, and his long thin brown hands betrayed to me the fact that the man was a Eurasian. The crunching of a piece of gravel under foot revealed my presence. The man looked up swiftly.

I started. Those widely-opened black eyes were truly hawk-like in their dark intensity of gaze, and the uncanny resemblance to Anubis was heightened by them. More than ever convinced that I had made a mistake:

Forgive me for so rudely disturbing you, I said, but I was under the impression that this was Friars Park, whereas I fear I have trespassed.

The intense gaze never left my face for a moment, but:

There is no trespass, answered the man at the table, speaking in a high harsh voice and with a marked but evasive accent. All visitors are welcome  chance ones, or otherwise. But you have certainly lost your way; this is the Bell House.

And am I far from Friars Park?

No great distance. May I ask if Lady Coverly knew of your proposed visit?

She did not, I said with surprise.

Then I fear your journey has been fruitless. She is an invalid and can receive no one.

There was something peremptory and imperious in his manner which I resented, and evidently perceiving this resentment:

I am Lady Coverlys medical adviser, added the Eurasian. Possibly I can afford you some assistance. In any event I fear you will have to accept my poor hospitality for the nonce. The alternative is a drenching.

Even as he spoke, the hollow was illuminated by a blinding flash of lightning, and indeed his last words were drowned in the thunder that boomed and crashed in deepening peals over the hills.

In a sudden tropical torrent the rain descended, and I stepped forward into the room. Its occupant rose to his great height to greet me.

I am Dr. Damar Greefe, he said, and bowed formally.

I made myself known to him in turn, and with a sort of stately courtesy he set a high-backed chair for me and himself resumed his former seat.

You are a stranger to this neighborhood, I gather? he continued.

Now, in spite of his polished courtesy, there was that about Dr. Damar Greefe which I did not and could not like. The voice was the voice of a gentleman, but the face was a mask  a mask of Anubis; and seated there in that strange untidy apartment, amid varied relics of the past and obscure experiments possibly designed to pry into the future, whilst thunder boomed high over the Bell House, I determined to withhold from Dr. Damar Greefe the true nature of my mission. In fact already I regretted having told him my name  although to have given a fictitious one would have been a gross violation of hospitality unhesitatingly offered.

Even now I find it hard to explain the mingled sentiments which claimed me on the occasion of this my first meeting with a very singular man.

I am taking a brief rest cure, I replied; and as I am given to understand that Friars Park is of much historical interest, I had purposed seeking permission to look over the place and if possible to take a few photographs.

Dr. Damar Greefe inclined his head gravely.

A former monastic house, Mr. Addison, he replied. And as you say, of great archaeological interest. But the regrettably poor health of Lady Coverly makes it impossible for her to entertain visitors.

Something in the tone of his voice, which now he had lowered so that some of its natural harshness was disguised, set me wondering where I had heard it before. It needed no further scrutiny of the hawk face to convince me that I had never hitherto met Dr. Damar Greefe; but I certainly believed that I had previously heard his voice, although I quite failed to recall where and under what circumstances.

Sir Burnham has been dead for several years, I believe? I asked tentatively.

For several years, yes.

Without returning to the peremptory tone which had distinguished his earlier manner, Dr. Damar Greefe coldly but courteously blocked my path to discussion of the Coverly family; and after several abortive attempts to draw him out upon the point, I recognized this deliberate design and abandoned the matter.

The storm was moving westward, and although brilliant flashes of lightning several times lighted up the queer room, gleaming upon the gayly-painted lid of an Egyptian sarcophagus or throwing into horrid relief some anatomical specimen in one of the cases, the thunder crashed no more over the house. But its booming reached my ears from away upon a remote spur of the hills. I became aware of a growing uneasiness in the company of my chance host, who sat by the oddly littered table, watching me with those birdlike eyes.

Surely, I said, the rain has ceased?

Temporarily, he replied, glancing toward the terrace. But I should advise you to delay a few minutes longer. There is every threat of a concluding downpour to come ere long.

Many thanks, I returned; Ill risk it. I have already trespassed unwarrantably upon your time, Dr. Greefe. It was good of you to give me shelter.

He rose, a tall thin figure, vaguely repellent, upon realizing that I was set on departure, and conducted me out by way of the front door. Standing in the porch:

At any time that you chance to be again in my neighborhood, Mr. Addison, he said, I beg of you to call. I have few visitors.

By what process, whether of reasoning or intuition, I came to the conclusion, I know not; but as I turned the bend of the tree-roofed drive and saw the deserted lodge ahead, I knew beyond any possibility of doubt that Dr. Damar Greefe had not returned to his studies, but had swiftly passed along some path through the trees so as to head me off! His purpose in so doing I knew not, but that he had cherished this purpose and proposed to act upon it I had divined in some way at the moment that I had left him in the porch.

Now, hastening my steps, I began to wonder if his design was to intercept me or merely to watch which way I should turn on gaining the main road. That it was the latter I presently learned; for although my unpleasant imagination pictured the gaunt hawk-like figure lurking amid the shadows which hemmed me in, I played the part of innocence and never once looked back.

Coming out into the highroad, I turned sharply left, retracing the route by which I had come to the Eurasian doctors abode. If he had suspected that I had intended to call at Friars Park despite his assurance that such a visit would prove futile, then he was disappointed. A new and strange theory to account for the Oritoga mystery had presented itself to me  a horrible theory, yet, so far as my present data went, a feasible one. Above all, I realized that I had committed a strategical error in openly seeking an interview with Lady Coverly. But I had not, when I had formed that plan, known of the existence of Dr. Damar Greefe.

I uttered a sigh of relief upon emerging upon the highroad. The certainty that the white-haired Eurasian was dogging me through the trees was an unpleasant one. And now I perceived that several courses presented themselves; but first I must obtain more information. I perceived a mystery within a mystery; for I was not likely to forget that in Dr. Damar Greefes collection I had noted a number of Bubastite cats.


CHAPTER XIV THE BLACK DOCTOR

My mail, neatly readdressed by Coates, was awaiting me when I returned to the Abbey Inn. The postal deliveries in Upper Crossleys were eccentric and unreliable, but having glanced through the cuttings enclosed, I partook of a hasty lunch and sat down to the task of preparing a column for the Planet which should not deflect public interest from the known central figures in the tragedy but which at the same time should hint at new developments.

Many times in the intervals of writing I glanced through my open window across the valley to where the upstanding wing of Friars Park jutted above the trees. Strange and terrible ideas flocked to my mind  ideas which must be carefully excluded from the Planet article. But at last the manuscript was completed and I determined to walk into the neighboring town, some miles distant, to post it and at the same time to despatch a code telegram to Inspector Gatton. The long walk did me good, helping me to clear my mind of morbid vapors; therefore, my business finished, and immune from suspicion in my character of a London pedestrian, I set out to obtain that vital information which I lacked.

A natural taciturnity rendered mine host of the Abbey Inn a difficult subject for interrogation. Moreover that patriarchal outlook which had been evidenced in his attitude towards the uncouth Edward Hines clearly enough deterred him from imparting to me any facts detrimental to the good name of Upper Crossleys. But on the highroad and just before entering the outskirts of the little country town, I had observed an inn which had seemed to be well patronized by the local folks, and since your typical country tap-room is a clearing-house for the gossip of the neighborhood, to The Threshers I made my way.

The doors had only just been opened; nevertheless as I set my foot upon the step I met the very gossip that I sought.

Hope you wasnt caught in the shower, this morning, sir? said an old man seated solitary in an armchair in the corner of the bar-parlor. But the countryll be all the better for the rain. He eyed me, and: Theres many a fine walk hereabouts, he averred. Theres lots comes down from London, especially of a Sunday.

No doubt, said I encouragingly, stepping up to the counter.

Theres Manton-on-the-Hill, continued the ancient. You can see the sea from there in clear weather; and manys the time in the war Ive heard the guns in France from Upper Crowbury of a still night. Then, four mile away, theres the old Friars Park; though nobodys allowed past the gate. Not as nobody wants to be, he added reflectively.

How is that? I understood that Friars Park was of great interest.

Oh, ah! murmured my acquaintance. Oh, ah! Maybe you was thinkin of lookin over it like?

I was  yes.

Oh, ah! Well  theres some likes a bit o danger.

Danger? I echoed. To what danger do you refer?

He surveyed me with cunning, old rheumy eyes, and:

What about man-traps? he inquired. Aint man-traps dangerous? And what about shot-guns? Shot-guns can make a party feel sick, cant they? Oh, ah!

But, I exclaimed, you surely dont mean that there are traps laid in the grounds of the Park? It isnt legal. And why should any one shoot at visitors?

Maybe cause theyre told to, he shouted. Aye  thats the reason as like as not; cause theyre told to.

Who are they?

Old Gipsy Hawkins as used to be Sir Burnhams under-keeper. Whats he doin of up there at Park all day? Layin traps and such  thats what hes doin of. My son Jim knows it, he do. My son Jim found one of em  and left best part of a pair of trousers in it, too!

These statements if true would seem to cast an unpleasant sidelight upon the character of my acquaintance of the Abbey Inn. I wondered if the Jim referred to was that young Jim Corder whose name seemed to be a standing joke with the man Hawkins (I learned later that it was so). And I wondered if Martins mysterious references to certain patrons, whose patronage had damaged his business, might not have referred to the game-keeper. Moreover I now put a new construction upon Hawkins sly amusement when I had inquired about the shooting in the neighborhood.

I began to grow keenly interested, and:

Surely you took some steps in the matter? I asked.

Oh, ah. My son Jim did. He lay for days for that there Gipsy Hawkins  but Hawkins was too wise for him.

But, said I, you could legally have claimed damages.

Maybe, was the reply; but I reckon theyd have asked what my son Jim was doing in the Park. Oh, ah, I reckon they would.

This point of view had not hitherto presented itself to me, but that it was a just one I did not doubt.

What is the object of all this? I asked. Does Lady Coverly object to any one entering the grounds?

Taint Lady Coverly, confided the old man; its that there black doctor.

What black doctor? I exclaimed.

Him they call Doctor Greefe.

Oh, said I, you call him the black doctor. Is he a negro?

Hes black, was the reply, black he is although his hair is white. Oh, ah, theres black blood in him all right.

And what has he to do with the man-traps in the Park?

Has em put there  has em put there, he does.

But what for? Surely the property belongs not to Dr. Greefe but to Lady Coverly.

Belongs to her! Her own soul dont belong to her!

I was conscious of a growing excitement. I thought that I was about to learn the very fact which I was seeking, and accordingly:

What is the age of Lady Burnham Coverly? I asked.

Lady Burnham? Well, let me see; she were not moren about twenty-five, I reckon, when Sir Burnham first brought her to the Park. Them was the days, them was. These parts as changed cruel since I was a young man. Then it was soon after as Sir Burnham went off to Egypt for government, and eleven years afore he come back again.

Did Lady Burnham accompany him to Egypt? I asked, interestedly.

Oh, ah, for sure she did. Poor Mr. Roger was born in Egypt. It was eight years come October they returned home to Park, and six years come September poor young Mr. Roger died.

Then Lady Coverly must be something over forty years of age, said I musingly.

One of my theories, a wild one, I must confess, was shattered by this piece of information. In short I had conceived the idea (and the news that Lady Coverly had resided for some years in Egypt had strengthened it) that the woman in the case was none other than the mistress of Friars Park! Her antipathy towards the late baronet had seemed to suggest a motive for the crime. But it was impossible to reconcile the figure of this lonely and bereaved woman with that of the supernormally agile visitant to my cottage in London, in short, with the possessor of those dreadful green eyes. I determined to try a new tack, and remembering that the real object of my journey to Upper Crossleys was to learn particulars respecting the early death of Roger Coverly:

Did Mr. Roger Coverly die in England? I inquired.

Oh, no, sir; he died in foreign parts, but they brought him home to bury him, they did.

Do you know of what he died?

Oh, ah. I have heard tell it was some foreign fever like  took him off sudden, and him only a lad. It killed poor Sir Burnham, it did.

Then Sir Burnham died shortly afterwards?

Two years afterwards, and these parts has never been the same since.

But what has Dr. Greefe to do with all this?

Ah, now youre asking. Seven years ago he settled here in the big house up by the Park; part of the Park estate it is; and there hes been ever since, him and his black servant.

Black servant! I exclaimed.

Oh, ah, real black he is  not half-and-half like his master, but as black as a lump o coal, an ugly  oh, ah, hes ugly right enough. Goes up to the Abbey Inn of a night he do, him and that there Gipsy Hawkins, the prettiest pair o rascals in Upper Crossleys. Drove all the decent folk away from the place, and Martin keeps the best beer about here, too. If I was Martin, continued the ancient, truculently, Id know what to say to them two, I would; aye, and what to do to em, he added with great ferocity.

Oh, said I; for this unexpected clearing up of so many minor mysteries had rather taken me aback. Then Dr. Greefe is not popular?

Popular! echoed the old man.

He drained his tankard and set it down on the table with a bang.

Hes been the ruin o these parts, he has. Hes worse than the turnip-fly.

But in what way is he responsible for these evils of which you complain?

The old man peered into his empty mug with a glance of such eloquence that I could not mistake its import. Accordingly, I caused it to be refilled, thus preventing any check in the flow of his eloquence, and:

In what way? he asked, his voice raised in a high quavering note. He laughed, and his laughter was pitched in the same time-worn key. That doctor is a blot on the country. When Sir Burnham was alive  and afore he went to Egypt  it was different; although, mind you, its my belief  oh, ah, it is indeed  that him coming here had as much to do with Sir Burnhams death as the loss of his son what I told you about. Thats my belief.

I took a sip from my replenished mug, and:

I cannot understand, I said, why the presence of Dr. Greefe should have brought about the death of Sir Burnham or the death of anybody else.

No, said the old man, cunningly; you cant, eh? Well, there be things none of us can understand and things some of us can. If you ever clap eyes on that there black doctor, like enough thisll be one of the things youll be able to understand.

With the idea of drawing yet more intimate confidences:

You suggest that Dr. Greefe had some hold upon the late Sir Burnham?

I dont suggest nothing.

Some hold upon Lady Burnham, then?

Oh, ah, like enough.

Dont think, I added solicitously, that I doubt the truth of your statements in any way, but what could this black doctor, as you call him, have to gain by persecuting these people?

There be things, replied my aged friend, what none of us can understand, but there be things that all of us do. Oh, ah, there be; and all of us in these parts knows as Upper Crossleys aint been the same since that black doctor settled here. Besides, first Mr. Roger went, then Sir Burnham went. Now I do read in this ere paper as another of em is gone.

He held up two gnarled and twitching fingers crossed before him.

Did you ever hear tell of the evil eye? he asked, and peered at me cunningly. He took a long drink from his mug. But maybe youll laugh at that, he added.

I am in no way disposed to laugh at anything you have told me, I assured him; and as to the evil eye, I have certainly heard of such a thing, although I must admit, and I am glad to admit, that I have never met with it.

I do trust, sir, responded the ancient, that such a kind-hearted gent may never meet with it. Ah, I do trust that you never may, which is to say, so to speak, as I do trust as youll never meet that black doctor. If ever a man, had the evil eye, that black doctors got it, and old Mother Shale what lives in the cottage on the heath down against the windmill, she warned me, she did, three days after he come here. Mr. Corder, she says, that black doctor has the evil eye! And never was a truer word spoke. Hes been the bane and blight of this ere place, he has.

He paused from sheer lack of breath, and having allowed him some little interval of repose:

But what has the evil eye to do with the laying of man-traps and the shooting of visitors who may chance to cross the estate? I inquired.

Ah, thats it! But the evil eye, Im told, goes with the evil heart, and that mans hearts as black as his face. Blacker, he added, on second thoughts.

Yet you have no positive evidence that Dr. Greefe is responsible for the setting of these man-traps and the attitude of Hawkins?

Nobody has, declared my acquaintance earnestly. If anybody had, wed have had the law on him long ago.

And is Lady Burnham often seen about? I inquired.

Never! was the reply. She aint passed the gates of the Park this twelve months and more.

He looked about him covertly, and:

Its my belief, he affirmed, lowering his quavering voice almost to a whisper, that shell never pass them gates again alive.

Oh, said I. This seems to be a very cheerful neighborhood. Yet in spite of your wishes on my behalf, I must confess I should like a glimpse of this black doctor. Does he practice about here?

Practice? Is it likely?

Then he has private means?

His house belongs to the estate, was the reply; and you cant tell me he ever pays any rent. As to his means I dont know nothing about that.

I gathered little more of interest from my acquaintance of The Threshers, but indeed I had gathered enough, and as I wended my way back to the Abbey Inn, I was turning over in my mind the extraordinary story that he had related to me concerning Dr. Damar Greefe.

Clearly the man lived the life of a pariah and I knew not whether to pity him or otherwise. In an ignorant community it is a dreadful thing to earn such a reputation as that which evidently attached to the Eurasian doctor; and this talk of the evil eye took me back automatically to the early days of this quaint spot, where, cut off from the larger things of life, the simple folk continued to hold the same beliefs which had stirred their forefathers. In those remote times when the white brethren from the neighboring Abbey had held absolute sway in that country-side, the life history of one accused, as Dr. Damar Greefe was now accused, of possessing the evil eye, would very probably have terminated upon a pile of faggots, by order of Mother Church. It was all very strange, and apart from its importance in the eyes of the ignorant country folk, seemed to contain a nucleus of something more germane to the object of my mission than the imaginings of ancient sorcery which still lingered in the minds of the people of Upper Crossleys.

I thought how I had looked out of my window and had found in the moon-bathed landscape something which had translated my ideas to that strange picture of Wiertz. Then I had known nothing of this nebula of witchcraft which, according to popular tradition, rested upon the vicinity; yet I had pictured the night as a curtain broidered with luminous eyes  and I could only suppose that my mind had become impressed by a picture conjured up by this focusing of local thought. In short, the people of the neighborhood had created this atmosphere of desolation and of something more sinister, which I had observed in the very hour of my arrival at the little village.

So my thoughts ran as I proceeded back to the Abbey Inn; and as I had collected much new and valuable information, I determined to embody it in a long report to Gatton. Furthermore, I was doubtful as to my next step, the bold move which I made later not having yet presented itself to my mind.

Twice during the evening, however, I looked into the bar-parlor, but neither Gipsy Hawkins nor the black servant appeared. But when at last I turned in, I closed my windows and drew the curtains. I desired no repetition of the dreams which had made hideous my first night at the Abbey Inn.


CHAPTER XV I RECEIVE VISITORS

Over my breakfast, on the following morning, I began to formulate that plan which was to lead to an extraordinary discovery. I breakfasted in my own room, and just as I had finished and was about to light my pipe, Mr. Martin, the landlord, knocked at the door.

Come in, I cried.

He entered, and:

A lady has called to see you, sir, he announced.

The manner in which he made the statement evidenced a curious mixture of disapproval and respect. For my own part it is perhaps unnecessary for me to say that my first thought, as always, was Isobel! In the very moment, however, that this idea visited me (the wish being father of the thought) I recognized its folly.

A lady, I repeated; but I know no one here. Are you certain that it was for me she asked?

Quite, sir, replied the landlord, who was evidently flurried out of his usual calm by what I gathered to be an episode unprecedented in his memories of the Abbey Inn. Mr. Addison, she asked for. She is waiting in the coffee-room, sir.

Wholly at a loss to understand who my visitor could be, I made my way to the little apartment at the side of the bar-parlor which Mr. Martin had dignified with the title of coffee-room. I observed upon the bench before the door a shabby-looking fellow whom I might have taken to be some local tradesman except that he appeared to be a chance visitor and was evidently unacquainted with Martin. He was reading a newspaper and I saw a cup of coffee set upon the bench beside him.

This was a hazy morning, which I thought betokened another hot day, and as I entered the coffee-room I found it to be pervaded by a curious half-light, not unlike that of summer twilight. The glow of the sun peering redly through the mist added warmth to this soft illumination, but since the room boasted only one small window it was badly lighted even at noon.

From a little horse-hair-covered sofa set before this window my visitor rose to greet me, and with my hand upon the knob of the door I paused. For certainly this was a stranger who stood before me!

She was tall and very slender, attired with great elegance, and in her whole appearance there was something markedly foreign  or perhaps I should say exotic. She wore a small hat which I judged to be Parisian and expensive, and from its brim depended a figured veil which effectually disguised her features, without being able or perhaps without being intended to disguise her brilliant, almond-shaped eyes. For one moment, a dreadful idea presented itself to me; but the most appalling memory which I retained of those other witch-eyes around which so much mystery clustered was their brilliant greenness. The eyes of my visitor, although unusually large and brilliant, were totally different in shape, being long and narrow, and apparently of a wonderful amber color.

When she spoke her voice was very cultured and soft; yet I started and I know I must have been staring very hard and very rudely. There was a faint huskiness in its tone, a caress in its accents, which irresistibly reminded me of the scene in my study which had resulted, in the loss of the image of Bâst.

I think I have already indicated that I am one of those who arrive at a decision somewhat laboriously; and now convinced that my memory of the luminous eyes was threatening to become an obsession, so that I looked to find them blazing out at me from the face of every stranger whom I encountered, I forced myself to believe that a chance resemblance in my visitors voice to the voice of that other visitor had tricked me.

Mr. Addison, she said, Im afraid you will think this call somewhat unconventional, but  she paused almost imperceptibly I am staying at Friars Park, and Lady Coverly has heard from Dr. Greefe that you wish to see the house.

Really, I murmured, it was good of you to take so much trouble, but

It was no trouble at all, she declared. I had occasion to come this way and Lady Coverly asked me to call and tell you that whilst she is not well enough to receive visitors, you are quite welcome to inspect the older parts of the house.

I am much indebted, I said.

Having so spoken, I ceased and was aware of a kind of embarrassment. For whilst I was naturally anxious to avoid unpleasant suspicions regarding a lady who apparently had gone out of her way to perform an act of courtesy, yet I could not place this elegant figure in the household of Friars Park as that household had been depicted by my old gossip of The Threshers.

I mentally determined there and then to question Martin, and if possible Hawkins, upon the point, directly an opportunity arose, and the former immediately my visitor had departed. But she seemed to be in no hurry to depart.

You have never visited this neighborhood before? she continued, in the soft, caressing voice which persistently awakened memories of that evening in my cottage.

She re-seated herself upon the sofa, leaving me no alternative but to sit down in the only chair which the coffee-room boasted. I could not fail to notice, however, that although she addressed me as Mr. Addison, she did not volunteer her own name. Furthermore, she remained throughout with her back to the window.

Never, I replied; it is very interesting in many ways, I believe.

You will find Friars Park most fascinating, she assured me. It stands upon the site of one of the oldest and largest monasteries in the south of England. Indeed, some parts of the house, notably the chapel and the west tower, which is visible from here, I think, are remains of the original building.

She was palpably trying to interest me; and conscious that my somewhat frigid attitude was churlish, if she was really what she professed to be  namely, a friend of Lady Coverlys  I endeavored in turn to display an intelligent interest in the history of the old monastic house.

I do not regret that I did so. I think that I have never heard the dry bones of history clothed so fascinatingly. The knowledge displayed by my unknown visitor of the history of that old monkish corner of England was truly amazing. The Coverlys, it appeared, had played their part in that history right back to the misty times of Saxon England. The scenes conjured up by my first sight of the curiously wild country which lay between the village and the distant parkland were presented now with all the color and truth of real life. This woman seemingly was acquainted with almost every act of importance of every Coverly since the days of Canute and with the doings of all the abbots who had ever ruled over Croix-de-Lis.

Finally, while I listened in ever growing wonder, fascinated by the extent of this strange womans knowledge and in part, too, by the husky music of her voice, she seemed to become conscious of the passage of time and, rising suddenly, she laughed; and her laughter again awakened a memory.

How perfectly absurd of me, Mr. Addison! she said. You will certainly think I am more than eccentric to sit here fulfilling the part of a local guide.

Even as she spoke the words, a sound intruded from the road outside. A heavy footstep came first, the footstep of one who approached the door of the inn; then:

Martin! I heard; a moment, please.

It was Dr. Damar Greefe!

If the sound of his voice had startled me, its effect upon my visitor was truly singular. Taking a swift step towards me, she grasped my arm with her strangely slender gloved hand. Now that she stood so close to me, I realized that she was even taller than I had supposed, nearly as tall as myself, in fact. Her swift, lithe movements possessed an indescribable grace which, as I thought, and experienced a sudden revulsion, were oddly uncanny  cat-like.

Oh, Mr. Addison, she said, and drew even nearer, so that I could feel her breath upon my cheek, I fear that man as one fears a snake. I am going to ask a favor of you. I see that there is another door to this room, and I have a particular reason for wishing to avoid him. I dont know where that doorway leads to, but I can doubtless find my way out.

Her grasp upon my arm tightened.

Dare I ask you, she added pleadingly, to conceal from him if necessary the fact that I have been here?

But Martin knows that you have been here, I protested, my mind in a whirl at this sudden turn of affairs; and the man sitting on the bench outside must have seen you come in also.

He did not, she replied rapidly, and Martin does not know who I am.

It was on the tip of my tongue to say, Neither do I, but:

Please, she pleaded; it is not much to ask, but it means so much to me.

Thereupon, without waiting for my answer, she turned and ran out through the little doorway, which opened as a matter of fact into the larder of the inn, from which there was an exit into a kitchen-garden.

I could hear Martin, the landlord, talking to the Eurasian doctor in the passage outside the coffee-room, and before I had time to open the door, there came a peremptory rap, the door was opened from the outside and Dr. Damar Greefe entered.

In spite of the already great heat of the morning he wore a heavy black overcoat, and his white hair showed in startling relief beneath a wide-brimmed black felt hat. If I had been surprised at the tallness of the woman who had so suddenly departed, the stature of the Eurasian was curiously illustrated by the fact that he had to lower his head in order to enter the little doorway.

Ah! he exclaimed, peering towards me where I stood in the badly lighted room Mr. Addison, I believe?

At your service, Dr. Greefe, I replied.

I understood that my niece was here?

Your niece! I exclaimed, and my astonishment was quite unfeigned.

Precisely.

That peremptory manner which I had previously resented in him evinced itself now; and even had I lacked reasons other than personal for foiling him I should certainly have returned a reply far from pacific.

I was not aware, he continued, his voice high-pitched and harsh, that you were acquainted. Inform me.

All the time he was peering about the room suspiciously, and:

I inform you that we are not! I said. But if we were, I cannot conceive that our acquaintance would concern you in any way.

You are rude, sir! he cried, and bent towards me so that I could see the fierce hawk face set in a vicious scowl.

I should be sorry to think so, I said indifferently; for the Eurasians behavior transcended the merely annoying and was that of a lunatic. I would not willingly provoke a sick man, and the tone and manner of your address forcibly suggest to me that your temperature is not normal.

A moment he stood bending towards me, his pose that of one about to spring, then:

Ah, he exclaimed, yes, you are right, Mr. Addison. I live much alone and I fear my manner grows brusk. Overlook it. She has gone, then?

If you refer to a lady who called upon me half an hour ago  yes, she is gone.

He drew himself upright again and stood there, gigantic in the little room  a great, gaunt figure.

Ah! And she was not my niece?

I lack the pleasure of your nieces acquaintance, Dr. Greefe.

Yes. You said so. Good day, Mr. Addison.

He turned, lowered his head, and walked out of the room. When I, in turn, emerged into the passage, I saw him striding out of the inn. Martin was standing by the door of the bar-parlor looking very confused; and as I joined him, intent upon a chat, I observed that the shabby-looking stranger had departed.

Hullo, Martin! I exclaimed. I thought I saw a customer here.

When you came in there was. He went off with Cassim and Hawkins. They was goin to show him the road to Manton.

Cassim?

Aye.

Martin growled and walked behind the bar-counter.

You have some curious residents in this neighborhood.

Too curious by half.

Cassim, for instance, is not an English name.

Martin indulged in that rumbling sound which was his only form of laughter.

English! he said. Hes as black as your hat!

My hat chanced to be gray, but I followed the idea nevertheless, and:

What! I exclaimed, a negro?

A blackamoor. Thats all I know or care; and dumb!

Dumb! and a friend of Hawkins?

God knows. Things aint right.

Do you know if  a lady  resides with Dr. Greefe?

Maybe  maybe not. There is tales told.

Substantially this was all I learned from mine host; but, having lighted my pipe, I sat down on the bench before the door and set my mind to work in an endeavor to marshal all the facts into some sort of order.

The reputation locally enjoyed by Dr. Damar Greefe I could afford to ignore, I thought, but from my personal observation of the man I had come to the conclusion that there was much about him which I did not and could not understand. In the first place, for any man to choose to live, solitary, in such an abode as the Bell House was remarkable. Why had the masterful Eurasian retired to that retreat in company with his black servitor? I thought of my own case, but it did not seem to afford a strict analogy.

Then, who was the niece so closely guarded by Dr. Greefe? And if she was none other than my late elegant visitor why had she sought the interview? Not even my natural modesty, which in such matters I have sometimes thought to be excessive, could conceal from me the fact that she had found my society pleasing. But, since I had never seen her before, did this theory account for her visit? Recalling again that huskily caressing voice, I asked myself the question: Had I seen her before?

Perhaps the apparition of green eyes looking up to my window from the lane below, which on the night of my arrival I had relegated to the limbo of dreamland, had been verity and not phantasm. If that were so, then the uncanny visitant to my cottage had pursued me to Upper Crossleys!

Or could it be the fact that she had preceded me? Perhaps Gatton had not confided the whole of his ideas to me  perhaps, as I had already suspected, the heart of the Oritoga mystery lay here and not in London.

The result of my meditations was that I determined, in pursuit of my original plan, first to call upon Mr. Edward Hines; and having inquired of Martin the way to Leeways Farm, I took my stick and set out.


CHAPTER XVI THE GOLDEN CAT

It was a perfect morning and although the sun had not yet attained to its full power it had dispersed the early mist and I knew that in another hour or less the heat would once more have become tropical. During the first part of my walk, and whilst I remained in the neighborhood of Upper Crossleys, I met never a wayfarer, and memories of the green eyes followed me step by step so that I was often tempted to look back over my shoulder by the idea that I should detect, as I had detected once before, the presence of some follower. I resented this impulse, however. I felt that my imagination was adding horrors to those which already actually existed, so that I should presently find myself unable to distinguish the real from the imaginary.

At the end of half an hours steady tramping I saw before me a place where a wood dipped down to the wayside so that its trees cast a broad shadow across the path. I knew that the entrance to the farm lay just beyond; and, pressing on past the trees, I saw many outbuildings having none of that deserted appearance which characterized the neighboring homesteads of Upper Crossleys. Twenty yards beyond the farm itself appeared in view.

There was some sign of activity about the yard, and, walking briskly forward, I presently found myself looking into a stone-paved place containing numbers of milk-cans. Here a woman was engaged in sweeping the floor, and:

I have called to see Mr. Edward Hines, I said. Can you tell me where I shall find him?

The woman stared at me in a strange and almost stupefied manner.

Is he a friend of yours? she inquired.

He is not exactly a friend of mine, I continued; but I have very particular business with him.

She continued to stare in that curious way and remained silent for so long that I began to think she was not going to reply, when:

If Mr. Edward is not expecting you, she said, I dont know that I should advise you to go in. He is not very well just now  and he is sometimes rather strange.

I know, I said. I quite understand; but he will be willing to see me when he knows what I have come about. Shall I find him yonder?

I pointed towards an open door leading to which was a neat, graveled path lined by well-kept flower-beds, and which I took to be the main entrance to the farm.

Well, sir, said the woman doubtfully, theyll tell you there if Mr. Edward is to be seen; but I dont advise it

Thats all right! I cried, and proceeded in the direction of the doorway.

I presently obtained a view of a cozily furnished room, where a white-haired old lady was bustling about engaged in some domestic duties. I paused at the threshold.

My name is Addison, I said. Would it be possible for me to have a few minutes conversation with Mr. Edward Hines?

The old lady (whom I suspected to be the mother of the youth whom I was seeking) paused in the midst of her task and looked at me in a troubled way. It was evident enough that the reputation of Mr. Edward was the same in his home as elsewhere, and it occurred to me that his upbringing must have been a very bad one.

Well, she replied, after this eloquent pause, hes up in his room certainly, but he doesnt like to see visitors, I know.

He will be perfectly willing to see me, I said, confidently. I have news of importance for him  and as she continued to look at me in that troubled way: I know of his present disfigurement, I explained. You need not be afraid of any unpleasant scenes.

If I were sure of that, she said hesitatingly, and looked me over with a critical eye. Does he know you, sir?

Oh, yes, I answered; we have met before. I assure you it will be quite all right if you will just let me walk up and announce myself to him, Mrs. Hines.

If I had had any doubt upon the point I was soon to learn that she was indeed the mother of the notorious Mr. Edwards; for, ere she had time to reply, a high-pitched, querulous voice which I had heard before cried out from somewhere above:

If thats any one for me, mother, tell him to go away! You know perfectly well I wont see any one.

There you are, sir, said Mrs. Hines, unable to hide her embarrassment; I told you he wouldnt see you.

Please give me permission to go up, I said; he will change his mind when he hears what I have to say.

You hear, mother! came the irritable voice; Ill break his neck if he comes up here!

Judging from the sound of the voice, I concluded that the excited young man was located in a room immediately above that at the door of which I stood.

Dont be alarmed, madam, I said, and, stepping into the room, I placed my hand reassuringly upon the old ladys shoulder.

Without waiting for any further protest I advanced to an open staircase which I had already marked as leading to the apartment above and confidently mounted. The copy-hunting pressman is not readily excluded, and a few moments later I found myself in an extremely untidy bedroom, the walls of which were decorated with sporting prints, Kirchner drawings and photographs of many damsels.

The scarred young man, his face still a mass of sticking-plaster, stood with clenched fists facing me, and:

Get out! was his greeting before I throw you out.

My dear sir, I said, unless you particularly want to figure in a very undignified light as a witness in a trial for murder, sit down and listen to me.

Edward Hines hesitated, opening and closing his hands and glaring at me in a preposterous fury.

Whats the game? he demanded. What are you talking about?

I am talking of the Oritoga mystery, I replied.

The Oritoga mystery?

His expression changed, and he dropped down into an armchair from which he had evidently arisen upon hearing my voice below. I observed a copy of a daily paper lying upon the carpet, and the conspicuous headline was sufficient to show me that he had actually been reading the latest reports concerning the case at the time of my arrival. I had judged my man pretty accurately by this time, and drawing up another chair which stood near me I sat down facing him, holding out my open cigar-case.

I quite understand your sensitiveness in the circumstances, I said soothingly; but there is no occasion to suppose that I have come to remind you of your misfortune. Have a cigar. I want a chat with you.

He continued to watch me in a lowering way, but I was gradually getting him in hand. With very poor grace he accepted a cigar, lighted it, and threw the match away without offering to light mine. I did not appear to notice his churlishness, but immediately approached the matter about which I had come.

Although I am not a member of the Criminal Investigation Department, I continued, I am nevertheless in a sense an agent of Scotland Yard, and I must ask you to listen very seriously to what I have to say. You have in your possession a certain gold amulet

He was on his feet in a moment, the patches of skin visible between the strapping assuming a purple color. A more choleric young man I had never met.

Damn you! he cried. What has it to do with you?

Sit down! I said sternly. I have given you one warning; I shall not give you another. You will either answer my questions civilly here and now or answer them in court, whichever you please. I shall not give you another opportunity of choosing. I will repeat my remark: you have in your possession a certain gold amulet in the form, I believe, of a cat.

He was choking and muttering and glaring at me as I spoke, but I stared at him coolly, and finally he resumed his seat and reached out one hand towards a chest-of-drawers which stood beside his chair. Pulling one of the drawers open, he took out a little gold figure of Bâst, and holding it towards me:

Is this the thing you mean? he jerked uncivilly.

It is, I replied; allow me to examine it.

He seemed rather reluctant to do so, but nevertheless I took it from his hand and looked at it closely. Beyond doubt it was of Ancient Egyptian workmanship and probably a genuine Bubastite votive offering. Raising my eyes to him again:

Without in any way desiring to pry into your affairs, I said, would you be good enough to tell me how this came into your possession?

The studied coolness of my manner was having its proper effect, and Edward Hines, although sulkily, replied at once:

A woman gave it to me.

What was her name?

I dont know.

You dont know the name of a woman who gave you a costly trinket of this kind?

A ridiculous look of vanity appeared in his eyes.

Is it very valuable? he inquired.

It may be worth as much as £50, I answered quietly.

Really! said he, with something approaching geniality in his tones. Well, its an extraordinary thing, but I assure you I dont know her name.

Of course, I said, with Machiavellian cunning, I dont expect you to remember the name of every girl who has loved you, but this is an unusual present to receive even from an infatuated woman.

Its an extraordinary thing, isnt it? repeated Edward Hines, full of self-esteem. I cant make out the women at all; theyre always giving me presents. Look at that picture-frame. I got that from a girl I had only seen three times  and its solid silver, he added.

I glanced at the memento indicated, and observed that it contained a photograph of Mr. Hines (without the sticking-plaster).

An excellent likeness of yourself, too, I remarked.

Its not bad, said he disparagingly; it was done by one of the big people up in London. The girl paid for it.

But even that, I pursued even that is not so remarkable a gift as this valuable piece of jewelry which I hold in my hand.

No, said the youth, now restored to the utmost good-humor by my undisguised admiration of his Don Juan-like qualities. But the fact remains that I dont know her name to this day. What did you mean, he continued, when you said that I was concerned in some way in the Oritoga mystery?

I meant, I explained, that the police are looking for a woman who answers to the description of your friend.

Really! he cried. A tall woman, very fine figure, beautifully dressed?

I think it is probably the same, I said. Had she any peculiarities of appearance or manner by which you would recognize her again?

She had several peculiarities by which I should recognize her, he declared, a note of resentment now proclaiming itself in his voice.

And they were?

Mr. Hines leaned forward, tapping me on the knee confidentially.

I met her by accident, you understand, he confided, on the London Road one evening about sunset set. She asked me the way to Friars Park and I could see that I had made an impression at once. It was just an excuse to speak to me of course. I offered to walk that far with her; she agreed, and to cut a long story short  the usual thing, of course; she wanted to meet me again.

Well, he resumed complacently, I met her on the following Thursday and we became very good friends, you understand, except that she always seemed particularly anxious to return home before dusk. All this time I never knew who she was, or even where she lived, but of course I could see how the land lay. She was some lady from London staying at one of the big houses about here and had to show up for dinner. That night when we parted she gave me this little gold thing and arranged to see me again.

He paused, knocking ash from his cigar and seemingly reflecting as to how he should word his next communication; but finally:

The third time I saw her, he said, I managed to arrange that she could not get in quite so early, you understand; and then  I dont know exactly how to tell you. I am not a chap that gets in a panic very easily; but (I may mention that the scene took place in a wood) she gave me the biggest scare I have ever had in my life.

He bent forward and again tapped me on the knee.

My dear  Mr. Addison, I think you said your name was?  her eyes lighted up in the dark like a cats!

He stared at me with some return of his old truculence as if anticipating ridicule and prepared to resent it, but I nodded sternly, watching him as if enthralled by his narrative, whereupon:

Yes  like a cats! he repeated; and Ill admit I got in a panic. I dont know if she thought from the way I yelled that I was going to attack her or what, but the next thing I knew she was at my throat.

He uttered a sort of choking sound, tenderly touched the bandages about his neck and fingered the plaster which ornamented his face.

At your throat? said I. You mean she tried to throttle you?

Throttle me! he exclaimed scornfully. She seized me with her teeth!

But, I said, and hesitated, for I feared I might wound his curious susceptibility the damage to your face?

Damn her! he cried. Damn her! I had never seen her without her gloves, you understand, but she must have taken them off that night; for this  he indicated his plastered countenance is what she did with her nails!

He paused, staring at me dully, and then with a hint of the old ridiculous vanity entering his voice:

But I scored after all, he said, tossing the little amulet into the drawer from which he had taken it. If thats worth £50 it will more than pay the doctors bill, I think!

Following a brief interval:

Of course, I said, you would recognize the woman again?

I am not so certain, declared the scarred man. She always wore some sort of veil; but you may be sure, he added in a tone of supreme condescension, that she was a very pretty woman, or I shouldnt have been bothering with her.

You are quite sure of that? I ventured to remark.

No doubt about it at all. Most extraordinary eyes  too damned extraordinary by half!

Well, I said, I am much indebted to you for your statement, and you may be confident that it will materially assist the investigation now in progress.

Dont mention it, said Hines, airily. If I can ever do anything else for you, just let me know; but  I mean to say I rely upon you not to bring me into it. You understand what I mean?

You may be absolutely certain, I replied, that no hint of this occurrence will ever be made public so far as I am concerned.

I took my departure from Leeways Farm fully satisfied with the result of the first move in the plan of campaign upon which I had decided. Returning to my quarters at the Abbey Inn, I spent the greater part of the afternoon in writing a detailed account of my interview with Edward Hines. Having completed this, I set out for the town, as by posting my report there and not in the wayside box at Upper Crossleys I knew that I could count upon its delivery at New Scotland Yard by the first mail in the morning.

In leisurely fashion I performed the journey, for my next move could not be made until after dusk.


CHAPTER XVII THE NUBIAN MUTE

I returned from the little market town beneath a sky of tropical brilliance. The landscape was bathed in a radiance of perfect moonlight, and under the trees which thickly lined the way, the shadows had a velvet quality rarely met with in England, their edges showing more sharply defined than I ever remembered to have noticed them before. But ere long I grew oblivious even of the beauty of the night, becoming absorbed in reflections respecting this most extraordinary case.

Every new datum acquired, instead of serving to elucidate, seemed only more completely to obscure the issue. Mystery revealed itself within mystery, and this was indeed a labyrinth, to the heart of which I sometimes despaired of penetrating. Who was this woman whose elusive figure appeared at every turn in the case? Was she one and the same with the visitor to my cottage who had purloined the green enameled statuette  and could it be that I had actually sat in conversation with her in the coffee-room of the Abbey Inn and had failed to recognize her for what she was?

Beyond doubt she had extraordinary cleverness and was a weaver of spells, so that in a sense she could temporarily disguise her personality. Whilst at one moment she was a repellent, half-animal creature, at another she was a fascinating woman of the world versed in strange lores and a most entertaining companion. What object underlay her diverse activities? Assuming that she was concerned in the murder of Sir Marcus Coverly, the purpose of her visit to my cottage was not far to seek; she had come to recover incriminating evidence and had been aided, it seemed, by the hand of fate.

But why had she come to visit me at the Abbey Inn and what had she gained by this interview? Perhaps  I reflected, as I plodded along the deserted country road  she had been interrupted on that occasion by the inopportune appearance of Dr. Damar Greefe. Again, why had he appeared there at that moment if not because he had suspected her presence at the Inn; and what was the relationship existing between these two singular people?

That the strange story related to me by the idiotic Edward Hines simply resolved itself into an idle adventure on the part of the mysterious woman, which she had been forced to terminate (somewhat ferociously, I admit) by the uncouth ardor of this rustic swain I seemed to perceive. But unless her visit to the Abbey Inn portended that she had selected me as Mr. Edward Hines successor, I failed to fit it into the scheme.

I began to long for the presence of Inspector Gatton, for the assistance of his trained mind in plumbing these depths which defied my single efforts. Who this woman could be I failed to imagine; and assuming that she had been concerned in the death of the late baronet, in what way she stood to profit by it was utterly beyond my comprehension, as was the position of Dr. Damar Greefe in the matter.

On I walked and on, unconsciously increasing my pace as is my way when I am lost in abstraction; and, perhaps stimulated to greater mental clarity by the exercise, some of my doubts were dispersed and I became convinced at last that the shadowy figure which had dogged my footsteps on the night of the crime  the owner of those blazing eyes which had watched me from my garden  the woman who had stolen the amulet from my writing-table, and the woman who had mutilated Edward Hines, were one and the same as my visitor at the Abbey Inn  and the unseen speaker who had conversed beneath my window on the night of my arrival at Upper Crossleys!

Here then was a definite chain linking the Red House with Friars Park, or at least with its vicinity, and now so clearly did my ideas fit themselves each into its correct place, that I determined upon the identity of that other speaker who had stood in the shadows opposite the Inn when I had awakened in the night. Mentally I recaptured the high, rather coarse tones of his voice, and remembering how, touched by the spell which had seemed to lie upon the whole country-side, I had thought of him as Asmodeus, the master of the witches revels, I determined that my judgment had been not inexact. For now I identified the speaker as Dr. Damar Greefe!

So far my meditations had proceeded and I suppose I was about half-way on my journey towards the Abbey Inn, when all at once I became aware again of that uncomfortable feeling of surveillance. As on that night when returning from the Red House to my cottage I had experienced a conviction that I was followed, so now a like conviction impressed itself upon my mind. But whereas on the former occasion I had been less fearful than curious, now I was aware of a positive dread of this follower whose presence I had detected, by what sense I know not, and of a certainty of a very grave menace.

Accordingly, I determined upon a certain plan which I proceeded to put into execution without delay. I was traversing a stretch of moon-bathed road at the moment that I first fell a victim to this unpleasant suspicion which indeed was more than a suspicion, when ahead of me I observed a patch, some twenty yards in extent, which was entirely overshadowed by trees. For at this point the woods, clothing a slope which ran right down to the road, closely impinged upon the highway; and I had noticed something at this spot, on my outward journey, which I now proposed to employ to my advantage.

Into this patch of darkness I walked then, my steps sounding crisply along the road. On I went for some twenty yards until I found the particular spot for which I was seeking. This was a sort of little bay or inlet where until quite recently a heap of stones used by roadmenders had lain, and into this I marched, never once altering my pace. But having gained it I performed an about-turn and continued to mark time there, whilst surveying the moon-bathed road behind me.

The object of this trick will be evident enough; for whilst the sound of my footsteps would lead one in pursuit to suppose that I was proceeding upon my way through the shadows, actually I was staring intently back in quest of the pursuer of whose presence I had become assured.

Perhaps in spite of the cautious manner in which he had advanced, he had made some slight sound which, subconsciously detected, had nevertheless intruded upon my reverie and in this way had acquainted me with his presence. For now, continuing that steady beat, but watching intently, I saw him.

Taking every advantage of the shade cast by the hedge on the right of the road, a softly-moving figure was coming towards me!

That the tracker was desirous of avoiding observation the manner of his approach sufficiently proved; and if I had had any doubts respecting his purpose they would have been resolved in a manner painful to myself had I not had the good fortune to detect him in time.

A piece of road there was, which because of a gap in the hedge afforded no shadow, and as the gliding shape reached this point and passed it, I obtained a momentary but clear view of my pursuer.

I was being tracked by a Nubian mute!

That one glance was sufficient to convince me of the horrible truth. The man was stripped to the waist, in order no doubt that his movements might not be impeded, and I beheld a torso like that of some Milo wrought in ebony! The cruel, animal face, the blubber lips, the partly bared teeth  all spoke of the fate designed for me. I knew the type and knew what scant mercy I could look for at his hands. Indubitably this was a mute such as is sometimes attached to the harêms of great Eastern houses to this day; and even if I had known nothing of the functions of such a servitor, the fact that he carried something in his left hand would have enlightened me.

It was a strangling-cord!

I smiled grimly. Respecting the identity of my would-be assassin there was little room for doubt; he was the black servant of Dr. Damar Greefe. Now, as he passed the bright patch of roadway and began to glide silently nearer through the shadows, I marked time with a lighter step, the more deeply to confuse him. Of the strange Nubian dialect I knew nothing, but taking it for granted that the man was familiar with Arabic, I raised my voice in a mournful cry, and (in the Arab tongue):

Cassim! Cassim! I wailed Satan is calling for you!

I think I have never witnessed such an exhibition of panic fright as I now beheld. Cassim was less than ten yards away  and I could hear his teeth chattering!

Cassim! I cried again Fly! fly! Satan is here!

A horrible tongueless babbling answered the cry. There came a scuffling  and I saw the Nubians gleaming body leap out into the lighted roadway as he fled.

Faster! faster! Cassim! I wailed. He is behind you! Ah! he is in front!

Cassim staggered, turned and then stood still, looking this way and that in a perfect delirium of fear. Finally he whirled around to the right, shrieking wildly (I think some nocturnal insect had brushed against him), plunged babbling up the bank to the hedge and heedless of the fact that it contained many thorns which must have cruelly lacerated his bare body, scrambled half through it and half over it into the plowed field beyond!

Against such an enemy there is no more potent weapon than superstition. Nevertheless I kept my hand upon the pistol in my pocket and proceeded at an increased pace during the latter half of my journey; nor am I ashamed to admit that the lights of the Abbey Inn were a welcome sight, and it was with a feeling of relief that, leaving the highroad behind me, I found myself again in the village street of Upper Crossleys.

What to expect next, I knew not. The other party had made a false move, for I now had definite evidence of the antagonism of Dr. Damar Greefe and of his intent to cause my murder through the agency of his Nubian servant.

My plan of nocturnal operations, already sufficiently dangerous, now promised to lead me into extreme peril. I would have given much for the company of Gatton, but, if I must act alone  alone I would set out. If I am slow in planning, at least I can state with truth that I am tenacious in execution. But here, now, was open warfare: and I must look for an enemy prepared.


CHAPTER XVIII THE SECRET OF FRIARS PARK

Glancing into the bar-parlor as I entered, I observed that it was empty. Martin sat behind the counter, and he seemed to be immersed in the contents of a newspaper which was spread open before him. Going up to my room, I put on a pair of puttees  which, although useless and indeed injurious for general wear, are ideal for traversing bramble-land  took my thick stick, and further looked to the condition and readiness of my pistol. Finally, slipping an electric torch into my pocket, I set out.

The bar was closing when I came downstairs. Martin stared at me dully.

Im going for a moonlight ramble, I explained. Will any one be up to let me in or should you prefer to give me the key of the side door?

Never locked, was the laconic reply; come in when you like.

To a town-dweller, such a piece of information must have sounded alarming, but knowing something of the ways of these country communities, it did not greatly surprise me; and bidding the landlord good night, I set out.

The false move made by Dr. Damar Greefe had advanced the inquiry further than any unaided endeavors of mine could well have done. Clearly enough, the Eurasian regarded my presence as inimical to his safety. In admitting so much he had admitted guilt of some kind. In fact I felt assured that he was determined at all costs to prevent my visiting Friars Park.

Having failed in his unmistakable endeavor to remove me entirely  for so I construed the Nubians instructions  he would undoubtedly recognize that the game was up. He was clearly a desperate man and I recognized that the only hope I had of foiling him lay in acting with despatch.

This was a perfect night with never a cloud to mar the blue serenity of the sky, but in spite of its beauty I was more than ever conscious of that sense of loneliness and desolateness which seemed to be the most marked characteristic of the country hereabouts. I met never a soul upon the highway, nor indeed did I encounter any evidence of life whatever, until, turning into a narrow lane which would bring me to that road in the valley upon which stood the deserted lodge belonging to the Bell House, an owl hooted in the trees above my head.

Keenly alert to the possibility that my movements might be watched, I paused, wondering if the sound  which had proceeded from a low bough directly above me  had really been made by an owl or by a human mimic. For the hoot of an owl, being easy to imitate, is much favored for signaling purposes. Taking my electric torch from my pocket, I directed its ray upward into the close foliage of the oak tree; whereupon, with a ghostly fluttering of dark wings, an owl flew away.

I proceeded confidently down the sloping road amid a silence so intense that my steps seemed to create a positive clamor. Coming to the corner, I looked along to the left where the lane, alternate patches of silver and ebony, showed deserted as far as I could see. This was the direction of the gate of the Bell House, and the road, which sloped gently downwards on that side rose in a rather sharper activity on my right. It was at this point that I had mistaken the way on my first journey to Friars Park.

Therefore I proceeded to the right, seeking the entrance, which I was convinced I should find somewhere within the next two hundred yards. The lane inclined gently leftward, and presently, as I had anticipated, I came upon a lodge, overgrown with ivy and but partly visible beyond the gates which barred the end of the drive.

That this was the entrance to Friars Park I felt assured, but I had no intention of seeking admittance in the usual way. Pursuing a high wall, evidently of great age, which divided the grounds from the road, I walked on for fully three hundred yards. Here the wall, which enclosed what had once been the kitchen garden of the monastery, gave place to a lofty hedge in which I presently discovered a gap wide enough to allow of my making my way through.

Entering, I found myself in a sort of parkland, boasting many majestic and venerable trees, elms for the most part. Where the parkland ended and the woods began it was impossible to make out, but away to my left I could follow the high wall to where, clearly visible in the moonlight which at this point was unobstructed by trees, a gate appeared.

Towards this I made my way, keeping a sharp lookout for those man-traps of which I had heard, and equally on the alert for any hidden human presence. Without meeting with any obstacle, however, I reached the gate  only to find that it was closed and fastened with a stout padlock.

There was a dry ditch bordering the wall, and I followed this back towards the highroad, hoping that somewhere I might chance upon a means of scaling the wall. I made slow progress, for presently I came upon a quantity of undergrowth which I distrusted keenly as it would afford admirable cover for traps. In this way I had come nearly back to the hedge lining the road before I discovered what I was looking for.

Here a fir-tree grew sufficiently close to the ditch to serve my purpose. Its lower branches were within easy reach whilst further up I espied one which stretched out across the top of the wall. Looping over my wrist the thong attached to my stick, I scrambled up into the tree and soon found myself astride the wall.

Beneath me was a neglected orchard and beyond to the right a wilderness which once had been an extensive kitchen-garden. Directly before me lay the lodge, but the house was invisible from where I sat, being evidently situated somewhere beyond a dense coppice into which I perceived the drive to lead, for patched here and there by the moonlight I could trace it running ribbon-like through the trees.

A vine grew upon the wall beneath me, its aged tendrils of the thickness of ropes, and it afforded a natural ladder whereby I made my descent. Arrived in the miniature jungle which at some period had been a flower-bed, I set out towards the lodge, prompted to do so by the presence of a light shining out from one of the windows through a network of leaves.

I knew not if I should look for man-traps within the place enclosed by the wall, but nevertheless I neglected no precaution, picking my way through the forest of weeds which had supplanted the vegetables and sweet herbs to which doubtless this land had once been sacred. Observing even greater precaution as I neared the building, I presently found myself looking in at the lighted window, and only concealed from the occupants of the room by the presence of a tangled bush which formed a sort of natural curtain.

The room into which I was peering presented a scene of great disorder. It was a poorly furnished apartment characteristic of the rustic workmans dwelling, and was evidently the living room of the lodge-keeper. It was in process of being dismantled; cupboards and chests stood open and my acquaintance Hawkins was engaged in packing various belongings into a large wooden box set in the center of the floor. Upon the bare wooden table stood the oil lamp whose light I had seen shining out of the window, and bending over a number of papers, apparently engaged in making up some sort of an account, was a gipsy-looking woman whom I took to be the wife of the game-keeper.

She had oily black hair and a very lowering and unpleasant cast of countenance; whilst the large earrings which she wore added to her gipsy appearance. An argument of some kind was in progress between the two, for ever and anon the woman would raise her eyes from her task and dart venomous glances at the man, who knelt upon the floor packing the big box. Fragments of the conversation reached me through the partly open window, and although it was difficult to follow I gathered that the woman was reproaching her husband with some alleged indiscretion which had necessitated the departure for which they were preparing. Hawkins retorted with a savage energy which displayed the darker side of the mans character and the one which I had suspected to lie beneath his rather sinister merriment.

Having satisfied myself that the pair were deeply occupied with their personal affairs, I crept out upon the drive and began to approach the house. I had formed a rough idea of the distance at which it lay from the road and this was proved to have been about correct. The drive swung round in a wide semi-circle and presently, majestic in the moonlight, with some of its mediæval charm restored by the magic of night, I saw Friars Park before me.

It was a low, rambling building, bespeaking the monastery in some of its severe outlines and showing a succession of cloisteresque arches on the left, terminated by a chapel beyond which rose the ancient tower visible from the inn-window  a wonderful example of Saxon architecture, and closely resembling that at Earls Barton. There was no light in any of the windows, and indeed as I peered more closely across the wide space intervening between the end of the drive and the main entrance of the house, it seemed to me that the place was more of a ruin than a habitable establishment.

Unaware of what eyes might be watching me from any one of the numerous windows, I stepped into the shrubbery beneath the trees bordering the drive, and set out to make a detour of the house without, if possible, revealing my presence to any one who might be watching from within.

In the prosecution of this plan, I met with not a little difficulty; several times, in fact, I had to show myself in the moonlight upon the edge of the unkempt lawns, but by this device and that, I finally achieved my purpose and returned to the spot from whence I had set out, without having attracted any visible notice. Here I paused to consider what I had learned.

The most notable thing was this: only one wing of Friars Park  that remote from the tower  exhibited any evidence of occupation, indeed of being habitable at all. In other words, the greater part of the building was no more than a majestic ruin. Eyeless windows there were and crumbling arches, whilst the chapel which had looked so picturesque from a distance proved on closer inspection to be a mere shell. A dense shrubbery grew right up to the walls of the east wing, that which was terminated by the tower, and I had been enabled to peer right in at the window of the chapel and out at a window at the other side; for the place was roofless and its floor carpeted with weeds. I could not help wondering how much of this decay dated from the days of Sir Burnham, for certainly I could not reconcile it with the character of the man as depicted by the local people.

My inquiry then was considerably narrowed down, for of the habitable apartments of Friars Park I had only been enabled to count seven or eight, although two of these appeared to be of great extent, one of them, I fancy, being the old refectory of the monastery. My next discovery was this: that the likeliest point of entry to the house was afforded by either one of two French windows which opened upon a small lawn some twenty yards beyond the drive. But in order to approach them I should have to expose myself in the brilliant moonlight which bathed that side of the house.

I stood there listening intently, and wondering if I dared attempt the venture. Not a sound could I detect, however, and the night was so still that scarce a leaf stirred about me. I determined upon the plunge; and walking boldly forward, I approached the more easterly of the two windows.

Three stone steps led up to it and linen blinds were drawn down within, but strengthened by the memory of the inn door which was never locked, and hoping that the same trustfulness prevailed in Friars Park, I turned the handle whose brassy glitter I had previously perceived from the corner of the shrubbery.

It operated smoothly, and upon giving a gentle push the window opened and I found myself standing upon a polished oak floor. I stood stock-still, listening; but there was never a sound; and partly reclosing the window, I pressed the button of my electric torch and looked about me.

I stood in a long lofty room which I supposed to have been a drawing-room. It was empty, containing not a single item of furniture. From my pocket I took two pairs of thick woolen socks and drew them one over the other on to my boots to deaden my footfalls. The door of this empty and desolate room was open, and, stepping softly, I walked out into a wide corridor, my mind filled with terrifying recollections of the Red House.

Three other rooms I explored, and although in two of them some items of massive furniture remained, covered with dust-sheets, no sign of habitation did I come upon. The whole of the ground floor proved to be vacant and a broad uncarpeted stair suggested that the floors above were also deserted by their occupants.

I mounted softly, but the stairs creaked in a horrible fashion, so that I became hotly apprehensive before I gained the top. I had nothing to fear, however, for again empty rooms alone rewarded my search. My most significant discovery in the upper part of the house was that of a bedroom which was still almost completely furnished and in which even the bed-linen yet remained untidily strewn about the bed. But there were thick spiders webs stretching from the coverlet to the canopy, and a coating of dust lay everywhere.

When I finally returned to the empty drawing-room, I had convinced myself of that which I had come to seek.

Friars Park was uninhabited!


CHAPTER XIX THE MAN ON THE TOWER

I quitted Friars Park unobserved  as I had entered it; walking quickly across to the shrubbery, I began to work my way back to the point at which I must strike westward in order to reach the weed-grown kitchen-garden. At the risk of encountering man-traps I gave the lodge a wide berth and came out in sight of the wall at a point much nearer the lawns of the house than that from which I had entered.

What it was that prompted me to turn and take a final look at the house I cannot say, but before commencing to make my way through the wilderness of the kitchen-garden, I know that I stood and looked back towards the ancient Saxon tower which uprose, silvered by the moonlight, above the trees that obscured from my view all the rest of the house.

Right to the embrasured crest it was sharply outlined by the brilliant moon  and as I looked I felt my heart leap suddenly; and then, almost holding my breath, I crouched, distrusting the very shadows which afforded me shelter.

For leaning out through one of the embrasures at the top of the tower, I clearly saw the figure of a man!

At first so whitely was his face lighted up by the moon that I had no doubt of the figure being that of a man, but he remained so still, seeming always to look in a fixed way in the same direction, that now, momentarily I doubted, until a slight movement betrayed the fact that my first impression had been correct.

Who he was I could not possibly tell from that distance, but of his occupation I became assured at the moment that he moved; for the moonlight glittered brightly on the lenses of the binoculars through which he had been surveying some point visible only from that elevation.

Still I watched, and again I saw the man of the tower raise his glasses and resume his scrutiny of that distant object which so closely engaged his attention. Remembering that a patch of light touched the top of the wall, spearlike, at the point where I must cross it in order to reach the fir tree, I abandoned my former precautions and hurried through the tangled weeds towards the fir which was my sailing mark.

Hastily I scrambled up the natural ladder formed by the vine, and without pause climbed down again to the edge of the dry ditch beyond. To have looked back over the wall would have been useless, since from that point the tower would have been invisible. Nor indeed had I any desire to pause in my precarious journey.

That I had avoided man-traps in that hurried retreat through the weeds, I knew not whether to ascribe to good luck or to the fact that none were set there, but now in the more open ground, thickly bestrewn, however, with clumps of undergrowth, I resumed all my old vigilance, and carefully retraced the path, so well as I could remember it, by which I had first arrived at the friendly fir.

When at last I found myself once more upon the highroad and free of the ground of Friars Park, I stood a while and wondered to find myself bathed in perspiration.

There was something very eerie in the thought that I had explored those numerous rooms of the deserted house and had moreover encircled the entire building habitable and otherwise, whilst that mysterious watcher all the time had been lurking up there in the tower! I wondered what his survey portended. If it signified that he had detected my presence at the moment that I had left the house, why was his gaze focused upon the distance and not upon the surrounding grounds? If he had not seen or heard me, then I must compliment myself upon a very successful burglarious feat.

But assuming the latter explanation to be the correct one, how much darker became the mystery of the mans presence and purpose. Who was he? And what did he do at this hour in deserted Friars Park?

Since I had left the game-keeper deeply engaged in his packing operations at the lodge, I dismissed the idea that the figure on the tower might have been that of Hawkins, nor was I in any way assisted in my attempts to solve the mystery by what I had seen of the man, for the distance had been too great to allow of my perceiving his face with anything like clearness.

Presently, then, I set out upon my return journey to the Abbey Inn, turning over in my mind this added perplexity which had entered the case. As Gatton had quite recently observed, every new piece of evidence which came to light in this most bewildering affair seemed merely to plunge the issue in greater obscurity than ever. My feet once set upon the slope which led to Upper Crossleys, I allowed this mood of abstraction to have its way, and the problem with which I found myself principally engaged was that of the disappearance of Lady Burnham Coverly.

As I remembered the suave assurances of Dr. Damar Greefe that the ill-health of Lady Burnham rendered it impossible for her to receive visitors, I wondered anew at the complex villainy of this formidable Eurasian. The state of the rooms in Friars Park clearly demonstrated the fact that neither Lady Coverly nor any other had resided there for many months, perhaps many years. What then did it all mean? What was the purpose of the watch and ward kept by the gipsy game-keeper over the grounds and approaches to the house?

It could only mean that this was a device of Dr. Damar Greefes to prevent any of the neighbors from seeking admittance to the house and thus learning the strange secret which its emptiness revealed.

Here, in fact, in this old monastic establishment, would seem to reside the very genius of that spirit of desolation which had touched me unpleasantly in the hour of my arrival in Crossleys. I determined to ascertain by inquiries amongst the local tradespeople, none of whom I had hitherto met, by what means the fact that no one resided at Friars Park was concealed from those whose ordinary business activities would demand their presenting themselves at the house for orders, etc. But even as the plan suggested itself to me, I thought I perceived an answer to my question; in all probability, I determined, Dr. Damar Greefe or the Hawkinss, who were palpably his creatures, acted as a barrier between the tradespeople and the missing lady of the Park.

But what it could all portend was a problem beyond the power of my imagination or deductive reasoning. If Lady Coverly had changed her residence for some reason, with what object did the Eurasian continue to lead every one in the neighborhood to suppose that she still resided at Friars Park?

It was all a hopeless tangle, and the more I thought about it the more discouraged did I become. I seemed to get further, too, from that link for which I sought  the link connecting the mystery with that other which I always associated with the Red House. The luminous eyes afforded the visible link; this I could not doubt. But what relation to the death of Sir Marcus did the disappearance of Lady Burnham Coverly bear? Secondly, what was Dr. Damar Greefes place in the scheme? And thirdly (the most appalling mystery of all) who or what was the woman with the cats eyes?

At this point in my meditations I discovered that I had arrived before the Abbey Inn, now plunged in darkness, and believing that I detected the sound of footsteps behind me I became eventually the victim of a sort of panic which perhaps will be forgiven me under the circumstances. For emerging from these unpleasant reflections and hearing or believing that I heard sounds of pursuit from the lonely moon-patched road behind, I know that I hurried forward to the side door and silently prayed that I should find it unfastened as Martin had assured me that it would be.

In this particular I was speedily reassured, for the door opened to my touch  and I became conscious of a wish that there might be some means of fastening it from within. However, I could find none, but hurrying upstairs, I determined to take a precaution which hitherto I had not adopted and that night to lock my bedroom door.

Entering the room, I fumbled for a box of matches in my pocket and presently discovering them struck one and looked about me for the candle which usually stood upon a little cabinet beside the bed. To-night, however, it had been moved for some reason, and put over by the window on the dressing-table. As I made this discovery the match smoldered out, and at the moment I was about to strike another the sound of footsteps which I had formerly detected grew louder and nearer, so that I could no longer doubt that some one was running along the road towards the Abbey Inn.

A great curiosity respecting this person seized me, and without striking a match as I had intended to do, I walked to the window and looked out into the road. Twenty yards away I saw the figure of a man who seemed to be come almost to the end of his resources; for I could hear him panting as he ran. Nor did my wonder decrease when, as he came nearer and stared up in my direction, I recognized him for the shabby-looking person whom I had observed that morning sitting on the bench before the inn door.

Wondering what his presence might portend  for clearly his business was with me  I leaned out of the window, and as he came up to the door of the inn I saw him stagger and clutch at the post which supported the sign-board, swaying dizzily. He was clearly almost exhausted, and his voice when he spoke was a husky whisper:

Dont light your candle! he said.

Now, this remark, coming at such a time and in these circumstances, struck me as so ludicrous that at first I was tempted to laugh; but the mans earnest sincerity, as evidenced by his exhausted condition and the urgency of his manner, did not fail to impress me, and:

Why not? I asked, still leaning out of the window and filled with a great wonderment.

Never mind, he panted. Dont! Can I come up?

Something now in the breathless speech of the man below struck me as oddly familiar. But yet so dense was I that I failed to recognize the truth of the matter, and:

Certainly, I said. I will bring a light down to show you the way, if you have business with me.

No light! he cried hoarsely. If you value your life, dont strike a match!

By this time so bewildered had I become that I scarce knew whether to descend to meet this apparent madman or to remain where I was.

Dont hesitate, Mr. Addison! he cried, now beginning to recover his breath. Do exactly as I tell you!

Good God! I exclaimed.

I turned and ran to the door and on downstairs. For at last I had recognized the voice of this midnight runner. Throwing open the door, I held out my hand and the shabby-looking man extended his in return.

Gatton! I cried excitedly. Gatton! What on earth does this mean? Why have you been masquerading in this fashion? I saw you here this morning and you never gave me the slightest sign of acknowledgment!

I never intended to! panted the Inspector, staggering rather than walking up the stairs. But I have performed one of the hardest tasks of my life to-night and have only succeeded by a few seconds!

We were now at the door of my room, but:

Dont go in! said Gatton shortly. Let me think what we must do.

But I dont understand at all!

You will understand in a moment! was the grim reply. You would have understood already if you had lighted your candle.

Words failed me altogether. At that we stood in the passage for some moments in silence; then:

We have got to risk it, said Gatton, if my theory is to be put to the test

Risk it?

Oh! I can assure you of the risk, he declared. It will be touch-and-go. Are you game?

Well, I said, laughing in a very forced fashion, this has been a night of such intense surprises that I think I can survive one more.

Very well, replied the Inspector; and there was something strange in hearing the familiar voice and dimly discerning in the reflected moonlight, which shone in at a window further along the passage, the unfamiliar figure before me.

What have we to do?

We have to take a chance of sudden death! he answered, but we will minimize it as much as possible.

Seeing me about to give voice to one of the many questions which literally burned upon my tongue:

Explanations can come later, said he. Where can I find a candle?

There is one on the dressing-table just to the left of the window. I will get it

But he grasped my arm roughly, and:

This is my business! Wait here for me, he rapped tersely.

He heard the rasp of the match upon the box, as I struck a light to guide him in his search. Whereupon:

I thought I warned you! he cried, and struck the match from my hand. No light!

With that he pushed open the door, and I saw his square figure outlined against the moon-bright open window as he crossed the room. Since he had referred to the peril which hung over us, it was with bated breath that I awaited his return, not in the least knowing what to expect. A few moments later he returned with the candlestick.

Now, said he, carefully reclosing the door, light the candle.

Awed by something in his voice and manner, I did as he directed without demur, noting with amazement, in the light thus created, how simple yet how effective was the disguise which my friend had adopted.

He gave me no time for comment, however, but:

Listen, said he. Im going to put this candle in your room and then you and I are going to run.

Run? I cried.

Exactly. Run for our lives! Preferably upstairs. Is there any vacant room above from which we can look out in the same direction as from your window?

The room above is vacant, I replied, and probably we shall find the door unlocked.

Well risk that, then, said Gatton. You might start and lead the way.

Can I use my electric torch? I asked.

On the stairs, replied Gatton; but you must extinguish it when we enter the room above.

With that he thrust open the door of my bedroom, ran in and ran out again, banging the door behind him as though pursued by devils!

Then the pair of us were racing up the stairs madly for the room above, I vaguely wondering if my companion had taken leave of his senses. Yet of the verity of the peril which he dreaded came speedy confirmation.

At the very moment that my hand touched the knob of the door above, and ere I could open it, the whole fabric of the Abbey Inn was convulsed  the floor rocked beneath my feet; and there ensued the sound of a deafening explosion from the room below! An echo, or what sounded like an echo, sharp and staccato, came from the distant hills!


CHAPTER XX GATTONS STORY

Its no good going in now, said Gatton, in a weary voice; in fact it might be dangerous. We have to consider the possibility of fire, however, he added.

Voices of sleepers awakened and cries of inquiry sounded now from all over the inn; for naturally the household had been aroused by the tremendous noise of the explosion. For my own part I was altogether too dazed to conjecture what had happened. But that Gatton had saved me from some deadly peril I was well convinced. Stirrings and the noise of footsteps came from an adjoining room, and presently in his night attire Martin appeared, very bemused.

Mr. Addison, he began, and stared from me to my companion.

Let no one leave their rooms, said Gatton decisively, until I give them permission.

Eh, began Martin heavily.

I am a police officer, added Gatton; and you will all do as I direct. Does any one sleep on the same floor as Mr. Addison?

No, sir, replied Martin, who was not yet more than half awake, but who nevertheless had been impressed by the Inspectors authoritative manner.

Sounds of footsteps from the floor above now became audible, whereupon:

Order every one to remain in their rooms! repeated Gatton.

Martin, raising his voice, obeyed him.

What are your arrangements in the case of fire? continued the Inspector.

Several betousled heads were peeping down from the landing above but no one spoke until Martin collected his ideas sufficiently to reply:

Theres buckets in the stables  and theres the well. Wilkins sleeps over the stables

Can you make him hear without going downstairs?

I can try, was the answer.

Martin walked to a window which lighted the landing, and threw it widely open. Leaning out:

Wilkins! he roared Wilkins!

Aye, aye, boss! came faintly from somewhere below.

Tell him to stand by with fire-buckets, but not to leave the yard without orders from me, directed Gatton.

Martin issued these instructions in a voice which must have been audible at Leeways, and then stood scratching his head stupidly.

But indeed of all the bewildered company who gathered that night beneath the roof of the Abbey Inn, I think I was the most nonplused of all, and turning to Gatton:

For Gods sake tell me what it all means! I said.

It means, he answered, and even through his disguise I recognized the old grim smile, that only a match stood between you and eternity! Even now, we cannot afford to sit down, but I am not anxious to pass your door for a few minutes. As we both have much to say, let us find a room where we can talk.

Accordingly we went up to a large empty room at the back of the inn. Through the open doorway I could hear the excited voices of the entire staff of the establishment, who had congregated in Martins room across the landing. Never in the history of the Abbey Inn had such doings taken place.

Perhaps, continued Gatton, it will save time if you tell me exactly what you have done first.

Very well, I said; but before I begin  when did you arrive?

An hour and a half after receiving your code telegram! I came by car. The car is at Manton now.

Why this disguise?

I will explain in a moment. But meanwhile  your own story.

At that, although consumed with impatience, I quickly outlined my movements from the time of my arrival at Upper Crossleys, the Inspector following me closely. The tale concluded:

Now, Gatton! I cried for heavens sake tell me what it all means!

I will tell you all I know, he replied slowly, In the first place I had two reasons for suggesting the visit to Friars Park. I had formed an opinion that the cat-woman was interested in you. Whether because she regarded you as dangerous or from some other cause I could not determine. And I thought of a plan for finding out if she was by any chance associated with Friars Park. It was to send you down here (a) to make straightforward inquiries, and (b) to draw the cat!

Very good of you! I murmured.

I warned you it was dangerous! said Gatton grimly. But I am pleased to say the plan worked to perfection. Your own inquiries have been highly satisfactory and you have also drawn the cat! Now just to show you how dramatic your discoveries really were I will explain my second and more important reason and the one which primarily had prompted me to turn my attention to Friars Park. A few hours before you came to the Yard the other morning  to see the bag dropped in the water by Eric Coverly  I had been in touch with the solicitors who had acted for the late Sir Burnham.

Ah! I exclaimed what had they to say?

I was seeking information of course respecting the entail; in short, trying to fathom the mystery of what Eric Coverly would have had to gain by getting his cousin out of the way. I learned that financially he gained nothing but a bundle of debts. Friars Park was mortgaged to the hilt. Furthermore, Lady Burnham Coverly had a life interest in the property under the will of her husband.

Next, from the senior partner, a solicitor of the old school who still retained pleasant memories of Sir Burnhams port, I learned a number of very significant details.

He paused, staring at me oddly; and the familiar expression beneath the unfamiliar disguise was very curious. Then:

About seven or eight years ago, he resumed, shortly after his return from Egypt, according to Mr. Hardacre, the solicitor, something occurred which made a changed man of his client, Sir Burnham. You will note, Mr. Addison, shortly after his return from Egypt. He realized upon quantities of securities, and raised a big sum of ready money, which he disposed of in some way which has always remained a mystery to Mr. Hardacre. In short, within a period of three years or less, from being a wealthy man, he became a poor one.

Next, he sent Mr. Roger Coverly, his only child, then a mere lad, abroad in care of a tutor; Mr. Hardacre never knew for what reason as there was apparently nothing wrong with the boys health! He began to dismiss his servants. The greater part of Friars Park was shut up and allowed to fall into decay. Finally, to Mr. Hardacres surprise and grief, Sir Burnham mortgaged the property. But it was the terms of the mortgage  which I was privileged to inspect  which aroused my curiosity.

In brief, the mortgagee agreed, in the event of Sir Burnhams death, to allow the widow to retain possession of the property for life, whether payments fell in arrears or otherwise!

But this I exclaimed.

Is, as a friend of yours once remarked, as mad as Alice in Wonderland! I agree. But to continue. At the time that this extraordinary agreement was drawn up, Mr. Hardacre went down to Friars Park, of course; and he was a witness of several most singular and significant occurrences. For instance, on the evening of his arrival, whilst he was dressing for dinner, Sir Burnham came running to his room and begged of him to lock his door and to remain in his room until his host gave him permission to come out! He was particularly warned against admitting any one who might knock in the interval!

Good heavens! I cried and did any one knock?

No one; but about half an hour later Sir Burnham came and released him. Mr. Hardacre was unspeakably distressed to observe that Sir Burnham looked white and ill; in fact, in Mr. Hardacres own words, five years older! Again, quite by accident, on the same night, he came upon his host kneeling in the chapel  in those days it still boasted a roof  deep in prayer. An atmosphere of indescribable horror, he declared, had settled upon Friars Park, and although, as he confessed, he had no evidence to prove the correctness of his theory, he nevertheless traced this to the person of the mortgagee. For it seemed to correspond roughly with the appearance in the neighborhood of this man  whom he now met for the first time.

Again Gatton paused, taking out his pipe and pouch, and:

Who was this person? I asked.

A certain Dr. Damar Greefe!

Good God! I cried where is all this leading us, Gatton?

It is leading us slowly to the truth, Mr. Addison, and that truth, when we come to it, is going to be more horrible than we even suspect. Passing over much of Mr. Hardacres evidence, I come to the death, in Switzerland, of Mr. Roger Coverly, under circumstances so obscure that I fear we shall never know the particulars. Of one thing, however, I am assured: there was foul play.

You mean that Roger Coverly was  murdered?

I really dont doubt it, replied Gatton, who, having filled his pipe, now lighted it. I believe he was the first victim.

The first victim?

Mr. Addison, I agree with the late Sir Burnhams solicitor, that the spider at the heart of this web is Dr. Damar Greefe. The shock of his sons premature death led to a collapse from which Sir Burnham never recovered, and Friars Park entered upon the final phase during which it was occupied by Lady Burnham who seems to have been wholly under the influence of this Eurasian doctor.

But, my dear Gatton! I cried where is Lady Burnham?

In my opinion, dead! he answered solemnly. Oh, it sounds preposterous, but in the case of this lonely woman who had apparently no living relatives and who was estranged from Sir Marcus and the other members of her husbands family, it was no very difficult matter to hush up the fact of her death.

But, Gatton, you dont mean that she, too, met with foul play?

Most certainly I dont! It is as clear as day that the whole object of this elaborate secrecy was to hide the fact of her death! She was infinitely more useful alive than dead, Mr. Addison; and they hoped to keep up the solemn farce until

Yes?

Until Sir Eric was hanged for the murder of his cousin!

Gatton! What do you mean?

He is the last of the Coverlys! answered Gatton simply. There would be no further danger of any one paying off the mortgage.

Danger?

Exactly. There is some secret at Friars Park  or at the Bell House  which necessitates the property remaining in the possession of Dr. Damar Greefe  as it has virtually remained since Sir Burnhams death! So much is clear, and although Eric Coverly has persisted in his obstinate silence, one of my assistants who has been at work on the late Sir Marcuss papers made a discovery yesterday, which together with what I had learned from Mr. Hardacre and your code message, brought me down to Crossleys post haste.

What was this discovery?

An invitation from Dr. Damar Greefe, dated only a short time after the death of Sir Burnham, to Sir Marcus, asking him to visit Friars Park! The doctor explained that the state of Lady Coverlys health made it impossible for her to entertain, but he assured Sir Marcus that she was anxious to see him and to heal any breach which might exist between them. Most significant of all, the Eurasian proposed that Sir Marcus should put up here!

At the Abbey Inn?

Exactly. Now the best room of the inn is that which you have been occupying  and it is that which Sir Marcus would have occupied had he accepted the doctors invitation. Listen then: all these clews seemed to point to Friars Park, but the receipt of your message mentioning one Damar Greefe as being a suspicious party, and asking me to look up his record, quite tipped the scales. I saw, frankly, that you had made a false move, but nevertheless it served my purpose, and I determined to look into the Crossleys end of the inquiry personally, without giving Dr. Damar Greefe reason to suspect that I was in any way associated with the matter.

I picked up one or two hints from the county police as to the geography as well as the notables of the neighborhood; and the plan which you put into execution to-night, I had adopted last night!

What! You visited Friars Park?

I did. But I did not enter through the French window. It never occurred to me that it would be unfastened! I had come provided with a neat set of burglars tools (and a warrant for use if necessary) and I broke into the kitchen! I found, as you afterwards found, that the place had obviously been deserted for a long time. I was badly puzzled. But my search was more detailed than yours. I climbed up to the top of the tower!

To the top of the tower!

Yes. Ill tell you what I found there in a minute. But, briefly, beyond learning that the story of the invalid Lady Coverly was a myth, I discovered nothing likely to help the inquiry. I seriously debated the idea of putting Dr. Damar Greefe under arrest; but finally I determined to watch him for a time without showing my hand. I had the good fortune to meet him this morning here at the Abbey Inn! Also, I saw your mysterious lady visitor! Lastly, I got into conversation with the man, Hawkins, who was accompanied by your friend, the mute!

Leaving this dangerous pair, I made a rush for the Bell House, thinking I saw my opportunity to examine it unmolested. I was too late, though. One of my assistants warned me of the Eurasians return just as I was about to enter.

I watched the house all day. But it was not until some time after dusk that the Eurasian came out. He went to Friars Park  and I followed him!

What! You were there to-night!

I was! I dogged Dr. Damar Greefe, determined to learn the nature of the business which brought him to Friars Park at such an hour. I may add that it was only by the merest accident or good luck that I fathomed it after all. I had no idea into what part of the building he had gone, but, knowing that he was somewhere inside, I watched from the shrubbery. In fact, I was still in the grounds when you arrived!

Then it was you I saw on the tower!

Oh, no, it was not! I had thoroughly examined the tower on my previous visit, and what I found there had puzzled me badly. In fact it was not until your admirable withdrawal from Friars Park to-night that the horrible explanation dawned upon me ...and I realized that the object of inviting Sir Marcus to Upper Crossleys was to remove him! The first plan failed, of course; he never came. He went back again on duty to Russia, I believe  for a time. But when he returned  a second was adopted, at the Red House. However  the murder-machine erected in accordance with the earlier plan was still there

Where? I cried in bewilderment.

On the tower of Friars Park! It was the appearance of Damar Greefe on the platform of the tower, armed with binoculars, which awakened me to the ghastly truth. The device, never used in the case of Sir Marcus, was not to be wasted, but was to be employed to remove a dangerous obstacle from the conspirators path! I had left the car near Crossleys, you see, and never in my life have I run as I ran after you to-night!

But, Gatton, what did you find on the tower  and what connection exists between the tower and the explosion which occurred here to-night?

This: a sort of small howitzer  I think of Krupps manufacture, but you would be better able to judge than I  is mounted on the platform of the tower! I examined it, Mr. Addison, last night, and like a fool concluded that it had been used at some time for a local celebration and never dismounted! It was trained  as I remembered nearly too late  and laid at a certain elevation in such a way that it was evidently never meant to be moved. Yet at the time the significance of this did not strike me. How the range was found so exactly we shall probably never know; but the truth suddenly burst upon me as you made off through the bushes and as Dr. Damar Greefe came out and began to peer through his glasses  that it was mechanically set in such a manner that it could drop a projectile into the window above the porch of the Abbey Inn!

Good God! Its hardly credible!

It isnt, I admit. But weather conditions favored him; there wasnt a breath of wind. And that he succeeded is proved by the fact that at the present moment your room below is probably still full of poison gas! Of course, it may not have been a gas-shell; he may have relied, as well he might do, on the burst! But Im taking no chances. You can well imagine that failing a knowledge of the arrangement on the tower, no explanation of the mystery would ever have been found! A thunder-bolt would be the popular theory, and if any fragments of shell were found who would ever know from where it had been fired?

Gatton, I said, I owe you my life. But why did this fiend try to murder me?

Gatton smiled.

I have a theory, Mr. Addison, he replied, and it is this: I believe he thought that the indiscretion of a certain mysterious lady would bring about his ruin. If I am not mistaken, she has already gone far to put his neck in a halter; and he was determined to nip this latest adventure in the bud by removing the object of her

I felt myself changing color, and:

For heavens sake say no more! I interrupted. It is a gruesome and horrible thought! Yet, perhaps you are right. What must we do, Gatton? These people have rendered the neighborhood uninhabitable for themselves, now, and

Dimly to my ears came the sound of a gun-shot.

And have fled! cried Gatton, springing up. Quick! we must chance the gas!

Why? What was that shot?

A signal! Dr. Damar Greefe and the cat have escaped!

He raced out across the landing, amid a chorus of frightened inquiries from the inn staff. I followed him into a front room, and:

This comes of turning my attention elsewhere for half an hour! he cried angrily. I seem to be cursed with fools for assistants!

Throwing up the window, he leaned out. I stood at his elbow; and as I looked I saw a great red glow rising from the distant woods. The sound of a car approaching at headlong speed reached my ears, and at the same moment I saw the headlights.

Hullo, there! cried Gatton. Blythe! Petersham!

The car stopped, and a cry came back:

Weve lost him, sir!... and the Bell House is in flames!


CHAPTER XXI IN LONDON AGAIN

Then the sudden change in the police attitude towards Eric, said Isobel, is not due to any discoveries which you or Inspector Gatton have made at Friars Park?

That I cannot say, I replied. We have made certain discoveries as I have already told you, but whilst they distinctly point to some criminal whose identity is not yet fully established, unfortunately I cannot say that in a legal sense they clear Coverly.

Isobel, as I had thought at the first moment of our meeting, looked very tired and had that pathetic expression of appeal in her eyes which had hurt me so much when first it had appeared there on the morning after the tragedy. She was palpably ill at ease, and I had small cause to wonder at this. Although a veiled paragraph (in which I thought I could detect the hand of Gatton) had appeared in the press on the previous day, briefly stating that evidence had been volunteered by Sir Eric Coverly which had led to an entirely new line of police inquiry, the item of news  which had naturally excited wide-spread interest  had never been amplified. Amid the alarms and excursions which had terminated my visit to Upper Crossleys, Gatton I supposed had forgotten to refer to this matter; but I did not doubt that the paragraph was an inspired one issued from Scotland Yard.

My friends object in circulating this statement was not by any means evident to me, but as I expected to see him later that day I hoped to be able to obtain from him some explanation of his new tactics.

Many hours had elapsed since, with the flames of the burning Bell House reddening the night behind me, and throwing into lurid relief the fir-groves surrounding Dr. Damar Greefes mysterious stronghold, I had been borne along the road towards London. That Gatton had hoped for much from a detailed search of the Eurasians establishment, I knew, for I had not forgotten his anger at the appearance of the flames above the tree tops which had told of the foiling of his plans.

Under cover of the conflagration the cunning Eurasian had escaped. Every possible means had been taken to intercept him, and whilst Gatton, inspired by I know not what hopes, had hastened to the burning Bell House, I had set out in the police car in pursuit of Dr. Damar Greefe accompanied by Detective-Sergeant Blythe  upon whom, apparently, the onus of the fiasco rested.

In despite of these measures, the hunted man had made good his retreat; and Blythe and I had entered the outskirts of London without once sighting the car in which Dannar Greefe had fled.

No communication reached me on the following morning, and I found myself, consumed with impatient curiosity, temporarily out of touch with Gatton. Then, shortly after mid-day, came a telegram:

Endeavor induce Sir Eric come to your house eight to-night. Will meet him there. Gatton.

Welcoming any ground for action  since to remain passive at such a time was torture  I called at once at Coverlys chambers. He was out. But I left an urgent written message for him, and in the hope of finding him with Isobel, hurried to her flat. He had not been there that day, however; and now I could only hope that he would return to his rooms in time to keep the appointment. For that Gatton had some good reason for suggesting the meeting I did not doubt.

Gatton and I were now agreed that Dr. Damar Greefe, if not directly responsible for the death of Sir Marcus, at least had been an accessory to his murder. At any rate he had shown his hand; firstly, in the attempted assault upon myself by his Nubian servant and secondly, by the devilish device whereby he had propelled some sort of gas projectile (for this we now knew it to have been) from the tower of Friars Park into my room at the Abbey Inn. I had, then, become obnoxious to him; he evidently regarded my continued existence as a menace to his own.

Two explanations of his attitude presented themselves: one, that my inquiries had led me daily nearer to the heart of the mystery; or, two, that the doctors mysterious associate, the possessor of the green eyes, had adopted an attitude towards myself which the Eurasian had counted sooner or later as certain to compromise him. In short, whilst it was sufficiently evident to me that these mysterious people residing at Upper Crossleys were the criminals for whom New Scotland Yard was searching, no definite link between their admittedly dangerous activities and the crime we sought to unravel, had yet been brought to light.

On the other hand, whilst it was not feasible to suppose that any relationship existed between Sir Eric, the new baronet, and the Eurasian, or the woman associated with the Eurasian, I was quite well aware that, equally, there was no evidence to show that such an association did not exist.

I longed to be able to offer some consolation to Isobel, who at this time was passing through days and nights of dreadful apprehension; but beyond imparting to her some of my own personal convictions, I was unable to say honestly that the complicity of Coverly in the murder was definitely and legally disproved.

If only he would break his absurd silence, she said suddenly. This ridiculous suspicion which still seems to be entertained in some quarters would be removed of course; but his every act since the night of the tragedy has only intensified it.

She sat facing me on the settee, her hands locked in her lap, and:

Do you refer to any new act of his, I asked, with which I am not at present acquainted?

She nodded slowly.

Yes, she said; but I can only tell you in confidence, for it is something which Inspector Gatton does not know.

Please tell me, I urged; for you are aware that I have no other object but the clearing of Coverly in the eyes of the police and the public.

Well, she continued, with hesitation, last night he lodged with me a copy of a declaration which he assured me cleared him entirely. But he imposed an extraordinary condition.

What was that? I asked with interest.

It was only to be used in the event of the worst happening! she said.

What do you mean? In the event of his being put on trial for murder?

Isobel nodded.

I suppose so, she said sadly; it seems madness, doesnt it?

Absolute madness! I agreed. If he is in a position to establish an alibi why not do it now and be done with the whole unsavory business?

That is exactly what I pointed out to him, but he was adamant on the matter and became dreadfully irritable and excited. I did not dare to press the point, so of course She shrugged her shoulders resignedly.

Was it a selfish joy, I wonder, which possessed me as I noted the restrained impatience with which Isobel spoke of Coverly? I suppose it was, and perhaps it was even indefensible; yet I record it, desiring to be perfectly honest with myself and with others. Nevertheless, in the near future I was to regret the sentiments which at that moment I entertained towards Coverly. But how was I to know in my poor human blindness that his innocence would soon be established in the eyes of the world by other means than the publication of the statement which he had so strangely placed with Isobel?

Since, excepting the telegram, no communication had reached me from Gatton, I could only assume that he had discovered nothing in the ruins of the Bell House of sufficient importance to justify a report. Doubtless he had reported to New Scotland Yard, but that his discoveries, if any, had not resulted in an arrest, was painfully evident.

My latest contribution to the Planet had been in the nature of a discursive essay rather than an informative article, although I had enlivened it with some account of my experiences at Upper Crossleys. But at the moment that I had set pen to paper I had realized the difficulty of expressing, within the scope of a newspaper contribution, the peculiar conditions which ruled in that oddly deserted village. And at Gattons request I had been most guarded in my treatment of the two abortive attempts made upon my own life by the Eurasian doctor.

The appeal in Isobels eyes, as I have said, was very difficult to resist, but after all I had little substantial consolation to offer; and in the circumstances I shall be understood, I think, when I say that it was with an odd sense of relief that I finally took my departure from her flat. To long for the right to comfort a woman as only a lover may do, and to suspect that this sweet privilege might have been his for the asking, is a torture which no man can suffer unmoved.

Anticipating, almost hourly, a further message from Gatton, I went first to the Planet offices, but although I lunched at the club and returned later, no news reached me there; whereupon, I proceeded to my cottage. As I walked down the high-street of the onetime village, passing that police-box at which (so far as my part in it was concerned) the first scenes of the drama actually had been laid, I was seized with wonder on reflecting that all these episodes, strange and tragic, had been crowded into so short a space of time.

An officer was on duty there as on the night when I had first made acquaintance with the green eyes of the woman of mystery; but I did not know the man and I walked on deep in meditation, until, arriving at the Red House, other and dreadful reflections were aroused by the sight of that deserted building.

There were no spectators to-day, for the first excitement aroused by the crime had begun to subside, and I did not even notice a constable posted there. Whereby I concluded that the investigations at the Red House had been terminated and that no more was hoped for from an examination of those premises.

Coates was awaiting me as I entered my cottage with the news that Inspector Gatton had telephoned an hour before from Crossleys, confirming his telegram and stating that he would call immediately he arrived in London. This was stimulating, and I only regretted that I had not been at home personally to speak to him. Then:

Sir Eric Coverly also rang up, sir, continued Coates, at about three oclock and said that he would be calling this evening at eight in accordance with your request.

I looked at the military figure standing bolt upright just within the doorway.

Good. Is that all? I asked.

That was all the message, sir, he reported.

I walked into the study in a very thoughtful mood, and from the open window contemplated that prospect of tree-lined road, now for ever to be associated in my mind with the darkest places in the tragedy in which I had so strangely become involved.

Gatton, I knew, entertained a theory that the selection of the Red House for the dreadful purpose for which it had been employed, was not the result of any mere accident, but was ascribable to the fact that the place was conveniently situated from the point of view of the assassin. In short, he had an idea that the London headquarters of the wanted man, whom we had now definitely invested with the personality of Dr. Damar Greefe, was somewhere within my immediate neighborhood!

It was a startling conclusion and one which rested, as I thought, upon somewhat slender premises; but nevertheless I found it disquieting. And recognizing how the more sinister manifestations of that singular green-eyed creature (whom I could never think of as a woman, nor indeed regard as anything quite human) were associated with darkness  a significantly feline trait  I confess to a certain apprehension respecting the coming night. This apprehension was strengthened no doubt by my memories of Gattons last words as I had been on the point of setting out from Upper Crossleys.

With their Friars Park base destroyed, Mr. Addison, he had said, they will be forced to fly to that other abode, at present unknown, from which I believe they conducted the elaborate assassination of Sir Marcus. The only alternative is flight from the country, and the mechanism of the C.I.D. having been put into motion, this we may regard as almost impossible  especially in view of the marked personality of Dr. Damar Greefe. Of course, he had added, they may have some other residence of which we know nothing but I incline to the idea that they will make for London.

That the published paragraph relating to Eric Coverlys alleged evidence was in some way associated with this theory of Gattons I knew, but of the soundness of his theory I had yet to learn.

Since (as Isobel had that day informed me) the document lodged with her was a profound secret from all, Cartons inspired paragraph could have been no more than a shot in the dark; and the fact that it had hit the mark one of those seeming coincidences which sometimes rest upon mere chance, but which rested, in this case upon a process of careful reasoning. The Inspector was certain, as I was certain, of Coverlys innocence, and he had credited him with an alibi because he knew that if he would but consent to break his inexplicable silence, he was in a position to establish one. Why he had forestalled Coverly I knew not.

I made a poor and hasty dinner, for I was too excited to eat, and returning to the study, I crossed to the bookcase and took down Masperos Egyptian Art. I idly glanced again through those passages which Gatton had copied into his note-book  the passages relating to the attributes of Bâst, the cat-goddess. My mind rested particularly, I remember, upon the line, she plays with her victim as with a mouse.

Stifling a somewhat weary sigh, I returned the book to its place and lingered looking out of the open window into the deepening dusk. Mentally my mood was a restless one, but it did not reflect itself physically; for I stood there leaning against the window whilst a procession of all the figures associated with the Oritoga mystery raced through my mind.

And presently as I stood there contemplating a mental image of the Eurasian doctor, I heard the telephone bell ring. The sound aroused me in a moment, and walking out into the little ante-room in which the instrument was placed, I took it up  anticipating Coates, who had immediately come in from the garden where he was engaged at the time.

Hello! I said.

A voice with which I was unfamiliar, a mans voice speaking rather thickly, replied:

Is that Mr. Addison?

Yes.

I have just arrived from Crossleys with Inspector Gatton. He requests me to ask you to meet him by the police-box at the corner of the high street immediately.

Very good, I said. I will come.

And, continued the voice could you spare Coates with the car for an hour?

Certainly, I replied. For what do you want him?

If he will take the car to Denmark Hill Station and be there by a quarter past eight, continued the voice, Detective-Sergeant Blythe will meet him. There is a large box, he added, which Inspector Gatton wishes to have taken to your house.

Very well, I said. Coates will start in ten minutes time, and I will come along immediately to meet Inspector Gatton.

I replaced the telephone upon the little table and went out into the garden, whither my man had returned.

Coates, I said, get out the Rover.

Coates immediately ceased his gardening operations and stood upright in an attitude of attention.

Very good, sir.

You will just have time to get ready at the garage and return here to admit Sir Eric Coverly at eight oclock. I am going out, now, to meet Inspector Gatton. But inform Sir Eric that I shall be back in a few minutes. Show him into the study and make him comfortable. You will then proceed in the Rover to Denmark Hill Station. You will meet there a man with a box  a detective from Scotland Yard who will make himself known to you. His name is Blythe. You have to bring the box back here.

Very good, sir, repeated Coates.

And as he entered the house he was already stripping off the old shooting jacket which he wore in the garden. For my part I slipped a light top-coat over my somewhat untidy house attire, and taking my hat and a stick, stepped quickly out along the road in the direction of the village street. A brisk walk brought me to the little sentry-box under the trees. But Gatton was not to be seen. Indeed, with the exception of several ordinary pedestrians who were obviously returning from the city to their homes (all of whom I scrutinized, thinking that Coverly might come this way) and the constable on duty at the point, there was no one about who looked in the least like either of my expected visitors.

Having waited for some ten minutes unavailingly, I spoke to the man in the box.

Good evening, constable, I said; I expected to meet a friend here  Inspector Gatton, of Scotland Yard  you may know him?

I know of him quite well, sir, answered the constable, and should recognize him if I saw him. But he has not been here this evening.

You have seen no one hanging about who might have been sent by him?

No one, sir.

Strange, I muttered; then: My name is Addison, constable, I said, and if any one should ask for me will you direct him to proceed to my house? And I gave the man instructions respecting its whereabouts.

I will, answered the constable; and wishing him good night, I retraced my steps, curious respecting the matter, but not apprehensive as I well might have been  and with no glimmering of the ghastly truth penetrating to my mind.


CHAPTER XXII THE GRAY MIST

I was about half-way on my return journey when I heard a car racing along the road behind me, and as it came nearer I detected the fact that it was slowing down. Ere I could turn:

Hi! Mr. Addison! hailed a voice.

I stopped, turned round, and there was Gatton leaning out of the car and staring towards me through the deepening dusk.

Why, Gatton! I said, walking up to him I waited more than ten minutes for you, and then gave it up.

Waited for me?

Yes, by the police-box.

He stared in evident wonder at me and then at the police chauffeur who drove the car.

Whatever prompted you to do that? he said. Coates must have given you the wrong message. I said I would come to the house for you, not meet you in the street.

Still I remained dense to the truth, and:

I know you did, I replied. I refer to the second message.

I sent no second message.

What!

Get in, cried Gatton shortly; this wants explaining.

I stepped into the car, and as it moved onward again I explained to the Inspector what had taken place. As I talked I saw his expression grow darker and darker, until finally:

Theres something wrong! he muttered.

Then you did not inspire the message?

I know nothing whatever about it. At the time you received it I was on my way from Crossleys. I have been traveling for the last hour and a half.

I stared at him very blankly. The object of such a communication was difficult to imagine, and I knew of nothing incriminating in my possession, which might have tempted the assassin to lure me from the house whilst he obtained possession of it.

In ever-growing excitement I watched the houses slipping behind us as we swept along. Then we came to the tree-lined expanse of road immediately leading to the cottage. As the car stopped, I leaped out quickly, Gatton close upon my heels, and ran up the path to the door.

From certain indications with which I was familiar, I observed that Coates was out, whereby I concluded that he had set off to meet the mythical man with a box. Not without apprehension I inserted the key in the lock and opened the door.

As I did so, I beheld a most singular spectacle.

The careful Coates had closed all the windows as usual before quitting the house, so that there was comparatively little draught along the corridor. But as the door swung open I perceived a sort of gray fog-like vapor floating over the carpet about a foot in depth and moving in slightly sinuous spirals upward towards the opened door!

At this phenomenon I stared in speechless astonishment; for whilst it resembled steam or the early morning mist which one sometimes sees upon the grass in hot weather, I was wholly at a loss to account for its presence inside my cottage!

Good heavens! cried Gatton, and grasped me by the arm with so strong a grip that I almost cried out. Look! Look!

What the devil is it? I muttered; and turning, I stared into his face. What can it be?

Stand back, he said strangely, and pulled me out into the porch. Do you notice a peculiar smell?

I do  a most foul and abominable smell.

Gatton nodded grimly.

God knows what has happened here since you left, he said; but of one thing I am sure  you must certainly bear a charmed life, Mr. Addison. There has been a third attempt at your removal!

This choking smell which now rose to my nostrils had in it something vaguely familiar, yet something which at that place and that time I found myself unable to identify; but:

We shall have to open the windows! rapped Gatton.

Suiting the action to the word, he took out his handkerchief, and holding it to his nostrils went running along the corridor, his feet oddly enveloped in that mysterious mist. A moment later I heard the bang of a swiftly raised window, then another, and:

Stand clear of the door! called a muffled voice.

A moment later Gatton came racing back again, coughing and choking because of the fumes which arose from that supernatural fog carpeting the passages.

The chauffeur now appeared upon the path leading from the gate to the porch, but:

Stay by the car! ordered Gatton. Dont move without instructions.

I scarcely noted his words. For I was watching the gray fog. In the dusk I could see it streaming out, that deathly mist, and creeping away across grass and flower-beds, right and left of the door.

Give it a chance to clear, said Gatton; I fancy one good whiff would finish any man!

Even as he spoke the words the nature of this vapor suddenly occurred to me, and:

The Abbey Inn! I whispered. The Abbey Inn!

Ah! said he youve solved the mystery, have you? But can you explain how this stuff comes to be floating about the floor of your house?

I cannot, I confessed. But at all costs we must go in. We must learn the worst!

Yes, well risk it now, said the Inspector.

Close together we entered and made our way towards the study. As we passed the door-way of the ante-room in which the telephone was placed. I glanced, aside, and thereupon:

My God, Gatton! I groaned. Look!

He pulled up and the two of us stood, horror-stricken, rooted to the spot, looking into the little room.

I have said that Coates invariably closed the windows before leaving the house, but here the window was open. Prone upon the floor was stretched the figure of a man!

He wore a light overcoat, and his hat lay under the telephone table  where it had evidently rolled at the moment of his fall. The poisonous smell was more apparent here than elsewhere; and looking down at the prone figure, the face of which was indiscernible because of the mans position:

Why, Gatton! I said in an awed whisper look!... he was speaking to some one!

Im looking! replied Gatton grimly.

Grasped rigidly in his left hand the fallen man held the telephone!

We want gas-masks for this job, said the Inspector.

His words were true enough. I had already recognized the odor of the foul stuff. It was identical with that which, as we had come down from the upper floor of the Abbey Inn, had proceeded from the room wherein the mysterious shell had exploded. In a word my cottage was filled with some kind of poison-gas!

We must risk it, anyway, said Gatton, and find out who it is.

I nodded, sick with foreboding. Stooping swiftly, he succeeded in turning over the prone figure, whereupon I quite failed to restrain a hoarse cry of horror....

It was Eric Coverly!

The fume-laden room seemed to swim around me as I looked down at the dreadfully contorted features over which was creeping that greenish tint which had characterized the face of Sir Marcus as I had seen it on the morning of the bodys recovery from the hold of the Oritoga.

Drag him out, said Gatton huskily; he may be alive.

But even as we bent to the attempt, both my companion and I were seized with violent nausea; for the wisps of gray mist which still floated in the air were nevertheless sufficiently deadly. However, we succeeded at last in dragging Eric Coverly into the passage. Here it became necessary to detach the telephone from the death-grip in which he held it.

I turned my head aside whilst Gatton accomplished this task; then together we bore Coverly out into the porch. At this point we were both overcome again by the fumes. Gatton was the first to recover sufficiently to stoop and examine the victim of this fiendish outrage. I clutched dizzily at an upright of the porch, and:

Dont tell me hes dead, I whispered.

But Gatton stood up and nodded sternly.

He was the last! he said strangely. They have triumphed after all.

The man who had driven the car and who now stood in a state of evident stupefaction looking over the gate, where he had been warned to remain by the Inspector, came forward on seeing Gatton beckoning to him.

Notify the local officer in charge and bring a doctor, said Gatton. He turned to me. Which is the nearest?

Rapidly I gave the man the necessary instructions and he went running out to the car and soon was speeding away towards the house of a local physician.

I find it difficult to recapture the peculiar horror of the next few minutes, during which, half-fearful of entering the cottage, Gatton and I stood in the little sheltered garden adjoining the porch looking down at the body of this man who had met his end under my roof, in circumstances at once dreadful and incomprehensible.

Tragically, Eric Coverly was vindicated; by his death he was proved innocent. And by the manner of his death we realized that he had fallen a victim to the same malign agency as his cousin.

I have explained that my cottage stood in a strangely secluded spot, although so near to the sleepless life of London; and I remember that throughout the period between the departure of the man with the car and his return with the doctor and two police officers whom he had brought from the local depot, only one pedestrian passed my door and he on the opposite side of the road.

How little that chance traveler suspected what a scene was concealed from his eyes by the tall hedges which divided the garden from the highroad! It was as the footsteps of this wayfarer became faint in the distance, that suddenly:

Come along! said Gatton. We might chance it now. I want to get to the bottom of this telephone trick.

We returned to the door of the ante-room, and side by side stood looking down at the telephone which had only been extracted from the grip of the dead man with so much difficulty. The Inspector stooped and took it up from the floor. The deadly gray mist was all but dissipated now, and together we stood staring stupidly at the telephone which Gatton held in his hand.

To all outward seeming it was an ordinary instrument, and my number was written upon it in the space provided for the purpose. Then, all at once, as we stepped into the room, I observed something out of the ordinary.

I could see a length of green cable proceeding from the wall-plug out through the open window. The cable attached to the instrument which Gatton held did not come from the proper connection at all, but came in through the window, and was evidently connected with something outside in the garden!

What does this mean, Gatton? I cried.

Evidently as deeply mystified as I, Gatton placed the telephone on the little table and fully opening the window, leaned out.

Hullo! he cried. The cable leads up to the roof of the tool-shed!

To the roof of the tool-shed! I echoed incredulously.

But Gatton did not heed my words, for:

What the devil have we here? he continued.

He was hauling something up from the flower-bed below the window, and now, turning to me, he held out ... a second telephone!

Why, Gatton! I cried, and took it from his hand, this is the authentic instrument! See! It is connected in the proper way!

I see quite clearly, he replied. It was simply placed outside, whilst a duplicate one was substituted for it. I observe a ladder against the shed. Let us trace the cable attached to the duplicate.

The ladder was one used by Coates about the garden; and now, climbing out of the window, Gatton mounted it and surveyed the roof of the lean-to which I used as a tool-shed.

Ha! he exclaimed. A gas cylinder!

What!

He fingered the green cable.

This is not cable at all, he cried; its covered tubing! Do you see?

He descended and rejoined me.

You see? he continued. A call from the exchange would ring the bell in the ante-room here. This devilish contrivance  he pointed to the false telephone is really hollow. The weight of the receiver hermetically closes the end of the tube, no doubt. But any one answering the call and taking up the duplicate instrument would receive the full benefit of the contents of the cylinder which lies up there on the roof!

My God, Gatton! I muttered. The fiends! But why was the contrivance not removed?

They hadnt time, he said grimly. They had not counted on the death-grip of the victim!

I heard a car come racing up to the gate, followed by the sound of many excited voices.

At last we know where the gray mist came from, I said, as Gatton and I walked through the cottage to meet the new arrivals.

We know more than that, he retorted. We know how Sir Marcus died!

Gatton! I cried excitedly, as we approached a group waiting in the porch do you mean

He looked at me grimly.

I mean, he said slowly, that I have not forgotten the gas-plug in the wall of that recess in the supper-room at the Red House! The only thing I was doubtful about (the means by which the victim was induced to admit the gas into the room) is now as clear as daylight.

You are right, Gatton, I agreed. The same trick has succeeded twice.

The same trick, as you say, Mr. Addison; with one trifling variation, a device which would only suggest itself to such a brain as that of

Dr. Damar Greefe! I cried.

I believe you are right.

And now fell an awesome silence; for whilst Gatton and I stood bare-headed, the unfortunate Eric Coverly was being carried out to the waiting car; and even as I turned my eyes away in horror from that spectacle, I was endeavoring to frame the words in which I should acquaint Isobel with this second ghastly tragedy.

Here, indeed, was a new development of the Oritoga mystery; and so queerly does the mind depart from the actualities at such a moment that I found myself thinking, even whilst Gatton was talking to me, of the bold head-lines which would greet readers of the press in the morning  and of the renewed excitement which would sweep throughout the length and breadth of the land when this dreadful alibi was proven.

Over the details of that gruesome tragedy I feel myself compelled to pass lightly, for even now the horror of it remains with me. The fumes of the poisonous gray mist lingered for hours in the house; and there were official visitations, testimonies and attestations, and the hundred and one formalities which invariably accompany such a tragedy but which I need not deal with in detail here.

Coates returned with the Rover, just as the body of the victim was being removed, and his account of what had occurred was simple enough, and followed the lines which we had anticipated. He had locked up and then gone to the garage for the car as I had directed him to do, returning to the cottage in time to admit Eric Coverly, whom he showed into the study, having informed him that I should be back in less than ten minutes. He had then proceeded to Denmark Hill railway station only to find, as I had found, that the appointment was a hoax and the man with a box a myth.

You see, said Gatton, the scheme of the plotter was simply this: to get Coates out of the way for a long enough time to allow the substitution of the telephone to be accomplished. The fact that Coates had closed the windows before leaving the house didnt interfere very much with the scheme. Its an old-fashioned catch on the ante-room window, and I have seen the marks upon the brass-work where it was forced from the outside with the blade of a knife. For the person who opened the window to take out the real telephone and put the other in its place was easy; and all that remained was to lift the gas-cylinder on to the shed and partly reclose the window as we found it. Coates, even if he had troubled to look, would not have noticed any difference in the dusk. It is the next move, however, which I find most interesting.

Gatton spoke with repressed excitement, and:

What do you mean by the next move? I asked.

Well, he replied, we have good evidence to show that the assassin possesses an almost Napoleonic capacity for working by the time-table. Witness the employment of Constable Bolton in the Red House affair  which showed that our man was perfectly acquainted with the movements of the officer on that beat and timed his scheme accordingly. Very well ... having laid the telephone trap in your ante-room  did our man hurry away and make the call in person, which brought Coverly to the phone?  or did he remain watching the house and give the signal to some one else to do it?

I cannot imagine, Gatton. Nor does the point strike me as important.

No? said Gatton, smiling triumphantly. Then I must explain. Whereas, in the Red House, the scheme worked automatically  for the time of Sir Marcuss arrival was fixed  in the present instance, some one had to watch for your return from the mythical appointment!

For my return?

Unquestionably! This scheme was arranged for your benefit, Mr. Addison. Unknowingly, poor Coverly saved you from a dreadful fate at the price of his own life! You see, they did not know that Coverly was coming here! Now, it will not have escaped your attention that he wore a soft felt hat, a light overcoat, and carried a black cane. So did you when you went out to keep the appointment made by the assassin!

He paused, staring at me hard, and:

Whoever was watching for your return, he said solemnly, mistook Coverly for you! The moment that Coates drove away, the signal was given. It must have been. We were back here a few minutes later, Now do you see?

I do not, Gatton! What are you driving at?

At this: The telephone call must have been made from somewhere in the immediate neighborhood! There wasnt time to do it otherwise. And there is no public call office within a mile which is open after seven oclock!

Good heavens! I cried. At last I understand!

Gatton looked at me, smiling in grim triumph; and:

Dr. Damar Greefe has a residence somewhere within a quarter-mile radius of this house! he declared. He has betrayed himself! Then  look here.

Unscrewing the front of the mouthpiece of the false telephone, he took out the strip of cardboard upon which my number was written, turned it over ... and there upon the back was another number!

Just look up Dr. Brown-Edwards, he said. He was the last occupant of the Red House, and may still be in the book.

Grasping the purpose of his inquiry, excitedly I did as he directed; and there sure enough the number appeared!

The identical instrument that was used at the Red House! cried Gatton. Note the artistic finish with which even the correct exchange numbers are looked up!

I sank back in my chair, silent, appalled at the perverted genius of this fiend whom we were pitted against in a life-or-death struggle. But presently:

What was the object of the opening and closing of the garage doors at the Red House? I asked, almost mechanically.

Simple enough, Gatton replied. Whereas here the telephone was installed, so that the bell could be rung by some one merely calling up your number  and the ringing stopped by the caller telling the exchange he had made a mistake  in the Red House, as I have discovered, the phone had been disconnected shortly after Dr. Brown-Edwards left the place.

Then the opening and closing of the doors was merely a device for ringing the bell?

Yes. The opening of the first door set it ringing and the opening of the second probably stopped it. Mr. Addison, he stood up, resting his hands upon the table and regarding me fixedly we enter upon the final battle of wits: New Scotland Yard versus Dr. Damar Greefe and the green-eyed lady of Bâst. Regarding the latter  there is a very significant point.

What is that?

The voice on this last occasion was that, not of a woman, but of a man.


CHAPTER XXIII. THE INEVITABLE

I very much regret having to trouble you, Miss Merlin, at such a time, said Inspector Gatton, but as the paper lodged with you by the late Sir Eric Coverly may throw some light upon a very dark matter, perhaps you will read it to us.

I watched the play of expression upon Isobels face with a depth of sympathy which I cannot attempt to describe. The successive trials which had been imposed upon her in so short a time had robbed her cheeks of their sweet color and there were dark shadows under her eyes. The tumult of my own feelings was such that I was scarcely capable of consistent thought nor had I the moral courage to examine those emotions which stirred so wildly within me.

Late on the previous night I had performed the unhappy duty of breaking to her the news of Coverlys dreadful death. I shall never forget that black hour. Her courage, however, under all these trials had been admirable, and although I well knew what it must have cost her, she replied now with perfect composure:

Look  I took it out of my bureau when I heard that you were here, Inspector.

She took up from the table a foolscap envelope sealed and having her name written upon it in large and somewhat unsteady characters.

I would suggest, said Gatton, with a delicacy which earned my gratitude, that you read it yourself first, Miss Merlin. If there is anything helpful in it you can then communicate it to me.

I saw Isobel biting her lip hard, but she resolutely tore open the envelope; and leaving her to read the contents, I joined Gatton at the window. We both stood staring out for what seemed a very long time, then:

It is rather long, said Isobel in a low voice.

Gatton and I turned together, and saw her, looking even more pale than before, seated by the table holding a sheet of notepaper in her hand. Without glancing at either of us, she began to read as follows, in an even and monotonous voice which I knew she had adopted to hide her emotion:

This account of my movements on the night of August 6th will only be read in the event of my being falsely adjudged guilty of the murder of my cousin, Marcus Coverly, or in the event of my death.

On the afternoon of that date I was informed over the telephone that my fiancée, Isobel Merlin, was meeting Sir Marcus the same night at a place called the Red House. The address was given me and I was asked, in case I doubted the word of the speaker, to watch Miss Merlins movements that evening.

I had already quarreled with my cousin respecting his unwelcome attentions and although the result did not confirm the promise of the informant, in part at least the information was accurate. I have no idea of the speakers identity except that the voice was the voice of a woman.

Not desiring to trust any one in such a matter I, myself, obtained in a remote district the dilapidated garments which are now in the possession of the police and respecting which they have subjected me to close examination. Attired in these and having my face and hands artificially dirtied as a further disguise, I left my chambers by a back entrance about nine oclock, and not having sufficient confidence in my make-up to enter a public vehicle, walked the whole of the way to College Road.

I had little difficulty in finding the Red House, but on discovering that it was vacant, I immediately suspected a hoax. However, I determined to wait in the neighborhood until the time at which the voice had warned me the meeting was to take place. There were very few people about and a tremendous downfall of rain drenched me to the skin, for the only shelter afforded was that of the trees bordering the road unless I had been content to abandon my watch.

Just before the downpour ceased but after it had abated its first fury, I came out from my inadequate shelter and began to walk in the direction of the High Street. I had not gone more than twenty paces when I saw a cab approaching, and the man, seeing my bedraggled figure, slowed up, and to my astonishment asked me the way to the Red House.

I immediately peered into the cab  to find that the passenger was none other than Marcus Coverly. I had begun to doubt, but at this I doubted no longer. I gave the cabman the necessary directions and, slowly following on foot, I saw from the shelter of the trees on the opposite side of the road, Sir Marcus dismiss the cab and walk up the drive of the empty house.

He was alone, and since I knew that Miss Merlin had not preceded him, I could only conclude that she would be following later. Accordingly I walked slowly away from the Red House again in the direction of the High Street, and some five minutes later I passed a constable accompanied by a man wearing a light Burberry and a soft hat, whom I knew later (although I failed to recognize him at the time) to have been Mr. Jack Addison.

I stood at the corner by the High Street until long after midnight. Twice I returned to the Red House and once even penetrated as far as the porch; but although I thought I could detect a light shining out through the shutters of the room on the right of the door, I could not be sure of it and there was no sound of movement within.

These were my only discoveries, and very wretched and dissatisfied I tramped back to my chambers wondering what the visit of Marcus Coverly to this apparently empty house could mean and why he had remained there, but particularly wondering why the voice had told me this part-truth which had turned me into a spy unavailingly.

The discovery made at the docks on the following day placed a new and dreadful construction upon the motives of the speaker, and I awakened to the fact that although entirely innocent of any complicity I had laid myself open to a charge of having been concerned in the murder of my cousin.

My ill-advised attempt to conceal the garments which I had used as a disguise, and of which I had not known how to dispose, was dictated by panic. I knew the police were watching me and I was fool enough to think that I could escape their vigilance.

This is all I have to say. It explains nothing and it does not exonerate me, I am aware, but I swear that it is the truth,

(Signed) ERIC COVERLY, Bart.

Although she retained so brave a composure I recognized the strain which this new and cruel ordeal had imposed upon Isobel; and Gatton incurred a further debt of gratitude by his tactful behavior, for:

Miss Merlin, he said earnestly you are a very brave woman. Thank you. I only wish I could have spared you this.

Shaking me warmly by the hand, he bowed and departed, leaving me alone with Isobel.

As the sound of his footsteps died away Isobel returned again to the seat from which she had risen; and a silence fell between us. My own feelings I cannot attempt to depict, but I will confess that I was afraid of my humanity at that moment. Never had Isobel seemed more desirable; never had I longed as I longed now to take her in my arms.

The tension of that silence becoming insupportable:

You will not stay here alone? I asked in an unnatural voice.

Isobel, without looking up, shook her head.

I am going to Mrs. Wentworth  my Aunt Alison, she replied.

Good, I said. I am glad to know that you will be in her cheery company.

Mrs. Wentworth was, indeed, a charming old lady, and so far as I knew, Isobels only relation in London, if not in England. She occupied a house which, like herself, was small, scrupulously neat and old-worldly. One of those tiny residences which, once counted as being in the country, had later become enmeshed in the ever-spreading tentacles of greater London.

It was situated on the northern outskirts of the county-city, and although rows of modern villas had grown up around it, within the walls of that quaint little homestead one found oneself far enough removed from suburbia.

When are you going, Isobel? I asked.

I think, she replied, in the morning.

Will you let me drive you in the Rover?  or are you taking too much baggage?

Oh, no, she said, smiling sadly I am going to live the simple life for a week. Going out shopping with Aunt Alison  and perhaps sometimes to the pictures!

Then I can drive you over?

Yes  if you would like to, she answered simply.

I took my leave shortly afterwards and proceeded to the Planet office. I had work to do, but I must admit that I little relished the idea of returning to my cottage. Diverted, now, from the notorious Red House, public interest had centered upon my residence, and the seclusion which I had gone so far to seek was disturbed almost hourly by impertinent callers who seemed to think that the scene of a sensational crime was public property.

Coates had effectually disillusioned several of them on this point, but, nevertheless, the cottage had become distasteful to me. I realized that I must seek a new residence without delay. Shall I add that the primary cause of my reclusion no longer operated so powerfully? Of my dreams at this time I will speak later; but here I may say that I knew, and accepted the knowledge with a fearful joy, that if my new house of hope was doomed to be shattered, no spot in broad England could offer me rest again.

It was not then, until late that night, that I returned to my once peaceful abode. Coates was waiting up for me, but he had nothing of importance to report, apparently, until, when I had dismissed him, he turned in the doorway, and:

Excuse me, sir, he said  and cleared his throat.

Yes, Coates?

About half an hour ago, sir, the dogs all around started howling, sir. I thought Id better mention it, as Inspector Gatton asked me this morning if I had ever heard the dogs howling.

I looked at him straightly.

Inspector Gatton asked you thus?

He did, sir. So I have reported the occurrence, Good night, sir.

Good night, Coates, I replied.

But for long enough after his departure I sat there in the armchair in my study, thinking over this seemingly trivial occurrence. From where I sat I could see the light shining upon the gilt-lettered title of Masperos Egyptian Art  and my thoughts promised to be ill bedfellows.

Contrary to custom, I slept that night with closed windows! And although I awakened twice, once at two oclock and again at four, thinking that I had heard the mournful signal of the dogs, nothing but my own uneasy imagination disturbed my slumbers.

Breakfast despatched, and my correspondence dealt with, I sent Coates to the garage for my little car, and since I should have another companion, left him behind, and myself drove to Isobels flat. Woman-like, she was not nearly ready, and there was much bustling on the part of the repentant Marie  who had been retained in spite of her share in the tragedy of Sir Marcuss death  before we finally set out for Mrs. Wentworths.

Isobel was very silent on the way, but once I intercepted a sidelong glance and felt my heart leaping madly when she blushed.

Mrs. Wentworth made me very welcome as had ever been her way. She was an eccentric, but embarrassingly straightforward old lady; and if I had heeded her simple motherly counsel in the past all might have been different.

She bore Isobel off to her room, leaving me to my own devices, for she had never observed any ceremony towards me in all the years that I had known her, but had taught me to make myself at home beneath her hospitable roof. I knew, too, because she had never troubled to disguise the fact, that she regarded Isobel and me as made for one another. Isobels engagement to poor Eric Coverly, Mrs. Wentworth had all along regarded as a ghastly farce, and I can never forget her reception of me on the occasion of my first visit after returning from Mesopotamia.

Half an hour or so elapsed, then, before Isobel returned; and, although she came into the room confidently enough, the old tension reasserted itself immediately. I felt that commonplaces would choke me. And although to this day I cannot condone my behavior, for the good of my soul I must confess the truth.

I took her in my arms, held her fast and kissed her.

An overwhelming consciousness of guilt came to me even as her lips met mine, and, releasing her, I turned aside, groaning.

Isobel! I said hoarsely Isobel, forgive me! I was a cad, a villain... to him. But  it was inevitable. Try to forget that I was so weak. But, Isobel

I felt her hand trembling on my arm.

We must both try to forget, Jack, she whispered.

I grasped her hands and looked eagerly  indeed I think wildly  into her eyes.

Because my life is over if I lose you, I said, I suppose I was mad for a moment. Tell me that one day  when it is fit and proper that you should do so  you will give me a hearing, and I will perform any penance you choose. I acted like a blackguard.

Stop! she commanded softly.

She raised her eyes, and her grave, sweet glance cooled the fever which consumed me and brought a great and abiding peace to my heart.

You were no more to blame than I! she said. And because  I understand, it is not hard to forgive. I dont try to excuse myself, but even if  he  had lived, I could never have gone on with it, after his ... suspicions. Oh, Jack! why did you leave me to make that awful mistake?

My dearest, I replied, God knows I have suffered for it.

Please, she said, and her voice faltered, help me to be fair to ... him. Never  never  speak to me again  like that ... until

But the sentence was never completed; for at this moment in bustled Aunt Alison  in appearance a white-haired, rosy-faced little matron, very brisk in her movements and very shrewd-eyed. A dear old lady, dearer than ever to me in that she had tried so hard to bring Isobel and my laggard self together. She had, as usual, more to say than could be said in the time at her disposal. As we proceeded to the dining-room:

Now then, you boys and girls, Im starving, if youre not. What a time Ive had with cook, not knowing when you might be here. Cooks leaving to be married: Im afraid shes neglected this sea-kale. Dear, dear! what love will do for peoples minds, to be sure. Put your hair straight, Isobel, dear, or Mary will think Jack has been kissing you! I saw her kiss the postman yesterday. Mary, I mean! Youre eating like a pigeon, Jack! Gracious me! Wheres the pepper? Mary! Ring the bell, Isobel. I must speak to that postman; hes made Mary forget to put any pepper in the cruet, and any one might have seen them. It isnt respectable!

Dear Aunt Alison! I said, as the active old lady ran out (Mary not being promptly enough in attendance). She loves to keep running in and out like a waiter! What a friend she has been to me, Isobel! You could not be in better company at such a time.

Shes a darling! agreed Isobel, and when I met her glance across the table she blushed entrancingly.

Then, in a moment, tears were in her eyes; and knowing of whom she was thinking, I sat abashed  guilty and repentant. I had transgressed against the murdered man; and there and then I made a solemn, silent vow that no word of love again should pass my lips until the fit and proper time of mourning was over. Because I faithfully kept this vow, I dare to hope that my sin is forgiven me.

Luncheon at that homely house, with Isobel, was an unalloyed delight; and I regretted every passing minute which brought me nearer to the time when I must depart. But when at last I said good-by it was a new world upon which I looked  a new life upon which I entered. I have said that to-day I venture to hope my poor human transgression is forgiven me. Yet it did not go unpunished. Little did I dream, in my strange new happiness, how soon I was to return to that house  how soon I was to know the deadliest terror of my life.


CHAPTER XXIV A CONFERENCE  INTERRUPTED

The case has narrowed down, said Gatton, from my point of view, into the quest of one man

Dr. Damar Greefe!

Precisely. You have asked me what I found at Friars Park and the Bell House, and I can answer you very briefly. Nothing! The latter place, had quite obviously been fired in a systematic and deliberate way. I suspect that the contents of the rooms had been soaked with petrol. It burned to a shell and then collapsed. At the present moment it is merely a mound of smoking ashes.

Of course, the local fire-brigade was hopelessly ill-equipped, but even with the most up-to-date appliances I doubt if the conflagration could have been extinguished. The men watching the house were thrown quite off their guard when flames began to leap out of the windows: hence, the escape of Damar Greefe.

You are sure he did escape?

Gatton stared at me grimly.

To whom do you suppose you are indebted for the telephone trick? he asked. Besides  Blythe, the fool, actually heard the car at the moment that it came out on to the highroad! Oh, they bungled the thing villainously. My Marathon feat saved your life, Mr. Addison, but it looks like losing me the case! We have the Hawkins couple. But, although a graceless pair, they were more dupes than knaves. I am convinced, personally, that neither of them suspected that Lady Burnham Coverly was dead. Damar Greefe had represented to them that she had lost her reason.

Good heavens! what a scheme!

What a scheme, indeed. Hawkins seems to have considered that his duty  which was merely to keep intruders out of the park  was dictated by necessity. He thought that if Lady Coverlys real condition became known she would be removed to a madhouse! He also thought that a nurse was in attendance.

A nurse!

Yes. He assured me that he had heard and seen her! Mrs. Hawkins also was certain on the point. Neither of them were ever allowed in the house, by the way. But Damar Greefe paid them well  and they were satisfied. The identity of the nurse is evident, I think?

Perfectly evident. But how was poor Lady Coverly disposed of  and why this elaborate secrecy?

Well, replied Gatton slowly out of the multitude of notes which I have compiled upon the case, I have worked out a sort of summary, and it amounts to this: The whole series of outrages turns upon something in the financial arrangements of the late Sir Burnham of benefit to the Eurasian doctor. It may be that Damar Greefe had some secret locked up in the Bell House which he could not very well remove, and that the greatest peril he feared was the taking over of the Park property by an heir. I assume he had complete authority over the late Lady Burnham; and his object in concealing her death (for our investigations at Friars Park have definitely established the fact that no one had resided there for twelve months at least) was clearly this: he hoped to carry on the pretense of attending upon the invalid until

Until there was no heir to the property remaining alive! I interrupted excitedly. Exactly, Gatton! That is my own theory, too!

We have now received, continued the Inspector, some particulars concerning the circumstances of Roger Coverlys death in Basle. Whilst there was no direct evidence of foul play (and at that time at any rate no reason to suspect it) I am convinced that the local physician who attended him at the hotel and the specialist who was sent for post-haste from Zurich were by no means agreed as to the cause of death.

The symptoms were apparently not unlike those which would be caused by a snake-bite, for instance; but naturally one does not look for poisonous snakes in Switzerland. There was some sort of inflammation of the skin apparently  he consulted a page of his note-book which might have been eczema or something similar, of course, but which according to medical evidence had no apparent connection with the cause of his death. This was given in the certificate simply as syncope  although there did not appear to be any hereditary cardiac trouble or anything of the kind to account for a young fellow of that age dying suddenly of heart failure. And there had been nothing in his life during his sojourn at Basle which would help to clear up the mystery.

However, no doubt seems to have arisen at the time, as you can well understand; nevertheless, I, personally, count the death of Roger Coverly as the first of the outrages to be laid to the credit of Dr. Damar Greefe!

The object of the whole thing is still completely dark to me, I declared.

In a sense it is dark to me, replied Gatton; but considering that the boy died at a time when the health of his father, Sir Burnham, was already giving cause for anxiety, I maintain that he was removed because his inheritance of Friars Park was feared  by some one. The invitation from Dr. Damar Greefe to Sir Marcus is a very significant piece of evidence, of course; and when we consider that it reached Sir Marcus within a very short time of his return from Russia, the conclusion is obvious.

He inherited the title on the death of Sir Burnham, whilst he was on service in Archangel. Being in Russia, I conclude that he was not accessible from the Eurasian doctors point of view. Directly he became accessible, this invitation arrived; and it is perfectly clear that the fate intended for him was that which so nearly befell yourself! Remember, I have seen the gun mounted on the tower of Friars Park and I assure you it was not placed there yesterday. In short, I have no doubt that it was put there in anticipation of Sir Marcuss visit and only employed in your case as a sort of afterthought.

The Red House plot was the next move on the part of the Eurasian, and it succeeded almost faultlessly. The accident at the docks prevented the scheme being carried out in all its details, but it did not entirely dislocate the murderers arrangements, for it left us with no better clew to his identity than the statuette of the cat.

The presence of that statuette calls for some explanation, Gatton, I said.

Gatton very carefully lighted his pipe.

That is true, he admitted, but I will come to this side of the case later; at present I am summing up the evidence against Damar Greefe  who is certainly the acting partner in this series of outrages against the members of the house of Coverly. Observe the ingenuity of the Red House plot.

He hoped by this not only to bring about the death of Sir Marcus, but also, by conviction for his murder, the death of the next heir, Mr. Eric Coverly! In fact, so well was his plan conducted, that even now  although we know poor Sir Eric to have been innocent  you will note that he has been unable to establish an alibi even by a full confession of his movements on the night of the crime! In other words, if he had not fallen a victim to the precipitancy of his enemies, to-day his name would be under as black a cloud as ever. It was with the idea of clearing him that I caused those paragraphs to be distributed to the press, in which I anticipated the existence of such a confession as he had actually made  but, I may add, of one more convincing than that which we heard Miss Merlin read.

Do you mean, Gatton, I said, looking hard at him, that by professing to have established the innocence of Eric Coverly, you hoped to draw down upon him the renewed activities of his enemies?

Gatton looked rather guilty, but:

I do admit it! he said. Nevertheless he did not fall a victim to this trap which I had laid for him in his own best interests. After all, you must admit that his death was an accident; for he suffered the penalty of your misdeeds.

My misdeeds! I cried.

Gatton smiled grimly.

I say misdeeds, he continued although they were not conscious on your part. But it is fairly evident, I think, that whereas the unknown partner of Dr. Damar Greefe was an active enemy of the Coverlys (witness the evidence of the voice and of the cat statuette), it is to Dr. Damar Greefe himself that you are indebted for the three attempts on your life; the first two at Upper Crossleys and the third here in your own home by the simple but deadly expedient of substituting for your own phone the duplicate one which previously had been employed so successfully at the Red House! He hoped to remove a dangerous obstacle from his path and a menace to this safety.

But, my dear Gatton, why should he regard me as a menace more deadly than you, for instance?

The reason is very plain, answered Gatton. I dont think he paid you the compliment of regarding your investigations as likely to prove more successful than my own, but I do think that he apprehended danger from the indiscretions of his lady accomplice.

Do you refer to the woman who visited me at the Abbey Inn?

I do, said Gatton shortly, and to the woman who visited you here and stole the statuette of Bâst! The history of Edward Hines and his predecessor, which you have so admirably summarized, points to the presence in the Upper Crossleys neighborhood of such a character as we have been seeking ever since your experience here (I refer to the cat-eyes which looked in through the window).

I begin to see, Gatton, I said slowly.

With what object this unknown woman visited you at the Abbey Inn I cannot conjecture, but doubtless this would have been revealed had not her visit been interrupted and terminated by the appearance of the Eurasian doctor upon the scene. From your own account she recognized that she had committed an indiscretion by coming there, and of the doctors anger  which he was quite unable to conceal  you have told me. Note also that the next episode was your being followed by Cassim, the Nubian, undoubtedly with murderous intent. Then, recognizing that he had hopelessly compromised himself, the Eurasian took desperate means to silence you for ever.

He did, I said, and came very near to succeeding. But to return, Gatton, to this problem of the image of Bâst. You see, the figure of a cat was painted upon the case in which Sir Marcuss body was found and the image of a cat was discovered inside the case. Then, you will not have overlooked the significance of the fact that Edward Hines was the recipient of a present from his unknown friend which also took the form of a gold figure of a cat, and which I found, when I examined it, to be of ancient Egyptian workmanship.

Right! said Gatton, and emphatically bringing his open hand down upon the table: I said at the very beginning of the case, Mr. Addison, that it turned upon the history of this Egyptian goddess, and I think my theory has been substantiated at every point.

It has, Inspector, I agreed; but I dont know that the fact enlightens us very much; for it merely indicates that the man whom you declare to be the central figure of the conspiracy is only a secondary figure, and that all we know about the person whom we may regard as the prime mover is that she is a woman  apparently possessing supernormal eyes which glitter in the dark. She is also associated in some way with the figure of Bâst. What is her relation to Dr. Damar Greefe and in what way is she interested in the destruction of the Coverly family?

Gatton smoked in silence for a while, staring at me reflectively, then:

If we knew that, Mr. Addison, he said, we should know all there is to know about the Oritoga mystery. But I think we should have advanced a long step towards this information if we could apprehend the Eurasian. Of course we have gathered up all the ragged details of the Red House incident: I refer to the carter who delivered the crate and collected it in the morning, of the caterer who supplied the supper and so forth. As I had fully expected, none of the evidence helped us at all.

The voice, I began.

Exactly! The same voice beyond a doubt, and the whole thing worked through the means of district messengers and others, telephonically instructed. No one appeared throughout, Mr. Addison.

Yet, I said deliberately, there was one point at which some one must have appeared

Yes, he interrupted, some one dragged the body out of that supper-room, down to the garage, and packed it in the crate.

You have definitely convinced yourself that the telephone device was practiced there?

Beyond question. Havent you seen the exchange number? That plug where at some time a gas-fitting had been fixed up in the wall  you remember?  proved on investigation to communicate with an empty room adjoining. The gas cylinder was placed there of course, and the telephone in the recess of the supper-room, where, fastened in by the velvet curtain, any one using the poison installation would be suffocated almost immediately.

Good God, Gatton! I cried. Its a horrible business, and for my own part I have no idea what the next step should be.

Im a bit doubtful, myself, admitted Gatton; but you know the line of reasoning which has led me to the conclusion that these people possess a base of operations somewhere in this district. I am having the neighborhood scoured pretty thoroughly, and I think it is merely a question of time, now, for us to hem in the wanted man

And the wanted woman! I added.

We were interrupted by a knock at the study door, and Coates came in with the evening mail.

Excuse me, Gatton, I said  for I had observed that one of the letters was from Isobel.

Eagerly I tore open the envelope ... and what I read struck a sudden chill to my heart. Looking up:

Gatton! I cried Miss Merlin has received, by post, a small statuette of Bâst!

What!

From her brief description I am almost tempted to believe that it is the one which was stolen from here! She is dreadfully frightened, naturally.

The Inspector stood up.

We must see it, he said rapidly, at once; and we must see the wrapping it came in and the postmark. It is maddening, he burst out angrily, to think that Dr. Damar Greefe may be somewhere within less than half a mile of us as we sit here now, that we could ring him up if we knew his number; but that even with all the resources of the Criminal Investigation Department at work we may yet be unable to find him! Even an outside suburb like this is a very big place to search and the job is something like looking for a needle in a haystack!

My own frame of mind was one of horrible doubt and indecision. I knew not what to do for the best; and Gatton had begun to pace up and down like a caged wild beast. Therefore:

Fill your pipe, I said wearily. A lot may depend upon our next move. To make a false one would perhaps be fatal.

Gatton stared at me almost savagely, then threw himself back into the armchair from which he had arisen, and was just reaching out for the tobacco-jar which I had pushed before him, when a bell rang. I heard Coates opening the front door, and wondering whom this late visitor could be, I stared questioningly at the Inspector.

Came a tap upon the door.

Come in, I cried.

Coates entered, and standing stiffly in the doorway:

Dr. Damar Greefe! he announced.

Unmoved, he stood aside; and whilst Gatton and I slowly rose from our chairs in a state of utter stupefaction, the Eurasian doctor entered, and stood, a tall, gaunt figure, towering over the burly form of Coates in the doorway!

His hawk eyes blazed feverishly and his face was drawn and haggard, whilst I observed with a sort of horrified wonder that he seemed to be almost too weak to stand. For, as Gatton and I came finally to our feet, he clutched at the edge of a bookcase, but recovered himself, bowed in that stately fashion which immediately translated me in spirit to the strange library in the Bell House, and:

Gentlemen, he said, and his harsh voice rose scarcely above a whisper pray resume your seats. I shall not detain you long.


CHAPTER XXV STATEMENT OF DAMAR GREEFE, M.D.

The speaker reeled and seemed about to fall. Whereupon Gatton sprang forward and placed an armchair, which he himself had occupied, for Dr. Damar Greefe. The latter inclined his head in acknowledgment and sank down weakly, clutching at both arms of the chair.

For my own part, I had not yet recovered power of speech; but:

Dr. Damar Greefe, said the Inspector, closely watching the man who sat there collapsed in the chair, I arrest you on a charge of murder. I have to warn you that anything you now say will be used in evidence against you.

The Eurasian exerted a supreme effort, straightening his gaunt body, and fixing the gaze of those hawk eyes upon Inspector Gatton. When he spoke his harsh voice had gained strength and his manner was imperious.

Detective-Inspector Gatton, he replied, you do no more than your duty. I have come here only with the utmost difficulty in my weak state. Therefore, you need apprehend no attempt at escape on my part. I have come with a purpose. This purpose I shall fulfill; after which  he shrugged his square shoulders I shall be at your service.

Very good, said Gatton shortly, but I noted that his face was flushed in a way which betokened repressed excitement.

Giving me a significant glance, he went out to the ante-room, and:

Sydenham 1448, I heard him call.

Damar Greefe closed his eyes and lay back in the chair; and a moment later:

Hullo! said Gatton. Detective-Inspector Gatton, C.I.D., speaking from Willow Cottage, College Road. Send two men in a cab here at once to remove a prisoner.... Right! Good-by.

He came in again, and closing the door behind him, stood staring at Damar Greefe in a sort of wonderment. The Eurasian wearily opened his eyes and looked slowly from side to side. Then:

Pray be seated, Inspector Gatton, he said. I have a communication to make.

Gatton, with never a word, drew up a chair and sat down.

I do not desire to be interrupted, continued Damar Greefe, until my communication is finished. You understand? It will not be repeated.

I am afraid, murmured Gatton dryly, it will have to be.

The Eurasian fully opened his glittering black eyes, and fixing them upon the speaker:

It will not be repeated, he said harshly. If I am misunderstood, inform me.

His peremptory manner in the circumstances was extraordinary  uncanny. As I had perceived in the first hour of our meeting, Dr. Damar Greefe was a man possessing tremendous force of character and a pride of intellect which clearly rendered him indifferent even of retribution.

This point being settled, he continued, be good enough, Inspector Gatton, and  he turned his eyes in my direction Mr. Addison, to give me your undivided attention.

His manner was that of a lecturer  of a lecturer who takes it for granted that his discourse is above the heads of his audience; but when I say that the statement now made by this strange and terrible man held Gatton and me spellbound I say no more than the truth. Wearily, and more often than not having his eyes closed, Dr. Damar Greefe commenced to unfold a story of nameless horrors  and save that his harsh voice grew ever weaker and weaker, he displayed not the slightest trace of emotion throughout his appalling revelations.

I am informing you, he said, of these facts concerning my inquiries in the realm of teratology and the subjoined province of animism because I know that my life-work upon this subject can never now be completed. It having been necessary for me to destroy my papers and those specimens which, at hideous cost, I had accumulated during twenty years of travel through some of the most barbaric as well as the most civilized parts of the world, this present brief verbal account of the most important inquiry of all shall alone survive me. You are privileged. Therefore listen:

Two important facts contributed to my choice of a special study: the social ostracism which very early in my professional career I found to be my lot; and the fact that in myself I afforded a living example of the hybrid. It has been said and not untruly that the Eurasian hates his father and scorns his mother. Certainly, this unnatural passion is reciprocated by the parent stock; for the Eurasian is barely acknowledged by his dark brethren and hardly tolerated by the white.

In spite of my qualifications  I am a Doctor of Medicine, a Master of Arts, and hold other degrees of Leipzig, the Sorbonne, and elsewhere  I recognized very early in my career that ordinary practice was impossible for me. I therefore turned my attention to the special study of embryology, as I fortunately possessed sufficient private means to enable me  by careful living  to dispense with the usual proceeds of my profession.

In short, I hoped to triumph over my hereditary handicap and to build for myself a reputation which should rise above the petty disabilities of caste and place my name upon a level with those of Haeckel, Weismann, Wallace, Focke and the other great students who have helped to advance our knowledge of the science of evolution.

I early turned my attention to the traditions associated with the Cynocephalus hamadryas, or Sacred Baboon of Abyssinia. I took up my quarters on the banks of the Hawash and succeeded in ingratiating myself with the Amharûn. The result of my sojourn amongst these strange people is embodied in my work The Ape-Men of Shoa.

This work is unpublished and may never see the light, but briefly I may state that the Amharûn are a Semitic tribe allied to the Falashas and have been settled for many generations in this southern province of Abyssinia. Claiming descent from Menelek, son of Suleiman and the Queen of Sheba, they have always been regarded as unclean pariahs. In part this is due to their bestial custom of eating meat cut from living animals, but it is more particularly attributable to the periodical appearance among them of these cynocephalytes, or man-apes, which form the subject of my work.

My close inquiries into the physiological history of these monstrosities were only conducted with the utmost difficulty. In the first place I found that it was customary among the Amharûn to slay the creatures at birth, but in those rare cases of survival the cynocephalytes were banished from the community and were compelled to lead a wild life, subsisting as best they might in the foothills of the desolate mountain region.

Thus, in the first place these creatures were difficult of access; in the second place, they readily contracted tuberculosis, even in that warm, dry climate; and in the third place their ferocity rendered them more formidable to approach than any tiger in its lair. I may add here that this predisposition to pulmonary disease is (and this I have definitely established) a characteristic of all mammalian hybrids.

Nevertheless, my studies were by no means unfruitful, since they resulted in a triumphant vindication of my theory, which, contrary to that universally received and more closely allied to the exploded Mendels Law, ascribed the appearance of such monsters not to any strict physiological process but to a hitherto unclassified law of embryology which I had hoped would one day take its place in science under my name.

Armed with the results of my Abyssinian inquiry, I next proceeded to Syria; for among certain desert tribes I hoped to find further evidence to support my theory. In short, in the Arabic tradition of the jackal-man (which is allied to the medieval and universal belief in the were-wolf or loup-garou) and in the Indian myth of the woman who, possessing an ordinary human form by day, assumes that of a tigress by night, I thought I detected a profound truth.

Since my life-work is destroyed, I am egotist enough to desire that credit for it should not accrue to another. I do not propose, therefore, more than lightly to touch upon the Damar Greefe Law, but I may say that in its essentials it is this:

Such strange hybrids do actually occur periodically and in rare cases survive; but their animal proclivities which are physically demonstrable, and the possession of certain animal attributes (as the furry body of the cynocephalyte, the claws and teeth of the jackal-man, etc.), are physical reflections of a mental process taking place in the female parent.

He glared at me wildly, as if anticipating contradiction, but Gatton and I remaining silent:

There is no physical association, he continued, between the hybrid and that creature whose qualities and peculiarities he seemingly inherits. I have proved by a long series of elaborate experiments that a true hybrid of this description is a physiological impossibility. But that a false hybrid such as I have indicated may appear is a fact which does not rest solely upon my studies amongst the Amharûn, nor upon my subsequent inquiries throughout Assyria, Somaliland and the middle valleys of the Yellow River.

He paused, and suddenly turning a glance of the hawk-like eyes upon me:

As an explorer of the Dark Continent, Mr. Addison, he said, and also, if I mistake not, something of an Orientalist, the significance of this itinerary may possibly be apparent to you. But I waste time:

The discovery which triumphantly crowned my lifes work by what some may deem poetic justice was destined also to destroy it. This brings me to the matter which has led to my presence here to-night. My preceding remarks were a necessary foreword. I come to the year 1902, when I was established in Cairo, whither I had conveyed the results of the labor of many years and where I had taken up my quarters in a large native house not twenty yards from the Bâb-es-Zuwêla.

Gatton stirred restlessly in his chair and my own curiosity knew no bounds.

My inquiries at this time had nearly exhausted my always slender financial resources, and the proceeds of a small practice which I succeeded in establishing (exclusively amongst the extensive half-caste colony resident in this neighborhood) proved a welcome addition to my income. It was due to the fact that at this time I was an active practitioner that I came in touch with the most perfect and notable example of a psycho-hybrid which I had ever encountered, indeed which, so far as I am aware, has ever appeared.

He paused again, as if overcome with faintness, and in anticipation of what was to come I could scarcely contain myself, when:

At this time, he resumed, in a yet lower voice, and indeed until quite recently, there were but few reliable European medical men in Cairo, and during the summer of 1902 an outbreak of cholera temporarily depleted their already scanty ranks. It happened then that one night, whilst I sat in the huge, lofty room, once the principal harem apartment of the house, which I had appropriated as a study, Cassim, my Nubian servant, communicated to me (by means of a sign-language which I had taught him) some startling news. My immediate presence was desired at the residence of Sir Burnham Coverly, then newly appointed to a government office, and who with his wife had only arrived in the country some few months earlier.

I thought I knew the nature of the services required of me, but my employment by this typical English aristocrat, hide-bound with caste traditions as he could not fail to be, since he had spent five years of his official life in India, surprised me very greatly. I was later to learn that the services of no other medical man (or of no medical man so highly qualified as myself) were available; but even had I known this at the time I should have put my pride in my pocket, and for this reason:

I had learned from a native acquaintance of a certain occurrence which had taken place on the very day of the baronets arrival in Egypt; and it led me to look for a particular manifestation, in fact, I will boldly declare, since science is admittedly a callous mistress, that it had led me to hope for this manifestation, however unpleasant it might prove for those intimately concerned. Accordingly, having made suitable preparation I accompanied Sir Burnhams servant back to the residence of the baronet....

I heard the door-bell ring, and I heard Coatess regular tread as he proceeded along the passage. There was a brief, muttered colloquy, a rap on the study-door, and Coates entered.

A sergeant of police and a constable, sir, to see Inspector Gatton!

Damar Greefe raised his thin, yellow hand. His voice, when next he spoke, exhibited no trace of emotion.

Let them be told to wait, he said. I have not finished.

It was wildly bizarre, that scene in my study, with the dignified white-haired Eurasian doctor, palpably laboring against some deathly sickness, sitting there unperturbed, his brilliant, perverted intellect holding him aloof from the ordinary things of life  whilst those who came to hale him to a felons cell waited in the ante-room!

I glanced swiftly at Gatton, and he nodded impatiently.

Let them stay in the dining-room, Coates, I said. Make them comfortable.

Very good, sir.

Unmoved, Coates withdrew  and I saw Gatton glance at his watch. Throughout the latter part of his strange narrative, neither Gatton nor I interrupted the narrator, therefore I give his story, so far as I remember it, in his own words. He no longer addressed either of us directly; he seemed, indeed, to be thinking aloud.


CHAPTER XXVI STATEMENT OF DR. DAMAR GREEFE (CONTINUED)

As I walked along through the deserted native streets, for the hour was late, I reviewed mentally the circumstances of that affair, already several months old, to which I have referred. Since it proved to have a very important bearing upon my own life and unfortunately the lives of many others, I will briefly recount it here.

Sir Burnham and Lady Coverly, having arrived at Port Said, were proceeding by rail to Cairo when an accident farther up the line necessitated their breaking their journey at Zagazig.

Now, for a time in the spring of the previous year, I had devoted much labor to an inquiry in this place, which stands of course roughly upon the site of the ancient Egyptian city of Bubastis. In those myths, or so-called myths, of the Ancient Egyptian religion which represented the various attributes of man in the guises of animals, I had perceived a nucleus of wisdom pointing to the possibility that the law which I had so laboriously established might have been known to the early Egyptian priesthood. Indeed I was partly induced to inquire into the myths of Bâst, the cat-headed goddess to whom of old this town was dedicated, by the following two things: first, a chance reference in the pages of Herodotus; and, second, a persistent superstition that during a certain season of the year, psycho-hybrids occurred in this town.

By dint of close research I discovered that the date favored by the inhabitants of Zagazig, as that upon which such creatures were born there, corresponded very closely with the Sacred Sothic month, formerly sacred to Bâst, the titulary goddess of the place, corresponded in short with the ancient Feast of Bâst.

My inquiries at the time, however, proved futile, and beyond the fact that the town was remarkable for a singular number of semi-wild cats, I discovered nothing to support my theory. However, as I have already stated, a native acquaintance there, a very learned Moslem, to whom I had imparted during my residence some idea of the nature of my studies, sent me a long communication containing particulars of the event which had befallen Lady Coverly during her one-nights sojourn in Zagazig.

Briefly, she had learned from a native attached to the one possible hotel which the town boasted, of the tradition associated with the place. Some other member of the party (for quite a large company had been detained in Zagazig by the mishap) unwisely pointed out to her that the favored date was that upon which they had arrived in the town.

Nothing might have resulted from this; but by a strange fatality (or because of the operation of some unsuspected law understood by the ancients but misapprehended to-day) the matter was sealed in a very extraordinary fashion.

Lady Coverlys room opened upon a balcony, and during the night one of those huge cats of the kind which I had observed myself to infest the neighborhood, gained access to this balcony. Since the appearance of the creature produced so singular and disastrous an effect, it must certainly have been an unusually large specimen of its kind. I may add that according to my Moslem friend  who, although a man of great culture, was soaked in the traditions of his religion  it was none other than a member of the ginn, an efreet or evil spirit, and not a cat of flesh and blood which appeared to Lady Coverly. I leave each to choose his own explanation, but let it suffice that Lady Coverly was awakened some time during the night by the appearance at her bedside of this gaunt and hungry-eyed creature. The result was an illness of a kind very dangerous to one in her delicate state of health.

Reflecting, then, upon these matters, I presently came to the official residence of Sir Burnham Coverly, and my expectations regarding the nature of the case were realized....



Part of the statement which immediately followed, being of a purely technical nature, is omitted here.



My house in the narrow street so near to the Bâb-es-Zuwêla and the minarets of Muayyâd was admirably adapted for my new purpose. For here in the very heart of native Cairo, with my great house (which had been built, as are all Oriental houses, to guard secrets) I was as safe from unwelcome intrusion as one upon a desert island, whilst at the same time I was denied none of the conveniences and facilities of civilization.

Lady Coverly, then, never set eyes upon her firstborn, and Sir Burnham, who did, readily reconciled himself to the loss of such a daughter. The announcement which should have appeared joyfully under the press-heading Births was unobtrusively inserted under Deaths, and Sir Burnham being fortunately far from the haunts of the social paragraph writers, this unfortunate event aroused comparatively little comment in the English journals; beyond one or two formal condolences it passed unnoticed.

The fever of research at last had led me into my first definite crime against society  if so it can be called. I had rescued alive the most perfect example of a psycho-hybrid with which throughout my extensive special inquiries, I had ever come in contact. Lady Coverly never knew her unnatural child, and Sir Burnham  as well as the old family nurse who had accompanied them out from England  never doubted that it had died in the hour of birth.

I set to work with enthusiasm upon my last and greatest experiment.

To a half-caste woman upon whom I knew I could rely  for she was deeply indebted to me  I entrusted the fostering of the infant hybrid. I personally supervised every detail of the secret nursery, Cassim procuring for me everything necessary for the rearing of this delicate and fragile creature.

Over the early years of her life I will hasten. On three occasions I despaired of preserving her existence, which, from the beginning, had hung by a thread. The first crisis came when she was only four months old, the second on the occasion of her fourth birthday, and the third (most serious of all) when she was eleven, at which age she had become a woman in the Oriental sense and was physically and mentally comparable with an ordinary European girl of nineteen or twenty.

With what scientific ardor did I study her development, noting how the cat traits at certain periods (corresponding to the Feast of Bâst) proclaimed themselves above the human traits, whilst at other times the psychic-felinism sank into a sort of sub-conscious quietude, leaving the subject almost a normal woman. Of the physical reflections which were the visible evidence of her hybrid mentality I have already spoken at length (this refers to a portion of the statement which has been deleted). She invariably wore gloves out of doors and a veil to conceal the chatoyant eyes. She could, as I have explained, see as well in the dark as in daylight, and her agility was phenomenal as was her power of climbing. Having her hands and feet bare I have repeatedly seen her climb to the top platform of the ivy-clad tower of Friars Park.

At the age of eleven, then, I recognized that the balance of character was definitely established, and that the two outstanding characteristics of the subject were  firstly (a hereditary trait of the Coverlys) an intense pride of race and a fierce jealousy of any infringement upon what she regarded as prerogatives of birth; secondly, a susceptibility to sudden infatuations which invariably terminated in a mood of ferocious cruelty.

To one unacquainted with the Orient, thus to speak of this girl  in years a mere child  as one speaks of a mature woman, would seem strange, if not unnatural. But in the East, of course, at the age of ten a girl is counted marriageable; at the age of fourteen she is not infrequently the devoted mother of a family.

Significantly  from the point of view of the Damar Greefe Law  my ward had grown up, not as English girls grow, but, like the Easterners, as the hot-house flower grows. The point has intense interest for the scientist. At the age of twelve she was a tall, slender woman, beautifully formed and with a natural elegance and taste which came from the Coverly stock, or possibly from her mothers side.

During eleven months of every year it would have been possible  although I considered it undesirable  for her to have appeared in public unveiled. She possessed features of perfect Ancient Egyptian regularity. I emphasize the point. Her eyes, during the day, were those of a handsome native woman  almond-shaped and of a wonderful amber color. At night they appeared green.

Of her fingers, toes, and the peculiar formation of certain teeth I have spoken at length (another reference to a deleted passage). I will deal, now, with those manifestations which proclaimed themselves during the Sothic month of each year formerly associated with the Feast of Bâst.

At such times, which I always dreaded, and with good cause, her innate love of admiration became so excessive as to approach nearly to mania. She hungered for homage, for praise  I had almost said for adoration.

What I may term, for convenience, the psychic side of her hybrid mentality at these periods undoubtedly bordered closely upon true insanity; and learning from the Eurasian nurse to whom I have referred the whole history of her birth, my charge, to whom I had given the name of Nahémah (students will recognize its significance), began to display even more marked evidence of a sort of monomania. Bâst, the cat-goddess, became an obsession with her, and she finally conceived the idea that the attributes of that mystical and partly-understood deity were active within her; that she was Bâst, re-born. And, certainly, during one month of every year, her condition closely resembled that which was termed in the Middle Ages possession.

At such times, moreover (a phenomenon with which I have dealt at length in my work on the subject), she evinced an antipathy towards the whole of the canine species which was reciprocated in a singular way. Thus, when, contrary to my express orders, she has wandered abroad during the Sothic period, I have been enabled to trace her movements by the progressive howling of dogs.

Since I had enjoined the nurse to be silent upon all things bearing upon Nahémahs birth, I was enraged at this breach of faith and sent the woman away. But a new situation had been created which I found myself called upon immediately to face.

Nahémah demanded news of her family. As I have made sufficiently evident, it was often difficult, if not impossible, to thwart the desires of my protegée. To condense into a few words a matter which occasioned me long and anxious thought, I may say that I made the necessary arrangements for quitting the house near to the Mosque of Muayyâd which had been my home for fifteen years.

I recognized the danger of Nahémahs traveling in the ordinary way, and she performed the journey to England in the character of an invalid under my professional care. Equally, residence at any public establishment was out of the question, and although I found myself compelled for a time to court discovery by lodging Nahémah in a private suite in an obscure hotel, I hastened to seek a house in some quiet suburb which should reproduce as nearly as possible the advantages of my abode in Cairo.

Such a house I discovered after about a week of feverish questing (for apart from the ordinary dangers of discovery to which my protegée was subject, her proclivity for adventures at the most unseasonable times greatly enhanced the danger which I apprehended). Judge, then, of my satisfaction when I succeeded in obtaining the lease of a small villa  indeed I might almost term it a bungalow  in one of those odd survivals of less crowded days which are yet counted suburbs or parts of greater London.

This house stood alone in some two acres of ground, and because of its lack of modern conveniences and the comparative inaccessibility of its position, my application was eagerly entertained by the agent interested in the leasing of the property. One week later I entered into possession, Cassim, Nahémah and myself comprising the entire household. Much of my valuable  indeed I may say unique  collection, I had been compelled to store; for my new quarters lacked the necessary space for the purpose. But although I was unaware of the fact at the time, I was not destined to be long deprived of a suitable home for the records of my lifes work.

Nahémahs demand for some understanding between herself and her family grew daily more insistent; but I might have continued to oppose her wishes had it not been for the fact that by this time my slender resources were almost exhausted.

It suddenly became evident to me that I held in my hand an instrument whereby I might force Sir Burnham Coverly to finance the new experiments upon which I had entered at this time with all the enthusiasm that a love for science inspires in the student! You may judge me unscrupulous, but the wheel of progress is at least as unrelenting. It was not, however, without much searching self-analysis that one day I presented myself before Sir Burnham Coverly at Friars Park.

If I had had any scruples prior to that visit they were instantly dispelled by the manner of my reception. Forgetful of the service which (as he believed) I had done him in the past, Sir Burnham allowed all the prejudice of the Anglo-Indian to reveal itself in his first greeting.

Because I am an Eurasian, the worst traits which attach to such a parentage  and of which I am only too painfully conscious  revealed themselves in me. My heart hardened towards this man whose treatment of an intellectual superior was so icily, so offensively condescending. Knowing that I had it in my power to deal him a blow from which he might never recover, I toyed with him for a time; and, his manner growing momentarily more objectionable, I rejoiced to know that his very life and career were in my keeping.

His son, Roger Coverly, at that time a boy only about nine years old, as the prospective heir to Friars Park was cherished as an only child is always cherished in these circumstances. I pictured to myself the meeting of brother and sister! Yes! because of the refined and deliberate cruelty which Sir Burnham displayed towards myself, I retaliated with a poisoned blade. Having led the conversation in the direction of the heir, I threw away the scabbard of pretense  I launched my challenge.

Never shall I forget Sir Burnhams change of countenance. He tottered, a stricken man. With a sentence of ten words I had won my battle. Upon the details of the arrangement which presently was come to between us, I need not linger. For this statement is intended not as a defense  for what I have done I pay the price  but as a résumé of this crowning inquiry of my scientific career.



At this point the speaker was seized with an alarming spasm of pain. His black eyes opened widely and his face became contorted with agony.

I sprang to his assistance. For, villain self-confessed though he was, humanity would not allow of any mans witnessing unmoved such paroxysms in a fellow creature.

But, ere I could reach his side, Damar Greefe, clenching his teeth and clutching at the chair-arms so that his knuckles gleamed in the lamp-light like white marbles, turned his glance upon me, and:

Be seated, sir, he whispered. I desire you to be seated.

Something repellent, yet something powerful, there was in word and glance. Gatton, who also had sprung forward, hesitated. Damar Greefe raised one hand from the chair-arm and waved to us to return to our chairs. Exchanging wondering glances, we both obeyed.

Thereupon, the Eurasian doctor, whose high, bony forehead was dewed with a deathly perspiration and whose hawk-face had assumed an indescribable leaden hue, drew from his pocket a heavy gold watch (his every movement intently followed by the alert Inspector) and consulted it. His hand shook wildly as he returned the timepiece to its place. Then:

I must hasten, he said hoarsely. I have  only nineteen minutes.... Gatton looked at me questioningly, but I could only shake my head. The significance of the Eurasians words escaped me entirely; but as Damar Greefe begun, slowly and with palpable effort, to speak again, I saw a queer expression stealing over the face of the watchful Gatton.


CHAPTER XXVII STATEMENT OF DR. DAMAR GREEFE (CONCLUDED)

A month later I found myself installed at the Bell House, a property belonging to the Friars Park estate, and in the commodious apartments of this establishment I had ample room for the accommodation of my library and my priceless specimens. Nahémah was likewise an inmate of the Bell House; but recognizing the precarious nature of my tenure, I had taken the precaution of retaining the suburban villa to which I have already referred; its modest rental proving no tax upon my greatly increased resources.

Blackmail, I hear you exclaim! And, so, if you wish, you may construe my behavior, since I reply Science first, science last! To have been deprived of the means to pursue my experiments at this time would have been, I believed, to impoverish the world. For not even science could reveal to me that my lifes work was destined to perish amid the ashes of the Bell House.

My studies had temporarily led me into a by-path, and apprehending that a great international struggle was imminent, I had turned my investigations in a new direction. My great work, whose publication would have shattered so many scientific idols, was complete. The life history of Nahémah had crowned my inquiries into the embryology, physiology and psychology of psycho-hybrids. In fact, the presence of my strange protegée promised to become something of an incubus. Later, I was to realize that she was an ever-present means of renewing those funds which the costly character of my new studies absorbed at rather an alarming rate. Perhaps I neglected my self-imposed task of studying the mental and physical development of Nahémah; for, I must admit that lost in my new work I presently awakened to the fact that she had outgrown the control which I had formerly exercised over her.

There were unpleasant episodes. For example, in spite of those precautions which I adopted, and of the ceaseless vigilance of Cassim, the existence of a female inmate of the Bell House was soon a popular scandal throughout Upper Crossleys. For this I cared nothing; but far more perturbing was Nahémahs behavior on the occasion of a certain visit of Sir Burnhams legal adviser to Friars Park.

In some way she secretly gained admission to the house (the episode occurred during that Sothic month whose annual coming I had learned to dread). Sir Burnham actually saw her in the chapel. He sent a messenger post-haste to the Bell-House, and I finally discovered Nahémah in hiding and insisted upon her immediate return. This was only one of several instances of her perverse behavior, which truly seemed to be inspired by some demon bent upon the destruction of both of us.

Her mental activity was extraordinary, and unknown to me she had followed my new researches with that intellectual ardor which she directly inherited from the Coverlys. Her ferocious jealousy of any infringement upon those family rights denied her by her father had also developed, it seemed; and one night, shortly after the scene to which I have referred, entering my study she placed before me a proposal to which I listened with absolute horror.

I should explain that Sir Burnham, placing the repute of his house and that of his heir above all other considerations (with one possible exception: the necessity for concealing the appalling truth from his wife) had consented to make arrangements for the support of Nahémah on the understanding that her existence was to remain a profound secret from the world. It was upon this understanding that I leased the Bell House. And although, in certain wild indiscretions, I had recognized in Nahémah the symptoms of revolt against such a monastic existence, because of absorption in my new studies I had not realized how deep was her resentment of this enforced anonymity. Certainly I had never grasped the power and the depth of her hatred of her brother, Roger Coverly.

Now, on this fateful night, in one of the semi-insane outbursts which I had learned to dread, she poured out her loathing and detestation of her brother. She was a Coverly (such was the gist of her plaint) and the doors of Friars Park were closed to her; the world knew nothing of her existence. In the event of the death of Sir Burnham, then Roger would inherit the property, and complete disaster would be our lot.

To condense the purport of her demand, it was this: that I should test the efficacy of my new discovery by removing this objectionable obstacle from her path!

Of my subsequent behavior I offer no defense. I am not prepared to admit that I was forced into action by the forceful personality of my protegée; in fact, I state emphatically that a chance interview with the heir during one of his visits to Friars Park led me to regard the matter in a new light and from a standpoint almost identical with that of Nahémah.

How warning was conveyed to Sir Burnham I know not, unless by some indiscretion of Nahémah, but, instead of returning to the public school from which he had come to Friars Park, Roger Coverly was sent abroad in haste, accompanied by a private tutor. The date of his departure corresponded with that which I associate with the beginning of my downfall.

Nahémah threatened to present herself to her mother, and painfully aware that such a course (which, nevertheless, I recognized her to be quite capable of adopting) would spell disaster, I fell in with her wishes. Two months later we were established, Nahémah, Cassim and I, within two miles of the new residence of Roger Coverly and his tutor in Basle.

The circumstances attendant upon the death of Roger Coverly have hitherto been veiled in obscurity, and although Sir Burnham suspected the truth, in the first place he had no evidence, and in the second place, because of the existence of Nahémah, I knew that he dared not attempt to prove it.

Briefly, I had perfected that Chinese poison called in the northern provinces hlangkûna. By a series of dangerous experiments I had convinced myself that it was almost identical with contarella, the preparation made notorious by the Borgia family. Therefore I concluded that contarella came to Rome from the East, possibly via Palestine. Inoculating with hlangkûna, I found, produced death in two hours (contarella  one hour and forty-five minutes) leaving no trace by which the means employed could be discovered. Self-inoculation by the subject was the method which I adopted  and which Cæsar Borgia had adopted before me; so that no chain of evidence existed.

All that was necessary was for a scarf, a collar or other article of apparel coming in direct contact with the skin of the subject, to be placed in my possession. (A glove was the Borgias favorite medium.) It was painted with hlangkûna and replaced. When worn, an intense irritation was produced and a cutaneous eruption which, if scratched even very lightly, resulted in a puncture of the skin sufficient to allow the inimical elements of the poison to obtain access to the system of the subject.

I do not propose to enter into details, but so it was that Roger Coverly died. Following a brief sojourn abroad, we presently returned again to the Bell House. This gratification of her bloodthirsty desires had done no more than to whet the feline appetite of Nahémah, and she forced me to impose new and almost insupportable conditions upon Sir Burnham, with the result, as is known, that from being a very wealthy man he became an impoverished one.

I even held a mortgage on Friars Park on behalf of Nahémah; for by this time I had fully recognized the fact that like a second Frankenstein, I had raised up a monster which sooner or later must devour me.

Her indiscretions threatened daily to result in exposure; and after the death of Sir Burnham, which occurred a short time later, these increased in number and audacity. The dying baronet had impressed upon his wife the necessity of following my guidance in all things. Undoubtedly he died hoping that Lady Coverly might live out her days in ignorance of the grim secret of the Bell House. This dying wish of his was gratified. The loss of her son, so closely followed by that of her husband, prostrated Lady Coverly in a mental illness from which she never recovered, although I exercised all my skill in an endeavor to restore her reason. She spent the remainder of her days in a semi-comatose state which so closely resembled death that to this present moment I do not know the exact hour at which dissolution took place.

In the man Hawkins, once a game-keeper of Sir Burnhams, I found an instrument ready to my hand. I closed the Park to the public and took all those precautions for preserving my secret which prudence dictated: this at the cost of a reputation in Upper Crossleys which few men would have survived, but which troubled me not at all, since it left me undisturbed to those studies which to me were everything.

The death of Sir Burnham, however, had raised a new danger; for in the person of Sir Marcus Coverly, the heir, I perceived a formidable enemy, who because of his wealth might redeem Friars Park, and, because of the fact that he belonged to a cadet line, might care nothing for the skeleton in Sir Burnhams cupboard.

I have said that science is callous, and I admit that it needed little prompting from Nahémah to urge me to take the next step. It is worthy of note, however, from a scientific point of view, that whilst I was prompted by motives of expediency, she was actuated solely by a lust to destroy everything that bore the name of Coverly.

My experiments for some time past had been directed to the discovery of new instruments of warfare. Particularly I had addressed myself to the preparation of a gas which should possess the peculiar properties of hlangkûna, and by inhalation affect the lung tissues, thus producing instantaneous results. In this I had succeeded a short time prior to Sir Burnhams death, and one of the future belligerents had approached me.

For the purpose of carrying out experiments, a specially designed gun was brought from Essen and installed in a secluded part of the Park. Artillery specialists carried out a number of tests with shells of various patterns; but because I bluntly declined to divulge the formula for the making of L.K. Vapor (so I had named it) until substantial guarantees were given, negotiations were broken off. I retained, however, the model howitzer as well as a number of special light shells. The gun was one of extraordinary accuracy, and it was possible, given suitable weather conditions, mechanically to train it upon a given target and without any preliminary searching to score a certain hit.

I caused the piece to be mounted on the top platform of the tower at Friars Park, and having completed those mathematical calculations with the result of which Mr. Addison has since become familiar, I awaited the return of the new baronet from Russia. Shortly after his arrival, I invited him to visit Upper Crossleys.

He refused  in terms which provoked an outburst on Nahémahs part more violent than I had ever witnessed. But on his final return to England, she made it her business closely to study his habits and movements. She sought, feverishly, for some pregnable point of attack. Hlangkûna was tried three times  and three times failed. It was the distorted genius of Nahémah, however, which finally dictated a new line of action. She learned that Sir Marcus was paying attention to Isobel Merlin, the fiancée of Eric Coverly (who in the event of Sir Marcuss death would inherit the title).

Nahémah propounded to me a theory so strange and so novel that I was lost in admiration of that brilliant intellect which, partly inherited from her forebears, was stimulated and brightened by a cat-like cunning which belonged to the other side of her hybrid personality.

In that district where my suburban villa was situated there were several other isolated establishments which their owners experienced some difficulty in leasing; and one of these  namely the Red House  particularly suited the purpose which Nahémah had in view. The extensive resources now at my disposal enabled me to dispense with the usual formalities which beset the lessee and to obtain possession of the Red House without even appearing in person.

The deeper to complicate the issue, Nahémah carried out the whole of the negotiations over the telephone, and hers was the voice afterwards rendered notorious by the press, which issued the directions culminating in the death of Marcus Coverly.

I recognize that the inquiries of the police have placed in your possession many particulars respecting this matter, so that I will not repeat them here but will content myself with explaining the nature of the device employed. In this case, for the removal of the subject, I had obtained possession of an old telephone and had adjusted it to meet my requirements.

In a recess of the room which I caused Sir Marcus Coverly to visit at the Red House, I placed this duplicate telephone; the false cable communicating with the instrument was attached to a plug in the wall above, but communicated with a gas cylinder in the adjoining room. In short, what appeared to be cable was in reality tubing and the act of taking the receiver from the hook released through the mouthpiece a sufficient quantity of L.K. Vapor to have asphyxiated a dozen men.

In order to insure the subjects receiving the benefit of the whole discharge, I had caused a very heavy curtain to be draped in this recess, which thus became a rough gas-chamber. Following the first discharge, the subject would fall to the floor and the gas being a heavy one he would there receive his quietus.

The only detail which occasioned much thought was that of the bell by which Sir Marcus should be summoned to this prepared telephone; for it formed no part of the plan for myself to appear anywhere in the neighborhood at the time of the experiment. I was of course compelled to pay a secret visit to the Red House for the purpose of installing the telephone device, and at the same time I installed the bell. This was worked from a small storage battery and I arranged that by the opening of the garage door the bell would be put in motion and by the closing of the door at the end of the same building the ringing would cease.

A simple contrivance screwed to both doors made this possible, but I know not by whose hand the ringing would have been accomplished if it had not been for one of those brilliant suggestions of Nahémahs, which hovered between the domain of genius and that of fiendishness.

She proposed that she should ring up the local police depot and ask the constable on that beat to lock the garage, thus making him the direct instrument for the removal of Sir Marcus!

I knew, since I myself had been a resident in this district, that a constable patrolled College Road at an hour roughly corresponding with that at which it was proposed to cause Sir Marcus to visit the Red House; and because all strategy is based upon the clock, a brief survey of the facts convinced me that Nahémahs plan was feasible.

Thus, it was Police-Constable Bolton, whose evidence has appeared in the press, who actually killed Sir Marcus Coverly! I come now to the dangerous attitude adopted by Nahémah immediately after the event.

We had had a case of suitable dimensions made for containing the body, and had had it delivered at the Red House garage, where it was received by a district messenger instructed for the purpose. Upon me devolved the task of carrying the body from the supper-room to the garage  a task which I performed shortly after the departure of Police-Constable Bolton. I packed the body, removed the telephone and also all traces of the bell-device.

The same carter had instructions to call for the case in the morning, and the garage door was left open to enable him to collect it. In short, except for these two essential visits, one before and one after the experiment, there was no occasion for myself or Nahémah to appear in the neighborhood of the Red House.

But that cat-like spirit of impish mischief which possessed her at this season (and especially at night) together with an almost insane joy which she took in gloating over the destruction of her cousin, had led her, contrary to my special injunctions, to haunt the vicinity on the evening of the experiment. Thus, she not only witnessed the arrival of the doomed man, but also saw the constable perform the duty imposed upon him. This might have mattered little, had it not been for the presence of Mr. Addison, whom an unkind fate at this juncture involved in the matter.

For Mr. Addison Nahémah conceived one of those sudden and violent infatuations which characterized the feline element of her complex mentality. Unknown to me, Nahémah followed Mr. Addison to his home in the neighborhood and indeed was actually seen by him, I believe, on two occasions. Thus far all might yet have been well; but when later I entered the Red House to carry out the only dangerous part of the scheme, to my consternation Nahémah insisted upon accompanying me.

Prompted by that destructive devil which sometimes possessed her she not only (unknown to me) painted a figure of a cat upon the crate, but also she placed an image of Bâst in the box with the dead man!

The premature discovery of Sir Marcus, owing to the accident at the docks, prevented the plan being carried out in all its details, but when, through certain rumors which began to creep into the press, I learned of the presence of the statuette, I began to realize the dangerous position in which I was placed and the handicap of such an accomplice.

As a result of the scene which ensued, Nahémah, still under the worst influences of her hybrid disposition, openly visited Mr. Addison and recovered the image of Bâst! This she did in circumstances which hopelessly compromised both of us, since they revealed in a hitherto faultless plan the presence of an unsuspected party and directed the police inquiries into an entirely new channel.

I thought it expedient to retire immediately to the Bell House, which during my brief absence in London had been in charge of Cassim, all approaches to Friars Park being carefully guarded by the man Hawkins.

At this point I may touch upon a previous danger which had been met and overcome. Provision had been made in the will of Sir Burnham for the retention by his widow of Friars Park and the revenues thereof; but since in the event of her death I should have been compelled to appear in the character of the mortgagee, it was contrary to our interests that Lady Coverly should die whilst any heir to the estate remained alive.

Nevertheless, despite all my care, this stricken woman had died six months prior to the first return of Sir Marcus from Russia. Since she had been a helpless invalid during the last years of her life I experienced little difficulty in concealing the fact of her death. Cassim and I interred her by night in the family mausoleum where she lies beside her husband.

In these circumstances, judge of my feelings when, shortly after the premature discovery termed in the press the Oritoga mystery, Mr. Addison one day presented himself at the Bell House! His avowed intention of calling upon Lady Coverly left me no alternative. Never in all his days, not even when he miraculously escaped the L.K. Vapor at the Abbey Inn, did Mr. Addison stand so near to death as there  in my study!

Let me explain the situation more fully. The fatal Sothic month which I have learned to regard with horror, commenced on the twenty-third ultimo and does not terminate for another five days. Nahémah was  and still remains possessed. You will understand my employment of the term.

On the night preceding this visit of Mr. Addisons, I had traced her nocturnal movements by the howling of many dogs, and fearful of some indiscretion which might place my neck in a noose, I had followed her. I found her in a narrow footpath which leads to the Abbey Inn!

Despite entreaties, threats, she declined to give any explanation of her behavior. But finally I prevailed upon her to return to the Bell House. The appearance of Mr. Addison on the following morning opened my eyes to the truth. With the scandal still attaching to the names of Edward Hines and another man, called, I believe, Adams, a subject for gossip throughout the neighborhood, I could not at so perilous a time risk the consequences of a third intrigue. I determined that Mr. Addison could better be spared by the community than I. Nahémahs next insanity  an open visit to the Abbey Inn  confirmed my opinion.

Thereupon I committed my first mistake. Cassim, the Nubian mute, who had been in my service for many years, was formerly attached to a great household in Stambûl. I shall probably be understood. I instructed him; and Mr. Addison very cleverly playing upon his superstitious nature, Cassim failed.

My time grows short. I will touch upon my second folly of that night. Long before, the possibility of firing a projectile from the tower of Friars Park into the upper front of the Abbey Inn had presented itself to me in the light of a feasible experiment.

Unaware that Inspector Gatton was watching me  unaware that in my absence he had actually detected the presence of the gun upon the tower  I played my last card ... and lost.

Cassim it was who detected the fact that police were watching the Bell House! Cassim had failed me once. I instructed him a second time.

I near the end of my statement. Destruction of all my effects, of all evidence of my work, and, crowning tragedy, of every trace of a lifes research, was unavoidable. Knowing that every railway station and port would be watched and that my marked personality could not hope to escape the vigilance of the authorities, I determined to make a bid for freedom by seeking the shelter of my villa in London.

Cassim systematically fired the Bell House ... and perished in the flames! Under cover of the confusion which the conflagration occasioned, Nahémah and I succeeded in making our retirement by the gate opening on the Hainingham road.

But, in my attempts upon the life of Mr. Addison, I had not counted with Nahémah. I had raised up a monster ... that monster ... has destroyed me....


CHAPTER XXVIII THE CLAWS OF THE CAT

The hoarse voice ceased. Neither Gatton nor I moved or spoke. Then:

I have three minutes  or less, whispered Damar Greefe. Question me. I am at your service.

Where is your villa? asked Gatton suddenly.

It is called The Laurels

The Laurels! I cried incredulously.

It is called so, whispered the Eurasian. It is the last house but one in College Road! From there I conducted my last experiment with L.K. Vapor, which resulted not in the death of Mr. Addison, but in that of Eric Coverly

Gatton sprang to his feet.

Come along, Mr. Addison! he cried. But:

The Laurels is empty, came, ever more faintly. In her Sothic fury, Nahémah fled. The bloodlust is upon her. I warn you. She is more dangerous ... than ... any rabid dog.... Tuberculosis will end her life ... before the snows ... come. But there is time for her to ... Ah, Gods mercy!

He writhed. He was contorted. Foam appeared Upon his lips.

Hlangkûna! he moaned, hlangkûna! She ... touched me with a poisoned needle ... two hours  ago....

He rose to his full height, uttered a stifled scream, and crashed down upon the floor  dead!

In a species of consternation, Gatton and I stood looking at one another  standing rigidly like men of stone one on either side of that long, thin body stretched upon my study floor. The hawk face in profile was startlingly like that of Anubis as it lay against the red carpet.

Neither of us, I think, was capable of grasping the fact that the inquiry was all but ended and that the mysteries which had seemed so dark and insoluble were cleared up and the inner workings of this strange conspiracy laid bare before us. One thought, I believe, was uppermost in both our minds: that the man who now lay dead upon the floor, a victim of one of his own devilish inventions, was no more than a brilliant madman.

If his great work on the ape-men of Abyssinia and that greater one dealing with what he called the psycho-hybrids had ever had existence outside his own strange imagination no one was ever likely to know. But that Dr. Damar Greefe was a genius whom much learning had made mad, neither of us doubted.

The whole thing seemed the wildest phantasy, and, for a time, in doubting the reality of the Eurasians work, I found myself doubting the evidence of my own senses and seriously wondering if this possessed witch-cat whose green eyes had moved like Satanic lanterns throughout the whole phantasmagoria, had any more palpable existence than the other strange things spoken of by the unscrupulous scientist.

That Gattons thoughts had been running parallel with my own was presently made manifest, for:

Without a moments delay, Mr. Addison, he said, speaking like a man newly awakened from slumber, we must proceed to The Laurels and test the truth of what we have heard.

He crossed to the door, threw it open, and:

Sergeant! he cried. Come in! The prisoner is dead!

As the sergeant and the constable who were waiting came into the study and stood looking in stupefaction at the body stretched on the floor, I heard the telephone bell ring. I started nervously. That sound awakened ghastly memories, and I thought of the man who only a few hours before had met his death in the room where now the bell was ringing its summons.

I doubted if I could ever spend another night beneath that roof, for here Dr. Damar Greefe, the arch-assassin, and one of his victims both had met their ends. I heard the voice of Coates speaking in the adjoining room, and presently, as Gatton went to the door:

Miss Merlin wishes to speak to you, sir, said Coates.

I ran eagerly to the phone, and:

Hello! I cried. Is that you, Isobel?

Yes! came her reply, and I noted the agitation in her voice. I am more dreadfully frightened than I have ever been in my life. If only you were here! Is it possible for you to come at once?

What has alarmed you? I asked anxiously.

I cant explain, she replied. It is a dreadful sense of foreboding  and all the dogs in the neighborhood seem to have gone mad!

Dogs! I cried, a numbing fear creeping over me. You mean that they are howling?

Howling! she answered. I have never heard such a pandemonium at any time. In my present state of nerves, Jack, I did the wrong thing in coming to this funny lonely little house. I feel deserted and hopeless and, for some reason, in terrible danger.

Are you alone, then? I asked, in ever growing anxiety.

To my utter consternation:

Yes! she replied. Aunt Alison was called away half an hour ago  to identify some one at a hospital who had asked for her

What! an accident?

I suppose so.

But the servants?

Cook left this morning. You remember Aunt told you she was leaving.

There is the girl, Mary?

Aunt phoned for her to join her at the hospital!

What! I dont understand! Phoned, you say? Was it Mrs. Wentworth herself who phoned?

No; I think not. One of the nurses, Mary said. But at any rate, she has gone, Jack, and Im frightened to death! Theres something else, she added.

Yes? I said eagerly.

She laughed in a way that sounded almost hysterical.

Since Mary went I have thought once or twice that I have seen some one or something creeping around outside the house in the shadows amongst the trees! And just a while ago something happened which really prompted me to phone you.

What was it?

I heard a sort of scratching at an upper window. It was just like

Yes! Yes!

Like a great cat trying to gain admittance!

See that all the doors and windows are fastened! I cried. Whatever happens or whoever knocks dont open to any one, you understand? We will be with you in less than half an hour!

Still in that frightened voice:

For heavens sake, she begged, dont be long, Jack!...

I became aware of a singular rasping sound on the wires, which rendered Isobels words almost unintelligible. Then:

Jack, I heard, in a faint whisper, there is a strange noise ... just outside the room....

Silence came. But, vaguely, above that rasping sound, I had detected the words: Cutting ... telephone ... wires....

I replaced the receiver. My hand was shaking wildly.

Gatton! I said, do you understand? It has turned its attention to Miss Merlin! Then, raising my voice: Coates! I cried, Coates! run for the car! Hurry, man! Some ones life depends on your speed!

Inspector Gatton grabbed the telephone directory.

I will instruct the local police, he muttered. Give me the exact address, Mr. Addison, and go and see the cab thats outside. If its a good one well take it instead of waiting.

Out I dashed, spurred by a sickly terror, crying Mrs. Wentworths address as I ran. And of the ensuing five minutes I retain nothing but chaotic memories: the bewildered cabman; the police bending over the gaunt form on my study floor; Gattons voice shouting orders. Then, we had jumped into the cab and enjoining the man to drive like fury, were speeding off through the busy London streets. Leaving the quietude of one suburb for the maelstrom of central London, we presently emerged into an equally quiet backwater upon the Northerly outskirts.

It was a nightmare journey, but when at last we approached the house for which we were bound my apprehension and excitement grew even keener. It was infinitely more isolated and lonely than I had ever realized, behind its high brick walls.

Of the local police there was no sign. And without hesitation we ran in at the open gate and up the path towards the porch. Every window in the house was brightly illuminated, testifying to the greatness of the occupants fear. Gaining the porch, we stopped, as if prompted by some mutual thought, and listened.

There was the remote murmuring of busy London, but here surrounding us was a stillness as great as that which prevailed in my own neighborhood; and as we stood there, keenly alert  distinctly we both heard the howling of dogs!

You hear it? rapped Gatton.

I do! I replied.

Grasping the bell-knob, I executed a vigorous peal upon the bell. There was a light in the hallway but my ringing elicited no response, until:

My God, look! cried Gatton.

He pulled me backward out of the porch, looking upward to the window of a room on the first floor.

A silhouette appeared there  undoubtedly that of Isobel. She seemed to be endeavoring to pull the curtain aside ... when the shadow of a long arm reached out to her, and she was plucked irresistibly back. The sound of a muffled scream reached my ears, and:

Great heavens! It has got in! whispered Gatton.

He raised his hand and the shrill note of a police whistle split the silence.

The closed door was obviously too strong to be forced without the aid of implements for the purpose, and we began to run around the house, looking for some means of entrance. Suddenly:

Theres the way! said Gatton, and pointed up to where the branches of an old elm tree stretched out before a window. The glass of the window was entirely shattered except for some few points which glittered like daggers around the edges of the frame.

Can you do it?

In the circumstances  yes! I said.

Without more ado I began to climb the elm, stimulated by memories of how I had entered Friars Park. It afforded little foothold for the first six feet and proved an even tougher job than I had anticipated, but at last I reached a projecting limb, the bulk of which had been sawn off. Gattons agility was not so great as mine, but at the moment that I half staggered and half fell into the room, I heard him swinging himself onto the limb behind me so that as I leaped to the open door he came tumbling in through the window, and the pair of us raced side by side along the corridor towards an apartment facing front from which horrifying cries and sounds of conflict now arose.

Gaining the closed door of this room, I literally hurled myself upon it. It crashed open ... and I beheld a dreadful spectacle.

Isobel lay forced back upon a settee which occupied the window recess  and bending over her, having her back turned towards me, was a tall, lithe, black-clad woman who, so far as I could see, was clutching Isobels throat and forcing her further backward  backward upon the cushions strewn upon the settee!

But instant upon the doors opening this horrible scene changed. With never a backward glance (so that neither Gatton nor I had even a momentary glimpse of her face) the black-robed woman sprang to the window, opened it in a moment, and to my dismay and astonishment sprang out into the darkness!

My first thought was for Isobel  but Gatton leaped across the room and craned out, peering on to the path below. Indeed, even as I dropped on my knees beside the swooning girl, I found myself listening for the thud of the falling body upon the gravel path. But no sound reached me. That uncanny creature must have alighted truly in the manner of a cat. Through the stillness of the house rang the flat note of a police-whistle. From some distant spot I heard a faint reply.



For long I failed to persuade myself that Isobel had not sustained some ghastly injury from the attack of the cat-woman. Memories uprose starkly before me of that hlangkûna and the other dreadful death-instruments of the mad Eurasian doctor. Not even the assurances of the local medical man who had been summoned in haste could convince me. For I recognized how petty was his knowledge in comparison with that of Dr. Damar Greefe. But although I trembled to think what her fate might have been if we had arrived a few minutes later, the fact remained (and I returned thanks to Heaven) that she had escaped serious physical injury at the hands of her assailant.

But, alas, to this very hour she sometimes awakes shrieking in the night. And her terrified cry is always the same: The green eyes of Bâst!... the green-eyes of Bâst!


CHAPTER XXIX AN AFTERWORD

I wish it lay in my power to satisfy the curiosity in all quarters expressed respecting the identity of Nahémah  the cat-woman, or psycho-hybrid, who figured in Dr. Damar Greefes statement. But it is my duty, as chronicler of the strange and awful occurrences which at this period disturbed the even tenor of my existence, to state that from the moment in which she leaped from the window of Mrs. Wentworths house to the path below, neither I nor any other witness who ever came forward beheld her again.

At the end of a quest which exercised the intricate machinery of New Scotland Yard throughout the length and breadth of the land, Inspector Gatton was compelled to admit himself defeated in this particular. And his explanation of the failure to apprehend the central figure of the tragedies which had exterminated the house of Coverly was a curious one.

You know, Mr. Addison, he said to me one evening, the more I think of this Nahémah the more I wonder if such a person ever really existed!

What do you mean, Gatton? I asked.

Well, he replied, I mean that although you and I and others are prepared to testify to the existence of a woman in the case, what do we really know about her (leaving Damar Greefes statement out of the question) except that she possessed very remarkable eyes?

And very remarkable agility, I interrupted.

Yes, Ill grant you that, he said; her agility was certainly phenomenal. But, still, as I was saying, except for this definite information we have no proof outside the statement of Dr. Damar Greefe that such a person as Nahémah ever existed or at any rate that there ever was a creature possessing the attributes which he ascribed to her. The Laurels is an ordinary suburban house, which has been leased for a number of years by a Mr. and Miss da Costa  Damar Greefe, no doubt, and a female companion. But of his great work and so forth theres not a trace. There are a lot of Egyptian antiquities, Ill admit, but not a scrap of evidence; and the rooms evidently used by the female inmate of the household are those of an ordinary cultured Englishwoman.

But, good heavens, Gatton, I cried, whatever explanation can you offer of a series of crimes which were palpably directed against the members of the Coverly family?

I dont say, continued Gatton, that there wasnt a sort of feud or vendetta at the bottom of the business. I merely mention that we have no evidence to show that the person responsible for it was any other than this Eurasian doctor.

But what could have been his object?

I could suggest several; but my point at the moment is this: although I am prepared to grant that he had a woman associate of some kind, I cant see that there is any evidence to prove that she was otherwise than an ordinary human being, except that I am disposed to think she was demented.

You are probably right there, Gatton, I agreed; and Dr. Damar Greefe was by no means normal; in fact I think he was a dangerous and very brilliant maniac.

At any rate, added Gatton, no trace of this Nahémah has been found  which, at the least, is very significant.

Significant, if you like, I replied; but for my own part I have no ambition whatever to see again those dreadful green eyes.

I never did see them, said Gatton musingly; therefore I cant speak upon the matter; but when we got Dr. Damar Greefe I think we had the head of the conspiracy. How much of his statement is true and how much the product of a diseased mind is something we are never likely to know.

Nor am I curious to know it, I assured him. I only desire to forget the tragedies associated with the green eyes of Bâst and to leave the darkness of the past behind

And, said Gatton, with a smile less grim than usual, you have my best wishes for the future.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. PAUL HARLEY OF CHANCERY LANE

Toward the hour of six on a hot summers evening Mr. Paul Harley was seated in his private office in Chancery Lane reading through a number of letters which Innes, his secretary, had placed before him for signature. Only one more remained to be passed, but it was a long, confidential report upon a certain matter, which Harley had prepared for His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department. He glanced with a sigh of weariness at the little clock upon his table before commencing to read.

Shall detain you only a few minutes, now, Knox, he said.

I nodded, smiling. I was quite content to sit and watch my friend at work.

Paul Harley occupied a unique place in the maelstrom of vice and ambition which is sometimes called London life. Whilst at present he held no official post, some of the most momentous problems of British policy during the past five years, problems imperilling inter-state relationships and not infrequently threatening a renewal of the world war, had owed their solution to the peculiar genius of this man.

No clue to his profession appeared upon the plain brass plate attached to his door, and little did those who regarded Paul Harley merely as a successful private detective suspect that he was in the confidence of some who guided the destinies of the Empire. Paul Harleys work in Constantinople during the feverish months preceding hostilities with Turkey, although unknown to the general public, had been of a most extraordinary nature. His recommendations were never adopted, unfortunately. Otherwise, the tragedy of the Dardanelles might have been averted.

His surroundings as he sat there, gaze bent upon the typewritten pages, were those of any other professional man. So it would have seemed to the casual observer. But perhaps there was a quality in the atmosphere of the office which would have told a more sensitive visitor that it was the apartment of no ordinary man of business. Whilst there were filing cabinets and bookshelves laden with works of reference, many of them legal, a large and handsome Burmese cabinet struck an unexpected note.

On closer inspection, other splashes of significant colour must have been detected in the scheme, notably a very fine engraving of Edgar Allan Poe, from the daguerreotype of 1848; and upon the man himself lay the indelible mark of the tropics. His clean-cut features had that hint of underlying bronze which tells of years spent beneath a merciless sun, and the touch of gray at his temples only added to the eager, almost fierce vitality of the dark face. Paul Harley was notable because of that intellectual strength which does not strike one immediately, since it is purely temperamental, but which, nevertheless, invests its possessor with an aura of distinction.

Writing his name at the bottom of the report, Paul Harley enclosed the pages in a long envelope and dropped the envelope into a basket which contained a number of other letters. His work for the day was ended, and glancing at me with a triumphant smile, he stood up. His office was a part of a residential suite, but although, like some old-time burgher of the city, he lived on the premises, the shutting of a door which led to his private rooms marked the close of the business day. Pressing a bell which connected with the public office occupied by his secretary, Paul Harley stood up as Innes entered.

Theres nothing further, is there, Innes? he asked.

Nothing, Mr. Harley, if you have passed the Home Office report?

Paul Harley laughed shortly.

There it is, he replied, pointing to the basket; a tedious and thankless job, Innes. It is the fifth draft you have prepared and it will have to do.

He took up a letter which lay unsealed upon the table. This is the Rokeby affair, he said. I have decided to hold it over, after all, until my return.

Ah! said Innes, quietly glancing at each envelope as he took it from the basket. I see you have turned down the little job offered by the Marquis.

I have, replied Harley, smiling grimly, and a fee of five hundred guineas with it. I have also intimated to that distressed nobleman that this is a business office and that a laundry is the proper place to take his dirty linen. No, theres nothing further to-night, Innes. You can get along now. Has Miss Smith gone?

But as if in answer to his enquiry the typist, who with Innes made up the entire staff of the office, came in at that moment, a card in her hand. Harley glanced across in my direction and then at the card, with a wry expression.

Colonel Juan Menendez, he read aloud, Cavendish Club, and glanced reflectively at Innes. Do we know the Colonel?

I think not, answered Innes; the name is unfamiliar to me.

I wonder, murmured Harley. He glanced across at me. Its an awful nuisance, Knox, but just as I thought the decks were clear. Is it something really interesting, or does he want a woman watched? However, his name sounds piquant, so perhaps I had better see him. Ask him to come in, Miss Smith.

Innes and Miss Smith retiring, there presently entered a man of most striking and unusual presence. In the first place, Colonel Menendez must have stood fully six feet in his boots, and he carried himself like a grandee of the golden days of Spain. His complexion was extraordinarily dusky, whilst his hair, which was close cropped, was iron gray. His heavy eyebrows and curling moustache with its little points were equally black, so that his large teeth gleamed very fiercely when he smiled. His eyes were large, dark, and brilliant, and although he wore an admirably cut tweed suit, for some reason I pictured him as habitually wearing riding kit. Indeed I almost seemed to hear the jingle of his spurs.

He carried an ebony cane for which I mentally substituted a crop, and his black derby hat I thought hardly as suitable as a sombrero. His age might have been anything between fifty and fifty-five.

Standing in the doorway he bowed, and if his smile was Mephistophelean, there was much about Colonel Juan Menendez which commanded respect.

Mr. Harley, he began, and his high, thin voice afforded yet another surprise, I feel somewhat ill at ease to  how do you say it?  appropriate your time, as I am by no means sure that what I have to say justifies my doing so.

He spoke most fluent, indeed florid, English. But his sentences at times were oddly constructed; yet, save for a faint accent, and his frequent interpolation of such expressions as how do you say?  a sort of nervous mannerism  one might have supposed him to be a Britisher who had lived much abroad. I formed the opinion that he had read extensively, and this, as I learned later, was indeed the case.

Sit down, Colonel Menendez, said Harley with quiet geniality. Officially, my working day is ended, I admit, but if you have no objection to the presence of my friend, Mr. Knox, I shall be most happy to chat with you.

He smiled in a way all his own.

If your business is of a painfully professional nature, he added, I must beg you to excuse me for fourteen days, as I am taking a badly needed holiday with my friend.

Ah, is it so? replied the Colonel, placing his hat and cane upon the table, and sitting down rather wearily in a big leathern armchair which Harley had pushed forward. If I intrude I am sorry, but indeed my business is urgent, and I come to you on the recommendation of my friend, Senor Don Merry del Val, the Spanish Ambassador.

He raised his eyes to Harleys face with an expression of peculiar appeal. I rose to depart, but:

Sit down, Knox, said Harley, and turned again to the visitor. Please proceed, he requested. Mr. Knox has been with me in some of the most delicate cases which I have ever handled, and you may rely upon his discretion as you may rely upon mine. He pushed forward a box of cigars. Will you smoke?

Thanks, no, was the answer; you see, I rarely smoke anything but my cigarettes.

Colonel Menendez extracted a slip of rice paper from a little packet which he carried, next, dipping two long, yellow fingers into his coat pocket, he brought out a portion of tobacco, laid it in the paper, and almost in the twinkling of an eye had made, rolled, and lighted a very creditable cigarette. His dexterity was astonishing, and seeing my surprise he raised his heavy eyebrows, and:

Practice makes perfect, is it not said? he remarked.

He shrugged his shoulders and dropped the extinguished match in an ash tray, whilst I studied him with increasing interest. Some dread, real or imaginary, was oppressing the mans mind, I mused. I felt my presence to be unwelcome, but:

Very well, he began, suddenly. I expect, Mr. Harley, that you will be disposed to regard what I have to tell you rather as a symptom of what you call nerves than as evidence of any agency directed against me.

Paul Harley stared curiously at the speaker. Do I understand you to suspect that someone is desirous of harming you? he enquired.

Colonel Menendez slowly nodded his head.

Such is my meaning, he replied.

You refer to bodily harm?

But yes, emphatically.

Hm, said Harley; and taking out a tin of tobacco from a cabinet beside him he began in leisurely manner to load a briar. No doubt you have good reasons for this suspicion?

If I had not good reasons, Mr. Harley, nothing could have induced me to trouble you. Yet, even now that I have compelled myself to come here, I find it difficult, almost impossible, to explain those reasons to you.

An expression of embarrassment appeared upon the brown face, and now Colonel Menendez paused and was plainly at a loss for words with which to continue.

Harley replaced the tin in the cupboard and struck a match. Lighting his pipe he nodded good humouredly as if to say, I quite understand. As a matter of fact, he probably thought, as I did, that this was a familiar case of a man of possibly blameless life who had become subject to that delusion which leads people to believe themselves threatened by mysterious and unnameable danger.

Our visitor inhaled deeply.

You, of course, are waiting for the facts, he presently resumed, speaking with a slowness which told of a mind labouring for the right mode of expression. These are so scanty, I fear, of so, shall I say, phantom a kind, that even when they are in your possession you will consider me to be merely the victim of a delusion. In the first place, then, I have reason to believe that someone followed me from my home to your office.

Indeed, said Paul Harley, sympathetically, for this I perceived was exactly what he had anticipated, and merely tended to confirm his suspicion. Some member of your household?

Certainly not.

Did you actually see this follower?

My dear sir, cried Colonel Menendez, excitement emphasizing his accent, if I had seen him, so much would have been made clear, so much! I have never seen him, but I have heard him and felt him  felt his presence, I mean.

In what way? asked Harley, leaning back in his chair and studying the fierce face.

On several occasions on turning out the light in my bedroom and looking across the lawn from my window I have observed the shadow of someone  how do you say?  lurking in the garden.

The shadow?

Precisely. The person himself was concealed beneath a tree. When he moved his shadow was visible on the ground.

You were not deceived by a waving branch?

Certainly not. I speak of a still, moonlight night.

Possibly, then, it was the shadow of a tramp, suggested Harley. I gather that you refer to a house in the country?

It was not, declared Colonel Menendez, emphatically; it was not. I wish to God I could believe it had been. Then there was, a month ago, an attempt to enter my house.

Paul Harley exhibited evidence of a quickening curiosity. He had perceived, as I had perceived, that the manner of the speaker differed from that of the ordinary victim of delusion, with whom he had become professionally familiar.

You had actual evidence of this? he suggested.

It was due to insomnia, sleeplessness, brought about, yes, I will admit it, by apprehension, that I heard the footsteps of this intruder.

But you did not see him?

Only his shadow

What!

You can obtain the evidence of all my household that someone had actually entered, declared Colonel Menendez, eagerly. Of this, at least, I can give you the certain facts. Whoever it was had obtained access through a kitchen window, had forced two locks, and was coming stealthily along the hallway when the sound of his footsteps attracted my attention.

What did you do?

I came out on to the landing and looked down the stairs. But even the slight sound which I made had been sufficient to alarm the midnight visitor, for I had never a glimpse of him. Only, as he went swiftly back in the direction from which he had come, the moonlight shining in through a window in the hall cast his shadow on the carpet.

Strange, murmured Harley. Very strange, indeed. The shadow told you nothing?

Nothing at all.

Colonel Menendez hesitated momentarily, and glanced swiftly across at Harley.

It was just a vague  do you say blur?  and then it was gone. But

Yes, said Harley. But?

Ah, Colonel Menendez blew a cloud of smoke into the air, I come now to the matter which I find so hard to explain.

He inhaled again deeply and was silent for a while.

Nothing was stolen? asked Harley.

Nothing whatever.

And no clue was left behind?

No clue except the filed fastening of a window and two open doors which had been locked as usual when the household retired.

Hm, mused Harley again; this incident, of course, may have been an isolated one and in no way connected with the surveillance of which you complain. I mean that this person who undoubtedly entered your house might prove to be an ordinary burglar.

On a table in the hallway of Crays Folly, replied Colonel Menendez, impressively so my house is named  stands a case containing presentation gold plate. The moonlight of which I have spoken was shining fully upon this case, and does the burglar live who will pass such a prize and leave it untouched?

I quite agree, said Harley, quietly, that this is a very big point.

You are beginning at last, suggested the Colonel, to believe that my suspicions are not quite groundless?

There is a distinct possibility that they are more than suspicions, agreed Harley; but may I suggest that there is something else? Have you an enemy?

Who that has ever held public office is without enemies?

Ah, quite so. Then I suggest again that there is something else.

He gazed keenly at his visitor, and the latter, whilst meeting the look unflinchingly with his large dark eyes, was unable to conceal the fact that he had received a home thrust.

There are two points, Mr. Harley, he finally confessed, almost certainly associated one with the other, if you understand, but both these so  shall I say remote?  from my life, that I hesitate to mention them. It seems fantastic to suppose that they contain a clue.

I beg of you, said Harley, to keep nothing back, however remote it may appear to be. It is sometimes the seemingly remote things which prove upon investigation to be the most intimate.

Very well, resumed Colonel Menendez, beginning to roll a second cigarette whilst continuing to smoke the first, I know that you are right, of course, but it is nevertheless very difficult for me to explain. I mentioned the attempted burglary, if so I may term it, in order to clear your mind of the idea that my fears were a myth. The next point which I have concerns a man, a neighbour of mine in Surrey. Before I proceed I should like to make it clear that I do not believe for a moment that he is responsible for this unpleasant business.

Harley stared at him curiously. Nevertheless, he said, there must be some data in your possession which suggest to your mind that he has some connection with it.

There are, Mr. Harley, but they belong to things so mystic and far away from ordinary crime that I fear you will think me, he shrugged his great shoulders, a man haunted by strange superstitions. Do you say haunted? Good. You understand. I should tell you, then, that although of pure Spanish blood, I was born in Cuba. The greater part of my life has been spent in the West Indies, where prior to 98 I held an appointment under the Spanish Government. I have property, not only in Cuba, but in some of the smaller islands which formerly were Spanish, and I shall not conceal from you that during the latter years of my administration I incurred the enmity of a section of the population. Do I make myself clear?

Paul Harley nodded and exchanged a swift glance with me. I formed a rapid mental picture of native life under the governorship of Colonel Juan Menendez and I began to consider his story from a new viewpoint. Seemingly rendered restless by his reflections, he stood up and began to pace the floor, a tall but curiously graceful figure. I noticed the bulldog tenacity of his chin, the intense pride in his bearing, and I wondered what kind of menace had induced him to seek the aid of Paul Harley; for whatever his failings might be, and I could guess at the nature of several of them, that this thin-lipped Spanish soldier knew the meaning of fear I was not prepared to believe.

Before you proceed further, Colonel Menendez, said Harley, might I ask when you left Cuba?

Some three years ago, was his reply. Because he hesitated curiously of health motives, I leased a property in England, believing that here I should find peace.

In other words, you were afraid of something or someone in Cuba?

Colonel Menendez turned in a flash, glaring down at the speaker.

I never feared any man in my life, Mr. Harley, he said, coldly.

Then why are you here?

The Colonel placed the stump of his first cigarette in an ash tray and lighted that which he had newly made.

It is true, he admitted. Forgive me. Yet what I said was that I never feared any man.

He stood squarely in front of the Burmese cabinet, resting one hand upon his hip. Then he added a remark which surprised me.

Do you know anything of Voodoo? he asked.

Paul Harley took his pipe from between his teeth and stared at the speaker silently for a moment. Voodoo? he echoed. You mean negro magic?

Exactly.

My studies have certainly not embraced it, replied Harley, quietly, nor has it hitherto come within my experience. But since I have lived much in the East, I am prepared to learn that Voodoo may not be a negligible quantity. There are forces at work in India which we in England improperly understand. The same may be true of Cuba.

The same is true of Cuba.

Colonel Menendez glared almost fiercely across the room at Paul Harley.

And do I understand, asked the latter, that the danger which you believe to threaten you is associated with Cuba?

That, Mr. Harley, is for you to decide when all the facts shall be in your possession. Do you wish that I proceed?

By all means. I must confess that I am intensely interested.

Very well, Mr. Harley. I have something to show you.

From an inside breast pocket Colonel Menendez drew out a gold-mounted case, and from the case took some flat, irregularly shaped object wrapped in a piece of tissue paper. Unfolding the paper, he strode across and laid the object which it had contained upon the blotting pad in front of my friend.

Impelled by curiosity I stood up and advanced to inspect it. It was of a dirty brown colour, some five or six inches long, and appeared to consist of a kind of membrane. Harley, his elbow on the table, was staring down at it questioningly.

What is it? I said; some kind of leaf?

No, replied Harley, looking up into the dark face of the Spanish colonel; I think I know what it is.

I, also, know what it is. declared Colonel Menendez, grimly. But tell me what to you it seems like, Mr. Harley?

Paul Harleys expression was compounded of incredulity, wonder, and something else, as, continuing to stare at the speaker, he replied:

It is the wing of a bat.


CHAPTER II. THE VOODOO SWAMP

Often enough my memory has recaptured that moment in Paul Harleys office, when Harley, myself, and the tall Spaniard stood looking down at the bat wing lying upon the blotting pad.

My brilliant friend at times displayed a sort of prescience, of which I may have occasion to speak later, but I, together with the rest of pur-blind humanity, am commonly immune from the prophetic instinct. Therefore I chronicle the fact for what it may be worth, that as I gazed with a sort of disgust at the exhibit lying upon the table I became possessed of a conviction, which had no logical basis, that a door had been opened through which I should step into a new avenue of being; I felt myself to stand upon the threshold of things strange and terrible, but withal alluring. Perhaps it is true that in the great crises of life the inner eye becomes momentarily opened.

With intense curiosity I awaited the Colonels next words, but, a cigarette held nervously between his fingers, he stood staring at Harley, and it was the latter who broke that peculiar silence which had fallen upon us.

The wing of a bat, he murmured, then touched it gingerly. Of what kind of bat, Colonel Menendez? Surely not a British species?

But emphatically not a British species, replied the Spaniard. Yet even so the matter would be strange.

I am all anxiety to learn the remainder of your story, Colonel Menendez.

Good. Your interest comforts me very greatly, Mr. Harley. But when first I came, you led me to suppose that you were departing from London?

Such, at the time, was my intention, sir. Paul Harley smiled slightly. Accompanied by my friend, Mr. Knox, I had proposed to indulge in a fortnights fishing upon the Norfolk Broads.

Fishing?

Yes.

A peaceful occupation, Mr. Harley, and a great rest-cure for one who like yourself moves much amid the fiercer passions of life. You were about to make holiday?

Paul Harley nodded.

It is cruel of me to intrude upon such plans, continued Colonel Menendez, dexterously rolling his cigarette around between his fingers. Yet because of my urgent need I dare to do so. Would yourself and your friend honour me with your company at Crays Folly for a few days? I can promise you good entertainment, although I regret that there is no fishing; but it may chance that there will be other and more exciting sport.

Harley glanced at me significantly.

Do I understand you to mean, Colonel Menendez, he asked, that you have reason to believe that this conspiracy directed against you is about to come to a head?

Colonel Menendez nodded, at the same time bringing his hand down sharply upon the table.

Mr. Harley, he replied, his high, thin voice sunken almost to a whisper, Wednesday night is the night of the full moon.

The full moon?

It is at the full moon that the danger comes.

Paul Harley stood up, and watched by the Spanish colonel paced slowly across the office. At the outer door he paused and turned.

Colonel Menendez, he said, that you would willingly waste the time of a busy man I do not for a moment believe, therefore I shall ask you as briefly as possible to state your case in detail. When I have heard it, if it appears to me that any good purpose can be served by my friend and myself coming to Crays Folly I feel sure that he will be happy to accept your proffered hospitality.

If I am likely to be of the slightest use I shall be delighted, said I, which indeed was perfectly true.

Whilst I had willingly agreed to accompany Harley to Norfolk I had none of his passion for the piscatorial art, and the promise of novel excitement held out by Colonel Menendez appealed to me more keenly than the lazy days upon the roads which Harley loved.

Gentlemen  the Colonel bowed profoundly I am honoured and delighted. When you shall have heard my story I know what your decision will be.

He resumed his seat, and began, it seemed almost automatically, to roll a fresh cigarette.

I am all attention, declared Harley, and his glance strayed again in a wondering fashion to the bat wing lying on his table.

I will speak briefly, resumed our visitor, and any details which may seem to you to be important can be discussed later when you are my guests. You must know then that I first became acquainted with the significance belonging to the term Bat Wing and to the object itself some twenty years ago.

But surely, interrupted Harley, incredulously, you are not going to tell me that the menace of which you complain is of twenty years standing?

At your express request, Mr. Harley, returned the Colonel a trifle brusquely, I am dealing with possibilities which are remote, because in your own words it is sometimes the remote which proves to be the intimate. It was then rather more than twenty years ago, at a time when great political changes were taking place in the West Indies, that my business interests, which are mainly concerned with sugar, carried me to one of the smaller islands which had formerly been under  my jurisdiction, do you say? Here I had a house and estate, and here in the past I had experienced much trouble with the natives.

I do not disguise from you that I was unpopular, and on my return I met with unmistakable signs of hostility. My native workmen were insubordinate. In fact, it was the reports from my overseers which had led me to visit the island. I made a tour of the place, believing it to be necessary to my interests that I should get once more in touch with negro feeling, since I had returned to my home in Cuba after the upheavals in 98. Very well.

The manager of my estate, a capable man, was of opinion that there existed a secret organization amongst the native labourers operating  you understand?  against my interests. He produced certain evidences of this. They were not convincing; and all my enquiries and examinations of certain inhabitants led to no definite results. Yet I grew more and more to feel that enemies surrounded me.

He paused to light his third cigarette, and whilst he did so I conjured up a mental picture of his examinations of certain inhabitants. I recalled hazily those stories of Spanish mismanagement and cruelty which had directly led to United States interferences in the islands. But whilst I could well believe that this mans life had not been safe in those bad old days in the West Indies, I found it difficult to suppose that a native plot against his safety could have survived for more than twenty years and have come to a climax in England. However, I realized that there was more to follow, and presently, having lighted his cigarette, the Colonel resumed:

In the neighbourhood of the hacienda which had once been my official residence there was a belt of low-lying pest country  you understand pest country?  which was a hot-bed of poisonous diseases. It followed the winding course of a nearly stagnant creek. From the earliest times the Black Belt  it was so called  had been avoided by European inhabitants, and indeed by the coloured population as well. Apart from the malaria of the swampy ground it was infested with reptiles and with poisonous insects of a greater variety and of a more venomous character than I have ever known in any part of the world.

I must explain that what I regarded as a weak point in my managers theory was this: Whilst he held that the native labourers to a man were linked together under some head, or guiding influence, he had never succeeded in surprising anything in the nature of a negro meeting. Indeed, he had prohibited all gatherings of this kind. His answer to my criticism was a curious one. He declared that the members of this mysterious society met and received their instructions at some place within the poison area to which I have referred, believing themselves there to be safe from European interference.

For a long time I disputed this with poor Valera  for such was my managers name; when one night as I was dismounting from my horse before the veranda, having returned from a long ride around the estate, a shot was fired from the border of the Black Belt which at one point crept up dangerously close to the hacienda.

The shot was a good one. I had caught my spur in the stirrup in dismounting, and stumbled. Otherwise I must have been a dead man. The bullet pierced the crown of my hat, only missing my skull by an inch or less. The alarm was given. But no search-party could be mustered, do you say?  which was prepared to explore the poison swamp  or so declared my native servants. Valera, however, seized upon this incident to illustrate his theory that there were those in the island who did not hesitate to enter the Black Belt popularly supposed to cast up noxious vapours at dusk of a sort fatal to any traveller.

That night over our wine we discussed the situation, and he pointed out to me that now was the hour to test his theory. Orders had evidently been given for my assassination and the attempt had failed.

There will be a meeting, said Valera, to discuss the next move. And it will take place to-morrow night!

I challenged him with a glance and I replied:

To-morrow night is a full moon, and if you are agreeable we will make a secret expedition into the swamp, and endeavour to find the clearing which you say is there, and which you believe to be the rendezvous of the conspirators.

Even in the light of the lamp I saw Valera turn pale, but he was a Spaniard and a man of courage.

I agree, señor, he replied. If my information is correct we shall find the way.

I must explain that the information to which he referred had been supplied by a native girl who loved him. That this clearing was a meeting-place she had denied. But she had admitted that it was possible to obtain access to it, and had even described the path. He paused. She died of a lingering sickness.

Colonel Menendez spoke these last words with great deliberation and treated each of us to a long and significant stare.

Presently, he added, I will tell you what was nailed to the wall of her hut on the night that she fell ill. But to continue my narrative. On the following evening, suitably equipped, Valera and myself set out, leaving by a side door and striking into the woods at a point east of the hacienda, where, according to his information, a footpath existed, which would lead us to the clearing we desired to visit. Of that journey, gentlemen, I have most terrible memories.

Imagine a dense and poisonous jungle, carpeted by rotten vegetation in which ones feet sank deeply and from which arose a visible and stenching vapour. Imagine living things, slimy things, moving beneath the tread, sometimes coiling about our riding boots, sometimes making hissing sounds. Imagine places where the path was overgrown, and we must thrust our way through bushes where great bloated spiders weaved their webs, where clammy night things touched us as we passed, where unfamiliar and venomous insects clung to our garments.

We proceeded onward for more than half an hour guided by the moonlight, but this, although tropically brilliant, at some places scarcely penetrated the thick vapour which arose from the jungle. In those days I was a young and vigorous man; my companion was several years my senior; and his sufferings were far greater than my own. But if the jungle was horrible, worse was yet to come.

Presently we stumbled upon an open space almost quite bare of vegetation, a poisonous green carpet spread in the heart of the woods. Here the vapour was more dense than ever, but I welcomed the sight of open ground after the reptile-infested thicket. Alas! it was a snare, a death-trap, a sort of morass, in which we sank up to our knees. Pah! it was filthy  vile! And I became aware of great  lassitude, do you say?  whilst Valeras panting breath told that he had almost reached the end of his resources.

A faint breeze moved through the clearing and for a few moments we were enabled to perceive one another more distinctly. I uttered an exclamation of horror.

My companions garments were a mass of strange-looking patches.

Even as I noticed them I glanced rapidly down  and found myself in similar condition. As I did so one of these patches upon the sleeve of my tunic intruded coldly upon my bare wrist. At that I cried out aloud in fear. Valera and I commenced what was literally a fight for life.

Gentlemen, we were attacked by some kind of blood-red leeches, which came out of the slime! In detaching them one detached patches of skin, and they swarmed over our bodies like ants upon carrion.

They penetrated beneath our garments, these swollen, lustful, unclean things; and it was whilst we staggered on through the swamp in agony of mind and body that we saw the light of many torches amid the trees ahead of us, and in their smoky glare witnessed the flight of hundreds of bats. The moonlight creeping dimly through the mist, and the torchlight  how do you say?  enflaming the vegetation, created a scene like that of Inferno, in which naked figures danced wildly, uttering animal cries.

Above the shrieking and howling, which rose and fell in a sort of unholy chorus, I heard one long, wailing sound, repeated and repeated. It was an African word. But I knew its meaning.

It was Bat Wing!

My doubts were dispersed. This was a meeting-place of Devil-worshippers, or devotees of the cult of Voodoo! One man only could I see clearly so as to remember him, a big negro employed upon one of my estates. He seemed to be a sort of high priest or president of the orgies. Attached to his arms were giant imitations of bat wings which he moved grotesquely as if in flight. There were many women in the throng, which numbered fully I should think a hundred people. But the final collapse of my brave, unhappy Valera at this point brought home to me the nature of the peril in which I stood.

He lay at my feet, moving convulsively, and sinking ever deeper in the swamp, red leeches moving slowly, slowly over his fast-disappearing body.

Colonel Menendez paused in his appalling narrative and wiped his moist forehead with a silk handkerchief. Neither Harley nor I spoke. I knew not if my friend believed the Spaniards story. For my own part I found it difficult to do so. But that the narrator was deeply moved was a fact beyond dispute.

He suddenly commenced again:

My next recollection is of awakening in my own bed at the hacienda. I had staggered back as far as the veranda, in raving delirium, and in the grip of a strange fever which prostrated me for many months, and which defied the knowledge of all the specialists who could be procured from Cuba and the United States. My survival was due to an iron constitution; but I have never been the same man. I was ordered to leave the West Indies directly it became possible for me to be moved. I arranged my affairs accordingly, and did not return for many years.

Finally, however, I again took up my residence in Cuba, and for a time all went well, and might have continued to do so, but for the following incident. One night, being troubled by insomnia  sleeplessness  and the heat, I walked out on to the balcony in front of my bedroom window. As I did so, a figure which had been  you say lurking?  somewhere under the veranda ran swiftly off; but not so swiftly that I failed to obtain a glimpse of the uplifted face.

It was the big negro! Although many years had elapsed since I had seen him wearing the bat wings at those unholy rites, I knew him instantly.

On a little table close behind me where I stood lay a loaded revolver. I snatched it in a flash and fired shot after shot at the retreating figure.

Colonel Menendez shrugged his shoulders and selected a fresh cigarette paper.

Gentlemen, he continued, from that moment until this I have gone in hourly peril of my life. Whether I hit my man or missed him, I have never known to this day. If he lives or is dead I cannot say. But he paused impressively I have told you of something that was nailed to the hut of a certain native girl? Before she died I knew that it was a death-token.

On the morning after the episode which I have just related attached to the main door of the hacienda was found that same token.

And it was?? said Harley, eagerly.

It was the wing of a bat!

I am perhaps a hasty man. It is in my blood. I tore the unclean thing from the panel and stamped it under my feet. No one of the servants who had drawn my attention to its presence would consent to touch it. Indeed, they all shrank from me as though I, too, were unclean. I endeavoured to forget it. Who was I to be influenced by the threats of natives?

That night, just at the hour of sunset, a shot was fired at me from a neighbouring clump of trees, only missing me I think by the fraction of an inch. I realized that the peril was real, and was one against which I could not fight.

Permit me to be brief, gentlemen. Six attempts of various kinds were made upon my life in Cuba. I crossed to the United States. In Washington, the political capital of the country, an assassin gained access to my hotel apartment and but for the fact that a friend chanced to call me up on the telephone at that late hour of the night, thereby awakening me, I should have received a knife in my heart. I saw the knife in the dim light; I saw the shadowy figure. I leapt out on the opposite side of the bed, seized a table-lamp which stood there, and hurled it at my assailant.

There was a crash, a stifled exclamation, shuffling, the door opened, and my would-be assassin was gone. But I had learned something, and to my old fears a new one was added.

What had you learned? asked Harley, whose interest in the narrative was displayed by the fact that his pipe had long since gone out.

Vaguely, vaguely, you understand, for there was little light, I had seen the face of the man. He wore some kind of black cloak doubtless to conceal his movements. His silhouette resembled that of a bat. But, gentlemen, he was neither a negro nor even a half-caste; he was of the white races, to that I could swear.

Colonel Menendez lighted the cigarette which he had been busily rolling, and fixed his dark eyes upon Harley.

You puzzle me, sir, said the latter. Do you wish me to believe that this cult of Voodoo claims European or American devotees?

I wish you to believe, returned the Colonel, that although as the result of the alarm which I gave the hotel was searched and the Washington police exerted themselves to the utmost, no trace was ever found of the man who had tried to murder me, except  he extended a long, yellow forefinger, and pointed to the wing of the bat lying upon Harleys table a bat wing was found pinned to my bedroom door.

Silence fell for a while; an impressive silence. Truly this was the strangest story to which I had ever listened.

How long ago was that? asked Harley.

Only two years ago. At about the time that the great war terminated. I came to Europe and believed that at last I had found security. I lived for a time in London amidst a refreshing peace that was new to me. Then, chancing to hear of a property in Surrey which was available, I leased it for a period of years, installing  is it correct?  my cousin, Madame de Stämer, as housekeeper. Madame, alas, is an invalid, but  he kissed his fingers a genius. She has with her, as companion, a very charming English girl, Miss Val Beverley, the orphaned daughter of a distinguished surgeon of Edinburg. Miss Beverley was with my cousin in the hospital which she established in France during the war. If you will honour me with your presence at Crays Folly to-morrow, gentlemen, you will not lack congenial company, I can assure you.

He raised his heavy eyebrows, looking interrogatively from Harley to myself.

For my own part, said my friend, slowly, I shall be delighted. What do you say, Knox?

I also.

But, continued Harley, your presence here today, Colonel Menendez, suggests to my mind that England has not proved so safe a haven as you had anticipated?

Colonel Menendez crossed the room and stood once more before the Burmese cabinet, one hand resting upon his hip; a massive yet graceful figure.

Mr. Harley, he replied, four days ago my butler, who is a Spaniard, brought me He pointed to the bat wing lying upon the blotting pad. He had found it pinned to an oaken panel of the main entrance door.

Was it prior to this discovery, or after it, asked Harley, that you detected the presence of someone lurking in the neighbourhood of the house?

Before it.

And the burglarious entrance?

That took place rather less than a month ago. On the eve of the full moon.

Paul Harley stood up and relighted his pipe.

There are quite a number of other details, Colonel, he said, which I shall require you to place in my possession. Since I have determined to visit Crays Folly, these can wait until my arrival. I particularly refer to a remark concerning a neighbour of yours in Surrey.

Colonel Menendez nodded, twirling his cigarette between his long, yellow fingers.

It is a delicate matter, gentlemen, he confessed.

I must take time to consider how I shall place it before you. But I may count upon your arrival tomorrow?

Certainly. I am looking forward to the visit with keen interest.

It is important, declared our visitor; for on Wednesday is the full moon, and the full moon is in some way associated with the sacrificial rites of Voodoo.


CHAPTER III. THE VAMPIRE BAT

An hour had elapsed since the departure of our visitor, and Paul Harley and I sat in the cosy, book-lined study discussing the strange story which had been related to us. Harley, who had a friend attached to the Spanish Embassy, had succeeded in getting in touch with him at his chambers, and had obtained some few particulars of interest concerning Colonel Don Juan Sarmiento Menendez, for such were the full names and titles of our late caller.

He was apparently the last representative of a once great Spanish family, established for many generations in Cuba. His wealth was incalculable, although the value of his numerous estates had depreciated in recent years. His family had produced many men of subtle intellect and powerful administrative qualities; but allied to this they had all possessed traits of cruelty and debauchery which at one time had made the name of Menendez a by-word in the West Indies. That there were many people in that part of the world who would gladly have assassinated the Colonel, Paul Harleys informant did not deny. But although this information somewhat enlarged our knowledge of my friends newest client, it threw no fresh light upon that side of his story which related to Voodoo and the extraordinary bat wing episodes.

Of course, said Harley, after a long silence, there is one possibility of which we must not lose sight.

What possibility is that? I asked.

That Menendez may be mad. Remorse for crimes of cruelty committed in his youth, and beyond doubt he has been guilty of many, may have led to a sort of obsession. I have known such cases.

That was my first impression, I confessed, but it faded somewhat as the Colonels story proceeded. I dont think any such explanation would cover the facts.

Neither do I, agreed my friend; but it is distinctly possible that such an obsession exists, and that someone is deliberately playing upon it for his own ends.

You mean that someone who knows of these episodes in the earlier life of Menendez is employing them now for a secret purpose of his own?

Exactly.

It renders the case none the less interesting.

I quite agree, Knox. With you, I believe, that even if the Colonel is not quite sane, at the same time his fears are by no means imaginary.

He gingerly took up the bat wing from the arm of his chair where he had placed it after a detailed examination.

It seems to be pretty certain, he said, that this thing is the wing of a Desmodus or Vampire Bat. Now, according to our authority  he touched a work which lay open on the other arm of his chair these are natives of tropical America, therefore the presence of a living vampire bat in Surrey is not to be anticipated. I am personally satisfied, however, that this unpleasant fragment has been preserved in some way.

You mean that it is part of a specimen from someones collection?

Quite possibly. But even a collection of such bats would be quite a novelty. I dont know that I can recollect one outside the Museums. To follow this bat wing business further: there was one very curious point in the Colonels narrative. You recollect his reference to a native girl who had betrayed certain information to the manager of the estate?

I nodded rapidly.

A bat wing was affixed to the wall of her hut and she died, according to our informant, of a lingering sickness. Now this lingering sickness might have been anæmia, and anæmia may be induced, either in man or beast, by frequent but unsuspected visits of a Vampire Bat.

Good heavens, Harley! I exclaimed, what a horrible idea.

It is a horrible idea, but in countries infested by these creatures such things happen occasionally. I distinctly recollect a story which I once heard, of a little girl in some district of tropical America falling into such a decline, from which she was only rescued in the nick of time by the discovery that one of these Vampire Bats, a particularly large one, had formed the habit of flying into her room at night and attaching itself to her bare arm which lay outside the coverlet.

How did it penetrate the mosquito curtains? I enquired, incredulously.

The very point, Knox, which led to the discovery of the truth. The thing, exhibiting a sort of uncanny intelligence, used to work its way up under the edge of the netting. This disturbance of the curtains was noticed on several occasions by the nurse who occupied an adjoining room, and finally led to the detection of the bat!

But surely, I said, such a visitation would awaken any sleeper?

On the contrary, it induces deeper sleep. But I have not yet come to my point, Knox. The vengeance of the High Priest of Voodoo, who figured in the Colonels narrative, was characteristic in the case of the native woman, since her symptoms at least simulated those which would result from the visits of a Vampire Bat, although of course they may have been due to a slow poison. But you will not have failed to note that the several attacks upon the Colonel personally were made with more ordinary weapons. On two occasions at least a rifle was employed.

Yes, I replied, slowly. You are wondering why the lingering sickness did not visit him?

I am, Knox. I can only suppose that he proved to be immune. You recall his statement that he made an almost miraculous recovery from the fever which attacked him after his visit to the Black Belt? This would seem to point to the fact that he possesses that rare type of constitution which almost defies organisms deadly to ordinary men.

I see. Hence the dagger and the rifle?

So it would appear.

But, Harley, I cried, what appalling crime can the man have committed to call down upon his head a vengeance which has survived for so many years?

Paul Harley shrugged his shoulders in a whimsical imitation of the Spaniard.

I doubt if the feud dates any earlier, he replied, than the time of Menendezs last return to Cuba. On that occasion he evidently killed the High Priest of Voodoo.

I uttered an exclamation of scorn.

My dear Harley, I said, the whole thing is too utterly fantastic. I begin to believe again that we are dealing with a madman.

Harley glanced down at the wing of the bat.

We shall see, he murmured. Even if the only result of our visit is to make the acquaintance of the Colonels household our time will not have been wasted.

No, said I, that is true enough. I am looking forward to meeting Madame de Stämer

The Colonels invalid cousin, added Harley, tonelessly.

And her companion, Miss Beverley.

Quite so. Nor must we forget the Spanish butler, and the Colonel himself, whose acquaintance I am extremely anxious to renew.

The whole thing is wildly bizarre, Harley.

My dear Knox, he replied, stretching himself luxuriously in the long lounge chair, the most commonplace life hovers on the edge of the bizarre. But those of us who overstep the border become preposterous in the eyes of those who have never done so. This is not because the unusual is necessarily the untrue, but because writers of fiction have claimed the unusual as their particular province, and in doing so have divorced it from fact in the public eye. Thus I, myself, am a myth, and so are you, Knox!

He raised his hand and pointed to the doorway communicating with the office.

We owe our mythological existence to that American genius whose portrait hangs beside the Burmese cabinet and who indiscreetly created the character of C. Auguste Dupin. The doings of this amateur investigator were chronicled by an admirer, you may remember, since when no private detective has been allowed to exist outside the pages of fiction. My most trivial habits confirm my unreality.

For instance, I have a friend who is good enough sometimes to record my movements. So had Dupin. I smoke a pipe. So did Dupin. I investigate crime, and I am sometimes successful. Here I differ from Dupin. Dupin was always successful. But my argument is this  you complain that the life of Colonel Don Juan Sarmiento Menendez, on his own showing, has been at least as romantic as his name. It would not be accounted romantic by the adventurous, Knox; it is only romantic to the prosaic mind. In the same way his name is only unusual to our English ears. In Spain it would pass unnoticed.

I see your point, I said, grudgingly; but think of I Voodoo in the Surrey Hills.

I am thinking of it, Knox, and it affords me much delight to think of it. You have placed your finger I upon the very point I was endeavouring to make. Voodoo in the Surrey Hills! Quite so. Voodoo in some island of the Caribbean Seas, yes, but Voodoo in the Surrey Hills, no. Yet, my dear fellow, there is a regular steamer service between South America and England. Or one may embark at Liverpool and disembark in the Spanish Main. Why, then, may not one embark in the West Indies and disembark at Liverpool? This granted, you will also grant that from Liverpool to Surrey is a feasible journey. Why, then, should you exclaim, but Voodoo in the Surrey Hills! You would be surprised to meet an Esquimaux in the Strand, but there is no reason why an Esquimaux should not visit the Strand. In short, the most annoying thing about fact is its resemblance to fiction. I am looking forward to the day, Knox, when I can retire from my present fictitious profession and become a recognized member of the community; such as a press agent, a theatrical manager, or some other dealer in Fact!

He burst out laughing, and reaching over to a side-table refilled my glass and his own.

There lies the wing of a Vampire Bat, he said, pointing, in Chancery Lane. It is impossible. Yet, he raised his glass, Pussyfoot Johnson has visited Scotland, the home of Whisky!

We were silent for a while, whilst I considered his remarks.

The conclusion to which I have come, declared Harley, is that nothing is so strange as the commonplace. A rod and line, a boat, a luncheon hamper, a jar of good ale, and the peculiar peace of a Norfolk river  these joys I willingly curtail in favour of the unknown things which await us at Crays Folly. Remember, Knox, he stared at me queerly, Wednesday is the night of the full moon.


CHAPTER IV. CRAYS FOLLY

Paul Harley lay back upon the cushions and glanced at me with a quizzical smile. The big, up-to-date car which Colonel Menendez had placed at our disposal was surmounting a steep Surrey lane as though no gradient had existed.

Some engine! he said, approvingly.

I nodded in agreement, but felt disinclined for conversation, being absorbed in watching the characteristically English scenery. This, indeed, was very beautiful. The lane along which we were speeding was narrow, winding, and over-arched by trees. Here and there sunlight penetrated to spread a golden carpet before us, but for the most part the way lay in cool and grateful shadow.

On one side a wooded slope hemmed us in blackly, on the other lay dell after dell down into the cradle of the valley. It was a poetic corner of England, and I thought it almost unbelievable that London was only some twenty miles behind. A fit place this for elves and fairies to survive, a spot in which the presence of a modern automobile seemed a desecration. Higher we mounted and higher, the engine running strongly and smoothly; then, presently, we were out upon a narrow open road with the crescent of the hills sweeping away on the right and dense woods dipping valleyward to the left and behind us.

The chauffeur turned, and, meeting my glance:

Crays Folly, sir, he said.

He jerked his hand in the direction of a square, gray-stone tower somewhat resembling a campanile, which uprose from a distant clump of woods cresting a greater eminence.

Ah, murmured Harley, the famous tower.

Following the departure of the Colonel on the previous evening, he had looked up Crays Folly and had found it to be one of a series of houses erected by the eccentric and wealthy man whose name it bore. He had had a mania for building houses with towers, in which his rival  and contemporary  had been William Beckford, the author of Vathek, a work which for some obscure reason has survived as well as two of the three towers erected by its writer.

I became conscious of a keen sense of anticipation. In this, I think, the figure of Miss Val Beverley played a leading part. There was something pathetic in the presence of this lonely English girl in so singular a household; for if the menage at Crays Folly should prove half so strange as Colonel Menendez had led us to believe, then truly we were about to find ourselves amid unusual people.

Presently the road inclined southward somewhat and we entered the fringe of the trees. I noticed one or two very ancient cottages, but no trace of the modern builder. This was a fragment of real Old England, and I was not sorry when presently we lost sight of the square tower; for amidst such scenery it was an anomaly and a rebuke.

What Paul Harleys thoughts may have been I cannot say, but he preserved an unbroken silence up to the very moment that we came to the gate lodge.

The gates were monstrosities of elaborate iron scrollwork, craftsmanship clever enough in its way, but of an ornate kind more in keeping with the orange trees of the South than with this wooded Surrey countryside.

A very surly-looking girl, quite obviously un-English (a daughter of Pedro, the butler, I learned later), opened the gates, and we entered upon a winding drive literally tunnelled through the trees. Of the house we had never a glimpse until we were right under its walls, nor should I have known that we were come to the main entrance if the car had not stopped.

Looks like a monastery, muttered Harley.

Indeed that part of the building  the north front  which was visible from this point had a strangely monastic appearance, being built of solid gray blocks and boasting only a few small, heavily barred windows. The eccentricity of the Victorian gentleman who had expended thousands of pounds upon erecting this house was only equalled, I thought, by that of Colonel Menendez, who had chosen it for a home. An out-jutting wing shut us in on the west, and to the east the prospect was closed by the tallest and most densely grown box hedge I had ever seen, trimmed most perfectly and having an arched opening in the centre. Thus, the entrance to Crays Folly lay in a sort of bay.

But even as we stepped from the car, the great church-like oaken doors were thrown open, and there, framed in the monkish porch, stood the tall, elegant figure of the Colonel.

Gentlemen, he cried, welcome to Crays Folly.

He advanced smiling, and in the bright sunlight seemed even more Mephistophelean than he had seemed in Harleys office.

Pedro, he called, and a strange-looking Spanish butler who wore his side-whiskers like a bull fighter appeared behind his master; a sallow, furtive fellow with whom I determined I should never feel at ease.

However, the Colonel greeted us heartily enough, and conducted us through a kind of paved, covered courtyard into a great lofty hall. Indeed it more closely resembled a studio, being partly lighted by a most curious dome. It was furnished in a manner quite un-English, but very luxuriously. A magnificent oaken staircase communicated with a gallery on the left, and at the foot of this staircase, in a mechanical chair which she managed with astonishing dexterity, sat Madame de Stämer.

She had snow-white hair crowning the face of a comparatively young woman, and large, dark-brown eyes which reminded me strangely of the eyes of some animal although in the first moment of meeting I could not identify the resemblance. Her hands were very slender and beautiful, and when, as the Colonel presented us, she extended her fingers, I was not surprised to see Harley stoop and kiss them in Continental fashion; for this Madame evidently expected. I followed suit; but truth to tell, after that first glance at the masterful figure in the invalid chair I had had no eyes for Madame de Stämer, being fully employed in gazing at someone who stood beside her.

This was an evasively pretty girl, or such was my first impression. That is to say, that whilst her attractiveness was beyond dispute, analysis of her small features failed to detect from which particular quality this charm was derived. The contour of her face certainly formed a delightful oval, and there was a wistful look in her eyes which was half appealing and half impish. Her demure expression was not convincing, and there rested a vague smile, or promise of a smile, upon lips which were perfectly moulded, and indeed the only strictly regular feature of a nevertheless bewitching face. She had slightly curling hair and the line of her neck and shoulder was most graceful and charming. Of one thing I was sure: She was glad to see visitors at Crays Folly.

And now, gentlemen, said Colonel Menendez, having presented you to Madame, my cousin, permit me to present you to Miss Val Beverley, my cousins companion, and our very dear friend.

The girl bowed in a formal English fashion, which contrasted sharply with the Continental manner of Madame. Her face flushed slightly, and as I met her glance she lowered her eyes.

Now M. Harley and M. Knox, said Madame, vivaciously, you are quite at home. Pedro will show you to your rooms and lunch will be ready in half an hour.

She waved her white hand coquettishly, and ignoring the proffered aid of Miss Beverley, wheeled her chair away at a great rate under a sort of arch on the right of the hall, which communicated with the domestic offices of the establishment.

Is she not wonderful? exclaimed Colonel Menendez, taking Harleys left arm and my right and guiding us upstairs followed by Pedro and the chauffeur, the latter carrying our grips. Many women would be prostrated by such an affliction, but she he shrugged his shoulders.

Harley and I had been placed in adjoining rooms. I had never seen such rooms as those in Crays Folly. The place contained enough oak to have driven a modern builder crazy. Oak had simply been lavished upon it. My own room, which was almost directly above the box hedge to which I have referred, had a beautiful carved ceiling and a floor as highly polished as that of a ballroom. It was tastefully furnished, but the foreign note was perceptible everywhere.

We have here some grand prospects, said the Colonel, and truly enough the view from the great, high, wide window was a very fine one.

I perceived that the grounds of Crays Folly were extensive and carefully cultivated. I had a glimpse of a Tudor sunken garden, but the best view of this was from the window of Harleys room, which because it was the end room on the north front overlooked another part of the grounds, and offered a prospect of the east lawns and distant park land.

When presently Colonel Menendez and I accompanied my friend there I was charmed by the picturesque scene below. Here was a real old herbal garden, gay with flowers and intersected by tiled moss-grown paths. There were bushes exhibiting fantastic examples of the topiary art, and here, too, was a sun-dial. My first impression of this beautiful spot was one of delight. Later I was to regard that enchanted demesne with something akin to horror; but as we stood there watching a gardener clipping the bushes I thought that although Crays Folly might be adjudged ugly, its grounds were delightful.

Suddenly Harley turned to our host. Where is the famous tower? he enquired. It is not visible from the front of the house, nor from the drive.

No, no, replied the Colonel, it is right out at the end of the east wing, which is disused. I keep it locked up. There are four rooms in the tower and a staircase, of course, but it is inconvenient. I cannot imagine why it was built.

The architect may have had some definite object in view, said Harley, or it may have been merely a freak of his client. Is there anything characteristic about the topmost room, for instance?

Colonel Menendez shrugged his massive shoulders. Nothing, he replied. It is the same as the others below, except that there is a stair leading to a gallery on the roof. Presently I will take you up, if you wish.

I should be interested, murmured Harley, and tactfully changed the subject, which evidently was not altogether pleasing to our host. I concluded that he had found the east wing of the house something of a white elephant, and was accordingly sensitive upon the point.

Presently, then, he left us and I returned to my own room, but before long I rejoined Harley. I did not knock but entered unceremoniously.

Halloa! I exclaimed. What have you seen?

He was standing staring out of the window, nor did he turn as I entered.

What is it? I said, joining him.

He glanced at me oddly.

An impression, he replied; but it has gone now.

I understand, I said, quietly.

Familiarity with crime in many guises and under many skies had developed in Paul Harley a sort of sixth sense. It was a fugitive, fickle thing, as are all the powers which belong to the realm of genius or inspiration. Often enough it failed him entirely, he had assured me, that odd, sudden chill as of an abrupt lowering of the temperature, which, I understood, often advised him of the nearness of enmity actively malignant.

Now, standing at the window, looking down into that old-world garden, he was sensing the atmosphere keenly, seeking for the note of danger. It was sheer intuition, perhaps, but whilst he could never rely upon its answering his summons, once active it never misled him.

You think some real menace overhangs Colonel Menendez?

I am sure of it. He stared into my face. There is something very, very strange about this bat wing business.

Do you still incline to the idea that he has been followed to England?

Paul Harley reflected for a moment, then:

That explanation would be almost too simple, he said. There is something bizarre, something unclean  I had almost said unholy  at work in this house, Knox.

He has foreign servants.

Harley shook his head.

I shall make it my business to become acquainted with all of them, he replied, but the danger does not come from there. Let us go down to lunch.


CHAPTER V. VAL BEVERLEY

The luncheon was so good as to be almost ostentatious. One could not have lunched better at the Carlton. Yet, since this luxurious living was evidently customary in the colonels household, a charge of ostentation would not have been deserved. The sinister-looking Pedro proved to be an excellent servant; and because of the excitement of feeling myself to stand upon the edge of unusual things, the enjoyment of a perfectly served repast, and the sheer delight which I experienced in watching the play of expression upon the face of Miss Beverley, I count that luncheon at Crays Folly a memorable hour of my life.

Frankly, Val Beverley puzzled me. It may or may not have been curious, that amidst such singular company I selected for my especial study a girl so freshly and typically English. I had thought at the moment of meeting her that she was provokingly pretty; I determined, as the lunch proceeded, that she was beautiful. Once I caught Harley smiling at me in his quizzical fashion, and I wondered guiltily if I were displaying an undue interest in the companion of Madame.

Many topics were discussed, I remember, and beyond doubt the colonels cousin-housekeeper dominated the debate. She possessed extraordinary force of personality. Her English was not nearly so fluent as that spoken by the colonel, but this handicap only served to emphasize the masculine strength of her intellect. Truly she was a remarkable woman. With her blanched hair and her young face, and those fine, velvety eyes which possessed a quality almost hypnotic, she might have posed for the figure of a sorceress. She had unfamiliar gestures and employed her long white hands in a manner that was new to me and utterly strange.

I could detect no family resemblance between the cousins, and I wondered if their kinship were very distant. One thing was evident enough: Madame de Stämer was devoted to the Colonel. Her expression when she looked at him changed entirely. For a woman of such intense vitality her eyes were uncannily still; that is to say that whilst she frequently moved her head she rarely moved her eyes. Again and again I found myself wondering where I had seen such eyes before. I lived to identify that memory, as I shall presently relate.

In vain I endeavoured to define the relationship between these three people, so incongruously set beneath one roof. Of the fact that Miss Beverly was not happy I became assured. But respecting her exact position in the household I was reduced to surmises.

The Colonel improved on acquaintance. I decided that he belonged to an order of Spanish grandees now almost extinct. I believed he would have made a very staunch friend; I felt sure he would have proved a most implacable enemy. Altogether, it was a memorable meal, and one notable result of that brief companionship was a kind of link of understanding between myself and Miss Beverley.

Once, when I had been studying Madame de Stämer, and again, as I removed my glance from the dark face of Colonel Menendez, I detected the girl watching me; and her eyes said, You understand; so do I.

Some things perhaps I did understand, but how few the near future was to show.

The signal for our departure from table was given by Madame de Stämer. She whisked her chair back with extraordinary rapidity, the contrast between her swift, nervous movements and those still, basilisk eyes being almost uncanny.

Off you go, Juan, she said; your visitors would like to see the garden, no doubt. I must be away for my afternoon siesta. Come, my dear  to the girl smoke one little cigarette with me, then I will let you go.

She retired, wheeling herself rapidly out of the room, and my glance lingered upon the graceful figure of Val Beverley until both she and Madame were out of sight.

Now, gentlemen, said the Colonel, resuming his seat and pushing the decanter toward Paul Harley, I am at your service either for business or amusement. I think  to Harley you expressed a desire to see the tower?

I did, my friend replied, lighting his cigar, but only if it would amuse you to show me.

Decidedly. Mr. Knox will join us?

Harley, unseen by the Colonel, glanced at me in a way which I knew.

Thanks all the same, I said, smiling, but following a perfect luncheon I should much prefer to loll upon the lawn, if you dont mind.

But certainly I do not mind, cried the Colonel. I wish you to be happy.

Join you in a few minutes, Knox, said Harley as he went out with our host.

All right, I replied, I should like to take a stroll around the gardens. You will join me there later, no doubt.

As I walked out into the bright sunshine I wondered why Paul Harley had wished to be left alone with Colonel Menendez, but knowing that I should learn his motive later, I strolled on through the gardens, my mind filled with speculations respecting these unusual people with whom Fate had brought me in contact. I felt that Miss Beverley needed protection of some kind, and I was conscious of a keen desire to afford her that protection. In her glance I had read, or thought I had read, an appeal for sympathy.

Not the least mystery of Crays Folly was the presence of this girl. Only toward the end of luncheon had I made up my mind upon a point which had been puzzling me. Val Beverleys gaiety was a cloak. Once I had detected her watching Madame de Stämer with a look strangely like that of fear.

Puffing contentedly at my cigar I proceeded to make a tour of the house. It was constructed irregularly. Practically the entire building was of gray stone, which created a depressing effect even in the blazing sunlight, lending Crays Folly something of an austere aspect. There were fine lofty windows, however, to most of the ground-floor rooms overlooking the lawns, and some of those above had balconies of the same gray stone. Quite an extensive kitchen garden and a line of glasshouses adjoined the west wing, and here were outbuildings, coach-houses and a garage, all connected by a covered passage with the servants quarters.

Pursuing my enquiries, I proceeded to the north front of the building, which was closely hemmed in by trees, and which as we had observed on our arrival resembled the entrance to a monastery.

Passing the massive oaken door by which we had entered and which was now closed again, I walked on through the opening in the box hedge into a part of the grounds which was not so sprucely groomed as the rest. On one side were the yews flanking the Tudor garden and before me uprose the famous tower. As I stared up at the square structure, with its uncurtained windows, I wondered, as others had wondered before me, what could have ever possessed any man to build it.

Visible at points for many miles around, it undoubtedly disfigured an otherwise beautiful landscape.

I pressed on, noting that the windows of the rooms in the east wing were shuttered and the apartments evidently disused. I came to the base of the tower, To the south, the country rose up to the highest point in the crescent of hills, and peeping above the trees at no great distance away, I detected the red brick chimneys of some old house in the woods. North and east, velvet sward swept down to the park.

As I stood there admiring the prospect and telling myself that no Voodoo devilry could find a home in this peaceful English countryside, I detected a faint sound of voices far above. Someone had evidently come out upon the gallery of the tower. I looked upward, but I could not see the speakers. I pursued my stroll, until, near the eastern base of the tower, I encountered a perfect thicket of rhododendrons. Finding no path through this shrubbery, I retraced my steps, presently entering the Tudor garden; and there strolling toward me, a book in her hand, was Miss Beverley.

Holloa, Mr. Knox, she called; I thought you had gone up the tower?

No, I replied, laughing, I lack the energy.

Do you? she said, softly, then sit down and talk to me.

She dropped down upon a grassy bank, looking up at me invitingly, and I accepted the invitation without demur.

I love this old garden, she declared, although of course it is really no older than the rest of the place. I always think there should be peacocks, though.

Yes, I agreed, peacocks would be appropriate.

And little pages dressed in yellow velvet.

She met my glance soberly for a moment and then burst into a peal of merry laughter.

Do you know, Miss Beverley, I said, watching her, I find it hard to place you in the household of the Colonel.

Yes? she said simply; you must.

Oh, then you realize that you are

Out of place here?

Quite.

Of course I am.

She smiled, shook her head, and changed the subject.

I am so glad Mr. Paul Harley has come down, she confessed.

You know my friend by name, then?

Yes, she replied, someone I met in Nice spoke of him, and I know he is very clever.

In Nice? Did you live in Nice before you came here?

Val Beverley nodded slowly, and her glance grew oddly retrospective.

I lived for over a year with Madame de Stämer in a little villa on the Promenade des Anglaise, she replied. That was after Madame was injured.

She sustained her injuries during the war, I understand?

Yes. Poor Madame. The hospital of which she was in charge was bombed and the shock left her as you see her. I was there, too, but I luckily escaped without injury.

What, you were there?

Yes. That was where I first met Madame de Stämer. She used to be very wealthy, you see, and she established this hospital in France at her own expense, and I was one of her assistants for a time. She lost both her husband and her fortune in the war, and as if that were not bad enough, lost the use of her limbs, too.

Poor woman, I said. I had no idea her life had been so tragic. She has wonderful courage.

Courage! exclaimed the girl, if you knew all that I know about her.

Her face grew sweetly animated as she bent toward me excitedly and confidentially.

Really, she is simply wonderful. I learned to respect her in those days as I have never respected any other woman in the world; and when, after all her splendid work, she, so vital and active, was stricken down like that, I felt that I simply could not leave her, especially as she asked me to stay.

So you went with her to Nice?

Yes. Then the Colonel took this house, and we came here, but

She hesitated, and glanced at me curiously.

Perhaps you are not quite happy?

No, she said, I am not. You see it was different in France. I knew so many people. But here at Crays Folly it is so lonely, and Madame is

Again she hesitated.

Yes?

Well, she laughed in an embarrassed fashion, I am afraid of her at times.

In what way?

Oh, in a silly, womanish sort of way. Of course she is a wonderful manager; she rules the house with a rod of iron. But really I havent anything to do here, and I feel frightfully out of place sometimes. Then the Colonel  Oh, but what am I talking about?

Wont you tell me what it is that the Colonel fears?

You know that he fears something, then?

Of course. That is why Paul Harley is here.

A change came over the girls face; a look almost of dread.

I wish I knew what it all meant.

You are aware, then, that there is something wrong?

Naturally I am. Sometimes I have been so frightened that I have made up my mind to leave the very next day.

You mean that you have been frightened at night? I asked with curiosity.

Dreadfully frightened.

Wont you tell me in what way?

She looked up at me swiftly, then turned her head aside, and bit her lip.

No, not now, she replied. I cant very well.

Then at least tell me why you stayed?

Well, she smiled rather pathetically, for one thing, I havent anywhere else to go.

Have you no friends in England?

She shook her head.

No. There was only poor daddy, and he died over two years ago. That was when I went to Nice.

Poor little girl, I said; and the words were spoken before I realized their undue familiarity.

An apology was on the tip of my tongue, but Miss Beverley did not seem to have noticed the indiscretion. Indeed my sympathy was sincere, and I think she had appreciated the fact.

She looked up again with a bright smile.

Why are we talking about such depressing things on this simply heavenly day? she exclaimed.

Goodness knows, said I. Will you show me round these lovely gardens?

Delighted, sir! replied the girl, rising and sweeping me a mocking curtsey.

Thereupon we set out, and at every step I found a new delight in some wayward curl, in a gesture, in the sweet voice of my companion. Her merry laugh was music, but in wistful mood I think she was even more alluring.

The menace, if menace there were, which overhung Crays Folly, ceased to exist  for me, at least, and I blessed the lucky chance which had led to my presence there.

We were presently rejoined by Colonel Menendez and Paul Harley, and I gathered that my surmise that it had been their voices which I had heard proceeding from the top of the tower to have been only partly accurate.

I know you will excuse me, Mr. Harley, said the Colonel, for detailing the duty to Pedro, but my wind is not good enough for the stairs.

He used idiomatic English at times with that facility which some foreigners acquire, but always smiled in a self-satisfied way when he had employed a slang term.

I quite understand, Colonel, replied Harley. The view from the top was very fine.

And now, gentlemen, continued the Colonel, if Miss Beverley will excuse us, we will retire to the library and discuss business.

As you wish, said Harley; but I have an idea that it is your custom to rest in the afternoon.

Colonel Menendez shrugged his shoulders. It used to be, he admitted, but I have too much to think about in these days.

I can see that you have much to tell me, admitted Harley; and therefore I am entirely at your service.

Val Beverley smiled and walked away swinging her book, at the same time treating me to a glance which puzzled me considerably. I wondered if I had mistaken its significance, for it had seemed to imply that she had accepted me as an ally. Certainly it served to awaken me to the fact that I had discovered a keen personal interest in the mystery which hung over this queerly assorted household.

I glanced at my friend as the Colonel led the way into the house. I saw him staring upward with a peculiar expression upon his face, and following the direction of his glance I could see an awning spread over one of the gray-stone balconies. Beneath it, reclining in a long cane chair, lay Madame de Stämer. I think she was asleep; at any rate, she gave no sign, but lay there motionless, as Harley and I walked in through the open French window followed by Colonel Menendez.

Odd and unimportant details sometimes linger long in the memory. And I remember noticing that a needle of sunlight, piercing a crack in the gaily-striped awning rested upon a ring which Madame wore, so that the diamonds glittered like sparks of white-hot fire.


CHAPTER VI. THE BARRIER

Colonel Menendez conducted us to a long, lofty library in which might be detected the same note of un-English luxury manifested in the other appointments of the house. The room, in common with every other which I had visited in Crays Folly, was carried out in oak: doors, window frames, mantelpiece, and ceiling representing fine examples of this massive woodwork. Indeed, if the eccentricity of the designer of Crays Folly were not sufficiently demonstrated by the peculiar plan of the building, its construction wholly of granite and oak must have remarked him a man of unusual if substantial ideas.

There were four long windows opening on to a veranda which commanded a view of part of the rose garden and of three terraced lawns descending to a lake upon which I perceived a number of swans. Beyond, in the valley, lay verdant pastures, where cattle grazed. A lark hung carolling blithely far above, and the sky was almost cloudless. I could hear a steam reaper at work somewhere in the distance. This, with the more intimate rattle of a lawn-mower wielded by a gardener who was not visible from where I stood, alone disturbed the serene silence, except that presently I detected the droning of many bees among the roses. Sunlight flooded the prospect; but the veranda lay in shadow, and that long, oaken room was refreshingly cool and laden with the heavy perfume of the flowers.

From the windows, then, one beheld a typical English summer-scape, but the library itself struck an altogether more exotic note. There were many glazed bookcases of a garish design in ebony and gilt, and these were laden with a vast collection of works in almost every European language, reflecting perhaps the cosmopolitan character of the colonels household. There was strange Spanish furniture upholstered in perforated leather and again displaying much gilt. There were suits of black armour and a great number of Moorish ornaments. The pictures were fine but sombre, and all of the Spanish school.

One Velasquez in particular I noted with surprise, reflecting that, assuming it to be an authentic work of the master, my entire worldly possessions could not have enabled me to buy it. It was the portrait of a typical Spanish cavalier and beyond doubt a Menendez. In fact, the resemblance between the haughty Spanish grandee, who seemed about to step out of the canvas and pick a quarrel with the spectator, and Colonel Don Juan himself was almost startling. Evidently, our host had imported most of his belongings from Cuba.

Gentlemen, he said, as we entered, make yourselves quite at home, I beg. All my poor establishment contains is for your entertainment and service.

He drew up two long, low lounge chairs, the arms provided with receptacles to contain cooling drinks; and the mere sight of these chairs mentally translated me to the Spanish Main, where I pictured them set upon the veranda of that hacienda which had formerly been our hosts residence.

Harley and I became seated and Colonel Menendez disposed himself upon a leather-covered couch, nodding apologetically as he did so.

My health requires that I should recline for a certain number of hours every day, he explained. So you will please forgive me.

My dear Colonel Menendez, said Harley, I feel sure that you are interrupting your siesta in order to discuss the unpleasant business which finds us in such pleasant surroundings. Allow me once again to suggest that we postpone this matter until, shall we say, after dinner?

No, no! No, no, protested the Colonel, waving his hand deprecatingly. Here is Pedro with coffee and some curaçao of a kind which I can really recommend, although you may be unfamiliar with it.

I was certainly unfamiliar with the liqueur which he insisted we must taste, and which was contained in a sort of square, opaque bottle unknown, I think, to English wine merchants. Beyond doubt it was potent stuff; and some cigars which the Spaniard produced on this occasion and which were enclosed in little glass cylinders resembling test-tubes and elaborately sealed, I recognized to be priceless. They convinced me, if conviction had not visited me already, that Colonel Don Juan Sarmiento Menendez belonged to that old school of West Indian planters by whom the tradition of the Golden Americas had been for long preserved in the Spanish Main.

We discussed indifferent matters for a while, sipping this wonderful curaçao of our hosts. The effect created by the Colonels story faded entirely, and when, the latter being unable to conceal his drowsiness, Harley stood up, I took the hint with gratitude; for at that moment I did not feel in the mood to discuss serious business or indeed business of any kind.

Gentlemen, said the Colonel, also rising, in spite of our protests, I will observe your wishes. My guests wishes are mine. We will meet the ladies for tea on the terrace.

Harley and I walked out into the garden together, our courteous host standing in the open window, and bowing in that exaggerated fashion which in another might have been ridiculous but which was possible in Colonel Menendez, because of the peculiar grace of deportment which was his.

As we descended the steps I turned and glanced back, I know not why. But the impression which I derived of the Colonels face as he stood there in the shadow of the veranda was one I can never forget.

His expression had changed utterly, or so it seemed to me. He no longer resembled Velasquez haughty cavalier; gone, too, was the debonnaire bearing, I turned my head aside swiftly, hoping that he had not detected my backward glance.

I felt that I had violated hospitality. I felt that I had seen what I should not have seen. And the result was to bring about that which no story of West Indian magic could ever have wrought in my mind.

A dreadful, cold premonition claimed me, a premonition that this was a doomed man.

The look which I had detected upon his face was an indefinable, an indescribable look; but I had seen it in the eyes of one who had been bitten by a poisonous reptile and who knew his hours to be numbered. It was uncanny, unnerving; and whereas at first the atmosphere of Colonel Menendezs home had seemed to be laden with prosperous security, now that sense of ease and restfulness was gone  and gone for ever.

Harley, I said, speaking almost at random, this promises to be the strangest case you have ever handled.

Promises? Paul Harley laughed shortly. It is the strangest case, Knox. It is a case of wheels within wheels, of mystery crowning mystery. Have you studied our host?

Closely.

And what conclusion have you formed?

None at the moment; but I think one is slowly crystalizing.

Hm, muttered Harley, as we paced slowly on amid the rose trees. Of one thing I am satisfied.

What is that?

That Colonel Menendez is not afraid of Bat Wing, whoever or whatever Bat Wing may be.

Not afraid?

Certainly he is not afraid, Knox. He has possibly been afraid in the past, but now he is resigned.

Resigned to what?

Resigned to death!

Good God, Harley, you are right! I cried. You are right! I saw it in his eyes as we left the library.

Harley stopped and turned to me sharply.

You saw this in the Colonels eyes? he challenged.

I did.

Which corroborates my theory, he said, softly; for I had seen it elsewhere.

Where do you mean, Harley?

In the face of Madame de Stämer.

What?

Knox  Harley rested his hand upon my arm and looked about him cautiously she knows.

But knows what?

That is the question which we are here to answer, but I am as sure as it is humanly possible to be sure of anything that whatever Colonel Menendez may tell us to-night, one point at least he will withhold.

What do you expect him to withhold?

The meaning of the sign of the Bat Wing.

Then you think he knows its meaning?

He has told us that it is the death-token of Voodoo.

I stared at Harley in perplexity.

Then you believe his explanation to be false?

Not necessarily, Knox. It may be what he claims for it. But he is keeping something back. He speaks all the time from behind a barrier which he, himself, has deliberately erected against me.

I cannot understand why he should do so, I declared, as he looked at me steadily. Within the last few moments I have become definitely convinced that his appeal to you was no idle one. Therefore, why should he not offer you every aid in his power?

Why, indeed? muttered Harley.

The same thing, I continued, applies to Madame de Stämer. If ever I have seen love-light in a womans eyes I have seen it in hers, to-day, whenever her glance has rested upon Colonel Menendez. Harley, I believe she literally worships the ground he walks upon.

She does, she does! cried my companion, and emphasized the words with beats of his clenched fist. It is utterly, damnably mystifying. But I tell you, she knows, Knox, she knows!

You mean she knows that he is a doomed man?

Harley nodded rapidly.

They both know, he replied; but there is something which they dare not divulge.

He glanced at me swiftly, and his bronzed face wore a peculiar expression.

Have you had an opportunity of any private conversation with Miss Val Beverley? he enquired.

Yes, I said. Surely you remember that you found me chatting with her when you returned from your inspection of the tower.

I remember perfectly well, but I thought you might have just met. Now it appears to me, Knox, that you have quickly established yourself in the good books of a very charming girl. My only reason for visiting the tower was to afford you just this opportunity! Dont frown. Beyond reminding you of the fact that she has been on intimate terms with Madame de Stämer for some years, I will not intrude in any way upon your private plans in that direction.

I stared at him, and I suppose my expression was an angry one.

Surely you dont misunderstand me? he said. A cultured English girl of that type cannot possibly have lived with these people without learning something of the matters which are puzzling us so badly. Am I asking too much?

I see what you mean, I said, slowly. No, I suppose you are right, Harley.

Good, he muttered. I will leave that side of the enquiry in your very capable hands, Knox.

He paused, and began to stare about him.

From this point, said he, we have an unobstructed view of the tower.

We turned and stood looking up at the unsightly gray structure, with its geometrical rows of windows and the minaret-like gallery at the top.

Of course  I broke a silence of some moments duration the entire scheme of Crays Folly is peculiar, but the rooms, except for a uniformity which is monotonous, and an unimaginative scheme of decoration which makes them all seem alike, are airy and well lighted, eminently sane and substantial. The tower, however, is quite inexcusable, unless the idea was to enable the occupant to look over the tops of the trees in all directions.

Yes, agreed Harley, it is an ugly landmark. But yonder up the slope I can see the corner of what seems to be a very picturesque house of some kind.

I caught a glimpse of it earlier to-day, I replied. Yes, from this point a little more of it is visible. Apparently quite an old place.

I paused, staring up the hillside, but Harley, hands locked behind him and chin lowered reflectively, was pacing on. I joined him, and we proceeded for some little distance in silence, passing a gardener who touched his cap respectfully and to whom I thought at first my companion was about to address some remark. Harley passed on, however, still occupied, it seemed, with his reflections, and coming to a gravel path which, bordering one side of the lawns, led down from terrace to terrace into the valley, turned, and began to descend.

Let us go and interview the swans, he murmured absently.


CHAPTER VII. AT THE LAVENDER ARMS

In certain moods Paul Harley was impossible as a companion, and I, who knew him well, had learned to leave him to his own devices at such times. These moods invariably corresponded with his meeting some problem to the heart of which the lance of his keen wit failed to penetrate. His humour might not display itself in the spoken word, he merely became oblivious of everything and everybody around him. People might talk to him and he scarce noted their presence, familiar faces appear and he would see them not. Outwardly he remained the observant Harley who could see further into a mystery than any other in England, but his observation was entirely introspective; although he moved amid the hustle of life he was spiritually alone, communing with the solitude which dwells in every mans heart.

Presently, then, as we came to the lake at the foot of the sloping lawns, where water lilies were growing and quite a number of swans had their habitation, I detected the fact that I had ceased to exist so far as Harley was concerned. Knowing this mood of old, I pursued my way alone, pressing on across the valley and making for a swing gate which seemed to open upon a public footpath. Coming to this gate I turned and looked back.

Paul Harley was standing where I had left him by the edge of the lake, staring as if hypnotized at the slowly moving swans. But I would have been prepared to wager that he saw neither swans nor lake, but mentally was far from the spot, deep in some complex maze of reflection through which no ordinary mind could hope to follow him.

I glanced at my watch and found that it was but little after two oclock. Luncheon at Crays Folly was early. I therefore had some time upon my hands and I determined to employ it in exploring part of the neighbourhood. Accordingly I filled and lighted my pipe and strolled leisurely along the footpath, enjoying the beauty of the afternoon, and admiring the magnificent timber which grew upon the southerly slopes of the valley.

Larks sang high above me and the air was fragrant with those wonderful earthy scents which belong to an English countryside. A herd of very fine Jersey cattle presently claimed inspection, and a little farther on I found myself upon a high road where a brown-faced fellow seated aloft upon a hay-cart cheerily gave me good-day as I passed.

Quite at random I turned to the left and followed the road, so that presently I found myself in a very small village, the principal building of which was a very small inn called the Lavender Arms.

Colonel Menendezs curaçao, combined with the heat of the day, had made me thirsty; for which reason I stepped into the bar-parlour determined to sample the local ale. I wars served by the landlady, a neat, round, red little person, and as she retired, having placed a foam-capped mug upon the counter, her glance rested for a moment upon the only other occupant of the room, a man seated in an armchair immediately to the right of the door. A glass of whisky stood on the window ledge at his elbow, and that it was by no means the first which he had imbibed, his appearance seemed to indicate.

Having tasted the cool contents of my mug, I leaned back against the counter and looked at this person curiously.

He was apparently of about medium height, but of a somewhat fragile appearance. He was dressed like a country gentleman, and a stick and soft hat lay upon the ledge near his glass. But the thing about him which had immediately arrested my attention was his really extraordinary resemblance to Paul Harleys engraving of Edgar Allan Poe.

I wondered at first if Harleys frequent references to the eccentric American genius, to whom he accorded a sort of hero-worship, were responsible for my imagining a close resemblance where only a slight one existed. But inspection of that strange, dark face convinced me of the fact that my first impression had been a true one. Perhaps, in my curiosity, I stared rather rudely.

You will pardon me, sir, said the stranger, and I was startled to note that he spoke with a faint American accent, but are you a literary man?

As I had judged to be the case, he was slightly bemused, but by no means drunk, and although his question was abrupt it was spoken civilly enough.

Journalism is one of the several occupations in which I have failed, I replied, lightly.

You are not a fiction writer?

I lack the imagination necessary for that craft, sir.

The other wagged his head slowly and took a drink of whisky. Nevertheless, he said, and raised his finger solemnly, you were thinking that I resembled Edgar Allan Poe!

Good heavens! I exclaimed, for the man had really amazed me. You clearly resemble him in more ways than one. I must really ask you to inform me how you deduced such a fact from a mere glance of mine.

I will tell you, sir, he replied. But, first, I must replenish my glass, and I should be honoured if you would permit me to replenish yours.

Thanks very much, I said, but I would rather you excused me.

As you wish, sir, replied the American with grave courtesy, as you wish.

He stepped up to the counter and rapped upon it with half a crown, until the landlady appeared. She treated me to a pathetic glance, but refilled the empty glass.

My American acquaintance having returned to his seat and having added a very little water to the whisky went on:

Now, sir, said he, my name is Colin Camber, formerly of Richmond, Virginia, United States of America, but now of the Guest House, Surrey, England, at your service.

Taking my cue from Mr. Cambers gloomy but lofty manner, I bowed formally and mentioned my name.

I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr. Knox, he assured me; and now, sir, to answer your question. When you came in a few moments ago you glanced at me. Your eyes did not open widely as is the case when one recognizes, or thinks one recognizes, an acquaintance, they narrowed. This indicated retrospection. For a moment they turned aside. You were focussing a fugitive idea, a memory. You captured it. You looked at me again, and your successive glances read as follows: The hair worn uncommonly long, the mathematical brow, the eyes of a poet, the slight moustache, small mouth, weak chin; the glass at his elbow. The resemblance is complete. Knowing how complete it is myself, sir, I ventured to test my theory, and it proved to be sound.

Now, as Mr. Colin Camber had thus spoken in the serious manner of a slightly drunken man, I had formed the opinion that I stood in the presence of a very singular character. Here was that seeming mésalliance which not infrequently begets genius: a powerful and original mind allied to a weak will. I wondered what Mr. Colin Cambers occupation might be, and somewhat, too, I wondered why his name was unfamiliar to me. For that the possessor of that brow and those eyes could fail to make his mark in any profession which he might take up I was unwilling to believe.

Your exposition has been very interesting, Mr. Camber, I said. You are a singularly close observer, I perceive.

Yes, he replied, I have passed my life in observing the ways of my fellowmen, a study which I have pursued in various parts of the world without appreciable benefit to myself. I refer to financial benefit.

He contemplated me with a look which had grown suddenly pathetic.

I would not have you think, sir, he added, that I am an habitual toper. I have latterly been much upset by  domestic worries, and  er He emptied his glass at a draught. Surely, Mr. Knox, you are going to replenish? Whilst you are doing so, would you kindly request Mrs. Wootton to extend the same favour to myself?

But at that moment Mrs. Wootton in person appeared behind the counter. Time, please, gentlemen, she said; it is gone half-past two.

What! exclaimed Mr. Camber, rising. What is that? You decline to serve me, Mrs. Wootton?

Why, not at all, Mr. Camber, answered the landlady, but I can serve no one now; its after time.

You decline to serve me, he muttered, his speech becoming slurred. Am I, then, to be insulted?

I caught a glance of entreaty from the landlady. My dear sir, I said, genially, we must bow to the law, I suppose. At least we are better off here than in America.

Ah, that is true, agreed Mr. Camber, throwing his head back and speaking the words as though they possessed some deep dramatic significance. Yes, but such laws are an insult to every intelligent man.

He sat down again rather heavily, and I stood looking from him to the

landlady, and wondering what I should do. The matter was decided for

me, however, in a way which I could never have foreseen. For, hearing

a light footfall upon the step which led up to the bar-parlour, I

turned  and there almost beside me stood a wrinkled little Chinaman!



He wore a blue suit and a tweed cap, he wore queer, thick-soled

slippers, and his face was like a smiling mask hewn out of very old

ivory. I could scarcely credit the evidence of my senses, since the

Lavender Arms was one of the last places in which I should have looked

for a native of China.

Mr. Colin Camber rose again, and fixing his melancholy eyes upon the newcomer:

Ah Tsong, he said in a tone of cold anger, what are you doing here?

Quite unmoved the Chinaman replied:

Blingee you chit, sir, vellee soon go back.

What do you mean? demanded Mr. Camber. Answer me, Ah Tsong: who sent you?

Lilly missee, crooned the Chinaman, smiling up into the others face with a sort of childish entreaty. Lilly missee.

Oh, said Mr. Camber in a changed voice. Oh.

He stood very upright for a moment, his gaze set upon the wrinkled Chinese face. Then he looked at Mrs. Wootton and bowed, and looked at me and bowed, very stiffly.

I must excuse myself, sir, he announced. My wife desires my presence at home.

I returned his bow, and as he walked quite steadily toward the door, followed by Ah Tsong, he paused, turned, and said: Mr. Knox, I should esteem it a friendly action if you would spare me an hour of your company before you leave Surrey. My visitors are few. Any one, any one, will direct you to the Guest House. I am persuaded that we have much in common. Good-day, sir.

He went down the steps, disappearing in company with the Chinaman, and having watched them go, I turned to Mrs. Wootton, the landlady, in silent astonishment.

She nodded her head and sighed.

The same every day and every evening for months past, she said. I am afraid its going to be the death of him.

Do you mean that Mr. Camber comes here every day and is always fetched by the Chinaman?

Twice every day, corrected the landlady, and his poor wife sends here regularly.

What a tragedy, I muttered, and such a brilliant man.

Ah, said she, busily removing jugs and glasses from the counter, it does seem a terrible thing.

Has Mr. Camber lived for long in this neighbourhood? I ventured to inquire.

It was about three years ago, sir, that he took the old Guest House at Mid-Hatton. I remember the time well enough because of all the trouble there was about him bringing a Chinaman down here.

I can imagine it must have created something of a sensation, I murmured. Is the Guest House a large property?

Oh, no, sir, only ten rooms and a garden, and it had been vacant for a long time. It belongs to what is called the Crayland Park Estate.

Mr. Camber, I take it, is a literary man?

So I believe, sir.

Mrs. Wootton, having cleared the counter, glanced up at the clock and then at me with a cheery but significant smile.

I see that it is after time, I said, returning the smile, but the queer people who seem to live hereabouts interest me very much.

I cant wonder at that, sir! said the landlady, laughing outright. Chinamen and Spanish men and what-not. If some of the old gentry that lived here before the war could see it, they wouldnt recognize the place, of that I am sure.

Ah, well, said I, pausing at the step, I shall hope to see more of Mr. Camber, and of yourself too, madam, for your ale is excellent.

Thank you, sir, Im sure, said the landlady much gratified, but as to Mr. Camber, I really doubt if he would know you if you met him again. Not if he was sober, I mean.

Really?

Oh, its a fact, believe me. Just in the last six months or so he has started on the rampage like, but some of the people he has met in here and asked to call upon him have done it, thinking he meant it.

And they have not been well received? said I, lingering.

They have had the door shut in their faces! declared Mrs. Wootton with a certain indignation. He either does not remember what he says or does when he is in drink, or he pretends he doesnt. Oh, dear, its a funny world. Well, good-day, sir.

Good-day, said I, and came out of the Lavender Arms full of sympathy with the views of the old gentry, as outlined by Mrs. Wootton; for certainly it would seem that this quiet spot in the Surrey Hills had become a rallying ground for peculiar people.


CHAPTER VIII. THE CALL OF MKOMBO

Of tea upon the veranda of Crays Folly that afternoon I retain several notable memories. I got into closer touch with my host and hostess, without achieving anything like a proper understanding of either of them, and I procured a new viewpoint of Miss Val Beverley. Her repose was misleading. She deliberately subjugated her own vital personality to that of Madame de Stämer, why, I knew not, unless she felt herself under an obligation to do so. That her blue-gray eyes could be wistful was true enough, they could also be gay; and once I detected in them a look of sadness which dispelled the butterfly illusion belonging to her dainty slenderness, to her mobile lips, to the vagabond curling hair of russet brown.

Paul Harleys manner remained absent, but I who knew his moods so well recognized that this abstraction was no longer real. It was a pose which he often adopted when in reality he was keenly interested in his surroundings. It baffled me, however, as effectively as it baffled others, and whilst at one moment I decided that he was studying Colonel Menendez, in the next I became convinced that Madame de Stämer was the subject upon his mental dissecting table.

That he should find in Madame a fascinating problem did not surprise me. She must have afforded tempting study for any psychologist. I could not fathom the nature of the kinship existing between herself and the Spanish colonel, for Madame de Stämer was French to her fingertips. Her expressions, her gestures, her whole outlook on life proclaimed the fashionable Parisienne.

She possessed a vigorous masculine intelligence and was the most entertaining companion imaginable. She was daringly outspoken, and it was hard to believe that her gaiety was forced. Yet, as the afternoon wore on, I became more and more convinced that such was the case.

I thought that before affliction visited her Madame de Stämer must have been a vivacious and a beautiful woman. Her vivacity remained and much of her beauty, so that it was difficult to believe her snow-white hair to be a product of nature. Again and again I found myself regarding it as a powdered coiffure of the Pompadour period and wondering why Madame wore no patches.

That a deep and sympathetic understanding existed between herself and Colonel Menendez was unmistakable. More than once I intercepted glances from the dark eyes of Madame which were lover-like, yet laden with a profound sorrow. She was playing a rôle, and I was convinced that Harley knew this. It was not merely a courageous fight against affliction on the part of a woman of the world, versed in masking her real self from the prying eyes of society, it was a studied performance prompted by some deeper motive.

She dressed with exquisite taste, and to see her seated there amid her cushions, gesticulating vivaciously, one would never have supposed that she was crippled. My admiration for her momentarily increased, the more so since I could see that she was sincerely fond of Val Beverley, whose every movement she followed with looks of almost motherly affection. This was all the more strange as Madame de Stämer whose age, I supposed, lay somewhere on the sunny side of forty, was of a type which expects, and wins, admiration, long after the average woman has ceased to be attractive.

One endowed with such a temperament is as a rule unreasonably jealous of youth and good looks in another. I could not determine if Madames attitude were to be ascribed to complacent self-satisfaction or to a nobler motive. It sufficed for me that she took an unfeigned joy in the youthful sweetness of her companion.

Val, dear, she said, presently, addressing the girl, you should make those sleeves shorter, my dear.

She had a rapid way of speaking, and possessed a slightly husky but fascinatingly vibrant voice.

Your arms are very pretty. You should not hide them.

Val Beverley blushed, and laughed to conceal her embarrassment.

Oh, my dear, exclaimed Madame, why be ashamed of arms? All women have arms, but some do well to hide them.

Quite right, Marie, agreed the Colonel, his thin voice affording an odd contrast to the deeper tones of his cousin. But it is the scraggy ones who seem to delight in displaying their angles.

The English, yes, Madame admitted, but the French, no. They are too clever, Juan.

Frenchwomen think too much about their looks, said Val Beverley, quietly. Oh, you know they do, Madame. They would rather die than be without admiration.

Madame shrugged her shoulders.

So would I, my dear, she confessed, although I cannot walk. Without admiration there is  she snapped her fingers nothing. And who would notice a linnet when a bird of paradise was about, however sweet her voice? Tell me that, my dear?

Paul Harley aroused himself and laughed heartily.

Yet, he said, I think with Miss Beverley, that this love of elegance does not always make for happiness. Surely it is the cause of half the domestic tragedies in France?

Ah, the French love elegance, cried Madame, shrugging, they cannot help it. To secure what is elegant a Frenchwoman will sometimes forget her husband, yes, but never forget herself.

Really, Marie, protested the Colonel, you say most strange things!

Is that so, Juan? she replied, casting one of her queer glances in his direction; but how would you like to be surrounded by a lot of drabs, eh? That man, Mr. Knox, she extended one white hand in the direction of Colonel Menendez, the fingers half closed, in a gesture which curiously reminded me of Sarah Bernhardt, that man would notice if a parlourmaid came into the room with a shoe unbuttoned. Poof! if we love elegance it is because without it the men would never love us.

Colonel Menendez bent across the table and kissed the white fingers in his courtier-like fashion.

My sweet cousin, he said, I should love you in rags.

Madame smiled and flushed like a girl, but withdrawing her hand she shrugged.

They would have to be pretty rags! she added.

During this little scene I detected Val Beverley looking at me in a vaguely troubled way, and it was easy to guess that she was wondering what construction I should place upon it. However:

I am going into the town, declared Madame de Stämer, energetically. Half the things ordered from Hartleys have never been sent.

Oh, Madame, please let me go, cried Val Beverley.

My dear, pronounced Madame, I will not let you go, but I will let you come with me if you wish.

She rang a little bell which stood upon the tea-table beside the urn, and Pedro came out through the drawing room.

Pedro, she said, is the car ready?

The Spanish butler bowed.

Tell Carter to bring it round. Hurry, dear, to the girl, if you are coming with me. I shall not be a minute.

Thereupon she whisked her mechanical chair about, waved her hand to dismiss Pedro, and went steering through the drawing room at a great rate, with Val Beverley walking beside her.

As we resumed our seats Colonel Menendez lay back with half-closed eyes, his glance following the chair and its occupant until both were swallowed up in the shadows of the big drawing room.

Madame de Stämer is a very remarkable woman, said Paul Harley.

Remarkable? replied the Colonel. The spirit of all the old chivalry of France is imprisoned within her, I think.

He passed cigarettes around, of a long kind resembling cheroots and wrapped in tobacco leaf. I thought it strange that having thus emphasized Madames nationality he did not feel it incumbent upon him to explain the mystery of their kinship. However, he made no attempt to do so, and almost before we had lighted up, a racy little two-seater was driven around the gravel path by Carter, the chauffeur who had brought us to Crays Folly from London.

The man descended and began to arrange wraps and cushions, and a few moments later back came Madame again, dressed for driving. Carter was about to lift her into the car when Colonel Menendez stood up and advanced.

Sit down, Juan, sit down! said Madame, sharply.

A look of keen anxiety, I had almost said of pain, leapt into her eyes, and the Colonel hesitated.

How often must I tell you, continued the throbbing voice, that you must not exert yourself.

Colonel Menendez accepted the rebuke humbly, but the incident struck me as grotesque; for it was difficult to associate delicacy with such a fine specimen of well-preserved manhood as the Colonel.

However, Carter performed the duty of assisting Madame into her little car, and when for a moment he supported her upright, before placing her among the cushions, I noted that she was a tall woman, slender and elegant.

All smiles and light, sparkling conversation, she settled herself comfortably at the wheel and Val Beverley got in beside her. Madame nodded to Carter in dismissal, waved her hand to Colonel Menendez, cried Au revoir! and then away went the little car, swinging around the angle of the house and out of sight.

Our host stood bare-headed upon the veranda listening to the sound of the engine dying away among the trees. He seemed to be lost in reflection from which he only aroused himself when the purr of the motor became inaudible.

And now, gentlemen, he said, and suppressed a sigh, we have much to talk about. This spot is cool, but is it sufficiently private? Perhaps, Mr. Harley, you would prefer to talk in the library?

Paul Harley flicked ash from the end of his cigarette.

Better still in your own study, Colonel Menendez, he replied.

What, do you suspect eavesdroppers? asked the Colonel, his manner becoming momentarily agitated.

He looked at Harley as though he suspected the latter of possessing private information.

We should neglect no possible precaution, answered my friend. That agencies inimical to your safety are focussed upon the house your own statement amply demonstrates.

Colonel Menendez seemed to be on the point of speaking again, but he checked himself and in silence led the way through the ornate library to a smaller room which opened out of it, and which was furnished as a study.

Here the motif was distinctly one of officialdom. Although the Southern element was not lacking, it was not so marked as in the library or in the hall. The place was appointed for utility rather than ornament. Everything was in perfect order. In the library, with the blinds drawn, one might have supposed oneself in Trinidad; in the study, under similar conditions, one might equally well have imagined Downing Street to lie outside the windows. Essentially, this was the workroom of a man of affairs.

Having settled ourselves comfortably, Paul Harley opened the conversation.

In several particulars, said he, I find my information to be incomplete.

He consulted the back of an envelope, upon which, I presumed during the afternoon, he had made a number of pencilled notes.

For instance, he continued, your detection of someone watching the house, and subsequently of someone forcing an entrance, had no visible association with the presence of the bat wing attached to your front door?

No, replied the Colonel, slowly, these episodes took place a month ago.

Exactly a month ago?

They took place immediately before the last full moon.

Ah, before the full moon. And because you associate the activities of Voodoo with the full moon, you believe that the old menace has again become active?

The Colonel nodded emphatically. He was busily engaged in rolling one of his eternal cigarettes.

This belief of yours was recently confirmed by the discovery of the bat wing?

I no longer doubted, said Colonel Menendez, shrugging his shoulders. How could I?

Quite so, murmured Harley, absently, and evidently pursuing some private train of thought. And now, I take it that your suspicions, if expressed in words would amount to this: During your last visit to Cuba you (a) either killed some high priest of Voodoo, or (b) seriously injured him? Assuming the first theory to be the correct one, your death was determined upon by the sect over which he had formerly presided. Assuming the second to be accurate, however, it is presumably the man himself for whom we must look. Now, Colonel Menendez, kindly inform me if you recall the name of this man?

I recall it very well, replied the Colonel. His name was Mkombo, and he was a Benin negro.

Assuming that he is still alive, what, roughly, would his age be to-day?

The Colonel seemed to meditate, pushing a box of long Martinique cigars across the table in my direction.

He would be an old man, he pronounced. I, myself, am fifty-two, and I should say that Mkombo if alive to-day would be nearer to seventy than sixty.

Ah, murmured Harley, and did he speak English?

A few words, I believe.

Paul Harley fixed his gaze upon the dark, aquiline face.

In short, he said, do you really suspect that it was Mkombo whose shadow you saw upon the lawn, who a month ago made a midnight entrance into Crays Folly, and who recently pinned a bat wing to the door?

Colonel Menendez seemed somewhat taken aback by this direct question. I cannot believe it, he confessed.

Do you believe that this order or religion of Voodooism has any existence outside those places where African negroes or descendents of negroes are settled?

I should not have been prepared to believe it, Mr. Harley, prior to my experiences in Washington and elsewhere.

Then you do believe that there are representatives of this cult to be met with in Europe and America?

I should have been prepared to believe it possible in America, for in America there are many negroes, but in England  

Again he shrugged his shoulders.

I would remind you, said Harley, quietly, that there are also quite a number of negroes in England. If you seriously believe Voodoo to follow negro migration, I can see no objection to assuming it to be a universal cult.

Such an idea is incredible.

Yet by what other hypothesis, asked Harley, are we to cover the facts of your own case as stated by yourself? Now, he consulted his pencilled notes, there is another point. I gather that these African sorcerers rely largely upon what I may term intimidation. In other words, they claim the power of wishing an enemy to death.

He raised his eyes and stared grimly at the Colonel.

I should not like to suppose that a man of your courage and culture could subscribe to such a belief.

I do not, sir, declared the Colonel, warmly. No Obeah man could ever exercise his will upon me!

Yet, if I may say so, murmured Harley, your will to live seems to have become somewhat weakened.

What do you mean?

Colonel Menendez stood up, his delicate nostrils dilated. He glared angrily at Harley.

I mean that I perceive a certain resignation in your manner of which I do not approve.

You do not approve? said Colonel Menendez, softly; and I thought as he stood looking down upon my friend that I had rarely seen a more formidable figure.

Paul Harley had roused him unaccountably, and knowing my friend for a master of tact I knew also that this had been deliberate, although I could not even dimly perceive his object.

I occupy the position of a specialist, Harley continued, and you occupy that of my patient. Now, you cannot disguise from me that your mental opposition to this danger which threatens has become slackened. Allow me to remind you that the strongest defence is counter-attack. You are angry, Colonel Menendez, but I would rather see you angry than apathetic. To come to my last point. You spoke of a neighbour in terms which led me to suppose that you suspected him of some association with your enemies. May I ask for the name of this person?

Colonel Menendez sat down again, puffing furiously at his cigarette, whilst beginning to roll another. He was much disturbed, was fighting to regain mastery of himself.

I apologize from the bottom of my heart, he said, for a breach of good behaviour which really was unforgivable. I was angry when I should have been grateful. Much that you have said is true. Because it is true, I despise myself.

He flashed a glance at Paul Harley.

Awake, he continued, I care for no man breathing, black or white; but asleep  he shrugged his shoulders. It is in sleep that these dealers in unclean things obtain their advantage.

You excite my curiosity, declared Harley.

Listen, Colonel Menendez bent forward, resting his elbows upon his knees. Between the yellow fingers of his left hand he held the newly completed cigarette whilst he continued to puff vigorously at the old one. You recollect my speaking of the death of a certain native girl?

Paul Harley nodded.

The real cause of her death was never known, but I obtained evidence to show that on the night after the wing of a bat had been attached to her hut, she wandered out in her sleep and visited the Black Belt. Can you doubt that someone was calling her?

Calling her?

Mr. Harley, she was obeying the call of Mkombo!

The call of Mkombo? You refer to some kind of hypnotic suggestions?

I illustrate, replied the Colonel, to help to make clear something which I have to tell you. On the night when last the moon was full  on the night after someone had entered the house  I had retired early to bed. Suddenly I awoke, feeling very cold. I awoke, I say, and where do you suppose I found myself?

I am all anxiety to hear.

On the point of entering the Tudor garden  you call it Tudor garden?  which is visible from the window of your room!

Most extraordinary, murmured Harley; and you were in your night attire?

I was.

And what had awakened you?

An accident. I believe a lucky accident. I had cut my bare foot upon the gravel and the pain awakened me.

You had no recollection of any dream which had prompted you to go down into the garden?

None whatever.

Does your room face in that direction?

It does not. It faces the lake on the south of the house. I had descended to a side door, unbarred it, and walked entirely around the east wing before I awakened.

Your room faces the lake, murmured Harley.

Yes.

Their glances met, and in Paul Harleys expression there seemed to be a challenge.

You have not yet told me, said he, the name of your neighbour.

Colonel Menendez lighted his new cigarette.

Mr. Harley, he confessed, I regret that I ever referred to this suspicion of mine. Indeed it is hardly a suspicion, it is what I may call a desperate doubt. Do you say that, a desperate doubt?

I think I follow you, said Harley.

The fact is this, I only know of one person within ten miles of Crays Folly who has ever visited Cuba.

Ah.

I have no other scrap of evidence to associate him I with my shadowy enemy. This being so, you will pardon me if I ask you to forget that I ever referred to his existence.

He spoke the words with a sort of lofty finality, and accompanied them with a gesture of the hands which really left Harley no alternative but to drop the subject.

Again their glances met, and it was patent to me that underlying all this conversation was something beyond my ken. What it was that Harley suspected I could not imagine, nor what it was that Colonel Menendez desired to conceal; but tension was in the very air. The Spaniard was on the defensive, and Paul Harley was puzzled, irritated.

It was a strange interview, and one which in the light of after events I recognized to possess extraordinary significance. That sixth sense of Harleys was awake, was prompting him, but to what extent he understood its promptings at that hour I did not know, and have never known to this day. Intuitively, I believe, as he sat there staring at Colonel Menendez, he began to perceive the shadow within a shadow which was the secret of Crays Folly, which was the thing called Bat Wing, which was the devilish force at that very hour alive and potent in our midst.


CHAPTER IX. OBEAH

This conversation in Colonel Menendezs study produced a very unpleasant impression upon my mind. The atmosphere of Crays Folly seemed to become charged with unrest. Of Madame de Stämer and Miss Beverley I saw nothing up to the time that I retired to dress. Having dressed I walked into Harleys room, anxious to learn if he had formed any theory to account for the singular business which had brought us to Surrey.

Harley had excused himself directly we had left the study, stating that he wished to get to the village post-office in time to send a telegram to London. Our host had suggested a messenger, but this, as well as the offer of a car, Harley had declined, saying that the exercise would aid reflection. Nevertheless, I was surprised to find his room empty, for I could not imagine why the sending of a telegram should have detained him so long.

Dusk was falling, and viewed from the open window the Tudor garden below looked very beautiful, part of it lying in a sort of purplish shadow and the rest being mystically lighted as though viewed through a golden veil. To the whole picture a sort of magic quality was added by a speck of high-light which rested upon the face of the old sun-dial.

I thought that here was a fit illustration for a fairy tale; then I remembered the Colonels account of how he had awakened in the act of entering this romantic plaisance, and I was touched anew by an unrestfulness, by a sense of the uncanny.

I observed a book lying upon the dressing table, and concluding that it was one which Harley had brought with him, I took it up, glancing at the title. It was Negro Magic, and switching on the light, for there was a private electric plant in Crays Folly, I opened the book at random and began to read.

The religion of the negro, said this authority, is emotional, and more often than not associated with beliefs in witchcraft and in the rites known as Voodoo or Obi Mysteries. It has been endeavoured by some students to show that these are relics of the Fetish worship of equatorial Africa, but such a genealogy has never been satisfactorily demonstrated. The cannibalistic rituals, human sacrifices, and obscene ceremonies resembling those of the Black Sabbath of the Middle Ages, reported to prevail in Haiti and other of the islands, and by some among the negroes of the Southern States of America, may be said to rest on doubtful authority. Nevertheless, it is a fact beyond doubt that among the negroes both of the West Indies and the United States there is a widespread belief in the powers of the Obeah man. A native who believes himself to have come under the spell of such a sorcerer will sink into a kind of decline and sometimes die.

At this point I discovered several paragraphs underlined in pencil, and concluding that the underlining had been done by Paul Harley, I read them with particular care. They were as follows: According to Hesketh J. Bell, the term Obeah is most probably derived from the substantive Obi, a word used on the East coast of Africa to denote witchcraft, sorcery, and fetishism in general. The etymology of Obi has been traced to a very antique source, stretching far back into Egyptian mythology. A serpent in the Egyptian language was called Ob or Aub. Obion is still the Egyptian name for a serpent. Moses, in the name of God, forbade the Israelites ever to enquire of the demon, Ob, which is translated in our Bible: Charmer or wizard, divinator or sorcerer. The Witch of Endor is called Oub or Ob, translated Pythonissa; and Oubois was the name of the basilisk or royal serpent, emblem of the Sun and an ancient oracular deity of Africa.

A paragraph followed which was doubly underlined, and pursuing my reading I made a discovery which literally caused me to hold my breath. This is what I read:

In a recent contribution to the Occult Review, Mr. Colin Camber, the American authority, offered some very curious particulars in support of a theory to show that whereas snakes and scorpions have always been recognized as sacred by Voodoo worshippers, the real emblem of their unclean religion is the bat, especially the Vampire Bat of South America.

He pointed out that the symptoms of one dying beneath the spell of an Obeah man are closely paralleled in the cases of men and animals who have suffered from nocturnal attacks of blood-sucking bats.

I laid the open book down upon the bed. My brain was in a tumult. The several theories, or outlines of theories which hitherto I had entertained, were, by these simple paragraphs, cast into the utmost disorder. I thought of the Colonels covert references to a neighbour whom he feared, of his guarded statement that the devotees of Voodoo were not confined to the West Indies, of the attack upon him in Washington, of the bat wing pinned to the door of Crays Folly.

Incredulously, I thought of my acquaintance of the Lavender Arms, with his bemused expression and his magnificent brow; and a great doubt and wonder grew up in my mind.

I became increasingly impatient for the return of Paul Harley. I felt that a clue of the first importance had fallen into my possession; so that when, presently, as I walked impatiently up and down the room, the door opened and Harley entered, I greeted him excitedly.

Harley! I cried, Harley! I have learned a most extraordinary thing!

Even as I spoke and looked into the keen, eager face, the expression in Harleys eyes struck me. I recognized that in him, too, intense excitement was pent up. Furthermore, he was in one of his irritable moods. But, full of my own discoveries:

I chanced to glance at this book, I continued, whilst I was waiting for you. You have underlined certain passages.

He stared at me queerly.

I discovered the book in my own library after you had gone last night, Knox, and it was then that I marked the passages which struck me as significant.

But, Harley, I cried, the man who is quoted here, Colin Camber, lives in this very neighbourhood!

I know.

What! You know?

I learned it from Inspector Aylesbury of the County Police half an hour ago.

Harley frowned perplexedly. Then, why, in Heavens name didnt you tell me? he exclaimed. It would have saved me a most disagreeable journey into Market Hilton.

Market Hilton! What, have you been into the town?

That is exactly where I have been, Knox. I phoned through to Innes from the village post-office after lunch to have the car sent down. There is a convenient garage by the Lavender Arms.

But the Colonel has three cars, I exclaimed.

The horse has four legs, replied Harley, irritably, but although I have only two, there are times when I prefer to use them. I am still wondering why you failed to mention this piece of information when you had obtained it.

My dear Harley, said I, patiently, how could I possibly be expected to attach any importance to the matter? You must remember that at the time I had never seen this work on negro sorcery.

No, said Harley, dropping down upon the bed, that is perfectly true, Knox. I am afraid I have a liver at times; a distinct Indian liver. Excuse me, old man, but to tell you the truth I feel strangely inclined to pack my bag and leave for London without a moments delay.

What! I cried.

Oh, I know you would be sorry to go, Knox, said Harley, smiling, and so, for many reasons, should I. But I have the strongest possible objection to being trifled with.

I am afraid I dont quite understand you, Harley.

Well, just consider the matter for a moment. Do you suppose that Colonel Menendez is ignorant of the fact that his nearest neighbour is a recognized authority upon Voodoo and allied subjects?

You are speaking, of course, of Colin Camber?

Of none other.

No, I replied, thoughtfully, the Colonel must know, of course, that Camber resides in the neighbourhood.

And that he knows something of the nature of Cambers studies his remarks sufficiently indicate, added Harley. The whole theory to account for these attacks upon his life rests on the premise that agents of these Obeah people are established in England and America. Then, in spite of my direct questions, he leaves me to find out for myself that Colin Cambers property practically adjoins his own!

Really! Does he reside so near as that?

My dear fellow, cried Harley, he lives at a place called the Guest House. You can see it from part of the grounds of Crays Folly. We were looking at it to-day.

What! the house on the hillside?

Thats the Guest House! What do you make of it, Knox? That Menendez suspects this man is beyond doubt. Why should he hesitate to mention his name?

Well, I replied, slowly, probably because to associate practical sorcery and assassination with such a character would be preposterous.

But the man is admittedly a student of these things, Knox.

He may be, and that he is a genius of some kind I am quite prepared to believe. But having had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Colin Camber, I am not prepared to believe him capable of murder.

I suppose I spoke with a certain air of triumph, for Paul Harley regarded me silently for a while.

You seem to be taking this case out of my hands, Knox, he said. Whilst I have been systematically at work racing about the county in quest of information you would appear to have blundered further into the labyrinth than all my industry has enabled me to do.

He remained in a very evil humour, and now the cause of this suddenly came to light.

I have spent a thoroughly unpleasant afternoon, he continued, interviewing an impossible country policeman who had never heard of my existence!

This display of human resentment honestly delighted me. It was refreshing to know that the omniscient Paul Harley was capable of pique.

One, Inspector Aylesbury, he went on, bitterly, a large person bearing a really interesting resemblance to a walrus, but lacking that creatures intelligence. It was not until Superintendent East had spoken to him from Scotland Yard that he ceased to treat me as a suspect. But his new attitude was almost more provoking than the old one. He adopted the manner of a regimental sergeant-major reluctantly interviewing a private with a grievance. If matters should so develop that we are compelled to deal with that fish-faced idiot, God help us all!

He burst out laughing, his good humour suddenly quite restored, and taking out his pipe began industriously to load it.

I can smoke while I am changing, he said, and you can sit there and tell me all about Colin Camber.

I did as he requested, and Harley, who could change quicker than any man I had ever known, had just finished tying his bow as I completed my story of the encounter at the Lavender Arms.

Hm, he muttered, as I ceased speaking. At every turn I realize that without you I should have been lost, Knox. I am afraid I shall have to change your duties to-morrow.

Change my duties? What do you mean?

I warn you that the new ones will be less pleasant than the old! In other words, I must ask you to tear yourself away from Miss Val Beverley for an hour in the morning, and take advantage of Mr. Cambers invitation to call upon him.

Frankly, I doubt if he would acknowledge me.

Nevertheless, you have a better excuse than I. In the circumstances it is most important that we should get in touch with this man.

Very well, I said, ruefully. I will do my best. But you dont seriously think, Harley, that the danger comes from there?

Paul Harley took his dinner jacket from the chair upon which the man had laid it out, and turned to me.

My dear Knox, he said, you may remember that I spoke, recently, of retiring from this profession?

You did.

My retirement will not be voluntary, Knox. I shall be kicked out as an incompetent ass; for, respecting the connection, if any, between the narrative of Colonel Menendez, the bat wing nailed to the door of the house, and Mr. Colin Camber, I have not the foggiest notion. In this, at last, I have triumphed over Auguste Dupin. Auguste Dupin never confessed defeat.


CHAPTER X. THE NIGHT WALKER

If luncheon had seemed extravagant, dinner at Crays Folly proved to be a veritable Roman banquet. To associate ideas of selfishness with Miss Beverley was hateful, but the more I learned of the luxurious life of this queer household hidden away in the Surrey Hills the less I wondered at any ones consenting to share such exile. I had hitherto counted an American freak dinner, organized by a lucky plunger and held at the Café de Paris, as the last word in extravagant feasting. But I learned now that what was caviare in Monte Carlo was ordinary fare at Crays Folly.

Colonel Menendez was an epicure with an endless purse. The excellence of one of the courses upon which I had commented led to a curious incident.

You approve of the efforts of my chef? said the Colonel.

He is worthy of his employer, I replied.

Colonel Menendez bowed in his cavalierly fashion and Madame de Stämer positively beamed upon me.

You shall speak for him, said the Spaniard. He was with me in Cuba, but has no reputation in London. There are hotels that would snap him up.

I looked at the speaker in surprise.

Surely he is not leaving you? I asked.

The Colonel exhibited a momentary embarrassment.

No, no. No, no, he replied, waving his hand gracefully, I was only thinking that he there was a scarcely perceptible pause might wish to better himself. You understand?

I understood only too well; and recollecting the words spoken by Paul Harley that afternoon, respecting the Colonels will to live, I became conscious of an uncomfortable sense of chill.

If I had doubted that in so speaking he had been contemplating his own death, the behaviour of Madame de Stämer must have convinced me. Her complexion was slightly but cleverly made up, with all the exquisite art of the Parisienne, but even through the artificial bloom I saw her cheeks blanch. Her face grew haggard and her eyes burned unnaturally. She turned quickly aside to address Paul Harley, but I knew that the significance of this slight episode had not escaped him.

He was by no means at ease. In the first place, he was badly puzzled; in the second place, he was angry. He felt it incumbent upon him to save this man from a menace which he, Paul Harley, evidently recognized to be real, although to me it appeared wildly chimerical, and the very person upon whose active coöperation he naturally counted not only seemed resigned to his fate, but by deliberate omission of important data added to Harleys difficulties.

How much of this secret drama proceeding in Crays Folly was appreciated by Val Beverley I could not determine. On this occasion, I remember, she was simply but perfectly dressed and, in my eyes, seemed the most sweetly desirable woman I had ever known. Realizing that I had already revealed my interest in the girl, I was oddly self-conscious, and a hundred times during the progress of dinner I glanced across at Harley, expecting to detect his quizzical smile. He was very stern, however, and seemed more reserved than usual. He was uncertain of his ground, I could see. He resented the understanding which evidently existed between Colonel Menendez and Madame de Stämer, and to which, although his aid had been sought, he was not admitted.

It seemed to me, personally, that an almost palpable shadow lay upon the room. Although, save for this one lapse, our host throughout talked gaily and entertainingly, I was obsessed by a memory of the expression which I had detected upon his face that morning, the expression of a doomed man.

What, in Heavens name, I asked myself, did it all mean? If ever I saw the fighting spirit looking out of any mans eyes, it looked out of the eyes of Don Juan Sarmiento Menendez. Why, then, did he lie down to the menace of this mysterious Bat Wing, and if he counted opposition futile, why had he summoned Paul Harley to Crays Folly?

With the passing of every moment I sympathized more fully with the perplexity of my friend, and no longer wondered that even his highly specialized faculties had failed to detect an explanation.

Remembering Colin Camber as I had seen him at the Lavender Arms, it was simply impossible to suppose that such a man as Menendez could fear such a man as Camber. True, I had seen the latter at a disadvantage, and I knew well enough that many a genius has been also a drunkard. But although I was prepared to find that Colin Camber possessed genius, I found it hard to believe that this was of a criminal type. That such a character could be the representative of some remote negro society was an idea too grotesque to be entertained for a moment.

I was tempted to believe that his presence in the neighbourhood of this haunted Cuban was one of those strange coincidences which in criminal history have sometimes proved so tragic for their victims.

Madame de Stämer, avoiding the Colonels glances, which were pathetically apologetic, gradually recovered herself, and:

My dear, she said to Val Beverley, you look perfectly sweet to-night. Dont you think she looks perfectly sweet, Mr. Knox?

Ignoring a look of entreaty from the blue-gray eyes:

Perfectly, I replied.

Oh, Mr. Knox, cried the girl, why do you encourage her? She says embarrassing things like that every time I put on a new dress.

Her reference to a new dress set me speculating again upon the apparent anomaly of her presence at Crays Folly. That she was not a professional companion was clear enough. I assumed that her father had left her suitably provided for, since she wore such expensively simple gowns. She had a delightful trick of blushing when attention was focussed upon her, and said Madame de Stämer:

To be able to blush like that I would give my string of pearls  no, half of it.

My dear Marie, declared Colonel Menendez, I have seen you blush perfectly.

No, no, Madame disclaimed the suggestion with one of those Bernhardt gestures, I blushed my last blush when my second husband introduced me to my first husbands wife.

Madame! exclaimed Val Beverley, how can you say such things? She turned to me. Really, Mr. Knox, they are all fables.

In fables we renew our youth, said Madame.

Ah, sighed Colonel Menendez; our youth, our youth.

Why sigh, Juan, why regret? cried Madame, immediately. Old age is only tragic to those who have never been young.

She directed a glance toward him as she spoke those words, and as I had felt when I had seen his tragic face on the veranda that morning I felt again in detecting this look of Madame de Stämers. The yearning yet selfless love which it expressed was not for my eyes to witness.

Thank God, Marie, replied the Colonel, and gallantly kissed his hand to her, we have both been young, gloriously young.

When, at the termination of this truly historic dinner, the ladies left us:

Remember, Juan, said Madame, raising her white, jewelled hand, and holding the fingers characteristically curled, no excitement, no billiards, no cards.

Colonel Menendez bowed deeply, as the invalid wheeled herself from the room, followed by Miss Beverley. My heart was beating delightfully, for in the moment of departure the latter had favoured me with a significant glance, which seemed to say, I am looking forward to a chat with you presently.

Ah, said Colonel Menendez, when we three men found ourselves alone, truly I am blessed in the autumn of my life with such charming companionship. Beauty and wit, youth and discretion. Is he not a happy man who possesses all these?

He should be, said Harley, gravely.

The saturnine Pedro entered with some wonderful crusted port, and Colonel Menendez offered cigars.

I believe you are a pipe-smoker, said our courteous host to Harley, and if this is so, I know that you will prefer your favourite mixture to any cigar that ever was rolled.

Many thanks, said Harley, to whom no more delicate compliment could have been paid.

He was indeed an inveterate pipe-smoker, and only rarely did he truly enjoy a cigar, however choice its pedigree. With a sigh of content he began to fill his briar. His mood was more restful, and covertly I watched him studying our host. The night remained very warm and one of the two windows of the dining room, which was the most homely apartment in Crays Folly, was wide open, offering a prospect of sweeping velvet lawns touched by the magic of the moonlight.

A short silence fell, to be broken by the Colonel.

Gentlemen, he said, I trust you do not regret your fishing excursion?

I could cheerfully pass the rest of my days in such ideal surroundings, replied Paul Harley.

I nodded in agreement.

But, continued my friend, speaking very deliberately, I have to remember that I am here upon business, and that my professional reputation is perhaps at stake.

He stared very hard at Colonel Menendez.

I have spoken with your butler, known as Pedro, and with some of the other servants, and have learned all that there is to be learned about the person unknown who gained admittance to the house a month ago, and concerning the wing of a bat, found attached to the door more recently.

And to what conclusion have you come? asked Colonel Menendez, eagerly.

He bent forward, resting his elbows upon his knees, a pose which he frequently adopted. He was smoking a cigar, but his total absorption in the topic under discussion was revealed by the fact that from a pocket in his dinner jacket he had taken out a portion of tobacco, had laid it in a slip of rice paper, and was busily rolling one of his eternal cigarettes.

I might be enabled to come to one, replied Harley, if you would answer a very simple question.

What is this question?

It is this  Have you any idea who nailed the bats wing to your door?

Colonel Menendezs eyes opened very widely, and his face became more aquiline than ever.

You have heard my story, Mr. Harley, he replied, softly. If I know the explanation, why do I come to you?

Paul Harley puffed at his pipe. His expression did not alter in the slightest.

I merely wondered if your suspicions tended in the direction of Mr. Colin Camber, he said.

Colin Camber!

As the Colonel spoke the name either I became victim of a strange delusion or his face was momentarily convulsed. If my senses served me aright then his pronouncing of the words Colin Camber occasioned him positive agony. He clutched the arms of his chair, striving, I thought, to retain composure, and in this he succeeded, for when he spoke again his voice was quite normal.

Have you any particular reason for your remark, Mr. Harley?

I have a reason, replied Paul Harley, but dont misunderstand me. I suggest nothing against Mr. Camber. I should be glad, however, to know if you are acquainted with him?

We have never met.

You possibly know him by repute?

I have heard of him, Mr. Harley. But to be perfectly frank, I have little in common with citizens of the United States.

A note of arrogance, which at times crept into his high, thin voice, became perceptible now, and the aristocratic, aquiline face looked very supercilious.

How the conversation would have developed I know not, but at this moment Pedro entered and delivered a message in Spanish to the Colonel, whereupon the latter arose and with very profuse apologies begged permission to leave us for a few moments.

When he had retired:

I am going upstairs to write a letter, Knox, said Paul Harley. Carry on with your old duties to-day, your new ones do not commence until to-morrow.

With that he laughed and walked out of the dining room, leaving me wondering whether to be grateful or annoyed. However, it did not take me long to find my way to the drawing room where the two ladies were seated side by side upon a settee, Madames chair having been wheeled into a corner.

Ah, Mr. Knox, exclaimed Madame as I entered, have the others deserted, then?

Scarcely deserted, I think. They are merely straggling.

Absent without leave, murmured Val Beverley.

I laughed, and drew up a chair. Madame de Stämer was smoking, but Miss Beverley was not. Accordingly, I offered her a cigarette, which she accepted, and as I was lighting it with elaborate care, every moment finding a new beauty in her charming face, Pedro again appeared and addressed some remark in Spanish to Madame.

My chair, Pedro, she said; I will come at once.

The Spanish butler wheeled the chair across to the settee, and lifting her with an ease which spoke of long practice, placed her amidst the cushions where she spent so many hours of her life.

I know you will excuse me, dear, she said to Val Beverley, because I feel sure that Mr. Knox will do his very best to make up for my absence. Presently, I shall be back.

Pedro holding the door open, she went wheeling out, and I found myself alone with Val Beverley.

At the time I was much too delighted to question the circumstances which had led to this tête-à-tête, but had I cared to give the matter any consideration, it must have presented rather curious features. The call first of host and then of hostess was inconsistent with the courtesy of the master of Crays Folly, which, like the appointments of his home and his mode of life, was elaborate. But these ideas did not trouble me at the moment.

Suddenly, however, indeed before I had time to speak, the girl started and laid her hand upon my arm.

Did you hear something? she whispered, a queer sort of sound?

No, I replied, what kind of sound?

An odd sort of sound, almost like  the flapping of wings.

I saw that she had turned pale, I saw the confirmation of something which I had only partly realised before: that her life at Crays Folly was a constant fight against some haunting shadow. Her gaiety, her lightness, were but a mask. For now, in those wide-open eyes, I read absolute horror.

Miss Beverley, I said, grasping her hand reassuringly, you alarm me. What has made you so nervous to-night?

To-night! she echoed, to-night? It is every night. If you had not come she corrected herself if someone had not come, I dont think I could have stayed. I am sure I could not have stayed.

Doubtless the attempted burglary alarmed you? I suggested, intending to sooth her fears.

Burglary? She smiled unmirthfully. It was no burglary.

Why do you say so, Miss Beverley?

Do you think I dont know why Mr. Harley is here? she challenged. Oh, believe me, I know  I know. I, too, saw the bats wing nailed to the door, Mr. Knox. You are surely not going to suggest that this was the work of a burglar?

I seated myself beside her on the settee.

You have great courage, I said. Believe me, I quite understand all that you have suffered.

Is my acting so poor? she asked, with a pathetic smile.

No, it is wonderful, but to a sympathetic observer only acting, nevertheless.

I noted that my presence reassured her, and was much comforted by this fact.

Would you like to tell me all about it, I continued; or would this merely renew your fears?

I should like to tell you, she replied in a low voice, glancing about her as if to make sure that we were alone. Except for odd people, friends, I suppose, of the Colonels, we have had so few visitors since we have been at Crays Folly. Apart from all sorts of queer happenings which really  she laughed nervously may have no significance whatever, the crowning mystery to my mind is why Colonel Menendez should have leased this huge house.

He does not entertain very much, then?

Scarcely at all. The County  do you know what I mean by the County?  began by receiving him with open arms and ended by sending him to Coventry. His lavish style of entertainment they labelled swank  horrible word but very expressive! They concluded that they did not understand him, and of everything they dont understand they disapprove. So after the first month or so it became very lonely at Crays Folly. Our foreign servants  there are five of them altogether  got us a dreadfully bad name. Then, little by little, a sort of cloud seemed to settle on everything. The Colonel made two visits abroad, I dont know exactly where he went, but on his return from the first visit Madame de Stämer changed.

Changed?  in what way?

I am afraid it would be hopeless to try to make you understand, Mr. Knox, but in some subtle way she changed. Underneath all her vivacity she is a tragic woman, and  oh, how can I explain? Val Beverley made a little gesture of despair.

Perhaps you mean, I suggested, that she seemed to become even less happy than before?

Yes, she replied, looking at me eagerly. Has Colonel Menendez told you anything to account for it?

Nothing, I said, He has left us strangely in the dark. But you say he went abroad on a second and more recent occasion?

Yes, not much more than a month ago. And after that, somehow or other, matters seemed to come to a head. I confess I became horribly frightened, but to have left would have seemed like desertion, and Madame de Stämer has been so good to me.

Did you actually witness any of the episodes which took place about a month ago?

Val Beverley shook her head.

I never saw anything really definite, she replied.

Yet, evidently you either saw or heard something which alarmed you.

Yes, that is true, but it is so difficult to explain.

Could you try to explain?

I will try if you wish, for really I am longing to talk to someone about it. For instance, on several occasions I have heard footsteps in the corridor outside my room.

At night?

Yes, at night.

Strange footsteps?

She nodded.

That is the uncanny part of it. You know how familiar one grows with the footsteps of persons living in the same house? Well, these footsteps were quite unfamiliar to me.

And you say they passed your door?

Yes. My rooms are almost directly overhead. And right at the end of the corridor, that is on the southeast corner of the building, is Colonel Menendezs bedroom, and facing it a sort of little smoke-room. It was in this direction that the footsteps went.

To Colonel Menendezs room?

Yes. They were light, furtive footsteps.

This took place late at night?

Quite late, long after everyone had retired.

She paused, staring at me with a sort of embarrassment, and presently:

Were the footsteps those of a man or a woman? I asked.

Of a woman. Someone, Mr. Knox, she bent forward, and that look of fear began to creep into her eyes again, with whose footsteps I was quite unfamiliar.

You mean a stranger to the house?

Yes. Oh, it was uncanny. She shuddered. The first time I heard it I had been lying awake listening. I was nervous. Madame de Stämer had told me that morning that the Colonel had seen someone lurking about the lawns on the previous night. Then, as I lay awake listening for the slightest sound, I suddenly detected these footsteps; and they paused  right outside my door.

Good heavens! I exclaimed. What did you do?

Frankly, I was too frightened to do anything. I just lay still with my heart beating horribly, and presently they passed on, and I heard them no more.

Was your door locked?

No. She laughed nervously. But it has been locked every night since then!

And these sounds were repeated on other nights?

Yes, I have often heard them, Mr. Knox. What makes it so strange is that all the servants sleep out in the west wing, as you know, and Pedro locks the communicating door every night before retiring.

It is certainly strange, I muttered.

It is horrible, declared the girl, almost in a whisper. For what can it mean except that there is someone in Crays Folly who is never seen during the daytime?

But that is incredible.

It is not so incredible in a big house like this. Besides, what other explanation can there be?

There must be one, I said, reassuringly. Have you spoken of this to Madame de Stämer?

Yes.

Val Beverleys expression grew troubled.

Had she any explanation to offer?

None. Her attitude mystified me very much. Indeed, instead of reassuring me, she frightened me more than ever by her very silence. I grew to dread the coming of each night. Then she hesitated again, looking at me pathetically twice I have been awakened by a loud cry.

What kind of cry?

I could not tell you, Mr. Knox. You see I have always been asleep when it has come, but I have sat up trembling and dimly aware that what had awakened me was a cry of some kind.

You have no idea from whence it proceeded?

None whatever. Of course, all these things may seem trivial to you, and possibly they can be explained in quite a simple way. But this feeling of something pending has grown almost unendurable. Then, I dont understand Madame and the Colonel at all.

She suddenly stopped speaking and flushed with embarrassment.

If you mean that Madame de Stämer is in love with her cousin, I agree with you, I said, quietly.

Oh, is it so evident as that? murmured Val Beverley. She laughed to cover her confusion. I wish I could understand what it all means.

At this point our tête-à-tête was interrupted by the return of Madame de Stämer.

Oh, la la! she cried, the Colonel must have allowed himself to become too animated this evening. He is threatened with one of his attacks and I have insisted upon his immediate retirement. He makes his apologies, but knows you will understand.

I expressed my concern, and:

I was unaware that Colonel Menendezs health was impaired, I said.

Ah, Madame shrugged characteristically. Juan has travelled too much of the road of life on top speed, Mr. Knox. She snapped her white fingers and grimaced significantly. Excitement is bad for him.

She wheeled her chair up beside Val Beverley, and taking the girls hand patted it affectionately.

You look pale to-night, my dear, she said. All this bogey business is getting on your nerves, eh?

Oh, not at all, declared the girl. It is very mysterious and annoying, of course.

But M. Paul Harley will presently tell us what it is all about, concluded Madame. Yes, I trust so. We want no Cuban devils here at Crays Folly.

I had hoped that she would speak further of the matter, but having thus apologized for our hosts absence, she plunged into an amusing account of Parisian society, and of the changes which five years of war had brought about. Her comments, although brilliant, were superficial, the only point I recollect being her reference to a certain Baron Bergmann, a Swedish diplomat, who, according to Madame, had the longest nose and the shortest memory in Paris, so that in the cold weather, he even sometimes forgot to blow his nose.

Her brightness I thought was almost feverish. She chattered and laughed and gesticulated, but on this occasion she was overacting. Underneath all her vivacity lay something cold and grim.

Harley rejoined us in half an hour or so, but I could see that he was as conscious of the air of tension as I was. All Madames high spirits could not enable her to conceal the fact that she was anxious to retire. But Harleys evident desire to do likewise surprised me very greatly; for from the point of view of the investigation the day had been an unsatisfactory one. I knew that there must be a hundred and one things which my friend desired to know, questions which Madame de Stämer could have answered. Nevertheless, at about ten oclock we separated for the night, and although I was intensely anxious to talk to Harley, his reticent mood had descended upon him again, and:

Sleep well, Knox, he said, as he paused at my door. I may be awakening you early.

With which cryptic remark and not another word he passed on and entered his own room.


CHAPTER XI. THE SHADOW ON THE BLIND

Perhaps it was childish on my part, but I accepted this curt dismissal very ill-humouredly. That Harley, for some reason of his own, wished to be alone, was evident enough, but I resented being excluded from his confidence, even temporarily. It would seem that he had formed a theory in the prosecution of which my coöperation was not needed. And what with profitless conjectures concerning its nature, and memories of Val Beverleys pathetic parting glance as we had bade one another good-night, sleep seemed to be out of the question, and I stood for a long time staring out of the open window.

The weather remained almost tropically hot, and the moon floated in a cloudless sky. I looked down upon the closely matted leaves of the box hedge, which rose to within a few feet of my window, and to the left I could obtain a view of the close-hemmed courtyard before the doors of Crays Folly. On the right the yews began, obstructing my view of the Tudor garden, but the night air was fragrant, and the outlook one of peace.

After a time, then, as no sound came from the adjoining room, I turned in, and despite all things was soon fast asleep.

Almost immediately, it seemed, I was awakened. In point of fact, nearly four hours had elapsed. A hand grasped my shoulder, and I sprang up in bed with a stifled cry, but:

Its all right, Knox, came Harleys voice. Dont make a noise.

Harley! I said. Harley! what has happened?

Nothing, nothing. I am sorry to have to disturb your beauty sleep, but in the absence of Innes I am compelled to use you as a dictaphone, Knox. I like to record impressions while they are fresh, hence my having awakened you.

But what has happened? I asked again, for my brain was not yet fully alert.

No, dont light up! said Harley, grasping my wrist as I reached out toward the table-lamp.

His figure showed as a black silhouette against the dim square of the window.

Why not?

Well, its nearly two oclock. The light might be observed.

Two oclock? I exclaimed.

Yes. I think we might smoke, though. Have you any cigarettes? I have left my pipe behind.

I managed to find my case, and in the dim light of the match which I presently struck I saw that Paul Harleys face was very fixed and grim. He seated himself on the edge of my bed, and:

I have been guilty of a breach of hospitality, Knox, he began. Not only have I secretly had my own car sent down here, but I have had something else sent, as well. I brought it in under my coat this evening.

To what do you refer, Harley?

You remember the silken rope-ladder with bamboo rungs which I brought from Hongkong on one occasion?

Yes

Well, I have it in my bag now.

But, my dear fellow, what possible use can it be to you at Crays Folly?

It has been of great use, he returned, shortly.

It enabled me to descend from my window a couple of hours ago and to return again quite recently without disturbing the household. Dont reproach me, Knox. I know it is a breach of confidence, but so is the behaviour of Colonel Menendez.

You refer to his reticence on certain points?

I do. I have a reputation to lose, Knox, and if an ingenious piece of Chinese workmanship can save it, it shall be saved.

But, my dear Harley, why should you want to leave the house secretly at night?

Paul Harleys cigarette glowed in the dark, then:

My original object, he replied, was to endeavour to learn if any one were really watching the place. For instance, I wanted to see if all lights were out at the Guest House.

And were they? I asked, eagerly.

They were. Secondly, he continued, I wanted to convince myself that there were no nocturnal prowlers from within or without.

What do you mean by within or without?

Listen, Knox. He bent toward me in the dark, grasping my shoulder firmly. One window in Crays Folly was lighted up.

At what hour?

The light is there yet.

That he was about to make some strange revelation I divined. I detected the fact, too, that he believed this revelation would be unpleasant to me; and in this I found an explanation of his earlier behaviour. He had seemed distraught and ill at ease when he had joined Madame de Stämer, Miss Beverley, and myself in the drawing room. I could only suppose that this and the abrupt parting with me outside my door had been due to his holding a theory which he had proposed to put to the test before confiding it to me. I remember that I spoke very slowly as I asked him the question:

Whose is the lighted window, Harley?

Has Colonel Menendez taken you into a little snuggery or smoke-room which faces his bedroom in the southeast corner of the house?

No, but Miss Beverley has mentioned the room.

Ah. Well, there is a light in that room, Knox.

Possibly the Colonel has not retired?

According to Madame de Stämer he went to bed several hours ago, you may remember.

True, I murmured, fumbling for the significance of his words.

The next point is this, he resumed. You saw Madame retire to her own room, which, as you know, is on the ground floor, and I have satisfied myself that the door communicating with the servants wing is locked.

I see. But to what is all this leading, Harley?

To a very curious fact, and the fact is this: The Colonel is not alone.

I sat bolt upright.

What? I cried.

Not so loud, warned Harley.

But, Harley

My dear fellow, we must face facts. I repeat, the Colonel is not alone.

Why do you say so?

Twice I have seen a shadow on the blind of the smoke-room.

His own shadow, probably.

Again Paul Harleys cigarette glowed in the darkness.

I am prepared to swear, he replied, that it was the shadow of a woman.

Harley  

Dont get excited, Knox. I am dealing with the strangest case of my career, and I am jumping to no conclusions. But just let us look at the circumstances judicially. The whole of the domestic staff we may dismiss, with the one exception of Mrs. Fisher, who, so far as I can make out, occupies the position of a sort of working housekeeper, and whose rooms are in the corner of the west wing immediately facing the kitchen garden. Possibly you have not met Mrs. Fisher, Knox, but I have made it my business to interview the whole of the staff and I may say that Mrs. Fisher is a short, stout old lady, a native of Kent, I believe, whose outline in no way corresponds to that which I saw upon the blind. Therefore, unless the door which communicates with the servants quarters was unlocked again to-night  to what are we reduced in seeking to explain the presence of a woman in Colonel Menendezs room? Madame de Stämer, unassisted, could not possibly have mounted the stairs.

Stop, Harley! I said, sternly. Stop.

He ceased speaking, and I watched the steady glow of his cigarette in the darkness. It lighted up his bronzed face and showed me the steely gleam of his eyes.

You are counting too much on the locking of the door by Pedro, I continued, speaking very deliberately. He is a man I would trust no farther than I could see him, and if there is anything dark underlying this matter you depend that he is involved in it. But the most natural explanation, and also the most simple, is this  Colonel Menendez has been taken seriously ill, and someone is in his room in the capacity of a nurse.

Her behaviour was scarcely that of a nurse in a sick-room, murmured Harley.

For Gods sake tell me the truth, I said. Tell me all you saw.

I am quite prepared to do so, Knox. On three occasions, then, I saw the figure of a woman, who wore some kind of loose robe, quite clearly silhouetted upon the linen blind. Her gestures strongly resembled those of despair.

Of despair?

Exactly. I gathered that she was addressing someone, presumably Colonel Menendez, and I derived a strong impression that she was in a condition of abject despair.

Harley, I said, on your word of honour did you recognize anything in the movements, or in the outline of the figure, by which you could identify the woman?

I did not, he replied, shortly. It was a woman who wore some kind of loose robe, possibly a kimono. Beyond that I could swear to nothing, except that it was not Mrs. Fisher.

We fell silent for a while. What Paul Harleys thoughts may have been I know not, but my own were strange and troubled. Presently I found my voice again, and:

I think, Harley, I said, that I should report to you something which Miss Beverley told me this evening.

Yes? said he, eagerly. I am anxious to hear anything which may be of the slightest assistance. You are no doubt wondering why I retired so abruptly to-night. My reason was this: I could see that you were full of some story which you had learned from Miss Beverley, and I was anxious to perform my tour of inspection with a perfectly unprejudiced mind.

You mean that your suspicions rested upon an inmate of Crays Folly?

Not upon any particular inmate, but I had early perceived a distinct possibility that these manifestations of which the Colonel complained might be due to the agency of someone inside the house. That this person might be no more than an accomplice of the prime mover I also recognized, of course. But what did you learn to-night, Knox?

I repeated Val Beverleys story of the mysterious footsteps and of the cries which had twice awakened her in the night.

Hm, muttered Harley, when I had ceased speaking. Assuming her account to be true  

Why should you doubt it? I interrupted, hotly.

My dear Knox, it is my business to doubt everything until I have indisputable evidence of its truth. I say, assuming her story to be true, we find ourselves face to face with the fantastic theory that some woman unknown is living secretly in Crays Folly.

Perhaps in one of the tower rooms, I suggested, eagerly. Why, Harley, that would account for the Colonels marked unwillingness to talk about this part of the house.

My sight was now becoming used to the dusk, and I saw Harley vigorously shake his head.

No, no, he replied; I have seen all the tower rooms. I can swear that no one inhabits them. Besides, is it feasible?

Then whose were the footsteps that Miss Beverley heard?

Obviously those of the woman who, at this present moment, so far as I know, is in the smoking-room with Colonel Menendez.

I sighed wearily.

This is a strange business, Harley. I begin to think that the mystery is darker than I ever supposed.

We fell silent again. The weird cry of a night hawk came from somewhere in the valley, but otherwise everything within and without the great house seemed strangely still. This stillness presently imposed its influence upon me, for when I spoke again, I spoke in a low voice.

Harley, I said, my imagination is playing me tricks. I thought I heard the fluttering of wings at that moment.

Fortunately, my imagination remains under control, he replied, grimly; therefore I am in a position to inform you that you did hear the fluttering of wings. An owl has just flown into one of the trees immediately outside the window.

Oh, said I, and uttered a sigh of relief.

It is extremely fortunate that my imagination is so carefully trained, continued Harley; otherwise, when the woman whose shadow I saw upon the blind to-night raised her arms in a peculiar fashion, I could not well have failed to attach undue importance to the shape of the shadow thus created.

What was the shape of the shadow, then?

Remarkably like that of a bat.

He spoke the words quietly, but in that still darkness, with dawn yet a long way off, they possessed the power which belongs to certain chords in music, and to certain lines in poetry. I was chilled unaccountably, and I peopled the empty corridors of Crays Folly with I know not what uncanny creatures; nightmare fancies conjured up from memories of haunted manors.

Such was my mood, then, when suddenly Paul Harley stood up. My eyes were growing more and more used to the darkness, and from something strained in his attitude I detected the fact that he was listening intently.

He placed his cigarette on the table beside the bed and quietly crossed the room. I knew from his silent tread that he wore shoes with rubber soles. Very quietly he turned the handle and opened the door.

What is it, Harley? I whispered.

Dimly I saw him raise his hand. Inch by inch he opened the door. My nerves in a state of tension, I sat there watching him, when without a sound he slipped out of the room and was gone. Thereupon I arose and followed as far as the doorway.

Harley was standing immediately outside in the corridor. Seeing me, he stepped back, and: Dont move, Knox, he said, speaking very close to my ear. There is someone downstairs in the hall. Wait for me here.

With that he moved stealthily off, and I stood there, my heart beating with unusual rapidity, listening  listening for a challenge, a cry, a scuffle  I knew not what to expect.

Cavernous and dimly lighted, the corridor stretched away to my left. On the right it branched sharply in the direction of the gallery overlooking the hall.

The seconds passed, but no sound rewarded my alert listening  until, very faintly, but echoing in a muffled, church-like fashion around that peculiar building, came a slight, almost sibilant sound, which I took to be the gentle closing of a distant door.

Whilst I was still wondering if I had really heard this sound or merely imagined it:

Who goes there? came sharply in Harleys voice.

I heard a faint click, and knew that he had shone the light of an electric torch down into the hall.

I hesitated no longer, but ran along to join him. As I came to the head of the main staircase, however, I saw him crossing the hall below. He was making in the direction of the door which shut off the servants quarters. Here he paused, and I saw him trying the handle. Evidently the door was locked, for he turned and swept the white ray all about the place. He tried several other doors, but found them all to be locked, for presently he came upstairs again, smiling grimly when he saw me there awaiting him.

Did you hear it, Knox? he said.

A sound like the closing of a door?

Paul Harley nodded.

It was the closing of a door, he replied; but before that I had distinctly heard a stair creak. Someone crossed the hall then, Knox. Yet, as you perceive for yourself, it affords no hiding-place.

His glance met and challenged mine.

The Colonels visitor has left him, he murmured. Unless something quite unforeseen occurs, I shall throw up the case to-morrow.


CHAPTER XII. MORNING MISTS

The man known as Manoel awakened me in the morning. Although characteristically Spanish, he belonged to a more sanguine type than the butler and spoke much better English than Pedro. He placed upon the table beside me a tray containing a small pot of China tea, an apple, a peach, and three slices of toast.

How soon would you like your bath, sir? he enquired.

In about half an hour, I replied.

Breakfast is served at 9.30 if you wish, sir, continued Manoel, but the ladies rarely come down. Would you prefer to breakfast in your room?

What is Mr. Harley doing?

He tells me that he does not take breakfast, sir. Colonel Don Juan Menendez will be unable to ride with you this morning, but a groom will accompany you to the heath if you wish, which is the best place for a gallop. Breakfast on the south veranda is very pleasant, sir, if you are riding first.

Good, I replied, for indeed I felt strangely heavy; it shall be the heath, then, and breakfast on the veranda.

Having drunk a cup of tea and dressed I went into Harleys room, to find him propped up in bed reading the Daily Telegraph and smoking a cigarette.

I am off for a ride, I said. Wont you join me?

He fixed his pillows more comfortably, and slowly shook his head.

Not a bit of it, Knox, he replied, I find exercise to be fatal to concentration.

I know you have weird theories on the subject, but this is a beautiful morning.

I grant you the beautiful morning, Knox, but here you will find me when you return.

I knew him too well to debate the point, and accordingly I left him to his newspaper and cigarette, and made my way downstairs. A housemaid was busy in the hall, and in the courtyard before the monastic porch a negro groom awaited me with two fine mounts. He touched his hat and grinned expansively as I appeared. A spirited young chestnut was saddled for my use, and the groom, who informed me that his name was Jim, rode a smaller, Spanish horse, a beautiful but rather wicked-looking creature.

We proceeded down the drive. Pedro was standing at the door of the lodge, talking to his surly-looking daughter. He saluted me very ceremoniously as I passed.

Pursuing an easterly route for a quarter of a mile or so, we came to a narrow lane which branched off to the left in a tremendous declivity. Indeed it presented the appearance of the dry bed of a mountain torrent, and in wet weather a torrent this lane became, so I was informed by Jim. It was very rugged and dangerous, and here we dismounted, the groom leading the horses.

Then we were upon a well-laid main road, and along this we trotted on to a tempting stretch of heath-land. There was a heavy mist, but the scent of the heather in the early morning was delightful, and there was something exhilarating in the dull thud of the hoofs upon the springy turf. The negro was a natural horseman, and he seemed to enjoy the ride every bit as much as I did. For my own part I was sorry to return. But the vapours of the night had been effectively cleared from my mind, and when presently we headed again for the hills, I could think more coolly of those problems which overnight had seemed well-nigh insoluble.

We returned by a less direct route, but only at one point was the path so steep as that by which we had descended. This brought us out on a road above and about a mile to the south of Crays Folly. At one point, through a gap in the trees, I found myself looking down at the gray stone building in its setting of velvet lawns and gaily patterned gardens. A faint mist hovered like smoke over the grass.

Five minutes later we passed a queer old Jacobean house, so deeply hidden amidst trees that the early morning sun had not yet penetrated to it, except for one upstanding gable which was bathed in golden light. I should never have recognized the place from that aspect, but because of its situation I knew that this must be the Guest House. It seemed very gloomy and dark, and remembering how I was pledged to call upon Mr. Colin Camber that day, I apprehended that my reception might be a cold one.

Presently we left the road and cantered across the valley meadows, in which I had walked on the previous day, reentering Crays Folly on the south, although we had left it on the north. We dismounted in the stable-yard, and I noted two other saddle horses in the stalls, a pair of very clean-looking hunters, as well as two perfectly matched ponies, which, Jim informed me, Madame de Stämer sometimes drove in a chaise.

Feeling vastly improved by the exercise, I walked around to the veranda, and through the drawing room to the hall. Manoel was standing there, and:

Your bath is ready, sir, he said.

I nodded and went upstairs. It seemed to me that life at Crays Folly was quite agreeable, and such was my mood that the shadowy Bat Wing menace found no place in it save as the chimera of a sick mans imagination. One thing only troubled me: the identity of the woman who had been with Colonel Menendez on the previous night.

However, such unconscious sun worshippers are we all that in the glory of that summer morning I realized that life was good, and I resolutely put behind me the dark suspicions of the night.

I looked into Harleys room ere descending, and, as he had assured me would be the case, there he was, propped up in bed, the Daily Telegraph upon the floor beside him and the Times now open upon the coverlet.

I am ravenously hungry, I said, maliciously, and am going down to eat a hearty breakfast.

Good, he returned, treating me to one of his quizzical smiles. It is delightful to know that someone is happy.

Manoel had removed my unopened newspapers from the bedroom, placing them on the breakfast table on the south veranda; and I had propped the Mail up before me and had commenced to explore a juicy grapefruit when something, perhaps a faint breath of perfume, a slight rustle of draperies, or merely that indefinable aura which belongs to the presence of a woman, drew my glance upward and to the left. And there was Val Beverley smiling down at me.

Good morning, Mr. Knox, she said. Oh, please dont interrupt your breakfast. May I sit down and talk to you?

I should be most annoyed if you refused.

She was dressed in a simple summery frock which left her round, sun-browned arms bare above the elbow, and she laid a huge bunch of roses upon the table beside my tray.

I am the florist of the establishment, she explained. These will delight your eyes at luncheon. Dont you think we are a lot of barbarians here, Mr. Knox?

Why?

Well, if I had not taken pity upon you, here you would have bat over a lonely breakfast just as though you were staying at a hotel.

Delightful, I replied, now that you are here.

Ah, said she, and smiled roguishly, that afterthought just saved you.

But honestly, I continued, the hospitality of Colonel Menendez is true hospitality. To expect ones guests to perform their parlour tricks around a breakfast table in the morning is, on the other hand, true barbarism.

I quite agree with you, she said, quietly. There is a perfectly delightful freedom about the Colonels way of living. Only some horrid old Victorian prude could possibly take exception to it. Did you enjoy your ride?

Immensely, I replied, watching her delightedly as she arranged the roses in carefully blended groups.

Her fingers were very delicate and tactile, and such is the character which resides in the human hand, that whereas the gestures of Madame de Stämer were curiously stimulating, there was something in the movement of Val Beverleys pretty fingers amidst the blooms which I found most soothing.

I passed the Guest House on my return, I continued. Do you know Mr. Camber?

She looked at me in a startled way.

No, she replied, I dont. Do you?

I met him by chance yesterday.

Really? I thought he was quite unapproachable; a sort of ogre.

On the contrary, he is a man of great charm.

Oh, said Val Beverley, well, since you have said so, I might as well admit that he has always seemed a charming man to me. I have never spoken to him, but he looks as though he could be very fascinating. Have you met his wife?

No. Is she also American?

My companion shook her head.

I have no idea, she replied. I have seen her several times of course, and she is one of the daintiest creatures imaginable, but I know nothing about her nationality.

She is young, then?

Very young, I should say. She looks quite a child.

The reason of my interest, I replied, is that Mr. Camber asked me to call upon him, and I propose to do so later this morning.

Really?

Again I detected the startled expression upon Val Beverleys face.

That is rather curious, since you are staying here.

Why?

Well, she looked about her nervously, I dont know the reason, but the name of Mr. Camber is anathema in Crays Folly.

Colonel Menendez told me last night that he had never met Mr. Camber.

Val Beverley shrugged her shoulders, a habit which it was easy to see she had acquired from Madame de Stämer.

Perhaps not, she replied, but I am certain he hates him.

Hates Mr. Camber?

Yes. Her expression grew troubled. It is another of those mysteries which seem to be part of Colonel Menendezs normal existence.

And is this dislike mutual?

That I cannot say, since I have never met Mr. Camber.

And Madame de Stämer, does she share it?

Fully, I think. But dont ask me what it means, because I dont know.

She dismissed the subject with a light gesture and poured me out a second cup of coffee.

I am going to leave you now, she said. I have to justify my existence in my own eyes.

Must you really go?

I must really.

Then tell me something before you go.

She gathered up the bunches of roses and looked down at me with a wistful expression.

Yes, what is it?

Did you detect those mysterious footsteps again last night?

The look of wistfulness changed to another which I hated to see in her eyes, an expression of repressed fear.

No, she replied in a very low voice, but why do you ask the question?

Doubt of her had been far enough from my mind, but that something in the tone of my voice had put her on her guard I could see.

I am naturally curious, I replied, gravely.

No, she repeated, I have not heard the sound for some time now. Perhaps, after all, my fears were imaginary.

There was a constraint in her manner which was all too obvious, and when presently, laden with the spoil of the rose garden, she gave me a parting smile and hurried into the house, I sat there very still for a while, and something of the brightness had faded from the coming, nor did life seem so glad a business as I had thought it quite recently.


CHAPTER XIII. AT THE GUEST HOUSE

I presented myself at the Guest House at half-past eleven. My mental state was troubled and indescribably complex. Perhaps my own uneasy, thoughts were responsible for the idea, but it seemed to me that the atmosphere of Crays Folly had changed yet again. Never before had I experienced a sense of foreboding like that which had possessed me throughout the hours of this bright summers morning.

Colonel Menendez had appeared about nine oclock. He exhibiting no traces of illness that were perceptible to me. But this subtle change which I had detected, or thought I had detected, was more marked in Madame Stämer than in any one. In her strange, still eyes I had read what I can only describe as a stricken look. It had none of the heroic resignation and acceptance of the inevitable which had so startled me in the face of the Colonel on the previous day. There was a bitterness in it, as of one who has made a great but unwilling sacrifice, and again I had found myself questing that faint but fugitive memory, conjured up by the eyes of Madame de Stämer.

Never had the shadow lain so darkly upon the house as it lay this morning with the sun blazing gladly out of a serene sky. The birds, the flowers, and Mother Earth herself bespoke the joy of summer. But beneath the roof of Crays Folly dwelt a spirit of unrest, of apprehension. I thought of that queer lull which comes before a tropical storm, and I thought I read a knowledge of pending evil even in the glances of the servants.

I had spoken to Harley of this fear. He had smiled and nodded grimly, saying:

Evidently, Knox, you have forgotten that to-night is the night of the full moon.

It was in no easy state of mind, then, that I opened the gate and walked up to the porch of the Guest House. That the solution of the grand mystery of Crays Folly would automatically resolve these lesser mysteries I felt assured, and I was supported by the idea that a clue might lie here.

The house, which from the roadway had an air of neglect, proved on close inspection to be well tended, but of an unprosperous aspect. The brass knocker, door knob, and letter box were brilliantly polished, whilst the windows and the window curtains were spotlessly clean. But the place cried aloud for the service of the decorator, and it did not need the deductive powers of a Paul Harley to determine that Mr. Colin Camber was in straitened circumstances.

In response to my ringing the door was presently opened by Ah Tsong. His yellow face exhibited no trace of emotion whatever. He merely opened the door and stood there looking at me.

Is Mr. Camber at home? I enquired.

Master no got, crooned Ah Tsong.

He proceeded quietly to close the door again.

One moment, I said, one moment. I wish, at any rate, to leave my card.

Ah Tsong allowed the door to remain open, but:

No usee palaber so fashion, he said. No feller comee here. Sabby?

I savvy, right enough, said I, but all the same you have got to take my card in to Mr. Camber.

I handed him a card as I spoke, and suddenly addressing him in pidgin, of which, fortunately, I had a smattering:

Belong very quick, Ah Tsong, I said, sharply, or plenty big trouble, savvy?

Sabby, sabby, he muttered, nodding his head; and leaving me standing in the porch he retired along the sparsely carpeted hall.

This hall was very gloomily lighted, but I could see several pieces of massive old furniture and a number of bookcases, all looking incredibly untidy.

Rather less than a minute elapsed, I suppose, when from some place at the farther end of the hallway Mr. Camber appeared in person. He wore a threadbare dressing gown, the silken collar and cuffs of which were very badly frayed. His hair was dishevelled and palpably he had not shaved this morning.

He was smoking a corncob pipe, and he slowly approached, glancing from the card which he held in his hand in my direction, and then back again at the card, with a curious sort of hesitancy. In spite of his untidy appearance I could not fail to mark the dignity of his bearing, and the almost arrogant angle at which he held his head.

Mr  er  Malcolm Knox? he began, fixing his large eyes upon me with a look in which I could detect no sign of recognition. I am advised that you desire to see me?

That is so, Mr. Camber, I replied, cheerily. I fear I have interrupted your work, but as no other opportunity may occur of renewing an acquaintance which for my part I found extremely pleasant

Of renewing an acquaintance, you say, Mr. Knox?

Yes.

Quite. He looked me up and down critically. To be sure, we have met before, I understand?

We met yesterday, Mr. Camber, you may recall. Having chanced to come across a contribution of yours of the Occult Review, I have availed myself of your invitation to drop in for a chat.

His expression changed immediately and the sombre eyes lighted up.

Ah, of course, he cried, you are a student of the transcendental. Forgive my seeming rudeness, Mr. Knox, but indeed my memory is of the poorest. Pray come in, sir; your visit is very welcome.

He held the door wide open, and inclined his head in a gesture of curious old-world courtesy which was strange in so young a man. And congratulating myself upon the happy thought which had enabled me to win such instant favour, I presently found myself in a study which I despair of describing.

In some respects it resembled the lumber room of an antiquary, whilst in many particulars it corresponded to the interior of one of those second-hand bookshops which abound in the neighbourhood of Charing Cross Road. The shelves with which it was lined literally bulged with books, and there were books on the floor, books on the mantelpiece, and books, some open and some shut, some handsomely bound, and some having the covers torn off, upon every table and nearly every chair in the place.

Volume seven of Burtons monumental Thousand Nights and a Night lay upon a littered desk before which I presumed Mr. Camber had been seated at the time of my arrival. Some wet vessel, probably a cup of tea or coffee, had at some time been set down upon the page at which this volume was open, for it was marked with a dark brown ring. A volume of Frasers Golden Bough had been used as an ash tray, apparently, since the binding was burned in several places where cigarettes had been laid upon it.

In this interesting, indeed unique apartment, East met West, unabashed by Kiplings dictum. Roman tear-vases and Egyptian tomb-offerings stood upon the same shelf as empty Bass bottles; and a hideous wooden idol from the South Sea Islands leered on eternally, unmoved by the presence upon his distorted head of a soft felt hat made, I believe, in Philadelphia.

Strange implements from early British barrows found themselves in the company of Thugee daggers There were carved mammals tusks and snake emblems from Yucatan; against a Chinese ivory model of the Temple of Ten Thousand Buddhas rested a Coptic crucifix made from a twig of the Holy Rose Tree. Across an ancient Spanish coffer was thrown a Persian rug into which had been woven the monogram of Shah-Jehan and a text from the Koran. It was easy to see that Mr. Colin Cambers studies must have imposed a severe strain upon his purse.

Sit down, Mr. Knox, sit down, he said, sweeping a vellum-bound volume of Eliphas Levi from a chair, and pushing the chair forward. The visit of a fellow-student is a rare pleasure for me. And you find me, sir, he seated himself in a curious, carved chair which stood before the desk, you find me engaged upon enquiries, the result of which will constitute chapter forty-two of my present book. Pray glance at the contents of this little box.

He placed in my hands a small box of dark wood, evidently of great age. It contained what looked like a number of shrivelled beans.

Having glanced at it curiously I returned it to him, shaking my head blankly.

You are puzzled? he said, with a kind of boyish triumph, which lighted up his face, which rejuvenated him and gave me a glimpse of another man. These, sir, he touched the shrivelled objects with a long, delicate forefinger are seeds of the sacred lotus of Ancient Egypt. They were found in the tomb of a priest.

And in what way do they bear upon the enquiry to which you referred, Mr. Camber?

In this way, he replied, drawing toward him a piece of newspaper upon which rested a mound of coarse shag. I maintain that the vital principle survives within them. Now, I propose to cultivate these seeds, Mr. Knox. Do you grasp the significance, of this experiment?

He knocked out the corn-cob upon the heel of his slipper and began to refill the hot bowl with shag from the newspaper at his elbow.

From a physical point of view, yes, I replied, slowly. But I should not have supposed such an experiment to come within the scope of your own particular activities, Mr. Camber.

Ah, he returned, triumphantly, at the same time stuffing tobacco into the bowl of the corn-cob, it is for this very reason that chapter forty-two of my book must prove to be the hub of the whole, and the whole, Mr. Knox, I am egotist enough to believe, shall establish a new focus for thought, an intellectual Rome bestriding and uniting the Seven Hills of Unbelief.

He lighted his pipe and stared at me complacently.

Whilst I had greatly revised my first estimate of the man, my revisions had been all in his favour. Respecting his genius my first impression was confirmed. That he was ahead of his generation, perhaps a new Galileo, I was prepared to believe. He had a pride of bearing which I think was partly racial, but which in part, too, was the insignia of intellectual superiority. He stood above the commonplace, caring little for the views of those around and beneath him. From vanity he was utterly free. His was strangely like the egotism of true genius.

Now, sir, he continued, puffing furiously at his corn-cob, I observed you glancing a moment ago at this volume of the Golden Bough. He pointed to the scarred book which I have already mentioned. It is a work of profound scholarship. But having perused its hundreds of pages, what has the student learned? Does he know why the twenty-sixth chapter of the Book of the dead was written upon lapis-lazuli, the twenty-seventh upon green felspar, the twenty-ninth upon cornelian, and the thirtieth upon serpentine? He does not. Having studied Part Four, has he learned the secret of why Osiris was a black god, although he typified the Sun? Has he learned why modern Christianity is losing its hold upon the nations, whilst Buddhism, so called, counts its disciples by millions? He has not. This is because the scholar is rarely the seer.

I quite agree with you, I said, thinking that I detected the drift of his argument.

Very well, said he. I am an American citizen, Mr. Knox, which is tantamount to stating that I belong to the greatest community of traders which has appeared since the Phoenicians overran the then known world. America has not produced the mystic, yet Judæa produced the founder of Christianity, and Gautama Buddha, born of a royal line, established the creed of human equity. In what way did these magicians, for a miracle-worker is nothing but a magician, differ from ordinary men? In one respect only: They had learned to control that force which we have to-day termed Will.

As he spoke those words Colin Camber directed upon me a glance from his luminous eyes which frankly thrilled me. The bemused figure of the Lavender Arms was forgotten. I perceived before me a man of power, a man of extraordinary knowledge and intellectual daring. His voice, which was very beautiful, together with his glance, held me enthralled.

What we call Will, he continued, is what the Ancient Egyptians called Khu. It is not mental: it is a property of the soul. At this point, Mr. Knox, I depart from the laws generally accepted by my contemporaries. I shall presently propose to you that the eye of the Divine Architect literally watches every creature upon the earth.

Literally?

Literally, Mr. Knox. We need no images, no idols, no paintings. All power, all light comes from one source. That source is the sun! The sun controls Will, and the Will is the soul. If there were a cavern in the earth so deep that the sun could never reach it, and if it were possible for a child to be born in that cavern, do you know what that child would be?

Almost certainly blind, I replied; beyond which my imagination fails me.

Then I will inform you, Mr. Knox. It would be a demon.

What! I cried, and was momentarily touched with the fear that this was a brilliant madman.

Listen, he said, and pointed with the stem of his pipe. Why, in all ancient creeds, is Hades depicted as below? For the simple reason that could such a spot exist and be inhabited, it must be sunless, when it could only be inhabited by devils; and what are devils but creatures without souls?

You mean that a child born beyond reach of the suns influence would have no soul?

Such is my meaning, Mr. Knox. Do you begin to see the importance of my experiment with the lotus seeds?

I shook my head slowly. Whereupon, laying his corn-cob upon the desk, Colin Camber burst into a fit of boyish laughter, which seemed to rejuvenate him again, which wiped out the image of the magus completely, and only left before me a very human student of strange subjects, and withal a fascinating companion.

I fear, sir, he said, presently, that my steps have led me farther into the wilderness than it has been your fate to penetrate. The whole secret of the universe is contained in the words Day and Night, Darkness and Light. I have studied both the light and the darkness, deliberately and without fear. A new age is about to dawn, sir, and a new age requires new beliefs, new truths. Were you ever in the country of the Hill Dyaks?

This abrupt question rather startled me, but:

You refer to the Borneo hill-country?

Precisely.

No, I was never there.

Then this little magical implement will be new to you, said he.

Standing up, he crossed to a cabinet littered untidily with all sorts of strange-looking objects, carved bones, queer little inlaid boxes, images, untidy manuscripts, and what-not.

He took up what looked like a very ungainly tobacco-pipe, made of some rich brown wood, and, handing it to me:

Examine this, Mr. Knox, he said, the boyish smile of triumph returning again to his face.

I did as he requested and made no discovery of note. The thing clearly was not intended for a pipe. The stem was soiled and, moreover, there was carving inside the bowl. So that presently I returned it to him, shaking my head.

Unless one should be informed of the properties of this little instrument, he declared, discovery by experiment is improbable. Now, note.

He struck the hollow of the bowl upon the palm of his hand, and it delivered a high, bell-like note which lingered curiously. Then:

Note again.

He made a short striking motion with the thing, similar to that which one would employ who had designed to jerk something out of the bowl. And at the very spot on the floor where any object contained in the bowl would have fallen, came a reprise of the bell note! Clearly, from almost at my feet, it sounded, a high, metallic ring.

He struck upward, and the bell-note sounded on the ceiling; to the right, and it came from the window; in my direction, and the tiny bell seemed to ring beside my ear! I will honestly admit that I was startled, but:

Dyak magic, said Colin Camber; one of natures secrets not yet discovered by conventional Western science. It was known to the Egyptian priesthood, of course; hence the Vocal Memnon. It was known to Madame Blavatsky, who employed an astral bell; and it is known to me.

He returned the little instrument to its place upon the cabinet.

I wonder if the fact will strike you as significant, said he, that the note which you have just heard can only be produced between sunrise and sunset?

Without giving me time to reply:

The most notable survival of black magic  that is, the scientific employment of darkness against light  is to be met with in Haiti and other islands of the West Indies.

You are referring to Voodooism? I said, slowly.

He nodded, replacing his pipe between his teeth.

A subject, Mr. Knox, which I investigated exhaustively some years ago.

I was watching him closely as he spoke, and a shadow, a strange shadow, crept over his face, a look almost of exaltation  of mingled sorrow and gladness which I find myself quite unable to describe.

In the West Indies, Mr. Knox, he continued, in a strangely altered voice, I lost all and found all. Have you ever realized, sir, that sorrow is the price we must pay for joy?

I did not understand his question, and was still wondering about it when I heard a gentle knock, the door opened, and a woman came in.


CHAPTER XIV. YSOLA CAMBER

I find it difficult, now, to recapture my first impression of that meeting. About the woman, hesitating before me, there was something unexpected, something wholly unfamiliar. She belonged to a type with which I was not acquainted. Nor was it wonderful that she should strike me in this fashion, since my wanderings, although fairly extensive, had never included the West Indies, nor had I been to Spain; and this girl  I could have sworn that she was under twenty  was one of those rare beauties, a golden Spaniard.

That she was not purely Spanish I learned later.

She was small, and girlishly slight, with slender ankles and exquisite little feet; indeed I think she had the tiniest feet of any woman I had ever met. She wore a sort of white pinafore over her dress, and her arms, which were bare because of the short sleeves of her frock, were of a child-like roundness, whilst her creamy skin was touched with a faint tinge of bronze, as though, I remember thinking, it had absorbed and retained something of the Southern sunshine. She had the swaying carriage which usually belongs to a tall woman, and her head and neck were Grecian in poise.

Her hair, which was of a curious dull gold colour, presented a mass of thick, tight curls, and her beauty was of that unusual character which makes a Cleopatra a subject of deathless debate. What I mean to say is this: whilst no man could have denied, for instance, that Val Beverley was a charmingly pretty woman, nine critics out of ten must have failed to classify this golden Spaniard correctly or justly. Her complexion was peach-like in the Oriental sense, that strange hint of gold underlying the delicate skin, and her dark blue eyes were shaded by really wonderful silken lashes.

Emotion had the effect of enlarging the pupils, a phenomenon rarely met with, so that now as she entered the room and found a stranger present they seemed to be rather black than blue.

Her embarrassment was acute, and I think she would have retired without speaking, but:

Ysola, said Colin Camber, regarding her with a look curiously compounded of sorrow and pride, allow me to present Mr. Malcolm Knox, who has honoured us with a visit.

He turned to me.

Mr. Knox, he said, it gives me great pleasure that you should meet my wife.

Perhaps I had expected this, indeed, subconsciously, I think I had. Nevertheless, at the words my wife I felt that I started. The analogy with Edgar Allan Poe was complete.

As Mrs. Camber extended her hand with a sort of appealing timidity, it appeared to me that she felt herself to be intruding. The expression in her beautiful eyes when she glanced at her husband could only be described as one of adoration; and whilst it was impossible to doubt his love for her, I wondered if his colossal egotism were capable of stooping to affection. I wondered if he knew how to tend and protect this delicate Southern girl wife of his.

Remembering the episode of the Lavender Arms, I felt justified in doubting her happiness, and in this I saw an explanation of the mingled sorrow and pride with which Colin Camber regarded her. It might betoken recognition of his own shortcomings as a husband.

How nice of you to come and see us. Mr. Knox, she said.

She spoke in a faintly husky manner which was curiously attractive, although lacking the deep, vibrant tones of Madame de Stämers memorable voice. Her English was imperfect, but her accent good.

Your husband has been carrying me to enchanted lands, Mrs. Camber, I replied. I have never known a morning to pass so quickly.

Oh, she replied, and laughed with a childish glee which I was glad to witness. Did he tell you all about the book which is going to make the world good? Did he tell you it will make us rich as well?

Rich? said Camber, frowning slightly. Natures riches are health and love. If we hold these the rest will come. Now that you have joined us, Ysola, I shall beg Mr. Knox, in honour of this occasion, to drink a glass of wine and break a biscuit as a pledge of future meetings.

I watched him as he spoke, a lean, unkempt figure invested with a curious dignity, and I found it almost impossible to believe that this was the same man who had sat in the bar of the Lavender Arms, sipping whisky and water. The resemblance to the portrait in Harleys office became more marked than ever. There was an air of high breeding about the delicate features which, curiously enough, was accentuated by the unshaven chin. I recognized that refusal would be regarded as a rebuff, and therefore:

You are very kind, I said.

Colin Camber inclined his head gravely and courteously.

We are very glad to have you with us, Mr. Knox, he replied.

He clapped his hands, and, silent as a shadow, Ah Tsong appeared. I noted that although it was Camber who had summoned him, it was to Mrs. Camber that the Chinaman turned for orders. I had thought his yellow face incapable of expression, but as his oblique eyes turned in the direction of the girl I read in them a sort of dumb worship, such as one sees in the eyes of a dog.

She spoke to him rapidly in Chinese.

Hoi, hoi, he muttered, hoi, hoi, nodded his head, and went out.

I saw that Colin Camber had detected my interest, for:

Ah Tsong is really my wifes servant, he explained.

Oh, she said in a low voice, and looked at me earnestly, Ah Tsong nursed me when I was a little baby so high. She held her hand about four feet from the floor and laughed gleefully. Can you imagine what a funny little thing I was?

You must have been a wonder-child, Mrs. Camber, I replied with sincerity; and Ah Tsong has remained with you ever since?

Ever since, she echoed, shaking her head in a vaguely pathetic way. He will never leave me, do you think, Colin?

Never, replied her husband; you are all he loves in the world. A case, Mr. Knox, he turned to me, of deathless fidelity rarely met with nowadays and only possible, perhaps, in its true form in an Oriental.

Mrs. Camber having seated herself upon one of the few chairs which was not piled with books, her husband had resumed his place by the writing desk, and I sought in vain to interpret the glances which passed between them.

The fact that these two were lovers none could have mistaken. But here again, as at Crays Folly, I detected a shadow. I felt that something had struck at the very root of their happiness, in fact, I wondered if they had been parted, and were but newly reunited for there was a sort of constraint between them, the more marked on the womans side than on the mans. I wondered how long they had been married, but felt that it would have been indiscreet to ask.

Even as the idea occurred to me, however, an opportunity arose of learning what I wished to know. I heard a bell ring, and:

There is someone at the door, Colin, said Mrs. Camber.

I will go, he replied. Ah Tsong has enough to do.

Without another word he stood up and walked out of the room.

You see, said Mrs. Camber, smiling in her naive way, we only have one servant, except Ah Tsong, her name is Mrs. Powis. She is visiting her daughter who is married. We made the poor old lady take a holiday.

It is difficult to imagine you burdened with household responsibilities, Mrs. Camber, I replied. Please forgive me but I cannot help wondering how long you have been married?

For nearly four years.

Really? I exclaimed. You must have been married very young?

I was twenty. Do I look so young?

I gazed at her in amazement.

You astonish me, I declared, which was quite true and no mere compliment. I had guessed your age to be eighteen.

Oh, she laughed, and resting her hands upon the settee leaned forward with sparkling eyes, how funny. Sometimes I wish I looked older. It is dreadful in this place, although we have been so happy here. At all the shops they look at me so funny, so I always send Mrs. Powis now.

You are really quite wonderful, I said. You are Spanish, are you not, Mrs. Camber?

She slightly shook her head, and I saw the pupils begin to dilate.

Not really Spanish, she replied, haltingly. I was born in Cuba.

In Cuba?

She nodded.

Then it was in Cuba that you met Mr. Camber?

She nodded again, watching me intently.

It is strange that a Virginian should settle in Surrey.

Yes? she murmured, you think so? But really it is not strange at all. Colins people are so proud, so proud. Do you know what they are like, those Virginians? Oh! I hate them.

You hate them?

No, I cannot hate them, for he is one. But he will never go back.

Why should he never go back, Mrs. Camber?

Because of me.

You mean that you do not wish to settle in America?

I could not  not where he comes from. They would not have me.

Her eyes grew misty, and she quickly lowered her lashes.

Would not have you? I exclaimed. I dont understand.

No? she said, and smiled up at me very gravely. It is simple. I am a Cuban, one, as they say, of an inferior race  and of mixed blood.

She shook her golden head as if to dismiss the subject, and stood up, as Camber entered, followed by Ah Tsong bearing a tray of refreshments.

Of the ensuing conversation I remember nothing. My mind was focussed upon the one vital fact that Mrs. Camber was a Cuban Creole. Dimly I felt that here was the missing link for which Paul Harley was groping. For it was in Cuba that Colin Camber had met his wife, it was from Cuba that the menace of Bat Wing came.

What could it mean? Surely it was more than a coincidence that these two families, both associated with the West Indies, should reside within sight of one another in the Surrey Hills. Yet, if it were the result of design, the design must be on the part of Colonel Menendez, since the Cambers had occupied the Guest House before he had leased Crays Folly.

I know not if I betrayed my absentmindedness during the time that I was struggling vainly with these maddening problems, but presently, Mrs. Camber having departed about her household duties, I found myself walking down the garden with her husband.

This is the summer house of which I was speaking, Mr. Knox, he said, and I regret to state that I retained no impression of his having previously mentioned the subject. During the time that Sir James Appleton resided at Crays Folly, I worked here regularly in the summer months. It was Sir James, of course, who laid out the greater part of the gardens and who rescued the property from the state of decay into which it had fallen.

I aroused myself from the profitless reverie in which I had become lost. We were standing before a sort of arbour which marked the end of the grounds of the Guest House. It overhung the edge of a miniature ravine, in which, over a pebbly course, a little stream pursued its way down the valley to feed the lake in the grounds of Crays Folly.

From this point of vantage I could see the greater part of Colonel Menendezs residence. I had an unobstructed view of the tower and of the Tudor garden.

I abandoned my work-shop, pursued Colin Camber, when the  er  the new tenant took up his residence. I work now in the room in which you found me this morning.

He sighed, and turning abruptly, led the way back to the house, holding himself very erect, and presenting a queer figure in his threadbare dressing gown.

It was now a perfect summers day, and I commented upon the beauty of the old garden, which in places was bordered by a crumbling wall.

Yes, a quaint old spot, said Camber. I thought at one time, because of the name of the house, that it might have been part of a monastery or convent. This was not the case, however. It derives its name from a certain Sir Jaspar Guest, who flourished, I believe, under King Charles of merry memory.

Nevertheless, I added, the Guest House is a charming survival of more spacious days.

True, returned Colin Camber, gravely. Here it is possible to lead ones own life, away from the noisy world, he sighed again wearily. Yes, I shall regret leaving the Guest House.

What! You are leaving?

I am leaving as soon as I can find another residence, suited both to my requirements and to my slender purse. But these domestic affairs can be of no possible interest to you. I take it, Mr. Knox, that you will grant my wife and myself the pleasure of your company at lunch?

Many thanks, I replied, but really I must return to Crays Folly.

As I spoke the words I had moved a little ahead at a point where the path was overgrown by a rose bush, for the garden was somewhat neglected.

You will quite understand, I said, and turned.

Never can I forget the spectacle which I beheld.

Colin Cambers peculiarly pale complexion had assumed a truly ghastly pallor, and he stood with tightly clenched hands, glaring at me almost insanely.

Mr. Camber, I cried, with concern, are you unwell?

He moistened his dry lips, and:

You are returning  to Crays Folly? he said, speaking, it seemed, with difficulty.

I am, sir. I am staying with Colonel Menendez.

Ah!

He clutched the collar of his pyjama jacket and wrenched so strongly that the button was torn off. His passion was incredible, insane. The power of speech had almost left him.

You are a guest of  of Devil Menendez, he whispered, and the speaking of the name seemed almost to choke him. Of  Devil Menendez. You  you  are a spy. You have stolen my hospitality  you have obtained access to my house under false pretences. God! if I had known!

Mr. Camber, I said, sternly, and realized that I, too, had clenched my fists, for the mans language was grossly insulting, you forget yourself.

Perhaps I do, he muttered, thickly; and therefore  he raised a quivering forefinger go! If you have any spark of compassion in your breast, go! Leave my house.

Nostrils dilated, he stood with that quivering finger outstretched, and now having become as speechless as he, I turned and walked rapidly up to the house.

Ah Tsong! Ah Tsong! came a cry from behind me in tones which I can only describe as hysterical Mr. Knoxs hat and stick. Quickly.

As I walked in past the study door the Chinaman came to meet me, holding my hat and cane. I took them from him without a word, and, the door being held open by Ah Tsong, walked out on to the road.

My heart was beating rapidly. I did not know what to think nor what to do. This ignominious dismissal afforded an experience new to me. I was humiliated, mortified, but above all, wildly angry.

How far I had gone on my homeward journey I cannot say, when the sound of quickly pattering footsteps intruded upon my wild reverie. I stopped, turned, and there was Ah Tsong almost at my heels.

Blinga chit flom lilly missee, he said, and held the note toward me.

I hesitated, glaring at him in a way that must have been very unpleasant; but recovering myself I tore open the envelope, and read the following note, written in pencil and very shakily:

MR. KNOX. Please forgive him. If you knew what we have suffered from Senor Don Juan Menendez, I know you would forgive him. Please, for my sake. YSOLA CAMBER.

The Chinaman was watching me, that strangely pathetic expression in his eyes, and:

Tell your mistress that I quite understand and will write to her, I said.

Hoi, hoi.

Ah Tsong turned, and ran swiftly off, as I pursued my way back to Crays Folly in a mood which I shall not attempt to describe.


CHAPTER XV. UNREST

I sat in Paul Harleys room. Luncheon was over, and although, as on the previous day, it had been a perfect repast, perfectly served, the sense of tension which I had experienced throughout the meal had made me horribly ill at ease.

That shadow of which I have spoken elsewhere seemed to have become almost palpable. In vain I had ascribed it to a morbid imagination: persistently it lingered.

Madame de Stämers gaiety rang more false than ever. She twirled the rings upon her slender fingers and shot little enquiring glances all around the table. This spirit of unrest, from wherever it arose, had communicated itself to everybody. Madames several bon mots one and all were failures. She delivered them without conviction like an amateur repeating lines learned by heart. The Colonel was unusually silent, eating little but drinking much. There was something unreal, almost ghastly, about the whole affair; and when at last Madame de Stämer retired, bearing Val Beverley with her, I felt certain that the Colonel would make some communication to us. If ever knowledge of portentous evil were written upon a mans face it was written upon his, as he sat there at the head of the table, staring straightly before him. However:

Gentlemen, he said, if your enquiries here have led to no result of, shall I say, a tangible character, at least I feel sure that you must have realized one thing.

Harley stared at him sternly.

I have realized, Colonel Menendez, he replied, that something is pending.

Ah! murmured the Colonel, and he clutched the edge of the table with his strong brown hands.

But, continued my friend, I have realized something more. You have asked for my aid, and I am here. Now you have deliberately tied my hands.

What do you mean, sir? asked the other, softly.

I will speak plainly. I mean that you know more about the nature of this danger than you have ever communicated to me. Allow me to proceed, if you please, Colonel Menendez. For your delightful hospitality I thank you. As your guest I could be happy, but as a professional investigator whose services have been called upon under most unusual circumstances, I cannot be happy and I do not thank you.

Their glances met. Both were angry, wilful, and self-confident. Following a few moments of silence:

Perhaps, Mr. Harley, said the Colonel, you have something further to say?

I have this to say, was the answer: I esteem your friendship, but I fear I must return to town without delay.

The Colonels jaws were clenched so tightly that I could see the muscles protruding. He was fighting an inward battle; then:

What! he said, you would desert me?

I never deserted any man who sought my aid.

I have sought your aid.

Then accept it! cried Harley. This, or allow me to retire from the case. You ask me to find an enemy who threatens you, and you withhold every clue which could aid me in my search.

What clue have I withheld?

Paul Harley stood up.

It is useless to discuss the matter further, Colonel Menendez, he said, coldly.

The Colonel rose also, and:

Mr. Harley, he replied, and his high voice was ill-controlled, if I give you my word of honour that I dare not tell you more, and if, having done so, I beg of you to remain at least another night, can you refuse me?

Harley stood at the end of the table watching him.

Colonel Menendez, he said, this would appear to be a game in which my handicap rests on the fact that I do not know against whom I am pitted. Very well. You leave me no alternative but to reply that I will stay.

I thank you, Mr. Harley. As I fear I am far from well, dare I hope to be excused if I retire to my room for an hours rest?

Harley and I bowed, and the Colonel, returning our salutations, walked slowly out, his bearing one of grace and dignity. So that memorable luncheon terminated, and now we found ourselves alone and faced with a problem which, from whatever point one viewed it, offered no single opening whereby one might hope to penetrate to the truth.

Paul Harley was pacing up and down the room in a state of such nervous irritability as I never remembered to have witnessed in him before.

I had just finished an account of my visit to the Guest House and of the indignity which had been put upon me, and:

Conundrums! conundrums! my friend exclaimed. This quest of Bat Wing is like the quest of heaven, Knox. A hundred open doors invite us, each one promising to lead to the light, and if we enter where do they lead?  to mystification. For instance, Colonel Menendez has broadly hinted that he looks upon Colin Camber as an enemy. Judging from your reception at the Guest House to-day, such an enmity, and a deadly enmity, actually exists. But whereas Camber has resided here for three years, the Colonel is a newcomer. We are, therefore, offered the spectacle of a trembling victim seeking the sacrifice. Bah! it is preposterous.

If you had seen Colin Cambers face to-day, you might not have thought it so preposterous.

But I should, Knox! I should! It is impossible to suppose that Colonel Menendez was unaware when he leased Crays Folly that Camber occupied the Guest House.

And Mrs. Camber is a Cuban, I murmured.

Dont, Knox! my friend implored. This case is driving me mad. I have a conviction that it is going to prove my Waterloo.

My dear fellow, I said, this mood is new to you.

Why dont you advise me to remember Auguste Dupin? asked Harley, bitterly. That great man, preserving his philosophical calm, doubtless by this time would have pieced together these disjointed clues, and have produced an elegant pattern ready to be framed and exhibited to the admiring public.

He dropped down upon the bed, and taking his briar from his pocket, began to load it in a manner which was almost vicious. I stood watching him and offered no remark, until, having lighted the pipe, he began to smoke. I knew that these Indian moods were of short duration, and, sure enough, presently:

God bless us all, Knox, he said, breaking into an amused smile, how we bristle when someone tries to prove that we are not infallible! How human we are, Knox, but how fortunate that we can laugh at ourselves.

I sighed with relief, for Harley at these times imposed a severe strain even upon my easy-going disposition.

Let us go down to the billiard room, he continued. I will play you a hundred up. I have arrived at a point where my ideas persistently work in circles. The best cure is golf; failing golf, billiards.

The billiard room was immediately beneath us, adjoining the last apartment in the east wing, and there we made our way. Harley played keenly, deliberately, concentrating upon the game. I was less successful, for I found myself alternately glancing toward the door and the open window, in the hope that Val Beverley would join us. I was disappointed, however. We saw no more of the ladies until tea-time, and if a spirit of constraint had prevailed throughout luncheon, a veritable demon of unrest presided upon the terrace during tea.

Madame de Stämer made apologies on behalf of the Colonel. He was prolonging his siesta, but he hoped to join us at dinner.

Is the Colonels heart affected? Harley asked.

Madame de Stämer shrugged her shoulders and shook her head, blankly.

It is mysterious, the state of his health, she replied. An old trouble, which began years and years ago in Cuba.

Harley nodded sympathetically, but I could see that he was not satisfied. Yet, although he might doubt her explanation, he had noted, and so had I, that Madame de Stämers concern was very real. Her slender hands were strangely unsteady; indeed her condition bordered on one of distraction.

Harley concealed his thoughts, whatever they may have been, beneath that mask of reserve which I knew so well, whilst I endeavoured in vain to draw Val Beverley into conversation with me.

I gathered that Madame de Stämer had been to visit the invalid, and that she was all anxiety to return was a fact she was wholly unable to conceal. There was a tired look in her still eyes, as though she had undertaken a task beyond her powers to perform, and, so unnatural a quartette were we, that when presently she withdrew I was glad, although she took Val Beverley with her.

Paul Harley resumed his seat, staring at me with unseeing eyes. A sound reached us through the drawing room which told us that Madame de Stämers chair was being taken upstairs, a task always performed when Madame desired to visit the upper floors by Manoel and Pedros daughter, Nita, who acted as Madames maid. These sounds died away, and I thought how silent everything had become. Even the birds were still, and presently, my eye being attracted to a black speck in the sky above, I learned why the feathered choir was mute. A hawk was hovering loftily overhead.

Noting my upward glance, Paul Harley also raised his eyes.

Ah, he murmured, a hawk. All the birds are cowering in their nests. Nature is a cruel mistress, Knox.


CHAPTER XVI. RED EVE

Over the remainder of that afternoon I will pass in silence. Indeed, looking backward now, I cannot recollect that it afforded one incident worthy of record. But because great things overshadow small, so it may be that whereas my recollections of quite trivial episodes are sharp enough up to a point, my memories from this point onward to the horrible and tragic happening which I have set myself to relate are hazy and indistinct. I was troubled by the continued absence of Val Beverley. I thought that she was avoiding me by design, and in Harleys gloomy reticence I could find no shadow of comfort.

We wandered aimlessly about the grounds, Harley staring up in a vague fashion at the windows of Crays Folly; and presently, when I stopped to inspect a very perfect rose bush, he left me without a word, and I found myself alone.

Later, as I sauntered toward the Tudor garden, where I had hoped to encounter Miss Beverley, I heard the clicking of billiard balls; and there was Harley at the table, practising fancy shots.

He glanced up at me as I paused by the open window, stopped to relight his pipe, and then bent over the table again.

Leave me alone, Knox, he muttered; I am not fit for human society.

Understanding his moods as well as I did, I merely laughed and withdrew.

I strolled around into the library and inspected scores of books without forming any definite impression of the contents of any of them. Manoel came in whilst I was there and I was strongly tempted to send a message to Miss Beverley, but common sense overcame the inclination.

When at last my watch told me that the hour for dressing was arrived, I heaved a sigh of relief. I cannot say that I was bored, my ill-temper sprang from a deeper source than this. The mysterious disappearance of the inmates of Crays Folly, and a sort of brooding stillness which lay over the great house, had utterly oppressed me.

As I passed along the terrace I paused to admire the spectacle afforded by the setting sun. The horizon was on fire from north to south and the countryside was stained with that mystic radiance which is sometimes called the Blood of Apollo. Turning, I saw the disk of the moon coldly rising in the heavens. I thought of the silent birds and the hovering hawk, and I began my preparations for dinner mechanically, dressing as an automaton might dress.

Paul Harleys personality was never more marked than in his evil moods. His power to fascinate was only equalled by his power to repel. Thus, although there was a light in his room and I could hear Lim moving about, I did not join him when I had finished dressing, but lighting a cigarette walked downstairs.

The beauty of the night called to me, although as I stepped out upon the terrace I realized with a sort of shock that the gathering dusk held a menace, so that I found myself questioning the shadows and doubting the rustle of every leaf. Something invisible, intangible yet potent, brooded over Crays Folly. I began to think more kindly of the disappearance of Val Beverley during the afternoon. Doubtless she, too, had been touched by this spirit of unrest and in solitude had sought to dispel it.

So thinking. I walked on in the direction of the Tudor garden. The place was bathed in a sort of purple half-light, lending it a fairy air of unreality, as though banished sun and rising moon yet disputed for mastery over earth. This idea set me thinking of Colin Camber, of Osiris, whom he had described as a black god, and of Isis, whose silver disk now held undisputed sovereignty of the evening sky.

Resentment of the treatment which I had received at the Guest House still burned hotly within me, but the mystery of it all had taken the keen edge off my wrath, and I think a sort of melancholy was the keynote of my reflections as, descending the steps to the sunken garden, I saw Val Beverley, in a delicate blue gown, coming toward me. She was the spirit of my dreams, and the embodiment of my mood. When she lowered her eyes at my approach, I knew by virtue of a sort of inspiration that she had been avoiding me.

Miss Beverley, I said, I have been looking for you all the afternoon.

Have you? I have been in my room writing letters.

I paced slowly along beside her.

I wish you would be very frank with me, I said.

She glanced up swiftly, and as swiftly lowered her lashes again.

Do you think I am not frank?

I do think so. I understand why.

Do you really understand?

I think I do. Your womans intuition has told you that there is something wrong.

In what way?

You are afraid of your thoughts. You can see that Madame de Stämer and Colonel Menendez are deliberately concealing something from Paul Harley, and you dont know where your duty lies. Am I right?

She met my glance for a moment in a startled way, then: Yes, she said, softly; you are quite right. How have you guessed?

I have tried very hard to understand you, I replied, and so perhaps up to a point I have succeeded.

Oh, Mr. Knox. She suddenly laid her hand upon my arm. I am oppressed with such a dreadful foreboding, yet I dont know how to explain it to you.

I understand. I, too, have felt it.

You have? She paused, and looked at me eagerly. Then it is not just morbid imagination on my part. If only I knew what to do, what to believe. Really, I am bewildered. I have just left Madame de Stämer

Yes? I said, for she had paused in evident doubt.

Well, she has utterly broken down.

Broken down?

She came to my room and sobbed hysterically for nearly an hour this afternoon.

But what was the cause of her grief?

I simply cannot understand.

Is it possible that Colonel Menendez is dangerously ill?

It may be so, Mr. Knox, but in that event why have they not sent for a physician?

True, I murmured; and no one has been sent for?

No one.

Have you seen Colonel Menendez?

Not since lunch-time.

Have you ever known him to suffer in this way before?

Never. It is utterly unaccountable. Certainly during the last few months he has given up riding practically altogether, and in other ways has changed his former habits, but I have never known him to exhibit traces of any real illness.

Has any medical man attended him?

Not that I know of. Oh, there is something uncanny about it all. Whatever should I do if you were not here?

She had spoken on impulse, and seeing her swift embarrassment:

Miss Beverley, I said, I am delighted to know that my company cheers you.

Truth to tell my heart was beating rapidly, and, so selfish is the nature of man, I was more glad to learn that my company was acceptable to Val Beverley than I should have been to have had the riddle of Crays Folly laid bare before me.

Those sweetly indiscreet words, however, had raised a momentary barrier between us, and we walked on silently to the house, and entered the brightly lighted hall.

The silver peal of a Chinese tubular gong rang out just when we reached the veranda, and as Val Beverley and I walked in from the garden, Madame de Stämer came wheeling through the doorway, closely followed by Paul Harley. In her the art of the toilette amounted almost to genius, and she had so successfully concealed all traces of her recent grief that I wondered if this could have been real.

My dear Mr. Knox, she cried, I seem to be fated always to apologize for other people. The Colonel is truly desolate, but he cannot join us for dinner. I have already explained to Mr. Harley.

Harley inclined his head sympathetically, and assisted to arrange Madame in her place.

The Colonel requests us to smoke a cigar with him after dinner, Knox, he said, glancing across to me. It would seem that troubles never come singly.

Ah, Madame shrugged her shoulders, which her low gown left daringly bare, they come in flocks, or not at all. But I suppose we should feel lonely in the world without a few little sorrows, eh, Mr. Harley?

I loved her unquenchable spirit, and I have wondered often enough what I should have thought of her if I had known the truth. France has bred some wonderful women, both good and bad, but none I think more wonderful than Marie de Stämer.

If such a thing were possible, we dined more extravagantly than on the previous night. Madames wit was at its keenest; she was truly brilliant. Pedro, from the big bouffet at the end of the room, supervised this feast of Lucullus, and except for odd moments of silence in which Madame seemed to be listening for some distant sound, there was nothing, I think, which could have told a casual observer that a black cloud rested upon the house.

Once, interrupting a tête-à-tête between Val Beverley and Paul Harley:

Do not encourage her, Mr. Harley, said Madame, she is a desperate flirt.

Oh, Madame, cried Val Beverley and blushed deeply.

You know you are, my dear, and you are very wise. Flirt all your life, but never fall in love. It is fatal, dont you think so, Mr. Knox?  turning to me in her rapid manner.

I looked into her still eyes, which concealed so much.

Say, rather, that it is Fate, I murmured.

Yes, that is more pretty, but not so true. If I could live my life again, M. Knox, she said, for she sometimes used the French and sometimes the English mode of address, I should build a stone wall around my heart. It could peep over, but no one could ever reach it.

Oddly enough, then, as it seems to me now, the spirit of unrest seemed almost to depart for awhile, and in the company of the vivacious Frenchwoman time passed very quickly up to the moment when Harley and I walked slowly upstairs to join the Colonel.

During the latter part of dinner an idea had presented itself to me which I was anxious to mention to Harley, and:

Harley, I said, an explanation of the Colonels absence has occurred to me.

Really! he replied; possibly the same one that has occurred to me.

What is that?

Paul Harley paused on the stairs, turning to me.

You are thinking that he has taken cover from the danger which he believes particularly to threaten him to-night?

Exactly.

You may be right, he murmured, proceeding upstairs.

He led the way to a little smoke-room which hitherto I had never visited, and in response to his knock:

Come in, cried the high voice of Colonel Menendez.

We entered to find ourselves in a small and very cosy room. There was a handsome oak bureau against one wall, which was littered with papers of various kinds, and there was also a large bookcase occupied almost exclusively by French novels. It occurred to me that the Colonel spent a greater part of his time in this little snuggery than in the more formal study below. At the moment of our arrival he was stretched upon a settee near which stood a little table; and on this table I observed the remains of what appeared to me to have been a fairly substantial repast. For some reason which I did not pause to analyze at the moment I noted with disfavour the presence of a bowl of roses upon the silver tray.

Colonel Menendez was smoking a cigarette, and Manoel was in the act of removing the tray.

Gentlemen, said the Colonel, I have no words in which to express my sorrow. Manoel, pull up those armchairs. Help yourself to port, Mr. Harley, and fill Mr. Knoxs glass. I can recommend the cigars in the long box.

As we seated ourselves:

I am extremely sorry to find you indisposed, sir, said Harley.

He was watching the dark face keenly, and probably thinking, as I was thinking, that it exhibited no trace of illness.

Colonel Menendez waved his cigarette gracefully, settling himself amid the cushions.

An old trouble, Mr. Harley, he replied, lightly; a legacy from ancestors who drank too deep of the wine of life.

You are surely taking medical advice?

Colonel Menendez shrugged slightly.

There is no doctor in England who would understand the case, he replied. Besides, there is nothing for it but rest and avoidance of excitement.

In that event, Colonel, said Harley, we will not disturb you for long. Indeed, I should not have consented to disturb you at all, if I had not thought that you might have some request to make upon this important night.

Ah! Colonel Menendez shot a swift glance in his direction. You have remembered about to-night?

Naturally.

Your interest comforts me very greatly, gentlemen, and I am only sorry that my uncertain health has made me so poor a host. Nothing has occurred since your arrival to help you, I am aware. Not that I am anxious for any new activity on the part of my enemies. But almost anything which should end this deathly suspense would be welcome.

He spoke the final words with a peculiar intonation. I saw Harley watching him closely.

However, he continued, everything is in the hands of Fate, and if your visit should prove futile, I can only apologize for having interrupted your original plans. Respecting to-night  he shrugged what can I say?

Nothing has occurred, asked Harley, slowly, nothing fresh, I mean, to indicate that the danger which you apprehend may really culminate to-night?

Nothing fresh, Mr. Harley, unless you yourself have observed anything.

Ah, murmured Paul Harley, let us hope that the threat will never be fulfilled.

Colonel Menendez inclined his head gravely.

Let us hope so, he said.

On the whole, he was curiously subdued. He was most solicitous for our comfort and his exquisite courtesy had never been more marked. I often think of him now  his big but graceful figure reclining upon the settee, whilst he skilfully rolled his eternal cigarettes and chatted in that peculiar, light voice. Before the memory of Colonel Don Juan Sarmiento Menendez I sometimes stand appalled. If his Maker had but endowed him with other qualities of mind and heart equal to his magnificent courage, then truly he had been a great man.


CHAPTER XVII. NIGHT OF THE FULL MOON

I stood at Harleys open window  looking down in the Tudor garden. The moon, like a silver mirror, hung in a cloudless sky. Over an hour had elapsed since I had heard Pedro making his nightly rounds. Nothing whatever of an unusual nature had occurred, and although Harley and I had listened for any sound of nocturnal footsteps, our vigilance had passed unrewarded. Harley, unrolling the Chinese ladder, had set out upon a secret tour of the grounds, warning me that it must be a long business, since the brilliance of the moonlight rendered it necessary that he should make a wide detour, in order to avoid possible observation from the windows. I had wished to join him, but:

I count it most important that one of us should remain in the house, he had replied.

As a result, here was I at the open window, questioning the shadows to right and left of me, and every moment expecting to see Harley reappear. I wondered what discoveries he would make. It would not have surprised me to learn that there were lights in many windows of Crays Folly to-night.

Although, when we had rejoined the ladies for half an hour, after leaving Colonel Menendezs room, there had been no overt reference to the menace overhanging the house, yet, as we separated for the night, I had detected again in Val Beverleys eyes that look of repressed fear. Indeed, she was palpably disinclined to retire, but was carried off by the masterful Madame, who declared that she looked tired.

I wondered now, as I gazed down into the moon-bathed gardens, if Harley and I were the only wakeful members of the household at that hour. I should have been prepared to wager that there were others. I thought of the strange footsteps which so often passed Miss Beverleys room, and I discovered this thought to be an uncomfortable one.

Normally, I was sceptical enough, but on this night of the full moon as I stood there at the window, the horrors which Colonel Menendez had related to us grew very real in my eyes, and I thought that the mysteries of Voodoo might conceal strange and ghastly truths, The scientific employment of darkness against light. Colin Cambers words leapt unbidden to my mind; and, such is the magic of moonlight, they became invested with a new and a deeper significance. Strange, that theories which one rejects whilst the sun is shining should assume a spectral shape in the light of the moon.

Such were my musings, when suddenly I heard a faint sound as of footsteps crunching upon gravel. I leaned farther out of the window, listening intently. I could not believe that Harley would be guilty of such an indiscretion as this, yet who else could be walking upon the path below?

As I watched, craning from the window, a tall figure appeared, and, slowly crossing the gravel path, descended the moss-grown steps to the Tudor garden.

It was Colonel Menendez!

He was bare-headed, but fully dressed as I had seen him in the smoking-room; and not yet grasping the portent of his appearance at that hour, but merely wondering why he had not yet retired, I continued to watch him. As I did so, something in his gait, something unnatural in his movements, caught hold of my mind with a sudden great conviction. He had reached the path which led to the sun-dial, and with short, queer, ataxic steps was proceeding in its direction, a striking figure in the brilliant moonlight which touched his gray hair with a silvery sheen.

His unnatural, automatic movements told their own story. He was walking in his sleep! Could it be in obedience to the call of Mkombo?

My throat grew dry and I knew not how to act. Unwillingly it seemed, with ever-halting steps, the figure moved onward. I could see that his fists were tightly clenched and that he held his head rigidly upright. All horrors, real and imaginary, which I had ever experienced, culminated in the moment when I saw this man of inflexible character, I could have sworn of indomitable will, moving like a puppet under the influence of some unnameable force.

He was almost come to the sun-dial when I determined to cry out. Then, remembering the shock experienced by a suddenly awakened somnambulist, and remembering that the Chinese ladder hung from the window at my feet, I changed my mind. Checking the cry upon my lips, I got astride of the window ledge, and began to grope for the bamboo rungs beneath me. I had found the first of these, and, turning, had begun to descend, when:

Knox! Knox! came softly from the opening in the box hedge, what the devil are you about?

It was Paul Harley returned from his tour of the building.

Harley! I whispered, descending, quick! the Colonel has just gone into the Tudor garden!

What! There was a note of absolute horror in the exclamation. You should have stopped him, Knox, you should have stopped him! cried Harley, and with that he ran off in the same direction.

Disentangling my foot from the rungs of the ladder which lay upon the ground, I was about to follow, when it happened  that strange and ghastly thing toward which, secretly, darkly, events had been tending.

The crack of a rifle sounded sharply in the stillness, echoing and re-echoing from wing to wing of Crays Folly and then, more dimly, up the wooded slopes beyond! Somewhere ahead of me I heard Harley cry out:

My God, I am too late! They have got him!

Then, hotfoot, I was making for the entrance to the garden. Just as I came to it and raced down the steps I heard another sound the memory of which haunts me to this day.

Where it came from I had no idea. Perhaps I was too confused to judge accurately. It might have come from the house, or from the slopes beyond the house, But it was a sort of shrill, choking laugh, and it set the ultimate touch of horror upon a scène macabre which, even as I write of it, seems unreal to me.

I ran up the path to where Harley was kneeling beside the sun-dial. Analysis of my emotions at this moment were futile; I can only say that I had come to a state of stupefaction. Face downward on the grass, arms outstretched and fists clenched, lay Colonel Menendez. I think I saw him move convulsively, but as I gained his side Harley looked up at me, and beneath the tan which he never lost his face had grown pale. He spoke through clenched teeth.

Merciful God, he said, he is shot through the head.

One glance I gave at the ghastly wound in the base of the Colonels skull, and then swayed backward in a sort of nausea. To see a man die in the heat of battle, a man one has known and called friend, is strange and terrible. Here in this moon-bathed Tudor garden it was a horror almost beyond my powers to endure.

Paul Harley, without touching the prone figure, stood up. Indeed no examination of the victim was necessary. A rifle bullet had pierced his brain, and he lay there dead with his head toward the hills.

I clutched at Harleys shoulder, but he stood rigidly, staring up the slope past the angle of the tower, to where a gable of the Guest House jutted out from the trees.

Did you hear  that cry? I whispered, immediately after the shot?

I heard it.

A moment longer he stood fixedly watching, and then:

Not a wisp of smoke, he said. You note the direction in which he was facing when he fell?

He spoke in a stern and unnatural voice.

I do. He must have turned half right when he came to the sun-dial.

Where were you when the shot was fired?

Running in this direction.

You saw no flash?

None.

Neither did I, groaned Harley; neither did I. And short of throwing a cordon round the hills what can be done? How can I move?

He had somewhat relaxed, but now as I continued to clutch his arm, I felt the muscles grow rigid again.

Look, Knox! he whispered look!

I followed the direction of his fixed stare, and through the trees on the hillside a dim light shone out. Someone had lighted a lamp in the Guest House.

A faint, sibilant sound drew my glance upward, and there overhead a bat circled  circled  dipped  and flew off toward the distant woods. So still was the night that I could distinguish the babble of the little stream which ran down into the lake. Then, suddenly, came a loud flapping of wings. The swans had been awakened by the sound of the shot. Others had been awakened, too, for now distant voices became audible, and then a muffled scream from somewhere within Crays Folly.

Back to the house, Knox, said Harley, hoarsely. For Gods sake keep the women away. Get Pedro, and send Manoel for the nearest doctor. Its useless but usual. Let no one deface his footprints. My worst anticipations have come true. The local police must be informed.

Throughout the time that he spoke he continued to search the moon-bathed landscape with feverish eagerness, but except for a faint movement of birds in the trees, for they, like the swans on the lake, had been alarmed by the shot, nothing stirred.

It came from the hillside, he muttered. Off you go, Knox.

And even as I started on my unpleasant errand, he had set out running toward the gate in the southern corner of the garden.

For my part I scrambled unceremoniously up the bank, and emerged where the yews stood sentinel beside the path. I ran through the gap in the box hedge just as the main doors were thrown open by Pedro.

He started back as he saw me.

Pedro! Pedro! I cried, have the ladies been awakened?

Yes, yes! there is terrible trouble, sir. What has happened? What has happened?

A tragedy, I said, shortly. Pull yourself together. Where is Madame de Stämer?

Pedro uttered some exclamation in Spanish and stood, pale-faced, swaying before me, a dishevelled figure in a dressing gown. And now in the background Mrs. Fisher appeared. One frightened glance she cast in my direction, and would have hurried across the hall but I intercepted her.

Where are you going, Mrs. Fisher? I demanded. What has happened here?

To Madame, to Madame, she sobbed, pointing toward the corridor which communicated with Madame de Stämers bedchamber.

I heard a frightened cry proceeding from that direction, and recognized the voice of Nita, the girl who acted as Madames maid. Then I heard Val Beverley.

Go and fetch Mrs. Fisher, Nita, at once  and try to behave yourself. I have trouble enough.

I entered the corridor and pulled up short. Val Beverley, fully dressed, was kneeling beside Madame de Stämer, who wore a kimono over her night-robe, and who lay huddled on the floor immediately outside the door of her room!

Oh, Mr. Knox! cried the girl, pitifully, and raised frightened eyes to me. For Gods sake, what has happened?

Nita, the Spanish girl, who was sobbing hysterically, ran along to join Mrs. Fisher.

I will tell you in a moment, I said, quietly, rendered cool, as one always is, by the need of others. But first tell me  how did Madame de Stämer get here?

I dont know, I dont know! I was startled by the shot. It has awakened everybody. And just as I opened my door to listen, I heard Madame cry out in the hall below. I ran down, turned on the light, and found her lying here. She, too, had been awakened, I suppose, and was endeavouring to drag herself from her room when her strength failed her and she swooned. She is too heavy for me to lift, added the girl, pathetically, and Pedro is out of his senses, and Nita, who was the first of the servants to come, is simply hysterical, as you can see.

I nodded reassuringly, and stooping, lifted the swooning woman. She was much heavier than I should have supposed, but, Val Beverley leading the way, I carried her into her apartment and placed her upon the bed.

I will leave her to you, I said. You have courage, and so I will tell you what has happened.

Yes, tell me, oh, tell me!

She laid her hands upon my shoulders appealingly, and looked up into my eyes in a way that made me long to take her in my arms and comfort her, an insane longing which I only crushed with difficulty.

Someone has shot Colonel Menendez, I said, in a low voice, for Mrs. Fisher had just entered.

You mean

I nodded.

Oh!

Val Beverley opened and closed her eyes, clutching at me dizzily for a moment, then:

I think, she whispered, she must have known, and that was why she swooned. Oh, my God! how horrible.

I made her sit down in an armchair, and watched her anxiously, but although every speck of colour had faded from her cheeks, she was splendidly courageous, and almost immediately she smiled up at me, very wanly, but confidently.

I will look after her, she said. Mr. Harley will need your assistance.

When I returned to the hall I found it already filled with a number of servants incongruously attired. Carter the chauffeur, who lived at the lodge, was just coming in at the door, and:

Carter, I said, get a car out quickly, and bring the nearest doctor. If there is another man who can drive, send him for the police. Your master has been shot.


CHAPTER XVIII. INSPECTOR AYLESBURY OF MARKET HILTON

Now, gentlemen, said Inspector Aylesbury, I will take evidence.

Dawn was creeping grayly over the hills, and the view from the library windows resembled a study by Bastien-Lepage. The lamps burned yellowly, and the exotic appointments of the library viewed in that cold light for some reason reminded me of a stage set seen in daylight. The Velasquez portrait mentally translated me to the billiard room where something lay upon the settee with a white sheet drawn over it; and I wondered if my own face looked as wan and comfortless as did the faces of my companions, that is, of two of them, for I must except Inspector Aylesbury.

Squarely before the oaken mantel he stood, a large, pompous man, but in this hour I could find no humour in Paul Harleys description of him as resembling a walrus. He had a large auburn moustache tinged with gray, and prominent brown eyes, but the lower part of his face, which terminated in a big double chin, was ill-balanced by his small forehead. He was bulkily built, and I had conceived an unreasonable distaste for his puffy hands. His official air and oratorical manner were provoking.

Harley sat in the chair which he had occupied during our last interview with Colonel Menendez in the library, and I had realized  a realization which had made me uncomfortable  that I was seated upon the couch on which the Colonel had reclined. Only one other was present, Dr. Rolleston of Mid-Hatton, a slight, fair man with a brisk, military manner, acquired perhaps during six years of war service. He was standing beside me smoking a cigarette.

I have taken all the necessary particulars concerning the position of the body, continued the Inspector, the nature of the wound, contents of pockets, etc., and I now turn to you, Mr. Harley, as the first person to discover the murdered man.

Paul Harley lay back in the armchair watching the speaker.

Before we come to what happened here to-night I should like to be quite clear about your own position in the matter, Mr. Harley. Now  Inspector Aylesbury raised one finger in forensic manner now, you visited me yesterday afternoon, Mr. Harley, and asked for certain information regarding the neighbourhood.

I did, said Harley, shortly.

The questions which you asked me were, continued the Inspector, slowly and impressively, did I know of any negro or coloured people living in, or about, Mid-Hatton, and could I give you a list of the residents within a two-mile radius of Crays Folly. I gave you the information which you required, and now it is your turn to give me some. Why did you ask those questions?

For this reason, was the reply I had been requested by Colonel Menendez to visit Crays Folly, accompanied by my friend, Mr. Knox, in order that I might investigate certain occurrences which had taken place here.

Oh, said the Inspector, raising his eyebrows, I see. You were here to make investigations?

Yes.

And these occurrences, will you tell me what they were?

Simple enough in themselves, replied Harley. Someone broke into the house one night.

Broke into the house?

Undoubtedly.

But this was never reported to us.

Possibly not, but someone broke in, nevertheless. Secondly, Colonel Menendez had detected someone lurking about the lawns, and thirdly, the wing of a bat was nailed to the main door.

Inspector Aylesbury lowered his eyebrows and concentrated a frowning glance upon the speaker.

Of course, sir, he said, I dont want to jump to conclusions, but you are not by any chance trying to be funny at a time like this?

My sense of humour has failed me entirely, replied Harley. I am merely stating bald facts in reply to your questions.

Oh, I see.

The Inspector cleared his throat.

Someone broke into Crays Folly, then, a fact which was not reported to me, a suspicious loiterer was seen in the grounds, again not reported, and someone played a silly practical joke by nailing the wing of a bat, you say, to the door. Might I ask, Mr. Harley, why you mention this matter? The other things are serious, but why you should mention the trick of some mischievous boy at a time like this I cant imagine.

No, said Harley, wearily, it does sound absurd, Inspector; I quite appreciate the fact. But, you see, Colonel Menendez regarded it as the most significant episode of them all.

What! The bat wing nailed on the door?

The bat wing, decidedly. He believed it to be the token of a negro secret society which had determined upon his death, hence my enquiries regarding coloured men in the neighbourhood. Do you understand, Inspector?

Inspector Aylesbury took a large handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. Replacing the handkerchief he cleared his throat, and:

Am I to understand, he enquired, that the late Colonel Menendez had expected to be attacked?

You may understand that, replied Harley. It explains my presence in the house.

Oh, said the Inspector, I see. It looks as though he might have done better if he had applied to me.

Paul Harley glanced across in my direction and smiled grimly.

As I had predicted, Knox, he murmured, my Waterloo.

Whats that you say about Waterloo, Mr. Harley? demanded the Inspector.

Nothing germane to the case, replied Harley. It was a reference to a battle, not to a railway station.

Inspector Aylesbury stared at him dully.

You quite understand that you are giving evidence? he said.

It were impossible not to appreciate the fact.

Very well, then. The late Colonel Menendez thought he was in danger from negroes. Why did he think that?

He was a retired West Indian planter, replied Harley, patiently, and he was under the impression that he had offended a powerful native society, and that for many years their vengeance had pursued him. Attempts to assassinate him had already taken place in Cuba and in the United States.

What sort of attempts?

He was shot at, several times, and once, in Washington, was attacked by a man with a knife. He maintained in my presence and in the presence of my friend, Mr. Knox, here, that these various attempts were due to members of a sect or religion known as Voodoo.

Voodoo?

Voodoo, Inspector, also known as Obeah, a cult which has spread from the West Coast of Africa throughout the West Indies and to parts of the United States. The bat wing is said to be a sign used by these people.

Inspector Aylesbury scratched his chin.

Now let me get this thing clear, said he: Colonel Menendez believed that people called Voodoos wanted to kill him? Before we go any farther, why?

Twenty years ago in the West Indies he had shot an important member of this sect.

Twenty years ago?

According to a statement which he made to me, yes.

I see. Then for twenty years these Voodoos have been trying to kill him? Then he comes and settles here in Surrey and someone nails a bat wing to his door? Did you see this bat wing?

I did. I have it upstairs in my bag if you would care to examine it.

Oh, said the Inspector, I see. And thinking he had been followed to England he came to you to see if you could save him?

Paul Harley nodded grimly.

Why did he go to you in preference to the local police, the proper authorities? demanded the Inspector.

He was advised to do so by the Spanish ambassador, or so he informed me.

Is that so? Well, I suppose it had to be. Coming from foreign parts. I expect he didnt know what our police are for. He cleared his throat. Very well, I understand now what you were doing here, Mr. Harley. The next thing is, what were you doing tonight, as I see that both you and Mr. Knox are still in evening dress?

We were keeping watch, I replied.

Inspector Aylesbury turned to me ponderously, raising a fat hand. One moment, Mr. Knox, one moment, he protested. The evidence of one witness at a time.

We were keeping watch, said Harley, deliberately echoing my words.

Why?

More or less we were here for that purpose. You see, on the night of the full moon, according to Colonel Menendez, Obeah people become particularly active.

Why on the night of the full moon?

This I cannot tell you.

Oh, I see. You were keeping watch. Where were you keeping watch?

In my room.

In which part of the house is your room?

Northeast. It overlooks the Tudor garden.

At what time did you retire?

About half-past ten.

Did you leave the Colonel well?

No, he had been unwell all day. He had remained in his room.

Had he asked you to sit up?

Not at all; our vigil was quite voluntary.

Very well, then, you were in your room when the shot was fired?

On the contrary, I was on the path in front of the house.

Oh, I see. The front door was open, then?

Not at all. Pedro had locked up for the night.

And locked you out?

No; I descended from my window by means of a ladder which I had brought with me for the purpose.

With a ladder? Thats rather extraordinary, Mr Harley.

It is extraordinary. I have strange habits.

Inspector Aylesbury cleared his throat again and looked frowningly across at my friend.

What part of the grounds were you in when the shot was fired? he demanded.

Halfway along the north side.

What were you doing?

I was running.

Running?

You see, Inspector, I regarded it as my duty to patrol the grounds of the house at nightfall, since, for all I knew to the contrary, some of the servants might be responsible for the attempts of which the Colonel complained. I had descended from the window of my room, had passed entirely around the house east to west, and had returned to my starting-point when Mr. Knox, who was looking out of the window, observed Colonel Menendez entering the Tudor garden.

Oh. Colonel Menendez was not visible to you?

Not from my position below, but being informed by my friend, who was hurriedly descending the ladder, that the Colonel had entered the garden, I set off running to intercept him.

Why?

He had acquired a habit of walking in his sleep, and I presumed that he was doing so on this occasion.

Oh, I see. So being told by the gentleman at the window that Colonel Menendez was in the garden, you started to run toward him. While you were running you heard a shot?

I did.

Where do you think it came from?

Nothing is more difficult to judge, Inspector, especially when one is near to a large building surrounded by trees.

Nevertheless, said the Inspector, again raising his finger and frowning at Harley, you cannot tell me that you formed no impression on the point. For instance, was it near, or a long way off?

It was fairly near.

Ten yards, twenty yards, a hundred yards, a mile?

Within a hundred yards. I cannot be more exact.

Within a hundred yards, and you have no idea from which direction the shot was fired?

From the sound I could form none.

Oh, I see. And what did you do?

I ran on and down into the sunken garden. I saw Colonel Menendez lying upon his face near the sun-dial. He was moving convulsively. Running up to him, I that he had been shot through the head.

What steps did you take?

My friend, Mr. Knox, had joined me, and I sent him for assistance.

But what steps did you take to apprehend the murderer?

Paul Harley looked at him quietly.

What steps should you have taken? he asked.

Inspector Aylesbury cleared his throat again, and:

I dont think I should have let my man slip through my fingers like that, he replied. Why! by now he may be out of the county.

Your theory is quite feasible, said Harley, tonelessly.

You were actually on the spot when the shot was fired, you admit that it was fired within a hundred yards, yet you did nothing to apprehend the murderer.

No, replied Harley, I was ridiculously inactive. You see, I am a mere amateur, Inspector. For my future guidance I should be glad to know what the correct procedure would have been.

Inspector Aylesbury blew his nose.

I know my job, he said. If I had been called in there might have been a different tale to tell. But he was a foreigner, and he paid for his ignorance, poor fellow.

Paul Harley took out his pipe and began to load it in a deliberate and lazy manner.

Inspector Aylesbury turned his prominent eyes in my direction.


CHAPTER XIX. COMPLICATIONS

I am afraid of this man Aylesbury, said Paul Harley. We sat in the deserted dining room. I had contributed my account of the evenings happenings, Dr. Rolleston had made his report, and Inspector Aylesbury was now examining the servants in the library. Harley and I had obtained his official permission to withdraw, and the physician was visiting Madame de Stämer, who lay in a state of utter prostration.

What do you mean, Harley?

I mean that he will presently make some tragic blunder. Good God, Knox, to think that this man had sought my aid, and that I stood by idly whilst he walked out to his death. I shall never forgive myself. He banged the table with his fist. Even now that these unknown fiends have achieved their object, I am helpless, helpless. There was not a wisp of smoke to guide me, Knox, and one man cannot search a county.

I sighed wearily.

Do you know, Harley, I said, I am thinking of a verse of Kiplings.

I know! he interrupted, almost savagely.

A Snider squibbed in the jungle.

Somebody laughed and fled

Oh, I know, Knox. I heard that damnable laughter, too.

My God, I whispered, who was it? What was it? Where did it come from?

As well ask where the shot came from, Knox. Out amongst all those trees, with a house that might have been built for a sounding-board, who could presume to say where either came from? One thing we know, that the shot came from the south.

He leaned upon a corner of the table, staring at me intently.

From the south? I echoed.

Harley glanced in the direction of the open door.

Presently, he said, we shall have to tell Aylesbury everything that we know. After all, he represents the law; but unless we can get Inspector Wessex down from Scotland Yard, I foresee a miscarriage of justice. Colonel Menendez lay on his face, and the line made by his recumbent body pointed almost directly toward

I nodded, watching him.

I know, Harley  toward the Guest House.

Paul Harley inclined his head, grimly.

The first light which we saw, he continued, was in a window of the Guest House. It may have had no significance. Awakened by the sound of a rifle-shot near by, any one would naturally get up.

And having decided to come downstairs and investigate, I continued, would naturally light a lamp.

Quite so. He stared at me very hard. Yet, he said, unless Mr. Colin Camber can produce an alibi I foresee a very stormy time for him.

So do I, Harley. A deadly hatred existed between these two men, and probably this horrible deed was done on the spur of the moment. It is of his poor little girl-wife that I am thinking. As though her troubles were not heavy enough already.

Yes, he agreed. I am almost tempted to hold my tongue, Knox, until I have personally interviewed these people. But of course if our blundering friend directly questions me, I shall have no alternative. I shall have to answer him. His talent for examination, however, scarcely amounts to genius, so that we may not be called upon for further details at the moment. I wonder how I can induce him to requisition Scotland Yard?

He rested his chin in his hand and stared down reflectively at the carpet. I thought that he looked very haggard, as he sat there in the early morning light, dressed as for dinner. There was something pathetic in the pose of his bowed head.

Leaning across, I placed my hand on his shoulder.

Dont get despondent, old chap, I said. You have not failed yet.

Oh, but I have, Knox! he cried, fiercely, I have! He came to me for protection. Now he lies dead in his own house. Failed? I have failed utterly, miserably.

I turned aside as the door opened and Dr. Rolleston came in.

Ah, gentlemen, he said, I wanted to see you before leaving. I have just been to visit Madame de Stämer again.

Yes, said Harley, eagerly; how is she?

Dr. Rolleston lighted a cigarette, frowning perplexedly the while.

To be honest, he replied, her condition puzzles me.

He walked across to the fireplace and dropped the match, staring at Harley with a curious expression.

Has any one told her the truth? he asked.

You mean that Colonel Menendez is dead?

Yes, replied Dr. Rolleston. I understood that no one had told her?

No one has done so to my knowledge, said Harley.

Then the sympathy between them must have been very acute, murmured the physician, for she certainly knows!

Do you really think she knows? I asked.

I am certain of it. She must have had knowledge of a danger to be apprehended, and being awakened by the sound of the rifle shot, have realized by a sort of intuition that the expected tragedy had happened. I should say, from the presence of a small bruise which I found upon her forehead, that she had actually walked out into the corridor.

Walked? I cried.

Yes, said the physician. She is a shell-shock case, of course, and we sometimes find that a second shock counteracts the effect of the first. This, temporarily at any rate, seems to have happened to-night. She is now in a very curious state: a form of hysteria, no doubt, but very curious all the same.

Miss Beverley is with her? I asked.

Dr. Rolleston nodded affirmatively.

Yes, a very capable nurse. I am glad to know that Madame de Stämer is in such good hands. I am calling again early in the morning, and I have told Mrs. Fisher to see that nothing is said within hearing of the room which could enable Madame de Stämer to obtain confirmation of the idea, which she evidently entertains, that Colonel Menendez is dead.

Does she actually assert that he is dead? asked Harley.

My dear sir, replied Dr. Rolleston, she asserts nothing. She sits there like Niobe changed to stone, staring straight before her. She seems to be unaware of the presence of everyone except Miss Beverley. The only words she has spoken since recovering consciousness have been, Dont leave me!

Hm, muttered Harley. You have not attended Madame de Stämer before, doctor?

No, was the reply, this is the first time I have entered Crays Folly since it was occupied by Sir James Appleton.

He was about to take his departure when the door opened and Inspector Aylesbury walked in.

Ah, said he, I have two more witnesses to interview: Madame de Stämer and Miss Beverley. From these witnesses I hope to get particulars of the dead mans life which may throw some light upon the identity of his murderer.

It is impossible to see either of them at present, replied Dr. Rolleston briskly.

Whats that, doctor? asked the Inspector. Are they hysterical, or something?

As a result of the shock, Madame de Stämer is dangerously ill, replied the physician, and Miss Beverley is remaining with her.

Oh, I see. But Miss Beverley could come out for a few minutes?

She could, admitted the physician, sharply, but I dont wish her to do so.

Oh, but the law must be served, doctor.

Quite so, but not at the expense of my patients reason.

He was a resolute man, this country practitioner, and I saw Harley smiling in grim approval.

I have expressed my opinion, he said, finally, walking out of the room; I shall leave the responsibility to you, Inspector Aylesbury. Good morning, gentlemen.

Inspector Aylesbury scratched his chin.

Thats awkward, he muttered. The evidence of this woman is highly important.

He turned toward us, doubtingly, whereupon Harley stood up, yawning.

If I can be of any further assistance to you, Inspector, said my friend, command me. Otherwise, I feel sure you will appreciate the fact that both Mr. Knox and myself are extremely tired, and have passed through a very trying ordeal.

Yes, replied Inspector Aylesbury, thats all very well, but I find myself at a deadlock.

You surprise me, declared Harley.

I can see nothing to be surprised about, cried the Inspector. When I was called in it was already too late.

Most unfortunate, murmured Harley, disagreeably. Come along, Knox, you look tired to death.

One moment, gentlemen, the Inspector insisted, as I stood up. One moment. There is a little point which you may be able to clear up.

Harley paused, his hand on the door knob, and turned.

The point is this, continued the Inspector, frowning portentously and lowering his chin so that it almost disappeared into the folds of his neck, I have now interviewed all the inmates of Crays Folly except the ladies. It appears to me that four people had not gone to bed. There are you two gentlemen, who have explained why I found you in evening dress, Colonel Menendez, who can never explain, and there is one other.

He paused, looking from Harley to myself.

It had come, the question which I had dreaded, the question which I had been asking myself ever since I had seen Val Beverley kneeling in the corridor, dressed as she had been when we had parted for the night.

I refer to Miss Val Beverley, the police-court voice proceeded. This lady had evidently not retired, and neither, it would appear, had the Colonel.

Neither had I, murmured Harley, and neither had Mr. Knox.

Your reason I understand, said the Inspector, or at least your explanation is a possible one. But if the party broke up, as you say it did, somewhere about half-past ten oclock, and if Madame de Stämer had gone to bed, why should Miss Beverley have remained up? He paused significantly. As well as Colonel Menendez? he added.

Look here, Inspector Aylesbury, I interrupted, I speaking in a very quiet tone, I remember, your insinuations annoy me.

Oh, said he, turning his prominent eyes in my direction, I see. They annoy you? If they annoy you, sir, perhaps you can explain this point which is puzzling me?

I cannot explain it, but doubtless Miss Beverley can do so when you ask her.

I should like to have asked her now, and I cant make out why she refuses to see me.

She has not refused to see you, replied Harley, smoothly. She is probably unaware of the fact that you wish to see her.

I dont know so much, muttered the Inspector. In my opinion I am being deliberately baffled on all sides. You can throw no light on this matter, then?

None, I answered, shortly, and Paul Harley shook his head.

But you must remember, Inspector, he explained, that the entire household was in a state of unrest.

In other words, everybody was waiting for this very thing to happen?

Consciously, or subconsciously, everybody was.

What do you mean by consciously or subconsciously?

I mean that those of us who were aware of the previous attempts on

the life of the Colonel apprehended this danger. And I believe that

something of this apprehension had extended even to the servants.



Oh, to the servants? Now, I have seen all the servants, except the

chef, who lives at a house on the outskirts of Mid-Hatton, as you may

know. Can you give me any information about this man?

I have seen him, replied Harley, and have congratulated him upon his culinary art. His name, I believe, is Deronne. He is a Spaniard, and a little fat man. Quite an amiable creature, he added.

Hm. The Inspector cleared his throat noisily.

If that is all, said Harley, I should welcome an opportunity of a few hours sleep.

Oh, said the Inspector. Well, I suppose that is quite natural, but I shall probably have a lot more questions to ask you later.

Quite, muttered Harley, quite. Come on, Knox. Good-night, Inspector Aylesbury.

Good-night.

Harley walked out of the dining room and across the deserted hall. He slowly mounted the stairs and I followed him into his room. It was now quite light, and as my friend dropped down upon the bed I thought that he looked very tired and haggard.

Knox, he said, shut the door.

I closed the door and turned to him.

You heard that question about Miss Beverley? I began.

I heard it, and I am wondering what her answer will be when the Inspector puts it to her personally.

Surely it is obvious? I cried. A cloud of apprehension had settled on the house last night, Harley, which was like the darkness of Egypt. The poor girl was afraid to go to bed. She was probably sitting up reading.

Hm, said Harley, drumming his feet upon the carpet. Of course you realize that there is one person in Crays Folly who holds the clue to the heart of the mystery?

Madame de Stämer?

He nodded grimly.

When the rifle cracked out, Knox, she knew! Remember, no one had told her the truth. Yet can you doubt that she knows?

I dont doubt it.

Neither do I. He clenched his teeth tightly and beat his fists upon the coverlet. I was dreading that our friend the Inspector would ask a question which to my mind was very obvious.

You mean?

Well, what investigator whose skull contained anything more useful than bubbles would have failed to ask if Colonel Menendez had an enemy in the neighbourhood?

No one, I admitted; but I fear the poor man is sadly out of his depth.

He is wading hopelessly, Knox, but even he cannot fail to learn about Camber to-morrow.

He stared at me in a curiously significant manner.

Do you mean, Harley, I began, that you really think  

My dear Knox, he interrupted, forgetting, if you like, all that preceded the tragedy, with what facts are we left? That Colonel Menendez, at the moment when the bullet entered his brain, must have been standing facing directly toward the Guest House. Now, you have seen the direction of the wound?

He was shot squarely between the eyes. A piece of wonderful marksmanship.

Quite, Harley nodded his head. But the bullet came out just at the vertex of the spine.

He paused, as if waiting for some comment, and:

You mean that the shot came from above? I said, slowly.

Obviously it came from above, Knox. Keep these two points in your mind, and then consider the fact that someone lighted a lamp in the Guest House only a few moments after the shot had been fired.

I remember. I saw it.

So did I, said Harley, grimly, and I saw something else.

What was that?

When you went off to summon assistance I ran across the lawn, scrambled through the bushes, and succeeded in climbing down into the little gully in which the stream runs, and up on the other side. I had proceeded practically in a straight line from the sun-dial, and do you know where I found myself?

I can guess, I replied.

Of course you can. You have visited the place. I came out immediately beside a little hut, Knox, which stands at the end of the garden of the Guest House. Ahead of me, visible through a tangle of bushes in the neglected garden, a lamp was burning. I crept cautiously forward, and presently obtained a view of the interior of a kitchen. Just as I arrived at this point of vantage the lamp was extinguished, but not before I had had a glimpse of the only occupant of the room  the man who had extinguished the lamp.

Who was it? I asked, in a low voice.

It was a Chinaman.

Ah Tsong! I cried.

Doubtless.

Good heavens, Harley, do you think

I dont know what to think, Knox. A possible explanation is that the household had been aroused by the sound of the shot, and that Ah Tsong had been directed to go out and see if he could learn what had happened. At any rate, I waited no longer, but returned by the same route. If our portly friend from Market Hilton had possessed the eyes of an Auguste Dupin, he could not have failed to note that my dress boots were caked with light yellow clay; which also, by the way, besmears my trousers.

He stooped and examined the garments as he spoke.

A number of thorns are also present, he continued. In short, from the point of view of an investigation, I am a most provoking object.

He sighed wearily, and stared out of the window in the direction of the Tudor garden. There was a slight chilliness in the air, which, or perhaps a sudden memory of that which lay in the billiard room beneath us, may have accounted for the fact that I shivered violently.

Harley glanced up with a rather sad smile.

The morning after Waterloo, he said. Sleep well, Knox.


CHAPTER XX. A SPANISH CIGARETTE

Sleep was not for me, despite Harleys injunction, and although I was early afoot, the big house was already astir with significant movements which set the imagination on fire, to conjure up again the moonlight scene in the garden, making mock of the song of the birds and of the glory of the morning.

Manoel replied to my ring, and prepared my bath, but it was easy to see that he had not slept.

No sound came from Harleys room, therefore I did not disturb him, but proceeded downstairs in the hope of finding Miss Beverley about. Pedro was in the hall, talking to Mrs. Fisher, and:

Is Inspector Aylesbury here? I asked.

No, sir, but he will be returning at about half-past eight, so he said.

How is Madame de Stämer, Mrs. Fisher? I enquired.

Oh, poor, poor Madame, said the old lady, she is asleep, thank God. But I am dreading her awakening.

The blow is a dreadful one, I admitted; and Miss Beverley?

She didnt go to her room until after four oclock, sir, but Nita tells me that she will be down any moment now.

Ah, said I, and lighting a cigarette, I walked out of the open doors into the courtyard.

I dreaded all the ghastly official formalities which the day would bring, since I realized that the brunt of the trouble must fall upon the shoulders of Miss Beverley in the absence of Madame de Stämer.

I wandered about restlessly, awaiting the girls appearance. A little two seater was drawn up in the courtyard, but I had not paid much attention to it, until, wandering through the opening in the box hedge and on along the gravel path, I saw unfamiliar figures moving in the billiard room, and turned, hastily retracing my steps. Officialdom was at work already, and I knew that there would be no rest for any of us from that hour onward.

As I reëntered the hall I saw Val Beverley coming down the staircase. She looked pale, but seemed to be in better spirits than I could have hoped for, although there were dark shadows under her eyes.

Good morning, Miss Beverley, I said.

Good morning, Mr. Knox. It was good of you to come down so early.

I had hoped for a chat with you before Inspector Aylesbury returned, I explained.

She looked at me pathetically.

I suppose he will want me to give evidence?

He will. We had great difficulty in persuading him not to demand your presence last night.

It was impossible, she protested. It would have been cruel to make me leave Madame in the circumstances.

We realized this, Miss Beverley, but you will have to face the ordeal this morning.

We walked through into the library, where a maid white-faced and frightened looking, was dusting in a desultory fashion. She went out as we entered, and Val Beverley stood looking from the open window out into the rose garden bathed in the morning sunlight.

Oh, Heavens, she said, clenching her hands desperately, even now I cannot realize that the horrible thing is true. She turned to me. Who can possibly have committed this cold-blooded crime? she said in a low voice. What does Mr. Harley think? Has he any idea, any idea whatever?

Not that he has confided to me, I said, watching her intently. But tell me, does Madame de Stämer know yet?

What do you mean?

I mean has she been told the truth?

The girl shook her head.

No, she replied; I am positive that no one has told her. I was with her all the time, up to the very moment that she fell asleep. Yet

She hesitated.

Yes?

She knows! Oh, Mr. Knox! to me that is the most horrible thing of all: that she knows, that she must have known all along  that the mere sound of the shot told her everything!

You realize, now, I said, quietly, that she had anticipated the end?

Yes, yes. This was the meaning of the sorrow which I had seen so often in her eyes, the meaning of so much that puzzled me in her words, the explanation of lots of little things which have made me wonder in the past.

I was silent for a while, then:

If she was so certain that no one could save him, I said, she must have had information which neither he nor she ever imparted to us.

I am sure she had, declared Val Beverley.

But can you think of any reason why she should not have confided in Paul Harley?

I cannot, I cannot  unless

Yes?

Unless, Mr. Knox, she looked at me strangely, they were both under some vow of silence. Oh! it sounds ridiculous, wildly ridiculous, but what other explanation can there be?

What other, indeed? And now, Miss Beverley, I know one of the questions Inspector Aylesbury will ask you.

What is it?

He has learned, from one of the servants I presume, as he did not see you, that you had not retired last night at the time of the tragedy.

I had not, said Val Beverley, quietly. Is that so singular?

To me it is no more than natural.

I have never been so frightened in all my life as I was last night. Sleep was utterly out of the question. There was mystery in the very air. I knew, oh, Mr. Knox, in some way I knew that a tragedy was going to happen.

I believe I knew, too, I said. Good God, to think that we might have saved him!

Do you think began Val Beverley, and then paused.

Yes? I prompted.

Oh, I was going to say a strange thing that suddenly occurred to me, but it is utterly foolish, I suppose. Inspector Aylesbury is coming back at nine oclock, is he not?

At half-past eight, so I understand.

I am afraid I have very little to tell him. I was sitting in my room in an appalling state of nerves when the shot was fired. I was not even reading; I was just waiting, waiting, for something to happen.

I understand. My own experience was nearly identical.

Then, continued the girl, as I unlocked my door and peeped out, feeling too frightened to venture farther in the darkness, I heard Madames voice in the hall below.

Crying for help?

No, replied the girl, a puzzled frown appearing between her brows. She cried out something in French. The intonation told me that it was French, although I could not detect a single word. Then I thought I heard a moan.

And you ran down?

Yes. I summoned up enough courage to turn on the light in the corridor and to run down to the hall. And there she was lying just outside the door of her room.

Was her room in darkness?

Yes. I turned on the light and succeeded in partly raising her, but she was too heavy for me to lift. I was still trying to revive her when Pedro opened the door of the servants quarters. Oh, she closed her eyes wearily, I shall never forget it.

I took her hand and pressed it reassuringly.

Your courage has been wonderful throughout, I declared, and I hope it will remain so to the end.

She smiled, and flushed slightly, as I released her hand again.

I must go and take a peep at Madame now, she said, but of course I shall not disturb her if she is still sleeping.

We turned and walked slowly back to the hall, and there just entering from the courtyard was Inspector Aylesbury.

Ah! he exclaimed, good morning, Mr. Knox. This is Miss Beverley, I presume?

Yes, Inspector, replied the girl. I understand that you wish to speak to me?

I do, Miss, but I shall not detain you for many minutes.

Very well, she said, and as she turned and retraced her steps, he followed her back into the library.

I walked out to the courtyard, and avoiding the Tudor garden and the billiard room, turned in the other direction, passing the stables where Jim, the negro groom, saluted me very sadly, and proceeded round to the south side of the house.

Inspector Aylesbury, I perceived, had wasted no time. I counted no fewer than four men, two of them in uniform, searching the lawns and the slopes beyond, although what they were looking for I could not imagine.

Giving the library a wide berth, I walked along the second terrace, and presently came in sight of the east wing and the tower. There, apparently engaged in studying the rhododendrons, I saw Paul Harley.

He signalled to me, and, crossing the lawn, I joined him where he stood.

Without any word of greeting:

You see, Knox, he said, speaking in the eager manner which betokened a rapidly working brain, this is the path which the Colonel must have followed last night. Yonder is the door by which, according to his own account, he came out on a previous occasion, walking in his sleep. Do you remember?

I remember, I replied.

Well, Pedro found it unlocked this morning. You see it faces practically due south, and the Colonels bedroom is immediately above us where we stand. He stared at me queerly. I must have passed this door last night only a few moments before the Colonel came out, for I was just crossing the courtyard and could see you at my window at the moment when you saw poor Menendez enter the Tudor garden. He must have actually been walking around the east wing at the same time that I was walking around the west. Now, I am going to show you something, Knox, something which I have just discovered.

From his waistcoat pocket he took out a half-smoked cigarette. I stared at it uncomprehendingly.

Of course, he continued, the weather has been bone dry for more than a week now, and it may have lain there for a long time, but to me, Knox, to me it looks suspiciously fresh.

What is the point? I asked, perplexedly.

The point is that it is a hand-made cigarette, one of the Colonels. Dont you recognize it?

Good heavens! I said; yes, of course it is.

He returned it to his pocket without another word.

It may mean nothing, he murmured, or it may mean everything. And now, Knox, we are going to escape.

To escape? I cried.

Precisely. We are going to anticipate the probable movements of our blundering Aylesbury. In short, I wish you to present me to Mr. Colin Camber.

What? I exclaimed, staring at him incredulously.

I am going to ask you, he began, and then, breaking off: Quick, Knox, run! he said.

And thereupon, to my amazement, he set off through the rhododendron bushes in the direction of the tower!

Utterly unable to grasp the meaning of his behaviour, I followed, nevertheless, and as we rounded the corner of the tower Harley pulled up short, and:

I am not mad, he explained rather breathlessly, but I wanted to avoid being seen by that constable who is prowling about at the bottom of the lawn making signals in the direction of the library. Presumably he is replying to Inspector Aylesbury who wants to talk to us. I am determined to interview Camber before submitting to further official interrogation. It must be a cross-country journey, Knox. I am afraid we shall be a very muddy pair, but great issues may hang upon the success of our expedition.

He set off briskly toward a belt of shrubbery which marked the edge of the little stream. Appreciating something of his intentions, I followed his lead unquestioningly; and, scrambling through the bushes:

This was the point at which I descended last night, he said. You will have to wade, Knox, but the water is hardly above ones ankles.

He dropped into the brook, waded across, and began to climb up the opposite bank. I imitated his movements, and presently, having scrambled up on the farther side, we found ourselves standing on a narrow bank immediately under that summer house which Colin Camber had told me he had formerly used as a study.

We can scarcely present ourselves at the kitchen door, murmured Harley; therefore we must try to find a way round to the front. There is barbed wire here. Be careful.

I had now entered with zest into the business, and so the pair of us waded through rank grass which in places was waist high, and on through a perfect wilderness of weeds in which nettles dominated. Presently we came to a dry ditch, which we negotiated successfully, to find ourselves upon the high road some hundred yards to the west of the Guest House.

I predict an unfriendly reception, I said, panting from my exertions, and surveying my friend, who was a mockery of his ordinarily spruce self.

We must face it, he replied, grimly. He has everything to gain by being civil to us.

We proceeded along the dusty high road, almost overarched by trees.

Harley, I said, this is going to be a highly unpleasant ordeal for me.

Harley stopped short, staring at me sternly.

I know, Knox, he replied; but I suppose you realize that a mans life is at stake.

You mean  ?

I mean that when we are both compelled to tell all we know, I doubt if there is a counsel in the land who would undertake the defence of Mr. Colin Camber.

Good God! then you think he is guilty?

Did I say so? asked Harley, continuing on his way. I dont recollect saying so, Knox; but I do say that it will be a giants task to prove him innocent.

Then you believe him to be innocent? I cried, eagerly.

My dear fellow, he replied, somewhat irritably, I have not yet met Mr. Colin Camber. I will answer your question at the conclusion of the interview.


CHAPTER XXI. THE WING OF A BAT

For a long time our knocking and ringing elicited no response. The brilliant state of the door-brass afforded evidence of the fact that Ah Tsong had arisen, even if the other members of the household were still sleeping, and Harley, growing irritable, executed a loud tattoo upon the knocker. This had its effect. The door opened and Ah Tsong looked out.

Tell your master that Mr. Paul Harley has called to see him upon urgent business.

Master no got, replied Ah Tsong, and proceeded to close the door.

Paul Harley thrust his hand against it and addressed the man rapidly in Chinese. I could not have supposed the face of Ah Tsong capable of expressing so much animation. At the sound of his native tongue his eyes lighted up, and:

Tchée, tchée, he said, turned, and disappeared.

Although he had studiously avoided looking at me, that Ah Tsong would inform his master of the identity of his second visitor I did not doubt. If I had doubted I should promptly have been disillusioned, for:

Tell them to go away! came a muffled cry from somewhere within. No spy of Devil Menendez shall ever pass my doors again!

The Chinaman, on retiring, had left the door wide open, and I could see right to the end of the gloomy hall. Ah Tsong presently re-appeared, shuffling along in our direction. Unemotionally:

Master no got, he repeated.

Paul Harley stamped his foot irritably.

Good God, Knox, he said, this unreasonable fool almost exhausts my patience.

Again he addressed Ah Tsong in Chinese, and although the mans wrinkled ivory face exhibited no trace of emotion, a deep understanding was to be read in those oblique eyes; and a second time Ah Tsong turned and trotted back to the study. I could hear a muttered colloquy in progress, and suddenly the gaunt figure of Colin Camber burst into view.

He was shaved this morning, but arrayed as I had last seen him. Whilst he was not in that state of incoherent anger which I remembered and still resented, he was nevertheless in an evil temper.

He strode along the hallway, his large eyes widely opened, and fixing a cold stare upon the face of Harley.

I learn that your name is Mr. Paul Harley, he said, entirely ignoring my presence, and you send me a very strange message. I am used to the ways of Señor Menendez, therefore your message does not deceive me. The gateway, sir, is directly behind you.

Harley clenched his teeth, then:

The scaffold, Mr. Camber, he replied, is directly in front of you.

What do you mean, sir? demanded the other, and despite my resentment of the treatment which I had received at his hands, I could only admire the lofty disdain of his manner.

I mean, Mr. Camber, that the police are close upon my heels.

The police? Of what interest can this be to me?

Harleys keen eyes were searching the pale face of the man before him.

Mr. Camber, he said, the shot was a good one.

Not a muscle of Colin Cambers face moved, but slowly he looked Paul Harley up and down, then:

I have been called a hasty man, he replied, coldly, but I can scarcely be accused of leaping to a conclusion when I say that I believe you to be mad. You have interrupted me, sir. Good morning.

He stepped back, and would have closed the door, but:

Mr. Camber, said Paul Harley, and the tone of his voice was arresting.

Colin Camber paused.

My name is evidently unfamiliar to you, Harley continued. You regard myself and Mr. Knox as friends of the late Colonel Menendez

At that Colin Camber started forward.

The late Colonel Menendez? he echoed, speaking almost in a whisper.

But as if he had not heard him Harley continued:

As a matter of fact, I am a criminal investigator, and Mr. Knox is assisting me in my present case.

Colin Camber clenched his hands and seemed to be fighting with some emotion which possessed him, then:

Do you mean, he said, hoarsely do you mean that Menendez is  dead?

I do, replied Harley. May I request the privilege of ten minutes private conversation with you?

Colin Camber stood aside, holding the door open, and inclining his head in that grave salutation which I knew, but on this occasion, I think, principally with intent to hide his emotion.

Not another word did he speak until the three of us stood in the strange study where East grimaced at West, and emblems of remote devil-worship jostled the cross of the Holy Rose. The place was laden with tobacco smoke, and scattered on the carpet about the feet of the writing table lay twenty or more pages of closely written manuscript. Although this was a brilliant summers morning, an old-fashioned reading lamp, called, I believe, a Victoria, having a nickel receptacle for oil at one side of the standard and a burner with a green glass shade upon the other, still shed its light upon the desk. It was only reasonable to suppose that Colin Camber had been at work all night.

He placed chairs for us, clearing them of the open volumes which they bore, and, seating himself at the desk:

Mr. Knox, he began, slowly, paused, and then stood up, I accused you of something when you last visited my house, something of which I would not lightly accuse any man. If I was wrong, I wish to apologize.

Only a matter of the utmost urgency could have induced me to cross your threshold again, I replied, coldly. Your behaviour, sir, was inexcusable.

He rested his long white hands upon the desk, looking across at me.

Whatever I did and whatever I said, he continued, one insult I laid upon you more deadly than the rest: I accused you of friendship with Juan Menendez. Was I unjust?

He paused for a moment.

I had been retained professionally by Colonel Menendez, replied Harley without hesitation, and Mr. Knox kindly consented to accompany me.

Colin Camber looked very hard at the speaker, and then equally hard at me.

Was it at behest of Colonel Menendez that you called upon me, Mr. Knox?

It was not, said Harley, tersely; it was at mine. And he is here now at my request. Come, sir, we are wasting time. At any moment

Colin Camber held up his hand, interrupting him.

By your leave, Mr. Harley, he said, and there was something compelling in voice and gesture, I must first perform my duty as a gentleman.

He stepped forward in my direction.

Mr. Knox, I have grossly insulted you. Yet if you knew what had inspired my behaviour I believe you could find it in your heart to forgive me. I do not ask you to do so, however; I accept the humiliation of knowing that I have mortally offended a guest.

He bowed to me formally, and would have returned to his seat, but:

Pray say no more, I said, standing up and extending my hand. Indeed, so impressive was the mans strange personality that I felt rather as one receiving a royal pardon than as an offended party being offered an apology. It was a misunderstanding. Let us forget it.

His eyes gleamed, and he seized my hand in a warm grip.

You are generous, Mr. Knox, you are generous. And now, sir, he inclined his head in Paul Harleys direction, and resumed his seat.

Harley had suffered this odd little interlude in silence but now:

Mr. Camber, he said, rapidly, I sent you a message by your Chinese servant to the effect that the police would be here within ten minutes to arrest you.

You did, sir, replied Colin Camber, drawing toward him a piece of newspaper upon which rested a dwindling mound of shag. This is most disturbing, of course. But since I have not rendered myself amenable to the law, it leaves me moderately unmoved. Upon your second point, Mr. Harley, I shall beg you, to enlarge. You tell me that Don Juan Menendez is dead?

He had begun to fill his corn-cob as he spoke the words, but from where I sat I could just see his face, so that although his voice was well controlled, the gleam in his eyes was unmistakable.

He was shot through the head shortly after midnight.

What?

Colin Camber dropped the corn-cob and stood up again, the light of a dawning comprehension in his eyes.

Do you mean that he was murdered?

I do.

Good God, whispered Camber, at last I understand.

That is why we are here, Mr. Camber, and that is why the police will be here at any moment.

Colin Camber stood erect, one hand resting upon the desk.

So this was the meaning of the shot which we heard in the night, he said, slowly.

Crossing the room, he closed and locked the study door, then, returning, he sat down once more, entirely, master of himself. Frowning slightly he looked from Harley in my direction, and then back again at Harley.

Gentlemen, he resumed, I appreciate the urgency of my danger. Preposterous though I know it to be, nevertheless it is perhaps no more than natural that suspicion should fall upon me.

He was evidently thinking rapidly. His manner had grown quite cool, and I could see that he had focussed his keen brain upon the abyss which he perceived to lie in his path.

Before I commit myself to any statements which might be used as evidence, he said, doubtless, Mr. Harley, you will inform me of your exact standpoint in this matter. Do you represent the late Colonel Menendez, do you represent the law, or may I regard you as a perfectly impartial enquirer?

You may regard me, Mr. Camber, as one to whom nothing but the truth is of the slightest interest. I was requested by the late Colonel Menendez to visit Crays Folly.

Professionally?

To endeavour to trace the origin of certain occurrences which had led him to believe his life to be in danger.

Harley paused, staring hard at Colin Camber.

Since I recognize myself to be standing in the position of a suspect, said the latter, it is perhaps unfair to request you to acquaint me with the nature of these occurrences?

The one, sir, replied Paul Harley, which most intimately concerns yourself is this: Almost exactly a month ago the wing of a bat was nailed to the door of Crays Folly.

What? exclaimed Colin Camber, leaning forward eagerly the wing of a bat? What kind of bat?

Of a South American Vampire Bat.

The effect of those words was curious. If any doubt respecting Cambers innocence had remained with me at this time I think his expression as he leaned forward across the desk must certainly have removed it. That the man was intellectually unusual, and intensely difficult to understand, must have been apparent to the most superficial observer, but I found it hard to believe that these moods of his were simulated. At the words A South American Vampire Bat the enthusiasm of the specialist leapt into his eyes. Personal danger was forgotten. Harley had trenched upon his particular territory, and I knew that if Colin Camber had actually killed Colonel Menendez, then it had been the act of a maniac. No man newly come from so bloody a deed could have acted as Camber acted now.

It is the death-sign of Voodoo! he exclaimed, excitedly.

Yet again he arose, and crossing to one of the many cabinets which were in the room, he pulled open a drawer and took out a shallow tray.

My friend was watching him intently, and from the expression upon his bronzed face I could deduce the fact that in Colin Camber he had met the supreme puzzle of his career. As Camber stood there, holding up an object which he had taken from the tray, whilst Paul Harley sat staring at him, I thought the scene was one transcending the grotesque. Here was the suspected man triumphantly producing evidence to hang himself.

Between his finger and thumb Camber held the wing of a bat!


CHAPTER XXII. COLIN CAMBERS SECRET

I brought this bat wing from Haiti, he explained, replacing it in the tray. It was found beneath the pillow of a negro missionary who had died mysteriously during the night.

He returned the tray to the drawer, closed the latter, and, standing erect, raised clenched hands above his head.

With no thought of blasphemy, he said, but with reverence, I thank God from the bottom of my heart that Juan Menendez is dead.

He reseated himself, whilst Harley regarded him silently, then:

The evil that men do lives after them, he murmured. He rested his chin upon his hand. A bat wing, he continued, musingly, a bat wing was nailed to Menendezs door. He stared across at Harley. Am I to believe, sir, that this was the clue which led you to the Guest House?

Paul Harley nodded.

It was.

I understand. I must therefore take no more excursions into my special subject, but must endeavour to regard the matter from the point of view of the enquiry. Am I to assume that Menendez was acquainted with the significance of this token?

He had seen it employed in the West Indies.

Ah, the black-hearted devil! But I fear I am involving myself more deeply in suspicion. Perhaps, Mr. Harley, the ends of justice would be better served if you were to question me, and I to confine myself to answering you.

Very well, Harley agreed: when and where did you meet the late Colonel Menendez?

I never met him in my life.

Do you mean that you had never spoken to him?

Never.

Hm. Tell me, Mr. Camber, where were you at twelve oclock last night?

Here, writing.

And where was Ah Tsong?

Ah Tsong? Colin Camber stared uncomprehendingly. Ah Tsong was in bed.

Oh. Did anything disturb you?

Yes, the sound of a rifle shot.

You knew it for a rifle shot?

It was unmistakable.

What did you do?

I was in the midst of a most important passage, and I should probably have taken no steps in the matter but that Ah Tsong knocked upon the study door, to inform me that my wife had been awakened by the sound of the shot. She is somewhat nervous and had rung for Ah Tsong, asking him to see if all were well with me.

Do I understand that she imagined the sound to have come from this room?

When we are newly awakened from sleep, Mr. Harley, we retain only an imperfect impression of that which awakened us.

True, replied Paul Harley; and did Ah Tsong return to his room?

Not immediately. Permit me to say, Mr. Harley, that the nature of your questions surprises me. At the moment I fail to see their bearing upon the main issue. He returned and reported to my wife that I was writing, and she then requested him to bring her a glass of milk. Accordingly, he came down again, and going out into the kitchen, executed this order.

Ah. He would have to light a candle for that purpose, I suppose?

A candle, or a lamp, replied Colin Camber, staring at Paul Harley. Then, his expression altering: Of course! he cried. You saw the light from Crays Folly? I understand at last.

We were silent for a while, until:

How long a time elapsed between the firing of the shot and Ah Tsongs knocking at the study door? asked Harley.

I could not answer definitely. I was absorbed in my work. But probably only a minute or two.

Was the sound a loud one?

Fairly loud. And very startling, of course, in the silence of the night.

The shot, then, was fired from somewhere quite near the house?

I presume so.

But you thought no more about the matter?

Frankly, I had forgotten it. You see, the neighbourhood is rich with game; it might have been a poacher.

Quite, murmured Harley, but his face was very stern. I wonder if you fully realize the danger of your position, Mr. Camber?

Believe me, was the reply, I can anticipate almost every question which I shall be called upon to answer.

Paul Harley stared at him in a way which told me that he was comparing his features line for line with the etching of Edgar Allen Poe which hung in his office in Chancery Lane, and:

I do believe you, he replied, and I am wondering if you are in a position to clear yourself?

On the contrary, Camber assured him, I am only waiting to hear that Juan Menendez was shot in the grounds of Crays Folly, and not within the house, to propose to you that unless the real assassin be discovered, I shall quite possibly pay the penalty of his crime.

He was shot in the Tudor garden, replied Harley, within sight of your windows.

Ah! Colin Camber resumed the task of stuffing shag into his corn-cob. Then if it would interest you, Mr. Harley, I will briefly outline the case against myself. I had never troubled to disguise the fact that I hated Menendez. Many witnesses can be called to testify to this. He was in Cuba when I was in Cuba, and evidence is doubtless obtainable to show that we stayed at the same hotels in various cities of the United States prior to my coming to England and leasing the Guest House. Finally, he became my neighbour in Surrey.

He carefully lighted his pipe, whilst Harley and I watched him silently, then:

Menendez had the bat wing nailed to the door of his house, he continued. He believed himself to be in danger, and associated this sign with the source of his danger. Excepting himself and possibly certain other members of his household it is improbable that any one else in Surrey understands the significance of the token save myself. The unholy rites of Voodoo are a closed book to the Western nations. I have opened that book, Mr. Harley. The powers of the Obeah man, and especially of the arch-magician known and dreaded by every negro as Bat Wing, are familiar to me. Since I was alone at the time that the shot was fired, and for some few minutes afterward, and since the Tudor garden of Crays Folly is within easy range of the Guest House, to fail to place me under arrest would be an act of sheer stupidity.

He spoke the words with a sort of triumph. Like the fakir, he possessed the art of spiritual detachment, which is an attribute of genius. From an intellectual eminence he was surveying his own peril. Colin Camber in the flesh had ceased to exist; he was merely a pawn in a fascinating game.

Paul Harley glanced at his watch.

Mr. Camber, he said, I have just sustained the most crushing defeat of my career. The man who had summoned me to his aid was killed almost before my eyes. One thing I must do or accept professional oblivion.

I understand. Colin Camber nodded. Apprehend his murderer?

Ultimately, yes. But, firstly, I must see that to the assassination of Colonel Menendez a judicial murder is not added.

You mean  ? asked Camber, eagerly.

I mean that if you killed Menendez, you are a madman, and I have formed the opinion during our brief conversation that you are brilliantly sane.

Colin Camber rose and bowed in that old-world fashion which was his.

I am obliged to you, Mr. Harley, he replied. But has Mr. Knox informed you of my bibulous habits?

Paul Harley nodded.

They will, of course, be ascribed, continued Camber, and there are many suitable analogies, to deliberate contemplation of a murderous deed. I would remind you that chronic alcoholism is a recognized form, of insanity.

His mood changed again, and sighing wearily, he lay back in the chair. Over his pale face crept an expression which I knew, instinctively, to mean that he was thinking of his wife.

Mr. Harley, he said, speaking in a very low tone which scorned to accentuate the beauty of his voice, I have suffered much in the quest of truth. Suffering is the gate beyond which we find compassion. Perhaps you have thought my foregoing remarks frivolous, in view of the fact that last night a soul was sent to its reckoning almost at my doors. I revere the truth, however, above all lesser laws and above all expediency. I do not, and I cannot, regret the end of the man Menendez. But for three reasons I should regret to pay the penalty of a crime which I did not commit, These reasons are  one, he ticked them off upon his delicate fingers It would be bitter to know that Devil Menendez even in death had injured me; two  My work in the world, which is unfinished; and, three  My wife.

I watched and listened, almost awed by the strangeness of the man who sat before me. His three reasons were illuminating. A casual observer might have regarded Colin Camber as a monument of selfishness. But it was evident to me, and I knew it must be evident to Paul Harley, that his egotism was quite selfless. To a natural human resentment and a pathetic love for his wife he had added, as an equal clause, the claim of the world upon his genius.

I have heard you, said Paul Harley, quietly, and you have led me to the most important point of all.

What point is that, Mr. Harley?

You have referred to your recent lapse from abstemiousness. Excuse me if I discuss personal matters. This you ascribed to domestic troubles, or so Mr. Knox has informed me. You have also referred to your undisguised hatred of the late Colonel Juan Menendez. I am going to ask you, Mr. Camber, to tell me quite frankly what was the nature of those domestic troubles, and what had caused this hatred which survives even the death of its object?

Colin Camber stood up, angular, untidy, but a figure of great dignity.

Mr. Harley, he replied, I cannot answer your questions.

Paul Harley inclined his head gravely.

May I suggest, he said, that you will be called upon to do so under circumstances which will brook no denial.

Colin Camber watched him unflinchingly.

The fate of every man is hung around his neck, he replied.

Yet, in this secret history which you refuse to divulge, and which therefore must count against you, the truth may lie which exculpates you.

It may be so. But my determination remains unaltered.

Very well, answered Paul Harley, quietly, but I could see that he was exercising a tremendous restraint upon himself. I respect your decision, but you have given me a giants task, and for this I cannot thank you, Mr. Camber.

I heard a car pulled up in the road outside the Guest House. Colin Camber clenched his hands and sat down again in the carved chair.

The opportunity has passed, said Harley. The police are here.


CHAPTER XXIII. INSPECTOR AYLESBURY CROSS-EXAMINES

Oh, I see, said Inspector Aylesbury, a little private confab, eh?

He sank his chin into its enveloping folds, treating Harley and myself each to a stare of disapproval.

These gentlemen very kindly called to advise me of the tragic occurrence at Crays Folly, explained Colin Camber. Wont you be seated, Inspector?

Thanks, but I can conduct my examination better standing.

He turned to Paul Harley.

Might I ask, Mr. Harley, he said, what concern this is of yours?

I am naturally interested in anything appertaining to the death of a client, Inspector Aylesbury.

Oh, so you slip in ahead of me, having deliberately withheld information from the police, and think you are going to get all the credit. Is that it?

That is it, Inspector, replied Harley, smiling. An instance of professional jealousy.

Professional jealousy? cried the Inspector. Allow me to remind you that you have no official standing in this case whatever. You are merely a member of the public, nothing more, nothing less.

I am happy to be recognized as a member of that much-misunderstood body.

Ah, well, we shall see. Now, Mr. Camber, your attention, please.

He raised his finger impressively.

I am informed by Miss Beverley that the late Colonel Menendez looked upon you as a dangerous enemy.

Were those her exact words? I murmured.

Mr. Knox!

The inspector turned rapidly, confronting me. I have already warned your friend. But if I have any interruptions from you, I will have you removed.

He continued to glare at me for some moments, and then, turning again to Colin Camber:

I say, I have information that Colonel Menendez looked upon you as a dangerous neighbour.

In that event, replied Colin Camber, why did he lease an adjoining property?

Thats an evasion, sir. Answer my first question, if you please.

You have asked me no question, Inspector.

Oh, I see. Thats your attitude, is it? Very well, then. Were you, or were you not, an enemy of the late Colonel Menendez?

I was.

Whats that?

I say I was. I hated him, and I hate him no less in death than I hated him living.

I think that I had never seen a man so taken aback, Inspector Aylesbury, drawing out a large handkerchief blew his nose. Replacing the handkerchief, he produced a note-book.

I am placing that statement on record, sir, he said.

He made an entry in the book, and then:

Where did you first meet Colonel Menendez? he asked.

I never met him in my life.

Whats that?

Colin Camber merely shrugged his shoulders.

I will repeat my question, said the Inspector, pompously. Where did you first meet Colonel Juan Menendez?

I have answered you, Inspector.

Oh, I see. You decline to answer that question. Very well, I will make a note of this. He did so. And now, said he, what were you doing at midnight last night?

I was writing.

Where?

Here.

What happened?

Very succinctly Colin Camber repeated the statement which he had already made to Paul Harley, and, at its conclusion:

Send for the man, Ah Tsong, directed Inspector Aylesbury.

Colin Camber inclined his head, clapped his bands, and silently Ah Tsong entered.

The Inspector stared at him for several moments as a visitor to the Zoo might stare at some rare animal; then:

Your name is Ah Tsong? he began.

Ah Tsong, murmured the Chinaman.

I am going to ask you to give an exact account of your movements last night.

No sabby.

Inspector Aylesbury cleared his throat.

I say I wish to know exactly what you did last night. Answer me.

Ah Tsengs face remained quite expressionless, and:

No sabby, he repeated.

Oh, I see, said the Inspector, This witness refuses to answer at all.

You are wrong, explained Colin Camber, quietly. Ah Tsong is a Chinaman, and his knowledge of English is very limited. He does not understand you.

He understood my first question. You cant draw wool over my eyes. He knows well enough. Are you going to answer me? he demanded, angrily, of the Chinaman.

No sabby, master, he said, glancing aside at Colin Camber. Number-one plicee-man gotchee no pidgin.

Paul Harley was leisurely filling his pipe, and:

If you think the evidence of Ah Tsong important, Inspector, he said, I will interpret if you wish.

You will do what?

I will act as interpreter.

Do you want me to believe that you speak Chinese?

Your beliefs do not concern me, Inspector; I am merely offering my services.

Thanks, said the Inspector, dryly, but I wont trouble you. I should like a few words with Mrs. Camber.

Very good.

Colin Camber bent his head gravely, and gave an order to Ah Tsong, who turned and went out.

And what firearms have you in the house? asked Inspector Aylesbury.

An early Dutch arquebus, which you see in the corner, was the reply.

That doesnt interest me. I mean up-to-date weapons.

And a Colt revolver which I have in a drawer here.

As he spoke, Colin Camber opened a drawer in his desk and took out a heavy revolver of the American Army Service pattern.

I should like to examine it, if you please.

Camber passed it to the Inspector, and the latter, having satisfied himself that none of the chambers were loaded, peered down the barrel, and smelled at the weapon suspiciously.

If it has been recently used it has been well cleaned, he said, and placed it on a cabinet beside him. Anything else?

Nothing.

No sporting rifles?

None. I never shoot.

Oh, I see.

The door opened and Mrs. Camber came in. She was very simply dressed, and looked even more child-like than she had seemed before. I think Ah Tsong had warned her of the nature of the ordeal which she was to expect, but her wide-eyed timidity was nevertheless pathetic to witness.

She glanced at me with a ghost of a smile, and:

Ysola, said Colin Camber, inclining his head toward me in a grave gesture of courtesy, Mr. Knox has generously forgiven me a breach of good manners for which I shall never forgive myself. I beg you to thank him, as I have done.

It is so good of you, she said, sweetly, and held out her hand. But I knew you would understand that it was just a great mistake.

Mr. Paul Harley, Camber continued, my wife welcomes you; and this, Ysola, is Inspector Aylesbury, who desires a few moments conversation upon a rather painful matter.

I have heard, I have heard, she whispered. Ah Tsong has told me.

The pupils of her eyes dilated, as she fixed an appealing glance upon the Inspector.

In justice to the latter he was palpably abashed by the delicate beauty of the girl who stood before him, by her naivete, and by that childishness of appearance and manner which must have awakened the latent chivalry in almost any mans heart.

I am sorry to have to trouble you with this disagreeable business, Mrs. Camber, he began; but I believe you were awakened last night by the sound of a shot.

Yes, she replied, watching him intently, that is so.

May I ask at what time this was heard?

Ah Tsong told me it was after twelve oclock.

Was the sound a loud one?

Yes. It must have been to have awakened me.

I see. Did you think it was in the house?

Oh, no.

In the garden?

I really could not say, but I think that it was farther away than that.

And what did you do?

I rang the bell for Ah Tsong.

Did he come immediately?

Almost immediately.

He was dressed, then?

No, I dont think he was. He had quickly put on an overcoat. He usually answers at once, when I ring for him, you see.

I see. What did you do then?

Well, I was frightened, you understand, and I told him to find out if all was well with my husband. He came back and told me that Colin was writing. But the sound had alarmed me very much.

Oh, and now perhaps you will tell me, Mrs. Camber, when and where your husband first met Colonel Menendez?

Every vestige of colour fled from the girls face.

So far as I know  they never met, she replied, haltingly.

Could you swear to that?

Yes.

I think that hitherto she had not fully realized the nature of the situation; but now something in the Inspectors voice, or perhaps in our glances, told her the truth. She moved to where Colin Camber was sitting, looking down at him questioningly, pitifully. He put his arm about her and drew her close.

Inspector Aylesbury cleared his throat and returned his note-book to his pocket.

I am going to take a look around the garden, he announced.

My respect for him increased slightly, and Harley and I followed him out of the study. A police sergeant was sitting in the hall, and Ah Tsong was standing just outside the door.

Show me the way to the garden, directed the Inspector.

Ah Tsong stared stupidly, whereupon Paul Harley addressed him in his native language, rapidly and in a low voice, in order, as I divined, that the Inspector should not hear him.

I feel dreadfully guilty, Knox, he confessed, in a murmured aside. For any Englishman, fictitious characters excepted, to possess a knowledge of Chinese is almost indecent.

Presently, then, I found myself once more in that unkempt garden of which I retained such unpleasant memories.

Inspector Aylesbury stared all about and up at the back of the house, humming to himself and generally behaving as though he were alone. Before the little summer study he stood still, and:

Oh, I see, he muttered.

What he had seen was painfully evident. The right-hand window, beneath which there was a permanent wooden seat, commanded an unobstructed view of the Tudor garden in the grounds of Crays Folly. Clearly I could detect the speck of high-light upon the top of the sun-dial.

The Inspector stepped into the hut. It contained a bookshelf upon which a number of books remained, a table and a chair, with some few other dilapidated appointments. I glanced at Harley and saw that he was staring as if hypnotized at the prospect in the valley below. I observed a constable on duty at the top of the steps which led down into the Tudor garden, but I could see nothing to account for Harleys fixed regard, until:

Pardon me one moment, Inspector, he muttered, brusquely.

Brushing past the indignant Aylesbury, who was examining the contents of the shelves in the hut, he knelt upon the wooden seat and stared intently through the open window.

One-two-three-four-five-six-seven, he chanted. Good! That will settle it.

Oh, I see, said Inspector Aylesbury, standing strictly upright, his prominent eyes turned in the direction of the kneeling Harley. One, two, three, four, and so on will settle it, eh? If you dont mind me saying so, it was settled already.

Yes? replied Harley, standing up, and I saw that his eyes were very bright and that his face was slightly flushed. You think the case is so simple as that?

Simple? exclaimed the Inspector. Its the most cunning thing that was ever planned, but I flatter myself that I have a good straight eye which can see a fairly long way.

Excellent, murmured Harley. I congratulate you. Myopia is so common in the present generation. You have decided, of course, that the murder was committed by Ah Tsong?

Inspector Aylesburys eyes seemed to protrude extraordinarily.

Ah Tsong! he exclaimed. Ah Tsong!

Surely it is palpable, continued Harley, that of the three people residing in the Guest House, Ah Tsong is the only one who could possibly have done the deed.

Who could possibly  who could possibly   stuttered the Inspector, then paused because of sheer lack of words.

Review the evidence, continued Harley, coolly. Mrs. Camber was awakened by the sound of a shot. She immediately rang for Ah Tsong. There was a short interval before Ah Tsong appeared  and when he did appear he was wearing an overcoat. Note this point, Inspector: wearing an overcoat. He descended to the study and found Mr. Camber writing. Now, Ah Tsong sleeps in a room adjoining the kitchen on the ground floor. We passed his quarters on our way to the garden a moment ago. Of course, you had noted this? Mr. Camber is therefore eliminated from our list of suspects.

The Inspector was growing very red, but ere he had time to speak Harley continued:

The first of these three persons to have heard a shot fired at the end of the garden would have been Ah Tsong, and not Mrs. Camber, whose room is upstairs and in the front of the house. If it had been fired by Mr. Camber from the spot upon which we now stand, he would still have been in the garden at the moment when Mrs. Camber was ringing the bell for Ah Tsong. Mr. Camber must therefore have returned from the end of the garden to the study, and have passed Ah Tsongs room  unheard by the occupant  between the time that the bell rang and the time that Ah Tsong went upstairs. This I submit to be impossible. There is an alternative: it is that he slipped in whilst Ah Tsong, standing on the landing above, was receiving his mistresss orders. I submit that the alternative is also impossible. We thus eliminate Mr. Camber from the case, as I have already mentioned.

Eliminate  eliminate! cried the Inspector, beginning to recover power of speech. Do you think you can fuddle me with a mass of words, Mr. Harley? Allow me to point out to you, sir, that you are in no way officially associated with this matter.

You have already drawn my attention to the fact, Inspector, but it can do no harm to jog my memory.

Harley spoke entirely without bitterness, and I, who knew his every mood, realized that he was thoroughly enjoying himself. Therefore I knew that at last he had found a clue.

I may add, Inspector, said he, that upon further reflection I have also eliminated Ah Tsong from the case. I forgot to mention that he lacks the first and second fingers of his right hand; and I have yet to meet the marksman who can shoot a man squarely between the eyes, by moonlight, at a hundred yards, employing his third finger as trigger-finger. There are other points, but these will be sufficient to show you that this case is more complicated than you had assumed it to be.

Inspector Aylesbury did not deign to reply, or could not trust himself to do so. He turned and made his way back to the house.


CHAPTER XXIV. AN OFFICIAL MOVE

We reëntered the study to find Mrs. Camber sitting in a chair very close to her husband. Inspector Aylesbury stood in the open doorway for a moment, and then, stepping back into the hall:

Sergeant Butler, he said, addressing the man who waited there.

Yes, sir.

Go out to the gate and get Edson to relieve you. I shall want you to go back to headquarters in a few minutes.

Very good, sir.

I scented what was coming, and as Inspector Aylesbury reentered the room:

I should like to make a statement, announced Paul Harley, quietly.

The Inspector frowned, and lowering his chin, regarded him with little favour.

I have not invited any statement from you, Mr. Harley, said he.

Quite, returned Harley. I am volunteering it. It is this: I gather that you are about to take an important step officially. Having in view certain steps which I, also, am about to take, I would ask you to defer action, purely in your own interests, for at least twenty-four hours.

I hear you, said the Inspector, sarcastically.

Very well, Inspector. You have come newly into this case, and I assure you that its apparent simplicity is illusive. As new facts come into your possession you will realize that what I say is perfectly true, and if you act now you will be acting hastily. All that I have learned I am prepared to place at your disposal. But I predict that the interference of Scotland Yard will be necessary before this enquiry is concluded. Therefore I suggest, since you have rejected my cooperation, that you obtain that of Detective Inspector Wessex, of the Criminal Investigation Department. In short, this is no one-man job. You will do yourself harm by jumping to conclusions, and cause unnecessary trouble to perfectly innocent people.

Is your statement concluded? asked the Inspector.

For the moment I have nothing to add.

Oh, I see. Very good. Then we can now get to business. Always with your permission, Mr. Harley.

He took his stand before the fireplace, very erect, and invested with his most official manner. Mrs. Camber watched him in a way that was pathetic. Camber seemed to be quite composed, although his face was unusually pale.

Now, Mr. Camber, said the Inspector, I find your answers to the questions which I have put to you very unsatisfactory.

I am sorry, said Colin Camber, quietly.

One moment, Inspector, interrupted Paul Harley, you have not warned Mr. Camber.

Thereupon the long-repressed wrath of Inspector Aylesbury burst forth.

Then I will warn you, sir! he shouted. One more word and you leave this house.

Yet I am going to venture on one more word, continued Harley, unperturbed. He turned to Colin Camber. I happen to be a member of the Bar, Mr. Camber, he said, although I rarely accept a brief. Have I your authority to act for you?

I am grateful, Mr. Harley, and I leave this unpleasant affair in your hands with every confidence.

Camber stood up, bowing formally.

The expression upon the inflamed face of Inspector Aylesbury was really indescribable, and recognizing his mental limitations, I was almost tempted to feel sorry for him. However, he did not lack self-confidence, and:

I suppose you have scored, Mr. Harley, he said, a certain hoarseness perceptible in his voice, but I know my duty and I am not afraid to perform it. Now, Mr. Camber, did you, or did you not, at about twelve oclock last night  

Warn the accused, murmured Harley.

Inspector Aylesbury uttered a choking sound, but:

I have to warn you, he said, that your answers may be used as evidence. I will repeat: Did you, or did you not, at about twelve oclock last night, shoot, with intent to murder, Colonel Juan Menendez?

Ysola Camber leapt up, clutching at her husbands arm as if to hold him back.

I did not, he replied, quietly.

Nevertheless, continued the Inspector, looking aggressively at Paul Harley whilst he spoke, I am going to detain you pending further enquiries.

Colin Camber inclined his head.

Very well, he said; you only do your duty.

The little fingers clutching his sleeve slowly relaxed, and Mrs. Camber, uttering a long sigh, sank in a swoon at his feet.

Ysola! Ysola! he muttered. Stooping he raised the child-like figure. If you will kindly open the door, Mr. Knox, he said, I will carry my wife to her room.

I sprang to the door and held it widely open.

Colin Camber, deadly pale, but holding his head very erect, walked in the direction of the hallway with his pathetic burden. Mis-reading the purpose written upon the stern white face, Inspector Aylesbury stepped forward.

Let someone else attend to Mrs. Camber, he cried, sharply. I wish you to remain here.

His detaining hand was already upon Cambers shoulder when Harleys arm shot out like a barrier across the Inspectors chest, and Colin Camber proceeded on his way. Momentarily, he glanced aside, and I saw that his eyes were unnaturally bright.

Thank you, Mr. Harley, he said, and carried his wife from the room.

Harley dropped his arm, and crossing, stood staring out of the window. Inspector Aylesbury ran heavily to the door.

Sergeant! he called, Sergeant! keep that man in sight. He must return here immediately.

I heard the sound of heavy footsteps following Cambers up the stairs, then Inspector Aylesbury turned, a bulky figure in the open doorway, and:

Now, Mr. Harley, said he, entering and reclosing the door, you are a barrister, I understand. Very well, then, I suppose you are aware that you have resisted and obstructed an officer of the law in the execution of his duty.

Paul Harley spun round upon his heel.

Is that a charge, he inquired, or merely a warning?

The two glared at one another for a moment, then:

From now onward, continued the Inspector, I am going to have no more trouble with you, Mr. Harley. In the first place, Ill have you looked up in the Law List; in the second place, I shall ask you to stick to your proper duties, and leave me to look after mine.

I have endeavoured from the outset, replied Harley, his good humour quite restored, to assist you in every way in my power. You have declined all my offers, and finally, upon the most flimsy evidence, you have detained a perfectly innocent man.

Oh, I see. A perfectly innocent man, eh?

Perfectly innocent, Inspector. There are so many points that you have overlooked. For instance, do you seriously suppose that Mr. Camber had been waiting up here night after night on the off-chance that Colonel Menendez would appear in the grounds of Crays Folly?

No, I dont. I have got that worked out.

Indeed? You interest me.

Mr. Camber has an accomplice at Crays Folly.

What? exclaimed Harley, and into his keen grey eyes crept a look of real interest.

He has an accomplice, repeated the Inspector. A certain witness was strangely reluctant to mention Mr. Cambers name. It was only after very keen examination that I got it at last. Now, Colonel Menendez had not retired last night, neither had a certain other party. That other party, sir, knows why Colonel Menendez was wandering about the garden at midnight.

At first, I think, this astonishing innuendo did not fully penetrate to my mind, but when it did so, it seemed to galvanize me. Springing up from the chair in which I had been seated:

You preposterous fool! I exclaimed, hotly.

It was the last straw. Inspector Aylesbury strode to the door and throwing it open once more, turned to me:

Be good enough to leave the house, Mr. Knox, he said. I am about to have it officially searched, and I will have no strangers present.

I think I could have strangled him with pleasure, but even in my rage I was not foolhardy enough to lay myself open to that of which the Inspector was quite capable at this moment.

Without another word I walked out of the study, took my hat and stick, and opening the front door, quitted the Guest House, from which I had thus a second time been dismissed ignominiously.

Appreciation of this fact, which came to me as I stepped into the porch, awakened my sense of humour  a gift truly divine which has saved many a man from desperation or worse. I felt like a schoolboy who had been turned out of a class-room, and I was glad that I could laugh at myself.

A constable was standing in the porch, and he looked at me suspiciously. No doubt he perceived something very sardonic in my merriment.

I walked out of the gate, before which a car was standing, and as I paused to light a cigarette I heard the door of the Guest House open and close. I glanced back, and there was Paul Harley coming to join me.

Now, Knox, he said, briskly, we have got our hands full.

My dear Harley, I am both angry and bewildered. Too angry and too bewildered to think clearly.

I can quite understand it. I should become homicidal if I were forced to submit for long to the company of Inspector Aylesbury. Of course, I had anticipated the arrest of Colin Camber, and I fear there is worse to come.

What do you mean, Harley?

I mean that failing the apprehension of the real murderer, I cannot see, at the moment, upon what the case for the defence is to rest.

But surely you demonstrated out there in the garden that he could not possibly have fired the shot?

Words, Knox, words. I could pick a dozen loopholes in my own argument. I had only hoped to defer the inevitable. I tell you, there is worse to come. Two things we must do at once.

What are they?

We must persuade the man on duty to allow us to examine the Tudor garden, and we must see the Chief Constable, whoever he may be, and prevail upon him to requisition the assistance of Scotland Yard. With Wessex in charge of the case I might have a chance. Whilst this disastrous man Aylesbury holds the keys there is none.

You heard what he said about Miss Beverley?

We were now walking rapidly along the high road, and Harley nodded.

I did, he said. I had expected it. He was inspired with this brilliant idea last night, and his ideas are too few to be lightly scrapped. If the Chief Constable is anything like the Inspector, what we are going to do heaven only knows.

I take it, Harley, that you are convinced of Colin Cambers innocence?

Harley did not answer for a moment, whereupon I glanced at him anxiously, then:

Colin Camber, he replied, is of so peculiar a type that I could not presume to say of what he is capable or is not capable. The most significant point in his favour is this: He is a man of unusual intellect. The planning of this cunning crime to such a man would have been childs play  childs play, Knox. But is it possible to believe that his genius would have failed him upon the most essential detail of all, namely, an alibi?

It is not.

Of course it is not. Which, continuing to regard Camber as an assassin, reduces us to the theory that the crime was committed in a moment of passion. This I maintain to be also impossible. It was no deed of impulse.

I agree with you.

Now, I believe that the enquiry is going to turn upon a very delicate point. If I am wrong in this, then perhaps I am wrong in my whole conception of the case. But have you considered the mass of evidence against Colin Camber?

I have, Harley, I replied, sadly, I have.

Think of all that we know, and which the Inspector does not know. Every single datum points in the same direction. No prosecution could ask for a more perfect case. Upon this fact I pin my hopes. Where an Aylesbury rushes in I fear to tread. The analogy with an angel was accidental, Knox! he added, smilingly. In other words, it is all too obvious. Yet I have failed once, Knox, failed disastrously, and it may be that in my anxiety to justify myself I am seeking for subtlety where no subtlety exists.


CHAPTER XXV. AYLESBURYS THEORY

There were strangers about Crays Folly and a sort of furtive activity, horribly suggestive. We had not pursued the circular route by the high road which would have brought us to the lodge, but had turned aside where the swing-gate opened upon a footpath into the meadows. It was the path which I had pursued upon the day of my visit to the Lavender Arms. A second private gate here gave access to the grounds at a point directly opposite the lake; and as we crossed the valley, making for the terraced lawns, I saw unfamiliar figures upon the veranda, and knew that the cumbersome processes of the law were already in motion.

I was longing to speak to Val Beverley and to learn what had taken place during her interview with Inspector Aylesbury, but Harley led the way toward the tower wing, and by a tortuous path through the rhododendrons we finally came out on the northeast front and in sight of the Tudor garden.

Harley crossed to the entrance, and was about to descend the steps, when the constable on duty there held out his arm.

Excuse me, sir, he said, but I have orders to admit no one to this part of the garden.

Oh, said Harley, pulling up short, but I am acting in this case. My name is Paul Harley.

Sorry, sir, replied the constable, but you will have to see Inspector Aylesbury.

My friend uttered an impatient exclamation, but, turning aside:

Very well, constable, he muttered; I suppose I must submit. Our friend, Aylesbury, he added to me, as we walked away, would appear to be a martinet as well as a walrus. At every step, Knox, he proves himself a tragic nuisance. This means waste of priceless time.

What had you hoped to do, Harley?

Prove my theory, he returned; but since every moment is precious, I must move in another direction.

He hurried on through the opening in the box hedge and into the courtyard. Manoel had just opened the doors to a sepulchral-looking person who proved to be the coroners officer, and:

Manoel! cried Harley, tell Carter to bring a car round at once.

Yes, sir.

I havent time to fetch my own, he explained.

Where are you off to?

I am off to see the Chief Constable, Knox. Aylesbury must be superseded at whatever cost. If the Chief Constable fails I shall not hesitate to go higher. I will get along to the garage. I dont expect to be more than an hour. Meanwhile, do your best to act as a buffer between Aylesbury and the women. You understand me?

Quite, I returned, shortly. But the task may prove no light one, Harley.

It wont, he assured me, smiling grimly. How you must regret, Knox, that we didnt go fishing!

With that he was off, eager-eyed and alert, the mood of dreamy abstraction dropped like a cloak discarded. He fully realized, as I did, that his unique reputation was at stake. I wondered, as I had wondered at the Guest House, whether, in undertaking to clear Colin Camber, he had acted upon sheer conviction, or, embittered by the death of his client, had taken a gamblers chance. It was unlike him to do so. But now beyond reach of that charm of manner which Colin Camber possessed, and discounting the pathetic sweetness of his girl-wife, I realized how black was the evidence against him.

Occupied with these, and even more troubled thoughts, I was making my way toward the library, undetermined how to act, when I saw Val Beverley coming along the corridor which communicated with Madame de Stämers room.

I read a welcome in her eyes which made my heart beat the faster.

Oh, Mr. Knox, she cried, I am so glad you have returned. Tell me all that has happened, for I feel in some way that I am responsible for it.

I nodded gravely.

You know, then, where Inspector Aylesbury went when he left here, after his interview with you?

She looked at me pathetically.

He went to the Guest House, of course.

Yes, I said; he was close behind us.

And  she hesitated Mr. Camber?

He has been detained.

Oh! she moaned. I could hate myself! Yet what could I say, what could I do?

Just tell me all about it, I urged. What were the Inspectors questions?

Well, explained the girl, he had evidently learned from someone, presumably one of the servants, that there was enmity between Mr. Camber and Colonel Menendez. He asked me if I knew of this, and of course I had to admit that I did. But when I told him that I had no idea of its cause, he did not seem to believe me.

No, I murmured. Any evidence which fails to dove-tail with his preconceived theories he puts down as a lie.

He seemed to have made up his mind for some reason, she continued, that I was intimately acquainted with Mr. Camber. Whereas, of course, I have never spoken to him in my life, although whenever he has passed me in the road he has always saluted me with quite delightful courtesy. Oh, Mr. Knox, it is horrible to think of this great misfortune coming to those poor people. She looked at me pleadingly. How did his wife take it?

Poor little girl, I replied, it was an awful blow.

I feel that I want to set out this very minute, declared Val Beverley, and go to her, and try to comfort her. Because I feel in my very soul that her husband is innocent. She is such a sweet little thing. I have wanted to speak to her since the very first time I ever saw her, but on the rare occasions when we have met in the village she has hurried past as though she were afraid of me. Mr. Harley surely knows that her husband is not guilty?

I think he does, I replied, but he may have great difficulty in proving it. And what else did Inspector Aylesbury wish to know?

How can I tell you? she said in a low voice; and biting her lip agitatedly she turned her head aside.

Perhaps I can guess.

Can you? she asked, looking at me quickly. Well, then, he seemed to attach a ridiculous importance to the fact that I had not retired last night at the time of the tragedy.

I know, said I, grimly. Another preconceived idea of his.

I told him the truth of the matter, which is surely quite simple, and at first I was unable to understand the nature of his suspicions. Then, after a time, his questions enlightened me. He finally suggested, quite openly, that I had not come down from my room to the corridor in which Madame de Stämer was lying, but had actually been there at the time!

In the corridor outside her room?

Yes. He seemed to think that I had just come in from the door near the end of the east wing and beside the tower, which opens into the shrubbery.

That you had just come in? I exclaimed. He thinks, then, that you had been out in the grounds?

Val Beverleys face had been very pale, but now she flushed indignantly, and glanced away from me as she replied:

He dared to suggest that I had been to keep an assignation.

The fool! I cried. The ignorant, impudent fool!

Oh, she declared, I felt quite ill with indignation. I am afraid I may regard Inspector Aylesbury as an enemy from now onward, for when I had recovered from the shock I told him very plainly what I thought about his intellect, or lack of it.

I am glad you did, I said, warmly. Before Inspector Aylesbury is through with this business I fancy he will know more about his limitations than he knows at present. The fact of the matter is that he is badly out of his depth, but is not man enough to acknowledge the fact even to himself.

She smiled at me pathetically.

Whatever should I have done if I had been alone? she said.

I was tempted to direct the conversation into a purely personal channel, but common sense prevailed, and:

Is Madame de Stämer awake? I asked.

Yes. The girl nodded. Dr. Rolleston is with her now.

And does she know?

Yes. She sent for me directly she awoke, and asked me.

And you told her?

How could I do otherwise? She was quite composed, wonderfully composed; and the way she heard the news was simply heroic. But here is Dr. Rolleston, coming now.

I glanced along the corridor, and there was the physician approaching briskly.

Good morning, Mr. Knox, he said.

Good morning, doctor. I hear that your patient is much improved?

Wonderfully so, he answered. She has enough courage for ten men. She wishes to see you, Mr. Knox, and to hear your account of the tragedy.

Do you think it would be wise?

I think it would be best.

Do you hold any hope of her permanently recovering the use of her limbs?

Dr. Rolleston shook his head doubtfully.

It may have only been temporary, he replied. These obscure nervous affections are very fickle. It is unsafe to make predictions. But mentally, at least, she is quite restored from the effects of last nights shock. You need apprehend no hysteria or anything of that nature, Mr. Knox.

Oh, I see, exclaimed a loud voice behind us.

We all three turned, and there was Inspector Aylesbury crossing the hall in our direction.

Good morning, Dr. Rolleston, he said, deliberately ignoring my presence. I hear that your patient is quite well again this morning?

She is much improved, returned the physician, dryly.

Then I can get her testimony, which is most important to my case?

She is somewhat better. If she cares to see you I do not forbid the interview.

Oh, thats good of you, doctor. He bowed to Miss Beverley. Perhaps, Miss, you would ask Madame de Stämer to see me for a few minutes.

Val Beverley looked at me appealingly then shrugged her shoulders, turned aside, and walked in the direction of Madame de Stämers door.

Well, said Dr. Rolleston, in his brisk way, shaking me by the hand, I must be getting along. Good morning, Mr. Knox. Good morning, Inspector Aylesbury.

He walked rapidly out to his waiting car. The presence of Inspector Aylesbury exercised upon Dr. Rolleston a similar effect to that which a red rag has upon a bull. As he took his departure, the Inspector drew out his pocket-book, and, humming gently to himself, began to consult certain entries therein, with a portentous air of reflection which would have been funny if it had not been so irritating.

Thus we stood when Val Beverley returned, and:

Madame de Stämer will see you, Inspector Aylesbury, she said, but wishes Mr. Knox to be present at the interview.

Oh, said the Inspector, lowering his chin, I see. Oh, very well.


CHAPTER XXVI. IN MADAMES ROOM

Madame de Stämers apartment was a large and elegant one. From the window-drapings, which were of some light, figured satiny material, to the bed-cover, the lampshades and the carpet, it was French. Faintly perfumed, and decorated with many bowls of roses, it reflected, in its ornaments, its pictures, its slender-legged furniture, the personality of the occupant. In a large, high bed, reclining amidst a number of silken pillows, lay Madame de Stämer. The theme of the room was violet and silver, and to this everything conformed. The toilet service was of dull silver and violet enamel. The mirrors and some of the pictures had dull silver frames, There was nothing tawdry or glittering. The bed itself, which I thought resembled a bed of state, was of the same dull silver, with a coverlet of delicate violet I hue. But Madames décolleté robe was trimmed with white fur, so that her hair, dressed high upon her head, seemed to be of silver, too.

Reclining there upon her pillows, she looked like some grande dame of that France which was swept away by the Revolution. Immediately above the dressing-table I observed a large portrait of Colonel Menendez dressed as I had imagined he should be dressed when I had first set eyes on him, in tropical riding kit, and holding a broad-brimmed hat in his hand. A strikingly handsome, arrogant figure he made, uncannily like the Velasquez in the library.

At the face of Madame de Stämer I looked long and searchingly. She had not neglected the art of the toilette. Blinds tempered the sunlight which flooded her room; but that, failing the service of rouge, Madame had been pale this morning, I perceived immediately. In some subtle way the night had changed her. Something was gone out of her face, and something come into it. I thought, and lived to remember the thought, that it was thus Marie Antoinette might have looked when they told her how the drums had rolled in the Place de la Revolution on that morning of the twenty-first of January.

Oh, M. Knox, she said, sadly, you are there, I see. Come and sit here beside me, my friend. Val, dear, remain. Is this Inspector Aylesbury who wishes to speak to me?

The Inspector, who had entered with all the confidence in the world, seemed to lose some of it in the presence of this grand lady, who was so little impressed by the dignity of his office.

She waved one slender hand in the direction of a violet brocaded chair.

Sit down, Monsieur linspecteur, she commanded, for it was rather a command than an invitation.

Inspector Aylesbury cleared his throat and sat down.

Ah, M. Knox! exclaimed Madame, turning to me with one of her rapid movements, is your friend afraid to face me, then? Does he think that he has failed? Does he think that I condemn him?

He knows that he has failed, Madame de Stämer, I replied, but his absence is due to the fact that at this hour he is hot upon the trail of the assassin.

What! she exclaimed, what!  and bending forward touched my arm. Tell me again! Tell me again!

He is following a clue, Madame de Stämer, which he hopes will lead to the truth.

Ah! if I could believe it would lead to the truth, she said. If I dared to believe this.

Why should it not?

She shook her head, smiling with such a resigned sadness that I averted my gaze and glanced across at Val Beverley who was seated on the opposite side of the bed.

If you knew  if you knew.

I looked again into the tragic face, and realized that this was an older woman than the brilliant hostess I had known. She sighed, shrugged, and:

Tell me, M. Knox, she continued, it was swift and merciful, eh?

Instantaneous, I replied, in a low voice.

A good shot? she asked, strangely.

A wonderful shot, I answered, thinking that she imposed unnecessary torture upon herself.

They say he must be taken away, M. Knox, but I reply: not until I have seen him.

Madame, began Val Beverley, gently.

Ah, my dear! Madame de Stämer, without looking at the speaker, extended one hand in her direction, the fingers characteristically curled. You do not know me. Perhaps it is a good job. You are a man, Mr. Knox, and men, especially men who write, know more of women than they know of themselves, is it not so? You will understand that I must see him again?

Madame de Stämer, I said, your courage is almost terrible.

She shrugged her shoulders.

I am not proud to be brave, my friend. The animals are brave, but many cowards are proud. Listen again. He suffered no pain, you think?

None, Madame de Stämer.

So Dr. Rolleston assures me. He died in his sleep? You do not think he was awake, eh?

Most certainly he was not awake.

It is the best way to die, she said, simply. Yet he, who was brave and had faced death many times, would have counted it  she snapped her white fingers, glancing across the room to where Inspector Aylesbury, very subdued, sat upon the brocaded chair twirling his cap between his hands. And now, Inspector Aylesbury, she asked, what is it you wish me to tell you?

Well, Madame, began the Inspector, and stood up, evidently in an endeavour to recover his dignity, but:

Sit down, Mr. Inspector! I beg of you be seated, cried Madame. I will not be questioned by one who stands. And if you were to walk about I should shriek.

He resumed his seat, clearing his throat nervously.

Very well, Madame, he continued, I have come to you particularly for information respecting a certain Mr. Camber.

Oh, yes, said Madame.

Her vibrant voice was very low.

You know him, no doubt?

I have never met him.

What? exclaimed the Inspector.

Madame shrugged and glanced at me eloquently.

Well, he continued, this gets more and more funny. I am told by Pedro, the butler, that Colonel Menendez looked upon Mr. Camber as an enemy, and Miss Beverley, here, admitted that it was true. Yet although he was an enemy, nobody ever seems to have spoken to him, and he swears that he had never spoken to Colonel Menendez.

Yes? said Madame, listlessly, is that so?

It is so, Madame, and now you tell me that you have never met him.

I did tell you so, yes.

His wife, then?

I never met his wife, said Madame, rapidly.

But it is a fact that Colonel Menendez regarded him as an enemy?

It is a fact-yes.

Ah, now we are coming to it. What was the cause of this?

I cannot tell you.

Do you mean that you dont know?

I mean that I cannot tell you.

Oh, said the Inspector, blankly, I see. Thats not helping me very much, is it?

No, it is no help, said Madame, twirling a ring upon her finger.

The Inspector cleared his throat again, then:

There had been other attempts, I believe, at assassination? he asked.

Madame nodded.

Several.

Did you witness any of these?

None of them.

But you know that they took place?

Juan  Colonel Menendez  had told me so.

And he suspected that there was someone lurking about this house?

Yes.

Also, someone broke in?

There were doors unfastened, and a great disturbance, so I suppose someone must have done so.

I wondered if he would refer to the bat wing nailed to the door, but he had evidently decided that this clue was without importance, nor did he once refer to the aspect of the case which concerned Voodoo. He possessed a sort of mulish obstinacy, and was evidently determined to use no scrap of information which he had obtained from Paul Harley.

Now, Madame, said he, you heard the shot fired last night?

I did.

It woke you up?

I was already awake.

Oh, I see: you were awake?

I was awake.

Where did you think the sound came from?

From back yonder, beyond the east wing.

Beyond the east wing? muttered Inspector Aylesbury. Now, let me see. He turned ponderously in his chair, gazing out of the windows. We look out on the south here? You say the sound of the shot came from the east?

So it seemed to me.

Oh. This piece of information seemed badly to puzzle him. And what then?

I was so startled that I ran to the door before I remembered that I could not walk.

She glanced aside at me with a tired smile, and laid her hand upon my arm in an oddly caressing way, as if to say, He is so stupid; I should not have expressed myself in that way.

Truly enough the Inspector misunderstood, for:

I dont follow what you mean, Madame, he declared. You say you forgot that you could not walk?

No, no, I expressed myself wrongly, Madame replied in a weary voice. The fright, the terror, gave me strength to stagger to the door, and there I fell and swooned.

Oh, I see. You speak of fright and terror. Were these caused by the sound of the shot?

For some reason my cousin believed himself to be in peril, explained Madame. He went in dread of assassination, you understand? Very well, he caused me to feel this dread, also. When I heard the shot, something told me, something told me that she paused, and suddenly placing her hands before her face, added in a whisper that it had come.

Val Beverley was watching Madame de Stämer anxiously, and the fact that she was unfit to undergo further examination was so obvious that any other than an Inspector Aylesbury would have withdrawn. The latter, however, seemed now to be glued to his chair, and:

Oh, I see, he said; and now theres another point: Have you any idea what took Colonel Menendez out into the grounds last night?

Madame de Stämer lowered her hands and gazed across at the speaker.

What is that, Monsieur linspecteur?

Well, you dont think he might have gone out to talk to someone?

To someone? To what one? demanded Madame, scornfully.

Well, it isnt natural for a man to go walking about the garden at midnight, when hes unwell, is it? Not alone. But if there was a lady in the case he might go.

A lady? said Madame, softly. Yes  continue.

Well, resumed the Inspector, deceived by the soft voice, the young lady sitting beside you was still wearing her evening dress when I arrived here last night. I found that out, although she didnt give me a chance to see her.

His words had an effect more dramatic than he could have foreseen.

Madame de Stämer threw her arm around Val Beverley, and hugged her so closely to her side that the girls curly brown head was pressed against Madames shoulder. Thus holding her, she sat rigidly upright, her strange, still eyes glaring across the room at Inspector Aylesbury. Her whole pose was instinct with challenge, with defiance, and in that moment I identified the illusive memory which the eyes of Madame so often had conjured up in my mind.

Once, years before, I had seen a wounded tigress standing over her cubs, a beautiful, fearless creature, blazing defiance with dying eyes upon those who had destroyed her, the mother-instinct supreme to the last; for as she fell to rise no more she had thrown her paw around the cowering cubs. It was not in shape, nor in colour, but in expression and in their stillness, that the eyes of Madame de Stämer resembled the eyes of the tigress.

Oh, Madame, Madame, moaned the girl, how dare he!

Ah! Madame de Stämer raised her head yet higher, a royal gesture, that unmoving stare set upon the face of the discomfited Inspector Aylesbury. Leave my apartment. Her left hand shot out dramatically in the direction of the door, but even yet the fingers remained curled. Stupid, gross fool!

Inspector Aylesbury stood up, his face very flushed.

I am only doing my duty, Madame, he said.

Go, go! commanded Madame, I insist that you go!

Convulsively she held Val Beverley to her side, and although I could not see the girls face, I knew that she was weeping.

Those implacable flaming eyes followed with their stare the figure of the Inspector right to the doorway, for he essayed no further speech, but retired.

I, also, rose, and:

Madame de Stämer, I said, speaking, I fear, very unnaturally, I love your spirit.

She threw back her head, smiling up at me. I shall never forget that look, nor shall I attempt to portray all which it conveyed  for I know I should fail.

My friend! she said, and extended her hand to be kissed.


CHAPTER XXVII. AN INSPIRATION

Inspector Aylesbury had disappeared when I came out of the hall, but Pedro was standing there to remind me of the fact that I had not breakfasted. I realized that despite all tragic happenings, I was ravenously hungry, and accordingly I agreed to his proposal that I should take breakfast on the south veranda, as on the previous morning.

To the south veranda accordingly I made my way, rather despising myself because I was capable of hunger at such a time and amidst such horrors. The daily papers were on my table, for Carter drove into Market Hilton every morning to meet the London train which brought them down; but I did not open any of them.

Pedro waited upon me in person. I could see that the man was pathetically anxious to talk. Accordingly, when he presently brought me a fresh supply of hot rolls:

This has been a dreadful blow to you, Pedro? I said.

Dreadful, sir, he returned; fearful. I lose a splendid master, I lose my place, and I am far, far from home.

You are from Cuba?

Yes, yes. I was with Señor the Colonel Don Juan in Cuba.

And do you know anything of the previous attempts which had been made upon his life, Pedro?

Nothing, sir. Nothing at all.

But the bat wing, Pedro?

He looked at me in a startled way.

Yes, sir, he replied. I found it pinned to the door here.

And what did you think it meant?

I thought it was a joke, sir  not a nice joke  by someone who knew Cuba.

You know the meaning of Bat Wing, then?

It is Obeah. I have never seen it before, but I have heard of it.

And what did you think? said I, proceeding with my breakfast.

I thought it was meant to frighten.

But who did you think had done it?

I had heard Señor Don Juan say that Mr. Camber hated him, so I thought perhaps he had sent someone to do it.

But why should Mr. Camber have hated the Colonel?

I cannot say, sir. I wish I could tell.

Was your master popular in the West Indies? I asked.

Well, sir Pedro hesitated perhaps not so well liked.

No, I said. I had gathered as much.

The man withdrew, and I continued my solitary meal, listening to the song of the skylarks, and thinking how complex was human existence, compared with any other form of life beneath the sun.

How to employ my time until Harley should return I knew not. Common delicacy dictated an avoidance of Val Beverley until she should have recovered from the effect of Inspector Aylesburys gross insinuations, and I was curiously disinclined to become involved in the gloomy formalities which ensue upon a crime of violence. Nevertheless, I felt compelled to remain within call, realizing that there might be unpleasant duties which Pedro could not perform, and which must therefore devolve upon Val Beverley.

I lighted my pipe and walked out on to the sloping lawn. A gardener was at work with a big syringe, destroying a patch of weeds which had appeared in one corner of the velvet turf. He looked up in a sort of startled way as I passed, bidding me good morning, and then resuming his task. I thought that this mans activities were symbolic of the way of the world, in whose eternal progression one poor human life counts as nothing.

Presently I came in sight of that door which opened into the rhododendron shrubbery, the door by which Colonel Menendez had come out to meet his death. His bedroom was directly above, and as I picked my way through the closely growing bushes, which at an earlier time I had thought to be impassable, I paused in the very shadow of the tower and glanced back and upward. I could see the windows of the little smoke-room in which we had held our last interview with Menendez; and I thought of the shadow which Harley had seen upon the blind. I was unable to disguise from myself the fact that when Inspector Aylesbury should learn of this occurrence, as presently he must do, it would give new vigour to his ridiculous and unpleasant suspicions.

I passed on, and considering the matter impartially, found myself faced by the questions  Whose was the shadow which Harley had seen upon the blind? And with what purpose did Colonel Menendez leave the house at midnight?

Somnambulism might solve the second riddle, but to the first I could find no answer acceptable to my reason. And now, pursuing my aimless way, I presently came in sight of a gable of the Guest House. I could obtain a glimpse of the hut which had once been Colin Cambers workroom. The window, through which Paul Harley had stared so intently, possessed sliding panes. These were closed, and a ray of sunlight, striking upon the glass, produced, because of an over-leaning branch which crossed the top of the window, an effect like that of a giant eye glittering evilly through the trees. I could see a constable moving about in the garden. Ever and anon the sun shone upon the buttons of his tunic.

By such steps my thoughts led me on to the pathetic figure of Ysola Camber. Save for the faithful Ah Tsong she was alone in that house to which tragedy had come unbidden, unforeseen. I doubted if she had a woman friend in all the countryside. Doubtless, I reflected, the old housekeeper, to whom she had referred, would return as speedily as possible, but pending the arrival of someone to whom she could confide all her sorrows, I found it almost impossible to contemplate the loneliness of the tragic little figure.

Such was my mental state, and my thoughts were all of compassion, when suddenly, like a lurid light, an inspiration came to me.

I had passed out from the shadow of the tower and was walking in the direction of the sentinel yews when this idea, dreadfully complete, leapt to my mind. I pulled up short, as though hindered by a palpable barrier. Vague musings, evanescent theories, vanished like smoke, and a ghastly, consistent theory of the crime unrolled itself before me, with all the cold logic of truth.

My God! I groaned aloud, I see it all. I see it all.


CHAPTER XXVIII. MY THEORY OF THE CRIME

The afternoon was well advanced before Paul Harley returned.

So deep was my conviction that I had hit upon the truth, and so well did my theory stand every test which I could apply to it, that I felt disinclined for conversation with any one concerned in the tragedy until I should have submitted the matter to the keen analysis of Harley. Upon the sorrow of Madame de Stämer I naturally did not intrude, nor did I seek to learn if she had carried out her project of looking upon the dead man.

About mid-day the body was removed, after which an oppressive and awesome stillness seemed to descend upon Crays Folly.

Inspector Aylesbury had not returned from his investigations at the Guest House, and learning that Miss Beverley was remaining with Madame de Stämer, I declined to face the ordeal of a solitary luncheon in the dining room, and merely ate a few sandwiches, walking over to the Lavender Arms for a glass of Mrs. Woottons excellent ale.

Here I found the bar-parlour full of local customers, and although a heated discussion was in progress as I opened the door, silence fell upon my appearance. Mrs. Wootton greeted me sadly.

Ah, sir, she said, as she placed a mug before me; of course youve heard?

I have, madam, I replied, perceiving that she did not know me to be a guest at Crays Folly.

Well, well! She shook her head. It had to come, with all these foreign folk about.

She retired to some sanctum at the rear of the bar, and I drank my beer amid one of those silences which sometimes descend upon such a gathering when a stranger appears in its midst. Not until I moved to depart was this silence broken, then:

Ah, well, said an old fellow, evidently a farm-hand, we know now why he was priming of hisself with the drink, we do.

Aye! came a growling chorus.

I came out of the Lavender Arms full of a knowledge that so far as Mid-Hatton was concerned, Colin Camber was already found guilty.

I had hoped to see something of Val Beverley on my return, but she remained closeted with Madame de Stämer, and I was left in loneliness to pursue my own reflections, and to perfect that theory which had presented itself to my mind.

In Harleys absence I had taken it upon myself to give an order to Pedro to the effect that no reporters were to be admitted; and in this I had done well. So quickly does evil news fly that, between mid-day and the hour of Harleys return, no fewer than five reporters, I believe, presented themselves at Crays Folly. Some of the more persistent continued to haunt the neighbourhood, and I had withdrawn to the deserted library, in order to avoid observation, when I heard a car draw up in the courtyard, and a moment later heard Harley asking for me.

I hurried out to meet him, and as I appeared at the door of the library:

Hullo, Knox, he called, running up the steps. Any developments?

No actual development? I replied, except that several members of the Press have been here.

You told them nothing? he asked, eagerly.

No; they were not admitted.

Good, good, he muttered.

I had expected you long before this, Harley.

Naturally, he said, with a sort of irritation. I have been all the way to Whitehall and back.

To Whitehall! What, you have been to London?

I had half anticipated it, Knox. The Chief Constable, although quite a decent fellow, is a stickler for routine. On the strength of those facts which I thought fit to place before him he could see no reason for superseding Aylesbury. Accordingly, without further waste of time, I headed straight for Whitehall. You may remember a somewhat elaborate report which I completed upon the eve of our departure from Chancery Lane?

I nodded.

A very thankless job for the Home Office, Knox. But I received my reward to-day. Inspector Wessex has been placed in charge of the case and I hope he will be down here within the hour. Pending his arrival I am tied hand and foot.

We had walked into the library, and, stopping, suddenly, Harley stared me very hard in the face.

You are bottling something up, Knox, he declared. Out with it. Has Aylesbury distinguished himself again?

No, I replied; on the contrary. He interviewed Madame de Stämer, and came out with a flea in his ear.

Good, said Harley, smiling. A clever woman, and a woman of spirit, Knox.

You are right, I replied, and you are also right in supposing that I have a communication to make to you.

Ah, I thought so. What is it?

It is a theory, Harley, which appears to me to cover the facts of the case.

Indeed? said he, continuing to stare at me. And what inspired it?

I was staring up at the window of the smoke-room to-day, and I remembered the shadow which you had seen upon the blind.

Yes? he cried, eagerly; and does your theory explain that, too?

It does, Harley.

Then I am all anxiety to hear it.

Very well, then, I will endeavour to be brief. Do you recollect Miss Beverleys story of the unfamiliar footsteps which passed her door on several occasions?

Perfectly.

You recollect that you, yourself, heard someone crossing the hall, and that both of us heard a door close?

We did.

And finally you saw the shadow of a woman upon the blind of the Colonels private study. Very well. Excluding the preposterous theory of Inspector Aylesbury, there is no woman in Crays Folly whose footsteps could possibly have been heard in that corridor, and whose shadow could possibly have been seen upon the blind of Colonel Menendezs room.

I agree, said Harley, quietly. I have definitely eliminated all the servants from the case. Therefore, proceed, Knox, I am all attention.

I will do so. There is a door on the south side of the house, close to the tower and opening into the rhododendron shrubbery. This was the door used by Colonel Menendez in his somnambulistic rambles, according to his own account. Now, assuming his statement to have been untrue in one particular, that is, assuming he was not walking in his sleep, but was fully awake

Eh? exclaimed Harley, his expression undergoing a subtle change. Do you think his statement was untrue?

According to my theory, Harley, his statement was untrue, in this particular, at least. But to proceed: Might he not have employed this door to admit a nocturnal visitor?

It is feasible, muttered Harley, watching me closely.

For the Colonel to descend to this side door when the household was sleeping, I continued, and to admit a woman secretly to Crays Folly, would have been a simple matter. Indeed, on the occasions of these visits he might even have unbolted the door himself after Pedro had bolted it, in order to enable her to enter without his descending for the purpose of admitting her.

By heavens! Knox, said Harley, I believe you have it!

His eyes were gleaming excitedly, and I proceeded:

Hence the footsteps which passed Miss Beverleys door, hence the shadow which you saw upon the blind; and the sounds which you detected in the hall were caused, of course, by this woman retiring. It was the door leading into the shrubbery which we heard being closed!

Continue, said Harley; although I can plainly see to what this is leading.

You can see, Harley? I cried; of course you can see! The enmity between Camber and Menendez is understandable at last.

You mean that Menendez was Mrs. Cambers lover?

Dont you agree with me?

It is feasible, Knox, dreadfully feasible. But go on.

My theory also explains Colin Cambers lapse from sobriety. It is legitimate to suppose that his wife, who was a Cuban, had been intimate with Menendez before her meeting with Camber. Perhaps she had broken the tie at the time of her marriage, but this is mere supposition. Then, her old lover, his infatuation by no means abated, leases the property adjoining that of his successful rival.

Knox! exclaimed Paul Harley, this is brilliant. I am all impatience for the dénouement.

It is coming, I said, triumphantly. Relations are reëstablished, clandestinely. Colin Camber learns of these. A passionate quarrel ensues, resulting in a long drinking bout designed to drown his sorrows. His love for his wife is so great that he has forgiven her this infidelity. Accordingly, she has promised to see her lover no more. Hers was the figure which you saw outlined upon the blind on the night before the tragedy, Harley! The gestures, which you described as those of despair, furnish evidence to confirm my theory. It was a final meeting!

Hm, muttered Harley. It would be taking big chances, because we have to suppose, Knox, that these visits to Crays Folly were made whilst her husband was at work in the study. If he had suddenly decided to turn in, all would have been discovered.

True, I agreed, but is it impossible?

No, not a bit. Women are dreadful gamblers. But continue, Knox.

Very well. Colonel Menendez has refused to accept his dismissal, and Mrs. Camber had been compelled to promise, without necessarily intending to carry out the promise, that she would see him again on the following night. She failed to come; whereupon he, growing impatient, walked out into the grounds of Crays Folly to look for her. She may even have intended to come and have been intercepted by her husband. But in any event, the latter, seeing the man who had wronged him, standing out there in the moonlight, found temptation to be too strong. On the whole, I favour the idea that he had intercepted his wife, and snatching up a rifle, had actually gone out into the garden with the intention of shooting Menendez.

I see, murmured Harley in a low voice. This hypothesis, Knox, does not embrace the Bat Wing episodes.

If Menendez has lied upon one point, I returned, it is permissible to suppose that his entire story was merely a tissue of falsehood.

I see. But why did he bring me to Crays Folly?

Dont you understand, Harley? I cried, excitedly. He really feared for his life, since he knew that Camber had discovered the intrigue.

Paul Harley heaved a long sigh.

I must congratulate you, Knox, he said, gravely, upon a really splendid contribution to my case. In several particulars I find myself nearer to the truth. But the definite establishment or shattering of your theory rests upon one thing.

Whats that? I asked. You are surely not thinking of the bat wing nailed upon the door?

Not at all, he replied. I am thinking of the seventh yew tree from the northeast corner of the Tudor garden.


CHAPTER XXIX. A LEE-ENFIELD RIFLE

What reply I should have offered to this astonishing remark I cannot say, but at that moment the library door burst open unceremoniously, and outlined against the warmly illuminated hall, where sunlight poured down through the dome, I beheld the figure of Inspector Aylesbury.

Ah! he cried, loudly, so you have come back, Mr. Harley? I thought you had thrown up the case.

Did you? said Harley, smilingly. No, I am still persevering in my ineffectual way.

Oh, I see. And have you quite convinced yourself that Colin Camber is innocent?

In one or two particulars my evidence remains incomplete.

Oh, in one or two particulars, eh? But generally speaking you dont doubt his innocence?

I dont doubt it for a moment.

Harleys words surprised me. I recognized, of course, that he might merely be bluffing the Inspector, but it was totally alien to his character to score a rhetorical success at the expense of what he knew to be the truth; and so sure was I of the accuracy of my deductions that I no longer doubted Colin Camber to be the guilty man.

At any rate, continued the Inspector, he is in detention, and likely to remain there. If you are going to defend him at the Assizes, I dont envy you your job, Mr. Harley.

He was blatantly triumphant, so that the fact was evident enough that he had obtained some further piece of evidence which he regarded as conclusive.

I have detained the man Ah Tsong as well, he went on. He was an accomplice of your innocent friend, Mr. Harley.

Was he really? murmured Harley.

Finally, continued the Inspector, I have only to satisfy myself regarding the person who lured Colonel Menendez out into the grounds last night, to have my case complete.

I turned aside, unable to trust myself, but Harley remarked quite coolly:

Your industry is admirable, Inspector Aylesbury, but I seem to perceive that you have made a very important discovery of some kind.

Ah, you have got wind of it, have you?

I have no information on the point, replied Harley, but your manner urges me to suggest that perhaps success has crowned your efforts?

It has, replied the Inspector. I am a man that doesnt do things by halves. I didnt content myself with just staring out of the window of that little hut in the grounds of the Guest House, like you did, Mr. Harley, and saying twice one are two  I looked at every book on the shelves, and at every page of those books.

You must have materially added to your information?

Ah, very likely, but my enquiries didnt stop there. I had the floor up.

The floor of the hut?

The floor of the hut, sir. The planks were quite loose. I had satisfied myself that it was a likely hiding place.

What did you find there, a dead rat?

Inspector Aylesbury turned, and:

Sergeant Butler, he called.

The sergeant came forward from the hall, carrying a cricket bag. This Inspector Aylesbury took from him, placing it upon the floor of the library at his feet.

New, sir, said he, I borrowed this bag in which to bring the evidence away  the hanging evidence which I discovered beneath the floor of the hut.

I had turned again, when the man had referred to his discovery; and now, glancing at Harley, I saw that his face had grown suddenly very stern.

Show me your evidence, Inspector? he asked, shortly.

There can be no objection, returned the Inspector.

Opening the bag, he took out a rifle!

Paul Harleys hands were thrust in his coat pockets, By the movement of the cloth I could see that he had clenched his fists. Here was confirmation of my theory!

A Service rifle, said the Inspector, triumphantly, holding up the weapon. A Lee-Enfield charger-loader. It contains four cartridges, three undischarged, and one discharged. He had not even troubled to eject it.

The Inspector dropped the weapon into the bag with a dramatic movement.

Fancy theories about bat wings and Voodoos, he said, scornfully, may satisfy you, Mr. Harley, but I think this rifle will prove more satisfactory to the Coroner.

He picked up the bag and walked out of the library.

Harley stood posed in a curiously rigid way, looking after him. Even when the door had closed he did not change his position at once. Then, turning slowly, he walked to an armchair and sat down.

Harley, I said, hesitatingly, has this discovery surprised you?

Surprised me? he returned in a low voice. It has appalled me.

Then, although you seemed to regard my theory as sound, I continued rather resentfully, all the time you continued to believe Colin Camber to be innocent?

I believe so still.

What?

I thought we had determined, Knox, he said, wearily, that a man of Cambers genius, having decided upon murder, must have arranged for an unassailable alibi. Very well. Are we now to leap to the other end of the scale, and to credit him with such utter stupidity as to place hanging evidence where it could not fail to be discovered by the most idiotic policeman? Preserve your balance, Knox. Theories are wild horses. They run away with us. I know that of old, for which very reason I always avoid speculation until I have a solid foundation of fact upon which to erect it.

But, my dear fellow, I cried, was Camber to foresee that the floor of the hut would be taken up?

Harley sighed, and leaned back in his chair.

Do you recollect your first meeting with this man, Knox?

Perfectly.

What occurred?

He was slightly drunk.

Yes, but what was the nature of his conversation?

He suggested that I had recognized his resemblance to Edgar Allan Poe.

Quite. What had led him to make this suggestion?

The manner in which I had looked at him, I suppose.

Exactly. Although not quite sober, from a mere glance he was able to detect what you were thinking. Do you wish me to believe, Knox, that this same man had not foreseen what the police would think when Colonel Menendez was found shot within a hundred yards of the garden of the Guest House?

I was somewhat taken aback, for Harleys argument was strictly logical, and:

It is certainly very puzzling, I admitted.

Puzzling! he exclaimed; it is maddening. This case is like a Syrian village-mound. Stratum lies under stratum, and in each we meet with evidence of more refined activity than in the last. It seems we have yet to go deeper.

He took out his pipe and began to fill it.

Tell me about the interview with Madame de Stämer, he directed.

I took a seat facing him, and he did not once interrupt me throughout my account of Inspector Aylesburys examination of Madame.

Good, he commented, when I had told how the Inspector was dismissed. But at least, Knox, he has a working theory, to which he sticks like an express to the main line, whereas I find myself constantly called upon to readjust my perspective. Directly I can enjoy freedom of movement, however, I shall know whether my hypothesis is a house of cards or a serviceable structure.

Your hypothesis? I said. Then you really have a theory which is entirely different from mine?

Not entirely different, Knox, merely not so comprehensive. I have contented myself thus far with a negative theory, if I may so express it.

Negative theory?

Exactly. We are dealing, my dear fellow, with a case of bewildering intricacies. For the moment I have focussed upon one feature only.

What is that?

Upon proving that Colin Camber did not do the murder.

Did not do it?

Precisely, Knox. Respecting the person or persons who did do it, I had preserved a moderately open mind, up to the moment that Inspector Aylesbury entered the library with the Lee-Enfield.

And then? I said, eagerly.

Then, he replied, I began to think hard. However, since I practise what I preach, or endeavour to do so, I must not permit myself to speculate upon this aspect of the matter until I have tested my theory of Cambers innocence.

In other words, I said, bitterly, although you encouraged me to unfold my ideas regarding Mrs. Camber, you were merely laughing at me all the time!

My dear Knox! exclaimed Harley, jumping up impulsively, please dont be unjust. Is it like me? On the contrary, Knox  he looked me squarely in the eyes you have given me a platform on which already I have begun to erect one corner of a theory of the crime. Without new facts I can go no further. But this much at least you have done.

Thanks, Harley, I murmured, and indeed I was gratified; but where do your other corners rest?

They rest, he said, slowly, they rest, respectively, upon a bat wing, a yew tree, and a Lee-Enfield charger-loader.


CHAPTER XXX. THE SEVENTH YEW TREE

Detective-Inspector Wessex arrived at about five oclock; a quiet, resourceful man, highly competent, and having the appearance of an ex-soldier. His respect for the attainments of Paul Harley alone marked him a student of character. I knew Wessex well, and was delighted when Pedro showed him into the library.

Thank God you are here, Wessex, said Harley, when we had exchanged greetings. At last I can move. Have you seen the local officer in charge?

No, replied the Inspector, but I gather that I have been requisitioned over his head.

You have, said Harley, grimly, and over the head of the Chief Constable, too. But I suppose it is unfair to condemn a man for the shortcoming with which nature endowed him, therefore we must endeavour to let Inspector Aylesbury down as lightly as possible. I have an idea that I heard him return a while ago.

He walked out into the hall to make enquiries, and a few moments later I heard Inspector Aylesburys voice.

Ah, there you are, Inspector Aylesbury, said Harley, cheerily. Will you please step into the library for a moment?

The Inspector entered, frowning heavily, followed by my friend.

There is no earthly reason why we should get at loggerheads over this business, Harley continued; but the fact of the matter is, Inspector Aylesbury, that there are depths in this case to which neither you nor I have yet succeeded in penetrating. You have a reputation to consider, and so have I. Therefore I am sure you will welcome the cooperation of Detective-Inspector Wessex of Scotland Yard, as I do.

Whats this, whats this? said Aylesbury. I have made no application to London.

Nevertheless, Inspector, it is quite in order, declared Wessex. I have my instructions here, and I have reported to Market Hilton already. You see, the man you have detained is an American citizen.

What of that?

Well, he seems to have communicated with his Embassy. Wessex glanced significantly at Paul Harley. And the Embassy communicated with the Home Office. You mustnt regard my arrival as any reflection on your ability, Inspector Aylesbury. I am sure we can work together quite agreeably.

Oh, muttered the other, in evident bewilderment, I see. Well, if thats the way of it, I suppose we must make the best of things.

Good, cried Wessex, heartily. Now perhaps you would like to state your case against the detained man?

A sound idea, Wessex, said Paul Harley. But perhaps, Inspector Aylesbury, before you begin, you would be good enough to speak to the constable on duty at the entrance to the Tudor garden. I am anxious to take another look at the spot where the body was found.

Inspector Aylesbury took out his handkerchief and blew his nose loudly, continuing throughout the operation to glare at Paul Harley, and finally:

You are wasting your time, Mr. Harley, he declared, as Detective-Inspector Wessex will be the first to admit when I have given him the facts of my case. Nevertheless, if you want to examine the garden, do so by all means.

He turned without another word and stamped out of the library across the hall and into the courtyard.

I will join you again in a few minutes, Wessex, said Paul Harley, following.

Very good, Mr. Harley, Wessex answered. I know you wouldnt have had me down if the case had been as simple as he seems to think it is.

I joined Harley, and we walked together up the gravelled path, meeting Inspector Aylesbury and the constable returning.

Go ahead, Mr. Harley! cried the Inspector. If you can find any stronger evidence than the rifle, I shall be glad to take a look at it.

Harley nodded good-humouredly, and together we descended the steps to the sunken garden. I was intensely curious respecting the investigation which Harley had been so anxious to make here, for I recognized that it was associated with something which he had seen from the window of Cambers hut.

He walked along the moss-grown path to the sun-dial, and stood for a moment looking down at the spot where Menendez had lain. Then he stared up the hill toward the Guest House; and finally, directing his attention to the yews which lined the sloping bank:

One, two, three, four, he counted, checking them with his fingers five, six, seven.

He mounted the bank and began to examine the trunk of one of the trees, whilst I watched him in growing astonishment.

Presently he turned and looked down at me.

Not a trace, Knox, he murmured; not a trace. Let us try again.

He moved along to the yew adjoining that which he had already inspected, but presently shook his head and passed to the next. Then:

Ah! he cried. Come here, Knox!

I joined him where he was kneeling, staring at what I took to be a large nail, or bolt, protruding from the bark of the tree.

You see! he exclaimed, you see!

I stooped, in order to examine the thing more closely, and as I did so, I realized what it was. It was the bullet which had killed Colonel Menendez!

Harley stood upright, his face slightly flushed and his eyes very bright.

We shall not attempt to remove it, Knox, he said. The depth of penetration may have a tale to tell. The wood of the yew tree is one of the toughest British varieties.

But, Harley, I said, blankly, as we descended to the path, this is merely another point for the prosecution of Camber. Unless  I turned to him in sudden excitement, the bullet was of different

No, no, he murmured, nothing so easy as that, Knox. The bullet was fired from a Lee-Enfield beyond doubt.

I stared at him uncomprehendingly.

Then I am utterly out of my depth, Harley. It, appears to me that the case against Camber is finally and fatally complete. Only the motive remains to be discovered, and I flatter myself that I have already detected this.

I am certainly inclined to think, admitted Harley, that there is a good deal in your theory.

Then, Harley, I said in bewilderment, you do believe that Camber committed the murder?

On the contrary, he replied, I am certain that he did not.

I stood quite still.

You are certain? I began.

I told you that the test of my theory, Knox, was to be looked for in the seventh yew from the northeast corner of the Tudor garden, did I not?

You did. And it is there. A bullet fired from a Lee-Enfield rifle; beyond any possible shadow of doubt the bullet which killed Colonel Menendez.

Beyond any possible shadow of doubt, as you say, Knox, the bullet which killed Colonel Menendez.

Therefore Camber is guilty?

On the contrary, therefore Camber is innocent!

What!

You are persistently overlooking one little point, Knox, said Harley, mounting the steps on to the gravel path. I spoke of the seventh yew tree from the northeast corner of the garden.

Well?

Well, my dear fellow, surely you observed that the bullet was embedded in the ninth?

I was still groping for the significance of this point when, re-crossing the hall, we entered the library again, to find Inspector Aylesbury posed squarely before the mantelpiece stating his case to Wessex.

You see, he was saying, in his most oratorical manner, as we entered, every little detail fits perfectly into place. For instance, I find that a woman, called Mrs. Powis, who for the past two years had acted as housekeeper at the Guest House and never taken a holiday, was sent away recently to her married daughter in London. See what that means? Her room is at the back of the house, and her evidence would have been fatal. Ah Tsong, of course, is a liar. I made up my mind about that the moment I clapped eyes on him. Mrs. Camber is the only innocent party. She was asleep in the front of the house when the shot was fired, and I believe her when she says that she cannot swear to the matter of distance.

A very interesting case, Inspector, said Wessex, glancing at Harley. I have not examined the body yet, but I understand that it was a clean wound through the head.

The bullet entered at the juncture of the nasal and frontal bones, explained Harley, rapidly, and it came out between the base of the occipital and first cervical. Without going into unpleasant surgical details, the wound was a perfectly straight one. There was no ricochet.

I understand that a regulation rifle was used?

Yes, said Inspector Aylesbury; we have it.

And at what range did you say, Inspector?

Roughly, a hundred yards.

Possibly less, murmured Harley.

Hundred yards or less, said Wessex, musingly; and the obstruction met with in the case of a man shot in that way would be He looked towards Paul Harley.

Less than if the bullet had struck the skull higher up, was the reply. It passed clean through.

Therefore, continued Wessex, I am waiting to hear, Inspector, where you found the bullet lodged?

Eh? said the Inspector, and he slowly turned his prominent eyes in Harleys direction. Oh, I see. Thats why you wanted to examine the Tudor garden, is it?

Exactly, replied Harley.

The face of Inspector Aylesbury grew very red.

I had deferred looking for the bullet, he explained, as the case was already as clear as daylight. Probably Mr. Harley has discovered it.

I have, said Harley, shortly.

Is it the regulation bullet? asked Wessex.

It is. I found it embedded in one of the yew trees.

There you are! exclaimed Aylesbury. There isnt the ghost of a doubt.

Wessex looked at Harley in undisguised perplexity.

I must say, Mr. Harley, he admitted, that I have never met with a clearer case.

Neither have I, agreed Harley, cheerfully. I am going to ask Inspector Aylesbury to return here after nightfall. There is a little experiment which I should like to make, and which would definitely establish my case.

Your case? said Aylesbury.

My case, yes.

You are not going to tell me that you still persist in believing Camber to be innocent?

Not at all. I am merely going to ask you to return at nightfall to assist me in this minor investigation.

If you ask my opinion, said the Inspector, no further evidence is needed.

I dont agree with you, replied Harley, quietly. Whatever your own ideas upon the subject may be, I, personally, have not yet discovered one single piece of convincing evidence for the prosecution of Camber.

What! exclaimed Aylesbury, and even Detective-Inspector Wessex stared at the speaker incredulously.

My dear Inspector Aylesbury, concluded Harley, when you have witnessed the experiment which I propose to make this evening you will realize, as I have already realized that we are faced by a tremendous task.

What tremendous task?

The task of discovering who shot Colonel Menendez.


CHAPTER XXXI. YSOLA CAMBERS CONFESSION

Paul Harley, with Wessex and Inspector Aylesbury, presently set out for Market Hilton, where Colin Camber and Ah Tsong were detained and where the body of Colonel Menendez had been conveyed for the purpose of the post-mortem. I had volunteered to remain at Crays Folly, my motive being not wholly an unselfish one.

Refer reporters to me, Mr. Knox, said Inspector Wessex. Dont let them trouble the ladies. And tell them as little as possible, yourself.

The drone of the engine having died away down the avenue, I presently found myself alone, but as I crossed the hall in the direction of the library, intending to walk out upon the southern lawns, I saw Val Beverley coming toward me from Madame de Stämers room.

She remained rather pale, but smiled at me courageously.

Have they all gone, Mr. Knox? she asked. I have really been hiding. I suppose you knew?

I suspected it, I said, smiling. Yes, they are all gone. How is Madame de Stämer, now?

She is quite calm. Curiously, almost uncannily calm. She is writing. Tell me, please, what does Mr. Harley think of Inspector Aylesburys preposterous ideas?

He thinks he is a fool, I replied, hotly, as I do.

But whatever will happen if he persists in dragging me into this horrible case?

He will not drag you into it, I said, quietly. He has been superseded by a cleverer man, and the case is practically under Harleys direction now.

Thank Heaven for that, she murmured. I wonder   She looked at me hesitatingly.

Yes? I prompted.

I have been thinking about poor Mrs. Camber all alone in that gloomy house, and wondering  

Perhaps I know. You are going to visit her?

Val Beverley nodded, watching me.

Can you leave Madame de Stämer with safety?

Oh, yes, I think so. Nita can attend to her.

And may I accompany you, Miss Beverley? For more reasons than one, I, too, should like to call upon Mrs. Camber.

We might try, she said, hesitatingly. I really only wanted to be kind. You wont begin to cross-examine her, will you?

Certainly not, I answered; although there are many things I should like her to tell us.

Well, suppose we go, said the girl, and let events take their own course.

As a result, I presently found myself, Val Beverley by my side, walking across the meadow path. With the unpleasant hush of Crays Folly left behind, the day seemed to grow brighter. I thought that the skylarks had never sung more sweetly. Yet in this same instant of sheerly physical enjoyment I experienced a pang of remorse, remembering the tragic woman we had left behind, and the poor little sorrowful girl we were going to visit. My emotions were very mingled, then, and I retain no recollection of our conversation up to the time that we came to the Guest House.

We were admitted by a really charming old lady, who informed us that her name was Mrs. Powis and that she was but an hour returned from London, whither she had been summoned by telegram.

She showed us into a quaint, small drawing room which owed its atmosphere quite clearly to Mrs. Camber, for whereas the study was indescribably untidy, this was a model of neatness without being formal or unhomely. Here, in a few moments, Mrs. Camber joined us, an appealing little figure of wistful, almost elfin, beauty. I was surprised and delighted to find that an instant bond of sympathy sprang up between the two girls. I diplomatically left them together for a while, going into Cambers room to smoke my pipe. And when I returned:

Oh, Mr. Knox, said Val Beverley, Mrs. Camber has something to tell you which she thinks you ought to know.

Concerning Colonel Menendez? I asked, eagerly.

Mrs. Camber nodded her golden head.

Yes, she replied, but glancing at Val Beverley as if to gather confidence. The truth can never hurt Colin. He has nothing to conceal. May I tell you?

I am all anxiety to hear, I assured her.

Would you rather I went, Mrs. Camber? asked Val Beverley.

Mrs. Camber reached across and took her hand.

Please, no, she replied. Stay here with me. I am afraid it is rather a long story.

Never mind, I said. It will be time well spent if it leads us any nearer to the truth.

Yes? she questioned, watching me anxiously, you think so? I think so, too.

She became silent, sitting looking straight before her, the pupils of her blue eyes widely dilated. Then, at first in a queer, far-away voice, she began to speak again.

I must tell you, she commenced that before  my marriage, my name was Isabella de Valera.

I started.

Ysola was my baby way of saying it, and so I came to be called Ysola. My father was manager of one of Señor Don Juans estates, in a small island near the coast of Cuba. My mother  she raised her little hands eloquently was half-caste. Do you know? And she and my father

She looked pleadingly at Val Beverley.

I understand, whispered the latter with deep sympathy; but you dont think it makes any difference, do you?

No? said Mrs. Camber with a quaint little gesture. To you, perhaps not, but there, where I was born, oh! so much. Well, then, my mother died when I was very little. Ah Tsong was her servant. There are many Chinese in the West Indies, you see, and I can just remember he carried me in to see her. Of course I didnt understand. My father quarrelled bitterly with the priests because they would not bury her in holy ground. I think he no longer believed afterward. I loved him very much. He was good to me; and I was a queen in that little island. All the negroes loved me, because of my mother, I think, who was partly descended from slaves, as they were. But I had not begun to understand how hard it was all going to be when my father sent me to a convent in Cuba.

I hated to go, but while I was there I learned all about myself. I knew that I was outcast. It was  she raised her hand not possible to stay. I was only fifteen when I came home, but all the same I was a woman. I was no more a child, and happy no longer. After a while, perhaps, when I forgot what I had suffered at the convent, I became less miserable. My father did all in his power to make me happy, and I was glad the work-people loved me. But I was very lonely. Ah Tsong understood.

Her eyes filled with tears.

Can you imagine, she asked, that when my father was away in distant parts of the island at night, Ah Tsong slept outside my door? Some of them say, Do not trust the Chinese I say, except my husband and my father, I have never known another one to trust but Ah Tsong. Now they have taken him away from me.

Tears glittered on her lashes, but she brushed them aside angrily, and continued:

I was still less than twenty, and looked, they told me, only fourteen, when Señor Menendez came to inspect his estate. I had never seen him before. There had been a rising in the island, in the year after I was born, and he had only just escaped with his life. He was hated. People called him Devil Menendez. Especially, no woman was safe from him, and in the old days, when his power had been great, he had used it for wickedness.

My father was afraid when he heard he was coming. He would have sent me away, but before it could be arranged Señor the Colonel arrived. He had in his company a French lady. I thought her very beautiful and elegant. It was Madame de Stämer. It is only four years ago, a little more, but her hair was dark brown. She was splendidly dressed and such a wonderful horsewoman. The first time I saw her I felt as they had made me feel at the convent. I wanted to hide from her. She was so grand a lady, and I came from slaves.

She paused hesitatingly and stared down at her own tiny feet.

Pardon me interrupting you, Mrs. Camber, I said, but can you tell me in what way these two are related?

She looked up with her naïve smile.

I can tell you, yes. A cousin of Señor Menendez married a sister of Madame de Stämer.

Good heavens! I exclaimed, a very remote kinship.

It was in this way they met, in Paris, I think, and  she raised her hands expressively she came with him to the West Indies, although it was during the great war. I think she loved him more than her soul, and me  me she hated. As Señor Menendez dismounted from his horse in front of the house he saw me.

She sighed and ceased speaking again. Then:

That very night, she continued, he began. Do you know? I was trying to escape from him when Madame de Stämer found us. She called me a shameful name, and my father, who heard it, ordered her out of the house. Señor Menendez spoke sharply, and my father struck him.

She paused once more, biting her lip agitatedly, but presently proceeded:

Do you know what they are like, the Spanish, when their blood is hot? Senor Menendez had a revolver, but my father knocked it from his grasp. Then they fought with their bare hands. I was too frightened even to cry out. It was all a horrible dream. What Madame de Stämer did, I do not know. I could see nothing but two figures twined together on the floor. At last one of them arose. I saw it was my father, and I remember no more.

She was almost overcome by her tragic recollections, but presently, with a wonderful courage, which, together with her daintiness of form, spoke eloquently of good blood on one side at any rate, continued to speak:

My father found he must go to Cuba to make arrangements for the future. Of course, our life there was finished. Ah Tsong stayed with me. You have heard how it used to be in those islands in the old days, but now you think it is so different? I used to think it was different, too. On the first night my father was away, Ah Tsong, who had gone out, was so long returning I became afraid. Then a strange negro came with news that he had been taken ill with cholera, and was lying at a place not far from the house. I forgot my fears and hurried off with this man. Ah!

She laughed wildly.

I did not know I should never return, and I did not know I should never see my father again. To you this must seem all wild and strange, because there is a law in England. There is a law in Cuba, too, but in some of those little islands the only law is the law of the strongest.

She raised her hands to her face and there was silence for a while.

Of course it was a trap, she presently continued. I was taken to an island called El Manas which belonged to Senor Menendez, and where he had a house. This he could do, but  she threw back her head proudly my spirit he could not break. Lots and lots of money would be mine, and estates of my own; but one thing about him I must tell: he never showed me violence. For one, two, three weeks I stayed a prisoner in his house. All the servants were faithful to him and I could not find a friend among them. Although quite innocent, I was ruined. Do you know?

She raised her eyes pathetically to Val Beverley.

I thought my heart was broken, for something told me my father was dead. This was true.

What! I exclaimed. You dont mean

I dont know, I dont know, she answered, brokenly. He died on his way to Havana. They said it was an accident. Well  at last, Señor Menendez offered me marriage. I thought if I agreed it would give me my freedom, and I could run away and find Ah Tsong.

She paused, and a flush coloured her delicate face and faded again, leaving it very pale.

We were married in the house, by a Spanish priest. Oh  she raised her hands pathetically do you know what a woman is like? My spirit was not broken still, but crushed. I had now nothing but kindness and gifts. I might never have known, but Senor Menendez, who thought  she smiled sadly I was beautiful, took me to Cuba, where he had a great house. Please remember, please, she pleaded, before you judge of me, that I was so young and had never known love, except the love of my father. I did not even dream, then, his death was not an accident.

I was proud of my jewels and fine dresses. But I began to notice that Juan did not present any of his friends to me. We went about, but to strange places, never to visit people of his own kind, and none came to visit us. Then one night I heard someone on the balcony of my room. I was so frightened I could not cry out. It was good I was like that, for the curtain was pulled open and Ah Tsong came in.

She clutched convulsively at the arms of her chair.

He told me! she said in a very low voice.

Then, looking up pitifully:

Do you know? she asked in her quaint way. It was a mock marriage. He had done it and thought no shame, because it was so with my mother. Oh!

Her beautiful eyes flashed, and for the first time since I had met Ysola Camber I saw the real Spanish spirit of the woman leap to life.

He did not know me. Perhaps I did not know myself. That night, with no money, without a ring, a piece of lace, a peseta, anything that had belonged to him, I went with Ah Tsong. We made our way to a half-sister of my fathers who lived in Puerto Principe, and at first  she would not have me. I was talked about, she said, in all the islands. She told me of my poor father. She told me I had dragged the name of de Valera in the dirt. At last I made her understand  that what everyone else had known, I had never even dreamed of.

She looked up wistfully, as if thinking that we might doubt her.

Do you know? she whispered.

I know  oh! I know! said Val Beverley. I loved her for the sympathy in her voice and in her eyes. It is very, very brave of you to tell us this, Mrs. Camber.

Yes? Do you think so? asked the girl, simply. What does it matter if it can help Colin?

This aunt of mine, she presently continued, was a poor woman, and it was while I was hiding in her house  because spies of Senor Menendez were searching for me  that I met  my husband. He was studying in Cuba the strange things he writes about, you see. And before I knew what had happened  I found I loved him more than all else in the world. It is so wonderful, that feeling, she said, looking across at Val Beverley. Do you know?

The girl flushed deeply, and lowered her eyes, but made no reply.

Because you are a woman, too, you will perhaps understand, she resumed. I did not tell him. I did not dare to tell him at first. I was so madly happy I had no courage to speak. But when  her voice sank lower and lower he asked me to marry him, I told him. Nothing he could ever do would change my love for him now, because he forgave me and made me his wife.

I feared that at last she was going to break down, for her voice became very tremulous and tears leapt again into her eyes. She conquered her emotion, however, and went on:

We crossed over to the States, and Colins family who had heard of his marriage  some friend of Señor Menendez had told them  would not know us. It meant that Colin, who would have been a rich man, was very poor. It made no difference. He was splendid. And I was so happy it was all like a dream. He made me forget I was to blame for his troubles. Then we were in Washington  and I saw Señor Menendez in the hotel!

Oh, my heart stopped beating. For me it seemed like the end of everything. I knew, I knew, he was following me. But he had not seen me, and without telling Colin the reason, I made him leave Washington, He was glad to go. Wherever we went, in America, they seemed to find out about my mother. I got to hate them, hate them all. We came to England, and Colin heard about this house, and we took it.

At last we were really happy. No one knew us. Because we were strange, and because of Ah Tsong, they looked at us very funny and kept away, but we did not care. Then Sir James Appleton sold Crays Folly.

She looked up quickly.

How can I tell you? It must have been by Ah Tsong that he traced me to Surrey. Some spy had told him there was a Chinaman living here. Oh, I dont know how he found out, but when I heard who was coming to Crays Folly I thought I should die.

Something I must tell you now. When I had told my story to Colin, one thing I had not told him, because I was afraid what he might do. I had not told him the name of the man who had caused me to suffer so much. On the day I first saw Señor Menendez walking in the garden of Crays Folly I knew I must tell my husband what he had so often asked me to tell him  the name of the man. I told him  and at first I thought he would go mad. He began to drink  do you know? It is a failing in his family. But because I knew  because I knew  I forgave him, and hoped, always hoped, that he would stop. He promised to do so. He had given up going out each day to drink, and was working again like he used to work  too hard, too hard, but it was better than the other way.

She stopped speaking, and suddenly, before I could divine her intention, dropped upon her knees, and raised her clasped hands to me.

He did not, he did not kill him! she cried, passionately. He did not! O God! I who love him tell you he did not! You think he did. You do  you do! I can see it in your eyes!

Believe me, Mrs. Camber, I answered, deeply moved, I dont doubt your word for a moment.

She continued to look at me for a while, and then turned to Val Beverley.

You dont think he did, she sobbed, do you?

She looked such a child, such a pretty, helpless child, as she knelt there on the carpet, that I felt a lump rising in my throat.

Val Beverley dropped down impulsively beside her and put her arms around the slender shoulders.

Of course I dont, she exclaimed, indignantly. Of course I dont. Its quite unthinkable.

I know it is, moaned the other, raising her tearful face. I love him and know his great soul. But what do these others know, and they will never believe me.

Have courage, I said. It has never failed you yet. Mr. Paul Harley has promised to clear him by to-night.

He has promised? she whispered, still kneeling and clutching Val Beverley tightly. She looked up at me with hope reborn in her beautiful eyes. He has promised? Oh, I thank him. May God bless him. I know he will succeed.

I turned aside, and walked out across the hall and into the empty study.


CHAPTER XXXII. PAUL HARLEYS EXPERIMENT

I recognize that whosoever may have taken the trouble to follow my chronicle thus far will be little disposed to suffer any intrusion of my personal affairs at such a point. Therefore I shall pass lightly over the walk back to Crays Folly, during which I contrived to learn much about Val Beverleys personal history but little to advance the investigation which I was there to assist.

As I had surmised, Miss Beverley had been amply provided for by her father, and was bound to Madame de Stämer by no other ties than those of friendship and esteem. Very reluctantly I released her, on our returning to the house; for she, perforce, hurried off to Madames room, leaving me looking after her in a state of delightful bewilderment, the significance of which I could not disguise from myself. The absurd suspicions of Inspector Aylesbury were forgotten; so was the shadow upon the blind of Colonel Menendezs study. I only knew that love had come to me, an unbidden guest, to stay for ever.

Manoel informed me that a number of pressmen, not to be denied, had taken photographs of the Tudor garden and of the spot where Colonel Menendez had been found, but Pedro, following my instructions, had referred them all to Market Hilton.

I was standing in the doorway talking to the man when I heard the drone of Harleys motor in the avenue, and a moment later he and Wessex stepped out in front of the porch and joined me. I thought that Wessex looked stern and rather confused, but Harley was quite his old self, his keen eyes gleaming humorously, and an expression of geniality upon his tanned features.

Hullo, Knox! he cried, any developments?

Yes, I said. Suppose we go up to your room and talk.

Good enough.

Inspector Wessex nodded without speaking, and the three of us mounted the staircase and entered Paul Harleys room. Harley seated himself upon the bed and began to load his pipe, whilst Wessex, who seemed very restless, stood staring out of the window. I sat down in the armchair, and:

I have had an interesting interview with Mrs. Camber, I said.

What? exclaimed Harley. Good. Tell us all about it.

Wessex turned, hands clasped behind him, and listened in silence to an account which I gave of my visit to the Guest House. When I had finished:

It seems to me, said the Inspector, slowly, that the only doubtful point in the case against Camber is cleared up; namely, his motive.

It certainly looks like it, agreed Harley. But how strangely Mrs. Cambers story differs from that of Menendez although there are points of contact. I regret, however, that you were unable to settle the most important matter of all.

You mean whether or not she had visited Crays Folly?

Exactly.

Then you still consider my theory to be correct? I asked eagerly.

Up to a point it has been proved to be, he returned. I must congratulate you upon a piece of really brilliant reasoning, Knox. But respecting the most crucial moment of all, we are still without information, unfortunately. However, whilst the presence or otherwise, of Mrs. Camber in Crays Folly on the night preceding the tragedy may prove to bear intimately upon the case, an experiment which I propose to make presently will give the matter an entirely different significance.

Hm, said Wessex, doubtfully, I am looking forward to this experiment of yours, Mr. Harley, with great interest. To be perfectly honest, I have no more idea than the man in the moon how you hope to clear Camber.

No, replied Harley, musingly, the weight of evidence against him is crushing. But you are a man of great experience, Wessex, in criminal investigations. Tell me honestly, have you ever known a murder case in which there was such conclusive material for the prosecution?

Never, replied the Inspector, promptly. In this respect, as in others, the case is unique.

You have seen Camber, continued Harley, and have been enabled to form some sort of judgment respecting his character. You will admit that he is a clever man, brilliantly clever. Keep this fact in mind. Remember his studies, and he does not deny that they have included Voodoo. Remember his enquiries into the significance of Bat Wing. Remember, as we now learn definitely from Mrs. Cambers evidence, that he was in Cuba at the same time as the late Colonel Menendez, and once, at least, actually in the same hotel in the United States. Consider the rifle found under the floor of the hut; and, having weighed all these points judicially, Wessex, tell me frankly, if in the whole course of your experience, you have ever met with a more perfect frame-up?

What! shouted Wessex, in sudden excitement. What!

I said a frame-up, repeated Harley, quietly. An American term, but one which will be familiar to you.

Good God! muttered the detective, you have turned all my ideas upside down.

What may be termed the physical evidence, continued Harley, is complete, I admit: too complete. There lies the weak spot. But what I will call the psychological evidence points in a totally different direction. A man clever enough to have planned this crime, and Camber undoubtedly is such a man, could not  it is humanly impossible  have been fool enough, deliberately to lay such a train of damning facts. Its a frame-up, Wessex! I had begun to suspect this even before I met Camber. Having met him, I knew that I was right. Then came an inspiration. I saw where there must be a flaw in the plan. It was geographically impossible that this could be otherwise.

Geographically impossible? I said, in a hushed voice, for Harley had truly astounded me.

Geographical is the term, Knox. I admit that the discovery of the rifle beneath the floor of the hut appalled me.

I could see that it did.

It was the crowning piece of evidence, Knox, evidence of such fiendish cleverness on the part of those who had plotted Menendezs death that I began to wonder whether after all it would be possible to defeat them. I realized that Cambers life hung upon a hair. For the production of that rifle before a jury of twelve moderately stupid men and true could not fail to carry enormous weight. Whereas the delicate point upon which my counter case rested might be more difficult to demonstrate in court. To-night, however, we shall put it to the test, and there are means, no doubt, which will occur to me later, of making its significance evident to one not acquainted with the locality. The press photographs, which I understand have been taken, may possibly help us in this.

Bewildered by my friends revolutionary ideas, which explained the hitherto mysterious nature of his enquiries, I scarcely knew what to say; but:

If its a frame-up, Mr. Harley, said Wessex, and the more I think about it the more it has that look to me, practically speaking, we have not yet started on the search for the murderer.

We have not, replied Harley, grimly. But I have a dawning idea of a method by which we shall be enabled to narrow down this enquiry.

It must be unnecessary for me to speak of the state of suppressed excitement in which we passed the remainder of that afternoon and evening. Dr. Rolleston called again to see Madame de Stämer, and reported that she was quite calm. In fact, he almost echoed Val Beverleys words spoken earlier in the day.

She is unnaturally calm, Mr. Knox, he said in confidence. I understand that the dead man was a cousin, but I almost suspect that she was madly in love with him.

I nodded shortly, admiring his acute intelligence.

I think you are right, doctor, I replied, and if it is so, her amazing fortitude is all the more admirable.

Admirable? he echoed. As I said before, she has the courage of ten men.

A formal dinner was out of the question, of course; indeed, no one attempted to dress. Val Beverley excused herself, saying that she would dine in Madames room, and Harley, Wessex, and I, partook of wine and sandwiches in the library.

Inspector Aylesbury arrived about eight oclock in a mood of repressed irritation. Pedro showed him in to where the three of us were seated, and:

Good evening, gentlemen, said he, here I am, as arranged, but as I am up to my eyes in work on the case, I will ask you, Mr. Harley, to carry out this experiment of yours as quickly as possible.

No time shall be lost, replied my friend, quietly. May I request you to accompany Detective-Inspector Wessex and Mr. Knox to the Guest House by the high road? Do not needlessly alarm Mrs. Camber. Indeed, I think you might confine your attention to Mrs. Powis. Merely request permission to walk down the garden to the hut, and be good enough to wait there until I join you, which will be in a few minutes after your arrival.

Inspector Aylesbury uttered an inarticulate, grunting sound, but I, who knew Harley so well, could see that he felt himself to be upon the eve of a signal triumph. What he proposed to do, I had no idea, save that it was designed to clear Colin Camber. I prayed that it might also clear his pathetic girl-wife; and in a sort of gloomy silence I set out with Wessex and Aylesbury, down the drive, past the lodge, which seemed to be deserted to-night, and along the tree-lined high road, cool and sweet in the dusk of evening.

Aylesbury was very morose, and Wessex, who had lighted his pipe, did not seem to be in a talkative mood either. He had the utmost faith in Paul Harley, but it was evident enough that he was oppressed by the weight of evidence against Camber. I divined the fact that he was turning over in his mind the idea of the frame-up, and endeavouring to re-adjust the established facts in accordance with this new point of view.

We were admitted to the Guest House by Mrs. Powis, a cheery old soul; one of those born optimists whose special task in life seems to be that of a friend in need.

As she opened the door, she smiled, shook her head, and raised her finger to her lips.

Be as quiet as you can, sir, she said. I have got her to sleep.

She spoke of Mrs. Camber as one refers to a child, and, quite understanding her anxiety:

There will be no occasion to disturb her, Mrs. Powis, I replied. We merely wish to walk down to the bottom of the garden to make a few enquiries.

Yes, gentlemen, she whispered, quietly closing the door as we all entered the hall.

She led us through the rear portion of the house, and past the quarters of Ah Tsong into that neglected garden which I remembered so well.

There you are, sir, and may Heaven help you to find the truth.

Rest assured that the truth will be found, Mrs. Powis, I answered.

Inspector Aylesbury cleared his throat, but Wessex, puffing at his pipe, made no remark whatever until we were all come to the hut overhanging the little ravine.

This is where I found the rifle, Detective-Inspector, explained Aylesbury.

Wessex nodded absently.

It was another perfect night, with only a faint tracery of cloud to be seen like lingering smoke over on the western horizon. Everything seemed very still, so that although we were several miles from the railway line, when presently a train sped on its way one might have supposed, from the apparent nearness of the sound, that the track was no farther off than the grounds of Crays Folly.

Toward those grounds, automatically, our glances were drawn; and we stood there staring down at the ghostly map of the gardens, and all wondering, no doubt, what Harley was doing and when he would be joining us.

Very faintly I could hear the water of the little stream bubbling beneath us. Then, just as this awkward silence was becoming intolerable, there came a scraping and scratching from the shadows of the gully, and:

Give me a hand, Knox! cried the voice of Harley from below. I want to avoid the barbed wire if possible.

He had come across country, and as I scrambled down the slope to meet him I could not help wondering with what object he had sent us ahead by the high road. Presently, when he came clambering up into the garden, this in a measure was explained, for:

You are all wondering, he began, rapidly, what I am up to, no doubt. Let me endeavour to make it clear. In order that my test should be conclusive, and in no way influenced by pre-knowledge of certain arrangements which I had made, I sent you on ahead of me. Not wishing to waste time, I followed by the shorter route. And now, gentlemen, let us begin.

Good, muttered Inspector Aylesbury.

But first of all, continued Harley, I wish each one of you in turn to look out of the window of the hut, and down into the Tudor garden of Crays Folly. Will you begin, Wessex?

Wessex, taking his pipe out of his mouth, and staring hard at the speaker, nodded, entered the hut, and kneeling on the wooden seat, looked out of the window.

Open the panes, said Harley, so that you have a perfectly clear view.

Wessex slid the panes open and stared intently down into the valley.

Do you see anything unusual in the garden?

Nothing, he reported.

And now, Inspector Aylesbury.

Inspector Aylesbury stamped noisily across the little hut, and peered out, briefly.

I can see the garden, he said.

Can you see the sun-dial?

Quite clearly.

Good. And now you, Knox.

I followed, filled with astonishment.

Do you see the sun-dial? asked Harley, again.

Quite clearly.

And beyond it?

Yes, I can see beyond it. I can even see its shadow lying like a black band on the path.

And you can see the yew trees?

Of course.

But nothing else? Nothing unusual?

Nothing.

Very well, said Harley, tersely. And now, gentlemen, we take to the rough ground, proceeding due east. Will you be good enough to follow?

Walking around the hut he found an opening in the hedge, and scrambled down into the place where rank grass grew and through which he and I on a previous occasion had made our way to the high road. To-night, however, he did not turn toward the high road, but proceeded along the crest of the hill.

I followed him, excited by the novelty of the proceedings. Wessex, very silent, came behind me, and Inspector Aylesbury, swearing under his breath, waded through the long grass at the rear.

Will you all turn your attention to the garden again, please? cried Harley.

We all paused, looking to the right.

Anything unusual?

We were agreed that there was not.

Very well, said my friend. You will kindly note that from this point onward the formation of the ground prevents our obtaining any other view of Crays Folly or its gardens until we reach the path to the valley, or turn on to the high road. From a point on the latter the tower may be seen but that is all. The first part of my experiment is concluded, gentlemen. We will now return.

Giving us no opportunity for comment, he plunged on in the direction of the stream, and at a point which I regarded as unnecessarily difficult, crossed it, to the great discomfiture of the heavy Inspector Aylesbury. A few minutes later we found ourselves once more in the grounds of Crays Folly.

Harley, evidently with a definite objective in view, led the way up the terraces, through the rhododendrons, and round the base of the tower. He crossed to the sunken garden, and at the top of the steps paused.

Be good enough to regard the sun-dial from this point, he directed.

Even as he spoke, I caught my breath, and I heard Aylesbury utter a sort of gasping sound.

Beyond the sun-dial and slightly to the left of it, viewed from where we stood, a faint, elfin light flickered, at a point apparently some four or five feet above the ground!

Whats this? muttered Wessex.

Follow again, gentlemen, said Harley quietly.

He led the way down to the garden and along the path to the sun-dial. This he passed, pausing immediately in front of the yew tree in which I knew the bullet to be embedded.

He did not speak, but, extending his finger, pointed.

A piece of candle, some four inches long, was attached by means of a nail to the bark of the tree, so that its flame burned immediately in front of the bullet embedded there!

For perhaps ten seconds no one spoke; indeed I think no one moved. Then:

Good God! murmured Wessex. You have done some clever things to my knowledge, Mr. Harley, but this crowns them all.

Clever things! said Inspector Aylesbury. I think its a lot of damned tomfoolery.

Do you, Inspector? asked the Scotland Yard man, quietly. I dont. I think it has saved the life of an innocent man.

Whats that? Whats that? cried Aylesbury.

This candle was burning here on the yew tree, explained Harley, at the time that you looked out of the window of the hut. You could not see it. You could not see it from the crest adjoining the Guest House  the only other spot in the neighbourhood from which this garden is visible. Now, since the course of a bullet is more or less straight, and since the nature of the murdered mans wound proves that it was not deflected in any way, I submit that the one embedded in the yew tree before you could not possibly have been fired from the Guest House! The second part of my experiment, gentlemen, will be designed to prove from whence it was fired.


CHAPTER XXXIII. PAUL HARLEYS EXPERIMENT CONCLUDED

Up to the very moment that Paul Harley, who had withdrawn, rejoined us in the garden, Inspector Aylesbury had not grasped the significance of that candle burning upon the yew tree. He continued to stare at it as if hypnotized, and when my friend re-appeared, carrying a long ash staff and a sheet of cardboard, I could have laughed to witness the expression upon the Inspectors face, had I not been too deeply impressed with that which underlay this strange business.

Wessex, on the other hand, was watching my friend eagerly, as an earnest student in the class-room might watch a demonstration by some celebrated lecturer.

You will notice, said Paul Harley, that I have had a number of boards laid down upon the ground yonder, near the sun-dial. They cover a spot where the turf has worn very thin. Now, this garden, because of its sunken position, is naturally damp. Perhaps, Wessex, you would take up these planks for me.

Inspector Wessex obeyed, and Harley, laying the ash stick and cardboard upon the ground, directed the ray of an electric torch upon the spot uncovered.

The footprints of Colonel Menendez! he explained. Here he turned from the tiled path. He advanced three paces in the direction of the sun-dial, you observe, then stood still, facing we may suppose, since this is the indication of the prints, in a southerly direction.

Straight toward the Guest House, muttered Inspector Aylesbury.

Roughly, corrected Harley. He was fronting in that direction, certainly, but his head may have been turned either to the right or to the left. You observe from the great depth of the toe-marks that on this spot he actually fell. Then, here  he moved the light is the impression of his knee, and here again

He shone the white ray upon a discoloured patch of grass, and then returned the lamp to his pocket.

I am going to make a hole in the turf, he continued, directly between these two footprints, which seem to indicate that the Colonel was standing in the military position of attention at the moment that he met his death.

With the end of the ash stick, which was pointed, he proceeded to do this.

Colonel Menendez, he went on, stood rather over six feet in his shoes. The stick which now stands upright in the turf measures six feet, from the chalk mark up to which I have buried it to the slot which I have cut in the top. Into this slot I now wedge my sheet of cardboard.

As he placed the sheet of cardboard in the slot which he had indicated, I saw that a round hole was cut in it some six inches in diameter. We watched these proceedings in silence, then:

If you will allow me to adjust the candle, gentlemen, said Harley, which has burned a little too low for my purpose, I shall proceed to the second part of this experiment.

He walked up to the yew tree, and by means of bending the nail upward he raised the flame of the candle level with the base of the embedded bullet.

By heavens! cried Wessex, suddenly divining the object of these proceedings, Mr. Harley, this is genius!

Thank you, Wessex, Harley replied, quietly, but nevertheless he was unable to hide his gratification. You see my point?

Certainly.

In ten minutes we shall know the truth.

Oh, I see, muttered Inspector Aylesbury; we shall know the truth, eh? If you ask me the truth, its this, that we are a set of lunatics.

My dear Inspector Aylesbury, said Harley, good humouredly, surely you have grasped the lesson of experiment number one?

Well, admitted the other, its funny, certainly. I mean, it wants a lot of explaining, but I cant say Im convinced.

Thats a pity, murmured Wessex, because I am.

You see, Inspector, Harley continued, patiently, the body of Colonel Menendez as it lay formed a straight line between the sun-dial and the hut in the garden of the Guest House. That is to say: a line drawn from the window of the hut to the sun-dial must have passed through the body. Very well. Such an imaginary line, if continued beyond the sun-dial, would have terminated near the base of the seventh yew tree. Accordingly, I naturally looked for the bullet there. It was not there. But I found it, as you know, in the ninth tree. Therefore, the shot could not possibly have been fired from the Guest House, because the spot in the ninth yew where the bullet had lodged is not visible from the Guest House.

Inspector Aylesbury removed his cap and scratched his head vigorously.

In order that we may avoid waste of valuable time, said Harley, finally, let us take a hasty observation from here. As a matter of fact, I have done so already, as nearly as was possible, without employing this rough apparatus.

He knelt down beside the yew tree, lowering his head so that the candlelight shone upon the brown, eager face, and looked upward, over the top of the sun-dial and through the hole in the cardboard.

Yes, he muttered, a note of rising excitement in his voice. As I thought, as I thought. Come, gentlemen, let us hurry.

He walked rapidly out of the garden, and up the steps, whilst we followed dumb with wonder  or such at any rate was the cause of my own silence.

In the hall Pedro was standing, a bunch of keys in his hand, and evidently expecting Harley.

Will you take us by the shortest way to the tower stairs? my friend directed.

Yes, sir.

Doubting, wondering, scarcely knowing whether to be fearful or jubilant, I followed, along a carpeted corridor, and thence, a heavy, oaken door being unlocked, across a dusty and deserted apartment apparently intended for a drawing room. From this, through a second doorway we were led into a small, square, unfurnished room, which I knew must be situated in the base of the tower. Yet a third door was unlocked, and:

Here is the stair, sir, said Pedro.

In Indian file we mounted to the first floor, to find ourselves in a second, identical room, also stripped of furniture and decorations. Harley barely glanced out of the northern window, shook his head, and:

Next floor, Pedro, he directed.

Up we went, our footsteps arousing a cloud of dust from the uncarpeted stairs, and the sound of our movements echoing in hollow fashion around the deserted rooms.

Gaining the next floor, Harley, unable any longer to conceal his excitement, ran to the north window, looked out, and:

Gentlemen, he said, my experiment is complete!

He turned, his back to the window, and faced us in the dusk of the room.

Assuming the ash stick to represent the upright body of Colonel Menendez, he continued, and the sheet of cardboard to represent his head, the hole which I have cut in it corresponds fairly nearly to the position of his forehead. Further assuming the bullet to have illustrated Euclids definition of a straight line, such a line, followed back from the yew tree to the spot where the rifle rested, would pass through the hole in the cardboard! In other words, there is only one place from which it is possible to see the flame of the candle through the hole in the cardboard: the place where the rifle rested! Stand here in the left-hand angle of the window and stoop down! Will you come first, Knox?

I stepped across the room, bent down, and stared out of the window, across the Tudor garden. Plainly I could see the sun-dial with the ash stick planted before it. I could see the piece of cardboard which surmounted it  and, through the hole cut in the cardboard, I could see the feeble flame of the candle nailed to the ninth yew tree!

I stood upright, knowing that I had grown pale, and conscious of a moist sensation upon my forehead.

Merciful God! I said in a hollow voice. It was from this window that the shot was fired which killed him!


CHAPTER XXXIV. THE CREEPING SICKNESS

From the ensuing consultation in the library we did not rise until close upon midnight. To the turbid intelligence of Inspector Aylesbury the fact by this time had penetrated that Colin Camber was innocent, that he was the victim of a frame-up, and that Colonel Juan Menendez had been shot from a window of his own house.

By a process of lucid reasoning which must have convinced a junior schoolboy, Paul Harley, there in the big library, with its garish bookcases and its Moorish ornaments, had eliminated every member of the household from the list of suspects. His concluding words, I remember, were as follows:

Of the known occupants of Crays Folly on the night of the tragedy we now find ourselves reduced to four, any one of whom, from the point of view of an impartial critic uninfluenced by personal character, question, or motive, or any consideration other than that of physical possibility, might have shot Colonel Menendez. They are, firstly: Myself.

In order to believe me guilty, it would be necessary to discount the evidence of Knox, who saw me on the gravel path below at the time that the shot was fired from the tower window.

Secondly: Knox; whose guilt, equally, could only be assumed by means of eliminating my evidence, since I saw him at the window of my room at the time that the shot was fired.

Thirdly: Madame de Stämer. Regarding this suspect, in the first place she could not have gained access to the tower room without assistance, and in the second place she was so passionately devoted to the late Colonel Menendez that Dr. Rolleston is of opinion that her reason may remain permanently impaired by the shock of his death. Fourthly and lastly: Miss Val Beverley.

Over my own feelings, as he had uttered the girls name, I must pass in silence.

Miss Val Beverley is the only one of the four suspects who is not in a position to establish a sound alibi so far as I can see at the moment; but in this case entire absence of motive renders the suspicion absurd. Having dealt with the known occupants, I shall not touch upon the possibility that some stranger had gained access to the house. This opens up a province of speculation which we must explore at greater leisure, for it would be profitless to attempt such an exploration now.

Thus the gathering had broken up, Inspector Aylesbury returning to Market Hilton to make his report and to release Colin Camber and Ah Tsong, and Wessex to seek his quarters at the Lavender Arms.

I remember that having seen them off, Harley and I stood in the hall, staring at one another in a very odd way, and so we stood when Val Beverley came quietly from Madame de Stämers room and spoke to us.

Pedro has told me what you have done, Mr. Harley, she said in a low voice. Oh, thank God you have cleared him. But what, in Heavens name, does your new discovery mean?

You may well ask, Harley answered, grimly. If my first task was a hard one, that which remains before me looks more nearly hopeless than anything I have ever been called upon to attempt.

It is horrible, it is horrible, said the girl, shudderingly. Oh, Mr. Knox, she turned to me, I have felt all along that there was some stranger in the house  

You have told me so.

Conundrums! Conundrums! muttered Harley, irritably. Where am I to begin, upon what am I to erect any feasible theory? He turned abruptly to Val Beverley. Does Madame de Stämer know?

Yes, she answered, nodding her head; and hearing the others depart, she asked me to tell you that sleep is impossible until you have personally given her the details of your discovery.

She wishes to see me? asked Harley, eagerly.

She insists upon seeing you, replied the girl, and also requests Mr. Knox to visit her. She paused, biting her lip. Madames manner is very, very odd. Dr. Rolleston cannot understand her at all. I expect he has told you? She has been sitting there for hours and hours, writing.

Writing? exclaimed Harley. Letters?

I dont know what she has been writing, confessed Val Beverley. She declines to tell me, or to show me what she has written. But there is quite a little stack of manuscript upon the table beside her bed. Wont you come in?

I could see that she was more troubled than she cared to confess, and I wondered if Dr. Rollestons unpleasant suspicions might have solid foundation, and if the loss of her cousin had affected Madame de Stämers brain.

Presently, then, ushered by Val Beverley, I found myself once more in the violet and silver room in which on that great bed of state Madame reclined amid silken pillows. Her art never deserted her, not even in moments of ultimate stress, and that she had prepared herself for this interview was evident enough.

I had thought previously that one night of horror had added five years to her apparent age. I thought now that she looked radiantly beautiful. That expression in her eyes, which I knew I must forevermore associate with the memory of the dying tigress, had faded entirely. They remained still, as of old, but to-night they were velvety soft. The lips were relaxed in a smile of tenderness. I observed, with surprise, that she wore much jewelery, and upon her white bosom gleamed the famous rope of pearls which I knew her to treasure above almost anything in her possession.

Again the fear touched me coldly that much sorrow had made her mad. But at her very first word of greeting I was immediately reassured.

Ah, my friend, she said, as I entered, a caressing note in her deep, vibrant voice, you have great news, they tell me? Mr. Harley, I was afraid that you had deserted me, sir. If you had done so I should have been very angry with you. Set the two armchairs here on my right, Val, dear, and sit close beside me.

Then, as we seated ourselves:

You are not smoking, my friends, she continued, and I know that you are both so fond of a smoke.

Paul Harley excused himself but I accepted a cigarette which Val Beverley offered me from a silver box on the table, and presently:

I am here, like a prisoner of the Bastille, declared Madame, shrugging her shoulders, where only echoes reach me. Now, Mr. Harley, tell me of this wonderful discovery of yours.

Harley inclined his head gravely, and in that succinct fashion which he had at command acquainted Madame with the result of his two experiments. As he completed the account:

Ah, she sighed, and lay back upon her pillows, so to-night he is again a free man, the poor Colin Camber. And his wife is happy once more?

Thank God, I murmured. Her sorrow was pathetic.

Only the pure in heart can thank God, said Madame, strangely, but I, too, am glad. I have written, here  she pointed to a little heap of violet note-paper upon a table placed at the opposite side of the bed how glad I am.

Harley and I stared vaguely across at the table. I saw Val Beverley glancing uneasily in the same direction. Save for the writing materials and little heap of manuscript, it held only a cup and saucer, a few sandwiches, and a medicine bottle containing the prescription which Dr. Rolleston had made up for the invalid.

I am curious to know what you have written, Madame, declared Harley.

Yes, you are curious? she said. Very well, then, I will tell you, and afterward you may read if you wish. She turned to me. You, my friend, she whispered, and reaching over she laid her jewelled hand upon my arm, you have spoken with Ysola de Valera this afternoon, they tell me?

With Mrs. Camber? I asked, startled. Yes, that is true.

Ah, Mrs. Camber, murmured Madame. I knew her as Ysola de Valera. She is beautiful, in her golden doll way. You think so? Then, ere I had time to reply: She told you, I suppose, eh?

She told me, I replied with a certain embarrassment, that she had met you some years ago in Cuba.

Ah, yes, although I told the fat Inspector it was not so. How we lie, we women! And of course she told you in what relation I stood to Juan Menendez?

She did not, Madame de Stämer.

No-no? Well, it was nice of her. No matter. I will tell you. I was his mistress.

She spoke without bravado, but quite without shame, seeming to glory in the statement.

I met him in Paris, she continued, half closing her eyes. I was staying at the house of my sister, and my sister, you understand, was married to Juans cousin. That is how we met. I was married. Yes, it is true. But in France our parents find our husbands and our lovers find our hearts. Yet sometimes these marriages are happy. To me this good thing had not happened, and in the moment when Juans hand touched mine a living fire entered into my heart and it has been burning ever since; burning-burning, always till I die.

Very well, I am a shameless woman, yes. But I have lived, and I have loved, and I am content. I went with him to Cuba, and from Cuba to another island where he had estates, and the name of which I shall not pronounce, because it hurts me so, even yet. There he set eyes upon Ysola de Valera, the daughter of his manager, and, pouf!

She shrugged and snapped her fingers.

He was like that, you understand? I knew it well. They did not call him Devil Menendez for nothing. There was a scene, a dreadful scene, and after that another, and yet a third. I have pride. If I had seemed to forget it, still it was there. I left him, and went back to France. I tried to forget. I entered upon works of charity for the soldiers at a time when others were becoming tired. I spent a great part of my fortune upon establishing a hospital, and this child  she threw her arm around Val Beverley worked with me night and day. I think I wanted to die. Often I tried to die. Did I not, dear?

You did, Madame, said the girl in a very low voice.

Twice I was arrested in the French lines, where I had crept dressed like a poilu, from where I shot down many a Prussian. Is it not so?

It is true, answered the girl, nodding her head.

They caught me and arrested me, said Madame, with a sort of triumph. If it had been the British  she raised her hand in that Bernhardt gesture with me it would have gone hard. But in France a womans smile goes farther than in England. I had had my fun. They called me good comrade! Perhaps I paid with a kiss. What does it matter? But they heard of me, those Prussian dogs. They knew and could not forgive. How often did they come over to bomb us, Val, dear?

Oh, many, many times, said the girl, shudderingly.

And at last they succeeded, added Madame, bitterly. God! the black villains! Let me not think of it.

She clenched her hands and closed her eyes entirely, but presently resumed again:

If they had killed me I should have been glad, but they only made of me a cripple. M. de Stämer had been killed a few weeks before this. I am sorry I forgot to mention it. I was a widow. And when after this catastrophe I could be moved, I went to a little villa belonging to my husband at Nice, to gain strength, and this child came with me, like a ray of sunshine.

Here, to wake the fire in my heart, came Juan, deserted, broken, wounded in soul, but most of all in pride, in that evil pride which belongs to his race, which is so different from the pride of France, but for which all the same I could never hate him.

Ysola de Valera had run away from his great house in Cuba. Yes! A woman had dared to leave him, the man who had left so many women. To me it was pathetic. I was sorry for him. He had been searching the world for her. He loved this little golden-haired girl as he had never loved me. But to me he came with his broken heart, and I  her voice trembled I took him back. He still cared for me, you understand. Ah! She laughed. I am not a woman who is lightly forgotten. But the great passion that burned in his Spanish soul was revenge.

He was a broken man not only in mind, but in body. Let me tell you. In that island which I have not named there is a horrible disease called by the natives the Creeping Sickness. It is supposed to come from a poisonous place named the Black Belt, and a part of this Black Belt is near, too near, to the hacienda in which Juan sometimes lived.

Paul Harley started and glanced at me significantly.

They think, those simple negroes, that it is witchcraft, Voodoo, the work of the Obeah man. It is of two kinds, rapid and slow. Those who suffer from the first kind just decline and decline and die in great agony. Others recover, or seem to do so. It is, I suppose, a matter of constitution. Juan had had this sickness and had recovered, or so the doctors said, but, ah!

She lay back, shaking her finger characteristically.

In one year, in two, three, a swift pain comes, like a needle, you understand? Perhaps in the foot, in the hand, in the arm. It is exquisite, deathly, while it lasts, but it only lasts for a few moments. It is agony. And then it goes, leaving nothing to show what has caused it. But, my friends, it is a death warning!

If it comes here  she raised one delicate white hand you may have five years to live; if in the foot, ten, or more. But  she sank her voice dramatically the nearer it is to the heart, the less are the days that remain to you of life.

You mean that it recurs? asked Harley.

Perhaps in a week, perhaps not for another year, it comes again, that quick agony. This time in the shoulder, in the knee. It is the second warning. Three times it may come, four times, but at last  she laid her hand upon her breast it comes here, in the heart, and all is finished.

She paused as if exhausted, closing her eyes again, whilst we three who listened looked at one another in an awestricken silence, until the vibrant voice resumed:

There is only one man in Europe who understands this thing, this Creeping Sickness. He is a Frenchman who lives in Paris. To him Juan had been, and he had told him, this clever man, If you are very quiet and do not exert yourself, and only take as much exercise as is necessary for your general health, you have one year to live

My God! groaned Harley.

Yes, such was the verdict. And there is no cure. The poor sufferer must wait and wait, always wait, for that sudden pang, not knowing if it will come in his heart and be the finish. Yes. This living death, then, and revenge, were the things ruling Juans life at the time of which I tell you. He had traced Ysola de Valera to England. A chance remark in a London hotel had told him that a Chinaman had been seen in a Surrey village and of course had caused much silly chatter. He enquired at once, and he found out that Colin Camber, the man who had taken Ysola from him, was living with her at the Guest House, here, on the hill. How shall I tell you the rest?

Merciful Heaven! exclaimed Harley, his glance set upon her, with a sort of horror in his gray eyes, I think I can guess.

She turned to him rapidly.

M. Harley, she said, you are a clever man. I believe you are a genius. And I have the strength to tell you because I am happy to-night. Because of his great wealth Juan succeeded in buying Crays Folly from Sir James Appleton to whom it belonged. He told everybody he leased it, but really he bought it. He paid him more than twice its value, and so obtained possession.

But the plan was not yet complete, although it had taken form in that clever, wicked brain of his. Oh! I could tell you stories of the Menendez, and of the things they have done for love and revenge, which even you, who know much of life, would doubt, I think. Yes, you would not believe. But to continue. Shall I tell you upon what terms he had returned to me, eh? I will. Once more he would suffer that pang of death in life, for he had courage, ah! such great courage, and then, when the waiting for the next grew more than even his fearless heart could bear, I, who also had courage, and who loved him, should   She paused, Do you understand?

Harley nodded dumbly, and suddenly I found Val Beverleys little fingers twined about mine.

I agreed, continued the deep voice. It was a boon which I, too, would have asked from one who loved me. But to die, knowing another cherished the woman who had been torn from him, was an impossibility for Juan Menendez. What he had schemed to do at first I never knew. But presently, because of our situation here, and because of that which he had asked of me, it came, the great plan.

On the night he told me, a night I shall never forget, I drew back in horror from him  I, Marie de Stämer, who thought I knew the blackest that was in him. I shrank. And because of that scene it came to him again in the early morning  the moment of agony, the needle pain, here, low down in his left breast.

He pleaded with me to do the wicked thing that he had planned, and because I dared not refuse, knowing he might die at my feet, I consented. But, my friends, I had my own plan, too, of which he knew nothing. On the next day he went to Paris, and was told he had two months to live, with great, such great care, but perhaps only a week, a day, if he should permit his hot passions to inflame that threatened heart. Very well.

I said yes, yes, to all that he suggested, and he began to lay the trail  the trail to lead to his enemy. It was his hobby, this vengeance. He was like a big, cruel boy. It was he, himself, Juan Menendez, who broke into Crays Folly. It was he who nailed the bat wing to the door. It was he who bought two rifles of a kind of which so many millions were made during the war that anybody might possess one. And it was he who concealed the first of these, one cartridge discharged, under the floor of the hut in the garden of the Guest House. The other, which was to be used, he placed

In the shutter-case of one of the tower rooms, continued Paul Harley. I know! I found it there to-night.

What? I asked, you found it, Harley?

I returned to look for it, he said. At the present moment it is upstairs in my room.

Ah, M. Harley, exclaimed Madame, smiling at him radiantly, I love your genius. Then it was, she continued, that he thought himself ready, ready for revenge and ready for death. He summoned you, M. Harley, to be an expert witness. He placed with you evidence which could not fail to lead to the arrest of M. Camber. Very well. I allowed him to do all this. His courage, mon Dieu, how I worshipped his courage!

At night, when everyone slept, and he could drop the mask, I have seen what he suffered. I have begged him, begged him upon my knees, to allow me to end it then and there; to forget his dream of revenge, to die without this last stain upon his soul. But he, expecting at any hour, at any minute, to know again the agony which cannot be described, which is unlike any other suffered by the flesh  refused, refused! And I  she raised her eyes ecstatically I have worshipped this courage of his, although it was evil  bad.

The full moon gives the best light, and so he planned it for the night of the full moon. But on the night before, because of some scene which he had with you, M. Harley, nearly I thought his plans would come to nothing. Nearly I thought the last act of love which he asked of me would never be performed. He sat there, up in the little room which he liked best, the coldness upon him which always came before the pang, waiting, waiting, a deathly dew on his forehead, for the end; and I, I who loved him better than life, watched him. And, so Fate willed it, the pang never came.

You watched him? I whispered.

Harley turned to me slowly.

Dont you understand, Knox? he said, in a voice curiously unlike his own.

Ah, my friend, Madame de Stämer laid her hand upon my arm with that caressing gesture which I knew, you do understand, dont you? The power to use my limbs returned to me during the last week that I lived in Nice.

She bent forward and raised her face, in an almost agonized appeal to Val Beverley.

My dear, my dear, she said, forgive me, forgive me! But I loved him so. One day, I think  her glance sought my face you will know. Then you will forgive.

Oh, Madame, Madame, whispered the girl, and began to sob silently.

Is it enough? asked Madame de Stämer, raising her head, and looking defiantly at Paul Harley. Last night, you, M. Harley, who have genius, nearly brought it all to nothing. You passed the door in the shrubbery just when Juan was preparing to go out. I was watching from the window above. Then, when you had gone, he came out  smoking his last cigarette.

I went to my place, entering the tower room by the door from that corridor. I opened the window. It had been carefully oiled. It was soundless. I was cold as one already dead, but love made me strong. I had seen him suffer. I took the rifle from its hiding-place, the heavy rifle which so few women could use. It was no heavier than some which I had used before, and to good purpose.

Again she paused, and I saw her lips trembling. Before my minds eye the picture arose which I had seen from Harleys window, the picture of Colonel Juan Menendez walking in the moonlight along the path to the sun-dial, with halting steps, with clenched fists, but upright as a soldier on parade. Walking on, dauntlessly, to his execution. Out of a sort of haze, which seemed to obscure both sight and hearing, I heard Madame speaking again.

He turned his head toward me. He threw me a kiss  and I fired. Did you think a woman lived who could perform such a deed, eh? If you did not think so, it is because you have never looked into the eyes of one who loved with her body, her mind, and with her soul. I think, yes, I think I went mad. The rifle I remember I replaced. But I remember no more. Ah!

She sighed in a resigned, weary way, untwining her arm from about Val Beverley, and falling back upon her pillows.

It is all written here, she said; every word of it, my friends, and signed at the bottom. I am a murderess, but it was a merciful deed. You see, I had a plan of which Juan knew nothing. This was my plan. She pointed to the heap of manuscript. I would give him relief from his agonies, yes. For although he was an evil man, I loved him better than life. I would let him die happy, thinking his revenge complete. But others to suffer? No, no! a thousand times no! Ah, I am so tired.

She took up the little medicine bottle, poured its contents into the glass, and emptied it at a draught.

Paul Harley, as though galvanized, sprang to his feet. My God! he cried, huskily, Stop her, stop her! Val Beverley, now desperately white, clutched at me with quivering fingers, her agonized glance set upon the smiling face of Madame de Stämer.

No fuss, dear friends, said Madame, gently, no trouble, no nasty stomach-pumps; for it is useless. I shall just fall asleep in a few moments now, and when I wake Juan will be with me.

Her face was radiant. It became lighted up magically. I knew in that grim hour what a beautiful woman Madame de Stämer must have been. She rested her hand upon Val Beverleys head, and looked at me with her strange, still eyes.

Be good to her, my friend, she whispered. She is English, but not cold like some. She, too, can love.

She closed her eyes and dropped back upon her pillows for the last time.


CHAPTER XXXV. AN AFTERWORD

This shall be a brief afterword, for I have little else to say. As Madame had predicted, all antidotes and restoratives were of no avail. She had taken enough of some drug which she had evidently had in her possession for this very purpose to ensure that there should be no awakening, and although Dr. Rolleston was on the spot within half an hour, Madame de Stämer was already past human aid.

There are perhaps one or two details which may be of interest. For instance, as a result of the post-mortem examination of Colonel Menendez, no trace of disease was discovered in any of the organs, but from information supplied by his solicitors, Harley succeeded in tracing the Paris specialist to whom Madame de Stämer had referred; and he confirmed her statement in every particular. The disease, to which he gave some name which I have forgotten, was untraceable, he declared, by any means thus far known to science.

As we had anticipated, the bulk of Colonel Don Juans wealth he had bequeathed to Madame de Stämer, and she in turn had provided that all of which she might die possessed should be divided between certain charities and Val Beverley.

I thus found myself at the time when all these legal processes terminated engaged to marry a girl as wealthy as she was beautiful. Therefore, except for the many grim memories which it had left with me, nothing but personal good fortune resulted from my sojourn at Crays Folly, beneath the shadow of that Bat Wing which had had no existence outside the cunning imagination of Colonel Juan Menendez.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. A CLIENT FOR PAUL HARLEY

Some of Paul Harleys most interesting cases were brought to his notice in an almost accidental way. Although he closed his office in Chancery Lane sharply at the hour of six, the hour of six by no means marked the end of his business day. His work was practically ceaseless. But even in times of leisure, at the club or theatre, fate would sometimes cast in his path the first slender thread which was ultimately to lead him into some unsuspected labyrinth, perhaps in the underworld of London, perhaps in a city of the Far East.

His investigation of the case of the man with the shaven skull afforded an instance of this, and even more notable was his first meeting with Major Jack Ragstaff of the Cavalry Club, a meeting which took place after the office had been closed, but which led to the unmasking of perhaps the most cunning murderer in the annals of crime.

One summers evening when the little clock upon his table was rapidly approaching the much-desired hour, Harley lay back in his chair and stared meditatively across his private office in the direction of a large and very handsome Burmese cabinet, which seemed strangely out of place amid the filing drawers, bookshelves, and other usual impedimenta of a professional man. A peculiarly uninteresting week was drawing to a close, and he was wondering if this betokened a decreased activity in the higher criminal circles, or whether it was merely one of those usual quiescent periods which characterize every form of warfare.

Paul Harley, although the fact was unknown to the general public, occupied something of the position of an unofficial field marshal of the forces arrayed against evildoers. Throughout the war he had undertaken confidential work of the highest importance, especially in regard to the Near East, with which he was intimately acquainted. A member of the English bar, and the last court of appeal to which Home Office and Foreign Office alike came in troubled times, the brass plate upon the door of his unassuming premises in Chancery Lane conveyed little or nothing to the uninitiated.

The man himself, with his tropical bronze and air of eager vitality, must have told the most careless observer that he stood in the presence of an extraordinary personality. He was slightly gray at the temples in these days, but young in mind and body, physically fit, and possessed of an intellectual keenness which had forced recognition from two hemispheres. His office was part of an old city residence, and his chambers adjoined his workroom, so that now, noting that his table clock registered the hour of six, he pressed a bell which summoned Innes, his confidential secretary.

Well, Innes, said Harley, looking around, another uneventful day.

Very uneventful, Mr. Harley. About a month of this and you will have to resume practice at the bar.

Paul Harley laughed.

Not a bit likely, Innes, he replied. No more briefs for me. I shall retire to Norfolk and devote my declining years to fishing.

I dont know that fishing would entirely satisfy me, said Innes.

It would more than satisfy me, returned Harley. But every man to his own ambition. Well, there is no occasion to wait; you might as well get along. But whats that youve got in your hand?

Well, replied Innes, laying a card upon the table, I was just coming in with it when you rang.

Paul Harley glanced at the card.

Sir Charles Abingdon, he read aloud, staring reflectively at his secretary. That is the osteologist?

Yes, answered Innes, but I fancy he has retired from practice.

Ah, murmured Harley, I wonder what he wants. I suppose I had better see him, as I fancy that he and I met casually some years ago in India. Ask him to come in, will you?

Innes retiring, there presently entered a distinguished-looking, elderly gentleman upon whose florid face rested an expression not unlike that of embarrassment.

Mr. Harley, he began, I feel somewhat ill at ease in encroaching upon your time, for I am by no means sure that my case comes within your particular province.

Sit down, Sir Charles, said Harley with quiet geniality. Officially, my working day is ended; but if nothing comes of your visit beyond a chat it will have been very welcome. Calcutta, was it not, where we last met?

It was, replied Sir Charles, placing his hat and cane upon the table and sitting down rather wearily in a big leather armchair which Harley had pushed forward. If I presume upon so slight an acquaintance, I am sorry, but I must confess that only the fact of having met you socially encouraged me to make this visit.

He raised his eyes to Harleys face and gazed at him with that peculiarly searching look which belongs to members of his profession; but mingled with it was an expression of almost pathetic appeal, of appeal for understanding, for sympathy of some kind.

Go on, Sir Charles, said Harley. He pushed forward a box of cigars. Will you smoke?

Thanks, no, was the answer.

Sir Charles evidently was oppressed by some secret trouble, thus Harley mused silently, as, taking out a tin of tobacco from a cabinet beside him, he began in leisurely manner to load a briar. In this he desired to convey that he treated the visit as that of a friend, and also, since business was over, that Sir Charles might without scruple speak at length and at leisure of whatever matters had brought him there.

Very well, then, began the surgeon; I am painfully conscious that the facts which I am in a position to lay before you are very scanty and unsatisfactory.

Paul Harley nodded encouragingly.

If this were not so, he explained, you would have no occasion to apply to me, Sir Charles. It is my business to look for facts. Naturally, I do not expect my clients to supply them.

Sir Charles slowly nodded his head, and seemed in some measure to recover confidence.

Briefly, then, he said, I believe my life is in danger.

You mean that there is someone who desires your death?

I do.

Hm, said Harley, replacing the tin in the cupboard and striking a match. Even if the facts are scanty, no doubt you have fairly substantial grounds for such a suspicion?

I cannot say that they are substantial, Mr. Harley. They are rather more circumstantial. Frankly, I have forced myself to come here, and now that I have intruded upon your privacy, I realize my difficulties more keenly than ever.

The expression of embarrassment upon the speakers face had grown intense; and now he paused, bending forward in his chair. He seemed in his glance to appeal for patience on the part of his hearer, and Harley, lighting his pipe, nodded in understanding fashion. He was the last man in the world to jump to conclusions. He had learned by bitter experience that lightly to dismiss such cases as this of Sir Charles as coming within the province of delusion, was sometimes tantamount to refusing aid to a man in deadly peril.

You are naturally anxious for the particulars, Sir Charles presently resumed. They bear, I regret to say, a close resemblance to the symptoms of a well-known form of hallucination. In short, with one exception, they may practically all be classed under the head of surveillance.

Surveillance, said Paul Harley. You mean that you are more or less constantly followed?

I do.

And what is your impression of this follower?

A very hazy one. To-night, as I came to your office, I have every reason to believe that someone followed me in a taxicab.

You came in a car?

I did.

And a cab followed you the whole way?

Practically the whole way, except that as my chauffeur turned into Chancery Lane, the cab stopped at the corner of Fleet Street.

Your idea is that your pursuer followed on foot from this point?

Such was my impression.

Hm, quite impossible. And is this sort of thing constant, Sir Charles?

It has been for some time past.

Anything else?

One very notable thing, Mr. Harley. I was actually assaulted less than a week ago within sight of my own house.

Indeed! Tell me of this. Paul Harley became aware of an awakening curiosity. Sir Charles Abingdon was not the type of man who is lightly intimidated.

I had been to visit a friend in the neighbourhood, Sir Charles continued, whom I am at present attending professionally, although I am actually retired. I was returning across the square, close to midnight, when, fortunately for myself, I detected the sound of light, pattering footsteps immediately behind me. The place was quite deserted at that hour, and although I was so near home, the worst would have happened, I fear, if my sense of hearing had been less acute. I turned in the very instant that a man was about to spring upon me from behind. He was holding in his hand what looked like a large silk handkerchief. This encounter took place in the shadow of some trees, and beyond the fact that my assailant was a small man, I could form no impression of his identity.

What did you do?

I turned and struck out with my stick.

And then?

Then he made no attempt to contest the issue, but simply ran swiftly off, always keeping in the shadows of the trees.

Very strange, murmured Harley. Do you think he had meant to drug you?

Maybe, replied Sir Charles. The handkerchief was perhaps saturated with some drug, or he may even have designed to attempt to strangle me.

And you formed absolutely no impression of the man?

None whatever, Mr. Harley. When you see the spot at which the encounter took place, if you care to do so, you will recognize the difficulties. It is perfectly dark there after nightfall.

Hm, mused Harley. A very alarming occurrence, Sir Charles. It must have shaken you very badly. But we must not overlook the possibility that this may have been an ordinary footpad.

His methods were scarcely those of a footpad, murmured Sir Charles.

I quite agree, said Harley. They were rather Oriental, if I may say so.

Sir Charles Abingdon started. Oriental! he whispered. Yes, you are right.

Does this suggest a train of thought? prompted Harley.

Sir Charles Abingdon cleared his throat nervously. It does, Mr. Harley, he admitted, but a very confusing train of thought. It leads me to a point which I must mention, but which concerns a very well-known man. Before I proceed I should like to make it clear that I do not believe for a moment that he is responsible for this unpleasant business.

Harley stared at him curiously. Nevertheless, he said, there must be some data in your possession which suggest to your mind that he has some connection with it.

There are, Mr. Harley, and I should be deeply indebted if you could visit my house this evening, when I could place this evidence, if evidence it may be called, before you. I find myself in so delicate a position. If you are free I should welcome your company at dinner.

Paul Harley seemed to be reflecting.

Of course, Sir Charles, he said, presently, your statement is very interesting and curious, and I shall naturally make a point of going fully into the matter. But before proceeding further there are two questions I should like to ask you. The first is this: What is the name of the well-known man to whom you refer? And the second: If not he then whom do you suspect of being behind all this?

The one matter is so hopelessly involved in the other, he finally replied, that although I came here prepared as I thought with a full statement of the case, I should welcome a further opportunity of rearranging the facts before imparting them to you. One thing, however, I have omitted to mention. It is, perhaps, of paramount importance. There was a robbery at my house less than a week ago.

What! A robbery! Tell me: what was stolen?

Nothing of the slightest value, Mr. Harley, to any one but myself  or so I should have supposed. The speaker coughed nervously. The thief had gained admittance to my private study, where there are several cases of Oriental jewellery and a number of pieces of valuable gold and silverware, all antique. At what hour he came, how he gained admittance, and how he retired, I cannot imagine. All the doors were locked as usual in the morning and nothing was disturbed.

I dont understand, then.

I chanced to have occasion to open my bureau which I invariably keep locked. Immediately  immediately  I perceived that my papers were disarranged. Close examination revealed the fact that a short manuscript in my own hand, which had been placed in one of the pigeonholes, was missing.

A manuscript, murmured Harley. Upon a technical subject?

Scarcely a technical subject, Mr. Harley. It was a brief account which I had vaguely contemplated publishing in one of the reviews, a brief account of a very extraordinary patient whom I once attended.

And had you written it recently?

No; some years ago. But I had recently added to it. I may say that it was my purpose still further to add to it, and with this object I had actually unlocked the bureau.

New facts respecting this patient had come into your possession?

They had.

Before the date of the attack upon you?

Before that date, yes.

And before surveillance of your movements began?

I believe so.

May I suggest that your patient and the well-known man to whom you referred are one and the same?

It is not so, Mr. Harley, returned Sir Charles in a tired voice. Nothing so simple. I realize more than ever that I must arrange my facts in some sort of historical order. Therefore I ask you again: will you dine with me to-night?

With pleasure, replied Harley, promptly. I have no other engagement.

That his ready acceptance had immensely relieved the troubled mind of Sir Charles was evident enough. His visitor stood up. I am not prone to sickly fancies, Mr. Harley, he said. But a conviction has been growing upon me for some time that I have incurred, how I cannot imagine, but that nevertheless I have incurred powerful enmity. I trust our evenings counsel may enable you, with your highly specialized faculties, to detect an explanation.

And it was instructive to note how fluently he spoke now that he found himself temporarily relieved of the necessity of confessing the source of his mysterious fears.


CHAPTER II. THE SIXTH SENSE

Paul Harley stepped into his car in Chancery Lane. Drive in the direction of Hyde Park Corner, he directed the chauffeur. Go along the Strand.

Glancing neither right nor left, he entered the car, and presently they were proceeding slowly with the stream of traffic in the Strand. Pull up at the Savoy, he said suddenly through the tube.

The car slowed down in that little bay which contains the entrance to the hotel, and Harley stared fixedly out of the rear window, observing the occupants of all other cars and cabs which were following. For three minutes or more he remained there watching. Go on, he directed.

Again they proceeded westward and, half-way along Piccadilly, Stop at the Ritz, came the order.

The car pulled up before the colonnade and Harley, stepping out, dismissed the man and entered the hotel, walked through to the side entrance, and directed a porter to get him a taxicab. In this he proceeded to the house of Sir Charles Abingdon. He had been seeking to learn whether he was followed, but in none of the faces he had scrutinized had he detected any interest in himself, so that his idea that whoever was watching Sir Charles in all probability would have transferred attention to himself remained no more than an idea. For all he had gained by his tactics, Sir Charless theory might be no more than a delusion after all.

The house of Sir Charles Abingdon was one of those small, discreet establishments, the very neatness of whose appointments inspires respect for the occupant. If anything had occurred during the journey to suggest to Harley that Sir Charles was indeed under observation by a hidden enemy, the suave British security and prosperity of his residence must have destroyed the impression.

As the cab was driven away around the corner, Harley paused for a moment, glancing about him to right and left and up at the neatly curtained windows. In the interval which had elapsed since Sir Charless departure from his office, he had had leisure to survey the outstanding features of the story, and, discounting in his absence the pathetic sincerity of the narrator, he had formed the opinion that there was nothing in the account which was not susceptible of an ordinary prosaic explanation.

Sir Charless hesitancy in regard to two of the questions asked had contained a hint that they might involve intimate personal matters, and Harley was prepared to learn that the source of the distinguished surgeons dread lay in some unrevealed episode of the past. Beyond the fact that Sir Charles was a widower, he knew little or nothing of his private life; and he was far too experienced an investigator to formulate theories until all the facts were in his possession. Therefore it was with keen interest that he looked forward to the interview.

Familiarity with crime, in its many complexions, East and West, had developed in Paul Harley a sort of sixth sense. It was an evasive, fickle thing, but was nevertheless the attribute which had made him an investigator of genius. Often enough it failed him entirely. It had failed him to-night  or else no one had followed him from Chancery Lane.

It had failed him earlier in the evening when, secretly, he had watched from the office window Sir Charless car proceeding toward the Strand. That odd, sudden chill, as of an abrupt lowering of the temperature, which often advised him of the nearness of malignant activity, had not been experienced.

Now, standing before Sir Charless house, he sensed the atmosphere keenly  seeking for the note of danger.

There had been a thunder shower just before he had set out, and now, although rain had ceased, the sky remained blackly overcast and a curious, dull stillness was come. The air had a welcome freshness and the glistening pavements looked delightfully cool after the parching heat of the day. In the quiet square, no doubt, it was always restful in contrast with the more busy highroads, and in the murmur of distant traffic he found something very soothing. About him then were peace, prosperity, and security.

Yet, as he stood there, waiting  it came to him: the note of danger. Swiftly he looked to right and left, trying to penetrate the premature dusk. The whole complexion of the matter changed. Some menace intangible now, but which at any moment might become evident  lay near him. It was sheer intuition, no doubt, but it convinced him.

A moment later he had rung the bell; and as a man opened the door, showing a easy and well-lighted lobby within, the fear aura no longer touched Paul Harley. Out from the doorway came hominess and that air of security and peace which had seemed to characterize the house when viewed from outside. The focus of menace, therefore, lay not inside the house of Sir Charles but without. It was very curious. In the next instant came a possible explanation.

Mr. Paul Harley? said the butler tentatively.

Yes, I am he.

Sir Charles is expecting you, sir. He apologizes for not being in to receive you, but he will only be absent a few minutes.

Sir Charles has been called out? inquired Harley as he handed hat and coat to the man.

Yes, sir. He is attending Mr. Chester Wilson on the other side of the square, and Mr. Wilsons man rang up a few moments ago requesting Sir Charles to step across.

I see, murmured Harley, as the butler showed him into a small but well-filled library on the left of the lobby.

Refreshments were set invitingly upon a table beside a deep lounge chair. But Harley declined the mans request to refresh himself while waiting and began aimlessly to wander about the room, apparently studying the titles of the works crowding the bookshelves. As a matter of fact, he was endeavouring to arrange certain ideas in order, and if he had been questioned on the subject it is improbable that he could have mentioned the title of one book in the library.

His mental equipment was of a character too rarely met with in the profession to which he belonged. While up to the very moment of reaching Sir Charless house he had doubted the reality of the menace which hung over this man, the note of danger which he had sensed at the very threshold had convinced him, where more ordinary circumstantial evidence might have left him in doubt.

It was perhaps pure imagination, but experience had taught him that it was closely allied to clairvoyance.

Now upon his musing there suddenly intruded sounds of a muffled altercation. That is to say, the speakers, who were evidently in the lobby beyond the library door, spoke in low tones, perhaps in deference to the presence of a visitor. Harley was only mildly interested, but the voices had broken his train of thought, and when presently the door opened to admit a very neat but rather grim-looking old lady he started, then looked across at her with a smile.

Some of the grimness faded from the wrinkled old face, and the housekeeper, for this her appearance proclaimed her to be, bowed in a queer Victorian fashion which suggested that a curtsy might follow. One did not follow, however. I am sure I apologize, sir, she said. Benson did not tell me you had arrived.

Thats quite all right, said Harley, genially.

His smile held a hint of amusement, for in the comprehensive glance which the old lady cast across the library, a glance keen to detect disorder and from which no speck of dust could hope to conceal itself, there remained a trace of that grimness which he had detected at the moment of her entrance. In short, she was still bristling from a recent encounter. So much so that detecting something sympathetic in Harleys smile she availed herself of the presence of a badly arranged vase of flowers to linger and to air her grievances.

Servants in these times, she informed him, her fingers busily rearranging the blooms, are not what servants were in my young days.

Unfortunately, that is so, Harley agreed.

The old lady tossed her head. I do my best, she continued, but that girl would not have stayed in the house for one week if I had had my way. Miss Phil is altogether too soft-hearted. Thank goodness, she goes to-morrow, though.

You dont refer to Miss Phil? said Harley, intentionally misunderstanding.

Gracious goodness, no! exclaimed the housekeeper, and laughed with simple glee at the joke. I mean Jones, the new parlourmaid. When I say new, they are all new, for none of them stay longer than three months.

Indeed, smiled Harley, who perceived that the old lady was something of a martinet.

Indeed, they dont. Think they are ladies nowadays. Four hours off has that girl had to-day, although she was out on Wednesday. Then she has the impudence to allow someone to ring her up here at the house; and finally I discover her upsetting the table after Benson had laid it and after I had rearranged it.

She glanced indignantly in the direction of the lobby. Perhaps one day, she concluded, pathetically, as she walked slowly from the room, we shall find a parlourmaid who is a parlourmaid. Good evening, sir.

Good evening, said Harley, quietly amused to be made the recipient of these domestic confidences.

He continued to smile for some time after the door had been closed. His former train of ideas was utterly destroyed, but for this he was not ungrateful to the housekeeper, since the outstanding disadvantage of that strange gift resembling prescience was that it sometimes blunted the purely analytical part of his mind when this should have been at its keenest. He was now prepared to listen to what Sir Charles had to say and to judge impartially of its evidential value.

Wandering from side to side of the library, he presently found himself standing still before the mantelpiece and studying a photograph in a silver frame which occupied the centre of the shelf. It was the photograph of an unusually pretty girl; that is to say, of a girl whose beauty was undeniable, but who belonged to a type widely removed from that of the ordinary good-looking Englishwoman.

The outline of her face was soft and charming, and there was a questioning look in her eyes which was alluring and challenging. Her naive expression was palpably a pose, and her slightly parted lips promised laughter. She possessed delightfully wavy hair and her neck and one shoulder, which were bare, had a Grecian purity. Harley discovered himself to be smiling at the naive lady of the photograph.

Presumably Miss Phil, he said aloud.

He removed his gaze with reluctance from the fascinating picture, and dropping into the big lounge chair, he lighted a cigarette. He had just placed the match in an ash tray when he heard Sir Charless voice in the lobby, and a moment later Sir Charles himself came hurrying into the library. His expression was so peculiar that Harley started up immediately, perceiving that something unusual had happened.

My dear Mr. Harley, began Sir Charles, in the first place pray accept my apologies

None are necessary, Harley interrupted. Your excellent housekeeper has entertained me vastly.

Good, good, muttered Sir Charles. I am obliged to Mrs. Howett, and it was plainly to be seen that his thoughts were elsewhere. But I have to relate a most inexplicable occurrence  inexplicable unless by some divine accident the plan has been prevented from maturing.

What do you mean, Sir Charles?

I was called ten minutes ago by someone purporting to be the servant of Mr. Chester Wilson, that friend and neighbour whom I have been attending.

So your butler informed me.

My dear sir, cried Sir Charles, and the expression in his eyes grew almost wild, no one in Wilsons house knew anything about the matter!

What! It was a ruse?

Palpably a ruse to get me away from home.

Harley dropped his cigarette into the ash tray beside the match, where, smouldering, it sent up a gray spiral into the air of the library. Whether because of his words or because of the presence of the man himself, the warning, intuitive finger had again touched Paul Harley. You saw or heard nothing on your way across the square to suggest that any one having designs on your safety was watching you?

Nothing. I searched the shadows most particularly on my return journey, of course. For the thing cannot have been purposeless.

I quite agree with you, said Paul Harley, quietly.

Between the promptings of that uncanny sixth sense of his and the working of the trained deductive reasoning powers, he was momentarily at a loss. Some fact, some episode, a memory, was clamouring for recognition, while the intuitive, subconscious voice whispered: This man is in danger; protect him. What was the meaning of it all? He felt that a clue lay somewhere outside the reach of his intelligence, and a sort of anger possessed him because of his impotence to grasp it.

Sir Charles was staring at him in that curiously pathetic way which he had observed at their earlier interview in Chancery Lane. In any event, said his host, let us dine: for already I have kept you waiting.

Harley merely bowed, and walking out of the library, entered the cosy dining room. A dreadful premonition had claimed him as his glance had met that of Sir Charles  a premonition that this mans days were numbered. It was uncanny, unnerving; and whereas, at first, the atmosphere of Sir Charles Abingdons home had been laden with prosperous security, now from every side, and even penetrating to the warmly lighted dining room, came that chilling note of danger.

In crossing the lobby he had not failed to note that there were many Indian curios in the place which could not well have failed to attract the attention of a burglar. But that the person who had penetrated to the house was no common burglar he was now assured and he required no further evidence upon this point.

As he took his seat at the dining table he observed that Sir Charless collection had overflowed even into this room. In the warm shadows about him were pictures and ornaments, all of which came from, or had been inspired by, the Far East.

In this Oriental environment lay an inspiration. The terror which had come into Sir Charless life, the invisible menace which, swordlike, hung over him, surely belonged in its eerie quality to the land of temple bells, of silent, subtle peoples, to the secret land which has bred so many mysteries. Yes, he must look into the past, into the Indian life of Sir Charles Abingdon, for the birth of this thing which now had grown into a shadow almost tangible.

Benson attended at table, assisted by a dark-faced and very surly-looking maid, in whom Harley thought he recognized the housekeepers bete noire.

When presently both servants had temporarily retired. You see, Mr. Harley, began Sir Charles, glancing about his own room in a manner almost furtive, I realized to-day at your office that the history of this dread which has come upon me perhaps went back so far that it was almost impossible to acquaint you with it under the circumstances.

I quite understand.

I think perhaps I should inform you in the first place that I have a daughter. Her mother has been dead for many years, and perhaps I have not given her the attention which a motherless girl is entitled to expect from her father. I dont mean, he said, hastily, that we are in any sense out of sympathy, but latterly in some way I must confess that we have got a little out of touch. He glanced anxiously at his guest, indeed almost apologetically. You will of course understand, Mr. Harley, that this seeming preamble may prove to have a direct bearing upon what I propose to tell you?

Pray tell the story in your own way, Sir Charles, said Harley with sympathy. I am all attention, and I shall only interrupt you in the event of any point not being quite clear.

Thank you, said Sir Charles. I find it so much easier to explain the matter now. To continue, there is a certain distinguished Oriental gentleman

He paused as Benson appeared to remove the soup plates.

It is always delightful to chat with one who knows India so well as you do, he continued, glancing significantly at his guest.

Paul Harley, who fully appreciated the purpose of this abrupt change in the conversation, nodded in agreement. The call of the East, he replied, is a very real thing. Only one who has heard it can understand and appreciate all it means.

The butler, an excellently trained servant, went about his work with quiet efficiency, and once Harley heard him mutter rapid instructions to the surly parlourmaid, who hovered disdainfully in the background. When again host and guest found themselves alone: I dont in any way distrust the servants, explained Sir Charles, but one cannot hope to prevent gossip. He raised his serviette to his lips and almost immediately resumed: I was about to tell you, Mr. Harley, about my daughters

He paused and cleared his throat, then, hastily pouring out a glass of water, he drank a sip or two and Paul Harley noticed that his hand was shaking nervously. He thought of the photograph in the library, and now, in this reference to a distinguished Oriental gentleman, he suddenly perceived the possible drift of the conversation.

This was the point to which Sir Charles evidently experienced such difficulty in coming. It was something which concerned his daughter; and, mentally visualizing the pure oval face and taunting eyes of the library photograph, Harley found it impossible to believe that the evil which threatened Sir Charles could possibly be associated in any way with Phyllis Abingdon.

Yet, if the revelation which he had to make must be held responsible for his present condition, then truly it was a dreadful one. No longer able to conceal his concern, Harley stood up. If the story distresses you so keenly, Sir Charles, he said, I beg

Sir Charles waved his hand reassuringly. A mere nothing. It will pass, he whispered.

But I fear, continued Harley, that

He ceased abruptly, and ran to his hosts assistance, for the latter, evidently enough, was in the throes of some sudden illness or seizure. His fresh-coloured face was growing positively livid, and he plucked at the edge of the table with twitching fingers. As Harley reached his side he made a sudden effort to stand up, throwing out his arm to grasp the others shoulder.

Benson! cried Harley, loudly. Quick! Your master is ill!

There came a sound of swift footsteps and the door was thrown open.

Too late, whispered Sir Charles in a choking voice. He began to clutch his throat as Benson hurried into the room.

My God! whispered Harley. He is dying!

Indeed, the truth was all too apparent. Sir Charles Abingdon was almost past speech. He was glaring across the table as though he saw some ghastly apparition there. And now with appalling suddenness he became as a dead weight in Harleys supporting grasp. Raspingly, as if forced in agony from his lips:

Fire-Tongue, he said... Nicol Brinn...

Benson, white and terror-stricken, bent over him.

Sir Charles! he kept muttering. Sir Charles! What is the matter, sir?

A stifled shriek sounded from the doorway, and in tottered Mrs. Howett, the old housekeeper, with other servants peering over her shoulder into that warmly lighted dining room where Sir Charles Abingdon lay huddled in his own chair  dead.


CHAPTER III. SHADOWS

Had you reason to suspect any cardiac trouble, Doctor McMurdoch? asked Harley.

Doctor McMurdoch, a local practitioner who had been a friend of Sir Charles Abingdon, shook his head slowly. He was a tall, preternaturally thin Scotsman, clean-shaven, with shaggy dark brows and a most gloomy expression in his deep-set eyes. While the presence of his sepulchral figure seemed appropriate enough in that stricken house, Harley could not help thinking that it must have been far from reassuring in a sick room.

I had never actually detected anything of the kind, replied the physician, and his deep voice was gloomily in keeping with his personality. I had observed a certain breathlessness at times, however. No doubt it is one of those cases of unsuspected endocarditis. Acute. I take it, raising his shaggy brows interrogatively, that nothing had occurred to excite Sir Charles?

On the contrary, replied Harley, he was highly distressed about some family trouble, the nature of which he was about to confide to me when this sudden illness seized him.

He stared hard at Doctor McMurdoch, wondering how much he might hope to learn from him respecting the affairs of Sir Charles. It seemed almost impertinent at that hour to seek to pry into the dead mans private life.

To the quiet, book-lined apartment stole now and again little significant sounds which told of the tragedy in the household. Sometimes when a distant door was opened, it would be the sobs of a weeping woman, for the poor old housekeeper had been quite prostrated by the blow. Or ghostly movements would become audible from the room immediately over the library  the room to which the dead man had been carried; muffled footsteps, vague stirrings of furniture; each sound laden with its own peculiar portent, awakening the imagination which all too readily filled in the details of the scene above. Then, to spur Harley to action, came the thought that Sir Charles Abingdon had appealed to him for aid. Did his need terminate with his unexpected death or would the shadow under which he had died extend now? Harley found himself staring across the library at the photograph of Phil Abingdon. It was of her that Sir Charles had been speaking when that mysterious seizure had tied his tongue. That strange, fatal illness, mused Harley, all the more strange in the case of a man supposedly in robust health  it almost seemed like the working of a malignant will. For the revelation, whatever its nature, had almost but not quite been made in Harleys office that evening. Something, some embarrassment or mental disability, had stopped Sir Charles from completing his statement. Tonight death had stopped him.

Was he consulting you professionally, Mr. Harley? asked the physician.

He was, replied Harley, continuing to stare fascinatedly at the photograph on the mantelpiece. I am informed, said he, abruptly, that Miss Abingdon is out of town?

Doctor McMurdoch nodded in his slow, gloomy fashion. She is staying in Devonshire with poor Abingdons sister, he answered. I am wondering how we are going to break the news to her.

Perceiving that Doctor McMurdoch had clearly been intimate with the late Sir Charles, Harley determined to make use of this opportunity to endeavour to fathom the mystery of the late surgeons fears. You will not misunderstand me, Doctor McMurdoch, he said, if I venture to ask you one or two rather personal questions respecting Miss Abingdon?

Doctor McMurdoch lowered his shaggy brows and looked gloomily at the speaker. Mr. Harley, he replied, I know you by repute for a man of integrity. But before I answer your questions will you answer one of mine?

Certainly.

Then my question is this: Does not your interest cease with the death of your client?

Doctor McMurdoch, said Harley, sternly, you no doubt believe yourself to be acting as a friend of this bereaved family. You regard me, perhaps, as a Paul Pry prompted by idle curiosity. On the contrary, I find myself in a delicate and embarrassing situation. From Sir Charless conversation I had gathered that he entertained certain fears on behalf of his daughter.

Indeed, said Doctor McMurdoch.

If these fears were well grounded, the danger is not removed, but merely increased by the death of Miss Abingdons natural protector. I regret, sir, that I approached you for information, since you have misjudged my motive. But far from my interest having ceased, it has now as I see the matter become a sacred duty to learn what it was that Sir Charles apprehended. This duty, Doctor McMurdoch, I propose to fulfil with or without your assistance.

Oh, said Doctor McMurdoch, gloomily, Im afraid Ive offended you. But I meant well, Mr. Harley. A faint trace of human emotion showed itself in his deep voice. Charley Abingdon and I were students together in Edinburgh, he explained. I was mayhap a little strange.

His apology was so evidently sincere that Harley relented at once. Please say no more, Doctor McMurdoch, he responded. I fully appreciate your feelings in the matter. At such a time a stranger can only be an intruder; but  he fixed his keen eyes upon the physician there is more underlying all this than you suspect or could readily believe. You will live to know that I have spoken the truth.

I know it now, declared the Scotsman, solemnly. Abingdon was always eccentric, but he didnt know the meaning of fear.

Once that may have been true, replied Harley. But a great fear was upon him when he came to me, Doctor McMurdoch, and if it is humanly possible I am going to discover its cause.

Go ahead, said Doctor McMurdoch and, turning to the side table, he poured out two liberal portions of whiskey. If theres anything I can do to help, count me at your service. You tell me he had fears about little Phil?

He had, answered Harley, and it is maddening to think that he died before he could acquaint me with their nature. But I have hopes that you can help me in this. For instance  again he fixed his gaze upon the gloomy face of the physician who is the distinguished Oriental gentleman with whom Sir Charles had recently become acquainted?

Doctor McMurdochs expression remained utterly blank, and he slowly shook his head. I havent an idea in the world, he declared. A patient, perhaps?

Possibly, said Harley, conscious of some disappointment; yet from the way he spoke of him I scarcely think that he was a patient. Surely Sir Charles, having resided so long in India, numbered several Orientals among his acquaintances if not among his friends?

None ever came to his home, replied Doctor McMurdoch. He had all the Anglo-Indians prejudice against men of colour. He rested his massive chin in his hand and stared down reflectively at the carpet.

Then you have no suggestion to offer in regard to this person?

None. Did he tell you nothing further about him?

Unfortunately, nothing. In the next place, Doctor McMurdoch, are you aware of any difference of opinion which had arisen latterly between Sir Charles and his daughter?

Difference of opinion! replied Doctor McMurdoch, raising his brows ironically. There would always be difference of opinion between little Phil and any man who cared for her. But out-and-out quarrel  no!

Again Harley found himself at a deadlock, and it was with scanty hope of success that he put his third question to the gloomy Scot. Was Sir Charles a friend of Mr. Nicol Brinn? he asked.

Nicol Brinn? echoed the physician. He looked perplexed. You mean the American millionaire? I believe they were acquainted. Abingdon knew most of the extraordinary people in London; and if half one hears is true Nicol Brinn is as mad as a hatter. But they were not in any sense friends as far as I know. He was watching Harley curiously. Why do you ask that question?

I will tell you in a moment, said Harley, rapidly, but I have one more question to put to you first. Does the term Fire-Tongue convey anything to your mind?

Doctor McMurdochs eyebrows shot upward most amazingly. I wont insult you by supposing that you have chosen such a time for joking, he said, dourly. But if your third question surprised me, I must say that your fourth sounds simply daft.

It must, agreed Harley, and his manner was almost fierce; but when I tell you why I ask these two questions  and I only do so on the understand ing that my words are to be treated in the strictest confidence  you may regard the matter in a new light. Nicol Brinn and Fire-Tongue were the last words which Sir Charles Abingdon uttered.

What! cried Doctor McMurdoch, displaying a sudden surprising energy. What?

I solemnly assure you, declared Harley, that such is the case. Benson, the butler, also overheard them.

Doctor McMurdoch relapsed once more into gloom, gazing at the whiskey in the glass which he held in his hand and slowly shaking his head. Poor old Charley Abingdon, he murmured. Its plain to me, Mr. Harley, that his mind was wandering. May not we find here an explanation, too, of this idea of his that some danger overhung Phil? You didnt chance to notice, I suppose, whether he had a temperature?

I did not, replied Harley, smiling slightly. But the smile quickly left his face, which became again grim and stern.

A short silence ensued, during which Doctor McMurdoch sat staring moodily down at the carpet and Harley slowly paced up and down the room; then:

In view of the fact, he said, suddenly, that Sir Charles clearly apprehended an attempt upon his life, are you satisfied professionally that death was due to natural causes?

Perfectly satisfied, replied the physician, looking up with a start: perfectly satisfied. It was unexpected, of course, but such cases are by no means unusual. He was formerly a keen athlete, remember. Tis often so. Surely you dont suspect foul play? I understood you to mean that his apprehensions were on behalf of Phil.

Paul Harley stood still, staring meditatively in the others direction. There is not a scrap of evidence to support such a theory, he admitted, but if you knew of the existence of any poisonous agent which would produce effects simulating these familiar symptoms, I should be tempted to take certain steps.

If you are talking about poisons, said the physician, a rather startled look appearing upon his face, there are several I might mention; but the idea seems preposterous to me. Why should any one want to harm Charley Abingdon? When could poison have been administered and by whom?

When, indeed? murmured Harley. Yet I am not satisfied.

Youre not hinting at  suicide?

Emphatically no.

What had he eaten?

Nothing but soup, except that he drank a portion of a glass of water. I am wondering if he took anything at Mr. Wilsons house. He stared hard at Doctor McMurdoch. It may surprise you to learn that I have already taken steps to have the remains of the soup from Sir Charless plate examined, as well as the water in the glass. I now propose to call upon Mr. Wilson in order that I may complete this line of enquiry.

I sympathize with your suspicions, Mr. Harley, said the physician dourly, but you are wasting your time. A touch of the old acidity crept back into his manner. My certificate will be syncope due to unusual excitement; and I shall stand by it.

You are quite entitled to your own opinion, Harley conceded, which if I were in your place would be my own. But what do you make of the fact that Sir Charles received a bogus telephone message some ten minutes before my arrival, as a result of which he visited Mr. Wilsons house?

But hes attending Wilson, protested the physician.

Nevertheless, no one there had telephoned. It was a ruse. I dont assume for a moment that this ruse was purposeless.

Doctor McMurdoch was now staring hard at the speaker.

You may also know, Harley continued, that there was an attempted burglary here less than a week ago.

I know that, admitted the other, but it counts for little. There have been several burglaries in the neighbourhood of late.

Harley perceived that Doctor McMurdoch was one of those characters, not uncommon north of the Tweed, who, if slow in forming an opinion, once having done so cling to it as tightly as any barnacle.

You may be right and I may be wrong, Harley admitted, but while your professional business with Sir Charles unfortunately is ended, mine is only beginning. May I count upon you to advise me of Miss Abingdons return? I particularly wish to see her, and I should prefer to meet her in the capacity of a friend rather than in that of a professional investigator.

At the earliest moment that I can decently arrange a meeting, replied Doctor McMurdoch, I will communicate with you, Mr. Harley. I am just cudgelling my brains at the moment to think how the news is to be broken to her. Poor little Phil! He was all she had.

I wish I could help you, declared Harley with sincerity, but in the circumstances any suggestion of mine would be mere impertinence. He held out his hand to the doctor.

Good-night, said the latter, gripping it heartily. If there is any mystery surrounding poor Abingdons death, I believe you are the man to clear it up. But, frankly, it was his heart. I believe he had a touch of the sun once in India. Who knows? His idea that some danger threatened him or threatened Phil may have been merely He tapped his brow significantly.

But in the whole of your knowledge of Sir Charles, cried Harley, exhibiting a certain irritation, have you ever known him to suffer from delusions of that kind or any other?

Never, replied the physician, firmly; but once a man has had the sun one cannot tell.

Ah! said Harley. Good-night, Doctor McMurdoch.

When presently he left the house, carrying a brown leather bag which he had borrowed from the butler, he knew that rightly or wrongly his own opinion remained unchanged in spite of the stubborn opposition of the Scottish physician. The bogus message remained to be explained, and the assault in the square, as did the purpose of the burglar to whom gold and silver plate made no appeal. More important even than these points were the dead mans extraordinary words: Fire-Tongue Nicol Brinn. Finally and conclusively, he had detected the note of danger outside and inside the house; and now as he began to cross the square it touched him again intimately.

He looked up at the darkened sky. A black cloud was moving slowly overhead, high above the roof of the late Sir Charles Abingdon; and as he watched its stealthy approach it seemed to Paul Harley to be the symbol of that dread in which latterly Sir Charless life had lain, beneath which he had died, and which now was stretching out, mysterious and menacing, over himself.


CHAPTER IV. INTRODUCING MR. NICOL BRINN

At about nine oclock on the same evening, a man stood at a large window which overlooked Piccadilly and the Green Park. The room to which the window belonged was justly considered one of the notable sights of London and doubtless would have received suitable mention in the Blue Guide had the room been accessible to the general public. It was, on the contrary, accessible only to the personal friends of Mr. Nicol Brinn. As Mr. Nicol Brinn had a rarely critical taste in friendship, none but a fortunate few had seen the long room with its two large windows overlooking Piccadilly.

The man at the window was interested in a car which, approaching from the direction of the Circus, had slowed down immediately opposite and now was being turned, the chauffeurs apparent intention being to pull up at the door below. He had seen the face of the occupant and had recognized it even from that elevation. He was interested; and since only unusual things aroused any semblance of interest in the man who now stood at the window, one might have surmised that there was something unusual about the present visitor, or in his having decided to call at those chambers; and that such was indeed his purpose an upward glance which he cast in the direction of the balcony sufficiently proved.

The watcher, who had been standing in a dark recess formed by the presence of heavy velvet curtains draped before the window, now opened the curtains and stepped into the lighted room. He was a tall, lean man having straight, jet-black hair, a sallow complexion, and the features of a Sioux. A long black cigar protruded aggressively from the left corner of his mouth. His hands were locked behind him and his large and quite expressionless blue eyes stared straight across the room at the closed door with a dreamy and vacant regard. His dinner jacket fitted him so tightly that it might have been expected at any moment to split at the seams. As if to precipitate the catastrophe, he wore it buttoned.

There came a rap at the door.

In! said the tall man.

The door opened silently and a manservant appeared. He was spotlessly neat and wore his light hair cropped close to the skull. His fresh-coloured face was quite as expressionless as that of his master; his glance possessed no meaning. Crossing to the window, he extended a small salver upon which lay a visiting card.

In! repeated the tall man, looking down at the card.

His servant silently retired, and following a short interval rapped again upon the door, opened it, and standing just inside the room announced: Mr. Paul Harley.

The door being quietly closed behind him, Paul Harley stood staring across the room at Nicol Brinn. At this moment the contrast between the types was one to have fascinated a psychologist. About Paul Harley, eagerly alert, there was something essentially British. Nicol Brinn, without being typical, was nevertheless distinctly a product of the United States. Yet, despite the stoic mask worn by Mr. Brinn, whose lack-lustre eyes were so unlike the bright gray eyes of his visitor, there existed, if not a physical, a certain spiritual affinity between the two; both were men of action.

Harley, after that one comprehensive glance, the photographic glance of a trained observer, stepped forward impulsively, hand outstretched. Mr. Brinn, he said, we have never met before, and it was good of you to wait in for me. I hope my telephone message has not interfered with your plans for the evening?

Nicol Brinn, without change of pose, no line of the impassive face altering, shot out a large, muscular hand, seized that of Paul Harley in a tremendous grip, and almost instantly put his hand behind his back again. Had no plans, he replied, in a high, monotonous voice; I was bored stiff. Take the armchair.

Paul Harley sat down, but in the restless manner of one who has urgent business in hand and who is impatient of delay. Mr. Brinn stooped to a coffee table which stood upon the rug before the large open fireplace. I am going to offer you a cocktail, he said.

I shall accept your offer, returned Harley, smiling. The N. B. cocktail has a reputation which extends throughout the clubs of the world.

Nicol Brinn, exhibiting the swift adroitness of that human dodo, the New York bartender, mixed the drinks. Paul Harley watched him, meanwhile drumming his fingers restlessly upon the chair arm.

Heres success, he said, to my mission.

It was an odd toast, but Mr. Brinn merely nodded and drank in silence. Paul Harley set his glass down and glanced about the singular apartment of which he had often heard and which no man could ever tire of examining.

In this room the poles met, and the most remote civilizations of the world rubbed shoulders with modernity. Here, encased, were a family of snow-white ermine from Alaska and a pair of black Manchurian leopards. A flying lemur from the Pelews contemplated swooping upon the head of a huge tigress which glared with glassy eyes across the place at the snarling muzzle of a polar bear. Mycenaean vases and gold death masks stood upon the same shelf as Venetian goblets, and the mummy of an Egyptian priestess of the thirteenth dynasty occupied a sarcophagus upon the top of which rested a basrelief found in one of the shrines of the Syrian fish goddess Derceto, at Ascalon.

Arrowheads of the Stone Age and medieval rapiers were ranged alongside some of the latest examples of the gunsmiths art. There were elephants tusks and Mexican skulls; a stone jar of water from the well of Zem-Zem, and an ivory crucifix which had belonged to Torquemada. A mat of human hair from Borneo overlay a historical and unique rug woven in Ispahan and entirely composed of fragments of Holy Carpets from the Kaaba at Mecca.

I take it, said Mr. Brinn, suddenly, that you are up against a stiff proposition.

Paul Harley, accepting a cigarette from an ebony box (once the property of Henry VIII) which the speaker had pushed across the coffee table in his direction, stared up curiously into the sallow, aquiline face. You are right. But how did you know?

You look that way. Also  you were followed. Somebody knows youve come here.

Harley leaned forward, resting one hand upon the table. I know I was followed, he said, sternly. I was followed because I have entered upon the biggest case of my career. He paused and smiled in a very grim fashion. A suspicion begins to dawn upon my mind that if I fail it will also be my last case. You understand me?

I understand absolutely, replied Nicol Brinn. These are dull days. Its meat and drink to me to smell big danger.

Paul Harley lighted a cigarette and watched the speaker closely the while. His expression, as he did so, was an odd one. Two courses were open to him, and he was mentally debating their respective advantages.

I have come to you to-night, Mr. Brinn, he said finally, to ask you a certain question. Unless the theory upon which I am working is entirely wrong, then, supposing that you are in a position to answer my question I am logically compelled to suppose, also, that you stand in peril of your life.

Good, said Mr. Brinn. I was getting sluggish. In three long strides he crossed the room and locked the door. I dont doubt Hoskinss honesty, he explained, reading the inquiry in Harleys eyes, but an A1 intelligence doesnt fold dress pants at thirty-nine.

Only one very intimate with the taciturn speaker could have perceived any evidence of interest in that imperturbable character. But Nicol Brinn took his cheroot between his fingers, quickly placed a cone of ash in a little silver tray (the work of Benvenuto Cellini), and replaced the cheroot not in the left but in the right corner of his mouth. He was excited.

You are out after one of the big heads of the crook world, he said. He knows it and hes trailing you. My lucks turned. How can I help?

Harley stood up, facing Mr. Brinn. He knows it, as you say, he replied, and I hold my life in my hands. But from your answer to the question which I have come here to-night to ask you, I shall conclude whether or not your danger at the moment is greater than mine.

Good, said Nicol Brinn.

In that unique room, at once library and museum, amid relics of a hundred ages, spoil of the chase, the excavator, and the scholar, these two faced each other; and despite the peaceful quiet of the apartment up to which as a soothing murmur stole the homely sounds of Piccadilly, each saw in the others eyes recognition of a deadly peril. It was a queer, memorable moment.

My question is simple but strange, said Paul Harley. It is this: What do you know of Fire-Tongue?


CHAPTER V. THE GATES OF HELL

If Paul Harley had counted upon the word Fire-Tongue to have a dramatic effect upon Nicol Brinn, he was not disappointed. It was a word which must have conveyed little or nothing to the multitude and which might have been pronounced without perceptible effect at any public meeting in the land. But Mr. Brinn, impassive though his expression remained, could not conceal the emotion which he experienced at the sound of it. His gaunt face seemed to grow more angular and his eyes to become even less lustrous.

Fire-Tongue! he said, tensely, following a short silence. For Gods sake, when did you hear that word?

I heard it, replied Harley, slowly, to-night. He fixed his gaze intently upon the sallow face of the American. It was spoken by Sir Charles Abingdon.

Closely as he watched Nicol Brinn while pronouncing this name he could not detect the slightest change of expression in the stoic features.

Sir Charles Abingdon, echoed Brinn; and in what way is it connected with your case?

In this way, answered Harley. It was spoken by Sir Charles a few moments before he died.

Nicol Brinns drooping lids flickered rapidly. Before he died! Then Sir Charles Abingdon is dead! When did he die?

He died to-night and the last words that he uttered were Fire-Tongue He paused, never for a moment removing that fixed gaze from the others face.

Go on, prompted Mr. Brinn.

And Nicol Brinn.

Nicol Brinn stood still as a carven man. Indeed, only by an added rigidity in his pose did he reward Paul Harleys intense scrutiny. A silence charged with drama was finally broken by the American. Mr. Harley, he said, you told me that you were up against the big proposition of your career. You are right.

With that he sat down in an armchair and, resting his chin in his hand, gazed fixedly into the empty grate. His pose was that of a man who is suddenly called upon to review the course of his life and upon whose decision respecting the future that life may depend. Paul Harley watched him in silence.

Give me the whole story, said Mr. Brinn, right from the beginning. He looked up. Do you know what you have done to-night, Mr. Harley?

Paul Harley shook his head. Swiftly, like the touch of an icy finger, that warning note of danger had reached him again.

Ill tell you, continued Brinn. You have opened the gates of hell!

Not another word did he speak while Paul Harley, pacing slowly up and down before the hearth, gave him a plain account of the case, omitting all reference to his personal suspicions and to the measures which he had taken to confirm them.

He laid his cards upon the table deliberately. Whether Sir Charles Abingdon had uttered the name of Nicol Brinn as that of one whose aid should be sought or as a warning, he had yet to learn. And by this apparent frankness he hoped to achieve his object. That the celebrated American was in any way concerned in the menace which had overhung Sir Charles he was not prepared to believe. But he awaited with curiosity that explanation which Nicol Brinn must feel called upon to offer.

You think he was murdered? said Brinn in his high, toneless voice.

I have formed no definite opinion. What is your own?

I may not look it, replied Brinn, but at this present moment I am the most hopelessly puzzled and badly frightened man in London.

Frightened? asked Harley, curiously.

I said frightened, I also said puzzled; and I am far too puzzled to be able to express any opinion respecting the death of Sir Charles Abingdon. When I tell you all I know of him you will wonder as much as I do, Mr. Harley, why my name should have been the last to pass his lips.

He half turned in the big chair to face his visitor, who now was standing before the fireplace staring down at him.

One day last month, he resumed, I got out of my car in a big hurry at the top of the Haymarket. A fool on a motorcycle passed between the car and the sidewalk just as I stepped down, and I knew nothing further until I woke up in a drug store close by, feeling very dazed and with my coat in tatters and my left arm numbed from the elbow. A man was standing watching me, and presently when I had pulled round he gave me his card.

He was Sir Charles Abingdon, who had been passing at the time of the accident. That was how I met him, and as there was nothing seriously wrong with me I saw him no more professionally. But he dined with me a week later and I had lunch at his club about a fortnight ago.

He looked up at Harley. On my solemn word of honour, he said, thats all I know about Sir Charles Abingdon.

Paul Harley returned the others fixed stare. I dont doubt your assurance on the point, Mr. Brinn, he acknowledged. I can well understand that you must be badly puzzled; but I would remind you of your statement that you were also frightened. Why?

Nicol Brinn glanced rapidly about his own luxurious room in an oddly apprehensive manner. I said that, he declared, and I meant it.

Then I can only suppose, resumed Harley, deliberately, that the cause of your fear lies in the term, Fire-Tongue?

Brinn again rested his chin in his hand, staring fixedly into the grate.

And possibly, went on the remorseless voice, you can explain the significance of that term?

Nicol Brinn remained silent  but with one foot he was slowly tapping the edge of the fender.

Mr. Harley, he began, abruptly, you have been perfectly frank with me and in return I wish to be as frank with you as I can be. I am face to face with a thing that has haunted me for seven years, and every step I take from now onward has to be considered carefully, for any step might be my last. And thats not the worst of the matter. I will risk one of those steps here and now. You ask me to explain the significance of Fire-Tongue (there was a perceptible pause before he pronounced the word, which Harley duly noticed). I am going to tell you that Sir Charles Abingdon, when I lunched with him at his club, asked me precisely the same thing.

What! He asked you that so long as two weeks ago?

He did.

And what reason did he give for his inquiry?

Nicol Brinn began to tap the fender again with his foot. Let me think, he replied. I recognize that you must regard my reticence as peculiar, Mr. Harley, but if ever a man had reason to look before he leaped, I am that man.

Silence fell again, and Paul Harley, staring down at Nicol Brinn, realized that this indeed was the most hopelessly mystifying case which fate had ever thrown in his way. This millionaire scholar and traveller, whose figure was as familiar in remote cities of the world as it was familiar in New York, in Paris, and in London, could not conceivably be associated with any criminal organization. Yet his hesitancy was indeed difficult to explain, and because it seemed to Harley that the cloud which had stolen out across the house of Sir Charles Abingdon now hung threateningly over those very chambers, he merely waited and wondered.

He referred to an experience which had befallen him in India, came Nicol Brinns belated reply.

In India? May I ask you to recount that experience?

Mr. Harley, replied Brinn, suddenly standing up, I cant.

You cant?

I have said so. But Id give a lot more than you might believe to know that Abingdon had told you the story which he told me.

You are not helping, Mr. Brinn, said Harley, sternly. I believe and I think that you share my belief that Sir Charles Abingdon did not die from natural causes. You are repressing valuable evidence. Allow me to remind you that if anything should come to light necessitating a post-mortem examination of the body, you will be forced to divulge in a court of justice the facts which you refuse to divulge to me.

I know it, said Brinn, shortly.

He shot out one long arm and grasped Harleys shoulder as in a vice. Im counted a wealthy man, he continued, but Id give every cent I possess to see paid put to the bill of a certain person. Listen. You dont think I was in any way concerned in the death of Sir Charles Abingdon? It isnt thinkable. But you do think Im in possession of facts which would help you find out who is. Youre right.

Good God! cried Harley. Yet you remain silent!

Not so loud  not so loud! implored Brinn, repeating that odd, almost furtive glance around. Mr. Harley  you know me. Youve heard of me and now youve met me. You know my place in the world. Do you believe me when I say that from this moment onward I dont trust my own servants? Nor my own friends? He removed his grip from Harleys shoulder. Inanimate things look like enemies. That mummy over yonder may have ears!

Im afraid I dont altogether understand you.

See here!

Nicol Brinn crossed to a bureau, unlocked it, and while Harley watched him curiously, sought among a number of press cuttings. Presently he found the cutting for which he was looking. This was said, he explained, handing the slip to Harley, at the Players Club in New York, after a big dinner in pre-dry days. It was said in confidence. But some disguised reporter had got in and it came out in print next morning. Read it.

Paul Harley accepted the cutting and read the following:

NICOL BRINNS SECRET AMBITIONS

MILLIONAIRE SPORTSMAN WHO WANTS TO SHOOT

NIAGARA!

Mr. Nicol Brinn of Cincinnati, who is at present in New York, opened his heart to members of the Players Club last night. Our prominent citizen, responding to a toast, the distinguished visitor, said:

Id like to live through months of midnight frozen in among the polar ice; Id like to cross Africa from east to west and get lost in the middle. Id like to have a Montana sheriffs posse on my heels for horse stealing, and Ive prayed to be wrecked on a desert island like Robinson Crusoe to see if I am man enough to live it out. I want to stand my trial for murder and defend my own case, and I want to be found by the eunuchs in the harem of the Shah. I want to dive for pearls and scale the Matterhorn. I want to know where the tunnel leads to  the tunnel down under the Great Pyramid of Gizeh  and Id love to shoot Niagara Falls in a barrel.

It sounds characteristic, murmured Harley, laying the slip on the coffee table.

Its true! declared Brinn. I said it and I meant it. Im a glutton for danger, Mr. Harley, and Im going to tell you why. Something happened to me seven years ago

In India?

In India. Correct. Something happened to me, sir, which just took the sunshine out of life. At the time I didnt know all it meant. Ive learned since. For seven years I have been flirting with death and hoping to fall!

Harley stared at him uncomprehendingly. More than ever I fail to understand.

I can only ask you to be patient, Mr. Harley. Time is a wonderful doctor, and I dont say that in seven years the old wound hasnt healed a bit. But to-night you have, unknowingly, undone all that time had done. Im a man that has been down into hell. I bought myself out. I thought I knew where the pit was located. I thought I was well away from it, Mr. Harley, and you have told me something tonight which makes me think that it isnt where I supposed at all, but hidden down here right under our feet in London. And were both standing on the edge!

That Nicol Brinn was deeply moved no student of humanity could have doubted. From beneath the stoics cloak another than the dare-devil millionaire whose crazy exploits were notorious had looked out. Persistently the note of danger came to Paul Harley. Those luxurious Piccadilly chambers were a focus upon which some malignant will was concentrated. He became conscious of anger. It was the anger of a just man who finds himself impotent  the rage of Prometheus bound.

Mr. Brinn! he cried, I accept unreservedly all that you have told me. Its real significance I do not and cannot grasp. But my theory that Sir Charles Abingdon was done to death has become a conviction. That a like fate threatens yourself and possibly myself I begin to believe. He looked almost fiercely into the others dull eyes. My reputation east and west is that of a white man. Mr. Brinn  I ask you for your confidence.

Nicol Brinn dropped his chin into his hand and resumed that unseeing stare into the open grate. Paul Harley watched him intently.

There isnt any one I would rather confide in, confessed the American. We are linked by a common danger. But  he looked up I must ask you again to be patient. Give me time to think  to make plans. For your own part  be cautious. You witnessed the death of Sir Charles Abingdon. You dont think and perhaps I dont think that it was natural; but whatever steps you may have taken to confirm your theories, I dare not hope that you will ever discover even a ghost of a clue. I simply warn you, Mr. Harley. You may go the same way. So may I. Others have travelled that road before poor Abingdon.

He suddenly stood up, all at once exhibiting to his watchful visitor that tremendous nervous energy which underlay his impassive manner. Good God! he said, in a cold, even voice. To think that it is here in London. What does it mean?

He ceased speaking abruptly, and stood with his elbow resting on a corner of the mantelpiece.

You speak of it being here, prompted Harley. Is it consistent with your mysterious difficulties to inform me to what you refer?

Nicol Brinn glanced aside at him. If I informed you of that, he answered, you would know all you want to know. But neither you nor I would live to use the knowledge. Give me time. Let me think.

Silence fell in the big room, Nicol Brinn staring down vacantly into the empty fireplace, Paul Harley standing watching him in a state of almost stupefied mystification. Muffled to a soothing murmur the sounds of Piccadilly penetrated to that curtained chamber which held so many records of the troubled past and which seemed to be charged with shadowy portents of the future.

Something struck with a dull thud upon a windowpane  once  twice. There followed a faint, sibilant sound.

Paul Harley started and the stoical Nicol Brinn turned rapidly and glanced across the room.

What was that? asked Harley.

I expect  it was an owl, answered Brinn. We sometimes get them over from the Green Park.

His high voice sounded unemotional as ever. But it seemed to Paul Harley that his face, dimly illuminated by the upcast light from the lamp upon the coffee table, had paled, had become gaunt.


CHAPTER VI. PHIL ABINGDON ARRIVES

On the following afternoon Paul Harley was restlessly pacing his private office when Innes came in with a letter which had been delivered by hand. Harley took it eagerly and tore open the envelope. A look of expectancy faded from his eager face almost in the moment that it appeared there. No luck, Innes, he said, gloomily. Merton reports that there is no trace of any dangerous foreign body in the liquids analyzed.

He dropped the analysts report into a wastebasket and resumed his restless promenade. Innes, who could see that his principal wanted to talk, waited. For it was Paul Harleys custom, when the clue to a labyrinth evaded him, to outline his difficulties to his confidential secretary, and by the mere exercise of verbal construction Harley would often detect the weak spot in his reasoning. This stage come to, he would dictate a carefully worded statement of the case to date and thus familiarize himself with its complexities.

You see, Innes, he began, suddenly, Sir Charles had taken no refreshment of any kind at Mr. Wilsons house nor before leaving his own. Neither had he smoked. No one had approached him. Therefore, if he was poisoned, he was poisoned at his own table. Since he was never out of my observation from the moment of entering the library up to that of his death, we are reduced to the only two possible mediums  the soup or the water. He had touched nothing else.

No wine?

Wine was on the table but none had been poured out. Let us see what evidence, capable of being put into writing, exists to support my theory that Sir Charles was poisoned. In the first place, he clearly went in fear of some such death. It was because of this that he consulted me. What was the origin of his fear? Something associated with the term Fire-Tongue. So much is clear from Sir Charless dying words, and his questioning Nicol Brinn on the point some weeks earlier.

He was afraid, then, of something or someone linked in his mind with the word Fire-Tongue. What do we know about Fire-Tongue? One thing only: that it had to do with some episode which took place in India. This item we owe to Nicol Brinn.

Very well. Sir Charles believed himself to be in danger from some thing or person unknown, associated with India and with the term Fire-Tongue. What else? His house was entered during the night under circumstances suggesting that burglary was not the object of the entrance. And next? He was assaulted, with murderous intent. Thirdly, he believed himself to be subjected to constant surveillance. Was this a delusion? It was not. After failing several times I myself detected someone dogging my movements last night at the moment I entered Nicol Brinns chambers. Nicol Brinn also saw this person.

In short, Sir Charles was, beyond doubt, at the time of his death, receiving close attention from some mysterious person or persons the object of which he believed to be his death. Have I gone beyond established facts, Innes, thus far?

No, Mr. Harley. So far you are on solid ground.

Good. Leaving out of the question those points which we hope to clear up when the evidence of Miss Abingdon becomes available  how did Sir Charles learn that Nicol Brinn knew the meaning of Fire-Tongue?

He may have heard something to that effect in India.

If this were so he would scarcely have awaited a chance encounter to prosecute his inquiries, since Nicol Brinn is a well-known figure in London and Sir Charles had been home for several years.

Mr. Brinn may have said something after the accident and before he was in full possession of his senses which gave Sir Charles a clue.

He did not, Innes. I called at the druggists establishment this morning. They recalled the incident, of course. Mr. Brinn never uttered a word until, opening his eyes, he said: Hello! Am I much damaged?

Innes smiled discreetly. A remarkable character, Mr. Harley, he said. Your biggest difficulty at the moment is to fit Mr. Nicol Brinn into the scheme.

He wont fit at all, Innes! We come to the final and conclusive item of evidence substantiating my theory of Sir Charless murder: Nicol Brinn believes he was murdered. Nicol Brinn has known others, in his own words, to go the same way. Yet Nicol Brinn, a millionaire, a scholar, a sportsman, and a gentleman, refuses to open his mouth.

He is afraid of something.

He is afraid of Fire-Tongue  whatever Fire-Tongue may be! I never saw a man of proved courage more afraid in my life. He prefers to court arrest for complicity in a murder rather than tell what he knows!

Its unbelievable.

It would be, Innes, if Nicol Brinns fears were personal.

Paul Harley checked his steps in front of the watchful secretary and gazed keenly into his eyes.

Death has no terrors for Nicol Brinn, he said slowly. All his life he has toyed with danger. He admitted to me that during the past seven years he had courted death. Isnt it plain enough, Innes? If ever a man possessed all that the world had to offer, Nicol Brinn is that man. In such a case and in such circumstances what do we look for?

Innes shook his head.

We look for the woman! snapped Paul Harley.

There came a rap at the door and Miss Smith, the typist, entered. Miss Phil Abingdon and Doctor McMurdoch, she said.

Good heavens! muttered Harley. So soon? Why, she can only just He checked himself. Show them in, Miss Smith, he directed.

As the typist went out, followed by Innes, Paul Harley found himself thinking of the photograph in Sir Charles Abingdons library and waiting with an almost feverish expectancy for the appearance of the original.

Almost immediately Phil Abingdon came in, accompanied by the sepulchral Doctor McMurdoch. And Harley found himself wondering whether her eyes were really violet-coloured or whether intense emotion heroically repressed had temporarily lent them that appearance.

Surprise was the predominant quality of his first impression. Sir Charles Abingdons daughter was so exceedingly vital  petite and slender, yet instinct with force. The seeming repose of the photograph was misleading. That her glance could be naive he realized  as it could also be gay  and now her eyes were sad with a sadness so deep as to dispel the impression of lightness created by her dainty form, her alluring, mobile lips, and the fascinating, wavy, red-brown hair.

She did not wear mourning. He recalled that there had been no time to procure it. She was exquisitely and fashionably dressed, and even the pallor of grief could not rob her cheeks of the bloom born of Devon sunshine. He had expected her to be pretty. He was surprised to find her lovely.

Doctor McMurdoch stood silent in the doorway, saying nothing by way of introduction. But nothing was necessary. Phil Abingdon came forward quite naturally  and quite naturally Paul Harley discovered her little gloved hand to lie clasped between both his own. It was more like a reunion than a first meeting and was so laden with perfect understanding that, even yet, speech seemed scarcely worth while.

Thinking over that moment, in later days, Paul Harley remembered that he had been prompted by some small inner voice to say: So you have come back? It was recognition. Of the hundreds of men and women who came into his life for a while, and ere long went out of it again, he knew, by virtue of that sixth sense of his, that Phil Abingdon had come to stay  whether for joy or sorrow he could not divine.

It was really quite brief  that interval of silence  although perhaps long enough to bridge the ages.

How brave of you, Miss Abingdon! said Harley. How wonderfully brave of you!

Shes an Abingdon, came the deep tones of Doctor McMurdoch. She arrived only two hours ago and here she is.

There can be no rest for me, Doctor, said the girl, and strove valiantly to control her voice, until this dreadful doubt is removed. Mr. Harley  she turned to him appealingly please dont study my feelings in the least; I can bear anything  now; just tell me what happened. Oh! I had to come. I felt that I had to come.

As Paul Harley placed an armchair for his visitor, his glance met that of Doctor McMurdoch, and in the gloomy eyes he read admiration of this girl who could thus conquer the inherent weakness of her sex and at such an hour and after a dreadful ordeal set her hand to the task which fate had laid upon her.

Doctor McMurdoch sat down on a chair beside the door, setting his silk hat upon the floor and clasping his massive chin with his hand.

I will endeavour to do as you wish, Miss Abingdon, said Harley, glancing anxiously at the physician.

But Doctor McMurdoch returned only a dull stare. It was evident that this man of stone was as clay in the hands of Phil Abingdon. He deprecated the strain which she was imposing upon her nervous system, already overwrought to the danger point, but he was helpless for all his dour obstinacy. Harley, looking down at the girls profile, read a new meaning into the firm line of her chin. He was conscious of an insane desire to put his arms around this new acquaintance who seemed in some indefinable yet definite way to belong to him and to whisper the tragic story he had to tell, comforting her the while.

He began to relate what had taken place at the first interview, when Sir Charles had told him of the menace which he had believed to hang over his life. He spoke slowly, deliberately, choosing his words with a view to sparing Phil Abingdons feelings as far as possible.

She made no comment throughout, but her fingers alternately tightened and relaxed their hold upon the arms of the chair in which she was seated. Once, at some reference to words spoken by her father, her sensitive lips began to quiver and Harley, watching her, paused. She held the chair arms more tightly. Please go on, Mr. Harley, she said.

The words were spoken in a very low voice, but the speaker looked up bravely, and Harley, reassured, proceeded uninterruptedly to the end of the story. Then:

At some future time, Miss Abingdon, he concluded, I hope you will allow me to call upon you. There is so much to be discussed

Again Phil Abingdon looked up into his face. I have forced myself to come to see you to-day, she said, because I realize there is no service I can do poor dad so important as finding out

I understand, Harley interrupted, gently. But

No, no. Phil Abingdon shook her head rebelliously. Please ask me what you want to know. I came for that.

He met the glance of violet eyes, and understood something of Doctor McMurdochs helplessness. He found his thoughts again wandering into strange, wild byways and was only recalled to the realities by the dry, gloomy voice of the physician. Go on, Mr. Harley, said Doctor McMurdoch. She has grand courage.


CHAPTER VII. CONFESSIONS

Paul Harley crossed the room and stood in front of the tall Burmese cabinet. He experienced the utmost difficulty in adopting a judicial attitude toward his beautiful visitor. Proximity increased his mental confusion. Therefore he stood on the opposite side of the office ere beginning to question her.

In the first place, Miss Abingdon, he said, speaking very deliberately, do you attach any particular significance to the term Fire-Tongue?

Phil Abingdon glanced rapidly at Doctor McMurdoch. None at all, Mr. Harley, she replied. The doctor has already told me of

You know why I ask? She inclined her head.

And Mr. Nicol Brinn? Have you met this gentleman?

Never. I know that Dad had met him and was very much interested in him.

In what way?

I have no idea. He told me that he thought Mr. Brinn one of the most singular characters he had ever known. But beyond describing his rooms in Piccadilly, which had impressed him as extraordinary, he said very little about Mr. Brinn. He sounded interesting and   she hesitated and her eyes filled with tears I asked Dad to invite him home. Again she paused. This retrospection, by making the dead seem to live again, added to the horror of her sudden bereavement, and Harley would most gladly have spared her more. Dad seemed strangely disinclined to do so, she added.

At that the keen investigator came to life within Harley. Your father did not appear anxious to bring Mr. Brinn to his home? he asked, eagerly.

Not at all anxious. This was all the more strange because Dad invited Mr. Brinn to his club.

He gave no reason for his refusal?

Oh, there was no refusal, Mr. Harley. He merely evaded the matter. I never knew why.

Hm, muttered Harley. And now, Miss Abingdon, can you enlighten me respecting the identity of the Oriental gentleman with whom he had latterly become acquainted?

Phil Abingdon glanced rapidly at Doctor McMurdoch and then lowered her head. She did not answer at once. I know to whom you refer, Mr. Harley, she said, finally. But it was I who had made this gentlemans acquaintance. My father did not know him.

Then I wonder why he mentioned him? murmured Harley.

That I cannot imagine. I have been wondering ever since Doctor McMurdoch told me.

You recognize the person to whom Sir Charles referred?

Yes. He could only have meant Ormuz Khan.

Ormuz Khan echoed Harley. Where have I heard that name?

He visits England periodically, I believe. In fact, he has a house somewhere near London. I met him at Lady Vails.

Lady Vails? His excellency moves, then, in diplomatic circles? Odd that I cannot place him.

I have a vague idea, Mr. Harley, that he is a financier. I seem to have heard that he had something to do with the Imperial Bank of Iran. She glanced naively at Harley. Is there such a bank? she asked.

There is, he replied. Am I to understand that Ormuz Khan is a Persian?

I believe he is a Persian, said Phil Abingdon, rather confusedly. To be quite frank, I know very little about him.

Paul Harley gazed steadily at the speaker for a moment. Can you think of any reason why Sir Charles should have worried about this gentleman? he asked.

The girl lowered her head again. He paid me a lot of attention, she finally confessed.

This meeting at Lady Vails, then, was the first of many?

Oh, no  not of many! I saw him two or three times. But he began to send me most extravagant presents. I suppose it was his Oriental way of paying a compliment, but Dad objected.

Of course he would. He knew his Orient and his Oriental. I assume, Miss Abingdon, that you were in England during the years that your father lived in the East?

Yes. I was at school. I have never been in the East.

Paul Harley hesitated. He found himself upon dangerously delicate ground and was temporarily at a loss as to how to proceed. Unexpected aid came from the taciturn Doctor McMurdoch.

He never breathed a word of this to me, Phil, he said, gloomily. The impudence of the man! Small wonder Abingdon objected.

Phil Abingdon tilted her chin forward rebelliously.

Ormuz Khan was merely unfamiliar with English customs, she retorted. There was nothing otherwise in his behaviour to which any one could have taken exception.

Whats that! demanded the physician. If a man of colour paid his heathen attentions to my daughter

But you have no daughter, Doctor.

No. But if I had

If you had, echoed Phil Abingdon, and was about to carry on this wordy warfare which, Harley divined, was of old standing between the two, when sudden realization of the purpose of the visit came to her. She paused, and he saw her biting her lips desperately. Almost at random he began to speak again.

So far as you are aware, then, Miss Abingdon, Sir Charles never met Ormuz Khan?

He never even saw him, Mr. Harley, that I know of.

It is most extraordinary that he should have given me the impression that this man  for I can only suppose that he referred to Ormuz Khan  was in some way associated with his fears.

I must remind you, Mr. Harley, Doctor McMurdoch interrupted, that poor Abingdon was a free talker. His pride, I take it, which was strong, had kept him silent on this matter with me, but he welcomed an opportunity of easing his mind to one discreet and outside the family circle. His words to you may have had no bearing upon the thing he wished to consult you about.

Hm, mused Harley. Thats possible. But such was not my impression.

He turned again to Phil Abingdon. This Ormuz Khan, I understood you to say, actually resides in or near London?

He is at present living at the Savoy, I believe. He also has a house somewhere outside London.

There were a hundred other questions Paul Harley was anxious to ask: some that were professional but more that were personal. He found himself resenting the intrusion of this wealthy Oriental into the life of the girl who sat there before him. And because he could read a kindred resentment in the gloomy eye of Doctor McMurdoch, he was drawn spiritually closer to that dour character.

By virtue of his training he was a keen psychologist, and he perceived clearly enough that Phil Abingdon was one of those women in whom a certain latent perversity is fanned to life by opposition. Whether she was really attracted by Ormuz Khan or whether she suffered his attentions merely because she knew them to be distasteful to others, he could not yet decide.

Anger threatened him  as it had threatened him when he had realized that Nicol Brinn meant to remain silent. He combated it, for it had no place in the judicial mind of the investigator. But he recognized its presence with dismay. Where Phil Abingdon was concerned he could not trust himself. In her glance, too, and in the manner of her answers to questions concerning the Oriental, there was a provoking femininity  a deliberate and baffling intrusion of the eternal Eve.

He stared questioningly across at Doctor McMurdoch and perceived a sudden look of anxiety in the physicians face. Quick as the thought which the look inspired, he turned to Phil Abingdon.

She was sitting quite motionless in the big armchair, and her face had grown very pale. Even as he sprang forward he saw her head droop.

She has fainted, said Doctor McMurdoch. Im not surprised.

Nor I, replied Harley. She should not have come.

He opened the door communicating with his private apartments and ran out. But, quick as he was, Phil Abingdon had recovered before he returned with the water for which he had gone. Her reassuring smile was somewhat wan. How perfectly silly of me! she said. I shall begin to despise myself.

Presently he went down to the street with his visitors.

There must be so much more you want to know, Mr. Harley, said Phil Abingdon. Will you come and see me?

He promised to do so. His sentiments were so strangely complex that he experienced a desire for solitude in order that he might strive to understand them. As he stood at the door watching the car move toward the Strand he knew that to-day he could not count upon his intuitive powers to warn him of sudden danger. But he keenly examined the faces of passers-by and stared at the occupants of those cabs and cars which were proceeding in the same direction as the late Sir Charles Abingdons limousine.

No discovery rewarded him, however, and he returned upstairs to his office deep in thought. I am in to nobody, he said as he passed the desk at which Innes was at work.

Very good, Mr. Harley.

Paul Harley walked through to the private office and, seating himself at the big, orderly table, reached over to a cupboard beside him and took out a tin of smoking mixture. He began very slowly to load his pipe, gazing abstractedly across the room at the tall Burmese cabinet.

He realized that, excepting the extraordinary behaviour and the veiled but significant statements of Nicol Brinn, his theory that Sir Charles Abingdon had not died from natural causes rested upon data of the most flimsy description. From Phil Abingdon he had learned nothing whatever. Her evidence merely tended to confuse the case more hopelessly.

It was sheer nonsense to suppose that Ormuz Khan, who was evidently interested in the girl, could be in any way concerned in the death of her father. Nevertheless, as an ordinary matter of routine, Paul Harley, having lighted his pipe, made a note on a little block:

Cover activities of Ormuz Khan.

He smoked reflectively for a while and then added another note:

Watch Nicol Brinn.

For ten minutes or more he sat smoking and thinking, his unseeing gaze set upon the gleaming lacquer of the cabinet; and presently, as he smoked, he became aware of an abrupt and momentary chill. His sixth sense was awake again. Taking up a pencil, he added a third note:

Watch yourself. You are in danger.


CHAPTER VIII. A WREATH OF HYACINTHS

Deep in reflection and oblivious of the busy London life around him, Paul Harley walked slowly along the Strand. Outwardly he was still the keen-eyed investigator who could pry more deeply into a mystery than any other in England; but to-day his mood was introspective. He was in a brown study.

The one figure which had power to recall him to the actual world suddenly intruded itself upon his field of vision. From dreams which he recognized in the moment of awakening to have been of Phil Abingdon, he was suddenly aroused to the fact that Phil Abingdon herself was present. Perhaps, half subconsciously, he had been looking for her.

Veiled and dressed in black, he saw her slim figure moving through the throng. He conceived the idea that there was something furtive in her movements. She seemed to be hurrying along as if desirous of avoiding recognition. Every now and again she glanced back, evidently in search of a cab, and a dormant suspicion which had lain in Harleys mind now became animate. Phil Abingdon was coming from the direction of the Savoy Hotel. Was it possible that she had been to visit Ormuz Khan?

Harley crossed the Strand and paused just in front of the hurrying, black-clad figure. Miss Abingdon, he said, a sort of instinct told me that I should meet you to-day.

She stopped suddenly, and through the black veil which she wore he saw her eyes grow larger  or such was the effect as she opened them widely. Perhaps he misread their message. To him Phil Abingdons expression was that of detected guilt. More than ever he was convinced of the truth of his suspicions. Perhaps you were looking for a cab? he suggested.

Overcoming her surprise, or whatever emotion had claimed her at the moment of this unexpected meeting, Phil Abingdon took Harleys outstretched hand and held it for a moment before replying. I had almost despaired of finding one, she said, and I am late already.

The porter at the Savoy would get you one.

I have tried there and got tired of waiting, she answered quite simply.

For a moment Harleys suspicions were almost dispelled, and, observing an empty cab approaching, he signalled to the man to pull up.

Where do you want to go to? he inquired, opening the door.

I am due at Doctor McMurdochs, she replied, stepping in.

Paul Harley hesitated, glancing from the speaker to the driver.

I wonder if you have time to come with me, said Phil Abingdon. I know the doctor wants to see you.

I will come with pleasure, replied Harley, a statement which was no more than true.

Accordingly he gave the necessary directions to the taxi man and seated himself beside the girl in the cab.

I am awfully glad of an opportunity of a chat with you, Mr. Harley, said Phil Abingdon. The last few days have seemed like one long nightmare to me. She sighed pathetically. Surely Doctor McMurdoch is right, and all the horrible doubts which troubled us were idle ones, after all?

She turned to Harley, looking almost eagerly into his face. Poor daddy hadnt an enemy in the world, I am sure, she said. His extraordinary words to you no doubt have some simple explanation. Oh, it would be such a relief to know that his end was a natural one. At least it would dull the misery of it all a little bit.

The appeal in her eyes was of a kind which Harley found much difficulty in resisting. It would have been happiness to offer consolation to this sorrowing girl. But, although he could not honestly assure her that he had abandoned his theories, he realized that the horror of her suspicions was having a dreadful effect upon Phil Abingdons mind.

You may quite possibly be right, he said, gently. In any event, I hope you will think as little as possible about the morbid side of this unhappy business.

I try to, she assured him, earnestly, but you can imagine how hard the task is. I know that you must have some good reason for your idea; something, I mean, other than the mere words which have puzzled us all so much. Wont you tell me?

Now, Paul Harley had determined, since the girl was unacquainted with Nicol Brinn, to conceal from her all that he had learned from that extraordinary man. In this determination he had been actuated, too, by the promptings of the note of danger which, once seemingly attuned to the movements of Sir Charles Abingdon, had, after the surgeons death, apparently become centred upon himself and upon Nicol Brinn. He dreaded the thought that the cloud might stretch out over the life of this girl who sat beside him and whom he felt so urgently called upon to protect from such a menace.

The cloud? What was this cloud, whence did it emanate, and by whom had it been called into being? He looked into the violet eyes, and as a while before he had moved alone through the wilderness of London now he seemed to be alone with Phil Abingdon on the border of a spirit world which had no existence for the multitudes around. Psychically, he was very close to her at that moment; and when he replied he replied evasively: I have absolutely no scrap of evidence, Miss Abingdon, pointing to foul play. The circumstances were peculiar, of course, but I have every confidence in Doctor McMurdochs efficiency. Since he is satisfied, it would be mere impertinence on my part to question his verdict.

Phil Abingdon repeated the weary sigh and turned her head aside, glancing down to where with one small shoe she was restlessly tapping the floor of the cab. They were both silent for some moments.

Dont you trust me? she asked, suddenly. Or dont you think I am clever enough to share your confidence?

As she spoke she looked at him challengingly, and he felt all the force of personality which underlay her outward lightness of manner.

I both trust you and respect your intelligence, he answered, quietly. If I withhold anything from you, I am prompted by a very different motive from the one you suggest.

Then you are keeping something from me, she said, softly. I knew you were.

Miss Abingdon, replied Harley, when the worst trials of this affair are over, I want to have a long talk with you. Until then, wont you believe that I am acting for the best?

But Phil Abingdons glance was unrelenting.

In your opinion it may be so, but you wont do me the honour of consulting mine.

Harley had half anticipated this attitude, but had hoped that she would not adopt it. She possessed in a high degree the feminine art of provoking a quarrel. But he found much consolation in the fact that she had thus shifted the discussion from the abstract to the personal. He smiled slightly, and Phil Abingdons expression relaxed in response and she lowered her eyes quickly. Why do you persistently treat me like a child? she said.

I dont know, replied Harley, delighted but bewildered by her sudden change of mood. Perhaps because I want to.

She did not answer him, but stared abstractedly out of the cab window; and Harley did not break this silence, much as he would have liked to do so. He was mentally reviewing his labours of the preceding day when, in the character of a Colonial visitor with much time on his hands, he had haunted the Savoy for hours in the hope of obtaining a glimpse of Ormuz Khan. His vigil had been fruitless, and on returning by a roundabout route to his office he had bitterly charged himself with wasting valuable time upon a side issue. Yet when, later, he had sat in his study endeavouring to arrange his ideas in order, he had discovered many points in his own defence.

If his ineffective surveillance of Ormuz Khan had been dictated by interest in Phil Abingdon rather than by strictly professional motives, it was, nevertheless, an ordinary part of the conduct of such a case. But while he had personally undertaken the matter of his excellency he had left the work of studying the activities of Nicol Brinn to an assistant. He could not succeed in convincing himself that, on the evidence available, the movements of the Oriental gentleman were more important than those of the American.

Here we are, said Phil Abingdon.

She alighted, and Harley dismissed the cabman and followed the girl into Doctor McMurdochs house. Here he made the acquaintance of Mrs. McMurdoch, who, as experience had taught him to anticipate, was as plump and merry and vivacious as her husband was lean, gloomy, and taciturn. But she was a perfect well of sympathy, as her treatment of the bereaved girl showed. She took her in her arms and hugged her in a way that was good to see.

We were waiting for you, dear, she said when the formality of presenting Harley was over. Are you quite sure that you want to go?

Phil Abingdon nodded pathetically. She had raised her veil, and Harley could see that her eyes were full of tears. I should like to see the flowers, she answered.

She was staying at the McMurdochs house, and as the object at present in view was that of a visit to her old home, from which the funeral of Sir Charles Abingdon was to take place on the morrow, Harley became suddenly conscious of the fact that his presence was inopportune.

I believe you want to see me, Doctor McMurdoch, he said, turning to the dour physician. Shall I await your return or do you expect to be detained?

But Phil Abingdon had her own views on the matter. She stepped up beside him and linked her arm in his.

Please come with me, Mr. Harley, she pleaded. I want you to.

As a result he found himself a few minutes later entering the hall of the late Sir Charless house. The gloved hand resting on his arm trembled, but when he looked down solicitously into Phil Abingdons face she smiled bravely, and momentarily her clasp tightened as if to reassure him.

It seemed quite natural that she should derive comfort from the presence of this comparative stranger; and neither of the two, as they stood there looking at the tributes to the memory of the late Sir Charles  which overflowed from a neighbouring room into the lobby and were even piled upon the library table  were conscious of any strangeness in the situation.

The first thing that had struck Harley on entering the house had been an overpowering perfume of hyacinths. Now he saw whence it arose; for, conspicuous amid the wreaths and crosses, was an enormous device formed of hyacinths. Its proportions dwarfed those of all the others.

Mrs. Howett, the housekeeper, a sad-eyed little figure, appeared now from behind the bank of flowers. Her grief could not rob her of that Old World manner which was hers, and she saluted the visitors with a bow which promised to develop into a curtsey. Noting the direction of Phil Abingdons glance, which was set upon a card attached to the wreath of hyacinths: It was the first to arrive, Miss Phil, she said. Isnt it beautiful?

Its wonderful, said the girl, moving forward and drawing Harley along with her. She glanced from the card up to his face, which was set in a rather grim expression.

Ormuz Khan has been so good, she said. He sent his secretary to see if he could be of any assistance yesterday, but I certainly had not expected this.

Her eyes filled with tears again, and, because he thought they were tears of gratitude, Harley clenched his hand tightly so that the muscles of his forearm became taut to Phil Abingdons touch. She looked up at him, smiling pathetically: Dont you think it was awfully kind of him? she asked.

Very, replied Harley.

A dry and sepulchral cough of approval came from Doctor McMurdoch; and Harley divined with joy that when the ordeal of the next day was over Phil Abingdon would have to face cross-examination by the conscientious Scotsman respecting this stranger whose attentions, if Orientally extravagant, were instinct with such generous sympathy.

For some reason the heavy perfume of the hyacinths affected him unpleasantly. All his old doubts and suspicions found a new life, so that his share in the conversation which presently arose became confined to a few laconic answers to direct questions.

He was angry, and his anger was more than half directed against himself, because he knew that he had no shadow of right to question this girl about her friendships or even to advise her. He determined, however, even at the cost of incurring a rebuke, to urge Doctor McMurdoch to employ all the influence he possessed to terminate an acquaintanceship which could not be otherwise than undesirable, if it was not actually dangerous.

When, presently, the party returned to the neighbouring house of the physician, however, Harleys plans in this respect were destroyed by the action of Doctor McMurdoch, in whose composition tact was not a predominant factor. Almost before they were seated in the doctors drawing room he voiced his disapproval. Phil, he said, ignoring a silent appeal from his wife, this is, mayhap, no time to speak of the matter, but Im not glad to see the hyacinths.

Phil Abingdons chin quivered rebelliously, and, to Harleys dismay, it was upon him that she fixed her gaze in replying. Perhaps you also disapprove of his excellencys kindness? she said, indignantly.

Harley found himself temporarily at a loss for words. She was perfectly well aware that he disapproved, and now was taking a cruel pleasure in reminding him of the fact that he was not entitled to do so. Had he been capable of that calm analysis to which ordinarily he submitted all psychological problems, he must have found matter for rejoicing in this desire of the girls to hurt him. I am afraid, Miss Abingdon, he replied, quietly, that the matter is not one in which I am entitled to express my opinion.

She continued to look at him challengingly, but:

Quite right, Mr. Harley, said Doctor McMurdoch, but if you were, your opinion would be the same as mine.

Mrs. McMurdochs glance became positively beseeching, but the physician ignored it. As your fathers oldest friend, he continued, I feel called upon to remark that it isnt usual for strangers to thrust their attentions upon a bereaved family.

Oh, said Phil Abingdon with animation, do I understand that this is also your opinion, Mr. Harley?

As a man of the world, declared Doctor McMurdoch, gloomily, it cannot fail to be.

Tardily enough he now succumbed to the silent entreaties of his wife. I will speak of this later, he concluded. Mayhap I should not have spoken now.

Tears began to trickle down Phil Abingdons cheeks.

Oh, my dear, my dear! cried little Mrs. McMurdoch, running to her side.

But the girl sprang up, escaping from the encircling arm of the motherly old lady. She shook her head disdainfully, as if to banish tears and weakness, and glanced rapidly around from face to face. I think you are all perfectly cruel and horrible, she said in a choking voice, turned, and ran out.

A distant door banged.

Hm, muttered Doctor McMurdoch, Ive put my foot in it.

His wife looked at him in speechless indignation and then followed Phil Abingdon from the room.


CHAPTER IX. TWO REPORTS

On returning to his office Paul Harley found awaiting him the report of the man to whom he had entrusted the study of the movements of Nicol Brinn. His mood was a disturbed one, and he had observed none of his customary precautions in coming from Doctor McMurdochs house. He wondered if the surveillance which he had once detected had ceased. Perhaps the chambers of Nicol Brinn were the true danger zone upon which these subtle but powerful forces now were focussed. On the other hand, he was quite well aware that his movements might have been watched almost uninterruptedly since the hour that Sir Charles Abingdon had visited his office.

During the previous day, in his attempt to learn the identity of Ormuz Khan, he had covered his tracks with his customary care. He had sufficient faith in his knowledge of disguise, which was extensive, to believe that those mysterious persons who were interested in his movements remained unaware of the fact that the simple-minded visitor from Vancouver who had spent several hours in and about the Savoy, and Paul Harley of Chancery Lane, were one and the same.

His brain was far too alertly engaged with troubled thoughts of Phil Abingdon to be susceptible to the influence of those delicate etheric waves which he had come to recognize as the note of danger. Practically there had been no development whatever in the investigation, and he was almost tempted to believe that the whole thing was a mirage, when the sight of the typewritten report translated him mentally to the luxurious chambers in Piccadilly.

Again, almost clairvoyantly, he saw the stoical American seated before the empty fireplace, his foot restlessly tapping the fender. Again he heard the curious, high tones: Ill tell you... You have opened the gates of hell....

The whole scene, with its tantalizing undercurrent of mystery, was reenacted before his inner vision. He seemed to hear Nicol Brinn, startled from his reverie, exclaim: I think it was an owl.... We sometimes get them over from the Green Park....

Why should so simple an incident have produced so singular an effect? For the face of the speaker had been ashen.

Then the pendulum swung inevitably back: You are all perfectly cruel and horrible....

Paul Harley clenched his hands, frowning at the Burmese cabinet as though he hated it.

How persistently the voice of Phil Abingdon rang in his ears! He could not forget her lightest words. How hopelessly her bewitching image intruded itself between his reasoning mind and the problem upon which he sought to concentrate.

Miss Smith, the typist, had gone, for it was after six oclock, and Innes alone was on duty. He came in as Harley, placing his hat and cane upon the big writing table, sat down to study the report.

Inspector Wessex rang up, Mr. Harley, about an hour ago. He said he would be at the Yard until six.

Has he obtained any information? asked Paul Harley, wearily, glancing at his little table clock.

He said he had had insufficient time to do much in the matter, but that there were one or two outstanding facts which might interest you.

Did he seem to be surprised?

He did, confessed Innes. He said that Ormuz Khan was a well-known figure in financial circles, and asked me in what way you were interested in him.

Ah! murmured Harley. He took up the telephone. City 400, he said.... Is that the Commissioners Office, New Scotland Yard? ... Paul Harley speaking. Would you please inquire if Detective Inspector Wessex has gone?

While awaiting a reply he looked up at Innes. Is there anything else? he asked.

Only the letters, Mr. Harley.

No callers?

No.

Leave the letters, then; I will see to them. You need not wait. A moment later, as his secretary bade him good-night and went out of the office:

Hello, said Harley, speaking into the mouthpiece... The inspector has gone? Perhaps you would ask him to ring me up in the morning. He replaced the receiver on the hook.

Resting his chin in his hands, he began to read from the typewritten pages before him. His assistants report was conceived as follows:

Re Mr. Nicol Brinn of Raleigh House, Piccadilly, W. I.

Mr. Nicol Brinn is an American citizen, born at Cincinnati, Ohio, February 15, 1884. He is the son of John Nicolas Brinn of the same city, founder of the firm of J. Nicolas Brinn, Incorporated, later reconstituted under the style of Brinns Universal Electric Supply Corporation.

Nicol Brinn is a graduate of Harvard. He has travelled extensively in nearly all parts of the world and has access to the best society of Europe and America. He has a reputation for eccentricity, has won numerous sporting events as a gentleman rider; was the first airman to fly over the Rockies; took part in the Uruguay rebellion of 1904, and held the rank of lieutenant colonel of field artillery with the American forces during the Great War.

He has published a work on big game and has contributed numerous travel articles to American periodicals. On the death of Mr. Brinn, senior, in 1914, he inherited an enormous fortune and a preponderating influence in the B.U.E.S.C. He has never taken any active part in conduct of the concern, but has lived a restless and wandering life in various parts of the world.

Mr. Nicol Brinn is a confirmed bachelor. I have been unable to find that he has ever taken the slightest interest in any woman other than his mother throughout his career. Mrs. J. Nicolas Brinn is still living in Cincinnati, and there is said to be a strong bond of affection between mother and son. His movements on yesterday, 4th June, 1921, were as follows:

He came out of his chambers at eight oclock and rode for an hour in the park, when he returned and remained indoors until midday. He then drove to the Carlton, where he lunched with the Foreign Secretary, with whom he remained engaged in earnest conversation until ten minutes to three. The Rt. Hon. gentleman proceeded to the House of Commons and Mr. Brinn to an auction at Christies. He bought two oil paintings. He then returned to his chambers and did not reappear again until seven oclock. He dined alone at a small and unfashionable restaurant in Soho, went on to his box at Covent Garden, where he remained for an hour, also alone, and then went home. He had no callers throughout the day.

Deliberately Paul Harley had read the report, only removing his hand from his chin to turn over the pages. Now from the cabinet at his elbow he took out his tin of tobacco and, filling and lighting a pipe, lay back, eyes half closed, considering what he had learned respecting Nicol Brinn.

That he was concerned in the death of Sir Charles Abingdon he did not believe for a moment; but that this elusive case, which upon investigation only seemed the more obscure, was nevertheless a case of deliberate murder he was as firmly convinced as ever. Of the identity of the murderer, of his motive, he had not the haziest idea, but that the cloud which he had pictured as overhanging the life of the late Sir Charles was a reality and not a myth of the imagination he became more completely convinced with each new failure to pick up a clue.

He found himself helplessly tied. In which direction should he move and to what end? Inclination prompted him in one direction, common sense held him back. As was his custom, he took a pencil and wrote upon a little block:

Find means to force Brinn to speak.

He lay back in his chair again, deep in thought, and presently added the note:

Obtain interview with Ormuz Khan.

Just as he replaced the pencil on the table, his telephone bell rang. The caller proved to be his friend, Inspector Wessex.

Hello, Mr. Harley, said the inspector. I had occasion to return to the Yard, and they told me you had rung up. I dont know why you are interested in this Ormuz Khan, unless you want to raise a loan.

Paul Harley laughed. I gather that he is a man of extensive means, he replied, but hitherto he has remained outside my radius of observation.

And outside mine, declared the inspector. He hasnt the most distant connection with anything crooked. It gave me a lot of trouble to find out what little I have found out. Briefly, all I have to tell you is this: Ormuz Khan  who is apparently entitled to be addressed as his excellency  is a director of the Imperial Bank of Iran, and is associated, too, with one of the Ottoman banks. I presume his nationality is Persian, but I cant be sure of it. He periodically turns up in the various big capitals when international loans and that sort of thing are being negotiated. I understand that he has a flat somewhere in Paris, and the Service de Surete tells me that his name is good for several million francs over there. He appears to have a certain fondness for London during the spring and early summer months, and I am told he has a fine place in Surrey. He is at present living at Savoy Court. He appears to be something of a dandy and to be very partial to the fair sex, but nevertheless there is nothing wrong with his reputation,considering, I mean, that the man is a sort of Eastern multimillionaire.

Ah! said Harley, who had been listening eagerly. Is that the extent of your information, Wessex?

Thats it, replied Wessex, with a laugh. I hope youll find it useful, but I doubt it. He hasnt been picking pockets or anything, has he?

No, said Harley, shortly. I dont apprehend that his excellency will ever appear in your province, Wessex. My interest in him is of a purely personal nature. Thanks for all the trouble you have taken.

Paul Harley began to pace the office. From a professional point of view the information was uninteresting enough, but from another point of view it had awakened again that impotent anger which he had too often experienced in these recent, strangely restless days.

At all costs he must see Ormuz Khan, although how he was to obtain access to this man who apparently never left his private apartments (if the day of his vigil at the Savoy had been a typical one) he failed to imagine.

Nevertheless, pausing at the table, he again took up his pencil, and to the note Obtain interview with Ormuz Khan he added the one word, underlined:

To-morrow.


CHAPTER X. HIS EXCELLENCY ORMUZ KHAN

The city clocks were chiming the hour of ten on the following morning when a page from the Savoy approached the shop of Mr. Jarvis, bootmaker, which is situated at no great distance from the hotel. The impudent face of the small boy wore an expression of serio-comic fright as he pushed open the door and entered the shop.

Jarvis, the bootmaker, belonged to a rapidly disappearing class of British tradesmen. He buckled to no one, but took an artistic pride in his own handiwork, criticism from a layman merely provoking a scornful anger which had lost Jarvis many good customers.

He was engaged, at the moment of the pages entrance, in a little fitting room at the back of his cramped premises, but through the doorway the boy could see the red, bespectacled face with its fringe of bristling white beard, in which he detected all the tokens of brewing storm. He whistled softly in self-sympathy.

Yes, sir, Jarvis was saying to an invisible patron, its a welcome sight to see a real Englishman walk into my shop nowadays. London isnt London, sir, since the war, and the Strand will never be the Strand again. He turned to his assistant, who stood beside him, bootjack in hand. If he sends them back again, he directed, tell him to go to one of the French firms in Regent Street who cater to dainty ladies. He positively snorted with indignation, while the page, listening, whistled again and looked down at the parcel which he carried.

An unwelcome customer, Jarvis? inquired the voice of the man in the fitting room.

Quite unwelcome, said Jarvis. I dont want him. I have more work than I know how to turn out. I wish he would go elsewhere. I wish

He paused. He had seen the page boy. The latter, having undone his parcel, was holding out a pair of elegant, fawn-coloured shoes.

Great Moses! breathed Jarvis. Hes had the cheek to send them back again!

His excellency began the page, when Jarvis snatched the shoes from his hand and hurled them to the other end of the shop. His white beard positively bristled.

Tell his excellency, he shouted, to go to the devil, with my compliments!

So positively ferocious was his aspect that the boy, with upraised arm, backed hastily out into the street. Safety won: Blimey! exclaimed the youth. Hes the warm goods, he is!

He paused for several moments, staring in a kind of stupefied admiration at the closed door of Mr. Jarviss establishment. He whistled again, softly, and then began to run  for the formidable Mr. Jarvis suddenly opened the door. Hi, boy! he called to the page. The page hesitated, glancing back doubtfully. Tell his excellency that I will send round in about half an hour to remeasure his foot.

Dyou mean it? inquired the boy, impudently or is there a catch in it?

Ill tan your hide, my lad! cried the bootmaker and I mean that! Take my message and keep your mouth shut.

The boy departed, grinning, and little more than half an hour later a respectable-looking man presented himself at Savoy Court, inquiring of the attendant near the elevator for the apartments of his excellency, followed by an unintelligible word which presumably represented Ormuz Khan. The visitor wore a well-brushed but threadbare tweed suit, although his soft collar was by no means clean. He had a short, reddish-brown beard, and very thick, curling hair of the same hue protruded from beneath a bowler hat which had seen long service.

Like Mr. Jarvis, he was bespectacled, and his teeth were much discoloured and apparently broken in front, as is usual with cobblers. His hands, too, were toil-stained and his nails very black. He carried a cardboard box. He seemed to be extremely nervous, and this nervousness palpably increased when the impudent page, who was standing in the lobby, giggled on hearing his inquiry.

Hes second floor, said the youth. Are you from Hot-Stuff Jarvis?

Thats right, lad, replied the visitor, speaking with a marked Manchester accent; from Mr. Jarvis.

And are you really going up? inquired the boy with mock solicitude.

Im going up right enough. Thats what Im here for.

Shut up, Chivers, snapped the hall porter. Ring the bell. He glanced at the cobbler. Second floor, he said, tersely, and resumed his study of a newspaper which he had been reading.

The representative of Mr. Jarvis was carried up to the second floor and the lift man, having indicated at which door he should knock, descended again. The cobblers nervousness thereupon became more marked than ever, so that a waiter, seeing him looking helplessly from door to door, took pity on him and inquired for whom he was searching.

His excellency, was the reply; but Im hanged if I can remember the number or how to pronounce his name.

The waiter glanced at him oddly. Ormuz Khan, he said, and rang the bell beside a door. As he hurried away, Good luck! he called back.

There was a short interval, and then the door was opened by a man who looked like a Hindu. He wore correct morning dress and through gold-rimmed pince-nez he stared inquiringly at the caller.

Is his excellency at home? asked the latter. Im from Mr. Jarvis, the bootmaker.

Oh! said the other, smiling slightly. Come in. What is your name?

Parker, sir. From Mr. Jarvis.

As the door closed, Parker found himself in a small lobby. Beside an umbrella rack a high-backed chair was placed. Sit down, he was directed. I will tell his excellency that you are here.

A door was opened and closed again, and Parker found himself alone. He twirled his bowler hat, which he held in his hand, and stared about the place vacantly. Once he began to whistle, but checked himself and coughed nervously. Finally the Hindu gentleman reappeared, beckoning to him to enter.

Parker stood up very quickly and advanced, hat in hand.

Then he remembered the box which he had left on the floor, and, stooping to recover it, he dropped his hat. But at last, leaving his hat upon the chair and carrying the box under his arm, he entered a room which had been converted into a very businesslike office.

There was a typewriter upon a table near the window at which someone had evidently been at work quite recently, and upon a larger table in the centre of the room were dispatch boxes, neat parcels of documents, ledgers, works of reference, and all the evidence of keen commercial activity. Crossing the room, the Hindu rapped upon an inner door, opened it, and standing aside, The man from the bootmaker, he said in a low voice.

Parker advanced, peering about him as one unfamiliar with his surroundings. As he crossed the threshold the door was closed behind him, and he found himself in a superheated atmosphere heavy with the perfume of hyacinths.

The place was furnished as a sitting room, but some of its appointments were obviously importations. Its keynote was orientalism, not of that sensuous yet grossly masculine character which surrounds the wealthy Eastern esthete but quite markedly feminine. There were an extraordinary number of cushions, and many bowls and vases containing hyacinths. What other strange appointments were present Parker was far too nervous to observe.

He stood dumbly before a man who lolled back in a deep, cushioned chair and whose almond-shaped eyes, black as night, were set immovably upon him. This man was apparently young. He wore a rich, brocaded robe, trimmed with marten fur, and out of it his long ivory throat rose statuesquely. His complexion was likewise of this uniform ivory colour, and from his low smooth brow his hair was brushed back in a series of glossy black waves.

His lips were full and very red. As a woman he might have been considered handsome  even beautiful; in a man this beauty was unnatural and repellent. He wore Oriental slippers, fur-lined, and his feet rested on a small ottoman. One long, slender hand lay upon a cushion placed on the chair arm, and a pretty girl was busily engaged in manicuring his excellencys nails. Although the day held every promise of being uncomfortably hot, already a huge fire was burning in the grate.

As Parker stood before him, the languid, handsome Oriental did not stir a muscle, merely keeping the gaze of his strange black eyes fixed upon the nervous cobbler. The manicurist, after one quick upward glance, continued her work. But in this moment of distraction she had hurt the cuticle of one of those delicate, slender fingers.

Ormuz Khan withdrew his hand sharply from the cushion, glanced aside at the girl, and then, extending his hand again, pushed her away from him. Because of her half-kneeling posture, she almost fell, but managed to recover herself by clutching at the edge of a little table upon which the implements of her trade were spread. The table rocked and a bowl of water fell crashing on the carpet. His excellency spoke. His voice was very musical.

Clumsy fool, he said. You have hurt me. Go.

The girl became very white and began to gather up the articles upon the table. I am sorry, she said, but

I do not wish you to speak, continued the musical voice; only to go.

Hurriedly collecting the remainder of the implements and placing them in an attache case, the manicurist hurried from the room. Her eyes were overbright and her lips pathetically tremulous. Ormuz Khan never glanced in her direction again, but resumed his disconcerting survey of Parker. Yes? he said.

Parker bumblingly began to remove the lid of the cardboard box which he had brought with him.

I do not wish you to alter the shoes you have made, said his excellency. I instructed you to remeasure my foot in order that you might make a pair to fit.

Yes, sir, said Parker. Quite so, your excellency. And he dropped the box and the shoes upon the floor. Just a moment, sir?

From an inner pocket he drew out a large sheet of white paper, a pencil, and a tape measure. Will you place your foot upon this sheet of paper, sir?

Ormuz Khan raised his right foot listlessly.

Slipper off, please, sir.

I am waiting, replied the other, never removing his gaze from Parkers face.

Oh, I beg your pardon sir, your excellency, muttered the bootmaker.

Dropping upon one knee, he removed the furred slipper from a slender, arched foot, bare, of the delicate colour of ivory, and as small as a womans.

Now, sir.

The ivory foot was placed upon the sheet of paper, and very clumsily Parker drew its outline. He then took certain measurements and made a number of notes with a stub of thick pencil. Whenever his none too clean hands touched Ormuz Khans delicate skin the Oriental perceptibly shuddered.

Of course, sir, said Parker at last, I should really have taken your measurement with the sock on.

I wear only the finest silk.

Very well, sir. As you wish.

Parker replaced paper, pencil, and measure, and, packing up the rejected shoes, made for the door.

Oh, bootmaker! came the musical voice.

Parker turned. Yes, sir?

They will be ready by Monday?

If possible, your excellency.

Otherwise I shall not accept them.

Ormuz Khan drew a hyacinth from a vase close beside him and languidly waved it in dismissal.

In the outer room the courteous secretary awaited Parker, and there was apparently no one else in the place, for the Hindu conducted him to the lobby and opened the door.

Parker said Good morning, sir, and would have departed without his hat had not the secretary smilingly handed it to him.

When, presently, the cobbler emerged from the elevator, below, he paused before leaving the hotel to mop his perspiring brow with a large, soiled handkerchief. The perfume of hyacinths seemed to have pursued him, bringing with it a memory of the handsome, effeminate ivory face of the man above. He was recalled to his senses by the voice of the impudent page.

Been kicked out, govnor? the youth inquired. Youre the third this morning.

Is that so? answered Parker. Who were the other two, lad?

The girl wot comes to do his nails. A stunnin bird, too. She came down cryin a few minutes ago. Then

Shut up, Chivers! cried the hall porter. Youre asking for the sack, and Im the man to get it for you.

Chivers did not appear to be vastly perturbed by this prospect, and he grinned agreeably at Parker as the latter made his way out into the courtyard.

Any one sufficiently interested to have done so might have found matter for surprise had he followed that conscientious bootmaker as he left the hotel. He did not proceed to the shop of Mr. Jarvis, but, crossing the Strand, mounted a city-bound motor bus and proceeded eastward upon it as far as the Law Courts. Here he dismounted and plunged into that maze of tortuous lanes which dissects the triangle formed by Chancery Lane and Holborn.

His step was leisurely, and once he stopped to light his pipe, peering with interest into the shop window of a law stationer. Finally he came to another little shop which had once formed part of a private house. It was of the lock-up variety, and upon the gauze blind which concealed the interior appeared the words: The Chancery Agency.

Whether the Chancery Agency was a press agency, a literary or a dramatic agency, was not specified, but Mr. Parker was evidently well acquainted with the establishment, for he unlocked the door with a key which he carried and, entering a tiny shop, closed and locked the door behind him again.

The place was not more than ten yards square and the ceiling was very low. It was barely furnished as an office, but evidently Mr. Parkers business was not of a nature to detain him here. There was a second door to be unlocked; and beyond it appeared a flight of narrow stairs  at some time the servants stair of the partially demolished house which had occupied that site in former days. Relocking this door in turn, Mr. Parker mounted the stair and presently found himself in a spacious and well-furnished bedroom.

This bedroom contained an extraordinary number of wardrobes, and a big dressing table with wing mirrors lent a theatrical touch to the apartment. This was still further enhanced by the presence of all sorts of wigs, boxes of false hair, and other items of make-up. At the table Mr. Parker seated himself, and when, half an hour later, the bedroom door was opened, it was not Mr. Parker who crossed the book-lined study within and walked through to the private office where Innes was seated writing. It was Mr. Paul Harley.


CHAPTER XI. THE PURPLE STAIN

For more than an hour Harley sat alone, smoking, neglectful of the routine duties which should have claimed his attention. His face was set and grim, and his expression one of total abstraction. In spirit he stood again in that superheated room at the Savoy. Sometimes, as he mused, he would smoke with unconscious vigour, surrounding himself with veritable fog banks. An imaginary breath of hyacinths would have reached him, to conjure up vividly the hateful, perfumed environment of Ormuz Khan.

He was savagely aware of a great mental disorderliness. He recognized that his brain remained a mere whirlpool from which Phyllis Abingdon, the deceased Sir Charles, Nicol Brinn, and another, alternately arose to claim supremacy. He clenched his teeth upon the mouthpiece of his pipe.

But after some time, although rebelliously, his thoughts began to marshal themselves in a certain definite formation. And outstanding, alone, removed from the ordinary, almost from the real, was the bizarre personality of Ormuz Khan.

The data concerning the Oriental visitor, as supplied by Inspector Wessex, had led him to expect quite a different type of character. Inured as Paul Harley was to surprise, his first sentiment as he had set eyes upon the man had been one of sheer amazement.

Something of a dandy, inadequately described the repellent sensuousness of this veritable potentate, who could contrive to invest a sitting room in a modern hotel with the atmosphere of a secret Eastern household. To consider Ormuz Khan in connection with matters of international finance was wildly incongruous, while the manicurist incident indicated an inherent cruelty only possible in one of Oriental race.

In a mood of complete mental detachment Paul Harley found himself looking again into those black, inscrutable eyes and trying to analyze the elusive quality of their regard. They were unlike any eyes that he had met with. It were folly to count their possessor a negligible quantity. Nevertheless, it was difficult, because of the fellows scented effeminacy, to believe that women could find him attractive. But Harley, wise in worldly lore, perceived that the mystery surrounding Ormuz Khan must make a strong appeal to a certain type of female mind. He was forced to admit that some women, indeed many, would be as clay in the hands of the man who possessed those long-lashed, magnetic eyes.

He thought of the pretty manicurist. Mortification he had read in her white face, and pain; but no anger. Yes, Ormuz Khan was dangerous.

In what respect was he dangerous?

Phil Abingdon! Harley whispered, and, in the act of breathing the name, laughed at his own folly.

In the name of reason, he mused, what could she find to interest her in a man of Ormuz Khans type? He was prepared to learn that there was a mystic side to her personality  a phase in her character which would be responsive to the outre and romantic. But he was loath to admit that she could have any place in her affections for the scented devotee of hyacinths.

Thus, as always, his musings brought him back to the same point. He suppressed a groan and, standing up, began to pace the room. To and fro he walked, before the gleaming cabinet, and presently his expression underwent a subtle change. His pipe had long since gone out, but he had failed to observe the fact. His eyes had grown unusually bright  and suddenly he stepped to the table and stooping made a note upon the little writing block.

He rang the bell communicating with the outer office. Innes came in. Innes, he said, rapidly, is there anything of really first-rate importance with which I should deal personally?

Well, replied the secretary, glancing at some papers which he carried, there is nothing that could not wait until to-morrow at a pinch.

The pinch has come, said Harley. I am going to interview the two most important witnesses in the Abingdon case.

To whom do you refer, Mr. Harley?

Innes stared rather blankly, as he made the inquiry, whereupon:

I have no time to explain, continued Harley. But I have suddenly realized the importance of a seemingly trivial incident which I witnessed. It is these trivial incidents, Innes, which so often contain the hidden clue.

What! you really think you have a clue at last?

I do. The speakers face grew grimly serious. Innes, if I am right, I shall probably proceed to one of two places: the apartments of Ormuz Khan or the chambers of Nicol Brinn. Listen. Remain here until I phone  whatever the hour.

Shall I advise Wessex to stand by?

Harley nodded. Yes  do so. You understand, Innes, I am engaged and not to be disturbed on any account?

I understand. You are going out by the private exit?

Exactly.

As Innes retired, quietly closing the door, Harley took up the telephone and called Sir Charles Abingdons number. He was answered by a voice which he recognized.

This is Paul Harley speaking, he said. Is that Benson?

Yes, sir, answered the butler. Good morning, sir.

Good morning, Benson. I have one or two questions to ask you, and there is something I want you to do for me. Miss Abingdon is out, I presume?

Yes, sir, replied Benson, sadly. At the funeral, sir.

Is Mrs. Howett in?

She is, sir.

I shall be around in about a quarter of an hour, Benson. In the meantime, will you be good enough to lay the dining table exactly as it was laid on the night of Sir Charless death?

Benson could be heard nervously clearing his throat, then: Perhaps, sir, he said, diffidently, I didnt quite understand you. Lay the table, sir, for dinner?

For dinner  exactly. I want everything to be there that was present on the night of the tragedy; everything. Naturally you will have to place different flowers in the vases, but I want to see the same vases. From the soup tureen to the serviette rings, Benson, I wish you to duplicate the dinner table as I remember it, paying particular attention to the exact position of each article. Mrs. Howett will doubtless be able to assist you in this.

Very good, sir, said Benson  but his voice betokened bewilderment. I will see Mrs. Howett at once, sir.

Right. Good-bye.

Good-bye, sir.

Replacing the receiver, Harley took a bunch of keys from his pocket and, crossing the office, locked the door. He then retired to his private apartments and also locked the communicating door. A few moments later he came out of The Chancery Agency and proceeded in the direction of the Strand. Under cover of the wire-gauze curtain which veiled the window he had carefully inspected the scene before emerging. But although his eyes were keen and his sixth sense whispered Danger  danger! he had failed to detect anything amiss.

This constant conflict between intuition and tangible evidence was beginning to tell upon him. Either his sixth sense had begun to play tricks or he was the object of the most perfectly organized and efficient system of surveillance with which he had ever come in contact. Once, in the past, he had found himself pitted against the secret police of Moscow, and hitherto he had counted their methods incomparable. Unless he was the victim of an unpleasant hallucination, those Russian spies had their peers in London.

As he alighted from a cab before the house of the late Sir Charles, Benson opened the door. We have just finished, sir, he said, as Harley ran up the steps. But Mrs. Howett would like to see you, sir.

Very good, Benson, replied Harley, handing his hat and cane to the butler. I will see her in the dining room, please.

Benson throwing open the door, Paul Harley walked into the room which so often figured in his vain imaginings. The table was laid for dinner in accordance with his directions. The chair which he remembered to have occupied was in place and that in which Sir Charles had died was set at the head of the table.

Brows contracted, Harley stood just inside the room, looking slowly about him. And, as he stood so, an interrogatory cough drew his gaze to the doorway. He turned sharply, and there was Mrs. Howett, a pathetic little figure in black.

Ah, Mrs. Howett, said Harley; kindly, please try to forgive me for this unpleasant farce with its painful memories. But I have a good reason. I think you know this. Now, as I am naturally anxious to have everything clear before Miss Abingdon returns, will you be good enough to tell me if the table is at present set exactly as on the night that Sir Charles and I came in to dinner?

No, Mr. Harley, was the answer, that was what I was anxious to explain. The table is now laid as Benson left it on that dreadful night.

Ah, I see. Then you, personally, made some modifications?

I rearranged the flowers and moved the centre vase so. The methodical old lady illustrated her words. I also had the dessert spoons changed. You remember, Benson?

Benson inclined his head. From a sideboard he took out two silver spoons which he substituted for those already set upon the table.

Anything else, Mrs. Howett?

The table is now as I left it, sir, a few minutes before your arrival. Just after your arrival I found Jones, the parlourmaid  a most incompetent, impudent girl  altering the position of the serviettes. At least, such was my impression.

Of the serviettes? murmured Harley.

She denied it, continued the housekeeper, speaking with great animation; but she could give no explanation. It was the last straw. She took too many liberties altogether.

As Harley remained silent, the old lady ran on animatedly, but Harley was no longer listening.

This is not the same table linen? he asked, suddenly.

Why, no, sir, replied Benson. Last weeks linen will be at the laundry.

It has not gone yet, interrupted Mrs. Howett. I was making up the list when you brought me Mr. Harleys message.

Paul Harley turned to her.

May I ask you to bring the actual linen used at table on that occasion, Mrs. Howett? he said. My request must appear singular, I know, but I assure you it is no idle one.

Benson looked positively stupid, but Mrs. Howett, who had conceived a sort of reverence for Paul Harley, hurried away excitedly.

Finally, Benson, said Harley, what else did you bring into the room after Sir Charles and I had entered?

Soup, sir. Here is the tureen, on the sideboard, and all the soup plates of the service in use that night. Of course, sir, I cant say which were the actual plates used.

Paul Harley inspected the plates, a set of fine old Derby ware, and gazed meditatively at the silver ladle. Did the maid, Jones, handle any of these? he asked.

No, sir  emphatically. She was preparing to bring the trout from the kitchen.

But I saw her in the room.

She had brought in the fish plates, a sauce boat, and two toast racks, sir. She put them here, on the sideboard. But they were never brought to the table.

Hm. Has Jones left?

Yes, sir. She was under notice. But after her rudeness, Mrs. Howett packed her off right away. She left the very next day after poor Sir Charles died.

Where has she gone?

To a married sister, I believe, until she finds a new job. Mrs. Howett has the address.

At this moment Mrs. Howett entered, bearing a tablecloth and a number of serviettes.

This was the cloth, she said, spreading it out, but which of the serviettes were used I cannot say.

Allow me to look, replied Paul Harley.

One by one he began to inspect the serviettes, opening each in turn and examining it critically.

What have we here! he exclaimed, presently. Have blackberries been served within the week, Mrs. Howett?

We never had them on the table, Mr. Harley. Sir Charles  God rest him  said they irritated the stomach. Good gracious! She turned to Benson. How is it I never noticed those stains, and what can have caused them?

The serviette which Paul Harley held outstretched was covered all over with dark purple spots.


CHAPTER XII. THE VEIL IS RAISED

Rising from the writing table in the library, Paul Harley crossed to the mantelpiece and stared long and hungrily at a photograph in a silver frame. So closely did he concentrate upon it that he induced a sort of auto-hypnosis, so that Phil Abingdon seemed to smile at him sadly. Then a shadow appeared to obscure the piquant face. The soft outline changed, subtly; the lips grew more full, became voluptuous; the eyes lengthened and grew languorous. He found himself looking into the face of Ormuz Khan.

Damn it! he muttered, awakened from his trance.

He turned aside, conscious of a sudden, unaccountable chill. It might have been caused by the mental picture which he had conjured up, or it might be another of those mysterious warnings of which latterly he had had so many without encountering any positive danger. He stood quite still, listening.

Afterward he sometimes recalled that moment, and often enough asked himself what he had expected to hear. It was from this room, on an earlier occasion, that he had heard the ominous movements in the apartment above. To-day he heard nothing.

Benson, he called, opening the library door. As the man came along the hall: I have written a note to Mr. Innes, my secretary, he explained. There it is, on the table. When the district messenger, for whom you telephoned, arrives, give him the parcel and the note. He is to accept no other receipt than that of Mr. Innes.

Very good, sir.

Harley took his hat and cane, and Benson opened the front door.

Good day, sir, said the butler.

Good day, Benson, called Harley, hurrying out to the waiting cab. Number 236 South Lambeth Road, he directed the man.

Off moved the taxi, and Harley lay back upon the cushions heaving a long sigh. The irksome period of inaction was ended. The cloud which for a time had dulled his usually keen wits was lifted. He was by no means sure that enlightenment had come in time, but at least he was in hot pursuit of a tangible clue, and he must hope that it would lead him, though tardily, to the heart of this labyrinth which concealed  what?

Which concealed something, or someone, known and feared as Fire-Tongue.

For the moment he must focus upon establishing, beyond query or doubt, the fact that Sir Charles Abingdon had not died from natural causes. Premonitions, intuitions, beliefs resting upon a foundation of strange dreams  these were helpful to himself, if properly employed, but they were not legal evidence. This first point achieved, the motive of the crime must be sought; and then  the criminal.

One thing at a time, Harley finally murmured.

Turning his head, he glanced back at the traffic in the street behind him. The action was sheerly automatic. He had ceased to expect to detect the presence of any pursuer. Yet he was convinced that his every movement was closely watched. It was uncanny, unnerving, this consciousness of invisible surveillance. Now, as he looked, he started. The invisible had become the visible.

His cab was just on the point of turning on to the slope of Vauxhall Bridge. And fifty yards behind, speeding along the Embankment, was a small French car. The features of the driver he had no time to observe. But, peering eagerly through the window, showed the dark face of the passenger. The mans nationality it was impossible to determine, but the keen, almost savage interest, betrayed by the glittering black eyes, it was equally impossible to mistake.

If the following car had turned on to the bridge, Harley, even yet, might have entertained a certain doubt. But, mentally putting himself in the pursuers place, he imagined himself detected and knew at once exactly what he should do. Since this hypothetical course was actually pursued by the other, Harleys belief was confirmed.

Craning his neck, he saw the little French car turn abruptly and proceed in the direction of Victoria Station. Instantly he acted.

Leaning out of the window he thrust a ten-shilling note into the cabmans hand. Slow down, but dont pull up, he directed. I am going to jump out just as you pass that lorry ahead. Ten yards further on stop. Get down and crank your engine, and then proceed slowly over the bridge. I shall not want you again.

Right-oh, sir, said the man, grinning broadly. As a result, immediately he was afforded the necessary cover, Harley jumped from the cab. The man reached back and closed the door, proceeding on his leisurely way. Excepting the driver of the lorry, no one witnessed this eccentric performance, and Harley, stepping on to the footpath, quietly joined the stream of pedestrians and strolled slowly along.

He presently passed the stationary cab without giving any sign of recognition to the dismounted driver. Then, a minute later, the cab overtook him and was soon lost in the traffic ahead. Even as it disappeared another cab went by rapidly.

Leaning forward in order to peer through the front window was the dark-faced man whom he had detected on the Embankment!

Quite correct, murmured Harley, dryly. Exactly what I should have done.

The spy, knowing himself discovered, had abandoned his own car in favour of a passing taxicab, and in the latter had taken up the pursuit.

Paul Harley lighted a cigarette. Oddly enough, he was aware of a feeling of great relief. In the first place, his sixth sense had been triumphantly vindicated; and, in the second place, his hitherto shadowy enemies, with their seemingly supernatural methods, had been unmasked. At least they were human, almost incredibly clever, but of no more than ordinary flesh and blood.

The contest had developed into open warfare. Harleys accurate knowledge of London had enabled him to locate No. 236 South Lambeth Road without recourse to a guide, and now, walking on past the big gas works and the railway station, he turned under the dark arches and pressed on to where a row of unprepossessing dwellings extended in uniform ugliness from a partly demolished building to a patch of waste ground.

That the house was being watched he did not doubt. In fact, he no longer believed subterfuge to be of any avail. He was dealing with dangerously accomplished criminals. How clever they were he had yet to learn; and it was only his keen intuitive which at this juncture enabled him to score a point over his cunning opponents.

He walked quite openly up the dilapidated steps to the door of No. 236, and was about to seize the dirty iron knocker when the door opened suddenly and a girl came out. She was dressed neatly and wore a pseudo fashionable hat from which a heavy figured veil depended so as almost to hide her features. She was carrying a bulging cane grip secured by a brown leather strap.

Seeing Harley on the step, she paused for a moment, then, recovering herself:

Ellen! she shouted down the dim passageway revealed by the opening of the door. Somebody to see you.

Leaving the door open, she hurried past the visitor with averted face. It was well done, and, thus disguised by the thick veil, another man than Paul Harley might have failed to recognize one of whom he had never had more than an imperfect glimpse. But if Paul Harleys memory did not avail him greatly, his unerring instinct never failed.

He grasped the girls arm. One moment, Miss Jones, he said, quietly, it is you I am here to see!

The girl turned angrily, snatching her arm from his grasp. Youve made a mistake, havent you? she cried, furiously. I dont know you and I dont want to!

Be good enough to step inside again. Dont make a scene. If you behave yourself, you have nothing to fear. But I want to talk to you.

He extended his arm to detain her. But she thrust it aside. My boys waiting round the corner! she said, viciously. Just see what hell do when I tell him!

Step inside, repeated Harley, quietly. Or accompany me to Kennington Lane Police Station  whichever you think would be the more amusing.

What dyou mean! blustered the girl. You cant kid me. I havent done anything.

Then do as I tell you. You have got to answer my questions  either here or at the station. Which shall it be?

He had realized the facts of the situation from the moment when the girl had made her sudden appearance, and he knew that his only chance of defeating his cunning opponents was to frighten her. Delicate measures would be wasted upon such a character. But even as the girl, flinging herself sullenly about, returned into the passage, he found himself admiring the resourcefulness of his unknown enemies.

A tired-looking woman carrying a child appeared from somewhere and stared apathetically at Harley.

Addressing the angry girl: Another o your flames, Polly? she inquired in a dull voice. Has he made you change your mind already?

The girl addressed as Polly dropped her grip on the floor and, banging open a door, entered a shabby little sitting room, followed by Harley. Dropping onto a ragged couch, she stared obstinately out of the dirty window.

Excuse me, madam, for intruding, said Harley to the woman with the baby, but Polly has some information of use to the police. Oh, dont be alarmed. She has committed no crime. I shall only detain her for a few minutes.

He bowed to the tired-looking woman and closed the sitting-room door. Now, young woman, he said, sternly, adopting this official manner of his friend, Inspector Wessex, I am going to give you one warning, and one only. Although I dont think you know it, you have got mixed up with a gang of crooks. Play the game with me, and Ill stand by you. Try any funny business and youll go to jail.

The official manner had its effect. Miss Jones looked sharply across at the speaker. I havent done anything, she said, sullenly.

Paul Harley advanced and stood over her. What about the trick with the serviettes at Sir Charles Abingdons? he asked, speaking the words in slow and deliberate fashion.

The shaft went home, but the girl possessed a stock of obstinate courage. What about it? she inquired, but her voice had changed.

Who made you do it?

Whats that to you?

Paul Harley drew out his watch, glanced at the face, and returned the timepiece to his pocket. I have warned you, he said. In exactly three minutes time I shall put you under arrest.

The girl suddenly lifted her veil and, raising her face, looked up at him. At last he had broken down her obstinate resistance. Already he had noted the coarse, elemental formation of her hands, and now, the veil removed, he saw that she belonged to a type of character often found in Wales and closely duplicated in certain parts of London. There was a curious flatness of feature and prominence of upper jaw singularly reminiscent of the primitive Briton. Withal the girl was not unprepossessing in her coarse way. Utter stupidity and dogged courage are the outstanding characteristics of this type. But fear of the law is strong within them.

Dont arrest me, she said. Ill tell you.

Good. In the first place, then, where were you going when I came here?

To meet my boy at Vauxhall Station.

What is his name?

Im not going to tell you. Whats he done?

He has done murder. What is his name?

My God! whispered the girl, and her face blanched swiftly. Murder! I  I cant tell you his name

You mean you wont?

She did not answer.

He is a very dark man, continued Harley with black eyes. He is a Hindu.

The girl stared straight before her, dumbly.

Answer me! shouted Harley.

Yes  yes! He is a foreigner.

A Hindu?

I think so.

He was here five minutes ago?

Yes.

Where was he going to take you?

I dont know. He said he could put me in a good job out of London. We had only ten minutes to catch the train. Hes gone to get the tickets.

Where did you meet him?

In the Green Park.

When?

About a month ago.

Was he going to marry you?

Yes.

What did you do to the serviettes on the night Sir Charles died?

Oh, my God! I didnt do anything to hurt him  I didnt do anything to hurt him!

Answer me.

Sidney

Oh, he called himself Sidney, did he? It isnt his name. But go on.

He asked me to get one of the serviettes, with the ring, and to lend it to him.

You did this?

Yes. But he brought it back.

When?

The afternoon

Before Sir Charless death? Yes. Go on. What did he tell you to do with this serviette?

It  was in a box. He said I was not to open the box until I put the serviette on the table, and that it had to be put by Sir Charless plate. It had to be put there just before the meal began.

What else?

I had to burn the box.

Well?

That night I couldnt see how it was to be done. Benson had laid the dinner table and Mrs. Howett was pottering about. Then, when I thought I had my chance, Sir Charles sat down in the dining room and began to read. He was still there and I had the box hidden in the hall stand, all ready, when Sidney  rang up.

Rang you up?

Yes. We had arranged it. He said he was my brother. I had to tell him I couldnt do it.

Yes!

He said: You must. I told him Sir Charles was in the dining room, and he said: Ill get him away. Directly he goes, dont fail to do what I told you.

And then?

Another phone call came  for Sir Charles. I knew who it was, because I had told Sidney about the case Sir Charles was attending in the square. When Sir Charles went out I changed the serviettes. Mrs. Howett found me in the dining room and played hell. But afterward I managed to burn the box in the kitchen. Thats all I know. What harm was there?

Harm enough! said Harley, grimly. And now  what was it that Sidney stole from Sir Charless bureau in the study?

The girl started and bit her lip convulsively. It wasnt stealing, she muttered. It wasnt worth anything.

Answer me. What did he take?

He took nothing.

For the last time: answer.

It wasnt Sidney who took it. I took it.

You took what?

A paper.

You mean that you stole Sir Charless keys and opened his bureau?

There was no stealing. He was out and they were lying on his dressing table. Sidney had told me to do it the first time I got a chance.

What had he told you to do?

To search through Sir Charless papers and see if there was anything with the word Fire-Tongue in it!

Ah! exclaimed Harley, a note of suppressed triumph in his voice. Go on.

There was only one paper about it, continued the girl, now speaking rapidly, or only one that I could find. I put the bureau straight again and took this paper to Sidney.

But you must have read the paper?

Only a bit of it. When I came to the word Fire-Tongue, I didnt read any more.

What was it about  the part you did read?

The beginning was all about India. I couldnt understand it. I jumped a whole lot. I hadnt much time and I was afraid Mrs. Howett would find me. Then, further on, I came to Fire-Tongue.

But what did it say about Fire-Tongue?

I couldnt make it out, sir. Oh, indeed Im telling you the truth! It seemed to me that Fire-Tongue was some sort of mark.

Mark?

Yes  a mark Sir Charles had seen in India, and then again in London

In London! Where in London?

On someones arm.

What! Tell me the name of this person!

I cant remember, sir! Oh, truly I cant.

Was the name mentioned?

Yes.

Was it Armand?

No.

Ormond?

No.

Anything like Ormond?

The girl shook her head.

It was not Ormuz Khan?

No. I am sure it wasnt.

Paul Harleys expression underwent a sudden change. Was it Brown? he asked.

She hesitated. I believe it did begin with a B, she admitted.

Was it Brunn?

No! I remember, sir. It was Brinn!

Good God! muttered Harley. Are you sure?

Quite sure.

Do you know any one of that name?

No, sir.

And is this positively all you remember?

On my oath, it is.

How often have you seen Sidney since your dismissal?

I saw him on the morning I left.

And then not again until to-day?

No.

Does he live in London?

No. He is a valet to a gentleman who lives in the country.

How do you know?

He told me.

What is the name of the place?

I dont know.

Once again  what is the name of the place?

The girl bit her lip.

Answer! shouted Harley.

I swear, sir, cried the girl, beginning suddenly to sob, that I dont know! Oh, please let me go! I swear I have told you all I know!

Good!

Paul Harley glanced at his watch, crossed the room, and opened the door. He turned. You can go now, he said. But I dont think you will find Sidney waiting!

It wanted only three minutes to midnight, and Innes, rather haggard and anxious-eyed, was pacing Paul Harleys private office when the phone bell rang. Eagerly he took up the receiver.

Hullo! came a voice. That you, Innes?

Mr. Harley! cried Innes. Thank God you are safe! I was growing desperately anxious!

I am by no means safe, Innes! I am in one of the tightest corners of my life! Listen: Get Wessex! If hes off duty, get Burton. Tell him to bring

The voice ceased.

Hullo!  Mr. Harley! called Innes. Mr. Harley!

A faint cry answered him. He distinctly heard the sound of a fall. Then the other receiver was replaced on the hook.

Merciful Heavens! whispered Innes. What has happened? Where was he speaking from? What can I do?


CHAPTER XIII. NICOL BRINN HAS A VISITOR

It was close upon noon, but Nicol Brinn had not yet left his chambers. From that large window which overlooked Piccadilly he surveyed the prospect with dull, lack-lustre eyes. His morning attire was at least as tightly fitting as that which he favoured in the evening, and now, hands clasped behind his back and an unlighted cigar held firmly in the left corner of his mouth, he gazed across the park with a dreamy and vacant regard. One very familiar with this strange and taciturn man might have observed that his sallow features looked even more gaunt than usual. But for any trace of emotion in that stoic face the most expert physiognomist must have sought in vain.

Behind the motionless figure the Alaskan ermine and Manchurian leopards stared glassily across the room. The flying lemur continued apparently to contemplate the idea of swooping upon the head of the tigress where she crouched upon her near-by pedestal. The death masks grinned; the Egyptian priestess smiled. And Nicol Brinn, expressionless, watched the traffic in Piccadilly.

There came a knock at the door.

In, said Nicol Brinn.

Hoskins, his manservant, entered: Detective Inspector Wessex would like to see you, sir.

Nicol Brinn did not turn around. In, he repeated.

Silently Hoskins retired, and, following a short interval, ushered into the room a typical detective officer, a Scotland Yard man of the best type. For Detective Inspector Wessex no less an authority than Paul Harley had predicted a brilliant future, and since he had attained to his present rank while still a comparatively young man, the prophecy of the celebrated private investigator was likely to be realized. Nicol Brinn turned and bowed in the direction of a large armchair.

Pray sit down, Inspector, he said.

The high, monotonous voice expressed neither surprise nor welcome, nor any other sentiment whatever.

Detective Inspector Wessex returned the bow, placed his bowler hat upon the carpet, and sat down in the armchair. Nicol Brinn seated himself upon a settee over which was draped a very fine piece of Persian tapestry, and stared at his visitor with eyes which expressed nothing but a sort of philosophic stupidity, but which, as a matter of fact, photographed the personality of the man indelibly upon that keen brain.

Detective Inspector Wessex cleared his throat and did not appear to be quite at ease.

What is it? inquired Nicol Brinn, and proceeded to light his cigar.

Well, sir, said the detective, frankly, its a mighty awkward business, and I dont know just how to approach it.

Shortest way, drawled Nicol Brinn. Dont study me.

Thanks, said Wessex, Ill do my best. Its like this  he stared frankly at the impassive face: Where is Mr. Paul Harley?

Nicol Brinn gazed at the lighted end of his cigar meditatively for a moment and then replaced it in the right and not in the left corner of his mouth. Even to the trained eye of the detective inspector he seemed to be quite unmoved, but one who knew him well would have recognized that this simple action betokened suppressed excitement.

He left these chambers at ten-fifteen on Wednesday night, replied the American. I had never seen him before and I have never seen him since.

Sure?

Quite.

Could you swear to it before a jury?

You seem to doubt my word.

Detective Inspector Wessex stood up. Mr. Brinn, he said, I am in an awkward corner. I know you for a man with a fine sporting reputation, and therefore I dont doubt your word. But Mr. Paul Harley disappeared last night.

At last Nicol Brinn was moved. A second time he took the cigar from his mouth, gazed at the end reflectively, and then hurled the cigar across the room into the hearth. He stood up, walked to a window, and stared out. Just sit quiet a minute, came the toneless voice. Youve hit me harder than you know. I want to think it out.

At the back of the tall, slim figure Detective Inspector Wessex stared with a sort of wonder. Mr. Nicol Brinn of Cincinnati was a conundrum which he found himself unable to catalogue, although in his gallery of queer characters were many eccentric and peculiar. If Nicol Brinn should prove to be crooked, then automatically he became insane. This Wessex had reasoned out even before he had set eyes upon the celebrated American traveller. His very first glimpse of Nicol Brinn had confirmed his reasoning, except that the cool, calm strength of the man had done much to upset the theory of lunacy.

Followed an interval of unbroken silence. Not even the ticking of a clock could be heard in that long, singularly furnished apartment. Then, as the detective continued to gaze upon the back of Mr. Nicol Brinn, suddenly the latter turned.

Detective Inspector Wessex, he said, there has been a cloud hanging over my head for seven years. That cloud is going to burst very soon, and it looks as if it were going to do damage.

I dont understand you, sir, replied the detective, bluntly. But I have been put in charge of the most extraordinary case that has ever come my way and Ill ask you to make yourself as clear as possible.

Ill do all I can, Nicol Brinn assured him. But first tell me something: Why have you come to me for information in respect to Mr. Paul Harley?

Ill answer your question, said Wessex, and the fact did not escape the keen observing power of Nicol Brinn that the detectives manner had grown guarded. He informed Mr. Innes, his secretary, before setting out, that he was coming here to your chambers.

Nicol Brinn stared blankly at the speaker. He told him that? When?

Yesterday.

That he was coming here?

He did.

Nicol Brinn sat down again upon the settee. Detective Inspector, said he, I give you my word of honour as a gentleman that I last saw Mr. Paul Harley at ten-fifteen on Wednesday night. Since then, not only have I not seen him, but I have received no communication from him.

The keen glance of the detective met and challenged the dull glance of the speaker. I accept your word, sir, said Wessex, finally, and he sighed and scratched his chin in the manner of a man hopelessly puzzled.

Silence fell again. The muted sounds of Piccadilly became audible in the stillness. Cabs and cars rolled by below, their occupants all unaware of the fact that in that long, museum-like room above their heads lay the key to a tragedy and the clue to a mystery.

Look here, sir, said the detective, suddenly, the result of Mr. Paul Harleys investigations right up to date has been placed in my hands, together with all his notes. I wonder if you realize the fact that, supposing Mr. Harley does not return, I am in repossession of sufficient evidence to justify me in putting you under arrest?

I see your point quite clearly, replied Nicol Brinn. I have seen my danger since the evening that Mr. Paul Harley walked into this room: but Ill confess I did not anticipate this particular development.

To get right down to business, said Wessex, if Mr. Paul Harley did not come here, where, in your idea, did he go?

Nicol Brinn considered the speaker meditatively. If I knew that, said he, maybe I could help. I told him here in this very room that the pair of us were walking on the edge of hell. I dont like to say it, and you dont know all it means, but in my opinion he has taken a step too far.

Detective Inspector Wessex stood up impatiently. You have already talked in that strain to Mr. Harley, he said, a bit brusquely. Mr. Innes has reported something of the conversation to me. But I must ask you to remember that, whereas Mr. Paul Harley is an unofficial investigator, I am an officer of the Criminal Investigation Department, and figures of speech are of no use to me. I want facts. I want plain speaking. I ask you for help and you answer in parables. Now perhaps I am saying too much, and perhaps I am not, but that Mr. Harley was right in what he believed, the circumstances of his present disappearance go to prove. He learned too much about something called Fire-Tongue.

Wessex spoke the word challengingly, staring straight into the eyes of Nicol Brinn, but the latter gave no sign, and Wessex, concealing his disappointment, continued: You know more about Fire-Tongue than you ever told Mr. Paul Harley. All you know I have got to know. Mr. Harley has been kidnapped, perhaps done to death.

Why do you say so? asked Nicol Brinn, rapidly.

Because I know it is so. It does not matter how I know.

You are certain that his absence is not voluntary?

We have definite evidence to that effect.

I dont expect you to be frank with me, Detective Inspector, but Ill be as frank with you as I can be. I havent the slightest idea in the world where Mr. Harley is. But I have information which, if I knew where he was, would quite possibly enable me to rescue him.

Provided he is alive! added Wessex, angrily.

What leads you to suppose that he is not?

If he is alive, he is a prisoner.

Good God! said Nicol Brinn in a low voice. It has come. He took a step toward the detective. Mr. Wessex, he continued, I dont tell you to do whatever your duty indicates; I know you will do it. But in the interests of everybody concerned I have a request to make. Have me watched if you like  I suppose thats automatic. But whatever happens, and wherever your suspicions point, give me twenty-four hours. As I think you can see, I am a man who thinks slowly, but moves with a rush. You can believe me or not, but I am even more anxious than you are to see this thing through. You think I know what lies back of it all, and I dont say that you are not right. But one thing you dont know, and that thing I cant tell you. In twenty-four hours I might be able to tell you. Whatever happens, even if poor Harley is found dead, dont hamper my movements between now and this time tomorrow.

Wessex, who had been watching the speaker intently, suddenly held out his hand. Its a bet! he said. Its my case, and Ill conduct it in my own way.

Mr. Wessex, replied Nicol Brinn, taking the extended hand, I think you are a clever man. There are questions you would like to ask me, and there are questions I would like to ask you. But we both realize the facts of the situation, and we are both silent. One thing Ill say: You are in the deadliest peril you have ever known. Be careful. Believe me I mean it. Be very careful.


CHAPTER XIV. WESSEX GETS BUSY

Innes rose from the chair usually occupied by Paul Harley as Detective Inspector Wessex, with a very blank face, walked into the office. Innes looked haggard and exhibited unmistakable signs of anxiety. Since he had received that dramatic telephone message from his chief he had not spared himself for a moment. The official machinery of Scotland Yard was at work endeavouring to trace the missing man, but since it had proved impossible to find out from where the message had been sent, the investigation was handicapped at the very outset. Close inquiries at the Savoy Hotel had shown that Harley had not been there. Wessex, who was a thorough artist within his limitations, had satisfied himself that none of the callers who had asked for Ormuz Khan, and no one who had loitered about the lobbies, could possibly have been even a disguised Paul Harley.

To Inspector Wessex the lines along which Paul Harley was operating remained a matter of profound amazement and mystification. His interview with Mr. Nicol Brinn had only served to baffle him more hopelessly than ever. The nature of Paul Harleys inquiries  inquiries which, presumably from the death of Sir Charles Abingdon, had led him to investigate the movements of two persons of international repute, neither apparently having even the most remote connection with anything crooked  was a conundrum for the answer to which the detective inspector sought in vain.

I can see you have no news, said Innes, dully.

To be perfectly honest, replied Wessex, I feel like a man who is walking in his sleep. Except for the extraordinary words uttered by the late Sir Charles Abingdon, I fail to see that there is any possible connection between his death and Mr. Nicol Brinn. I simply cant fathom what Mr. Harley was working upon. To my mind there is not the slightest evidence of foul play in the case. There is no motive; apart from which, there is absolutely no link.

Nevertheless, replied Innes, slowly, you know the chief, and therefore you know as well as I do that he would not have instructed me to communicate with you unless he had definite evidence in his possession. It is perfectly clear that he was interrupted in the act of telephoning. He was literally dragged away from the instrument.

I agree, said Wessex. He had got into a tight corner somewhere right enough. But where does Nicol Brinn come in?

How did he receive your communication?

Oh, it took him fairly between the eyes. There is no denying that. He knows something.

What he knows, said Innes, slowly, is what Mr. Harley learned last night, and what he fears is what has actually befallen the chief.

Detective Inspector Wessex stood beside the Burmese cabinet, restlessly drumming his fingers upon its lacquered surface. I am grateful for one thing, he said. The press has not got hold of this story.

They need never get hold of it if you are moderately careful.

For several reasons I am going to be more than moderately careful. Whatever Fire-Tongue may be, its other name is sudden death! Its a devil of a business; a perfect nightmare. But he paused  

I am wondering what on earth induced Mr. Harley to send that parcel of linen to the analyst.

The result of the analysis may prove that the chief was not engaged upon any wild-goose chase.

By heavens! Wessex sprang up, his eyes brightened, and he reached for his hat, that gives me an idea!

The message with the parcel was written upon paper bearing the letterhead of the late Sir Charles Abingdon. So Mr. Harley evidently made his first call there! Im off, sir! The trail starts from that house!

Leaving Innes seated at the big table with an expression of despair upon his face, Detective Inspector Wessex set out. He blamed himself for wasting time upon the obvious, for concentrating too closely upon the clue given by Harleys last words to Innes before leaving the office in Chancery Lane. It was poor workmanship. He had hoped to take a short cut, and it had proved, as usual, to be a long one. Now, as he sat in a laggard cab feeling that every minute wasted might be a matter of life and death, he suddenly became conscious of personal anxiety. He was a courageous, indeed a fearless, man, and he was subconsciously surprised to find himself repeating the words of Nicol Brinn: Be careful  be very careful! With all the ardour of the professional, he longed to find a clue which should lead him to the heart of the mystery.

Innes had frankly outlined the whole of Paul Harleys case to date, and Detective Inspector Wessex, although he had not admitted the fact, had nevertheless recognized that from start to finish the thing did not offer one single line of inquiry which he would have been capable of following up. That Paul Harley had found material to work upon, had somehow picked up a definite clue from this cloudy maze, earned the envious admiration of the Scotland Yard man.

Arrived at his destination, he asked to see Miss Abingdon, and was shown by the butler into a charmingly furnished little sitting room which was deeply impressed with the personality of its dainty owner. It was essentially and delightfully feminine. Yet in the decorations and in the arrangement of the furniture there was a note of independence which was almost a note of defiance. Phyllis Abingdon, an appealingly pathetic figure in her black dress, rose to greet the inspector.

Dont be alarmed, Miss Abingdon, he said, kindly. My visit does not concern you personally in any way, but I thought perhaps you might be able to help me trace Mr. Paul Harley.

Wessex had thus expressed himself with the best intentions, but even before the words were fully spoken he realized with a sort of shock that he could not well have made a worse opening. Phil Abingdons eyes seemed to grow alarmingly large. She stood quite still, twisting his card between her supple fingers.

Mr. Harley! she whispered.

I did not want to alarm you, said the detective, guiltily, but He stopped, at a loss for words.

Has something happened to him?

I am sorry if I have alarmed you, he assured her, but there is some doubt respecting Mr. Harleys present whereabouts. Have you any idea where he went when he left this house yesterday?

Yes, yes. I know where he went, quite well.

Benson, the butler, told me all about it when I came in. Phil Abingdon spoke excitedly, and took a step nearer Wessex. He went to call upon Jones, our late parlourmaid.

Late parlourmaid? echoed Wessex, uncomprehendingly.

Yes. He seemed to think he had made a discovery of importance.

Something to do with a parcel which he sent away from here to the analyst?

Yes! I have been wondering whatever it could be. In fact, I rang up his office this morning, but learned that he was out. It was a serviette which he took away. Did you know that?

I did know it, Miss Abingdon. I called upon the analyst. I understand you were out when Mr. Harley came. May I ask who interviewed him?

He saw Benson and Mrs. Howett, the housekeeper.

May I also see them?

Yes, with pleasure. But please tell me  Phil Abingdon looked up at him pleadingly do you think something  something dreadful has happened to Mr. Harley?

Dont alarm yourself unduly, said Wessex. I hope before the day is over to be in touch with him.

As a matter of fact, he had no such hope. It was a lie intended to console the girl, to whom the news of Harleys disappearance seemed to have come as a terrible blow. More and more Wessex found himself to be groping in the dark. And when, in response to the ringing of the bell, Benson came in and repeated what had taken place on the previous day, the detectives state of mystification grew even more profound. As a matter of routine rather than with any hope of learning anything useful, he interviewed Mrs. Howett; but the statement of the voluble old lady gave no clue which Wessex could perceive to possess the slightest value.

Both witnesses having been dismissed, he turned again to Phil Abingdon, who had been sitting watching him with a pathetic light of hope in her eyes throughout his examination of the butler and Mrs. Howett.

The next step is clear enough, he said, brightly. I am off to South Lambeth Road. The woman Jones is the link we are looking for.

But the link with what, Mr. Wessex? asked Phil Abingdon. What is it all about?  what does it all mean?

The link with Mr. Paul Harley, replied Wessex. He moved toward the door.

But wont you tell me something more before you go? said the girl, beseechingly. I  I  feel responsible if anything has happened to Mr. Harley. Please be frank with me. Are you afraid he is  in danger?

Well, miss, replied the detective, haltingly, he rang up his secretary, Mr. Innes, last night  we dont know where from  and admitted that he was in a rather tight corner. I dont believe for a moment that he is in actual danger, but he probably has again he hesitated good reasons of his own for remaining absent at present.

Phil Abingdon looked at him doubtingly. I am almost afraid to ask you, she said in a low voice, but  if you hear anything, will you ring me up?

I promise to do so.

Chartering a more promising-looking cab than that in which he had come, Detective Inspector Wessex proceeded to 236 South Lambeth Road. He had knocked several times before the door was opened by the woman to whom the girl Jones had called on the occasion of Harleys visit.

I am a police officer, said the detective inspector, and I have called to see a woman named Jones, formerly in the employ of Sir Charles Abingdon.

Pollys gone, was the toneless reply.

Gone? Gone where?

She went away last night to a job in the country.

What time last night?

I cant remember the time. Just after a gentleman had called here to see her.

Someone from the police?

I dont know. She seemed to be very frightened.

Were you present when he interviewed her?

No.

After he had gone, what did Polly do?

Sat and cried for about half an hour, then Sidney came for her.

Sidney?

Her boy  the latest one.

Describe Sidney.

A dark fellow, foreign.

French  German?

No. A sort of Indian, like.

Indian? snapped Wessex. What do you mean by Indian?

Very dark, replied the woman without emotion, swinging a baby she held to and fro in a methodical way which the detective found highly irritating.

You mean a native of India?

Yes, I should think so. I never noticed him much. Polly has so many.

How long has she known this man?

Only a month or so, but she is crazy about him.

And when he came last night she went away with him?

Yes. She was all ready to go before the other gentleman called. He must have told her something which made her think it was all off, and she was crazy with joy when Sidney turned up. She had all her things packed, and off she went.

Experience had taught Detective Inspector Wessex to recognize the truth when he met it, and he did not doubt the statement of the woman with the baby. Can you give me any idea where this man Sidney came from? he asked.

I am afraid I cant, replied the listless voice. He was in the service of some gentleman in the country; thats all I know about him.

Did Polly leave no address to which letters were to be forwarded?

No; she said she would write.

One other point, said Wessex, and he looked hard into the womans face: What do you know about Fire-Tongue?

He was answered by a stare of blank stupidity.

You heard me?

Yes, I heard you, but I dont know what you are talking about.

Quick decisions are required from every member of the Criminal Investigation Department, and Detective Inspector Wessex came to one now.

That will do for the present, he said, turned, and ran down the steps to the waiting cab.


CHAPTER XV. NAIDA

Dusk was falling that evening. Gaily lighted cars offering glimpses of women in elaborate toilets and of their black-coated and white-shirted cavaliers thronged Piccadilly, bound for theatre or restaurant. The workaday shutters were pulled down, and the night life of London had commenced. The West End was in possession of an army of pleasure seekers, but Nicol Brinn was not among their ranks. Wearing his tightly-buttoned dinner jacket, he stood, hands clasped behind him, staring out of the window as Detective Inspector Wessex had found him at noon. Only one who knew him very well could have detected the fact that anxiety was written upon that Sioux-like face. His gaze seemed to be directed, not so much upon the fading prospect of the park, as downward, upon the moving multitude in the street below. Came a subdued knocking at the door.

In, said Nicol Brinn.

Hoskins, the neat manservant, entered. A lady to see you, sir.

Nicol Brinn turned in a flash. For one fleeting instant the dynamic force beneath the placid surface exhibited itself in every line of his gaunt face. He was transfigured; he was a man of monstrous energy, of tremendous enthusiasm. Then the enthusiasm vanished. He was a creature of stone again; the familiar and taciturn Nicol Brinn, known and puzzled over in the club lands of the world.

Name?

She gave none.

English?

No, sir, a foreign lady.

In.

Hoskins having retired, and having silently closed the door, Nicol Brinn did an extraordinary thing, a thing which none of his friends in London, Paris, or New York would ever have supposed him capable of doing. He raised his clenched hands. Please God she has come, he whispered. Dare I believe it? Dare I believe it?

The door was opened again, and Hoskins, standing just inside, announced: The lady to see you, sir.

He stepped aside and bowed as a tall, slender woman entered the room. She wore a long wrap trimmed with fur, the collar turned up about her face. Three steps forward she took and stopped. Hoskins withdrew and closed the door.

At that, while Nicol Brinn watched her with completely transfigured features, the woman allowed the cloak to slip from her shoulders, and, raising her head, extended both her hands, uttering a subdued cry of greeting that was almost a sob. She was dark, with the darkness of the East, but beautiful with a beauty that was tragic. Her eyes were glorious wells of sadness, seeming to mirror a soul that had known a hundred ages. Withal she had the figure of a girl, slender and supple, possessing the poetic grace and poetry of movement born only in the Orient.

Naida! breathed Nicol Brinn, huskily. Naida!

His high voice had softened, had grown tremulous. He extended his hands with a groping movement The woman laughed shudderingly.

Her cloak lying forgotten upon the carpet, she advanced toward him.

She wore a robe that was distinctly Oriental without being in the slightest degree barbaric. Her skin was strangely fair, and jewels sparkled upon her fingers. She conjured up dreams of the perfumed luxury of the East, and was a figure to fire the imagination. But Nicol Brinn seemed incapable of movement; his body was inert, but his eyes were on fire. Into the womans face had come anxiety that was purely feminine.

Oh, my big American sweetheart, she whispered, and, approaching him with a sort of timidity, laid her little hands upon his arm. Do you still think I am beautiful?

Beautiful!

No man could have recognized the voice of Nicol Brinn. Suddenly his arms were about her like bands of iron, and with a long, wondering sigh she lay back looking up into his face, while he gazed hungrily into her eyes. His lips had almost met hers when softly, almost inaudibly, she sighed: Nicol!

She pronounced the name queerly, giving to i the value of ee, and almost dropping the last letter entirely.

Their lips met, and for a moment they clung together, this woman of the East and man of the West, in utter transgression of that law which Englands poet has laid down. It was a reunion speaking of a love so deep as to be sacred.

Lifting the woman in his arms lightly as a baby, he carried her to the settee between the two high windows and placed her there amid Oriental cushions, where she looked like an Eastern queen. He knelt at her feet and, holding both her hands, looked into her face with that wondering expression in which there was something incredulous and something sorrowful; a look of great and selfless tenderness. The face of Naida was lighted up, and her big eyes filled with tears. Disengaging one of her jewelled hands, she ruffled Nicol Brinns hair.

My Nicol, she said, tenderly. Have I changed so much?

Her accent was quaint and fascinating, but her voice was very musical. To the man who knelt at her feet it was the sweetest music in the world.

Naida, he whispered. Naida. Even yet I dare not believe that you are here.

You knew I would come?

How was I to know that you would see my message?

She opened her closed left hand and smoothed out a scrap of torn paper which she held there. It was from the Agony column of that days Times.

N. November 23, 1913. N. B. See Telephone Directory.

I told you long, long ago that I would come if ever you wanted me.

Long, long ago, echoed Nicol Brinn. To me it has seemed a century; to-night it seems a day.

He watched her with a deep and tireless content. Presently her eyes fell. Sit here beside me, she said. I have not long to be here. Put your arms round me. I have something to tell you.

He seated himself beside her on the settee, and held her close. My Naida! he breathed softly.

Ah, no, no! she entreated. Do you want to break my heart?

He suddenly released her, clenched his big hands, and stared down at the carpet. You have broken mine.

Impulsively Naida threw her arms around his neck, coiling herself up lithely and characteristically beside him.

My big sweetheart, she whispered, crooningly. Dont say it  dont say it.

I have said it. It is true.

Turning, fiercely he seized her. I wont let you go! he cried, and there was a strange light in his eyes. Before I was helpless, now I am not. This time you have come to me, and you shall stay.

She shrank away from him terrified, wild-eyed. Oh, you forget, you forget!

For seven years I have tried to forget. I have been mad, but to-night I am sane.

I trusted you, I trusted you! she moaned.

Nicol Brinn clenched his teeth grimly for a moment, and then, holding her averted face very close to his own, he began to speak in a low, monotonous voice. For seven years, he said, I have tried to die, because without you I did not care to live. I have gone into the bad lands of the world and into the worst spots of those bad lands. Night and day your eyes have watched me, and I have wakened from dreams of your kisses and gone out to court murder. I have earned the reputation of being something more than human, but I am not. I had everything that life could give me except you. Now I have got you, and I am going to keep you.

Naida began to weep silently. The low, even voice of Nicol Brinn ceased. He could feel her quivering in his grasp; and, as she sobbed, slowly, slowly the fierce light faded from his eyes.

Naida, my Naida, forgive me, he whispered.

She raised her face, looking up to him pathetically. I came to you, I came to you, she moaned. I promised long ago that I would come. What use is it, all this? You know, you know! Kill me if you like. How often have I asked you to kill me. It would be sweet to die in your arms. But what use to talk so? You are in great danger or you would not have asked me to come. If you dont know it, I tell you  you are in great danger.

Nicol Brinn released her, stood up, and began slowly to pace about the room. He deliberately averted his gaze from the settee. Something has happened, he began, which has changed everything. Because you are here I know that  someone else is here.

He was answered by a shuddering sigh, but he did not glance in the direction of the settee.

In India I respected what you told me. Because you were strong, I loved you the more. Here in England I can no longer respect the accomplice of assassins.

Assassins? What, is this something new?

With a mans religion, however bloodthirsty it may be, I dont quarrel so long as he sincerely believes in it. But for private assassination I have no time and no sympathy. It was the old Nicol Brinn who was speaking, coldly and incisively. That  something we both know about ever moved away from those Indian hills was a possibility I had never considered. When it was suddenly brought home to me that you, you, might be here in London, I almost went mad. But the thing that made me realize it was a horrible thing, a black, dastardly thing. See here.

He turned and crossed to where the woman was crouching, watching him with wide-open, fearful eyes. He took both her hands and looked grimly into her face. For seven years I have walked around with a silent tongue and a broken heart. All that is finished. I am going to speak.

Ah, no, no! She was on her feet, her face a mask of tragedy. You swore to me, you swore to me!

No oath holds good in the face of murder.

Is that why you bring me here? Is that what your message means?

My message means that because of  the thing you know about  I am suspected of the murder.

You? You?

Yes, I, I! Good God! when I realize what your presence here means, I wish more than ever that I had succeeded in finding death.

Please dont say it, came a soft, pleading voice. What can I do? What do you want me to do?

I want you to release me from that vow made seven years ago.

Naida uttered a stifled cry. How is it possible? You understand that it is not possible.

Nicol Brinn seized her by the shoulders. Is it possible for me to remain silent while men are murdered here in a civilized country?

Oh, moaned Naida, what can I do, what can I do?

Give me permission to speak and stay here. Leave the rest to me.

You know I cannot stay, my Nicol, she replied, sadly.

But, he said with deliberate slowness, I wont let you go.

You must let me go. Already I have been here too long.

He threw his arms around her and crushed her against him fiercely. Never again, he said. Never again.

She pressed her little hands against his shoulders.

Listen! Oh, listen!

I shall listen to nothing.

But you must  you must! I want to make you understand something. This morning I see your note in the papers. Every day, every day for seven whole long years, wherever I have been, I have looked. In the papers of India. Sometimes in the papers of France, of England.

I never even dreamed that you left India, said Nicol Brinn, hoarsely. It was through the Times of India that I said I would communicate with you.

Once we never left India. Now we do  sometimes. But listen. I prepared to come when  he

Nicol Brinns clasp of Naida tightened cruelly.

Oh, you hurt me! she moaned. Please let me speak. He gave me your name and told me to bring you!

What! What!

Nicol Brinn dropped his arms and stood, as a man amazed, watching her.

Last night there was a meeting outside London.

You dont want me to believe there are English members?

Yes. There are. Many. But let me go on. Somehow  somehow I dont understand  he finds you are one

My God!

And you are not present last night! Now, do you understand? So he sends me to tell you that a car will be waiting at nine oclock to-night outside the Cavalry Club. The driver will be a Hindu. You know what to say. Oh, my Nicol, my Nicol, go for my sake! You know it all! You are clever. You can pretend. You can explain you had no call. If you refuse

Nicol Brinn nodded grimly. I understand! But, good God! How has he found out? How has he found out?

I dont know! moaned Naida. Oh, I am frightened  so frightened!

A discreet rap sounded upon the door.

Nicol Brinn crossed and stood, hands clasped behind him, before the mantelpiece. In, he said.

Hoskins entered. Detective Sergeant Stokes wishes to see you at once, sir.

Brinn drew a watch from his waistcoat pocket. Attached to it was a fob from which depended a little Chinese Buddha. He consulted the timepiece and returned it to his pocket.

Eight-twenty-five, he muttered, and glanced across to where Naida, wide-eyed, watched him. Admit Detective Sergeant Stokes at eight-twenty-six, and then lock the door.

Very good, sir.

Hoskins retired imperturbably.


CHAPTER XVI. NICOL BRINN GOES OUT

Detective Sergeant Stokes was a big, dark, florid man, the word constable written all over him. Indeed, as Wessex had complained more than once, the mere sound of Stokess footsteps was a danger signal for any crook. His respect for his immediate superior, the detective inspector, was not great. The methods of Wessex savoured too much of the French school to appeal to one of Stokess temperament and outlook upon life, especially upon that phase of life which comes within the province of the criminal investigator.

Wessexs instructions with regard to Nicol Brinn had been succinct: Watch Mr. Brinns chambers, make a note of all his visitors, but take no definite steps respecting him personally without consulting me.

Armed with these instructions, the detective sergeant had undertaken his duties, which had proved more or less tedious up to the time that a fashionably attired woman of striking but unusual appearance had inquired of the hall porter upon which floor Mr. Nicol Brinn resided.

In her manner the detective sergeant had perceived something furtive. There was a hunted look in her eyes, too.

When, at the end of some fifteen or twenty minutes, she failed to reappear, he determined to take the initiative himself. By intruding upon this prolonged conference he hoped to learn something of value. Truth to tell, he was no master of finesse, and had but recently been promoted from an East End district where prompt physical action was of more value than subtlety.

As a result, then, he presently found himself in the presence of the immovable Hoskins; and having caused his name to be announced, he was requested to wait in the lobby for one minute. Exactly one minute had elapsed when he was shown into that long, lofty room, which of late had been the scene of strange happenings.

Nicol Brinn was standing before the fireplace, hands clasped behind him, and a long cigar protruding from the left corner of his mouth. No one else was present, so far as the detective could see, but he glanced rapidly about the room in a way which told the man who was watching that he had expected to find another present. He looked into the unfathomable, light blue eyes of Nicol Brinn, and became conscious of a certain mental confusion.

Good evening, sir, he said, awkwardly. I am acting in the case concerning the disappearance of Mr. Paul Harley.

Yes, replied Brinn.

I have been instructed to keep an eye on these chambers.

Yes, repeated the high voice.

Well, sir  again he glanced rapidly about-I dont want to intrude more than necessary, but a lady came in here about half an hour ago.

Yes, drawled Brinn. Its possible.

Its a fact, declared the detective sergeant. If it isnt troubling you too much, I should like to know that ladys name. Also, I should like a chat with her before she leaves.

Cant be done, declared Nicol Brinn. She isnt here.

Then where is she?

I couldnt say. She went some time ago.

Stokes stood squarely before Nicol Brinn  a big, menacing figure; but he could not detect the slightest shadow of expression upon the others impassive features. He began to grow angry. He was of that sanguine temperament which in anger acts hastily.

Look here, sir, he said, and his dark face flushed. You cant play tricks on me. Ive got my duty to do, and I am going to do it. Ask your visitor to step in here, or I shall search the premises.

Nicol Brinn replaced his cigar in the right corner of his mouth: Detective Sergeant Stokes, I give you my word that the lady to whom you refer is no longer in these chambers.

Stokes glared at him angrily. But there is no other way out, he blustered.

I shall not deal with this matter further, declared Brinn, coldly. I may have vices, but I never was a liar.

Oh, muttered the detective sergeant, taken aback by the cold incisiveness of the speaker. Then perhaps you will lead the way, as I should like to take a look around.

Nicol Brinn spread his feet more widely upon the hearthrug. Detective Sergeant Stokes, he said, you are not playing the game. Inspector Wessex passed his word to me that for twenty-four hours my movements should not be questioned or interfered with. How is it that I find you here?

Stokes thrust his hands in his pockets and coughed uneasily. I am not a machine, he replied; and I do my own job in my own way.

I doubt if Inspector Wessex would approve of your way.

Thats my business.

Maybe, but it is no affair of yours to interfere with private affairs of mine, Detective Sergeant. See here, there is no lady in these chambers. Secondly, I have an appointment at nine oclock, and you are detaining me.

Whats more, answered Stokes, who had now quite lost his temper, I intend to go on detaining you until I have searched these chambers and searched them thoroughly.

Nicol Brinn glanced at his watch. If I leave in five minutes, Ill be in good time, he said. Follow me.

Crossing to the centre section of a massive bookcase, he opened it, and it proved to be a door. So cunning was the design that the closest scrutiny must have failed to detect any difference between the dummy books with which it was decorated, and the authentic works which filled the shelves to right and to left of it. Within was a small and cosy study. In contrast with the museum-like room out of which it opened, it was furnished in a severely simple fashion, and one more experienced in the study of complex humanity than Detective Sergeant Stokes must have perceived that here the real Nicol Brinn spent his leisure hours. Above the mantel was a life-sized oil painting of Mrs. Nicolas Brinn; and whereas the great room overlooking Piccadilly was exotic to a degree, the atmosphere of the study was markedly American.

Palpably there was no one there. Nor did the two bedrooms, the kitchen, and the lobby afford any more satisfactory evidence. Nicol Brinn led the way back from the lobby, through the small study, and into the famous room where the Egyptian priestess smiled eternally. He resumed his place upon the hearthrug. Are you satisfied, Detective Sergeant?

I am! Stokes spoke angrily. While you kept me talking, she slipped out through that study, and down into the street.

Ah, murmured Nicol Brinn.

In fact, the whole business looks very suspicious to me, continued the detective.

Sorry, drawled Brinn, again consulting his watch. The five minutes are up. I must be off.

Not until I have spoken to Scotland Yard, sir.

You wish to speak to Scotland Yard?

I do, said Stokes, grimly.

Nicol Brinn strode to the telephone, which stood upon a small table almost immediately in front of the bookcase. The masked door remained ajar.

You are quite fixed upon detaining me?

Quite, said Stokes, watching him closely.

In one long stride Brinn was through the doorway, telephone in hand! Before Stokes had time to move, the door closed violently, in order, no doubt, to make it shut over the telephone cable which lay under it!

Detective Sergeant Stokes fell back, gazed wildly at the false books for a moment, and then, turning, leaped to the outer door. It was locked!

In the meanwhile, Nicol Brinn, having secured the door which communicated with the study, walked out into the lobby where Hoskins was seated. Hoskins stood up.

The lady went, Hoskins?

She did, sir.

Nicol Brinn withdrew the key from the door of the room in which Detective Sergeant Stokes was confined. Stokes began banging wildly upon the panels from within.

That row will continue, Nicol Brinn said, coldly; perhaps he will shout murder from one of the windows. You have only to say you had no key. I am going out now. The light coat, Hoskins.

Hoskins unemotionally handed coat, hat, and cane to his master and, opening the front door, stood aside. The sound of a window being raised became audible from within the locked room.

Probably, added Nicol Brinn, you will be arrested.

Very good, sir, said Hoskins. Good-night, sir...


CHAPTER XVII. WHAT HAPPENED TO HARLEY

Some two hours after Paul Harleys examination of Jones, the ex-parlourmaid, a shabby street hawker appeared in the Strand, bearing a tray containing copies of Old Moores Almanac. He was an ugly-looking fellow with a split lip, and appeared to have neglected to shave for at least a week. Nobody appeared to be particularly interested, and during his slow progression from Wellington Street to the Savoy Hotel he smoked cigarettes almost continuously. Trade was far from brisk, and the vendor of prophecies filled in his spare time by opening car doors, for which menial service he collected one three-penny bit and several sixpences.

This commercial optimist was still haunting the courtyard of the hotel at a time when a very handsome limousine pulled up beside the curb and a sprucely attired Hindu stepped out. One who had been in the apartments of Ormuz Khan must have recognized his excellencys private secretary. Turning to the chauffeur, a half-caste of some kind, and ignoring the presence of the prophet who had generously opened the door, You will return at eight oclock, he said, speaking perfect and cultured English, to take his excellency to High Claybury. Make a note, now, as I shall be very busy, reminding me to call at Lower Claybury station for a parcel which will be awaiting me there.

Yes, sir, replied the chauffeur, and he touched his cap as the Hindu walked into the hotel.

The salesman reclosed the door of the car, and spat reflectively upon the pavement.

Limping wearily, he worked his way along in the direction of Chancery Lane. But, before reaching Chancery Lane, he plunged into a maze of courts with which he was evidently well acquainted. His bookselling enterprise presently terminated, as it had commenced, at The Chancery Agency.

Once more safe in his dressing room, the pedler rapidly transformed himself into Paul Harley, and Paul Harley, laying his watch upon the table before him, lighted his pipe and indulged in half an hours close thinking.

His again electing to focus his attention upon Ormuz Khan was this time beyond reproach. It was the course which logic dictated. Until he had attempted the task earlier in the day, he could not have supposed it so difficult to trace the country address of a well-known figure like that of the Persian.

This address he had determined to learn, and, having learned it, was also determined to inspect the premises. But for such a stroke of good luck as that which had befallen him at the Savoy, he could scarcely have hoped. His course now lay clearly before him. And presently, laying his pipe aside, he took up a telephone which stood upon the dressing table and rang up a garage with which he had an account.

Hello, is that you, Mason? he said. Have the racer to meet me at seven oclock, half-way along Pall Mall.

Never for a moment did he relax his vigilance. Observing every precaution when he left The Chancery Agency, he spent the intervening time at one of his clubs, from which, having made an early dinner, he set off for Pall Mall at ten minutes to seven. A rakish-looking gray car resembling a giant torpedo was approaching slowly from the direction of Buckingham Palace. The driver pulled up as Paul Harley stepped into the road, and following a brief conversation Harley set out westward, performing a detour before heading south for Lower Claybury, a little town with which he was only slightly acquainted. No evidence of espionage could he detect, but the note of danger spoke intimately to his inner consciousness; so that when, the metropolis left behind, he found himself in the hilly Surrey countryside, more than once he pulled up, sitting silent for a while and listening intently. He failed, always, to detect any sign of pursuit.

The night was tropically brilliant, hot, and still, but saving the distant murmur of the city, and ordinary comings and goings along the country roads, there was nothing to account for a growing anxiety of which he became conscious.

He was in gunshot of Old Claybury church tower, when the sight of a haystack immediately inside a meadow gate suggested a likely hiding place for the racer; and, having run the car under cover, Harley proceeded on foot to the little railway station. He approached a porter who leaned in the doorway. Could you direct me to the house of his excellency Ormuz Khan? he inquired.

Yes, sir, was the reply. If you follow the uphill road on the other side of the station until you come to the Manor Park  you will see the gates  and then branch off to the right, taking the road facing the gates. Hillside  thats the name of the house  is about a quarter of a mile along.

Dusk was beginning to fall and, although the nature of his proposed operations demanded secrecy, he recognized that every hour was precious. Accordingly he walked immediately back to the spot at which he had left the car and, following the porters directions, drove over the line at the level crossing immediately beyond the station, and proceeded up a tree-lined road until he found himself skirting the railing of an extensive tract of park land.

Presently heavy gates appeared in view; and then, to the right, another lane in which the growing dusk had painted many shadows. He determined to drive on until he should find a suitable hiding place. And at a spot, as he presently learned, not a hundred yards from Hillside, he discovered an opening in the hedge which divided the road from a tilled field. Into this, without hesitation, he turned the racer, backing in, in order that he might be ready for a flying start in case of emergency. Once more he set out on foot.

He proceeded with caution, walking softly close to the side of the road, and frequently pausing to listen. Advancing in this fashion, he found himself standing ere long before an open gateway, and gazing along a drive which presented a vista of utter blackness. A faint sound reached his ear  the distant drone of a powerful engine. A big car was mounting the slope from Lower Claybury Station.


CHAPTER XVIII. WHAT HAPPENED TO HARLEY  CONTINUED

Not until Harley came within sight of the house, a low, rambling Jacobean building, did he attempt to take cover. He scrambled up a tree and got astride of a wall. A swift survey by his electric torch of the ground on the other side revealed a jungle of weeds in either direction.

He uttered an impatient exclamation. He calculated that the car was now within a hundred yards of the end of the lane. Suddenly came an idea that was born of emergency. Swarming up the tree to where its dense foliage began, he perched upon a stout bough and waited.

Three minutes later came a blaze of light through the gathering darkness, and the car which he had last seen at the Savoy was turned into the drive, and presently glided smoothly past him below.

The interior lights were extinguished, so that he was unable to discern the occupants. The house itself was also unilluminated. And when the car pulled up before the porch, less than ten yards from his observation post, he could not have recognized the persons who descended and entered Hillside.

Indeed, only by the sound of the closing door did he know that they had gone in. But two figures were easily discernible; and he judged them to be those of Ormuz Khan and his secretary. He waited patiently, and ere long the limousine was turned in the little courtyard before the porch and driven out into the lane again. He did not fail to note that, the lane regained, the chauffeur headed, not toward Lower Claybury, but away from it.

He retained his position until the hum of the motor grew dim in the distance, and was about to descend when he detected the sound of a second approaching car! Acutely conscious of danger, he remained where he was. Almost before the hum of the retiring limousine had become inaudible, a second car entered the lane and turned into the drive of Hillside.

Harley peered eagerly downward, half closing his eyes in order that he might not be dazzled by the blaze of the headlight. This was another limousine, its most notable characteristic being that the blinds were drawn in all the windows.

On this occasion, when the chauffeur stepped around and opened the door, only one passenger alighted. There seemed to be some delay before he was admitted, but Harley found it impossible to detect any details of the scene being enacted in the shadowed porch.

Presently the second car was driven away, pursuing the same direction as the first. Hot upon its departure came the drone of a third. The windows of the third car also exhibited drawn blinds. As it passed beneath him he stifled an exclamation of triumph. Vaguely, nebulously, the secret of this dread thing Fire-Tongue, which had uplifted its head in England, appeared before his minds eye. It was only necessary for him to assure himself that the latest visitor had been admitted to the house before the next move became possible. Accordingly he changed his position, settling himself more comfortably upon the bough. And now he watched the three cars perform each two journeys to some spot or spots unknown, and, returning, deposit their passengers before the porch of Hillside. The limousine used by Ormuz Khan, upon its second appearance had partaken of the same peculiarity as the others: there were blinds drawn inside the windows.

Paul Harley believed that he understood precisely what this signified, and when, after listening intently in the stillness of the night, he failed to detect sounds of any other approach, he descended to the path and stole toward the dark house.

There were French windows upon the ground floor, all of them closely shuttered. Although he recognized that he was taking desperate chances, he inspected each one of them closely.

Passing gently from window to window, his quest ultimately earned its reward. Through a crack in one of the shutters a dim light shone out. His heart was beating uncomfortably, although he had himself well in hand; and, crawling into the recess formed by the window, he pressed his ear against a pane and listened intently. At first he could hear nothing, but, his investigation being aided by the stillness of the night, he presently became aware that a voice was speaking within the room  deliberately, musically. The beating of his heart seemed to make his body throb to the very finger tips. He had recognized the voice to be the voice of Ormuz Khan!

Now, his sense of hearing becoming attuned to the muffled tones, he began to make out syllables, words, and, finally, sentences. Darkness wrapped him about, so that no one watching could have seen his face. But he himself knew that under the bronze which he never lost he had grown pale. His heartbeats grew suddenly fainter, an eerie chill more intense than any which the note of danger had ever occasioned caused him to draw sharply back.

My God! he whispered. He drew his automatic swiftly from his pocket, and, pressed against the wall beside the window, looked about him as a man looks who finds himself surrounded by enemies. Not a sound disturbed the stillness of the garden except for sibilant rustlings of the leaves, occasioned by a slight breeze.

Paul Harley retreated step by step to the bushes. He held the pistol tightly clenched in his right hand.

He had heard his own death sentence pronounced and he knew that it was likely to be executed.


CHAPTER XIX. WHAT HAPPENED TO HARLEY  CONCLUDED

He regained the curve of the drive without meeting any opposition. There, slipping the pistol into his pocket, he climbed rapidly up the tree from which he had watched the arrival of the three cars, climbed over the wall, and dropped into the weed jungle beyond. He crept stealthily forward to the gap where he had concealed the racer, drawing nearer and nearer to the bushes lining the lane. Only by a patch of greater darkness before him did he realize that he had reached it. But when the realization came one word only he uttered: Gone!

His car had disappeared!

Despair was alien to his character: A true Englishman, he never knew when he was beaten. Beyond doubt, now, he must accept the presence of hidden enemies surrounding him, of enemies whose presence even his trained powers of perception had been unable to detect. The intensity of the note of danger which he had recognized now was fully explained. He grew icily cool, master of his every faculty. We shall see! he muttered, grimly.

Feeling his way into the lane, he set out running for the highroad, his footsteps ringing out sharply upon the dusty way. The highroad gained, he turned, not to the left, but to the right, ran up the bank and threw himself flatly down upon it, lying close to the hedge and watching the entrance to the lane. Nothing appeared; nothing stirred. He knew the silence to be illusive; he blamed himself for having ventured upon such a quest without acquainting himself with the geography of the neighbourhood.

Great issues often rest upon a needle point. He had no idea of the direction or extent of the park land adjoining the highroad. Nevertheless, further inaction being out of the question, creeping along the grassy bank, he began to retreat from the entrance to the lane. Some ten yards he had progressed in this fashion when his hidden watchers made their first mistake.

A faint sound, so faint that only a man in deadly peril could have detected it, brought him up sharply. He crouched back against the hedge, looking behind him. For a long time he failed to observe anything. Then, against the comparatively high tone of the dusty road, he saw a silhouette  the head and shoulders of someone who peered out cautiously.

Still as the trees above him he crouched, watching, and presently, bent forward, questing to right and left, questing in a horribly suggestive animal fashion, the entire figure of the man appeared in the roadway.

As Paul Harley had prayed would be the case, his pursuers evidently believed that he had turned in the direction of Lower Claybury. A vague, phantom figure, Harley saw the man wave his arm, whereupon a second man joined him  a third  and, finally, a fourth.

Harley clenched his teeth grimly, and as the ominous quartet began to move toward the left, he resumed his slow retreat to the right  going ever farther away, of necessity, from the only centre with which he was acquainted and from which he could hope to summon assistance. Finally he reached a milestone resting almost against the railings of the Manor Park.

Drawing a deep breath, he sprang upon the milestone, succeeded in grasping the top of the high iron railings, and hauled himself up bodily.

Praying that the turf might be soft, he jumped. Fit though he was, and hardened by physical exercise, the impact almost stunned him. He came down like an acrobat  left foot, right foot, and then upon his hands, but nevertheless he lay there for a moment breathless and temporarily numbed by the shock.

In less than a minute he was on his feet again and looking alertly about him. Striking into the park land, turning to the left, and paralleling the highroad, he presently came out upon the roadway, along which under shelter of a straggling hedge, he began to double back. In sight of the road dipping down to Lower Claybury he crossed, forcing his way through a second hedge thickly sown with thorns.

Badly torn, but careless of such minor injuries, he plunged heavily through a turnip field, and, bearing always to the left, came out finally upon the road leading to the station, and only some fifty yards from the bottom of the declivity.

A moment he paused, questioning the silence. He was unwilling to believe that he had outwitted his pursuers. His nerves were strung to highest tension, and his strange gift of semi-prescience told him that danger was at least as imminent as ever, even though he could neither see nor hear his enemies. Therefore, pistol in hand again, he descended to the foot of the hill.

He remembered having noticed, when he had applied to the porter for information respecting the residence of Ormuz Khan, that upon a window adjoining the entrance had appeared the words Station Master. The station masters office, therefore, was upon the distant side of the line.

Now came the hardest blow of all. The station was closed for the night. Nor was there any light in the signal box. Evidently no other train was due upon that branch line until some time in the early morning. The level crossing gate was open, but before breaking cover he paused a while to consider what he should do. Lower Claybury was one of those stations which have no intimate connection with any township. The nearest house, so far as Harley could recall, was fully twenty yards from the spot at which he stood. Furthermore, the urgency of the case had fired the soul of the professional investigator.

He made up his mind, and, darting out into the road, he ran across the line, turned sharply, and did not pause until he stood before the station masters window. Then his quick wits were put to their ultimate test.

Right, left, it seemed from all about him, came swiftly pattering footsteps! Instantly he divined the truth. Losing his tracks upon the highroad above, a section of his pursuers had surrounded the station, believing that he would head for it in retreat.

Paul Harley whipped off his coat in a flash, and using it as a ram, smashed the window. He reached up, found the catch, and opened the sash. In ten seconds he was in the room, and a great clatter told him that he had overturned some piece of furniture.

Disentangling his coat, he sought and found the electric torch. He pressed the button. No light came. It was broken! He drew a hissing breath, and began to grope about the little room. At last his hand touched the telephone, and, taking it up:

Hello! he said. Hello!

Yes, came the voice of the operator what number?

City 8951. Police business! Urgent!

One, two, three seconds elapsed, four, five, six.

Hello! came the voice of Innes.

That you, Innes? said Harley. And, interrupting the others reply: I am by no means safe, Innes! I am in one of the tightest corners of my life. Listen: Get Wessex! If hes off duty, get Burton. Tell him to bring

Someone leaped in at the broken window behind the speaker. Resting the telephone upon the table, where he had found it, Harley reached into his hip pocket and snapped out his automatic.

Dimly he could hear Innes speaking. He half-turned, raised the pistol, and knew a sudden intense pain at the back of his skull. A thousand lights seemed suddenly to split the darkness. He felt himself sinking into an apparently bottomless pit.


CHAPTER XX. CONFLICTING CLUBS

Any news, Wessex? asked Innes, eagerly, starting up from his chair as the inspector entered the office.

Wessex shook his head, and sitting down took out and lighted a cigarette.

News of a sort, he replied, slowly, but nothing of any value, I am afraid. My assistant, Stokes, has distinguished himself.

In what way? asked Innes, dully, dropping back into his chair.

These were trying days for the indefatigable secretary. Believing that some clue of importance might come to light at any hour of the day or night he remained at the chambers in Chancery Lane, sleeping nightly in the spare room.

Well, continued the inspector, I had detailed him to watch Nicol Brinn, but my explicit instructions were that Nicol Brinn was not to be molested in any way.

What happened?

To-night Nicol Brinn had a visitor  possibly a valuable witness. Stokes, like an idiot, allowed her to slip through his fingers and tried to arrest Brinn!

What? Arrest him! cried Innes.

Precisely. But I rather fancy, added the inspector, grimly, that Mr. Stokes will think twice before taking leaps like that in the dark again.

You say he tried to arrest him. What do you mean by that?

I mean that Nicol Brinn, leaving Stokes locked in his chambers, went out and has completely disappeared!

But the woman?

Ah, the woman! Theres the rub. If he had lain low and followed the woman, all might have been well. But who she was, where she came from, and where she has gone, we have no idea.

Nicol Brinn must have been desperate to adopt such measures?

Detective Inspector Wessex nodded.

I quite agree with you.

He evidently had an appointment of such urgency that he could permit nothing to stand in his way.

He is a very clever man, Mr. Innes. He removed the telephone from the room in which he had locked Stokes, so that my blundering assistant was detained for nearly fifteen minutes  detained, in fact, until his cries from the window attracted the attention of a passing constable!

Nicol Brinns man did not release him?

No, he said he had no key.

What happened?

Stokes wanted to detain the servant, whose name is Hoskins, but I simply wouldnt hear of it. I am a poor man, but I would cheerfully give fifty pounds to know where Nicol Brinn is at this moment.

Innes stood up restlessly and began to drum his fingers upon the table edge. Presently he looked up, and:

Theres a shadow of hope, he said. Rector  you know Rector?  had been detailed by the chief to cover the activities of Nicol Brinn. He has not reported to me so far to-night.

You mean that he may be following him? cried Wessex.

It is quite possible  following either Nicol Brinn or the woman.

My God, I hope youre right!  even though it makes the Criminal Investigation Department look a bit silly.

Then, continued Innes, there is something else which you should know. I heard to-day from a garage, with which Mr. Harley does business, that he hired a racing car last night. He has often used it before. It met him half-way along Pall Mall at seven oclock, and he drove away in it in the direction of Trafalgar Square.

Alone?

Yes, unfortunately.

Toward Trafalgar Square, murmured Wessex.

Ah, said Innes, shaking his head, that clue is of no importance. Under the circumstances the chief would be much more likely to head away from his objective than toward it.

Quite, murmured Wessex. I agree with you. But whats this?

The telephone bell was ringing, and as Innes eagerly took up the receiver:

Yes, yes, Mr. Innes speaking, he said, quickly. Is that you, Rector?

The voice of Rector, one of Paul Harleys assistants, answered him over the wire:

I am speaking from Victoria Station, Mr. Innes.

Yes! said Innes. Go ahead.

A very odd-looking woman visited Mr. Nicol Brinns chambers this evening. She was beautifully dressed, but wore the collar of her fur coat turned up about her face, so that it was difficult to see her. But somehow I think she was an Oriental.

An Oriental! exclaimed Innes.

I waited for her to come out, Rector continued. She had arrived in a cab, which was waiting, and I learned from the man that he had picked her up at Victoria Station.

Yes?

She came out some time later in rather a hurry. In fact, I think there was no doubt that she was frightened. By this time I had another cab waiting.

And where did she go? asked Innes.

Back to Victoria Station.

Yes! Go on!

Unfortunately, Mr. Innes, my story does not go much further. I wasted very little time, you may be sure. But although no train had left from the South Eastern station, which she had entered, there was no sign of her anywhere. So that I can only suppose she ran through to the Brighton side, or possibly out to a car, which may have been waiting for her somewhere.

Is that all? asked Innes, gloomily.

Thats all, Mr. Innes. But I thought I would report it.

Quite right, Rector; you could do no more. Did you see anything of Detective Sergeant Stokes before you left Piccadilly?

I did, replied the other. He also was intensely interested in Nicol Brinns visitor. And about five minutes before she came out he went upstairs.

Oh, I see. She came out almost immediately after Stokes had gone up?

Yes.

Very well, Rector. Return to Piccadilly, and report to me as soon as possible. Innes hung up the receiver.

Did you follow, Wessex? he said. Stokes was on the right track, but made a bad blunder. You see, his appearance led to the womans retreat.

He explained that to me, returned the inspector, gloomily. She got out by another door as he came in. Oh! a pretty mess he has made of it. If he and Rector had been cooperating, they could have covered her movements perfectly.

There is no use crying over spilt milk, returned Innes. He glanced significantly in the inspectors direction. Miss Abingdon has rung up practically every hour all day, he said.

Wessex nodded his head.

Im a married man myself, he replied, and happily married, too. But if you had seen the look in her eyes when I told her that Mr. Harley had disappeared, I believe you would have envied him.

Yes, murmured Innes. They havent known each other long, but I should say from what little I have seen of them that she cares too much for her peace of mind. He stared hard at the inspector. I think it will break her heart if anything has happened to the chief. The sound of her voice over the telephone brings a lump into my throat, Wessex. She rang up an hour ago. She will ring up again.

Yet I never thought he was a marrying man, muttered the inspector.

Neither did I, returned Innes, smiling sadly. But even he can be forgiven for changing his mind in the case of Phil Abingdon.

Ah, said the inspector. I am not sorry to know that he is human like the rest of us. His expression grew retrospective, and: I cant make out how the garage you were speaking about didnt report that matter before, he added.

Well, you see, explained Innes, they were used to the chief making long journeys.

Long journeys, muttered the inspector. Did he make a long journey? I wonder  I wonder.


CHAPTER XXI. THE SEVENTH KAMA

As Nicol Brinn strolled out from the door below his chambers in Piccadilly, a hoarse voice made itself audible above his head.

Police! he heard over the roar of the traffic. Help! Police!

Detective Sergeant Stokes had come out upon the balcony. But up to the time that Nicol Brinn turned and proceeded in leisurely fashion in the direction of the Cavalry Club, the sergeant had not succeeded in attracting any attention.

Nicol Brinn did not hurry. Having his hands thrust in the pockets of his light overcoat, he sauntered along Piccadilly as an idle man might do. He knew that he had ample time to keep his appointment, and recognizing the vital urgency of the situation, he was grateful for some little leisure to reflect.

One who had obtained a glimpse of his face in the light of the shop windows which he passed must have failed to discern any evidence of anxiety. Yet Nicol Brinn knew that death was beckoning to him. He knew that his keen wit was the only weapon which could avail him to-night; and he knew that he must show himself a master of defence.

A lonely man, of few but enduring friendships, he had admitted but one love to his life, except the love of his mother. This one love for seven years he had sought to kill. But anything forceful enough to penetrate to the stronghold of Nicol Brinns soul was indestructible, even by Nicol Brinn himself.

So, now, at the end of a mighty struggle, he had philosophically accepted this hopeless passion which Fate had thrust upon him. Yet he whose world was a chaos outwardly remained unmoved.

Perhaps even that evil presence whose name was Fire-Tongue might have paused, might have hesitated, might even have changed his plans, which, in a certain part of the world, were counted immutable, had he known the manner of man whom he had summoned to him that night.

Just outside the Cavalry Club a limousine was waiting, driven by a chauffeur who looked like some kind of Oriental. Nicol Brinn walked up to the man, and bending forward:

Fire-Tongue, he said, in a low voice.

The chauffeur immediately descended and opened the door of the car. The interior was unlighted, but Nicol Brinn cast a comprehensive glance around ere entering. As he settled himself upon the cushions, the door was closed again, and he found himself in absolute darkness.

Ah, he muttered. Might have foreseen it. All the windows were curtained, or rather, as a rough investigation revealed, were closed with aluminium shutters which were immovable.

A moment later, as the car moved off, a lamp became lighted above him. Then he saw that several current periodicals were placed invitingly in the rack, as well as a box of very choice Egyptian cigarettes.

Hm, he murmured.

He made a close investigation upon every side, but he knew enough of the organization with which he was dealing to be prepared for failure.

He failed. There was no cranny through which he could look out. Palpably, it would be impossible to learn where he was being taken. The journey might be a direct one, or might be a detour. He wished that he could have foreseen this device. Above all, he wished that Detective Sergeant Stokes had been a more clever man.

It would have been good to know that he was followed. His only hope was that someone detailed by Paul Harley might be in pursuit.

Lighting a fresh cigar, Nicol Brinn drew a copy of the Sketch from the rack, and studied the photographs of more or less pretty actresses with apparent contentment. He had finished the Sketch, and was perusing the Bystander, when, the car having climbed a steep hill and swerved sharply to the right, he heard the rustling of leaves, and divined that they were proceeding along a drive.

He replaced the paper in the rack, and took out his watch. Consulting it, he returned it to his pocket as the car stopped and the light went out.

The door, which, with its fellow, Nicol Brinn had discovered to be locked, was opened by the Oriental chauffeur, and Brinn descended upon the steps of a shadowed porch. The house door was open, and although there was no light within:

Come this way, said a voice, speaking out of the darkness.

Nicol Brinn entered a hallway the atmosphere of which seemed to be very hot.

Allow me to take your hat and coat, continued the voice.

He was relieved of these, guided along a dark passage; and presently, an inner door being opened, he found himself in a small, barely furnished room where one shaded lamp burned upon a large writing table.

His conductor, who did not enter, closed the door quietly, and Nicol Brinn found himself looking into the smiling face of a Hindu gentleman who sat at the table.

The room was decorated with queer-looking Indian carvings, pictures upon silk, and other products of Eastern craftsmanship. The table and the several chairs were Oriental in character, but the articles upon the table were very European and businesslike in appearance. Furthermore, the Hindu gentleman, who wore correct evening dress, might have been the representative of an Eastern banking house, as indeed he happened to be, amongst other things.

Good evening, he said, speaking perfect English wont you sit down?

He pointed with a pen which he was holding in the direction of a heavily carved chair which stood near the table. Nicol Brinn sat down, regarding the speaker with lack-lustre eyes.

A query has arisen respecting your fraternal rights, continued the Hindu. Am I to understand that you claim to belong to the Seventh Kama?

Certainly, replied Brinn in a toneless voice.

The Hindu drew his cuff back from a slender yellow wrist, revealing a curious mark which appeared to be branded upon the flesh. It was in the form of a torch or flambeau surmounted by a tongue of flame. He raised his black brows, smiling significantly.

Nicol Brinn stood up, removing his tight dinner jacket. Then, rolling back his sleeve from a lean, sinuous forearm, he extended the powerful member, having his fist tightly clenched.

Upon the inside of his arm, just above the elbow, an identical mark had been branded!

The Hindu stood up and saluted Nicol Brinn in a peculiar manner. That is to say, he touched the second finger of his right hand with the tip of his tongue, and then laid the finger upon his forehead, at the same time bowing deeply.

Nicol Brinn repeated the salutation, and quietly put his coat on.

We greet you, said the Hindu. I am Rama Dass of the Bengal Lodge. Have you Hindustani?

No.

Where were you initiated?

At Moon Ali Lane.

Ah! exclaimed the Hindu. I see it all. In Bombay?

In Bombay.

When, and by whom, may I ask?

By Ruhmani, November 23, 1913.

Strange, murmured Rama Dass. Brother Ruhmani died in that year; which accounts for our having lost touch with you. What is your grade?

The fifth.

You have not proceeded far, brother. How do you come to be unacquainted with our presence in England?

I cannot say.

What work has been allotted to you?

None.

Never?

Never.

More and more strange, murmured the Hindu, watching Nicol Brinn through the gold-rimmed spectacles which he wore. I have only known one other case. Such cases are dangerous, brother.

No blame attaches to me, replied Nicol Brinn.

I have not said so, returned Rama Dass. But in the Seventh Kama all brothers must work. A thousand lives are as nothing so the Fire lives. We had thought our information perfect, but only by accident did we learn of your existence.

Indeed, murmured Nicol Brinn, coldly.

Not even this smiling Hindu gentleman, whose smile concealed so much, could read any meaning in those lack-lustre eyes, nor detect any emotion in that high, cool voice.

A document was found, and in this it was recorded that you bore upon your arm the sign of the Seventh Kama.

Tis Fire that moves the grains of dust, murmured Nicol Brinn, tonelessly, which one day make a mountain for the gods.

Rama Dass stood up at once and repeated his strange gesture of salutation, which Nicol Brinn returned ceremoniously; and resumed his seat at the table.

You are advanced beyond your grade, brother, he said. You are worthy the next step. Do you wish to take it?

Every little drop swells the ocean, returned Nicol Brinn.

You speak well, the Hindu said. We have here your complete record. It shall not be consulted. To do so were unnecessary. We are satisfied. We regret only that one so happily circumstanced to promote the coming of the Fire should have been lost sight of. Last night there were three promotions and several rejections. You were expected.

But I was not summoned.

No, murmured Rama Dass. We had learned of you as I have said. However, great honour results. You will be received alone. Do you desire to advance?

No. Give me time.

Rama Dass again performed the strange salutation, and again Nicol Brinn returned it.

Wisdom is a potent wine, said the latter, gravely.

We respect your decision.

The Hindu rang a little silver bell upon his table, and the double doors which occupied one end of the small room opened silently, revealing a large shadowy apartment beyond.

Rama Dass stood up, crossed the room, and standing just outside the open doors, beckoned to Nicol Brinn to advance.

There is no fear, he said, in a queer, chanting tone.

There is no fear, repeated Nicol Brinn.

There is no love.

There is no love.

There is no death.

There is no death.

Fire alone is eternal.

Fire alone is eternal.

As he pronounced those words Nicol Brinn crossed the threshold of the dark room, and the double doors closed silently behind him.


CHAPTER XXII. FIRE-TONGUE SPEAKS

Absolute darkness surrounded Nicol Brinn. Darkness, unpleasant heat, and a stifling odour of hyacinths. He had been well coached, and thus far his memory had served him admirably. But now he knew not what to expect. Therefore inwardly on fire but outwardly composed, muscles taut and nerves strung highly, he waited for the next development.

It took the form, first, of the tinkling of a silver bell, and then of the coming of a dim light at the end of what was evidently a long apartment. The light grew brighter, assuming the form of a bluish flame burning in a little flambeau. Nicol Brinn watched it fascinatedly.

Absolutely no sound was discernible, until a voice began to speak, a musical voice of curiously arresting quality.

You are welcome, said the voice. You are of the Bombay Lodge, although a citizen of the United States. Because of some strange error, no work has been allotted to you hitherto. This shall be remedied.

Of the weird impressiveness of the scene there could be no doubt. It even touched some unfamiliar chord in the soul of Nicol Brinn. The effect of such an interview upon an imaginative, highly strung temperament, could be well imagined. It was perhaps theatrical, but that by such means great ends had already been achieved he knew to his cost.

The introduction of Maskelyne illusions into an English country house must ordinarily have touched his sense of humour, but knowing something of the invisible presence in which he stood in that darkened chamber, there was no laughter in the heart of Nicol Brinn, but rather an unfamiliar coldness, the nearest approach to fear of which this steel-nerved man was capable.

Temporarily, the sweet voice continued, you will be affiliated with the London Lodge, to whom you will look for instructions. These will reach you almost immediately. There is great work to be done in England. It has been decided, however, that you shall be transferred as quickly as possible in our New York Lodge. You will await orders. Only Fire is eternal.

Again the voice ceased. But, Nicol Brinn remained silent:

Your reply is awaited.

Fire is life, replied Nicol Brinn.

The blue tongue of flame subsided, lower and lower, and finally disappeared, so that the apartment became enwrapped in absolute darkness. A faint rustling sound suggested that a heavy curtain had been lowered, and almost immediately the doors behind Nicol Brinn were opened again by Rama Dass.

We congratulate you, brother, he said, extending his hand. Yet the ordeal was no light one, for all the force of the Fire was focussed upon you.

Nicol Brinn reentered the room where the shaded lamp stood upon the writing table. In the past he had moved unscathed through peril unknown to the ordinary man. He was well acquainted with the resources of the organization whose agents, unseen, surrounded him in that remote country house, but that their pretensions were extravagant his present immunity would seem to prove.

If the speaker with the strangely arresting voice were indeed that Fire-Tongue whose mere name was synonymous with dread in certain parts of the East, then Fire-Tongue was an impostor. He who claimed to read the thoughts of all men had signally failed in the present instance, unless Nicol Brinn stared dully into the smiling face of Rama Dass. Not yet must he congratulate himself. Perhaps the Hindus smile concealed as much as the mask worn by Nicol Brinn.

We congratulate you, said Rama Dass. You are a worthy brother.

He performed the secret salutation, which Nicol Brinn automatically acknowledged. Then, without another word, Rama Dass led the way to the door.

Out into the dark hallway Nicol Brinn stepped, his muscles taut, his brain alert for instant action. But no one offered to molest him. He was assisted into his coat, and his hat was placed in his hands. Then, the front door being opened, he saw the headlights of the waiting car shining on a pillar of the porch.

A minute later he was seated again in the shuttered limousine, and as it moved off, and the lights leapt up above him, he lay back upon the cushions and uttered a long sigh.

Already he divined that, following a nights sleep, these scenes would seem like the episodes of a dream. Taking off his hat, he raised his hand to his forehead, and discovered it to be slightly damp.

No wonder, he muttered.

Drawing out a silk handkerchief from the breast pocket of his dinner jacket, he wiped his face and forehead deliberately. Then, selecting a long black cigar from a case which bore the monogram of the late Czar of Russia, he lighted it, dropped the match in the tray, and lolling back in a corner, closed his eyes wearily.

Thus, almost unmoving, he remained throughout the drive. His only actions were, first, to assure himself that both doors were locked again, and then at intervals tidily to place a little cone of ash in the tray provided for the purpose. Finally, the car drew up and a door was unlocked by the chauffeur.

Nicol Brinn, placing his hat upon his head, stepped out before the porch of the Cavalry Club.

The chauffeur closed the door, and returned again to the wheel. Immediately the car moved away. At the illuminated number Nicol Brinn scarcely troubled to glance. Common sense told him that it was not that under which the car was registered. His interest, on the contrary, was entirely focussed upon a beautiful Rolls Royce, which was evidently awaiting some visitor or member of the club. Glancing shrewdly at the chauffeur, a smart, military-looking fellow, Nicol Brinn drew a card from his waistcoat pocket, and resting it upon a wing in the light of one of the lamps, wrote something rapidly upon it in pencil.

Returning the pencil to his pocket:

Whose car, my man? he inquired of the chauffeur.

Colonel Lord Wolverhams, sir.

Good, said Nicol Brinn, and put the card and a ten-shilling note into the mans hand. Go right into the club and personally give Colonel Lord Wolverham this card. Do you understand?

The man understood. Used to discipline, he recognized the note of command in the speakers voice.

Certainly, sir, he returned, without hesitation; and stepping down upon the pavement he walked into the club.

Less than two minutes afterward a highly infuriated military gentleman  who, as it chanced, had never even heard of the distinguished American traveller  came running out hatless into Piccadilly, holding a crumpled visiting card in his hand. The card, which his chauffeur had given him in the midst of a thrilling game, read as follows:

MR. NICOL BRINN RALEIGH HOUSE, PICCADILLY, W. I.

And written in pencil beneath the name appeared the following:

Borrowed your Rolls. Urgent. Will explain tomorrow. Apologize. N.B.


CHAPTER XXIII. PHIL ABINGDONS VISITOR

On the following morning the card of His Excellency Ormuz Khan was brought to Phil Abingdon in the charming little room which Mrs. McMurdoch had allotted to her for a private sanctum during the period of her stay under this hospitable roof.

Oh, she exclaimed, and looked at the maid in a startled way. I suppose I must see him. Will you ask him to come in, please?

A few moments later Ormuz Khan entered. He wore faultless morning dress, too faultless; so devoid of any flaw or crease as to have lost its masculine character. In his buttonhole was a hyacinth, and in one slender ivory hand he carried a huge bunch of pink roses, which, bowing deeply, he presented to the embarrassed girl.

Dare I venture, he said in his musical voice, bending deeply over her extended hand, to ask you to accept these flowers? It would honour me. Pray do not refuse.

Your excellency is very kind, she replied, painfully conscious of acute nervousness. It is more than good of you.

It is good of you to grant me so much pleasure, he returned, sinking gracefully upon a settee, as Phil Abingdon resumed her seat. Condolences are meaningless. Why should I offer them to one of your acute perceptions? But you know the long, magnetic eyes regarded her fixedly you know what is in my heart.

Phil Abingdon bit her lip, merely nodding in reply.

Let us then try to forget, if only for a while, said Ormuz Khan. I could show you so easily, if you would consent to allow me, that those we love never leave us.

The spell of his haunting voice was beginning to have its effect. Phil Abingdon found herself fighting against something which at once repelled and attracted her. She had experienced this unusual attraction before, and this was not the first time that she had combated it. But whereas formerly she had more or less resigned herself to the strange magic which lay in the voice and in the eyes of Ormuz Khan, this morning there was something within her which rebelled fiercely against the Oriental seductiveness of his manner.

She recognized that a hot flush had covered her cheeks. For the image of Paul Harley, bronzed, gray-eyed, and reproachful, had appeared before her minds eye, and she knew why her resentment of the Persians charm of manner had suddenly grown so intense. Yet she was not wholly immune from it, for:

Does Your Excellency really mean that? she whispered.

A smile appeared upon his face, an alluring smile, but rather that of a beautiful woman than of a man.

As you of the West, he said, have advanced step by step, ever upward in the mechanical sciences, we of the East have advanced also step by step in other and greater sciences.

Certainly, she admitted, you have spoken of such things before.

I speak of things which I know. From that hour when you entered upon your first Kama, back in the dawn of time, until now, those within the ever-moving cycle which bears you on through the ages have been beside you, at times unseen by the world, at times unseen by you, veiled by the mist which men call death, but which is no more than a curtain behind which we sometimes step for a while. In the East we have learned to raise that curtain; in the West are triflers who make like claims, but whose knowledge of the secret of the veil is And he snapped his fingers contemptuously.

The strange personality of the man was having its effect. Phil Abingdons eyes were widely open, and she was hanging upon his words. Underneath the soft effeminate exterior lay a masterful spirit  a spirit which had known few obstacles. The world of womanhood could have produced no more difficult subject than Phil Abingdon. Yet she realized, and became conscious of a sense of helplessness, that under certain conditions she would be as a child in the hands of this Persian mystic, whose weird eyes appeared to be watching not her body, nor even her mind, but her soul, whose voice touched unfamiliar chords within her  chords which had never responded to any other human voice.

It was thrilling, vaguely pleasurable, but deep terror underlay it.

Your Excellency almost frightens me, she whispered. Yet I do not doubt that you speak of what you know.

It is so, he returned, gravely. At any hour, day or night, if you care to make the request, I shall be happy to prove my words. But, he lowered his dark lashes and then raised them again, the real object of my visit is concerned with more material things.

Indeed, said Phil Abingdon, and whether because of the words of Ormuz Khan, or because of some bond of telepathy which he had established between them, she immediately found herself to be thinking of Paul Harley.

I bring you a message, he continued, from a friend.

With eyes widely open, Phil Abingdon watched him.

From, she began  but her lips would not frame the name.

From Mr. Paul Harley, he said, inclining his head gravely.

Oh! tell me, tell me!

I am here to tell you, Miss Abingdon. Mr. Harley feels that his absence may have distressed you.

Yes, yes, she said, eagerly.

But in pursuit of a certain matter which is known to you, he has found it necessary in the interests of his safety to remain out of London for a while.

Oh, Phil Abingdon heaved a great sigh. Oh, Your Excellency, how glad I am to hear that he is safe!

The long, dark eyes regarded her intently, unemotionally, noting that the flush had faded from her face, leaving it very pale, and noting also the expression of gladness in her eyes, the quivering of her sweet lips.

He is my guest, continued Ormuz Khan, my honoured guest.

He is with you? exclaimed Phil, almost incredulously.

With me, at my home in Surrey. In me he found a natural ally, since my concern was as great as his own. I do not conceal from you, Miss Abingdon, that he is danger.

In danger? she whispered.

It is true, but beneath my roof he is safe. There is a matter of vital urgency, however, in which you can assist him.

I? she exclaimed.

No one but you. Ormuz Khan raised his slender hand gracefully. I beg you, do not misunderstand me. In the first place, would Mr. Harley have asked you to visit him at my home, if he had not been well assured that you could do so with propriety? In the second place, should I, who respect you more deeply than any woman in the world, consent to your coming unchaperoned? Miss Abingdon, you know me better. I beg of you in Mr. Harleys name and in my own, prevail upon Mrs. McMurdoch to accept the invitation which I bring to lunch with me at Hillside, my Surrey home.

He spoke with the deep respect of a courtier addressing his queen. His low musical voice held a note that was almost a note of adoration. Phil Abingdon withdrew her gaze from the handsome ivory face, and strove for mental composure before replying.

Subtly, insidiously, the man had cast his spell upon her. Of this she was well aware. In other words, her thoughts were not entirely her own, but in a measure were promptings from that powerful will.

Indeed, her heart was beating wildly at the mere thought that she was to see Paul Harley again that very day. She had counted the hours since their last meeting, and knew exactly how many had elapsed. Because each one had seemed like twelve, she had ceased to rebel against this sweet weakness, which, for the first time in her life, had robbed her of some of her individuality, and had taught her that she was a woman to whom mastery by man is exquisite slavery. Suddenly she spoke.

Of course I will come, Your Excellency, she said. I will see Mrs. McMurdoch at once, but I know she will not refuse.

Naturally she will not refuse, Miss Abingdon, he returned in a grave voice. The happiness of so many people is involved.

It is so good of you, she said, standing up. I shall never forget your kindness.

He rose, bowing deeply, from a European standpoint too deeply.

Kindness is a spiritual investment, he said, which returns us interest tenfold. If I can be sure of Mrs. McMurdochs acceptance, I will request permission to take my leave now, for I have an urgent business appointment to keep, after which I will call for you. Can you be ready by noon?

Yes, we shall be ready.

Phil Abingdon held out her hand in a curiously hesitant manner. The image of Paul Harley had become more real, more insistent. Her mind was in a strangely chaotic state, so that when the hand of Ormuz Khan touched her own, she repressed a start and laughed in an embarrassed way.

She knew that her heart was singing, but under the song lay something cold, and when Ormuz Khan had bowed himself from the room, she found herself thinking, not of the newly departed visitor, nor even of Paul Harley, but of her dead father. In spite of the sunshine which flooded the room, her flesh turned cold and she wondered if the uncanny Persian possessed some strange power.

Clearly as though he had stood beside her, she seemed to hear the beloved voice of her father. It was imagination, of course, she knew this; but it was uncannily real.

She thought that he was calling her, urgently, beseechingly:

Phil.... Phil....


CHAPTER XXIV. THE SCREEN OF GOLD

Paul Harley raised his aching head and looked wearily about him. At first, as might be expected, he thought that he was dreaming. He lay upon a low divan and could only suppose that he had been transported to India.

Slowly, painfully, memory reasserted itself and he realized that he had been rendered unconscious by the blow of a sandbag or some similar weapon while telephoning from the station masters office at Lower Claybury. How long a time had elapsed since that moment he was unable to judge, for his watch had been removed from his pocket. He stared about him with a sort of fearful interest. He lay in a small barely furnished room having white distempered walls, wholly undecorated. Its few appointments were Oriental, and the only window which it boasted was set so high as to be well out of reach. Moreover, it was iron-barred, and at the moment admitted no light, whether because it did not communicate with the outer world, or because night was fallen, he was unable to tell.

There were two doors in the room, one of very massive construction, and the other a smaller one. The place was dimly lighted by a brass lantern which hung from the ceiling. Harley stood up, staggered slightly, and then sat down again.

My God, he groaned and raised his hand to his head.

For a few moments he remained seated, victim of a deadly nausea. Then, clenching his jaws grimly, again he stood up, and this time succeeded in reaching the heavy door.

As he had supposed, it was firmly locked, and a glance was sufficient to show him that his unaided effort could never force it. He turned his attention to the smaller door, which opened at his touch, revealing a sleeping apartment not unlike a monks cell, adjoining which was a tiny bathroom. Neither rooms boasted windows, both being lighted by brass lanterns.

Harley examined them and their appointments with the utmost care, and then returned again to the outer room, one feature of which, and quite the most remarkable, he had reserved for special investigation.

This was a massive screen of gilded iron scroll work, which occupied nearly the whole of one end of the room. Beyond the screen hung a violet-coloured curtain of Oriental fabric; but so closely woven was the metal design that although he could touch this curtain with his finger at certain points, it proved impossible for him to move it aside in any way.

He noted that its lower fringe did not quite touch the door. By stooping down, he could see a few feet into some room beyond. It was in darkness, however, and beyond the fact that it was carpeted with a rich Persian rug, he learned but little from his scrutiny. The gilded screen was solid and immovable.

Nodding his head grimly, Harley felt in his pockets for pipe and pouch, wondering if these, too, had been taken from him. They had not, however, and the first nausea of his awakening having passed, he filled and lighted his briar and dropped down upon the divan to consider his position.

That it was fairly desperate was a fact he was unable to hide from himself, but at least he was still alive, which was a matter at once for congratulation and surprise.

He had noticed before, in raising his hand to his head, that his forehead felt cold and wet, and now, considering the matter closely, he came to the conclusion that an attempt had been made to aid his recovery, by some person or persons who must have retired at the moment that he had shown signs of returning consciousness.

His salvation, then, was not accidental but deliberate. He wondered what awaited him and why his life had been spared. That he had walked blindly into a trap prepared for him by that mysterious personality known as Fire-Tongue, he no longer could doubt. Intense anxiety and an egotistical faith in his own acumen had led him to underestimate the cleverness of his enemies, a vice from which ordinarily he was free.

From what hour they had taken a leading interest in his movements, he would probably never know, but that they had detected Paul Harley beneath the vendor of Old Moores Almanac was certain enough. What a fool he had been!

He reproached himself bitterly. Ordinary common sense should have told him that the Hindu secretary had given those instructions to the chauffeur in the courtyard of the Savoy Hotel for his, Paul Harleys, special benefit. It was palpable enough now. He wondered how he had ever fallen into such a trap, and biting savagely upon his pipe, he strove to imagine what ordeal lay ahead of him.

So his thoughts ran, drifting from his personal danger, which he knew to be great, to other matters, which he dreaded to consider, because they meant far more to him than his own life. Upon these bitter reflections a slight sound intruded, the first which had disturbed the stillness about him since the moment of his awakening.

Someone had entered the room beyond the gilded screen, and now a faint light showed beneath the fringe of the curtain. Paul Harley sat quite still, smoking and watching.

He had learned to face the inevitable with composure, and now, apprehending the worst, he waited, puffing at his pipe. Presently he detected the sound of someone crossing the room toward him, or rather toward the screen. He lay back against the mattress which formed the back of the divan, and watched the gap below the curtain.

Suddenly he perceived a pair of glossy black boots. Their wearer was evidently standing quite near the screen, possibly listening. Harley had an idea that some second person stood immediately behind the first. Of this idea he presently had confirmation. He was gripping the stem of his pipe very tightly and any one who could have seen him sitting there must have perceived that although his face wore an unusual pallor, he was composed and entirely master of himself.

A voice uttered his name:

Mr. Paul Harley.

He could not be sure, but he thought it was the voice of Ormuz Khans secretary. He drew his pipe from between his teeth, and:

Yes, what do you want with me? he asked.

Your attention, Mr. Harley, for a few moments, if you feel sufficiently recovered.

Pray proceed, said Harley.

Of the presence of a second person beyond the screen he was now assured, for he had detected the sound of whispered instructions; and sinking lower and lower upon the divan, he peered surreptitiously under the border of the curtain, believing it to be more than probable that his movements were watched.

This led to a notable discovery. A pair of gray suede shoes became visible a few inches behind the glossy black boots  curiously small shoes with unusually high heels. The identity of their wearer was beyond dispute to the man who had measured that delicate foot.

Ormuz Khan stood behind the screen!


CHAPTER XXV. AN ENGLISHMANS HONOUR

You have been guilty of a series of unfortunate mistakes, Mr. Harley, continued the speaker. Notably, you have relied upon the clumsy device of disguise. To the organization in which you have chosen to interest yourself, this has provided some mild amusement. Your pedlar of almanacs was a clever impersonation, but fortunately your appearance at the Savoy had been anticipated, and no one was deceived.

Paul Harley did not reply. He concluded, quite correctly, that the organization had failed to detect himself in the person of the nervous cobbler. He drew courage from this deduction. Fire-Tongue was not omniscient.

It is possible, continued the unseen speaker, in whom Harley had now definitely recognized Ormuz Khans secretary, that you recently overheard a resolution respecting yourself. Your death, in fact, had been determined upon. Life and death being synonymous, the philosopher contemplates either with equanimity.

I am contemplating the latter with equanimity at the moment, said Harley, dryly.

The brave man does so, the Hindu continued, smoothly. The world only seems to grow older; its youth is really eternal, but as age succeeds age, new creeds must take the place of the old ones which are burned out. Fire, Mr. Harley, sweeps everything from its path irresistibly. You have dared to stand in the path of a fiery dawn; therefore, like all specks of dust which clog the wheels of progress, you must be brushed aside.

Harley nodded grimly, watching a ring of smoke floating slowly upward.

It is a little thing to those who know the truth, the speaker resumed. To the purblind laws of the West it may seem a great thing. We seek in Rome to do as Rome does. We judge every man as we find him. Therefore, recognizing that your total disappearance might compromise our movements in the near future, we have decided to offer you an alternative. This offer is based upon the British character. Where the oath of some men is a thing of smoke, the word of honour of an Englishman we are prepared to accept.

Many thanks, murmured Harley. On behalf of Great Britain I accept the compliment.

We have such faith in the completeness of our plans, and in the nearness of the hour of triumph, that if you will pledge yourself to silence, in writing, you will not be molested in any way. You occupy at the moment the apartment reserved for neophytes of a certain order. But we do not ask you to become a neophyte. Disciples must seek us, we do not seek disciples. We only ask for your word that you will be silent.

It is impossible, said Harley, tersely.

Think well of the matter. It may not seem so impossible to-morrow.

I decline definitely.

You are sustaining yourself with false hopes, Mr. Harley. You think you have clues which will enable you to destroy a system rooted in the remote past. Also you forget that you have lost your freedom.

Paul Harley offered no further answer to the speaker concealed behind the violet curtain.

Do not misunderstand us, the voice continued. We bind you to nothing but silence.

I refuse, said Harley, sharply. Dismiss the matter.

In spite of your refusal, time for consideration will be given to you.

Faintly Paul Harley detected the sounds made by Ormuz Khan and his secretary in withdrawing. The light beneath the curtain disappeared.

For perhaps a space of two hours, Paul Harley sat smoking and contemplating the situation from every conceivable angle. It was certainly desperate enough, and after a time he rose with a weary sigh, and made a second and more detailed examination of the several apartments.

It availed him nothing, but one point he definitely established. Escape was impossible, failing outside assistance. A certain coldness in the atmosphere, which was perceptible immediately beneath the barred window, led him to believe that this communicated with the outer air.

He was disposed to think that his unconsciousness had lasted less than an hour, and that it was still dark without. He was full of distrust. He no longer believed his immediate death to have been decided upon. For some reason it would seem that the group wished him to live, at any rate, temporarily. But now a complete theory touching the death of Sir Charles Abingdon had presented itself to his mind. Knowing little, but suspecting much of the resources of Fire-Tongue, he endeavoured to avoid contact with anything in the place.

Night attire was provided in the sleeping chamber, but he did not avail himself of this hospitality. Absolute silence reigned about him. Yet so immutable are Natures laws, that presently Paul Harley sank back upon the mattresses, and fell asleep.

He awoke, acutely uncomfortable and ill-rested. He found a shaft of light streaming into the room, and casting shadows of the iron bars upon the opposite wall. The brass lantern still burned above him, and the silence remained complete as when he had fallen asleep. He stood up yawning and stretching himself.

At least, it was good to be still alive. He was vaguely conscious of the fact that he had been dreaming of Phil Abingdon, and suppressing a sigh, he clenched his teeth grimly and entered the little bathroom. There proved to be a plentiful supply of hot and cold water. At this he sniffed suspiciously, but at last:

Ill risk it, he muttered.

He undressed and revelled in the joy of a hot bath, concluding with a cold plunge. A razor and excellent toilet requisites were set upon the dressing table, and whilst his imagination whispered that the soap might be poisoned and the razor possess a septic blade, he shaved, and having shaved, lighted his pipe and redressed himself at leisure.

He had nearly completed his toilet when a slight sound in the outer room arrested his attention. He turned sharply, stepping through the doorway.

A low carved table, the only one which the apartment boasted, displayed an excellent English breakfast laid upon a spotless cover.

Ah, he murmured, and by the sight was mentally translated to that celebrated apartment of the palace at Versailles, where Louis XIV and his notorious favourite once were accustomed to dine, alone, and unsuitably dressed, the courses being served in just this fashion.

Harley held his pipe in his hand, and contemplated the repast. It was only logical to suppose it to be innocuous, and a keen appetite hastened the issue. He sidetracked his suspicion, and made an excellent breakfast. So the first day of his captivity began.

Growing used to the stillness about him, he presently began to detect, as the hours wore on, distant familiar sounds. Automobiles on the highroad, trains leaving and entering a tunnel which he judged to be from two to three miles distant; even human voices at long intervals.

The noises of an English countryside crept through the barred windows. Beyond a doubt he was in the house known as Hillside. Probably at night the lights of London could be seen from the garden. He was within ordinary telephone call of Chancery Lane. Yet he resumed his pipe and smiled philosophically. He had hoped to see the table disappear beneath the floor. As evidence that he was constantly watched, this had occurred during a brief visit which he had made to the bedroom in quest of matches.

When he returned the table was in its former place, but the cover had been removed. He carefully examined the floor beneath it, and realized that there was no hope of depressing the trap from above. Then, at an hour which he judged to be that of noon, the same voice addressed him from beyond the gilded screen.

Mr. Paul Harley?

Yes, what have you to say?

By this time, Mr. Harley, you must have recognized that opposition is futile. At any moment we could visit death upon you. Escape, on the other hand, is out of the question. We desire you no harm. For diplomatic reasons, we should prefer you to live. Our cause is a sacred one. Do not misjudge it by minor incidents. A short statement and a copy of your English testament shall be placed upon the table, if you wish.

I do not wish, Paul Harley returned.

Is that your last word, Mr. Harley? We warn you that the third time of asking will be the last time.

This is my last word.

Your own life is not the only stake at issue.

What do you mean?

You will learn what we mean, if you insist upon withholding your consent until we next invite it.

Nevertheless, you may regard it as withheld, definitely and finally.

Silence fell, and Paul Harley knew himself to be once more alone. Luncheon appeared upon the table whilst he was washing in the bathroom. Remembering the change in the tone of the unseen speakers voice, he avoided touching anything.

From the divan, through half-closed eyes, he examined every inch of the walls, seeking for the spy-hole through which he knew himself to be watched. He detected it at last: a little grating, like a ventilator, immediately above him where he sat. This communicated with some room where a silent watcher was constantly on duty!

Paul Harley gave no sign that he had made this discovery. But already his keen wits were at work upon a plan. He watched the bar of light fading, fading, until, judging it to be dinner time, he retired discreetly.

When he returned, he found dinner spread upon the table.

He wondered for what ordeal the neophyte was prepared in this singular apartment. He wondered how such neophytes were chosen, and to what tests they were submitted before being accepted as members of the bloodthirsty order. He could not even surmise.

Evidently no neophyte had been accepted on the previous night, unless there were other like chambers in the house. The occupants of the shuttered cars must therefore have been more advanced members. He spent the night in the little cell-like bedchamber, and his second day of captivity began as the first had begun.

For his dinner he had eaten nothing but bread and fruit. For his breakfast he ate an egg and drank water from the tap in the bathroom. His plan was now nearing completion. Only one point remained doubtful.

At noon the voice again addressed him from behind the gilded screen:

Mr. Paul Harley?

Yes?

Your last opportunity has come. For your own future or for that of the world you seem to care little or nothing. Are you still determined to oppose our wishes?

I am.

You have yet an hour. Your final decision will be demanded of you at the end of that time.

Faint sounds of withdrawal followed these words and Harley suddenly discovered himself to be very cold. The note of danger had touched him. For long it had been silent. Now it clamoured insistently. He knew beyond all doubt that he was approaching a crisis in his life. At its nature he could not even guess.

He began to pace the room nervously, listening for he knew not what. His mind was filled with vague imaginings; when at last came an overture to the grim test to be imposed upon him.

A slight metallic sound drew his glance in the direction of the gilded screen. A sliding door of thick plate glass had been closed behind it, filling the space between the metal work and the curtain. Then  the light in the brass lantern became extinguished.

Standing rigidly, fists clenched, Paul Harley watched the curtain. And as he watched, slowly it was drawn aside. He found himself looking into a long room which appeared to be practically unfurnished.

The floor was spread with rugs and at the farther end folding doors had been opened, so that he could see into a second room, most elegantly appointed in Persian fashion. Here were silver lanterns, and many silken cushions, out of which, as from a sea of colour, arose slender pillars, the scheme possessing an air of exotic luxury peculiarly Oriental.

Seated in a carved chair over which a leopard skin had been thrown, and talking earnestly to some invisible companion, whose conversation seemed wholly to enthrall her, was Phil Abingdon!


CHAPTER XXVI. THE ORCHID OF SLEEP

My God! cried Innes, here is proof that the chief was right!

Wessex nodded in silent agreement. On the table lay the report of Merton, the analyst, concerning the stains upon the serviette which Harley had sent from the house of the late Sir Charles Abingdon. Briefly, it stated that the serviette had been sprinkled with some essential oil, the exact character of which Merton had found himself unable to determine, its perfume, if it ever possessed any, having disappeared. And the minute quantity obtainable from the linen rendered ordinary tests difficult to apply. The analysts report, however, concluded as follows:

Mr. Harley, having foreseen these difficulties, and having apparently suspected that the oil was of Oriental origin, recommended me, in the note which he enclosed with the serviette, to confer with Dr. Warwick Grey. I send a copy of a highly interesting letter which I have received from Doctor Grey, whose knowledge of Eastern poison is unparalleled, and to whose opinion I attach immense importance.

It was the contents of this appended letter which had inspired Inness remarks. Indeed, it contained matter which triumphantly established Paul Harleys theory that Sir Charles Abingdon had not died from natural causes. The letter was as follows:

No.  Harley Street London, W. I.

MY DEAR MERTON:

I am indebted to you and to Mr. Harley for an opportunity of examining the serviette, which I return herewith. I agree that the oil does not respond to ordinary tests, nor is any smell perceptible. But you have noticed in your microscopic examination of the stains that there is a peculiar crystalline formation upon the surface. You state that this is quite unfamiliar to you, which is not at all strange, since outside of the Himalayan districts of Northwest India I have never met with it myself.

Respecting the character of the oil employed, however, I am in no doubt, and I actually possess a dried specimen of the flower from which it is expressed. This is poetically known among the Mangars, one of the fighting tribes of Nepal, as the Bloom or Orchid of Sleep.

It is found upon the lower Himalayan slopes, and bears a close resemblance to the white odontoglossum of commerce, except that the flower is much smaller. Its perfume attracts insects and sometimes small animals and reptiles, although inhalation seems to induce instant death. It may be detected in its natural state by the presence of hundreds of dead flies and insects upon the ground surrounding the plant. It is especially fatal to nocturnal insects, its perfume being stronger at night.

Preparation of the oil is an art peculiar to members of an obscure sect established in that district, by whom it is said to be employed for the removal of enemies.

An article is sprinkled with it, and whilst the perfume, which is reported to resemble that of cloves, remains perceptible, to inhale it results in immediate syncope, although by what physiological process I have never been enabled to determine.

With the one exception which I have mentioned, during my stay in Nepal and the surrounding districts I failed to obtain a specimen of this orchid. I have twice seen the curious purple stain upon articles of clothing worn by natives who had died suddenly and mysteriously. The Mangars simply say, He has offended someone. It is the flower of sleep.

I immediately recognized the colour of the stains upon the enclosed serviette, and also the curious crystalline formation on their surface. The identity of the someone to whom the Mangars refer, I never established. I shall welcome any particulars respecting the history of the serviette.

Very truly yours,

WARWICK GREY.

Sir Charles Abingdon was poisoned, said Wessex in a hushed voice. For the girls sake I hate the idea, but we shall have to get an exhumation order.

It is impossible, returned Innes, shortly. He was cremated.

Good heavens, murmured Wessex, I never knew.

But after all, continued Inures, it is just as well for everyone concerned. The known facts are sufficient to establish the murder, together with the report of Dr. Warwick Grey. But, meanwhile, are we any nearer to learning the identity of the murderer?

We are not! said Wessex, grimly. And whats more, when I get to Scotland Yard, I have got to face the music. First Mr. Harley goes, and now Nicol Brinn has disappeared!

Its almost unbelievable!

I took him for a white man, said the detective, earnestly. I accepted his parole for twenty-four hours. The twenty-four hours expired about noon to-day, but since he played that trick on Stokes last night and went out of his chambers, he has vanished utterly.

Innes stood up excitedly.

Your ideas may be all wrong, Wessex! he cried. Dont you see that he may have gone the same way as the chief?

He was mightily anxious to get out, at any rate.

And you have no idea where he went?

Not the slightest. Following his performance of last night, of course I was compelled to instal a man in the chambers, and this morning someone rang up from the house of Lord Wolverham; he is commanding officer of one of the Guards battalions, I believe. It appears that Mr. Nicol Brinn not only locked up a representative of the Criminal Investigation Department, but also stole a Rolls Royce car from outside the Cavalry Club!

What! cried Innes. Stole a car?

Stole Lord Wolverhams car and calmly drove away in it. We have failed to trace both car and man! The detective inspector sighed wearily. Well, I suppose I must get along to the Yard. Stokes has got the laugh on me this time.

Wearing a very gloomy expression, the detective inspector proceeded on foot to New Scotland Yard, and being informed on his arrival upstairs that the Assistant Commissioner was expecting him, he entered the office of that great man.

The Assistant Commissioner, who had palpably seen military service, was a big man with very tired eyes, and a quiet, almost apologetic manner.

Ah, Detective Inspector, he said, as Wessex entered. I wanted to see you about this business of Mr. Nicol Brinn.

Yes, sir, replied Wessex; naturally.

Now, the Assistant Commissioner turned wearily in his chair, and glanced up at his subordinate your accepting the parole of a suspect, under the circumstances, was officially improper, but I am not blaming you  I am not blaming you for a moment. Mr. Nicol Brinns well-known reputation justified your behaviour. He laid one large hand firmly upon the table. Mr. Nicol Brinns absence alters the matter entirely.

I am well aware of it, murmured the inspector. Although, continued the Assistant Commissioner, Mr. Brinns record leads me to believe that he will have some suitable explanation to offer, his behaviour, you will admit, is that of a guilty man?

It is, sir; it certainly is.

The Press, fortunately, has learned nothing of this unpleasant business, particularly unpleasant because it involves such well-known people. You will see to it, Detective Inspector, that all publicity is avoided if possible. Meanwhile, as a matter of ordinary departmental routine, you will circulate Mr. Brinns description through the usual channels, and the Assistant Commissioner raised his eyebrows slightly.

You mean that? asked Wessex.

Certainly. He must be arrested by the first officer who recognizes him.

Very good, sir. I will move in the matter at once.

Do so, please. The Assistant Commissioner sighed wearily, as one of his telephones set up a muted buzzing. That is all for the moment, I think. Good morning.

Detective Inspector Wessex came out, quietly closing the door behind him. He felt that he had been let down very lightly. But nevertheless he was unpleasantly warm, and as he walked slowly along the corridor he whistled softly, and:

Arrest of Mr. Nicol Brinn, he muttered. What a headline, if they ever get it!


CHAPTER XXVII. AT HILLSIDE

Phil Abingdon arrived at Hillside in a state of mind which she found herself unable to understand. Mrs. McMurdoch, who had accepted the invitation under protest, saying that if Doctor McMurdoch had been at home he would certainly have disapproved, had so utterly fallen under the strange spell of Ormuz Khan, that long before they had come to Hillside she was hanging upon his every word in a way which was almost pathetic to watch.

On the other hand, Phil Abingdon had taken up a definite attitude of defense; and perceiving this, because of his uncanny intuitiveness, the Persian had exerted himself to the utmost, more often addressing Phil than her companion, and striving to regain that mastery of her emotions which he had formerly achieved, at least in part.

Her feelings, however, were largely compounded of fear, and fear strengthened her defense. The repulsive part of Ormuz Khans character became more apparent to her than did the fascination which she had once experienced. She distrusted him, distrusted him keenly. She knew at the bottom of her heart that this had always been so, but she had suffered his attentions in much the same spirit as that which imbues the naturalist who studies the habits of a poisonous reptile.

She knew that she was playing with fire, and in this knowledge lay a dangerous pleasure. She had the utmost faith in her own common sense, and was ambitious to fence with edged tools.

When at last the car was drawn up before the porch of Hillside, and Ormuz Khan, stepping out, assisted the ladies to alight, for one moment Phil Abingdon hesitated, although she knew that it was already too late to do so. They were received by Mr. Rama Dass, his excellencys courteous secretary, whom she had already met, and whom Ormuz Khan presented to Mrs. McMurdoch. Almost immediately:

You have missed Mr. Harley by only a few minutes, said Rama Dass.

What! exclaimed Phil, her eyes opening very widely.

Oh, there is no occasion for alarm, explained the secretary in his urbane manner. He has ventured as far as Lower Claybury station. The visit was unavoidable. He particularly requested that we should commence luncheon, but hoped to be back before we should have finished.

Phil Abingdon glanced rapidly from the face of the speaker to that of Ormuz Khan. But her scrutiny of those unreadable countenances availed her nothing. She was conscious of a great and growing uneasiness; and Mrs. McMurdoch, misunderstanding the expression upon her face, squeezed her arm playfully.

Cheer up, dear, she whispered; he will be here soon!

Phil knew that her face had flushed deeply. Partly she was glad of her emotions, and partly ashamed. This sweet embarrassment in which there was a sort of pain was a new experience, but one wholly delightful. She laughed, and accepting the arm of Ormuz Khan, walked into a very English-looking library, followed by Rama Dass and Mrs. McMurdoch. The house, she thought, was very silent, and she found herself wondering why no servants had appeared.

Rama Dass had taken charge of the ladies cloaks in the hall, and in spite of the typical English environment in which she found herself, Phil sat very near to Mrs. McMurdoch on a settee, scarcely listening to the conversation, and taking no part in it.

For there was a strange and disturbing air of loneliness about Hillside. She would have welcomed the appearance of a butler or a parlourmaid, or any representative of the white race. Yes: there lay the root of the matter  this feeling of aloofness from all that was occidental, a feeling which the English appointments of the room did nothing to dispel. Then a gong sounded and the party went in to lunch.

A white-robed Hindu waited at table, and Phil discovered his movements to be unpleasantly silent. There was something very unreal about it all. She found herself constantly listening for the sound of an approaching car, of a footstep, of a voice, the voice of Paul Harley. This waiting presently grew unendurable, and:

I hope Mr. Harley is safe, she said, in a rather unnatural tone. Surely he should have returned by now?

Ormuz Khan shrugged his slight shoulders and glanced at a diamond-studded wrist watch which he wore.

There is nothing to fear, he declared, in his soft, musical voice. He knows how to take care of himself. And  with a significant glance of his long, magnetic eyes I am certain he will return as speedily as possible.

Nevertheless, luncheon terminated, and Harley had not appeared.

You have sometimes expressed a desire, said Ormuz Khan, to see the interior of a Persian house. Permit me to show you the only really characteristic room which I allow myself in my English home.

Endeavouring to conceal her great anxiety, Phil allowed herself to be conducted by the Persian to an apartment which realized her dreams of that Orient which she had never visited.

Three beautiful silver lanterns depended from a domed ceiling in which wonderfully woven tapestry was draped. The windows were partly obscured by carved wooden screens, and the light entered through little panels of coloured glass. There were cushioned divans, exquisite pottery, and a playful fountain plashing in a marble pool.

Ormuz Khan conducted her to a wonderfully carven chair over which a leopards skin was draped and there she seated herself. She saw through a wide doorway before her a long and apparently unfurnished room dimly lighted. At the farther end she could vaguely discern violet-coloured draperies. Ormuz Khan gracefully threw himself upon a divan to the right of this open door.

This, Miss Abingdon, he said, is a nearly exact reproduction of a room of a house which I have in Ispahan. I do not claim that it is typical, but does its manner appeal to you?

Immensely, she replied, looking around her.

She became aware of a heavy perfume of hyacinths, and presently observed that there were many bowls of those flowers set upon little tables, and in niches in the wall.

Yet its atmosphere is not truly of the Orient.

Are such apartments uncommon, then, in Persia? asked Phil, striving valiantly to interest herself in the conversation.

I do not say so, he returned, crossing one delicate foot over the other, in languorous fashion. But many things which are typically of the Orient would probably disillusion you, Miss Abingdon.

In what way? she asked, wondering why Mrs. McMurdoch had not joined them.

In many subtle ways. The real wonder and the mystery of the East lie not upon the surface, but beneath it. And beneath the East of to-day lies the East of yesterday.

The speakers expression grew rapt, and he spoke in the mystic manner which she knew and now dreaded. Her anxiety for the return of Paul Harley grew urgent  a positive need, as, meeting the gaze of the long, magnetic eyes, she felt again, like the touch of cold steel, all the penetrating force of this mans will. She was angrily aware of the fact that his gaze was holding hers hypnotically, that she was meeting it contrary to her wish and inclination. She wanted to look away but found herself looking steadily into the coal-black eyes of Ormuz Khan.

The East of yesterday  his haunting voice seemed to reach her from a great distance saw the birth of all human knowledge and human power; and to us the East of yesterday is the East of today.

Phil became aware that a sort of dreamy abstraction was creeping over her, when in upon this mood came a sound which stimulated her weakening powers of resistance.

Dimly, for all the windows of the room were closed, she heard a car come up and stop before the house. It aroused her from the curious condition of lethargy into which she was falling. She turned her head sharply aside, the physical reflection of a mental effort to remove her gaze from the long, magnetic eyes of Ormuz Khan. And:

Do you think that is Mr. Harley? she asked, and failed to recognize her own voice.

Possibly, returned the Persian, speaking very gently.

With one ivory hand he touched his knee for a moment, the only expression of disappointment which he allowed himself.

May I ask you to go and enquire? continued Phil, now wholly mistress of herself again. I am wondering, too, what can have become of Mrs. McMurdoch.

I will find out, said Ormuz Khan.

He rose, his every movement possessing a sort of feline grace. He bowed and walked out of the room. Phil Abingdon heard in the distance the motor restarted and the car being driven away from Hillside. She stood up restlessly.

Beneath the calm of the Persians manner she had detected the presence of dangerous fires. The silence of the house oppressed her. She was not actually frightened yet, but intuitively she knew that all was not well. Then came a new sound arousing active fear at last.

Someone was rapping upon one of the long, masked windows! Phil Abingdon started back with a smothered exclamation.

Quick! came a high, cool voice, open this window. You are in danger.

The voice was odd, peculiar, but of one thing she was certain. It was not the voice of an Oriental. Furthermore, it held a note of command, and something, too, which inspired trust.

She looked quickly about her to make sure that she was alone. And then, running swiftly to the window from which the sound had come, she moved a heavy gilded fastening which closed it, and drew open the heavy leaves.

A narrow terrace was revealed with a shrubbery beyond; and standing on the terrace was a tall, thin man wearing a light coat over evening dress. He looked pale, gaunt, and unshaven, and although the regard of his light eyes was almost dreamy, there was something very tense in his pose.

I am Nicol Brinn, said the stranger. I knew your father. You have walked into a trap. I am here to get you out of it. Can you drive?

Do you mean an automobile? asked Phil, breathlessly.

A Rolls Royce.

Yes.

Come right out.

My furs! my hat!

Something bigger is at stake.

It was all wildly bizarre, almost unbelievable. Phil Abingdon had experienced in her own person the insidious power of Ormuz Khan. She now found herself under the spell of a personality at least as forceful, although in a totally different way. She found herself running through a winding path amid bushes, piloted by this strange, unshaven man, to whom on sight she had given her trust unquestioningly!

When we reach the car, he said over his shoulder, ask no questions  head for home, and dont stop for anything  on two legs or on four. Thats the first thing  most important; then, when you know youre safe, telephone Scotland Yard to send a raid squad down by road, and do it quick.


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE CHASE

The events which led to the presence of Mr. Nicol Brinn at so opportune a moment were  consistent with the character of that remarkable man  of a sensational nature.

Having commandeered the Rolls Royce from the door of the Cavalry Club, he had immediately, by a mental process which many perils had perfected, dismissed the question of rightful ownership from his mind. The fact that he might be intercepted by police scouts he refused to entertain. The limousine driven by the Hindu chauffeur was still in sight, and until Mr. Nicol Brinn had seen it garaged, nothing else mattered, nothing else counted, and nothing else must be permitted to interfere.

Jamming his hat tightly upon his head, he settled down at the wheel, drawing up rather closer to the limousine as the chase lay through crowded thoroughfares and keeping his quarry comfortably in sight across Westminster Bridge and through the outskirts of London.

He had carefully timed the drive to the unknown abode of Fire-Tongue, and unless it had been prolonged, the more completely to deceive him, he had determined that the house lay not more than twenty miles from Piccadilly.

When Mitcham was passed, and the limousine headed straight on into Surrey, he decided that there had been no doubling, but that the house to which he had been taken lay in one of these unsuspected country backwaters, which, while they are literally within sight of the lights of London, have nevertheless a remoteness as complete as secrecy could desire.

It was the deserted country roads which he feared, for if the man ahead of him should suspect pursuit, a difficult problem might arise.

By happy chance Nicol Brinn, an enthusiastic motorist, knew the map of Surrey as few Englishmen knew it. Indeed, there was no beauty spot within a forty-mile radius of London to which he could not have driven by the best and shortest route, at a moments notice. This knowledge aided him now.

For presently at a fork in the road he saw that the driver of the limousine had swung to the left, taking the low road, that to the right offering a steep gradient. The high road was the direct road to Lower Claybury, the low road a detour to the same.

Nicol Brinn mentally reviewed the intervening countryside, and taking a gamblers chance, took the Rolls Royce up the hill. He knew exactly what he was about, and he knew that the powerful engine would eat up the slope with ease.

Its behaviour exceeded his expectations, and he found himself mounting the acclivity at racing speed. At its highest point, the road, skirting a hilltop, offered an extensive view of the valley below. Here Nicol Brinn pulled up and, descending, watched and listened.

In the stillness he could plainly hear the other automobile humming steadily along the lowland road below. He concentrated his mind upon the latter part of that strange journey, striving to recall any details which had marked it immediately preceding the time when he had detected the rustling of leaves and knew that they had entered a carriage drive.

Yes, there had been a short but steep hill; and immediately before this the car had passed over a deeply rutted road, or  he had a sudden inspiration  over a level crossing.

He knew of just such a hilly road immediately behind Lower Claybury station. Indeed, it was that by which he should be compelled to descend if he continued to pursue his present route to the town. He could think of no large, detached house, the Manor Park excepted, which corresponded to the one which he sought. But that in taking the high road he had acted even more wisely than he knew, he was now firmly convinced.

He determined to proceed as far as the park gates as speedily as possible. Therefore, returning to the wheel, he sent the car along the now level road at top speed, so that the railings of the Manor Park, when presently he found himself skirting the grounds, had the semblance of a continuous iron fence wherever the moonlight touched them.

He passed the head of the road dipping down to Lower Claybury, but forty yards beyond pulled up and descended. Again he stood listening, and:

Good! he muttered.

He could hear the other car labouring up the slope. He ran along to the corner of the lane, and, crouching close under the bushes, waited for its appearance. As he had supposed, the chauffeur turned the car to the right.

Good! muttered Nicol Brinn again.

There was a baggage-rack immediately above the number plate. Upon this Nicol Brinn sprang with the agility of a wildcat, settling himself upon his perilous perch before the engine had had time to gather speed.

When presently the car turned into the drive of Hillside, Nicol Brinn dropped off and dived into the bushes on the right of the path. From this hiding place he saw the automobile driven around the front of the house to the garage, which was built out from the east wing. Not daring to pursue his investigations until the chauffeur had retired, he sought a more comfortable spot near a corner of the lawn and there, behind a bank of neglected flowers, lay down, watching the mans shadowy figure moving about in the garage.

Although he was some distance from the doors he could see that there was a second car in the place  a low, torpedo-bodied racer, painted battleship gray. This sight turned his thoughts in another direction.

Very cautiously he withdrew to the drive again, retracing his steps to the lane, and walking back to the spot where he had left the Rolls Royce, all the time peering about him to right and left. He was looking for a temporary garage for the car, but one from which, if necessary, he could depart in a hurry. The shell of an ancient barn, roofless and desolate, presently invited inspection and, as a result, a few minutes later Colonel Lord Wolverhams luxurious automobile was housed for the night in these strange quarters.

When Nicol Brinn returned to Hillside, he found the garage locked and the lights extinguished. Standing under a moss-grown wall which sheltered him from the house, from his case he selected a long black cigar, lighted it with care and, having his hands thrust in the pockets of his light overcoat and the cigar protruding aggressively from the left corner of his mouth, he moved along to an angle of the wall and stared reflectively at the silent house.

A mental picture arose of a secret temple in the shadow of the distant Himalayas. Was it credible that this quiet country house, so typical of rural England, harboured that same dread secret which he had believed to be locked away in those Indian hills? Could he believe that the dark and death-dealing power which he had seen at work in the East was now centred here, within telephone-call of London?

The fate of Sir Charles Abingdon and of Paul Harley would seem to indicate that such was the case. Beyond doubt, the document of which Rama Dass had spoken was some paper in the possession of the late Sir Charles. Much that had been mysterious was cleared up. He wondered why it had not occurred to him from the first that Sir Charless inquiry, which he had mentioned to Paul Harley, respecting Fire-Tongue, had been due to the fact that the surgeon had seen the secret mark upon his arm after the accident in the Haymarket. He remembered distinctly that his sleeve had been torn upon that occasion. He could not imagine, however, what had directed the attention of the organization to Sir Charles, and for what reason his death had been decided upon.

He rolled his cigar from corner to corner of his mouth, staring reflectively with lack-lustre eyes at the silent house before him. In the moonlight it made a peaceful picture enough. A cautious tour of the place revealed a lighted window upon the first floor. Standing in the shadow of an old apple tree, Nicol Brinn watched the blind of this window minute after minute, patiently waiting for a shadow to appear upon it; and at last his patience was rewarded.

A shadow appeared  the shadow of a woman!

Nicol Brinn dropped his cigar at his feet and set his heel upon it. A bitter-sweet memory which had been with him for seven years arose again in his mind. There is a kind of mountain owl in certain parts of northern India which possesses a curiously high, plaintive note. He wondered if he could remember and reproduce that note.

He made the attempt, repeating the cry three times. At the third repetition the light in the first floor window went out. He heard the sound of the window being gently opened. Then a voice  a voice which held the sweetest music in the world for the man who listened below  spoke softly:

Nicol!

Naida! he called. Come down to me. You must. Dont answer. I will wait here.

Promise you will let me return!

He hesitated.

Promise!

I promise.


CHAPTER XXIX. THE CATASTROPHE

The first faint spears of morning creeping through the trees which surrounded Hillside revealed two figures upon a rustic bench in the little orchard adjoining the house. A pair incongruous enough  this dark-eyed Eastern woman, wrapped in a long fur cloak, and Nicol Brinn, gaunt, unshaven, fantastic in his evening dress, revealed now in the gray morning light.

Look! whispered Naida. It is the dawn. I must go!

Nicol Brinn clenched his teeth tightly but made no reply.

You promised, she said, and although her voice was very tender she strove to detach his arm, which was locked about her shoulders.

He nodded grimly.

Ill keep my word. I made a contract with hell with my eyes open, and Ill stick to it. He stood up suddenly. Go back, Naida! he said. Go back! You have my promise, now, and Im helpless. But at last I see a way, and Im going to take it.

What do you mean? she cried, standing up and clutching his arm.

Never mind. His tone was cool again. Just go back.

You would not she began.

I never broke my word in my life, and even now Im not going to begin. While you live I stay silent.

In the growing light Naida looked about her affrightedly. Then, throwing her arms impulsively around Brinn, she kissed him  a caress that was passionate but sexless; rather the kiss of a mother who parts with a beloved son than that which a woman bestows upon the man she loves; an act of renunciation.

He uttered a low cry and would have seized her in his arms but, lithely evading him, she turned, stifling a sob, and darted away through the trees toward the house.

For long he stood looking after her, fists clenched and his face very gray in the morning light. Some small inner voice told him that his new plan, and the others which he had built upon it, must crumble and fall as a castle of sand. He groaned and, turning aside, made his way through the shrubbery to the highroad.

He was become accessory to a murder; for he had learned for what reason and by what means Sir Charles Abingdon had been assassinated. He had even learned the identity of his assassin; had learned that the dreaded being called Fire-Tongue in India was known and respected throughout the civilized world as His Excellency Ormuz Khan!

Paul Harley had learned these things also, and now at this very hour Paul Harley lay a captive in Hillside. Naida had assured him that Paul Harley was alive and safe. It had been decided that his death would lead to the destruction of the movement, but pressure was being brought upon him to ensure his silence.

Yes, he, Nicol Brinn, was bound and manacled to a gang of assassins; and because his tongue was tied, because the woman he loved better than anything in the world was actually a member of the murderous group, he must pace the deserted country lanes inactive; he must hold his hand, although he might summon the resources of New Scotland Yard by phoning from Lower Claybury station!

Through life his word had been his bond, and Nicol Brinn was incapable of compromising with his conscience. But the direct way was barred to him. Nevertheless, no task could appal the inflexible spirit of the man, and he had registered a silent vow that Ormuz Khan should never leave England alive.

Not a soul was astir yet upon the country roads, and sitting down upon a grassy bank, Nicol Brinn lighted one of his black cigars, which in times of stress were his food and drink, upon which if necessary he could carry-on for forty-eight hours upon end.

In connection with his plan for coercing Harley, Ormuz Khan had gone to London by rail on the previous night, departing from Lower Claybury station at about the time that Colonel Lord Wolverham came out of the Cavalry Club to discover his Rolls Royce to be missing. This same Rolls Royce was now a source of some anxiety to Nicol Brinn, for its discovery by a passing labourer in the deserted barn seemed highly probable.

However, he had matters of greater urgency to think about, not the least of these being the necessity of concealing his presence in the neighbourhood of Hillside. Perhaps his Sioux-like face reflected a spirit allied in some respects to that of the once great Indian tribe.

His genius for taking cover, perfected upon many a big-game expedition, enabled him successfully to accomplish the feat; so that, when the limousine, which he had watched go by during the morning, returned shortly after noon, the lack-lustre eyes were peering out through the bushes near the entrance to the drive.

Instinct told him that the pretty girl with whom Ormuz Khan was deep in conversation could be none other than Phil Abingdon, but the identity of her companion he could not even guess. On the other hand, that this poisonously handsome Hindu, who bent forward so solicitously toward his charming travelling companion, was none other than the dreaded Fire-Tongue, he did not doubt.

He returned to a strategic position which he had discovered during the night. In a measure he was nonplussed. That the presence of the girl was primarily associated with the coercion of Paul Harley, he understood; but might it not portend something even more sinister?

When, later, the limousine departed again, at great risk of detection he ran across a corner of the lawn to peer out into the lane, in order that he might obtain a glimpse of its occupant. This proved to be none other than Phil Abingdons elderly companion. She had apparently been taken ill, and a dignified Hindu gentleman, wearing gold-rimmed pince-nez, was in attendance.

Nicol Brinn clenched his jaws hard. The girl had fallen into a trap. He turned rapidly, facing the house. Only at one point did the shrubbery approach the wall, but for that point he set out hot foot, passing from bush to bush with Indian cleverness, tense, alert, and cool in despite of his long vigil.

At last he came to the shallow veranda with its four sightless windows backed by fancifully carven screens. He stepped up to the first of these and pressed his ear against the glass.

Fate was with him, for almost immediately he detected a smooth, musical voice speaking in the room beyond. A womans voice answered and, listening intently, he detected the sound of a closing door.

Thereupon he acted: with the result, as has appeared, that Phil Abingdon, hatless, without her furs, breathless and more frightened than she had ever been in her life, presently found herself driving a luxurious Rolls Royce out of a roofless barn on to the highroad, and down the slope to Claybury station.

It was at about this time, or a little later, that Paul Harley put into execution a project which he had formed. The ventilator above the divan, which he had determined to be the spy-hole through which his every movement was watched, had an ornamental framework studded with metal knobs. He had recently discovered an electric bell-push in the centre panel of the massive door of his prison.

Inwardly on fire, imagining a thousand and one horrors centring about the figure of Phil Abingdon, but retaining his outward calm by dint of a giant effort, he pressed this bell and waited.

Perhaps two minutes elapsed. Then the glass doors beyond the gilded screen were drawn open, and the now-familiar voice spoke:

Mr. Paul Harley?

Yes, he replied, I have made my final decision.

And that is?

I agree.

You are wise, the voice replied. A statement will be placed before you for signature. When you have signed it, ring the bell again, and in a few minutes you will be free.

Vaguely he detected the speaker withdrawing. Thereupon, heaving a loud sigh, he removed his coat, looked about him as if in quest of some place to hang it, and finally, fixing his gaze upon the studded grating, stood upon the divan and hung his coat over the spy-hole! This accomplished, he turned.

The table was slowly sinking through the gap in the floor beneath.

Treading softly, he moved forward and seated himself cross-legged upon it! It continued to descend, and he found himself in absolute darkness.

Nicol Brinn ran on to the veranda and paused for a moment to take breath. The window remained open, as Phil Abingdon had left it. He stepped into the room with its elegant Persian appointments. It was empty. But as he crossed the threshold, he paused, arrested by the sound of a voice.

A statement will be placed before you, said the voice, and when you have signed it, in a few minutes you will be free.

Nicol Brinn silently dropped flat at the back of a divan, as Rama Dass, coming out of the room which communicated with the golden screen, made his way toward the distant door. Having one eye raised above the top of the cushions, Nicol Brinn watched him, recognizing the man who had accompanied the swooning lady. She had been deposited, then, at no great distance from the house.

He was to learn later that poor Mrs. McMurdoch, in her artificially induced swoon, had been left in charge of a hospitable cottager, while her solicitous Oriental escort had sped away in quest of a physician. But at the moment matters of even greater urgency engaged his attention.

Creeping forward to the doorway by which Rama Dass had gone out, Nicol Brinn emerged upon a landing from which stairs both ascended and descended. Faint sounds of footsteps below guided him, and although from all outward seeming he appeared to saunter casually down, his left hand was clutching the butt of a Colt automatic.

He presently found himself in a maze of basements  kitchens of the establishment, no doubt. The sound of footsteps no longer guided him. He walked along, and in a smaller deserted pantry discovered the base of a lift shaft in which some sort of small elevator worked. He was staring at this reflectively, when, for the second time in his adventurous career, a silken cord was slipped tightly about his throat!

He was tripped and thrown. He fought furiously, but the fatal knee pressure came upon his spine so shrewdly as to deprive him of the strength to raise his hands.

My finish! were the words that flashed through his mind, as sounds like the waves of a great ocean beat upon his ears and darkness began to descend.

Then, miraculously, the pressure ceased; the sound of great waters subsided; and choking, coughing, he fought his way back to life, groping like a blind man and striving to regain his feet.

Mr. Brinn! said a vaguely familiar voice. Mr. Brinn!

The realities reasserted themselves. Before him, pale, wide-eyed, and breathing heavily, stood Paul Harley; and prone upon the floor of the pantry lay Rama Dass, still clutching one end of the silken rope in his hand!

Mr. Harley! gasped Brinn. My God, sir! He clutched at his bruised throat. I have to thank you for my life.

He paused, looking down at the prone figure as Harley, dropping upon his knees, turned the man over.

I struck him behind the ear, he muttered, and gave him every ounce. Good heavens!

He had slipped his hand inside Rama Dasss vest, and now he looked up, his face very grim.

Good enough! said Brinn, coolly. He asked for it; hes got it. Take this. He thrust the Colt automatic into Harleys hand as the latter stood up again.

What do we do now? asked Harley.

Search the house, was the reply. Everything coloured you see, shoot, unless I say no.

Miss Abingdon?

Shes safe. Follow me.

Straight up two flights of stairs led Nicol Brinn, taking three steps at a stride. Palpably enough the place was deserted. Ormuz Khans plans for departure were complete.

Into two rooms on the first floor they burst, to find them stripped and bare. On the threshold of the third Brinn stopped dead, and his gaunt face grew ashen. Then he tottered across the room, arms outstretched.

Naida, he whispered. My love, my love!

Paul Harley withdrew quietly. He had begun to walk along the corridor when the sound of a motor brought him up sharply. A limousine was being driven away from the side entrance! Not alone had he heard that sound. His face deathly, and the lack-lustre eyes dully on fire, Nicol Brinn burst out of the room and, not heeding the presence of Harley, hurled himself down the stairs. He was as a man demented, an avenging angel.

There he is! cried Harley heading for the Dover Road!

Nicol Brinn, at the wheel of the racer  the same in which Harley had made his fateful journey and which had afterward been concealed in the garage at Hillside  scarcely nodded.

Nearer they drew to the quarry, and nearer. Once  twice  and again, the face of Ormuz Khan peered out of the window at the rear of the limousine.

They drew abreast; the road was deserted. And they passed slightly ahead.

Paul Harley glanced at the granite face of his companion with an apprehension he was unable to conceal. This was a cool madman who drove. What did he intend to do?

Inch by inch, Nicol Brinn edged the torpedo body nearer to the wheels of the racing limousine. The Oriental chauffeur drew in ever closer to the ditch bordering the roadside. He shouted hoarsely and was about to apply the brakes when the two cars touched!

A rending crash came  a hoarse scream  and the big limousine toppled over into the ditch.

Harley felt himself hurled through space.

Shall I follow on to Lower Claybury, sir? asked Inspector Wessex, excitedly.

Phil Abingdons message had come through nearly an hour before, and a party had been despatched in accordance with Brinns instructions. Wessex had returned to New Scotland Yard too late to take charge, and now, before the Assistant Commissioner had time to reply, a phone buzzed.

Yes? said the Assistant Commissioner, taking up one of the several instruments: What!

Even this great man, so justly celebrated for his placid demeanour, was unable to conceal his amazement.

Yes, he added. Let him come up! He replaced the receiver and turning to Wessex: Mr. Nicol Brinn is here! he informed him.

Whats that! cried the inspector, quite startled out of his usual deferential manner.

Footsteps sounded in the corridor. Came a rap at the door.

Come in, said the Assistant Commissioner.

The door was thrown open and Nicol Brinn entered. One who knew him well would have said that he had aged ten years. Even to the eye of Wessex he looked an older man. He wore a shoddy suit and a rough tweed cap and his left arm was bandaged.

Gentlemen, he said, without other greeting, Im here to make a statement. I desire that a shorthand-writer attend to take it down.

He dropped weakly into a chair which Wessex placed for him. The Assistant Commissioner, doubtless stimulated by the manner of his extraordinary visitor, who now extracted a cigar from the breast pocket of his ill-fitting jacket and nonchalantly lighted it, successfully resumed his well-known tired manner, and, pressing a bell:

One shall attend, Mr. Brinn, he said.

A knock came at the door and a sergeant entered.

Send Ferris, directed the Assistant Commissioner. Quickly.

Two minutes later a man came in carrying a note book and fountain pen. The Assistant Commissioner motioned him to a chair, and:

Pray proceed, Mr. Brinn, he said.


CHAPTER XXX. NICOL BRINNS STORY OF THE CITY OF FIRE

The statement which I have to make, gentlemen, will almost certainly appear incredible to you. However, when it has been transcribed I will sign it. And I am going to say here and now that there are points in the narrative which I am in a position to substantiate. What I cant prove you must take my word for. But I warn you that the story is tough.

I have a certain reputation for recklessness. I dont say it may not be inherent; but if you care to look the matter up, you will find that the craziest phase of my life is that covering the last seven years. The reason why I have courted death during that period I am now about to explain.

Although my father was no traveller, I think I was born with the wanderlust. I started to explore the world in my Harvard vacations, and when college days were over I set about the business whole-heartedly. Where I went and what I did, up to the time that my travels led me to India, is of no interest to you or to anybody else, because in India I found heaven and hell  a discovery enough to satisfy the most adventurous man alive.

At this present time, gentlemen, I am not going to load you with geographical details. The exact spot at which my life ended, in a sense which I presently hope to make clear, can be located at leisure by the proper authorities, to whom I will supply a detailed map which I have in my possession. I am even prepared to guide the expedition, if the Indian Government considers an expedition necessary and cares to accept my services. Its good enough for you to know that pig-sticking and tiger-hunting having begun to pall upon me somewhat, I broke away from Anglo-Indian hospitality, and headed up country, where the Himalayas beckoned. I had figured on crossing at a point where no man has crossed yet, but that project was interrupted, and Im here to tell you why.

Up there in the northwest provinces they told me I was crazy when I outlined, one night in a mess, of which I was a guest at the time, my scheme for heading northeast toward a tributary of the Ganges which would bring me to the neighbourhood of Khatmandu, right under the shadow of Everest.

Once you leave Khatmandu, said the mess president, you are outside the pale as far as British influence is concerned. I suppose you understand that?

I told him I quite understood it.

You cant reach Tibet that way, he said.

Never mind, sir, I answered. I can try, if I feel like it.

Three days later I set out. I am not superstitious, and if I take a long time to make a plan, once Ive made it I generally stick to it. But right at the very beginning of my expedition I had a warning, if ever a man had one. The country through which my route lay is of very curious formation. If you can imagine a section of your own west country viewed through a giant magnifying glass, you have some sort of picture of the territory in which I found myself.

Gigantic rocks stand up like monstrous tors, or towers, sometimes offering sheer precipices of many hundreds of feet in height. On those sides of these giant tors, however, which are less precipitous, miniature forests are sometimes found, and absolutely impassable jungles.

Bordering an independent state, this territory is not at all well known, but I had secured as a guide a man named Vadi  or that was the name he gave me whom I knew to be a high-caste Brahmin of good family. He had been with me for some time, and I thought I could trust him. Therefore, once clear of British territory, I took him into my confidence respecting the real object of my journey.

This was not primarily to scale a peak of the Himalayas, nor even to visit Khatmandu, but to endeavour to obtain a glimpse of the Temple of Fire!

That has excited your curiosity, gentlemen. I dont suppose any one here has ever heard of the Temple of Fire.

By some it is regarded as a sort of native legend but it is more than a legend. It is a fact. For seven years I have known it to be a fact, but my tongue has been tied. Listen. Even down in Bombay, the coming of the next great Master is awaited by certain of the natives; and for more than ten years now it has been whispered from end to end of India that he was about to proclaim himself, that disciples moved secretly among the people of every province, and that the unknown teacher in person awaited his hour in a secret temple up near the Tibetan frontier.

A golden key opens many doors, gentlemen, and at the time of which I am speaking I had obtained more information respecting this secret religion or cult than any other member of the white races had ever collected, or so I thought at the time. I had definite evidence to show that the existence of this man, or demi-god  for by some he was said to possess superhuman powers  was no myth, but an actual fact.

The collecting of this data was extremely perilous, and one of my informants, with whom I had come in contact while passing through the central provinces, died mysteriously the night before I left Nagpur. I wondered very much on my way north why I was not molested, for I did not fail to see that the death of the man in Nagpur was connected with the fact that he had divulged to me some of the secrets of the religion of Fire-Tongue. Indeed, it was from him that I first learned the name of the high priest of the cult of Fire. Why I was not molested I learned later.

But to return to Vadi, my Brahmin guide. We had camped for the night in the shadow of one of those giant tors which I have mentioned. The bearers were seated around their fire at some little distance from us, and Vadi and I were consulting respecting our route in the morning, when I decided to take him into my confidence. Accordingly:

Vadi, I said, I know for a positive fact that we are within ten miles of the secret Temple of Fire.

I shall never forget the look in his eyes, with the reflection of the firelight dancing in them; but he never moved a muscle.

The sahib is wise, he replied.

So is Vadi, said I. Therefore he knows how happy a thousand pounds of English money would make him. It is his in return for a sight of the Temple.

Still as a carven image, he squatted there watching me, unmoving, expressionless. Then:

A man may die for nothing, he returned, softly. Why should the sahib pay a thousand pounds?

Why should the sahib die? said I.

It is forbidden for any to see the Temple, even from a distance.

But if no one ever knows that I have seen it?

Fire-Tongue knows everything, he replied, and as he pronounced the name, he performed a curious salutation, touching his forefinger with the tip of his tongue, and then laying his hand upon his brow, upon his lips, and upon his breast, at the same time bowing deeply. His vengeance is swift and terrible. He wills a man to die, and the man is dead. None save those who have passed through the tests may set eyes upon his temple, nor even speak his name.

This conversation took place, as I have already mentioned, in the shadow of one of those strange stone hillocks which abounded here, and it was at this point that I received a warning which might have deterred many men, since it was inexplicable and strangely awesome.

My attention was drawn to the phenomenon by a sudden cessation of chatter amongst the bearers seated around their fire. I became aware that an absolute stillness had fallen, and in the eyes of the Brahmin who sat facing me I saw a look of exaltation, of wild fanaticism.

I jerked my head around, looking back over my shoulder, and what I saw I shall never forget, nor to this day have I been able to explain the means by which the illusion was produced.

Moving downward toward me through the jungle darkness, slowly, evenly, but at a height above the ground of what I judged to be about fifteen feet, was a sort of torch or flambeau, visible because it was faintly luminous; and surmounting it was a darting tongue of blue flame!

At the moment that I set eyes upon this apparently supernatural spectacle the bearers, crying some word in Hindustani which I did not understand, rose and fled in a body.

I may say here that I never saw any of them again; although, considering that they took nothing with them, how they regained the nearest village is a mystery which I have never solved.

Gentlemen, I know the East as few of my fellow-citizens know it. I know something of the powers which are latent in some Orientals and active in others. That my Brahmin guide was a hypnotist and an illusionist, I have since thought.

For, even as the pattering footsteps of the bearers grew faint in the distance, the fiery torch disappeared as if by magic, and a silken cord was about my throat!

As I began a desperate fight for life, I realized that, whatever else Vadi might be, he was certainly an expert thug. The jungle, the rocks, seemed to swim around me as I crashed to the ground and felt the Brahmins knee in the small of my back.


CHAPTER XXXI. STORY OF THE CITY OF FIRE (CONTINUED)

How I managed to think of any defense against such an attack, and especially in the circumstances, is a matter I have often wondered about since. How, having thought of it, I succeeded in putting it into execution, is probably more wonderful still. But I will just state what happened.

You may observe that I have large hands. Their size and strength served me well on this occasion. At the moment that the rope tightened about my throat I reached up and grasped the Brahmins left thumb. Desperation gave me additional strength, and I snapped it like a stick of candy.

Just in the nick of time I felt the cord relax, and, although the veins in my head seemed to be bursting, I managed to get my fingers under that damnable rope. To this very hour I can hear Vadis shriek of pain as I broke his thumb, and it brings the whole scene back to me.

Clutching the rope with my left hand, I groaned and lay still. The Brahmin slightly shifted his position, which was what I wanted him to do. The brief respite had been sufficient. As he moved, I managed to draw my knees up, very slightly, for he was a big, heavy man, but sufficiently to enable me to throw him off and roll over.

Then, gentlemen, I dealt with him as he had meant to deal with me; only I used my bare hands and made a job of it.

I stood up, breathing heavily, and looked down at him where he lay in the shadows at my feet. Dusk had come with a million stars, and almost above my head were flowering creepers festooned from bough to bough. The two campfires danced up and cast their red light upon the jagged rocks of the hillock, which started up from the very heart of the thicket, to stand out like some giant pyramid against the newly risen moon.

There were night things on the wing, and strange whispering sounds came from the forests clothing the hills. Then came a distant, hollow booming like the sound of artillery, which echoed down the mountain gorges and seemed to roll away over the lowland swamps and die, inaudible, by the remote river. Yet I stood still, looking down at the dead man at my feet. For this strange, mysterious artillery was a phenomenon I had already met with on this fateful march  weird enough and inexplicable, but no novelty to me, for I had previously met with it in the Shan Hills of Burma.

I was thinking rapidly. It was clear enough now why I had hitherto been unmolested. To Vadi the task had been allotted by the mysterious organization of which he was a member, of removing me quietly and decently, under circumstances which would lead to no official inquiry. Although only animals, insects, and reptiles seemed to be awake about me, yet I could not get rid of the idea that I was watched.

I remembered the phantom light, and that memory was an unpleasant one. For ten minutes or more I stood there watching and listening, but nothing molested me, nothing human approached. With a rifle resting across my knees, I sat down in the entrance to my tent to await the dawn.

Later in the night, those phantom guns boomed out again, and again their booming died away in the far valleys. The fires burned lower and lower, but I made no attempt to replenish them; and because I sat there so silent, all kinds of jungle creatures crept furtively out of the shadows and watched me with their glittering eyes. Once a snake crossed almost at my feet, and once some large creature of the cat species, possibly a puma, showed like a silhouette upon the rocky slopes above.

So the night passed, and dawn found me still sitting there, the dead man huddled on the ground not three paces from me. I am a man who as a rule thinks slowly, but when the light came my mind was fully made up.

From the man who had died in Nagpur I had learned more about the location of the City of Fire than I had confided to Vadi. In fact, I thought I could undertake to find the way. Upon the most important point of all, however, I had no information: that is to say, I had no idea how to obtain entrance to the place; for I had been given to understand that the way in was a secret known only to the initiated.

Nevertheless, I had no intention of turning back; and, although I realized that from this point onward I must largely trust to luck, I had no intention of taking unnecessary chances. Accordingly, I dressed myself in Vadis clothes, and, being very tanned at this time, I think I made a fairly creditable native.

Faintly throughout the night, above the other sounds of the jungle, I had heard that of distant falling water. Now, my informant at Nagpur, in speaking of the secret temple, had used the words:

Whoever would see the fire must quit air and pass through water.

This mysterious formula he had firmly declined to translate into comprehensible English; but during my journey I had been considering it from every angle, and I had recently come to the conclusion that the entrance to this mysterious place was in some way concealed by water. Recollecting the gallery under Niagara Falls, I wondered if some similar natural formation was to be looked for here.

Now, in the light of the morning sun, looking around me from the little plateau upon which I stood, and remembering a vague description of the country which had been given to me, I decided that I was indeed in the neighbourhood of the Temple of Fire.

We had followed a fairly well-defined path right to this plateau, and that it was nothing less than the high road to the citadel of Fire-Tongue, I no longer doubted. Beneath me stretched a panorama limned in feverish greens and unhealthy yellows. Scar-like rocks striated the jungle clothing the foothills, and through the dancing air, viewed from the arid heights, they had the appearance of running water.

Swamps to the southeast showed like unhealing wounds upon the face of the landscape. Beyond them spread the lower river waters, the bank of the stream proper being discernible only by reason of a greater greenness in the palm-tops. Venomous green slopes beyond them again, a fringe of dwarf forest, and the brazen skyline.

On the right, and above me yet, the path entered a district of volcanic rocks, gnarled, twisted, and contorted as with the agonies of some mighty plague which in a forgotten past had seized on the very bowels of the world and had contorted whole mountains and laid waste vast forests and endless plains. Above, the sun, growing hourly more cruel; ahead, more plague-twisted rocks and the scars dancing like running water; and all around the swooning stillness of the tropics.

The night sounds of the jungle had ceased, giving place to the ceaseless humming of insects. North, south, east, and west lay that haze of heat, like a moving mantle clothing hills and valleys. The sound of falling water remained perceptible.

And now, gentlemen, I must relate a discovery which I had made in the act of removing Vadis clothing. Upon his right forearm was branded a mark resembling the apparition which I had witnessed in the night, namely, a little torch, or flambeau, surmounted by a tongue of fire. Even in the light of the morning, amid that oppressive stillness, I could scarcely believe in my own safety, for that to Vadi the duty of assassinating me had been assigned by this ever-watchful, secret organization, whose stronghold I had dared to approach, was a fact beyond dispute.

Since I seemed to be quite alone on the plateau, I could only suppose that the issue had been regarded as definitely settled, that no doubt had been entertained by Vadis instructors respecting his success. The plateau upon which I stood was one of a series of giant steps, and on the west was a sheer descent to a dense jungle, where banks of rotten vegetation, sun-dried upon the top, lay heaped about the tree stems.

Dragging the heavy body of Vadi to the brink of this precipice, I toppled it over, swaying dizzily as I watched it crash down into the poisonous undergrowth two hundred feet below.

I made a rough cache, where I stored the bulk of my provisions; and, selecting only such articles as I thought necessary for my purpose, I set out again northward, guided by the sound of falling water, and having my face turned toward the silver pencillings in the blue sky, which marked the giant peaks of the distant mountains.

At midday the heat grew so great that a halt became imperative. The path was still clearly discernible; and in a little cave beside it, which afforded grateful shelter from the merciless rays of the sun, I unfastened my bundle and prepared to take a frugal lunch.

I was so employed, gentlemen, when I heard the sound of approaching footsteps on the path behind me  the path which I had recently traversed.

Hastily concealing my bundle, I slipped into some dense undergrowth by the entrance to the cave, and crouched there, waiting and watching. I had not waited very long before a yellow-robed mendicant passed by, carrying a bundle not unlike my own, whereby I concluded that he had come some distance. There was nothing remarkable in his appearance except the fact of his travelling during the hottest part of the day. Therefore I did not doubt that he was one of the members of the secret organization and was bound for headquarters.

I gave him half an hours start and then resumed my march. If he could travel beneath a noonday sun, so could I.

In this fashion I presently came out upon a larger and higher plateau, carpeted with a uniform, stunted undergrowth, and extending, as flat as a table, to the very edge of a sheer precipice, which rose from it to a height of three or four hundred feet  gnarled, naked rock, showing no vestige of vegetation.

By this time the sound of falling water had become very loud, and as I emerged from the gorge through which the path ran on to this plateau I saw, on the further side of this tableland, the yellow robe of the mendicant. He was walking straight for the face of the precipice, and straight for the spot at which, from a fissure in the rock, a little stream leapt out, to fall sheerly ten or fifteen feet into a winding channel, along which it bubbled away westward, doubtless to form a greater waterfall beyond.

The mendicant was fully half a mile away from me, but in that clear tropical air was plainly visible; and, fearing that he might look around, I stepped back into the comparative shadow of the gorge and watched.

Gentlemen, I saw a strange thing. Placing his bundle upon his head, he walked squarely into the face of the waterfall and disappeared!
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Quitting air, must pass through water. The meaning of those words became apparent enough. I stood at the foot of the waterfall, looking up at the fissure from which it issued.

Although the fact had been most artistically disguised, I could not doubt that this fissure was artificial. A tunnel had been hewn through the rock, and a mountain stream diverted into it. Indeed, on close inspection, I saw that it was little more than a thin curtain of water, partly concealing what looked like the entrance of a cave.

A great deal of mist arose from it. But I could see that, beyond a ducking, I had little to fear; and, stepping down into the bed of the little stream which frothed and bubbled pleasantly about my bare legs, I set my bundle on my head as the mendicant had done, and plunged through the waterfall, into a place of delicious coolness.

A strange greenish light prevailed here and directly before me I saw a flight of stone steps leading upward through a tunnel in the rock. By the light of a pocket torch with which I had provided myself, I began to ascend the steps. These, as I have said, were hewn out of the solid rock, and as they numbered something like seven hundred, the labour expended upon the making of this extraordinary staircase must have been stupendous.

At first the character of the surrounding tunnel suggested that it was, in part at least, a natural cavern. But as I mounted higher and higher, solid masonry appeared in places, some of it displaying unusual carvings, of a character with which I was quite unfamiliar. I concluded that it was very ancient.

I should explain, gentlemen, that this ascending tunnel zigzagged in a peculiar fashion, which may have been due to the natural formation of the volcanic rock, or may have been part of the design of the original builder. I had ascended more than five hundred steps, and felt that a rest would shortly be necessary, when I reached a sort of cavern, or interior platform, from which seven corridors branched out like the spokes of a wheel. The top of this place was lost in shadows, which the ray of my torch failed to penetrate; and here I paused, setting down my bundle and wondering what my next move should be.

To the damp coolness of the lower stairs an oppressive heat had now succeeded, and I became aware of a continuous roaring sound, which I found myself unable to explain.

Attached to a belt beneath my native dress I carried a Colt revolver; and therefore, leaving my rifle and bundle in a corner of the cavern, I selected one of these corridors more or less at random, and set out to explore. This corridor proved to slope very gently upward from the platform, and I could not fail to notice that at every step the heat grew greater and greater. A suffocating, sulphurous smell became perceptible also, and the roaring sound grew almost deafening. It became possible to discern the walls of the corridor ahead because of a sort of eerie bluish light which had now become visible.

Gentlemen, I dont say that I hesitated in a physical sense: I went right on walking ahead. But a voice somewhere deep down inside me was whispering that this was the road to hell.

At a point where the heat and the smell were almost unendurable the corridor was blocked by massive iron bars beyond which the reflection of some gigantic fire danced upon the walls of a vast cavern.

The heat was so great that my garments, saturated by the curtain of water through which I had passed, were now bone dry, and I stood peering through those bars at a spectacle which will remain with me to the merciful day of my death.

A hundred feet beneath me was a lake of fire! That is the only way I can describe it: a seething, bubbling lake of fire. And above, where the roof of the cavern formed a natural cone, was a square section formed of massive stone blocks, and quite obviously the handiwork of man. The bars were too hot to touch, and the heat was like that of a furnace, but while I stood, peering first upward and then downward, a thing happened which I almost hesitate to describe, for it sounds like an incident from a nightmare.

Heralded by a rumbling sound which was perceptible above the roar of the fire below, the centre block in the roof slid open. A tremendous draught of air swept along the passage in which I was standing, and doubtless along other passages which opened upon this hell-pit.

As if conjured up by magic, a monstrous column of blue flame arose, swept up scorchingly, and licked like the tongue of a hungry dragon upon the roof of the cavern. Instantly the trap was closed again; the tongue of fire dropped back into the lake from which it had arisen on the draught of air.

And right past me where I stood, rigid with horror, looking through those bars, fell a white-robed figure  whether man or woman I could not determine! Down, down into the fiery pit, a hundred feet below!

One long-drawn, dying shriek reached my ears.

Of my return to the place at which I had left my bundle and rifle I retain absolutely not one recollection. I was aroused from a sort of stupor of horror by the sight of a faint light moving across the platform ahead of me, as I was about to emerge from the tunnel.

It was the light of a lantern, carried by a man who might have been the double of that yellow-robed mendicant who had first unconsciously led me to this accursed place.

I wont deny that, up to the moment of sighting him, my one idea had been to escape, to return, to quit this unholy spot. But now, as I watched the bearer of the lantern cross the platform and enter one of the seven corridors, that old, unquenchable thirst for new experiences got me by the throat again.

As the light of the lantern was swallowed up in the passage, I found my bundle and rifle and set out to follow the man. Four paces brought me to the foot of more steps. I walked barefooted, frequently pausing to listen. There were many carvings upon the walls, but I had no leisure to examine them.

Contrary to my anticipations, however, there were no branches in this zigzag staircase, which communicated directly with the top of the lofty plateau. When presently I felt the fresh mountain air upon my face, I wondered why I could perceive no light ahead of me. Yet the reason was simple enough.

Since I had passed through that strange watergate to the City of Fire, the day had ended: it was night. And when, finding no further steps ahead of me, I passed along a level, narrow corridor for some ten paces and, looking upward, saw the stars, I was astounded.

The yellow-robed man had disappeared, and I stood alone, looking down upon that secret city which I had come so far to see.

I found myself standing in deep undergrowth, and, pressing this gently aside, I saw a wonderful spectacle. Away to my left was a great white marble building, which I judged to be a temple; and forming a crescent before it was a miniature town, each white-walled house surrounded by a garden. It was Damascus reduced to fairy dimensions, a spectacle quite unforgettable.

The fact which made the whole thing awesome and unreal was the presence, along the top of the temple (which, like that of Hatshepsu at Deir elBahari, seemed to be hewn out of the living rock but was faced with white marble) of seven giant flambeaux, each surmounted by a darting tongue of blue flame!

Legend had it that this was the temple built by Zoroaster and preserved intact by that wonderful secretiveness of the Orient through the generations, by a cult who awaited the coming of Zoroasters successor, of that Fire-Tongue who was to redeem and revolutionize the world.

I was afraid to move too far from the mouth of the tunnel, but nevertheless was anxious to obtain a good view of the little city at my feet. Gingerly I moved farther forward and forward, ever craning out for a glimpse of the buildings more immediately below me, forgetful of the fact that I walked upon the brink of a precipice.

Suddenly my outstretched foot failed to touch ground. I clutched wildly at the bushes around me. Their roots were not firm in the shallow soil, and, enveloped like some pagan god in a mass of foliage, I toppled over the cliff and fell!
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My awakening was as strange as anything which had befallen me. I lay upon a silken bed in a pavilion which was furnished with exquisite, if somewhat barbaric, taste.

A silken shaded lamp hung upon a golden chain near to my couch, but it was dimmed by the rosy light streaming in through the open door  a light which I believed to be that of dawn. I ached in every limb and felt weak and ill. There was a bandage about my head, too, but this great physical weakness numbed my curiosity, and I just lay still, looking out through the doorway into a lovely garden. I could form no impression of what had happened, and the ceaseless throbbing in my head rendered any attempt to do so very painful.

I was lying there, in this curious and apathetic state, when the curtains draped in the doorway were pulled more widely aside and a woman came in.

Gentlemen, I will not endeavour to describe her, except to say that she was so darkly lovely that I doubted the evidence of my senses; tall and lithe, with the grace of some beautiful jungle creature.

When she saw that I was awake, she paused and lowered her head in confusion. She wore a gossamer robe of sheeny golden silk, and, standing there with the light of the dawn behind her, she made a picture that I think would have driven a painter crazy.

I am supposed to be an unimpressionable man, and perhaps it is true; but there at that moment, as the glance of her dark eyes met the wondering look in mine, I knew that my hour had come for good or ill.

This is not the time nor the place for personal reminiscences. I am here for another purpose. One of those accidents which are really due to the hand of fate had precipitated me into the garden of the house of Naida, and she in her great compassion had tended me and sheltered me, keeping my presence secret from those who would have dealt with me in summary fashion, and, indeed, who were actually on the look-out for my arrival.

Yes, so Naida informed me. To my great surprise she spoke almost perfect English, and that sort of understanding sprang up between us immediately which, in the case of a man and a beautiful woman thrown together as we were, can only terminate in one way.

She was some sort of priestess of the temple which I had seen from the top of the cliff. What else she was I very shortly learned.

In accordance with one of the many strange customs of the City of Fire, her personal servants, or rather slaves, were blind mutes! Gentlemen, I warned you that my story was tough. Doubtless you are beginning to appreciate the fact that I spoke no more than the truth.

Naida, for such was her name, told me that the Brahmin, Vadi, who had acted as my guide, was one of the followers of the Prophet of Fire, to whom had been given the duty of intercepting me. His failure to report within a certain time had resulted in two of the priests of this strange cult being sent out to obtain information. That these were the yellow-robed mendicants who had passed me in the mountains, I did not doubt.

Their reports, so Naida informed me, had led to a belief that Vadi had perished with me; but as an extra measure of precaution, that very night  indeed, shortly after I had passed that way  a guard had been set upon the secret entrance. Therefore, even if my strength had permitted, I should have been unable to return by the way I had come.

But indeed I was as weak as a child, and only to the presence of much foliage upon the acclivity down which I had rolled, and to the fact that I had fallen upon soft soil in a bed of flowers, can I ascribe my having failed to break my neck.

In this way, gentlemen, I entered upon a brief period of my life at once more sweet and more bitter than any I had known. Next to that strange, invisible prophet whose name was Fire-Tongue, Naida held unquestioned sway in this secret city. Her house was separated from the others, and she travelled to and from the temple in a covered litter. To look upon her, as upon Fire-Tongue himself, was death. Women, I learned, were eligible for admission to this order, and these were initiated by Naida.

As the days of my strange but delightful captivity wore on, I learned more and more of the weird people who, unseen, surrounded me. There were lodges of the Cult of Fire all over the East, all having power to make initiates and some to pass disciples into the higher grades. Those who aspired to the highest rank in the order, however, were compelled to visit this secret city in the Indian hills.

Then at last I learned a secret which Naida had for long kept back from me. These followers of the new Zoroaster were polygamists, and she was the first or chief wife of the mysterious personage known as Fire-Tongue. I gathered that others had superseded her, and her lord and master rarely visited this marble house set amid its extensive gardens.

Her dignities remained, however, and no one had aspired to dethrone her as high priestess of the temple. She evidently knew all the secrets of the organization, and I gathered that she was indispensable to the group who controlled it.

Respecting Fire-Tongue himself, his origin, his appearance, she was resolutely silent, a second Acte, faithful to the last. That the ends of this cult were not only religious but political, she did not deny, but upon this point she was very reticent. An elaborate system of espionage was established throughout the East, Near and Far, and death was the penalty of any breach of fidelity.

Respecting the tests to which candidates were put, she spoke with more freedom. Those who, having reached the second grade, aspired to the first, were submitted to three very severe ones, to make trial of their courage, purity, and humility. Failure in any of these trials resulted in instant death, and the final test, the trial by fire, which took place in a subterranean chamber of the great temple, resulted in a candidate whose courage failed him being precipitated into that lake of flame which I have already described  a dreadful form of death, which by accident I had witnessed.

Gentlemen, realizing what the existence of such an organization meant, what a menace to the peace of the world must lie here, what dreadful things were almost hourly happening about me at behest of this invisible monster known as Fire-Tongue, I yet confess  for I am here to speak the truth  that, although I had now fully recovered my strength, I lingered on in a delicious idleness, which you who hear me must find it hard to understand.

I have the reputation of being a cold, hard man. So had Antony before he met Cleopatra. But seven years ago, under the Indian moon, I learned tolerance for the human weakness which forgets the world for the smiles of a woman.

It had to end. Sooner or later, discovery was inevitable. One night I told Naida that I must go. Over the scene that followed I will pass in silence. It needed all the strength of a fairly straight, hard life to help me keep to my decision.

She understood at last, and consented to release me. But there were obstacles  big ones. The snow on the lower mountain slopes had begun to melt, and the water-gate in the valley by which I had entered was now impassable. As a result, I must use another gate, which opened into a mountain path, but which was always guarded. At first, on hearing this, I gave myself up for lost, but Naida had a plan.

Removing a bangle which she always wore, she showed me the secret mark of Fire-Tongue branded upon the creamy skin.

I will put this mark upon your arm, she said. In no other way can you escape. I will teach you some of the passwords by which the brethren know one another, and if you are ever questioned you will say that you were admitted to the order by the Master of the Bombay Lodge, news of whose death has just reached us.

But, said I, how can I hope to pass for an Oriental?

It does not matter, Naida replied. There are some who are not Orientals among us!

Gentlemen, those words staggered me, opening up a possibility which had seemed only shadowy before. But Naida, who had tremendous strength of character, definitely refused to discuss this aspect of the matter, merely assuring me that it was so.

Those who have successfully passed the ordeal of fire, she said, are put under a vow of silence for one month, and from moon to moon must speak to no living creature. Therefore, once you bear the mark of the Fiery Tongue, you may safely pass the gate, except that there are certain signs which it is necessary you should know. Afterward, if you should ever be in danger of discovery anywhere in the East, you will remember the passwords, which I shall teach you.

So I was branded with the mark of Fire-Tongue, and I spent my last night with Naida learning from her lips the words by which members of this order were enabled to recognize one another. In vain I entreated Naida to accompany me. She would allow herself to love and be loved; but the vows of this singular priesthood were to her inviolable.

She exacted an oath from me that I would never divulge anything which I had seen or heard in the City of Fire. She urged that I must leave India as quickly as possible. I had already learned that this remote society was closely in touch with the affairs of the outside world. And, because I knew I was leaving my heart behind there in the Indian hills, I recognized that this dreadful parting must be final.

Therefore I scarcely heeded her when she assured me that, should I ever be in danger because of what had happened, a message in the Times of India would reach her. I never intended to insert such a message, gentlemen. I knew that it would need all my strength to close this door which I had opened.

I will spare you and myself the details of our parting. I passed out from the City of Fire in the darkest hour of the night, through a long winding tunnel, half a mile in length. I had protested to Naida that the secret mark might be painted upon my arm and not branded, but she had assured me that the latter was a necessity, and this now became evident; for, not only three times was it subjected to scrutiny, but by the last of the guards, posted near the outer end of the tunnel, it was tested with some kind of solution.

Silence and the salutation with the moistened finger tips, together with the brand upon my arm, won me freedom from the abode of Fire-Tongue.

From a village situated upon one of the tributaries of the Ganges I readily obtained a guide, to whom such silent, yellow-robed figures as mine were evidently not unfamiliar; and, crossing the east of Nepal, I entered Bengal, bearing a strange secret. I found myself in an empty world  a world which had nothing to offer me. For every step south took me farther from all that made life worth living.
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The incidents of the next seven years do not concern you, gentlemen. I had one aim in life  to forget. I earned an unenviable reputation for foolhardy enterprises. Until this very hour, no man has known why I did the things that I did do. From the time that I left India until the moment when fate literally threw me in the way of the late Sir Charles Abingdon, I had heard nothing of the cult of Fire-Tongue; and in spite of Naidas assurance that its membership was not confined to Orientals, I had long ago supposed it to be a manifestation of local fanaticism, having no political or international significance.

Then, lunching with the late Sir Charles after my accident in the Haymarket, he put to me a question which literally made me hold my breath.

Do you know anything of the significance of the term Fire-Tongue? he asked.

I am not accustomed to any display of feeling in public, and I replied in what I think was an ordinary tone:

In what connection, Sir Charles?

Well, said he, watching me oddly, I know you have travelled in India, and I wondered if you had ever come in contact with the legend which prevails there, that a second Zoroaster has arisen, to preach the doctrine of eternal fire.

I have heard it, I replied, guardedly.

I thought it possible, continued Sir Charles, and I am tempted to tell you of a curious experience which once befell me during the time that I was a guest of my late friend Colonel Banfield in Delhi. My reputation as an osteologist was not at that time so fully established as it later became, but I already had some reputation in this branch of surgery; and one evening a very dignified Hindu gentleman sought an interview with me, saying that a distinguished native noble, who was a guest of his, had met with a serious accident, and offering me a fee equivalent to nearly five hundred pounds to perform an operation which he believed to be necessary.

I assured him that my services were at his disposal, and blankly declined to accept so large a fee. He thereupon explained that the circumstances were peculiar. His friend belonged to a religious cult of an extremely high order. He would lose caste if it became known that he had been attended by a Christian surgeon; therefore my visit must be a secret one.

It made no difference, I replied. I quite understood; and he might rely upon my discretion.

Accordingly I was driven in a car which was waiting to some house upon the outskirts of the city and conducted to a room where the patient had been carried. I saw him to be a singularly handsome young man, apparently about twenty-three years of age. His features were flawless, and he possessed light ivory skin and wavy jet-black hair. His eyes, which were very dark and almond-shaped, had a strange and arresting beauty. But there was something effeminate about him which repelled me, I cannot say in what way; nor did I approve of the presence of many bowls of hyacinths in the room.

However, I performed the operation, which, although slight, demanded some skill, and with the nature of which I will not trouble you. Intense anxiety was manifested by the young mans attendants, and one of these, a strikingly beautiful woman, insisted on remaining while the operation was performed.

She seemed more especially to concern herself with preserving intact a lock of the young mans jet-black hair, which was brushed in rather an odd manner across his ivory forehead. Naturally enough, this circumstance excited my curiosity and, distracting the womans attention for a moment  I asked her to bring me something from a table at the opposite side of the room  I lightly raised this wayward lock and immediately replaced it again.

Do you know what it concealed, Mr. Brinn?

I assured him that I did not.

A mark, apparently natural, resembling a torch surmounted by a tongue of fire!

I was amazed, gentlemen, by Sir Charless story. He was given his fee and driven back to his quarters. But that he had succeeded where I had failed, that he had actually looked upon Fire-Tongue in person, I could not doubt. I learned from this, too, that the Prophet of Fire did not always remain in his mountain stronghold, for Delhi is a long way from the Secret City.

Strange though it must appear, at this time I failed to account for Sir Charles confiding this thing to me. Later, I realized that he must have seen the mark on my arm, although he never referred to it.

Well, the past leapt out at me, as you see, and worse was to come. The death of Sir Charles Abingdon told me what I hated to know: that Fire-Tongue was in England!

I moved at once. I inserted in the Times the prearranged message, hardly daring to hope that it would come to the eye of Naida; but it did! She visited me. And I learned that not only Sir Charles Abingdon, but another, knew of the mark which I bore!

I was summoned to appear before the Prophet of fire!

Gentlemen, what I saw and how I succeeded in finding out the location of his abode are matters that can wait. The important things are these: first, I learned why Sir Charles Abingdon had been done to death!

The unwelcome attentions of the man known as Ormuz Khan led Sir Charles to seek an interview with him. I may say here and now that Ormuz Khan is Fire-Tongue! Oh! its a tough statement  but I can prove it. Sir Charles practically forced his way into this mans presence  and immediately recognized his mysterious patient of years ago!

He accused him of having set spies upon his daughters movements  an accusation which was true  and forbade him to see her again. From that hour the fate of Sir Charles was sealed. What he knew, the world must never know. He had recorded, in a private paper, all that he had learned. This paper was stolen from his bureau  and its contents led to my being summoned to the house of Fire-Tongue! It also spurred the organization to renewed efforts, for it revealed the fact that Sir Charles contemplated confiding the story to others.

What were the intentions of the man Ormuz in regard to Miss Abingdon, I dont know. His entourage all left England some days ago  with three exceptions. I believe him to have been capable of almost anything. He was desperate. He knew that Ormuz Khan must finally and definitely disappear. It is just possible that he meant Miss Abingdon to disappear along with him!

However, that danger is past. Mrs. McMurdoch, who to-day accompanied her to his house, was drugged by these past-masters in the use of poisons, and left unconscious in a cottage a few miles from Hillside, the abode of Ormuz.

You will have observed, gentlemen, that I am somewhat damaged. However, it was worth it! That the organization of the Fire-Worshippers is destroyed I am not prepared to assert. But I made a discovery to-day which untied my hands. Hearing, I shall never know how, that Naida had had a secret interview with me, Fire-Tongue visited upon her the penalty paid seven years ago by my informant in Nagpur, by Sir Charles Abingdon, recently, by God alone knows how many scores  hundreds  in the history of this damnable group.

I found her lying on a silken divan in the deserted house, her hands clasped over a little white flower like an odontoglossum, which lay on her breast. It was the flower of sleep  and she was dead.

My seven years silence was ended. One thing I could do for the world: remove Fire-Tongue  and do it with my own hands!

Gentlemen, at the angle where the high road from Upper Claybury joins the Dover Road is the Merton Cottage Hospital. Mr. Harley is awaiting us there. He is less damaged than I am. A native chauffeur, whose name I dont know, is lying insensible in one of the beds  and in another is a dead man, unrecognizable, except for a birthmark resembling a torch on his forehead, his head crushed and his neck broken.

That dead man is Fire-Tongue. I should like, Mr. Commissioner, to sign the statement.




DAUGHTER OF FU MANCHU
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This is the novel, published in 1931, that Rohmer wrote to herald the return of his most famous character, Dr Fu Manchu.

The story opens in Egypt, with a Mr Shan Greville (the narrator of this tale) seeking out our old friend  and Fu Manchus enemy  Dr Petrie in Cairo. We find Dr Petrie happily married now to the long held object of his desires, the beautiful Karamaneh, who at last, free from the clutches of Fu Manchu, accepted the man who longed to love and take care of her. Greville tells Petrie that he and his colleagues have been excavating an ancient tomb, the one known as Lafleurs Tomb, at the head of the Valley of the Kings. The tomb is considered by many archaeologists to be an unlucky one, and was in fact named after the Egyptologist Lafleur, who disappeared from the site soon after discovering it. Sir Lionel Barton, a mutual friend of both men, was the team leader of the new excavation, and it seemed to Greville from Bartons characteristically eccentric behaviour that a breakthrough was close. However, before this could be achieved Greville finds Barton dead in his tent. Right from the beginning there is a puzzle, with a dispute over whether Barton died of a heart attack or is suffering catalepsy. Whilst this is a mystery indeed, it is only the start. Petrie becomes aware that the heinous Dacoits of Burma are in Egypt and on his trail, and the hand of none other than Fu Manchu  thought up to now to be dead  can be seen in Bartons collapse which Petrie now rushes to turn around with a special potion. Karamaneh calls upon an old ally, Weymouth, now retired from the police, and he joins the investigation as the party travels to the site of the tragedy  only to be told that Bartons body has disappeared. Rima, niece of the dead man, is the official photographer for the dig and shows the investigators a photograph of Mme Ingomar, a mysterious visitor to the dig, who seems strangely familiar to Petrie. It is soon apparent why Petrie feels she is familiar  Mme Ingomar is one of the disguises of Lady Fa Lo Suee, the brilliant and ruthless daughter of Fu Manchu. They now realise what her interest in the dig is  she craves the secret of the nearby Tomb of the Black Ape in order to bring to fruition her plans for international domination. Matters are now so serious that Nayland Smith travels to Egypt to be part of the team. Now that the most gifted anti-Fu Manchu detectives are back together, the chase is on to stop Fah Lo Suee and to undermine her evil plans, whilst all the while in the background floats the question: is her father, the deadly Dr Fu Manchu, alive or not? 

On the eve of the growth of the fascist regimes of the 1930s, this novel has a storyline that is nothing short of prescient. Fah Lo Suee is of mixed race  her father Oriental, her mother Russian  hence her ambition to rule both Russia and China as dictator, and then take over Europe and Asia as a whole, and create an authoritarian empire all of her own. Rohmer also uses new plot devices, such as flying his heroes around in aeroplanes  not an option in the early stories  and references to American films, all of which his readers would expect. If the plots have moved with the times, so has Rohmers writing style  it is more streamlined and modern, less breathless and more matter of fact. This can be accounted for either by having a new narrator, or by the fact that Rohmer felt the need to mirror the writing style of the day and not continue the Fu Manchu stories in a style that harked back to Empire and honour. This was post-war Britain, more street wise, less trusting of authority and bruised by a brutal conflict that had left its mark. Possibly Rohmer thought it was time to abandon the old and try to embrace modernism, up to a point. 
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The first edition
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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

THE LIVING DEATH

Just in sight of Shepheards I pulled up.

I believe a sense of being followed is a recognized nervous disorder. But it was one I had never experienced without finding it to be based on fact.

Certainly what had occurred was calculated to upset the stoutest nerves. To lose an old and deeply respected friend, and in the very hour of the loss to be confronted by a mystery seemingly defying natural laws, is a test of staying power which any man might shirk.

I had set out for Cairo in a frame of mind which I shall not attempt to describe. But this damnable idea that I was spied upon  followed  asserted itself in the first place on the train.

In spirit still back in camp beside the body of my poor chief, I suddenly became conscious of queer wanderers in the corridor. One yellow face in particular I had detected peering in at me, which possessed such unusual and dreadful malignity that at some point just below Beni Suef I toured the cars from end to end determined to convince myself that those oblique squinting eyes were not a product of my imagination. Several times I had fallen into a semi-doze, for I had had no proper sleep for forty-eight hours.

I failed to find the yellow horror. This had disturbed me, because it made me distrust myself. But it served to banish my sleepiness. Reinforced with a stiff whisky-and-soda, I stayed very widely awake as the train passed station after station in the Nile Valley and drew ever nearer to Cairo.

The squinting eyes did not reappear.

Then, having hailed a taxi outside the station, I suddenly became aware, in some quite definite way, that the watcher was following again. In sight of Shepheards I pulled up, dismissed the taxi, and mounted the steps to the terrace.

Tables were prepared for tea, but few as yet were occupied. I could see no one I knew, but of this I was rather glad.

Standing beside one of those large ornamental vases at the head of the steps, I craned over, looking left along Sharia Kamel. I was just in time. My trick had its reward.

A limousine driven by an Arab chauffeur passed in a flash.

But the oblique squinting eyes of its occupant stared up at the balcony. It was the man of the train. I had not been dreaming.

I think he saw me, but of this I couldnt be sure. The car did not slacken speed and I lost sight of it at the bend by Esbekiyeh Gardens.

A white-robed, red-capped waiter approached. Mentally reviewing my condition and my needs, I ordered a pot of Arab coffee. I smoked a pipe, drank my coffee, and set out on foot for the club. Here I obtained the address I wanted…

In a quiet thoroughfare a brass plate beside a courtyard entrance confirmed its correctness. In response to my ring a Nubian servant admitted me. I was led upstairs and without any ceremony shown into a large and delightfully furnished study.

The windows opened on a balcony draped with purple blossom and overhanging the courtyard where orange trees grew. There were many books and the place was full of flowers. In its arrangement, the rugs upon the floor, the ornaments, the very setting of the big writing table, I detected the hand of a woman. And I realized more keenly than ever what a bachelor misses and the price he pays for his rather overrated freedom.

My thoughts strayed for a moment to Rima, and I wondered, as I had wondered many many times, what I could have done to offend her. I was brought back sharply when I met the glance of a pair of steady eyes regarding me from beyond the big writing table.

The man I had come to see stood up with a welcoming smile. He was definitely a handsome man, gray at the temples and well set up. His atmosphere created an odd sense of security. In fact my first impression went far to explain much that I had heard of him.

Dr. Petrie? I asked.

He extended his hand across the table and I grasped it.

Im glad you have come, Mr. Greville, he replied. They sent me your message from the club. His smile vanished and his face became very stern. Please try the armchair. Cigars in the wooden box, cigarettes in the other. Or heres a very decent pipe mixture  sliding his pouch across the table.

Thanks, I said; a pipe, I think.

You are shaken up, he went on naturally. May I prescribe?

I smiled, perhaps a little ruefully.

Not at the moment. I have been rather overdoing it on the train, trying to keep myself awake.

I filled a pipe whilst trying to muster my ideas. Then, glancing up, I met the doctors steady gaze; and:

Your news was a great shock to me, he said. Barton, I know, was one of your oldest friends. He was also one of mine. Tell me  Im all anxiety to hear.

At that I began,

As you may have heard, Dr. Petrie, we are excavating what is known as Lafleurs Tomb at the head of the Valley of the Kings. Its a queer business and the dear old chief was always frightfully reticent about his aims. He was generous enough when a job was done and shared the credit more than fairly. But his sense of the dramatic made him a bit difficult. Therefore, I cant tell you very much about it. But two days ago he shifted the quarters, barred all approaches to the excavation, and generally behaved in a way which I knew from experience to mean that we were on the verge of some big discovery.

We have two huts, but nobody sleeps in them. We are a small party and under canvas. But all this you will see for yourself  at least, I hope I can count on you? We shall have to rush for it.

I am coming, Dr. Petrie replied quietly. Its all arranged. God knows what use I can be. But since he wished it…

Some time last night, I presently went on, I heard, or thought I heard, the chief call me: Greville! Greville! His voice seemed strange in some way. I fell out of bed (it was pitch dark), jumped into slippers, and groped along to his tent.

I stopped. The reality and the horror of it stopped me. But at last:

He was dead, I said. Dead in his bed. A pencil had dropped from his fingers and the scribbling block which he used for notes lay on the floor beside him.

One moment, Dr. Petrie interrupted me. You say he was dead. Was this impression confirmed afterwards?

Forester, our chemist, I replied sadly, is an M.R.-C.P. though he doesnt practise. The chief was dead. Sir Lionel Barton  the greatest Orientalist our old country has ever produced, Dr. Petrie. And he was so alive, so vital, so keen and enthusiastic.

Good God! Dr. Petrie murmured. To what did Forester ascribe death?

Heart failure  a quite unsuspected weakness.

Unaccountable! I could have sworn the man had a heart like an ox. But I am becoming somewhat puzzled, Mr. Greville. If Forester certified death from syncope, who sent me this?

He passed a telegram across the table. I read it in growing bewilderment:

Sir Lionel Barton suffering catalepsy. Please come first train and bring antidote if any remains.

I stared at Petrie, then:

No one in our camp sent it! I said.

What!

I assure you. No member of our party sent this message.

I saw that it had been delivered that morning and had been handed in at Luxor at Six A.M. I began to read it aloud in a dazed way. And, whilst I was reading, a subdued but particularly eerie cry came from the courtyard. I stopped. It startled me. But its effect upon Dr. Petrie was amazing. He sprang up as though a shot had been fired in the room and leaped towards the open window.

What was it? I exclaimed.

Whilst the cry had not resembled any of the many with which I was acquainted in the land where the vendor of dates, of lemonade, of water, of a score of commodities has each his separate song, yet, though weird, it was not in itself definitely horrible.

Petrie turned, and:

Something I havent heard for ten years, he replied  and I saw with concern that he had grown pale which I had hoped never to hear again.

What?

The signal used by a certain group of fanatics of Burma loosely known as Dacoits.

Dacoits? But Dacoity in Burma has been dead for a generation!

Petrie laughed.

I made that very statement twelve years ago, he said. It was untrue then. It is untrue now. Yet there isnt a soul in the courtyard.

And suddenly I realized that he was badly shaken. He was not the type of man who was readily unnerved, and I confess that the incident  trivial though otherwise it might have seemed  impressed me unpleasantly.

Please God I am mistaken, he went on, walking back to his chair I must have been mistaken.

But that he was not, suddenly became manifest. The door opened and a woman came in, or rather  ran in.

I had heard men at the club rave about Dr. Petries wife, but the self-chosen seclusion of her life was such that up to this present moment I had never set eyes on her. I realized now that all I had heard was short of the truth. It is fortunate that modern man is unaffected by the Troy complex; for she was, I think, quite the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. I shall not attempt to describe her, for I could only fail. But, seeing that she had not even noticed my existence, I wondered, as men will sometimes wonder, by what mystic chains Dr. Petrie held this unreally lovely creature.

She ran to him and he threw his arms about her.

You heard it! she whispered. You heard it!

I know what you are thinking, dear, he said. Yes, I heard it. But after all it isnt possible.

He looked across, at me, and suddenly his wife seemed to realize my presence.

This is Mr. Shan Greville, Petrie went on, who brings me very sad news about our old friend, Sir Lionel Barton. I didnt mean you to know, yet. But…

Mrs. Petrie conquered her fears and came forward to greet me.

You are very welcome, she said.

She spoke English with a faint fascinating accent.

But your news  do you mean

Into the beautiful eyes watching me I saw the strangest expression creeping. It was questioning, doubting; fearful, analytical. And suddenly Mrs. Petrie turned from me to her husband, and:

How did it happen? she asked.

As she spoke the words, I thought she seemed to be listening.

Briefly, Dr. Petrie repeated what I had told him, concluding by handing his wife the mysterious telegram.

If I may interrupt for a moment, I said, taking out my pocket case, Sir Lionel must have written this at the moment of his fatal seizure. You see  it tails off. It was scribbled on the block which lay beside him. It was what brought me to Cairo.

I handed the pencilled message to Petrie. His wife bent over him as he read aloud, slowly:

Not dead… Get Petrie… Cairo… amber… inject…

She was facing me as he read  her husband could not see her face. But he saw the telegram slip from her fingers to the carpet.

Kara! he cried. My dear! What is it?

Her wonderful eyes, widely opened, were staring past me through the window out into the courtyard; and:

He is alive! she whispered. O God! He is alive!

I wondered if she referred to Sir Lionel; when suddenly she turned to Petrie, clutching the lapels of his coat and speaking eagerly, fearfully.

Surely you understand? You must understand. That cry in the garden and now  this! It is the Living Death! It is the Living Death! He knew before it claimed him. Amber  inject. She shook Petrie with a sudden passionate violence. Think!… The flask is in your safe.

And, watching Petries face, I realized that what had been unintelligible to me, to him had brought light.

Merciful heavens! he cried, and now I saw positive horror leap to his eyes. Merciful heavens! I cant believe it  I wont believe it.

He stared at me, a man distracted; and:

Sir Lionel believed it, his wife said. He wrote it. This is what he means.

And now I remembered those hideous oblique eyes which had looked in at me during my journey. I remembered the man in the car who had passed me at Shepheards. Dacoits! Bands of Burmese robbers! I had thought of them as scattered. Apparently they were associated  a sort of guild. Sir Lionel knew the Far East almost better than he knew the Near East. So, suddenly I spoke  or rather I cried the words aloud:

Do you mean, Mrs. Petrie, that you think hes been murdered?

Dr. Petrie interrupted, and his reply silenced me.

Its worse than that, he said.

If I had come to Cairo bearing a burden of sorrow, I thought, looking from the face of my host to the beautiful face of his wife, that my story had brought their happy world tumbling about them in dust.

The train to Luxor was full, but I had taken the precaution of booking accommodation before leaving the station. And, as I was later to learn, I had been watched!

I was frankly out of my depth. That Petrie was deeply concerned for his wife, who seemed now to be the victim of a mysterious terror, he was quite unable to conceal. The object locked in the safe referred to by Mrs. Petrie proved to be a glass flask sealed with wax and containing a very small quantity of what might, from its appearance, have been brandy. However, the doctor packed it up with care and placed it in his professional bag before leaving.

This, together with the feverish state of excitement into which I seemed to have thrown his household, was sufficiently mystifying. Coming on top of a tragedy and a sleepless night, it was almost the last straw.

Petrie explored the train as though he expected to find Satan in person on board.

Are you looking for my cross-eyed man? I asked.

I am, he returned grimly.

And somehow, as his steady glance met mine, it occurred to me that he was hoping, and not fearing, to see the oblique-eyed spy. It dawned upon me that his fears were for his wife, left behind in Cairo, rather than for us. What in heavens name was it all about?

However, I was too far gone to pursue these reflections, and long before the attendant had come to make the bed I fell fast asleep.

I was awakened by Dr. Petrie.

I prescribe dinner, he said.

Feeling peculiarly cheap, I managed to make myself sufficiently presentable for the dining car, and presently sat down facing my friend, of whom I had heard so much and whom the chief had evidently regarded as a safe harbour in a storm.

A cocktail got me properly awake again and enabled me to define where troubled dreams left off and reality began. Petrie was regarding me with an expression compounded of professional sympathy and personal curiosity; and:

You have had a desperately trying time, Greville, he said. But you cant have failed to see that you have exploded a bombshell in my household. Now, before I say any more on the latter point, please bring me up to date. If theres been foul play, is there anyone you could even remotely suspect?

There is certainly a lot of mystery about our job, I confessed. I know for a fact that Sir Lionels rivals  I might safely call them enemies  have been watching him closely  notably Professor Zeitland.

Professor Zeitland died in London a fortnight ago.

What!

You hadnt heard? We had the news in Cairo. Therefore, he can be ruled out.

There was a short interval whilst the waiter got busy, and then:

As I remember poor Barton, Petrie mused, he was always surrounded by clouds of strange servants. Are there any in your camp?

Not a soul, I assured him. Were a very small party. Sir Lionel, myself, Ali Mahmoud, the headman, Forester, the chemist  I have mentioned him before; and the chiefs niece, Rima; whos our official photographer.

I suppose my voice changed when I mentioned Rima; for Petrie stared at me very hard, and:

Niece? he said. Odd jobs women undertake nowadays.

Yes, I answered shortly.

Petrie began to toy with his fish. Clearly his appetite was not good. It was evident that repressed excitement held him  grew greater with every mile of our journey.

Do you know Superintendent Weymouth? he asked suddenly.

Ive met him at the club, I replied. Now that you mention it, I believe Forester knows him well.

So do I, said Petrie, smiling rather oddly. Ive been trying to get in touch with him all day. He paused, then:

There must be associations, he went on. Some of you surely have friends who visit the camp?

That question magically conjured up a picture before my minds eye  the picture of a figure so slender as to merit the description serpentine, tall, languorous; I saw again the brilliant jade-green eyes, voluptuous lips, and those slim ivory hands nurtured in indolence… Madame Ingomar.

There is one, I began  I was interrupted.

The train had begun to slow into Wasta, and high above those curious discords of an Arab station, I had clearly detected a cry:

Dr. Petrie! A message for Dr. Petrie.

He, too, had heard it. He dropped his knife and fork and his expression registered a sudden consternation.

As Petrie sprang to his feet, a tall figure in flying kit came rushing into the dining car, and:

Hunter! Petrie exclaimed. Hunter!

I, too, stood up in a state of utter bewilderment.

Whats the meaning of this? Petrie went on.

He turned to me, and:

Captain Jameson Hunter, of Imperial Airways, he explained Mr. Shan Greville.

He turned again to the pilot.

Whats the idea, Hunter? he demanded.

The idea is, the airman replied, grinning with evident enjoyment, that Ive made a dash from Heliopolis to cut you off at Wasta! Jump to it! Youve got to be clear of the train in two minutes!

But were in the middle of dinner!

Dont blame me. Its Superintendent Weymouths doing. Hes standing by where I landed the bus.

But, I interrupted, where are we going?

Same place, said the airman, grinning delightedly. But I can get you there in no time, save you the Nile crossing and land you, I believe, within five hundred yards of the camp. Wheres your compartment? You have to run for your things or leave them on the train. It doesnt matter much.

It does, I said. I turned to Petrie. Ill get your bag. Fix things with the attendant and meet me on the platform.

I rushed out of the dining car, observed in blank astonishment by every other occupant. Our compartment gained, I nearly knocked over the night attendant who was making the bed. Dr. Petries bag I grabbed at once. Coats, hats, and two light suitcases were quickly bundled out. I thrust some loose money into the hand of the badly startled attendant and made for the exit.

Petries bag I managed to place carefully on the platform. The rest of the kit I was compelled to throw out unceremoniously  for the train was already in motion. I jumped off the step and looked along the platform.

Far ahead, where the dining car had halted, I saw Petrie and Jameson Hunter engaged apparently in a heated altercation with the station master. Heads craned through many windows as the Luxor express moved off.

And suddenly, standing there with the baggage distributed about me, I became rigid, staring  staring  at a yellow, leering face which craned from a coach only one removed from that we had occupied.

The spy had been on the train!

I was brought to my senses by a tap on the arm. I turned. An airways mechanic stood at my elbow.

Mr. Greville, he said, is this your baggage?

I nodded.

Close shave, he commented. He began to pick up the bags. I think I can manage the lot, sir. Captain Hunter will show you the way.

Careful with the black bag! I cried. Keep it upright, and for heavens sake, dont jolt it!

Very good, sir.

Hatless, dinnerless, and half asleep I stood, until Jameson Hunter, Dr. Petrie, and the station master joined me.

Its all settled, said Hunter, still grinning cheerfully. The station master here was rather labouring under the impression that it was a hold-up. I think hes been corrupted by American movies. Well, here we go!

But the station master was by no means willing to let us go. He was now surrounded by a group of subordinates, and above the chatter of their comments I presently gathered that we must produce our tickets. We did so, and pushed our way through the group. Further official obstruction was offered… when all voices became suddenly silent.

A big man, wearing a blue serge suit, extraordinarily reminiscent of a London policeman in mufti, and who carried his soft hat so that the moonlight silvered his crisp white hair, strolled into the station.

Weymouth! cried Petrie. This is amazing! What does it mean?

The big, genial man, whom I had met once or twice at the club, appeared to be under a cloud. His geniality was less manifest than usual. But the effect of his arrival made a splendid advertisement for the British tradition in Egypt. The station master and his subordinates positively wilted in the presence of this one-time chief inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department now in supreme command of the Cairo detective service.

Weymouth nodded to me, a gleam of his old cheeriness lighting the blue eyes; then:

I dont begin to think what it means, Doctor, he replied, but it was what your wife told me.

The cry in the courtyard?

Yes. And the telegram I found waiting when I got back.

Telegram? Petrie echoed. He turned to me. Did you send it, Greville?

No. Do you mean, Superintendent, you received a telegram from Luxor?

I do. I received one today.

So did I, said Petrie, slowly. Who, in sanitys name, sent those telegrams, Greville?

But to that question I could find no answer.

Its mysterious, I grant, said Weymouth. But whoever he is, hes a friend. Mrs. Petrie thinks

Yes, said Petrie, eagerly.

Weymouth smiled in a very sad way, and:

She always knew in the old days, he added. It was uncanny.

It was, Petrie agreed.

Well, over the phone tonight she told me

Yes?

She told me she had the old feeling.

Not  ?

So I understood, Doctor. I didnt waste another minute. I phoned Heliopolis and by a great stroke of luck found Jameson Hunter there with a bus, commissioned to pick up an American party now in Assouan. He was leaving in the morning, but I arranged with him to leave tonight.

Moonlight is bad for landing unless one knows the territory very well, Jameson Hunter interrupted. Fortunately I knew of a good spot outside here, and I know another just behind Der-el-Bahari. If we crash, it will be a bad show for Airways.

We hurried out to where a car waited, Dr. Petrie personally carrying the bag with its precious contents; and soon, to that ceaseless tooting which characterizes Egyptian drivers, we were dashing through the narrow streets with pedestrians leaping like hares from right and left of our course.

Outside the town we ran into a cultivated area, but only quite a narrow belt. Here there was a road of sorts. We soon left this and were bumping and swaying over virgin, untamed desert. On we went, and on, in the bright moonlight. I seemed to have stepped over the borderline of reality. The glorious blaze of stars above me had become unreal, unfamiliar. My companions were unreal  a dream company.

All were silent except Jameson Hunter, whose constant ejaculations of Jumping Jupiter! when we took an unusually bad bump indicated that he at least had not succumbed to that sense of mystery which had claimed the rest of us.

On a long, gentle slope dangerously terminated by a ravine, the plane rested. Our baggage was quickly transferred from the car and we climbed on board. A second before the roar of the propeller washed out conversation:

Hunter, said Weymouth, stretch her to the full. Its a race to save a man from living death…


CHAPTER TWO

Rima

It was bumpy traveling and I had never been a good sailor. Jameson Hunter stuck pretty closely to the river but saved miles, of course, on the many long bends, notably on that big sweep immediately below Luxor, where, leaving the Nile Valley north of Farshût, we crossed fifty miles of practically arid desert, heading east-southeast for Kûrna.

I was in poor condition, what with lack of sleep and lack of meals; and I will not enlarge upon my state of discomfort beyond saying that I felt utterly wretched. Sometimes I dozed; and then Rimas grave eyes would seem to be watching me in that maddeningly doubtful way. Once I dreamed that the slender ivory hands of Madame Ingomar beckoned to me…

I awoke in a cold perspiration. Above the roar of the propeller I seemed to hear her bell-like, hypnotic voice…

Who was this shadowy figure, feared by Petrie, by his wife  by Weymouth? What had he to do with the chiefs sudden death? Were these people deliberately mystifying me, or were they afraid to tell me what they suspected?

Forester was convinced that Barton was dead. I could not doubt it. But in the incomprehensible message scribbled at the last, Petrie seemed to have discovered a hope which was not apparent to me. Weymouths words had reinforced it.

A race to save a man from living death.

Evidently he too, believed… believed what?

It was no sort of problem for one in my condition, but at least I had done my job quicker than I could have hoped. Luck had been with me.

Above all, my own personal experience proved that there was something in it. Who had sent the telegrams? Who had uttered that cry in the courtyard? And why had I been followed to Cairo and followed back? Thank heaven, at last I had shaken off that leering, oblique-eyed spy.

Jameson Hunter searched for and eventually found the landing place which he had in mind  a flat, red-gray stretch east of the old caravan road.

I was past reliable observation, but personally I could see nothing of the camp. This perhaps was not surprising as it nestled at the head of a wâdi, represented from our present elevation by an irregular black streak.

However, I was capable of appreciating that the selected spot could not be more than half a mile west of it. Hunter brought off a perfect landing, and with a swimming head I found myself tottering to the door.

When I had scrambled down:

Wait a minute, said Petrie. Ah, heres my bag. Youve been through a stiff time, Greville. I am going to prescribe.

His prescription was a shot of brandy. It did me a power of good.

If we had known, said Hunter; some sandwiches would have been a worthy effort. But the whole thing was so rushed  I hadnt time to think.

He grinned cheerfully.

Sorry my Phantom-Rolls isnt here to meet us, he said. Someone must have mislaid it. Its a case of hoofing, but the goings good.

Carrying our baggage, we set out in the moonlight. We had all fallen silent now, even Jameson Hunter. Only our crunching footsteps broke the stillness. I think there is no place in the world so calculated to impress the spirit of man as this small piece of territory surrounding those two valleys where the quiet dead of Egypt lie. At night, when the moon sails full, he would be a pitiful soul who, passing that way, failed to feel the touch of eternity.

For my own part, as familiar landmarks appeared, a dreadful unrest compounded of sorrow and hope began to take possession of me. Above all, selfishly no doubt, I asked myself again and again  had Rima returned?

We were not expected until morning when the Cairo train arrived. Consequently I was astounded when on mounting the last ridge west of the wâdi I saw Forester hurrying to meet us. Of course, I might have known, had I been capable of associating two ideas, that the sound of our approach must have aroused the camp.

Forester began to run.

Bad news casts a long shadow before it. I forgot my nausea, my weariness. It came to me like a revelation that something fresh had occurred  something even worse than that of which I had carried news to Cairo.

I was not alone in my premonition. I saw Weymouth grasp Petries arm.

Forester began shouting:

Is that you, Greville? Thank God youve come!

Now, breathless, he joined us.

What is it? I asked. What else has happened?

Only this, old man, he panted. We locked the chiefs body in the big hut, as you remember. I had serious doubts about notifying the authorities. And tonight about dusk I went to… look at him.

He grasped me by both shoulders.

Greville! Even in the moonlight I could see the wildness in his eyes. His body had vanished.

What! Weymouth yelled.

There isnt a trace  there isnt a clue. Hes just been spirited away!

If only Nayland Smith could join us, said Weymouth.

Dr. Petrie, looking very haggard in the lamplight, stared at him.

The same thought had just crossed my own mind, he replied. I am due to sail for England on Thursday. I had been counting the days. Hes meeting me in…

I knew that I could never again be present at so singular a scene. The hut was in part a laboratory, one end being devoted to Foresters special province, and containing a table laden with jars, test tubes, and other chemical paraphernalia. In part it was a museum. There were plans, diagrams, and photographs  Rimas photographs  pinned on the walls: lumps of stone bearing labels stacked upon the floor; and in open cases were all sorts of fragments found during the earlier stages of our excavation and duly tabulated in the same way.

There was a very dilapidated mummy case at the further end of the hut, which we had taken over from the Egypt Exploration people and had not troubled to remove. The lid rested against the wall. Then there was a long, bare table, very stoutly built, upon which finds were stacked at the end of the day, examined, and sorted according to their value. This, particularly, was my job. But at the moment, as I have said, the table was empty. When I had seen it last before leaving for Cairo, the body of Sir Lionel Barton lay upon it, covered by a gray blanket.

Now, in almost complete silence, for twenty minutes or more, I had watched a one-time chief inspector of Scotland Yard carrying out a detailed investigation in that strangest of settings.

Weymouth had not confined his inquiries to the but alone, but, assisted by a flash-lamp, had examined the lock of the door, the windows, the path outside; but had finally returned and stared at the table.

Now he fixed his eyes upon me, and:

Mr. Greville, he said, you are not prejudiced by certain suspicions of mine which are shared by Dr. Petrie. I asked Mr. Forester to see to the comfort of Jameson Hunter because I wanted just the three of us alone here. Now, you look pretty well whacked, but I know how you feel about this thing; so I am going to ask you a few questions.

As many as you like, I replied.

Superintendent Weymouth sat down on the bench just beside the door and knitted his brows; then:

Where is the headman Ali Mahmoud? he asked.

Forester tells me he sent him across to Luxor tonight with a letter for our friend the manager of the Winter Palace. Forester asked him, in the letter, to call you, Superintendent, in Cairo, and to explain what had happened. Ali should be back, now.

Weymouth nodded thoughtfully.

Leaving out for the moment the circumstances of Sir Lionels death, said he, how long a time elapsed between your finding him in his tent and the removal of his body to this hut?

Roughly, two hours, I replied after a few moments thought.

During those two hours someone was always in sight of the tent?

Certainly.

When was it decided he should be moved?

When I made up my mind to go to Cairo I gave instructions for his body to be placed in this hut… I am second in command, you know. Forester agreed, although he swore that life was extinct. I personally superintended the job. I locked the hut, handed the keys to Forester, and turned in, hoping for some sleep before starting for Luxor.

Did you sleep?

No. I lay awake right up to the time I had to set out.

Did anything unusual occur during the night?

I thought hard, and then:

Yes, I replied. There was a queer howling of dogs. Ali Mahmoud turned out. He said the sound had not been made by dogs. But of course he was rather strung up. We all were. We searched but found nothing.

Hm! What time was this?

I am afraid I cant tell you. But some time before dawn.

Did you open this hut?

No.

Ah! said Weymouth meditatively. That was a pity. And now, Mr. Greville, theres another point Im not clear about. You spoke of Sir Lionels niece. Where is she and where was she at the time of the tragedy?

I had expected the question, of course. Nevertheless I didnt quite know how to meet it. I saw Dr. Petrie regarding me curiously, and at last:

I dont know where she is! I replied  and recognized how strange the words must sound.

What! Weymouth exclaimed. But I thought she was official photographer?

She is. But… Well! We had a quarrel. She went across to Luxor on Tuesday at midday. I havent seen her since!

Oh, I see, said Weymouth. Forgive me. I hadnt grasped the position. Sir Lionel knew of her absence?

He treated it as a joke. That was his way. She often stayed in Luxor and worked here during the day.

Did he approve of the  understanding?

Yes. At least I think so.

I suppose, as she hasnt come back, that she doesnt know whats happened?

I suppose so. But I am very anxious…

Naturally. Weymouth looked suddenly grave; and then:

Perhaps, Mr. Greville, he said, you would ask Forester to come in?

I opened the door and walked out in the dense shadow of the wâdi. A new atmosphere invested it, an atmosphere to which, even mentally, I didnt like to give a name, but which nevertheless was an atmosphere of terror.

What was the meaning of the disappearance of Sir Lionels body? Whom could it benefit? Most damnable mystery of all  what was the information clearly shared by Weymouth and Petrie which they were suppressing?

So my thoughts ran as I walked through the shadows. The moon was out of sight from the wâdi but the stars were wonderful. And suddenly the natural law of things had its way. I began to think of Rima, to the exclusion of everything else. Her empty tent  the tent which she occupied when she spent the night in camp  was on the slope directly ahead. Moonlight touched it at one point, but the front was in shadow.

If I am in the way, I seemed to hear her voice saying again, I can go

If she was in the way! What had she meant? I had had no chance to find out. She had gone. Undoubtedly she was labouring under some strange delusion. But where was she  and did she know what had happened?

I was abreast of her tent, now, and something  an empty longing, no doubt  prompted me to peep inside. As I did so, an incredible thing happened  or, rather, two incredible things.

The mournful howling of a dog arose, apparently quite close to the camp. And in the darkness of the tent something stirred!

I suppressed a cry, bent forward with outstretched arms… and found a slim soft body in my embrace.

Even then, I couldnt believe what was true, couldnt appreciate the nature of my capture, until:

Shan! Shan! came a stifled cry. Youre hurting me dreadfully!

Rima! I exclaimed  and wondered if my heart or hers throbbed the more wildly.

I said not another word. Stooping, I kissed her with a desperation which probably sprang from a submerged fear that she would never give me an opportunity of kissing her again.

But, thank heaven, that doubt was groundless. She threw her arms around my neck, as the mournful howling died away, and:

Shan, she said, Im terrified, Shan dear!

But her kisses had given me the right to console her, and when we presently reverted to sanity:

When did you arrive, darling? I asked.

I came back with Ali. He told me  everything about it. So, of course, I had to come.

But what made you go?

She nestled her adorable little tousled head against me.

I wont be scolded, she said although I am to blame! No, please, Shan. I truly meant what I said. I did really think I was in the way.

In whose way?

If you talk to me like that I wont answer. Besides, there isnt time now. I should have come back tonight even if I had had to come alone. I have something most extraordinary to tell you…

But now came the sound of voices.

I tell you it wasnt a dog, I heard Forester say.

It wasnt either! Rima whispered. But you must go, Shan. Im all right, now. Who is in the big hut?

Dr. Petrie and Superintendent Weymouth

They were old friends… werent they

Yes, darling. Dont despair. It sounds absurd to say so, but they have a theory that the chief

Please tell me.

Its hardly fair, Rima. I dont believe it, myself. But they think he may be alive!

She clung to me very tightly, and then:

But I think so, too! she whispered.

Do you know, Greville, said Forester. I never liked this job. Lafleurs Tomb has a bad name.

We were walking back to the hut.

What do you mean?

Well, you know as much as I do. Nobody has tackled it since Lafleurs time. But old Zeitland was planning to come out.

He died recently in London.

I know! And what about the Frenchman

Do you mean Lafleur?

Yes, somewhere in 1908  or 1909, wasnt it? Well, I may be wrong  Forester halted just as we reached the hut but didnt Lafleur disappear?

I racked my memory for some moments. Lafleur was before my time and the facts were hazy. But at last:

Yes, I replied slowly. I believe there was some mystery, Forester. Though oddly enough it had never occurred to me before.

It never occurred to me until we made that astounding discovery tonight. Why should it? But in view of whats happened, its more than odd, dont you think?

We must tell Weymouth.

We went into the hut. Weymouth was sitting where I had left him, his brows still wrinkled in thought… Dr. Petrie was pacing slowly up and down. As we entered, Weymouth raised his kindly blue eyes to Forester, and:

Did you catch that dog? he asked.

No, said Forester, staring hard. Did it sound like a dog to you?

It wasnt a dog, Weymouth replied simply. This camp is being watched! Has anything occurred which might account for this signaling?

Yes, I broke in. Ali Mahmoud has returned  and Rima Barton is with him.

Ah! Weymouth murmured. I am glad to hear it…

Greville and I have been thinking Forester began, when:

One moment! Weymouth raised his hand. We shall get muddled. You can help me most, Forester, by letting me plod through the inquiry in my own way. I have the facts up to the time Mr. Greville left last night; now I want to know what happened afterwards.

Its painfully simple, Forester replied. Everything we might be likely to want was moved from here, naturally; so there was no occasion for anyone to enter the place. But deaths, of course, in the climate up here ought to be notified and dealt with promptly.

Weymouth nodded.

Greville got me to agree to be quiet for the present, and nobody else knew, except Ali.

Youre sure nobody else knew? What about the men?

They live in Kûrna. None were in camp. We removed the chief in the darkness  didnt we, Greville?  and next morning I gave out that he had gone across to Luxor with Greville, here, and was proceeding down to Cairo. I stopped all work, of course.

Yes, I see.

At about dusk tonight  I should say last night  I thought it advisable to  er  inspect the body.

Quite!

I opened the door, looked in, and… the hut was as you see it now.

What about the blanket?

The blanket had disappeared, as well as the body.

Youre sure the door was locked?

Perfectly sure. I unlocked it.

The window?

Fastened on the inside as you found it.

Thank you, said Weymouth quietly. He stared across at Dr. Petrie and there was a silence of some seconds duration; a very odd silence, in which I sensed a mental communion going on between these two men, based upon some common knowledge which Forester and I didnt share. But at last it was broken by Dr. Petrie.

Strangely like his handiwork!

I began to be a bit ruffled. I thought the time had come for pooling the known facts. Indeed I was about to say so, when Weymouth spoke again.

Was there anyone in the habit of visiting this camp?

No, said Forester. The chief wouldnt allow a soul past the barriers. He stared across at me. I except Madame Ingomar, he added. But Greville can tell you more about the lady than I can.

Why do you say that? I cried angrily.

Evidently because he thinks so, said Weymouth in a stern voice. This is no time, gentlemen, for personal matters. You are assisting at an official inquiry.

I am sorry, Forester replied. My remark was quite out of place. The truth is, Superintendent, that neither Greville nor I know very much about Madame Ingomar. But she seemed to favour Grevilles society, and we used to pull his leg about it…

My thoughts began to stray again. Had I been blind? And where I had been blind, had Rima seen?

Who is this woman?

Weymouths tense query brought me back to the job in hand.

Forester laughed dryly, and:

A question I have often put to Greville, he replied, but which I know he was no more able to answer than anyone else, except the chief.

Oh, I see. A friend of Sir Lionels?

I nodded. Weymouth was staring in my direction.

What nationality?

I shook my head blankly.

I always said Hungarian, Forester declared. Simply because of her name. Greville thought she was Japanese.

Japanese! Dr. Petrie rapped the word out with startling suddenness. Why Japanese?

Well, said Forester, it wasnt an unreasonable guess, because her eyes did slant slightly.

Weymouth exchanged a rapid glance with Dr. Petrie and stood up.

An attractive woman  young? he challenged  for the words were spoken almost like a challenge.

Undoubtedly, I replied. Smart, cultured, and evidently well-to-do.

Dark?

Very.

What coloured eyes?

Jade-green, said Forester.

Again I detected a rapid exchange of glances between Petrie and Weymouth.

Tall? asked the former.

Yes, unusually tall.

An old friend of Sir Lionels?

We were given to understand, said Forester, that she was the widow of a certain Dr. Ingomar whom the chief knew well at one time.

Was she staying at one of the Luxor hotels? Weymouth asked.

Im afraid I cant tell you, I replied. She wasnt staying at the Winter Palace.

You mean neither of you know. Does Miss Barton know?

I have never asked her.

When was she last here?

On Monday, Forester answered promptly the day the chief switched the quarters around and put up barricades.

But did Sir Lionel never speak of her? asked Dr. Petrie.

No, I said. He was a man who gave few confidences, as you are aware.

Was there any suggestion of intimacy between them? Weymouth was the speaker. Did Sir Lionel show any jealousy, for instance?

Not that I ever noticed, Forester replied. He treated her as he treated everybody  with good-humoured tolerance! After all, the chief must have said good-bye to sixty, Weymouth!

Stranger things have happened, Petrie commented dryly. I think, Weymouth, our next step is to establish the identity of this Madame Ingomar. Do you agree with me?

I do, said Weymouth, absolutely  and his expression had grown very grim.

He stared from me to Forester, and:

Youre both getting annoyed, he said. I can see it. You know that the doctor here and I have a theory which we havent shared with you. Very well, you shall know the facts. Ask Rima Barton to join us, and arm Ali Mahmoud. Tell him to mount guard and shoot anything he sees moving!

What on earth does this mean? Forester demanded.

It means, said Petrie, that we are dealing with agents of Dr. Fu-Manchu…

Dr. Fu-Manchu! When that story was told, the story which Weymouth unfolded in the hut in the wâdi, whilst I cant answer for Forester, personally I was amazed beyond belief.

Rimas sweet face, where she sat half in shadow, was a fascinating study. She had ridden up from Kûrna with Ali Mahmoud. In the tent, when I had found her in my arms, she had worn riding kit; but now she had changed into a simple frock and had even made some attempt to straighten the tangle of her windblown hair. The night ride had whipped a wild colour into her tanned cheeks; her grave Irish eyes seemed even brighter than usual as she listened spellbound.

Some of the things Weymouth spoke of aroused echoes in my memory. I had been too young at the time to associate these events one with another. But I remembered having heard of them. I was considering the advantages of a legal calling when the war disturbed my promising career. The doings of this great and evil man, some of whose history I learned that morning, had reached me merely as rumours in the midst of altogether more personal business.

But now I grasped the fact that if these two clever and experienced men were correct in their theories, a veritable plague was about to be loosed upon the world.

Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Sir Lionel and I, said Dr. Petrie, and Nayland Smith were last of those on the side of the angels to see him alive. Its possible he survived, but I am not prepared to believe it. What I am prepared to believe is that someone else may be carrying on his work. What was a Dacoit  probably a Burman  a professional robber and murderer, doing in the courtyard of my house in Cairo last night? We know now, Greville, he was following you. But the cry points to an accomplice. He was not alone! The old net, Weymouth  he turned to the latter closing round us again! Then  this camp is watched.

I have said it before, Weymouth declared, but Ill say it again; if only Nayland Smith could join us!

You refer of course, to Sir Denis Nayland Smith, said Forester, one of the assistant commissioners at Scotland Yard? I know people who know him. Used to be a police official in Burma?

He did, Petrie replied. He also saved the British Empire, by the way. But if we have many unknown enemies, we have at least one unknown friend.

Who is that? I asked.

The well-informed stranger, Petrie replied, who wired me in Cairo  and who wired Weymouth. Whoever he may be, he takes no chances. Dr. Fu-Manchu was master of a method for inducing artificial catalepsy. It was one of the most dangerous weapons in his armory. I alone, as I believe, possess a drop of the antidote. The man who sent that telegram knew this!

So much for unknown friends, said Weymouth. As to unknown enemies, either you have a Dacoit amongst your workmen or there was a stranger in camp last night.

Youve found a clue! Rima cried.

I have, Miss Barton. Theres only one fact of which I have to make sure. If I am wrong in that, maybe all my theory falls down.

Whats the fact? Forester asked, with an eagerness which told how deeply he was impressed.

Its this, said Weymouth. He fixed a penetrating gaze upon me. Was Sir Lionel completely undressed when you found him?

No, I replied promptly. It was arranged that we all turned out at four to work on the job.

Then he was fully dressed?

Not fully.

Did he carry the key of this hut?

He carried all the keys on a chain.

Was this chain on him when you found him?

Yes.

Did you detach it?

No. We laid him here as we found him.

Partially dressed?

Yes.

Weymouth slowly crossed to the mummy case at one end of the hut. The lid was detached and leaned against the wall beside the case.

Both you, Greville, he went on, turning, and Forester were present when Sir Lionels body was brought in here?

Ali and I carried him, Forester returned shortly. Greville supervised.

Did Ali leave when you left?

He did.

Good, Weymouth went on quietly. But I am prepared to swear that not one of you looked into the recess behind this sarcophagus lid.

I stared blankly at Forester. He shook his head.

We never even thought of it, he confessed.

Naturally enough, said Weymouth. Look what I found there.

A lamp stood on the long table; and now, taking a piece of paper from his pocket, and opening the paper under the lamp, the superintendent exposed a reddish, fibrous mass. Rima sprang forward and with Forester and myself bent eagerly over it. Petrie watched.

It looks to me like a wad of tobacco, said Forester, chewed by someone whose gums were bleeding!

Petrie bent between us and placed a lens upon the table.

I have examined it, he said. Give me your opinion, Mr. Forester. As a physician you may recognize it.

Forester looked, and we all watched him in silence. I remember that I heard Ali Mahmoud coughing out in the wâdi and realized that he was keeping as close to human companionship that night as his sentry duties permitted.

Shrugging, Forester passed the glass to me. I peered in turn, but almost immediately laid the glass down.

Petrie looked at Forester; but:

Out of my depth! the latter declared. Its vegetable; but if its something tropical I plead ignorance.

It is something tropical, said Petrie. Its betel nut.

Weymouth intruded quietly, and:

Someone who chewed betel nut, he explained, was hiding behind that sarcophagus lid when you brought Sir Lionels body into this hut. Now, Im prepared to hear that before that the door was unlocked?

Youre right, I admitted; it was. We locked it after his body had been placed here.

As I thought.

Weymouth paused; then:

Someone who chewed betel nut, he went on, must have been listening outside Sir Lionels tent when you decided to move his body to this hut. He anticipated you, concealed himself, and, at some suitable time later, with the key which Sir Lionel carried on his chain, he unlocked the door and removed the body!

I entirely agree, said Forester, staring very hard. And I compliment you heartily. But  betel nut?

Perfectly simple, Petrie replied. Many Dacoits chew betel nut.

At which moment, unexpectedly:

Perhaps, came Rimas quiet voice, I can show you the man!

What! I exclaimed.

I think I may have his photograph… and the photograph of someone else!


CHAPTER THREE

TOMB OF THE BLACK APE

I might have thought, during that strange conference in the hut, that life had nothing more unexpected to offer me. Little I knew what Fate held in store. This was only the beginning. Dawn was close upon us. Yet before the sun came blushing over the Nile Valley I was destined to face stranger experiences.

I went with Rima from the hut to the tent. All our old sense of security was gone. No one knew what to expect now that the shadow of Fu-Manchu had fallen upon us.

Imagine a person tall, lean, and feline, high-shouldered, with a brow like Shakespeare and a face like Satan… long, magnetic eyes of the true cat-green…

Petries description stuck in my memory; especially tall, lean, and feline… eyes of the true cat-green…

A lamp was lighted in Rimas tent, and she hastily collected some of her photographic gear and rejoined me as Ali came up shouldering his rifle.

Anything to report, Ali Mahmoud?

Nothing, Effendim.

When we got back to the hut I could see how eagerly we were awaited. A delicious shyness which I loved  for few girls are shy  descended upon Rima when she realized how we were all awaiting what she had to say. She was so charmingly petite, so vividly alive, that the deep note which came into her voice in moments of earnestness had seemed, when I heard it first, alien to her real personality. Her steady gray eyes, though, belonged to the real Rima  the shy Rima.

Please dont expect too much of me, she said, glancing round quickly. But I think perhaps I may be able to help. I wasnt really qualified for my job here, but… Uncle Lionel was awfully kind; and I wanted to come. Really all Ive done is wild-life photography  before, I mean.

She bent and opened a paper folder which she had put on the table; then:

I used to lay traps, she went on, for all sorts of birds and animals.

What do you mean by traps, Miss Barton? Weymouth asked.

Oh, perhaps you dont know. Well, theres a bait  and the bait is attached to the trigger of the camera.

Perfectly clear. You need not explain further.

For night things, its more complicated; because the act of taking the bait has to touch off a charge of flash powder as well as expose the film. It doesnt work very often. But I had set a trap  with the camera most cunningly concealed  on the plateau just by the entrance to the old shaft.

Lafleurs Shaft! I exclaimed.

Yes. There was a track there which I thought might mean jackal  and I have never got a close-up of a jackal. The night before I went to Luxor something fell into my trap! I was rather puzzled, because the bait didnt seem to have been touched. It looked as though someone might have stumbled over it. But I never imagined that anyone would pass that way at night  or at any other time, really.

She stopped, looking at Weymouth. Then:

I took the film to Luxor, she said. But I didnt develop it until today. When I saw what it was, I couldnt believe my eyes! I have made a print of it. Look!

Rima laid a photographic print on the table and we all bent over it.

To have touched off the trigger and yet got in focus, she said, they must have been actually coming out of the shaft. I simply cant imagine why they left the camera undisturbed. Unless they failed to find it or the flash scared them!

I stared dazedly at the print.

It represented three faces  one indistinguishably foggy, in semiprofile. That nearest to the camera was quite unmistakable. It was a photograph of the cross-eyed man who had followed me to Cairo!

This was startling enough. But the second face  that of someone directly behind him  literally defeated me. It was the face of a woman  wearing a black native veil but held aside so that her clear-cut features were reproduced sharply…

Brilliant, indeterminably oblique eyes… a strictly chiselled nose, somewhat too large for classic beauty… full lips, slightly parted… a long oval contour…

Thats a Dacoit! came Petries voice. Miss Barton, this is amazing! See the mark on his forehead!

I have seen it, Rima replied, although I didnt know what it meant.

But, I interrupted excitedly, as:

Greville, Forester cried, do you see!

I see very plainly, said I. Weymouth  the woman in this photograph is Madame Ingomar!

What is Lafleurs Shaft? Weymouth asked. And in what way is it connected with Lafleurs Tomb?

It isnt connected with it, I replied. Lafleurs Tomb  also known as the Tomb of the Black Ape  was discovered, or rather suspected to exist, by the French Egyptologist Lafleur, about 1908. He accidentally unearthed a little votive chapel. All the fragments of offerings found were inscribed with the figure of what appeared to be a huge black ape  or perhaps an ape-man. Theres been a lot of speculation about it. Certain authorities, notably Maspero, held the theory that some queer pet of an unknown Pharaoh had been given a freak burial.

Lafleur cut a shaft into a long zigzag passage belonging to another burial chamber, which he thought would lead him to the Tomb of the Black Ape. It led nowhere. It was abandoned in 1909. Sir Lionel started from a different point altogether and seems to have hit on the right entrance.

Ah! said Weymouth. Then my next step is clear.

What is that?

I want you to take me down your excavation.

Good enough, said I, shall we start now?

I think it would be as well. He turned to Forester. I want Greville to act as guide and I want you and Petrie to look after Miss Barton in our absence.

We shall need Ali, I said, to go ahead with lights.

Very well. Will you please make the necessary arrangements?

Accordingly I relieved Ali Mahmoud of his sentry duties and had the lanterns lighted. They were kept in the smaller hut. And presently Weymouth and I were on the ladders…

The first part of our journey led us down a sheer pit of considerable depth. At the bottom it gave access to a sloping passage, the original entrance to which had defied all our efforts to discover it.

This was very commonplace to me, but I dont know how that first glimpse of the pit affected Weymouth. The night was black as pitch. Dawn was very near. Outlined by the light of the lanterns Ali carried, that ragged gap far below, to reach which we had been at work for many months, looked a likely enough portal to ghostly corridors.

An indescribable smell which characterizes the tombs of Upper Egypt crept up like a hot miasma. Our ladders were fairly permanent fixtures sloping down at easy gradients from platform to platform. The work had been fenced around; and, as we entered the doorway, watching the Arab descending from point to point and leaving a lantern at each stopping place, a sort of foreboding seemed to grab me by the throat.

It was unaccountable, or so I thought at the time, but it was well founded, as events were soon to show. I glanced at Weymouth. The big man was looking doubtfully at the ladders, but:

Its safe enough, I said, even for your weight. The chief is as heavy. Ill lead the way.

And so we set out, descending slowly. When at last the rubble-covered floor of the tunnel was beneath our feet, Weymouth paused, breathing deeply.

Thats the way to the original entrance, I said, pointing, up the slope. But its completely blocked fifteen yards along. There must be a bend, or a series of bends, because where it originally came out heaven only knows. However, this is our way.

I turned to where the shadowy figure of Ali waited, a lantern swinging in either hand so that the light shining up onto his bearded face lent it an unfamiliar and mask-like appearance. I nodded; and we began to descend the tunneled winding slope. At a point just before we came to the last bend, Ali paused and held up one of the lanterns warningly.

Theres a pit just in front of us, Weymouth, I explained. It doesnt lead anywhere but its deep enough to break ones neck. Pass to the left.

We circled cautiously around the edge of this mysterious well, possibly designed as a trap for unwary tomb robbers. Then came the sharp bend, and here Ali left one of his two lanterns to light us on our return journey. The gradient became much steeper.

We were starting on a stone portcullis which the chief believed to be that of the actual burial chamber, I explained, as we stumbled on downward in the wake of the dancing lantern. He had a system of dealing with these formidable barriers which was all his own. Probably a few hours work would have seen us through. Here we are!

Ali paused, holding the lantern above his head… And, as he did so he uttered a loud cry.

I pushed past Weymouth in the narrow passage and joined the headman. He turned to me in the lamplight. His face was ghastly.

Good God! I clutched the Arabs arm.

A triangular opening, large enough to admit a man, yawned in the bottom left-hand corner of the portcullis!

Ali raised his lantern higher. I looked up at a jagged hole in the right top corner…

What does this mean? Weymouth demanded hoarsely.

It means, I replied, in a voice as husky as his own, that someone has finished the job… and finished it as Sir Lionel had planned!

The Tomb of the Black Ape was extraordinary.

Whilst structurally it resembled in its main features others with which I was familiar, it was notable in its possession of an endless fresco of huge black apes. There were no inscriptions. The sagging portcullis, viewed from the interior of the chamber, created an odd hiatus in the otherwise unbroken march of the apes.

Low down in the corner of one wall was a square opening which I surmised must lead to an antechamber such as is sometimes found. The place contained absolutely nothing so far as I could see except a stone sarcophagus, the heavy lid of which had been removed and laid upon the floor. Within was a perfectly plain wooden mummy case, apparently of sycamore, its lid in position.

I was defeated. Either the mummy case was the least valuable object in the burial chamber, and everything else had been looted, or the thieves had been interrupted in the very hour of their triumph!

I hope I have made the scene clear, Ali standing almost as still as a statue, holding his lantern aloft; Weymouth a dim figure at one end of the sarcophagus, and I facing him from the other; the black apes marching eternally around us. Because this was the scene, deep there in the Egyptian rock, upon which eerily a sound intruded…

Whats that? Weymouth whispered.

We stood listening, reduced to that frame of mind which makes sane men believe in ghosts.

And, as we listened, the sound grew nearer.

It was made by soft footsteps…

Weymouth recovered himself first; and:

Quick, he whispered to Ali, through the opening!

He pointed to that square gap which I have mentioned and which I supposed to communicate with an antechamber.

Quiet! he added. Not a sound!

Led by Ali, we crossed the chamber, and as the headman stooped and disappeared only a dim and ghostly light shone out to guide us.

Go on! Weymouth urged.

I ducked and entered. Weymouth followed.

Cover the lantern!

Ali began to speak rapidly in Arabic, but:

Cover the lantern! Weymouth repeated angrily. Be quiet!

Ali threw something over the lantern and we found ourselves in utter darkness.

In a low tone, the headman began to speak again, but:

Silence! Weymouth ordered.

Ali Mahmoud became silent. He was one of the bravest men I have ever known, but now his broken tones spoke of fear. Partially, I had gathered what he wanted to say. My recognition only added to the horror of the situation.

That quiet shuffling had ceased. The air was indescribably stuffy, as one finds in such places. I knelt, resting my shoulder against the side of the opening, hoping that I might have some view of the outer chamber if anyone carrying a light should enter it.

Hard breathing in my ear told of Weymouths nearness.

Of the size or shape of the place in which we were hiding I had formed no impression whatever.

Then, they began to advance again… soft footsteps.

Whoever comes, Weymouth whispered, dont stir!

There was absolute silence. I found myself listening to the ticking of my wrist watch. A minute passed.

Then dawned a dim light. It outlined the triangle beside the portcullis.

The light increased. I recognized it as the ray of an electric lamp. And in some strange way this discovery was a relief. I suppose, without recognizing the fact, I had been in the grip of superstitious fear. God knows what I had expected! But the approaching threat became less horrible at the moment I realized the presence of modern science in its equipment.

Weymouths breathing had ceased to be audible.

A figure appeared in the opening… a fan of white light spread itself across the floor.

The figure stooped and entered… I saw an Arab woman robed in shapeless black, her pose furtive. She held a flash-lamp, casting its ray all about the burial chamber. This was anomaly enough. But I was less concerned with it than with the hand that held the torch…

A delicately slender hand it was, nurtured in indolence  an unforgettable hand, delicious yet repellant, with pointed, varnished nails: a cultured hand possessing the long, square-jointed thumb of domination; a hand cruel for all its softness as the velvet paw of a tigress.

My breath came sharply. Weymouths fingers gripped my shoulder.

Had he seen what I had seen? Did he understand?

The woman crossed in the direction of the sarcophagus. I saw that she wore loose slippers  that her ankles were of that same dull ivory as the chaste, voluptuous hand.

She disappeared. Only by those shadows which the torchlight cast could I judge of her movements. She went all but silently in those soft slippers, but I thought that she had stooped to examine the sarcophagus. Apparently she made no attempt to raise its wooden lid. The light grew brighter  ever brighter.

She was approaching the low entrance to that antechamber in which we crouched!

At the very threshold she paused.

The light of her lamp painted a white fan which extended to within a few inches of my knees, touching nothing but rugged floor. By sheer chance  as I thought, then  no one of us came within its radius.

It moved, shining now directly upon the triangular opening beside the portcullis. I could see the womans body as a dim outline. She stooped and went out. I listened to the rubble moving beneath her slippered feet as she mounted the sloping passage. Weymouths breathing became audible again close to my ear. The sound receded… receded… and ceased; then:

Quiet! Weymouth whispered. Dont move until I give the word.

My legs were aching because of the discomfort of my position, but I stuck to it, still listening intently.

Absolute silence…

Ali, Weymouth directed. Uncover the light.

Ali Mahmoud dragging his robe from the lantern, dim yellow light showed us the low-roofed, rough-hewn chamber in which we crouched.

Effendim! Ali exclaimed, in quivering tones. I saw him when first we came in. Look!

Face downwards upon a mound of rubbish in an angle farthest from the entrance, was a brown man naked except for his loincloth and dark turban knotted tightly about his head!

He is cold, Ali continued; and as I knelt in the darkness I had to support my weight upon his dead body…

On hands and knees I crawled out into the passage. I contrived to make no sound.

I looked to my left.

Alis lantern was just visible at the bend. Standing upright, I headed for it, stepping warily. At the corner I dropped to my knees again and stared up the slope. She was not in sight: I could trace the path beyond the wall to the next bend.

I proceeded…

In view of the ladders I pulled up. A vague light, moon rays on black velvet, broke the darkness. I thought perhaps it came down the shaft… but it began to fade.

I hurried forward. I reached our excavation and looked up. No one was on the ladders.

Hopelessly puzzled I stood, listening.

And in that complete stillness I heard it again… the sound of footsteps softly receding…

She had gone up the steep slope which led to the former entrance  but which now ended in an impassable mass of rock!

I had her!

Weymouths instructions were forgotten. I meant to make a capture! This woman was the clue to the mystery… It was she who had stolen the chiefs body  and even without the clue provided by Rimas camera, I should have known her in spite of disguise.

Madame Ingomar!

Scrambling over irregular masses of stone, I had not gone five paces, I suppose, before a definite fact intruded itself. Whereas the air in the lower passage was fetid, almost unbreathable, here it was comparatively fresh.

I came to the angle, rounded it, and stopped… I shot the ray of a torch ahead, expecting a wall of rock.

An irregular opening, some five feet high, yawned, cavernesque, right of the passage!

Running forward, I climbed through, throwing the ray of my torch before me. This opening had been completed at some earlier time, closed up and camouflaged.

I stood in a shallow pit. A ladder rested beside me, rearing its length into the darkness above. All this I saw as I stared upward, intently.

Light in hand, I mounted the ladder… I found myself in a low tunnel. I stood still, listening, but could detect no sound. I pushed on, cautiously, the air growing ever fresher, until suddenly recognition came.

Switching off the light, I stared up to an opening where one pale star hung like a diamond pendant.

The passage ahead of me was empty. But I knew, now, where I stood, and I knew how the woman had escaped…

This was Lafleurs Shaft!

Weymouth nodded, looking very grim.

We are dealing with a she-devil, he said, and I suppose she came to look for her servant.

He shone a light upon the upturned face of the man we had found in that chamber. It was a lined, leering face, hideous now by reason of the fact that the man had died from strangulation. Between the brows was a peculiar, colored mark  how produced I could not imagine. But it appeared to have been seared in the yellow flesh, and then enamelled in some way.

A Burman, Weymouth went on, and a religious Dacoit.

He touched the mark with his finger, then stood still, listening. We all three listened, breathlessly  yet I dare swear no one of us knew what he expected to hear.

I thought as I looked down at those distorted features that if the slanting eyes were opened, this might well be a twin brother of the malignant creature who had followed me to Cairo.

What does it all mean? I asked.

It means that our worst suspicions were correct, Weymouth replied. If ever I saw one, this is a servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu! This carries me back, Greville, to a scene in Sir Lionels house late in 1913  the death of the Chinaman, Kwee. It may be a coincidence but its an odd one. Because Kwee met his death when he was engaged on the same duty which I presume brought this yellow demon here.

The murder of Barton?

Weymouth nodded.

Precisely. Its more than strange, and its very horrible.

Yet surely theres hope in it, I exclaimed excitedly. This man belonged to the enemy. He has been strangled. It is just possible…

By heavens! It is! he took me up. After all he didnt die at the hands of his own friends.

One thing is fairly certain, I said; he came by the same route as the woman  by Lafleurs Shaft. What isnt certain is when a way was forced through.

Nor why a way was forced through, Weymouth added. What in heavens name were they after? Is it possible  he lowered his voice, staring at the procession of hideous, giant apes which marched eternally round the walls of the chamber that there was something in this tomb beyond… He nodded in the direction of the sarcophagus.

Quite possible, I replied, but lacking special information to the contrary the first thing any excavator would do would be to open the mummy case.

This seems to have been done.

What! I cried. What!

Look for yourself, Weymouth invited, a curious expression in his voice.

He directed a ray on one end of the sarcophagus; whereupon:

Good God! I cried.

The wooden rivets had been removed, the lid raised and then replaced! Two wedges prevented its falling into its original position, leaving a gap of an inch or more all around…

I stared in utter stupefaction, until:

Have you any idea why that should be done? Weymouth asked.

I shook my head. Unless to make it easier to lift again, I suggested.

If that was the idea, Weymouth went on quickly, we will take advantage of it. He turned to Ali. Hold the light  so. Now, Greville, get a grip with me, here. Dont move to any other part of the lid if you can avoid it  there may be fingerprints. And now… see if we can raise it.

In a state of such excitement as I cannot describe, I obeyed. Simultaneously we lifted, steadily. It responded to our efforts, being lighter than I had supposed…

I fixed a half-fearful gaze upon its shadowy interior.

It appeared to contain a dull, gray mass, irregular in contour, provokingly familiar yet impossible to identify in that first dramatic moment. The very unexpectedness of its appearance destroyed my reasoning powers, temporarily defeating recognition.

When we had the lid at an angle of about forty-five:

Hold it! I called. Ill take the other end.

Right! Weymouth agreed.

Now!

We lifted the lid bodily and laid it on the floor.

I could not have believed that that night of mystery and horror had one more thrill for my jaded nerves. Yet it was so, and it came to me then  an emotion topping all the others; such a thing as no sane man could have conjured up in his wildest imaginings…

Amazed beyond reasonable articulation, I uttered a sort of strangled cry, staring  staring  down into the sarcophagus.

Overstrain and the insufferable atmosphere of the place may have played their parts. But I must confess that the procession of apes began to move about me, the walls of the tomb to sway.

I became aware of a deadly sickness, as I stared and stared at the gray-white face of Sir Lionel Barton, lying in that ancient coffin wrapped in his army blanket!


PART TWO


CHAPTER FOUR

FAH LO SUEE

Better turn in, Greville, said Dr. Petrie rapidly. Lie down at any rate. Cant expect you to sleep. But youve had enough for one night. Your job is finished for the moment. Mine begins.

How the others had reacted to our astounding discovery I am quite unable to relate. I was in no fit condition to judge.

Petrie half supported me along the sloping passage, and administered a fairly stiff peg from his flask which enabled me with Alis aid to mount the ladders. I was furious with myself. To have to retire when the most amazing operation ever attempted by a surgeon was about to be performed  the restoring of a dead man to life!… But when at last I dropped down on my bed in the tent, I experienced a moment of horrible doubt  a moment during which I questioned my own sanity.

Ali Mahmouds expression, as he stood watching me anxiously, held a certain reassurance, however. That imperturbable man was shaken to the depths of his being.

Effendim, he whispered, it is Black Magic! It is Forbidden this tomb! He grasped an iron ring which he wore upon his right hand, and pronounced the takbîr, being a devout Moslem. Everyone has told me so. And it is true!

It would seem to be, I whispered. Go back. You will be wanted.

I had always loved the chief, and that last glimpse of his gray-white face, under the astounding circumstances of our discovery, had utterly bowled me out. The things I had heard of Dr. Fu-Manchu formed a sort of dizzy background  a moving panorama behind this incredible phantasy. There was no sanity in it all  no stable point upon which one could grasp.

Was Sir Lionel dead, or did he live? Dead or alive, who had stolen his body, and why? Most unanswerable query of all  with what possible object had he been concealed in the sarcophagus?

A thousand other questions, equally insane, presented themselves in a gibbering horde. I clutched my head and groaned. I heard a light footstep, looked up, and there was Rima standing in the opening of the tent.

Shan, dear! she cried, you look awful! I dont wonder. I have heard what happened. And truly I cant believe it even now! Oh, Shan, do you really, really think

She fell on her knees beside me and grasped my hand.

I dont know, I said, and scarcely knew my own voice. I have had rather a thick time, dear, and I, well… I nearly passed out. But I saw him.

Do you think I could help?

I dont know, I replied wearily. If so, Petrie will send for you. After all, were quite in his hands. I dont want you to hope for too much, darling. This mysterious antidote seems like sheer lunacy to me. Such things are clean outside the scope of ordinary human knowledge.

Poor, old boy, said Rima, and smoothed my hair caressingly.

Her touch was thrilling, yet soothing; and I resigned myself very gladly to those gentle fingers. There is nothing so healing as the magnetism of human sympathy. And after a while:

I think a cigarette might be a good idea, Rima, I said. Im beginning to recover consciousness!

She offered me one from a little enamelled case which I had bought in Cairo on the occasion of her last birthday  the only present I had ever given her. And we smoked for a while in that silence which is better than speech; then:

I saw something queer, said Rima suddenly, while you were away with Mr. Weymouth. Are you too weary  or do you want me to tell you?

Her tone was peculiar, and:

Yes  tell me what you saw, I replied, looking into her eyes.

Well, she went on, Captain Hunter came along after you had gone. Naturally, he was as restless as any of us. And after a while  leaving the hut door open, of course  I went and stood outside to see if there was any sign of your return…

She spoke with unwonted rapidity and I could see that in some way she had grown more agitated. Of course I had to allow for the dreadful suspense she was suffering.

You know the path, at the back of the small hut, she continued, which leads up to the plateau.

The path to Lafleurs Shaft?

Rima nodded.

Well, I saw a woman  at least, it looked like a woman  walking very quickly across the top! She was just an outline against the sky, and Im not positive about it at all. Besides, I only saw her for a moment. But I cant possibly have been dreaming, can I? What I wondered, and what Ive been wondering ever since is: What native woman  she looked like a native woman  would be up there at this time of night?

She was sitting at my feet now, her arm resting on my knees. She looked up at me appealingly.

What are you really thinking? I asked.

Im thinking about that photograph! she confessed. I believe it was  Madame Ingomar! And, Shan, that woman terrifies me! I begged Uncle not to allow her to come here  and he just laughed at me! I dont know why he couldnt see it… but she is dreadfully evil! I have caught her watching you, when you didnt know, in a way…

I bent down and rested my head against her tangled curls.

Well? I said, my arm about her shoulders.

I thought you… found her attractive. Dont get mad. But I knew, I knew, Shan, that she was dangerous. She affects me in the same way as a snake. She has some uncanny power…

Irish colleens are superstitious, I whispered.

They may be. But they are often wise as well. Some women, Shan  bad women  are witches.

Youre right, darling. And it was almost certainly Madame Ingomar that you saw!

Why do you say so?

Then I told her what had happened in the tomb, and, when I had finished:

Just as she disappeared, Rima said, I heard footsteps  quick, padding footsteps  on the other side of the wâdi. I called out to Dr. Petrie, but the sound had died away… Id had one glimpse of him, though  a man running.

Did you recognize him?

Yes.

Rima looked up at me reflectively, and:

Do you remember an Arab who came into camp some days ago and insisted that he must see Uncle?

I nodded.

I think I know the man you mean  the chief asked me to find out what he wanted?

Yes.

A gaunt-faced fellow  steely piercing eyes? Spoke very queer Arabic and denied all knowledge of English. Told me quite bluntly he had nothing whatever to say to me, but must see Sir Lionel. I finally told him to go to the devil. Why, good heavens, Rima… that was the evening before the tragedy!

Well, said Rima in a very low voice, this was the man I saw running along the ridge tonight!

I dont like the sound of it, I admitted. We have trouble enough already. Did he see you?

He couldnt have done. Besides, he was running at tremendous speed.

Even as she spoke the words, my heart seemed to miss a beat. I sprang up. Rima clutched me, her beautiful eyes widely opened.

Racing footsteps were approaching the tent!

I didnt know what to expect. My imagination was numb. But when the flap was dragged aside and Ali Mahmoud unceremoniously burst in, I was past reprimand, past any comment whatever.

Effendim! Effendim! Quick, please. They tell me not to disturb Forester Effendim and Captain Hunter… His camp bed!

What! The chiefs?

I am ordered to carry it up to the mouth of the old shaft!

Ali Mahmoud!

Rima sprang forward and grasped the headmans shoulders.

Yes! Yes! His eyes were gleaming madly. It is true, lady! It is Black Magic, but it is true.

Of all the queer episodes of that nightmare business there was none more grotesque, I think, than this of Ali and I carrying Sir Lionels camp bed up the steep path to that gaunt and desolate expanse upon which Lafleurs Shaft opened. As we had come out of the chiefs tent, I had heard the voices of Jameson Hunter and Forester in the big hut.

I was literally bathed in perspiration when we reached our goal. Dropping down upon the light bed, I stared out over that prospect beneath me. Right at my feet lay the Sacred Valley of Der-el-Bahari; to the right the rugged hills and ravines of this domain of the dead. Beyond, indicated by a green tracing under the stars, the Nile wound on like a river of eternity. For a few moments I regarded it all, and then Rimas fingers closed over my own.

A lantern stood at the mouth of Lafleurs Shaft.

We began to descend  to where a group awaited us.

Never, to the end of everything, shall I forget that moment when Weymouth and Dr. Petrie lifted Sir Lionel, still swathed in his worn army blanket, and laid him on the camp bed. Ali Mahmoud, who possessed the lean strength of a leopard, had carried him up the short ladder on his shoulders. But the effort had proved dangerously exhausting to the sufferer. Anxiety was written deeply upon Petries face as he bent over him.

Rima was almost as ghostly pale as he who had been plucked out of the gates of death. She was staring at Petrie fearfully, as one who glimpses a superman. But my own feelings were oddly compounded of joy and horror  joy because the dear old chief had been given a chance to live; horror, because I recognized a scientific miracle  and suddenly, awfully, appreciated the terrifying genius of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

At which moment, Sir Lionel opened his eyes  gazed vacantly, and then saw us.

Cheer up, Rima  child, he whispered. God bless you fellows. And to me: Thanks for the dash to Cairo. Good scout!

He closed his eyes again.

Well, Nurse, said Petrie, as Rima came out and joined us on the hotel terrace, what do you think of our patient?

Rima, a delicious picture in a dainty frock which had taken the place of the rough kit she wore in camp, fixed that grave look of hers on the speaker.

Then she turned swiftly aside, and I saw a threat of tears in her eyes.

Yes, Petrie murmured. I dont quite know what to make of him. Im only an ordinary practitioner, Rima, and although Ive searched every hotel in Luxor, this is an off-season. There isnt a man in Upper Egypt whose opinion I could take. And the only likely Cairo man, as bad luck would have it, is away on leave.

Silence fell between us. Sir Lionel Barton  first perhaps of modern Orientalists  lay in his room in a state of unconquerable coma, a mysterious secret locked in his memory. Petrie had rescued him from death  dragged him back, indeed, from the other side of that grim Valley  by virtue of an unnamed drug prepared by the greatest physician the world had ever known.

Strange, tragic, that so mighty a brain as that of Dr. Fu-Manchu should be crooked  that an intellect so brilliant should be directed not to healing but to destruction. He was dead. Yet the evil of his genius lived after him…

In a few weeks now this quiet spot in which we sat would be bustling with busy, international life. The tourist season would have set in. Dragomans, sellers of beads, of postcards and of scarabs would be thick as flies around the doors of the hotels. Thomas Cooks dahabîyehs would moor at the landing places; fashionable women would hurry here and there, apparently busy, actually idle: white-suited men, black-robed guides  bustle  excitement…

Even now, as I stared across the nearly deserted roadway and beyond old peaceful Nile to where crags and furrows marked the last resting place of the Pharaohs, even now I could scarcely grasp the reality of it all.

What was the secret of the Tomb of the Black Ape? Careful examination had enabled us to prove that Lafleur at the time his excavation was abandoned  that is at the time of his disappearance in 1909  had got within a few yards of the passage leading to the burial chamber. Some unknown hand had completed the work and then had so carefully concealed the opening that later Egyptologists had overlooked it. Or had the hand been that of Lafleur himself?

More astounding still: the inner stone door, or portcullis, had been opened before! And it had been reclosed  so cunningly that even the chief had thought it to be intact! We were not the first party to reach it.

Therefore… when had the tomb been emptied? In Lafleurs time or a week ago whilst I was in Cairo? Who had reclosed it, and why had he done so? Above all  what had it contained?

Maddening to think that poor Sir Lionel might know… but was unable to tell us…

My musings were interrupted.

Next to Brian Hawkins, came Petries voice, of Wimpole Street, theres one man with whom Id give half I possess to have ten minutes conversation.

Who is that? Rima asked.

Nayland Smith.

I looked across.

Not as a professional consultant, Petrie added. But somehow, in the old days, he seemed to find a way.

Uncle was always talking about him, said Rima. And Ive hoped we should meet. Hes chief of some department of Scotland Yard, isnt he?

Yes. He finally left Burma five years ago. And Im looking forward to meeting him in England.

Weymouth cabled him, said I, but had no reply.

I know. Petrie stared vacantly before him. Its rather queer and quite unlike Smith.

Is there really nothing we can do? said Rima.

She rested her hand suddenly on Petries arm and I knew she feared that she might have offended him.

I didnt mean youre not doing everything thats possible  I just mean do you think were justified in waiting?

I dont! he replied honestly; for honesty was the keynote of his character. But I doubt if either of the men I mentioned could indicate any treatment other than that which were following. Physically, Sir Lionel is gaining strength day by day, but his mental condition puzzles me.

Is it contrary to your experience, Doctor, I asked; I mean your experience of this strange drug which must have been used in his case?

Petrie nodded.

Quite contrary, he assured me. The crowning triumph of Fu-Manchus method was their clean-cut effects. His poisons served their purpose to a nicety. His antidotes restored to normal.

A thickset figure rounded the corner of the building and bore down upon us.

Ah, Weymouth! said Petrie. You look as though a long drink with a lump of ice in it would fit the bill.

It would! Weymouth confessed, dropping into a cane chair.

He removed his hat and mopped his forehead.

Any luck? said I.

Whilst Petrie gave an order to a waiter, Weymouth shook his head sadly.

Madame Ingomar is known to a number of people in Luxor and neighborhood, he replied, but not one of them can tell me where she lives!

Its therefore fairly obvious that she must have been either living in the native quarter or renting a villa!

Weymouth looked at me with a tolerant smile, and:

I agree, he replied. My best local agent reported this morning, and you can take it for granted that madame has not been living in the native quarter. I have personally just returned from a very tiring inspection of a list of the available villas in and about Luxor. I can state with a fair amount of certainty that she did not occupy any of these.

A gentle rebuke which I accepted in silence. Dr. Petrie put the whole thing right, for:

Scotland Yard methods have been pretty harshly criticised, said he, generally by those who know nothing about them. But you must agree, Greville, that they dont fail in thoroughness.

He paused suddenly, arrested I suppose by my expression. I was staring at a tall Arab who, approaching the hotel, pulled up on sighting our group. His hesitation was momentary. He carried on, swung past us, and went in through the swing doors.

Rima sprang up and grasped my arm.

The Arab, she cried, the Arab who has just passed! Its the man I saw in camp. The man who ran along the top of the wâdi!

I nodded grimly.

Leave him to me! I said, and, turning to Weymouth: A clue at last!

Is this the mysterious Arab you spoke about? he said excitedly.

It is.

I dashed into the hotel. There was no sign of my man in the lobby, in which only vedettes of the tourist army, mostly American, were to be seen. I hurried across to the reception clerk. He knew me well, and:

A tall Arab. Just come in, I said quickly. Bedoui, Fargâni, or Maazâi, for a guess. Wheres he gone?

An assistant manager  Edel by name  suddenly appeared behind the clerk and I thought I saw him grip the latters shoulder significantly; as:

You were asking about an Arab who came in, Mr. Greville? said he.

I was.

He is in the service of one of our guests  a gentleman of the Diplomatic Service.

That doesnt alter the fact that hes been prowling about Sir Lionels camp, I replied angrily. There are one or two things I have to say to this Arab.

Edel became strangely embarrassed. His expression mystified me. He was Swiss and an excellent fellow; but reviewing what I had heard of the methods of Dr. Fu-Manchu I began to wonder if my hitherto esteemed acquaintance might be a servant of that great and evil man!

Whats the name of this diplomat? I asked rather shortly. Do I know him?

Edel hesitated for a moment; but at last:

He is a Mr. Fletcher, he replied. Please forgive me, my dear Greville, but I have orders in this matter.

Now definitely angry, but realizing that Edel wasnt to blame, I turned. Weymouth stood at my elbow.

I respect your orders, Edel, I said, but there can be no possible objection to my interviewing Mr. Fletchers Arab servant?

May I add, said Weymouth harshly, that I entirely agree with what Mr. Greville has said.

Edel recognized Weymouth; which seemed merely to add to his confusion of mind.

If you will excuse me for a moment, gentlemen, he murmured, I shall phone from the private office.

He withdrew  followed by the reception clerk, who obviously dreaded cross-examination.

I exchanged glances with Weymouth.

What the devil is this all about? he said.

There was an interval during which Dr. Petrie came in with Rima. At which moment Edel reappeared, and:

If Mr. Greville and Dr. Petrie would be good enough to go up to Number 36, he requested, Mr. Fletcher will be pleased to see them.

God knows we have trouble and enough, said Petrie, as the lift carried us to the third floor, without the appearance of this unknown diplomat. Ive never met a Mr. Fletcher. Can you imagine any reason why he should ask me to accompany you?

I cant, I admitted, and laughed, but not too mirthfully.

As we reached the third floor the Nubian lift-boy conducted us to the door of Number 36, pressed the bell, and returned to the lift.

The door opened suddenly. I saw a clean-shaven, thickset man, wearing a very well-cut suit of the kind sometimes called Palm Beach. With his black brows and heavy jaw, he more closely resembled a retired pugilist than any conception I might have formed of a diplomat.

Petrie stared at him in a very strange fashion; as:

My name is Fletcher, he announced. Dr. Petrie, I believe? And then to me: Mr. Greville? Please come in.

He held the door open and stepped aside. I exchanged glances with Petrie. We walked into the little lobby.

It was a small suite with a sitting room on the left.

Why did Mr. Fletcher open his own door when he employed an Arab servant?

I was gravely suspicious, for the thing was mysterious to a degree, but:

Come right through! cried a voice from the sitting room.

Whereupon, to add to my discomfort, Petrie suddenly grasped my arm with a grip which hurt. He stepped through the open doorway, I following close at his heels.

A window opened onto a balcony and to the right of this window stood a writing table. Seated at the table, his back towards us, was the tall Arab whom we were come to interview!

I noted with surprise that he had removed his turban, and that the head revealed was not shaven, as I might have anticipated, but covered with virile, wavy, iron-gray hair.

Fletcher had disappeared.

As we entered, the man stood up and turned. The deep brown color, of his skin seemed in some way incongruous, now that he wore no turban. I noted again the steely eyes which I remembered; the lean, eager face  a face hard to forget once one had seen it

But if I was perplexed, doubtful, my companion had become temporarily paralyzed. I heard the quick intake of his breath  turned… and saw him standing, a man rigid with amazement, positively glaring at the figure of the tall Arab beside the writing table!

At last, in a whisper, he spoke:

You! he said, you, old man! Is this quite fair?

The Arab sprang forward and grasped Petries hand. Suddenly, seeing the expression in those gray eyes, I felt an intruder. I wanted to look away; but:

It isnt! I heard; and it hurts to hear you say it. But there was no other way, Petrie. By heaven, its good to see you again, though!…

He turned his searching glance upon me.

Mr. Greville, he exclaimed, forgive this comedy; but there are vast issues at stake.

Greville, said Petrie, continuing to stare at the speaker with an expression almost of incredulity, this is Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

I felt sure you would recognize Detective-Inspector Fletcher, Nayland Smith declared. You once spent a night with him, Petrie  in the Joy Shop, down Limehouse way: Detective-Sergeant Fletcher he was then. Have you placed him?

Petries puzzled expression suddenly changed, and: Of course! he cried. I knew Id seen him somewhere  Fletcher! But what on earth is he doing here?

Ask what Im doing here, snapped Nayland Smith. One answer covers both questions. Fletchers in my department of the Yard, now: you may remember he always specialized in Oriental cases. Hes been posing as the principal, very successfully, whilst I, in the capacity of an Arab with whom he had confidential business, have been at liberty to get on with my job.

But I dont understand, said I, just what your job has been. I cant make out what a senior official of Scotland Yard is doing here in Luxor. It surely isnt usual? I mean, youve been hanging about our camp for some time past, sir.

Nayland Smith smiled; and  a magic of all rare smiles  my impression of his character was radically altered. I found myself for the first time at my ease with this grim Anglo-Indian. I saw behind the mask and I loved the man I saw.

Damned unusual, he admitted, but so are the circumstances. He turned to Petrie. I didnt recognize Weymouth. I passed you very quickly. We must send for him. Fletcher can go.

He began to pace up and down the room, when:

Smith! Petrie exclaimed. I dont understand. Were all in together. What had you to gain by this secrecy?

Nayland Smith pulled up in front of him, staring down hard, and:

Do you quite realize, Petrie, he asked, with whom were dealing?

No, Petrie replied, bluntly, I dont.

Nayland Smith stared at him for a while longer and then turned to me.

How much do you know of the facts, Mr. Greville? he snapped.

I have heard something of the history of Dr. Fu-Manchu, I replied, if thats what you mean! But Fu-Manchu is dead.

Possibly, he agreed, and began to walk up and down again quite possibly. But  he turned to the doctor you recognize his methods, Petrie?

Undoubtedly. So did poor Barton! By sheer luck, as you know, I had a spot of the antidote. But whilst it has worked the old miracle, there are complications in this case.

There are, said Smith. And stepping to the writing table he began to load a large and very charred briar with coarse-cut mixture from a tin. It may be that the stuff has lost some of its potency in years  who knows? But one thing is certain, Petrie. I address you also, Mr. Greville.

He broke two matches in succession, so viciously did he attempt to strike them, but he succeeded with a third.

All that fiendish armament is about to be loosed on the world again  perhaps reinforced, brought up to date… And thats why Im here.

Neither Petrie nor I made any comment. Nayland Smith, his pipe fuming between his teeth, resumed that restless promenade; and:

You must know all the facts, Greville, he said rapidly. Then we must form a plan of campaign. If only we can strike swiftly enough, the peril may be averted. It seems to be Fate, Petrie, but again Im too late. Reports reached me from China, then from nearer home; from Cairo; from Moscow; from Paris and finally from London. Doubting everybody, I took personal action. And I definitely crossed swords with her for the first time at a popular supper restaurant in Coventry Street.

Crossed swords with whom? Petrie demanded, voicing a question which I myself had been about to ask.

But Nayland Smith, ignoring Petries question, continued to stride up and down, seemingly thinking aloud.

New evidence respecting the sudden death of Professor Zeitland, the German Egyptologist, came to hand. I was satisfied that she was concerned. I sent Fletcher to interview her…

She had disappeared. We lost track of her for more than a week. All inquiries drew blank; until, by a great strike of luck, the French police identified her at Marseilles. She had sailed for Egypt.

Good enough for me! I set out at once with Fletcher! Perhaps I shall be better understood if I say that the chief commissioner sent me. Since our one and only meeting, further advices from China had opened my eyes to the truth.

I arrived in Port Said two weeks ago today. I had nothing to go upon  no evidence to justify summary action; only one fact and a theory…

His pipe went out. He paused to relight it.

Do I understand, Sir Denis, I said, that youre speaking of Madame Ingomar?

He glanced at me over his shoulder.

Madame Ingomar? Yes. Thats a nom-de-guerre. Her dossier is filed at Scotland Yard under the name of Fah Lo Suee. Youll recognize her when you see her, Petrie!

What!

You met her once, some years ago. She was about seventeen in those days; shes under thirty, now  and the most dangerous woman living.

But who is she? cried Petrie.

Nayland Smith turned, a lighted match held between finger and thumb.

Dr. Fu-Manchus daughter, he replied.


CHAPTER FIVE

NAYLAND SMITH EXPLAINS

The trail led me from Cairo to Luxor, said Nayland Smith.

Information with which I was supplied from day to day clearly pointed to some attempt on Sir Lionel Barton.

Professor Zeitland, I had learned, from facts brought to light after his sudden and mysterious death, had been studying the problem presented to Egyptologists by Lafleurs Tomb, or the Tomb of the Black Ape. He had contemplated excavations. He deeply resented what he looked upon as Sir Lionels intrusion. Did you know this?

He turned to me suddenly. His skin, as I now realized, had been artificially darkened. Looking out from that brown mask, his eyes were unnaturally piercing.

Perfectly well.

Superintendent Weymouth, whose unexpected meeting with Sir Denis had reduced him to an astounded silence, now spoke for the first time since he had entered the room.

Probably some of the professors notes were stolen, he said.

They were! rapped Nayland Smith: which brings us to Barton. Are his notes intact?

He shot the question at me with startling rapidity.

He made few notes, I replied. He had a most astounding memory.

In short, his memory was his notebook! This explains much…

He paused for a moment, and then:

I immediately adopted the device which you know, he went on. Fletcher installed himself here, and I used these rooms as my base of operations. I had first to track Fah Lo Suee to her lair. I use the term advisedly, for she is the most dangerous beast of prey which this century has known.

I simply cannot understand, cried Petrie, why Sir Lionel never suspected this woman!

Nayland Smith shook his head irritably.

I think he did  but too late. However  naturally I distrusted everybody, but I decided to take Barton into my confidence. It was on that occasion, Greville, that we met for the first time. I bear you no ill will, but I could have strangled you cheerfully. Short of revealing my identity, I was helpless… and I decided to stick to my disguise…

He shrugged his shoulders.

I was wrong. The enemy struck. Forthright action might have saved him. I must have failed to do even what little I did do, for all the odds were against me, were it not that that very night I made up my mind to try to get to Sir Lionel secretly whilst the camp was sleeping.

In one of your workmen, Greville  Said by name  I recognized an old friend! Said was once my groom in Rangoon! I dug him out of his quarters at Kûrna and appointed him my liaison officer.

Then, with Said in touch, I started. I had found one man I could trust…

I reached Bartons tent three minutes too late. He had just scrawled that last message

What! Weymouth interrupted excitedly. You actually saw the message?

I read it, Nayland Smith replied quietly. Barton, awakened by the needle, miraculously realized what had happened. I am prepared to learn that he expected it… that, at last, he had begun to distrust Madame Ingomar. It had just dropped from his hand as I entered.

It was my voice, Greville, not his  that awakened you…

Nayland Smith ceased speaking, and stepping up to the table, began to knock ash from the steaming bowl of his briar, whilst I watched him in a sort of stupefaction. Petrie and Weymouth were watching him too. Truly, here was a remarkable man.

I slipped away as quietly as I had come. I watched for developments… then I set out for the head of the wâdi, where Said was watching. And Said had news for me. Someone had passed his hiding place ten minutes before  someone who slipped by rapidly. Said had not dared to follow. His orders were to wait… but I guessed that he had seen the agent of Fah Lo Suee who had entered Bartons tent ahead of me, and who had done his appointed work…

He was Burmese, Said assured me, and I saw the mark of kâli on his brow!

In a deep hollow, by the light of my torch, I wrote a message to Fletcher. Said set out for Luxor. I was taking no chances. The result of that message, Petrie, you know  you also, Weymouth. Fletcher despatched two telegrams.

Then I returned, and from the slope above Sir Lionels tent, overheard the conference. I still distrusted everybody. As early as Lafleurs time, a certain person was interested in the Tomb of the Black Ape. Of this I am confident. The nature of his interest it remains for us to find out. In the meantime, a member of the family of that great but evil man has penetrated to the Tomb

Smith! Petrie interrupted. Some age-old secret  probably a ghastly weapon of destruction  has lain there, for thousands of years!

Nayland Smith stared hard at the speaker; then:

Right, he snapped as regards the first part. Wrong as regards the second.

Giving us no chance to ask him what he meant:

My point of vantage regained, he went on rapidly, I saw all that took place. I saw the hut opened and two lanterns placed inside. I realized that it was proposed to carry Sir Lionel there. I saw the body placed in the hut, and the door locked. I could do no more  for Barton.

Since it seemed fairly certain that the objective of these mysterious crimes was the Tomb of the Black Ape, I now made my way round to the enclosure. The door was locked, but I managed to find a spot where I could climb up the fencing and look over. I stared down into the pit and listened intently. In that silence, any movement below must have been clearly audible. But I could not hear a sound.

I was mystified  utterly mystified. I began to wonder if poor Barton had been mistaken in his own symptoms. I began to think he might really be dead! Perhaps the man whom Said had seen had had no connection with the matter. For I confess I could imagine no object in inducing that form of artificial catalepsy of which we know Dr. Fu-Manchu to have been a master.

Crawling above the camp like a jackal, I taxed my brain to discover some line of action.

None of you slept much that night, and I had to watch my steps. It was a nerve-racking business, especially as I suspected that a trained assassin was prowling about somewhere  and possibly covering my movements.

Failure seemed to threaten me again. I had failed in London. I had failed here. But I was expecting the return of Said at any moment, now, and presently I heard our prearranged signal: the howling of a dog.

He, at least, had done his job. I replied.

Perhaps my imitation was a poor one. All I know is that you, Greville, and others, came out into, wâdi with lanterns, and began to search all about the camp.

We did, I interrupted. That howling was unnatural. Dogs never came as near to the camp at such an hour.

You found nothing, Nayland Smith went on; and when all was quiet again, I crept round and rejoined Said. He had more news. As he had pulled across from Luxor to Kûrna, and in sight of the landing place, a motor-boat had passed, heading upstream. Note that, Weymouth. Standing in the bows was the Burman whom Said had seen near Sir Lionels camp!

This set me thinking. I came back here and turned up some recent reports. I discovered, Weymouth, that a certain Sheikh Ismail  who once slipped through our fingers in London  was living in the Oasis of Khârga. This venerable gentleman, for he must be well past eighty, I believe to be the present holder of the title of Sheikh al-Jébal, or head of the murderous sect of the Hashishîn!

A member of the old group! said Weymouth excitedly.

Exactly! And an associate of Dr. Fu-Manchu! As a result, after a few hours rest, I started for Esna. And I spent a very profitable day there.

Esna! I exclaimed. Why Esna?

Because the old caravan road to the oasis starts from there, and because Esna is upstream. But whilst I was so employed, theres little doubt, I think, that Fah Lo Suee and her party, operating from Lafleurs Shaft, were completing the work begun by Barton…

Amazing, I interrupted, but fate, I suppose, that not a soul went down all day. The men, of course, were given a holiday.

I know, Smith said. Said was with me. However, I got back just before dusk and went straight to the camp to see how the land lay. Everything seemed to be quiet, and I was following the edge of the wâdi and had reached a point just above the hut in which Sir Lionels body lay, when I pulled up…

It must have been inaudible from the tents. It came from directly below me  a soft, wailing cry. But I knew it! Good God, how well I knew it!…

The call of a Dacoit!

Over these dangerous madmen, Greville, as well as the Thugs and the Hashishîn, the late Dr. Fu-Manchu had acquired a mysterious control. I dropped flat on the ground, wriggled to the edge and looked down. Nothing moved  the place was dark and silent. But I continued to watch and presently I saw a seeming miracle.

The door of the hut was open! I clenched my fists and stared. It was as though the gate of a tomb had opened. I did not know what to expect. But what I saw was this:

A thickset brown man, naked except for his loincloth, came out, bending double in the manner of a laden Eastern porter, and carrying on his shoulders the body of Sir Lionel Barton wrapped in a gray blanket!

On the threshold, he laid him down. He locked the door with a key he carried, shouldered the body again, and set off up the wâdi… How had he got into the hut and where had he obtained the key?

Weymouth has solved that mystery, Petrie interrupted. The key was on Sir Lionels chain. He had only partially undressed on the previous night, and the Dacoit must have slipped in between the time that the hut was open and the time that Sir Lionel was carried there.

Nayland Smith tugged at his ear, a nervous mannerism which I had already observed, and turning to Weymouth:

Congratulations! he said. What was your clue?

The man had been chewing betel nut. I found some…

Chunam! Brilliant, Weymouth! No school to equal that of experience. But do you grasp the astounding fact that he had stuck to his post for some twenty hours, with nothing but betel nut to sustain him! Yet he still had the strength of a tiger  as I was to learn!…

I started to follow. By the smaller hut as you know, Greville  turning to me theres a steep path leading to the plateau: it begins as a sort of gully. And in the dense shadow there my Dacoit stopped.

Need I say that I was searching madly for a proper course of action? What was the right course? Barton, if not dead, was palpably unconscious. What was the purpose of this mysterious body-snatching? Even if they knew that you, Petrie, had been sent for

They did! I interrupted. I was followed to Cairo!

Even so, I argued, it must be as Barton himself had believed. Someone needed him  alive! My decision was made. I would not arouse the camp  my first, natural impulse  nor interfere in any way. I would follow and see where he was being taken.

At which moment I nearly made a fatal mistake. I was on the point of moving from the deep belt of shadow in which I lay concealed, when a second soft call drew my gaze upward to where the path ceased to be a ravine and topped the slope above.

Another Dacoit was descending, almost silently, but very swiftly.

I shrank back.

A low-toned conversation took place in the darkness beneath me; and then the pair raised the body of Sir Lionel and carried it rapidly up the slope and over the top.

I gave them twenty seconds. I could risk no more. Then, fairly silent in my soft slippers, I raced up and threw myself prone on the crest… They were heading westward across the plateau.

Naturally, I had made myself acquainted with the outstanding peculiarities of the district immediately surrounding Sir Lionels excavation; and in a flash, as I lay there, plainly visible in the moonlight should either of the Dacoits have looked back, the truth dawned upon me. I knew where they were making for.

They were carrying him to Lafleurs Shaft!

When at last, using what little cover I could find, I ventured to approach the entrance to the shaft  which, I discovered, is a long, sloping tunnel  the Dacoits were already far ahead of me. I could just see the moving light of a lantern.

I stopped, lying flat by the entrance and looking down. What should I do next?

For one moment the dreadful idea came to me that they were going to bury him  alive! I had it in mind to rush back to the camp for assistance, since I was single-handed and had no notion how many the enemy numbered.

Wiser second thoughts prevailed. Sir Lionel lived. And they needed his knowledge…

Of Lafleurs Shaft I knew next to nothing. From what little I had gathered of its history, I understood that it was an abandoned cutting, terminating in a dead-end some forty feet below the level of the plateau.

I waited  until I thought I might venture to descend the shaft to the first bend. It was hot and still  very still. No light showed ahead of me nor could I hear a sound. My sense of mystification increased. Where had they gone? What was their purpose?

Risking everything, I flashed a light along the sloping path below me. I saw a rough tunnel terminating in another bend. I began to descend it. Sometimes my foot slipped and I stopped, listening… Not a sound. I descended still further. Lafleurs Shaft, I learned, forms roughly a slanting figure Z. At last I came to a yawning pit. One fact my lamp revealed  the fact that a ladder rested in it. I stood in darkness, listening again.

I could hear nothing.

Using my lamp sparingly, I found my way to the head of the ladder and climbed down. On an irregular mass of stone at the base I paused. So far as my scanty information carried me, this was the end of Lafleurs Shaft. It was empty!

Where had the Dacoits gone?

I knew, from experience of these wiry little Burmans, that they possessed a gorilla-like strength and that for one to have carried even so heavy a man as Sir Lionel Barton down the ladder slung across his shoulders was not an impossible task.

But where had they gone?

Cautious examination discovered a ragged gap in one wall of the pit, or well, in which I stood. I groped my way through and found myself in a slanting passage running, roughly, parallel with the tail of the Z of Lafleurs Shaft, but hewn in the solid rock and obviously of very early origin.

Far below to my right, a vague light showed…

I stood still again, listening.

Voices… then a crashing, booming sound.

I crept down the slope. I came to a second ladder, and looking up saw the stars. This was Bartons excavation! A dim perception of the truth began to dawn on me. I stole down a little further. I lay flat in the passage  watching.

In the light of several lanterns I saw a party of half-naked men working feverishly to break away through the wall! They worked under a womans direction! I heard her voice  an unforgettable, bell-like voice…

Madame Ingomar! I shouted  my pent-up excitement at last expressing itself.

Undoubtedly Fah Lo Suee. She was questioning Barton, who lay in the passage… and Barton was answering her!

Beyond doubt they had been at their task for hours. Barton, unwillingly  perhaps unwittingly  helped them to complete it. They forced the opening. They all went through  four men led by Fah Lo Suee. Sir Lionel was left where he lay.

I began to move back to the ladders. I had them in a trap! Not daring to use a light, I groped my way to the foot of the pit. I climbed to the first platform. Now, using my torch, I went up to the second.

Switching off the torch, I pressed myself against the side of the excavation.

Three lanterns passed the gap below. I counted them. Their bearers were heading for Lafleurs Shaft. There was an interval. Then, a fourth light shone out into the pit, it grew brighter.

A woman, in native dress, looked up to where I crouched on the platform…

She withdrew, and went on. I heard a vague shuffling  a distant voice. Silence came… Three men and one woman. Where was the fourth man  and Barton?

The answer was all too obvious… Barton had served the purpose of Fah Lo Suee: his usefulness was ended. Whatever she had sought, she had found. And now I realized that my immediate duty was to Sir Lionel. I crept down again, rung by rung. And, just as I reached the jagged opening, an explanation of the mystery of the fourth man burst upon me with icy certainty…

Already it might be too late! Barton had served the purpose for which he had been kept alive. Now, a dead man  not a synthetically dead man  he was to be replaced in the hut. This was the task of the Dacoit who had carried him to Lafleurs Shaft, and who had remained behind to carry him back!

A dim light shone through the newly made opening. I crawled nearer; so near that at last I could touch Sir Lionels body.

The Dacoit came out, stooping and holding the lantern. He would have been an easy shot but I had decided against the use of firearms. The professional strangler never had a chance; because Id got my thumb on his jugular and my knee between his lean thighs almost before he suspected I was there. I had little compunction; but these people are queerly constituted. This fellow had sinews like iron wire and the strength of a tiger. Yet, when I removed my grip and wondered how I should tie him up… he was dead!

Perspiration blinded me and I was shaking with my exertions. I stood there, the fallen lantern at my feet, looking down at those two ghastly companions  the one indisputably dead; the other, for all his rigour and gray-white face, alive for all I knew to the contrary. Certainly, I had heard his voice not long since…

Taking up the lantern, which had remained alight, I stooped and went in through the triangular opening which had been made in the wall… I found myself in the Tomb of the Black Ape!

I need not describe it. The great sarcophagus was open  the wooden lid roughly in place, the stone one lying on the floor. I raised the sycamore covering. The mummy case was empty.

Observing in a corner a cavern-like opening, I crossed and explored it. It proved to be a low antechamber. Into this I dragged the Dacoit so that he should be out of my sight. Then, I stood in the tomb, endeavouring to make up my mind what I should do about Barton.

My brain was not at its best. But nevertheless I had to imagine what would happen when the Dacoit failed to report. Also, I had to take it for granted that my theory respecting his orders was correct; namely that his job was to carry Barton back to the hut, relock the door, and rejoin Fah Lo Suee wherever she might be.

Suppose one of the enemy returned in my absence and found Barton where he lay? It was a dreadful possibility.

First I thought of dragging him into the antechamber with the dead Dacoit. Then I realized that this would be useless. My second idea, wild though it sounds, was a good one. They would never think of looking in the sarcophagus!…

The task was a heavy one. But I managed it. I replaced the lid, using some wedges which I found inside to prevent it closing entirely and to allow of air reaching the interior.

I came out of Lafleurs Shaft. I heard the sound of a descending plane! At first, I couldnt believe my ears. Then came the explanation.

And just as I grasped the fact that help for poor Barton  if he had not passed beyond its reach  was arrived, I heard a second sound… Saids signal!

Appreciating his state of anxiety  I had been missing for hours  I circled round the camp and joined him. He had heard the descent of the plane, of course, but he was even more urgently concerned about a party of three men and a woman, the men bearing heavy burdens, who at that very moment, I gathered, were setting out on camels for Kûrnal.

I weighed the chances  and the stakes. I came to a speedy decision. Leaving Said on duty, I set out for a point on the Kûrna road  where Fletcher was posted…

Needless to add, I failed to overtake Fah Lo Suee. Fletcher had noted the mysterious caravan, but naturally had not challenged it. I returned, and made my return known to Said…

You alarmed the whole camp! I broke in. We had learned to recognize that false dogs howling!

Quite! Nayland Smith smiled his rare, revealing smile. But Said informed me that Rima Barton, who had been here, in Luxor, was back in camp with Ali Mahmoud and that you three fellows were with Forester in the big hut…

Dead beat though I was, another job remained: to enable you to find Barton! I sent Said out scouting. The last thing I desired was to make a dramatic entrance that night. Said presently returned to report that you, Weymouth, and Greville had gone to the excavation with Ali Mahmoud.

I ordered Said to creep down Lafleurs Shaft and watch…

He was back in less than seven minutes by my watch! He had met a woman coming out! He thought that she had not seen him. She had gone towards the Valley…

My fatigue forgotten, I set out racing along the top of the wâdi

Rima saw you! I interrupted.

Very likely. I observed that the door of the hut was open…

A wild-goose chase! Madame had vanished! With characteristic cool courage she must have returned to find out what had become of her missing servant.

When the news reached me that Barton lived, I was worse than dog-tired; I was exhausted. And that night I shared a humble shakedown with Said.

I dislike dividing our forces at this stage of the campaign, said Nayland Smith, but theres nothing else for it. I had intended to send a message down, Petrie, if you hadnt anticipated me. As a matter of fact  he glanced at the table I was writing it when the manager rang me up. I can play my lone hand no longer.

Fletcher must stay on guard. We cant leave Sir Lionel unprotected. Rima, of course, must remain also. Indeed it would be useless to ask her to do otherwise. And I want you, Greville, to act as guide. Its a pretty desperate expedition. But theres a chance we may be able to strike quickly and strangle this dreadful business at the hour of its birth.

Just a moment, Sir Denis, Weymouth interrupted. Where do I come in?

Smith turned to him, and:

Glad to have you with me, he replied, although your actual duty doesnt call for it.

Thanks, said Weymouth dryly.

Smith met Dr. Petries fixed stare.

Your leave starts next Thursday, he said. And I can imagine how Karamanèh is looking forward to seeing London again…

There was a short silence, then:

Is that all you have to say? asked the doctor.

Nayland Smith grasped his shoulders impulsively.

We stuck together pretty closely in the old days, he said. But, now, I darent ask you

You dont have to! Petrie declared truculently. Im coming!

But where are we for? I asked.

For the house at present occupied by Fah Lo Suee.

What! Petrie exclaimed. Then where is this house?

Near the Oasis of Khârga  which accounts for Weymouths inability to trace it!

But Khârgas surely a hundred and fifty miles!

Theres a sort of railway, I said, and a train about twice a year, from somewhere down Farshût way.

Not our route, snapped Nayland Smith. Were going from Esna.

But thats just a caravan road  and a bad one too. The chief and I went, once  he had an idea of working on the Temple of Hibis there  and Im not likely to forget it! Sir Lionel loves camels  and so we went on camels. It took us three days to get to Khârga and three days to get back!

What I wanted to know! Were going by car.

Gad! There are some nasty bits!

There may be. But if Fah Lo Suee can do it, we can do it! The only car I could beg, borrow, or steal was a hard-bitten Buick about six years old. But Ive got it packed in a quiet spot. I completed arrangements this morning. You might glance over this map.

From the table drawer he produced a large-scale map, when:

What on earth are we going for? Weymouth demanded.

Were going to spy! Tonight, I have reason to believe, the powers of hell will be assembled in el-Khârga.

I went along to the room occupied by the chief, quietly opened the door, and looked in. He lay as I had last seen him, haggard, and pale under his tan. But his expression remained untroubled, and his strong, bronzed hands, crossed, rested quietly on the sheet.

Rima was sitting by the open window, reading. She looked up as I entered, shook her head and smiled rather sadly.

I went across to her.

No change, dear?

Not the slightest. But you look excited, Shan. What is it? Something that extraordinary man Nayland Smith has told you?

Yes, darling. He has discovered what we wanted to know. We start in an hour.

Rima grasped my arm. Her eyes opened widely and her expression grew troubled; then:

Do you mean  her?

I nodded.

Where she is?

Yes.

Oh, that woman terrifies me!… I hate the thought of your going.

I put my arm around her shoulders.

You have none of your old doubts, darling, have you? I asked.

She shook her head, then nestled against me.

But Im afraid of her, she explained desperately afraid of her. She is evil  utterly evil. Where is this place?

In the Oasis of Khârga.

What! But thats miles and miles away in the desert! How ever are you going to get there?

I briefly explained Nayland Smiths plan; and when Rima understood that he as well as Weymouth and Petrie were coming with the party, she seemed to grow easier in mind. Nevertheless, I could see that she was very troubled. And I have often wondered since if some moment of prevision came to her  if she foresaw, dimly, that a dreadful danger lay awaiting me in the Oasis of Khârga…

Tonight… the powers of hell will be assembled…

Nayland Smiths strange words recurred to me.

A sound of footsteps on the gravel in the garden below brought my mind sharply to present dangers. I crossed the balcony and looked down. One glance was sufficient to reassure me. Of course, I might have known!

Fletcher, pipe in mouth, was slowly pacing up and down  a sure guard, if ever a man had one.

He stays there all the time, until the windows are closed, Rima explained. Then he comes up and remains in the corridor.

I stooped for a moment over the chief, wondering what secrets were locked up in that big brain of his; wondering what had really happened down there in the Tomb of the Black Ape, and how much he knew regarding the missing contents of the sarcophagus. Rima stood beside me, and:

You must be dreadfully tired, dear, I said.

Oh, I get plenty of sleep, she replied, in little bits. Nurse and I watch, turn and turn about, you know. I shouldnt be happy if I werent doing it.

She looked up at me in that grave way which always made me ashamed of myself, made me feel that in some spiritual sense I was infinitely less than she. She lifted her lips to mine and I took her in my arms…

Having little enough to do in the way of preparation, I might not have torn myself away so quickly had it not been for the arrival of the nurse, a stout and capable Scottish woman, well known to the management.

Perhaps it was as well. Rima clung to me almost pitifully… Yes! I think some Celtic premonition must have warned her…

Downstairs I found Petrie waiting. Nayland Smith had disappeared; but:

We are to join him at Esna, Petrie explained, and for some reason which I should regard as lunatic in any other than Smith, we are to pose as natives!

What!

Complete outfits  of which he has quite a wardrobe  are ready in his rooms. Weymouth is up there, now… and Said is standing by to guide us to the meeting place.

We stared hard at one another. But neither of us was in jesting mood; and:

Please God we all get back safe, said Petrie simply.


CHAPTER SIX

THE COUNCIL OF SEVEN

That journey across the desert was strange in many ways  stranger and more horrible in its outcome than a merciful Providence allowed me to foresee. Nevertheless it aroused within me that sort of warning sixth sense which once before, on the train to Cairo, had advised me of the fact that I was spied upon. Possibly those religious fanatics guarding the extraordinary woman who called herself Madame Ingomar, and whom I knew claimed a sort of divine ordinance for their ghastly crimes, reacted upon me in some odd way. All I know is that I seemed to have developed a capacity for smelling them out; as will presently appear.

Weymouth, Petrie, and Nayland Smith rode in the back of the car, and I sat in front with Said. The starting place outside Esna had been cunningly chosen and we had every reason to believe that the outset of our journey had been managed without attracting attention.

Our disguises were passably good. Both Weymouth and Petrie were well sun-browned, and I had the complexion which comes with months of exposure to the weather. Petries distinguished appearance was enhanced by a tarboosh and we had agreed to address him as Bey. Weymouth, his robes crowned by a small white turban, resembled a substantial village sheikh; and I knew I could pass anywhere for a working Arab. Nayland Smith had retained the dress he was wearing at our first meeting.

Clear of the cultivated land that borders the Nile, and well out upon that ancient route which once had known no passage more violent than that of the soft padding camels and the tinkling of the camel bells, we met never a soul for thirty miles.

An hour, and another hour, we carried on, over desolate, gravelly, boundless waste. The sun blazed down mercilessly although it was dipping to the western horizon. On we went, and on; until, having mounted a long slope, I saw a wâdi ahead.

Nothing moved within my view, although I searched the prospect carefully through Nayland Smiths field-glasses. The ground was hard as nails. But at the bottom of this little valley, I spied a clump of palms and knew that there must be water.

A sentinel vulture floated high overhead.

We bumped on merrily across the wildest irregularities. In no sense was this a motor road. And, having carefully studied the map, I had serious doubts of its practicability beyond the site of some Roman ruins merely marked el-Dêr.

Down we swept into the wâdi, Said driving in that carefree manner which characterizes the native chauffeur for whom tires are things made to be burst, and engines, djinns or powerful spirits invulnerable to damage. However, we carried three spares and could only hope for the best.

I dont know what it was, unless perhaps the smoother running of the car, which drew my attention to the path ahead. We were now in the cup of the valley and rapidly approaching that clump of palms which I had noted. Suddenly:

Pull up, rapped Nayland Smith.

His hand gripped my shoulder. Said pulled up.

Look!

We all stood and stared ahead. Nayland Smith pointed. The surface was comparatively soft here; and clearly discernible upon the road, crossing and recrossing, were many tire marks!

Fah Lo Suee! said Smith, as if answering my unspoken query. You can set your mind at rest, Greville. The road to Khârga is practicable for driving.

It was a curious discovery, and it set me thinking, hard. When Madame Ingomar had visited the camp, had she come all the way from the oasis, and had she returned there? Presumably, this was so. And, as always happened when my thoughts turned to this phenomenal woman, a very vivid mental picture presented itself before my mind. Her long, narrow, jade-green eyes seemed to be staring into mine. And I saw one of those small cigarettes which she loved, smouldering in a long engraved holder between delicate ivory fingers.

We passed the tree-shaded well, and mounted a stiff slope beyond. I cannot answer for the others, but, as I have indicated, my own thoughts were far away. It was just as we reached the crest, and saw a further prospect of boundless desert before us, that I became aware, or perhaps I should say conscious, of that old sense of espionage.

Nothing moved upon that desolate expanse, over which the air danced like running water. But a positive conviction seized me  a conviction that news of our journey had reached the enemy, or would shortly reach the enemy. I began to think about that solitary Pharaohs Chicken  that sentinel vulture  floating high above the palms…

Stop! I said.

What is it? snapped Nayland Smith.

May be nothing, I replied, but I want to walk back to the brow of the hill and take a good look at the wâdi through which we have just come.

Good! He nodded. I should have thought of it myself.

I got out the glasses, slung them across my shoulder, and walked rapidly back. At a point which I remembered, because a great blackened boulder lying straight across the road had nearly brought us to grief, I stooped and went forward more slowly. This boulder, I reflected, might provide just the cover I required. Lying flat down beside the stone, to the great alarm of a number of lizards who fled rapidly to right and left, I focused my glasses upon the clump of trees below me.

At first I could see nothing unusual. But the vulture still floated in the sky and the significance of his presence had become unmistakable… Some living thing was hidden in the grove!

Adjusting the sights to a nicety, I watched, I waited. And presently my patience was rewarded.

A figure came out of the clump of trees!

I could see him clearly and only hoped that he could not see me. He might have passed muster, except for his tightly knotted blue turban. Emphatically, he was not an Egyptian. Standing beside the irregularly marked path, he placed a box upon the ground. I studied his movements with growing wonderment.

What could he be about? He seemed to be fumbling in the box.

Then suddenly he withdrew his hand, raised it high above his head  and a gray pigeon swept low over the desert, rose up and up, higher and higher! It circled once, twice, three times. Then, straight as an arrow it set out… undoubtedly bound for the Oasis of Khârgal.

Very clever, said Nayland Smith grimly. We shall therefore be expected. I might have guessed she wouldnt be taken unawares. But it confirms my theory.

What theory? Petrie asked.

That tonight is a very special occasion at the house of the Sheikh Ismail!

Were running into a trap, said Weymouth. Now that we know beyond any doubt that were expected, what are our chances? Its true theres a railway to this place  but its rarely used. The people of the oases have never been trustworthy  so that our nearest help will be a hundred and fifty miles off!

Smith nodded. He got out and joined me where I stood beside the car; loading and lighting his pipe. He began to walk up and down, glancing alternately at me, at Weymouth, and at Dr. Petrie. I knew what he was thinking and I didnt interrupt him. He was wondering if he was justified in risking our lives on so desperate a venture; weighing the chances of what success might mean to the world against our chances of coming out of the job alive. Suddenly:

Whats the alternative? he snapped, peering at Weymouth.

There isnt one that I can think of.

What do you say, Petrie?

Petrie shrugged his shoulders.

I hadnt foreseen this, he confessed. But now that its happened…

He left the sentence unfinished.

Get the map out, Greville, Nayland Smith rapped… Here, on the ground.

I dived into the front of the car and pulled out the big map. This we spread on the gravelly path, keeping it flat by placing stones on its corners. Weymouth and Petrie alighted; and the four of us bent over the map.

Ah! Nayland Smith exclaimed and rested his finger on a certain spot. Thats the danger area, isnt it, Greville? Thats where we might crash?

We might! I replied grimly. Its a series of hairpin bends and sheer precipices, at some points fourteen hundred feet up…

Thats where theyll be waiting for us! said Nayland Smith.

Good God! Petrie exclaimed.

I exchanged glances with Weymouth. The expression in his blue eyes was enigmatical.

Do you agree with me? rapped Smith.

Entirely.

In short, gentlemen, he went on, if we pursue our present route its certain we shall never reach el-Khârga.

There was an interval of silence; then:

We might easily break down before we get to the hills, I said slowly. No one at the other end would be the wiser, except that we should never enter the danger zone. Now  I bent and moved my finger over the map at this point as you see, the old caravan road from Dongola to Egypt is only about thirty miles off. Its the Path of the Forty, formerly used by slave caravans from Central Africa. If we could find our way across to it, we might approach Khârga from the south, below the village marked Bûlag  it means a detour of forty or fifty miles, even if we can do it. But…

Nayland Smith clapped me on the shoulder.

Youve solved the problem, Greville! he said. Nothing like knowledge of the geography of a district when ones in difficulties. Were in luck if we make it before dusk. But how shall we recognize the Path of the Forty?

By the bleached bones, I replied.

Sunset dropped its thousand veils over the desert. The hills and wâdis of its desolate expanse passed from a glow of gold through innumerable phases of red. We saw crags that looked yellow under a sky of green: we saw a violet desert across which the ancient route of the slave traders stretched like a long-healed scar. There were moments when all the visible world resembled the heart of a tulip. But at last came true dusk with those scattered battalions of stars set like pearls in a deep, velvet-lined casket.

Wonderful to relate, we had forced the groaning Buick over trackless miles southwest of the road, had found a path through the hills and had struck the Darfûr caravan route some twenty miles below el-Khârga. A difference in the quality of the landscape, a freshening and a cleanness in the air, spoke of the near oasis. Then, on a gentle slope:

A light ahead! Weymouth cried.

I checked Said. We all stood up and looked.

That must be Bûlag, said Nayland Smith. The house of the sheikh lies somewhere between there and el-Khârga.

Its a straight road now, Petrie broke in. Thank heaven, theres plenty of light. Im all for blazing through the village as hard as we can go and then finding some parking place outside the town.

Pray heaven the old bus can stand it! Weymouth murmured devoutly.

And so, headed north, we set out. The road was abominable, but fairly wide where it traversed the village. Nayland Smith had relieved Said at the wheel and the scene as he coaxed a way through that miniature bazaar was one I can never forget. Every man, woman, child, and dog had turned out…

They may send the news to el-Khârga, said Smith, as we finally shook off the last pair of staring-eyed Arab boys who ran after us, but weve got to chance it.

We parked the doughty Buick in a grove of date-palms just south of the town. Weymouth seemed to anticipate trouble with Said, but I knew the man and had never doubted that he would consent to stand by. We left him a charged repeater and spare shells, and there were ample rations aboard to sustain him during the time he might have to mount guard. We marked an hour on the clock when, failing our reappearance, he was to push on with all possible speed to the post office at el-Khârga and communicate with Fletcher. How he carried out these orders will appear later.

As the four of us walked from the palm grove:

Its a good many years, said Weymouth, since I disguised myself!

I looked at him in the moonlight, and I thought that he made a satisfactory and most impressive sheikh. True, his Arabic was bad, but so far as his appearance went, he was above criticism. Dr. Petrie was a safe bet; and Sir Denis, as I knew, could have walked about Mecca unchallenged. For my own part I felt fairly confident, for I knew the ways of the desert Arabs well enough to be capable of passing for one.

We may be too late, said Nayland Smith; but I feel disposed, Greville, to make straight for the town; otherwise we might lose ourselves. Then, you acting as spokesman, since you speak the best Arabic, we can inquire our direction boldly.

I agree, said I.

And so it was settled.

El-Khârga, as I vaguely remembered, though a considerable town of some seven or eight thousand inhabitants, consisted largely of a sort of maze of narrow streets roofed over with palm trunks so as to resemble tunnels at night. We penetrated, and presently found our way to the centre of the place. A mosque and two public buildings attracted my attention; and:

Down here, I said, theres a café, where we shall learn all we want to know.

Two minutes later we were grouped around a table in a smokeladen room.

Look about, said Nayland Smith. Kismet is with us. Whatever is going on in el-Khârga is being discussed here, tonight.

I told you this was the place, said I.

But I looked about as he had directed. Certainly we had discovered the one and only house of entertainment in el-Khârga… Little did I realize, as I considered our neighbours, where my next awakening would be!

Here were obvious townspeople, prosperous date-merchants, rice growers, petty officials and others, smoking their pipes in evening contentment. A definite odour of hashîsh pervaded the café. But the scene looked typical enough, until:.

Those fellows in the corner dont seem quite in the picture, said Weymouth.

I followed the direction of his glance. Two men were bending over a little round table. They smoked cigarettes, and a pot of coffee stood between them. In type, they were unfamiliar; unfamiliar in the sense that one didnt expect to come across them in an outpost of Egypt. In Cairo, they might have passed unnoticed, but their presence in el-Khârga was extraordinary. I turned to Nayland Smith, who was glancing in the same direction; and:

What are they? I asked.

Afghans, he replied. The great brotherhood of Kâli is well represented there.

Remarkable, I said. There can be few relations between Afghanistan and this obscure spot.

None whatever! Weymouth broke in. And now, Greville, follow the direction in which my cigarette is pointing.

Endeavouring not to betray myself, I did as he suggested.

A group of three, he added for my guidance.

I saw the group. I might have failed to identify them, but my memory was painfully fresh in regard to that dead man in the Tomb of the Black Ape. They wore their turbans in such a manner that the mark on the brow could not be distinguished. But I knew them for Burmans; and I did not doubt that they belonged to the mysterious fraternity of the Dacoits! At which moment:

Dont turn around until I give the signal, Nayland Smith rapped but just behind us.

I watched him as he glanced about, apparently in search of a waiter, then caught his signal. I looked swiftly into an alcove under the stairs… and then turned aside, as the gaze of a pair of fierce, wild-animal eyes became focused upon mine. The waiter arrived and Nayland Smith ordered more coffee. As the man departed to execute the order:

Thugs! he whispered. He bent over the table. There are representatives of at least three religious fanatical sects in this place tonight. Dacoity is represented, also Thugee. The two gentlemen from Kandahar are phansigars, or religious stranglers! He stared at Weymouth.

Does this suggest anything to you?

Weymouths blue eyes were fixed on me; and:

I confess, Greville, he said, that I feel as you do… And I can see that youre puzzled.

I am, I agreed.

Nayland Smith raised his hand irritably and tugged at the lobe of his left ear; then:

You understand, Petrie? he jerked.

I looked at Dr. Petrie and it was unnecessary for him to reply. I saw that he did understand.

Any doubt I may have had, Smith, he said, regarding the purpose of this expedition, is washed out. In some miraculous way you have brought us to what seems to be the focus of all the dangerous fanatics of the Eastern world!

I dont claim all the credit, Smith replied; but I admit that the facts confirm my theory.

And what was your theory? I asked.

My theory, Smith replied, based on the latest information to hand, and, as Weymouth here knows, almost hourly reports from police headquarters as widely divided as Pekin and Berlin, was this: That some attempt was being made to coordinate the dangerous religious sects of the East together with their sympathizers in the West. In short that the organization once known as the Si-Fan  you, alone, Greville, he turned to me, fail to appreciate the significance of this  is in process of reconstruction! Something vital to the scheme was hidden in the Tomb of the Black Ape. This  and I can only blame myself  was removed under my very nose. The centre of the conspiracy is Fah Lo Suee  Dr. Fu-Manchus daughter, whose temporary headquarters I know to be here. Tonight, at least, I am justified. Look around.

He bent over the table and we all did likewise, so that our four heads came very closely together; then:

We are not too late, he said earnestly. A meeting has been called… and we must be present!

The two Indians in the alcove stood up and went towards the door. As the pair disappeared:

They lead, and we follow! said Nayland Smith. Go ahead, Weymouth, and act as connecting link.

He stood up, clapping his hands for the waiter. Weymouth had his meaning in a moment, nodded, and went out.

Follow him, Greville!

I grasped the scheme and went out behind the superintendent. The spirit of the thing was beginning to get me. Truly this was a desperate adventure… for the stakes were life or death!

We were dealing with savagely dangerous characters who were, moreover, expert assassins to a man. Possibly those we had actually identified in the cafe represented only a small proportion of the murderous fanatics assembled that night in el-Khârga…

Weymouth led and I followed. I had grasped Nayland Smiths routine  and I knew that Petrie would be behind me. The score discharged, Smith would track Petrie.

I saw the bulky form of the superintendent at the far side of the square. By a narrow street he paused, peered ahead, and then glanced back.

I raised my hand. Weymouth disappeared.

Reaching the street in turn, I looked along it. I saw a sheer tunnel, but recognized it for that by which we had reached the square. There was an open space at the further end; and I saw Weymouth standing there in the moonlight and knew that I must be visible to him  as a silhouette.

He raised his arm. I replied. Then I looked back.

Dr. Petrie was crossing the square!

We exchanged signals and I followed Weymouth. The chain was complete.

For a time I thought that the house of the Sheikh Ismail might be somewhere on the road we had pursued from the palm grove to the town. But it was not so. Weymouth, ahead of me, paused, and gave the signal: left.

A narrow path through rice fields, with scanty cover other than that of an occasional tree, proved to be the route. If the men walking a few hundred yards ahead of Weymouth looked around, they could scarcely fail to see him! I only prayed, should they do so, that they would take it for granted he was bound upon business similar to their own.

Where an acacia drooped over a dome, very white in the moonlight, which marked the resting place of some holy man, the path seemed to end. So also did the cultivated land. Beyond stretched the desert, away to the distant hills.

By the shrine Weymouth paused, turned, and signaled. I looked back. Petrie was not in sight. I waited, anxiously… and then I saw him, just entering the rice field.

We exchanged signs and I pressed on.

Left of the cultivated land, and invisible from the rice, was a close grove of dôm palms. As I cautiously circled around the shrine and saw nothing but desert before me, instinctively I looked to right and left. And there was Weymouth, not fifty yards away!

I joined him, and:

The house is just, beyond the trees, he said. Theres a high wall all around it. The two Indians have gone in.

We waited for Petrie. Then Nayland Smith joined us. He turned and stared back along the path. Evidently no other party was on the way yet. The track through the rice field was empty as far as the eye could see.

What next? said Smith. Im afraid Ive left too much to chance. We should have visited the mudîr. The thing begins to crystallize. I know, now, what to expect.

He turned, and:

Weymouth, he said, do you remember the raid on the house in London in 1917?

By God! cried Weymouth. You mean the meeting of the Council of Seven?

Exactly! Smith rapped.

Probably the last.

In England, certainly.

The Council of Seven? I said. What is the Council of Seven?

Its the Si-Fan! Petrie replied, without adding to my information.

But the tone of his voice turned me cold in spite of the warmth of the night.

The Council of Seven, Weymouth explained, in his kindly way, was an organization with headquarters in China…

In Honan, Smith jerked.

The president, or so we always believed, Weymouth continued, was Dr. Fu-Manchu. Its objects we never learned except in a general way.

World domination, Petrie suggested.

Well, thats about it, I suppose. Their methods, Greville, included wholesale robbery and murder. Everybody in their path they removed. Poison was their favourite method, animal or vegetable, and they apparently controlled in their campaign the underworlds of Europe, Asia, Africa, and America. They made the mistake of meeting in London, and  his tone grew very grim we got a few of them.

But not all, Nayland Smith added. He suddenly grasped my shoulder, and: Are you beginning to understand, he asked, what was hidden in the Tomb of the Black Ape?

I looked at him in blank surprise.

I can see no connection, I confessed.

Something, he went on tensely, which has enabled the woman you know as Madame Ingomar after an interval of thirteen years, to summon the Council of Seven!

In the shadow cast by a lebbekh tree we all crouched, Nayland Smith having his glasses focused upon the door in a long high wall.

The two Afghans had approached and now stood before this door. So silent was the night that we distinctly heard one of them beat on the panels. He knocked seven times…

I saw the door open. Faintly to my ears came the sound of a strange word. It was repeated  by another voice. The murderous Asiatics were admitted. The door was closed again.

Representatives of at least two murder societies have arrived, said Smith, dropping the glasses and turning. We are learning something, but not enough. In short, how the devil are we going to get into that house?

There was a pause and then:

Personally, said Dr. Petrie, I think it would be deliberate suicide to attempt to do so. We have not notified the officials of el-Khârga of our presence or our business; and as it would appear that the most dangerous criminal group in the world is assembling here tonight, what could we hope to do, and what would our chances be?

Sanity, Petrie, sanity! Nayland Smith admitted. But the mans impatience, his over-brimming vitality, sounded in his quivering voice. Ive bungled this business  but how could I know?… I was guessing, largely.

He stood up and began to pace about in the shadow, carefully avoiding exposing himself to the light of the moon; then:

Yes, he murmured. We must establish contact with el-Khârga. Damnable!  because it means splitting the party… Hello!

A group of three appeared, moving like silhouettes against the high, mud-brick wall  for the moon was behind us. Nayland Smith dropped prone again and focused the glasses…

The Burmans, he reported. Dacoity has arrived.

In tense silence we watched this second party receive admittance as the first had done. And now I recognized the word. It was Si-Fan!… Again the great iron-studded door was closed.

We dont know how many may be there already, said Petrie. Possibly those people we saw in the café

Silence! Smith snapped.

As he spoke, a tall man dressed in European clothes but wearing no hat appeared around the corner of the wall and approached the door. He had a lithe, swinging carriage.

This one comes alone, Nayland Smith murmured. He studied him through the glasses. Unplaceable. But strangely like a Turk…

The tall man was admitted  and the iron-studded door closed once more.

Nayland Smith stood up again and began beating his fist into the palm of his hand, walking up and down in a state of tremendous excitement.

We must do something! he said in a low voice we must do something! Hell is going to be let loose on the world. Tonight, we could nip this poisonous thing in the bud, if only… he paused. Then: Weymouth, he rapped, you have official prestige. Go back to el-Khârga  make yourself known to the mudîr and force him to raise a sufficient body of men to surround this house! You cant go alone, therefore Dr. Petrie will go with you…

But, Smith!…

My dear fellow,  Nayland Smiths voice altered entirely theres no room for sentiment! Were not individuals tonight, but representatives of sanity opposed to a dreadful madness. Greville here has a peculiarly intimate knowledge of Arab life. He speaks the language better than any of us. This you will both admit. I must keep him by me, because my job may prove to be the harder. Off you go, Weymouth! Im in charge. Get down the dip behind us and circle round the way we came. Dont lose a moment!

There was some further argument between these old friends, but finally the dominating personality of Nayland Smith prevailed; and Weymouth and Dr. Petrie set out. As they disappeared into the hollow behind us:

Heaven grant I havent bungled this thing! said Nayland Smith and gripped my arm fiercely. But Ive stage-managed it like an amateur. Only sheer luck can save us now!

He turned aside and focused his glasses on the distant angle of the wall. A minute passed  two  three  four. Then came a sudden outcry, muffled, but unmistakable.

My God! Smiths voice was tragic. Theyve run into another party! Come on, Greville!

Breaking cover we hurried across in the moonlight. Regardless of any watcher who might be concealed behind that iron-studded door in the long wall, we raced head-long to the corner. I was hard and fit; but, amazing to relate, I had all I could do to keep pace with Nayland Smith. He seemed to be a man who held not sluggish human blood but electricity in his veins.

Around the corner we plunged… and almost fell head-long over a vague tangle of struggling figures!

Petrie! Nayland Smith cried. Are you there?

Yes, by the grace of God! came pantingly…

Weymouth?

All clear!

Dense shadow masked the combatants; and risking everything, I dragged out my torch and switched on the light.

Dr. Petrie, rather dishevelled and, lacking his tarboosh, was just standing up. A forbidding figure, muffled in a shapeless camel-hair garment, lay near. Weymouth was resting his bulk upon a second.

Light out! snapped Nayland Smith.

I obeyed. Weymouths voice came through the darkness.

Do you remember, Sir Denis, that other meeting in London? There was only one Lama monk there. There are two here!

His words explained a mystery which had baffled me. These were Tibetan monks!

They must have heard us approaching, Petrie went on. They were hiding in the shadows. And as we climbed up onto the path, they attacked us. I may add that they were men of their hands. Personally Im by no means undamaged, but by sheer luck I managed to knock my man out.

I think Ive strangled mine! said Weymouth grimly. He was gouging my eye, he added.

Petrie! said Nayland Smith. Were going to win! This is the hand of Providence!

For one tense moment none of us grasped his meaning; then:

By heavens, no. Its too damned dangerous, Weymouth exclaimed. For Gods sake dont risk it!

Im going to risk it! Smith snapped. Theres too much at stake to hesitate. If they were in our place, thered be two swift executions. We cant stoop to that. Gags we can improvise. But how the devil are we going to tie them up?

At which moment the man on whose body Weymouth was kneeling uttered a loud cry. The cry ceased with significant suddenness; and:

Two of us wear turbans, said Weymouth: thats twelve feet of stout linen. What more do we want?

We gagged and bound the sturdy Tibetans, using torchlight sparingly. One of them struggled a lot; but the other was still. Petrie seemed to have achieved a classic knockout. Then we dragged our captives down into the shadow of the hollow; and Nayland Smith and I clothed ourselves in those hot, stuffy, camel-hair garments.

Remember the sign, he rapped Si-Fan!… then the formal Moslem salute.

Good enough! But these fellows probably talked Chinese…

So do I! he rapped. Leave that to me. He turned to Weymouth. Your job is to raise a party inside half an hour. Off you go! Good luck, Petrie. I count on you, Weymouth.

But when a thousand and one other things are effaced  including that difficult parting  I shall always retain my memories of the moment, when Nayland Smith and I, wearing the cowled robes of the monks, approached that iron-studded door.

My companion was a host in himself; his splendid audacity stimulated. I thought, as he raised his fist and beat seven times upon the sun-bleached wood, that even if this adventure should conclude the short tale of my life, yet it would not have been ill-spent since I had met and been judged worthy to work with Sir Denis Nayland Smith.


PART THREE


CHAPTER SEVEN

KÂLI

Almost immediately the door opened.

Conscious of the fact that our hoods were practically our only disguise, that neither of us possessed a single Mongol characteristic, I lowered my head apprehensively, glancing up into a pair of piercing eyes which alternately regarded my companion and myself.

The keeper of the door was a tall, emaciated Chinaman!

Si-Fan, said Nayland Smith, and performed the salutation.

Si-Fan, the doorkeeper replied and indicated that he should enter.

Si-Fan, I repeated; and in turn found myself admitted.

The Chinaman closed and bolted the door. I discovered myself to be standing in a little arbor within the gateway. Shadow of the wall lay like a pall of velvet about us, but beyond I saw a garden and moon-lighted pavilions, and beyond that again a courtyard set with orange trees. The house embraced this courtyard, and from mûshrabîyeh windows dim lights shone out. But there was no movement anywhere. No servants were visible, other than the tall, emaciated Chinaman who had admitted us. I clutched my monkish robe, recovering some assurance from the presence of the repeater which I carried in my belt.

Extending a skeleton hand, the keeper of the gate indicated that we were to cross the garden and enter the house.

I had taken my share of ordinary chances, having lived anything but a sheltered life. Yet it occurred to me, as I stood there beside Nayland Smith, looking in the direction of the tree-shaded courtyard, that this was the wildest venture upon which I had ever been launched.

Our wits alone could save us!

In the first place it seemed to me that survival hung upon one slender point: Were the Mongolian monks known personally to anyone in the house? If so, we were lost! The several groups assembled in the café at el-Khârga obviously had been strangers to one another… out there might be  must be  some central figure to whom they were all known.

We had searched the Tibetans for credentials but had found none. And now, suddenly, shockingly, I remembered something!

Sir Denis! We had begun to pace slowly across the garden. Were trapped!

Why? he jerked.

The elder of those monks wore a queer silver ring on his index finger, set with a big emerald. I noticed it as I helped to tie him up.

Nayland Smith shot his hand out from a loose sleeve of the camel-hair garment. I saw the emerald glittering on his index finger!

His evidence of identity? he suggested. It was!

We crossed the courtyard in the direction of an open doorway. I saw a lobby lighted by one perforated brass lamp swung on chains. There were doors right and left  both of them closed.

On a divan a very old Chinaman was seated. He wore a little cap surmounted by a coral ball. His wizened face was rendered owlish in appearance by the presence of tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. A fur-trimmed robe enveloped his frail body, his ethereal hands relaxed upon crossed knees. I saw that on an index finger he wore just such a ring as that which Nayland Smith had taken from the Tibetan monk! A silver snuff-bowl rested upon the divan beside him; and as we entered:

Si-Fan, he said in a high, thin voice.

Nayland Smith and I went through the prescribed formula. Whereupon, the Chinaman spoke rapidly to my companion in what I presumed to be Chinese, and extended his right hand.

Nayland Smith stooped, raised the emaciated hand, and with the ring upon its index finger touched his brow, his lips, his breast.

Again, the, high, sibilant voice spoke; and Sir Denis extended his own hand. The ritual was repeated  this time, by our singular host. To my intense relief, I realized that I had been taken for granted. Evidently I was a mere travelling companion of my more distinguished compatriot.

Raising a little hammer, the aged Chinaman struck a gong which stood beside him. He struck it twice. The door right of the divan opened.

He inclined his head, we both acknowledged the salute and, Smith leading, walked in at the open doorway. As we crossed the threshold he fell back a step, and:

The Mandarin Ki Ming! came a whisper close to my ear. Pray heaven he hasnt recognized me!

I found myself in a large saloon, scantily furnished as was the lobby. At the further end, approached by three carpeted steps were very handsome double doors, beautifully carved and embellished with semiprecious stones in the patient Arab manner. The place was lighted by a sort of chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling: it consisted of seven lamps. There were divans around the walls and two deep recesses backed by fine, carven windows.

Seven black cushions placed upon silk-covered mattresses were set in, a crescent upon the polished floor, the points of the crescent toward the double doors. Beside each mattress stood a little coffee table.

Four of the mattresses were occupied and in the following order:

That on the left point of the crescent by the tall distinguished-looking man whom Nayland Smith had surmised to be a Turk; the second by two of the Burmans I had seen in the café. Then, center of the crescent, were three vacant places. The next mattress was occupied by the Afghans, and that on the right horn of the crescent by the appalling Thugs.

Four of the Seven were present. We, fifth to arrive, had been announced by only two strokes of the gong.

Which of those three vacant places were we intended to occupy?

This difficulty was solved by the hitherto invisible custodian of the door  who now proved to be a gigantic Negro. Bowing reverently, he led us to the mattress adjoining that of the Afghans. As we crossed, the four groups assembled stood up unanimously, the leaders each raising a right hand upon which I saw the flash of emeralds.

Si-Fan!

They cried together.

Si-Fan, Nayland Smith replied.

We took our seats.

One of the most dreadful-looking old men I had ever seen in my life entered to the sound of three gongs. As cries of Si-Fan died away, he took his place on the mattress one removed from ours. He was a Syrian, I thought, and of incalculable age. His fiercely hooked nose had a blade-like edge and from under tufted white brows hawk eyes surveyed the assembly with an imperious but murderous regard.

Beyond doubt this was the Sheikh Ismail, lineal successor of the devilish Sheikh al-Jébal, and lord of the Hashishîn!

Upon ourselves, particularly, that ferocious gaze seemed to linger. The atmosphere was positively electrical. It contained, I believe, enough evil force to have destroyed a battalion. I simply dared not contemplate what our fate would be in the. event of discovery. Our lives were in the hands of Weymouth and Petrie!

One place remained  that in the center of the crescent.

A gong sounded  once.

I realized that having admitted the mandarin, the Negro doorkeeper had retired and closed the door. A hush of expectancy came. Then, from somewhere beyond the end of the saloon a silver bell sounded… seven times, and the beautiful doors swung open.

A woman appeared at the top of the steps, facing us but backed by shadow…

Her hair was entirely concealed beneath a jeweled headdress. She wore jewels on her slim, bare arms. A heavy girdle which glittered with precious stones supported a grotesquely elaborate robe, sewn thickly with emeralds. From proudly raised chin to slight, curving hips she resembled an ivory statue of some Indian goddess. Indeed, as I watched, I knew she was Kâli, wife of Siva and patronne of Thugs and Dacoits, from whom they derived their divine right to slay!

All heads were lowered and a word sounding like a shuddering sigh, but to me unintelligible, passed around the assembly.

I was fascinated  hypnotized  carried out of myself  as from under the sheltering cowl I looked and looked… into those brilliant jade-green eyes of Kâli… Madame Ingomar!

We had posed ourselves in imitation of the other groups: Nayland Smith reclining beside the black cushion so that his elbow could rest upon it, and I crouching behind him. Any exchange of words at that moment was impossible.

In such a silence that I believe one could have heard the flight of a moth, Fah Lo Suee began to speak. She spoke first in Chinese, then in Turkish, of which I knew a few words. Her audience was spellbound. Her silver bell voice had a hypnotic quality utterly outside the range of my experience. She employed scarcely any gesture. Her breathing could not visually be detected That slender body retained its ivory illusion. The spell lay in her voice… and in her eyes.

She uttered a phrase in Arabic.

Two strokes of a gong sounded from behind me.

The Mandarin Ki Ming stood up. Fah Lo Suee ceased speaking  and I heard the high, sibilant tones of the Chinaman.

I saw Sheikh Ismail leap to his feet like the old panther he was. I saw his blood-lustful gaze fixed upon mine.

We were discovered! Two gong strokes!

The real Tibetans had escaped  were here!

A sickly sweet exotic perfume came to my nostrils. I experienced a sudden sense of pressure…

The illusion persisted. It seemed to have recurred at intervals for many nights and days, many weeks  for an immeasurable period…

Always, that vague exotic perfume heralded the phase. This, invariably, seemed to arouse me from some state of unconsciousness in which I thought I must have been suspended for long ages. Once, I became victim of a dreadful idea that I had solved the mystery of perpetual life but was condemned to live it in a tomb…

Then, next, I saw her  the green goddess with eyes of jade. I knew that her smooth body was but a miraculous gesture of some Eastern craftsman immortalized in ivory; that her cobra hair gleamed so because of inlay and inlay of subtly chosen rare woods: her emerald robe I knew for an effect of cunning light, her movements for a mirage.

But when she knelt beside me, the jade-green eyes held life  cold ivory was warm satin. And slender insidious hands, scented lotus blossoms, touched me caressingly…

At last came true awakening  and memories.

Where was I? Obviously, I must be in the house of the Sheikh Ismail where the Council of Seven had met. I lay on a divan propped up with many cushions, in a room small enough to have been called a cabinet.

If it were day or night I had no means of judging. Heavy plush curtains of green and gold completely obscured what I assumed to be the window. And I felt as weak as a kitten. In fact, when I tried to sit up in order to study my strange surroundings, I failed to do so.

What had happened to me?

I saw that the floor was covered with a thick green carpet, and directly facing the divan on which I lay was a magnificent ormolu piece occupying the whole of one wall. A square lamp or lantern hung from the center of the ceiling and flooded the room with amber light.

An ebony carved chair, evidently of Chinese workmanship, stood near me beside a glass-topped table upon which were phials, instruments, and other surgical items!

Weakly, I looked down at my body. I wore unfamiliar silk pajamas and on my feet were soft Chinese slippers!

What in heavens name had happened to me?

Now, memory began to function…

Nayland Smith!

I remembered! I remembered! We had been betrayed  or had betrayed ourselves at that incredible meeting of the Council outside el-Khârga! I recalled the high, soft voice of the dreadful mandarin who had denounced us; the staring eyes of the terrible Sheikh… I could recall no more.

Where was Nayland Smith? And where were Petrie and Weymouth?

Some time had clearly elapsed, a fact to which my inexplicable change of attire bore witness. But why had no rescue been attempted? Good God!  a truly horrible doubt came  Weymouth and Petrie had fallen into a trap!

They had never reached el-Khârga!

A dreadful certainty followed. They were dead! I alone had been spared for some unknown reason; and apparently I had been, and still remained, very ill.

Inch by inch  in some way I seemed to have lost the power of coordinating my muscles  I turned, seeking a view of that side of the room which lay behind me. All I saw was a flat green door set in the dull gold of the wall. There was a second such door, which I had already noted, immediately before me.

As I reverted, laboriously, to my previous position the latter door. opened. It was a sliding door.

A Chinaman came in! He wore a long white coat of the kind used by hospital attendants. He closed the door behind him.

One swift look I ventured  noting that he was a comparatively young man with a high intellectual forehead, that he wore black-rimmed spectacles and carried a notebook. Then I closed my eyes and lay still.

He took the chair beside me, raised my wrist, and felt the pulse. As he dropped my hand I ventured on a quick glance. He was recording the pulse in his notebook.

Next, unbuttoning the jacket of my silk pajamas, he inserted a clinical thermometer under my left armpit and, leaving it there, dipped the point of a syringe into a glass of water and carefully wiped it on a piece of lint. This, also, I witnessed, without being detected.

Engrossed in his tasks, he was not watching me. I saw him load a shot of some nameless drug into the syringe and place his loaded syringe on the table.

I reclosed my eyes.

The Chinese surgeon removed the thermometer and recorded my temperature.

There was a long, silent interval. I kept my eyes closed. Something told me that he was intrigued, that he was studying me.

Presently, I felt his head close to my bare chest. He pressed his ear against my heart. I lay still, until:

Ah, Mr. Greville, he said, with scarcely a trace of accent, you are feeling better, eh?

I opened my eyes.

The Chinaman was still watching me. His face was quite expressionless as his tones had been.

Yes, I said… and my voice refused to function higher than a whisper!

Good. He nodded. I was becoming anxious about you. It is all right now. The artificial nourishment, I think, we may dispense with. Yes, I think so. Do you feel that some very savory soup and perhaps a small glass of red wine would be acceptable?

Definitely!

My whispering voice positively appalled me!

I will see to it, Mr. Greville.

Tell me, I breathed, where is Nayland Smith?

The Chinese surgeon looked puzzled.

Nayland Smith? he echoed. I know no one of that name.

Hes here… in el-Khârga!

El-Khârga? He stopped and patted me on the shoulder. I understand. Do not think about this. I will see that you are looked after.

A little, wrinkled Asiatic, who either was deaf and dumb or who had had orders to remain silent, brought me a bowl of steaming soup and a glass of some kind of light Burgundy. It was a vegetable soup, but excellent, as was the wine.

And presently I found myself alone again.

I listened intently, trying to detect some sound which should enable me to place the location of this extraordinary green and gold room in which I found myself. Any attempt to escape was out of the question. I was too weak to stir from the divan.

Apart from a vague humming in my aching head, no sound whatever could I hear.

Was I in the house of the Sheikh Ismail? Or had I been smuggled away to some other place in the oasis? An irresistible drowsiness began to creep over me. Once, I aroused with a start which set my heart beating madly.

I thought I had heard a steamers siren!

Of course (I mused) I had been dreaming again. A sudden, acute anger and resentment stirred me. I was thinking of my companions. I groaned because of my great weakness… I dozed.

Good heavens! What was that?

My heart beating wildly, I tried to sit up. Surely a motor horn! I lay there sweating from the shock of the effort.

I closed my weary eyes…

Divining, rather than knowing, that the door behind me had opened, I kept my lids lowered  but watched.

A faint perfume  which I later determined was rather an aura than a physical fact  reached me. I knew it. This was the herald of another of those troubled visions  visions of the goddess Kâli incarnated.

She stood beside me.

The mythical robes  perhaps never more than figments of delirium  were not there. She wore a golden Chinese dress not unlike a pajama suit and little gold slippers. The suit was silk of so fine a texture that as she stood between me and the light I could detect the lines of her ivory body as though she floated in a mist of sunrise.

A soft hand touched my forehead.

I raised weary lids and looked up into jade-green eyes.

She smiled and dropped into the chair.

So it was Madame Ingomar that I had to thank for my escape!

Yes, she answered softly in her strange bell-like voice. I saved your life at great peril to my own.

But I had not spoken!

Her hand caressed my brow.

I can tell what you are thinking, she said. I have been listening to your thoughts for so long. When you are strong again, it will not be so  but now it is.

Her voice and her touch were soothing  magnetic. I found my brain utterly incapable of resentment. This woman, kin of the superdevil, Fu-Manchu, my enemy, enemy of all I counted worth while  petted me as a mother pets her child!

And a coldness grew in my heart  yet I remained powerless to resist the spell  because I realized that if she willed me not to hate, but to love her, I should obey… I could not refuse!

I dragged my gaze away from hers. Irresistible urges were reaching me from those wonderful eyes, which had the brightness of polished gems.

She stooped and slipped her arm under my head.

You have been very ill, she whispered. Her lips were almost touching me. But I have nursed you because I am sorry. You are so young and life is good. I want you to live and love and be happy…

I struggled like a bird hypnotized by a snake. I told myself that her silver voice rang false as the note of a cracked bell; that her eyes were hideous in their unfathomable evil; that her red lips would give poisoned kisses; that her slenderness was not that of a willow but of a poised serpent. And then, as a worshipper calls on his gods, I called on Rima, conjuring up a vision of the sweet, grave eyes.

The little Irish girl is charming, said that bell voice. No one shall harm her. If it will make you happy, you shall have her… And you must not be angry, or get excited. You may talk to me for a few minutes and then you must sleep…

My next awakening was a troubled one. The strange room looked the same. But she had gone. How long?… I had lost all track of time.

What had I imagined and what was real?

Had I asked her, or only dreamed that I had asked her, of the fate of my friends? I thought I had done so and that she had told me they were alive, but had refused to tell me more.

Alive  and, I could only suppose, prisoners!

She had assured me, unemotionally, one arm pillowing my head and those magnetic fingers soothing my hot brow, that it was blind folly to oppose her. She wielded a power greater than that of any potentate living. Her strange soul was wrapped up in world politics. Russia, that great land stolen by fools, was ripe for her purpose…

The present rulers? Pooh! Her specialists (calmly she spoke of them and I supposed her to mean professional assassins) would clear away such petty obstacles. Russia awaited a ruler. The ruler had arisen. And, backed by a New Russia, which then would be part and parcel of Asia my Asia…

China, after many generations, was to be united again. Japan, in the Far East, Turkey, in the Near East, must be forced into submission. Already the train was laid. Kemal stood in her way. Swâzi Pasha, his secret adviser, must be removed…

But I am so lonely, Shan. Your name is sweet to me, because it is like my own Chinese. Sometimes I know I am only a woman, and that all I see before me ends in nothing if it brings me only power and no love.

Now I was alone.

This was a superwoman into whose hands I had fallen! And what blindness had been upon me during our earlier if brief association to close my eyes to the fact that she had conceived a sudden, characteristically Oriental infatuation?

Perhaps a natural modesty. I had never been a womans man and counted myself negligible when female favors were being distributed. Or, possibly, my preoccupation with Rima. Certainly, from the first moment I had met her, I had not so much as noticed any other womans existence or bothered myself to wonder if any other woman had noticed mine.

Yet, as I recalled again and again, Madame Ingomar had chosen me to show her over the excavation and had sought me out many times. Yes, I had been blind…

Now, too late, I saw.

Beyond any dispute, she sprang from generations of autocrats; power was in her blood. She had selected me, for no reason that I could imagine; and I had read in those strange green eyes, as clearly as though she had spoken, that if I rejected her I must die!

I knew, also, intuitively, that she had experienced love. Judged by Western standards, she was young. But judged by any standards she was old in knowledge. However I chose, my triumph would be a short one.

So musing, and as weak as a half-drowned cat, I lay staring around my gold and green prison.

The door behind me opened and the Chinese doctor came in.

Good morning, Mr. Greville.

I glanced at the heavy curtains. No trace of light showed through them.

Good morning, I said.

My voice was stronger. The Chinaman went through the ritual of taking pulse and temperature; then:

A great improvement, he announced. You have an admirable constitution.

But what has been the matter with me?

He moved his hands in a slight, deprecatory gesture.

Nothing, in itself, serious: a small injection. But it was necessary to renew it… However, I am going to get you on your feet, Mr. Greville.

He clapped his hands sharply, and the silent man entered.

Together, and skillfully, they raised me from the divan and carried me into a beautifully equipped bathroom which adjoined the green and gold apartment.

You must not object to our assistance in your toilet, said the doctor. Because, although unknown to you, we have so assisted before!

I submitted to the ordeal of being groomed. I had never been seriously ill, and the business was new to me and utterly detestable. Then I was carried back to bed.

A lightly boiled egg, and toast, the Chinaman declared, will not be too severe. Tea  one cup  very weak…

Presently this was brought and set upon the table beside me. Propped by cushions, I now found it possible to sit up.

With some trace of returning appetite I disposed of this light breakfast. The tray was removed by the dumb man and I lay waiting. Watching the doors alternately, I waited… for her. And I waited in a steadily mounting horror. In some way which I had never hitherto experienced, this woman, for all her exotic beauty, terrified me.

The door opened… the dumb man came in with a number of books, a box of cigarettes, and other small comforts.

There was no clock in the room and my wrist watch had been removed…

I saw no one but this silent Asiatic all day, of the progress of which I could judge only by the appearance of regular meals.

Several times, but more faintly than on the first occasion, I could have sworn I heard river noises, and once what strangely resembled a motor horn.

The Chinese surgeon attended me after I had dealt with a dinner excellently prepared, and groomed me for the night. When he had gone, I lay smoking a final cigarette and wondering if…

Turn out the light when you are tired, had been his final injunction.

Lying there in silence and darkness, I almost touched rock bottom. Despair drew desperately near. I was utterly at the mercy of this woman. Whatever had happened to me had left me weaker than a child. And that damnable mystery, the true nature of my illness, was not the least of my troubles.

I suffered no physical pain, except for a throbbing head; I could recall no blow… what had been done to me?

Sleep was out of the question; but I had tried to find relief from the inexorable amber fight. Why, I wondered wearily, had I imagined riverside and street sounds and now imagined them no longer?

And, whilst I turned this problem over in my mind, came a sound which was not imaginary.

It was muffled. But I had learned that all sounds reached the green and gold room in that way. Nevertheless, dim though it was, I knew it… an eerie minor cry  the cry I had heard in Petries courtyard in Cairo…

The call of a Dacoit!

Good God! Had this she-fiend been mocking me! Was I to be strangled as I lay there helpless?

My hand reached out for the switch. I was trembling wildly. Weakness had destroyed my nerve. I grasped it  a pendant  pressed the button…

No fight came!

At which I nearly lost myself. I suppose, for the first time in my life, I was delirious, or hysterical.

Smith! I cried. Weymouth! Help!…

My voice was a husky whisper. Weakness and terror had imposed on me that crowning torture of nightmare  inability to summon aid in an emergency.

But this was the peak of my sudden, childish frenzy. The fit passed. Nothing further happened. And I grew cool enough to realize that perhaps my enforced silence had been a blessing in disguise. Smith! Weymouth!… Heaven only knew where my poor friends were at that hour.

The door behind my couch opened.

I lay still  resigned, now, to the inevitable. I did not even attempt to look around, but stayed with half-closed eyes prepared for death.

A dim light appeared.

Watching, I lost faith in myself. I was altogether too exhausted, in my low state, to experience further fear; but I determined that my brain was not so completely to be relied upon as I had supposed. Actually, I was not awake; I hovered between two states in a borderland of hideous fancy.

An outré figure carrying a lantern came into the room.

The light of the lantern cast a huge, misshapen image of its bearer on the golden wall.

This was a hunchbacked dwarf  epicene, revolting. His head was of more than normal size; his gray-black bloated features were a parody of humanity; his eyes bulged, demoniac, from a vast skull. He wore indoor Arab dress, a huge tarboosh crowning his repulsive ugliness.

Never so much as glancing in my direction, he crossed to the door on the other side of the room and went out.

Both doors remained open. Sounds reached me.

First among these I detected voices  subdued but keyed to excitement.

They were voices of delirium, I decided. They spoke a language which conveyed nothing to me.

A man wearing an ill-fitting serge suit and a dark blue turban raced through the room in the wake of the dwarf. He carried an electric torch. Its reflection, diffused from the golden walls, exhibited a yellow, tigerish face, lips curled back and fanglike teeth bared in a sadistic grin…

The Dacoit who had followed me to Cairo!

It was a procession of images created by a disordered brain. Yet I was unconscious of any other symptoms of fever.

Two kinds of sounds came to me now: the excited voices, growing louder, and a more distant, continuous disturbance difficult to identify. Then came a third.

A pausing shriek quivered through the house… and died into wordless gurgling.

The Dacoit reappeared. He carried a short, curved knife, its blade red to the hilt… His squinting, bloodshot eyes fixed themselves upon me. He drew nearer and nearer to the divan upon which I lay helpless.

Out of the babel of voices, one voice detached itself; a harsh, metallic voice. It cried three words.

The Dacoit passed me  and returned by the way he had originally entered.

A sustained, harsh note… a flat, surely unmistakable note  that of a police whistle!

I smiled in the darkness.

Clearly, high fever had claimed me. But this ghastly delirium must soon end in unconsciousness. I touched my forehead. It was wet, but cold.

The indistinguishable voices grew faint  and died away.

But that queer, remote booming continued.

And now I determined that it came not from the door behind me  that by which the Dacoit had gone out  but from that which faced the foot of the divan… the door through which the hunchback had fled.

A dim crash sent ghostly echo messengers through the building.

Shouts followed. But now I could pick out certain words…

Easy at the landing, sir! Wait for me…

A sound of clattering footsteps, apparently on a staircase…

You take that door  Ill take this!

Surely I knew that great, deep voice.

More ghostly crashing.

Nothing here!

Next floor!

A background of excited conversation; then:

Nayland Smith! came the great voice are you there, sir? Shan Greville! Are you there?

I did know that voice!

Silence! it commanded. Listen!

In the interval of stillness which followed, I tried to reply. My heart was beating like a racing engine. My brain had become a circus. And the answering cry died in my throat.

Carry on!

Clattering of footsteps was renewed. They were somewhere outside the green-gold room, when:

Gods mercy!

They had found the hunchback. Sudden silence fell.

Subdued voices broke it, until, above them:

Theres another room! came a cry.

Holding an electric lamp, the speaker burst through the doorway…

Delirium was ended: this was reality!

Greville!

Weymouth! I said faintly and stretched out a shaking hand.


CHAPTER EIGHT

SWÂZI PASHA ARRIVES

Perhaps the presence of blue-uniformed and helmeted constables in a measure prepared me. But, looking back, I realize that this anomalous intrusion upon the oasis did not register a hundred per cent of its true force at the time.

I was weak in a degree which I simply couldnt believe or accept. The idea of mirage remained. When they carried me through a queer room adjoining that in which I had suffered  a room where something lay covered by a piece of ornate tapestry torn from the wall  I was still no more than half alive to facts.

That the house of the Sheikh Ismail had been raided in the nick of time was clear enough. What had become of Petrie I failed to imagine, nor could I account for the presence of London policemen. Also, I was dreadfully concerned about Nayland Smith.

Weymouths appearance  he wore dinner kit  also intrigued me. But I remembered that at least two days had elapsed; and in some way, I supposed wearily, this hiatus must explain these seeming discrepancies.

Then we reached the outside of the house. A big gray car stood before the door. There was a crowd. I saw several constables.

I saw the street…

I saw a long, neglected wall. From a doorway in this wall I had been carried out to the car. Adjoining was a row of drab, two-storied houses. Similar houses faced them from across the narrow way. Some of the doors were open, and in the dim light shining out groups were gathered.

They were Chinese  some of them. Others were non-descript. The crowd about the car, kept in check by two constables, was made up of typical East End London elements!

I was placed comfortably on the cushions. A man whom I suddenly recognized as Fletcher seated himself in front with the chauffeur. Weymouth got in beside me. The car moved off.

Youre all at sea! he said, and rested his hand reassuringly on my arm. Dont think too much about it yet. Im going to take you to Dr. Petries hotel. Hell get you on your feet again.

But… where am I?

Youre in Limehouse at the moment.

What!

Keep cool! You didnt know? Well, it is so.

But, two days back, I was in Egypt!

As the car swung into a wide, populous thoroughfare  West India Dock Road, I learned later  Weymouth turned to me. His expression, blank at first, gradually changed, and then:

Good heavens, Greville, he said, Im just beginning to understand!

I wish I could!

Brace yourself up  because its going to be a shock; although the facts must have prepared you for it. You said, which you can see now is impossible, that you were in Egypt two days back… Can you stand the truth? You left Egypt a month ago!

A week elapsed. Petries treatment worked wonders. And a day came when, looking down from a hotel sitting room on the busy life of Piccadilly, I realized that the raw edges of the thing had worn off.

I had lost a month out of my life. I had been translated in the manner of the old Arabian tales from the Oasis of Khârga to some place in Limehouse. The smooth channel of my ways had been diverted; and the shock of recognizing this had staggered me. But now, as I say, I was reconciled. Also, better equipped to cope with it: indeed, nearly fit again.

My extraordinary experience with Sir Lionel, said Petrie, who stood just behind me, was of enormous assistance in your own case, Greville.

You mean the success of the new treatment suggested by Sir Brian Hawkins?

Yes… at least, so I believed.

I turned away from the window and stared at Petrie curiously. His expression puzzled me.

I dont understand, Doctor. You sent a telegram from Luxor to Sir Brian in London, giving him full details about the chief. He cabled back saying that he had communicated these particulars to a Dr. Amber  a former assistant  who was fortunately then in Cairo and who would ring you up.

Quite so, Greville. And this Dr. Amber did ring up, discussed the case with me, said he agreed with Sir Brians suggestion and despatched, express, a small box. It contained a third of a fluid drachm of some preparation, labeled One minim per day subcutaneously until normal. After four injections, Sir Lionel fully recovered  except that he had no recollection of what had taken place from the time of the attack to that when he opened his eyes in his room at the Luxor hotel.

Thats plain sailing enough, Petrie, and a big success for Sir Brian Hawkins. You came to the conclusion that I was suffering from the effects of overdoses of the same drug

And so I tried the same cure  with equally marvellous results.

He paused, staring me hard in the face; then:

When we got down to Cairo, he went on as you know, I postponed sailing  Dr. Amber had left his hotel. And when we reached London, Sir Brian Hawkins was abroad. He came home this morning.

Well? I said, for he had paused again, staring at me in that peculiar manner.

Sir Brian Hawkins never received my telegram.

What!

He was unacquainted with anyone called Dr. Amber  and the preparation, a specimen of which I had taken with me, was totally unknown to him!

Good God!

Dont let it worry you, Greville. Weve been the victims of a cunning plot. But the unknown plotter has saved two valuable lives  and defeated Fah Lo Suee! Excuse me if I run away now. Please stay here and make yourself at home. My wife wants to do some shopping, and I never allow her out alone, even in London. You know why, he added significantly.

I nodded, as:

Rima and Sir Lionel are due tomorrow, he said, and I know how youre counting the hours.

So whilst it was true that to Petrie and to Weymouth I owed the fact that I now stood staring down again on the busy life of Piccadilly, I owed even more to… someone else! I was all but fit. I had taken a stroll in the Park, and with decent precautions for a week or two was competent to reenter the battle of life. But  who was Dr. Amber?

Almost a deeper mystery than that of the hiatus, to me represented by a blank in my existence; and this, heaven knows, was strange enough!

The house of the Sheikh Ismail had been raided by a party under the mudîr of Khârga. This official, it seems, was already suspicious of the strange visitors to the town.

They found not a soul on the premises!

El-Khârga was combed carefully. No trace. The mudîr got in touch with Esna, and all roads were watched. Nothing resulted. The dreadful Seven had dispersed  into thin air! Nayland Smith was missing, I was missing; and Said had disappeared with the car…

Weymouth set the official wires humming. Too late, it had occurred to him that Fah Lo Suee might have retired not upon Esna but upon Asyût. Later, this theory was proved to be the correct one.

A dead man, a piece of baggage, I had been carried across the desert to Asyût, entrained for Port Said, and shipped to England, as cargo is shipped! Three days too late to hold her in the Egyptian port, Weymouth, inspecting the books of the Suez Canal Company, discovered that a Clyde-built steamer chartered by a Chinese firm for some private enterprise had passed through the Canal and cleared Port Said at a date which corresponded with his suspicions. Radio was set humming all over the Mediterranean; and the suspected craft was finally boarded off Cherbourg by the French police.

Her papers were in order; but consignments of goods and a number of her people had already been despatched overland.

This was the state of affairs when the party reached England. Weymouth, of course, had secured leave of absence in the circumstances; and acting upon the policy adopted by poor Nayland Smith in earlier days, had succeeded with the backing of Scotland Yard in keeping all publicity out of the press.

It was the efficiency of Detective-Inspector Yale and of K Division which led to my rescue. For some time they had been watching certain premises in the Limehouse area. Apart from consignments of suspicious goods and of the presence, particularly at night, of Asiatics of a character not usual in that district, a smartly dressed woman had visited the place.

Now, furnished by Weymouth with particulars of those goods sent overland from Cherbourg, Yale secretly inspected some of the crates and packing cases stored in the yard of the suspected premises. As a result of what he found, I was rescued from the green and gold room, and restored to health by Dr. Petrie. But a shadow lay upon all of us  one indeed, which had retarded my convalescence.

Our last battle against Fu-Manchu, said Weymouth sadly, has opened with a big score for the enemy. Weve lost our field-marshal.

Detective-Inspector Yale nodded gloomily. I had met him several times before, and I knew that with Fletcher he had been put in charge of this case, which, in his eyes, had neither beginning nor end.

Its a blank mystery to me, he confessed. Excepting one badly murdered dwarf, there wasnt a thing of any use to us in the Limehouse raid.

Youre rather overlooking me!

Detective-Inspector Yale smiled; Weymouth laughed aloud.

Sorry, sir, said Yale. But the fact remains  we drew blank. The house was undoubtedly used by these Si-Fan people. But where are they? I knew when Sir Denis took personal control there was something serious in the wind. He was overdue leave, its true, but he was a demon for work; and I saw when he started for Egypt with Fletcher hed gone for business, not pleasure. Besides, there was a big dossier accumulating.

He smiled again, turning slightly in my direction.

The death of Professor Zeitland was a bad show for the Yard, he admitted. It was long after the event that we realized his death wasnt due to natural causes. This in strict confidence, Mr. Greville. Theres been no publicity about the absence of Sir Denis, because weve kept on hoping from day to day, and his instructions on that point were explicit. But personally…

He turned aside and stared out of the window.

Im afraid so, Weymouth whispered.

Its a job, Yale went on, which I admit is above my weight. Most extraordinary reports are accumulating and the Foreign Office has nearly driven me crazy. I never knew very much about this Dr. Fu-Manchu, outside the department records. I was just a plain detective officer in those days. But it looks to me  and this is where I am badly out of my depth, Superintendent  as though this delayed visit of Swâzi Pasha comes into the case!

Im sure it does! I replied. The woman you knew as Madame Ingomar regards the present rulers of Turkey as her enemies. Swâzi Pasha is probably the biggest man in Stamboul today. She told me with her own lips that he was marked!

Amazing! said Yale. He is to occupy Suite Number 5 in this hotel, and apart from routine measures, Im going to satisfy myself about the staff.

I accompanied Weymouth and Yale on their tour of inspection. The suite was on the floor below, and we went down the stairs. Yale had the key and we entered. Everything had been prepared for the comfort of the distinguished visitor and his confidential private secretary.

Suite Number 5 consisted of a reception room entered from a lobby, a dining room, and two bedrooms with bathrooms adjoining. Swâzi Pasha had been detained by illness in Paris, so the press informed us, but would arrive at Victoria that evening.

Detective-Inspector Yale seemed to suspect everything in the place. The principal bedroom he explored as though he anticipated discovering there trap doors, sliding panels, or other mediæval devices. He even turned on the electric heater, an excellent imitation of a coal fire, and considered it carefully; until:

Once he gets here, said Weymouth. Hes safe enough. Its outside that hes in danger.

Yale turned to him, one eyebrow raised interrogatively, and:

Queer you should say that, he replied. Ive been going carefully through the records  and you ought to know better than I do that if were really up against this Asiatic group the best hotel in London isnt safe!

I glanced at Weymouth, and saw his expression change.

True enough, he admitted. Dr. Fu-Manchu got a man in the New Louvre once, under our very eyes. Yes, youre right.

With enthusiasm he also began to sound walls and to examine fittings, until:

I have had painful personal evidence of what these people can do, I said, but I rather agree with Inspector Yale that the danger to Swâzi Pasha is greater outside than here.

Yale turned and:

Outside, he assured me stolidly, short of a fanatic who is prepared to pay the price with his life, Swâzi Pasha is as safe as any man in Europe. But in the absence of Sir Denis, Im responsible for him and, knowing what I know now, Im prepared for anything.

When presently I left Weymouth and Yale, I became selfishly absorbed in my own affairs again. The chief had engaged rooms by radio for himself and Rima here at the Park Avenue, and as I wandered back to my own apartment I found myself wondering which rooms they were. Indeed, a perfectly childish impulse prompted me to go down and inquire of the office.

As I entered the corridor in which my own quarters were located as well as those of Dr. Petrie and his wife, I saw a figure hurrying ahead of me. Reaching the door next to my own, he inserted and turned the key in the lock. As he did so, I had a view of his face in profile…

Then he went in, and I heard the door shut.

Entering my own room, I sat down on the bed, lighted a cigarette, and wondered why this chance encounter seemed so important. It was striking discords of memory which I couldnt solve. I smoked one cigarette and lighted a second, thinking hard all the time, before the solution came, then:

Ive got it! I cried.

This man in the next room was the Turk who had attended the Council of Seven!

I glanced at the telephone. This was a mystery completely beyond my powers  something which Weymouth and Yale should know about at once. I hesitated, realizing that in all probability they were on their way to Victoria. A tremendous unrest seized me. What did it mean? That it meant mischief  and bloody mischief  I felt certain. But what should I do?

I lighted a pipe and stared down into Piccadilly. Inaction was intolerable. What could I do? I couldnt give this man in charge of the police. Apart from the possibility of a mistake, what evidence had I against him? Finally I grabbed my hat and went out into tine corridor. I had detected no sound of movement in the neighboring room.

Walking over to the lift, I rang the bell. The cage had just arrived and I was on the point of stepping in, when I thought someone passed swiftly behind me.

I turned. My nerves were badly overtuned. The figure had gone, but:

Who was that? I said to the lift-boy.

Who do you mean, sir, he asked. I didnt see anyone.

I thought that he was looking at me rather oddly, and:

Ground floor, I said.

Had this thing got me more deeply than I realized? Small wonder if it were so, considering my own experience. But was I beginning to imagine creatures of Dr. Fu-Manchu, shadows, menaces, where really there was no physical presence? It was a dreadful thought, one to be repelled at all costs by a man who had passed through the nightmare of that month which I had survived.

For I had been dead and I lived again.

Sometimes the horror of it wakened me in the middle of the night. A drug, unknown to Western science, had been pumped into my veins. The skill of an Asiatic physician had brought me back to life. Petries experience  aided by the mysterious Dr. Amber  had done the rest. But there might be an aftermath, beyond the control even of this dreadful Chinaman whose shadow again was creeping over Europe.

My present intention was to walk across to Cooks and learn at what time the S.S. Andaman, in which Sir Lionel and Rima were travelling, docked, and when the boattrain arrived. I was in that state of anxiety in which one ceases to trust that high authority, the hotel hall porter.

This purpose was frustrated by the sudden appearance, as I came down the steps, of Dr. Petrie and his wife. I was instantly struck by the fact that something had terrified Mrs. Petrie. The doctor was almost supporting her…

Hello, Greville, he said. My wife has had rather a shock. Come back with us for a minute.

The fact was obvious enough. Filled with a sudden new concern, I realized, as I took Mrs. Petries arm and walked back up the hotel steps, that she was in a condition bordering on collapse. Well enough I knew that this could mean only one thing. As I had suspected, as Weymouth had suspected  the enemy was near us!

In the lobby she sat down and her husband regarded her anxiously. Normally, she had the most wonderful flower-like complexion  I mean naturally, without artificial aid  of any woman I had ever met. Now she was pale, and her wonderful eyes mirrored a sort of mysterious horror.

Are you sure, Kara? Are you sure? Petrie asked with deep concern.

Could I ever be wrong about him?

When you are safely upstairs, dear, he replied, I am going back to confirm your suspicion  or disprove it.

But, I exclaimed, whatever is wrong?

He is here.

What do you mean, Mrs. Petrie? Who is here?

She looked up at me, and for all her pallor I knew how beautiful she was. I thought that if those strange, wonderful eyes had beckoned to me before I had known Rima, I should have followed wherever they led. She was, indeed, very lovely, and very terrified; and:

It seems like madness, she whispered; but about this I can never be mistaken. If I had not seen, I should have felt. But I saw.

Do you understand, Greville, Petrie interrupted tersely, my wife saw  I cant doubt her; she has never been wrong on this point  someone looking out from a window above a shop in Burlington Arcade.

I know it is madness, but I know it is true, she said.

When? I demanded.

A moment ago.

But do you mean

Mrs. Petrie nodded.

Her eyes were tragic. She stood up.

I am going upstairs, she said. No, truly, Im quite all right again. Go back, or it may be too late. But take Mr. Greville with you.

She walked towards the lift, whilst Petrie and I watched her. As she entered and the lift went up:

It seems simply incredible to me, I declared. But do you mean that in a room over a shop in Burlington Arcade

A dealer in Oriental jewellery, yes! Petrie took me up quickly. I could see nothing  the room above was in darkness  but Karamanèh saw Dr. Fu-Manchu looking down!

I wondered if Nayland Smith would have approved of Petries method of inquiry. Personally, I thought it admirable, for as we entered the establishment, oddly reminiscent, as many are in the Arcade, of a shop in an Eastern bazaar:

My wife came along this afternoon, said Petrie, and noticed a large Chinese figure in the room above. She asked me to call and learn the price.

The salesman, who would not have been out of place in any jewel market of the Orient, except for the fact that he wore a well-cut morning coat, raised his eyebrows in surprise. He was leaning upon a case containing typical Levantine exhibits, and all sorts of beaded necklaces framed him about. I thought that, saving the presence of civilized London around us, he might, considered alone, have been termed a sinister figure.

The room above, sir, he replied, is not my property. It is used as a storeroom by another firm. See  he turned the stair is there, but the door is locked. I have a case upon it as you may observe for yourself. That door is very rarely opened. And I assure you it contains no Chinese figure.

He made no attempt to sell us anything.

But outside, in the Arcade, we both stared up at the window above the shop. The room to which it belonged appeared to be empty. Petrie shrugged.

She has never been wrong before, he said significantly. And the gentleman with whom we have been chatting gives one the shudders.

I agree, but what can we do!

Nothing, he replied.

Turning, we walked back to the Park Avenue Hotel. The journey was a short one, but long enough for me to tell Petrie of my encounter in the corridor. He stopped as we reached the corner of Berkeley Street, and:

Theres some very black business underlying all this, Greville, he said. Weve lost the best man of the lot already. Now it looks as though the arch-devil had taken personal charge. Wheres Weymouth?

Gone to Victoria, I expect. Yale was with him.

Petrie nodded.

If you werent mistaken, Greville, it looks as though the danger to Swâzi Pasha is here, in London. If my wife isnt mistaken  its a certainty! We can at least learn the name of the man you saw; because in dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu and his Burmans I dont believe in coincidences!

We consulted the reception clerk and learned without difficulty that the room, of which I naturally remembered the number, was occupied by a Mr. Solkel, of Smyrna.

Has he stayed here before? Petrie asked.

No. It was Mr. Solkels first visit.

Thank you, said Petrie, and as we walked towards the lift:

Mr. Solkel, of Smyrna, he mused. I dont like the sound of him.

I dont like the look of him!

Yet it is just possible you were wrong; and so  what can we do?

We, went up to Petries sitting room where his wife, apparently recovered, was waiting to receive us.

She smiled, her gaze set on Petries face; and I wondered if Rima would greet me with a smile like that. He simply shook his head and ran his fingers through her beautiful hair.

I knew, she whispered; and although she continued bravely to smile, there was horror in her eyes. He is so clever! But I was right!

A nameless but chill foreboding possessed my mind. I believe the others shared it. I was thinking of the man who had gone out to meet this menace, and had come to his end, alone against many, in that damnable house in Khârga. But, Petrie now ringing for cocktails, we all tried to show a bold front to our troubles. Yet even as I raised my glass I seemed to detect, like a sort of patrol, the approach of something; not as a memory, but as words spoken eerily, to hear a bell-like voice:

I am so lonely, Shan…

For days and nights, for weeks, I had lain in her power… the witch-woman; daughter of this fiend incarnate, Dr. Fu-Manchu. She is evil, evil… Rima had said. And I knew it for truth. Much as we had all suffered, I felt that worse was to come. I could hear the cheery, familiar roar of Londons traffic beneath me; sometimes, dimly, I could catch snatches of conversation in the adjoining apartment, occupied by an enthusiastic American traveler and his wife.

Everything was so safe, so normal. Yet I knew, I could not venture to doubt, that some climax in the incredible business which had blotted out a month of my life and had brought Sir Lionel Barton to the edge of eternity, was creeping upon us.

Thank goodness that part of the business is over, said Weymouth. There were no official formalities, as the Pasha is still indisposed. He was all silk mufflers and fur collar. He has only one secretary with him. The other members of his suite are staying at the Platz over the way. Hes safe indoors, anyway.

Safe? Mrs. Petrie echoed and laughed unhappily. After what I have told you, Superintendent?

Weymouths kindly face looked very grim, and he exchanged a troubled glance with Petrie; then:

She never used to be wrong, Doctor, he confessed. Honestly, I dont know what to make of it. I sent a man around directly I got the news. But of course the shop was closed and locked. I dont know what to make of it, he repeated. The woman was rapidly becoming a nightmare to me, but if the Doctor in person has appeared on the scene…

He spread his hands in a helpless gesture; and we were all silent for some time. Then Weymouth stood up:

Its very nice of you, Mrs. Petrie, he said, to ask me to dine with you. I have one or two little jobs to do downstairs, first  and Im going to have another shot to get a look at Mr. Solkel. It isnt really my case. He smiled in the awkwardly boyish manner which made the man so lovable. But Ive been retained as a sort of specialist, and Yale is good enough to be glad.

I suppose, said Petrie, as Weymouth made for the door, there are detectives on duty in the hotel?

Five, with Fletcher in charge. That should be enough. But Im worried about Solkel. His official description doesnt correspond with yours, Greville. For one tiling, they tell me he wears glasses, is in delicate health, and keeps to his room constantly. However…

He went out.

Petrie stared hard in my direction.

Theres absolutely no doubt, he said slowly, that Madame Ingomars campaign has opened well, for her. Her astonishing indiscretion, I can only ascribe to  he paused, smiling, and glanced at his wife a sudden and characteristically Oriental infatuation.

She flushed, glancing at him, and:

Nayland Smith once said that about me! she replied.

Im glad he did! Petrie returned. But if the daughter is anything like the father, I confess even now I dont envy Swâzi Pashas chances. Just check up on madames record, and you will see what I mean. Apart from certain mysterious movements last year, in such widely divided places as Pekin, Turkestan, Siberia, and the northern provinces of India, we may take it for a fact that Professor Zeitland fell a victim to this Chinese she-devil. He stood in her way. He knew something about Lafleurs Tomb which she wanted to know. Having learned it, it became necessary that he should be blotted out. This duly occurred, according to schedule. Barton was the next in her path. He served her purpose and escaped by a miracle. She got what she wanted  the contents of the tomb. If we could even guess the importance of these, we might begin to understand why she stuck at nothing to achieve her end.

He paused to light a fresh cigarette, and then:

I believe poor old Smith knew, he went on. He was the one man in the world she had really to fear. And he… the sentence remained unfinished.

That she regarded Swâzi Pasha as an obstruction, I said, she was good enough to tell me herself.

Petrie glanced at his wife, whose expressive eyes registered a deep horror; then:

I said a while ago, he added, that I dont give very much for his chances. Selfishly, I can find it in my heart to wish that he had chosen another hotel. Karamanèh has lived in the storm center too long to want any further experiences.

This, then, was the atmosphere which surrounded us all that evening in a London hotel; this the shadow under which we lay.

During dinner  which was served in Petries sitting room, for Weymouth had had no opportunity of dressing:

I suppose, said I, that Mr. Solkel is receiving suitable attention?

Weymouth nodded.

He hasnt gone out, he replied. But I hear that a new wardrobe trunk was delivered and taken up to his room this afternoon. This suggests that he is leaving shortly. If he goes out he will be followed. If he rings for anything, the waiter will be a Scotland Yard man.

Weymouth had secured a small room right up under the roof, for London was packed. But I drew a great sense of security from his presence in the building. At his wifes request, Petrie had abandoned a program for the evening, arranged earlier, and had decided to remain at home.

When we said goodnight to our host and hostess, Weymouth came along to my room. Pausing in the corridor, he stared at the door of Number 41; but not until we had entered my adjoining apartment and lighted our pipes, did he speak; then:

Swâzi Pasha has canceled an engagement to dine with the prime minister tonight, owing to the delay in Paris, he said. Hes not going out and is receiving no one. Even the press have been refused. But Yales job starts tomorrow. The Pasha has four public appointments.

You feel fairly confident, then, of his safety tonight?

Perfectly, Weymouth replied grimly. I feel so confident about it that Im going to patrol the hotel in person! You turn in, Greville. Youre not really fit yet. Goodnight.

Sleep was a difficult problem. Apart from a morbid and uncontrollable apprehension, I was intensely strung up by reason of the fact that Rima was due in the morning. I tried reading, but simply couldnt concentrate upon the printed page.

The jade-green eyes of Fah Lo Suee began to haunt me, and in the dialogue of the story I was trying to read I seemed to hear her voice, speaking the lines in that bell-like, hypnotic voice.

I relived those ages of horror and torment in the green-gold room: I saw again the malignant dwarf A Hashishîn, Weymouth had told me. They belong to the Old Man of the Mountain  Sheikh Ismail. I heard the creatures dying shrieks; I saw the Dacoit return, carrying his bloody knife…

Throwing down the magazine disgustedly, I began to pace my room. I contemplated another whiskey-and-soda, but realized in time that it would be a poor cure for insomnia. The after-theatre rush was subsiding. Piccadilly was settling down into its nightly somnolence. That inner circle of small, expensive streets containing the exclusive dance clubs would be full of motor traffic now for Londons night life is highly centralized, the Bohemia of Soho impinging on the white-shirted gayety of Mayfair; two tiny spots on the map; sleepless eyes in a sleeping world.

I wondered if Petrie and his wife were awake  and I wondered what Weymouth was doing. This curiosity about Weymouth grew so intense that I determined to ring and find out. It was at this moment that I first heard the sound.

It was difficult to identify. I stood still, listening  all those doubts and surmises centered now upon my mysterious neighbor, Mr. Solkel. What I heard was this:

A dim, metallic sound, which might have been made by someone slightly shaking a sheet of thin metal. Next, a faint sibilance, which oddly suggested paying out a line. Then came silence…

My brain was functioning at high pressure. Whereas, in the foggy stage that followed my dreadful experience, I should have been incapable of thinking consistently about anything, now a dozen theories sprang to my mind. I decided to stand still  and to listen.

The sound was renewed. It came from beyond the fireplace!

An electric radiator, which I had had no occasion to use, stood there. Stooping, I quietly placed it on the rug; and kneeling down I pressed my ear to the tiles of the recess in which it had rested.

Whispering!

And at this very moment a fact occurred to me… a startling fact!

My room was directly above Suite Number 5!

The connection defied me, but of one thing I was sure: these strange noises, which had temporarily ceased, portended some attempt on Swâzi Pashas apartments below.

I came to a swift decision. Walking silently in my slippers, I crossed to the door, opened it cautiously, and peeped out into the corridor. It was empty and dark save for one dim light at the end. Leaving my door ajar, I started for the staircase…

A sense of urgency possessed me  I must find Weymouth or Fletcher! The fate not only of a Turkish statesman but perhaps of Europe depended upon promptitude.

Silence everywhere as I hurried along the corridor to the staircase. I raced down in semi-darkness. I reached the corridor below, lighted only by one dim lamp just above the elevator shaft. I looked right. The corridor was empty. I looked left. There was no one.

Hesitant, I stood debating my course. I might ring for the liftman. I might race on down into the lobby and summon the night porter. The result would have been better accomplished had I used my own room telephone. No doubt I had counted too confidently on meeting Fletcher or Weymouth.

I determined to take the matter into my own hands. I turned left, and walked swiftly in the direction of the door of Suite Number 5.

Even at the moment that I reached it I hesitated again. Of the fact that some deadly peril, urgent, instant, threatened Swâzi Pasha, I seemed to have occult information. But, as I realized, my facts were scanty. If I roused him, I might save his life. On the other hand, I might make myself ridiculous.

There was a bell-push outside the door, and my hand was raised to press it. Suddenly, silently, the door opened… and I found myself staring into the gaunt, angular face of Nayland Smith!


CHAPTER NINE

THE MAN FROM EL-KHÂRGA

With one significant gesture, Nayland Smith silenced the words on my lips. He took a quick step forward into the corridor and I saw that he was barefooted. Then, his lips very close to my ear:

Lucky I heard you, he whispered. One ring would have ruined everything! Come in. Be silent… Whatever happens, do nothing.

He stepped back, pointing urgently to my slippers. I removed them and tiptoed into the lobby. Nayland Smith reclosed the front door without making a sound and led me into the principal bedroom.

Except for a faint streak of light coming through the curtains, the room was in darkness. He pushed me down into a corner near the foot of the bed and disappeared.

To say that I was astounded would be to labor the obvious. I actually questioned my sanity. That Nayland Smith was alive made me want to shout with joy. But what in heavens name was he doing in Swâzi Pashas apartments? Where had he been and why had he failed to notify us of his escape? Finally, what was it that I had nearly ruined by my unexpected appearance and for what was he waiting in the dark?

Where Smith had gone and why we were concealing ourselves, I simply couldnt imagine; but, my eyes growing used to the gloom, I peered carefully about the bedroom without moving from the position in which he had placed me. I could see no one, hear nothing.

Then all my senses became keyed up  alert. I had detected a sound of soft footsteps in the corridor outside! I waited  listening to it drawing nearer and nearer. The walker had reached the door, I thought… But he did not pause, but passed on. The sound of footsteps grew faint  and finally died away.

Silence fell again. The window behind those drawn curtains was open at the top, and sometimes faint street noises reached my ears: the hooting of a passing taxi, the deeper note of a private car; and once, rumbling of what I judged to be a string of heavy lorries.

But in the building about me, complete silence prevailed. I found myself looking across an eiderdown bedspread in the direction of the fireplace. Except that it was more ornate, it closely resembled that in my own room. The shock of meeting Smith, the present horrible mystery, keyed up my already wide-awake brain. I began to form a theory…

At which moment, as if to confirm it, came a faint sound. Something was shuffling lightly behind the electric radiator!

This was backed by green tiles, or imitation tiles which I judged to be stamped on metal. The deep recess which they lined resembled a black cavity from where I crouched. I could just detect one spot of light on the metal hood of the radiator.

Following some moments of tense silence, came a second sound. And this… I recognized.

It was the same subdued, metallic clang which had arrested my attention in the room above!

I thought that the darkness behind the radiator had grown even denser. I scarcely breathed. Fists clenched, I watched, preparing to duck if any light should come, since my discovery was clearly the last thing Nayland Smith desired.

The spot of high light on the hood moved outwards, towards me. I was afraid to trust my sight  until a very soft padding on the carpet provided an explanation of this phenomenon.

Someone had opened the back of the fireplace and now was lifting the radiator out bodily…

Who, or what, had crept out into the room?

Nothing moved again, but I thought a figure stood between me and the recess. Whatever it might be, it remained motionless, so that, after I had concentrated my gaze, it presently took shape in the dusk  but such horrible shape, that, divided only by the width of the bed from it, I shrank involuntarily.

It was a spiritual as well as a physical shrinking, such as I had experienced in that room in Limehouse, when, on the night of horror which had led to my release, a ghastly yellow dwarf had crossed my room, carrying a lantern. Of the fate of that misshapen thing I had seen bloody evidence. This figure now standing silent in the darkness  standing so near to me  was another of the malignant killers; one of those Arabian abominations attached to the Old Man of the Mountain… he whose blazing eyes, as he sprang up from his mattress when the Mandarin Ki Ming denounced us, formed my last memory of the Council of Seven…

A sickly sweet exotic perfume stole to my nostrils… I knew it!

To crouch there inactive with definite terror beginning to claim me was next to impossible; and I wondered why Nayland Smith had imposed so appalling a task. I wondered where he was  I wondered if he had seen what I could see  knew what I knew.

The answer came swiftly, almost silently. I heard a dull, nauseating thud, followed by a second, heavier thud on the carpet. Nayland Smiths voice came in a tense whisper:

Dont stir, Greville.

My heart was beating like a sledge-hammer.

I began to count the seconds… Fully a minute passed in absolutely unbroken silence.

Nayland Smith, I realized now, had been concealed in one of two recesses flanking the projecting fireplace. This same formation occurred in my own room, and might betoken a girder or platform, or possibly a flue. Formerly, the Park Avenue had been fitted with open coal fires.

Another minute passed. Nothing happened. The suspense began to grow intolerable. A third minute commenced  then a sound broke that electric stillness; a soft shuffling sound, like that which had heralded the approach of the Arabian dwarf. It was all the more obvious now since the back of the fireplace had been displaced, and it resembled that of a heavy body moving in a narrow space.

Sounds of movement grew suddenly louder and then ceased altogether.

Silence fell again. This, I believe, was the least endurable moment of all. Every sense told me that someone was peering out into the room. But I hadnt the slightest idea what to expect  nor, if attack were coming, what form it would take!

Soft padding.

Silence.

A whispered phrase came like a hiss out of the darkness:

Enta raih fên? (Where has he gone?)

The words were Arab  but not spoken by an Arab!

Yet I gathered that the speaker, in what I judged to be a state of excitement, had abandoned his own tongue in favor of that of the murderous dwarf, whose absence clearly puzzled him. But I had little time for thought.

There came a rush, and a crash which shook the room… a shot!  a flash of dim light and the tinkle of broken glass! The bullet had shattered the window above my head… Then:

The switch, Greville! came Nayland Smiths voice. Over the bed!

I sprang up as well as my cramped limbs would permit, jumped onto the bed, and groped for the pendant switch.

A sound of panting and gurgling came from somewhere down on the carpet between the bed and the fireplace; loud banging on the floor. Presently I found the switch, and was dazzled when the room became flooded with light. I jumped across to the other side of the bed. I could hear racing footsteps in the corridor outside, excited voices, movement all about…

At my feet sprawled a man in pajamas, his head thrown back and his eyes staring upward, almost starting from their sockets. Nayland Smith knelt upon him, his right hand clutching the throat of the prostrate man, his left pressing to the floor sinewy brown fingers in which a pistol was gripped.

Get his gun! he snapped, without releasing that strangle-hold.

I slipped around the combatants and snatched the pistol from that virile grasp. As I stooped, I had my first proper view of the captive…

He was the man I had seen in the corridor  Mr. Solkel!

A bell was ringing furiously. Someone was banging on the outer door.

Open! Smith panted.

Half under the bed lay the hideous dwarf, motionless.

Weymouths voice was raised outside in the corridor now.

Hello, there! he bellowed. Open this door! Be quick, or we shall have to force it!

Open! Smith rapped irritably.

I turned and ran to the door.

One glance of incredulity Weymouth gave; then, followed by Fletcher and two others who wore the Park Avenue livery, he rushed past me.

Good God! I heard. Sir Denis! Then: Are you mad, sir? Youre strangling Swâzi Pasha!

Our first captures! said Nayland Smith.

An overcoated figure in charge of two detectives dressed as footmen disappeared from the suite.

Your mistake, Weymouth, was natural enough. In appearance he is Swâzi Pasha.

He is, said Dr. Petrie, who had joined us in the apartment  all the hotel had been aroused by the shot. I met Swâzi in Cairo only a year ago; and if the man under arrest is not Swâzi Pasha, then I shall never trust my eyes again.

Really, Petrie? said Nayland Smith, and smiled in that way which lent him such a boyish appearance. Yet  he pointed to the open fireplace the metal back of this recess has been removed very ingeniously. It has been reattached to the opening which it was designed to mask, but tonight as you see it hangs down in the ventilation shaft by reason of the fact that a stout piece of canvas has been glued to the back so as to act as a hinge.

Can you suggest any reason why Swâzi Pasha should remove the back of his fireplace and why he should climb down a rope ladder from the apartment of a certain Mr. Solkel in the middle of the night?

It was Weymouth who answered the question, and:

I admit I cant, Sir Denis, he said.

No wonder! The details of this amazing plot are only beginning to dawn upon me by degrees. In addition to the ladder which undoubtedly communicates with Room 41 above us, theres this stout length of rope with a noose at the end. Can you imagine what purpose it was intended to serve?

We all stared into the recess. As Smith had said, and as we all had noticed, such a ladder as he described hung in the shaft, possibly as a means of communication between the two floors. A length of rope had been carried into the room. The noose with which it ended lay upon the carpet at our feet.

I shall make a suggestion, Smith went on. Mr. Solkel has been occupying Number 41, I understand, for a week past. He has employed his time well! We shall find that the imitation tiling at the back of his fireplace has been removed in a similar fashion to this… because Suite Number 5 was reserved for Swâzi Pasha as long as a month ago. The purpose of the ladder is obvious enough. A moments consideration will convince us, I believe, of the use to which this noose was intended to be put. The business of the dwarf, a highly trained specialist  now in Vine Street Police Station  was quietly to enter Swâzi Pashas room and to silence him with a wad of cottonwool which you recall he clutched in his hand, and which was saturated with some narcotic. The smell is still perceptible. Possibly you, Petrie, can tell us what it is?

Petrie shook his head doubtfully; but:

I have preserved it, he said. Its upstairs. Some preparation of Indian hemp, I think.

Cannabis indica was always a favorite, I seem to recall, with this group, Smith said grimly. Probably you are right. The pasha being rendered quietly unconscious, it was the duty of the dwarf to slip the noose under his arms and to assist the man waiting in the room above to haul the body up. These dwarfs, of whom the first living specimen now lies in a cell in Vine Street  the only Hashishîn, I believe, ever captured by European police  have the strength of gorillas, although they are of small stature. The body of the insensible man being carried up to Number 41 by the dwarf on the rope ladder, assisted by the efforts of Mr. Solkel above, the pasha was to be placed in bed. Once there, no doubt it was their amiable intention to dispose of him in some manner calculated to suggest that he had died of heart failure.

Sokel would have taken his place.

The distressing death of an obscure guest from Smyrna would have been hushed up as much as possible by the hotel authorities  and Mr. Solkel would have lunched with the prime minister in the morning. I am even prepared to believe that the back of the fireplace in Number 41 would have been carefully replaced; although I fail to see how the same could have been done for this one. The dwarf, no doubt, would have been despatched by the new pasha in a crate as a piece of baggage to some suitable address.

But how did the dwarf get in? I exclaimed.

Almost certainly in the wardrobe trunk which Mr. Solkel received today, Weymouth answered.

Youre right, Smith confirmed.

But, I cried, how could the impostor, granting his extraordinary resemblance to Swâzi Pasha, have carried on?

Quite easily, Smith assured me. He knew all that Swâzi knew. He was perfectly familiar with the latters movements and with his peculiarly secluded life. He was intimately acquainted with his domestic affairs.

But, said Petrie, who is he?

Swâzi Pashas twin brother, was the astounding reply; his deadly enemy, and a member of the Council of Seven.

But the real Swâzi Pasha?

Is at the Platz Hotel, Smith replied, masquerading as a member of his own suite.

He was silent for a moment, and, then:

The first time I ever used a sandbag, he said reflectively, weighing one of those weapons in his hand. But having actually reached Victoria without incident, I determined that this was the point of attack. A transfer of overcoats was made on the train, and the muffled gentleman who entered the Park Avenue was not Swâzi Pasha, but I! Multan Bey, the secretary, escaped at a suitable moment and left me in sole possession of Suite Number 5.

I didnt know what to expect, but I was prepared for anything. And you must remember, Petrie,  turning to the latter that I had had some little experience of the methods of this group! I heard the sound, faint though it was, high up in the ventilation shaft  the same which disturbed you, Greville. Then a hazy idea of what to expect dawned on my mind. A sandbag, the history of which I must tell you later, was in my trunk in the lobby. As I came out to secure it, since. I considered it to be the most suitable instrument for my purpose, I heard your soft but rapid footsteps, Greville. I realized that someone was approaching the door; that he must be stopped knocking or ringing at all costs, since my purpose was to catch the enemy red-handed.

There was a pause, and then:

Its very late, said Dr. Petrie slowly, his gaze set upon Nayland Smith; but I think, Smith, you owe us some further explanation.

I agree, Nayland Smith replied quietly.

It was a strange party which gathered in the small hours in Dr. Petries sitting room. Petries wife, curled up in a shadowy corner of the divan, seemed in her fragile beauty utterly apart from this murderous business which had brought us together. Yet I knew that in the past she had been intimately linked with the monstrous organization which again was stretching out gaunt hands to move pieces on the chessboard of the world. Weymouth, in an armchair, smoked in stolid silence. Petrie stood on on the hearthrug watching Nayland Smith. And I, seated by the writing table, listened to a terse, unemotional account of an experience such as few men have passed through. Nayland Smith, speaking rapidly and smoking all the time  striking many matches, for his pipe constantly went out  paced up and down the room.

You have asked me, Petrie, he said, to explain why I allowed you to believe that I was dead. The answer is this: I had learned during, my investigations in Egypt that an inquirer who has no official existence possesses definite advantages. My dear fellow,  he turned impulsively to the doctor I knew it would hurt, but I knew there was a cure. Forgive me. The fate of millions was at stake. I will tell you the steps by which I arrived at this decision.

I dont know how much you recall, Greville, of that meeting at the house of the Sheikh Ismail. But you remember that I recognized the venerable mandarin who received us in the lobby? It was none other than Ki Ming, president of the Council of Seven! You remember the raid in London, Weymouth, and the diplomatic evasion by which he slipped through our fingers?

Very clearly, Weymouth replied.

One of the finest brains and most formidable personalities in the world today. I rank him second only to Dr. Fu-Manchu. I have yet to test the full strength of the lady known as Madame Ingomar, but possibly she is deserving of a place. We shall see. I doubted if he knew me, Greville. Even had I been sure, I dont know what I could have done. But at least I knew my man and saw our danger.

I had seen it all along, I interrupted.

Nayland Smith smiled, and:

A V. C. would not be too high a reward for your courage on that occasion! he said. Had the mandarin been sure, he would never have admitted us to the council. He only suspected; but he took instant steps to check these suspicions. I didnt like the way Sheikh Ismail looked at us when he came in.

A messenger had been despatched to el-Khârga to make sure that the Tibetan deputies had actually set out. He found them on the way. They must have succeeded in attracting his attention. That messenger was the third member of the Burmese party  the Dacoit who was absent from the council.

The two gong notes told me what had happened. As Ki Ming began to speak  denouncing us  I glanced back.

That gigantic Negro doorkeeper  he had entered and approached us silently as a cat  was in the act of throwing a silk scarf over your head!… the third Dacoit stood at my elbow.

Ones brain acts swiftly at such times. I realized that the mandarins orders were that we be taken alive. But simultaneously, I realized that the Sheikh el-Jébal had his atrociously wicked eyes fixed upon me in an unmistakable way.

These thoughts, these actions, occupied seconds. I could not possibly save you. Resistance to such men and such numbers was out of the question. I could only hope to save myself and to rescue you by cunning.

Such a statement, spoken incisively, coolly, from another than Sir Denis Nayland Smith must have sounded equivocal. Coming from him, it sounded what it was  the considered decision of a master strategist.

You remember our position, Greville? We werent ten paces from the steps on the top of which Fah Lo Suee stood. Anticipating the intention of the Old Man of the Mountain and of the Burman who now sprang like a leopard, I ducked. He missed me… and I raced across the floor, up the steps, and before madame could realize my purpose, had one arm around her waist and the muzzle of a pistol tight against her ear!

Nayland Smith paused for a moment, and we remained silent, spellbound, until:

She is not human, that woman, came a hushed voice. She is a vampire  she has his blood in her.

All eyes turned in the direction of the divan. Mrs. Petrie was the speaker.

I agree with you, Nayland Smith replied coolly. A human woman would have screamed, fought, or fainted. Fah Lo Suee merely smiled, and scornfully. Nevertheless I had won, for the moment. Her lips smiled, but her cold green eyes read the truth in mine.

Tell them, I directed her, that if anyone stirs a finger I shall shoot you!

She continued to smile, and Please move your pistol, she asked, so that I may speak. I moved the pistol swiftly from her head to her heart. She looked aside at me and paid me a compliment which I shall always value: You are clever, she said. Then she spoke to the petrified murderers in the room below.

I risked one swift glance… You had disappeared, Greville. The Negro had carried you out!… Fah Lo Suee began to speak. The cloak of her father has fallen upon her. She spoke as coolly as if I had not been present. First in Chinese, then in Hindustani, and thirdly in Arabic.

Then: Order all to remain where they are, I said except one, who is to give instructions for my friend to be brought to meet me outside the house. She gave these orders  and the frustrated Dacoit, who still crouched on the mattress where he had fallen, went to carry out my directions.

Lead the way! I said.

She turned, I knew I was safe for the moment. We entered a little room upon which the big doors opened. This room was not empty… She was well guarded. And never can I forget her guards! Half a dozen words, however, reduced them to impotence. I could not afford to take my eyes off Fah Lo Suee for long; but nevertheless, as we passed through that anteroom, I solved a mystery. I grasped the explanation of something which has been puzzling us since it became evident that the first step in this new campaign of devilry was directed towards the Tomb of the Black Ape.

He paused, beginning to knock out his pipe, and:

Yes, Sir Denis, I said eagerly, go on!

He turned to me smiling grimly.

This is your particular province, Greville, he continued, which fate brought into mine. It isnt any secret of the ancient Egyptians; its something more dangerous  more useful. For in that room, Petrie, he turned now to the doctor were phials, instruments, and queer-looking yellow-bound books. Also several caskets, definitely of Chinese workmanship.

Im afraid I dont understand, Petrie confessed.

Possibly I can enlighten you, said Nayland Smith, for I think I have solved the mystery. At some time between his supposed death in 1917 and this year, Dr. Fu-Manchu concealed there the essential secrets of his mastery of the Eastern world; the unique drugs, the unknown works dealing with their employment  and the powers, whether tangible  amulets and signets  or instructional and contained in his papers, which gave him control of practically all the fanatical sects of the East.

Good God! Weymouth murmured.

This was what Dr. Fu-Manchus daughter went to Egypt to recover. This was why Professor Zeitland was murdered. Barton escaped by a miracle. Their possession, you understand…

He paused in his restless promenade and looked about from face to face.

Their possession made her mistress of the most formidable criminal organization in the world!

I walked with Fah Lo Suee through that strange house, across a path to a garden at the back  not that through which we had entered  and out onto a narrow road bordering the wall on the side which faced the palm grove. This path was deserted.

Where is he? I demanded.

Fah Lo Suee smiled a mocking smile, and:

You must be patient, she replied. They have to bring him a long way.

I pocketed my pistol and contented myself with keeping an arm around her. It was a natural gesture, but one for which I was to pay a high price, as I shall tell you.

Two men appeared around the angle of the wall carrying a limp body. They hesitated, looking towards us. Madame raised her hand. They came on… I saw you, Greville, lying on the sandy path at my feet, insensible.

I continued to clutch Fah Lo Suee tightly, and now I reached for my pistol. I had detected one of the Negro bearers looking across my shoulder in a curiously significant way…

He paused and struck a match; then:

It was short warning, he added, but it might have been enough. If I had had the pistol against Fah Lo Suees ribs, today the world would be rid of a very dangerous devil.

Someone dropped from the wall behind me… and a swift blow with a sandbag concluded this episode!

Nayland Smith raised his hand reflectively to his skull.

I woke up amid complete silence, my head singing like a kettle. I was slow to realize the facts; but when I did I was appalled. That lonely house is shunned by all, I have learned; for the Sheikh Ismail has an evil reputation as a dealer in Black Magic. I was a prisoner there. What were my chances?

I was in a cell, Greville,  he suddenly turned to me in the course of his ceaseless rambling walk some three yards square. I was lying on the hard mud floor. Not a thing had been taken from me; even my pistol remained in my belt… and the sandbag which had downed me lay close by! A subtle touch, that  But tonight I capped the jest! A window, just beyond reach, admitted light. There wasnt a scrap of furniture in the place. It had a heavy door reinforced with iron. I was desperately thirsty… and on the ledge of the window above me, I saw a water jar standing on a tray.

Knowing myself to be in Egypt and failing my experience of Chinese humor, I might have questioned the meaning of all this. But, looking at the lock of the door, and taking out my pistol  to, learn that the shells had been withdrawn  I knew. And I resigned myself.

It was physically impossible to reach the water jar on the window ledge.

I had been judged worthy of that Chinese penalty known as The Protracted Death…

Perhaps I groaned when these facts forced themselves upon me. You see, Greville, as we entered the saloon I had recognized another undesirable acquaintance… Ibrahîm Bey  Swâzis twin brother!

I have known Swâzi Pasha for many years and in my newer capacity at Scotland Yard have had intimate dealings with him. Beyond doubt he stands between Turkey and that indeterminable menace some believe to emanate from Moscow and others from elsewhere  but which includes Turkey in its program.

Recognizing now the fact that Ibrahîm  a cold-blooded sedition monger  was a member of the Council of Seven, I knew! Here was the clue to those mysterious movements  of which you, Weymouth, had news, and which were painfully familiar to myself in the Near and Far East.

Swâzi Pasha was doomed!… So, likewise, was I  the one man who might have saved him!

You tell me, Weymouth, and you also, Petrie, that you searched the Sheikhs house from roof to cellar. One spot of cellar you overlooked  the spot in which I awakened!

I had no means of knowing how long I had been unconscious. My wrist watch remained but had been smashed, doubtless as I fell. I had no means of learning if the raid had taken place. Two ideas were paramount. First, your fate, Greville. Second, Swâzi Pasha.

I considered the window carefully. It was some two feet square, protected by rusty-looking iron bars, and from the nature of the light which it admitted, I determined that I was in a cellar and that the time was early morning. I determined, also, that the window was inaccessible. A careful examination of the door convinced me that I had no means of opening it. And since not a sound reached me, it was then I resigned myself to that most horrible of deaths  starvation and thirst… Thirst, with a moist jar of water standing on the ledge above me!

From my condition I judged that only a few hours had elapsed, and I detected a sporting gesture on the part of Fah Lo Suee  a gamble characteristically Chinese. If anyone chanced to pass that way I might be rescued! All this was surmise, of course, but I decided to test it. My eyes were burning feverishly. My head throbbed madly. But otherwise I was vigorous enough. Loudly I cried for help in English and in Arabic. Then, I listened intently.

There was no sound.

A Buddhist-like resignation was threatening me more and more. But I was by no means disposed to abandon myself to it. To sit down was impossible, otherwise than on the floor  and I felt peculiarly limp. I leaned up against the door and weighed my chances.

And it was at this moment that a good man announced his presence. Failing him, I shouldnt be here tonight!

I heard the howl of a dog!

Said!

In that moment, Petrie,  instinctively Nayland Smith turned to his old friend the face of the world changed for me! The mood of resignation passed. Standing immediately under the window, I howled a reply.

The signal was repeated. I answered it. And two minutes later I heard Saids voice above.

Details are unnecessary, now. He had to go back to the car for gear and a rope. Scrambling down the shallow well with which the window communicated, he succeeded in wrenching the bars loose.

And so I climbed out, to find myself on the fringe of the palm grove. I cant blame you, Weymouth, for failing to discover this far-flung chamber of the Sheikhs house. Undoubtedly it had been designed for a dungeon. I can only suppose the iron-barred door communicated with a tunnel leading to the cellars.

My mind was made up. Beneath my monkish cowl I was an Arab, and an Arab I would remain! I was heartsick about you, Greville, but knew that I could do nothing  yet. Stamboul was my objective. The reason you failed to find the car in the gully was that I commandeered it for the overland journey to the railroad!

I had realized the efficiency of the organization to which I was opposed. My funds were fortunately sufficient for my purpose, and I reached Stamboul a week after the raid on the house of the Sheikh Ismail. Officially, I was not present in Constantinople. But I acquainted myself with the latest news in the possession of Scotland Yard  through the medium of Kemals police. Acting upon this, I checked his journey in Paris. The rest you know.

Nayland Smith ceased speaking, and:

Something you do not know, said Mrs. Petrie from her shadowy corner on the divan. I have seen him  Fu-Manchu, in London, tonight!

Nayland Smith turned to her.

You were never at fault, Karamanèh, he said. Dr. Fu-Manchu occupied rooms next to those of Swâzi Pasha in Paris!

A taxi hooted outside in Piccadilly…


PART FOUR


CHAPTER TEN

ABBOTS HOLD

It all seems so peaceful, said Rima, clinging very tightly to my arm; yet somehow, Shan, I never feel safe here. Last night, as I told you, I thought I saw the Abbots Hold ghost from my window…

A natural thing to imagine, darling, I replied reassuringly. Every one of these old monastic houses has its phantom monk! But, even if authentic, no doubt hed be a jovial fellow.

As is the fashion of such autumn disturbances, a storm which had been threatening all the evening hovered to the west, blackly. Remote peals of thunder there had been during dinner, and two short but heavy showers. Now, although angry cloud banks were visible in the distance, immediately overhead the sky was cloudless.

We sauntered on through the kitchen garden. A constant whispering in the trees told of moisture dripping from leaf to leaf. But the air was sweet and the path already dry. Rimas unrest was no matter for wonder, considering the experiences she had passed through. And when Sir Lionel had suggested our leaving London for the peace of his place in Norfolk, no one had welcomed the idea more heartily than I. In spite of intense activity on the part of Inspector Yale and his associates, all trace of Madame Ingomar  and of her yet more formidable father  had vanished.

But Nayland Smith considered that Sir Lionel, having served Fah Lo Suees purpose  might now be considered safe from molestation and we had settled down in Abbots Hold for a spell of rest.

The queer thing is, Rima went on, a deep earnest note coming into her voice, that since Sir Denis joined us I have felt not more but less secure!

Thats very curious, I murmured, because Ive had an extraordinary feeling of the sort, myself.

I suppose Im very jumpy, Rima confessed, But did you notice that family of gypsies whove camped beyond the plantation?

Yes, dear. I passed them today. I saw a boy  rather a good-looking boy he seemed to be, but I was some distance off  and an awful old hag of a woman. Do they worry you?

Rima laughed, unnaturally.

Not really. I havent seen the boy. But the woman and man I met in the lane simply gave me the creeps

She broke off; then:

Oh, Shan! Whats that! she whispered.

A deep purring sound came to my ears  continuous and strange. For a moment I stood still, whilst Rimas fingers clung close to mine. Then an explanation occurred to me.

Not noticing our direction, we had reached the corner of a sort of out-house connected by a covered passage with part of the servants quarters.

You understand now, darling, I said, and drew Rima forward to an iron-barred window.

Bright moonlight made the interior visible; and coiled on the floor, his wicked little head raised to watch us, lay a graceful catlike creature whose black-spotted coat of gold gleamed through the dusk.

It was Sir Lionels Indian cheetah  although fairly tame, at times a dangerous pet. Practical zoology had always been one of the chiefs hobbies.

Oh, thank heaven! Rima exclaimed, looking down into the beautiful savage eyes which were raised to hers I might have guessed! But I never heard him purring before.

He is evidently in a good humor, I said, as the great cat, with what I suppose was a friendly snarl, stood up with slow, feline grace, yawned, snarled again, and seemed to collapse wearily on the floor. The idea flashed through my mind that it was not a bad imitation of a drunken man!

This idea was even better than I realized at the time.

We walked on, round the west wing of the rambling old building, and finally entered the library by way of the French windows. Sir Lionel had certainly changed the atmosphere of this room. The spacious apartment with its oak-paneled walls and the great ceiling beams displayed the influence of the Orientalist in the form of numberless Eastern relics and curiosities, which seemed strangely out of place. Memories of the cloister clung more tenaciously here  the old refectory  than to any other room in Abbots Hold.

A magnificent Chinese lacquer cabinet, fully six feet high, which stood like a grotesque sentry box just below the newel post of the staircase struck perhaps the most blatant discord of all.

The library was empty, but I could hear the chiefs loud voice in the study upstairs, and I knew that Nayland Smith was there with him. Petrie and his wife had been expected to dinner, but they had telephoned from Norwich to notify us that they would be detained overnight, owing to engine trouble.

Mrs. Oram, Sir Lionels white-haired old housekeeper, presently came in; and leaving her chatting with Rima, I went up the open oak staircase and joined the chief in his study.

Hullo, old scout! he greeted me as I entered. If youre going to work with me in future, youll either have to chuck Rima or marry her!

He was standing on the hearth rug, dominating that small room which was so laden with relics of his extensive and unusual travels that it resembled the shop of a very untidy antique dealer.

Nayland Smith, seated on a corner of the littered writing table, was tugging at the lobe of his left ear and staring critically at the big brown-skinned man with his untidy, gray-white hair and keen blue eyes who was Englands most intrepid explored and foremost Orientalist. It was a toss-up which of these two contained the more volcanic energy.

Smiths worried, Sir Lionel went on in his loud, rapid manner. He thinks our Chinese friends are up to their monkey tricks again and he doesnt like Petries delay.

I dont, snapped Nayland Smith. It may be an accident. But, coming tonight, I wonder

Why tonight? I asked.

Nayland Smith stared at me intently; then:

Because tonight I caught a glimpse of the Abbots Hold ghost.

Rot! shouted Sir Lionel.

The monk? I asked excitedly.

Nayland Smith shook his head.

No! Didnt look like a monk to me, he said.

And I dont believe in ghosts! he added.

When I rejoined Rima, her restless mood had grown more marked.

Im so glad youre here, Shan, she said. Dear old Mrs. Oram has gone to bed; and although I could hear your voices in the study I felt quite ridiculously nervous. Im terribly disappointed about the Petries.

During their short acquaintance Rima and Mrs. Petrie had established one of those rare feminine friendships which a man can welcome. In Mrs. Petries complex character there was a marked streak of Oriental mysticism  although from her appearance I should never have suspected Eastern blood; and Rima had that Celtic leaning towards a fairyland beyond the common ken which was part and parcel of her birthright.

So am I, darling, I said. But theyll be here in the morning. Have you been imagining things again? I glanced at the French windows. Peters has locked up, I see. So you cant have been nervous about gypsies!

It was strange that Rima, who had shared our queer life out in the Valley of the Kings, should be so timorous in a Norfolk country house; should fear wandering gypsies who had never feared Bedouins!

No. She looked at me in her serious way, apparently reading my thoughts. Im not afraid of gypsies  really. I have spent too many nights out there in the wâdi in Egypt to be afraid of anything like that. It is a sort of silly, unreal fear, Shan! Will you please do something?

Anything! What?

Rima pointed to the Chinese cabinet at the foot of the stairs.

Please open it!

I crossed to the ornate piece of furniture and flung its gold-lined doors open. The cabinet was empty  as I had expected.

Rima thanked me with a smile, and:

Ive been fighting a horrible temptation to do just that, she confessed, for a long time! Thank you, Shan dear. Dont think Im mad but, truly,  she held out the book she had had on her knees for ever so long past I have been sitting here reading and rereading this one line  and glancing sideways at the cabinet. You seemed to wake me out of a trance!

I took the book  a modern novel  and glanced at the line upon which Rimas finger rested. It was:

I am near you…

Could anything be more absurd? she asked, pathetically. Whats wrong with me?

I could find no answer, then  except a lovers answer. But I was to learn later.

When at last we said goodnight, I noticed as Rima stood up that she had a scent spray on the cushions beside her, and laughingly:

Whats the idea? I asked.

She considered my question in an oddly serious way. In fact, her mood was distrait in an unusual degree; but finally:

I had almost forgotten, she replied, with a faraway look; but I remember, now, that there was a fusty smell, like decaying leaves. I thought a whiff of eau-de-Cologne would freshen the air.

My room was on the southwest front of Abbots Hold. It was one of those in the Georgian wing, and an ugly stone balcony stretched along before it. Beneath this balcony ran a sort of arcade behind which iron-barred windows belonging to the domestic quarters faced on sloping lawns. Above were these fine, spacious rooms reserved for guests, and the prospect was magnificent. Next to me was Nayland Smith; then there was a vacant room, and then Rimas.

On entering I did not turn up the light. There was a private plant in Abbots Hold installed by Sir Lionel. But, groping my way across, I raised the blind and looked out.

Opening the French window, I inhaled the fragrance of moist loam and newly wetted leaves. Away on the right I had a view of a corner of the terrace; directly before me the ground dropped steeply to a belt of trees bordering the former moat; beyond, it rose again, and two miles away, upstanding weirdly beyond distant park land, showed a ruined tower, one of the local landmarks, and a relic of Norman days.

At first my survey of the prospect was general and vague; indeed, I had opened the window more to enjoy the coolness of the night air and to think about Rima than for any other reason. But now, suddenly, my entire interest became focused upon the ruined tower rising ghostly above surrounding trees.

Clearly visible against a stormy backing, one little point of light high up in the tower appeared and disappeared like a winking eye!

I clenched my teeth, craning out and watching intently. A code message was being transmitted from the tower! For a while I watched it, but I had forgotten Morse, and the dots and dashes defeated me. Then came inspiration: someone in Abbots Hold must be receiving this message!

Instant upon the birth of the theory, I acted.

The geography of the neighborhood, which I knew fairly well, told me that this message could only be intended for Abbots Hold. Neglectful of the fact that the leaves were drenched with rain, I quickly got astride of the ledge and began to climb down the ivy to the shrubbery beneath.

I dropped into wet bushes without other mishap than the saturating of my dinner kit, and keeping well within the shadow of the house I began to work my way round in the direction of the terrace. I passed the dining room, glancing up at the rooms above it, and proceeded. The whole house was in darkness.

Below the terrace I paused, looking again toward the distant tower.

The top remained just visible above the trees… and there, still coming and going, was the signal light!

I stepped out farther from the building, cautiously, looking upward to the left.

Ah! I muttered.

Dropping down upon the sloping lawn, its turf still wet from the recent downpour, I crept farther northward, until I could obtain a clear view of the study window.

The room was in darkness, but the curtains were not drawn. A light, probably that of an electric torch, was coming and going, dot and dash, in the chiefs study!

I came to the end of the terrace, and taking advantage of a bank of rhododendrons, crept farther away from the house, until I could see, not merely the reflection, but the actual light being operated.

Faintly as it glowed in the darkness, I could detect the figure of one who held it… And at first I was loath to credit what I saw.

The legend of Abbots Hold; Rimas fears; memories  dreadful memories  of my own, must certainly, I determined, be influencing my imagination.

The man signaling to that other on the distant tower  for a man I assumed the signaler to be  was wrapped in a sort of cowl… his head so enveloped in the huge hood that in the dim reflection of the torch it was quite impossible to detect his features.

Good God! I muttered. What does this mean!

Stooping below the level of the bushes, I turned. Regaining the shelter of the terrace, I ran for twenty paces. Then, leaping into the shrubbery, I located the thick branch of ivy which was a ladder to my window, and began to climb up again, my heart beating very fast, and my thoughts racing far ahead of physical effort.

Scrambling over the stone balustrade, I stepped towards the open French window of my room…

Out of the shadows into the moonlight a figure moved. It was Nayland Smith!

Ssh! Speak quietly, Greville!

I stared in amazement, standing there breathing heavily by the open window, then:

Why? I asked in a low voice. Whats happened?

Close the window, said Smith.

I obeyed, and then, turning:

Did you see me climbing up? I asked.

No. I heard you. I was afraid to show myself. I was expecting someone else! But you are bursting with news. Tell me.

Quickly I told him of the light beyond the valley  of the cowled figure in the study.

Too late to trap him now, Sir Denis! I finished, starting for the door.

He grabbed my arm.

Not too late! he rapped. Here he is!

I threw a quick and startled glance around the room, as:

Where? I demanded.

There!

Nayland Smith pointed to my bed.

Amazed to the verge of losing control, I stared at the bed. A rough, camel-hair garment lay there… I moved, touched it. Then I knew.

Its the robe of a Lama monk!

Nayland Smith nodded grimly.

Together with a certain sandbag, he said, it has formed part of my baggage since that eventful meeting of the Council of Seven at el-Khârgal.

But

Why did I play ghost? Very simple. I suspected that some member of the household was in league with the enemy. I believe, now, I was wrong. But I knew that wherever my private inquiries led me, no one would challenge the hooded monk of Abbots Hold!

Good enough, I admitted. But you were signaling from the study!

I was! Nayland Smith rapped. I was signaling to Weymouth who was watching from the tower.

To Weymouth!

Exactly! Weymouth reported in that way to me  as had been arranged; and I gave him certain instructions in return.

I looked him squarely in the face, and:

Does the chief know that Superintendent Weymouth is standing by? I asked.

He does not! Nayland Smith smiled, and my anger began to melt. That rather takes the wind out of your angry sails, Greville! He grasped my shoulder. I dont trust Barton! he added.

What!

I dont trust you… Both have been under the influence of Fah Lo Suee. And tonight I dont trust Rima!

I had dropped down onto the bed, but now I started up. Into the sudden silence, like the growling of angry beasts, came an echo of thunder away eastward.

What the devil do you mean?

Ssh! Nayland Smith restrained me; his gaze was compelling. You heard me say tonight that I had had my first glimpse of the ghost?

Well?

It was true. The ghost slipped through my fingers. But the ghost was Fah Lo Suee!… Dont raise your voice. I have a reason for this. Just outline to me, without any reservation, what took place from the time that you left Bartons study to the time that you said goodnight to Rima.

I stared blankly for a moment, then:

You are her accepted lover, he added, and she is very charming. I congratulate you… and give you my permission to leave out the kisses…

Rima was obsessed with the idea, I said, that someone was hiding in the big lacquer cabinet. But her frame of mind seems to have been such that she wouldnt stoop to test this suspicion.

Very characteristic, Nayland Smith commented. You may remember that I left Bartons study some time ahead of you?

Yes.

The cabinet in question stands beside the newel post of the staircase, and as the library was lighted tonight, in deep shadow. It has certain properties, Greville, with which I am acquainted but which may be unfamiliar to you. Its a very old piece and I had examined it in the past. It has lacquered doors in front and a plain door at the back!

Do you mean

Precisely! As I came out of the study, I noticed a curious passivity in Rimas attitude which aroused my interest. Also, she was not reading, as your account would lead one to suppose  but, twisted around in her chair, was staring rigidly at the French windows! The staircase, you remember, is not visible from outside!

Then

Her suspicion  which came later  was based on fact. I was in the cabinet!

But when

Did I withdraw? Husband your blushes. I escaped at the moment you entered the room, and slipped unnoticed through the door leading to the servants quarters below the staircase. I made my way back to the study via the east wing, and waited for Weymouths signal. I had another small problem to investigate en route and so I grabbed my useful ghostly disguise!

What was the small problem?

The cheetah!

The cheetah?

A tame cheetah, Greville, is more sensitive than any ordinary domestic animal to the presence of strangers. He is used to Bartons guests, but an intruder would provoke howls calculated to rouse the house. I suspected that the cat had been doped.

By heaven, youre right!

I know Im right! When I went round there in my monkish disguise he was snoring like an elephant! But please go on.

To the best of my ability I outlined what Rima had told me of her mood of passive terror. I tried to explain that I had reassured her and had finally parted from her confident that she was restored to normal; but:

Theres something wrong, Nayland Smith rapped irritably; and time is important. She went out of the library  Ill swear, to fetch something  just before you came in  and she opened and then reclosed the windows.

Im sorry! I exclaimed.

Ssh!

I had overlooked it, Sir Denis  although it isnt of the slightest importance. She had gone to her room to get a scent spray containing eau-de-Cologne.

Nayland Smith, who had been walking across and across the rug beside the bed, pulled up with a jerk.

Not of the slightest importance? Its what Ive been waiting to hear! At last I understand the strong smell of eau-de-Cologne which I detected on the terrace outside the library… Quick! You are privileged… Steal along to Rimas room. Take your shoes off. Go by the balcony. Her window is open, no doubt. If shes awake  which I think unlikely  ask her for the eau-de-Cologne bottle. Explain things how you like. If shes asleep, find it  and bring it to me! Take this torch…

The strange theft was accomplished without a hitch. Rima slept soundly. Although her dressing table was littered with bottles, I found the spray easily enough  for it was the only one of its kind there. I hurried back to my room.

Nayland Smith took it from my hands as though it had been a live bomb. He opened the door and went out. I heard him turn a tap on in the bathroom. Then he returned  carrying the spray. I saw that it was still half full.

Take it back, he directed.

And I replaced it on Rimas dressing table without arousing her.

Good, Smith acknowledged. Now we enter a province of surmise.

He began to pace the mat again, deep in thought; then:

I am the likeliest! he snapped suddenly; and although I couldnt imagine what he meant, went on immediately: Conceal yourself in the south corner of the balcony. The ivy is thick there. Keep your shoes off. We must be silent.

As the paving was still wet, my prospect was poor; but:

If anyone moves in Rimas room, he continued rapidly, dont stir. If anyone comes out onto the balcony  watch. But whoever it is, do nothing. Just watch. If necessary, follow, but dont speak and dont be discovered. Off you go, Greville!

I had already started, when:

It may be a bit of an ordeal, he added, but I count on you.

Past the open window of Smiths room I went and past that, closed, which belonged to the vacant room. Then, creeping silently, I went by Rimas window and crouched down among a tangle of wet ivy in the corner formed by the stone balustrade.

The sky directly above was cloudless again, and part of the balcony gleamed phantomesque in silvery moonlight. But, another part, including the corner in which I lay concealed, was in deep shadow. From somewhere a long way off  perhaps over the sea  came dim drumming of thunder. About me whispered leaves of rain-drenched foliage.

I saw Nayland Smith go into his room.

What were we waiting for?

Abbots Hold was silent. Nothing stirred, until a soft fluttering immediately above me set my heart thumping.

An owl swept out from the eaves and disappeared in the direction of the big plantation. From some reed bed of the nearby river a disturbed lapwing gave her eerie, peewit cry. The cry was repeated; then answered far away. Silence fell once more.

My post was a cold and uncomfortable one. It was characteristic of Nayland Smith that he took no count of such details where either himself or another was concerned. The job in hand overrode in importance any such trivial considerations.

Presently I heard the big library clock strike  and I counted the strokes mechanically.

Midnight.

I reflected that in London, now, folk would just be finishing supper.

Then… I saw her!

I suppose  I hope  I shall never again experience just the sort of shock which gripped my heart at this moment. Vaguely, I had imagined that our purpose was protective; that I was on guard because Rimas safety was at stake in some way. To the mystery of Nayland Smiths words, I am the likeliest, I had failed all along to discover any solution.

Now, the solution came… hazily at first.

Rima, a fairy gossamer figure in the moonlight, came out barefooted onto the terrace!

Unhesitatingly, she turned right, passed the vacant room and entered the open window of that occupied by Nayland Smith! I could not believe the evidence of my senses. Just in the nick of time I checked her name as it leaped to my lips.

…You must be silent. It may be a bit of an ordeal  but I count on you…

Rising slowly to my feet, I stole along the terrace. The moon shone into Smiths room as it shone into mine. Just before reaching the window, I dropped down on my knees and cautiously craned forward to peer in.

Nayland Smith was in bed, the sheets drawn up to his chin. His eyes were closed… and Rima stood beside him.

Something that had puzzled me in that first stunning moment now resolved itself  grotesquely. I had realized that Rima carried a glittering object. I saw it clearly as I peered into the room.

It was the scent spray!

And, as I watched, I saw her stoop and spray the face of the motionless man in the bed!

She turned… She was coming out again.

I drew back and hurried to my shadowy corner. Rima appeared in the moonlight. She looked unnaturally pale. But with never a glance to right or left she walked to her room and went in. Her eyes were wide open  staring.

Absolute silence…

Then Nayland Smith appeared. He was fully dressed but he had removed his shoes.

He signaled to me to approach Rimas window. A man stupefied  horror, amazement, incredulity, each fighting for a place  I obeyed. Dropping to my knees again, I peered in…

Rima, at the green marble wash-basin, was emptying the scent spray! She allowed hot water to run for some time, and then carefully rinsed, the container and the fitting. Replacing the latter in position, she put the bottle on the dressing table where I had found it… and went to bed!

Nayland Smith beckoned to me. I rose and walked very unsteadily along the terrace to his room.

Rima! I said. Rima! My God, Sir Denis, what does it mean?

He grasped my shoulder hard.

Nothing, he replied.

His keen eyes studied my amazement.

Nothing?

Just that  nothing. I warned you it might prove to be an ordeal. Sit down. A peg of whiskey will do us both good…

I sat down without another word. And Nayland Smith brewed two stiff pegs. Handing one to me:

Heres part of the explanation, he jerked  and held a book under my nose. Smell. Only one sniff!

A sickly sweet odour came from the open pages. The book was that which Rima had been reading in the library.

Familiar?

I nodded; and took a long drink. My hand was none too steady. It was a perfume I could never forget. It formed my last memory of the meeting of the Seven at el-Khârga; my first memory of that dreadful awakening in the green-gold room in Limehouse!

Hashîsh! snapped Nayland Smith or something prepared from it. Rima, by means of this doped book, was put into a receptive condition. Its a routine, Greville, with which Petrie is unhappily familiar… hence Petries detention on the way!

Fah Lo Suee is an accomplished hypnotist! For this piece of information I am also indebted to the doctor: he once all but succumbed to her… and she was only in her teens in those days. She was posted outside the closed French windows of the library tonight. In some way, and at the psychological moment, she attracted Rimas attention  and obtained mental control over her.

But… is this possible?

You have seen it in full operation, he answered. Rima was given hypnotic orders to go to her room for a scent spray. She obeyed. That was when from my post in the Chinese cabinet I heard her hurry upstairs. She brought the spray, opened the window  I heard her  and gave it to Fah Lo Suee (whose name, by the way, means Sweet Perfume). It was emptied, recharged and returned to her. She reclosed the window… having received those detailed posthypnotic instructions which we have seen her carry out tonight.

But  my bewilderment was increasing I spoke to her after this! I even asked her why she had fetched the scent spray, and she said she had detected a sickly smell  like decaying leaves  and thought it would freshen the air.

Part of her orders! he rapped. Next, she was instructed to go to bed and sleep until midnight; then to spray me with the contents (which I preserved for analysis and replaced with water!) and then to remove all traces  as we know she did do! My dear fellow, Rima is utterly unaware that she has played this part… and doubtless it would have been an easy death!

You mean, when she wakes, she will know nothing about it?

Nothing whatever! Unless, perhaps, as in Petries case, the memory of a troubled dream. However, I have hopes… if my Morse orders were promptly obeyed.

You mean your signal to Weymouth?

He nodded, and:

The gypsies, he rapped.

What!

Three are Dacoits  one posing as an old hag! The boy of the party is Fah Lo Suee!


CHAPTER ELEVEN

DR. AMBER

I cant blame myself, said Weymouth, staring disconsolately out of the window. Shes slipped through our fingers again. A real chip of the old block, he added. It took a load off my mind, after the Limehouse raid, to hear that Nayland Smith had seen the Doctor, in person, in Paris  and lost him!…

The gypsy caravan behind the big plantation which formed a western boundary to Sir Lionels Norfolk place had been seized by a party of constabulary under Weymouths command  and had proved to be empty. This had happened three days before, but it still rankled in the superintendents mind.

I cant hang on here indefinitely, he explained. Im badly needed in Cairo at the moment. The disappearance of Sir Denis and yourself was the real excuse for my leave, but now…

His point was clear enough. Weymouth was a staunch friend, but he loved his job. He had come to England in pursuit of a clue which suggested that Nayland Smith and I had been smuggled into Europe. We were found. Duty called him back.

It isnt your present job, I admit, said I; but its the tail end of an old one, after all!

He turned and stared at me across the room. I was back at the Park Avenue looking after a hundred and one interests of the chiefs which centred in London. He, with Rima, remained in Norfolk  where, now that Nayland Smith had left, he might count on peace. Of Nayland Smiths present movements I knew nothing.

Youve hit it! Weymouth admitted. Id like to be in at the death.

Certainly it was a queer situation for him  for all of us. Dr. Fu-Manchu, most formidable of all those greater criminals who from time to time disturb the world, was alive… and his daughter, no poor second to this stupendous genius, had already proved that she was competent to form the subject of debate in the counsels of the highest.

Weymouths expression struck me as ominous; and:

The death is likely to be that of Nayland Smith, I said, judging from our experience at Abbots Hold.

Weymouth nodded.

He stands between her and all she aims for, he replied. Hes countered two of her best three moves and hes promised me word within the next hour. But  he stared at me very grimly you and I, Greville, know more about the group called the Si-Fan than most people outside it.

I laughed  somewhat hollowly, perhaps.

Get back to Cairo, I advised. Its probably safer than London at the moment  for you.

Weymouths sense of humor on such points always failed him. His blue eyes hardened; he literally glared at me; and:

I never ran away from Dr. Fu-Manchu, he replied. If you think Im going to run away from his daughter youre, wrong.

At that I laughed again, and this time, my laughter rang true. I punched the speaker playfully.

Dont you know when Im pulling your leg? I asked. Id put my last shilling on your being here, job or no job, until the end of this thing is clearly in sight!

Oh! said Weymouth, his naive smile softening the hard mask which had fallen when I had suggested his retiring to Cairo. Well, I dont think youd lose your money.

But when he had gone, I took his place at the window and stared down on the panorama of Piccadilly. I was thinking of Nayland Smith… He stands between her and all she aims for.… How true that was! Yes, he held most of the strings. Fah Lo Suee had started with a heavy handicap. Ibrahîm Bey occupied a cell in Brixton Prison. He would be tried and duly sentenced for attempted robbery with violence. The public would never learn the whole truth. But Ibrahîm Bey might be counted out of the running. The Egyptian authorities, working in concert with the French in Syria, were looking for Sheikh Ismail; and the Mandarin Ki Ming would have to hide very cleverly to escape the vigilance of those who had been advised of his aims…

My phone bell rang. I turned and took up the receiver.

Yes?

Is Mr. Shan Greville there?

Speaking.

The voice  that of a man who spoke perfect English but was not an Englishman  sounded tauntingly familiar.

My name will be known to you, I believe, Mr. Greville. I am called Dr. Amber.

Dr. Amber! The mysterious physician whose treatment had restored Sir Lionel  whom I had to thank for my own recovery!

Owing to peculiar circumstances, which I hope to explain to you, I have hitherto been able to help only in a rather irregular way, he went on. Because of this  and of the imminent danger to which I am exposed  I must make a somewhat odd request.

What is it?

It is this: All I have to tell you is at your disposal. But you must promise to treat myself as non-existent. I have approached you in this way because the life of Sir Denis Nayland Smith is threatened  tonight! My record backs my assurance that this is a friendly overture. Have I your promise?

Yes  certainly!

Good. It will be a short journey, Mr. Greville  not three minutes walk. I am staying at Babylon House, Piccadilly; Flat Number 7. May I ask you to step across? You have ample time before dinner.

Ill come right away. Dr. Amber! Who was Dr. Amber? Where did he fit into this intricate puzzle which had sidetracked so many lives? Whoever he might be, he had shown himself a friend, and without hesitation, but fired by an intense curiosity, I set out for Babylon House  a block of service flats nearly opposite Burlington Arcade.

A lift-man took me to the top floor and indicated a door on the right. I stepped up to it and rang the bell.

The elevator was already descending before the door opened… and I saw before me the Chinese physician who had attended me in that green and gold room in Limehouse!

Fear  incredulity  anger  all must have been readable in my expression, when:

You gave me your promise, Mr. Greville, said the Chinaman, smiling. I give you mine, if it is necessary, that you are safe and with a friend. Please come in.

The typical and scanty appointments of the apartment into which I was shown possessed a reassuring quality. From a high window with a narrow balcony I could see the entrance to Burlington Arcade and part of one wall of the Albany.

Wont you sit down? said my host, who wore morning dress and looked less characteristically Chinese than he had looked in white overalls.

I sat down.

A small writing desk set before the window was littered with torn documents, and a longer table in the center of the room bore stacks of newspapers. I saw the London Evening News, the Times of India, and the Chicago Tribune amongst this odd assortment. Certain paragraphs appeared to have been cut out with scissors. The floor was littered with oddments. I noticed other definite evidences of a speedy outgoing. A very large steamer trunk bearing the initials L. K. S. in white letters stood strapped in a corner of the room.

It is my purpose, Mr. Greville, said Dr. Amber, taking a seat near the desk and watching me steadily, to explain certain matters which have been puzzling yourself and your friends. And perhaps in the first place, since I wish to be perfectly frank  he glanced toward the big trunk I should tell you that Dr. Amber is a pseudonym. I am called Li King Su; I hold a medical degree of Canton; and I once had the pleasure of assisting Dr. Petrie in a very critical major operation. He will probably remember me.

You are quite naturally laboring under the impression that I belong to the organization controlled by the Lady Fah Lo Suee. This is not so. I belong to another, older, organization…

He stared at me intently. But I didnt interrupt him. I was considering that curious expression the Lady Fah Lo Suee.

I was  shall we say?  a spy in the house in which you first met me. The lady called Fah Lo Suee has now discovered the imposture, and

Again he paused, indicating the steamer trunk.

My usefulness is ended. I am a marked man, Mr. Greville. If I escape alive I shall be lucky. But let us talk of something else… The Tomb of the Black Ape has proved something of a puzzle to Sir Denis Nayland Smith. The solution is simple: A representative of that older organization to which I have referred was present when Lafleur opened the place many years ago. By arrangement with that distinguished Egyptologist, it was reclosed. Later  in fact, early in 1918  a prominent official of our ancient society, passing through Egypt, had reason to suspect that certain treasures in his possession might be discovered and detained by the British authorities  for these were troubled times. He proceeded up the Nile and successfully concealed them in this tomb  the secret of which had been preserved with just such an end in view…

I suppose I must have known all along; but for some reason at this moment the identity of a representative of that older organization and a prominent official of our ancient society suddenly burst upon me with all the shock of novelty; and, meeting the glance of those inscrutable eyes which watched me so intently:

You are speaking of Dr. Fu-Manchu! I said.

Li King Su permitted himself a slight deprecatory gesture.

It is desirable, he replied, that those of whom I speak should remain anonymous!

But I continued to stare at him with a sort of horror. By arrangement with that distinguished Egyptologist, he had said smoothly  

(Good God! What kind of arrangement!)  it was the intention of the hider, he went on, that these potent secrets should remain concealed for ever. The activities of Professor Zeitland and Sir Lionel Barton created an unforeseen situation. It was complicated by the action of the Lady Fah Lo Suee. She had recently learned what was hidden there, but she was ignorant of how to recover it… Professor Zeitland imparted his knowledge to her  then came Sir Lionel Barton…

He paused again, significantly.

We moved too late, Mr. Greville. An old schism in our ranks had made an enemy of one of the most brilliant and dangerous men in China  the exalted Mandarin Ki Ming. He gave the Lady Fah Lo Suee his aid. But we wasted no more time. I succeeded in gaining admittance to their councils. It was by means of their organization that I intercepted Dr. Petries telegram to Sir Brian Hawkins. You know the use which I made of my knowledge.

Your present English Government is blind. You will lose Egypt; you have lost India. A great federation of Eastern States affiliated with Russia  a new Russia  is destined to take the place once held by the British Empire. You have one chance to recover…

The mans personality was beginning to get me. I had forgotten that I sat inert, listening to a self-confessed servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu: I only knew that he was raising veils beyond which I longed to peer.

What is it? I asked.

And, as I spoke, a chill  not figurative but literal  turned me cold. I had detected Li King Su in the act of glancing toward a partially opened door which led to the bedroom…

Definitely, someone was listening!

As if conscious of the fact that he had betrayed himself, Dr. Amber went on immediately:

A counter alliance! But we are getting out of our depth, Mr. Greville. To return to more personal matters: The schemes of the Lady Fah Lo Suee were not approved by us. The authority she has stolen must be restored to those who know how to wield it. In other words, Sir Denis Nayland Smiths aims and our own are identical  at the moment. But he is marked down!

He knows it!

He may know it  but tonight he is walking into a trap! Since he left Norfolk  where he failed to arrest the prime mover  you have lost touch with him. He is following up a clue discovered by Inspector Yale. It is a false clue… a snare. He stands in the way: she is afraid to move until he is silenced.

Here  he handed me a slip of paper is the address to which he is going tonight. Death waits for him.

I glanced at the writing.

The garden of this house adjoins the Regent Canal, Li King Su went on. And it is intended that Sir Deniss body shall be found in the Canal in the morning! Here  he passed a second slip is the address at which Sir Denis is hiding.

The second address was that of a Dr. Murray in a southwest suburb.

Dr. Murray bought Dr. Petries practice, the even voice continued, when the latter went to Egypt. I must warn you against any attempt to communicate by telephone. The Lady Fah Lo Suee has a spy in the house! Take what steps you please, Mr. Greville, but move quickly! For my own part, I leave London in an hour. I can do no more. It is unnecessary to remind you of our bargain.

At the very moment that I entered the lift, that occult knowledge of being watched left me. It was the same  but intensified  as that which had warned me in Cairo, and later on the road to el-Khârga. Li King Su, on acquaintance, was a remarkable man. But some vastly greater personality had been concealed in that inner room. I could not forget that Dr. Fu-Manchu had been seen a stones throw from Babylon House!

Could I trust Li King Su?

Simple enough to test his statements. I had only to take a taxi to Dr. Murrays address.

But, I thought, as I walked out into Piccadilly, a mistake now might carry unimaginable consequences; better to consult Weymouth or Yale before I committed an irreparable blunder.

Dusk was falling. I saw that the lamps in Burlington Arcade had been lighted as well as those in the Piccadilly Arcade which forms a sort of abbreviated continuation of the older bazaar and breaks through to Jermyn Street. Deep in thought I passed the entrance to the latter. A French sedan was drawn up beside the pavement.

I was level with it when an exclamation of annoyance checked me sharply  and just prevented my collision with a woman who, crossing before me, had evidently been making for the car.

She was a fashionable figure, wearing a fur-trimmed coat, and a short veil attached to her close-fitting hat quite obscured her features. She carried several parcels, one of which she had dropped almost at my feet.

Stooping, I picked it up  a paper-wrapped package fastened with green tape and apparently containing very light purchases. The chauffeur sprang down and opened the door of the car, as:

Thank you very much, said the laden lady. Will you be so kind as to hand it in to me?

She entered the car. I followed with the dropped package and bent forward into the dark interior. Through the opposite windows I saw the sign above a popular restaurant suddenly become illuminated. I detected a damnably familiar perfume…

I was enveloped. I felt a sudden paralyzing pressure in my spine  a muscular arm levered me into the car… and I realized that I had been garroted in Piccadilly, amid hundreds of passers-by and in sight of my hotel!

I shot up from green depths in which I had been submerged for an immeasurable time. I had dived into a deep lake, I thought, and had become entangled in clinging weeds which sprang from its bed. I could not free my limbs; I knew that I was drowning  that never again should I see the sun and the blue sky above…

Then, the clasp of those octopus tentacles was relaxed. And I shot to the surface like a cork…

Green!… Everything about me was green!

What had happened? Where was I?

Great heavens! I was back in Limehouse!… But, no  this place was green and gold, but smaller  much smaller than the room of my long captivity.

It was a miniature room  something was radically wrong about it. There were two windows, draped in those heavy gold curtains which I remembered; a tracing of green figures was brushed across the gold. There was a tall lacquer cabinet and upon it stood a jade image of Kâli… tiny, minute. There were flat green doors and a green carpet; golden rugs. An amber lamp gave light. Upon a black divan was a second, larger figure of Kâli… as large as a carnival doll.

But, no! This figure resembled Kâli only in her features: she wore a green robe and high-heeled black shoes. In one slender hand, a soft hand nurtured in luxury, was a long cigarette holder. I could see the smoke from the burning cigarette… A doll  but a living doll!

The picture grew smaller yet. The doll became so tiny that I could no longer discern her features. I was a giant in a microscopic room!

And then  the colours became audible!

I am green, said the carpet. We are gold, the miniature curtains replied…

Raising both hands I clutched my head!

I was mad! I knew it  because I wanted to laugh!

The room began to increase in size! From the dimensions of a dolls house fashioned by gnomes it swelled to those of a gigantic palace!… I was a mere fly in an apartment which could scarcely have found ground space in Trafalgar Square!

But, now  I recognized that green-draped figure on the black divan. It was Fah Lo Suee!

The mighty roof, higher than that of any mosque, of any cathedral in the world, began to descend: the walls closed in… huge pieces of furniture were pushed towards me. Fah Lo Suee towered above my shrinking body, her monstrous cigarette sending up a column of smoke like that of a sacrifice…

I cried out… and saw the cry!

God help me!

It issued from my lips in squat green letters! I closed my eyes, and:

So you are awake, Shan? said a bell-like voice.

But I was afraid to raise my eyelids.

Look at me. You are all right now…

I looked.

My head was swimming and every muscle in my body ached  but the room had taken on normal proportions. It was a large room, filled with modern furniture, except that its scheme was severely green and gold and that there were Oriental pieces placed about.

Fah Lo Suee watched me… but the jade-green eyes were hard.

You are better, she continued. Cannabis indica produces strange delusions  but, as we use it, there is no drug so swift to serve our purpose.

I considered the situation. I was seated in a big armchair facing the divan upon which Fah Lo Suee reclined indolently watching me. The damnable fumes of the drug began to leave my brain. Fah Lo Suee, slender, sinuous, insolent, was a woman  but a deadly enemy. I knew what Nayland Smith would have done!

Preparatory to a spring, I drew my feet together… a certain distance. Then  

My ankles were fastened to the chair!

Fah Lo Suee dropped ash from her yellow cigarette into a copper bowl upon the low table beside her. I watched the elegant, voluptuous movements of that feline hand with a queer sense of novelty. What a tigress she was!

The chief purpose of my visit to England, she said, speaking as though nothing unusual existed between hostess and visitor, was defeated by Sir Denis Nayland Smith. My further plans are in abeyance  pending his removal.

My head ached as though my brain were on fire, but:

He is by way of being rather a nuisance? I suggested viciously.

Fah Lo Suee smiled, a smile of contempt.

I could have dealt with him  alone. But one of my own people proved treacherous. In your pocket, Shan, you had two addresses. One was that of Dr. Murray  in whose home your brilliant friend is hiding; the other was that of this house.

She continued to smile  and she continued to watch me. I tried to conquer my wandering ideas. I tried to hate her. But her eyes caressed me, and I was afraid  horribly afraid of this witch-woman who had the uncanny power which Homer gave to Circe, of stealing mens souls.

If I could trust Li King Su, Nayland Smith was coming here  to this house  where death awaited!

And now I was powerless to stop him!

Li King Su was a traitor. Through the beats of a sort of drumming which had started in my brain I heard the bell-like voice. No doubt he counted on a great reward.

She ceased speaking and clapped her hands sharply.

That gigantic Negro who had been the doorkeeper in el-Khârga, and who had overpowered me at the meeting of the Seven, came in!

Fah Lo Suee addressed him rapidly. She spoke in a sort of bastard Arabic  the Nubian dialect; and I found time for wonder. I knew North Africa from the inside; but I had never learned that queer lingo of the Nubians. Yet this woman  who was Chinese  used it familiarly!

The Nubian went out. Fah Lo Suee removed the stump of a yellow cigarette from her long holder, selected a fresh one from a cloisonne box, and fitted it into place. She ignited it with an enameled lighter.

A dragging sound came.

I saw the Nubian pulling a heavy trunk through the door and across the carpet. This trunk was vaguely familiar. Then, on the top, I saw white painted initials: L.K.S.

The Negro removed the straps and threw the lid back.

Look, said Fah Lo Suee. He was a traitor.

Li King Su lay in his own trunk  dead!

Not until I found myself alone could I think my own thoughts, uninfluenced by the promptings of those jade-green eyes. But when the door closed behind Fah Lo Suee, I began desperately to weigh my chances.

Nayland Smith was doomed!

This was the thought which came uppermost in my mind. The clue upon which he was working, and which would lead him that night to this house, was a false clue  a bait!

And that our enemies did not spare those who crossed their path I had learned.

The trunk had been dragged from the room… But I could still see; in imagination, that strangled grin on the dead mans face.

I tried to reconstruct the details of our interview in Babylon House. Had I detected, or only deluded myself that I had detected, a swift exchange of signs between Li King Su and someone concealed in an inner room? Had I merely imagined the presence of this other?… Or had I been right in supposing someone to be there but wrong in my natural deduction that he was a friend of the Chinese doctor?

Had the hidden man murdered Li King Su and caused his body to be removed in the big trunk?…

The garden of this house adjoins the Regent Canal, he had said.

The Regent Canal! A gloomy whispering waterway, now little used, and entering a long tunnel somewhere near this very spot where I found myself a prisoner!

I bent forward to inspect the fastenings which confined my ankles… I was checked.

In the mad fantasies attendant upon my recovering from the effects of hashîsh, and afterwards under the evil thrall of Fah Lo Suee, I had failed to note a significant fact.

A rope was around my waist, binding me to the heavy chair!

True, my hands were free, but I could neither reach my ankles nor the knots fastening the line about my body, which were somewhere under the back of the chair.

A coffee table on which were whiskey and soda and cigarettes stood conveniently near. I was about to take a cigarette… when I hesitated. Reaching to my pocket I took out my own case and with a lighter which lay on the table started a cigarette.

At all costs I must keep my head. Upon me, alone, rested the fate of Nayland Smith  perhaps the fate of a million more!

I smoked awhile, sitting deliberately relaxed, and thinking… thinking. My bonds occasioned me no inconvenience provided I remained inactive. Short of a painful, tortoise-like progress across the room, dragging the heavy chair with me, it became increasingly clear that to move was a physical impossibility.

The house was silent  very silent. Those heavy gold draperies seemed to exclude all sound.

For a long time I sat there, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Then I heard something.

One of the two doors opened.

The huge Nubian came in, carrying a tray upon which were sandwiches and fruit. He set the tray on the table beside me. His girth of shoulder was amazing; and as he stooped he gave me a wicked glance of his small, sunken, bloodshot eyes.

Without a word, he went out again, quietly closing the door.

Was I being watched? Having avoided the cigarettes and the whisky, was this a further attempt to dope me? I considered the facts…

What had they to gain? I was utterly at their mercy. Secret poisoning was unnecessary.

I ate a sandwich and drank a glass of whiskey and soda.

Silence…

The figure of Kâli on the lacquer cabinet engaged my attention. I found myself studying it closely  so closely that I began to imagine it was moving…

Kâli  symbol of this hellish organization, the Si-Fan into whose power I had fallen…

The door opened, and Fah Lo Suee came in.

I am glad to see that you have called on your philosophy, she said. You will need it. Unless you are prepared to face another injection of F. Katalepsis, you must give me your parole for half an hour…

She stood in the open doorway, one slender hand, its polished nails gleaming like gems, resting on her hip. Her eyes were mercilessly hard.

I cant say what it was in her bearing that told me; but I knew, beyond any shadow of doubt, that all was not going smoothly with Madame Ingomar.

Naturally, I must decline.

You mean it?

Definitely.

She smiled. Her passionate lips betrayed a weakness which was not to be read in those jade-green, eyes. She clapped her hands. The big emerald which she wore on an index finger glittered evilly.

The huge Nubian entered. Fah Lo Suee spoke rapidly, and he crossed to me.

Dont resist, she said softly. It would be merely melodrama. He could strangle you with one hand. Do as I ask. I am being merciful.

My wrists were firmly knotted behind me. Those lashings which held me to the heavy chair were cast off. Then the black picked me up as one might raise a child and carried me out of the room!

In half an hour, said Fah Lo Suee, I will free you again  and we will talk.

Clenching my teeth grimly  for curses, execrations, torrents of poisonous, futile words, bubbled up in me  I was borne across an elegantly furnished lobby. Everywhere I detected an ultra-modern note, in spite of the presence of old Oriental pieces.

Upstairs I was carried, and into a dark little room opening off the first floor landing. I was laid down, prone, on a narrow settee. The Nubian went out and locked the door…

Trussed as I found myself, it was no easy matter to regain my feet. But I managed it, and stood staring around me in semi-darkness. The only light, I saw, came through a window which, on the outside, was reinforced with iron bars. And this light was the light of the moon.

The place seemed to be a small writing room. There was a bureau at the end near the window, closed, a square, Cubist-looking chair before it. The black and gold walls were bare. There was a closed bookcase, a low stool of Arab workmanship, and the narrow settee upon which I had been placed.

I contrived to get to the window.

It overlooked a neglected garden… and at the end of the garden I saw the Canal!

Dropping into the chair, I began to taste that most bitter of all draughts which poor humanity knows  despair. I remembered Nayland Smiths story of the house at el-Khârga:… A Buddhist-like resignation was threatening me more and more…

Nayland Smith!

Whilst I sat here, a fiery furnace raging within, but nevertheless useless as any snared rabbit, he was walking into a death trap!

She would have no mercy. I had seen how she dealt with those who crossed her: I had read his sentence in her glittering eyes. This time, there would be no sporting gesture. And I… I should awake somewhere in China, as a male concubine of this Eastern Circe!

I bent down, resting my throbbing head on the bureau…

Then came sounds.

Somewhere a bell rang. There were voices. I heard movements  I divined that the house door had been opened and that some heavy burden had been carried in.

The sounds died away. Silence fell again.

How long I sat there, in a dreadful apathy, I had no means of judging. But suddenly the door was unlocked, and I started up.

Fah Lo Suee came in, carrying a long-bladed knife.

She stood watching me.

Well? I said. What are you waiting for?

She smiled, that one-sided voluptuous smile which was never reflected in her eyes; then:

I am waiting, she replied  her bell-like voice very soft to try to guess what you will do when I release you.

She came forward, bent so that her small, shapely head almost rested on my shoulder, and cut the lashings which confined my wrists. Her left hand grasped my arm as she stooped. Dropping to her knees, with two strokes of the keen blade she cut away the ropes binding my ankles.

Then she stood upright, very near to me, and met my stare challengingly.

Well? she said in mockery.

My first impulse  for I had been thinking about Nayland Smith almost continuously  was to be read in my glance.

It can never happen twice to me, Shan, said Fah Lo Suee.

She called a name.

The door opened  and I saw the giant Nubian looking in.

Fah Lo Suee gave a brief order. The Negro retired, closing the door.

Does no more subtle method occur to you? she asked, her voice softer than ever. I am as ready to be lied to as any other woman, Shan  by the right man  if he only tells his lies sweetly.

And, face to face with this evilly beautiful woman, knowing, as I knew too well, that my own life was at stake, that possibly I could even bargain for that of Nayland Smith, I asked myself  why not? With her own lips she had reminded me of that old adage, alls fair in love and war. With her it was love  or the only sort of love she knew; with me it was war. Perhaps, on a scruple, hung the fate of nations!

She drew a step nearer. The perfumed aura of her personality began to envelop me. Choice was being filched from the bargain. Those mad urgings which I had known in the green-gold room in Limehouse began to beat upon my brain.

I clenched my fists. I could possibly buy the safety of the Western world with a kiss! Tensed fingers relaxed. In another instant my arms would have been around that slender, yielding body; when:

Greville! came a distant cry. Greville!

And I knew the voice!

I sprang back from Fah Lo Suee as from a poised cobra. Her face changed. It was as though a mask had been dropped. I saw Kâli  the patronne of assassins…

She snapped her fingers.

Before I could move further, collect my scattered thoughts, the Nubian was on me!

I got in one straight right, perfectly timed. It didnt even check him…

As his Herculean grip deprived me of all power of movement, Fah Lo Suee turned and went out. She hissed an order.

The Nubian threw me face downward on the settee. Never, in the whole of my experience of rough-houses, had I been so handled. I was helpless as a rat in the grip of a bull terrier. My knowledge of boxing as well as a smattering of jiu-jitsu were about as useful as botany!

I honestly believe he could have broken any normally strong man across his knee.

One of the ghastly Burmans, with the mark of Kâli on his forehead, came to assist. I was trussed up like a chicken, tossed onto the Negros mighty shoulder, and carried from the room.

This was the end.

I had played my hand badly. On me the ultimate issue had rested… and I had failed. That swift revulsion, at sound of my name  that sudden, irrational reversion to type  had sealed the doom of… how many?

Helpless, a mere inanimate bundle, I was carried down to the room where the image of Kâli sat on a lacquer cabinet.

The Nubian threw me roughly on the divan, so that I had no view beyond that of the lacquer cabinet and the wall against which it stood. He withdrew. I heard the closing of a door.

I turned…

In the big, carved chair which formerly I had occupied, Nayland Smith was firmly lashed! There were bloodstains on his collar.

Sir Denis! How did you know I was here?

He glanced down at the coffee table.

You left your cigarette case! he replied. I shouted for you  but, a Dacoit  he indicated the bloodstains silenced me.

I stared at him. No words came.

Weymouth and Yale, he went on, and the tone of his voice struck the death-knell of lingering hope, are watching the wrong house. I have made my last mistake, Greville.


CHAPTER TWELVE

LORO OF THE SI-FAN

I thought I had found a secret base of operations, said Nayland Smith. Its one I have used before  the house of Dr. Murray who bought Petries practice years ago. Evidently its been known for some time past that I employed it in this way. I discovered  too late  that a parlormaid in Murrays service is a spy. She doesnt know the real identity of her employers, but she has been none the less useful to them…

As he spoke, he was studying every detail of the room in which we lay trapped. Apparently he had accepted his fastenings as immovable; and evidently divining my thoughts:

These lashings are the work of a Sea-Dyak, he explained palpably a specialist. Though seemingly simple, no one except the late Houdini could hope to escape from them.

A fellow with the mark on his forehead? He tied me up! I mistook him for Burmese!

Nayland Smith shook his head irritably.

A member of the murder group  yes. But no Burman. He belongs to Borneo… The story of my stupidity, Greville, for which so many may be called upon to pay a ghastly price, is a short one. Yale brought me a clue today. Its history doesnt matter  now. It was a fake. But it consisted of fragments of torn-up correspondence written in Chinese and a few cipher notes in another hand. I grappled with it: no easy task. But by about four oclock I saw daylight. I phoned Weymouth to stand by between six and seven.

He told me so.

Yale also was in touch. At six oclock I had got all the facts  including an address in Finchley Road; and at six-thirty I called Weymouth at the Park Avenue giving him full instructions. I arranged to meet him outside Lords at half-past nine tonight.

By a sheer accident, ten minutes later, I caught Palmer, the parlormaid, at the telephone. Murray was in his consulting room, and there was nothing in itself remarkable about the girls presence at the phone. She makes appointments and receives patients.

But I heard my own name mentioned!

I taxed her  and she got muddled. She was clever enough to wriggle out of the difficulty, verbally; but I had become gravely suspicious. Bearing this in mind, Greville, its all the less excusable that I should have fallen into the trap planted for me.

Murrays house overlooks a common, and its usually safe to trust to picking up a taxi on the main road, although sometimes one has to wait. During dinner I said nothing about Palmer, being still in two minds as to her complicity. But when I left, I made a blunder for which I should certainly condemn the rawest recruit.

The door of Murrays house opens on a side turning  and as I came out a taxi, proceeding slowly in the direction of the common, passed me. The man looked out as I came down the steps, and slowed up. I counted it a stroke of luck, said Lords cricket ground  main entrance  and jumped in.

Nayland Smith smiled. It was not the genial, revealing smile that I knew.

End of story! he added. The windows were unopenable. As I closed the door, which locked automatically, a charge of gas was puffed into the interior. That taxi, Greville, had been waiting for me!

Then Weymouth and Yale

Weymouth and Yale, with a Flying Squad party, are covering the house of some perfectly harmless citizen in Finchley Road! What theyll do when I fail to turn up, I cant say. But they havent a ghost of a clue to this place  wherever it is!

Its beside the Regent Canal, I replied slowly. Thats all I know about it.

Quite sufficient, he rapped. In your amazing interview with Li King Su I detect our only ray of hope…

An interruption came. Dimly, for sounds were muffled in this room, I heard the ringing of a bell. I saw Nayland Smith start. We both listened. We had not long to wait for the next development.

Into the room the huge Nubian came running  followed by the man whom I knew now to be a Dyak. They swept down upon Nayland Smith!

I became tongue-tied. Horror had robbed me of speech.

The man with the mark of Kâli on his brow bent swiftly. I tugged at my bonds. Nayland Smith caught my glance.

Dont worry, Greville, he said. A hasty removal of prisoners is evidently

The Nubian clapped a huge black hand over the speakers mouth!

I saw Nayland Smith, released from the chair, but rebound by the Dyak expert, lifted in the grasp of the giant Negro. He carried Sir Denis as he might have carried a toy dog under one arm  but he kept his free hand pressed to the captives mouth.

There came a breathless interval. That dim ringing was renewed. The devotee of Kâli considered me, his eyes lascivious with murder. Then, as the ringing persisted, he grasped my bound ankles, jerked me to the carpet, and dragged me out of the room!

Where, formerly, I had been carried up, now I was hauled down and down, until I knew I was in the cellars of the house.

That I arrived there without sprained wrists or a cracked skull was something of a miracle. Arms fastened behind me, I had nevertheless done all I could to protect my head as I was dragged down many steps to the basement.

Into some dark, paved place, I was finally bundled. I divined, rather than knew, that Nayland Smith lay beside me.

Sir Denis, I gasped.

Wiry fingers gripped my throat, squeezing me to silence; but:

Here! Smith replied.

The word was cut off shortly  significantly.

There came a stirring up above  a sound of voices  of movement… shuffling.

My brain began to work rapidly, despite all the maltreatment my skull had received. This was an unexpected visit of some kind! The house was being cleared of its noxious elements, of its prisoners; made presentable for inspection!

Possibly  the thought set my heart hammering  Weymouth, after all, had secured some clue which had led him here.

I listened intently.

Short, regular breathing almost in my ear warned me that the slightest sound on my part would result in that strangle grip being renewed.

Yes! It was the police!

There were heavy footsteps in the lobby above  deep voices.

Those sounds died away.

I told myself that the search party had gone up to explore the higher floors  and I wondered who was posing as owner of the house  and what had been done with the body of Li King Su.

The cellar in which I lay possessed drum-like properties. I distinctly heard heavy footsteps on the stairs  descending.

Perhaps the searchers had been satisfied! Perhaps they were about to go!

Louder grew the footsteps… louder…

Then, I heard, and recognized, a deep voice  

Weymouth!

At that, I determined to risk all.

A significant choking sound which came from the darkness behind might have warned me  for, even as I opened my mouth, a lean, oily smelling hand covered it  a steely grip was on my throat!…

I trust you are satisfied, Inspector? I heard, in a quavering female voice. If there is anything else

Nothing further, madam, thank you!… Weymouth!… Evidently she didnt come here. I can only apologize for troubling you.

Receding footsteps… murmurs of conversation.

The bang of a street door!

My head dropped back limply as the deathly grip was removed; a whisper came out of the darkness:

A divine accident  wasted!

Nayland Smith was the speaker… and I knew that that indomitable spirit was very near to despair.

What possibly could have led Weymouth here? Clearly, he had no information to justify a detailed search; no warrant. Evidently she didnt come here… In those words the clue lay. And who was the old woman of the quavering voice?

Rapidly, these reflections flashed through my mind  but uppermost was a sense of such bitter, hopeless disappointment as I had never known before.

Truly, it was Fate.

Perhaps, as Fah Lo Suee believed, as Li King Su had believed, the day of the West was ended; perhaps we were obstacles in the way of some cataclysmic change, ordained, inevitable  and so must be brushed aside.

When presently we found ourselves back in that room where the figure of Kâli sat, immutable, on a lacquer dais, I told myself that nothing which could happen now could stir me from this dreadful apathy into which I was fallen. And, as had been the case so often in my dealings with this fiendish group, I was wrong.

From my place on the divan I stared across at Nayland Smith where he sat limply in the armchair. Then I looked quickly around.

Some time before I had suspected the tall lacquer cabinet  because of its resemblance to one I remembered at Abbots Hold  of being a concealed door. I had imagined that the figure of Kâli which surmounted it was moving. I had been right.

The masked door opened and Fah Lo Suee came in.

She wore black gloves, carried a white silk shawl, a lace cap, and a pair of spectacles!… Her smile was mocking.

I might have known  from her uncanny power of mastering languages and dialects  who the old woman had been!

A difficult moment, Shan, she said composedly. Something I had not foreseen or provided for. A keener brain  such as yours, Sir Denis  might have challenged the gloves, even in the case of a very eccentric old lady!

She began to pull them off, revealing those beautiful, long, feline hands.

But my hands are rather memorable, she added, without hint of vanity and simply as a statement of fact. A late but expected guest was traced here. Fortunately, the taxi driver upon whose evidence the visit, was made was uncertain of the number. But it was very clever of the superintendent  following a telephone call from the ladys last address  to find the man who had driven her from the station.

She turned her long, narrow eyes in Nayland Smiths direction… and I saw his jaw harden as he clenched his teeth. I know, now, that already he understood.

I respect you so much, Sir Denis, she went on, that I know your removal is vital to my council. But I promise you it shall be swift.

Nayland Smith remained silent.

A traitor has already paid the price which we demand. When Li King Su and yourself are found together  the inference will be obvious. And I have arranged for you to be found at the Limehouse end of the Canal.

Then Sir Denis spoke.

Congratulations, he said. You wear the cloak of your lamented father gracefully.

Perhaps some shade of emotion passed swiftly across the impassive face of Fah Lo Suee; perhaps I only imagined it. But she continued without pause:

For you, Shan, I have pleasant duties in China  where I must return immediately, my work here undone. Again she stared at Nayland Smith. But I am not greedy, Shan, and you shall not be lonely.

She clapped her hands.

The door from the lobby opened…

And Rima was pushed into the room by the Nubian!

Over those first few moments that followed, I must leave a veil. Exactly what took place I shall never know. The shock of it stupefied me.

… They said you were ill, Shan… I came right away without waiting to speak to a soul…

Those words reached me through a sort of drumming in my head. Now I saw Rimas grave eyes turn to Fah Lo Suee in such a look of loathing horror as I had never seen in them before.

But Fah Lo Suee met that glance without animosity. In her own strange eyes of jade green there was no glint of feminine triumph, no mockery. Only a calm consideration. She had mocked Nayland Smith, she had mocked me: we were her active potent enemies, and she had outwitted us. Rima she regarded with something strangely like a cold compassion.

That God had ever given life to a woman so far above the weaknesses of her sex as Fah Lo Suee was something I could never have believed without convincing evidence. Even her curious infatuation for myself was a mere feline fancy, ordered and contained. She would have sacrificed nothing to it; nor would it long outlast its realization.

Shan! Rimas voice suddenly rose to a high emotional note; she moved forward. Tell me

Be silent, child, said Fah Lo Suee. Sit there.

She indicated an armchair. Rimas despairing glance met mine; then she obeyed that quiet, imperious command. Fah Lo Suee signaled to the Nubian to go. He withdrew, not wholly closing the door.

Shan attracts me, Fah Lo Suee went on. Apart from which he has qualities which will prove useful when we move in Egypt. But I dont want to steal him from you  she glanced at Rima and he would be unhappy without you.

We were all watching her. There was absolute silence in the room when she ceased speaking. Of the many violent scenes I had known from that dark hour when Sir Lionels voice  or so I had supposed at the time  called out to me in the wâdi where we were camped, this quiet, deadly interlude before the amazement to come recurs most frequently in my memory.

It is very simple, Shan  she turned to me. Sir Denis has checked me  would always check me. He knows too much of our plans. So do you. The others can wait. If Superintendent Weymouth had come here alone  he would have remained… After you have gone… he will become dangerous. But he must wait.

His arrival here tonight was an unfortunate accident  due to my consideration of your happiness.

I met the steady gaze of those enthralling eyes… Your happiness… As though, unwittingly, she had communicated her secret thoughts to me, I grasped the truth; I saw the part that Rima was to play. I, alone, might prove difficult. Rima, helpless in the power of Fah Lo Suee, would make me a pliant slave! Suddenly:

More and more, said Nayland Smith, I regret the absence of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I would rather deal with him than with his daughter!

Fab Lo Suee turned, suddenly.

Why do you assume my father to be dead? she asked.

Nayland Smith exchanged a rapid glance with me; then:

I dont assume anything of the kind, he rapped, with all his old vigour. I know hes alive!

How do you know?

That is my business. Kindly confine yourself to a statement of your own.

There were some moments of silence; then:Dr. Fu-Manchu, said Fah Lo Suee, is alive  yes. You were always a clever man, Sir Denis. But his age prohibits travel.

I dared not trust myself to look at Nayland Smith. It was incredible.

She didnt know that Fu-Manchu was in England!

Smith made no reply.

The work that he laid down, Fah Lo Suee went on, I have taken up. The Si-Fan, Sir Denis, is a power again. But time is precious. The unforeseen visit of Superintendent Weymouth delayed me. There are only two members in England now. They are in this house. They will leave with me… Shan, do you choose that yourself and Rima shall travel as baggage, or will you bow to  the inevitable?

Agree! rapped Nayland Smith. A hundred chances of helping the world present themselves to a live man  but not to a synthetic corpse.

Shan!

Rima, wild-eyed, was staring at me. She had sprung up from her chair.

What? I asked dully.

I dont know the meaning of it all  I can only guess; but you wouldnt bargain, Shan?

Nayland Smith caught my wandering glance, and:

He would Rima, he answered. So would I  it I had the chance! Dont be foolish, little lady. This isnt a game of tennis. Its a game of which you dont know the rules. Theres only one thing to play for… life. Because, while one of us lives, theres always a chance that one may win!  Agree, Greville! Its nine thousand miles to China  and with two active brains alert, anything may happen.

I closed my eyes. This was agony. An age seemed to pass. Had Nayland Smith some scheme behind his words? And where did my duty lie?… My duty to Rima; my duty to the world…

I will agree, I said at last  and my voice was one I could never have recognized, on the distinct understanding that Rima is not to be harmed or molested in any way  and that Sir Denis is released tonight.

Opening my eyes, I glanced quickly at Fah Lo Suee. Her expression was inscrutable. I looked at Rima. She was staring at me  an uncomprehending stare… Lastly, I looked at Nayland Smith.

His steely eyes regarded me wistfully. He twisted his lips in a wry grimace and shook his head, as:

Your second condition is impossible, Fah Lo Suee replied.

And as she spoke the miracle happened; the thing of which to this very hour I sometimes doubt the reality, seeming, as it does now, rather part of a fevered dream than an actual occurrence.

I dont know what prompted me, as that bell-like voice ceased, to look again at Rima. But I did so.

She was staring past me  at the lacquer cabinet where Kâli sat  the hidden doorway Fah Lo Suee had closed again.

I twisted around.

Very slowly  inch by inch  inch by inch  the door was opening! Then, suddenly, it was opened wide. Out of the darkness beyond two figures came; first, the Dyak, who, instant on entering the room, turned again to the lacquered, door and dropped on his knees; second, the Nubian  who also prostrated himself!

Thirdly, and last, came a figure whose image must remain imprinted on my mind for ever…

It was that of a very tall old man; emaciated to a degree which I had hitherto associated only with mummies. His great height was not appreciable at first glance, by reason of the fact that he stooped very much, resting his weight on a stout stick. He wore a plain black garment, resembling a cassock, and a little black cap was set on his head…

His skull  his fleshless yellow skull  was enormous. I thought that such a brain must be that either of a madman or of a genius. And his face, a map of wrinkles, resembled nothing so much as the shriveled majesty of the Pharaoh Seti I who lives in the Cairo Museum!

Deeply sunken eyes emitted a dull green spark.

But this frail old man radiated such power that I was chilled  it seemed to be physical; I could not have experienced a more dreadful sense of impotent horror if the long-dead Pharaoh himself had appeared before me…

Those sunken, commanding eyes ignored my existence. Their filmy but potent regard passed the grovelling men, passed me, and was set upon Fah Lo Suee. Then came a sibilant command, utterly beyond my powers to describe:

Kneel, little thief! I am standing…

I twisted around.

Fah Lo Suee, a chalky quality tingeing the peach bloom of her skin, had lowered that insolent head! As I turned, staring, she dropped to her knees!

And now I saw that Nayland Smith, bound as he was, arms and ankles, had got to his feet. Through the tropical yellow of his complexion, through the artificial stain which still lingered, he had paled.

The hissing voice spoke again.

Greeting, Sir Denis. Be seated.

Smiths teeth were clenched so hard that his jaw muscles stood out lumpishly. But, relaxing and speaking in a low, even tone:

Greeting, he replied, Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Three times, heavily, Dr. Fu-Manchu beat his stick upon the floor.

Two Burmans came in and saluted him.

I knew them. They were the Dacoits who had been present at the Council of Seven in el-Khârga.

Dr. Fu-Manchu advanced into the room. Extending a bony, clawlike hand, he indicated the kneeling Fah Lo Suee.

And, without word or glance, eyes lowered, Fah Lo Suee went out with her dreadful escort! It was in my heart to pity her, so utterly was she fallen, so slavishly did that proud woman bow her head to this terrible, imperious old man.

As he passed the prostrate figures of the Nubian and the Dyak, walking heavily and slowly, he touched them each with his stick. He spoke in a low voice, gutturally.

They sprang up and approached Rima!

Throughout this extraordinary scene, which had passed much more quickly than its telling conveys, Rima had remained seated  stupefied. Now, realizing the meaning of Fu-Manchus last order, she stood up  horror in her eyes.

Shan! Shan! she cried. What is he going to do to me?

Dr. Fu-Manchu beat upon the floor again and spoke one harsh word. The Nubian and the Dyak stood still. No sergeant of the Guards ever had more complete control of men.

Miss Barton, he said, his voice alternating uncannily between the sibilant and the guttural and seeming to be produced with difficulty, your safety is assured. I wish to be alone with Sir Denis and Mr. Greville. For your greater ease, Sir Denis will tell you that my word is my bond.

He turned those sunken, filmed eyes in the direction of the big armchair and:

You neednt worry, Rima, said Nayland Smith. Dr. Fu- Manchu guarantees your safety.

I was amazed beyond reason. Even so fortified, Rimas eyes were dark with terror. A swift flow of words brought the Dyak sharply about to take his instructions. Then he and the Nubian escorted Rima from the room.

I tugged, groaning, at the cords which held me. I stared at Nayland Smith. Was he holding a candle to the devil? How could a sane man accept the assurances of such a proven criminal?

But, as though my ideas had been spoken aloud:

Do not misjudge Sir Denis, came the harsh voice. He knows that in warfare I am remorseless. But he knows also that no mandarin of my order has ever willingly broken his promise.

The Nubian had closed the door leading to the lobby. Dr. Fu-Manchu had closed that of the false cabinet as he came into the room. No sound entered the arena where this menace to white supremacy and the man whose defenses had defied him confronted one another.

It is a strange fact, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, that only the circumstance of your being a prisoner allows of our present conversation.

He paused, watching, watching Nayland Smith with those physically weak but spiritually powerful eyes. The Chinamans force was incredible. It was as though a great lamp burned in that frail, angular body.

Yet, now, by a paradox, we stand together.

Resting on his ebony stick, he drew himself up so that his thin frame assumed something of its former height.

My methods are not your methods. Perhaps I have laughed at your British scruples. Perhaps a day may come, Sir Denis, when you will join in my laughter. But, as much as I have hated you, I have always admired your clarity of mind and your tenacity. You were instrumental in defeating me, when I had planned to readjust the center of world power. No doubt you thought me mad  a megalomaniac. You were wrong.

He spoke the last three words in a low voice  almost a whisper.

I worked for my country. I saw China misruled, falling into decay; with all her vast resources, becoming prey for carrion. I hoped to give China that place in the world to which her intellect, her industry, and her ideals entitle her. I hoped to awaken China. My methods, Sir Denis, were bad. My motive was good.

His voice rose. He raised one gaunt hand in a gesture of defiance. Nayland Smith spoke no word. And I watched this wraith of terror as one watches a creature uncreated, who figures hideously in some disordered dream. His sincerity was unmistakable; his power of intellect enormous. But when I realized what he defended, what he stood for  and that I, Shan Greville, was listening to him in a house somewhere in Regents Park, I felt like laughing hysterically…

Your long reign, Sir Denis, is ending. A blacker tragedy than any I had dreamt of will end your Empire. It is Fate that both of us must now look on. I thank my gods that the consummation will not be seen by me.

The woman you know as Fah Lo Suee  it was her pet name in nursery days  is my child by a Russian mother. In her, Sir Denis, I share the sorrow of Shakespeares King Lear… She has reawakened a power which I had buried. I cannot condemn her. She is my flesh. But in China we expect, and exact, obedience. The Si-Fan is a society older than Buddhism and more flexible. Its ruler wields a sword none can withstand. For many years Si-Fan has slumbered. Fah Lo Suee has dared to awaken it!

He turned his dreadful eyes on me for the first time since he had begun to speak.

Mr. Greville, you cannot know what control of that organization means! Misdirected, at such a crisis of history as this, it could only mean another world war! I dragged myself from retirement  he looked again at Nayland Smith to check the madness of Fah Lo Suee. Some harm she has done. But I have succeeded. Tonight, again, I am lord of the Si-Fan!

Quivering, he rested on his stick.

I had never dreamt, said Nayland Smith, that I should live to applaud your success.

Dr. Fu-Manchu turned and walked to the lacquer door. Reaching it:

If you were free, he replied, it would be your duty to detain me. My plans are made. Fah Lo Suee will trouble you no more. Overtake me if you wish  and if you can. I am indifferent to the issue, Sir Denis, but I leave England tonight. Si-Fan will sleep again. The balance of world power will be readjusted  but not as she had planned.

In half an hour I will cause Superintendent Weymouth  whom I esteem  to be informed that you are here. Miss Barton, during that period, must remain locked in a room above. Greeting and goodbye, Sir Denis. Greeting and good-bye, Mr. Greville.

He went out and closed the door…

Nearly a year has passed since that night when for the first, and I pray for the last, time I found myself face to face with Dr. Fu-Manchu  the worlds greatest criminal, perhaps the worlds supreme genius  and a man of his word.

Unable to credit the facts, a few minutes after his disappearance, I shouted Rimas name.

She replied  her voice reaching me dimly from some higher room. She was safe, but locked in…

And an hour later, Weymouth arrived  to find Nayland Smith at last disentangled from the cunning knots of the Sea-Dyak!

It was possible, after all, Greville! But a damned long business!

I write these concluding notes before my tent in Sir Lionel Bartons camp on the site of ancient Nineveh. Sunset draws near, and I can see Rima, a camera slung over her shoulder, coming down the slope.

We are to be married on our return to London.

Of Dr. Fu-Manchu, Fah Lo Suee, and their terrible escort, no trace was ever discovered!

Even the body of Li King Su was spirited away. Six months of intense and world-wide activity, directed by Nayland Smith, resulted in… nothing! My plans are made, that great and evil man had said.

Sometimes I doubt if it ever happened. Sometimes I wonder if it is really finished. Before me, on the box which is my extemporized writing desk, lies a big emerald set in an antique silver ring. It reached me only a month ago in a package posted from Hong Kong. There was no note inside…
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The first edition


CHAPTER ONE. ONE NIGHT IN ISPAHAN

Shan! Shan!

Someone calling my name persistently. The voice was faint. I had been asleep, but dreaming hard, an evil from which ordinarily I dont suffer. The voice fitted into my dream uncannily…

I had dreamed I was asleep in my tent in that desolate spot on the Khorassan border, not a hundred yards from the valley called the Place of the Great Magician. No expedition of Sir Lionels in which I had been employed had so completely got on my nerves as this one.

Persia was new territory for me. And the chiefs sense of the dramatic, his innate showmanship (a trait which had done him endless damage in the eyes of the learned societies) had resulted in my being more or less in the dark as to the real object of our journey.

Perhaps, when names now famous are forgotten, that of Sir Lionel Barton will be remembered; he will be measured at his true stature  as the greatest Orientalist of his century. But, big, lovable, generous, I must nevertheless state quite definitely that he was next to impossible to work with.

When he made that historic discovery, when I realised what we had come for and what we had found, I experienced an attack of cold feet from which up to the moment of this queer awakening I had never wholly recovered.

Its a poor joke to dig up a Moslem saint, even if he happens to have been really a heretic. I never remembered to have welcomed anything more than Sir Lionels decision to trek swiftly south-west to Ispahan…

Shan! Shan!

That voice again  and yet I could not escape from my dream. I thought that only two stretches of canvas separated me from the long green box, the iron casket containing those strange fruits of our discovery.

Sir Lionels party was not a large one, but I felt that the Moslems were not to be relied upon. It is one thing to excavate the tombs of the Pharaohs; it is a totally different thing in the eyes of an Arab to desecrate the resting place of a true believer, or even of a near-true believer.

To Ali Mahmoud, the headman, I would have trusted my life in Mecca; but the six Egyptians, who, together with Rima, Dr. Van Berg, Sir Lionel, and myself made up the party, although staunch enough ordinarily, had occasioned me grave doubts almost from the moment we had entered Persian territory.

As for the Afghan, Amir Khan…

Shan!

I threw off the coil of dreams. I opened my eyes to utter darkness. My right hand automatically reached out for the torch  and in the physical movement came recognition of my true surroundings.

Khorassan? I was not in Khorassan. Nor was I under canvas  had not been under canvas for more than a week. I was in a house in Ispahan, and someone was calling me!

I grasped the torch, pressed the button, and looked about.

A scantily furnished room, I saw, its door of unpainted teak, as were the beams supporting its ceiling. I saw a rug of very good quality upon an otherwise uncarpeted floor, a large table littered with papers, photographs, books, and other odds and ends, and, from where I lay in bed, very little else.

My dream slipped into the background. The doubtful loyalty of our Moslem Egyptian workers counted for nothing, since by now they were probably back in Egypt, having been paid off a week before.

But  the green box! The green box was in Van Bergs room, on the floor above... and the door directly facing my bed was opening!

I reached down with my left hand. A Colt repeater hung from a nail there. Sir Lionel had taught me this trick. To place a pistol openly beside ones bed is to arm the enemy; to put it under the pillow is simply stupid. In doubtful environment, the chief invariably used a nail or hook, whichever was practicable, between his bed and the wall.

Directing the ray of my torch upon the moving doors, I waited. As I did so, the door was flung open fully. Light shone upon tousled mahogany-coloured curls and wide-open, startled gray eyes; upon a slim, silk-clad figure!

Turn the light out, Shan  quick!

It was Rima who stood in the open doorway.

I switched off the light; but in the instant of pressing the switch I glanced at my watch. The hour was 2 A.M.


CHAPTER TWO. WAILING IN THE AIR

It was one of those situations to which at times I thought the dear old chief took a delight in exposing me. His humour inclined to the sardonic, and in electing, when we left Nineveh, to start off without a break or any leave east into Persia and right up to the Afghan border, he had seriously upset my plans.

Rima, his niece, and I were to have been married on our return to England after the Syrian job. Sir Lionels change of plan had scotched that scheme. There was laughter in his twinkling eyes when he had notified me of the fact that information just received demanded our immediate presence in Khorassan.

But what about the wedding. Chief? I remember saying.

Well, what about it, Greville?

There are plenty of padres in these parts, and the engagement has been overlong. Besides, after all, Rima and I are wandering about in camp together, from spot to spot…

Greville, he interrupted me, when you marry Rima, youre going to be married from my town house. The ceremony will take place at St. Margarets, and I shall give the bride away. I dont care a hoot about the proprieties, Greville. You ought to know that by now. Were setting out for Khorassan tomorrow morning. Rima is a brilliant photographer, and I want her to come with us. But if she prefers to go back to England  she can go.

This was the situation in which my brilliant but erratic chief had involved me. And now, at 2 A.M., Rima, with whom I was hungrily in love, had burst into my room in that queer house in Ispahan, and already in the darkness was beside me.

I wonder, indeed I have often wondered, if my make-up is different from that of other men: definitely I am no squire of dames. But, further, I have sometimes thought that although ardour has by no means been left out of me, I have inherited from somewhere an overweight of the practical; so that at any time, and however deeply my affections might be engaged, the job would come before the woman.

So it was now; for, my arm about Rimas slim, silky waist, her first whispered words in the darkness made me forget how desirable she was and how I longed for the end of this strange interlude, for the breaking down of that barrier unnaturally raised by my erratic chief.

Shan! She bent close to my ear. There was a most awful cry from Dr. Van Bergs room a few minutes ago!

I jumped up, still holding her. She was trembling slightly.

I opened my window and listened. His room is almost right over mine, and I felt certain that was where the cry had come from. But I couldnt hear anything.

Was the voice Van Bergs?

I couldnt tell, dear. It was a kind of  scream. Then, as I hurried along to wake you, I heard something else

She clung to me tightly.

What, darling?

I dont know! She shuddered violently. A sort of dreadful wailing... Shan! I believe it came from the mosque!

Then you called out?

I didnt call out till I got right to your door and had it open.

I understood then that I had confused dreaming with reality. The distant voice, as it had seemed to me, had been that of Rima urgently calling at the opened door.

Its the green box! she whispered, in an even lower tone. Shan, Im terrified! You know what happened on Thursday night! It must have been the same sound…

That thought was on my own mind. Van Berg had been disturbed on Thursday night by an inexplicable happening, an outstanding feature of which had been a strange moaning sound. The chief had declined to take it seriously; but I knew our American colleague for a man of sound common sense not addicted to nervous imaginings.

And the green box was in his room...

Barefooted, I stepped towards the door, releasing Rima, whom I had been holding tightly.

Stay here, darling, I said, unless I call you.

I crept out into the corridor. It was dimly lighted a few paces along by a high, barred window. Almost opposite in the narrow street stood a deserted mosque, its minaret, from the balcony of which no mueddin had called for many years, overlooking the roof of our temporary residence. Moonlight, reflected from the dingy yellow wall of this mosque, vaguely illuminated the passage ahead of me.

The once holy building had a horrible history, and I knew that Rima associated the sound she had heard with the legend of the mosque.

Stock still I stood for a moment, listening.

The house was silent as a vault. It possessed three floors. The rooms beneath on the ground floor contained the stored furniture  or part of it  of the owner from whom Sir Lionel had leased the place. The ground-floor windows were heavily barred, and Ali Mahmoud slept in the lobby; so that none could enter without arousing him.

There were four rooms above, two of them unoccupied. Locked in one were a pair of Caspian kittens, beautiful little creatures with fur like finest silk, destined for the chiefs private menagerie, practical zoology being one of his hobbies. In the end, or southeast, room, Dr. Van Berg was quartered. Our records, the bulk of our photographs, and other valuables were in his charge as well as the green box.

No sound disturbed the silence.

I advanced cautiously in the direction of the staircase. The widely open door of Rimas room was on my left. Moonlight poured in upon the polished uncarpeted floor. Her shutters were open.

Pausing for a moment, puzzled, I suddenly remembered that she had opened them when that cry in the night had disturbed her.

Personally, I kept mine religiously closed against the incursions of nocturnal insects, since we were near the bank of the river and no great distance from a fruit market. I had switched off my torch, the reflected light through the high window being sufficient for my purpose. I passed Rimas door  then pulled up short, my nerves jangling.

From somewhere, outside the house, and high up, came a singular sound.

It was a sort of whistle in a minor key, resembling nothing so much as a human imitation of a police whistle. It changed, passing from a moan to an indescribable wail... and dying away.

Shan, did you hear it? Thats the sound! Rimas voice reached me in a quavering whisper, and:

I heard it, I answered in a low voice. For Gods sake, stay where you are.

The chiefs door was ahead of me, in comparative shadow there at the end of the passage. I could see that it was closed: a teak door, ornamented with iron scrollwork. Sir Lionel was a heavy sleeper. A narrow stair opened on the right and led down to the lobby. No sound reached me from beneath. Evidently Ali Mahmoud had not been aroused.

On my left was a stair to the floor above. I crept up.

My nerves were badly jangled, and creaking of the ancient woodwork sounded in my ears like pistol shots. I gained the top corridor. Two windows faced west, commanding a view of low, flat roofs stretching away to a distant prospect of the river. The moonlight was dazzling. In contrast to the passage below it was like stepping from midnight into high noon.

I paused again for a moment, listening intently.

A sound of scurrying movement reached my ears from beyond Van Bergs closed door. I took a step forward and paused again. Then, my hand on the clumsy native latch:

Van Berg! I said softly.

The only reply was a queer soft, plaintive howl.

Let me confess that this nearly unnerved me. A vague but unmistakable menace had been overhanging us from the hour of our momentous discovery in Khorassan. Now, awakened as I had been, my memory repeating over and over again that weird, wailing sound, I recognized that I was by no means at my best.

Clenching my teeth, I raised the latch...

I peered along the narrow room. It extended from the corridor to the opposite side of the house. I saw that the shutters were open in the deep, recessed window. Moonlight reflected from the wall of the mosque afforded scanty illumination.

A sickly sweet perfume hung in the air, strongly resembling that of mimosa, but having a pungency which gripped me by the throat. I pressed the button of my torch.

Some vague thing, indeterminate, streaky, leapt towards me. I shrank back, pistol levelled… And for the second time I heard the sound.

Perhaps I have never been nearer to true panic in my life. That moaning wail seemed to come from outside the house  and from high above. It seemed to vibrate throughout my entire nervous system. It was the most utterly damnable sound to which I had ever listened.

Only my sudden recognition of one of the facts saved me. The Caspian kittens were in the room! I remembered, and gasped in my relief, that the doctor was extremely fond of them. The little creatures, who were very tame, crouched at my feel, looking up at me with their big eyes, appealingly, as it seemed.

A vague stirring came from the depths of the house. The smell of mimosa was overpowering... Probably Rima had run down and aroused Ali Mahmoud.

These ideas, chaotically, with others too numerous to record, flashed through my mind at the same moment that, stricken motionless with horror, I stood staring down upon Dr. Van Berg, where he lay under the light of my torch.

His heavy body was huddled in so strange a position that, what with anger, regret, fear and other unnameable emotions, I could not at first realise what had happened. He was clothed in silk pajamas of an extravagant pattern which he affected, and his fair hair, which he wore long, hung down over his forehead so that it touched the floor.

He was lying across the green box.

He lay in such a way that his big body almost obscured the box from my view. But now I saw that his powerful arms were outstretched, and that his fingers were locked in a death grip upon the handles at either end.

That long moment of horrified inertia passed.

I sprang forward and dropped upon one knee. I tried to speak, but only a husky murmur came. There was blood on the lid of the box, and a pool was gathering upon the floor beside it. I put my hand under Van Bergs chin and lifted his face. Then I stood upright, feeling very ill.

What I had seen had wiped the slate of consciousness clear of all but one thing. My fingers quivered on the Colt repeater. I wanted the life of the cowardly assassin who had done Van Berg to death  big, gentle, fearless Van Berg. For here was murder  cold-blooded murder!

A sort of buzzing in my ears died away and left me perfectly cool, with just that one desire for retribution burning in my brain. I heard footsteps  muffled voices. I didnt heed them.

I was staring about the room. Staring at the open window trying to recall details of Van Bergs story of what had happened on the Thursday night. In the room there was no hiding place, and the window was thirty feet above street level. The mystery of the thing was taking hold of me.

Greville Effendim, I heard.

I glanced back over by shoulder. Ali Mahmoud stood in the open doorway  and I saw Rimas pale face behind him.

Dont come in, Rima! I said hastily. For Gods sake, dont come in. Go down and wake the chief.


CHAPTER THREE. THE GREEN BOX

Upon the horror of that murder in the night, I prefer not to dwell. The mystery of Van Bergs death defied solution. As I recall the tragic event, I can recapture a sharp picture of Sir Lionel Barton arrayed in neutral-coloured pyjamas and an old dressing gown, his mane of gray hair disordered, his deep-set eyes two danger signals, standing massive, stricken, over the dead man.

The bed had been slept in  so much was evident; and about it the strange odour of mimosa clung more persistently than elsewhere.

There was no stranger on the premises. Of this we had assured ourselves. And for a thirty-foot ladder to have been reared against the window of the room and removed without our knowledge, was a sheer impossibility.

Yet Van Berg had been stabbed to the heart from behind  palpably in an attempt to defend the green box: an attempt which had been successful. But, except that his shutters were open, there was no clue to the identity of his assassin, nor to the means of the latters entrance and exit.

I didnt hear a sound! I remember the chief murmuring, looking at me haggard eyed. I didnt hear that damnable wailing  it might have told me something. Anyhow, Greville, he died doing his job, and so hes gone wherever good men go. His death is on my conscience.

Why, Chief?

But he had turned away…

We conformed to the requirements of the fussy local authorities, but got no help from them; and shortly after noon, Mr. Stratton Jean, of the American Legation at Teheran, arrived by air, accompanied by Captain Woodville, a British intelligence officer.

I reflected, when they came in from the alighting ground just outside the ancient city, that the caravan route is nearly two hundred and forty miles long, and that in former days a week was allowed for the journey.

It was a strange interview, being in part an inquest upon the dead man. It took place in poor Van Bergs room, which had always served as a sort of office during the time that we had occupied this house in Ispahan.

There was a big table in the corner near the window laden with indescribable fragments, ranging from Davidian armour to portfolios of photographs and fossilised skulls. There was a rather fine scent bottle, too, of blue glass dating from the reign of Haroun-er-Raschid, and a number of good glazed tiles. A fine illuminated manuscript, very early, of part of the Diwan of Hafiz, one of Sir Lionels more recently acquired treasures, lay still open upon the table, for Van Berg had been busy making notes upon the text up to within a few hours of his death.

The doctors kit, his riding boots, and other intimate reminders of his genial presence lay littered about the floor; for, apart from the removal of the body, nothing had been disturbed.

That fatal green box, upon which the bloodstains had dried, stood upon the spot where I had found it. The floor was still stained…

Mr. Stratton Jean was a lean Bostonian, gray haired, sallow complexioned, and as expressionless as a Sioux Indian. Captain Woodville was a pretty typical British army officer of thirty-five or so, except for a disconcerting side-glance which I detected once or twice, and which alone revealed  to me, at least, for he had the traditional bored manner  that he was a man of very keen mind.

Mr. Stratton Jean quite definitely adopted the attitude of a coroner, and under his treatment the chief grew notably restive, striding up and down the long, narrow room in a manner reminiscent of a caged polar bear.

Rima, who sat beside me, squeezed my hand nervously, glancing alternately at the two Persian officials who were present, and at her famous uncle. She knew that a storm was brewing, and so did Captain Woodville, for twice I detected him hiding a smile. At last, in reply to some question:

One moment, Mr. Jean, said Sir Lionel, turning and facing his interrogator. If Van Berg was a fellow citizen of yours, he was a friend and colleague of mine. You are doing your duty, and I honour you for it. But I dont like the way you do it.

I just want the facts, said Stratton Jean, dryly.

I saw the colour welling up into Sir Lionels face and feared an outburst. It was avoided by the intervention of Captain Woodville.

Thing is, Jean, he drawled lazily, Sir Lionel isnt used to being court-martialed. Hes rather outside your province. But apart from a distinguished military career, he happens to be the greatest Orientalist in Europe.

I waited with some anxiety for the American officials reaction to this rebuke, for it was nothing less than a rebuke. It took the form of a smile, but a very sad smile, breaking through the mask-like immobility of those sallow features.

You mean, Woodville, he said, Im being too darned official for words?

Perhaps a trifle stiff, Jean, for a man of Sir Lionels temperament.

Mr. Stratton Jean nodded, and I saw a new expression in his eyes, yellowed from long residence in the East. He looked at the chief.

If Ive ruffled you, Sir Lionel, he said, please excuse me. This inquiry is one of the hardest things Ive ever had to undertake. You see, Van Berg and I were at Harvard together. Its been a bad shock.

That was straight talking, and in two seconds the chief had Jeans hand in his bear-like grip and had hauled him out of the chair.

Why in hell didnt you tell me? he demanded. We worked together for only two months, but Id sell my last chance of salvation to get the swine who murdered him.

The air was cleared, and Rimas nervous grip upon my hand relaxed. And that which had begun so formally, was now carried on in a spirit of friendship. But when every possible witness had been called and examined, we remained at a deadlock.

It was Captain Woodville who broached the subject which I knew, sooner or later, must be brought up.

It is quite clear. Sir Lionel, he said in his drawling way, that your friend died in endeavouring to protect this iron box.

He pointed to the long green chest upon which the white initials L.B. were painted. Sir Lionel ground his teeth audibly together and began to pace up and down the room.

I know, he said. Thats why I told you, Greville  turning to me that I was responsible for his death.

I cant agree with you, Stratton Jean interrupted. So far as my information goes (Captain Woodville, I believe, is better informed), you were engaged with the late Dr. Van Berg in an attempt to discover the burial place of El Mokanna, sometimes called the Veiled Prophet of Khorassan.

Veiled Prophet, Woodville interjected, is rather a misnomer. Actually, Mokanna wore a mask. Isnt that so. Sir Lionel?

The chief turned and stared at the last speaker.

That is so, he agreed. They exchanged a glance of understanding. You know all the facts. Dont deny it!

Captain Woodville smiled slightly, glancing aside at Stratton Jean; then:

I know most of them, he admitted, but the details can only be known to you. As a matter of fact, Im here today because some tragedy of this kind had been rather foreseen. Quite frankly, although I dont suppose Im telling you anything that you dont know already, you have stirred up a lot of trouble.

Rima squeezed my hand furtively. It was nothing new for her distinguished uncle to stir up trouble. His singular investigations had more than once imperiled international amity.


CHAPTER FOUR. THE VEILED PROPHET

You have said, Mr. Jean, said Sir Lionel, that my particular studies are outside your province, but my interests were shared by Dr. Van Berg. Already he occupied a chair of Oriental literature, but, if he had lived, his name would have ranked high as any. Very well.

He paced up and down in silence for a while, hands locked behind him. The two Persian officials had gone. Those queer discords characteristic of an Eastern city rose to us through the open window: cries of street hawkers, of carriage drivers; even the jangle of camel bells. And there were flies, myriads of flies…

It was Van Berg who got the clue which set us off upon this expedition  the expedition which was to be his last. Down on the borders of Arabia he picked up a man, an Afghan, as a matter of fact, named Amir Khan. This man told him the story of the spot known locally as the Place of the Great Magician. Its in the No Mans Land between Khorassan and Afghanistan.

Van Berg, with whom I had been in correspondence for some years, although we had never met, learned that I was in Iraq. He was a Persian scholar, and he knew parts of the country well. But of Khorassan and Afghanistan he knew nothing. He got into communication with me. He asked me to share the enterprise. I accepted  as you know, Greville he darted one of his quick glances in my direction and we moved down and joined Van Berg, who was waiting for us on the Persian border.

I interviewed the man Amir Khan. I could talk his lingo and so get nearer to the truth than Van Berg had succeeded in doing

I never trusted Amir Khan! I broke in. His story was true, and he did his job, but

Amir Khan was a thug, the chief continued quietly; I always knew it. But servants of Kali have no respect for Mohammed; therefore I was prepared to trust him with regard to the matter in hand. He advanced arguments strong enough to induce me, in conjunction with Van Berg, to proceed with a party, who had been in my employ for more than a year, northeast of Persia. In brief, gentlemen, we went to look for the burial place of El Mokanna, the Hidden One, sometimes called the Veiled Prophet, but, as Captain Woodville has pointed out, more properly the Masked Prophet…

This was shop and overfamiliar. I turned my head and stared from the open window towards a corresponding, ruinous, window of the mosque opposite. The deserted building certainly had a sinister reputation, being known locally as the Ghost Mosque. If this circumstance, together with that eerie sound which had heralded poor Van Bergs death, were responsible, I cannot say. But I became the victim of a queer delusion…

Mokanna, Mr. Jean, the chief was saying, about 770 A.D., set himself up as an incarnation of God, and drew to his new sect many thousands of followers. He revised the Koran. His power became so great that the Caliph Al Mahdi was forced to move against him with a considerable army. Mokanna was a hideous creature. His features were so mutilated as to be horrible to see…

Brilliant green eyes were fixed upon me from the shadow of the ruined window!...

But he was a man. He and the whole of his staff poisoned themselves in the hour of defeat. From that day to this, no one has known where he was buried. His sword, which he wore on ceremonial occasions, and which he called the Sword of God, forged to conquer the world, his New Creed graved upon golden plates, and the mask of gold with which he concealed his mutilated features, disappeared at the time of his death and were supposed to be lost.

I shifted uneasily in my chair. The startling apparition had vanished as suddenly as it had come. Above all things I wanted to avoid alarming Rima. Already I suspected sleepless nights; I realised that she could know no peace in the shadow of the Ghost Mosque with its unholy reputation.

The apparition did not reappear, however; and I turned, looking swiftly at Rima.

She was watching the chief. Clearly, she had seen nothing.

Walking up and down while speaking, in that manner of a caged bear, Sir Lionel had paused now and was staring at the ominous green box.

Amir Khan did not lie, he went on. The tomb-mosque that contained the ashes of the prophet is a mere mound of dust today; what it concealed was never more than a legend. Its site, though, is strictly avoided  supposed to be haunted by djinns and known as the Place of the Great Magician. We camped there, and our excavations were carried out secretly. Few pass that desolate place on the edge of the desert. We found  what we had come to find.

Is that a fact? said Stratton Jean in an odd voice.

Sir Lionel nodded, smiling grimly.

The prophet was dust, he added; but we found his gold mask, his New Creed engraved upon plates of gold, and his sword, a magnificent blade with a jewelled hilt. There were other fragments  but these were the most important.

He paused and pointed to the green box.

Those two Persian birds were mighty keen to know what was in this box. I told them it contained priceless records. They pretended to be satisfied, But they werent. Its a heavy thing to travel  but strong as a safe.

He began to pace up and down again.

I left the Place of the Great Magician, taking the relics of El Mokanna away in that box! Van Berg and I had a conference before we left; Greville, here, was present. In spite of our precautions, there were rumours flying about, and it was becoming fairly clear that some sort of small but fanatical sect still existed who held the name of El Mokanna in reverence. The desertion of our Afghan guide, Amir Khan, was very significant  wasnt it Greville?

It was, I agreed.

At the chiefs words I lived again in memory, instantaneously, through those days and nights in that lonely camp, with Rimas presence to add to my anxieties. I knew that we were hundreds of miles from any useful help, and I knew that in some mysterious way the influence of the Veiled Prophet lived, was active, although the Hidden One himself was dead; that if the truth should leak out, if it should become known that the sacred relics were in our possession, our lives would not be worth a grain of sand!

Almost, in those anxious days and nights, I had come to hate Van Berg, who was the instigator of the expedition, and to distrust Sir Lionel, whose zeal for knowledge had induced him to lead Rima into such peril. His scientific ardour brooked no obstacle. She was a brilliantly clever photographer, and there was a portfolio, now, on poor Van Bergs table, which in the absence of the actual relics constituted a perfect record of our discoveries.

I improvised a bomb, Sir Lionel went on, to which I attached a time fuse. We were headed south for Ispahan when all that remained of the tomb-mosque of El Mokanna went up in a cloud of dust.

That wild light, which was more than half mischief, leapt into his eyes as he spoke.

Although I had covered my tracks, there were consequences which I hadnt counted on. Most of the work had been done at night, but it appears that travellers from a distance had seen our lights. The legendary site of the place was more widely known than we had realised. And when, some time after our departure, which took place after dusk, there was a great explosion and a bright glare in the sky, the result was something totally unforeseen…

If I may interrupt you, Sir Lionel, said Captain Woodville quietly, from this point I can carry on the story. An outcry Mokanna has arisen  swept through Afghanistan. That was the spot at which I came into the matter. You had been even more successful than you seem to appreciate. None of the tribesmen who, as you suspect, and rightly, still hold the Mokanna tradition had any idea that you or any human influence had been concerned with the eruption which reduced a lonely ruined shrine to a dusty hollow. A certain fanatical imam took upon himself the duties of a sort of Eastern Peter the Hermit.

The speaker paused, taking a cigarette from his case and tapping it thoughtfully upon his thumb nail. I glanced swiftly over my shoulder. But the cavernous window of the mosque showed as an unbroken patch of shadow...

He declared that the Masked Prophet had been reborn and that with the Sword of God he would carry the New Creed throughout the East, sweeping the Infidel before him. That movement is gathering strength. Sir Lionel, and I need not tell you what such a movement means to the Indian government, and what it may come to mean for Arabia, Palestine, and possibly Egypt, unless it can be checked.

There came a moment of silence, broken only by the striking of a match and the heavy footsteps of the chief as he restlessly paced up and down  up and down. At last:

Such a movement would call for a strong leader, said Rima.

Captain Woodville extinguished the match and turned to her gravely.

We have reason to fear, Miss Barton, he replied, that such a leader has been found. I suspect also, Sir Lionel glancing at the chief that he wants what you have found and will stick at nothing to get it…


CHAPTER FIVE. NAYLAND SMITH TAKES CHARGE

Someone to see you, Greville Effendim.

I raised my eyes from the notes which I had been studying but did not look around. Through the open window in front of the table at which I had been working I could see on the opposite side of the narrow street the sun-bathed wall of that deserted mosque of unpleasant history.

A window almost on a level with that through which I was looking was heavily outlined on one side and at the top by dense shadows. Only that morning I had explored the mosque  penetrating to the gallery behind that window. What I had hoped to find I really dont know. Actually, I had found nothing.

Show him in, Ali Mahmoud.

I pushed the notes aside and turned, as footsteps on the landing outside told me that my visitor had arrived.

Then I sprang swiftly to my feet…

Something I had vaguely prayed for, something I had not dared to expect, had actually happened! A tall, lean man, with clean-shaven face so sunbaked as to resemble that of an Arab, stood in the doorway.

Sir Denis! Sir Denis! I cried. This is almost too wonderful!

It was Sir Denis Nayland Smith, Assistant Commissioner of Scotland Yard, one of my chiefs oldest friends, and the one man in the world whom I would have chosen to be with us now. But the mystery of his appearance had knocked me sideways; and, as he grasped my hand, that lean, tired face relaxed in the boyish smile that I knew and loved; and:

A surprise? he snapped in his queer, staccato fashion. It was a surprise to me too, Greville. If anybody had offered me a hundred to one, three days ago, that I should be in Ispahan now, I should have taken him.

But… I looked him up and down.

He wore a leather overcoat over a very dilapidated flannel suit, and, since he was hatless, I saw that his crisp, wavy hair, more heavily silvered in the interval since our last meeting, was disordered.

But where does Scotland Yard come in?

It doesnt come in at all, he returned. I resigned from Scotland Yard six months ago, Greville. I have been on a sort of secret mission to southern India. I came back via Basra intending to return overland and by air. There is no time to waste, you understand. But at Basra I had news.

News of what? I asked, my brain in somewhat of a whirl.

News that changed my plans, he returned gravely, and his piercing glance fixed me for a moment. Excuse me if I seem eccentric, but would you mind stepping around the table, Greville, and looking out of the window. I should be glad to know if there is anyone in the street.

Too surprised to reply, I did as he asked. The narrow street was empty as far as I could see it to the left. To the right, where it lay in deep shadow and climbed upward under the lee of the deserted mosque, I could not be so sure that someone, or something, a vague figure, was not lurking. However, after watching for some moments, I determined that the figure existed only in my imagination.

Nobody, I reported.

Ah! I hope youre right  but I doubt it.

Nayland Smith had shed his leather coat and was engaged in loading one of those large, cracked briars that I had known so well, with the peculiar cross-cut mixture which he favoured, and which he kept in a pouch at least as dilapidated as his pipe.

The room, which we used as an office, was in better order than during poor Van Bergs time. The bed in which our late colleague had slept had been removed, and I had reduced the place to something like order.

I went to a side table, pouring out a drink. Nayland Smiths eyes were more than normally bright, and his features, I thought, looked almost haggard. He had dropped into an armchair. He took the glass which I handed to him, but set it down in the arm rest, its contents untasted; and:

Greville, he said, the hand of destiny may clearly be seen in all this. Where is Barton?

I expected him back by now, I replied. Rima is with him. Do you know whats happened, Sir Denis? Is that why youre here?

I know that Dr. Van Berg has been murdered, he returned grimly. But that isnt why Im here.

He lighted his pipe absent-mindedly, three matches being used before he was satisfied; then:

I am here, he went on, because there is a dangerous movement on the Afghan border and creeping south day by day. Definite orders reached me at Basra. Thats why Im here, Greville. Heaven knows we had enough trouble before, but now that the tribes are rising in response to a mad rumour that El Mokanna, the Masked Prophet, has come out of his tomb to lead them, I dont know where my duty lies.

He had picked up his glass, but he set it down again and fixed me with a steady glance of his steel-gray eyes.

I suspect that it lies here! he snapped. Some madness of Bartons is at the bottom of this superstitious rumour, which by now has swept all over the East  Near and Far.

I sustained that stare with great difficulty, and presently:

You are right, Sir Denis, I admitted. The truth of the matter I dont know, and I dont think the chief knows it  but I have every reason to believe that poor Van Berg met his death at the hands of some fanatic inspired by this rumour. He died in this room. And the manner of his death remains a mystery to this present hour.

Barton is mad, said Nayland Smith definitely. His investigations have caused nearly as much trouble as the zeal of the most earnest missionaries.

He stood up and began to pace the long, narrow room in his restless fashion. In this trick, which betrayed the intense pent-up vitality of the man, he reminded me of the chief. Together, the pair of them emitted almost visible sparks of force.

Be as brief as you can, he directed. The clue to the trouble lies here  obscured by now, probably. I have Captain Woodvilles report  but it omits almost every essential point. Give me your own story of the death of Van Berg. He stared at me intently. The peace of the world, Greville, may rest upon your accuracy.


CHAPTER SIX. PERFUME OF MIMOSA

Poor Van Berg, I explained, slept in this room, which throughout the time that we have been in Ispahan we have used as an office. All the records are kept here, and up to the time of the tragedy the most valuable record of all: a strong iron box, which the chief almost invariably carried with him, and in which it was his custom to deposit valuable finds.

At the time of Van Bergs death, Nayland Smith said sharply, what did this box contain?

It contained, I replied, to the best of my knowledge, fifteen plates of thin gold, upon which were engraved the articles of the New Creed; the Sword of God, a very beautiful piece; and a grotesque golden mask  all that remained of El Mokanna, the prophet of Khorassan.

Nayland Smith nodded.

Van Berg was definitely uneasy from the time that we entered into occupancy of this house. It belongs to a Persian friend of Sir Lionels  for the chief has friends everywhere; and he arranged in some way that it should be our headquarters in Ispahan. In certain respects it suited us well enough. But, as you can see, its in a queer district and it lies actually in the shadow of the so-called Ghost Mosque.

Ghost Mosque! Nayland Smith echoed. I dont want to interrupt  but explain more fully what you mean.

I will do my best. It appears that years ago  I am rather shaky as to dates  an imam of the mosque opposite, who happened to be related to the Grand Sherif of Ispahan, conceived a passion for the favourite wife of the then heir apparent, who formerly had a house near by. They were detected together  so the story goes  inside the gallery of the minaret. The exact details of their fate at the hands of the eunuchs are more lurid than pleasant. But the guilty pair were finally thrown from the gallery to the street below. The mosque has never been used since that day; and the death cries of the victims are supposed to be heard from time to time…

Nayland Smith tugged at the lobe of his ear irritably, but made no comment; and:

This circumstance, no doubt, I added, accounts for the ease with which Sir Lionel obtained possession of so large a house at such short notice. It was shut up on our arrival, and musty from long disuse. I give these details, Sir Denis, first, because you asked for them, and, second, because they have a curious bearing on the death of Van Berg.

I quite understand.

The chief related this story with tremendous gusto when we took up our residence here. You know his bloodthirsty sense of humour? But the effect on Rima was dreadful. Shes as fit as any man to cope with actual danger and hardship, but the bogey business got completely on her nerves. Personally, I treated it as what it really is  a piece of native superstition. I was altogether more worried about the real purpose of our long delay in Ispahan. I dont know to this present hour, why Sir Lionel hung on here. But my scepticism about the Ghost Mosque got rather a jar.

In what way?

Last Thursday night  that is, two nights before his death  Van Berg aroused me. He said that he had been awakened by a sound which resembled that of a huge bird alighting upon the balcony outside his window.

This window? Nayland Smith interrupted, and pointed.

This window. The shutters were closed, but not latched, and this sound, so he told me, aroused him. He sprang out of bed, switched on the electric torch which lay beside him, and ran across to the shutters. As he did so, he heard a low moaning sound which rose to a wail and then died away. When he threw the shutters open and looked out into the street, there was nobody there.

Did he examine the woodwork?

He didnt say so.

Nayland Smith snapped his fingers and nodded to me to go on.

Imagine my feelings. Sir Denis, when Rima awakened me on Saturday night saying that she had heard a cry from Van Bergs room, almost immediately above her own (that is, the room, in which we are now), followed, as she crept out of her door to awaken me, by a moaning sound outside the house, and high up in the air!

Where is your room?

At the farther end of the same corridor below.

I must inspect this corridor. Go on.

Rima woke me up  I had been fast asleep. I wont disguise, Sir Denis, the fact that our possession of these relics had become somewhat of a nightmare. When I learned of the disturbance in Van Bergs room above, followed by that strange cry, which I could only suppose to be the same that he himself had heard, I feared the worst... and I was right.

Did Rima more particularly describe this cry? Nayland Smith asked impatiently.

No. But I can do so.

What?

I heard it later myself as I went along the corridor past her room.

Was the moon up?

Yes.

Was her door open?

Wide open.

Was there any light in her room?

Yes  she had opened her shutters and was listening, so I understand, for further sounds from Van Bergs room above.

Was that when she heard the sound?

No. She heard it as she opened her door and came along to me.

Is there a window facing the door of her room?

Yes, almost immediately opposite; in fact, just below where I am standing.

Good! rapped Nayland Smith. Go on.

I stared at him for a moment. I detected something like a glint of satisfaction in the steely gray eyes and began to wonder if he had already seen light where all around was darkness to the rest of us.

I had just reached Rimas door, I went on, when I myself heard the extraordinary sound for the first time.

It was not the cry of a dacoit?

It was not.

Give me some idea of it. Can you imitate it?

I fear thats impossible.

Was it a sound made by a human being? By an animal  by some kind of musical instrument?

Frankly, I dare not venture to say. It began with a sort of whistling note, which rose to a shriek and died away in a kind of wail.

Nayland Smith, who had been pacing up and down throughout the whole time that I had been speaking, accelerated his step and began tugging at the lobe of his left ear, in a state of furious irritation or deep reflection  I could not determine which. Until, since I had paused:

Go on! he snapped.

Quite frankly, I was scared out of my life. I called very softly to Rima to go down to the lobby and wake Ali Mahmoud, and I went on upstairs to the corridor outside this door.

Did you hear anything?

Yes; a vague, scuffling sound. I stepped forward to the door and called Van Berg. The scuffling continued, but there was no reply. I opened the door.

It was not locked, then?

No. Van Berg had no occasion to lock his door, since his room, so far as we knew, was inaccessible except by means of the street entrance  and Ali Mahmoud slept in the lobby. I saw that the shutters  those before you  were half open. Two Caspian kittens, pets of the chief, which are now locked in an adjoining room, were in here. Van Berg was very fond of animals, and I imagine that they had been sleeping at the foot of his bed at the time he was aroused.

You need not tell me where he lay, said Nayland Smith grimly; the stain is still on the floor. Where was the iron box?

He lay across it, I said, and my voice was rather shaky, clutching the two handles. He had been stabbed from behind with a long, narrow blade, which had pierced right through to his heart. But there was not a soul in the room, and the street below was deserted. Apart from which this window is thirty feet above the ground.

Did you examine the ledge and the shutters?

No.

Has anyone examined them?

Not to my knowledge.

Sir Denis stood with his back to me for several moments; then, turning:

Go on! he cried. You must have derived some other impressions. Had the bed definitely been slept in, for instance?

Yes, undoubtedly.

Was Van Berg armed?

No. His revolver  a heavy service type  was on a table beside his bed. His flash lamp was still under his pillow.

Was he a heavy drinker?

I stared uncomprehendingly.

On the contrary.

Nayland Smith gave me a steely glance.

Hm! he snapped amazing! A man, already apprehensive of attack, a man of some experience, wakes to the certain knowledge that theres an intruder in his room  and what does he do? He springs out of bed, unarmed, in semi-darkness  although a flash lamp and a revolver lie under his hand  and throws himself across the iron box. Really, Greville! Reconstruct the scene for yourself. Was Van Bergs behaviour, as you indicate it, normal?

No, sir Denis, I admitted. Now that you draw my attention to the curious points, it wasnt. But  good heavens! I raised my hand to my forehead.

Ah! said he forgotten something else?

Yes  I had. The perfume.

Perfume?

There was a strange perfume in the room. It resembled mimosa…

Mimosa?

Extraordinarily like it.

Where was this smell most noticeable?

About the bed.

He snapped his fingers and began to walk up and down again.

Naturally, he murmured. One small point cleared up… but  mimosa…

I watched him in silence, overcome by unhappy recollections.

Where is the iron box now? he suddenly demanded.

Its in my room! roared a great voice and Im waiting for the swine who murdered Van Berg to come and fetch it!

Sir Denis, in his restless promenade, had reached the window  had been staring out of it, as if considering my statement that it was thirty feet above street level. He turned in a flash  so did I...

Sir Lionel Barton stood in the doorway, and Rima was beside him, a neat, delightful figure in her drill riding kit and tan boots.

If Rima was surprised to learn the identity of the tall man in shabby gray flannels who now turned and confronted her, I can only describe the chiefs reaction as that of one half stunned. He fell back a pace  his deep-set eyes positively glaring; then:

Smith! he said huskily Nayland Smith! Am I dreaming?

The grim face of Sir Denis relaxed in that ingenuous smile which stripped him of twenty years.

By God! roared the chief, and literally pounced upon him. If I were anything like a decent Christian I should say that my prayers had been answered!


CHAPTER SEVEN. RIMA AND I

Down in the little garden of the house I had a few moments alone with Rima. At some time this garden had been a charming, secluded spot. Indeed, except for a latticed window above, it was overlooked from only one point: the gallery of the minaret. But neglect had played havoc with the place.

The orange trees flourished  indeed, were in full blossom  and a perfect cloak of bougainvillea overhung the balcony below the latticed window. But the flower borders were thickets of weeds and a stone cistern in which a little fountain had long ceased to play was coated with slime and no more than a breeding place for mosquitoes.

I dont know what it is about Sir Denis Nayland Smith, said Rima. But I have never experienced such a sense of relief in my life as when I came into that room today and found him there.

I know, I replied, squeezing her reassuringly: its the sterling quality of the man. All the same, darling, I shant feel happy until were clear of Ispahan.

Nor shall I, Shan. If only uncle werent so infernally mysterious. What on earth are we staying on here for?

I know no more than you do, Rima. What was the object of this afternoons expedition? Im quite in the dark about it!

Im nearly as bad, she confessed. But at least I can tell you where we went. We went to Solomon Ishak. You know  the funny old jeweller?

Solomon Ishak is one of the greatest mysteries of Ispahan. But I understand he gets hold of some very rare antique pieces. Probably the chief is negotiating a deal.

I dont think so. I had to take along the negatives of about forty photographs, and uncle left me wandering about that indescribable, stuffy shop for more than an hour while he remained locked in an inner room with old Solomon.

And what became of the photographs?

He had them with him but brought them out at the end of the interview. They are back here now.

That may explain the mystery, I said reflectively. The photographs were of the relics of the Prophet, I take it?

Rima nodded.

The workmanship on the hilt of the sword has defied even the chiefs knowledge, I added. He probably wanted Solomon Ishaks opinion but didnt care to risk taking the sword itself.

Rima slipped a slender bare arm about my neck and snuggled her head down against my shoulder.

Oh, Shan! she whispered. I have never felt so homesick in my life.

I stooped and kissed her curly hair, squeezing her very tightly; then:

Rima, darling, I whispered, my lips very close to one halfhidden ear, when we get to some place a little nearer civilisation, will you come and see the consul with me?

She made no reply but hid her face more closely against me.

If the chief still insists on a spectacular wedding, that can come later. But…

Rima suddenly raised her face, looking up at me.

Next time you ask me, Im going to say, Yes, Shan. But please dont ask me again until were out of Ispahan.

Why? I asked blankly. Is there any special reason for this?

No, she replied, kissed me on the chin, and nestled down against me again. But Ive promised. And if you are good youll be satisfied.

I stooped and nearly smothered her with kisses. I suppose my early training was to blame, and I didnt know, or even seek to find out, Rimas views upon the subject. As for the chief, I had known for a long time past that he was thoroughly enjoying the situation.

Had Rima and I openly become lovers, I am convinced he wouldnt have turned a hair. He was a wonderful old pagan, and his profound disrespect for ritual in any form had led to some awkward moments  awkward, that is, for me, but apparently enjoyed by Sir Lionel.

And at the moment that these thoughts were crossing my mind his great voice came from the window above:

Break away. there! he roared. Theres more serious work afoot than making love to my staff photographer!

I jumped up  my blood was tingling  and turned angrily. But in the very act I met Rimas upcast glance. My mood changed. She was convulsed with laughter; and:

The old ruffian! she whispered.

Come hither, my puritan friend, Sir Lionel continued. Two cavaliers would have speech with thee!


CHAPTER EIGHT. EL MOKANNA!

A conference took place in the chiefs room at the end of the long corridor on the first floor of that queer old house.

The place was untidy as only Sir Lionel could make it. There were riding boots on the bed, and strewn about on the floor were such diverse objects as a battered sun helmet, a camera case, odd items of underwear, a pair of very ancient red leather slippers, a number of books  many of them valuable; the whole rising in a sort of mound towards an old cabin trunk, from which one would assume as by an eruption they had been cast forth.

There was a long, high window on the right through which I could see sunshine on the yellow wall of the Ghost Mosque. A low, shallow cupboard occupied the space below this window. Set left of this cupboard was a big table on which lay piled an indescribable litter. There were manuscripts, firearms, pipes, a hat box, a pair of shoes, a large case containing flasks of wine of Shiraz, a big scale map, a beautifully embroidered silk robe, and a fossilised skull.

On a low stool at the foot of the bed stood the grim green iron box.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith was standing staring at the box. The chief had thrown himself into an armchair.

Greville, said Nayland Smith, have you ever explored the mosque over the way?

Yes, I replied, to his evident surprise. But I didnt find that it possessed any features of interest. Does it, Sir Lionel?

According to Smith, was the reply, it does!

Had you any special reason for exploring the place? Sir Denis asked.

I had, I admitted. I made my way in this morning through a window on the north side. You see, I imagined  it was probably no more than imagination  that I saw someone watching us from there on one occasion

What occasion?

The inquiry into Van Bergs death  when Mr. Jean and Captain Woodville were here

Never mentioned this to me! the chief began, when:

All I wanted to know, said Nayland Smith rapidly. Be quiet, Barton. And now he turned. His face had grown very stern. I want to make it perfectly clear to you both, that we three, and Rima, and Ali Mahmoud, stand in greater peril of our lives, at this present moment, than any of us has ever been before.

Thats putting it pretty strongly, Sir Denis, I said, for I recalled other experiences which I had shared with him.

Not too strongly, he replied. I rarely say what I dont mean, Greville. But apart from Rima  I sincerely wish she were a thousand miles from Ispahan  theres a further and a graver consideration. Sir Lionel here  inadvertently, I admit  has stirred up a thing which at this particular stage of world politics is calculated to sway the balance in the wrong direction.

I know all the facts, Greville  he threw a quick glance in my direction and I assure you that what I say is true. The blowing up of the tomb of El Mokanna revived the tradition of that minor prophet and brought into unexpected prominence certain living believers of his doctrine, of which accident they were not slow to take advantage. I have the names of several men in Afghanistan, Khorassan, and Persia whom I know to be associated with this movement, whether as legitimate fanatics or seekers after power remains to be seen. But the spread of the thing is phenomenal.

The chief had begun to walk up and down the room in that caged-bear fashion of his; and since Nayland Smith was also addicted to promenading in moments of intense thought, the latter checked his own restless movements at the first stride and dropped into an armchair which Sir Lionel had vacated, tugging reflectively at the lobe of his left ear.

His words had chilled me. All my fears, which throughout had centred around Rima, came to a head now. I had known for more than a week past that our little party was the focus of malignant forces. Now, chance, or divine Providence, had sent us the man best equipped to deal with such a situation. But his words held no comfort.

The way in which this cry of El Mokanna has swept through the East, he continued, speaking in his rapid staccato fashion, points to organisation. Someone has seized this mighty opportunity. Dont glare at me, Barton. You, and you alone, are responsible for the position in which we find ourselves. Captain Woodville has already told you so, I believe.

I dont think the chief would have remained silent under such treatment from any but Sir Denis. He was certainly glaring, and he continued to glare. But the steely gray eyes met his unfalteringly; and Sir Lionel merely grunted and continued his promenade.

Our chief enemy, Nayland Smith went on, recognises the importance of possessing the New Creed, the Sword of God, and the gold mask. This was why poor Van Berg died.

I heard Sir Lionel groan. He halted, and stood with his back to us for some moments.

The first attempt failed, that cool, even voice went on. It was attended by very peculiar features; they were not insignificant. But he paused for a moment, impressively the attempt will be repeated. Our enemy knows that the method by which be obtained access to Van Bergs room has so far defied all investigation. He knows that the green box is no longer in that room  but is here.

How can you be sure of that?

Because Barton has advertised the fact, Nayland Smith returned savagely. Two Persian officials were present at the inquiry, here, in this house. And they know that the box now rests in Sir Lionels room. Dont answer, Barton  just listen. And you, too, Greville.

It was hard going for Sir Lionel to swallow his words, but he succeeded in doing so. And with the brief clarity which was one of his peculiar gifts Nayland Smith outlined his plan of defence.

That he seemed to take it for granted that there would be an attack positively terrified me, since Rima was in the house. But what I did not understand at the time was an underlying anger which appeared to be directed against the chief...

I hope that my presence may be unknown to the enemy, he concluded. But, frankly, in spite of all the precautions I have taken, I doubt this. I am almost certain that I was covered. The man Amir Khan, originally your guide, has deserted to the other side. This, to me, is particularly, in fact dreadfully, significant. My object, Greville evidently he detected bewilderment in my expression is this: I mean to bring things to a head.

What dyou mean? Sir Lionel demanded, with a sudden angry outburst Bring things to a head! Havent they come to a head already?

Listen, Barton, Nayland Smith spoke unusually slowly. You have taken some risks in your time. But this time you have stirred up something too big for you. Forget that Im here, but go to work without delay and instruct Ali Mahmoud accordingly, to prepare for departure in the morning. Do everything that occurs to you to make it known that tonight is the last night you will spend under this roof. Upon your success. Barton  I include you, Greville  my plan for discovering the murderer of poor Van Berg will depend…


CHAPTER NINE. THE FLYING DEATH

The extraordinary events of that night brought me nearer to a belief in supernatural agencies than I could have believed myself capable of approaching.

Nayland Smiths programme was perfectly definite. Clearly enough he had formed a theory covering the singular facts of the death of Dr. Van Berg. This theory he bluntly declined to reveal to the chief.

Im going to handle this thing, Barton, in my own way, he said firmly. For once in your life youll take orders, or stand aside, whichever you please.

In consequence we were disposed in what seemed to me a very strange manner. My own post was in the chiefs room, in which our long conference had taken place. I was seated upon a pile of pillows and other odds and ends, screened from the observation of anyone in the room by a large upstanding trunk, the property of Rima.

Through an opening between the wall and the side of this trunk I could see practically the whole of the room, which, as I have already said, was a large one. The shutters of the window above and to my right were closed; only a glimmer of moonlight showed through the slats. In consequence, the place was in semi-darkness, to which, however, after a time, my eyes grew accustomed.

I could see all the objects there very clearly. The window at the further end, that overlooking the street and the side of the mosque, had the shutters closed but not latched. Through the slit between them I could see reflected light on the ancient wall beyond.

The bed, which jutted out along to my left, showed the outline of a heavy body under its sheet. A gray army blanket was rolled across the foot in accordance with Sir Lionels custom  a provision against the chill of early morning; and the sheet was pulled up right over the pillow so as entirely to conceal the head of the sleeper  another characteristic trick of the chiefs in insect-infested countries.

That mound of odds and ends still remained upon the big table, and garments were littered about the floor. On a low stool at the foot of the bed, an object now associated in my mind with murder, stood the long green box. A pistol lay beside me, and I had an electric torch in my pocket.

I anticipated a dreary vigil, nor was I by any means satisfied that the enemy would fall into the trap laid for him by Nayland Smith. Our preparations for departure in the early morning had been almost too ostentatious, in my opinion.

The room was silent as a tomb.

Ali Mahmoud, in the lobby below, would be watching the street intently through the iron-barred grill of the house door. Rima was in one of the rooms above, from which she also commanded a view of the street. Of Sir Deniss position I remained in ignorance, except that definitely he was not in the house…

Time wore on. I grew very restless and cramped. Smoking was prohibited, as well as the making of the slightest sound.

I watched the shutters of the window above the cupboard so long and so intently that my sight became blurred. This, I felt assured, would be the point of attack. I formed dreadful mental pictures of the creature heard many nights ago by poor Van Berg  the thing which had alighted with a sound resembling that caused by the alighting of a heavy bird  in his own words.

What could it be  this flying thing? I conceived horrors transcending the imagination of the most morbid story-tellers.

For the keen weapon which had pierced through Van Bergs back and reached his heart, I substituted a dreadful kind of beak  the beak of a thing not of this world; a flying horror, such as the Arab romancers have conjured up  a ghoulish creature haunting the ancient cemetery just beyond the city walls...

It was the cry of this creature, I told myself, that moaning, wailing cry, which had given rise to the legend of the Ghost Mosque, which had led to this little street becoming deserted, and had made the house in which we lived uninhabitable for so many years.

At which point in my grisly reflections a sound caused me to draw a sharp breath. I crouched, listening intently.

Footsteps!

Someone was walking along the street below. The regular, measured steps paused at a point which I estimated to be somewhere just in front of the door of the house. I anticipated a challenge from Ali Mahmoud, but recalled that Sir Deniss instructions on this point had been implicit.

There was no challenge. The footsteps sounded again, echoing hollowly now, so that I knew the walker to be passing that out-jutting wall of the mosque and approaching the dark, tunnel-like archway and the three steps leading to the narrow lane which skirted the base of the minaret.

I heard him mount the three steps; then again he paused…

What would I not have given for a glimpse of him! A passer-by was a phenomenon in that street at night. I dared not move, however. The footsteps continued  and presently died away altogether.

Silence descended again upon this uncanny quarter.

How long elapsed I had no means of judging; probably only a few minutes. But I had begun to induce a sort of hypnosis by my concentrated staring at the slit between the shutters, when  from high up and a long way off, I heard the sound...

It brought my mind back in a flash to those horrible imaginings which had absorbed me at the moment that footsteps had broken the stillness. It was coming!… The flying death!

A sort of horrible expectancy claimed me, as, pistol in hand, I watched the opening between the shutters.

Silence fell again. I could detect no sound either within the house or outside.

Whereupon it happened  the thing I had been waiting for; a thing seemingly beyond human explanation.

There came a faint pattering sound on the narrow ledge outside and below the shutters. A dull impact and a faint creaking of woodwork told of a weight imposed upon the projecting window. Something began to move upward  a dim shadow behind the slats  upward and inward  towards the opening...

The tension of watching and waiting grew almost too keen to tolerate. But my orders were definite, and wait I must.

Beyond that faint straining of woodwork, no sound whatever was occasioned by the intruder. No sign came from below to indicate that Ali Mahmoud had seen anything of this apparition, which indeed, since it had apparently flown through the air, was not remarkable.

Then  the shutters began very silently to open...


CHAPTER TEN. I SEE THE SLAYER

The shutter opened so silently and so slowly that only by the closest watching could I detect the movement. There was absolutely no creaking.

A window of the Ghost Mosque on the opposite side of the street, looking like a black smudge on a dirty yellow canvas, came just in line with the edge of the left-hand shutter. And only by the ever increasing gap of yellow between the woodwork and the smudge of shadow, could I tell what was happening.

The effect was slowly to add to the light in the room. So accustomed had I become to the dimness that I felt myself shrinking back farther into my hiding place; although in actual fact the access of light was less, I suppose, than would have been gained by the introduction of a solitary candle.

My ghoulish imaginings came to a head.

Some vampire creature from the ancient cemetery was about to spring in. More than once since the relics of El Mokanna had come into our possession I had laughed at Rimas superstitious terrors, but at this moment I admit frankly that I shared them.

Ispahan lay around me, silent as a city of the past. I might have been alone in Persia. And always the fear was with me that Nayland Smith, for all his peculiar genius, had misjudged the circumstances which had led to the death of Van Berg; that I was about to be subjected to a test greater perhaps than my spiritual strength could cope with.

What I should have done at this moment had I been a free agent, I cannot even guess. But I doubt it I could have remained there silent and watching.

Fortunately, I was under orders. I meant to carry those orders out to the letter. But in honesty I must record that during the interminable moments which elapsed from the time that some incredible creature had alighted outside the window, to the moment that the shutters became fully opened, I doubted the wisdom of Nayland Smith...

A vague mass rose inch by inch over the window ledge; grew higher  denser, as it seemed to me; and, with a wriggling movement indescribably horrible, reached the top of that low cupboard which extended below the window  and crouched or lay there.

I had formed absolutely no conception of outline. The entrance of the nocturnal creature had been effected in such a manner that definition was impossible. This was the point, I think, at which my courage almost touched vanishing point.

What was the thing on top of the cupboard? Something which could fly  something which had no determinate shape…

I knew that the visitor was inspecting the room keenly. To me, as I have said, it seemed to have become brightly illuminated. Colt in hand, I shrank farther and farther away from the narrow opening through which I was peering, until my back was flat against the wall.

That vague outline which disturbed the square of the open window disappeared. A very soft thud which must have been inaudible to ears less keenly attuned than mine told me that the visitant, almost certainly the slayer of Van Berg, had dropped onto the floor and was now in the room with me!

I peered into the darkness left of the big, littered table. Something was approaching the bed… going, I thought, on all fours.

Definitely, the approaching was oblique  that is, not in my direction. I was conscious of a shock of relief. I had not been seen.

Something glittered dully in the reflected light, and I heard a faint swishing sound, almost the first, expecting the thud, which had betrayed the presence of this nocturnal assassin.

At first it puzzled me, and then, suddenly, to my mind an explanation sprang.

The creature was spraying the bed...

Ideas quickly associated themselves; for at this same moment there was swept to my nostrils an almost overpowering perfume of mimosa  the same that had haunted poor Van Bergs room.

It was some unfamiliar but tremendously potent anaesthetic.

In the instant that realisation came to me, I knew also that the horrible visitor was not a supernatural creature but human. True, his agility was far above the ordinary, and his powers of silent movement were uncanny.

He was evidently armed with some kind of spray; and during the time that its curiously soothing sound continued, I found, so oddly does the mind react to indefinable fear, that my thoughts had wandered. I was thinking about an account I had once read of a mysterious creature known as Spring-heeled Jack, who terrorised outlying parts of London many years ago.

For the fact remained that this man, now endeavouring to reduce the occupant of the bed to unconsciousness, could apparently spring to high windows, quite beyond the reach of any human jumper, and indeed, beyond the reach of any member of the animal kingdom!

The swishing sound ceased. Absolute silence followed...

Peer intensely as I would, I could detect no trace of another presence in the room. But I knew exactly what was happening. The unimaginable man who had come through the window was crouching somewhere and listening. Probably he was counting, silently, knowing how many seconds must elapse before the unknown drug which smelled like mimosa could reduce the sleeper to unconsciousness  or, perhaps, bring about death...

Distant though I was from the bed, that sickly sweet odour was making me dizzy.

Fully a minute elapsed. No sound could I hear; nor could I detect a movement. But during that age-long minute I observed a vague white patch in the darkness, and presently I identified it. It was made by the initials painted on the green iron box.

And as I watched, this white patch became obscured.

A sound disturbed that all-but-insufferable silence  a sound of heavy breathing. Then, silhouetted against the window… I saw the intruder.

I saw a small, lithe body, muscular arms uplifted, the green box born upon the right shoulder.

My hand trembled upon the trigger, but Nayland Smiths instructions had been definite. The man bore the box to the end of the room. Here, shadow from the cupboard swallowed him up. Preceded by very little noise the square outline of the box now appeared upon the top of the cupboard.

He had raised it above his head and placed it there, by which circumstances, since he appeared to be a small man, I was able to judge of his extraordinary strength.

My heart was beating very fast and I realised that I was holding my breath. I inhaled deeply, watching, now, the square of the opened window. A silhouetted arm appeared above the box, then a shoulder, and finally the whole of a lean body.

The midnight visitor was a Negro, or a member of some very dark race, wearing only a black loincloth: his features I could not see.

His movements interested me intensely. Stooping, he bent over the box. Certain metallic sounds told me that the iron handles at either end were being moved.

Then, as I watched... the box disappeared!

The black man alone, a crouching silhouette, remained outlined in the open window. The box had gone; incredible fact  but the box had gone! Silently, save for a distant thud that heavy iron chest had been vanished from the room as a conjurer vanishes a coin!

An interval followed, my reactions during which I cannot hope to describe, until presently I saw that the crouching figure was performing a sort of hauling movement. This movement ceased.

He stood suddenly upright... and disappeared.


CHAPTER ELEVEN. THE MAN ON THE MINARET

That vague supernatural dread which latterly I had shaken off swept back again like a cloud, touching me coldly. The window space was perfectly blank, now. The iron box had gone; the black man had gone. This miracle had been achieved with scarcely any sound!

The legend of Spring-heeled Jack crossed my mind again. Then I was up. My period of enforced inactivity was ended.

I pressed the button of my torch and, springing out from behind the big trunk, directed a ray along the narrow room. The air was still heavy with a vague sickly perfume of mimosa; but I gave no glance at the pillow which had been sprayed with this strange anaesthetic. The bed had been carefully prepared by Nayland Smith to produce the appearance of a sleeper.

An old dodge of mine, Greville, he had said, which will certainly fail if the enemy suspects that I am here.

Either the enemy did not suspect, or, like the ancient confidence trick, it was a device which age did not wither nor custom stale...

As though it had been a prearranged cue, that flash of light in the empty room heralded a sound  the sound... an indescribable humming which rose and rose, developed into a sort of wail, then died away like muted roaring…

I must explain at this point that from the moment of the figures disappearance from the window to that when, switching on the light, I ran forward, only a very few seconds had elapsed.

Leaping upon the low cupboard, and staring down into the street, I witnessed a singular spectacle.

That extraordinary sound, the origin of which had defied all speculation, was still audible, and since it seemed to come from somewhere high above my head, my first instinct was to look up.

I did not do so, however.

At the moment that I sprang into the open window, my glance was instantly drawn downward. I saw a figure  that of the black creature who had just quitted the room  apparently suspended in space, midway across the street!

His arms raised above his head, he was soaring upward towards a window of the Ghost Mosque!

Good God! I said aloud it isnt human…

There came a wild scream. The flying figure faltered  the upraised arms dropped  and he was dashed with a dull thud against the wall of the mosque, some eight feet below the window. From there he fell sheerly to the street below. A second, sickening, thud reached my ears...

The crack of a pistol, a sharp spurt of flame from the gallery of the minaret far above my head, drew my glance upward now. I saw a black-robed black-faced figure there, bathed in brilliant moonlight, bending over the rail and firing down upon the roof of the mosque below!

Once he fired, and moved further around the gallery. A second time. And then, as he disappeared from view, I heard the sound of a third shot…

Pandemonium awakened in the house about me. Ali Mahmoud was unfastening the heavy bolt which closed the front door. Rimas voice came from the landing above.

Shan! Shan! Are you all right?

All right, dear! I shouted.

Turning, I ran along the room and out into the corridor. I heard Bartons great voice growling impatiently in the lobby below. But before I could reach him he had raced out into the street. Ali, rifle in hand, followed him, and I brought up the rear.

Far above, Rima leaned from an open window, and:

For Gods sake, be careful! she cried. I can see something moving along the roof of the mosque!

Dont worry! I called reassuringly. Were all armed.

I was bending over a figure lying in the dust, a figure at which Sir Lionel was already staring down with an indescribable expression. It was that, as I saw now quite clearly, of a small but powerfully built Negro.

He presented an unpleasant spectacle by reason of the fact that he had evidently dashed his skull against the wall of the mosque at the end of that incredible flight from side to side of the street. He wore, as I had thought, nothing but a dark loincloth.

Thrust into this, where it was visible as he lay huddled up and half upon his face, was a dull metal object which gleamed in the light of our torches. For, although moonlight illuminated the minaret and upper part of the mosque, the street itself was a black gully. Stooping, I examined this object more closely.

It was a metal spray, such as dentists use. Its purpose I had already seen demonstrated; then:

Look at his hands! the chief said huskily. What is he holding?

At first I found it difficult to reply; then I realised that the Negro was clutching two large iron hooks to which had been attached a seemingly endless thread of what looked like catgut, no thicker than the D string of a violin. The truth was still far from my mind; when:

A West African, Sir Lionel continued probably from the Slave Coast. What in hells name brought such a bird to Persia?

Perhaps, I suggested, he was sold. Slavery is still practised in these parts.

Further speculation on the point was ended by a sudden loud cry from the minaret.

Stand by, there!

Sir Lionel, Ali Mahmoud, and I raised our heads. A tall figure draped in a black native robe stood on the gallery. Upright, now, moonlight silvering his hair, I knew him. It was Nayland Smith!

Ali Mahmoud! he shouted, round to the side door of the mosque and shoot anything you see moving. Barton! Stand by the main door, where you can cover three windows. Let nothing come out. Quick, Greville! You know the way into the minaret. Up to me!


CHAPTER TWELVE. IN THE GHOST MOSQUE

An open stone stairway built around the interior wall, afforded a means of reaching the platform of the minaret from that point of entrance to which Nayland Smith had directed me. There was an inner gallery high above my head, to which formerly the mueddin had gained access from a chamber of the mosque.

My footsteps as I clambered upward, breathing hard, echoed around the shell of that ancient tower in a weird, uncanny tattoo. It may seem to have been a bad time for thought, but my brain was racing faster than my feet could carry me.

Some dawning perception of the means by which poor Van Berg had been assassinated was creeping into my mind. In some way the acrobatic murderer had swung into the room, probably from one of the windows of the mosque. The hooks which he still clasped in his hands had afforded him a grip, no doubt, and earlier had been hitched to the handles of the iron box which had been swung to its destination in the same way.

But remembering the slender line  resembling a violin string  which we had found attached to those hooks, I met with doubt again. The thing was plainly impossible.

I reached the opening into the gallery and paused for awhile. This gallery extended, right, into darkness which the ray of my torch failed to penetrate. Before me was a low, narrow door, giving access to a winding wooden stair which would lead me to the platform above.

The idea of that passage penetrating into the darkness of the haunted mosque was definitely unpleasant. And casting one final glance along it, I resumed my journey. I stumbled several times on those stairs, which were narrow and dilapidated, but presently found the disk of the moon blazing in my face and knew that I had reached the platform.

Greville! came in Nayland Smiths inimitable snappy voice.

Yes, Sir Denis.

I came out and stood beside him. It was a dizzying prospect as one emerged from darkness. The narrow street upon which our house faced looked like a bottomless ravine. I could see right across the roof of the mosque on one hand, to where Ispahan, looking like a city of mushrooms from which tulip-like minarets shot up, slumbered under a velvet sky, and, left, to the silver river. Then, my attention was diverted.

A dark shape lay almost at my feet, half hidden in shadow. I drew back sharply, looking down; and:

Damned unfortunate, Greville, said Nayland Smith rapidly.

He was standing near the door out of which I had come, a tall, angular figure, flooded by moonlight on the right, but a mere silhouette on the left. He wore a loose black gibbeh which I thought I recognized as the property of Ali Mahmoud. The angularity of his features was accentuated, and the one eye which was visible shone like polished steel. He glanced down.

I used an extemporised sandbag from behind, he explained, and Im afraid I hit too hard. Im not masquerading, Greville indicating his black robe. I borrowed this to help me to hide in the shadows. Is the other Negro dead?

Yes, he dashed his brains out against the wall of the mosque.

Damnably unfortunate! Nayland Smith jerked. I have no personal regrets, but either would have been an invaluable witness. There was a third on the roof of the mosque. His job was to keep a lookout. I missed him twice, but hit him the third time. He managed to get away, nevertheless. But Im hoping he cant escape from the building.

Dimly, from far below, rose a murmuring of approaching steps and voices. Nayland Smiths shots had awakened the neighbourhood.

Damn it! he rapped. If a crowd gathers, it may ruin everything.

He stooped and removed a loop of that strange tenuous line from a projection of the ornamental stonework decorating the railing of the balcony.

Look! he said, and held it up in the moonlight. It doesnt seem strong enough to support a kitten. Yet the black murderer and the iron box were swung from window to window upon a carefully judged length of it. He thrust the line into his pocket. I came prepared for wire, he added grimly, and exhibited an implement which I recognized as part of Sir Lionels kit: a steel wire cutter.

For heavens sake, what is it? I asked.

Even now, I found difficulty in believing that a line no stouter than sewing thread could carry a mans weight.

I havent the slightest idea, Greville. But its tremendously tough. It took a mighty grip to cut through it. Suspended from this balcony, you see, its length carefully estimated, it enabled one of these acrobatic devils to swing from a window of the mosque right onto a corresponding window of the house opposite. It also enabled him to swing the iron box across. But theres work for us!

He pushed me before him in his impetuous fashion; and:

There was a fourth in the game, Greville, he added… perhaps a fifth. He, or they, were stationed behind the window of the mosque. The controlling influence  the man were looking for  was there!

I started down at the wooden stair, Nayland Smith following hard behind me; until:

One moment! he called.

I paused and turned, directing the ray of my torch upward. He was fumbling in a sort of little cupboard at the head of the steps, and from it he presently extracted his shoes, and proceeded to put them on, talking rapidly the while.

It was touch and go when that black devil came up, Greville. I also was black from head to feet; black robe, black socks, and a black head cover, made roughly from a piece of this old gibbeh, with holes cut for eyes and mouth! He didnt see me, and he couldnt hear me. I dodged him all round the gallery like a boy dodging around the trunk of a tree! When he made fast the line, on the end of which I could see two large iron hooks, and lowered it, I recognized the method.

He had both his shoes on now and was busily engaged in lacing them.

It confirmed my worst suspicions  but this can be discussed later. Having lowered it to its approved length, he swung it like a pendulum; and presently it was caught and held by someone hidden behind a window of the mosque. You will find, I think, that there is a still lighter line attached to the hooks. This enabled the Negro, having swung across from the mosque to the house, to haul the pendulum back until the box was safely disposed of. It was as he swung across in turn, that I got busy with the wire cutter.

He came clattering down, and:

Left! he said urgently into the mosque.

I found myself proceeding along that narrow, mysterious passage.

Light out!

As I switched the torch off, he opened a door. I was looking along a flat roof, silvered by moonlight  the roof of the mosque.

I hit him just before he reached this door. Theres a bare chance he may have left a clue.

A clue to what?

A considerable group of people had collected in the street, far below, including, I thought, Armenians from across the river, as many excited voices told me. But I was intent upon the strange business in hand; and:

The sound! said Nayland Smith; that damnable, howling sound which was their signal.

No torch was necessary now. The roof was whitely illuminated by the moon. And, stooping swiftly:

My one bit of luck tonight, he exclaimed. Look!

Triumphantly, for I could see his eyes gleaming, he held up an object which at first I was unable to identify, I suppose because it was something utterly unexpected. But presently recognition came. It was a bone... a human frontal bone!

Im afraid, I said stupidly, that I dont understand.

A bull-roarer! cried Nayland Smith. Barton can probably throw light upon its particular history.

He laughed. A length of stout twine was attached to the bone, and twisting this about his fingers he swung the thing rapidly round and round at ever increasing speed.

The result was uncanny.

I heard again that awesome whining which had heralded the death of Van Berg, which I had thought to be the note of some supernatural nocturnal creature. It rose to a wail  to a sort of muted roar  and died away as the swing diminished…

One of the most ancient signaling devices in the world, Greville  probably prehistoric in origin. Listen!

I heard running footsteps, many running footsteps, in the street below  all receding into the distance...

Sir Denis laughed again, shortly.

Our bull-roarer has successfully dispersed the curious natives! he said.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN. THE BLACK SHADOW

Dawn was very near when that odd party assembled in the room which we used as an office, the room in which Van Berg had died. Nayland Smith presided, looking haggardly tired after his exertions of the night. He paced up and down continuously. The chief stood near the door, shifting from foot to foot in his equally restless fashion. Rima sat in the one comfortable chair and I upon the arm of it.

A Persian police officer who spoke perfect English completed the party.

Dr. Van Berg, as you know, said Sir Denis, died in this room. I have tried to explain how the murderer gained access. The room being higher than Sir Lionels, the line used was shorter, but the method was the same. I found fingerprints and footmarks on the roof of the mosque and also on the ledge below these shutters. A man stabbed as Van Berg was stabbed bleeds from the mouth; therefore I found no bloodstains. The Negro was swung across, not from the window, but from the roof of the mosque. He employed the same device, having quietly entered, of spraying the head of the sleeper with some drug which so far we havent been able to identify. It smells like mimosa. Fortunately, a portion remains in the spray upon the dead African, and analysis may enlighten us.

But Dr. Van Berg was stabbed, as I remember? said the Persian official.

Certainly! Nayland Smith snapped. He had a pair of Caspian kittens sleeping at the foot of his bed. The bed used to stand there, just where you are sitting. They awakened immediately and in turn awakened him. He must have realised what was afoot, and he sprang straight for the box. It was his first and only thought  for already he was under the influence of the drug. The Negro knifed him from behind.

He pointed to a narrow-bladed knife which lay upon a small table.

He came provided for a similar emergency tonight... That unhappy mystery, I think, is solved.

I cannot doubt it, the Persian admitted. But the strength of this material, touching a piece of the slender yellow-gray line, is amazing. What is it?

Its silkworm gut, Sir Lionel shouted. I recognized it at once. Its the strongest animal substance known. Its strong enough to land a shark, if hes played properly.

I dont agree with you, Barton, Nayland Smith said quietly. It certainly resembles silkworm gut, but it is infinitely stronger.

Before the chief could reply:

A very singular business. Sir Lionel, the suave official murmured. But I am happy to leam that no Persian subject is concerned in this murderous affair.

There was a pause, and then:

A fourth man was concerned, said Nayland Smith, speaking unusually slowly. He, as well as the Negro whom I wounded, has managed to get away. Probably there are exits from the mosque with which I am unacquainted?

You suggest that the fourth man concerned was one of our subjects?

I suggest nothing. I merely state that there was a fourth man. He was concealed in a window of the mosque.

Probably another of these Negroes  who are of a type quite unfamiliar to me…

They are Ogboni! shouted the chief. They come from a district of the Slave Coast I know well! Theyre members of a secret Voodoo society. You should read my book The Sorcerers of Dahomey. I spent a year in their territory. When I saw that bull roarer there he pointed to the frontal bone with the twine attached, which also lay upon the small table it gave me the clue. I knew that these West African negroes were Ogboni. Theyre active as cats and every bit as murderous. But I agree with Smith, that they were working under somebody elses direction.

The Persian official, a dignified and handsome man of forty-odd, wearing well tailored European clothes, raised his heavy brows and smiled slightly.

Are you suggesting. Sir Lionel, he asked, that the religious trouble, which I fear you have brought about, is at the bottom of this?

I am, the chief replied, glaring at him truculently.

Its beyond doubt, said Nayland Smith. The aim of the whole conspiracy was to gain possession of the green box.

The Persian continued to smile.

And in this aim it would seem that the conspirators have been successful.

They certainly managed to smuggle the box out of the mosque, Nayland Smith admitted grimly, although one of the pair was wounded, as I know for a fact.

Our visitor stood up.

Some sort of rough justice has been done, he said. The actual assassin of your poor friend Dr. Van Berg has met his deserts, as has his most active accomplice. The green box, I believe, contained valuable records of your recent inquiries in Khorassan…

His very intonation told me unmistakably that he believed nothing of the kind…

I feel, Sir Lionel, that this may represent a serious loss to Oriental students  nor can I imagine of what use these  records can be to those who have resorted to such dreadful measures to secure them.

The chief clapped his hands, and Ali Mahmoud came in. The Persian official stooped and kissed Rimas fingers, shook hands with the rest of us, and went out. There was silence for a few moments, and then:

You know, Barton, said Nayland Smith, pacing up and down rapidly, Ispahan, though quite civilised, is rather off the map; and frankly  local feeling is against you. I mean this Mokanna movement is going to play hell in Persia if it goes on. As you started it  youre not popular.

Never have been, growled the chief; never expect to be.

Not the point, rapped Smith. Theres going to be worse to come  when they know.

A silence followed which I can remember more vividly than many conversations. Rima squeezed my arm and looked up at me in a troubled way. Sir Denis was not a man to panic. But he had made it perfectly clear that he took a grave view of the situation.

Sir Lionel had fenced with the local authorities throughout, knowing that they could have no official information regarding the relics  since, outside our own party (and now Captain Woodville and Stratton Jean), nobody but Amir Khan knew we had found them.

At the cost of one life in our camp and two in their own the enemy had secured the green box... but the green box was empty! I knew now why the chief had been so conscience-stricken by the death of Van Berg; I knew that the relics had never been where we all supposed them to be from the time that we came to Ispahan.

Van Berg had died defending an empty box...

Sir Lionel began to laugh in his boisterous fashion.

Weve scored over them. Smith! he shouted, and shook his clenched fist. They had Van Berg  but we got a pair of the swine tonight! Topping it all  theyve drawn a blank!

His laughter ceased, and that wonderful, lined old face settled down again into the truculent mask which was the front Sir Lionel Barton showed to the world.

Its a poor triumph, he added, to pay for the loss of Van Berg.

Nayland Smith ceased his promenade at the window and stood with his back to all of us, staring out.

I dont know where youve hidden the relics, Barton, he said slowly, but I may have to ask you to tell me. One thing I do know. This part of the East is no longer healthy for any of us. The second attempt has failed  but the third…

What are you suggesting? Sir Lionel growled; that I give em up? Suppose it came to that. Who am I dealing with?

Nayland Smith did not turn. But:

I believe I can tell you, he answered quietly.

Then tell me! Dont throw out hints. Speak up, man!

At that, Nayland Smith turned and stared at the speaker, remaining silent for some moments. At last:

I flew here in a two-seater from Basra, he replied. There was no other aircraft available in the neighbourhood. I have already made arrangements, however. Imperial Airways have lent us a taxi. You must realise. Barton, the position is serious.

Something in his manner temporarily silenced the chief; until:

I do realise it, he admitted grudgingly. Some organiser has got hold of this wave of fanaticism which my blowing up of El Mokannas tomb started, and he realises  I suppose thats what youre driving at?  that production of the actual relics would clinch the matter. Am I right?

You are! said Nayland Smith. And I must ask you to consider one or two facts. The drug which was used in the case of Van Berg, and again last night, is, I admit, unfamiliar. But the method of employment is not. You see what I mean?

Rimas grip on my arm tightened; and:

Shan, she said, looking up at me, it was what happened two years ago in England!

The chiefs face was a study. Under tufted eyebrows he was positively glaring at Nayland Smith. The latter continued:

Rima begins to realise what I mean. The device for passing from house to house without employing the usual method of descending to the street is also familiar to me. It was experience, and nothing else, that enabled me to deal with the affair of last night.

He paused, and I found my mind working feverishly. Then, bringing that odd conversation to a dramatic head, came a husky query from Sir Lionel.

Good God! Smith! he said. He cant be behind this?

The emphasis on he resolved my final doubt.

Youre not suggesting, Sir Denis, I asked, that we are up against Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Rima clutched me now convulsively. Once only had she met the stupendous genius, Dr. Fu-Manchu, but the memory of that one interview would remain with her to the end of her days, as it would remain with me.

If I had had any doubts, Barton, said Nayland Smith, your identification of the murderer and his accomplice would have settled them. They belong, you tell me, to a secret society on the Slave Coast.

He paused, staring hard at Sir Lionel.

I believe that there is no secret society of this character, however small or remote, which is not affiliated to the organisation known as the Si-Fan. That natives of the Pacific Islands are indirectly controlled by this group, I know for a fact; why not Negroes of West Africa? Consider the matter from another angle. What are natives of the Slave Coast doing in Persia? Who has brought them here?

They are instruments, Barton, in the hands of a master schemer. For what object they were originally imported, we shall probably never know, but their usefulness in the present case has been proved. There can be no association between this West African society and the survivors of the followers of El Mokanna. These Negroes are in the train of some directing personality.

It was morning, and the East is early afoot. From a neighbouring market street came sounds of movement and discords human and animal. Suddenly Sir Denis spoke again.

If any doubt had remained in my mind. Barton, it would have been removed last night. You may recall that just before the first signal came, someone passed slowly along the street below?

Yes! I heard him  but I couldnt see him.

I heard him, too! I cried…

I both heard him and saw him, Nayland Smith continued from my post on the minaret. Action was impossible  unfortunately  in the circumstances. But the man who walked along the street last night just before the second attempt on the green box… was Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN. ROAD TO CAIRO

Weary though I was of all the East, nevertheless, Cairo represented civilisation. I think I have never felt a greater wave of satisfaction than at the moment when, completing the third and longest stage of our flight from Ispahan, we climbed down upon the sands of Egypt.

Dr. Petrie was there to meet us; and the greeting between himself and Sir Denis, while it had all the restraint which characterises our peculiar race, was nevertheless so intimate and affectionate that I turned away and helped Rima down the ladder.

When the chief, last to alight, joined his old friend, I felt that Rima and I had no further part in the affair.

It should have been a happy reunion, but a cloud lay over it  a cloud which I, personally, was helpless to dispel.

Dr. Petrie, no whit changed since last I had seen him, broke away from Sir Denis and the chief and hugged Rima and myself in both arms. The best of men are not wholly unselfish; and part of Petries present happiness was explainable by something which I had overheard as he had grasped Nayland Smiths hand:

Thank God, old man! Kara is home in England…

Mrs. Petrie, the most beautiful woman I have ever met (Rima is not jealous of my opinion), was staying with Petries people in Surrey, where the doctor shortly anticipated joining her.

I was sincerely glad. For the gaunt shadow of Fu-Manchu again had crept over us, and the lovely wife whom Petrie had snatched from that evil genius was in safe keeping beyond the reach of the menace which stretched over us even here.

Nevertheless, this was a momentary hiatus, if no more than momentary. Rima extended her arms, raised her adorable little head, and breathed in the desert air as one inhaling a heavenly perfume.

Shan, she said, I dont feel a bit safe, yet. But at least we are in Egypt, our Egypt!

Those words our Egypt quickened my pulse. It was in Egypt that I had met her, and in Egypt that I had learned to love her. But above and beyond even this they held a deeper significance. There is something about Egypt which seems to enter the blood of some of us, and to make that old, secret land a sort of super-motherland. I lack the power properly to express what I mean, but over and over again I have found this odd sort of cycle operating  suggesting some mystic affinity with the gift of the Nile, which, once recognized, can never be shaken off.

Our Egypt! Yes, I appreciated what she meant…

Dr. Petrie had his car waiting, and presently we set out for Cairo. Our pilot, Humphreys, had official routine duties to perform, but arrangements were made for his joining us later.

The chief, with Nayland Smith and Rima, packed themselves in behind, and I sat beside Dr. Petrie in front. Having cleared the outskirts of Heliopolis and got out onto the road to Cairo:

This last job of yours, Greville, said Petrie, in Khorassan, has had its echoes even here.

Good heavens! You dont tell me!

I assure you it is so. I hadnt the faintest idea, until Smiths first message reached me, that this extraordinary outburst of fanaticism which is stirring up the Moslem population (and has its particular centre at El Azhar) had anything to do with old Barton. Now I know.

He paused, steering a careful course through those immemorable thoroughfares where East and West mingle. Our pilot had just tricked sunset, and we drove on amid the swift, violet, ever changing dusk; dodging familiar native groups; a donkey-rider now and then  with villas shrinking right and left into the shadows, and dusty palms beginning to assume an appearance of silhouettes against the sky which is the roof of Egypt.

It may have reached me earlier than it reached the authorities, Dr. Petrie went on; I have many native patients. But that the Veiled Prophet is reborn is common news throughout the native quarter!

This is damned serious! said I.

Petrie swept left to avoid a party of three aged Egyptians trudging along the road to Cairo as though automobiles had not been invented.

When I realised what lay behind it, Petrie added, I could only find one redeeming feature  that my wife, thank God! was in England. The centre of the trouble is farther east, but theres a big reaction here.

The centre of the trouble, rapped Nayland Smith, evidently having overheard some part of our conversation, is here, in your car, Petrie!

What!

The doctors sudden grip on the wheel jerked us from the right to the centre of the road, until he steadied himself; then:

I dont know what you mean. Smith, he added.

He means the big suitcase which I have with me! the chief shouted. Its under my feet now!

We were traversing a dark patch at the moment with a crossways ahead of us and a native café on the left. Petrie, a careful driver, had been trying for some time to pass a cart laden with fodder which jogged along obstinately in the middle of the road. Suddenly it was pulled in, and the doctor shot past.

Even as Sir Lionel spoke, and before Petrie could hope to avert the catastrophe, out from the nearer side of this café, supported by two companions, a man (apparently drunk or full of hashish) came lurching. I had a hazy impression that the two supporters had sprung back; then, although Petrie swerved violently and applied brakes, a sickening thud told me that the bumpers had struck him…

A crowd twenty or thirty strong gathered in a twinkling. They were, I noted, exclusively native. Petrie was out first  I behind him  Nayland Smith came next, and then Rima.

Voices were raised in high excitement. Men were gesticulating and shaking clenched fists at us.

Carry him in, said Petrie quietly. I want to look at him. But I think this man is dead…

On a wooden seat in the café we laid the victim, an elderly Egyptian, very raggedly dressed, who might have been a mendicant. A shouting mob blocked the doorway and swarmed about us. Their attitude was unpleasant.

Nayland Smith grabbed my arm.

Give em hell in their own language! he directed. Youre a past master of the lingo.

I turned, hands upraised, and practically exhausted my knowledge of Arab invective. I was so far successful as to produce a lull of stupefaction during which the doctor made a brief examination.

Rima throughout had kept close beside me; Nayland Smith stood near the feet of the victim  his face an unreadable mask, but his piercing gray eyes questioning Petrie. And at last:

Wheres Barton? said Petrie astonishingly, standing upright and looking about him  from Rima to myself and from me to Nayland Smith.

Never mind Barton, said the latter. Is the man dead?

Dead? Petrie echoed. Hes been dead for at least three hours! Hes rigid... Wheres Barton?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN. ROAD TO CAIRO (CONTINUED)

Sir Denis forming the head of the wedge, the four of us fought our way out of the café to the street, Petrie and I acting as Rimas bodyguard.

The hostility of the crowd was now becoming nasty. The mystery of the thing had literally turned me cold. Then, to crown it all, as we gained the open, I was just in time to see the chief, standing beside Petries car, deliver a formidable drive to the jaw of a big Nubian and to see the Negro sprawl upon his back.

A frame-up, Smith! came his great voice, as he sighted us. To me, Cavaliers! Were in the hands of the Roundheads!

So strange a plot I could never have imagined, but its significance was all to obvious. The chiefs cry was characteristic of the mans entire outlook on life. He was a throwback to days when personal combat was a gentlemans recreation. His book History and Art of the Rapier might have been written by a musketeer, so wholly was the spirit of the author steeped in his bloodthirsty subject. This boyish diablerie it was which made him lovable, but perhaps as dangerous a companion as any man ever had.

One thing, however, I could not find it in my heart to forgive him: that he should expose Rima to peril consequent upon his crazy enthusiasms. I had come to want her near me in every waking moment. Yet now, with that threatening crowd about us and with every evidence that a secret enemy had engineered this hold-up, I found myself wishing that she, as well as Mrs. Petrie, had been safe in England.

How we should have fared, and how that singular episode would have ended, I cannot say. It was solved by the appearance of a member of one of the most efficient organisations in the world: a British-Egyptian policeman, his tarbush worn at a jaunty angle, his blue tunic uncreased as though it had left the tailors only that morning. His khaki breeches were first class, and his very boots apparently unsoiled by the dust. He elbowed his way into the crowd  aloof, alone, self-contained, all powerful.

I had seen the same calm official intrusion on the part of a New York policeman, and I had witnessed it with admiration in London. But never before had I welcomed it so as at the appearance of this semi-military figure that night on the outskirts of Cairo.

Gesticulating Egyptians sought to enlist his sympathy and hearing. He was deaf. It dawned upon me that the casual onlookers had been deceived as completely as ourselves. We were regarded as the slayers of the poor old mendicant. But the appearance of that stocky figure changed everything.

As we reached Barton:

Is the case safe? snapped Nayland Smith, glancing down at the Negro, now rapidly getting to his feet.

It is, the chief replied grimly. Thats what they were after. Sir Denis nodded shortly and turned to the police officer.

Your car, sir? asked the latter. Whats the trouble?

Remains to be investigated! You turned up at the right moment. My name is Nayland Smith. Have you been advised?

The man started  stared hard, and then:

Yes, sir. He saluted. Two days ago. Carry on, sir. Ill deal with all this.

Good. Youre a smart officer. Whats your name?

John Banks, sir, on special duty here tonight. Ill mention you at headquarters…


CHAPTER SIXTEEN. A MASKED WOMAN

I am not prepared to believe, said Sir Lionel, walking up and down the big room reserved for him at Shepheards, that even Dr. Fu-Manchu could have had a stock of dead men waiting on the road from Heliopolis.

Neither am I, said Nayland Smith. We may have avoided earlier traps. Those three old fellows, Petrie turning to the Doctor who seemed so reluctant to get out of your way, you remember, and the cart laden with fodder. I dont suggest for a moment, Barton, that that poor old beggar was killed to serve the purpose; but Petrie here is of opinion that he died either from enteritis or poisoning, and the employment of a body in that way was probably a local inspiration on the part of the agents planted at that particular stage of our journey. He was pushed out, to the best of my recollection, from a shadowy patch of waste ground close beside the café. Where he actually died, I dont suppose we shall ever know, but tugging at the lobe of his left ear its the most extraordinary trick I have ever met with, even in my dealings with…

He paused, and Rima finished the sentence:

Dr. Fu-Manchu.

There came an interval. The shutters of the window which overlooked the garden were closed. Muted voices, laughter, and a sound of many footsteps upon sanded paths rose to us dimly. But that group in the room was silent, until:

Only he could devise such a thing, said the chief slowly, and only you and I, Smith, could go one better.

He pointed to a battered leather suitcase lying on a chair and began to laugh in his own boisterous fashion.

I travel light, Smith! he cried, but my baggage is valuable!

None of us responded to his mood, and Sir Denis stared at him very coldly.

When is Ali Mahmoud due in Cairo? he asked.

That queer question was so unexpected that I turned and stared at the speaker. The chief appeared to be quite taken aback; and:

Hell do well if hes here with the heavy kit in four days, he replied. But why do you ask, Smith?

Nayland Smith snapped his fingers irritably and began to walk up and down again.

I should have thought, Barton, he snapped, that we knew one another well enough to have shared confidences.

What do you mean?

Simply what I say. If it conveys nothing  forget it!

I shant forget it, said the chief gloweringly, his tufted brows drawn together. But I shall continue to conduct my own affairs in my own way.

Good enough. Im not going to quarrel with you. But I should like to make a perfectly amiable suggestion.

One moment, Petrie interrupted. Were all old friends here. Weve gone through queer times together, and after all  theres a common enemy. Its useless to pretend we dont know who that common enemy is. You agree with me, Smith? For Gods sake, lets stand four square. I dont know all the facts. But I strongly suspect turning to Sir Denis that you do. Youre the stumbling block, Barton. Youre keeping something up your sleeve. Lay all the cards on the table.

The chief gnawed his moustache, locked his hands behind him, and stood very upright, looking from face to face. He was in his most truculent mood. But at last, glancing aside from Petrie:

I await your amiable suggestion, Smith, he growled.

Ill put it forward, said the latter. It is this: A Bibby liner is leaving Port Said for Southampton tomorrow. I suggest that Rima secures a berth.

Rima jumped up at his words, but I saw Petrie grasp her hand as if to emphasise his agreement with them.

Why should I be sent home, Sir Denis? she demanded. What have I done? If youre thinking of my safety, Ive been living for months in remote camps in Khorassan and Persia, and you see she laughed and glanced aside at me Im still alive.

You have done nothing, my dear, Sir Denis returned, and smiled in that delightful way which, for all his seniority, sometimes made me wonder why any woman could spare me a thought while he was present. Nor, he added, do I doubt your courage. But while your uncle maintains his present attitude, I dont merely fear  I know  that all of us, yourself included, stand in peril of our lives.

There was an unpleasant sense of tension in the atmosphere. The chief was in one of his most awkward moods  which I knew well. He had some dramatic trick up his sleeve. Of this I was fully aware. And he was afraid that Sir Denis was going to spoil his big effect.

Sir Lionel, for all his genius, and despite his really profound learning, at times was actuated by the motives which prompt a mischievous schoolboy to release a mouse at a girls party.

Incongruously, at this moment, at least from our point of view, a military band struck up somewhere beneath; for this was a special occasion of some kind, and the famous garden was en fete. None of us, however, were in gala humour; but:

Lets go down and see whats going on, Shan, said Rima. She glanced at Sir Lionel. Can you spare him?

Glad to get rid of him, growled the chief. Hes hand and hoof with Smith, here, and one of ems enough…

And so presently Rima and I found ourselves crossing the lobby below and watching a throng entering the ballroom from which strains of a dance band came floating out.

What a swindle, Shan! she said, pouting in a childish fashion I loved. Im simply dying for a dance. And I havent even the ghost of a frock with me.

We were indeed out of place in that well dressed gathering, in our tired-looking travelling kit. For practically the whole of our worldly possessions had been left behind with the heavy gear in charge of Ali Mahmoud.

After several months more or less in the wilderness, all these excited voices and the throb and drone of jazz music provided an overdose of modern civilisation.

I feel like Robinson Crusoe, Rima declared, on his first day home. Do you feel like Man Friday?

Not a bit!

Im glad, because you look more like a Red Indian.

Exposure to sun and wind, as a matter of fact, had beyond doubt reduced my complexion to the tinge of a very new brick, and I was wearing an old tweed suit which for shabbiness could only be compared with that of gray flannel worn by Sir Denis.

Nevertheless, I thought, as I looked at Rima, from her trim glossy head to the tips of her small gray shoes, that she was the daintiest figure I had seen that night.

As were totally unfit for the ballroom, I said, do you think we might venture in the garden?

We walked through the lounge with its little Oriental alcoves and out into the garden. It was a perfect night, but unusually hot for the season. Humphreys, our pilot, joined us there, and:

You know, Greville, he said grinning, I dont know what youve been up to in Khorassan, or wherever it is. But somebody in those parts is kicking up no end of a shindy.

He glanced at me shrewdly. Of the real facts he could know nothing  unless the chief had been characteristically indiscreet. But I realised that he must suspect our flight from Persia to have had some relation to the disturbances in that country.

I should say you bolted just in time, he went on. They claim a sort of new Mahdi up there. When I got to Cairo this evening I found the news everywhere. Honestly, its all over the town, particularly the native town. Theres a most curious feeling abroad, and in some way they have got the story of this Veiled bloke mixed up with the peculiar weather. I mean, its turned phenomenally hot. Theres evidently a storm brewing.

Which they put down to the influence of El Mokanna?

Oh, what nonsense! Rima laughed.

But Humphreys nodded grimly, and:

Exactly, he returned. Im told that a religious revival is overdue among the Moslems, and this business may fill the bill. You ought to know as well as I do, Greville, that superstition is never very far below the surface in even the most cultured Oriental. And these waves of fanaticism are really incalculable. Its a kind of mass hypnotism, and we know the creative power of thought.

I stared at the speaker with a new curiosity. He was revealing a side of his nature which I had not supposed to exist. Rima, too, had grown thoughtful.

Someone would have to lead this movement, she suggested. How could there be followers of a Veiled Prophet if there were no Veiled Prophet?

Im told that up at El Azhar, Humphreys replied seriously, they are proclaiming that there is a Veiled Prophet  or, rather, a Masked Prophet. Hes supposed to be moving down through Persia.

But its simply preposterous! Rima declared.

Its likely to be infernally dangerous, he returned dryly. However, brightening up, I notice youre devoid of evening kit, Miss Barton, same as Greville. But as Im attired with proper respectability, I know of no reason why we shouldnt dance out here. The bands just starting again.

Rima consented with a complete return of gaiety. And as her petite figure moved off beside that of the burly airman, I lighted a cigarette and looked around me. I was glad she had found a partner to distract her thoughts from the depression which lay upon all of us. And, anyway, Im not much of a dancing man myself at the best of times.

Up under the leaves of the tall palms little coloured electric lamps were set, resembling fiery fruit. Japanese lanterns formed lighted festoons from trunk to trunk. In the moonlight, the water of the central fountain looked like an endless cascade of diamonds. The sky above was blue-black, and the stars larger and brighter than I remembered ever to have seen them.

Crunching of numberless feet I heard on the sanded paths; a constant murmur of voices; peals of laughter rising sometimes above it all  and now the music of a military band.

There were few fancy costumes, and those chiefly of the stock order. But there was a profusion of confetti  which seems to be regarded as indispensable on such occasions, but which I personally look upon as a definite irritant. To shed little disks of coloured paper from ones clothing, cigarette case, and tobacco pouch wherever one goes for a week after visiting a fete of this kind is a test of good-humour which the Southern races possibly survive better than I do.

I strolled round towards the left of the garden  that part farthest from the band and the dancers  intending to slip into the hotel for a drink before rejoining Rima and Humphreys.

Two or three confetti fiends had pot shots at me, but I did not find their attentions stimulating. In fact, I may as well confess that this more or less artificial gaiety, far from assisting me to banish those evil thoughts which claimed my mind, seemed to focus them more sharply.

Sir Denis and the chief, when I had left them, were still pacing up and down in the latters room, arguing hotly; and poor Dr. Petrie was trying to keep the peace. That Sir Lionel had smuggled the Mokanna relics out of Persian territory he did not deny, nor was this by any means the first time he had indulged in similar acts of piracy. Nayland Smith was for lodging them in the vault of the Museum: Sir Lionel declined to allow them out of his possession.

He had a queer look in his deep-set eyes which I knew betokened mischief. Sir Denis knew too, and the knowledge taxed him almost to the limit of endurance, that the chief was keeping something back.

A sudden barrage of confetti made me change my mind about going in. Try how I would, I could not force myself into gala humour, and I walked all around the border of the garden, along a path which seemed to be deserted and only imperfectly lighted.

Practically everybody was on the other side, where the band was playing  either dancing or watching the dancing. The greater number of the guests were in the ballroom, however, preferring jazz and a polished floor to military brass and al fresco discomfort. I had lost my last cigarette under the confetti bombardment, and now, taking out my pipe, I stood still and began to fill it.

Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Nayland Smith believed that agents of Dr. Fu-Manchu had been responsible for the death of Van Berg and for the theft of the green box. This, I reflected, could mean only one thing.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was responsible for the wave of fanaticism sweeping throughout the East, for that singular rumour that a prophet was reborn, which, if Humphreys and Petrie were to be believed, El Azhar already proclaimed.

My pipe filled, I put my hand in my pocket in search of matches, when  a tall, slender figure crossed the path a few yards ahead of me.

My hand came out of my pocket, I took the unlighted pipe from between my teeth, and stared... stared!

The woman, who wore a green, sheath-like dress and gold shoes, had a delicate indolence of carriage, wholly Oriental. About one bare ivory arm, extending from just below the elbow to the wrist, she wore a massive jade bangle in six or seven loops. A golden girdle not unlike a sword belt was about her waist, and a tight green turban on her head.

Her appearance, then, was sufficiently remarkable. But that which crowned the queerness of this slender, graceful figure, was the fact that she wore a small half-mask; and this half-mask was apparently of gold!

That the costume was designed to represent El Mokanna there could be no doubt. This in itself was extraordinary, but might have been explained by that queer wave of native opinion which was being talked about everywhere. It was such an ill-considered jest as would commend itself to a crazy member of the younger set. But there was something else…

Either I had become the victim of an optical delusion, traceable to events of the past few days, or the woman in the gold mask was Fu-Manchus daughter!


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. THE MOSQUE OF MUAYYAD

Normally the air would have been growing chilly by now, but on the contrary a sort of oppressive heat seemed to be increasing. As the alluring figure crossed diagonally and disappeared into a side path, I glanced upward.

The change was startling.

Whereas but a few minutes before the stars had been notably bright, now not a star was visible. A dense black cloud hung overhead, and, as the band stopped, I noted a quality of stillness in the atmosphere such as often precedes a storm.

These things, however, I observed almost subconsciously. I was determined to overtake the wearer of the gold mask; I was determined to establish her identity. All those doubts and fears which I had with difficulty kept at bay seemed to swoop down upon me as if from the brooding sky.

An imperfect glimpse only I had had of long, tapering ivory fingers. But I believed there was only one woman in the world who possessed such hands  the woman known as Fah Lo Suee, the fascinating but witch-like daughter of the Chinese doctor.

Slipping my pipe back into my pocket, I stepped forward quickly, turning right, into a narrow path. Owing, I suppose, to the threatening skies, a general exodus from the garden had commenced, and since I was walking away from the hotel and not towards it, I met with no other guests.

I had hesitated only a few seconds before starting in pursuit. Nevertheless, there was no sign of my quarry. I pulled up, peering ahead. A sudden doubt crossed my mind.

Had Fah Lo Suee seen me? And did she hope to slip away unmasked? If so, she had made a false move.

For a glance had shown that, now, she could not possibly avoid me. She had turned left, from the narrow path, and was approaching the railings of the garden at a point where there was a gate.

I chanced to know that this gate was invariably locked…

She had nearly reached it when I began to walk forward again, slowly and confidently. Her movements convinced me even in the semi-darkness that my conjecture had been correct. This was Fu-Manchus daughter, beyond any shadow of doubt.

I was not twelve paces behind her when she came to the gate. She stooped, and, although I heard no sound  the gate swung open! I saw her for a moment, a tall, slim silhouette against lights from the other side of the street; then the gate clanged to behind her.

Without even glancing over her shoulder, although I knew she must have heard my approach, she turned left in the direction of Sharia Kamel, still at that leisurely, languid pace.

I ran to the gate  it was locked!

This discovery astounded me.

By what means obtained, I could not even guess, but clearly this strange woman possessed a key of the disused entrance. I contemplated scaling the railings, but realised the difficulty of the operation. There was only one thing for it.

I turned and ran back to the hotel, hoping I might meet no one to whom I should feel called upon to give an explanation of my eccentric conduct.

There came an ominous rumbling, and I saw with annoyance that crowds were pouring in at the entrance. However, I made a rush for it; earned some stinging comments on the part of guests into whom I bumped  dashed across the lobby and out onto the terrace.

A line of cars and taxicabs was drawn up outside. This I had time to note as I went flying down the steps. I turned sharply right. I was only just in time. A wonderfully slender ankle, an arched instep, and a high-heeled golden shoe provided the only clue.

The woman had just entered a car stationed, not outside the terrace of the hotel, but over by the arcade opposite. At the very moment that I heard the clang of its closing door, the car moved off, going in the direction of Esbekiyeh Gardens.

I ran to the end of the rank of waiting cabs and cars, and, grabbing an Egyptian driver who brought up the tail of the procession:

Look! I said rapidly in Arabic, and pulled him about, where I am pointing!

The hour being no later than ten oclock, there was still a fair amount of traffic about. But I could see the car, a long, low two-seater, proceeding at no great speed, in the direction of the Continental.

You see that yellow car? The one that has just reached the corner!

The man stared as I pointed; and then:

Yes, I see it.

Then follow it! Double fare if you keep it in sight!

That settled the matter. He sprang to the wheel in a flash. And whilst I half knelt on the seat, looking back, he turned his cab with reckless disregard of oncoming traffic and started off at racing speed...

Other cars were in the way, now, but I could still discern that in which the woman had driven off. I saw it turn left. I bent forward, shouting to the driver.

They have turned left  did you see?

Yes.

An English policeman shouted angrily as my driver swerved to avoid a pedestrian and drove madly on. But the magic of a double fare infected him like a virus. He took the corner by the Gardens, when we reached it, at breakneck speed, and foreseeing disaster if this continued:

Take it easy! I shouted, leaning forward. I can see them ahead. I dont want to catch them  only to keep them in sight.

The man nodded, and our progress became less furious. The atmosphere remained oppressive, but a few stars began to creep out overhead, and I saw ragged borders of the black cloud moving away over the Mokattam Hills. Rumbling of thunder grew more distant.

I could see the car ahead very clearly, now, for indeed we were quite near to it. And I found time to wonder where it could possibly be going.

We were leaving the European city behind and heading for the Oriental. In fact, it began to dawn upon me that Fah Lo Suee was making for the Muski  that artery of the bazaar streets, hives of industry during the day, but desolate as a city of the dead at night.

I was right.

The last trace of native night life left behind us, I saw the yellow car, proceeding in leisurely fashion, head straight into that deserted thoroughfare. My driver followed. We passed a crossways but still carried on, presently to turn right. I saw a mosque ahead, but my brain was so excited that at the moment I failed to identify it. My knowledge of native Cairo is not extensive at the best.

We left the mosque behind, the narrow street being far from straight and I in a constant fever lest we should lose sight of the yellow car. Then, I saw it  just passing another, larger mosque.

Where are we? I asked.

Sukkariya, he replied, slowing down still more and negotiating a right-angle turn.

Empty shops and unlighted houses were all about us. For some time now we had met not a single pedestrian. It was utterly mystifying. Where could the woman possibly be heading for?

Where does this lead to?

Mosque of Muayyad-Bab ez-Zuwela…

Fah Lo Suee, of course, must have known now that she was pursued, but this I considered to be unavoidable, since in that maze of narrow streets that only a native driver could have negotiated, to lose sight of her for a moment would have meant failure.

Right again went the long, low French car.

Dont know the name, my driver announced nonchalantly.

We turned into the narrowest street we had yet endeavoured to negotiate.

Pull up! I ordered sharply.

The place was laden with those indescribable smells which belong to the markets of the East, but nowhere could I see a light, or any evidence of human occupation. Narrow alleys intersected the street  mere black caverns.

Ahead, I saw the yellow car moving away again. But, for the second time that night, I had a glimpse of an arched instep, of a golden shoe.

Fah Lo Suee had alighted from the car, which evidently someone else was driving, and had walked into a narrow alley not twenty yards along.

I jumped out.

Stay here, I ordered. Dont move, whatever happens, until I come back.

I set out at the double, pulling up when I gained the entrance to the alley, and peering into its utter blackness. I heard the distant rumbling of thunder. It died away into oppressive silence.

No sound of footsteps reached me, and there was no glimmer of light ahead.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. DR. FU-MANCHU

I began to grope my way along a dark, unevenly paved passage, but I had taken no more than two steps forward when the folly of my behaviour crashed upon me like a revelation. If the woman who had disappeared somewhere ahead were indeed she whom we had known as Madame Ingomar, what a fool I was to thrust myself into this rat trap!

For a man to experience such terrors in regard to a woman may seem feeble; but from bitter experience I knew something of the weapons at command of Fah Lo Suee. That I might be mistaken about the identity of the gold mask was remotely possible, but no more than remotely so.

In a few fleeting seconds I reviewed the queer episode from the moment when I had seen that green-robed figure in Shepheards garden  and I realised with bleak certainty that her behaviour had been directly to one end and to one end only. A trap had been baited... and I had fallen into it like the veriest fool.

I pulled up sharply, stretching out my hands to learn if any obstruction lay ahead. In the heat of the chase I had thrown precaution aside. I realised now, too late, that I was unarmed, alone; no one but the driver of the taxicab had the slightest idea where I had gone.

This same counsel came in the same moment that panic threatened. What else I could have done if the woman were not to escape unmasked was not clear. But to have sent a message to Smith, to Petrie, to the chief, before setting out, seemed, now, a more reasonable course.

And as the things which I had not done presented themselves starkly before me, a wave of that abominable perfume of mimosa which to the end of my days I must associate with the death of poor Van Berg was swept into my face…

It stifled me, engulfed me, struck me dumb. I remember that I tried to cry out, recognising in this awful moment that my only chance was to attract the attention of the Egyptian driver.

But never a sound came, only an increase of darkness, a deadly sickness, and a maddening knowledge that among fools in the land of Egypt I might claim high rank...

My next impression was of acute pain in the left ankle. My head was swimming as though I had recently indulged in a wild debauch, and my eyelids were so heavy that I seemed to experience physical difficulty in raising them.

I did raise them, however, and (a curious circumstance, later to be explained) my brain immediately began to function from the very moment that I had smelled that ghastly perfume.

My first thought, now, overlapped my last before unconsciousness had claimed me. I thought that I lay in that nameless alley somewhere behind the Mosque of Muayyad and that in falling I had twisted my ankle. I expected darkness, but I saw light.

Raising my hands, I rubbed my aching eyes, staring about me dazedly. I was furiously thirsty, but in absolute possession of my senses. I looked down at my ankle, which pained me intensely, and made a discovery so remarkable that it engaged my attention even in the surroundings amid which I found myself.

I was lying on a divan; and about each of my ankles was fastened a single loop of dull, gray-yellow line resembling catgut and no thicker than a violin string. Amazing to relate  there were apparently no knots!

One of these loops was drawn so tightly as to be painful, and a single strand, some twelve inches long, connected the left ankle with the right. I struggled to my feet  and was surprised, since I knew I had been drugged, to find that my muscular reactions were perfectly normal.

Evidently my common sense was subnormal (or I am slow to profit by experience); for, resting one foot firmly on the floor, I kicked forward with the other, fully anticipating that this fragile link would snap.

The result must have been comic; but I had no audience. I kicked myself backward with astonishing velocity, falling among the cushions of the divan, from which I had not moved away!

Fortunately, the tendon escaped serious injury; but this first experiment was also the last. I had, tardily, recognized my bonds to be of that mysterious substance which had figured in our Ispahan adventure. I should not have been more helpless, save that I could shuffle about the room, if iron fetters had confined me.

I lay where I had fallen, gazing about. And I knew, as I had known in the very moment of opening my heavy-lidded eyes, that this was an amazing room in which I found myself.

It was a long, low salon, obviously that of an old Egyptian house, as the woodwork, a large mushrabiyeh window, and the tiling upon part of the wall clearly indicated. There were a few good rugs upon the floor, and light was furnished by several lamps, shaded incongruously in unmistakable Chinese fashion, which swung from the wooden ceiling.

The furniture was scanty, some of it Arab in character but some of it of Chinese lacquer. Right and left of the recessed window (which, wrongly, as after events showed, I assumed to overlook a street adjoining that alleyway behind the mosque) were deep bookcases laden with volumes. These, to judge from their unfamiliar binding, might have been rare works.

There were a number of glass cases in the room, containing most singular objects. In one was what looked like a living human head, that of a woman. But, as I focused my horrified gaze upon it, I saw that it was an unusually perfect mummy head. In another, which was obviously heated, I saw growing foliage and, watching it more closely, realised that a number of small, vividly green snakes moved among the leaves. A human skeleton, perfect, I thought, even to the small bones, stood in a rack in a gap between the bookcases. The window recess was glazed to form a sort of small conservatory, and through the glass, dimly, I could see that bloated flesh-coloured orchids were growing.

I stood up again, testing my injured ankle. It pained intensely, but the tendon had survived the jerk. I began to shuffle forward in the direction of a large, plain wooden table, resembling a monkish refectory table, before which was set one of those polished, inlaid chairs which are produced in the bazaars of Damascus.

There were some of those strange-looking volumes upon this table, as well as a number of scientific instruments, test tubes, and chemical paraphernalia. As I stood up, I saw that the table was covered with a sheet of glass.

Changing my position, other glass cases came into view; they contained rows of chemical bottles and apparatus. The place was more than half a laboratory. And I noticed, looking behind me, that there was a working bench in one corner fitted with electrical devices, although of a character quite unfamiliar.

The truth came subconsciously ahead of its positive confirmation. There were three doors to the salon, perfectly plain white teak doors. And in the very moment that I recognized a peculiar fact  viz: that they possessed neither bolts, handles, nor keyholes  one of these doors opened and slid noiselessly to the left.

I found myself alone with Dr. Fu-Manchu.


CHAPTER NINETEEN. FORMULA ELIXIR VITAE

He wore a green robe upon which was embroidered a white peacock, and on the dome of his wonderful skull a little cap was perched  a black cap surmounted by a coral ball. The door slid silently to behind him, and he stood watching me.

Once and once only, hitherto, had I seen the mandarin Fu-Manchu. He had impressed me, then, as one of the most gigantic forces ever embodied in a human form: but amazing  and amazingly horrible  he seemed, now, as he stood looking at me, to have shaken off part of the burden of years under which he had stooped on that unforgettable night in London.

He carried no stick; his long, bony hands were folded upon his breast. He was drawn up to his full, gaunt height, which I judged to be over six feet. His eyes, which were green as the eyes of a leopard, fixed me with a glance so piercing that it extended my powers to the full to sustain it.

There are few really first-class brains in the world today, but no man with any experience of humanity, looking into those long brilliant eyes, could have doubted that he stood in the presence of a super-mind.

I cannot better describe my feelings than by saying I felt myself to be absorbed; mentally and spiritually sucked empty by that awful gaze.

Even as this ghastly sensation, which I find myself unable properly to convey in words, overwhelmed me, a queer sort of film obscured the emerald eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu, and I experienced immediate relief.

I remembered in that fleeting moment a discussion between Nayland Smith and Dr. Petrie touching this phenomenal quality of Fu-Manchus eyes, which the doctor frankly admitted he had never met with before, and for which he could not account.

Walking slowly, but with a cat-like dignity, Fu-Manchu crossed to the long table, seating himself in the chair. His slippered feet made no sound. The room was silent as a tomb. The scene had that quality which belongs to dreams. No plan presented itself, and I found myself tongue-tied.

Fu-Manchu pressed the button of a shaded lamp upon a silver pedestal, and raising a small, pear-shaped vessel from a rack, examined its contents against the light. It contained some colourless fluid.

His hands were singular: long, bony, flexible fingers, in which, caricatured, as it were, I saw the unforgettable ivory fingers of Fah Lo Suee.

He replaced the vessel in the rack and turned to a page of one of those large volumes which lay open beside him. Seemingly considering it, he began to speak absent-mindedly.

His voice was as I remembered it, except that I thought it had acquired greater power: guttural but perfectly clear. He gave to every syllable its true value. Indeed, he spoke the purest English of any man I have ever heard.

Mr Greville, he said, I trust that any slight headache which you may have experienced on awakening has now disappeared.

I stood watching him where he sat, but attempted no reply.

Formerly, he continued, I employed sometimes a preparation of Indian hemp and at other times various derivatives of opium with greater or less success. An anaesthetic prepared from the common puffball for many years engaged my attention also; but I have now improved upon these.

He extended one long, green-draped arm, picking up and dropping with a faint rattling sound a number of brownish objects which looked like dried peas and which lay in a little tray upon the table.

Seeds of a species of Mimosa pudica, found in Brazil and in parts of Asia, he continued, never once glancing in my direction. I should like you to inform our mutual friend Dr. Petrie, whom I esteem, that Western science is on the wrong track, and that the perfect anaesthetic is found in Mimosa pudica. You succumbed to it tonight, Mr. Greville, and you have been unconscious for nearly half an hour. But if you were a medical man you would admit that the effects are negligible. The mental hiatus, also, is bridged immediately. Your first conscious thought was liked with your last. Am I right?

You are right, I replied, looking down at my feet and wondering if a sudden spring would enable me to get my hands around that lean throat.

Your reflexes are normal, the slow, guttural voice continued. The visceral muscles are unimpaired; there is no cardiac reaction. You are even now contemplating an assault upon me. He turned to another page of the large volume. But consider the facts, Mr. Greville. You are still young enough to be impetuous: permit me to warn you. That slender thread which confines your ankles, and which I understand Sir Lionel Barton mistook for silkworm gut, is actually prepared from the flocculent secretion of Theridion  a well known but interesting spider…

You seem to be surprised. The secret of that preparation would make the fortune of any man of commerce into whose hands it might fall. I may add that it will not fall into the hands of any man of commerce. But I am wasting time.

He stood up.

I have studied you closely, Mr. Greville, in an endeavour to discern those qualities which have attracted my daughter.

I started violently and clenched my fists.

I find them to be typically British, the calm voice continued, and rather passive than active. You will never be a Nayland Smith, and you lack that odd detachment which might have made our mutual friend. Dr. Petrie, the most prominent physician of the Western world had he not preferred domesticity with an ex-servant of mine.

Inch by inch I was edging nearer to him as he spoke.

You cannot have failed to note an improvement in my physical condition since last we met, Mr. Greville. This is due to the success of an inquiry which has engaged me for no less a period than twenty-five years.

He moved slowly in the direction of the mushrabiyeh window, and, frustrated, I pulled up.

These orchids, he continued, extending one bony hand to the glass case which occupied the recess, I discovered nearly thirty years ago in certain forests of Burma. They occur at extremely rare intervals  traditionally only once in a century, but actually with rather greater frequency. From these orchids I have at last obtained, after twenty-five years of study, an essential oil which completes a particular formula he suddenly turned and faced me the formula elixir vitae for which the old philosophers sought in vain.

Transfixed by the glare of those green eyes, I seemed to become rigid: their power was awful. I judged Fu-Manchu to be little short of seventy, but as he stood before me now I appreciated in the light of his explanation, more vividly than I had understood at the moment of his entrance, how strangely he had cheated time.

I was fascinated but appalled  fascinated by the genius of the Chinese doctor; appalled by the fact that he employed that genius, not for good, but for evil.

You are a very small cog, Mr. Greville, he continued, in that wheel which is turning against me. If I could use you, I would do so. But you have nothing to offer me. I bear you no ill-will, however, and I have given my word to my daughter  whom you know, I believe, as Fah Lo Suee  that no harm shall come to you at my hands. She is a woman of light loves, but you have pleased her  and I have given my word.

He spoke the last sentence as one who says, I have set my royal seal to this. And indeed he spoke so with justice. For even Sir Denis, his most implacable enemy, had admitted that the word of Dr. Fu-Manchu was inviolable. Volition left me. Facing this superhuman enemy of all that my traditions stood for, I found my mental attitude to be that of a pupil at the feet of a master!

My daughters aid was purchased tonight at the price of this promise, Dr. Fu-Manchu added, his voice displaying no emotion whatever. I had thought that I could use you to achieve a certain end. But consideration of the character of Sir Lionel Barton has persuaded me that I cannot.

What do you mean? I asked, my voice sounding unfamiliar.

I mean, Mr. Greville, that you love him. But you love a shell, an accomplishment, a genius if you like; but a phantom, a hollow thing, having no real existence. Sir Lionel Barton would sacrifice you tomorrow  tonight  to his own ambitions. Do you doubt this?

It was a wicked thought, and I clenched my teeth. But God knows I recognized its truth! I knew well enough, and Rima knew too, that the chief would have sacrificed nearly everything and almost everybody to that mania for research, for achievements greater than his contemporaries which were his gods. That we loved him in spite of this was, perhaps, evidence of our folly or of something fine in Sir Lionels character, something which outweighed the juggernaut of his egoism.

For this reason  Dr. Fu-Manchus voice rose to a soft, sibilant note I have been compelled slightly to modify my original plans. Returning to his chair, he seated himself. I was very near to him now, but:

Sit down! he said.

And I sat down, on an Arab stool which stood at one end of the table and which he indicated with a bony extended forefinger. Since that all but incredible interview I have tried to analyse my behaviour; I have tried to blame myself, arguing that there must have been some course other than the passive one which I adopted. Many have thought the same, but to them all I have replied: You have never met Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He rested his long hands before him upon the glass covering of the table. And, no longer looking in my direction:

Sir Lionel Barton has served me for the first time in his life, he said, his voice still touching that high, sibilant note. By discovering and then destroying the tomb of El Mokanna he awakened a fanaticism long dormant which, properly guided, should sweep farther than that once controlled by the Mahdi. And the Mahdi, Mr. Greville, came nearer to achieving his ends than British historians care to admit. Your Lord Kitchener  whom I knew and esteemed  had no easy task.

He suddenly turned to me, and I lost personality again, swamped in the lake of two green eyes.

The Mokanna may be greater than the Mahdi, he added. But his pretensions must survive severe tests. He must satisfy the learned Moslems of the Great Mosque at Damascus, and later pass the ordeal of Mecca. This he can do who possesses the authentic relics…

Vaguely, I groped for the purpose behind all this...

I would not trust Sir Lionel Barton to respond even to that demand about to be made upon him, if Dr. Petrie and Sir Denis Nayland Smith were not there. Since they are  I am satisfied.

He struck a little gong suspended on a frame beside his chair. One of the three doors  that almost immediately behind him, opened; and two of those dwarfish and muscular Negroes entered, instantly carrying my mind back to the horrors of Ispahan.

They wore native Egyptian costume, but that they were West Africans was a fact quite unmistakable.

New allies of mine, Mr. Greville, said the awful Chinaman, although old in sympathy. They have useful qualities which attract me.

He made a slight signal with his left hand, and in an instant I found myself pinioned. He spoke gutturally in an unfamiliar tongue  no doubt that of the Negroes. And I was led forward until I stood almost at his elbow.

This document is precious, he explained, and I feared that you might attempt some violent action. Can you read from where you stand?

Yes, I could read  and reading, I was astounded...

I saw a note in my own handwriting, addressed to Rima; phrased as I would have phrased it, and directing her to slip away and to join me in a car which would be waiting outside Shepheards! Particularly, the note impressed upon her that she must not confide in anyone, but must come alone…

I swallowed audibly; and then:

Its a marvellous forgery, I said.

Forgery! Dr. Fu-Manchu echoed the word. My dear Mr. Greville, you wrote it with your own hand during that period of thirty minutes oblivion to which I have drawn your attention. My new anaesthetic  he drooped some of the dried seeds through his long fingers has properties approaching perfection.

My arms held in a muscular grip:

She will never be fool enough to come, I exclaimed.

Not to join you?

She will run back when she finds I am not there.

But you will be there.

What?

When one small obstacle has been removed  that which the obstinacy of Sir Lionel Barton has set before me  your behaviour, Mr. Greville, will excite Dr. Petries professional interest. I wish it were in my power to give him some small demonstration of the potentialities, which I have not yet fully explored, of another excellent formula.

A sudden dread clutched me, and I found cold perspiration breaking out all over my body.

What are you going to do with me? I asked and what are you going to do with Rima?

For yourself, you have my word… the green eyes which had been averted turned to me again; and I have never warred with women. I am going to recover the relics of the Masked Prophet and return them to those to whom they properly belong. You are going to assist me.

I clenched my teeth very tightly.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up and moved with his lithe, dignified gait, to one of the glass cases. He opened it. Speaking over his shoulder:

If you care to swallow a cachet, he said, this would suffice. The liquid preparation  he held up a small flask containing a colourless fluid is not so rapid. Failing your compliance, however, an injection is indicated.

He stood with his back to me. The grip of the two dwarfish Negroes held me as in iron bands. And I found myself studying the design of the white peacock which was carried from the breast of the doctors robe, over the shoulders and round to the back. I watched his lean yellow neck, and the scanty, neutral-coloured hair beneath his skullcap; the square, angular shoulders, the gaunt, cat-like poise of the tall figure. He seemed to be awaiting a reply.

I have no choice, I said in a dry voice.

Dr. Fu-Manchu replaced the flask which he held in one bony hand and selected a small wooden box. He turned, moving back towards the table.

The subcutaneous is best, he murmured, being most rapid in its effect. But the average patient prefers the tablets…

He opened a leather case which lay upon the table and extracted a hypodermic syringe. Unemotionally he dipped the point into a small vessel and wiped it with a piece of lint. Then, charging it from a tiny tube which he took from the box, he stepped towards me.


CHAPTER TWENTY. THE MASTER MIND

I remember saying, as that master physician and devil incarnate thrust back the sleeve of my tweed jacket and unfastened my cuff link:

Since I have your word, Dr. Fu-Manchu, you are loosing a dangerous witness on the world!

The needle point pierced my flesh.

On the contrary, the guttural voice replied without emotion, one of your own English travellers, Dr. McGovem, has testified to the fact that words and actions under the influence of this drug  which he mentions in its primitive form as kaapi  leave no memory behind. I have gone further than the natives who originally discovered it. I can so prescribe as to induce fourteen variations of amnesia, graded from apparently full consciousness to complete anaesthesis. The patient remains under my control in all these phases. Anamnesis, or recovery of the forgotten acts, may be brought about by means of a simple antidote…

He extracted the needle point.

This preparation  he laid the syringe on the glass-topped table and indicated the working bench might interest Sir Denis.

I experienced a sudden unfamiliar glow throughout my entire body. A burning thirst was miraculously assuaged. Whereas, a moment before, my skin had been damp with perspiration, now it seemed to be supernormally dry. I was exhilarated. I saw everything with an added clarity of vision...

Some black, indefinable doubt which had been astride me like an Old Man of the Sea dropped away. I wondered what I had been worrying about. I could perceive nothing wrong with the world nor with my own condition and place in it.

Dr. Fu-Manchu took up a dull white flask, removed the stopper, and dipped a slender rod into the contents.

This, Mr. Greville  holding up a bar of metal is Sheffield steel.

He dropped upon the bar some of the liquid adhering to the rod.

Now  observe…

In obedience to a slight signal, the Negroes released my arms; one with surgical scissors, cut the fastenings from my ankles...

But I was conscious of no desire to attack the speaker. On the contrary, I recognized with a sudden overwhelming conviction the fact that my own happiness and the happiness of everyone I knew rested in his hands! He was all-powerful, beneficent, a superman to be respected and obeyed.

I watched him, entranced. Holding the steel bar in his bony fingers, he snapped it as though it had been a stick of chocolate!

Had I been a burglar, Mr. Greville, this small invention would have been of value to me. You see, even I have my toys…

He turned and walked slowly from the room with that dignified, yet cat-like gait which I knew. As lightning flickers in a summer sky, the idea crossed my mind that once I had feared, had loathed this Chinese physician. It disappeared, leaving me in a state of mental rapture such as I had never known.

I rejoiced that I was to serve Fu-Manchu. Of the details of my mission I knew nothing, but that it aimed at the ultimate good of us all, I did not doubt. We were in charge of an omnipotent being; it was not for us to question his wisdom.

Led by one of the Slave Coast Negroes whose broad shoulders and slightly bandy legs lent him a distinct resemblance to an ape dressed in human clothing, I found myself passing rapidly along a dimly lighted passage. I was delighted at my discovery that these active little men resembled apes. It seemed to me, in that strange mood, one worthy of reporting to the chief  an addition to scientific knowledge which should not be lost.

I understood, and it was a deep-seated faith, why Dr. Fu-Manchu had willing servants all over the world. Hitherto I had merely existed: this was life. I laughed aloud, and snapped my fingers in time to my swift footsteps.

Down a flight of stairs I was led. A silk-shaded lamp on the landing afforded the only light, but I was aware of a surety of foot which would have enabled me to negotiate the most perilous mountain path with all the certainty of a wild goat. An iron-barred and studded door was opened, and I looked out into a square courtyard.

No cloud obscured the sky, now, which seemed to be filled with a million diamonds.

A landaulet stood before the steps. Respecting its driver, I could be sure only of one thing in that semi-darkness: he wore a tarbush and was therefore presumably an Egyptian.

The Negro opened the door for me, and I stepped in. One of the headlights was switched on momentarily, and I saw a heavy gate being opened. Then, the driver had swung out into a narrow street. It was not that behind the Mosque of Muayyad...

Through a number of such narrow streets, with never a light anywhere, we went at fair speed. I found myself constantly chuckling at the surprise which I had in store for Rima and the chief. Its exact character was not apparent to me, but I was perfectly satisfied that when the time came all would be well.

A shock of doubt, which passed quickly, came, when leaving the last of these streets we bumped up an ill-made road, turned sharply, and at greatly accelerated speed set off along a straight tree-bordered avenue. Beyond question this was the road from Gizeh to Cairo!

Mental confusion resembling physical pain claimed me in that moment. My drugged brain, of course, was trying to force realities upon me. The spasm passed. There was some good reason for this circuitous route…

And now we were nearing Cairo. The moment of the great revelation was fast approaching.

I took very little heed of passing automobiles or pedestrians, nor did I note by what route the driver made his way through to the Sharia Kamel. But almost exactly at the spot where Fah Lo Suee had entered the yellow car, that is, nearly opposite Shepheards, we pulled up.

Stand here, please, in the light, said the driver, springing out and opening the door for me, where she can see you when I find her.

I know, I replied eagerly; I understand perfectly.

The man nodded and ran across to the terrace steps. The number of waiting cars was not so great as at the time of my departure, but it was obvious that revelry still proceeded.

So unusually warm was the night that fully half a dozen tables on the terrace were occupied by dancers who had evidently come there to seek comparative quiet. Dimly I could hear strains of music. One thing I knew urgently I must avoid above all others  I must not be seen by anyone who knew me.

It was vitally important that Rima alone should know what was afoot.

I saw the driver go up the steps. He looked about him swiftly and then went into the hotel. He was carrying my letter. I became the victim of a devouring impatience.

Rima was not well known at Shepheards and perhaps it might prove difficult to find her, unless she chanced to be in her room. All would be lost if Sir Lionel got to know, or even if Sir Denis or Dr. Petrie should suspect what was afoot.

My impatience grew by leaps and bounds.

A group of four people came out onto the terrace, walking down the strip of carpet towards the steps. I shrank back apprehensively. One was a big, heavily built man, and for a moment I mistook him for the chief, until I saw that he wore evening kit. A car drew up, and the party drove away.

Suspense became all but intolerable. Evidently some difficulty was being experienced in finding Rima, and the moments were precious  each one adding to the chances of detection. I found myself regarding failure of the plot with absolute horror!

Such was the genius of Dr. Fu-Manchu…

The doors revolved again. The Egyptian driver came out, walked to the head of the steps, and signaled to me.

I stepped forward into the roadway where I must be clearly visible from the terrace. Rima came out, dressed as I had seen her last, hatless and flushed with excitement. She held an open letter in her hand  mine. And she was staring eagerly across the street in quest of me.

None of the people seated on the terrace took any notice of these manoeuvres; indeed, as I realised joyfully, there was nothing extraordinary in a man calling to pick up a girl from a dance.

Rima saw me, raced down the steps, and ran across.

I noticed, with a quick pang of sorrow  which, however, instantly gave place to that thrilling exaltation which was the keynote of my mood  that she was, or recently had been, very frightened. She threw her arms around me with a little gasping cry and looked into my eyes.

Shan, Shan darling! You have terrified us all! Wherever have you been? Whose car is this?

It is his car, dearest, I replied. Quick! get in. Its important that nobody should see us.

His car?

As I half lifted her in onto the cushions she grasped my arm and looked up with startled eyes at me. The chauffeur already was back at the wheel.

Shan dear, whatever do you mean? Sir Denis got in touch with police headquarters half an hour ago. And Uncle is simply raving. Dr. Petrie has asked everybody he knows in the hotel if you were seen to leave.

I held her close as the car moved off, but she began to tremble violently.

Shan!  my dear, my dear! she cried, and pulled my head down, trying to search my eyes in that semidarkness. For Gods sake, where are we going?

We are going to him, I replied.

My God! Hes mad!

The words were barely audible  a mere whisper. Thrusting both hands against my breast, Rima tried to push me away  to free herself. Already we had passed the Continental.

You dont understand, darling…

God help me, Shan, I do! Make him stop! Make him stop, I tell you!

An English policeman was on duty at the corner, and as we raced past him, I saw him raise his arm. Rima, wrenching free, leaned from the window, and:

Help! she screamed.

But I drew her forcibly back, putting my hand over her mouth before she could utter another word.

My darling! I said, holding her very close. You will spoil everything! You will spoil everything!

She relaxed and lay very still in my arms...

The way was practically deserted, now, and we passed few lighted patches, but I could see her big, upcast eyes fixed upon me with an intensity of expression which puzzled me. I could see, too, that she had grown very pale. She did not speak again, but continued to watch me in that strange manner.

She seemed to be communicating some silent message and to be changing my mood, cooling that feverish exaltation.

What had she asked? Where we were going? Yes, that was it... And where were we going? Mental turmoil like a physical pain claimed me again as I tried to grapple with that question…


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. HE WILL BE CROWNED IN DAMASCUS

I have related what really happened on that night in Cairo in the proper order of those events  but in their order as I knew it later. As a matter of fact, quite a long interval elapsed, as will presently appear, before I was able to recall anything whatever from the time when I set out in pursuit of Madame Ingomar to that when I acted as a decoy in the abduction of Rima.

A master player had used me as a pawn. The very seat of reason had been shaken by a drug not to be discovered in any pharmacopoeia. These events and those which immediately followed I was to recover later. I must return now to the conclusion of a phase in my life which I still consider the most remarkable any man has known…

Shan dear, I know you are very sleepy, but its getting cold, and very late…

I stirred dreamily, opening my eyes. I was pillowed on a warm ivory shoulder, a bare arm encircled my neck, and the silvery voice which had awakened me was tenderly caressing. I hugged my fragrant pillow and felt no desire to move.

A long jade earring touched me coldly. Soothing fingers stroked my hair, and the silvery voice whispered:

Truly, Shan, you must wake up! Im sorry, dear, but you must.

Reluctantly I raised my head, looking into brilliant green eyes regarding me under half lowered lashes. Their glance was a caress as soothing as that of the slender fingers.

Fah Lo Suee, I mused languidly, conscious of nothing but a dreamy contentment, and thinking what perfect lips she had, when, smiling, she bent and whispered in my ear:

Love dreams are so bitter-sweet because we know we are dreaming.

But yet I was reluctant to move. I could see a long reach of the Nile, touched to magic by the moon. Dahabeahs were moored against the left bank, their slender, graceful masts forming harmonious lines against a background of grouped palms and straggling white buildings. Of course! I was in Fah Lo Suees car; her arms were about me. I turned my head, looking over a silken shoulder to where a bridge spanned the Nile. It must be very late, I mused, later than I had supposed; the Kasr el-Nil bridge was deserted.

Memory began to return  or what I thought then to be memory  from the moment when I determined to follow Fah Lo Suee from the garden of Shepheards… I had been uncertain of her identity until she had removed the gold mask…

I think someone has been watching, Shan, and I am positively shivering. I am going to drive you back now.

I sat bolt upright, one hand raised to my head, as Fah Lo Suee bent slightly and started the car. With never another glance aside, she drove on, presently to turn, right, into the maze of Cairos empty streets.

Furtively I watched the clear profile of the driver. It was beautiful, and strangely like that of the mystery queen, Nefertiti, whose cold loveliness has caused so much controversy. The small chin was delicately but firmly modelled, the straight nose from a strictly classical standpoint was perhaps too large, but very characteristic. I exulted in the knowledge that this brilliant and alluring woman had selected me  Shan Greville  from the rest of mankind.

Cairos streets were depopulated as the streets of sleeping Thebes; and at the corner of Sharia el-Maghriabi, which I recognized with a start of awakening, Fah Lo Suee pulled up.

I did not know then, but I knew later, the real character of a kind of wave of remorse which swept over me. It was, of course, my true self fighting against this strange abandonment, partly drug-induced and partly hypnotic, which held me voluptuously...

Rima! How could I ever face Rima? What explanation could I offer which she would accept? And Sir Denis! Oddly enough, it was his grim brown face which appeared most vividly before me in that odd moment of clarity: the chief and Dr. Petrie were mere shadows in a mist background...

I had held a link of a deathly conspiracy in my hand. I could have snapped it; my duty was plain. Instead, I had passed the hours in dalliance with Fah Lo Suee! I clutched my head, trying to recall where we had gone. I could not believe that I had spent the night like some callow undergraduate on a petting party; but:

You must walk from here, Shan, said Fah Lo Suee. I dare not drive you any farther.

She linked her arms about me and crushed her lips against mine, her long, narrow eyes closed. And in the complete surrender of that parting embrace I experienced a mad triumph which no other conquest could have given me. Rima, Nayland Smith, the chief  all were forgotten!

Goodnight, dear! And remember me until we meet again…

I stood on the pavement struggling with the most conflicting emotions, as the car swept around in the empty Sharia el-Maghrabi and disappeared in the direction of Ismailia. The perfume of that parting kiss still lingered on my lips. As a man marooned, condemned, forgotten, I stood there  I cannot say for how long. But at last I turned and stared about me.

Cairo was asleep. What did it matter? I laughed aloud  and began to walk back to Shepheards.

I met never a soul in the Sharia Kamel, until just before reaching the terrace. At this point, where there are a number of shops lying back from the street, a hideous object, a belated beggar man, suddenly emerged from the shadows.

Ragged, bearded, indescribably filthy, he hobbled upon a crude crutch. As he ranged up beside me, muttering unintelligibly, I thrust my hand into my trouser pocket, found some small coins, and dropped them in his extended palm.

He will be crowned in Damascus, said the mendicant, and hobbled away…

I despair of making my meaning clear; but those words formed the termination of what I can only term the second phase of my dream-like experience. Oddly enough, they remained with me: I mean, when all else was forgotten, I remembered the words, He will be crowned in Damascus.

For, as they were spoken, and as I listened to the tap-tap-tap of the mendicants crutch receding in the distance, a complete mental blackout came for a third time in that one night!

All that I have related of my experience with Fah Lo Suee, as well as that which went before, I was to recall later, as I shall presently explain; but, so far as I knew at the time, in effect what occurred was this:

I found myself standing, swaying rather dizzily, and with a splitting headache, looking towards the steps of Shepheards with the words buzzing in my ears: He will be crowned in Damascus.

The sound of the crutch had died away, and I had no idea who had spoken those words! I know now, of course, that they formed part of an amazing sequence of hypnotic suggestions; that they were my cue for final forgetfulness. At the time, I merely knew that, wondering when and where I had heard that sentence spoken, I staggered forward, trying to remember why I was there  and what business had brought me to Cairo.

Then came true memory  I mean memory without interference.

I had reached the foot of the steps when the facts returned to me… That narrow alley behind the Mosque of Muayyad! From the moment I had entered it until the present, I was conscious of nothing but darkness!

How had I reached the Sharia Kamel? I asked myself. Could I have walked? And where had I heard those words: He will be crowned in Damascus?

Shepheards was in darkness, and it suddenly occurred to me to look at my wrist watch.

Three A.M.

Heavy-footed, I mounted the steps. The door was barred, but I pressed the bell. In the interval of waiting for the night porter to open, I cudgeled my brains for an explanation of what had happened.

I had followed Fu-Manchus daughter (of her identity I was all but certain) in a taxicab. I should remember the man. Leaving him at a corner near the Bab ez-Zuwela, I had unwisely run on into a narrow alleyway; and then?

Then… I had found myself a few steps away from the point at which I now stood at three in the morning!

The night porter unbarred the door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. THE HAND OF FU-MANCHU

The night porter, who knew me well, stared like a man who sees a ghost.

Good heavens, Mr. Greville!

I saw that the lobby was in the hands of an army of cleaners, removing traces of the nights festivities. A man standing over by the hall porters desk turned and then came forward quickly.

Where is Sir Lionel Barton? I had begun when:

Are you Mr. Shan Greville? the stranger asked.

He was an alert-looking man wearing dinner kit and carrying a soft felt hat. There was something about him which was vaguely familiar.

I am, I replied.

The hall porter had stepped back as the newcomer arrived upon the scene, but he continued to stare at me, in a half-frightened way.

My name is Hewlett. Im in charge of police headquarters in the absence of Superintendent Weymouth. I was never more pleased to see a man in my life than I am to see you, Mr. Greville.

I shook his hand mechanically, noting that he was looking at me in a a queer fashion; and then:

Where is Sir Denis? I asked rapidly, and Miss Barton?

Hewlett continued to look at me, and I have since learned that I presented a wild-eyed and strange appearance.

All your friends, Mr. Greville, he replied, are out with the search party, operating from Bab el-Khalk. I came back here ten minutes ago for news. Im glad I did.

Where are they searching? I asked dazedly.

All around the neighbourhood of the Bab ez-Zuwela  acting on information supplied by the taxi-man who drove you there.

Of course, I muttered; he returned here and reported my absence, I suppose?

Hewlett nodded. His expression had changed somewhat, had become very grave.

You look completely whacked, he said. But, nevertheless, Im afraid I must ask you to come along and join Sir Denis. My car is just round the corner.

My confusion of mind was such that I thought the search (which presumably had been for me) would now be continued in the hope of discovering the hiding place of Fah Lo Suee.

Very well, I replied wearily. I should like a long drink before we start, and then I shall be entirely at your service.

Very well, Mr. Greville.

I gave the necessary orders to the night porter, whose manner still remained strange, and dropped upon a lounge. Hewlett sat down beside me.

In order that we dont waste one precious moment, he went on, suppose you tell me exactly what happened tonight?

Ill do my best, I said, but I fear its not going to help very much.

What? How can that be?

Because the most important period is a complete blank.

Whereupon I related my movements in the garden that night: how I had seen a woman, whom I was convinced was none other than the daughter of Fu-Manchu, going out by that gate of the garden which I had supposed always to be locked. How I had run through to the front of the hotel just in time to see her entering a car which waited upon the other side of the street.

Describe this car, said Hewlett eagerly.

I did so to the best of my ability, stressing its conspicuous yellow colour.

I have no doubt that my drivers account is more accurate than mine, I continued. He knew the names of all the streets into which we turned, with the exception of the last.

He led us there, said Hewlett with a certain impatience, but we drew a complete blank. What I want you to tell me, Mr. Greville, is into which house you went in that street.

I smiled wryly, as the night porter appeared, bearing refreshments on a tray.

I warned you that my evidence would be a disappointment, I reminded him. From that point up to the moment when I found myself standing outside Shepheards, here, my memory is a complete blank.

Hewletts expression became almost incredulous. But what happened? he demanded. The man tells us that he saw you run into a narrow turning on the left, as the yellow car  your description of which tallies with his  was driven off. He followed you a moment later and found no trace whatever. For heavens sake, tell me, Mr. Greville, what happened?

I had fallen into a trap, I replied wearily. I was drenched with some kind of anaesthetic. I dont know how it was applied. Perhaps a cloth saturated in it was thrown over my head. Unconsciousness was almost instantaneous. Beyond telling you that this drug, which was used in the murder of Dr. Van Berg in Persia, has a smell resembling that of mimosa, I can tell you nothing more  absolutely nothing!

Good heavens! groaned Hewlett, this is awful. Our last hopes gone!

My brain seemed to be spinning. I was conscious of most conflicting ideas; and suddenly:

Wait a moment! I cried. There is one other thing. At some time  I havent the faintest idea when, but at some time during the night I heard the words, He will be crowned in Damascus!

By whom were they spoken?

I shook my head impatiently.

I have no recollection that they were spoken by anybody. I merely remembered them, just before I came up the steps a little while ago. When and where I heard them I havent the slightest idea. But Im ready, Mr Hewlett. Im afraid I cant be of the least assistance, but all the same Im at your service.

He stood up, and I detected again that queer expression upon his face.

I suppose, I added, Miss Barton is in her room?

Hewlett bit his lip and glanced swiftly aside. He was a man suddenly and deeply embarrassed. In a grave voice which he tried to make sympathetic:

Its hard to have to tell you, Mr. Greville, he replied, but its for Miss Barton we are searching.

What!

I had turned, already heading for the door, when those words fell upon my ears. I grasped the speaker by both shoulders and, staring into his eyes like a madman, I suppose:

Miss Barton! What do you mean? What do you mean? I demanded.

Go steady, Mr. Greville, said Hewlett, and gripped my forearms tightly, reassuringly. Above all things, keep your nerve.

But my voice shook almost hysterically she was with Reggie Humphreys, the Airways pilot… I left her dancing with him!

That was a long time ago, Mr. Greville, was the reply, spoken gently. Half an hour after the time you mention, there was a perfect hue and cry because you had disappeared. The hotel was searched, and finally Sir Denis got through to my office. Then the cabman turned up reporting your disappearance and where it had taken place. He reported to the central police station, first, and then came on here.

But, I began, but when

I know what youre going to ask, but I cant answer you, because nobody seems to know. Theres only one scrap of evidence. An Egyptian chauffeur brought a note to one of the servants here and requested him to give it to Miss Barton. He telephoned to her room, found her there, and she immediately came down. From that moment the man (I have examined him closely) lost sight of her. But his impression, unconfirmed, is that she ran out onto the terrace. From which moment, Mr. Greville, I regret to say, nothing has been seen or heard of her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. AMNESIA

My frame of mind when the new day broke, is better left to the imagination. I was convinced that my brain could not long sustain such stress. Maltreated already by an administration of some damnable drug, this further imposition was too great. I sat in the chiefs room in the light of early morning. Birds were flying from tree to tree outside in the garden; and I could hear the sound of a broom as a man below swept the sanded path.

Sir Lionel had gone to his room to rest, and Dr. Petrie had been recalled to his house by professional duties. Nayland Smith walked up and down in front of the open window. He looked haggard  a sick man; and his eyes were burning feverishly. Suddenly he stopped, turned, and stared at me very hard.

Look at me, Greville, he said, and listen closely.

His words were spoken with such a note of authority that I was startled out of my misery. I met that steady glance, as:

He will be crowned in Damascus, said Nayland Smith distinctly.

I felt my eyes opening more widely as if under the influence of that compelling stare. Even as I realised that this was a shot at random, and grasped the purpose of the experiment, it succeeded  in a measure.

For one incalculable instant I saw with my minds eye an incredibly dirty old beggarman, hobbling along on a crutch. My expression must have given the clue, for:

Quick! rapped Nayland Smith; what are you thinking about?

I am thinking, I replied in a flat, toneless voice, which during these last agonising hours I had come to recognise as my own, that those words were spoken by a very old man, having one leg and carrying a crutch.

Keep your mind on that figure, Greville, Nayland Smith ordered; dont lose it, but dont get excited. You are sure it was a crutch  not a stick?

I shook my head sadly. I thought I knew what he was driving at. Dr. Fu-Manchu, on the one occasion (so far as I remembered) that I had ever set eyes on him, had supported his weight upon a heavy stick.

It was a crutch, I replied. I can hear the tap of it, now.

Did it crunch? Was the man walking on gravel  or sand?

No, a clear tap. It must have been on stone.

Did he speak in English?

Yes. I am almost sure the words were spoken in English.

Did he say Damas or Damascus?

Damascus.

Anything else?

No  its all gone again.

I dropped my head into my hands as Nayland Smith began to walk up and down before the window.

Do you know, Greville, he said, speaking slowly and deliberately, that your memory of those words  for I am perfectly convinced that you really heard them  relieves my mind of a certain anxiety in regard to Rima.

I looked up.

What ever do you mean?

It confirms my first opinion that her disappearance was arranged, and arranged with fiendish ingenuity, by the Fu-Manchu group. This can only mean one thing, Greville. She has been abducted for a definite purpose. Had it been otherwise, in these rather disturbed times, I should have feared that her abduction had been undertaken for personal reasons. You understand what I mean?

I nodded miserably.

Nayland Smith stepped across and laid his hand upon my shoulder.

Buck up, old chap. I think I know how you feel. But theres nothing to despair about. Take my word for it: we shall have news of her before noon.

Hoping, doubting, I looked up at the speaker.

You dont say that just to try to ease my mind?

To do so would be false kindness. I say it because I believe it.

You mean… ?

I mean that Rima is to be used as an instrument to bring Sir Lionel to reason.

By heavens! I sprang up, hope reborn in my heart. Of course! Of course! It will be a case of ransom!

Rimas life against the relics of the Prophet, Nayland Smith returned dryly. He begun to walk up and down again. And this time, Greville, the enemy will score. Not even Barton could hesitate.

Hesitate! I cried. Why, if he has to be forced to give them up at the point of a gun  give them up he shall!

I dont think such persuasion will be necessary, Greville. Barton is a monument of selfishness where his professional enthusiasms are concerned, but he has a heart, and a big one at that.

I dropped back into my seat again. A flood of relief had swept over me, for I believed Nayland Smiths solution of the mystery to be the correct one. Truth to tell, I was physically tired to the point of exhaustion; yet sleep, I knew, was utterly impossible. And I sat there, watching that apparently tireless man; haggard, but alert, brighteyed, pacing up and down  up and down  his brain as clear and his nerves as cool as if he were fresh from his morning bath. Even the chief, who had the constitution of a healthy ox, had collapsed some time before and was now sleeping like a log.

I was conscious of an acute pain in the tendon behind my left ankle, and stooping, I began to rub it. As I did so:

Whats the matter? Nayland Smith asked sharply.

I dont know, I replied, and lifting my foot I rolled my sock down and examined the painful spot.

By Jove! something has cut in there. And my other ankle is painful, too, but in front.

Let me see, he said rapidly. Rest both feet on this chair here.

Whereupon he stooped and examined my ankles with the utmost care, and finally:

You have been tied, he said, and from the appearance of your ankles, brutally tied, with some very thin but presumably very strong material. He glanced up, smiling sourly. I think, Greville, I have a length of that same mysterious material carefully preserved among my belongings!

He watched me steadily, and I knew what he hoped for.

No! I shook my head sadly. I have undoubtedly been tied, as you surmise, but I have no recollection whatever of the matter.

Damn! he rapped, and stood upright. I cant help you in this case. Theres no cue word, you see, to arouse that drugged memory. By heaven, Greville he suddenly shook his clenched fist in the air if I and those behind me can defeat the genius of this one old man, we shall have accomplished a feat which Homer might have sung. He is stupendous!

He ceased suddenly and began to stare at me again.

Hm! he added. I am forgetting how to keep my head in difficult moments. I have allowed elementary routine to go to the winds. Have you by any chance examined the contents of your pockets since you returned?

No! I replied in surprise; it never occurred to me.

Be good enough to turn out all your pockets and place their contents upon this table.

Mechanically I obeyed. A wallet, a pipe, a pouch, a cigarette case, I extracted from various pockets and laid down upon the table. A box of matches, a pocketknife, a bunch of keys, some loose money, a handkerchief, a trouser button, two toothpicks, and an automatic lighter which never functioned but which I carried as a habit.

Thats the lot, I announced dully.

Anything missing?

Not that I can remember.

Nayland Smith took up my cigarette case, opened it, and glanced inside.

How many cigarettes were in your case when you left?

I paused for a moment, and then:

None, I replied confidently. I remember dropping my last in the garden, here, just before I sighted Fah Lo Suee.

He took up my pipe: it was filled but had not been lighted.

Odd! Isnt it? he asked. Remember anything about this?

I dropped my weary head into my hands again, thinking hard, and at last:

Yes, I replied. I remember that I never lighted it.

Nayland Smith sniffed at the tobacco, opened my pouch and sniffed at the contents, also; then:

Is your small change all right?

To the best of my recollection.

Examine the wallet. You probably know exactly what you had there.

I obeyed; and at the first glance, I made a singular discovery.

A small envelope of thick gray paper containing a bulky enclosure protruded from one of the pockets of the wallet!

Sir Denis! I said excitedly, this wasnt here. This doesnt belong to me!

It does now, he replied grimly, and, stooping, he pulled out the envelope from the wallet which I held in my hand.

Shan Greville, Private, he read aloud. Do you know the writing?

I stared at the envelope which he had placed on the table before me. Yes, that handwriting was familiar  hauntingly familiar, but difficult to place. Where had I seen it before?

Well?

It was queer, square writing, the horizontal strokes written very thickly, and the ink used was of a peculiar shade of green. I looked up.

Yes, I have seen it  somewhere.

Good. As it is addressed to you and marked private, perhaps you had better open it.

I tore open the small square envelope. It contained a single sheet of the same thick, gray paper folded in which was a little piece of muslin, a tiny extemporised bag, tied with green silk. It contained some small, hard object, and I placed it on the table glancing at Nayland Smith, and then began to read the note written in green ink upon the gray paper. This is what I read:

I do not want you to suffer because of what I have been compelled to do. You love Rima. If she does not come back  trust me. I am not jealous. I send you a tablet which must be dissolved in a half litre of matured white wine, and which you must drink as quickly as possible. I trust you also  TO BURN THIS LETTER. To help you I say: He will be crowned in Damascus.This I read aloud, then dropped the letter on the table and glanced at Nayland Smith. He was watching me fixedly.

He will be crowned in Damascus, he echoed. Quick! Do those words, now, take you back any further?

I shook my head.

Do you know the writing? Think.

I am thinking. Yes, I have it! I have only seen it once before in my life.

Well?

Its the writing of Fu-Manchus daughter  Fab Lo Suee!

Sir Denis snapped his fingers and began to walk up and down again.

I knew it! he snapped. Greville! Greville! Its the old days over again! But this time were dealing with a she-devil. And dare we trust her? Dare we trust her?

I was untying the little packet, and from it I dropped an ordinary-looking tablet, small, round, and white, which might have been aspirin, upon the table.

Personally, I said, with a ghastly attempt at a smile, I would as soon think of following the instructions in her letter as of jumping out of that window.

Nayland Smith continued to walk up and down.

For the moment I express no opinion, he replied. I may have a better knowledge of the mentality of Eastern women than you have, Greville. And I may have paid a high price for my knowledge. But dont misunderstand me.

I picked up the tablet and was in the act of throwing it out into the garden, when:

Dont do that! He sprang forward and grasped my wrist. You leap to conclusions too hastily. Think! Thought is mans prerogative. You definitely recognise this as the writing of Fu-Manchus daughter? Granting it even to be a forgery  what then? He stared at me coldly. Can you conceive of any object which would be served by bringing your death about in so complicated a manner?

It was a new point of view  but a startling one.

Frankly, no. I admitted. But we have had experience in the past, Sir Denis, of remarkable behaviour on the part of persons subjected to the poisons of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

You are thinking of an attempt once made unconsciously by Rima to murder me? he suggested. I had thought of this. Dont imagine I havent taken it into account. But no agent of Dr. Fu-Manchu, with such an object in mind, could be so clumsy as this.

He pointed to the tablet upon the table.

I suppose youre right, I said dully. But all the same, you are not suggesting that I should follow out these instructions?

Nayland Smith shook his head.

I am merely suggesting, he answered, that you should keep this remarkable clue. It may have its uses later.

Already he was sniffing at the paper and envelope, scrutinising the writing  holding the sheet up to the light  examining its texture.

Very remarkable, he murmured, and, turning, stared at me fixedly.

Personally, I was on the verge of collapse and knew it. My brain was a veritable circus; my body was deadly weary. Desperately though anxiety rode me, I would have given all I had for one hour of sleep, of forgetfulness, of relief from this fever which was burning me up. Nayland Smith came forward and, seating himself beside me, put his arm around my shoulders.

Listen, Greville, he said. Petrie is due back in a few minutes, now. He wont have long to spare. But Im going to make him put you to sleep. You understand?

I had never in my life stood so near to the borders of hysteria.

Thanks, I replied; of course I do. And Ill submit to it; but theres a proviso…

What is it?

Not for more than an hour. I cant bear the thought of lying like a log while I might be of use to her.

He gripped my tightly for a moment, and then stood up.

You are off duty, he snapped dryly. Im in charge, and youll take my orders. When Petrie comes, youll do exactly as Petrie directs. In the meantime, have I your permission to examine and photograph this letter? You will then, quite properly, wish to destroy it, as your correspondent directs.

I agreed. At which very moment the door was thrown open and Petrie came in. One glance he cast at Sir Denis, and then directed that searching professional gaze upon me; the analytical look of a diagnostician. I saw that he was not favourably impressed.

Smith, he said, with another glance at Sir Denis, our friend here must sleep.

Nayland Smith nodded.

Its not going to be easy, Petrie continued; youre most terribly overwrought, Greville. But if you share my opinion that sleep is necessary, I think I can manage you.

I do, I replied.

In that event, the matter is simple enough. We will go up to your room, now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. THE MESSENGER

Wake up, old chap, theres good news!

I opened my eyes to find myself staring up into the face of Nayland Smith. My brain was confused; I could not coordinate circumstances, and:

What is it? I asked drowsily; whats the time?

Never mind the time, Greville. Wake up! Theres work for you.

Then full consciousness came. But before I had time to clear the borderland:

He will be crowned in Damascus, said Nayland Smith staring intently into my eyes.

His gaze held me; but in the moment that he spoke I had seen that Dr. Petrie stood behind him, that I was lying in my room. Even as I realised what he was endeavouring to do, I realised also that he had partially succeeded.

For my memory was thrown back as he willed it to be, to the pavement of the Sharia Kamel. Dawn, as I recalled the scene, was not far off. And I was walking in the direction of Shepheards. Out of the shadows of the recess where the shops lie back, a ragged figure approached me, whining for bakshish. I saw him clearly; every line and lineament of his dirty face, his straggly gray beard, his ragged garments, his crutch. I could hear it tapping on the pavement...

I saw myself give him alms and turn away; I heard his words: He will be crowned in Damascus. I knew again the mystification which had descended upon me in that moment; and felt the depth of wonder about where I had been and of how I came to find myself in that place, at that time.

Starting up in bed:

It was an old beggarman, I cried hoarsely, in the Sharia Kamel, who spoke those words!

And while Nayland Smith and Petrie listened eagerly I told them all that I had remembered. And, concluding:

Whats the news? I demanded, now fully awake, and conscious that my hours of sleep had given me new life.

Its as I predicted, Greville, Nayland Smith replied. She is being held to ransom.

I sprang out onto the floor. Queerly enough, that news came like balm to my troubled mind. Rima was in the hands of Dr. Fu-Manchu! A dreadful thought, one would suppose  but better, far, far better than doubt. One thing at least I knew definitely: that if terms had been demanded by the Chinaman, it remained only strictly to carry them out.

The most evil man I had ever known, he was also, according to his own peculiar code, the most honourable. I met Nayland Smiths glance and knew that he understood me.

I have burned your letter, Greville, he said quietly.

Thank you, I replied. And now, tell me: Who brought the news?

The messenger is in Bartons room, Dr. Petrie answered, watching me with keen professional interest. How do you feel? Fairly fit?

Thanks to you, I feel a new man.

Nayland Smith smiled and glanced aside at Petrie.

You may recall, he said, that no less an authority than Dr. Fu-Manchu always regarded your great talents as wasted, Petrie!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. MR. ADENS PROPOSAL

Leave this to me, Barton, Nayland Smith said sharply. If you interfere in any way I wont be answerable for the consequences.

Sir Lionel clenched his fists and glared at our visitor; then, crossing, he stood with his back to us, looking out of the window. He was dishevelled, unshaven, wrapped in his dilapidated old dressing gown, and in a mood as dangerous as any I had ever known.

Professional duties had compelled Dr. Petrie to leave, and so there were four of us in the long pleasant room, with its two windows overlooking the garden. I was little better groomed than the chief, for I had been fast asleep five minutes before, thanks to Petries ministrations. But Sir Denis, although his gray suit had seen much wear, looked normally spruce.

I stared with murderous disfavour at a man seated in an armchair over by the writing table.

Heavily built, he wore the ordinary morning dress of a business man, and indeed was of a type which one may meet with in any of the capitals of the world. His face, inclined to be fat, was of a dead white colour. Thick iron-gray hair was cut close to his skull, and he had a jet-black moustache. I hated his dark, restless eyes.

This is Mr.  er  Aden, Nayland Smith continued; and as the business upon which he has come interests you personally, Greville, I thought you should be present.

Mr. Aden bowed and smiled. My detestation grew by leaps and bounds.

Mr. Aden is a solicitor practising in Cairo. By the way suddenly turning to our visitor I believe I met your brother some years ago.

That is not possible, said the Greek; and his oily voice did nothing to redeem his character in my eyes.

No? Sir Denis queried rapidly. Not a Mr. Samarkan, one-time manager of the New Louvre Hotel in London? But surely?

Mr. Aden visibly started, but endeavoured to conceal the fact with an artificial cough and a swiftly upraised hand.

You are mistaken. Sir Denis, he declared suavely, not possibly in the resemblance, but certainly in the relationship. I never heard of Mr. Samarkan.

Indeed! snapped Nayland Smith, and turned aside. Let it pass, then. Briefly, Greville the position is this: Mr.  er  Aden, here in the ordinary way of his professional duties

Damned nonsense! shouted the chief, stamping one slippered foot upon the floor, but not turning around. Hes one of the gang and an impudent liar!

Barton! Nayland Smith interrupted angrily, I have requested you to leave this matter to me. If you insist upon interrupting, I shall order you to do so.

Order be damned!

I have the necessary authority.

Some few moments of ominous silence followed, during which Nayland Smith stood staring at the broad back of Sir Lionel. The latter remained silent, and:

Very well, Sir Denis went on. As I was explaining, Greville, Mr.  er  the name persistently escapes me…

Adrian Aden, our visitor prompted smoothly.

Yes. Mr. Aden has been instructed by one of his clients to approach Barton professionally.

The situation is difficult, Mr. Aden explained, extending a fat white hand. But what could I do? I act for the great interests in Egypt. I cannot afford to offend.

Ah! shouted the chief, truth at last! I admit youre not the man to offend Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Dr. Fu-Manchu? Mr. Aden murmured. That name also is unfamiliar to me.

Nayland Smith glanced in Bartons direction, snapped his fingers irritably, and:

The name of your client it is unnecessary to discuss at the moment, he said. But I gather your instructions to be these: A body of religious fanatics has abducted Miss Rima Barton. Your client has learned that she will be returned unharmed if the demands of these religious fanatics are complied with?

Ah! beamed Mr. Aden, but this is common sense, Sir Denis. How perfectly you understand my position.

If you understood it, growled the chief, you would know that you might be kicked through the window at any moment.

This is the lowest and foulest kind of blackmail, I broke in savagely. If you are what you claim to be, a solicitor, you deserve to be struck off the rolls.

Really, Greville, said Nayland Smith, you are unduly hard upon Mr. Aden. I have no doubt that he has undertaken infinitely more delicate cases.

Mr. Aden shot a quick glance at the speaker, but either missed the point or professed to do so.

You speak hastily, Mr. Greville, he replied. I act for those who would help you.

His clients, you see, Greville, Nayland Smith continued dryly, seem to know all that goes on in the Near East. They deeply deplore the outrage which has been committed  I understood you to say so, Mr. Aden.

Oh, but completely!

And they suggest a means by which Miss Bartons release may be secured. In fact, the exact terms are mentioned, I believe?

But certainly! But certainly! the Greek assured him. They claim, these religious people, that Sir Lionel Barton has stolen property which belongs to them.

To my intense surprise the chief did not speak, did not move.

They say also, my clients inform me, that, if this property is returned, the missing lady will also be returned.

Quite reasonable, Sir Denis murmured. Have you details of the property which they claim has been stolen?

I have it here.

Mr. Aden opened a portfolio lying beside him on the floor and extracted a sheet of paper.

A sword or scimitar of Damascus steel inlaid with gold, having a curved, double-edged blade and the hilt encrusted with emeralds, rubies, and pearls…

He slipped on a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles, the better to read, and continued:

A mask of thin gold finely engraved; and fifteen thin gold plates sixteen inches long by twelve inches wide, bearing the text of the New Koran of El Mokanna.

He ceased speaking, took off his spectacles, and looked up.

As he did so, Sir Lionel turned. And before Nayland Smith could check him:

Suppose I admitted that I had these things in my possession, he said, glaring down upon the white-faced Greek, what would you do?

I should believe you.

Thanks. But how much better off would Rima be?

Barton, said Nayland Smith, absolutely for the last time  will you either shut up or get out!

The chief plunged his hands into the pockets of his dressing gown, glared down at the Greek again, and glared at Sir Denis. Then, walking across to a settee, he threw himself upon it, stamping his feet on the floor.

We will assume, Nayland Smith continued, that the objects you enumerate are actually in Sir Lionels possession. What next?

I understand that those who have her in charge will give up Miss Barton in exchange for these relics.

Under what conditions?

I was positively boiling over, and hot words leapt to my tongue; but Sir Denis stared me down.

You will bring those things which I have specified to an appointed place, Mr. Aden replied, and there you will meet Miss Rima Barton.

Sounds like an ambush, Nayland Smith snapped.

The Greek shrugged his fat shoulders.

I should be glad to communicate any other suggestion you might care to make. But first  my instructions on this point are explicit he turned with unconcealed nervousness to Sir Lionel: I must see these items, please, he held up the sheet of paper, and notify my clients that all is correct.

Dont speak, Barton, said Nayland Smith. The suitcase is under the settee, just by your feet. Haul it out, unstrap it, unlock it, and comply with Mr. Adens request.

The chiefs face grew positively purple as he angrily sustained the fixed stare of Sir Denis.

Neither Greville nor I can understand your hesitation, the latter added. Nothing else counts while Rima is in the hands of  Mr. Adens client.

At those words Sir Lionels furious glare was transferred to Mr. Aden, upon whose white forehead I could see beads of perspiration. Then he stooped, hauled forth the heavy suitcase, and unfastened it.

Out from the interior he lifted and laid upon a small table those priceless relics of the Masked Prophet, the possession of which had brought about such disaster and in its consequences driven me to the verge of madness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. A STRANGE RENDEZVOUS

We sat on the terrace in a corner near the entrance to the American Bar. It was getting on towards lunch time, and this was a fairly busy season in Cairo. I had seen several people I knew, but had deliberately avoided them. Now I faced Sir Lionel across the cane-topped table, and:

Theres one thing I cant stand, Greville, he said, and thats being ordered about! Latterly, Ive had too much of it  altogether too much of it. He brought his fist down on the table with a bang. But we shall see who scores in the end. As for that slimy swine Aden, hes no more a solicitor than Im a barber.

Wrong again, Barton, came quietly, and glancing up I saw that Nayland Smith had just come through the doors behind us.

Im apparently always wrong, growled the chief.

Not always, said Sir Denis, drawing up a chair. But it happens that the Mr. Samarkan whom I mentioned an hour ago  you remember him, of course?

My memory isnt failing me. Smith! He died in England, in those damned caves  near my own place. Of course I remember him! Thanks to you, the sticky business was hushed up!

Ah! murmured Nayland Smith, and his stern face suddenly broke into a smile.

That smile rather cleared the air.

You know, Barton, he went on, although youre the last man to admit it, youve been behaving like a sick cow ever since Rima disappeared. I understand your feelings, but I dont understand why you should vent them on your friends. However (it was Petrie who gave me the clue), the record of M. Samarkan  one-time manager of a hotel no great distance from this, and, later, of the New Louvre in London  is filed at Scotland Yard. Therefore I happen to know that he had a brother. I know also that his brother changed his name by deed poll and took out naturalisation papers.

He paused, staring hard at Sir Lionel.

I saw the resemblance, of course, the chief admitted, but…

So did I, Nayland Smith went on. But it was Petrie who placed him. I have just been checking up on the gentleman. He has a legal practice in Cairo, as he stated. But its of a very shady character.

So I imagine, I interjected.

In short, theres no doubt whatever that his main source of revenue is the affairs of the Si-Fan. Hes one of their spies, and an agent of Dr. Fu-Manchu, as his brother was before him.

Simply eaten up with impatience and anxiety, I could scarcely contain myself during this conversation. And, as Sir Denis paused again:

This doesnt help me in the least to understand, I said, why you let the brute slip!

Same here, growled the chief. Personally, I should have thrown him out of the window.

Sir Denis lay back in his chair, giving an order to a waiter who had just come up; and, as the man went away:

Your primitive tactics, Barton, he remarked coldly, would probably result in the total disappearance of Rima. If thats what you are after  take charge.

But the chief began.

Theres no but! snapped Nayland Smith impatiently. We have absolutely no clue to Rimas whereabouts. Greville, here, has been doped  his brain on that point is useless. The man you wanted to throw out of the window probably knows no more than we know. But hes a link  a link which you would have snapped!

He paused so suddenly, staring obliquely across the street at a high window, that automatically I turned and looked in the same direction. And as I looked, I saw what he had seen.

From the window of a native house  for Shepheards borders closely upon the Oriental city  a woman was leaning out, apparently watching us where we sat on the step. She withdrew from the window immediately, but as she did so I turned and met a piercing glance from Sir Denis.

Was I right, Greville?

I nodded.

I think so.

Even without his confirmation I should have been certain that Fah Lo Suee had been watching us from across the street!

I jumped up.

Lets search the house! I cried. I know you have powers, Sir Denis!

My excitement had attracted attention, and I suddenly realised with embarrassment that a number of people were looking at me.

Sit down, Greville, was the quiet reply. Your tactics are as bad as Bartons.

I dropped back in my chair and met his steady gaze  not, I believe, with too great an amiability.

What the devils all this about? growled the chief. I cant see anything.

Outside your particular province, Nayland Smith returned, you rarely do see anything. Petrie, with his stolid mentality, is worth both of you put together when it comes to grasping facts. If I hadnt been here last night, Barton, all Cairo would know now that Rima was missing.

Why shouldnt all Cairo know?

Because it would result in her being smuggled away. If you cant see that, you can see nothing.

Nevertheless, I could not refrain from glancing up at that high window at which, I was assured, Fu-Manchus daughter had been stationed  watching us. And Nayland Smith suddenly detected this.

For heavens sake! he snapped irritably, pretend you didnt see her. He pulled out pouch and pipe and threw them down on the table. I must smoke!

As he began to load the cracked old briar:

What I want to know Sir Lionel began.

What you want to know, Sir Denis took him up, is why I selected so strange a meeting place. If youll be good enough not to interrupt me, Ill explain. Ah! heres Petrie.

I saw the doctor, who had just come up the steps, looking about in search of us, and standing up I waved my hand. He nodded, and threading his way among the tables, joined us.

Sit down, Petrie, said Nayland Smith; heres a chair. You will notice that, anticipating your arrival, I thoughtfully ordered a drink for you.

Tell me, Smith, Petrie began eagerly, have you come to terms? For Gods sake, say that you have.

I have, old man, Nayland Smith replied, laying his hand upon the speakers arm, and squeezing it reassuringly. But neither Barton nor Greville seems to appreciate my purpose.

Fah Lo Suee I began, glancing towards that window across the street.

Greville! snapped Sir Denis, there will be plenty of time later; at the moment I wish to explain the position to Petrie.

His manner was overbearing to the point of rudeness. I felt like a recruit in the hands of a company sergeant major. But I suffered it and took out my cigarette case.

I have arranged, he continued, with Mr. Aden  who is, as you suspected, Petrie, a brother of the lamented Samarkan

I knew it! Petrie cried.

You were right, Nayland Smith admitted, and I am indebted to you for the clue. But, as I was saying, I have arranged that the relics of the Masked Prophet  which God knows have caused sufficient misery already  shall be handed over to those who demanded them, and Rima returned to us tonight at twelve oclock in the Kings Chamber of the Great Pyramid.

Probably no more perfect registration of astonishment could have been achieved by any Hollywood star than that now displayed by Dr. Petrie. He stared from face to face in positive bewilderment, and:

You think what I think, Petrie, the chief shouted; that its stark raving lunacy!

Sir Denis began to light his pipe.

Frankly, I dont know what to think, Petrie confessed. It sounds fantastic to a degree. Really, Smith, in the circumstances…

Sir Denis, having failed to light up with the first match, turned irritably to the speaker.

Have you ever had occasion to observe, Petrie, he inquired acidly, that my average behaviour tends to the absurd?

Not at all.

Very well. He struck a second match. I will quote, from memory, the terms of the agreement to which Barton and I have set our hands, witnessed by Greville, here.

The second match failed also. Laying his pipe upon the table:

The phrasing doesnt matter, he went on, but the hub of the thing is this:

Dr. Fu-Manchus agent was authorised to propose that at a meeting place to be mutually agreed on, but one not less than half a mile from any inhabited dwelling, no more than two persons should present themselves with the relics of the Prophet. Of the other part it was agreed that no more than two persons should be with Rima. Rima having been accepted on our side, and the relics on the other, all should be permitted to depart unmolested.

Well? said the chief, leaning across the table; it was playing into our hands!

Listen, Nayland Smiths even voice continued: Knowing with whom I was dealing, I made a further condition. It was this: that after the interchange of valuables (pardon me, Greville, but I dont quite know how otherwise to express myself) there should be a ten minutes truce. Note the time  ten minutes.

I still remain in the dark, I confessed.

So do I, said Petrie.

Wait! the chief growled, watching Nayland Smith intently. I begin to see  I think I begin to see.

Good for you, Barton, was the reply. I naturally anticipated an ambush. If Fu-Manchu can secure what he wants and at the same time dispose of two people in the world who know much of himself and his methods, this would be a master stroke. I looked for loopholes in the agreement. While the doctor would not hesitate to murder any of us, he is incapable of dishonouring his bond. I played for safety.

Hopeless! I exclaimed. It appears to me that tonight we are walking with our eyes open right into a trap.

Wait! With a third match the speaker got his pipe going. By the courtesy of Mr. Aden it was left to me to suggest this meeting place. And I selected the Kings Chamber of the Great Pyramid. It was a momentary inspiration, and I may have been wrong. But consider its advantages.

He paused, and now we were all watching him intently.

Apart from the condition that we shall be represented by no more than two persons at the meeting place, there is no clause in the agreement prohibiting our being covered by as many persons as we care to assemble!

Police headquarters are advised. Tonight at twelve oclock Gizeh will be deserted; theres no moon. A cordon will be drawn around the Pyramid. Nothing in my agreement with Mr. Aden prohibits this. When Rima is brought there from whatever place they have her in hiding, the fact will be reported to me.

By heaven! cried the chief, and banged the table so violently that Petries glass was upset; but, as if not noticing the fact. By heaven! This is sheer genius. Smith. Your pickets will get her on the way?

Its possible.

Sir Lionel laughed boisterously and clapped his hands for a waiter.

They wont even get he began  and then paused.

I saw Sir Denis watching him, and I realised that he, as well as I, had noticed that schoolboy furtiveness creeping over Sir Lionels face. The arrival of the waiter interrupted us temporarily, but then:

You see, Greville, said Sir Denis, turning to me eagerly, even if they slip past the pickets, and we have to enter the Pyramid, those inside will be at our mercy. Because the police will close around the entrance behind us, and

And theres only one entrance! I concluded. I see it all! We cant fail to regain the relics!

This would be playing into our hands, cried the chief, if Fu-Manchu agreed to it. We began cheering too soon! I admit the brilliancy of the scheme, Smith; I can see your point, now. But when a meeting place half a mile from any inhabited dwelling was suggested, Fu-Manchu hadnt thought about the Great Pyramid! Hes a devil incarnate and could probably work conjuring tricks almost anywhere else within the terms of the agreement. But the Pyramid! Hell veto the whole thing when the slimy Aden reports.

I had fully anticipated it, Nayland Smith admitted, but only ten minutes ago, just before I joined you, the arrangement was confirmed on the telephone.

By whom? I asked.

By the only voice of its kind in the world  by the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Good God! I exclaimed then hes here, in Cairo!


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. THE GREAT PYRAMID

We set out at eleven-thirty in Petries car.

I suppose, of all the dark hours I have known, this was as black as any. I rested upon Sir Denis Nayland Smith as upon a rock... If he should fail me  all was lost.

That his singular plan was a good one I had accepted as a fact; failing this acceptance, I should have been in despair. Perhaps it was the aftermath of drugs to the influence of which I had been subjected; but I was in an oddly muted frame of mind. Frenzy had given place to a sort of Moslem-like resignation; a fatalistic, deadening recognition of the fact that if Rima, who was really all that mattered to me in the world, should have come to harm, life was ended.

At the village, where few lights were burning when we passed, a British policeman was on duty. Nayland Smith checked Petrie, and leaning out of the car:

Anything passed? he asked rapidly.

Nothing much, sir. Two or three hotel parties. Ive noticed a lot of funny-looking Bedouins about here tonight, but I suppose thats nothing to do with the matter.

Making for Gizeh?

No, sir. They all went that way  into the village.

Go ahead, Petrie.

As we swung around onto that long, straight tree-lined avenue which leads to the Plateau of Gizeh, I counted three cars which passed us, bound towards Cairo. There was nothing ahead, and nobody seemed to be following. As the hotel came into view:

We have time in hand, said Petrie, shall I drive right ahead?

Pull up, Nayland Smith directed sharply.

An Egyptian, who might have been a dragoman, had sprung from the shadow of the wall bordering the gardens of Mena House, where during the day a line of cars and camels may be seen. Nayland Smith craned out.

Who is it? he asked impatiently.

Enderby, Sir Denis. You met me at headquarters today.

Right! What have you to report?

Not a thing! I have four smart gyppies watching with me, and we have checked everybody. Theres absolutely nothing to report.

Leave the car here, Petrie, said Nayland Smith, we have time to walk. It may be better.

Petrie backed the car in against the wall, and we all got out. The Arab whose name was Enderby, and whom I took to be a secret service agent, conversed aside with Sir Denis for some time. Then, saluting in the native manner, he withdrew and disappeared into the shadows again.

Queer business, said Nayland Smith, pulling the lobe of his ear. A gathering of the heads of the many orders of dervishes is taking place in the Village tonight. As a rule they dont mix… And why at Gizeh?

Dont like the sound of it myself, the chief growled; but:

Dyou mind grabbing the case, Greville? said Nayland Smith tersely.

With ill-concealed reluctance, Sir Lionel passed his leather suitcase into my possession; and we started up the sandy slope.

I had abandoned speculation  almost abandoned hope; having, in fact, achieved acceptance of the worst. Diamond stars gleamed in an ebony sky. The Great Pyramid, most wonderful, perhaps, of the structures of man, blotted out a triangle of the heavens. Our feet crunched on the sandy way. We were sombrely silent.

At one point, as we turned the bend at the top of the road, I remember that I wondered, momentarily, what the others were thinking about; and particularly if Sir Deniss confidence remained unimpaired. My own, alas, had long since deserted me…

And dervishes were assembling at Gizeh. That certainly was odd. Why, as Nayland Smith had asked, at Gizeh?

Just as we were topping the slope a man appeared, apparently from nowhere, and so suddenly that I was startled out of my confused reverie. Petrie, who was beside me, grabbed my arm; and then:

Youre early, Sir Denis, said a voice.

I knew it at once: it was that of Hewlett, Acting Superintendent of Police.

Not so loud, snapped Nayland Smith. Whats the news?

None, I regret to say, sir.

You mean no one has entered The Pyramid?

Not a soul  if I can rely on my men!

My heart sank  went down to zero. The scheme, the fantastic scheme, had failed. He was dealing with a super-mind, and Fu-Manchu was laughing at him. It was unthinkable that the Chinese doctor should have exposed any of his agents to a danger so obvious.

How many men have you here?

Sixty. The place is entirely surrounded.

What does this mean, Smith? Petrie asked urgently. He turned to Hewlett, whom he evidently knew well, and: How long have you been covering the Pyramid? he added.

Since the guides knocked off, was the reply. If anybodys smuggled through in the interval, he must have been invisible.

Its a booby trap, said the chief shortly. Youve ruled me out, Smith, and perhaps it doesnt matter. But, by heaven

Disappear, Hewlett, Nayland Smith directed tersely; and as Hewlett obediently merged into the shadows: I dont know what this means, Petrie, he went on, any more than you do. From the evidence, and I count it pretty sound, nobody has gone into the place tonight since sunset. But three of us have signed an agreement with an enemy I would strangle with my own hands if I had the opportunity, but with an enemy who has one redeeming virtue: he always keeps his word. We must keep ours.

Hes spotted the cordon, Sir Lionel growled, and hes called his men off.

We have stuck strictly to the terms of the understanding. He must have anticipated that we should do our utmost to arrest his agents immediately the ten-minute truce ended.

Then he finds he cant cope with the situation. Hes backed out

My God! I groaned, wheres Rima? She cant possibly be here!

Wait and see! snapped Nayland Smith.

His words were spoken so savagely that I recognized the tension under which he was labouring and regretted my emotional outburst.

Im sorry, Sir Denis, I said. Its vital to me, and

Its equally vital to me! Im not risking Rimas life for any pet theory, Greville. Im doing my damnest to make sure shes returned safely.

His words made me rather ashamed of myself.

I know, I replied. Im terribly worked up.

Barton, came a tense order, get in touch with Hewlett, and stand by, here. You too, Petrie.

I hate you for this, said the chief violently. Hate on! You are too damned impetuous for the job before us…

Together, he and I set out.

I glanced back once, and Sir Lionel and Dr. Petrie presented a spectacle which might have been funny had my sense of humour been properly alert. Dimly visible, for the night was velvety dark, they stood looking after us like schoolboys left outside a circus...

And presently I found myself alone with Nayland Smith at the foot of that vast, mysterious building which has defied the researches of Egyptologists and exercised the imaginations of millions who have never seen it. Personally, I had lived down that sense of mystery which claims any man of average intelligence when first he confronts this architectural miracle.

Sir Lionel had carried out an inquiry here in 1930, just prior to our excavations on the site of Nineveh. I knew the Great Pyramid inside out, remembering the job more vividly because Rima had been absent in England during the time, the chief having given her leave of absence which he refused to grant to me.

We had reached the steps which led to the opening; and:

Youre in charge now, said Nayland Smith. Lead, and Ill follow. Give me the case.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. INSIDE THE GREAT PYRAMID

In that little bay in the masonry which communicates with the entrance we stood and, turning, looked back.

Sixty men surrounded us; but not one of them was in sight. At some point there in the darkness, Sir Lionel and Dr. Petrie were probably watching. But in the absence of moonlight we must have been very shadowy figures, if visible at all. I looked down upon the mounds and hollows of the desert, and I could discern away to the left those streets of tombs whose excavation had added so little to our knowledge. There were two or three lighted windows in Mena House...

Go ahead, Greville, said Nayland Smith. From this point onward I am absolutely in your hands.

I turned, switching on the flash lamp which I carried, and began to walk down that narrow passage, blocked at its lower end, which leads to the only known entrance to the interior chambers. Familiar enough it was, because of the weeks I had spent there taking complicated measurements under Sir Lionels direction  measurements which had led to no definite results.

We came to the end where the old and new passages meet. Our footsteps in the silence of that densely enclosed place aroused most eerie echoes; and in the flattened V where the ascent begins:

Stand still, Greville, Sir Denis directed.

I obeyed. My light already was shining up the slope ahead. In silence we stood, for fully half a minute.

What, I asked, are you listening for?

For anything, he replied in a low voice. If I had not spoken to Dr. Fu-Manchu in person on the telephone today, Greville, I should be prepared to swear that you and I were alone in this place tonight.

I have no reason to suppose otherwise, I replied. The pickets have seen no one enter. What have we to hope for?

Nothing is impossible  particularly to Dr. Fu-Manchu. He accepted my terms and the meeting place. In short he declared himself. And, though contrary to normal evidence, I shall be greatly surprised if when we reach the Kings Chamber, we do not find his representatives there with Rima.

I could not trust myself to reply, but led on, up the long, sloping, narrow way which communicates with the Great Hall, that inexplicable, mighty corridor leading to the cramped portals of the so-called Kings Chamber. At the mouth of that opening beyond which the Queens Chamber lies, Nayland Smith, following, grasped my arm and brought me to a halt.

Wait, he said; listen again.

I stood still. Some bats, disturbed by our lights, circled above us. My impatience was indescribable. I imagined Rima, a captive, being dragged along these gloomy corridors. I could not conceive it; I did not believe she was in the place.

But until I had reached that dead end which is the Kings Chamber, my doubts could not be resolved; and this delay imposed by Nayland Smith was all but intolerable, the more so since I could not fathom its purpose.

I have never known a silence so complete as that which reigns inside the Great Pyramid. No cavern of nature has ever known it, for subterraneously there is always the trickle of water, some evidence of nature at work. Here, in this vast monument, no such sounds intrude.

And so, as we stood there listening, save for the whirl of bat wings, we stood in a silence so complete that I could hear myself breathing. When Nayland Smith spoke, although he spoke in a whisper, his voice broke that utter stillness like the blow of a hammer.

Listen! Listen, Greville! Do you hear it?


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. WE ENTER THE KINGS CHAMBER

Very dimly it came to my ears. From whence it proceeded I could not even imagine... In those surroundings, at that hour, it possessed a quality of weirdness which was chilling:

The dim note of a gong!

Its effect was indescribably uncanny; its purpose incomprehensible. In the harsh light of the flash lamps I saw Nayland Smiths features set grimly.

For heavens sake, whats that? I whispered.

A signal, he replied in a low voice, to advise someone we are here. God knows how any of them got in, but you see, Greville, I was right. We are not alone!

Theres something horrible about it, I said uneasily.

I glanced upward into the darkness we must explore.

There is, Nayland Smith agreed quietly. But it has a good as well as a bad aspect. The good that it seems to imply ignorance of our cordon; the bad, that it proves certain persons to have entered the Pyramid tonight unseen by the pickets.

Silence, that dead silence which is characteristic of the place, had fallen about us again like a cloak. Honestly, I believe it was only the thought of Rima which sustained me. It was at this moment that the foolhardiness of our project presented itself starkly to my mind.

Arent you walking into a trap, Sir Denis? I said. I dont count from the point of view of Dr. Fu-Manchu, but  ?

But, he took me up, as an expert, can you tell me how Dr. Fu-Manchus agents, having disposed of me here  which admittedly might be convenient  could hope to profit? At the moment, six men are watching the entrance. A further sixty are available if anything in the nature of an Arab raid should be attempted.

I agree. But the gong! If they got in unseen, surely they can get out?

He stared at me; his eyes were steely in that cold light.

I had hoped you might have overlooked this fact, he said, because it reduces us to our only real safeguard: the word of Fu-Manchu! In all the years that I have fought for his destruction, Greville, I have never known him to break it. We shall go unmolested for ten minutes after Rima is restored to us! Then  unleash the dogs of war! Carry on.

Ten minutes after Rima is returned to us!… Did the light of his faith in the word of Fu-Manchu truly burn so bright?

I led on and upward  and presently we found ourselves in that awe-inspiring black corridor which communicates with the short passage leading to the room called the Kings Chamber, but which (as Sir Lionel has always maintained) in its very form destroys at a blow the accepted theory, buttressed by famous names, that this majestic pile was raised as the tomb of Khufu.

Automatically, I directed the light of my lamp farther upward. The vast, mysterious causeway was empty, as far as the feeble rays could penetrate.

We mounted to the ramp on the left side and climbed onward. Ages of silence mantled us, and, strangely, I felt no desire to give voice to the many queries which danced in my brain. An image led me on; I seemed to hear my voice speaking a name:

Rima!

I climbed more swiftly.

This might be a trap; but according to available evidence, no one had entered the Pyramid that night; but plainly I had heard the gong… and dervishes were gathering at Gizeh…

We reached the horizontal passage to the Kings Chamber; and instinctively both of us paused. I stared back down the slope as far as the light of my lamp would reach. Nothing moved.

Will you be good enough to take over the duties of pack mule, Greville, said Nayland Smith crisply.

He handed me the case. The entrance to the place yawned in front of us. Sir Denis took a repeater from his pocket, examined it briefly, and slipped it back. Then, shining a light into the low opening:

Follow closely, he directed.

For one instant he hesitated  any man living would have hesitated  then, ducking his head and throwing the light forward along the stone passage, he started forward. I followed; my disengaged hand gripped an automatic.

I saw the end of the passage as Nayland Smith reached it; I had a glimpse of the floor of that strange apartment which many thousands have visited but no man has ever properly comprehended; and then, following him in, I stood upright in turn. As I did so, I drew a sharp breath  indeed, only just succeeded in stifling a cry…

A bright light suddenly sprang up! So lighted, the place presented an unfamiliar aspect. No bats were visible. The chamber looked more lofty, but for that very reason more mysterious. The lamp which shed this brilliant illumination  a queer, globular lamp  was so powerful that I could not imagine from what source its energy was derived.

It stood upon a small table, set close beside the famous coffer; and behind it, so that the light of this lamp shone down fully upon him, a man  apparently the sole occupant of the Kings Chamber  was seated in a rush chair of a type common in Egypt. He wore a little black cap surmounted with a coral ball, and a plain yellow robe. His eyes were fixed steadily upon Sir Denis.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER THIRTY. DR. FU-MANCHU KEEPS HIS WORD

Nayland Smith stood quite still, the ray of his torch shining down on the floor at his feet. Those incredible green eyes beyond the globular lamp watched him unblinkingly.

As I supposed at the time  although, of course, I was wrong  I had seen Dr. Fu-Manchu once only in my life. And as I saw him now, an astounding change presented itself. That wonderful face, on which there rested an immutable dignity, seemed to be the face of a younger man. And the power which radiated from the person or this formidable being was of a character which I could never hope to portray. He seemed to exude force. The nervous energy of Sir Denis was of a kind which could almost literally be felt, but that which emanated from Dr. Fu-Manchu vibrated with an intensity which was uncanny.

How long a time elapsed in the utter silence of that strange meeting place before a word was spoken, I cannot say, but the dragging seconds seemed interminable.

The atmosphere was hot  stiflingly hot. My head seemed to be swimming. I glanced swiftly at Nayland Smith. His teeth were clenched tightly, and I knew that his right hand, which he held in his pocket, rested upon a Colt repeater. I could not guess what or whom he had expected to meet, but every lineament of his stern face told me that he had never anticipated meeting the Chinese doctor.

It was the latter who broke that unendurable silence.

We meet again. Sir Denis  a meeting which I observe you had not anticipated. Yet you might have done so.

Fu-Manchu spoke coldly, unemotionally, and except for certain gutturals and at other times an odd sibilant, his English was perfect, deliberate to the point of the pedantic, but carrying no trace of accent. I remembered that, according to Petrie, the Chinese doctor spoke with facility in any of the civilised languages, as well as many savage tongues and dialects.

I had eagerly read all that my friend had written about him, during the years that he and Sir Denis had warred almost constantly with their great adversary, my reading embracing hundreds of Petries notes which had never been published. Memories returned to me now, as I found myself face to face with this great but evil man. I wish I possessed the doctors facility of style. His pen, I think, could have done greater justice to a scene in attempting which I find my own more than halting.

You saw me in Ispahan, the calm voice continued. Its effect in that enclosed chamber was indescribable. Prior to which, you had recognized my methods. You had tricked those acting for me, and I arrived too late to rectify their errors of judgment, for which, however, two paid with their lives.

Nayland Smith continued to watch the speaker, but uttered never a word.

Perhaps my personal appearance in that street on the night of my second attempt to secure the relics was an indiscretion. But I had lost faith in my agents. You foiled me, Sir Denis. You saw me; I did not see you. You seem to have overlooked the fact that I walked without the aid of a stick.

Nayland Smith visibly stared  but did not speak.

Sir Lionel Bartons box-trick, Fu-Manchu went on  his peculiar utterance of the chiefs name producing a horrifying effect upon my mind necessitated this hasty journey to Egypt, at great personal inconvenience. I arrived an hour after you. Therefore, Sir Denis, since you know with whom you are dealing, and since with my present inadequate resources I have none about me upon whose service I can rely, is there anything singular in my meeting you personally?

No. Sir Denis spoke at last, never taking his gaze from that lined, yellow face. It is characteristic of your gigantic impudence.

No expression of any kind could be read upon Dr. Fu-Manchus face, except that his eyes, long, narrow, and of a brilliant green colour which I can only term unnatural, seemed momentarily to become slightly filmed.

You have played the only card which we couldnt defeat, Sir Denis went on; and here he pointed to the case which I had set upon the floor is your price. But, before we proceed further…

I knew what he was about to say, and I said it for him, shouted it, angrily:

Where is Rima?

For one instant the long green eyes flickered in my direction. I felt the force of that enormous intellect, and:

She is here, said Dr. Fu-Manchu softly. I said she would be here.

The last words were spoken as if nothing could be more conclusive. I was on the point of challenging them, but, somehow, there was that in their utterance which seemed unchallengeable. The crowning mystery of the thing presented itself nakedly before me.

How had Fu-Manchu gained access to this place, the entrance to which had been watched from sunset? How had Rima been smuggled in?

Your motives, said Nayland Smith, speaking in the manner of one who holds himself tightly on the curb, are not clear to me. This movement among certain Moslem sects  which, I take it, you hope to direct  must break down when the facts are published.

To which facts do you more particularly refer? the Chinese doctor inquired sibilantly.

The fact that an extemporised bomb was exploded in the tomb of El Mokanna by Sir Lionel Barton, and that the light seen in the sky on that occasion was caused in this manner; the fact that the relics were brought by him to Egypt and returned to the conspirators under coercion. What becomes of the myth of a prophet reborn when this plain statement is made public?

It will not affect the situation in any way; it will be looked upon as ingenious propaganda of a kind often employed in the past. And since neither Sir Lionel Barton nor anyone else will be in a position to prove that the relics were ever in his possession, it will not be accepted.

And your own association with the movement?

Is welcome, since the ideals of the Si-Fan are in harmony with the aims of those Moslem sects you have mentioned, Sir Denis. Subterfuge between us is useless. This time I fight in the open. One thing, and one thing only, can defeat the New Mokanna… his failure to produce those evidences of his mission which, I presume, you bring to me tonight…

His strength and the cool vigour of his utterance had now, as I could see, arrested Sir Deniss attention as they had arrested mine; and:

I congratulate you, he said dryly. Your constitution would seem to be unimpaired by your great responsibilities.

Dr. Fu-Manchu slightly inclined his head.

I am, I thank you, restored again to normal health. And I note with satisfaction that you, also, are your old vigorous self. You have drawn a cordon of Egyptian police around me  as you are entitled to do under the terms of our covenant. You hope to trap me, and have acted as I, in your place, should have acted. But I know that for ten minutes after our interview is concluded I am safe from molestation. I am not blind to the conditions. My safety lies in my knowledge that you will strictly adhere to them.

He clapped his hands sharply.

What I expected to happen, I dont know. But Nayland Smith and I both glanced instinctively back to the low opening. What actually happened transcended anything I could have imagined.

A low shuddering cry brought me swiftly about again.

Shan!

Rima, deathly pale in the strange light of that globular lamp, was standing upright behind the granite coffer!

My heart leapt, and then seemed to stop, as she fixed her wide-open eyes upon me appealingly. And Sir Denis, that man of steel nerve, exhibited such amazement as I had never known him to show in all the years of our friendship.

Rima! he cried. Good God! Have you been lying there, hiding?

Yes! she turned to him. I saw that her hands were clenched. I promised. She glanced down at the motionless, high-shouldered figure seated before her. It was my part of the bargain.

Describing a wide circle around the sinister Chinaman, she ran to me, and I had her in my arms. I could feel her heart beating wildly. I held her close, stroking her hair: she was overwrought, on the verge of collapse. She was whispering rapidly  incoherently  other fears for my safety, other happiness to be with me again, when those low even tones came:

I have performed what I promised. Sir Denis. It is now your turn…


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. THE TRAP IS LAID

My last recollection as I stopped and went out must always remain vivid in my mind.

Those golden records of the Masked Prophet, one of the unique finds in the history of archaeology, lay glittering upon the narrow table under the light of that strange globular lamp. Dr. Fu-Manchu, his long pointed chin resting upon his crossed hands, his elbows upon the table, watched us unfalteringly.

One grave anxiety was set at rest. In reply to a pointed question of Nayland Smiths, he had assured us that Rima had not been subjected to damnable drugs or Lama tricks (Sir Deniss own words). And, fearing and loathing Dr. Fu-Manchu as I did, yet, incredible though it may seem, I never thought of doubting his word. A hundred and one questions I was dying to ask Rima, but first and foremost I wanted to find the sky above my head again.

The Great Corridor was empty from end to end. And, I leading and Nayland Smith bringing up the rear, we stumbled down to the point where it communicates with the narrower passage. Here I turned, and looked back as far as the light of my lamp could reach.

Nothing was visible. I could only think that Dr. Fu-Manchu remained alone in the Kings Chamber...

I glanced at Rima. She was clenching her teeth bravely, and even summoned up a pallid smile. But I could see that she was close to the edge of her resources.

Hurry! snapped Nayland Smith. Remember  ten minutes!

But even when, passing the lowest point, we began to mount towards open air, somehow, I could not credit the idea that Dr. Fu-Manchu had carried out this business unaided. I paused again.

It was here that we heard, I began  

As though my words had been a cue, from somewhere utterly impossible in those circumstances to define, came the dim note of a gong!

Rima clutched me convulsively. In that age-old corridor, in the heart of the strangest building erected by the hands of man, it was as uncanny a sound as imagination could have conjured up.

Dont be afraid, Rima, came Nayland Smiths voice. Its only a signal that we are on the way up!

Oh! she gasped, but I cant bear much more. Please get me out, Shan!  get me out…

I led on as swiftly as possible. Had Rima collapsed, it would have been no easy task to carry her along that cramped passage. But the purpose of those signals, apart from the mystery of the hiding place of whoever gave them, was a problem we were destined never satisfactorily to solve.

As we had arranged, five men with Dr. Petrie were immediately outside the entrance.

Thank God, Petrie, said Nayland Smith hoarsely. Weve got her! Here she is! Take care of her, old man.

Whereupon, at sight of the Doctor, Rimas wonderful fortitude deserted her. She threw herself into his arms with a muffled scream and began to sob hysterically.

Rima, dear, I exclaimed, Rima!

Petrie, supporting her with one arm, waved to me to go on, at the same time nodding reassuringly.

Come on, Greville, said Nayland Smith. Shes in safe hands, and better without you at the moment.

We had arranged  I confess I had never dared to hope that our arrangements would be carried out  to take her to Mena House. Down on the sands at the foot of the slope Sir Lionel and Hewlett were stationed. And, as I jumped from the last step:

Have you got her, Greville? Is she safe? the chief asked hoarsely.

Yes, shes with Petrie. Shes broken down, poor little lady  and I dont wonder, Nayland Smith replied. But shes come to no harm, Barton. Keep out of the way  leave her to Petrie.

Where has she been? How did it happen?

Its impossible to ask until the nerve storm has worn itself out. Anything to report, Hewlett?

Im staggered. Sir Denis! But thank God you have Miss Barton! Theres only one thing. A few minutes after you went in, as we were closing up on the Pyramid, we heard a most awful wailing sound…

A bull-roarer, Smith! the chief shouted. But God knows where the nigger was hidden: we never had a glimpse of him.

Nayland Smith glanced aside at me.

Possibly the opposite number of the gong signal, he whispered. But what came first?  and how did one signaler hear the other?

I saw Hewlett glancing at the dial of an illuminated wrist watch.

Three minutes to go. Sir Denis, he announced. How many are inside?

One only, Nayland Smith replied, in a curiously dull voice.

Only one! the chief cried incredulously.

One, but the biggest one of all.

What! You dont mean…

Exactly what I do mean. Barton. We left Dr. Fu-Manchu alone in the Kings Chamber.

Good God! Then for all his cunning

Hes trapped! Hewlett concluded. How he got in, and how he got Miss Barton in, is entirely beyond me. But that he can never get out, is certain.

He spoke truly; for other than the Grand Hall or Great Corridor along which we had recently come, there is no entrance to the Kings Chamber  and the two exits from the Pyramid were guarded.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO. I SEE EL MOKANNA

Dr. Petrie gave Rima a sleeping draught and saw her off to bed in the big hotel on the edge of the desert. In spite of all our precautions, news had leaked out that something was afoot.

Whereas, at the time of our arrival, the place had been quiet, with few lights showing, now an air of excitement prevailed. People who seemed to have hastily dressed were standing about in groups. We had smuggled Rima in by a side entrance. But in the lobby and on the terrace outside I met many curious glances.

And there was another, altogether more disturbing circumstance. In the roadway, and by the gate usually haunted by dragomans during the day, a group of some forty natives had assembled, of a type not usually met with there. They were men from the desert villages for the most part, and although all were oddly silent, I overheard several furtive asides which I construed as definitely hostile.

I recognized the black turbans of the Rifaiyeh and the red of the Ahmadiyeh. Senussi I saw among them too  and the white headdresses of many Kadiriyeh…

These were the dervishes who had gathered at Gizeh Village!

Wildly impatient as I was to join the party at the Pyramid, it was impossible for me to leave for some time. Petrie was with Rima, whom he had placed under the care of a resident nurse. She kept waking up and calling piteously for me. Twice I had been brought to her room to pacify her. Her frame of mind was most mysterious. She seemed to be obsessed with the idea that some harm had befallen me.

The second time, after she had gone to sleep contentedly, clasping my hand, I had managed to slip away without awakening her. And now, as I roamed restlessly about the lobby, Dr. Petrie suddenly appeared.

Shes right enough now, Greville, he reported, and Mrs. Adams is with her. A most reliable woman.

Dare we start? I asked.

Certainly! my cars outside. But we shall be too late for

I knew what he would have said; equally, I knew why he hesitated. The physical facts of the situation were beyond dispute; but the more I had considered the matter, the more clearly I had appreciated the fact that a man of Dr. Fu-Manchus intellect would never voluntarily have walked into such a mouse trap.

No one knew how he had entered the Pyramid nor how Rima had been taken there. Furthermore, he had introduced that singular lamp into the place, the table and the Arab chair. Now, in addition, he had the relics of the Prophet.

As we walked down the sanded drive to the road, observed with great curiosity by several residents who obviously suspected that our business was a strange one, we came face to face with that ominous gathering of Arabs near the gate. I saw at a glance that reinforcements had joined them. The black turbans of the Rifaiyeh predominated now.

This looks unwholesome, Greville, said Petrie in an undertone. What are all these fellows doing here at this time of night?

They are the dervishes! Evidently they assembled at Gizeh Village and then marched here. I have been prowling about for some time, waiting for reports about Rima, and I watched them gathering.

We were among them now. Although they made way for us, I liked their attitude less and less.

Tribesmen of some sort, said Petrie close to my ear. Except in ones and twos, these birds are rarely seen.

As we reached his car, which stood a little to the left of the entrance, I looked back uneasily. The dervishes seemed to be watching us.

What the devils afoot? Petrie asked, grasping the wheel. I should think they meant mischief, if they were armed.

He started slowly up the slope; and as we passed that silent company I looked into many flashing eyes close beside the window. But no one attempted to obstruct us.

A very queer business, Petrie muttered. Smith should know at once. It can hardly be a coincidence.

We met several stragglers of the same type on that short winding road which leads up to the plateau, presumably going to join those already assembled outside Mena House. But the doctors mind, as well as my own, now focused upon the major problem; and as we turned the final bend and the great black mass of the Pyramid loomed above us:

You know, Greville, said Petrie, a load has been lifted from my mind. Honestly, I dont think the possession of the relics of Mokanna will do much to help the movement. Rimas safety would be cheap at the price of every relic in the Cairo Museum.

I feel much the same about it, I admitted. Although, of course, those things are unique.

Unique be damned! said Petrie. Hello! whos this?

It was a police officer standing with upraised arm.

You cant pass this way, sir, he shouted, and came forward as Petrie pulled up.

We both got out, but the night, as I have said, was very dark.

And as we did so, the policeman directed the ray of the lamp upon us.

Oh! he added. Its Dr. Greville and Mr. Petrie, isnt it?

Petrie laughed.

The other way about, officer, he replied.

Youll have to walk from here. Those are my orders, sir.

It makes no difference. We couldnt have driven much further, anyway. Is there any news?

Not that Ive heard, sir. I understand that theyre still searching inside

What! I exclaimed. Theres nothing to search  only two rooms. That is, unless theyre searching Davidsons shaft.

Come on, Greville, said Petrie curtly. Lets go and see for ourselves. You may be of use here. You ought to know every nook and cranny of the place.

I do, but so does the chief  and hes on the spot.

We were challenged again as we reached the foot of the Pyramid, by a sergeant whom I took to be in charge of the cordon.

O.K., sir, he said when he saw me.

Whats happened? Whos inside?

The acting superintendent, sir, Sir Denis Nayland Smith, and Sir Lionel Barton. Three men with them.

And no one has come out?

Not a soul, sir.

Petrie turned to me in the darkness. Shall we go up? he said.

We found four men on duty when we had climbed up to the entrance. They passed us immediately, and I was about to lead the way in when a muffled voice reached me from the interior.

I tell you its a trick, Smith! Hes slipped out in some way…

The chief.

I stepped back again and felt, for I could not see their faces, an atmosphere of tension among the four police officers on duty.

Theres treachery. Somebodys been bought over.

That loud, irascible voice was drawing nearer; and:

Its all but incredible, Greville, said Petrie, in a low voice; but evidently Fu-Manchu has managed to get out as mysteriously as he got in!

I hope theres no question about us, sir, came sharply; and one of the four men, whom on close inspection I recognized for a sergeant, stepped forward. Im responsible to the acting superintendent, so I dont care what the other gentleman says. But you can take my word for it that nobody has come out of this place tonight, since you came out with the lady and Sir Denis.

We dont doubt it, Sergeant, Petrie replied. Sir Denis wont doubt it, either. You mustnt pay too much attention to Sir Lionel Barton. Hes naturally very disturbed.

That may be, sir the man began; when:

Whos on duty, here? bellowed the chief, suddenly appearing out of the opening.

One moment, Sir Lionel, a quiet voice interrupted; and I saw Hewlett grasp his arm. I am responsible for the men on duty. Sergeant!

Sir?

Have you anything to report?

Nothing, sir.

Its some damned trick! growled the chief.

Nayland Smith came out last, saw me in the darkness, and:

Is everything all right, Greville? he asked eagerly.

We managed to get her to sleep, Petrie replied. Everything is all right. But this business passes my comprehension, Smith.

It does! the latter rapped. But, needless to say, I anticipated it.

Its a trick! the chief shouted. The mans a conjurer: always was. How did he get Rima in? Damn it! Cant we ask her?

Youll ask her nothing tonight, Barton, Petrie returned quietly. And youll ask her nothing in the morning until you have my permission.

Thanks! was the reply. Ill remember you in my will. He was, in short, in a towering rage, and: Wheres Greville? he finished up.

Here I am.

Dyou think it feasible that Fu-Manchu could have slipped up into one of the construction chambers?

No, I dont.

Neither do I. Even if he did, hes got to come down sometime.

What are these construction chambers, Greville? Nayland Smith asked in a low voice.

Five low spaces above the Kings Chamber, I replied, terminating in a pointed roof, generally supposed to have been intended to relieve the stress on the room below.

Any way into them?

Yes  by means of a long ladder.

Is there anything in what Barton says?

Hardly. In any event, there is only one way out! I turned to Sir Lionel. Have you searched the shaft. Chief?

No! he growled I havent. And whats more Im not going to. Have the damn place closed and watched; thats all thats necessary.

Nayland Smith turned to Hewlett.

You must arrange for the Pyramid to be closed to visitors for the remainder of the week. And have men on duty at the entrance day and night.

Very good, said Hewlett; Ill see to it.

We had climbed down again to the base, and my feet were on the sand, when an idea occurred to me.

By heavens! Sir Denis, I cried. It isnt safe to leave just four men there tonight.

Why? he snapped.

You remember the meeting of dervishes reported by Enderby? Well  they are here  fifty or sixty strong!

Where?

Just this side of Mena House.

A rescue! said the chief hoarsely. They mean to rush the entrance! Fu-Manchu is hiding inside!

I could see Nayland Smith pulling at the lobe of his ear.

They began to gather about midnight, said Hewlett. Its been reported.

Who are they?

Mostly men from outlying villages, and as Mr Greville says, members of various dervish orders.

I dont like this, rapped Nayland Smith. The Mahdi organised the dervishes, you know. Whats your opinion, Hewlett?

I havent one. I cant make it out  unless, as Sir Lionel suggests, they are going to attempt to rush us… But, by jove! here they come!

We had set out down the slope and nearly reached that point where Petrie and I had left the car. Now, we pulled up like one man.

Dimly visible in the darkness of the night, their marching feet crunching upon the sand, we saw a considerable company of Arabs approaching from the opposite direction.

It might be dangerous, Nayland Smith muttered, if it werent for the fact that sixty armed men are still on duty.

And as he spoke, that onward march ceased as if in response to some unspoken order. Vaguely, although at no great distance from where we stood, we could see that strangely silent company. The policeman who had stopped Petries car suddenly appeared.

What do I do about this, sir? he asked, addressing Hewlett. They look nasty to me.

Do nothing, was the reply. We have the situation well in hand.

Very good, sir.

We were near enough now to the crowd on the edge of the plateau to be able to distinguish the colours of robes and turbans  white, black, green and red; a confused blurred mass, but divisible into units. And as I looked doubtingly in their direction, suddenly I saw a hundred arms upraised, and in a muted roar their many voices reached me:

Mokanna!

Whereupon, unanimous as worshippers in a cathedral, they dropped to their knees and bowed their heads in the sand!

Good God! Whats this?

Nayland Smith was the speaker.

We all turned together, looking back to the northern face of the Great Pyramid. And as we did so, I witnessed a spectacle as vivid in my mind tonight as it was on the occasion of its happening.

Perhaps two thirds of the way up the slope of the great building, but at a point which I knew to be inaccessible to any climber, a figure appeared... Even from where I stood, it was visible in great detail  for the reason that this figure was brilliantly lighted!

Many explanations occurred to us later of how this illumination might have been produced. We recalled the globular lamp in the Kings Chamber; several such lamps, masked from the viewpoint of the onlookers and placed one step below the figure, backed by reflectors, would, I think, have accounted for the phenomenon. But at the time, no solution offered.

Personally, I was conscious of nothing but stark amazement, For there, enshrined in the darkness, I saw El Mokanna!

I saw a tall, majestic figure, wearing either a white or a very light green robe. The face was concealed by a golden mask and surmounted by a tall turban. Upraised in the right hand glittered a sword with a curved blade...

A weird chanting arose from the dervishes. I didnt even glance back. I was staring  staring at that apparition on the Pyramid. Distant shouting reached me  orders, as I realised. But I knew, had known it all along, that no climber could reach that point.

Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the apparition vanished.

The lights had been extinguished or covered: such was the conclusion to which we came later. But at the time the effect was most uncanny. And as the figure vanished, again, from the dervishes, came a loud and now triumphant shout:

Mokanna!

In the dead silence which followed:

Fu-Manchu has set us a problem, said Nayland Smith. Either he or some selected disciple has been posing as the reborn prophet, from Afghanistan right down to the border of Arabia. You understand the dervish gathering, now, Hewlett?

A murmuring of excited conversation reached us. The assembly of Arabs, palpably come there as to a tryst, was dispersing and already returning down the slope.

It was urgent, Sir Denis went on; hence the abduction of Rima. This was an appointment with the leaders of the Senussi and other fanatical orders. He had tricked them hitherto, but if the real relics had once been placed beyond his reach detection sooner or later was inevitable. This spark, Greville he turned to me in the darkness is going to light a bonfire. The Mokanna promises to be a greater problem that the Mahdi.

Whereupon the chief began to laugh!

That laughter was so unexpected, and indeed so eerie in the circumstances, that I found in it some quality of horror.

Hes tricked us, Smith! he shouted. Hes tricked us! But, by God, Ive tricked him!


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE. FACTS AND RUMOURS

The story of the second Masked Prophet, although extreme precautions were taken by the British secret service and by Sir Denis Nayland Smith, nevertheless leaked out and into the newspapers of Europe and America. It is well known today to everybody, so far as externals go.

Journalistic espionage triumphed even before the prophet appeared in Egypt. That ominous disturbance moving from Afghanistan down through Persia was paragraphed in the London Daily Telegraph, in the Times of New York and in Le Temps of Paris. The Indian papers had fairly long accounts.

When that strange rumour, hitherto unsupported by tangible evidence, reached Egypt, a special correspondent of the Daily Mail interviewed prominent Moslems. With one exception these denied all knowledge of the matter. The one  a learned imam whose name I have forgotten, but which may be found in the files of the newspaper in question  admitted that news of this movement had come to him. But, he informed his interviewer, it was confined to members of certain unorthodox sects; therefore he was not in a position to express any opinion regarding it.

This interview must have taken place, I suppose, at about the time that we reached Cairo. It was not prominently featured; but later came a column account by the same correspondent, of a second gathering of Wise Men, numbering not three, but according to his estimate, seventy; and a story of the apparition on the Great Pyramid which closely corresponded to the truth.

Since no other newspaper carried this story, I can only suppose that the correspondent of the Daily Mail was staying at Mena House.

Throughout these exacting days I lived in a state of unrelieved suspense. The watch on the Pyramid had had no results; the place was opened again to the public. Rima, who narrowly escaped a serious breakdown, was not fit to be moved for some time. Indeed, during the first forty-eight hours, Dr. Petrie was unable to conceal his anxiety.

The chief remained at Shepheards awaiting the return of Ali Mahmoud with the heavy baggage; but I had moved to the hotel by the Pyramids in order to be near Rima. She suffered from a strange delusion that I was dead, and my presence was frequently required to reassure her. Later, I learned the origin of this obsession, which at the time puzzled me, as it puzzled Petrie.

Acting partly, I think, upon that one memory which remained to me of the hiatus preceding Rimas abduction, Sir Denis had proceeded in a Royal Air Force plane to Damascus.

The chief during this period was wrapped in one of his most impossible moods. A score of times I tried to discuss the mystery of Fu-Manchus disappearance; and:

Your measurements were wrong, Greville, was his invariable conclusion.

Characteristically, he did not question his own!

He referred, of course, to the investigation which we had carried out there, based upon his conviction that there were other chambers in the Great Pyramid. Sceptical as I had been at the time, I was disposed now to believe that Sir Lionels extraordinary imagination had not misguided him.

Failing the existence of other chambers, and, more astounding still, of another exit, the escape of Dr. Fu-Manchu was susceptible of no material explanation. The later apparition of the Masked Prophet at an inaccessible point on the northern slope, might have been accounted for by daring trickery.

But these were trying days indeed. Knowing, as everyone knows who has spent much time among Orientals, that news travels among them faster than radio can carry it, I killed many idle hours in the native quarter, listening to the talk of shopkeepers, peddlers and mendicants.

In this way, thanks to my knowledge of vernacular Arabic, I kept abreast of the Mokanna movement. Probably I knew, before Nayland Smith and the British intelligence service knew, that the threat of that uprising grew less day by day. It had proved abortive; something had gone wrong. I used to report to the chief such scraps of rumour as reached me. They seemed to afford him matter for amusement.

Well sail in the next P. & O., Greville, he said one night. Rima should be fit enough by then. Its high time we were out of Egypt. Im only waiting for Ali Mahmoud…


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR. RIMAS STORY

And then at last came a day when Petrie announced to me privately that Rima was ready, was anxious, to be questioned; to tell her own story.

Only you and I, Greville, he stipulated. It remains dangerous ground, and Barton is liable to prove an irritant…

We had tea with her, Petrie and I, on the balcony of her room overlooking the Pyramids. It was Sunday. The tourist season now was in nearly full flower. Camels with grotesquely poor riders paced up the slope to that little plateau which contains two of the wonders of the world: the Great Pyramid and the Sphinx. There were many cars. In the garden, smart Egyptians and their women occupied the best tables, regarding English, French, and American tourists with thinly veiled amusement.

Rima looked almost ethereal after her strange nervous illness, but so utterly desirable that I felt a savage urge to take her in my arms and stifle her with kisses. But, now that the fear phase had passed, I saw that she regarded me with a queer aloofness.

When her story was told, I understood...

Of course, Shan, Dr. Petrie has made it all clear to me. You should be grateful to him, dear. I think he has saved me from…

It was that night when you called for me at Shepheards  but of course, Im forgetting; you know nothing about it! You see, Shan, after your disappearance on the evening of our arrival, I was simply in a frenzy. They kept it from me for a long time  Uncle and Sir Denis and the doctor. But at last they had to tell me, of course.

I didnt know what to do with myself. I began to think that my crazy behaviour was attracting attention  and I rushed up to my room. I hadnt been there more than five minutes when one of the servants bought me a note  from you!

It was a forgery! I cried. It must have been!

Dont interrupt, Greville, said Petrie quietly. These are the facts. Remember that they relate to a period during which your own evidence is not available.

Good heavens! it was true. A great part of that night was a blank to me…

It was from you, Rima went on. You asked me to tell no one, but to come out at once and join you… I couldnt wait for the lift: I simply raced downstairs and out onto the terrace. An Egyptian chauffeur in a blue uniform met me and showed me where you were waiting

I was waiting! Where?

Just opposite the hotel, beside a French landaulet. Of course, I ran across to you. Shan! you simply hauled me in! You were grim to the nth degree! But I was so utterly happy that at first I thought of nothing except that I had found you again.

Then, Shan  oh, heavens… Shan!

Dont let the memory upset you, Rima, said Petrie. Its all passed and done with. You know, my dear, hes the third victim, as I have told you. All three of us, Greville, at various times, have had similar experiences at the hands of our Chinese friend.

I understand, I replied, watching Rima; I begin to understand. Go on, darling.

It came to me, my dear, that you were mad! I saw, in a flash, what had happened  because something like it had once happened to me. I fought with you  oh, my God, how I fought; it was terrible! Then, when I realised it was useless, I tried to will you to know what you were doing.

We passed through Gizeh Village and were out on the causeway to here when the driver pulled up suddenly. A tall man dressed in black was standing in the roadway. He came forward to the right of the car  and I recognized him  

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Rima!

I began to collapse. I couldnt stand much more. He spoke to you. I didnt hear the words; but  Shan... you fell back on the seat as though you were  dead...

It was the last straw. I believe I made a fool of myself  or they may have drugged me; but I passed away.

When I opened my eyes again, after a thousand years of nightmare, I found myself in a strange but delightful room. I was lying on a couch wrapped in a silk dressing gown; and an old negress sat sewing near me…

It turned out to be part of a suite in a house which must have been right outside Cairo; because all I could see from the little windows in the mushrabiyeh screens was miles and miles of desert. I suppose the negress was a servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu, but she was certainly a sweet old thing.

My first waking thought, Shan, was about you! But the old woman could tell me nothing. She merely said over and over again, Dont fret, honey child; it will sure be all right.

I spent a whole day in those three small rooms. It was quite impossible to get out, and the old negress never left me. No one else came near us. She did all she could to make me comfortable, but I refused to touch food. I have never passed through such a day in my life. I felt myself to be slowly going mad with suspense. Once, a long way over the desert, I saw some camels; that was towards evening. Otherwise, I saw nothing…

At sunset the negress lighted the lamps; and she had only just done so when I heard the sound of a gong somewhere in the house below.

By this time I was in a state of suppressed frenzy, and when I heard that sound I wanted to shriek. The old woman gave me a warning glance, whispered, Dont fret, honey child; it will sure be all right, and went and stood by the door.

I heard footsteps outside; the door was unlocked  and Dr. Fu-Manchu came in!

He was dressed as I remembered him in London  but the horrible thing was that he seemed to be much younger! I must have been nearer to crashing than I knew at the time; for I cant recall one word that he said to me, except that he made me understand, Shan, that your life depended upon me.

Evidently he saw that I was likely to collapse at any moment. He spoke to the old negress in some language I had never heard  and then forced me to drink a glass of some rather sweet white wine.

After that I remember him watching me very intently and speaking again. His voice seemed to fade away, and his awful eyes to grow larger and larger

Like a green lake! I burst in, which swallowed you up! I know. I know!

How do you know? Petrie asked sharply. When did you derive that curious impression?

He was studying me keenly: and at once I grasped the significance of my words. They echoed some submerged memory of the hiatus! But, in the moment of uttering them, that memory slipped back again into the limbo of the subconscious.

No good, Doctor, I said, shaking my head. You were right  but its gone! Go on, Rima.

Rima, who seemed intuitively to have seized upon the purpose underlying Petries question, looked at me pathetically, and then:

I know you know, Shan dear, she went on. But you cant remember  nor can I. Because I woke in a gloomy stone chamber, lighted by a round green lamp

The Kings Chamber, Greville, Petrie interpolated. Rima had never seen it before, it seems.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was sitting by a small table, and there was a big stone sarcophagus just behind him. I was standing in front of him. There was no one else there; and the silence was dreadful.

Behind this coffer, he said, and pointed with an incredibly long finger, you will find a mattress and cushions. Lie there, whatever happens, and make no sign  until I clap my hands. Then stand up. Shan Grevilles life depends upon you. This is your part of the bargain.

I heard a gong  somewhere a long way off.

To your place, said Dr. Fu-Manchu in that voice which seems to make every word sound like a command, and remember, when I clap my hands…

What happened after that, Shan, you know.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE. ORDERED HOME

On the following night Rima returned to Cairo. I remember, as Sir Lionel and I sat in the lounge waiting for her to join us for dinner, that my mind was more nearly at ease than it had been for many days. When presently Rima appeared, although she looked perhaps rather more than normally pale, she had nevertheless contrived to efface any signs of her recent ordeal.

In the absence of Dr. Petrie, I said, I prescribe a champagne cocktail.

The patient approved of the prescription.

What about you, Chief?

Whisky and soda, Sir Lionel growled, staring towards the entrance door. Where the devils Petrie?

A busy medical man, I replied, summoning a waiter, is always excused social appointments. Isnt he, Chief?

Has to be, I suppose.

As I gave the order I found myself thinking about the doctors earlier days, when, a struggling suburban practitioner in London, he had first found himself involved in the web of Dr. Fu-Manchu. His published journals of those singular experiences which he had shared with Sir Denis, had created such world-wide interest that today, as I knew, he was independent of the proceeds of his profession. But he was, as someone had said of him, a born healer; and he had the most extensive practice of any English physician in Cairo. Evidently my thoughts were reflected upon my face; for:

What are you grinning about? the chief demanded.

I was wondering, I replied, if Sir Denis will allow me to publish an account of the story of the Masked Prophet.

You published an account, as you term it, Rima interrupted, of what happened in the Tomb of the Black Ape and afterwards. I didnt think it was too flattering to me, but I know you made a lot of money out of it. I dont really think, Uncle turning and snuggling up against Sir Lionel that its quite fair, do you? Shouldnt we have a share?

Yes. The chief stared at me with smothered ferocity. Youve written me up in a painfully frank way, Greville, now I come to think about it… Ah! Heres Petrie!

As he spoke, I saw the doctor come in from the terrace at a brisk pace. There was urgency in his manner, and when, sighting us, he hurried forward I realised that he was ill at ease.

His first thought, however, was for his patient; and dropping into a chair beside Rima, he looked at her in that encompassing manner which comes to a man who for many years has practised as a physician.

Quite restored, I see, he said, and glanced critically at the cocktail. Only one, Rima. Excitants are not desirable… yet.

Seeing me about to call a waiter:

As Im rather late, Greville, he went on, lets go in to dinner; if possible, find a quiet table, as theres something I have to tell you.

Knew it! said the chief loudly, watching the speaker. Got something on your mind, Petrie. What is it?

Youre right, Petrie admitted, smiling slightly. I dont quite know what to make of it.

Nor do I, Sir Lionel replied, unless you tell me what it is.

A long message from Smith in Damascus. It was relayed over the telephone. Thats what detained me. But dont let us talk about it now.

We stood up and walked along the corridor, which is a miniature jewel bazaar, to the dining room. I had arranged for a quiet table at the farther end, and presently, when we were all seated and the chief, who was host, had given his orders:

This message is disturbing, in a way, said Petrie. Theres a Dutch steamer of the Rotterdam Lloyd Line, the Indramatra, leaving Port Said tomorrow night for Southampton; and Smith insists that, baggage or no baggage, you must all leave in her!

What! Sir Lionel cried so loudly that many heads were turned in our direction. He must be mad. I wont budge an inch  not one inch  until Ali Mahmoud arrives with the gear.

Dr. Petrie looked grave.

I have the message here, he continued; and when I have read it to you, possibly you may change your mind… Dr. Fu-Manchu has been in Damascus. He has disappeared. Smith has every reason to believe that he is on his way here  to Cairo. His mission, Barton is to see you!


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX. NAYLAND SMITH COMES ABOARD

The Indramatra lay off the pontoon, opposite the Custom House at Port Said; and it was a night sailing. Ali Mahmoud had arrived in the nick of time; I could see him now from where I stood, supervising the shipment of the heavy baggage.

That curious sustained murmur, a minor chord made up of human voices, audible whenever cargo is being worked in this odd portal of the East, came to my ears, as I craned out watching the pontoon. I had left Rima, a stewardess, and two coolies busily unpacking trunks; for Rima had something of her uncles gift for making people work enthusiastically in her interests. Part other personal baggage had been deposited in her cabin, and, having explored the first of her trunks:

There isnt a thing thats fit to wear! she had declared…

I had considered it prudent to join the chief.

That experienced old traveller had secured a suite with bath, at the Cairo office. Admittedly, the ship was not full, but, nevertheless, someone else had been pencilled in for this accommodation ahead of him. The someone else (a Member of Parliament, he turned out to be) was reduced to an ordinary double cabin, and the purser was having a bad quarter of an hour.

Sir Lionel, armed with a whisky and soda, was sprawling on the little sofa in his sitting room, his feet resting upon a stout wooden chest. He reminded me of an old buccaneer, gloating over ill-gotten treasure; and:

Has Smith arrived? he demanded.

No. Im just going up to make inquiries, chief…

And so, now, I found myself craning out and watching the pontoon. It would be nearly an hour before the Indramatra sailed, but I could not imagine, since Sir Denis had missed us in Cairo, how he hoped to reach Port Said before we left. Nevertheless, he had advised us to expect him.

I glanced down at Ali Mahmoud, patiently checking the items of our baggage destined for the hold, and experienced a pang of regret in parting from him. Then again I stared towards the shore. I saw the headlights of a car which was being driven rapidly along the waterfront. I saw it pull up just short of the Custom House.

No other steamer was leaving that night, and although, admittedly, this might have been a belated passenger, something told me that it was Nayland Smith.

I was right.

Above the clatter of machinery and minor drone of human voices, with the complementary note of water lapping at the ships side, a clamour reached me from the shore. There was urgency in the sound. And as I watched, I saw a police launch which had been lying just off the pontoon, run in, in response to a signal. A few moments later, and the little red craft was describing a flattened arc as she headed out rapidly for the Indramatra.

One glimpse I had in a momentary glare of the searchlight, of a man seated in the stern, and then I was hurrying down to the lower deck. I had no more than reached the head of the ladder when Nayland Smith came bounding up. As I greeted him:

Quick! he snapped and grasped my arm. The pursers office  where is it? I dont know this ship.

This way, Sir Denis.

Pushing past groups of passengers, mostly planters and officials from the Dutch East Indies, we went racing across to the pursers office. As I had expected, a number of people were waiting to interview that harassed official, but the curtain was drawn over his door, and I could hear an excited voice within. Sir Denis never hesitated for a moment. He rapped loudly, jerked the curtain aside, and:

Mr. Purser! he said, I regret that I dont know your name  my apologies. But it is vitally urgent that I should see you for a few moments.

The purser, a Sumatra-born Dutchman, stout and normally good-humoured, I judged, at the moment was not in an amiable mood. Mr. John Kennington, M.P., a fussy little man resembling Tweedledee in spectacles, was literally dancing about in his room.

I say its an outrage, sir, he was exclaiming, an outrage. This fellow, Sir Lionel Barton, this travelling mountebank, has almost literally thrown me out of a cabin which I reserved in Cairo. As a British Member of Parliament, I wish to state

I dont know your name, sir, said the purser, looking up wearily at Sir Denis  he spoke excellent English, for the Dutch are first-class linguists; mine is Voorden: but you can see that I am very much engaged.

Such a state of affairs, Mr. Kennington continued, extending his rotund person in the manner of a frog about to burst, such a state of affairs would not be tolerated for a moment in the P. & O.

That, of course, was a slip, and put the purser on our side at once. His growing distaste for the angry passenger was reflected upon normally placid features.

The P. & O., sir, said Nayland Smith, is an admirable line, to which I can give you a personal introduction ensuring excellent accommodation.

Mr. Kennington paused, turned, and looked up at the grim face of the speaker; then:

Possibly, sir, you may know that Members of Parliament, travelling officially, are afforded certain facilities

I do know it, and I feel sure that your complaint is a just one. But since you are a Member of Parliament, you will naturally do everything in your power to assist me. A matter of national urgency demands that I should have two minutes private conversation with Mr. Voorden.

Mr. Kennington blew himself up again.

My dear sir, he replied, I must take this opportunity of pointing out to you that I have certain rights here.

Sir Deniss temper, never of the best, was growing dangerously frayed.

Mr. Voorden, he said quietly, I dont know this gentlemans name, but have I your permission to place him in the alleyway until our very urgent business is concluded?

The pursers broad face broke into a smile. It was a suggestion after his own heart; and:

May I ask you, Mr Kennington, he said, addressing the outraged M.P., whose features were now assuming a hectic florid hue, to allow me two minutes with this gentleman? His business, I think, is important.

Important! the other exploded. Important! By heavens, sir, Rotterdam shall hear of you  Rotterdam shall hear of you!

He expelled himself from the cabin.

Here is my card, Mr. Voorden, said Sir Denis, laying a card upon the pursers table: but in order to save your time and my own, I called upon the Dutch consul on my way to the docks. He was unable to accompany me, but he sends this note.

He laid upon the table a sheet of paper bearing the letterhead of the Dutch consulate in Port Said. The purser put on a pair of hornrimmed glasses and read the note. Mr Kennington, not far away, might be heard demanding an interview with the captain.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith, said the purser, standing up, I am at your service. What can I do for you?

Thank you, said Sir Denis, and shook his hand. Your passenger list, if you please. I want the name of everyone joining the ship at this port.

Certainly! that is very simple. You will also wish to know, of course, what accommodation they have reserved?

Exactly

A moment later Nayland Smith was bending over a plan of the ship, in close consultation with the purser. I moved to the curtain, drew it aside, and stepped into the alleyway. Mr. Kennington had discovered the second steward and was insisting that that official should conduct him to the captain. I had it in mind to endeavour to pacify the infuriated little man, when the matter was taken out of my hands.

Sir Lionel Barton is the persons name, shouted Mr. Kennnigton who the devil may I ask is Sir Lionel Barton?

Unfortunately for Mr. Kennington, at that moment Sir Lionel appeared on the scene.

Does anybody want me? he inquired in his deep gruff voice.

Mr. Kennington turned and looked up into that sun-baked, truculent mask. He tried bravely to sustain the glare of deep-set eyes beneath tufted brows. But when he spoke, it was with a notable lack of confidence.

Are you Sir Lionel Barton?

I am. Did you want me?

The second steward escaped, leaving Mr. Kennington to fight his battle alone.

There seems to be some misunderstanding about our cabins, he said in a tone of gentle melancholy…


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN. THE RELICS OF THE PROPHET

There was some pretty straight talking in the chiefs room five minutes later. Rima was not present.

I have the outline of the thing complete, Barton, said Nayland Smith, puffing furiously at his pipe. For Gods sake, dont interrupt. Just listen. My time is brief. The man Amir Khan blundered onto the location of Mokannas tomb in some way and up to the time of his disappearance, was undoubtedly acting on his own. I take it you paid him well for his information.

I did.

Sir Denis nodded.

He did not belong to that obscure sect, an offshoot of true Mohammedanism, which still holds the tradition of the New Koran. But he knew more than they do, because he knew where the prophet was buried. He was a thug; you always knew this. And he deserted because he was recalled by his immediate chief. The laws of thuggee (which I dont profess to understand) are very binding upon devotees. His chief learned what had happened; and his chief

Was one of the Fu-Manchu group! Sir Lionel interrupted. And so…

And so the news reached the doctor. Where he was at the time, we shall probably never know  but he acted swiftly. The possibilities were tremendous. Islam is at least as divided as Christianity. A religious revival is long overdue. The man and the occasion, only, were wanted. Here was the occasion. Dr. Fu-Manchu found the man.

Whom did he find?

I dont know. Listen, and I will tell you all I know. In every religion there are secret sects. I have maintained for many years, in the face of much opposition from learned sources  and from you  that the organisation known as the Si-Fan embodies the greater part of these dissentients

Rot!

Such a movement, reinforced by the backing of the Si-Fan, would almost certainly have tipped the scale. This was what Dr. Fu-Manchu saw. The arising of the prophet was staged for him when you blew up that lonely tomb in Khorassan. This he acted upon with the results which we know. Interested parties in the Moslem world were only too ready to receive the new prophet. His material qualities they were prepared to overlook. But it happens  and a memory of Grevilles gave me the clue to the truth  that a certain fanatical sect, having representatives at Damascus and also at Mecca, possess or claim to possess copies of the New Koran.

Thats true, said the chief, shifting his feet uneasily, for he was sprawling upon the settee. Ive seen em. I knew what I was up against, Smith.

Nayland Smith looked at Sir Lionel with a sort of reluctant admiration.

Youre a remarkable man, Barton, he admitted. If a modicum of discretion had been added to your outfit, much of this trouble might have been avoided.

What trouble? the chief shouted. He kicked at the wooden chest. Wheres the trouble? Ive tricked every damned fool among them. And, by heaven! Ive tricked Dr. Fu-Manchu himself. You all wondered why I hung on so long in Ispahan

He began to laugh loudly; but:

I know now, said Nayland Smith.

And he spoke the words so coldly that the chiefs laughter was checked.

I thought, he went on, that you were bluffing in Cairo. I know your schoolboy sense of humour. It was a dramatic surprise to me, although I may not have shown it, when your old suitcase was opened before Mr. Aden and I saw the sword, the mask, and the gold plates.

He jumped out of his chair and began to move from foot to foot, since there was no room for him to promenade.

I carried out my contract with Dr. Fu-Manchu  Rimas life being the price at stake  in what I believed to be all honesty. Dont speak. Barton  let me finish. Dr. Fu-Manchu is the most ghastly menace to our present civilisation which has appeared since Attila the Hun. He is an old man, but, by some miracle which I can only ascribe to his gigantic power, he is as forceful today as he was in the first hour that I ever set eyes on him in a forest of Burma. Thats agreed. He has one virtue. According to his admittedly peculiar code  he is a man of honour.

Stop!

Sir Lionel was up, now, his strong hands clenched, his eyes glaring upon the speaker.

Stop, Smith! I wont take it from you or from any man. I may have broken every other commandment, but I have never lied.

Have I accused you of lying? Sir Deniss voice was very cool.

Practically, yes.

You remained in Ispahan until Solomon Ishak, perhaps the finest craftsman in the East, had duplicated the relics of the prophet. Oh, it was clever work, Barton. But…

Well, growled the chief, still glaring at him. But, what... Didnt the man Aden or Samarkan or whatever his name is  pass the stuff that we showed him in Shepheards? Did I or did you undertake to deliver up anything else? We had Rima back, and we handed over the duplicates. Furiously he kicked the box. Ali Mahmoud had the relics. He brought them from old Soloman Ishak back to Cairo, and from Cairo on board here. And there they are!

He dropped back onto the settee, his mouth working evilly, for he was in murderous humour. But Nayland Smith continued to watch him calmly.

It would be reviving an ancient libel to say that you argue like a Jesuit, Barton, he remarked coldly.

Thanks! snapped the chief. You have probably said enough.

I think I have never felt more unhappy in my life. The facts now revealed to me were astounding; the ethics of the thing beyond me. But it was ghastly that these two old friends  men of first-rate genius in their separate spheres  should thus be almost at one anothers throats.

Loyalty to the chief forbade my siding with Sir Denis, yet in my heart I knew that the latter was right. The price had been Rimas life; and Sir Lionel had played a faked card.

It didnt surprise me; and since he had succeeded, I had it in my heart to forgive him, but:

You know chief, I said, I can see what Sir Denis means; so dont boil over. We were in the wrong.

I hadnt meant it; I am not clever enough to have thought of it; but that use of we rather did the trick. Sir Lionel relaxed and looked at me in an almost kindly way.

You think so, Greville? he growled.

Well, it was the devil of a risk, and Dr. Fu-Manchu, Nayland Smith snapped, discovered the substitution in Damascus, on the very day, I believe, that I arrived there. By means of what secret knowledge held by certain imams of the Great Mosque he anticipated that the forgery would be detected, I dont know.

He paused  his pipe had gone out, and he struck a match; then:

Someone spoke from the pulpit that evening. The huge mosque was packed to the doors. I have never seen such mass fanaticism in my life.

Were you there? asked the chief with sudden boyish enthusiasm.

I was.

Good old Smith!

And in those words I recognized the fact that the storm had blown over.

The speaker wore a green turban, a green robe, and a thick gold mask.

It was Fu-Manchu!

I am still inclined to doubt it. I dont think I could mistake him. If it were he, then he has thrown off the burden of thirty years. He held his audience in the palm of his hand, as I know Fu-Manchu can do. But the virility of his voice…

And as he spoke, a sort of half-memory stirred in my brain. It passed  leaving a blank.

There were doubters there. And that very night, as I believe, the substitution was discovered. The new Mahdi opened brilliantly, Barton, but he met with a definite check in Damascus. What actually happened I naturally dont profess to know. But he pointed to the wooden chest on the floor of the cabin are they in there?

They are! said the chief triumphantly.

The rumour is already spreading  you know how news travels in these parts  that Mokanna is an impostor. I need not add that our Intelligence Department is zealously fostering this. Only one thing could save the situation. He pointed again to the chest. I dont know where Dr. Fu-Manchu is, but from my knowledge of his methods I should predict that he is not far from Port Said at the present moment.

Those words sent a cold shudder down my spine.

Hes too late, growled Sir Lionel; we sail in fifteen minutes.

I know, Nayland Smith returned. But while Im aware that I am wasting words, if I were in your shoes, Barton, I should be disposed to send Ali Mahmoud ashore with that crate and sail in comfort.

Youd do nothing of the sort! shouted the chief, jumping up again. You know it as well as I do.

Very good. Ive a few suggestions to make before I go ashore. I cant possibly leave Egypt for at least another week, when I hope that Petrie will be ready to join me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT. THE SWORD OF GOD

Bolt the door, Greville, said Sir Lionel.

I did as he directed. His stateroom presented an appearance of untidiness which, even for the chief, touched the phenomenal. He had unpacked the wooden crate, and the floor was littered with straw and paper.

It proved to contain three packages tied up in canvas; one, long and narrow, which enwrapped the sword of the prophet; another, the heaviest, rectangular and perhaps eight inches thick; and a smaller one, which was obviously some kind of box.

Get busy with the big package, he directed energetically. Untie the string, but dont cut it. We shall want to use it again.

Very good, I said resignedly, and set to work.

The Indramatra had just pulled out from her berth, Nayland Smith and the Companys agent being the last two visitors to go down the ladder. Rima was in her cabin busily unfolding frocks which had been folded for weeks and about the condition of which she was in complete despair.

What Sir Lionels object could be in unpacking these treasures, now that at last we had escaped with them, was a problem which defeated me. But mad though he was, there was generally some method in his madness.

Gad! what a beauty! he cried.

He had unwrapped the scimitar and was gazing upon it with the eyes of a lover. Indeed I knew, had known for many years, that the chiefs heart was wholly in the past. He worshipped these relics of strange men and wild times, although his collections, of which he had one in each of his several houses, must have broken the heart of any museum curator. Priceless pieces were as likely to be found upon the floor, or on the seat of a chair where a careless visitor might sit upon them, as anywhere else. But the fact remained that his enthusiasm was genuine.

Youre a hell of a long time with the plates, he growled.

These knots want a bit of coping with.

Give it to me and unpack the mask.

I complied only too willingly.

Can you see anything lying about, Greville, remotely resembling the Sword of God?  any fitting we could tear down?

I began to laugh. The purpose of the chiefs toil had become evident. He was at his favourite trick again.

Really, I said, looking up from the floor where I was kneeling untying the box containing the mask, I dont know what you have in mind, but short of seizing the ship, I cant see how anybody is going to gain access to the pursers safe.

Cant you? he growled. Did you see how anybody was going to gain access to that room in Isphahan? I know more about the methods employed by Dr. Fu-Manchu than you do, Greville. And as I told Smith just now, I think nothing of safes at any time. We shouldnt have the stuff now if I thought as you do.

True enough, I admitted, and took out a delicate and exquisite mask from the box which held it.

Gad! exclaimed Sir Lionel in a low voice What a beauty! Unique, Greville, absolutely unique! This one item would make the reputation of any collector.

He paused in his task, stood up, and stared about him. Then from a battered leather hat box he took an old sun helmet, emptied a cigar box onto the bed (it contained quite a dozen cigars) and put the gold mask in their place. Tying the box with a piece of string, he dropped it into the helmet, returning the latter to its leather case. He threw the case on the settee.

A very clever American, he remarked one Edgar Allan Poe  laid it down that the best place to hide a thing was where everyone could see it. Ha! heres what you want, Greville.

An umbrella belonging to Rima had somehow strayed into his cabin, left there in error by a steward, no doubt when the baggage had come aboard. She had bought it in Cairo. It was short, with a fancifully carved handle of glass, representing the Sphinx.

Wrap it up, he said; thats splendid.

He laughed, in his loud, boisterous fashion. And something of his crazy humour began to infect me also. His treatment of a menace which had overhung us darkly for so long, which already had cost several lives and had stirred up the beginnings of a promising Arab rising, was stimulating, to say the least.

I wrapped up the umbrella in the canvas packing, tying it with care; and Sir Lionel, having unfastened the gold plates, examined them lingeringly. I knew he would have liked to devote hours to that examination, but the time was not now.

Wheres the Burberry? he asked.

I pointed to an open door communicating with his bedroom; my old Burberry hung upon a hook there.

He nodded, wrapped the sheets of thin gold in pieces of newspaper, and slipped them into the big pocket of the coat, which contained them quite easily.

Let me see! he cried.

I exhibited the parcel I had just completed.

Not bad, he commented; I think it will pass. Now, to seal it.

Crossing to a little writing table, and kicking all sorts of litter out of his way as he went, he opened a box containing odds and ends of stationery, and presently found a piece of sealing wax. Lighting many matches and dropping a quantity of wax upon the carpet, he sealed several of the knots, pressing his signet ring upon each of them. Then, holding up the finished product, he laughed like a schoolboy.

Number one ready! he cried. Ah! you have done another. What did you put in the box?

Nothing, I replied; the weight of the mask is negligible.

Hand me that thin atlas over there, he directed.

From a pile of books thrown carelessly on the floor, I collected the volume to which he referred. It was roughly of about the same size and shape as the fifteen gold plates laid together. It was also very heavy.

Good enough! he said, weighing it in his hand. Hello! Whos this? Dont open, Greville.

Someone was rapping on the cabin door.

Whos there? roared Sir Lionel.

Steward, sir. Miss Barton has asked me to inquire if an umbrella which is missing has been brought in here.

No, roared the chief, it hasnt. Never seen it.

Do you mind if I take a look round, sir?

I mind very much. Im busy. Go away!

He stood upon the settee, drew the curtain aside, and peered through a porthole.

Were clear of shore, Greville, he reported. By heaven! Ive tricked him this time!

A few minutes later we completed the third parcel to his satisfaction, and:

Cut along to your cabin, he directed; you havent far to go. Carry your Burberry over your arm; you can hold the sword underneath it.

Very good. Where shall I put them?

Put the sword under your bed for the time being, and hang the Burberry in the bathroom, or anywhere. Ill come along presently and decide definitely. But first we must see the purser.

Unbolting the door, we sallied forth. I went along to my cabin and then rejoined Sir Lionel. Stewards were still coming and going, carrying stray items of baggage, the ship being in that state of unrest which prevails on leaving port.

I dont trust these Javanese, the chief whispered. Every one of them might belong to Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I felt rather disposed to agree with him. But Nayland Smith had been insistent upon our leaving by the first available ship, and failing the Indramatra, we should have had to wait for three days.

Passengers were standing about at the foot of the stairs in the neighbourhood of the pursers room, examining notices and making aimless inquiries of almost every European member of the crew who passed. Carrying our strange burdens, we came to the pursers door.

I simply refuse to occupy a cabin, an excited voice was shouting within, in which the running water resembles beer. Its scandalous, sir, scandalous!

Our friend Kennington, said the chief, unceremoniously jerking the curtain aside and walking in. Good evening, purser. Sorry to trouble you, but I have some valuables which I wish to leave in your care.

Very good, Sir Lionel, said the harassed officer, turning in his chair and looking up at us.

One of them looks a bit bulky for the safe. Perhaps we can manage.

Mr. Kennington, blown up to his full dimensions, was standing at the farther end of the room, glaring. On further examination he was a singular-looking object. His rotundity seemed positively artificial, so suddenly did it develop, and his dark eyes, behind horn-rimmed spectacles, did not seem to belong to his red and choleric face. He had carroty hair, close-cut, and an absurd little moustache.

I will not be side-tracked in this manner, sir, he cried, as the purser, standing up, turned and unlocked the big safe. I have already been given accommodation other than that which I reserved, and now…

And now, said the chief, looking him up and down in his most truculent and intolerant manner, you have been given tap water which resembles beer.

I have, sir. And I will not tolerate it for one moment  not for one moment!

Neither should I, said the chief, if I were a teetotaller. Are you a teetotaller?

I am, sir.

And a member of the Labour party, I take it?

Certainly.

Funny thing, Greville, said Sir Lionel, looking at me, how these enemies of capital always insist upon the best accommodation. But

By a little readjustment, said the purser, I can manage your three sealed packages. Sir Lionel.

He reclosed and locked the massive safe.

And now you will want a receipt for them.

He sat down at his table again.

I have registered my protests, sir, said Mr. Kennington sternly; my second protest since I came on board this ship. Since you dont seem to propose to attach any importance to it, I shall make a point of placing the matter before the captain.

He bowed with absurd dignity and went out.

You know, gentlemen, said Voorden, taking a printed form from a case on his table, one passenger like that puts years on a ships purser. According to his passport, Mr. Kennington does not travel much, which perhaps accounts for it. Ah, well! he sighed wearily, filling in the form, I suppose its the sort of thing that the company pays me for. There you are, sir.

Sir Lionel thanked him, folded up the receipt, and placed it in his pocket case. As we went out and were crossing towards the stairs, I heard Mr. Kennington talking to the chief steward.

I insist upon a table to myself, steward.

I will do my best, sir.

It would be pleasant for everybody concerned, said the chief in a loud voice, if some travellers would insist upon a ship to themselves, and stay on board for the rest of their lives.

Whereupon he began to laugh thunderously.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE. FLIGHT FROM EGYPT

I stood at the after end of the promenade deck, my arm very tightly about Rima. Together, we watched the lights of Egypt fading in the distance. It was good to be together after that brief but dreadful hiatus in Cairo, but yet, although neither of us spoke, I knew we shared a common regret. It was true we had known sorrow in Egypt, but we had known great happiness there, and the happiness outweighed the sorrow.

It was growing late, and we had the starboard side of the deck to ourselves; a few passengers lingered in the smoke-room, but nearly everybody was in bed. It would have been good to have Nayland Smith with us, but he and Dr. Petrie hoped to be in London in time for the spectacular wedding which Sir Lionel had planned for us.

Personally, I looked forward to that function with the utmost horror. But I was not at all sure that Rima didnt secretly enjoy the prospect. Rima had been a very popular debutante two years before; and I knew the chief would enjoy himself to the top of his bent in circulating paragraphs among gossip writers, and in employing his genius for showmanship to make our wedding a successful public entertainment.

In fact, having few friends of my own in London, and knowing that Rima had many, I felt that those days in the Mediterranean which lay ahead would be the last for a long time during which I should have her to myself.

No words were necessary between us. I just held her very closely, and she nestled against me in perfect contentment, while together we watched the lights of Port Said growing more and more dim upon the horizon.

Only nine passengers had joined the Indramatra there, including our own party of three. They had been checked up by Nayland Smith, and not one of them came within the shadow of suspicion. Other than these six first-class passengers and ourselves, no one had come aboard in Egypt, nor had the crew been reinforced. I remembered Sir Deniss parting words: Unless, which isnt impossible, since were dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu, an agent of his has been smuggled aboard disguised as cargo, it would appear, Greville, that, for once in his life, the doctor has misfired.

It was cold comfort, since I had reason to know that the doctor rarely misfired. And I hugged Rima so closely that she demanded a kiss and received many…

When at last, and very reluctantly, I turned in that night, common sense told me that Sir Lionel had pulled off his daring trick and risked Rimas life in the process. But, once in Europe, I believed that we had little to fear on this score, since the religious-political unity of the relics by then would have become nil. Only by their immediate recovery could Dr. Fu-Manchu hope to re-establish the claims of the new prophet, already challenged by reason of their absence. A week would make all the difference.

But, in destroying this daring scheme of the greatest, and most evil man I had ever known, what had we done?

His mentality was incalculable. I believed him too great to waste an hour of his time in so futile a purpose as vengeance. But in this I knew that I might be mistaken. He was a Chinaman, and I knew little of Chinese mentality. He was unscrupulous, valuing human life no more highly than the blades of grass one treads upon. But in this he conformed to his own peculiar code.

No desire for personal aggrandisement inspired him, Nayland Smith had assured me. He aimed to lift China from the mire into which China had fallen. He was, according to his peculiar lights, a great patriot. And, this I knew, according to those same peculiar lights, he was scrupulously honourable.

True, the terms he had extorted upon the strength of the abduction of Rima had been blackmail at its vilest, but blackmail of a kind acceptable to his own code. We had agreed to his terms and had set our names to that agreement. Such implicit trust had he placed in our English honour that he had met us alone  the gesture of a great man if a great villain.

And in all good faith on the part of Nayland Smith and myself we had tricked him! Would he have tricked us in that way? Was it what his inscrutable Chinese conscience would regard as fair warfare, or was it not?

I doubted, and, to be perfectly honest, I feared. I had warned Rima to bolt her door before I said goodnight to her, and now, entering my own cabin, I did the same. I made sure that the sword of God was in my golf bag concealed among the clubs, and the gold plates in the pocket of my Burberry before I began to undress. The wooden chest, nailed up again, stood at the end of a blind alleyway leading to the chiefs suite.

The Mediterranean was calm as a great lake, and there was little motion perceptible from stem to stem of the Indramatra. My cabin was forward on the port side and only two removed from that occupied by Sir Lionel. These cabins opened on a narrow gallery overlooking the dining saloon, and Rimas was nearly opposite my own.

I had experienced a pang of uneasiness on realising that the stewards were almost exclusively Javanese, some of them of a very Mongolian type: silent, furtive, immobile, squatting like images at the corner of nearly every alleyway  their slippers beside them, their faces expressionless.

Tonight, however, they had all disappeared. The ship was silent, the saloon a dark well. Only faint vibrations from the screw propellers and that creaking of woodwork inseparable from a ship at sea, disturbed the stillness.

I had only partially unpacked, and feeling very wide awake, I began to grope among my baggage for a tin of tobacco which I had bought just before leaving Cairo. I had determined to smoke a final pipe before turning in. A final drink would have been welcome, but I doubted if I could obtain one.

Following some searching, I discovered the tobacco, and I had just raised the lid and begun to fill my pipe when there came a soft rapping upon the door of the cabin...


CHAPTER FORTY. THE SEAPLANE

I confess that I was reluctant to open my door. It was perhaps not surprising after the strain which had been imposed upon me during those past few weeks; but I was conscious of a definite decline of morale. I had many unhappy memories and some dreadful ones: not the least of these that strange lacuna in Cairo, throughout which I had obviously been a passive instrument of the Chinese doctors will.

The rapping was repeated, rather more insistently, but yet not loudly.

I laid my pipe down on the bed and moved towards the cabin door. Save for that slight creaking of woodwork as the ship rode a barely perceptible swell, there was no sound.

Whos there? I said sharply, but without shooting the bolt back.

Urgent radio message for Mr. Greville.

I heaved a sigh of relief which must have been audible beyond the door, shot the bolt back, and there stood a Marconi operator.

I shouldnt have disturbed you in the ordinary way, he explained, but the message was marked Immediate delivery.

Thanks, I said; I hadnt turned in. I took the flimsy envelope. Goodnight, I added.

Goodnight, sir.

I returned and bolted the door. Then, tearing open the message, I read eagerly.

SOMETHING WILL BE ATTEMPTED TONIGHT STOP STAY AWAKE AND KEEP A SHARP LOOK-OUT NAYLAND SMITHI dropped the message on the bedcover. From what possible source was such an attempt to be looked for? And what should I do?

Lighting my pipe, I stared at the golf bag propped in a corner of the cabin, a strange repository for a relic which already had such a bloody history; but in Sir Lionels opinion a better one than the pursers safe.

Cudgel my brains as I would  and I was very wide awake now  I could conceive of no plan  even assuming the real whereabouts of the damnable relics to be known to our enemies  whereby they could obtain possession of them, otherwise than by an open raid on my cabin and that of the chief.

It was preposterous! Even if it were admissible that Fu-Manchu had servants among the native members of the crew  what could they do?

Yet, here was the message. What in Heavens name did it mean?

One thing I determined upon: to obey Nayland Smiths instructions. I would mount guard until daylight, when the normal life of the ship would be resumed. Then, if nothing had occurred, I might safely assume the danger past.

With this laudable object in view, I removed my coat and threw myself on the bed, taking up a booklet issued by the shipping company and illustrated with charts showing the mileage between ports of call.

I read on industriously. Once I thought I detected a faint sound out in the alleyway, but, putting the pamphlet down and listening intently it presently resolved itself into a variation of that endless creaking. I realised that the gentle, soothing motion had become more marked; the swell was slightly increasing.

How long I pursued my reading, I cannot say, for, as often occurs at such times, although I imagined myself to be wide awake, I was actually tired out, and probably no more than a few minutes later I was fast asleep.

I suppose I slept lightly, for there could be little doubt about what awakened me. I know that I sat up with a start, and at first was utterly confused by my surroundings. Ash was on the counterpane where I had dropped my pipe; fortunately, it had not set fire to it. I sat listening.

Above the noise of creaking woodwork and the dim vibration of the shaft, a new sound was perceptible. I glanced at my watch. I had slept for two hours.

Stepping to my cabin door, I shot the bolt, opened, and looked out into the alleyway. Darkness and silence. Nothing moved. I returned and even more plainly, now, could hear this new disturbance.

I had carefully closed the porthole, having painful memories of the acrobatic methods employed by agents of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I unscrewed the bolts and opened it. The sound became much louder; and curiosity grew overpowering. I was as widely awake as ever now, and I determined to go up on deck for a moment.

I had discovered that my cabin door possessed a key  which is unusual in English ships. I locked it, went quietly along the alleyway, and mounted the stairs. Not a soul was about. Both entrances were closed, but the sound had seemed to come from the port side, and therefore I opened the port door and stepped out on deck.

It was a clear, starry night. And as I looked upward and aft my theory was confirmed.

Some kind of heavy aircraft, to judge from the deep drone of her propellers, was flying on a parallel course and rapidly overtaking the Indramatra. I went up the ladder to the boat deck, thinking I could obtain a better view. In this I was right.

She was, I thought, a seaplane, but by reason of her position in relation to the ship, and the darkness of the night, I could not be sure of this. I glanced forward to the bridge.

The officer of the watch was out on the port wing, his glasses directed upwards; and I had time to wonder if the rigid discipline of the Dutch Mercantile Marine necessitated his logging the occurrence.

I turned and went back to my cabin. The seaplane, for such I now clearly saw it to be, had passed the ship, and was some little distance ahead of us.

About to pass the alleyway communicating with the chiefs suite, I pulled up in doubt. The light was bad, but I could not see the wooden crate which formerly had contained the relics of the prophet.

I tiptoed along, to make sure. Undoubtedly, the crate was gone!

This, of course, might have been accounted for in several ways; yet I was practically certain that the crate had been there when I turned in. I entered my own cabin, and automatically plunged my hand in the golf-bag. The Sword of God was safe. I felt the pendulous pocket of my Burberry in the wardrobe  and the New Creed remained in its hiding place.

I had just slipped into my pyjamas when again came a knocking on the cabin door.

From the jump which I gave, I knew how badly my nerves had suffered.

Who is it? I cried.

Very sorry, Mr. Greville! Marconi again.

I opened the door.

Its all right, I said, smiling without effort, for frankly I was relieved. What is it this time?

Its another urgent message. It looks as though we had a crook aboard!

What!

I took the radiogram and read:

NO MP NAME OF KENNINGTON IN PRESENT COMMONS STOP ADVISE PURSER AT ONCE AND INTERROGATE PASSENGER NAYLAND SMITHLooking up, I met the glance of the operator.

Its queer, isnt it? he commented. But I dont see much point in waking the purser at this time of night. Are you by any chance connected with the English police, sir?

No. My correspondent is.

Oh, I see. Well if you want to wake the purser, I can show you his room.

Ill think it over, I replied. I know where to find you if I decide to see him.

Right aft on the boat deck, he said, and turned.

Goodnight!

Goodnight.

I had just reclosed the door, and sitting down was considering Nayland Smiths second message when there came a sudden lull; a queer stillness. At first, I could not account for it. Then, I knew what had happened.

The engines had been rung off.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE. A RUBBER BALL

In much the same way, I suppose, as the stopping of a clock will awake a sleeper, the stoppage of the propellers awakened many passengers in the Indramatra. As I pulled on a dressing gown and hurried out into the alleyway, voices and movements were audible all about me.

Then, staring across the yawning black gap of the dining saloon, I saw Rima, dishevelled, but adorably dishevelled, endeavouring to adjust a hastily grasped bathrobe. Her glance met mine from the opposite gallery.

Oh, Shan! she cried. Whats happened? I didnt get to sleep until about half an hour ago; I thought I heard knocking and voices…

I dont know, darling. Im going to find out.

No sound came from the chiefs cabin: doubtless he was fast asleep. Rima and I apparently were the only two passengers sufficiently curious about the stoppage of the engines to have left our rooms. As I joined her at the foot of the staircase the Indramatra got under way again but was putting about, as I could plainly detect.

Were turning back! exclaimed Rima. Lets go up and see whats happening.

We went up, and having fought with the fastenings of the starboard door, finally got out on deck. The night was clear enough, and I could see no sign of any craft ahead.

We mounted the ladder to the boat deck. I saw the commander, a seaman of the old school, who, with his fine face and pointed gray beard, might have posed for Vandyck, going forward to the bridge, muffled in a top coat.

Holding Rima tightly as we craned over between two boats, I saw what had happened.

The seaplane floated on an oily swell about three lengths away from us. Assuming her to be in difficulties, the officer of the watch had put the ship about. And now, the Indramatras searchlight cast a sudden dazzling glare upon the sea; and I saw something else:

An object which looked like a big football was moving in the direction of the seaplane in the wake of a swimmer wearing a life jacket, who, striking out lustily, was apparently towing the ball behind him!

Whatevers that? Rima whispered.

From the bridge of the Indramatra came a roar through a megaphone; the commander doubtless: but since he spoke in Dutch, I could not follow his words. The engines were rung off again. We lay-to very near the sea-and-air craft; but no reply came from her crew.

The swimmer, towing his singular burden, grasped one of the floats. I saw that a ladder had been thrown down to assist him, and as I watched, he began to clamber up. At which moment:

Greville! came a hoarse voice. What the hells happening?

I turned, still holding Rima tightly  and there was the chief, wrapped in his untidy dressing gown.

I dont know, I replied. But Im glad youre here. I have news for you

Another challenge came from the bridge  and brought forth no response. The swimmer climbed on board the seaplane. All that I could make out of him was that he wore bathing kit and had a cap upon his head. The light touched him momentarily.

That object which resembled a football was hauled up; and, as we watched, I saw the propellers started. There was some commotion before they cleared away. Men were climbing aboard, clearly visible in the glare of the searchlight. Then the seaplane was off, skimming over the surface of the Mediterranean like a seagull; presently to take to the air, rise, bank sharply and sweep back for the coast of Egypt.

I heard, dimly, a bell, and the engines came to life again. The Indramatra was being put back on her course.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO. THE PURSERS SAFE

As we regained the main deck, it became evident that something extraordinary was afoot. The purser, in uniform, but wearing a white muffler in lieu of a collar, was standing by the door of his room with the second engineer and another officer. He looked very pale, I thought, and as Sir Lionel came in Voorden fixed a rather wild gaze upon him.

Before he had time to speak, the captain also hastily dressed, appeared from an alleyway and joined the group.

Somethings wrong! Rima whispered.

A sort of embarrassed hush descended when we came down; then:

Sir Lionel Barton, I believe? said the captain, stepping forward. Your name is well known in my country. But I have not before had the pleasure of meeting you. My name is Vanderhaye.

How dyou do, Captain, growled the chief, and shook hands. Whats the trouble?

The captain glanced at the purser and shrugged helplessly.

Im afraid, sir, said the latter, addressing Sir Lionel, that you have suffered a heavy loss.

What!

It is, explained Captain Vanderhaye, his steady blue eyes fixed upon the chief, a case of minor piracy. Nothing of the kind has ever occurred to me in the forty years I have been at sea. I regret your loss. Sir Lionel, more deeply because it has happened in my ship. But here are the facts: you may judge if I or my officers are to blame.

He stepped to the door of the pursers room, which, as I saw now, was open, and indicated the keyhole with an outstretched finger. The chief, Rima and I, grouped around him, and as I bent forward I saw a really amazing thing.

Where the keyhole had been, as the fitting belonging to a brass flap clearly indicated, was a jagged hole, perhaps an inch and a half in diameter, going clean through the door!

It was sufficiently obvious that such a tunnel must have destroyed the lock, leaving the door at the mercy of any intruder.

This, said the captain, is strange enough. How such a thing could be done silently I cannot explain. But be good enough to step inside.

He entered the office. The chiefs face was very grim, but, knowing him, I could see that he was stifling a smile. Rima stayed very close to me.

Look!

Captain Vanderhaye was pointing to the big safe. The pale-faced purser stood beside him, watching us almost pathetically. And, as I looked, I wondered; looking longer  my wonder grew.

In one hand the commander held a lock, with the other he pointed to a gap, roughly square and some six or seven inches across, in the steel door of the safe.

This steel, he said, and tapped the lock, has been cut through like a piece of cheese. No blow lamp could have been used  it would have taken too long and would have aroused some of the people in neighbouring cabins. But see

He ran his forefinger along the edge of the cut-out lock. The frayed steel crumbled away like biscuit!

Placing the lock on the pursers table, he shrugged his broad shoulders.

It is magic! he declared. A safebreaker armed with some new thing of science. What can I say? He sprang overboard with his booty and was picked up by that strange seaplane. He swung the door widely open. Look for yourselves. Nothing has been disturbed, except…

Your three sealed parcels, Sir Lionel, said the purser huskily, which were here, in the bottom of the safe. They are gone!


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE. THE VOICE IN BRUTON STREET

In the absence of Rima and the chief, the big gloomy house in Bruton Street overpowered me. But with characteristic disregard of my personal wishes Sir Lionel that morning had carried Rima off to Norfolk  true, for two days only. But London, much as I had longed to see it again, can be a lonely spot for a man with few friends.

By common consent, that most singular episode on the high seas had been hushed up as far as possible. It took its place, of course, in the ships log.

Examination of the cabin occupied by the pseudo-Member of Parliament revealed the fact that two of his three trunks were empty, and that the third contained discarded clothing  and a pneumatic pump. A life jacket was missing from its place; and the crate which had once held the relics (broken open) was discovered in his bathroom. He had taken the precaution of examining this first, thereby exhibiting a knowledge of Sir Lionels methods!

That the floating ball had contained the sealed packages stolen from the pursers safe was beyond dispute. He had brought this remarkable piece of equipment for that purpose. It was, I suppose, a large rubber bag in two sections which could be hermetically screwed together and then inflated by means of a pump, when, assuming its contents to be not too heavy, it would float.

The method employed in opening the safe, as the captain had said, was a new development in burglary. Later, looking back upon my profound mystification, the genius of Dr. Fu-Manchu has positively awed me; for I know now, although I did not know then, that he himself, with that sardonic humour peculiarly his own, had demonstrated this very process in that untraceable house outside Cairo!

Who was the man posing as Mr. Kennington?

Obviously his appearance was due to a cunning disguise. My impression of the swimmer who had climbed into the seaplane was that of a slender, athletic figure. He had been a wonderful actor, too, admirably chosen for his role, since by drawing attention to himself at the outset he had completely lulled everyones suspicion  even deceiving Nayland Smith…

These queer memories often claimed my mind at the most unlikely moments. We had been absent from England more than a year and had brought back a stack of stuff to be disposed of and catalogued. This tedious business, the chief invariably left to me.

I was three deep in appointments with British Museum authorities, the Royal Society, and others too numerous to mention.

The bloodstained relics of Mokanna occupied a case to themselves in the famous Museum Room at Bruton Street. Sir Lionel had several properties in England, one of which, however, he had recently sold. His collection was distributed among the others, but the gems were in London.

Already, as I had anticipated, he had opened his campaign of publicity for the wedding. With characteristic disregard for the conventions, he had insisted that I must put up at his house. And during the past few days, almost every time I had gone out with Rima I had found our path beset by Press photographers. On more than one occasion I had bolted  to save myself from committing an assault.

Rima and the chief left by an eleven oclock train for Norfolk, and, a busy days work now concluded, I looked forward to a dull evening. However, by chance I picked up an old acquaintance at the club; we did a show together and then went on to supper, killing time quite agreeably. For a few hours, at any rate, I forgot my more or less constant longing for Rima.

She was already swamped in appointments with costumiers, hat makers, and others, and had gone to Norfolk to rest, specifying that she would be absent for only two days. She would have refused to go at all, I am sure, under ordinary circumstances; but Mrs. Petrie was meeting her there. Petrie and Sir Denis were already homeward bound, and the chief had planned the return to Norfolk to synchronise with their arrival in London.

If Sir Lionel ever enters paradise, it is beyond doubt that he will reorganise the angels…

I parted from my friend at the top of the Haymarket in the neighbourhood of one oclock and decided to walk back to Bruton Street. As I set out, going along deserted Piccadilly, a panorama of the recent years unrolled itself before my mind. The giant shadow of Fu-Manchu lay over all my memories.

There had been a time, and this not so distant, when I should have hesitated to walk alone along Piccadilly at one oclock in the morning; but in some queer fashion my feelings in regard to Dr. Fu-Manchu had undergone a change.

Since that unforgettable interview in the Great Pyramid, I had formed an impression of his greatness which, oddly enough, gave me a sense of security. This may be difficult to understand, but what I mean is that I believed him too big to glance aside at one so insignificant as myself. If ever I stood in his way, he would crush me without hesitation; at the moment he had nothing to gain by intruding upon my humble existence.

So I mused, staring about me as I walked. His resources, I realised, were enormous, apparently inexhaustible, as the daring robbery from the Indramatra on the high seas had shown; but the motive which had actuated this could inspire Dr. Fu-Manchu no longer.

There had been a short paragraph in The Times that morning (confirming the latest news from Sir Denis) which indicated that the Mokanna rising, or threat of a rising, sometimes referred to as the Coming of the New Mahdi, had subsided almost as suddenly as it had arisen. The explanation of The Times correspondent was that the leader of the movement, whose identity remained unknown, had proved to be an impostor.

There was a fair amount of traffic in Piccadilly, but there were few pedestrians. I lighted my pipe. Crossing to the corner of Bond Street I saw a constable patiently testing the fastenings of shop doors. My thoughts flashed back to the many market streets of the East I had known…

I began to feel pleasantly sleepy. Another busy day was before me; the chief was preparing a paper dealing with Mokanna relics which he would read before the Royal Society. Embodying, as it did, the truth about the abortive rising of the Masked Prophet, it was calculated to create a tremendous sensation, doubtless involving Notes between the Persian Legation and the Foreign Office. This, of course, which any normal man must have wished to avoid, was frankincense and myrrh in the nostrils of Sir Lionel.

At eleven oclock four famous experts had been invited to examine the relics: Hall-Ramsden of the British Museum; Dr. Brieux of Paris; Professor Max Eisner  Germanys greatest Orientalist; and Sir Wallace Syms of the Royal Society.

I think the chiefs hasty departure had something to do with this engagement. He avoided his distinguished contemporaries as one avoids a pestilence. I had rarely known such a meeting which had not developed into a fight.

Better wait for the Royal Society night, Greville, he had said. Then I can go for the lot of em together!

Turning into Bruton Street, I saw it deserted as far as Berkeley Square. Sir Lionels house was one of the few not converted to commercial use; for this once favoured residential district is being rapidly absorbed into the shopping zone. He had had tempting offers for the property; but the mere fact that others were so anxious to buy was sufficient to ensure his refusal to sell. The gloomy old mansion, which he rarely occupied, but where a staff of servants was maintained, cost him somewhere in the neighbourhood of two thousand a year to keep empty.

I was in sight of the entrance, guarded by two miniature obelisks, and was already fumbling for my key when an odd thing occurred.

The adjoining house had been up for sale ever since I could remember. It was unoccupied and plastered all over with auctioneers boards  a pathetically frequent sight in Mayfair. And as I passed the iron railing guarding the area of the basement  indeed, had my foot on Sir Lionels steps  a voice called me by name...

Shan!

The voice came from the basement of the empty house!

It was a womans voice; not loud, but appealing. My heart leapt wildly. In tone it was not unlike the voice of Rima!

I turned back, staring down into the darkness below. An illusion, I thought. Yet I could have sworn it was a human voice. And as I stood there looking down:

Shan! it came again, more faintly.

It chilled me! It was uncanny  but investigate I must. I looked up and down the street; not a soul was in sight. Then, pushing open the iron gate, I descended the steps to the little sunken forecourt.

There was no repetition of the sound, and it was very dark down there in the area. But I could see that a window of the empty house had been taken out, and it occurred to me that the call had come from someone inside. Standing by the frameless window:

Whos there? I cried.

There was no reply.

Yet I knew that a second time I could not have been mistaken.

Someone had called my name. I must learn the truth. My pipe gripped firmly between my teeth, and, ignoring accumulated dust on the ledge, I climbed over a low sill and dropped into the gloom of the deserted house. I put my hand into my topcoat pocket in search of matches.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR. THIS WAS THE ONLY WAY…

A paralysing grip seized my ankles; my arms were pinioned behind me, and an impalpable something was pressed over my mouth! I experienced a sudden sharp pain in my arm, as though something had seared the flesh. Then… I realised that, struggle as I might, I was helpless  helpless as a child!

That I had walked into a trap laid by common footpads was the thought that flashed across my mind. But the presence of a woman, of a woman who knew my name, promptly banished it. I had walked into a trap  yes! But the identity of the one who had baited that trap suddenly forced itself upon my brain with all the reality of a vision: long, narrow, brilliantly green eyes seemed to be looking into mine out of the darkness...

I was spurred to a great effort for safety. I exerted every nerve and sinew in a violent bid for liberty.

Good heavens! what was it that had me at its mercy! Surely no human hands gripped my ankles; no arms of flesh and blood could hold a struggling, muscular man, immovable!

Yet, so I was held  immovable! My strivings were utterly futile: no sound of quickened breathing, nothing to show that my struggles inconvenienced these unseen captors. No flinching; no perceptible tremor of the hands  if hands they were  that had locked themselves about me.

I swore in an agony of furious impotence. But only a groan escaped from the pad held over my mouth. Then, I stood still  tensed nervously… The crowning strangeness of the thing had suddenly been borne home to me.

Held captive though I was, no attempt had been made on my personal possessions, no word had been spoken! Nothing had moved  nothing breathed. Indeed, although I stood but a few yards from a Mayfair street, there was something, awful in the stillness  something uncanny in the silent strength which held me. Doubts were dispelled; the cold water of nervous fear trickled down my spine. For what is more fearful than utter helplessness in the face of an enemy? I was afraid  grimly, dreadfully afraid.

I felt chilled, too, as though by the near presence of ice. The pad was not pressed so tightly over my mouth as to be stifling, but nevertheless I held my breath, listening. Save for the thumping of my heart, not a sound could I hear.

Then, from afar off, as though from a remote room of the empty house, came a voice  a wonderful and a strange voice, penetrating, sweet, and low; the voice of a woman. Although the speaker seemed to be far away  very far away  the impression was not as that of a loud voice heard in the distance; it was that of a soft, caressing voice which carried clearly every word to my ear, from some other place; almost from some other world.

You have nothing to fear, Shan, it said. No harm shall come to you. This was the only way.

The voice ceased... and then, I was free!

For several seconds, an unfamiliar numbness, the spell of the hidden speaker, lay upon me. I stood stock still, questioning my sanity. Then natural instincts reasserted themselves. I lashed out right and left, with hand and foot, might and main!

A gashed knuckle was my only reward  caused by a window casement. With fingers far from steady, at last I found the matches, struck one and looked quickly about me. I was alone!

The unsatisfactory light showed a large kitchen, practically stripped; a big, dirty cooking range at one end, torn wall paper, and general odds and ends upon the floor; an old whitewash pail in a corner  my pipe lying at my feet. Absolutely nothing else. I ran to the only door which I could see.

It was locked.

The cupboards!... both were empty!

My fourth match smouldered down to my fingers, and, as a man in a dream, I climbed out again into the well of the area, looking up at dirty vacant windows, plastered over with house agents bills.

What the devil! I said aloud.

A voice answered from immediately above me.

Hello, there!

I turned with a start. It was a policeman  a real substantial constable; the same, I thought, whom I had seen examining shop doors in Bond Street.

Whats your game, eh?

He was standing by the iron gate, looking down at me. My first impulse was to tell him the truth. I was conscious of a crying necessity for someone to confide in. Then, the thought of the question which had already flashed through my own mind restrained me: such a tale would be discredited by any, and by every policeman in the force.

Its all right, constable, I said, going up the steps. I thought I heard a row in this house, so I went in to investigate. But there seems to be no one there.

The mans attitude of suspicion relaxed when he had had a good look at me.

I live next door, I went on, and was just about to go in when I heard it.

What sort of a row, sir?

Dont know exactly, I replied scuffling sounds.

The officer looked surprised.

Cant be rats, can it? he mused. Been inside?

I looked in through that broken kitchen window.

Nobody there?

No, nobody.

Think Ill take a look round.

He went down the steps, shot a light into the broken window, and finally climbed over, as I had done. He examined the kitchen, trying the door which I knew to be locked; then:

Must have been mistaken, sir, he said; the place has been empty for years. But I believe its been sold recently and is going to be converted into flats.

He walked up the steps and approached the front entrance, directing his light through the glass panels into an empty hallway, at the same time ringing the bell, though with what idea I was unable to conjecture.

Nobody here, he concluded. Nothing to make it worth anybodys while, is there?

I shouldnt think so, I agreed; and, entirely contrary to regulations, slipped a ten-shilling note into his hand. Sorry I have been unable to find you a case, though.

Right-ho! the constable grinned; better luck next time. Goodnight, sir.

Goodnight, I said, taking out my key and opening Sir Lionels door.

As I hung up my hat and coat I stood in the lobby trying to get my ideas into some kind of order. What, exactly, had happened?

Had I fallen victim to a delusion?  was my brain slightly out of gear? And if so, where had delusion ceased and actuality commenced? I had spoken to the constable; this was beyond dispute. But had I ever heard that strange voice? Had I ever been gripped as in a vice and listened to those words? And if I had, what did it all mean? Who could profit by it?

If, as I suspected  and the suspicion was abominable  we had blown the trumpet of triumph too soon, why should Fu-Manchu, or anyone associated with him, stoop to a meaningless practical joke?

I stared about the lobby with its curious decorations, and up the fine old staircase to where a row of Saracen armour stood on guard. The servants had long since retired, and there was not a sound to be heard in the house. Pushing open the dining-room door, I turned up one of the lights.

There was cold supper on the buffet, which Betts invariably placed there. I helped myself to a stiff whisky and soda, extinguished the light, and went upstairs.

Needless to say that I was badly shaken, mystified, utterly astounded. Aimlessly I opened the door of the Museum Room, turning up all the lamps.

Walking in, I dropped into one of the big settees, took a cigarette from a box which lay there, lighting it and staring about me. I was surrounded by the finest private collection of its kind in Great Britain. Sir Lionels many donations to public institutions contained treasures enough, but here was the cream of a lifetime of research.

Directly facing me where I sat, in a small case which had been stripped for the purpose, were the fifteen gold plates of the New Koran mounted on little wooden easels; the mask above them, and the magnificent Sword of God suspended below. A table with paper, writing material, lenses, and other conveniences, was set not far away, in preparation for the visit of the experts in the morning.

And I sat, dully gazing at all this for fully five minutes  or so I estimated at the time.

As a matter of fact, I may have remained there longer; I have no recollection of going upstairs, but it is certain that I did not fall asleep in the Museum Room. I remember that a welcome drowsiness claimed me as I sat there, and I remember extinguishing my cigarette in an ashtray.

Of my movements from that point onward I retain no memory whatever!


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE. MEMORY RETURNS

My next impression was of acute pain in both ankles. My head was swimming as after a wild night, and my eyelids seemed to be weighted with lead. I raised them, however, by what I felt to be a definite muscular effort. And, curious circumstances  very curious indeed, as I came to realise later  my brain immediately began to function from the last waking moment I have recorded; namely, from the moment when, seated in the Museum Room, I began to feel very drowsy.

My first thought now was that I had fallen asleep on the settee in some unnatural position, which might account for the pain in my ankles. I looked about me…

I was certainly lying on a divan, as I had supposed; but my ankles were fastened together by a single strand of that dull, yellowish-gray material resembling catgut, and no thicker than a violin string, which had played a part in the death of poor Dr. Van Berg in Ispahan!

My fragile bonds were fastened so tightly as to be painful, and I struggled to my feet. Wedging one foot firmly against the floor, I kicked forward with the other, supposing that the slender link would snap.

The result was that I kicked myself backwards!

I fell among the cushions of the divan, aware that I had badly strained a tendon. Helpless, bewildered, struggling with some memory ever growing, I lay where I had fallen, looking about me. And this was what I saw:

A long, low salon  that, I thought, of an old Egyptian house; parts of the walls were tiled, and a large mushrabiyeh window formed a recess at one end. there were some rugs upon the floor, and the room was lighted by a number of lamps having shades of a Chinese pattern which swung from the wooden ceiling. The furniture, scanty, was of mixed Arab and Chinese character. There were deep bookcases laden with volumes in most unfamiliar bindings as well as a number of glass cabinets containing most singular objects.

In one was something which at first I took to be a human head, that of a woman. But, focusing my gaze upon it, I realised that it was an unusually perfect mummy head. In another were some small green snakes, alive. I saw a human skeleton; and in a kind of miniature conservatory which occupied the recess formed by the mushrabiyeh window, queer-looking orchids, livid and ugly, were growing.

A definite conviction claimed my mind that I had been in this room before. But  perhaps the most remarkable feature of the experience  it reached my brain in just the same way that such impressions reach us in everyday life. I thought, This has all happened before. The only difference was that my prophetic anticipations lasted much longer than is normally the case.

Upon a long, wooden table, resembling a monkish refectory table, lay a number of open volumes among test tubes and other scientific paraphernalia. Standing up, I saw that the table was covered with glass.

Then, turning around, I realised that in many other cabinets hitherto invisible were rows of chemical bottles and apparatus. I was, then, in a room which was at least partly a laboratory; for in one corner I saw a working bench with electrical fittings. There were three doors to the room, of old, bleached teak. They possessed some peculiarity which puzzled me, until I recognized wherein it lay:

These doors had neither latches, handles, nor keyholes. And as I grasped this curious fact, one of them slipped noiselessly open.

And Dr. Fu-Manchu came in…

All who have followed my attempts to record the strange and tragic events which followed upon Sir Lionel Bartons discovery of the tomb of El Mokanna, will recognise at this point something which I was totally unable to recognise at the time:

I was living again through that hiatus in Cairo; bridging the gap which led to the loss of Rima! That everything in the room, every word spoken by the Chinese doctor, seemed familiar, was natural enough; since I had seen those things and heard those words before.

Again that compelling glance absorbed me. The green, globular lamp upon a silver pedestal was lighted on the long table. And I watched the Chinaman, with long, flexible, bony fingers, examining the progress of some chemical experiment in which he had evidently been engaged at the time of quitting the room.

He spoke to me of this experiment and of others; of the new anaesthetic prepared from mimosa; of the fabrication of spider web  a substance stronger than any known to commerce. He discussed his daughter, Nayland Smith, and Dr. Petrie; and he spoke of the essential oil of a rare orchid found in Burma, which for twenty-five years he had studied in quest of what the old philosophers called the elixir of life.

And I knew, watching him, that he had thrown off the burden of many years, had cheated mans chiefest enemy  Time.

He went on to criticise the chief, stripping him bare of all his glamour, placing his good qualities in the scale against the colossal egoism of the man. You love a shell, he said, an accomplishment, a genius, if you like, but a phantom, a hollow thing, having no real existence.

So it went on to the point where I was forced to submit to an injection of that strange new drug in which the Chinese doctor evidently took such pride.

I experienced a sudden and unfamiliar glow throughout my entire body. I became exhilarated; some added clarity of vision came to me. And presently I took my orders from Dr. Fu-Manchu as a keen subaltern takes orders from his colonel.

Exulting in the knowledge that by reason of my association with the great Chinese physician, I was above the trivialities of common humanity, god-like, superior, all-embracing, I set out for Shepheards  intent only upon bringing Rima within the fold of this all-powerful genius.

When we pulled up opposite the hotel, and the driver had run across with my note, I knew a fever of impatience  I could scarcely contain myself. But at last I saw her come out, my letter in her hand, saw her run down the steps.

Then, we were together, and my heart was singing with gladness… I was taking her to Dr. Fu-Manchu!

She could not understand; I knew that she could never understand until she had stood face to face with that great and wonderful man, as I had done.

And at first I tried to pacify her, holding her very close. She fought with me, and even endeavoured to attract the attention of a British policeman. But at last she lay passive in my arms, watching me. And I grew very uneasy.

I was assailed by odd doubts. We were far out on the road to Gizeh when suddenly the car pulled up. I saw Dr. Fu-Manchu standing beside me.

You have done well, he said; you may rest now…


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX. FAH LO SUEE

Shan, dear, I know you are very sleepy, but its getting cold and late, too.

I stirred lazily, opening my eyes. I was pillowed on a warm shoulder, a bare arm encircling my neck. That silvery voice had awakened me. Along jade earring touched my cheek coldly, and caressing fingers stroked my hair.

Yes! I was with Fah Lo Suee, somewhere on the banks of the Nile. And I was content  utterly, rapturously content.

Love dreams are bitter-sweet, Shan, because we know we are dreaming…

I could see a long reach of the river, silver under the moon, dahabeahs moored against the left bank, where groups of palms formed a background for their slender, graceful masts.

I think someone has been watching, Shan; I am going to drive you back to Shepheards now.

And as she drove, I watched the delicate profile of the driver. She was very beautiful, I thought. How wonderful to have won the love of such a woman. She linked her arms about me and crushed her lips against mine, her long, narrow eyes closed.

In the complete surrender of that embrace I experienced a mad triumph, in which Rima, Nayland Smith, the chief, all, were forgotten.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN. IVORY HANDS

I closed my eyes again, pressing my face against that satin pillow. I felt I could have stayed there forever.

You know, Shan, Fah Lo Suees voice went on  that silvery voice in which I seemed to hear the note of a bell you have often hated me and you will hate me again.

I could never hate you, I said drowsily.

I have tricked you many times; for, although I love you, Shan, you are really not very clever.

Cleverer men than I would give all for your kisses, I whispered.

That is true, she replied, without vanity; for with much of his powerful brain she had also inherited from the Chinese doctor a philosophy by virtue of which she judged herself equally with others. But I find hatred hard to accept.

I kept my eyes obstinately closed. Some vague idea was stirring in my brain that when I opened them that act would herald the end of this delicious interlude.

She was so slender  so exquisite  her personality enveloped me like a perfume.

I have given you back the memory of forgotten hours, Shan. There is no disloyalty in what I have done. Your memories can only tell you again what you know already: that my father is the greatest genius the world has ever known. The old house at Gizeh is deserted again, even if you could find it. Your other memories are of me.

I clutched her tightly.

Why should you leave me?

She clung to me for a moment, and I could hear her heart beating; then:

Because the false is valueless to me, and the true I can never have.

The words were so strangely spoken, in so strange a voice, that at last I opened my eyes again... and, astounded, broke free from Fah Lo Suees clinging arms and stared about me. I was in the Museum Room in Bruton Street!

A silk dressing gown I had over my pyjamas; a pair of Arab slippers were on my feet. Fah Lo Suee, in a pale green frock which did full justice to her perfect back and shoulders, was lying among the cushions beside me, her fur coat on the floor near by.

She was watching me under half-lowered lashes  doubting me, it would seem. There was more of appeal than command in those emerald green, long, wonderful eyes. Staring about the room, I saw everything was as I had left it; and:

Well? Fah Lo Suee murmured, continuing to watch me.

I turned and looked down at her where she lay.

And, as her glance met mine, I was claimed, submerged, swept away by such a wave of desire for this woman as I had never known for anyone in the whole of my life. I dropped to the floor, clasping her knees.

You cannot  you must not  you dare not go!

Her lips rippled in a smile  those perfect lips which I realised I adored; and then very wistfully:

If only that were true! she murmured.

But it is! I knelt upon the settee, grasping her fiercely, and looking into those eyes which beckoned to me  beckoned to me… Why do you say that? How can you doubt it?

But she continued to smile.

And then, as I stooped to kiss her, she thrust her hands, slender, exquisite ivory hands against me, and pushed me back. I would have resisted  

Shan! she said.

And although the word was spoken as an appeal, yet it was a command; and a command which I obeyed. Yes, she was right. There was some reason  some reason, which escaped me  why we must part. I clutched my head feverishly, thinking  thinking. What could that reason be?

I am going, dear. You mustnt come down to the door  I know my way.

But I sprang up. She had stooped and was taking up her cloak. Mechanically, I slipped it about her shoulders. She leaned back as I did so and submitted to my frenzied kisses. At last, releasing herself, and pulling the cloak about her slim body:

Goodbye, Shan dear, she said, brokenly, but with a determination which I knew I had no power to weaken. Please go back to bed  and go to sleep.

Hot tears burned behind my eyes. I felt that life had nothing left for me. But  I obeyed.

Passing out onto the landing where suits of Saracen armour stood on guard, I watched Fah Lo Suee descend the broad staircase. A light burned in the lobby, as was customary, and, reaching the foot of the stairs, she turned.

With one slender, unforgettable, indolent hand, she beckoned to me imperiously.

I obeyed her order  I moved towards the staircase leading to the floor above. I had begun to go up when I heard the street door close…


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT. I REALLY AWAKEN

Nine oclock, sir. Are you ready for your tea?

I opened my eyes and stared into the face of Betts. Upon a salver he carried the morning papers and a pile of correspondence. Placing them upon the table, he crossed and drew back the curtains before the windows.

A beautiful morning again, sir, he went on; I hope this will continue until the happy day.

I sat up.

Shall I bring your tea, sir?

Yes, please do.

As that venerable old scoundrel, whose job was one of those which every butler is looking for, went out of the room, I stared about me in search of my dressing gown.

There it was, thrown over the back of an armchair  upon which also I saw my dress clothes. I jumped out of bed, put on the old Arab slippers, and then the dressing gown.

Never in my life had I been visited by so singular, so vivid a dream… a dream? Where had dreaming left off? I must make notes while the facts were clear in my memory.

I went out and down to the library; grabbed a writing pad and a pencil. I was on the point of returning upstairs when that query, Where had dreaming left off? presented itself in a new aspect.

Dropping pad and pencil, I hurried along the gallery and into the Museum Room...

I could not forget that Petrie, that man of scientific mind, had once endeavoured to shoot his oldest friend, Sir Denis, under some damnable influence controlled by Dr. Fu-Manchu. And had I not myself seen Rima, actuated by the same unholy power, obeying the deathly orders of Fah Lo Suee?

The Museum Room looked exactly as I had left it  except that Betts, or one of the maids, had cleaned the ash tray in which I remembered having placed the stub of a cigarette. The table prepared for my eleven oclock appointment was in order. Everything was in order.

And  that which above all engaged my particular attention  the small case containing the relics of Mokanna showed no signs of disturbance. There were the mask, the plates, and the sword.

I returned to the library for pencil and writing pad. If I had dreamed, it had been a clairvoyant dream, vivid as an actual experience. It had given me certain knowledge which might prove invaluable to Nayland Smith.

Perhaps analysis of that piece of slender twine which I knew was in Sir Deniss possession would show it to be indeed composed of spider web. I wondered if the mystery of the forcing of the safe on the Indramatra had been solved for me. And I wondered if the liquid smelling strongly of mimosa which still remained in that spray found upon the dead Negro in Ispahan would respond to any test known to science?

Strangest fact of all, I loathed the memory of Fah Lo Suee!

I was ashamed, humiliated, utterly overcome by those dream recollections. I had desired her, adored her, covered her with kisses. While now  my true, waking self  I knew that there was only one woman in all the world for me… and that woman was Rima!


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE. A COMMITTEE OF EXPERTS

Professor Eisner was the first of the experts to arrive. I knew his name, of course, but he himself proved something of a surprise. He had iron-gray hair cut close to a very fine skull, and wore a small monocle. He was otherwise clean-shaven, presenting in his walk, his build, his manner, an Englishmans conception of the typical Prussian cavalry officer.

He was shown into the big Syrian room on the ground floor, where suitable refreshments had been prepared by Betts, and proved on acquaintance to be a charming as well as a clever man.

Then came the Frenchman, Dr. Brieux, a very different type. He wore a caped overcoat and a large black soft hat. I saw him approaching from the window, as a matter of fact, and predicted to myself that he would stop at the door and ring the bell. I was right. Here was the traditional scholar  stooping, with high, bald brow, scanty white hair and beard, and large, horn-rimmed glasses.

He greeted Professor Eisner very coldly. I didnt know it at the time, but they held directly opposite views regarding the date when the Khuld Palace in Old Baghdad was deserted in favour of the Palace of the Golden Gate. A heated controversy had raged in the learned journals between these two distinguished Orientalists. I fear I had overlooked this.

I know and love the Near East and its peoples; their arts and crafts, and the details of their domestic life. But this hair-splitting on a matter of dates is something quite outside my province.

The learned Englishmen were late: they arrived together; and I was glad of their arrival. Professor Eisner was sipping a glass of the chiefs magnificent old sherry and nibbling some sort of savoury provided by Betts; Dr. Brieux, hands behind him, was staring out of the window, his back ostentatiously turned to his German confrere.

When Mr. Hall-Ramsden of the British Museum and Sir Wallace Syms of the Royal Society had chatted for a time with the distinguished visitors, I led the way upstairs to the Museum Room.

As I have mentioned I had prepared everything early the night before. My notes, a map of our route, a diary covering the period we had spent in the Place of the Great Magician, and one or two minor objects discovered in the tomb of the prophet, were ready upon the table.

At all costs (such were the chiefs instructions) I had to avoid giving away any of the dramatic points  he had made a list of them  which he proposed to spring upon the Royal Society.

This was not in the remotest degree my kind of job. I hated it from the word Go! The dream or vision which had disturbed my sleep during the night continued to haunt me. I was uncertain of myself  uncertain that the whole episode was not some damnable aftermath to that drug which had taken toll of several hours of my life in Cairo.

At the best of times I should have been ill at ease, but on this occasion I was doubly so. However, I attacked the business. Removing the mask, the plates, and the sword from the cabinet in which they rested, I placed them upon the big table.

Professor Eisner claimed the gold plates with a motion resembling that of a hawk swooping upon its prey. Dr. Brieux took up the mask between delicate, nervous fingers, and peered at it closely through the powerful lenses of his spectacles. Hall-Ramsden and Sir Wallace Syms bent over the Sword of God.

I glanced at my notes, and, realising that nobody was listening to me, intoned the situation, condition, external appearance, and so forth, of the half-buried ruin which had been the tomb of the Mokanna. Finally:

Here are the photographs to which I have referred, gentlemen, I said, opening a portfolio containing more than three hundred photographs taken by Rima. If any questions occur to you, I shall be glad in Sir Lionels absence to answer them to the best of my ability.

I had gone through this painful duty quite automatically. Now, I had time to observe the four specialists. And looking at them where they sat around the big table, I sensed at once a queer atmosphere.

Mr. Hall-Ramsden glanced at me furtively, but catching my eye resumed a muttered colloquy with Sir Wallace Syms. Professor Eisner and Dr. Brieux seemed to have discovered common ground. The doctor, holding up the mask, was talking with tremendous rapidity, and the professor, alternately tapping the plates and pointing to the sword seemed to be agreeing, judging from his short ejaculations of Ja, ja!

Can I assist you in any way, gentlemen? I asked somewhat irritably.

As the chief officer of the expedition which had discovered the relics, I felt that I was receiving scant courtesy. But, as I spoke, four pairs of eyes were turned upon me.

There came a moment of silence, as I looked from face to face; and then it was the German professor who spoke:

Mr. Greville, he said, I understand that you were present when Sir Lionel Barton opened the tomb of El Mokanna?

Certainly I was present, Professor.

This was what I understood. He nodded slowly. Were you actually present at the time that these relics were unearthed?

His inquiry was made in a way kindly enough, but it jagged me horribly. I looked from face to face, meeting with nothing but unfathomable glances.

Your question is a strange one, I replied slowly. Ali Mahmoud, the headman in charge of our party, was actually first among us to see anything of the relics: he saw a corner of one of those gold plates. I was the first to see an entire plate (I think it was ninth in the series, as a matter of fact). Sir Lionel, and Rima, his niece, as well as the late Dr. Van Berg, were present when the treasure was brought to light.

Professor Eisner had a habit of closing his left eye; betokening concentration, no doubt; and, now, his right eye  a cold blue eye  focused upon me through the little monocle, registered something between incredulity, amusement and pity.

Sir Wallace I knew for an avowed enemy of the chief. Regarding Hall-Ramsdens attitude, I knew nothing. Of Professor Eisner Sir Lionel had always spoken favourably, but I was aware that he regarded Dr. Brieux as a mere impostor.

But now, under the gaze of that magnified blue eye, I realised that the authenticity of these treasures, which had nearly led to a Holy War in the East, was being questioned by the four men seated about the table!

Instantly I pictured the scene if Sir Lionel had been present! Hall-Ramsden might have put up a show, and the German looked like a man of his hands: but as for the other two, I was confident that they would have been thrown bodily downstairs...

Gentlemen, I said, you seem to share some common opinion about the relics of El Mokanna. I should be glad to know your views.

A further exchange of glances followed. I realised that in some way my words had created embarrassment. Finally, having cleared his throat, it was Hall-Ramsden who answered me.

Mr. Greville, he said, I have heard you well spoken of, and, personally, I should not think of doubting your integrity. Sir Lionel Barton he cleared his throat again as an Orientalist of international reputation, is naturally above suspicion.

Dr. Brieux blew his nose.

Since it has been arranged for Sir Lionel to address the Royal Society next Thursday on the subject  he extended his hand towards the objects on the table of these relics, I recognise, of course  we all recognise  that there must be some strange mistake, or else…

He hesitated, glancing about as if to seek help from one of his confreres.

That Barton, Sir Wallace Syms continued whose sense of humour sometimes betrays him  has seen fit to play a joke upon us!

By this time I was thoroughly angry.

What the devil do you mean. Sir Wallace? I asked.

My anger had one immediate effect. Professor Eisner stood up and approached me, putting his arm about my shoulders.

My young friend, he explained, something has gone wrong. It will all be explained, no doubt. But be calm.

His manner quietened me. I recognized its sincerity. And, giving me a kind of final reassuring hug:

I shall not be surprised to hear, he went on, that you have not examined these relics recently. Eh?

Not, I admitted, since they were put in the case.

Since you placed them in the case, eh? Now, you have already a considerable reputation, Mr. Greville. I have talked with you, and you know your subject. Before we say any more, please to look at this sword.

He stepped to the table, took up the Sword of God, returned, and handed it to me. My anger was still simmering as I took the thing up and glanced at it. Having done so:

Well, I replied, I have looked. What do you expect me to say?

To say nothing  yet. Again that reassuring arm was around my shoulders. But to look, examine carefully

Its simply absurd! came the voice of Dr. Brieux.

If you please! snapped the Professor sharply if you please! What you have to say, Doctor can wait for a moment.

Amid a silence which vibrated with hostility, I examined the blade in my hand. And I suppose, as I did so, my expression changed.

Ah! you see, eh? said the German.

And while I stared with horrified eyes at the blade, the inlay, the hilt, he had darted to the table, almost immediately to return with one of the gold plates. Relieving me of the sword, he placed the inscribed tablet in my hands.

It is beautifully done! He almost whispered the words, very close to my ear; and rubbed down very fine. But look...

He held a glass before my eye  one of those which I had provided for this very purpose.

I looked  and I knew!

Tossing the plate down, I faced the three men around the table. Professor Eisner remained beside me.

Gentlemen, I said my apologies. I can only ask you to remain silent until this mystery has been cleared up. I will try, to the best of my ability, to explain.

The sword, the plates, and the mask, which I had exhibited to these four experts, were, beyond any shadow of doubt, the duplicates made by Solomon Ishak…


CHAPTER FIFTY. DR. FU-MANCHU TRIUMPHS

Thanks to Rimas photographs, I proved my case. The blade of the sword, as I realised, had been provided by Soloman Ishak. It closely resembled the sword of the prophet, but differed in several essential particulars.

The stones in the hilt (the hilt had been reproduced exactly) were genuine and must have cost the chief some hundreds of pounds; but they were much smaller than those shown in the photograph; and some of them badly flawed.

Under a powerful lens the plates shrieked forgery aloud. I learned later that they had been photographed from Rimas negatives onto the gold and then engraved by Solomons workmen. Closely examined, the newly cut gold betrayed the secret.

The mask was the most perfect duplicate I have ever handled; but the two large jewels were reconstructed; and the delicate engravery, magnified, betrayed itself in the same way as that upon the plates.

However, a friendly atmosphere was re-established before the party broke up. I had admitted  could see no alternative  that Sir Lionel had a duplicate set made in Persia. And it was obvious that this was the set which now lay upon the table.

When and where the substitution had taken place, I left to the imagination of my visitors. They were sympathetic in a way, but the Englishmen were laughing at me; and the Frenchman, who had come from Paris especially to view the relics, was very plainly annoyed.

Professor Eisner alone seemed to understand and to sympathise. He was the last to leave, and:

Mr. Greville, he said in parting, Sir Lionel Barton has touched deep, secret influences in this matter. He has been clever  very clever; but they have been more clever still. Eh? You will find out one day when this trick was done.

But as from the window I watched him swinging down Bruton Street with the walk of a dragoon, I knew that I had nothing to find out. I already knew where dreaming had ended and reality had begun. And I knew why Fah Lo Suee had whispered: You will live to hate me…

I was still trying to get a call through to the chief, whose Norfolk number was a private extension, when Betts came in and announced:

Sir Denis Nayland Smith and Dr. Petrie, sir.

I hung up the receiver and positively sprang to meet them. They were waiting for me in the room on the left of the lobby, the room in which I had received my learned visitors that morning. I suppose my expression must have betrayed me, for I saw, as I ran in, that both had sensed the fact that there was something wrong.

What is it, Greville? snapped Nayland Smith Barton? Rima?

Both safe, I replied. This is a delightful surprise! You are a whole day ahead of your schedule!

Flew from Marseilles, said Sir Denis.

But something is wrong with you, Dr. Petrie declared, holding onto my hand and looking at me searchingly.

I nodded, smiling, although I was far from mirthful.

Suppose you prescribe a drink, Doctor! I suggested; I feel badly shot away. Then I will try to explain the position.

It occupied me longer than I could have supposed; involving as it did an account of what had happened since I had parted from my friend on the previous night, right up to my recent interview with the four experts.

Long before I had reached the end of it, Nayland Smith was pacing up and down the room in his restless fashion, having relighted his pipe three or four times. But at last, when that strange story was ended:

Amazing, he snapped, but ghastly. He turned to Petrie. I told you that Fu-Manchu would be in England ahead of us.

You did, the doctor agreed.

He is here? I exclaimed.

Undoubtedly, Greville. He keeps a close watch upon his beautiful daughter! Your dream, as it seemed to you, was of course no dream at all. You were subjected last night, in the basement of the adjoining house, to the treatment referred to by Dr. Fu-Manchu; an injection in your arm. Petrie can probably discover the mark. Eh, Petrie?

Possibly, the doctor replied guardedly. But I can make an examination later, Smith. Please carry on.

Very well. Later, you were given that simple antidote which he mentioned. You remember now those lost hours in Cairo. And some of your memories, Greville, are most illuminating. I can see Hewlett and myself searching the Sukkariya quarter, when actually the house for which we were looking was somewhere out at Gizeh!

The drug used by Fu-Manchu (obviously that mentioned by McGovem) renders the subject peculiarly susceptible to suggestion. I suppose you appreciate that you had your instructions from Fah Lo Suee, who was awaiting your return in the adjoining empty house, to open the door for her at a specified time?

I must have opened it, I returned blankly; for, otherwise, how did she get in?

You certainly did open it; just as certainly as you once aided in the abduction of Rima from Shepheards in Cairo!

She substituted the duplicates, which of course she had brought with her, for the real relics, and presumably handed the latter to an accomplice in waiting. The phase which followed, Greville he smiled that inimitable smile is one which I prefer to forget.

Lets all agree to forget it, said Petrie.

Dr. Fu-Manchu is the greatest master of drugs this old world of ours has ever known. His daughter is an apt pupil. I believe she has a sincere affection for you, Greville  God knows why! But, since you did not dream, we have the word of Fu-Manchu that no harm will come to you. Frankly, I think Barton has got off lightly

So do I! Petrie interrupted again.

After all, even in this stage of laxity, there are things which are not done. The word of a prison governor to a convict is as sacred as any mans word to any other man; and according to my view, which may be peculiar, Barton doubled on Dr. Fu-Manchu. I believe that super-devil to be too great a character to waste a moment upon revenge. But in the circumstances, Greville, if you dont mind, I should like to get through to Sir Lionel  and theres someone there whom Petrie is dying to speak to…


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE. WEDDING MORNING

Upon the events of the next few days I prefer not to dwell. At my first interview with Sir Lionel following the loss of the relics of the Masked Prophet, I believed for one hectic moment that he would attempt to strangle me with his own hands.

Perhaps it was the presence of Nayland Smith, alone, which prevented him from making an assault. I can see him now, pacing up and down the Museum Room, clenching and relaxing his big fists, and looking murder from underneath tufted eyebrows.

No possible blame attaches to Greville, said Sir Denis.

The chief growled inarticulately.

And I would remind you that in somewhat similar circumstances, and not long ago, you personally assisted the same lady to open the Tomb of the Black Ape, in the Valley of the Kings, and to walk away with its contents. Rather a good parallel, I think?

Sir Lionel stood still, staring hard at the speaker, then:

Damn it! he admitted youre right!

He transferred his stare to Petrie, and finally to me.

Forget my somewhat harsh criticisms, Greville, he said. Unlike Smith, I often say more than I mean. But this cancellation of my address to the Royal Society is going to set poisoned tongues wagging.

This was true enough. Not only had he been deprived of that hour of triumph in anticipation of which he had lived for many months past, but unpleasant whispers were going around the more scholarly clubs. Scotland Yard, working secretly, had put its vast machinery in motion in an endeavour to trace Fah Lo Suee.

They failed, as indeed we all knew they must fail. Servants of Dr. Fu-Manchu perused secret avenues of travel upon which the Customs and the police apparently had no check. There was theory held at Scotland Yard, and shared, I believe, by our old friend Weymouth, that the Chinese doctor worked in concert with what is known as the underworld.

This theory Nayland Smith declined to entertain.

His organisation is infinitely superior to anything established among the criminal classes, he declared. He would not stoop to use such instruments.

However, the chiefs resiliency of character was not the least amazing of his attributes; and within forty-eight hours he was deep in a book dealing with the Masked Prophet, of which he designed to publish a limited edition, illustrated by selected photographs of Rimas.

I dont know why I allow you to issue your rotten accounts of my expeditions, Greville! he shouted one day, when I entered the library and found him at work.

He was surrounded by masses of records and untidy heaps of manuscript notes, portfolios, and what-not. Two shorthand typists were in attendance.

Their scientific value is nil, and they depict me personally as a cross between a large ape and a human half-wit…

In the meantime he had relaxed no jot of his publicity campaign upon my wedding, to which an added piquancy was given by what happened at the Athenaeum Club.

Following a heated argument there with Sir Wallace Syms, the chief challenged him to a duel within hearing of fully twelve members!

This resulted in a crop of spicy paragraphs, practically all of which included a reference to the forthcoming ceremony at St. Margarets. My horror of this ceremony grew with almost every passing hour.

I had been pestered by interviewers and gossip writers for particulars of my family history, my interests in sport, and other purely personal matters, until I was reduced to a state of nerves as bad as anything I had known in the most evil times of the past.

A popular debutante two years before, Rima had spent one hectic season in London under the wing of Lady Ettrington, Sir Lionels younger sister and a chip of the old block whom I wholeheartedly detested.

Rimas decision to abandon society and to join her eccentric uncle in the capacity of photographer had bought down upon her head the wrath of Lady Ettrington. Her later decision to marry me, instead of some society idler, had resulted in my name being written in large letters in her ladyships Black Book.

The apartment once known as the breakfast room at Bruton Street, but which the chief had had converted into a sort of overflow library, was rapidly filling up with wedding presents. Rimas waking hours were distributed between hat shops, hairdressing establishments, and modistes.

Sometimes she would meet me for lunch, at other times she was too busy. Women, however, never seem to tire under this particular kind of stress. One such day would have exhausted me. Of presents to the bridegroom there were notably few. Such friends as I had were distributed all over the world.

Among all this fuss and bother and the twittering of Rimas bridesmaids (only two of whom I had ever met before), I felt a good deal of an outsider. To me the whole thing was unspeakably idiotic  a waste of time and as utterly undignified an exhibition as only a spectacular wedding can offer.

The chief, however, was enjoying himself to the top of his bent, sparing no expense to make the entertainment a popular one. The number of people who had accepted invitations appalled me.

I knew many of them by name, but few of them personally; and in cold print it appeared that the bridegroom would be the least distinguished person present at the church.

In many respects those days were the worst I have ever lived through…

But I moved under a cloud. Since the loss of the relics I had felt in some indefinable way that of actual danger from Dr. Fu-Manchu there was none. His last project had failed; but I was convinced that failure and success alike left him unmoved. Over and over again I discussed the matter with Nayland Smith and Petrie, and with Superintendent Weymouth, who had been staying somewhere in the Midlands but who was now back in London prior to returning to Cairo.

In the old days, he said on one occasion, Fu-Manchu was operating under cover, and he stuck at nothing to get rid of those who picked up any clue to his plans. From what you tell me now it appears that in this last job he had nothing to hide.

This, then, was not the shadow which haunted me: it was the memory of Fah Lo Suee…

To what extent aided by those strange drugs of which her father alone possessed the secret I was unable to decide, but definitely she had power to throw some sort of spell upon me, under which I became her helpless slave. Rima knew something, but not all, of the truth.

She knew that I had followed Fah Lo Suee from Shepheards that night in Cairo, but of what had happened later she knew nothing; nor of what had happened in Bruton Street.

But something there was which she knew and had known from the first: that Fah Lo Suee possessed a snake-like fascination to which I, perhaps any man, was liable to succumb. And she knew that this incalculable woman experienced a kind of feline passion for me.

Often, when we had been separated, I surprised a question in her eyes. Perhaps she knew that I dreaded meeting Fu-Manchus daughter as greatly as she dreaded it herself.

And all the time, while I looked on, feeling like a complete stranger, arrangements for the wedding proceeded. Sir Lionel dictated chapter after chapter of his book, and at the same time several papers to scientific publications which he occasionally favoured with contributions; interviewed representatives of the Press, quarrelled with the caterers responsible for the reception; wrote insulting letters to The Times; in short, thoroughly enjoyed himself.

I pointed out to him, one day, that since Rima and I would have to live upon my comparatively slender income, our married life would be something of an anti-climax to our wedding.

Youve got a good job! he shouted. Damn it! I pay you a thousand a year!  and you must make something out of your ridiculous books!

The discussion was not carried any further. I realised that it was one I should never have begun.

I had his sister Lady Ettrington to cope with, also. She issued an ultimatum to the effect that she would not be present in the church unless it was arranged that I took up my residence elsewhere than under the same roof as her niece Rima.

This led to a tremendous row between brother and sister. It took place in the room where the presents were assembled: a draw, in which both parties exhibited the celebrated Barton temperament in its most lurid form.

You can go to the devil! was Sir Lionels final politeness. As to being in the church, personally I dont remember having invited you…

It had all blown over, however, which was the way with storms in this peculiar family; and being awakened by Betts one morning, that privileged old idiot opened the curtains and announced:

The happy day has arrived, sir…


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO. DR. FU-MANCHU BOWS

Not being a society reporter, the wedding at St. Margarets must be taken for granted in this account. Suffice to say that it duly took place.

My best man was first rate, and Rima looked so lovely that I was almost reconciled to this dreadful occasion. The crowd inside the church was small in comparison with the crowd outside. Sir Lionels gift of showmanship would have put C.B. Cochran out of business, had the chief decided to plunge into the theatrical sphere.

He sailed into the church through a solid avenue of humanity with that dainty bride on his arm, smiling cheerfully, right and left, as who should say, What did I tell you? Isnt she a beauty?

My own entrance took place in a sort of merciful haze, out of which, dimly, I heard reassuring words from my best man. The ceremony itself stunned me.

I am no believer in the marriage service, and neither is Sir Lionel. He would not for the price of a kingdom have taken those awful vows demanded by the priest, but he thoroughly enjoyed hearing me commit myself to that which he would never have undertaken.

When we came out again into the sunshine (as the sentimental Betts had prayed this was a glorious day) a battery of cameras awaited us.

We escaped finally in a Rolls two-seater  one of Sir Lionels presents to the bride  in which he had insisted we must drive away, although frankly I was in no fit condition for the job.

However, I managed it without mishap  to find a second camera battery awaiting us in Bruton Street...

Inside the house I found myself lost in a maze of unfamiliar faces. It was like a first night at a London theatre. Even the servants were strangers, many of them, although Sir Lionel had reinforcements there from other of his establishments.

One fleeting glimpse I had of Petries beautiful wife. She waved to me from a distant corner and then disappeared before I could reach her. A queer situation: I was the cause, the centre, of this gathering  and I didnt seem to know a soul!

The room containing the wedding presents looked promising. I saw Betts there presiding over a sort of extemporised snack-bar. I also saw a detective whom I had chanced to meet in London two years before. He winked at me solemnly  the first man I had recognized at my own wedding reception.

It was one of the queerest experiences of my life. And, owing to my association with Sir Lionel, my days had been far from humdrum.

Exactly what occurred in the interval preceding that strange intrusion which must form the end of this chronicle I cannot definitely state. At one moment I was with Rima; in the next I had lost her… I exchanged greetings with Nayland Smith  and then found myself talking to a perfect stranger… Petrie expressed a wish to drink my health... and we were separated on our way to the buffet...

Over the heads of a group of perfect strangers I presently caught the eye of Betts. He signaled to me.

I extricated myself from the crowd and joined him.

A somewhat belated visitor, sir, wishes to add his congratulations on this happy day.

Who is he, Betts?

Betts extended a salver, with a perfect gesture. Jostled on all sides, I took up a card, and read:

Dr. Fu-Manchu

There was no address; just those three words.

I became suddenly unaware of everything, and of everybody about me, except Betts and the card of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I spoke  and my voice seemed to come from far away.

Did you  see the visitor?

I showed him up to the Museum Room, sir, which, having been locked, is the only suitable room in the house today. He expressed a wish to see you alone, sir.

Is he alone?

Yes, sir…

A band had started playing somewhere.

People spoke to me on my way: I dont know who they were. One idea, one idea only was burning in my brain: this was a trap, a trap into which the doctor expected that all his enemies assembled in that house would fall!

A final question I threw at Betts:

Hes a tall man?

Very tall, sir, and distinguished; Chinese, I believe…

I battled my way to the staircase. Couples were seated upon it fully halfway up. I heard the chiefs loud laugh and had a hazy impression that Nayland Smith formed one of the group in the lobby.

They were the two for whom this trap had been laid!

While disavowing any claims to heroism, I must state here that I mounted those stairs to the Museum Room fully expecting to meet destruction. I was determined to meet it alone. The plan should fail. With moderate luck, I might escape; but, even if I crashed, the Chinese doctor would have been foiled.

Sounds of voices, laughter, music, followed me as I threw open the door guarded left and right by phantoms clothed in Saracen armour.

The Museum Room was empty!

For a moment I doubted the evidence of my senses. After all, was it credible that Fu-Manchu should have presented himself at Sir Lionels house? Was it possible that he could have crossed the lobby without being recognized by one of the many present who knew him?

I was aware, of course, that the room had three doors; but, even so, escape to the street without detection was next to impossible.

But definitely there was no one there!

Then, on the table, that memorable table which I had prepared for the private view of the relics, I saw that a small parcel lay.

A dimmed clamour of voices and music reached me, with which mingled the traffic hum of Bruton Street.

Neatly wrapped and sealed it lay before me; that package which I believed to contain  death.

The motives which actuated me I realise now, looking back, were obscure; but I opened the parcel and found it to consist of a small casket apparently of crystal, carved (as I supposed at the time) in a pattern of regular prisms which glittered brightly in the sunlight.

An ebony box was inside the casket. A sheet of thick, yellow notepaper, folded, lay on the lid of the box. I opened the box.

It was lined with velvet; and, resting upon the velvet, I saw a string of pink pearls coiled around a scarab ring.

My brain performed a somersault. Someone was calling my name, but I didnt heed the interruption. I was unfolding the sheet of thick, yellow notepaper. It was neither headed nor dated. In jet-black, cramped writing it contained these words:

To Mr. Shan Greville. Greeting. You have suffered at my hands, because unwittingly you have sometimes obstructed me. I bear you no ill will. Indeed, I respect you  for you are an honourable man; and I wish you every happiness. The pearls are for your bride. They are the only perfectly matched set of a hundred pink pearls in the world. The casket is also for her. She is beautiful, brave, and virtuous, a combination of qualities so rare that the woman possessing them is a jewel above price. It is set with eighty flawless diamonds and was made to the order of Catherine of Russia  who was brave, but neither beautiful nor virtuous. The ebony box is for you. It will interest Sir Lionel Barton. It bears engraved upon it the seal of King Solomon and came from his temple. The ring, also, I request you to accept. It is the signet ring of Khufu  supposed builder of the Great Pyramid. Commend me to Sir Denis Nayland Smith, to Dr. Petrie, and to Karamenfeh, his wife, and convey my good wishes to Superintendent Weymouth. I desire you every good fortune. Greeting and Farewell. Fu-Manchu.
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CHAPTER ONE. FLEURETTE

All the way around the rugged headland, and beyond, as I sat at the wheel of the easy-running craft, I found myself worrying about Petrie. He was supposed to be looking after me. I thought that somebody should be looking after him. He took his responsibilities with a deadly seriousness; and this strange epidemic which had led the French authorities to call upon his expert knowledge was taxing him to the limit. At luncheon I thought he had looked positively ill; but he had insisted upon returning to his laboratory.

He seemed to imagine that the reputation of the Royal Society was in his keeping...

I had hoped that the rockbound cove which I had noted would afford harbourage for the motorboat. Nevertheless, I was pleasantly surprised when I found that it did.

The little craft made safe, I waded in and began to swim through nearly still water around that smaller promontory beyond which lay the bay and beach of Ste Claire de la Roche. Probably a desire to test my fitness underlay the job; if I could not explore Ste Claire from the land side, I was determined to invade it, nevertheless.

The water was quite warm, and it had that queer odour of stagnation peculiar to this all but tideless sea. I swam around the point, and twenty yards out from the beach my feet touched bottom.

At the same moment I saw her...

She was seated on the smooth sand, her back towards me, and she was combing her hair. As I stumbled, groped, and began to make my way inland, I told myself that this sole inhabitant of Ste Claire was probably one of those fabulous creatures, a mermaid  or, should I say, a siren.

I halted, wading ashore, and watched her.

Her arms, her shoulders, and her back were beautiful. Riviera salt and sun had tanned her to a most delectable shade of brown. Her wavy hair was of a rich red mahogany colour. This was all I could see of the mermaid from my position in the sea.

I made the shore without disturbing her.

It became apparent, then, that she was not a mermaid; a pair of straight, strong, and very shapely brown legs discredited the mermaid theory. She was a human girl with a perfect figure and glorious hair, wearing one of those bathing suits fashionable in Cannes...

What it was, at this moment, which swamped admiration and brought fear  which urged me to go back  to go back  I could not imagine. I fought against this singular revulsion, reminding myself that I was newly convalescent from a dangerous illness. This alone, I argued, accounted for the sudden weird chill which had touched me.

Why, otherwise, should I be afraid of a pretty girl?

I moved forward.

And as I began to walk up the gently sloping beach she heard me and turned.

I found myself staring, almost in a frightened way, at the most perfect face I thought I had ever seen. Those arms and shoulders were so daintily modelled that I had been prepared for disillusionment: instead, I found glamour.

She was bronzed by the sun, and, at the moment, innocent of make-up. She had most exquisitely chiselled features. Her lips were slightly parted showing the whitest little teeth. Big, darkly fringed eyes  and they were blue as the Mediterranean  were opened widely, as if my sudden appearance had alarmed her.

I may have dreamed, as some men do, of flawless beauty, but I had never expected to meet it; when:

How did you get here? the vision asked and rolled over onto one elbow, looking up at me.

Her voice had a melodious resonance which suggested training, and her cool acceptance of my appearance helped to put me more at ease.

I just swam ashore, I replied. I hope I didnt frighten you?

Nothing frightens me, she answered in that cool, low tone, her unflinching eyes  the eyes of a child, but of a very clever and very inquisitive child  fixed upon me. I was certainly surprised.

Im sorry. I suppose I should have warned you.

Her steady regard never wavered; it was becoming disconcerting. She was quite young, as the undisguised contours of her body revealed, but about her very beauty there hovered some aura of mysteriousness which her typically nonchalant manner could not dispel. Then, suddenly, I saw, and it greatly relieved me to see, a tiny dimple appear in her firm round chin. She smiled  and her smile made me her slave.

Please explain, she said; this isnt an accident, is it?

No, I confessed; its a plot.

She shifted to a more easy position, resting both elbows on the sand and cupping her chin in two hands.

What do you mean a plot? she asked, suddenly serious again.

I sat down, peculiarly conscious of my angular ugliness.

I wanted to have a look at Ste Claire, I replied. It used to be open to inspection and its a spot of some historical interest. I found the road barred. And I was told that a certain Mahdi Bey had bought the place and had seen fit to close it to the public. I heard that the enclosed property ran down to the sea, so I explored and saw this little bay.

And what were you going to do? she asked, looking me over in a manner which struck me as almost supercilious.

Well... I hesitated, hoping for another smile. I had planned to climb up to Ste Claire, and if I should be discovered, explain that I had been carried away by the current which works around the headland and been compelled to swim ashore.

I watched eagerly for the dimple. But no dimple came. Instead, I saw a strange, faraway expression creep over the girls face. In some odd manner it transformed her; spiritually, she seemed to have withdrawn  to a great distance, to another land; almost, I thought, to another world. Her youth, her remarkable beauty, were transfigured as though by the occult brush of a dead master. Momentarily, I experienced again that insane desire to run away.

Then she spoke. Her phrases were commonplace enough, but her voice too was far away; her eyes seemed to be looking right through me, to be fixed upon some very distant object.

You sound enterprising, she said. What is your name?

Alan Sterling, I answered, with a start.

I had an uncanny feeling that the question had not come from the girl herself, although her lips framed the words.

I suppose you live somewhere near here?

Yes, I do.

Alan Sterling, she repeated; isnt that Scotch?

Yes, my father was a Scotsman  Dr. Andrew Sterling  but he settled in the Middle West of America, where I was born.

The mahogany curls were shaken violently. It was, I thought, an act of rebellion against that fey mood which had claimed her. She rose to her knees, confronting me; her fingers played with the sand. The rebellion had succeeded. She seemed to have drawn near again, to have become human and adorable. Her next words confirmed my uncanny impression that in mind and spirit she had really been far away.

Did you say you were American? she asked.

Rather uncomfortably I answered:

I was born in America. But I took my degree in Edinburgh, so that really I dont quite know what I am.

Dont you?

She sank down upon the sand, looking like a lovely idol.

And now please tell me your name, I said; I have told you mine.

Fleurette.

But Fleurette what?

Fleurette nothing. Just Fleurette.

But, Mahdi Bey

I suppose my thoughts were conveyed without further words, for:

Mahdi Bey, Fleurette replied, is

And then she ceased abruptly. Her glance strayed away somewhere over my shoulder. I had a distinct impression that she was listening  listening intently for some distant sound.

Mahdi Bey, I prompted.

Fleurette glanced at me swiftly.

Really, Mr. Sterling, she said, I must run. I mustnt be caught talking to you.

Why? I exclaimed. I was hoping you would show me over Ste Claire.

She shook her head almost angrily.

As you came out of the sea, please go back again. You cant come with me.

I dont understand why

Because it would be dangerous.

Composedly she tucked a comb back into a bag which lay upon the sand beside her, picked up a bathing cap, and stood up.

You dont seem to bother about the possibility of my being drowned!

You have a motorboat just around the headland, she replied, glancing at me over one golden shoulder. I heard your engine. This was a revelation.

No wonder you werent frightened when I came ashore.

I am never frightened. In fact, I am rather inhuman, in all sorts of ways. Did you ever hear of Derceto?

Her abrupt changes of topics, as of moods, were bewildering, but:

Vaguely, I answered. Wasnt she a sort of fish goddess?

Yes. Think of me, not as Fleurette, but as Derceto. Then you may understand.

The words conveyed nothing at the time, although I was destined often to think about them, later. And what I should have said next I dont know. But the whole of my thoughts, which were chaotic, became suddenly focused... upon a sound.

To this day I find myself unable to describe it, although, as will presently appear, before a very long time had elapsed I was called upon to do so. It more closely resembled the note of a bell than anything else  yet it was not the note of a bell. It was incredibly high. It seemed at once to come from everywhere and from nowhere. A tiny sound it was, but of almost unendurable sweetness: it might be likened to a fairy trumpet blown close beside ones ear.

I started violently, looking all around me. And as I did so, Fleurette, giving me no parting word, no glance, darted away!

Amazed beyond words, I watched her slim brown figure bounding up a rocky path, until, at a bend high above, Fleurette became invisible. She never once looked back.

And then  the desire to get away, and as soon as possible, from the beach of Ste Claire de la Roche claimed me again, urgently...


CHAPTER TWO. A PURPLE CLOUD

When presently I climbed on board the motorboat and pushed off, I found myself to be in a state of nervous excitement. But as I headed back for the landing place below Petries tiny villa, I grew more and more irritated by my memories.

Fleurette was not only the most delightful but also the most mysterious creature who had ever crossed my path; and the more I thought about her, reviewing that odd conversation, the nearer I drew to what seemed to be an unavoidable conclusion. Of course, she had been lying to me  acting the whole time. A beautiful girl in the household of a wealthy Egyptian  in what capacity was she there?

Common sense supplied the answer. It was one I hated to accept  but I could see no alternative. The queer sound which had terminated that stolen interview, I preferred not to think about. It didnt seem to fit in...

As I secured the boat to the ring and started a long, hot climb up to the Villa Jasmin, I found myself wondering if I should ever see Fleurette again, and, more particularly, if she wanted to see me.

I supposed Mme Dubonnet had gone into the village to do her midday shopping, which included an aperitif with one of her cronies outside a certain little café. Petrie I knew would be hard at work in the laboratory at the bottom of the garden.

Mixing myself a cool drink, I sat down on the flower-draped verandah and allowed my glance to stray over the well-stocked little kitchen-garden. Beyond and below were more flower-covered walls and red roofs breaking through the green of palm and vine, and still beyond was a distant prospect of the jewel-like Mediterranean.

I reflected that this was a very pleasant spot in which to recuperate. And then I began to think about Fleurette...

No doubt my swim had overtired me, but stretched out there in a deck-chair, the hot sun making my skin tingle agreeably, I presently fell asleep. And almost immediately, as I suppose, I began to dream.

I dreamed that I lay in just such a deck-chair, under an equally hot sun, on a balcony or platform of an incredibly high building. I have since decided that it was the Empire State Building in New York. I was endowed with telescopic vision. Other great buildings there were, with mile after mile of straight avenues stretching away to the distant sea.

The sky was sapphire blue, and a heat haze danced over the great city which lay at my feet.

Then there came a curious, high sound. It reminded me of something I had heard before  but of something which in my dream I could not place. A cloud appeared, no larger than my hand, on the horizon, miles and miles away  over that blue ocean. It was a purple cloud; and it spread out, fan-wise, and the sections of the fan grew ever larger. So that, presently, half of the sky was shadowed.

And then a tiny glittering point, corresponding, I thought, to the spot where the hinge of this purple shadow-fan should have been, I saw a strange jewel. The fan continued to open, to obscure more and more the sky.

It was advancing towards me, this shadowy thing; and now the jewel took shape.

I saw that it was a dragon, or sea serpent, moving at incredible speed towards me. Upon its awful crested head a man rode. He wore a yellow robe which, in the light focused upon him, for the sun was away to my left as I dreamed, became a golden robe.

His yellow face glittered also, like gold, and he wore a cap surmounted by some kind of gleaming bead. He was, I saw, a Chinaman.

And I thought that his face had the majesty of Satan  that this was the Emperor of the Underworld come to claim a doomed city.

So much I saw, and then I realized that the dragon carried a second rider: a woman, robed in queenly white and wearing a jewelled diadem. Her beauty dazzled me, seeming more than human. But I knew her...

It was Fleurette.

The purple shadow-fan obscured all the sky, and complete darkness came. The darkness reached me, and where there had been sunshine was shadow. I shuddered and opened my eyes, staring up, rather wildly, I suppose.

Dr. Petrie had just stepped on to the verandah. His shadow touched me where I lay.

Hullo, Sterling, he said briskly. Whats wrong? Been overdoing it again?

I struggled upright. Then, in a moment, I became fully awake. And as I looked up at Petrie, seated on the low wall beside a big wine jar which had been converted into a flower pot, I realized that this was a very sick man.

He wore no hat, and his dark hair, liberally streaked with grey, was untidy  which I knew to be unusual. He was smoking a cigarette and staring at me in that penetrating way which medical men cultivate. But his eyes were unnaturally bright, although deep shadows lay beneath them.

Been for a swim, I replied; Fell asleep and dreamed horribly.

Dr. Petrie shook his head and knocked ash from his cigarette into the soil in the wine jar.

Blackwater fever plays hell even with a constitution like yours, he replied gravely. Really, Sterling, you mustnt take liberties for a while.

In pursuit of my profession, that of an orchid hunter, I had been knocked out by a severe attack of blackwater on the Upper Amazon. My native boys left me where I lay, and I owed my life to a German prospector who, guided by kindly Providence, found me and brought me down to Manaos.

Liberties be damned, doctor, I growled, standing up to mix him a drink. If ever a man took liberties with his health, that man is yourself! Youre worked to death!

Listen, he said, checking me. Forget me and my health. Im getting seriously worried.

Not another case?

He nodded.

Admitted early this morning.

Who is it this time?

Another open-air worker, Sterling, a jobbing gardener. He was working in a villa, leased by some Americans, as a matter of fact, on the slope just this side of Ste Claire de la Roche

Ste Claire de la Roche? I echoed.

Yes  the place you are so keen to explore.

Dyou think you can save him?

He frowned doubtfully.

Cartier and the other French doctors are getting in a perfect panic, he replied. If the truth leaks out, the Riviera will be deserted. And they know it! Im rather pessimistic myself. I lost another patient today.

What!

Petrie ran his fingers through his hair.

You see, he went on, diagnosis is so tremendously difficult. I found trypanasomes in the blood of the first patient I examined here; and although I never saw a tsetse fly in France, I was forced to diagnose sleeping sickness. I risked Bayers 205  he smiled modestly with one or two modifications of my own; and by some miracle the patient pulled through.

Why a miracle? Its the accepted treatment, isnt it?

He stared at me, and I thought how haggard he looked.

Its one of em, he replied, for sleeping sickness. But this was not sleeping sickness!

What!

Hence the miracle. You see, I made cultures; and under the microscope they gave me a shock. I discovered that these parasites didnt really conform to any species so far classified. They were members of the sleeping sickness family, but new members. Then  just before the death of another patient at the hospital  I made a great discovery, on which I have been working ever since

Overworking!

Forget it. He was carried away by his subject. Dyou know what I found, Sterling? I found bacillus pestis adhering to one of the parasites!

Bacillus pestis?

Plague!

Good God!

But  heres the big point: the trypanasomes (the parasites which cause sleeping sickness) were a new variety, as I have mentioned. So was the plague bacillus. It presented obviously new features! Crowning wonder  although you may not appreciate it  parasite and bacillus affiliated and working in perfect harmony!

Youve swamped me, doctor, I confessed. But I have a hazy idea that theres something tremendous behind this.

Tremendous? Theres something awful. Nature is upsetting her own laws  as we know them.

This, from Dr. Petrie, gave me something to think about.

My father had been invited to lecture at Edinburgh  his old university  during Petries first year, and a close friendship had sprung up between the keen student and the visiting lecturer. They had corresponded ever since.

During my own Edinburgh days the doctor was established in practice in Cairo; but I spent part of one vacation as his guest in London. And another fast friendship resulted. He had returned from Egypt on that occasion to receive the medal of the Royal Society for his researches in tropical medicine. I remember how disappointed I had been to learn that his wife, of whose charm I had heard many rumours, was not accompanying him on this flying journey.

His present visit  also intended to be a brief one  had been prolonged at the urgent request of the French authorities. Petries reputation had grown greater with the passage of years, and learning that he was in London, they had begged him to look into this strange epidemic which threatened southern France, placing the Villa Jasmin at his disposal...

Three weeks later I was invalided home from Brazil. Petrie, who had had the news from my father, met the ship at Lisbon and carried me off to the Villa Jasmin to recuperate under his own watchful eye.

I fear I had proved to be a refractory patient.

You didnt see the other case, did you? Petrie asked suddenly.

No.

Well. He set down his glass. I wish you would come along to the hospital with me. You must have met with some queer diseases on the Amazon, and you know the Uganda sleeping sickness. Theres this awful grin  proof of some sort of final paroxysm  and particularly what Cartier calls the black stigmata. Your bulb hunting has taken you into a few unwholesome places; have you ever come across anything like it?

I began to fill my pipe. Never, doctor, I replied.

The sound of a distant gun boomed through the hot silence. A French battleship was entering Villefranche Harbour...


CHAPTER THREE. THE BLOODSTAINED LEAVES

Good God! Its ghastly! Cover him up again, doctor. I shall dream of that face.

I found myself wondering why Providence, though apparently beneficent, should permit such horrors to visit poor humanity. The man in the little mortuary  he had been engaged in a local vineyard  had not yet reached middle age when this new and dreadful pestilence had cut him off.

This, said Petrie, is the really singular feature.

He touched the dead mans forehead. It was of a dark purple colour from the scalp to the brows. The sun-browned face was set in a grin of dreadful malignancy and the eyes were rolled upward so that only their whites showed.

What I have come to recognize as the characteristic sign, Petrie added. Subcutaneous haemorrhage; but strangely localized. Its like a purple shadow, isnt it? And when it reaches the eyes  finish.

What a ghastly face! I have seen nothing like it anywhere!

We came out.

Nor have I! Petrie confessed. The earlier symptoms are closely allied with those of sleeping sickness but extraordinarily rapid in their stages. Glandular swellings always in the armpit. This final stage  the black stigmata, the purple shadow, which I have managed to avert in some of the other cases, is quite beyond my experience. Thats where plague comes in.

But now for the most mysterious thing of all  in which I am hoping you can really help me...

If anyone had invited me to name Dr. Petries outstanding characteristic, I should have said modesty.

Having run the car into its garage, Petrie led the way down the steep rocky path to a shed a hundred yards from the villa, which he had fitted up as a laboratory.

We entered. The laboratory was really an enlarged gardeners hut which the absent owner of Villa Jasmin had converted into a small studio. It had a glass window running along the whole of one side. A white-topped table now occupied a great part of the space before it, and there was a working bench in a corner opposite the door. In racks were rows of test tubes, each bearing a neatly written label, and there were files of specimen slides near the big microscope.

I noted the new pane of glass in a section of window which had been cut out one night less than a month ago when some strange burglar had broken in and explored the place. Since that time Petrie had had steel shop-blinds fitted to the interior of the windows, which could be closed and locked at night.

He had never secured any clue to the identity of the intruder or formed any reasonable theory as to what his object could have been.

At that moment, several of the windows were open, and sunlight streamed into the place. There was a constant humming of bees in the garden outside. Petrie took up a little sealed tube, removed the stopper, and shook out the contents of the tube into a glass tray. He turned to me, a strange expression upon his haggard brown face.

Can you identify this, Sterling? he asked. Its more in your line than in mine.

I found it to consist of several bruised leaves, originally reddish purple in colour, attached to long stalks. I took up a lens and examined them carefully, the doctor watching me in silence. I saw, now, that there were pollen-like fragments adhering to a sticky substance exuded by the leaves.

There were some curious brown blotches, too, which at first I took to be part of the colouring, but which closer examination showed to be due to a stain.

Its drosophyllum, I murmured, one of the fly-catching varieties, but a tropical species I have not come across before.

Petrie did not interrupt me, and:

There are stains of what looks like dark brown mud, I went on, and minute shiny fragments of what might be pollen

It isnt pollen, Petrie broke in. Its bits of the wing and body of some very hairy insect. But what Im anxious to know, Sterling, is this

I put down the lens and turned to the speaker curiously. His expression was grimly serious.

Should you expect to find that plant in Europe?

No, it isnt a European variety. It could not possibly grow even as far north as this.

Good. That point is settled.

How do you account for the stains?

I dont know how to account for them, Petrie replied slowly, but I have found out what they are.

What are they?

Blood!  and whats more, human blood.

Human blood!

I stopped, at a loss for words.

I can see I am puzzling you, Sterling. Let me try to explain. Petrie replaced the fragments in the tube and sealed it down tightly.

It occurred to me this morning, he went on, after you had gone, to investigate the spot where our latest patient had been at work. I thought there might be some peculiar local condition there which would give me a new clue. When I arrived, I found it was a piece of steeply terraced kitchen-garden  not unlike our own, here. It ended in a low wall beyond which was a clear drop into the gorge which connects Ste Claire with the sea.

He had been at work up to sunset last evening about halfway down, near a water tank. He was taken ill during the night, and this morning developed characteristic symptoms.

I stood there  it was perfectly still; the people to whom the villa is leased are staying in Monte Carlo at present  and I listened for insects. I had gone prepared to capture any that appeared.

He pointed to an equipment which lay upon a small table.

I got several healthy mosquitoes, and other odds and ends. (Later examination showed no trace of parasite in any of them.) I was just coming away when, lying in a little trench where the man had apparently been at work up to the time that he knocked off  I happened to notice that.

He pointed to the tube containing the purple leaves.

It was bruised and crushed partly into the soil.

He paused, then:

Except for the fragments I have pointed out, he added, there was nothing on the leaves. Possibly a passing lizard had licked them... I spent the following hour searching the neighbourhood for the plant on which they grew. I drew blank.

We were silent for some time.

Do you think there is some connection, I asked slowly, between this plant and the epidemic?

Petrie nodded.

Of course, I admitted, its certainly strange. If I could credit the idea  which I cant  that such a species could grow wild in Europe, I should be the first to agree with you. Your theory is that the thing possesses the properties of a carrier, or host, of these strange germs; so that anyone plucking a piece and smelling it, for instance, immediately becomes infected?

That was not my theory, Petrie replied thoughtfully. It isnt a bad one, nevertheless. But it doesnt explain the bloodstains.

He hesitated.

I had a very queer letter from Nayland Smith today, he added. I have been thinking about it ever since.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith, ex-Assistant Commissioner of Metropolitan Police, was one of Petries oldest friends, I knew, but:

This is rather outside his province, isnt it? I suggested.

You havent met him, Petrie replied, labouring his words as it seemed. But I think you will. Nayland Smith has one of the few first-class brains in Europe, and nothing is outside his

He ceased speaking, staggered and clutched at the table edge. I saw him shudder violently.

Look here, doctor, I cried, grasping his shoulders, you are sickening for flu or something. Youre overdoing it. Give the thing a rest, and

He shook me off. His manner was wild. He groped his way to a cupboard, prepared a draught with unsteady hands, and drank it. Then from a drawer he took out a tube containing a small quantity of white powder.

I have called it 654, he said, his eyes feverishly bright. I havent the pluck to try it on a human patient. But even if Mother Nature has turned topsy-turvy, I believe this may puzzle her!

Watching him anxiously:

Strictly speaking, you ought to be in bed, I said. Your life is valuable.

Get out, he replied, summoning up the ghost of a smile. Get out, Sterling. My lifes my own, and while it lasts I have work to do...


CHAPTER FOUR. SQUINTING EYES

I spent the latter part of the afternoon delving in works of reference which I had not consulted for many months, in an endeavour to identify more exactly the leaves so mysteriously found by Petrie.

To an accompaniment of clattering pans, old Mme Dubonnet was preparing our evening meal in the kitchen and humming some melancholy tune very cheerily.

Petrie was a source of great anxiety. I had considered phoning for Dr. Cartier, but finally had dismissed the idea. That my friend was ill he had been unable to disguise: but he was a Doctor of Medicine and I was not. Furthermore, he was my host.

That he was worried about his wife in Cairo, I knew. Only the day before he had said, I hope she doesnt take it into her head to come over  much as I should like to see her. Now, I shared that hope. His present appearance would shock the woman who loved him.

Fleurette  Fleurette of the dimpled chin  more than once intruded her image between me and the printed page. I tried to push these memories aside.

Fleurette was the mistress of a wealthy Egyptian. Despite her name, she was not French. She was, perhaps, an actress. Why had I not thought of that before? Her beautifully modulated voice  her composure. Think of me as Derceto...

In Byblis gigantea, according to Zopf, insect-catching is merely incipient, I read.

She could be no older than eighteen  indeed, she might be younger than that...

And so the afternoon wore on.

Faint buzzing of the Kohler engine, and a sudden shaft of light across the slopes below, first drew my attention to approaching dusk. Petrie had turned up the laboratory lamps.

I was deep in a German work which promised information, and now, mechanically, I switched on the table lamp. Hundreds of grasshoppers were chirping in the garden; I could hear the purr of a speedboat. Mme Dubonnet continued to sing. It was a typical Riviera evening.

The shadow of that great crag which almost overhung the Villa Jasmin lay across part of the kitchen-garden visible from my window, and soon would claim all our tiny domain. I continued my studies, jumping from reference to reference and constantly consulting the index. I believed I was at last on the right track.

How long a time elapsed between the moment when I saw the light turned up in the laboratory and the interruption, I found great difficulty in determining afterwards. But the interruption was uncanny.

Mme Dubonnet, working in the kitchen, French fashion, with windows hermetically sealed, noticed nothing.

Already, on this momentous day, I had heard a sound baffling description; and it was written  for the day was one never to be forgotten  that I should hear another.

As I paused to light a fresh cigarette, from somewhere outside  I thought from the Corniche road above  came a cry, very low, but penetrating.

It possessed a quality of fear which chilled me like a sudden menace. It was a sort of mournful wail on three minor notes. But a shot at close quarters could not have been more electrical in its effect.

I dropped my cigarette and jumped up.

What was it?

It was unlike anything I had ever heard. But there was danger in it, creeping peril. I leaned upon the table, staring from the window upward, in the direction from which the cry seemed to have come.

And as I did so, I saw something.

I have explained that a beam of light from the laboratory window cut across the shadow below. On the edge of this light something moved for a moment  for no more than a moment  but instantly drew my glance downward.

I looked...

A pair of sunken, squinting eyes, set in a yellow face so evilly hideous that I was tempted then, and for some time later, to doubt the evidence of my senses, watched me!

Of the body belonging to this head I could see nothing; it was enveloped in shadow. I saw just that evil mask watching me; then  it was gone!

As I stood staring from the window, stupid with a kind of horrified amazement, I heard footsteps racing down the path from the road which led to the door of Villa Jasmin. Turning, I ran out onto the verandah. I reached it at the same moment as the new arrival  a tall, lean man with iron-grey, crisply virile hair, and keen, eager eyes. He had the sort of skin which tells of years spent in the tropics. He wore no hat, but a heavy topcoat was thrown across his shoulders, cloakwise. Above all, he radiated a kind of vital energy which was intensely stimulating.

Quick, he said  his mode of address reminded me of a machine gun where is Dr. Petrie? My name is Nayland Smith.

Im glad you have come, Sir Denis, I replied; and indeed I spoke sincerely. The doctor referred to you only today. My name is Alan Sterling.

I know it is, he said, and shook hands briskly; then:

Where is Petrie? he repeated. Is he with you?

He is in the laboratory, Sir Denis. Ill show you the way. Sir Denis nodded, and we stepped off the verandah. Did you hear that awful cry? I added. He stopped. We had just begun to descend the slope.

You heard it? he rapped in his staccato fashion.

I did. I have never heard anything like it in my life!

I have! Lets hurry.

There was something very strange in his manner, something which I ascribed to that wailing sound which had electrified me. Definitely, Sir Denis Nayland Smith was not a man susceptible to panic, but some fearful urgency drove him tonight.

I was about to speak of that malignant yellow face when, as we came in sight of the lighted windows of the laboratory:

How long has Petrie been in there? Nayland Smith asked.

All the afternoon. Hes up to his eyes in work on these mysterious cases  about which, perhaps, you know?

I do, he replied. Wait a moment. He grasped my arm and pulled me up just at the edge of the patch of shadow. He stood still and I could tell that he was listening intently.

Wheres the door? he asked suddenly.

At the farther end.

Right.

He set off at a run, and I followed past the lighted window.

Petrie was not at the table nor at the bench. I was puzzled to account for this, and already vaguely fearful. A premonition gripped me, a premonition of something horrible. Then, I had my hand on the door and had thrown it open. I entered, Sir Denis close behind me.

Good God! Petrie!... Petrie, old man...

Nayland Smith had sprung in and was already on his knees beside the doctor.

Petrie lay in the shadow of his working bench, in fact, half under it, one outstretched hand still convulsively gripping its edge!

I saw that the apparently rigid fingers grasped a hypodermic syringe. Near to his upraised hand was a vessel containing a small quantity of some milky fluid; and the tube of white powder which he had shown to me lay splintered, broken by his fall, on the floor a foot away.

In those few fleeting seconds I saw Sir Denis Nayland Smith, for the first and last time in my knowledge of him, fighting to subdue his emotions. His head dropped into his upraised hands, his fingers clutched his hair.

Then he had conquered. He stood up.

Lift him! he said hoarsely. Out here, into the light.

I was half stunned. Horror and sorrow had me by the throat. But I helped to move Petrie farther into the middle of the floor, where a central light shone down upon him. One glance told me the truth  if I had ever doubted it.

A sort of cloud was creeping from his disordered hair, down over his brow.

Heaven help him! I whispered. Look  look!... the purple shadow!


CHAPTER FIVE. THE BLACK STIGMATA

The laboratory was very silent. Through the windows, which still remained open, I could hear the hum of the Kohler engine in its little shed at the bottom of the garden  the chirping of crickets, the clucking of hens.

There was a couch littered with books and chemical paraphernalia. Sir Denis and I cleared it and laid Petrie there.

I had telephoned Dr. Cartier from the villa.

That ghastly purple shadow was creeping farther down my poor friends brow.

Shut the door, Sterling, said Nayland Smith sharply.

I did so.

Stand by, he went on, and pointed.

Petrie, who wore a woollen pullover with long sleeves when he was working late, had evidently made an attempt to peel it off just before coma had claimed him.

You see what he meant to do, Nayland Smith went on. God knows what the consequences will be, but its his only chance. He must have been fighting it off all day. The swelling in his armpit warned him that the crisis had come.

He examined the milky liquid in a small glass measure.

Have you any idea what this is?

I indicated the broken tube and scattered white powder on the floor.

A preparation of his own  to which I have heard him refer as 654. He believed it was a remedy, but he was afraid to risk it on a patient.

I wonder? Sir Denis murmured. I wonder

Stooping, I picked up a fragment of glass to which one of Petries neatly written labels still adhered.

Look here, Sir Denis!

He read aloud:

654. 1 grm. in 10 c.c. distilled water: intravenous.

He stared at me hard, then:

Its kill or cure, he rapped. We have no choice.

Shouldnt we wait for Dr. Cartier?

Wait! His angry glare startled me. With luck, hell be here in three-quarters of an hour. And life or death in this thing is a matter of minutes! No! Petrie must have his chance. Im not an expert  but I can do my best...

I experienced some difficulty in assisting at what followed; but Nayland Smith, his course set, made the injection as coolly as though he had been used to such work for half a lifetime. When it was done:

If Petrie survives, he said quietly, his own skill will have saved him  not ours. Lay that rug over him. It strikes one as chilly in here.

The mans self-mastery was almost superhuman.

He crossed to close the windows  to hide his face from me. Even that iron control had its breaking point. And suddenly the dead silence which fell with the shutting of the windows was broken by the buzzing of an insect.

I couldnt see the thing, which evidently Sir Denis had disturbed, but it was flying about the place with feverish activity. Something else seemed to have arrested Sir Deniss attention: he was staring down at the table.

Hm! he muttered. Very queer!

Then the noise of the busy insect evidently reached his ears. He turned in a flash and his expression was remarkable.

Whats that, Sterling? he snapped. Do you hear it?

Clearly. Theres a gadfly buzzing about.

Gadfly  nothing! I have recently spent many hours in the laboratory of the School of Tropical Medicine. Thats why Im here! Listen. Did you ever hear a gadfly that made that noise?

His manner was so strange that it chilled me. I stood still, listening. And presently, in the sound made by that invisible, restless insect, I detected a difference. It emitted a queer sawing note. I stared across at Nayland Smith.

Youve been to Uganda, he said. Did you never hear it?

At which moment, and before I had time to reply, I caught a glimpse of the fly which caused this peculiar sound. It was smaller than I had supposed. Narrowly missing the speakers head, it swooped down onto the table behind him, and settled upon something which lay there  something which had already attracted Sir Deniss attention.

Dont move, I whispered. Its just behind you.

Get it, he replied, in an equally low voice. A book, a roll of paper  anything; but for Gods sake dont miss it...

I took up a copy of the Gazette de Monte Carlo. One of poor Petries hobbies was a roulette system which he had never succeeded in perfecting. I rolled it and stepped quietly forward.

Nayland Smith stood quite still. Beside him, my improvised swatter raised, I saw the insect distinctly. It had long, narrow, brownish wings and a curiously hairy head. In the very moment that I dashed the roll of paper down, I recognized the object upon which it had settled.

It was a spray of that purple-leaved drosophyllum, identical except that it was freshly cut, with a fragment which I knew to be sealed in a tube somewhere in Petries collection!

Make sure, said Sir Denis, turning.

I repeated the blow. Behind us, on the couch, Petrie lay motionless. Sir Denis bent over the dead insect.

Dont you know what this is, Sterling? he demanded.

No. Flies are a bit outside my province. But I can tell you something about the purple leaves.

Taking the roll of paper from me, he moved the dead fly further forward upon the polished table-top where direct light fell upon it; then:

Hullo! he exclaimed.

He snatched up a lens which lay near by and bent over the insect, peering down absorbedly.

I turned and looked towards the couch were Petrie lay, and I studied his haggard features. I could detect no evidence of life. The purple shadow showed like a bruise on his forehead; but I thought that it had not increased.

Yet I believed he was doomed, already dying, and my thoughts jumped feverishly to that strange plant upon the table  and from the plant to the yellow face which so recently had leered at me out of the darkness.

Was it conceivable  could it be  that some human agency directed this pestilence?

I turned, looking beyond the bent, motionless figure of Nayland Smith, out into the dusk  and a desire to close the steel shutters suddenly possessed me.

This operation I completed without drawing a single comment from Sir Denis. But, as that menacing dusk was shut out, he stood upright and confronted me.

Sterling, he said  and there was something in his steady gaze which definitely startled me have you, as a botanist, ever come across a true genus-hybrid?

You mean a thing between a lily and a rose  or an oak growing apples?

Exactly.

In the natural state, never  although some curious hybrids have been reported from time to time. But many freaks of this kind can be cultivated, of course. The Japanese are experts.

Cultivated? I agree. But nature, in my experience, sticks to the common law. Now here, Sterling  he indicated the table lies an insect which, from the sound it made when flying, I took to be a tsetse fly

A tsetse? Good heavens! Here?

He smiled grimly.

Well outside its supposed area, he admitted, and above its usual elevation. I thought you might have recognized its note, as you have travelled in the flybelt. However, I was right  up to a point. It definitely possesses certain characteristics of glossina, the tsetse fly; notably the wings, which are typical. You see, I have been taking an intensive course on this subject! But can you imagine, Sterling, that it has the legs and head of an incredibly large sandfly? The thing is a nightmare, an anachronism; its a sort of giant flying flea!

His words awakened a memory. What had Petrie said to me, earlier in the day?... that even if Nature is turning topsy-turvy, I think I can puzzle her!...

Sir Denis, I broke in, I think you should know that Petrie found, in the blood of a patient, some similar freak  a sort of hybrid germ, which I lack the knowledge to describe to you. He found sleeping sickness and plague combined

Good God!

I thought that the lean, sun-baked face momentarily grew yet more angular.

You know, he interrupted, that tsetse carries sleeping sickness? Sandfly is suspect in several directions. But the rat-flea (and this is more like a flea than a sandfly) is the proved cause of plague infection... Am I going mad?

He suddenly crossed and bent over Petrie. He examined him carefully and in detail. The fact dawned upon me that Sir Denis Nayland Smith had more than a smattering of the medical art. I watched in silence while finally he took the temperature of the unconscious man.

Theres no change, he reported. 654 seems already to have checked its progress. But this coma... Dare we hope?

I dont know what to hope, or what to believe, Sir Denis!

He nodded.

Nor do I. The nature of my job has forced me to pick up some elements of medicine; but this is a specialists case. However, tell me about these leaves  the leaves which seemed to attract the fly...

I told him briefly all that I knew of the insect-catching plant.

The specimen which Petrie has preserved, I concluded, bears traces of human blood.

Sir Denis suddenly grabbed the lens again and bent over the purple leaves on the table-top. A moment he looked, then turned.

So does this! he declared. Fresh blood.

I was dumb for a matter of seconds; then:

The insect which I partly crushed? I suggested.

He shook his head irritably.

Quantity too great. These leaves have been sprayed with blood!

How, in heavens name, did they get here? And how did that damnable fly get here?

He suddenly clapped his hands upon my shoulders and stared at me fixedly.

Youre a man of strong nerve, Sterling, he said, and so I can tell you. They were brought here. And  he pointed to the still body on the couch for that purpose.

But

There are no buts. I left the car in which I had been driven over from Cannes some distance back on the road tonight, and walked ahead to look for this villa, the exact location of which my driver didnt know. I had nearly reached the way in when I heard a sound.

I heard it too.

I know you did. But to you it meant nothing  except that it was horrible; to me, it meant a lot. You see, I had heard it before.

What was it? I shall never forget it!

It was the signal used by certain Burmans, loosely known as Dacoits, to give warning to one another. If poor old Petrie had come across this new species of tsetse fly  he would have begun to think. If he had heard that cry... he would have known!

He would have known what? I asked, aware of a growing excitement communicated to me by the speaker.

He would have known what he was up against. He raised his fists in a gesture almost of despair. We are children! he said vehemently, momentarily taken out of himself. What do you know of botany, and what does Petrie know of medicine beside Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Dr. Fu-Manchu? I echoed.

A synonym for Satan  evil immutable; apparently eternal.

Sir Denis I began.

But he turned aside abruptly, bending again over the motionless body of his old friend.

Poor Karâmanèh! he murmured.

He was silent a while, then, without looking around:

Do you know his wife, Sterling? he asked.

No, Sir Denis; we have never met.

She is still young, as we count years today. She was a child when Petrie married her  and she is the most beautiful woman I have ever known...

As he spoke I seemed to hear a soft voice saying, Think of me as Derceto... Fleurette! Fleurette was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen...

She was chosen by a master  who rarely makes mistakes.

His manner and his words were so strange that I may be forgiven for misunderstanding.

A master? Do you mean a painter?

At that, he turned and smiled. His smile was the most boyish and disarming I had ever met with in a grown man.

Yes, Sterling, a painter! His canvas, the world; his colours, the human races...

This was mystery capping mystery, and certainly I should never have left the matter there; but at this moment we were interrupted by a series of short staccato shrieks.

I ran to the door. I had recognized the voice.

Who is it? Sir Denis snapped.

Mme Dubonnet.

Housekeeper?

Yes.

Keep her out.

I threw the door open and the terrified woman tottered into my arms.

M. Sterling, she panted, hysterically, something terrible has happened! I know  I know  something terrible has happened!

Dont worry, Mme Dubonnet, I said, and endeavoured to lead her away. Dr. Petrie

But I must tell the doctor  it concerns him. As I look up from my casserole dish I see at the window just above me  a face  a dreadful yellow face with cross eyes...

Rather a quandary, Sterling, Sir Denis cut in, standing squarely between the excited woman and the insensible man on the couch. One of those murderous devils is hanging about the place...

Dimly I heard the sound of an insistent motor horn on the Corniche road above, nearing the head of that narrow byway which debouched from the Corniche and led down to the Villa Jasmin.

The ambulance from the hospital! Sir Denis exclaimed in relief.


CHAPTER SIX. 654

Mme Dubonnet, still shaking nervously, was escorted back to her quarters. Petrie, we told her, was down with a severe attack of influenza and must be moved immediately. The appearance of the yellow face at the window, mendacity had failed to explain; and the old lady announced that she would lock herself in the kitchen until such time as someone could take her home.

She was left lamenting, Oh, the poor, dear kind doctor!...

Cartier had come in person, with two orderlies and a driver. The bearded, round-faced little man exhibited such perfect consternation on beholding Dr. Petrie that it must have been funny had it not been tragic. He dropped to his knees, bending over the insensible man.

The black stigmata! he muttered, touching the purple-shadowed brow. I am too late! The coma. Soon  in an hour, or less, the final convulsions... the end! God! It is terrible. He is a dead man!

Im not so sure, Sir Denis interrupted. Forgive me, doctor; my name is Nayland Smith. I have ventured to give an injection

Dr. Cartier stood up excitedly.

What injection? he demanded.

I dont know, Sir Denis replied calmly.

What is this?

I dont know. I used a preparation of Petries which he called 654.

654!

Dr. Cartier dropped upon his knees again beside the insensible man.

How long, he demanded, since the shadow appeared?

Difficult to say, doctor, I replied. He was alone here. But it hasnt increased.

How long since the injection?

Nayland Smith shot out a lean brown wrist and glanced at a gun-metal watch in a leather strap.

Forty-three minutes, he reported.

Cartier sprang to his feet again.

Dr. Smith! he cried excitedly  and I saw Sir Denis suppress a smile this is triumph! From the time that the ecchymosis appears, it never ceases to creep down to the eyes! It has remained static for forty-three minutes, you tell me? This is triumph!

Let us dare to hope so, said Sir Denis gravely.

When all arrangements had been completed and the good Dr. Cartier had grasped the astounding fact that Nayland Smith was not a confrere but a super-policeman:

Its very important, Sir Denis whispered to me, that this place should be watched tonight. We have to take into consideration  he gripped my arm the possibility that they fail to save Petrie. The formula for 654 must be somewhere here!

But we had searched for it in vain; nor was it on his person.

The driver of the car in which Sir Denis had come, agreed, on terms, to mount guard over the laboratory. He remained in ignorance of the nature of Petries illness; but Dr. Cartier assured us there was no danger of direct infection at this stage.

And so, poor Petrie having been rushed to the isolation ward, Nayland Smith going with the ambulance, I drove Mme Dubonnet home, leaving the chauffeur from Cannes on guard. Returning, I gave the man freedom of the dinner which Fate had decreed that Petrie and I were not to eat, lent him a repeater, and set out in turn for the hospital.

This secret war against the strange plague, which threatened to strip the Blue Coast of visitors and prosperity, had aroused the enthusiasm of the whole of that small hospital staff.

Petrie, with other sufferers from the new pestilence, was lodged in an outbuilding separated from the hospital proper by a stretch of waste land. A porter, after some delay, led me through this miniature wilderness to the door of the isolation ward. The low building was dominated by a clump of pines.

A nursing sister admitted me, conducting me in silence along a narrow passage to Petries room.

As I entered, and the sister withdrew, I saw at a glance the cause of the suppressed feverish excitement which I had detected even in the bearing of the lodge porter.

Dr. Cartier was in tears. He was taking the pulse of the unconscious man. Nayland Smith, standing beside him, nodded to me reassuringly as I came in.

The purple shadow on Petries brow had encroached no further  indeed, as I thought, was already dispersing!

Dr. Cartier replaced his watch and raised clasped hands.

He is doing well, said Sir Denis. 654 is the remedy... but what, exactly, is 654?

We must know! cried Dr. Cartier emotionally. Thanks to the good God, he will revive from the coma and tell us. We must know! There is no more that I or any man can do now. But Sister Therese is a treasure among nurses, and if there should be a development, she will call me immediately. I shall be here in three minutes. But tomorrow? What can we do? We must know!

I agree, said Sir Denis quietly. Dont worry any more about it. I think you are about to win a great victory. I hope, as I have told you, to recover a copy of the formula for 654  and as Dr. Petries safety is of such vital importance, you have no objections to offer to my plan?

But none! Cartier replied. Except that this seems unnecessary.

I never take needless risks, said Sir Denis drily. But when Cartier was gone:

I am going into Nice, Sir Denis said, now, to put a phone call through to London.

What!

Theres a definite connection, Sterling, between the appearance in Petries laboratory of a new species of tropical fly at the same time as an unfamiliar tropical plant  the latter bloodstained!

So much is obvious.

The connecting link is the Burmese Dacoit whom I heard, and you and Mme Dubonnet saw. He was the servant of a dreadful master.

A question burned on my tongue, but:

Sister Therese is all that Cartier claims for her  I have interviewed the sister. She will attend to the patient from time to time. But Im going to ask you to do something, Sterling, for me and for Petrie.

Anything you like. Just say the word.

You see, Sterling, since Petrie left London and came here, he had kept in close touch with Sir Manston Rorke, of the School of Tropical Medicine  one of the three big names, although I doubt if he knows more than Petrie. Some days ago, Sir Manston called me up. He had formed a remarkable opinion.

What about?

About the French epidemic. Two cases, showing identical symptoms, occurred in the London dock area, and he had had news of several in New York and of one in Sydney, Australia. Having personally examined the London cases (both of which terminated fatally) he had come to the conclusion that this disease was not an ordinary plague. Briefly, he believed that it was being induced artificially!

Good heavens, Sir Denis! I begin to believe he was right.

Nayland Smith nodded.

I invited him to suggest a motive, and he wavered between a mad scientist and a Red plot to decimate unfriendly nations! In my opinion, he wasnt far short of the truth; but heres the big point: I have reason to believe that Petrie submitted to Sir Manston the formula for 654  and Im going to Nice to call him up.

God grant he has it, I said, glancing at the bed where the sick man lay.

Amen to that. But in the meantime, Sterling  I may be away two hours or more  its vitally important that Petrie should not be alone for one moment.

I quite follow.

So I want you to stand by here until I get back. What I mean is this  I want you to sit tight beside his bed.

I understand. You may count on me.

He stared at me fixedly. There was something almost hypnotic in that penetrating look.

Sterling, he said, you are dealing with an enemy more cunning and more brilliant than any man you have ever met East or West. Until I return you are not to allow a soul to touch Petrie  except Sister Therese or Cartier.

I was startled by his vehemence.

It may be difficult, I suggested.

I agree that it may be difficult; but it has to be done. Can I rely upon you?

Absolutely.

Im going to dash away now, to put a call through to Manston Rorke. I only pray that he is in London and that I can locate him.

He raised his hand in a sort of salute to the insensible man, turned, and went out.


CHAPTER SEVEN. IVORY FINGERS

I thought of many things during the long vigil that followed. The isolation ward harboured six patients, but Petrie had been given accommodation in a tiny private room at one end. The corresponding room at the other end was the sanctum of Sister Therese.

It was a lonely spot, and very silent. I heard the sister moving about in the adjoining ward, and presently she entered quietly, a fragile little woman, her pale face looking childishly small framed in the stiff white headdress of her order. Deftly and all but noiselessly she went about her duties; and, watching her, I wondered, as I had often wondered before, from whence came the unquestioning faith which upheld such as Sister Therese and in which they found adequate reward for a life of service.

You are not afraid of infection, M. Sterling? she asked, her voice very low and gentle.

Not at all, Sister. In my job I have to risk it.

What do you do?

Hunt for new species of plants for the Botanical Society  and orchids for the market.

But how fascinating! As a matter of fact, there is no danger of infection at this stage.

So I am told by Dr. Cartier.

It is new to us, this disease. But it is tragic that Dr. Petrie should fall a victim. However, as you see

She pointed.

The stigmata?

Sister Therese shuddered.

It is so irreligious! But Dr. Cartier, I know, calls this mark the black stigmata. Yes  it does not increase. Dr. Petrie may conquer. He is a wonderful man. You will moisten his poor lips from time to time? I am praying that he may be spared to us. Goodnight, M. Sterling. Ring for me if he moves.

She withdrew in her gentle, silent way, leaving me to my thoughts. And by some queer mental alchemy these became transmuted into thoughts of Fleurette. I found myself contemplating in a sort of cold horror the idea of Fleurette infected with this foul plague  her delicate beauty marred, her strong young body contorted by the work of some loathsome, unclassified bacillus.

And then I fell to thinking about those who had contracted this thing, and to considering what Nayland Smith had told me. What association was there to explain a common enmity between London dock labourers and Dr. Petrie?

I stared at him as the thought crossed my mind. One of the strangest symptoms of this horror which threatened France was the period of complete coma preceding the end. Petrie looked like a dead man.

A searching wind, coming down from the Alps, had begun to blow at sunset. The pines, some of which almost overhung the lonely building, hushed and whispered insidiously. I construed their whispering into a repetition of the words Fleurette  Derceto...

If dear old Petrie survived the crisis, I told myself, tomorrow should find me once more on the beach of Ste Claire de la Roche. I might have misjudged Fleurette. But even if she were the mistress of Mahdi Bey, she was very young and so not past praying for.

I had just formed this resolution when a new sound intruded upon the silence of the sickroom.

There was only one window  high in the wall which marked the end of the place. As I sat near the foot of Petries bed, this window was above on my left.

And the sound, a faint scraping, seemed to come from there.

I listened to the hushing of the pines, thinking that the wind had grown higher and that some outstretched branch must be touching the wall. But the wind seemed to have decreased, and the whisper, Fleurette  Derceto, had become a scarcely audible sigh.

Raising my head, I looked up...

A yellow hand, the fingers crooked in a clutching movement  a threat it seemed  showed for a moment, then disappeared, outside the window!

Springing to my feet, I stared wildly. How long had I been sitting there, dreaming, since Sister Therese had gone? I had no idea. My imagination pictured such an evil, mask-like face as I had seen at the Villa Jasmin  peering in at that high window.

One of the Dacoits (the name was vaguely familiar, although I had never been in Burma) referred to by Nayland Smith must be watching the place!

Was this what he had feared? Was this why I had been left on guard?

What did it mean?

I could not believe that Dr. Petrie had ever wronged any man. Who, then, was hounding him to death, and what was his motive?

Literally holding my breath, I listened. But there was no repetition of the scraping sound. The climber  the window was twelve feet above ground level  had dropped silently at the moment that I sprang from my chair.

To rush out and search was obviously not in orders. My job was to sit tight. I was pledged to it.

But the incident had painted a new complexion on my duties.

I watched that high window keenly and for a long time. Then, as I was on the point of sitting down, a slight sound brought me upright at a bound. I realized that my nerves were badly overtuned.

The door opened and Sister Therese came in, in her unobtrusive, almost apologetic way.

A lady has called to see Dr. Petrie, she said.

To see Dr. Petrie!

How could I refuse her, M. Sterling? Sister Therese asked gently. She is his wife! The little sister glanced wistfully at the unconscious man. And she is such a beautiful woman.

Great heavens! I groaned. This is going to be almost unendurable. Is she very  disturbed, Sister?

Sister Therese shook her head, smiling sadly.

Not at all. She has great courage.

Just as poor Petrie had feared  his wife had come from Cairo  to find him... a doomed man.

I suppose she must come in. But his appearance will be a frightful shock to her.

Anticipating a tragic interview, I presently turned to meet Mrs. Petrie, as Sister Therese showed her into the room. She was, I saw, tall and slender, having an indolent grace of bearing totally different from affectation. She was draped in a long wrap of some dark fur beneath which showed the edge of a green dress. Bare, ivory ankles peeped below its fringe and she wore high-heeled green sandals with gold straps.

She had features of almost classic chiselling and perfectly moulded lips. But her eyes were truly remarkable. They were incredibly long, of the true almond shape, and brilliant as jewels. By reason of the fact that Mrs. Petrie wore a little green beret-like hat set on one side of her glossy head, from which depended a figured gold veil, I could not determine the exact colour of those strange eyes: the veil just covered them.

Her complete self-possession reassured me. She glanced at Petrie, and then, as Sister Therese silently retired:

It is very good of you, Mr. Sterling, she said  and her voice had an indolent, soothing quality in keeping with her personality to allow me to make this visit.

She seated herself in a chair which I placed for her beside Petries bed.

So this was Karâmanèh? I had not forgotten that strange name murmured by Nayland Smith as he had bent over Petrie. The most beautiful woman I have ever known...

And that Mrs. Petrie was beautiful none could deny; yet for some reason her appearance surprised me. I had not been prepared for a woman of this type. Truth to tell, although I didnt recognize the fact then, I had subconsciously given Mrs. Petrie the attributes of Fleurette  a flower-like, tender loveliness wholly removed from the patrician yet exotic elegance of this woman who sat looking at the unconscious man.

Having heard of her passionate love for the doctor, I was surprised, too, by her studied self-possession. It was admirable, but, in a devoted wife, almost uncanny.

I could do no less, Mrs. Petrie, I replied. It is very brave of you to come.

She was bending forward, watching the sick man.

Is there  any hope? she asked.

There is every hope, Mrs. Petrie. In other cases which the doctors have met with, the appearance of the purple shadow has meant the end.

But in this case?

She looked at me, her wonderful eyes so bright that I thought she was suppressing tears.

In Petries case, the progress of the disease has been checked  temporarily, at any rate.

How wonderful, she whispered, and how strange.

She bent over him again. Her movements were feline in their indolent grace. One slender ivory hand held the cloak in place; the long nails were varnished to a jewel-like brightness. I wondered how these two had met, and how such markedly different types had ever become lovers.

Mrs. Petrie raised her eyes to me again.

Is Dr. Cartier following some different treatment in  my husbands case?

The nearly imperceptible pause had not escaped me. I supposed that a wave of emotion had threatened to overcome her when she found that name upon her lips and realized that the man himself tottered on the brink of the Valley.

Yes, Mrs. Petrie; a treatment of your husbands known as 654.

Prepared, I suppose, by Dr. Cartier?

No  prepared by Petrie himself just before he was seized with illness.

But Dr. Cartier, of course, knows the formula?

That caressing voice possessed some odd quality of finality; it was like listening to Fate speaking. Not to reply to any question so put to one would have been a task akin to closing ones ears to the song of the Sirens. And the darkly fringed eyes, which, now, owing to some accident of reflected light, I thought were golden, emphasized the soft command.

Indeed, I was on the point of answering truthfully, that no one but Petrie knew the formula, when an instinct of compassion gave me strength to defy that powerful urge. Why should I admit so cruel a truth?

I cannot say, I replied, and knew that I spoke the words unnaturally.

But of course it will be somewhere in my husbands possession? No doubt in his laboratory?

Her anxiety  although there was no trace of tremor in her velvety tones  was nevertheless unmistakable.

No doubt, Mrs. Petrie, I said reassuringly  and spoke now with greater conviction, since I really believed that the formula must be somewhere among Petries papers.

She murmured something in a low voice  and, standing up, moved to the head of the bed.

Whereupon, my difficulties began. For, as Mrs. Petrie bent over the pillow, I remembered the charge which had been put upon me, remembered Nayland Smiths words:

You are not to allow a soul to touch him

I got up swiftly, stepped around the foot of the bed, and joined Mrs. Petrie where she stood.

Whatever you do, I said, dont touch him!

Slowly she stood upright; infinitely slowly and gracefully. She turned and looked into my eyes.

Why? she asked.

Because I hesitated: what could I say? Because of the possibility of infection.

Please dont worry about that, Mr. Sterling. There is no possibility of infection at this stage. Sister Therese told me so.

But she may be wrong, I urged. Really, I cant allow you to take the risk.

Perhaps my principles ride me to death; I have been told that they do. But I had pledged my word that no one should touch Petrie, and I meant to stick to it. Logically, I could think of no reason why this woman who loved him should not stroke his hair, as I thought she had been about to do. It was almost inhuman to forbid it. Yet, by virtue of Sir Deniss trust in me, forbid it I must.

It may be difficult, I remembered saying to him. How difficult it was to be, I had not foreseen!

Surely, she said, and her soft voice held no note of anger, the risk is mine?

Mrs. Petrie bent again over the pillow. She was on the point of resting those slender, indolent hands on Petries shoulders.

She intended, I surmised, to kiss his parched lips...


CHAPTER EIGHT. BEWARE

As those languorous ivory hands almost rested on Petries shoulders, and the full red lips were but inches removed from the parched blue lips of the unconscious man, I threw my arms around Mrs. Petrie and dragged her away!

She was light and resilient as a professional dancer. I had been forced to exert considerable strength because of her nearness to the doctor. She was swept back, lying against my left arm and looking up at me in a startled yet imperious way, which prepared me to expect an uncomfortable sequel.

During one long moment she remained motionless, our glances meeting. Her cloak had slipped, exposing a bare arm and shoulder. I was partly supporting her and trying frenziedly to find words to excuse my apparent violence, when, still looking up at me, she turned slightly.

Why did you do that? she asked. Was it... to save me from contagion?

The cue was a welcome one; I seized it gladly.

Of course! I replied, but knew that my assurance rang false. I warned you that I should not allow you to touch him.

She continued to watch me, resting in the crook of my arm; and I had never experienced such vile impulses as those which goaded me during those few seconds. The most singular promptings were dancing in my brain. I thought she was offering me her lips, or, rather, challenging me to reject the offer. With a movement so slight that it might have been accidental, she seemed to invite me to caress her.

Yes, the most utterly damnable thing. I, in whose blood there runs a marked streak of Puritanism, I, with poor Petrie lying there in the grip of a dread disease, suddenly wanted to crush this woman  his wife  in my arms!

It was only a matter of hours since I had met Fleurette on the beach of Ste Claire de la Roche and had become so infatuated with her beauty and charm that I had been thinking about her almost continuously ever since. Yet here I stood fighting against a sudden lawless desire for the wife of my best friend  a desire so wild that it threatened to swamp everything  friendship, tradition, honour!

Perhaps I might have conquered  unaided. I am not prepared to say. But aid came to me, and came in the form of what I thought at the time to be a miracle. As I looked down into those enigmatical, mocking eyes, in a silence broken only by the hushing of the pines outside the window  a voice  a groaning, hollow voice, a voice that might have issued from a tomb  spoke.

Beware... of her, it said.

Mrs. Petrie sprang back. A fleeting glimpse I had of stark horror in the long, narrow eyes. My heart, which had been beating madly, seemed to stop for a moment.

I twisted my head aside, staring down at Petrie.

Was it imagination  or did I detect a faint quivering of those swollen eyelids? Could it be he who had spoken? That slight movement, if it had ever been, had ceased. He lay still as the dead.

Who was it? Mrs. Petrie whispered, her patrician calm ruffled at last. Whose voice was that?

I stared at her. The spell was broken. The glamour of those bewitched moments had faded  dismissed by that sepulchral voice. Mrs. Petries eyelashes now almost veiled her long, brilliant eyes. One hand was clenched, the other hidden beneath her cloak. My ideas performed a complete about-turn. Some hidden, inexplicable madness had possessed me, from the consequences of which I had been saved by an act of God!

I dont know, I said hoarsely. I dont know...


CHAPTER NINE. FAH LO SUEE

The end of that interview is hazy in my memory. Concerning one detail, however, I have no doubt: Mrs. Petrie did not again approach the sick mans bed. Despite her wonderful self-discipline, she could not entirely hide her apprehension. I detected her casting swift glances at Petrie and  once  upwards towards the solitary window.

That awful warning, so mysteriously spoken  could have related only to her...

I rang for Sister Therese and arranged that the night concierge should conduct the visitor to her car. I suspected that the neighbourhood was none too safe.

Mrs. Petrie gave me the address of a hotel in Cannes, asking that she be kept in touch. She would return, she said, unless summoned earlier, at eight in the morning. She had fully regained her graceful composure by this time, and I found myself wondering what her true nationality could be. Her languid calm was hard to reconcile with wifely devotion: indeed, I had expected her to insist upon remaining.

And when, with a final glance at Petrie and an enigmatical smile to me, she went out with Sister Therese, I turned and stared at the doctor. I could detect no change whatever, except that it seemed to me that the purple shadow on his brow was not so dark.

Could it be he who had spoken?

His face was dreadfully haggard, looking almost emaciated, and his lips, dry and cracked, were slightly parted so as to expose his teeth. In that unnatural smile I thought I saw the beginning of the death grin which characterized this ghastly pestilence.

He did not move, nor could I detect him breathing. I glanced at the window, high above my head, where not so long before I had seen those crooked yellow fingers. But it showed as a black patch in the dull white mass of the wall.

The pines began whispering softly again:

Fleurette  Derceto...

If Petrie had not spoken  and I found it hard to believe that he had  whose was the voice which had uttered the words, Beware... of her?

I had ample time to consider the problem and many others as well which had arisen in the course of that eventful day. Dr. Cartier looked in about eleven oclock, and Sister Therese made regular visits.

There was no change to be noted in Petries condition.

It was a dreary vigil; in fact, an eerie one. For company I had an apparently dead man, and some of the most horrible memories which one could very well conjure up as a background for that whispering silence.

At some time shortly after midnight I heard swift footsteps coming along the passage which led to Petries room. The door opened and Nayland Smith walked in.

One glance warned me that something was amiss.

He crossed and stared down at Petrie in silence, then turning to Sister Therese, who had entered behind him:

I wonder, Sister, he said rapidly, if I might ask you to remain here until Dr. Cartier arrives, and allow Mr. Sterling and myself the use of your room?

But of course, with the greatest pleasure, she replied, and smiled in her sweet, patient way.

Together we went along the narrow corridor and presently came to that little room used by the nurse on duty. It was very simple and very characteristic.

There was a glass-fronted cabinet containing medicines, dressings, and surgical appliances. Beside a little white table was placed a very hard, white enamelled chair. An open book lay on the table; and the only decoration was a crucifix on the distempered wall.

Sir Denis did not speak for a moment, but paced restlessly to and fro in that confined space, twitching at the lobe of his ear  a habit which I later came to recognize as indicative of deep thought.

Suddenly he turned and faced me.

Sir Manston Rorke died early yesterday morning, he said, from an overdose of heroin or something of that kind!

What!

I had been seated on the edge of the little table, but at that I sprang up. Sir Denis nodded grimly.

But was he  addicted to drugs?

Apparently. He was a widower who lived alone in a flat in Curzon Street. There was only one resident servant  a man who had been with him for many years.

Its Fate, I groaned. What a ghastly coincidence!

Coincidence! Sir Denis snapped. Theres no coincidence! Sir Manstons consulting rooms in Wimpole Street, where he kept all his records and pursued his studies, were burgled during the night. I assume that they found what they had come for. A large volume containing prescriptions is missing.

But, if they found what they came for

That was good enough, he interrupted. Hence my assumption that they did. Sir Manston had a remarkable memory. Having destroyed the prescription book, the next thing was to destroy... that inconvenient memory!

You mean  he was murdered?

I have little doubt on that point, Sir Denis replied harshly. The butler has been detained  but theres small hope of learning anything from him, even if he knows. But I gather, Sterling  he fixed a penetrating stare upon me that a similar attempt was made here tonight.

Here? Whatever do you mean, Sir Denis?

But even as I spoke the words I thought I knew, and:

Why, of course! I cried. The Dacoit!

Dacoit, he rapped. What Dacoit?

You dont know? But, on second thoughts, how could you know! It was shortly after you left. Someone looked in at the window of Petries room

Looked in? He glanced up at the corresponding window of Sister Thereses room. Its twelve feet above ground level.

I know. Nevertheless, someone looked in. I heard a faint scuffling  and I was just in time to catch a glimpse of a yellow hand as the man dropped back.

Yellow hand? Sir Denis laughed shortly. Our cross-eyed friend from the Villa Jasmin, Sterling! He was spying out the land. Shortly after this, I suggest, the lady arrived?

I stared at him in surprise.

You are quite right. I suppose Sister Therese told you? Mrs. Petrie came a few minutes afterwards.

Describe her, he directed tersely.

Startled by his manner, I did my best to comply, when:

She has green eyes, he broke in.

I couldnt swear to it. Her veil obscured her eyes.

They are green, he affirmed confidently. Her skin is the colour of ivory, and she has slender, indolent hands. She is as graceful as a leopardess, the purring of which treacherous creature her voice surely reminded you?

Sir Deniss sardonic humour completed my bewilderment. Recalling the almost tender way in which he had spoken the words, Poor Karâmanèh, I found it impossible to reconcile those tones with the savagery of his present manner.

Im afraid you puzzle me, I confessed. I quite understood that you held Mrs. Petrie in the highest esteem.

So I do, he snapped. But we are not talking about Mrs. Petrie!

Not talking about Mrs. Petrie! But

The lady who favoured you with a visit tonight, Sterling, is known as Fah Lo Suee (I dont know why). She is the daughter of the most dangerous man living today, East or West  Dr. Fu-Manchu!

But, Sir Denis!

He suddenly grasped my shoulders, staring into my eyes.

No one can blame you if you have been duped, Sterling. You thought you were dealing with Petries wife: it was a stroke of daring genius on the part of the enemy

He paused; but his look asked the question.

I refused to permit her to touch him, nevertheless, I said.

Sir Deniss expression changed. His brown, eager face lighted up.

Good man! he said in a low voice, and squeezed my shoulders, then dropped his hands. Good man.

It was mild enough, as appreciation goes, yet somehow I valued those words more highly than a decoration. Did she mention my name?

No.

Did you?

I thought a while, and then:

No, I replied. I am positive on the point.

Good! he muttered, and began to pace up and down again.

Theres just a chance  just a chance he has overlooked me. Tell me, omitting no detail that you recall, exactly what took place.

To the best of my ability, I did as he directed.

He interrupted me once only: when I spoke of that sepulchral warning  

Where was the woman when you heard it? he rapped.

Practically in my arms. I had just dragged her back.

The voice was impossible to identify?

Quite.

And you could not swear to the fact that Petries lips moved?

No. It was a fleeting impression, no more.

It was after this episode that she subjected you to her hypnotic tricks?

Hypnotic tricks!

Yes  you have narrowly escaped, Sterling.

You refer  I said with some embarrassment, for I had been perfectly frank to my strange impulses?

He nodded.

No. It was the voice which broke the spell.

He twitched his ear for some moments, then:

Go on! he rapped.

And when I had come to the end:

You got off lightly, he said. She is as dangerous as a poised cobra! And now, I have another job for you.

Im ready.

Hurry back to Villa Jasmin  and call me up here if alls well there. Have you a gun?

No. I lent mine to the chauffeur.

Take this. He drew an automatic from his topcoat pocket. Drive like hell and shoot if necessary. You are a marked man.

As I hurried out, Dr. Cartier hurried in. Ah! Nayland Smith exclaimed. I regret troubling you, doctor; but I want you to examine Petrie very carefully.

What! There is some change?

I dont know. Thats what I want you to find out.


CHAPTER TEN. GREEN EYES

The two-seater which had been placed at Petries disposal was no beauty, but the engine was fairly reliable, and I set out along the Corniche about as fast as it is safe to travel upon such a tortuous road.

I suppose it had taken me a ridiculously long time to grasp the crowning horror which lay behind this black business. As I swung around the dangerous curves of that route, the parapet broken in many places and the mirror of the Mediterranean lying far below on the right, my brain grew very active.

The discovery of a fly-catching plant near the place where a man had been seized by this frightful infection, coupled with our finding later a similar specimen in Petries laboratory, had suggested pretty pointedly that human agency was at work. Yet, somehow, in spite of the apparition of that grinning, yellow face in the kitchen-garden of the villa, I had not been able to realize, or not been able to believe, that human agency was actually directing the pestilence.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith had adjusted my perspective. Someone, apparently a shadowy being known as Fu-Manchu, was responsible for these outbreaks!

And the woman who had posed as Petries wife, the woman who had tried, and all but succeeded in her attempt to bewitch me, was of the flesh and blood of this fiend. She was Chinese; and her mission had been  what?

To poison Petrie  as Sir Manston Rorke had been poisoned?

As I swung into the lighted tunnel cut through the rock, I laughed aloud when that seeming absurdity presented itself to my mind.

A new disease had appeared in the world. Yes; of this, I had had painful evidence. It was possibly due, according to Sir Denis, to the presence in France of an unfamiliar fly  what he had called a genus-hybrid.

So much I was prepared to admit.

But how could any man be responsible for the appearance of such an insect, anywhere and at any time; much less in such widely separated places as those which had been visited by the epidemic?

The Purple Shadow...

I had nearly reached the end of the rock cutting. There was a dangerous corner just ahead; and I had allowed my thoughts to wander rather wide of the job in hand. A big car, a Rolls-Royce, appeared suddenly. The driver  some kind of African, as I saw  was taking so much of the road on the bend that no room was left for me.

Jamming on the brakes, I pulled close in against the wall of the tunnel... and I acted only just in time.

The driver of the Rolls checked slightly and swept right  missing me by six inches or less!

I had a clear, momentary view of the occupants of the car which had so nearly terminated my immediate interest in affairs...

How long I stayed there after the beautiful black-and-silver thing had purred away into the darkness, I dont know. But I remember turning round and staring over the folded, dusty hood in a vain attempt to read the number.

The car had two occupants.

In regard to one of those occupants I wondered if the wild driving of the Negro chauffeur and my preoccupation with the other had led me to form a false impression. Because, when the Rolls had swept on its lordly way, I realized that my memory retained an image of something not entirely human.

A yellow face buried in the wings of an upturned fur collar I had certainly seen: a keen wind from the Alps made the night bitingly cold. The man wore a fur cap pulled down nearly to his brows, creating a curious mediaeval effect. But this face had a placid, almost god-like immobility, gaunt, dreadful, yet sealed with power like the features of a dead Pharoah.

Some chance trick of the lighting might have produced the illusion (its reality I could not admit); but about the second traveller I had no doubts whatever.

Her charming head framed  as that other skull-like head was framed  in the upturned collar of a fur coat... I saw Fleurette!

And I thought of a moss-rose...

I turned to the wheel again.

Fleurette!

She had not seen me, had not suspected that I was there.

Probably, I reflected, it would not have interested her to know.

But her companion? I tested the starter, wondering if it would function after the shock. I was relieved to find that it did. The Rolls was miles away, now, unless the furious driving of the African chauffeur had led to disaster... That yellow face and those glittering green eyes  I asked myself the question: Could this be Mahdi Bey?

Somehow I could not believe the man with Fleurette to be an Egyptian. Yet, I reflected, driving on, there had been that about him which had conjured an image to my mind... the image of Seti the First  that King of Egypt whose majesty had survived three thousand years...


CHAPTER ELEVEN. AT THE VILLA JASMIN

The car in which Nayland Smith had come from Cannes was standing just where the steep descent to the little garage made a hairpin bend. I supposed that the man had decided to park there for the night. But I was compelled to pull in behind, as it was impossible to pass.

I walked on beyond the bend to the back of the bungalow. A path to the left led around the building to the little verandah; one to the right fell away in stepped terraces, skirting the garden and terminating at the laboratory.

My mind, from the time of that near crash with the Rolls up to this present moment, had been preoccupied. The mystery of Fleurette had usurped my thoughts. Fleurette  her charming little bronzed face enveloped in fur; a wave of her hair gleaming like polished mahogany. Now, as I started down the slope, a warning instinct spoke to me. I found myself snatched back to dangerous reality.

I pulled up, listening; but I could not detect the Kohler engine.

Some nocturnal flying thing hovered near me; I could hear the humming of its wings. Vividly, horribly, I visualized that hairy insect with its glossy back, and almost involuntarily, victim of a swift, overmastering and sickly terror, I began striking out right and left in the darkness...

Self-contempt came to my aid. I stood still again.

The insect, probably some sort of small beetle, was no longer audible. I thought of the fly-haunted swamps I had known, and grew hot with embarrassment. The Purple Shadow was a ghastly death; but Petrie had faced it unflinchingly...

Natural courage returned. A too vivid imagination had betrayed me.

I reached the laboratory and found it dark and silent. This was not unexpected. I supposed that the man had turned in on the couch. He was a tough type who had served in the French mercantile marine; I doubted if he were ever troubled by imagination. He had been given to understand, since this was the story we had told to Mme Dubonnet, that Petrie was suffering from influenza. He had accepted without demur Dr. Cartiers assurance that there was no danger of infection.

Walking around to the door, I rapped sharply.

There was no reply.

Far below I could see red roofs peeping out of purplish shadow, and, beyond, the sea gleaming under the moon; but by reason of its position the laboratory lay in darkness.

Having rapped several times without result, I began to wish that I had brought a torch, for I thought that then I could have looked in at the window. But even as the idea crossed my mind, I remembered that the iron shutters were drawn.

Thus far, stupidly, I had taken it for granted that the door was locked. But failing to get a response from the man inside, I now tried the handle and found, to my great surprise, that the door was unlocked.

I opened it. The laboratory was pitch black and reeked of the smell of mimosa.

Hullo, there! I cried. Are you asleep?

There was no reply, but I detected a sound of heavy breathing as I groped for the switch. When I found it, the lamps came up very brightly, dipped, and then settled down.

My God! I groaned. The man from Cannes lay face downward on the couch!

I ran across and tried to move him. He was a big, heavy fellow, and one limply down-stretched arm, the fingers touching the floor, told me that this was no natural repose. Indeed, the state of the place had prepared me for this.

It was not merely in disorder  it had been stripped. Petries specimen slides and all the documents which were kept in the laboratory had been removed!

The smell of mimosa was everywhere; it was getting me by the throat.

I rolled the man over on his back. My first impression, that he had been drinking heavily, was immediately dispelled. He was insensible but breathing stertorously. I shouted and shook him, but without avail. My Colt automatic, which I had lent him, lay upon the floor some distance away.

Good heavens! I whispered, and stood there, listening.

Except for the hum of the engine in its shed near by, and the thick breathing of the man on the couch, I could hear nothing. I stared at the chauffeurs flushed features.

Was it... the Purple Shadow?

My medical knowledge was not great enough to tell me. The man might have been stunned by a blow or be suffering from the effects of an anaesthetic. Certainly, I could find no evidence of injury.

It was only reasonable to suppose that whatever the marauders had come to look for, they had found. I decided to raise the metal shutters and open a window. That stifling perfume, for which I was wholly at a loss to account, threatened to overpower me. I wondered if the searchers had upset a jar of some queer preparation of Petries.

How little I appreciated at that moment the monumental horror which lay behind these opening episodes in a drama destined to divert the whole course of my life!

I came out of the laboratory. Some kind of human contact, sympathy, assistance was what I most desired. Leaving the lights on and the door and window open, I began to make my way up the steep path bordering the kitchen-garden, towards the villa. I had slipped my own automatic into my pocket and so was now doubly armed.

In my own defence I think I may say that blackwater fever leaves one very low, and, as Petrie had warned me, I had been rather overdoing it for a convalescent. This is my apologia for the fact that as I climbed up that narrow path to the Villa Jasmin, I was conscious of the darkest apprehension. I became convinced, suddenly but quite definitely, that I was being watched.

I had just stepped on to the verandah and was fumbling with the door key when I heard a sound which confirmed my intuition.

From somewhere behind me, near the laboratory which I had just left, came the call, soft but unmistakable, on three minor notes, of a Dacoit!

I flung the door open and turned up the light in the small, square lobby. Then I reclosed the door. What to do was the problem. I thought of the man lying down there helpless  at the mercy of unguessed dangers. But he was too heavy to carry, and at all costs I must get to the phone  which was here in the villa.

I threw open the sitting-room door and entered the room in which, that evening, I had quested through works in several languages for a clue to the strange plant discovered by Petrie. I switched on the lamps.

What I saw brought me up sharply with a muttered exclamation.

The room had been turned upside down!

Two cabinets and the drawers of a writing table had been emptied of their contents. The floor was littered with papers. Even the bookshelves had not escaped scrutiny. A glance showed me that every book had been taken from its place. They were not in their right order.

Something, I assumed, had disturbed the searchers.

What?

Upon this point there was very little room for doubt. That cry in the garden had given warning of my approach. To whom?

To someone who must actually be in the villa now!

My hand on the butt of an automatic, I stood still, listening. I was unlikely ever to forget the face I had glimpsed at the end of the kitchen-garden. It was possible that such a horror was stealthily creeping upon me at the present moment. But I could hear no sound.

I thought of Petrie  and the thought made me icily and murderously cool. Petrie  struck down by the dread disease he had risked his life to conquer; a victim, not of Fate, but of a man  

A man? A fiend! A devil incarnate he must be who had conceived a thing so loathsome.

Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Who was this Dr. Fu-Manchu of whom even Nayland Smith seemed to stand in awe? A demon  or a myth? Indeed, at the opening stage of my encounter with the most evil and the most wonderful man who, I firmly believe, has ever been incarnated, I sometimes toyed with the idea that the Chinese doctor had no existence outside the imagination of Sir Denis.

All these reflections, more or less as I have recorded them, flashed through my mind as I stood there listening for evidence of another presence in the villa.

And although I heard not the faintest sound, I knew, now, that someone was there  someone who was searching for the formula of 654, and, therefore, not a Burmese bodyguard or other underling, but one cultured enough to recognize the formula if it should be found!

Possibly... Dr. Fu-Manchu!

I stepped up to the writing desk, upon which the telephone stood  and in doing so noticed that the shutters outside the window had been closed. First and foremost, I must establish contact with Sir Denis. I thought I should be justified in reporting that the enemy had not yet found the formula.

The automatic in my right hand, I took up the receiver in the left. Because of the position of the instrument, I was compelled to turn half away from the open door.

I could get no reply. I depressed the lever. There was no answering ring...

A slight sound, and a change in the illumination of the room brought me about in a flash.

The door was closed.

And the telephone line was dead  cut.

I leapt to the door, grasped the handle, and turned it fiercely. I remained perfectly cool  which is my way of seeing red. The door was locked.

At which moment the lights went out.


CHAPTER TWELVE. MIMOSA

I listened intently, not knowing what to expect. That this was a prelude to an attack on my life, I did not doubt.

The room was now in complete darkness, for, as I had already noted, the outside shutters had been closed. There were two points from which this attack was to be apprehended: the door or the window. There was no chimney, heat being provided by a stove, the pipe of which was carried out through an aperture in the wall high up near the ceiling.

At first I could not hear a sound.

Very cautiously I bent and pressed my ear to the thin panelling of the door. Now, I detected movement  and, furthermore, sibilant whispering. I could hear my own heart beating, too.

After a lapse of fully a minute, I became certain that someone else was standing on the other side of the door, listening, as I was.

A murderous rage possessed me.

It was unnecessary to recall Sir Deniss instructions: Dont hesitate to shoot. I did not intend to hesitate... I was anxious for an opportunity. Petries haggard face was always before my minds eye. And if Nayland Smith were correct, Sir Manston Rorke also had been foully done to death by this callous, foul group surrounding the creature called Fu-Manchu.

A very slight movement upon the woodwork now enabled me to locate the exact position of the one who listened.

I hesitated no longer.

Standing upright, I clapped the nose of my automatic against the panel at a point about waist high and fired through the door...

The report in that tiny, enclosed space was deafening, but the accuracy of my judgment was immediately confirmed. A smothered, choking cry and a groan, followed by the sound of a heavy fall immediately outside, told me that my shot had not gone astray.

Braced tensely, I stood awaiting what would follow. I anticipated an attempt to rush the room, and I meant to give an account of myself.

What actually happened was utterly unexpected.

Someone was opening the outer door of the villa; then I heard a low voice  and it was a womans voice!

I had stepped aside, anticipating that my own method might be imitated, but now, heedless of risk, I bent and listened again. A faint smell of burning was perceptible where I had fired through the woodwork.

That low, musical voice was speaking rapidly  but not in English, nor in any language with which I was familiar. It was some tongue containing strange gutturals. But even these could not disguise the haunting music of the speakers tone.

The woman called Fah Lo Suee was outside in the lobby.

Then I heard a mans voice, a snarling, hideous voice, replying to her; and, I thought, a second. But of this I could not be sure.

They were dragging a heavy body out on to the verandah. There came a choking cough. Such was my mood that I could have cheered aloud. One of the skulking rats had had his medicine!

As these movements proceeded in accordance with rapidly spoken orders in that unforgettable voice, I turned to considerations of my own safety. Tiptoeing across the room and endeavouring to avoid those obstacles the position of which I could remember, I mounted on to the writing table.

Slipping the automatic into my pocket I felt for the catch of the window, found it, and threw the window open: the shutters, I knew, I could burst with a blow, for they were old, and the fastener was insecure.

I moved farther forward, resting upon one knee, and raised my hands.

As I did so, a ghastly thing happened  a thing unforeseen. I was faced by a weapon against which I had no defence.

Pouring down through the slats of the shutters came a cloud of vapour. I was drenched, saturated, blinded by mimosa! A faint hissing sound accompanied the discharge; and as I threw one arm across my face in a vain attempt to shield myself from the deadly vapour, this hissing sound was repeated.

I fell on to both knees, rolled sideways, and tried to throw myself back.

But the impalpable abomination seemed to follow me. I was enveloped in a cloud of it. I tried to cry out  I couldnt breathe  I was choking.

A third time I heard the hissing sound, and then I think I must have rolled from the table on to the floor. My impression at the time was of falling  falling into dense, yellow banks of cloud, reeking of mimosa...


CHAPTER THIRTEEN. THE FORMULA

Sterling, Sterling! Wake up, man! Youre all right now.

I opened my eyes as directed, and apart from a feeling of pressure on the temples, I experienced no discomfort.

I was in my own bed at the Villa Jasmin!

Nayland Smith was standing beside me, and a bespectacled, bearded young man whom I recognized as one of Dr. Cartiers juniors was bending down and watching me anxiously.

Without any of that mental chaos which usually follows unconsciousness, I remembered instantly all that had happened, up to the moment that I had rolled from the table.

They drugged me, Sir Denis, I said, but I can tell you all that happened.

The details, Sterling. I have already reconstructed the outline. He turned to the doctor. You see, this drug apparently has no after-effects.

The medical man felt my pulse, then turned in amazement to Sir Denis.

It is truly astounding, he admitted. I know of no property in any species of mimosa which could explain this.

Nevertheless, rapped Sir Denis, the smell of mimosa is still perceptible in the sitting room.

The French doctor nodded in grave agreement. Then, as I sat up  for I felt as well as I had ever felt in my life  

No, please, he insisted, and laid his hand upon my shoulder: I should prefer that you lie quiet for the present.

Yes, take it easy, Sterling, said Nayland Smith. There was another victim here last night.

The man in the laboratory?

Yes; but hes none the worse for it. He dozed off on the couch, he tells me, and they operated in his case, I have discovered, by inserting a tube through the ventilator in the wall above. He sprang up at the first whiff, but never succeeded in getting to his feet.

Please tell me, I interrupted excitedly, is there any blood in the lobby?

Sir Denis shook his head grimly.

I take it that you are responsible for the shot-hole through the door?

Yes, and I scored a bull!

The lobby is tiled. They probably took the trouble to remove any stains. Apart from several objects and documents which they have taken away, they have left everything in perfect order. And now, Sterling  the details.

Sir Denis looked very tired; his manner was unusually grave; and:

Before I begin, I said rapidly, Petrie? Is there any change?

The Frenchman shook his head.

I am very sorry to have to tell you, Mr. Sterling, he replied, that Dr. Petrie is sinking rapidly.

No? Good God! Dont say so!

Its true! snapped Nayland Smith. But tell me what I want to know  I havent a minute to waste.

Filled with a helpless anger, and with such a venomous hatred growing in my heart for the cruel, cunning devil directing these horrors, I outlined very rapidly the events of the night.

Even now, said Nayland Smith savagely, we dont know if they have it.

The formula for 654?

He nodded.

It may have been in Rorkes study in Wimpole Street, or it may not; and it may have been here. In the meantime, Petries case is getting desperate, and no one knows what treatment to pursue. Fah Lo Suees kindness towards yourself, following a murderous assault upon one of her servants, suggests success. But its merely a surmise. I must be off!

But where are you going, Sir Denis? I asked, for he had already started towards the door. What are my orders?

He turned.

Your orders, he replied, are to stay in bed until Dr. Brisson gives you permission to get up. I am going to Berlin.

To Berlin?

He nodded impatiently.

I spent some time with the late Sir Manston Rorke, he went on rapidly, at the School of Tropical Medicine, as I have already told you. And I formed the impression that Rorkes big reputation was largely based upon his friendship with Professor Emil Krus, of Berlin, the greatest living authority upon Tropical Medicine.

I suspected that Rorke almost invariably submitted proposed treatments to the celebrated German, and I hope  I only hope  that Petries formula 654 may have been sent on to the Professor for his comments. I have already been in touch by telephone with Berlin, but Dr. Emil Krus proved to be inaccessible.

The French authorities have placed a fast plane and an experienced pilot at my service, and I leave in twenty minutes for the Tempelhof aerodrome.

I was astounded  I could think of no words; but:

It is Dr. Petries only chance, the Frenchman interrupted. His condition is growing hourly worse, and we have no idea what to do. It is possible that the great Krus  there was professional as well as national jealousy in his pronunciation of the name may be able to help us. Otherwise

He shrugged his shoulders.

You see, Sterling? said Nayland Smith. Take care of yourself.

He ran out.

I looked up helplessly into the bespectacled face of Dr. Brisson. Dawn was breaking, and I realized that I must have been insensible for many hours.

Such friendship is a wonderful thing, doctor, I said.

Yes. Sir Denis Nayland Smith is a staunch friend, Brisson replied; but in this  there is more than friendship. The south of France, the whole of France, Europe, perhaps the world, is threatened by a plague for which we know of no remedy. The English doctor Petrie has found means to check it. If we knew what treatment should follow the injection of his preparation 654, we could save his life yet.

Is it, then, desperate?

It is desperate. But as surely you can appreciate, we could also save other lives. If a widespread epidemic should threaten to develop, we could inoculate. I do not understand, but it seems that there is someone who opposes science and favours the plague. This is beyond my comprehension, but one thing is clear to me: only Dr. Petrie, who is dying, and Professor Krus  perhaps  know how to fight this thing. You see? It may be that the fate of the world is at stake.

Indeed I saw, and all too plainly.

Have the police been informed of the outrages here last night? I asked.

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders, and his bearded face registered despair.

In this matter I am distracted, he declared, and I have ceased even to think about it. Sir Denis Nayland Smith, it seems, has powers from Paris which override the authorities of Nice. The Department is in his hands.

You mean that no inquiry will be made?

Nothing  as I understand. But as I confessed to you, I do not understand  at all.

I sprang up in bed  my brain was superactive.

This is awful! I exclaimed. I must do something  I must do something!

Dr. Brisson rested his hands upon my shoulders.

Mr. Sterling, he said, and his eyes, magnified by the powerful lenses of his spectacles, were kindly yet compelling: what you should do  if you care to take my advice, is this: you should rest.

How can I rest?

I sank back on the pillows, while he continued to watch me.

It is difficult, I know, he went on. But what I tell you, Dr. Cartier would tell you, and your friend Dr. Petrie, also. You are a very strong man, full of vigour, but you have recently recovered from some severe illness. This I can see. The Germans are very clever  but we in France are not without knowledge. For at least four hours, you should sleep.

How can I sleep?

There is nothing you can do to help your friend. All that experience has taught us, we are doing. I offer you my advice. An orderly from the hospital is in the lobby, and will remain there until he is relieved. Your housekeeper, Mme Dubonnet, will be here at eight oclock. Please take a small cachet which I have in my bag, and resign yourself to sleep.

I dont know to what extent the doctors kindly and deliberate purpose influenced me, but as he spoke I recognized how weary I was.

The hiatus induced by that damnable mimosa drug had rested me not at all: my brain was active as from the moment that I had succumbed to it. My body was equally weary.

I agree with you, doctor, I said, and grasped his hand. I dont think I need your cachet. I am dead tired. I can sleep without any assistance.

He nodded, and smiled.

Better still, he declared. Nature is always right. I shall close the shutters and leave you. Ring for your coffee when you awake. By then, if Sir Deniss instructions have been carried out, the telephone will have been repaired, and you can learn the latest news about Dr. Petrie.

I remember seeing him close the shutters and walk quietly out of the room. I must have been very tired... for I remember no more.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN. IN MONTE CARLO

I woke late in the afternoon.

Body, brain, and nerves had been thoroughly exhausted; but now I realized that my long sleep had restored me.

Mme Dubonnet was in the kitchen, looking very unhappy. The telephone had been repaired that morning, she told me, but it was all so mysterious. The house had been disturbed, and there were many things missing. And the poor dear doctor! They had told her, only two hours before, that there was no change in his condition.

I turned on the bath taps and then went to the telephone. Dr. Brisson was at the hospital. In answer to my anxious inquiry, he said in a strained, tired voice that there was nothing to report. He could not conceal his anxiety, however.

Something told me that dear old Petries hours were numbered. Sir Denis Nayland Smith had not been in touch.

I trust that he arrived safely, he concluded, and succeeded in finding Dr. Emil Krus.

I shall be along in about an hour.

Nothing of the kind, my dear Mr. Sterling, I beg of you. It would only add to our embarrassment. You can do nothing. If you would consent to take my advice again, it would be this: drive out somewhere to dinner. Try to forget this shadow, which unfortunately you can do nothing to dispel. Tell the housekeeper where you intend to go, so that we can trace you, should there be news  good or bad.

Its impossible, I replied; I feel I must stand by.

But the tired, soothing voice at the other end of the line persisted. A man would relieve Mme Dubonnet at the villa just before dusk. And, Brisson concluded, it is far better that you should seek a change of scene, if only for a few hours. Dr. Petrie would wish it. In a sense, you know, you are his patient.

In my bath, I considered his words. Yes, I suppose he was right. Petrie had been insistent that I should not overdo things  mentally or physically. I would dine in Monte Carlo, amid the stimulating gaiety of the strangest capital in the world.

I wanted to be at my best in this battle with an invisible army. I owed it to Petrie  and I owed it to Nayland Smith.

In spite of my determination, it was late before I started out. The orderly from the hospital had arrived. He had nothing to report. Sir Denis was of the opinion, I learned, that there was just a possibility of a further raid upon the Villa Jasmin being attempted, and the man showed me that he was armed.

He seemed to welcome this strange break in his normal duties. I told him that I proposed to dine at Quintos Restaurant. I was known there, and he could get in touch, or leave a message, at any time.

Then, heavy-hearted, but glad in a way to escape, if only for a few hours, from the spot where Petrie had been stricken down by his remorseless, hidden enemy, I set out for Monaco.

Some new and strange elements had crashed into my life. It was good to get away to a place dissociated from these things and endeavour to see them in their true perspective.

The route was pathetically familiar.

It had been Petries custom on two or three evenings in the week to drive into Monte Carlo, dine and spend an hour or so in the Casino. He was no gambler  nor am I  but he was a very keen mathematician, and he got quite a kick out of pitting his wits against the invulnerable bank.

I could never follow the principle of his system. But while, admittedly, we had never lost anything, on the other hand, we had not gained.

My somewhat morbid reflections seemed to curtail the journey. I observed little of the route, until I found myself on the long curve above Monte Carlo. Dusk had fallen, and that theatrical illumination which is a feature of the place had sprung into life.

I pulled up for a moment, looking down at the unique spectacle  wonderful, for all its theatricality. The blazing colour of the flower beds, floodlighted from palm tops; the emerald green of terraced lawns falling away to that ornate frontage of the great Casino.

It is Monte Carlos one and only view, but in its garish way it is unforgettable.

I pushed on down the sharp descent to the town, presently halting before the little terrace of an unpretentious restaurant. Tables were laid under the awning, and already there were many diners.

This was Quintos, where, without running up a ruinous bill, one may enjoy a perfect dinner and the really choice wines of France.

The genial Maître dhôtel met me at the top of the steps, extending that cosmopolitan welcome which lends a good meal an additional savour. Your true restaurateur is not only an epicure; he is also a polished man of the world.

Yes, there was a small table in the corner. But I was alone tonight! Was Dr. Petrie busy?

I shook my head.

I am afraid he is very ill, I replied cautiously.

Hitherto the authorities had succeeded in suppressing the truth of this ghastly outbreak so near to two great pleasure resorts. I had to guard my tongue, for an indiscreet word might undo all their plans of secrecy.

Something serious? he asked, with what I thought was real concern: everybody loved Petrie.

A serious chill. The doctors are afraid of pneumonia.

Quinto raised his hands in an eloquent southern gesture.

Oh, these chilly nights! he exclaimed. They will ruin us! So many people forget to wrap themselves up warmly in the Riviera evenings. And then  he shrugged they say it is a treacherous climate!

He conducted me to a table in an angle of the wall, and pointed out, as was his custom, notabilities present that evening.

These included an ex-Crown Prince, Fritz Kreisler, and an internationally popular English novelist residing on the Côte dAzur. The question of what I should eat and what I should drink was discussed as between artists; for the hallmark of a great Maître dhôtel is the insidious compliment which he conveys to his patron in conceding the latters opinions to be worthy of the masters consideration.

When the matter was arranged and the wine-waiter had brought me a cocktail, I settled down to survey my fellow guests.

My survey stopped short at a table in the opposite corner.

A man who evidently distrusted the chill of the southern evenings sat there, his back towards me. He wore a heavy coat, having an astrakhan collar; and, what was more peculiar at dinner, he wore an astrakhan cap. From my present point of view he resembled pictures I had seen of Russian noblemen of the old regime.

Facing him across the small square table was Fleurette! Over one astrakhan-covered shoulder of her companion our glances met. Dim light may have created the illusion, but I thought that the flower-like face turned pale, that the blue eyes opened very wide for a moment.

I was about to stand up, when a slight, almost imperceptible movement of Fleurettes head warned me unmistakably not to claim the acquaintance.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN. FAIRY TRUMPET

I asked myself the question: had the gesture been real, or had I merely imagined it?

Fleurette wore a light wrap over a very plain black evening frock. Her hair smouldered under the shaded lights so that it seemed to contain sparks of fire. She had instantly glanced aside. I could not be wrong.

At first I had experienced intense humiliation, but now my courage returned. True, she had conveyed the message: Dont speak to me. But it had been in the nature of a warning, an admission of a mutual secret understanding, and in no sense a snub.

She was not, then, inaccessible. She was hedged around, guarded, by the jealous suspicions of her Oriental master.

I could doubt no longer.

The man seated with his back to me was the same I had seen in the car driven by the Negro chauffeur. Despite his nonconformity to type, this was Mahdi Bey. And Fleurette, for all her glorious, virginlike beauty, must be his mistress.

She deliberately avoided looking in my direction again.

Her companion never moved: his immobility was extraordinary. And presently, through the leaves of the shrubs growing in wooden boxes, I saw the black-and-silver Rolls, almost directly opposite the restaurant.

My glance moved upward to the parapet guarding a higher road which here dips down and forms a hairpin bend.

A man stood there watching.

Difficult though it was from where I sat to form a clear impression of his appearance, I became convinced, nevertheless, that he was one of the tribe of the Dacoits... either the same, or an opposite number, of the yellow-faced horror I had seen in the garden of the Villa Jasmin!

And at that moment, as my waiter approached, changing the plates in readiness for the first course, I found myself swept back mentally into the ghastly business I had come there to forget. I experienced a sudden chill of foreboding.

If, as I strongly suspected, one of the murderous Burmans was watching the restaurant  did this mean that I had been followed there? If so, with what purpose? I no longer stood between Petries enemies and their objective; but  I had wounded, probably killed, one of their number. I had heard much of the implacable blood feuds of the Indian thugs; it was no more than reasonable to suppose that something of the same might prevail among the Dacoits of Burma.

I glanced furtively upward again. And there was the motionless figure leaning against the parapet.

In dress there was nothing to distinguish the man from an ordinary Monaco workman, but my present survey confirmed my first impression.

This was one of the yellow men attached to the service of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I cast my memory back over the route I had so recently traversed. Had any car followed me? I could not recollect that it was so. But, on the other hand, I had been much abstracted, driving mechanically. Dusk had fallen before I had reached Monaco. If an attempt were contemplated, why had it not taken place upon the road?

The problem was beyond me... But there stood the watcher, motionless by the parapet.

And at this very moment, and just as the wine-waiter placed a decanter of my favourite Pommard before me, I had a remarkable experience  an experience so disturbing that I sat quite still for several seconds, my outstretched hand poised in the act of taking up the decanter.

Close beside my ear  as it seemed, out of space, out of nowhere  that same high, indescribable note became audible; that sound which I believe I have already attempted to describe as the call of a fairy trumpet...

Once before, and once only, I had heard it  on the beach of Ste Claire de la Roche.

Some eerie quality in the sound affected me now, as it had affected me then. It was profoundly mysterious; but one thing was certain. Unless the sound were purely a product of my own imagination, or the result of some trouble of the inner ear  possibly an aftermath of illness  it could not be coincidence that on the two occasions that I had heard it Fleurette had been present.

My hand dropped down to the couvert  and I looked across at her.

Her eyes were fixed on the face of her companion, who sat with his back to me, in that dreamy, faraway regard which I remembered.

Then her delicate lips moved, and I thought, although I could not hear her words, that she was replying to some question which he had addressed to her.

And, as I looked and realized that she was speaking, that strange sound ceased as abruptly as it had commenced.

I saw Fleurette glance aside; her expression changed swiftly. But her eyes never once turned in my direction. I stared beyond her, up through the leaves of the shrubs and towards the parapet on the other side of the street.

The Burman had disappeared...


CHAPTER SIXTEEN. THE DACOIT

You are wanted on the telephone, Mr. Sterling.

I started as wildly as a man suddenly aroused from sleep. A dreadful premonition gripped me icily. I stood up.

Do you know who it is?

I believe the name was Dr. Cartier, sir.

In that moment, Fleurette and her mysterious companion were forgotten; the lurking yellow man faded from my mind as completely as he had faded from my view. This was news of Petrie; and something told me it could only be bad news.

I hurried through the restaurant to the telephone booth, and snatched up the receiver.

Hullo, hullo! I called. Alan Sterling here. Is that Dr. Cartier?

Brissons voice answered me: his tone prepared me for what was to come.

I mentioned Dr. Cartiers name in case you should not be familiar with my own, Mr. Sterling. I would not have disturbed you  for you can scarcely have begun your dinner yet  had I not promised to report any news at once.

What is it? I asked eagerly.

Prepare yourself to know that it is bad.

Not...?

Alas  yes!

My God!

There was no final convulsion  no change. 654 might have saved him  if we had known what treatment to pursue after the first injection. But the coma passed slowly into... death.

As I listened to those words, a change came over my entire outlook on the future. A cold rage, and what I knew to be an abiding rage, took possession of me. The merciless fiends, for no reason that I could possibly hope to imagine, had ended an honourable and supremely useful life; that kindly personality which had lived only to serve had been snatched away, remorselessly.

Very well... It was murder, calculated, callous murder. This was a game that two could play. What I had done once, I could do again, and again  and every time that I got within reach of any of the foul gang!

Dr. Fu-Manchu!

If such a person existed, I asked only to be set face to face with him. That moment, I vowed, should be his last  little knowing the stupendous task to which I vowed myself.

Fah Lo Suee  a woman; but one of them. The French had not hesitated to shoot female spies during the World War. Nor should I, now.

I had reached the head of the steps when Victor Quinto touched my shoulder. Details were indefinite, but my immediate objective was plain. One of the Burmans was covering my movements. I planned to find that Burman; and  taking every possible precaution to ensure my own getaway  I planned to kill him...

You have had bad news, M. Sterling?

Dr. Petrie is dead, I said, and ran down the steps.

I suppose many curious glances followed; perhaps Fleurette had seen me. I didnt care. I crossed the street and walked up the opposite slope. A man was lounging there, smoking a cigarette  a typical working-class Frenchman; and I remembered that he had stood there for part of the time during which the Dacoit had watched the restaurant.

Excuse me, I said.

The man started and turned.

Did you chance to see an Oriental who stood near you here a few minutes ago?

But yes, msieur. Someone, I suppose, off one of those foreign yachts in the harbour? He has gone only this last two minutes.

Which way?

He pointed downward.

Toward the Jardin des Suicides, he replied, smiling.

Suitable spot, if I catch him there, I muttered; then, aloud:

Drink my health, I said, thrusting a note into his hand. I shall need your kind wishes.

Thank you, msieur  and goodnight...

I remember starting the car and driving slowly down the slope to the corner by the Café de Paris. I had no glimpse of the Burman. Here, viewing the activity which surges around the Casino, seeing familiar figures at the more sheltered café tables, noticing a gendarme in an Offenbach uniform, a hotel bus  I pulled up.

My determination remained adamant as ever; but I suddenly recognized the hopelessness of this present quest. I must cast my hook wisely; useless to pursue one furtive shark. My place was beside Cartier, beside dear old Petrie  in the centre of the murderous school...

I set out. I had not dined; nor had I tasted my wine. But I was animated by a vigorous purpose more stimulating than meat and drink.

That purpose, as I view it now, was vengeance. Some part of me, the Highland, had seen the Fiery Cross. I was out for blood. I had consecrated myself to a holy cause: the utter destruction of Dr. Fu-Manchu and of all he stood for.

Petrie dead!

It was all but impossible to accept the fact  yet. I dreaded my next meeting with Sir Denis: his hurt would be deeper even than my own. And throughout the time that these bitter reflections occupied my mind, I was driving on, headlong, my steering controlled by a guiding Providence.

Without having noted one landmark on the way, I found myself high up on the Corniche road. Beyond a piece of broken parapet outlining a sharp bend, I could see twinkling lights far ahead, and below were, I thought, the lights of Ste Claire de la Roche. I slowed up to light my pipe.

The night was very still. No sound of traffic reached my ears.

I remembered having stuck a spare box of matches in a fold of the canvas hood. I turned to get it...

A malignant yellow face, the eyes close-set and slightly oblique, stared into mine!

The Dacoit was perched on the baggage rack!

What that hideous expression meant  in what degree it was compounded of animosity and of fear caused by sudden discovery  I didnt pause to consider. But that my own cold purpose was to be read in my face, the Burmans next move clearly indicated.

Springing to the ground, he began to run.

He ran back: I had no chance to turn the car. But I was out and after him in less time than it takes me to record the fact. This was a murder game: no quarter given or expected!

The man ran like Mercury. He was already twenty yards away. I put up a tremendous sprint and slightly decreased his lead. He glanced back. I saw the moonlight on his snarling teeth.

Pulling up, I took careful aim with the automatic  and fired. He ran on. I fired again.

Still he ran. I set out in pursuit; but the Dacoit had thirty yards start. If he had ever doubted, he knew, now, that he ran for his life.

In a hundred yards I had gained nothing. My wind was not good for more than another hundred yards at that speed. Then  and if I had had enough breath I should have cheered  he stumbled, tottered, and fell forward on to hands and knees!

I bore down upon him with grim determination. I was not ten feet off when he turned, swung his arm, and something went humming past my bent head!

A knife!

I checked and fired again at close range.

The Burman threw his hands up, and fell prone in the road.

Another one for Petrie! I said breathlessly.

Stooping, I was about to turn him over, when an amazing thing happened.

The man whipped around with a movement which reminded me horribly of a snake. He threw his legs around my thighs and buried fingers like steel hooks in my throat!

Dragging me down  down  remorselessly down  he grinned like a savage animal cornered but unconquerable... The world began to swim about me; there was a murmur in my ears like that of the sea.

I thought a car approached in the distance... I saw bloody foam dripping from the Dacoits clenched teeth...


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. THE ROOM OF GLASS

When I opened my eyes my first impression was that the Dacoit had killed me  that I was dead  and that the Beyond was even more strange and inconsequential than the wildest flight of Spiritualism had depicted.

I lay on a couch, my head on a pillow. The cushions of the couch were of a sort of neutral grey colour; so was the pillow. They were composed, I saw, of some kind of soft rubber and were inflated. I experienced considerable difficulty in swallowing, and raising a hand to my throat found it to be swollen and painful.

Perhaps, after all, I was not dead; but if alive, where in the known world could I be?

The couch upon which I lay  and I noted now that I was dressed in white overalls and wore rubber-soled shoes!  was at one end of an enormously large room. The entire floor, or that part of it which I could see, was covered with this same neutral grey substance which may have been rubber. The ceiling looked like opaque glass, and so did the walls.

Quite near to me was a complicated piece of apparatus, not unlike, I thought, a large cinematograph camera, and mounted on a movable platform. It displayed a number of huge lenses, and there were tiny lamps here and there in the amazing mechanism, some of them lighted.

A most intricate switchboard was not the least curious feature of this baffling machine. Farther beyond, suspended from the glass ceiling, hung what I took to be the largest arc lamp I had ever seen in my life. But although it was alight, it suffused only a dim, purple glow, contributing little to the general illumination.

Half hidden from my point of view stood a long glass table (or a table composed of the same material as the ceiling and the walls) upon which was grouped the most singular collection of instruments and appliances I had ever seen, or even imagined.

Huge glass vessels containing fluids of diverse colours, masses of twisted tubing, little points of fire, and a thing like an Egyptian harp, the strings of which seemed to be composed of streaks of light which wavered and constantly changed colour, emitting a ceaseless crackling sound...

I closed my eyes for a moment. My head was aching furiously, and my mouth so parched that it caused me constantly to cough, every cough producing excruciating pain.

Then I opened my eyes again. But the insane apartment remained. I sat up and swung my feet to the floor.

The covering had the feeling of rubber, as its appearance indicated. My new viewpoint brought other objects within focus. In a white metal rack was ranged a series of vessels resembling test tubes. The smallest was perhaps a foot high, and from this the others graduated like the pipes of an organ, creating an impression in my mind of something seen through a powerful lens.

Each tube was about half filled with some sort of thick fluid, and this, from vessel to vessel, passed through shades from deepest ruby to delicate rose pink.

I stood up.

And now I could see the whole of that fabulous room. I perceived that it was a kind of laboratory  containing not one instrument nor one system of lighting with which I was acquainted!

Other items of its equipment now became visible, and I realized that a continuous throbbing characterized the whole place. Some powerful plant was at work. This throbbing, which was more felt than heard, and the crackling of those changing rays, alone disturbed the silence.

Still doubting if I really lived, if I had been rescued from the thug, I asked myself  assuming it to be so  who was my rescuer, and to what strange sanctuary had he brought me?

No human figure was visible.

And now I observed a minor but a curious point: the rubber couch upon which I had been lying was placed in a corner. And upon the floor-covering were two black lines forming a right angle. Its ends, touching the walls, made a perfect square  in which I stood.

I looked about that cavernous place, pervaded by a sort of violent light, and I realized that certain pieces of apparatus, and certain tables, were surrounded by similar black marks upon the floor.

Apparently there was no door, nor could I find anything resembling a bell. If this were not mirage  or death  what was this place in which I found myself; and why was I there alone?

I set out to explore.

One step forward I made, and had essayed a second, when I recall uttering a loud cry.

As my foot crossed the black mark on the floor, a shock ran through my body which numbed my muscles! I dropped to my knees, looking about me  perhaps, had there been any to see, as caged animals glare from their cages.

What did it mean? That some impassable barrier hedged me in!

The shock had served a double purpose: it had frightened me intensely  this I confess without hesitation; but as I got to my feet again, I knew that also it had revived that cold, murderous rage which had governed my mind up to the moment that the Dacoit had buried his fingers in my throat.

Where the devil am I? I said aloud; and what am I doing here?

I sprang forward... and fell back as though a cunning opponent had struck me a straight blow over the heart!

Collapsed on the rubber-covered floor I lay quivering  temporarily stunned. I experienced, now, not so much fear as awe. I was a prisoner of the invisible.

But, looking about at the nameless things which surrounded me, I knew that the invisible must be controlled by an intelligence. If this were not death  I had fallen into a trap.

I rose up again, shaken, but master of myself. Then I sat down on the couch. I felt in the pocket of my overalls  and found my cigarette case! A box of Monaco matches (which rarely light) was there also. I lighted a cigarette. My hands were fairly steady.

Some ghostly image of the truth  a mocking reply to those doubts which I had held hitherto  jazzed spectrally before me. I stared around, looking up at the dull, glassy roof, and at unimaginable instruments and paraphernalia which lent this place the appearance of a Martian factory, devoted to experiments of another age  another planet.

Then I sprang up.

A panel in one of the glass walls slid open. A man came in. The panel closed behind him. He stood, looking in my direction.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. DR. FU-MANCHU

He wore a plain yellow robe and walked in silent, thick-soled slippers. Upon his head was set a little black cap surmounted by a coral bead. His hands concealed in the loose sleeves of his robe, he stood there, watching me.

And I knew that this man had the most wonderful face that I had ever looked upon.

It was aged, yet ageless. I thought that if Benvenuto Cellini had conceived the idea of executing a death-mask of Satan in gold, it must have resembled very closely this living-dead face upon which my gaze was riveted.

He was fully six feet in height and appeared even taller by reason of the thickly padded slippers which he wore. For the little cap (which I recognized from descriptions I had read to be that of a mandarin of high rank) I substituted mentally the astrakhan cap of the traveller glimpsed in the big car on the Corniche road; for the yellow robe, the fur-collared coat.

I knew at the instant that he entered that I had seen him twice before; the second time, at Quintos.

One memory provoked another.

Although in the restaurant he had sat with his back towards me, I remembered now, and must have noted it subconsciously at the time, that tortoiseshell loops had surrounded his yellow, pointed ears. He had been wearing spectacles.

Then, as he moved slowly and noiselessly in my direction, I captured the most elusive memory of all  

I had seen this man in a dream  riding a purple cloud which swept down upon a doomed city!

The veil was torn  no possibility of misunderstanding remained. Those brilliant green eyes, fixed upon me in an unflinching regard, conveyed as though upon astral rays a sense of force unlike anything I had known.

This was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

My gothic surroundings, the mans awesome personality, my attempt to cross the black line surrounding an invisible prison, these things had temporarily put me out of action. But now, as this definite conviction seized upon my mind, my hand plunged to my pocket.

Flesh and blood might fail to pass that mysterious zone; perhaps a bullet would succeed.

The man in the yellow robe now stood no more than ten feet away from me. And as I jerked my hand down, a sort of film passed instantaneously over those green eyes, conveying a momentary  but no more than momentary  impression of blindness. This phenomenon disappeared in the very instant that I came to my senses  in the very instant that I remembered I was wearing strange garments...

How mad of me to look for a charged automatic in the pocket of these white overalls!

I set my foot upon the smouldering cigarette which I had dropped, and with clenched fists faced my jailer; for I could no longer blink the facts of the situation.

Ah! Mr. Sterling, he said, and approached me so closely that he stood but a pace beyond the black line. Your attempt to explore the radio research room caused a signal to appear in my study, and I knew that you had revived.

His voice had a guttural quality, the sibilants being very stressed. He spoke deliberately, giving every syllable its full value. I suppose, in a way, he spoke perfect English, yet many words so treated sounded wholly unfamiliar so that I knew I had never heard them pronounced in that manner before.

I could think of nothing to say. I was helpless, and this man had come to mock me.

You seem to have a disregard for the sanctity of human life, he continued, unusual in Englishmen. You killed one of my servants at the Villa Jasmin  a small matter. But your zeal for murder did not end there. Fortunately, I was less than half a mile behind at the time, and I had you carried to a place of safety before some passing motorist should be attracted by the spectacle of two bodies in the Corniche road. You mortally wounded Gana Ghat, head of my Burmese bodyguard.

I am glad to hear it, I replied.

Those green eyes watched me immutably.

Rejoice not unduly, he said softly. I wished you no harm, but you have thrust yourself upon me. As a result, you find yourself in China

In China!

I heard the note of horror in my own voice. My glance strayed swiftly around that incredible room, and returned again to the tall, impassive, yellow-robed figure.

Good heavens! It was a shattering idea  yet not wholly impossible. I had no means of knowing how long I had been unconscious. The dreadful theory flashed through my mind that this brilliant madman  for I could not account him sane  had, by means of drugs, kept me in a comatose condition, and had had me transported in some private vessel from France to China.

I tried to challenge those glittering green eyes  but the task was one beyond my powers.

You left me no choice, Dr. Fu-Manchu went on. I can permit no stranger to intrude upon my experiments. It was a matter of deciding between your death  which would not have profited me  and your services, which may do so.

He turned slowly and walked in the direction of the hidden glass door. He glanced at me over his shoulder.

Follow, he directed.

Since at the moment I could see no alternative to obedience, I stepped cautiously forward.

There was no shock when I passed the black line, but I continued to move warily across that silent floor, in the direction of the opening in which the Chinaman stood, glancing back at me.

The idea of springing upon him the moment I found myself within reach crossed my mind. But China! If I should actually be in China, what fate awaited me in the event of my attack being successful?

I knew something of the Chinese, having met and employed many of them. I had found them industrious, kindly, and simple. My knowledge of the punishments inflicted by autocratic officials in the interior was confined entirely to hearsay. Certain stories came back to me now, counselling prudence. If Nayland Smith were correct, it would be a good deed to rid the world of this Chinese physician  even at the price of a horrible martyrdom.

But I might fail... and pay the price nevertheless.

These were my thoughts as I drew nearer and nearer to the glass door. I had almost reached it when Fu-Manchu spoke again.

Dismiss any idea of personal attack, he said in a soft voice, the sibilants more than usually pronounced. Accept my assurance that it could not possibly succeed. Follow!

He moved on, and I crossed the threshold into a small room furnished as a library. Many of the volumes burdening the shelves were in strange bindings, and their lettering in characters even less familiar. There was a commodious table upon which a number of books lay open. Also, there was a smell in the room which I thought I identified as that of burning opium; and a little jade pipe lying in a bronze tray served to confirm my suspicion.

The library was lighted by one silk-shaded lantern suspended from the ceiling, and by a queer globular lamp set in an ebony pedestal on a corner of the table.

So much I observed as I crossed this queer apartment, richly carpeted, and came by means of a second doorway into the largest glasshouse I had seen outside Kew Gardens. Its floor was covered with that same rubber-like material used in the radio research room.

The roof was impressively lofty, and the vast conservatory softly lighted by means of some system of hidden lamps. Tropical heat prevailed, and a damp, miasmatic smell. There were palms there, and flowering creepers, rare shrubs in perfect condition, and banks of strange orchids embedded amid steaming moss.


CHAPTER NINETEEN. THE SECRET JUNGLE

The place was a bulb-hunters paradise, a dream jungle, in parts almost impenetrable by reason of the fact that luxurious growths had overrun the sometimes narrow paths.

I discovered as we proceeded that it was divided into sections, and that the temperature, in what was really a series of isolated forcing houses, varied from tropical to subtropical. The doors were very ingenious. There was a space between them large enough to accommodate several persons, and a gauge set beside a thermometer which could be adjusted as one door was closed before the next was opened.

Let me confess that I myself had ceased to exist. I was submerged in the flowers, in the jungle, in the vital, intense personality of my guide. This was phantasy  yet it was not phantasy. It was a mad reality: the dream of a super-scientist, a genius whose brilliance transcended anything normally recognized, expressed in rare foliage, in unique blooms.

Dr. Fu-Manchu consented to enlighten me from point to point.

At an early stage he drew my attention to species which I had sought in vain in the forests of Brazil; to orchids which Borneo, during one long expedition, had failed to reveal to me: Indian varieties and specimens from the Burmese swamps.

This is mango-apple, a fruit which first appeared here two months ago... Notice near its roots the beautiful flowers which occasion the heavy perfume  Cypripedium-Cycaste; a hybrid cultivated in these houses successfully for the first time... the very large blooms are rose-peonies  scentless, of course, but interesting...

At one point in a very narrow path, overhung by a most peculiar type of hibiscus in full bloom, he paused and pointed.

I saw pitcher plants of many species, and not far away drosophyllum  of that kind of which I had already met with two specimens.

These insectivorous varieties, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, have proved useful in certain experiments. I have outlined several inquiries, upon which I shall request you to commence work shortly, relating to this interesting subject. We come now to the botanical research room...

He opened a door, and with one long-nailed yellow hand beckoned me imperiously to follow.

I obeyed.

He closed the door and adjusted the gauge, continuing to speak as he did so.

You will work under the direction of Companion Herman Trenck

What! His words aroused me from a sort of stupor. Dr. Trenck? Trenck died five years ago in Sumatra!

Dr. Fu-Manchu opened the second door, and I saw a beautifully equipped laboratory, but much smaller than that in which I had first found myself.

A Chinaman wearing white overalls resembling my own bowed to my guide and stood aside as we entered.

Bending over a microscope was a grey-haired, bearded man. I had met him once; twice heard him lecture. He stood upright and confronted us.

No possibility of doubt remained. It was Herman Trenck... who had been dead for five years!

Dr. Fu-Manchu glanced aside at me.

It will be your privilege, Mr. Sterling, he said, to meet under my roof many distinguished dead men.

He turned to the famous Dutch botanist.

Companion Trenck, he continued, allow me to introduce to you your new assistant. Companion Alan Sterling, of whose work I know you have heard.

Indeed, yes, said the Dutchman cordially, and advanced with outstretched hand. It is a great pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sterling, and a great privilege to enjoy such assistance. Your recent work in Brazil for the Botanical Society is well known to me.

I shook hands. I was a man in a dream. This was a dream meeting.

Of the bona fides of Dr. Trenck in life, there could never have been any question. His was one of the great names in botany. But now, I thought, I had entered a spirit world, under the guidance of a master magician.

If you will pardon me, said Trenck, there is something here to which I must draw the doctors attention.

I made no reply. I stood stricken silent, now most horribly convinced that my first impression had been the true one  that definitely I was dead. And I watched, as that tall, gaunt figure in the yellow robe bent over the microscope. Herman Trenck studied his every movement with intense anxiety; and presently:

Not yet, said the Chinaman, standing upright. But you are very near.

I agree, said the Dutch botanist earnestly.

That I am still wrong?

It is more probable, doctor, that I am wrong...

And it was at this moment, while I firmly believed that I had stepped into the other world, that a phrase flashed through my mind, spoken in a low, musical voice:

Think of me as Derceto...

Fleurette!

This thought was powerful enough to drag me away from that phantasmal laboratory  powerful enough to make me forget, for a moment, Dr. Fu-Manchu, and the dead Dutch botanist who talked with him so earnestly.

Was Fleurette also a phantom?

Did Fleurette belong to the life of which until recently I had believed myself to form a unit, or was she one of the living-dead? In either case, she belonged to Dr. Fu-Manchu; and every idea which I had formed respecting her was scrapped, swept away by this inexorable tidal wave which had carried me into a ghost world...

A new thought. Perhaps this was insanity!

In the course of my struggle with the Dacoit I might have received a blow upon the skull, and all this be but a dream within a dream; delirium, feverish fancy.

Through all these chaotic speculations a guttural voice issued a command:

Follow.

And dumbly, blindly, I followed.


CHAPTER TWENTY. DREAM CREATURES

I found myself in a long, gloomily lighted corridor.

My frame of mind by this time was one which I cannot hope to convey in words. In a setting fantastic, chimerical, I had found myself face to face with that eerie monster whose existence I had seriously doubted  Dr. Fu-Manchu. I had been made helpless by means of some electrical device outside my experience. I had seen botanical monstrosities which challenged sanity... and I had shaken the hand of a dead man!

Now, as I followed my tall, yellow-clad guide:

The radio research room, he said, in which you recently found yourself, is in charge of Companion Henrick Ericksen.

This was too much; it broke through the cloud of apathy which had been descending upon me.

Ericksen! I exclaimed. Inventor of the Ericksen Ray? He died during the World War  or soon after!

The most brilliant European brain in the sphere of what is loosely termed radio. Van Rembold, the mining engineer, also is with us. He died, as you term it, a few months before Ericksen. His work in the radium mines of Ho Nan has proved to be valuable.

Yet another door was opened, and I entered into half light to find myself surrounded by glass cases, their windows set flush with the walls and illuminated from within.

My mosquitoes and other winged insects, said Dr. Fu-Manchu. I am the first student to have succeeded in producing true hybrids. The subject is one which possibly does not interest you, Mr. Sterling, but one or two of my specimens possess characteristics which must appeal even to the lay mind.

Yes; this was delirium. I recognized now that connecting link, which, if sought for, can usually be found between the most fantastic dream and some fact previously observed, seemingly forgotten, but stored in that queer cupboard which we call the subconscious.

The ghastly fly which had invaded Petries laboratory  this was the link!

I proceeded, now, as a man in a dream, convinced that ere long I should wake up.

My principal collection, the guttural voice went on, is elsewhere. But here, for instance, are some specimens which have spectacular interest.

He halted before the window of a small case and, resting one long, yellow hand upon the glass, tapped with talon-like nails.

Two gigantic wasps, their wasted bodies fully three inches long, their wingspan extraordinary, buzzed angrily against the glass pane. I saw that there was a big nest of some clay-like material built in one corner of the case.

An interesting hybrid, said my guide, possessing sawfly characteristics, as an expert would observe, but with the pugnacity of the wasp unimpaired, and its stinging qualities greatly increased. Merely an ornamental experiment and comparatively useless.

He moved on. I thought that such visions as these must mean that I was in high fever, for I ceased to believe in their reality.

I have greatly improved the sandfly, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued; a certain Sudanese variety had proved to be most amenable to treatment.

He paused before another case, the floor thickly sanded, and I saw flea-like, winged creatures nearly as large as common houseflies...

The spiders may interest you.

He had moved on a few steps. I closed my eyes, overcome by sudden nausea.

The dream, as is the way with such dreams, was becoming horrible, appalling. A black spider, having a body as large as a big grapefruit, and spiny legs which must have had a span of twenty-four inches, sat amidst a putrid-looking litter in which I observed several small bones, watching us with eyes which gleamed in the subdued light like diamonds.

It moved slightly forward as we approached. Unmistakably, it was watching us; it had intelligence!

No horror I had ever imagined could have approximated to this frightful, gorged insect, this travesty of natural laws.

The creature, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, has a definitely developed brain. It is capable of elementary reasoning. In regard to this I am at present engaged upon a number of experiments. I find that certain types of ant respond also to suitable suggestion. But the subject is in its infancy, and I fear I bore you. We will just glance at the bacteria, and you might care to meet Companion Frank Narcomb, who is in charge of that department.

I made no comment  I was not even shocked.

Sir Frank Narcomb  for some time physician to the English royal family, and one of the greatest bacteriologists in Europe, had been a friend of my fathers!

I had been at Edinburgh at the time of his death, and had actually attended his funeral in London!

A door set between two cases slid open as my guide approached it. In one of these cases I saw an anthill inhabited by glittering black ants, and in the other, a number of red centipedes moving over the leaves of a species of cactus, which evidently grew in the case...

In a small but perfectly equipped laboratory, a man wearing a long white coat was holding up a test tube to a lamp and inspecting its contents critically. He was quite bald, and his skull had a curious, shrivelled appearance.

But when, hearing us enter, he replaced the tube in a rack and turned, I recognized that this was indeed my fathers old friend, aged incredibly and with lines of suffering upon his gaunt face, but beyond any question Sir Frank Narcomb himself!

Ah, doctor! he exclaimed.

I saw an expression of something very like veneration spring into the tired eyes of this man who, in life, had acknowledged none his master in that sphere which he had made his own.

The explanation eludes me, he said. Russia persistently remains immune!

Russia!

I had never heard the word spoken as Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke it. Those hissing sibilants were venomous.

Russia! It is preposterous that those half-starved slaves of Stalins should survive when stronger men succumb. Russia!

With the third repetition of the name a sort of momentary frenzy possessed the speaker. During one fleeting instant I looked upon this companion of my dream as a stark maniac. The madman discarded the gown of the scientist and revealed himself in his dreadful, naked reality.

Then, swiftly as it had come, the mood passed. He laid a long yellow hand upon the shoulder of Sir Frank Narcomb.

Yours is the most difficult task of all, Companion, he said. This I appreciate, and I am arranging that you shall have more suitable assistance. He glanced in my direction, and I saw that queer film flicker across his brilliant eyes. This is Mr. Alan Sterling, with whom, I am informed, you are already acquainted.

Sir Frank stared hard. As I remembered him he had been endowed with a mass of bushy white hair; now he was a much changed man, but the shrewd, wrinkled face remained the same. Came a light of recognition.

Alan! he said, and stretched out his hand. Its good to meet you here. How is Andrew Sterling?

Mechanically I shook the extended hand.

My father was quite well, Sir Frank, I replied in a toneless voice, when I last heard from him.

Excellent! I wish he could join us.

In the circumstances, I could think of nothing further to say, but:

Follow! came the guttural order.

And once more I followed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. THE HAIRLESS MAN

Our route led up a flight of stairs, rubber-covered like every other place I had visited with the exception of that strange study pervaded with opium fumes.

The physiological research room, Dr. Fu-Manchu said, would not interest you. It is very small in this establishment, although Companion Yamamata, who is at present in charge, is engaged upon a highly important experiment in synthetic genesis.

We entered a long, well-lighted corridor, with neat white doors right and left, each bearing a number like those in a hotel. These doors were perfectly plain and possessed neither handles nor keyholes.

Some of the staff reside here, my guide explained.

He pressed a button in the wall beside a door numbered eleven, and the door slid noiselessly open. I saw a very neat sitting room, with other rooms opening out of it.

Temporarily... the guttural voice continued.

There was a strange interruption.

A sort of quivering note sounded, a gong-like note, more a vibration of the atmosphere than an actual sound. But Dr. Fu-Manchu stood rigidly upright, and his extraordinary eyes glanced swiftly left along the corridor.

Quick! he said harshly, inside! And close the door  there is a corresponding button in the wall. One pressure closes the door; two open it. Remain there until you are called, if you value your life.

His harsh imperious manner had its effect. Some of the secret of this strange mans power lay in the fact that he never questioned his own authority, or the obedience of those upon whom he laid his orders.

The force behind those orders was uncanny.

With no other glance in my direction he set off along the corridor, moving swiftly, yet with a sort of cat-like dignity.

With his withdrawal, some part of my real self began to clamour for recognition. I hesitated on the threshold of the little room, watching him as he went. And when the tall figure, with never a backward glance, disappeared where the corridor branched right, something like a cold wave of sanity came flooding back to my brain.

This was neither delirium nor death! It was mirage. This place was real enough  the long corridor and the white doors  but the rest was hypnotism; a trick played for what purpose I could not imagine, by a master of that dangerous art!

That the woman called Fah Lo Suee was an adept, Sir Denis had admitted. This was her father, and her master.

Those living-dead men were phantoms, conjured up by his brain and displayed before me as an illusionist displays the seemingly impossible. Those vast forcing houses, the big laboratory, the horrible insects in their glass cases! It was perhaps his method of achieving conquest of my personality, submerging me and then using me.

Very well! I was not conquered yet. I could still fight!

That curious throbbing, as of a muted gong, continued incessantly.

What did it mean? What was the explanation of Dr. Fu-Manchus sudden change of manner and his hurried departure?

Close the door... and remain there until you are called, if you value your life!

These had been his words. He had spoken with apparent sincerity.

And now, as I watched, I saw a strange thing. At the foot of the stairs which we had ascended, I saw a door dropping slowly from the roof. I could feel the slight vibration of the mechanism controlling it.

I glanced swiftly left, along the corridor.

A similar door was descending just where the passage branched off!

They were stone doors, or something very like them, such as are used in seagoing ships. Was this the meaning of that constant vibrating note which now was beginning to tell upon my nerves?

What had happened? Had fire broken out? If so, I might well be trapped between the two doors, for I knew of no other exit. Further reflection assured me that these devices could not be intended for use in such an emergency as fire. What then was their purpose, and what was it that Dr. Fu-Manchu had feared?

The answer came, even as the question flashed into my mind.

Heralded by a hoarse, roaring sound, a Thing, neither animal nor human, a huge, naked, misshapen creature resembling an animated statue by Epstein, burst into view at the end of the corridor!

It had a huge head set upon huge shoulders. The head was hairless, and the entire face, trunk, and limbs glistened moistly like the skin of an earthworm. The arms were equally massive; but I saw that the hands were misformed, the fingers webbed, and the thumbs scarcely present.

The legs were out of all proportion to that mighty trunk, being stumpy, dwarfed, and terminating in feet of a loathsome pink colour  feet much smaller than the great hands, but also webbed.

From the appalling, glistening, naked face, two tiny eyes set close together beside a flattened nose with distended nostrils, glared redly, murderously, in my direction.

Uttering a sound which might have proceeded from a wounded buffalo, the creature hurled itself towards me...


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. HALF-WORLD

I sprang back, looking wildly right and left for the button which controlled the door.

The worm-man was almost upon me, and transcending all fear of a violent death was the horror of contact with those moistly glistening limbs. The control button proved to be on the right. I pressed it.

And the door began to close rapidly and smoothly.

In the very instant of its closing, a loathsome, moist mass appeared at the narrowing opening.

My heart leapt and then seemed to stop. I thought that one of those great pink arms was about to be thrust through. Judging the door to be a frail one, I looked in those few instances upon a fate more horrible than any which had befallen man since prehistoric times.

The door closed.

And now came a hollow booming, and a perceptible vibration of the floor upon which I stood.

That unnameable thing was endeavouring to batter a way in! I inhaled deeply, and knew such a sense of relief as I could not have believed possible under the roof of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

The door was of metal. Not even the unnatural strength of the monster could prevail against it.

All sounds were curiously muted here; but one harsh bellow of what I took to be frustrated rage reached me very dimly. Then silence fell.

I pressed my ear against the enamelled metal but could hear nothing save a vague murmuring, with which was mingled the rumble of those descending doors.

Thereupon I stood upright; and as I did so, a stifled exclamation brought me sharply about.

Fleurette was in the room just behind me!

She wore a blue-and-white pyjama suit and blue sandals. Her beautiful eyes registered the nearest approach to fear which I had seen in them. She had told me, I remembered, that nothing frightened her, but today  or tonight, for I had lost all count of time  something had definitely succeeded in doing so. Her face, which was so like a delicate flower, was pale.

You! she whispered. What are you doing here?

I swallowed, not without difficulty. I suffered from an intense thirst, and my throat remained very sore by reason of its maltreatment at the hands of the Dacoit.

My heart began jumping in quite a ridiculous way.

Yet I suppose the phenomenon was not so ridiculous, for Fleurette was more lovely than I had ever believed a woman could be. Oddly enough, her beauty swamped the last straw of reality upon which I had clutched in the corridor with its rows of white doors and which had remained with me up to the moment that the worm-man had appeared. I sank back again into a sea of doubt, from which, agonizingly, I had been fighting to escape.

Fleurette was dead! I was dead! This was a grim, a ghastly halfworld, horribly reminiscent of that state which Spiritualists present to us as the afterlife.

I have joined you, I replied.

My words carried no conviction even to myself.

What?

Her expression changed; she watched me with a new, keen interest.

I have joined you.

Fleurette moved towards me and laid one hand almost timidly upon my shoulder.

Is that true? she asked, in a low voice.

I had thought that her eyes were blue, but now I saw that they were violet. The life beyond, then, was a parody of that which we had lived on earth. I had seen travesties of my own studies in those monstrous houses; I had met with the fabulous Dr. Fu-Manchu; I had watched men still pursuing the secrets they had sought in life  amid surroundings which were a caricature of those they had known during their earthly incarnation.

Horror there was, in this strange borderland, but, as I looked into those violet eyes, I told myself that death had its recompenses.

I am glad you are here, said Fleurette.

So am I.

She glanced aside and went on rapidly:

You see, I have been trained not to feel fear, but whenever I hear the alarm signal and know that the section doors are being closed  I feel something very like it! I dont suppose you know about all this yet? she added.

Already normal colour was returning to those rose-petal cheeks, and she dropped into a little armchair, forcing a smile.

No, I replied, watching her; its unpleasantly strange.

It must be! She nodded. I have lived among this sort of thing on and off as long as I can remember.

Do you mean here?

No; I have never been here before. But at the old palace in Ho Nan the same system is in use, and I have been there many times.

You must travel a lot, I said, studying her fascinatedly, and thinking that she had the most musical voice in the world.

Yes, I do.

With Mahdi Bey?

He nearly always comes with me: he is my guardian, you see.

Your guardian?

Yes. She looked up, a puzzled frown appearing upon her smooth forehead. Mahdi Bey is an old Arab doctor, you know, who adopted me when I was quite tiny  long before I can remember. He is very, very clever; and no one in the world has ever been so kind to me.

But my dear Fleurette, how did you come to be adopted by an Arab doctor?

She laughed: she had exquisite little teeth.

Because, she said, and at last that for which I had been waiting, the adorable dimple, appeared in her chin, because I am half an Arab myself.

What!

Dont I look like one? I am sunburned now, I know; but my skin is naturally not so many shades lighter.

But an Arab, with violet eyes and hair like... like an Egyptian sunset.

Egyptian, yes! She laughed again. Evidently you detect the East even in my hair!

But, I said in amazement, you have no trace of accent.

Why should I have? She looked at me mockingly. I am a most perfect little prig. I speak French also without any foreign accent; Italian, Spanish, German, Arabic, and Chinese.

You are pulling my leg.

That maddening dimple reappeared, and she shook her head so that glittering curls danced and seemed to throw out sparks of light.

I know such accomplishments are simply horrible for a girl  but I cant help it. This learning has been thrust upon me. You see, I have been trained for a purpose.

And as she spoke the words, dancing, vital youth dropped from her like a cloak. Those long-lashed eyes, which I had an insane desire to kiss, ceased to laugh. Again that rapt, mystical expression claimed her face. She was looking through me at some very distant object. I had ceased to exist.

But, Fleurette, I said desperately, what purpose? There can be only one end to it. Sooner or later you will fall in love with  somebody or another. You will forget your accomplishments and everything. I mean  its a sort of law. What other purpose is there in life for a woman?

In a faraway voice:

There is no such thing as love, Fleurette murmured. A woman can only serve.

Whatever do you mean?

You are new to it all. You will know tomorrow or perhaps even tonight.

I had taken a step in her direction when something arrested me  drew me up sharply.

Like a fairy trumpet it sounded, again, that unaccountable call which I had heard twice before  coming from nowhere; from everywhere; from inside my brain!

Fleurette stood up, giving me never another glance, and moved to that end of the room opposite to the door by which I had entered. She touched some control hidden in the wall. A section slid open. As she crossed the threshold, she turned: I could see a lighted corridor beyond.

The danger is over now, she said. Goodbye.

I stood staring stupidly at the blank expanse of wall where only a moment before Fleurette had been, when I heard a sound behind me. I turned sharply.

The white door was open! The woman whom Nayland Smith had called Fah Lo Suee stood there, looking at me.

With the opening of the door a faint vibration reached my ears. The section doors (so Fleurette had described them) were being raised.

Fah Lo Suee wore what I took to be a Chinese dress, by virtue of its style, only; for it was of a patternless, shimmering gold material. Her unveiled eyes were green as emeralds; their resemblance to those of the terrible doctor was unmistakable.

Please come, she said; my father is waiting for you.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. THE JADE PIPE

As I followed that slim, languorous figure, mentally I put myself in the witness box. And this was the question to which I demanded an answer:

Am I alive or dead?

On the whole, I was disposed now to believe that I was alive. Therefore, I put this second question:

Am I sane?

To which query I could find no answer.

If the occurrences of the last few hours were real, then I had stepped into a world presumably under the aegis of Dr. Fu-Manchu, and presumably in China, where natural laws were flouted; their place taken by laws created by the Chinese physician.

At the foot of the stairs, Fah Lo Suee turned sharply left and opened one of the sliding doors which seemed to be common in the establishment. She beckoned me to follow, and I found myself in a carpeted, warmly lighted corridor. She bent across me to reclose the door.

You must forget all that is past and all that is puzzling you, she whispered urgently, speaking close to my ear. My father knows that you and the little Rose-petal are acquainted. Dont speak  listen. He will question you, and you will have to answer. When you go to Yamamatas room, do not fear the injection. But all that you are told will happen when you have received the Blessing of the Celestial Vision, see that you carry out... Pretend  it is your only chance. Pretend! I will see you again as soon as possible. Now follow me.

These strange words she had spoken with extraordinary rapidity, as she had bent over me, apparently fumbling with the button which controlled the door.

And now, with that slow, lithe, cat-like walk in which again I recognized her father, she moved ahead, leading me. My brain was working with feverish rapidity.

The little Rose-petal!

This must be the Chinese name of Fleurette. Our association, I gathered, did not meet with the approval of Dr. Fu-Manchu. And what was the Blessing of the Celestial Vision? This I had yet to learn.

At the end of the corridor I saw a small green lamp burning before an arched opening. Here, Fah Lo Suee paused, signalling me to be silent.

Remember, she whispered.

The green light in the little lamp flickered, and a heavy door of panelled mahogany slid aside noiselessly.

Go in, said Fah Lo Suee.

I obeyed. The door closed behind me, and a whiff of air laden with fumes of opium told me that I was in that queer study which, presumably, was the sanctum of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

One glance was enough. He was seated at the big table, his awful but majestic face resting upon one upraised palm. The long nails of his fingers touched his lips. His brilliant eyes fixed me so that I experienced almost a physical shock as I met their gaze.

Sit down, he directed.

I discovered that a Chinese stool was set close beside me. I sat down.

Dr. Fu-Manchu continued to watch me. I tried to turn my eyes aside, but failed. The steel-grey eyes of Sir Denis Nayland Smith were hard to evade, but I had never experienced such a thralldom as that cast upon me by the long, narrow, green eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

All my life I had doubted the reality of hypnotism. Sir Deniss assurance that Fah Lo Suee had nearly succeeded in hypnotizing me at the hospital had not fully registered; I had questioned it. But now, in that small, opiated room, the reality of the art was thrust upon me.

This mans eyes held a power potent as any drug. When he spoke, his voice reached me through a sort of mist, against which something deep within  my spirit, I suppose  was fighting madly.

I have learned that you are acquainted with the little flower whose destiny is set upon the peak of a high mountain. Of this, I shall ask you more later. She is natures rarest jewel: a perfect woman... You have, unwittingly as I believe, thrust yourself into the cogs of the most delicate machine ever set in motion.

I closed my eyes. It was a definite physical effort, but I achieved it.

Now, when you are about to devote your services to the triumph of the Si-Fan, consider the state of the world. The imprint of my hand is upon the nations. Mussolini so far has eluded me; but President Hoover, who stood in my path, makes way for Franklin Roosevelt. Mustapha Pasha is a regrettable nuisance, but my organization in Anatolia neutralizes his influence. Von Hindenburg! The old marshal is a granite monument buried in weeds...!

Persistently I kept my eyes closed. This dangerous madman was thinking aloud, communicating his insane ideas to a member of the outer world, and at the same time pronouncing my doom  as I realized: for the silence of the father confessor is taken for granted.

Rumania, the oboe of the Balkan orchestra... I have tried to forget King Carol  but negligible quantities can upset the nicest equation by refusing to disappear. A man ruled by women is always dangerous  unless his women are under my orders... Women are the lever for which Archimedes was searching, but they are a lever which a word can bend. You may have heard, Alan Sterling, that I have failed in my projects. But consider my partial successes. I have disturbed the currencies of the world...

That strange, guttural voice died away, and I ventured to open my eyes and to look at Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He had lighted a little spirit lamp which formed one of the items upon the littered table, and above the flame, on the end of a needle, he was twirling a bead of opium. He glanced up at me through half-closed eyes.

Something upon which science has not improved, he said softly. Yes, I could hasten the crisis which I have brought about, if I wished to do so.

He dropped the bead into the jade bowl of a pipe which lay in a tray beside him.

Here is a small brochure, he went on, and took a book from a table rack, thrusting it in my direction. Apologia Alchymiae  a restatement of alchemy. It is the work of a London physician  Mr. Watson Councell, whose recent death I regret, since otherwise I should have solicited his services. There are five hundred copies of this small handbook in circulation. Singular to reflect, Alan Sterling, that no one has attempted the primitive method of manufacturing synthetic gold, as practised by the alchemists and clearly indicated in these few pages. For fable is at least as true as fact. Gold... He placed the stem of the pipe between his yellow teeth... I could drown the human race in gold!

But Russia is starving, and the United States undernourished. The world is a cheese, consuming itself. Even China  my China... He fell silent  and I watched him until he replaced the little pipe in its tray and struck a gong which stood near to his left hand.

A pair of Chinamen, identical in appearance, and wearing identical white robes, entered behind me  I suddenly found one at either elbow. Their faces resembled masks carved in old ivory and mellowed by the smoke of incense.

Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke a few rapid words in Chinese  then:

Companion Yamamata will see you, he said, his voice now very drowsy, and that queer film creeping over his brilliant eyes; he will admit you to the Blessing of the Celestial Vision, by which time I shall be ready to discuss with you certain points in regard to the future and to instruct you in your immediate duties.

One of the Chinese servants touched me upon the shoulder and pointed to the open doorway. I turned and walked out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. COMPANION YAMAMATA

I presently found myself in a typical reception room of a consulting surgeon. I was placed in a chair around which were grouped powerful lights for examination purposes. Companion Yamamata, who was scrutinizing some notes, immediately stood up and introduced himself, peremptorily dismissing the Chinamen.

He was young and good-looking in the intellectual Japanese manner; wore a long white coat having the sleeves rolled up; and as he rose from the table where he had been reading the notes, he laid down a pair of tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses and looked at me with humorous, penetrating eyes. He spoke perfect English.

I am glad that you are becoming a Companion, Mr. Sterling, he said. Your province of science is not mine, but I am given to understand by Trenck that you are a botanist of distinction. Your medical history  he tapped the pages before him is good, except for malarial trouble.

I stared at him perhaps somewhat stupidly. His manner was utterly disarming.

How do you know that I have had malaria? I asked. I dont think I display any symptoms at the moment.

No, no, not at all, he assured me. But, you see, I have your history before me. And this malaria has to be taken into account, especially since it culminated in blackwater fever so recently as three months ago. Blackwater, you know, is the devil!

I do know, said I, grimly.

However  he displayed gleaming teeth in a really charming smile I am accustomed to these small complications, and I have prepared the dose accordingly. Will you please strip down to the waist. I always prefer to make the injection in the shoulder.

He stepped to a side table and took up a hypodermic syringe, glancing back at me as he did so.

Suppose I object? I suggested.

Object? He wrinkled his brow comically. Object to enthusiasm?  object to be admitted to knowledge conserved for hundreds of centuries?  to salvation physical as well as intellectual? Ha, ha! That is funny.

He went on with his preparations.

I reviewed the words of the woman Fah Lo Suee.

To what extent could I rely upon them? Did they mean that for some reason of her own she was daring to cross the formidable mandarin, her father? If so, what was her reason? And supposing that she had lied or had failed, what was this Blessing of the Celestial Vision to which I should be admitted?

I suspected that it was the administration of some drug which would reduce me to a condition of abject mental slavery.

That there was vast knowledge conserved in this place, that experiments ages ahead of any being carried out in the great cultural centres of the world were progressing here, I could not doubt; I had had the evidence of my own eyes. But to what end were these experiments directed?

Something of my thoughts must have been reflected upon my face, for:

My dear Mr. Sterling, said the Japanese doctor, it is so useless to challenge the why and demand the wherefore. And you are about to be admitted to the Company of the Si-Fan. A new world which trembles in the throes of birth will be your orange, of which you shall have your share.

I made to stand up  to confront him. I could not move! And Dr. Yamamata laughed in the most good-humoured manner.

Many jib at the last fence, he assured me, but what is to be, will be, you know. Allow me to assist you, Mr. Sterling.

He stepped behind me, and with the adroit movement of a master of jiu-jitsu, peeled my overalls down over my shoulders, pinioning my arms. He unbuttoned my shirt collar.

Injections are always beastly, he admitted. For myself, they induce a feeling of nausea; but sometimes they are necessary.

I experienced a sharp stab in the shoulder and knew that the needle point of the syringe had been thrust into my flesh. I clenched my teeth; but I was helpless...

He was cleaning the syringe at a wash-basin on the other side of the room. His manner was that of a dental surgeon who has deftly made a difficult extraction.

A pleasant glow pervades your body, no doubt? he suggested. You see, I am accustomed to these small operations. It will be succeeded, I assure you, by a consciousness of new power. No task which may be set  and the tasks set by the doctor are not simple ones  will prove too difficult.

He replaced the parts of the syringe upon a glass rack and began to wash his hands.

When you are rested I shall prescribe a whisky and soda, which I know is your national beverage, and then you will be ready for your second interview with the doctor.

He glanced back at me smilingly.

Is my diagnosis correct?

Perfectly, I replied, conscious of the fact that no change whatever had taken place in my condition, and mindful of the words of that strange, evil woman.

I had a part to play. Not only my own life, but other lives  thousands, perhaps millions  depended upon my playing it successfully!

Ah! he beamed delightedly, and began to dry his hands. Sometimes novitiates shout with joy  but blackwater has somewhat lowered your normal vitality.

Nevertheless, I replied, grinning artificially, I feel that I want to shout.

Then, shout! he cried, revealing those gleaming teeth in a happy smile. Shout! The chair is disconnected. Jump about! Let yourself go! Life is just beginning!

I moved. It was true... I could stand up.

Ah! I cried, and stretched my hands above my head.

It was a cry and a gesture of relief. Fah Lo Suee had tricked the Japanese doctor! And I was free  free in mind and body... but in China, and under the roof of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Splendid! Yamamata exclaimed, his small, bright eyes registering pure happiness. My congratulations, Companion Sterling. We will drink to the Master who perfected this super-drug  which makes men giants with the hearts of lions.

He took up a decanter and poured out two liberal pegs of whisky.

There was a slight faux-pas earlier this evening, he went on. A nearly perfected homonculus  not in your province, Companion, but I am an enthusiast in my own  escaped from the incubator. The formula is, of course, the doctors. I had contributed some small items to its perfection, and the specimen who disturbed the household had points of great interest.

He added soda to the whisky and handed a glass to me. I resigned myself to this gruesome conversation and merely nodded. Yamamata raised his glass.

Comrade Alan Sterling  we drink to the Mandarin Fu-Manchu, master of the world!

It was a badly needed drink, and I did not challenge his toast; then:

The specimen had enormous physical strength, he went on, and that blind elemental fury which characterizes these products  a fact recognized even by Paracelsus. The section doors had to be closed. And I felt dreadfully guilty.

I drank down half the contents of my tumbler; and:

What became of... the thing? I asked.

Most regretfully, Yamamata replied, shaking his head, the vital spark expired. You see, the temperature of the corridors was unsuitable.

I stopped short.

That clear, indefinable sound or vibration which I had first heard upon the beach of Ste Claire de la Roche came to me again. I saw Yamamata raise one hand and press it against his ear. The sound ceased.

Dr. Fu-Manchu is waiting for you, he said.

He extended both hands cordially, and I grasped them.

For a moment I had all but forgotten my part; in the horror of the story of that life which was not human, which had been bred, I gathered, in an incubator...

But now, in time  I remembered.

I am going to kneel at his feet, I said, endeavouring to impart a quality of exaltation into my voice.

And as I spoke, the smile vanished from the face of Dr. Yamamata as writing sponged from a slate.

We all kneel at his feet, he said solemnly.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. THE LIFE PRINCIPLE

Drenched in the opium fumes of that stygian room, I stood again before Dr. Fu-Manchu. His eyes were brilliant as emeralds, the pupils mere pinpoints, and he lay back in a padded chair, watching me. I had thought out the words which I would speak, and I spoke them now.

I salute the Master of the World, I said, and bowed deeply before him.

That the Blessing of the Celestial Vision produced some kind of mental exaltation was clear to me. This I must enact; but it was a mighty task which rested upon my shoulders. That cold hatred which had possessed me at the moment that the news of Petries death had come, now again held absolute sway. I knew that Sir Denis Nayland Smith had not romanced when he had said that this man was Satans own  apparently eternal.

At whatever cost  my life was nothing in such a contest!  I would help to throw him down. I would be the feeble instrument which should prove that he was not eternal.

He was monstrous  titanic  dreadful  Hells chosen emissary. But if I could live, if I could hope to trick this gigantic evil brain, I would find means to crush him; to stamp him out; to eradicate this super-enemy of all that was clean and wholesome.

I could not forget the dead men in his workshops. This monster clearly possessed knowledge transcending natural laws. He laughed at God. No matter! He was still human  or so I must continue to believe.

The price of doubt was insanity...

He watched me a while in silence, and then:

In two hours, Companion Sterling, he said, you will be called for duty. This is your private telephone.

He handed to me what looked like a signet ring, made of some dull, white metal. I had to clench my teeth at the moment of contact with those long, talon-like nails; but I took the ring and stared at it curiously.

It is adjustable, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued. Place it upon that finger which you consider most suitable. It is an adaptation  much simplified by Ericksen  of the portable radio now in use among the French police. It does not convey the spoken word. Morse code is used. You know it?

I regret to say that I do not.

It is simple. You will find a copy of the code in your room. The call note used by Ericksen is highly individual, but inaudible a short distance away from the receiver. Companion Trenck will call you tonight for duty and give you further particulars.

As he spoke, I started  suppressing an exclamation.

A queer whistling note had sounded, almost in my ear, and some vague grey shape streaked past me, alighted upon the big table with its litter of strange books and implements, and with a final spring settled upon the yellow-robed shoulder of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Out from a ball of grey fur, a tiny, wizened face peered at me. One of those taloned hands reached upward and caressed the little creature.

Probably the oldest marmoset in the world, said the guttural voice. You would not believe me if I told you Pekos age.

And as the Chinaman spoke, the wizened little creature perched upon his shoulder, looked down into that majestic, evil face, made a mocking, whistling sound, and clutched with tiny fingers at the little skullcap which Dr. Fu-Manchu wore.

I shall not detain you now. Urgent matters call me. You may possibly have noticed that Professor Ascheim and Dr. Hohlwag of Berlin have found hormone  the life principle  in coal deposits. It will prove to be female. The male I had already found. It is expressed in a rare orchid which possesses the property of extracting this essence of life from certain Burmese swamps which have absorbed it during untold centuries.

It flowers at regrettably long intervals. Companion Trenck is endeavouring to force some specimens forward under special conditions.

He struck the little gong beside him upon the table.

Almost instantaneously, as though he had arisen from the floor like an Arab genie, one of the white-clad Chinese servants appeared, in the doorway to the right of, and behind, Dr. Fu-Manchus chair.

A guttural order was spoken; the servant bowed to me and stood aside.

I bowed deeply to that strange figure in the padded chair, the tiny, wrinkled-faced monkey crouched upon his shoulder  and went out.

I was conducted back to the long corridor with its rows of white-painted doors. That numbered eleven was opened by the Chinese servant, and I found myself in the small, comfortably appointed sitting room. My silent guide indicated an adjoining bedroom with a bathroom opening out of it; whereupon I dismissed him.

As the sliding door closed and I found myself alone, I examined more particularly these apartments which had been allotted to me. They were beautifully appointed. Silk pyjamas lay upon the temptingly turned-down bed; and though I had never felt in greater danger in the whole of my life, the lure was one I could not resist.

I recognized a weariness of brain and body which demanded sleep. I made a brief survey of the three rooms before turning in, but although I failed to find any means of entrance or exit other than that opening upon the corridor, that such another exit existed, I knew.

Nevertheless, nature triumphed...

I cannot remember undressing, but I vaguely recall tucking my head into the cool pillow. I was asleep instantly.

The sleep that came to me was not dreamless.

I stood again, a spectator unseen, in the opium-laden atmosphere of Dr. Fu-Manchus study. Fleurette sat in a high-backed chair, her eyes staring straight before her. The long yellow hand of Fu-Manchu was extended in her direction, and a large disc, which appeared to be composed of some kind of black meteoric stone, was suspended from the ceiling of the room and was slowly revolving.

As I watched, its movements became more and more rapid, until presently it resembled a globe throwing out ever-changing sparks of light.

The room, Fleurette, the Chinese doctor disappeared. I found myself fascinatedly watching those sparks, their ever-changing colour.

As I watched, a picture formed, mistily, and then very clearly, so that presently it resembled a miniature and very sharp cinematograph projection.

I saw the Tempelhof aerodrome at Berlin. I had been there several times and knew it well. I saw Nayland Smith descend from a plane and hurry across the ground to where a long, low, powerful police car awaited him.

The car drove off. And as in a moving picture, I followed it.

It skirted Berlin and then headed out into a suburb with which I was not acquainted. Before a large house set back beyond a thick shrubbery, the car pulled up, and Sir Denis, springing out, opened the gate and ran up a path overarched by trees.

A crowd of people was assembled before the house. I saw fire engines and men uncoiling a hose. Through all these, angrily checking their protests, Nayland Smith forced his way, and began to run towards the house...

Something touched me coldly.

In an instant I was awake  in utter darkness  my heart thumping.

Where was I?

In the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu!... and someone, or something, was close beside me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. THE ORCHID

Do not speak  nor turn on the light!

Fah Lo Suee! Fah Lo Suee was somewhere in the room beside me.

Listen  for there are some things you must know tonight. First, look upon yourself as in China. For although this is France

France! I am still in France?

You are in Ste Claire de la Roche... It makes no difference; you are in China. No one can leave here day or night without my fathers consent  or mine. Very soon now he opens his war upon the world. He will almost certainly succeed; he has with him some of the finest brains in science, military strategy, and politics which Europe, Asia, and America have ever produced.

I resigned myself to the magic of her voice.

But if I was indeed in Ste Claire, it remained to be seen if no one could leave.

This house, she told me, was a mere outpost, used chiefly as a base for certain experiments. Elsewhere she had allies of her own, but in Ste Claire, none.

For you see I do not agree with all that my father plans  especially his plans concerning Fleurette.

Fleurette! What are these plans?

Ssh! Cool fingers were laid upon my arm. Not so loudly. It is about her I came to tell you. She was chosen  before her birth  for this purpose. She has Eastern and Western blood; her pedigree on both sides is of the kind my father seeks. I am his only child. It will be Fleurettes duty to give him a son.

What! Good God! You mean he loves her?

Fah Lo Suee laughed softly.

How little you know him! She is part of our experiment  the success of which is of political importance. But listen, she lowered her voice. I do not wish this experiment to take place... Soon, very soon, we shall be leaving France. Fleurette  I think  has found love. She is of a race, on her mothers side, to whom love comes swiftly...

Do you mean...

I mean that if you want Fleurette I will help you. Is that direct enough? It was for this reason I emptied the syringe and recharged it with a harmless fluid. I had seen... once, in the bay; again, in this room...

She had seen me on the beach! Hoping  doubting  trying to think, to plan, I listened...

Fah Lo Suee had gone.

That voice which seemed to caress the spirit, in which there was a fluttering quality like the touch of butterfly wings and sometimes a hard, inexorable purpose which made me think of the glittering beauty of a serpent, had ceased. The presence of the sorceress was withdrawn.

The room remained in utter darkness; yet I seemed to see her gliding towards the door, and I envisioned her as a slender ivory statue created by some long-dead Greek, and endowed with life, synthetic but potent, by a black magician whose power knew no bounds.

I waited, as I had promised to wait, until I thought that fully a minute had elapsed; then I groped for the switch, found it, and flooded the room with light.

The door, visible from where I lay, I saw to be closed, nor had I heard it open. The location of the other door I did not know.

But I was the sole occupant of the place.

I had still half an hour before I should be summoned to the strange duties which awaited me  half an hour in which to think, to try to plan.

Going into the bathroom, I turned on the taps. Shaving materials and every other toilet necessity were provided in lavish form. I remembered that I had to memorize the Morse code, and leaving the taps running I returned to the little sitting room and took up a chart of Morse which lay there on the table.

A brief inspection satisfied me that I could learn it in a few hours. I have that kind of brain which can assimilate exact information very rapidly.

I returned to the bathroom and mechanically proceeded...

To what extent could I rely upon the dream, or what had seemed to be a dream, which had preceded the visit of Fah Lo Suee? There was no evidence, so far as I could see, to indicate that one episode was more real than the other.

Perhaps the womans visit had been part of the same dream  or perhaps I had dreamed neither! That almost miraculous experiments in radio and television were being carried out in these secret laboratories, I could not doubt. It might be that that queer scene, resembling one in the cave of some mediaeval astrologer, had actually taken place; that for some reason, accidentally or purposefully, I had become a witness of it.

There is as much truth in fable as in fact, Dr. Fu-Manchu had said, when he had drawn my attention to the handbook of the modern alchemist.

Perhaps the lost Sybilline books, upon which much of the policy of ancient Rome was based, were not mere guesses, but scientific prophecy. Perhaps Fu-Manchu had discovered Fleurette to possess the fabulous powers once attributed to the Cumaean oracle...

I considered the strange things which Fah Lo Suee had told me, but greater significance lay, I thought, in the facts which she had withheld. Nevertheless, some glimmering of an enormity about to be loosed upon the world was penetrating even to my dull mind.

For good or evil, I must work in concert with this treacherous woman. Her purpose was revealed, and it was one which I understood. In her alone lay safety, not only for myself, but for Western civilization.

I had just completed dressing when that tiny penetrating sound seemed to vibrate throughout my frame. It sustained one long note and then ceased; no attempt was made to send me a message other than the signal which told me that my six hours watch had commenced.

The door slid open, and one of the white-robed Chinamen appeared in the opening, inclining his head slightly and indicating that I should follow him. I slipped the code book into a pocket of my overall...

Exit without leave (which only Fu-Manchu had power to give) was out of the question, Fah Lo Suee had assured me. Failing outside assistance, there was no means of leaving save by the main gate.

This was the problem exercising my mind as I followed my silent guide downstairs and along to the botanical research room.

I found the famous Dutch botanist in a state of great scientific excitement. Already I was partly reconciled to the indisputable fact that he had died some years earlier in Sumatra. He led me to a small house where artificial sunlight prevailed.

About the mummy-like roots of some kind of dwarf mangrove which grew there, a bank of muddy soil steamed malariously. The place stank like an Amazon forest in the rainy season.

Look! said Trenck, with emotion.

He pointed; and, creeping up from the steaming mud, I saw tender flesh-coloured tendrils clasping the swampy roots.

The orchid of life! Trenck cried. The doctor so terms. But imagine! Watch this thermometer  watch it as though your life depended, Mr. Sterling! Here is a culture of fourteen days! In its natural state in Burma, flowering occurs at intervals of rarely less than eighty years! Do you realize what this means?

I shook my head rather blankly.

Come, Companion! It means that if we can produce flowers, and I expect these buds to break within the next few hours, no one of us, no member of the Si-Fan, shall ever die except by violence!

Probably my expression had grown even more blank, for:

The doctor has not told you? he went on excitedly. Very well! The knowledge which we accumulate is common to us all, and it is my privilege to explain to you that from this orchid the doctor has obtained a certain oil. It is the missing ingredient for which the old alchemists sought. It is the Oil of Life!

As he spoke, mentally I conjured up the face of Dr. Fu-Manchu, recalling the image which had occurred to me  that of Seti the First, the Egyptian Pharaoh. Could it be possible that this Chinese wizard had solved a problem which had taunted the ages?

He spoke of it, I said, but gave me no details. How old then is Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Trenck burst out laughing.

Do you think, he cried, his voice rising to a note almost hysterical, that a man could know what he knows in one short span of life? How can I tell you? It is only necessary to prevent the veins from clogging as in vegetable life. The formula which first came into his possession demanded an ingredient no longer obtainable. For this, after nearly thirty years inquiry, he found a substitute in the oil expressed from this Burmese orchid. Ah! I must go. It is tantalizing to leave at such a moment, but regulations must be obeyed. But I forget; you are a novice. I will show you how to call me if a bud breaks.

He hurried back to the laboratory and pointed to a dial set upon the wall. He illustrated its simple mechanism, and it was not unlike that of a dial telephone.

You see, he said, my number is ninety-five.

He twisted the mechanism until the number ninety-five appeared in a small, illuminated oval.

At which moment I heard again that strange vibrating note which had so intrigued me on the beach at Ste Claire.

Trenck pressed a button and the number ninety-five disappeared from the illuminated space, and that incredibly high sound which was almost like the note of a bat ceased.

At the moment that a bud begins to break, he said, you will call me? It would be tragic for a new world to open before us in all its perfection and Father Time to cut us off before we could enjoy it. Eh? I envy you your hours of duty; they may bring the honour of being the first man to witness a thing which shall revolutionize human life!


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. IN THE GALLERIES

My course was already set.

That there would be some kind of night patrol  probably one of those immobile Chinamen  I could not doubt. But since I had no orders to the contrary, I was presumably entitled to proceed wherever I pleased, definitely within the botanical department, and by presumption elsewhere, always supposing that the communicating doors were not locked.

Complete silence descended upon the laboratory, which was not more than twenty feet square. I found it necessary to keep reminding myself of the fact that in the eyes of those surrounding me, including the formidable Dr. Fu-Manchu himself, I had become a Companion of the Si-Fan, a devotee of the cause, a blind slave of the Chinese doctor.

The more I considered the situation, the more obvious it became that I had only one person to fear  Fah Lo Suee! Fah Lo Suee alone knew that I was still the captain of my soul.

She counted on my interest in Fleurette to ensure my complicity. She thought  and she was right  that I would hesitate at nothing to save the lovely Rose-petal from that unimaginable fate mapped out for her by the insane master of so many destinies.

And as I paced up and down that silent room I tried to work out where my duty lay.

Fah Lo Suee clearly took it for granted that I could not escape from the place: this remained to be seen! But assuming that I did escape, and my absence be noted, this would precipitate some catastrophe, at the nature of which I could little more than guess.

Fleurette would be lost to me forever! Sir Frank Narcomb and the rest  what would be their fate?

Moreover, recognizing the imminence of his danger, Fu-Manchu might open his war on the world!

Yet, now that I knew myself to be not in China, but in Ste Claire de la Roche, my determination to endeavour to get in touch with Nayland Smith was firmly established: the route alone remained doubtful.

And upon this point I formed a sudden resolution.

I had noted that in one of the houses  the first which I had entered with Dr. Fu-Manchu, and the loftiest; that in which many fantastic species of palms grew  there was a spiral staircase leading to a series of gangways. By means of these presumably the upper foliage of the trees could be inspected.

From up there, I thought, I might obtain a view of whatsoever lay outside, and thus get my bearings. Otherwise, I was just as likely to penetrate farther and farther into this maze of laboratories and workshops, as to find a way out of it.

I had one chance, and I didnt know what it was worth. But given anything like decent luck, I proposed to risk it.

For a minute or more I looked in through the observation window to the small house flooded with synthetic sunshine, where those queer, flesh-like orchids were clambering up from steaming mud around the contorted mango roots. They seemed to be moving slightly, as is the way with such plants, in a manner suggesting the breathing of a sleeping animal.

I moved on to the door which communicated with the first of the range of forcing houses, or the last in the order in which I had inspected them. It was the one containing the pitcher plants and other fly-catching varieties.

It was dimly lighted within, and the door slid open as I pressed the control button. I closed it, adjusted the gauge, then opened the inner door and went in.

The steamy heat of the place attacked me at once. It was like stepping out of a temperate clime into the heart of a jungle. The air was laden with perfumes  pleasant and otherwise; the predominant smell being that of an ineffable rottenness which characterizes swampy vegetation.

I threaded my way along a narrow path. So far, I had met with success  probably all the doors were unfastened.

It proved to be so, nor did I meet a soul on the way.

And when at last I stood in the most imposing house of all, palms towering high above my head, I became conscious of an apprehension against which I must fight... that the note of recall would suddenly sound in my brain.

Yet to discard the metal ring would have been folly.

There was an odd whispering among the dim palm-tops, for the place was but half lighted. It felt and smelled like a tropical forest. Much of the glass comprising the walls was semi-opaque. What lay beyond, I had no means of finding out.

I moved cautiously along until I came to that spiral staircase I had noted. It was situated at no great distance from the doorway through which I had originally entered.

Cautiously I began to ascend, my rubber-soled shoes creating a vague thrumming sound upon the metal steps. I reached the top of the first staircase and saw before me a narrow gangway with a single handrail  not unlike those found in engine rooms.

Palm boles towered above me, and fronds of lower foliage extended across the platform. I advanced, sometimes ducking under them, to where vaguely I had seen a second stair leading higher. I mounted this until I found myself among the tops of wildly unfamiliar trees; narrow galleries branched off in several directions. I selected one which seemed to lead to the glass wall. I saw queer fruit glowing in the crowns of trees unknown. Normally I could not have resisted inspecting it more closely; but tonight my professional enthusiasms must be subdued: a task of intense urgency claimed me.

Then, I had almost come to where one gangway joined another running flat against the glass wall, up very near to the arching roof, when I pulled up, inhaled deeply, and clutched at the hand rail...

Uttering a shrill whistling sound, something swung from a golden crest on my right, perched for a moment on the rail, not a yard from where I stood, chattered up at me and sprang into bright green foliage of an overhanging palm!

My heart was beating rapidly  but I tried to laugh at myself.

It was Fu-Manchus marmoset!

I had begun to move on again when once more I pulled up. Surely it was not the doctors custom to allow his pet to roam at large in these houses? It had presumably escaped from its usual quarters, and sooner or later the doctor, or someone else, would see it.

I stood still, listening. I could hear nothing save the faint whispering of the leaves.

Moving on to the side gallery, I saw ahead of me through glass windows a rugged slope topped by a ruined wall, and beyond the wall an ancient building. Stepping slightly to the right, I could see more of the place  a narrow street descending in cobbled steps, and another more modern building, from the arched entrance of which light shone out upon the cobbles. Looking higher, I saw a cloudless sky gemmed with stars.

This, beyond doubt, was the back of Ste Claire, and these huge forcing houses were built against the slope which ran down from it to the sea.

In other words, as I stood, the sea was behind me. I must seek an exit in that direction. I walked back along the gangways to the head of the spiral staircase, seeing nothing of Peko, the marmoset, on my way.

I descended, proceeded along the second gallery to the lower stair, and so reached the rubber-covered floor again.

Instantly, I noticed something which pulled me up dead in my tracks... an unmistakable smell of opium!

I turned slowly, fists clenched, looking towards those doors which I knew to communicate with the study of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Both doors, the inner and the outer, were open!

From where I stood I could see the farther wall of the room  I could see a silk lantern suspended from the ceiling; some of the books in their barbaric bindings; the thick carpet; and even that Chinese stool upon which I had sat.

Not a sound reached me.

Something, perhaps a natural cowardice, was urging me to go back  to go back  but I conquered it, and went forward, very cautiously.

I believe I had rarely done anything so truly praiseworthy as when I crossed the space between those two doors, and, craning forward inch by inch, peeped into the study.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. EVIL INCARNATE

I withdrew my head with hare-like rapidity and clenched my teeth so sharply, stifling an exclamation, that I heard the click as they came together.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was seated in the big throne-like chair behind the writing table.

One glimpse only I had of him in profile, but it had wrecked my optimism  reduced me to a state of helpless despair.

I stood now on the threshold, not daring to move, scarce daring to breathe. He was seated, I had seen in that lightning glimpse, his head resting against the back of the padded chair, bolt upright, his yellow taloned hands clutching the arms. It was like a vision of a Pharoah dead upon his throne.

The open doors were explained: he had heard me approaching. He was waiting for me!... What explanation could I offer?

So much more than my own life was at stake, that I stood there, aware that a cold perspiration had broken out upon my skin, fighting for composure, demanding of my dull brain some answer to the inquisition to which at any moment I expected to be submitted.

Silence!

Not a sound came from that study out of which opium fumes floated to my nostrils.

It was possible, it was just possible, that he had not heard my approach. This being so, it was also possible that he did not know the identity of the intruder whom, presumably, he had heard mounting or dismounting the iron staircase.

I might creep back, and if questioned later, brazen the thing out. One objective I must keep in mind  my freedom!

Silence!

The sickly smell of opium mingling with a damp miasma from the palm house. So still it was that I could hear my heart beating, and hear  or thought I could hear  that faint rustling in the tree-tops, that curious communion among tropical leaves which never ceases, day or night.

I began to recover courage.

After all, my duties were of a character which rendered wakefulness difficult. What more natural as a botanist than that I should keep my mind alert by inspecting the unique products of those wonderful houses? Finding these doors open, what more natural than that I should investigate?

Very cautiously, very quietly, I bent forward again, and this time ventured to look long and steadily.

Like Seti the First, Dr. Fu-Manchu sat in his throne-chair. I knew that I had never seen so majestic an outline, nor so wonderful a brow, such tremendous power in any human lineaments. He was motionless, his hands resting upon the dragon chair-arms; he might have been carved from old ivory.

My rubber-soled shoes making no sound, I stepped into the room and stood watching him closely. His eyes were closed. He was asleep, or  

I glanced at the jade-bowled pipe which lay upon the table before him. I sniffed the fumes with which the room was laden.

Drugged!

Here was the explanation which I had been slow to grasp.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was in an opium trance... possibly the only sleep which that restless, super-normal brain ever knew!

I glanced rapidly about the room, wondering if any other man, not enthralled by the Blessing of the Celestial Vision, had ever viewed its strange treasures and lived to tell the world of them.

And now, as I stood there in the presence of that insensible enemy of Western civilization, I asked myself a question: What should I do?

If I could find a way out of this maze I believed I had a fighting chance to escape from Ste Claire. I was in China only in the sense that this place was under the domination of the Chinese doctor. Actually, I was in France; my friends were within easy reach if I could get in touch with them.

Why should I not kill him?

He had killed Petrie  dear old Petrie, one of the best friends I had ever had in life: he had killed, for no conceivable reason, those other poor workers in vineyards and gardens. And, according to Sir Denis, this was but the beginning of the sum of his assassinations!

I stood quite close to him; only the big table divided us. And I studied the majestic, evil mask which was the face of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He was helpless, and I was a young, vigorous man. Would it be a worthy or an unworthy deed? It is an ethical point which to this day I have never settled satisfactorily.

All I can say in defence of my inaction is that, confronting Dr. Fu-Manchu, helpless and insensible, I knew, although my reason and my Celtic blood rose in revolt against me, that something deep down in my consciousness bade me not to touch him!

Supreme Evil sat enthroned before me, at my mercy  perhaps the nearest approach to Satan incarnate which this troubled world has ever known. And perhaps, for that reason, inviolable.

I dared not lay a finger upon him  and I knew it!

No, I must pursue my original plan  gain my freedom.

The mahogany-arched recess communicated, I knew, with a corridor at the end of which was a stair leading to the rooms with white doors. The door which faced the table opened into the big laboratory called the radio research room.

Which of these should I attempt?

I had decided upon that leading to the laboratory when something occurred to me which produced a chill at my heart.

The opened doors into the palm house!

Who had opened them, since, obviously, Dr. Fu-Manchu had not done so?

I stood quite still for a moment; then turned slowly and looked out into that misty jungle beyond.

Someone had come out of this room during the time that I had been creeping about upon those gangways in the palm-tops. A patrol? A patrol who, having heard me, would now be waiting for me.

I listened; but no sound came from that tropical jungle. And now dawned a second thought. One acquainted with the iron routine of that place would never have left both doors open!

What did it mean?

An urge to escape from this drug-laden room, from the awful still figure in the carven chair, seized me.

I stepped softly towards the archway  only to realize that the control was hidden. I could see no trace of one of those familiar glass buttons, resembling bell pushes, which took the place of door-knobs in this singular household. Perforce, then, I must try my luck in the radio research room.

Beside the door facing Dr. Fu-Manchu I could see the control button which opened it. I turned, pressed that button... and the door slid silently open.

I stepped out into the violet-lighted laboratory.

Looking swiftly right and left I could see no one. The place was empty, as when I had first discovered myself in its vastness. Almost directly at my feet a black line was marked upon the rubber floor.

I inhaled deeply. Could I cross it?

Clenching my teeth, I stepped forward. Nothing happened. I was free of the radio research room!

But now my case was growing desperate. I could not believe myself to be the only person awake in that human anthill. Sooner or later I must be detected and challenged. My only chance was to find another way out of the radio research room. And now it occurred to me that there might be none!

Avoiding those black marks upon the dull grey floor which outlined the settings of certain pieces of mechanism and of tables laden with indefinable instruments, I walked in the direction of the further end of the dimly lighted place, until I came to the glass wall.

A great part of it was occupied by shelves containing stores of all kinds. I knew that the door  if a door existed  must be somewhere in the opening between the shelves.

Desperately I began to search for it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. PURSUIT

I could see no indication of a control in the first recess which I explored. But the wall was divided into panels or sections, framed in narrow strips of some dull, white metal, and experience had taught me that any one of these might be a hidden door.

I groped hopelessly, as I had groped along the wall of the apartment which had been allotted to me, seeking the hidden exit by which Fleurette and, later, Fah Lo Suee had gone out.

A slight sound in that vast, silent room brought me twisting about.

As I turned, my down-stretched hands pressed against the glass panel behind me. I could see nothing to account for the sound which I had heard, or imagined I had heard... but I felt the glossy surface upon which my hand rested sliding away to the right!

I turned again  and looked up an uncarpeted staircase to where, far above, a silk-shaded lantern hung upon a landing.

Doubting, hesitating, I looked alternately at the stairway and back along the laboratory. This way led upward, and my route was downward to the sea. But, what was more important  I must learn the secret of these doors! There might be others yet to be negotiated. I determined to experiment.

The door had slid open to the right. I remembered that my hand had rested at a point about three feet from the floor. I pressed now right of the door, but there was no response. I pressed to the left. The door remained open. Baffled, I stepped back  and the door closed, swiftly and silently!

The principle was obscure, but the method I had solved.

I opened it again and stepped in to the foot of the stairs.

How did I close it now?

The solution of this problem evaded me. I began to mount the stairs  and as my foot touched the first step, the door closed behind me!

I mounted, silent in my rubber-soled shoes, reached the landing and looked about me, wondering what I should do next.

A short, dark passage opened to the right, and another, longer one, to the left. At the end of the latter I saw a green light burning. I could hear no sound. I determined to explore the shorter passage first. I began to tiptoe along it; then I paused and stood stock still.

The door at the foot of the stairs had opened, and someone had come through.

I was being followed!

A momentary panic touched me. Had the opium sleep of Dr. Fu-Manchu been an elaborate pretence? Could it be that he, after all, had been watching me throughout?  that it was this dreadful being himself who was upon my track?

I hurried to the end of that narrow passage; but there were doors neither right nor left, nor at its terminus.

It was wood-panelled, and I looked about desperately for one of the control buttons. Suddenly I saw one, pressed it, and the door slid open.

I filled my lungs with sharp night air, and I looked upon the stars. I stood on a paved terrace bordered by a low parapet. Below me lay a rocky gorge cloaked in vegetation. Beyond was the sea, and instinct told me, the beach of Ste Claire.

Steps descended on the left. I made no attempt to close the door, but began hurrying down.

Rock plants, ferns, cacti, grew upon the wall. Moonlight painted a sharp angle of shadow upon the steps. I came to a bend and turned. The steps below were completely in shadow. I began to grope my way down.

And at the third step I pulled up sharply and listened.

Someone had come out on to the terrace above; he was following me!

I had yet to find my way to the sea; but having won freedom from the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu and gained the clean free air, it would be a dead man that this tracker carried back again. And unless he shot me down before coming to close quarters, there would be a classic struggle at some point between this and the beach.

The insidious atmosphere of that secret place, as I realized now, had taken its toll of my spirit. But under the stars  free  free from that ghastly thralldom, my cold hatred of the Chinese doctor and of all his works and his creatures surged back upon me chokingly.

Fleurette!

The dark schemes of Fah Lo Suee could never save her. One hope only I had, and I included Fleurette in it optimistically, for no word of love had ever passed between us.

I must find Nayland Smith  surround this scorpions nest  and put an end to the menace which threatened the peace of the world. Courage came to me: I felt capable of facing even Dr. Fu-Manchu himself.

And throughout this time I had been groping my way down dark steps; and now I came to yet another bend. Thus far I had made no sound. I stood still, listening; and clearly I heard it... footsteps following me.

It was eerie  uncanny.

Whomever it might be, the Chinese doctor or one of his creatures, why had he not challenged me  why this silent pursuit? I could only suppose that a trap awaited me.

Someone was on guard at the foot of the stairs, and the one who followed was content to make sure that I did not double back.

Some impassable obstacle lay between me and the beach. It might be  and the thought turned my heart cold  such an obstacle as I had once met with in the radio research room!

In that event, I should be trapped.

I pulled up, groping upon the wall beside the steps. Some kind of creeping plant grew there in profusion, indeterminable in the darkness. I pulled it aside and craned over, looking down.

Below, as I dimly saw, was a sheer descent of a hundred feet or more. These steps were built around the face of the gorge. Lacking ropes, there was no other means of reaching the beach.

This discovery determined my course.

Unknown dangers were ahead, but a definite enemy was on my trail. Even now, as I stood there listening, I could hear him cautiously descending, step by step.

He exercised great precaution, but in the silence of the night, nevertheless, I could detect his movements. I must deal with him first. Moreover, as I recognized, I must deal with him speedily. This stealthy pursuit was taking toll of my nerves.

I pictured to myself Dr. Fu-Manchu, some strange death in his hand, stalking me  the man who had presumed to trick him  cat-like, cruel, and awaiting his own moment to spring.

I looked about me: my eyes were becoming used to semi-darkness. I taxed my brain for some scheme of dealing with the tracker.

And as I began again to grope my way down the steps and came to another bend, a possible plan presented itself. The next flight, branching away at a sharp angle, was palely lighted by the moon. A sharp shadow-belt cut anglewise across the first three steps.

Making as little noise as possible, I hauled myself up on the parapet; not without injury, for a spiny kind of cactus grew there. But I finally reached the desired position, squatting in dense shadow.

With the advantage which this take-off gave me, I aimed to wait until my follower reached the bend, and then to spring upon his back and hurl him down the steps, trusting to break his neck and to save my own...

I had no more than poised myself for the spring when I heard him on the last step of the shadowy stairs.

He paused for a long time  I could hear him breathing. I clenched my fists and prepared to spring... He took a pace forward.

For one instant I saw his silhouette against the light.

My God! I cried. You!

It was Nayland Smith!


CHAPTER THIRTY. NAYLAND SMITH

Thank God I found you, Sterling, said Nayland Smith when the first shock of that meeting was over. Its a break-neck job in the dark, but I think we should be wise to put a greater distance between ourselves and the house. Do you know the way?

No.

I do, from here. I discovered it tonight. There are five more flights of stone steps and then a narrow path  a mere goat track on the edge of a precipice. It ultimately leads one down to the beach. There may be another way, but I dont know it.

But, said I, as we began to grope our way downward, when we get to the beach?

I have a boat lying off, waiting for me. We have a lot to tell each other, but lets make some headway before we talk.

And so in silence we pursued our way, presently coming to the track of which Nayland Smith had spoken, truly perilous navigation in the darkness; a false step would have precipitated one into an apparently bottomless gorge.

Willy-nilly, I began listening again for that eerie recall note which I was always expecting to hear, wondering what would happen if it came and I did not obey  and what steps would be taken in the awful house of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Some parts of the path were touched by moonlight, and here we proceeded with greater confidence. But when it lay, as it often did, in impenetrable shadow overhung by great outjutting masses of rock, it was necessary to test every foot of the way before trusting ones weight to it.

At a very easy gradient the path sloped downward until, at the end of twenty minutes stumbling and scrambling, it ended in a narrow cutting between two huge boulders. Far ahead, framed in their giant blackness, I saw the moon glittering on the sea, and white-fringed waves gently lapping the shore.

Clear of the cutting  which Nayland Smith appeared to distrust  he dropped down upon a pebbly slope.

Phew! he exclaimed. One of the strangest experiences of a not uneventful life!

I dropped down beside him; nervous excitement and physical exertion had temporarily exhausted me.

Theres definitely no time to waste, he went on, speaking very rapidly. It might be wiser to return to the boat. But a few minutes rest is acceptable, and I doubt if they could overtake us now. Bring me up to date, Sterling, from the time you left Quintos restaurant. I have interviewed the people there, and your movements as reported, prior to the moment when you drove away in Petries car, struck me as curious. You crossed and spoke to a man who was standing on the opposite side of the street. Why?

I had seen one of the Dacoits watching me, and I wanted to find out which way he had gone.

Ah! And did you find out?

Yes.

Good. Go ahead, Sterling, and be as concise as you can.

Whereupon I told him, endeavouring to omit nothing, all that had taken place. Frankly, I did not expect to be believed, but Nayland Smith, who in the darkness was busily loading his pipe, never once interrupted me until I came to the incident where, escaping from the worm-man, I had turned to find Fleurette in the room.

Who is this girl? he rapped; and where did you meet her?

Perhaps I should have mentioned the incident before, Sir Denis, I replied, but naturally I did not believe it to have any connection with this ghastly business. I met her on the beach, out there.

And I told him as shortly as possible of my first meeting with Fleurette.

Describe her very carefully, he directed tersely.

I did so in loving detail.

You say she has violet eyes?

They appear sometimes very dark violet; sometimes I have thought they were blue.

Good. Go on with the story.

I went on; telling him of Fah Lo Suees intervention and of how she had tricked the Japanese surgeon; of my second interview with Dr. Fu-Manchu, and even of the dream which I had had. Then, of Fah Lo Suees midnight visit, outlining what she had told me. Finally, I described my escape, and the opium sleep of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Sir Denis had lighted his pipe and now was smoking furiously.

Amazing, Sterling, he commented. You seem actually to have seen what took place in Berlin. You have correctly described my movements up to the time that I reached the house of Professor Krus. This can have been no ordinary dream. It is possible that his girl possesses a gift of clairvoyance which Dr. Fu-Manchu uses. And it rather appears that, given suitable circumstances, her visions, or whatever we should term them, are communicated to your own brain. Have you ever dreamed of her before?

Yes, I replied, my heart giving a sudden leap. I fell asleep at the Villa Jasmin shortly after our first meeting, and dreamed that I saw her and Dr. Fu-Manchu  whom I had never met at the time  riding in a purple cloud which was swooping down upon a city... I thought, New York.

Ah! rapped Nayland Smith. My theory was right. There was once another woman, Sterling, who, under hypnotic direction from Dr. Fu-Manchu, possessed somewhat similar gifts. The doctor is probably the most accomplished hypnotist in the world. Many of his discoveries are undoubtedly due to his employment of these powers. And it would seem that there is some mental affinity between this girls brain and your own.

My heart beat faster as he spoke the words.

But as to what happened in Berlin: I arrived to find the Professors laboratory in flames!

What!

The origin of the fire could not be traced. Incendiarism was suspected by the police. Briefly, the place was burned to a shell, in spite of the efforts of the fire brigade... It is feared that the Professor was trapped in the flames.

Dead?

At the time of my hurried departure, the heat remained too great for any examination of the ruins. But from the moment that Dr. Krus was seen to enter his laboratory, no one attached to his household ever saw him again.

Good heavens! I groaned, the very gods seem to have been fighting against poor Petrie.

The gods? Nayland Smith echoed grimly. The gods of China  Fu-Manchus China...

Whatever do you mean, Sir Denis?

The burglary at Sir Manston Rorkes, he said, Sir Manstons sudden death  the fire at Professor Kruss laboratory, and his disappearance: these things are no more coincidences than Fah Lo Suees visit to the hospital where Petrie lay. Then  something else, which I am going to tell you.

He rested his hand upon my knee and went on rapidly:

I dashed back to the aerodrome: there was nothing more I could do in Berlin. There came a series of unaccountable delays  none of which I could trace to its source. But they were deliberate, Sterling, they were deliberate. Someone was interested in hindering my return. However, ultimately I got away. It was late in the afternoon before I reached the hospital. I had had the news  about Petrie  when I landed, of course.

He stopped for a moment, and I could tell he was clenching his pipe very tightly between his teeth; then:

As is the custom, he went on, in cases of pestilence in a hot climate, they had... buried him.

I reached out and squeezed his shoulder.

It hit me very hard, too, I said.

I know it did. There is a long bill against Dr. Fu-Manchu, but you dont know all yet. You see, the history of this brilliant Chinese horror is known to me in considerable detail. Although I didnt doubt your word when you assured me that Fah Lo Suee had not touched Petrie in the hospital, you may recall that I questioned you very closely as to where she was sitting during the greater part of her visit?

I do.

Well! He paused, taking his pipe from between his teeth and staring at me in the darkness. She had brought something  probably hidden in a pocket inside her cloak

You mean

I mean that she succeeded in the purpose of her visit. Yes, Sterling! Oh, no blame attaches to you. That hell-cat is nearly as brilliant an illusionist as her illustrious father. Briefly, when Cartier and Brisson gave me a detailed account of the symptoms which had preceded the end  I was not satisfied.

Not satisfied of what?

You shall hear.

He paused for a moment and grasped my arm.

Listen!

We sat there, both listening intently.

What did you think you heard? I whispered.

I am not certain that I heard anything; but it may have been a vague movement on the path. Are you armed?

No.

I am. If I give the word  run for it. Ill bring up the rear. The boat is hidden just under the headland. They will pull in, and we can wade out to them.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. FU-MANCHUS ARMY

Your disappearance on the road from Monte Carlo, Nayland Smith went on, puzzled me extraordinarily. The guiding hand behind this business had ceased to be a matter of speculation: I knew that we were dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu. But where you belonged in the scheme was not clear to me. I had urgent personal work to do, necessitating the bringing of pressure to bear on the French authorities. Therefore, I delegated to a local chief of police the task of tracing your movements step by step, on the night of your disappearance.

This was undertaken with that admirable thoroughness which characterizes police work here, and involved a house-to-house inquiry along many miles of the Corniche road. In the meantime, working unremittingly, I had secured the powers which I sought. Petries grave  a very hurried one  was reopened...

What!

Yes; it was a pretty ghastly task. In order to perform it in secrecy we had to close the place and post police upon the roads approaching it. However, it was accomplished at last, and the common coffin in which the interment had taken place was hauled up and laid upon the earth.

My God! I groaned.

I have undertaken some unpleasant duties, Sterling, but the sound of the screws being extracted and the thought that presently

He broke off and sat silent for a while.

It was done at last, he went on, and I think I came nearer to fainting than I have ever been in my life. Not from horror, not from sorrow; but because my theory  my eleventh-hour hope  had proved to have a substratum of fact.

What do you mean, Sir Denis?

I mean that Petrie was not in the coffin!

Not in the coffin!... It was empty?

Not at all. He laughed grimly. It contained a body right enough. The body of a Burman. The mark of Kali was on his brow  and he had died from a shot wound in the stomach.

Good heavens! The Dacoit who

Exactly, Sterling! Your late friend of the Villa Jasmin, beyond doubt. You will observe that Dr. Fu-Manchu finds uses for his servants  dead, as well as living!

But this is astounding! What does it mean?

Quite a long time elapsed before Sir Denis replied:

I dont dare to hope that it means what I wish it to mean, he said; but  Petrie was not buried.

I was literally breathless with astonishment, but at last:

Whenever can so amazing a substitution have taken place? I asked.

The very question to which I next applied myself, Nayland Smith replied. Half an hours inquiry established the facts. The little mortuary, which, I believe, you have visited, is not guarded. And his body, hastily encased, as I have indicated, lay there throughout the night. The mortuary is a lonely building, as you may remember. For Dr. Fu-Manchus agents such a substitution was a simple matter.

What do you think? I broke in.

I dont dare tell you what I think  or hope. But Dr. Fu-Manchu is the greatest physician the world has ever known. Come on! Lets establish contact with the police boat.

He stood up and began to walk rapidly down to the beach. We had about reached the spot where first I had set eyes upon Fleurette, when a boat with two rowers and two men in the stern shot out from shadow into moonlight and was pulled in towards us.

Sir Denis suddenly raised his arm, signalling that they should go about.

I watched the boat swing round and saw it melt again into the shadows from which it had come. I met the glance of eyes steely in the moonlight.

An idea has occurred to me, said Sir Denis.

I thought that he watched me strangely.

If it concerns myself, I replied, count on me for anything.

Good man!

He clapped his hand on my shoulder.

Before I mention it, I must bring you up to date. Move back into the shadow.

We walked up the beach, and then:

I checked up on the police reports, he went on. That dealing with Ste Claire was the only one which I regarded as unsatisfactory. Ste Claire, as you probably know, was formerly an extensive monastery; in fact, many of the vineyards in this neighbourhood formerly yielded their produce to the Father Abbot. When the community dispersed, it came into the possession of some noble family whose name I have forgotten. The point of interest and the point which attracted me was this: The place is built on a steep hillside, opening into a deep cleft which we have just negotiated, rather less than a mile in length. The chief building, now known as a villa, but a reconstruction of the former monastery, is surrounded by one or two other buildings  and there is a little straggling street. It has been the property for the last fifteen years of a certain wealthy Argentine gentleman, regarding whose history I have set inquiries on foot.

More recently, the lease was taken over by one Mahdi Bey, of whom I have been able to learn very little  except that he practised as a physician in Alexandria at one time, and is evidently a man of great wealth. He it was who closed Ste Claire to the public. However, the police in the course of their inquiries paid a domiciliary visit some time during yesterday afternoon. They were received by a major domo who apologized for the absence of his master, who is apparently in Paris.

They were shown over the villa and the adjoining houses, occupied now, I gather, by dependents of the Bey. No information was obtained upon the subject of your disappearance.

But, in glancing through the police report, bearing in mind that I was definitely looking for a place occupied by Dr. Fu-Manchu, a process of elimination showed me that of all the establishments visited, Ste Claire alone remained suspect.

The Argentine owner had built a number of remarkable forcing houses. The police, under my directions and unaware of the reasons for them, were ostensibly searching for an escaped criminal, which enabled them tactfully to explore the various villas en route. I noted in their report that they had merely glanced into these houses, nor did I come upon any account of the enormous wine cellars, enlargements of natural caves, which, I was informed, lay below the former monastery.

The character and extent of Dr. Fu-Manchus new campaign dawned upon me suddenly, Sterling. I wonder if it has dawned upon you?

Im afraid it hasnt, I confessed. I have alternated between the belief that I was dead and the belief that I was delirious almost throughout the time that I have been in that house. But, knowing now that what I saw was not phantasy, I am still in doubt, I must confess, as to the nature of this war which threatens.

Its nature is painfully clear, Nayland Smith rapped. Somewhere in this place there are thousands  perhaps millions  of those damnable flies! The deaths of which we know were merely experimental. The cases were watched secretly, with great interest, by Dr. Fu-Manchu or his immediate agents. It was the duty of one of his servants  probably a Burman  to release one of these flies in the neighbourhood of the selected victim. I have learned that they seek shadow during the daytime, and operate at dusk and in artificial light. Directly there was presumptive evidence that the fly had bitten the selected subject, it was the duty of Fu-Manchus servant to place a spray of this fly-catching plant  the name of which I dont know  where it would attract the fly.

To make assurance doubly sure, the seductive leaves were sprayed with human blood! Vegetable fly-papers, Sterling  nothing less!

My God! Its plain enough to me now.

Such experiments have apparently been carried out all over the world.

That Dr. Fu-Manchu  or the Si-Fan, which is the same thing  has international agents, I know for a fact. This means that collections of these flies, which have been specially bred to carry the new plague and to spread it, exist at unknown centres in various parts of Europe, Asia, Africa and Australia  also, doubtless, in the Continent of America.

Of all those seeking it, Petrie alone discovered a treatment which promised to be successful! Dr. Fu-Manchus allies would, of course, be inoculated against the plague. But do you see, Sterling, do you see what Petrie did, and why he stood in the Chinamans way?

I hesitated. I was beginning to grasp the truth, but before I could reply:

The formula for 654 would have been broadcast to the medical authorities of the world, in the event of a general outbreak. This would have shattered Fu-Manchus army.

Fu-Manchus army?

An army, Sterling, bred and trained to depopulate the white world! An army of flies  carrying the germ of a new plague; a plague for which medical science knows no remedy!

I was awed, silenced.

Police manned a boat in the neighbouring bay, Nayland Smith went on; I distrusted the sound of a motor. They told me that there was a little beach attached to Ste Claire. And in this again I recognized such a spot as Fu-Manchu would have chosen.

At dusk, I waded ashore, ordering the boat to lie off in the shadow of the cliff. I was acting unofficially; I was outside the law if I should be wrong; but I had left a sealed envelope with the Chief of Police, telling him upon what evidence I had acted  if I should not return.

I walked up the strip of sand, reached the pebbles, and had just come to the big boulders, when I saw a speedboat heading in! I took cover behind one of the boulders and waited.

It came right in. The police had orders not to show themselves unless they received a prearranged signal. A man waded ashore through the shallow water, and the boat immediately set out again, and soon had disappeared around the headland.

I watched him come through the gap between the boulders. He was wearing gum boots and went very silently. But I was rubber-shod, and could go silently too. I followed him. It was a difficult business, because of the fact that part of the path, more then than now, was bathed in moonlight. But it evidently never occurred to the man to look back.

In this way, unconsciously, he led me to the foot of the steps, and I followed him, flight by flight, to the top. I was craning over the parapet when he opened the door; but, nevertheless, it took me nearly ten minutes to find how it worked.

Do you mean to say that you broke into that house alone?

Yes. It was a one-man job; two would have bungled it.

I could find no words with which to reply. It was a privilege merely to listen to a man at once so clear-headed and so fearless.

I was first attracted, he went on, by the long corridor at the end of which a green light burned. There was not a sound in the place, and so I explored this corridor first. I discovered a sliding door operated by one of the button controls, and I opened it.

He paused  laughing shortly.

I asked you to describe Fleurette particularly, he went on, because my first investigation led me to Fleurettes bedroom!

Yes, Sterling, the palace of the Sleeping Beauty. I could see her in the reflected moonlight, one arm thrown over her head, and her face turned towards the window. Your description was that of an artist. I agree with you; she is beautiful. Yet it wasnt her beauty which pulled me up, nor even the knowledge that I had made a mistake: it was something else.

What? I asked eagerly.

I knew her, Sterling! Yes! I know who she is, this mystery girl who has taken such a hold upon you.

But, Sir Denis, do you mean...

I understand your eagerness, and you shall hear everything later. I was anxious to learn the colour of her eyes. You see, they were closed; she was asleep. I retired without disturbing her. I next descended the stairs.

Good God! I wish I had your nerve!

Really, I had very little to fear.

You may think so  but please go on, Sir Denis.

My guide, of course, had disappeared, but I found a square space with corridors opening right and left. The trail of wet rubber boots gave me the clue. The imprint of fingers on a panel three feet from the floor enabled me to open the door. I found myself in that insane laboratory

Insane is the word, I murmured.

It was empty. It was permeated by a dim, violet light. And as I entered  the door closed! I was particularly intrigued by a piece of mechanism resembling an ancient Egyptian harp.

I noticed it, also.

I determined to investigate more closely, but there was a black mark on the floor surrounding the table on which this piece of mechanism stood

Say no more, Sir Denis! I have had the same experience.

Oh! Is that so? This rather checked me. I observed that such a mark ran entirely around the laboratory close to the wall: you may have failed to notice this? And I can only suppose that this system of checking intruders had been disconnected in relation to the doors because the unknown man, who had unwittingly acted as my guide, was expected.

As the idea flashed across my mind, I had no more than time to duck when the man in question came out!

A panel slid open on the left-hand wall, and a Chinaman, still wearing wet gum boots, closed the door behind him, crossed the laboratory, opened another door on the farther side, and disappeared.

I waited for a while, listening to a sort of throbbing which alone disturbed the silence, and then I too ventured to open that door. Do you know what I found?

I can guess.

I found myself face to face with Dr. Fu-Manchu...


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO. RECALL

For the last twenty years, Sterling, I have prayed for an opportunity to rid the world of this monster. My automatic was raised; I could have shot him where he sat. He hadnt a chance in a million. You know the room? I saw you come out of it.

He was seated in that throne-like chair behind the big table, and his marmoset, that wizened little creature which I havent seen for fifteen years, was asleep on his shoulder. The reek told me the story  Dr. Fu-Manchu has always been addicted to opium. He was asleep.

I know! I groaned.

You evidently conquered the same temptation. But I am still wondering if we are right. When I decided that I couldnt shoot him as he slept, I cursed my own ridiculous prejudices. A hundred, perhaps a thousand, deaths lay at this mans door  yet, it was impossible.

I looked at him, seated there, and his crimes made a sort of bloody mountain behind him. I have never known so keen a temptation in my life, and I have never felt so deep a self-contempt in resisting one.

Suddenly, I observed a door on the right of his chair, and I knew that Dr. Fu-Manchu as an adversary might be disregarded for the moment. There was a button beside this door. I opened it and saw a second, a pace beyond. I opened this also.

And I found myself looking into a tropical jungle! At which moment the marmoset awakened, uttered its shrill, whistling cry, and whirled past me, disappearing among the trees in that misty place.

I turned, my automatic raised, watching Fu-Manchu. He didnt move. I ventured to take a step into that huge glasshouse. I looked all about me, at the banks of flowers, and up into the palm-tops. Further exploration would be madness, I thought. I had achieved my purpose.

My next step was to get out, undetected, as I had got in. I had just turned, intent upon the idea of creeping back into the room of Fu-Manchu, when I heard a sound of soft footsteps up among the palm-tops.

This hastened my action. Without attempting to close the communicating doors, I crept back across the carpet of the study and out into the big laboratory. I hesitated there for a moment; but finally I closed the door. I stood still, listening.

But apart from the throbbing, which apparently never ceased, there was no movement to be perceived.

Avoiding the black marks, I set out, moving rapidly to the right. As I neared the wall at the end of that huge place, which, as you have probably realized, is built entirely underground, an unpleasant fact dawned upon me.

I could not remember at which point I had entered! And the blank spaces on the wall offered no clue.

I was making tentative experiments when I heard someone come out from Dr. Fu-Manchus study... I dived for cover.

The black marks upon the floor I knew I must avoid, and I had just found a hiding place when someone began to walk along the laboratory towards me! Beyond the fact that he wore white overalls I had no means, from the position which I occupied, of identifying him.

I saw this figure go up to a recess between two tall cases. The walls being divided into panels by a sort of metal beading, I was determined to make no mistake, and I crept forward in order to watch more closely.

In my eagerness, I allowed one foot to intrude upon a black mark surrounding an instrument resembling a searchlight. The shock which ran up my leg brought me flatly to the floor. I cursed under my breath and lay there prone.

When I ventured to look up, the man in the white overalls had disappeared.

The wall displayed its former even surface. But I knew where the door was, and I knew that I could open it by pressing hard three feet from the floor.

Evidently, I had not been detected. I allowed fifty or sixty seconds to elapse, and then, in turn, I opened the door. I saw a flight of stairs ahead of me, and recognized them for those which I had descended. As I crept cautiously on to the first step, the door closed behind me.

I waited, listening.

Very faintly, for these mechanisms are beautifully adjusted, I heard a door above being opened. I remembered it: it was the door by which I had come in.

The rest, Sterling, you know. An unknown man, for I had never had a glimpse of your face, and your attire was unfamiliar, was moving somewhere between me and the shore which I desired to reach.

He stopped, and:

Whats that? he whispered.

An elfin note, audible above the faint sound of the sea, had reached my ears, as it had reached his.

Someone is calling me, I said. My absence has been noted.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE. I OBEY

I often remember the silence which fell between us at that moment. I thought I knew what Nayland Smith was thinking  perhaps because I was thinking the same myself.

Its asking a lot, Sterling, he said at last. I have a good old-fashioned police whistle in my pocket, and theres a police boat standing by. But I told you a while ago that an idea had occurred to me.

Remembering what Sir Denis had done that night, how, alone, he had penetrated to this secret stronghold of Dr. Fu-Manchu, I set my course, and when next he spoke, I was glad I had done so. His idea was mine!

Whats the mechanism? he asked sharply. You said, I think, it was a ring?

I slipped the ring from my finger and handed it to him. Already I saw his plan, and my part in it. But I was full out for the role he had allotted to me, although I doubted seriously if I should live to see it through.

He stood up, and silhouetted against the skyline I saw him tugging at the lobe of his ear; then:

I have no right to ask what I am going to ask, Sterling, he began.

I had thought of it already, I interrupted. I am game. This is a fight to a finish, and you are in charge, Sir Denis. Just give me my orders.

He reached out and grasped my shoulder.

Unless my calculations are wildly at fault, Sterling, Petrie is up there, in that house  dead or alive  I dont know which. But I want to know, before I make my next move.

Dimly I saw him slip the adjustable ring upon his finger, and then:

I will come back to the door, he said. The whistle will be audible from that point to the men in the boat. Make straight for the dial  the one Herman Trenck explained to you. The curse is, you dont know Morse.

I have the code in my pocket.

It isnt easy to work from printed instructions, he rapped back. What I have in mind is this: If you are not suspected, just call your number. What is it?

103, I replied. Its on the ring.

Good enough. Failing such a message within a period of ten minutes, I shall raid the house at once: I have it covered.

Thats quite clear, Sir Denis.

In the event of your giving me the O.K., I shall wait for the Morse message  but I shall wait only half an hour. The plain call again will tell me. Try to find out if Petrie is there  and if he is alive or dead. One sustained note to mean that he is there, but dead: two short ones, that he is there, but alive.

And as he spoke he was urging me forward, up the path, grasping my arm and firing me with that vital enthusiasm of which he had such an abundant store.

There may be difficulties about the missing ring, I suggested.

A point I had been considering, he returned. Have you any suggestions? You know the place better than I do. Where might you have lost it?  where would it be difficult to find?

Among the aquatic plants, I replied; some of them grow in deep water.

Good! he snapped. Let it be the aquatic plants. Do your damnedest in the next half hour to find old Petrie; then run for it. I shall be waiting for you...

We proceeded now in silence, groping our way along that perilous path. Once again I found myself listening for that high, strange call-note; but it never came.

We mounted the many stone steps and reached the terrace. I saw a dim light shining out upon the pavement. The door was open.

I left it open, said Nayland Smith, in a low voice. Ill stay here. Send me the signal as soon as you are assured of your own safety. He grasped my hand hard. Good luck! In half an hour...

As I reached the open door and realized that I was about to enter again the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu, a qualm touched me, for which I hope I may be forgiven.

It passed as swiftly as it came. It was succeeded by a feeling of shame, by a memory of what Sir Denis had done that night.

I stepped inside, looking swiftly right and left. The green lamp still burned at the end of the long corridor. And remembering who was sleeping there, I watched it lingeringly. Then I looked down the stairs, and I stood still, listening.

No one was in sight, and there was not a sound audible. I pressed my finger upon the control button twice; the door closed. Then I began to descend the stairs.

Reaching the foot, I groped with my hand upon the panel which I knew concealed the door. Presently it responded, and bathed in that dim violet light I saw the great laboratory ahead of me.

It was empty.

I stepped forward  and the door closed behind me. I began to cross the rubber-covered floor, heading for Dr. Fu-Manchus study.

This was the supreme moment.

I was disposed to think that it was he, awakening, who had summoned me. I lost count of time as I stood before that blank wall, charging myself with cowardice, flogging my failing courage.

At last I took the plunge... and the door opened.

He sat there like the mummy of Seti the First, upright on his throne. Opium still held him in its grasp. A jungle smell was mingling now with the poppy fumes, for the doors leading into the great palm house remained open. The marmoset was crouching on that yellow shoulder, nor did he stir as I went tiptoe across the carpet.

So far, I was safe.

I closed the first door, hurried to the second, and closed that also. I hadnt the courage to pause to adjust the gauge. I ran through the place, ducking to avoid overhanging branches, many of them flower-laden. And coming to the next door I pulled up and listened.

There was no pursuit.

From thence onward, I adjusted all the gauges, until, opening the final door, I stepped into the botanical research room, from which I had set out upon that memorable pilgrimage...

Stock still I pulled up on the threshold. Fleurette stood there watching me!


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR. DERCETO

Fleurette! I exclaimed.

She wore a silk wrap over night attire; sandals on her slim brown feet. She watched me gravely.

Fleurette! Who called me?

I called you.

But  I was astounded how did you know  ?

I know most of the things that go on here, she returned calmly.

I moved nearer to her and looked at the dial close to which she was standing. My number  103  was registered upon it; and:

How often did you call me? I asked.

Twice.

Her unmoving regard, in which there was an unpleasant question, began to disturb me.

My conception of her as a victim of the powerful and evil man who sought to destroy white civilization was entirely self-created. I remembered that she had been reared in this atmosphere from birth; and conscious of an unpleasant chill I realized that she, whom I had regarded as a partner in misfortune, an ally, might prove to be the means of my unmasking. I decided to be diplomatic.

Yes  of course you called me twice, I replied.

The second call would have been taken by Nayland Smith! How would he have read it?

Why didnt you come? she asked. Where were you?

Her beautiful eyes were fixed upon me with a regard which I found almost terrifying. An hour before, an instant before, I would have met her gaze gladly, happily; but now  I wondered.

After all, the romance between this girl and myself existed only in my own imagination. It was built upon nothing but a stairs of sand  her remarkable beauty. She was, as Dr. Fu-Manchu had said, that most rare jewel  a perfect woman.

But I  I was far removed from a perfect man. Vanity had blinded me. She belonged body and soul to the group surrounding the Chinese doctor. And perhaps it was no more than poetic justice that she and none of the others should expose me.

I was in the palm house. I had never seen such trees. And, as you know, I am a botanist.

But you were a long time coming, she insisted. You are sure you were alone?

As if a black cloud had lifted, I saw  or dared to hope that I saw  the truth in the regard of those sunset violet eyes. Or was it vanity, self-delusion, again? But, moving nearer to her:

Alone! I echoed. Who could be with me at this hour of the night?

And now at last, unfalteringly, I looked into her eyes.

The Princess is very beautiful, she said, in a low voice.

The Princess?

I had no idea at the moment to whom she referred; but chaotically, delightfully, it was as I had dared to hope!

My sudden, wild passion for this exquisite, unattainable girl had not failed utterly of its objective. She was sufficiently interested to be jealous! And now, watching her, it dawned upon me to whom she referred.

Do you mean Fah Lo Suee?

She made a little grimace and turned aside.

I wondered why you had joined us, she murmured. If she is Fah Lo Suee to you  I know. I was merely curious. Goodnight.

Fleurette! I cried. Fleurette!

She turned and walked away.

She did not look back.

I sprang forward, threw my arms around her and held her.

Even so, she did not look back; she merely stood still. But my doubts, my diffidence, were gone: my heart was singing...

She had given me that age-old sign which is womans prerogative. The next move was mine. Revelation was so sudden, so wholly unexpected, that it swept me out of myself. To my shame I confess that, although vast issues hung in the balance, establishment of an understanding with Fleurette was the only thing in life at which at that moment I aimed.

I had fallen irrevocably in love with her at first sight.

Recognition of the fact that she was interested produced a state of mind little short of delirium.

Fleurette! I said, holding her tightly and bending close to her averted head, that woman you call the Princess I call Fah Lo Suee because I was told that that was her name: I know her by no other. She means nothing more to me than I thought I meant to you. I had seen her once only in my life before I came here...

I checked my words: I had been on the point of saying too much. Fah Lo Suee had told me, she has Eastern blood in her, and to Eastern women love comes suddenly. Of all that Fu-Manchus daughter had revealed, this alone I was disposed to believe.

Fleurette turned quickly and looked up at me.

Nothing, I think, short of sudden death could have checked me then.

Raising my left hand to her shoulder, I twisted her about, so that I had her clasped in my arms. And stooping to those delicious, tremulous lips, I kissed her until we both were breathless.

One instantaneous moment there was of rebellion, and then such exquisite surrender that when presently she buried her lovely little head in my shoulder, so that I could feel her heart beating, I think there was in the whole world no happier man than I.

There was an old tradition in my family of which my mother had told me  that we were slow to hate but quick to love. Fleurette and I were well met. I doubted if mutual love had ever been unmasked under circumstances more peculiar.

What she told me did not fully register at the time, nor, perhaps, were my questions those which Nayland Smith would have selected. Nevertheless, I learned much respecting this queer household of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I began to realize the greatness of the menace which he represented; because, through Fleurette, the knowledge came to me that many who served him loved him.

Perhaps, among the lower orders of his strange entourage, fear was his sceptre. But, as I gathered  and I dared not speak a word to shatter that ideal  Fleurettes sentiments were those of profound respect.

Mahdi Bey, her guardian, had taught her to look upon the Chinese doctor as upon a man supreme among men. It was an honourable fate to be chosen by the Prince who one day would rule the world  be its Emperor...

Fleurette had received a remarkable education, embracing the icy peaks of sexless philosophy, to which she had been taught to look up in a Buddhist monastery in the north of China, to the material feminism of a famous English school. Yet she remained completely human; for she lay in my arms whispering those replies to my eager questions.

She had not been denied the companionship of men, but always, in whichever part of the world she had chanced to find herself, had been constantly accompanied and never left alone in the society of others for more than those few minutes which Western social custom demands. There were girls of good family and of her own age in some of the larger establishments. But as to how they came to be there I was unable to form any idea: apparently they had been selected purely as companions for Fleurette...

Fah Lo Suee, to whom she referred as the Princess, she distrusted, but evidently feared. Fah Lo Suee, it seemed, had partisans of her own among the many leaders of this mysterious movement which Fleurette called the Si-Fan. Regarding the political side of the organization, she clearly knew next to nothing. That a great war was pending in which Dr. Fu-Manchu expected to overthrow all opposition, she was aware: the character of this war she did not seem even to suspect.

Without recourse to the Ericksen telephone, Dr. Fu-Manchu was able to call her, she told me  and she was compelled to go to him.

He sometimes made her look into a disk in which strange images appeared...

There were times  of which tonight was an instance  when his influence dropped from her  unaccountably; when she questioned the meaning of her life  and followed her own impulses. Those times, beyond doubt, although I did not tell her so, corresponded to the doctors bouts of opium-smoking.

Why did you tell me to think of you as Derceto?

Fleurette laughed, but not happily.

Because you found me on the shore  and to love me meant destruction...

During the greater part of the telling of her strange story, she had lain in my arms  and there had been silent intervals. But at last I seemed to hear the crisp voice of Sir Denis demanding that I should put duty first...


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE. THE SECTION DOORS

He is here, said Fleurette. Leave the door open, I will call if anyone comes.

At that moment, as I crossed the threshold into a small white bedroom, even Fleurette was forgotten. Petrie, pale as I had ever seen him, his hair blanched as by the brushes of ten years, lay there, watching me!

There was a dull flush on his forehead where the Purple Shadow had been.

Petrie, old man! I whispered. Petrie!... Thank God!

Had I not met other dead men in the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu, this must have been a moment of stupefaction.

He nodded weakly and smiled  the same patient smile which I knew, even extending his hand, which I grasped between both my own.

This, I said, is a miracle.

I agree. His voice was very low. I must have the constitution of a rattlesnake, Sterling. For I have not only survived the new plague  but an injection of the preparation known as Fu-Manchu katalepsis or briefly F. katalepsis.

You know all this?

Yes; I even knew that you were here. But this is no time He stopped, breathlessly, and I realized how weak he was.

Dont tire yourself, I urged, grasping his shoulder. Sir Denis is waiting for the news.

Nayland Smith! His eyes lighted up. He is here?

Yes  standing by, outside.

Petrie clenched his teeth; closed his eyes. I recognized all that this news had meant to him; then:

There is only one thing you must wait for, he said. Give me that scribbling block from the table, Sterling, and a pencil.

I did as he directed  I could see that it would be useless to object.

Lift me up, he went on. Its going to be a struggle to write, but it has to be done  in case  of  accidents.

What, Petrie? Why is all this necessary?

He shook his head and began very slowly to write. Bending over him, I saw that he was writing a prescription.

The truth dawned upon me!

654?

He nodded, and went on writing. For a moment he paused, and:

This must be circulated throughout the world, he whispered weakly, without delay.

He glanced over what he had written, and nodded his wish to be laid back upon the pillows. This accomplished, I tore the sheet off the block, folded it, and slipped it into a pocket of my overall.

Now, bolt! he whispered. Bolt for your life while theres a chance. Everything depends upon your success.

I had turned to go  when, unaided, he sat upright in bed, his eyes fixed upon the open door.

Alan! I heard softly.

I turned in time to see Fleurettes head hurriedly withdrawn. Someone was coming!

Sterling! Sterling! Petrie clutched my shoulder: his eyes were suddenly wild. Who was that at the door?

A friend... you need not be afraid... Fleurette.

Fleurette? My God! Am I growing delirious?

I assisted him back on to his pillows. His manner was alarmingly strange.

Who is she?

She is a victim of Dr. Fu-Manchu  but we are going to get her away.

Great heaven! He closed his eyes. Can it be true? Is it possible?... Dont wait, Sterling  go... go!

Indeed I knew that I had no alternative; and squeezing his hand hard, I ran out of the room.

Fleurette was standing just beyond the door, which she closed instantly upon my appearance.

Someone is coming! she said, in a low voice. I think it is Companion Yamamata. Quick!  this way!

She led me along a short passage to the head of a descending stair.

Dont make a noise, she warned.

We crept to the bottom, my arm about her waist.

Who is Dr. Petrie? she whispered. He stared at me as though he knew me; yet I have never seen him in my life before.

He is one of my oldest friends, I replied, and unfortunately I hadnt time to ask him. But I saw how he looked at you. Yes! He thinks he knows you.

And now I wondered what knowledge was common to Dr. Petrie and Sir Denis but not shared by me...

Both had recognized Fleurette!

We turned a corner, and I saw that we stood directly under a little green lamp.

There is your way, said Fleurette, straight ahead. It is the only door on to the terrace.

At which moment I realized that we were standing directly outside her room.

Darling, at last! I exclaimed, and felt my heart leap. Come on! Hurry! There isnt a moment to waste!

She slipped by me and opened the door of her room. I stared at her in blank amazement  and her expression baffled me. She took my hand, pulled me gently forward... and then closed the door.

Someone might see or hear us in the corridor, she said. We are safe here. Please say goodbye to me.

What!

She watched me, and in the dim light of that room which Nayland Smith had described as the Palace of the Sleeping Beauty, her eyes looked like violets wet with dew.

What did you think I meant to do? she asked softly. I have never cared for anyone before. I suppose I am to blame because I cared for you? But although you have not told me  I know what you think of Dr. Fu-Manchu... of all of us. You belong to the poor ignorant world. You are not really one of us. You are a spy.

I tried to take her in my arms, but she eluded me.

Fleurette! This is madness!

The world is mad  Alan. That moment of hesitation before my name was a rainbow. But you belong to it, and you must go back. I should hate to believe that you could think me capable of deserting those who have never denied me anything as long as I can remember. No, dear, I sink or swim with my friends! I am betraying them, now, by letting you go. But the moment you have reached safety  I shall warn them.

Fleurette!

If I could love you without wronging them, I would  but I cant. She rested her hands on my shoulders. Please say goodbye to me. You must hurry  you must hurry!

Then she was in my arms, and as her lips met mine I knew that the greatest decision of my life was being asked of me.

The philosophy of a young girl, crazy though it may be, is intensely difficult to upset  and beyond doubt there was fatalism in Fleurettes blood. Yet  how could I let her go?

My heart seemed to be beating like a steam hammer. I wanted to pick her up, to carry her from that accursed house. She began to plead.

If you force me to go, I said, I shall get you back  follow you if necessary all around the world.

It would be useless. I can never belong to you  I belong to him.

I wanted to curse the name of Fu-Manchu and to curse all his works. Knowing, as I knew, that he was a devil incarnate, a monster, an evil superhuman, the monument which he stood for in the mind of this beautiful child  for she was little more  was a shrine I yearned to shatter.

Yet for all the frenzy of passion which burned me up, enough of common sense remained to warn me that this was not the time; that such an attempt must be worse than futile.

I held her tightly, cruelly, kissing her eyes, her hair, her neck, her shoulders. I found myself on the verge of something resembling hysteria.

I cant leave you here! I said hoarsely; I wont  I darent.

A dim throbbing sound had become perceptible. This, at first, I had believed to be a product of excitement. But now Fleurette seemed to grow suddenly rigid in my arms.

Oh, God! she whispered. Quick! Quick! Someone has found out! Listen!

A cold chill succeeded fever.

They are closing the section doors! Quick, for your life... and for my sake!

It was inevitable. For her sake?  yes! If I should be found there...

She sprang to the control button.

The door remained closed.

She twisted about, her back pressed against the door, her arms outstretched  such terror in her eyes as I had hoped never to see there.

All the doors have been locked as well, she whispered. It is impossible to get out!

But, Fleurette! I began.

Its useless! Its hopeless!

But if I am found here?

Its unavoidable now.

I could hide.

No one can hide from him. He could force me to tell him.

Her lips began to tremble, and I groaned impotently, knowing well that I could do nothing to comfort her  that I, and I alone, was the cause of this disaster about to fall.

And through those dreadful moments, the vibration of the descending doors might faintly be detected, together with that muted gong note which I had learned to dread.

There must be something we can do!

There is nothing.

Silence.

The section doors were closed.

And in that stillness I seemed to live again through years of life. I had in my pocket the means of saving the world. Useless, now! Within call, perhaps within sight from the terrace, eagerly awaiting me, was Sir Denis  freedom  sanity!

And here was I, helpless as a mouse in a trap, awaiting... what?

My heart, which had been beating so rapidly, seemed to check, to grow cold; my brain jibbed at the task.

What would be Fleurettes fate if I were discovered there, in her room, by Dr. Fu-Manchu?


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX. THE UNSULLIED MIRROR

Many minutes elapsed, every one laden with menace. Then  came that eerie note which I knew.

Fleurette stood quite still. Used now to its significance and purpose, I could detect the dots and dashes of the Morse alphabet, given at a speed which only an adept could have followed.

The sound ceased.

Fleurette dropped into an armchair, looking up at me, hopelessly.

They are searching for you, she said, in a dull tone. He doesnt know yet.

I stood there dumb of tongue and numb of brain for long moments; then ideas began to come. Someone had called me  possibly Trenck  and I had not replied. Nayland Smith had received those messages.

What had they been, and how had he construed them?

This uncertainty only added to the madness of the situation. I had an idea born of experience.

Fleurette, I said, dropping upon my knees beside her, why could I not have come in here as you came into my room when the alarm sounded?

She looked at me; her face was like a beautiful mask: immutable, expressionless.

It would be useless, she replied. No one can lie to Dr. Fu-Manchu.

And I accepted the finality of those words, for I believed it. I sprang upright. I had become aware of a faint distant vibration.

Can the doors be raised separately?

Yes; any one of them can be raised alone.

I stepped across the room and pressed the control button.

There was no response. I bent close to the metal, listening intently. I formed the impression, and it was a definitely horrible impression, that the control doors were being raised, one by one... that someone was approaching this room in which I was trapped with Fleurette.

Beyond doubt, that ominous sound was growing nearer  growing in volume. And finally the vibration grew so great that I could feel it upon the metal against which my head rested.

I stepped back  my fists automatically clenched. The door slid open  and Dr. Fu-Manchu stood there watching me!

His majestic calm was terrible. Those long, brilliant eyes glanced aside, and I knew that he was studying Fleurette.

Woman  the lever which a word can bend, he said softly.

He made a signal with his long-nailed hand, and two of his Chinese servants sprang in.

I stepped back debating my course.

Heroics are uncalled for, he added, and could profit no one.

For an instant I glanced aside at Fleurette.

Her beautiful eyes were raised to Dr. Fu-Manchu, and her expression was that of a saint who sees the Holy Vision!

He spoke rapidly in Chinese and entered the room, giving me not another glance. My arms were grasped and I found myself propelled forcibly out into the corridor. The strength of these little immobile men was amazing.

The section door at the corner where those stairs terminated which led down to the radio research room was not yet fully raised: two feet or more still protruded from the slot in the ceiling which accommodated it.

Our human brains possess very definite limitations: mine had reached the edge of endurance.

My memory registers a blank from the moment that I left Fleurettes room to that when I found myself seated in a hard, high-backed chair in the memorable study of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Beside me, Yamamata was seated, and at the moment at which I suppose my brain began to function again  suddenly that door which I knew led into the palm house opened  and Fah Lo Suee came in.

She wore a bright green pyjama suit and was smoking a cigarette in a jade holder. One glance I received from her unfathomable eyes  but if it conveyed a message, the message failed to reach me.

She closed the door by which she had entered and dropped on to a little settee close beside it.

I glanced at Yamamata. His yellow skin was clammy with perspiration. In doing so, I noticed that the door in the archway was open  and now through the opening came Dr. Fu-Manchu; silent  with cat-like dignity.

The door closed behind him.

Yamamata stood up, and so did Fah Lo Suee. It was farcically like a court of law. I wrenched my head aside, clenching my teeth. My passion for Fleurette had thrown true perspective out of focus.

This man who assumed the airs of an emperor was, in fact, a common criminal: the hangman awaited him. And then I heard his guttural voice:

Stand up!

All that was me, all that I had proudly been wont to regard as my personality, fought against this command  for a command it was. Yet  the plain fact must be recorded: I stood up...

He took his seat in the dragon-carved chair behind the big table. I had kept my eyes deliberately averted, but now, in the silence which followed, I stole a glance at him. He was staring intently at Fah Lo Suee.

Suddenly he spoke:

Companion Yamamata, he said softly, you may go. Yamamata sprang up; I saw his lips move, but no sound issued from them. He bowed, and opening the door which led into the big laboratory, went out, closing it behind him.

Dr. Fu-Manchu began to speak rapidly in Chinese, and at the end of the first sentence Fah Lo Suee, dropping her jade cigarette holder into a bronze tray upon the floor, came down to her knees on the carpet and buried that evilly beautiful face in upraised hands  delicate ivory hands  patrician hands  shadows, etherialized, of those of her formidable father.

He continued to speak, and she shrank lower and lower, but spoke no word  uttered no sound. Then:

Alan Sterling, he said, suddenly expressing himself in English; the ill-directed cunning of one woman and the frailty of another have taken your fate out of my control. There are men to whom women are dangerous  you, unhappily, would seem to be one of them.

And as he spoke, the remarkable fact disclosed itself to me that, although Fah Lo Suee had spoken no word, already he knew her part in the conspiracy!

Good heavens! A suspicion sprang to my mind: Had Fah Lo Suee been watching? Was it she who had trapped me with Fleurette? Was this the end to which she had preserved my life: Fleurettes swift ruin, my own speedy death?

In its classic simplicity the scheme was Chinese, I thought.

I looked at her where she crouched, abject.

The voice  the strange, haunting voice  spoke on:

Millions of useless lives cumber the world today. Among them I must now include your own. The ideal state of the Greek philosopher took no count of these. There can be no human progress without selection; and already I have chosen the nucleus of my new state. The East has grown in spirit, while the West has been building machinery...

My new state will embody the soul of the East.

I am not ready yet for my warfare against the numerous but helpless army of the rejected. The Plagues of Egypt I hold in my hands, but I cannot control the course of the sun...

It may be that you, a gnat on the flywheel, have checked the machinery of the gods. Alone, you could never have cast a shadow upon my path: one of my own blood is the culprit.

He struck a little gong which hung close to his hand upon the table, and the door facing me as I sat opened instantaneously and silently. One of those white-robed, image-like Chinamen entered, to whom Fu-Manchu spoke briefly, rapidly.

The men bowed and went out. Fah Lo Suees slender body seemed to diminish. She sank down until her head touched the carpet.

Dr. Fu-Manchu tapped with a long nail upon the table, glancing aside at her where she crouched.

Your Western progress, Alan Sterling, he said, has resulted in the folly of women finding a place in the councils of state. That myth you call chivalry has tied your hands and stricken you mute. In the China to which I belong  a China which is not dead but only sleeping  we use older, simpler methods... We have whips...

The door suddenly opened again, and two powerfully built negresses entered. Their attire consisted of red-and-white striped skirts fastened by girdles about their waists.

Dr. Fu-Manchu addressed them rapidly, but now, I knew, he was not speaking Chinese.

He ceased, and pointed.

One of the negresses stooped; but even as she did so, Fah Lo Suee sprang to her feet with an elastic movement, turned flaming eyes upon that dreadful figure in the high-backed chair, and then, a negress at either elbow, walked out into the palm house beyond.

I glanced at Dr. Fu-Manchu, and he caught and held that glance. I realized that I was incapable of turning my eyes away.

Alan Sterling, he said, it is my purpose to save the world from itself. And to this end there must be a great purging. Today or tomorrow, my dream will be fulfilled. One of those bunglers acting for what is sometimes termed Western civilization may bring about my death by violence. There is none to succeed me... My daughter  trained for a great purpose, as few women have been trained and endowed with the physical perfections of a carefully selected mother, inherits the taint of some traitor ancestor...

I desire that a son shall succeed to what I shall build. The mother of that son I have chosen. Sex determination is a problem which at last I have conquered. Neither love nor passion will enter into the union. But if you, Alan Sterling, have cast a shadow of either upon the unsullied mirror which I had patiently burnished to reflect my will... then the work of eighteen years is undone.

His guttural voice sank lower and lower, and the last few words sounded like a sibilant whisper...

He struck the gong twice.

I found myself seized by my arms and lifted off the chair in which I had been seated! Two of his Chinamen  unheard, unsuspected  had entered behind me.

Brief, guttural words, and I was swung around, as Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up, tall, gaunt, satanic, and from a hook upon the wall took down a whip resembling a Russian knout.

As I was swept about to face the door which communicated with the radio research room, one horrifying glimpse I had in the palm house, dimly lighted, of an ivory body hanging by the wrists...


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN. THE GLASS MASK

In a frame of mind which I must leave to the imagination, I paced up and down the little sitting room of the apartment numbered eleven.

I was alone, and the door was unopenable; some ten minutes before, I had heard the section doors being closed, also. Whichever way my thoughts led me, I found stark madness lurking there.

Fleurette! What would be the fate of Fleurette? For Dr. Fu-Manchu was not human in the accepted sense of the word. He was a remorseless intelligence. What he could not use, he destroyed. Perhaps he would spare Fleurette because of her remarkable beauty. But spare her  for what?

Petrie! He was helpless indeed, desperately ill. And as for myself, I suffered those hundred deaths which the coward is said to die, during the unaccountable period that I paced up and down that small room.

My mad passion for Fleurette had brought this down upon all of us! In those feverish moments while I had been pleading with her, I should have been clear of this ghastly house. My freedom meant the safety of the world. I had sacrificed this to my own selfish desires. Only by wrecking the elaborate organization of the Si-Fan  the scope of which hitherto I had never suspected  could I hope to win Fleurette.

Fool  mad fool!  to have supposed that a newly awakened passion could upset traditions so carefully implanted and nurtured.

What was happening?

I tried to work out what Nayland Smith would be likely to do  to estimate the chances of a raid taking place before it was too late. I could not forget the imperturbable figure in the yellow robe.

That Dr. Fu-Manchu was prepared for such an emergency as this it was impossible to doubt. His manner had not been that of a criminal trapped.

I pressed my ear against the door and listened.

But I could detect no sound.

I crossed to the further wall, in which I knew there was another door, but one I had never been able to open. I listened there also, for I remembered that there was a corridor beyond.

Silence. I was shut into a narrow section of the house between barriers of steel.

I estimated that fully an hour elapsed. I knew from experience that these apartments were practically soundproof. My brain was a phantom circus, and I was rapidly approaching a state of nervous exhaustion. My frame of mind had been all but unendurable when I had thought that I was dead, when I had thought that I was in a state of delirium. But now, knowing that the horrors accumulated about me, the monstrosities, parodies of nature, the living dead men, the incalculable machines, were real and not figments of fevered imagination  now, when I should have been most sane, I was more likely to lose my mental poise than at any time during the past.

A dream which I had scarcely dared to entertain had come true  only to be shattered in the very hour of its realization. That I should ever leave this place alive, I did not believe for a moment. But surely no man had ever held so much in his hands, ever needed life as I needed it at this moment, when I knew I faced death.

I dropped down into a little armchair  one in which I remembered miserably Fleurette had sat  and buried my face in my hands.

If only I could conjure up one spark of hope  find something to think about which did not lead to insanity!

Then I sprang to my feet. It had reached me unmistakably... that dim vibration which told of the section doors being raised!

What did it mean?

That my fate had been decided upon and that they were coming for me? I crossed and pressed the control button. There was no response.

Again, as in Fleurettes room earlier that night, I felt like a mouse in a trap. It could profit no one, myself least of all, but a determination came to me at this moment which did much to steady me.

I would die fighting.

I tested the weight of the little armchair in which I had been seated. It was about heavy enough for my purpose. I would hurl it at whoever entered.

I pulled open the drawers of a large cabinet which occupied a great portion of one wall. It contained laboratory appliances, presumably belonging to a former occupant, and including a glass mask and rubber gloves. But I found no weapon there.

A pedestal lamp stood upon the table. I wrenched the flex from it, removed the lamp and the shade, and realized that it made a very good club. Armed with this I would rush out and see what account I could give of myself in the corridors.

This useless plan made, I stood there waiting. At least, there would be action to come.

The muted rumbling of the doors continued. Once again, setting the lamp stand upon the carpet beside me, I tested the control  but without result.

That rumbling and the queer throbbing gong note which accompanied it could be heard distinctly when I pressed my head against the framework. But now, abruptly, it ceased.

The section doors were raised.

Yet again I tried the control, but uselessly. I stood there waiting, dividing my attention between the wall with its hidden entrance and the door which I knew.

But silence prevailed; nothing happened.

For fully five minutes I waited, not knowing what to expect, but full of my plan for a fighting finish. At last I determined that I could bear this waiting no longer. Again I tested the control...

The door slid noiselessly open!

What I could see of the corridor outside seemed to be more dimly lighted than usual. There was another white door nearly opposite. A faint, putrid smell reached my nostrils.

Cautiously I crept forward, and peeped out, looking along the passage.

A strange humming sound seemed to be drawing nearer to the light shining out from the room behind me. And then...

I sprang back, stifling a scream that was truly hysterical. The passage was held by an army of flies, of ants, of other nameless things which flew and crawled and scurried... And, not three feet away, watching me with its hideously intelligent eyes, crouched that monstrous black spider I had seen in the glass case...


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT. THE GLASS MASK (CONCLUDED)

Frenziedly, I closed the door, shutting out those flying and crawling horrors.

Then I began a grim fight  a fight to conquer shaken nerves. That long period of waiting had taken its toll; but the terrors of the corridor, crowned by the apparition of that giant spider capable of primitive reasoning, had taxed me beyond the limit.

What had happened?

Was this a plan, premeditated?  or had some action on the part of Nayland Smith resulted in a disturbance of this ghastly household?

I dismissed the idea that Dr. Fu-Manchu had released this phantom army merely to compass my own death. I had intruded  unwittingly, as he had admitted  upon the delicate machinery of his purpose. But brief though my acquaintance had been with the Chinese doctor, I was not prepared to believe him capable of stooping from that purpose, even momentarily, in response to the promptings of jealousy or of any lower human impulse.

Therefore, if what I had seen conformed to some plan, this plan was not directed against myself, although I might be included in it. If it were the result of accident, of panic on the part of a household disturbed by unexpected events, it could only mean that the doctor had departed  fled before the menace of Nayland Smith!

And by virtue of the fact that I was exercising my brain in hard reasoning, I regained control of that courage which, frankly, had been slipping. And a memory came.

In my frantic search for some weapon with which to put up a fight for life, I had hauled out the drawers of a big cabinet which occupied nearly the whole of one wall of the sitting room in which I now stood.

Among the objects, useless at the time, which I had discovered had been a glass mask of the kind chemists wear.

I formed a desperate resolution. I ran to the drawer in which the mask lay, and slipped it over my head. I saw now that my white overalls, which were made of some unfamiliar material, were adapted to the wearing of this mask: the collar could be turned up and buttoned to the equipment. I fixed it in place, bending before the mirror in the bathroom and contemplating my hideous image.

The rubber gloves!

These, also, I discovered could be attached to my sleeves in a certain manner so that nothing could penetrate between glove and sleeve. My final discovery, that the trousers of the white overalls might be tucked inside the tops of the shoes to which a strap was attached for the purpose, convinced me.

Courage returned. I was equipped to face the terrors of the corridor.

I would have given much for a gun, or even a handy club, but in the end I was reduced again to the lamp standard.

Clutching this in my hand, I reopened the door. There was some system of ventilation in the curious mask which I wore  but nevertheless breathing was difficult.

I stood looking along the passage.

The black horror, the giant spider  which, for some reason, although it may have been comparatively harmless, I feared more than anything else  had disappeared. The air was thick with flies; I could hear them vaguely. Some had settled upon the walls. I saw that they were of various kinds.

One of the huge wasps flew straight against my glass mask. I ducked wildly, striking at it  not confident yet in my immunity. The thing flew by  I heard the fading buzz of its passing...

I came to the end of the corridor and looked down the stairs. My wits were far from clear. At all costs I must remember the route. I found as I stood there that I could remember only that by which Dr. Fu-Manchu had first conducted me.

Another way there was, and I had gone by it. The route I remembered would lead me through the bacteriological research room. From thence onward I knew my course.

All the doors were open.

At the entrance to the room where I had seen Sir Frank Narcomb, I pulled up. My knowledge of bacteria was limited; but if the insects were free  so presumably were the germs...

I glanced down at my feet. Large ants, having glittering black bodies, were swarming up over the lashings of my overalls!

Stamping madly, I stooped, brushing the things off with my rubber gloves. I saw a centipede wriggling away from my stamping feet. Panic touched me. I ran through the room and out into a short passage beyond.

In that dimly lighted place, surrounded by windows behind which the insects lived, I saw that the doors of the cases were open. Some of the things still hovered about their nests, but many of the cases were empty.

There was no one in the passage beyond  which was even more dimly lighted; but I stepped upon some wriggling thing and heard the crunch of its body beneath my rubber-shod foot.

The sound sickened me.

I pressed on to the botanical research room. A glance showed that it had been partly stripped. I stared through the observation window into that small house where the strange orchids had been under cultivation. They had disappeared.

Looking about at the shelves, I realized that much of the apparatus had been taken away. The doors leading into the first of the big forcing houses were open.

I passed through, and immediately grasped the explanation of something which had been puzzling me: namely, that the escaped insects were scarcely represented here, whereas the corridors beyond were thick with them, flying and crawling.

A sharp change in the atmosphere offered an explanation.

Windows, as well as doors, were open here, admitting a keen night air borne by a wind from the Alps.

Those things were seeking warmth in the interior of the place. And already, so delicate are such plants, I saw that many of the tropical flowers about me were drooping  would soon be dead.

What did this mean?

It was probably part of a plan to destroy such results of those unique experiments as could not be removed.

With every step I advanced the air grew colder and colder  and destruction among the unique products through which I passed was such that I could find time for a moment of regret in the midst of my own engrossing troubles. The palm house, in common with every other place I had visited, was deserted. The doors leading into Dr. Fu-Manchus study were open... I could see light shining out.

Here was the crux of the situation. Here if anywhere I should meet with a check.

Despite the keenness of the air, I was bathed in perspiration, buckled up in my nearly airtight outfit.

I advanced slowly, step by step, until I could look into the study. Then I stood still, staring through the glass mask  which had grown very misty  at a room stripped of its exotic trappings!

The furniture alone remained. This destruction, then, which I had witnessed, was the handiwork of Dr. Fu-Manchu himself  or so I must suppose. For here was clear evidence that he had fled, taking his choicest possessions with him.

I paused there for only a few moments; then I ran out into the great radio research room.

Of the masses of unimaginable mechanisms which had cumbered the room, only the heaviest remained. The instruments had gone from the tables. Many shelves were bare. Three intricate pieces of machinery, including that which I had thought resembled a moving-picture camera, were there, but wrecked  shattered  mere mounds of metallic fragments upon a grey floor!

There were no insects visible in the big room, which was as cold as a cavern. Indeed, as Nayland Smith had pointed out, a cavern, practically, it was. Doors I had not known to exist were open in the glass walls, but I ran the length of the place and sprang up the stairs beyond.

The door did not close behind me. The whole of that intricate mechanism had been locked in some way.

Gaining the top corridor I glanced swiftly to the right.

A cold grey light  the light of dawn  was touching the terrace.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE. SEARCH IN STE CLAIRE

Iran forward.

Hands up! came swiftly.

And even as I obeyed that order, I groaned, filled with such bitterness of spirit as I had rarely known.

On the very threshold  freedom in sight  I was trapped again! A group of semi-human figures surrounded me in the half-light: creatures goggle-eyed, with shapeless heads, to which were attached trunk-like appendages! I raised my hands, staring helplessly about at the ghoulish party closing in upon me.

Search him! came the same voice, staccato, but curiously muffled.

But now, hearing it, I grasped the truth!

The hideous headdresses of the men surrounding me were gas masks!

Sir Denis! I cried, and knew that my own voice was at least as muffled as his.

The leader of the party was Nayland Smith!

Something very like unconsciousness threatened me. I had not fully appreciated how wrought up I was until this moment. Sights and sounds merged into an indistinguishable blur. But presently, out of this haze, I began to apprehend that Nayland Smith was talking to me, his arm about my shoulders.

Not a soul has left Ste Claire, Sterling; its covered from the land and from the sea. When your first message reached me

I sent no message! But what was it?

You sent no message?

Not a thing! Nevertheless, I think I know who did. What did you take it to mean?

According to the system we had arranged, it meant that Petrie was there  but dead. There was a second, much later, which quite defeated me.

I dont know who sent the second. But its true that Petrie is here  and, when I saw him last, was alive.

Sterling, Sterling! You are sure?

I spoke to him. And  by heavens! I had almost forgotten

I plunged a rubber-clad hand into the pocket of my overall, and pulled out the creased and folded sheet of paper.

The formula for 654.

Thank God! Good old Petrie! Quick! Give it to me.

Nayland Smith had discarded his helmet temporarily, and I my glass mask. He dashed away down the steps, leaving me standing there, looking about me.

Six or eight men were by the open door, their heads hidden in gas equipment, and I realized now that they must be French police. I felt very much below par, but the keen night air was restoring me, and after an absence of no more than two or three minutes, Sir Denis came running back.

I dont think, Sterling, he said in his rapid way, that the doctors campaign was ripe to open. It depended, I believe, upon climatic conditions. But in any event, 654 will be in possession of the medical authorities of the world tonight.

Petries wish is carried out!

I should have raided an hour ago, Sterling, if I had had the foresight to equip the party suitably. We were here before I realized the nature of the death trap into which I might be leading them. I once saw a party of detectives in a Limehouse cellar belonging to Dr. Fu-Manchu die the most dreadful deaths...

The Chief of Police was at the main gate, and I consulted with him. He quite naturally wanted to waive my objections; but I persisted. The delay was caused by the quest for gas masks, of which there is not a large supply in the neighbourhood. When they were obtained, the men on duty here reported that the door had been opened from the inside but that none had come out. I had rejoined them only a few minutes when you appeared.

Yet the place is deserted!

What?

Part of it is infested with plague flies and other horrors, but there is no trace of a human being anywhere.

Come on! he snapped, and readjusting his helmet. Are you fit, Sterling?

Yes.

I buttoned myself up in my grim equipment. Followed by the police party, I found myself again in the house of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Unhesitatingly I began to run towards the green lamp at the end of the corridor which marked the position of Fleurettes room  when all the lights went out!

Whats this? came a muffled exclamation.

The ray of a torch cut the darkness; then many others. Every member of the party was seemingly provided. Someone thrust a light into my hand and I went racing along to the door of Fleurettes room.

One glance showed me that it was empty.

I forgive you, Sterling, came hoarsely, but you are wasting time.

The party tore down the stairs, Nayland Smith and I leading.

Petries room! came huskily; that first...

We dashed across the dismantled radio research laboratory, eerie in torchlight, through the empty study where Dr. Fu-Manchu, wrapped in a strange opium dream, had sat in his throne-chair, and on through those great forcing houses where trees, shrubs, and plants, to which Dame Nature had never given her benediction, wilted in the keen air sweeping through open doors.

Hoarse exclamations told of the astonishment experienced by the police party following us as we dashed through those exotic mysteries. Then, mounting the stair and coming to the corridor with its white, numbered doors, I became aware of a crunching sound beneath my feet.

I paused, and shone the light downward.

The floor was littered with dead and comatose insects, swift victims of this change of temperature! The giant spider had succumbed somewhere, I did not doubt; yet even now I dreaded the horror, dreaded those reasoning eyes.

We turn right here! I shouted, my voice muffled by the mask.

I ran along the passage and in at the open door of that room in which I had seen Petrie.

The room was empty!

They have taken him! groaned Nayland Smith. Were too late. Whats that?

A sound of excited voices reached me dimly. Then came a cry from the rear. The men under the local Chief of Police had joined us; they had come in by the main entrance.

Yet neither group had discovered a soul on the premises!

Spread out! cried Nayland Smith. Parties of two! Theres some Chinese rathole. A big household doesnt disappear into thin air. Come on, Sterling! Our route is downward, not up.

We pressed our way through the throng of men behind us, Nayland Smith and the Chief of Police repeating the orders.

Sir Denis beside me, I raced back along the way we had come; and although every door appeared to be open, there was seemingly none in that range of rooms other than those I knew. We searched the big forcing houses, meeting only other muffled figures engaged upon a similar task.

But apparently the doors leading into Dr. Fu-Manchus study and those which communicated with the botanical research room were the only means of entrance or exit!

Out into the big, dismantled laboratory we ran. There were two open doors in the wall opposite our point of entrance.

This one first! came in a muffled voice.

Sir Denis and I ran across to an opening in the glass wall.

The Chinaman who arrived in the speedboat went this way, he shouted.

Shining our torches ahead, we entered  and found a descending stair. Our light failed to penetrate to the bottom of it.

Stop, Sir Denis! I cried.

Wrenching off the suffocating glass mask, I dropped it on the floor, for I saw that in the darkness he had already discarded his gas helmet.

We must assemble a party  we may be walking into a trap.

He pulled up and stared at me; his face was haggard.

You are right, he rapped. Get three or four men, and notify Furneaux  hes in charge of the police  which way we have gone.

I ran back across the great empty hall from which that curious violet light had gone, and shouted loudly. I soon assembled a party, one of whom I despatched in search of the Chief of Police, and, accompanied by the others, I rejoined Nayland Smith.

We left one man on duty at the door.

Nayland Smith leading, and I close behind him, we began to descend the stairs into the subterranean mystery of Ste Claire.


CHAPTER FORTY. THE SECRET DOCK

This is where the Chinaman went, he said. It speaks loudly for the iron rule of the doctor, Sterling, that although this man had presumably brought important news, not only did he avoid awakening Fu-Manchu, but he even left the doors of the palm house open. However, where did he go? Thats what we have to find out.

A long flight of rubber-covered stairs descended ahead of us. The walls and ceiling were covered with that same glassy material which prevailed in the radio research room. I counted sixty steps and then we came to a landing.

Look out for traps, rapped Nayland Smith, and distrust every foot of the way.

We tested for doors on the landing, but could find none. A further steep flight of steps branched away down to the right.

Come on!

The lower flight possessed the same characteristics as the higher, and terminated on another square landing. A long corridor showed beyond  so long that the light of our torches was lost in it.

One man to stand by here, came the crisp order, and keep in contact with the man at the top.

We pressed on. We were now reduced to a party of four. There were several bends in the passage, but its general direction, according to my calculations, was southerly.

This is amazing, muttered Nayland Smith. If it goes on much farther, I shall begin to suspect that it is a private entrance to the Casino at Monte Carlo!

Even as he spoke, another bend unmasked the end of this remarkable passage. Branching sharply down to the right, I saw a further flight of steps  rough wooden steps; and the naked rock was all about us.

Whats this?

We must be down to sea level.

Fully, I should think.

Sir Denis turned; and:

Fall out another man, he directed; patrol between here and the end of the passage. Keep in contact with your opposite number, a shot to be the signal of any danger. Come on!

A party of three, we pressed on down the wooden steps. There was a greater chilliness in the air, and a stale smell as of ancient rottenness. Another landing was reached, wooden planked; roughly hewn rock all about us. More wooden stairs, inclining left again.

These terminated in an arched, crudely octagonal place which bore every indication of being a natural cave. It was floored with planks, and a rugged passage, similarly timbered, led yet farther south  or so I estimated.

Stay here, Nayland Smith directed tersely. Keep in touch with the man at the top.

And the last of the police party was left behind.

Sir Denis and I hurried on. Fully a hundred yards we went  and came to a yawning gap, which our lights could not penetrate. Moving slowly now, we reached the end of the passage.

Careful! warned Sir Denis. By heavens! Whats this?

We stood on a narrow wharf!

Tackle lay about; crates, packing cases, coils of rope. And the sea  for I recognized that characteristic smell of the Mediterranean  lapped its edge!

But not a speck of light was visible anywhere. The water was uncannily still. One would not have suspected it to be there.

Lights out! snapped Sir Denis.

We extinguished our lamps. Utter darkness blanketed us: we might have stood in a mine gallery.

Dont light up! came his voice. I should have foreseen this. But even so, I dont see how I could have provided against it... My God! Whats that?

A dull sustained note, resembling that of a muted gong, vibrated eerily through the stillness... In fact, now that he had drawn my attention to it, I believed that it had been perceptible for some time, although hitherto partly drowned by the clatter of our rubber soles upon wooden steps.

For one moment I listened  and knew...

You were right, Sir Denis, I said; this place isnt deserted. Someone is closing the section doors!

Quick! For your life! Back to the stairs...

We turned and ran into the wooden-floored tunnel; our feet made a drumming sound upon the planks. The man left on duty at the foot of the stairs was missing. Up we went helter-skelter, neither of us doubting the urgency. We met with no obstruction and, breathing hard, began to race up the higher flight.

Neither patrol was to be seen. I suspected that they had gone back along the corridor to establish contact with the man at the farther end.

In confirmation of my theory came the sound of a shot, curiously muffled and staccato, from some point far ahead.

We pulled up, panting and  staring.

A section door was descending, cutting us off from the corridor! It was no more than three feet from the ground, and falling  falling  inch by inch...

We darent risk it! groaned Nayland Smith. If we did, and werent crushed, we should be shut in between this and the next.

I heard shouting in the corridor beyond; a sound of racing feet. But even as I listened and watched, the dull grey metal door was but fifteen inches above floor level, and:

We must try back again, I said hoarsely. There must be some way out of that place, even if we have to swim for it.

Theres no way out, Sir Denis rapped irritably. The entrance is below sea level.

What!

You saw the patches of oil on the wharf?

I did. But

Nevertheless, well go back. There may be some gallery communicating with another exit.

We began to descend again.

I was trying to think, trying to see into the future. An appalling possibility presented itself to my mind: that this might be the end of everything! So tenacious is the will to live in all healthy animals that predominant above every other consideration at the moment towered that of how to escape from this ghastly cavern.

Nayland Smiths torch  he was leading by a pace  shone upon the oil-stained planking of the wharf.

Lights out!

In complete darkness we stood there. That warning note which indicated the closing of the section doors had ceased.

They were closed.

Failing our discovery of another way out, rescue depended upon the forcing of many such obstacles!

Considering what I knew of the equipment of Ste Claire, I realized that the whole of the party within its walls must be cut off one from another in the innumerable sections. Lacking intelligent work on the part of someone outside  and I believed the Chief of Police to be inside  it was a hopeless task to attempt to calculate how long we might have to wait for that rescue.

And now, a voice  a voice once heard never to be forgotten  broke the silence: it echoed eerily from wall to wall of the cavern.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith...

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu speaking!

My heart throbbed painfully, and I choked down an exclamation.

You are not called upon to answer if it please you to remain silent, but I know that you are there. I may add that you will remain there for a considerable time. Apart from certain personal inconvenience, Sir Denis, do not congratulate yourself upon having altered my plans. Dr. Petries experiments were a menace more serious than any intrusion of yours. The impossibility of adapting my flying army to certain Russian conditions was an obstacle which in any event I had not succeeded in surmounting. However, Dr. Petrie is with me now, and his proven genius in my own special province should be of some service in the future.

I could hear Nayland Smith breathing hard close beside me, but he spoke no word.

Mr. Alan Sterling, the guttural, mocking voice continued, I have reconstructed your brief romance with Fleurette. It is regrettable. I remain uncertain if I can efface your handiwork...

I doubted if any man had ever participated in so fantastic a scene; and now, as if to crown its phantasy, Sir Denis spoke out of the darkness beside me.

Who built your submarine? he asked in an ordinary conversational tone.

And with that courtesy proper between life-long enemies, Dr. Fu-Manchu replied:

My submersible yacht was designed by Ernst von Ebber, whose death some ten years ago you may recall. But it incorporates many new features of Ericksen. It was built at my yard on the Irrawaddy, in your beloved Burma.

I must leave you. If I do so with a certain reluctance, this is due to the fact that I always pay my gambling debts. My life was at your mercy, Sir Denis  and you held your hand...


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE. I SAW THE SUN

SILENCE.

That guttural, imperious voice had ceased.

No lights  yet! came harshly from Nayland Smith. He has paid the debt. He wont pay twice!

And in that clammy darkness I stood waiting  and listening.

Sir Denis began speaking again, close to my ear, in a low voice. Where did you place him?

Almost directly opposite to where we stand

But higher up?

Yes.

I agree. Theres some gallery there. We must move warily. I gather that you are a powerful swimmer?

My heart sank. Keyed up though I was to the supreme object  escape  contemplation of plunging into that still, cavernous water appalled me.

Fairly good  but Im rather below par at the moment!

That is understood, Sterling. Only vital issues at stake could demand such an effort. As a matter of fact, I believe this pool to be no more than fifty or sixty yards from side to side. My own powers as a swimmer being limited, I trust I am right. I might manage once across!

Whats your plan, Sir Denis?

This: If we show ourselves again we may be shot down; but this we can test: I suggest that we place a light on the edge of the wharf, as a beacon, and that you slip quietly into the water. Theres a ladder near to where we stand. Getting your direction from the light, swim across.

Im game. What next?

Find out if there is any way of climbing up.

In this utter darkness?

Palpably impossible! But you have probably swum across a river before now, carrying your valuables under your hat?

I have seen it done.

My rubber tobacco pouch, which is unusually large, will comfortably accommodate the automatic which I am now slipping into it, and also one of the flash lamps... Pass yours to me.

Silently, I groped in the blackness, found Sir Deniss outstretched hand, and transferred my lamp to him.

I am tying up the pouch in a silk handkerchief, he murmured... Here we are  come nearer...

As I moved cautiously forward, I felt his grasp on my shoulder; some of the mans amazing vitality was imparted to me: I warmed to the ordeal.

Tie the loose ends under your chin, he directed.

And as I endeavoured to the best of my ability to carry out his directions, he went on, speaking in a low voice but urgently:

If you can get ashore, use the light to find a way up. Keep the gun in your other hand. If you can make no landing, swim back. Is it clear  and can you do it?

Its clear, Sir Denis; and failing interference I think I can do it.

Good man! Now, grab my arm, and when I move back move with me!

I felt him stoop... then suddenly a light sprang up at my feet!

Back, he muttered.

He drew me back three paces, and, watching, I saw the light move  it moved slowly towards us... became stationary... moved again!

I tied a piece of string to it, he murmured in my ear.

The silence, save for those low-spoken words, remained unbroken, until:

No snipers! rapped Sir Denis. Dr. Fu-Manchu retains his one noble heritage. His word is his bond. Get busy, now Sterling! Ill place the light...

Of that swim across the cavern I prefer not to think; therefore I shall not attempt to describe it. The temperature of the water was much lower than in the open sea.

At a point which I estimated to be not more than fifty yards from the wharf, I touched a rock bottom. I experimented, cautiously; found a foothold; and began to grope forward.

Shelves of rock met my questing fingers. I managed to scramble out of the water. Then, half sitting on a ledge, I unfastened my curious headdress and, gripping the tobacco pouch between my teeth, extracted the lamp. I continued to hold it so, the automatic still inside, while I directed a ray of light upward.

It was no easy climb, but I saw that there was a shelf of rock ten or twelve feet up. It sloped at an easy gradient to what looked like a small cave in the wall of the cavern.

I turned, looking back.

The faint beam of light from the lamp, gleaming on that still pool, pointed almost directly towards me.

I began to climb.

There were fewer difficulties than I had looked for. Without very great exertion, I gained the shelf and started for the gap in the rock. When I reached it, I hesitated for a moment. It was much higher and wider than I had thought it to be from below.

Taking the tobacco pouch from between my teeth, I grasped Nayland Smiths automatic  and went forward.

I found myself in a rock passage not unlike that which we had negotiated on the other side of the pool, except that it was not boarded and that it sloped steeply downward.

Shining my light ahead, I followed this passage.

Its temperature was bitingly low for a naked man: but a tang of the sea came to my nostrils which drew me on.

The passage wound and twisted intricately, growing ever lower and narrower. I pushed on.

There was nothing to show that it was used: it looked like untouched handiwork of Nature; untravelled, undiscovered. The gradient grew so steep as to resemble a crude stair. I stumbled to the foot of it...

And I saw the sun rising over the Mediterranean!

I shouted, exultantly! I was a sun worshipper!

I stood in a tiny, pebbled bay, locked in by huge cliffs. The sea lay before me, but neither to right nor to left could I obtain a glimpse of any coastline.

There was some hint of a path leading steeply upward on one side. I examined it closely. Yes! At some time it had been traversed!

Five paces up, I found a burned match!

I turned back, running in my eagerness. And, in a fraction of the time taken by my outward journey, I found myself at the mouth of the passage, staring across the pool to where that feeble beacon beckoned.

Sir Denis! I cried, and waved my flashlight. Swim across! Were out!


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO. THE RAID

I looked out across the sea, shimmering under a cloudless morning sky, then turned and stared at my companion. He was hatless, but his crisp grey hair in which were silver streaks was of that kind which defies rough usage and persistently remains well groomed.

His tanned skin, upon which in that keen light many little lines showed, and the fact that he was unshaven added to the gauntness of his features. He wore a grey flannel suit and rubber-soled shoes. The suit was terribly wrinkled, and his tie, which I had watched him knotting, was not strictly in place; but nevertheless I felt that Sir Denis Nayland Smith presented a better front to the world than I did at that moment.

In that keen profile I read something of the force which lies behind a successful career; and looking down at the dirty white overalls in which I was arrayed, a wave of admiration swept over me  admiration for the alert intelligence of my companion in this strange adventure. Who but Sir Denis would have thought of bundling our scanty possessions into a small packing case, and towing it behind him on that same piece of string which had served in his test to unmask a possible sniper?

He was examining the match upon the rock path which alone had given me a clue to the fact that escape from this secret spot was possible. Then I spoke:

Sir Denis, I said, its a great privilege to have helped you in any way. You are a very remarkable man.

He turned and smiled; his smile was thirty years his junior.

I suppose you must be right, Sterling, he replied, otherwise, I shouldnt have survived. But

He stopped.

And blotting out the triumph of our escape from the cavern which Dr. Fu-Manchu had thought to be a Bastille came reality  memories  sorrow.

Petrie had gone to join the ranks of those living dead men. Fleurette!

Fleurette was lost to me forever! No doubt my change of mood was reflected on my face, for:

I know what youre thinking, Sterling, Sir Denis added, but dont despair  yet. Theres still hope.

What!

That this path leads somewhere and does not just lose itself among the rocks, I have little doubt. My own impression is that it leads to the beach of Ste Claire. But this is not the chief point of interest.

To me, it seems to be.

What do you regard as the most curious features of our recent experience?

I considered for a moment, then:

The mystery of Dr. Fu-Manchus motive in remaining behind, I replied, and the greater mystery of how and when he joined his submersible yacht  whatever a submersible yacht may be.

Nayland Smith nodded rapidly.

You are getting near to it, he rapped. I am satisfied that the opening above the water cave at the top of the rocks was the place from which he spoke to us. And I think we are unanimous on the point that there is no other means of exit but this. Therefore, I have been asking myself for the last ten minutes: why did he come by this roundabout route when he could have boarded his craft at the wharf, as no doubt the other members of his household did. Its rather a hazardous guess, but one I like to make.

What is it, Sir Denis?

I dont think he joined the submarine at all.

What!

Whatever the construction of that craft may be, it would offer serious obstacles to the transporting of a sick man.

Good heavens! You think

It is just possible that Petrie has been taken another way, under the personal care of the doctor.

But, I protested, that climb up the rocks?

Could easily be performed by native bearers carrying a stretcher or litter, and descent to this point is easy.

But I pointed along the faintly pencilled track.

Nayland Smith shook his head.

Not that way, Sterling, he admitted. A motorboat has been lying here. Look  there are still traces of oil at the margin of the water, and the beach slopes away very sharply.

You think Dr. Fu-Manchu has been taken to some landing place farther along the coast, where a car awaited him?

That is the point we have to settle. Only one of two roads could serve  the Great Corniche or the Middle. All cars using them are being challenged and searched.

Then, by heaven! We may have him yet!

Knowing him better than you do, I look upon that as almost too much to hope for, Sterling. However, suppose we begin our climb.

We set out.

A wild eleventh-hour hope was mine, that not only Petrie but Fleurette might be with Dr. Fu-Manchu, and that this delay might prove to be his undoing. I did not know how far to take his words literally  but I remembered that he had said, Dr. Petrie is with me. Yes, there was still a ghost of a chance that all was not lost yet.

The path was one of those which would not have appalled a hardened climber, but mountaineering had never been my enthusiasm. One thing was certain: Dr. Fu-Manchu and his party had never come this way.

It wound round and round great gnarled crags, creeping higher and ever higher. I was glad to be wearing rubber-soled shoes, although I am aware that experienced mountaineers reject them.

At one point it led us fully a mile inland, climbing very near to the rim of a deep gorge and at an eerie height above the sea. It was a mere tracing, much better suited to a goat than to a human being. Never once did it touch any practicable road, but now led seaward again, until we found ourselves high up on the side of a dizzy precipice, sheer above the blue Mediterranean.

Heavens! muttered Nayland Smith, clutching at the rocky wall at his right hand. This is getting rather too exciting!

I agree, Sir Denis.

At a point which was no more than eighteen inches wide, I was tempted to shut my eyes, but knew that I must keep them open and go on.

Heaven knows who uses such a path as this, he muttered.

We rounded the bluff and saw that our way lay inland again. The slope below was less steep, and there was dense vegetation upon its side. Nayland Smith pulled up, and under one upraised hand, stared hard.

It is difficult to recognize from this point, he said, but here is the bay of Ste Claire, as I suspected.

And now that crazy path began to descend, leading us lower and lower.

It was very still there, and the early morning air possessed champagne-like properties. And suddenly Sir Denis turned to me:

Do you hear it, Sterling? he snapped.

Distinctly, in the silence, although it seemed to come from a long way off, I had detected the sound to which he referred  a distant shouting, and an almost incessant booming sound.

It seems incredible, he continued, but they are evidently still trying to force a way into the house! Come on, lets hurry  theres much to do, and very little time to do it.

We ran down the remaining few yards of the path and found ourselves upon the beach  that beach of which I had dreamed so often  but always with the dainty, sun-browned figure of Fleurette seated upon it.

Sir Denis, whose powers of physical endurance were little short of phenomenal, ran across, making for that corresponding path upon the other side which led to the seven flights of steps communicating with the terrace of the villa...

We mounted at the double.

I saw that the main door had been forced and the shutters torn from an upper window against which a ladder rested.

The booming sound, which had grown louder as we approached, was caused by the efforts of a party of men under a bewildered police officer endeavouring to force the first of the section doors at the top of the steps which led down to the radio research room.

Sir Denis made himself known to the man  who had not been a member of the original party. And we learned the astounding fact that with the exception of four, the whole of that party, including the Chief of Police, remained locked inside the house  nor had any sound or message come from them!

A man was at work with a blow-lamp, supported by others with crowbars.

Expert reinforcements were expected at any moment; and  a curious feature of the situation  although there was a telephone in the villa, no message had come over it from within, nor had any reply been received when the number was called...


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE. KARÂMANÈHS DAUGHTER

In the course of the next few minutes I had my first sight of Ste Claire de la Roche.

A paved path circled the house. There were ladders against several windows; ways had been forced into the outer rooms, and the villa proper was in possession of the police. But I knew that the real establishment was far below, and that it was much more extensive than that more or less open to inspection.

Crashing and booming echoed hollowly from within.

The front of the villa, by which I mean that part which faced towards the distant road, was squat and unimpressive. An entrance had been forced from this point also, and there were a number of police hurrying about.

A little cobbled street, flanked by a house with an arched entrance, presented itself. Beside the house, in a cavern-like opening, a steep flight of steps disappeared into blackness. The top of a ladder projected above the parapet on my right, and, looking over, I saw that part of the glass roof of one of the forcing houses visible at this point had been smashed and a ladder lowered through the gap.

Dim voices reached me from far below. I wondered if any of the raiding party had been found in that section.

But Nayland Smith was hurrying on down the slope. And now we came to a long, sanded drive. There was a wall on the left, beyond which I thought lay a kitchen-garden and a sheer drop on the right.

Sweeping around in a northerly direction, the drive led to gates of ornate iron scrollwork, which were closed, and I saw that two police officers were on duty there.

The gates were opened in response to a brief order, and we hurried out into a narrow, sloping lane. I remembered this lane. It wandered down to the main road; for I had penetrated to it in my earliest attempt to explore Ste Claire de la Roche, and had been confronted with a No thoroughfare sign.

Theres a police car at the corner, said Nayland Smith; we must take that.

No cars had been found in the stone garage attached to the villa, and I wondered what had become of that which had once belonged to Petrie, and which must have been hidden on the night of my encounter with the Dacoit on the Corniche road.

A sergeant of police was standing by the car. He reported that a motorcyclist patrol had just passed. All cars using both roads had been challenged and searched throughout the night in accordance with Sir Deniss instructions. But no one had been detained.

Nayland Smith stood there twitching at the lobe of his ear; and my heart sank, for I thought that he was about to admit defeat.

He may have gone by sea down to Italy, he said; it is a possibility which must not be overlooked. Or, by heavens!

He suddenly dashed his fist into the palm of his left hand.

What, Sir Denis?

He may have had a yacht standing by! He got away from England in that manner on one occasion.

It is also just possible, I began...

I know, Sir Denis groaned. My theory lacks solid foundation  he may have joined the submarine?

Exactly.

His delay might be due merely to his sense of the dramatic  which is strong. Get in, Sterling.

He turned to the sergeant in charge of the car.

Officer of the Préfet, he rapped and jumped in behind me.

To endeavour to reconstruct the ideas which passed through my mind during that early morning drive would be futile, since they consisted of a taunting panorama of living dead men; the flowerlike face of Fleurette appearing again and again before that ghostly curtain, and set in an expression of adoration which formed my most evil memory. I could not banish the image of Petrie, could not accept the fact that he had joined the phantom army of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smith sat grimly silent, until at last:

Sir Denis, I said, this is not time to talk of my personal affairs, but  something which happened in Petries room has been puzzling me.

What is that? he snapped.

Fleurette kept watch at the door  she had led me there  while I slipped in to see him. Just before I left, he caught a glimpse of her, and

Yes? said Sir Denis, with a sudden keen interest in his eyes. What did he do?

He sat up in bed as though he had seen an apparition. He asked in a most extraordinary voice who it was that had looked into the room. I had to leave  it was impossible to stay. But there is no doubt whatever that he recognized her!  although, as she told me afterwards, she had never seen Petrie in her life.

I paused, meeting his eager regard; and then:

You also thought you recognized her, Sir Denis, I went on, and evidently you were not wrong. I cant believe I shall ever see her again, but, if you know, tell me: who is she?

He drew a deep breath.

You told me, I think, that you had never met Karâmanèh  Petries wife?

Never.

She was formerly a member of the household of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

It seems impossible!

It does, but its a fact, nevertheless. I seem to remember telling you that she was the most beautiful woman I have ever known.

You did.

On one side shes of pure Arab blood, of the other I am uncertain.

Arab?

Surely. She was selected for certain qualities, of which her extraordinary beauty was not the least, by Dr. Fu-Manchu. Petrie upset his plans in that direction. Now, it is necessary for you to realize, Sterling, that Petrie, also, is a man of very good family  of sane, clean, balanced stock.

I am aware of this, Sir Denis; my father knows him well.

Sir Denis nodded and went on:

Dr. Fu-Manchu has always held Petrie in high esteem. Very few people are aware of what I am going to tell you  possibly even your father doesnt know. But a year after Petries marriage to Karâmanèh, a child was born.

I had no idea of this.

It was so deep a grief to them, Sterling, that they never spoke of it.

A grief?

The child, a girl, was born in Cairo. She died when she was three weeks old.

Good heavens! Poor old Petrie! I have never heard him even mention it.

You never would. They agreed never to mention it. It was their way of forgetting. There were curious features about the case to which, in their sorrow, they were blind at the time. But when, nearly a year later, the full facts came into my possession, a truly horrible idea presented itself to my mind.

What do you mean, Sir Denis?

Naturally, I whispered no word of it to Petrie. It would have been the most callous cruelty to do so. But privately, I made a number of enquiries; and while I obtained no evidence upon which it was possible to act, nevertheless, what I learned confirmed my suspicion...

Dr. Fu-Manchu is patient, as only a great scientist can be.

He paused, watching me, a question in his eyes. But as I did not speak:

When I entered that room, which I described to you as the Palace of the Sleeping Beauty, I received one of the great shocks of my life. Do you know what I thought as I looked at Fleurette asleep?

I am trying to anticipate what you are going to tell me.

I thought that it was Karâmanèh  Petries wife!

You mean

I mean that, even with her eyes closed, the likeness was uncanny, utterly beyond the possibility of coincidence. Then, when you described to me their unusual quality  and Karâmanèhs eyes are her crowning beauty  I knew that I could not be mistaken.

Positively I was stricken dumb  I could only sit and stare at the speaker. No words occurred to me.

Therefore, poor Petries recognition does not surprise me. It may seem amazing, Sterling, almost incredible, that a child less than three weeks old could be subjected to that treatment upon which much of Fu-Manchus monumental knowledge rests: the production of artificial catalepsy; but a fact which by now must have dawned upon you. He is not only the greatest physician alive today, he is probably the greatest physician who has ever been.

Sir Denis

The car was just pulling up before the police headquarters.

Theres no doubt whatever, Sterling! He grasped my arm firmly. Think of what the doctor has told you about her  think of what she has told you about herself  so much as she knows. There isnt a shadow of doubt. Fleurette is Petries daughter, and Karâmanèh is her mother! Buck up, old chap, I know how you must feel about it  but we havent abandoned hope yet.

He sprang out and ran in at the door, brushing past an officer who stood on duty there.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR. OFFICER OF THE PREFÉT

In the large but frigid office of M. Chamrousse, Préfet of the Department, that sedate, grey-bearded official spoke rapidly on the telephone and made a number of notes upon a writing block; Sir Denis snapping his fingers impatiently and pacing up and down the carpet.

I had no idea of his plan, of what he hoped for. My state of mental chaos was worse than before. Fleurette Petries daughter! From tenderest infancy she had lived as those others lived whom he wanted for his several purposes: a dream-life!

And now  Petrie himself...

In upon my thoughts broke the magisterial voice of the man at the big table.

Here is the complete list, Sir Denis Nayland Smith, he said. You will see that the only private vessel of any tonnage which has cleared a neighbouring port during the last twelve hours is this one.

He rested the point of his pencil on the paper. Nayland Smith, bending eagerly over him, read the note aloud:

M.Y. Lola, of Buenos Aires; four thousand tons; owned by Santos da Cunha.

He suddenly stood upright, staring before him.

Santos da Cunha? he repeated. Where have I heard that name?

Curiously enough, said M. Chamrousse, the villa at Ste Claire was formerly the property of this gentleman, from whom it was purchased by Mahdi Bey.

Sir Denis dashed his fist into the palm of his hand.

Sterling! he cried. Theres hope yet! Theres hope yet! But I have been blind. This is the Argentine for whose record I am waiting! He turned to the Préfet. How long has the Lola been lying in Monaco?

Nearly a week, I believe.

And she left?

Soon after dawn, Sir Denis  as I read in this report.

You see, Sterling! You see? he cried.

He turned again to the Préfet, and:

The Lola must be traced, he said rapidly, without delay. Please give instructions for messages to be sent to all ships in the neighbourhood, notifying position of this motor yacht when sighted.

I can do this, said the other gravely, inclining his head.

Next, is there a French or British warship in port anywhere along the coast?

M. Chamrousse raised his eyebrows.

There is a French destroyer in the harbour of Monaco, he replied.

Please notify her commander to be ready to leave at a moments notice  in fact, the instant I get on board.

That peremptory manner, contempt for red tape and routine, which characterized Sir Denis in emergencies, had the effect of ruffling the French official.

This, sir, he replied, taking off his spectacles and tapping them on the blotting pad, I cannot do.

Cannot?

The other shrugged.

I have no such powers, he declared. It is in the province of the naval authority. I doubt if even the Admiral commanding the Mediterranean Fleet could take it upon himself to do what you ask of me.

Perhaps, rapped Nayland Smith, in these circumstances, you will be good enough to put a call through to the Ministry of Marine in Paris.

M. Chamrousse shrugged his shoulders and looked mildly surprised.

Really he began.

My authority from the British Foreign Office, said Sir Denis, with a sort of repressed violence, is such that any delay you may cause must react to your own discredit. The interests of France as well as those of England are involved in this matter. Damn it, M. Chamrousse! I am here in the interests of France! Must I go elsewhere, or will you do as I ask?

The Préfet resignedly took up the telephone and gave instructions to the outer office that Paris should be called.

Nayland Smith began again to pace up and down the carpet.

You know, Sir Denis Nayland Smith, M. Chamrousse began in his dry, precise voice, it is perhaps a little unfair to me that I am so badly informed regarding this matter. All the available police have been rushed to Ste Claire and, according to my latest reports, are locked up there. I am in the dark about this  I am tied hand and foot. Paris instructed me to place myself at your disposal, and I have done so, but the reputation of Mahdi Bey, whom I have met several times socially, is quite frankly above suspicion. To me, the whole thing is incomprehensible; and now you demand

In this unemotional outburst I saw the reason of the Préfets coldness towards Sir Denis. He resented the action of Paris. Sir Denis realized this also; for checking his restless promenade he turned to face the little bearded man.

Such issues are at stake, M. Chamrousse, he said, and my own blunders have so confounded me, that perhaps I have failed in proper courtesy. If so, forgive me. But try to believe that I have every reason for what I do. It is of vital importance that the yacht Lola should be detained.

I accept your assurance upon these matters, Sir Denis, said M. Chamrousse.

But I thought from the tone of his dusty voice that he was somewhat mollified.

Conversation ceased, and unavoidably I dropped back into that valley of sorrowful reflection from which this verbal duel between Sir Denis and the French official had temporarily dragged me.

Fleurette was Petries daughter!

This was the amazing fact outstanding above the mist and discord which ruled my brain. It might be that they were together; but, once Petrie should have fully recovered from his dangerous illness, I did not doubt that he would be forced to accept that Blessing of the Celestial Vision from which I had so narrowly escaped; and then...

If my influence had not tarnished the mirror  in Dr. Fu-Manchus words  a ghastly union of unknown age and budding youth would be consummated!

I could not face the idea. I found myself clenching my fists and grinding my teeth.

At which moment, the connection with Paris was made; M. Chamrousse stood up, bowed courteously, and handed the receiver to Sir Denis.

The latter  in voluble but very bad French  proceeded to tread heavily on the toes of the Paris official at the other end of the line. I had learned that he, in moments of stress, was prone to exhibit a truculence, an indifference to the feelings of others which underlay and may have been the driving power behind that brusque but never uncourteous manner which characterized him normally.

He was demanding to speak to the Minister in person and refusing to be put off.

At home and asleep? Be so good as to put me through to his private number at once!

M. Chamrousse had taken his stand on the carpet upon which Nayland Smith so recently had paced up and down; listening to the conversation, he merely shrugged, took out a cigarette, and lighted it with meticulous care.

However, it must be recorded to the credit of Sir Denis that his intolerant language  which was sometimes frankly rude  achieved its objective.

He was put through to the sleeping Minister...

No doubt there is much to be said for direct methods in sweeping aside ill-informed opposition. In the Middle West of America, my fathers home, I had learned to respect the direct attack as opposed to those circumlocutory manoeuvres so generally popular in European society.

To the unconcealed surprise of M. Chamrousse, Sir Deniss demands were instantly conceded!

I gathered that authoritative orders would be transmitted immediately to the commander of the destroyer lying in the harbour at Monaco; that every other available unit in the fleet would be despatched in quest of the submarine. In short, it became evident during this brief conversation that Sir Denis wielded an authority greater than even I had suspected.

When presently he replaced the receiver and sprang to his feet, the effect upon M. Chamrousse was notable.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith, he said, I congratulate you  but you fully realize that in this matter I was indeed helpless!

Sir Denis shook his hand.

Please say no more! Of course I understand. But if you would accept my advice, it would be this: proceed personally to Ste Claire, and when you have realized the difficulties of the situation there, you will be in a position to deal with it.

Some more conversation there was, the gist of which I have forgotten, and then we were out in the car again and speeding along those tortuous roads headed for Monaco.

Much time has been wasted, rapped Nayland Smith; only luck can help us now. Failing a message from some ship which has sighted the yacht Lola, its impossible to lay a course. Probably the Lola has a turn of speed which will tax the warship in any event. But lacking knowledge of her position, we cant even start.

I dont doubt she will have been sighted. Theres a lot of shipping in those waters.

Yes, but the bulk of it is small craft, and many of them carry no radio. However, we are doing all that lies in our power to do.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE. ON THE DESTROYER

From the bridge of the destroyer I looked over a blue and sail-less sea. The speed of the little warship was exhilarating, and I could see from the attitude of her commander beside me that this break in peacetime routine was welcome rather than irksome.

I glanced towards the port wing of the bridge where Nayland Smith was staring ahead through raised glasses.

Somewhere astern of where I stood, somewhere in the slender hull, full out and quivering on this unexpected mission, I knew there were police officers armed with a warrant issued by the Boulevard du Palais for the arrest of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

And as the wine of the morning began to stir my blood, hope awakened. The history of Fleurette lay open before me like a book. And all that had seemed incomprehensible in her character and her behaviour, lover-like, now I translated and understood. She had been cultivated as those plants in the forcing houses had been cultivated.

The imprint of Dr. Fu-Manchu was upon her.

Yet through it all the real Fleurette had survived, defying the alchemy of the super-scientist: she was still Petries daughter, beautiful, lovable, and mine, if I could find her.

I set doubt aside. Definitely, we should overtake the South American yacht. News had come from a cruising liner ten minutes before we had reached Monaco Harbour: the Lola, laid on a southerly course, was less than twenty miles ahead.

But, since the Lola also must have picked up the message, we realized that the course of the motor yacht would in all probability have been changed. Nevertheless, ultimate escape was next to impossible.

Yet again, that damnable thought intruded: the Lola might prove to be a will o the wisp; Fu-Manchu, Fleurette, and Petrie not on board!

It appeared to me that the only thing supporting Nayland Smiths theory and his amazing reaction to it was the fact that the Lola had not answered those messages sent out by the French authority.

At which moment, Sir Denis dropped the glasses into their case and turned.

Nothing! he said grimly.

It is true, the commander replied; but they have a good start.

A man ran up to the bridge with a radio message. The commander scanned it.

They are clever, he reported. But all the same they have been sighted again! They are still on their original course.

Who sends the report? asked Nayland Smith.

An American freighter.

The Air Arm is strangely silent.

We must be patient. Only two planes have been despatched; they are looking also for a submarine  and there are many miles of sea to search.

He took up the glasses. Nayland Smith, hands thrust in his pockets, stared straight ahead.

The destroyer leaped and quivered under the lash of her merciless engines, a living, feverish thing. And this reflection crossed my mind: that the Chinese doctor, wherever he might be at that moment, was indeed a superman; for he is no ordinary criminal against whom warships are sent out...

Another message was brought to the bridge; this one from a flying officer. The Lola was laid to, less than five miles off and nearly dead on our course!

What does this mean? rapped Nayland Smith. I dont like it a bit.

I was staring ahead, straining my eyes to pierce the distance... And now, a speck on the skyline, I saw an airplane flying towards me.

Coming back to pilot us, said the commander; they know the game is up!

A further message arrived. The Lola was putting a launch off at the time that the airman had headed back to find us. No submarine had been sighted.

By heavens! cried Nayland Smith, I was right. His underwater craft is waiting for him in the event of just such an emergency as this! Instruct the plane to hurry back!

The order was despatched.

I saw the pilot bank, go about, and set off again on a course slightly westward of our own.

The commander spoke a few more orders rapidly, and we crept into line behind the swiftly disappearing airman. We must have been making thirty-five knots or more, for it was only a matter of minutes before I saw the yacht  dead ahead.

The launch is putting back! said Nayland Smith. Look!

The little craft was just swinging around the stern of the yacht! And now we were so near that I could see the lines of the Lola, a beautiful white-and-silver ship, with a low, graceful hull and one squat, yellow funnel with a silver band.

By heavens! I shouted, were in time!

The naval air pilot was circling now above the yacht. That submarine was somewhere in the neighbourhood it seemed reasonable to suppose, unless it had been the purpose of the launchs crew to head back for shore: a possibility. But no indication of an underwater craft disturbed the blue mirror of the Mediterranean.

The commander of the destroyer rang off his engines.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX. WE BOARD THE LOLA

We watched the launch return to the ladder of the yacht and saw her crew mount. The launch was already creeping up to her davits when the boat from the destroyer reached the ladder.

A lieutenant led with an armed party, Nayland Smith followed, then came the French police, and I brought up the rear.

A smart-looking officer  Portuguese, I thought  took the lieutenants salute as he stepped on deck. Never, I think, in the experiences which had come to me since I had found myself within the zone of the Chinese doctor, had I been conscious of quite that sense of pent-up, overpowering emotion which claimed me at this moment.

Fleurette! Petrie! Were they here?

The sea looked like a vast panel which some Titan craftsman had covered with blue enamel, and the French warship might have been a gaunt grey insect trapped inside the pigment.

Sir Denis, I said suddenly, in a low voice, if the submarine is really in our neighbourhood

I had thought of it, he rapped. It was impossible to identify the man in the stern of the launch. But unless it was Dr. Fu-Manchu, in which event hes on board here, our safety is questionable!

Take us to the captain, said the lieutenant sharply.

The yachts officer saluted and led the way.

Armed men were left on duty at the ladder-head and at the foot of the stair leading up to the bridge. The bridge proved to be deserted. Two men were posted there, and we followed on into the chart house.

This was small but perfectly equipped, and it had only one occupant: a tall man wearing an astrakhan cap and a fur-trimmed overcoat. His arms folded, he stood there facing us as we entered.

Emotion almost choked me; triumph, with which even yet a dreadful doubt mingled. Nayland Smiths jaw squared as he stood beside me staring across the room.

No greetings were exchanged.

Who commands this yacht? the lieutenant demanded.

And in that cold guttural voice, so rarely touched by any trace of human feeling:

I do, Dr. Fu-Manchu replied.

You failed to answer an official call sent out to all shipping in these waters.

I did.

You are accused of harbouring persons wanted by the police, and I have the authority to search this vessel.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood quite still; his immobility was mummy-like.

Nayland Smith stepped aside to make way for the senior police officer from Nice. As the man entered, Sir Denis merely pointed to that tall, dignified figure. The detective stepped forward.

Is your name Dr. Fu-Manchu?

It is.

I hold a warrant for your arrest. You must consider yourself my prisoner.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN. DR. PETRIE

Come in, said a low voice.

Sir Denis stood stock still for one age-long moment, his hand resting on the door knob. Then he pulled open the white cabin door.

In a bed under an open porthole, Petrie lay! His eyes, darkly shadowed, were fixed upon us. But his expression as Nayland Smith sprang forward was one I shall never forget.

Petrie! Petrie, old man!... Thank God for this!

Sir Deniss face I could not see  for he stood with his back to me, grasping Petries upstretched hand. But I could see Petrie; and I knew that he was so overwhelmed by emotion as to be incapable of words. Sir Deniss silence told the same story.

But when at last that long, silent hand-grasp was relaxed:

Sterling! said the invalid, smiling. You have done more than merely to save my life. You have brought back a happiness I thought I had lost forever. Smith, old man  he looked up at Sir Denis get a radio off to Kara in Cairo at the earliest possible moment! But break the news gently. She will be mad with joy!

He looked at me again.

I understand, Sterling, that what you have found you want to keep?

At that Nayland Smith turned.

I trust your financial resources are adequate to the task, Sterling? he rapped, but with a smile on his tired face  and it was a smile of happiness.

Does she know? I asked, and my voice was far from steady. Petrie nodded.

Go and find her, he said. She will be glad to see you.

I went out, leaving those life-long friends together. I returned to the deck.

What must there not be that Petrie had to tell Sir Denis and he to tell Petrie? It was, I suppose, one of the most remarkable reunions in history. For Petrie had died and had been buried, and was restored again to life. And Sir Denis had crowned his remarkable career with the greatest accomplishment in criminal records  the arrest of Dr. Fu-Manchu...

The attitude of the members of the crew of the Lola strongly suggested that the vessel was used for none but legitimate purposes. One by one they were being submitted to a close interrogation by the French detective and his assistant in a forward cabin.

I had heard the evidence of the chief navigating officer and of the second officer. The vessel belonged to Santos da Cunha, an Argentine millionaire, but he frequently placed it at the disposal of his friends, of whom Dr. Fu-Manchu (known to them as the Marquis Chüan) was one. It was the Marquiss custom sometimes to take charge, and he, according to these witnesses, was a qualified master mariner and a fine seaman!

His personal servants, of whom there were four, had come on board at Monaco; from this dehumanized quartet I anticipated that little would be learned. The ships officers and crew denied all knowledge of a submarine. When the engines had been stopped by Dr. Fu-Manchu and the launch ordered away, they had obeyed without knowing for what purpose those orders had been given.

Personally, I had no doubt that the underwater craft lay somewhere near, but that the doctor had decided to sacrifice himself alone rather than to order the submarine to surface when the coming of the French airman had warned him that his movements were covered.

Why?

Doubtless because he had recognized his own escape to be impossible.

I reached the cabin in which I knew Fleurette to be, rapped, opened the door, and went in.

She was standing just inside  and I knew that she had been waiting for me.

I forgot what happened immediately afterwards; I lived in another world...

When, at last, and reluctantly, I came to earth again, the first idea which I properly grasped was that of Fleurettes almost insupportable happiness because she had learned that she really possessed a father  and had met him!

Her eagerness to meet her mother resembled a physical hunger.

It was not easy to see these strange events through her eyes. But, listening to her, watching her fascinatedly, tears on her dark lashes as she sometimes clutched me, nervously, excitedly, it dawned upon me that there is probably a great void in the life of one who has never known father or mother.

Her happiness was clouded by the knowledge that she had gained it at the price of the downfall of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I tried to divert the tide of her thoughts, but it was useless.

She, and she alone, was responsible...

It was clear to me that Petrie  sensing that exalted estimate which Fleurette had made of the character of the incalculable Chinaman  had done nothing to disturb her ideals.

How long we were there alone I dont know; but at last:

Really, darling, said Fleurette, you must go back. I am not going to move. I dare not face

I tore myself away; I returned to Petries cabin.

Nayland Smith was there. The two were deep in conversation: they ceased speaking as I entered.

I have solved a mystery for you, Sir Denis began, looking up at me. You recall, when Petrie lay in the grip of the purple plague and Fah Lo Suee was there, the voice which warned you to beware of her?

Yes.

I was the speaker, Sterling! said Petrie.

Save for the queer blanching of his hair, he seemed to me now to be restored to something almost resembling his former self. Happiness is the medicine of the gods. He had met a beautiful girl, in whom, as in a mirror, he had seen his wife; had known that this was the daughter snatched from them in babyhood. Then, within a few hours, he had been rescued from a living death to find Nayland Smith at his bedside.

I suspected it; but at the time I found it hard to believe.

Naturally! Sir Denis was the speaker. But I have just learned a remarkable and at the same time a ghastly thing, Sterling. Victims of the catalepsy induced by Dr. Fu-Manchu remain conscious.

What!

It is difficult to make you understand, Petrie broke in, what I passed through. Evidently my preparation 654 is fairly efficacious. If you had known what to do next, I should have survived all right. I was insensible, but the injection of Dr. Fu-Manchus virus to induce catalepsy restored me to consciousness!

How long after it had been administered, I dont know. Incidentally, that hell-cat made the injection in my thigh, under the sheet, while she sat beside the bed. Oh! Youre not to blame, Sterling.

She inherits her fathers genius, Sir Denis murmured.

As I saw her last, I said savagely, she was suffering for it.

What? I dont know about this.

He flogged her...

Sir Denis and Petrie exchanged glances.

Details can wait, rapped the former. Inhuman though the sentiment may be, I cannot find it in my heart to be sorry.

Can you imagine, Sterling, Petrie went on, that from the time I recovered consciousness and found Fah Lo Suee in the room, I was aware of everything that happened?

You dont mean

Sir Denis nodded shortly.

Yes... even that, Petrie assured me. Somehow, when I saw that she-cat coiling herself about you, I forced speech  I tried to warn you. It was the last evidence of which I was capable to show you that I still lived!

I heard myself pronounced dead; I saw Cartiers tears. I was hurried away  a plague case. The undertakers dealt with me, and I was put into a coffin.

My God! I groaned, and wondered at the mans fortitude.

Do you know what I thought, Sterling, as I lay there in the mortuary?  I prayed that nothing would interfere with the plans of Dr. Fu-Manchu! For the purpose of it all was clear to me. And I knew  try to picture my frame of mind!  that if my friends should upset his plans, I should be

Buried alive!

Nayland Smiths voice sounded like a groan.

Exactly, old man. You have noticed my hair? That was when it happened. When I heard the screws being removed, and saw two evil-looking Burmans bending over me  or rather, I saw them at rare intervals, for it was impossible to move my eyes  I sent up a prayer of thankfulness!

They lifted me out  my body, of course, was quite rigid, placed me in a hammock and hurried me out to a car in the lane beyond. Of the substitution of which you have told me, I saw nothing. I was taken by road to Ste Claire, carried to the room in which you found me, Sterling, and placed in the care of a Japanese doctor who informed me that his name was Yamamata.

He gave me an injection which relaxed the rigidity, and then a draught of that preparation which looks like brandy but tastes like death.

You and I, Smith  he glanced aside at Sir Denis have met with it before!

Is Dr. Yamamata on board? I asked.

No. I was carried in a sort of litter down to that water cave which Smith tells me you have visited, across it in a collapsible boat which I assume is part of the equipment of the submarine; and from there up to a rock tunnel and down to the beach. A launch belonging to this yacht was waiting, in which I was brought on board. Dr. Fu-Manchu in person superintending. Fleurette was with us. We joined the yacht in sight of Monaco. I resigned myself to becoming a subject of the new Chinese Emperor of the World.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT. IT MEANS EXTRADITION

I had rarely, if ever, seen a display of Gallic emotion to equal that of Dr. Cartier when he entered Petries room in the Hotel de Paris in Monte Carlo.

He beheld before him a man whom he had certified to be dead; whom he had seen buried. Perhaps his behaviour was excusable. Brisson, who was with him, controlled himself better.

Because I am the cause of this, said Petrie, I naturally feel most embarrassed. But you may take it, Cartier, that weakness now is the only trouble. Its a question of getting me on my feet again.

I will arrange for a nurse.

The door opened, and Fleurette came in.

As her accepted lover, the incense of worship which the Frenchmen silently offered should perhaps have been flattering. Oddly enough, I resented it.

This is my daughter, gentlemen, said Petrie  with so much pride and such happiness in his voice that all else was forgotten.

She crossed and seated herself at his side, clasping his outstretched hand.

This, dear, is Dr. Cartier... Dr. Brisson, my friends and allies.

Fleurette smiled at the French doctors. That intoxicating dimple appeared for a moment in her chin, and I knew that they were her slaves.

I shall require no other nurse, Petrie added.

It was hard to go; but a nod from Fleurette gave me my dismissal. With a few words of explanation I left the room.

Sir Denis was waiting for me in the lobby.

I hate to drag you away, Sterling, he said. But if any sort of progress has been made at Ste Claire, you can probably help.

We joined a car which was waiting. I could not fail to recall in the early stages of the journey, that night when, learning at Quintos that Petrie was dead, I had launched what was meant to be a vendetta.

I had set out to seek the life of any servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu who might cross my path!

And even now, when the fact had become plain to me that the unscrupulous methods of the great Chinaman, his indifference to human life, were not dictated by any prospect of personal gain but belonged to an ideal utterly beyond my Western comprehension, I did not regret the death of that Burmese strangler with whom I had fought to a finish on the Corniche road.

The big villa at Ste Claire, said Nayland Smith, has obviously been a European base of the group for many years past. Its impossible to close ones eyes to the fact, Sterling, that this Si-Fan movement, whatever it may embody, has gained momentum since the days when I first realized the existence of Dr. Fu-Manchu. You have told me that he claims to be responsible for that financial chaos which at the moment involves the whole world. That he has defeated age, I know. And I gather that he professes to have solved the mystery of the Philosophers Stone.

We were clear of Monaco now, and mounting higher and higher.

In all this, there is one thing which we must bear in mind: it has taken me many years to learn as little as I know of the Mandarin Fu-Manchu. But at last I have discovered his term of official office, and with many blanks I have built up something of his pedigree.

Tell me, I said eagerly.

He administered the Province of Ho Nan, under the Empress. Judging by the evidence which I have accumulated, he appeared to be of the same age in those days as he appears now!

Whatever age is the man?

Heaven only knows, Sterling! This I doubt if we shall ever find out. He is affiliated to those who once ruled China. His place in the scheme of things, I take it, may be compared to that once held by the Pretender in England. But he has a legitimate claim to the title of Prince.

Sir Denis, this is amazing!

Dr. Fu-Manchu is the most amazing figure living in the world today. He holds degrees of four universities. He is a Doctor of Philosophy as well as a Doctor of Medicine. I have reason to believe that he speaks every civilized language with facility; and I know that he represents a movement which already has pushed Europe and America very near to the brink  and which, before long, may push both of them right over.

You have prevented that, Sir Denis. An army is helpless without its leader.

I glanced aside at him as we sped along the Corniche road: he was tugging at the lobe of his ear.

How do we know that he is the leader? he snapped. Think of the living dead whom we chance to have identified. How many more belong to the Si-Fan whose identities we dont even suspect? His submersible yacht, the existence of which, even if I had doubted Dr. Fu-Manchus word (and this I have never doubted), is established by the disappearance of every member of his household! The French authorities have never had so much as a suspicion that such a vessel was on their coasts!

That pool may have been known to the monks in the old days; but you will search for it in vain in Baedeker. Do you grasp what I mean, Sterling? We in the West follow our well-trodden paths; no one of us sees more than the others see. But, under the street along which we are walking, at the back of a house which we have passed a hundred times, lies something else  something unsuspected.

These are the things that Dr. Fu-Manchu has discovered  or rediscovered. This is the secret of his influence. He is behind us, under us, and over us.

At the moment, I said savagely, he is in a French prison!

Why? murmured Nayland Smith.

What do you mean?

His submersible yacht, for a sight of which I would give much, is almost certainly armed  probably with torpedoes, improved by Ericksen or some other specialist possessing a first-class brain stolen from the tomb to work for Dr. Fu-Manchu. Therefore, why did he submit to arrest?

I dont follow.

I agree that the circumstances were peculiar, and possibly I am pessimistic. But I am not satisfied. I have been in touch with the Foreign Office. The Naval resources of Europe already will be combing the Mediterranean for the mysterious submarine. But  he turned, and I met the glance of the steel-gray eyes do you think they will find it?

Why not?

He snapped his teeth together and pulled out from his pocket a very large and dilapidated rubber pouch, and at the same time a big-bowled and much-charred briar. I recognized the pouch, remembering when and where I had last seen it.

I thought I had lost that for you, Sir Denis! I said.

So did I, he rapped; but I found it on my way down. Its an old friend which I should have hated to lose. Hello! Here we are.

As he began to charge his pipe, the driver of the car had turned into that steeply sloping lane which led up to the iron gates of the Villa Ste Claire.

I dont expect to learn anything here, Sterling, said Sir Denis, which is worthwhile. But theres no other line of investigation open at the moment. Dr. Fu-Manchus arrest is a very delicate matter. He has already applied to his Consul, and demanded that the Chinese Legation in Paris shall be notified of the state of affairs! To put the thing in a nutshell: unless there is some evidence here  and I dont expect to find it  to connect him with the recent outrages in the neighbourhood or to establish his association with the epidemic, which is frankly hopeless, it means extradition.

Have you arranged for it? I asked eagerly.

Yes. But even if we get him back to England  and I know his dossier at Scotland Yard from A to Z

He paused and stuffed the big pouch into his pocket; some coarse-cut mixture which overhung the bowl of his briar lent it the appearance of a miniature rock garden.

What!

The law of England has many loopholes.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE. MAÎTRE FOLI

The absence of reporters from Ste Claire, the gate of which was guarded by police, amazed me.

There are some things which are too important for publicity, said Sir Denis. And in France, as well as in England, we have this advantage over America: we can silence the newspapers. The only witnesses of any use in a court of law which we have captured so far are the four Chinese body-servants of the doctors who were on board the yacht. Some of these you can identify, I believe?

Three of them I have seen before.

Sir Denis opened the door of the car. We had reached the end of that sanded drive which swept around the side of the villa and terminated near the southerly wing of the terrace.

Have you ever tried to interrogate a Chinaman who didnt want to commit himself? he asked.

Yes, I have employed Chinese servants, and I know what they can be like.

Nayland Smith turned to me  he was standing on the drive.

They are loyal, Sterling, he snapped. Bind them to a tradition, and no human power can tear them away from it...

Many of the section doors had been forced, but more than half the party remained imprisoned. Under instructions from Sir Denis, I gathered, a party had been landed in that tiny bay which was the sea-bound terminus of the exit from the water cave. Suitably prepared, they had landed there, and were operating upon the first of the section doors in order to liberate members of the raiding party trapped in that long, glass-lined corridor. The local Chief of Police was still among the missing.

I think, said Sir Denis, we can afford to overlook infection from the hybrid flies, and even from other insects which you have described to me. Those used experimentally by Dr. Fu-Manchu  for instance, the fly in Petries laboratory  seem to have survived the evening chill. But you may have noticed that there has been a drop in the temperature during the last two days. I think it was these eccentricities of climate which baffled the doctor. His flying army couldnt compete with them.

We spent an hour at Ste Claire; but it was an hour wasted.

When, presently, we left for Nice, where Dr. Fu-Manchu was temporarily confined, I reflected that if Ste Claire was a minor base of the Si-Fan, as Fleurette had given me to understand, then the organization must be at least as vast as Sir Denis Nayland Smith believed.

Ste Claire was a scientific fortress; its destruction in one way and another represented a loss to human knowledge which could not be estimated. His section doors had checked pursuit of the doctor so effectively that, failing my adventurous swim across the pool and discovery of that other exit, the fugitive could conveniently have landed from the motor yacht Lola at any one of many ports before the radio had got busy with his description.

I wondered if the measures taken to ensure secrecy would prove to be effective.

The very air was charged with rumours; the Nice police had caught the infection. Such suppressed excitement prevailed that the atmosphere vibrated with it.

Dr. Fu-Manchu had declined to be transported to Paris until he had had an opportunity of consulting with his legal adviser. In this he was acting within his rights, as he had pointed out; and the departmental authorities, at a loss, welcomed the arrival of Sir Denis.

M. Chamrousse awaited us, his magisterial dignity unmistakably disturbed.

There was a guard before the doubly locked door, but in due course it was opened. The Préfet conducted Sir Denis and myself into the apartment occupied by Dr. Fu-Manchu.

This officially was a cell; actually, a plainly furnished bed-sitting room.

At the moment of my entrance the scene was unreal  wholly chimerical. During my acquaintance with the Chinese doctor I had formed the opinion, reinforced later by what I had heard from Sir Denis of the monstrous tentacles of the organization called Si-Fan, that ordinary frail human laws did not apply to this man who transcended the normal.

And, as I saw him seated in a meanly furnished room, this feeling of phantasy, of unreality, claimed me.

It was just as fantastic, I thought, as the mango-apple; the tsetse fly crossed with the plague flea; the date palms growing huge figs; the black spider which could reason...

He had discarded his astrakhan cap and fur coat, and I saw that he wore a yellow robe of a kind with which I was familiar. Chinese slippers were upon his feet. Something strikingly unusual in his appearance at first defeated me; then I realized what it was. He did not wear the little cap which hitherto he had worn.

For the first time I appreciated the amazing frontal development of his skull. I had never seen such a head. I had thought of him as resembling Seti the First; but the great king had the skull of a babe in comparison with that of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He sat there watching us as we entered. There was no expression whatever in that wonderful face  a face which might well have looked upon centuries of the ages known to man.

I shall be glad to see you, Sir Denis, came the guttural, imperturbable voice, and Mr. Sterling may also remain. Pray be seated.

He fixed a glance of his emerald-green eyes upon the préfet, and I knew and sympathized with the effect which that glance had upon its recipient. The dignified official backed towards the door. Sir Denis saved his dignity.

It may be better if you leave us for a few moments, M. Chamrousse, he whispered...

When we were alone:

Alan Sterling, said Dr. Fu-Manchu. And prisoner though he was, he was not so truly a prisoner as I; for he had caught and held my glance as no other man in the world had ever had power to do. I knew that my will was helpless. A dreadful sense of weakness possessed me, which I cannot hope to make clear to anyone lacking experience of that singular regard.

I speak as one, the guttural voice continued, who may be at the end of his career. You lack brilliance, but you have qualities which I respect. You may look upon Dr. Petries daughter as your woman, since she has chosen you. Take her, and hold her  if you can.

He turned his eyes away. And it was as though a dazzling light had been moved so that I could see the world again in true perspective; then:

Sir Denis, he continued.

I twisted aside and looked at Nayland Smith. His jaws were clenched. It was plain that every reserve of his enormous vitality, mental energy, his will, was being called upon as he stared into the face of the uncanny being whom he had captured, who was his prisoner.

In order that we may understand one another more completely, the imperious voice continued, I desire to make plain to you, Sir Denis Nayland Smith, that the laws of France, the laws of England, the laws of Europe, are cobwebs which I blow aside. It is your wish that I shall be carried to Paris, and thence to London. You believe that your English courts can end my labours...

I have this to say to you: the work of a world reformer is a work in which there is no sleep  no rest. That which he achieves is always in the past, as he moves forward upon his endless path. Himself, he is alone  always looking into the future. You have fought me; but because you are untiring as myself, you have stimulated, you have checked me. But you cannot hold back the cloudburst nor stifle the volcano. I may fall  thanks to you. But what I have made stands granite fast.

Ask me no questions: I shall answer none.

I stared again at Sir Denis. His profile was as grimly mask-like as that of the Chinaman. He made no reply.

Maître Foli, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued, my French legal adviser, has been detained unavoidably, but will be here at any moment.


CHAPTER FIFTY. THE WORK GOES ON

When presently we left the apartment of Dr. Fu-Manchu, Nayland Smiths face was very stern.

He was rather obscure, I said.

Obscure?

He turned his piercing grey eyes upon me with a glance almost scornful.

I thought so.

Whereupon Sir Denis smiled, that rare smile which when it came must have disarmed his bitterest enemy. He grasped my arm.

Dr. Fu-Manchu is never obscure, he said; he spoke the plain truth, Sterling. And truth is sometimes a bitter pill.

But  Maître Foli! He is one of the greatest advocates in France!

Certainly. What did you expect? Surely you know that Dr. Fu-Manchu never looks below excellence  living or dead! I warned you that Fu-Manchu arrested and Fu-Manchu convicted were totally different matters.

We returned to the office of the préfet, and:

Hello! Sir Denis exclaimed. Hes here!

A stooping but imposing figure was seated in the leathern armchair before the table of the préfet. M. Chamrousse, not yet entirely his own man, following his encounter with the formidable Chinaman, was listening with every mark of deference to his distinguished visitor. The latter ceased speaking, and the préfet stood up as we entered.

Sir Denis, said Chamrousse, this is Maître Foli  Dr. Fu-Manchus legal adviser.

Maître Foli stood up and bowed very formally.

I had recognized him immediately from his photographs published during the progress of a Paris cause célèbre in which he had secured the vindication of his client  a distinguished officer accused of espionage. I judged his age to be close to seventy; his yellow face was a map of wrinkles rendered more conspicuous by a small, snow-white moustache and a tiny tuft of beard under the lower lip.

He was buttoned up in a black, caped overcoat from the lapels of which bulged a flowing tie; and a wide-brimmed hat lay on the carpet beside a bulky portfolio. A close-fitting silk skullcap lent him a mediaeval appearance, which was lost when he adjusted large, slightly tinted spectacles in order more closely to observe us.

It was a memorable situation.

Your reputation is well known to me, Maître Foli, said Sir Denis.

Indeed, yes, M. Chamrousse murmured, bowing to the famous lawyer.

But the identity of your present client surprises me.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith, Maître Foli replied in a harsh, strident voice, I have acted for Dr. Fu-Manchu over a period of some forty years.

Is that so? Sir Denis muttered drily.

You and I do not see eye to eye in the matters which we know about. You have behaved, and behaved honourably, in accordance with your principles, Sir Denis. Dr. Fu-Manchu has followed another star. His codes are those of a civilization different from ours  and older. A day will come, must come, when you will recognize your outlook  as I have recognized mine  to be limited. His manner of warfare appals you  yet I can only regret, Sir Denis, that a man of your great capacity should have been called upon to oppose the inevitable over a period of so many years.

He stood up.

Thank you, said Sir Denis.

Will you be good enough  Maître Foli bowed to the préfet and to Nayland Smith to grant me an interview with my client? I desire that this interview should not be interrupted  a desire which I am entitled to express.

The French official glanced at Sir Denis, who nodded. Maître Foli took up his bulky portfolio and went out, walking very slowly and much stooped. M. Chamrousse followed him.

I stared at Nayland Smith, who had begun to pace up and down the carpet restlessly.

This man Foli is going to oppose extradition! he rapped.

If he succeeds  and he rarely fails  Fu-Manchu will slip through our fingers!

Presently, M. Chamrousse returned, shrugging apologetically.

Such is the law, he said, and the eminence of Maître Foli offers me no alternative. This Fu-Manchu is a political prisoner...

A messenger entered to announce the arrival of the Chinese consul.

Do you mind, M. Chamrousse, said Sir Denis, if I see this gentleman privately for a few minutes?

But not at all.

Sir Denis nodded to the speaker and walked rapidly out of the room. Five to ten minutes elapsed, during which there was little conversation between M. Chamrousse and myself, and then:

The appearance of the great Foli in this case gives me a heavy sense of responsibility, M. Chamrousse declared. I fully understand.

A further interval of silence; and then, heralded by the sound of a bell and the unlocking of doors, Maître Foli rejoined us, portfolio under his arm.

M. Chamrousse sprang to his feet.

Gentlemen, said the famous lawyer, groping for that wide-brimmed hat which he had left upon the floor beside his chair, I am returning at once in order to get in touch with the Chinese Legation in Paris.

The Chinese consul is here, Maître Foli.

That stooping but dignified figure turned slowly.

I thank you, M. Chamrousse; but this affair is outside the sphere of minor officialdom.

M. Chamrousse rang a bell; a clerk appeared, who showed Maître Foli out of the office. At the door he turned.

Gentlemen, he said, I know that you look upon me as your enemy; but your enemy is my client. I am merely acting for him.

He bowed and went out. The door closed. Perhaps half a minute had elapsed when it was flung open again and Nayland Smith hurried in.

Was that Maître Foli who left a moment ago? he rapped.

Yes, M. Chamrousse replied. He is anxious to get into immediate touch with the Chinese Legation in Paris.

Sir Denis stood stock still, then:

Great heavens! he said in a low voice  and looked at me almost wildly Its not impossible! Its not impossible

What do you mean, Sir Denis?

The Blessing of the Celestial Vision!

His words were a verbal thunderbolt; his meaning was all too clear.

Sterling! Good God! Follow me.

He rushed from the room, along the passage to the cell occupied by Dr. Fu-Manchu. A guard was on duty at the door. He opened it in response to Sir Deniss order. We entered. M. Chamrousse was close behind.

A man was seated where Dr. Fu-Manchu had sat; one in figure not unlike whom we had come to seek. But...

Great heavens! cried Nayland Smith. He wasnt relying on loopholes of the law! He was relying on his genius as an illusionist!

The man in the yellow robe bowed.

It was Maître Foli!

Sir Denis, he said, in his harsh, strident voice, I have served my purpose for which I have been retained by Dr. Fu-Manchu for a period of more than thirty years. I am honoured; I am happy. I crown a successful career with a glorious deed...

The light in his eyes  their wild fanaticism  told me the truth.

Maître Foli was a Companion; a victim of those arts which I had so narrowly escaped!

I shall be committed to a French jail  my sentence may be a long one. I am too old for Devils Island; but in any event what does it matter? The Prince is free! The work goes on...
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CHAPTER ONE. THE GREAT FOG

Whos there?

P.C. Ireland raised his red lantern, staring with smarting eyes through moving wreaths of yellow mist. Visibility was nil. This was the great fog of 1934  the worst in memory.

No one replied  there was no sound.

The constable shook himself, and setting the lantern down at his feet, flapped his arms in an endeavor to restore circulation. This chilliness was not wholly physical. Something funny was going on  something he didnt like. He stood quite still again, listening.

Three times he had heard that sound resembling nothing so much as the hard breathing of some animal, quite close to him in the fog  some furtive thing that crept by stealthily... And now, he heard it again.

Whos there? he challenged, snatching up the red lamp.

None answered. The sound ceased  if it had ever existed.

Traffic had been brought to a standstill some hours before; pedestrians there were none. King Fog held the city of London in bondage. The silence was appalling. P.C. Ireland felt as though he was enveloped in a wet blanket from head to feet.

Ill go and have another look, he muttered.

He began to grope his way up a short, semicircular drive to the door of a house. He had no idea what danger threatened Professor Ambroso, but he knew that he would be in for a bad time from the inspector if anyone entered or left the professors house unchallenged...

His foot struck the bottom of the three steps which led up to the door. Ireland mounted slowly; but not until his red lamp was almost touching the woodwork, could he detect the fact that the door was closed. He stood there awhile listening, but could hear nothing. He groped his way back to his post at the gate.

The police phone box was not fifty yards away; he would have welcomed any excuse to call up the station; to establish contact with another human being  to be where there was some light other than the dim red glow of his lantern, which, sometimes when he set it down, resembled, seen through the moving clouds of mist, the baleful eye of a monster glaring up at him.

He regained the gate and put the lantern down. He wondered when, if ever, he would be relieved. Discipline was all very well, but on occasions like this damned fog, when men who ought to have been in bed were turned out, a quiet smoke was the next best thing to a drink.

He groped under his oilskin cape for the packet, took out a cigarette and lighted it. He felt for the coping beside the gate and sat down. The fog appeared to be getting denser. Then in a flash he was on his feet again.

Whos there? he shouted.

Stooping, he snatched up the red lantern and began to grope his way towards the other end of the semicircular drive.

I can see you! he cried, slightly reassured by the sound of his own voice Dont try any funny business with me!

He bumped into the half-open gate, and pulled up, listening. Silence. He had retained his cigarette, and now he replaced it between his lips. It was the blasted fog, of course, that was getting on his nerves. He was beginning to imagine things. It wouldnt do at all. But he sincerely wished that Waterlow would come along to relieve him, knowing in his heart of hearts that Waterlow hadnt one chance in a thousand of finding the point.

Stick there till youre relieved, had been the inspectors order.

All-night job for me, Ireland murmured, sadly.

What was the matter with this old bloke, Ambroso? He leaned against the gate and reflected. It was something about a valuable statue that somebody wanted to pinch, or something. Ireland found it difficult to imagine why anyone should want to steal a statue. The silence was profound  uncanny. To one used to the bombilation of London, even in the suburbs, it seemed unnatural. He had more than half smoked his cigarette when  there it was again!

Heavy breathing and a vague shuffling sound.

Ireland dropped his cigarette and snatched up his lantern. He made a surprising spring in the direction of the sound.

Come here, damn you! he shouted. What the hells the game?

And this time he had a glimpse of  something!

It rather shook him. It might have been a crouching man, or it might have been an animal. It was very dim, just touched by the outer glow of his lantern. But Ireland was no weakling. He made another surprising leap, one powerful hand outstretched. The queer shape sprang aside and was lost again in the fog.

What the hell is it? Ireland muttered.

Aware again of that unaccountable chill, he peered around him, holding the lantern up. He had lost his bearings. Where the devil was the house? He made a rapid calculation, turned about and began to walk slowly forward. He walked for some time in this manner, till his outstretched hand touched a railing. He had crossed to the verge of the Common.

He was on the wrong side of the road.

His back to the railings, he set out again. He estimated that he was half-way across, when:

Help! came a thin, muffled scream  the voice of a woman. For Gods sake help me!

The cry came from right ahead. P.C. Ireland moved more rapidly, grinding his teeth together. He had not been wrong  there was something funny going on. It might be murder. And, his heart beating fast, and all his training urging hurry  hurry! he could only crawl along. By sheer good luck he bumped into the half-open gate of the semicircular drive.

Evidently that cry had come from the house.

He moved forward more confidently  he was familiar with the route. Presently, a dim light glowed through the wet blanket of the fog. The door was open.

Ireland stumbled up the steps and found himself in a large lobby, brightly lighted. Fog streamed in behind him like the fetid breath of some monstrous dragon. There were pictures and statuettes; thick carpet on the floor; rugs and a wide staircase leading upwards. It was very warm. A coal fire had burned low in an open grate on one side of the lobby.

Hello there! he shouted. Im a police officer. Who called?

There was no answer.

Hi! Ireland yelled at the top of his voice. Is there anyone at home?

He stood still, listening. A piece of coal dropped from the fire onto the tiled hearth. Ireland started. The house was silent  as silent as the fog-bound streets outside, and great waves of clammy mist were pouring in at the open door.

The constable put down his red lantern on a little coffee table, and began to look about him apprehensively. Then he walked to the foot of the stairs and trumpeted through cupped hands:

Is there anyone there?

Silence.

He was uncertain of his duty. Furthermore, this brightly lighted but apparently empty house was even more perturbing than the silence of the Common. A telephone stood on a ledge, not a yard from the coffee table. Ireland took up the instrument.

A momentary pause, during which he kept glancing apprehensively about him, and then:

Wandsworth police station  urgent! he said. Police calling.


CHAPTER TWO. THE PORCELAIN VENUS

That phenomenal fog which over a great part of Europe heralded and ushered in the New Year, was responsible for many things that were strange and many that were horrible. Amongst the latter the wreck of the Paris-Strasbourg express and the tragic crash of an Imperial Airways liner. The triumphant fog demon was responsible, also, for the present predicament of P.C. Ireland.

A big car belonging to the Flying Squad of Scotland Yard, and provided with special fog lights, stood outside Wandsworth police station. And in the divisional-inspectors office a conversation was taking place which, could P.C. Ireland have heard it, would have made that intelligent officer realize the importance of his solitary vigil.

Divisional-inspector Watford was a gray-haired, distinguished looking man of military bearing. He sat behind a large desk looking alternately from one to the other of his two visitors. Of these, one, Chief-inspector Gallaho, of the C.I.D., was well known to every officer in the Metropolitan police force. A thick-set, clean-shaven man, of florid coloring and truculent expression, buttoned up in a blue overcoat and wearing a rather wide-brimmed bowler hat. He stood, resting one elbow upon the mantelpiece and watching the man who had come with him from Scotland Yard.

The latter, tall, lean, and of that dully dark complexion which tells of long residence in the tropics, wore a leather overcoat over a very shabby tweed suit. He was hatless, and his close-cropped, crisply waving gray hair excited the envy of the district inspector. His own hair was of that color but had been deserting him for many years. The man in the leather overcoat was smoking a pipe, and restlessly walking up and down the office floor.

The divisional inspector was somewhat awed by his second visitor, who was none other than ex-Assistant Commissioner Sir Denis Nayland Smith. Something very big was afoot. Suddenly pulling up in front of the desk, Sir Denis took his pipe from between his teeth, and:

Did you ever hear of Dr. Fu-Manchu? he jerked, fixing his keen eyes upon Watford.

Certainly, sir, said the latter, looking up in a startled way. My predecessor in this division was actually concerned in the case, I believe, a number of years ago. For my own part  he smiled slightly I have always regarded him as a sort of name  what you might term a trade-mark.

Trade-mark? echoed Nayland Smith. What do you mean? That theres no such person?

Something of the kind, sir. I mean, isnt Fu-Manchu really the name for a sort of political organization, like the Mafia  or the Black Hand?

Nayland Smith laughed shortly, and glanced at the man from Scotland Yard.

He is chief of such an organization, he replied, but the organization itself has another name. There is a Dr. Fu-Manchu  and Dr. Fu-Manchu is in London. Thats why Im here tonight.

The inspector stared hard for a moment, and then:

Indeed, sir! he murmured. And may I take it that theres some connection between this Fu-Manchu and Professor Ambroso?

I dont know, Nayland Smith snapped, but I intend to find out tonight. What can you tell me about the professor? He lives in your area.

He does, sir. The inspector nodded. He has a large house and studio on the North Side of the Common. We have had orders for several days to afford him special protection. Nayland Smith nodded, replacing his pipe between his teeth.

Personally, Ive never seen him, and Ive never seen any of his work. Hes a bit outside my province. But I understand that although hes an Italian by birth, he is a naturalized British subject. What he wants protection for, is beyond me. In fact, I should be glad to know, if anyone can tell me.

Sir Denis glanced at the Scotland Yard man.

Bring the inspector up-to-date, he directed; hes evidently rather in the dark.

Watford, resting his arms on the table, stared at the celebrated detective, enquiringly.

Well, its like this, Gallaho began in a low, rumbling voice. If it means anything to you, Ill begin by admitting that it means nothing to me. Professor Ambroso has been abroad for some time supervising the making of a new kind of statue at the Sevres works, outside Paris. Its a life-sized figure, I understand, and more or less colored. Since the matter was brought to my notice, I have been looking up newspaper reports and it appears that the thing has created a bit of a sensation in artistic circles. Well, the professor took it down to an international exhibition held in Nice. This exhibition closed a week ago, and the figure, which is called The Sleeping Venus, was brought back to Paris, and from Paris to London.

Did the professor come along, too?

Yes. And in Paris he asked for police protection.

What for?

Dont ask me  Im asking you. The French sent a man down to Boulogne on the train in which the thing was transported  then we took over on this side. Theres a man on duty outside his house now, isnt there?

Yes. And the fogs so dense its impossible to relieve him. Nayland Smith had begun to walk up and down again; but now:

He can be relieved when the other car arrives, he jerked, glancing back over his shoulder. I should have pushed straight on, but there is someone I am anxious to interrogate. I have arranged for him to be brought here.

That the speaker was in a state of high nervous tension, none could have failed to recognize. He was a man oppressed by the cloud of some dreadful doubt.

Thats the story, Gallaho added. The professor and his statue arrived by the Golden Arrow on Friday evening, just as the fog was beginning. He had two assistants, or workmen  foreigners, anyway, with him  and he had hired a small lorry. A plain-clothes man covered the proceedings, and the case containing the statue arrived at the professors house about nine oclock on Friday night, I understand. Then, unconsciously he echoed the ideas of Police Constable Ireland. What the devil anybody wants to steal a statue for, is beyond me.

Its so far beyond me, Nayland Smith said rapidly, that I am here tonight to inspect that work of art.

Watfords expression was pathetically blank.

It doesnt seem to mean anything, he confessed.

No, said Gallaho, grimly, it doesnt. It will seem to mean less when I tell you that we had a wire from the Italian police this evening  advising us that Professor Ambroso had been seen in the garden of his villa in Capri yesterday morning.

What?

Sort that out, growled Gallaho. It looks as though weve been giving protection to the wrong man, doesnt it?

Good Lord! Watfords face registered the blankest bewilderment. Is it your idea, sir  ? he turned to Nayland Smith I mean, you dont think that Professor Ambroso

Well, growled Gallaho go ahead.

No, of course, if hes been seen alive! Good Lord! But again he turned to Sir Denis, who was pacing more and more rapidly up and down the floor. Where does Fu-Manchu come in?

Thats a long story, Smith replied, and until I have interviewed the professor, or the person posing as the professor, I cannot be certain that he comes in at all.

There was a rap on the door, and a uniformed constable came in.

The other car has arrived, sir, he reported to Watford, and theres a Mr. Preston here, asking for Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

Show him in, said Watford.

A few moments later a young man came into the office bringing with him a whiff of the fog outside. He wore a heavy tweed overcoat and white muffler, and carried a soft hat He had a fresh-colored face and light blue, twinkling eyes  very humorous and good-natured. He sneezed several times, and smiled apologetically.

My name is Nayland Smith, said Sir Denis. Wont you please sit down?

Thank you, sir, and Preston sat down. Its a devil of a night to bring a bloke out, but Ive no doubt its very important.

It is, Nayland Smith snapped. I will detain you no longer than possible.

Gallaho turned in his slow fashion and fixed his observant eyes upon the newcomer. Divisional-inspector Watford watched Nayland Smith.

I understand that you were on duty, the latter continued, At Victoria on Friday when the Paris-London service known as the Golden Arrow, arrived?

I was, sir.

It is customary on this service to inspect baggage at Victoria?

It is.

One of the passengers was Professor Pietro Ambroso, accompanied by two servants or workmen, and having with him a large case or crate containing a statue. Did you open this case?

I did. Prestons merry eyes twinkled. He sneezed, blew his nose and smiled apologetically. There was a detective on special duty who had traveled across with the professor, and who seemed anxious to get the job over. He suggested that examination was unnecessary. But he grinned I wanted to peep at the statue. The professor was inclined to be peevish, but

Describe the professor, snapped Nayland Smith.

Preston stared in surprise for a moment, and then:

Hes a tall old man, very stooped, with a white beard and mustache. Wears pince-nez, a funny black, continental cape coat, and a wide-brimmed black hat. He speaks with a slight Italian accent, and hes very frightening.

Admirable thumb-nail sketch, Nayland Smith commented, his penetrating stare fixed almost feverishly upon the speaker. Thank God for a man who can see straight. Do you remember the color of his eyes?

Preston shook his head, suppressing a sneeze.

He seemed to be half blind. He peered, keeping his eyes nearly closed.

Good. Go on. Statue.

Preston released the pent-up sneeze. Then, grinning in his cheerful way:

It was the devil of a game getting the lid off, he went on. But I roped off a corner to keep the curious away, and had the thing opened. Whew! he whistled. I got a shock. The figure was packed in on a sort of rest  and there was a second glass lid. I had the shock of my life!

Why? growled Gallaho.

Well, Id read about the Sleeping Venus in the papers. But I wasnt quite prepared for what I saw. Really  its uncanny, and if I may say so, a bit shocking.

In what way? jerked Nayland Smith.

Well, its the figure of a beautiful girl, asleep. It isnt shiny, as I expected, hearing that it was made of porcelain  it looks just like a living woman. And its colored, to represent nature. I mean, finger nails and toe-nails and everything. By gosh!

Sounds worth seeing, growled Gallaho.

Nayland Smith dived into some capacious pocket within the leather overcoat, and produced a large mounted photograph. He set it upright on the inspectors desk, right under the lamp. Preston stood up and Gallaho approached the table. Wisps of fog floated about the room, competing for supremacy with the tobacco smoke from Nayland Smiths briar. The photograph was that of a nude statue, such as Preston had described; an exquisite figure relaxed, as if in sleep.

Do you recognize it? jerked Nayland Smith.

Preston bent forward, peering closely.

Yes, he said, thats her  I mean, thats it. At least, I think so. He peered closer yet. Damn it! Im not so sure.

What difference do you notice? Nayland Smith asked, eagerly.

Well... Preston hesitated. I suppose it was the coloring that did it. But the statue was far more beautiful than this photograph.

There came a rap on the door, and the uniformed constable came in.

The third car has arrived, sir, he reported to Watford, and a Mr. Alan Sterling is here.


CHAPTER THREE. STERLINGS STORY

Alan Sterling burst into the room. He was a lean young man, marked by an intense virility. His features were too irregular for him to be termed handsome, but he had steadfast Scottish eyes, and one would have said that tenacity of purpose was his chief virtue. His skin was very tanned, and one might have mistaken him for a young Army officer. His topcoat flying open revealing a much-worn flannel suit, and, a soft hat held in his hand, he was a man wrought-up to the verge of endurance. His haggard eyes turned from face to face. Then he saw Sir Denis, and sprang forward:

Sir Denis! he said, Sir Denis and despite his Scottish name, a keen observer might have deduced from his intonation that Sterling was a citizen of the United States. For Gods sake, tell me you have some news? Something  anything! Im going mad!

Nayland Smith grasped Sterlings hand, and put his left arm around his shoulders.

I am glad youre here, he said, quietly. There is news, of a sort.

Thank God!

Its value remains to be tested.

You think shes alive? You dont think  ?

I am sure shes alive, Sterling.

The other three men in the room watched silently, and sympathetically. Gallaho, alone, seemed to comprehend the inner significance of Sterlings wild words.

I must leave you for a moment, Nayland Smith went on. This is Divisional-inspector Watford, and Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho, of Scotland Yard. Give them any information in your possession. I shall not be many minutes. He turned to Preston. If you will give me five minutes conversation before you go, he said, I shall be indebted.

He went out with Preston. Sterling dropped into the chair which the latter had vacated, and ran his fingers through his disordered hair, looking from Gallaho to Watford.

You must think I am mad, he apologized. But Ive been through hell  just real hell!

Gallaho nodded, slowly.

I know something about it, sir, he said, and I can sympathize.

But you dont know Fu-Manchu! Sterling replied, wildly. Hes a fiend  a demon  he bears a charmed life.

He must, said Watford, watching the speaker. Its a good many years since he first came on the books, sir, and if as I understand hes still going strong  he must be a bit of a superman.

Hes the Devils agent on earth, said Sterling, bitterly. I would give ten years of my life and any happiness that may be in store for me, to see that man dead!

The door opened, and Nayland Smith came in.

Give me the details quickly, Sterling, he directed. Action is what you want  and action is what Im going to offer you.

Good enough, Sir Denis. Sterling nodded. He was twisting his soft hat between his hands. It became apparent from moment to moment, how dangerously overwrought he was. Really  theres absolutely nothing to tell you.

I disagree, said Nayland Smith, quietly. Odd facts pop up, if one reviews what seemed at the time to be meaningless. We have two very experienced police officers here and since they are now concerned in the case, I should be indebted if you would outline the facts of your unhappy experience.

Good enough. From the time you saw me off in Paris?

Yes. Nayland Smith glanced at Watford and Gallaho. Mr. Sterling, he explained, is engaged to the daughter of an old mutual friend, Dr. Petrie. Fleurette  that is her name  spent a great part of her life in the household of that Dr. Fu-Manchu, whom you, Inspector Watford, seem disposed to regard as a myth.

Funny business in the south of France, some months ago, Gallaho growled. The French press hushed it up, but weve got all the dope at the Yard.

Sir Denis and I, Sterling continued, went to Paris with Dr. Petrie and his daughter, my fiancée. They were returning to Egypt  Dr. Petries home is in Cairo. Sir Denis was compelled to hurry back to London, but I went on to Marseilles and saw them off in the Oxfordshire of the Bibby Line.

I only have the barest outline of the facts, sir, Gallaho interrupted. But may I ask if you went on board?

I was one of the last visitors to leave.

Then I take it, sir, you waved to the young lady as the ship was pulling out?

No, Sterling replied, I didnt, as a matter of fact, Inspector. I left her in the cabin. She was very disturbed.

I quite understand.

Dr. Petrie was on the promenade deck as the ship pulled out, but Fleurette, I suppose, was in her cabin.

The point I was trying to get at, sir, was this, Gallaho persisted, doggedly, whilst Nayland Smith, an appreciative look in his gray eyes, watched him. How long elapsed between your saying goodbye to the young lady in her cabin, and the time the ship pulled out?

Not more than five minutes. I talked to the doctor  her father  on deck, and actually left at the last moment.

Fleurette asked you to leave her? jerked Nayland Smith.

Yes. She was terribly keyed-up. She thought it would be easier if we said good-bye in the cabin. I rejoined her father on deck, and

One moment, sir, Gallahos growling voice interrupted again. Which side of the deck were you on? The seaward side, or the land side?

The seaward side.

Then you have no idea who went ashore in the course of the next five minutes?

No. I am afraid I havent.

Thats all right, sir. Go ahead.

I watched the Oxfordshire leave, Sterling went on, hoping that Fleurette would appear; but she didnt. Then I went back to the hotel, had some lunch, and picked up the Riviera Express in the afternoon, returning to Paris. I was hoping for a message at the Hotel Meurice but there was none.

Did Petrie know you were staying at the Meurice? jerked Nayland Smith.

No, but Fleurette did.

Where did you stay on the way out?

At the Chatham  a favorite pub of Petries.

Quite. Go on.

I dined, and spent the evening with some friends who lived in Paris, and when I returned to my hotel, there was still no message. I left for London this morning, or rather  since its well after midnight  yesterday morning. A radio message was waiting for me at Boulogne. It had been dispatched on the previous evening. It was from Petrie on the Oxfordshire... Sterling paused, running his fingers through his hair... It just told me that Fleurette was not on board; urged me to get in touch with you, Sir Denis, and finally said the doctor was hoping to be transferred to an incoming ship.

A chapter of misadventures, Nayland Smith murmured. You see, we were both inaccessible, temporarily. I have later news, however. Petrie has effected the transference. He has been put on to a Dutch liner, due into Marseilles tonight. The telephone bell rang. Inspector Watford took up the instrument on his table and:

Yes, he said, listened for a moment, and then: Put him through to me here.

He glanced at Nayland Smith.

The constable on duty outside Professor Ambrosos house, he reported, a note of excitement discernible in his voice.

Some more moments of silence followed during which all watched the man at the desk. Smith smoked furiously. Sterling, haggard under his tan, glanced from face to face almost feverishly. Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho removed his bowler, which fitted very tightly, and replaced it at a slightly different angle. Then:

Hello, yes  officer in charge speaking. Whats that?...  The vague percussion of a distant voice manifested itself. You say you are in the house? Hold on a moment.

The inspector looked up, his eyes alight with excitement.

The officer on duty heard a cry for help, he explained; found his way through the fog to the house; the door was open, and he is now in the lobby. The house is deserted, he reports.

We are too late! It was Nayland Smiths voice. He has tricked me again! Tell your man to stand by, Inspector. Gather up all the men available and pack them into the second car. Come on, Gallaho. Sterling, you join us!


CHAPTER FOUR. PIETRO AMBROSOS STUDIO

Even the powerful searchlights attached to the Flying Squad car failed to penetrate that phenomenal fog for more than a few yards. Progress was slow. To any vehicle not so equipped it would have been impossible. A constable familiar with the districts walked ahead, carrying a red lantern. A powerful beam from the leading car was directed upon this lantern, and so the journey went on.

P.C. Ireland in the lobby of Professor Ambrosos house learned the lesson that silence and solitude can be more terrifying than the wildest riot. His instructions had been to close the door but to remain in the lobby. This he had done.

When he found himself alone in that house of mystery, the strangest promptings assailed his brain. He was not an imaginative man, but sheer common sense told him that something uncommonly horrible had taken place in the house of Professor Ambroso that night.

The fire was burning low in the grate. There were some wooden logs in an iron basket, and Ireland tossed two on the embers without quite knowing why he took the liberty. Red tape bound him. Furtively he watched the stairs which disappeared in shadows, above. He was a man of action; his instinct prompted him to explore this silent house. He had no authority to do so. His mere presence in the lobby  since he could not swear that the cry actually had come from the house  was a transgression. But in this, at least, he was covered; the divisional inspector had told him to stay there. How did they hope to reach him, he argued. They would probably get lost on the way.

Now that the fog was shut out, he began to miss it. The silence which seemed to speak and in which there were strange shapes, had been awful, out there, on the verge of the Common, but the silence of this lighted lobby was even more oppressive.

Always he watched the stair.

Mystery brooded on the dim landing, but no sound broke the stillness. He began to study his immediate surroundings. There were some very strange statuettes in the lobby  queer busts, and oddly distorted figures. The paintings, too, were of a sort to which he was unused. The entire appointments of the place came within the category which P.C. Ireland mentally condemned under the heading of Chelsea.

One of the logs which he had placed upon the fire, and which had just begun to ignite, fell into the hearth. He started, as though a shot had been fired.

Damn! he muttered, this place is properly getting on my nerves.

He rescued the log and tossed it back into place. A cigarette was indicated. He could get rid of it very quickly, if the inspector turned up in person, which he doubted. He discarded his oilskin cape, and produced a little yellow packet, selecting and lighting a cigarette almost lovingly. There was company in a cigarette when a man felt lonely and queer. Always, he watched the stair.

He had finished his cigarette and reluctantly tossed the stub into the fire which now was burning merrily, when the sharp note of a bell brought him to his feet at a bound. It was the door-bell. P.C. Ireland ran forward and threw the door open.

A man in a leather overcoat, a gray-haired man, with piercing steely-blue eyes, stood staring at him.

Constable Ireland? he rapped.

There was unmistakable authority about the new arrival, and:

Yes, sir, Ireland replied.

Nayland Smith walked into the lobby, followed by Inspector Gallaho, a figure familiar to every officer in the force. There was a third man, a young, very haggard looking man. But Ireland barely noticed him. The presence of Gallaho told him that in some way which might prove to be profitable to himself, he had become involved in a case of major importance. Fog swept into the lobby. He stood to attention, recognizing several familiar faces, of brother constables, peering in out of the darkness.

You heard a cry for help? Nayland Smith went on. His mode of speech reminded the constable of a distant machine gun. You were then at the gate, I take it?

No, sir.

Why not? growled Gallaho.

There was someone moving about in the fog, sir. When I challenged him, he didnt answer  he just disappeared. At last, I got a glimpse of him, or it, or whatever it was.

What do you mean by it? Gallaho demanded. If you saw something  you can describe it.

Well, sir, it might have been a man crouching down on his hands and knees  you know what the fog is like

You mean, said Nayland Smith, that you endeavored to capture this thing  or person  who declined to answer your challenge?

Thank you, sir; yes, thats what I mean.

Did you touch him or it? Gallaho demanded.

No, sir. But I lost my bearings trying to grab him. I found myself nearly on the other side of the road by the Common, when I heard the cry.

Describe this cry, snapped Nayland Smith.

It was a womans voice, sir; very dim through the fog. And the words were Help! For Gods sake help me! I thought it came from this house. I groped my way back, and when I reached the door, found it open. Ive been here in the lobby, ever since.

You say it was a womans voice, Sterling broke in. Did it sound like a young woman or an old woman?

Judging from what I could make out through the fog, sir, I should say, a young woman.

Sterling clutched his hair distractedly. He felt that madness was not far off.

Gallaho turned to Sir Denis.

Its up to you, sir. Do you want the house searched? According to regulations, we are not entitled to do it.

His tone was ironical.

Search it from cellar to attic, snapped Nayland Smith. Post a man at each end of the drive and split the others up.

Good enough, sir. Gallaho returned to the open doorway. How many of you have got lanterns  torches are no good in this blasted fog.

Two, came a muffled voice, and Ireland has a third.

The two men with lanterns are to stand at the ends of the drive. Anybody coming out  get him. Jump to it. The rest of you, come in.

Four constables came crowding into the lobby.

Isnt there a garage? snapped Nayland Smith.

Yes, sir, Ireland replied. It opens on to the left side of the drive-in. But nothing has gone out of it tonight.

Have you any idea where the studio is?

Yes, sir. Ive been on day duty here. Its behind the garage  but probably, theres a way through from the house.

Join me, Sterling, said Nayland Smith. Gallaho, allot a man to each of the four floors. Close the door again, and post a man in charge here, in the lobby.

Very good, sir.

Come with me, Ireland. You say the studio lies in this direction?

Yes, sir.

Come on, Sterling.

They crossed the lobby, approaching a door on the left of the ascending staircase. Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho was readjusting his bowler. Police constables were noisily clattering upstairs, their torches flashing as they ran. The door proved to open on to a narrow corridor.

Find the switch, snapped Nayland Smith.

Ireland found it. And in the new illumination, queer paintings assailed their senses from the walls. There was a door at the further end of the passage. They opened it and found themselves in some dark, lofty place.

Theres a switch, somewhere, Nayland Smith muttered.

Ive found it, sir.

The studio of Pietro Ambroso became illuminated.

To one not familiar with the Modern Art movement it must have resembled a nightmare. Those familiar with the phases of the celebrated sculptor could have explained that his mode of expression, which, for a time  indeed, for many years  had conformed to the school with which the name of Epstein is associated, had, latterly, swung back to the early Greek tradition  the photographic simplicity of Praxiteles. All sorts of figures and groups surrounded the investigators. That deplorable untidiness which seems to be inseparable from genius characterized the studio.

There were one or two earlier examples of ceramic experiments  strange figures in porcelain resembling primitive goddesses. But Nayland Smiths entire attention was focussed upon a long, narrow box, very stoutly built, which lay upon the floor. In form, it bore an unpleasant resemblance to a coffin. Its lid was propped against the wall near by, and a sheet of plate glass, obviously designed to fit inside the crate, lay upon the floor. Quantities of cotton wool were scattered about. Nayland Smith bent and peered at the receptacle.

This is the thing described by Preston, he said. Look He pointed. There are the rests which he mentioned  not unlike those used in ancient Egypt for the repose of the mummy.

He stared all around the studio.

I know what youre thinking, Sir Denis, said Sterling, hoarsely.

Where is the porcelain Venus?

There was a momentary silence, and then:

That Customs officer, came Gallahos growling voice  he had just come in didnt seem to be quite sure that what he saw was the porcelain Venus.

I quite agree, Inspector, said Nayland Smith.

His manner, his voice, indicated intense nervous tension. From an inner pocket he extracted a leather case, and from the leather case, a lens. He bent, peering down into the crate designed to contain the celebrated work of art.

Gallaho watched him silently, respectfully. Sterling, fists clenched, knew that sanity itself depended upon what Nayland Smith should find. Sir Denis completed his examination of the box and then turned his attention to the wooden rests designed to support the figure. This quest, also, seemed to yield no result. Dim voices sounded about the house. The search party was busy. Demon Fog had penetrated to the studio. He could be seen moving in sinister coils about the electric lights. Finally, Sir Denis addressed himself to the cottonwool packing, and suddenly:

Ah, he cried. By God I was right. Sterling! I was right

What, Sir Denis? For heavens sake, tell me, what is it you have found?

Nayland Smith moved to a bench littered with fragments of plaster, wire frames and other odds and ends, and laid something tenderly down immediately under an overhanging light.

A wavy, Titian red hair, he said, in a low voice. Study it closely, Sterling. You know the color and texture of Fleurettes hair better than I do.

Sir Denis...

Sterling was electrified.

Dont despair, Sterling. I suggest that the beautiful figure which Preston saw in his crate, was not constructed at the Sevres factory to the design of Professor Ambroso, but was... Fleurette.


CHAPTER FIVE. P.C. IRELAND IS UNEASY

This blasted fog is blotting everything out again, said Nayland Smith irritably: already I cant see the river. By dusk it will be as bad as ever.

He turned from the window and stared across the room in the direction of a leather couch upon which his visitor was extended. Alan Sterling, his keen, tanned face very haggard, summoned up a smile.

A log fire burned in the open hearth. Red leather was the predominant note in the furniture, and there were some fine, strong oil paintings on the wall. The big lofty room was under-furnished, but homely and habitable. One might have supposed its appointments to have been dictated by somebody long resident in the East, and therefore used to scanty furniture. Some of the paintings were of Eastern subjects, and there was some good jade on top of a bookcase which seemed to be filled with works of a medico-legal character, with a sprinkling of Orientalism.

You know, Sir Denis, said Alan Sterling, sitting upright, you are like a tonic to me. I am keen enough about my own job, which happens to be botany; but if I may say so, for an ex-Assistant Commissioner of Metropolitan Police to select a residence right in Whitehall  next door, as it were, to Scotland Yard  indicates an even greater keenness.

Nayland Smith glanced swiftly at the speaker. He knew the tension under which Sterling was laboring; how good it was to distract his mind from those torturing queries:  Where is she? Is she alive, or dead?

You are quite right, he replied, quietly. I have been through the sort of fires which are burning you now, Sterling, and I have always found that work was the best ointment for the burns. It was fate, I suppose, that made me an officer of Indian police. The gods  whoever the gods may be  had selected me as an opponent for

Dr. Fu-Manchu, said Sterling.

He brushed his hair back from his forehead: it was a gesture of distraction, almost of despair. Nayland Smith crossed to the buffet and from a tobacco jar which stood there, began to load his briar.

Dr. Fu-Manchu. Yes. I know I have failed, Sterling, because the man still lives. But he has failed, too; because, thank God I have succeeded in checking him, step by step.

I know you have, Sir Denis. No other man in the world could have done what you have done.

Thats open to question. Nayland Smith stuffed broad cut mixture into the cracked bowl; but the point is that if I cant throw him  I can hold him. He struck a match. Hes here, Sterling. Hes here, in London.

Alan Sterling clenched his fists and Nayland Smith watched him, as he lighted his pipe. Passivity threatened Sterling, that Eastern resignation with which Smith was all too familiar. It must be combated: he must revivify the man; awaken the fiery spirit which he had good reason to know burned in him.

Lets review the facts, he went on, briskly, his pipe now well alight. He began to walk up and down the Persian carpet. You will find, Sterling, that they are not as unfavorable as they seem. To arrange them in some sort of order: (a)  he raised a lean forefinger Dr. Fu-Manchu, hunted by the police of Europe, succeeds in reaching England disguised as Professor Ambroso. You and I know that he is an illusionist unrivalled since the death of the late Harry Houdini. Very well; (b)  he raised his second finger Fleurette Petrie, incidentally, your fiancée, was smuggled off the Oxfordshire by means of some trick which we may never solve, and taken to Nice; (c)  he raised the third finger doubtless in that state of trance which Dr. Fu-Manchu is able to induce, she traveled from Nice to London as the Sleeping Venus of Professor Ambroso, and duly arrived at the house on the North Side of the Common.

She is dead, Sterling groaned. They have killed her.

I emphatically deny that she is dead, snapped Nayland Smith. Definitely, she was not dead last night.

What do you mean, Sir Denis?

A pathetic light of hope had sprung into the haggard eyes of Sterling.

A dead girl  foully murdered  her spirit silently appealing to a stolid London policeman.

But the appeal was not silent. Ireland heard the cry for help.

Exactly  therefore the girl was not dead.

Alan Sterling, his hands clutching his knees, watched the speaker as, of old, supplicants might have watched the Cumaean Oracle.

Its an old move of the master schemer; I recognize it. Whilst he holds Fleurette, he holds the winning card. His own safety is bound up in hers. Dont you see that? Let us proceed to (d). He held up his little finger: Pietro Ambroso is either a dupe or an accomplice of Fu-Manchu  it doesnt matter much one way or the other. But the desertion of his entire household is significant. We have the evidence of P.C. Ireland  an excellent officer  that no car approached or left the house prior to the time of our arrival. Consider this fact. It has extraordinary significance.

I am trying to think, Sterling murmured.

Keep on trying, and see if your thoughts run parallel with mine. Look at the blasted fog!  he jerked his arm towards the window. Theres going to be another blanket tonight. Have you grasped what I mean?

Not entirely.

They cant have taken her far, Sterling. Ireland and his opposite number have been on that point all night and all day.

My God! Sterling sprang up, his eyes shining. Youre right, Sir Denis. I see what you mean.

Dr. Fu-Manchu, for the second time in his career, is on the run. You dont know, Sterling, but I have clipped his wings pretty severely. I have cut him off from many of his associates. I am getting very near to the heart of the mystery. He is financially embarrassed. Hes a hunted man. Fleurette is his last hope. Dont imagine for one moment that she is dead. Dead  she would be useless; alive, shes a triumph for the doctor.

A muffled bell rang. Nayland Smith crossed to a side table and took up a telephone.

Yes, he said; put him through to me, please.

He turned around to Sterling.

Police constable Waterlow, he said, on duty outside Professor Ambrosos house. Hello!  yes? He spoke into the mouthpiece. Here...

Police constable Waterlow proved to be speaking from a call-box somewhere in Brixton.

After P.C. Ireland relieved me, sir, and I went off duty, I began thinking. I dont know if I should have reported it  my orders were a bit vague-like. But talking it over with the missis, I came to the conclusion that you ought to know, sir. Divisional-inspector Watford gave me permission to speak to you, and gave me your number.

Carry on, Constable. Im all attention.

Well, sir, the inspector didnt seem to think there was anything in it. But he said that you might like to know. There was a funeral next door to Professor Ambrosos house this afternoon

What!

From a ground-floor flat, sir, in the next house. I cant tell you much about it, because I dont know. But it was a Miss Demuras  has been living there for about a month, I understand. I never thought of mentioning it to Ireland when he took over from me, but my missis says, This is a murder case, and heres a funeral next door: ring up the inspector. I did it, and he said he had instructions to put me straight through to you.

Who was in charge of the funeral, Constable?

Alan Sterling sprang to his feet; fists clenched, quivering, he stood watching Nayland Smith at the telephone.

The London Necropolis Company, sir.

At what time did it take place?

At four oclock this afternoon.

Were there any followers?

Only one, sir. A foreign gentleman.

You dont know who was attending the patient?

Yes, sir; as it happens, I do. A Dr. Norton, who lives on South Side. He was my own doctor, sir, when I lived in Clapham.

Thanks, Constable. I wish you had reported this earlier. But its not your fault.

Nayland Smith turned to Sterling.

Dont look like that, he pleaded. It may mean nothing or it may be a red herring. But whilst I pick up one or two things that I want in the other room, get Gallaho at Scotland Yard, and ask him to join us here with a fast car.


CHAPTER SIX. DR. NORTONS PATIENT

Dr. Norton was surprised, somewhat annoyed and obviously perturbed by the invasion of Sir Denis Nayland Smith, Chief-inspector Gallaho and Alan Sterling. His consultations were finished, and he had hastily changed into evening kit. Clearly, he had a dinner appointment. He was a man approaching middle age, of sanguine complexion  West Country, as Nayland Smith recognized at a glance, and clever without being brilliant.

As his three visitors were shown into the upstairs study and made themselves known to Dr. Norton, Nayland Smiths behavior was somewhat peculiar. Watched by the others, he walked around the room inspecting the bookcases, the pictures, and even the window, smiling in a manner that was almost sad.

This is the first time I have had the pleasure of meeting you, Sir Denis, said Dr. Norton, but we have a mutual friend.

I know. Nayland Smith turned, and stared at him. You bought this practice from Petrie.

Ive stuck it ever since, although it isnt particularly profitable.

Nayland Smith nodded and glanced at Gallaho. The celebrated detective-inspector, on this occasion, had removed his bowler, revealing a close-cropped head, and graying, dark hair.

You must have observed, Inspector, during your great experience of human life, that things move in circles.

I have often noticed it, sir.

Many years have elapsed, and much history has been made since Dr. Fu-Manchu first visited England. But it was in this very room he turned to Dr. Norton that the Mandarin Fu-Manchu made his second attempt upon my life.

What!

Dr. Norton could not conceal his astonishment. I know something, but very little, from Petrie, of the queer matters to which you refer, Sir Denis, but I hadnt recognized

You hadnt recognized the existence of the circle, snapped Nayland Smith. No, I suppose we have to live many lives before we do. Its a law, but it always strikes me as odd when I come in contact with it. It was here, in this very room, that Petrie, from whom you bought this practice, came to an understanding with the beautiful woman who is now his wife. It was here that Dr. Fu-Manchu endeavored to remove me by means of the Zayat Kiss. Ah! he looked about him, and then pulled his pipe and his pouch from the pocket of his tweed jacket. The circle narrows. I begin to hope again.

Dr. Nortons interest in his dinner engagement was evidently weakening. The magnetic personality of Nayland Smith was beginning to dominate.

Of course, Sir Denis, one has heard of Fu-Manchu. I havent seen Petrie since he settled in Cairo; but odd things crop up in the Press from time to time. Am I to understand that you gentlemen have called this evening with regard to this mythical monster?

Thats it, said Gallaho; the circle to which Sir Denis referred has roped you in now, Doctor.

I am afraid I dont understand.

Naturally, rapped Nayland Smith.

May I suggest whiskies and soda, said the physician. It doesnt run to cocktails.

Its a suggestion, Gallaho replied, that doesnt leave me unmoved.

Dr. Norton dispensed drinks for his unexpected visitors, and then:

My recognition of the fact, said Nayland Smith, that fate had brought me back to Petries old quarters, with their many associations, rather took me off the track. The point of our visit is this, Doctor He fixed his penetrating eyes upon their host: You have been attending a Miss Demuras, who lived on the North Side of the Common

Yes. Dr. Norton visibly started. I regret to say that she died yesterday, and was buried today.

Without recourse to your case-book, Nayland Smith went on, what roughly were the symptoms which led to her end?

Dr. Norton passed his hand over his face, and then brushed his fair mustache. He was considering his reply, but finally: It was a case of pernicious anemia, he replied. Miss Demuras had resided in the tropics. She was practically alone in the world, except for a brother  with whom she requested me to communicate, and who appeared in time to take charge of the funeral arrangements.

Pernicious anemia, Nayland Smith murmured. Its a rather obscure thing, isnt it, Doctor?

As its name implies, and I have used its popular name, it is  pernicious. Its difficult to combat. She was in an advanced stage when I first attended her.

She occupied a ground-floor flat?

Yes.

Had she any personal servants?

No; it was a service flat.

I see. When did she actually die, Doctor?

Just before dawn yesterday. A popular hour for death, Sir Denis.

I know. There was a nurse in attendance, of course.

Yes. A very experienced woman from the local Institute.

She called you, I take it, to the patient, fearing that she was in extremis?

Yes. It was a painful surprise. I hadnt expected it...

Quite. But her sudden death was consistent with her symptoms?

Undoubtedly. It happens that way in certain cases.

Had you taken any other opinion?

Yes. I called in Havelock Wade only last week.

Gallaho was following the conversation eagerly, his sullen-looking eyes turning from speaker to speaker. Sterling, sitting in an armchair, had abandoned hope of mastering his intense anxiety. He didnt know, and couldnt grasp, what this inquiry portended. But wholly, horribly, his mind was filled with the idea that Fleurette was dead and had been buried.

Forgive me if I seem to pry into professional secrets, Nayland Smith went on; but would you mind describing your late patient?

Not at all, Dr. Norton replied. He began again to brush his mustache. His expression, Nayland Smith decided, was that of an unhappy man. She was, I think, a Eurasian. I dont know very much of the East; I have never been there. But she was some kind of half-caste  there was Eastern blood in her. Her skin was of a curiously dull, ivory color. I may as well say, Sir Denis, that she was a woman of great beauty. This uniform ivory hue of her skin was fascinating. To what extent this characteristic was due to heredity, and to what extent to her ailment, I never entirely determined...


CHAPTER SEVEN. LASH MARKS

I quite understand, Sir Denis, Dr. Norton said.

Please regard any information I can give you as yours. I venture to believe you are wrong in supposing that Miss Demuras was an associate of this group, to which you refer, but I am entirely at your disposal. I will admit here and now, that I was growing infatuated with my patient. Her death, which I had not anticipated, was a severe blow.

Nayland Smith walked up and down, tugging at the lobe of his ear, glancing at the titles of the books, staring about the room; then:

I suggest that Miss Demurass eyes were long, narrow, and very beautiful?

Very beautiful.

Of a most unusual green color, at times glittering like emeralds?

It occurs to me that you were acquainted with her? said Dr. Norton, staring hard at the speaker.

It occurs to me, Nayland Smith replied grimly, glancing at Alan Sterling, that both Mr. Sterling and I from time to time have come in contact with Miss Demuras! Do you agree, Sterling?

The young American botanist fixed a pathetically eager gaze upon the face of Nayland Smith; it was taut, grim, a fighting glint in deep-set eyes.

My God! the nets closing in on us again! he whispered. You seem to have an extra sense, Sir Denis, where this man and his people are concerned. Its uncanny... but it may be a coincidence.

Inspector Gallaho had resumed his favorite pose. He was leaning on the mantelshelf, moving his thin-lipped mouth as if chewing phantom gum. He was out of his depth, but nothing in his expression revealed this fact.

I suggest that Miss Demuras was tall, and very slender? Nayland Smith continued. She had exquisite hands, slenderfingered and indolent  patrician hands with long, narrow, almond nails, highly varnished?

You are right. I see you knew her.

Her voice was very soothing  almost hypnotic?

Dr. Norton started violently, and stood up.

This is either clairvoyance, he declared, or you knew her better than I knew her. The implication is that Demuras is not her name. Dont tell me that she was a criminal...

There still remains a margin of doubt, said Nayland Smith, rapidly. He suddenly turned and stared at Sterling. I have just recalled something that you told me  something that you witnessed in Ste. Claire de la Roche... When the Chinese punish, they punish severely. Theres just a chance.

He twisted about again, facing Dr. Norton. But the latter had construed the meaning of his words. His sanguine color had ebbed; he was become pale.

Ah! cried Nayland Smith, I see that you understand me!

Norton nodded, and dropped back into his chair.

There is no further room for doubt, he acknowledged. Whoever my patient was, clearly you knew her. Throughout the time that I attended her, nearly two weeks, she definitely declined to permit me to make a detailed examination. By which I mean that she objected to exposing her shoulders. In this she was adamant. My curiosity was keenly aroused. She had no other physical reticences. Indeed, her mode of dress and her carriage, might almost be described as provocative. But she would never permit me to apply my stethoscope to her back. By means of a trick, as I frankly confess, and which need not be described, I succeeded in obtaining a glimpse of her bare shoulders. She was unaware of this...

He paused, looking from face to face. He was beginning to regain his naturally fresh color. He was beginning to realize that his beautiful patient had not been what she seemed.

There were great weals on her delicate skin  healed, but the scars were still visible. At some time, and not so long ago, she had been lashed  mercilessly lashed.

He clenched his fists, staring up at Nayland Smith.

The latter nodded, and resumed his restless promenade of the carpet; then:

Do you understand, Sterling? he snapped.

Sterling was up  his restlessness was feverish.

I understand that Fah Lo Suee is dead  that she died alone, in that flat.

Dead!

Sir Denis! Dr. Norton stood up. I have been frank with you: be equally frank with me. Who was this woman?

I dont know her real name, Nayland Smith replied, but she is known as Fah Lo Suee. She is the daughter of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

What?

And it was he, her father, who in exercising his parental prerogative left the scars to which you refer.

My God! groaned Dr. Norton the fiend!  the merciless fiend! A delicate, tenderly nurtured woman!  and an ailing woman at that!

Possibly, snapped Nayland Smith. Delicately nurtured  yes. I am anxious, doctor, to protect your professional reputation. Your certificate was given in good faith. There is no man on the Register who would not have done the same in the circumstances. Of this, I assure you. But he paused I must have a glimpse of the body of your late patient.

Why?

I think it can be arranged, sir, growled Gallaho. I put a few inquiries through this evening after Mr. Sterling phoned me at the Yard, and I found that the deceased lady has been buried in a family vault in the old part of the Catholic Cemetery.

That is correct, Dr. Norton interrupted. Her only surviving relative, a brother, Manoel Demuras, with whom she had requested the nurse to get into communication, came from Lisbon, as I understand, and the somewhat hurried funeral was due to his time being limited.

Can you describe this man? snapped Nayland Smith.

His ugliness was almost as noticeable as his sisters beauty. The yellow streak was very marked.

You mean he might almost have passed for a Chinaman?

Not a Chinaman... Dr. Norton stroked his mustache and stared up at the ceiling. But perhaps a native of Burma  or at least, as I should picture a native of Burma to look.

There was Eastern blood of some sort in the Demurases, growled Gallaho. They settled in London nearly a century ago, and at one time had a very big business as importers of Madeira wine. The firm has been extinct for twenty years. But theres a family vault in the old Catholic Cemetery, and thats where the body lies.

I see.

And thereupon Nayland Smith did a singular thing... Crossing the room, he jerked the curtain aside, and threw up the window!

All watched him in mute astonishment. Waves of fog crept in, like the tentacles of some shadowy octopus. He was staring down in the direction of the street. He turned, reclosed the window and readjusted the curtain.

Forgive me, Doctor, he said, smiling; and that rare smile, breaking through the grim mask, almost resembled the smile of an embarrassed schoolboy. A liberty, I admit. But I had a sudden idea  and I was right.

What? growled Gallaho, ceasing the chewing operation, and shooting out his jaw.

Weve been followed. Somebody is watching the house...


CHAPTER EIGHT. FOG IN HIGH PLACES

That phenomenal fog was getting its grip upon London again when the party set out. But in the specially equipped car, fair headway was made. At the mysterious, deserted house of Professor Ambroso, Gallaho and Sterling were dropped. The detective had certain important inquiries to make there relative to the accessibility of the adjoining ground-floor flat from the studio of Pietro Ambroso. Nayland Smith went on alone.

He had established contact by telephone from Dr. Nortons house with the man he was going to see. He knew this man, his lack of imagination, his oblique views of life. He knew that the task before him was no easy one. But he had attempted and achieved tasks that were harder.

The slow progress of the car was all but unendurable. Nayland Smith snapped his fingers irritably, peering out first from one window, then from another. In the brightly lighted West End streets better going was made, and at last the car pulled up before a gloomy, stone-porched house a few paces from Berkeley Square.

In a coldly forbidding library, a man sat behind a vast writing-table. Its appointments were frigidly correct. His white tie, for he was in evening dress, was a miracle of correctness. He did not stand up as Sir Denis was shown in by a butler whose proper occupation was that of an undertaker.

Ah! Smith. He nodded and pointed to an armchair. Just in time. He glanced at a large marble clock. I have only five minutes.

Nayland Smiths nod was equally curt.

Good evening, Sir Harold, he returned, and sat down in the hard, leather-covered chair.

Sir Denis Nayland Smiths relations with His Majestys Secretary for Home Affairs had never been cordial. Indeed it is doubtful if Sir Harold Sims, in the whole course of his life, had ever known either friendship or love. Nayland Smith, staring at the melancholy face with its habitual expression of shocked surprise, thought that Sir Harolds scanty hair bore a certain resemblance to red tape chopped up. From a pocket of his tweed suit, Nayland Smith took out several documents, opened them, glanced at them, and then, standing up, placed them on the large, green blotting-pad before Sir Harold Sims.

You know, said the latter, adjusting a pair of spectacles, and glancing down at the papers, your methods have always been too fantastic for me, Smith. I mean, they were when you were associated with the Criminal Investigation Department. This thing, which you are asking me to do, is irregular  wholly irregular.

Nayland Smith returned to the armchair. A man of vision and dynamic energy, he always experienced, in the proximity of Sir Harold Sims, an all but unconquerable urge to pick up His Majestys Secretary and to shake him until his teeth rattled.

There are times, Sir Harold, he said, quietly, when one can afford to dispense with formalities. In this case, your consent is necessary; hence my intrusion.

You know Sims was scanning the documents suspiciously this bugbear of yours, this obsession with the person known as Fu-Manchu, has created a lot of unpleasant feeling.

This was no more than a statement of fact. Sir Deniss retirement from the Metropolitan Police had coincided fairly closely with the appointment of Sir Harold to the portfolio which he still held.

You may term it an obsession if you like  perhaps it is. But you are fully aware, Sir Harold, of the extent of my authority. I am not alone in this obsession. The most dangerous man living in the world today is here, in England, and likely to slip through our fingers. Any delay is dangerous. Sir Harold nodded, setting one document aside and beginning to read another.

I shall be bothered by the Roman Catholic authorities, he murmured; you know how troublesome they can be. If you could give me two or three days, in order that the matter might be regularized...

It is tonight, or never, snapped Nayland Smith, suddenly standing up.

Really...

Sir Harold began to shake his head again.

It is perhaps unfair of me to remind you that I can bring pressure to bear.

Sir Harold looked up.

You are not suggesting that you would bother the Prime Minister with this trivial but complicated affair? he asked pathetically.

I am suggesting nothing. I only ask for your signature. I should not be here if the matter were as trivial as you suppose.

Really  really, Smith...

The light-blue eyes peering through spectacle lens were caught and arrested by the gaze of eyes deep-set, steely and penetrating. Sir Harold hated this mans driving power  hated his hectoring manner, the force of a personality which brooked no denial...

Five minutes later the police car was stealing through a mist, yellow, stifling, which closed in remorselessly, throttling London.


CHAPTER NINE. THE TOMB OF THE DEMURASES

You are sure there is no other means of access to the cemetery?

Quite, sir.

The quavering voice of the old attendant was in harmony with his venerable but wretched appearance. He seemed to belong to the clammy mist; to the phantom monuments which peered through it. He might have been an exhalation from one of the ancient tombs. His straggling gray beard, his watery, nearly sightless eyes, his rusty black garb. A mental vision of Fleurette appeared before Alan Sterling  young, tall, divinely vigorous, an exquisite figure of health and beauty; yet perhaps she lay here, stricken down inscrutably in the bloom and fullness of spring, whilst such shadowy, unhappy beings as this old mortuary keeper survived, sadly watching each fallen bud returning to earth, our common mother, who gives us life, in whose arms we sleep.

Ive got men at both gates, sir, Gallaho growled, and two more patrolling. Anybody suspicious, they have orders to hold. A rather queer thing has been reported: may have no bearing on the case, but

What? Nayland Smith asked.

A small head-stone has been stolen!

A small head-stone?

Yes, Sir Denis. From a childs grave. Seems a useless sort of theft, doesnt it?

Possibly not! he snapped. Im glad you mentioned this, Inspector.

He nodded to the old man.

A dim light shone out from the door of the lodge. It was difficult to imagine the domestic life of this strange creature whose home was amongst sepulchres; all but impossible to believe that he knew anything of human happiness; that joy had ever visited that ghastly habitation.

Mr. Roberts?

A young man wearing a dark, waisted overcoat and a muffler conceived in Eton colors, stepped languidly forward out of veiling mists. He wore a soft black hat of most fashionable shape; his small, aristocratic features registered intense boredom. From a pocket of his overcoat he produced a number of documents, and handed them to the old man, gingerly, as if offering a fish to a seal.

Everything is in order, he said; you need not trouble to look them over.

Theres no need to waste time, growled Gallaho. Lets have the key. He raised his voice. Dorchester! he shouted.

A uniformed constable appeared, carrying a leather bag, as:

I suppose its all right, quivered the old mortuary keeper, looking down blindly at the papers in his hand. But I shall have to enter it all up, you know.

You can do that while were on the job, said Gallaho. The keys.

When, presently, led by a constable carrying a red lantern they proceeded in silence along a narrow path around which ghostly monuments clustered, it might have been noted, save that the light was poor, that Mr. Roberts, Sir Harold Sims representative, looked unusually pale. To the left they turned, along another avenue of tombs, and then to the right again, presently penetrating to the oldest part of the cemetery. Gray and awesome, fronted by sentinel cypress trees, ill-nourished and drooping, a building resembling a small chapel loomed out of the fog. There was a little grassy forecourt fronted by iron railings, and a stained glass window right and left of a massive teak door intricately studded with iron nails. A constable in plain clothes was standing there.

This is the Demuras vault, sir, he reported.

The company pulled up and stood for a moment looking at the building. Despite the chill of the night, Alan Sterling became aware of the fact that perspiration was trickling down his ribs. He glanced at Gallaho who held a bunch of keys in his hand, one separated from the others. The pugnacious face of the detective registered no emotion whatever. Nayland Smith turned to the plain clothes officer, and: There may be someone hiding among the monuments, he said, sharply. You have seen nothing?

No, sir.

If you see or hear anything, while we are inside  sing out, and do your best to make a capture.

Very good, sir; you can leave it to me.

Go ahead, Gallaho.

Gallaho opened the little gate, which was not locked, and advanced up three steps to the massive teak door. He inserted the key in the lock and turned it. It was very stiff; it creaked dismally, but responded  and the detective pushed the door open...

When at last the party stood in the vault of the Demuras, dimly lighted by two police lamps and a red lantern, the fog had entered behind them, touching every man with phantom fingers. The dweller amongst the tombs arrived, belated, coming down the stone steps pantingly, and seeming a fitting occupant of this ghastly place.

I understand, snapped Nayland Smith, that this is the one we want. He pointed, then turned to Mr. Roberts. Is it quite in accordance with the wishes of the Home Office that I should open this shell?

Mr. Roberts drew a handkerchief from an inner pocket and delicately wiped his forehead. He had removed his black hat. Quite all right, Sir Denis. This is really rather distressing.

I am sorry, but much is at stake.

Constable Dorchester came forward. He had discarded his helmet, revealing a closely cropped head of brilliantly red and vigorously upstanding hair. His hazel eyes glittered excitedly.

Shall I start, sir?

Yes, carry on...

Inspector Gallaho, twirling his wide-brimmed bowler in stubby muscular hands, chewed phantom gum. The old sexton stood at the foot of the steps in an attitude which might have been that of prayer. Alan Sterling turned aside, looking anywhere but at the new and brightly polished sarcophagus which had been removed from its niche and which might contain...

A cracked bell in the mortuary chapel dimly chimed the hour.

Do you mind if I wait outside? said Mr. Roberts. The fog seems to be settling in this place. Its following us in  look  its coming down the steps in waves.

Quite all right, growled Gallaho; everything is in order, sir.

Mr. Roberts ascended the steps, brushing almost hastily past the ancient warden who stood head bowed, at their foot.

The squeak of the screws was harrowing. Long trailers of mist wavered fantastically in the dim opening. Generations of Demurases seemed to stir in their happy vineyards and to look down upon the intruders. It was a desecration of their peace  Nayland Smith knew it. By what means, he was unable to guess, but by some means, Dr. Fu-Manchu had secured access to this mausoleum.

Do you mind lending me a hand, sir?

Constable Dorchester, the handyman of the party, addressed Alan Sterling. The latter turned, clenched his teeth, and:

O.K. he replied. How can I help?

Just get hold of that end, sir, and ease it a bit. Ill get hold of this.

Right.

Nayland Smith seemed to be listening for sounds from above. The watcher of the dead, hands clasped, was apparently praying. Chief-inspector Gallaho, from time to time, jerked out words of advice, and then resumed his phantom chewing.

The lid was removed. Sterling dropped back, raising his arms to his eyes.

Steady! rapped Nayland Smith. Keep your grip, Sterling.

May God forgive them, whoever they were, came the sepulchral voice of the old sexton.

The leaden shell had been sawn open and its top removed...

Who lies there? Sterling whispered: who is it?

None answered. Complete silence claimed the tomb of the Demurases, until:

Look! said Nayland Smith.


CHAPTER TEN. THE MARK OF KALI

Shall I lock the door? Inspector Gallaho inquired, jangling the keys.

Nayland Smith had been last to leave the tomb of the Demurases. That great fog which with brief intervals was destined to prevail for many days, already had claimed this city of the dead. They were a phantom company enveloped in a mist which might have been smoke of the Ultimate Valley. Alan Sterling was restraining an intense excitement.

Mr. Roberts, the Home Office representative, loomed up out of darkness.

I understand that the shell was empty, Sir Denis?

Nayland Smith came down the three steps.

Not empty, he replied. It was weighted with a head-stone stolen from near by!

The old guardian of sepulchres stood by the open door. Bewilderment had lent that gray and sorrowful face a haunted expression, which might have belonged to the spirit of some early Demuras disturbed in the mausoleum.

Thereupon, Nayland Smith did a very odd thing. He stooped and began to remove his shoes!

I say, Sir Denis

An upraised hand checked Alan Sterling at those first few words.

Shut up, Sterling, Sir Denis snapped. Listen, everybody. He discarded his leather coat. I am going back down there.

Alone? Gallaho asked.

Yes.

Good God!

As soon as Ive slipped in, partly close the door. Sing out in a loud voice, Here are the keys, Sir Denis, or anything you like to convey the idea that I am with you. Understand?

Yes, Gallaho answered gruffly. But if you suspect theres anybody hidden there, its rather a mad move, isnt it, sir?

I can think of no other. Dont really lock the door, said Nayland Smith in a low voice. Turn the key, but leave the door slightly ajar

Very good, sir.

Soft-footed, Nayland Smith re-entered the tomb, turned and signaled with his hand. Gallaho began to close the heavy teak door.

This is ghastly, Mr. Roberts muttered. What does he expect to find?

Gallaho rattled the keys, and:

Shall I lock up, Sir Denis? he said in his deep, gruff voice, paused a moment, and then: Very good, sir. You go ahead; Ill follow.

He shot the lock noisily. The door was not more than an inch ajar.

Silence! he whispered. Everybody stand by.

Beyond that ghostly door, guarded by sentinel cypresses, Nayland Smith was creeping down the stone steps, silently, stealthily. Gallaho had played his part well. All too familiar with red tape, Smith knew that short of sand-bagging the man from the Home Office, to have attempted to disturb the repose of another Demuras would have resulted in an adjournment of the investigation. Alone, and uninterrupted, he must convince himself that the queer impression of something which lived and moved in an ancient shell in a stone niche, must be confirmed or disproved by himself alone.

He reached the vault without having made a sound. His feet were chilled by the stone paving. Imagination charged the fog-laden atmosphere with odors of mortal decay. The darkness was intense. Looking up the steps down which he had come, no more than a vague blue indicated the presence of the stained glass windows. On hands and knees he moved cautiously, right, and then crouched down against the wall and directly beneath the niche which contained the mortal remains of Isobel Demuras  or so the inscription stated.

Complete silence prevailed for fully a minute. He could detect no repetition of that furtive movement which he had heard, or imagined he had heard. Turning slowly and cautiously, he looked up...

He saw a thing which for a moment touched him with awe.

The stone recess above had become vaguely illuminated, as if some spiritual light were thrown out from the shell of Isobel Demuras!

There came a vague shuffling  the same which he had detected when, last to leave, he had paused for a moment at the foot of the steps. Then... a ray of light shot across the vault, touching the further wall, where it rested upon a brass plate. The inscription upon this he remembered to have read: HERE LAY TRISTAN DEMURAS, FOUNDER OF THE ENGLISH BRANCH OF THE FAMILY.

The noise above became louder. To it was added a squeaking sound. The ray disappeared from the opposite wall, but the niche above became more brightly illuminated. Nayland Smith on hands and knees crept to the corner of the vault. He had not vacated his former position more than three seconds when light poured down upon the pavement. He was just outside its radius.

The light disappeared; complete darkness fell. There came a renewed and a louder creaking, then a soft thud upon the floor beside him.

In that instant Nayland Smith sprang.

Gallaho! he shouted. Sterling!

The teak door was opened with a crash. Gallaho shining his torch ahead of him came cluttering down the steps, Sterling close behind.

The light... here, Gallaho  quick! Nayland Smith spoke hoarsely. Get his knife!

My God!

Sterling sprang forward.

A lithe yellow man, his eyes on fire with venomous hatred, was struggling in Nayland Smiths grasp! Sir Denis had him by the throat, but with his left hand he clutched the mans lean, muscular wrist. A knife, having a short, curved blade, was grasped in the sinewy fingers. For all Nayland Smiths efforts, its point was creeping nearer and nearer, driven by the maniacal strength which animated the tigerish body. The left arm of the yellow man was thrown around his captor, seeking to drag him down upon the quivering blade...

Gallaho twisted the weapon from the mans grasp, and Nayland Smith stood up, breathing heavily. Two constables had joined them now, their lamps reinforcing the illumination.

Whos got bracelets? growled Gallaho.

None of the party had handcuffs, but Constable Dorchester, of the spiky red hair, grabbed the prisoner and ran him up the steps.

Outside, held by Dorchester and another, his back against the teak door, he grinned fiendishly, but uttered no word whilst Nayland Smith resumed his shoes and put on his leather overcoat. Gallaho shone the light of a torch on to the face of the captive.

The man wore a soft shirt and no tie; a cheap flannel suit; his ankles were bare, and his lean feet were encased in rubber-soled shoes. His teeth gleamed in that fixed grin of hatred; his sunken eyes held a reddish, smoldering fire. Disordered oily black hair hung down over his forehead. He was panting and wet with perspiration.

Nayland Smith raised the damp hair from the mans brow, revealing a small mark upon parchment-like skin.

The mark of Kali, he said. I thought so... One of the Doctors religious assassins.

What ever is the meaning of all this? Mr. Roberts demanded in a high, quavering voice.

Nayland Smith turned in the speakers direction, so that from Sterlings point of view, the keen, angular profile was clearly visible against the light of a lamp held by one of the constables.

It means, Sir Denis began...

Something hummed like a giant insect past Sterlings ear, missed Nayland Smith by less than an inch as he sprang back, fists clenched, glittered evilly in the lantern light, and... the man whose brow was branded with the mark of Kali gurgled, and became limp in the grip of his two big captors.

A bloody foam appeared upon his lips.

He was pinned to the door by a long, narrow-bladed knife, which had completely pierced his throat and had penetrated nearly an inch into the teak against which he stood!


CHAPTER ELEVEN. SAM PAK OF LIMEHOUSE

Nayland Smith walked up and down his study in Whitehall. Heavy blue curtains were drawn before the windows. Alan Sterling from the depths of an armchair watched him gloomily.

I am satisfied that the other shells in that vault were occupied by deceased Demurases, said Sir Denis. How long the group has had access to that mausoleum, is something we are unlikely ever to know. But doubtless it has served other purposes in the past. The supposed sarcophagus of Isobel Demuras, as I showed you, was no more than a trick box or hiding-place, having a spy-hole by means of which one concealed there could watch what was going on below. It is certain that I have been covered closely for some days past. We were followed to Dr. Nortons house this evening, and later I was followed to the Home Secretarys. To make assurance doubly sure, the Doctor planted a spy in the mausoleum.

He paused, knocking out his pipe in the hearth.

That knife was meant for me, Sterling, he said, grimly, and Dr. Fu-Manchus thugs rarely miss.

It was an act of Providence  the protection of heaven!

I agree. The reign of the Mandarin Fu-Manchu is drawing to a close. The omens are against him. He smuggled Fleurette from Ambrosos studio to the cemetery. The device seems elaborate; but consider the difficulty of transporting an insensible girl!

Sterling jumped up, a lean but athletic figure, clenching and unclenching his sunburned hands.

Insensible  yes! he groaned. How do we know she isnt  dead...

Because all the evidence points the other way. Dr. Fu-Manchu is a good gambler; he would never throw away an ace. Consider the sheer brilliance of his asking police protection for Professor Ambroso  that is, for himself!

He had not anticipated that it would be continued in London.

Possibly not.

He pressed a bell. A tall, gaunt manservant came in. A leathery quality in his complexion indicated that he had known tropical suns; his face was expressionless as that of a Sioux brave; his small eyes conveyed nothing.

Set out a cold buffet in the dining-room, Fey, Nayland Smith directed.

Fey, seeming to divine by means of some extra sense that this completed his instructions, slightly inclined his close-cropped head and went out as silently as he had come in.

The telephone bell rang. Sir Denis took up the instrument, and:

Yes, he said; please show him up at once. He replaced the receiver. Gallaho is downstairs. I hope this means that the deceased thug has been identified.

Sterlings restlessness was feverish.

This waiting, he muttered, is damnably trying.

Nayland Smith unscrewed the top of a tobacco jar.

Get out your pipe, he snapped. Well have a drink when Gallaho arrives. You dont have to be jumpy  theres work ahead, and Im counting on you.

Sterling nodded, clenched his white teeth, and plunged into a pocket of his suit for his pipe. At which moment, a bell rang. Sir Denis opened the door, crossed the lobby and faced Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho at the very moment that the silent Fey admitted him. He could not wait for the Scotland Yard man to cross the threshold, but:

Who was he? he snapped; do you know?

Got his history, sir, such as it is.

Good.

The fog had penetrated to the lift-shaft of the building; wisps floated out on the landing and already were penetrating the lobby. When the inspector had come in:

Have you had any dinner? snapped Nayland Smith.

No, sir. I havent had time to think about eating.

I thought not. Theres a cold buffet in the dining-room, as I gather we may be late tonight. Am I right?

Quite probably, sir.

Excellent.

Sterling had charged his pipe from the tobacco jar, and now Nayland Smith pulled out a tangle of broad-cut mixture and began stuffing it into the hot bowl of his own cracked briar.

Help yourself to whisky and soda, Inspector, he said; its on the side table there. Please go ahead.

Gallaho nodded, took a glass and helped himself to a modest drink, then:

The dead man has been identified by Detective-sergeant Pether, of K Division, he went on. What Pether doesnt know about the Asiatics isnt worth knowing. Can I help you, sir? indicating the decanter.

Thanks, Inspector  and one for Mr. Sterling while youre there.

Gallaho, officiating as butler, continued:

His real nationality, Pether doesnt know, but hes probably Burmese. He always passed for a lascar at Sam Paks

Sam Paks? rapped Nayland Smith.

Youre a bit out of touch with Limehouse, sir, said Gallaho, handing a tumbler to Sir Denis and one to Sterling. But Sam Paks is a small restaurant frequented by seamen from ships docking in the river. Its generally known that opium and hashish can be got there. But as its use seems to be confined to the Asiatics, we have never moved. There have been no complaints. Well he took a sip of his whisky and soda It seems that the dead man was known as Charlie  apparently he had no other name; and sometimes he used to act as waiter for Sam Pak.

Highly important, murmured Nayland Smith, beginning to walk up and down. A very strong link, Gallaho. The Doctors on the run. His available servants are few, and hes back in his old haunts. Very significant. Could you give me a brief character sketch of this Sam Pak?

I can try, sir. Pether knows him better than I do, but I didnt bother to bring him along. Let me see... He chewed imaginary gum, staring up at the ceiling, then: Sam Pak is a small, old, very wrinkled Chinaman. He might be any age up to, say, a hundred. He has run this restaurant for the past four years. He has a voice like a tin whistle, and speaks pidgin English.

Stop! snapped Nayland Smith. Detective-sergeant Fletcher of K Division retired some years ago, didnt he?

He did, sir, Gallaho replied, rather startled. Hes landlord of the George and Dragon in Commercial Road. I happen to know him well.

Get through to the George and Dragon, Nayland Smith directed. Find out if Fletcher is home, and if so, ask him to come on the line.

Very good, sir... Now?

You might as well; I want to think. You can use the telephone in the lobby.

Very good, sir.

Inspector Gallaho went out, carrying his tumbler, and:

You know, said Nayland Smith, turning and staring at Sterling, I have an idea that I know Sam Pak. I believe he is a certain John Ki, who disappeared from Chinatown some years ago. He was one of Fu-Manchus people, Sterling. I should like to be sure.

Sterling had lighted his pipe and had dropped back into the big armchair, but his mood was far from restful. He sat there, clutching the arms, watching Sir Denis pacing up and down the carpet. Suddenly:

On your word of honor, Sir Denis, he said, do you think shes alive?

Nayland Smith turned and fixed an unflinching gaze upon the speaker.

On my word of honor, he replied, I do.

Thank God! Sterling murmured. Youre a rock of refuge!

Hes well on the run, Sir Denis continued, grimly, the cold gray-blue eyes alight with suppressed excitement. He has doubled back to his riverside haunts. Hes finding it difficult to raise funds. The police of Europe are on his tail. Hes a cornered rat, and dangerous. The Mandarin Prince has become the common criminal. I wonder if its to be his fate, Sterling, that having threatened the safety of nations, he is to fall captive to an ordinary Metropolitan police officer? That would be poetic justice, indeed. In the past, he has shown them scant mercy.

Sterling watched the speaker fascinatedly. He radiated vitality; the force within him vibrated through ones nerves. Only a man who had known Dr. Fu-Manchu, as Sterling knew him, could have doubted that the Chinamans fate was sealed. But knowing, and appreciating, the genius of the great Eastern physician, Sterling, with optimism crying out for recognition in his heart, was forced to admit that the betting was even. Sir Denis Nayland Smith would have been an impossible adversary for any normal man to pit himself against, but Dr. Fu-Manchu was not a normal man. He was a superman, Satan materialized, and one equipped with knowledge which few had ever achieved: a cold, dominating intellect, untrammeled by fleshly ties, a great mind unbound by laws of man.

The silence which fell was only broken by faint ringings of a telephone bell and the distant rumbling of the voice of Inspector Gallaho. Nayland Smith walked up and down. Sterling smoked, and clutched the arms of the chair. Then, Gallaho, still carrying his glass which now was empty, returned.

Ive found him, sir, he reported, and by great good luck, got him on the phone.


CHAPTER TWELVE. LONDON RIVER

A constable patrolling the Embankment pulled up and stared suspiciously at a pair of dangerous-looking loafers, possibly sailors, of a type rarely seen in the Westminster area; very darkskinned fellows wearing greasy caps and smoking cigarettes. To that lurching walk that belongs to the sea, a certain furtive quality seemed to have been added. Some of these foreign sailormen had other jobs when they were ashore, and the officer didnt like the way in which this pair kept staring up towards a certain lighted window in a block of expensive residential flats.

A strong westerly breeze had sprung up, driving banks of fog before it, so that in certain areas, temporarily, the night was clear enough. Such a lucidity prevailed now in this part of Westminster. The face of Big Ben was clearly visible, no great distance away, and the many lighted windows of New Scotland Yard. But whereas most of the windows in the block of flats were shaded, that one which seemed to interest the pair of watchers, a large bay window, had neither curtains nor blinds drawn.

From time to time a man, apparently tall and thin, and who might have been in evening dress, appeared in this window. One would have supposed that he was pacing up and down the room to which it belonged. He was smoking a pipe.

Yes, the officer was certain, it was this window or this man, or both, that the loafers were watching. He determined upon action. Quickly retracing his steps:

What are you two up to? he demanded, gruffly.

The shorter of the pair started and turned. He had deep-set, very bright eyes, and a truculence of manner which the constable regarded as suspicious. His companion grasped his arm, and:

Lêltak saida, he said.

The officer could not be expected to know that the man had wished him good-night in Arabic.

The pair moved off slouchingly.

Dont hang about here, the constable continued, following them up. Get a move on.

Khatrâk! replied the taller man.

The constable watched them lurching away, unaware that the word meant good-bye. They did not loiter again, but went on their way. The officer, retracing his steps, glanced up at the lighted window. The tall man smoking a pipe became visible for a moment, then turned and disappeared.

As the two foreign sailormen whose language was presumably Arabic proceeded on their way:

Comedy interlude with policeman? snapped the taller. Do you think Fey looks the part?

I should never have suspected it wasnt you up there, Sir Denis, the other replied. But, except the constable, did you notice anyone watching?

Yes.

What?

A man apparently asleep on the stone steps nearly opposite my window, with a tray of matches on the pavement before him.

Good God! Are you sure?

Quite sure.

Then weve thrown them off this time?

I think so, Sterling. We must be careful how we join Gallaho and Forester. This is a case where a return of the fog would be welcome. Is there anyone behind?

Sterling glanced back.

No, not near enough to count.

Good. This way, then.

He gripped Sterling suddenly, pulling him aside.

Duck under here! Now, over the wall!

A moment later they stood at the foot of some stone steps. A dinghy lay there, occupied by one rower, a man who wore the uniform of the River Police. As the pair appeared: Careful how you come aboard, sir, he said; those lower steps are very slimy.

However, they embarked without accident, and ten minutes later were inside the dingy little office of the River Police depot. Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho was leaning against the mantelpiece chewing phantom gum, his bowler worn at that angle made famous by Earl Beatty in the Navy. Forester, a thick-set man who looked more like a Mercantile skipper than a police officer, stood up as the hang-dog couple entered.

Do you think youve covered your tracks, sir? he asked, addressing Sir Denis.

I hope so, snapped the latter. But anyway, we have to go on now. Too much valuable time has been wasted already.

Big Ben chimed the hour. A high pall of fog still overhung the city, and the booming notes of the big clock seemed to come from almost directly overhead.

Eleven oclock. Is it fairly clear down-river, Inspector?

It was clearing when I came up, sir, Forester replied. A lot of shipping is on the move, now. Some of them have been locked up for twenty-four hours. But Im told its still very thick in the Channel.

Sam Paks I take it, does not close early?

Inspector Forester laughed.

To the best of my knowledge it never closes, he replied. Cigarettes and drinks, of a sort, can be had there all night by anyone in the know.

Habitual law-breaker? Nayland Smith suggested.

Exactly, sir. But hes a safety-valve.

I quite understand. No news from Fletcher?

No, sir. I have been expecting it for the last half-hour.

Nayland Smith glanced at a gun-metal watch strapped to his wrist, and:

Ill give him five minutes, he said, rapidly. Then, well start. The fog may develop at any moment if this breeze drops. You can arrange for any news to be passed down?

Certainly, sir.

At which moment, the phone bell rang.

Hello! the Inspectors voice was eager. Yes, speaking. Hes here  hold on. He turned. Fletcher on the line, sir.

Nayland Smith took the instrument from the Inspectors hand, and:

Hello, that you, Fletcher? he asked.

Fletcher speaking, sir, and its like old times to hear your voice. Ive been out of touch with Limehouse for some years, but I was really glad of tonights job. I dropped into this mans place to buy a packet of cigarettes, and managed to stay long enough to get a glimpse of the old boy.

Well?

Youre right, sir. Its John Ki, formerly keeper of the Joy Shop, now known as Sam Pak.

Good. Nayland Smiths eyes shone like burnished steel in the mulatto mask of his face. You didnt arouse his suspicions, of course?

Certainly not, sir. I didnt even speak to him  and he couldnt be expected to remember me.

Good enough, Fletcher. You can go home now. Ill get in touch with you tomorrow.

He replaced the receiver and turned.

That seems to clinch it, growled Gallaho. With any luck we ought to make a capture tonight.

Nayland Smith was walking up and down the linoleum-covered floor, twitching at the lobe of his left ear.

Give me some brief idea of your arrangements, Gallaho, he snapped.

Well... Gallaho closed one eye and cocked the other in the direction of the ceiling: Inspector Forester, here, has got a cutter tucked away within easy call, with a crew of six. Theyre watching the place from the river side. Nobody can get out that way. I sent eight men, picked them myself, who are used to this sort of work. You wont see a sign of them when you arrive, but theyll see you, sir.

Anybody inside? snapped Nayland Smith.

Yes, said Gallaho, grinning. Detective-sergeant Murphy. Fast asleep in the club-room. Hes the most wonderful drunk in the C.I.D.

Good. Its time we started.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN. A TONGUE OF FIRE

The port of London had suddenly come to life. A big liner, fogbound for a day and a night, was bellowing her warning to all whom it might concern as she crept slowly from her dock into the stream. Tugs towing strings of barges congested the waterway. The shipping area was a blaze of light, humming with human activity. That narrow stretch of waterfront behind which lies the ever-dwindling area of Chinatown, alone seemed to remain undisturbed under these new conditions.

Here, a lazy tide lapped muddily at ancient piles upholding pier and wharf and other crazy structures of a sort long since condemned and demolished in more up-to-date districts. The River Police launch lay just outside a moored barge. From this point of vantage the lookout had a nearly unobstructed view of a sort of wooden excrescence which jutted out from a neighboring building.

It overhung a patch of mud, covered at high tide, into which it seemed to threaten at any moment to fall. It boasted two windows: one looking straight across the river to the Surrey bank and the other facing up-stream. There was a light in this latter window, and the River Police were watching it, curiously.

From time to time a bent figure moved past it  a queer, shuffling figure. For fully ten minutes, however, this figure had not re-appeared.

Each warning of the big steamer reached them more faintly. One of the police crew, who had been a ships steward, shivered slightly; picturing the warmly lighted cabins, the well-ordered life on board the outgoing liner; sniffed in imagination the hot, desert air of Egypt; glimpsed the palm groves of Colombo, and wondered why he had ever joined the police. A tow-boat passed very close to them, creating a temporary swell in which they rocked and rolled violently. The breeze carried some of her smoke across their bows, making them blink and cough. When, suddenly:

There it is again, muttered the ex-steward.

What are you talking about? growled the officer in charge, heartily fed up with this monotonous duty.

That blue light, Sergeant.

What blue light?

Nearly over the roof of Sam Paks. Its the fourth time Ive seen it.

I cant see anything.

No. Its just gone again.

Youre a bit barmy, arent you?

Ive seen it too, Sergeant, came another voice. Not tonight for the first time, either.

What?

I first saw it early last week. I was with the four oclock boat. It sort of dances in the air, high up over the roof.

Thats right, said the other man.

Something like a gasworks, the sergeant suggested facetiously.

Thats it, Sergeant, only not so bright, and it doesnt stay long. Just comes and goes.

The tide lapped and sucked and whispered all around them. The deep voice of the liner moaned down-stream. Metal crashed on metal in the dockyard, and the glare of a million lights created the illusion of a tent stretched overhead; for that high pall still floated above London, angrily, as if waiting to settle again at the first opportunity.

A bent figure moved slowly past the lighted window.

Tell me if you see it again, said the sergeant.

Silence fell upon the watchers...

Hello!  whos this? the sergeant growled.

The creaking of oars proclaimed itself, growing ever nearer. Hidden in the shadows, the River Police watched the approach of a small rowboat. The rower had all the appearance of a typical waterman. He had two passengers.

Whats this? muttered the sergeant. I believe hes making for Sam Paks... Ssh! Quiet!

The crew of six watched eagerly; any break in the monotony of their duty was welcome. The sergeants prediction was fulfilled. The boat was pulled in close to rotting piles which at some time had supported a sort of jetty. At the margin of mud and shingle, the two passengers disembarked, making a perilous way along slippery wooden girders until they reached the sloping strand. The crunch of their heavy boots was clearly audible; and as the boatman pulled away, the two mounted a wooden stair and disappeared into a dark opening.

Hm! said the sergeant. Of course, they may not be going to Sams. People are often ferried across here. Its a short cut to the bus route. Hello!

He stood suddenly upright in the bows of the launch, and might have been seen staring upward at a point high above the roof of Sam Paks establishment.

There you are, Sergeant... thats what I meant!

A curious, blue light played there against the pall above. At one moment it resembled a serpents tongue, or rather, the fiery tongue of a dragon; then it would change and become a number of little, darting tongues; suddenly, it disappeared altogether.

Well  Im damned! said the sergeant. Thats a very queer thing. Where the devil can it come from?


CHAPTER FOURTEEN. AT SAM PAKS

The exterior of Sam Paks presented the appearance of a small and unattractive Chinese restaurant, where also provisions might be purchased and taken away.

As one entered, there was a counter on the left; the air was informed with an odor of Bombay duck and other Chinese delicacies. Tea might be purchased or drunk on the establishment, for there were two or three cane-topped tables on the other side of the shop. Although midnight had come and gone, lights were still burning in this shop, and a very fat woman of incalculable nationality was playing some variety of patience behind the counter, and smoking cigarettes continuously.

A curious, spicy smell, mingling with that of the provisions indicated that joss-sticks might be purchased here; rice, also, and various kinds of cold eatables, suitable for immediate consumption. Excepting the fat lady, there was no one else in the shop at the moment that Nayland Smith and Sterling entered.

They had been well schooled by a detective attached to K Division, and Nayland Smith, taking the lead, leaned on the counter, and:

Cigarette please, Lucky Strike, he said, his accent and intonation that of one not very familiar with English.

The lady behind the counter hesitated for a moment, and then put another card in place. Laying down those which she still held in her hand, she reached back, abstracted a packet of the desired cigarettes from a shelf, and tossed it down before the customer, without so much as glancing at him.

He laid a ten shilling note near to her hand.

Damn thirsty, he continued; got a good drink?

Piercing black eyes were raised instantaneously. Both men recognized that at that moment they were being submitted to a scrutiny as searching as an X-ray examination. Those gimlet eyes were lowered again. The woman took the note, dropped it into a wooden bowl, and from the bowl extracted silver change.

Who says you get a drink here? she muttered.

All sailors know Sam Pak keeps good beer, Nayland Smith replied rapidly, in that Shanghai vernacular which sometimes passes for Chinese.

The woman smiled; her entire expression changed. She looked up, replying in English.

How you know Chinese? she asked.

Live for ten year in Shanghai.

You want beer or whisky?

Beer.

The woman pushed a little paper pad forward across the counter, and handed the speaker a pencil.

The paper was headed Sailors Club.

Please, your name here, she said; then, glancing at Sterling, your friend too.

Nayland Smith shrugged his shoulders as if helplessly, and then, laboriously traced out some characters to which no expert alive could possibly have attached any significance or meaning.

Name of ship, please, here.

A stubby finger, with a very dirty nail, rested upon a dotted line on the form. They had come prepared for this, and Nayland Smith wrote, using block letters in the wrong place s. s. Pelican.

Now you, please.

The beady eyes were fixed on Sterling. He wrote what looked like John Lubba and put two pencil dots under Smiths inscription  S.S. Pelican.

One shilling each, said the woman, extracting a two shilling piece from the change and dropping the coin into the wooden bowl. You members now for one week.

She pressed a bell-button which stood upon the counter near to her hand, and a door at the end of the little shop was opened.

Nayland Smith, carefully counting his change, replaced it in a pocket of his greasy trousers, and turned as a very slender Chinese boy who walked with so marked a stoop as to appear deformed, came into the shop. He wore an ill-fitting suit and a red muffler, but, incongruously, a small, black Chinese cap upon his head. Perhaps, however, the most singular item of his make-up, and that which first struck ones attention, was an eye-patch which obscured his left eye, lending his small, pale yellow features a strangely sinister appearance. To this odd figure the stout receptionist, tearing off the form from the top of the block, passed the credentials of the two new members, saying rapidly in Chinese:

For the files.

Sterling did not understand, but Nayland Smith did; and he was satisfied. They were accepted.

The one-eyed Chinese boy signaled that they should follow, and they proceeded along a short, narrow passage to the Club. This was a fair-sized room, the atmosphere of which was all but suffocating. Ventilation there was none. A velvet-covered divan, indescribably greasy and filthy ran along the whole of one wall, tables being set before it at intervals. At the farther end of the place was a bar, and, on the left, cheap wicker chairs and tables. The center of the floor was moderately clear. It was uncarpeted and some pretense had been made, at some time, to polish the deal planks.

The company present was not without interest.

At a side table, two Chinamen were playing Mah jong, a game harmless enough, but interdict in Limehouse. At another table, a party, one of whom was a white girl, played fantan, also illegal in the Chinese quarter. The players spoke little, being absorbed in their games.

Although the fog had cleared from the streets of Limehouse and from the river, one might have supposed that this stuffy room had succeeded in capturing a considerable section of it. Visibility was poor. Tobacco smoke predominated in the club, but with it other scents were mingled. Half a dozen nondescripts were drinking and talking  mostly, they drank beer. One visitor seated alone at the end of the divan, elbows resting on the table before him, glared sullenly into space. He had a shock of dark hair, and his complexion was carrot-colored. His prominent nose was particularly eloquent.

Gimme another drink, Sam, he kept demanding. Gimme another drink, Sam.

Save for two chairs set before the table upon which the thirsty man rested his elbows, there was no visible accommodation in the Sailors Club.

Go ahead! Nayland Smith whispered in Sterlings ear. Grab those two chairs.

No one took the slightest notice of their entrance, and walking towards the bar, they seated themselves in the two vacant chairs. The one-eyed boy stood by for their orders.

Two pints beer, said Nayland Smith in his queer broken English.

The boy went to the bar to give the order. And the barman to whom he gave it was quite easily the outstanding personality in the room. He was a small Chinaman, resembling nothing so much as an animated mummy. His chin nearly met his nose, for apparently he was quite toothless; and there was not an inch of his skin, nor a visible part of his bald head, which was not intricately traced with wrinkles. His eyes, owing to the puckering of the skin, were almost invisible, and his hands when they appeared from behind the counter resembled the talons of some large bird.

Gimme another drink, Sam, hiccupped the man on the divan. Never mind these blokes  gi me another drink.

One elbow slipped and his head fell right forward on the table.

O.K. sir, came a low whisper. Detective-sergeant Murphy. Something funny going on here tonight, sir.

Nayland Smith turned to the aged being behind the bar. Give him another drink, he said rapidly in Chinese. Charge me. He is better asleep than awake.

The incredible features of Sam Pak drew themselves up in a ghastly contortion which may have been a smile.

It is good, he whistled in Chinese a sleeping fool may pass for a wise man.

The one-eyed boy was bending over the counter, placing the mugs on a tray. Sterling watched, and suddenly:

Sir Denis, he whispered look! That isnt a boys figure.

Gimme a drink, blurted Murphy; then, in a whisper: It isnt a boy, sir  its a girl...


CHAPTER FIFTEEN. A LIGHTED WINDOW

Forester of the River Police had taken charge of the party covering Sam Paks from the Thames. His presence, which was unexpected, had infused a new spirit into the enterprise. The fact that he was accompanied by the celebrated Inspector Gallaho of the C.I.D., caused a tense but respectful silence to fall upon the party. Everyone knew now that some very important case lay behind this monotonous duty.

A sort of rumor hitherto submerged, now ran magically from man to man, the presence of the famous detective lending its wings.

Its the Fu-Manchu business  I told you so...

Hes been dead for years...

If you ever have the bad luck to meet him, youll...

Silence on board! said Forester, in a low but authoritative voice. This isnt a picnic: youre on duty. Listen  isnt one of you an ablebodied seaman?

The ex-steward spoke up.

I was an A.B., sir, before I became a steward.

Youre the man I want. You see that lighted window  the one that belongs to Sam Paks?

Yes, sir.

It isnt more than three feet below the roof and theres plenty of foothold. Do you think you could climb it?

There was a moment of silence, and then:

To the roof, sir?

Yes.

I could try. There wouldnt be much risk if the tide was in, but Im not so sure of the mud.

How do you feel about it?

Ill take a chance.

Good man, growled Gallaho. Inspector Forester has brought a rope ladder. We want you to carry a line up to make the ladder fast. The idea is to get a look in at that lighted window. Bear it in mind. But for the love of Mike, dont make any row. We are taking chances.

Merton, the ex-sailor, rather thought that he was the member of the party who was taking chances. He was endeavoring to find suitable words in which to express this idea, when:

Thats a good man, Inspector, snapped a voice from the barge. Always keep your eye on a man who volunteers for dangerous duty.

Merton looked up as two men who resembled Portuguese deckhands dropped from the barge into the tail of the cutter. But the speakers voice held an unmistakable note. Rumor had spoken truly.

The presence of Inspector Gallaho had started tongues wagging; here was someone vastly senior to Gallaho, and masquerading in disguise. The attitude of the famous C.I.D. detective was sufficient evidence of the seniority of the last speaker.

The River Police craft was eased alongside the rotting piles which supported that excrescence of Sam Paks restaurant. Merton swarmed up without great difficulty towards a point just below the lighted window. Here he paused, making signs to the crew below.

Push out, snapped Nayland Smith in a low voice.

The little craft was eased away, and Merton, carrying the line, proceeded to the second and more difficult stage of his journey, watched breathlessly by every man aboard the River Police launch. Twice he faltered, and, once, seemed to have lost his hold. But at last a sort of sympathetic murmur ran around the watching party.

He had reached the roof of the wooden structure. He waved, and began to haul in the line attached to the rope ladder.

A stooping figure passed behind the lighted window...

Merton, in response to signals from Gallaho, moved further left, so that when the ladder was hauled up it just cleared the window. Some delay followed whilst Merton, disappearing from view of those below, sought some suitable stanchion to which safely to lash the ladder. This accomplished, he gave the signal that all was fast, and:

As soon as Im on the ladder, said Nayland Smith, get back to cover. The routine, as arranged, holds good.

He began to climb... and presently he could look in at the lighted window.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN. A BURNING GHAT

A woman attired in scanty underwear was pulling on high-heeled, jade green shoes. She was seated on a cheap and dilapidated wooden chair. Depended upon a hanger on the wall behind this chair, was a green frock, which Nayland Smith guessed to be probably a creation of Worth. A dressing-table of a kind which can only be found in the second-hand stores appeared at one end of the small rectangular room. It was set before a window, and this was the window of the wooden superstructure which looked out towards the Surrey bank of the Thames. A flannel suit, a pair of shoes, a muffler, and a Chinese cap, lay on the floor.

Fascinated and unashamed, Nayland Smith watched the toilet of the woman who squeezed tiny feet into tiny jade green shoes.

She stood up, walked to the mirror, and smeared her face with cream from a glass jar which once had contained potted meat. The features of the one-eyed Chinese waiter became obliterated.

The classic features of Fah Lo Suee, daughter of Dr. Fu-Manchu, revealed themselves!

Fah Lo Suee, having cleansed her skin, hurriedly carried the one chair to the dressing-table, and seating herself before a libelous mirror, set to work artistically to make up as a beautiful woman; for that she was a beautiful woman Nayland Smith had never been able to deny.

Silently, cautiously, he began to descend. The River Police craft was pulled in beneath him. Forester and a member of the crew hung on to the end of the ladder as Nayland Smith came aboard.

Put me ashore, he snapped. Gallaho! Sterling! Then stand by for Merton.

Sterling grabbed the speakers arm. His grip was violent in its intensity.

Sir Denis! he said for Gods sake tell me  who is up there? What did you see?

Nayland Smith turned. They were alongside the barge, across the deck of which they had come, and by the same route were returning.

Your old friend Fah Lo Suee! When I gave the sign to Murphy and came out, I thought you had recognized her, too. I was interested in the fact that she seemed to have a base somewhere upstairs.

Fah Lo Suee, Sterling muttered. Good heavens! Now that you point it out, of course, I realize it was Fah Lo Suee.

The Doctor is using her remorselessly: every hour of her day is fully occupied. Late though it is, she has some other duty to perform. She must be followed, Sterling.

They were crossing the deck of the barge, Gallaho at their heels, his bowler hat jammed on at a rakish angle, when:

Look! said Nayland Smith.

With one hand he grabbed the C.I.D. man, with the other he grasped the arm of Sterling.

A wavering blue light, a witch light, an elfin thing, danced against the fog mantle over the house of Sam Pak.

Good Lord! Gallaho muttered. I heard of it for the first time tonight, but Im damned if I can make out what it is.

All watched in silence for a while. Suddenly, the mystic light disappeared.

It looks like something out of hell, said Gallaho.

Very possibly it is, Nayland Smith jerked. He turned to Sterling. Did you notice anything curious about the air of the Sailors Club?

It had the usual fuggy atmosphere of places of that kind.

Certainly it had, but did anything in the temperature strike you?

Temperature...?

Exactly.

Now that you mention it, it was certainly very hot.

Undoubtedly it was, and twice as hot at the bar end as at the other.

Maybe its central heated, said Gallaho. Ill ask Murphy about it.

Nothing of the kind, snapped Nayland Smith. He was still staring up at that spot above the roof of Sam Paks where the queer, spirituous flame had appeared. Certain sects in India burn their dead on burning ghats. Were you ever in India, Gallaho?

No sir. But whatever do you mean?

You would know what I meant if you had ever seen a burning ghat at night...


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. THE GAME FLIES WEST

Whichever way the dame comes out, said Gallaho, shes got to pass this corner to get on to the main road. Its a pound to a penny theres another way out into the yard which adjoins the restaurant, and Im told that a car is sometimes garaged there. It may be there tonight.

Evidently it is, said Nayland Smith. Listen.

Gallaho ceased speaking and he and Sterling listened intently. Someone had started a car at no great distance away.

Quick! snapped Nayland Smith. Your mans standing by?

Yes.

Ill wait here. I want to see who is in the car. Directly it has passed, pick me up...

Gallaho and Sterling set off down a side-turning. In a narrow opening between a deserted warehouse and the adjoining building, the Flying Squad car was hidden, all lights out. They had no more than reached it, when the car from the yard beside Sam Paks passed the head of the street.

The Scotland Yard driver pulled out smartly. On the corner he checked and Nayland Smith jumped in.

Fah Lo Suee! he said simply.

Sam Paks remained under cover. Anyone leaving would be shadowed to his destination, but Smiths instructions were urgent upon the point that the suspicions of the old Chinaman must not be aroused...

Deserted Commercial Road East reached, the police car drew up closer to the quarry  for at one point a curtain of fog threatened to descend again. Beyond, however, it became clearer.

What car is it, Gallaho? Nayland Smith asked. I cant quite make out.

Its a Morris, sir, and theyre making it shift a bit.

Nayland Smith laughed shortly.

Once, it would have been at least a Delage, he murmured.

Silence fell again as they proceeded along one of the most depressing thoroughfares in Europe. Occasional lorries bound dockward constituted practically the only traffic: pedestrians were very few indeed. The occasional figure of a policeman wearing his waterproof cape brought the reflection to Sterlings mind that the duties of the Metropolitan Police would not appeal to every man.

Entering the City boundaries, the driver pulled up much closer to the pursued car. By the Mansion House the fog had disappeared altogether. Sterling glanced aside at Sir Denis. The bright light of a street lamp was shining in. He started, then laughed aloud. Shadow came again.

What is it? snapped Sir Denis.

I had forgotten what you looked like, Sterling explained, and your appearance was rather a shock.

Anyone seeing us, growled Gallaho, would take it for granted that I had one of you chained to each wrist. He turned to Sir Denis. I dont quite understand, sir, why you have handed the Limehouse end of the inquiry over to Forester. You have got definite evidence that its the base of this Fu-Manchu. Why not raid it? Theres every excuse, if ever we want to do it. Its only necessary to find a single opium pipe on the premises!

I know, Nayland Smith replied, speaking unusually slowly. But in dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu, I have found it necessary to follow certain instincts. These may be the result of an intimate knowledge of the Doctors methods. But having been inside Sam Paks tonight, I am prepared to assert with complete confidence that Dr. Fu-Manchu is not there. I think it highly probable that his beautiful and talented daughter is leading us to him now, however.

Oh, I see, Gallaho growled. You dont think by any chance that this fly dame spotted you through your disguise, and is making a getaway?

I dont think so. But it is a possibility, nevertheless.

I mean, the detective went on doggedly, it isnt clear to me what she was doing down there, unless her job was that of a lookout. You tell me shes very much the lady, so that her idea of fun wouldnt be serving beer to drunken sailormen?

Quite, murmured Nayland Smith.

After which staccato remark he fell into a reverie which he did not break until the great bell of St. Pauls boomed out from high above their heads.

Two oclock, he murmured, and peered ahead. Hello! Fleet Street. The game flies West, Gallaho.

The Street of Ink was filled with nocturnal activity, in contrast to the deserted City thoroughfares along which, hitherto, their route had lain. Into the Strand, across Trafalgar Square and on to Piccadilly, the hunt led; then the Morris turned into Bond Street, and Gallaho broke a long silence.

Ive just remembered, he remarked, that theyve got an extension at the Ambassadors Club tonight. Funny if thats where shes going.

Hm! said Nayland Smith, glancing aside at Sterling, as the light from the window of a picture dealers shone into the car. We shant be able to obtain admittance!

Just what I was thinking, growled Gallaho. Yes  look, sir! That is where shes going!

The Morris pulled up before the door of the club, and a commissionaire assisted a slender, fur-wrapped figure to alight. Fah Lo Suee, her jade colored shoes queerly reflected upon the wet pavement, her gossamer frock concealed beneath a white wrap, went in at the lighted doorway.

I can soon find out who shes with and what shes up to, growled Gallaho. You two gentlemen had better stay out of sight.

He stepped out and proceeded in the direction of the club.

By the entrance he paused for a moment as another car pulled up and the be-medaled commissionaire sprang forward to the door. A distinguished looking gentleman who might have been a diplomat, who affected a gray, pointed beard and who wore a monocle, stepped out hurriedly, discarded a French cape and, tossing it back into the car, nodded to the commissionaire and went in. He vibrated nervous energy.

Hm! muttered Gallaho, watching the long, fawn and silver car disappearing in the direction of Bruton Street. Sir Bertram Morgan!

The last arrival was the newly appointed governor of the Bank of England.

Gallaho was about to turn to the commissionaire, with whom he was acquainted, when, following from the tail of his eye the slim, debonair figure of the banker, he saw a slender woman dressed in jade green rise from a settee in the lobby and advance with extended hand to meet Sir Bertram.

In the brief glimpse which he had of her, Gallaho recognized the fact that she was the woman they had followed from Limehouse  according to Sir Denis Nayland Smith, the daughter of Dr. Fu-Manchu. She was not pure Chinese. She was exotically beautiful. The strange pair disappeared.

Gallaho changed his mind.

Good evening, sir, said the commissionaire, and was about to salute; then grinned broadly and nodded instead.

Good, said Gallaho. I am glad you remembered. Never salute a plain clothes officer.

No, sir.

Good night.

Good night, sir.

Gallaho walked on as though his presence there had been merely accidental. Within his limitations he was an artist. It was no uncommon thing for the tracker to be tracked; keen eyes might be watching his every movement.

He crossed to Grafton Street, stood on the corner for a while, and looked back. Accustomed to the ways of spies, he was satisfied that no one was on his trail. He retraced his steps  but on the other side of Bond Street.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. I BELONG TO CHINA

Sir Bertram Morgan was deeply intrigued with Madame Ingomar. He had met her three years before at the villa of a mutual friend in Cairo. Anglo-Egyptian society is not exactly Bohemian, and Sir Bertram, at first, had been surprised to find an obvious, if beautiful, half-caste a guest at this somewhat exclusive establishment.

She was, it appeared, the widow of a physician. But this alone was not enough. And noting the patrician elegance, almost disdain, which characterized the beautiful widow, Sir Bertram had not been surprised to learn, later, that on her fathers side there was royal Manchu blood.

An experienced man of the world is the adventuresss easiest quarry. Sir Bertram, a widower of almost illimitable means, naturally knew much of women; he thought there was no design whose pattern he had not met with at some time. He distrusted Madame Ingomar. But she attracted him in a way that was almost frightening.

They met again on the Riviera a year later.

Discreetly, and as if telling an Oriental fairy tale, she had spoken of the existence of an hereditary secret in her family, smilingly pointing out that the widow of a brilliant, but penniless physician, could not otherwise dress as she dressed.

Other explanations occurred to Sir Bertram at the time, but just when he had been sharpening his wits to deal with this dazzling cocotte, she had disappeared.

It seemed to be a habit of hers.

Now, she was in London. They had met accidentally, or apparently accidentally, and he, anxious to test her, because she was so desirable, had challenged the claims which she had made in France. The challenge, lightly, had been accepted.

The life of Madame Ingomar was a fascinating mystery. Her appointment at a fashionable dance club, made for two oclock in the morning, was odd. Sir Bertram was in the toils  he knew it; he was prepared to believe that royal blood of China ran in this womans veins; prepared to believe that she was really the widow of a distinguished physician; but he had no means of testing these claims. One, however  the hereditary secret  he could test: it came within his special province. And tonight she had offered him an opportunity.

My dear Madame Ingomar, he said, and kissed her hand, for his courtly manners were famous throughout Europe. This is indeed a very great privilege.

The maître dhôtel led the way to that table which was always reserved for Sir Bertram whenever he required it. Madame Ingomar declined supper, but drank a glass of wine.

Sir Bertram having draped her white fur wrap across the back of her chair, ivory shoulders and perfectly modeled arms were revealed by a gossamer green frock. She smoked almost continuously, not as other women of his acquaintance smoked, but and it seemed almost a custom of a bygone generation, using a long jade holder.

Her hands were exquisite, her exotic indolence conjured up visions of vanished empires. She talked brilliantly, and Sir Bertram, watching her, decided she was quite the most attractive woman he had ever known. He sighed. He was uncertain of her; and he had reached an age, and a position in the world, when the worst thing that could befall him would be to become laughable.

Madame Ingomar caught his glance, smiled, and held it. Her long, narrow eyes, were brilliantly green. He had never seen such eyes. This was their second meeting since her appearance in London and he had noticed as a man who took an interest in women, that whereas most of those upon the dance floor wore dresses which exposed their backs, in some cases to the waist, Madame Ingomars frock was of a different pattern.

She had an uncanny trick  it disturbed him  of answering ones unspoken thoughts; and:

My frock is not quite in the mode, she murmured smilingly  her voice had the most soothing quality of any voice to which he had ever listened you wonder why?

Really, my dear Madame Ingomar, you embarrass me. Your dress is completely charming  everything about you is perfect.

She placed her cigarette-holder in an ash-tray, glancing swiftly about the room.

I do not live the sheltered life of other women, she said tensely; perhaps you would understand me better if you knew something of the things I have suffered.

What ever do you mean?

She smiled again, and taking a cigarette from Sir Bertrams open case, fitted it to the jade holder.

I belong to China, she murmured, lowering her dark lashes, and in China, women are treated as... women.

This was the kind of conversation which at once intrigued and irritated Sir Bertram. It was her hints at some strange, Oriental background into which from time to time she was absorbed, which first had thrown a noose about his interest. But always... he doubted.

That she had Chinese blood in her, none could deny. But that she belonged in any other sense to the Far East he was not prepared to admit. These odd references to a mode of life divorced from all ideals of Western culture, were part and parcel with that fabulous story of the hereditary secret.

As Sir Bertram lighted her cigarette, Madame Ingomar glanced up.

Those wonderful eyes held him.

You have always mistaken me for an adventuress, she said. And the music of her voice, because it was pitched in so curious a key, reached him over the strains of the dance band. In one way you are right, in another you are very, very wrong. Tonight, I hope to convert you.

Believe me, I require no conversion; I am your most devoted friend.

She touched his hand lightly; her long, slender fingers, with extravagantly varnished nails, communicated to Sir Bertram a current of secret understanding which seemed to pulse through his veins, his nerves, and to reach his brain.

He was in love with this Eurasian witch. Every line and curve of her body, every wave of her dark hair, her voice, the perfume of her personality, intoxicated him.

Silently, he mocked himself  There is no fool like an old fool.

You are neither old nor a fool, she said, and slipped slender fingers into his grasp. You are a clever man whom I admire, very, very much.

He squeezed those patrician fingers almost cruelly, carried away by the magnetism of this womans intense femininity; so that for fully half a minute the uncanny character of those words did not dawn upon him.

Then, it came crashingly. He drew his hand away  and stared at her.

Why did you say that? he asked. He was more than startled; he was frightened. I did not speak.

You spoke to me, she said, softly. You understand me a little bit, and so I can hear you  sometimes.

Good God!

Madame Ingomar laughed. Her laughter, Sir Bertram thought, was the most deliciously musical which had ever fallen upon his ears.

In the East, she said, when we are interested, we know how to get in touch.

He watched her in silence. She had turned her glance away, lolling back in her chair, so that she seemed to emerge like an ivory goddess from the mass of white fur, for she had drawn her wrap about her shoulders. She was watching the dancers, and Sir Bertram saw her as an Oriental empress, watching, almost superciliously, a performance organized for her personal entertainment.

Suddenly, she glanced aside at him.

I promised that tonight I would prove my words, she said, slowly. If you wish it, we will go.

Sir Bertram started. She had called him back from a reverie in which he had been a guest at a strange Eastern banquet.

I am very happy, here, with you, he replied. But what you wish is what I desire to do.

Let us go, then. My father has consented to see you.

For anyone to consent to see the great Sir Bertram Morgan was a novelty in that gentlemans life. Yet, oddly enough, the phrase did not strike him as insolent, or even curious. One of the greatest powers in the world of finance, he accepted this mysterious summons.


CHAPTER NINETEEN. ROWAN HOUSE

Sir Bertrams fawn and silver Rolls, familiar in many of the capitals of Europe, was brought up to the door of the club, and the courtly financier handed his beautiful companion to her seat.

I warn you, Sir Bertram, we have some distance to go.

How far?

Fourteen or fifteen miles into Surrey.

The journey will pass very quickly with you.

If you will tell your man to go to Sutton Bypass, I will direct him when we get there how to find Rowan House.

Rowan House? Is that where you are going?

Its a very old house  a sort of survival. It came on the market some years ago. It was once the property of Sir Lionel Barton, the famous explorer.

Barton? Sir Bertram got in beside Madame Ingomar, having given rapid instructions to the chauffeur. I have met Barton  a madman, but brilliant. He nearly brought about a rising a year or two ago, in Afghanistan, or somewhere, by stealing the ornaments from a prophets tomb. Is that the man you mean?

The car started smoothly on its way.

Yes, said Madame Ingomar, leaning back upon the cushions and glancing in the speakers direction. It is the same man. The house was very cheap, but in many ways suitable.

Madame Ingomar turned her head again, staring straight before her, and Sir Bertram, studying that cameo-like profile, groped for some dim memory which it conjured up. Bending forward he pulled down the front blind.

The lights of approaching cars are so dazzling, he said. That is more restful.

Thank you, yes, she murmured...

The big Rolls, all but silently, quite effortlessly, was devouring mile after mile of London highway. The Flying Squad car, close behind, at times was fully extended by the driver to keep track of the quarry. Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho had twice removed his hat since they had left Bond Street, on each occasion replacing it at a slightly different angle, which betokened intense excitement. Sterling was silent, as was Nayland Smith...

Madame Ingomar touched Sir Bertrams hand. He raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them rapturously.

Please, please, she pleaded. I will not allow you to make love to me, while you doubt me so much. If I did, I should feel like a courtesan.

Sir Bertram drew back, watching her. She dropped her wrap and turned away from him, glancing back over her right shoulder.

You are a man of honor, she said, the gaze of those magnetic eyes fixed upon him suddenly, overpoweringly. I need your assistance; but you will never understand me until you know something of the dangers of my life.

She slipped her shoulders free of the green frock. Sir Bertram suppressed an exclamation.

That ivory back was wealed with the marks of a lash!

He stared fascinatedly, fists clenched. With a graceful, almost indolent movement of her slender arms, Madame Ingomar readjusted her dress, pulled her fur wrap about her, and lay back in the corner, watching him under lowered lashes.

What fiend did that to you? he muttered. What devil incarnate could deface that ivory skin?

He was bending over her, one knee upon the floor of the car, a supplicant, literally at her feet. But she stared straight before her. When he seized her hands, they lay listless in his grasp.

Tell me!  the hoarseness of his own voice surprised him: I want to know  I must know.

It would be useless, she replied, her tones so low that he could only just catch the words. In this you cannot assist me. But she looked down at him, twining her fingers in his I wanted you to know that what I have told you of my life is not a lie.

Sir Bertram kissed her hands, kissed her arms, and quite intoxicated by the beauty of this maddening, incomprehensible woman, would have kissed her lips, but a slender hand, two of the fingers jeweled, intervened between his lips and hers.

Gently, she thwarted him, for her half-closed eyes were not unkind.

Please... not yet, she said. I have told you that you make me feel like a wanton.

Sir Bertram recovered himself. Seated, staring straight ahead, his teeth very tightly clenched, he tried to analyze his emotions.

Was he in the toils of the most talented adventuress who had ever crossed his path? Did these waves of insane passion which from time to time swept him away, mean that where Madame Ingomar was concerned, self-control had gone? If she was what she claimed to be, what were his intentions about her?

He taxed himself  was he prepared to marry her?

Beside him, she remained silent. He was conscious of the strangest urges. Not since his Oxford days had he experienced anything resembling these. Undeterred by that gentle rebuff, he wanted to grasp Madame Ingomar in his arms and silence her protests with kisses. He wanted to demand, as a lovers right, the real explanation of those marks upon her shoulders. He wanted to kill the man who had caused them, and it was his recognition of this homicidal desire which checked, in a measure, the tumult of his brain.

Was it possible, that he, at his age, holding his place in the world, could be driven quite mad by a woman? He wrenched his head aside and looked at her.

She lay back against the cushions. Through half-closed eyes she stared before her abstractedly, and Sir Bertram captured that fugitive memory.

It was the profile of Queen Nefertiti, that exquisite mystery whose portrait by an unknown artist has been the subject of so much dispute.

Deserted streets offered no obstacles to the chauffeur. The outskirts of London reached, the police car behind had great difficulty in keeping Sir Bertrams Rolls in sight.

I cant make this out at all, growled Gallaho. Where the devil is she going?

I havent been in this neighborhood for some time, snapped Nayland Smith. But it brings back curious memories. It was in an ancient house in a sort of backwater near Sutton, that I first met Sir Lionel Barton.

The explorer?

Yes. He inherited a queer old place somewhere in this neighborhood. It was the scene of very strange happenings at the beginning of the Fu-Manchu case. And... by heaven, as I live, that is just the direction we are heading now!

In the leading car, the blind having been raised again, Madame Ingomar was giving instructions to the chauffeur. And presently, so guided, the Rolls turned into a darkly shadowed avenue which in summer must have been a veritable tunnel. At the end of it, through the temporary clearness of the night, one saw Rowan House, a long, squat building, hemmed in by trees and shrubs.

When presently Sir Bertram found himself in the entrance hall, he recognized the hand of the brilliant, but eccentric explorer and archeologist who had been the former owner of Rowan House. The place was a miniature Assyrian hall, and the present occupier had not disturbed this scheme. Animal skins and one or two exotic rugs alone disturbed the expanse of polished floor; and in the opening hung curtains of some queerly figured material which resembled that represented in ancient wall paintings.

The exterior of the house, Sir Bertram had noted, presented an unpleasantly damp and clammy appearance. And now as he stood looking about him, but glancing from time to time at the Oriental servant who had opened the door, he became aware at once of a curious perfume, almost like that of incense, yet having an overpowering quality about it which gave him the impression that Rowan House was not exactly a healthy abode.

Madame Ingomar was speaking rapidly to the butler who had admitted them, a squat Burman, dressed in white, and possessing an incredible width of shoulder. They spoke in a language which Sir Bertram did not understand.


CHAPTER TWENTY. GOLD

The room to which Madame Ingomar presently conducted Sir Bertram was astonishing in many respects.

I will tell my father you are here, she said  and he found himself alone.

From the lacquer armchair in which he sat, Sir Bertram surveyed his surroundings. He saw a room Orientally elegant, having entrances closed with sliding doors. Two shaded lanterns swung from the ceiling, illuminating the room warmly, and a number of brightly colored cushions were strewn about the floor. There were tapestries in which red and gold ran riot, so that one lost the head of a dragon and failed to recover it again in endeavoring to trace his tail. Rich carpets and cushioned divans; a number of handsome cabinets containing fine pottery; a battalion of books in unfamiliar bindings arranged upon shelves which, conforming to the scheme of the room, were of dull red lacquer.

At the end remote from that where Sir Bertram sat, in a deep tiled hearth, a small chemical furnace threw its red glow into the room. On a shelf just above this furnace there was a row of jars which contained preserved lizards, snakes and other small reptiles; there was a large table, apparently of Italian workmanship, magnificently inlaid, upon which were some open faded volumes and a number of scientific instruments.

One of the lacquer doors slid noiselessly open and a man came in. Sir Bertram hesitated for a moment and then stood up.

The newcomer was a singularly tall Chinaman who wore a plain yellow robe which accentuated the gaunt lines of his figure. A black cap surmounted by a bead crowned his massive skull. Introductions were superfluous: Sir Bertram Morgan knew that he stood in the presence of the Marquis Chang Hu.

The man radiated authority. He was impressive to a degree exceeding Sir Bertrams experience. Perhaps the similarity of the profile of Madame Ingomar to that of the long-dead, beautiful Egyptian queen subconsciously prompted the image, but Sir Bertram thought, as others had thought before him, that the aged, ageless, majestic face of the man in the yellow robe resembled the face of the Pharaoh Seti I whose power, unexercised for four thousand years, may still be felt by anyone who bends over the glass case in Cairo which contains the mummy of that mighty king.

You are welcome, Sir Bertram. The tall Chinaman advanced, bowing formally. Please be seated. I honor my daughter for arranging this interview.

It is a pleasure to me, too, sir.

Sir Bertram spoke sincerely. He was used to nobilities and to the off-shoots of imperial trees, but this survivor of the royal Manchus was a Prince indeed.

He wondered what he was doing in England. Knowing something of the situation in China, he wondered if the charming and promising adventure with Madame Ingomar had been no more than a lead-up to this; an attempt to enlist him in some hopeless campaign, financially to readjust the hopeless muddle which had taken the place of the once great Chinese Empire.

The Marquis Chang Hu seated himself behind the Italian table and Sir Bertram dropped back into his armchair. He had never heard a voice quite like that of Chang Hu. It was harsh, but imperious. He spoke perfect English. Long after this strange interview, Sir Bertram recognized that the impressiveness of the Marquiss lightest words was due to one peculiarity:  Sir Bertram was old enough to have heard John Henry Newman speak; and in the diction of this majestic Chinaman he recognized later, the unalloyed beauty of our language as the poet-cardinal had spoken it.

It is not my wish, Sir Bertram, said his strange host, to detain you any longer than is necessary.

Sir Bertrams chair was set very near to the big table, and Chang Hu, bending courteously across that glittering expanse, placed an ingot of metal in his visitors hand.

You will have observed that I have some small facilities here. If you wish to make any tests, I shall be happy to assist you.

Sir Bertram glanced at the ingot and then looked up. He closed his eyes swiftly. He had met a glance unlike any he had ever known. The eyes of Madame Ingomar were fascinating, hypnotic; the eyes of the Marquis, her father, held a power which was shattering.

Looking down again at the ingot in his hand:

In the case of a man of my experience, he replied, tests are unnecessary. This is pure gold.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. GALLAHO AND STERLING SET OUT

Stop! snapped Nayland Smith through the speaking tube. Back into that lane we have just passed on the right.

The driver of the C.I.D. car checked immediately, stopped and reversed. There was no trace of fog on this outskirt of London. The night was limpidly clear. The big car was backed into the narrow lane which Nayland Smith had indicated.

Good, growled Gallaho; but whats the next move, sir?

Its almost certain, said Sterling excitedly, that this is Dr. Fu-Manchus new base. Its almost certain... that Fleurette is here.

Go easy. Sir Denis grasped his shoulder. We must think. A mistake, now, would be fatal.

I am wondering, said Gallaho, what madness brought Sir Bertram Morgan here tonight?

The madness, Smith replied, which has brought many men to disaster... a woman.

Yes, Gallaho admitted; shes a good looker. But I should have thought he was getting past it.

Sir Denis... Sterlings voice trembled. Were wasting time.

They tumbled out of the car. They had sponged the make-up from their faces, but were still in the matter of dress, two rough-looking citizens. Smith stood there in the dusk of that silent byway, tugging at the lobe of his left ear; then: I am wondering, he murmured. Including the driver, Gallaho, we are only a party of four...

What have you got in mind, sir?

I have this in mind. I propose to raid Rowan House.

While Sir Bertram Morgan is there?

Yes. Unless he comes out very soon.

You think...?

I think nothing. I know. Dr. Fu-Manchu is in that house! If Sir Bertram is in danger or not I cannot say, but the man we want is there. I take it you have the warrant in your pocket, Inspector?

Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho coughed loudly.

You may take it that I have, sir, he replied.

Nayland Smith grasped his arm in the darkness.

I didnt mean what youre thinking, Inspector, he said, but we are so tied by red tape that any absurd formality overlooked might mean the wreck of the case.

Gallaho replied almost apologetically.

Thank you, sir; I entirely agree with you. Perhaps I was rather forgetting the fact that you have suffered from red tape as much as I have. But I take it you mean, sir, that we may meet with opposition.

Sterling, clenching and unclenching his fists, was walking up and down in a fever of excitement, and:

Sir Denis! he exclaimed, why are we delaying? Surely, with a womans life at stake...?

Listen, Sterling, snapped Sir Denis. I understand and sympathize  but Im in charge of this party, and you belong to it.

I am sorry, said Sterling hoarsely.

The driver of the car, seated at the wheel, was watching the trio expectantly, and then:

Listen, Gallaho, said Nayland Smith, rapidly: how far are we from a call-box?

Im afraid I dont know, sir. This is rather outside my area. Do you know? addressing his question to the driver.

No, sir. The last one we passed was at the crossroads.

Drive back, Nayland Smith instructed. Its your job to put a call through to local headquarters.

Very good, sir.

I want a raid squad here within twenty minutes. When you know where to go, drive there to pick em up.

Very good, sir.

Silently and smoothly the big car moved out of the lane.

In moments of excitement, said Nayland Smith, I am afraid I relapse into Indian police terms. Do you think your man can manage it, Gallaho?

Certainly, sir, Gallaho replied. The Flying Squads pretty efficient. We shall have all the men you want inside twenty minutes.

My fault, said Nayland Smith, not to have had a radio car.

Theyre all on duty, sir.

One could have been recalled. We had time.

What now, sir?

We must look for vulnerable points, and keep well under cover. I dont want Sir Bertrams driver to see us. I trust nobody where Dr. Fu-Manchu is concerned. Come on!

He led the way towards the tree-shadowed drive of Rowan House. Their cautious footsteps seemed loudly to disturb the damp silence of the avenue, but they pressed on till the lights of Sir Bertrams Rolls, drawn up before the porch of the squat residence, brought them to a halt.

Sterling! Nayland Smiths voice was low, but urgent. Through the shrubbery here, and right around that wing on the left. You are looking for a way in, preferably a French window, of course. But any point where an entrance can be made quickly. If you meet anybody, tackle him, and then sing out. Are you armed?

Yes; its become a habit since I met Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Good. Walk right around the house until you meet Gallaho, then return by the more convenient route, and this point is to be our meeting place. And now, you, Gallaho, stick to the shadow of that lawn, there, and work around the right of the house till you meet Sterling. I am going to direct my attention to obtaining a glimpse of Sir Bertrams chauffeur. His appearance and behavior will tell me much. We meet here in five minutes.

Gallaho and Sterling set out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. GALLAHO RUNS

Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho started his voyage of exploration under conditions rather more difficult than those which confronted Sterling.

The west wing of the house was closely invested by shrubbery; and although there were a number of windows, some of which were lighted, it was impossible to approach near enough to take advantage of any chink in the curtains. Some of the shrubs, which were of varieties unfamiliar to the inspector, remained in full leaf, others displayed flowers; and there was a damp, sweet, but slightly miasmatic smell about the place.

He remembered that the house had belonged for some years to the eccentric explorer, archeologist and author, Sir Lionel Barton. No doubt this freak vegetation had been imported by him. Gallaho, who was no floriculturist, did not quite approve of shrubs which flowered in mid-winter.

Pressing on, walking on wet grass, he presently reached a gate in a wall which threatened to terminate his journey. He tried the gate  it was unlocked; he opened it. It communicated with a paved yard. Outbuildings indicated that this had formerly been the stables of Rowan House.

Gallaho stood still, looking about him suspiciously.

He was satisfied that no horses were kept; the place was very silent. In the windows of the main building visible from where he stood, no light showed. This was not surprising at such an hour in the morning. The domestic staff might be expected to have retired. It was the sort of place, however, in which an experienced man expected to meet a watch-dog.

Gallaho, holding the door ajar, assured himself that there was no dog, before proceeding across the yard. He examined the doors and windows, and came out presently into a neglected garden. He pulled up to take his bearings.

From somewhere a long way off came the wail of a train whistle; and... was that a muffled crash?

He had made a half-circuit of the house, which was not large. Sterling should have met him at about this point.

Gallaho stood still, listening.

Except for that vague murmuring which makes London audible for twenty miles beyond the citys boundaries, the night was still.

It was very queer.

Gallaho had noted that all windows in the domestic quarters were fastened. The ideal point of entrance had not presented itself. He pushed on. What had become of Sterling?

Weed-grown flower beds bordered the wall of the house. There was nothing of interest to tempt him to approach nearer.

Suddenly, he stopped, fists clenched.

Somewhere  somewhere inside the house, he thought... a woman had screamed!

He began to run. He ran in the direction of an outjutting wing. It was very dark here, but Gallaho found gravel beneath his feet. He raced around the abutment and found himself staring at a French window.

There was no light in the room to which it belonged. Gallaho could see that heavy curtains were drawn. But there was no indication that the interior was illuminated. Nevertheless  from that room the cry might well have come.

He ran forward.

His first discovery was a dramatic one. A glass pane immediately above the lock had been shattered!

The absence of Sterling was now becoming inexplicable. Gallaho could only suppose that he had made some discovery which he had felt to be of such importance as to justify his returning and reporting to Sir Denis. Otherwise, palpably they must have met some considerable time before this.

Gallaho slipped his hand through the opening in the glass, encountering velvet draperies, groped about and found the lock.

There was no key in it.

Yet there was something very sinister about this broken window  that dim scream.

Searching his memory, he seemed to recall that at one point in his fruitless journey, just after he had crossed the stable yard, at about the same time that a distant train whistle had disturbed the silence, he had imagined that he heard a muffled crash. Here, perhaps, was the explanation.

But where was Sterling?

He ran on to the corner of this wing of the house; and now, through close growing but leafless trees, could see the tunnel-like drive along which they had come. Sterling was not in sight, nor could he see Sir Denis...


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. FLEURETTE

Alan Sterling was fully alive to the selfishness of his own motives. Nayland Smith was working for the welfare of humanity, striving to defend what we call Civilization from the menace which Dr. Fu-Manchu represented. Gallaho officially assisted him. But he, Sterling, hard though he might fight to thrust personal interest into the background, to seek the same goal, knew in his heart that his present objective was the rescue of Fleurette  if she lived  from the clutches of the Chinese doctor.

Through long days and all but unendurable hours of sleepless nights, since the message of Dr. Petrie, her father, had reached him, he had known this yearning for the truth, dreadful though the truth might be. Was she dead or alive? If alive, to what condition of mindless slavery  to what living death  had she been subjected by the brilliant devilish master of her destiny?

He forced his way through damp shrubbery; thorny bushes obstructed his path. He was anxious to avoid making any unnecessary noise. Frequently he glanced towards the porch of Rowan House, before which the long, lithe outline of Sir Bertrams Rolls glittered dimly in reflected light. The headlamps had been turned off, but the sleek body was clearly visible.

Scratches were not to be avoided. At last he was clear of the shrubbery, and found himself upon the damp soil of a flower-bed. He ploughed forward, aiming for a dimly seen path, reached it and felt hard gravel beneath his feet. He was now out of sight from the porch. Glancing back swiftly, he crossed the path and found himself in shelter from the point of view of anyone watching from the front of the house.

He became aware of an oppressive, sickly sweet perfume. He saw a long, dead wall upon which some kind of creeper grew, despite the wintry season, bearing small yellow flowers. Heavy of limb, it climbed almost to the eaves of Rowan House.

One dark window he saw, high above his head, marked it, but knew that it could only be reached by means of a ladder. He pressed on.

In all directions vegetation hemmed the place in; until, through a chink in heavy curtains drawn behind a French window having small, leaded panes, a spear of light shot across the damp gravel path, revealing many weeds, and was lost in shadowy shrubbery. Sterling crept forward cautiously, step by step, until at last he could peer into the room to which this French window belonged.

He found himself looking into a sort of small library. At first, all that he could see was shelf upon shelf laden with faded, well-worn volumes. Cautiously, he moved nearer to the pane, and now was able to enlarge his field of vision.

Intensely he was excited, so excited that he distrusted himself. He was breathing rapidly.

He saw more bookshelves, and, craning his neck still further, saw a floor plainly carpeted. There was little furniture in the place. He could not see the source of the illumination: he could see books, books; one or two Oriental ornaments; a coffee table with an open volume upon it; and a number of cushions.

A shadow fell across the carpet.

Sterling watched intently, fists clenched.

The shadow grew more dense, shortened  and then the person who occasioned it walked slowly into view, head lowered in the act of reading a small, very faded-looking volume.

It was Fleurette  his Fleurette! Petries daughter!

Sterling experienced a wave of exultation which swept everything else from his mind. Nayland Smiths instructions were forgotten  the chief purpose of the expedition, the apprehension of Dr. Fu-Manchu, was forgotten... Fleurette was alive  only a few panes of glass separated them.

And how beautiful she was!

The hidden light, gleaming upon her wonderful hair, made it glow and shimmer in living loveliness. She was so slender  so divinely graceful; that rarest creation of nature, as the Chinese doctor had once declared, a perfect woman.

He rapped urgently upon the window.

Fleurette turned. The book dropped from her hand. Her eyes, opened widely, were fixed upon the gap in the curtains.

Sterlings heart was beating wildly as he pressed his face upon the glass. Surely in the light shining out from the room she could see him?

But she stood motionless, startled, gazing, but giving no sign.

Fleurette! Sterling spoke in a low voice, yet loudly enough for the girl in the room to hear him. Its Alan. Open the window, darling  open the window!

But she gave no sign.

Fleurette! Can you hear me? Its Alan. Open the window.

He had found the handle. The strangeness of his reception by this girl who only a few days before had lain trembling in his arms because three or four weeks of separation pended, was damping that glad exultation, chilling the hot blood dancing through his veins.

The window was locked, as he had assumed it would be. He could see the key inside.

Fleurette, darling! For Gods sake open the window. Let me in. Dont you understand? Its Alan! Its Alan!

Fleurette shook her head, and turning, walked across the room.

Surely she had recognized him? In spite of his rough dress, could Fleurette, his Fleurette, fail to recognize him?

Pressing his face against the glass, Sterling, astounded, saw her take up a pencil and a writing-block from a dimly seen bureau. He could endure no more. Premature action might jeopardize the success of Nayland Smiths plans, but there were definite limits to Sterlings powers of endurance. These had been reached.

Stepping back a pace he raised his right foot, and crashed the heel of his shoe through the small leaded pane of glass just above the lock of the French window.

He had expected an echoing crash; in point of fact the sound made was staccato and oddly muffled. He paused for a second to listen... Somewhere in the distance a train whistle shrieked...

Thrusting his hand through the jagged opening, he turned the key, pushed the French window open and stepped into the room. Three swift strides and he had Fleurette in his arms.

She had turned at the crash of his entrance  eyes widely opened, and a look of fear upon her beautiful face.

My darling, my darling!  he crushed her against him and kissed her breathlessly. What has happened? Where have you been? Above all, why didnt you open the window?

Fleurettes eyes seemed to be looking through him  beyond him  at some far distant object. She made a grimace of pain  good God! of contempt. Leaning back, continuing to look not at him, but through him, and wrenching one arm free, she brushed it across her lips as if something loathsome had touched them!

Sterling released her.

He had read of ones heart growing cold, but was not aware that such a phenomenon could actually occur. Where there had been mystery  there was mystery no more. Fleurettes love for him was dead. Something had killed it.

With a tiny handkerchief she was wiping her lips, watching him, watching him all the time. There was absolute silence in the room, and absolute silence outside. He found time to wonder if Gallaho had heard the crash, if those inside the house had heard it.

But this thought was a mere undercurrent.

All of him that was real, all of him that lived, was concentrated upon Fleurette. And now, looking him up and down, with a glance of such scornful anger as he had never sustained in his life from man or woman:

You are just a common blackguard, then? she said, in that musical voice which he adored, and yet again raised the fragment of cambric to her lips. I hate you for this.

Fleurette, darling!

His own voice was flat and toneless.

If you ever had a right to call me Fleurette, you have that right no longer.

Her scorn was like a lash. Alan Sterling writhed under it. But although she stared straightly at him, he could not arrest that strange, far-away gaze. She turned suddenly, and walked towards the bureau. Over her shoulder:

Get out! she said. I am going to call the servants, but I will give you this chance.

Fleurette, dear! he extended his arms distractedly. My darling! What has happened? What wrong have I done?

He followed her, but she turned and waved him away, fiercely.

Leave me alone! she cried, her eyes flashing murderously. If you touch me again, you will regret it.

She picked up a pencil and began to write.

Sterling, quivering in muscle and nerve, stood close beside her. Whoever had interfered between himself and Fleurette, upon one point he was determined. She should not remain here, in this house. Explanations could come later. But he proposed to pick her up, regardless of protests, and carry her out to the police car.

Slowly he moved nearer, making up his mind just how he should seize her. There was a silk-shaded lamp on the bureau and in its light he was able quite clearly to read the words which Fleurette was writing upon the pad.

As he read, he stood stock still, touched by a sort of supernatural horror. This is what he read:  

Alan darling. If you touch me I shall try to kill you. If I speak to you I shall tell you I hate you. But I can write my real thoughts. Save me, darling! Save me!Came a flash of inspiration  Alan Sterling understood.

Fleurette was the victim of some devilish device of the Chinese physician. He had induced in her either by drugs or suggestion, a complete revulsion of feeling in regard to those she had formerly loved. But because of some subtlety of the human brain which he had overlooked, although, as in some cases of amnesia, she could not express her real thoughts in words, she could express them in writing!

My darling!

Sterling bent forward and tore the page from the writing-block.

Whereupon Fleurette turned, her face contorted.

Dont touch me! I detest you!  she glared at him venomously; I detest you!

Sterling stooped, threw his left arm around her waist and his right under her knees. He lifted her. She screamed wildly and struck at him.

He forced her head down upon his shoulder to stifle her cries, and carried her towards the open window...


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. THE LACQUER ROOM

Gallaho by now very breathless pulled up, watching the porch of Rowan House.

The front door was open; this dimly, he could divine; but there seemed to be no light in the entrance hall.

The headlamps of Sir Bertrams Rolls gleamed dimly, but the inside lights were turned off. Evidently, Sir Bertram was leaving  after a very brief visit.

Why was there no light in the entrance hall?

Gallahos bewilderment was growing by leaps and bounds. To the problems of the scream, the broken window and Sterlings absence now was added that of Sir Deniss disappearance. Gallahos own inclination, for he was a man of forthright action, was to run up the drive quite openly to the porch, and to demand to see the occupier of the house.

But Sir Denis was in charge tonight. He could not act without his authority, and his last instruction had been: Do nothing, until I give the word.

A muted bang told him that the door of Sir Bertrams car had been closed. Who had entered it he didnt know. Suddenly the headlights cleaved a lane through darkness, illuminating the gravel drive, depicting trees of elfin shapes in silhouette, goblin trees. The entrance to Rowan House was transformed magically into a haunted forest.

The Rolls moved off, turned, and entered the drive. Gallaho darted half right into the shrubbery, crouched down, and watched...

Someone was seated beside the chauffeur. The fleeting impression which Gallaho derived conveyed to his mind the idea of a native servant of some kind. This surely meant that Sir Bertram was not returning home, but was proceeding elsewhere?

And there was no means of following! The Flying Squad car was presumably at the local police station, picking up a party of men to raid Rowan House!

The Rolls purred swiftly by. Of its occupants, Gallaho had never a glimpse. But as it passed he sprang to his feet and stepped out on to the drive.

Where in hell has everybody got to? he growled.

The door of the house was open. He could see the black gap which it made in the dingy gray frontage of the pillared porch. Something very strange was happening here  had already happened; and now:

Gallaho! came a distant voice, Gallaho!

It was Nayland Smith!

Where are you, sir? Gallaho shouted.

He raced towards the porch of the house from which the cry had seemed to come, throwing precaution to the winds now, for there was urgency in Nayland Smiths voice.

And as he reached the steps he saw him...

Sir Denis was standing in the open doorway, the lobby behind him in darkness.

Hes slipped us, I think, Gallaho. Were too late. But my main concern at the moment is not with him... show a light here. I am looking for the switch.

Gallahos torch flashed in the darkness of that strange Assyrian hall.

There it is, sir.

The lights were switched on. It was a queer looking place, of pillars and bas-reliefs, a freak of the former eccentric owner of Rowan House. There was no sound. They might have been alone in the building.

What the devil has become of Mr. Sterling? Gallahos face looked very lined and grim. And I thought I heard a woman scream.

I did hear a woman scream, snapped Smith. I started around the house in the direction you had taken. Did you notice a door in a sort of archway which opens into the stable yard?

Yes, it was locked.

Not when I reached it, Smith replied grimly. I went in, venturing to use my torch. It communicated with an absolutely unfurnished passage, which I followed, and found myself here, looking out of the open front door  just as Sir Bertrams car disappeared down the drive. Ssh! Whats that?

From somewhere within the recesses of the silent house, a faint sound of movement had come...

Slowly and with extreme caution, in order not to rattle the rings, Inspector Gallaho drew aside a curiously patterned curtain which hung in one of the square openings of the Assyrian hall. It was from behind this curtain that the slight sound had come.

A thickly carpeted passage appeared, dimly lighted. There was a door at the further end immediately facing them and one to the right. That at the further end  apparently a sliding door  was ajar... and light shone out from the room beyond.

Nayland Smith exchanged a significant glance with the detective, and the two tip-toed along the corridor. Their footsteps made next to no sound upon the thick carpet. Outside the door, both paused, listening.

In the room beyond, someone was walking up and down, restlessly, ceaselessly.

Gallaho displayed an automatic in his open palm. Smith nodded, and drew the door open.

He found himself in a fairly large room which was a combination of a library and a laboratory. It was a type of room with which he had become familiar during the long years that he had battled with Dr. Fu-Manchu. There were preserved snakes and reptiles in jars upon a high shelf. Many queer looking volumes in orderly rows appeared behind a big table upon which, in addition to evidence of literary activity, there was a certain amount of chemical paraphernalia. Lacquer was the dominant note.

At the moment of Nayland Smiths entrance, the man who had been promenading the room turned, startled, and stared at the intruders.

It was Sir Bertram Morgan, Governor of the Bank of England.

Well Im damned!  the growling words came from Gallaho.

Sir Bertram! Nayland Smith exclaimed.

Sir Bertram Morgan experienced a not unnatural difficulty in recognizing Smith, whom he had met socially, in his present attire; but at last:

Sir Denis Nayland Smith, I believe? he replied. The financier had quite recovered his poise. He was a man of remarkably cool nerve. The Marquis Chang Hu did not inform me that I should have the pleasure of meeting you here tonight.

Gallaho exchanged glances with Sir Denis and then stood by the open door, listening  listening for the Scotland Yard car and the raiding party. Sir Denis twitched the lobe of his ear, staring all about him, and then:

I fear, Sir Bertram, he said, that you have been decoyed here under false pretenses.

Decoyed...?

Sir Bertram assumed his well-known expression which has appeared in so many Press photographs, his bushy eyebrows slightly raised in the center.

I said decoyed advisedly. You came with a woman. She is half Chinese. By what name you know her I cannot say. I have known her by several.

Indeed! You probably refer to Madame Ingomar?

Nayland Smith smiled, but without mirth.

Fah Lo Suees invention is failing her, he murmured; that was the name in which she crept into the good graces of Sir Lionel Barton in Egypt three years ago. However, all this is beside the point. You have taken a very grave risk, Sir Bertram.

The banker, unused to that brusque mode of address which characterized Nayland Smith in moments of tension, stared rather coldly.

Your meaning is not clear to me, he replied. I was invited to this house to discuss what I may term a purely professional matter with the Marquis Chang Hu.

Chang Hu? Will you describe Chang Hu?

Sir Bertram was becoming definitely offended with Nayland Smith, largely because the latters force was beating him down.

A tall, distinguished Chinese aristocrat, he replied quietly.

Correct. He is tall, he is distinguished, and he is an aristocrat. Pray proceed.

A member of the former Royal House of China.

Correct. He is.

A man, roughly, sixty years of age.

Say a hundred and sixty, snapped Nayland Smith, and you may be rather nearer the mark! However, I quite understand, Sir Bertram. May I ask you briefly to outline what occurred?

Certainly. Sir Bertram leaned against a bookcase which contained works exclusively Chinese in character. I met the marquis by appointment. His daughter, Madame Ingomar, had informed me (frankly, I didnt believe her) that her father, an advanced student of mineralogy, had perfected a system for the transmutation of gold. I know something of gold...

You should, Nayland Smith murmured.

But his smile was so disarming  it was that delightfully ingenuous smile which so rarely relieved the ruggedness of his features  that no man seeing it could have held antagonism.

Sir Bertram was mollified. He smiled in return.

Tonight, he went on impressively, and pointed to the big table, an ingot of gold was offered to me by the Marquis Chang Hu, together with the assurance that he was prepared to supply any quantity up to three hundred-weights in the course of the next few weeks!

What!

Sst!

Gallaho at the open door had raised his hand in warning.

Listen!

The purr of an approaching car became audible.

Its Markham with the police, said Gallaho.

He ran out.

Nayland Smith was staring curiously at Sir Bertram.

It was pure gold?

Pure gold.

He claimed to be able to make gold, murmured Smith. I wonder... I wonder. May I ask, Sir Bertram, how the interview terminated?

Certainly. Madame Ingomar, my hosts daughter, called out from somewhere in the house. The door was closed, and her cry was somewhat indistinct, but her father, naturally, was disturbed.

Naturally.

He excused himself and went to see what had occurred, begging me to remain here.

He took the ingot of gold?

Apparently he did.

He closed the door behind him?

He did. I opened it recently, beginning to wonder what had become of the marquis.

It may surprise you to learn, Sir Bertram, said Nayland Smith quietly, that only three or at the outside four of the rooms in Rowan House are furnished.

What!

It was a plot. But by a miracle the plotters have been tricked. I regret to say that this is not the worst. I dont know all the truth, yet, but when the police arrive, I hope to learn it.

Detective-inspector Gallaho appeared in the open doorway, Sir Bertrams chauffeur at his heels.

Preston! Sir Bertram exclaimed whats this?

A very nasty business, sir, if I may say so, the man replied.

He was an obvious ex-Service man, clean limbed and of decent mentality. His hazel eyes were very angry and his fists clenched.

Tell me, Sir Bertram directed, tersely.

Well, sir, Preston went on, looking from face to face, that Burmese butler who opened the door when we arrived, you remember, came out about ten minutes ago, and I naturally thought you were leaving. As I went up to him in the dark he jabbed a pistol in my ribs, and invited me to jump to the wheel. I am sorry, sir, but I did it...

Dont blame you, growled Gallaho.

Several people got into the car, sir. I had an impression that one was carried in. Then, the colored swine beside me gave the order to go.

Where did you go to? asked Nayland Smith.

To an old mews not three miles from here, sir, where I was told to pull up  and I pulled up. This blasted Burman sat with his gun in my ribs the whole time that the party in the car were getting out. But I had my eye on the reflector and I think there were two women and two men.

Any idea of their appearance? Smith demanded.

Not the slightest, sir. It was very dark. Im not sure, even, of their number. But one of the men was very sick, the others seemed to drag him out of the car.

The roar of the powerful engine of the Flying Squad proclaimed itself; voices were heard.

Here they are! said Gallaho.

Quick! Sir Denis directed Preston: What happened then?

The Burman jumped off, keeping me under cover. He told me to drive back. I couldnt think of anything else to do, sir.

Uniformed police were pouring into Rowan House.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. CURARI

Nothing here! declared Nayland Smith.

They had searched every foot of the deserted mews.

A sort of cache? suggested Sir Bertram Morgan, who had accompanied them, now keenly interested in their quest. No doubt they kept a car here.

Theres evidence that they did, said Gallaho. And well know more about it tomorrow. But in the meantime, he turned to Sir Denis, whats the next move, sir?

Rowan House had proved to be a mere shell, a mockery: the greater part of it unfurnished. The library in Rowan House in which Dr. Fu-Manchu had received Sir Bertram, and the corridor leading to it from the Assyrian hall, were the only properly furnished parts of the place. There was a small writing-room on the other side of the house, the glass in the French window of which had been smashed, containing a number of bookshelves, a bureau and one or two other odds and ends. But with the exception of fragmentary belongings of the former tenant, the eccentric Sir Lionel Barton, the place was unfurnished from floor to attic  nor was there a soul in it, although the police had searched it foot by foot.

The property had been sold by Sir Lionel Barton, but the last tenant had left nearly a year before. The books and some of the ornaments in the two furnished rooms, unreadable volumes in Sanskrit, Chinese and Persian, had been left behind by the out-going tenant as they had been left behind by Sir Lionel. The Chinese library, with its sliding doors and lacquer fittings, had been a feature of Rowan House during the time that Barton had occupied it. The place had been baited for the evening; a mouse-trap. The caretaker had vanished.

Theyve got Sterling! groaned Nayland Smith. God knows why theyve taken him  but theyve got him!

Sir Bertram was now keenly interested, tuned up for the hunt; his sentiments in regard to Madame Ingomar had undergone a definite change, yet he knew in his heart, although he could not doubt the assurance of the ex-Assistant Commissioner, that if she beckoned to him again  he would follow...

He wondered how far he would go, to what extent he would fall under the influence of those magnetic eyes, that compelling voice. He shuddered. Perhaps he had had a nearer escape than he realized. But the gold had been... gold.

The raiding party returned to the depot in the Yard car, and Sir Denis and Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho accepted a lift home in Sir Bertram Morgans Rolls.

Fog met them in the London suburbs...

It was at some hour not far removed from that when dawn should have been breaking over London, that Nayland Smith prepared a whisky and soda for Gallaho and passing it to him raised his glass silently.

I know sir, said Gallaho; its been a very bad show for us tonight.

A bad show all along, snapped Sir Denis. Cramped, trammeled, cut off from his resources, Fu-Manchu is still powerful. First, he gets Petries daughter, a wonderful hostage, by one of the most amazing tricks in my experience. He smuggles her into England. And now...

Thats the devil of it, sir.

The devil indeed. Hes got Sterling.

Dead or alive?

Since he is a friend and a first-class type of man (I have worked with him in the past) I prefer to think, Inspector  alive. I doubt if Dr. Fu-Manchu would burden himself with

A corpse?

A corpse, yes.

Nayland Smiths gaze became abstracted, and plucking at his ear, he crossed the room and pulled a heavy curtain aside, gazing out upon the foggy Embankment.

There came a rap on the door.

Come in!

Fey entered, despite the approach of dawn, immaculate and unperturbed. Nayland Smith was still holding the heavy curtain aside, and:

Have you noticed the window, sir? Fey asked.

No.

Nayland Smith turned, and examined the window.

By gad! he rapped.

There was a neat, but slightly jagged hole an inch in circumference in one of the panes! He closed the curtains, and faced Fey. Gallaho, glass in hand, was staring from man to man.

While I was walking up and down, sir, Fey went on coolly, as you told me to do, earlier tonight, or rather, last night, sir, this came through the window  missed me by no more than an inch.

He handed a small feathered dart to Nayland Smith.

The latter stepped to a lamp and examined it closely.

Gallaho, he said, I should say that this thing had been fired from an air gun. But examine the point.

The Scotland Yard man came forward, eagerly bending over the table.

It seems to be covered in gum.

I wont say curari, but a very brief analysis will settle the point. The cornered rat is showing his teeth... and they are poisoned teeth.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. DR. FU-MANCHU

Alan Sterling looked around the cellar in which he lay.

It was brick-paved; its roof was formed by half an arch. There was a very stout looking door in the corner opposite that in which he found himself. An unshaded electric bulb hung on a piece of flexible cable from the roof. He could trace the cable down the sloping brickwork to a roughly hollowed gap through which it disappeared.

There was no furniture of any kind in the cellar, but the place was singularly hot, and it seemed to be informed by a ceaseless buzzing which, however, presently he identified with his own skull.

He had an agonizing headache. Raising his hand, he found a great lump immediately above his left ear.

The first idea which flashed through his bemused mind was a message of thanksgiving. He must have had a very narrow escape from death. Then came memories  chaotic, torturing.

He had had Fleurette in his arms: then, something had happened.

What had happened?

It was beyond him. He could recall nothing but the fact that she had screamed unnaturally, that he had struggled with her. Then there was a gap, and now... where was this place in which he found himself? Where had he been when he had struggled with Fleurette?

He clutched his throbbing skull, trying to force thought. Memories began to return to him in fragments; then, as a complete story.

He tried to stand up. The effort was too much for his strength. He dropped back again upon the stone pavement. By God! He had had a devil of a whack! Gingerly he touched the swelling on his skull, leaning back against the wall and still trying to think.

Fleurette was alive  thank God for that! But in some way, she had changed towards him. He was not quite clear about it. But for this he must be thankful: that she, whom he had thought was dead  was alive. The minor difficulty, no doubt, would resolve itself.

Nayland Smith! Of course! He had been with Nayland Smith!... and Gallaho? What had become of Gallaho?

Above all  where was he? Where was this unfurnished cellar located? He made another attempt to stand up; but it was not entirely successful. He was anxious to find out if that heavy door was locked, or bolted. But the journey, one of four paces, was too much for him.

He sank down on to the floor again, leaning back against the wall. The throbbing in his head was all but unendurable, and the heat was stifling  unless, like the buzzing, due to internal conditions.

Separate now from that buzzing which he knew to belong to his injured skull, Sterling became aware of a muted roaring sound. It was somewhere beneath his feet. It was uncanny; when first he accepted the reality of its existence, he was dismayed; for what could it be? From where could it come?

He was about to make a third attempt to stand up, when the heavy door opened.

A very tall, gaunt man stood in the opening, looking at him. He wore a long, white linen coat, linen trousers, and white rubber-soled shoes. The coat, tunic fashion, was buttoned to his neck  a lean, sinewy neck supporting a head which might have been that of Dante.

The brow was even finer than the traditional portraits of Shakespeare, crowned with scanty, neutral colored hair. The face of the white-clad man was a wonderful face, and might once have been beautiful. It was that of a man of indeterminable age, heavily lined, but lighted by a pair of such long, narrow, brilliant green eyes that ones thoughts flashed to Satan  Lucifer, Son of the Morning: an angel, but a fallen angel. His slender hands, with long, polished nails, were clasped before him. Although no trace of expression crossed that extraordinary face, perhaps a close observer watching the green eyes might have said that the man motionless in the doorway was surprised.

Alan Sterling succeeded in his third attempt to stand up. He was very unsteady, but by means of supporting himself against the wall with his left hand, he succeeded in remaining upright.

So standing, he faced Dr. Fu-Manchu.

The fact that you are alive the words came sibilantly from thin lips which scarcely seemed to move surprises me.

Sterling stared at the speaker. Every instinct in his mind, his body, his soul, prompted: Kill him! Kill him! But Sterling knew something of Dr. Fu-Manchu, and he knew that he must temporize.

I am surprised, too, he said.

His voice shook, and he hated his weakness.

The green eyes watched him hypnotically. Sterling, leaning against the wall, wrenched his gaze away.

It is not my custom, the harsh voice continued, to employ coarse methods. You were, to put it bluntly, bludgeoned in Rowan House. Your constitution, Alan Sterling, must resemble that of a weasel. I had intended to incinerate your body. I am not displeased to find that life survives.

Nor am I, said Sterling, calculating his chances of a swift spring, and a blow over the heart of this Chinese fiend whom he knew to be of incalculable age; then a hook to that angular jaw  and a way to freedom would be open.

With the instinct of a boxer he had been watching the green eyes whilst these thoughts had flashed through his mind, and now:

You could not strike me over the heart, said Dr. Fu-Manchu; I am trained in more subtle arts than the crudities of boxing have ever appreciated. As to your second blow, aimed, I believe, at my jaw, this would not occur  you would be disabled.

For a moment, a long moment, Alan Sterling hesitated; in fact, until the uncanny quality of these words had penetrated to his brain. Then he realized, as others had realized before him, that Dr. Fu-Manchu had been reading his thoughts. He stood quite still; he was recovering from the effects of the assault which had terminated his memories of Rowan House, and now was capable of standing unsupported.

There is a monastery in Thibet, the cold voice proceeded; it is called Rache Churin. Those who have studied under the masters of Rache Churin have nothing to fear from Western violence. Forget your projects. Rejoice only that you live  if you value life.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. THE PIT AND THE FURNACE

Alan Sterling stood upon a wooden platform, clutching a rusty iron rail and looking down upon a scene which reminded him of nothing so much as an illustration of Dantes Inferno.

Dim figures, inhuman, strangely muffled like animated Egyptian mummies, moved far below. Sometimes they were revealed when the door of some kind of furnace was opened, to disappear again like phantom forms of a nightmare, when the door was closed. A stifling heat rose from the pit.

The simile of a mummy has occurred to you, said the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu out of the darkness, that strange voice which stressed gutturals and lent to sibilants a quality rarely heard in the voice of an English speaker. You are ignorant of Ancient Egyptian ritual, or other images would occur to you. In point of fact, these workers are protected against the poisonous fumes generated at certain points in the experiment now taking place below. These gases do not reach us here. They are consumed by a simple process and dispersed by means of a ventilation shaft. Pray continue to descend.

Sterling, clutching the rusty iron rail, went down more wooden steps.

To some degree he was regaining mastery of himself, but his brain failed to suggest any plan of action other than to accept the orders of the uncanny being into whose power, once again, he had fallen. Something which Nayland Smith had said, long, long ago  he was quite unable to recall when  came buzzing through his brain like a sort of refrain:

Behind a house which we have passed a hundred times, over a hill which we have looked at every morning for months together, on the roof of a building in which we have lived, beneath a pavement upon which we walk daily, there are secret things which we dont even suspect. Dr. Fu-Manchu has made it his business to seek out these secret things...

Here was the theory demonstrated! He was in a trap: he hadnt the remotest idea where he was. This ghastly place might be anywhere within a fifty mile radius of the house in Surrey. He must wait for a suitable opening; try to plan ahead.

He went on down the steps; the heat grew greater and greater. Dr. Fu-Manchu followed him.

Stop! the harsh voice directed.

And Sterling stopped.

One thing there was which gave him power to control his emotion, which gave him strength to temporize, patience to wait: Fleurette was alive!

Some wizardry of the Chinese physician had perverted her outlook. He, Sterling, had seen such cases before in households belonging to Dr. Fu-Manchu. The mans knowledge was stupendous  he could play upon the strongest personality as a musician plays upon an instrument in an orchestra.

You will presently observe something phenomenal, the high voice continued, something which has not occurred for several centuries. The mating of the elements. At the moment of transmutation, the fumes to which I have referred escape to a certain extent from the furnace.

Sterling paused, looking down into the hot darkness.

My facilities here are limited, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued, and I am using primitive methods. I am cut off from my once great resources  to a certain extent by the activities of your friend he stressed the word, speaking it upon a very high note Sir Denis Nayland Smith. But it is possible to light a fire by rubbing two pieces of wood together, if your burning glass is absent or if one has no matches. The work is about to complete itself his voice rose to a key which Sterling had thought, before, indicated that Nayland Smith was right when he had declared Dr. Fu-Manchu to be a brilliant madman. Note the fires of union!

The heat of the place as they descended nearer and nearer to the furnace was becoming almost unendurable. But now came a loud and vicious crackling, the clang of metal, and the furnace door was thrown open.

A blaze of light from the white-hot fire poured across the floor below. Mummy-like figures moved in it to approach that miniature hell, now extending instruments resembling long narrow tongs.

From the white heat of the furnace they grabbed what looked like a ball of light, and lowered it to the floor.

The furnace doors were reclosed by two more mummy-like figures which appeared out of the shadows.

The scene became more and more fantastic. The incandescent globe was shattered. Where it had been, Sterling saw a number of objects resembling streaks of molten metal; their glow grew dim and more dim.

This work, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, will engage your attention in the immediate future. You have grossly interfered with my plans in the past, and I might justly and perhaps wisely, kill you. Unfortunately, I am short of labor at the moment, and you are a physically strong man

You mean, asked Sterling, that you are going to make me work down in that hell?

I fear it must be so the speakers voice was very sibilant. Continue to the base of the stairs.

And Sterling, descending, found himself at the bottom of the huge black shaft. The furnace was closed  the Inferno dimly lighted. Not one of the mummy-wrapped figures was to be seen. But the heat  

A tunnel sloped away on his right. Far down it, a solitary lantern appeared, as if to indicate its clammy extent  for, as he could see, this tunnel dripped with moisture and its floor was flooded in places. A grateful coolness was perceptible at the entrance to this unwholesome looking burrow.

You will observe, said Dr. Fu-Manchu  who invariably spoke as if addressing a class of students that the temperature is lower here than on the stairs. We are actually a hundred and twenty feet below the surface... We will return.

The authority behind Dr. Fu-Manchus orders had a quality which created awe, without making for resentment. Sterling had experienced in the past this imposition of the Chinamans gigantic will. The power of Fu-Manchus commands lay in his acceptance of the fact that they would never be questioned.

He passed the Chinaman, stepped on to the narrow stair, and clutching the iron rail proceeded upwards.

It may interest you to learn, came the harsh voice from behind him, that human flesh is excellent fuel in relation to this particular experiment...

Sterling made no reply... the implication was one he did not care to dwell upon. He remembered that Dr. Fu-Manchu had said, I had intended to incinerate your body.

These stairs with their rusty hand-rails, seemed all but interminable. Descent had been bad enough, but this return journey, following on the spectacle below, was worse. Vague gleams from the pit fitfully lighted the darkness. From behind, Dr. Fu-Manchu directed a light upon the crude wooden steps...

Sterling found himself back again in a curiously high, narrow, brick corridor which led to the vault in which he had first awakened. He had just passed a low door, deep sunken in brickwork, when:

Stop, the imperious voice directed.

There came a sound of rapping on the door  that of a bolt shot free  a faint creaking.

Step back a pace, lower your head, and go in.

Sterling obeyed. He knew that the alternative was suicide. This place, he began to realize, in addition to its heat, had a vague but ghastly charnel-house odor...

He went ahead along a narrow passage; someone who had opened the door stood aside to allow him to pass. He found himself in a small, square brick chamber illuminated by one unshaded bulb hanging on a length of cable. He heard the outer door being bolted.

There was a camp bed, a chair and a table on which stood a glass and a bottle of water. This square brick chamber had never been designed for habitation; he was in the bowels of some uncompleted engineering plant...

The man who had admitted him  who had stood aside when he had entered  appeared now in the doorway  a huge Negro with a pock-scarred face.

For one breathless moment Alan Sterling stared, not daring to believe what he saw  then:

Ali Oke! he whispered.

The expression on the black face of the man so oddly named defied definition  but it resolved itself into a grin. Ali Oke raised a finger to his lips in warning  and closed the heavy door. Sterling heard the sound of a bolt being shot...

Ali Oke! It was all but incredible!

Ali  called Oke because this term was his equivalent for I understand or very good, sir  had been Sterlings right-hand man on his Uganda expedition! He found it hard to believe that the faithful Ali, pride of the American Mission School, could be a servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu...

Complete silence. Even that queer dim roaring had ceased...

Yet  Sterling reflected  better men than Ali Oke had slaved for the Chinese doctor. He stared at the massive wooden door. A faint, sibilant sound drew his gaze floorward.

A piece of paper was being pushed under the door!

Sterling stooped and snatched it up. It was a fragment from the margin of a newspaper, and on it in childlike handwriting was written in pencil:  

Not speak. Somebody listen. Write something. Can send somebody. Ali.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. TUNNEL BELOW WATER

Investigations in Surrey brought some curious points to light.

It was late in the afternoon when Gallaho came to Sir Deniss apartment to make his report. To be on duty for twenty-four hours was no novelty to the C.I.D. man, but he was compelled to admit to himself that he felt extremely tired. Sir Denis, who wore a dressing-gown, but who was fully dressed beneath, simply radiated vitality. He was smoking furiously, and his blue-gray eyes were as keen as if, after a long and dreamless sleep, he had emerged fresh from his bath.

Gallaho, who guessed Sir Denis to be ten years his senior  as a matter of fact, he was wrong  found a constant source of amazement in Nayland Smiths energy.

He reported that the mews to which Sir Bertram Morgans car had been driven was known to have accommodated a Ford lorry belonging to a local contractor.

Nayland Smith laughed shortly, pacing up and down the carpet.

When it comes to making important engagements in an unoccupied house, but one with which in the past  and he never forgets anything  the Doctor has been familiar; when, above all, he condescends to travel in a decorators lorry...

He laughed again, and this time it was a joyous, boyish laugh, which magically lifted the years and showed him to be a young man.

Its all very funny, Gallaho agreed, especially as Sir Bertram, according to his own statement, examined an ingot of pure gold which this Chinese magician offered to sell to him!

Nayland Smith turned, and stared at the speaker.

Have you ever realized the difficulty of selling gold, assuming you had any  I mean, in bulk?

Gallaho scratched his upstanding hair, closed one eye, and cocked the other one up at the ceiling.

I suppose it would be difficult, in bulk, he admitted; especially if the gold merchant was forced to operate under cover.

I assure you it would, said Nayland Smith. No further clues from Rowan House, I suppose?

Nothing. Its amazing. But it accounts for an appointment at half-past two in the morning. They just dressed the lobby and two rooms of the house like preparing a stage-set for a one-night show.

Obviously they did, Gallaho  and it is amazing, as you say. I remember the place very well; I was there on many occasions during the time Sir Lionel Barton occupied it. I remember, particularly, the Chinese Room, with its sliding doors and lacquer appointments. Those decorations which were not Barton relics  I refer to the preserved snakes, the chemical furnace, and so forth  were imported for Sir Bertram Morgans benefit.

Thats where the Ford lorry came in!

Nayland Smith dashed his right fist into his left palm.

Right! Youre right! Thats where the lorry came in! The missing caretaker?

Hes just described by local tradesmen as an old foreigner

Someone employed by, or bought by, Fu-Manchu. We shall never trace him.

Gallaho chewed invisible gum.

Funny business, he muttered.

Rowan House has known even more sinister happenings in the past. However, I will look it over myself  some time today if possible. What about the lorry?

I have seen the former owner. Gallaho pulled out a book and consulted some notes. He sold it on the fourteenth instant. The purchase price was thirty pounds. The purchaser he describes as a foreign bloke. I may say, sir looking up at Sir Denis said contractor isnt too intelligent; but I gather that the foreign bloke was some kind of Asiatic. It was up to the purchaser to remove the lorry at his convenience.

How was payment made?

Thirty one-pound notes.

Very curious, murmured Sir Denis. Very, very curious. I am wondering what the real object could be in the purchase of this lorry. Its use last night was an emergency measure. I think we may take that for granted. Have you traced it?

No, sir. Not yet.

Has any constable reported having seen it?

No one.

What about the Morris out of the yard in Limehouse?

I have a short report about that, Gallaho growled, consulting his notes. Its the property of Sam Pak, as we surmized, and various birds belonging to his queer aviary seem to drive it from time to time. My own idea is that he uses it to send drunks home. But its for hire, and according to Murphy, who has been on the job down there, it was hired last night, or rather, early in the morning, by a lady who had dined on board a steamer lying in West India Dock.

You have the name of the steamer, no doubt?

Murphy got it.

Did any lady dine on board?

The ship mentioned in my notes, sir, Gallaho replied ill-humoredly, pulled out when the fog lifted. We have no means of confirming.

I see, snapped Nayland Smith, his briar bubbling and crackling as he smoked furiously. But the driver?

A man called Ah Chuk  hes a licensed driver; hes been checked up  who hangs about Sam Paks when hes out of a job. His usual work is that of a stevedore.

Has anyone seen this man?

Yes  Murphy. He says, and Sam Pak confirms it, that he took the car down to the gates of West India Dock and picked up a lady who was in evening dress. He drove her to the Ambassadors Club Gallaho was reading from his notes dropped her there and returned to Limehouse.

Where is the car now?

Back in the yard.

Nayland Smith walked up and down for some time, and then:

A ridiculous, but a cunning story, he remarked. However, Ah Chuk will probably come into our net. Anything of interest in the reports of the men who trailed customers leaving Sam Paks?

Well Gallahos growl grew deeper those that left were just the usual sort. Funny thing, though, is, that some of the customers you reported seeing inside didnt leave at all!

What!

Murphy reported seven people, six men and a woman, in the Sailors Club. Only three  two men and the woman  had come out at seven oclock this morning!

Very odd, Nayland Smith murmured.

There are two things, said Gallaho, that particularly worry me, sir.

He closed his note-book.

What are they?

That funny light, which I had heard of but never seen; and... Mr. Sterling.

He stared almost reproachfully at Sir Denis. The latter turned, smiling slightly.

I can see that you are worrying, he said, and quite rightly. He is a splendid fellow  and he was very unhappy. But an individual described by the hall-porter as a loafer, left this note for me an hour ago.

He crossed to the writing-table, took up an envelope and handed it to Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho. The latter stared at it critically. It was an envelope of poor quality, of a kind which can be bought in packets of a dozen at any cheap stationers and upon it in what looked like a childs handwriting, appeared:  

Nayland Smith No 7 Westminster Court WhitehallThe inscription was in pencil. Gallaho extracted the contents  a small sheet of thin paper torn from a pocket-book. Upon this, also in pencil, the following message appeared:  

To:  Nayland Smith No 7 Westminster Court Whitehall In hands of Fu-Manchu. In some place where there is a deep pit, a furnace, and a tunnel below water. I know no more. Do your best. Alan Sterling.By the same hand which had addressed the envelope, one significant word had been added below the signature:

Limehouse

Gallaho stared across at Sir Denis. Sunshine had temporarily conquered the fog. The room was cheerful and bright. Gallaho found himself looking at a puncture in one of the windows, through which quite recently a message of death had come but had missed its target.

Is this Mr. Sterlings writing?

Yes. Nayland Smiths eyes were very bright. What do we know about tunnels, Gallaho?


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. AT THE BLUE ANCHOR

The man with the claret colored nose was becoming quarrelsome. His unshaven friend who wore a tweed cap with the brim pulled right down over his eyes, was drunk also, but in a more amiable way.

John Bates, the landlord of The Blue Anchor, shirt-sleeved behind the bar, watched the pair inquiringly. The man with the claret nose came in at longish intervals, and was usually more or less drunk. Bates supposed that he was a hand in one of the coasting steamers which sailed from a near-by dock. His friend was a stranger, nor did he look like a sailor.

The Blue Anchor had only just opened and there were no other customers in the private bar, which was decorated with sporting prints and a number of Oriental curiosities which might have indicated that the landlord, or some member of his family, had traveled extensively in the East. John observed with satisfaction that the phenomenal fog which had lifted during the day, promised to return with the coming of dusk.

From long experience of dockland trade, John had learned that fog was good for business. He lighted a cigarette, leaning on the bar and listening to the conversation of the singular pair.

I bet you half a quid as it was above Wapping.

The claret-nosed man was the speaker, and he emphasized his words by banging his fist upon the table before him. John Bates was certain now that he was a sailor and that he had a pay-roll in his pocket. The other man stolidly shook his head.

Youre wrong, Dick, he declared, thickly. It was somewhere near Limehouse Basin.

Wapping.

Limehouse.

Look here. Claret Nose rose unsteadily to his feet, and approached the bar. Im goin to ask you to act as judge between me and this bloke here. See what I mean, guvnor?

John Bates nodded stolidly.

Its a bet for half a quid.

Bates liked bets; they always led up to rounds of drinks, and:

Put your money on the counter, he directed; Ill hold the stakes.

Claret Nose banged down a ten shilling note and turning:

Cover that! he shouted, truculently.

The other man, who proved to be tall and thin when he stood up, extracted a note from some inner pocket and placed it upon that laid down by the challenger.

Right. John Bates inverted a tumbler upon the two notes. Now, whats the bet about?

Its like this, said the red-nosed man we was talkin about tunnels

Tunnels?

Tunnels is what I said. We talked about the Blackwall Tunnel, the Rotherhithe Tunnel and all sorts of bloody tunnels

What for? John Bates inquired.

We just felt like talkin about tunnels. Then we got to one what was started about fifty years ago and never finished. A footpath, it was, to go under the Thames from somewhere near Wapping Old Stairs

Limehouse.

The lean man, bright eyes peering out from beneath the brim of his remarkably large tweed cap, had imparted a note of challenge to the word.

I dont know what youre talking about, said Bates. I never heard of such a tunnel.

Fifty years ago, everybodyd heard about it.

I wasnt here fifty years ago.

I thought you knew all there was to know about this part o the world.

I know a lot but I dont know that. The Old Man would know.

Well, ask the Old Man.

Hes upstairs, having a lay down. Bates turned to a grinning boy who now stood at his elbow. Keep an eye on that money, Billy, he instructed. I shant be a minute.

He raised the flap of the bar, came through, and went upstairs.

While were waitin, said Claret Nose, another couple o pints wouldnt do no harm.

Right, the other agreed, and nodded to the boy. The loser pays, so pointing to the notes beneath the inverted tumbler, you take it out of one of those.

John Bates returned inside three minutes from his interview with the invisible Old Man. He was grinning broadly, and carrying a cloth-bound book.

Which of you said Limehouse? he demanded.

I did, growled the man in the tweed cap.

Bates, stepping in between the two, raised the tumbler, and returned a ten shilling note to the last speaker. The drinks are on you, he said, addressing the other; Ill have a small whisky and soda.

Ho! said the red-nosed one, you will, will you? You will when you tell me where the bloody tunnel was, and prove it wasnt Wapping.

John Bates opened what proved to be a scrapbook, placing it upon the counter. He pointed to a drawing above which the words Daily Graphic June 5, 1885 appeared. There were paragraphs from other papers pasted on the same page.

There you are, my lad. What the Old Man doesnt know about this district, nobody can tell him. Never mind about closing one eye, George addressing Claret Nose; I dont think you could read it even then. It boils down to this: There was a project in 1885 to build a footpath from where we stand now, to the Surrey bank. A shaft was sunk and the tunnel was commenced. Then the scheme collapsed, so the Old Man tells me.

Ho! said the loser, staring truculently at the grinning boy behind the bar. A small whisky and soda for the guvnor, and take it out of that pointing to the note.

What did they do with this ere shaft? growled the man in the tweed cap.

The Old Man doesnt know, Bates replied. Everybody about here, except him, has forgotten all about it. But if youre in any doubt, I can tell you something else. He told me to tell you.

Whats that?

The voice of the man in the tweed cap exhibited an unexpected interest, and John Bates glanced at him sharply; then:

You know the old wharf? he jerked his thumb over his shoulder, which has been up for sale for years  a sort of Chinese restaurant backs right on to it.

I know it, growled the red-nosed man.

Well, the one and only ventilation shaft of this tunnel comes out there, so the Old Man says; in fact, it must run right up through the building, or at the side of it.

Ho! said the man in the tweed cap. Have another drink.


CHAPTER THIRTY. THE HUNCHBACK

Nayland Smith, wearing his long-peaked, large, check cap, and Detective-sergeant Murphy, very red of nose but no longer drunk, stood upon a narrow patch of shingle. That mysterious mist which had claimed London for so many days in succession had already masked the Surrey bank. They were staring up at the roof of that strange excrescence belonging to Sam Paks restaurant.

The ventilation shaft which Bates referred to, said Sir Denis, is at the back of the bar, for a bet. It accounts for the heat at that end of the room.

Why heat, sir?

It is probably regarded as an old flue, Nayland Smith went on, apparently not having heard his query, and it very likely terminates in that big square chimney stack up yonder.

Its about there that the light is seen.

I know, hence my deduction that that is where the ventilation shaft comes out. Unofficial channels, Sergeant, often yield more rapid information than official ones.

I know, sir.

It was a brain wave to apply to The Blue Anchor for information respecting the site of this abandoned tunnel of fifty years ago. It is significant that no other authority, including Scotland Yard, could supply the desired data.

But whats the theory, sir? I am quite in the dark.

It wasnt a theory; it was a mere surmise until last night when Sir Bertram Morgan told me that Dr. Fu-Manchu had shown him an ingot of pure gold. I linked this with the phantom light which so many people have seen above the restaurant of Sam Pak; then my rough surmise became a theory.

I see, sir, said Sergeant Murphy respectfully: as a matter of fact he was quite out of his depth. There is no sign of the light tonight.

No, snapped Nayland Smith, and theres no sign of Foresters party.

A stooping figure passed the lighted window in the wooden outbuilding which abutted upon Sam Paks.

They are on the down-stream side of the place, sir. Inspector Forester thought they might have been spotted, and so tonight, he has changed his tactics.

Good enough. I hadnt been notified of this.

They scrambled up the muddy shingle, climbed a ladder, and entered a little shadowy alley. A figure showed for a moment in misty darkness.

Gallaho! Nayland Smith challenged.

O.K. sir. Everythings ready.

Has the light been seen tonight?

Yes. Two hours ago; it hasnt appeared since.

From my memories of Sam Pak, formerly known as John Ki, said Smith rapidly, he sleeps as lightly as a stoat. He may appear to be ignorant of the fact that his premises are being covered by the police, but appearances, in the case of an aged and cunning sinner of this kind, are very deceptive. To penetrate a second time to the Sailors Club, is rather like walking into the lions den.

I have heard a lot about Chinese cunning, growled Gallaho, and I have seen something of what this Dr. Fu-Manchu can do. But you ought to know, sir, that the C.I.D. can put up a pretty sound show. I dont think for a moment that theres anything suspected inside there.

In any event, said Nayland Smith, significantly, dont waste time if I give you the signal. Several lives are at stake.

Two minutes later, he lurched into the Chinese delicatessen store of Sam Pak, Murphy close behind him. His make-up was identical with that which he had worn on his previous visit; but whereas in the Blue Anchor he had spoken Cockney, he now assumed that queer broken English of which he had a complete mastery.

The very stout lady was playing patience behind the counter. She did not look up. There was no one else in the shop.

Fourth wife of the venerable Sam Pak, sometime known as John Ki, she had borne him two sons, bringing the grand total to Sams credit up to eighteen. She knew something, but by no means all, of the life of her aged husband. He was an influential member of his Tong. He had secret dealings with great people; there was some queer business in the cellar, below the Sailors Club; and the Sailors Club, although it showed a legitimate profit, was really a meeting place for some secret Society of which she knew nothing, and cared less. Sam treated her well  his affairs were his own.

Lucky Strike, please, said Nayland Smith; club price. Mrs. Sam Pak looked up sharply, recognized the new member, grinned at the old and drunken one, and nodded.

Get them inside, she said  and focussed her attention upon her cards.

Nayland Smith nodded, and walked to the door which led to the club. He opened it, went along the narrow passage, and presently entered the club room, Murphy following.

The place presented much of its usual appearance. One of those games disallowed in Chinatown was being played. A fan-tan party occupied a table on the left. Two nondescript sailormen were throwing dice. Old Sam Pak sat behind the bar, apparently dead.

Nayland Smith and Murphy dropped down on to the dirty settee, half-way up the right-hand side of the room. From the withered lips of Sam Pak a faint whistle was emitted.

A hunchback Chinese boy with a patch over his eye appeared from the doorway on the left of the bar and approached the new arrivals.

Beer! said Murphy, in a loud, thick voice, assuming his usual role of a hard drinker.

The visible eye of the waiter opened widely. It was a long, narrow eye, brilliantly green, and dark-lashed. Automatically, as it seemed, the waiter bent over the table and swabbed it with a dirty duster.

Sir Denis, came the soothing voice of Fah Lo Suee, you are in danger.

Blimey, muttered Murphy, were spotted!

Thank you, Nayland Smith replied in a low tone. I rather suspected it.

It is useless to attempt anything tonight. You would find nothing. She continued to swab the table. I will join you if you say so. I mean it.

I could never trust you.

My life has been hell, since something you know about. I am sincere  I dont wish his death... but I must get away.

I wonder...

Old Sam Pak whistled again, this time more shrilly.

One of the fan-tan players deserted the party, and crossed to the door which communicated with the shop.

Oh God! whispered Fah Lo Suee. He knows! If I can save you, will you save me?

Yes! snapped Nayland Smith.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. THE SI-FAN

Hands up!

Nayland Smith was on his feet, covering the room.

He had noted that the door which now barred the way out to the shop and to the street was a heavy iron door of that kind which at one time gave so much exercise to the police of New Yorks Chinatown. The man who had closed the door, turned, and, back to it, slowly raised his hands. He was a short, incredibly thick-set Burman, built like a gorilla, with long arms and a span of shoulder which told of formidable strength.

The other men at the fan-tan table also obeyed the order. Fah Lo Suee, following a moments hesitation, caught a swift side-glance from Smith and raised her hands.

Murphy, pistol ready, slipped behind Sir Denis and made for the Burman.

The bowl of a heavy bronze incense-burner stood upon the counter where it was used as a paper-weight and a receptacle for small change. At this moment, the aged Sam Pak  snatching it up with a lightning movement incredible in a man of his years  hurled the heavy bowl with unerring aim.

It struck Nayland Smith on the right temple.

He dropped his automatic, staggered, and fell forward over the table.

Sergeant Murphy came about in a flash, a police whistle between his teeth. Stupefaction claimed him for a moment as he saw Sir Denis lying apparently dead across the table... for no more than a moment; but this was long enough for the baboon-like Burman who guarded the door.

In two leaps worthy of the jungle beast he so closely resembled, the man hurled himself across the room, sprang upon the detectives shoulders, and, herculean hands locked about his neck, brought him to the floor!

Too late to turn to meet the attack, Murphy had sensed the mans approach. At the very moment that the Burman made his second spring, the detective pulled the trigger.

The sound of the shot was curiously muffled in that airless, sealed-up place. The bullet crashed through the woodwork of the bar, and into a wall beyond, missing old Sam Pak by a matter of inches. But that veteran, motionless in his chair, never stirred.

As the pistol dropped from Murphys grasp, the Burman, kneeling on his back, lifted one hand to the detectives jaw, and began to twist his head sideways  slowly.

No! Fah Lo Suee whispered No!

The wrinkled yellow lips of Sam Pak moved slightly.

It is for the Master to decide, he said, in that seaport bastard Chinese which evidently the Burman understood.

Fah Lo Suee, wrenching the patch from her eye and the cap from her head, turned blazing eyes upon the old Chinaman.

Are you mad? she said, rapidly in Chinese. Are you mad? This place is surrounded by police!

I obey the orders, lady.

Whose orders?

Mine.

A curtain on the left of the bar was drawn aside  and Dr. Fu-Manchu came in...

The Orientals in the room who were not already on their feet, stood up; even old Sam Pak rose from his chair. The Burmese strangler, resting his right foot upon Murphys neck, rose to confront the Master. A queer hush descended where a scene of violence had been. All saluted the Chinese doctor, using the peculiar salutation of the Si-Fan, that far-flung secret society which Nayland Smith had spent so many years of life in endeavoring to destroy.

Dr. Fu-Manchu wore Chinese indoor dress, and a mandarins cap was set upon his high skull. His eyes were half closed, but his evil, wonderful face exhibited no expression whatever.

Nevertheless, he was watching Fah Lo Suee.

A muffled scream in a womans voice, doubtless that of Mrs. Sam Pak, broke this sudden silence. There were loud cries; the flat wailing of a police whistle; and then a resounding crash.

The wooden door of the Sailors Club had been broken down... but the iron door now confronted the raiding party.

Dr. Fu-Manchu turned slowly, holding the curtain aside.

Let them all be brought down, he directed.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO. IRON DOORS

Inspector Gallaho heard the sound of the shot  but very dimly. Later, he was to know why it had sounded so dim. At the time he did not understand, and wondered where the shot had been fired. It was not the prearranged signal, but it was good enough.

He was leaning out of a window above a shuttered-up shop. The room to which it belonged, a dingy bedroom, had recently been leased by a respectable man of the sea. The landlady who owned the shop, a little general store, had been given tickets for the second house at the Palladium, as her well-behaved lodger was unable to use them that evening. It was unlikely that she would be back until considerably after midnight.

The room was full of plain-clothes police.

Jump to it, Trench, growled Gallaho. That was a shot!

The door behind him was thrown open. Heavy footsteps clattered down the stairs. He waited at the window, watching.

He saw Detective-officer Trench come out from the door below and dash across to the entrance to Sam Paks restaurant, two men close behind him. He waited until the rest of the party had set out for their appointed posts; then himself descended.

There was a smell of paraffin and cheese on the staircase which he found definitely unpleasant. In the open doorway he paused for a moment, readjusting his bowler. A womans scream came from Sam Paks shop. Something about it did not sound English. There was a sudden scuffling  a crash  another crash. On the river bank a police whistle wailed. Gallaho crossed and walked in.

Mrs. Sam Pak, her gross features curiously leaden in hue, sat in a state of semi-collapse upon a chair before one of the small tables. Trench and another man were breaking down the door at the other end of the shop; the third detective guarded the woman.

What is this? she demanded. Are you bandits? By what right do you break up my place?

We are police officers, growled Gallaho, as you have already been informed. I have a warrant to search your premises.

The third man turned.

She locked the door and hid the key the moment we came in, Inspector.

You know the penalty, dont you? said Gallaho.

Mrs. Sam Pak watched him sullenly.

There is nothing in my house, she said; you have no right to search it.

The lock gave with a splintering crash  but the door refused to open more than a few inches.

Hello! said Trench, breathing heavily. Whats this?

Let me have a look, said Gallaho.

As he stepped forward, torch in hand, the third man advanced also, but:

Close the shop door, and pull the blinds down, Gallaho directed, tersely.

He reached the broken door which refused to open fully, and shot the light of his torch through the aperture, then:

K Division has been blind to this dive, he growled. Theyve got an iron door!

Whew! whistled Trench.

The four men stared at each other; then, their joint gazes were focussed upon Mrs. Sam Pak, seated, ungainly but indomitable, upon a small chair which threatened to collapse beneath her great bulk.

You are under arrest, said Gallaho, for obstructing the police in the execution of their duty.

There came the roar of a powerful motor. The Scotland Yard car concealed not far away, had arrived.

Open the door, Gallaho directed, and take her out.

The woman, breathing heavily and pressing one hand over her heart, went out without protest.

What now, Inspector?

Weve got to find another way in. Make contact with Forester. That sailor man of his is on the job again tonight. We shall have to go up the ladder and in at that back window.

Very good, Inspector.

At any hour, in any London street, whatever the weather conditions, a crowd assembles magically at the first sign of trouble. A sort of drizzling rain descended through the mist which overhung Limehouse. Few pedestrians had been abroad when that muffled shot had sounded at Sam Paks. But now an interested group, eight or ten strong, formed a semicircle before the door as the man detailed to get in touch with the River Police came out and ran rapidly along the street.

As he disappeared in the mist, Gallaho opened the door and stepped out on to the wet pavement. Two police constables came up at the double.

Clear these people away, Gallaho directed. Im in charge here, and I dont want loafers.

At that the two constables got busy with the well-known formula Move on, there. The reluctant ones were gently shoved, and by that combination of persuasion and force which is one of the highest assets of the Metropolitan Police, the immediate neighborhood was cleared of unofficial spectators. Windows had been opened, and heads craned curiously from them. The police car had pulled up half a block away, but now the officer in charge of the party came forward.

Whats the trouble, sir? he asked, saluting Gallaho. Cant we get through?

Iron door, growled the Inspector.

That means the finish of Sam Pak.

I know it does  and Im wondering why its worth it.

Forester of the River Police, handling the matter in accordance with his own ideas, had already sent Merton up with a line, and the rope-ladder was attached fully ten minutes before the signal reached him.

The shot in the Sailors Club he did not hear. A tugboat was passing at the time and the noise of its passage entirely drowned that of the muffled shot. But he heard the whistle.

Regardless on this occasion of attracting attention, the River Police craft was pushed as near as possible to the overhanging superstructure. Forester got on to the ladder, and began to climb. He turned.

Nobody else until I give the word! he shouted.

He reached the lighted window and looked in. He saw a dismal kind of bedroom, with a cheap iron bedstead in one corner, a dressing-table by the further window on his right, a chair, a number of odds and ends suggesting occupancy by a woman, and very little else. He crashed a heavy sea-boot through the glass, bent perilously, found that the window was unlatched, and raised it an inch or two with the heel of his boot. Then, descending a rung, he raised it fully, reached over the ledge and drew himself into the room.

He stood for a moment listening. There was not a sound.

He leaned out of the window.

Come on! he shouted.

Forester turned left, running along the room in the direction of a half-open door, and found himself upon a staircase, uncarpeted. Not waiting for the party, he went clattering down.

The room above had been lighted by an unshaded electric bulb, and there was a similar crude light upon the stair. But, reaching its foot and jerking a curtain aside, a curtain of some kind of rough patterned material, Forester saw darkness ahead of him.

Voices and bumping sounds indicated that his men were tumbling into the room above.

Forester shot the light of a torch into a place resembling a small restaurant. He stood, he discovered, at the end of a fairly well-stocked bar; dirty plush-covered seats ran along the wall on his left; there were a number of tables and chairs. Some of the tables were upset, and there was a faint tang, perceptible above the fugg of the place, which told him that it was here the shot had been fired.

Footsteps sounded upon the stairs behind him.

But Forester continued to direct the light of his torch steadily upon a door immediately ahead. It was an iron door of the kind one meets with in strong-rooms.

Forester whistled softly and walked forward.

Hullo, Chief, where are you? called a voice.

O.K. Try to find a switch and light this place up.

The door, Forester saw at a glance, was one which locked automatically on being closed. Furthermore, a huge steel bolt had been shot into place. He withdrew the bolt, ignoring the scurrying footsteps of his men seeking the light control. Presently, one of them found it and the place became illuminated.

Forester pulled back the catch and hauled the door into the niche which it normally occupied, safe from the view of any casual visitor, and only to be discovered by one definitely searching for it.

A dingy corridor, dimly lighted, opened beyond. Forester found himself confronted by a badly damaged wooden door, the lock wrenched out of place and surrounded by jagged splinters, which lolled drunkenly in the opening. He started along the passage.

Another door, but this of a cheap wooden variety, was open at the end, and presently he found himself in Sam Paks delicatessen store. Only one shaded light was burning, that behind the counter.

Whos there? came sharply.

A man was standing in the darkened shop, his hands thrust into the pockets of his overcoat.

Inspector Forester. Who are you?

The man drew his hands from his pockets.

Detective-sergeant Trench, Inspector, he introduced himself; C.I.D. You got through from the back, then?

Yes, were in. Wheres Inspector Gallaho?

Ill get him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE. DAUGHTER OF THE MANCHUS

Nayland Smith tried to fight his way back to consciousness. He found himself unable to dissociate delirium from reality.

My love, who has never loved me... Perhaps it might never have been, but now, it is too late...

A womans voice, a soothing, musical voice  and someone was bathing his forehead with Eau de Cologne.

Another blank came...

He was lying on a camp bed, in a low, square brick chamber. His head throbbed agonizingly, but a soft arm pillowed his head, and soothing fingers caressed his brow. He struggled again to recover himself. This was phantasy, a disordered dream.

Where was he?

The act of opening his eyes alone had been an exquisite torture. Now, turning them aside, he experienced new pain. A woman, strangely dressed, knelt beside the bed upon which he lay. Her dark hair was disordered, her long green eyes watched him, piteously, supplicatingly, as the eyes of a mother watching a sick child.

Those long green eyes stirred latent memories, stimulating the dull brain. What woman had he known who possessed those eyes?

She was a strange creature. Her beautifully molded lips moved as if she spoke, softly. But Nayland Smith could detect no words. Her shoulders were bare; her skin reminded him of ivory. And now, perhaps recognizing some return of understanding, she bent, fixing the gaze of her brilliant eyes upon him.

A moment of semi-lucidity came. He had seen this woman before; this woman with the ivory shoulders and the green eyes. But if a woman, why did she wear coarse gray flannel trousers?... She was perhaps half a woman and half a man...

Her lips were crushed to his own, as darkness came again...

You have never known... you would never have known... but at least we shall die together... Wake, oh, my dear! wake; for the time is so short, and because I know I have to die, now I can tell you...

Nayland Smith, as if in obedience to those urgent words, fought his way back to full consciousness.

The brick chamber and the camp bed had not been figments of delirium. He actually lay upon such a bed in a square brick chamber. The woman tending him was Fah Lo Suee!

Recognizing the return of full consciousness, she gently withdrew her arm from beneath his head, composedly rearranging the silk straps of a tiny garment which afforded a strange contrast to the wrinkled flannel trousers.

Nayland Smith saw that a gray coat, a complement of the trousers, lay upon the floor near by. There was a bowl of water on a little table beside him, a small bottle and a piece of torn silk saturated with Eau de Cologne.

Fah Lo Suee replaced the coat which was part of the uniform of the one-eyed waiter, and quietly seating herself on the solitary chair which the chamber boasted, watched him coolly and without embarrassment.

Had he heard aright? Had he heard this woman  thinking that she spoke to an unconscious man  profess her love? Had she pressed her lips to his? He was beginning to remember; now clearly recalled all that had happened. Perhaps those later impressions were unreliable, or perhaps  a possibility  it was a deliberate move on the part of this daughter of an evil father. A new plot  but what could its purpose be?

Good God! He was in the power of Dr. Fu-Manchu, his lifelong enemy!

It was the end! She had said it was the end, unless he had dreamed. He moved his head so that he could see her more clearly. Heavens! Who and what had struck him? His memories afforded no clue to the identity of his assailant. And Sergeant Murphy? What had become of Sergeant Murphy?

Fah Lo Suee watched him under lowered lashes.

Any make-up which she had worn in her role of Chinese waiter, had been removed. He must suppose that those long lashes were naturally dark. But her lips were pale, and now, from the pocket of the dirty flannel jacket, she took out a lipstick and a mirror which formed the lid of a small rouge-box. Unaffectedly, she adjusted her appearance to her own satisfaction, delicately rouging her cheeks.

Sir Denis watched her. Slowly he was regaining control of mind and body. Finally, replacing the tiny toilet case, Fah Lo Suee pulled out a yellow packet of cigarettes and bending forward, offered one.

A picture of the elegant Madame Ingomar flashed momentarily before his mind... The long jade holder; those patrician cigarettes of the finest yenedji...

Thank you, he said, and was glad to find that his voice was steady.

He took the cigarette, and Fah Lo Suee, placing another between her lips, dropped the packet back into her pocket, producing a lighter which she snapped into life, and lighting both.

Nayland Smith cautiously sat upright. This ghastly brick chamber, which might have been part of a sewer works, swam around him. His head ached mercilessly. His sight, too, was queerly dim. He had been struck upon the temple. He leaned back against the wall in an angle of which the bed was set.

Fah Lo Suee, he said for I know you by no other name: where are we, and why are we here together?

She glanced at him swiftly, and as swiftly looked aside.

We are in part of the workings of an abandoned Thames tunnel. We are together because... we are going to die together.

Nayland Smith was silent for a moment, watching her, and then:

Is this place below Sam Paks? he asked.

Yes.

Then the raiding party will break through at any moment.

There are iron doors, Fah Lo Suee replied, tonelessly. Long before they can force them, we...

She shrugged her shoulders, fixing the gaze of her long, narrow eyes upon him. Nayland Smith met that queer, contemplative gaze.

He realized how rarely in the past, in all his battles with the group surrounding Dr. Fu-Manchu, he had looked into the eyes of Fah Lo Suee. How much had he dreamed?  to what extent now were his impressions his own, and to what extent due to the hypnotic power which he knew this woman to possess?

Fu-Manchus daughter, he said: Do you hate me as your father hates me?

Fah Lo Suee closed and opened the slender fingers of her left hand. He watched that hand fascinatedly  thinking of the dirty yellow fingers of the Chinese waiter. His thoughts drew his glance floorwards, for there, near the chair upon which Fah Lo Suee sat, lay two crumpled objects which had puzzled him.

They were painted gloves!  gloves which had concealed the varnished nails and slim, indolent fingers of this daughter of the Manchus.

He glanced up again, and swiftly though Fah Lo Suee lowered her lashes, nevertheless, she had answered his question.

And he was silenced.

I have loved you since the first day I ever saw you, she replied, quietly.

And, listening to the music of her voice, Nayland Smith understood why so many men had fallen under its spell...

I have had many of those experiences which are ridiculously called affairs, but the only man I could ever love, was the only man I could never have. You would never have known, for I should never have told you. I tell you now, because, although we could not live together, we are going to die together.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR. MORE IRON DOORS

No way out, said Gallaho, flashing his light about a low cellar, which contained stores of various kinds: bottles of wine, casks of beer, and cases of gin and whisky. There were cheeses, too, and even less fragrant delicacies of Chinese origin.

This way, sir, came a voice from somewhere above. Heres the way down!

Gallaho came out of the cellar, and hurried up to a kitchen where Trench was standing before an open cupboard. The shelves of this cupboard contained all kinds of rubbish  tins, old papers, cardboard boxes. But in some way, probably by accident, the Scotland Yard man had discovered a hidden latch, and had swung all these shelves inward, for they constituted a second, masked, door.

Hot, stifling air came up out of the darkness beyond.

This is just below the bar, Inspector, and I noticed how hot it was at that end of the club room.

Whats in there? Be careful.

Gallaho came forward and shot his light into the cavity. A steeply sloping passage with wooden steps was revealed.

Come on, he growled, and led the way.

Ten steps down there was a bend, Gallaho cautiously rounded it, and saw more steps ahead. It was very hot in this place, a thing for which he was quite unable to account. A brick landing was reached. Some of the brickwork had fallen away, and:

This is built into an iron framework, came a voice from somewhere behind.

There was a steady tramp of feet upon the stairs.

Oh! said Gallaho. Thats funny! He paused and looked about him. I wonder if this is anything to do with the tunnel that Sir Denis has been inquiring about?

Its been built a long time.

So I see. Also, it goes down a long way.

The formation of the steps became more crude, the lower they went. They were merely boards roughly attached to cement. Now came a long, straight passage, brick-walled and cement floored. Gallaho led on; but it was so extensive that before he had reached the end, the whole of the party engaged in searching Sam Paks premises filed along behind him.

This is a queer go, said someone.

We must be below Thames level.

Gallaho pulled up with a jerk.

Thames level or not, he growled, weve struck it here.

What is it, Inspector?

Trench and others came crowding forward; Forester, far behind, was bringing up the rear.

Its this: another blasted iron door! I want to know the history of this place, and I want to know why no report has ever been made upon it. Iron doors in a restaurant  why?


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE. THE FURNACE

Alan Sterling had abandoned hope. The message to Nayland Smith written on a leaf of his pocket-book (for nothing had been taken from him with the exception of his automatic) and pushed under the door to Ali, had miscarried, or perhaps it had never been despatched.

No duties were allotted to him; no one came near the room. He was surrounded by an oppressive silence, through which, from time to time, that muted roaring seemed to vibrate. In his fall he had smashed his wrist watch, and so had no means of knowing the time.

Hour after hour went by. He was desperately thirsty, but for a long time resisted his desire to pour out a drink from the water bottle.

Logic came to his rescue. Since he was completely in the power of the Chinese doctor, why should the latter trouble to tamper with the drinking water, when without danger or difficulty he could shoot him down at any time?

And what had become of Ali? Was it possible that he had been detected, and that he, Sterling, was doomed to be left locked in this dark brick prison somewhere in the bowels of the earth, perhaps even under water? So situated, hope of rescue there was none, if those who had placed him there chose to remain silent.

In short, his life depended upon that note having reached Sir Denis, and upon his success in tracing the subterranean tunnel, so vaguely referred to in it.

Hours passed in silence and a great weariness claimed him. Telling himself over and over again You must not fall asleep... you must not fall asleep, perhaps by the very monotony of reiteration, he presently lost all knowledge of his surroundings.

His awakening was a rude one.

He felt himself seized in a herculean grasp, lifted and then thrown face downward upon the bed!

Blindly, he began to struggle, but his ankles were grasped and firmly tied, throughout being held in such a manner that he was unable to reverse his position. Then, again he was lifted by his unseen assailant, lightly as a woman lifts a toy dog, and thrown back upon the bed.

A short, yellow man, stripped to the waist, grasped his arms, clasped them together with a remorseless strength which appalled Sterling, and adroitly tied his wrists with some kind of fine, strong twine.

The man was built like a baboon; his forehead was abnormally low, his arms incredibly long and of a muscularity which Sterling found almost incredible. The upper arms resembled the thighs of an athlete. The man had Crotonean shoulders and amazing chest development. His face was like a yellow mask; his sunken eyes registered no expression.

Sterlings heart sank.

This could only mean one thing. Ali Oke had been detected  his message to Nayland Smith had never reached its destination! Dr. Fu-Manchu had changed his mind. Instead of employing him in the subterranean hell, he had determined to kill him...

This frightful awakening had temporarily robbed him of the power of speech, but now:

Who are you? he demanded, angrily. Where are you taking me?

The Burman, ignoring his words, treating him as he might have treated a heavy sack, grasped Sterling by the middle and threw him over his left shoulder. Stooping, he walked out through the open doorway.

As he hung limply across the gigantic shoulder, he could have wept with rage, for his very weakness.

He, a physically powerful man, as normal men go, had no more chance against this deformed monster than a child would have had against himself. Yet, the horrible Burman, with his thick bandy legs, was all of three inches shorter than Sterling!

On to those nightmare stairs which led down into the pit, he was carried. From time to time, fitful gleams of light danced on the iron girders, or sent a red glow up into the darkness. He was being carried to his death: every instinct told him so...

One shaded lamp burned in the pit.

It hung directly in front of the furnace door. From time to time, at bends in the staircase, through eyes clouded by reason of his unnatural position, Sterling observed squat figures firing the furnace. The heat grew greater and greater. The place quivered and roared as white hot flames were whipped up under a forced draft.

The bottom reached, his captor and carrier dropped him unceremoniously upon the concrete floor.

Bruised, dazed, he yet succeeded in rolling over into a position from which he could inspect the shadows surrounding that ring of light in front of the furnace.

Several things became visible which conjured up horrible possibilities.

He saw a number of rough wooden trestles, some six feet in length and eighteen inches wide, laid upon the floor in the circle of light.

What could their purpose be?

Some inert body lay quite near to him. He strained his eyes to peer through the darkness; but beyond the fact that it appeared to be the body of a man, he could make out no details. Two muscular Chinamen stripped to the waist appeared now under the light. One, he thought he recognized, unless he was greatly mistaken  for to Western eyes Chinese faces are very similar  as a man who had formed one of the fan-tan party on the night that he and Nayland Smith had visited the Sailors Club.

The furnace door crashed open.

Scorching, blinding heat, poured out. Sterling wrenched his head aside. The Chinese stokers, probably professional firemen, fired the furnace, working mechanically and apathetically, although sweat poured down their faces and bodies like rain.

The furnace door was clanged into place again.

Sterling lay so near to it that it had been impossible to take more than quick glances about him during the time that the door had been open, for the heat had seared his eyes. Nevertheless he had seen enough to know that his doom was sealed... perhaps the doom of all who stood in the path of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

The man lying near to him, gagged and bound, was Ali Oke...

Alone, this discovery would have been sufficient to dash his last hope. But there was worse.

On the other side of the furnace door and nearly opposite to where he lay, Nayland Smith crouched on one elbow, bound as he was bound. He had glimpsed him searching the place with agonized eyes, as he himself had searched it.

It was the end.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX. DIM ROARING

Theres only one thing to do here, growled Gallaho, banging his fist on the iron door which barred further progress. Theres a bit of a cavity  so I suppose the hinges are sunk. A couple of dynamite cartridges will shift something.

It might shift too much, said Forester, who had pushed his way from the rear, and now stood at the speakers elbow. Wouldnt it be better to send for a blow-torch?

Do you realize how long it would take to blow through this door? Gallaho demanded. Are you forgetting whos inside, and what may be happening?

Im not forgetting. It was just a suggestion. Anyway, its going to take time to get either.

The longer we stand talking here, the longer its going to take.

Gallaho, in common with many men of action, had a tendency to lose his temper when checked by such a barrier as this iron door.

What do you suggest?

May I suggest something, sir? came a voice.

Yes, my man, what is it?

The Kinloch Explosive Works in Silvertown carry on all night. We could get there and back in half an hour in the Squad car, and probably bring someone with us who understands how to employ explosives on a job of this kind.

Good man, growled Gallaho. Id better come along, as they wont act without authority. Will you take charge, Forester?

Certainly. But if I can get hold of a blow-torch by hook or by crook, Im going to start.

Good enough. No harm done.

Gallaho adjusted his bowler and set out. He disappeared along the corridor lighted only by the torches of the police. Forester turned to Trench.

What about getting through to the Yard? he suggested. See if its possible to get a blow-torch rushed down.

We can try, Trench agreed. Leave two men here in case the door happens to open from the other side  and theres a telephone upstairs in the shop.

These dispositions were made, and the remainder of the police tramped up the concrete stairs and the wooden stairs into the premises of Sam Pak.

The shop blinds had been drawn  all lights put out. A constable was on duty on the pavement outside. At the moment that they reached the shop, the roar of the Flying Squad motor proclaimed itself as Gallaho dashed by on his journey to Silvertown.

Heres the telephone, Inspector, said one of the men.

Forester nodded to Trench.

This is your department, not mine, he said. You know who to call up, no doubt.

Trench nodded and stepped behind the counter, taking up the instrument.

He called Scotland Yard and waited.

A tense silence descended upon all the men present until the call was answered.

Detective-sergeant Trench speaking, he said, and gave a code word in an undertone. Thanks.

A further interval of silence, and then:

Oh, is he, Inspector? Oh, I see... Yes, I suppose so, if those are the orders.

Trench placed his hand over the mouthpiece and turned. The Commissioner is standing by for a report on this job! he whispered. It wouldnt surprise me if he turned up

Hello, sir. Yes, speaking from there, now. Im sorry to report, sir, that Sir Denis has disappeared. We have reason to believe that hes been smuggled into the cellars of this place.

An interval of respectful silence, and then:

The difficulty is, sir, theyve got iron doors, here. I am speaking for Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho, sir. He has proceeded in person to Silvertown to try to get an explosive expert to deal with one of the doors below, here... Yes, sir. We thought a blow-torch might do the trick, if its possible to get one down in time... Very good, sir. Yes, every exit is covered.

He replaced the receiver and turned to Forester.

The hell of it is, he said, we dont know whats going on below, there, and we can do nothing! Our only arrest is Mrs. Sam Pak, and I dont believe she knows a thing!

Sst!... Whats that?

All stood silent, waiting for a repetition of the sound, and presently it came  a muffled cry.

Its one of the men in the passage, said Trench, and ran off, Forester following, his heavy boots making a booming sound upon the wooden floor. They were halfway down the stairs when the man who had called out, met them. His expression indicated excitement.

Come this way, Inspector, he said, and listen.

Their torch lights moving eerily upon brick and plaster walls, they proceeded to the end of the long passage. Another man was standing with his ear pressed to the iron door. He signaled, and they all approached, standing silently, listening.

Do you hear it?

Forester nodded, grimly.

What the hell is it? he muttered.

A dim, but dreadful roaring was perceptible, coming it seemed, from remote deeps beyond the iron door.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN. CHINESE JUSTICE

Sterling realized as the horror in this hell pit rose ever higher that the company of the shadows was now complete.

Someone else had been borne down those many stairs and thrown like a sack upon the concrete floor. The doors of the furnace were opened again by the Chinese firemen, and again the heat seared his eyes. He tried to take advantage of that white glare; in a measure, he was successful.

Detective-sergeant Murphy had joined the company of the doomed; trussed and helpless he lay beyond Ali Oke.

The sweating Chinamen fed the hungry furnace.

It was the closest reproduction of the traditional hell which he believed could ever have been created. He struggled to his feet: his ankles were bound, his wrists were bound. But in some way to be upright again, though he could not move a step, seemed to reinforce his failing courage. The furnace doors were reclosed.

Sir Denis! he shouted, his voice reverberating in that shadow-haunted shaft. Sergeant Murphy!

In his extremity he spoke with the accent of the Middle West; indeed, his fathers face was before him. He saw the home in which he had been born, Edinburgh University, too, where he had taken his degree; all the happy things of life. And Fleurette! Fleurette! Merciful heaven!  where was Fleurette? He would never see her again!

Murphy answered.

O.K., sir, he called. While theres life theres...

A dull thud, that of a blow, terminated the words.

Murphy! Sterling cried again, and was in that state when he recognized hysteria in his own voice, yet fought against it. Sir Denis, he remembered to have noticed in the glare of the furnace, had a bandage over his mouth. Murphy!

No answer came  but, in silhouette against the light, the gorilla shape of the Burman appeared.

You yellow swine! said Sterling viciously, and bound though he was, launched himself upon the broad, squat figure.

He received a blow upon the mouth which knocked him backwards. He tasted blood; his lips were split.

If I could meet you in the open, you bandy-legged horror, he shouted, madly, Id knock you silly!

The Burman, who wore heavy shoes, kicked him in the ribs.

Sterling groaned involuntarily. The pain of this last brutality threatened to overcome him. The horrible shadowy place began to swim before his eyes.

His wrists were aching: his hands were numb. Nevertheless he clenched his fists, clenched his teeth. He was writhing with pain; a rib had caved in  he knew it. But his supreme desire was to retain consciousness; to be on the job if any eleventh hour hope should offer.

Be silent, came a musical voice out of the darkness.

Fah Lo Suee!

My friend, you only add more pains to those that are to come.

Sterling succeeded in conquering himself. His maltreated body had threatened to master his brain. But his brain won.

Above the ever increasing roar of the furnace, a voice reached him:

Im here, Sterling, old man  I couldnt speak before.

It was Nayland Smith.

In some way, the shadows of that dim shaft seemed to possess weight  to bear down on one oppressively. From where he lay, Sterling could not see the mouth of the tunnel, but he was oddly conscious of its presence, somewhere beyond the furnace. There was water above, a great quantity of water, probably the River Thames.

This sense of depth, of being buried far below the surface, alone was horrifying; with the accompaniments which surrounded him, plus a split lip and a dislocated rib, it stretched endurance to breaking point.

And then another voice spoke out of the darkness. It was a voice which, once heard, could never be forgotten: the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith: You are, I believe, acting for the Secret Service. You are a legitimate enemy. Detective-sergeant Murphy: You are attached to the Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard, and therefore entitled to my respect. Mr. Alan Sterling, you have voluntarily thrown yourself into the midst of my affairs, but since your motives are of a kind sometimes termed chivalrous, I shall accord to you also the honors of war.

The strange cold voice ceased for a moment.

Sterling struggled into a crouching position, ignoring the blood dripping from his chin, striving to forget the sharp pain of his injured rib.

Tonight may well be a climax in my war against folly and misrule; but if I triumph tonight, my path will be clear. My chief enemy will no longer obstruct me in my work, nor treachery live in my household...

That strange, impressive voice ceased  then uttered a short, guttural command.

The squat Burman appeared in the circle of light, dragging by the heels the inert body of Ali.

It now became obvious that the Nubian was bound hand and foot, and that a cloth was tied tightly over his mouth. His eyes seemed to bulge from his skull; his face was wet with the sweat of fear.

The Burman withdrew into the shadows, but appeared again almost immediately swinging a short, curved sword, which he seemed to handle with familiarity.

This man is a traitor, the guttural voice said softly; I have held my hand too long.

A swift, hissing word of command; and during some few, dreadful seconds in which Alan Sterlings heart seemed to remain still in his breast, the Burmese executioner obeyed.

Twining the fingers of his left hand into the frizzy, black hair of the Nubian, he jerked him to his feet with a single movement of that long, powerful arm. And, as the man stood there bent forward, swaying  with one mighty, unerring sweep of the scimitar he severed his head from his body!

My God! groaned Sergeant Murphy my God!

Unconcernedly, the executioner threw the body on to one of the wooden frames, lashed the trunk and feet with lines which were attached to the woodwork, and stood up, glancing into the darkness in the direction from which the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu had come.

In response to another hissing command, the two Chinese firemen came forward and threw open the furnace door. They raised the head of the framework to which the body was lashed. The Burman seized the other end.

They began to swing it to and fro, chanting in unison: Hi yah, hi yah, hi yah! as they swung.

Then, with a final shouted Hi! they propelled it into the white heart of the furnace.

They were about to close the door, when the Burman checked them  and stooped...


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT. THE BLUE LIGHT

Its by no means as simple as all that, Inspector, the chemist in charge assured Gallaho. Before I attempt a mining operation such as you describe, I should like to know whats above and whats below. Also, whats on the other side of this wall that you want me to blow down. You say its a concrete wall?

It appears to be, growled Gallaho, fretfully; technicians were always an infernal nuisance.

We could probably blast a way through the wall, but Im wondering what that wall supports. We dont want half Limehouse to fall in on us.

Well, come and see for yourself; but come provided  almost anything may be happening to the people we want to rescue.

I shall certainly come, Inspector. I dont fancy the responsibility, but its not the kind of thing I want to delegate.

There were further delays whilst mysterious apparatus was assembled, and Gallaho, seated in the office of the chief chemist, tapped his fingers irritably upon the table, glancing from minute to minute at a big clock over the mantelpiece. Messengers were scouring the extensive works in search of an expert with the musical name of Schumann. His attendance, according to Mr. Elliott, the chief chemist, was indispensable.

Gallaho was getting very angry.

Finally, arrangements were completed. Two workmen who seemed to enjoy this break in their night duties carried mysterious boxes, packages and coils of cable. Schumann, who proved to be a taciturn, bearded German, merely nodded and grunted when the chief chemist explained the nature of the project.

At long last, they all climbed into the police car, and set out recklessly for Limehouse. Gallaho sat in front with the driver. He was altogether too irritable for conversation, and at a point in their journey not far from their destination:

Pull up! he directed, sharply.

The brakes were applied, and the car promptly brought to a standstill.

Inspector Gallaho stared forward and upward, and now, resting his hand on the drivers shoulder:

Look! he said. Whats that? Right over the river bank, in a line with the smokestack?

The driver looked as directed. And then:

Good Lord! he whispered, what is it?

There was very little mist in the air, but lowering clouds overhung the river; and there, either in reality or reflected upon them as upon a screen, danced that bluish, elfin light; and Gallaho knew that it was directly above the roof of Sam Paks.

Go ahead! he growled...

There was not much evidence of activity in the neighborhood of the restaurant. The night life of Chinatown, such as it is, is a furtive life. A constable was standing on an adjacent corner, but there was little now to indicate that anything unusual had taken place there that evening, except the fact that the store was closed.

One or two customers who had applied there had gone away much puzzled by this circumstance.

No doubt there were watchers behind dark windows. No doubt the fact was known throughout the Chinese quarter that Sam Paks had been raided and his wife arrested. But those who shared this secret information kept it very much to themselves, and kept themselves carefully out of sight.

Entering the shop, followed by the technicians with their apparatus:

Anything new? Gallaho growled.

Trench was waiting there.

A most extraordinary roaring sound from somewhere below, he reported; and the heat at the back of the bar, here, is remarkable.

I have heard about this heat at the top end of the room, said Gallaho. I cant make head nor tail of it. He walked forward. Yes; the difference is very marked. What the devil can it be?

The place to hear the roaring, sir, said another voice, is at the end of the passage, below, outside the iron door.

Come on, said Gallaho, and made his way there. Any report from the river?

Yes. That blue light has been seen up over the roof.

I know... I have seen it myself.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE. THE LOTUS GATE

Stark horror coming on top of physical pain all but defeated Alan Sterling. As the furnace doors were reclosed and the three yellow men sweating and half-naked were lost in the shadows outside the ring of light, he thought he heard a groan... and he thought that the man who groaned was Nayland Smith.

The gruesome place swam about him; the hard floor seemed to be moving like the deck of a ship.

He ground his teeth together and clenched his fists. He knew that a mighty effort was called for, or he should faint. If this happened he should despise himself; and if he must die, at least let him carry his self-respect to the end.

Nevertheless, it was touch and go. Physical nausea saved him.

He was violently sick.

The bloody swine! came out of the darkness which concealed Sergeant Murphy. By heaven! theres something coming to this lot!

There is something coming to all of us, Sergeant Murphy. It was the cold, measured voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu which spoke. Tonight, I am destroying some of the weeds which choked my path.

Somewhere in the neighborhood of the tunnel, the entrance to which Sterling could not see from where he lay, a pump was at work. The roar of the furnace increased in volume. It was like the sustained roar of some unimaginable, ravenous beast.

He took a firm grip upon himself.

He was shaking violently: complete collapse threatened... There was an interval during which the furnace door was opened again, but Sterling resolutely turned his head aside. At the clang of its closing he opened his eyes again.

Paracelsus, came that strange voice out of the darkness  and, now, with a note of exaltation in it, a note of fanaticism, an oddly rising cadence Paracelsus, although in some respects an impostor, yet was the master of many truths; of the making of gold he knew something, but few have understood his dictum Vita ignis corpus lignum (light is the fire, the body the fuel).

He was silent for a moment. The roar of the furnace increased again in volume.

The body the fuel... he repeated. Sir Denis Nayland Smith, Mr. Alan Sterling, Detective-sergeant Murphy. War is merciless, and I regret that you stand in my way. But in order that you shall realize the selflessness of my motives, I wish you, before going to join the shades of your ancestors, to be witness to my justice.

He uttered again that short, guttural command.

A figure walked gracefully out of the shadows into the light.

It was his daughter  Fah Lo Suee. She wore a green robe, cut low upon the shoulders, and of so fine a texture that every line of her slender body might be traced in its delicacy. There were jewels on her fingers and she smiled composedly.

Within the ring of light she knelt, and bowed her head in the direction of the unseen speaker.

The Burmese executioner had followed her. He stood behind her, now, looking upward.

Of all the spies who have penetrated to my councils,  the voice became more and more sibilant, rising even upon a higher key this woman, my daughter, has been the chief culprit. There is traitor blood in her, but she has betrayed me for the last time.

Fah Lo Suee knelt motionless, her graceful head lowered.

One who would do the work to which I have set my hand, must forget mercy in favor of justice. Yet because, though execrable, detestable, you are my daughter, I offer you the Lotus Gate of escape. Do you accept it?

Fah Lo Suee raised her head. She was still smiling proudly.

I accept, she said. I have only loved one man in my life  and I accept on condition that the same gate shall be opened for him.

I agree to this condition.

The tones of the speaker indicated repressed madness.

Fah Lo Suee extended her slender arms.

Denis Nayland Smith, she said, and there was tragedy in her musical voice until tonight, you never even suspected. I have told you and I am unashamed. You go with me through the gate. Death gives me something that life could never give.

She paused; only the roar of the furnace could be heard. Then, stretching her arms upward, towards the hidden Dr. Fu-Manchu:

I am ready.

To this I had been blind, yet I might have known  for woman is a lever which a word can bend.

The strange voice, exalted, oracular in mad inspiration, drew nearer in the darkness until Dr. Fu-Manchu appeared in the circle of light.

His mask-like face was transfigured, his eyes glittered like jewels. He was a seer, a prophet, a man set above human laws. He carried a small, cut-glass goblet, upheld like a chalice.

Rise, he commanded.

Fah Lo Suee stood upright. You are ready?

I am eager. It is my wedding night.

Here is the desire of your heart... and death.

Good-bye, said Fah Lo Suee, her lips curved in that proud, fearless smile.

She took the glass and drained its contents.

The crystal crashed to the floor. Fah Lo Suee sank down, slowly; her smile became a smile of rapture. She extended herself upon the concrete still wet with the blood of an earlier victim, and opened her arms ecstatically.

Denis, my dear, my dear! she whispered. Hold me close. Then, I shall not be afraid.

Her arms dropped  she lay still...

Sterling was past speech; even Murphy was silent. Dr. Fu-Manchu turned and paced slowly back into the shadows. As he reached them, he uttered that quick, guttural order.

The Burman stooped, and placed the body of Fah Lo Suee upon one of the wooden racks. The two Chinamen appeared and the furnace door was thrown open.

Sterling had reached cracking point.

He heard an hysterical scream, but was unaware of the fact that he had uttered it. His last recollection of the scene was that of a monotonous chanting:  

Hi yah, hi yah...


CHAPTER FORTY. A FIGHT TO THE DEATH

Dr. Petrie reached London late at night.

One knowing him, who had met him at Victoria Station, would have noticed that whereas for many years his hair had been streaked with gray, the gray was now liberally streaked with white. He was but recently recovered from an illness which only an iron constitution and a will to live  not for the sake of life itself, but for his wife and newly discovered daughter  had enabled him to survive.

He had advised Nayland Smith of the time of his arrival; but, jumping from the train, for his activity was unimpaired by the stresses which had been imposed upon him, and looking eagerly up and down the platform, he failed to see the tall, gaunt figure of his friend.

This was unlike Smith.

Leaving a porter in charge of his baggage, he pushed rapidly on to the barrier. There was no sign of Nayland Smith, or even of Fey, that strange, taciturn creature who had been in Smiths service in Burma, who had now rejoined him in England.

It was unaccountable; a crown, almost crushing, to the anxiety which possessed him.

Fleurette!

He recognized in this moment of loneliness, of disappointment, that he had even dreamed of finding Fleurette there. Smiths last message had held out such a hope. Yet, there was no one here at all!

Dr. Petrie, came a voice. Dr. Petrie.

Petrie stared all about him; and then recognized that the speaker was a commissionaire.

Yes! he said, eagerly; I am Dr. Petrie.

Good evening, sir the man saluted. I come from Sir Denis Nayland Smiths flat, sir. My orders are to ask you to proceed there at once.

Hope beckoned again, but anxiety remained.

Is that all, Sergeant?

That is all I was told to say, sir.

Thank you, said Dr. Petrie, wearily. Have a drink as you go out, Sergeant.

Thank you, sir. Good night.

The assembly of his baggage was a tedious business. A man who traveled light himself, on this occasion he was cumbered with many trunks and boxes belonging to Fleurette. He deposited the bulk of them in the cloakroom, and jumping into a taxi, proceeded to Westminster.

Fey admitted him.

Petrie observed with astonishment, for he knew the man for a perfect servant, that a large briar pipe was fuming in the ash-tray in the lobby.

Good evening, sir. Fey turned to the hall porter. Leave the baggage to me. Your room is prepared, sir.

Is Sir Denis at home?

No, sir.

Fey took Petries hat and coat and Petrie walked through into the cheerful, lofty, sitting-room. He observed that the curtains had not been drawn in the bay window.

A premonition of some new disaster began to creep upon his mind. Fey joined him almost immediately.

Whisky and soda, sir?

Thank you.

Fey prepared one in silence, Petrie watching him; then:

Where is Sir Denis? he asked.

Fey handed the doctor his drink upon a silver tray, and then:

I dont exactly know, sir, he replied; and with regard to the pipe, sir: as you are aware, I am not unlike Sir Denis in build, and my orders are to keep walking up and down in view from the Embankment, below, smoking a pipe, but not to show my face too much.

Petrie set his glass down.

Do you mean that he is out on some investigation  and that your job is to pretend that he is at home?

Exactly, sir  excuse me.

Fey went out and returned smoking the briar, strolled forward and stared out of the window. The night was damp but not foggy. The sky was overcast. He turned and walked back into the room.

Is there any news, Fey, of... my daughter?

Sir Denis is certain that she is in London, sir, and alive.

Thank God!

Dr. Petrie finished his whisky and soda at a gulp.

Theres a bit of a mix up, sir, I am sorry to say. Things have been moving very fast. That Chinese devil has got hold of Mr. Sterling.

What!

But he was O.K. this morning; we had a message from him. I am a bit anxious tonight, though, and Im glad youve arrived, sir.

The unusual volubility of Fey alarmed Dr. Petrie anew.

Where is Sir Denis? he asked; I must get in touch with him.

Hes gone to a place called Sam Paks, sir, in Limehouse. Somehow, I didnt like the sound of it tonight, sir. This Chinese devil is desperate; its a fight to the death...


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE. THE LAST BUS

Fleurette opened her eyes and looked in the direction where she thought the porthole of her cabin should be.

She closed them again quickly. She saw a small curtained window, but not a porthole. This seemed to be a cottage bedroom, very cleanly and simply furnished. She opened her eyes again.

The room remained as she had first seen it  she was not dreaming.

She clenched her hands tightly and sat up in bed.

Only a few hours before, her brain told her, she had parted from Alan in her cabin on the Oxfordshire. She remembered how much that last smile had cost her, that struggle to restrain her tears. She had heard his footsteps on the deck. And then, she had sat down, she remembered quite well, and had poured out a glass of water...

And now, what in heavens name had happened? Where was she? And how had she got here?

It was very silent, this place in which she found herself, until a slight movement in an adjoining room told her that there was someone in there.

The room was lighted by moonlight, and although she could see that there was a lamp on the table beside the bed, she was afraid to switch it on. Throwing off the bedclothes she slipped lightly to the floor.

She realized that she was wearing a suit of pyjamas which did not belong to her. But, staring at a heap of garments in an armchair, she recognized the suit which she had actually been wearing when she had parted from Alan on the ship!

Her head ached slightly, and she knew that she had been dreaming. It was difficult to believe that she was not dreaming, now. She stepped to the window, and gently drawing the curtain aside, looked out.

She saw a little hedge-bordered garden with a smooth patch of grass in the center of which stood a stone bird bath. There was a gaunt looking apple tree on the left, leafless now, a weird silhouette against the moon. Over the hedge, she could see the tops of other trees; but apparently the ground fell away there. She was, as she had supposed, in a cottage.

Whose cottage? And how had she got there?

Above all, where was Alan, and where was her father?

Was it possible that she had been seriously, dangerously ill?  that there had been a hiatus of which she knew nothing  that now she was convalescent?

Perhaps that person whose movements she had detected in the next room was a nurse. She retraced her steps, her bare feet making no sound upon the carpet, and looked for evidence to support this theory. There were no medicine bottles or cooling draughts upon the table beside the bed; nothing but a cigarette case  her own  and a box of matches.

A further slight movement in the adjoining room indicated that someone was seated there, reading. Fleurette had heard the rustle of a turned page.

She recognized with gratitude that despite this insane, this inexplicable awakening, she was cool and self-controlled. The theory of serious illness did not hold good. She felt perfectly fit except for that slight headache. She seated herself on the side of the bed, thinking deeply.

Her first impulse, to open the door and demand of whoever was in the next room what it was all about, she conquered. Fleurette had had the advantage of a very singular training. She had been taught to think, and this teaching availed her now. She crossed to the door very quietly, and by minute fractions of an inch began to turn the handle.

The door was locked.

Fleurette nodded.

A louder movement in the next room warned her that someone might be approaching. She slipped back into bed, drawing the clothes up close to her chin, but preparing to peep under her long lashes at anyone who should come in.

A key was quietly turned in the lock and the door opened.

Light shone in from a little sitting-room; Fleurette could see one end of it from where she lay. A newspaper and some illustrated magazines were upon a table beside which an armchair was drawn up. Her nostrils were assailed by that stuffy smell which tells of a gas fire. A strange looking old woman came into the bedroom.

She was big and very fat. In the glimpse which Fleurette had of her face in the lamplight, before she crossed the threshold, she saw that this was a puffy, yellow, wrinkled face, decorated by wide-rimmed spectacles. The woman wore a costume which might possibly have been that of a hospital nurse. In silence she stood just within the little room, looking down at Fleurette.

To her horror, Fleurette saw that the woman carried a hypodermic syringe in her hand.

Are you asleep? she whispered, softly.

She spoke English, but with a strange accent. There was something in the crouching attitude of this huge woman, and something in the tones of her voice so threatening and sinister, that Fleurette clenched her hands beneath the coverlet. She lay quite still.

Ah hah! the woman sighed, evidently satisfied.

She returned quietly to the outer room, closing and gently relocking the door.

Fleurette listened intently, and whilst she listened she was thinking hard.

Sounds of subdued movements came from the outer room  the chinking of glass, that subdued popping sound which indicates that a gas fire has been turned off; then a click  and the streak of light beneath the door vanished. Soft footsteps, evidently the woman wore padded slippers, moved beyond the partition against which Fleurettes bed was set. A door was closed.

Her guardian had gone to bed.

Controlling her impatience only by means of a great effort, Fleurette waited, her ear pressed to the wooden partition.

She could hear the woman moving about in what was evidently an adjoining bedroom, and at last came the creak of a bed, as the heavily built custodian retired. Finally, she heard the click of an extinguished electric light.

Fleurette got up quietly, and began to dress. It did not take her long, but she could find no hat and no shoes. But she found a pair of red bedroom slippers; these would serve her purpose. A handbag, her own, lay on the cheap dressing-table. Its contents seemed to be undisturbed since she had laid it on the sofa berth in her cabin.

Dropping cigarette case and matches into the bag, Fleurette very quietly drew the curtains aside from the low square window.

It was latched, and the room, though cold, was stuffy. The latch was a difficult problem  it was a very old fitting, much worn and warped. Once, it emitted a terrifying squeak.

Fleurette stopped dead in her operations, and creeping across the room, applied her ear to the wooden partition.

Sonorous snores sounded from the adjoining bedroom.

She raised the window steadily but firmly. To her great surprise it made very little noise. She looked out and saw a neglected flower border immediately below. Then came a moss-grown, paved path leading on the right to a little pergola. This, in turn, communicated with a gate.

Fleurette dropped her bag on to the flower-bed, put on her slippers, and wriggled through the opening. It was not a particularly easy business, but Fleurette was fit and very athletic. She knew that her hands were filthy dirty and her feet muddy, when at last she stood outside; but these things did not matter.

Picking up her bag, she walked quickly around to the gate, opened it, and found herself in a narrow, hedge-bordered lane.

An oak tree overhung it a few paces back on the left  there were other dark buildings ahead. But in none of them did any light show. She looked around her eagerly, sniffing the cold night air, then climbed the opposite bank and saw that where the ground fell away, there were farm buildings, beyond, backed by trees, and beyond these trees, evidently several miles beyond, a searchlight moved regularly. This, she decided, was an aerodrome.

It was utterly, horribly, mysterious, for she should have been far out in the Mediterranean, whereas the very scent of the air told her that she was in England!

In one direction, the lane terminated, beyond the cottage from which she had come, at a gate, with a stile. She decided to proceed the other way. The lane was very roughly paved; and now, banks of cloud suddenly obscured the moon.

She was forced to walk slowly, for trees overhung the way and it was very dark. She passed two other buildings lying back from the lane on her right, but they showed no signs of life and she pressed on. She came to a wider lane, much better paved, hesitated whether to turn left or right, and finally decided upon right.

From the position of the moon and the darkness in the houses she passed (and these were few,) she realized that it must be late at night, how late, she could only guess.

On the corner of the second lane there was a large house surrounded by a high brick wall; also a post box and an electric lamp standard.

She pulled up, breathing quickly. She had reached a main road.

The lodge of some large residence directly faced her; but, whilst she had been hurrying along, she had been thinking clearly. She heard the sound made by the approach of a heavy vehicle; and presently came the glare of its headlights.

A green motor bus pulled up directly by the lodge gates.

There were very few passengers, but she saw that at least two were alighting. She raced across.

In the light of the standard lamp she read upon the side of the bus: Reigate  Sutton  London.

As she sprang onto the step, the vehicle restarted. The conductor helped her on board.

Are you going to London? she asked, breathlessly.

Yes, miss. This is the last bus.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO. NAYLAND SMITH REFUSES

In the depths below Sam Paks the furnace roared hungrily.

Sterling groped his way back through imaginary horrors to the real and greater horror of his actual surroundings.

If he had ever doubted, he knew now what his end was to be. He believed that he was no greater coward than the average man, but just as life with Fleurette had beckoned to him so sweetly, it must end. And what an end!

Are you all right? came a shaky whisper from the darkness.

It was Sergeant Murphy.

Yes, thank you, Sergeant.

Were in hell before our time, sir.

Sterling tried to control his nerves, to concentrate upon one thing to the exclusion of all others. He must not give this fiendish maniac the satisfaction of seeing him quail. If a woman could meet death as Fah Lo Suee had met it, then  by heaven!  it was up to the Middle West to show its mettle!

Sir Denis Nayland Smith. The tones of that implacable voice fell upon Sterling like a cold douche. The hour of our parting has come.

There was a pause; a guttural order.

The sound of a groan from the darkness where Nayland Smith lay, completed the horror of the scene. It was a groan of defeat, of bitter humiliation; then:

Dr. Fu-Manchu, came Smiths voice, and  to Sterling it seemed a miracle  its tone was steady, order your human baboon to untie my ankles. I prefer to walk to death rather than to be carried. This, I think, I am entitled to ask.

Another order was spoken rapidly. There was a faint sniffling sound  and Nayland Smith walked into the circle of light before the furnace door.

Oh, my God! Murphy whispered. What are they doing up there. Why dont they break through?

The Burmese executioner followed Sir Denis out of the shadows, and stood at his elbow.

Because in your long battle with me, Sir Denis, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued, stressing now a note of insane exaltation, you have always observed those rules of clean warfare which, rightly or wrongly, are an English tradition, I respect you. I, too, have traditions to which I have always adhered.

Nayland Smith, his hands behind him, stared up into the darkness which concealed the speaker.

I bear you no personal animosity; indeed, I admire you. I have won  although my triumph may have come too late; and, therefore, Sir Denis, I offer you the Lotus Gate of escape.

I thank you, but I decline.

Sterling struggled on to his elbow, watching, and listening.

Hes playing for time, Murphy! Cant we do anything to help him?

What can we do?

You prefer the sword? The end of the common criminal?

I decline that also, if I may have any choice.

You reduce me there was repressed frenzy now in the tones of Dr. Fu-Manchu to the third alternative... the fire.

There followed a moment of silence which Sterling knew that if he lived, he should never forget. Nayland Smith stood in the circle of light, motionless, looking upward. Beside Sterling, Murphy was breathing so heavily that he was almost panting in his suppressed emotion.

Is there no other alternative?

None.

An order was spoken  one sibilant word. The Burman sprang forward...


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE. CATASTROPHE

Now events began to move rapidly to that astounding conclusion which, although it was the result of mens combined efforts, seemed to Sergeant Murphy, a devout Roman Catholic who had begun to pray fervently, to be an intervention by a Higher Power.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith in the course of his long career as a police officer, had studied assiduously whenever opportunity offered, those branches of practical criminology with which his work had brought him in contact, East and West. He was something of a physician, understanding poisons and antidotes. Lock combinations had no mysteries for him, and there were few locks he could not force if called upon to do so. Knot-tying in all its intricacies, as practiced by the late Harry Houdini, he had studied in Rangoon, his professor being a Chinese malefactor who was a master of the art.

When the ape-like Burman had come to tie him up, Smith had recognized at a glance that physical resistance was out of the question. It would have called for three powerful men and trained wrestlers at that to deal with him. His peculiar development warned Smith that the man was an expert in the art of jiu-jitsu, which together with his herculean strength, set him in a class apart.

Fah Lo Suee had gone when the tying took place.

Nayland Smith submitted, feigning weakness. When he saw the narrow twine that was to be used, he anticipated what was coming, and permitting the man to wrench his arms behind his back, he put into practice a trick whereby many illusionists have mystified their audiences; Chinese in origin, but long well-known to professional magicians of the West.

The man tied his thumbs, as well as his wrists.

By means of maintaining a certain muscular stress during this painful operation, the result, though satisfactory to Dr. Fu-Manchus private executioner, was also acceptable to Nayland Smith.

The latter knew that he could withdraw his hands at any moment convenient to him!

The lashing of his ankles was a different matter. Here, he knew himself to be helpless, and recognized expert handiwork.

He had preceded Alan Sterling down the stairs of the shaft, slung sackwise across one incredible shoulder of the Burmese killer...

Now, as he stood, his arms apparently tied behind him, but his ankles unlashed, staring up to where Dr. Fu-Manchu sat veiled in darkness, he was actually a free man. He held the twine which had confined his wrists tightly clenched in his left hand.

He was calculating his chances  tensing himself for what he must do.

With the exception of his automatic, his personal possessions had not been disturbed; these included a pocket knife. He had opened its most serviceable blade, and held it now concealed in his right hand. He knew but one mode of attack calculated to give him the slightest chance against his scarcely human enemy.

If it failed, his fate could be no worse.

It was not a type of combat which he favored; but having watched this man performing his ghastly work, he found that his scruples had fled.

As the harsh command was spoken and the monstrous Burman stepped forward, Nayland Smith sprang away, turned  and kicked with all the speed and accuracy of his rugby forward days! He put every ounce of power in his long, lean body into that murderous kick...

The man uttered a roar not unlike the booming of a wounded gorilla  a creature he closely resembled  doubled up, staggered... and fell.

A shrill order, maniacal in its ferocity, came out of the darkness above. It was Dr. Fu-Manchu speaking in Chinese. The order was:

Shoot him!  shoot him!

Smith ducked and darted out of the radius of light into the surrounding shadow where Sterling and Murphy lay. He almost fell over Sterling.

Quick, quick! he panted your wrists.

Im crocked; dont count on me. Untie Murphy.

But Smith cut the twine from Sterlings wrists and ankles.

Stay where you are until I give the word.

He bent over Sergeant Murphy.

Ankles first... now wrists.

Thank God! cried the detective. At least well die fighting!

There was a flash in the darkness and a bullet spat on the floor close beside the speaker.

Can you walk, Sterling?

Yes.

A second shot, and a second bullet whistled by Nayland Smiths ear. The voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu, high-pitched and dreadful, came again, still speaking in Chinese.

The lights, the lights! he screamed.

Detective-sergeant Murphy, not too sure of cramped muscles, nevertheless set out through the darkness in the direction from which those stabs of flame had come.

Light suddenly illuminated the pit...

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood upon the stairs, his clenched fists raised above his head, his face that of one possessed by devils. A wave of madness, blood lust, the ecstasy of sweeping his enemies from his path, ruled him. That great brain rocked upon its aged throne.

Murphy saw a Chinaman stripped to the waist not two paces from him. The man held an automatic: the sudden light had dazed him. Murphy sprang, struck, and fell on top of the gunman, holding down the hand which held the pistol. A second Asiatic, similarly armed, was running forward from the foot of the stairs. The Burmese strangler writhed on the floor before the furnace.

Kill them! Kill them! cried the maniacal voice.

Nayland Smith raced forward and threw himself down beside the struggling men  just as another shot cracked out.

The bullet grazed Murphys shoulder.

He inhaled sibilantly, but hung on to the Chinaman. Smith wrenched the weapon from the mans grasp. He pulled the trigger as he released it, but the bullet went wide  registering with a dull thud upon some iron girder far up the shaft.

The second Chinaman dropped to his knee, took careful aim, and fired again. But he pulled the trigger a decimal point too late.

Nayland Smith had shot him squarely between the eyes.

Dr. Fu-Manchus mania dropped from him like a scarlet cloak discarded. His face became again that composed, Satanic mask which concealed alike his genius and his cruelty. He descended three steps.

The place was plunged in darkness.

Fiery gleams from chinks in the furnace door pierced the gloom; one like an amber spear struck upon the contorted face of the Burman, lying now apparently unconscious where he had fallen.

Then came the catastrophe.

A booming explosion shook the place, echoing awesomely from wall to wall of the pit.

My God! cried Murphy, grasping his wounded shoulder. Whats that?

The words were no sooner uttered than, heralded by a terrifying roar, a cataract of water came crashing down the shaft.

The rivers broken through! cried Sterling.

Above the crash and roar of falling water:

Head for the stair! shouted Nayland Smith. All head for the stair!


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR. AT SCOTLAND YARD

The Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police stood up as Dr. Petrie was shown into his room at New Scotland Yard.

The Commissioner was a very big man with an amiable and slightly bewildered manner. His room was a miracle of neatness; its hundred and one official appointments each in its correct place. A bowl of violets on his large writing desk struck an unexpected note, but even the violets were neatly arranged. The Commissioner, during a distinguished Army career, had displayed symptoms of something approaching genius as an organizer and administrator. If he lacked anything which the Chief of the Metropolitan Police should possess, it was imagination.

I am glad to meet you, Dr. Petrie, he said, extending a very large hand. I know and admire your work and I understand why you asked to see me tonight.

Thank you, said Petrie. It was good of you to spare me the time. May I ask for the latest news?

He dropped into an armchair which the Commissioner indicated, and stared at the latter, curiously. He knew that his words had not been prompted by courtesy. In matters of exact information, the mans brain had the absorbing power of a sponge  and he had the memory of an elephant.

I was about to call for the last report, Dr. Petrie. Normally, I am not here at this hour. It is the Fu-Manchu case which has detained me. Excuse me a moment  I thoroughly understand your anxiety.

He took up one of the several telephones upon the large desk, and:

Faversham, he said, bring the latest details of the Fu-Manchu case to my room.

He replaced the receiver and turned to Dr. Petrie.

I am naturally in a state of intense anxiety about my daughter, said Petrie. But first, tell me  where is Nayland Smith?

The Commissioner pulled at his mustache and stared down at the blotting-pad before him; then:

The last report I had left some little doubt upon that point, he replied, finally, fixing penetrating blue eyes upon the visitor. As to your daughter, Dr. Petrie, in the opinion of Sir Denis she is somewhere in London. He paused, picking a drooping violet from the bowl between a large finger and thumb, snipping off a piece of the stem and replacing it carefully in water. The theory of the means by which she was brought here is one I do not share  it is too utterly fantastic  ; but Sir Deniss record shows that in the past he frowned in a puzzled way he has accomplished much. At the moment, as you may know, he is very highly empowered; in fact he smiled, and it was a kindly smile, in a way  in regard to this case, I mean he is, in a sense, my senior.

The Commissioners weakness for parentheses was somewhat bewildering, but Petrie, who grasped his meaning, merely nodded.

I am very anxious about Sir Denis at the moment, the Commissioner added.

There was a rap on the door, and in response to a gruff Come in, a youngish man entered, immaculately turned out in morning dress; a somewhat unexpected apparition so long after midnight. He carried a cardboard folder under his arm.

This is Wing Commander Faversham, the Commissioner explained, staring vaguely at the newcomer, as though he had only just recognized him. Dr. Petries name will be familiar to you, Faversham. This is Dr. Petrie.

Faversham bowed formally, and laid the folder open upon the table. Although the Commissioners manner seemed to invite familiarity, it was a curious fact that none of his subordinates ever accepted that illusive lead.

Ah! said the Commissioner, and adjusting spectacles, bent and read.

This brings us up to date, Dr. Petrie, he said, in a few moments, looking up and removing his glasses. Sir Denis, and Detective-sergeant Murphy  attached to the Criminal Investigation Department  visited a restaurant in Limehouse tonight, posing as sailormen. Sir Denis he added, in parentheses, has a gift for make-up. For my own part I dont believe in disguise at any time or in any circumstances. However  Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho, one of the best men we have here  you agree with me, Faversham?

Absolutely, sir.

Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho was in charge of raiding operations, assisted by... there was a momentary pause, but the wonderful memory functioned... Inspector Forester of the River Police branch.

So I understand, said Petrie eagerly, but what happened?

The agreed signal was given, said the Commissioner, slowly, and the party entered the premises. But the suspects had slipped into some underground cellar, and I regret to say  for no such report has ever reached me  that an iron door was encountered.

An iron door?

I was notified by Detective-sergeant Trench, at he readjusted his glasses and turned over a page in the folder11.49p.m. Detective-sergeant Trench, he added, laying his glasses upon the blotting-pad, is attached to the Flying Squad  that Gallaho was proceeding to the Kinloch Works in Silvertown in order to secure expert advice upon the forcing by explosives of this iron door, or of the wall adjoining it.

You will notice, sir, said Faversham, coughing respectfully, that a party with chemical equipment according to your instructions, left at 12.15.

The Commissioner nodded.

I have noted this, he replied. The latest news, then, Dr. Petrie he fixed his rather tired looking blue eyes upon the latter is this: Sir Denis Nayland Smith, presumably accompanied by Detective-sergeant Murphy, is, we must assume, a prisoner in the cellars of this place; and according to a report received not more than ten minutes ago, from Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho, experts from the explosive works were about to blast a way through the concrete wall, adjoining the iron door. The party to which Wing Commander Faversham refers had not then arrived.

He paused, folded up his spectacles and placed them in a green leather case.

I am strongly disposed, he said, slowly, since this is a case of major importance, to proceed to Limehouse myself; unless definite news is received within the next five minutes. Should you care to accompany me, Dr. Petrie?


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE. THE MATCH SELLER

Fey stared reflectively down from the bay window to where beyond the misty Embankment, the Thames flowed. A small steamer was passing, and Fey found himself calculating how long a time must elapse before that steamer would be traversing Limehouse Reach.

Tonight, he was assured, his monotonous duty was also a useless duty. Those yellow devils knew that Sir Denis was in Limehouse, but stoically Fey continued to smoke the large briar, and to walk up and down in accordance with orders. Dr. Petrie had set out for Scotland Yard not long before. It was trying, even to so patient a man, to stand so near the edge of the arena and yet be unable to see what was going on.

Fey was worried.

He had not said anything to the doctor, but through glasses from a darkened bedroom window, he had been studying an old match seller whose place of business on the Embankment almost immediately faced these flats.

Sir Denis, before leaving on that mysterious affair which still occupied him, had told Fey to watch this man and to note what he did. The man did nothing for five minutes or so, merely remaining seated against the parapet. Then he stood up.

Since Fey had assumed him to be a cripple, this was a surprise. But almost immediately, the match vendor sat down again.

Fey continued to watch.

One of those derelicts who haunt this riverside thoroughfare came shuffling along, paused for a moment, talking to the man seated on the pavement, and then retraced his steps.

Fey had been wondering, right up to the time of Dr. Petries arrival, if this had been a mere coincidence, or if it had been a signal to a second watcher that there was something to report. For the entrance to the mansions was visible from that point, and Fey was disposed to believe that Sir Denis, in spite of his disguise, had been recognized as he went out that way, and that the news of his departure had been passed on.

His theory was confirmed shortly after Dr. Petries departure.

At about the time that the doctor would have been walking down the steps, the match seller stood up again... and again the derelict shuffled along, spoke to him and disappeared.

The match seller was in his usual position again, now, but Fey from time to time slipped into the adjoining room and inspected him through binoculars. Had orders not forbidden it he would have slipped out and had a closer look at this suspicious character. However, he had discovered something.

The apartment was under close observation  and tonight the enemy was aware that Sir Denis was not at home; aware, furthermore, that Dr. Petrie had been and had gone...

Dimly Fey detected the sound made by the opening of the lift gate, and knew from experience that someone was alighting on that floor. He stood still for a moment listening.

The door bell rang.

He went out into the lobby, placing his pipe in an ashtray on a side table, and opened the door.

Fleurette Petrie stood there, her hair wind-blown, her face pale!

He observed that she wore a walking suit with the strange accompaniment of red bedroom slippers. They were combing the slums of Asiatic Limehouse for her, and here she was!

Feys heart leapt. But his face betrayed no evidence of his joy.

Oh, Fey! she exclaimed, thank heaven I have got here!

Very pleased to see you, Miss, said Fey composedly.

He stood aside as she entered, noiselessly closing the door. Her excitement intense but repressed, communicated itself to him. Its effect was to impose upon him an almost supernatural calm.

Is Sir Denis in, Fey?

No, Miss. But your father was here less than twenty minutes ago.

What!

Fleurette seized Feys arm.

My father! Oh, Fey, where has he gone? He must be in a frightful state of mind about me. And of course, you had no news for him.

Very little, but I tried to reassure him.

But where has he gone, Fey?

He rang up the Commissioner, Miss, and then went across to interview him.

He may still be there. Could you possibly get through for me, Fey?

Certainly. I was about to suggest it. But can I get you anything?

No, Fey, thank you. I am so anxious to speak to my father.

Fey bowed and went out into the lobby. Fleurette, tingling with excitement, crossed the room and stared out of the bay window down at the misty Embankment. She retraced her steps, and stood by the lobby door, too anxious even to await Feys report. He had just got through to Scotland Yard, and:

Sir Denis Nayland Smiths man speaking, he said. Would you please put me through to the Commissioners office?

There was an interval which Fleurette found barely endurable, then:

Yes, sir. Sir Denis Nayland Smiths man speaking. Dr. Petrie left here recently to call upon the Commissioner, and I have something urgent to report to him.

Bad luck, said a voice at the other end of the wire; it belonged to Faversham, the immaculate private secretary. Dr. Petrie and the Commissioner proceeded to Limehouse not more than five minutes ago.

Oh, Im sorry. Thank you, sir.

What is it? Fleurette whispered. Isnt he there?

Just gone out with the Commissioner. But excuse me a moment He spoke into the mouthpiece again. Would it be possible, sir, to reach them at their destination?

Yes, Faversham replied. Its some kind of store. Ill instruct the people downstairs to get in touch with the officer in charge. Do you wish him to give Dr. Petrie any particular message?

Fey hesitated for a moment, and then:

Yes, if you dont mind, sir, he replied. Tell Dr. Petrie that his daughter has returned.

What! Faversham exclaimed. Are you sure? Where is she?

Shes here, sir.

Good God! Ill get through immediately; this is splendid news!

Thank you, sir.

Fey replaced the receiver, and came out of the lobby. Excuse me one moment, Miss, he said.

He went into the adjoining room and focussed his glasses upon that spot far below where the itinerant match vendor plied his trade.

The man was standing up  and at the very moment that Fey focussed upon him, he sat down again!

The same mysterious pantomime was repeated. The loafer shuffled up, exchanged a few words with the other, then slunk away again.

Fey placed the glasses on the table, and returned to the sitting-room.

Fleurette had thrown herself into an armchair and was lighting a cigarette. She felt that she needed something to steady her nerves. The mystery of that hiatus between her parting from Alan on the steamer and her awakening in that little Surrey cottage, was terrifying.

Excuse me, Miss, said Fey. But did you by any chance go to the window a moment ago? I mean, just as I went out to the telephone?

Yes. Fleurette nodded. I did. I remember staring down at the Embankment, thinking how desolate it looked.

Fey nodded.

Why do you ask, Fey?

I was only wondering. You see I am sort of responsible for you.

Very thoughtfully, but to Fleurettes great amazement, he went out into the lobby, took up a large briar pipe, lighted it, and began with an abstracted air to walk up and down the room. Astonishment silenced her for a moment, and then:

Fey! she exclaimed. Are you mad?

Fey took the pipe from between his teeth, and:

Sir Deniss orders, Miss, he explained.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX. GALLAHO EXPLORES

A stifled boom of an explosion snapped the tension which had prevailed in Sam Paks shop from the moment that the man from Kinlochs had finally been satisfied about the position of the charge, to that when, up there on the street level, he had pressed the button.

The time occupied in these methodical preparations had driven Gallaho to the verge of lunacy, and now:

Come on! he shouted, making for the head of a descending stairway concealed behind the curtain at the end of the bar. Theres been time for a hundred murders. Lets hope were not too late!

The stairway led to a kitchen in which was the ingenious door which in turn communicated with that long underground corridor. The masked door was open now and a length of cable lay along the passage.

Wait for the fumes to clear, came a voice from behind.

Fumes be damned! growled Gallaho; then: Hell! whats that?

A black jagged hole appeared in the wall beside the iron door. A bluish acrid vapor showed in the torchlight. But at the moment that the party led by Gallaho entered the passage-way, there came from somewhere beyond the iron door a rending crash as if a battering ram had been driven through concrete.

Now, hard upon it, followed an awful sound of rushing waters echoing, roaring down into some unsuspected depth!

Part of the wall above and to the right of the gap collapsed, and water began to spray out into the passage...

I was afraid of this  did I not warn you? The voice was Schumanns. This place is below tidal level. It is the Thames breaking in!

God help them! groaned Trench, if theyre down there! Ignoring the vapor and the drenching spray, Gallaho, shining the ray of his torch ahead, ducked, and peered through the jagged opening.

Be careful! The whole place may collapse!

The spectacle before the detective was an awe-inspiring one.

Within a foot of his right hand, a smooth torrent of yellowish water poured out of some unseen gap, crashed upon a dim structure of wood and iron beneath, and from thence leapt out into the darkness of an incredible pit.

His iron nerve was momentarily shaken.

The depth indicated by the tumult of that falling water staggered him. Trench entered behind Gallaho.

Stand clear of the water! the latter bellowed in his ear. It would sweep you off like a fly!

He shone the powerful light downwards. There were wooden stairs in an iron framework. The torrent was breaking upon the first platform below, and thence descending, a great, shimmering, yellow coil, to unknown depths. Others were pushing through, but:

Stand back! Gallaho shouted. Theres no more room between the water and the edge!

Trench pressed his lips to Gallahos ear.

This must be the shaft leading down to the tunnel, he yelled. But no one could pass that platform where the water is falling.

Gallaho turned and pushed the speaker back through the opening into the passage. Startled faces watched them climbing through.

Forester! he cried. Up to the room in the wooden outbuilding. We want all the rope and all the ladder you have!

Right! said Forester, whose usually fresh coloring had quite deserted him, and set off at a run.

Gallaho turned to Trench.

Did you notice the heat coming up from that place?

Trench nodded, moistening his dry lips.

And the smell?

I dont like to think about the smell, Inspector, he said unsteadily.

At which moment:

Inspector Gallaho! came a cry, youre wanted on the telephone upstairs.

Whats this? growled Gallaho and ran off.

It was possible to make oneself heard in the corridor, and:

I believe that place leads down to hell, said Trench. If so, it will run the Thames dry.

Whats the inspectors idea about a rope ladder, Sergeant?

I dont know, unless he thinks he can swing clear of the waterfall to a lower platform. Hes a braver man than I am if he is going to try it.

There were muttered questions and doubtful answers; fearful glances cast upward at the roof of the passage. Schumann and the works manager had gone out and around to the river front, to endeavor to locate the spot at which the water was entering the cellars.

And now, came Merton, the ex A.B. trailing a long rope ladder. As he reached the passage-way he pulled up, brushing perspiration from his eyes, and:

Here I say! he exclaimed, staring at the spray-masked gap beside the iron door. Im not going in there for anybody!

You havent been asked to, came Gallahos growling voice.

All turned as the detective-inspector came along the dimly lighted passage with his curious, lurching walk.

Any news? Trench asked.

The Old Mans on his way down. (The Old Man referred to was the Commissioner of Police.) Dr. Petries with him  the girls father.

Whew! whistled Trench.

The queer thing is, though, that the girls turned up.

What!

Shes at Sir Deniss flat; they had the report at the Yard only a few minutes ago.

He divested himself of his tightly fitting blue overcoat, and turning to Merton:

I want you to come through here with me, he said, because you understand knots and ropes, and I can rely on you. I want you to lash that ladder where Ill show you to lash it.

But I say, Gallaho! Forester exclaimed...

Unless, of course, said Gallaho ironically, you consider, Inspector Forester, that this properly belongs to your province.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN. THE WATERSPOUT

Sterling groped his way through darkness in the direction of the foot of the stairs. The roar of falling water was deafening. At one point he was drenched in spray, and hesitated. A small ray shone through the gloom, hitherto unbroken except for stabs of yellowish light through chinks in the furnace door. He turned sharply, aware from the pain in his chest that he was fit for little more.

The light came nearer and a grip fastened upon his arm. Close to his ear:

Around this way  we cant reach the steps direct.

The voice was Nayland Smiths.

A pocket torch had been amongst the latters equipment, and now it was invaluable. Using it sparingly, Nayland Smith indicated the edge of a great column of water which was pouring down into the pit, so that anywhere within ten feet of it one was drenched in the spray of its fall. A rushing stream was pouring down the tunnel, the entrance to which they were now passing.

Even as Sterling, horrified as he had never been in his life, stared along that whispering gallery, a distant lantern went out, swept away by the torrent.

Then they turned left; and, stumbling onwards, presently Sterling saw the foot of the wooden steps. But Dr. Fu-Manchu was not there.

His lips close to Sterlings ear:

Its only a matter of minutes, shouted Nayland Smith, before the water reaches that ghastly furnace. Then... were done!

Spray drenched them  a sort of mist was rising. The booming of the water was awful. Sterling had been along those rock galleries cut beneath Niagara Falls: he was reminded of them now. This was a rivulet compared with the mighty Horseshoe Fall; but, descending from so great a height and crashing upon concrete so near to where they stood, the effect was at least as dreadful.

Into the inadequate light, penetrating spray and mist, of Nayland Smiths pocket torch there stumbled a strange figure  a drenched, half-drowned figure moving his arms blindly as he groped forward.

It was Murphy!

Suddenly, he saw the light, and sweeping his wet hair back from his forehead, he showed for a moment a white bloodstained face in the ray of the torch.

From that white mask his eyes glared out almost madly.

Nayland Smith turned the light upon his own face, then stepping forward, grasped Murphys arm.

Far above, a dim light shone through the mist and spray. It revealed that horror-inspiring shaft with its rusty girders, and the skeleton staircase clinging to its walls: this, eerily, vaguely, as a dream within a dream. But it revealed something else:

That ever-increasing cataract descending from some unseen place, spouted forth remorselessly from one of the upper platforms!

No human being could pass that point...

Nayland Smith staring upward flashed the feeble light of his torch in a rather vain hope that it would be seen by those at the top of the shaft; for that at long last a raiding party had penetrated, he was convinced.

The light above became obscured in ever increasing mist; it disappeared altogether.

Much of that stair which zigzagged from side to side had remained mantled in impenetrable shadow during the few seconds that light had shone through at the head of the pit. If Fu-Manchu and those of his servants who remained alive were on the stairs, they were invisible.

To one memory Nayland Smith clung tenaciously.

Dr. Fu-Manchu at the moment that his killings had been interrupted, had descended three steps and extinguished the lamps. Somewhere, hereabouts, there was a switch.

Feverishly, nursing the limited power of the torch, he began to search for this switch. The din of falling water was numbing: ones brain almost refused to function. Murphy and Sterling were groping up the steps; he signaled to them to proceed higher. He continued his search for the switch.

Suddenly, he came upon it, and reversed it.

There was no result.

The explosion had disconnected the current.

He glanced back ere beginning to climb. Water was creeping up to the first step. Spray and mist obstructed his view of the furnace. He wondered if the Burmese horror, to whom human life meant no more than wood to a circular saw, had triumphed over injury, or if he was doomed to be swallowed in that unnatural tide.

Smith started for the stairs.

He was planning for the imminent catastrophe, nor thinking any further ahead than the moment when the rising water should reach the furnace. He had placed the direction of the fall, and knew that except at one point where the waterspout came perilously near to the stairs, these were navigable to within one stage of the top.

Beyond that point, progress was impossible  and the volume of water was increasing minute by minute.

His feet were wet when he began to mount. The tunnel must be full, now, right to the dead end. It was only a question of time for this forgotten shaft to be filled to its brim.

Sterling was breathing heavily and Sergeant Murphy was giving him some assistance, when Nayland Smith caught up with them on the stairs.

He shouted in Sterlings ear:

Did that yellow swine crock you?

Sterling grasped his arm and gripped it strongly, pressing his lips to the speakers ear.

Its only my wind, he explained; otherwise O.K.

Smith who had momentarily snapped his torch on, snapped it off again, nursing the precious light. Fighting against the brain-damning clamor of falling water, he tried to estimate their chances.

He guessed that now the tunnel would be full. The flood would rise in the shaft at least a foot a minute. Failing inspiration on the part of the police, ultimate escape was problematical.

But he was thinking at the moment of that white hot furnace when steam was generated. That one point on the stairs almost touched by the waterspout was the only possible shelter. That an explosion there in the depths might wreck the entire shaft, was a possibility which one could not calculate.

Up they went, and up, until the spray cut off by an iron girder lashed them stingingly. Nayland Smith pressed the switch of his torch.

Sterling had sunk down upon the step  Murphy was supporting him. Smith bent to Murphys ear.

Stay where you are! he shouted.

He groped his way upward.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT. GALLAHO BRINGS UP THE REAR

Is it fast? shouted Gallaho.

Its fast, Merton shouted back, but youre not going down there!

Gallaho bent to Mertons ear.

Mind your own bloody business, my lad, he roared. If ever I want your advice I shall ask for it.

Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho climbed over the hand rail and began to descend the rope ladder, his bowler hat firmly screwed on to his bullet skull. Immediately, he was drenched to the skin.

Steam was rising from the shaft. The touch of the water was icy, numbing. But he knew that unless the ladder was too short he could reach a point of the staircase just below that ever-increasing cataract, and follow it down. He was a man with a clear-cut idea of what duty demanded.

The ladder proved to be of ample length. Gallaho gained the wooden steps, flashed his powerful torch, and saw that he stood near the waterfall thundering down into those unimaginable depths.

A faint light flickered far below.

Gallaho, his torch in his left hand, held well clear of his body, directed its ray towards that spot of light visible through the mist.

At first, what he saw was no more than a moving shadow, then it became concrete; and in the light, haggard, staggering, he saw Sir Denis Nayland Smith!

Gallaho ran down the intervening steps, and as the light showed more and more clearly the lean angular features, the detective saw the ghost of a smile break through their haggardness.

An unfamiliar wave of emotion claimed him. He threw his arm around Sir Deniss shoulder, and, shouting:

Thank God Ive found you, sir! he said.

Smith bent to his ear.

Good man! he replied.

The others, sir?

Nayland Smith indicated the steps below, and Gallaho lighting the way, the two began to descend. A sheet of water swept the point at which Smith had left Sterling and Sergeant Murphy.

Their situation had become untenable and they had mounted half-way up to the next platform. Smiths chief worry was concerned with Sterling who was obviously in bad shape. But the sight of Gallaho afforded just that stimulus which he required. And the detective, throwing an arm around him to help him upwards, and recognizing that he was nearly spent, had an inspiration.

Bending close to his ear:

Stick to it, sir! he shouted. Your friend Miss Petrie is safe and well in Sir Deniss flat!

That stimulant was magical.

Nevertheless, the rope ladder, now nearly submerged in the ever widening waterspout, taxed Sterling to the limit. Murphy followed up behind. Merton, at the top, when collapse threatened, at the critical moment craned over and hauled Sterling to safety.

Nayland Smith came next  Gallaho truculently having claimed the right to bring up the rear.

He had earned that perilous honor.

The men in the brick passage-way broke into unorthodox cheers; nor did Forester check them.

All out! cried Nayland Smith. Anything may happen when the furnace goes!

The passage already was an inch deep in water, but they retreated along it, Gallaho and Nayland Smith last of the party.

They had reached the masked door in Sam Paks kitchen when the furnace exploded. Steam belched out of the corridor as from a huge exhaust. The ancient building shook.

Nayland Smith turned to Gallaho and very solemnly held out his hand.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE. WAITING

Nothing to report, said Inspector Gallaho.

Nayland Smith nodded and glanced at Alan Sterling seated smoking in the armchair. It was the evening of the sixth day after the subterranean explosion in Chinatown, an explosion which had had several remarkable results.

The top of that forgotten pit leading down to the abandoned tunnel was actually covered, as later investigations showed, by the paved yard which adjoined Sam Paks restaurant. The ventilation shaft passed right through his premises; and there seemed to be a distinct possibility that the old house as well as the wooden superstructure, were actually part of the abandoned workings, modified and adapted to their later purpose.

A great crack had appeared in one wall of the restaurant. But no other visible damage appeared upon the surface.

Something resembling a phenomenal tide had disturbed Limehouse Reach that night and was widely reported from crafts upon the river. The shaft with its horrible secrets was filled to within fifteen feet of the top.

Even allowing for secret getaways communicating with adjoining premises, it was reasonable to assume that neither Dr. Fu-Manchu nor any of those attached to his service had escaped alive from the fire and flood.

A cordon had been thrown around the entire area with the cooperation of the River Police. Of old Sam Pak and the other Asiatics who had been in the Sailors Club, nothing had been seen. A house to house search in the yellow light of dawn satisfied Gallaho that they were not concealed in the neighborhood. Nothing came of these researches to afford a clue to the mystery.

A guarded communication was issued to the newspapers under the Commissioners direction, to the effect that in forcing a way into suspected premises a buttress had collapsed and an old tunnel working been flooded by the river.

Fleet Street suspected that there was a wonderful story behind this communique, but the real story if ever discovered was never published.

Mrs. Sam Pak was let off with a fine and had been covered assiduously ever since. Her movements had afforded no clue to those who watched her. She accepted the disappearance of her aged husband as philosophically as she had accepted his presence. She was permitted to re-open the shop but not the Sailors Club.

Enquiries at Dovelands Cottage, Lower Kingswood, revealed the fact that the place belonged to a Mrs. Ryatt, who lived in Streatham and who used it in the summer but let it when possible during the winter months.

The place had been vacant for a long time, but had recently been leased by a gentleman whose address proved to be untraceable, for the convalescence of his daughter who had had a nervous breakdown. Mrs. Ryatt had actually visited the cottage on the evening that her new tenant entered into occupation, and reported that the daughter was an uncommonly pretty girl whose manner was very strange; and the nurse in charge an elderly foreign woman of rather forbidding appearance.

She had been satisfied, however, of the respectability of her tenant and had returned to London.

No trace of the woman described by Mrs. Ryatt and by Fleurette could be found...

Nayland Smith, tugging at the lobe of his ear, walked up and down the room. He glanced several times at a large clock upon the mantelpiece; then:

I expected no news, Gallaho, he said, rapidly. Yet

Surely you have no doubts left, sir?

Sterling stared eagerly at Sir Denis, awaiting his reply.

Fleurettes manner disturbs me, snapped the latter. She seems to have inherited from her mother a sort of extra sense where Dr. Fu-Manchu is concerned. It is no doubt due, in both cases, to the fact that he has subjected Fleurette  as he subjected Karamaneh  to hypnotic influence at various times.

Sterling moved cautiously in the armchair. He was nursing an injured rib.

In fact, Smith went on, I never feel entirely happy about her, when she is not here, actually under my own eyes.

Dr. Petrie, her father, is with her, Gallaho growled.

I agree, she could not be in better hands. Its just an instinctive distrust.

Based upon her queer ideas, sir? Gallaho went on in a puzzled way.

He had assumed his favorite pose, one elbow resting on the mantelpiece.

Surely her manner is to be expected in one who has suffered the sort of things that she has suffered. I mean he hesitated, seeking for words it will naturally take some little time before she gets over the idea that her movements are controlled. Now that I know her history, I think she is simply wonderful.

You are right, Inspector, said Sterling, warmly. She is wonderful. If you or I had been through what Fleurette has been through I wager we should be stretcher cases.

You are probably right, said Gallaho.

Nayland Smith, his back to the room, stood staring out of the window. He was thinking of the itinerant match seller, who beyond any shadow of doubt had been a spy of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Feys report of what had happened down there on the Embankment on the night of the destruction of the Thames tunnel, frequently recurred to his mind, but the match seller  like the other mysterious servants of the Chinese doctor  had disappeared; all enquiries had failed to establish his identity.

He was said to have traded there for many years, but there was some difference of opinion on this point between constables patrolling that part of the Embankment. Nayland Smith was inclined to believe that the original vendor had been bought out, or driven out, and that an understudy made up to resemble him had taken his place.

Suddenly turning:

Switch the lights up, Gallaho, if you dont mind, he said.

The lofty, homely room became brilliantly illuminated.

Ah! muttered Gallaho this will be the doctor and the young lady.

The faint but familiar sound of the lift gate had arrested his attention. A moment later, Fey opened the outer door. The voice of Fleurette was heard  as she came running in, followed by Dr. Petrie.

She was very lovely, and ignoring Petries frown, Sterling struggled to his feet.

Please sit down, dear! Fleurette pressed her hands on his shoulders. No! You must rest.

But I feel so rottenly guilty.

I know its a shame that this big darling has to come pottering around all the shops with me, said Fleurette, laughingly. But there are so many things I want before we leave for Egypt. The longer we stay the more I shall want! And I dont believe he really minds. She linked her arm in Petries and leaned her head upon his shoulder. Do you?

Mind? he said, and hugged her. Its a joy to be with you, dear. And although Alan is temporarily crocked, its only right that you should get out sometimes, after all.

I suggest cocktails, said Sir Denis, his good humor quite restored; and was about to press a bell when the ringing of the telephone in the lobby arrested him in the act.

I can make cocktails, said Fleurette, gaily. Ill make you one none of you has ever tasted before, if youll just wait until I take my hat off.

She ran out. Petrie watched her with gleaming eyes. This miraculous double of his beautiful wife had brought a new happiness into his life, keen as only a joy can be which one has relinquished for ever.

Fey rapped upon the door, and in response to Nayland Smiths snappy Come in, entered.

Yes, Fey, what is it?

Theres a P.C. Ireland on the telephone, sir; he says you know him  and he has something which he believes to be important to tell you.

Ireland? Gallaho growled. Thats the constable who was on duty at Professor Ambrosos house on the night this business started.

A good man, snapped Nayland Smith. I marked him at the time.

He went out into the lobby.


CHAPTER FIFTY. THE NIGHT WATCHMAN

Strangely like old times, Smith!

Nayland Smith stared at Petrie. Gallaho, bowler worn at a rakish angle, sat on the seat before them in the Scotland Yard car.

This was one of those nondescript nights which marked the gradual dispersal of the phenomenal fog of 1934. There was a threat in the air that the monster might at any moment return. The car was speeding along beside a Common. Lamps gleamed yellowly where roads crossed it. One could see, through gaunt, unclothed trees, a distant highroad.

Yes, Smith returned. Some queer things have happened to us, Petrie, on that Common.

The queerest thing of all is happening now, Petrie went on. The inevitable cycle of it is almost appalling. Here we are, after all the years, back again in the same old spot.

Sir Denis pointed out to me this queer cycle, Doctor, which seems to run through our lives, Gallaho said, glancing back over his shoulder. Ive thought about it a lot since. And I can see, now that over and over again it crops up. I suppose Sir Denis has told you that we were actually in your old room early last week?

Yes, said Petrie, and stared vaguely from the window.

There came a silent interval.

Sterling had been deposited in his apartment at a hotel in Northumberland Avenue. You are under my orders, now, Petrie had said, and I dont want you out on this foul night. I dislike that cough. Lie down when you have had something to eat. I shall of course come and see you when I return...

The doctor had been loath to leave his daughter at Sir Deniss flat where they were staying. But recognizing how keenly he wanted to go, Fleurette had insisted. I have victimized you all the afternoon, dear; I think you deserve an hour off. I shall read until you come back...

This may be a wild-goose chase, growled Gallaho suddenly, but on the other hand, it may not. Weve got to remember the old bloke may have been drunk or he may have been barmy...

From what Ireland told me, said Nayland Smith, I dont think either of those possibilities calls for consideration. Hello! Isnt this where we get out?

The driver pulled up on a street corner and the three alighted.

This street, lined with small suburban houses, so characteristic of the outlying parts of London, vividly recalled to Petrie the days when he had practised in this very district, and when his patients had inhabited just such houses. There was a considerable stream of traffic and at some points beyond it seemed to be badly congested.

P.C. Ireland was standing in the shadow of a wall which lined the street for twenty yards or so on one side, bordering the garden of a larger house situated upon a corner facing the Common.

Ah, there you are, Constable, Gallaho said gruffly.

Good evening, said Sir Denis. All luck comes your way in this case, Constable.

Yes, sir. It looks like it.

Repeat, Smith directed tersely, in your own words, what you told me on the telephone.

Very good, sir. The man paused for a moment; then:

Theres some cable-laying job going on at the corner of the lane there which cuts across the Common; a big hole in the road and a lot of drain pipes stacked up. When the gang ceased work this evening, and the night watchman came on, I thought there was likely to be a jam with the traffic, and so I stepped across and asked him to put another red lamp on this side to show where drivers should pull out. Thats how I got into conversation with him, sir. Hes a bit of a character and he said  Im sticking as nearly as possible to his own words  if all coppers were human, it might be better for some of them. I asked him what he meant by that; but when he told me the story, which I thought it was my duty to report to you

You were quite right, snapped Nayland Smith.

  I called up the inspector, and he told me to stand-by as you suggested, sir; theres another man on my beat.

Well get the rest of the story from the night watchman, growled Gallaho.

Hes no friend of the Force, Inspector, Ireland nodded. He might talk more if you said you were newspaper men.

Bright lad! growled Gallaho. He turned to Sir Denis. Will you do the talking, sir?

Nayland Smith nodded.

Leave it to me.

The hole in the road with its parapets of gravel and wood blocks protected by an outer defense of red poles from which lanterns were suspended, was certainly obstructing traffic. But at the moment that the party of three reached it, a temporary clearance had been effected, and the night watchman surveyed an empty street.

His quarters, a sort of tarpaulin cave constructed amidst a mass of large iron piping, housed a plank seat and some other mysterious items of furniture. A fire in a brazier glowed redly in the darkness, and added additional color to that already possessed by the night watchman.

This peculiar character, who favored a short gray beard but no mustache  his upper lip appearing to possess a blue tinge in contrast to the redness of his nose  wore the most dilapidated bowler hat which Nayland Smith had ever seen in his life, and this at an angle which startled even Inspector Gallaho. He also wore two overcoats; the outer garment being several inches shorter than the inner.

He was engaged at the moment upon the task of frying bacon in the square lid of a biscuit tin which he manipulated very adroitly with a pair of enormous pincers, obviously designed for some much less delicate task. He looked up as the three men paused, leaning on one of the red poles.

Upon my word! Nayland Smith exclaimed. Importing a faint trace of Cockney into his accent. You blokes do get about, dont you? He turned to Gallaho. Funny I should see this chap here, tonight. Last week I saw him down in Limehouse.

Did you, now? said the watchman, evidently much gratified. Id say thats funny; Ill say more, Ill say its bloody funny!

He removed the biscuit tin skilfully, and tipped the rashers with their succulent fat on to a cracked enamel plate. He produced a knife and fork and a great chunk of bread. Standing up, he set a kettle on the fire, then sat down again, and, the plate on the plank beside him, began very composedly to eat his supper.

Yes, it is funny, Nayland Smith went on. I was down there for my paper on the story of that raid in Chinatown. But all the suspects slipped away. It would be last Saturday night wouldnt it?

It would, said the night watchman, his mouth full of hot bacon. That would be the night.

He dropped some tea into a tin pot, set it on the ground beside him, and continued stolidly to eat his bacon.

A night wasted, Nayland Smith mused aloud. And what a night it was! What ho! The fog.

It certainly were foggy.

The blooming coppers had something up their sleeve; they kept it to themselves.

Youre right, mister. He spat out a piece of bacon rind, picked it up, contemplated it critically and then threw it on the fire. Coppers is a lousy lot!

Wish Id stopped for a chat with you, that night, and a spot over the fire. Nayland Smith leaned across the rail and passed a flask to the night watchman. Slip a gill in your tea. Im homeward bound with a couple of pals. I shant need it.

Blimey! cried the night watchman, unscrewed the flask and sniffed the contents. Thanks, mister. This is a bit of all right.

Those blasted chinks, Sir Denis continued, slipped out of that place as though theyd been dissolved.

How many, guvnor?

Four, I think they were looking for.

Mingled with the sound of whisky trickling into a tin mug, came a muted rumbling which examination of the face of the night watchman might have suggested to an observer to be due to suppressed mirth; then:

You might have done worse than stop for a chat with me, guvnor, said the man, re-screwing the flask and returning it to Sir Denis.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE. NIGHT WATCHMANS STORY

It was this way with me, the night watchman continued, endeavoring to chuckle and eat bacon at the same time, as I told the young scab of a copper down there what come walkin by. He says Youve ad one over the eight, havent you? he says. See what I mean, mister?

I know those young coppers, snapped Nayland Smith, glancing at Gallaho. Theyve got no sense.

Sense! the night watchman made a strong brew of tea. What I want to know is: how do they get into the Force? Answer me that: how do they get into the Force? Well, this bloke Im tellin you about...

The dammed up stream of traffic was trickling slowly past the obstruction, under Constable Irelands direction. Things were going fairly well. But nevertheless it was difficult to hear the speaker, and Nayland Smith and Gallaho bent over the red barrier, listening intently. Petrie craned forward also, his hand resting on Gallahos shoulder.

This bloke says to me, the night watchman repeated, ad one over the eight, havent you? So I didnt say no more to him, except, Bloody good luck to me says I, if I have... and I adds, Bloody bad luck to you if you aint. That was what I said.

With all the care of a pharmacist preparing a prescription, he added a portion of the whisky from the tin cup to a brew of hot tea in a very cracked mug.

I let him go  its silly talkin to coppers. He went away laughin. But the laugh was mine, if I says so  but the laugh was mine! Ill tell you what I told im, mate  I told him what I see.

He swallowed a portion of bread and bacon.

Youre a newspaper man. Well, youd have got your story all right, if you stopped, like you wanted to do, that night. What story I dont know, but a story. Here it is. I work for a firm, if you follow what I mean; I aint a Council man  thats why I travels so much. Very well. The same firm what done this job ere was on the Limehouse job...

He added sugar and condensed milk from a tired looking tin, to the brew in the mug, stirred it with a piece of wood and took an appreciative sip.

Good ealth, mister. Where Im workin in Limehouse is on West India Dock Road and not far from the corner of the old Causeway. Thats where you see me, if I heard you right.

Thats it, said Smith patiently; a grand fire you had.

Id got some chestnuts, chuckled the night watchman. I remember as well as if it were an hour ago, and Id roasted em and I was eating em. Did you notice me eating em?

No, he didnt, growled Gallaho; at least he never told me he did.

Nayland Smith grasped the speakers arm.

Oh, didnt he? said the night watchman, lifting a tufted eyebrow in the direction of the detective. Well, I was. And through the fog there, what did I see?...

He drank from the mug. Rain had begun to fall; the roar of the passing traffic rendered it necessary to bend far over the red pole in order to hear the mans words. He set down his mug and stared truculently from face to face.

Im asking a bloody question, he declared. What did I see?

How the hell do I know, mate? Gallaho shouted, in the true vernacular, his voice informed by suppressed irritation.

The night watchman chuckled. This was the sort of reaction he understood.

Course you dont know. Thats why I ask you... I see a trap what belongs to the main sewer open from underneath. Get that? It just lifted  and first thing I thought was: an explosion! It wasnt no further from me than  he hesitated that bus. It was lifted right off. Theres nobody about; its quiet on the pavement, and what did I see then?...

He took another sip from his mug; he had finished the bread and the bacon. Gallaho had sized up his witness, and:

What did you see, mate? he inquired.

Heres a story for the newspapers, the watchman chuckled, as Nayland Smith reached across the barrier and offered him a cigarette from a yellow packet. Thanks, mister  heres a story!

He succeeded in some mysterious way in lighting the cigarette from the fire in the brazier.

A Chinaman popped up...

What!

You may well say what! But Im tellin you. A Chinaman popped up out of the trap.

What kind of a Chinaman?

Nayland Smith was the speaker, but in spite of his eagerness he had not forgotten to retain the accent.

Looked like a Chinese sailor, as much as I could see of im through the fog  not that there was a lot of fog at the time; but there was some  there ad been more. He took a look round. I sat quiet by my fire because, as I told that lousy cop what laughed at me, I thought for a minute I was dreamin. Then he bent down and elped another Chinese bloke to come up. The second Chinese bloke was old. He was an old Chinee, he were...

What did he wear? Smith inquired, pulling out a notebook and pencil, casually.

Ho, ho! chuckled the watchman. I thought youd want to make some notes. He wore a kind of overcoat and a tweed cap. But although I couldnt see his face, I know it was a very funny face  very old and aggard, and he were very tall

Very tall?

Thats what I said  Very tall. Another bloke come up next

Also a Chinaman?

Likewise Chinese, wearin a old jersey and trousers with his ead bare. He bent back like the first bloke had done, and auled up another Chinese

Not another one, growled Gallaho, acting up to the situation.

Another one! the watchman repeated truculently, fixing a ferocious glare upon the speaker, whom instinctively he disliked and another old un challengingly, the glare unmoved from Gallaho and another old un!...

Nayland Smith was apparently making rapid notes; now: Was the other old one tall? he inquired.

He were not, he was just old.

Did you notice what he wore?

Listen... The night watchman puffed his cigarette and then stood up slowly youre not suggestin Im barmy, are you?

You bet Im not, snapped Nayland Smith cheerfully. Youve given me a grand paragraph.

Oh, I see. Well, he wore a seedy kind o suit like I might wear, and an old soft hat.

What did they do?

The two younger chinks put the trap back and stamped it down. Then they all crossed the road behind my ut, and thats all I know about it.

Didnt you see where they went?

Listen, mister... The watchman sat down again on his plank seat, refilling his mug from the pot and adding the remainder of the whisky to its contents. There was nobody about. I aint as young as I used to be. If you saw chinks  two of em tough lookin specimens  come up out of a sewer... see what I mean? Do you know what I done? I pretends to be fast asleep! And now, Im goin to ask you a question. In the circs,  what would you ave done?

Thats sense, growled Gallaho.

But you reported it to the constable on the beat when he came along? said Nayland Smith.

As you say, mister. And he not only give me the bird, he told me I was barmy or blind-oh. Itll be a long time before I gives information to the bloody police again, whatever I sees  whatever I sees.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO. I AM CALLING YOU

Fleurette knew that Alan must not be out after dusk in this misty weather. He had developed an unpleasant cough as a result of the injuries he had received; but Fleurette had found a faith almost amounting to worship in the wisdom of Dr. Petrie, her father so newly discovered, but already deeply loved.

He had assured her that this distressing symptom would disappear when the lesion was healed.

She had not wanted Alan to go. Her love for him was a strange thing, impossible to analyze. It had come uncalled for, unwanted; she almost resented the way she felt about Alan.

The curious but meaningless peace of her previous life, her fatalistic acceptance of what she believed to be her destiny, had been broken by this love for Alan. He had represented storm; the discovery of her father had represented calm.

She knew, but nevertheless experienced no resentment of the fact, that she had been used as a pawn in the game of the brilliant man who had dominated her life from infancy. Even now, after her father and Sir Denis had opened her eyes, gently, but surely, to the truth  or what they believed to be the truth  about the Prince (for she always thought of him as the Prince) Fleurette remained uncertain.

Sir Denis was wonderful; and her father  her heart beat faster when she thought of her father  he, of course, was simply a darling. In some way which she could not analyze, her allegiance, she knew, was shared between her father and Alan. It was all very new and very confusing. It had not only changed her life; it had changed her mode of thought  her outlook  everything.

Curled up in the big armchair before the fire, Fleurette tried to adjust her perspective in regard to this new life which opened before her.

Was she a traitor to those who had reared her, so tenderly and so wonderfully, in breaking with the code which had almost become part of herself? Was she breaking with all that was true, and plunging into a false world? Her education, probably unique for a woman, had endowed her with a capacity for clear thinking. She knew that her thoughts of Alan Sterling were inspired by infatuation. Would her esteem for his character, although she believed it to be fine, make life worth while when infatuation was over?

In regard to her father, there was no doubt whatever. Her discovery of him had turned her world upside down. She resettled herself in the chair.

The Prince was fighting for her.

That strange hiatus in her life, about which the doctor had been so reticent, meant that he still had power to claim her. Now, they said he was dead.

It was unbelievable.

Fleurette found it impossible to grasp this idea that Dr. Fu-Manchu was dead. She had accepted the fact  it had become part of her life  that one day he would dominate a world in which there would be no misunderstanding, no strife, no ugliness; nothing but beauty. To this great ideal she had consecrated herself, until Alan had come.

Little Flower... I am calling you!

It was his voice  speaking in Chinese!

And Fleurette knew that ancient language as well as she knew French and English.

She sat bolt upright in the armchair. She was torn between two worlds. This normal, clean room, with its simple appointments, its neatness, its homeliness  the atmosphere which belonged to Sir Denis, that generous, boyish-hearted man who was her fathers trusty friend; and a queer, alluring philosophy, cloying, like the smoke of incense, which belonged to the world from which Nayland Smith had dragged her.

Fleurette wrenched her gaze away from the fire.

Little Flower  I am calling you.

In the burning logs, the face of Dr. Fu-Manchu was forming. She sprang to her feet, and pressed a bell beside the mantelpiece.

There was a rap on the door.

Come in.

Fey entered. He brought Western reason, coolness, to her racing brain.

You rang, miss?

Fleurette spoke rather wildly; and Fey, although his manner did not betray the fact, was studying her with concern.

You see, Fey, I arranged to wait dinner until my father and Sir Denis came back. As a matter of fact, I am rather hungry.

Quite, miss. Perhaps a little snack? Some caviar and a glass of wine?

Oh, no, Fey. Nothing quite so fattening. But if you would get me just two tiny egg sandwiches with a layer of cress  you know what I mean  and perhaps, yes, a glass of wine...

Fey went out.

Certainly, miss, in a moment.

Fleurette pulled the armchair around, so that she did not face the fire. It was a gesture  but a defensive one.

That voice  that voice which could not be denied Little Flower I am calling you  had sounded, she knew, in her subconscious mind only. But because she knew this... she feared. If she had not known how this voice had reached her, she would have surrendered, and not have been conquered. Because she did know, and was not prepared to surrender, she fought.

They thought he was dead... He was not dead.

She heard Fey at the telephone giving terse orders. She was really hungry. This was not merely part of a formula designed to combat the subconscious call which had reached her; but it would help. She knew that if she wanted Alan, that if in future she wished to live in the same wholesome world to which her father belonged, she must fight  fight.

She wandered across to a bookshelf and began to inspect the books. One watching her would have said that she smiled almost tenderly. Nayland Smiths books betrayed the real man.

Those works which were not technical were of a character to have delighted a schoolboy. Particularly Fleurette was intrigued by a hard-bitten copy of Tom Sawyer Abroad which had obviously been read and reread. Despite his great brain and his formidable personality, what a simple soul he was at heart!

Fleurette began to read at random.

...But I didnt much care. I am peaceable and dont get up no rows with people that aint doing nothing to me. I allowed if the paynims was satisfied I was. We would let it stand at that...

She read other passages, wondering why her education had not included Mark Twain; recognizing by virtue of her training that the great humorist had also been one of the worlds great philosophers.

Your sandwiches, miss.

Fleurette started.

Fey was placing a tray upon a small table set beside the armchair. Removing the silver cover he revealed some delicately cut sandwiches. With a spoon and fork he adroitly placed two upon a plate, removed a half-bottle of wine from an ice-bucket, uncorked it and poured out a glassful.

He set down the glass beside the plate, adjusted the armchair in relation to the fire with careful consideration, bowed slightly, and went out.

The man was so efficient, so completely sane, that no better antidote could have been prescribed in Fleurettes present mood. Mark Twain had begun the cure; Fey had completed it.

She began to eat egg sandwiches with great relish. She knew instinctively that the expedition upon which her father had gone tonight, with Sir Denis and that strange character, Inspector Gallaho, would result in the discovery of the fact that Dr. Fu-Manchu had survived the catastrophe in the East End, of which she knew very little, for they had withheld details. She was disposed to believe that Gallaho, alone, had faith in the Princes death; her fathers manner betrayed doubt; Sir Denis had said nothing, but she divined the fact that until he saw Dr. Fu-Manchu dead before him he would never believe that that great intellect had ceased to function.

Fleurette ate three sandwiches, drank a glass of wine, and, in a mood of contemplation, found herself staring again into the fire.

Little Flower, I am calling you.

His voice again!

She sprang up. She knew, for she had been trained to know, that no voice really had sounded in the room. It was her subconscious brain. But... this she knew also  it was real  it was urgent.

Already she began to see again that glamorous but meaningless life out of which she had climbed, assisted by Alan, as a swimmer clambers out of a tropical sea. She could see it in the fire. There were snow-capped mountains there, melting into palm groves, temples and crowded bazaar streets; a hot smell of decay and perfume  and now, all merged into two long, gleaming eyes.

She watched those eyes fascinatedly; bent closer, falling under their thraldom.

Little Flower, I am calling...

Her lips parted. She was about to speak in response to that imperious call, when a sound in the lobby snatched her back to the world of reality.

It was the ringing of the door bell.

Fleurette stood up again and walked towards the book case. She pulled out Tom Sawyer Abroad, which she had replaced, and opened it at random. She read, but the words did not register. She could hear Fey crossing the lobby and opening the front door of the apartment She did not hear any word spoken.

She thought she detected a vague scuffling sound.

Fleurette replaced the book, and stood still, very near to the door communicating with the lobby, listening. The scuffling continued; then came a dull thud.

Silence.

A wave of apprehension swept over her, turning her cold.

Fey! she called, and again more urgently, Fey!

There was no reply.

She ran to the bell beside the mantelpiece, pushed it and actually heard it ringing. She stood still, hands clenched, watching the door.

No one came.

Fey! she called again, and heard with surprise the high note upon which she called.

The door opened. The lobby beyond was in darkness. A tall man was coming in.

But it was not Fey...


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE. POWERS OF DR. FU-MANCHU

I cant make this out! said Nayland Smith.

He, Dr. Petrie and Inspector Gallaho stood before the door of the apartment. Smith had rung twice and there had been no reply.

Smith stared hard at Petrie.

Youve got the key, sir, no doubt? Gallaho growled.

Yes. Nayland Smith drew a bunch of keys from his trouser pocket. I have the key, but I am wondering where Fey can have gone.

They had called on Sterling, the invalid, in his room at the hotel near by, and they had broken the unpleasant news that unless Mr. Samuel Grimes (such was the night watchmans name) suffered from a singular hallucination, it was almost certain that Dr. Fu-Manchu was alive.

Petrie had attended to his patient, who was of a type difficult to handle; and with a final drink upon which the doctor had frowned severely, they had come away...

Dinner for four at eight-thirty was my last order if I remember rightly, said Nayland Smith. Its just possible, of course he placed the key in the lock that he may have gone down to the kitchen. But why doesnt Fleurette answer?

He turned the key and swung the door open.

Hello! Gallaho exclaimed, whats this?

My God! groaned Petrie.

A heavy smell resembling that of mimosa swept out from the lobby to greet them, and... the lobby was in darkness!

Nayland Smith sprang forward, groped for the light, stumbled and fell.

Smith!

Petrie rushed in behind him.

All right! came in the staccato fashion which characterized Nayland Smith in moments of tension. Ive fallen over... somebody.

Inspector Gallaho switched on the light.

Sir Denis had jumped up. He was staring down, jaws clenched, at an insensible man who lay upon the carpet.

It was Fey.

Petrie raised his hand to his brow and groaned.

Smith, he said in a strangled voice, Smith! He has got her again!

Lend me a hand, Gallaho, cried Nayland Smith, savagely. Well get him on to the settee in the sitting-room.

The door being thrown open by Petrie, it was revealed that the sitting-room was warmly lighted. There was no one there.

Out from that lobby which reeked of mimosa, they carried the insensible man, and laid him upon the settee. He was breathing regularly, but heavily; otherwise, there was complete silence in Nayland Smiths apartment.

Can you do anything, Petrie? You know something about this damnable drug of the Doctors.

I can try, said Petrie, quietly, and went out to the room which he occupied.

Sir Denis had accommodation for two guests, or, at a pinch, three. Dr. Petrie and his daughter were his guests now; and Fleurette...?

Inspector Gallaho, who had forgotten to remove his bowler, removed it not without difficulty, showing a red mark where it had been crushed down upon his bullet head.

This is a hell of a go, he growled, tossing his hat into an armchair. Its easy enough to see whats happened, sir. This queer smell is one, I take it, you have met with before?

I have, said Sir Denis, grimly.

A powerful anesthetic?

Exactly.

Very well. Someone rang the bell, and the moment Fey opened the door, sprang on him with a pad saturated in this stuff  and the rest of the story tells itself. He began to chew phantom gum. Shes a lovely girl, he added. Its enough to make a man burst!

Dr. Petrie came in carrying a medicine case, and kneeling down, began to examine Fey. Gallaho went out into the lobby.

The smell of this stuff makes my head swim, he growled.

He was looking for something which might give a clue to the identity of Feys assailant. Nayland Smith, tugging at the lobe of his ear, was walking up and down before the open fire, watching Petrie at work; afraid to say what he thought, but suffering much of the agony of mind which he knew his old friend to be experiencing at this moment.

Some sandwiches and part of a bottle of champagne were on a table beside an armchair.

There came a strange interruption.

Someone who had a fresh, mezzo-soprano voice, began to sing very quietly in an adjoining room!

She sang in French, and one would have said that the singer was happy.

Dr. Petrie came to his feet at a bound.

Good God, Smith! He grasped Sir Deniss arm thats Fleurette!

Gallaho came running in from the lobby.

The young ladys in the flat, sir! What the devil does it mean?

The song was interrupted from time to time, suggesting that the singer was moving about engaged upon some pleasant task, and singing from sheer lightness of heart. Under Dr. Petries tan it was yet possible to detect how pale he had grown.

Ill go, Smith, he said.

He crossed the lobby, entered a short passage and threw a door open; Sir Denis was close behind him.

Fleurette, dressed as they had left her, was amusing herself with hats and frocks and stockings strewn all over the room, and singing lightly from time to time. She was smoking a cigarette.

Fleurette, darling! cried Petrie. Thank God you are safe. Surely you heard us come in?

Fleurette turned, a cigarette between her fingers, tossing a little green hat on to the coverlet of the bed, and staring in a vaguely puzzled way at the speaker.

There was no recognition in her eyes.

I am waiting to be called, she said; I may have to leave at any moment. Please let me get on with my packing.

Fleurette! Her father stepped forward and grasped her shoulders. Fleurette! Look at me. What has happened here tonight?

Fleurette smiled at him as she might have smiled at a perfect stranger; then looked past him with a puzzled frown to where Nayland Smith stood in the open doorway, his face very grim, and his eyes gleaming.

Nothing has happened, she replied. I dont know you, but it is very kind of you to ask. May I please go on with my packing?

Shes hysterical, came a growling voice beyond Sir Denis. Something that has happened here tonight has unbalanced her.

It was Gallaho.

Nayland Smith exchanged a rapid glance with Dr. Petrie. Petrie, his expression indicating that he was exercising a tremendous effort of control, shook his head. He released Fleurette and forced a smile.

By all means go on, dear, he said. Let me know if you want anything.

Fleurette looked up at him questioningly.

You are so nice, she said. Im glad youve come, but I dont want anything, thank you.

Petrie signaled to Smith to go out. They returned to the lobby, Petrie leaving the door ajar. And as they entered it, that same singing, uncanny, now, was renewed.

Theres no other way out of this flat except through the front door, here, is there? asked Petrie.

No. Sir Denis shook his head. Except through a window.

Petrie glanced at Nayland Smith; agony peeped out of his eyes.

I dont think its likely, he said. That is not what I fear.

Doctor, growled Gallaho, this is a frightful blow. Something so horrible happened here tonight that the poor girl has lost her reason.

Something horrible  yes, said Petrie, slowly; but... she hasnt lost her reason.

Gallaho stared uncomprehendingly. Nayland Smith turned to him, and:

If you knew all that I know of the powers of Dr. Fu-Manchu, he said, you would know that not only is he alive, but...

What, sir?  for the speaker had paused.

He has been here tonight. I dont understand. He began to walk up and down feverishly I dont understand.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR. GALLAHO EXPLORES FURTHER

Have you been on duty all night?

Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho stood in the hall porters office. The hall porter, a retired sergeant-major of the Black Watch, rather resented his presence and his manner. Certainly; Ive been on duty all night.

I wasnt suggesting you hadnt, growled Gallaho. I was merely asking a question.

Well, the answer is: Yes.

The answer is yes. Good. Now Im going to ask you a few more questions.

The sergeant-major recognized a character at least as truculent as his own; when Gallaho was in difficulties, Gallahos manner was far from soothing. The hall porter glanced him up and down with disfavor, and turning to a side-table, began to arrange a stack of letters which lay there.

You might as well know that Im a police officer, Gallaho went on, and your answers to the questions I am going to ask you may be required in evidence. So make em snappy and to the point.

The porter turned: he was no longer so sure of himself.

Has something happened here tonight? he asked.

You are the man that should know that, said Gallaho; so youre the man Ive come to. Listen he leaned on the flap of the half-door; how many apartments are there on the floor where Sir Denis Nayland Smith lives?

Four. Sir Deniss and three others.

Who are the occupiers of the three others?

One is vacant at the moment. Another belongs to Major General Sir Rodney Orme; the third to Mrs. Crossland, the novelist.

Are these people at home?

Neither of them, as a matter of fact. The General is in the south of France, and his flat is shut up; and Mrs. Crossland has been in America for some time.

I suppose her place is shut up, too?

No. As a matter of fact, it isnt. But their Egyptian servant lives up there, cleans the rooms and looks after correspondence. He has been with them, I believe, for many years.

Egyptian servant?

Yes, Egyptian servant.

Is he up there now?

I suppose so.

Have you seen him tonight?

No.

Are there any apartments above that?

No; only some storerooms. The lift goes no further than Sir Deniss floor.

I see. Gallaho chewed invisible gum. Now, has anybody been up to or down from that floor in the last few hours?

No. A gentleman called and asked for the General, but I told him he was abroad.

So no one has gone up to the top floor, or come down from the top floor during the past few hours?

No one.

People have been moving about on the other floors, of course?

Two or three have come down and two or three have gone up. But no one I havent seen before. I mean they were either residents, friends of residents, or tradespeople.

Quite.

Gallaho turned, and went lounging in the direction of the lift. He paused, however, turned, and:

Where are the kitchens? he called; in the basement?

Yes. You have to use the service lift if you want to go down there.

Where is it?

In the passage on the right.

A few minutes later, Gallaho stepped into a small elevator, controlled by a very pert boy.

Kitchens, he growled.

What dyou mean, kitchens? the boy inquired. The kitchens is private.

My lad, said Gallaho when a detective-inspector says to you kitchens  do you know what you do?

No, sir, the boy replied, suddenly awed.

You take him there, and you jump to it.

Gallaho presently found himself in a place inhabited by men in high white caps, a hot place informed by savory smells. His appearance created mild surprise.

Whos in charge, here? he demanded, sharply. I am a police officer, and I have some questions to ask.

A stout man whose cap was higher and whiter than the others, came forward.

I hope nothings wrong, Inspector, he said.

Something is wrong, but its not your fault. I only want to know one thing. You are of course acquainted with Fey, Sir Denis Nayland Smiths man?

Certainly.

Did he order dinner to be prepared for a party tonight?

He didnt. He ordered some sandwiches just before seven oclock and they were taken up.

You are sure?

Certain.

Thank you.

Gallaho lounged back to the lift.

The outrage must have taken place shortly after their departure. Otherwise, it was almost certain that Fey would have made arrangements with the chef for dinner. It seemed probable, but not certain, that no stranger had gone up to the top floor, or come down from it. But although the sergeant-major claimed to be acquainted with all those who had visited other floors, Gallaho realized that the evidence on this point was not conclusive, and:

Have you been on duty all night? he asked the man running the residents lift.

I came on at six oclock, sir.

Have you taken any strangers up or down during the evening?

Strangers, sir?

They had reached the top floor, and the man opened the gate, and stood there, considering.

There were guests came to dinner at number fourteen, and a gentleman I hadnt seen before went up this evening with another resident, but they went out together about half-past seven.

Nobody else?

Nobody at all, sir.

When Sir Denis opened the door to Gallaho, the latter could hear Fleurette singing in the inner room.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE. MIMOSA

Ive adopted somewhat unusual methods, Smith, said Petrie, with the ghost of a smile, glancing up from where he sat beside the unconscious Fey.

I hope to heaven they succeed, snapped Smith. He may or may not be able to throw some light upon this business.

During the time that I was a guest of Dr. Fu-Manchu  Petrie was obviously talking with the idea of distracting his mind from the sound of that sweet voice singing snatches of song in an adjoining room the Doctor was good enough to impart to me some particulars of his preparation, Mimosa 3  probably the most remarkable anesthetic ever invented by man. He claims for it that there are practically no evil after-effects, and of this you yourself have had evidence in the past. The patient may also be readily revived by those means which you have just seen me adopt. And even as he spoke the words, Fey raised his drooping eyelids, staring vaguely from face to face.

How are you, Fey? said Petrie; feeling better, I see. Let me help you up. I want you to drink this.

Fey sat up and swallowed the contents of the glass which Petrie held to his lips. Looking about him in a dazed way, he began sniffing.

Funnily enough, he replied, I feel practically all right. But I can still smell that awful stuff. Miss Fleurette? He jumped to his feet, then sat down again. Shes safe, sir? Shes safe?

Fleurette had ceased to sing but could be heard moving about in the inner room.

Shes in her room, Fey, said Nayland Smith, shortly.

Feys glance wandered to the large clock on the mantelpiece:

Good God! sir, he muttered. Ive been asleep for two hours!

Its not your fault, Fey, replied Dr. Petrie. We all understand. What we are anxious to hear is exactly what happened.

Yes, sir, Fey replied. I can understand that he paused, listening.

That lighthearted, sweet voice had reached him from the inner room. He glanced at Dr. Petrie:

Miss Fleurette, sir?

Yes, Fey. But please go ahead with your story.

Id just made up my menu, sir. He glanced at Nayland Smith, who had begun restlessly to walk up and down the carpet. I mean, I had worked out a little dinner which I thought would meet with your approval, and gone to the telephone in the lobby to talk to the chef down below. I was just about to take up the instrument when the door bell rang.

Stop, Fey, snapped Nayland Smith. Did you hear the lift gate open?

No, sir  of that I am positive.

Go ahead.

Im beginning to see light, growled Gallaho.

One moment Fey, Nayland Smith interrupted; this would be, I take it, some ten to twenty minutes after our departure?

Exactly, sir. I thought it might be one of the staff who had come up in the service lift which cant be heard from here, or old Ibrahim, Mrs. Crosslands butler

You know this man, Ibrahim? said Gallaho.

Yes, sir. Hes an Egyptian. Hes traveled a lot, as I have. Hes a funny old chap; we sometimes have a yam together. Anyway, I opened the door.

He paused. He was a man of orderly mind. He was obviously endeavoring to find words in which exactly to express what had occurred. He went on again.

There was a tall man standing outside the door, sir. He wore an overcoat with the collar turned up, and a black felt hat with the brim pulled down. The only light in the lobby was the table lamp beside the telephone, so that I couldnt make out his features.

How tall was this man? jerked Nayland Smith.

Well, unusually tall, sir. Taller than yourself.

I see.

He held what looked like a camera in his hand, and as I opened the door he just stood there, watching me.

Yes? I said.

And then without moving his head, which he held down, so that I never had more than a glimpse of his features, he raised this thing and something puffed right out into my face.

Something? growled Gallaho. What sort of thing?

Vapor, sir, with a most awful smell of mimosa. It blinded me  it staggered me. I fell back into the lobby, gasping for breath. And the tall man followed me in. I collapsed on the carpet where you found me, I suppose. And I remember his bending over me.

Describe this mans hands, Nayland Smith directed.

He wore gloves.

As he bent over you, said Dr. Petrie, eagerly, just before you became quite unconscious, did you form no impression of his features?

Yes, sir, I did. But I may have been dreaming. I thought it was the devil bending over me, sir. He had long, green eyes, that gleamed like emeralds.

We know, now, said Sir Denis, continuing to walk up and down, roughly what occurred. But I dont understand... I dont understand.

Fleurette in the inner room sang a bar or two with the happy abandon of a child, and Fey glanced uneasily from Sir Denis to Dr. Petrie.

What dont you understand, Smith? the latter asked, sadly.

Either this deathless fiend, who is harder to kill than an earwig, has employed one of his unique drugs or he has hypnotically dominated Fleurette. Which ever is the true explanation, what is his purpose, Petrie?

There came a moment of silence. Fleurette, ceasing to sing, might be heard moving about; then:

I think I see what you mean, Smith, Petrie replied, slowly. He could have taken her away or he could have

Exactly, snapped Sir Denis. Why has he left her... and in this condition?

Who are you talking about, sir? growled Gallaho.

Dr. Fu-Manchu.

What! Do you really mean he has been here tonight?

Beyond any shadow of doubt.

But what for?

Thats what we are trying to work out, Gallaho. Nayland Smith was the speaker. Frankly, it has me beaten.

Theres one line of enquiry, Gallaho replied, which with your permission I propose to take up without delay.

Whats that? Petrie asked.

This tall lad, with the box of poison gas, according to the gentleman with all the medals downstairs, hasnt come into Westminster Mansions tonight and hasnt gone out. You say yourself, Fey he stared at the man, chewing vigorously that the lift wasnt used? My conclusion is this, sir. He turned to Nayland Smith: Dr. Fu-Manchu is somewhere in this building.

Smith glanced at Petrie.

Go and take a look at her, he said. Shes been quiet for some time. I am very anxious.

Petrie nodded, and went out.

If the evidence of the watchman we interviewed tonight can be relied upon, Sir Denis continued and personally, I have no doubt on the point

Nor have I, sir.

Very well. All the men who were in that place called the Sailors Club at the time of the tragedy, escaped by some means we dont know about. But, evidently, into a main sewer

One seems to have been missing, sir!

Yes!  and Im glad he is! snapped Nayland Smith viciously. The Burmese killer evidently met his end there. But that the tall man described by the witness is Dr. Fu-Manchu, personally I cannot doubt.

It certainly looks like it. But how did he get into this building? And where is he hiding?

Dr. Petrie returned. His eyes were very sorrowful.

Is she all right?

He nodded.

That yellow conjurer has got her under control, he said between clenched teeth. I know the symptoms. I have suffered them myself. God help us! What are we going to do?

What Im going to do, Gallaho growled, picking up his bowler from the armchair where he had thrown it, is this: I am going to step along to Mrs. Crosslands flat and have a serious chat with your friend he glanced at Fey Ibrahim.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX. IBRAHIM

I have never met Mrs. Crossland, said Nayland Smith irritably, nor her husband. One can live in a block of London flats for years and never know ones neighbors. But I am acquainted with them by sight, and also with their Egyptian servant, Ibrahim.

What do you think of him, sir? growled Gallaho.

Perfectly normal, and probably very trustworthy. But it doesnt follow that he hasnt been for all his life a member of the Si-Fan.

This Si-Fan business, sir, is beyond me.

It has proved to be beyond me, said Nayland Smith, shortly.

Gallaho gave voice to an idea.

It must be very unpleasant, he said, to be the unknown husband of a well-known woman.

They reached the door of Mrs. Crosslands flat. Gallaho pressed the bell.

An elderly Egyptian in native dress opened the door. He was a very good Arab type and a highly ornamental servant. He stared uncomprehendingly at Inspector Gallaho, and then bowed to Sir Denis.

This is Mrs. Crosslands flat, I believe? said the detective.

Yes, sir. Mrs. Crossland is abroad.

A crime has been committed in this building tonight, Gallaho went on, in his threatening way, and I want to ask you a few questions.

The Egyptian did not give way; he stood squarely in the doorway. It was a type of situation which has defeated many a detective officer. Gallaho knew that his ankles were tied by red tape; that he dared not, if intrusion should prove to have been unjustified, cross the threshold against the will of the man who held it.

Nayland Smith solved the situation.

Stepping past Gallaho, he gently but firmly pushed the Egyptian back, and entered the lobby.

There are questions I want to ask you, Ibrahim, he said in Arabic, and I wish my friend to be present. He turned. Come in, Gallaho.

The lobby of Mrs. Crosslands flat resembled the entrance to a harem. It was all müshrabîyeh work and perforated brass lanterns. There were chests of Damascus ware, and slender Persian rugs upon the polished floors. Ibrahims amiable face changed in expression; his dark eyes glared dangerously.

You have no right to come into this place, he said in English.

And Nayland Smith, noting that he spoke in English even in this moment of excitement, recognized an unusual character; for he had spoken in Arabic.

Gallaho entered behind Sir Denis. He knew that the latter was not trammeled as he was trammeled; that he was strong enough to trample upon regulations.

Close the door, Gallaho, snapped Sir Denis; and, turning to the Egyptian: Lead the way in. I want to talk to you.

Ibrahims expression changed again. He bowed, smiled, and indicating with an outstretched arm an apartment similar in shape to Nayland Smiths sitting-room, led the way.

Gallaho and Sir Denis found themselves in an apartment queerly exotic. The bay window which in Smiths room admitted waves of sunlight, here was obstructed by a müshrabîyeh screen. Dim light from shaded lanterns illuminated the place. It was all divans and brassware, rugs and cushions; a stage-setting of an Oriental interior. Mrs. Crosslands reputation and financial success rested upon her inaccurate pictures of desert life; of the loves of sheiks and their Western mistresses.

Nayland Smith looked about him.

Ibrahim stood by the door leading into the room in an attitude of humility, eyes lowered. But Sir Denis had sized up the man and knew that the task before them was no easy one.

You have a Chinese friend, O Ibrahim, he said in Arabic a tall, distinguished Chinese friend.

Nothing in Ibrahims attitude indicated that the words had startled him, but:

I have no such Chinese friend, effendim, he replied, persistently speaking in English.

You belong to the Si-Fan.

I do not even know what you mean, effendim.

Tell me. You may as well speak now Sir Denis had abandoned Arabic since you will be compelled to speak later if necessary. How long have you been in the service of Mrs. Crossland?

For ten years, effendim.

And here, in this flat?

My lady and gentleman live here for five years.

I suggest that Mrs. Crossland or her husband has a tall, distinguished Chinese friend, who sometimes visits here.

I am not acquainted with such a person, effendim.

Nayland Smith tugged at his ear, whilst Gallaho watched him anxiously. It was a situation of some delicacy; because, always, there was a possibility that they were wrong.

The sinister visitor with the camera-case might have been working from some other base.

There are no other resident servants?

None, effendim.

It was an impasse. Failing some more definite clue Nayland Smith recognized the fact that despite his contempt for red tape where a major case was concerned he could not possibly force this perfect servant to give him access to the other rooms of the apartment.

He stood there tugging at his ear, and staring from object to object. The very air was impregnated with pseudo Orientalism. It held a faint tang of ambergris. He wished, now, that Petrie had been with him; for Petrie sometimes had queer intuitions. But of course, it had been impossible to leave Fleurette alone.

He glanced at Gallaho.

The latter took the cue immediately, and:

A mistake, sir, I suppose? he growled; and to Ibrahim: Sorry to have troubled you.

They returned to the lobby: Gallaho had actually gone out into the corridor, when:

This is a very fine piece, Ibrahim, said Sir Denis.

He stood before an Egyptian sarcophagus half hidden in a recess.

So I am told, effendim.

Has Mrs. Crossland had it long?

No, effendim. At last, the Egyptians deadly calm was disturbed. It was bought by Mr. Crossland in Egypt, recently. It was delivered less than a week ago.

Beautiful example of late eighteenth, murmured Nayland Smith. Shipped through to London, I suppose?

Yes, effendim.

They were bowed out by the Egyptian. The door was closed.

Call to the Yard the moment we reach my flat! snapped Nayland Smith. Have this entire block covered.

Very good, sir. I was thinking the same thing.

We werent wrong  but our hands are tied.

My idea exactly, sir.

Fey opened the door in response to their ring.

How is Miss Petrie? Nayland Smith challenged.

The doctor is with her, sir.

They went in and Gallaho took up the telephone. Sir Denis walked on into the sitting-room, pacing the carpet restlessly.

Gallahos gruff voice could be heard as he spoke to someone at Scotland Yard. Presently, Dr. Petrie came in. He shook his head.

No change, Smith, he reported. She declines to leave her room. She is packing, methodically, but refuses all assistance. The idea has been implanted upon her mind that a call to leave here is coming shortly. God help us if we cant find the man who imposed that thing upon her!

What would it mean? snapped Smith.

It would mean, I fear, that she would remain in this condition to the end of her life.

The poisonous swine! He is very powerful!

He has the greatest brain in the world today, Smith.

Gallaho completed his directions at the telephone and came into the room. All idea of dinner had been brushed from their minds. There was a moment of awkward silence. Sounds of faint movement reached them: Fleurette was still engaged in her packing.

Then, the telephone bell rang.

There was something in this call coming at that moment which seemed to possess a special significance. All three waited. All three listened to Feys voice, out in the lobby.

And presently, Fey came in.

He had quite recovered his normal self. There was nothing in his appearance or in his behavior to suggest that he had passed through an amazing ordeal. He bowed slightly to Dr. Petrie.

Someone wishes to speak to you, sir.

What name?

Dr. Fu-Manchu was the name, sir.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN. A CALL FOR PETRIE

As Petrie crossed the lobby, Nayland Smith turned to Gallaho. Do you realize, Inspector, he said, that the greatest menace to the peace of the world who has come on earth since the days of Attila the Hun, is at the other end of that line?

I am beginning to realize that what you say about this man is true, sir, Gallaho replied. But I think we can trace him by this call.

Wait and see.

He kept glancing towards the door which communicated with Fleurettes room. There was silence there. He wondered what she was doing. In this, perhaps, the incomprehensible plan of Dr. Fu-Manchu reached its culmination. Nayland Smith walked to the lobby door and listened to Petries words.

These did not help him much, consisting principally of yes and no. At last, Petrie replaced the receiver, stood up, and faced Smith.

His features were very drawn. Smith recognized how the last year had aged him.

What am I to do? he said, speaking almost in a whisper. What am I to do?

Come in here, said Sir Denis quickly. Gallaho wants to use the line.

Gallaho sprang to the telephone as Dr. Petrie and Nayland Smith walked into the sitting-room. They faced one another, and:

What are his terms? said Smith.

Petrie nodded.

I knew you would understand.

He dropped into an armchair and stared straight before him into the embers of the open fire.

He wants something, Nayland Smith went on, evenly, and he demands acceptance of his terms, or he pointed in the direction of the door beyond which Fleurettes room lay...

Petrie nodded again.

What am I to do? What am I to do?

Give me the facts. Perhaps I can help you.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu at the end of the line, said Petrie, in a monotonous voice. Any doubts I may have had, disappeared the moment I heard that peculiar intonation. He apologized for troubling me; his courtesy never fails except in moments of madness

I agree, murmured Nayland Smith.

He admitted, Smith, that you had made things pretty warm for him, assisted by the English and French police. Access to agents of the Si-Fan in England was denied to him  his financial resources were cut off. Of this he spoke frankly.

Dr. Fu-Manchu is always frank, said Smith, drily.

Finally, he reached the point at which he had been aiming. He regretted that it had been necessary to make a clandestine call at this apartment; but Fleurette, the woman he had chosen for his bride, (Petrie spoke in almost a monotone) had been torn from him. Matters of even greater urgency demanded...

He paused, staring into the heart of the fire.

Demanded what? Nayland Smith asked, quietly.

He was listening  but no sound came from the room occupied by Fleurette.

He has an exaggerated idea of my powers as a physician. He is a man of great age  God knows what age; and it appears that he is cut off from a supply of the strange elixir by means of which, alone, he remains alive. His offer is this: I am to bring him certain ingredients which he has named, and assist him in preparing the elixir, which apparently he is unable to prepare alone; or

I fully appreciate the alternative, snapped Nayland Smith. But one thing I dont quite understand. I am wondering if something else underlies it, why his need of your services?

Petrie smiled unmirthfully.

It appears that he is in a situation  he frankly admits that he is hunted  where the attendance of any physician attached to his group would be impossible. Also, it appears, the pharmaceutical details require adroit manipulation.

What does he want you to do?

Gallaho came in from the lobby.

That was a Westminster call, sir, he reported. The caller was in this area. I expect further details later.

Excellent, murmured Nayland Smith. Listen to this, Gallaho. Go ahead, Petrie.

He assured me, Dr. Petrie went on, and neither you nor I, Smith he looked at Sir Denis appealingly has ever doubted his word, that Fleurette would remain mentally his slave in the state in which she is, now, unless he chose to restore her to normal life.

If he said so, said Nayland Smith solemnly, I dont doubt it.

Your job is to go, sir, said Gallaho, with a faint show of excitement. Ill have you covered, and well get this yellow devil!

Thank you, Inspector. Dr. Petrie smiled wearily. Where Dr. Fu-Manchu is concerned, things are not quite so simple as that. You see, my daughters sanity is at stake.

You mean that no one but this Fu-Manchu can put her right?

Thats what I mean, Inspector.

Chief Detective-inspector Gallaho picked up his hat, looked at it, and threw it down again. He began to chew invisible gum, glancing from Sir Denis to Dr. Petrie.

Sir Denis and I know this man, the latter went on; we know what he can do  what he has done. You would be entitled officially to take the steps you have mentioned, Inspector; I can only ask you not to take them; to treat what I have told you as a confidence.

As you say, sir.

I am ordered to assemble certain drugs; some of them difficult to obtain, but none, I believe, unobtainable. The final ingredient, the indispensable ingredient, is a certain essential oil unknown anywhere in the world except in the laboratory of Dr. Fu-Manchu. A small quantity of this still remains in existence.

Where? jerked Nayland Smith.

Dr. Petrie did not reply for a few seconds. He bowed his head, resting it in a raised hand; then:

At a spot which I have given my word not to name, he replied. I am to go there, and get it. And when I have collected the other items of the prescription, and certain chemical apparatus described to me, I am to join Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Where are you to join him? Inspector Gallaho asked, hoarsely.

This I cannot tell you, Inspector. My daughters life is at stake.

There was another silence, and then:

He is, then, in extremis? murmured Nayland Smith.

He is dying, Dr. Petrie replied. If I can save him, he will restore Fleurette to me  on the word of Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smith nodded.

Which in all my knowledge of his execrable life, he has never broken.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT. JOHN KI

Dont wake her, said Dr. Petrie.

He beckoned to the nurse to follow him. Outside in the sitting-room, where misty morning light was just beginning to assert itself, Nayland Smith in pyjamas and dressing-gown was pacing up and down smoking furiously. Petrie was fully dressed, and:

Hello, Petrie! said Smith. Youll crack up if you go on like this.

She is so beautiful, said the nurse, a dour Scotch woman, but as capable as all London could supply. She is sleeping like a child. Its a strange case!

It is a very strange case, Petrie assured her. But you fully understand my instructions, nurse, and I know that you will carry them out.

You can count upon that, Doctor.

Go back to your patient now, and report to Sir Denis, here, if there is any change when she awakens.

I understand, Doctor.

Nurse Craig went out of the room, and Petrie turned to Nayland Smith. The latter paused in his restless promenade, puffing furiously upon a cracked briar, and:

This job is going to crock you, Petrie, he declared. Neither you nor I is getting younger; only Dr. Fu-Manchu can defy the years. You look like hell, old man. You have been up all night, and now

And now my job begins, said Petrie quietly. Oh, I know I am stretching myself to the limit, but the stakes are very high, Smith.

Nayland Smith gripped Petries shoulder and then began to walk up and down again.

Petrie dropped into an armchair, clutching his knees, and staring into the heart of the fire. Fey came in unobtrusively and made the fire up. It had been burning all night, and he, too, had not slept.

Can I get you anything, sir?

Yes, said Nayland Smith. Dr. Petrie has to go out in an hour. Get bacon and eggs, Fey, and coffee.

Very good, sir.

Fey went out.

I havent slept, rapped Nayland Smith; couldnt sleep, but at least I have relaxed physically. You, he stared at Petrie, havent even undressed.

No Petrie smiled; but as you may have observed, I have shaved.

A hit, Petrie. I havent. But I propose to do so immediately. Take my advice. Strip and have a bath before bacon and eggs. Youll feel a new man.

I believe you are right, Smith.

And when presently, the two, who many years before had set out to combat the menace represented by Dr. Fu-Manchu, sat down to breakfast, except for asides to Fey who waited at table, they were strangely silent. But when Fey had withdrawn:

I dont doubt, said Nayland Smith, and you cannot doubt, that Fleurette would live in a borderland to the end of her days if the man who has set her there does not will it otherwise. We are compromising with a remorseless enemy, Petrie, but in this compromise I am wholly with you. Gallaho is out for the moment. He is the most fearless and the most conscientious officer I have met with in recent years. He will go far. It rests between us now, old man, and I suppose it means defeat.

I suppose it does, said Petrie, dully.

Naturally, you know where to assemble the drugs and paraphernalia demanded by Dr. Fu-Manchu. You have passed your word about the place where the particular ingredient is to be found.

He ceased speaking and glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece.

I shall have to be going, Smith, said Petrie, wearily. It is utterly preposterous and utterly horrible. But

He stood up.

Nayland Smith grasped his hand.

Its just Fate, he said. Dr. Fu-Manchu seems to be our fate, Petrie.

You dont blame me for consenting?

Petrie, you had no choice.

* * * *

Dr. Petrie discharged his taxicab at a spot in Vauxhall Bridge Road where he had been told by Dr. Fu-Manchu to discharge it. Carrying the suitcase with which he had set out from Nayland Smiths flat, and which now contained drugs and apparatus which must have surprised any physician who examined them, and which indeed surprised Dr. Petrie, he walked along that dingy thoroughfare until he came to a certain house.

It was a gray and a gloomy house, its door approached by three dirty steps.

Battersea was coming to life.

Battersea is one of Londons oddest suburbs  a suburb which produced John Burns, a big man frustrated; Communist today, if votes count for anything, encircled in red on the Crimes Map; yet housing thousands of honest citizens, staunch men and true. A queer district  and just such a district as might harbor an agent of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Laden tramcars went rocking by, bound cityward. There were many pedestrians. Battersea was alert, alive  it was a nest of workers.

But of all this Dr. Petrie was only vaguely conscious: his interest lay far from Battersea.

He went up the three steps and rang the bell.

In response to his ringing, the door, presently, was opened by a very old Chinaman.

Petrie stared at an intricate map of wrinkles which decorated that ape-like face. Memory bridged the years; he knew that this was John Ki, once keeper of the notorious Joy Shop in the older Chinatown, and now known as Sam Pak.

A sort of false gaiety claimed him. He had gone over to the enemy, become one with them, and accordingly:

Good morning, John, he said; a long time since I saw you.

Velly much long time before.

The toothless mouth opened in a grin, and old Sam Pak ceremoniously stood aside, bowing his visitor in.

Petrie found himself in a frowsy, evil-smelling passage, the floor covered with worn and cracked linoleum; hideous paper peeling from the walls. There was a room immediately on the left, the door of which was open. He entered, heard the front door close, and the old Chinaman came in behind him.

This was a room which had apparently remained untouched, undecorated and undusted since the days of Queen Victoria. Upon a round mahogany table were wax flowers under a glass case; indescribably filthy horsehair chairs; a carpet through which the floor appeared from point to point; a large print on one wall representing King Edward VII as Prince of Wales, and a brass gas chandelier hanging from the center of a ceiling of the color of Thames mud.

Petrie set down his suitcase very carefully on the floor, and turned to Sam Pak.

What now, John?

Waitee, please; go be long yet.

The aged creature went out; and Petrie, staring through indescribably dirty lace curtains upon the prospect outside, saw a Morris car pull up.

It was driven by a man who wore a tweed cap, pulled well down over his eyes, but who almost certainly was an Asiatic...

Old Sam Pak, better known to Dr. Petrie as John Ki, returned.

He was carrying a small steel casket. He handled it as though it had been a piece of fragile Ming porcelain, and with one skinny hand indicated the suitcase.

Petrie nodded, and unfastened the case.

A quantity of cotton waste was produced by Sam Pak from somewhere, and wrapped around the steel receptacle; this was then deposited in the case, and the case was closed.

Key?

The aged Chinaman extended upon one skinny finger a curiously shaped key attached to a ring.

Keep  velly particular.

I understand.

Dr. Petrie took it, placed it in his note-case and returned the notecase to his pocket.

Sam Pak signaled from the window and the driver of the Morris came up the steps.

He carried the suitcase out to the car.

Very careful, my man! called Petrie, urgently; and realized that, for the first time in his life, he was interested in the survival of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He was indifferent to his destination. He lay back in the car and dully watched a panorama of sordid streets.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE. LIMEHOUSE

That strange journey terminated at a small house in Pelling Street, Limehouse.

The driver of the Morris, who might have been Chinese, but who more probably was a half-caste, jumped down and banged on an iron knocker which took the place of a bell.

The door was opened almost immediately, but Petrie was unable to see by whom.

His drivers behavior during this long and dismal journey had been eccentric. Drizzling rain had taken the place of fog, and the crowded City streets under these conditions would have reduced a Sam Weller to despair. Many byways had been explored for no apparent reason. The driver constantly pulled up, and waited, and watched.

Dr. Petrie understood these maneuvers.

The man suspected pursuit, and was anxious to throw his pursuers off the track.

Now he signaled to Dr. Petrie to come in. Petrie climbed out of the car and walked into the open doorway.

The bag? he said.

Leave now, the driver replied; get presently.

Those are my orders, Dr. Petrie, came in a cultured voice.

And Petrie found that a Japanese gentleman who wore spectacles was smiling at him out of the shadows of the little passage-way.

If those are your orders, good enough.

The driver went out; the door was closed. And Petrie followed the Japanese to a back room, the appointments of which aroused him from the lethargy into which he was falling.

This might have been a private room in an up-to-date hairdressers establishment, or it might have been an actors dressing-room. All the impedimenta of make-up was represented and there was a big winged mirror set right of the window. The prospect was that of a wall beyond which appeared a number of chimneys.

My name is Ecko Yusaki, said the man who wore spectacles, and it is a great privilege to meet you, Dr. Petrie. Will you please sit in the armchair, facing the light.

Petrie sat in the armchair.

Your interests are not the same as my own, the smooth voice continued, and Mr. Yusaki busied himself with mysterious preparations; but they are, I imagine, as keen. I am one of the most ancient brotherhood in the world, Dr. Petrie  the Si-Fan. (He made a curious gesture with which Petrie was unpleasantly familiar) and at last my turn has come to be useful. I am he turned, displaying a row of large, gleaming teeth a specialist in make-up, but recently returned from Hollywood.

I see, said Petrie. Regard me as entirely in your hands. Thereupon, courteously, and with a deft assurance which spoke of the enthusiast, Mr. Yusaki set to work.

Petrie submitted, closing his eyes and thinking of Fleurette, of his wife, of Nayland Smith, of Sterling, of all those caught in the mesh of the dreadful Chinese doctor.

At last, Mr. Yusaki seemed to be satisfied, and:

Please glance at this photograph, Dr. Petrie, he said... No! One moment! he snatched the photograph away... Through these!

He adjusted tortoise-shell rimmed spectacles over Petries ears.

Petrie stared at a photograph nearly life size which the Japanese was holding before him. It was that of a man apparently gray-haired, who wore a mustache and a short pointed beard, and who also wore spectacles; a sad looking man nearer sixty than fifty, but well preserved for his years. You see?

Yes. Who is it?

Please look now in the mirror.

Petrie turned to the big mirror.

Good God! he exclaimed. Good God!

He saw the original of the photograph  yet the face at which he looked was his own!

Speech failed him for a moment, and then:

Who am I? he asked, in a dull voice.

You are a member of the Si-Fan Again the respectful gesture resembling the Roman Catholic Sign of the Cross who today is making a great sacrifice for the Cause. My part is done, Dr. Petrie  except for a small change of dress; and the car is waiting...


CHAPTER SIXTY. DR. PETRIES PATIENT

When the Queenstown Bay came to her berth, Dr. Petrie was one of the first visitors aboard.

Shortly after he reached the deck, endeavoring to recall his instructions, an elderly Egyptian, wearing European dress, approached him. The usual scurry characterized the docking of the liner; stewards and porters were rushing about with baggage; visitors were looking for those they had come to meet; cargo was being swung out from the holds; and drizzling rain descended dismally upon the scene.

Dr. Petrie!

The man spoke urgently, close to Petries ear.

Yes.

My name is Ibrahim. Please  your dock check.

Petrie handed the slip to the Egyptian.

Please wait here. I shall come back.

He moved along the deck, and presently disappeared amongst a group of passengers crowding towards the gangway.

Petrie felt that he was in a dream. Yet he forced himself to play his part in this grotesque pantomime, the very purpose of which he could not comprehend: the sanity of his daughter was at stake.

Ibrahim rejoined him. He handed him a passport.

Please see that it is in order, he said. You have to pass the Customs.

Petrie, inured to shock, opened the little book; saw a smaller version of the photograph which Mr. Yusaki had shown to him, gummed upon the front page; and learned that he was a Mr. Jacob Edward Crossland, aged fifty-five, of no occupation, and residing at 14, Westminster Mansions!

The extent and the powers of the organization called the Si-Fan were so amazing that he had never succeeded in getting used to them. No society, with the possible exception of the Jesuits, ever had wielded such influence nor had its roots so deeply set in unsuspected quarters.

He could only assume that Mr. Crossland, husband of the well-known woman novelist, was one of these strange brethren: assume, too, that Mr. Crossland would slip ashore as a visitor.

And  what?

Disappear from his place in society? Yusaki had said he was making a great sacrifice for the Cause. It was all very wonderful and very terrifying.

I have tipped the stewards, effendim  and your baggage is already in the Custom House. Will you please follow me?...

Dr. Petrie walked down the ladder wearing a white raincoat which he had acquired at the house of Mr. Yusaki, and a gray hat of a color and style which he detested.

Apparently, Mr. Crossland traveled light. A small cabin-trunk and a suitcase lay upon the Customs bench. The cabin-trunk he was requested to open. Ibrahim produced the necessary key, displaying wearing apparel, a toilet case, books and other odds and ends. The two pieces were passed. The porter hired by Ibrahim carried them out towards the dock gates.

Be careful, please, the Egyptian whispered.

Detective-inspector Gallaho and Sergeant Murphy were standing at the gate!

Nothing quite corresponding to this had ever occurred in Petries adventurous life. He had joined the ranks of the law breakers!

He must play his part; so much was at stake. He must deceive his friends, those interested, as he was interested, in apprehending the Chinese physician. If his nerve, or the art of Mr. Yusaki should fail him now  all would be lost!

The critical gaze of Gallaho was fixed upon him for a moment, then immediately transferred to Ibrahim.

Petrie passed the detective, forcing himself not to look in his direction. A taxicab was waiting upon which the pieces of baggage were loaded, under the supervision of Ibrahim. Petrie observed with admiration that his own suitcase had already been placed inside.

He knew now where his course lay, and his amazement rose by leaps and bounds.

The presence of Gallaho at the dock gates was explained. The police were covering the Crossland flat. The man, when he had left that morning, had naturally been followed. He was regarded as a factor so important in the case that Gallaho had covered in person. Gallaho would be disappointed. The cunning of the group surrounding Dr. Fu-Manchu exceeded anything in Petries experience.

He glanced at the placid, elderly Egyptian seated beside him, and:

How long have you belonged to the Si-Fan? he asked, speaking in Arabic.

Ibrahim shrugged his shoulders.

Sir, he replied in the same language, it is not possible for me to reply to your questions. Silence is my creed.

Very sound, Petrie murmured, and gave it up.

His sentiments when he reached Westminster, and was greeted respectfully by the hall porter as Mr. Crossland, were of a kind inexpressible in any language known to man.

Then, as he stepped out of the elevator  Nayland Smith was standing on the landing!

Petrie suppressed an exclamation. One piercing stare of those blue-gray eyes had told him that he was recognized.

But Smith gave no sign, merely bowing and stepping aside as Ibrahim busied himself with the baggage.

Three minutes later, Dr. Petrie stood in the pseudo-Oriental atmosphere of the Crossland flat, and Ibrahim closed the door behind him.

Please wait a moment,

The Egyptian walked through the harem-like apartment which opened out of the lobby, and disappeared.

Petrie had time to wonder if the authoress of the celebrated novels of desert love also was a member of the Si-Fan, or if this must be counted a secret of her husbands life which she had never shared. He wondered what part this man normally played in their activities, and doubted the nationality of Crossland.

Surely no man entitled to his name could link himself with a monstrous conspiracy to subject the Western races to domination by the East?

Above all, to what reward did Crossland look which should make good the loss of his place in the world of decent men?

If you will please come this way, sir.

Ibrahim, who had carried out the precious suitcase, now returned without it, and stood bowing before Petrie.

Petrie nodded and followed the Egyptian across that shaded room with its müshrabîyeh windows, and through a doorway beyond, which, in spite of the Oriental camouflage, he recognized to correspond with one in Nayland Smiths apartment.

He found himself in a large bedroom.

The Eastern note persisted. The place, viewed from the doorway, resembled a stage-set designed by one of the more advanced Germans for a scene in Scheherazade. The bed stood upon a dais; its posts were intricately carved and inlaid, and a canopy of cloth of gold overhung its head. A low couch he saw, too, and a long, inlaid table of Damascus work. Upon this table chemical apparatus appeared, striking a strange note in that apartment. He noted that the contents of his suitcase had been added to the other materials upon the table.

And, in the bed, Dr. Fu-Manchu lay...

Petrie stared, and stared again, unable to accept the evidence of his own senses.

Less than two months had elapsed since he had seen the Chinese doctor. In those two months, Fu-Manchu had aged incredibly.

He was shrunken; his strange, green eyes were buried in his skull; his long hands lying on the silk coverlet resembled the hands of a mummy. The outline of his teeth could be seen beneath drawn lips. To the keen scrutiny of the physician, the truth was apparent.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was dying!

O mighty Caesar! dost thou lie so low? came sibilantly through parched lips. I observe, Dr. Petrie, that this beautiful passage from an otherwise dull play is present in your mind... You honor me.

Petrie started, felt his fists clenching. The body of Fu-Manchu was in dissolution, but that phenomenal brain had lost none of its power. The man still retained his uncanny capacity for reading ones unspoken thoughts.

I must harbor what little strength remains to me, the painful whisper continued. For your daughters health of mind and body, you need have no fear. I was compelled, since there is still work for me if I can do it, to impose a command upon her. It nearly exhausted my powers, which are dwindling minute by minute.

The whispering voice ceased.

Petrie watched that strange face, but no words came to him. In it he had seen, as others had seen, a likeness to the Pharaoh, Seti I  but to the Pharaoh as one imagined him in his prime. Now, the resemblance to the mummy which lies in Cairo was uncanny.

Ideas which his scientific mind rejected as superstitious, danced mentally before him...

What was the real age of this man?

I have removed the command which I imposed upon her, the whistling voice continued, because I have accepted your word, as you have always accepted mine. Your daughter, Dr. Petrie, is restored to you as you would wish her to be. I shall never again intrude upon her life in any way.

Thank you! said Petrie  and wondered why he spoke so emotionally.

He was thanking this cold-blooded, murderous criminal for promising to refrain from one of his many crimes! Perhaps the secret of his sentiment lay in the fact that he knew the criminal to be one whose word was inviolable.

I have taken these steps Fu-Manchus voice sank lower because with all your great skill, which I respect, your assistance may have come too late.

He paused again. Petrie watched him fascinatedly.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith has succeeded for the... first time in his life in sequestering me from most of those resources upon which normally... I can draw... In these circumstances I was compelled to forego one... of the periodical treatments upon which my continued... vitality depends... I was then cut off from the material. My present condition is outside my experience... I cannot say if restoration... is possible...

Complete resignation sounded in the weak voice.

In the absence of Dr. Yamamata... who usually acts for me, but who unfortunately at present is in China... there is no other physician known to me who could possibly... assist  in any way. I shall be obliged, Dr. Petrie, if you will give the whole of your attention to... the written formula which lies... upon the table. Any error would be fatal... Only one portion of the essential oil remains in the phial contained in the... steel casket...

He ceased speaking and closed his eyes.

His hands had never moved; it was like listening to a dead man speaking from the grave.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE. THE CROSSLANDS FLAT

Detective-inspector Gallaho, sir, Fey announced.

It was approaching evening when Gallaho called on Nayland Smith; and, entering the lobby, he wrenched his bowler off, threw it on to a chair and walked into the sitting-room.

Hullo, Gallaho! said Sir Denis. A devil of a row going on in the corridor?

Yes, sir. The vacant flat has been let  to an Indian Army gentleman, I believe. His stuff is being moved in.

Youve checked up, I see!

Well Gallaho leaned on the mantelshelf Ive got a man posted at each of the four exits, and Ive sized up the workmen from Staples depository on the job. Nobody is going to slip out in the confusion  that is, nobody over six feet in height that I dont know!

Efficient work, Inspector.

Gallaho stared, chewing invisible gum.

I have come to a certain conclusion, sir, he declared. What I do about it depends upon your answer to a question I am going to ask.

Whats the question? snapped Nayland Smith.

Its just this, sir: whos in charge of this Fu-Manchu case?

I am.

Good enough. That means I am under your orders, definitely.

Definitely.

That saves me a lot of trouble, sighed Gallaho, leaning upon the mantelpiece. Because I have certain theories, and I cant act upon them without your instructions.

He paused, and seemed to be listening.

I know what youre listening for, said Sir Denis. But I am very happy to be able to tell you, Gallaho, that Miss Petrie is entirely restored. The nurse installed by Dr. Petrie insists that she shall remain in bed. But there isnt really the slightest occasion for it. Mr. Sterling and the nurse are with her now. She is completely normal.

Thats an amazing thing, growled Gallaho.

Nayland Smith stared past him as if at some very distant object, and then:

The powers of the mind are amazing, he said, quietly. But this theory of yours, Gallaho?

Well, sir, my theory is this: that slimy old Arab, Ibrahim, went out this morning and I followed him. I took Murphy along in case we had to split up. He went to West India Dock, and went on board a liner in from Jamaica. He came ashore again, with his employer, Mr. Crossland.

I know, Sir Denis interrupted. I met them here, as they arrived.

Oh, I see... Gallaho stared very hard. Well, in my opinion, theres something funny about it. You see, sir, I had some inquiries made about Mr. Crossland. His wifes in New York. Thats certain  I mean the woman who writes the books. But Mr. Crossland himself was last heard of in Madeira.

He might have joined the ship at some port of call.

He might, Gallaho replied. In fact, he must have done. But its very funny. Except the Egyptian, nobody has come out of that flat since we visited it... Im wondering whos still inside

Nayland Smith did not answer for some moments, then: You mean, Gallaho, he said, that you dont think the man who is now presumably in Mr. Crosslands flat, is really Mr. Crossland at all?

I suppose I must be mad, growled Gallaho, almost rubbing his elbow into the mantelpiece. His passport was obviously in order; he was accepted by the servants downstairs here, and he was met by Ibrahim, who took charge of his baggage. I suppose I must be barmy. But theres something about it that isnt right. I cant put my finger on the weak spot  but I wish I had your authority to barge into Mr. Crosslands flat. I think I should find something.

Nayland Smith walked up and down in silence, but at last: In my opinion, you are right, Inspector, he replied. If my opinion is of any value, I regard you as a man brilliantly equipped for his chosen profession.

Detective-inspector Gallaho became definitely embarrassed.

You apparently dont know the meaning of fear, although you have an active imagination. I owe my life to this singular combination, and this, I shall never forget.

Thank you, sir.

The present Commissioner and myself, do not see eye to eye, but I dont dispute his brilliance as an organizer. What I mean is this, Gallaho; you have hit the nail on the head.

Gallaho, watching the speaker, was chewing assiduously, and now:

Am I to understand, sir, he asked, that you agree with my view of this case?

I do.

You mean you have reason to suppose, as I have reason to suppose, that the proper course, in the interests of justice, would be to secure powers to examine the flat of Mr. Crossland?

Exactly.

There was a further interval of silence. Tramcars rocked upon their way, far below. Some vague hint of activity upon the river reached that high apartment.

I take it, sir, you are officially in charge?

I have told you so.

And you dont wish Mr. Crosslands apartment to be searched?

Definitely, I forbid the step.

Very good, sir,

Gallahos eyes strayed in the direction of the door which communicated with the room occupied by Fleurette.

You see, said Nayland Smith, you are not dealing with a common criminal. You are dealing with the Emperor of Lawbreakers. Dr. Petrie and myself have worked side by side for many years, opposing this mans monstrous plans. I have never succeeded in bringing him to justice. There are reasons why I can do nothing at the moment  nothing whatever...

He fixed his keen eyes upon Inspector Gallaho.

I understand, sir. When do I get the O.K.?

When Dr. Petrie rejoins us.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO. COMPANION CROSSLAND

Into the oriental bedroom dusk had crept. Long ago Ibrahim had turned the lamps on.

Petrie had lost identity: he was merely a physician battling with the most difficult case ever entrusted to him. He sat beside Dr. Fu-Manchu, holding the lean, yellow wrist and registering the pulse; watching the mummy-like face, wondering if he had committed any error, and hoping  yes, hoping  that success would crown his hours of effort!

Under no obligation whatever, for no man who had ever met him had doubted the word of Fu-Manchu, he was battling to save the life of this monster, this octopus whose tentacles, stretching out from some place in Asia, touched, it seemed, the races of the world. He was cherishing a plague, fanning into life again an intellect so cold, so exact, that the man in whose body it was set could sacrifice his own flesh and blood in the interests of his giant, impersonal projects.

For one insane moment, the glamor of the Si-Fan swamped common-sense. Petrie found himself questioning his own ideals; challenging standards which he believed to be true. Definitely, the world was awry; perhaps it was possible that this amazing man  for that he was an outstanding genius, none could deny  had a plan to adjust the scheme of things nearer to the hearts desire.

How could he know?

Weighed in the balance with the mandarin doctor, he was a negligible quantity. Perhaps the redemption of mankind, the readjustment of poise, could only be brought about by a remorseless, steely intellect such as that of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Perhaps he was a fool to fight against the Si-Fan... Perhaps the Si-Fan was right, and the Western world wrong!

Night had come, and upon its wings had descended again that demon Fog. Wisps streaked the room...

And the night wore on  until ghostly spears of dawn broke through the shaded windows.

Dr. Fu-Manchu suddenly opened his eyes!

Their brilliant greenness was oddly filmed; a husky whisper reached Petries ears:

Success!

He had never believed that he could touch without loathing the person of the Chinese physician, but now, again, he tested his pulse, and as he did so:

You observe the change? the weak voice continued. I have challenged Fate, Dr. Petrie, but again I have won. The crisis is past.

Petrie stared at him in amazement. Not only his pulse, but his voice, indicated a phenomenal return of vitality.

The life property  which is the sum, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, revivifies swiftly. You are surprised.

The queer film left his eyes. It appeared to the amazed stare of Petrie that the hollows in those yellow cheeks already were filling out...

Of the Western physicians whom chance has thrown in my path, I have not yet met your peer. You are a modest man, Dr. Petrie. True healers are rare  but you are one of these. If ever you join me it will be voluntarily. From this day onward you have nothing to fear from any plans I may deem it necessary to undertake.

The treatment which Dr. Petrie had administered to Fu-Manchu was one which, personally, he should have described as imbecile. The B.M.A. would have disowned any physician employing such measures. He had been unable to discover any element of sanity, any trace of unity, in the drugs which he had been directed to assemble.

The queer oil, with its faint violet tinge, was the only element in the strange prescription which he could not identify. Yes; it was magic!  something transcending the knowledge of the Western world!

Dr. Fu-Manchu was growing younger, hour by hour...

Petrie watched the miracle; and, in the full light of morning:

You are amazed, Dr. Petrie. The harsh voice was beginning to regain its normal quality. Any physician of Europe or America would be amazed. Perhaps you do not realize, even yet, that the old herbalists were not all mad. There is an essential oil  you have used it tonight  which contains those properties the alchemists sought. It is the other ingredients, and they are simple, which convert it into that elixir vitae found only once in the Middle Ages.

He sat up!

Petrie started back. Before the Fu-Manchu against whom he had fought for so many years, the vital, powerful Fu-Manchu, he found himself an enemy. He faced a menace which had all but wrecked his own happiness; which yet might wreck the structure of Western society.

My compliments, Dr. Petrie. I had not overestimated your accomplishments.

Ten years  twenty years  a hundred years  had been shed by the speaker, as a snake discards its old skin. The man who now sat upright in the bed fixing the gaze of his green eyes upon Dr. Petrie, was a phenomenon; the Phoenix had arisen from its ashes.

A vision of what this might mean to the world crossed Petries mind:  a battle-piece red with blood and violence; a ghastly picture of death and destruction.

You have played your part honorably, said Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He reached out a long, yellow hand, and pressed a bell. Ibrahim entered  and, realizing the miracle which had taken place, prostrated himself upon the carpet and pronounced a prayer of thanksgiving.

There were sounds of movement in the corridor outside. Vaguely, Petrie recalled that a similar disturbance had occurred during the previous evening  but it had reached him as through a fog.

Ibrahim was followed by a man wearing morning dress  a cleanshaven man whose lined face seemed out of keeping with his jet black hair. At Dr. Petrie  who still wore the make-up imposed by Mr. Yusaki  this man stared amazedly.

This is Companion Crossland, said Dr. Fu-Manchu sibilantly. His counterfeit presentment intrigues him. Companion Crossland has resigned his place in the world which knew him. I am ready.

He moved towards the door.

Ibrahim will assist you to resume your normal appearance. I ask for your word that you will remain here until Ibrahim tells you it is time to go.

I agree.

Dr. Petrie, I salute you  and bid you farewell...




PRESIDENT FU MANCHU
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The first edition


CHAPTER ONE. THE ABBOT OF HOLY THORN

Three cars drew up, the leading car abreast of a great bronze door bearing a design representing the beautiful agonized face of the Savior, a crown of thorns crushed down upon His brow. A man jumped out and ran to this door. Ten men alighted behind him. The wind howled around the tall tower and a carpet of snow was beginning to form upon the ground. Four guards, appearing as if by magic out of white shadows, lined up before the door.

Stayton! came sharply. Stand aside.

One of the guards stepped forward  peered. A tall, slightly built man who had been in the leading car was the speaker. He had a mass of black, untidy hair, and his face, though that of one not yet west of thirty, was grim and square-jawed. He was immediately recognized.

All right, Captain.

The man addressed as captain turned to the party and issued rapid orders in a low tone. The leader, muffled up in a leather, fur-collared topcoat, his face indistinguishable beneath the brim of a soft felt hat already dusted with snow, rang a bell beside the bronze door.

It opened so suddenly that one might have supposed the opener to have been waiting inside for this purpose; a short, elegant young man, almost feminine in the nicety of his attire.

The new arrival stepped in and quickly shut out the storm, closing the bronze door behind him. In a little lobby communicating with a large square room equipped as an up-to-date office, but at this late hour deserted, he stood staring at the person who had admitted him.

A churchlike lamp, hung from a bracket on the wall, now cast its golden light upon the face of the man wearing the leather coat. He had removed his hat, revealing a head of crisp, graying hair. His features were angular to the point of gauntness, and his eyes had the penetrating quality of armored steel, while his complexion seemed strangely out of keeping with the climate, being sun-baked to a sort of coffee color.

Are you James Richet? he snapped.

The elegant young man inclined his glossy head.

At your service.

Lead me to Abbot Donegal. I am expected.

Richet perceptibly hesitated; whereupon, plunging his hand with an irritable, nervous movement into some pocket beneath the leather topcoat, the visitor produced a card and handed it to Richet. One glance he gave at it, bowed again in a manner that was almost Oriental and indicated the open gate of an elevator.

A few moments later:

Federal Agent 56, Richet announced in his silky tones.

The visitor entered a softly lighted study, the view from its windows indicating that it was situated at the very top of the tall tower. From a chair beside a book-laden desk the sole occupant of the room  who had apparently been staring out at the wintry prospect far below  stood up, turned. Mr. Richet, making his queer bow, retired and closed the door.

Federal Agent 56 unceremoniously cast his wet topcoat upon the floor, dropping his hat on top of it. He was now revealed as a tall, lean man, dressed in a tweed suit which had seen long service. He advanced with outstretched hand to meet the occupant of the study  a slightly built priest, with the keen, ascetic features sometimes met with in men from the south of Ireland and thick, graying hair; a man normally actuated by a healthy sense of humor, but tonight with an oddly haunted expression in his clear eyes.

Thank God, Father, I see you well.

Thank God, indeed. He glanced at the card which Richet had laid upon his desk even as he grasped the extended hand. I am naturally prepared for interference with my work, but this thing…

The newcomer, still holding the priests hand, stared fixedly, searchingly, into his eyes.

You dont know it all, he said rapidly.

This imprisonment

A necessity, believe me. I have covered seven hundred miles by air since you broke off in the middle of your radio address this evening.

He turned abruptly and began to pace up and down that book-lined room with its sacred pictures and ornaments, these seeming strangely at variance with the large and orderly office below. Pulling a very charred briar pipe from the pocket of his tweed jacket he began to load it from a pouch at least as venerable as the pipe. The Abbot Donegal dropped back into his chair, running his fingers through his hair, and:

There is one favor I would ask, he said, before we proceed any further. It is difficult to talk to an anonymous man.

He stared down at the card upon his desk. This card bore the printed words:

FEDERAL AGENT 56

but across the bottom right-hand corner was the signature of the President of the United States.

Federal Agent 56 smiled, a quick, revealing smile which lifted a burden of years from the man.

I agree, he snapped in his rapid, staccato fashion. Smith is a not uncommon name. Suppose we say Smith.

The rising blizzard began to howl round the tower as though many wailing demons clamored for admittance. A veil of snow swept across uncurtained windows, dimming distant lights. Dom Patrick Donegal lighted a cigarette; his hands were not entirely steady.

If you know what really happened to me tonight, Mr. Smith, he said, his rich, orators voice lowered almost to a murmur, for heavens sake tell me. I have been deluged with telephone messages and telegrams, but in accordance with your instructions  or (he glanced at the restlessly promenading figure) should I say orders  I have answered none of them.

Smith, pipe alight, paused, staring down at the priest.

You were brought straight back after your collapse?

I was. They would have taken me home, but mysterious instructions from Washington resulted in my being brought here. I came to my senses in the small bedroom which adjoins this study.

Your last memory being?

Of standing before the microphone, my notes in my hand.

Quite, said Smith, beginning to walk up and down again. Your words, as I recollect them, were: But if the Constitution is to be preserved, if even a hollow shell of Liberty is to remain to us, there is one evil in this country which must be eradicated, torn up by its evil roots, utterly destroyed… Then came silence, a confusion of voices, and an announcement that you had been seized with sudden illness. Does your memory, Father, go as far as these words?

Not quite, the priest answered wearily, resting his head upon his hand and making a palpable effort to concentrate. I began to lose my grip of the situation some time earlier in the address. I experienced most singular sensations. I could not co-ordinate my ideas, and the studio in which I was speaking alternately contracted and enlarged. At one moment the ceiling appeared to become black and to be descending upon me. At another, I thought that I stood in the base of an immeasurably lofty tower. His voice grew in power as he spoke, his Irish brogue became more pronounced. Following these dreadful sensations came an overpowering numbness of mind and body. I remember no more.

Who attended you? snapped Smith.

My own physician, Dr. Reilly.

No one but Dr. Reilly, your secretary, Mr. Richet, and I suppose the driver of the car in which you returned, came up here?

No one, Mr. Smith. Such, I am given to understand, were the explicit and authoritative orders given a few minutes after the occurrence.

Smith stopped on the other side of the desk, staring down at the abbot.

Your manuscript has not been recovered? he asked slowly.

I regret to say, no. Definitely, it was left behind in the studio.

On the contrary, snapped Smith angrily, definitely it was not! The place has been searched from wall to wall by those who know their business. No, Father Abbot, your manuscript is not there. I must know what it contained  and from what source this missing information came to you.

The ever-rising wind in its fury shook the Tower of the Holy Thorn, shrieking angrily round that lofty room in which two men faced a problem destined in its outcome to affect the whole nation. The priest, a rapid, heavy smoker, lighted another cigarette.

I cannot make it out, he said  and now a natural habit of authority began to assert itself in his voice I cannot make out why you attach such importance to my notes for this speech, nor why my sudden illness, naturally disturbing to myself, should result in this sensational Federal action. Really, my friend  he leaned back in his chair, staring up at the tanned, eager face of his visitor in effect, I am a prisoner here. This, I may say, is intolerable. I await your explanation, Mr. Smith.

Smith bent forward, resting nervous brown hands on the priests desk and staring intently into those upturned, observant eyes.

What was the nature of the warning you were about to give to the nation? he demanded. What is this evil growth which must be uprooted and destroyed?

These words produced a marked change in the bearing of the Abbot Donegal. They seemed to bring recognition of something he would willingly have forgotten. Again he ran his fingers through his hair, now almost distractedly.

God help me, he said in a very low voice, I dont know!

He suddenly stood up; his glance was wild.

I cannot remember. My mind is a complete blank upon this subject  upon everything relating to it. I think some lesion must have occurred in my brain. Dr. Reilly, although reticent, holds, I believe, the same opinion.

Nothing of the kind, snapped Smith; but that manuscript has to be found! Theres life or death in it.

He ceased speaking abruptly and seemed to be listening to the voice of the storm. Then, ignoring the priest, he suddenly sprang across the room and threw the door wide open.

Mr. Richet stood bowing on the threshold.


CHAPTER TWO. A CHINESE HEAD

In an apartment having a curiously pointed ceiling (one might have imagined it to be situated in the crest of a minaret) a strange figure was seated at a long, narrow table. Light, amber light, came through four near-Gothic windows set so high that only a giant could have looked out of them. The man, whose age might have been anything from sixty to seventy  he had a luxurious growth of snow-white hair  was heavily built, wearing a dilapidated woolen dressing-gown; and his long sensitive fingers were nicotine-stained, since he continuously smoked Egyptian cigarettes. An open tin of these stood near his hand, and he lighted one from the stump of another  smoking, smoking, incessantly smoking. Upon the table before him were seven telephones, one or other of them almost always in action. When two purred into life simultaneously, the smoker would place one to his right ear, the other to his left. He never replied to incoming messages, nor did he make notes.

In the brief intervals he pursued what one might have supposed to be his real calling. Upon a large wooden pedestal was set a block of modeling clay, and beside the pedestal lay implements of the modelers art. This singular old man, the amazing frontal development of his splendid skull indicating great mathematical powers, worked patiently upon a life-sized head of an imposing but sinister Chinaman.

In one of those rare intervals he was working delicately upon the high, imperious nose of the clay head, when a muffled bell sounded and the amber light disappeared from the four Gothic windows, plunging the room into complete darkness.

For a moment there was no sound; the tip of a burning cigarette glowed in the darkness. Then a voice spoke, an unforgettable voice, by which gutturals were oddly stressed but every word was given its precise syllabic value.

Have you a later report, said this voice, from Base 8?

The man at the long table replied, speaking with German intonations.

The man known as Federal Agent 56 arrived at broadcasting station twenty minutes after midnight. Police still searching there. Report just to hand from Number 38 states that this agent, accompanied by Captain Mark Hepburn, U.S. Army Medical Corps, assigned to Detached Officers List, and a party of nine men arrived Tower of the Holy Thorn at twelve thirty-two, relieving federals already on duty. Agent 56 last reported in conference with Abbot Donegal. The whole area closely covered. No further news in this report.

The Number responsible for the manuscript?

Has not yet reported.

The last report from Numbers covering Weavers Farm?

Received at 11.07. Dr. Orwin Prescott is still in retirement there. No change has been made in his plans regarding the debate at Carnegie Hall. This report from Number 35.

The muffled bell rang. Amber light appeared again in the windows; and the sculptor returned lovingly to his task of modeling a Chinamans head.


CHAPTER THREE. ABOVE THE BLIZZARD

In Dom Patrick Donegals study at the top of the Tower of the Holy Thorn, James Richet faced Federal Officer 56. Some of his silky suavity seemed to have, deserted him.

I quite understand your  unexpected  appearance, Mr. Richet, said Smith, staring coldly at the secretary. You have greatly assisted us. Let me check what you have told me. You believe (the abbot unfortunately having no memory of the episode) that certain material for the latter part of his address was provided early on Saturday morning during a private interview in this room between the Father and Dr. Orwin Prescott?

I believe so, although I was not actually present.

There was something furtive in Richets manner; a nervous tremor in his voice.

Dr. Prescott, as a candidate for the Presidency, no doubt had political reasons for not divulging these facts himself. Smith turned to Abbot Donegal. It has always been your custom, Father, to prepare your sermons and speeches in this room, the material being looked up by Mr. Richet?

That is so.

The situation becomes plainer. He turned to Richet. I think we may assume, he went on, that the latter part of the address, the part which was never delivered, was in Dom Patricks own handwriting. You yourself, I understand, typed out the earlier pages.

I did. I have shown you a duplicate.

Quite, snapped Smith; the final paragraph ends with the words torn up by its evil roots, utterly destroyed.

There was no more. The abbot informed me that he intended to finish the notes later. In fact, he did so. For when I accompanied him to the broadcasting station he said that his notes were complete.

And after his  seizure?

I returned almost immediately to the studio. But the manuscript was not on the desk.

Thank you. That is perfectly clear. We need detain you no longer.

The secretary, whose forehead glistened with nervous perspiration, went out, closing the door silently behind him. Abbot Donegal looked up almost pathetically at Smith.

I never thought, said he, I should live to find myself so helpless. Can you imagine that I remember nothing whatever of Dr. Prescotts calling upon me? Except for that vague, awful moment when I faced the microphone and realized that my mental powers were deserting me, I have no recollection of anything that happened for some forty-eight hours before! Yet it seems that Prescott was here and that he gave me vital information. What can it have been? Great heavens  he stood up, agitatedly what can it have been? Do you really believe that I am a victim, not of a failure in my health, but of an attempt to suppress this information?

Not an attempt, Father, snapped Smith, a success! You are lucky to be alive!

But who can have done this thing, and how did he do it?

The first question I can answer; the second I might answer if I could recover the missing manuscript. Probably its destroyed. We have a thousand-to-one chance. We are indebted to a phone call, which fortunately came through direct to you, for knowledge of Dr. Prescotts whereabouts.

Why do you say which fortunately came through? You surely have no doubts about Richet?

How long with you, snapped Smith.

Nearly a year.

Nationality?

American.

I mean pedigree.

That I cannot tell you.

Theres color somewhere. I cant place its exact shade. But one thing is clear: Dr. Prescott is in great danger. So are you.

The abbot arrested Smiths restless promenade, laying a hand upon his shoulder.

There is only one other candidate in the running for dictatorship, Mr. Smith  Harvey Bragg. Yet I find it hard to believe that he… You are not accusing Harvey Bragg?

Harvey Bragg! Smith laughed shortly. Popularly known as Bluebeard, I believe? My dear Dom Patrick, Harvey Bragg is a small pawn in a big game.

Yet  he may be President, or Dictator.

Smith turned, staring in his piercing way into the priests eyes.

He almost certainly will be Dictator!

Only the mad howling of the blizzard disturbed a silence which fell upon those words He almost certainly will be Dictator.

Then the priest whose burning rhetoric, like that of Peter the Hermit, had roused a nation, found voice; he spoke in very low tones:

Why do you say he certainly will be Dictator?

I said almost certainly. His war-cry America for every man  every man for America is flashing like a fiery cross through the country. Do you realize that in office Harvey Bragg has made remarkable promises?

He has carried them out! He controls enormous funds.

He does! Have you any suspicion, Father, of the source of those funds?

For one fleeting moment a haunted look came into the abbots eyes. A furtive memory had presented itself, only to elude him.

None, he replied wearily; but his following today is greater than mine. Just as a priest and with no personal pretensions, I have tried  God knows I have tried  to keep the people sane and clean. Machinery has made men mad. As machines reach nearer and nearer to the province of miracles, as Science mounts higher and higher  so Man sinks lower and lower. On the day that Machinery reaches up to the stars, Man, spiritually, will have sunk back to the primeval jungle.

He dropped into his chair.

Smith, resting a lean, nervous hand upon the desk, leaned across it, staring into the speakers face.

Harvey Bragg is a true product of his age, he said tensely and he is backed by one man! I have followed this man from Europe to Asia, from Asia to South America, from South to North. The resources of three European Powers and of the United States have been employed to head that man off. But he is here! In the political disruption of this country he sees his supreme opportunity.

His name, Mr. Smith?

In your own interests, Father, I suggest it might be better that you dont know  yet.

Abbot Donegal challenged the steely eyes, read sincerity there, and nodded.

I accept your suggestion, Mr. Smith. In the Church we are trained to recognize tacit understandings. You are not a private investigator instructed by the President, nor is Mr. Smith your proper title. But I think we understand one another… And you tell me that this man, whoever he may be, is backing Harvey Bragg?

I have only one thing to tell you: Stay up here at the top of your tower until you hear from me!

Remain a prisoner?

Patrick Donegal stood up, suddenly aggressive, truculent.

A prisoner, yes. I speak, Father, with respect and authority.

You may speak, Mr. Smith, with the authority of Congress, of the President in person, but my first duty is to God; my second to the State. I take the eight oclock Mass in the morning.

For a moment their glances met and challenged; then:

There may be times, Father, when you have a duty even higher than this, said Smith crisply.

You cannot induce me, my friend, to close my eyes to a plain obligation. I do not doubt your sincerity. I have never met a man more honest or more capable. I cannot doubt my own danger. But in this matter I have made my choice.

For a moment longer Federal Agent 56 stared at the priest, his lean face very grim. Then, suddenly stooping, he picked up his leather topcoat and his hat from the floor and shot out his hand.

Good night, Father Abbot, he snapped. Dont ring. I should like to walk down; although that will take some time. Since you refuse my advice, I leave you in good hands.

In the hands of God, Mr. Smith, as we all are.

* * * *

Outside on the street, beyond the great bronze door with its figure of the thorn-tortured head, King Blizzard held high revel. Snow was spat into the suffering face when the door was opened, as though powers of evil ruled that night, pouring contumely, contempt, upon the gentle Teacher. Captain Mark Hepburn, U.S.M.C., was standing there. He had one glimpse of the olive face of James Richet, who ushered the visitor out, heard his silky Good night, Mr. Smith; then the bronze door was closed, and the wind shrieked in mocking laughter around the Tower of the Holy Thorn.

Dimly through the spate of snow watchful men might be seen.

Listen, Hepburn, snapped Smith, get this address: Weavers Farm, Winton, Connecticut. Phone that Dr. Orwin Prescott is not to step outside for one moment until I arrive. Arrange that we get there  fast. Have the place protected. Flying hopeless tonight. Special train to Cleveland. Side anything in our way. Have a plane standing by. Advise the pilot to look up emergency landings within easy radius of Weavers Farm. If blizzard continues, arrange for special to run through to Buffalo. Advise Buffalo.

Leave it to me.

Cover the man James Richet. I want hourly reports sent to headquarters. This priests life is valuable. See that hes protected day and night. Have this place covered from now on. Grab anybody  anybody  that comes out tonight.

And where are you going, Chief?

I am going to glance over Dom Patricks home quarters. Meet me at the station…


CHAPTER FOUR. MRS. ADAIR

Mark Hepburn drove back through a rising blizzard. The powers of his newly accredited chief, known to him simply as Federal Agent 56, were peculiarly impressive.

Arrangements by order of Federal Agent 56  had been made without a hitch. These had included sidetracking the Twentieth Century Limited and the dispatch of an army plane from Dayton to meet the special train.

Dimly he realized that issues greater than the fate of the Presidency were involved. This strange, imperious man, with his irritable, snappy manner, did not come under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Department of Justice; he was not even an American citizen. Yet he was highly empowered by the government. In some way the thing was international. Also, Hepburn liked and respected Federal Agent 56.

And the affection of Mark Hepburn was a thing hard to win. Three generations of Quaker ancestors form a stiff background; and not even a poetic strain which Mark had inherited from a half-Celtic mother could enable him to forget it. His only rebellion  a slender volume of verse in university days, Green Lilies  he had lived to repent. Medicine had called him (he was by nature a healer); then army work, with its promise of fresh fields; and now, the Secret Service, where in this crisis he knew he could be of use.

For in the bitter campaign to secure control of the country there had been more than one case of poisoning; and toxicology was Mark Hepburns special province. Furthermore, his military experience made him valuable.

Around the Tower of the Holy Thorn the blizzard wrapped itself like a shroud. Only the windows at the very top showed any light. The tortured bronze door remained closed.

Stayton stepped forward out of the white mist as Hepburn sprang from his car.

Anything to report, Stayton? I have only ten minutes.

Not a soul has come out, Captain, and there doesnt seem to be anybody about in the neighborhood.

Good enough. You will be relieved at daylight. Make your own arrangements.

Hepburn moved off into the storm.

Something in the wild howling of the wind, some message reached him perhaps from those lighted windows at the top of the tower, seemed to be prompting his subconscious mind. He had done his job beyond reproach. Nevertheless, all was not well.

One foot on the running board of the car, he paused staring up to where that high light glimmered through snow. He turned back and walked in the direction of the tower. Almost immediately he was challenged by a watchful agent, was recognized, and passed on. He found himself beside a wall of the building remote from the bronze door. Here there was no exit and he went unchallenged. He stood still, staring about him, his fur coat-collar turned up about his ears, the wind frolicking with his untidy wet black hair.

A slight sound came, only just audible above the shrieking of the blizzard, the opening of a window… He crouched close against the wall.

All clear. Good luck…

James Richet!

Then someone dropped, falling lightly in the snow almost beside him. The window closed. Hepburn reached out a long, sinewy arm, grabbed and held his captive… and found himself looking down into the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen!

His prisoner was a girl, little above medium height, but slender, so that she appeared much taller. She was muffled up in a mink coat as a protection against that fierce wind; a Basque beret was crushed down upon curls which reminded him of polished mahogany. A leather satchel hung from one wrist, and she was so terrified that Hepburn could feel her heart beating as he held her in his bear-like grip.

He realized that he was staring dumbly into these uplifted deep-blue eyes, that he was wondering if he had ever seen such long, curling lashes… when duty, duty  that slogan of Quaker ancestors  called to him sharply. He slightly relaxed his hold, but offered no chance of escape.

I see, he said, and his dry, rather toneless voice revealed no emotion whatever. This is interesting. Who are you and where are you going?

His tones were coldly remorseless. His arm was like a band of steel. Rebellion died and fear grew in the captive. Now she was trembling. But he was forced to admire her courage, for when she replied she looked at him unflinchingly.

My name is Adair  Mrs. Adair  and I belong to the staff of the Abbot Donegal. I have been working late, and although I know that theres some absurd order for no one to leave, I simply must go. Its ridiculous, and I wont submit to it. I insist upon being allowed to go home.

Where is your home?

That can be no possible business of yours! flared the prisoner, her eyes now flashing furiously. If you like, call the abbot. He will vouch for what I say.

Mark Hepburns square chin protruded from the upturned collar of his coat; his deep-set eyes never faltered in their regard.

That can come later if necessary, he said; but first

But first, I shall freeze to death, said the girl indignantly.

But first, what have you got in that satchel?

Private papers of Abbot Donegals. I am working on them at home.

In that case, give them to me.

I wont! You have no right whatever to interfere with me. I have asked you to get in touch with the abbot.

Without relaxing his grip on his prisoner, Hepburn suddenly snatched the satchel, pulling the loop down over her little gloved hand and thrusting the satchel under his arm.

I dont want to be harsh, he said, but my job at the moment is more important than yours. This will be returned to you in an hour or less. Lieutenant Johnson will drive you home.

He began to lead her towards the spot where he knew the Secret Service cars were parked. He had determined to raise a minor hell with the said Lieutenant Johnson for omitting to post a man at this point, for as chief of staff to Federal Agent 56 he was personally responsible. He was by no means sure of himself. The girl embraced by his arm was the first really disturbing element which had ever crashed into his Puritan life; she was too lovely to be real: the teaching of long-ago ancestors prompted that she was an instrument of the devil.

Reluctantly she submitted; for ten, twelve, fifteen paces. Then suddenly resisted, dragging at his arm.

Please, please, for Gods sake, listen to me!

He pulled up. They were alone in that blinding blizzard, although ten or twelve men were posted at points around the Tower of the Holy Thorn. A freak of the storm cast an awning of snow from the lighted windows down to the spot upon which they stood, and in that dim reflected light Mark Hepburn saw the bewitching face uplifted to him.

She was smiling; this Mrs. Adair who belonged to Abbot Donegals staff; a tremulous, pathetic smile, a smile which in happier hours had been one of exquisite but surely innocent coquetry. Now it told of bravely hidden tears.

Despite all this stoicism, Mark Hepburns heart pulsed more rapidly. Some men, he thought, many, maybe, had worshiped those lips, dreamed of that beckoning smile… perhaps lost everything for it.

This woman was a revelation; to Mark Hepburn, a discovery. He was suspicious of the Irish. For this reason he had never wholly believed in the sincerity of Patrick Donegal. And Mrs. Adair was enveloped in that mystical halo which haunts yet protects the Celts. He did not believe in this mysticism, but he was not immune from its insidious charm. He hated hurting her; he found himself thinking of her as a beautiful, helpless moth torn by the wind from some green dell where fairies still hid in the bushes and the four-leaved shamrock grew.

He felt suddenly glad about, and not ashamed of, Green Lilies. Mrs. Adair, for one magical moment, had enabled him to recapture that long-lost mood. It was very odd, out there in the blizzard, with his racial distrust of pretty women and of all that belonged to Rome…

It was this last thought  Rome  that steadied him. Here was some black plot against the Constitution…

I dont ask you, I entreat you to give me my papers and let me go my own way. I promise, faithfully, if you will tell me where to find you, that I will see you tomorrow and explain anything you want to know.

Hepburn did not look at her. His Quaker ancestors rallied around him. He squared his grim jaw.

Lieutenant Johnson will drive you home, he said coldly, and will bring you your satchel immediately I am satisfied that its contents are what you say they are.

* * * *

In the amber-lighted room, where the man with that wonderful mathematical brow sat at work upon the bust of a sinister Chinaman, one of the seven telephones buzzed. He laid down the modeling tool with which he had been working and took up the instrument. He listened.

This is Number 12, said a womans voice, speaking from Base 8. In accordance with orders I managed to escape from the Tower of the Holy Thorn. Unfortunately I was captured by a federal agent  name unknown  at the moment that I reached the ground. I was taken under escort of a Lieutenant Johnson towards an address which I invented at random. A Z-car was covering me. Heavy snow gave me a chance. I managed to spring out and get to the Z-car. I regret that the federal agent secured the satchel containing the manuscript. Theres nothing more to report. Standing by here awaiting orders.

The sculptor replaced the receiver and resumed his task. Twice again he was interrupted, listening to a report from California and to another from New York. He made no notes. He never replied. He merely went on with his seemingly endless task; for he was eternally smearing out the work which he had done, now an ear, now a curve of the brow, and patiently remodeling.

A bell rang, the light went out, and in the darkness that unforgettable, guttural voice spoke:

Give me the latest report of Harvey Braggs reception at the Hollywood Bowl.

Last report received, the Teutonic voice replied, and a cigarette glowed in the darkness, one hour and seventeen minutes ago. Pacific Coast time: twelve minutes after ten. Audience of twenty thousand people, as earlier reported. Harvey Braggs slogan, America for every man  every man for America was received without enthusiasm. His assurance, hitherto substantiated, that any reputable citizen who is destitute has only to apply to his office to secure immediate employment, went well. Report of end of speech not yet to hand. No other news from Hollywood Bowl. Report sent in by Number 49.

A moment of silence followed, silence so complete that the crackling of burning tobacco in an Egyptian cigarette might have been heard.

The report of Number 12, said the guttural voice, is overdue.

I received a report from Number 12 he glanced at an electric clock upon the table at 2.05 a.m.

Whereupon, word for word, this man of phenomenal memory repeated the message received from Base 8 exactly as it had been delivered.

A dim bell rang and the room became lighted again. The sculptor picked up a modeling tool.


CHAPTER FIVE. THE SPECIAL TRAIN

The special train bored its way through mists of snow.

They wont attempt to wreck us, Hepburn! Federal Officer 56 smiled grimly and tapped the satchel which had belonged to Mrs. Adair. This is our safeguard. But there may be an attempt of some other kind.

In the solitary car Smith sat facing Hepburn. Seven of the party which had taken command of the Tower of the Holy Thorn were distributed in chairs about them. Some smoked and were silent; others talked; others again neither smoked nor talked, but glanced furtively in the direction of Captain Hepburn and his mysterious superior.

You have done a first-class job, Hepburn said Smith. I tricked the man Richet (who is some kind of half-caste) into an admission that this  he tapped the satchel was material supplied by Dr. Prescott.

I ordered Richets arrest before I left.

Good man.

The train roared through the night and Smith leaned forward, resting his hand upon Hepburns shoulder.

The enemy knows that Dr. Prescott has found out the truth! How Dr. Prescott found out we have got to learn. Clearly he is a brilliant man. Im afraid, Hepburn  I am afraid

He gripped Hepburns shoulder and his grip was like that of a vise.

You have read this thing… and the part which is in Father Donegals handwriting tells the story. How he was prevented from broadcasting that story I begin to suspect. Note this particularly, Hepburn: I observed that Dom Patrick, when looking over the typescript brought in by James Richet, moistened the tip of his thumb in turning over the pages. A habit. The point seems significant?

Not to me, Hepburn confessed, staring rather haggardly at the speaker.

Ah! think it over, said Smith; then: I know why you are downcast. You lost the woman  but you got what we were really looking for. Heres the story of an outside organization aiming to secure control of the country. Dont worry about Mrs. Adair; its only a question of time. Well get her.

Mark Hepburn turned his head aside.

The contents of the satchel had proved to be the completed text of Abbot Donegals address, the last five pages in the Fathers untidy manuscript. But those last five pages revealed a plot which, if carried out, would place the United States under the domination of some shadowy being, unnamed, who apparently controlled inexhaustible supplies not only of capital but of men!

Following this revelation, his new chief, Federal Officer 56, had given him his entire confidence. He had suspected, but now he knew, that a world drama was being fought out in the United States. A simple soul at heart, he was temporarily dazzled by recognition of the fact that he had been appointed chief of staff in an international crisis to Sir Denis Nayland Smith, Ex-Commissioner of Scotland Yard, created a baronet for his services not only to the British Empire but to the world.

And in a moment of weakness he had let the woman go who might be a link, an irreplaceable link, between their task and this thing which aimed to place the United States under alien domination!

In that hour of disillusionment he felt a double traitor; for this man, Nayland Smith, was so dead straight…

An atmosphere of impending harm hovered over the party. Mark Hepburn was not alone in having seen the venomous blizzard spitting snow unto that bronze Face. Among the seven who accompanied them were members of the ancient faith upheld sturdily by the hand of Abbot Donegal; and these, particularly  touched, he told himself, by medieval superstition  doubted and wondered as they were blindly carried through the stormy night. They were ignorant of what underlay it all, and ignorance breeds fear. They knew that they were merely a bodyguard for Captain Hepburn and Federal Officer 56.

Suddenly, appallingly, brakes were applied, all but throwing the nine men out of their chairs. Nayland Smith came to his feet at a bound, clutching the side of the car.

Hepburn! he cried, go forward with two men. This train can slow down but it must not stop!

Mark Hepburn ran forward along the car, touching two of the seven on their shoulders as he passed. They followed him out. A flare spluttered through snowy mist, clearly visible from the off-side windows.

Switch off the lights! The order came in a high-pitched, irritable voice.

A trainman appeared and the car was plunged in darkness.

A second flare broke through the veil of snow. Federal Officer 56 was crouching by a window looking out, and now:

Do you see! he cried, and grabbed the arm of a man who was peering out beside him. Do you see!

As the train regained momentum, presumably under the urge of Hepburn, a group of men armed with machine-guns became clearly visible beside the tracks.

The special was whirling through the night again when Hepburn came back. He was smiling his slow smile. Federal Agent 56 turned and stood up.

This train wont stop, said Hepburn, until we make Cleveland.


CHAPTER SIX. AT WEAVERS FARM

Whats this? muttered Nayland Smith hoarsely. The car was pulled up. They were in sight of the woods skirting Weavers Farm. Night had fallen, and although the violence of the storm had abated there was a great eerie darkness over the snow-covered landscape.

Parties of men carrying torches and hurricane lanterns moved like shadows through the trees!

Smith sprang out on to a faintly discernible track, Mark Hepburn close behind him. They began to run towards the woods, and presently a man who peered about among the silvered bushes turned.

What has happened? Smith demanded breathlessly.

The man, whose bearing suggested military training, hesitated, holding a hurricane lamp aloft and staring hard at the speaker. But something in Smiths authoritative manner brought a change of expression.

We are federal agents, said Mark Hepburn. Whats going on here?

Dr. Orwin Prescott has disappeared!

Nayland Smith clutched Hepburns shoulder: Mark could feel how his fingers quivered.

My God, Hepburn, he whispered, we are too late!

Clenching his fists, he turned and began to race back to the car. Mark Hepburn exchanged a few words with the man to whom they had spoken and then doubled after Nayland Smith.

They had been compelled by the violence of the blizzard to proceed by rail to Buffalo; the military plane had been forced down by heavy snow twenty miles from the landing place selected. At Buffalo they had had further bad news from Lieutenant Johnson.

Crowning the daring getaway of Mrs. Adair, James Richet, whose arrest had been ordered by Mark Hepburn, had vanished…

And now they were plowing a way along the drive which led up to Weavers Farm, a white frame house with green shutters, sitting far back from the road! A survival of Colonial New England, it had stood there, outpost of the white mans progress in days when the red man still hunted the woods and lakes, trading beads for venison and maple sugar. Successive generations had modernized it so that today it was a twentieth-century home equipped from cellar to garret with every possible domestic convenience.

The door was wide open; and in the vestibule, with its old prints and atmosphere of culture, a tall, singularly thin man stood on the mat talking to a little white-haired old lady. He held a very wide-brimmed hat in his hand and constantly stamped snow from his boots. His face was gloomily officious. Members of the domestic staff might dimly be seen peering down from an upper landing. Unrest, fear, reigned in this normally peaceful household.

The white-haired lady started nervously as Mark Hepburn stepped forward.

I am Captain Hepburn, he said. I think you are expecting me. Is this Miss Lakin?

I am glad you are here, Captain Hepburn, said the little lady, with a frightened smile. She held out a small, plump, but delicate hand. I am Elsie Frayne, Sarah Lakins friend and companion.

I am afraid, Hepburn replied, we come too late. This is Federal Officer Smith. We have met with every kind of obstacle on our way.

Miss Frayne, rapped Smith in his staccato fashion, I must put a call through immediately. Where is the telephone?

Miss Frayne, suddenly quite at ease with these strange invaders out of the night, smiled wanly.

I regret to say, Mr. Smith, that our telephone was cut off some hours ago.

Ah! murmured Smith, and began tugging at the lobe of his left ear, a habit which Hepburn had come to recognize as evidence of intense concentration. That explains a lot. He stared about him, his disturbing glance finally focusing upon the face of the thin man.

Who are you? he snapped abruptly.

Im Deputy Sheriff Black, was the prompt but gloomy answer. I have had orders to protect Weavers Farm.

I know it. They were my orders  and a pretty mess youve made of it.

The local officer bristled indignantly. He resented the irritable peremptory manners of this G man; in fact Deputy Sheriff Black had never been in favor of Federal interference with county matters.

A man can only do his duty, Mr. Smith, he answered angrily, and I have done mine. Dr. Prescott slipped out some time after dusk this evening. Nobody saw him go. Nobody knows why he went or where he went. I may add that although I may be responsible, there are federal men on this job as well, and not one of them knows any more than I know.

Where is Miss Lakin?

Out with a search party down at the lake.

Sarah has such courage, murmured Miss Frayne. I wouldnt go outside the house tonight for anything in the world.

Mark Hepburn turned to her.

Is there any indication, he asked, that Dr. Prescott went that way?

Mr. Walsh, a federal agent who arrived here two hours ago, discovered tracks leading in the direction of the lake.

John Walsh is our man, said Hepburn, turning to Smith. Do you want to make any inquiries here, or shall we head for the lake?

Nayland Smith was staring abstractedly at Miss Frayne, and now:

At what time, exactly, he asked, was your telephone disconnected?

At five minutes after three, Deputy Sheriff Blacks somber tones interpolated. There are men at work now trying to trace the break.

Who last saw Dr. Prescott?

Sarah, Miss Frayne replied that is, so far as we know.

Where was he and what was he doing?

He was in the library writing letters.

Were these letters posted?

No, Mr. Smith, they are still on the desk.

Was it dark at this time?

Yes. Dr. Prescott  he is Miss Lakins cousin, you know  had lighted the reading lamp, so Sarah told me.

It was alight when I arrived, growled Deputy Sheriff Black.

When did you arrive? Smith asked.

Twenty minutes after it was suspected Dr. Prescott had left the house.

Where were you prior to that time?

Out in the road. I had been taking reports from the men on duty.

Has anyone touched those letters since they were written?

No one, Mr. Smith, the gentle voice of Miss Frayne replied.

Nayland Smith turned to Deputy Sheriff Black.

See that no one enters the library, he snapped, until I return. I want to look over the room in which Dr. Prescott slept.

Deputy Sheriff Black nodded tersely and crossed the vestibule.

But even as Nayland Smith turned towards the stair, a deep feminine voice came out of the night beyond the entrance doors, which had not been closed. The remorseless wind was threatening to rise again, howling wanly through the woods like a phantom wolf pack. Flakes of fine snow fluttered in.

He has been kidnapped, Mr. Walsh  because of what he knew. His tracks end on the shore of the lake. Its frozen over… but there are no more tracks.

And now the speaker came in, followed by two men carrying lanterns; a tall, imperious woman with iron-gray hair, aristocratic features, and deep-set flashing eyes. She paused, looking about her with a slow smile of inquiry. One of the two men saluted Hepburn.

My name is Smith, said Federal Officer 56, and this is Captain Hepburn. You are Miss Lakin, Dr. Orwin Prescotts cousin? It was my business, Miss Lakin, to protect him. I fear I have failed.

I fear it also, she replied, watching him steadily with her fine grave eyes. Orwin has gone. They have him. He came here for rest and security. He always came here before any important public engagement. Very soon now at Carnegie Hall is the debate with Harvey Bragg. (She was very impressive, this grande dame of Old America.) He had learned something, Mr. Smith  heaven knows I wish I shared his knowledge  which would have sent Bluebeard back forever to his pinewoods.

He had! snapped Smith grimly.

He reached out a long, leather-clad arm and gripped Miss Lakins shoulder. For a moment she was startled  this mans electric gestures were disturbing  then, meeting that penetrating stare, she smiled with sudden confidence.

Dont despair, Miss Lakin. All is not lost. Others know what Dr. Prescott knew

At which moment somewhere a telephone bell rang!

Theyve mended the line, came the gloomy voice of Deputy Sheriff Black, raised now on a note of excitement.

He appeared at a door on the right of the vestibule.

All incoming calls are covered, snapped Smith, as you were advised?

Yes.

Who is calling?

I dont know, the deputy sheriff replied, but its someone asking for Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

He looked in bewilderment from face to face. Nayland Smith stared at Miss Lakin, smiled grimly and walked into a long, low library, a book-lined room with a great log fire burning at one end of it. The receiver of a telephone which stood upon a table near the fire was detached from its rest.

Someone closed the outer door, and a sudden silence came in that cosy room where the logs crackled. Sarah Lakin stood at the threshold, watching with calm, grave eyes. Mark Hepburn stared in over her shoulder.

Yes, snapped Smith; who is speaking?

There was a momentary silence. Is it necessary, Sir Denis, for me to introduce myself?

Quite unnecessary, Dr. Fu-Manchu! But it is strangely unlike you to show your hand so early in the game. You are outside familiar territory. So am I. But this time, Doctor, by God we shall break you.

I trust not, Sir Denis; so much is at stake: the fate of this nation, perhaps of the world  and there are bunglers who fail to appreciate my purpose. Dr. Orwin Prescott, for instance, has been very ill-advised.

Nayland Smith turned his head towards the door, nodding significantly to Mark Hepburn; some trick of the shaded lights made his lean, tanned face look very drawn, very tired.

Since you have a certain manuscript in your possession, I assume it to be only a question of time for you to learn why the voice of the Holy Thorn became suddenly silent. In the Fathers interests and in the interests of Dr. Prescott, I advise you to consider carefully your next step, Sir Denis

Nayland Smiths heart pulsed a fraction faster  Orwin Prescott was not dead!

The abbots eloquence is difficult to restrain  and I respect courage. But some day I may cry, in the words of your English King  Henry the Second, was it not? Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest… My cry would be answered  nor should I feel called upon to walk, a barefooted penitent, to pray at the Father Abbots tomb, beside his Tower of the Holy Thorn.

Nayland Smith made no reply. He sat there, motionless, listening.

We enter upon the last phase, Sir Denis…

The guttural voice ceased. Smith replaced the receiver, sprang up, turned.

That was a cut-in on the line, he snapped. Quick, Hepburn! the nearest phone in the neighborhood: check up that call if you can.

Right. Mark Hepburn, his jaw grimly squared, buttoned up his coat.

Sarah Lakin watched Nayland Smith fascinatedly.

Hell-for-leather, Hepburn! At any cost you must get through to Abbot Donegal tonight. Dr. Fu-Manchu warns only once…


CHAPTER SEVEN. SLEEPLESS UNDERWORLD

Mark Hepburn replaced a tiny phial of a very rare re-agent on a shelf above his head and, turning, stooped and peered through a microscope at something resembling a fragment of gummy paper. For a while he studied this object and then stood upright, stretching his white-clad arms  he wore an overall  and yawning wearily. The small room in which he worked was fitted up as a laboratory. Save for a remote booming noise as of distant thunder, it was silent.

Hepburn lighted a cigarette and stared out of the closed window. The boom as of distant thunder was explained: it was caused by the ceaseless traffic in miles of busy streets.

Below him spread a night prospect of a large area of New York City. Half-right, framed by the window, the tallest building in the world reared its dizzy head to flying storm clouds. Here was a splash of red light; there, a blur of green. A train moved along its track far away to the left. Thousands of windows made illuminated geometrical patterns in the darkness. Tonight there was a damp mist, so that the flambeau upheld by the distant Statue of Liberty was not visible.

A slight sound in the little laboratory on the fortieth floor of the Regal-Athenian Tower brought Hepburn around in a flash.

He found himself looking into the dark, eager face of Nayland Smith.

Good Lord, Sir Denis! You move like a cat

I used my key…

You startled me.

Have you got it, Hepburn  have you got it?

Yes.

What? Nayland Smiths lean face, framed in the upturned fur collar of his topcoat, lighted enthusiastically. First-class job. What is it?

I dont know what it is  that is to say I dont know from what source its obtained. But its a concoction used by certain tribes on the Upper Amazon, and I happened to remember that the Academy of Medicine had a specimen and borrowed it. The preparation on the MS., the envelopes and the stamps gives identical reaction. A lot of study has been devoted to this stuff, which has remarkable properties. But nobody has yet succeeded in tracing it to its origin.

Is it called kaapi?

It is.

I might have known! snapped Nayland Smith. He has used it before with notable results. But I must congratulate you, Hepburn: imagination is so rarely allied with exact scientific knowledge.

He peeled off the heavy topcoat and tossed it on a chair. Hepburn stared and smiled in his slow fashion.

Nayland Smith was dressed in police uniform!

I was followed to headquarters, said Smith, detecting the smile. I can assure you I was not followed back. I left my cap (which didnt fit me) in the police car. Bought the coat  quite useful in this weather  at a big store with several entrances, and returned here in a taxicab.

Mark Hepburn leaned back on a glass-topped table which formed one of the appointments of the extemporized laboratory, staring in an abstracted way at Federal Officer 56.

They must know you are here, he said, in his slow dry way.

Undoubtedly! They know I am here. But it is to their advantage to see that I dont remain here.

Hepburn stared a while longer and then nodded.

You think they would come right out into the open like that?

Nayland Smith shot out his left arm, gripping the speakers shoulder.

Listen. You can hardly have forgotten the machine-gun party on the track when an attempt was made to hold up the special train? This evening I went out by a private entrance kindly placed at my disposal by the management. As I passed the corner of Forty-eighth Street, a car packed with gunmen was close behind me!

What!

The taxicab in which I was driving belonged to a group known as the Lotus Cabs…

I know it. One of the biggest corporations of its kind in the States.

It may be nothing to do with them, Hepburn. But the driver was in the pay of the other side.

You are sure?

I am quite sure. I opened the door, which is in front of the Lotus cabs, as you may remember, and crouched down beside the wheel. I said to the man: Drive like the devil! I am a federal agent and traffic rules dont apply at the moment.

What did he do?

He pretended to obey but deliberately tried to stall me! In a jam, the gunmen close behind, I jumped out, wriggled clear of the pack, cut through to Sixth Avenue and chartered another cab.

He paused and drew a long breath. Pulling out the timeworn tobacco-pouch he began to load his briar.

This ink-shop of yours is somewhat oppressive, he said. Lets go into the sitting-room.

He walked out to a larger room adjoining, Hepburn following. Over his shoulder:

Both you and I have got to disappear! he snapped.

As he spoke he turned, pipe and pouch in hand. Hepburn met the glance of piercing steely eyes and knew that Nayland Smith did not speak lightly.

The biggest prize which any man ever played for is at stake  the control of the United States of America. To his existing organization  the extent of which even I can only surmise  Dr. Fu-Manchu has added the most highly efficient underworld which civilization has yet produced.

Nayland Smith, his pipe charged, automatically made to drop the pouch back into his coat pocket, was hampered by the uniform, and tossed the pouch irritably on to a chair. He took a box of matches from the marble mantelpiece and lighted his briar. Surrounded now by clouds of smoke he turned, staring at Hepburn.

You are rounding up your Public Enemies, he went on, in his snappy, staccato fashion; but the groups which they controlled remain in existence. Those underground gangs are still operative, only awaiting the hand of a master. That master is here… and he has assumed control. Our lives, Hepburn  he snapped his fingers are not worth that! But let us review the position.

He began to walk up and down, smoking furiously.

The manuscript of Abbot Donegals uncompleted address was saturated with a preparation which you have identified, although its exact composition is unknown to you. His habit of wetting his thumb in turning over the pages (noted by a spy, almost certainly that James Richet, the secretary who has escaped us) resulted in his poisoning himself before he reached those revelations which Dr. Fu-Manchu regarded as untimely. The abbot may or may not recover his memory of those pages, but in his own interests, and I think in the interests of this country, he has been bound to silence for a time. He is off the air. So much is clear, Hepburn?

Perfectly clear.

The gum of those stamps and envelopes, reserved for Dr. Prescotts use at Weavers Farm, had been similarly treated. Prescott seems to have left the house and proceeded in the direction of the lake. He was, of course, under the influence of the drug. He was carried, as our later investigation proved, around the bank to the north end of the lake, and from there to the road, where a car was waiting. Latest reports regarding this car should reach headquarters tonight. It was, as suspected, undoubtedly proceeding in the direction of New York.

We have no clue to the person who tampered with the stationery at Weavers Farm, Hepburns monotonous voice broke in.

At the moment, none.

Nayland Smith moved restlessly in the direction of one of the windows.

Somewhere below there, he went on, shooting out a pointing forefinger, somewhere among those millions of lights, perhaps in sight from this very spot  Orwin Prescott is hidden!

I think you are right, said Mark Hepburn, quietly.

I am all but certain! New York, and not Washington, would be Dr. Fu-Manchus selection as a base. He has been operating here, through chosen agents, for some months past. Others are flocking to him. I had news from Scotland Yard only this morning of one formidable old ruffian who has slipped through their nets for the twentieth time and is believed to be here. And Prescott will have been brought to the Doctors headquarters. God knows what ordeal faces him  what choice he will be called upon to make! It is possible even that he may be given no choice!

Nayland Smith clenched his fists and shook them desperately in the direction of the myriad dancing lights of New York City.

Look! he cried. Do you see? The mist has lifted. There is the Statue of Liberty! Do you realize, Hepburn  he turned, a man all but imperturbable moved now by the immensity of his task do you realize what that figure will become if we fail?

The wild light died from his eyes. He replaced his pipe and audibly gripped the stem between his small, even white teeth.

We are not going to fail, Sir Denis, Hepburn replied in dry unmusical tones.

Thank you, snapped Nayland Smith, and gripped his shoulder. Dr. Fu-Manchu being a Chinaman, in which quarter of the city should you think it most unlikely he should establish a base?

Chinatown.

Nayland Smith laughed gleefully.

That is exactly how he will argue.

* * * *

In a small room, amber-lighted through high windows, a man worked patiently upon a clay model of a Chinese head. A distant bell sounded, and the room became plunged in darkness. Only the glowing end of a cigarette showed through this darkness. A high-pitched, guttural voice spoke.

Give me the latest Report from the Number responsible for cohering Federal Officer 56 in New York.

Only one other report to hand, the modeler replied immediately; received at eight forty-five. Federal Officer 56 is occupying an apartment in the Regal-Athenian Tower. Federal Officer Captain Mark Hepburn is also located there, and engaged upon chemical experiments. A few minutes after eight oclock, Federal Officer 56 left by the service door and engaged one of the Lotus cabs. The driver notified the Number covering Lexington exits. A protection car was instructed, but 56 gave them the slip on the corner of Forty-eighth and reached Centre Street at eight thirty-five. Report concluded as follows: Presume he is still at police headquarters as no notification that he has left is to hand.

Following a few moments of silence:

Inform me, the guttural voice continued, directly any report is received from Number 38, now proceeding from Cleveland to New York City.

The distant bell rang again and amber light prevailed once more in the small, domed room. The white-haired intellectual sculptor blinked slightly as though this sudden illumination hurt his eyes. Then, taking up tortoise-shell rimmed spectacles which he had laid down at the moment that the light had become extinguished, he dropped the stump of an Egyptian cigarette in an ash tray, having ignited another from the burning end. Taking up a modeling tool he returned to his eternal task…


CHAPTER EIGHT. THE BLACK HAT

A Lotus cab, conspicuous by reason of its cream body-work and pink line, drew up at the corner of Mulberry and Bayard Streets. The passenger got out; a small man, very graceful of movement, dark, sleek, wearing a gray waterproof overcoat and a soft black hat. He stood for a moment beside the driver as he paid his fare, glancing back along the route they had followed.

His fare paid, he crossed Pell Street and began to walk east.

The driver turned his cab, but then made a detour, crossing Mott Street. He pulled up before Wu Kings Bar and went in. He came out again inside three minutes and drove away.

Meanwhile, the man in the black hat continued to walk east. A trickle of rain was falling, and a bleak wind searched the Chinese quarter. He increased his pace. Bright lights shone out from stores and restaurants, but the inclement weather had driven the Asiatic population under cover. In those pedestrians who passed him in the drizzle the man in the black hat seemed to take no interest whatever. He walked on with an easy, swinging stride as one confident that no harm would come to him in Chinatown.

When he passed an open door, to his nostrils came a whiff of that queer commingling of incense and spice which distinguishes the quarter. The Chinaman is a law-abiding citizen. His laws may be different from those of the Western world, but to his own codes he conforms religiously. Only a country cousin on a sight-seeing expedition could have detected anything mysterious about the streets through which the man in the black hat hurried. Even Deputy Inspector Gregory of the branch accountable for the good behavior of Chinatown had observed nothing mysterious in his patrol of the public resorts and private byways.

Except for a curious hush when he had stopped in at Wu Kings Bar for a chat with the genial proprietor and a look around for a certain Celestial there was nothing in the slightest degree suspicious in the behavior of the people of the Asiatic quarter. This impression of a hush which had fallen at the moment of his entrance he had been unable to confirm  it might have been imaginary. In any event Wu Kings was the headquarters of the Hip Sing Tong, and if it meant anything it probably meant a brewing disturbance between rival Chinese societies.

He was still considering the impression which this hush, real or imaginary, had made upon his mind when, turning a corner, he all but bumped into the man with the black hat.

The black hat was lowered against the keen wind; the detective, wind behind him, was walking very upright. Then, in a flash, the black-hatted man had gone. Momentarily the idea crossed the detectives mind that he had not seen the mans face  it might have been the face of a Chinaman, and he was anxious to meet a certain Chinaman.

He turned for a moment, looking back.

The man in the black hat had disappeared.

It was a particularly foul night, and Gregory had more than carried out his instructions. He trudged on through the icy drizzle to make his report. Secret orders had been received from headquarters calling upon all officers to look out for a very old Chinaman known in London as Sam Pak, and now believed to be posing as a residing alien. His description was vividly etched upon the detectives mind. The man in the black hat could not possibly fill the part, for this Sam Pak was very old. What this very old man could be wanted for was not clear to the deputy inspector. Nevertheless, that momentary instinct would have served him well had he obeyed it…

The man whose features he had failed to see turned the first corner behind the police officer. When Gregory looked back the man was watching. Seeing Gregory walk on, he pursued his way. This led him past the corner occupied by Wu Kings Bar and right to the end of the block. Here the man in the black hat paused in shelter of a dark doorway, lighting a cigarette and shielding the light with an upraised hand. He then consulted a type-written sheet which he drew from his raincoat pocket. Evidently satisfied that he had not misunderstood his instructions, he replaced the lighter and glanced swiftly right and left along the street. This inspection assured him that none of the few pedestrians in sight was Gregory (whom he had recognized for a police officer). He groped along the wall on his right, found and pressed a bell.

Then again he looked out cautiously. Only one traveler, a small, furtive Asiatic figure, was approaching in his direction. A slight sound told the man in the black hat that a door had opened. He turned, stepped forward and paused, seeking now with his left hand. He found a switch and depressed it. He heard the door close behind him. A moment more he waited, then, fumbling again in the darkness, he discovered a second switch, and light sprang up in the narrow passage in which he stood. The door which had opened to admit him was now shut. Another closed door was at the end of the passage. There was a bell-push beside it. He pressed the bell seven times  slowly…

* * * *

Deputy Inspector Gregory had not quite reached the end of the block, when heading towards him through the mist and rain he saw a tall, gaunt figure, that of a Salvation Army captain, gray-moustached and bespectacled. He would have passed on, for the presence of Salvation Army officials in unlikely quarters and the most inclement weather was a sight familiar enough. But the tall man pulled up directly in his path, and:

Excuse me if I am wrong, he said, speaking slowly and harshly, but I think you are a police officer?

Gregory glanced the speaker over and nodded. Thats right, he replied. What can I do for you?

I am looking, the harsh voice continued, for a defaulter, a wayward brother who has fallen into sin. I saw him not five minutes ago, but lost him on the corner of Pell Street. As you were coming from that direction it is possible that you passed him.

Whats he like to look at?

He is a small man wearing a gray topcoat and a black soft hat. It is not our intention to charge him with his offense, but it is my duty to endeavor to overtake him.

He passed me less than two minutes ago, Gregory replied sharply. Whats he listed for?

Converting money to his own uses; but no soul is beyond redemption.

The harsh, gloomy voice held that queer note of exaltation which Inspector Gregory had heard so often without being able to determine whether it indicated genuine piety or affection.

Ill step back with you, he said tersely. I know the corner he went round, and I know who lives in every house on that street. Wed better hurry!

He turned and hurried back against the biting wind, the tall Salvation Army official striding along beside him silently. They came to the corner on which Wu Kings Bar was situated  the resort which Gregory had so recently visited; turning around it, they were temporarily sheltered from the icy blast.

He may have gone into Wus, said Gregory, as they looked along a deserted street, at one or two points of which lights shone out on the rain-drenched sidewalk. Just stay here, and Ill check up.

He pushed open the door of the restaurant. To the nostrils of the Salvation Army official who stood outside was wafted a breath of that characteristic odor which belongs to every Chinatown in the world. In less than a minute the detective was out again.

Not been in Wus, he reported. He must have gone in somewhere farther along, otherwise there wouldnt be any object in going that way; unless hes out for a walk. Theres no other joint open back there. Do you know of any connections he has in this quarter?

Probably many, the harsh voice replied, and there was sadness in the tone. Hes attached to our Chinatown branch. Im obliged to you but will trouble you no further, except to ask that if ever you see this man, you will detain him.

Gregory nodded, turned, and started off.

No trouble, he said. Hope you find the guy.

The Salvation Army official walked to the end of the street, gloomily scrutinizing closed doors to right and left, seeming to note the names over the shops, the numbers, the Chinese signs. Then turning to the right again at the end of the block, he walked on through the rain for a considerable distance and finally entered an elevated railroad station…

Salvation Army delegates from all over the United States were assembled in New York that week, and a group of the senior officials had been accommodated at the Regal-Athenian Hotel. Therefore, no one in the vast marble-pillared lobby of that palatial establishment was surprised to see the tall and gloomy captain walk in. No confrère was visible in the public rooms through which he passed: the last had retired fully an hour earlier. Entering a tower elevator:

Thirty-three, he announced gloomily.

He stepped out on the thirty-third floor, where two deputies from neighboring states were sharing an apartment. He did not go to their apartment, however. He opened a door at the end of the long carpeted corridor and began to mount a stair. He met no one on his way, but at the fortieth floor he opened a door and peered out into another deserted carpeted corridor…

Captain Mark Hepburn, pacing restlessly from room to room of the suite at the top of the tower, sometimes looking out of the window at rain-drenched New York below him, sometimes listening to the whine of the elevator, and sometimes exchanging glances with the equally restless Fey, Nayland Smiths man, who also wandered disconsolately about, suddenly paused in the little vestibule. He had heard quick footsteps.

A moment later the door opened, and a gloomy Salvation Army captain entered.

Thank God! Sir Denis, said Hepburn and tried to repress the emotion he felt. I was getting really worried.

The Salvation Army captain removed his cap, his spectacles, and, very gingerly, his gray moustache, revealing the gaunt, eager features of Nayland Smith.

Thanks, Hepburn, he snapped. I am sorry to have bothered you. But I was right.

What!

Fey appeared silently, his stoic face a mask.

A whisky and soda, sir? he suggested.

Thanks, Fey; a stiff one.

A triumphant light danced in Smiths steely eyes, and:

It looks as though you had some news, said Hepburn.

I have. Nayland Smith extracted pipe and pouch from the pocket of his uniform jacket. My guess was right  a pure guess, Hepburn, no more; but I was right. Can you imagine whom I saw down there in Chinatown tonight?

Not

No  my luck didnt go as far as that. But just as I was turning out of Mott Street, right in the light from a restaurant, I saw our friend James Richet  Abbot Donegals ex-secretary!

Richet?

Exactly; one of the key men. Luck was with me. Then, suddenly it turned. Of all the unimaginable things, Hepburn… a real Salvation Army officer came up to me! Following a brief conversation he challenged me to establish my identity, and I was forced to do so.

He pulled back the top of his tunic, revealing, the gold badge of a federal agent.

A clumsy business, Hepburn. But what could I do? In the meantime, I had lost my man. I met a detective officer as I went racing around the corner. He was unmistakable. I know a policeman, to whatever country he belongs, a quarter of a mile away. He had passed my man and he did his best. I have memorized all the possible places into which he may have gone. But one thing is established, Hepburn  Dr. Fu-Manchu has a Chinatown base…


CHAPTER NINE. THE SEVEN-EYED GODDESS

James Richet, known to the organization of which he was a member as Number 38, stepped through a doorway  the fifth he had counted  and knew he must be below sea level. This door immediately closed behind him.

He found himself in a lobby with stone-faced walls. A silk-shaded lantern hung from an iron bracket. Immediately facing him was another arched doorway, curtained. Above the curtain-rod glowed a dim semi-circle of light. This place smelled like a joss house. The only other item of furniture was a narrow cushioned divan, and upon this, a very old Chinaman was squatting. He wore a garment resembling a blue smock; he crouched forward on the divan, his veinous, clawlike hands resting upon his knees. He was a man of incalculable age: an intricate network of wrinkles mapped the whole of his face. His eyes were mere slits in the yellow skin. He might have been a chryselephantine statue, wrought by the cunning hand of a Chinese master.

A movement ever so slight of the bowed head indicated to Richet that the man on the divan was looking at him. He raised the left lapel of his topcoat. A small badge, apparently made of gold and ivory, not unlike one of the chips used at the Monte Carlo gaming tables, was revealed. It bore the number 38.

James Richet, he said.

One of the talon hands moved back to the wall  and, in some place beyond a bell rang, dimly. A clawish finger indicated the curtained doorway. James Richet crossed the lobby, drew the curtain aside and entered.

The night out of which he had come was wet and icily cold, but the moisture which he wiped now from his forehead was not entirely due to the rain. He had removed his hat and stood looking about him. This was a rectangular apartment, also stone-faced; the floor was of polished stone upon which several rugs were spread. There were seven doors, two in each of the long walls, two in that ahead of him, and the one by which he had entered. Above each of them, on an iron bracket, a lantern was hung, shaded with amber silk. All the openings were draped, and the drapery of each was of a different color. There were cushioned seats all around the walls, set between the seven openings.

There was no other furniture except a huge square block of black granite, set in the center of the stone floor and supporting a grotesque figure which only an ultra-modern sculptor could have produced: a goddess possessing seven green eyes, so that one of her eyes watched each of the openings. There was the same perfume in the place as of stale incense, but nevertheless unlike the more characteristic odor of Chinatown. The place was silent, very silent. In contrast to the bitter weather prevailing up above, it seemed to be tropically hot. There was no one visible.

Richet looked about him uneasily. Then, as if the proximity even of the mummy-like Chinaman in the lobby afforded some sense of human companionship, he sat down just right of the opening by which he had entered placing his black hat upon the cushions beside him.

He tried to think. This place was a miracle of cunning  Chinese cunning. As one descended from the secret street door (and this, alone, was difficult to find) a second, masked door gave access to a considerable room. There was no other visible exit from this room. He realized that a police raid would almost certainly end there. Yet there were three more hidden doors  probably steel  and three short flights of stone steps before one reached this temple of the seven-eyed goddess. These doors had been opened from beyond as he had descended.

No sound came from the lobby. Richet slightly changed his position. A green eye seemed to be watching him. But it proved to be impossible to escape the regard of one of those seven eyes; and, viewed from any point, the grotesque idol displayed some feminine line, some strange semblance of distorted womanhood…

James Richet was a qualified attorney, and had practiced for several years in Los Angeles. The yellow streak in his pedigree  his maternal grandmother had been a Kanaka  formed a check to his social ambition. Perhaps it was an operative factor in his selection of an easier and more direct path to wealth than the legitimate practice of his profession had offered him. He had become the legal adviser of one of the big beer barons. Later, the underworlds of Chicago and New York held no secrets from him…

The silence of this strange stone cellar was very oppressive; he avoided looking at the evil figure which dominated it…

His former chiefs, one after another, had been piled up on the rocks of the new administration. Then a fresh tide had come in his affairs, at a time when he began seriously to wonder if Federal inquiries would become focused upon himself. Some new control had seized upon the broken group of which he was a surviving unit. A highly paid post was found for him as legal adviser and secretary to Abbot Donegal. He was notified that special duties would be allotted from time to time. But in spite of all his cunning  for he was more cunning than clever  he had not up to the present moment succeeded in learning the political aims of the person or persons who, as he had realized for a long time, now controlled the vast underworld network which extended from coast to coast of the United States.

Of his former associates he had seen nothing during the time that he was attached to Abbot Donegals staff at the Shrine of the Holy Thorn. Copies of the abbots colossal mailing list he had supplied to an address in New York City; advanced drafts of all sermons and lectures; and a precis of a certain class of correspondence.

Personal contact between himself and his real employer was made through the medium of Lola Dumas. His last urgent instructions, which had led to the breakdown of Abbot Donegal during a broadcast lecture, had been given to him by Lola… that provocative study in slender curves, creamy skin and ebony-black hair; somber almond-shaped eyes (deep, dark lakes in which a mans soul was drowned); petulant, scornful lips… Lola.

Lola! She was supremely desirable, but maddeningly elusive. Together, what could they not do? She knew so many things that he burned to learn; but all that he had gathered from her was that they belonged to an organization governed by a board of seven…

Hot though the place was, he shuddered. Seven! This hell-inspired figure which always watched him had seven eyes!

From time to time Lola would appear in the nearby town without warning, occupying the best suite in the best hotel, and would summon him to meet her. It was Lola Dumas, on the first day that he had taken up his duties, who had brought him his badge. He had smiled. Later he had ceased to smile. Up to the time that he had fled from the Shrine of the Holy Thorn he had never learned how many other agents of the Seven were attached to the staff of the abbot. Two only he had met: Mrs. Adair, and a man who acted as night watchman. Now, shepherded from point to point in accordance with typed instructions headed: In the event of failure and received by him on the morning before the fateful broadcast, he was in New York; at last in the headquarters of his mysterious chief!

Something in the atmosphere of this place seemed to shake him. He wondered  and became conscious of nervous perspiration  if his slight deviation from the route laid down in his instructions had escaped notice…

One of the colored curtains was swept aside, and he saw Lola Dumas facing him from the end of the temple of the seven-eyed goddess.


CHAPTER TEN. JAMES RICHET

Mark Hepburn sat at the desk by the telephone, making notes of many incoming calls, issuing instructions in some cases. Nayland Smith, at the big table by the window, worked on material which seemed to demand frequent reference to one of two large maps pinned on the wall before him. Hepburn lighted numberless cigarettes. Nayland Smith was partially hidden behind a screen of pipe smoke.

Despite the lateness of the hour, Fey, the taciturn, might be heard moving about in the kitchenette.

The doorbell rang.

Smith turned in his chair. Hepburn stood up. As Fey crossed the sitting-room to reach the vestibule:

Remember orders, Fey! Smith rapped.

Feys Sioux-like, leathern features exhibited no expression whatever. He extended a large palm in which a small automatic rested.

Very good, sir.

He opened the door. Outside stood a man in Regal-Athenian uniform and another who wore a peaked cap.

Hes all right, said the man in uniform. He is a Western Union messenger…

When the door was closed again and Fey had returned to his cramped quarters, Nayland Smith read the letter which the man had delivered. He studied, it carefully, a second and a third time; then handed it to Hepburn.

Any comments?

Mark Hepburn took the letter and read:

Weavers Farm,

Winton, Conn.

Dear Sir Denis:

Something so strange has occurred that I feel you should know at once. (I regret to say that my telephone is again out of order.) A man called upon me early this evening who gave the name of Julian Sankey. Before this, he made me promise to tell no one but you what he had to say. He implied that he had information that would enable us to locate Orwin. He was a smallish, dark man, with very spruce lank black hair and the slyly ingratiating manners of an Argentine gigolo. A voice like velvet.

I gave my promise, which seemed to satisfy him, and he then told me that he was a reluctant member of an organization which planned to make Harvey Bragg dictator. He conveyed the idea that he knew the inside of this organization and that he was prepared, on terms, and with guaranteed government protection, to place all his knowledge at our disposal. He assured me that Orwin was a prisoner in New York, and that his (Sankeys) safety being assured by you, he would indicate the exact spot. I have an address to which to write, and it is evidently urgent. I shall be in New York tomorrow and will call upon you, if I may, at four oclock.

What do you think we should do?

Very sincerely yours,

Sarah Lakin.

Mark Hepburn laid the letter down upon the table.

The description, he said dryly, would fit James Richet as well as any man I know.

Nayland Smith, watching him, smiled triumphantly.

I am glad to hear you say so, he declared. You order this mans arrest; he disappears. He is out to save his skin

It may be.

If it is Richet, then Richet would be a valuable card to hold. Its infuriating, Hepburn, to think that I missed grabbing the fellow tonight! My next regret is that our fair correspondent omits the address at which we can communicate with this Julian Sankey. Does any other point in the letter strike you?

Yes, said Hepburn slowly. Its undated. But my own sister, who is an honor graduate, rarely dates her letters. The other thing is the telephone.

The telephone is the all-important thing.

Mark Hepburn turned and met the fixed gaze of Nayland Smiths eyes. He nodded.

I dont like the disconnected telephone, Hepburn. I know the master schemer who is up against us…! I am wondering if this information will ever come to hand…

* * * *

A man who wore a plain yellow robe, in the loose sleeves of which his hands were concealed, sat at a large lacquered table in a small room. Some quality in the sound which penetrated through three windows, all of them slightly opened, suggested that this room was situated at a great height above a sleepless city.

Two of the walls were almost entirely occupied by bookcases; the lacquer table was set in the angle formed by these books, and upon it, in addition to neatly arranged documents, were a number of queer-looking instruments and appliances.

Also, there was a porcelain bowl in which a carved pipe with a tiny bowl rested.

The room was very hot and the air laden with a peculiar aromatic smell. The man in the yellow robe lay back in a carved, padded chair; a black cap resembling a biretta crowned his massive skull. His immobile face resembled one of those ancient masterpieces of ivory mellowed in years of incense; a carving of Gautama Buddha  by one who disbelieved his doctrine. The eyes in this remarkable face had been closed; now, suddenly, they opened. They were green as burnished jade under moonlight.

The man in the yellow robe put on a pair of tinted spectacles and studied a square, illuminated screen which was one of the several unusual appointments of the table… Upon this screen, in miniature, appeared a moving picture of the subterranean room where the seven-eyed goddess sat eternally watching. James Richet was talking to Lola Dumas.

The profound student of humanity seated at the lacquer table was cruelly just. He wished to study this man who, after doing good work, had seen fit to leave his ordered route and to visit the cousin of Orwin Prescott. Steps had been taken to check any possible consequences. But the fate of the one who had made these measures necessary hung now in the balance.

They stood close together, and although their figures appeared distant, but not so perhaps through the lenses of the glasses worn by the Chinaman, their voices sounded quite normal, as though they were speaking in the room in which he sat.

Lola, I have the game in my hand. Richet threw his left arm around the womans shoulders and drew her to him. Dont pretend. Were in this thing together.

Lola Dumas lithe body bent backwards as he strove to reach her lips.

You are quite mad, she said breathlessly. Because I was amused once, why should you think I am a fool? She twisted, bent, and broke free, turning and facing him, her dark eyes blazing. I can play, but when I work, I quit play. You are dreaming, my dear, if you think you can ever get control.

But I tell you I have the game in my hand. The man, fists clenched, spoke tensely, passionately. It is for you to say the word. Why should a newcomer, a stranger, take charge when you and I

You young fool! Do you want to die so young?

I tell you, Lola, Im not the fool. I know Kern Adler, the big New York lawyer, is in this. And what I say goes with Kern. I know Blondie Hahn is. And Blondie stands for all the useful boys still at large. I know how to handle Blondie. Were old friends. I have all the Donegal material. No one knows the inside of the Brotherhood of National Equality as I know it. Whats more  I know where to go for backing, and I dont need Bragg! Lola…

A slender ivory hand, the fingernails long, pointed and highly burnished, moved across the lacquered table in that distant high room.

Six of the seven lights over curtained openings went out.

Whats this? muttered Richet. What do we do now?

He was inspired by his own vehemence; he felt capable of facing Satan in person.

Go into the lighted alcove, said the woman coldly. The President is ready to interview you.

Richet paused, fists still half clenched, stepped towards the light, then glanced back. Lola Durmas had gone. She was lost in the incense-haunted darkness… but one green eye of the goddess watched him out of the shadows. He moved forward, swept the curtain aside and found himself in a small, square stone cell, possessing no furniture whatever. The curtain fell back into place with a faint swishing sound. He looked about him, his recent confidence beginning to wane. Then a voice spoke  a high-pitched, guttural voice.

James Richet, I am displeased with you.

Richet looked right, left, above and below. Then:

Who is speaking? he demanded angrily. These stage illusions are not impressive. Was I to blame for what happened? I wish to see you, speak to you face to face.

An unwise wish, James Richet. Only Numbers one to twelve have that privilege.

Richets brow was covered with nervous perspiration.

I want a square deal, he said, striving to be masterful.

You shall have a square deal, the implacable, guttural voice replied. You will be given sealed orders by the Number in charge of Base 3. See that you carry out his instructions to the letter…

* * * *

Mark Hepburn sprang up in bed.

All right, Hepburn!  it was Nayland Smiths voice. Sorry to awake you, but theres a job for us.

The light had been switched on, and Hepburn stared somewhat dazedly at the speaker, then glanced down at his watch. The hour was 3.15 a.m. But Nayland Smith was fully dressed. Now wide awake:

What is it? Hepburn asked, impressed by his companions grim expression and beginning also to dress hastily.

I dont know  yet. I was called five minutes ago  I had not turned in  by the night messenger. A taxi  perhaps a coincidence, but it happens to be a Lotus taxi  pulled up at the main entrance. The passenger asked the man to step into the lobby and inquire for me

In what name?

The title was curiously accurate, Hepburn. It was typed on a slip of paper. The man was told to ask for Federal Agent Ex-Assistant Commissioner Sir Denis Nayland Smith, O.B.E.!

Hepburn was now roughly dressed. He turned, staring:

But to everybody except myself and Fey you are plain Mr. Smith!

Exactly. That is why I see the hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu, who has a ghastly sense of humor, in this. The man pretended to obey his orders, I gather, but he had not gone three paces when something happened. Lets hurry down. The man is there… so is his passenger.

The night manager and a house detective were talking to Fey by the open door of the apartment.

Queerest thing that ever happened in my experience, gentlemen, said the manager. I only hope it isnt a false alarm. The string of titles means nothing to me. But you are Mr. Smith and I know you are a Federal agent. This way. The elevator is waiting. If you will follow me I will take you by a shorter route.

Down they went to the street level. Led by the manager they hurried along a service passage, crossed a wide corridor, two empty offices, and came out at the far end of the vast pillared and carpeted main foyer. Except for robot-like workers vacuum cleaning, it was deserted and in semi-darkness. A lofty, shadow-haunted place. Light shone from the open door of the night managers room…

A man who wore a topcoat over pyjamas was examining a still figure stretched on a sofa. There were three other men in the room, one of them the taxi driver.

Nayland Smith shot a searching glance at the latters pale, horrified face, as, cap on the back of his head, he stared over the doctors shoulder, and then, pushing his way forward he too looked once, and:

Good God! he muttered. Hepburn  Mark Hepburn was beside him what is it? Have you ever met with anything like it?

There was a momentary silence, grotesquely disturbed by the hum of a distant vacuum cleaner.

The prostrate man, whose torso had been stripped by the resident physician probably in a vain attempt to restore cardiac action, exhibited on his face and neck a number of vivid scarlet spots. They were about an eighth of an inch in diameter and on the dull white skin resembled drops of blood…

Never.

Mark Hepburns voice was husky. The doctor looked up. He was a heavily built, Teutonic type, his shrewd eyes magnified by powerful spectacles.

If you are a brother practitioner, he said, you are welcome. This case is outside my experience.

When did he actually die? rapped Nayland Smith.

He was already dead when I arrived  although I worked over him for ten minutes or more

The scarlet spots! blurted the taxi driver in a frightened voice Thats what he called out. The scarlet spots  and then he was down on the sidewalk rolling about and screaming!

Mark Hepburn glanced at Nayland Smith.

You were right, he said; we shall never get that information.

The dead man was James Richet, ex-secretary to Abbot Donegal!


CHAPTER ELEVEN. RED SPOTS

What is it, mister, the taximan whispered, some new kind of a fever?

No, said Nayland Smith. Its a new kind of a murder!

Why do you say so? the hotel doctor asked, glancing in a puzzled way at the ghastly object on the sofa.

But Nayland Smith did not reply. Turning to the night manager:

I want no one at present in the foyer, he said, to leave without my orders. You  he pointed to the house detective will mount guard over the taxicab outside the main entrance. No one must touch it or enter it. No one must pass along the sidewalk between the taxi and the hotel doors. It remains where it stands until further notice. Hepburn  he turned get two patrolmen to take over this duty. Hurry. I need you here.

Mark Hepburn nodded and went out of the night managers room, followed by the house detective.

What about anyone living here and coming in late? asked the night manager, speaking with a rich Tipperary brogue.

Whats your house detectives name?

Lawkin.

Lawkin! cried Smith, standing in the open door, any residents are to be directed to some other entrance.

O.K., sir.

The use of an office, Mr. Dougherty, Nayland Smith continued, addressing the manager, on this floor? Can you oblige us?

Certainly, Mr. Smith. The office next to this.

Excellent. Have you notified the police?

I considered I had met regulations by notifying yourself and Captain Hepburn.

So you have. I suppose a man is not qualified to hold your job unless he possesses tact. He turned to the taximan. Will you follow Mr. Dougherty to the office and wait for me there?

The driver, a man palpably shaken, obeyed Doughertys curt nod and followed him out, averting his eyes from the sofa. Two men and the doctor remained, one wearing dinner kit, the other a lounge suit. To the former:

I presume that you are assistant night manager? said Nayland Smith.

That is so. Fisk is my name, sir. This  indicating the square-jowled wearer of the lounge suit is James Harris, assistant house detective.

Good, rapped Nayland Smith. Harris  give a hand to Lawkin outside. Harris went out. And now, Mr. Fisk, will you please notify Mr. Dougherty that I wish to remain alone here with Dr.

My name is Scheky, said the physician.

  with Dr. Scheky. The assistant night manager went out, Nayland Smith and Dr. Scheky were alone with the dead man.

I have endeavored to clear this room, Doctor, Smith continued, addressing the burly physician in the topcoat, without creating unnecessary panic. But do you realize that you and I now face risk of the same death  he pointed that he died?

I had not realized it, Mr. Smith, the physician admitted, glancing down with a changed expression at the bright red blotches on the dead mans skin; nor do I know why you suspect murder.

Perhaps you will understand later, Doctor. When Captain Hepburn returns I am sending for certain equipment. If you care to go to your apartment I will have you called when we are ready…

In an adjoining office, amid cleared desks and closed files, the pale-faced taximan faced Nayland Smiths interrogation.

I took him up on Times Square… No, I never seen him before. He gave the address Regal-Athenian, Park entrance.… Sure he seemed all right; nothing wrong with him. When we get here he says: Go in to the desk and ask if this man is in the hotel  and he slips me the piece of paper through the window. Give em the paper  that was what he said. Its a hard name

Sure of that? rapped Nayland Smith.

Dead sure. I took the paper and started… There was nobody about. As I moved off, he pulled out of his pocket what looks like a notebook. I guess its out there now… Next minute I hear his first yell  mister, it was awful! He had the door open in a flash and falls right out on to the sidewalk.

Where were you? What did you do?

Im halfway up the hotel steps. I started to run back. Hes lashing around down there and seems to be tearing his clothes off

Stop. You are quite certain on this point?

Sure, the man declared earnestly; Im sure certain. He had his topcoat right off and ripped his collar open… Hes yelling, The scarlet spots!  like I told you. Thats what I heard him yell. And hes fighting and twisting like he was wrestling with somebody… Gee!

The man pulled his cap off and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. I run in here. There wasnt a cop in sight. Nobody was in sight… What could I do, mister? I figured hed gone raving mad… When we got out to him hes lying almost still. Only his hands was twitching…

The night manager came into the office.

All heat turned off on this floor, he reported, and all doors closed…

Outside the Regal-Athenian the atmosphere was arctic. Two patrolmen watched Mark Hepburn with an electric torch and a big lens examining every square foot of sidewalk and the carpeted steps leading up to the main entrance. Residents who arrived late were directed to a door around the corner. In reply to questions the invariable answer of the police was:

Somebody lost something valuable.

The death cab had been run into an empty garage. It had been sealed; and at this very moment two men wearing chemists masks were pumping it full of a powerful germicidal gas.

Later, assisted by Dr. Scheky  both men dressed as if working in an operating theatre  Hepburn stripped and thoroughly examined the body and the garments of James Richet. The body was then removed, together with a number of objects found in Richets possession. The night managers room was sealed, to be fumigated. The main foyer, Nayland Smith ordered, must be closed to the public pending further orders. Dawn was very near when Dr. Scheky said to Hepburn:

You are not by chance under the impression that this man died of some virulent form of plague?

Mark Hepburn stared haggardly at the physician. They were dead beat.

To be perfectly frank, Doctor, he answered, I dont know of what he died…


CHAPTER TWELVE. NUMBER 81

In that domed room, amber-lighted through curious Gothic windows, the white-haired sculptor sat smoking Egyptian cigarettes and putting the finishing touches to a sinister clay head which one might have assumed to be his lifes work. Pinned upon a wooden panel beside the tripod on which the clay was set, was some kind of small colored picture, part of which had been masked out so that what remained resembled a tiny face surrounded by a margin of white paper.

This the sculptor examined through a powerful magnifying glass, and then lowering the glass, scrutinized the clay. Evidently his work was to attempt to produce a life-size model of the tiny head pinned to the board.

Seeming to be not wholly satisfied, the sculptor laid down the lens with a sigh and wheeled the clay along to the end of the table. At which moment the amber light went out, the dim bell rang. A high-pitched, imperious, guttural voice spoke.

The latest report from the Regal-Athenian.

Received at 5.10 a.m. from Number in charge. Foyer closed to the public by Federal orders. Night managers office sealed. Taxi in garage on Lexington. The body of the dead man identified as that of James Richet, late secretary to Abbot Donegal, removed at 5 a.m. to police mortuary. Cause of death unknown. Federal Agents Smith and Hepburn in their quarters in the tower. End of report.

Followed some moments of silence, broken only by an occasional faint ticking from an electric clock. Then:

Fix the recording attachment, Number 81, came an order. You are free for four hours.

Amber light poured again into the room. Number 81 stood up. Opening a cupboard in the telephone table, he attached three plugs to a switchboard contained in the cupboard. One of these connected with the curious electric clock which stood upon the desk; another with a small motor which operated in connection with the telephone; and a third with a kind of dictaphone capable of automatically recording six thousand words or more without change of cylinder.

As he was about to close the cupboard, a dim buzz indicated an incoming message. The faint hum of well-oiled machinery followed; a receiver-rest was lifted as if by invisible fingers, and a gleaming black cylinder began to revolve, the needle point churning wax from its polished surface as the message was recorded. A tiny aluminium disk dropped into a tray below the electric clock, having stamped upon it the exact time at which the telephone bell had rung.

Number 81, as if his endless duties had become second nature, waited until the cylinder ceased to revolve. The telephone-rest sprang up into its place; from the electric clock came the sound of a faint tick. Number 81 pressed a button on the desk. The cylinder began to revolve again and a voice spoke  that of the man whose report had just been recorded.

Speaking from Base 3. The Abbot Donegal reported missing. There is reason to believe that he slipped away during the night and may be proceeding to New York to be present at the debate at Carnegie Hall. All Numbers along possible routes have been notified, but no report to hand. Number 44 speaking.

Presumably satisfied that the mechanism was running smoothly, Number 81 closed the cupboard and stood up. Thus seen, he was an even bigger man than he had appeared seated; an untidy but an imposing figure. He took up the clay model, lifting it with great care. He slipped a tin of Egyptian cigarettes into a pocket of his dressing-gown and walked towards one of the panels which surrounded the seemingly doorless room.

This he opened by pressing a concealed switch. A descending staircase was revealed. Carrying the clay model as carefully and lovingly as a mother carries her newly born infant, he descended, closing the door behind him. He; went down one flight and entered a small, self-contained apartment. A table littered with books, plans, and all sorts of manuscripts stood by an open window. There was a bed in an alcove, and beyond, through an open door, a glimpse might be obtained of a small bathroom. Clearing a space on the littered table, Number 81 set down the clay model. He crossed the room and opened a cupboard. It showed perfectly empty. He raised a telephone from its hook. In German:

The same as last night, he said harshly; but the liver sausage was no good. Also, I must have the real German lager. This which you send me is spurious. Hurry, please, I have much to do.

These orders given, he crossed to the table and stared down dully at a large open book which lay there, its margins pencilled with numerous notes in tiny, neat handwriting. The book was Interstellar Cycles by Professor Albert Morgenstahl, Europes greatest physicist and master mathematician  expelled a year earlier from Germany for anti-Nazi tendencies and later reported to be dead.

At this work Number 81 stared for some time, turning the pages over idly and resting a long tobacco-stained finger upon certain of the notes. There was a creaking in the cupboard and a laden wagon occupied its previously vacant space. Upon this wagon a substantial repast was set. Taking out a long-necked bottle of wine and uncorking it, Number 81 filled a glass. This he tasted and then set it down.

He threw open the French windows upon one side of the room, revealing a narrow balcony with a high railing of scrolled ironwork. A weather-beaten table stood there, and for a moment Number 81 leaned upon it, gazing down upon a night panorama of the great city below; snow-covered roofs, dwarf buildings and giant towers; a distant gleam of water; a leaden sky. It was bitterly cold at that great elevation; an icy breeze stirred the mane of white hair.

But, as if immune to climatic conditions, Number 81 bore out the clay head of the majestic Chinaman and set it upon the table. Below him a dome, its veins gilded, every crack and cranny coated with snow, swept down gracefully to a lower parapet. Muffled noises from streets set in deep gullies reached his ears. He returned for his glass of wine, raised his head to the leaden sky, and:

To the day of freedom! he cried. To the day when we meet face to face. And now his eyes, glaring insanely, were lowered to the clay head To the day when we meet face to face; when those wheels in which I am trapped, which seem to move, inexorable as the planets in their courses, are still forever.

He drank deeply, then tossed the remainder of the wine contemptuously into the face of the modeled head. He dashed the glass on the paving at his feet and, picking up the work to which he had devoted so many hours of care, raised it in both hands high above his head.

His expression maniacal, his teeth bared in a wolfish grin, far out over the dome he hurled it. It fell with a dull thud on the leaden covering. It broke, the parts showering down to the parapet, to fall, meaningless fragments, into some street far below…


CHAPTER THIRTEEN. TANGLED CLUES

In the light of a gray wintry dawn creeping wanly through the windows, Nayland Smith and Mark Hepburn stood looking down at some curious objects set out upon the big corner table. These had been found in Richets possession.

One was a gold and ivory badge. Hepburn took it up and stared at it curiously. It bore the number 38.

According to the taximan, said Nayland Smith, to whom I showed it, these badges simply mean that the wearer is an official of Harvey Braggs League of Good Americans. It appears that no man is eligible for employment by the Lotus Cab Corporation who is not a member of this league.

Theres more in it than that, Hepburn murmured thoughtfully.

I agree; but I dont think the man knew it. He admitted that they sometimes had orders from wearers of such badges requiring them to pick up certain passengers at indicated points and to report where they set them down.

But he denied that he had any such orders last night?

He stuck to it grimly. According to his account, the choice of his cab by Richet was a coincidence.

Hepburn laid the badge down.

There are only two other points of interest, said Nayland Smith, although we may learn more if we can trace Richets baggage. These are his notes of Weavers Farm and of this address… that.

The object to which he pointed, found upon the floor of the taxi, was certainly an odd thing for a man to carry about. It was a cardboard case made to hold a pack of playing cards… but there were no cards!

Several sheets of blank paper had also been found, folded in a manner which seemed to indicate that they had been in the cardboard case. This case, in Smiths opinion, was the object which the driver had mistaken for a notebook.

Richet was actually holding it in his hand, Hepburn, he rapped energetically, at the moment of the attack. This fact is of first-rate importance.

Hepburn, eyes half closed, nodded slowly. The nervous energy of this man surpassed anything in his experience. And as if recognition of his companions weariness had come to him suddenly, Nayland Smith grasped Hepburns arm.

You are asleep already! he declared, and smiled sympathetically. Suppose we arrange to meet for ham and eggs at noon. Dont forget, Miss Lakin is due at four oclock. If you meet her  not a word about Richet.

* * * *

The bell rang, and Fey, his leathery face characteristically expressionless, crossed the vestibule and opened the door. A woman stood there, tall and composed, her iron-gray hair meticulously groomed as it peeped from beneath the brim of a smart but suitable hat. She was wrapped in furs. Beside her stood a man who wore the uniform of the Regal-Athenian Hotel. He exchanged a glance with Fey, nodded, turned and went away.

Sir Denis is expecting you, madam, said Fey, standing aside.

And as the visitor entered the vestibule, Nayland Smith hurried from the adjoining sitting-room, hand outstretched. His lean brown features exhibited repressed excitement.

Miss Lakin, he exclaimed, you are very welcome. I received the letter which you sent by special messenger, but your phone message has intrigued me more than the letter. Please come in and sit down and give me all the details.

The sitting-room in which Miss Lakin found herself possessed several curious features. The windows which occupied nearly the whole of one wall afforded a view of a wide area of New York City. Storm clouds had passed; a wintry sun lighted a prospect which had a sort of uncanny beauty. Upon countless flat roofs far below, upon the heads of gargoyles and other grotesque ornamentations breaking the lines of the more towering buildings, snow rested. The effect was that of a city of ice gnomes magically magnified. Through clear, frosty air the harbor was visible, and one might obtain a glimpse of the distant sea. Above a littered writing-table set near one of the windows, a huge map of the city was fixed upon the wall; the remainder of this wall was occupied by a map, on a much smaller scale, of the whole of the United States. These maps had one character in common: they were studded with hundreds of colored pins which appeared to have been stuck in at random.

The room is rather warm, madam, said Fey. Allow me to take your coat.

The heavy fur coat draped carefully across his arm:

A cup of tea, madam? he suggested.

English tea, snapped Nayland Smith.

Thank you, said Miss Lakin, smiling faintly; you tempt me. Yes, I think I should enjoy a cup of tea.

Nayland Smith stood before the mantelpiece, hands behind him. He had that sort of crisp, wavy hair, silvery now at the sides, which always looks in order; he was cleanly shaven, and his dark-skinned face offered no evidence of the fact that he had had only six hours sleep in the past forty-eight. He wore a very old tweed suit, and what looked like a striped shirt with an attached collar, but which closer scrutiny would have revealed to be a pyjama jacket. As Fey went out:

Miss Lakin, he continued, and his manner was that of a man feverishly anxious, you have brought the letter to which you referred?

Sarah Lakin took an envelope out of her handbag and handed it to Nayland Smith, watching him with her steady, grave eyes. He took it, glanced at the hand-written address, then crossed to the writing-table.

I have also, she said, a note of the place at which we were to communicate with the very unpleasant person who called upon me yesterday.

Nayland Smith turned; his expression was grim.

I fear, he said rapidly, that we cannot hope for much help from that quarter. He turned again to the littered table. Here are three letters written by Orwin Prescott at Weavers Farm immediately prior to his disappearance. You know why I detained them and what I have discovered?

Miss Lakin nodded.

Copies have been sent to the persons to whom the letters were addressed, but I should judge, although I am not a specialist in the subject, that this is in Dr. Prescotts handwriting?

I can assure you that it is, Sir Denis. Intellectually my cousin and I are too closely akin for any deception to be possible. That letter was written by Orwin. Please read it.

A subdued clatter of teacups became audible from the kitchenette to which Fey had retired, as Nayland Smith extracted the letter from the envelope. Sarah Lakin watched Sir Denis intently. He fascinated her. Brief though her acquaintance with him had been, her own fine nature had recognized and welcomed the keen, indomitable spirit of this man, who in an emergency personal and national, had thrown the weight of his trained powers into the scale.

He studied the letter silently, reading it once, twice. He then read it aloud:

Dear Sarah,

This to relieve your anxiety. By this time you will know that I am the victim of a plot; but I have compromised with the enemy, pax in bello, and I congratulate you and those associated with you upon the manner in which you have succeeded in restraining the newspapers from reference to the subject of my temporary disappearance. I have instructed Norbert, who will communicate with you. The experience has been unpleasant and even now I am not wholly my own master. Please conduct yourself as though you were ignorant of this misadventure, but have no fears respecting my appearance at Carnegie Hall. I shall be there. I dislike seeming to mystify, but it would be to my best interests if you make no attempt to communicate with me until the night of the debate. It is unnecessary that I should tell you to have courage.

Always affectionately yours,

Orwin.

No date, Nayland Smith commented. No address. A sheet torn from a common type of writing-block. The envelope, also, is of a very ordinary kind, bearing a New York postmark. Hm…!

He dropped letter and envelope upon the desk and, taking up a tobacco pouch, began to load his pipe. Fey entered with a tea tray which he placed upon a small table before Miss Lakin.

Cream or milk?

Milk, and one piece of sugar, thank you.

Except for a certain haggardness visible on the face of Nayland Smith and the strangeness of his attire in one obviously trained to conform to social custom, there was little in the atmosphere of this room high above the turmoil of New York to suggest that remorseless warfare raged about the pair who faced one another across a tea-table.

I am entirely at a loss what to do, Sir Denis.

As Fey withdrew, the deep voice of Miss Lakin broke the silence; her steady eyes were fixed upon Nayland Smith. He lighted his pipe, paused, looked down at her, and:

A very foul briar is unusual at tea-time, he snapped, and dropped his pipe in an ash tray. Please forgive me. I am up against the greatest and perhaps the last problem of my life.

Sir Denis… Miss Lakin bent forward, took up the charred pipe from the tray and extended it towards him. Surely you know that I understand. I have lived in a wider world than Connecticut, and I want your advice badly. Please concentrate upon the problem in your own way. What should I do? What do you advise me to do?

Nayland Smith stared hard at those grave eyes of the speaker; then, pipe in hand, began to walk up and down the room, tugging at the lobe of his left ear. They were forty floors above the streets of New York, and yet the ceaseless bombilation of those amazing thoroughfares reached them though such windows as were open: the hooting of lorry horns, the roar of ten thousand engines, the boom of a distant train rumbling along the rails, the warning siren of a tug-boat on East River. The city was around them, throbbing, living, an entity, a demi-god, claiming them  and as it seemed in this hour, demanding their destruction.

Is the phrasing characteristic of your cousins style? Nayland Smith demanded.

Yes, broadly.

I understand. It struck me as somewhat pedantic.

He has a very scholarly manner, Sir Denis, but as a rule it is not so marked in his intimate letters.

Ah… Who is Norbert?

Maurice Norbert is Orwins private secretary.

I see. May I take it, Miss Lakin, that in this fight for domination of the United States your cousin did not actually aim at the Presidency?

He did not even desire it, Sir Denis. He is what our newspapers term a hundred-percent American, but in the best sense of the phrase. He hoped to break the back of Harvey Braggs campaign. His aims were identical with those of the Abbot Donegal. His disappearance from the scene at this time would be fatal.

I agree! But it seems that he is not going to disappear.

Then do you believe that what he says is true?

I am disposed to believe it, Miss Lakin. My advice is to conform strictly to the letter and spirit of his request.

Miss Lakin was watching him intently, then:

I am afraid I dont agree with you, Sir Denis, she said.

Why? He turned and faced her.

That Orwin was kidnapped we know. Thank God he is alive! Surely he was forced to write this letter by the kidnappers. They are playing for time. Surely you can see that they are playing for time!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN. THE SCARLET BRIDES

In a small, book-lined room, high above New York City, dimly lighted and pervaded by a faint smell of incense, Dr. Fu-Manchu, wearing a yellow robe but with no cap crowning his massive skull, sat behind a large lacquered table, his eyes closed. From a little incense burner in one corner of this table a faint spiral of smoke arose  some might have ascribed this to a streak of effeminacy in an otherwise great man, but one who knew the potency of burning perfumes as understood in the ancient Orient would have placed a different construction upon the circumstances. The Delphic Oracle was so inspired; incense cunningly prepared, such as the khyfi of the ancient Egyptians, can exalt the subconscious mind. A voice was speaking as though someone stood in the room, although except for the presence of the majestic Chinaman it was empty.

Dr. Fu-Manchu pressed a button, the voice ceased, and there was silence in the incense-laden place. For two, three, five minutes the Chinaman sat motionless, his lean, long-fingered hands resting upon the table before him, his eyes closed.

I am here, Master, said a feeble voice speaking in Chinese.

Listen carefully, Dr. Fu-Manchu replied in the same language. It is urgent. How many of our Scarlet Brides from New Zealand have you in reserve?

Fifteen, Master. I sacrificed five in the case of the man James Richet, fearing that some might not survive the cold.

It is reported that Danger Number One  I hear you hiss, my friend  invariably sleeps with his windows open. Sacrifice ten more of our little friends. See that he does not sleep alone tonight.

My lord, I have no one who could undertake the work. If I had Ali Khan or Quong Wah, or any one of our old servants. But I have none. What can I do in this uncivilized land to which my lord has exiled me?

Several moments of silence followed. The long ivory hands with their incredible nails, beautiful even in their cruelty, rested motionless upon the table, then:

Await orders, said the imperious, guttural voice.

Another button was depressed and there was silence. The pencil of smoke rising from the incense burner was growing more and more faint. Dr. Fu-Manchu opened his eyes, staring straight before him; his eyes were green as emeralds, glittering gems reflecting an inexorable will. His right hand moved to a small switchboard. He inserted a plug, and presently a spot of red light indicated that he was connected.

Is that A New York?

Kern Adler here.

You know to whom you are speaking?

Yes. What can I do for you, President? The voice was unctuous but nervous.

We have not yet met, the imperious tone continued, but I assume, otherwise I should not have appointed you, that you can command the services of the New York underworld?

There was a perceptible pause before Kern Adler replied.

If you would tell me, President, exactly what you want, I should be better able to answer.

I want the man called Peter Carlo. Find him for me. I will then give you further instructions.

Another pause…

I can find him, President, the nervous voice replied, but only through Blondie Hahn.

I distrust this man Hahn. You have recommended him, but I have not yet accepted him. I have my reasons. However, speak to him now. You know my wishes. Report to me when they can be carried out.

The red light continued to glow; one yellow finger pressed a small switch with the result that the office of Kern Adler, Attorney, and one of the biggest survivors of the underworld clean-up, seemed to become acoustically translated to the study of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Adler could be heard urgently calling a number; and presently he got it.

Hello, Kern, came a coarse voice; want the boss, I guess. Hold on; Ill get him. There was an interval during which dim sounds of dance music penetrated to the incense-laden room, then:

Hello, Kern, came in a deep bass; whats new with you?

Listen, Blondie. Im telling you something. If you want a quiet life you have to fall into line. I mean it. Itll be good for your health to go to work again. Either you come in right now or you stay right out. I want something done tonight  you have got to do it.

Listen to me, Kern. Youve spilled a mouthful. But what you dont seem to know is this: youve been washed-up  and you figure youre still afloat. Youre stone dead but you wont lie down. Come clean and Ill talk to you. Im standing all ready, on my two big feet. I dont need your protection.

I want Fly Carlo, and Im prepared to pay for him. He has to get busy tonight. Presidents orders

President nothing! But listen  you can have Carlo, when I hold the pay roll. Thats my terms now and always. Whats the figure? Carlo will cost the President (like hell hes President!) all of two thousand dollars. He can only get him through me. Im his sole agent and my rake-off is my own pidgin.

Your terms are ridiculous, Blondie. Talk sense.

Im talking sense all right. And Ive got something very particular to say to you. The deep, gruff voice was menacing. Somebody got busy among my records last night while I was at a party. If I thought it was you, Id steal you away from your girl friends, little man. Next time you wrote a love letter itd be with a quill from an angels wing.

At which moment Kern Adlers line became suddenly disconnected.

Hello there! Hahn bawled. You cut me off! What in hell

His protests were silenced. A guttural voice came across the wires:

You have been put through to me  the President… Paul Erckmann Hahn  I believe this is your name?  you possess a certain brute force which attracts me. You are crude; but you might possibly be used.

Used? Hahns voice sounded stifled. Listen

When I speak, it is you who must listen. The person who got busy among your records, as you term it, was one of my own agents  in no way connected with Kern Adler. I learned much that I had wished to know about you, Mr. Hahn…

Is that so? came a bull-like bellow. Then listen, pet!  Youre a Chink if I ever heard one. That tells me plenty. Ive been checking up on you. The G men are right on your tail, yellow baby. Centre Street has got your fingerprints, and Hoover knows your toenails by sight. Youre using an old hide-out in Chinatown, and theres a blue-eyed boy from Britain on the trail. Youre in up to the ears, President. Youll need me badly to save your scalp. Adler cant do it. Hes out of print. Come up to date and talk terms.

Long ivory fingers remained quite motionless upon the table. Dr. Fu-Manchus eyes were closed.

Your remarks impress me, he said softly, sibilantly. I feel that you are indispensable to my plans. By all means let us talk terms. The matter is urgent…

* * * *

Mark Hepburn tried, and tried in vain, to sleep. The image of a woman haunted him. He had checked her up as far as possible. He thought that he had her record fairly complete.

She was the widow of a United States naval officer. Her husband had been killed in the Philippines three years before.

There was one child of the marriage  a boy. In fact, the credentials with which she had come to Abbot Donegal were authentic in every way. A thousand times, day and night, he had found himself in an imaginary world sweeter than reality  looking into those deep blue eyes. He found it impossible to believe that this woman would stoop to anything criminal. He would not entertain the idea despite damning facts against her.

He wanted to hear evidence for the defense, and he was fully prepared to take it seriously. In all his investigations he hoped yet feared to come across her. He wondered if at last he had fallen in love  and with a worthless woman. Her flight on that night from the Tower of the Holy Thorn; the fact she had been endeavoring to smuggle away the incriminating manuscript which explained the collapse of Abbot Donegal: these things required explanation. Yet the official record of Moya Eileen Adair, as far as he traced it, indicated that she was a young gentlewoman of unblemished character;

She came from County Wicklow, in Ireland; her father, Commander Breon, was still serving with the British navy. She had met her late husband during the visit of an American fleet to Bermuda, where she had been staying with relatives. He was of Irish descent; he, too, was a man of the sea, and they had been married before the American fleet sailed. All this Mark Hepburn had learned in the space of a few days, employing those wonderful resources at his disposal. Now, tossing wearily on his bed, he challenged himself: Had he been justified in instructing more than twenty agents, in expending nearly a thousand dollars in radio and cable messages, to secure this information?

The fate of the country was kept spinning in the air by those who juggled with lives. Sane men prayed that the Constitution should stand foursquare; others believed that its remodeling as preached by Dr. Prescott would form the foundations of a new Utopia. Others, more mad, saw in the dictatorship of Harvey Bragg a Golden Age for all… And the Abbot of Holy Thorn held a choir of seven million voices in check awaiting the baton of his rhetoric.

Bribery and corruption gnawed rat-like into the very foundations of the State; murder, insolent, stalked the city streets… And he, Mark Hepburn, expended his energies tracing the history of one woman. As he lay tossing upon his pillow the whole-hearted enthusiasm of Sir Denis Nayland Smith became a reproach.

Then, suddenly, he sprang upright in bed, repeater in hand.

The door of his room had been opened very quietly…

Hands up! he rasped. Quick!

Not so loud, Hepburn, not so loud.

It was Nayland Smith.

Sir Denis!

Smith was crossing the room in his direction.

I dont want to arouse Fey, the incisive but guarded tones continued. He has had a trying day. But its our job, Hepburn. Dont make any noise; just slip along with me to my room… Bring the gun.

In silence, pyjama-clad, barefooted, Hepburn went along the corridor, turning right just before reaching the vestibule. In the room occupied by Nayland Smith the atmosphere was perceptibly cooler. The windows were wide open; heavy curtains were drawn widely apart; a prospect of a million lights gleamed far below; the muted roar of New Yorks ceaseless traffic rose like rumbling of distant thunder.

Close the door.

Mark Hepburn closed the door behind him as he entered.

You will notice, Nayland Smith continued, that I have not been smoking for some time, although I have been wide awake. I was afraid of the glow from my pipe.

Why?

For this reason, Hepburn. Our brilliant enemy has become a slave of routine. It is now almost a habit with him to test his death-agents upon someone else, and if the result is satisfactory to try them on me…

Im not too clear about what you mean

I mean that unless I am greatly mistaken, I am about to be subjected to an attempt upon my life by Dr. Fu-Manchu!

What! But you are forty stories up from the street!

We shall see. You may remember that I deduced the arrival of certain weapons in the Doctors armory from circumstances connected with the death of Richet…

I remember. But a long nights work was wasted.

Part of our trade, rapped Nayland Smith dryly. You will notice, Hepburn  there is ample reflected light  two trunks upon the top of a chest of drawers set against the wall on your left. Climb up and hide yourself behind the trunks  I have placed a chair for the purpose. Your job is to watch the windows but not to be seen

Good God! Hepburn whispered, and clutched Smiths arm.

What is it?

Theres someone in your bed!

Theres no one in my bed, Hepburn, nor is there any time to waste. This job is life or death. Get to your post.

Mark Hepburn rallied his resources: that shock of discovering the apparent presence of someone in the bed had shaken him. But now he was idly cool again, cool as Nayland Smith. He climbed on to the chest of drawers, curled up there behind the trunks, although space was limited, in such a manner that he had a view of the windows while remaining invisible from anyone in the room. This achieved:

Where are you, Sir Denis? he asked, speaking in a low voice.

Also entrenched, Hepburn. Do nothing until I give the word. And now listen…

Mark Hepburn began to listen. Clearly he sensed that the menace came from the windows, although its nature was a mystery to him. He heard the hooting of taxis the eerie wail which denotes that the Fire Department is out, the concerted whine of motor engines innumerable. Then, more intimately, these sounds becoming a background, he heard something else…

It was a very faint noise but a very curious one; almost it might have been translated as the impact of some night bird, or of a bat, against the stone face of the building…

He listened intently, aware of the fact that his heartbeats had accelerated. He allowed his glance to wander for a moment in quest of Nayland Smith. Presently, accustomed now to the peculiar light of the room, he detected him. He was crouching on a glass-topped bureau, set just right of the window, holding what Hepburn took to be a sawn-off shotgun in his hand.

Then again Hepburn directed the whole of his attention to the windows.

Clearly outlined against a sullen sky he could see one of New Yorks tallest buildings. Only three of its many windows showed any light: one at the very top, just beneath the cupola, and two more in the dome itself which crowned the tall, slender structure. Tensed as he was, listening, waiting, for what was to come, the thought flashed through his mind: Who lived in those high, lonely rooms  who was awake there at this hour?

Another curious light was visible from where he lay  a red glow somewhere away to the left towards the river; a constantly changing light of which he could see only the outer halo. Then a moving blur appeared far below, and a rumbling sound told him that a train was passing…

Suddenly, unexpectedly, a sharp silhouette obscured much of this dim nocturne…

Something out of that exotic background belonging to the man who, alone, shared this vigil tonight, had crept up between the distant twinkling lights and Mark Hepburns view.

Vaguely he realized that the phenomenon was due to the fact that someone, miraculously, had climbed the face of the building, or part of it, and now, as he saw, was supporting himself upon the ledge. There was a moment of tense silence. It was followed by activity on the part of the invader perched perilously outside. A light, yellow-muffled, shone into the room, its searching ray questing around, to rest finally for a moment upon the bed.

Mark Hepburn held his breath; almost, he betrayed his presence.

The appearance of the disordered bed suggested that a sleeper, sheets drawn up right over his head, lay there!

Dr. Fu-Manchu has become a slave of routine  Nayland Smiths words echoed in Hepburns mind. It is almost a habit with him to test his death-agents upon someone else, and if the result is satisfactory to try them on me.

The shadowy silhouette perched upon the window ledge projected some kind of slender telescopic rod into the room. It stretched out towards the bed… Upon it depended what looked like a square box. The rod was withdrawn. The visitor accomplished this with a minimum of noise. Hepburn, his ears attuned for the welcome word of command, watched. An invisible line was wound in, tautened, and jerked. Suddenly came a loud and insistent hissing, and:

Shoot! snapped the voice of Nayland Smith. Shoot that man, Hepburn!

* * * *

The shadowy shape at the window had not moved from that constrained, crouching attitude  two enormous hands, which appeared to be black, rested on the window ledge  when Mark Hepburn fired  once, twice… The sinister silhouette disappeared; that strange hissing continued; the muted roar of New York carried on.

Yet, automatic dropped beside him, fists clenched, he listened so intently, so breathlessly, that he heard it…

A dull thud in some courtyard far below.

Dont move, Hepburn, came Nayland Smiths crisp command. Dont stir until I give the word!

An indeterminable odor became perceptible  chemical, nauseating…

Sir Denis!

It was the voice of Fey.

Dont come in, Fey! cried Nayland Smith. Dont open the door!

Very good, sir.

Only a very keen observer would have recognized the note of emotion in Feys almost toneless voice.

The hissing noise continued.

This is terrible! Hepburn exclaimed. Sir Denis! what has happened?

The hissing ceased: Hepburn had identified it now.

Theres a switch on your right, came swiftly. See if you can reach it, but stay where you are.

Hepburn, altering his position, reached out, found the switch, and depressed it. Lights sprang up. He turned  and saw Nayland Smith poised on top of the bureau. The strange weapon which vaguely he had seen in the darkness proved to be a large syringe fitted with a long nozzle.

The air was heavy with a sickly sweet smell suggesting at once iodine and ether.

He looked towards the bed… and would have sworn that a figure lay under the coverlet  a sheet drawn up over its face! On the pillow and beside the place where the sleepers head seemed to lie rested a small wooden box no more than half the size of those made to contain cigars. One of the narrow sides  that which faced him  was open.

There seemed to be a number of large black spots upon the pillow…

Its possible, said Nayland Smith, staring across the room, that I missed the more active. I doubt it. But we must be careful.

Above the muted midnight boom of New York, sounds of disturbance, far below, became audible.

Im glad you didnt miss our man, Hepburn! rapped Nayland Smith, dropping on to the carpeted floor.

I have been trained to shoot straight, Mark Hepburn replied monotonously.

Nayland Smith nodded.

He deserved all that came to him. I faked the bed when I heard his approach… Jump into a suit and rejoin me in the sitting-room. We shall be wanted down there at any moment…

Three minutes later they both stood staring at a row of black insects laid upon a sheet of white paper. The reek of iodine and ether was creeping in from the adjoining bedroom. Fey, at a side table, prepared whiskies imperturbably. He was correctly dressed except for two trifling irregularities: his collar was that of a pyjama jacket, and he wore bedroom slippers.

This is your province, Hepburn, said Nayland Smith. These things are outside my experience. But you will note that they are quite dead, with their legs curled up. The preparation I used in the syringe is a simple formula by my old friend Petrie: he found it useful in Egypt… Thank you, Fey.

Mark Hepburn studied the dead insects through a hand-lens. Shrunken up as they were by the merciless spray which had destroyed them, upon their dense black bodies he clearly saw vivid scarlet spots Scarlet spots  the last words spoken by James Richet!

What are they, Hepburn?

Im not sure. They belong to the genus Latrodectus. The malmignatte of Italy is a species, and the American Black Widow spider; but these are larger. Their bite is probably deadly.

Their bite is certainly deadly! rapped Nayland Smith. An attack by two or more evidently results in death within three minutes  also a characteristic vivid scarlet rash. You knew, now, what was in the cardboard box which James Richet opened in the taxi-cab! No doubt he had orders to open it at the moment that he reached the hotel. One of the Doctors jests. I take it they are tropical?

Beyond doubt.

Once exposed to the frosty air, and their deadly work done, they would die. You know, now, why I provided myself with that  he pointed to the syringe. I have met other servants of Fu-Manchu to whom a stone-faced building was a grand staircase.

Good God! Mark Hepburn said hoarsely. This man is a fiend  a sadistic madman

Or a genius, Hepburn! If you will glance at the receptacle which our late visitor deposited on my pillow, you will notice that it is made from a common cigar box. One side lifts shutterwise: there is a small spring. It was controlled, you see, by this length of fine twine, one end of which still rests on the window ledge. This hook on top was intended to enable the Doctors servant to lift it into the room on the end of the telescopic rod. The box is lightly lined with hay. You may safely examine it. I have satisfied myself that there is nothing alive inside…

This man is the most awful creature who has ever appeared in American history, said Hepburn. The situation was tough enough, anyway. Where does he get these horrors? He must have agents all over the world.

Nayland Smith began to walk up and down, twitching at the lobe of his ear.

Undoubtedly he has. In my experience I have never felt called upon to step more warily. Also, I begin to think that my powers are failing me.

What do you mean?

For years, Hepburn, for many years, a palpable fact has escaped me. There is a certain very old Chinaman whose records I have come across in all parts of the world; in London, in Liverpool, in Shanghai, in Port Said, Rangoon and Calcutta. Only now, when he is in New York (and God knows how he got here!), have I realized that this dirty old bar-keeper is Dr. Fu-Manchus chief of staff!

Mark Hepburn stared hard at the speaker, and then:

This accounts for all the men at work in Chinatown, he said slowly. The man you mean is Sam Pak?

Sam Pak  none other, snapped Nayland Smith. And the truth respecting this ancient reprobate  he indicated the writing-table reached me in its entirety only a few hours ago. If you could see him you would understand my amazement. He is incredibly old, and  so much for my knowledge of the East  I had always set him down as one step above the mendicant class. Yet, in the days of the empress, he was governor of a great province; in fact, he was Dr. Fu-Manchus political senior! He was one of the first Chinamen to graduate at Cambridge, and he holds a science degree of Heidelberg.

Yet in your knowledge of him he has worked in slums in Chinatown  been a bar-keeper?

It might occur in Russia tomorrow, Hepburn. There are princes, grand dukes  I am not speaking of gigolos or soi-disant noblemen  spread about the world who, the right man giving the word, would work as scavengers, if called upon, to restore the Tsars.

Thats true enough.

And so, you see, we have got to find this aged Chinaman. I suspect that he has brought with him an arsenal of these unpleasant weapons which the Doctor employs so successfully  Hullo! theres the phone. We are wanted to identify the climber…


CHAPTER FIFTEEN. THE SCARLET BRIDES (CONCLUDED)

Old Sam Pak was performing his nightly rounds of Base 3. Two Chinese boys were in attendance.

Up above, political warfare raged; the newspapers gave prominence to the Washington situation in preference to love, murder, or divorce. Dr. Orwin Prescott was reported to be resting up before the battle. Harvey Bragg was well in the news. Other aspirants to political eminence might be found elsewhere: Bluebeard of the Backwoods was front-page stuff. America was beginning to take its Harvey Bragg seriously.

But in the mysterious silence of Base 3, old Sam Pak held absolute sway. Chinatown can keep its secrets. Only by exercise of a special sense, which comes to life after years of experience in the ways of the Orient, may a Westerner know when something strange is afoot. Sidelong glances; sudden silences; furtive departures as the intruder enters. Police officers in Mott Street area had been reporting such trivial occurrences recently. Those responsible for diagnosing Asiatic symptoms had deduced the arrival in New York of a Chinese big-shot.

Their diagnosis was correct. By this tune every Chinaman from coast to coast knew that one of the Council of Seven, controlling the Si-Fan, most dreaded secret society in the East, had entered America.

Sam Pak pursued his rounds. The place was a cunning maze of passages and stairs; a Chinese rabbit warren. One narrow passage, below the level of the room of the seven-eyed goddess, had a row of six highly painted coffins ranged along its wall. They lay on their sides. Lids had been removed and plate glass substituted. This ghastly tunnel was vile with a smell of ancient rottenness.

One of Sam Paks attendant Chinamen switched on a light. The old mandarin, who had known nearly a century of vicissitudes, carried a great bunch of keys. In his progress he had tried door after door. He now tested the small traps set in the sides of the six coffins. In the sudden glare, insidious nocturnal things moved behind the glass…

There was a big iron door in the wall; it possessed three locks, all of which proved to be fastened. Here at once was part of that strange arsenal which Nayland Smith suspected to have been imported, and a secret sally-port the existence of which police headquarters would have given much to know about. It communicated with an old subterannean passage which led to the East River…

On a floor above, Sam Pak opened a grille and looked into a neatly appointed bedroom. Dr. Orwin Prescott lay there sleeping. His face was very white.

A dim whirring sound broke the underground silence. Sam Pak handed the bunch of keys to one of the boys and shuffled slowly upstairs to the temple of the green-eyed goddess. It was in semi-darkness; the only light came through the colored silk curtain draped before one of the stone cubicles.

Sam Pak crossed, drew the curtain aside, and spoke in Chinese:

I am here, Master.

You grow old, my friend, the cold, imperious tones of Dr. Fu-Manchu replied. You keep me waiting. I regret that you have refused to accept my offer to arrest your descent to the tomb.

I prefer to join my ancestors, Marquis, when the call reaches me. I fear your wisdom. While I live I am with you body and soul in our great aims. When my hour comes I shall be glad to die.

Silence fell. Old Sam Pak, withered hands tucked in wide sleeves, stooping, waited…

I will hear your own report on the matter which I entrusted to you.

You know already, Master, that the man, Peter Carlo, failed. I cannot say what evidence he left behind. But your orders regarding the other, Blondie Hahn, were carried out. He brought the man Carlo to Wu Kings Bar, and I interviewed them in the private room. I instructed Carlo, and he set out. I then paid Hahn his price. It was waste of good money, but always I obey. Ah Fu and Chung Chow did the rest… there are now only three Scarlet Brides left to us…

* * * *

It was an hour after dawn when Nayland Smith and Mark Hepburn stood looking down at two stone slabs upon which two bodies lay.

One of the departed in life had been a small but very muscular Italian with uncommonly large, powerful hands. He presented a spectacle, owing to his many injuries, which must have revolted all but the toughest. There was a sound of dripping water.

You have prepared your report, Doctor? said Nayland Smith, addressing a plump, red-faced person who was smiling amiably at the exhibits as though he loved them.

Certainly, Mr. Smith, the police doctor returned cheerily. It is quite clear that Number One, here (I call him Number One because he was brought in an hour ahead of the other), died as the result of a fall from a great height

Very great height, rapped Nayland Smith. Fortieth floor of the Regal Tower.

So I understand. Remarkable. He has two bullet wounds: one in his right hand and one in his shoulder. These would not have caused death, of course. It was the fall which killed him  quite naturally. I believe he was wearing black silk gloves. An electric torch and a telescopic rod of very light metal were found near the body.

Nayland Smith turned to a police officer who stood at his elbow.

I am told, Inspector, that you have now checked up on this mans history: there is no doubt about his identity?

None at all, drawled the inspector, who was chewing gum. Hes Peter Carlo, known as The Fly  one of the most expert upper-story men in New York. He could have climbed the outside of the Statue of Liberty if thered been anything worth stealing at the top. He always wore a black silk mask and silk gloves. The rod was to reach into rooms he couldnt actually enter. He was so clever he could lift a ladys ring from a dressing-table fifteen feet away!

I dont doubt it, muttered Mark Hepburn. So much for Peter Carlo. And now…

He turned to the second slab.

Upon it lay the body of a huge blond man of Teutonic type. His hands were so swollen that two glittering diamonds which adorned them had become deeply embedded in the puffy fingers. Soddened garments clung to his great frame. Scarlet spots were discernible on both of the hairy hands, and there was a scarlet discoloration on his throat. The glare of his china-blue eyes set in that bloated caricature of what had been a truculently strong face afforded a sight even more dreadful than that of the shattered body of Peter Carlo.

Brought in from the river just north of Manhattan Bridge ten minutes before you arrived, explained Inspector McGrew, chewing industriously. May be no connection, but I thought youd like to see him.

He glanced around, meeting a curiously piercing glance from Federal Agent Smith as he did so. Federal Agent Smith had steely eyes set in a sun-browned face framed, now, in the fur collar of his topcoat; a disconcerting person, in Inspector McGrews opinion.

Now, here, explained the smiling police surgeon, we have a really mysterious case! Although his body was hauled out of East River, he was not drowned

Why do you say so? Smith demanded.

Its obvious. The surgeon became enthusiastic and, stepping forward, laid a finger on the bloated, discolored skin. Note the vivid scarlet urticarial rash which characterizes the edema. This man died from some toxic agency: he was thrown into the river. A post-mortem examination will tell us more, but of this much I am sure. And I understand, Inspector  glancing over his shoulder that he, also, is well known to the police?

Well known to the police! echoed Inspector McGrew, hes well known all over New York. This is Blondie Hahn, one of the big shots of the old days. He was booking agent for most all the gunmen that remain in town. These times, I guess he had a monopoly. He ran a downtown restaurant, and although we knew his game, he had strong political protection.

You are prepared to make your report, Doctor? said Smith rapidly. I examined Carlo shortly after he was found. I presume we can now search the person and garments of Hahn.

Thats been done already, Inspector McGrew replied. The stuff is on the table inside.

The gray-blue eyes of Federal Agent Smith glared out from the haggard brown mask of his face. Inspector McGrew was a hard man, but he found himself transfixed by that icy stare.

Those were not my orders!

It had been done before Federal instructions came through.

I want to know by whose authority! The speakers piercing glance never left McGrews face. I wont be interfered with in this way. You are dealing, Inspector, not with the operations of a common, successful crook, but with something bigger, vastly bigger than you even imagine. Any orders you receive from me must be carried out to the letter.

Im sorry, said the inspector, an expression he had not used for many years, unless possibly to his wife; but we didnt know you were interested in Hahn, and the boys just went through with the routine.

Show me these things.

Inspector McGrew opened a door, and Nayland Smith walked through to an inner room, followed by Hepburn and the inspector. In the doorway he turned, and addressing a grim-looking man in oilskins:

I understand, he said, that you were in charge of the boat which recovered the body. I shall want to see you later.

On a large, plain, pine table two sets of exhibits were displayed. The first consisted of a nearly empty packet of Lucky Strike cigarettes, a lighter, a black silk mask, black silk gloves, a quill tooth-pick, three one-dollar bills, and an eight-inch metal baton  which contained fifteen feet of telescopic rods. Smith examined these, the sole possessions found on Fly Carlo, quickly but carefully. He had seen them already.

You understand, McGrew explained, Hahn had only just been brought in  our ordinary routine was interrupted.

Forget your ordinary routine, came rapidly. From now on your routine is my routine.

Federal Officer Smith transferred his attention to the second set of exhibits. These were more numerous than interesting. There was a very formidable magazine pistol of German manufacture; a small pear-shaped object easily identified as a hand grenade; a gold cigar-case decorated with a crest; a body-belt, the pockets of which had been emptied of their contents: ten twenty-dollar gold pieces; an aluminium lighter; two silk handkerchiefs; a diamond pin; a bunch of keys; a packet of chewing gum; and a large shagreen wallet, the contents of which had been removed. These were: a number of letters, and a photograph soddened by immersion. There was, lastly, a limp carton which had once contained playing cards, and two thousand dollars in hundred-dollar bills.

Where was the diamond pin? snapped Nayland Smith.

He always wore it in his coat like a badge, Inspector McGrew replied.

Where were the dollar bills?

Right in the card-holder.

Can you think of any reason, Smith asked, why a man should carry money in a card-holder?

No, the inspector admitted; I cant.

Assuming that this money had just been sent to him, can you think of any reason why it should be sent in such a way?

No. Inspector McGrew shook his head blankly, staring in a fascinated way at the speaker.

Yet the card-holder, Nayland Smith continued, is the solution of the mystery of Blondie Hahns death. He turned abruptly  he seemed to move on springs  the mans nervous tension was electrical. I want all these exhibits to go with me in the car.

He rested his hand on Mark Hepburns shoulder. Hepburn looked very pale in the gray light.

Note the two thousand dollars in the card case, he said in a low voice. There was something else in there as well. Dr. Fu-Manchu always settles his debts… sometimes with interest…


CHAPTER SIXTEEN. BLUEBEARD

Moya Adair closed her eyes as those green eyes opened. The man behind the table spoke, in that imperious, high-pitched voice.

I accept your explanation, he said. None of us is infallible.

Mrs. Adair raised her lashes and tried to sustain the speakers regard, but failed, turning her glance aside.

The face of Dr. Fu-Manchu sometimes reminded her of a devil mask which hung upon the wall of her fathers study in Ireland.

You serve me admirably. I regret that your service is one of fear. I prefer enthusiasm. You are a beautiful woman; for this reason I have employed you. Men are creatures of wax which white fingers can mold to their will  to my will. For always, Moya Adair, your will must be my will  or, we shall part…

The blue eyes were turned swiftly in his direction; and then swiftly away again. Mrs. Adair was perfectly dressed, perfectly groomed and apparently perfectly composed. But her composure was a brave pretense. This awful Chinaman who had taken command of her life held in his grasp all that made life dear to her. Her gloved hand rested motionless upon the chair-arm, but she turned her head aside and bit her lip.

The air of the small, quiet room was heavy with a smell of stale incense.

I am an old man, the compelling voice continued; older than your imagination would permit you to believe. Those jade-green eyes were closed again  the speaker seemed to be thinking aloud. I have been worshiped, I have been scorned; I have been flattered, mocked, betrayed, treated as a charlatan  as a criminal. There are warrants for my arrest in three European countries. Yet, always, I have been selfless. He paused. He was so still, so seemingly impassive, that he might have been a carven image…

My crimes, so termed have been merely the removal from my path of those who obstructed me. Always I have dreamed of a sane world, yet men have called me mad; of a world in which war should be impossible, disease eliminated, overpopulation checked, labor found for all willing hands  a world of peace. Save only three, I have found no human soul, of my own race or another, to work wholly for that goal. And now my most implacable enemy is upon me…

Suddenly the green eyes opened. Long, slender yellow hands with incredibly pointed nails were torn from the sleeves of the yellow robe. Dr. Fu-Manchu stood upright, raising those evilly beautiful hands above him. A note of exaltation came into his voice. Mrs. Adair clutched the arms of the chair in which she sat. Never before had her eventful life brought her in touch with inspired fanaticism.

Gods of my fathers  pitched so high that strange voice laid a queer stress on sibilants masters of the world! Are all my dreams to end in a prison cell, in the death of a common felon?

For a while he stood upright, arms upraised, then dropped back again into his chair and concealed his hands in the sleeves of his robe.

Moya Adair strove for composure. This man terrified her as no man in her experience ever had had power to do. Instinctively she had realized the dreadful crimes that marked his life. He was coldly remorseless. Now, shaken emotionally by this glimpse of the hidden Fu-Manchu, she wondered if she had become subjected to an inspired madman. Or had this eerie master of her destiny achieved a philosophy beyond the reach of her intellectual powers?

When the Chinaman spoke again his harsh voice was perfectly cool.

In the United States I have found a crude, but efficient, organization ready to my hand. Prohibition attracted to this country the trained law-breakers of the world. They had no purpose but that of personal gain. The sanity of President Roosevelt has terminated some of these promising careers. Many spiders are missing but the webs can be mended. You see, Moya Adair  the green eyes were fixed upon her, glitteringly, hypnotically although women can never understand, were not meant to understand  it is to women that men always look for understanding.

Now she was unable to withdraw her gaze. He had taken control of her  she knew herself helpless. There was magic in those long green eyes; their power was terrible. But something there was also  something she had not looked for  which reconciled her to this control.

I do not trust you  no woman is to be trusted in a world of men. Yet because I am a man too, and very lonely in this my last battle to crush what the West calls civilization… I will admit you one step further into my plans  I have means of watching those who profess to serve me. I know where I can place my trust…

Mrs. Adair experienced a sensation as though the speakers eyes had usurped the whole of the small room. She was submerged in a green lake, magnetic, thrilling, absorbing. The strange voice reached her from far away: she was resigned to the thraldom.

There is no crime except the crime of disobedience to my will. My conception of life transcends the laws of all men living today. When I achieve my ambition, those who stand beside me will share my mastery of the world. Of the demagogues battling for power in this troubled country I have selected one as my own…

Moya Adair emerged from the green lake. Dr. Fu-Manchu had closed his eyes. He sat like a carven image of a dead god behind the lacquered table.

I am sending you, the guttural, imperious voice continued, to Harvey Bragg. You will act in accordance with instructions.

* * * *

In the large Park Avenue apartment of Emmanuel Dumas, Harvey Bragg was holding one of those receptions which at once scandalized and fascinated his millions of followers when they read about them in the daily newspapers. These orgiastic entertainments, which sometimes resembled a burlesque of a Neronian banquet and sometimes a parody of a Hollywood cabaret scene, had marked his triumphal progress from the state which he represented right up to New York.

Bluebeard of the Backwoods  as some political writer had dubbed him  Bragg had interested, amused, scandalized and horrified the inhabitants of the South and of the Middle West, and now was preparing to show himself a second Cyrus, master of the modern Babylon. New York was the bright orange upon which his greedy eyes were set. New York he would squeeze dry.

Lola Dumas somewhat equivocal place in his affairs merely served to add glamor to the mans strange reputation. Now, entertaining in her fathers home, he demonstrated himself to be that which he believed himself to be  an up-to-date emperor whose wishes transcended all laws.

Lola had been twice married and twice divorced. After each of these divorces she had reverted to her family name, of which she was inordinately proud. Emmanuel Dumas, who had made a colossal fortune in the boom and lost most of it in the slump, claimed, without warranty which any man could recognize, to be descended from the brilliant quadroon who created the Three Musketeers. If a picturesque personality and a shock of frizzy white hair had been acceptable as evidence, then any jury must have granted his claim.

A moral laxity, notable even during the régime of Prohibition, had characterized his scandalous life. In later years when most of his Wall Street contemporaries had been washed up, the continued prosperity of Emmanuel Dumas became a mystery insoluble. The prurient ascribed it to the association between his beautiful daughter and the flamboyant but electric politician who threatened to become the Mussolini of the United States.

The room in which the reception was being held was decorated with a valuable collection of original drawings by Maurice Leloir, representing episodes in the novels of Alexandre Dumas. Rapiers, pistols, muskets adorned the walls. Here was a suit of armor which had once belonged to Louis XIII; there a red hat in a glass case, which according to an inscription; had been worn by that kings subtle minister, the Cardinal de Richelieu. There were powder boxes, mirrors and jewels, once the property of Anne of Austria. These historical objects, and many others, arrested the glance in every direction.

Lola Dumas wore an emerald-green robe, or rest gown, its gauzy texture scarcely more than veiling her slender body. She was surrounded by a group of enthusiastic journalists. Her father was attired in a sort of velvet smock tied with a loose black bow at his neck. He, also, held court.

As a prominent supporter, and frequently the host, of Harvey Bragg, he had entered upon a new term of notoriety. These two, father and daughter, by virtue of their beauty alone  for Emmanuel Dumas was a strikingly handsome man  must have focused interest in almost any gathering.

The room was packed from end to end. Prominent society people, who once would have shunned the Dumas apartment, might be seen in groups admiring the strange ornaments, studying the paintings; eager to attract the attention of this singular man once taboo, but now bathed in a blaze of limelight.

Politicians of all shades of opinion were represented.

The air was heavy with tobacco smoke; the buzz of chatter simian; champagne flowed almost as freely as water from the fountains of Versailles. Many notable people came and went unnoticed from this omnium gatherum, for the dazzling personalities of the hostess and her father outshone them all. One would have thought that no man and few women could have diverted attention from the glittering pair; yet when, unheralded, Harvey Bragg came striding into the room, instantly the Dumases were forgotten.

All eyes were turned in Braggs direction. Sascha lamps appeared from leather cases in which they had lain ready; a platoon of cameras came into action; notebooks were hastily opened.

Bluebeard Bragg was certainly an arresting figure. His nickname was double-edged. Braggs marital record alone would have explained it; the mans intense swarthiness equally might have accounted for the bluebeard. Slightly above medium height, he was built like an acrobat. The span of his shoulders was enormous: his waist measurement would have pleased many women. Withal, he had that enormous development of thigh and the muscular shapely calves seen in male members of the Russian Ballet. He had, too, the light, springy walk of a boxer; and his truculent, black-browed face, lighted by clear hazel eyes that danced with humor, was crowned by a profusion of straight, gleaming, black hair. Closely though he was shaved  for Harvey Bragg was meticulous in his person  his jaw and chin showed blue through the powder.

Folks! he cried  his voice resembled that of a ships officer bellowing orders through a gale Im real sorry to be late, but Mr. and Miss Dumas will have been taking good care of you, I guess. To tell you the truth, folks, I had a bad hangover…

This admission was greeted by laughter from his followers.

Ive just got up, thats the truth. Knew I was expected to see people; jumped in the bath, shaved, and here I am!

There came a dazzling flash of light. The cameras had secured a record, in characteristic pose and costume, of this ex-lord of the backwoods who aimed at the White House.

He wore a sky-blue bathrobe, and apart from a pair of red slippers, apparently nothing else. But he was Harvey Bragg  Bluebeard; the man who threatened the Constitution, the coming Hitler of the United States. His ugliness  for despite his power and the athletic lines of his figure the man was ugly  dominated that gathering. His circus showmans voice shouted down all opposition. No normal personality could live near him. He was Harvey Bragg. He was It. He was the omnipresent potential Dictator of America.

Among the group of reporters hanging on Braggs words was one strange to the others; a newcomer, representing New Yorks smartest weekly. He was tall, taciturn, and slightly built. He had thick, untidy hair, graying over the temples, a stubbly black beard and moustache, and wore spectacles. His wide-brimmed black hat and caped coat spoke of Greenwich Village.

His deep-set eyes had missed nothing, and nobody, of importance in the room. He had made few notes. Now he was watching Bluebeard intently.

Boys and girls!  arms raised, Harvey Bragg gave his benediction to everyone present I know what you all want to hear. You want to hear what Im going to say to Orwin Prescott at Carnegie Hall.

He lowered his arms in acknowledgement of the excited buzz followed by silence which greeted this remark.

Im going to say just one thing. And this goes, boys  he included with a sweeping gesture of his left hand the whole of the newspaper men present with you as well as with everybody else. Im going to say just this: Our country, which we all love, is unhappy. We have seen hard times  but weve battled through. Weve got sand. Were not dead yet by a long shot. No, sir! But were alive to the dangers ahead. And I want to ask you, Dr. Orwin Prescott, just this: Are you peddling junk for the Abbot of Holy Thorn or are you selling goods of your own?

Loud applause followed this, led by Dumas père et fille.

Im not saying, folks, that Abbot Donegals stuff is all backfire. Im saying that second-hand promises are bad debts. I want to hear of anything that Orwin Prescott has promised which Orwin Prescott has done. I dont promise things. I do things. No decent citizen ever reported for work to a depot of the League of Good Americans who didnt get a job! Again he was interrupted by loud applause…

The man were all looking for is the man who does things. Very well. Seconds out! The fight starts! On my right: Donegal  Prescott. On my left: Harvey Bragg! America for every man and every man for America!

Cheers and a deafening clapping of hands rewarded the speaker. Harvey Bragg stood, arms upraised forensically, dominating that gathering excited by his crude oratory. At which moment, even as Sascha lights flashed and cameras clicked:

A lady to see you, Mr. Bragg, came a discreet whisper.

Harvey Bragg lowered his arms, reluctantly relinquishing that heroic pose, and glanced aside. His confidential secretary, Salvaletti, stood at his elbow. There was an interchange of glances. Reporters surged around them.

Urgent? Harvey Bragg whispered.

Number 12.

Bragg started, but recovered himself. Easy-looking?

A beauty.

Excuse me, folks! Bragg cried, his tremendous voice audible above the excitement, Ill be right back in two minutes.

Of those who actually overheard this whispered conversation, Lola Dumas was one. She bit her lip, turned, and crossed to a senator from the South who was no friend of Harvey Braggs. The other was the new reporter. He followed Lola Dumas and presently engaged her in conversation.

More wine was uncorked. Newspaper men always welcomed an assignment to the Dumases apartment…

Rather more than five minutes had elapsed when Harvey Bragg came back. He was holding the hand of a very pretty woman whose smart frock did justice to a perfect figure, and whose little French hat displayed mahogany curls to their best advantage.

Folks! he roared, I want you all to know my new secretary. His roving glance sought and found Lola Dumas: he smiled wickedly. What this little girl doesnt know about the political situation not even Harvey Bragg can tell her…

* * * *

Although one calling might not have suspected the fact, the whole of the Regal Tower, most expensive and fashionable part of the Regal-Athenian Hotel, was held by police officers and federal agents. Those visitors who applied for accommodation in this section of the hotel were informed that it was full; those who had been in occupation had very courteously been moved elsewhere on the plea of urgent alterations.

From the porters at the door in the courtyard to the clerks in the reception desk, the liftman and the bell-boys, there was no man whose uniform did not disguise a detective.

Elaborate precautions had been taken to ensure the privacy of incoming and outgoing telephone calls. No general headquarters ever had been more closely guarded. Armageddon was being waged, but few appreciated the fact. In the past Wellington had crushed Bonapartes ambition to control Europe, but the great Corsican fought at Waterloo with a blunted sword. Foch and his powerful allies had thrown back Marshal von Hindenburg and the finest military machine in history since the retreat from Moscow broke the Grand Army of Napoleon. But now, Nayland Smith, backed by the government of the United States, fought, not for the salvage of the Constitution, not for the peace of the country, but for the future of the world. And the opposing forces were commanded by a mad genius…

Dressed in an old tweed suit, pipe clenched between his teeth, he paced up and down the sitting-room. His powers were all that a field-marshal could have demanded. His chief of staff, Mark Hepburn, was one such as he would have selected. But…

Someone had unlocked the door of the apartment.

Fey appeared in the vestibule as if by magic, his right hand in his coat pocket. Nayland Smith stepped smartly to the left, taking up a position from which he could see the entrance. A tall, pale, bearded man came in, wearing a caped coat and a wide-brimmed black hat…

Hepburn! cried Smith, and hurried forward to meet him. Thank heavens youre back safe. What news?

Captain Mark Hepburn, U.S.M.C., a parody of his normal self, smiled wryly. His pallor, his graying temples, were artificial, but the beard and moustache were carefully tended natural products, although at the moment chemically improved. The character he was assuming was one which he might be called upon to maintain for a considerable time, in accordance with the plan.

Just left the Bragg reception at the Dumas apartment, he said, removing his glasses and staring rather haggardly at Nayland Smith. There isnt much to report except that Braggs confidential secretary, Salvaletti, is pretty obviously the link with Fu-Manchu.

Then Bragg is doubly covered, said Nayland Smith grimly. Lola Dumas is almost certainly one of Dr. Fu-Manchus agents.

Yes. Mark Hepburn dropped wearily into an armchair. But theres some friction in that quarter. A woman was announced just before I left, and Bragg went out to interview her. I managed to pick up some scraps of the conversation between Salvaletti and Bragg, but from the way Lola Dumas watched Bragg, I gathered that their relations were becoming strained.

Describe Salvaletti, said Nayland Smith succinctly.

Mark Hepburn half closed his eyes. Smith watched him. There was something odd in Hepburns manner.

Above medium height, pale, stooping. Light-blue eyes, dark, lank hair, a soft voice and a sickly smile.

Seen him before?

Never! Hes a new one on me.

Probably indigenous to the American underworld, Smith murmured; therefore I should not know him. You are sure it was a woman who was announced?

Positive. Harvey Bragg brought her into the room and displayed her to the company as his new secretary. Its about this woman I want to talk to you. I want your advice. I dont know what to do. It was Mrs. Adair… who escaped, thanks to my negligence, from the Tower of the Holy Thorn…


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. THE ABBOTS MOVE

In the Gothic dome where most of the life of the Memory Man was passed, lights were extinguished. A red spark marking the tip of a burning Egyptian cigarette glowed in the darkness.

There was a short silence, and then:

Report, directed the familiar, hated voice, from Numbers covering Nayland Smith.

Three have been received since I relayed. Shall I repeat them in detail or summarize their contents?

Summarize.

There is no certain evidence that he has left his base during the last twelve hours. A report from Number 44 suggests that he may have visited the police mortuary. This report unconfirmed. Two Numbers and eight operatives, with two Z-cars, covering Centre Street. Federal Agent Hepburn not reported to have moved out from the Regal Tower. This is a summary of the three reports.

Darkness still prevailed…

The latest report regarding Abbot Donegal.

Received thirty minutes after that last relayed. A man answering to the abbots description reported as hiring a car at Elmira. Believed to have arrived there from the West by American Airlines. Posing as Englishman. Wears single eyeglass and carries golfing kit…

In the tower study, so oddly corresponding in point of elevation with Nayland Smiths headquarters, but which bore an atmosphere of stale incense whereas the apartment high above the Regal-Athenian Hotel was laden with fumes of broad-cut smoking mixture, Dr. Fu-Manchu sat behind the lacquer table. There was no one else in the room.

The life of one who aspires to empire  though thousands may await his commands  is a wan and lonely life. Solitude is the mother of inspiration. The Chinaman, these reports from the Memory Man received, sat in his high, carven chair, eyes closed. He was speaking as though to one standing near him. On the little polished switchboard two spots of light glowed; green, and amber.

Dispatch a party in a Z-car, he directed, his voice unemotional but the gutturals very marked. Explore all farms, roadhouses and hotels along the route which I have indicated. Abbot Donegal is reported as traveling incognito. He may be posing as an English tourist. If found, he is not to be molested, but he must be detained. Instruct the Number in charge to send in reports from point to point. This is a personal order from the President.

A slender yellow hand with long, pointed nails reached out. The two lights disappeared. Dr. Fu-Manchu opened his eyes: their greenness was dimmed. He raised the lid of a silver box which stood upon the table and from it took a small, exquisitely made opium-smoking outfit. He lighted the tiny lamp and inserted a gold bodkin into a container holding the black gum which is born of the white poppy. He had not slept for forty-eight hours…

Almost at the same moment, in a room at the top of the Regal Tower, Mark Hepburn spoke on the telephone. He had had all calls put through to his own room in order that Nayland Smith might not be disturbed; for, at last, Smith was sleeping.

This Englishman who left Airlines at Elmira, he said in his dry, monotonous voice, sounds to me like the man were looking for. The fact that he wears plus fours and a monocle doesnt count, nor the fact that he is traveling with a golf bag. I have learned that Abbot Donegal used a single eyeglass before he took to spectacles. He could probably get along with it quite well except for reading. Also, hes a golfer. The English accent means nothing. Abbot Donegal is a trained orator. Check up on all roadhouses and hotels along possible routes which he might follow if, as you suspect, he left by road from Elmira. Take a radio car so we keep track of you. Report from point to point. If he is definitely identified take no action until you have my instructions. We have contrived to silence the newspapers about his disappearance. But he is probably coming to New York to take Prescotts place at Camegie Hall  if Prescott fails to arrive. This would ruin our plans… All right  good-bye.

He hung up the receiver.

* * * *

In the vestibule of a small country hotel two men sat over their coffee before a crackling log fire. Outside, a storm raged. The howling of the wind could be heard in the chimney, and whenever the main door was opened a veil of sleet might be seen in the light shining out from inside. It was a wild night.

The men seated before the fire were an odd couple. One, of slight but wiry build, clean-shaven and fresh colored, lean-faced, his hair graying, wore a tweed suit with plus fours, thick woolen stockings and brown brogues. A monocle glittered in the firelight as he bent to refill his pipe. His companion, a clergyman equally lean of feature, watched him, blinking his eyes in the way of one shortsighted. A close observer might have noted a physical but not a spiritual resemblance.

I mean to say, said the man with the monocle, stuffing tobacco into the bowl of his briar, its a bad time to see America. I agree; but I couldnt help myself, if you see what I mean. It had to be now or never sort of thing. People have been awfully nice he paused to strike a match I am the silly ass; nobody else to blame. Thanks to you, I know it would be stupid to push on tonight.

I am told, said the priest, his gentle voice a contrast to that of the other speaker, that Colonel Challoner lives some twenty miles from here. For my own part I have no choice.

What! The man with the monocle, in the act of lighting his pipe, paused, looked up. Youre pushing on?

Duty demands.

Oh, I see, sir. A sick call, I take it? The clergyman watched him silently for a few moments.

A sick call  yes…

The outer door opened, admitting a blast of icy air. Three men came in, the last to enter closing the door behind him. They were useful-looking men, thick-set and hard.

In luck at last! one of them exclaimed.

All three were watching the man with the monocle. One, who was evidently the leader of the party, square-jawed and truculent, raised his hand as if to silence the others, and stepped forward. As he did so the proprietor of the hotel appeared through an inner doorway. The man paused, glanced at him.

Find some Scotch, he ordered real Scotch. Not here  inside, some place. Me and these boys have business to talk over.

The proprietor, a taciturn New Englander, nodded and disappeared. The speaker, not removing his hat, stood staring down at the man with the eyeglass. His companions were looking in the same direction. The focus of attention, pipe between his teeth, gazed at the three in blank astonishment.

Dont want to intrude the leader gave a cursory nod to the clergyman real sorry to interrupt; but I must ask you he placed a compelling hand on the shoulder of the wearer of the monocle to step inside for just a minute. Got a couple o questions to put to you.

What the deuce dyou mean?

Im a government agent, and Im on urgent business. Just a couple of questions.

I never heard of such balderdash in my life, the other declared. He turned to the clergyman. Did you?

It will probably save trouble in the long run if you assist the officer.

Right-oh. Im obliged for the tip. Very funny and odd, but still…

Pipe firmly clenched between his teeth, he walked out followed by the leader of the party, the other two members of which brought up the rear. They found themselves in a small back hall from which arose a stair communicating with upper floors. On a table stood a bottle of whisky, glasses and a pitcher of ice water.

No need to go farther, said the agent; were all set here. He stared hard at the man in plus fours. Listen, Abbot: why the fancy dress?

What dyou mean, Abbot? was the angry reply. My names not Abbot, and if it were youd have a damned cheek to address me in that way!

Cut the funny lines. They aint funny. Im here on business. You dont have to try to make me laugh. Whats the name that goes with the eye-window?

Im tempted, said the man addressed, speaking with a cold anger which his amiably vacant manner would not have led one to anticipate, to tell you to go to hell. He focused an icy stare in turn upon each of the three grim faces. Youve stepped off with the wrong foot, my friends.

He plunged to an inside pocket. Instantly three steel barrels covered him. He ignored them, handing a British passport to the leader of the party. There was a minute of ominous silence during which the man scrutinized the passport and the photograph, comparing the latter with its subject. At last:

Boys!  he turned to his satellites were up the wrong gum tree. Weve got hold of Captain the Honorable George Forsdyke-Forsdyke of the Grenadier Guards! Schultz, jump to the phone. Notify Base and ask for Presidents instructions…

Some ten minutes later the Honorable George Forsdyke-Forsdyke found himself in sole possession of the little vestibule. The three federal officers had gone. He had had a glimpse through the driving sleet of a powerful car drawn up before the door. The amiable clergyman had gone. He was alone, mystified, irritated.

Well, Im damned! he said.

At which moment, and while through the howling of the storm the purr of the departing car might still be heard, came the roar of a second and even more powerful engine. Again the door was thrown open, and two men came in. Forsdyke-Forsdyke turned and faced them.

O.K. this time, Chief! said one, exhibiting a row of glittering white teeth.

The other nodded and stepped forward.

Good evening, Dom Patrick Donegal, he said, and pulled aside a dripping leather overcoat to exhibit a gold badge. A nice run youve given us!

Here! I say! exclaimed Forsdyke-Forsdyke. This damn joke is getting stale!

And in a dilapidated but roadworthy Ford the amiable priest was driving furiously through the storm in the direction of New York: the Abbot of Holy Thorn was one stage further on his self-imposed journey.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. MRS. ADAIR REAPPEARS

Moya Adair stepped out of the elevator, crossed the marble lobby of the luxurious apartment house and came out on to Park Avenue. She was muffled up in her mink coat, the little Basque beret which she wore in rough weather crushed tightly upon mahogany-red curls. A high, fiercely cold wind had temporarily driven the clouds away, and a frosty moon looked down from a glittering sky. Moya inhaled delightedly the ice-cold air from the Avenue. It was clean and wholesome in contrast to the smoke-laden atmosphere of the Dumas apartment.

Her new assignment terrified her. For some reason known only to the President, that awful Chinaman who dominated her life, she had been chosen to supplant Lola Dumas. And she feared the enmity of Lola Dumas second only to that of the President. It was the yellow streak, more marked in her than in her father, which made her terrible; Moya, who had met her several times, had often thought of Lola as a beautiful, evil priestess of Voodoo  a dabbler in strange rites.

She began to walk briskly in the direction of a nearby hotel where, as Miss Eileen Breon, accommodation had been provided for her by the organization to which unwillingly she belonged. She felt as though she had escaped from an ever-present danger.

Harvey Bragg, potential Dictator of America, had accepted her appearance in the spirit in which sultans had formerly welcomed the present of a Circassian slave girl, And she had nowhere to turn for help  unless to the President. Oddly enough, she trusted that majestic but evil man.

The newspapers, in which politics occupied so much space, were nevertheless giving prominence to the mysterious death of James Richet. In her heart of hearts Moya Adair believed that James Richet had been executed by the Presidents orders. The power of the sinister Chinaman was terrifying; yet although he held a life dearer than her own in his hands, Moyas service was not wholly one of fear. He had never called upon her to do anything which her philosophy told her to be despicable. Sometimes in her dreams she thought that he was Satan, fallen son of the morning, but in her very soul she knew that his word was inviolable; that execrable though his deeds appeared to Western eyes, paradoxically he might be trusted to give measure for measure.

Her first instructions in regard to Bragg had related to the forthcoming debate at Carnegie Hall. She had given him certain typed notes; with many of which he had quarrelled furiously. The odd fact had dawned upon her during this first interview that Bragg had never met the President!

Ill play this bunch of underground stiffs just as long as their funds last out, he had declared. But you can tell your President that what I need is his money, not his orders!

Moya pointed out that directions received in the past had invariably led to success. Bragg, becoming more and more deeply intrigued, had tried to cross-examine. Failing, he had changed his tactics and made coarsely violent love to her…

She raised her face, as she hurried along, to the healing purity of the moonlight. Salvaletti tactfully had terminated that first hateful interview; but she shrank from Salvaletti as she instinctively shrank from snakes. Since then, the scene had been re-enacted  many times.

She had reached her hotel and was just turning into the doorway when a hand touched her shoulder…

It had come  and, almost, it was welcome!

Since that snowy night outside the Tower of the Holy Thorn, hourly she had expected arrest. She glanced swiftly aside.

A tall, bearded man who wore glasses, a black hat and a caped topcoat stood at her elbow.

Live here, Mrs. Adair? he asked drily.

A stream of traffic released at that moment by a changing light almost drowned her reply, in so low a voice did she speak.

Yes. Who are you, and what do you want?

Yet even as she spoke she knew that she had heard that monotonous voice before. Under the shadow of his hat brim the mans eyes glistened through the spectacles.

I want to step inside and have a word with you

But I dont know you.

The man pulled the caped coat aside, and she saw the glitter of a gold badge. Yes, she had been right  a federal officer! It was finished: she was in the hands of the law; free of the awful President, but…

The lobby of the expensively discreet apartment hotel was deserted, for the hour was late. But as they sat down facing each other across a small table, Moya Adair had entirely recovered her composure. She had learned in these last years that she could not afford to be a woman; she blessed the heritage of courage and common sense which was hers. It had saved her from madness, from suicide; from even worse than suicide.

And now the federal agent removed his black hat. She knew him and, in the moment of recognition, wondered why she was glad.

She smiled into the bearded face  and Moya was not ignorant of the fact that her smile was enchanting.

Am I to consider myself under arrest? she asked. Because, if so, I dont expect to have the same luck as last time.

Mark Hepburn removed his black-rimmed spectacles and stared at her steadily. She remembered his deep-set eyes  remembered them as dreamy eyes, the eyes of a poet. Now, they were cold. Her brave flippancy had awakened the Quaker ancestors, those restless Puritan spirits who watched eternally over Mark Hepburns soul. This was the traditional attitude of a hardened adventuress. When he replied, his voice sounded very harsh.

Technically, its my duty to arrest you, Mrs. Adair; but were not so trammeled by red tape as the police. He was watching her firm, beautifully modeled lips and trying to solve the mystery of how she could give her kisses to Harvey Bragg. I have been waiting ever since that night at the Tower for a chat with you.

She made no reply.

An associate of yours on Abbot Donegals staff was murdered recently outside the Regal Hotel. You may have heard of it?

Moya Adair nodded.

Yes; but why do you say he was murdered?

Because I know who murdered him and so do you: Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He laid stress on the name, staring into Moyas eyes. But with those words he had enabled her to speak the truth, Unafraid. That he referred to the President she divined; but to all connected with the organization the Presidents name was unknown, except that on two occasions she had heard him referred to as the Marquis.

To the best of my knowledge, she replied quietly, I have never met anyone called Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Mark Hepburn, who had obtained Nayland Smiths consent to handle this matter in his own way, realized that he had undertaken a task beyond his powers. This woman knew that she was fighting for her freedom  and he could not torture her. He was silent for a while, watching her, then:

I should hate to think of you, he said, undergoing a police interrogation, Mrs. Adair. But you must know as well as I know that theres a plot afoot to obtain control of this country. You are in on it: its my business to be. I can guarantee your safety; you can quit the country if you like. I know where you come from in County Wicklow; I know where your father is at the present time…

Moya Adairs eyes opened fully for a moment, and then quite closed. This man was honest, straight as a die: he offered her freedom, the chance to live her own life again… and she could not, dared not, accept what he offered!

You have no place in murder gangs. You belong in another sphere. I want you to go back to it. I want you to be on the right side, not on the wrong. Trust me, and you wont regret it, but try any tricks and you will leave me no alternative.

He ceased speaking, watching Moyas face. She was looking away from him with an unseeing gaze. But he knew because of his sensitively sympathetic character that she had understood and was battling with some problem outside his knowledge. The half-lighted lobby was very quiet, so that when a man who had been seated in a chair at the farther end, unsuspected, crossed to the elevator, Mark Hepburn turned sharply, glancing in his direction. Mrs. Adair remained abstracted. At the end of a long silence:

I am going to trust you, she said, and looked at him steadily, Because I know I can. I am glad we have met  for after all there may be a way. Will you believe me if I swear to carry out what I am going to suggest…?

Two minutes later, the man who had gone up in the elevator was speaking on the telephone in his apartment.

Miss Eileen Breon talking in the lobby with a bearded man wearing spectacles and a black caped topcoat. Time 2.55 a.m. Report from Number 49.


CHAPTER NINETEEN. THE CHINESE CATACOMBS

Orwin Prescott opened his eyes and stared about the small bedroom  at two glass-topped tables, white enamelled walls, at a green-shaded lamp set near an armchair in which a nurse was seated; a very beautiful nurse whose dark eyes were fixed upon him intently.

He did not speak immediately, but lay there watching her and thinking.

Something had happened  at Carnegie Hall. The memory was not clear-cut; but something had happened in the course of his debate with Harvey Bragg. Had over-study, over-anxiety, resulted in a nervous breakdown? This was clearly a clinic in which he found himself.

In this idea he thought he saw a solution of the mental confusion in his mind. He was fascinated by the darkly beautiful face framed in the white nurses cap. Vaguely, he knew that he had seen the nurse before. He moved slowly, and found to his delight that there seemed to be nothing physically wrong with him. Then he spoke:

Nurse his voice was full, authoritative; he recognized that in brain and body he was unimpaired by whatever had happened this is very bewildering. Please tell me where I am.

The nurse stood up and walked to the bed: she was very slender, her movements were graceful.

You are in the Park House Clinic, Dr. Prescott, and I am happy to say entirely your old self again.

He watched her full lips, sensitive with sympathy.

I collapsed during the debate?

She shook her head smilingly.

What a strange idea, Doctor. But I can understand that that would be upon your mind. Surely you remember walking out from Weavers Farm, your cousins home? There was snow on the ground, and you slipped and fell; you were unconscious for a long time. They brought you here. You are under the care of Dr. Sigmund. But alls well, you see.

I feel as well as I ever felt in my life.

You are as well.

She sat down beside the bed and rested a cool hand on his forehead. Her dark eyes when she bent towards him he thought extraordinarily beautiful.

And now Orwin Prescott sat up. There was vigor in his movements.

Still I dont understand. I assure you I recall whole passages in the debate at Carnegie Hall! I can remember Braggs triumph, my own ineptitude, my inability to counter his crude thrusts…

You were dreaming, Doctor; naturally the debate has been on your mind. Dont overtire yourself.

Gently she compelled him to lie down again.

Then what really occurred? he challenged.

The nurse smiled again soothingly.

Nothing has occurred yet: except that we have got you in splendid form for the debate tonight.

What!

The debate at Carnegie Hall takes place tonight, and after a talk with your secretary, Mr. Norbert, who is waiting outside, I am quite sure you will be ready for it.

Orwin Prescott stared at the speaker fixedly. A new, a dreadful idea, had presented itself to him, and:

Do you assure me, he said I beg you will be frank  that the debate has not taken place?

I give you my word, she answered, meeting his glance with absolute candor. There is no mystery about it all except that you have had a vivid dream of the thing upon which your brain has been centered for so long.

Then I have been here  ?

Ever since the accident, Doctor. She stood up, crossed, and pressed a bell. I am sending for Mr. Norbert, she explained. He is naturally anxious to see you.

But whole phases of the debate seemed to ring in Prescotts ears! He saw himself, he saw Bragg, he saw the vast audience as though a talking picture were being performed inside his brain!

The door opened, and Norbert came in; dark, perfectly groomed. The neat black moustache suggested a British army officer. He came forward with outstretched hand.

Dr. Prescott! he exclaimed, this is fine. He turned to the nurse. Nurse Arlen, I must congratulate you. Dr. Sigmund, I know, is delighted.

Perhaps, Norbert, said Prescott, now that you are here we can get this thing straight. There are many points which are quite dark to me. It is all but incredible that I could have lain here

Forget all that, Doctor, Norbert urged, for the moment. I am told that you are fit to talk shop, and so there is one thing upon which to concentrate  tonights debate.

It really is tonight?

I understand your bewilderment  but it really is tonight. Imagine our anxiety! It means the biggest check in Braggs headlong career to the White House. I am going to refresh your memory with all our notes up to the date of the accident at Weavers Farm. I had left you, you recall, to go to Washington. I have added some later points. Do you feel up to business?

He turned to the nurse. Nurse Arlen, you are sure it will not tire him?

Dr. Sigmund is confident that it will complete his cure.

Orwin Prescotts glance lingered on the beautiful dark face. Then, again sitting up, he turned to Maurice Norbert. He was conscious of growing enthusiasm, of an intense ardor for his great task.

Perhaps one day I shall understand, he said, but at the moment

Norbert opened his portfolio.

* * * *

In a small, square, stone-faced room deep in the Chinese Catacombs, old Sam Pak crouched upon a settee placed against a wall. One would have thought, watching the bent, motionless figure, that it was that of an embalmed Chinaman. There was little furniture in the room: a long narrow table, with a chair set behind it; upon the table appointments suggesting a medical consultant; upon the floor, two rugs. The arched doorway was closed by scarlet tapestry drapings.

Now these were drawn aside. A tall figure entered, a man who wore a black overcoat with a heavy astrakhan collar, and an astrakhan cap upon his head; also, he wore spectacles. As he entered, and he entered quite silently, Sam Pak stood up as if electrified, bowing very low in the Chinese manner. The tall man walked to the chair behind the table and seated himself.

He removed his spectacles. The wonderful lined face which had reminded so many observers of that of Seti I was revealed in its yellow mastery. Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke.

Be seated, he said.

Sam Pak resumed his seat.

You guarantee, the harsh, guttural voice continued  those brilliant green eyes were fixed inflexibly upon the ancient Chinaman, the appearance of Dr. Orwin Prescott tonight?

You have my word, Marquis.

Three drops of the tincture must be administered ten minutes before he leaves.

It shall be administered.

Already, my friend, we are suffering at the hands of the bunglers we are compelled to employ. The pestilential priest Patrick Donegal has slipped through all our nets. Nor is it certain that he is not in the hands of Enemy Number One.

The ancient head of Sam Pak was slowly nodded.

The appearance of the Abbot at Carnegie Hall, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued, might be fatal to my plans. Yet  removing heavy gloves he laid two long bony hands upon the table before him I remain in uncertainty.

In war, Master, there is always an element of uncertainty.

Uncertainty is part of the imperfect plan, Fu-Manchu replied sibilantly. Only the fool is uncertain. But the odds are heavy, my friend. Produce to me the man Herman Grosset, whom you have chosen for tonights great task.

Sam Pak moved slightly, pressing a bell. The curtain was drawn aside, and a Chinese boy appeared. A few words of rapid instructions and he went out, dropping the curtain behind him.

There was silence in the queer room. Dr. Fu-Manchu, eyes half closed, leaned back in his chair. Sam Pak resembled a mummy set upright in ghastly raillery by some light-minded excavator. Then came vigorous footsteps, the curtains were switched aside and a man strode in.

Above medium height, of tremendously powerful build, dark-faced and formidable, Herman Grosset was a man with whom no one would willingly pick a quarrel. He looked about him challengingly, meeting the gaze of those half-closed green eyes with apparent indifference and merely glancing at old Sam Pak. He stepped to the table, staring down at Dr. Fu-Manchu.

His movements, his complete sang-froid, something, too, in the dark-browed face, might have reminded a close observer of Harvey Bragg; and indeed, Grosset was a half-brother of the potential dictator of the United States.

So you are the President? he said  and his gruff voice held a note of amused self-assurance. Im sure glad to meet you, President Theres some saying about fools step in… I dont know if it applies to me, but its kind of funny that youve stayed in the background with Harvey, but asked me to step right into the office.

The circumstances under which you stepped into the office, came coldly, sibilantly, are such that if you displease me, you will find it difficult to step out again.

Oh! Im supposed to be impressed by the closed auto and the secret journey? Grosset laughed and banged his fist on the table. Look!

With a lightning movement he snatched an automatic from his pocket and covered Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I take big risks, because I know how to protect myself. While youre for Harvey, Im for you. If I thought youd dare to cross him, youd start out for your Chinese paradise this very minute. Harvey is going to be President. Harvey is going to be Dictator. Nothing else can set the country to rights. I wouldnt hesitate he tapped the gun barrel on the table, watching out of the corner of his eye the old Chinaman on the settee I wouldnt hesitate to shoot down any man living that got in his way. When he made me boss of his bodyguard he did the right thing.

Dr. Fu-Manchus long, yellow hands with their cruelly pointed nails remained quite motionless. He did not stir a muscle; his eyes were mere green slits in the yellow mask. Then:

No one doubts your loyalty to Harvey Bragg, he said softly; that point is not in dispute. It is known that you love him.

Id die for him.

The automatic disappeared into the pocket from which it had been taken. Two men stripped to the waist entered so silently that even the movement of the curtain was not audible. They sprang from behind like twin panthers upon Grosset.

Hell! he roared, whats this game!

He bent his powerful body forward, striving to throw one of his assailants across his shoulder, but realized that he was gripped in a stranglehold.

You damned yellow double-crosser, he groaned, as his right arm was twisted back to breaking-point.

From behind, an expanding gag was slipped into his gaping mouth. He gurgled, groaned, tried to kick, then collapsed as the pressure of fingers made itself felt, agonizingly, upon his eyeballs…

He had not even seen his assailants when straps were buckled about his legs, and his arms lashed behind him.

Throughout, Dr. Fu-Manchu never stirred. But when the man, his eyes fixed in frenzied hate upon the Chinese doctor, was carried, uttering inarticulate sounds, from the room, and the curtain fell behind his bearers:

It is good, my friend, Fu-Manchu said gutturally, addressing the mummy-like figure on the settee, that you succeeded in bringing me a few expert servants.

It was well done, old Sam Pak muttered.

Tonight, the precise tones continued, we put our fortunes to the test. The woman Adair, to whom I have entrusted the tuition of Harvey Bragg, is one I can rely upon; I hold her in my hand. But the man himself, in his bloated arrogance, may fail us. I fear for little else. His eyes became closed; he was thinking aloud. If Enemy Number One has Abbot Donegal, all approaches to Carnegie Hall must be held against them. This I can arrange. We have little else to fear.

From the material upon the table he delicately charged a hypodermic syringe with a pale-green fluid. Sam Pak watched him with misty eyes, and Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up.

It is unfortunate, he said, but there was a note of scientific enthusiasm in the guttural voice, that my first important experiment in the use of this interesting drug should involve in success or failure such high issues. Come, my friend; I desire you to be present…

Across the silent temple of the seven-eyed goddess they went: Fu-Manchu with his catlike walk; old Sam Pak shuffling behind. The place was silent and empty. They descended a stone stair, traversed the corridor lined with the six painted coffins, and passed the steel door beyond which a secret passage led to East River.

In a small, cell-like room, brightly lighted by a pendant lamp, Herman Grosset lay strapped to a fixed teak bench. The two immobile Chinamen had just completed their task as Dr. Fu-Manchu entered, and:

Go! he commanded in Chinese.

The men bowed and went out; their muscular bodies were dewy with perspiration. Grossets skin also gleamed wetly. He had been stripped to the waist; his eyes were starting from his head.

Remove the gag, my friend, Dr. Fu-Manchu directed.

Old Sam Pak stepped forward, bent over Grosset, and with a sudden, amazingly agile movement, wrenched the mans mouth open and plucked out the expanding gag. Grosset turned his head aside and spat disgustedly; then:

Dirty yellow thugs! he whispered: he was panting. Youve been bought over! Maybe you think  his powerful chest expanded hugely that if you get Harvey, Orwin Prescott has a chance! Im telling you this: If any harm comes to Harvey, therell never be a Dictator in the United States.

We do not doubt, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, your love for Harvey Bragg.

No need to doubt it! Looks like Im dying for him right here and now. I want to tell you this: Hes the biggest man this country has known for a whole generation and more. Think that over. I say it.

You would not consider changing your opinion?

I knew it! Grosset was recovering vigor. Saw it coming. Listen, you saffron-faced horror! You couldnt buy me for all the gold in Washington. Ive lived for Harvey right along… Ill die for Harvey.

Admirable sentiments, Dr. Fu-Manchu muttered, and bent over the strapped figure, hypodermic syringe in hand.

What are you going to do to me? Grosset shrieked, a sudden note of horror in his voice. What are you going to do to me? Oh, you filthy yellow swine! If only my hands were free!

I am going to kill you, my friend. I have no future place for you in my plans.

Well, do it with a gun, the man groaned, or even a knife if you like. But that thing

He uttered a wild, despairing shriek as the needle point was plunged into his flesh. Veins like blue whipcords sprang up on his forehead, on his powerful arms, as he fought to evade the needle point. All was in vain: he groaned and, in the excess of his mental agony, became still.

Dr. Fu-Manchu handed the syringe to the old mandarin, who unemotionally had watched the operation. He stooped and applied his ear to the diaphragm of the unconscious man. Then, standing upright, he nodded.

The second injection two hours before we want him. He looked down at the powerful body strapped to the bench. You have killed many men in defense of your idol, Grosset, he murmured, apostrophizing the insensible figure. Seven I have checked, and there are others. You shall end your career in a killing that is really worth while…

* * * *

Carnegie Hall was packed to saturation point. It was an even bigger audience than Fritz Kreisler could have commanded; an audience equally keen with anticipation, equally tense. The headlong advance made by Harvey Bragg  once regarded as a petty local potentate by serious politicians, now recognized as a national force  had awakened the country to the fact that dictatorship, until latterly a subject for laughter, might, incredible though it seemed, be imminent.

The League of Good Americans reputedly numbered fifteen million members upon its roll. That many thousands of the homeless and hopeless had been given employment by Harvey Bragg was an undisputed fact The counter measures of the old administration, dramatically drastic, had apparently done little to check a growing feverish enthusiasm awakened throughout the country by Bluebeard. An ever-expanding section of the public regarded him as a savior; another and saner element recognized that he was a menace to the Constitution. Dr. Orwin Prescott, scholarly, sincere, had succeeded in driving a wedge between two conflicting bodies  and the gap was widening.

That Orwin Prescott advocated a sane administration, every sensible citizen appreciated. His avowed object was to split the Bragg camp; but there were those who maintained, although he had definitely denied the charge, that secretly he aimed at nomination to the Presidency.

There was a rumor abroad that he would declare himself tonight.

Among the more thoughtful elements he undoubtedly had a large following, and if the weight of the Abbot of Holy Thorn at the eleventh hour should be thrown into the scales, it was obvious to students of the situation that the forces of Orwin Prescott would become nearly as formidable as those of Harvey Bragg.

In the course of the last few hectic months other contestants had been wiped off the political map. Republican voters, recanting their vows of 1932, had rallied to Orwin Prescott. Agriculture stood solid for the old administration, although Ohio had a big Bragg faction. The ghost of a conservative third party had been exorcised by Abbot Donegal, a close friend of Prescott.

There was a certain studious mystery about Dr. Orwin Prescott which appealed to a large intellectual class. His periodical retirements from public life, a certain aura of secret studies which surrounded him, and the recent silence of Abbot Donegal, had been interpreted as a piece of strategy, the importance of which might at any moment become manifest. One would have had to search far back in American history for a parallel of the almost hysterical excitement which dominated this packed assembly.

The huge building was entirely in the hands of police and federal agents. Hidden patrols covered the route from the Dumases apartment on Park Avenue right to the door of the hall by which Harvey Bragg would enter. Up to an hour before the meeting was timed to open, no one knew where Prescott was, or even if he were in the city. The audience, which numbered over three thousand, had been admitted to their seats, every man and woman closely scrutinized by hawk-eyed police officers. The buzz of that human beehive was something all but incredible.

A military band played patriotic music, many numbers being sung in unison by three thousand voices. Suspense was intense; excitement electrical.

Nayland Smith, in an office cut off from the emotional vibrations of that vast gathering, was in constant touch with police headquarters, and with Fey, who sat at the telephone at the top of the Regal Tower. Mark Hepburn, bearded and bespectacled, ranged the building from floor to floor, reporting at intervals in the office which Nayland Smith had made his temporary base.

Outside, limelight turned night into day, and a team of cameramen awaited the arrival of distinguished members of the audience. Thousands who had been disappointed in obtaining admittance thronged the sidewalks; the corner of 57th Street was impassable. Patrolmen, mounted and on foot, kept a way open for arriving cars.

Hepburn walked into the office just as Nayland Smith replaced the telephone. Smith turned, sprang up.

Sarah Lakin, seated in a rest-chair on the other side of the big desk, flashed an earnest query into the bespectacled eyes. Mark Hepburn shook his head and removed his spectacles.

Almost certainly, he said in his dry, unemotional way, Abbot Donegal is not in the hall, so far.

Nayland Smith began to walk up and down the room tugging at the lobe of his ear, then:

And there is no news from the Mott Street area. I am beginning to wonder  I am beginning to doubt.

I have deferred to your views, Sir Denis, came the grave voice of Miss Lakin, but I have never disguised my own opinion. In assuming on the strength of a letter, admittedly in his own hand, that Orwin will be here tonight, I think you have taken a false step.

Maurice Norberts telephone message this morning seemed to me to justify the steps we have taken, said Hepburn drily.

I must agree with you there, Captain Hepburn, Miss Lakin admitted; but I cannot understand why Mr. Norbert failed to visit me or to visit you. It is true that Orwin has a custom of hiding from the eye of the Press whenever an important engagement is near, but hitherto I have been in his confidence. She stood up. I know, Sir Denis, that you have done everything which any man could do to trace his whereabouts. But I am afraid. She locked her long, sensitive fingers together. Somehow, I am very afraid.

A sound of muffled cheering penetrated to the office.

See who that is, Hepburn, snapped Nayland Smith.

Hepburn ran out. Miss Lakin stared into the grim, brown face of the man pacing up and down the floor. Suddenly he stopped in front of her and rested his hand upon her shoulder.

You may be right and I may be wrong, he said rapidly. Nevertheless, I believe that Orwin Prescott will be here tonight.

Mark Hepburn returned.

The Mayor of New York, he reported laconically. The big names are beginning to arrive. He glanced at his wrist-watch. Plenty of time yet.

In any event, said Nayland Smith, we have neglected no possible measure. There is only one thing to do  wait.


CHAPTER TWENTY. THE CHINESE CATACOMBS (CONCLUDED)

Orwin Prescott dressed himself with more than his usual care. Maurice Norbert had brought his evening clothes and his dressing-case, and in a perfectly appointed bathroom which adjoined the white bedroom, Prescott had bathed, shaved, and then arrayed himself for the great occasion.

The absence of windows in these apartments had been explained by Nurse Arlen. This was a special rest room, usually employed in cases of over-tired nerves and regarded as suitable by Dr. Sigmund, in view of the ordeal which so soon his patient must face. The doctor he had not seen in person; quite satisfied with his progress, the physician  called to a distant patient  had left him in the care of Nurse Arlen. Orwin Prescott would have been quite prepared to remain in her care for a long time. Although he more than suspected the existence of a yellow streak in Nurse Arlens blood, she was the most fascinating creature with whom he had personally come in contact.

He knew that he was forming an infatuation for this graceful nurse, whose soothing voice had run through all the troubled dreams which had preceded his complete recovery. And now, as he stood looking at himself in the glass, he thought that he had never appeared more keenly capable in the whole of his public life. He studied his fine, almost ascetic features. He was pale, but his pallor added character to the curt, gray military moustache and emphasized the strength of dark eyebrows. His gray hair was brushed immaculately.

The situation he had well in hand. Certainly there were remarkable properties in the prescriptions of Dr. Sigmund. His mental clarity he recognized to be super-normal. He had memorized every fact and every figure prepared for him by Norbert! He seemed to have a sort of pre-vision of all that would happen; his consciousness marched a step ahead of the clock. He knew that tonight no debater in the United States could conquer him. He had nothing to fear from the crude rhetoric of Harvey Bragg.

Satisfied with his appearance, delighted with the issue of this misadventure which might well have wrecked his career, he rang the bell as arranged, and Maurice Norbert came in. He, too, was in evening dress and presented a very smart figure.

I have arranged, Doctor, he said, for the car to be ready in twenty minutes. I will set out now to prepare our friends for your arrival, and to see that you are not disturbed in any way until the debate is over. I have never seen you look more fit for the fray.

Thanks to your selection of a remarkable physician, Norbert, I have never felt more fit.

Its good to hear you say so. Ill go ahead now; you start in twenty minutes. I will collect the brushes and odds and ends tomorrow. I thought it best to arrange for a car with drawn blinds. The last thing we want is an ovation on the street which might hold you up. Youll be driven right to the entrance, where I shall be waiting for you.

Less than two minutes after Norberts departure, Nurse Arlen came in.

I was almost afraid, said Orwin Prescott, that I was not to see you again before I left.

She stood just by the door, one hand resting on a slender hip, watching him with those long, narrow, dark eyes.

How could you think I would let so interesting a patient leave without wishing him every good fortune for tonight?

Your wishes mean a lot to me. I shall never forget the kindness I have experienced here.

The womans dark eyes closed for a moment, and when they reopened, their expression had subtly changed.

That is kind of you, she said. For my own part I have only obeyed orders.

She seated herself beside him on the settee and accepted a cigarette he offered from the full case which Norbert had thoughtfully brought along. Vaguely he was conscious of tension.

I hope to see you again, he said, lighting her cigarette. Is that too much to hope?

No, she replied laughingly; there is no reason why I shouldnt see you again, Doctor. But  she hesitated, glanced at him quickly, and then looked aside I have practically given up social life. You would find me very dull company.

Why should you have given up social life? Orwin Prescott spoke earnestly. You are young, you are beautiful. Surely all the world is before you.

Yes, said Nurse Arlen, in one sense it is. Perhaps some day I may have a chance to try to explain to you. But now… She stood up. I have one more duty before you leave for Carnegie Hall  physicians orders.

She crossed to the glass-topped table and, from a little phial which stood there, carefully measured out some drops of a colorless liquid into a graduated glass. She filled it with water from a pitcher and handed it to Orwin Prescott.

I now perform my last duty, she said. You are discharged as cured.

She smiled. It was the smile which had haunted his dreams: a full-lipped, caressing smile which he knew he could never forget. He took the glass from her hand and drained its contents. The liquid was quite tasteless.

Almost immediately, magically, he became aware of a great exhilaration. His mental powers, already keen, were stimulated to a point where it seemed that his heel was set upon the world as on a footstool; that all common clay formed but stepping-stones to a goal undreamed of by any man before him. It was a kind of intoxication never hitherto experienced in his well-ordered life. How long it lasted he was unable to judge, or what of it was real, and what chimerical.

He thought that, carried out of himself, he seized the siren woman in his arms; that almost she surrendered but finally resisted…

Then, sharply, as lightning splits the atmosphere, came sudden and absolute sobriety.

Orwin Prescott stared at Nurse Arlen. She stood a pace away watching him intently.

That was a heady draft, he said, and his tones were apologetic.

Perhaps my hand shook, Nurse Arlen replied; her caressing voice was not quite steady. I think it is time for you to go, Dr. Prescott. Let me show you the way.

He presently found himself in a small elevator which Nurse Arlen operated. Stepping out at the end of a narrow corridor, and a door being opened, he entered a covered courtyard where a Cadillac was waiting. The chauffeur, who wore driving-glasses, was yellow-skinned  he might have been an Asiatic. He held the door open.

Good night, said Orwin Prescott, one foot on the step. He held Nurse Arlens hand, looking, half afraid, into her dark eyes.

Goodnight, she replied good luck!

The windows were shaded. A moment after the door was closed the big car moved off.

* * * *

Dr. Fu-Manchu sat in the stone-faced room behind that narrow table whose appointments suggested those of a medical consultant. His long yellow fingers with their pointed nails rested motionless upon the table-top. His eyes were closed. The curtain which draped the opening was drawn aside, and Sam Pak entered: Sam Pak  a name which concealed another once honored in China.

Dr. Fu-Manchu did not open his eyes.

Orwin Prescott is on his way to Carnegie Hall, Master, the old man reported, speaking in Chinese, but not in the Chinese which those of the London police who knew him and who knew something of Eastern languages were accustomed to hear. The woman did her work, but not too well. I fear there were four and not three drops in the final draft.

She is a broken reed. The sibilant voice was clearly audible, although the thin-lipped mouth appeared scarcely to move. She was recommended in high quarters, but her sex vibrations render her dangerous. She is amorous, and she has compassion: it is the negroid strain. Her amours do not concern me. If men are her toys, she must play; but the fibre and reality of her womanhood must belong to me. If she betrays me, she shall taste the lingering kiss of death… For this reason I removed her from Harvey Bragg in the crisis, and substituted the woman Adair. You are uncertain respecting the drops?

The jade-green eyes opened, and a compelling stare fixed itself upon the withered face of Sam Pak.

I was watching  her hand was not steady; he became intoxicated. By this I judged.

If she has failed me, she shall suffer. The guttural voice was very harsh. The latest report regarding this pestilential priest?

Number 25, in charge of Z-cars covering Carnegie Hall, reports that the Abbot Donegal has not entered the building.

There was a silence of several moments.

This can mean only one of two things, came sibilantly. He is there, disguised, or he is in Federal hands and Enemy Number One may triumph at the last moment.

Old Sam Pak emitted a sound resembling the hiss of a snake.

Even I begin to doubt if our gods are with us, the high, precise voice of Fu-Manchu continued. What of my boasted powers, of those agents which I alone know how to employ? What of the thousands of servants at my command throughout the world? That Nayland Smith has snapped at my heels  may now at any moment bark outside my door. This brings down my pride like a house of cards. Gods of my fathers  his voice sank lower and lower is it written that I am to fail in the end?

Quote not from Moslem fallacies, old Sam Pak wheezed. Your long contact with the Arabs, Marquis, is responsible for such words.

Few living men could have sustained the baleful glare of those jade-green eyes now fully opened. But Sam Pak, unmoved by their hypnotism, continued:

I, too, have some of the wisdom, although only a part of yours. The story of your life is traced by your own hand. This you know: fatalism is folly. I, the nameless, speak because I am near to you and, loving you, am fearless in your service.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up; his bony but delicate fingers selected certain objects on the table.

Without you, my friend, he said softly, I should indeed be alone in this my last battle, which threatens to become my Waterloo. Let us proceed  he moved, cat-like around the end of the long table to the supreme experiment. Failure means entire reconstruction of our plans.

A wise man can build a high tower upon a foundation of failures, crooned old Sam Pak.

Dr. Fu-Manchu, silent-footed, went out into the room haunted by the seven-eyed goddess; crossed it, descended stairs, old Sam Pak following. They passed along the corridor of the six coffins and came to the dungeon where Herman Grosset lay upon a teak bench. The straps had been removed  he seemed to be sleeping peacefully.

One of Sam Paks Chinamen was on guard. He bowed and withdrew as Dr. Fu-Manchu entered. Old Sam Pak crouched beside the recumbent body, his ear pressed to his hairy chest. Awhile he stayed so, and then looked up, nodding.

Dr. Fu-Manchu bent over the sleeping man, gazing down intently at the inert muscular body. He signaled to Sam Pak, and the old Chinaman, exhibiting an ape-like strength, dragged Grossets tousled head aside. With a small needle syringe Dr. Fu-Manchu made an injection. He laid the syringe aside and watched the motionless patient. Nearly two minutes elapsed… Then, with an atomizer, Dr. Fu-Manchu projected a spray first up the right and then up the left nostril of the unconscious man.

Ten seconds later Grosset suddenly sat upright, gazing wildly ahead. His gaze was caught and held by green compelling eyes, only inches removed from his own. His muscular hands clutched the sides of the bench; he stayed rigid in that pose.

You understand  the strange voice was pitched very low: The word of command is Asia.

I understand, Grosset replied. No man shall stop me.

The word, Fu-Manchu intoned monotonously, is Asia.

Asia, Grosset echoed.

Until you hear that word  the voice seemed to come from the depths of a green lake forget, forget all that you have to do.

I have forgotten.

But remember… remember, when you hear the word Asia…

Asia.

Sleep and forget. But remember that the word is Asia.

Herman Grosset sank back and immediately became plunged in deep sleep. Dr. Fu-Manchu turned to Sam Pak.

The rest is with you, my friend, he said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. CARNEGIE HALL

Harvey Bragg turned round in the chair set before the carved writing-table in the study of the Dumases apartment. He was dressed for the meeting, destined to take its place in American history. Above the table, in a niche and dominating the room, was a reproduction of the celebrated statue of Bussy dAmbois. The table itself was an antique piece of great value, once the property of Cardinal Mazarin.

Listen, Baby, I want to get this right. Harvey Bragg stood up. Im all set, but Im playing a part, and Im not used to playing any part but the part of Harvey Bragg. Bring me into the party, Eileen. Nobody knows better than you. Lola is a hard case, but I guess youre a regular kid.

Moya Adair, seated at the end of the table, raised her eyes to the speaker.

What do you want to know? she asked.

I want to know  Bragg came a step nearer, rested his hands on the table, and bent down I want to know if Im being played for a sucker; because if I am, God help the man who figures to put that stuff over on me! Ive had dough to burn for long enough  some I could check up and some from this invisible guy, the President. Looks to me like the Presidents investment is a total loss… and I never met a rich guy who went around looking for bum stock. This crazy shareholder is starting to try to run my business for me. Listen, Eileen: Ill step where Im told, if I know where Im stepping.

There was a momentary silence broken only by the dim hum of traffic in Park Avenue below.

You would be a fool, said Moya calmly, to quarrel with a man who believed in you so implicitly that he is prepared to finance you to the extent of many million dollars. His object is to make you President of the United States. He has selected me to be your secretary because he believes that I have the necessary capacity for the work. I can tell you no more. He is a man of enormous influence and he wishes to remain anonymous. I cant see that you have any cause for quarrel with him.

Harvey Bragg bent lower, peering into the alluring face.

Ive learned up a lot of cues, he said; cues you have given me. Seems I have to become an actor. And  he banged his open hand upon the table I dont know even at this minute that Orwin Prescott is going to be there!

Orwin Prescott will be there.

Its big fun, isnt it  now his face was but inches removed from Moyas to know that my secretary is wised up on the latest moves and that Im a pawn in the game? Theres another thing, Eileen. Maybe you know whats become of Herman Grosset? He checked in on nowhere more than an hour back, and I never move out without Herman.

He grasped Moyas shoulders. She turned her head aside.

Youre maybe wiser than you look, pretty. You know where I stand. No President can baulk me now. Weve started wrong. Lets forget it. Look at me. I want to tell you something

Came a discreet rap on the study door.

Hell! growled Harvey Bragg. He released Moya, stood upright and turned:

Come in.

The door opened, and Salvaletti entered, smiling but apologetic.

Well! Bragg challenged.

Its time we left for Carnegie Hall.

Salvaletti spoke in a light, silvery voice.

Wheres Herman? I want to see him.

Salvaletti slightly inclined his head.

You have naturally been anxious; so have I. But he is here.

What!

He arrived only a few minutes ago. His explanation of his absence is somewhat… He shrugged.

What! On the booze, on a night like this?

I dont suggest it. But, anyway, he is perfectly all right now.

Ask him to step right in here, roared Harvey Bragg, his voice booming around the study. I want a few words with Herman.

Cutting it rather fine. But if you insist…

I do insist.

He cursed under his breath as Salvaletti went out, turned and stared angrily at Moya Adair; her calm aloofness maddened him.

Something blasted funny going on, he growled. And, I guess, Miss Breon, you know all about it.

I know no more than you know, Mr. Bragg. I can only ask you in your own interests to remember

The coaching! Sure Ill remember it. Im in up to the eyebrows. But after tonight, I climb out!

The door was thrown open, and Herman Grosset burst in. His eyes were wild as he looked from face to face.

Harvey, he said hoarsely, Im real sorry. You wont believe me, but Ive been dead sober all day. I guess it must be blood pressure, or maybe incipient insanity. Its in the family, isnt it, Harvey? Listen  he met the angry glare: Dont talk yet  give me a word. I got a funny phone message more than an hour back. I thought it needed investigation. But hell burn me! Thats all I can remember about it!

What do you mean? growled Harvey Bragg.

I mean I dont know what happened from the time I got that message which I cant remember  up to five minutes ago, when I found myself sitting on a chair down in the vestibule feeling darn sleepy and wondering where in hell Id been.

Youre a drunken sot! Harvey Bragg bawled. Thats what you are  a drunken sot. Youve been soused all afternoon. And this is the damn-fool story you think you can pull on me. Get out to the cars; were late already.

I dont like your words, said Herman Grosset truculently. They aint just, and they aint right.

Right or wrong  get out! yelled Harvey Bragg. Get on with your job. I have to get on with mine…

Two minutes later a trio of powerful cars roared down Park Avenue bound for Carnegie Hall. In the first were four armed bodyguards; in the second Harvey Bragg and Salvaletti; in the third, three more guards and Herman Grosset.

Bluebeard was well protected.

* * * *

In Nayland Smiths temporary office in Carnegie Hall silence, vibrant with unspoken thoughts, had fallen.

Maurice Norbert had just ceased speaking. He stood looking smilingly from face to face. Nayland Smith, seated on the edge of the desk, lean brown hands clutching one upraised knee, watched him unflinchingly. Sarah Lakins steady grave eyes were fixed upon him also.

Senator Lockly, one of Orwin Prescotts most fervent supporters, had joined the party, and his red, good-humored face now registered bewilderment and doubt. Nayland Smith broke the silence.

Your explanation, Mr. Norbert, he rapped, presents certain curious features into which at the moment we have no opportunity to inquire. We are to understand that Dr. Prescott communicated with you roughly at the same time that he communicated with Miss Lakin, and gave you certain instructions which you carried out. These necessitated your meeting a car at an agreed point and being driven to an unknown destination, where you found Dr. Prescott receiving medical attention under the care of a physician whom you did not meet?

Exactly.

Maurice Norbert continued to smile.

You had been instructed, to take a suit-case and other items, and we are to understand that Dr. Prescott has come to some arrangement with those responsible for his disappearance whereby he will be present here, tonight?

Exactly, Maurice Norbert repeated.

Sarah Lakin continued fixedly to watch Norbert, but she did not speak. Senator Lockly cleared his throat and:

I dont understand, he declared, why, having found him, you left him. It seems to me theres no guarantee even now that he will arrive.

One of the curious features, rapped Nayland Smith, standing up and beginning to pace the floor, to which I referred… He turned suddenly, facing Norbert. I dont entirely understand your place in this matter, Mr. Norbert. And I believe  glancing aside that Miss Lakin shares my doubts.

I do, Sarah Lakin replied in her deep, calm voice.

Forgive me  Norbert bowed to the speaker but in this hour of crisis we are naturally over-wrought, every one of us. It isnt personal, its national. These facts will wear a different complexion tomorrow. But accept my assurance, everybody, that Dr. Prescott will be here. He glanced at his wrist-watch. In fact, I must go down to meet him. I beg that you will do as I have asked. Senator, will you join me. He has requested that we shall be with him on the platform.

Senator Lockly looked rather helplessly from Sarah Lakin to Nayland Smith, and then followed Norbert out of the office. As the door closed behind them:

How long employed by Dr. Prescott? rapped Nayland Smith.

Maurice Norbert, Sarah Lakin replied, has been in my cousins service for rather more than a year.

Hepburn has been checking up on him. It has proved difficult, but we expect all the details tomorrow.

At which moment the door was thrown open again, and the Abbot of Holy Thorn, wearing the dress of a simple priest, stepped into the office!

The bearded face of Mark Hepburn might have been glimpsed over his left shoulder. Nayland Smith sprang forward.

Dom Patrick Donegal! he cried, thank God I see you here  and safe!

Mark Hepburn came in and closed the door.

My experiences, Mr. Smith, the abbot replied calmly, on my journey to the city, have convinced me that I have incurred certain dangers. He smiled and gripped the outstretched hand. But I think I warned you that I am a prisoner hard to hold. It is my plain duty in this crisis, since I am denied the use of the air, to be here in person.

One of our patrol cars, said Hepburn dryly, picked up the abbot twenty minutes ago and brought him here under escort. I may add… that the escort was necessary.

That is quite true, the priest admitted. A very tough-looking party in a Cadillac had been following me for several miles. But  he ceased to smile and assumed by a spiritual gesture the role of his Church I have achieved my purpose. If I am to consider myself technically under arrest I must nevertheless insist, Mr. Smith, upon one thing… Failing the appearance of my friend, Orwin Prescott, I shall confront Harvey Bragg tonight.

A sound resembling an approaching storm made itself audible. Mark Hepburn nodded to Nayland Smith and went out. Sarah Lakin stood up, her grave calm ruffled at last. Smith stepped to the doorway and stared along the corridor.

The sound grew louder  it was the cheering of thousands of voices. Dimly the strains of a military band were heard. Mark Hepburn came running back.

Dr. Prescott is on the platform! he cried, completely lifted out of himself by the excitement of the moment. Harvey Bragg has just arrived…

* * * *

The classic debate which the Moving Finger was writing into American history took place in an atmosphere of tension unequalled in the memory of anyone present. After the event there were many who recalled significant features: as, for instance, that Harvey Bragg used notes, his custom being to speak extemporaneously (if in the mood, for many hours). Also, that he frequently glanced in the direction of his secretary, Salvaletti, who seemed at times to be prompting him.

Hidden from the audience, Dom Patrick Donegal looked on; at the wordy duel. And, helpless now to intervene, he realized, as everyone in that vast gathering realized, that Dr. Orwin Prescott was a beaten man.

As oratory, his performance was perhaps the finest in his career; his beautiful voice, his scholarship, put to shame the coarse bellowing and lamentable historical ignorance of his opponent. But in almost every sentence he played into the hands of Harvey Bragg; he fell into traps that a child could have avoided. With dignity, assurance, perfect elocution, he made statements which even the kindest critic must have branded as those of a fool.

At times it seemed that he was conscious of this. More than once he raised his hand to his forehead as if to collect his thoughts, and especially it was noticed that points raised in response to the apparent promptings of Salvaletti resulted in disaster for Dr. Orwin Prescott.

His keenest supporters lost heart. It appeared long before the debate was ended that Harvey Bragg offered the country prosperity. Dr. Prescott had nothing to offer but beautifully phrased sentences.

And the greatest orator in the United States, the Abbot of Holy Thorn, dumbly listened  looked on! while his friend Orwin Prescott, with every word that he uttered, broke down the fine reputation which laboriously and honorably he had built up.

It was the triumph of Bluebeard.

* * * *

In that book-lined room high above New York, where sometimes incense was burned, Dr. Fu-Manchu sat behind the lacquered table.

The debate at Carnegie Hall was being broadcast from coast to coast. Robed in yellow, his mandarins cap upon his head, he sat listening. Reflected light from the green-shaded table-lamp enhanced his uncanny resemblance to the Pharaoh Seti I; for the eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu were closed as he listened.

His hands, stretched out upon the table before him, had remained quite motionless as Orwin Prescott became involved more deeply in the net cunningly spread for him by Harvey Bragg. Only at times, when the latter hesitated, fumbled for words, would the long pointed nails tap lightly upon the polished surface.

On three occasions during this memorable debate an amber point came to life on the switchboard.

Without in any way allowing his attention to be distracted, Dr. Fu-Manchu listened to reports from the man of miraculous memory. These all related to Numbers detailed to intercept Abbot Donegal. The third and last induced a slight tapping of long nails upon the lacquered surface. It was a report to the effect that a government patrol had rescued the abbot (picked up at last within a few miles of New York) from a Z-car which had been tracking him…

The meeting concluded with wildly unrestrained cheers for Harvey Bragg. In that one hour he had advanced many marches nearer to the White House. Politically he had obliterated the only really formidable opponent who remained in the field. Except for the silent Abbot of Holy Thorn, the future of the United States now lay between the old régime and Harvey Bragg.

Deafening cheers were still ringing throughout Carnegie Hall when Dr. Fu-Manchu disconnected. Silence fell in that small book-lined room distant from the scene of conflict. Bony fingers opened the silver box: Fu-Manchu sought the inspiration of opium…

Orwin Prescott, bewildered, even now not understanding that he had wiped himself off the political map, that he was committed to fatal statements which he could never recall, dropped down into an armchair in Nayland Smiths office, closed his eyes and buried his face in his hands.

Sarah Lakin crossed and sat beside him. Senator Lockly had disappeared. Nayland Smith glanced at Mark Hepburn, and they went out together. In the corridor:

Where is Abbot Donegal? said Nayland Smith.

In care of Lieutenant Johnson, Hepburn answered dryly. Johnson wont make a second mistake. Abbot Donegal stays until he has your permission to leave.

Orwin Prescott was either drugged or hypnotized, or both, rapped Nayland Smith. Its the most damnably cunning thing Fu-Manchu has ever done. With one stroke tonight, he has put the game into Harvey Braggs hands.

I know. Mark Hepburn ran his fingers through his disheveled hair. It was pathetic to listen to, and impossible to watch. Abbot Donegal was just quivering. Sir Denis! this man is a magician! I begin to despair.

Nayland Smith suddenly grabbed his arm as they walked along the corridor.

Dont despair, he snapped, yet! Theres more to come.

They had begun to descend to the floor below when Harvey Bragg, flushed with triumph, already tasting the sweets of dictatorship, the cheers of that vast gathering echoing in his ears, came out into a small lobby packed with privileged visitors and newspapermen.

His bodyguard, as tough a bunch as any man had ever collected in the United States, followed him in. Paul Salvaletti walked beside him.

Folks! Bragg cried, I know just how you feel. He struck his favorite pose, arms raised. Youre all breathing the air of a new and better America… Thats just how I feel! Another obstacle to national happiness is swept away. Folks! theres no plan but my plan. At last we are getting near to the first ideal form of government America has ever known.

Which any country has ever known, said Salvaletti, his clear, musical voice audible above the uproar. America, Africa, Europe  or Asia.

As he spoke the word Asia, Herman Grosset, hitherto flushed with excitement, suddenly became deathly pale. His eyes glared, foam appeared at the corners of his mouth. With that lightning movement which no man of the bodyguard could equal, he snatched an automatic from his pocket, sprang forward and shot Harvey Bragg twice through the heart…

There was a moment of dazed silence; a sound resembling a moan. Then the faithful bodyguard, one second too late, almost literally made a sieve with their bullets of Herman Grosset.

He died before the man he had assassinated. Riddled with lead, he crashed to the floor of the lobby as Harvey Bragg collapsed in the arms of Salvaletti.

Herman! my God! Herman! were Braggs dying words.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. MOYA ADAIRS SECRET

I am uncertain, Hepburn, rapped Nayland Smith, pacing up and down the sitting-room. I cannot read sense into the crossword puzzle.

Nor can I, said Mark Hepburn.

Smith stared out at the never familiar prospect. The day was crystal clear; the distant Statue of Liberty visible in sharp detail. Some strange quality in the crisp atmosphere seemed to have drawn it inland, so that it appeared like a miniature of itself. Towering buildings had crept nearer: a wide section of New York City seemed to be looking in at the window.

That Orwin Prescott should suffer a nervous collapse and entirely lose his memory was something for which I was not unprepared. His deplorable exhibition at Carnegie Hall was the result of some kind of post-hypnotic suggestion, a form of attack of which Dr. Fu-Manchu is a master.

Mark Hepburn lighted a cigarette.

There was a time, he said slowly, when I thought that the powers which you attributed to this man must be exaggerated. I think now that all you said was an understatement. Sir Denis! hes more than the greatest physician in the world  hes a magician.

Cut the Sir Denis, came crisply; I was born plain Smith. Its time you remembered it.

Mark Hepburn smiled  a rare event in these days; it was the self-conscious smile of a nervous schoolboy  life had never changed it.

I am glad to hear you say that, he declared awkwardly Smith, because Im proud to know that we are friends. Maybe that sounds silly, but I mean it.

I appreciate it.

I can understand, Hepburn went on, after what you have told me, that it might be possible  although its quite outside my own medical experience  to drug a man in some way and impose certain instructions upon him to be carried out later. I mean I can believe that this is what happened to Orwin Prescott. Its a tough story, but your experience can provide parallels. Mine cant. We are dealing with a man who seems to be a century ahead of modern knowledge.

Dismiss Prescott, said Nayland Smith curtly; hes out of the political arena. But hes in good hands now, and I hope to heaven he recovers from whatever ordeal he has passed through. I am disappointed about the escape of the man Norbert. That was bad staff work, Hepburn, for which I take my full share of responsibility.

Well get him yet, said Hepburn harshly, if we comb every state for him. His getaway had been cunningly planned. I have checked it all up. Nobody is to blame. This thing goes back a year or more. Dr. Fu-Manchu must have been working, through agents, long before he arrived in person.

I know it, rapped Nayland Smith; I have known it for some time past. But what I dont know and cannot work out is this: Where does the death of Harvey Bragg fit into the Doctors plans?

He fixed a penetrating stare upon Hepburn and almost automatically began to load his pipe…

The man Herman Grosset was a drunken ruffian; his only redeeming virtue seems to have been his attachment to his half-brother. He was a killer, as your records show. Such a man is like an Alsatian dog  his savagery may be turned upon his master. I wonder… He dropped his pouch back into the pocket of his dressing-gown and lighted a match… I wonder?…

So do I, said Mark Hepburn monotonously; I have been wondering ever since it happened. That this damnable Chinaman was running Harvey Bragg is a fact beyond doubt. It isnt conceivable that Braggs death should form any part of his plan. If he wanted to turn a blustering demagogue into a hero, he has succeeded. Why  he paused… Smith! He lay in state right here in New York City! Now his embalmed body is being taken back to his home town. Hes a bigger man dead than alive. Fifty percent of uninformed American opinion today thinks that the greatest statesman since Lincoln has been snatched away in the hour of need.

Thats true. Nayland Smith blew a puff of smoke into the air. As I said a while ago, I cannot read sense into the crossword puzzle. I am tempted to believe that the Doctors plans have been thwarted.

He began to walk up and down again restlessly.

Salvalettis broadcast oration, said Hepburn monotonously, was quite in the classic manner. In fact it was brilliant, although I dont see its purpose. It has made Harvey Bragg a national martyr.

Salvaletti is going South by special train, jerked Nayland Smith, with the embalmed body. There will be emotional scenes at every stop. Have we details regarding this man?

They should be to hand any moment now. All we know, so far, is that hes of Italian origin, was trained for the priesthood, left Italy at the age of twenty-three, and became a United States citizen five years ago. Hes been with Bragg since early 1934.

I listened to him, Hepburn. Utterly out of sympathy as I am with the subject of his eloquence, I must confess that I never heard a more moving speech.

No  it was wonderful. But now  er  Smith, I am worried about this projected expedition of yours.

Nayland Smith paused in his promenade and stared, pipe gripped between his teeth, at Mark Hepburn.

No more worried than I am regarding yours, Hepburn. You know what Kipling says about a rag and a bone and a hank of hair…

Thats hardly fair, Smith. I quite frankly admitted to you that Im interested in Mrs. Adair. Theres something very strange about a woman like that being in the camp of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smith paused in front of him, reached out and grasped his shoulder.

Dont think Im cynical, Hepburn, he said we have all been through the fires  but, be very careful!

I just want time to size her up. I think shes better than she seems. I admit Im soft where shes concerned, but maybe shes straight after all. Give her a chance. We dont know everything.

I leave her to you, Hepburn. All I say is: be careful. Id gamble half of the little I possess to see into the mind of Dr. Fu-Manchu at this moment! Is he as baffled as I am?

He resumed his promenade.

However… we have a heavy day before us. Learn all you can from the woman. I am devoting the whole of my attention to Fu-Manchus Chinatown base.

I am beginning to think, said Hepburn, with his almost painful honesty, that this Chinatown base is a myth.

Dont be too sure, rapped Nayland Smith. Certainly I saw the late secretary of Abbot Donegal disappear into a turning not far from Wu Kings Bar. Significant, to say the least. I have spent hours, in various disguises, exploring that area and right to the water fronts on either side of it.

I worry myself silly whenever you delay at

My own Chinatown base? Nayland Smith suggested.

He burst out laughing  and his laughter seemed to lift a load of care from his spirits…

You should congratulate me, Hepburn. In the character of a hard-drinking deck-hand sacked by the Cunard and trying to dodge the immigration authorities until I find a berth, I have made a marked success with my landlady, Mrs. Mulrooney of Orchard Street! I have every vice from hashish to rum, and I begin to suspect she loves me!

What about the rag and a bone and a hank of hair? Hepburn asked impishly.

Nayland Smith stared for a moment; and then laughed even more heartily.

A hit to you, he admitted; but frankly, I feel that my inquiries are not futile. The Richet clue admittedly has led nowhere; but my East River investigations are beginning to bear fruit.

He ceased laughing. His lean brown face grew suddenly grim.

Think of the recovery by the river police of the body of the man Blondie Hahn.

Well?

All the facts suggested to me that he did not die on the water front or even very near to it. I may be wrong, Hepburn… but I think I have found Dr. Fu-Manchus water-gate!

What!

We shall see. The arrival in New York this morning of the Chinese general, Li Wu Chang, has greatly intrigued me. I have always suspected Li Wu Chang of being one of the Seven.

Who are the Seven?

Nayland Smith snapped his fingers.

Impossible to go into that now. I have much to do today if our plans are to run smoothly tonight. Your post is in Chinatown. We both have plenty to employ us in the interval. Should I miss you, the latest details will be on the desk  he pointed and Fey will be here in constant touch…

* * * *

Mark Hepburn, from his seat overlooking the pond in Central Park, watched the path from the Scholars Gate. Presently he saw Moya Adair approaching.

It was a perfect winters day; the air was like wine, visibility remarkable. Because his heart leapt his dour training reproached him. He had abandoned the cape, property of an eccentric artist friend, and now his bearded chin stuck out from an upturned fur collar.

On the womans side this meeting was a move in a fight for freedom. But Mark Hepburn, starkly honest, knew that on his side it was a lovers meeting. It was unfair to Nayland Smith that this important investigation, which might lead to control of a bridge to the enemys stronghold, should have been left in his hands. Moreover, it was torture to himself…

He loved the ease of her walk, the high carriage of her head. There was pedigree in every graceful line. Her existence in this gang of super-thugs, who now apparently controlled the whole of the American underworld, was a mystery which baulked his imagination.

She smiled as he stood up to meet her. He allowed the mad idea that they were avowed lovers  that he had a right to take her in his arms and kiss her  to dazzle his brain for one delirious moment. Actually, he said:

You are very punctual, Mrs. Adair.

She sat down beside him. Her composure, real or assumed, was baffling. There was a short silence, an uneasy one on Mark Hepburns side; then:

I suppose, he said, the death of Harvey Bragg means a change of plan?

Moya shook her head.

For me, no, she replied. I am continuing my work at Park Avenue. The League of Good Americans is to go on, and Paul Salvaletti has taken charge.

She spoke impersonally, a little wearily.

But you must regret the death of Harvey Bragg?

As a Christian, I do, for I cannot think that he was fit to die. As a man  she paused for a moment, staring up at the cold, blue sky if he had lived, I dont know what I should have done. You see  she turned to Hepburn I had no choice: I had to go to him. But my life there was hell.

Mark Hepburn looked away. He was afraid of her eyes. Nayland Smiths injunction. Be very careful, seemed to ring in his ears.

Why did you have to go to him? he asked.

Well  although I know how hard this must be for you to understand  Harvey Bragg, although he never knew it, was little more than a cog in a wheel. I am another cog in the same wheel. She smiled, but not happily. He never really controlled the League of Good Americans, nor the many other organizations of which he was the nominal head.

Then who does control them? he questioned harshly.

When I say that I dont know, I am literally speaking the truth. But theres someone far bigger than Harvey Bragg working behind the scenes. Please believe that I dare not tell you any more now.

Hepburn clenched his fists, plunged deep in the pockets of his topcoat.

Was Harvey Braggs murder in accordance with the  he hesitated revolutions of this wheel?

I dont know. All I know is that it is not to be allowed to interfere with the carrying on of the objects of the league.

What are these objects?

Moya Adair paused for a moment. I think, but I am not sure, to introduce a new form of government into the United States. Truly  she stood up it is impossible for me to tell you any more. Mr. Purcell, you made a bargain with me, and our time is very short. When you understand more about my position you will see how hard it is to answer some of your questions.

Mark Hepburn stood up also, and nodded. His middle name (his mothers) was Purcell, and as Purcell he had introduced himself to Mrs. Adair.

Which way do we go?

This way, said Moya, and side by side they walked in the direction of the Sherman equestrian statue; Hepburn was silent, sometimes glancing aside at his equally silent companion. She made no attempt to break this silence until they had passed the end of the bridle path, when:

Shall we want a taxi? Hepburn asked.

Yes, but not a Lotus.

Why?

They came out through the Scholars Gate.

I have my reasons. Look! This one will do.

As the taxi moved off to a Park Avenue address of which he made a careful mental note:

I understand, said Hepburn dryly, that Harvey Bragg was a director of the Lotus Transport Corporation?

He was.

The immensity of the scheme was beginning to dawn upon him. Vehicles belonging to the Lotus Corporation, of one kind or another, ranged practically over the whole of the States. All employees belonged to the League of Good Americans: so much he knew. Assuming that they could be used, if necessary, as spies, what a network lay here at command of the master mind! As the countless possibilities presented themselves he turned and stared at Moya Adair. She was watching him earnestly.

When we arrive at the apartment to which we are going, she said, I shall have to ask you to play the part of an old friend. Do you mind?

Mark Hepburn clenched his teeth. Moyas gloved hand rested listlessly upon the seat beside him. He grasped and held it for a moment.

I sincerely wish I were, he replied.

She smiled; and he thought that her smile, although passionless, was almost affectionate.

Thank you. I mean, we must address each other by our Christian names. So you have my permission to call me Moya. What am I to call you?

Suddenly that alluring coquetry which had delighted and then repelled him at the Tower of the Holy Thorn made her eyes dance. A little dimple appeared at the left corner of her mouth.

Mark.

Thank you, said Moya. I think very soon you will find yourself christened Uncle Mark.

* * * *

Dr. Fu-Manchu pressed a button on his table, and in a domed room where the Memory Man, as a result of many hours of patient toil, had nearly completed another of those majestic clay heads, the making of which alone relieved the tedium of his life, the amber light went out.

Give me the latest report, came a curt, guttural order, from the Number in charge of Mott Street patrol.

To hand at 3.10 p.m. Report as follows: Strength of government agents and police in this area doubled since noon. Access to entrances one and two impossible. A government agent, heavily guarded and so far unidentified, in charge. Indications point to a raid pending. This report from Number 41.

Amber light prevailed again in the Gothic room, and the sculptor, Egyptian cigarette in mouth, proceeded delicately to accentuate the gibbous brow of his subject…

Dr. Fu-Manchu, who had produced this change of light by the pressure of a button, sat for a while with closed eyes. The first steps in his campaign had been successfully taken. The next step was by far the most difficult. The atmosphere of that strange study must have been unbreathable by an average man. A graying pencil of smoke arose from an incense burner set upon one corner of the table. Dr. Fu-Manchu had his own methods of inducing mental stimulation. Presently he touched a switch, and two points of light appeared. A moment he waited, and then:

Attend carefully to the orders I am about to give, he directed: he spoke in Chinese.

I am listening, Master, the voice of old Sam Pak replied.

A plot is brewing to set the dogs upon us, my friend. Listen with great care. No one is to enter or to leave Base 3 until further instructions are received from me. Doors leading to street entrances are to remain locked. Our visitors tonight will enter by the river-gate. Their safety rests with you. All are important; some are distinguished. I shall keep you informed…

* * * *

That is the reason… Mark (I must get used to calling you Mark while you are here), why I am so helpless.

Through uncurtained french windows Mark Hepburn looked out from the penthouse apartment on to a roof garden. The vegetation of the rock plants was scanty at this season; a little fountain was frozen over. But he could imagine that in spring and summer this was a very pleasant spot. In the frosty sunlight a small, curly-haired boy was romping with a nurse, a capable-looking woman nearing middle age. Her habitual expression Hepburn assumed to be grim, but now she was laughing gayly as she played with her little charge.

Her gaiety was not forced  that of a dutiful employee; it radiated real happiness. With the aid of a pile of cushions set beside the wall the small boy was making strenuous endeavors to stand on his head. His flushed face, every time that he collapsed and looked up at her, reduced the nurse to helpless laughter. He gave it up after a while and sat there grinning.

God bless us, bairn, youll bring all the blood to your daft little head if you keep on, she exclaimed, speaking with a marked Scottish accent.

Is there blood in my head, Goofy? the boy inquired, wide-eyed. I fought it only came up to here  he indicated his throat.

Where dyou think it comes from when your nose bleeds?

Never fought of that, Goofy.

Mark Hepburn, watching the mop of red-brown curls  ruffled by the breeze, the dear blue eyes, the formation of the childs mouth, the roundness of his chin, experienced an unfamiliar sensation of weakness compounded of pity and of swift, intense affection. He turned his head slowly, looking at Moya Adair.

Her lips trembled, but her eyes were happy as she smiled up at him and waited.

Theres no need for me to ask, he said. His harsh voice seemed to have softened slightly. He was recalling the details of Mrs. Adairs record which he had been at such pains to secure. I should have remembered.

Yes. She nodded. My big son. Hes just four…

* * * *

When, presently, Mark Hepburn met Robbie Adair, the boy registered approval save in regard to Hepburns budding beard. He was a healthily frank young ruffian and took no pains to disguise his distastes. He had a disarmingly cheerful grin.

I like you, Uncle Mark, all cept your whiskers, was his summary.

This dislike of beards, so expressed, produced a shocked protest from Nurse Goff and led to further inquiries by Moya, frowning, although her eyes danced with laughter. Interrogation brought to light the fact that Robbie associated beards and untidy hair with a peculiar form of insanity.

Theres someone I know, up there, he explained, pointing vaguely apparently towards heaven; his hair blows about in the wind all in a mess like yours. And hes got funny whiskers too. He makes heads. He holds em up, and then he smashes em. So you see, Uncle Mark, he is mad.

Robbie grinned.

Whatever are you talking about, Robbie? Moya, kneeling on a cushion, threw her arm around the boys shoulders and glanced up at Mark Hepburn. Do you know what he means?

Mark shook his head slowly, looking into the beautiful eyes upraised to his, so like, yet so wonderfully different from, the eyes of the boy. He became aware of the fact that he was utterly happy; a kind of happiness he had never known before. And down upon this unlawful joy (for why should he be happy in the midst of stress, conflict, murder, black hypocrisy) he clapped the icy hand of a Puritan conscience. Nurse Goff had gone into the apartment, leaving the three together.

Some change in Hepburns expression made Moya turn aside. She pressed her cheek against Robbies curly head.

We dont know what you mean, dear, she said. Wont you tell us?

I mean, said Robbie stoutly, turning and staring into her face from a distance of not more than an inch away, theres a man who is mad; he has whiskers; and he lives up there!

Where exactly do you mean, Robbie?

She glanced aside at Mark Hepburn. He was watching her intently.

The boy pointed.

On the very top of that tall tower.

Mark Hepburn stared in the direction which Robbie indicated. The building in question was the Stratton Tower, one of New Yorks very high buildings, and the same which formed a feature of the landscape as viewed from the apartment he shared with Nayland Smith. He continued to stare in that direction, endeavoring to capture some memory which the sight of the obelisk-like structure topped by a pointed dome sharply outlined against that cold, blue sky, stirred in his mind.

He stood up, and walked to the wall surrounding the roof garden and took his bearings. He realized that he stood at a level much below that of the fortieth floor of the Regal Tower, but in point of distance much nearer to the building the boy indicated.

He always comes out at night. Ony sometimes Is asleep and dont see him.

It was the word night, which gave Hepburn the clue, captured a furtive memory  a memory of three lighted windows at the top of the Stratton Tower which he had seen and speculated about on the night when, with Nayland Smith, he had waited for the coming of Fly Carlo.

He turned and stared at Robbie with new interest.

You say he makes heads, young fellow?

Yes. I seen him up there, making em.

At night?

Not always.

And then you say he smashes them?

Yes, he always smashes em.

How does he smash them, dear? Moya asked, glancing up at the earnest face of Mark Hepburn.

According to the boys graphic description, this notable madman hurled them down on to the dome below, where they were shattered into fragments.

Hepburn, conquered again by the picture of the charming mother kneeling with one arm round Robbies shoulders, stooped and succumbed to the temptation of once again ruffling the boys curly head.

You seem to have quite a lot of fun up here, Robbie! he said.

Later in the cosy sitting-room delicately feminine in its every appointment, Mark Hepburn sat looking at Moya Adair. She smiled almost timidly.

I suppose, she said, its hard for you to understand, but

The door opened, and a curly head was thrust into the room, followed by a grin.

Dont go, Uncle Mark, Robbie cried, till I say good-bye.

He disappeared. Mark Hepburn, watching Moya as with mock severity she signaled the boy to run away, wondered if there was anything more beautiful in nature than a young and lovely mother.

I am glad, he said, and his monotonous voice in some queer way sounded different, that you have this great interest in your life.

My only interest, she replied simply. I go on for him. Otherwise  she shook her head I should not be here now.

Still I dont understand why you serve this man you call the President.

Yet the explanation is very simple. Although the guards are not visible, both entrances to this building are watched night and day. Whenever Robbie goes out with his nurse he is covered until they return. He is never allowed to walk on the streets, but is driven to the garden of a house on Long Island. That is his only playground except the one on the roof outside.

I suppose I am dense, said Mark Hepburn, but even now I dont understand!

This apartment belongs to the President, although he rarely visits it. Mary Goff is my own servant; she has been in my service since the boy was born. Otherwise  I have no one. For two months Robbie disappeared

He was kidnapped?

Yes, he was kidnapped. That was before all this began. Then the President sent for me. I was naturally distracted; I think I should very soon have died. He made me an offer which, I think, any mother would have accepted. I accepted without hesitation. I am allowed to come here, even to bring friends, while I carry out the duties allotted to me. If I failed  she bit her lip I should never see Robbie again.

But after all, Mark Hepburn exclaimed hotly, theres a law in the land!

You dont know the President, Moya replied. I do. No law could save my boy if he determined to spirit him away. Youve promised, and you will keep your promise? You wont attempt to do anything about Robbie without my consent?

Mark Hepburn watched her silently for a while, and then:

No, he replied; but its a very unpleasant situation. I have exposed you to a dreadful danger… You mean  he hesitated that my visit here today will be reported to the President?

Certainly; but Robbie is allowed visitors if they are old friends. You seem to know enough of my history to pass for an old friend, I think?

Yes, said Mark Hepburn; you may regard me as an old friend…

* * * *

In the room where the Memory Man worked patiently upon his strange piece of modeling, a distant bell rang and the amber light went out.

Give me the latest report, came the hated, dominating voice, of the Number in charge of party covering Base 3.

A report to hand, came an immediate reply in those terse, Teutonic tones, timed 5.15. Police have been further reinforced. Chinese approaching the areas one, two and three have been interrogated. Government agent in charge not yet identified. Several detectives and federal agents have been in Wu Kings Bar since noon. Report ends. From Number 41.

Following a silent interval, during which, in the darkness, the Memory Man lighted a fresh Egyptian cigarette from the stump of the old one:

The latest report, the voice directed, from the Number covering Eileen Breon.

Report to hand timed 4.35. A man, bearded, wearing glasses and a driving coat with a fur collar, age estimated at thirty-five, arrived in her company at the apartment at 3.29. He remained for an hour; covered on leaving. He proceeded on foot to Grand Central. Operatives covering lost his track in the crowd. Report ends. This is from Number 39.

Most unsatisfactory. Give me the latest report from the Regal-Athenian.

Only one to hand, timed 5.10 p.m. Owing to long non-appearance of Federal Agents Hepburn and Smith, Number suggests

Suggestions are not reports, the guttural voice said harshly. What is this mans number?

Following a further brief silence:

Make the connection, the harsh voice directed. You are free for four hours.

Amber light prevailed again. The sculptor, brushing back his mane of white hair with a tragic gesture, adjusted the dictaphone attachment which during his hours of rest took the place of his phenomenal memory. No message came through during the time that he gathered up lovingly the implements of his art, sole solace of the prisoners life.

Carrying the half-completed clay model, he crossed to the hidden door, opened it, and descended to that untidy apartment which, with the balcony outside, made up his world. He threw wide the french windows and went out.

A setting sun in a cloudless sky fashioned strange red lights and purple shadows upon unimaginable buildings, streaked the distant waters almost reluctantly with a phantom, carmine brush, and painted New York City in aspects new even to the weary eyes of the man who had looked down upon it so often.

Setting the clay upon the table, he returned and took a photographic printing-frame from its place in the window. Removing the print, he immersed it in a glass tray. As its tones grew deeper, it presented itself as an enlargement of that tiny colored head  the model which eternally he sought to reproduce.

* * * *

Mark Hepburn, fully alive to the fact that he had been covered from the moment when he had left the apartment where Moya Adairs small son lived  a prisoner  experienced an almost savage delight in throwing his pursuers off the track in the great railway station.

He had detected them  they were two  by the time that he descended the steps. He knew that Moyas happiness, perhaps the life of Robbie, depended upon his maintaining the character of a family friend. Whatever happened, he must not be identified as a federal agent.

Furthermore, at any cost he must combat a growing fear, almost superstitious, of the powers of Dr. Fu-Manchu; even a minor triumph over the agents of that sinister, invisible being would help to banish an inferiority complex which threatened to claim him. He succeeded in throwing off his pursuers, very ordinary underworld toughs, without great difficulty.

A covered lorry was waiting at a spot appointed. In it, he donned blue overalls and presently entered a service door of the Regal-Athenian, a peaked cap pulled down over his eyes and carrying a crate upon his shoulder.

The death of Blondie Hahn, demi-god of the underworld, and of Fly Carlo, notorious cat-burglar, had been swamped as news by the assassination of Harvey Bragg. In the railway station, on every news-stand that he had passed, the name Bragg flashed out at him. The mans death had created a greater sensation than his life. Thousands had lined up along the route of the funeral train to pay homage to Harvey Bragg, dead.

Mark Hepburn abandoned the problem of how this atrocity fitted into the schemes of that perverted genius who aimed to secure control of the country. He was keyed up to ultimate tension, insanely happy because he had read kindness in the eyes of Moya Adair; guiltily conscious of the fact that perhaps he had not performed his duty to the government, indeed, did not know where it lay. But now, as Fey, stoic-faced, opened the door of the apartment, he found himself to be doubly eager for the great attempt planned by Nayland Smith to trap some, at least, of these remorseless plotters  it might be even the great chief  in their subterranean lair.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. FU-MANCHUS WATER-GATE

Shut off, snapped Nayland Smith. Drift on the current.

The purr of the engine ceased. A million lights looked down through frosty air upon them; lights which from river level seemed to tower up to the vault of the sky. Upon the shores were patches of red light, blue light and green, reflected upon slowly moving water. Restless lights, like fireflies, darted, mingled, and reappeared again upon the bridges. The lights of a ferry boat crossed smoothly astern: lights of every color, static and febrile, fairy lights high up in the sky, elfin lights, jack-o-lanterns, low down upon the sullen tide. Hugging the shore, the motor launch, silent, drifted in an ebony belt protected from a million remorseless eyes. In the shadows below a city of light they crept onward to their destination.

I understand  Nayland Smiths voice came through the darkness from the bows that a fourth man has been reported?

Correct, Chief, Police Captain Corrigan replied. He was checked in and reported by flash two minutes ago.

Staccato, warning blasts of tugs, sustained notes of big ships, complemented that pattern painted by the lights: the ceaseless voice of the city framed it. The wind had dropped to a mere easterly breeze; nevertheless it was an intensely cold night.

Theres a ladderway, said Corrigan, with a trap opening on the dock above.

And the property belongs to the South Coast Trade Line?

Thats correct.

The late Harvey Bragg, as Nayland Smith had been at pains to learn, had held a controlling interest in the South Coast Trade Line…

Here we are, a voice announced.

No engine, Nayland Smith directed. Ease her in; theres plenty of hold.

The lights of Manhattan were lost in that dusky waterway. Sirens spoke harshly, and a ferry returning from the Brooklyn shore threw amber gleams upon the oily water. A tugboat passed very close to them; her passage set the launch dancing. All lights had been doused when that of an electric torch speared the darkness.

A wooden platform became visible. From it a ladder arose and disappeared into shadow above. The tidal water whispered and lapped eerily as they rode the swell created by the backwash of the tugboat.

Quiet now! Nayland Smith spoke urgently. Lift the spar up and get it across the rail. How many men, Corrigan?

Forty-two, Chief.

I cant see a soul.

Good work by me!

Nayland Smith rested his hand upon the shoulder of the man in the bows and mounted to the wooden platform. Another tugboat went by as Corrigan joined him. Her starboard light transformed the launch party below into a crew of demons and gleamed evilly on the barrel of a gun which Corrigan carried.

It was the same two men who brought the fourth passenger? Smith asked.

Cant confirm that until we check up with Eastman, whos in charge above. But the other three were brought down by a pair of Chinks, and one of the Chinks rang a bell  which I guess I can locate: I was watching through binoculars. How many times he rang  except it was more than once  is another story.

I know how many times he rang, Corrigan. Seven times… Find the bell.

Got my hand on it!

The spar, raised upon the shoulders of the launch party, now rested on the rail of the platform. Slowly, quietly it was moved forward. Corrigan snapped his fingers as a signal when it all but touched the door.

We dont know which way it opens, he whispered always supposing it does open.

The spar separated the two men.

That doesnt matter. Ring seven times.

Police Captain Corrigan raised his hand to a sunken bell-push and pressed it seven times. Almost immediately the door opened. Beyond was cavernous darkness.

Go to it, boys! Corrigan shouted.

Lustily the spar was plunged through the opening. Nayland Smith and Corrigan shot rays of light into the black gap. Somewhere above a whistle blew. There came a rush of hurrying footsteps upon planking, a subdued uproar of excitement.

Come on, Corrigan! snapped Nayland Smith.

Corrigan leaped over the spar and followed his leader into black darkness now partly dispersed by the light of two torches. It was a brick tunnel in which they found themselves, illimitable so far as the power of the lights was concerned. Corrigan paused, turned, and:

This way, boys! he shouted.

The patter of feet echoed eerily in that narrow passage. Vaguely, against reflection from the river, the spar could be seen jammed across the doorway. Nayland Smiths light was already far ahead.

Wait for me, Chief! Corrigan yelled urgently.

The officer in charge of the hidden party which secretly had been assembled for many hours appeared, a silhouette against a background of shimmering water, leading his men as Corrigan sprang along the tunnel behind Nayland Smith.

Five paces Corrigan had taken when Nayland Smith turned.

Wait for the men, Corrigan, he cried, his snappy instructions echoing weirdly. Corrigan paused, turned, and looked back. A line of figures, ant-like, streamed in from the river opening. Then:

My God! whats this? Corrigan groaned.

Something, something which created a shattering crash, had blotted out the scene. Corrigan turned his light back. Nayland Smith was running to join him.

An iron door, resembling a sluice-gate, had been dropped between them and the river… They were cut off!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. SIEGE OF CHINATOWN

The temple of the seven-eyed goddess was illuminated by light which shone out from its surrounding alcoves. Since each of these was draped by a curtain of different color, the effect was very curious. These curtains were slightly drawn aside so that from the point occupied by the seven-eyed idol it would have become apparent that many of the cells were occupied.

There were shadowy movements depicted upon the curtains. At the sound of a gong these movements ceased.

The brazen note was still humming around the vault-like place when Dr. Fu-Manchu came in. He wore his yellow robe, and a mandarins cap was set upon his high skull. He took his seat at a table near the pedestal of the carved figure. He glanced at some notes which lay there.

Greeting, he said gutturally.

A confused murmur of voices from his hidden audience responded.

I may speak in English, he continued, his precise voice giving its exact value to every syllable which he uttered, for I am informed that this language is common to all of us present tonight. Those of the Seven not here in person are represented by their accredited nominees, approved by the council. But in accordance with our custom whereby only one of the Seven shall know the other six, it has been necessary, owing to the presence of such nominees, to hold this meeting in the manner arranged.

A murmur which might have been one of assent greeted his words.

I have succeeded in placing the chief executive we have selected in a position from which no human agency can throw him down. You may take it for granted that he will enjoy the support of the League of Good Americans. The voice of the priest, Patrick Donegal, I have not yet contrived wholly to control… Because of a protective robe which seems to cover him, I regard this priest as the challenge of Rome to our older and deeper philosophy…

Suitable measures will be taken when the poppy is in flower. There is much more which I have to say, but it must be temporarily postponed, since I have arranged that we shall all hear our chosen executive speak tonight. He is addressing a critical audience in the assembly hall in which Harvey Bragg formerly ruled as king. This is his second public address since Bragg was removed. It will convince you more completely than any words of mine could do of the wisdom of our selection. I beg for silence: you are now listening to a coast-to-coast broadcast.

So closely had Dr. Fu-Manchu timed his words that the announcer had ceased speaking when radio contact was made.

Tremendous uproar rose to an hysterical peak, and then slowly subsided. Paul Salvaletti began to speak  a speech destined both by virtue of beauty, phrasing, and the perfect oratory of the man to find a permanent place in American forensic literature.

Salvaletti, to be known from that hour as Silver Tongue, was, as befitted a selection of Dr. Fu-Manchu, probably one of the four greatest orators in the world. Trained by the Oratorian fathers and then perfected in a famous dramatic academy of Europe, he spoke seven languages with facility, and he had learned the subtle art of mass control as understood by the Eastern adepts in the Tibetan monastery of Rachê Churân. For two years, efficiently but unobtrusively, he had labored in silence as confidential secretary to Harvey Bragg. He had the absolute confidence of the Bragg following. He had a more intimate knowledge of the inner workings of the League of Good Americans, of the Lotus Transport Corporation, and of the other enterprises which had formed the substantial background of the demagogue, than any man living. He understood human nature, but had the enormous advantage over Bragg of a profound culture. He could speak to the South in the language of the South; he could speak to the world in the language of Cicero.

He began, with perfect art, to deliver this modern version of Mark Anthonys oration over the body of Caesar…

* * * *

What in hells this? growled Police Captain Corrigan. Were jammed!

The light of his own torch and that of Nayland Smiths became concentrated upon the iron door which had fallen behind them. Dimly, very dimly, they could hear the voices of the party outside.

Hadnt counted on this, muttered Nayland Smith. But we mustnt get bothered  we must think.

Looks to me, Chief, said the police officer, as if the seven rings work automatically, and that after an interval this second door comes down  like as not to make sure that a big party isnt bullying in.

Something in that, Corrigan, Nayland Smith rapped. Outstanding point is  we are cut off.

I know it.

They stood still, listening. Shouted orders from somebody who had taken charge became dimly audible. Words reached their ears as mere murmurs. The iron door was not only heavy but fitted perfectly in its grooves.

Can you hear a sound like water, Chief? Corrigan said in a low voice.

Yes.

The ray from Nayland Smiths torch searched the floor, the walls, as far ahead as it could reach, revealing nothing but an apparently endless brick tunnel.

I kind of fancy, Corrigan went on, that Ive heard there used to be a brook or a stream hereabouts in the old days, and that it was switched into a sewer. You can hear running water?

I can, said Nayland Smith.

I guess were beside it or over it. Used to run from some place near Columbus Park where there was a pond…

We have to suppose, said Nayland Smith quietly, that so far everything is in order

Except that were trapped!

I mean, if, as you suggest, the river door opens mechanically and this outer door falls at an agreed interval, we shall be quite safe in pushing ahead.

I should feel safer with forty men behind me.

So should I. The proper routine would be in all probability to re-close the river door, ring the bell seven times, and continue in this way until the whole party was inside.

Sounds reasonable  but how do we do it?… Hullo! Look at this!

Corrigan directed the light of his torch downwards; his hand shook with excitement. Discord of shouting voices grew louder. A crack appeared at the bottom of the iron door. Slowly, it was being raised!

The opening of the outer door drops it automatically in half a minute or less, said Nayland Smith. Normally it is raised when the door is closed. They must have moved the spar. Contact has been established which raises it again.

Im waiting, Corrigan replied grimly, his gaze fixed upon the slowly moving door. Im not built like an eel. When I can get out Ill be the first to cheer…

In the streets of Chinatown a cordon had been drawn around the suspected area. During the course of the day a census had been taken of the inhabitants in the section indicated by Nayland Smith; outgoings and incomings, all had been accounted for. Most of those interrogated were Chinese, and the Chinaman is a law-respecting citizen. Almost any other would have openly resented the siege conditions to which the inhabitants of this section of New York City found themselves subjected on this occasion.

Mark Hepburn with a guard of three men directed operations. He was feverishly anxious, as his deep-set eyes indicated to everyone he approached. His duty was to make sure that none of the invisible members of Dr. Fu-Manchus organization should escape by the street exits which the vigilance of government men and police engaged upon the inquiry had failed to detect. The importance of his duty was great enough to enable him to force into the background the problem of Moya Adair. Apart from this personal interest, she formed an invaluable link, if only he could succeed in reconciling his conscience with his duty, his own interests with those of the State.

The night had grown bitterly cold; high winds had blown themselves away across the Atlantic; the air had that champagne quality which redoubles a mans vigor.

Many streets were barricaded; a sort of curfew had been imposed upon part of Chinatown. Every householder had been made responsible for the members of his household. Restaurants and cafes were scrutinized from cellar to roof, particularly Wu Kings Bar. Residents returning to the barricaded area were required to establish their identity before being admitted. Visitors who did not reside there were escorted to their destination and carefully checked up.

Mark Hepburn had tackled the situation with his usual efficiency. Pretense had been cast aside. All Chinatown knew that the section was being combed for one of the big shots of the underworld.

And all Chinatown remained in suspense; for now the news had spread through those mysterious channels which defy Occidental detection that other members of the Council of the Seven of the Si-Fan were in the city. The dreaded Black Dragon Society of Japan was no more than an offshoot of the Si-Fan, which embraced in its invisible tentacles practically the whole of the colored races of the world. No dweller east of Suez or west of it to Istanbul would have gambled a dollar on the life of a man marked down by the Si-Fan.

* * * *

In the cave of the seven-eyed goddess Dr. Fu-Manchu sat, eyes closed, long, ivory hands extended upon the table before him, listening to the silver tones of that distant speaker, to the rising excitement of the audience which he addressed; an audience representing but a fraction of that which from coast to coast hung upon his words  words destined to play a strange part in the history of the country. The other listeners, invisible in the queer cells which surrounded the central apartment, were equally silent, motionless.

In the seventh of these, that which communicated with a series of iron doors protecting the place from the street above, old Sam Pak crouched mummy-like upon a settee listening with the others to that wonderful, inspiring voice speaking in a southern state.

A very faint buzz directly above his head resulted in slit-like eyes being opened in the death mask. Sam Pak turned, glanced up. A tiny disk of blue light showed. Slowly he nodded his shrivelled head and watched this blue light. Two, three, four minutes elapsed and the blue light still prevailed. Whereupon that man of vast knowledge and experience acted. There was something strange here.

The appearance of the blue light was in order, for a seventh representative even now was expected by way of the river-gate. The blue light indicated that the river-gate had been opened by one of the two men on duty who knew its secret. Its persistence indicated that the river-gate had not been reclosed; and this was phenomenal.

But even as Sam Pak stood up and began silently to shuffle in the direction of the door, the blue light flickered, dimmed, flickered again and finally went out.

Something definitely was wrong! A lesser man would have alarmed the council, but Sam Pak was a great, man. Quietly he opened the iron door and ascended the stairs beyond. He opened a second door and mounted higher, switching on lights. Halfway along a stone-faced corridor, stone-paved, he paused beneath a pendant lamp. Reaching up he pulled this pendant.

It dropped, lever fashion, and a section of the seemingly solid wall some five feet high and three feet wide dropped backwards like a drawbridge. So perfectly was it fitted, so solid its construction, that he would have been a clever detective indeed who could have found it when it was closed. Sam Pak, stooping, went into the dark opening. An eerie lapping of moving water had become audible at the moment that the secret door had dropped back. There was a dank, unwholesome smell. He reached for, and found, an iron rail; then from beneath his blue robe he produced a torch and shone its ray ahead.

He stood on a gallery above a deep sewer, an inspection-gallery accessible to, and sometimes used by, the sanitary authorities of the city. Into this a way had been struck from the secret warren below Chinatown and another way out at the farther end by the river bank.

He moved slowly along, a crouched, eerie figure in a whispering, evil place. At a point where the oily waters disappeared beneath an arch, the gallery seemingly ended, and before a stone wall he paused.

His ancient, claw-like hands manipulated some piece of mechanism, and a small box came to light, a box in which a kind of telephone stood. Sam Pak raised the instrument; he listened.

Chee, chee, chee! he hissed.

He hung up the telephone, re-closed the box in which it was hidden and began to return along the iron gallery, moving now with extraordinary rapidity for a man of his years. The unexpected, but not the unforeseen, had happened.

The enemy had forced the water-gate.

* * * *

At the corner of Doyers Street a crowd had gathered beyond the barricade. Those who wished to pass were referred by the police officer on duty to another point, which necessitated a detour. A tall, bearded man, his coat collar turned up and his hat brim pulled down, stood beside a big car, the windows of which were bullet-proof, lurking in shadow and studying the group beyond the barricade. A messenger from local police headquarters made his way to his side.

Captain Hepburn?

Yes. What is it?

We seem to have lost contact with the party operating under Federal Officer Smith down on East River.

No news?

Not a thing.

Mark Hepburn experienced a sudden, great dread. The perils of the river-gate, although a large party had been assembled, were unknown  unknown as the resources of the formidable group which Nayland Smith sought to break up. His quick imagination presented a moving picture of things which might have happened. Johnson was perfectly capable of taking charge of routine here on the street; indeed, Johnson had done most of the work, Hepburn merely supervising and taking reports. On the other hand, a dash to the water front would be technically to desert his post. He turned to the man beside him.

Go personally, he directed in his monotonous way; take a launch if you cant make it on shore. Then hurry right back to me to report just what you have seen.

All right, Captain.

The man set out.

Mark Hepburn entered the bullet-proof car and gave brief directions to the driver.

Outside Wu Kings Bar the car stopped. Mark Hepburn went in, followed by the three men who had accompanied him. The place was almost wholly patronized by Asiatics, except when squads of sightseers were brought there, Wu Kings being one of the show places in Chinatown tours.

A buzz of conversation subsided curiously as the party entered. Following Hepburns lead they walked through the restaurant to the bar at the farther end, glancing keenly at the groups of men and women occupying the tables set in cubicles. Behind the bar Wu King, oily and genial, presided in person, his sly eyes twinkling in a fat, pock-marked face.

Ah, genlmen, he said, rubbing his hands and speaking with an accent which weirdly combined that of the Bowery and Shanghai, you want some good beer, eh?

Everyone in the place except Wu King spoke now in a lowered voice; this serpentine hissing created a sinister atmosphere.

Yes, said Hepburn, some beer and some news.

Anything Wu King know, Wu King glad to tell. He pumped up four glasses of creamy lager. Just say what biting you and Wu King put right, if know enough, which plobably not.

Mark Hepburn paid for the beer and nodded to his companions. Leaning against the bar they all directed their attention towards the groups in the little cubicles. There was another room upstairs, and according to the local police, still another above that where fan-tan and other illegal amusements sometimes took place.

You seem to be pretty busy? Hepburn said.

Yes. The Chinaman revealed a row of perfect but discolored teeth. Pletty busy. Customers complain funny business outside. You genlmen know all about it I guess?

My friends here may know. What I want is copy.

Oh, sure! You a newspaperman?

Youve got it, Wu. I guess you know most of your customers?

Know em all, mister. All velly old friend. Some plenty money, some go tick, but all velly good friend. Chinaman good friend to each other, or else  he shrugged his shoulders what become of Chinaman?

Thats true enough. But Im out for a story. He turned, fixing deep-set eyes upon the fat face of the proprietor. Im told that one of the Seven is in town. Is that right, Wu?

Less experienced than Nayland Smith in the ways of the Orient, he looked for some change of expression in the pock-pitted face  and looked in vain. Wu Kings immobile features registered nothing whatever.

The Seven? he said innocently. What sevens that, mister?

* * * *

Ill say Im glad to get out, said Corrigan as, assisted by willing helpers, he crawled under the partly raised iron door. I dont like the looks of that tunnel.

From out of the echoing hollow under the dock came a shouted order:

Silence!

A buzz of excited words ceased. The men crowded into the narrow space between the two doors  the outer one partly jammed open by the spar  became silent.

Thats Eastman, said Corrigan. Lets see whats new.

Outside in a Dantesque scene peopled by moving shadows:

Launch just been signaled from the bridge, the invisible Eastman explained. Are you held up there?

We were, Corrigan replied shortly. He turned to Nayland Smith. What now?

Nayland Smith, a parody of his normal self, wearing a shabby suit and a linen cap which had once been white pulled down over one eye, stood silent behind the speaker. He was tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

A change of plan, he rapped. This is something I had not foreseen. Get all the men under cover again, Corrigan, and run the launch out of sight downstream. Pick two good men to remain with us. Jump to it.

Dyou hear that, Eastman? Corrigan shouted. Everybody under cover, just like when we first came up. The launch to clear the dock, lay up and wait for signals. Get busy. He turned to two men who stood near to the spot where the spar projected into the partly open doorway. You two, he said, stand by. Everybody else up the ladder.

An ordered scuffling followed; three men tumbled into the launch and the others, some of whom had been crowded into the narrow space between the two doors, hurried up the ladder to the deck of the dock above. The launch went out astern, a phantom craft against the myriad lights reflected in the water, and disappeared from view.

I want a small wedge fixed in that door; a clasp-knife would do, or anything that will bear the pressure.

Smith ran inside, flashing the light of his torch ahead, and springing over the spar which crossed the tunnel. The iron door beyond was about two-thirds raised.

All ready, Chief, came a voice. Ive got the door jammed.

Good. Now, Corrigan, join us. You two men get inside but hang on to the door.

There came a further scuffling. The men, two black silhouettes, crossed the narrow opening.

Are you ready? rapped Nayland Smith.

All ready, Chief.

Pull. Now, Corrigan, we have to get the spar inside.  Pulling simultaneously, the thing was done and the spar laid down against one wall of the tunnel.

Now, Nayland Smith directed breathlessly, ease the door to. Dont let it bang if you can help it.

Slowly the door, propelled by a powerful spring, closed, almost dragging the two men with it; and as it closed, that second door which resembled a sluice-gate rose, inch by inch. At last:

Cant hang on any longer, Captain, one of the men reported; we shall get our hands jammed.

Let go, Smith ordered.

The door snapped to; there was a slight grinding sound as its edge came in contact with the obstacle which had been placed there to hold it. Nayland Smith flashed his light upwards.…

Less than two inches of the drop-gate showed in the slot in the ceiling of the tunnel.

The exact working of this cunning mechanism was not clear, and the place in which they stood afforded no cover whatever.

I get your idea, said Corrigan, but short of shooting em down, we havent a chance.

No shooting without orders.

I guess theyll see the doors phony, anyway, said one of the men.

Once theyre under the dock, Eastman will drop on em, Corrigan replied. Get your guns out, boys. The moment that door comes open, the order is stick em up.

There was a moment of silence broken only by river sounds audible through the narrow opening made by the wedge.

Just check up, said Corrigan. Im thinking, Chief, maybe the machinery wont work unless the door is tight closed. Theres just time to see if we can haul it open. Go to it, boys!

I can just get a hold, came hoarsely.

Pull  not far  just to see if she moves.

Another interval and then:

Sure, we could haul it open right enough.

Then stand by, rapped Nayland Smith; haul if theres any hitch.

Up above, Eastman, peering through a gap in a row of barrels, saw the little motor craft stealing downstream, sometimes bathed in light, sometimes lost in darkness. One of the two Chinamen on board squatted in the bows, looking out sharply ahead, as the other drove the engine. A dim figure was seated astern; mist hovered over the water.

This is some damned conjuring trick, Eastman muttered.

The man in the stern, as moving lights from a passing steamboat momentarily had revealed, wore black oilskins and a gleaming souwester beneath the brim of which his features were entirely hidden. His dress was identical with that of the other four who had preceded him as passengers in the launch!

The concealed party on the dock watched breathlessly as the little craft, rolling on an oily swell, was turned into the narrow opening all but invisible from mid-river and brought to the ladderway. The maneuver was performed smoothly; the man in the bows grasping the rail, extending one hand to the passenger in the stern. The engine had been shut off as they took the bend, and all lights doused.

Stepping cautiously, the passenger came forward and was assisted on to the ladder. There was an exchange of whispered words, indistinguishable to the men above. But Eastman, who had watched a previous arrival through binoculars from a police boat, guessed that the Chinaman who had been in the bows was leading the way…

Inside, in utter darkness, four men waited tensely. Faintly to their ears came the sound of footsteps on the ladder.

Stand by, said Corrigan in a low voice; cover em.

The door opened  whether automatically or because it was pulled by the two men on duty was not at the moment apparent.

Hands up! rapped Nayland Smith.

He shot the ray of a torch fully into the face of the man who entered; a meaningless Mongolian face, which even under these circumstances exhibited no change of expression whatever. The man raised his hands above his head. The figure immediately behind him clad in gleaming black made a similar movement.

From outside came a muffled shout, a clatter of footsteps  the sound of a splash in the river, and:

Get that man! Eastman was heard shouting. He went in off the stern of the boat!

Answering shouts responded, scurrying movements.

Search the blackbird, Waygood, Corrigan directed. You  search the Chink.

The man addressed as Waygood roughly snatched the souwester from the head of the traveler and peeled back his oilskin at the same moment that the other roughly overhauled the immobile Chinaman.

Nayland Smith stared eagerly into the face revealed. Recognition of an astounding fact had come to him. By one of those divine accidents which so rarely rallied to his aid, he had selected for this attempt on Fu-Manchus underground quarters a night when influential supporters of the movement were meeting in conference!

He had hoped to see the stoical features of General Li Wu Chang  but he was disappointed.

He saw a face Oriental in character, but rather of the Near than of the Far East; a proud, olive-skinned face with flashing dark eyes and supercilious lips. But the man was unknown to him.

The Chinaman was relieved of an automatic and a wicked-looking knife. The other was apparently unarmed, but a curious fact came to light when his oilskins were slipped off. Beneath them he wore a black robe, with a cowl!

Eastman burst in at the door.

Weve lost the second Chink, he reported. I guess he swims like a shark. He must have swum under water for a long time, unless he knocked himself out! Anyway, theres no trace of him. And theres a sea mist coming up.

Bad luck, snapped Nayland Smith, but keep a sharp look-out. Turning to Corrigan: Have this Chinaman taken outside, he directed. I have some questions to put to the other.

A few moments later he stood before the dignified Oriental upon whose face Corrigan directed the light of a torch.

Do you know the Chinaman, Corrigan?

No; but Finney, down on Mott Street, will know him when he sees him. He knows every Chink in the town.

Nayland Smith fixed his penetrating regard upon the features of the Egyptian: that the man was an Egyptian he had now determined.

What is your name? he demanded.

By what authority do you ask?

The man, who retained a remarkable composure, spoke easily, in perfect English and with a cultured voice.

I am a government agent. What is your name?

Judging from the treatment received by my Chinese acquaintance, the Egyptian replied, I have nothing but a man-handling to gain by silence. My name is Ahmed Fayume. Would you care to see my passport?

Hand it to Police Captain Corrigan.

The Egyptian, from beneath the curious robe which he wore, produced a passport which he handed to Corrigan, who glared at him in that intimidating manner cultivated by the police and opened the document savagely as though he hated it.

When did you arrive in New York?

Last night by the Ile de France.

And you are staying at…

The Grosvenor-Grand.

What is your business in the States?

I am on a visit to Washington.

Are you a diplomat?

I am attached to the personal suite of King Fuad of Egypt.

Thats right, growled Corrigan, looking up from the passport. Something funny about this.

His expression became puzzled.

Perhaps, Mr Fayume, said Nayland Smith crisply, you can explain what you are doing here tonight in the company of two suspected men.

The Egyptian smiled slightly.

Naturally I was unaware that they are suspected men, he replied. When the Egyptian consulate put me in touch with them, I was under the impression that I was being taken to a unique house of entertainment where hashish and other amusements were provided.

Indeed! But why the fancy dress?

The black domino? The Egyptian continued to smile. This was provided by my guides, as visitors to the establishment to which I refer do not invariably wish to be recognized.

Nayland Smith continued to stare into the large velvety eyes of the speaker, and then:

Your story requires investigation, Mr. Fayume, he said drily. In the meantime, I must ask you to regard yourself as under arrest. Will you be good enough to empty your pockets?

Ahmed Fayume shrugged his shoulders resignedly and obeyed the order.

I fear, he said calmly, that you are creating an international incident…

* * * *

A report received out on the street as the party left Wu Kings Bar, from the man whom Hepburn had dispatched to East River, was reassuring. The water-gate referred to by Nayland Smith had actually been discovered; two arrests had been made: operations on that front were proceeding in accordance with plan.

The life of Chinatown within the barricaded area carried on much along its usual lines. The stoicism of the Asiatic, like the fatalism of the Arab, makes for acceptance of things as they are. From a dry-goods store, when a customer entered or emerged, came mingled odors of joss stick and bombay duck; attractively lighted restaurants seemed to be well patronized; lobsters, crayfish and other crustacean delicacies dear to the Chinese palate were displayed in green herbal settings. John Chinaman blandly minded his own business, so that there seemed to be something quite grotesque about the guarded barrier at the end of the street.

Mark Hepburn was badly worried. Nayland Smiths unique experience had enabled him to postulate the existence of a Chinatown headquarters and of a river-gate. Right in this, it seemed improbable that he was wrong in his theory that there were exits and entrances somewhere on the streets surrounding this particular block.

He turned to Detective Inspector Finney, who silently walked beside him.

You tell me theres nothing secret about Chinatown any more, he said, slowly; if thats true, theres a bad muddle here.

Inspector Finney, a short, thick-set man with a red, square-jawed face, wearing rainproofs and a hard black hat, turned and stared at Hepburn.

Theres no more iron doors, he declared definitely. An iron door couldnt get unloaded and set up without I knew about it. There used to be gambling joints and opium dens, but since the new regulations theyve all moved over to the other shore, see? Its different over there  not so strict. All my boys cant be deaf and blind. When we get the word, well check up the block. If any strangers have arrived theyll have to show their birthmarks.

Mark Hepburn, inside one of the barriers beyond which stood a group of curious onlookers, pulled up sharply, and turning to Finney:

Theres just one part of this area, he said, which I havent explored  the roofs. He turned to one of a group behind him, and: Youre in charge, Johnson, he added. I dont expect to be long.

Ten minutes later, followed by Inspector Finney and two men, Hepburn climbed the fire ladders at the back of a warehouse building which seemed to be deserted. No light showed from any of the windows. When at last they stepped upon the leads:

Stick to the shadow, said Hepburn sharply. Theres a high point at the end of the block from which we might be seen.

Sure, Finney replied; thats the building where Wu Kings Bar is located. He goes three floors up  the rest is a Chinese apartment house. I checked up on every apartment six oclock this evening, and theres a man on the street entrance. Outside of this block were overlooked plenty any way;

There are lights in the top story of the Wu King building. Maybe you recall who lives there?

Wu King and his wife live up there, came the voice of one of the men, hidden in shadows behind him. He owns the whole building but rents part of it out. Hes one of the wealthiest Chinks around here.

Mark Hepburn was becoming feverishly restless. He experienced an intense urge for action. These vague, rather aimless investigations failed to engross his mind. Even now, with the countless lights of the city around him, the curiously altered values of street noises rising to his ears, the taunting mystery which lay somewhere below, he found his thoughts, and not for the first time that night, leading him into a dream world inhabited by Moya Adair.

He wondered what she was doing at that moment  what duties had been imposed upon her by the sinister President. She had told him next to nothing. For all he knew to the contrary, her slavery might take her to the mysterious Chinatown base, that unimaginable den which in grotesque forms sometimes haunted his sleep. The awful idea presented itself that if Nayland Smiths raid should prove successful, Moya might be one of the prisoners!

A damp gray mist borne upon a fickle breeze was creeping insidiously through the streets of Chinatown.

Is there any way of obtaining a glimpse of that apartment? he asked.

We could step right up and ring the bell, Finney answered. Otherwise, not so easy. Looks to me as if the ladders from that point join up with the lower roof beyond the dip. And I dont know if we can get from this one down to the other.

Stay in the shadows as much as possible, Hepburn directed.

He set out towards the upstanding story of Wu Kings building, which like a squat tower dominated the flat surface of the leads.

* * * *

Theres something wrong here, said Nayland Smith.

From the iron gallery upon which he stood he shone the light of his torch down upon slowly moving evil-smelling water.

Weve got into one of the main sewers, said Corrigan: thats whats wrong. From the time its taken us to make it I should say were way up on Second; outside the suspected area, anyway.

He turned, looking back. It was an eerie spectacle. Moving lights dotted the tunnel  the torches of the raiding party. Sometimes out of whispering shadows a face would emerge smudgily as a straying beam impinged upon it. There were muffled voices and the rattle of feet on iron treads.

Suppose we try back, came a muffled cry. We might go on this way all night.

Turn back, snapped Nayland Smith irritably. This place is suffocating, and were obviously on the wrong track.

Theres a catch somewhere, Corrigan agreed. All we can do is sit around the rat hole and wait for the rat to come out.

This was by no means what Nayland Smith had planned. He was savagely disappointed. Indeed, the failure of his ambitious scheme would have left a sense of humiliation had it not been for the arrests made on the East River. Here at least was confirmation of his theory that the door under the dock belonging to the South Coast Trade Line undoubtedly was used by the group surrounding Dr. Fu-Manchu.

It was infuriating to realize, as he had realized at the moment of the arrest of the Egyptian, that in all probability a meeting of the Council of Seven was actually taking place tonight!

The cowled robe was particularly significant. There were reasons why those summoned to be present did not wish to divulge their identity to the others: this was obvious. Ahmed Fayume was one of the Seven  director of the Si-Fan. But it was improbable, owing to the mans diplomatic credentials, that they would ever succeed in convicting him of any offense against the government of the United States.

From experience he knew that all attempts to interrogate the Chinese prisoner must fail. He took it for granted that the captive was a servant of Fu-Manchu: that such an admission could ever be forced from his lips was wildly improbable. The other Chinaman had escaped; by now, had probably given the alarm…

Corrigans words offered the only consolation. He recognized that it would be impracticable to sustain the siege of an area of Chinatown long enough to make it effective. He had been right, but he had failed. There was only one glimmer of hope. And suddenly he felt glad that the other Chinaman had escaped.

If, and he had little doubt upon the point, notable conspirators were present tonight, the raid on the secret water-gate might result in a desperate bid for freedom above!

But he was very silent as he brought up the rear of the party with Corrigan, groping back along the noisome tunnel. At points, vague booming noises echoed from above, the sound made by the heavy traffic. Always there was the echoing whisper of water. At a point where a lower inspection gallery crossed beneath that which they were following, he paused.

Where do you estimate we stand, Corrigan? he snapped.

I should say about under Bayard and East Broadway. Its a guess  but I dont think Im far out.

Detail men to watch this junction.

* * * *

Stand on the foot of the ladder, Finney, Hepburn directed.

The detective inspector gingerly took his place.

Now, you, indicating another man, stand underneath and hold the rungs; and you, to a third, hang on to the side so that it doesnt topple over. All set?

The ladder, a short one, had been discovered in the warehouse yard and brought up on to the roof. Now, held by the three men, it perilously overhung a yawning gap, a gulley at the bottom of which, seen through a curtain of mist, were lights moving and stationary. Human voices distorted by the fog, muted sounds of movement were audible; but the characteristic hooting of taxicabs was missing, for this was one of the barricaded streets: the entrance to Wu Kings Bar lay immediately beneath.

All ready, Captain.

Mark Hepburn cautiously began to climb the ladder. He moved in the shadow of the top story of Wu Kings apartment house. It was a dizzy proceeding: at the cold, starry sky which seemed to beckon to him from the right of the building he could not trust himself to look, nor downward into the misty chasm of the street. Rung by rung he mounted  his objective that lighted window still some six feet above. Upward he climbed.

And, presently, standing two rungs from the top, he could rest his hands upon the ledge and look into the room to which this window belonged.

He saw a sight so strange that at first he could not fathom its significance.

An oddly appointed sitting-room was visible, its character and the character of the lamps striking a definite Oriental note. Brightly colored rugs were strewn upon the floor, and he saw that there, were divans against two of the walls. The predominant color scheme of illumination seemed to be purple, so that he found great difficulty in making out what was taking place at the farther end.

A window there was widely opened, and two Chinamen seemed to be engaged in hauling upon a line. This in itself was singular, but the third and only other figure in the room struck an ultimate note of the bizarre. It was that of a man wearing a black cowled robe. The cowl entirely covered his face, but was provided with two eye-holes, so that save for the color of his dress he resembled one of the Misericordia Brethren!

He was standing quite still just behind the Chinamen, who, as Mark Hepburn watched, hauled in at the open window an equipment resembling a bosuns chair. Even now the significance of what was going on had not fully penetrated to his mind. The cowled man, clutching his robe about, his legs and assisted by one of the Chinamen took his place in the chair. Again they began hauling.

The black figure disappeared through the window…

Now the truth burst upon him. Nayland Smiths raid of the water-gate had succeeded… This was an emergency exit from the surrounded block!

How many had gone before? How many were yet to come? It was clear enough. A ropeway had been thrown across the street to some tall building on the opposite side, and above the very heads of the patrolling police the wanted men were being wound across to safety!

He moved his foot, urgent to descend. It was not too late to locate that other building…

Then he paused.

As the two Chinamen bore upon the line, from a curtained opening left of the room another figure entered.

It was that of a tall man wearing a yellow robe; a man whose majestic features conveyed a sense of such power that Hepburns movement was arrested. Tightly clutching the ledge, he watched  watched that high-shouldered, imposing figure standing motionless in the curtained entrance. Perhaps his regard became so intense as to communicate a sense of his presence to the majestic newcomer.

Slowly the massive head was turned. Hepburn, through the glass of the window, met the regard of a pair of vivid green eyes which seemed to be looking directly into his own… Never in his life had he seen such eyes. If, under the circumstances, he was actually visible from inside the room he could not be sure; but of one fact, one astounding fact, he was certain:

This was Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. SIEGE OF CHINATOWN (CONCLUDED)

Mark Hepburn, keyed up by the immensity of the moment, ventured to the very top of the swaying ladder. He clutched a hook on one side of the window, placed there for the convenience of window-cleaners, and crashed his right heel through a pane of glass.

Stooping, he thrust his automatic through the opening, and:

Hands up, Fu-Manchu! he shouted, his voice rising from syllable to syllable upon notes of excitement.

The sea mist continued its insidious invasion of the streets of Chinatown. One by one it blotted out the lights below. A voice spoke from the leads at the foot of the ladder:

Go easy, Captain; we cant catch you if you fall!

Hepburn scarcely heeded the cry: his entire interest was focused upon the uncanny being who stood in the curtained opening. The two men straining on the rope were wonderfully trained servants; for at the glass crash and harsh words of command they had not started, had not turned, but had continued to perform mechanically the duty allotted to them!

Slowly, the perturbing regard of those green eyes never wavering, the tall Chinaman raised his hands. If he could not see the speaker, he could see the barrel of the automatic. From below:

Bear left! came urgently. We cant hold the ladder.

During one irrevocable moment Hepburn tore his attention away. In that moment, the room became plunged in darkness!

Clutching at the hook he fired in the direction of the curtained doorway… and the flash showed it to be empty. Further shots would be wasted. He craned downward.

Pass the word theres a ropeway across the street. This damnable fog has helped them. Have the house opposite covered and searched.

Now came shouted orders, sounds of running, muffled cries from the police below…

Arrest everyone in Wu Kings. Search the place from roof to cellar.

He fired again in the direction of the distant window, aiming over the heads of the Chinamen. Craning forward, he heard scurrying footsteps; then came silence. Perilously, but aided by a high exaltation which had come to him in the moment when he knew that he actually stood in the presence of the all but fabulous Dr. Fu-Manchu, he found his foothold on the ladder and descended to the roof. Finney, one arm thrown out, hauled him back from the parapet upon which the ladder was poised, and:

Whats up there, Captain? he demanded hoarsely. I feel a fool glued down here to the ladder.

A getaway across the street. Get busy. We must hurry.

But already, delegating to a competent junior the matter of Wu Kings and of those inside it, Lieutenant Johnson had entered the building indicated.

It consisted of a dry-goods store which had been closed half an hour before, and of apartments above. (Investigations were to prove that the landlord was none other than Wu King). Employing those methods peculiar to the police responsible for the good conduct of Chinatown, entrance was forced to every apartment and every room right to the top. Here a hitch occurred.

On the top story was a lodge of the Hip Sing Tong. No key was forthcoming, and the door defied united attack.

As a precautionary measure every man, woman and child found in the building had been arrested. Laden police wagons were taking them to the Tombs when Hepburn came racing up to the landing. The work of the demolition of the door of the Tong temple had commenced. It was proving a tough job when a cry came:

Make way there!

A grim-faced policeman appeared from below, holding an elderly Chinaman by the scruff of the neck.

Hes got the key, he explained laconically.

A moment later the door was thrown open. Light was searched for and found, and the garishly decorated place revealed.

It was permeated by a curious odor of stale incense wafted in their direction by a draft from a window overhanging the street. Tackle lay upon the floor; a pulley had been rigged to one of the beams which crossed the ceiling. It was to this spot that escape had been made from, the top story of Wu Kings building.

The Tong temple was empty from wall to wall…


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. THE SILVER BOX

In his tower study Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke softly. Two points of light glowed upon the switchboard on the table.

It was well done, my friend, but the rest is merely a question of time; Base 3 must be vacated. It is regrettable that the representative from Egypt should have been arrested, but steps have been taken to ensure his release. Of Wu Changs silence we are certain; other representatives are safe. You are short of helpers, therefore many splendid specimens must be sacrificed. But make good your own escape, leaving nothing behind that might act as a clue for the enemy.

I hear, Master, the voice of old Sam Pak replied as though he stood in the room. I shall see to these matters.

Instinct is greater than wit, the guttural voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu continued. By instinct Enemy Number One has smelled us out. I hear you hiss, my friend. We shall see. I have a plan.

Do you desire, Marquis, that the way be made easy?

Such is my wish. Give them this hollow triumph: it will blind their eyes. Base 3 is of no further service: move in this matter, my friend.

Long fingers manipulated switches. The two lights became extinguished, but another appeared upon the board.

Report, Dr. Fu-Manchu directed, of Number covering Base 3.

Report to hand, the Teutonic tones of the Memory Man replied, timed 11.36. Wu Kings Bar was raided at 11.05 and everyone on the premises, including Wu King and members of his family, arrested by police. Emergency exit is also in their hands; many other arrests  some forty invalid. The barricades have been raised, and everything is normal except that the area is being heavily patrolled. Government agent in charge of operations tonight identified as Captain Mark Hepburn, U.S.M.C. Captain Hepburn has left the area  covered. Report ends. From Number 37.

There was a moment of silence; the long fingers resting upon the lacquered table were so still that they might have been wrought of smoked ivory.

Report, the voice directed, of Number responsible for protection of representatives.

Report of Protection Bureau to hand, the Memory Man replied, timed 11.50. All are safely returned to their hotels or places of residence, with the exception of Egyptian representative. He was arrested at Entrance 4 together with one Wu Chang who was in his company. This arrest was the subject of an earlier report.

Latest report of Number covering Exit 4.

To hand, time 11.38. The raiding party believed to be in charge of Police Captain Corrigan has withdrawn, leaving men estimated at seven to nine covering the point. Report ends. This from Number 49.

Prepare coast-to-coast reports. I shall require you to relay them in the order received, in one hour.

Amber light prevailed again in the domed room where the man of miraculous memory worked upon his endless task of fashioning that majestic Chinese head. And at the moment that the light reappeared, the long bony fingers of Dr. Fu-Manchu reached out to the silver box. Raising the lid, he extracted the delicate equipment for opium smoking which this receptacle contained.

* * * *

Whats the idea, Hepburn? rapped Nayland Smith.

The New York Times propped up against a coffee-pot, he was sitting at a frugal breakfast as Hepburn came into the sitting-room. Save for a suggestion of shadows beneath his keen eyes, there was little in that bronzed face to show the state of sustained nervous tension in which Nayland Smith had been during the past forty-eight hours. Automatically filling his pipe, he stared at Hepburn.

The moustache and beard had vanished. Mark Hepburn was again his clean-shaven self. He smiled in his almost apologetic way.

Wasnt it your friend Kipling who said that women and elephants never forget? he asked. I guess he might have included Dr. Fu-Manchu. Anyway, I was shot at twice last night!

Nayland Smith nodded.

Youre right, he said rapidly; I had forgotten momentarily that he saw you at the window. Yes, the bearded newspaperman must disappear.

Fey entered from the kitchenette bearing silver-covered dishes upon a tray; an appetizing odor accompanied him. Feys behavior was that of a well-trained servant in a peaceful English home.

I am making fresh coffee, sir, he said to Hepburn. It will be ready in a moment.

He uncovered the dishes and withdrew.

I am rapidly coming to the conclusion, said Nayland Smith while Hepburn explored under the covers, that we have outstayed our welcome here. Its only a question of time for one or both of us to be caught either going out or coming in.

Hepburn did not reply. Nayland Smith struck a match, lighted his pipe and continued:

So far we have been immoderately lucky, although both of us have had narrow squeaks. But we know that this place is covered night and day. It would be wise, I think, if we made other arrangements.

I am disposed to agree with you, said Mark Hepburn slowly.

The papers  Nayland Smith indicated a score of loose sheets upon the carpet beside him are reticent about our abortive raid. A washout, Hepburn! Impossible to hold either of the prisoners. We have no evidence against them.

I know it.

Fey entered with coffee and then withdrew to his tiny sanctum.

It is merely a question of time, Smith went on, unconsciously echoing the words of Dr. Fu-Manchu, for us to find this Chinese rabbit warren. I attended the line-up this morning but its a waste of breath to interrogate a Chinaman. This fact undoubtedly accounts for the survival of torture in their own country. Wu King, as I anticipated, fell back on the story of Tong warfare. Centre Street is beginning to regard me as a tiresome fanatic. Yet  he brought his palm sharply down upon the table I was right about the Chinatown base. Its there, but by the time we find it it will be deserted. An impasse, Hepburn, and our next move in doubt.

He pointed to the newspaper propped up against the coffee-pot.

I begin to see the hand of Fu-Manchu everywhere. Although I wore glasses and my clerical dress (upon which you have complimented me) I nearly came to grief on the corner right outside here this morning.

What happened?

A heavy lorry, ignoring signals, drove at me hell-for-leather! Only the skill of my driver saved me. The man said his brakes had failed… The lorry belonged to the Lotus Corporation.

But Smith

We must expect it. Our enemy is a man of genius. Our small subterfuges probably amuse him! Consider whats at stake! Have you glanced at the Abyssinian situation, for instance? Dr. Fu-Manchus triumph here would mean the end of Italys ambition.

You think so?

Hepburn looked up sharply.

I know it, Nayland Smith returned.

The map of the world is going to be altered, Hepburn, unless we can check what is going on in this country. Have you given due thought to the fact that almost overnight Paul Salvaletti has become a national figure?

Yes; I cant fit him into the picture.

There is one very curious point…

To what do you refer?

Lola Dumas is with Salvaletti. She is frequently in the news with him.

Is that so strange? She has always been associated with the League of Good Americans.

The League of Good Americans is merely another name for Dr. Fu-Manchu, rapped Nayland Smith, standing up and beginning to pace the floor. It is a point of very great interest: it implies that Dr. Fu-Manchu is backing Salvaletti; in other words, that Salvaletti is not an opportunist who has sprung into the breach

Good heavens! Hepburn laid down his fork, the breach was prepared for him?

Exactly.

Is it possible?

The pattern begins to become apparent. We have been looking too closely at one small piece of it. I have read the report upon Salvaletti. Even now it is far from complete but it would appear that his training throughout has tended inevitably in one direction. Thank heaven that Abbot Donegal is safe. I have said it before, I say it again: that priests life is valuable. He may yet be called upon to stem the tide. Look at the papers…

In his restless promenade he stirred the loose sheets with his foot.

The grave problems facing the Old World are allotted but little space. The nervous collapse (as such it is accepted) of Orwin Prescott merely occurs as a brief bulletin from Weavers Farm. The several murders which have decorated the Doctors visit to the United States are falling into the background. Even our Chinatown raid is granted scant honors. No, Harvey Bragg, the Martyr, continues to dominate the news  his name now coupled with that of Paul Salvaletti. And  a significant fact, as I have said  Lola Dumas is creeping in.

There was a short silence interrupted only by the buzzing of the telephone, the subdued voice of Fey answering in an adjoining room. Evidently none of the messages was of sufficient importance to demand the presence of Nayland Smith or Hepburn. But Fey would be making careful notes. Smith, staring out of the window, saw that all trace of fog had disappeared; that icily clear visibility which sometimes characterizes New York City in the winter months was prevailing.

Are you looking at the Stratton Building, Smith? Hepburn asked.

Yes, snapped Smith. Why?

You remember what I told you about the strange man who lives up there at the top  as reported by Robbie Adair?

Yes.

Perhaps  I admit maybe because it is associated with Mrs. Adair, I am very curious about this man. I put inquiries in hand late last night and I have a report this morning. Theres rather a queer thing about the Stratton Building.

What is it? Nayland Smith turned and looked at Hepburn.

This  so far as the report goes; its by no means complete: The whole of the building is occupied by offices of concerns in which the late Harvey Bragg was interested.

What!

The New York headquarters of the League of Good Americans is there; the head office of the Lotus Transport Corporation; even the South Coast Trade Line has an office in the building.

Nayland Smith came forward, resting his hands upon the table; bending down, he stared keenly into Mark Hepburns eyes.

This is very interesting, he said slowly.

I think so. Its odd, to say the least. Therefore I arranged early this morning to inspect the lightning conductors  by courtesy of the Midtown Electric Corporation. I may discover nothing, but at least it will give me access to a number of the rooms in the building.

You interest me keenly, said Nayland Smith, returning to the window and staring up at the Stratton Building. The League of Good Americans, eh? You must realize, Hepburn, that the great plot doesnt end with the control of the United States. It embraces Australia, the Phillipines, and ultimately Canada! Middle Western farmers, crippled by mortgages, are being subsidized by the league and sent to Alaska, where unconsciously they are establishing a nucleus of Fu-Manchus future domination!

In heavens name where does all the money come from?

From the Si-Fan, the oldest and most powerful secret society in the world. If the truth about the League of Good Americans America for every man and every man for America  reached the public, I shudder to think what the reaction would be! But to return to personal matters  What are your plans in regard to Mrs. Adair?

I have none. Mark Hepburn spoke slowly, his voice sounding even more monotonous than usual. I have told you everything I know about her, Smith. And I think you will agree that the situation is one of great danger.

It is  for both. I assume that you are leaving it to Mrs. Adair to communicate with you?

I must.

Nayland Smith stared hard for a moment, and then:

She may be a trump card, Hepburn, he said, but frankly, I dont know how to play her.

* * * *

Saw my funny man last night, Goofy, said Robbie Adair, laying down his porridge spoon and staring up wide-eyed at Nurse Goff. Funny man who makes heads.

I believe hes just a dream of yours, child, Nurse Goff declared. I have never seen him.

But Robbie was very earnest on the point, and was not to be checked. According to his account, the mysterious madman who hurled models of human heads from his lofty studio had appeared on the previous night. Robbie had awakened very late; he knew it had been very late cause of the way the sky looked. He had gone to the window and had seen the man hurl a plaster head far out over the dome.

I never heard such a silly tale in my life, Nurse Goff declared. God bless the child  hes dreaming!

Not dweaming, Robbie declared stoutly. Please can I have some jam? Is Mum coming today?

I dont know, dear; I hope so.

Are we going to the garden?

If its fine, Robbie.

Robbie dealt with bread and jam for some time, and then:

Will Uncle Mark be there? he inquired.

I dont think so, dear.

Why not? I like Uncle Mark  all cept his whiskers. I like Yellow Uncle, too, but he never comes.

Nurse Goff suppressed a shudder. The man whom the boy had christened Yellow Uncle terrified her as her dour Scottish nature had never been terrified before. His existence in the life of Mrs. Adair, whom she respected as well as liked, was a mystery beyond her understanding. Rare though his visits were, that he was Mrs. Adairs protector she took for granted. But how Mrs. Adair, beautiful and delicately nurtured, ever could have begun this association with the dreadful Chinaman was something which Mary Goff simply could not understand. The affection of Robbie for this sinister being was to her mind even a greater problem.

Give me an auto on my birfday, Robbie added reminiscently; Yellow Uncle did.

Gave you an auto, Robbie. God bless the boy! I dont know where you get these words…

When, an hour later, his auto packed behind in the big Rolls diven by Joe, the cheerful Negro chauffeur, lonely little Robbie accompanied by Nurse Goff set out for his Long Island playground, a protection party in a Z-car was following.

Far in the rear, keeping the Z-car in sight, a government car in charge of Lieutenant Johnson brought up the rear of the queer procession.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. THE STRATTON BUILDING

Mark Hepburn, in blue overalls and wearing a peaked cap, crept out from a window on to a dizzy-parapet. Two men similarly attired followed him. One was an operative of Midtown Electric, the firm which had installed the lightning conductors; the other was a federal agent. They were on the forty-seventh floor of the Stratton Building. The leaded dome swept up above them; below the New York hive buzzed ceaselessly.

This way, said Hepburn, and headed along the parapet.

He constantly looked down into a deep gutter which formed their path until, at a point commanding an oblique view of the gulley which was Park Avenue, he pulled up sharply.

Storm clouds were gathering and sweeping over the city. To look upward was to derive an impression that the towering building swayed like a ship. Mark Hepburn was looking downward. He expressed an exclamation of satisfaction.

Fragments of clay littered the gutter; on some of the larger pieces might be seen the imprint of a modelers work. The madman of the Stratton Building was no myth, but an actuality!

Hepburn glanced up for a moment. The effect of the racing clouds above the tower of the building was to make him dizzy. He felt himself lurching and closed his eyes quickly; but he had seen what he wanted to see.

Above the slope of the leaded dome was an iron gallery upon which two windows opened…

Steady-oh, Captain! said the government man, seeing him sway. Its taken a long time to get up, but it wouldnt take long to fall down!

Hepburn, the moment of nausea past, stared again at the fragments at his feet.

All right, he replied; I was never a mountaineer.

He knelt down and examined the pieces of hard clay with keen curiosity. They surely formed part of a modeled head, possibly of more than one modeled head; but not one of them was big enough to give any indication of the character of the finished work. Over his shoulder:

Gather all these pieces together, he directed, and bring them away.

The man from the electric firm watched the two agents in respectful silence.

Ha! whats this? Hepburn exclaimed.

He had come upon a wired frame to which portions of crumbling clay still adhered. But what had provoked his words when he picked the thing up had been the presence upon the wooden frame, fixed by two drawing pins, of what resembled a tiny colored miniature of a human face, framed around with white paper.

He detached this curious object from the wood and examined it more closely. Raising the mount he stared for a long time at that which lay beneath.

It was a three-cent Daniel Webster stamp, dated 1932, gummed upside down upon a piece of cardboard, then framed by the paper in which a pear-shaped opening had been cut. The effect, when the frame was dropped over the stamp, was singular to a degree. It produced a hideous Chinese face!

Mark Hepburn took out his notecase and carefully placed this queer discovery in it. As he returned the case to his pocket a memory came of hypnotic green eyes staring into his own  a memory of the unforgettable features of Dr. Fu-Manchu as he had seen them through the broken window on the night of the Chinatown raid…

Yes, the fact was unmistakable: inverted and framed in this way, the Daniel Webster stamp presented a caricature, but a recognizable caricature, of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

A problem for Nayland Smiths consideration: no more false moves must be made. But here was a building occupied, so far as he knew, entirely by persons associated directly, or indirectly, with the activities of the League of Good Americans. At the top it seemed a madman resided; a madman who modeled clay heads, and who apparently had possessed and thrown away this queer miniature. Definitely there was a link here which must be tested, but tested cautiously.

Thus far he had every reason to believe that his investigation had been carried out without arousing suspicion. He had penetrated to a number of offices on many floors, craning out of windows in his quest of the supposed flaw in the lightning conductors. He had observed nothing abnormal anywhere, and had been civilly treated by a Mr. Schmidt in an office on the street floor, to whom, with his two companions, he had first applied. It remained to be seen if any obstruction would be offered to his penetrating the mysterious apartment which crowned the dome.

Five minutes later he climbed through the window into a room used apparently as a store by the firm leasing this suite of offices on the forty-seventh. He could not restrain a sigh of relief as, quitting the swaying parapet, he reached the security of a rubber laid floor. Mr. Schmidt, representing the owners of the building, waited there as Hepburns companions in turn climbed in through the low window.

Everything seems to be in order up to this floor, said Hepburn. How do we get to the top of the dome? The fault must be there.

Mr. Schmidt stared hard for a moment.

Theres no way up, he replied curtly. The elevators dont go beyond this floor. Theres a staircase to the flagstaff, but the doors been boarded up. Orders of the Fire Department, I guess. Theres nothing up there; its just ornamental.

Then how do I carry out the inspection? It will cost plenty to rig ladders. Cheaper to break through to the staircase, wouldnt it be?

That doesnt rest with me, Mr. Schmidt replied hastily; I shall have to ask you to give me time to consult directors on the point.

Mark Hepburn surreptitiously nudged the representative of Midtown Electric, and:

When can you let us know, Mr. Schmidt? the electrician inquired. We have to make a report.

Ill call you in the morning, Mr. Schmidt replied.

Mark Hepburn experienced an inward glow of satisfaction. Apart from the testimony of Robbie Adair, he himself had seen lighted windows above the dome of the Stratton Building  and today they had found conclusive evidence to show that the rooms were occupied!


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. PAUL SALVALETTI

Lola Dumas, concealed behind a partly-drawn curtain, looked down upon the crowded terraces. Palm trees were silhouetted against an evening sky; there was a distant prospect of steel-blue sea. The crowds below were so dense that she thought of a pot of caviare. Here was humanity, seemingly redundant, but pulsing with life so vigorous that its vibrations reached her on that high balcony.

They were cheering and shouting, and through all the excited uproar, like an oboe motif in an orchestral score, rose the name of Salvaletti.

Salvaletti!

This was merely the beginning of a triumphal progress which unavoidably should lead to the White House. Lola Dumas clutched the curtain nervously, her delicate fingers, on which she wore too many jewels, quivering with the tension of the moment. And they were still shouting and calling for Salvaletti when at the faint sound of an opening door Lola turned sharply.

Paul Salvaletti had entered the room.

Adulation, long-awaited success had transformed the man into a god. His paled face was lighted up, inspired; the dark eyes reminded her of hot velvet. His habitual stoop was tonight discarded. He stood upright, commanding, triumphant. She looked now not upon the secretary of the late Harvey Bragg, but upon Caesar.

Paul! She took a step forward. This is triumph. Nothing can stop you.

Nothing, he replied; and even in speaking that one word the music of his voice thrilled her. Nothing!

Salvaletti for the South! A cry rose above the uproar below.

A wild outburst of cheering followed. Then came a series of concerted calls:

Salvaletti! Salvaletti!

The man plucked out of complete obscurity to be thrust upon a cloudy pinnacle, smiled.

Lola, he said, this was worth waiting for! She moved towards him, her graceful bare arms extended, and with a low cry of almost savage delight he clasped her. The world was at his feet  fame, riches, beauty. In silence he held her while, more and more insistent, the demand rose up from the terraces:

Salvaletti! Salvaletti! America for every man. Every man for America!

The phone bell rang.

Answer, Lola, Salvaletti directed. I shall speak to no one tonight but to you.

Lola Dumas glanced at him sharply. The heady wine of success had somewhat intoxicated him. He spoke with an arrogance the very existence of which hitherto he had successfully concealed. She crossed the room and took up the telephone.

A moment she listened; her attitude grew tense; and, ever increasing in volume, the cry Salvaletti! swelled up from below. Lola placed the receiver on the table and turned.

The President, she said.

Those two words wrought a swift change in Salvaletti.

What! he whispered.

For a second he hesitated, then, crossing with his characteristic cat-like tread, he took up the phone.

Paul Salvaletti here.

I am watching you closely, came the imperious, guttural voice. At this stage, you must not make one mistake. Listen now to my orders. Go out upon the balcony of the room in which you stand. Do not speak, but acknowledge the people. Then bring Lola Dumas out on to the balcony, that all may see her. Move in this matter.

The line was disconnected.

For three, five, ten seconds, as he hung up, Salvalettis sensitive nostrils remained distended. He had heard the crack of the whip, had resented it.

What? Lola asked.

An order, Salvaletti replied, smiling composedly, which I must obey.

He crossed, drew the curtains widely apart, and stepped out to the balcony. A roar of excited voices acclaimed him, and for a while he stood there, a pale, impressive figure in the moonlight. He bowed, raised his hand and, turning, beckoned to Lola Dumas.

You are to join me, he said. Please come.

He drew her on to the balcony beside him; and the woman associated for so long with Harvey Bragg, founder of the League of Good Americans, potential savior of his country, received an almost hysterical ovation…

Back in the room, the curtains drawn, Lola Dumas sank down on a cushioned settee, beckoning to Salvaletti with her eyes and with her lips. He stood beside her looking down.

Paul, she said, did the President give those orders?

He did.

You see, Paul, she said very softly, he has chosen for you. Are you content?


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. A GREEN MIRAGE

Mark Hepburn awoke; sat up. He found himself to be clammy with nervous perspiration, and the dream which had occasioned it was still vivid in his mind. It was this:

He had found himself in an apparently interminable tunnel (which he could trace to Nayland Smiths account of the attempt to explore the East River water-gate). For a period which seemed to span many hours he walked along this tunnel. His only light was a fragment of thick, wax candle, resembling an altar candle. There were twists and turns in the tunnel, and always in his dream he had hoped to see daylight beyond. Always he had been disappointed.

Some great expediency drove him on. At all costs he must reach the end of this subterranean passage. A stake greater than his life was at hazard. And now, gaping blackly, cross-ways appeared in the tunnel; it became a labyrinth. Every passage revealed by the flickering light of the candle resembled another. In desperation he plunged into one which opened on his right. It proved to be interminable. An opening offered on the left. He entered it. Another endless tunnel stretched before him.

The candle was burning very low; his fingers were covered with hot grease. Unless he could win freedom before that fragment of wick and wax gave up the ghost and plunged him into darkness, he was doomed to wander forever, a lost soul, in this place deep below the world of living men…

Blind panic seized him. He began to run along tunnel after tunnel, turning right, turning left, crying out madly. His exertions reduced the fraction of candle almost to disappearing point. He ran on. In some way it came to him that the life of Nayland Smith was at stake. He must gain the upper air or disaster would come, not to Nayland Smith alone, but to all humanity. The candle, now a tenuous disk, became crushed between his trembling fingers…

It was at this moment that he awoke.

The apartment was very still. Save for the immutable voice of the city-which-never-sleeps, there was no sound.

Hepburn groped for his slippers. There were no cigarettes in the room. He decided to go into the sitting-room for a smoke and a drink. That ghastly dream of endless tunnels had shaken him.

The night was crystal clear; a nearly full moon poured its cold luminance into the rooms. Without turning on any of the lights  for he was anxious to avoid wakening Nayland Smith, a hair-trigger sleeper  he found his way to the sitting-room. There were cigarettes on the table by the telephone. He found one, but he had no means of lighting it.

As he paused, looking around, he saw through an open door the moon-bathed room beyond. It was the room which he had fitted up as a temporary laboratory; from its window he could just see the roof of the hotel where Moya Adair lived. He remembered that he had left matches there. He went in, crossed and stared out of the window.

His original intention was forgotten. He stood there, tense, watching…

From a window of an out-jutting wing of the Regal-Athenian, one floor below and not twenty yards away, Dr. Fu-Manchu was looking up at him!

Some primitive instinct warned him to reject the chimera  for that the man in person could be present he was not prepared to believe. This was a continuation, a part, of his uncanny dream. He was not awake. Brilliant green eyes gleamed in the moonlight like polished jade. He watched fascinatedly.

His impulse  to arouse Smith, to have the building surrounded  left him. Those wonderful eyes demanded all his attention…

He found himself busy in the laboratory  of course he was still dreaming  preparing a strange prescription. It was contrary to all tradition, a thing outside his experience. But he prepared it with meticulous care  for it was indispensable to the life of Nayland Smith…

At last it was ready. Now, he must charge a hypodermic syringe with it  an intravenous injection. It was vital that he should not awake Smith…

Syringe in hand, he crept along the corridor to the second door. He listened. There was no sound.

Very quietly, he opened the door and went in.

Nayland Smith lay motionless in bed, his lean brown hands outside the coverlet. The conditions were ideal, it seemed to Mark Hepburn in his dream. Stealthily he stole across the room. He could not hope to complete the injection without arousing Smith, but at least he could give him some of the charge.

Lightly he raised the sleeve of his pyjama jacket. Smith did not stir. He pressed the needle point firmly home…

* * * *

Mark Hepburn felt himself seized from behind, jerked back and hurled upon the floor by unseen hands!

He fell heavily, striking his head upon the carpet. The syringe dropped from his fingers, and as Nayland Smith sprang upright in bed the predominant idea in Hepburns mind was that he had failed; and so Smith must die.

He twisted over, rose to his knees… and looked up into the barrel of a revolver held by Fey.

Hepburn! came sharply in Nayland Smiths inimitable voice. What the devils this?

He sprang out of bed.

Fey, barefooted and wearing pyjamas, looked somewhat disheveled in the glare of light as Nayland Smith switched on lamps; spiritually he was unruffled.

Its a mystery, sir, he replied, while Hepburn, slowly rising to his feet and clutching his head, endeavored to regain composure. It was the tinkling of the bottles that woke me.

The bottles?

Mark Hepburn dropped down into a chair.

I was in the laboratory, he explained dully. Frankly, I dont know, now, what I was doing there.

Nayland Smith, seated on the side of the bed, was staring at him keenly.

I got up and watched, Fey continued, keeping very quiet. And I saw Captain Hepburn carefully measuring out drugs. Then I saw him looking about as if hed lost something, and then I saw him go to the window and stare out. He stayed there for a long time.

In which direction was he staring? snapped Nayland Smith.

Hepburn groaned, continuing to clutch his head. The memory of some strange, awful episode already was slipping from his mind.

I thought, at a window down to the right and below, sir. And as he stood there so long, I slipped into the sitting-room and looked out from there. He paused and cleared his throat. I was still looking when I heard Captain Hepburn come out. I shouldnt have behaved as I did, sir, but I had seen Captain Hepburns eyes…

What do you mean?

Well, sir, it might have been that he was walking in his sleep! And so, when I heard him coming, I ducked into a corner and watched him go by. I followed him right to your door. He opened it very quietly. I was close behind him when he crossed to the bed

Now, suddenly, in a stifled voice:

The syringe! Hepburn cried, the syringe! My God! Did I touch you?

He sprang up wildly, his glance questing about the floor.

Is this what you mean, Hepburn? Nayland Smith asked. He picked up a fountain pen, at the same time glancing down at his left arm. My impression is that you jabbed the nib into me!

Mark Hepburn stared at the fountain pen, fists clenched. It was a new one bought only that day; his old one had been smashed during operations in the Chinatown raid. So far as he could remember he had never filled it. The facts, the incredible facts, were coming back to him… He had prepared a mixture: of what it was composed he hadnt at this moment the slightest idea. But he had imagined or had dreamed that he charged a hypodermic syringe with it. He must have charged the fountain pen, for he had no hypodermic syringe in his possession!

Nayland Smiths penetrating regard never left the troubled face, and then:

Was I dreaming, Hepburn groaned, or was I hypnotized? By heaven! I remember  I went to the window and saw his eyes! He was watching me.

Who was watching you? Smith asked quietly.

I dont know who it was, sir, Fey interrupted with an apologetic cough, but he had one of the most dreadful faces I have ever seen in my life. The moonlight was shining on him. I saw his green eyes.

What!

Nayland Smith sprang to his feet. From out of his varied experience an explanation of the strange incident, phantomesque, arose. He stared hard again at Mark Hepburn.

Dr. Fu-Manchu is the most accomplished hypnotist alive, he said harshly. During those few moments that you watched him from the window above Wu Kings he must have established partial control. He pulled on a dressing-gown which lay across the foot of the bed. Quick, Fey, get Wyatt! Hes on duty in the lobby.

Fey ran out.

Nayland Smith turned, threw up the window and craned forward. Over his shoulder:

Which way, Hepburn? he snapped.

Mark Hepburn, slowly recovering control of his normal self, leaned on the sill and pointed.

The wing on the right, third window from the end, two floors below this.

Theres no one there, and the room is dark. The wail which tells that the Fire Department is out, a solo rarely absent from New Yorks symphony, rose, ghostly, through the night. I have had an unpleasantly narrow escape. Beyond doubt you were acting under hypnotic direction. Feys evidence confirms it. A daring move! The Doctor must be desperate. He glanced down at the fountain pen which lay upon a little table. I wonder what you charged it with, he murmured meditatively. Dr. Fu-Manchu assumed too much in thinking you had hypodermic syringes in your possession. You obeyed his instructions  but charged the fountain pen; thus probably saving my life.

It was only a few moments later that Wyatt, the government agent in charge below, found the night manager and accompanied by two detectives was borne up to the thirty-eighth floor of the hotel wing in which the suspected room was located.

I can tell you theres no one there, Mr. Wyatt, the manager said, twirling a large key around his fore-finger. It was vacated this morning by a Mr. Eckstein, a dark man; possibly Jewish. Theres only one curious point about it

Whats that? Wyatt asked.

He took the door key away… Mr. Dougherty smiled grimly; his Tipperary brogue was very marked. Unfortunately, it often happens. But in this case there may have been some ulterior motive.

The bedroom, when they entered, was deserted; the two beds were ready for occupation by incoming guests. Neither here nor in the bathroom was there evidence pointing to a recent intruder…

The detectives were still prowling around and Nayland Smith on the fortieth floor of the tower was issuing telephone instructions when a tall man, muffled in a fur topcoat  a man who wore glasses and a wide-brimmed black hat  stepped into an elevator on the thirtieth floor and was taken down to street level…

No one is to leave the building, rapped Nayland Smith, until I get down. Dont concentrate on the tower; post men at every elevator and every exit.

Wyatt, the night manager, and the two detectives stepped out of the elevator at the end of the huge main foyer. The tall man in the fur coat was striding along its carpeted center aisle. The place was only partially lighted at that late hour. There was a buzz of vacuum cleaners. He descended marble steps to the lower foyer. A night porter glanced up at him, curiously, as he passed his desk.

A man came hurrying along an arcade lined by flower shops, jewelers shops and other features of a luxury bazaar, but actually contained within the great hotel, and presently appeared immediately facing the elevator by which Wyatt and his party had descended. Seeing them he hurried across, and:

No one is to leave the building! he cried. Post men at all elevators and all entrances.

The tall visitor passed through the swing doors and descended the steps to the sidewalk. A Lotus cab which had been standing near by drew up; opening the door, he entered. The cab moved off. It was actually turning the Park Avenue corner when detectives, running from the westerly end of the building, reached the main entrance and went clattering up the steps. One, who seemed to be in charge, ran across to the night porter. Federal Agent Wyatt was racing along the foyer towards them.

Whos gone out, the detective demanded, in the last five minutes? Anybody?

But even as the startled man began to answer, the Lotus cab was speeding along almost deserted streets, and Dr. Fu-Manchu, lying back in the corner, relaxed after a dangerous and mentally intense effort which he had every reason to believe would result in the removal of Enemy Number One. Nayland Smiths activities were beginning seriously to interfere with his own. The abandonment of the Chinatown base was an inconvenience, and reports received from those responsible for covering the Stratton Building suggested that further intrusion might be looked for…


CHAPTER THIRTY. PLAN OF ATTACK

Gray morning light was creeping into the sitting-room.

Last nights attempt, said Nayland Smith (he wore a dressing-gown over pyjamas), is not uncharacteristic of the Doctors methods.

Poor consolation for me, Hepburn replied, speaking from the depths of an armchair in which, similarly attired, he was curled up.

Dont let us worry unduly, said Nayland Smith. I have known others to suffer from the insidious influence of Fu-Manchu; indeed, I have suffered myself. Physical fear has no meaning for the Doctor. Undoubtedly he was here in person, here in the enemys headquarters. He walked out under the very noses of the police officers I had dispatched to intercept him. He is a great man, Hepburn.

He is.

There is no evidence that you were drugged in any way last night, but we cannot be sure, for the Doctors methods are subtle. That he influenced your brain while you were sleeping is beyond dispute. The dream of the interminable labyrinth, the conviction that my life depended upon your escape  all this was prompted by the will of Fu-Manchu. You were dreaming, although even now you doubt it, when you thought you awoke. He only made one mistake, Hepburn. He postulated a hypodermic syringe which was not in your possession!

But I loaded a fountain pen with some pretty deadly drugs which now it is impossible to identify.

You carried out your hypodermic instructions to the best of your ability. The power of Fu-Manchus mind is an awful thing. However, by an accident, a pure accident, or an oversight, he failed  thank God! Let us review the position!

Mark Hepburn reached out for a cigarette; his face was haggard, unshaven.

We are beginning to harass the enemy. Nayland Smith, pipe fuming furiously, paced up and down the carpet. That there is a staircase below Wu Kings with some unknown exit on the street is certain. At any moment I expect a report that the men have broken in there. Its construction has been carried out from the point that I call the water-gate; hence Finneys ignorance of its existence. Once we have reached it, with the equipment at our disposal we can break through. It doesnt matter how many iron doors obstruct us. The entrance from the sewers we have been unable to trace. But penetration to the Chinatown base is only a question of time.

He puffed furiously, but his overworked pipe had gone out. He laid it in an ash-tray and continued to walk up and down. Mark Hepburn, laboring under a load of undeserved guilt, watched him fascinatedly.

What Mrs. Adair knows which would be of value to us is problematical. According to Lieutenant Johnsons report, it would seem to be perfectly feasible to obtain possession of the boy, Robbie, during one of his visits to Long Island.

The owner of the house and his family are at the coast, Mark Hepburn said monotonously. He is, as you will have noted, a co-director with the late Harvey Bragg of the Lotus Transport Corporation.

I had noted it, Smith said dryly; but he may nevertheless be innocent of any knowledge of the existence of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Thats the devilish part of it, Hepburn. The other points are: (a) Can Mrs. Adair afford us any material assistance; (b) Is it safe to attempt it?

The Negro chauffeur, Hepburn replied, may have orders, for all we know to the contrary, to shoot the boy in the event of any such attempt. Frankly, I dont feel justified.

Assuming we succeeded…

Her complicity would be fairly evident  she would suffer?

Nayland Smith paused in his promenade and, turning, stared at Hepburn.

Unless we kidnapped her at the same time, he snapped.

Mark Hepburn stood up suddenly, dropping his recently lighted cigarette in a tray.

By heaven, Smith, he said excitedly, that may be the solution!

Its worth thinking about, but it would require a very careful plan. I am disposed at the moment  without imperiling the lives of Mrs. Adair and her son  to concentrate upon the Stratton Building. Your experience there was definitely illuminating.

He crossed to the big desk above which the maps were pinned, and looked down at a number of clay fragments which lay there.

I feel disposed, Hepburn  if necessary with the backing of the Fire Department  to pursue your inquiry into the flaw in the lightning conductors. An examination could be arranged after office workers had left. But I think it would be unwise to give any warning to this Mr. Schmidt whom you have mentioned, of our intention. Do you agree with me?

Yes, Hepburn replied slowly; that is what I had planned myself. But, Smith…

Smith turned and regarded him.

Do you realize how I feel? In the first place you know  I havent disguised it  that I am becoming really fond of Moya Adair. Thats bad enough  shes one of the enemy. In the second place, it seems that I am such a poor weakling that this hellish Chinaman can use me as an instrument to bring about your murder! How can you ever trust me again?

Nayland Smith stepped up to him, grasped both his shoulders and stared into his eyes.

I would trust you, Hepburn, he said slowly, as I would trust few men. You are human  so am I. Dont let the hypnotic episode disturb your self-respect. There is no man living immune from this particular power possessed by Dr. Fu-Manchu. Theres only one thing: Should you ever meet him again  avoid his eyes.

Thank you, said Mark Hepburn; its kind of you to take it that way.

Smith grasped the outstretched hand, dapped Hepburn on the shoulder and resumed his restless promenade.

In short, he continued, we are beginning to make a certain amount of headway. But the campaign, as time goes on, grows more and more hectic. In my opinion our lives, as risks, are uninsurable. And I am seriously worried about the Abbot of Holy Thorn.

In what way?

His life is not worth  that!

He snapped his fingers.

No. Mark Hepburn nodded, selecting a fresh cigarette and staring rather haggardly out of the window across the roofs of a gray New York. He is not a man one can gag indefinitely. Dr. Fu-Manchu must know it.

Knowing it, snapped Nayland Smith, I fear that he will act. If we had a clear case, I should be disposed to act first. The thing is so cunningly devised that our lines of attack are limited. Excluding an unknown inner group surrounding the mandarin, in my opinion not another soul working for the League of Good Americans has the remotest idea of the ultimate object of that League, or of the source of its revenues! All the reports  and I have read hundreds  point in the same direction. Many thousands of previously workless men have been given employment. Glance at the map. He pointed. Every red flag means a Fu-Manchu advance! They are working honorably at the tasks allotted to them. But every one, when the hour comes, will cry out with the same voice: every one, north, south, east and west, is a unit in the vast army which, unknowingly; is building up the domination of this country by Dr. Fu-Manchu, through his chosen nominee

Salvaletti!

Salvaletti; it seems at last to become apparent. It is clear that this man has been trained for years for his task. I even begin to guess why Lola Dumas is being associated with him. In another fortnight, perhaps in a week, the following of Paul Salvaletti will be greater than that of Harvey Bragg ever was. Nothing can stop him, Hepburn, nothing short of a revelation  not a statement, but a revelation, of the real facts…

Who can give it? Who would be listened to?

Nayland Smith paused over by the door, turned, staring at the shadowy figure in the armchair.

The Abbot of Holy Thorn, he replied. But at the risk of his life…


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. PROFESSOR MORGENSTAHL

The Memory Man worked industriously on his clay model. Pinned to the base of the wooden frame was a photographic enlargement of the three-cent stamp with the white paper mask. He was engrossed in his task. The clay head was assuming a grotesque semblance of the features of Dr. Fu-Manchu  a vicious caricature of that splendid, evil face.

Incoming messages indicated a feverish change of plan in regard to the New York area. The names of Nayland Smith and Captain Hepburn figured frequently. These two apparently were in charge of counter-operations. Reports from agents in the South, identifiable only by their numbers, spoke of the triumphant progress of the man Salvaletti. Occasional reports from far up in Alaska indicated that the movement there was proceeding smoothly. The only discordant note came from the Middle West, where Abbot Donegal, a mere name to the Memory Man, seemed to be a focus of interest for many agents.

It all meant less than nothing to the prisoner who had memorized every message received since the first hour of his captivity. Sometimes, in the misery of this slavery which had been imposed upon him, he remembered happier days in Germany, remembered how at his club he had been challenged to read a page of the Berlin Tageblatt, and then to recite its contents from memory; how, without difficulty, he had succeeded and won his wager. But those were the days before his exile. He knew now how happy they had been. In the interval he had died. He was a living dead man… Busily, with delicate fingers, he modeled the clay. His faith in a just God remained unshaken.

Without warning the door by which he gained access to his private quarters opened. Wearing a dark coat with an astrakhan collar, an astrakhan cap upon his head, a tall man came in. The sculptor ceased to toil and sat motionless  staring at the living face of Dr. Fu-Manchu, which so long he had sought to reproduce in clay!

Good morning, Professor Morgenstahl.

Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke in German. Except that he overstretched the gutturals, he spoke that language perfectly. Professor Morgenstahl, the mathematical genius who had upset every previous conviction respecting the relative distances of the planets, who had mapped space, who had proved that lunar eclipses were not produced by the shadow of the earth, and who now was subjugated to the dreadful task of a one-man telephone exchange, did not stir. His great brain was a file, the only file, of all messages received at that secret headquarters from the whole of the United States. Motionless, he continued to stare at the man who wore the astrakhan cap.

That hour of which he had dreamed had come at last! He was face to face with his oppressor…

The muscles of his powerful body responded to the urge of his brain. At whatever cost to himself, he was determined to kill this man who stood before him.

Vividly before his eyes those last scenes arose: his expulsion from Germany almost penniless, for his great intellect which had won world-wide recognition had earned him little money; the journey to the United States, where no man had identified him as the famous author of Interstellar Cycles, nor had he sought to make himself known. He could even remember his own death  for certainly he had been dead  in a cheap lodging in Brooklyn; his reawakening in the room below (with this man, this devil incarnate, standing over him!); his enslavement, his misery.

Yes, living or dead  for sometimes he thought that he was a discarnate spirit  he must at least perform this one good deed: the dreadful Chinaman must die.

No doubt you weary of your duties, Professor, the guttural voice continued. But better things are to come. A change of plan is necessitated. Other quarters have been found for you, with similar facilities.

Professor Morgenstahl, sitting behind the heavy table with its complicated mechanism, recognized that he must temporize.

My books, he said, my apparatus

Have been removed. Your new quarters are prepared for you. Be good enough to follow me.

Slowly, Professor Morgenstahl stood up, watched by unflinching green eyes. He moved around the corner of the table, where the nearly completed model stood. He was estimating the weight of that tall, gaunt figure; and to ounces, his estimate was correct. But in the moment when, clear of the heavy table, he was preparing to strangle with his bare hands this yellow-faced horror who had rescued him from the grave, only to plunge him into a living hell, the watching eyes seemed to grow larger; inch by inch they increased  they merged  they became a green lake; he forgot his murderous intent. He lost identity…


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO. BELOW WU KINGS

Lay off there, shouted Inspector Finney.

The roar of the oxy-acetylene blowpipe ceased. They were working on the third door below Wu Kings premises, from a tunneled staircase of the existence of which Wu King blandly denied all knowledge. Turning upwards:

Whats new? Finney shouted.

Weve got the street door open!

Leaving the men with the blowpipe, Finney ran up. The air was stifling, laden with acrid fumes. An immensely heavy door, an iron framework to the outer side of which the appearance of a wall had been given by cementing half-bricks into the hollow of the frame, stood open. A group of men sweating from their toils examined it. Outside, on the street, two policemen were moving on the curious sightseers.

So that was the game, Finney murmured.

No wonder we couldnt find it, said one of the men, throwing back a clammy lock of hair from his damp forehead. It looks like a brick wall and it sounds like a brick wall!

It would, Finney commented dryly: it is a brick wall, except it opens. Easy to guess now how they got it fixed. They did their building from the other end, wherever the other end is. Now just where do we stand?

He stepped out on to the street, looking right and left. The masked door occupied the back of a recess between one end of Wu Kings premises and the beginning of a Chinese cigar merchants. Its ostensible reason was to accommodate a manhole in the sidewalk. The manhole was authentic: it communicated with an electric main  Inspector Finney knew the spot well enough. Tilting back his hard black hat, he stared with a strange expression at the gaping opening where he had been accustomed for many years to see a brick wall.

Well, Ill be damned! he muttered.

This lets Wu out, I guess, said one of the men. If we didnt know the darned thing was here, he can claim he didnt.

Hell do it, Finney replied. And hell probably get by with it… There must be a bell some place: we traced the cable.

We found it. Forced it out blowing through the iron. The brickworks made to look kind of old, and there were posters stuck to it. I guess the push was under the posters; thats how it looks.

Inspector Finney went inside again, first glancing sharply right and left at the expressionless faces of a number of Chinamen who, from a respectful distance, were watching operations. There was an elaborate lock to this ingenious door, electrically controlled  but where from, remained to be discovered…

Ten minutes later the third door was forced, and Inspector Finney found himself in a rectangular saloon curiously appointed but showing evidence of long neglect. The place, now, smelled like an iron foundry.

This looks like an old dope joint to me, said one of the party, but its plain it hasnt been used for a long while.

Strip all the walls, Finney ordered; were not through yet.

A scene of whole-hearted wrecking followed upon which the Fire Department could not have improved. Nevertheless, nearly an hour had elapsed before a cunningly hidden fourth door was discovered.

Go to work, boys, said Finney.

The sweating workers got busy, bringing down the blowpipe and rigging it for further operations. Finney stared speculatively at a patch of scarred wall. He did not know, indeed never learned, that beyond that very piece of wall upon which his gaze was fixed a spiral staircase led from a point below to the top floor of Wu Kings building; Since only by measurements and never by sounding could the shaft in which it ran be discovered, it was not unnatural that Inspector Finney should concentrate the whole of his attention upon the fourth iron door recently discovered.

These iron doors made him savage. At the present moment he was recalling a recent conversation with the government agent, Hepburn; he remembered boasting that no such door could be fitted in the Chinatown area without his becoming aware of the fact. It was a bitter pill, for here were four!

He reflected with satisfaction, however, that no man knows everything. At least he could congratulate himself upon the finding of this secret staircase. Between the eastern end of Wu-Kings premises and the western end of that adjoining, measurements had shown a space unaccounted for. Operating from inside Wu Kings, floor boards had been torn up and a thick party wall brought to light. Through this Finney had caused a way to be broken; and they had found themselves on the first stair below street level.

That was good work! He resettled his hard hat upon his hard head and lighted a cigarette…

Nevertheless, from the time that operations had commenced in early morning, up to the moment when the fourth door succumbed, many weary hours of toil had been spent by the party under Inspector Finney. He was up on the street wondering what all this secret subterranean building really meant when:

Were through! came a cry, hollow, from the acrid depths.

A minute later he stood on the lowest step, directing the ray of his torch upon oily, dirty-looking water.

I guess thats tidal level, a voice said, but sometime these steps went deeper.

Inspector Finney flashed his light across the unwholesome-looking waters of the well. At the further end he saw a square opening two to three feet above the surface.

There is or was another iron door, he growled, but its open. I wonder whats on the other side.

He was short and stocky himself. He turned to one of the men who had been working on the forcing of the doors.

Whats your height, Ruskin? he asked.

Six one-and-a-quarter, Inspector.

You swim well, dont you?

Not so bad.

If the stone steps carry on down below water level, Finney explained, you wont have to swim. I figure you could keep your feet, hold a torch above your head and see whats beyond there. What do you say?

Ill try it.

Ruskin partly stripped for the endeavor and then, a torch held in his right hand, he began, feeling his way with care, to descend the stone steps. The group on the landing watched in silence. The water, on top of which all sorts of fragments floated, was just up to Ruskins shoulders when he announced:

Im on the level now.

Go easy, Finney warned. If you lose foothold strike up to the surface and swim back.

Ruskin did not reply: he walked on, the torch held above his head. He passed under the square opening and stood there for a moment, then:

Good God! he screamed.

His torch disappeared  he had dropped it. There was a wild splashing and churning. Finney cast hat and coat aside and went plunging down the steps, another man behind him.

Show those lights! he shouted to the men who still remained upon the landing.

In the rays of the torches Ruskins face showed above the surface. Finney grabbed him, and presently he was hauled up the steps. He lay there pointing down, shaken and gasping…

Theres a great wide space of water back there, he panted and theres some awful thing lives in it  a monster! I saw its eyes shining!

The temple of the seven-eyed goddess had been flooded by Sam Pak, but the head of its presiding diety remained just above the surface…


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE. THE BALCONY

Mr. Schmidt, representing the Stratton Estates, stepped out of the elevator on the top floor of the Stratton Budding. Two men followed. One, wearing overalls and having a leather bag carried on a strap across his left shoulder, represented Midtown Electric. Mr. Schmidt recognized him as one of the pair who had been on the job before. The other, a tall, lean man wearing glasses and a brusque military moustache, came from the Falcon Imperial Insurance Corporation, which carried the fire risk of the Stratton Building.

A man in the uniform of the Fire Department, who was seated on a chair before a green baize-covered door, stood up as the party came out of the elevator.

It was really unnecessary, Mr. Englebert, said Schmidt, addressing the gray-moustached man, to notify the Fire Department; The door which you see was formerly boarded up so that no door showed. The Fire Department has stripped it, in accordance, I suppose, with your instructions, and has seen fit to post a guard over it throughout the whole of the day. Quite unnecessary!

Mr. Englebert nodded.

My directors carry a heavy responsibility on this building, Mr. Schmidt, he replied, and in view of the phenomenal electric storms recently experienced in the Midwest, we must assure ourselves of the efficiency of the lightning conductors.

Thats all agreed, Mr. Englebert. I have the keys of the staircase to the flagstaff, but you must have put us to quite some trouble.

Few of the hundreds of windows in the great building showed any light. The office workers engaged by firms occupying premises in the Stratton Building had departed for home. Only a few late toilers remained at their desks. In the three streets which embayed the tall structure, there was nothing to indicate that a cordon had been thrown around the building. Mr. Schmidt himself, who, indeed; was perfectly innocent of any complicity apart from the duties which he owed to the League of Good Americans, remained to this moment unaware of the fact that an office opening on the top floor, the staff of which had left at six oclock, was now packed with police.

All clear, sir, said the fireman.

Mr. Schmidt produced a bunch of keys, fumbled for a while, finally selected one, and not without difficulty opened the baize-covered door. He turned.

I may say here and now, he remarked, that I have never been in the dome: I have never known it to be opened during the time I have acted for the Stratton Estates. There are rooms up there, I know, which were formerly occupied by the late Mr. Jerome Stratton… He shrugged his shoulders. Of course, he was very eccentric. As there was no proper means of escape in the event of fire, they were closed some years ago. Ill lead the way. I have a torch. There are no lights.

He went in, shining the ray of his torch ahead. The man from Midtown Electric followed. Mr. Englebert paused at the threshold; and to the fireman:

You have your orders, he snapped.

Sure.

Nayland Smith, his facial disguise that which he employed for the Salvation Army officer, his dress that of a business man, followed Mark Hepburn  representing Midtown Electric  into the darkness illuminated only by Mr. Schmidts torch. Hepburn supplemented it by the light of another.

They were in a curious, octagonal room in which, facing south, were three windows. There were indications that furniture at some time had stood against the walls. Now the room was bare.

I guess well push right on to the top, said Hepburn.

Mr. Schmidt studied a rough plan which he carried.

The door is on this side, I think, he said vaguely. One of the late Mr. Strattons eccentricities.

He walked to a point directly opposite the central window, stood fumbling there awhile, and then inserted a key in a lock and opened the hitherto invisible door.

This way.

They went up an uncarpeted staircase at the top of which another door was opened. They entered a second octagonal room appreciably smaller than that which they had just quitted, but also destitute of any scrap of furniture; there was an empty alcove on one side.

You see, said Schmidt, flashing his light about, theres a balcony to this room, outside the french windows there…

I see, muttered Nayland Smith, staring keenly about him.

From that gallery, said Mark Hepburn in his monotonous voice, it is possible I could see the cable to the flagstaff.

The window, Schmidt replied, appears to be bolted only. I think you can get out there without any difficulty.

Nayland Smith turned suddenly to the speaker.

There is still another floor above?

Mark Hepburn had shot back a bolt and opened one of the heavy windows.

Yes, so I understand. A small domed room immediately under the flagstaff. The door, I believe  he hesitated is directly facing the windows, again. Let us see if I can open it.

He crossed as Hepburn stepped out on to the gallery  that gallery which Professor Morgenstahl had paced so often in the misery of his captivity…

Here we are! Schmidt cried triumphantly.

I see, said Nayland Smith, regarding the newly opened door. I should be obliged, while we complete our inspection, if you would step down and tell the fireman on duty that he is not to leave without my orders.

Certainly, Mr. Englebert; then Ill come right back.

Mr. Schmidt crossed and might be heard descending the stair.

As he disappeared:

Hepburn! Nayland Smith called urgently.

Hepburn came in from the balcony.

This place has been hurriedly stripped  and only a matter of hours ago! But, all the same, our last hope is the top floor.

He led the way, shining light ahead. It was a short stair  and the door above was open. Hepburn at his heels, he burst into the room. Small, domed, and surrounded by curious amber-paned Gothic windows which did not appear to communicate with the outer air, it was stripped  empty!

We are right under the flagstaff, said Hepburn quite tonelessly. Hes been too clever for us. I was marked on my first visit.

Nayland Smiths hands fell so that the ray from his torch shone down upon the floor at his feet.

He wins again! he said slowly. That baize door has been covered all day. Theres another way in  and another way out: the cunning, cunning devil. And now, his diction changed as that dauntless spirit recovered from the check: Come on, Hepburn, downstairs again! he snapped energetically.

But in the apartment below, with its bedroom alcove and tiny bathroom, formerly the quarters of the eccentric millionaire who had lived in semi-seclusion here, Nayland Smith stared about him in something like desperation.

We have clear evidence, he said, that this room certainly was occupied forty-eight hours ago. We are not defeated yet, Hepburn.

I am anxious to study the view from the balcony, Hepburn replied.

I know why you are anxious.

Undeterred by the note of raillery perceptible in Nayland Smiths voice, Mark Hepburn stepped out on to the iron-railed balcony: Smith followed.

Where does the boy live, Hepburn?

I am trying to identify it. Wait a moment  I have seen these windows lighted from our own apartment. So first lets locate the Regal-Athenian.

Easily done, rapped Nayland Smith, and pointed. Theres the Regal Tower, half-right.

Then the penthouse lies somewhere west of where we stand. It must, because I know it isnt visible from our windows.

Thats a pity, said Nayland Smith dryly.

Im not thinking the way you believe, Smith, at all. Im trying to work out a totally different idea. It seems to me…

The sound which checked his words was a very slight sound, yet clearly audible up there where the Juggernaut hymn of New York was diminished to a humming croon, the song of a million fireflies dancing far below.

Nayland Smith turned as though propelled by a spring. The open french window had been closed and bolted.

Visible in the eerie light of a clouded moon, Dr. Fu-Manchu stood inside watching them!

He wore a heavy coat with an astrakhan collar, an astrakhan cap upon his head. His only visible protection was the thickness of the glass…

Hepburn! Nayland Smith reached for his automatic. Dont look into his eyes!

Those strange eyes glittered like emeralds through the panes of the window.

A shot would be wasted, Sir Denis! The cold, precise voice reached them out there upon the balcony as though no glass intervened. The panes are bulletproof  an improvement of my own upon an excellent device invented by an Englishman.

Nayland Smiths finger faltered on the trigger. He had never known Dr. Fu-Manchu to tell a lie. But this was a crisis in the Doctors affairs. He took a step back and fired obliquely.

The bullet ricocheted as from armor plate, whistling out into space! Dr. Fu-Manchu did not stir a muscle.

My God! (and it sounded like a groan) came from Mark Hepburn.

You can hear me clearly through the ventilators above the window, the Asiatic voice continued. I regret that I should have given you cause, Sir Denis, to doubt my word.

Hepburn turned aside; he was trying desperately to think coolly. He stared downward from the balcony…

You are one of the few men whom I have encountered in a long life, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued, of sufficient strength of character to look me in the eyes. For this I respect you. I know by what self-abnegation you have achieved this control, and I regret the necessity which you have thrust upon me. Our association, if at times tedious, has never been dishonorable.

He turned aside, placing a small globular lamp upon the bare floor of the room: within it a bright light sprang up. He took a step back towards the window.

I am not prepared to suffer any human hindrance in this hour of destiny. I have chosen Paul Salvaletti to rule at the White House. Here, in the United States, I shall set up my empire. Time and time again you have checked me  but this time, Sir Denis, you arrive too late. You are correct in your surmise that there is another means of entrance to these apartments, formerly occupied by Professor Morgenstahl (whose name will be familiar to you) and by myself.

Smith, Hepburn whispered, theres one chance…

But Nayland Smith did not turn; he was watching Dr. Fu-Manchu. The superhuman Chinaman was winding what appeared to be a watch. He placed it on the floor beside the lamp, turned, and spoke:

I bid you good-bye, Sir Denis; and  I speak with sincerity  not without regret. Your powers of pure reasoning are limited: your gifts of intuition are remarkable. In this respect I place you among the seven first-class brains of your race. Captain Hepburn has excellent qualities. He is a man I should be glad to have in my service. However, he has chosen otherwise. The small apparatus which I have placed upon the floor (a hobby of the late Lord Southery, a talented engineer whom I believe you knew) contains a power which, expanding from so small a center, will, I am convinced, astound you. I have timed it to explode in one hundred and twenty seconds. Its explosion will entirely obliterate the dome of the Stratton Building. I must leave you.

He turned, and in the glare of the globular light upon the floor crossed to the door and disappeared.

Nayland Smith, fists clenched, glared in through the bullet-proof glass.

Hepburn, he said; I have been blind and mad. Forgive me.

Smith! Smith! Hepburn grasped his arm. I have been trying to tell, you…! You know what were supposed to be here for?

The lightning conductor. What the hell does it matter now!

It matters everything. Look!

Hepburn pointed downwards: Nayland Smith stared in the direction indicated.

The cable of a lightning conductor attached from point to point passed down immediately beside the balcony to a dim parapet below…

God help us! Smith whispered, will it bear a mans weight?


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR. THE SEVEN

The history of America, said the Abbot of Holy Thorn, has acquired several surprising chapters since our last meeting, Sir Denis.

Nayland Smith, standing at the window of the abbots high-set study staring out at a sun-bathed prospect, turned slightly and nodded. Every detail of his former visit had recurred in his memory. And at this hour, while the fate of the United States hung in the balance, he was really no nearer to success than on the night when first he had entered this room! His briar was fuming like a furnace. Abbot Donegal lighted another cigarette…

The explosion at the Stratton Building in New York was already ancient history. Amid the feverish excitement now sweeping the country, a piece of news must be sensational indeed to survive for longer than forty-eight hours.

Fragments of the dome had fallen at almost incredible distances from the scene of the explosion. The huge building had rocked upon its foundations, great gaps appearing in the masonry. The firemen, faced with a number of problems unique in their experience, had worked like demons. The total loss was difficult to compute, but, miraculously, there had been few serious casualties.

Their descent of the dome by means of the lightning conductor was a thing to haunt a mans dreams, but Smith and Hepburn had accomplished it. Then had come that race along the narrow parapet to the window of the office occupied by the police party: finally, a wild dash down the stairs  for the elevator could not accommodate all…

The mystery of the origin of the explosion had not been publicly explained to this day.

Those amazing financial resources controlled by Salvaletti, said the abbot, have enabled him to make heavy inroads. He has stolen many of my converts: the Brotherhood of National Equality has suffered. My poor friend Orwin Prescott, as you know, has set out upon a world cruise. This most damnable campaign, this secret poisoning, unlike anything the world has known since the days of the Borgias, has wrecked that fine career. The other victims are countless: I doubt, Sir Denis, if even you know their number.

On several occasions, Smith replied grimly, I have narrowly escaped being added to their number. You also, Dom Patrick, have had an unpleasant experience, of which I need not remind you. Your reference on the radio last night to certain secret stirrings in the Asiatic colonies throughout the States created a profound sensation. It resulted in my presence here today… He rested his hands on the table, looking into the upraised eyes of the abbot. Only because you have been silent have you remained immune so long.

That silence had to be broken, said the priest sternly.

I should have preferred that you awaited the word from me, rapped Nayland Smith, standing upright and beginning to pace the floor. I have insufficient men at my disposal for the work of protection they are called upon to do. Washington, you know as well as I, is an armed camp. The country is in a state of feverish unrest, unparalleled even in war time. Big names, now, are deserting to the enemy!

I am painfully aware of the fact, Sir Denis, the abbot replied sadly. But I am informed that the circumstance under which some of these desertions took place have been peculiar.

He stared in an odd way at Nayland Smith.

Your information is correct! Cruel forms of coercion have been employed in many instances. And the purpose of my visit is this  he paused before the desk at which the abbot was seated: You intimated that you intended to touch upon this phase of the campaign in your next address on Wednesday night. You implied that other revelations were to follow. As a result of those words, Dom Patrick Donegal, your life at this moment is in grave danger. I ask you as man to man: How much do you know? What do you intend to say?

The abbot, his chin resting on an unraised hand, stared unseeingly before him. He resembled the figure of some medieval monk who out of the reluctant ether sought to conjure up the Great Secret. Nayland Smith watched him silently.

He had real respect for Patrick Donegal, and despite the slightness of their acquaintance something resembling friendship. His sincerity, if he had ever doubted it, he doubted no longer: he was deeply read, fearless, unshakable in his faith. And that the abbot had sources of information denied to the Department of Justice Nayland Smith knew quite well.

I know, said the abbot, at last, speaking very slowly and with a studious distinctness, the character of the man who, remorselessly and over many murdered bodies, has driven Paul Salvaletti forward to the place which he holds. I do not know his name. He is a member of a very old Chinese family, and a man of great culture. He controls, or at least he has a voice in the councils of a secret society based in Tibet, but represented in all parts of the world where Eastern nationals are to be found.

Do you know the name of this society? Nayland Smith asked.

I do not. Our missionaries in the East, who sometimes refer to it as The Seven, regard it as the power of Satan manifested in evil-minded men. The Mafia in Italy was for generations a thorn in the side of the Church. An old friend of mine working in Japan tells me that the Society of the Black Dragon exercises a firmer hold over the imagination of the people than any religion has ever secured. But… The Seven… He paused and glanced up.

Nayland Smith nodded.

Their wealth is incalculable, I am told. Men in high places, wielding great social and political influence, are among the members. And all their resources have been rallied to support this attack among the Constitution of the United States. You see, Sir Denis  he smiled my inquiries have made great headway!

They have! rapped Nayland Smith, and again paced the floor.

The Intelligence Department of Abbot Donegals Church went up a notch higher. Never before this hour had he realized that the Rock of St. Peter was behind him in his fight against the powers of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Satan in person is on earth, said the priest. His face bore the rapt look of the mystic  his voice rose upon a note of inspiration. His works are manifest. Ours are the humble hands chosen to cast him down!

Abruptly his expression changed; he became again the practical man of the world.

We are together in this, he said, smiling Federal Agent 56! Now I am prepared to listen to your advice; I do not undertake to accept it.

Nayland Smith stared out of the window. Far away to the right, through crystal-clear air, he could catch a glimpse of a wide river. He twitched at the lobe of his ear and turned.

I never waste advice, he said rapidly. You have set your course; I am powerless to alter it. But if, as you say, we work together, there are certain things upon which I must insist.

He rested his hands on the desk; steely eyes pierced into guarded recesses of the abbots mind.

I am responsible for your personal safety. You must help me. Your life from now onward is dedicated to our common cause. I shall make certain arrangements for your protection; the conditions will be onerous… but you must accept them. I will add to your knowledge of this vast conspiracy. You alone can stem the tide. I will give you names. Upon the result our final success depends.

Success or failure in human affairs invariably hangs upon a thread, the abbot replied. The engagement of Paul Salvaletti and Lola Dumas has been given publicity greater than any royal wedding in the Old World ever obtained in America. In this the satanic genius who aims to secure control of the United States proves himself human  for it is human to err.

I see! snapped Nayland Smith; his eyes glittered with repressed excitement. You have information touching the private life of Salvaletti?

Information, Sir Denis, which my conscience demands I should make public…


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE. THE LEAGUE OF GOOD AMERICANS

It is essential, my friend, to our success, even at this hour, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, indeed essential to our safety, that we silence this pestilential priest.

The room in which he sat appeared to contain all those appointments which had characterized his former study at the top of the Stratton Building. The exotic tang of incense was in the air, but windows opened on to a veranda helped to sweeten the atmosphere. Beyond a patch of lawn, terminated by glass outbuildings, a natural barrier of woods rose steeply to a high skyline. The trees, at the call of Spring, were veiling themselves in transparent green garments, later magically to be transformed into the gorgeous vestments of Summer. The Doctors ever-changing headquarters possessed the virtue of variety.

From the point of view of the forces controlled by Nayland Smith, he had completely disappeared following the explosion at the Stratton Building. The cave of the seven-eyed goddess had given up none of its secrets. Sam Pak, the much sought, remained invisible. A state-to-state search had failed to produce evidence to show that Dr. Fu-Manchu was still in the country.

Only by his deeds was his presence made manifest.

Salvaletti was the idol of an enormous public. His forthcoming marriage to Lola Dumas promised to be a social event of international importance. An almost frenzied campaign on the part of those saner elements who recognized that the League of Good Americans was no more than a golden bubble, was handicapped at every turn. Men once hopeless and homeless who find themselves in profitable employment are not disposed to listen to criticisms of their employers. A policy of silence had been determined upon as a result of many anxious conferences in Washington. It was deemed unwise to give publicity to anything pointing to the existence of an Asiatic conspiracy behind the league. Substantial evidence in support of such a charge must first be obtained, and despite the feverish activity of thousands of agents all over the country, such evidence was still lacking. The finances of the league could not be challenged; they stood well with the Treasury: there were no evasions. Yet, as Sir Denis had proved to a group of financial experts, the League of Good Americans, at a rough estimate, must be losing two million dollars a week!

How were these losses made good?

He knew. But the explanation was so seemingly fantastic that he dared not advance it before these hard-headed business men whose imaginations had been neglected during the years that they concentrated upon solid facts.

Then, out of the blue, had come the Voice of the Holy Thorn. It had disturbed the country, keyed up to almost hysterical tension, as nothing else could have done. Long-awaited, the authoritative voice of the abbot had spoken at last. Millions of those who had awaited his call had anticipated that despite his known friendship for the old régime he would advocate acceptance of the new.

That Paul Salvalettis program amounted to something uncommonly like dictatorship Salvaletti had been at no pains to disguise. His policy of the readjustment of wealth, a policy which no honest man in the country professed to understand, nevertheless enjoyed the cordial support of all those who had benefited by it. The agricultural areas were becoming more and more thickly dotted with league farms. Their produce was collected and disposed of by league distributors: there were league stores in many towns. And this was no more than the skeleton of a monumental scheme which ultimately would give the league control of the key industries of the country.

Salvaletti had realized some of the promises of Harvey Bragg  promises which had been regarded as chimerical…

Where a ray of sunlight touched his intricately wrinkled face, old Sam Pak crouched upon a stool just inside the windows, his mummy-like face grotesque against the green background of the woods.

What has this priest learned, Master, which others had not learned before? Dr. Orwin Prescott knew of our arrival in the country…

His source of information was traced  and removed… Orwin Prescott served his purpose.

True.

No man could have said if Sam Paks eyes were open or closed as the shrivelled head was turned in the direction of that majestic figure behind the table.

Enemy Number One has been unable to obtain evidence which would justify his revealing the truth to the country. Dr. Fu-Manchu seemed to be thinking aloud. He has hindered us, harried us, but our great work has carried on and is nearing its triumphant conclusion. Should disaster come now  it would be his gods over ours. For this reason I fear the priest.

The wise man fears only that which he knows, crooned old Sam Pak, since against the unknown there can be no defense.

Dr. Fu-Manchu, long ivory hands motionless upon the table before him, studied the wizened face.

The priest has sources of information denied to the Secret Service, he said softly. He has a following second only to our own. Salvaletti, whom I have tended as the gardener tends a delicate lily, must be guarded night and day.

It is so, Marquis. He has a bodyguard five times as strong as that which formerly surrounded Harvey Bragg.

Silence fell for some moments. Dr. Fu-Manchu, from his seat behind the lacquer table, seemed to be watching the woodland prospect through half-closed eyes.

Some reports indicate that he evades his guards. Fu-Manchu spoke almost in a whisper. These reports the woman, Lola Dumas, has confirmed. My Chicago agents are ignorant and obtuse. I await an explanation of these clandestine journeys.

Sam Pak slowly nodded his wrinkled head.

I have taken sharp measures, Master, with the Number responsible. He was the Japanese physician Shoshima.

He was?

He honorably committed hara-kiri last night…

Silence fell again between these invisible weavers who wrought a strange pattern upon the loom of American history. This little farmstead in which, unsuspected, Dr. Fu-Manchu pursued his strange studies, and from which he issued his momentous orders, stood remote from the nearest main road upon property belonging to an ardent supporter of the League of Good Americans. He was unaware of the identity of his tenant, having placed the premises at the disposal of the league in all good faith.

Dr. Fu-Manchu sat motionless in silence, his gaze fixed upon the distant woods. Sam Pak resembled an image: no man could have sworn that he lived. A squirrel ran up a branch of a tree which almost overhung the balcony, seemed to peer into the room, sprang lightly to a higher branch, and disappeared. The evensong of the birds proclaimed the coming of dusk. Nothing else stirred.

I shall move to Base 6, Chicago, came the guttural voice at last. The professor will accompany me; his memory holds all our secrets. It is essential that I be present in person on Saturday night.

The plane is ready, Marquis, but it will be necessary for you to drive through New York to reach it.

I shall leave in an hour, my friend. On my journey to Base 6 I may pay my respects to the Abbot Donegal. Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke very softly. Salvalettis address on Saturday means the allegiance of those elements of the Middle West hitherto faithful to the old order. We must silence the priest…


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX. THE HUMAN EQUATION

Mark Hepburn could not keep still: impatience and anxiety conspired to deny him repose. He stood up from the seat in Central Park overlooking the pond and began to walk in the direction of the Scholars Gate.

Smith had started at dawn by air to reach the Abbot Donegal, whose veiled statements relative to the man and the movement attempting to remodel the Constitution of the country had electrified millions of hearers from coast to coast. A consciousness of defeat was beginning to overwhelm Hepburn. No charge, unless it could be substantiated to the hilt, could check the headlong progress of Paul Salvaletti to the White House.

And now, for the first time in their friendship, Moya Adair had failed to keep an appointment. Deep in his heart Hepburn was terrified. Lieutenant Johnson had traced Robbies Long Island playground, but Moya had begged that Mark would never again have the boy covered.

She had been subjected to interrogation on the subject by the President! Apparently her replies had satisfied him  but she was not sure.

And now, although a note in her own hand had been conveyed to him by Mary Goff, Moya was not here.

If he should be responsible for any tragedy occurring in her life he knew that he could never forgive himself. And always their meetings took place under the shadow of dreadful, impending harm. He walked on until he could see the gate; but Moya was not visible. His restlessness grew by leaps and bounds. He turned and began to retrace his steps.

He had nearly reached the familiar seat which had become a landmark in his life when he saw her approaching from the opposite direction. He wanted to shout aloud, so great was his joy and relief. He began to hurry forward. To his astonishment Moya, who must have seen him, did not hasten her step. She continued to stroll along looking about her as though he had not existed. His heart, which had leaped gladly at sight of her, leaped again, but painfully. What did it mean? What should he do? And now she was so near that he could clearly see her face… and he saw that she was very pale.

An almost imperceptible movement of her head, a quick lowering of her lashes, conveyed the message:

Dont speak to me!

His brow moist with perspiration, he passed her, looking straight ahead. Very faintly the words reached him:

Theres someone following. Keep him in sight.

Mark Hepburn walked on to where the path forked. A short thick-set man passed him at the bend but did not pay any attention to him. Hepburn carried on for some ten or twelve paces, then dodged through some bushes, skirted a boulder and began to retrace his steps.

The man who was covering Moya was now some twenty yards ahead. Hepburn kept him in view, and presently he bore right, following a path which skirted the pond. In the distance Moya Adair became visible.

A book resting on her knee, she was watching a group of children at play.

The man passed her, making no sign. And in due course Hepburn approached. As he did so, Moya bent down over her book. He went on, keeping the man in sight right to the gate of the park. When he saw him cross towards the plaza, Mark Hepburn returned.

Moya looked up. She was still very pale; her expression was troubled.

Has he gone? she asked rather wearily.

Yes, he has left the park.

He has gone to make his report. She closed her book and sighed as Mark Hepburn sat down beside her. I seem to be under suspicion. I think the movements of everybody in the organization are checked from time to time. There has been some tremendous upset. Probably you know what it is? Frankly  I dont. But it has resulted in an enormous amount of mechanical work being piled up on my shoulders. I receive hundreds of messages, apparently quite meaningless, which I have to take down in shorthand and repeat if called upon.

To whom do you repeat them, Moya?

To someone with a German accent. I have no idea of his identity. Her gloved fingers played nervously with the book. Then there is the Salvaletti-Dumas wedding. Old Emmanuel Dumas and myself have been made responsible for all arrangements. Lola, as you know, is with Salvaletti. Its terribly hard work. Of course, its sheer propaganda and we have plenty, of assistance. Nothing is being neglected which might help Salvaletti forward to the Presidency.

The murder of Harvey Bragg was a step in that direction, said Hepburn grimly; but

He checked his words. A party operating under his direction had located Dr. Fu-Manchu and the man known as Sam Pak, in a farmhouse in Connecticut! Even now it was being surrounded. Lieutenant Johnson was in charge…

Moya did not answer at once; she sat staring straight before her for a while and then:

That may be true, she replied in a very quiet voice. I give you my word that I dont know if it is true or not. And Im sure you realize  she turned to him, and he looked into her beautiful, troubled eyes that if I had known I should not have admitted it.

He watched her for a while in silence.

Yes, I do, he said at last, in his unmusical, monotonous voice. You play the game, even though you play it for the most evil man in the world.

The President! Moya forced a wan smile. I sometimes think he is above good or evil  he thinks on a plane which we simply cant understand. Has that ever occurred to you, Mark?

Yes. Mark Hepburn nodded. Its Nayland Smiths idea, too. It simply means that hes doubly dangerous to the peace of the world. You are such a dead straight little soul, Moya, that I cant tell you what I have learned about the man you call the President. Its a compliment to you, because I think if you were asked what I had said, you would feel called upon to answer truthfully.

Moya glanced at him, then looked aside.

Yes, she replied slowly, I suppose I should. But  she clenched her hands quite honestly, I dont care very much today who gets control of the country. In the end, all forms of government are much alike, I believe. I am frightfully, desperately worried about Robbie.

Whats the matter, Moya?

Hepburn bent to her. She continued to look aside: there were tears on her lashes.

Hes very ill.

My dear! In the most natural way in the world his arm was around her shoulders; he held her to him. Why didnt you tell me at first? Whats wrong? Who is attending him?

Dr. Burnett. Its diphtheria! He contracted it on his last visit to the garden. I have heard, since, theres a slight epidemic over there.

But diphtheria, in capable hands

Something seems to have gone wrong. I want another opinion. I must hurry back now.

Mark Hepburn cursed himself for an obtuse fool, for Moya knew that he was a doctor of medicine.

Let me see him! he said eagerly. I know that sounds egotistical; I mean Im a very ordinary physician. But at least I have a deep interest in the case.

I wanted you to see him, Moya answered simply. Really, that was why I came today. I only learned last night what was the matter…

* * * *

Nayland Smith hurried down from the plane and ran across the floodlighted dusk of the flying ground to a waiting car. The door banged; the car moved off. To the other occupant:

Who is it? he snapped.

Johnson.

Ah, Johnson, a recruit from the navy, I believe, as Hepburn is a recruit from the army? I have been notified that Dr. Fu-Manchu and the man Sam Pak have been traced to a farmhouse in Connecticut. The latest news?

Dr. Fu-Manchu left by road a few minutes ago, before I and my party could intercept him.

Damnation! Nayland Smith drove his right fist into the palm of his left hand. Too late  always too late!

He was heading for New York. Every possible point en route is watched. I returned by air to meet you.

However disguised, said Smith, his height alone makes his a conspicuous figure. Tell me where to drop you. Keep in touch with the Regal.

A police car preceded them on the lonely road and another brought up the rear. But a third car, showing no lights and traveling at sixty-five to seventy, passed.

A torrent of machine-gun bullets rained upon them! A violent explosion not five yards behind told of a wasted bomb!

The murder party roared away ahead  a Z-car, with Rolls engines built for two hundred miles per hour…

The heavy windows had splintered in several places  but not one bullet had penetrated!

Johnson sprang out on to the roadside as they pulled up. Everything right in front?

O.K., sir.

Men were running to them from the leading car and jumping out of that which followed, when, leaning from the open door:

Back to your places! Nayland Smith shouted. We stop for nothing…

In the covered car park of the Regal-Athenian Smith alighted and ran in. The door was still swinging when Wyatt, a government man, came out from the reception office.

I have a message from Captain Hepburn, he said.

Nayland Smith, already on his way to the elevator, paused, turned.

What is it?

He does not expect to be here at the time arranged, but asks you to wait until he calls you.

Upstairs, in their now familiar quarters, Fey prepared a whisky.

Whats detaining Captain Hepburn? Nayland Smith demanded. Do you know?

I dont, sir, but I think its something to do with the lady.

Mrs. Adair?

Yes, sir. Mary Goff  a very excellent woman who has called here before  brought a note for Captain Hepburn this morning, just after you left, sir. Captain Hepburn has been out all day, but he returned an hour ago, collected up some things from his laboratory, and went out again.

Nayland Smith set down his glass and irritably began to load his pipe.

This was a strange departure from routine, and Mark Hepburn was a man of routine. Smith did not understand. Admittedly he was ahead of time, but he had counted upon finding Hepburn here. In such an hour of crisis as this, the absence of his chief of staff was more than perturbing. Every minute, every second, had its value. Dr. Fu-Manchu had thwarted them at point after point. Despite their sleepless activity that cold, inexorable genius was carrying his plans to fruition…

The phone bell rang. Fey answered. A moment he listened, then, looking up:

Captain Hepburn, sir, he said.

* * * *

How is he, Dr. Burnett?

Moyas voice was breathlessly anxious  her eyes were tragic. Dr. Burnett, a young man with charming manners and a fashionable practice, shook his head, frowning thoughtfully.

Theres really nothing to worry about, Mrs. Adair, he replied. Nevertheless I am not entirely satisfied.

Moya turned as Mark Hepburn came into the sitting-room. His intractible hair was more than normally untidy. He was acutely conscious of the danger of the situation, for he knew now that his presence would be reported by those mysterious watchers whose eyes missed nothing. He had made a plan, however. If Moya should be in peril, he would declare himself as a Federal agent who had forced his way in to interrogate her.

Dr. Burnett, said Moya, this is  for the fraction of a second she hesitated Dr. Purcell, an old friend. You dont mind if he sees Robbie?

Dr. Burnett bowed somewhat frigidly.

Not at all, he replied; in fact, I was about to suggest another opinion  purely in the interests of your peace of mind, Mrs. Adair. I had thought of Dr. Detmold.

Dr. Detmold had the reputation of being the best consulting physician in New York, and Mark Hepburn, as honest with himself as with others, experienced a moment of embarrassment. But finally:

The boys asleep, said Dr. Burnett, and I am anxious not to arouse him. But if you will come this way, Dr.  er  Purcell, I shall be glad to hear your views.

In the dimly lighted bedroom, Nurse Goff sat beside the sleeping Robbie; her appearance indicated, correctly, that she had known no sleep for the past twenty-four hours. She looked up with a gleam of welcome in her tired, shrewd eyes as Hepburn entered.

He beckoned her across to the open window, and there in a whisper:

He looks very white, nurse. How is his pulse?

Hes failing, sir! The poor bairn is dying under my eyes. Hes choking  he can swallow nothing! How can we keep him alive?

Mark Hepburn crossed to the bed. Gently he felt the angle of the boys jaw: the glands were much enlarged. Slight though his touch had been, Robbie awoke. His big eyes were glassy. There was no recognition in them.

Water, he whispered. Froat… so sore!

Poor bonnie lad, murmured Mary Goff. Hes crying for water, and every time he tries to swallow it I expect him to suffocate. Oh, what will we do! Hes going to die!

Hepburn, who had hastily collected from the Regal those indispensable implements of his trade, a stethoscope, a thermometer and a laryngeal mirror, began to examine the little patient. It was a difficult examination, but at last it was completed…

Although painfully aware of her danger, he hadnt the heart to deter Moya when, her face a mask of sorrow, she crossed to the boys bed. He beckoned to Dr. Burnett, and outside in the sitting-room:

I fear the larynx is affected, he said; I am not equipped for a proper examination in this light. But what is your own opinion?

My opinion is, Dr. Purcell, that the woman Goff, although she is a trained nurse, has a sentimental attachment to the patient and is unduly alarming Mrs. Adair. The action of the antitoxin, admittedly, has been delayed, but if normal measures are strictly carried out I can see no cause for alarm.

Mark Hepburn ran his fingers through his untidy hair.

I wish I could share your optimism, he said. Do you know Dr. Detmolds number? I should like to speak to him.

* * * *

The human equation  forever incalculable, muttered Nayland Smith.

He hung up the telephone and crossing, stared out of the window.

The night had a million eyes: New Yorks lights were twinkling… Admittedly the situation was difficult; he put himself mentally in Hepburns place: and Hepburn had asked only to be allowed to remain until the famous consultant arrived.

Nayland Smith stared at the decapitated trunk of the Stratton Building. There were lighted rooms on the lower floors, but the upper were in darkness. The great explosion at the summit had wrought such havoc that even now it was possible the entire building would be condemned. That explosion had been the personal handiwork of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Their escape from the catastrophe prepared for them fell nearly within the province of miracles. Yet to this very hour Dr. Fu-Manchu remained at large, his wonderful brain weaving schemes beyond the imagination of normal men…

Could anything, short of the destruction of that apparently indestructible life, prevent the triumph of Paul Salvaletti? The puzzle was maddeningly insoluble. The League of Good Americans began frankly to assume the dimensions of a Fascist movement, with the dazzling personality of Salvaletti at its head. On Wednesday next, at eight oclock (if he lived), Abbot Donegal would tell the country the truth. What would the reaction be?

Dr. Fu-Manchu was buying the United States with gold!

Once, in Nayland Smiths presence, he had said:

Gold! I could drown mankind in gold!

That secret, to the discovery of which so many alchemists had devoted their lives, was held by the Chinese Doctor. Smith had known for a long time that gigantic operations in gold were being carried on. Indeed, although few had even suspected, it was these secret operations which had created the financial chaos from which every nation of the world suffered to this day.

Tonight the end seemed to him inevitable. There, alone, staring out at the lights of New York, Nayland Smith fought a great fight.

Could he hope to check this superman who fought with weapons not available to others; who had the experience of unimaginable years; who wielded forces which no other man had ever controlled? There was one certain way, and one only: that which Dr. Fu-Manchu himself doubtless would have chosen.

The death of Paul Salvaletti would bring this mighty structure crashing to the earth…

But, even though the fate of the country, perhaps of the Western world, hung in the scales, assassination was not a weapon which Nayland Smith could employ.

There was perhaps another way: the destruction of Dr. Fu-Manchu. That subtle control removed, the gigantic but fragile machine would be lost; a rudderless ship in a hurricane.

A bell rang. Fey came in and crossed to the telephone.

Lieutenant Johnson, sir.

Nayland Smith took up the receiver. Hullo, Johnson.

Touch and go again! came Johnsons voice on a note of excitement. Dr. Fu-Manchu was recognized by one of our patrols, but his car developed tremendous speed, and our men couldnt follow. They called through to the next point. The car was intercepted. It was empty  except for the driver! Weve got the driver.

Anything more?

Yes: a report that two men were seen to change cars in Greenwich. Descriptions tally. Second car sighted just over the line. But description now passed on to all patrols. Speaking from Times Building.

Stand by. Ill join you.

Nayland Smith hung up.

Fey! he shouted.

Fey reappeared silently.

Captain Hepburn is at the second address under the name of Adair in the notebook on the telephone table. We have no number for this address. If I want him you will send a messenger.

Very good, sir.

I shall keep in touch. I am going out now.

As you are, sir?

Yes. Nayland Smith smiled grimly. My attempted change of residence was a fiasco, and I dont propose to give further amusement to the enemy by wearing funny disguises.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN. THE GREAT PHYSICIAN

I have called Dr. Detmold, said Mark Hepburn, and have told him to bring he hesitated the necessary remedies.

Moya clutched him convulsively. For the first time in their strange friendship he found her in his arms.

Does that mean she was watching him with an expression which he was never to forget that

Dont worry, Moya  my dear. It will be all right. But Im glad I came.

Mark, she whispered, I never realized until now how I wanted  someone I could count on.

Mark Hepburn stroked her hair  as many times he had longed to do.

You know you can count on me?

Yes  I know I can.

Hepburn tried to conquer the drumming in his ears, which was caused by the acceleration of his heart. When he spoke, his voice was even more toneless than normally.

Im not a very wonderful bargain, Moya; but when all these troubles are past  because it isnt fair to ask you now…

Moya raised her eyes to his: they were bright with stifled tears. But in them he read that which made further, ineloquent words needless.

All the submerged poetry in his complex character expressed itself in that first ecstatic kiss. It was a passionate sacrament. As he released Moya he knew, deep in his buried self, that he had found his mate.

Moya, darling.

Her head rested on his shoulder…

Mark, dear, messages from this apartment are tapped, she said. Its quite possible that your conversation with Dr. Detmold will be reported elsewhere.

It doesnt matter. If your  employers catch me here, I shall declare myself and put you all under arrest.

Moya gently freed herself and stepped away as Dr. Burnett joined them.

In certain respects, said Burnett, the patients condition, admittedly, is not favourable. My dear Mrs. Adair  he patted her shoulder he is in very good hands. Dr. Detmold is coming?

Yes, Hepburn replied.

I am sure he will endorse my opinion. The symptoms are not inconsistent with the treatment which I have been following.

Mark Hepburn entirely agreed. Robbies survival of the treatment was due to a splendid constitution.

If you will excuse me for a moment, he muttered, I should like to look at the patient.

In the silence of the sick room he bent over Robbie. There was agony now in the eyes of Nurse Goff. The boy had had a choking fit in which he had narrowly escaped suffocation. He was terribly exhausted. His fluttery pulse was alarming. Walking on tiptoe, Hepburn crossed to the open window, beckoning Nurse Goff to follow him.

There he held a whispered consultation. Presently the door opened and Dr. Burnett came in with Moya; the reassuring tone of his voice died away as he entered the room. He looked in a startled manner at his patient.

A change for the worse, which must have been apparent even to a layman, had taken place. Dr. Burnett crossed to the bed. There came a sound of three dull blows on the outer door, as if someone had struck it with a clenched hand…

Dr. Detmold! Moya whispered brokenly, and ran out.

The two men were bending anxiously over the little sufferer when a suppressed cry from the vestibule, a sound of movement, brought Hepburn upright. He turned at the moment that a tall figure entered the bedroom.

It was that of a man in a long black overcoat having an astrakhan collar, who wore an astrakhan cap of a Russian pattern. Mark Hepburns heart seemed to miss a beat  as he found himself transfixed by the glance of the green eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

For a moment only he was called upon to sustain it. The situation found him dumbfounded. Dr. Fu-Manchu removing his cap and, throwing it upon a chair, turned to Dr. Burnett.

Are you attending the patient?

He spoke in a low voice, sibilant but imperative.

I am. May I ask who you are, sir?

Dr. Burnett glanced at a leather case which the speaker had placed upon the floor. Ignoring the inquiry, Dr. Fu-Manchu bent over Robbie for a moment, then stood upright, and turned as Moya came in.

Why was I not notified earlier? he demanded harshly.

Moya clutched at her throat; she was fighting back hysteria.

How could I know, President, she whispered, that

True, Dr. Fu-Manchu nodded. I have been much preoccupied. Perhaps I am unjust. I should have prohibited the boys last visit. I was aware that there was diphtheria in that neighborhood.

Something in his unmoving regard seemed to steady Moya.

Your only crime is that you are a woman, said Dr. Fu-Manchu quietly. Even to the last you have done your duty by me. I must do mine. I guaranteed your boys safety. I have never failed to redeem my word. From small failures great catastrophes grow.

And I must protest, Dr. Burnett interposed, speaking indignantly but in a low voice. At any moment we are expecting Dr. Detmold.

Detmold is a dabbler, said Dr. Fu-Manchu contemptuously, and crossing to the bed he seated himself in a chair, staring down intently at Robbie. I have canceled those instructions.

This is preposterous, Burnett exclaimed. I order you to leave my patient.

Dr. Fu-Manchu moved a gaunt yellow hand in a fan-like movement over Robbies forehead, then, stooping, parted his lips with the second finger and the thumb of his left hand, and bent yet lower.

When did you administer the antitoxin? he demanded.

Dr. Burnett clenched his teeth, but did not reply.

I asked a question.

The green eyes became suddenly fixed upon Dr. Burnett, and Dr. Burnett replied:

At eleven oclock last night.

Eight hours too late. The diphtheritic membrane has invaded the larynx.

I am dispersing it.

Moyas hands closed convulsively upon Mark Hepburns arm.

God help me! she whispered. What am I to do?

Her words had reached the ears of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

You are to have courage, he replied, and to wait in the sitting-room with Mary Goff until I call you. Please go.

For one moment Moya glanced at Hepburn. Then Nurse Goff, her face haggard with anxiety, put an arm around her and the two women went out. Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up.

Surgical interference is unavoidable, he said.

I disagree! Burnett in his indignation lost control, raising his voice unduly. Until I have conferred with Dr. Detmold I forbid you to interfere with the patient in any way. Even if you are qualified to do so  which I doubt  I refuse to permit it.

Dr. Burnett found himself transfixed by a glance which seemed to penetrate to his subconscious mind. He became aware of an abysmal incompetence which he had successfully concealed even from himself throughout a prosperous career. He had never experienced an identical sensation in the whole of his life.

Leave us, said the guttural voice. Captain Hepburn will assist me.

As Dr. Burnett, moving like an automaton, went out of the room, the fact crashed in upon Hepburn that Dr. Fu-Manchu had addressed him by his proper name and rank!

And, as if he had read his thoughts:

My presence here tonight, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, is due to your telephone message to Sir Denis Nayland Smith. It was intercepted and relayed to me on my journey. To this I am indebted for avoiding a number of patrols whose positions you described. Be good enough to open the case which you will find upon the carpet at your feet. Disconnect the table lamp and plug in the coil of white flex.

Automatically, Mark Hepburn obeyed the order. Dr. Fu-Manchu took up a mask to which a lamp was attached.

We shall operate through the cricoid cartilage, he said

But

I must request you to accept my decisions. I could force them upon you but I prefer to appeal to your intelligence.

He moved his hands again over the boys face; and slowly, feverish bright eyes opened, staring upwards.

Something resembling a tortured grin appeared upon Robbies lips. Hello… Yellow Uncle, came a faint, gasping whisper. Is glad…you come…

He choked, became contorted, but his eyes remained open, fixed upon those other strange eyes which looked down upon him. Gradually the convulsion passed.

You are sleepy. Fu-Manchus voice was a crooning murmur. The boys long lashes began to flicker. You are sleepy… His lids drooped. You are very sleepy… Robbies eyes became quite closed. You are fast asleep.

A general anesthetic? Hepburn asked hoarsely.

I never employ anesthetics in surgery, the guttural voice replied. They decrease the natural resistance of the patient.

* * * *

Nayland Smith, seated in the bullet-proof car, a sheaf of forms and other papers upon his knee, looked up at Johnson, who stood outside the open door.

What are we to make of it, Johnson? An impasse! Here is the mysterious message received by Fey half an hour after I left: a request from Hepburn that under no circumstances should we look for evidence at the apartment he had visited, as someone lay there critically ill. No hint regarding his own movement, but the cryptic statement: Keep in touch with Fey and have no fear about my personal safety. I make myself responsible for Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Fey is sure it was Hepburn who called him, said Johnson…

But that was early last night, snapped Smith; it is now 3.15 in the morning! And except for the fact that our latest reports enabled us to draw a ring on the map of Manhattan, where are we? Dr. Fu-Manchu is almost certainly inside that ring. But since we cannot possibly barricade the most fashionable area of New York, how are we to find him?

Its a deadlock sure enough, Johnson agreed. One things certain: Hepburn hasnt come out since he went in! A mouse couldnt have got out of that building. There are lights in the top apartment…

And even as these words were being spoken, Mark Hepburn, in a darkened room, was watching the greatest menace to social order the world has known since Attila the Hun overran Europe, and wondering if Nayland Smith would respect his request.

He had witnessed a feat of surgery unique in his experience. Those long yellow fingers seemed to hold magic in their tips. Smiths assurance became superfluous. Dr. Fu-Manchu, the supreme physician, was also the master surgeon. He was, as Hepburn believed (for Nayland Smiths computation he found himself unable to accept), a man of over seventy years of age. Yet with unfailing touch, exquisite dexterity, he had carried out an operation in a way which Hepburns training told him to be wrong. It had proved to be right. Dr. Fu-Manchu had performed a surgical miracle  under hypnosis!

But it had left the little patient in a dangerously weak condition.

The night wore on, and with every hour of anxiety, Moya came nearer and nearer to collapse. Except for the ceaseless, hoarse voice of New York, the sick room was silent.

That strange, supercilious gesture of Fu-Manchu before he began the operation was one Hepburn could never forget; it had a sort of ironic grandeur.

Call your headquarters, the Chinese Doctor had directed, at the Regal Tower. Ensure us against interference. Allay any doubts respecting your own safety: I shall require you here. Conceal the fact that I am present, but accept responsibility for handing me over to the law; I give you  personally  my parole. Instruct the exchange that no calls are to be put through tonight…

Nurse Goff was on duty again, although it was amazing how the weary woman kept awake. She sat by the open window, her hands clasped in her lap, her eyes fixed not upon the deathly face of Robbie, but on the gaunt profile of the man who bent over him. Moya was past tears; she stood just inside the open door, supported by Hepburn.

For five hours Dr. Fu-Manchu had sat beside the bed. Some of the restorative measures which he had adopted were those that any surgeon would have used; others were unfamiliar to Hepburn, who could not even guess what was contained in the phials which he opened. Once, in the first crisis, Fu-Manchu had harshly directed him to charge a hypodermic syringe. Then, bending over the boy and resting his hands upon his head, he had waved him aside. Now, as Hepburns training told him, the second, the grand crisis, was approaching.

Moya had not spoken for more than an hour. Her ups were parched, her eyes burning: she quivered as he held her against him.

A new day drew near, and Hepburn, watching saw (and read the portent) beads of moisture appearing upon the high yellow brow of Dr. Fu-Manchu. At four oclock, that zero hour at which so many frightened souls have crossed the threshold to take their first hesitant steps upon the path beyond, Robbie opened his eyes, tried to grin at the intent face so near to his own, then closed them again.

It came to Mark Hepburn as a conviction that that lonely little spirit had wandered beyond recall even by the greatest physician in the world, who sat motionless at his bedside…


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT. WESTWARD

Dim gray light was touching the most lofty buildings, so that they seemed to emerge from sleeping New York like phantoms of lost Nineveh; later would come the high-flung spears of sunrise to break golden upon the towers of those temples of Mammon. As Blücher might have remarked, What a city to loot!

Nayland Smith rang a bell beside a glazed door with iron scrollwork. Park Avenue is never wholly deserted day or night, but at this hour its fashionable life was at lowest ebb, and every possible precaution had been taken to avoid attracting the attention of belated passers-by. It was necessary to ring the bell more than once before the door was opened.

A sleepy night porter, his hair tousled, confronted them. Nayland Smith stepped forward, but the man, an angry gleam coming into his eyes, barred the way. He was big and powerfully built.

Where do you think youre going? he demanded.

Top floor, rapped Nayland Smith. Dont argue.

The man had a glimpse of a gold badge, and over the speakers shoulder saw that he was covered by an automatic held by Lieutenant Johnson.

Whats the fuss? he growled. Im not arguing.

But actually, although he was only a very small cog in the wheel, he knew that the occupants of the penthouse apartment at the top of the building were closely protected. He had secured his appointment through the League of Good Americans, and he had had orders from the officers of the league, identifiable by their badges, scrupulously to note and report anyone who visited that apartment.

In silence he operated the elevator. At the top:

Go down again, Nayland Smith ordered, and report to the officer in charge in the vestibule.

As the elevator disappeared he looked about him: they were a party of four. Anxiety for Hepburns safety had driven him to make this move. Belatedly he had remembered a letter once received from Orwin Prescott  and in Prescotts handwriting. It had been written automatically, under hypnotic direction. He remembered that Hepburn quite recently had succumbed to that uncanny control which Dr. Fu-Manchu possessed the power to exercise… Hepburns message to Fey might be no more than an emanation from that powerful, evil will!

Be ready for anything, he warned sternly, but make no move without orders from me.

He pressed the bell.

A moment of almost complete silence followed. He had been prepared to wait, perhaps to force the door. He was about to ring a second time when the door opened.

Mark Hepburn faced him!

Amazement, relief, doubt, alternately ruled Nayland Smiths mind. The situation was beyond analysis. He fixed a penetrating stare on Hepburns haggard face: his hair was disheveled, his expression wild, and with a queer note almost of resentment in his tone:

Smith! he exclaimed.

Nayland Smith nodded and stepped in, signaling to his party to remain outside.

Crossing a small vestibule, he found himself in a charmingly appointed sitting-room, essentially and peculiarly feminine in character. It was empty.

Im sorry about all this seeming mystery, said Hepburn in a low voice; and I understand your anxiety. But when you know the facts you will agree, I think, there was no other way.

You undertook a certain responsibility, Nayland Smith said grimly, in a message to Fey

Not so loud, Smith! I stand by it… Its hard to explain  he hesitated, his deep-set eyes watching Nayland Smith but with all his crimes, after tonight  Im sorry. Moya  Mrs. Adair  collapsed when she heard the news

What, that the boy was dead?

No  that he will live!

I am glad to hear it. Largely as a result of your discovery of the Connecticut farm, said Nayland Smith, continuing intently to watch Hepburn, we have narrowed down our search to an area surrounding this building. Your long, inexplicable absence following that message to Fey has checked us. I should be glad, Hepburn, if you would inform me where you believe Fu-Manchu to be

The door opened, and Dr. Fu-Manchu came in.

Smiths hand plunged to his automatic, but Fu-Manchu, frowning slightly, shook his head. His usually brilliant eyes were dully filmed. He wore a black suit and beneath his coat a curious black woolen garment with a high collar. In some strange way he resembled a renegade priest who had abandoned Christianity in favor of devil worship.

Melodrama is uncalled for, Sir Denis, he said, his guttural voice expressing no emotion whatever. We are not in Hollywood. I shall be at your service in a moment. He turned to Hepburn. My written instructions are on the table beside the bed: you will find there also the name of the physician I have selected to take charge of the case. He is a Jew practicing in the Ghetto; a man of integrity, with a sound knowledge of his profession. I do not imply, Sir Denis, that he is in a class of our mutual friend, Dr. Petrie (to whom I beg you to convey my regards), but he is the best physician in New York. I desire, Captain Hepburn, to be arrested by Sir Denis Nayland Smith, who has a prior claim. Will you be good enough to hand me over to him?

Hepburn spoke hoarsely.

Yes… Smith, this is your prisoner.

Fu-Manchu bowed slightly. He took up a leather case which at the moment of entering he had placed upon the carpet beside him.

I desire you, Captain Hepburn, he said, to call Dr. Goldberg immediately, and to remain with the patient until he arrives…

All but imperturbable as he had trained himself to be, Nayland Smith at this moment almost lost contact with reality. At the eleventh hour, with counsels of desperation becoming attractive, Fate rather than his own wit had delivered this man into his hands. Swiftly he glanced at Hepburn and read in the haggard face mingled emotions of which he himself was conscious. He had never dreamed that triumph achieved after years of striving could be such dead-sea fruit. The dimmed green eyes were fixed upon him, but there was nothing hypnotic in their regard; rather they held an ironical question. He stepped aside, indicating with his hand the vestibule in which the three men waited.

Precede me, Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Fu-Manchu, carrying the case, walked with his cat-like tread out into the vestibule, three keen glances fixed upon him, three barrels covering his every movement.

Ring for the elevator, rapped Nayland Smith.

One of the men went out through the front door, which had been left open.

Dr. Fu-Manchu set his case upon the floor beside a chair.

I assume, Sir Denis, he said, his voice very sibilant, I am permitted to take my coat and my cap?

He opened a paneled cupboard and looked inside. Momentarily the opened door concealed him as a heavy black topcoat with an astrakhan collar was thrown out on to the back of the chair. Ensued an interval of not more than five seconds… then Nayland Smith sprang forward.

The leather case stood beside the chair, the black coat was draped across it; but the cupboard was empty!

Dr. Fu-Manchu had disappeared.

* * * *

I am growing old, Hepburn, said Nayland Smith. It is high time I retired.

Mark Hepburn studying the crisp graying hair, bronzed features and clear eyes of the speaker, laughed shortly.

No doubt Dr. Fu-Manchu wishes you would, he said.

Yet he fooled me with a paltry vanishing cabinet trick, an illusion which was old when the late Harry Houdini was young! Definitely, Hepburn, my ideas have become fixed. I simply cannot get used to the fact that New York City is a former stronghold of the most highly organized and highly paid underworld group which Western civilization so far has produced. That penthouse apartment, as we know now, was once occupied by Barney Flynn, the last of the big men of bootlegging days. The ingenious door in the hat cupboard was his private exit, opening into another building  a corresponding apartment which he also rented.

Moya didnt know, said Hepburn.

I grant you that. Nor was the apartment one of her own choosing. But she remembers (although in her disturbed state at the time she accepted the fact) that Fu-Manchu appeared in the vestibule  although no one had opened the door! Had I realized that he had given you his parole. I might have foreseen an attempt to escape.

Why?

Nayland Smith turned to Hepburn; a faint smile crossed his lean features. He insisted that you should formally hand him over to me. You did so  and he promptly disappeared! Dr. Fu-Manchu is a man of his word, Hepburn… He was silent awhile, then: I am sorry for Mrs. Adair, he added, and granting the circumstances, I think she has played fair. I hope the boy is out of danger.

Hepburn sat, pensive, looking down from the plane window at a darkling map of the agrarian Middle West.

According to all I have ever learned, he said presently, that boy should be dead. Even now, I cant believe that any human power could have saved him. But hes alive! and theres every chance he will recover and be none the worse. You know, Smith  he turned, his deep-set, ingenuous eyes fixed upon his companion thats a miracle… I saw surgery there, in that room, that Ill swear there isnt another man living could have performed. That incompetent fool, Burnett, had lost the life of his patient: Dr. Fu-Manchu conjured it back again.

He paused, watching the grim profile of Nayland Smith.

Dr. Fu-Manchu had successfully slipped out of New York. But police and Federal agents, urged to feverish activity by emergency orders from Washington, had made one discovery: Fu-Manchu was headed west.

Outside higher police commands and the Secret Service, the intensive scrutiny of all travelers on western highways by road or rail was a mystery to be discussed by those who came in contact with it for many years afterwards. Air liners received Federal orders to alight at points not scheduled; private planes were forced down for identification; a rumor spread across half the country that a foreign invasion was imminent.

Despite Nayland Smiths endeavors, a garbled version of the facts had found currency in certain quarters; Abbot Donegals words had given color to rumors. There had been riots in Asiatic sections: in one instance a lynching had narrowly been averted. The phantom of the Yellow Peril up-reared its ugly head. But day by day, almost hour by hour, more and more adherents flocked to the standard of Paul Salvaletti; who represented, had they but known, the only real Yellow Peril to which the United States ever had been exposed.

Im still inclined to believe, Mark Hepburn said, that Im right about the object of the Doctors journey. Hes heading for Chicago. On Saturday night Salvaletti addresses a meeting on the result of which rests the final tipping of the scales.

Nayland Smith twitched the lobe of his left ear.

The Tower of the Holy Thorn is not far off his route, he replied; and Dom Patrick addresses the whole of the United States tonight! The situation is serious enough to justify the Doctors taking personal charge of operations to check the voice of the abbot…

That the priests vast audience even at this eleventh hour could split the Salvaletti camp was an admissable fact. Even now it was thought that the former Chief Executive would be returned to office; but the league faction would make that office uneasy.

Salvalettis magnificent showmanship, said Smith, the sentimental appeal in his pending marriage, are the work of a master producer. The last act shows a brilliant adventurer assuming control of the United States! It is not impossible, nor without precedent. Napoleon Bonaparte, Mussolini, Kemal have played the part before. No, Hepburn! I doubt if Fu-Manchu will passively permit Abbot Donegal to steal the limelight…


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE. THE VOICE FROM THE TOWER

All approaches to the Tower of the Holy Thorn would have reminded a veteran of an occupied town in war time. They were held up four times by armed guards…

When at last the headlamps of the road monster which had been waitiing at the flood-lit flying ground shone upon the bronze door, so that that thorn-crowned Head seemed to come to meet them in the darkness, Nayland Smith sprang out.

Is Garstin there? Hepburn called.

A man came forward.

Captain Hepburn?

Yes. Anything to report?

All clear, Captain. It would need a regiment with machine-guns to get through!

Mark Hepburn stared upward. The tower was in darkness right to the top; the staff which dealt with the abbots enormous mail had left. But from its crest, light beaconed as from a pharos.

And as Mark Hepburn stood there looking up, Nayland Smith entered the study of Dom Patrick Donegal.

Thank God I see you safe! he said, and shot out a nervous brown hand.

Patrick Donegal grasped it, and stood for a moment staring into the eyes of the man who had burst into his room.

Thank God indeed. You see before you a chastened man, Sir Denis. The abbots ascetic features as well as his rich brogue told that he spoke from his heart. Once I resented your peremptory orders. I have changed my mind; I know that they were meant for my protection and for the good of my country. You see  he pointed the broadcasting corporation has equipped me with a microphone. Tonight I speak in the safety of my own study.

You have followed my instructions closely?

Nayland Smith was watching the priest with almost feverish intentness.

In every particular. You may take it  he smiled that I have not been poisoned or tampered with in any way! My address for tonight I wrote with my own hand at that desk. None other has touched it.

You have included the facts which I gave you  and the figures?

Everything! And I am happy to have you with me, Sir Denis; it gives me an added sense of security. At any moment now, the radio announcer will be here. I trust that you will stay?

Nayland Smith did not reply. He was listening  listening keenly to a distant sound. Although he was barely aware of the fact, his gaze was set upon a reproduction of Carpaccios St. Jerome which hung upon the plastered wall above a crowded bookcase.

And now the abbot was listening, too. Dim cries came from far below; shouted orders…

A drone of aeroplane propellers drew rapidly nearer. Smith crossed to the window. A searchlight was sweeping the sky. A moment he watched, then turned, acted  and his actions were extraordinary.

Seizing the abbot bodily, he hurled him in the direction of the door! Then, leaping forward, he threw the door open, extended a muscular arm, and dragged him out. On the landing, Dom Patrick staggered; Smith grasped his shoulder.

Down! he shouted, down the stairs!

But now the priest had appreciated the urgency of the case. Temporarily shaken by this swift danger, as a man of courage he quickly recovered himself. On the landing below:

Lie flat! cried Smith, we must trust to luck!

The noise of an aeroplane engine grew so loud that one could only assume the pilot deliberately to be steering for the tower. Came a volley of rifle fire…

They were prone on the marble-paved floor when a deafening explosion shook the Tower of the Holy Thorn as an earthquake might have shaken it. Excited cries followed, crashing of fallen debris; an acrid smell reached their nostrils: the drone of propellors died away.

Abbot Donegal rose to his knees.

Wait! cried Smith breathlessly. Not yet!

The air was pervaded by a smell resembling iodine. He distrusted it, and stood there staring upward towards the top landing. The crown of the elevator shaft opposite the abbots door was wrecked. He could detect no sign of fire. The abbot, head bowed, gave silent thanks.

Smith! came huskily, Smith!

An increasing clatter of footsteps arose from the stairs below, and presently, pale, breathless, Mark Hepburn appeared.

All right, Hepburn! said Nayland Smith. No casualties!

Hepburn leaned heavily against a handrail for a moment; he had outrun them all.

Thank God for that! he panted. It was an aerial torpedo  we saw them launch it!

The plane?

Will almost certainly be driven down.

What dyou make of this queer smell? Mark Hepburn sniffed suspiciously, and then:

Oxygen, he replied. Liquid ozone electrically discharged, maybe. For some reason (he continued to breathe heavily) the Doctor wanted to avoid fire…

Cautiously they mounted the stairs and looked into the dark wreckage which had been Dom Patricks study. There were great holes in the roof through which one could see the stars, and two entire walls of the room had disappeared. All lights had gone out. Nayland Smith started as a hand touched his shoulder.

He turned. Abbot Donegal stood beside him, pointing.

Look! he said.

One corner of the study remained unscathed by the explosion. In it stood the microphone installed that day, and from the plaster wall above, St. Jerome looked down undisturbed.

A sign, Sir Denis! God in His wisdom has ordained that I speak tonight!

* * * *

Lola Dumas lay curled up on a cushioned settee; she wore a rest gown and slippers, but no stockings. And in the dimly lighted room the curves of her slender, creamy legs created highlights too startling in their contrast against the blue velvet to have pleased a portrait painter. Stacks of crumpled newspapers lay upon the carpet beside her. Her elbows buried in the cushions, chin resting in cupped hands, Lola stared across the darkened room, her somber eyes speculative, almost menacing…

On the front page of the journal which crowned the litter a large photograph of Lola appeared. It appeared in nearly all the others as well. She was the most talked-about woman in the United States. Drawings of the dresses to be worn by her bridesmaids had already been published in the fashion papers. It was to be a Louis XIII wedding: twenty tiny pages dressed as Black Musketeers, with Lola herself wearing the famous diamond brooch upon the recovery of which Dumas greatest romance is based. An archbishop would perform the ceremony, and not less than two bishops would be present. A cardinal would have been more decorative; but since the rites of the Church of Rome had been denied to Lola following her first divorce, she had necessarily abjured that faith.

Moya Adair in the Park Avenue apartment, assisted by extra typists called in for the occasion, had sent out thousands of polite refusals to more or less important people who had applied for seats in the church. None was left.

Lola was to be married from her fathers Park Avenue home. Five hundred invitations had been accepted for the reception; the Moonray Room of the Regal-Athenian had been rented, together with the services of New Yorks smartest band.

So keen was the interest which the magnetic rise of Paul Salvaletti had created throughout the world that despite the disturbed state of Europe, war and the rumors of war, special commissioners were being sent to New York by many prominent European newspapers to report the Salvaletti-Dumas wedding. In fact this wedding would be the master stroke of the master schemer, setting the seal of an international benediction upon the future President. Love always demands the front page.

But in the somber eyes of Lola Dumas there was no happiness. She lived for what she called love and without admiration must die. In fact, after her second divorce, the circumstances of which had not reflected creditably upon her, she had proclaimed that she intended to renounce the vanities of the world and take the veil. Perhaps fortunately for her, she had failed to find any suitable convent prepared to accept her as a novice.

There came a discreet rap on the door.

Come in, Lola called, her voice neither soft nor caressing.

She sat upright, slender jeweled fingers clutching the cushions as Marie, her maid, came in.

Well?

Marie pursed her lips, shrugged and nodded vigorously.

You are sure?

Yes, madame. He is there again! And tonight I have found the number of the apartment  it is Number 36.

Lola swung her slippered feet to the floor and clenching and unclenching her hands began to walk up and down. In the semi-darkness she all but upset a small table upon which a radio was standing. Marie, fearing one of the brainstorms for which Lola was notorious, stood just outside the door, watching fearfully. Of course, Lola argued, Pauls mysterious absences (which since they had been in Chicago had become so frequent) might be due to orders from the President. But if this were so, why was she not in Pauls confidence?

It was unlikely, too, for on many occasions before, and again tonight, he had slipped away from his bodyguard and had gone alone to this place. Tonight, indeed, it was more than ever strange: the Abbot Donegal was broadcasting, and almost certainly his address would take the form of an attack.

Any man who admired her inspired Lolas friendship, but Paul Salvaletti had been the only real passion of her life. There were many who thought that she had been Harvey Braggs mistress. It was not so; a circumstance for which Harvey Bragg deserved no blame. Given knowledge of all the facts, his harshest critic must have admitted that Harvey had done his best. Always it had been Paul, right from the first hour of their meeting. She had recognized him; had known what he was destined to become. Her other duties, many of them exacting and tedious, which the President compelled her to undertake, she had undertaken gladly with this goal in view.

The intrusion of the woman Adair had terrified her, followed as it had been by her own transfer to nurses duties (which she understood) in Chinatown. She hated the thought of this Titian blondes close association with Paul. Mrs. Adair was cultured, too, the widow of a naval officer, a woman of good family… and always the plans of the President were impenetrable.

Abruptly, long varnished nails pressed into her palms; she pulled up in that wildcat walk right in front of the radio.

Whats the time, Marie? she demanded harshly.

It is after eight oclock, madame.

Fool! Why didnt you tell me!

Lola dropped down on to one knee; she tuned in the instrument. Nothing occurred but a dim buzzing. She knelt there manipulating the control, but could get no result. She looked up.

If this thing has gone wrong, she said viciously, Ill murder somebody in this hotel.

Suddenly came a voice:

This is a National Broadcast… Formalities followed, and then: I must apologize for the delay. It was caused by an accident to the special microphone, but this has been adjusted. You are now about to hear Dom Patrick Donegal, speaking from the Tower of the Holy Thorn.

Lola Dumas threw herself back upon the settee, curling her slim body up, serpentine, among the cushions. She was striving with all her will to regain composure. The beautiful voice of the priest helped to calm her; she hated it so intensely, for in her heart of hearts Lola knew that the Abbot of Holy Thorn was a finer orator than Paul Salvaletti. Then her attention was arrested:

A torpedo of unusual design, the abbot was saying coldly, fired from an aeroplane, wrecked my study and delayed this broadcast. I am now going to tell you, and I ask you to listen with particular attention, by whom that torpedo was fired into my study.

With the judgment of a practiced speaker he paused for a moment after this sensational statement. Hourly, Lola had expected an attempt to be made to silence the abbot. It had been made  and had failed! She began to listen intently. This man, this damnable priest, was going to wreck their fortunes!

When he resumed, Patrick Donegal, with that unfailing art in which Cicero had been his master, struck another note:

There are many of you I know, who, day after weary day, have returned from a tireless and honorable quest of work, to look into the sad eyes of a woman; to try to deafen your ears to that most dreadful of all cries coming from a childs lips: I am hungry. The League of Good Americans, formerly associated with the name of Harvey Bragg, has  I dont deny the fact  remedied much of this. There are hundreds of thousands, it may be millions, of men, women and children in this country who today have won that need of happiness which every human being strives to earn, through the offices of the league. But I am going to ask you to consider a few figures  figures are more eloquent than words.

In three minutes or less, the abbot proved (using Nayland Smiths statistics) that over the period with which he dealt, alone, some twenty million dollars had been expended in the country through various activities of the league which, even admitting the possibility of anonymous donations from wealthy supporters, could not have come out of national funds!

You may say, and justly so: This is good: it means that unearned wealth is coming into the United States. I ask you to pause  to think… Is there such a thing as unearned wealth? Even a heritage carries its responsibilities. What are the responsibilities you are incurring by your acceptance of these mysterious benefits? I will tell you:

You are being bought with alien money! the abbot cried, you are becoming slaves of a cruel master. You are being gagged with gold. The league and all its pretensions is a chimera, a hollow mockery, a travesty of administration. You are selling your country. Your hardships are being exploited in the interests of an alien financial genius who plans to control the United States. And do you know the nationality of that man? He is a Chinaman!

Lolas jeweled fingers were twitching nervously upon the cushions, her big eyes were very widely opened. Marie, uninvited, had taken a seat upon a chair just inside the door. This was the most damning attack which anyone had delivered: its possible consequences outsped the imagination…

Who is this man who tonight attempted to murder me in my own room? This callous assassin, this ravisher of a nations liberty? By the mercy of God my life was spared that I might speak, that I might tell you. He is an international criminal sought by the police of the civilized world; a criminal whose evil deeds dwarf those of any home-grown racketeer. His name will be known to many who listen: it is Dr. Fu-Manchu. My friends, Dr. Fu-Manchu is in America  Dr. Fu-Manchu tonight attempted my assassination  Dr. Fu-Manchu is the presiding genius of the League of Good Americans!

A moment he paused, then:

This is the invisible President whom you are being bribed to send to the White House! he said in a low, tense voice, not in his own person but in the person of his servant, his creature, his slave  Paul Salvaletti! Paul Salvaletti who stands upon the bloody corpse of Harvey Bragg… for I am going to tell you something else which you do not know: Harvey Bragg was assassinated to make way for Paul Salvaletti.

Even in the silence of that room where Lola Dumas crouched among the cushions it was possible to imagine the sensation which from coast to coast those words had created.

The wedding of the man Salvaletti promises to be an international event, a thing for which distinguished people are assembling. I say it would be an offense for which this country would never be forgiven, he thundered, to permit that sacrilegious marriage to take place! I say this for three reasons: first, that Paul Salvaletti is merely the shadow of his Chinese master; second, that Paul Salvaletti is an unfrocked priest; and third, that he is already married.

Lola Dumas sprang to the floor and stood rigidly upright.

He married an Italian girl  she was just sixteen  Marianna Savini, in a London registry office on March the 25th, 1929. She accompanied him secretly when he came to the United States; she has been with him ever since  she is with him now…

* * * *

It was a good shot, said Captain Kingswell, although at such close range that row of lighted windows offered a fine target. But, it isnt the gunner, its the pilot I want to meet. The way he dipped the tower was pretty work.

Very pretty, said Nayland Smith. As I happened to be inside the tower, I fully appreciated its excellence. You were chasing this plane, I gather?

Captain Kingswell, one of many army aviators on duty that night, nodded affirmatively.

I should have caught him! It was the maneuver by the tower that tricked me. You see, I hadnt expected it.

The big armored car sped through the night, its headlights whitening roads and hedges.

It is certain that they were driven down?

Lieutenant Olson, who was covering me on the left, reports he forced the ship down near the river somewhere above Tonawanda.

Is there any place around there, Mark Hepburn asked slowly, where they might have landed?

I may as well say, the pilot replied, smiling, its a section I dont pretend to be familiar with. Landing at night is always touch and go, even if the territory is familiar. Its only halfway safe on a proper flying ground. Hullo! theres Gilligham!

The headlights picked up a distant figure, arms outstretched, wearing army air uniform. This was an agricultural district where folks were early abed; the country roads were deserted. As the car pulled up the aviator ran to the door:

What news, Gilligham, cried Captain Kingswell.

Were shorthanded to surround the area where they crashed, replied Gilligham, a young fresh-faced man, immensely excited; at least, its ten to one they crashed. But Ive done my best, and search parties are working right down to the riverbank.

How far to the river? jerked Nayland Smith.

As the crow flies, from this spot a half mile.

Smith jumped out, followed by Hepburn. A crescent moon swam in a starry sky. Directly above their heads as they stood beside the car outflung branches of two tall elms, one on either side of the narrow, straight road, met and embraced to form a deep stripe of shadow.

This is the frontier?

Yes, the opposite banks in Canada.

Through the silence, from somewhere far off, came a sound like that of a ceaseless moan; at times, carried by a light breeze, it rose weirdly on the night, as though long-dead gods of the red man, returning, lamented the conquest of the white.

Nayland Smith, his eyes bright in the ray of the headlamp; turned to Hepburn questioningly.

The rapids, said Mark. The winds that way.

As the breeze died, the mournful sound faded into a sad whisper…

Hullo! Smith muttered, what are those lights moving over there?

One of our search parties, Gilligham replied. We expect to locate the wreck pretty soon…

But half an hour had elapsed before the mystery plane was found. It lay at one end of a long, plowed field: the undercarriage had been damaged, but the screw, wings and fuselage remained intact. Again the work of a clever pilot was made manifest. There was no sign of the occupants.

This is a Japanese ship, said Captain Kingswell, on a note of astonishment. Surely cant have crossed right to here in the air? Must have been reassembled somewhere. Looks like it carried four of a crew: a pilot, a reserve (maybe he was the gunner) and two others.

He had climbed up and was now inside.

Heres a queer torpedo outfit, he cried, with three reserve tubes. This is a fighting ship. He was prowling around enthusiastically, torch in hand. Well overhaul every inch of it. There may be very interesting evidence.

The evidence Im looking for, rapped Nayland Smith irritably, is evidence to show which way the occupants went. But all these footprints  he flashed his torch upon the ground have made it impossible to trace.

He turned and stared towards where a red glow in the sky marked a distant town. Away to the east, half masked by trees, he could see outbuildings of what he took to be a farm.

Tracks over here, mister! came a hail from the northern end of the meadow. Not made by the search party!

Nayland Smith, his repressed excitement communicating itself to Hepburn, set out at a run. The man who had made the discovery was shining a light down upon the ground. He was a small, stout, red-faced man wearing a very narrow brimmed hat with a very high crown.

Looks like the tracks of three men, he said: two walkin ahead an one followin along.

Three men, muttered Nayland Smith; theres the possibility there were four in the plane. Let me see…

He examined the tracks, and:

I must congratulate you, he said, addressing their discoverer. Your powers of observation are excellent.

Thats all right, mister. In these perlous times a man has to keep his eyes skinned Specially me; Im deputy sheriff around here: Jabez Siskin  Sheriff Siskin they call me.

Glad to have you with, us, Sheriff. My name is Smith  Federal agent.

Two sets of imprints there were which admittedly seemed to march side by side. The spacing indicated long strides; the depth of the impressions, considerable weight. The third track, although made by a substantial-sized shoe, was lighter; there was no evidence to show that the one who had made it had crossed the meadow at the same time as the other two.

Move on! snapped Nayland Smith. Follow the tracks but dont disturb them.

From point to point the same conditions arose which had led the local officer to assume that the third traveler had been following the other two; that is, his lighter tracks were impressed upon the heavier ones. But never did either of the heavier tracks encroach upon another. Two men had been walking abreast followed by a third; at what interval it was impossible to determine.

Right to a five-barred gate the tracks led, and there Deputy Sheriff Siskin paused, pointing triumphantly.

The gate was open.

Nayland Smith stepped through on to a narrow wheel-rutted lane.

Where does this lane lead to? he inquired.

To Farmer Clutterbucks, Sheriff Siskin replied; this is all part of his land. The league bought it back for him. The farm lays on the right. The rivers beyond.

Come on!

It was a long, a tedious and a winding way, but at last they stood before the farm. Clutterbucks Farm was an example of the work of those days when men built their own homesteads untrammeled by architectural laws, but built them well and truly: a rambling building over which some vine that threatened at any moment to burst into flower climbed lovingly above a porch jutting out from the western front.

Their advent had not been unnoticed. A fiery red head was protruded from an upper window above and to the right of the porch, preceded by the barrel of a shotgun, and:

What in hell now? a gruff voice inquired.

Its me, Clutterbuck, Deputy Sheriff Siskin replied, with Federals here, an the army an evrything!

When Farmer Clutterbuck opened his front door he appeared in gumboots. He wore a topcoat apparently made of rabbit skin over a woolen night-shirt, and his temper corresponded to his fiery hair. He was a big, bearded, choleric character.

Listen! he shouted Its you Im talkin to, Sheriff! Ive had moren enough o this for one night. Money aint evrything when a man has to buy a new boat.

But listen, Clutterbuck

Nayland Smith stepped forward.

Mr. Clutterbuck, he said I gather that this is your name  we are government officers. We regret disturbing you, but we have our duty to perform.

A boats a boat, an money aint evrything.

So you have already assured us. Explain what you mean.

Farmer Clutterbuck found himself to be strangely subdued by the cold authority of the speakers voice.

Well, its this way, he said. (Two windows above were opened, and two heads peered out.) Im a league man, see? This is a league farm. Cant alter that, can I? An Im roused up tonight when Im fast asleep  thats enough to annoy a man, aint it? I think the wars started. Around these parts we all figure on it. I take my gun an I look out o the window. What do I see? Listen to me, Sheriff  what do I see?

Forget the sheriff, said Nayland Smith irritably; address your remarks to me. What did you see?

Oh, well! all right. I see three men standin right here outside  right here where we stand now. Ones old, with white whiskers an white hair; another one, some kind of a colored man, I couldnt just see proply; but the third one  him thats lookin up  he paused well…

Well? rapped Nayland Smith.

Hes very tall, see? as tall as me, I guess; an he wears a coat with a fur collar an he wears a fur cap. Theres a sickle moon, an his eyes  listen to this, Sheriff  his eyes aint brown, an his eyes aint blue, an they aint gray: theyre green!

Quick, man! Nayland Smith cried. What happened? What did he want?

He wants my motor-boat.

Did he get it?

Listen, mister! I told you Im a league man, didnt I? Well, this is a league official, see? Shows me his badge. He buys the boat. I didnt have no choice, anyway  but Id been nuts to say no to the price. Trouble is, now I got no boat; an money aint evrything when a man loses his boat!

Fu-Manchu knows the games up. They had a radio in the place! said Smith to Hepburn in a low tone vibrant with excitement.

Then God help Salvaletti!

Amen. We know he has agents in Chicago. But by heaven we must move, Hepburn: the Doctor is making for Canada!

* * * *

At roughly about this time, those who had listened to Patrick Donegal and who now were listening to radio topics received a further shock…

Tragic news has just come to hand from Chicago, they heard. A woman known as Mrs. Valetti occupied Apartment 36 in the Doric Building on Lakeside. She was a beautiful brunette, and almost her only caller was a man believed to be her husband who frequently visited there. About 8.30 this evening, Miss Lola Dumas, whose marriage to Paul Salvaletti has been arranged to take place next month, came to the apartment. She had never been there before. She failed to get any reply to her ringing but was horrified to hear a womans scream. At her urgent request the door was opened by the resident manager, and a dreadful discovery was made.

Mrs. Valetti and the man lay side by side upon the day-bed in the sitting-room. On the womans arms and on the mans neck there were a number of blood-red spots. They were both dead, and a window was wide open. Miss Dumas collapsed on recognizing the man as her fiancé, Paul Salvaletti. She is alleged to have uttered the words, The Scarlet Bride  which the police engaged on the case believe to relate to the dead woman. But Miss Dumas, to whom the sympathy of the entire country goes out in this hour of her unimaginable sorrow, is critically ill and cannot be questioned.

The crisis which this tragedy will create in political circles it would be impossible to exaggerate…


CHAPTER FORTY. THUNDER OF WATERS

Theyre just landing! cried the man in the bows of the Customs launch at the old Indian Ferry.

Guess those Canadian bums showed emselves, growled another voice. We had em trapped, if theyd gone ashore where they planned.

Nayland Smith standing up and peering through night-glasses, saw a tall, dark figure on the rock-cut steps. It was unmistakable. It was Dr. Fu-Manchu! He saw him beckon to the second passenger in the little motor-boat; and the other, a man whose hair shone like silver in the moonlight, joined him on the steps. A third remained in the boat at the wheel. Dr. Fu-Manchu, arms folded, stood for a moment looking out across the river. He did not seem to be watching the approaching Customs craft so swiftly bearing down upon him, but rather to be studying the shadowed American bank, the frontier of the United States.

It came to Nayland Smith, as they drew nearer and nearer to the motionless figure, that Dr. Fu-Manchu was bidding a silent farewell to the empire he had so nearly won…

Just as words of command trembled on Smiths lips Fu-Manchu spoke to the occupant of the boat; turned, and with his white-haired companion strode up the steps  steps hewn by the red man in days before any white traveler had seen or heard The Thunder of Waters.

The motor-boat spluttered into sudden life and set off downstream.

Stop that man! rapped Nayland Smith.

Dr. Fu-Manchu and the other already were lost in the shadow.

Heave to  Federal orders! roared a loud voice.

Farmer Clutterbucks motor-boat was kept on its course.

Shall we let him have it?

Yes  but head for the steps.

Three shots came almost together. Raising the glasses again, Nayland Smith had a glimpse of a form crouching low over the wheel… then a bluff which protected the Indian Ferry obscured the boat from sight. As they swung into the steps:

What was that move? somebody inquired. I guess we missed him anyway.

But Nayland Smith was already running up the steps. He found himself in a narrow gorge on one side completely overhung by tangled branches. He flashed a light ahead. Three Federal agents came clattering up behind him.

What Im wondering, said one, is, wheres Captain Hepburn.

Nayland Smith wondered also. Hepburn, in another launch, had been put ashore higher up on the Canadian bank, armed with Smiths personal card upon which a message had been scribbled…

Dr. Fu-Manchu and his companion seemed to have disappeared.

But now, heralded by a roar of propellors, Captain Kingswell came swooping down out of the night, and the first Véry light burst directly overhead! Nayland Smith paused, raised his glasses, and stared upward. Kingswell, flying very low, circled, dipped, and headed down river.

Hes seen them! snapped Smith.

Came a dim shouting… Hepburn was heading in their direction. A second light broke.

By God! Nayland Smith cried savagely, are we all blind? Look at Kingswells signals. They have rejoined the motor-boat at some place below!

Two more army planes flew into view…

Back to the launch? Smith shouted.

But when at last they set out again, the bat-like maneuvers of the aviators and the points at which they threw out their flares indicated that the cunning quarry had a long start. It seemed to Nayland Smith, crouched in the bows, staring ahead, that time, elastic, had stretched out to infinity. Then he sighted the motor-boat. Kingswell, above, was flying just ahead of it. He threw out a light.

In the glare, while it prevailed, a grim scene was shown. The man at the wheel (probably the same who had piloted the plane) lay over it, if not dead, unconscious; and the silver-haired passenger was locked in a fierce struggle with Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Professor Morgenstahls hour had come! In the stress of that last fight for freedom the Doctors control, for a matter of seconds only, had relaxed. But in those seconds Morgenstahl had acted…

This is where we check out! came a cry. Hard over, Jim!

Absorbed in the drama being played before him  a drama the real significance of which he could only guess  Nayland Smith had remained deaf to the deepening roar of the river. Suddenly the launch rolled and swung about.

Whats this? he shouted, turning.

Twenty lengths more and wed be in the rapids!

The rapids!

He craned his head, looking astern. Somewhere, far back, a light broke. Three planes were flying low over the river… and now to his ears came the awesome song of Niagara, The Thunder of Waters.

An icy hand seemed to touch Nayland Smiths heart…

Dr. Fu-Manchu had been caught in the rapids; no human power nor his own superlative genius could prevent his being carried over the great falls! The man who had dared to remodel natures forces had been claimed at last by the gods he had outraged.
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CHAPTER ONE. MYSTERY COMES TO BAYSWATER

Damn it! There is someone there!

I sprang up irritably, jerked the curtains aside and stared down into Bayswater Road. My bell, Bart Kerrigan inscribed above it on a plate outside in the street, was sometimes rung wantonly, by late revellers. The bell was out of order and I had tried to ignore its faint tinkling. But now, staring down, I saw someone looking up at me as I stood in the lighted room: a man wearing a Burberry and a soft hat, a man who signalled urgently with his arms, indicating: Come down!

Shooting the bolt open so that I should not be locked out, I ran downstairs. A light in the glazed arcade which led to the front door refused to function. Groping my way I threw the door open.

The man in the Burberry almost upset me as he leapt in.

Who the devil are you?

The door was closed quietly and the intruder spoke, his back to it as he faced me.

Its not a holdup, came in coldly incisive tones. I just had to get in. Thanks, Kerrigan, but you were a long time coming down.

Good heavens! I stepped forward in the darkness and extended my hand. Nayland Smith! Can I believe it?

Absolutely! I was desperate. Is your bell out of order?

Yes.

I thought so. Dont turn the light up.

I cant; the fuse is blown.

Good. I gather that I interrupted you, but I had an excellent reason. Come on.

As we hurried up the semi-dark staircase, I found my brain in some confusion. And when we entered my flat:

Leave your dining room in darkness, snapped Nayland Smith. I want to look out of the window.

Breathless, between astonishment and the race up the stairs, I stood behind him as he stared out of the dining-room window. Two men were loitering near the front door  and glancing up toward my lighted study.

Only just in time! said Nayland Smith. I tricked them  but you see how wonderfully they are informed. Evidently they know every possible spot in which I might take cover. Unpleasantly near thing, Kerrigan.

In the lighted study I gazed at my visitor. Hat removed, Nayland Smith revealed a head of virile curling hair, more grey than black. Stripping off his Burberry, he faced me. His clean-cut features, burned by a recent visit to the tropics, looked almost haggardly thin, but the fire in his eyes, the tense nervous vitality of the man must have struck a spark of animosity or of friendship in any but a soul dead.

He stared at me analytically.

You look well, Kerrigan. You have passed twenty-seven, but you are lean as a hare, clean-cut and obviously fit as a flea. The last time I saw you was in Addis-Ababa. You were sending articles to the Orbit and I was sending reports to the Foreign Office. Well, what is it now?

He stared down at the littered writing desk. I moved towards the dining room.

Drinks? Good! he snapped. But you must find them in the dark.

I understand.

When presently I returned with a decanter and syphon:

Look here, I said, I was never happier to see a man in my life. But bring me up to date: whats the meaning of all this?

Nayland Smith dropped a page which he had been reading and began reflectively to stuff coarse-cut mixture into his briar.

You are writing a book about Abyssinia, I see.

Yes.

You are not on the staff of the Orbit, are you?

No. I am in the fortunate position of picking and choosing my jobs. I did the series on Abyssinia for them because I know that part of Africa pretty well. Now, I am doing a book on present conditions.

As I poured out drinks:

Excuse me, said Nayland Smith, I just want to make sure.

He walked into the darkened dining room, carefully closing the door behind him. When he returned:

May I use your phone?

Certainly.

I handed him a drink of which he took a sip, then, raising the telephone receiver, he dialled a number rapidly, and:

Yes! His speech was curiously staccato. Put me through to Chief Inspector Wessex office. Sir Denis Nayland Smith speaking. Hurry!

There was an interval. I watched my visitor fascinatedly. In my considerable experience of men, I had never known one who lived at such high pressure.

Is that Inspector Wessex?… Good. I have a job for you, Inspector. Instruct Paddington Police Station to send a party in a fast car. They will find two men  dark-skinned foreigners  hanging about near the corner of Porchester Terrace. They are to arrest them  never mind the charge  and lock them up. I will deal with them later. Can I leave this to you?

Presumably the invisible chief inspector agreed to take charge of the matter, for Nayland Smith hung up the receiver.

I have brought you your biggest story, Kerrigan. I know you can afford to await my word before publishing. I may add  tapping the loose manuscript on the desk that you have missed the real truth about Abyssinia, but I can rectify that. He began in his restless way to pace up and down the carpet. Without mentioning any names, a prominent cabinet minister resigned quite recently. Do you recall it?

Certainly.

He was a wise man. Do you know why he retired?

There are several versions of the story.

He has a fine brain  and he retired because he recognised that there was in the world one first-class brain. He retired to review his ideas on the immediate destiny of civilisation.

What do you mean?

The thing most desired, Kerrigan, by all women, by all sensible men, in this life, is peace. Wars are made by few but fought by many. The greatest intellect in the world today has decided that there must be peace! It has become my business to try to save the lives of certain prominent persons who are blind enough to believe that they can make war. I was en route for Sir Malcolm Lockes house, which is not five minutes drive away, when I realised that a small Daimler was following me. I remembered, fortunately, that your flat was here, and trusted to luck that you would be at home. I worked an old trick. Fey, my man, slowed up around a corner just before the following car had turned it. I stepped out and cut through a mews. Fey drove on. But my two followers evidently detected the trick. I saw them coming back just before you opened the door! They know I am in one of two buildings. What I dont want them to know is where I am going. Hello  !

The sound of a speeding automobile suddenly braked came up from Bayswater Road.

Into the dining room!

I dashed in behind Nayland Smith. We stared down. A police car stood outside. There were few pedestrians and there was comparatively little traffic. It was the lull before eleven oclock, the lull which precedes the storm of returning theatre and picture goers. A queer scene was being enacted on the pavement almost directly below my windows.

Two men (except that they were dark fellows I could discern no more from my viewpoint) were struggling and protesting volubly amid a group of uniformed constables. Beyond, on the park side, I saw now a small car standing  it looked like a Daimler. A constable on patrol joined the party, and the police driver pointed in the direction of the Daimler. The expostulating prisoners were hustled in, the police car was driven off and the constable in the determined but leisurely way of his kind paced stolidly across the road.

All clear! said Nayland Smith. Come along! I want you with me!

But, Sir Malcolm Locke? In what way can he be?

Hes the cousin of the home secretary. As a matter of fact, hes abroad. It isnt Locke I want to see, but a guest who is staying at his house. I must get to him, Kerrigan, without a moments delay!

A guest?

Say, rather, someone who is hiding there.

Hiding?

I cant mention his name  yet. But he returned secretly from Africa. He is the driving power behind one of Europes dictators. By consent of the British Foreign Office, he came, also secretly, to London. Can you imagine why?

No.

To see me!


CHAPTER TWO. SIR MALCOLMS GUEST

Fey, that expressionless, leather-faced valet-chauffeur of Nayland Smiths, was standing at the door beside the Rolls, rug over arm, as though nothing unusual had occurred; and as we proceeded towards Sir Malcolms house, Smith, smoking furiously, fell into a silence which I did not care to interrupt.

I count myself psychic, for this is a Celtic heritage, yet on this short journey nothing told me that, although as correspondent for the Orbit I had had a not uneventful life, I was about to become mixed up in a drama the outcome of which meant nothing less than the destruction of what we are pleased to call Civilisation. And in averting Armageddon, by the oddest paradox I was to find myself opposed to the one man who, alone, could save Europe from destruction.

Sir Malcolm Lockes house presented an unexpectedly festive appearance as we approached. Nearly every window in the large building was illuminated; a number of cars were drawn up and a considerable group of people had congregated outside the front door.

Hello! muttered Nayland Smith. He knocked out his pipe in the ash tray and dropped the briar into a pocket of his Burberry. This is very odd.

Before Fey had pulled in Smith was out and dashing up the steps. I followed and reached him just as the door was opened by a butler. The mans face wore a horrified expression: a constable was hurrying up behind us.

Sir Malcolm is not at home, sir.

I am not here to see Sir Malcolm, but his guest. My name is Nayland Smith. My business is official.

Im sorry, sir, said the butler, with a swift change, of manner. I didnt recognise you.

The door opened straight into a lofty hallway, from the further end of which a crescent staircase led to upper floors. As the butler closed the door I immediately became conscious of a curiously vibrant atmosphere. I had experienced it before, in places taken by assault or bombed. It is caused, I think, by the vibrations of frightened minds. Several servants were peering down from a dark landing above but the hallway itself was brightly lighted. At this moment, a door on the right opened and a clean-shaven, heavily built man with jet-black, close-cropped hair came out. He glanced in our direction.

Good evening, Inspector, said Nayland Smith. Whats this? What are you doing here?

Thank God youve arrived, sir! The inspector stopped dead in his stride. I was beginning to fear something was wrong.

This is Mr Bart Kerrigan  Chief Inspector Leighton of the Special Branch.

Nayland Smiths loud, rather harsh tones evidently having penetrated to the room beyond, again the door opened, and I saw with astonishment Sir James Clare, the home secretary, come out.

Here at last, Smith, was his greeting. I heard your voice. Sir James spoke in a clear but nearly toneless manner which betrayed his legal training. I dont know your friend  staring at me through the thick pebbles of his spectacles. This unhappy business, of course, is tremendously confidential.

Nayland Smith made a rapid introduction.

Mr Kerrigan is acting for no newspaper or agency. You may take his discretion for granted. You say this unhappy business, Sir James? May I ask

Sir James Clare raised his hand to check the speaker. He turned to Inspector Leighton.

See if there is any news about the telephone call, Inspector, he directed, and as the inspector hurried away: Suppose, gentlemen, you come in here for a moment.

We followed him back into the apartment from which he had come. It was a large library, a lofty room, every available foot of the wall occupied by bookcases. Beside a mahogany table upon which, also, were many books and a number of documents, he sat down in an armchair, indicating that we should sit in two others. Smith was far too restless for inaction, but grunting irritably he threw himself down into one of the padded chairs.

Chief Inspector Leighton of the Special Branch, said Sir James, is naturally acquainted with the identity of Sir Malcolms guest. But no one else in the house has been informed, with the exception of Mr Bascombe, Sir Malcolms private secretary. In the circumstances I think perhaps we had better talk in here. Am I to take it that you are unaware of what occurred tonight?

On your instructions, said Smith, speaking with a sort of smothered irritability, I flew from Berlin this evening. I was on my way here, and I can only suppose that the purpose of my return was known. A deliberate attempt was made tonight to wreck my car as I crossed Bond Street, by the driver of a lorry. Only Feys skill and the fact that at so late an hour there were no pedestrians averted disaster. He drove right on to the pavement and along it for some little distance.

Did you apprehend the driver of this lorry?

I did not stop to do so, although I recognised the fact that it was a planned attack. Then, when we reached Marble Arch, I realised that two men were following in a Daimler. I managed to throw them off the track, with Mr Kerrigans assistance  and here I am. What has happened?

General Quinto is dead!


CHAPTER THREE. THE GREEN DEATH

This news, coupled with the identity of the hidden guest, shocked me inexpressibly. General Quinto! Chief of Staff to Signor Monaghani; one of the most formidable figures in political Europe! The man who would command Monaghanis forces in the event of war; the first soldier in his country, almost certain successor to the dictator! But if I was shocked, the effect upon Nayland Smith was electrical.

He sprang lip with clenched fists and glared at Sir James Clare.

Good God, Sir James! You are not telling me that he has been

The home secretary shook his head. His legal calm remained unruffled.

That question, Smith, I am not yet in a position to answer. But you know now why I am here; why Inspector Leighton is here. He stood up. I shall, be glad, gentlemen, if you will follow me to the study which had been placed at the disposal of the general, and in which he died.

A door at the further end of the library was thrown open and I entered a small study, intimately furnished. There was a writing desk near a curtained window, which showed evidence of someones recent activities. But my attention was immediately focussed upon a settee in an arched recess upon which lay the body of a man. One glance was sufficient  for I had seen him many times in Africa.

It was General Quinto. But his normally sallow aquiline features displayed an agonised surprise and had acquired a sort of ghastly greenish hue. I cannot better describe what I mean than by likening the effect to that produced by green limelight.

A man whose features I could not distinguish was kneeling beside the body, which he appeared to be closely examining. A second man looked down at him; and as we entered the first stood up and turned.

It was Lord Moreton, the kings physician.

Introductions revealed that the other was Dr. Sims, the divisional police surgeon.

This is a very strange business, said the famous consultant, removing his spectacles and placing them in a pocket of his dress waistcoat. Do you know  he looked from face to face, with a sort of naive astonishment I have no idea what killed this man!

This is really terrible, declared Sir James Clare. Personal considerations apart, his death here in London under such circumstances cannot fail to set ugly rumours afloat. I take it that you mean, Lord Moreton, that you are not prepared to give a certificate of death from natural causes?

Honestly, the physician replied, staring intently at him, I am not. I am by no means satisfied that he did die from natural causes.

I am perfectly sure that he didnt, the police surgeon declared.

Nayland Smith, who had been staring down at the body of the dead soldier, now began sniffing the air suspiciously.

I observe, Sir Denis, said Lord Moreton, that you have detected a faint but peculiar odour in the atmosphere?

I have. Had you noticed it?

At the very moment that I entered the room. I cannot identify it; it is something outside my experience. It grows less perceptible  or I am becoming used to it.

I, too, had detected this strange but not unpleasant odour. Now, apparently guided by his sense of smell, Nayland Smith began to approach the writing desk. Here he paused, sniffing vigorously. At this moment the door opened and Inspector Leighton came in.

I see you are trying to trace the smell, sir. I thought it was stronger by the writing desk than elsewhere, but I could find nothing to account for it.

You have searched thoroughly? Smith snapped.

Absolutely, sir. I think I may say I have searched every inch of the room.

Nayland Smith stood by the desk tugging at the lobe of his ear, a mannerism which indicated perplexity, as I knew; then:

Do these gentlemen know the identity of the victim? he asked the minister.

Yes.

In that case, who actually saw General Quinto last alive?

Mr Bascombe, Sir Malcolms private secretary.

Very well. I have reasons for wishing that Mr Kerrigan should be in a position to confirm anything that I may discover in this matter. Where was the body found?

Where it lies now.

By whom?

By Mr Bascombe. He phoned the news to me.

Smith glanced at Inspector Leighton.

The body has been disturbed in no way, Inspector?

In no way.

In that case I should like a private interview with Mr Bascombe. I wish Mr Kerrigan to remain. Perhaps, Lord Moreton and Doctor Sims, you would be good enough to wait in the library with Sir James and the Inspector…

* * * *

Mr Bascombe was a tall fair man, approaching middle age. He carried himself with a slight stoop, although I learned that he was a Cambridge rowing Blue. His manner was gentle to the point of diffidence. As he entered the study he glanced in a horrified way at the body on the settee.

Good evening, Mr Bascombe, said Nayland Smith, who was standing before the writing table, I thought it better that I should see you privately. I gather from Inspector Leighton that General Quinto, who arrived here yesterday morning at eleven oclock, was to all intents and purposes hiding in these rooms.

That is so, Sir Denis. The door behind you, there, opens into a bedroom, and a bathroom adjoins it. Sir Malcolm, who is a very late worker, sometimes slept there in order to avoid disturbing Lady Locke.

And since his arrival, the general has never left those apartments?

No.

He was a very old friend of Sir Malcolms?

Yes, a lifelong friend, I understand. He and Lady Locke are in the south of France, but are expected back tomorrow morning.

No member of the staff is aware of the identity of the visitor?

No. He had never stayed here during the time of Greaves, the butler  that is, during the last three years  and he was a stranger to all the other servants.

By what name was he known here?

Mr Victor.

Who looked after him?

Greaves.

No one else?

No one, except myself and Greaves, entered these rooms.

The general expected me tonight, of course?

Yes. He was very excited when you did not appear.

How has he occupied himself since his arrival?

Writing almost continuously, when he was not pacing up and down the library, or glancing out of the windows into the square.

What was he writing?

I dont know. He tore up every shred of it. Late this evening he had a fire lighted in the library and burnt up everything.

Extraordinary! Did he seem very apprehensive?

Very. Had I not known his reputation, I should have said, in fact, that he was panic-stricken. This frame of mind seemed to date from his receipt of a letter delivered by a district messenger at noon yesterday.

Where is this letter?

I have reason to believe that the general locked it in a dispatch box which he brought with him.

Did he comment upon the letter?

No.

In what name was it addressed?

Mr Victor.

Nayland Smith began to pace the carpet, and every time he passed the settee where that grim body lay, the right arm hanging down so that half-closed fingers touched the floor, his shadow, moving across the ghastly, greenish face, created an impression that the features worked and twitched and became still again.

Did he make many telephone calls?

Quite a number.

From the instrument on the desk there?

Yes  it is an extension from the hallway.

Have you a record of those whom he called?

Of some. Inspector Leighton has already made that inquiry. There were two long conversations with Rome, several calls to Sir James Clare and some talks with his own embassy.

But others you have been unable to check?

The inspector is at work on that now, I understand, Sir Denis. There was  er  a lady.

Indeed? Any incoming calls?

Very few.

I remember  the inspector told me he was trying to trace them. Any visitors?

Sir James Clare yesterday morning, Count Bruzzi at noon today  and, oh yes, a lady last, night.

What! A lady?

Yes.

What was her name?

I have no idea, Sir Denis. She came just after dusk in a car which waited outside, and sent a sealed note in by Greaves. I may say that at the request of the general I was almost continuously at work in the library, so that no one could gain access without my permission. This note was handed to me.

Was anything written on the envelope?

Yes: Personal  for Mr Victor. I took it to him. He was then seated at the desk writing. He seemed delighted. He evidently recognised the handwriting. Having read the message, he instructed me to admit the visitor.

Describe her, said Nayland Smith.

Tall and slender, with fine eyes, very long and narrow  definitely not an Englishwoman. She had graceful and languid manners, and remarkable composure. Her hair was jet black and closely waved to her head. She wore jade earrings and was wrapped up in what I assumed to be a very expensive fur coat.

Hm! murmured Nayland Smith, cant place her, unless  and a startled expression momentarily crossed his brown features the dead are living again!

She remained in the study with the general for close upon an hour. Their voices sounded animated, but of course I actually overheard nothing of their words. Then the door was opened and they both came out. I rang for Greaves, the general conducted his visitor as far as the end of the library and Greaves saw her down to her car.

What occurred then? Did the general, seem to be disturbed in any way? Unusually happy or unusually sad?

He was smiling when he returned to the study, which he did immediately, going in and closing the door.

And today, Count Bruzzi?

Count Bruzzi lunched with him. There have been no other visitors.

Phone calls?

One at half past seven. It was immediately after this that General Quinto came out and told me that you were expected, Sir Denis, between ten and eleven, and were to be shown immediately into the study.

Yes. I was recalled from Berlin for this interview which now cannot take place. This brings us, Mr Bascombe, to the ghastly business of tonight.

The general and I dined alone in the library, Greaves waiting.

Did you both eat the same dishes and drink the same wine?

We did. Your suspicions are natural, Sir Denis, but such a solution of the mystery is impossible. It was a plain and typically English dinner  a shoulder of lamb with mint sauce, peas and new potatoes. Greaves carved and served. Followed by apple tart and cream of which we both partook, then cheese and young radishes. We shared a bottle of claret. That was our simple meal.

Nayland Smith had begun to walk up and down again. Mr Bascombe continued:

I went out for an hour after dinner. During my absence General Quinto received a telephone call and afterwards complained to Greaves that there was something wrong with the extension to the study  that he had found difficulty in making himself audible. Greaves informed him that the post office was aware of this defect and that an engineer was actually coming along at the moment to endeavour to rectify it. As a matter of fact the man was here when I returned.

Where was the general?

Reading in the library, outside. The man assured me that the instrument was now in order, made a test call and General Quinto returned to the study and closed the door. I remained in the library.

What time was this?

As nearly as I can remember, a quarter to ten.

Yes, go on.

I sat at the library table writing personal letters, when I heard Greaves in the hall outside putting a call through to the general in the study. I heard General Quinto answer it, dimly at first, then more clearly. He seemed to be shouting into the receiver. Presently he came out in a state of some excitement  he was, I may add, a very irascible man. He said: That fool has made the instrument worse. The lady to whom I was speaking could not hear a word.

Realising that it was too late to expect the post office to send anyone again tonight, I went into the study and tested the instrument myself.

But, snapped Nayland Smith, did you observe anything unusual in the atmosphere of the room?

Yes  a curious odour, which still lingers here as a matter of fact.

Good! Go on.

I put a call through to a friend in Chelsea and was unable to detect anything the matter with the line.

It was perfectly clear?

Perfectly. I suggested to the general that possibly the fault was with his friends instrument and not with ours. I then returned to the library. He was in an extraordinarily excited condition  kept glancing at his watch and inquiring why you had not arrived. Some ten minutes later he threw the door open and came out again. He said: Listen!

I stood up and we both remained quite silent for a moment. Did you hear it? he asked.

Hear what, General? I replied.

 Someone beating a drum!

Stop! snapped Smith. Those were his exact words?

His exact, words… Surely you can hear it? he said. An Arab drum  what they call a darabukkeh. Listen again.

I listened, but on my word of honour could hear nothing whatever. I assured the general of this. His face was inflamed and he remained very excited. He went in and slammed the door  but I had scarcely seated myself before he was out again.

 Mr Bascombe, he shouted (as you probably know he spoke perfect English), someone is trying to frighten me! But by heavens they wont! Come into the study: Perhaps you will hear it there!

I went into the study with him, now seriously concerned. He grasped my arm  his hand was trembling. Listen! he said, its coming nearer  the beating of a drum

Again I listened for some time. Finally: Im sorry, General, I had to say, but I can hear nothing whatever beyond the usual sounds of distant traffic.

The incident had greatly disturbed me. I didnt like the look of the general. This talk of drums was unpleasant and uncanny: He asked again what on earth had happened to you, Sir Denis, but declined my suggestion of a game of cards, so that again I left him and returned to the library. I heard him walking about for a time and then his footsteps ceased: Once I heard him cry out: Stop those drums! Then I heard no more.

Had he referred to the curious odour?

He said: Someone wearing a filthy perfume has been in this room. At about twenty to eleven, as he had become quite silent, I rapped on the door, opened it and went in. He turned shudderingly in the direction of the settee: I found him as you see him.

Was he dead?

So far as I was able to judge, he was.


CHAPTER FOUR. THE GIRL OUTSIDE

To that expression of agonised surprise upon the dead mans face was now added, almost momentarily, a deepening of the greenish tinge. A fingerprint expert and a photographer from Scotland Yard had come and gone. After a longish interview, Nayland Smith had released Lord Moreton and Dr. Sims. He put a call through on the desk telephone which General Quinto had found defective. Smith found it in perfect order. He examined the adjoining bedroom and the bathroom beyond and pointed out that it was just possible, although there was no evidence to confirm the theory, that someone might have entered through the bathroom window during the time that the general was alone in the study.

I dont think thats how it was done, he said, but it is a possibility. This dispatch box must be opened, and if Mr Bascombe cant find the key we must force it. In the meantime, Kerrigan, you have a nose for news. I have observed that quite a number of people remain outside the house. Slip out the back way, go around and join the crowd. Ask stupid questions and study every one of them. It would not surprise me to learn that there is someone there waiting to hear of the success or failure of tonights plot.

Then you are satisfied that General Quinto was  murdered?

Entirely satisfied, Kerrigan.

When presently I came out into the square I found that Lord Moretons car had gone. Smiths, that of the home secretary and a Yard car were still standing there. Ten or twelve people were hanging about, attracted by that almost psychic awareness of tragedy which ahead of radio or newspaper in some mysterious way creeps through.

I examined them all carefully and selected several for conversation. Apart from the fact that they had heard that something had happened, I gathered little news of value.

Then standing apart from the main group, I saw a girl.

This was a dark night but suddenly the house door was opened to admit someone who had driven up in a taxi. In the light from the doorway, I had a glimpse of her face. She was dressed like a working girl, wearing a light raincoat which, however, did not disguise the lines of her slim, trim figure. She wore a brown beret. But her face, as the light shone fully upon it, was so really lovely  a word which rarely can be applied  that I was astonished. In the shadows she looked like a brunette; in the swift light I saw red glints in her tightly waved hair beneath the beret, exquisitely modelled features, lips parted in what I can only describe as an expectant smile. She turned and stared at the departing taxi as I strolled in her direction.

Any idea whats going on here? I asked casually.

She raised her eyes in a startled way (they were wonderful eyes of a most unusual colour; they set me thinking of amethysts) keeping her hands tucked in the pockets of her coat.

Someone told me  she spoke broken English that something terrible had happened in this house.

Really! I couldnt make out what the crowd was about. So thats it! Whos the owner of the house? Do you know?

Someone told me Sir Malcolm Locke.

Oh yes  he writes books, doesnt he?

I dont know. They told me Sir Malcolm Locke.

She glanced up again and smiled. She had a most adorable, provocative smile. I could not place her, but I thought that with that face and figure she might be a mannequin or perhaps a show girl in a cabaret.

Do you know Sir Malcolm Locke? she asked, suddenly growing serious.

No  her change of manner had quite startled me except by name.

May I speak truly to you? You look  she hesitated sensible. There was a caressing note in her voice. I know someone, who is in that house. Do you understand?

Nayland Smith had made the right move. Here was a spy of the enemy. Whatever my personal predilection, this charming young lady should be in the hands of Detective Inspector Leighton without delay.

Thats very interesting. Who is it?

Just someone I know. You see  she laid her hand on my arm, and inclined ever so slightly towards me I saw you come out of the side entrance! You know  and so, if you please, tell me. What has happened in that house?

Satisfied that I should not let her out of my sight:

A gentleman known as Mr Victor has died.

He is dead?

Yes.

Her slim fingers closed on my arm with a surprisingly strong grip.

Thank you. Dark lashes were raised; she flashed up at me an enigmatical glance. Good night!

Just a moment! I grasped her wrist. Please dont run away so quickly.

At which she lifted her voice:

Let me go! How dare you! Let me go!

Two men detached themselves from the group of loiterers and dashed in our direction. But the behaviour of my beautiful captive, who was struggling violently, was certainly remarkable. Pressing her lips very close to my ear:

Please let me go! she whispered. They will kill you. Let me go! Its no use!

I released her and turned to meet the attack of two of the most ferocious-looking ruffians I had ever encountered. They were of Mongolian type with an incredible shoulder span in proportion to their height. I had noticed them in the group about the door but had not seen their faces. Viewed from the rear with their glossy black hair they might have been a pair of waiters from some neighbouring hotel. Seen face to face they were altogether more formidable.

The first on the scene feinted and then by a trick, which fortunately I knew, tried to kick me off my feet. I stepped back. The second was upon me. Other loiterers were surrounding us now and I knew that I was on the unpopular side. But I threw discretion to the winds. Until I could turn my face from these two enemies I had no means of knowing what had become of the girl. I led off with a straight left against my second opponent.

He ducked it perfectly. The first sprang behind me and seized my ankles. The house door was thrown open and Inspector Leighton raced down the steps. Fey came up at the double, so did the driver of the police car. The attack ceased. I spun around, and saw the black-haired men sprinting for the corner.

After that pair, cried Leighton gruffly. Dont lose em!

The police driver and Fey set out.

 E was maulin er about! growled one of the loiterers. They was in the right. I eard er cry out.

But the girl with the amethyst eyes had vanished…


CHAPTER FIVE. THREE NOTICES

She has got clear away, said Nayland Smith, thanks to her bodyguard.

We stood in the library, Smith, myself, Mr Bascombe and Inspector Leighton. Sir James Clare was seated in an armchair watching us. Now he spoke:

I understand, Smith, why General Quinto came from Africa to the house of his old friend, secretly, and asked me to recall you for a conference. This is a very deep-laid scheme. You are the only man who might have saved him

But I failed.

Nayland Smith spoke bitterly. He turned and stared at me. It appears, Kerrigan, that your charming acquaintance who so unfortunately has escaped  I am not blaming you  differs in certain details from Mr Bascombes recollections of the generals visitor. However, it remains to be seen if they are one and the same.

You see, the judicial voice of the home secretary broke in, it is obviously impossible to hush this thing up. A post-mortem examination is unavoidable. We dont know what it will reveal. The fact that a very distinguished man, of totally different political ideas from our own, dies here in London under such circumstances is calculated to produce international results. Its deplorable  its horrible. I cannot see my course clearly.

Your course, Sir James, snapped Nayland Smith, is to go home. I will call you early in the morning. He turned. Mr Bascombe, decline all information to the press.

What about the dead man, sir? Inspector Leighton interpolated.

Remove the body when the loiterers have dispersed. Report to me in the morning, Inspector.

It was long past midnight when I found myself in Sir Denis rooms in Whitehall. I had not been there for some time, and from my chair I stared across at an unusually elaborate radio set with a television equipment.

Havent much leisure for amusement, myself, said Smith, noting the direction of my glance. Television I had installed purely to amuse Fey! He is a pearl above price, and owing to my mode of life is often alone here for days and nights.

Standing up, I began to examine the instrument. At which moment Fey came in.

Excuse me, sir, he said, electrician from firm requests no one touch until calls again, sir.

Feys telegraphic speech had always amused me. I nodded and sat down, watching him prepare drinks. When he went out:

Our return journey was quite uneventful, I remarked. Why?

Perfectly simple, Smith replied, sipping his whisky and soda and beginning to load his pipe. My presence tonight threatened to interfere with the plot, Kerrigan. The plot succeeded. I am no longer of immediate interest.

I dont understand in the least, Smith. Have you any theory as to what caused General Quintos death?

At the moment, quite frankly, not the slightest. That indefinable perfume is of course a clue, but at present a useless clue. The autopsy may reveal something more. I await the result with interest.

Assuming it to be murder, what baffles me is the purpose of the thing. The generals idea that he could hear drums rather suggests a guilty conscience in connection with some action of his in Africa  a private feud of some kind.

Reasonable, snapped Smith, lighting his pipe and smiling grimly. Nevertheless, wrong.

You mean  I stared at him that although you dont know how you do know why General Quinto was murdered?

He nodded, dropping the match in an ash tray.

You know of course, Kerrigan, that Quinto was the right-hand man of Pietro Monaghani. His counsels might have meant an international war.

It hangs on a hair I agree, and I suppose that Quinto, as Monaghanis chief adviser, might have precipitated a war

Yes  undoubtedly. But what you dont know (nor did I until tonight) is this: General Quinto had left Africa on a mission to Spain. If he had gone I doubt if any power on earth could have preserved international peace! One man intervened.

What man?

If you can imagine Satan incarnate  a deathless spirit of evil dwelling in an ageless body  a cold intelligence armed with knowledge so far undreamed of by science  you have a slight picture of Doctor Fu-Manchu.

In my ignorance I think I laughed.

A name to me  a bogey to scare children. I had never supposed such a person to exist.

Scotland Yard held the same opinion at one time, Kerrigan. But you will remember the recent suicide of a distinguished Japanese diplomat. The sudden death of Germanys foremost chemist, Erich Schaffer, was frontpage news a week ago. Now  General Quinto.

Surely you dont mean

Yes, Kerrigan, the work of one man! Others thought him dead, but I have evidence to show that he is still alive. If I had lacked such evidence  I should have it now. I forced the generals dispatch box, we failed to find the key. It contained three sheets of note paper  nothing else. Here they are. He handed them to me. Read them in the order in which I have given them to you.

I looked at the top sheet. It was embossed with a hieroglyphic which I took to be Chinese. The letter, which was undated, was not typed, but written in a squat, square hand. This was the letter:

FIRST NOTICE

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan has decided that at all costs another international war must be averted. There are only fifteen men in the world who could bring it about. You are one of them. Therefore, these are the Councils instructions: You will not enter Spain but will resign your commission immediately, and retire to your villa in Capri.

President of the Seven

I looked up.

What ever does this mean?

I take it to mean, Smith replied, that the first notice which you have read was received by General Quinto in Africa. I knew him, and he knew  as every man called upon to administer African or Asiatic people knows  that the Si-Fan cannot be ignored. The Chinese Tongs are powerful, and there is a widespread belief in the influence of the Jesuits; but the Si-Fan is the most formidable secret society in the world: fully twenty-five per cent of the coloured races belong to it. However, he did not resign his commission. He secured leave of absence and proceeded to London to consult me. Somewhere on the way he received the second notice. Read it, Kerrigan.

I turned to the second page which bore the same hieroglyphic and a message in that heavy, definite handwriting. This was the message:

SECOND NOTICE

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan would draw your attention to the fact that you have not resigned your commission. Failing your doing so, a third and final notice will be sent to you.

President of the Seven

I turned to the last page; it was headed Third Notice and read as follows:

You have twenty-four hours.

President of the Seven

You see, Kerrigan, said Nayland Smith, it was this third notice  which must have reached him by district messenger at Sir Malcolms house which produced that state of panic to which Bascombe referred. The Council of Seven have determined to avert war. Their aim must enlist the sympathy of any sane man. But there are fourteen other men now living, perhaps misguided, whose lives are in danger. I have made a list of some of those whose removal in my opinion would bring at least temporary peace to the world. But its my job at the moment to protect them!

Have you any idea of the identity of this Council of Seven?

The members are changed from time to time.

But the president?

The president is Doctor Fu-Manchu! I would give much to know where Doctor Fu-Manchu is tonight

And almost before the last syllable was spoken a voice replied:

No doubt you would like a word with me, Sir Denis…

For once in all the years that I knew him, Smiths iron self-possession broke down. It was then he came to his feet as though a pistol shot and not a human voice had sounded. A touch of pallor showed under the prominent cheekbones. Fists clenched, a man amazed beyond reason, he stared around.

I, too, was staring  at the television screen.

It had become illuminated. It was occupied by an immobile face  a wonderful face  a face that might have served as model for that of the fallen angel. Long, narrow eyes seemed to be watching me. They held, my gaze hypnotically.

A murmur, wholly unlike Smiths normal tones, reached my ears… it seemed to come from a great distance.

Good God! Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER SIX. SATAN INCARNATE

I can never forget those moments of silence which followed the appearance of that wonderful evil face upon the screen.

The utterly mysterious nature of the happening had me by the throat, transcending as it did anything which I could have imagined. I was prepared to believe Dr. Fu-Manchu a wizard  a reincarnation of some ancient sorcerer; Apollonius of Tyana reborn with the fires of hell in his eyes.

If you will be so good, Sir Denis  the voice was sibilant, unemotional, the thin lips barely moved as to switch your lights off, you will find it easier to follow me. Just touch the red button on the right of the screen and I shall know that you have complied.

That Nayland Smith did so was a fact merely divined from an added clarity in that image of the Chinese doctor, for I was unaware of any movement, indeed, of any presence other than that of Fu-Manchu.

The image moved back, and I saw now that the speaker was seated in a carved chair.

This interesting device, the precise, slightly hissing voice continued, is yet in its infancy. If I intruded at a fortunate moment, this was an accident  for I am unable to hear you. Credit for this small contribution belongs to one of the few first-class mechanical brains which the West has produced in recent years.

I felt a grip upon my shoulders. Nayland Smith stood beside me.

He was at work upon the principle at the time of his reported death!… He has since improved upon it in my laboratories. Only by a tightening of Smiths grip did I realise the fact that this, to me, incomprehensible statement held a hidden meaning.

I find it useful as a means of communication with my associates, Sir Denis. I hope to perfect it. Do not waste your time trying to trace the mechanic who installed it. My purpose in speaking to you was this: You have recently learned the distressing details concerning the death of General Quinto. Probably you know that he complained of a sound of drums just before the end  a characteristic symptom…

The uncanny speaker paused  bent forward  I lost consciousness of everything save of his eyes and of his voice.

My drums, Sir Denis, will call to others before I shall have satisfied the fools in power today that I, Fu-Manchu, and I alone, hold the scales in my hand. I ask you to join me now  for my enemies are your enemies. Consider my words  consider them deeply.

Smith did not stir, but I could hear his rapid breathing.

You would not wish to see the purposeless slaughter in Spain, in China, carried into England? Think of that bloody farce called the Great War! A vibrating guttural note had entered into the unforgettable voice. I, who have had some opportunities of seeing you in action, Sir Denis, know that you understand the rules of boxing. Your objectives are the heart and the point of the jaw: you strike to paralyse brain and blood supply. That is how I fight. I strike at those who cause, at those who direct, at those who aid war  at the brain and at the heart, not at the arms, the shoulders  the deluded masses who suffer and die in order that arrogant fools may be gratified, that profiteers may grow fat. Consider my words…

Dr. Fu-Manchus eyes now were opened widely. They beckoned, they called to me…

Steady, Kerrigan.

Darkness. The screen was blank.

A long time seemed to elapse before Nayland Smith spoke, before he stirred, then:

I have seen that man being swept to the verge of Niagara Falls! he said, speaking hoarsely out of the darkness. I prayed that he had met a just fate. The body of his companion  a maddened slave of his will  was found.

But not Fu-Manchu! How could he have escaped? Smith moved  switched up the light. I saw how the incident had affected him, and it gave me courage; for the magnetism of those eyes, of that voice, had made me feel a weakling.

One day, Kerrigan, perhaps I shall know.

He pressed a bell. Fey came in.

This television apparatus is not to be used, not to be touched by anyone, Fey.

Fey went out.

I took up my glass, which remained half filled.

This has staggered me, I confessed. The man is more than human. But one thing I must know: what did he mean when he spoke of someone  I can guess to whom he referred  who died recently but who, since his death, has been at work in Fu-Manchus laboratories?

Smith turned on his way to the buffet; his eyes glittered like steel.

Were you ever in Haiti?

No.

Then possibly you have never come across the ghastly tradition of the zombie?

Never.

A human corpse, Kerrigan, taken from the grave and by means of sorcery set to work in the cane fields. Perhaps a Negro superstition, but Doctor Fu-Manchu has put it into practice.

What!

I have seen men long dead and buried labouring in his workshops!

He squirted soda water into a tumbler.

You were moved, naturally, by the words and by the manner of, intellectually, the greatest man alive. But forget his sophistry, forget his voice  above all, forget his eyes. Doctor Fu-Manchu is Satan incarnate.


CHAPTER SEVEN. INSPECTOR GALLAHO REPORTS

In the days that followed I thought many times about those words, and one night I dreamed of beating drums and woke in a nameless panic. The morning that followed was lowering and gloomy. A fine drizzling rain made London wretched.

When I stood up and looked out of the window across Hyde Park I found the prospect in keeping with my reflections. I had been working on the extraordinary facts in connection with the death of General Quinto and trying to make credible reading of the occurrence in Nayland Smiths apartment later the same night. All that I had ever heard or imagined about Dr. Fu-Manchu had been brought into sharp focus. I had sometimes laughed at the Germanic idea of a superman; now I knew that such a demigod, and a demigod of evil, actually lived.

I read over what I had written. It appeared to me as a critic that I had laid undue stress upon the haunting figure of the girl with the amethyst eyes. But whenever my thoughts turned, and they turned often enough, to the episodes of that night those wonderful eyes somehow came to the front of the picture.

London and the Home Counties were being combed by the police for the mysterious broadcasting station controlled by Dr. Fu-Manchu. A post-mortem examination of the generals body had added little to our knowledge of the cause of death. Inquiries had failed also to establish the identity of the generals woman friend who had called upon him on the preceding day.

The figure of this unknown woman tortured my imagination. Could it be, could it possibly be the girl to whom I had spoken out in the square?

I ordered coffee and when it came I was too restless to sit down. I walked about the room carrying the cup in my hand. Then I heard the doorbell and heard Mrs Merton, my daily help, going down. Two minutes later Nayland Smith came in, his lean features wearing that expression of eagerness which characterised him when he was hot on a trail, his grey eyes very bright. He nodded, and before I could speak:

Thanks! A cup of coffee would be just the thing, he said. Peeling off his damp raincoat and dropping it on the floor, he threw his hat on top of it, stepped to my desk and began to read through my manuscript. Mrs Merton bringing another cup, I poured his coffee out and set it on the desk. He looked up.

Perhaps a little undue emphasis on amethyst eyes, he said slyly.

I felt myself flushing.

You may be right, Smith, I admitted. In fact I thought the same myself. But you see, you havent met her  I have. I may as well be honest. Yes! She did make a deep impression upon me.

I am only joking, Kerrigan. I have even known the symptoms. He spoke those words rather wistfully. But this is very sudden!

I agree! and I laughed. I know what you think, but truly, there was some irresistible appeal about her.

If, as I suspect, she is a servant of Doctor Fu-Manchu, there would be. He rarely makes mistakes.

I crossed to the window.

Somehow I cant believe it.

You mean you dont want to? As I turned he dropped the manuscript on the desk. Well, Kerrigan, one thing life has taught me  never to interfere in such matters. You must deal with it in your own way.

Is there any news?

He snapped his fingers irritably.

None. The man who came to Sir Malcolm Lockes house to adjust the telephone did not come from the post office, but unfortunately he cant be traced. The fellow who came to my flat to fix the television set did not come from the firm who supplied it  but he also cannot be traced! And so, you see

He paused suddenly as my phone bell began to ring. I took up the receiver.

Hello  yes?… He is here. I turned to Smith. Inspector Gallaho wants you.

He stepped eagerly forward.

Hello! Gallaho? Yes  I told Fey to tell you I was coming on here. Whats that!  What? His voice rose on a high note of excitement. Good God! What do you say? Yes  details when I see you. What time does the train leave? Good! Coming now.

He replaced the receiver and turned. His face had grown very stern. Here was a sudden change of mood.

What is it?

Fu-Manchu has struck again. We have just twenty minutes to catch the train. Come on!

But where are we going?

To a remote corner of the Essex marshes.


CHAPTER EIGHT. IN THE ESSEX MARSHES

A depressing drizzle was still falling, when amid semi-gloom I found myself stepping out of a train at a station on one of those branch lines which intersect the map of Essex. A densely wooded slope arose on the north. It seemed in some way to bear down oppressively on the little station, as though at any moment it might slip forward and crush it.

Gallaho is a good man to have in charge, said Nayland Smith. A stoat on a scent and every whit as tenacious.

The chief detective inspector was there awaiting us  a thick-set, clean-shaven man of florid colouring and truculent expression, buttoned up in a blue overcoat and having a rather wide-brimmed bowler hat, very wet, jammed tightly upon his head. With him was a uniformed officer who was introduced as Inspector Derbyshire of the Essex Constabulary. Greetings over:

This is an ugly business, said Gallaho, speaking through clenched teeth.

So I gather, said Nayland Smith rapidly. We can talk on the way. Im afraid youll have to ride in front with the driver, Kerrigan.

Gallaho nodded and presently, in a police car which stood outside the station, we were on our way. It was a longish drive, mostly through narrow, muddy lanes. At last, on the outskirts of a village through which ran a little stream, we pulled up. A constable was standing outside a barnlike structure, separated by a small meadow, from the nearest cottage. He was a sinister-looking man who harmonised with his surroundings and whose jet-black eyebrows joined in the middle to form one continuous whole. He saluted as we stepped down, unlocked the barn door and led the way in. In spite of the disheartening weather a group of idlers hung about staring vacantly at the gloomy building.

Not a pleasant sight, sir, Inspector Derbyshire warned us as he removed a sheet from something which lay upon a trestle table.

It was the body of a man wearing a tweed jacket and open-neck shirt, flannel trousers and thick-soled shoes: the equipment, I thought, of a hiker. All his garments  from which water dripped  were horribly stained with blood, and his face was characterised by an unnatural pallor.

I checked an exclamation of horror when I realised that he had died of a wound which appeared nearly to have severed his head from his body!

Right across the jugular, Gallaho muttered, staring down savagely at the victim of this outrage.

He began to chew vigorously, although as I learned later he used no gum; it was merely an unusual ruminatory habit.

Good God! Nayland Smith whispered. Good God! No doubt of the cause of death here! Thank you, Inspector. Cover the poor fellow up. The surgeon has seen him, of course?

Yes. He estimated that he had been dead for six or seven hours. But I left him just as we found him for you to see.

He was hauled out of the river, Im told?

Yes  half a mile from here. The body was jammed in under the branches of an overhanging willow.

Who found it?

A gipsy called Barnett who was gathering rushes. He and his family are basket makers.

When was that?

Ten-thirty, sir, Inspector Derbyshire replied. I got straight through to Inspector Gallaho; he arrived an hour later. Doctor Bridges saw the body at eleven.

Why did you call Scotland Yard?

I recognised him at once. He had reported to me yesterday morning

As I told you, sir, Gallahos growling voice broke in, he was a bit after your time at the Yard. But Detective Sergeant Hythe was one of my most promising juniors. He was working under me. He was down here looking for the secret radio station. B.B.C. engineers had noticed interference from time to time and they finally narrowed it down to this end of Essex.

We came out of the barn and the constable locked the door behind us. Smith turned and stared at Gallaho.

It looks, Gallaho added, as though poor Hythe had got too near to the heart of the mystery.

If youll just step across to the constables cottage, sir, I want you to see the few things that were found on the dead man, said Inspector Derbyshire.

As we walked along the narrow village street to the modest police headquarters the group of locals detached themselves from the barn and followed us at a discreet distance. Nayland Smith glanced back over his shoulder.

No one of interest there, Kerrigan! he snapped.

Laid out upon a table in the sitting room I saw a Colt automatic, an electric flashlamp and a Yale key.

There wasnt another thing on him! said Inspector Derbyshire. Yet I know for a fact that he carried a knapsack and a stick. He was smoking a pipe, too; and he asked me for the name of a cottage where he could spend a night, quiet-like, in the neighbourhood.

Smith was staring at the exhibits.

This key, he remarked, is the most significant item.

I spotted that, growled Gallaho. Its the key of an A.A. call box  and the nearest is at the crossroads by Woldham Forges, a mile or so from here.

Smart work, snapped Smith. What did this important discovery suggest to you?

Its plain enough. He had been watching during the night (if the doctors right, he was murdered between four and five) and hed found out something so important that he was making for the nearest phone to get assistance.

Anything else?

That the phone nearest to whatever hed discovered was at Woldham Forges  and that he was working from some base where he must have left his other belongings.

What did you do?

Weve made a house-to-house search, sir, Inspector Derbyshire replied. It isnt very difficult about here. But we cant find where he spent the night.

Nayland Smith gazed out of the window. Several loiterers were hanging about, but the arrival of the constable now released from his duty as keeper of the morgue dispersed them.

I shall want a big-scale map of the district, said Smith.

At your service, sir!

We all turned and stared. The sinister-looking constable was the speaker. But he was sinister no more. His remarkable eyebrows were raised in what. I assumed to be an expression of enthusiasm. He was opening the drawer of a bureau.

Constable Weldon, explained Inspector Derbyshire, is an authority on this area…


CHAPTER NINE. THE HUT BY THE CREEK

Ten minutes later I set out along a road running south by east. Nayland Smith had split up the available searchers in such a way that, the police station as centre, our lines of inquiry formed a rough star.

Sergeant Hythes equipment certainly suggested that if he had come upon a clue and had decided to work from some point nearby while covering it, an uninhabited building, any old barn or hut, might prove to be the base selected.

Nayland Smith had some theory regarding the spot at which Hythe had been attacked and accordingly had set out for Woldham Forges.

My own instructions, based upon the encyclopaedic knowledge of the neighbourhood possessed by Constable Weldon, were simple enough. My first point was a timbered ruin, once the gatehouse of a considerable monastery long ago demolished. Half a mile beyond was an unoccupied cottage (Haunted, Constable Weldon had said) in some state of dilapidation, but entrance could be effected through one of the broken windows. Finally, crossing a wooden bridge and bearing straight on, there was an old barn.

We had lunched hastily upon bread and cheese and onions and uncommonly flat beer…

The drizzling rain had ceased, giving place to a sort of Dutch mist which was even more unpleasant. I could see no further than five paces. My orders were so explicit, however, that I anticipated no difficulty; furthermore, I was provided with a flashlamp.

In the reedy marshes about me, wild fowl gave their queer calls. I heard a variety of notes, some of them unfamiliar, which told me that this was a bird sanctuary undisturbed for generations. Once a mallard flew croaking and flapping across my path and made me jump. The strange quality of some of those cries sounded eerily through the mist.

From a long way off, borne on a faint southerly breeze, came the sound of a steamers whistle. I met never a soul, nor heard a sound of human presence up to the time that the ruined gatehouse loomed up in the gloom.

It was a relic of those days when great forests had stretched almost unbroken from the coast up to the portals of London, enshrined now in a perfect wilderness of shrubbery. I had no difficulty in obtaining entrance  the place was wide open. Decaying timbers supported a skeleton roof: here was poor shelter; and a brief but careful examination convinced me that no one had recently occupied it.

I stood for a moment in the gathering darkness listening to the notes of wild fowl. Once I caught myself listening for something else: the beating of a drum…

Then again I set out. I followed a narrow lane for the best part of half a mile. Ruts, but not recent ruts, combined to turn its surface into a series of muddy streamlets. At length, just ahead, I saw the cottage of ghostly reputation.

Mist was growing unpleasantly like certifiable fog, but I found the broken window and scrambled in. There was no evidence that anyone had entered the building for a year or more. It was a depressing place as I saw it by the light of the flashlamp. Some biblical texts were decaying upon one wall and in another room, among a lot of litter, I found a headless doll.

I was glad to get out of that cottage.

Greater darkness had come by the time I had regained the lane, and I paused in the porch to relight my pipe, mentally reviewing the map and the sergeants instructions. Satisfied that the way was clear in my mind, I moved on.

Very soon I found myself upon a muddy path following the banks of a stream. I was unable to tell how much water the stream held, for it was thick with rushes and weeds. But presently as I tramped along I could see that it widened out into a series of reedy pools  and right ahead of me, as though the path had led to it, I saw a wooden hut.

I paused. This was not in accordance with our plan. I had made a mistake and lost my way. However, the place in front of me was apparently an uninhabited building, and pushing on I examined it with curiosity.

It was a roughly constructed hut, and I saw that it possessed a sort of crude landing stage overhanging the stream. The only visible entrance from the bank was a door secured by a padlock. The padlock proved to be unfastened. Some recollection of this part of Essex provided by the garrulous sergeant flashed through my mind. At one time these shallow streams running out into the wider estuary had been celebrated for the quality of the eels which came there in certain seasons. As I opened the door I knew that this was a former eel fishers hut.

I shone a beam of light into the interior.

At first glance the place appeared to be empty, then I saw something… A recently opened sardine tin lay upon a ledge. Near it was a bottle bearing the label of a local brewer. And as I stepped forward and so obtained a better view I discovered in an alcove on the right of the ledge part of a loaf and a packet of butter.

My heart beat faster. By sheer accident I had found what I sought, for it seemed highly improbable from the appearance of the hut that this evidence had been left by anyone but Sergeant Hythe!

And now I made another discovery.

At one end of the place was what looked like a deep cupboard. Setting my lamp on the ledge I opened the cupboard  and what I saw clinched the matter.

There was a shelf about a foot up from the floor, and on it lay an open knapsack! I saw a clasp knife, a box of bar chocolate, a small tin of biscuits and a number of odds and ends which I was too excited to notice at the time  for, most extraordinary discovery of all, I saw a queer-looking hat surmounted by a coral bead.

At this I stared fascinatedly, and then taking it up, carried it nearer to the light. Its character was unmistakable.

It was a mandarins cap!

And as I stared all but incredulously at this thing which I had found in a deserted hut on an Essex marsh, a faint movement made me acutely, coldly alert.

Someone was walking very quietly along the path ouside…

What sounded like the booming call of a bittern came from over the marshes. The footsteps drew nearer. I stood still in an agony of indecision. Like a revelation the truth had come to me: We were searching for the base used by the murdered man. Others were searching, too. And this astounding piece of evidence which I held in my hand  this was the object of their search!

I knew from the nearness of the footsteps that retreat was impossible. Already I had selected my hiding place. What to do with the mandarins cap was the only questionable point.

I solved it quickly. I placed the cap upon the ledge littered with the remains of what had probably been poor Hythes last meal, extinguished my flashlamp, crept into the cupboard and nearly closed the door…


CHAPTER TEN. THE MANDARINS CAP

Through the chink of the opening I stared out. I wondered if the fact that I had left the door open would warn whoever approached that someone was inside. However, he might not be aware that it was ordinarily fastened. Closer and closer drew the footsteps on the muddy path; then the sound gave place to the swishing of long, wet grass, and I knew that the intruder was actually at the door.

What had seemed at first to be impenetrable darkness proved now to allow of some limited vision. Framed in the grey oblong of the doorway I saw a motionless figure.

So still it was in that small building that I wondered if the sound of my breathing might be audible. The booming cry sounded again from near at hand, and I questioned it, listening intently, wondering if it might have been simulated  a signal from some watcher covering the motionless figure framed in the doorway.

During the few seconds that elapsed in this way I managed to make out certain details. The new arrival wore a long raincoat and what looked like a black cap; also I saw leggings or riding boots. So much I had discovered, peering cautiously out, when a beam from an electric torch shot through the darkness, directed straight into the hut. Its light fell upon the mandarins cap.

Ah! I heard.

That one exclamation revealed an astounding fact: the intruder was a girl!

She stepped in and crossed to the ledge. My heart began to beat irregularly. A queer mingling of fear and hope which had claimed me at the sound of her voice now became focussed in one huge indescribable emotion as I saw that pure profile, the clinging curls under the black cap, the outline, I thought, of a Greek goddess.

As I quietly slipped across to the open door and stood with my back to it, the girl turned in a flash  and I found myself looking into those magnificent eyes which had so strangely and persistently haunted me from the hour of that first brief meeting.

Their expression now in the light reflected from the ray of the torch, which moved unsteadily in her grasp, was compounded of fear and defiance. She was breathing rapidly, and I saw the glitter of white teeth through slightly parted lips.

Quite suddenly, it seemed, she recognised me. As I wore a soft-brimmed hat, perhaps my features were partly indistinguishable.

You! she whispered, you again!

Yes, I said shortly. Now, although it had cost me an effort, I had fully mastered myself. I again. May I ask what you are doing here?

A hardness crept over her features; her lips set firmly. She put the torch down on the ledge beside her while I watched her intently, then:

I might quite well ask you the same question, she replied, and her enchanting accent gave the words the value of music.

I laughed, standing squarely in the doorway and watching her.

Wisps of fog floated between us.

I am here because a man was brutally murdered last night  and here, on the ledge beside you, is the clue to his murderer.

What are you talking about? she asked quietly.

Only about what I know.

Suppose what you say is true, what has it to do with you?

It is every mans business to run down a murderer.

Her wonderful eyes opened more widely; she stared at me like a bewildered child  a pose, I told myself, perfectly acted.

But I mean  what brings you here, to this place? You are not of the police.

No, I am not of the police. My name is Bart Kerrigan; I am a journalist by profession. Now I am going to ask you what brings you here to this place. What is your name?

Her expression changed again; she lowered her lashes disdainfully.

You could never understand and it does not matter. My name  my name  would mean nothing to you. It is a name you have never heard before.

All the more reason why I should hear it now.

Unwittingly I said the words softly, for as she stood there wrapped in that soiled raincoat, her little feet in muddy riding boots, I thought there could be no more desirable woman in the world.

My name is Ardatha, she replied in a low voice.

Ardatha! A charming name, but as you say one I have never heard before. To what country does it belong? Suddenly she opened her eyes widely.

Why do you keep me here talking to you? she flashed, and clenched her hand. I will tell you nothing. I have as much right to be here as you. Please stand away from that door and let me go.

The demand was made imperiously, but unless my vanity invented a paradox her eyes were denying the urgency of her words.

It is the duty of every decent Christian, I said, reluctantly forcing myself to face facts, to detain any man or any woman belonging to the black organisation of which you are a member.

Every Christian! she flashed back. I am a Christian. I was educated in Cairo.

Coptic?

Yes, Coptic.

But you are not a Copt!

Did I say I was a Copt?

You belong to the Si-Fan.

You dont know what you are talking about. Even if I did, what then?

I was drifting again and I knew it. The words came almost against my will:

Do you understand what this society stands for? Do you know that they employ stranglers, garroters, poisoners, cut-throats, that they trade in assassination?

Is that so? She was watching me closely and now spoke in a quiet voice. And your Christian rulers, your rulers of the West  yes? What do they do? If the Si-Fan kills a man, that man is an active enemy. But when your Western murderers kill they kill men, women and children  hundreds  thousands who never harmed them  who never sought to harm anybody. My whole family  do you hear me?  my whole family, was wiped from life in one bombing raid. I alone escaped. General Quinto ordered that raid. You have seen what became of General Quinto…

I felt the platform of my argument slipping from beneath my feet. This was the sophistry of Fu-Manchu! Yet I hadnt the wit to answer her. The stern face of Nayland Smith seemed to rise up before me; I read reproach in the grey eyes.

I think weve talked long enough, I said. If you will walk out in front of me, we will go and discuss the matter with those able to decide between us.

She was silent for a moment, seeming to be studying my considerable bulk, firmly planted between herself and freedom.

Very well. I saw the gleam of little white teeth as she bit her lip. I am not afraid. What I have done I am proud to have done. In any case I dont matter. But bring the notebook  it might help me if I am to be arrested.

The notebook?

She pointed to the open cupboard out of which I had stepped. I turned and saw in the dim light among the other objects which I have mentioned what certainly looked like a small notebook. Three steps and I had it in my hand.

But those three steps were fatal.

From behind me came a sound which I can only describe as a rush. I turned and sprang to the doorway. She was through  she must have reached it in one bound! The door was slammed in my face, dealing me a staggering blow on the forehead. I took a step back to hurl myself against it and heard the click of the padlock.

Undeterred, I dashed my weight against the closed door; but although old it was solid. The padlock held.

Dont try to follow me! I heard. They will kill you if you try to follow me!

I stood still, listening, but not the faintest sound reached my ears to inform me in which direction Ardatha had gone. Switching on my lamp I stared about the hut.

Yes, she had taken the mandarins cap! I had shown less resource than a schoolboy! I had been tricked, outwitted by a girl not yet out of her teens, I judged. I grew hot with humiliation. How could I ever tell such a story to Nayland Smith?

The mood passed. I became cool again and began to search for some means of getting out. Barely glancing at the notebook, I thrust it into my pocket. That the girl had deliberately drawn my attention to it I did not believe. She had had no more idea than I what it was, but its presence had served her purpose. I could find nothing else of importance.

And now I set to work on the small shuttered window at the back of the ledge upon which those fragments of food remained. I soon had the shutter open, and as I had hoped, the window was unglazed. I climbed through on to a rickety landing stage and from there made my way around to the path. Here I stood stock still, listening.

One mournful boom of that strange solitary bird disturbed the oppressive silence, this and the whispering of reeds in a faint breeze. I could not recall ever to have found myself in a more desolate spot.

Fog was rapidly growing impenetrable.


CHAPTER ELEVEN. AT THE MONKS ARMS

I found myself mentally reviewing the ordnance map I had seen at the policemans cottage, listening to the discursive instructions of the sinister but well-informed Constable Weldon.

After you leave the cottage where old Mother Abel hanged herself  a stubby finger moved over the map theres a path along beside a little stream. You dont take that  I had you go straight on. This other road, bearin left, would bring you to the Monks Arms, one of the oldest pubs in Essex. Since the by-pass was made I dont know what trade is done there. Its kept by an old prize fighter, a Jerseyman, or claims to be; Jim Pallant they call him  a mighty tough customer; Seaman Pallant was his fightin name. The revenue officers have been watchin him for years, but hes too clever for em. Weve checked up on him, of course. He seems to have a clean slate in this business…

Visualising the map, I decided that the route back via the Monks Arms was no longer than the other, and I determined to revive my drooping spirits before facing Nayland Smith. Licensed hours did not apply in my case for I was a bona-fide traveller within the meaning of the act.

I set out on my return journey.

At one time I thought I had lost my way again, until presently through the gloom I saw a signboard projecting above a hedge, and found myself before one of those timbered hostelries of which once there were so many in their neighbourhood, but of which few remain today! I saw that the Monks Arms stood on the bank of a stream.

I stepped into a stuffy bar. Low, age-blackened beams supported the ceiling; there were some prints of dogs and prize fighters; a full-rigged ship in a glass case. The place might have stood there when all but unbroken forest covered Essex. As a matter of fact though not so old as this, part of it actually dated back to the time of Henry VII.

There was no one in the barroom, dimly lighted by two paper-shaded lamps. In the bar I saw bottle-laden shelves, rows of mugs, beer engines. Beyond was an opening in which hung a curtain composed of strings of coloured rushes. Since no one appeared I banged upon the counter. This produced a sound of footsteps; the rush curtain was parted, and Pallant, the landlord, came out.

He was as fine a specimen of a retired prize fighter as one could hope to find, with short thick nose, slightly out of true, deep-set eyes and several battle scars. His rolled-up shirt sleeves revealed muscular forearms and he had all the appearance of being, as Constable Weldon had said, a tough customer.

I called for a double scotch and soda.

Traveller?

Yes. London.

He stared at me with his curiously unblinking deep-set brown eyes, then turned, tipped out two measures from an inverted bottle, squirted soda into the glass and set it before me. I paid, and he banged down my change on the counter. A cigarette drooping from his thick underlip he stood, arms folded, just in front of the rush curtain, watching me with that unmoving stare. I sipped my drink, and:

Weather bad for trade? I suggested.

He nodded but did not speak.

I found you almost by accident. Lost my way. How far is it to the station?

What station?

This was rather a poser, but:

The nearest, of course, I replied.

Mile and a half, straight along the lane from my door.

Thanks. I glanced at my watch. What time does the next train leave?

Where for?

London.

Six-eleven.

I lingered over my drink and knocking out my pipe began to refill it. The unmoving stare of those wicked little eyes was vaguely disconcerting, and as I stood there stuffing tobacco into the hot bowl, a possible explanation occurred to me: perhaps Pallant mistook me for a revenue officer!

Is the fishing good about here? I asked.

No.

You dont cater for fishermen then?

I dont.

Then with a final penetrating stare he turned, swept the rush curtain aside and went out. I heard his curiously light retreating footsteps.

As I had paid for my drink he evidently took it for granted that I should depart now, and clearly was not interested in the possibility that I might order another. However, I sat for a while on a stool, lighted my pipe and finished my whisky and soda at leisure. A moment later no doubt I should have left, but a slight, a very slight movement beyond the curtain drew my glance in that direction.

Through the strings of rushes, almost, invisible, except that dim light from the bar shone upon her eyes, I saw a girl watching me. Nor was it humanly possible to mistake those eyes!

The formidable Jim Pallant was forgotten  everything was forgotten. Raising a flap in one end of the counter I stepped into the bar, crossed it and just as she turned to run along a narrow passage beyond, threw my arms around Ardatha!

Let me go! She struggled violently. Let me go! I warned you, and you are mad  mad, to come here. For Gods sake if you value your life, or mine, let me go!

But I pulled her through the curtain into the dingy bar and held her firmly.

Ardatha! I spoke in a guarded, low voice. God knows why you cant see what it means to be mixed up with these people, but I can, and I cant bear it. Listen! You have nothing, nothing in the world to fear. Come away! My friend who is in charge of the case will absolutely guarantee your safety. But please, please, come away with me now!

She wore a silk pullover, riding breeches and the muddy boots which I remembered. Her slender body writhed in my grasp with all the agility of a captured eel.

One swift upward glance she gave me, a glance I was to remember many, many times, waking and sleeping. Then with a sudden unexpected movement she buried her wicked little teeth in my hand!

Pained and startled I momentarily released her. The reed curtain crackled as she turned and ran. I heard her pattering footsteps on an uncarpeted stair.

Clenching my fist I stood there undetermined what to do  until, realising that an uncommonly dangerous man for whom I might not prove to be a match was somewhere in the house, for once I chose discretion.

I was crossing to the barroom door when, heralded only by a crash of the curtain and a dull thud, Pallant vaulted over the counter behind me, twisted my right arm into the small of my back and locked the other in a hold which I knew myself powerless to break!

I know your sort! he growled in my ear. Anyone that tries games with my guests goes the same way!

Dont be a fool! I cried angrily as he hustled me out of the building. I have met her before

Well  she dont want to meet you again, and she aint likely to!

Down the three worn steps he ran me, and across the misty courtyard to the gate. He was heavier and undoubtedly more powerful than I, and ignominiously I was rushed into the lane.

Ive broke a mans neck for less, Pallant remarked.

I said nothing. The tone was very menacing.

For two pins, he continued, Id chuck you in the river.

However, the gateway reached, he suddenly released his hold. Seizing me from behind by both shoulders, he gave me a shove which sent me reeling for three or four yards.

Get to hell out of here! he roared.

At the end of that tottering run I pulled myself up. What prompted the lunacy I really cannot say, except perhaps that a Rugby Blue doesnt enjoy being hustled out of the game in just that way.

I came about in one jump, ran in and tackled him low!

It was on any count a mad thing to do, but he wasnt expecting it. He went down beautifully, I half on top of him  but I was first up. As I stood there breathing heavily I was weighing my chances. And looking at the bull neck and span of shoulders, an uncomfortable conviction came that if Seaman Pallant decided to fight it out I was probably booked for a first-class hiding.

However, he did not move.

I watched him second after second, standing poised with clenched fists; I thought it was a trick. Still he did not move. Very cautiously, for I knew the man to be old in ringcraft, I approached and bent over him. And then I saw why he lay there.

A pool of blood was forming under his head. He had pitched on to the jagged edge of the gatepost  and was quite insensible!

For a long minute I waited, trying to find out if accidentally I had killed him. But satisfied that he was merely stunned, those counsels of insanity which I count to be hereditary, which are responsible for some of the tightest corners in which I have ever found myself, now prevailed.

Ardathas dangerous bodyguard was out of the way. I might as well take advantage of the fact.

Turning, I ran back into the barroom, raised the flap, crossed the bar, and gently moving the rush curtain, stood again in the narrow passage. On my extreme right was a closed door; on the left, lighted by another of the paper-covered hanging lamps, I saw an uncarpeted staircase. I had heard Ardathas footsteps going up those stairs, and now, treading softly, I began to mount.

That reek of stale spirits and tobacco smoke which characterised the bar was equally perceptible here. Two doors opened on a landing. I judged that on my left to communicate with a room overlooking the front of the Monks Arms, and I recalled that as I returned from my encounter with Pallant I had seen no light in any of the windows on this side of the house. Therefore, creeping forward on tiptoe, I tried the handle of the other door.

It turned quite easily and a dim light shone out as I pushed the door open.

The room was scantily furnished: an ancient mahogany chest of drawers faced me as I entered and I saw some chairs of the same wood upholstered with horsehair. A lamp on an oval table afforded the only light, and at the far end of the room, which had a sloping ceiling, there was a couch or divan set under a curtained window.

Upon this a man was reclining, propped upon one elbow and watching me as I stood in the doorway…

He wore a long black overcoat having an astrakhan collar, and upon his head a Russian cap, also of astrakhan. One slender hand with extraordinarily long fingernails rested upon an outstretched knee; his chin was cupped in the other! He did not stir a muscle as I entered, but simply lay there watching me.

A physical chill of a kind which sometimes precedes an attack of malaria rose from the base of my spine and stole upwards. I seemed to become incapable of movement. That majestic, evil face fascinated me in a way I cannot hope to make clear. Those long, narrow, emerald-green eyes commanded, claimed, absorbed me. I had never experienced a sensation in my life resembling that which held me nailed to the floor as I watched the man who reclined upon the divan.

For this was the substance of that dreadful shadow I had seen on the screen in Nayland Smiths room… it was Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER TWELVE. DR. FU-MANCHUS BODYGUARD

Motionless I stood there staring at the most dangerous man in the world.

In that moment of realisation it was a strange fact that no idea of attacking him, of attempting to arrest him, crossed my mind. The complete unexpectedness of his appearance, a danse macabre which even in that sordid little room seemed to move behind him like a diabolical ballet devised by an insane artist, stupefied me.

The windows were closed and there was no sound, for how many seconds I cannot say. I believe that during those seconds my sensations were akin to the visions of a drowning man; I must in some way have accepted this as death.

I seemed to see and to hear Nayland Smith seeking for me, urgently calling my name. The whole pageant of my history joined and intermingled with a phantom army, invisible but menacing, which was the aura of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Dominating all was the taunting face of Ardatha, an unspoken appeal upon her lips; and the thought, like a stab of the spirit, that unquestionably Ardatha was the woman associated with the assassination of General Quinto, the willing accomplice of this Chinese monster, and a party to the murder of Sergeant Hythe.

Dr. Fu-Manchu did not move; the gaze of his unnatural green eyes never left my face. That bony hand with its long, highly polished nails lay so motionless upon the pile of the black coat that it might have been an ivory carving.

Then after those moments of stupefaction the spell broke. My duty was plain, my duty to Nayland Smith, to humanity at large. As quick resolve claimed my mind Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke:

Useless, Mr Kerrigan. His thin lips barely parted. I am well protected; in fact I was expecting you.

He bluffed wonderfully, I told myself; I plunged for my automatic.

Stand still! he hissed; dont stir, you fool!

And so tremendous was the authority in that sibilant voice, in the swiftly opened magnetic eyes, that even as my hand closed upon the weapon I hesitated.

Now, slowly  very slowly, I beg of you, Mr Kerrigan  move your head to the left. You will see from what I have saved you!

Strange it may sound, strange it appears to me now, but I obeyed, moving my head inch by inch. In that position, glancing out of the corner of my eye, I became again stricken motionless.

The blade of a huge curved knife resembling a sickle was being held motionless by someone who stood behind me, a hairs breadth removed from my neck! I could see the thumb and two fingers of a muscular brown hand which clutched the hilt. One backward sweep of such a blade would all but sever a mans head from his body. In that instant I knew how Sergeant Hythe had died.

Yes  Dr. Fu-Manchus voice was soft again; and slowly, inch by inch, I turned as he began to speak that was how he died, Mr Kerrigan: your doubts are set at rest.

Even before the astounding fact that he had replied to an unspoken thought had properly penetrated, he continued:

I regret the episode. It has seriously disarranged my plans: it was unnecessary and clumsily done  due to overzealousness on the part of one of my bodyguards. These fellows are difficult to handle. They are Thugs, members of a religious brotherhood specialising in murder  but long ago stamped out by the British authorities as any textbook will tell you. Nevertheless I find them useful.

I was breathing hard and holding myself so tensely that every muscle in my body seemed to be quivering. Dr. Fu-Manchu did not stir, his eyes were half closed again, but their contemplative gaze was terrifying.

I can only, suppose, I said, and the sound of my own voice muffled in the little room quite startled me, that much learning has made you mad. What have you or your cause  if you have a cause  to gain by this indiscriminate murder? Let me draw your attention to the state of China, to which country I believe you belong. There is room there for your particular kind of activity.

This speech had enabled me somewhat to regain control of myself, but in the silence that followed I wondered how it would be accepted.

My particular activities, Mr. Kerrigan, are at the moment directed to the correction of certain undesirable menaces to China. You are thinking of the armies who clash and vainly stagger to and fro in my country. I assure you that the real danger to China lies not within her borders, but outside. The surgeon seeks below the surface. Muscles are useless without nerves and brain. My concern is with nerves and brain. However, these details cannot interest you, as I fear you will not be in a position to impart them to Sir Denis Nayland Smith. Had your talents been outstanding I might have employed you  but they are not; therefore I have no use for you.

Following those softly spoken words came a high, guttural order.

A cloth was whipped over my mouth and secured before I fully realised what had happened. In less time than it takes to write of it I was lashed wrist and ankle by some invisible expert stationed behind me! The curved blade of the knife I could see out of the corner of my left eye.

Dr. Fu-Manchu never stirred a muscle.

I longed to cry out but could not. Another guttural order  and the blade disappeared. He who had held the knife stepped forward, and I saw a thick-set, yellow-faced man dressed in an ill-fitting blue suit. Immediately I recognised him for one of the pair who had attacked me on the night that I first saw and spoke to Ardatha. Although short of stature he was immensely powerful, and without ceremony he stooped, hoisted me upon his shoulder and carried me like a sack from the room!

My last impression was one of that dreadful, motionless figure upon the settee…

Down the stairs I was borne, helpless as a trussed chicken. Considering my weight it was an astonishing feat on the part of the man who performed it. Past the rush curtain of the bar we went and along the passage. Dread of my impending death was almost swamped by loathing of the blood-lustful creature who carried me. Another of Dr. Fu-Manchus evil-faced Thugs held a door open, and a damp smell, the ringing sound of footsteps on stone paving, told me that I was being taken down into the cellars. Something like a scream arose to my lips  but I stifled it, for I knew, not for the first time since I had met the Chinese doctor, stark terrors icy hand.

From those cellars I should never come out alive.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN. IN THE WINE CELLARS

The cellars of the Monks Arms were surprisingly equipped. They reminded me of those of a well-known speakeasy in New York which I had once explored. Beyond the cellar proper, the contents of which looked innocent enough, other cellars, altogether more extensive, lay concealed. By means of manipulating hidden locks seemingly solid walls could be opened.

In the light of a hurricane lamp carried by one of the Thugs, I saw casks of brandy and bins of French wines which certainly were never intended for the clientele of the Monks Arms. As Sergeant Weldon had more than hinted, this ancient inn was a smugglers base. Its subterranean ramifications suggested that at some time the building above had been larger.

At what I judged to be the end of the labyrinth, I was carried up several well-worn steps into a long, rectangular room. I noticed a stout door set in the thickness of the wall, and then I was dumped unceremoniously upon the paving stones. The place contained nothing but lumber: broken fishing tackle, nets, empty casks, old furniture, and similar odds and ends. Among these was the dismantled frame of a heavy iron bedstead. Hauling out what had been the headpiece  it had cross bars strong enough for a prison window  the two yellow men laid it on the floor and stretched me upon it.

From first to last they worked in silence.

Deftly they lashed me to the rusty bars until even slight movement became almost impossible and the pain was all I could endure. At first their purpose remained mysterious, then with a new pang of terror I recognised it…

Dr. Fu-Manchu was determined that a second body should not be found in the neighbourhood of the Monks Arms. Secured to the heavy iron framework I was to be taken out and thrown into the river!

When at last the two had completed their task and one, standing up, raised the lantern from the floor, the horror of the fate which I felt was upon me reached such a climax that again I stifled a desire to scream for help. A sound, faint but just discernible, which came through a grating up in one corner of the wall, told me that the stream beside which the inn was built passed directly outside the door.

Perhaps I had little cause for it, but when the yellow men turned, and he carrying the lantern leading, went back by the way they had come, I experienced such a revulsion from despair to almost exultant optimism that I cannot hope to describe it.

I was still alive! My absence could not fail to: result in a search party being sent out. My chances might be poor but my position was no longer desperate!

Why had I been left there?

Dr. Fu-Manchus words allowed no room for doubt regarding his intention. Why then this delay? And  an even greater mystery  what had brought him to the Monks Arms and why did he linger? Overriding my own peril, topping everything, was the maddening knowledge that if I could only communicate what I knew to Nayland Smith, it might alter the immediate history of the world.

Audacity is an outstanding characteristic of all great criminals, and that Dr. Fu-Manchu should calmly recline in that room upstairs while the district all about him was being combed for the murderer of Sergeant Hythe, illustrated the fact that he possessed it in full measure. The clue was perhaps to be found in his words that something had seriously disarranged his plans. I wondered feverishly if happy chance would lead Nayland Smith to the inn. Even so, and the thought made me groan, he would probably go away again never suspecting what the place contained!

Now came an answer to one of my questions  an answer which sent a new chill through my veins.

Dimly I heard the sound of oars. I knew that a boat was being pulled along the creek in the direction of the oak door close to which my head rested.

Of course I was to be transported to some spot where the water was deep, and thrown in there!

I listened eagerly, fearfully, to the creak of the nearing oars; and when I knew that the invisible boat had reached those steps which I divined to be beyond the door, I gave myself up for lost. But my calculations were at fault.

The boat passed on.

I could tell from the sound that an oar had been reversed and was being used as a punt pole. The swish of the rushes against the side of the craft was clearly discernible. I doubted if the little stream was navigable far above that point, but as those ominous sounds died away I knew at least that I had had a second reprieve.

Breathing was difficult because of the bandage over my mouth, and my heart was beating madly. Through the grating a sound reached me  that bumping and scraping which tells of someone entering or leaving a boat. Then I knew that poling had recommenced, but never once did I hear a human voice.

The boat was coming back. I heard the faint rattle of an oar set in a rowlock, the drip of water from the blade; but until the rower had crept past outside the oak door I doubt if I breathed again.

What did it all mean?

Someone, I reasoned, had been brought from the inn and was being rowed downstream to the larger river of which it was a tributary.

Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Yes, it must be. The monstrous Chinaman, having lain within the grasp of the law, almost under the very nose of Nayland Smith, was escaping!

I tugged impotently at my lashings, but the pain I suffered soon checked my struggles. In fact this, with the damp silence of the cellar and the difficulty which I experienced in breathing, now threatened to overcome me. Clenching my teeth, I fought against the weakness and lay still.

How long I lay it is impossible to say. Those moments of mental and physical agony seemed to stretch out each into an eternity, and then…

I heard the boat returning.

This time there could be no doubt. Dr. Fu-Manchu had been smuggled away  doubtless to some larger craft which awaited him  and they were returning to deal with me.

Yes, I was right. I heard the boat grating against the stone steps, a stumbling movement and a key being inserted in the lock above and behind me. The door, which opened outward, was flung back. A draught of keen air swept into the cellar.

Shadowy, looking like great apes, the yellow men entered. One at my head and one at my feet, they lifted the iron framework to which I was lashed. I have an idea that I muttered a sort of prayer, but of this I cannot be certain, for there came an interruption so unexpected, so overwhelming, that I must have given way to my mental and physical agony. I remember little more.

A series of loud splashes, as though a number of swimmers had plunged into the water  the bumping and rolling of a boat  a rush of footsteps  a glare of light…

Finally, a voice  the voice of Nayland Smith:

In you go, Gallaho! Dont hesitate to shoot!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN. THE MONKS ARMS (CONCLUDED)

All right, Kerrigan? Feeling better?

I stared around me. I was lying on a sofa in a stuffy little sitting room which a smell of stale beer and tobacco smoke told me to be somewhere at the back of the bar of the Monks Arms. I sat up and finished what remained of a glass of brandy which Smith was holding to my lips.

Gad! I muttered, every muscle in my body will be stiff for twenty-four hours. It was mostly the pain that did it, Smith.

Dont apologise, he returned drily, and looking at his blanched face as he stood beside me, I could read a deep anger in his eyes. We were only just in time.

Doctor Fu-Manchu?

He snapped his fingers irritably.

A motor launch had crept up in the mist and his yellow demons got him aboard, only a matter of minutes before our arrival. Take it easy, Kerrigan; you can tell us your story later. I found this in your pocket, so I gather that you had succeeded where we failed. He held up the little notebook which I had found in the eel fishers hut. It tells the story of poor Hythes last hours. It was traces of oil on the water that gave him the clue. He selected a hiding place which evidently you found, and watched from some point near by. He saw the motor craft arrive. It was met by a boat which belongs to the inn. Someone was rowed ashore. He seems to have waded or swum out to the deserted motor launch, and apparently he made a curious discovery

He did. I stood up gingerly, to test my leg muscles. He found a mandarins cap.

Good for you, Kerrigan. So he reports in his notes. He took this back to his hiding place as some evidence in case his quarry should escape him. His last entry says that the boat could only have been making for the Monks Arms. The rest we have to surmise, but I think it is fairly easy.

He dropped the notebook back into his pocket.

I assume that he crept up to the inn to learn the identity of the new arrival or arrivals. Having satisfied himself in some way, he then set out across country for the A.A. call box. Unfortunately he had been seen  and someone was following him. At a stone bridge which spans the stream the follower overtook him. Yes  I have found the bloodstains. As he received the fatal stroke he toppled over the parapet. A slow current carried his body down to the point at which it was found.

He ceased speaking and stood staring at me in a curious way. I was seated on the sofa, rubbing my aching leg muscles.

Theres one thing, Smith, I said, for which I owe thanks to heaven. Whatever brought you to my rescue in the nick of time?

I was about to mention that, he snapped. Someone called up the police (I had just returned from my visit to the scene of the crime) begging us to set out without a moments delay  not for the inn itself, but for a stone boathouse which lies twenty yards further down the creek. We had come provided to break the door in, but as luck, would have it, Constable Weldon, who was leading us, detected the sound made by those Thugs in the boat. You know the rest.

He continued to stare at me and I at him.

Was it a mans voice?

No: a woman  a young woman.

A medley of emotions had me silent for a moment, and then:

Did you find anyone here?

My party, with Gallaho, found the pair of Thugs, as you know. Inspector Derbyshire, who entered from the front, discovered the man Pallant bathing a deep cut in his forehead. Theres a fellow who combines the duties of stablelad and bartender, but hes off duty… There was no one else.

I am glad  although perhaps I shouldnt be.

After ten minutes rest I was fit to move again.

Apart from the fact that the secret cellars were packed with contraband, nothing of value bearing upon the matter which had brought the police there was discovered in the Monks Arms. Both yellow men remained imperturbably dumb. The ex-pugilist, under a gruelling examination by Chief Detective Inspector Gallaho, pleaded guilty to smuggling but denied all knowledge of the identity or activities of his Chinese guest. He said that from time to time this person whom he knew as Mr Chang, stayed at the inn, usually accompanied by two coloured servants, and sometimes by a lady. He flatly denied all knowledge of the tragedy, and finally:

Take him away, Gallaho growled, well find enough evidence later. Book him in on a charge of smuggling.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN. THE SI-FAN

Many hours had elapsed, hours of bitter disappointment, before Nayland Smith and I found ourselves at his flat in Whitehall.

Fey had nothing to report. Smith glanced significantly at the television set which in some unaccountable manner Dr. Fu-Manchu had converted to his private uses.

No sir. Fey shook his head.

When he had gone out:

It seems almost incredible, said Smith, beginning to pace up and down the carpet, that this man whom I held in the hollow of my hand has slipped away! Every point of egress was watched, every, officer afloat and ashore notified for miles around.

Perhaps he doubled back?

Nayland Smith began to tug at the lobe of his left ear.

Impossible to predict his movements. I am beginning to wonder if it is time I retired from the unequal contest. It is many years since Doctor Fu-Manchu first crossed my path. It was in a swampy district of Burma and I was nearly counted out in the first round. He suddenly pulled up his sleeve and rolled back his shirt cuff, revealing a wicked-looking wound upon the forearm. A primitive weapon, but a deadly one. An arrow, steeped in snakes venom.

He rolled his sleeve down again.

You should never be alone, Smith. You need a bodyguard.

I assure you I rarely go about alone. Why do you suppose I drag six feet of newspaper correspondent about with me? You are my bodyguard, Kerrigan! But Fu-Manchus methods are of a kind from which no bodyguard could protect me. I am saved by my utter futility. I believe he is laughing at me.

He has small cause for laughter. Although you have failed to destroy him you have foiled him all along.

Nayland Smiths grim face relaxed in a smile.

Then I cant account for it. He must enjoy the sport, or I shouldnt be alive!

Do you think he was making for the open sea?

I have a strong suspicion that he was. It has occurred to me that this mysterious radio plant which he controls may be on some vessel.

Such a vessel would require a pretty tall mast.

Not at all. Fu-Manchu is probably half a century ahead of what we call modern radio. However, I can do no more. We can hang the Thugs, no doubt, but like Fu-Manchu, what we want to do is to strike at the nerves and brain.

He dropped into an armchair and began to load his pipe; then, looking up, he stared across at me.

Judging from what you told me in the train, he said, I gather that your feelings about this girl Ardatha remain the same. Am I right?

I felt acutely uncomfortable under that piercing scrutiny, but I replied:

Yes, I am afraid you are, Smith. You see, although a criminal, she doesnt realise that she is a criminal. In any case she has certainly saved my life. No one else could have given the warning.

Nayland Smith nodded, proceeded with the filling of his pipe and lighted it carefully.

A cunning scheme, he muttered, standing up and walking about again. Dictatorships with their ruthless methods have brought in crowds of willing recruits. Dont you see it, Kerrigan? There are thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, living today, embittered by injustice, willing, eager, to enter into a blood feud against those who have destroyed husbands, children, families, wrecked their homes. The Si-Fan, always powerful, working for a dimly seen end, an end never appreciated by the West, today has become a mighty instrument of vengeance  and that flaming sword, Kerrigan, is firmly held by Doctor Fu-Manchu.

He stared from the window awhile, and I watched the grim outline of his features.

One thing, and it looks as though the clue had eluded me, he said suddenly, is this: What was Fu-Manchu doing in Essex? Assuming, as the radio experts believe, that this mysterious interference came from somewhere in that area, even that it came from a vessel lying on the Essex shore  we still come back to the same point. What was Fu-Manchu doing there?

He turned and stared at me fixedly.

That problem is worrying me badly, he added.

Frankly, it had not occurred to me before, but so stated I saw the significance of the thing. I was considering it while Nayland Smith resumed his restless promenade, when, preceded by a gentle rap, Fey opened the door and entered.

Chief Detective Inspector Gallaho.

Hot on the words came Gallaho, wrenching his tightly fitting bowler from his close-cropped skull and leaving a mark like a scar around his brow.

Yes? snapped Smith and took a step forward. What is it? You have news!

News, yes! the detective answered bitterly but has it come too late?

He pulled out his pocket case and withdrew a slip of paper which he tossed on to the desk in front of Smith. As Smith, picked it up I sprang to my feet and hurried forward. Over his shoulder I read  it was written in pencil, in plain block letters  the following:

FINAL NOTICE

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan grants you twelve hours, in which to carry out its orders.

President of the Council

Nayland Smiths expression had something wild in it as he turned to Gallaho.

To whom was this sent? he snapped.

Doctor Martin Jasper.

Smiths expression changed; his face became almost blank.

Who the devil is Doctor Martin Jasper?

I have looked him up, sir. He has a row of degrees; hes a research man and for some time was technical director of the great Caxton armament factory up in the north.

Armament factory? I begin to understand. Where does he live?

Thats the significant thing, sir. It may account for the presence of Doctor Fu-Manchu where we found him  or rather, where we lost him. This Doctor Martin Jasper lives at a house called Great Oaks just on the Suffolk border, not ten miles, as the crow flies, from the Monks Arms.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN. GREAT OAKS

It was a cross-country journey and the night was misty and moonless; but although unknown to us by name clearly enough Dr. Martin Jasper was someone of importance in the eyes of the Si-Fan.

Smith attacked the matter with feverish energy.

A special train was chartered. The railway officials were given twenty-five minutes in which to clear the line. Arrangements were made for a car to meet us at our journeys end. And at about that hour when after-theatre throngs are congesting the West End thoroughfares, we set out in the big Rolls, Fey at the wheel.

Nayland Smiths special powers (which enabled him to ignore traffic regulations) and the wizard driving of Fey, resulted in a dash through Londons crowded streets which even I, who had known so many thrills, found exciting.

Smith uttered scarcely a word either to myself or to Gallaho, until arriving at the terminus he was assured by a flustered stationmaster that the special was ready to start. Once on board and whirling through that dark night, he turned to the inspector.

Now, Gallaho, the full facts!

Well sir  Gallaho steadied himself against the arm rest, for the solitary coach was rocking madly I have very little to add. He pulled out his notebook. This is what I jotted down during the telephone conversation.

The local police are not in charge then? Smith snapped.

No sir, and I took the step of requesting that they shouldnt be notified.

Good.

It was a Mr Bailey, the doctors private secretary, who called up the Yard.

When?

At ten-seventeen  so weve wasted no time! This was what he told me. He consulted his notes. The doctor, who is engaged upon experiments of great importance in his private laboratory, had alarmed his secretary by his behaviour  that is in the last week or so. He seemed to be in deadly fear of something or someone, so Mr Bailey told me. But whatever was bothering him he kept it to himself. It came to a head though last Wednesday. Something reduced Doctor Jasper to such a state of utter panic that he abandoned work in his laboratory and for hours walked up and down his study. Today he was even worse. In fact Mr Bailey said he looked positively ill. But somewhere around noon as the result, it seems, of a long telephone conversation

With whom?

Mr Bailey didnt know  but as a result, the doctor resumed work, although apparently on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He worked right on up till tonight, refusing to break off for dinner. His behaviour so alarmed his secretary that Mr Bailey took the liberty of searching the study to see if he could find any evidence pointing to the cause of it.

And he found

The original of the message I showed you.

No other message?

No other.

Anything else?

Nothing that he could in any way connect with the remarkable behaviour of his employer. He went to the laboratory, which is separate from the house, but Doctor Jasper refused to unlock the door and said that on no account was he to be disturbed. Very wisely, Mr Bailey called up Scotland Yard, and thats about all I know.

Onward we raced through the black night, at one point passing very near to the scene of my last meeting with Ardatha. Within me I fought desperately to solve the mystery of those enigmatic eyes. Even when she looked at me with scorn, mocked me, fought with me, they seemed to mirror a second Ardatha, submerged, all but hidden perhaps from herself  a frightened soul who appealed, appealed for help  protection.

The whistle shrieked wildly. We went through stations at nightmare speed. Once we roared past a sidetracked express. I had a fleeting glimpse of lighted windows, staring faces.

A useful-looking Daimler met us at the station where we were received with some ceremony by the stationmaster. But brushing all inquiries aside, Smith climbed into the car followed by myself and Gallaho, and we set out for Great Oaks. Once on the way Smith glanced at his watch.

I take it you dont know, Gallaho, at what time the original of this message was received?

No, Mr Bailey couldnt tell me.

Then having followed a high and badly kept yew hedge for some distance, the car was turned in between twin stone pillars and began to mount a drive which ascended slightly through a grove of magnificent oaks. I saw the house ahead. A low-pitched, irregular building, the characteristics of Great Oaks were difficult to discern, but the place was evidently of considerable age.

Hullo! muttered Smith; whats this? Some new development?

Light streamed out into the porch and I could see that the front door was open.

As our car swung around and was pulled up before the steps two men ran down. They evidently had been awaiting us.

Smith sprang out to meet them. Gallaho and I followed. One of the pair was plainly a butler; the other, a youngish, dark-haired man with a short military moustache, whom I assumed normally to be of healthy colouring but who looked pale in the reflected light, stepped forward and introduced himself.

My name is Horace Bailey, he said in an agitated voice. Do you come from Scotland Yard?

We do, said Gallaho. Im Detective Inspector Gallaho  this is Sir Denis Nayland Smith, and Mr Kerrigan.

Thank God youre here! cried Bailey, and glanced aside at the butler, who nodded sympathetically.

Both faces, I saw as we all entered Great Oaks, were stamped by an expression of horrified amazement.

I have a foreboding, said Smith, glancing about the entrance hall in which we found ourselves, that I come too late.

Mr Bailey slowly inclined his head and something like a groan came from the butler.

Good God, Kerrigan! A second score to the enemy!

He dropped down on a leather-covered couch set in a recess over which hung a trophy of antlers. For a moment his amazing vitality, his electrical energy, seemed to have deserted him, and I saw a man totally overcome. As I stepped towards him he looked up haggardly.

The facts, Mr Bailey, if you please. He spoke more slowly than I remembered ever to have heard him speak. When did it happen? Where? How?

* * * *

I discovered the tragedy not five minutes ago. Bailey spoke and looked as a man distraught. You must understand that Doctor Jasper has been locked in his laboratory since noon and at last I determined to face any rebuff in order to induce him to rest. I beg, gentlemen, that you will return there with me now! Hale, the chauffeur, and Bordon, the doctors mechanic, are trying to cut out the lock of the door!

What do you mean? I asked.

The overstrung man, waving us to follow, already was leading the way along a passage communicating with the rear of the house.

When I reached the laboratory, he cried back, now beginning to run, through the grille in the door I saw the doctor lying face downwards… I immediately returned for assistance… It was hearing the approach of your car that brought me to the porch to meet you.

A somewhat straggling party, we followed the hurrying figure through a dim garden and along a path which zig-zagged, sloping slightly upwards to a coppice of beech trees. He knew the way, but we did not. Inspector Gallaho, stumbling and growling, produced a flashlamp for our guidance.

The laboratory was some two hundred yards removed from the house, a squat brick building with a number of high-set windows, screened and iron-barred. The entrance was on the further side, and as we approached I heard a sound of hammering and wrenching. Onto a gravel path and around the corner we ran, and there, where light shone out through a grille in a heavy door, I saw two men at work with chisels, hammers and crowbars.

Are you nearly through? Bailey panted.

Another two minutes should do it, sir.

Surely there is more than one key! Smith snapped.

I regret to say there is only one. Doctor Jasper always held it.

We crowded together to look through the thick glass behind the grille.

I saw a long, narrow workroom, well lighted. It resembled less a laboratory than a machine shop, but I noticed chemical impedimenta, mostly unfamiliar. That which claimed and held my attention was the figure of a short, thick-set man wearing a white linen coat. He lay face downward, arms outstretched, some two paces from the door. Owing to his position, it was impossible to obtain more than a glimpse of the back of his head. But there was something grimly significant in the slump of the body.

The workmen carried on unceasingly. I thought I had heard few more mournful sounds than those of the blows of the hammer and splintering of stout wood as they struggled to force a way into the locked laboratory.

This is ghastly, Smith muttered, ghastly! He may not be dead. Have you sent for a doctor?

I am myself a qualified physician, Bailey replied, and following Inspector Gallahos advice, I have not notified the local police.

Good, said Gallaho.

I am still far from understanding the circumstances, snapped Nayland Smith, with the irritability of frustration. You say that Doctor Jasper has been locked in his laboratory all day?

Yes. His ways have become increasingly strange for some time past. Something  I can only guess what  evidently occurred which threw him into a state of nervous tension some ten days or a fortnight ago. Then again, last Wednesday to be exact, he seemed to grow worse. I have come to the conclusion, Sir Denis, that he had received two of these notices. The third  I dictated its contents to the inspector over the telephone  must actually have come by the second post this morning.

Are you certain of this?

All his mail passes through my hands, and I now recall that there was one letter marked Personal & Private which naturally I did not open, delivered at eleven forty-five this morning.

Eleven forty-five?

Yes.

I saw Smith raise his wrist watch to the light shining out from the grille.

Two minutes short of midnight, he murmured. The message gave him twelve hours. We are thirteen minutes too late.

But do you realise, Sir Denis, the secretary cried, that he is alone, and locked in? This door is of two-inch teak set in an iron frame. To batter it down would be impossible  hence this damnable delay! How can the question of foul play arise?

I fear it does, Smith returned sternly. From what you have told me I am disposed to believe that the ultimate result of these threats was to inspire Doctor Jasper to complete his experiments within the period granted him.

Good heavens! I murmured, you are right, Smith!

The chauffeur and the mechanic laboured on the door feverishly, their hammer blows and the splintering of tough wood punctuating our conversation.

He doesnt move, muttered Gallaho, looking through the grille.

Might I ask, Mr Bailey, Smith went on, if you assisted Doctor Jasper in his experiments?

Sometimes, Sir Denis, in certain phases.

What was the nature of the present experiment?

There was a perceptible pause before the secretary replied. To the best of my belief  for I was not fully informed in the matter  it was a modified method of charging rifles

Or, one presumes, machine guns?

Or machine guns, as you say. An entirely new principle which he termed the vacuum charger.

Which increased the velocity of the bullet?

Enormously.

And, in consequence, increased the range?

Certainly. My employer, of course, is not a medical man, but a doctor of physics.

Quite, snapped Smith. Were the doctors experiments subsidised by the British government?

No. He was working independently.

For whom?

I fear, in the circumstances, the question is rather an awkward one.

Yet I must request an answer.

Well  a gentleman known to us as Mr Osaki.

Osaki?

Yes.

You see, Kerrigan  Smith turned to me here comes the Asiatic element! No description of Mr Osaki (an assumed name) is necessary. Descriptions of any one of Osakis countrymen sound identical. This Asiatic gentleman was a frequent visitor, Mr Bailey?

Oh yes.

Was he a technician?

Undoubtedly. He sometimes lunched, with the doctor and spent many hours with him in the laboratory. But I know for a fact that at other times he would visit the laboratory without coming through the house.

What do you mean exactly?

There is a lane some twenty yards beyond here and a gate. Osaki sometimes visited the doctor when he was working, entering by way of the gate. I have seen him in the laboratory, so this I can state with certainty.

When was he here last?

To the best of my knowledge, yesterday evening. He spent nearly two hours with Doctor Jasper.

Trying, no doubt, to set his mind at rest about the second notice from the Si-Fan. Then this morning the third and final notice arrives. But Mr Osaki, anxious about results, phones at noon

Binns, the butler, thinks the caller this morning was Osaki

Undoubtedly urging him to new efforts, jerked Smith. You understand, Kerrigan?

For heavens sake are you nearly through? cried Bailey to the workmen.

Very nearly, sir. Its a mighty tough job, the chauffeur replied.

To the accompaniment of renewed hammering and wrenching:

There are two other points, said Bailey, his voice shaking nervously, which I should mention, as they may have a bearing on the tragedy. First, at approximately half past eleven, Binns, who was in his pantry at the back of the house, came to me and reported that he had heard the sound of three shots, apparently coming from the lane. I attached little importance to the matter at the time, being preoccupied about the doctor, and assuming that poachers were at work. The second incident, which points to the fact that Doctor Jasper was alive after eleven-thirty, is this:

A phone call came which Binns answered. The speaker was a woman

Ah! Smith murmured.

She declined to give her name but said that the matter was urgent and requested to be put through to the laboratory. Binns called the doctor, asking if the line should be connected. He was told, yes, and the call was put through. Shortly afterwards, determined at all costs to induce the doctor to return to the house, I came here and found him as you see him.

A splintering crash announced that the end of the task of forcing the door was drawing near.

Had the doctor any other regular visitors? jerked Smith.

None. There was one lady whom I gathered to be a friend, although he had never spoken of her  Mrs Milton. She lunched here three days ago and was shown over the laboratory.

Describe Mrs Milton.

It would be difficult to describe her. Sir Denis. A woman of great beauty of an exotic type, tall and slender, with raven-black hair

Ivory skin, Smith went on rapidly, notably long slender hands, and unmistakable eyes, of a quite unusual colour, nearly jade green

Good heavens! cried Bailey, you know her?

I begin to believe, said Nayland Smith, and there was a curious change of quality in his voice, that I do know her. Kerrigan  he turned to me we have heard of this lady before?

You mean the woman who visited General Quinto?

Not a doubt about it! I absolve Ardatha: this is a zombie  a corpse moving among the living! This woman is a harbinger of death and we must find her.

You dont suggest, cried Bailey, that Mrs Milton is in any way associated

I suggest nothing, snapped Smith.

A resounding crash and a wrenching of metal told us that the lock had been driven through. A moment later and the door was flung open.

I clenched my fists and for a moment stood stock still.

An unforgettable, unmistakable, but wholly indescribable odour crept to my nostrils.

Kerrigan! cried Smith in a stifled voice and sprang into the laboratory you smell it, Kerrigan? Hes gone the same way!

Bailey had hurried forward and now was bending over the prone body. In the stuffy atmosphere of this place where many queer smells mingled, that of the strange deathly odour which I must always associate with the murder of General Quinto predominated to an appalling degree.

Get those blinds up! Throw the windows open!

Hale, the chauffeur, ran in and began to carry out the order, as Smith and Bailey bent and turned the body over…

Then I saw Bailey spring swiftly upright. I saw him stare around him like a man stricken with sudden madness. In a voice that sounded like a smothered scream:

This isnt Doctor Jasper, he cried; its Osaki!


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. IN THE LABORATORY

The Green Death! The Green Death again! said Nayland Smith.

Whatever is it? There was awe in my voice. Its ghastly! In heavens name what is it?

We had laid the dead man on a sort of day bed with which the laboratory was equipped, and under the dark Asiatic skin already that ghastly greenish tinge was beginning to manifest itself.

The place was very quiet. In spite of the fact of all windows being opened that indescribable sweetish smell  a smell, strange though it may sound, of which I had dreamed, and which to the end of my life I must always associate with the assassination of General Quinto  hung heavily in the air.

Somewhere in a dark background beyond the shattered door the chauffeur and mechanic were talking in low voices.

Mr Bailey had gone back to the house with Inspector Gallaho. There was hope that the phone call which had immediately preceded the death of Osaki might yet be traced.

The extension to the laboratory proved to be in perfect order, but the butler was in so nervous a condition that Gallaho had lost patience and had gone to the main instrument.

This, said Smith; turning aside and staring down at a row of objects which lay upon a small table, is in many ways the most mysterious feature.

The things lying there were those which had been in the dead mans possession. There was a notebook containing a number of notes in code which it would probably take some time to decipher, a wad of paper money, a cigarette case, a, railway ticket, a watch, an ivory amulet and a bunch of keys on a chain.

But (and this it was to which Nayland Smith referred) there were two keys  Yales  unattached, which had been found in the pocket of the white coat which Osaki had been wearing. We know, Smith continued, that both these keys are keys of the laboratory, and Mr Bailey was quite emphatic on the point that Doctor Jasper possessed only one. What is the inference, Kerrigan?

I sniffed the air suspiciously and then stared at the speaker. I assume the inference to be that the dead man also possessed a key of the laboratory.

Exactly.

This being the case, why should two be found in his possession?

My theory is this: Doctor Jasper, for some reason which we have yet to learn, hurried out of the laboratory just before Osakis appearance, and  a point which I think indicates great nervous disturbance  left his key in the door. Osaki, approaching, duplicate, key in hand, discovered this. Finding the laboratory to be empty, he put on a white jacket  intending to work, presumably  and dropped the key in the pocket in order to draw Doctor Jaspers attention to this carelessness when the doctor returned.

No doubt you are right, Smith!

You are possibly wondering, Kerrigan, why Osaki, finding himself being overcome by the symptoms of the Green Death, of which we know one to be an impression of beating drums, did not run out and hurry to the house.

I confess the point had occurred to me.

Here, I think, is the answer. We know from the case of General Quinto that the impression of beating drums is very real. May we not assume that Osaki, knowing as he certainly did know that imminent danger overhung Doctor Jasper and himself, believed the menace to come from the outside  believed the drumming to be real and deliberately remained in this place?

The theory certainly covers the facts, but always it brings us back to

What?

The mystery of how a man…

A man locked in alone, Smith snapped, can nevertheless be murdered and no clue left to show what means has been employed! Yes! the word sounded almost like a groan. The second mystery, of course, is the extraordinary behaviour of Doctor Jasper…

He paused.

From somewhere outside came the sound of running footsteps, a sudden murmur of voices, then  I thought Hale, the chauffeur, was the speaker:

Thank God, youre alive, sir!

A man burst into the laboratory, a short, thick-set, dark man, hair dishevelled and his face showing every evidence of the fact that he had not shaved for some time. His eyes were wild  his lips were twitching; he stood with clenched hands looking about him. Then his pale face seemed to grow a shade paler. Those staring eyes became focussed upon the body lying on the sofa.

Good God! he muttered, and then addressing Smith:

Who are you? What has happened?

Doctor Martin Jasper, I presume?

Yes, yes! But who are you? What does this mean?

My name is Nayland Smith; this is Mr Bart Kerrigan. What it means, Doctor Jasper, is that your associate Mr Osaki has died in your place!


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. DR. MARTIN JASPER

You are indeed a fortunate man to be alive. Nayland Smith gazed sternly at the physicist. You have been preparing a deadly weapon of warfare  not for the protection of your own country, but for the use of a belligerent nation.

I am entitled, said Dr. Jasper, shakily wiping his wet brow, to act independently if I choose to do so.

You see the consequences. As he lies, so you might be lying. No, Doctor Jasper. You had received three notices, I believe, from the Si-Fan.

Dr. Jaspers twitching nervousness became even more manifest.

I had  but how do you know?

It happens to be my business to know. The Si-Fan, sir, cannot be ignored.

I know! I know!

The doctor suddenly dropped on to a chair beside one of the benches and buried his dishevelled head in his hands.

I have been playing with fire, but Osaki, who urged me to it, is the sufferer!

He was very near to the end of his resources; this was plain enough, but:

I am going to suggest, said Nayland Smith, speaking in a quiet voice, that you retire and sleep, for if ever a man needed rest, you do. But first I regret duty demands that I ask a few questions;

Dr. Jasper, save for the twitching of his bands, did not stir.

What were the Si-Fans orders?

That I deliver to them the completed plans and a model of my vacuum charger.

This invention I take it, gives a great advantage to those employing it?

Yes. His voice was little more than a whisper. It increases the present range of a rifle rather more than fifty per cent.

To whom were you to deliver these plans and model?

To a woman who would be waiting in a car by the R.A.C. call box at the corner of the London Road.

A woman!

Yes. A time was stated at which the woman would be waiting at this point. Failing my compliance, I was told that on receipt of a third and final notice at any hour during the twelve which would be allotted to me, if I cared to go to this call box, I should be met there by a representative.

Yes? Smith urged gently. Go on.

The speakers voice grew lower and lower.

I showed these notes to Osaki.

Where are they now?

He took them all. He urged me, always he urged me, to ignore them. By tonight I thought that my experiments would be completed, that I should have revolutionised the subject. He was to meet me here in the laboratory, and we both fully anticipated that the charger would be an accomplished fact.

He had a key of the laboratory?

Yes.

Nayland Smith nodded to me.

Just before half past eleven an awful dread possessed me. I thought that the price which I should receive for this invention would be useless to a dead man. Just before Osaki was due I took my plans, my model  everything, slipped on a light coat, in the pockets of which I placed all the fruits of my experiments, and ran  I do not exaggerate  ran to the appointed spot.

What did you find? By whom were you met? Smith snapped. There was a car drawn up on the north side of the road. A woman was just stepping into it

Describe her.

She is beautiful  dark  slender. I know her as Mrs Milton. I know now she is a spy!

Quite enough. What happened?

She seemed to be much disturbed as I hurried up. Her eyes  she has remarkable eyes  opened almost with a look of horror.

What did she do  what did she say?

She said: Doctor Jasper, are you here to meet me? I was utterly dumbfounded. I knew in that awful moment what a fool I had been! But I replied that I was.

What did she say then?

She enumerated the items which I had been ordered to deliver up  took them from me one by one… and returned to the car. Her parting words were, You have been wise.

Then your invention, complete and practical, is now in the hands of the Si-Fan?

It is! groaned Dr. Jasper.

Some deadly thing, said Nayland Smith bitterly, was placed in the laboratory during the time that your key remained in the door  for in your nervous state you forgot to remove it. A few moments later Osaki entered. Someone who was watching mistook Osaki for you; the shots heard by the butler were a signal to that call box. The phone call is the clue! It was Osaki who took it…

Inspector Gallaho dashed into the laboratory.

I have traced the call, he said huskily the local police are of some use after all! Its a box about half a mile from here, on the London Road.

I know, said Smith wearily.

You know, sir! growled Gallaho, then suddenly noticing Dr. Martin Jasper: Who the devil have we here?

The doctor raised his haggard face from his hands. Someone who has no right to be alive, he replied.

Gallaho began chewing phantom gum.

I said the local police were of some use, he went on truculently, staring at Nayland Smith. What I mean is this: They have the woman who made the call.

What!

Smith became electrified; his entire expression changed.

Yes. I roused everybody, had every car challenged, and luckily got a description of the one we wanted from a passing A.A. scout who had seen it standing near the box. The village constable at Greystones very cleverly spotted the right one. The woman is now at police headquarters there, sir! I suggest we proceed to Greystones at once.


CHAPTER NINETEEN. CONSTABLE ISLESS STATEMENT

When presently Smith, Gallaho and I set out in the police car for Greystones, we had succeeded in learning a little more about the mysterious Mrs Milton. A police inspector and the police surgeon we had left behind at Great Oaks; but as Nayland Smith said, what expert opinion had failed to learn in regard to the death of General Quinto local talent could not hope to find out.

Mrs Milton, Dr. Jasper had told us before he finally collapsed (for the ordeal through which he had passed had entirely sapped his nervous energy), was a chance acquaintance. The doctor, during one of his rare constitutionals in the neighbouring lanes, had found her beside a broken-down car and had succeeded in restarting the engine. Quite obviously he had been attracted. They had exchanged cards and he had invited her to lunch and to look over his laboratory.

His description of Mrs Milton tallied exactly with that of the woman who had visited General Quinto on the night before his murder!

My excitement as we sped towards Greystones grew ever greater. With my own eyes I was about to see this harbinger of death employed by Dr. Fu-Manchu, finally to convince myself that she was not Ardatha. But indeed little doubt on this point remained.

Unless I am greatly mistaken, said Nayland Smith, you are going to meet for the first time, Kerrigan, an example of a dead woman moving among the living, influencing, fascinating them. I wont tell you, Inspector Gallaho  he turned to the Scotland Yard officer whom I suspect this woman to be. But she is someone you have met before.

Now that I know Doctor Fu-Manchu is concerned in this case, the inspector growled in his husky voice, nothing would surprise me.

We passed along the main street of a village in which all the houses and cottages were in darkness and pulled up before one over which, dimly, I could see a tablet which indicated that this was the local police headquarters. As we stepped out:

Strange, murmured Nayland Smith; looking about him theres no car here and only one light upstairs.

I dont like this, said Gallaho savagely, marching up the path and pressing a bell beside the door.

There was some delay which we all suffered badly. Then a window opened above and I saw a woman looking out. What do you want? she called: it was a meek voice.

I want Constable Isles, said Gallaho violently. This is Detective Inspector Gallaho of Scotland Yard. I spoke to the constable twenty minutes ago, and now Im here to see him.

Oh! said the owner of the meek voice, Ill come down.

A minute later she opened the door. I saw that she wore a dressing gown and looked much disturbed.

Wheres the woman, snapped Nayland Smith, whom the constable was detaining?

Shes gone, sir.

What!

Yes. I suppose he must have been satisfied to have let her go. My husband has had a very hard day, and hes fast asleep in the parlour. I didnt like to disturb him.

What is the meaning of this?

Nayland Smith spoke as angrily as he ever spoke to a woman. Accompanied by the hastily attired Mrs Isles, we stood in a little sitting room. A heavily built man who wore a tweed suit was lying on a couch, apparently plunged in deep sleep. Chief Detective Inspector Gallaho chewed ominously and glared at the woman.

I think its just that hes overtired, sir, she said. She was a plump, dark-eyed, hesitant sort of a creature, and our invasion seemed to have terrified her. He has had a very heavy day.

That is not the point, said Smith rapidly. Inspector Gallaho here sent out a description of a car seen by an A.A. man near a call box on the London Road. All officers, on or off duty, were notified to look out for it and to stop it if sighted. Your husband telephoned to Great Oaks twenty minutes ago saying that he had intercepted this car and that the driver, a woman, was here in his custody. Where is she? What has occurred?

I dont really know, sir. He was just going to bed when the phone rang, and then he got up, dressed, and went out. I heard a car stop outside, and then I heard him bring someone in. When the car drove away again and he didnt come up I went to look for him and found him asleep here. When hes like that I never disturb him, because hes a bad sleeper.

Hes drugged, snapped Smith irritably.

Oh no! the woman whispered. Drugged he was, for it took us nearly ten minutes to revive him. When ultimately Constable Isles sat up and stared about I thought that I had rarely seen a more bewildered man. Smith had been sniffing suspiciously and had examined the stubs of two cigarettes in an ash tray.

Hello, Constable, he said, whats the meaning of this? Asleep on duty, Im afraid.

Constable Isles sat up, then stood up, clenched his fists and stared at all of us like a man demented.

I dont know whats happened, he muttered thickly. I dont know!

He looked again from face to face.

Im Chief Detective Inspector Gallaho. Perhaps you know whats happened now! You reported to me less than half an hour ago. Wheres the car? Wheres the prisoner?

The wretched man steadied himself, outstretched hand against a wall.

By God, sir! he said, and made a visible attempt to pull himself together. A terrible thing has happened to me!

You mean a terrible thing is going to happen to you, growled Gallaho.

Leave this to me. Nayland Smith rested his hand on Isless shoulder and gently forced him down on to the couch again. Dont bother about it too much. I think I know what occurred, and it has occurred to others before. When the general order came you dressed and went out to watch the road. Is that so?

Yes sir.

You saw what looked like the car described, coming along this way. You stopped it. How did you stop it?

I stood in the road and signalled to the driver to pull up.

I see. Describe the driver.

A woman, sir, young The speaker clutched his head. Obviously he was in a state of mental confusion. A very dark young woman; she was angry at first and glared at me as though she was in half a mind to drive on.

Do you remember her eyes?

Im not likely to forget them, sir  they were bright green. She almost frightened me. But I told her I was a police officer and that there was a query about her car. She took it quietly after that, left the car at the gate out there and came in. That was when I telephoned to the number I had been given and reported that I had found the wanted car.

What happened after that?

Well sir, I could see she was a foreigner, good looking in her way, though  glancing at his buxom wife a bit on the thin side from my point of view. And she was so nice and seemed so anxious not to want to wake the missus, that I felt half sorry for her.

What did she say to you? What did she talk about?

To tell you the truth, sir, he stared pathetically at Nayland Smith, I cant really remember. But while we were waiting she asked me to have a cigarette.

Did you do so?

Yes. I lighted it and one for her at the same time, and we went on talking. The reason I remember her eyes, is because thats the last thing I do remember He swallowed noisily. Although there was nothing, I give you my word, there was nothing to give me the tip in time, I know now that that cigarette was drugged. I hope, sir  turning to Gallaho that I havent failed in my duty.

Forget it, snapped Nayland Smith. Men far senior to you have failed in the same way where this particular woman has been concerned.


CHAPTER TWENTY. A MODERN VAMPIRE

There are certain features about this case, Kerrigan, said Nayland Smith, which I have so far hesitated to mention to you.

Alone in the police car we were returning to London. The night remained mistily gloomy, and I was concerned with my own private thoughts.

You mean perhaps in regard to the woman known as Mrs Milton?

Yes! He pulled out his pipe and began to load it She is a phenomenon.

You referred to her, I remember, as a zombie.

I did. A dead woman moving among the living. Yes, unless I am greatly mistaken, Kerrigan, Mrs Milton is a modern example of the vampire.

Ghastly idea!

Ghastly, if you like. But there is very little doubt in my mind that Mrs Milton is the woman who was concerned  although as it seemed at the time, remotely  in the death of General Quinto. Those descriptions which we have had unmistakably tally. Stress this point in your notes, Kerrigan. For there is a bridge here between life and death.

Tucked into one corner of the car as it raced through the night, I turned and stared at my companion.

You think you know her?

There is little room for error in the matter. The facts we learned from Constable Isles go to confirm my opinion. That so simple a character should fall victim to this woman is not surprising. She is as dangerous to humanity at large as Ardatha is dangerous to you.

I did not reply, for he seemed to have divined that indeed I had been thinking about Ardatha. Of one thing I was sure: Ardatha was not the harbinger of death employed by Dr. Fu-Manchu in the assassination of General Quinto and in that of Osaki.

Chief Detective Inspector Gallaho had been left in charge of the inquiry in Suffolk. Among his duties was that of obtaining a statement from Dr. Martin Jasper regarding the exact character of the vacuum charger and the identity of the man known as Osaki. That he, with local assistance, would come upon a clue to the mystery of the Green Death was unlikely, since London experts had failed in an earlier case.

Nayland Smith had worked himself to a standstill in the laboratory. The mystery of why Osaki, locked in there alone, should have died remained a mystery. I began to feel drowsy but became widely awake again when Nayland Smith, striking a match to light his pipe, spoke again.

Whoever was watching that laboratory, Kerrigan, must have been prepared with some second means of dealing with Doctor Jasper.

Why?

Well, they could not have known that he would open the door. They must have assumed when he did open the door that he was returning to the house and would come back.

Why should they suppose that he would come back?

Obviously they knew of his appointment with Osaki.

Why not have just removed the model and the plans?

They knew that neither model nor plans were of any avail if their inventor still defied the Si-Fan. Doctor Fu-Manchus object, Kerrigan, was not to steal the plans of the vacuum charger, but to prevent those plans falling into the hands of the Power represented by Mr Osaki. I am convinced that Osakis death was an accident, but it probably suited the Si-Fan.

In the bumping of the car over a badly paved road I seemed to hear the beating of drums.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. THE RED BUTTON

Sir Denis evidently detained, sir. Expect any moment.

It was the evening of the following day and I had called at Smiths flat in Whitehall by appointment. I looked at the expressionless face of the speaker.

Thats all right, Fey. Ill come in and wait.

As I crossed the lobby and entered the sitting room which contained the big radio and that television set upon which miraculously once Dr. Fu-Manchu had manifested himself, I heard the phone ringing. Staring at the apparatus, I took out a cigarette. I could detect Feys monosyllables in the lobby. A few moments later he entered.

Going out, sir, he reported. Whisky-soda? Buffet at disposal. Sir Denis at Yard with Inspector Gallaho. Will be here inside ten minutes.

He prepared a drink for me and went out.

I sipped my whisky and soda and inspected some of the pictures and photographs which the room contained. The pictures were landscapes, almost exclusively Oriental. A fine photograph of a handsome grey-haired man I was able to identify as that of Dr. Petrie, Nayland Smiths old friend who had been associated with him in those early phases of his battle with Fu-Manchu, of which I knew so little. Another, a grimly humorous, square-jawed, moustached face, I was unable to place, but I learned later that it represented Superintendent Weymouth, once of the Criminal Investigation Department, but now attached to the Cairo police.

There were others, not so characteristic. And on a small easel on top of a bookcase I came across a watercolour of an ethereally beautiful woman. Upon it was written:

To our best and dearest friend from Karamaneh.

I stared out of a window across the embankment to where old Father Thames moved tunelessly on. A reluctant moon, veiled from moment to moment, sometimes gleamed upon the water. For many years, as Nayland Smith had told me, the Thames had been Dr. Fu-Manchus highway. His earliest base had been at Limehouse in the Chinese quarter. London River had served his purpose well.

Nothing passed along the stream as I watched and my thoughts wandered to that Essex creek on the banks of which stood the Monks Arms. How hopelessly they wandered there!

Ardatha!  a strange name and a strange character. To me, lover of freedom, it was appalling to think that in those enigmatical amethyst eyes I had lost myself  had seen my philosophy crumble, had read the doom of many a cherished principle. Almost certainly she was evil; for how, otherwise, could she be a member of so evil a thing as the Si-Fan?

I tried to cease contemplating that bewitching image. Crossing to an armchair, I was about to sit down when I heard the phone bell in the lobby. I set my glass on a table and went out to answer the call.

Hello, said a voice, can I speak to Sir Denis Nayland Smith?

Sir Denis is out. But can I take a message?

The speaker was a man who used good but not perfect English  a foreigner of some kind.

Thank you. I will call again.

I returned to the armchair and lighted a cigarette.

What was the mystery of the Green Death? Where medical analysis had failed, where Nayland Smith had failed, what that power possessed by the awful man I had met out on the Essex marshes. A monster had been reborn  and I had stood face to face with him.

Closing my eyes I lay back in the chair…

If you will be good enough to lower the light, Mr Kerrigan  the voice was unmistakable and sit closer to the screen. There is something important to yourself and to Sir Denis which I have to communicate.

I sprang up. I could not have sprung up more suddenly if a bomb had exploded at my feet. The screen was illuminated, as once before I had seen it illuminated… And there looking out at me was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Perhaps for a decimal moment I doubted what course to take; and then (I think almost anyone would have done the same) I extinguished the light.

The switches were remote from the television screen; and I confess, as I turned and stood in darkness before that wonderful evil face which apparently regarded me, I was touched by swift fear. In fact I had to tell myself that this was not the real Dr. Fu-Manchu but merely his image before I summoned up courage enough to approach and to watch.

Will you please touch the red button on the right of the screen, the sibilant voice went on, merely to indicate that you have observed my wishes.

I touched the red button. My heart was beating much too rapidly; but sitting down on an ottoman, I compelled myself to study that wonderful face.

It might have been the face of an emperor. I found myself thinking of Zenghis Khan. Intellectually, the brow was phenomenal, the dignity of the lined features might have belonged to a Pharaoh, but the soul of the great Chinese doctor lay in his eyes. Never had I seen before, and never have I seen since, such power in a mans eyes as lay in those of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Then he spoke, and his voice, too, was unforgettable. One hearing its alternate sibilants and gutturals must have remembered every intonation to the end of his days.

I regret, Mr Kerrigan, he said, that you are still alive. Your rescue meant that an old and useful base is now destroyed. I suspect, that some member of the Si-Fan has failed me in this matter. If so, there will be retribution.

His words chilled me coldly.

Ardatha!

She had defied me, jeered at me, fought with me, but in the end she had saved me. It was a strange romance, but I knew that on my side it was real. Ardatha was my woman, and, if I lost her I should have lost all that made life worthwhile. I think, except for that unreadable expression which seemed to tell me that her words did not mean all they conveyed, I had had but little hope, in spite of my masculine vanity, until I had realised that she had risked everything to rescue me from the cellars of the Monks Arms.

I was watching the image of those strange eyes as this thought flashed through my mind.

Good Good! Did he suspect Ardatha?

In the absence of Sir Denis  the words seemed to reach me indistinctly I must request you, Mr Kerrigan, to take my message. It is very simple. It is this: Sir Denis has fought with me for many years. I have come to respect him as one respects an honourable enemy, but forces difficult to control now demand that I should act swiftly. Listen, and I will explain what I mean to do.

That forceful voice died away unaccountably. My brain suggested that the instrument, operated by an unknown principle, had failed. But then conscious thought petered out altogether, I suppose. The eyes regarding me from the screen, although the image was colourless, seemed, aided by memory, to become green… Then they merged together and became one contemplative eye. That eye grew enormous  it dominated the picture  it became a green lake  and a remorseless urge impelled me to plunge into its depths…

I stood up, or so I thought, from the ottoman on which I had been seated and walked forward into the lake.

Miraculously I did not sink. Stepping across a glittering green expanse, I found myself upon solid land. Here I paused, and the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke:

Look!  this is China.

I saw a swamp, a vast morass wherein no human thing could dwell, a limitless and vile corruption… I saw guns buried in the mud; in pools I saw floating corpses: the foetid air was full of carrion, and all about me I heard wailing and lamentations. So desolate was the scene that I turned my head aside until the voice spoke again:

Look! It is Spain.

I saw a waste which once had been a beautiful village: the shell of an old church; ruins of a house upon whose scarred walls bougainvillea bloomed gaily. People, among them women and children, were searching in the ruins. I wondered for what they were searching. But out of the darkness the Voice came again:

Look! This is London.

From my magic carpet I looked down upon Whitehall. Almost that spectacle conquered the magic of the Voice. I fought against mirage, but the mood of rebellion passed… I saw the cenotaph partly demolished. I heard crashes all around me, muted but awful. Where I thought familiar buildings should be there were gaping caverns. Strange figures, antlike as I looked down upon them, ran in all directions.

Your world! said the Voice. Come, now, into mine…

And Ardatha was beside me!

It was a rose garden, the scent of the flowers intoxicating. Below where the roses grew I saw steps leading down to a marble pool upon the cool surface of which lotus blossoms floated. Bees droned amid the roses, and gaily plumaged birds darted from tree to tree. An exquisite sense of well being overcame me. I turned to Ardatha  and her lips were irresistible.

Why did you ever doubt what I told you? she whispered.

Only because I was a fool.

I lost myself in a kiss which realised all the raptures of which I had ever dreamed…

Ardatha melted from my arms… I sought her, called her name Ardatha! Ardatha! But the rose garden had vanished: I was in darkness  alone, helpless, though none constrained me…

Flat on the carpet of Nayland Smiths apartment, as I had fallen back from the ottoman, I lay!  fully alive to my environment, but unable to speak  to move!


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. LIVING DEATH

The screen, the magical screen, was black. Faint light came through the windows. Something  some damnable thing  had happened. I had gone mad  or been bewitched. That power, suspected but now experienced, of the dreadful Chinese doctor had swept me up.

With what purpose?

There seemed to be nothing different about the room  but how long had I been unaware of what was going on? Most accursed thing of all, I could think, but I couldnt move! I lay there flat on my back, helpless as one dead. My keen mental activity in this condition was a double agony.

As I lay I could see right into the lobby  and now I became aware of the fact that I was not alone!

A small, dark man had opened the outer door quietly, glanced in my direction, and then set down a small handbag which he had seemed to carry with great care. He wore thick-rimmed glasses. He opened the bag, and I saw him doing something to the telephone.

I tried to command nerve and muscle  I tried to move. It was futile.

My body was dead: my brain alone lived…

I saw the man go. Even in that moment of mental torment I must watch passively, for I could not close my eyes!

Here I lay at the point from which my journeys to China, to Spain, to an enchanted rose garden had begun, and so lying, unable to move a muscle, again I heard a key inserted in the door… The door opened and Nayland Smith dashed into the room. He looked down at me.

Good God! he exclaimed, and bent over me.

My eyes remained fixed: they continued to stare towards the lobby.

Kerrigan! Kerrigan! Speak, old man! What happened?

Speak! I could not stir…

He placed his ear to my chest, tested my pulse, stood up and seemed to hesitate for a moment. I heard and partly saw him going from room to room, searching. Then he came back and again fully into view. He stared down at me critically. He had switched up all the lights as he had entered. He walked across to the lobby, and I knew that, he was about to take up the telephone!

His intentions were obvious. He was going to call a doctor.

A scream of the spirit implored me to awake, to warn him not to touch that telephone. This, was the supreme moment of torture…

I heard the faint tinkling of the bell as Nayland Smith raised the receiver.

* * * *

I became obsessed with the horrible idea that Dr. Fu-Manchu had in some way induced a state of catalepsy! I should be buried alive! But not even the terror caused by this ghastly possibility would make me forget that small, sinister figure engaged in doing something to the telephone.

That it was something which meant death, every instinct told me.

Yet I lay there, myself already in a state of living death!

Smith stood, the receiver in his hand, and I could see and hear him dialling a number.

But it was not to be…

A crashing explosion shook the entire building! It shattered several panes of glass in one window, and it accomplished that which my own brain had failed to accomplish. It provided a shock against which the will of Dr. Fu-Manchu was powerless.

I experienced a sensation exactly as that of some tiny but tough thread which had held the cells of my brain immured in inertia being snapped. It was a terrifying sensation  but its terrors were forgotten in the instant when I realised that I was my own master again!

Smith! I cried, and my voice had a queer, hysterical ring Smith! Dont touch that telephone!

Perhaps the warning was unnecessary. He had replaced the receiver on the hook and was staring blankly across the apartment in the direction of the shattered window.

Kerrigan!

He sprang forward as I scrambled to my feet.

I cant explain yet, I muttered (the back of my head began to ache madly) except that you must not touch that telephone.

He grabbed me by the shoulders, stared into my eyes.

Thank God youre all right, Kerrigan! I cant tell you what I feared  but will tell you later. Somewhere down the river there has been a catastrophe.

It has saved us from a catastrophe far greater.

Smith turned, threw a window open (I saw now that he had been deeply moved) and craned out. Away downstream black smoke was rising over a sullen red glow.

Police whistles shrieked and I heard the distant clangour of a fire engine… Later we learned  and the tragedy was front-page news in the morning  of that disastrous explosion on a munition barge in which twelve lives were lost. At the moment, I remember, we were less concerned with the cause of the explosion than with its effect.

Smith turned from the window and stared at me fixedly.

How did you get in, Kerrigan? Where is Fey?

Fey let me in, then he was called up by Inspector Gallaho from Scotland Yard to meet you there.

I have not been there  and I have reason to know that Gallaho is not in London. However, go on.

Fey evidently had no doubt that Gallaho was the speaker. He gave me a drink, told me that you would return directly he, Fey, reached Scotland Yard, and went out.

What happened then?

Then the incredible happened.

You are sure that you feel perfectly restored?

Certain.

Smith pushed me down into an armchair and crossed to the buffet.

Go on, he said quietly.

The television screen lighted up. Doctor Fu-Manchu appeared.

What!

He turned, his hand on a syphon and his expression very grim.

Yes! You wondered for what purpose he had caused the thing to be installed here, Smith. I can give you an example of one use he made of it! Perhaps I am particularly susceptible to the influence of this man. I think you believe I am, for you observed on a former occasion that I was behaving strangely as I watched those awful eyes. Well this time I succumbed altogether. I had a series of extraordinary visions, almost certainly emanations from the brain of Doctor Fu-Manchu. And then I became fully conscious but quite incapable of movement!

That was your condition when I returned, Smith snapped. He crossed to me with a tumbler in his hand.

I had been in that condition for some time before your return. A man admitted himself to the lobby with a key.

Describe him.

A small man with straight black hair, who wore what seemed to be powerful spectacles. He carried a bag which he handled with great care. He proceeded to make some adjustment to the mouthpiece of the telephone, and then with a glance in my direction  I was lying on the floor as you found me  he went out again as quietly as he had come.

Clearly, said Smith, staring into the lobby, your unexpected appearance presented a problem. They did not know you were coming. It had been arranged for Fey to be lured away by this unknown mimic who can evidently imitate Gallahos voice; but you, the unexpected intruder, had to be dealt with in a different manner. I am wondering about two things now, Kerrigan. Do you feel fit to investigate?

Perfectly.

First: how long you would have remained in that state in which I found you, failing the unforeseen explosion which shocked you into consciousness; and second: what the small man with the black hair did to the telephone.

For heavens sake be careful!

He crossed to the lobby and very gently raised the instrument. I stood beside him. Apart from a splitting headache I felt perfectly normal. He tipped up the mouthpiece and stared curiously into it.

You are sure it was the mouthpiece that he adjusted?

Quite sure.

And now he turned it round to the light which was streaming through the doorway of the sitting room.

We both saw something.

A bead, quite colorless and no larger than a small pea, adhered to the instrument just below the point where a speakers lips would come…

Good God! Nayland Smith whispered. Kerrigan! You understand!

I nodded. I could not find my voice  for the appalling truth had come to me.

Anyone speaking loudly would burst this bubble and inhale its contents! God knows what it contains  but we know at last how General Quinto and Osaki died!

The Green Death!

Undoubtedly. It was a subtle brain, Kerrigan, which foresaw that finding you unconscious, I should immediately call a doctor, that my voice would be agitated. The usual routine, as you must see now, was for someone to call the victim and complain that his voice was not audible, thus causing him to speak close to the receiver and to speak loudly.

Very gently he replaced the instrument.

At this moment the door was partly opened and Fey came in. He glanced from face to face.

Glad, sir! Frightened! Something funny going on!

Very funny, Fey. I suppose when you got to the Yard you found that the summons did not come from there?

Yes sir.

The phone bell rang. Fey stepped forward.

Stop! On no account are you to touch the telephone, Fey, until further orders.

Very good, sir.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. TREMORS UNDER EUROPE

Doctor Fu-Manchu evidently is losing his sense of humour, said Nayland Smith with a smile.

It was noon of the following day, and he stood in my room. He was seated at the desk and was reading my notes. Now he laid them down and began to fill his pipe.

What do you mean, Smith?

I mean that two things  your unexpected appearance, and that explosion on the powder barge  together saved my life. By the way, here is an addition to your notes.

What is it?

The home office analysts report. You know the difficulty we had to remove the mouthpiece of the telephone without breaking the bubble. However, it was done, and you will see what Doctor ODonnell says.

I took up the report from the home office consultant. It was not his official report but one he had sent privately to Nayland Smith.

The construction of the small globe or bubble, I read, is peculiarly delicate. Examination of the fragments suggests that it is composed of some kind of glass and is probably blown by an instrument which at the same time fills the interior with gas. The effect of breaking the bubble, however, is to leave no trace whatever, apart from a fragment of powder which normally would be indiscernible. It was attached to the mouthpiece by a minute speck of gum, and I should imagine the operation required great dexterity. As to its contents:

My full report may be consulted, but briefly I may say that the composition of the gas which this bubble contained is unknown to me. It belongs to none of the groups with which I am familiar. It is the most concentrated poison in gaseous form which I have ever encountered: In addition to the other experiments (see report) I smelled this gas  but for a moment. The result was extraordinary. It induced a violent increase of blood pressure, followed by a drumming in my ears which created such an illusion of being external that for a time I was persuaded someone was beating a drum in the neighbourhood…

As I laid the letter on the table:

Have you considered, Nayland Smith asked, what revolutionary contributions Doctor Fu-Manchu could make to science, particularly to medicine, if he worked for heaven and not for hell?

Yes, its a damnable thought.

The greatest genius living  perhaps as great as has ever been born  toiling for the destruction of humanity!

Yet, at the moment, he seems to be working for its preservation.

But only seems, Kerrigan. Its preservation for his own purposes  yes! I strongly suspect, however, that his recent attempt upon me was dictated by an uncanny knowledge of my movements.

What do you mean?

I am being shadowed day and night. There have been other episodes which I have not even bothered to mention.

You alarm me!

Fortunately for myself, the doctor has his hands full in other directions. If he once concentrated upon me I believe I should give up hope. You see, he knows that I am watching his next move, and with devilish cunning, so far, he has headed me off.

His next move… I stared questioningly.

Yes. In his war against dictators. At the moment it is concentrated upon one of them  and the greatest.

You dont mean

I mean Rudolf Adlon! In view of the way in which he is guarded and of the many attempts by enemies to reach him which have failed, it seems perhaps absurd that I should be anxious because one more man has entered the lists.

But that man is Doctor Fu-Manchu!

Not a doubt about it, Kerrigan. Yet, officially, my hands are tied.

Why?

Adlon has refused to see me, and I cannot very well force myself upon him.

Have you definite evidence that Adlon has been threatened? Nayland Smith lighted his pipe and nodded shortly.

I am in the difficult position of having to keep an eye on a number of notable people  many of them, quite frankly, not friends of Great Britain. With a view to doing my best to protect them, the legitimate functions of the secret service up to a certain extent have been switched into this channel, and I had information three days ago that Adlon had received the first notice from the Si-Fan!

Good heavens! What did you do?

I immediately advised him that whatever he might think to the contrary, he was in imminent peril of his life. I suggested a conference.

And he refused to see you?

Exactly. Whatever is pending  and rest assured it will affect the fate of the world  it is clearly a matter of some urgency, for I am informed that a second notice has reached Adlon.

What do you make of it? What is he planning?

Nayland Smith stood up, irritably snapping his fingers.

I dont know, nor can I find out. Furthermore, for any evidence to the contrary, there might be no such person as Doctor Fu-Manchu in the world. Do you think it conceivable that such a personality is moving about among us  as undoubtedly he is  and yet not one clue fall into the hands of a veritable army of searchers?

I watched him for some time as he paced nervously up and down the carpet, then:

Having met Doctor Fu-Manchu, I replied slowly, I am prepared to believe anything about him. What is bothering me at the moment, Smith, is this: On your own admission he knows that you are trying to protect Adlon.

Nayland Smith sighed wearily.

He knows every move I make, Kerrigan. Almost, I believe, those which I am likely to make but upon which I have not yet decided.

In other words your own danger is as great, if not greater, than that of the chancellor.

He smiled wryly.

Since one evening in Burma, many years ago  an evening of which I bear cherished memories, for it was then that I first set eyes on Doctor Fu-Manchu  I have gone in hourly peril of assassination. Yet, here I am  thanks to the doctors sense of humour! You see  he began to walk up and down again I doubt if ever before have I had the entire power of the Si-Fan directed against me. And so this time, I am wondering…


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. A CAR IN HYDE PARK

An unavoidable business appointment called me away that afternoon. My personal inclination was never to let Nayland Smith out of my sight although heaven knows what I thought I could do to protect him. But as he never went about alone and rarely failed to notify me of any move in the game in order that I might be present, we parted with an understanding to meet at dinner.

My business took me to Westminster. Fully an hour had passed, I suppose, when I began to drive back, and I found myself in the thick of the afternoon traffic. As I made to cross towards Hyde Park I was held up. Streams of vehicles coming from four different directions were heading for the gate. I resigned myself and lighted a cigarette.

Idly I inspected a quantity of luggage strapped on the rack of a big saloon car. It was proceeding very slowly out of the Park in that pent-up crawling line of traffic and had just passed my off-side window. There were new labels over many old ones, but from my position at the wheel I could read none of them, except that clearly enough this was the baggage of a world traveller, for I recognised the characteristic hotel designs of Mount Lavinia in Colombo, Shepheards in Cairo and others East and West which I knew.

The constable on the gate had apparently become rooted just in front of me with outstretched arms. Curious for a glimpse of these travellers who were presumably bound for Victoria Station, I leaned back and stared out at the occupants of the car. A moment I glanced  and then turned swiftly away.

A chauffeur whose face I could not see was driving. There were two passengers. One was a darkly beautiful woman. She was smoking a cigarette, and I could not fail to note her long ivory hand, her slender, highly burnished fingernails. In fact, except for their smooth beauty, those hands reminded me of the hands of Dr. Fu-Manchu. But it was that one glimpse of her companion which had urged me to turn aside, praying that I had not been recognised…

It was Ardatha!

Useless to deny that my heart had leapt at sight of her. She wore a smart little hat crushed down on her coppery curls, and some kind of fur-collared coat. I had seen no more, had noticed no more. I had eyes for nothing but that bewitching face. And now, as I stared at the broad, immovable back of the constable, I was thinking rapidly and hoping that he would remain stationary long enough for me to rearrange my plans.

Somehow, I must follow that car!

Once at Victoria it should not be difficult for a man with newspaper training to learn the destination of the travellers. If I failed to do so I could never face Nayland Smith again with a clear conscience. But here was a problem. I must enter the Park now for I was jammed in the traffic stream, and the car which contained Ardatha was leaving or waiting to leave! It meant a detour and I had to plan quickly. I must bear left, leave by the next gate (I prayed I might not be held up there) and make my way to Victoria across Knightsbridge.

This plan was no sooner formed than the constable moved and waved me on.

I proceeded as fast as I dared in the direction of the next gate  and I was lucky. Oncoming traffic was being let out, that from the opposite direction being held.

Last but one, I got through.

I was lucky on the rest of the way, too, and having hastily disposed of my car I went racing into the station. I knew that (a) I must take care not to be seen; that (b) I must find out what trains were about to depart and swiftly make up my mind for which I wanted a platform ticket.

A Continental boat train was due to leave in five minutes.

This struck me as being quite the likeliest bet. The next departure, seven minutes later, was for Brighton, and somehow I felt disposed to wash this out as a possibility. Turning up the collar of my topcoat and pulling my hat well forward, I took a platform ticket and strolled among departing passengers and friends, porters, refreshment wagons and news vendors.

I glanced at the luggage van, but doubted if I should recognise the particular baggage I had seen upon the tail of the car. Then, time being short, I walked along the platform. I could see no sign of two women, and I began to wonder if I had made a mistake. I started back again, scrutinising all the compartments and staring into the Pullman cars.

But never a glimpse did I obtain of Ardatha or her companion. I was almost in despair and was standing looking right and left when a conversation taking place near by arrested my attention.

Ive got an old lady going through to Venice. I noticed you had a party of two for Venice, so I wondered if you could arrange to give them adjoining places in the car. They might strike up an acquaintance  see what I mean?

You mean the two good-lookers  the red head and the dark one  in D? Yes, theyre booked for Venice but I dont know if theyre going direct. Wheres your passenger?

D. Number eleven. Do what you can, Jack.

Right-o!

I glanced quickly at the speakers. One was a Cooks man and the other the chief Pullman attendant. It was perhaps a forlorn hope, but I had known equally unlikely things to come off. I turned back and went to look at coach D.

One glance was enough!

Ardatha was seated in a corner reading. Her companion was standing up and placing something upon the rack, for I had a momentary impression of a tall figure. I turned away quickly and hurried back to the barrier.

The beautiful dark mystery was undoubtedly the woman associated with the death of General Quinto  with the death of Osaki! The woman who had drugged Constable Isles and who had escaped with the model and plans of the vacuum charger! Although perhaps not blood guilty, Ardatha was her accomplice. It was an unhappy, a wildly disturbing thought. Yet, I must confess, so profound was my dread of the Chinese doctor, that I rejoiced to know she lived! His words about retribution had haunted me… But one thing I must do and do quickly:

I must advise Nayland Smith.

Here were two known accomplices of Dr. Fu-Manchu. My duty to my friend  to the world  demanded that steps should be taken to apprehend them at Folkestone. There was no room for sentiment; my conscience pointed the straight road to duty.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. THE BRAIN IS DR. FU-MANCHU

Dinners off, Kerrigan! We shall have to get what we can on the way.

What!

Accident has thrown the first clue of many weary days and nights in your way, Kerrigan, and you handled it very cleverly.

Thank you.

My latest information, just to hand, explains why Doctor Fu-Manchus attention has become directed upon Rudolf Adlon. Adlon is on his way to Venice for a secret meeting with his brother dictator, Monaghani!

But thats impossible, Smith! I exclaimed. I was still figuratively breathless from my dash to Victoria. Its in the evening papers than Adlon is reviewing troops tomorrow morning.

Smith was pacing up and down in an old silk dressing gown and smoking his pipe. He paused, turned, and stared at me with raised eyebrows. His glance was challenging.

I thought it was common knowledge, Kerrigan, he said, quietly, that Adlon has a double.

A double!

Certainly. I assumed you knew; almost everybody else knows. Stalin of Russia has three.

Three doubles?

Three. He knows that he is likely to be assassinated at almost any moment and in this way the odds are three to one in his favour. On such occasions as that which you have mentioned the director of his country stands rigidly at the salute for forty minutes or so while troops march by with mechanical accuracy, it is not Rudolf Adlon the First who stands in that painful position. Oh no, Kerrigan: It is Rudolf Adlon the Second! The Second will be there tomorrow, but the First, the original, the real Rudolf Adlon, is already on his way to Venice.

Then you think that the fact of these two women proceeding to Venice means

It means that Doctor Fu-Manchu is in Venice, or shortly will be! Throughout his career he has used the weapon of feminine beauty, and many times that weapon has proved to be double-edged. However, we know what to look for.

Surely you will take steps to have them arrested at Folkestone?

Not at all.

Why?

He smiled, paused.

Do you recall Fu-Manchus words on striking at the heart, the brain? Very well. The heart is the Council of Seven  the brain is Doctor Fu-Manchu. It is at the brain I mean to strike, therefore we are leaving for Venice immediately. He had pressed the bell and now the door opened and Fey came in.

Advise Wing Commander Roxburgh that I shall want the plane to leave for Venice in an hour. He is to notify Paris and Rome and to arrange for a night landing.

Very good, sir.

Stand by with the car.

Fey went out.

You are sure, Kerrigan, you are sure  Nayland Smith spoke excitedly that you were not recognised?

Sure as it is possible to be. Ardatha was reading. I am practically certain that she could not have seen me. The other woman doesnt know me.

Nayland Smith laughed aloud and then stared in an amused way.

You have much to learn yet, he said, about Doctor Fu-Manchu.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. VENICE

Of those peculiar powers possessed by Nayland Smith, I mean the facilities with which he was accredited, I had a glimpse on this journey. And if confirmation had been needed of the gravity of the menace represented by Dr. Fu-Manchu and the Council of the Seven, I should have recognised from the way in which his lightest wishes were respected that this was a very grave menace indeed.

We had travelled by a Royal Air Force plane which had performed the journey in little more than half the time of the commercial service!

As we entered the sitting room allotted to us in the Venice hotel, we found Colonel Correnti, chief of police, waiting.

Smith, dismissing an obsequious manager with a smile and wave of the hand, turned to the police officer.

He presented me.

You may speak with complete confidence in Mr Kerrigans presence. Has Rudolf Adlon arrived?

Yes.

Smith dropped into an armchair. He had not yet removed hat or Burberry, and groping in a pocket of the latter he produced that dilapidated pouch in which normally he carried about half a pound of tobacco. He began to load his pipe. This is a great responsibility for you?

A dreadful responsibility! the colonel nodded gloomily. The greater, because Signor Monaghani is expected on Tuesday morning.

Also incognito?

Alas, yes! It is these visits of which so few are aware which make my life a misery. Our task is far heavier than that of Geneva. Venice is the favourite rendezvous of some of the greatest figures in European politics. Always they come incognito, but not always for political reason! Why should Venice be selected? Why should this dreadful onus be placed upon me?

His Latin indignation was profound.

Where is the chancellor staying?

At the Palazzo da Rosa, as guest of the baron. He has stayed there before. They are old friends.

Are there any other of Herr Adlons friends in Venice at present?

But yes! James Brownlow Wilton is here. He leases the Palazzo Brioni on the Grand Canal, at no great distance from this hotel. His yacht Silver Heels is in the lagoon.

Will he be entertaining Herr Adlon?

I believe there is to be a small private luncheon party, either at the Palazzo or on board the yacht.

Nayland Smith crushed tobacco into the big cracked bowl of his pipe. Only once he glanced at me. But I knew what he had in mind and thrilled with anticipation, then:

You have arranged to have agents on board, Colonel?

Certainly. This was my duty.

I appreciate that. No doubt you can arrange for Mr Kerrigan and myself to be present?

For a moment Colonel Correnti was taken aback. He looked from face to face in astonishment.

Of course. He endeavoured to speak easily. It could be arranged.

Nayland Smith stood up and smiled.

Let it be arranged, he said. I have an appointment to meet Sir George Herbert who is accompanying me to see Herr Adlon. I shall be free in an hour. If you will be good enough to return then we can make all necessary plans…

During the next hour I was left to my own devices. That Dr. Fu-Manchu, if not there in person certainly had agents in Venice, had made me so intensely nervous that I only let Nayland Smith leave the hotel when I realised that a bodyguard in the form of two plainclothes police accompanied him.

I tried to distract myself by strolling about those unique streets.

This was comparatively new territory. I had been there but once before and only for a few hours. Night had long fallen, touching Venice with its magic. Lights glittered on the Grand Canal, shone from windows in those age-old palaces, and a quarter moon completed the picture.

Somewhere, I thought, as I peered into the faces of passers-by, Ardatha might be near to me. Smith was of opinion that they would have flown from Paris, avoiding Croydon as at Croydon they were likely to be recognised. Assuming a fast plane to have been awaiting them, they were probably in Venice now.

Automatically, it seemed, and in common with everyone else, I presently drifted towards St. Marks. Despite the late hour it seemed that all Venice took the air. Had my mind been not a boiling cauldron but normally at peace I must have enjoyed the restfulness of my surroundings.

But feverishly I was thinking, Ardatha is here! At any moment she may become involved in a world tragedy from which I shall be helpless to extricate her.

One who, whatever his faults, however right or wrong his policy, was yet the idol of a great country, stood in peril of sudden death. Perhaps only one man could save him  Nayland Smith! And upon that mans head, also, a price had been set by the dreadful Chinese doctor.

I found it impossible to relax. I recalled Smiths words: Do as you please, Kerrigan, but for heavens sake dont show yourself.

It was impossible, this walking in shadow, distrusting the moonlight, avoiding all places where people congregated, and slinking about like a criminal who feared arrest. I went back to the hotel.

The lounge appeared to be deserted, but I glanced sharply about me before crossing it, making my way to the suite reserved for Smith and myself.

I found the sitting room in darkness, but an odour of tobacco smoke brought me up sharply as I was about to cross the threshold.

Hello! I called, is anyone there?

I am here, came Smiths voice out of the darkness.

He stood up and switched on the light, and I saw that his pipe was between his teeth. Even before he spoke his grim expression told me all there was to know.

Have you seen him?

He nodded.

What was his attitude?

His attitude, you will be able to judge for yourself when you see him on Silver Heels tomorrow. He has gone so far, has risen so high, that I fear he believes himself to be immortal!

Megalomania?

Hardly that perhaps, but he sets himself above counsel. He admitted reluctantly that he had received the Si-Fan notices  two at least. He merely shrugged his shoulders when I suggested that a third had come to hand.

He was walking up and down the room now tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

If Adlon is to be saved, he must be saved against himself. If I had the power, Kerrigan, I would kidnap him and transport him from Venice tonight!

* * * *

I count upon you, Colonel, said Nayland Smith as the chief of police rose to go. My friend and I will be present on Silver Heels tomorrow. I must have an opportunity of inspecting Mr Brownlow Wiltons guests and of seeing in which of them Rudolf Adlon is interested.

When we were alone:

Have the police obtained any clue? I asked.

Smith shook his head irritably.

Very rarely indeed does the doctor leave clues. And this is a major move in his game. I dont know if Monaghani is marked down, but Adlon admits that he is. We have yet to see if Monaghani arrives. But for tonight, I suppose my work is done. Have you any plans?

No.

I wish I could find Ardatha for you, he said softly, and went out. Good night.

As the door closed and I heard him walking along to his room I dropped down on to a settee and lighted a cigarette. How I wished that I could find her! I had never supposed love to come in this fashion. Quite easily I could count the minutes  had often done so  that I had been in Ardathas company. Collectively they amounted to less than an hour.

Yet of all the women I had known, she was the one to whom my thoughts persistently turned.

I tried to tell myself that this was an obsession born of the mystery in which I had met her  an infatuation which would pass  but always the effort failed. No, she haunted me. I knew every expression of her piquant face, every intonation of her voice; I heard her talking to me a thousand times during the day  I dreamed of her, I suspected, throughout the night.

That Nayland Smith was tired I could not doubt; I was tired myself. Yet, although it was long past midnight, any idea of sleep I knew to be out of the question. Outside, divided from the window only by a narrow quay, the Grand Canal lapped its ancient walls. Occasionally, anomalous motorboats passed; at other times I heard the drip of an oar as some ghostly gondola crept upon its way. Once the creaking of a boat, as a belated guest returned to the hotel, reminded me  terrifyingly  of the cellars under the Monks Arms where I had so nearly come to an end.

I rang for a waiter and ordered a drink to be brought to my room; then, extinguishing the lights of the sitting room, I went along the corridor intending to turn in.

However, when my drink arrived and I had lighted another cigarette, I was overcome with recklessness. Crossing to the window I threw open the shutters and looked down upon the oily glittering waters of the canal.

Venice! The picture city, painted in blood and passion. In some way it seemed fitting that Fu-Manchu should descend upon Venice; fitting, too, that Ardatha should be there. The moon had disappeared; mysterious lights danced far away upon the water, beckoning me back to the days of the doges.

From my window I looked down upon a shadowy courtyard, a corner of the platform upon which the hotel (itself an old palace) was built. It could be approached from the steps which led up to the main door, but so far as I could make out in the darkness it formed a sort of cul-de-sac. My window ledge was no more than four feet from the stone paving.

And now, in the shadows, I detected someone moving…

I drew back. My hand flew to a pocket in which, always, since I had met Dr. Fu-Manchu, an automatic rested. Then a voice spoke  a soft voice:

Please help me up. I must talk to you.

It was Ardatha!


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. ARDATHA

She sat in a deep, cushioned divan, a Renaissance reproduction, watching me with a half smile.

You look frightened, she said. Do I frighten you?

No, Ardatha, it isnt that you frighten me, although I admit your appearance was somewhat of a shock.

She wore a simple frock and a coat having a fur-trimmed collar, which I recognised as that which I had seen in the car near Hyde Park corner. She had a scarf tied over her hair, and I thought that her eyes were mocking me.

I am mad to have done this, she went on, and now I am wondering

I tried to conquer a thumping heart, to speak normally.

You are wondering if I am worth it, I suggested, and forced myself to move in her direction.

Frankly, I was terrified as I never could have believed myself to be terrified of a woman. My own wild longing had awakened some sort of response in Ardatha! I had called to her and she had come! But as the lover of a girl so complex and mysterious I had little faith in Bart Kerrigan.

Tonight it was my part to claim her  or to lose her forever. Her eyes as well as her words told me that the choice was mine.

I offered her a cigarette and lighted it, then sat down beside her. My impulse was to grab her  hold her  never let her go again. But I took a firm grip upon these primitive urges, and then:

I saw you at Victoria, she said.

What! How could you have seen me?

I have eyes and I can see with them.

She lay back among the cushions, and turning, smiled up at me.

I had no idea you had seen me.

That is why I am here tonight. Suddenly, seriously: You must go back! I tell you, you must go back. I came here tonight to tell you this.

Is that all you came for, Ardatha?

Yes. Do not suppose it means what you are thinking. I like you very much, but do not make the mistake of believing that I love easily.

She spoke with a quiet imperiousness of manner which checked me. My emotions pulled me in various directions. In the first place, this beautiful girl of the amethyst eyes, who, whatever she did, whatever she said, allured, maddened me, was a criminal. In the second place, unless the glance of those eyes be wildly misleading, she wanted me to make love to her. But in the third place, although she said her nocturnal visit had been prompted by friendship, what was her real motive? I clasped my knees tightly and stared aside at her.

I am glad you are a man who thinks, she said softly, for between us there is much to think about.

There is only one thing I am thinking about  that I want you. You are never out of my mind. Day and night I am unhappy because I know you are involved in a conspiracy of horror and murder in which you, the real you, have no part. If I thought lightly of you and merely desired you, then as you say I should not have thought. I should have my arms around you now, kissing you, as I want to kiss you. But you see, Ardatha, you mean a lot more than that. Although I know so little about you, yet

Ssh!

Swiftly she grasped my aim  and I seized her hand and held it. But the warning had been urgent, and I listened.

We both sat silent for a while. My gaze was set upon a strange ring which she wore. The clasp of her fingers gave me a thrill which passionate kisses of another woman could never have aroused.

Somewhere out there in the shadows I had detected the sound of a dull thud  of soft footsteps.

Releasing Ardathas hand, I would have sprung up, but:

Dont look out! she whispered. No! No! Dont look out!

I hesitated. She held me tightly.

Why?

Because it is just possible  I may have been followed. Please, dont look out!

I heard the sound of a distant voice out over the canal; splashing of water… nothing more. I turned to Ardatha. There was no need for words.

She slipped almost imperceptibly into my arms, and raised her lips…


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. NAYLAND SMITHS ROOM

For a long time after Ardatha had gone  I dont know how long a time  I knelt there by my open window staring out over the canal. She had trusted herself to me. How could I detain her  how could I regard her as a criminal? Indeed I wondered if ever I should be able so to regard her again.

The fear burning in my brain was fear solely for her safety.

Always I had found it painful to imagine her in association with the remorseless murder group controlled by Dr. Fu-Manchu, but now that idea was agony. I dared not imagine what would happen if her visit to me should be discovered, if the double part which she played came to the knowledge of the Chinese doctor… and I could not forget that queer sound down by the waterside, those soft footsteps.

Ardatha suspected that she might have been followed. Perhaps her suspicions were well founded!

I stared out intently into misty darkness. I listened but could hear nothing save the lapping of water. From where had she come  to where had she gone? I knew little more about her than I had ever known, except that she was anxious to save me from some dreadful fate which obviously she believed to be pending.

One thing I had learned: Ardatha was of mixed Oriental and European blood. On her fathers side she descended from generations of Eastern rulers; petty chieftains from a Western standpoint, but potentates in their own land. Her murderous hatred of dictatorships was understandable. Practically the whole of her, family had been wiped out by General Quintos airmen…

Silence!  and in the silence another idea was born. The watcher in the night perhaps had a double purpose. Satisfied that I was fully preoccupied, he might have given some signal which meant that Nayland Smith was alone!

Most ghastly idea of all  this may have been the real purpose of Ardathas visit!

I tried in retrospect to analyse every expression in the amethyst eyes; and I found it hard, in fact impossible, to believe treachery to be hidden there. I thought of her parting kiss. My heart even now beat faster when I recalled it. Surely it could not have been a Judas kiss?

No sound could I detect anywhere about me. The Grand Canal was deserted, the moon partly veiled; but my thoughts had me restlessly uneasy. I must make sure that Nayland Smith was safe.

Quietly opening my door I walked along and switched up the light in the sitting room.

It presented exactly the same appearance as when I had left it. I moved on to Smiths closed door. I listened intently but could hear nothing. However, he was a deep, silent sleeper, and I was not satisfied. Very gently I moved the handle. The door was unlocked. Inch by inch I opened it, until at last, having made hardly any sound, I could creep in.

The room was in darkness, save for a dim reflection through the slats of the shutters. Yet I was afraid to switch on the light, for I had no wish to disturb him. I crept slowly forward in the direction of the bed, and my eyes growing accustomed to the semidarkness, by the time that I reached it a startling fact had become evident:

The bed was empty! It had never been slept in!

I switched on the bedside lamp and stared about me distractedly.

He had not undressed!

I crossed to the shuttered window. The shutters were not fastened but just lightly closed. I pushed them open and stared out. I could see across to the landing stage. The ledge was not more than four feet above the pavement, as was the case in my own room. Why, I asked myself desperately, had he of all men, he, marked down as Enemy Number One by Dr. Fu-Manchu, exposed himself to such a risk?

And where was he?

I pressed the night porters bell, crossed to the sitting room and threw the door open. In less than a minute, I suppose, the porter appeared.

Can you tell me, I asked, if Sir Denis Nayland Smith has gone out tonight?

No sir, he has not gone out.

The man looked surprised  in fact, startled.

But I suppose he could have gone out without being seen?

No sir. After midnight, except on special occasions, the door is locked. I open it for anyone returning late.

And do you remain in the lobby?

Yes sir.

Did anyone return late tonight?

No sir. There are few people in the hotel at the moment and all were in before eleven oclock.

When you came on duty?

When I came on duty, yes sir.

You mean that it is quite impossible for Sir Denis to have gone out without your seeing him?

Quite impossible, sir.

Although his room exhibited no evidence whatever of a struggle, one explanation, a ghastly one, alone presented itself to my mind.

He had been overcome, carried out by way of the window and so to the landing stage! Those movements in the night were explained. My lovely companions coolness under circumstances calculated to terrify a normal girl assumed a different aspect…

My friend, the best friend I should ever have, had been fighting for his life while I clung to the lips of Ardatha!


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. VENICE CLAIMS A VICTIM

A police officer was an almost unendurably long time in reaching the hotel. When at last he arrived, a captain of Carabinieri, he brought two detectives with him. His English was defective but fortunately for me one of the men spoke it well.

When I had made the facts clear and a search of the room had taken place:

I fear, sir, said the English-speaking detective, that your suspicions are confirmed. I am satisfied that your friend did not leave by the front door of the hotel. As he evidently did not go to bed, however, there is a possibility, is there not, that he left of his own free will?

Yes. I grasped gladly at this straw. There is! Why had I not thought of that?

There was a brief conference an Italian between the three, and then:

It has been suggested, the detective went on, that if Sir Denis Nayland Smith, for whom a bodyguard had been arranged by order of Colonel Correnti, had decided to go out for any reason, he would probably have awakened you.

I was not asleep, I said shortly.

Where did my duty lie? Should I confess that Ardatha had been with me?

It makes it all the more strange. You were perhaps reading or writing?

No. I was thinking and staring out of the window.

Did you hear any suspicious sounds?

Yes. What I took to be footsteps and a faint scuffling. But I heard no more.

It is all the more curious, the man went on, because we have two officers on duty, one in a gondola moored near the steps, and the other at the back of the hotel. Before coming here I personally interviewed both these officers and neither had seen anything suspicious.

The mystery grew deeper.

My own room was lighted, I said. Are my windows visible from the point of view of the man in the gondola?

We will go and see.

We moved along to my room. My feelings as I looked at the divan upon which Ardatha had lain in my arms I find myself unable to describe… One of the detectives glanced out of the window and reported that owing to the wall of that little courtyard to which I have referred, this window would be outside the viewpoint of the man in the gondola.

But the window of Sir Denis room  this he could see.

Another idea came.

The sitting room!

It is possible. Let us look.

We looked  and solely because, I suppose, no one had attached any importance to the sitting room, it now immediately became evident that one shutter was open.

It had not been open when I had parted from Smith that night!

You see! exclaimed the detective, here is the story: He was overcome, perhaps drugged, in his room, carried in here and lowered out through that window!

But  I was thinking now of Ardatha how could the kidnappers have got him away without attracting the notice of one of your men?

Another consultation took place. All three were becoming wildly excited.

I must explain  a half-dressed and bewildered manager had joined us that passing under the window of your own room, Mr. Kerrigan, it is possible  there is a gate there  to reach the bridge over the Rio Banieli  the small canal.

But you say  I turned to the detective that you had a man on duty at the rear of the hotel?

True, but here is dense shadow at this hour of the night. It would be possible  just possible  for one to reach and cross that bridge unnoticed.

In my mind I was reconstructing the tragedy of the night.

I saw Nayland Smith, drugged, helpless, being carried (probably on the shoulder of one of Dr. Fu-Manchus Thugs) right below my window as I lay there intoxicated by the beauty of Ardatha. I felt myself choked with rage and mortification.

But it is simply incredible, I cried, that such a crime can be committed here in Venice! We must find Sir Denis! We must find him!

It is understood, sir, that we must find him. This is very bad for the Venice police, because you are under our special protection. The chief has been notified and will shortly be here. It is a tragedy  yes: I regret it deeply.

Overcome by a sense of the futility of it all, the hopelessness of outwitting that criminal genius who played with human lives as a chess player with pieces, I turned and walked back to the sitting room. I stared dumbly at the open window through which my poor friend had disappeared, probably forever.

The police left the suite, in deference, I think, to my evident sorrow, and I found myself alone.

The girl to whom I had lost my heart, my reason, was a modern Delilah. Her part had been to lull my suspicions, to detain me there  if need be with kisses  while the dreadful master of the Si-Fan removed an enemy from his path.

My thoughts tortured me  I clenched my teeth; I felt my brain reeling. In every way that a man could fail, I had failed. I had succumbed to the wiles of a professional vampire and had given over my friend to death.

There were perhaps issues greater than my personal sorrow. The life of Rudolf Adlon hung upon a hair. Nayland Smith was gone!

Venice, the city of the doges, had claimed one more victim.

* * * *

Dawn was creeping gloriously over the city when the first, the only clue, came to hand.

A Carabinieri patrol returning at four oclock was subjected, in common with all others who had been on duty that night, to a close examination. He remembered (a fact which normally he would not have reported) that a girl, smartly dressed and wearing a scarf over her hair, had hurried past him at a point not far from the hotel. He had paid little attention to her, except that he remembered she was pretty, but his description of her dress strongly suggested Ardatha!

Twenty yards behind and, as he recalled, seeming deliberately to keep in the shadow, he had noticed a man: an Englishman, he was confident, tall, wearing a tweed suit and a soft-brimmed hat.

The time, as nearly as I could judge, would have corresponded to that at which I had parted from Ardatha…

The detectives theory had been the right one, something had drawn Smiths attention to the presence of the girl. He had not been kidnapped  he had watched and followed her. To where? What had become of him?

That sense of guilt which weighed heavily upon me became heavier than ever. I was indeed directly responsible for whatever had befallen my friend.

I was already at police headquarters when this report came in. The man was sent for and through an interpreter I questioned him. Since I knew the two people concerned more intimately than anyone present his answers to my questions removed any possibility of doubt.

The girl described was Ardatha. Nayland Smith had been following her!

Even at this stage, frantic as I was with anxiety about Smith, almost automatically I compromised with my conscience when Colonel Correnti asked me:

Do you think this girl is someone known to Sir Denis?

Possibly, I replied. He may have thought he recognised an accomplice of Doctor Fu-Manchu.

When I left police headquarters to walk back to the hotel, Venice was bathed in its morning glory. But I moved through the streets and across the canals of that fairy city in a state of such utter dejection that any I passed surely pitied me.

Of Smiths plans in regard to the luncheon party on Silver Heels I had very little idea, but I had been fully prepared to go with him. I was anxious to see Rudolf Adlon in person. It seemed to me to be pointless to go alone. What he had hoped to learn I could not imagine. James Brownlow Wilton, the New York newspaper magnet, would seem to have no place in this tangled skein. It was a baffling situation and I was hopelessly worn out.

I tried to snatch a few hours sleep, but found sleep to be impossible. Sir George Herbert called at ten oclock, an old young man with foreign office stamped indelibly upon him. His expression was grave.

This is a great blow, Mr Kerrigan, he said. I can see how it has affected you. To me, it is disastrous. These threats to Rudolf Adlon, who is here incognito, as you know, are backed by an organisation which does not threaten lightly. General Quinto has been assassinated  why not Rudolf Adlon?

I agree. But I know nothing of Smiths plans to protect him.

Nor do I! He made a gesture of despair. It had been arranged for him to go on board Mr Wiltons yacht during todays luncheon, but what he hoped to accomplish I have no idea.

Nor I.

I spoke the words groaningly, dropped on to a chair and stared I suppose rather wildly at Sir George.

The Italian authorities are sparing no effort. Their responsibility is great, for more than the reputation of the chief of police is at stake. If any news should reach me I will advise you immediately, Mr Kerrigan. I think you would be wise to rest.


CHAPTER THIRTY. A WOMAN DROPS A ROSE

The human constitution is a wonderfully adjusted instrument. I had no hope, indeed no intention, of sleeping. Venice, awakened, lived gaily about me. Yet, after partially undressing, within five minutes of Sir Georges departure I was fast asleep.

I was awakened by Colonel Correnti. Those reflected rays through my shutters which I had not closed told me the truth.

It was sunset, I had slept for many hours.

What news?

Instantly I was wide awake, a cloak of sorrow already draped about me.

He shook his head.

None, I fear.

The luncheon party on the yacht took place, I suppose? Sir Denis feared that some attempt might be made there.

Rudolf Adlon was present, yes. He is known on these occasions as Major Baden. My men report that nothing of an unusual nature took place. The dictator is safely back at the Palazzo da Rosa where he will be joined tomorrow by Pietro Monaghani. There is no evidence of any plot. He shrugged his shoulders. What can I do? Officially, I am not supposed to know that the chancellor is here. Of Sir Denis no trace can be found. What can I do?

His perplexity was no greater than mine. What, indeed, could any of us do?

I forced myself to eat a hasty meal. The solicitude of the management merely irritated me. I found myself constantly looking aside, constantly listening, for I could not believe it possible for a man so well known as Nayland Smith to vanish like a mirage.

Of Ardatha I dared not think at all.

To remain there inert was impossible. I could do nothing useful, for I had no plan, but at least I could move, walk the streets, search the cafes, stare up at the windows. With no better object than this in view, I set out.

Before St Marks I pulled up abruptly. The magic of sunset was draping the façade in wonderful purple shadows. I was torn between two courses. If I lost myself in this vain hunt through the streets of Venice, I might be absent when news came. In a state of indecision I stood there before the doors of that ornate, ancient church. What news could come? News that Smith was dead!

From these ideas I must run away, must keep moving. Indeed I found myself incapable of remaining still, and now a reasonable objective occurred to me. Since Rudolf Adlon was staying at the Palazzo da Rosa this certainly would be the focus of Dr. Fu-Manchus attention. Actually, of course, I was seeking some excuse for action, something to distract my mind from the ghastly contemplation of Nayland Smiths fate.

I hurried back to the hotel and learned from the hall porter that no message had been received for me. Thereupon I walked out and chartered a motorboat.

A gondola was too slow for my humour.

Go along the Grand Canal, I directed, and show me the Palazzo da Rosa.

We set out, and I endeavoured to compose myself and to submit without undue irritation to the informative remarks of the man who drove the motorboat. He wished to take me to the Rialto Bridge, to the villa where Richard Wagner had died, to the Palace of Gabriel dAnnunzio; but finally, with a great air of mystery, slowing his craft:

Yonder, he said, where I am pointing, is the Palazzo da Rosa. It is here, sir, that Signor Monaghani, himself, stays sometimes when he is in Venice. Also it is whispered, but I do not know, that the great Adlon is there.

Stop awhile.

Dusk had fallen and light streamed from nearly all the windows of the palace. I observed much movement about the water gate, many gondolas crowded against the painted posts, there was a stir and bustle which told of some sort of entertainment taking place.

A closed motorboat, painted black, and apparently empty, passed almost silently between us and the steps.

The police!

We moved on…

Two seagoing yachts were at anchor, and out on the lagoon we met a freshening breeze. One of the yachts belonged to an English peer, the other, Silver Heels, was Brownlow Wiltons beautiful white cruiser, built on the lines of an ocean greyhound. All seemed to be quiet on board, and I wondered if the celebrated American was being entertained at the Palazzo da Rosa.

Where to now, sir?

Anywhere you like, I answered wearily.

The man seemed to understand my mood. I believe he thought I was a dejected lover whose mistress had deserted him. Indeed, he was not far wrong.

We turned into a side canal where there were ancient windows, walls and trellises draped in clematis and passion flower, a spot, as I saw at a glance, perpetuated by many painters. In the dusk it had a ghostly beauty. Here the motorboat seemed a desecration, and I wished that I had chartered a gondola. Even as the thought crossed my mind, one of those swan-like crafts, carrying the bearings of some noble family, and propelled by a splendidly uniformed gondolier, swung silently around a corner, heralded only by the curious cry of the man at the oar.

My fellow checked his engine.

From the Palazzo da Rosa! he said and gazed back fascinatedly.

Idly, for I was not really interested, I turned and stared back also. There was but one passenger in the gondola…

It was Rudolf Adlon!

Stop! I ordered sharply as the man was about to restart his engine. I want to watch.

For I had seen something else.

On the balcony of a crumbling old mansion, once no doubt the home of a merchant prince but now falling into ruin, a woman was standing. Some trick of reflected light from across the canal made her features clearly visible. She wore a gaily coloured shawl which left one arm and shoulder bare.

She was leaning on the rail of the balcony, staring down at the passing gondola  and as I watched, eagerly, almost breathlessly, I saw that the gondolier had checked his graceful boat with that easy, sweeping movement which is quite beyond the power of an amateur oarsman. Rudolf Adlon was standing up, his eyes raised. As I watched; the woman dropped a rose to which, I was almost sure, a note was attached!

Adlon caught it deftly, kissed his fingers to the beauty on the balcony and resumed his seat. As the gondola swung on and was lost in deep shadows of a tall, old palace beyond:

Ah! sighed the motor launch driver  and he also kissed his fingers to the balcony a tryst  how beautiful!

She who had made the assignation had disappeared. But there was no possibility of mistake. She was the woman I had seen with Ardatha  the woman whom Nayland Smith had described as a corpse moving among the living  a harbinger of death!

* * * *

The chief of police hung up the telephone.

Major Baden is in his private apartments, he said, engaged on important official business. He has given orders that he is not to be disturbed. And so  he shrugged his shoulders what can I do?

I confess I was growing weary of those oft-repeated words.

But I assure you, I cried excitedly, that he is not in his private apartments! At least he was not there a quarter of an hour ago!

That is possible, Mr Kerrigan. I have said that some of the great men who visit Venice incognito have sometimes other affairs than affairs of State. But since, in the first place, I am not supposed to know that Rudolf Adlon is at the Palazzo at all what steps can I take? I have one of my best officers on duty there and this is his report. What more can I do?

Nothing! I groaned!

In regard to protecting this minister, nothing, I fear. But the other matter  yes! This woman whom you describe is known to be an accomplice of these people who seek the life of Rudolf Adlon?

She is.

Then we shall set out to find her, Mr Kerrigan! I shall be ready in five minutes.

Complete darkness had come when we reached the canal in which I had passed the dictator, but the light of a quarter moon painted Venice with silver. I travelled now in one of those sinister-looking black boats to which my attention had been drawn earlier.

There is the balcony, I said, directly over us.

Colonel Correnti looked up and then stared at me quite blankly.

I find it very difficult to believe, Mr Kerrigan, he said. Do not misunderstand me  I am not doubting your word. I am only doubting if you have selected the right balcony.

There is no doubt about it, I said irritably.

Then the matter is certainly very strange.

He glanced at the two plain-clothes police officers who accompanied us. I had met them before, one, Stocco, was he who spoke good English.

Why?

Because this is the back of the old Palazzo Mori. It is the property of the Mori family, but as you see it is in a state of dilapidation. It has not been occupied, I assure you, for many, many years. I know for a fact that it is unfurnished.

This does not interest me, I replied, now getting angry. What I have stated is fact. Great issues are at stake, and I suggest that we obtain a key and search this place.

He turned with a despairing gesture to his subordinates. Where are the keys of the Palazzo Mori?

There was a consultation, in which the man who drove the motor launch took part.

The Mori family, alas, is ruined, said Correnti, and its remaining members are spread all over the world. I do not know where. The keys of the palazzo are with the lawyer Borgese, and it would be difficult, I fear, to find him tonight.

Also a waste of time, I replied, for I knew what Nayland Smith would, have done in the circumstances. From the balustrade of the steps there to that lower iron balcony is an easy matter for an active man. We are all active men, I take it? Even from here one can see that the latchet of the window is broken. Here is our way in. Why do we hesitate?

The chief of police seemed to have doubts, but recognising, I suppose, what a terrible responsibility rested upon his shoulders, finally, although reluctantly, he consented.

The police boat was drawn up beside the steps, and I, first in my eagerness, clambered on to the roof of the cabin, from there sprang to the decaying stonework of the balustrade and climbed to the top. Balancing somewhat hazardously and reaching up, I found that I could just grasp the ornamental ironwork which I had pointed out.

Give me a lift, I directed Stocco, who stood beside me.

He did so. The boat rocked, but he succeeded in lifting me high enough to enable me to release my left hand and to grasp the upper railing. The rest was easy.

Colonel Correnti, as Stocco in turn was hoisted up beside me, cried out some order.

We are to go, said the detective, down to the main door, open it if possible and admit the chief.

I put my shoulder to the broken lattice, and it burst open immediately. Out of silvery moonlight I stepped into complete darkness. My companion produced a flashlamp.

I found myself in a room which at some time had been a bedroom. It was quite denuded of furniture, but here and there remained fragments of mouldy tapestry. And on the once-polished floor I detected marks to show where an old-fashioned four-poster bed had rested.

Let us hope the doors are not locked, said Stocco.

However, this one at least was not.

Upstairs first! I said eagerly, as we stepped out on to the landing.

Looking over a heavily carved handrail, in the light of the flashlamp directed downwards I saw the sweep of a marble staircase lost in Gothic gloom. A great shadowy hall lay below, with ghostly pillars amid which our slightest movement echoed eerily. There was a damp, musty smell in the place which I found unpleasantly tomblike. But we paused here for scarcely a moment. We went hurrying upstairs, our footsteps rattling uncannily upon marble steps. Here for a moment we hesitated on a higher landing, flashing the light of the lamp about.

This is the room, I said, and indicated a closed door.

Stocco tried the handle; the door opened. Right ahead of me across the room beyond I saw a half-opened lattice. A moment later I was on the balcony from which the mysterious woman had dropped a rose to Rudolf Adlon.

This is where she stood!

The detective shone a light all about us. The room was choicely panelled in some light wood and possessed what had once been a painted ceiling, now no more than a series of damp blotches where minute fungus grew.

Shine the light down here, I ordered excitedly.

On the heavy dust of a parquet floor were slight but unmistakable marks of high-heeled shoes!

Gods mercy, you were right! Stocco exclaimed.

Yes, I was right. This house was a tomb. Rudolf Adlon had made an appointment with a creature of another world, a zombie, a human corpse brought to life! And here indeed was a fitting abode for such a creature!

No doubt the place was partly responsible, but as I stood there staring at my companion, and remembered how Nayland Smith had been smuggled out of life by the master magician called Dr. Fu-Manchu, I was prepared to believe that a dead woman moved among the living.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. PALAZZO MORI

We admitted the chief of police by the main door. It was heavily bolted but not locked. He was at least as nonplussed as I when the marks of little heels were pointed out to him in the room above.

This, he said, is supernatural.

Although disposed to agree with him I was determined to leave no stone unturned in my efforts to solve the mystery. Discounting her sorcerous origin for the moment and therefore her magical powers, how had Dr. Fu-Manchus accomplice got into this place, and how had she got out?

Merely supernormal perhaps, I suggested. Everything has an explanation, after all. I was trying desperately to restore my own self-confidence. You know the history of these old buildings better than I do. Have you any explanation to offer of how a person could enter and leave the Palazzo Mori as undoubtedly someone entered and left it tonight?

I have no explanation to offer, Mr Kerrigan, said Colonel Correnti. His expression was almost pathetic. None whatever.

The second detective began to speak urgently and rapidly, and as a result:

This officer tells me, the colonel continued, that at one time, but very, very long ago, there was an entrance to this old palace from the other side of the canal  I mean the Rio Mori, from which we entered.

I dont think I follow you.

A passage  they were not uncommon in old days  under the Rio Mori, which of course is quite shallow. It seems that the boathouse of the family was on the opposite bank in those days, and for the convenience of the gondoliers this passage was made. It has been blocked up for at least a century.

That hardly seems to help us!

No, not at all. I think I know the place  an old stone shed. He spoke rapidly to his subordinate who replied with equal rapidity. It was used, I am told, as a store by a house decorator for a time but is now empty again. No, my friend, this is useless. We must seek elsewhere for the solution of our mystery.

Of our search of the old palace it is unnecessary that I give any account. It yielded nothing. Apart from those footprints in the upper room there was no evidence whatever to show that anyone had entered the building for many years. Certainly below the grand salon, where patches on the walls from which paintings had been removed, pathetically told of decayed grandeur, there were locked rooms.

To these we were unable to gain access, and it seemed pointless to attempt it. Examination of the locks clearly indicated that they had not been recently used. At this stage of the search I had given up hope.

We returned to police headquarters. There was no news. I turned aside to hide my despair. An officer who had remained in constant touch with the detectives in the Palazzo da Rosa reported that Major Baden had joined the guests for half an hour and had then excused himself on the grounds of urgent business, and had retired again to his own apartment.

You see? Colonel Correnti shrugged his shoulders. We can do nothing.

I tried to control my voice when I spoke:

Do you really understand what is at stake? An ex-commissioner of Scotland Yard has been kidnapped, probably murdered. He is one of the highest officials of the British Secret Service. The most prominent figure in European politics, and I do not except Pietro Monaghani, is, beyond any shadow of doubt, in deadly peril. Are you sure, Colonel, that every available man is straining himself to the utmost that every possible place has been searched, every suspect interrogated?

I assure you, Mr Kerrigan, that every available man in Venice is either searching or watching tonight. I can do no more…

I think during the next hour I must have plumbed the uttermost deeps of despair. I wandered about the gay streets of Venice like a ghost at a banquet, staring at lighted windows, into the faces of the passers-by, until I began to feel that I was attracting public attention. I returned to the hotel, went to my room and sat down on that settee where Ardatha had bewitched me with kisses.

How I cursed every moment of that stolen happiness! No contempt I had ever known for a fellow being could approach that which I had for myself. I conjured up a picture of Nayland Smith; almost in my state of distraction I seemed to hear his voice. He was trying to tell me something, trying to direct me, to awaken in my dull brain some spark of enlightenment.

Had our cases been reversed what would he have done?

This idea seemed to give me a new coolness. Yes! What would he have done? I sat there, head buried in my hands, striving to think calmly.

That the dark woman had entered and left that ruined palace was a fact. Whoever or whatever she might be, of her presence there we had unassailable evidence. Our search had revealed no explanation of the mystery. But there were doors we had failed to open

This would not have been in Nayland Smiths way!

He would never have been satisfied to leave the Palazzo Mori until those lower rooms had been examined. Nor would he have been content with the assertion of the chief of police that the ancient passage under the canal was blocked…

I sprang up.

This was the line of inquiry which Smith would have followed! I was sure of it. This should be my objective. A dishevelled figure (I had not been undressed for thirty-six hours), once more I set out.

* * * *

The ancient house of the gondoliers was easy to locate. It was solidly built of stone with three windows on the land side and a heavy, padlocked door at the end. The narrow lane by which one approached it was dark and deserted. I had brought an electric torch, and I shot a beam through one of the broken windows. It showed a quantity of litter: fragments of wall paper, mortar boards and numerous empty paint cans. I inspected the padlock.

This bore evidence of use: it had recently been oiled!

But it was fast.

Greatly excited, I returned to the broken window and looked in again. The litter had not been disturbed, I could have sworn, for a considerable time  yet the door, had recently been used.

My excitement grew. I thought that from some place, in this world or beyond, Nayland Smith had succeeded in inspiring me with something of his old genius for investigation. A great task lay to my hand. I determined to do it well.

I studied the padlock. I had no means of picking it, nor indeed any knowledge of that art. To crash a pane in one of the windows would have been useless, for they were of a kind not made to open, and the panes were too narrow to allow entrance had the glass been entirely removed. I walked around to the other side. Here was evidence of a landing stage long demolished. There were three windows and a walled-up door. Inspection was carried out from a narrow ledge which overhung the canal.

Baffled again, I was about to return  when I heard footsteps coming down the lane!

I stayed where I was. Directly opposite, the narrow canal glittering between, rose a wall of the deserted Palazzo Mori. I could see that stone balustrade up which I had scrambled, the iron balcony to which I had clung. Nearer and nearer the footsteps approached, and now I heard a womans voice:

Wait, just a moment!… I have the key.

It was a soothing, caressing voice, and I longed for a glimpse of the speaker, but dared not move.

I heard the rattling of the padlock, opening of the door.

Please wait! Not yet! We may be seen!

Light suddenly illuminated the interior of the building. I crouched low, my heart beating fast, and cautiously from one corner of a window, peered in.

What I saw made my heart beat faster. It strengthened my resolution to do what Nayland Smith would have done…

Rudolf Adlon, wearing a half mask, and a cloak over his evening dress, stood hands clasped behind him, watching a woman who knelt in a corner of the floor!

His eyes were ardent; he tore the mask off  and I saw a man enslaved. The woman wore a loose fur wrap; her arms resembled dull ivory. She was slender, almost serpentine; jet-black hair lay close to her shapely head. And as I looked and recognised her, she stood upright.

A trap had been opened, a section of floor with its impedimenta of pots and litter had been slid aside! She turned  and for the first time I saw her eyes…

Her eyes  long, narrow, dark-lashed eyes  were emerald green! I had thought that there were no eyes in the world like these except the eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

She made a gesture of triumph. She smiled as perhaps long ago Calypso smiled.

Be patient! This is the only way  come!

The words reached me clearly through the broken window. Pulling her wrap over her bare shoulders, she beckoned and began to descend steps below the trap, I saw that she carried a flashlamp.

Rudolf Adlon obeyed. The light below shone up into his dark, eager face as he stooped to follow.

And then came darkness.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO. THE ZOMBIE

Rudolf Adlon, dictator of a great European nation, was going to his death!

I thought rapidly, trying to envisage the situation from what I believed would have been Nayland Smiths point of view.

Probably I could reach police headquarters in ten minutes. A call box was of no avail, owing to my ignorance of the language, so that this meant ten minutes wasted. Before the police arrived, Adlon might have disappeared as Nayland Smith had disappeared. That the passage led to the Palazzo Mori I had good reason to suppose. But unless it had been planned to assassinate the chancellor in that deserted building and hide his body, where were they going?

My experience of the methods of the Si-Fan inclined me to believe that Adlon would be given a final opportunity to accept the Councils orders. My decision was soon made. I would follow; and when I had found out where the woman was leading the dictator, return and bring a party large enough to surround the place.

The door I knew to be unfastened. I groped my way to where a dim oblong light indicated the position of the trap. I saw stone steps. I descended cautiously. The place in which I found myself had a foul reek; the filthy water of the Rio Mori dripped through its roof in places. It was an ancient stone passage, slimy and repellent. A vague moving light at the further end was that of the flashlamp carried by the woman.

Adlons infatuation had blinded him to his danger. But putting myself in his place and substituting Ardatha for the woman of death, I knew that I, too, would have followed to the very gates of hell.

Fixing my eyes on that guiding light, I proceeded. The light disappeared, but I discovered ascending steps. A spear in the darkness led me up to a door ajar. I heard a voice and recognised it. It was the voice of Adlon.

Where are you leading me, Mona Lisa?

In the exquisite face of this ghoul who hunted human souls for Dr. Fu-Manchu he had discovered a resemblance to that famous painting. The resemblance was not perceptible to me…

Along an arched cellar, silhouettes against the light of the moving lamp which cast grotesque shadows, I saw the pair ahead: the slender figure of the woman, the cloaked form of the doomed man. There was a great squat pillar in this forgotten crypt and I crept behind it until they had come to the top of the open stair and vanished into a Gothic archway.

Complete darkness had come when I crept forward and followed, feeling my way to the foot of the stair.

The sound of footsteps ceased. I stood stockstill. I heard the womans laughter, low-pitched, haunting. It ended abruptly. There came thickly muttered words in a mans voice. He had her in his arms… Then the footsteps continued.

A key was placed in a lock and I heard the creaking of a door. It echoed, phantomesque, as though in a cavern; it warned me of what I should find. I waited until those sounds, mockingly repeated by the ghosts of the place, grew faint. Advancing, I found myself in the tomblike entrance hall of the Palazzo Mori.

The light carried by the woman was now a mere speck. However, using extreme caution, I followed it. As I crossed that haunted place, the shades of men trapped, poisoned, murdered there, seemed to move around me in a satanic dance. Tortured spirits of medieval Venice formed up at my back, barring the road to safety. Yet I pressed on, for I knew that the great outer door was open, that even if my way through the foul tunnel be cut off, here was another sally port although it meant a plunge into the Grand Canal.

The light faded out entirely, but a hollow ringing of footsteps assured me that I had further to go. One of those doors which the police party had found closed, was open! (The ancient lock had been wedged. It was fitted with a new, hidden lock.) And beyond that door Rudolf Adlon went to destruction.

Down five steps I groped, and knew that I was below water level again.

Far along a tunnel similar to that which led under the Rio Mori, I saw the two figures. The mans arm was around the woman; his head was close to hers. I knew that I could never be detected in the darkness of this ancient catacomb unless my own movements betrayed me; and when the silhouettes became blurred and then disappeared altogether I divined the presence of ascending steps at the end of the passage.

One fact of importance I noted: this damp and noisome burrow ran parallel to the Grand Canal. I must be a long way from my starting point.

And now it had grown so black that I had no alternative but to use my torch. I used it cautiously, shining its ray directly before my feet. The floor was clammily repulsive, but I proceeded until I reached the steps. I switched off the torch.

A streak of light told me that a door had been left ajar at the top.

Gently I pushed it open and found myself in an empty wine cellar. One unshaded electric light swung from the vaulted roof. An open stone stair of four steps led up to an arch.

I questioned the wisdom of further advance. But I fear the spirit of Nayland Smith deserted me, that hereditary madness ruled my next move, for I crept up, found a massive, nail-studded door open, and peered out into a carpeted passage!

Emerging from that subterranean chill, the change of atmosphere was remarkable. Rudolf Adlons voice reached me. He spoke happily, passionately. Then the speakers tone rose to a high note  a cry… and ceased abruptly!

They had him  it was all over! Inspired by a furious indignation, I stole forward and peered around the edge of a half-opened door into a room beyond. It was a small room having parquet flooring of a peculiar pattern: a plain border of black wood some three feet wide, the center designed to represent a lotus in bloom. Its walls were panelled, and the place appeared to be empty until, venturing unwisely to protrude my head, I saw watching me with a cold smile the woman of death!

* * * *

I suppose she was exceptionally beautiful, this creature who, according to Nayland Smith, should long since have been dust; but the aura surrounding her, my knowledge, now definite, of her murderous work, combined to make her a thing of horror.

She had discarded her wrap; it was draped over her arm. I saw a slenderly perfect figure, small delicately chiselled features. Hers was a beauty so imperious that it awakened a memory which presently came fully to life. She might have posed for that portrait of Queen Nefertiti found in the tomb of Tutankhamen. An Arab necklace of crudely stamped gold heightened the resemblance. I was to learn later of others who had detected this.

But it was her eyes, fixed immovably upon me, which awakened ancient superstitions. The strange word zombie throbbed in my brain; for those eyes, green as emeralds, were long and narrow; their gaze was hard to sustain… and they were like the eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Well  she spoke calmly who are you, and why have you followed me?

Conscious of my dishevelled condition, of the fact that I had no backing, I hesitated.

I followed you, I said at last, because it was my duty to follow you.

Your duty  why?

She stood there, removed from me by the length of the room, and the regard of those strange, narrowed eyes never left my face.

Because you had someone with you.

You are wrong; I am alone.

I watched her, this suave, evil beauty. And for the first time I became aware of a heavy perfume resembling that of hawthorn.

Where has he gone?

To whom do you refer?

To Rudolf Adlon.

She laughed. I saw her teeth gleam and thought of a vampire. It was the laugh I had heard down there in the cellars, deep, taunting.

You dream, my friend  whoever you are  you dream.

You know quite well who I am.

Oh! she raised delicate eyebrows mockingly. You are famous then?

What should I do? My instinct was to turn and run for it. Something told me that if I did so, I should be trapped.

If you were advised by me you would go back. You trespass in someones house  I do not advise you to be found here.

You advise me to go back?

Yes. It is kind of me.

And now although common sense whispered that to go would mean ambush in that echoing tomb which was the Palazzo Mori, I was sorely tempted to chance it. There was something wildly disturbing in this womans presence, in the steady glance of her luminous eyes. In short, I was afraid of her  afraid of the silent house about me, of the noisome passages below  of all the bloodthirsty pageant of medieval Venice to which her sheath frock, her ivory shoulders, seemed inevitably to belong.

But I wondered why she temporised, why she stood there watching me with that mocking smile. Although I could hear no sound surely it must be a matter of merely raising her voice to summon assistance.

Forcing down this insidious fear which threatened to betray me, I rapidly calculated my chances.

The room was no more than twelve feet long. I could be upon her in three bounds. Better still  why had I forgotten it? I suppose because she was a woman…

In a flash I had her covered with my automatic.

She did not stir. There was something uncanny in her coolness, something which again reminded me of the dreadful Dr. Fu-Manchu. Her lips alone quivered in that slight, contemptuous smile.

Dont move your hands! I said, and the urgency of my case put real menace into the words. I know this is a desperate game  you know it too. Step forward. I will return as you suggest, but you will go ahead of me.

And suppose I refuse to step forward?

I shall come and fetch you!

Still there was no sound save that of our low-pitched voices, nothing to indicate the presence of another human being.

You would be mad to attempt such a thing. My advice was sincere. You dare not shoot me unless also you propose to commit suicide, and I warn you that one step in my direction will mean your death.

I watched her intently  although now an attack from the rear was what I feared, having good reason to remember the efficiency of Fu-Manchus Thugs. Perhaps one of them was creeping up behind me. Yet I dared not glance aside.

Go back! I shall not warn you again.

Whereupon, realising that now or never I must force the issue, I leapt forward… That heavy odour of hawthorn became suddenly acute  overpowering  and stifling a scream, I knew too late what had happened.

The woman stood upon the black border, where I, too, had been standing. The whole of the center of the floor was simply an inverted star trap.

It opened silently as I stepped upon it, and I fell from life into a sickly void of hawthorn blossom and oblivion…


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE. ANCIENT TORTURES

Glad to see that you are feeling yourself again, Kerrigan.

I stared about me in stupefaction. This of course was a grotesque dream induced by the drug which had made me unconscious  the drug which smelled like hawthorn blossom. For (a curious fact which even at this moment I appreciated) my memories were sharp-cut, up to the very instant of my fall through that trap in the lotus floor. I knew that I had dropped into some place impregnated with poison gas of an unfamiliar kind. Now came this singularly vivid dream…

A dungeon with a low, arched roof: the only light came through a barred window in one of the stone walls; and in this place I sat upon a massive chair attached to the paved floor. My hands and arms were free, but my ankles were chained to the front legs of the chair by means of gyves evidently of great age and also of great strength. On my left was a squat pillar some four feet in diameter, and in the shadows behind it I discerned a number of strange and terrifying implements: braziers, tongs and other equipment of a torture chamber.

Almost directly facing me and close beside the barred window, attached to a similar chair, sat Nayland Smith!

This dream my conscious mind told me must be due to thoughts I had been thinking at the moment that unconsciousness came. I had imagined Smith in the power of the Chinese doctor; I had seemed to feel all about me uneasy spirits of men who had suffered and had died in those old palaces which lie along the Grand Canal.

There came a low moaning sound, which rose and fell  rose and fell  and faded away…

I know you think you are dreaming, Kerrigan! Smiths voice had lost none of its snap. I thought so myself, until I found it impossible to wake up. But I assure you we are both here and both awake.

Tentatively I tried to move the chair. Stooping, I touched the iron bands about my ankles. Then I stared wanly across at my fellow captive… I knew I was awake.

Thank God youre alive, Smith!

Alive, as you say, but not, I fear, for long!

He laughed. It was not a mirthful laugh. The sound of our voices in that horrible musty place was muted, toneless, as the voices of those who speak in a crypt. I had never seen Smith otherwise than well groomed, but now, growing accustomed to the gloom, I saw that there was stubble on his chin. His hair was of that crisp, wavy sort which never seems to be disordered. But this growth of beard deepened the shadows beneath his cheekbones, and the quick gleam of his small even teeth as he laughed seemed to accentuate the haggardness of his appearance.

I left in rather a hurry, Kerrigan; I forgot my pipe. Its been damnable here, waiting for… whatever he intends to do to me. You will find that the chains are long enough to enable you to reach that recess on your right, where, very courteously, the designer of this apartment has placed certain toilet facilities for the use of one confined here during any considerable time. I am similarly equipped. A Thug of hideous aspect, whom I recognise as an old servant of Doctor Fu-Manchu, has waited upon me excellently.

He indicated the remains of a meal on a ledge in the niche beside him.

Knowing the doctors penchant for experiments in toxicology, frankly, my appetite has not been good.

I stood up and moved cautiously forward, dragging the chains behind me.

No, no! Smith smiled grimly. It is well thought out, Kerrigan. We cannot get within six feet of one another.

I stood there, at the full length of my tether watching him where he sat.

What I was about to ask is: do you happen to have any cigarettes?

I clapped a hand to my pocket. My automatic, my clasp knife, these were gone  but not my cigarettes!

Yes, the case is full.

Do you mind tossing one across to me? I have a lighter.

I did as he suggested, and he lighted a cigarette. Returning to the immovable chair I followed his example; and as I drew the smoke between my lips I asked myself the question: Am I sane? Is it a fact that I and Nayland Smith are confined in a cell belonging to the Middle Ages?

That gruesome moaning arose again  and died away. What is it, Smith?

I dont know. I have been wondering for some time.

You dont think its some wretched

It isnt a human sound, Kerrigan. It seems to be growing louder… However  how did you fall into this?

I told him  and I was perfectly frank. I told him of Ardathas visit, of the sounds which I had heard out on the canal side, of all that had followed right to the time that I had fallen into the trap prepared for me.

There would seem to be a point, Kerrigan, where courage becomes folly.

I laughed.

What of yourself, Smith? I have yet to learn how you come to be here.

Oddly enough, our stories are not dissimilar. As you know, I did not turn in when you left me, but I put out the lights and stared from the window. The room was not ideal in view of the peril in which I knew myself to be. But I noted with gratitude a moored gondola in which a stout policeman was seated, apparently watching my window. It occurred to me that the sitting-room windows were equally accessible and, quietly, for I assumed you had gone to bed, I went in to look.

I found that one was wide open and as I moved across to close it, I heard voices in your room. My first instinct was to dash in, but I waited for a moment because I detected a womans voice. Then I realised what had happened. Ardatha had paid you a secret visit!

Knowing your sentiments about this girl, I was by no means easy in my mind. However, I determined not to disturb you or to bring you into the matter in any way. But here was a chance not to be missed.

Dropping out of the sitting-room window (which the man in the gondola could not see) I tripped and fell. The sound of my fall must have attracted your attention. I discovered a half-gate which shut me off from the courtyard directly below your room. I tried it very gently. It was not locked. Knowing that Ardatha must have approached from the other end, I crept past your window and concealed myself in a patch of shadow near the small bridge which crosses the canal at that point.

When Ardatha came out (I recognised her from your description) I followed; and my experiences from this point are uncommonly like your own. She entered the old stone storehouse facing the Palazzo Mori; and I, too, performed that clammy journey through the tunnels. I lost her at the top of the steps leading out of the wine cellar. But having learned all I hoped to learn I was about to return when something prompted me to look into the room with the lotus floor.

He paused.

Now, I want to make it quite clear, Kerrigan: I have no evidence to show that Ardatha suspected she was being followed. The presence of the woman whom I found in that room may have been accidental, but as I looked in I saw her…

You saw whom?

The zombie!

Good God!

My theories regarding her identity were confirmed. I had been right. Failing the presence of Doctor Fu-Manchu in the case, she could only be a spirit, a creature of another world. For myself, I had seen her consigned to a horrible death. But woman or spirit, I knew now that she had to be silenced. I sprang forward to seize her

I know! I groaned.

At that moment, Kerrigan, my usefulness to the world ended.

He stared down at the smoke arising from the tip of his cigarette.

You say you recognised her. Who is she?

She is Doctor Fu-Manchus daughter.

What!

Unchanged from the first moment I set eyes upon her. She is a living miracle, a corpse moving among the living. But  here we are! And frankly, I confess here we deserve to be!

He paused for a moment as if listening  perhaps for that awesome moaning. But I could detect no sound save a faint drip-drip of water.

Of course you realise, Smith, I said in a dull voice, that Rudolf Adlon is in the hands of Doctor Fu-Manchu?

I realise it fully. I may add that I doubt if he is alive.

Why I should have felt so about one who was something of a storm centre in Europe I cannot say, but momentarily forgetting my own peril I was chilled by the thought that Rudolf Adlon no longer lived, that the power which swayed a nation had ceased to be. We were silent for a long time, sitting there smoking and staring vacantly at each other. At last:

As I see it, said Nayland Smith, we have just one chance.

What is that?

Ardatha!

Why do you think so?

Now that I know her Oriental origin, which all along I had suspected, I think if she learns that you are here she will try to save you.

I shook my head.

Even if you are right I doubt if she would have the power… and I am sorry to say that I believe her to be utterly evil.

Let us pray that she is not. She risked perhaps more than you understand to save you once before. If she fails to try again…

That unendurable moaning arose, as if to tell us that Ardatha would fail  that all would fail.

* * * *

I dont know how long I had been sitting there in hopeless dejection when I heard a slow, soft footstep approaching. I glanced across at Nayland Smith. His face was set, expressionless.

A rattling of keys came, and the heavy door swung open. At the same moment a light set somewhere behind that squat pillar sprang up, and I saw as I had suspected a fully equipped torture chamber. Nocturnal insects rustled to cover.

Dr. Fu-Manchu came in…

He wore a plain yellow robe having long sleeves, and upon his feet I saw thick-soled slippers. His phenomenal skull was hidden by a mandarins cap, perhaps that which I had found in a hut on the Essex marshes.

I am unable to record my emotions at this moment, for I cannot recall that I had any. When on a previous occasion I had found myself in the power of the Chinese doctor, I had been fortified by the knowledge that Nayland Smith was free, that there was a chance of his coming to my aid. Now we were fellow captives. I was numbly resigned to whatever was to be.

Seated on Dr. Fu-Manchus left shoulder I saw a tiny, wizened marmoset. I thought that it peered at me inquisitively. Fu-Manchu crossed nearly to the centre of the cell  he had a queer, catlike gait. There, standing midway between us, he looked long and searchingly, first at Nayland Smith and then at me. I tried to sustain the gaze of his half-closed eyes. I was mortified when I found that I could not do it.

So you have decided to join me, Sir Denis? He spoke softly and raising one hand caressed the marmoset. At last, the Si-Fan is to enjoy the benefit of your great ability.

Nayland Smith said nothing. He watched and listened.

Later I shall make arrangements for your transport to my temporary headquarters. I shall employ you to save civilisation from the madmen who seek to ruin it.

The meaning of these strange words was not entirely clear to me, but I noted, and drew my own conclusions, that Dr. Fu-Manchu seemed to have forgotten my presence.

Tonight, a man who threatens the peace of the world will make a far-reaching decision. To me his life or death are matters of no importance, but I am determined that there shall be peace; the assumption of the West that older races can benefit by your ridiculous culture must be corrected. Your culture!

His voice sank contemptuously on a guttural note.

What has it done? What have your aeroplanes  those toys of a childish people  accomplished? Beyond bringing every mans home into the firing line  nothing! Napoleon had no bombers, no high explosives, nor any other of your modern boons. He conquered a great part of Europe without them. Poor infants, who transfer your prayers from angels to aeroplanes!

He ceased for a moment and the silence was uncanny. From my point of view in the low wooden chair, Dr. Fu-Manchu appeared abnormally tall. He possessed a physical repose which was terrifying, because in some way it made more manifest the volcanic activity of his brain. He was like a pylon supporting a blinding light.

The silence was broken by shrill chattering from the marmoset. With a tiny hand it patted the cheek of its master.

Dr. Fu-Manchu glanced aside at the wizened little creature.

You have met my marmoset before, Sir Denis, and I think I have mentioned that he is of great age. I shall not tell you his age since you might be tempted to doubt my word, which I could not tolerate. There was mockery in his voice. My earliest experiments in arresting senility were carried out on my faithful Peko. As you see, they were successful.

He removed the marmoset from his shoulder and couched it in a yellow fold covering his left arm. Nayland Smiths face remained completely expressionless. I counted the paces between the chair in which I sat and the spot upon which Dr. Fu-Manchu stood.

He was just beyond my reach.

You have genius, Sir Denis, but it is marred by a streak of that bulldog breed of which the British are so proud. In striving to bolster up the ridiculous pretensions of those who misdirect the West, you have inevitably found yourself opposed to me. Consider what it is that you would preserve, what contentment it has brought in its train. Look around at the happy homes of Europe and America, the labourers singing in your vineyards, the peace and prosperity which your progress has showered on mankind.

His voice rose. I detected a note of repressed but feverish excitement.

But no matter. There will be ample time in future to direct your philosophy into more suitable channels. I will gratify your natural curiosity regarding my presence in the world, which continues even after my unpleasant experience at Niagara Falls…

Nayland Smiths hands closed tightly.

You recovered the body of that brilliant maniac, Professor Morgenstahl, I understand, and also the wreckage of the motorboat. One of my most devoted servants was driving the boat. He was not killed as you supposed and his body lost. He was temporarily stunned in the struggle with Morgenstahl  whom I overcame, however. He recovered in time to deal with the emergency. He succeeded in running the boat against a rock near the head of a rapid. In this he was aided by a Very light contributed by an airman flying over us. This fellow of mine  a sea Dyak  is a magnificent surf swimmer. Carrying a line he swam from point to point and finally reached the Canadian shore.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stroked the marmoset reflectively.

Unaided by this line and the strength of my servant, I doubt if I could have crossed to the bank. The crossing seriously exhausted me  and the boat became dislodged no more than a few seconds after I had taken the plunge…

Nayland Smith neither spoke nor moved. His hands remained clenched, his face expressionless.

You have observed, Fu-Manchu continued, that my daughter is again acting in my interests. She is unaware, however, of her former identity: Fah lo Suee is dead. I have reincarnated her as Korêani, an Oriental dancer whose popularity is useful. This is her punishment…

The marmoset uttered a whistling sound. It was uncannily derisive.

Later you will experience this form of amnesia, yourself. The ordeal by fire to which I once submitted Korêani in your presence was salutary, but the furnace contained no fuel. It was one which I had prepared for you, Sir Denis. I had designed it as a gateway to your new life in China.

Mentally I seemed to remain numb. Some of the Chinese doctors statements I failed to follow. Others were all too horribly clear. At times there came a note almost of exultation, severely repressed but perceptible, into the speakers voice. He had the majesty which belongs to great genius, or, and there was a new horror in the afterthought, to insanity. He was perhaps a brilliant madman!

I am satisfied to observe, he continued, that my new anesthetic, a preparation of crataegus, the common hawthorn, serves its purpose so admirably. Anesthesia is immediate and complete. There are no distressing after-symptoms. I foresee that it will supplant my mimosa mixture with which, Sir Denis, you have been familiar in the past.

Slowly he extended a gaunt hand in the direction of the torture room:

Medieval devices designed to stimulate reluctant memories.

He stepped aside and took up a pair of long-handled tongs.

Forceps used to tear sinews.

He spoke softly, then dropped those instruments of agony. The clang of their fall made my soul sick.

Primitive and clumsy. China has done better. No doubt you recall the Seven Gates? However, these forms of questions are no longer necessary. I can learn all that I wish to know by the mere exercise of that neglected implement, the human will. I recently discovered in this way that Ardatha  hitherto a staunch ally  is not to be trusted where Mr Kerrigan is concerned. I ceased to breathe as he spoke those words…

Accordingly I have taken steps to ensure her noninterference… You are silent, Sir Denis?

Why should I speak? Smiths voice was flatly unemotional. I allowed myself to fall into a trap which a schoolboy would have distrusted. I have nothing to say.

You refer to the lotus floor no doubt? Yes, ingenious in its way. That room with others giving access to the cellars and dungeons had been walled up for several generations. I recently had them reopened, but confess I did not foresee it would be for the accommodation of so distinguished a guest. In a dungeon adjoining this I came across two skeletons, those of a man and a woman. Irregularities in certain of the small bones suggested that they had not died happily

He turned as if to go.

I look forward to further conversation in the future, Sir Denis, but now I must leave you. A matter of the gravest urgency demands my attention.

As he moved towards the door the marmoset sprang from his arm to his shoulder, and turning its tiny head, gibed at us… The light went out… I heard the key turned in the lock  I heard those padding, catlike steps receding in the stone-paved passage…

I was drenched in perspiration.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR. THE TONGS

The silence which followed Dr. Fu-Manchus departure was broken by that awful moaning as of some lost soul who had died horribly in one of the dungeons. It rose and fell, rose and fell… and faded away.

Kerrigan! Smith snapped, and I admired the vigour of his manner. Was the wind rising out there?

Yes, in gusts… What do you think he meant about

The wind was from the sea?

Yes. Oh my God! Is she alive?

Again that awful moaning arose  and now to it was added a ghostly metallic clanking.

What ever is it, Smith?

I have been wondering for some time… Yes, shes, alive, Kerrigan, but we cant count on her!… Now that you tell me a breeze has risen, I know what it is. Theres a window or a ventilator outside in the passage. What we hear is wind howling through a narrow opening.

But that awful clanking!

Irritatingly significant.

Why?

It was not there before the doctors visit! It means that he has left the key in the lock with the other keys attached to it. The draught of air  I can feel it blowing on the top of my head now through these bars  is swinging the attached keys to and fro.

Across the darkened cell he watched me.

Among those keys, Kerrigan, in all probability, are the keys to our manacles!

I thought for some time. A tumult had arisen in my brain. Surely he was never guilty of carelessness. Why should he have left the key?

According to my experience  Smith stared down at his wrist watch the yellow-faced horror who attends to my requirements is due in about five minutes. The key was left in the lock for his convenience no doubt. And although Ardatha is alive  oh! I have learned to read Fu-Manchus hidden meanings  she will not come to our aid tonight. Someone else is alive also!

Adlon!

But I fear that his hours are numbered.

He stood up on the seat of the massive chair and stared out through the bars. Over his shoulder:

I have carefully examined this passage no less than six times, he said. It is no more than three feet wide. The end from which a current of air blows is invisible from here. But that is where the ventilator must be situated. The light is away to my right, the direction from which visitors always approach.

He stepped down and stood staring at me. His eyes were feverishly bright.

I was wondering, he mused. Could you toss me another cigarette?

He lighted it, and apparently unconscious of the length of chain attached to his ankles, began to pace up and down the narrow compass of floor allowed to him, drawing on the cigarette with the vigour of a pipe smoker, so that clouds issued from his lips.

Hope began to dawn in my hitherto hopeless mind.

Oh for the brain of a Houdini! he murmured. The problem is this, Kerrigan: The keys are hanging less than a foot below this grating behind me, but two feet wide of it. If you will glance at the position of the door you will see that I am right. It is clearly impossible for me to reach them. By no possible contortion could I get within a foot of the keyhole from which they are hanging. You follow me?

Perfectly.

Very well. What is urgently required  for my jailer will almost certainly take the keys away  is an idea; namely, how to reach those keys and detach them from the lock. There must be a way!

Following a long silence interrupted only by the clanking of Nayland Smiths leg irons, periodical moaning of the wind through that unseen opening and the chink of the pendant keys:

It is not only how to reach them, I said, but how to turn the lock in order to detach them.

I agree. Yet there must be a way.

He stood still  in fact, seemed almost to become rigid. I saw where his gaze was set.

The sinew-tearing pincers to which Dr. Fu-Manchu had drawn our attention lay not at the spot from which he had taken them up, but beside the pillar…

Smith! I whispered, can you reach them?

With never a word or glance he walked forward to the extreme limit of the chain, went down upon his hands and crept forward with a stoat-like movement. Fully extended, his right hand outstretched to the utmost, he was six inches short of his objective!

Even as I heard him utter a sound like a groan:

Come back, Smith!

My voice shook ridiculously. He got back onto his feet, turned and looked at me.

Although robbed of my automatic, my clasp knife and anything else resembling a lethal weapon, a small piece of string no more than a foot long which I had carefully untied from some package recently received and, a habit, had neatly looped and placed in my pocket proved still to be there. I held it up triumphantly.

Nayland Smiths expression changed.

May I inquire what earthly use you can suggest for a piece of string?

Tie one end to the handle of that metal pitcher on the ledge beside you, then crawl forward again and toss the pitcher into the open arms of the tongs. You can draw them across the floor.

For a moment Smiths stare was disconcerting, and then: Top marks, Kerrigan, he said quietly. Toss the string across…

Many attempts he made which were unsuccessful, but at last he lodged the pitcher between the iron arms of the pincers. Breathlessly I watched him as he began to pull…

The pitcher toppled forward: the pincers did not move.

We are done, he panted. It isnt going to work!

And at that moment  as though they had been treading on my heart  I heard footsteps approaching.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE. KORÊANI

Those soft footsteps halted outside the door. There followed a provocative rattle of keys, the sound of a lock being turned; then the door opened, light sprang up…

Dr. Fu-Manchus daughter came in.

She was dressed as I remembered her in the room with the lotus floor. Her frock was a sheath, clinging to her lithe figure as perfectly as scales to a fish. She wore no jewelry save the Arab necklace. As she entered the cell and looked about her I grasped the fact immediately that she was looking not for me, but for Nayland Smith.

When her long, narrow eyes met my glance their expression conveyed no more than the slightest interest; but as, turning aside, she looked at Smith I saw them open widely. There was a new light in their depths. I thought that they glittered like emeralds.

She stood there watching him. There was something yearning in her expression, yet something almost hopeless. I remembered Dr. Fu-Manchus words. I believed that this woman was struggling to revive a buried memory.

So you are going to join us, she said.

Fu-Manchu had used a similar expression. There was some mystery here which no doubt Smith would explain, for the devil doctor had said also, Fah lo Suee is dead. I have reincarnated her as Korêani…

The spoken English of Korêani was less perfect than that of Ardatha, but she had a medium note in her voice, a soft, caressing note, which to my ears sounded menacing as the purr of one of the great cats  a puma or tigress.

There was no reply.

I am glad  but please tell me something.

What do you want me to tell you? Nayland Smiths tones were coldly indifferent. Of what interest can my life or death be to you?

She moved more closely to his side, always watching him.

There is something I must know. Do you remember me?

Perfectly.

Where did we meet?

Smith and I had stood up with that, automatic courtesy which prompts a man when a woman enters a room. And now she was so near to him that easily he could have grasped her.

Watching his grim face into which a new expression had come, I wondered what he contemplated.

It was a long time ago, he replied quietly.

But how could it be so long ago? If I remember you how can I have forgotten our meeting?

Perhaps you have forgotten your name?

That is stupid! My name is Korêani.

No, no. He smiled and shook his head. Your real name I never knew, but the name given to you in childhood, the name by which I did know you, was Fah lo Suee.

She drew down her brows in an effort of recollection.

Fah lo Suee, she murmured. But this is a silly name. It means a perfume, a sweet scent. It is childish!

You were a child when it was given to you.

Ah! She smiled  and her smile was so alluring that I knew how this woman must have played upon the emotions of those she had lured into the net of Dr. Fu-Manchu. You have known me a long time? I thought so, but I cannot remember your name.

For Korêani I had no existence. She had forgotten my presence. I meant no more to her than one of the dreadful furnishings of the place.

My name has always been Nayland Smith. How long it will remain so I dont know.

What does a name matter when one belongs to the Si-Fan?

I dont want to forget as you have forgotten  Korêani.

What have I forgotten?

You have forgotten Nayland Smith. Even now you do not recognise my name.

Again she frowned in that puzzled way and took a step nearer to the speaker.

Perhaps you mean something which I do not understand. Why are you afraid to forget? Has your life been so happy?

Perhaps, said Smith, I dont want to forget you as you have forgotten me.

He extended his hands; she was standing directly before him. And as I watched, unable to believe what I saw, he unfastened the gold necklace, held it for a moment, and then dropped it into his pocket!

Why do you do that? She was very close to him now. Do you think it will help you to remember?

Perhaps. May I keep it?

It is nothing  I give it to you. Her voice, every line of her swaying body, was an invitation. It is the Takbir, the Moslem prayer. It means there is no god but God.

That is why I thank you for it, Korêani.

A long time she waited, watching him  watching him. But he did not stir. She moved slowly away.

I must go. No one must find me here. But I had to come! Still she hesitated. I am glad I came.

I am glad you came.

She turned, flashed a glance at me, and stepped to the open door. There she paused and glanced back over her shoulder.

Soon we shall meet again.

She went out, closed the door and extinguished the light.

I heard a jingle of keys, then the sound of her footsteps as she went along the passage.

For Gods sake, Smith, I said in a low voice, what has come over you?

He raised a warning finger.

* * * *

As I watched uncomprehendingly, Nayland Smith held up the gold necklace. It was primitive bazaar work, tiny coins hanging from gold chains, each stamped with an Arab letter. I saw that it was secured by means of a ring and a clumsy gold hook. Quickly but coolly he removed the string from the handle of the pitcher and tied it to the ring.

Now I grasped the purpose of that strange episode which in its enactment had staggered me. Once more he dropped onto the stone floor and crept forward until he could throw the hook of the necklace into the angle of the pincers. Twice he failed to anchor the hook; the third time he succeeded.

Gently he drew the heavy iron implement towards him  until he could grasp it in his hand.

Kerrigan, if I never worked fast in my life before I must work fast now!

His eyes shone feverishly. He rattled out the words in a series of staccato syllables. In a trice he was onto the chair and straining through the iron bars, the heavy instrument designed to tear human tendons held firmly in his hand. By the tenseness of his attitude, his quick, short breathing, I knew how difficult he found his task.

Can you reach it, Smith?

That mournful howling arose, followed by a faint metallic rattling… The rattling ceased.

Yes, I have touched them! But getting the key out is the difficulty.

More rattling followed. I clenched my hands, held my breath. Smith now extended his left arm through the bars. Stooping down, he began slowly to withdraw his right. I was afraid to speak, until with more confidence he pulled the iron pincers back into the cell  and I saw that they gripped a bunch of keys!

He stepped down, dropped keys and forceps on the floor, and closing his eyes, sat still for a moment…

Splendid! I said. One mistake would have been fatal.

I know! He looked up. It was a hell of a strain, Kerrigan. But what helped me was  she had forgotten to lock the door. The key slipped out quite easily!

That short interval over, he was coolly efficient again. Picking up the bunch, he examined each key closely, presently selected one and tried it on the lock of the band encircling his left ankle.

Wrong!

He tried another. I heard a dull grating sound.

Right!

In a moment his legs were free.

Quick, Kerrigan! Come right forward. I will slide them across the floor to you. The one I have separated fits my leg iron; it probably fits yours.

In a moment I had the bunch in my hand. Fifteen seconds later I, too, was free.

Now the keys! Be quick!

I tossed them back. He caught them, stood upon the chair, looked out through the iron grating… and threw them onto the floor of the passage!

Smith! Smith! I whispered.

He jumped down and turned to face me.

What?

We were free! Why have you thrown the keys back?

Silently he pointed to the door.

I stared. There was no keyhole!

Even if we had the key it would be useless to us. There is no means of opening this door from the inside! We must wait. Tuck your feet and the manacles well under your chair. I shall do the same. Soon the yellow jailer will be here. If he crosses first to you I will spring on his back. If he comes to me you attack him.

He may cry out.

Smith smiled grimly. He picked up the iron forceps.

Will you have them, or shall I? Its a fifty-fifty chance.

Keep them, Smith; you will get an opportunity in any event.

And scarcely had we disposed ourselves in a manner to suggest that the leg irons were still in place, when I heard quick footsteps approaching along the passage.

Good! hes here. Remember the routine, Kerrigan.

There was a pause outside the door and I heard muttering. Then came a jangle as the man stooped to pick up the keys. Their having fallen from the lock clearly had made him suspicious. When presently he opened the door and stepped in he glanced from side to side, doubt written upon one of the most villainous faces I had ever beheld.

He wore a shirt with an open collar, grey flannel trousers, and those sort of corded sandals which are rarely seen in Europe. By reason of his build, his glossy black hair and the cast of his features, I knew him for one of Dr. Fu-Manchus Thugs. Indeed, as I looked, I saw the brand of Kâli on his forehead. His yellow face was scarred in such a way that one eye remained permanently closed, and the effect of the wound which reached the upper lip was to produce a perpetual leer.

His doubts were not easily allayed, for he stood staring about him for some time, his poise giving me the impression of a boxer on tiptoes. He had replaced the key in the door with the pendant bunch and now going out again, he returned with a tray upon which was something under a cover, a bowl of fruit and a pitcher. For yet another long moment before he crossed towards Nayland Smith he hesitated and glanced aside at me.

Then, walking over to the alcove, he was about to set the tray upon the ledge when I sprang.

I caught him at a disadvantage, collared his legs and threw him forward, head first. The tray and its contents crashed to the floor. But even as he fell I recognised the type of character with whom I had to deal.

He twisted sideways, took the fall on his left shoulder, and lashing out with his feet, kicked my legs from under me! It was a marvellous trick, perfectly executed. I fell half on top of him, but reached for a hold as I did so.

It was unnecessary…

As the Thug forced his trunk upward on powerful arms Smith brought the forceps down upon the glossy skull! Against this second attack the yellow man had no defence. There was a sickening thud. He dropped flat on his face and lay still.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX. BEHIND THE ARRAS

We are safe for an hour, snapped Smith. Come on!

Some sort of weapon would be a good idea, I said, bruised and still breathless from my fall.

Quite useless! Brains, not brawn, alone can save us now.

As we stepped out into the passage came that ghastly moaning and a draught of cold air. It tricked me into a momentary panic, but Nayland Smith turned and examined a narrow grille set near the top of the end of the passage; for here was a cul-de-sac.

Theres an air shaft above that, he said. Judging from the look of this place, we are down below water level. The fact that the actual ventilator above evidently faces towards the sea conveys nothing.

The passage was about thirty feet long. A bulkhead light was roughly attached to one of the stone walls. It was reflection from this which had shone through the iron bars of our prison. We hurried along. There were other doors with similar grilles on one side, doubtless indicating the presence of more cells. At the end was a heavy door, but it was open.

Caution, said Smith.

A flight of stone steps confronted us. We mounted them, I close behind Smith. I saw ahead a continuation of the passage which we had just left, but one wall was wood panelled. This passage also was lighted by one dim lamp.

Creeping to the end, we found similar corridors opening right and left.

Speaking very close to my ear:

Lets try right, Smith whispered.

We stole softly along. Here, again, there was one dim light to guide us, but we passed it without finding any way out of the place. We came to a second door which proved to be unlocked. Very cautiously Nayland Smith pushed it open.

We were in a maze… beyond stretched yet another passage! But peering ahead I observed a difference.

The floor was thickly carpeted with felt. There was no lamp, but points of light shone upon the ancient stonework of one wall, apparently coming from apertures in the panels which formed the other. Only by a grasp of his hand did Smith enjoin special caution as we pushed forward to a point, where two of these openings appeared close together.

We looked through.

I recognised a remarkable fact. That rough and ancient woodwork which extended along the whole of the right-hand wall was no more than a framework or stretcher upon which tapestry was supported.

We were in a passage behind the arras of a large apartment.

Something seemed to obscure my vision. Presently I realised what it was: at certain points the tapestry had been cut away and replaced by gauze, painted on the outside, so that to those in the room the opening would be invisible.

I saw a chamber furnished with all the splendour of old Venice, but it was decaying splendour. The carved chairs, richly upholstered in royal purple were damaged and faded; a mosaic-topped table was cracked; the patterned floor was filmed with ancient dust. Tapestry (through one section of which I peered) covered all the walls. Upon it were depicted scenes from the maritime history of the Queen of the Adriatic. But it was mouldy with age.

Four magnificent wrought-iron candelabra, each supporting six red candles, gave light, and a fine Persian carpet was spread before a sort of dais upon which was set a carven ebony chair resembling a throne. Dr. Fu-Manchu, yellow robed, the mandarins cap upon his head, sat there  his long ivory hands gripping the arms of the chair, his face, immobile, his eyes like polished jade.

Standing before him, one foot resting on the dais, was a defiant figure: a man wearing evening dress, a man whose straight black hair and black moustache, his pose, must have revealed his identity to almost anyone in the civilised world.

It was Rudolf Adlon!

* * * *

There had been silence as we had crept along the felt-padded floor behind the tapestry; a false step would have betrayed us. This silence remained unbroken, but the clash of those two imperious characters stirred my spirit as no rhetoric could have stirred me  and my conception of the destiny of the world became changed…

Then Adlon spoke. He spoke in German. Although my Italian is negligible I have a fair knowledge of German. Therefore, I could follow the conversation.

I have been tricked, trapped, drugged! The suppressed violence in the orators voice startled me. I find myself here  I realise now that I am not dreaming  and I have listened (patiently, I think) to perhaps the most preposterous statements which any man has ever made. I have one thing to say, and one only: Instantly  he beat a clenched fist into his palm I demand to be set free! Instantly! And I warn you  I will not temporise  that for this outrage you shall suffer! He glanced about him swiftly, and as his face which I had always thought to lack natural beauty was turned in my direction, something in those blazing eyes, in the defiant set of his chin, won an admiration which I believed I could never have felt for him.

But Dr. Fu-Manchu did not move. He might have been not a man, but a graven image. Then he spoke in German. I had not heard that language spoken so perfectly otherwise than by a native of Germany.

Excellency is naturally annoyed. I have sought a personal interview for one reason only. I could have removed you from office and from life without so much formality. I wished to see you, to talk to you. I believe that as one used to giving but not to receiving orders, the instructions of the Council of Seven of the Si-Fan might have seemed to be inacceptable.

Inacceptable? Rudolf Adlon bent forward threateningly. Inacceptable! You fool! The Si-Fan! I have had more than enough of this nonsense! My time is too valuable to be wasted upon Chinese conjurers. Let this farce end or I shall be reduced to the extremity of a personal attack.

Fists clenched, nostrils dilated, he seemed about to spring upon that impassive figure enthroned in the ebony chair. Knowing from my own experience what he must be suffering at this moment, of humiliation, ignorance of his whereabouts, a bewilderment complete as that which belongs to an evil dream, I thought that Rudolf Adlon was a very splendid figure.

And in that moment I understood why a great, intellectual nation had accepted him as its leader. Whatever his failings, this man was fearless.

But Dr. Fu-Manchu never stirred. The twenty-four red candles burned steadily. There was no breath of air in that decaying, deadly room. And the gaze of those still eyes checked the chancellor.

Dictators  the guttural voice compassed that germanic word perfectly hitherto have served their appointed purpose. Their schemes of expansion I have been called upon to check. The Si-Fan has intervened in Abyssinia. We are now turning our attention to Morocco and Syria. China, my China, can take care of herself. She will always absorb the fools who intrude upon her surface as the pitcher plant absorbs flies. To some small extent I have forwarded this process.

And Rudolf Adlon remained silent.

I opened the floodgates of the Yellow River  that note of exultation, of fanaticism came now into the strange voice. I called upon those elemental spirits in whom you do not believe to aid me. The children of China do not desire war. They are content to live on their peaceful rivers, in their rice fields, in those white valleys where the opium poppy grows. They are content to die… The people of your country do not desire war

And Adlon still remained silent, enthralled against his will…

My agents inform me that a great majority desires peace. There are no more than twelve men living today who can cause war. You are one of them. Your ideals cross mine. You would dispense with Christ, with Mohammed, with Buddha, with Moses. But not one of these ancient trees shall be destroyed. They have a purpose: they are of use  to me. You have been ordered by the Council of Seven not to meet Pietro Monaghani  yet you are here!

Some spiritual battle the dictator was fighting  a battle which I had fought and lost against the power in those wonderful, evil eyes…

I forbid this meeting. I speak for the Council of which I am the president. A European conflict would be inimical to my plans. If any radical change take place in the worlds map, my own draughtsmen will make it.

Adlon had won that inner conflict. In one bound he was upon the dais, looking down quiveringly upon the seated figure.

I give you the time in which I can count ten! We are man to man. You are mad and I am sane. But I warn you  I am the stronger.

I was so tensed up, so fired to action, that I suppose some movement on my part warned Nayland Smith, for he set a sudden grip upon my wrist which made me wince: it brought me to my senses. I think I had contemplated tearing a way through the tapestry to take my place beside Rudolf Adlon.

From several loopholes, Dr. Fu-Manchu continued, his voice now soft and sibilant, you are covered by my servants. I have explained to you patiently and at some length that I could have brought about your assassination twenty times within the past three months. Because I recognise in your character much which is admirable I have adopted those means which have brought us face to face. You have received the final notice of the Council; you have one hour in which to choose. Leave Venice tonight within that hour and I guarantee your safety. Refuse, and the world will know you no more…


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN. THE LOTUS FLOOR

Nayland Smith was urging me back in the direction we had come. Having passed the door which we softly opened and closed:

Why this way? I whispered.

You heard Fu-Manchus words. He was covered by his servants from several loopholes

Probably a lie  he has nerves of steel.

That he has nerves of steel, I agree, Kerrigan, but I have never known him to lie. No, this is our way.

We groped back along those dimly lighted passages until we came to the point at which of two ways we had selected that to the right. We now tried the left. And dimly in the darkness, for there was no light here, I saw a flight of wooden steps. Smith leading, we mounted to the top. Another door was there on the landing and it was ajar. Light shone through the opening.

I expect this is the way my jailer came, whispered Smith.

Beyond, as we gently pushed the door open, was a narrow lobby. Complete silence reigned… But at the very moment of our entrance this silence was interrupted.

Unmistakable sounds of approaching footsteps came from beyond a curtained opening. The footsteps ceased. There came a faint shuffling, and then  unmistakably again  the sound of someone retreating.

Run for it! Smith snapped, or we are trapped!

Dashing blindly across, I pulled up sharply on the threshold of a room. It was, I think, a horribly familiar perfume which checked me  that of hawthorn blossom! I clutched at Nayland Smith, staring, staring at what I saw…

It was the room with the lotus floor! We had entered it from the other side, and at that door through which I had stepped into oblivion, Ardatha stood, her eyes widely open, her face pale!

Mercy of God! she said, but how did you get here? Dont move. Stay where you are.

No word came from Nayland Smith. For a moment I could hear his hard breathing, then:

Go round it, Kerrigan, he said. Stick to the black border. Dont be afraid, Ardatha, you had nothing to do with this.

As I reached the other side of the room and stood beside her:

Ardatha! I threw my arm about her shoulders. Come with me! I cant bear it!

No! She freed herself, her face remained very pale. Not yet!

Go ahead, Kerrigan. Smith was making his way around the room. Leave Ardatha to me; shes in safe hands.

With one last look into the amethyst eyes, I hurried on  but at the top of the steps which led to the wine cellar paused, stepped back and:

Its unnecessary to go the whole way, I said. The door of the Palazzo Mori is not locked. For Gods sake, dont linger, Smith.

He was standing looking down at her; she made no attempt to retreat…

My flashlamp had gone the way of my automatic, but a box of matches for some obscure reason had been left in my pocket. With the aid of these I groped my way through to that noisome passage which led to the old palace. Along I went, moving very slowly and working my way match by match. I wondered why Smith delayed, what he had in mind. Some quibble of conscience, I thought, for clearly it was his duty to arrest Ardatha.

My plan was to learn if the exit by way of the water were still practicable. I knew it must be very late, and I wondered if it would be possible to attract the attention of a passing gondolier. Otherwise we should have to swim for it.

The door remained unfastened as the police had left it. Outside the wind howled through a dark night. The surface of the Grand Canal was like a miniature ocean. I could see no sign of any craft.

I confess that that second tunnel which led under the canal presented terrors from which I shrank.

Propping the great door open so that some dim light penetrated to the tomblike hall, I began to retrace my steps. Approaching me, a ghostly figure, I saw Nayland Smith groping his way by the aid of a tiny torch  none other than his lighter!

He was alone…

As we stood together on the steps, buffeted by that keen breeze, and still at the mercy of the enemy should we be attacked from the rear.

Smith, I said, for the thought was uppermost in my mind, what became of her?

She had a second set of keys  God knows where she had found them  and was on her way to release us… I hadnt the heart to arrest her.

* * * *

We stood there in the stormy night for three, four, five minutes, but no sort of craft was abroad.

Nothing else to it, snapped Smith. We must go through the tunnel. To delay longer would be madness.

But the door at this end may be locked!

It is  but I have the key.

You got it from Ardatha?

Yes.

What of the padlock at the other end?

That is unfastened.

Which means  someone is expected to go out tonight?

Exactly. I leave the identity of that someone to your imagination.

We groped across the clammy, echoing hall. With the key Ardatha had given him, Smith opened the door to that last gruesome tunnel. He locked it behind him.

That was stipulated, he explained drily. It also protects us from the rear.

We hurried as fast as we could through the foetid passage and up the steps at the end. The trap was open.

As we came out into that black and narrow lane which led to freedom:

You must be worn to death, Smith, I said.

I confess to a certain weariness, Kerrigan. But since frankly I had accepted the fact that I must lose my identity and be transported to some point, selected by Doctor Fu-Manchu to carry out the duties of another life, this freedom is glorious! But remember: Rudolf Adlon!

He had an hour

We have less… if we are to save him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT. IN THE PALAZZO BRIONI

Colonel Correnti sprang up like a man who sees a ghost. Even the diplomatic poise of Sir George Herbert had deserted him. These were the small hours of the morning, but police headquarters hummed with the feverish activity of a hive disturbed.

The good God be praised! Correnti cried, and the points of his grey moustache seemed to quiver. It is Sir Denis Nayland Smith and Mr Kerrigan!

Glad to see you, Smith, said Sir George drily.

Quick! Smith looked from face to face. The latest news of Adlon?

The chief of police dropped back into his chair and extended his palms eloquently.

Tragedy!

What? Tell me quickly!

He disappeared from the suite allotted to him at the palace  it has a private exit  some time during the night. No one can say when. It was certainly a love tryst  for Mr Kerrigan saw the appointment made. But, he has not returned!

He will never return, said Nayland Smith grimly, if we waste a moment. I want a party  at least twenty men.

You know where he is? Sir George Herbert was the speaker.

The chief of police sprang up, his eyes mad with excitement.

I know where he was!

But where? Tell me!

In a room in the Palazzo Brioni

But Palazzo Brioni belongs to Mr Brownlow Wilton, the American!

No matter, Rudolf Adlon was there less than half an hour ago.

As the necessary men were assembled Smith began to issue rapid orders. One party under a Carabinieri captain hurried off to the old stone boathouse. A second party proceeded to the water gate of the Palazzo Mori, a third covered both palaces from the land side. Ourselves, with the main party and the chief of police, set out for the Palazzo Brioni.

It was not clear to me how Smith had determined that this was the scene of our recent horrible adventure, but:

I counted my paces as I went  and returned  along the passage, he explained. There is no shadow of doubt. The room in which we saw Doctor Fu-Manchu and Rudolf Adlon is in the Palazzo Brioni…

Against that keen breeze which shrieked eerily along the Grand Canal, the black police launch headed for the palace. As we slowed up against the water steps, no light showed anywhere; the great door was closed. Persistent ringing and knocking, however, presently resulted in a light springing up in the hallway.

When at last, preceded by the shooting of several bolts, the door opened, I saw a half-clad and very frightened manservant staring out.

I represent the police, said Nayland Smith rapidly. I must speak immediately to Mr James Brownlow Wilton. Be good enough to inform him.

We all crowded into the hallway a beautiful old place in which I had glimpses of fine pictures, statuary and furniture, every item of which I recognised to be museum pieces. The man, pulling his dressing gown about him, stared pathetically from face to face.

But, please, I dont understand, he said. He was Italian, but spoke fair English. What is this? What has happened?

In that dimly lighted hall as we stood about him, wind howling at the open door, I could well believe that his bewilderment was not assumed.

First, who are you? Smith demanded.

I am the butler here, sir. My name is Paulo.

Mr Wilton is your employer?

Yes sir.

Where is he?

He left tonight, sir.

What! Left for where?

For his yacht Silver Heels in the lagoon.

But what of his guests?

They have all gone too.

You mean that the house is empty?

Except for myself and the staff, sir, yes.

One of the party said urgently to the chief of police:

Silver Heels has sailed.

Silver Heels must be overtaken! snapped Smith. Send someone to make the necessary arrangements. I leave it to you. But I must be one of the party.

A man, following rapid instructions from Colonel Correnti, went doubling off.

Turning again to the frightened butler:

How long have you worked here?

Only for two weeks, sir. I was engaged by Mr Wiltons secretary. But I have worked here before for others who have leased the palace.

Lead the way to the tapestry room lighted by four iron candelabra.

The man stared in almost a horrified manner., That room, sir, is part of what is called the Old Palace. It has long been locked up. I have no key.

Nor to the room with the lotus floor?

Nayland Smith was watching him keenly, his unshaven face very grim.

The room with the lotus floor! Paulos expression grew even more wild. I have heard of it, sir, but it is also part of the Old Palace. I have never seen it. Those rooms have a very unpleasant reputation, you understand. No one would lease the palace if they knew of them. The doors have not been unlocked for twenty years.

Then one must be broken down. Do you know where they are?

I know of two.

Go ahead.

As Paulo turned to obey I heard a sound of distant voices.

What is that? snapped Smith.

Some of the other servants, sir, who have been aroused!

Smith glanced at Colonel Correnti.

Have this looked into, Colonel, he said. You, Paulo, lead on.

Our party was broken up again, Smith, myself, the chief of police, Detective Stocco and two Carabinieri following the butler. He led us to a doorway set in an arched recess. A magnificent cabinet  a rare piece of violet lacquer  stood in front of the arch.

Behind here, sir, is one of the doors, but I have no key to open it.

Get this thing out of the way.

In a few minutes the men had set the cabinet aside. Smith stepped forward and examined an ancient iron lock. He was soon satisfied. He turned and shook his head.

This is not the door in use. You say you know of another?

Yes sir, if you will come this way.

Aside to me:

The fellow is honest, Smith muttered. This is a very deep plot. He glanced at his wrist watch as we crossed a deserted dining room. Our chance of saving Adlon grows less and less, but there is someone else in danger.

Who is that?

James Brownlow Wilton! He is notorious throughout the United States for his Nazi sympathies. The full extent of this scheme is only just beginning to dawn upon me, Kerrigan. In a room overluxuriously furnished as a study, Paulo opened a satinwood door inlaid with ivory and mother-of-pearl to reveal an empty cupboard.

At the back of this cupboard, sir, he said, you see there are very ancient panels. I have always understood it is an entrance to the Old Palace…

* * * *

This door has been used recently… It has a new lock! Smiths eyes glittered feverishly.

I dont think so, sir. Mr Wilton used the room, and I am sure he did not know of the door. I have always been careful to avoid mentioning to tenants who came anything about those locked rooms.

Carbines! Smith cried on a high note of excitement. Those two men forward. Blow the lock out. The fate of a nation hangs on it!

The sound of muffled shots reverberated insanely in that lavishly furnished study. I heard cries  racing footsteps. The other police party dashed to join us… The lock was shattered, the door flung open.

Follow me, Kerrigan!

Nayland Smith, shining a ray of light ahead, stepped into the dark cavity. I went next, Colonel Correnti close at my heels.

You see, Kerrigan! You see!

Descending four stone steps we found ourselves in one of those narrow passages which surrounded the rooms of the Old Palace. I took a rapid bearing.

This way, Smith, I think!

Youre right! he cried. Ah! whats this?

A door was thrown open, we crowded in, and flashlamps flooded the tapestry room in which I had seen Rudolf Adlon confronting Dr. Fu-Manchu!

The red candles in the candelabra were extinguished, and in the light of our lamps I saw that the tapestry was so decayed as to be in places dropping from the wall. The ebony chair on the dais was there, but save tor the extinguished candles, one of which Smith examined, there was nothing to show that this sinister apartment had been occupied for a generation…

During the next hour we explored some of the strangest rooms I had ever entered. We even penetrated to the cellar below the lotus floor. The place still reeked of hawthorn, but that unknown gas was no longer present in anesthetic quantity. A net was hung below the trap…

We had a glimpse in those evil catacombs of the Venice in which men had disappeared never to be heard of again. But not a soul did we find anywhere!

None of the other police parties had anything to report. Rudolf Adlon, whose slightest words disturbed Europe, had vanished as completely as in the days of the doges when prominent citizens of Venice had vanished!

It was a fact so amazing that I found it hard to accept. No member of that household had ever entered these locked rooms and cellars. All that I had heard, all that I had seen there, might have been figments of a dream! Saving the presence and the evidence of Nayland Smith I should have been tempted to suppose it so.

Yet again, like an evil cloud out of which lightning strikes destruction, Dr. Fu-Manchu had gone with the breeze, to leave no trace behind!

And Ardatha?


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE. SILVER HEELS

Are you ready, Kerrigan?

Nayland Smith burst into my room at the hotel. A bath and a badly needed shave had renewed the man. He lived on his nerves. To me he was a constant source of amazement.

Yes, Smith, Im ready. Is there any more news?

He dropped down on the side of my bed and began to fill his pipe. Wind howled through the shutters, and this was the darkest hour of the night.

Silver Heels has answered the radio and is waiting for us.

What do you think it all means, Smith? To me it still seems like a dream that you and I were confined there in that vile place. Granting Paulos statement to be true, that Brownlow Wilton and his guests had left before my arrival, its still incredible. That scene between Fu-Manchu and Rudolf Adlon… Now at this moment I cannot believe it ever happened!

Think, snapped Smith. The Palazzo Brioni was leased on behalf of Brownlow Wilton by his secretary and a staff assembled. Neither the secretary, one assumes, nor Brownlow Wilton, had the remotest idea of the history of the place. It contained a series of rooms belonging to what is known apparently as the Old Palace which, for good reasons, were shut off  never entered.

So far, I agree.

His pipe satisfactorily filled, Nayland Smith struck a match. While he lighted the tobacco, he continued:

Only one member of the household, Paulo, the butler who has served there before, knows anything about those hidden rooms. Very well. A genius of evil who does know about them, seizes this opportunity. Wilton, who has upheld to his peril the Nazi banner in the United States, is in a position to entertain Rudolf Adlon. Fu-Manchu knows that Rudolf Adlon is coming incognito to Venice. An invitation to a luncheon party on the millionaires yacht is arranged. There are servants of Fu-Manchu on board.

He paused, pushed down the smouldering tobacco with his thumb and lighted a second match.

At that party, Rudolf Adlon meets the woman known as Korêani. He is attracted. She makes it her business to see that he shall be attracted; and of this art, Kerrigan, she is a past mistress. She promises him an appointment, but stresses the danger and difficulty in order to prepare Adlon for the journey through those filthy passages. No doubt she posed as an unhappily married woman.

Its logical enough.

Adlon, now enslaved, slips away from the Palazzo da Rosa and goes to the spot at which she has promised to confirm their meeting. In the interval she has consulted Doctor Fu-Manchu and the nature of Adlons reception has been arranged. Luckily, you saw the message delivered. Adlon keeps the appointment… We know what happened.

His pipe now well alight, he began to walk across and across the floor.

But, Smith, I said, watching him fascinatedly, for his succinct summing up of the facts revealed again the clarity of his mind, you mean that Brownlow Wilton has been ignorant of this from first to last?

He paused for a moment, surrounding himself with clouds of smoke, and then:

Hard to believe, I agree, he snapped, but at the moment there is no other solution. Wilton, as you probably know, is an eccentric and a chronic invalid  in fact a dying man. Although he entertains lavishly, he often secludes himself from his guests. We have found out that his decision to leave for Villefranche was made suddenly, but the party was a small one. Two, I think, we have identified.

I nodded.

There was little doubt that Ardatha had been one of Brownlow Wiltons guests, according to the account of a police officer who had been on board. His description of the only other female member of the party made it clear that this was Korêani. Paulos account of the women tallied.

It had been most cunningly arranged, Smith went on, speaking rapidly and resuming his restless promenade. No doubt Brownlow Wilton met them under circumstances which prompted the invitation. After all, they are both charming women!

You think they flew from Paris and joined the yacht party?

Undoubtedly. They were under Si-Fan orders, but Brownlow Wilton did not know it. Where he met them no doubt we shall learn. But the facts are obvious, I think.

They cannot possibly have sailed in Silver Heels?

No  evidently Doctor Fu-Manchu had other plans for them and for himself. But I know, in my very bones I know, that Wilton is in danger. He may even be running away from that danger now…

* * * *

The Adriatic was behaving badly from the point of view of a naval cutter, when presently we cleared the land and set out to overtake Silver Heels. I thought that the chief of police was not easy as our small craft rolled and pitched in a moderately heavy sea.

However, the storm was subsiding, and a coy moon began to peek through breaking clouds. For my own part I welcomed the storm, for neither the flashes of lightning nor rumbling of distant thunder were out of keeping with my mood.

Unknown to most of its inhabitants, Venice tonight was being combed for one of Europes outstanding figures. Reserves of police had been called in from neighbouring towns. No representative of a great power was in his bed.

Rudolf Adlon had been smuggled out of life.

I think that high-speed dash through angry seas in some way calmed my spirit. Lightning flashed again, and:

There she is! came the hail of a lookout.

But from where we sat in the cabin, all of us, I suppose, had seen Silver Heels, bathed in that sudden radiance, a fairy ship, riding a sea bewitched, a white and beautiful thing.

A ladder was down when we drew alongside, but it was no easy matter to get aboard. At last, however, our party assembled on deck. We were received by Brownlow Wilton and the captain of the yacht.

My first glimpse of Brownlow Wilton provoked a vague memory to which I found myself unable to give definite shape.

He wore a beret and a blue rainproof overcoat with the collar turned up, a wizened little man as I saw him in the deck lights, with the sallow complexion of a southerner, peering at us through black-rimmed spectacles.

The captain, whose name was Farazan, had all the appearance of a Portuguese. He, too, was a sallow type; he wore oilskins. The astonishment of the American owner was manifest in his manner and in his eyes, magnified by the lenses of his spectacles.

Although it is a very great pleasure to have you gentlemen aboard, he said in a weak, piping voice, it is also a great surprise. I dont pretend that I have got the hang of it, but you are very welcome. Lets all step down to the saloon.

We descended to a spacious saloon to find a lighted table and a black-browed steward in attendance. I saw a cold buffet, the necks of wine bottles peeping from an ice bucket.

I thought, said Wilton, peeling off his coat and his beret, that on a night like this and at this hour, you might probably be feeling peckish. Just make yourselves comfortable, gentlemen. I was hauled out of bed myself by the radio message, and I guess a snack wont do any of us any harm.

Silver Heels was riding the swell with an easy and soothing movement, but the chief of police stared at the cold fare as a doomed man might stare at the black cap.

I think, perhaps, he said, that a brandy and soda might do me good.

The attendant steward quietly executed the order, and Brownlow Wilton, seated at the head of the table, dispensed an eager hospitality.

It was all unexpected, he explained. But I feel like a snack myself and I guess all of us could do no better than reinforce.

He had simple charm, I thought, this man who directed a great chain of newspapers and controlled the United States biggest armament works. I had expected nothing so seemingly ingenuous. His reputation, his palace on the Grand Canal, his seagoing yacht, had prepared me, I confess, to meet someone quite different. Only in respect to his state of health did he conform to my expectations. He was a sick man. Despite his protestations, he ate nothing and merely sipped some beverage which looked like barley water.

A little early in the morning, said Nayland Smith, for Kerrigan and myself  when the efficient but saturnine steward proffered refreshments.

He glanced at me smilingly, but I read in his glance that he meant me to refuse.

I turned in directly we sailed, said Wilton; and when a man has just fallen asleep and then is called up suddenly, I always find it takes him a little while to readjust his poise. But now, Sir Denis Nayland Smith  he peered across the table in his short-sighted way I can ask you a question: What is this all about?

Nayland Smith glanced around the saloon, in shadow save for that lighted table at which we were seated.

It is rather difficult, he replied, to explain. But, to begin: where are your guests?

My guests! Brownlow Wiltons magnified eyes opened widely. I have no guests, sir.

What!

Those I had staying on board  there were four only  returned by the late express to Paris. I was unexpectedly compelled to break up the party. I am alone with my crew.

The storm was dying away over the sea, but distant rumbles of thunder reached us from time to time.

I understand, said Nayland Smith, that your four guests were Count and Countess Boratov, Mr van Dee and Miss Murano.

Thats correct.

Wilton looked surprised.

Who is Mr van Dee?

A well-known Philadelphia businessman. We have been friends for years.

I see. And Miss Murano?

A schoolmate of Countess Boratov, very attractive and young. She has lived much in Africa where her family have met with serious misfortune. She has unusually beautiful titian hair.

I grew hotly unhappy, for I knew that he was describing Ardatha!

And where did you make this ladys acquaintance?

In London four weeks back.

Through the Boratovs I suppose?

Surely. I asked her to join us here (she was with the countess in London) and she consented.

How long have you known the Boratovs, Mr Wilton?

Brownlow Wiltons sallow face grew lined and stern. As he glanced at Colonel Correnti, that elfin memory peeped out, and then eluded me again. Silver Heels rolled uneasily. Dimly, I heard thunder.

I appreciate the fact, gentlemen, that you are acting with full authority; but not knowing why I have been favoured with your company, perhaps I may ask in what way my friends are of interest?

No doubt I have been over-brusque, Mr Wilton, said Smith. But your own future is at stake. A crime which may change the history of Europe was committed at the Palazzo Brioni earlier tonight

Whats that?

Brownlow Wilton bent forward over the table.

I have no time for details now. I merely ask for your co-operation. Where did you meet the Boratovs?

When they visited America, in the fall of last year.

Could you describe the countess?

A very lovely woman, sir. A note of unmistakable admiration had entered the speakers high-pitched voice. Tall, slender, with fascinating eyes: they are brilliantly green

Nayland Smith nodded grimly.

And the count?

A distinguished Russian aristocrat, once in the Imperial Guard.

And they all left by the Paris express, you say?

All of them, yes.

You remained alone for some time then at the palace?

No sir. We dined here on board. News from England had come which meant I had to get back. Captain Farazan got busy. He secured the necessary clearance papers and we sailed immediately. My guests made the train and are now on their way to Paris.

Nayland Smith stared hard at James Brownlow Wilton, and then:

Excuse me, came a discreet voice.

The steward (his name was Lopez), who had gone out, stood now at Wiltons elbow, extending a message on a salver. Wilton took it, nodded his apologies, and read the message. The saturnine Lopez went out again.

Ah!  a personal matter, gentlemen  of no importance.

But his expression belied his words. Nayland Smiths face offered me a perplexing study. As Wilton crumpled the scrap of paper in his hand:

May I ask, said Smith, if you used the small study in Palazzo Brioni? I refer to the one distinguished by a very beautiful figure of the Virgin.

Brownlow Wilton stared hard through his powerful spectacles. I thought he was striving for composure.

I looked after all my correspondence there, sir. I have always been attracted to that room.

Were you aware, or did the agent who negotiated the deal inform you, that there is a disused wing which has been locked for years?

I never heard that. This is news to me.

I understand that you have a secretary who takes care of most of these details. I am told that he put Silver Heels into commission in Monaco and also came over to Venice to arrange a suitable household for your arrival. What is this gentlemans name?

You mean Hemsley? He has been with me for years. I sent him ahead to London. I am due back there myself, but I want to put the yacht into dry dock before I go. Theres something radically wrong with her engines.

He engaged the present crew, I believe?

He did  and by and large, very efficient they are.

Have any of them worked for you before?

Not one. Hemsley believes in a clean slate. The same applies to the staff in Venice. Never saw one of them in my life before.


CHAPTER FORTY. SILVER HEELS (CONTINUED)

Silver Heels rode the swell uneasily. The chief of police continued to look unhappy. He glanced at me from time to time. I could hear the tramping of feet on the deck above, and I knew that the police were going about their work inspecting the papers of the crew. Peering into the shadows at the darkened end of the saloon, I had a momentary impression that someone had been standing there… and had disappeared.

The creaking of the ship in a silence which had fallen became to my ears a sinister sound. Nayland Smiths eyes were fixed intently upon the face of the American owner. For some reason I was glad when he spoke:

You entertained Rudolf Adlon to lunch on board?

I did. I had introductions to him from Pietro Monaghani with whom I am well acquainted.

I suggest that Rudolf Adlon was much attracted by the countess?

Brownlow Wilton smiled uneasily, then leaning forward selected a cigar from a box which lay upon the table. As he tore the label:

Maybe youre right, he replied, and I am not blaming him. But he is a man who makes no attempt to hide his feelings.

Herr Adlon returned after luncheon to the Palazzo da Rosa?

Yes  and I wont say I was sorry.

Did you go ashore to the palace during the afternoon?

No, I stayed on board, but most of the party went ashore. They had odd jobs to do, you understand, before leaving for Paris.

Did you see them off?

No sir. They said good-bye on the yacht and went ashore in the launch. You see, Im not as active as I used to be. I had a conference with the chief engineer. I wanted to find out if she could make Villefranche under her own steam.

So that was the last you saw of your guests?

It was. But we are all meeting again in London in three days.

Again that uncomfortable silence fell, and then:

You are quite sure, Mr Wilton, that your reason for breaking up the party was purely engine trouble? I mean you have not, by any chance, received a notice from the Si-Fan?

At those words, Wiltons face changed completely. He laid down the cigar which he had just lighted, and the effect was as though he had discarded a mask. His large, dark eyes, magnified by spectacles, gleamed almost feverishly as he glared at Nayland Smith.

How can you know that? he asked and clutched the edge of the table. How can you know that?

It may be my business to know, Mr Wilton.

I had two! I got a third while Adlon was on board. Yes, admit it. I was running away. Now you have the truth.

Nayland Smith nodded. I thought as much. You control a great American newspaper, Mr Wilton. Its sympathies are rather pointedly with Adlon and Monaghani. Am I right?

Maybe you are.

Also, may I suggest that your armament works do a large trade with the governments represented by these gentlemen?

You seem to know a lot, sir. But, as you say, maybe its your business.

How long does the third notice give you?

Until noon tomorrow.

What are you to do?

I was ordered to come here to Venice. His glance now as he looked about him was that of a hunted man. And I was ordered to give that lunch on board to Adlon. Now I am told to beat it as fast as I can get away. This whole journey has been in obedience to those orders. I will admit it: I am a badly frightened man. I once spent some years in the Orient, and I know enough about the Si-Fan to have done what I have done.

Nayland Smith looked hard at me.

You are noting these facts, no doubt, Kerrigan? You see how Mr Wilton has been used for a dreadful purpose, a purpose which I fear has succeeded.

For some time past, faintly, I had heard the crackling of radio, and now came hurrying footsteps. A police officer ran in carrying a message which he handed to the chief.

Colonel Correnti adjusted a powerful monocle and read it. Then he looked up, his hitherto pale face flushed with excitement.

It is from headquarters, he exclaimed… A body has been found in the canal!

What!

Smith sprang to his feet.

They cannot be certain but they think

Merciful heaven! This is terrible! What does it mean?

Wilton, also, had stood up and was staring at the colonels pale face.

It means, Mr Wilton, snapped Smith, that something intended to avert war has happened tonight which, instead, may lead to it.

Why should we be silent, the colonel cried, about that which the world must know tomorrow! Mr Wilton, a terrible thing has happened in Venice; Rudolf Adlon, a short time after he left this yacht, disappeared completely!

What do you say?

Wilton dropped back into his chair.

Those are the facts, said Nayland Smith sternly. You were used to bring together Adlon and the woman known to you as Countess Boratov under circumstances which would enable them to meet again secretly. This meeting took place  you have heard the result.

But there may be a mistake! I find myself quite unable to believe it!

* * * *

Catch him, Kerrigan  he has collapsed!

Just as he stepped out onto the deck, we both saw Wilton stagger and clutch blindly for support… I caught him as he fell. In the deck light his face appeared ghastly.

This murderous farce  he spoke in a mere whisper has taken more out of me than I realised. Now I know why it was planned, the thing that has happened  I guess Im through!

Colonel Correnti was already on board the cutter, although it had proved no simple task to transfer his portly form from the moving ladder. I could see him staring up through a cabin window. We had all planned to return immediately, leaving the crew to bring Silver Heels back to port with two police on board.

Now I realised that our plans would have to be changed.

My cabin is just forward, Brownlow Wilton muttered. If I may lean on you I think I can make it.

Smith and I took him forward to his cabin. It was commodious, with up-to-date equipment, and having laid him on the bed:

My small medical knowledge does not entitle me to prescribe, said Nayland Smith, but would some stimulant

Lopez, the steward appeared in the doorway. Behind him I saw the Carabinieri uniforms of the two men detailed to remain on board. In light shining out of the cabin, I disliked the stewards appearance more than ever.

If you will leave Mr Wilton to me, gentlemen, he said, I think I can take care of him.

Brownlow Wiltons face was now contorted; he appeared to be in agony.

What is it? I asked aside.

Angina pectoris, sir. The excitement. I am afraid he is in for another attack. There are some tablets…

Good God! dont you travel with a doctor?

No sir. Mr Wilton has a regular physician in Venice, but I dont think he felt any symptoms of an attack until this present moment.

Nayland Smith was staring down at the sick man, and somehow from his expression I deduced what he was thinking. Dr. Fu-Manchu, he had told me on one occasion, could reproduce the symptoms of nearly every disease known to medical science…

I will take no drugs

The sick man had forced himself upright  Smith sprang forward to assist him.

Is this wise, Mr Wilton?

Be so good as to give me your arm  as far as that chair. Lopez! I have found that a small glass of old Bourbon whisky never does any harm at these times. If you abstemious gentlemen would join me, why, that would hasten the cure!

His pluck was so admirable that to refuse would have been churlish. Lopez went to find the old Bourbon and Nayland Smith, going out on deck, hailed the cutter.

Head for port! Dont delay. I am remaining on board. Silver Heels will put about and follow…

At the small cabin table I presently found myself seated, the invalid on my left and Nayland Smith, too restless to relax, leaning against an elaborate washbowl with which the room was equipped. Behind me Lopez poured out the drinks.

Pardon, Smith muttered, and turning, began to wash his hands. Grimy from the journey.

When he turned to take the glass which Lopez handed to him, I had a glimpse of Smiths face in the mirror which positively startled me. His eyes shone like steel; his jaws were clenched. Almost, I doubted my senses  for as he fronted us again he was smiling!

Lopez withdrew quietly, leaving the cabin door open. I could hear the cutter moving off. There were shouted orders, and now I detected vibration. Silver Heels was being put about.

To the future, gentlemen!

Brownlow Wilton raised his glass, when:

Good God! Look! Doctor Fu-Manchu!

Nayland Smith snapped out the words and glared across the cabin!

Brownlow Wilton, setting his glass unsteadily on the table (I had not touched mine), shot up from his chair with astounding agility and we both stared at the open door. I was up, too.

The deck outside was empty!

I turned with a feeling of dismay to Smith. He was draining his glass. He set it down.

Forgive me, Mr Wilton  he spoke with a nervousness I had never before detected in him that bogey is beginning to haunt me! It was only the shadow of a cloud.

Well  Wiltons high voice quavered you certainly startled me  although I dont know whom you thought you saw.

Forget it, Mr Wilton. Im afraid the strain is telling. But that whisky has done me good. Finish your drink, Kerrigan. Perhaps I might rest awhile, if theres an available cabin?

Why certainly! Brownlow Wilton pressed a bell. Your very good health, gentlemen!

He drank his Bourbon like a man who needed it, and as Lopez came in silently I finished mine.

Lopez  show Sir Denis Nayland Smith and Mr Kerrigan to cabin A. It is at your, disposal, gentlemen. We have an hours sailing ahead of…

I glanced swiftly at Smith. The shock of his strange outcry had provoked another spasm of Wiltons dread ailment. His features were convulsed. He lay back limply in his chair! All right, sir! said Lopez as I stooped and raised the frail body, If he lies down I hope he will recover

I laid the sick man on his bed. His eyes were staring past me at Lopez. He tried to speak  but not a word came.

Heres your next patient, Kerrigan, Nayland Smith spoke thickly… he was swaying!

I ran to him.

This way, sir.

Lopez remained imperturbable. As I clutched Smiths arm and the steward led us along the deck, I cannot even attempt to depict my frame of mind…

What ailed Nayland Smith?

Lightning flickered far away over the sea; thunder sounded like rolling drums… The police cutter was already out of sight. Silver Heels swung slowly about.

As Smith reeled along the deserted deck:

Take your cue from me! he whispered in my ear. When I lie on the bed drop down beside me in a chair  anywhere  but as near as you can! Begin to stagger…

The steward opened a door and illuminated a commodious cabin, similar to that occupied by Brownlow Wilton.

In here, sir.

Always… poor sailor, I fear, Smith muttered thickly. Lie down awhile…

I assisted him on to one of the two beds, while Lopez removed the coverlet. He lay there with closed eyes, seeming to be trying to speak. An armchair stood near by, and distrusting my acting I slumped suddenly into it. I had ceased trying to think, but trusted Nayland Smith, for he could see where I was blind.

As the steward solicitously removed the coverlet from the neighbouring bed and spread it over me:

Sorry… whacked! I muttered and closed my eyes.

The steward went out and shut the cabin door.

Dont speak  dont move! It was a mere murmur. Roll over so that you face me, and wait.

I rolled over on my side and lay still. Now I could see Smith clearly. His eyes, though half closed, were questing about the cabin, particularly watching the door and the two ports which gave upon the deck. Over the creaking and groaning of the ship I heard those distant drums. Something told me to lie still  that we were being watched.

Speak softly, said Nayland Smith; the man Lopez has gone to report. Do you realise what has happened?

Not in the least.

We have fallen into a trap!

What!

Lie still. Someone else is probably watching us… I foresaw the danger but still walked into it. I suppose I had no right to bring you with me.

I dont even know what you mean.

The manoeuvre of turning the ship about had been clumsily accomplished, and I realised that we were now headed back for Venice. There was less creaking and groaning and the sound of thunder drums grew fainter.

I suspect Fu-Manchus plan to be that we shall never return.

Good heavens!

Ssh! Quiet! Someone at the porthole.

I lay perfectly still; so did Nayland Smith. Only by the prompting of that extra sense which comes to us in hours of danger did I realise that someone was indeed peering into the cabin. My brain, tired by a whirl of grotesque experiences, obstinately refused to deal with this new problem. Why should we both be overcome? And what were we waiting for?

All clear again, Smith reported in a low voice. Even if the door is locked, which I doubt, those deck ports are wide enough to enable us to get out.

But Smith, what do you suspect?

It isnt a suspicion, Kerrigan; its a fact. This yacht is in the hands of servants of Doctor Fu-Manchu from the commander downwards.

Good God! Are you sure?

Quite sure.

But Wilton…

In Europe our concern is concentrated upon kings and dictators, but Wilton in the United States wields almost as much power as, shall we say, Goebbels in Germany. His political sympathies are well known, his interests widespread.

But Wilton is a dying man.

I think you would be nearer the mark, Kerrigan, if you said Wilton is a dead man!

* * * *

Only the sound of the propellers broke the silence now. I knew instinctively that Nayland Smith was thinking hard, and presently:

Can you hear me, Kerrigan? he asked in a low voice. I dare not speak louder.

Yes.

Those words Wilton is a dead man haunted me. I wondered what he meant.

We should probably be well-advised to make a dash for it; grab those life belts and jump over the side. But theres a fairly heavy swell and I dont entirely fancy the prospect.

I dont fancy it at all!

Perhaps we can afford to wait until we are rather nearer land. Our great risk at the moment is that they discover we are not insensible.

Insensible! But why should we be insensible?

Of all the strange and horrible memories which I have of this battle to prevent Dr. Fu-Manchu from readjusting the balance of world power, there is none more strange, I think than this muttered interlude, lying there in the cabin of Silver Heels.

For the simple reason, the quiet, low voice continued, that the drinks we shared with Wilton were drugged. Bourbon whisky was insisted upon for that reason: its marked flavour evidently conceals whatever drug was in it.

But, Smith

I switched them, Kerrigan, having created a brief distraction! My own, if you remember, I apparently drained at a draught. It went into the washbowl at my elbow.

But mine?

There was no alternative in the time at my disposal. Wilton had yours  you had Wiltons.

Good God! Do you mean you think he is lying dead there in his cabin?

Ssh! Remember we are through if they once suspect us. I mean that he is dead, yes  but not lying in his cabin…

He lay silent for a while, and I divined the fact that he was listening. I listened also, puzzling my brain at the same time for a clue to the meaning of his words. Then:

I am wondering why the two police have not

My sentence was cut short. I heard a sudden scuffling of feet, a wild cry  and then came silence again, except that very far away I detected a dull rumbling of thunder.

Smith! Good God, can we do nothing!

The murderous swine! Its too late! I was playing for time  trying to make a plan  there was an agony of remorse in his low-pitched voice. Hello!

The lights went out!

Now we can move, snapped Smith, and as he spoke the engines ceased to move. Silver Heels lay rolling idly on the swell.

This is where we jump to it! Quick, Kerrigan! Have your gun handy!

I rolled off the bed and made for the door. I was nearer to it than Smith.

Damnation! I exclaimed.

The door was locked!

I didnt note them do it.

Dimly I could see Smith trying one of the big rectangular ports which opened onto the starboard deck.

Hullo! This is more serious than I thought! These are locked, too!

We stood there for a moment listening to increasing sounds about us.

Theyre getting the launch away, I muttered, for I had noted that the yacht carried a motor launch. What does that mean?

It means theyre going to sink Silver Heels  with ourselves on board!


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE. SILVER HEELS (CONCLUDED)

Listen, Kerrigan, listen!

To the sound of voices, running feet, creaking of davits and wheezy turning of chocks, a suggestive silence had succeeded, broken only by the cracking and groaning of the ships fabric.

If Nayland Smiths conclusions were true, and he was rarely wrong, we were trapped like rats, and like rats must drown.

I listened intently.

You hear it, Kerrigan?

Yes. Its in some adjoining cabin.

It was a moaning sound; but unlike that which had horrified me in the cellars of Palazzo Brioni, this certainly was human. Even as I listened and wondered what I heard, Nayland Smith had a wardrobe door open. The wardrobe was empty, but in the dim light I saw that he had his ear pressed to the woodwork.

Its behind here! he said. We darent use a torch yet. Noise we must risk. The ships noises may drown it, but this boarding has to be stripped. Hello!

As I joined him I saw that there was a ventilator at the back of the wardrobe.

No time and no means to unscrew it, he muttered, and I saw that he had succeeded in wedging his fingers between two of the bars. Lets hope it doesnt make too much row!

He wrenched it bodily from the light wood in which it was set. Speaking very close to the gap thus created:

Anyone there? he called softly.

A stifled muttering responded.

Come on, Kerrigan! This is our only chance!

So far as I could make out, every living soul on board, other than ourselves or whoever might be in the next cabin, had joined the launch. We attacked that job like demons, stripping three-ply woodwork from the back of the wardrobe. Every crack of the shattered fragments sounded in my ears like the shot of a pistol. We made a considerable gap  and no one hindered us.

If anybody comes in, snapped Smith, shoot him down.

There was a second partition behind, and now that stifled cry reached us more urgently.

Stand behind me, said Smith.

He flashed a momentary beam upon this new obstacle.

Matchboarding, I muttered. These rooms once communicated.

Not awaiting his reply, I hurled myself against it.

I crashed through into a small cabin, as fitful moonlight from a porthole told me. On the floor the two men of the Carabinieri lay bound  bandages tied over their mouths! One was struggling furiously; the other lay still.

This one first.

Quickly we released the struggling man. He spoke a little English and the situation was soon explained. He had been struck down from behind as he patrolled the deck, and had recovered consciousness to find himself bound in the cabin. His opposite number, when we released him in turn, proved to be insensible, but alive.

Now, snapped Smith. Yes or no…

The cabin was locked.

This is awful! I groaned. But we could blow the lock out.

Yes  fortunately were armed, for these mens carbines have gone. But wait

He sprang to the porthole, worked feverishly for a few seconds and then:

A different fitting, he gasped. I have it open!

I climbed through onto the deck… and the key was in the cabin door. We were on the starboard side of Silver Heels; the launch lay at the port ladder. And from the ladder-head at this moment sounds of disturbance arose. Facing us a small lifeboat hung at the davits; forward, just abaft the bridge, an alleyway connected the two decks.

Do you know anything about boats? Smith snapped.

Not much.

Do you? to the police officer.

Yes sir. I was at sea before I joined the Carabinieri.

Right! Kerrigan, steal through that alleyway and watch what is going on. You  to the ex-seaman lend a hand with your friend.

They began to haul the insensible man across the deck. I turned and crept along the alleyway. Soon I had a view of the ladder-head. The portside was in shadow, relieved only by the light of a solitary hurricane lantern.

One man stood there. He was tapping his foot impatiently upon the deck and watching a door which I thought led to the engine room. It was Lopez. Heralded by a rattling of feet on iron rungs, a man wearing dungarees, burst into view.

You have set it?

Yes.

Down quickly!  not a moment to waste!

But Doctor Chang! Where is the doctor? I have not seen him.

His orders were to join the launch immediately she was swung out.

Doctor Chang is not on board, came a voice from the foot of the ladder.

How long have we?

Three minutes.

Silver Heels, her wheel abandoned, creaked and groaned: it became difficult to hear the speakers.

I shall not sacrifice myself for the doctor! Lopez spoke furiously. Already he has taxed my patience… Hoy!  he hailed Doctor!

Doctor Chang!

Other voices joined in the cry.

But Dr. Chang  whoever Dr. Chang may have been  did not appear.

At the head of the ladder the man in dungarees hesitated, looking back over his shoulder, whereupon:

Down, I say! cried Lopez, a note of cold authority in his voice. Who is in charge here? Always the doctor was mad. If he wishes to be destroyed who cares? There is not a moment to spare! Everyone for himself!

* * * *

Nayland Smith and the police officer had succeeded in lowering away the ships boat with the insensible Carabinier on board, for when I got back to the starboard rail it was already riding an oil swell, fended off by the man in uniform. Smith, bathed in perspiration as I could see, was watching for my return.

Well?

Theyve gone. The ship will blow up in two minutes! But Wilton

Come on! The ladder is down.

But

There are no buts. Come on!

Although I have said that the swell was subsiding, boarding that boat was no easy matter. We accomplished it, however, so that I am in a position to testify to the fact that some prayers are answered.

As dimly we heard the launch racing away from Silver Heels, we began furiously to pull around the stern of the vessel. We rowed as though our lives depended upon our efforts.

And this indeed was the case.

I was too excited at the time, too exhausted, to be competent to say now how far from Silver Heels we lay when it happened… but the effect was as though a volcano had belched up from the sea.

A shattering explosion came  and the graceful yacht seemed to split in the middle. Minor explosions followed. Flames roared up as if to lick the clouds.

Her end, I think, was a matter of minutes…

I can hear myself now as that deafening explosion came, and Silver Heels disappeared below the waves, creating a maelstrom which wildly rocked the boat:

Smith! I dont understand!… Why did we desert Brownlow Wilton? He died a terrible death, and we

He deserved it. God knows how or when the real Wilton died! The staff engaged in Venice had never seen Wilton. It was a plot to trap Adlon. The man who died on Silver Heels was a double, a servant of Doctor Fu-Manchu!

Good heavens, Smith! A memory has come back!

Dictators have no monopoly of doubles. Doctor Fu-Manchu employs them with notable success.

Those fellows were crying out for someone called Doctor Chang, who was missing

Wiltons impersonator, no doubt! I suspected a Mongolian streak. He lay drugged  by his own hand! I saw it all in the mirror, Kerrigan, hence my remarkable behaviour! The man, Lopez, was directing; he is senior to the other in the Si-Fan. But doctor is significant. Probably Doctor Chang, apart from his resemblance to Brownlow Wilton, is a poison specialist

I know he is, Smith  I know it! He is the man who came to your rooms and fixed the Green Death to the telephone!

Poor devil! You mean he was the man…


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO. THE MAN IN THE PARK

The wheels seemed to turn very swiftly in those strange days, and nights during which I found myself beside Nayland Smith in his battle to hold the world safe from Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Throughout the week that followed our escape from Silver Heels so many things happened that I find it difficult to select a point from which to carry on my story, since I realise that this story, almost against my will, from the first has wound itself insidiously about the figure of Ardatha.

First had come what Smith called the great hush-up.

Since Rudolf Adlons double had been reviewing troops at the time when the real Adlon had been at Palazzo da Rosa, it was impossible for his government to divulge the fact that he had died (or disappeared) in Venice. When it became necessary to admit his death to a public which had looked up to him as to a god, they were told that he had died in his bed. The double, Rudolf Adlon No. 2, ceased to exist. It was done adroitly: the newspapers were muzzled. Patriotic physicians issued fictitious bulletins, then the final news for which a breathless Europe waited.

Mourning millions filed past a guarded dummy lying in state…

Next came the retirement from public life of the ruler of Turkey, a bloodless victory for Fu-Manchu was Nayland Smiths comment. (Pietro Monaghani, I should mention, had failed to keep the appointment with Adlon in Venice. He had accepted the orders of the Si-Fan.)

When an astonishing fact became undeniable  the fact that Fu-Manchu with all his people, including Ardatha, had vanished from Venice as though they had never entered the City of the Lagoons, I remember that I advocated a secret departure to some base unsuspected by the Chinese doctor.

Will you never realise, Kerrigan, Nayland Smith had said, that from the point of view of the organisation controlled by Fu-Manchu, there is no such thing as a secret base. He knew that Adlon was going to be in Venice before the combined intelligence services of Europe knew it. He brought a crew of highly trained criminal specialists to deal with the situation and dispersed them into thin air when their work was done, as a conjurer vanishes a bowl of goldfish. And think of the pack of cutthroats who left Silver Heels in the murder launch. The explosion was heard for miles  we were picked up ten minutes later; but what of the launch? It hasnt been traced to this day, nor anybody on board!

And so on one never-to-be-forgotten evening I found myself back at my flat in Bayswater Road.

I stared from my window across the park as dusk gathered and pedestrians moved in the direction of the gates. I had not seen Nayland Smith since the forenoon. At this time, frankly, I was terrified whenever he was out of my sight. That he continued to live while the awful hand of Fu-Manchu was extended against him became every hour a miracle more worshipful.

Presently the behaviour of a man who had just reached the gate nearly opposite my window began to intrigue me.

He was a tall, rather shabby-looking man, bearded and bespectacled. His wide-brimmed hat suggested a colonial visitor, and he walked with a stoop, leaning heavily upon an ash stick. Under one arm he carried a bulky portfolio. He was accompanied by a park-keeper and a policeman who assisted his every step. But it was something else which had arrested my attention.

He was staring up intently at my window!

Now as I drew the curtain aside and peered out, he raised his stick and lowered it, pointing to the front door!

That he was directing me to go down and admit him was an unmistakable fact, for I saw during a halt in the traffic that he was being shepherded across. I delayed only long enough to slip an automatic into my pocket and then went out and began to descend.

Mrs Merton, my daily help, had gone, for I was not dining at home. As the flat below remained unoccupied and my upstairs neighbour was away, I confess that my steps to the front door were not unfearful. But I knew that this growing dread of the demoniac Dr. Fu-Manchu was something I must combat with all my strength. Fear was his weapon.

I threw the door open and stood looking out at the man who waited there.

With a terse nod to his two supporters, he stepped in.

Shut the door, he snapped.

It was Nayland Smith!

* * * *

Smith, I said reproachfully, you promised you would never go about alone!

I was not alone!

He removed the wide-brimmed hat, the glasses, and straightened bent shoulders.

I cannot complete the transformation in the best stage tradition, he said, with a grim smile. False whiskers, if they are to sustain close scrutiny, must be attached with some care.

But Smith, I dont understand!

My dramatic appearance, Kerrigan, is easily explained. I was in a flying squad car with Gallaho. Nearly at the top of Sloane Street, just before one reaches Knightsbridge, there is a narrow turning on the right. Out of this at the very moment that we were about to pass, a lorry shot  I use the word advisedly  for the acceleration pointed to an amazing engine. It struck the bonnet of our car, turned us completely around. We capsized  and before the lorry driver could check his mad career, it resulted in the destruction of a taxicab, and, I fear, of the taximan!

But, Smith, do you mean

That it was deliberate? Of course! The pipe and pouch came from the pocket of his shabby coat. Gallaho was knocked out, and I am afraid our driver was badly injured. As you see  he indicated the side of his skull I did not escape entirely.

I saw a jagged gash which was still bleeding.

Some iodine, Smith?

Later. A scratch.

What happened then? How do you come to be here?

What happened was this: In spite of my disguise I had been recognised. This was a planned attempt to recover something which I had in my possession! In the tremendous disturbance which followed I climbed out of the window of the overturned car and lost myself in the crowd which began to collect. The casualties were receiving attention. My business was to slip away.

He paused, stuffing tobacco into the briar bowl and staring at me, familiar grey eyes in that unfamiliar bearded face leaving an odd impression.

I always carry the badge of a kings messenger. He pulled back the lapel of his coat and I saw the silver greyhound. It ensures prompt official assistance in an emergency without long explanations. I grabbed a constable, told him to come along, and made straight across the park. Here I roped in a park-keeper. Even so, I kept as much as possible to open spaces and checked up on anybody walking in the same direction.

He stared through the window across to the darkening park.

What should you have done if I had not been looking out or if I had not replied?

I should have been compelled to ring the bell, meaning delay  which I feared. But I knew you would be at home for I had promised to communicate.

As I crossed to the dining room for refreshments he dropped into an armchair and began to light his pipe. The big portfolio he set upon the floor beside him. On my return:

The full facts of the Venice plot are now to hand, he said bitterly. Our pursuit of Silver Heels may or may not have been forseseen, but in any event it is certain that they meant to destroy the vessel.

Why?

The story of engine trouble had been circulated. She was, as you know, a Diesel engine ship. By the simple device of blowing her up at sea, everybody on board having first slipped away on the motor launch, the death of James Brownlow Wilton would be satisfactorily explained. I think we may take it for granted that the launch did not make for land. I am postulating, though I may never be able to prove it, some other craft in the neighbourhood by which they were picked up.

But… James Brownlow Wilton?

I have the facts  all of them, but the details are unimportant, Kerrigan. James Brownlow Wilton travelled by the Blue Train from London to Monte Carlo to join the yacht  I mean the real James Brownlow Wilton. At some time during the night (the French police think at Avignon) he was smuggled off the train. His double took his place…

Its too appalling to think about!

His retiring habits made the job a comparatively easy one. He avoided  refused to see  those to whom the real Wilton was well known, and joining the yacht, sailed for Venice. The same procedure was followed there. Rudolf Adlon was dealt with, and saving our presence, the death of the millionaire at sea would have concluded the episode.

That conclusion has been generally accepted, Smith. The newspapers are full of it.

I know. Those who are aware of the real facts have been instructed to remain silent… as in the case of Rudolf Adlon.

Good God! What a ghastly farce!

He took the glass I handed to him, and holding it up to the light, stared through it as though inspiration might reside in the bubbles.

A farce indeed! But any government such as the Adlon government, which consistently hoodwinks the public, must be prepared to face such an emergency. One must admit that they have faced it well. General Diesler, Adlons successor, acted with promptitude and vision. The figure lying in state was in the true tradition of Cesare Borgia. The bulletins of the medical men were worthy of Machiavelli. And now, today, an empty shell has reverently been set in place, and a monument will be raised above it!

My phone rang.

Careful, Kerrigan! snapped Smith. Remember that Doctor Fu-Manchu employs mimics. Dont say Im here unless you are absolutely sure to whom you are speaking. But it may be news of poor Gallaho.

I picked up the receiver.

Hello, came a typically English voice. Is that Mr Bart Kerrigans flat?

Yes.

I have been told by Sir Denis Nayland Smiths man that Sir Denis may be with you. This is Egerton of the Foreign Office speaking.

I turned to Smith, and without uttering the words, framed with my lips: Egerton, F.O.!

Close to my ear Smith whispered:

Say you will communicate with me if he will give you Feys number.

If you will give me Feys number, I said (wondering what Feys number might be), I will endeavour to communicate with Sir Denis.

Seven six nine four, came the reply.

Seven six nine four, I mouthed.

Nayland Smith took up the receiver.

That you, Egerton? Yes… precautions are necessary I am afraid. We have had an unexpected scoop today. Be good enough to mention to no one that I am here… Yes… Whats that?…

He seemed to grow rigid. The grey eyes in that bearded face shone feverishly as he listened. Only once he interpolated a query:

The mob killed him, you say? Is that certain?

He listened again, nodding grimly. And at last:

We knew he had had the notices, he said in a dull voice, but he was even more obstinate than Adlon. In fact I am disposed to believe, Egerton, that he distrusted me. You know I was refused admission to the country?

I heard the voice of the unseen Egerton talking for a while longer, and then:

You may count upon me. I will communicate at once, said Smith and hung up the receiver.

He turned, and his expression warned me: Dr. Fu-Manchu had scored again.

Yes, he nodded, the work of the Si-Fan carries on.

What has happened, Smith?

Something even more spectacular, he replied bitterly, than the published facts relating to Rudolf Adlon. The newspapers and news bulletins will have it tonight. All the world must know, for this is something which cannot be suppressed, nor edited. Standing on a black-draped balcony before no less than two hundred thousand people, General Diesler was delivering a funeral oration over the draped shell which does not contain the body of Rudolf Adlon. He said, so Egerton informs me: We have all suffered an irreparable loss. There is a fiendish enemy, by you unsuspected, an enemy in our very midst… Those, roughly, were his words…

Well, what happened?

They were his last words, Kerrigan.

What!

He stopped, clutched at his breast and fell. The sound of a distant, a very distant report, was heard. He had been shot through the heart.

But, Smith, on such an occasion every place within range would have been emptied, held by the police or the military!

Every place within range  I agree, Kerrigan  that is, within ordinary range. This shot was fired from the top of the cathedral spire  thirty-five hundred yards away!

I dont understand!

A body of police who happened to be marching through the cathedral close by heard the report from the top of the steeple. They rushed in and caught a man who was hurrying down those hundreds of steps. It was none other than Baron Trenck, the millionaire publisher, ruined and exiled by Adlon, but acknowleged to be one of the three finest big-game shots in Europe!

But, Smith

The rifle which he carried was fitted with telescopic sights… and a Jasper vacuum charger!

Good God!

You see, the doctor has already made use of that valuable invention, thanks to the work of his daughter, Korêani! In spite of the efforts of the police who endeavoured to escort the baron under arrest, fanatical Adlonites  he paused for a moment I gather that he was practically torn to pieces.

* * * *

I am now going to make a curious request, Kerrigan.

What is it?

Let me confess that I had not yet recovered from the shock of that dreadful news.

I am going to ask you to look out of the window while I select a hiding place somewhere in your rooms for this portfolio!

A hiding place?

Let me explain. It was to recover this portfolio which I was taking to Scotland Yard that that mad attack was made upon me in Sloane Street. A flying squad car will be here in a few minutes  I authorised the constable to phone for one  in which I propose to leave.

And I to come with you.

Not at all!

What!

Another attempt, although probably not of the same character, is to be expected. I shall be well guarded. Your presence could not save me. But this time the attempt might succeed. Therefore, I am going to hide this valuable thing in your rooms.

Why hide it?

Because if you knew where to find it, Fu-Manchu might discover a means of forcing you to tell him!

But why leave it here at all?

For a very good reason. Be so kind as to do as I ask, Kerrigan.

I stared out of the window, thinking into what a mad maze my footsteps had blundered since that first evening when Nayland Smith had rung my bell. I could hear him walking about in an adjoining room, and then he returned. I saw a police car pull up at the door. The bell rang.

I shall be in good hands until I see you again, snapped Smith. Later I will communicate when I have made arrangements for the safe transfer of the portfolio to a spot where I propose to place its contents before a committee which I must assemble for the purpose.

But what is it, Smith?

Forgive me, Kerrigan, but I dont want to tell you. You will know in good time. One thing only I ask  and you will serve me best by doing exactly as I direct. Dont leave your flat tonight until you hear from me, and distrust visitors as I distrust every inch of my route from here to Scotland Yard!

When he was gone (and I went down to the front door to satisfy myself that the car really belonged to the flying squad) I sat at my desk for some time endeavouring to get my notes in order, to transfer to paper something of the recent amazing developments in this campaign of the Si-Fan against dictatorship. It was a story hard to believe, harder to tell; yet one that some day must be told, and one well worth the telling.

A phone call interrupted me. It was from Scotland Yard, and I knew the speaker: Chief Inspector Leighton of the special branch. News of Gallaho. He had escaped with cuts and contusions. The doctors despaired of the life of the driver; and among other casualties great and small occasioned by the apparently insane behaviour of the truckman, was that of this person himself. His neck had been broken in the collision.

He was some kind of Asiatic, said Inspector Leighton. Sir Denis may be able to recognise him. The firm to whom the lorry belonged know nothing of the matter…

I was still thinking over his words when again my phone rang. I took up the receiver.

Hello!

Yes, said a voice, is that Bart Kerrigan?

The speaker was Ardatha!


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE. MY DOORBELL RINGS

By dint of a mighty effort I replied calmly:

Yes, Ardatha. How did you find my number? It isnt in the book.

You should know now  how I loved her quaint accent that private numbers mean nothing to the people I belong to.

There was a moment of almost timorous hesitancy.

I hate to hear you say that, Ardatha. I am desperately unhappy about you. Thank God you called me! Why did you call me?

Because I had to.

What do you mean?

I cannot possibly speak to you long from here. I must see you tonight. This is urgent!

I continued the effort to control my voice, to bid my thumping heart behave normally.

Yes, Ardatha, you must know I am longing to see you. But

But what?

I cannot go out tonight.

I do not ask you to go out tonight. I will come to you.

Oh, my dear, its wonderful! But every time you take such risks for my sake

This is a risk I must take, or there will be no you, no Nayland Smith!

When shall I expect you?

In five minutes. But, listen. I know the house where you live. You cannot believe how well I know it! Fasten open the catch of the front door, so that I do not have to wait out in the street. I will come up and ring your bell. Please do not look out of the window or do anything to show that you expect anyone. Will you promise?

Of course.

Silence.

I hung up the receiver as a man in a daze. Ardatha was real after all. Nayland Smith was wiser than I, for always he had acted as her counsel when in my despair I had condemned her as a Delilah.

Then, as if to banish the wild happiness with which my spirit was intoxicated, came a logical thought…

That mysterious portfolio  so valuable that Smith had been afraid to take it with him even in a flying squad car! It was here… The Si-Fan knew. Ardatha was coming to find it!

My hand on the door, I paused, chilled, doubting, questioning.

Were my instincts betraying me? I could not recall that I had ever proved myself easily glamoured by that which was worthless. If the soul of Ardatha be not a brave and a splendid soul but a hollow, mocking thing, I told myself, then the years of my maturity have been wasted. I am indeed no philosopher.

In any event, now was the acid test. For if she came with a hidden purpose I should learn it. And whatever the wrench  it would be the finish.

For the rest I had nothing to fear unless I were overpowered and the flat ransacked. There was no information which I could give, even under torture, for I did not know where Nayland Smith had concealed the portfolio.

I went downstairs. The lights were on in the little glass arcade which led to the porch. I opened the door and fixed the catch so that a push from outside would give access; then, in that frame of mind which every man in such circumstances has shown, I returned to my flat.

The interval, though short, seemed interminable…

My doorbell rang. I walked from the study along the short passage. I was trying to frame words with which I should greet Ardatha, trying to school myself to control hot impulses, and yet not to seem too cold.

I opened the door… and there on the landing, wearing a French cape and a black soft-brimmed hat, stood Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR. ALWAYS I AM JUST

When I say that horror, disillusionment, abject misery robbed me of speech, movement, almost of thought, I do not exaggerate the facts. My beliefs, my philosophy, my world, crumbled around me.

Mr Kerrigan  my dreadful visitor spoke softly do not hesitate to accept any order I may give.

His right elbow rested upon his hip, his long yellow fingers held an object which resembled a silver fountain pen. I wrenched my glance away from those baleful eyes and stared at this thing.

Death in the form of disintegration I hold in my hand, he continued. Step back. I will follow you.

The little silver tube he pointed in my direction. I walked slowly along to the study. I heard Dr. Fu-Manchu close the front door and follow me in. I stood in front of the table, and turning, faced him. I avoided his eyes, but watched the long silver object which he held in his hand.

I despised myself completely. This man  I judged him to be not less than seventy years of age  held no weapon other than a small tube, yet had me cowed. I was afraid to attack him, afraid to defend myself  for behind this thing which he held I saw all the deadly armament of his genius.

But my weakness of spirit was not due entirely to cowardice, to fear of the dreadful Chinese doctor. It was due in great part to sudden recognition of the frightful duplicity of Ardatha! She, she whom I longed to worship, she had tricked me into opening my door to this awful being!

Do not misjudge Ardatha.

Those words had something of the effect of a flash of lightning. In the first place, they answered my unspoken thought (which alone was terrifying), and in the second place, they brought hope to a mind filled with black despair.

Tonight, that strange impressive voice continued, Ardatha lives, or Ardatha dies. One of my purposes is to be present at your interview, for I know that this interview is to take place.

Love of a woman goes deep in a man as I learnt at that moment; for, clutching this slender thread of promise  a thread strengthened by Nayland Smiths assurance that Dr. Fu-Manchu never lied  I found a new strength and a new courage. I raised my eyes.

Make no fatal mistake, Mr. Kerrigan, he said coldly, precisely. You are weighing your weight against mine, youth against age. But consider this device which I hold in my hand. From a thing which once demanded heavy cables and arc lamps, it is now, as you see  always pointing in my direction a small tube. I dislike that which is cumbersome. The apparatus with which I project those visible and audible images of which you have had experience can be contained in a suitcase. There are no masts, no busy engine rooms, no dynamos.

I watched him, but did not move.

This is Ericksens Ray, in its infancy at the so-called death of its inventor, Doctor Sven Ericksen  rather before your time, I think  but now, perfected. Allow me to demonstrate its powers.

He pointed the thing, which I now decided resembled a hypodermic syringe, towards a vase which Mrs Merton had filled that morning with flowers.

Do you value that vase, Mr Kerrigan?

Not particularly. Why?

Because I propose to use it as a demonstration. Watch.

He appeared to press a button at the end of the silver tube. There was no sound, no light, but where the vase of flowers had been there appeared a momentary cloud, a patch of darkness. I became aware of an acrid smell…

Vase and flowers had disappeared!

Ericksen is a genius. You will observe that I say is. For although dead to the world, he lives  to work for me. You will realise now why I said that I held death in my hands. Ardatha is coming to see you. She loves you: and when any of my women becomes thus infatuated with one who does not belong to me, I deal with her as I see fit. If she has betrayed me she shall die… Stand still! If she merely loves, which is fallible but human, I may spare her. I am come in person, Mr Kerrigan, not for this purpose alone, but for that of recovering from you the letter of instruction signed by every member of the Council of Seven, which Sir Denis Nayland Smith  I have always recognised his qualities  secured this afternoon from a house in Surrey.

I did not speak; I continued to watch the tube.

Love so transforms a woman that even my powers of plumbing human nature may be defeated. I am uncertain how low Ardatha has fallen in disloyalty to the Si-Fan where you have been concerned. I shall learn this tonight. But first, where is the document?

I glanced into the brilliant green eyes and quickly glanced aside.

I dont know.

He was silent. That deadly tube remained pointed directly at my breast.

No. I recognise the truth. He brought it here but left without it. He has concealed it. He was afraid that my agents would intercept him on the way. He was afraid of you. No matter. Answer me. He left it here?

I stared dazedly at the tube. The hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu might have been carved of ivory: it was motionless.

Look at me  answer!

I raised my eyes. Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke softly:

He left it. I thought so. I shall find it.

My doorbell rang.

This is Ardatha. The voice became guttural, a voice of doom. You have a fine mushrabîyeh screen here, Mr Kerrigan, which I believe you brought from Arabia when you went there on behalf of your newspaper last autumn. I shall stand behind this screen, and you will admit Ardatha. She has been followed; she is covered. Any attempt to leave the building would be futile. Do not dare to warn her of my presence. Bring her into this room and let her say what she has come to say. I shall be listening. Upon her words rest life or death. Always I am just.

Fists clenched, bathed in clammy perspiration, I turned and walked to the door.

No word, no hint of warning  or I shall not spare you!

I opened the door. Ardatha stood on the landing.

My dear! I exclaimed.

God knows how I looked, how wild my eyes must have been, but she crept into my extended arms as into a haven.

Darling! I cannot bear it any longer! I had to come to save you!

I thought that our embrace would never end, except in death.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE. THE MUSHRABÎYEH SCREEN

Ardatha, perhaps with the very next word which she uttered, was about to betray herself to the master of the Si-Fan!

My inclination was to take her lip and race downstairs to the street. But Fu-Manchus servants were watching; he had said so, and he never lied. On the other hand, few human brains could hold a secret long from those blazing green eyes. If I tried to warn her, if I failed to return, I was convinced deep within me that it would be the end of us. I thought of that gleaming tube like a hypodermic syringe of which Dr. Fu-Manchu had said:

I hold death in my hand.

No, I must return to the study, must allow Ardatha to say what she was there to say  and abide by the consequences.

Her manner was strangely disturbed: I had felt her trembling during those bitter-sweet moments when I had held her in my arms. Remembering her composure on the occasion of that secret visit in Venice, I knew that tonight marked some crisis in her affairs  in mine  perhaps in the history of the world.

I led her towards the study. At the doorway she looked up at me. I tried to tell her silently with my eyes (but knew how hopelessly I failed) that behind the mushrabîyeh screen Dr. Fu-Manchu was hidden.

Sit down, dear, and let me get you a drink.

I forced myself to speak casually, but:

No, no, please dont go! she said. I want nothing. I had to see you, but I have only a few moments in which to tell I you  oh, so many things! Please listen. The amethyst eyes were wide open as she raised them to me. Every second is of value. Just stay where you are and listen!

Looking down at her, I stood there. She wore a very simple frock and her adorable creamy arms were bare. The red gleam of her windblown hair filled me with an insane longing to plunge my fingers in its living waves. I watched her. I tried to tell her…

Although the affair of Venice was successful in its main purpose, she went on swiftly, it failed in some other ways. High officials of the French police know that James Brownlow Wilton was stolen away from the Blue Train, that it was not James Brownlow Wilton who died on the yacht. Sir Denis  ! yes?  he knows all about it too. And Baron Trenck, who silenced General Diesler, he was not given safe protection… All these things are charged against the president.

She spoke those words with awe  the president! And watching her, watching her intently, I tried to say without moving my lips: The president is here!

But as a telepathist I found myself a failure, for she continued:

I betray no Si-Fan secrets in what I tell you, because I tell you only what you know already. I am one of them  and all the wrong I have ever done has been to try to save you. Because I am a woman I cannot help myself. But now what I am here to say to you  and when I have said it I must go  is this: A new president is to be elected!

What!

By him all the power of the Si-Fan  you cannot even guess what that power is  will be turned upon Sir Denis and  you.

She clasped her hands and stood up.

Please, please! If you value my happiness a little bit I beseech you from my soul, when that notice comes, make him obey it! Force him to obey it! Imprison him if you like!  for I tell you, if you fail in this, nothing, nothing on earth can save him  nor you! Come to the door with me, but no further. I must go.

But not yet, Ardatha!

Dr. Fu-Manchu stepped from behind the screen.

It was a situation so appalling that it seemed to dull my sensibilities. Such a weakling and traitor did I stand in my own regard that I would have welcomed complete oblivion.

Ardatha drew back from that tall cloaked figure  back and back  until she came to the wall behind her; and there, arms outstretched, she stood. The colour was draining from her cheeks, her expression was one of utter despair.

Look at me, Ardatha  Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke softly.

As she raised her eyes to the majestic evil of his face I thought of a hare and a cobra.

I am satisfied  his voice was little more than a whisper that your motives have been as you say, but I can no longer employ you in my personal service. Mr Kerrigan  it was a harsh command. He raised the Ericksen tube be good enough to look out of your window and to report to me what you see. Without hesitation I obeyed, stepping forward to the window so that Dr. Fu-Manchu stood behind me.

Draw the curtain aside.

I did so. Immediately I recognised the fact that the house was invested by the forces of the Si-Fan!

Two men over by the closed park gate unmistakably were watching the windows. Two others lingered in conversation near the door below. A big car was drawn up on the corner, and another pair were engaged in peering under the bonnet.

Be good enough, Mr Kerrigan, to raise your hand. The signal will be understood.

Automatically, I was about to obey… when a number of strange things happened.

A car coming from the direction of Marble Arch swung out sharply against oncoming traffic. It was pulled up by a skilful driver almost directly at my door. Another, approaching from the opposite direction, stopped with a great shrieking of brakes almost at the park gate. A third, which apparently had been following the first, checked dead on the corner of Porchester Terrace.

In a matter of seconds twelve or fifteen men were disgorged into Bayswater Road… Without a moments hesitation they hurled themselves upon the loiterers!

My heart leapt madly. It was the flying squad!

One warning came, and one only  a weird, minor, wailing cry  but I knew that it was meant for Dr. Fu-Manchu. Its effect was immediate. From behind me he spoke in a changed voice, harsh, gutteral:

What has occurred? Answer.

The police, I think. Three cars.

Stay where you are. Dont stir. Ardatha  with me.

I stood still, fists clenched, watching the melee below.

Bart! Bart! Ardatha cried my name despairingly.

Be silent! Precede me.

I heard them hurrying along the passage. But he had said Dont stir, and I did not stir. I made no move until the opening and closing of the door told me that they were gone. Then I sprang around.

Footsteps were bounding up the stairs. I could hear excited voices  and an amazing, an all but unbelievable fact dawned upon me:

Dr. Fu-Manchu was trapped!


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX. PURSUING A SHADOW

Kerrigan! Kerrigan!

Nayland Smith was banging on the door.

I ran to open it. He sprang in, his eyes gleaming excitedly. He had removed the synthetic beard but still wore his shabby suit. Beside him was Inspector Gallaho, head bandaged beneath a soft hat which took the place of his usual tight-fitting bowler. Four or five plainclothes police came crowding up behind.

Where is he?

Gone! He went at the moment that I heard you on the stair!

What!

Thats not possible, growled Gallaho, staring at me in a questioning way. No one passed us, that Ill swear.

Lights on that upper stair! snapped Smith. Stay where you are, Gallaho  you men, also.

He examined me intently.

I know what youre thinking, Smith, I said, but I am quite myself. Ardatha and Fu-Manchu were here two minutes ago. He held me up with a thing which disintegrates whatever it touches.

Ericksens Ray?

Yes. How did you know?

Good God! But its a cumbersome affair!

No larger than a fountain pen, Smith! He has perfected it, so he says. But  where is he?

Nayland Smith tugged at the lobe of his ear.

You say the girl went with him?

Yes.

Who lives above?

A young musician, Basil Acton  but hes abroad at present.

Sure?

He began to run upstairs, crying out over his shoulder:

Gallaho and two men! The others stand by where they are.

We reached the top landing and paused before my neighbours closed door.

Gallaho rang the bell, but there was no response.

Hello!

Smith stooped.

I had switched on the landing light, and now I saw what had attracted his attention. Also I became aware of a queer acrid smell.

Where a Yale lock had been there was nothing but a hole, some two inches in diameter, drilled clean through the door!

Its bolted inside, said Gallaho.

But they are trapped! I cried excitedly. There is no other way out!

Unfortunately, growled Gallaho, there is no other way in. Down to the tool chest, somebody.

There came a rush of footsteps on the stair, an interval during which Gallaho tried to peer through the hole in the door and Nayland Smith, ear pressed to a panel, listened but evidently heard nothing. To the high landing window which overlooked Bayswater Road rose sounds of excited voices from the street below.

Seven black beauties roped in there, said Gallaho grimly, but it remains to be seen if weve got anything on them.

One of the flying squad men returning with the necessary implements, it was a matter of only a few minutes to break the door down. I had been in my neighbours flat on one or two occasions, and when we entered I switched the lights up, for we found it in darkness.

Is there anyone here? called Gallaho.

There was no reply.

We entered the big, untidy apartment which, sometimes to my sorrow, I knew that Acton used as a music room. It had something of the appearance of a studio. Bundles of music were littered on chairs and settees. The grand piano was open. An atmosphere stale as that inside a pyramid told of closed windows. Knowing his careless ways, I doubted if Acton had made arrangements to have his flat cleaned or aired during his absence. There was no one there.

How many rooms, Kerrigan? Smith snapped.

Four, and a kitchenette.

Three men stay on the landing! shouted Gallaho.

We explored every foot of the place, and the only evidence we found to show that Dr. Fu-Manchu and Ardatha had entered was the hole drilled through the front door, until:

Whats this? cried one of the searchers.

We hurried into the kitchenette which bore traces of a meal prepared at some time but not cleared up. The man had opened a big cupboard in which I saw an ascending ladder.

The cisterns are up there, I explained. This is an old house converted.

At last! Smiths eyes glinted. Thats where he is hiding!

Before I could restrain him he had darted up the ladder, shining the light of a flashlamp ahead. Gallaho followed and I came next.

We found ourselves under the sloping roof in an attic containing several large tanks, unventilated, and oppressively stuffy.

There was no one there.

Doctor Fu-Manchu is a man of genius, said Smith, but not a spirit. He must be somewhere in this building.

Not so certain, sir! came a cry.

One of the Scotland Yard men was directing light upon lath and plaster at that side of the attic furthest from the door. It revealed a ragged hole  and now we all detected a smell of charred wood.

Whats beyond there? Gallaho demanded.

The adjoining house, at the moment in the hands of renovators. It is being converted into modern flats.

But already Smith, stooping, was making his way through the aperture  and we all followed.

We found ourselves in an attic similar to that which we had quitted. We crossed it and climbed down a ladder. At the bottom was a room smelling strongly of fresh paint, cluttered up with decorators materials, in fact almost impassable. We forced a way through onto the landing, to discover planks stretched across a staircase, scaffolding, buckets of whitewash…

Nayland Smith ran down the stairs like a man demented, and even now in memory I can recapture the thud of our hammering feet as we followed him. It drummed around that empty, echoing house; the lights of our lamps danced weirdly on stripped walls, bare boards and half-painted woodwork. We came to the lobby. Smith flung open the front door.

It opened not on Bayswater Road as in the case of the adjoining house, but upon a side street, Porchester Terrace. He raced down three steps and stood there looking to right and to left.

Dr. Fu-Manchu had escaped…

* * * *

The biggest failure of my life, Kerrigan.

Nayland Smith was pacing up and down my study; he had even forgotten to light his pipe. His face was wan  lined.

I dont think I follow, Smith. Its amazing that you arrived here in the nick of time. His escape is something no one could have anticipated. He has supernormal equipment. This disintegrating ray which he carried defeats locks, bolts and bars. How could any man have foreseen it?

Yet I should have foreseen it, he snapped angrily. My arrival in the nick of time had been planned.

What!

Oh, I didnt know Ardatha was coming. For this I had not provided. But my visit to you earlier in the evening, my leaving here, or pretending to leave, the most vital piece of evidence on which I have ever laid my hands, was a leaf torn from Doctor Fu-Manchus own book!

What do you mean?

I was laying a trail. I was doing what he has done so often. He knew that I had those incriminating signatures; he knew that failing their recovery, the break-up of the Council of Seven was at least in sight. You are aware of how closely I was covered, how narrowly I escaped death. What I didnt tell you at the time was this: In spite of my disguise, I had been followed from Sloane Street right to the door of your flat.

Are you sure?

I made sure. I intended to be followed.

Good heavens!

I had not hoped, I confess, for so big a fish as the doctor in person, but that you would be raided by important members of the Si-Fan shortly after my departure was moderately certain. They were watching. I saw them as I left in the Yard car. I gave them every opportunity to note that although I had arrived with a bulky portfolio, I was leaving without it!

But, Smith, you might have given me your confidence!

Anger, mortification, both were in my tones, but instantly Nayland Smith had his hands on my shoulders. His steady eyes sobered me.

Remember the Green Death, Kerrigan. Oh, Im not reproaching you! But Doctor Fu-Manchu can read a mans soul as you and I read a newspaper. I had men posted in the park (closed at that time), and I had a key of your front door

Smith!

You were well protected. The arrival of Ardatha presented a new problem. I had not counted on Ardatha

Nor had I!

But when no fewer than seven suspicious characters were massed in front of the house, and a tall thin man wearing a cloak was reported as having entered  (your front door, apparently being open)  I gave the signal. You know what followed.

I understand now, Smith, how crushing the disappointment must be.

Crushing indeed! I had King Shark in my net  and he bit his way out of it!

But the Ericksen Ray?

He has held the secret of the Ericksen Ray for many years. Doctor Ericksen, its inventor, died or is reported to have died in 1914. As a matter of fact, he (with God knows how many other men of genius) has been working in Doctor Fu-Manchus laboratories probably up to the present moment!

But this is incredible! You have hinted at it before, but I have never been able to follow your meaning.

Automatically Nayland Smiths hand went to the pocket of his dilapidated coat and out came the briar and the big pouch.

He can induce synthetic catalepsy, Kerrigan. I was afraid when I found you in Whitehall the other day that for some reason he had practised this art upon you. Except in cases where I have been notified, these wretched victims have been buried alive.

Good God!

Later, at leisure, his experts disinter them, and they are smuggled away to work for the Si-Fan!

And to where are they smuggled?

I have no idea. Once his base was in Honan. It is no longer there. He has had others, some as near home as the French Riviera. His present headquarters are unknown to me. His genius lies not only in his own phenomenal brain, but in his astonishing plan of accumulating great intellects and making them his slaves. This is the source of his power. He wastes nothing. You see already, as General Dieslers death proves, he is employing the Jasper vacuum charger. I think we both know the name of the man who invented the television apparatus which you have seen in action. But probably we dont want to talk about it…

Up and down the carpet he paced, up and down, restless, overtensed, and stared out of the window.

There lies London, he said, in darkness, unsuspecting the presence in its midst of a man more than humanly equipped, a man who is almost a phantom  who is served by phantoms!

A second later I sprang madly to his side.

Heralded by no other sound there came a staccato crash of glass… then I was drenched in fragments of plaster!

A bullet had come through the window and had buried itself in the wall…

Smith! Smith!

He had not moved, but he turned now and looked at me. I saw blood and was overcome by a sudden, dreadful nausea. I suppose I grew pale, for he shook his head and grasped my shoulder.

No, Kerrigan. It was the tip of my ear. Good shooting. The whizz of the bullet was deafening.

But there was no sound of a shot!

He moved away from the window.

Diesler was killed at a range of three thousand odd yards, he said. You remember we were talking about the Jasper vacuum charger?

* * * *

I am disposed to believe that what Ardatha told you was true, said Nayland Smith.

He was standing staring down reflectively at something resting in his extended palm: the bullet which had made a hole in my wall. The cut in his ear had bled furiously, but now had succumbed to treatment and was decorated with a strip of surgical plaster.

This attempt, for instance  he held up the bullet somehow does not seem to be in the doctors handwriting. In spite of its success I doubt if the silencing of General Diesler was directed by Fu-Manchu. If there is really trouble in the Council of Seven it may mean salvation. Assuming that I live to see it, I think I shall know, without other evidence, when Doctor Fu-Manchu is deposed.

In what way? I asked curiously.

Remind me to tell you if it occurs, Kerrigan. Ah! may I put the light out?

Certainly.

He did so, then glanced from my study window.

Here are our escorting cars, I think. Yes! I can see Gallaho below.

He turned and began, to reload his pipe.

Tonights near-triumph, Kerrigan, was made possible by the remarkable efficiency of Chief Detective Inspector Gallaho. Gallaho will go far. He obtained evidence to show that none other than Lord Weimer, the international banker, is a member of the Si-Fan…

What!

I cried the word incredulously.

Yes  astounding, I admit. In fact, it almost appears that his house in Surrey is the temporary headquarters of Si-Fan representatives at present in England. I obtained a search warrant, paid a surprise visit during Weimers absence in the city, and went over the place with a microscope. I experienced little difficulty  such a violent procedure had not been foreseen. Nevertheless, although the staff was kept under observation, news of the raid reached Weimer… He has disappeared.

But, Lord Weimer  a member of the Si-Fan!

He is. And a document involving even greater names was there as well. Even as I held it in my hand (I had time for no more than a glance) I wondered if I should ever get through alive with such evidence in my possession. I was not there in my proper person. You know what I looked like when I returned. The proceedings, officially, were in charge of Gallaho, but I adopted a precautionary measure.

His pipe filled, he now lighted it with care. I saw a grim smile upon his face:

I sent Detective Sergeant Cromer back to Scotland Yard. He travelled in a Green Line bus, accompanied by one other police officer  and between them they carried evidence to upset the chancelleries of Europe! One idea led to another. I took it for granted that I should be followed, that attempts would be made to intercept me. I led the trail to your door, hoping for a big haul. I had one. But there was a hole in the net.

What do we do now?

We are going to Number 10 Downing Street.

What!

This discovery means an international situation. The Prime Minister has returned from Chequers and is meeting us there. The commissioner is bringing the documents from Scotland Yard, in person. Here is something for your notes, Kerrigan. I promised you a bigger story than any you had ever had. Come on!

Indeed I had never expected to be one of such a gathering. There were three cars, one leading, then that in which I travelled with Nayland Smith, and a third bringing up the rear.

The leading car, belonging to the flying squad, was driven at terrific speed through the streets. Under the circumstances I confess I was not surprised that we arrived at our destination without any attempt being made upon us. So vast were the issues at stake that even my fear for Ardatha was numbed. Despairingly, I had come to the conclusion that I should never see her again…

In a room made familiar by many published photographs I found the Premier and some other members of the Cabinet. Sir James Clare, the home secretary whom I had met before, was there and two ambassadors representing foreign powers. An air of dreadful apprehension seemed common to all. Somewhat awed by the company, I looked at Nayland Smith.

He was pacing up and down in his usual restless manner, glancing at his wrist watch.

Sir William Bard is late, murmured the Prime Minister.

Nayland Smith nodded. Sir William Bard, commissioner of metropolitan police, of all those summoned to this meeting was the only one who had not appeared.

Until his arrival, sir, said Smith, we can do nothing.

But even as he spoke came a rap on the door, and a voice announced:

Sir William Bard.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN. WHAT HAPPENED IN DOWNING STREET

A trifle late, Sir William, said the Prime Minister genially.

Yes sir  I must offer my apologies. The commissioner bowed perfunctorily to everyone present. I think the circumstances will explain my delay.

A slightly built, alert man with a short jet-black moustache, he had a precision of manner and intonation which suggested, as was the fact, that his training, like that of the home secretary, had been for the legal profession. He laid a bulging portfolio upon the table. The Premier continued to watch him coldly but genially. Everyone else in the room became very restless, as Bard continued:

Just as my car was about to turn out of Whitehall, a girl, a lady from her dress and bearing I judged, stepped out almost under my front wheel, and as my chauffeur braked furiously, sprang back again, but tripped and fell on the pavement.

In these circumstances, said the home secretary, one eye on the rugged brow of the Prime Minister, your delay is of course explained.

Exactly, sir William continued. I pulled up, of course, and hurried back. Quite a crowd gathered, as always occurs, among them, fortunately, a doctor. The only injury was a sprained ankle. The lady, although one must confess it was her own fault, proved to live in Buckingham Gate, and naturally I gave her a lift home, Doctor Atkin accompanying her to that address. However, sir  turning to the Prime Minister I trust I am excused?

Certainly, Bard, certainly. Anyone would have done the same.

Now quite restored, we sat down around the big table, the commissioner produced his keys and glanced at Nayland Smith.

A strange attire for so formal an occasion, Smith! he commented. But it may be forgiven, I think, in view  he tapped the portfolio of the information which is here. I had had time merely to glance over it, but I may say  looking solemnly about him that in dealing with the facts revealed, the astonishingly unpleasant facts, our united efforts will be called for. And even when we have done our best…

He shrugged his shoulders. He appeared to find some difficulty in fitting the key to the lock. We were all on tiptoes and all very impatient. I saw a sudden shadow creep over Sir William Bards face as he glanced at his own initials stamped on the leather. He shrugged and persevered with the key.

There was no result.

Might I suggest, snapped Nayland Smith, beginning to tug at his ear but desisting when he detected the presence of the plaster, that you borrow a pair of stout scissors and force the catch, Sir William?

Always impatient, Smith! The commissioner looked up, but his expression was not easy. I dont understand this.

He tried again and then made an angry gesture.

I locked it myself before I left Scotland Yard.

Since time is our enemy, said the Prime Minister drily, I think Sir Denis Nayland Smiths suggestion is a good one.

He rang a bell, and to a man who entered gave curt orders…

The lock proved to be more obstinate than we had anticipated, but with the aid of a pair of office scissors and the expenditure of considerable force, ultimately it was snapped open. The man withdrew. We were all standing up, surrounding the commissioner. He opened the portfolio.

I heard a loud cry. For a moment I could not believe. Sir William Bard had uttered it. Yet indeed it was he who had cried out…

The portfolio was stuffed with neatly folded copies of The Times!

One by one with shaking fingers he drew them out and laid them upon the table. Last of all he discovered a square envelope, and from it he drew a single sheet of paper.

There had been such a silence during this time that I could hear nothing but the breathing of the man next to me, a portly representative of a friendly power.

Sir William Bard cast his glance over the sheet which the envelope had contained, and then, his face grown suddenly pallid, laid it before the Prime Minister.

I glanced swiftly at Nayland Smith, and found myself unable to read his expression.

The statesman, imperturbable even in face of this situation, adjusted his spectacles and read; then clearing his throat, he read again, this time aloud:

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan is determined to preserve peace in Europe. Some to whom this message is addressed share these views  some do not. The latter would be well advised to reconsider their policies, and to confine their attentions to their proper occasions.

President of the Council


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT. FIRST NOTICE

Smith! I am a ruined man!

Sir William Bard sat in an armchair behind a huge desk laden with official documents, his head sunk in his hands, in that quiet room which was the heart of Scotland Yard, the menace represented by Dr. Fu-Manchu presented itself more urgently to my tired mind than had been possible in the official sanctum of the British government.

Out of the charivari which had arisen when we had realised that documents calculated to cast down those in high places had been stolen from none other than the commissioner of metropolitan police, only one phrase recurred to me: the Premiers inquiry:

Do you consider, Sir Denis, that this is a personal threat?

Nayland Smith stared at the commissioner, and then, jumping up from his chair: I dont think, he said, that I should take the thing so seriously. It may be mere arrogance on my part to say so, but with all my experience (and it has been a long one) the particular genius who tricked you tonight has tricked me many times.

Sir William Bard looked up.

But how was it done? Who did it?

As to how it was done, Smith replied, it was a fairly simple example of substitution. As to who did it  Doctor Fu-Manchu!

I have accepted the existence of Doctor Fu-Manchu with great reluctance, as you know, Smith  although I am aware that my immediate predecessor regarded this Chinese criminal with great respect. Are you sure that it was he who was responsible?

Perfectly sure, Smith snapped, then glanced swiftly at me. Describe the girl who was nearly run down by your car.

I can do so quite easily, for she was a beauty. She had titian red hair and remarkable eyes of a pansy colour; a slender girl, not English, a fact I detected from her slight accent.

I did not groan audibly: it was my spirit that groaned.

Quite sufficient! Smith interrupted. Kerrigan and I know this lady. And the doctor?

A tall man, grey-haired, of distinguished appearance, Doctor Maurice Atkin. I have his card here, and also Miss Pereiras.

Neither card means anything, said Smith grimly. He turned to me. This grey-haired aristocrat, Kerrigan, seems to play important, parts in Fu-Manchus present drama. I detect a marked resemblance to that Count Boratov who was a guest of Brownlow Wilton, and of course you have recognised Miss Pereira?

I nodded but did not speak.

Dont make heavy weather of it, Kerrigan. Ardatha is in the toils  this task was her punishment.

He walked across to the wretched man sunk in the arm-chair and rested his hand upon his shoulder.

May I take it that you usually carry the missing portfolio?

The commissioner nodded.

From my house to Scotland Yard every day, and to important conferences.

The Si-Fan had noted this. After all, you are officially their chief enemy in London. I suggest that the duplicate portfolio has been in existence for some time. Tonight an occasion arose for its use. Judging from my own experience, farsighted plans of this character have been made with regard to many notable enemies of the Si-Fan.

Sir William was watching him almost hopefully.

To illustrate my meaning, Smith went on, they have duplicate keys of my flat!

What!

Its a fact, I interpolated; I have seen the keys used myself.

Exactly. Smith nodded. They even succeeded in installing a special radio in my premises. It would not surprise me to learn that they have a key to Number 10 Downing Street. You must appreciate the fact, Bard, that this organisation, once confined to the East, now has its ramifications throughout the West. It is of old standing and has among its members, as the missing documents proved, prominent figures in Europe and the United States. Its financial backing is enormous. Its methods are ruthless. Your car, immediately following the pretended accident, was of course surrounded by a crowd.

It was.

Those members nearest to the door from which you jumped were servants of the Si-Fan and one of them carried the duplicate portfolio. He was no doubt an adept in his particular province. The substitution was not difficult. The address to which you took Miss Pereira was a block of flats?

Yes.

Inquiry is useless. She does not live there.

Smith! Sir William Bard sprang up. Your reconstruction of what took place is perfect  except in one particular. I recall the fact clearly now that Doctor Atkin carried a similar portfolio! The substitution was effected during the short drive to Buckingham Gate!

Hm! Smith glanced at me. Count Boratov would seem to be a distinct asset to the doctors forces!

But what can we do? groaned the commissioner. Lacking the authority of those damning signatures, we dare not take action.

I agree.

We can watch these people whose names we have learnt, but it will be necessary to obtain new evidence against them before we can move a finger in such high places.

Certainly. But at least we are warned… and I may not be too late to save their next victim. We cannot hope to win every point!

* * * *

We returned to Nayland Smiths flat in a flying squad car and two men were detailed to remain on duty in the lobby. Only by a perceptible tightening of Feys lips did I recognise the mighty relief which he experienced when he saw us.

He had nothing to report. Smith laughed aloud when he saw me looking at a freshly painted patch on the front door.

My new lock, Kerrigan! The merriment in his eyes was good to see. Something of my own burden seemed to be lifted from my shoulders by it. The lock was fitted under my own supervision, by a locksmith known to me personally. Its a nuisance to open, being somewhat complicated. But once I am in I think Im safe!

In the familiar room with photographs of his old friends about him, he relaxed at last, dropping down into an armchair with a sigh of contentment.

If there is any place in the civilised world where you would really be safe, a months rest would do you good, Smith.

He stared at me. Already he was groping for his pipe.

Can any man rest till his task is finished? he asked quietly. I doubt it. Since Doctor Fu-Manchu has tricked all the normal laws of life  will my task ever end?

Fey served drinks and silently retired.

I had a bad shock tonight, Smith, I said awkwardly. Ardatha was instrumental in the theft of the commissioners portfolio.

Smith nodded, busily filling his pipe.

She had no choice, he snapped. As I said at the time it was her punishment. At least she was not concerned in a murder, Kerrigan. Probably she had to succeed or die. I wonder if this really remarkable achievement has reinstated the doctor in the eyes of the Council.

Is it a fact, Smith, that the names of the Council were actually in your possession?

Yes. Some I had suspected, nor would their identity convey anything to the public. But three of the Seven are as well known to the world as Bernard Shaw. Even to me, those names came as a surprise. But lacking the written evidence, as the commissioner says, we dare not move. Ah well! the doctor has obtained a firm footing in the Western world since he first began operating from Limehouse.

He took up a bundle of letters which Fey had placed on a table near the armchair. He tossed them all aside until presently he came upon one at which he frowned queerly.

Hello! he murmured, whats this?

He examined the writing, the post office stamp  and finally tore open the envelope. He glanced at the single sheet of paper which it contained. His face remained quite motionless as he bent forward and passed it to me…

I stared, and my heart missed a beat as I read:

FIRST NOTICE

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan has decided that you are an obstruction to its policy. Its present purpose being the peace of the world, a purpose to which no sane man can be opposed, you are given a choice of two courses. Remain in London tonight and the Council guarantees your safety and will communicate with you by telephone. We are prepared for an honourable compromise. Leave, and you will receive a second notice.

President of the Council

I dont know why these words written in a square heavy hand, on thick paper embossed with a Chinese hieroglyphic, should so have chilled me, but they did. It was no novelty for Nayland Smith to go in peril of his life, but knowing its record, frankly the dictum of the Council of Seven touched me with an icy hand.

What do they mean, Smith, about leaving London? I asked in a hoarse voice. I suspected some new move when you spoke to the commissioner about saving the next victim.

Marcel Delibes, the French statesman, has received two warnings. Copies were among the papers I found in Lord Weimers house!

Well?

You may also recall that I promised to tell you when Doctor Fu-Manchu ceased to be president?

Yes.

He has ceased to be president!

How can you possibly know?

He held up the first notice.

Doctor Fu-Manchus delicate sense of humour would never permit him to do such a thing! Surely you realise, Kerrigan, that this means I am safe until the second notice arrives?

And what are you going to do?

I have made arrangements to leave for Paris tonight. Gallaho is coming, and

So am I!


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE. BLUE CARNATIONS

This is the sort of atmosphere in which Doctor Fu-Manchu finds himself at home!

We stood in the workroom of Marcel Delibes, the famous French statesman. He had been unavoidably detained but requested us to wait. Two windows opened onto a long balcony which I saw to be overgrown with clematis. It looked down on a pleasant and well-kept garden. Beyond one saw the Bois. The room, religiously neat as that of some Mother Superior, was brightened along its many bookshelves by those attractively light bindings affected by French publishers; and a further note of colour was added by the presence of bowls and vases of carnations.

The perfume of all these flowers was somewhat overpowering, so that the impression I derived during my stay in the apartment was of carnations and of photographs of beautiful women.

There was a nearly full moon; the windows were wide open; and with Smith I examined the balcony outside. Our translation in a Royal Air Force plane from London had been so rapid, so dreamlike, that I was still in a mood to ask myself: Is this really Paris?

Yes, that carnation-scented room, dimly lighted except for one green-shaded lamp upon the writing desk, with photographs peeking glamorously from its shadows was, as Nayland Smith had said, an ideal atmosphere for Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Gallaho was downstairs with Jussac of the Sûreté Générale, and I knew that the house was guarded like a fortress. Even at this hour messengers were coming and going, and a considerable crowd had collected in the Bois outside, invisible and inaudible from the house by reason of its embracing gardens.

That sort of rumour which electrifies a population was creeping about Paris. Delibes, the rumour ran, had planned a political coup which, if it failed in its purpose, would mean that before a new day dawned France would be plunged into war.

The grounds may be guarded, Smith, I said, looking about me. But Delibes takes no other precautions.

I indicated the widely opened windows.

Smith nodded grimly.

We have here, Kerrigan, he replied, another example of that foolhardy courage which has already brought so many distinguished heads under the axe of Doctor Fu-Manchu.

He took up the table telephone and examined it carefully, then shook his head.

No! He has been warned of the Green Death, a fact of which the Si-Fan is undoubtedly aware. If only the fool would face facts  if only he would give me his confidence! He knows, he has been told, of the fate of his predecessors who have defied the Council of Seven! He is a gallant man in more senses than one  Smith nodded in the direction of the many photographs. I must know what he plans to do and I must know what time the Si-Fan has given him in which to change his mind.

His peril is no greater than yours!

Perhaps not  but I dont happen to be the political master of France! You are thinking of the letter which awaited me at the hotel desk?

I am.

Yes  he nodded the second notice!

But, Smith

About one thing I am determined, Kerrigan  and I come provided to see it through: M. Delibes must accept my advice. Another Si-Fan assassination would paralyse European statesmanship. It would mean submission to a reign of terror

Marcel Delibes came in, handsome, grey-haired; and I noted the dark eyebrows and moustache which had proved such a boon to French caricaturists. He wore a blue carnation in his buttonhole; he was charmingly apologetic.

Gentlemen, he said, you come at an hour so vital in the history of France that I think I may be forgiven.

So I understand, sir, said Nayland Smith curtly. But what I do not understand is your attitude in regard to the Si-Fan.

Delibes seated himself at his desk, assumed a well-known pose, and smiled.

You are trying to frighten me, eh? Fortunately for France, I am not easily frightened. You are going to tell me that General Quinto, Rudolf Adlon, Diesler  oh, quite a number of others  died because they refused to accept the order of this secret society! You are going to say that Monaghani has accepted and this is why Monaghani lives! Pouf! A bogey, my friend! A cloud comes, the sky is darkened, when the end of a great life draws near. So much the Romans knew, and the Greeks before them. And this scum, this red-hand gang, which calls itself Si-Fan, obtains spectacular success by sending these absurd notices… But how many have they sent in vain?

He pulled open a drawer of his desk and tossed three sheets of paper onto the blotting pad. Nayland Smith stepped forward and with no more than a nod of apology picked them up.

Ah! The final notice!

Yes  the final notice! Delibes had ceased to smile. To me! Could anything be more impudent?

It gives you, I see, until half past eleven tonight.

Exactly. How droll!

Yet, Lord Aylwin has seen you, and Railton was sent by the Foreign Office with the special purpose of impressing upon you the fact that the power of the Si-Fan is real. I see, sir, that you are required to lower and then to raise the lights in this room three times, indicating that you have destroyed an order to Marshal Brieux. That distinguished officer is now in your lobby. I had a few words with him as I came in. As a privileged visitor, may I ask you the exact nature of this order?

It is here, signed. Delibes opened a folder and drew out an official document. The whole of France, you see, as these signatures testify, stands behind me in this step which I propose to take tonight. You may read it if you please, for it will be common property tomorrow.

With a courteous inclination of the head he handed the document to Nayland Smith.

Smiths steely eyes moved mechanically as he glanced down the several paragraphs, and then:

Failing a message from Monaghani before eleven-fifteen, he said, this document, I gather, will be handed to Marshal Brieux? It calls all Frenchmen to the Colours. This will be construed as an act of war.

Not necessarily, sir. The Minister drew down his heavy brows. It will be construed as evidence of the unity of France. It will check those who would become the aggressors. At three minutes before midnight, observe, Paris will be plunged into darkness  and we shall test our air defences under war conditions.

Smith began to pace up and down the thick Persian carpet. You are described in the first notice from the Si-Fan, he went on, as one of seven men in the world in a position to plunge Europe into war. It may interest you to know, sir, that the first warning of this kind with which I became acquainted referred to fifteen men. This fact may be significant?

Delibes shrugged his shoulders.

In roulette the colour red may turn up eighteen times, he replied. Why not a coincidence of eight?

We were interrupted by the entrance of a secretary.

* * * *

No vulgar curiosity prompts my inquiry, said Nayland Smith, as the Minister stared angrily at him. But you have two photographs in your charming collection of a lady well known to me.

Indeed, sir? Delibes stood up. To which lady do you refer?

Smith took the two photographs from their place and set them on the desk.

Both were of the woman called Korêani: one was a head and shoulders so fantastically like the bust of Nefertiti as to suggest that this had been one of her earlier incarnations; the other showed her in the revealing dress of a Korean dancer.

Delibes glanced at them and then stared under his brows at Nayland Smith.

I trust, Sir Denis, that this friendship does not in any way intrude upon our affairs?

But certainly not  although I have been acquainted with this lady for some years.

I met her during the time she was appearing here. She is not an ordinary cabaret artiste, as you are aware. She belongs to an old Korean family and in performing the temple dances, has made herself an exile from her country.

Indeed, Smith murmured. Would it surprise you to know that she is also one of the most useful servants of the Si-Fan?… That she was personally concerned in the death of General Quinto, and in that of Rudolf Adlon?  to mention but two! Further, would it surprise you to know that she is the daughter of the president of the Council of Seven?

Delibes sat down again, still staring at the speaker.

I do not doubt your word  but are you sure of what you say?

Quite sure.

Almost, you alarm me. He smiled again. She is difficult, this Korêani  but most, most attractive. I saw her only last night. Today, for she knows my penchant, she sent me blue carnations.

Indeed! Blue carnations, you say? Most unusual.

He began looking all about the room.

Yes, but beautiful  you see them in those three vases.

I have counted thirty-five, snapped Smith.

The other, I wear.

Smith sniffed at one cautiously.

I assume that they came from some florist known to you?

But certainly, from Meurice frères.

Smith stood directly in front of the desk, staring down at Delibes, then:

Regardless of your personal predilection, sir, he said, I have special knowledge and special facilities. Since the peace of France, perhaps of the world is at stake, may I ask you, when these carnations arrived?

At some time before I was awake this morning.

In one box or in several?

To this I cannot reply, but I will make inquiries. Your interests are of an odd nature.

Nevertheless, I observed that Delibes was struggling to retain his self-assurance. As he bent aside to press a bell, surreptitiously he removed the blue carnation from his buttonhole and dropped it in a wastebasket…

Delibes valet appeared: his name was Marbeuf.

These blue carnations, said Nayland Smith, you received them from the florist this morning?

Yes sir.

Marbeufs manner was one of masked alarm.

In one box or in a number of boxes?

In a number, sir.

Have those boxes been destroyed?

I believe not, sir.

Smith turned to Delibes.

I have a small inquiry to make, he said, but I beg that you will spare me a few minutes when I return.

As you wish, sir. You bring strange news, but my purpose remains undisturbed…

We descended with the valet to the domestic quarters of the house. The lobby buzzed with officials; there was an atmosphere of pent-up excitement, but we slipped through unnoticed. I was studying Marbeuf, a blond, clean-shaven fellow with the bland hypocrisy which distinguishes some confidential manservants.

There are four boxes here, said Smith rapidly and stared at Marbeuf. You say you received them this morning?

Yes sir.

Here, in this room?

Yes.

What did you do?

I placed them on that table, sir, for such presents frequently arrive for Monsieur. Then I sent Jacqueline for vases, and I opened the boxes.

Who is Jacqueline?

The parlourmaid.

There were then nine carnations in each box?

No sir. Twelve in each box, but one box was empty.

What!

I was surprised, also.

Between the time that these boxes were received from the florist and placed on the table, and the time at which you began to open them, were you out of the room?

Yes. I was called to the telephone.

Ah! By whom?

By a lady, but when I told her that Monsieur was still sleeping she refused to leave a message.

How long were you away?

Perhaps, sir, two minutes.

And then?

Then I returned and began to open the boxes.

And of the four, one contained no carnations?

Exactly, sir; one was empty.

What did you do?

I telephoned to Meurice frères, and they assured me that not three, but four dozen carnations had been sent by the lady who ordered them.

Smith examined the four boxes with care but seemed to be dissatisfied. They were cardboard cartons about 18 inches long and 6 inches square, stoutly made and bearing the name of the well-known florist upon them. His expression, however, became very grave, and he did not speak again until we had returned to the study.

As Delibes stood up, concealing his impatience with a smile:

The time specified for the reply from Monaghani has now elapsed, said Smith. Am I to take it, sir, that you propose to hand that document to Marshal Brieux?

Such is my intention.

The time allotted to you by the Si-Fan expires in fifteen minutes.

Delibes shrugged his shoulders.

Forget the Si-Fan, he said. I trust that your inquiries regarding Korêanis gift were satisfactory?

Not entirely. Would it be imposing on your hospitality to suggest that Mr Kerrigan and myself remain here with you until those fifteen minutes shall have expired?

Well  the Minister stood up, frowned, then smiled. Since you mention my hospitality, if you would drink a glass of wine with me, and then permit me to leave you for a few moments since I must see Marshal Brieux, it would of course be a pleasure to entertain you.

He was about to press a bell, but changed his mind and went out.

On the instant of his exit Smith did an extraordinary thing. Springing to the door, he depressed a switch  and all the lights went out!

Smith!

The lights sprang up again.

Wanted to know where the switch was! No time to waste.

He began questing about the room like a hound on a strong scent. Recovering myself, I too began looking behind busts and photographs, but:

Dont touch anything, Kerrigan! he snapped. Some new agent of death has been smuggled into this place by Fu-Manchu! God knows what it is! I have no clue, but its here. Its here! He had found nothing when Delibes returned…

The Minister was followed by Marbeuf. The valet carried an ice bucket which contained, a bottle of champagne upon a tray with three glasses.

You see, I know your English taste! said Delibes. We shall drink, if you please to France  and to England.

In that case, Nayland Smith replied, if I may ask you to dismiss Marbeuf, I should esteem it a privilege to act as server  for this is a notable occasion.

At a nod from Delibes, Marbeuf, having unwired the bottle, went out. Smith removed the cork and filled three glasses to their brims. With a bow he handed one to the statesman, less ceremoniously a second to me, then, raising his own:

We drink deep, he said  his eyes glittered strangely, and the words sounded oddly on his lips to the peace of France and of England  and so, to the peace of the world!

He drank nearly the whole of the contents of his glass. Delibes, chivalrously, did the same. Never at home with champagne, I endeavoured to follow suit, but was checked  astounded  by the behaviour of Delibes.

Standing upright, a handsome military figure, he became, it seemed, suddenly rigid! His eyes opened widely as though they were starting from his head. His face changed colour. Naturally pallid, it grew grey. His wineglass fell upon the Persian carpet, the remainder of its contents spilling. He clutched his throat and pitched forward!

Nayland Smith sprang to his side and lowered him gently to the floor.

Smith! Smith! I gasped, hes poisoned! They have got him!

Ssh! Smith stood up. Not a word, Kerrigan!

Amazed beyond understanding, I watched. He crossed to the meticulously neat desk, took up the document with those imposing signatures which lay there, and tore it into fragments!

Smith!

Quiet  or were lost!

Crossing to the switch beside the door, he put out all the lights. It is mortifying to remember now that at the time I doubted his sanity. He raised them again, put them out… In the second darkness came comprehension:

He was obeying the order of the Si-Fan!

Help me, Kerrigan. In here!

A curtained alcove, luxuriously appointed as the bedroom of a screen star, adjoined the study. We laid Delibes upon a cushioned divan. And as we did so and I raised inquiring eyes, there came a sound from the room outside which made me catch my breath.

It resembled a guttural command, in a tongue unknown to me. It was followed by an odd scuffling, not unlike that of a rat… It seemed to flash a message to Nayland Smiths brain. With no glance at the insensible man upon the divan he dashed out.

I followed  and all I saw was this:

Some thing  I could not otherwise define it, nor can I say if it went on four or upon two legs  merged into the shadow on the balcony!

Smith pistol in hand, leapt out.

There was a rustling in the clematis below. The rustling ceased.

His face a grim mask in the light of the moon, Smith turned to me.

There went death to Marcel Delibes! he said, but here  he pointed to the torn-up document, on the carpet went death to a million Frenchmen.

But the voice, Smith, the voice! Someone spoke  and theres nobody here!

Yes  I heard it. The speaker must have been in the garden below.

And in heavens name what was the thing we saw?

That, Kerrigan, is beyond me. The garden must be searched, but I doubt if anything will be found.

But… I stared about me apprehensively. We must do something! Delibes may be dead!

Nayland Smith shook his head.

He would have been dead if I had not saved him.

I dont understand at all!

Another leaf from the book of Doctor Fu-Manchu. Tonight I came prepared for the opposition of Delibes. I had previously wired to my old friend Doctor Petrie in Cairo. He is a modest genius. He cabled a prescription; Lord Moreton endorsed it; and it was made up by the best firm of druggists in London. A rapidly soluble tablet, Kerrigan. According to Petrie, Delibes will be insensible for eighteen hours but will suffer no unpleasant after-effects  nor will he recall exactly what occurred.

I could think of no reply.

We will now ring for assistance, Smith continued, report that the document was torn up in our presence, and express our proper regret for the sudden seizure of M. Delibes.

He poured water from the ice bucket into the glass used by Delibes, and emptied it over the balcony. He then partly refilled the glass.

Having advised Marshal Brieux that Paris may sleep in peace, we can return to our hotel.


CHAPTER FIFTY. ARDATHAS MESSAGE

I think the bizarre drama of those last few minutes in the house of Marcel Delibes did more than anything else I could have accomplished to dull the agony of bereavement which even amid the turmoil of this secret world war shadowed every moment of my life.

Ardatha was lost to me… She belonged to the Si-Fan.

Once too often she had risked everything in order to give me warning. Her punishment was to work henceforth under the eye of the dreadful Dr. Fu-Manchu. Perhaps, as Smith believed, he was no longer president. But always while he lived I knew that he must dominate any group of men with whom he might be associated.

Leaving no less than four helpless physicians around the bed of the insensible Minister, we returned to our hotel. Gallaho was with us, and Jussac of the French police. As in London one car drove ahead and another followed.

As we entered the hotel lobby:

This sudden illness of M. Delibes, said Jussac, is a dreadful thing. He would be a loss to France. But for myself  he brushed his short moustache reflectively since you tell me that before his seizure he changed his mind, why, if this was due to a rising temperature, I am not sorry!

Smith was making for the lift, and I was following when something drew my attention to the behaviour of a girl who had been talking to the reception clerk. She was hurrying away, and the mans blank expression told me that she had abruptly broken off the conversation.

Already she was disappearing across a large, partially lighted lounge beyond which lay the entrance from the Rue de Rivoli.

Without a word to my companions I set off in pursuit. Seeing me, she made as if to run out, but I leapt forward and threw my arms around her.

Not this time, Ardatha  darling!

The amethyst eyes glanced swiftly right and left and then flamed into sudden revolt. But beyond the flame I read a paradox.

Let me go!

I did not obey the words, for her eyes were bidding me to hold her fast. I crushed her against me.

Never again, Ardatha.

Bart, she whispered close to my ear, call to your English policeman… Someone is watching us

At that, she began to struggle furiously!

Hullo, Kerrigan! A capture, I see

Nayland Smith stood at my elbow.

Gallaho, he called, a prisoner for you!

I glared at him, but:

Bart!  I loved the quaint accent with which she pronounced my name he is right. I must be arrested  I want to be arrested!

Gallaho hurried up. His brow remained decorated with plaster.

Whos this?

She is known as Ardatha, Inspector, said Smith. There are several questions which she may be able to answer.

You are wanted by Scotland Yard  said Gallaho formally, to give information regarding certain inquiries. I must ask you to be good enough to come with me.

Smith glanced swiftly around. Jussac joined the party. Two men, their backs to us, stood talking just outside in Rue de Rivoli.

I wont! blazed Ardatha, unless you force me to!

Gallaho clearly was nonplussed. To Jussac:

Grab that pair outside the door! said Smith rapidly. Lock them up for the night. If Im wrong Ill face the consequences. Inspector, this lady is in your charge. Bring her upstairs…

Jussac stepped outside and whistled. I did not wait to see what happened. Ardatha, between Inspector Gallaho and Nayland Smith, was walking towards the lift…

Having reached our apartment and switched all lights up:

Inspector, said Smith, examine the lobby and the smaller bedroom and bathroom. I will search the others.

In the sitting room he looked hard at Ardatha:

I am going to have you locked in the end room, he remarked, as soon as Inspector Gallaho reports that it is a safe place.

He went out. No sooner was the door closed than I had Ardatha in my arms.

She seemed to search me with her glance: it was the look which a woman gives a man before she stakes all upon her choice.

I have run away, Bart  to you. I was followed, but they could do nothing while I stood there at the desk. Now they have seen me arrested, and if ever he gets me back, perhaps this may save me

No one shall get you back!

You do not understand! She clutched me convulsively. Shall I never make you understand that unless we can get away from Paris, nothing can save us  nothing! She clenched her hands and stared like a frightened hare as Nayland Smith came in. It is the order of the Council. I do not know if there is anywhere in, the world you can hide from them  but this place you must leave at once!

Listen to me, Ardatha, Smith grasped her shoulders. Have you any knowledge, any whatever, of the Si-Fan plans for tonight?

She faced him fearlessly; her hands remained clenched.

If I had, I could not tell you. But I have no knowledge of these plans. As I hope for mercy, it is true. Only I know that you are to die.

How do you know?

Ardatha from her handbag took out a square envelope.

I was ordered to leave this at the desk and not allow myself to be recognised. I waited, until I knew… I had been recognised!

FINAL NOTICE

Lower and raise the lights in your sitting room slowly twice, to indicate that you are prepared to take instructions. You have until midnight.

President of the Council


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE. THE THING WITH RED EYES

The apartments faced upon a courtyard. There were a number of police in the hotel under Jussacs orders, and the passports of all residents had been scrutinised. Some of the rooms around the courtyard were empty; the occupants of the others were supposedly above suspicion. But Ardathas terror-stricken face haunted me. When she had realised that she was to be locked in the end room to await the hour of midnight, a fear so overwhelming had come upon her that my own courage was threatened.

Gallaho was in the lobby outside her door. And now I heard the clocks of Paris chiming…

It was a quarter to twelve.

We had curtained all the windows, although if one excepted opposite rooms, no point commanded them. The atmosphere was stale and oppressive. Paris vibrated with rumours and counter-rumours. By some it was believed that France already was at war; another story ran that Delibes was dead. But to the quiet old courtyard none of this penetrated. Instead a more real, a more sinister menace was there. The shadow of Fu-Manchu lay upon us.

A hopeless fatalism began to claim me. Already I looked upon Nayland Smith as a dead man.

From Ardatha came no sound. Her eyes had been unnaturally bright when we had left her: I had seen that splendid composure, that proud fearless spirit, broken. I knew that if she prayed, she prayed for me; and I thought that now she would be in tears  tears of misery, despair  waiting, listening… for what?

Have your gun ready, Kerrigan!

What are you going to do?

I am going to search every inch of this room.

What for?

I dont know! But you remember the black streak that went over Delibes balcony? That thing, or another, similar thing, is here!

I took a grip of failing nerves and stepped up to a walnut cabinet containing many cupboards, but:

Touch nothing! Smith snapped. Leave the search to me. Just stand by.

He began to walk from point to point about the room, sparsely furnished in the manner of a continental hotel. No drawer was left unopened, no nook or cranny unsearched.

But he found nothing.

The electric clock registered seven minutes to midnight.

And now came a wild cry, for which I knew that subconsciously I had been waiting.

Let me out! For Gods sake  let me out! I want to be with you  I cant bear it!

Go and pacify her, Kerrigan. We dare not have her in here.

I wont budge!

Let me out  let me out  I shall go mad!

Smith threw the door open.

Allow her to join you in the lobby, Gallaho. On no account is she to enter this room.

Very good, Sir Denis.

As Smith released the door, I heard the sound of a lock turned. I heard Ardathas running footsteps…

Come out there! Dear God, I beg of you  come out!

Gallahos growing tones reached me as he strove to restrain her.

If you are so sure, Smith  my voice was not entirely under control that the danger is here, why should we stay?

I have asked you to leave, he replied coldly.

Not without you.

It happens to be my business, Kerrigan, to investigate the instruments of murder employed by Doctor Fu-Manchu, but it is not yours. I believe some death agent to be concealed in this room, and I am determined to find out what it is.

Smith! Smith! I spoke in, a hoarse whisper.

What?

For heavens sake dont move  but look where I am looking. There, under the cornice!

The apartment had indirect lighting so that there was a sort of recess running around three of the walls directly below the ceiling. From the darkness of a corner where there were no lamps, two tiny fiery eyes  they looked red  glared down at us!

My God!

What is it, Smith? In heavens name, what is it?

Those malignant eyes remained immovable; they possessed a dreadful, evil intelligence. It might have been an imp of hell crouching there, watching… Raising my repeater, I fired, and… all the lights went out!

Drop flat, Kerrigan!

The urgency of Smiths order booked no denial. I threw myself prone on the carpet. I heard Smith fall nearby…

There came a moaning cry, then a roar from Gallaho:

Whats this game? Whats happened?

The door behind me burst open. I became aware of a pungent odour.

No lights, Gallaho  and dont come in! Make for the door, Kerrigan!

I groped my way across the room. The awareness of that unknown thing somewhere in the darkness afforded one of the most terrifying sensations I had ever known. But I got to the door and into the lobby. Gallaho stretched out his hand and grasped my shoulder.

Wheres Sir Denis?

I am here.

There were sounds of movement all about, of voices.

Its the big black-out, came Smiths voice incisively, ordered by Delibes to take place tonight. Whoever is in charge of the air defenses of Paris has received no orders to cancel it. This saved us  for Im afraid you missed, Kerrigan!

Ardatha! I said shakily Ardatha!

She fainted, Mr Kerrigan, when the shot came…


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO. THE THING WITH RED EYES (CONCLUDED)

Open this door.

We stood before a door bearing the number 36. It was that of a room which adjoined our apartments. Lights had been restored. An alarmed manager obeyed.

Stand by outside, Gallaho. Come on, Kerrigan.

I found myself in a single bedroom which did not appear to be occupied. There was an acrid smell, and the first object upon which my glance rested was a long, narrow cardboard box labelled: Meurice frères.

I glanced at an attached tab and read:

Mme Hulbert:

To be placed in number 36 to await Mme Hulberts arrival.

Dont touch that thing! snapped Smith. Im not sure, yet  Hullo!

He was staring up at part of the wall above the wardrobe. There was a jagged hole, perhaps six inches in diameter, which I could only suppose to penetrate to the adjoining apartment.

Smith dragged a chair forward, stood on it and examined the top of the wardrobe.

Apologise, Kerrigan! You didnt miss after all… Theres in blood here!

Down he came and began questing all about the floor.

Heres a fresh stain, Smith!

Ah! near the window! By gad! I believe its escaped! Im going to pull the curtains open. If you see anything move, dont hesitate  shoot!

Colt in hand I watched him as he dragged the heavy curtains apart. The window was open about four inches at the bottom.

Stains here, look!

Standing beside him, I saw on the ledge bloodstains of so strange a character that comment failed me. They were imprints of tiny hands!

Singular! murmured Smith.

He stared out right and left and down into the courtyard. The building was faced with ornamental stone blocks.

Smith I began.

A thing as small as that could climb down such a wall, he rapped, and into an open window  assuming its wound not to be serious.

But, Smith  this is the print of a human hand!

I know! He ran to the door. Gallaho! Instruct Jussac to search all rooms opening on this courtyard and to make sure that nothing  not even a small parcel  leaves any of them. Come on, Kerrigan.

Picking up the florists box, he returned to our locked apartments. Ardatha was in a room near by, in charge of a sympathetic housekeeper. As we entered the sitting room, I pulled up, staring…

At the moment of my firing at that thing up under the cornice, Smith, just behind me, had been standing in of a walnut cabinet.

The top of the cabinet had disappeared!

Merciful heaven! I whispered, you escaped death by a fraction of a second!

Yes! Ericksens Ray! The thing with the red eyes has at least elementary intelligence to be entrusted with such a weapon. This creature, or one like it, had been smuggled into Delibes house, but made its escape. In the present case the same device of the flower box was used, an adjoining room having been reserved by a mythical Mme Hulbert. During our absence this evening, by means of the ray, that hole was bored through the wall.

But the box remains unopened!

So do the boxes, apparently, used by stage magicians. I think we may risk it now!

Is all well in there, Sir Denis? came Gallahos husky voice from the lobby.

Alls well, Inspector.

He cut the string and opened the box.

It was empty.

Assuming a thinking creature small enough to get into such a box, for it to get out again would be a simple matter: merely necessary to draw these two end flaps and replace them without unfastening the string…

I cannot say, I shall never know, what drew my attention away from the trick box, but I found myself staring fixedly into the shadows beneath the bureau. This bureau stood almost immediately below the hole high up under the cornice. Some dully shining object lay upon the carpet.

As I stepped forward to pick it up, indeed, all but had my hand upon it, I recognised it for what it was  just such a tube, as I had seen in the possession of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

And as this recognition came I saw the thing with the red eyes!

Quick! Grab it for your life, Kerrigan!

Wounded, the creature had dropped the silver tube in that sudden darkness, had sought to escape, and then for some reason had returned for the day. It crouched now beside the bureau, a black dwarf no more than fifteen inches high, naked save for a loincloth also black: a perfectly formed human being!

Its features, which were Negroid, contorted in animal fury, its red eyes glaring like those of a rabid dog, it sprang up the tube.

But I snatched it in the nick of time…

That which happened next threatens to defeat my powers of description. Smith, who had been manoeuvring for a shot, fired  but as I made that frenzied grab, stumbling onto my knees, my fingers closed upon a sort of trigger in the butt end of the tube.

Smiths bullet buried itself in the wall. I experienced a tingling sensation. The thing with the red eyes which crouched before me, disappeared!

My last recollection is that of the bureau crashing down upon my head.

* * * *

Bart, dearest, are you better?

I lay propped on cushions. Ardathas arms were around me. My head buzzed like a wasps nest, and a man whom I took to be a surgeon was bathing a painful cut on my brow.

Yes, he is better, said the surgeon, smiling. No serious damage. He turned to Nayland Smith who stood watching. It must have been a heavy blow, nevertheless.

It was! Smith assured him. Fortunately, he has a thick skull.

When the medical man was gone and I felt capable of sitting up and observing my surroundings, I realised that I had been moved to another room.

Explanation of what had occurred would have been too difficult, Smith declared. So we brought you in here.

And now came the memory of the black dwarf who had disappeared…

Smith  he was disintegrated!

So was a portion of the bureau, Smith replied, hence your being knocked out. It toppled before I had a chance to get at it. I have the mysterious tube, Kerrigan, Exhibit A, which resolves matter into its particles; but I dont propose to experiment further. We should be grateful for the fact that it was not ourselves who were dispersed!

Ardatha held my hand tightly, and a swift glad wave of happiness swept over me. The unbelievable had come true.

I am by no means sure how long this peaceful interlude will last, Smith continued. My taking forcible means to save Marcel Delibes may be construed, however, as a triumph for the Si-Fan. In this case our interests were identical. Possibly we shall be granted a reprieve!

We deserve one! I was staring at something which lay upon a side table. It resembled a small watch but I knew that I had never seen it before. What have you there, Smith?

Exhibit B! He smiled. It must have been in the possession of the dwarf  the smallest and also the most malignant human being I have ever come across. Gallaho found it in the cavity between the two rooms, so that I assume the dwarf intended to return, having recovered the silver tube, and to make his escape by way of the window of number 36. I suspect that this possibility had been provided for.

But what is it?

Ardathas grasp on my hand tightened.

It is a radiophone, she said. Sometimes  not often  those carrying out Si-Fan instructions are given one. In this way they are kept directly in contact with whoever is directing them.

I turned my aching head and looked into her eyes.

Did you ever use one, Ardatha?

Yes, she answered simply, when I was sent to get the portfolio of the police commissioner in London!

You understand now, Kerrigan, snapped Smith, that voice which we both heard in the study of M. Delibes? I am going to ask you, Ardatha, to show me how to get directly in contact!

Ardatha released my hand and stood up. She was supremely graceful in all her movements. Her poise was perfect, and I knew now that that momentary despair had been for me…

I will do so if you wish. Nothing may happen. You can only listen: you cannot reply.

She took the tiny instrument which Smith handed to her and made some adjustments. We both watched closely. Paris lay about us, not sleeping, but seething with rumours of war. But in that room was silence  silence in which we waited.

It was broken.

A guttural voice spoke rapidly in a tongue unknown to me. It ceased. Ardatha adjusted the instrument.

To move it to there, she said  but her tones were not steady means I do not understand.

And now (I confess that my heart leapt uncomfortably) that guttural voice spoke in English… and I knew that the speaker was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Can it be Sir Denis who calls me?

Ardathas fingers moved.

Indeed! I rejoice that you live, Sir Denis. I suspect that Ardatha is with you. Any information which she may be able to impart you will find of small value. I assume that one of my three Negritos pygmies is lost. But this is no more than just. Your work in regard to M. Delibes resulted in the cancelling of the grotesque order for your removal. I welcome your co-operation… I regret my dwarf. Such a specimen represents twenty years culture. Destroy the Ericksen tube: it is dangerous. Those who use it do not live long. The radiophone I commend to you. Waste no time seeking me…

That unique voice faded away. Ardatha was trembling in my arms.
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CHAPTER ONE. SOMETHING IN A BAG

Then you have no idea where Nayland Smith is? said my guest.

I carried his empty glass to the buffet and refilled it.

Two cables from him found me at Salonika, I replied: the first from Kingston, Jamaica, the second from New York.

Ah! Jamaica and New York. Off his usual stamping ground. Nothing since?

Nothing.

Sure he isnt back home?

Quite. His flat in Whitehall is closed.

I set the whisky-and-soda before Sir Lionel Barton and passed my pouch, for he was scraping out his briar. My dining-room seemed altogether too small to hold this huge, overbearing man with a lions mane of tawny hair streaked with white; piercing blue eyes shadowed by craggy brows. He had the proper personality for one of his turbulent, brilliant reputation: the greatest Orientalist in Europe is expected to be unusual.

Do you know, Kerrigan  he stuffed Rhodesian tobacco into his pipe as though he had been charging a howitzer I have known Smith longer than you, and although I missed the last brush with Fu-Manchu

Well?

Old Smith and I have been out against him together in the past. To tell you the truth  he stood up and began to walk about, lighting his pipe as he did so I have an idea that we have not seen the last of that Chinese devil.

Why? I asked, and tried to speak casually.

Suppose hes here again  in England?

Sir Lionels voice was rising to those trumpet tones which betrayed his army training; I was conscious of growing excitement.

Suppose, just for arguments sake, that I have certain reasons to believe that he is. Well  would you sleep soundly tonight? What would it mean? It would mean that, apart from Germany, we have another enemy to deal with  an enemy whose insects, bacteria, stranglers, strange poisons, could do more harm in a week than Hitlers army could do in a year!

He took a long drink. I did not speak.

You  he lowered his voice have a personal interest in the matter. You accepted the assignment to cover the Greek campaign because

I nodded.

Check me when I go wrong and stop me if Im treading on a corn; there was a girl  wasnt Ardatha the name? She belonged to the nearly extinct white race (I was the first man to describe them, by the way) which still survives in Abyssinia.

Yes, she vanished after Smith and I left Paris, at the end of Fu-Manchus battle to put an end to dictators. Nearly two years ago

You  searched?

Smith was wonderful. I had all the resources of the Secret Service at my command. But from that hour, Barton, not one word of information reached us, either about Dr. Fu-Manchu, or about  Ardatha.

I am told  he pulled up, his back to me, and spoke over his shoulder that Ardatha was

She was lovely and lovable, I said and stood up.

The struggle in Greece, the wound I had received there, the verdict of Harley Street which debarred me from active service, all these experiences had failed to efface my private sorrow  the loss of Ardatha.

Sir Lionel turned and gave me one penetrating glance which I construed as sympathy. I had known him for many years and had learned his true worth; but he was by no means every mans man. Ardatha had brought romance into my life such as no one was entitled to expect: she was gone. Barton understood.

He began to pace up and down, smoking furiously; and something in his bearing reminded me of Nayland Smith. Barton was altogether heavier than Smith, but he had the same sun-baked skin, the same nervous vitality: he, also, was a pipe addict. His words had set my brain on fire.

I wondered if an image was before his mental vision, the same vision which was before mine: a tall, lean, cat-like figure; a close-shaven head, a mathematical brow; emerald-green eyes which sometimes became filmed strangely; a voice in its guttural intensity so masterful that Caesar, Alexander, Napoleon might have animated it; Dr. Fu-Manchu, embodiment of the finest intellect in the modern world.

Now, I was wild for news; but deliberately I controlled myself. I refilled Bartons glass. He belonged to a hard-drinking generation and I never attempted to keep pace with him. I sat down again, and:

You must realize, I said, that you have stirred up

I know, I know! I am the last man to raise hopes which may never materialize. But the fact that Nayland Smith has been in the West Indies practically clinches the matter. I threw myself on your hospitality, Kerrigan, because, to be quite frank, I was afraid to go to a hotel

What!

Yes  and my town house as you know, went to the auctioneers on the day war started. Very well. In the small suitcase  all the baggage I carry  is something for which I know Dr. Fu-Manchu has been searching for many years! Since I got hold of it there have been some uncommonly queer happenings up at my place in Norfolk. In fact things got so hot that I bolted!

I stood up and walked across to the window; excitement grew in my brain by leaps and bounds. There was no man whom I feared as I feared the brilliant Chinese doctor; but if Ardatha lived Fu-Manchu was the one and only link by means of which I might find her.

Go on, I said, I am all attention.

Grey, wintry dusk was sending over Kensington Gardens. Few figures moved on the path which led from the gate nearly opposite to the Round Pond. At any moment now would come the mournful call of a park-keeper, All out. And with the locking of the gates began the long night of black-out.

I know why Smith has been to the Caribbean, Barton went on. Theres something in that bag which would have saved him the journey. The United States government  Hello! whats wrong?

A figure was standing at the park gate, looking up at my window; a girl who wore a hooded cape. I suppose I uttered an exclamation as I clutched the ledge and stared across the road.

What is it, Kerrigan? cried Barton. What is it?

Its Ardatha! I whispered.


CHAPTER TWO. A SECOND VISITOR

I doubt if any man ever descended a long flight of dark stairs faster than I did. A pulse was throbbing in my head as I dashed along the glass-roofed portico that divided the house from the front door. Yet as I threw the door open and ran out, already the hooded figure had vanished.

Then, as I raced across to the gate, I saw her. She had turned back into the park, and was just passing out of the shadow of a big tree near the corner where a path at right angles crossed that leading to the Round Pond. Normally, Bayswater Road at this hour would have been a race track, but war had muted the song of London and few vehicles were on the road.

In the Park, a grey mist swam in among the trees whose leafless branches reached out like lean and clutching arms menacing the traveller. But there, ahead, was the receding, elusive figure.

I continued to run. My condition was by no means all that it might have been, but I found breath enough to call.

Ardatha! I cried, Ardatha!

Step by step I was overhauling her. Not another pedestrian was in sight.

Ardatha!

I was no more than twenty yards behind her as she paused and looked back. In spirit she was already in my arms, her kiss on my lips  when she turned swiftly and began to run!

For one incalculable moment I stood stock still.

Astonishment, mortification, anger, fought for precedence in my mind. What, in sanitys name, could be the meaning of her behaviour? I was about to cry out again, but I decided to conserve my resources. Fists clenched and head up, I set out in pursuit.

She had reached the path that surrounds the Pond before I really got into my stride. In Rugby days I had been counted one of the fastest men in the pack; but even allowing for loss of form due to my recent illness, an amazing fact demanded recognition. Ardatha was outrunning me easily: she ran with the speed of a young antelope!

Then, from nearby, came the expected mournful cry All out!

I saw the park-keeper at about the same moment that I accepted defeat in the race. Ardatha had passed him like a flash. He had assumed that she was running to reach a Kensington gate before it closed, and had no more than glanced at her speeding figure. For my part I was determined to keep her in sight; but as I bore down on the man, some suspicion seemed to cross his mind  a suspicion which linked my appearance with that of the flying girl. He glanced back at her for a moment  and then stood squarely in my path, arms outstretched!

Not this way! he cried. Too late. Porchester Gate is the only way out!

Porchester Gate was the gate by which I had come in, and for one mad moment I weighed my chances of bowling the man over and following Ardatha. I think, disastrous though such an assault must have been, that I should have risked it had I not sighted a constable heading in our direction.

I pulled up, breathing heavily, and shrugged my shoulders. That lithe figure was already a phantom in the misty distance. Such a cloud of despair succeeded to the wild joy I had known at the sight of Ardatha, such a madness of frustration, that frankly I think I was on the verge of tears. I clenched my teeth and turned back.

One moment, sir.

The park-keeper was following me. Struggling as I was for self-control, I prompted myself: Dont hit him. He is only doing his duty. She ran away. You have no case. Be tactful or you will spend the night in a lock-up.

I slowed my pace.

Yes  what is it?

He ranged up alongside. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the nearing figure of the constable.

I was just wondering why you was in such a hurry, like.

We were walking along together, now, and I forced a smile, looking at the mans lined, ingenuous face. I decided that he was an old gamekeeper.

I wanted to catch somebody, I said. I had had a quarrel with my girl friend and she ran away from me.

Oh, is that so? He continued to regard me doubtfully. Run away had she? Young lady with a cape?

Yes. She was wearing a cape. I have no idea where she has gone.

Oh, I see. Neither of you lives over on Kensington side, like? No  neither of us.

Oh, I see. He had accepted me now. Thats hard luck, sir. Shes a bit high mettled, like, no doubt.

She is.

Well, thems sometimes the best, sir, when it comes to a pinch. I reckon when the paddys worn out shell come back as sweet as honey.

I hope so.

And indeed the mans simple philosophy had helped to restore me. I was glad that I had not quarrelled with him  and glad that I had told him the truth.

We walked along together through growing dusk. In the shadows about us nothing stirred. Moisture dripped mournfully from the trees. Already, London grew silent at the touch of night. Of Ardatha I dared not think; only I knew that the mystery of her reappearance, and of her flight, belonged to the greater and darker mystery which was Dr. Fu-Manchu.

A sense of evil impending, of some unwelcome truth fighting for admission, oppressed me. When I left Kensington Gardens and heard the gate locked behind me, I stood for a while looking across at my windows.

There was a light in the writing-room and the blinds were not drawn. Except for a big Packard just turning the corner into Craven Terrace, there was no nearby traffic. As I ran across, fumbling for my keys, subconsciously I noted the number-plate of the car: BXH 77. It was rememberable, and I was in that troubled mood when one notes trivialities.

Opening the door, I hurried upstairs. I had much to tell Barton  and much to learn from him. The whole current of my life had changed. I remember that I banged my front door and dashed into the lighted workroom.

Standing by the desk was a tall, thin man, his face tropically brown, his hair nearly white at the temples and his keen eyes fixed upon me. I pulled up suddenly; I could not accept the fact.

It was Nayland Smith!

Smith  Smith! I was never so glad to see any man in my life!

He wrung my hand hard, watching me with those questing eyes; but his expression was stem to grimness.

What has become of Barton? I asked.

Smith seemed to grow rigid. He positively glared at me.

Barton! he exclaimed Barton! was Barton here?

I left him here.

He dashed his right fist into the palm of his left hand.

My God, Kerrigan! he said; and you left your front door open  for so I found it. I have been searching London for Barton, and now

My fears, sorrows, forebodings, in that instant became crystallized in a dreadful certainty.

Smith, do you mean

I do, Kerrigan! He spoke in a low voice. Fu-Manchu is in London… and he has got Barton!

* * * *

Smith went racing into the spare bedroom; in broken syllables I had told my tale. At the threshold, as I switched on the lights, we both pulled up.

The room was in wild disorder!

You see, Kerrigan, you see! cried Smith. It was a ruse to get you out of the house. Poor Barton put up a fight, by heaven! Look at that smashed chair!

His bag has gone!

Smith nodded and began ferreting about among the wreckage. A heavy cloisonné vase lay beside the bed, although its proper place was on the mantel. He examined it carefully, although I could not imagine what evidence he hoped it might afford. Then, I saw something else.

The room was equipped with an old-fashioned open grate, beside which rested tongs and poker. The fire was not laid, for I had not anticipated receiving a guest, but the iron poker lay half under an armchair! Taking if up I uttered an exclamation.

Smith, look!

The poker was bent in an unmistakable, significant manner. Smith grabbed it, held it under the bedside lamp  for darkness had fallen  and touched it at several points with the tip of his forefinger. He tossed it on to the bed and began to stare around, tugging at the lobe of his left ear, a mannerism which I knew well.

Barton is a powerful man, he said. Something snapped when that poker was bent! Amazing that no one heard the row.

Not at all. The rest of the house is empty, and my daily woman was gone before Barton arrived.

My voice sounded dull in my ears. Ardatha had lured me away, and my poor friend had been left alone to fight for his life… Ardatha  

There are other curious features, Kerrigan.

Smith dropped to his knees and began to examine the disordered carpet with close attention. He crawled as far as the door.

Assuming, as we might, that Fu-Manchus agents entered shortly after you went out, they had come on very urgent business

Bartons bag! He told me that it contained something which would have saved you a journey to the Caribbean.

Ah! He stood up. As I expected. They came for the chart. Barton put up a fight. Now  if they killed him, why carry a heavy body down all those stairs and run the risk of meeting a policeman outside? If he survived, where is he?

You say the street door was open?

Yes. Quick, Kerrigan! Let us examine the stairs. But wait  first, all the cupboards and other possible hiding places.

Outside, in Bayswater Road, I heard a bus go by. I imagined it to be laden with home-bound City workers anxious to reach their firesides. The black tragedy of war oppressed them; yet, not one, in passing, would suspect that within sight from the bus windows, two of their fellows faced a terror deeper than that of the known enemy.

My flat had become a theatre of sinister drama. As Smith and I ran from room to room, sharing a common dread, the possibility that we should come upon Bartons body checked me more than once. It was Smith who opened the big store-cupboard. Smith who explored an old oak wardrobe.

We found no trace.

Now, the stairs, he snapped. We are wasting precious time, but we cannot act without a clue.

What do you expect to find?

No body was dragged from the bedroom. I have satisfied myself on that point. But it may have been carried. The stair-carpet should show traces if any load had been dragged downstairs  Hullo! whats this?

A bell had begun to ring.

Street door!

Down you go, Kerrigan. Have you got a gun?

No, but Ill get one.

I hurried to my desk, slipped a friendly old Colt into my pocket and went down. Smith, using a pocket-torch was already crawling about on the landing peering at the carpet.

When I reached the front door and threw it open, I dont quite know what I expected to find there. I found a constable.

Is this your house, sir? he said gruffly.

No; but I occupy a flat on the second floor.

Well, then its you I want to see. Its ten minutes after blackout time and you have lights blazing from all your windows!

As I stared into the darkness beyond  there was no traffic passing at the moment and the night was profoundly still  I realized, anew, the strange power of Dr. Fu-Manchu. So completely had the handiwork of that Satanic genius disturbed us that Smith and I (he, an ex-Commissioner of Scotland Yard) had utterly forgotten regulations, and had offended against the Law!

Good heavens! youre right, I exclaimed. We must be mad. The fact is, constable, there have been queer happenings here, and

None of my business, sir. If you will go up and draw all the blinds in the first place, I shall then have to take your name, and

From behind me came a sound of running footsteps.

He was not carried out, Kerrigan! came Smiths voice. But theres blood on the third stair from the bottom and there are spots on the paving  What the devils this?

A serious business sir, the constable began, but he stared in a bewildered way. All the lights

Smith muttered something and then produced a card which he thrust into the constables hand.

Possibly before your time, he said rapidly. But youll still remember the name.

The constable directed his light on to the card, stared at Smith, and then saluted.

Sorry, sir, he said, if Ive butted in on something more important; but I was just obeying orders.

Good enough, snapped Smith. I switched off everything before I came down. He paused, staring at the stupefied man, and then: What time did you come on duty? he asked.

Half an hour ago, sir.

And you have been in sight of this door, how long?

The constable stared as if Smiths question had been a reprimand. I sympathized with the man, a freckled young fellow with straightforward blue eyes, keen on his job, and one to whom the name of Sir Denis Nayland Smith was a name to conjure with. It occurred to me that he had been held up on his patrol and that he believed Smith to be aware of the fact.

I know what youre thinking, sir, but I can explain my delay, he said.

Smith snapped his fingers irritably, and I saw that a hope had died.

It was the car running on to the pavement in Craven Terrace, the man went on. There was something funny about the business and I took full particulars before I let em go. He delved in a back pocket and produced a notebook. Here are my notes. It was a Packard

Odd are the workings of a human brain. My thoughts as the constable had been speaking, and, it seemed, speaking of matters beside the vital point, had drifted wretchedly to Ardatha. I had been striving to find some explanation of her behaviour which did not mean the shattering of a dream. Now, as he spoke of a Packard, I muttered mechanically:

BXH 77.

Thats it, sir! the constable cried. Thats the car!

One moment, rapped Smith. Tell me, Kerrigan, how you happen to know the number of this car.

I told him that a Packard bearing the number had turned from the main road into Craven Terrace as I had crossed to the door.

Quick, constable! He was suddenly on fire. Your notes. What was suspicious about BXH 77?

Well, sir, I have the particulars here. The man studied his notebook. The car barged right on to the pavement and pulled up with a jerk about ten yards in front of me. Several people from neighbouring shops ran out. When I arrived I saw that the driver, a foreign looking man, had fainted at the wheel. In some way which I couldnt make out  because it wasnt a serious crash  he had broken his arm

Left or right?

Left, sir. It was hanging down limp. He was also bleeding from a cut on the head.

Good. Go on.

In the back I found a doctor and a patient he was removing to hospital. The patient seemed in a bad way  a big powerful man he was, with reddish hair streaked with white; he was only half-conscious and the doctor was trying to soothe him. A mental case

Do you understand, Kerrigan? cried Smith, his eyes alight. Do you understand?

Good God, Smith  I understand too well!

Describe the doctor, Smith said crisply.

The constable cleared his throat, and then:

He had a very yellow face, he replied; as yellow as a lemon. He wore spectacles with black rims, and was a shortish, heavily-built man. He was not English.

His name?

Heres his card, sir.

As Smith took the card:

Hm! he muttered: Dr. Rudolph Oster, 101 Wimpole Street, W.1. Is there such a practitioner?

I was on my way to a call-box when I saw all the lights blazing upstairs, sir. I was going to ask this gentleman to allow me to use his phone.

Have you got the doctors number?

Yes, sir: Langham 09365.

Efficient work, constable, said Smith: Ill see that it is recognized.

The mans freckled face flushed.

Thank you, sir. Its very kind of you.

How did the matter end? I asked excitedly.

We got the car back on to the road, and I helped to lift the chauffeur from the driving-seat and put him in the back. That was when I noticed his arm  when he began to come to.

How did the patient behave? Smith asked.

He just lay back muttering. Dr. Oster explained that it was important to get him to a safe place before he recovered from the effects of an injection he had had to administer.

Smith uttered a sound like a groan and beat his fist into the palm of his hand.

A suitcase marked L.B. was beside the driver. It was covered in foreign labels. The doctor took the wheel and drove off

At what time? snapped Smith.

According to my watch, sir, at 7.13  that is, exactly five minutes ago.


CHAPTER THREE. BXH 77

Stop for nothing, Smith cried to the driver. Short of murder!

Use your horn. No regulations apply. Move!

I had had a glimpse of the efficiency of the Metropolitan Police which had been a revelation. Within the last six minutes we had learned that Dr. Oster was a naturalized British subject, a dermatologist, and was not at home; that BXH 77 had been held up, for using an improperly masked headlight, by a constable on duty in Baker Street; that Dr. Oster, who was driving, said that he was taking a patient to a private clinic at North Gate, Regents Park. Five motor-cyclists were out, and every police officer and warden in that area had been advised.

Smith was too tensed up for ordinary conversation, but he jerked out a staccato summary as we sped through the black-out, for this London was a place of mystery, a city hushed; the heart of the world beating slowly, darkly.

The United States have realized that the Panama Canal has two ends. Strange incidents in the Caribbean. Disappearances. Officers sent to West Indies to investigate. Never returned. Secret submarine base. I followed Fu-Manchu to Jamaica. Lost him in Cuba. Barton has picked up some clue to the site of this base. Suspected before I left. Certain now. Got the facts in Norfolk only this morning. Fu-Manchu has returned to England to silence Barton  and, my God! he has succeeded!

We seemed to be speeding madly into darkness black as the Pit. I could form no idea of where we were: we might have been in the Grand Avenue of Kamak. Vague, elfin lights I saw in the shadows, to take the place of illuminated windows, blazing sky signs. Sometimes a car would materialize like a form at a spiritualistic séance, only to disappear again immediately. The traffic signals, green, amber and red crosses, appeared and disappeared also like manifestations from another world…

Our car was braked so suddenly that I was nearly pitched out of my seat.

I saw the driver leap to the road and sprint forward to where a torch was flashing  in and out, in and out. Smith was on the running-board when the man came racing back.

Jump in, sir! he shouted, jump in! They passed here only three minutes ago  I have the direction!

And we were off again into impenetrable darkness. Angry cries I heard as we flashed past crawling traffic, in contravention of the law issuing blasts of warning. Smith had commandeered Scotland Yards ace driver. I was wild with the spirit of the chase.

Bartons life was at stake  and more…

Our brakes shrieked again, and the speeding car skidded to a perilous halt. We were all out in a trice.

In the light of torches carried by Smith and the driver I saw a police cyclist lying beside a wrecked motor-bike almost under our front wheels!

Are you badly hurt? cried Smith.

The man raised a pale face to the light. Blood was trickling down from his brow; his black steel helmet had fallen off.

Broken ankle, I think. This he touched his head is nothing. Just get me on to the pavement. It wasnt your car that hit me, sir.

We lifted him out of the traffic-way, seating him against the railings of a house veiled in darkness. Our driver bent over him.

If you can bear it, mate, he said, give us the news. Have you sighted the Packard? Were Scotland Yard. This is Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

The man looked up at Smith. Obviously, he was in great pain, but he spoke calmly.

I followed BXH 77 to this spot, sir. Having identified the number, I passed the car and signalled to the driver to pull up

What happened? snapped Smith.

He ran me down!

Where did he go?

First left, sir  two houses beyond.

How long ago?

Less than two minutes.

We were in one of those residential backwaters which are to be found north of Regents Park. Reduction and slowing of traffic had so dimmed the voice of London that when the man ceased speaking an almost complete silence fell. Black night cloaked us and in it I could hear no sound of human activity.

You have done a good job, constable, said Smith rapidly, and you wont lose by it. He thrust a torch into my hand. Theres a house behind there, somewhere. Find it, Kerrigan, and phone for an ambulance. Just call police and mention my name. Sorry. No other way. Understand how you feel. But I must push on.

Turning to the left is a dead-end, sir, the Yard driver cried back over his shoulder as he sprang to the wheel. You cant go wrong, Mr. Kerrigan, in following on foot.

Ah! cried Smith. Good! Weve got em!

He jumped in and the Yard car was off again, leaving me standing beside the injured man.

So thats Nayland Smith, he muttered. I wish we had a few more like him. He looked up. Sorry to be a nuisance, sir. Im fairly new to this district, but I think the gate of the house is just along to your right. The Regent Canal runs behind; thats why the next turning leads nowhere.

I suppose theres no call-box near?

No, sir. But I must stick it till you find a phone.


CHAPTER FOUR. THE HOUSE IN REGENTS PARK

Up to the moment that I discovered the gate not one pedestrian passed that way.

I groped along a neglected gravel drive bordered by dripping shrubberies and presently found myself before the porch of a house to which it led. There I pulled up. An estate agents bill, announcing that this desirable residence was for sale, occupied the centre panel of the door. I had found an empty house.

Muttering savagely, I turned away. I suppose I had gone a dozen paces before it occurred to me that there might be a caretaker. I swung about to retrace my steps. As I did so I faced that wing of the ugly Victorian building which lay to the right of the entrance  and I saw a chink of light shining from a long French window.

Wondering why I had not seen it before, I pressed through wet bushes, crossed a patch of lawn and reached the lighted window. It proved to be one of three which opened on to a veranda and I stepped up with the intention of rapping on the glass. Just in time, I checked my hand.

I stood there, suddenly dizzy, my heart leaping furiously.

Heavy velvet curtains were draped inside the windows one of which was slightly ajar, and the disarranged draperies had created that chink through which light shone. I could see right into the room, and beyond an open door into a furnished lobby. It was from this lobby that the light came.

Standing there, looking back, so that I suspected it to have been she who had opened the window, was a girl wearing a hooded cape. The hood, thrown free, revealed a mass of gleaming, bewilderingly disordered curls, a pale lovely face; great eyes, blue in the dusk with the dark blue of lapis lazuli, were turned in my direction.

Ardatha… Ardatha whom I adored, who once had loved me, whom I had torn from the clutches of the Chinese doctor; Ardatha, for whom I had searched, desperately, during many weary months  who, when I had found her, had tricked me, used me, played upon my love so that I had betrayed my friend: Ardatha!

Yet, throwing discretion to the winds and forgetful of the injured man who depended upon me, I was about to spring into the room, when  a second time I checked.

Slow, dragging footsteps and a sound resembling that of a rubber-shod stick became audible from somewhere beyond the corner of the veranda.

I grew suddenly cool, master of myself; my brain ceased to buzz like a nest of wasps: I could think clearly and quickly. A swift calculation told me that I had just time to leap into cover behind a holly bush before the one who walked so laboriously reached the angle of the house. I achieved my objective and threw myself flat on sodden turf.

Holding my breath, I watched. Water dripped from the leaves on to my head. I lay not three paces from the veranda. Quite distinctly I saw Ardatha draw the curtain and look out. Those dragging footsteps passed an unseen corner, and I knew that someone was approaching the window.

At that moment, in my new clarity of mind, I grasped a fact hitherto unsuspected:

The turning into which BXH 77 had been driven communicated with the back premises of this house, probably with a garage. I had blundered into the enemys headquarters!

A figure walked slowly along the veranda  that of a very tall, gaunt man wrapped in a heavy overcoat and wearing some kind of cap. He leaned upon a stick as one uncertain of his steps. The French window was thrown open. I saw Ardatha outlined against the light beyond. The gaunt figure went in, passed Ardatha, and then half turned.

Lock the window, I heard spoken sibilantly.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

As the window was fastened, the curtain draped and I rose to my knees;

Ss! came a hiss from close behind me. Dont move, Kerrigan!

My heart seemed to miss a throb. Nayland Smith was lying less than two yards away!

You saw her? he whispered.

Of course!

I quite understand, old man. No wonder we failed to find her. But, even now, dont despair

Why? I groaned. What hope is left?

Smiths reply was curious:

Dr. Fu-Manchu once had a daughter.

He had drawn nearer, and now he touched my shoulder. At that moment I had no idea what his words meant; but I was to learn, later.

Come on  this way.

In darkness I stumbled along behind him until I found myself under a clump of trees in what I divined to be a neglected garden. Beyond, loomed the bulk of the mystery house  the house which harboured the most dangerous man in the world… and Ardatha.

The lane into which the Packard turned, he said rapidly, simply leads to the garage of this house and the one beyond. The latter also is apparently vacant. I grasped the position in time, backed out and came to look for you. Sims, the Yard driver, has gone for a raiding party. He will take the injured man with him.

But  Barton?

We can only do our best until reinforcements arrive. But one duty we owe to the world  that we do not allow Dr. Fu-Manchu to slip through our fingers!

Why didnt you shoot him where he stood, Smith?

For two reasons. The first concerns yourself; the second is, that I know this place to be occupied by agents of the Doctor  and Barton is in their hands… Good God! Whats that?

I think I began to reply, but the words perished on my tongue.

It was one of those sounds which it is good to forget; a sound which otherwise might haunt ones dreams. It was a strangled cry, the cry of a strong man in the grip of mortal terror. It died away. From leafless limbs of trees stretching over us came the drip-drip-drip of falling water.

Smith grasped my arm so hard that I winced.

That was Barton! he said, hoarsely. God forgive me if they

His voice broke. Shining the torchlight on the path, he set out headlong for the house.

I have often wondered since what he had planned to do  what would have happened if that Fate which bound two destinies together had not intervened. I can only record what occurred.

We were scrambling across a thorny patch which I judged to be a rose-bed when Smith pulled up, turned, and threw me flat on the ground! His nervous strength in moments of excitement was astounding: I was down before I realized it was he who had thrown me!

Quiet! he hissed in my ear; he lay prone beside me. Look!

A door had been opened, I saw a silhouette  I should have known it a mile away  that of a girl who seemed to be in wild distress. She raised her arms as if in a gesture of supplication, then pressed her hands over her ears and ran out, turning swiftly right, then vanished.

Smith was breathing as rapidly as I, but:

Ardatha has opened the door for us, he said quietly. Come on, Kerrigan.

As we ran across and stepped into a lighted lobby Smith was as self-possessed as though we were paying a formal call; I, knowing that we challenged the greatest genius who ever worked for Satan, admired him.

Gun ready, he whispered. Dont hesitate to shoot.

Something vaguely familiar about the place in which we stood was explained when I saw an open door beyond which was an empty room, its French windows draped with sombre velvet. This was the lobby I had seen from the other side of the house. It was well furnished, the floor strewn with rugs, and oppressively hot. The air was heavy with the perfume of hyacinths, several bowls of which decorated the place. A grandfather clock ticked solemnly before the newel post of a carpeted staircase. I found myself watching the swing of the pendulum as we stood there, listening. The illumination was scanty, and from beside a partly-opened door in a recess left of the stairs light shone out.

In the room beyond a voice was speaking. Smith exchanged a swift glance with me and advanced, tip-toe. The speaker was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

I warned you as long as six months ago, came that singular voice  who, hearing, could ever forget it! But my warning was not heeded. I have several times attempted, and as often failed, to recover Christophes chart from your house in Norfolk. Tonight, my agents did not fail

A bearskin rug had deadened the sound of our approach: now Smith was opening the door by decimals of an inch per move.

You fought for its possession. I do not blame you. I must respect a man of spirit. You might even have succeeded if Dr. Oster had not managed to introduce an intra muscular injection of crataegusin which produced immediate crataegus katatonia  or shall I say, stupor

Smith had opened the door nearly six inches. I obtained a glimpse of the room beyond. It looked like a study, and on a long, narrow writing-table a struggling man lay bound: I could not see his face.

Since this occurred in the street, it necessitated your removal. And now. Sir Lionel, I have decided that your undoubted talents, plus the dangers attendant upon a premature discovery of your body, entitle you to live  and to serve the Si-Fan. My plans for departure are complete. Dr. Oster will operate again, and your perspective be adjusted. Proceed.

Smith now had the door half open. I saw that the bound man was Barton. They had gagged him. His eyes, wild with horror, were turned to the door. He had seen it opening!

A man who wore black-rimmed spectacles was bending over him, a man whose outstanding peculiarity was a bright yellow complexion. From the constables description I recognized Dr. Oster. Bartons coat had been removed, his shirt sleeves rolled up. The yellow Dr. Oster grasped a muscular arm near the biceps and pinched up a pucker of flesh. The agony in those staring eyes turned me cold  murderously cold. The fang of a hypodermic syringe touched Bartons skin  Smith threw the door open: Dr. Oster looked up.

To this hour I cannot recall actually pressing the trigger; but I heard the report.

I saw a tiny bluish mark appear in the middle of that yellow forehead. Dr. Oster glared straight at me through his spectacles, dropping the syringe, and, still glaring, voiceless, fell forward across Bartons writhing body.


CHAPTER FIVE. ARDATHA

Dont move, Fu-Manchu! the games up this time!

Smith leaped into the room, and I was close beside him. The dead man slipped slowly to his knees, still staring glassily straight ahead as if into some black hell suddenly revealed, and soundlessly crumpled up on the floor. One swift glance I gave to Barton, strapped on the long table, then spun about to face Dr. Fu-Manchu.

But Dr. Fu-Manchu was not there!

Good God!

Smith, for once, was wholly taken aback; he glared around him, one amazed beyond belief. The room, as I supposed, was a study. The wall right of the door through which we had burst in was covered by bookcases flanking an old oak cabinet having glazed windows behind which I saw specimens of porcelain on shelves. No other door was visible. But, although we had heard Fu-Manchu speaking, Fu-Manchu was not in the room…

At the moment that Barton began to utter inarticulate sounds. Smith raised his automatic and fired a shot into the china cabinet.

A crash of glass followed; then, as he ran forward:

Release Barton! he cried. Quick!

I slipped my Colt into my pocket and bent over the table. Smith had wrenched open the glazed door. I heard a further crashing of glass. I tore the bandage from Bartons mouth. He stared up at me, his florid face purple.

Behind the cabinet! he gasped. Get him, Smith  the yellow rat is behind the cabinet!

As I pulled out a pocket-knife to cut the lashings came a second shot  more crashing.

Hes gone this way! Smith shouted. Cut Barton loose and follow!

As Sir Lionel rose unsteadily and swung his feet clear of the table, something fell to the carpet. It was the hypodermic syringe, the point of which had just touched his skin at the moment that I had fired. Barton rested against the table for a moment, breathing heavily and looking down at the dead man.

Good shot, Kerrigan. Thank you, he said.

The sound of a third report, more distant, echoed through the house and, turning, I saw that the china cabinet was a camouflaged door. A gap now yawned beyond.

Ill follow, Kerrigan. Find Smith.

Good old Barton! I had no choice.

Stumbling over shattered china, I entered the hidden doorway. A flash of my torch showed me that I stood in a large, unfurnished room. A second door was open, although no glimmer shone beyond. I ran across and out. I found myself back in the lobby, but the lights were all off!

Smith! I cried. Smith! Where are you?

From far behind a sound of crunching footsteps reached me. Barton was coming through. Near by, in the shadows, the grandfather clock ticked solemnly. I stepped to the newel post and moved all the switches which I found there.

Nothing happened. The current had been cut off from some main control.

Knowing that the house, only a matter of minutes before, had been occupied by members of the most dangerous criminal group in the world, I stood quite still for a moment, glancing up carpeted stairs. The scent of hyacinths grew overpowering; a foreboding  almost, it seemed, a pre-knowledge of disaster  bore down upon me.

Kerrigan! came Bartons voice, the damned lights have gone out!

This way! I cried, and was about to step back to guide him, when I saw something.

One of the flower-bowls lay smashed on the floor. A draught of cold, damp air bore the exotic scent of the blooms to my nostrils. The door by which we had entered, the door to the garden, was wide open; and now from out of the blackness beyond came the wail of a police whistle.

Make your way through to the garden! I shouted. Smith is out there  and he needs help!

Something in the scent of the hyacinths, in the atmosphere of the house, spoke to me of that Eastern mist out of which Dr. Fu-Manchu had materialized. It was a commonplace London house, but it had sheltered the Chinese master of evil, and his aura lay heavy upon it. I ran out into the garden as one escaping. Dimly the words reached my ears:

Go ahead! I can take care of myself…

The skirl of the whistle had died away, but it had seemed to come from a point far to the right of the route which Smith and I had followed when we had approached the house. Now, using my torch freely, I saw that a gravelled path led from the door in that direction: a short distance ahead there were glasshouses.

I grasped a probable explanation; the garage. Fu-Manchu was making for the car. Smith had followed!

As I ran down the path  it sloped sharply  I was mentally calculating the time that had elapsed since Sims, the Yard driver, had gone for a raid squad, and asking myself, over and over again, if Smith had been ambushed. I was by no means blind to my own danger; the friendly Colt was ready in my hand as I passed the glass-houses. Beyond them I pulled up.

Except for a dismal dripping of moisture from the trees the night was uneasily still. I could hear no sound from Barton; but I had heard another sound, and this it was which had pulled me up sharply… a low whistle on three minor notes.

Switching off my light, I stood there waiting. The whistle was repeated, from somewhere nearer; I heard footsteps. And now came a soft call: I could not catch the words.

Then, a faint glimmer of light showed in the darkness.

A high, red-bricked wall surrounded the garden; the forcing-houses were built against it. There was an arched opening, in which perhaps at some time there had been a gate.

There, where reflected rays from the lamp she held struck witch from her disordered hair, stood Ardatha!

Certainly, I had never known, nor have known since, any wild conflict of emotions such as that which shook me. The expression in those wonderful eyes, their deep blue seeming lustrous black in the darkness, was so compounded of terror and of appeal that I knew I must act quickly. I had given my heart to a soulless wanton  and she held it still.

She had seen me, and at the moment that she extinguished the lamp I saw that she carried what looked like a shawl. She turned to run, but I was too swift for her. A vigour not wholly of heaven drove me tonight; things witnessed in that hyacinth-scented house, the ghastly face of Dr. Oster (for whose end I experienced not one jot of remorse)  these had taught me the meaning of seeing red.

I leapt through the archway, seized the hooded cape streaming out behind as she ran. She slipped free of it. I stumbled  sprang again  and had her!

As I locked my arms around her she quivered and panted like a wild creature trapped; her head was drumming against mine.

Let me go! she cried; let me go! and beat at me with clenched fists, nor were the blows light ones.

But I held her remorselessly, perhaps harshly; for her struggles ceased and her words ended on a sound like a sob. She lay, lithe, slender and helpless in my grip. My heart-throbs matched her own as I crushed her to me so that my face touched her hair  and its fragrance intoxicated me.

Ardatha  Ardatha! I groaned. My God, how I love you! How could you do it!

That beating heart drummed hard as ever, but I detected a relaxation of tensed muscles. No effort of acting could have simulated the agony in my voice: Ardatha knew, but she did not speak.

I searched the world for you, Ardatha, after you left me in Paris. For weeks I rarely slept. I couldnt believe, even if you had changed, why you should torture me. And so I thought you must be dead. I came very near to madness. I went to Greece  hoping to die.

She looked up at me. To this hour I have no idea what lay beyond the brick arch, what surrounded us as we stood there. But, either I saw her psychically, or some faint light reached the spot; for I knew that there were tears on her lashes.

I am sorry, she whispered. Because, you must mean  some other Ardatha.

Every quaint inflection of that elusive accent, the sympathy in her musical voice, tortured me. I turned my head aside. I could no longer trust myself. She spoke as the Ardatha I adored, the Ardatha I had lost; her pretence, her actions, spoke another language.

There is only one Ardatha. I was the fool, to believe in her. Where is Fu-Manchu? Where is Nayland Smith?

Please dont hurt me. I had tightened my hold automatically. I would, indeed, help you if I could. Nayland Smith is my enemy, but you are not my enemy, and I wish you no harm. Only, I tell you that if you stay here you will die

Where is Nayland Smith? He has never been your enemy. Why do you say such a thing? And dont mock me because I love you.

She was silent for a moment. Those slim curves enclosed by my arms tainted me. One nervous, slender hand stole up and rested on my shoulder.

I am not mocking you. You frighten me. I dont understand. I am very, very sorry for you. I want to save you from danger. But there is some great mistake. You ran after me across Hyde Park tonight, and now, you are here. You tell me  her voice faltered that you love me. How can that be?

Her fingers were clutching my shoulder, and I knew, although I kept my head averted, that she was looking up; I knew, too, and wondered if war had driven the whole world mad, that there were tears in her eyes.

It has always been, since the first moment I saw you. It will always be  always, Ardatha. Now lead me to Smith  I shall not let you go until we find him.

But she clung to me, resisting.

No, no! wait  let me try to understand. You say, since the first moment you saw me. The first moment I saw you was tonight, when you cried out to me  cried my name  in the Park!

Ardatha!

Yes  you cried out Ardatha. I looked back, and I saw you. Perhaps I liked you and wished that I knew you. But I did not know you, and your eyes were glaring madly. So I ran. Now I suppose, for the whole situation was illusory, dream-line, that my grasp had changed to a caress; I had stooped to kiss her, liar, hypocrite though she might be. I know that her voice, as she trembled in my arms, had thrust out everything else in the world except my blind hopeless love. No! you dare not! She dashed her hand against my lips; I kissed her palm, her fingers. Do you think I am a courtesan? I dont even know your name!

I stood suddenly still, but I did not release her.

Ardatha, I said, has Dr. Fu-Manchu ordered you to torture me? At those words I felt a quiver pass through her body. She inhaled a sobbing breath, and was silent. I loved you  I shall love you always  and you ran away. You sent me no message, no word, even to tell me that you were alive. Now, when I find you, you say that you dont know my name… Ardatha!

She crushed her head against me and burst into passionate tears.

I want to believe! she sobbed; I want to believe; I cannot understand; but I have no one in all the world to turn to! If it were true, if in some way, I had forgotten, if you were really And as I held her, tenderly now, certain words of Nayland Smiths were singing in my brain: Dont despair… Dr. Fu-Manchu once had a daughter. The significance of the words was not yet clear to me, but I found in them, gladly, something to reconcile the seemingly irreconcilable.

Ardatha, my dearest, you must believe. How could I know your name  or worship you as I do  if we had never been lovers? You have forgotten  God knows why or how  and it is true.

She made a perceptible effort to control herself, and when she spoke, although her voice was unsteady it had regained its natural timbre.

I am trying to believe you  although to do so means that I must have had a mental breakdown and forgotten that, too. You asked me where Nayland Smith had gone. He ran to the garage: it is straight along this path. I cannot tell you where Dr. Fu-Manchu is: I do not know. But unless you let me go I shall die

Die! why should you die?

Next time we meet I will try to tell you. She pressed her face against my shoulder. But I am to believe you, then you must believe me. See  I trust you. I took it a long time ago from your pocket

And she handed me my Colt!

I released Ardatha and stood there, the automatic in my hand, trying to adjust my ideas to a new scheme of things, when from far away up near the house came Bartons great voice: Kerrigan! Where are you? Give me a hail.

I turned and shouted:

This way, Barton.

But, as I swung about again  Ardatha had vanished! Her cloak I held over my arm, the Colt was still grasped in my hand. I dropped it back in my pocket, snatched out the torch and flashed a ray ahead.

Nothing moved, and I could hear no footstep. Water was dripping mournfully from the roof of a glass-house, and a long way off I detected insistent hooting of a motor horn.

The raid squad was coming.

Why was Nayland Smith silent? There was something ominous about it. I have said, and I confess it again, that at first sight of Ardatha every other idea in my mind had been swept out; and whilst I had stood there (my heart was still pounding madly) it was quite possible  

Have you found Smith? Barton cried. Show a light. Ive caught something, and

I turned back and threw a moving fan of light on the path which led to the house. As I did so, an overpowering smell of hawthorn swept down upon me as if home on a sudden breeze. Too late, a decimal of a second too late, I ducked and half turned.

My head was enveloped in what felt like a moist rubber bag… I experienced a sensation of sinking, not swiftly, but as if floating gently downward, into deep clouds of hawthorn blossom.


CHAPTER SIX. DR. FU-MANCHU EXPERIMENTS

I seemed to break through some brittle surface into a plane of violet light  and silence. There was a rapidly-receding background, a memory of wild action, of the drip of moisture, of a noisome tunnel and moving water. Here, all was still; nothing was visible in that luminous expanse. Then, a long way off, I heard the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

A member of my family, a mandarin of my rank, is bound by codes stronger than bands of steel. For myself I ask nothing. I hold the key which unlocks the heart of the secret East; holding that key, I command the obedience of an army greater than any ever controlled by one man…

This must be delirium; for no living thing was in sight: I was alone in a violet void.

My power rests in the East, but my hand is stretched out to the West. I shall restore the lost grandeur of China. When your civilization, as you are pleased to term it, has exterminated itself, when you have reduced to ashes your palaces and your temples, when in your blindness you have set back the clock which so laboriously you fashioned, I shall stir. Out of the fire I shall arise. The red dusk of the West will have fallen, the golden dawn of the East will come

The voice faded, and at the same time that mysterious radiance also grew dim, as though it had been a mirage created by the voice or the aura of the speaker.

I was lying, in a constrained position, upon a cushioned settee which had a metal base, in a long, narrow, low-ceilinged room which possessed no visible windows. It was lighted by hanging lamps and permeated by a carnal smell: I thought of the Morgue. That half of the room which contained the settee or couch was unfurnished except for a tall glass-fronted cabinet. In this cabinet, preserved in jars, were all kinds of anatomical specimens; a collection so gruesome that I doubted the verity of this phase, too.

There were several human hands, black, yellow, and white; there was a brown forearm; there were internal organs which I need not describe: and, half covered by a sheet of gauze, a decapitated Negro head grinned from the largest jar.

The lower half of the room was a small but well equipped laboratory where some experiment was actually in progress. An apparatus resembling a Bunsen burner, but dissimilar in some way which my indifferent knowledge of chemistry did not enable me to define, hissed below a retort fitted with a condenser.

One glance I took at the object in process of distillation, and looked elsewhere. I grew nauseated and closed my eyes for a moment. But I had seen something which might have accounted for the violet mirage.

On a smaller bench there stood a low, squat lamp, resting on what I assumed to be a block of crystal. It produced a strange amethystine radiance  and instantly I thought of the eyes of Ardatha.

With that thought came complete consciousness… Ardatha!

Had she betrayed me? Had she tricked me again, and left me to the mercies of Fu-Manchus thugs? I remembered that she had stolen my Colt, and then returned it. Was this evidence of her innocence, or merely of a moments remorse prompted by knowledge of those who covered me, who at that instant she had seen behind me?

A door hidden in the wall near the large bench slid soundlessly open. I became aware of a sensation in my skull which resembled that experienced on quickly climbing to a high altitude. A man entered with slow, curiously feline steps, and closed the door behind him. He wore a long coat of what appeared to be varnished green silk. Turning, he stared in my direction.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He was more emaciated than I remembered him to have been, and as he seated himself at the bench I noted the weariness of his movements. To one who had not met Dr. Fu-Manchu it would be impossible, I suppose, to convey any idea of the peculiar force which he seemed to project.

With the exception of Nayland Smith I had never known one who could stand up to it. And now, alone with him in that long, narrow, sinister room, silent save for the hiss of the burner, I recognized the fact that this power emanated entirely from his eyes.

His imposing figure  tall, angular, high-shouldered  lent him a sort of grotesque majesty; and as he sat there before me, a vitalized skeleton clothed in wrinkled silk, his shrunken skin exposing all the contours of that wonderful skull, no whit of this force was missing. I had sprung up at the moment of his entrance, and now I stood there battling with a fear not unmixed with loathing which he inspired; and I knew that his power resided in a tremendous intellect, for it shone out like a beacon from those strange green eyes, feverishly brilliant in cavernous shadows.

He spoke.

The effort of speech was terrifying. It came to me suddenly as a conviction that Dr. Fu-Manchu was very near his end. It was as though a magician had conjured back a soul into a body dead for generations.

I trust that you are conscious of no nausea or other unpleasant after-effects. My fellows are adepts with their knives and strangling cords, but clumsy when employing more subtle methods.

One clawlike hand, the nails long and pointed, resting on the plate-glass which covered the bench, he watched me for a few moments, and I felt, as of old, as if he read every record printed upon my brain.

I plunged my hand into my pocket: it was a gesture of resignation  but my fingers touched the automatic

I had not been disarmed!

You seriously inconvenienced my plans, Mr. Kerrigan, when you shot Companion Oster. Dr. Oster was a licentiate of Heidelberg and held also a minor London degree. His qualifications, therefore, were limited. Nevertheless, he was useful. Your own powers of observation being not entirely undeveloped, no doubt you noted that his skin displayed unusual pigmentary characteristics?

That intolerable gaze brooked no denial. I replied:

He was yellow as a lemon.

I was clutching the Colt and saying to myself, You did not hesitate in the case of the lesser scoundrel; why hesitate now?

Exactly. This was due to the nature of the experiments which he had carried out under my direction. Be good enough to glance into the cabinet on your right  but avoid crossing the red line which you may have seen painted on the floor.

I had not seen the red line; but I saw it now: an inch-wide band extending from wall to wall just beyond the cabinet which contained the anatomical specimens, and dividing the long, narrow room into equal parts. I moved forward; it suited me to do so: it brought Dr. Fu-Manchu into a range at which I could not possibly miss him.

The hands of the Negro, he went on, his voice low and sibilant, are of particular interest. Do you agree with me?

Conquering nausea which threatened to return I looked at those gruesome fragments. One of the hands was clenched, convulsively, and I wondered how the black man had died; the other was rigidly open. But, a certain characteristic they shared in common: on close inspection it became apparent that they were not true black nor even brown, but rather of that deep purplish green which is present in some cultivated tulips. I became fascinated.

Note the white forearm. It is that of a Lascar. The bright yellow hand, labelled G, was contributed by a blond Bavarian youth…

I suppose it was a belated recognition of the meaning of his words, a sudden, hot understanding of the fact that human beings, black, white, and brown had been sacrificed to some unimaginable scientific experiment, which prompted my action; but, turning to Dr. Fu-Manchu, I snatched the Colt from my pocket, took deliberate aim, and fired, not at his head but at his heart. To make doubly sure of ridding the world of a monster, I fired twice!

In a life which, for one of my years, had been notable for action, I think that those dragging seconds which followed the two shots epitomized all the wonder, all the terror and all the acceptance of laws beyond human understanding which any man has known.

Dr. Fu-Manchu smiled!

He revealed a row of small, even, yellow teeth. It was as though a mummy of one who had lived when the world was young jeered at me. He spoke, but his words sounded as words spoken at the end of a long tunnel.

They were live cartridges; they had not been exchanged for blanks. I wished you to attempt to add me to your bag, but I observed that you aimed at my breast. The brain, Mr. Kerrigan, and not the heart, is the seat of power. The Ancient Egyptians knew…

But I had turned away. I tossed the Colt on to the settee and dropped down beside it. I had witnessed a miracle, and I was shaken to my soul. Only the manner of my death remained in doubt.

That odd, indefinable vibration which I had noted at the moment of his entrance suddenly ceased, as Dr. Fu-Manchus voice again broke through the blanket of stupor which had settled upon my brain.

A consciousness of cerebral pressure is relieved, no doubt? You experience a sense of restful silence. The explanation is a simple one. If you will be good enough to leave your automatic where it lies and accept this chair, we can approach the real purpose of our present interview.

I stood up and faced him. His eyes were filmy, contemplative; they lacked that emerald lustre which I could never face unmoved. One clawlike hand was stretched across the bench, indicating a metal chair.

With some of the feelings of a whipped cur, I rose and moved forward. At the red line I paused.

You may cross safely.

I crossed and dropped down in the chair facing Dr. Fu-Manchu. Save for the hissing sound of the burner, the room was silent. Dr. Fu-Manchu rested his chin upon one skeleton hand: his proximity imparted a sense of chill, as though I had sat with a corpse.

You observe, Mr. Kerrigan, that I am employing those primitive methods here which gave Paracelsus such excellent results, and by means of which van Helmont performed his transmutations. But before we proceed to the subject of my present experiments  a subject of some personal interest to yourself (at those words my heart grew cold) it is only fair to explain why your bullets failed to reach me.

I clenched my teeth.

When you were very young, Dr. Sven Ericksen died, and the newspapers of the world were filled with stories of the Ericksen Ray which that distinguished physicist had never perfected. Although legally dead, he has since completed his inquiries, with some slight assistance from myself.

This statement evoked ghastly memories; but I remained silent.

The so-called ray is, in fact, a sound wave, or chord. Ericksen discovered that a certain combination of incalculably high notes, inaudible to the human ear, could reduce nearly any substance to its original particles. It was a problem of pure physics: that of disturbing harmonic equilibrium. A belt or curtain of these sound waves can be thrown across this room by merely depressing a switch. Continued exposure to such vibrations, however, is highly injurious. Therefore I have disconnected the apparatus.

I looked up quickly, and as quickly down again. Dr. Fu-Manchu was watching me; and even when veiled contemplatively I could not sustain the regard of those magnetic eyes.

Your bullets are still present; not in the form of lead and nickel but in that of their component elements: they are disintegrated. The importance of this discovery it would be difficult to exaggerate. I am acquainted with only one substance capable of penetrating a zone protected by Ericksen Chords…

I heard a faint buzzing sound  and all the lights went out!


CHAPTER SEVEN. THE RIVER GATE

My first idea, naturally enough, was that Dr. Fu-Manchu had given some signal, unobserved, for my dismissal; that I was to be dispatched in darkness. The burner hissing under the retort and its gruesome contents became silent. I sprang to my feet. At least I could go down fighting. Out of impenetrable gloom came the imperious voice, guttural now:

Pray remain seated. Owing to certain extemporized measures, power in the laboratory is controlled from an outside switchboard  and it has been cut off. This means an air-raid warning, Mr. Kerrigan; but it need not disturb you.

An air-raid warning? Then a terrifying idea which I had been grimly repelling  an idea that unconsciousness had lasted for a long time; that this secret laboratory was situated perhaps far away from England  need disturb me no more. However, I remained standing, and with courage greater than I had ever known in the visible presence of Dr. Fu-Manchu:

You appear to be dangerously ill, I said.

And the ghostly voice replied:

I have brought myself close to death. Science is my mistress and I serve her too well. You may have noticed a small lamp (it is extinguished now) producing a violet light. The condition in which you find me is due to my experiments with this lamp. The green jacket I wear affords some slight protection; but I can discover no formula to reinforce the human economy so that it may cancel its deleterious effects. Dr. Oster, my assistant in these inquiries, developed opacity of the crystalline lens accompanied by other notable pigmentary changes; and although, a fact to which the specimens you have inspected bear witness, racial types react variously, none can sustain these emanations without suffering permanent injury. But you remain standing.

I sat down.

Whether it was imagination, or whether, as I had sometimes suspected, the eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu possessed a chatoyant quality, I thought that I could see them watching me  shining greenly in the dark like the eyes of a great cat.

I have submitted certain proposals to Sir Denis Nayland Smith, he went on, Although, thanks to my recovery of the chart found by Sir Lionel Barton, I can take suitable precautions, any interference with my plans in the Caribbean may alter the worlds history. You are my hostage. If Sir Denis refuses to pay your ransom (I gather that you hold a minor science degree) I shall invite you to take the place of Companion Oster  of whose services you deprived me  and to carry on those inquiries, under my direction, which his death has interrupted.

It is beyond the power of my pen to convey any idea of the cloud of horror which swept down upon me as I listened to his words. Before my minds eye they appeared, those ghastly fragments of men who had died martyrs to the lust for knowledge which animated this devil in human shape. To their tormented company I was to be added!

How I should have acted, what reply I should have made to that monstrous statement, I cannot say. Although I had detected no movement, Dr. Fu-Manchu had retired from his place on the other side of the glass-topped bench, for when he spoke again it was from beyond the hidden doorway.

I must leave you for a time, Mr. Kerrigan. I strongly urge you to remain seated. Many of the objects here are lethal. I will arrange for the lamps to be relighted. You may smoke if you wish.

A faint sound indicated that the door had been closed.

I was alone  alone with the violet lamp which blinded, which changed men from white to yellow, which had shattered the supernormal constitution of its Chinese creator; alone with the amputated remains of some who had suffered that this dream of Dr. Fu-Manchu might be realized. What was the purpose of these merciless experiments? What power resided in the lamp?

Fumbling in my pocket, I learned that my torch remained undisturbed. Any fate was preferable to the fate ordained by the devil Doctor. I flashed a ray about that awesome room, that silent room which smelled like a mortuary.

It glittered momentarily upon my Colt lying on the couch. It brought to life the head of the Negro grinning in a big jar, and lent uncanny movement to those discoloured hands which for ever had ceased to move.

I stepped towards the red line.

Consciousness of cerebral pressure mentioned by Dr. Fu-Manchu was not perceptible; the Ericksen apparatus remained disconnected. I crossed the red line and took up my automatic. At the moment I retrieved the Colt an abnormally-tensed sense of hearing told me that the sliding door had been opened.

In a flash I had turned, a ray focused on the wall behind the bench, my finger alert on the trigger.

No doubt the mystery of the lamp had inflamed my imagination, but I thought that by magic a djinn had been summoned. Although I had the apparition covered by my pistol, consternation threatened me as the torchlight wavered on a gigantic figure framed in the doorway. It was that of a herculean man who wore a white robe and a red sash; a tarbush on his head. His thick lips, flattened nostrils and frizzy hair were those of a Nubian  but his skin was white as ivory I Common sense dispersed fantasy. The man was a strangler sent by Dr. Fu-Manchu to dispatch me.

Put up your hands! I ordered.

Blinking in the light, the white Negro obeyed, raising thick, sinewy blond hands, and:

No so loud, sir, he said hoarsely, you spoil your chances if you speak so loud.

That he spoke in English, and spoke with an American intonation, provided a further shock: his seeming friendliness I distrusted.

Who are you? What do you want?

My name  Hassan, sir. I want to help you

Why?

White Lady wishes. He touched his brow as he spoke. When White Lady wishes Hassan obeys.

And now my heart gave a great leap.

The White Lady  Ardatha?

Hassan touched his brow again.

Her family I serve, and my father, his father before; long, long time before. White Ladys order more high than Masters order, more high than any but God Almighty. Follow Hassan.

A hundred questions I longed to ask, for this man perhaps held the clue to that torturing mystery never far from my mind; but a quick decision was imperative  and I made it.

Lead the way, I said, and stepped forward. I will use my torch.

No light, he whispered no light. Come close and take my hand.

It was in no spirit of childish confidence that I grasped the muscular white hand; but as I had reached the Nubians side and finally switched off my torch, those blinking eyes had told me the truth  Hassan was blind.

No sound, he said, in a low voice. Hassan see with inner eye. Trust Hassan…

Along a short passage apparently covered in rubber he led me. Another silent door he opened and closed. The peculiarly nauseating smell of the laboratory was no longer perceptible; the air was cool. We crept up a stone stair, and stood at the top for a while. I thought that Hassan was listening. I could detect no sound, no glimmer of light.

His grip tightened suddenly, and he dragged me sharply to the left for three paces and then stood still again.

Faint footsteps sounded  grew nearer  louder. A beam of yellow light shone past an arched opening not ten feet from where we hid. I watched, holding my breath. The moving rays revealed a stone passage. And now came the bearer of the light  a short, stocky brown man, one of Dr. Fu-Manchus Burmese bodyguard. He carried a hurricane lamp. He passed. Behind him came two others  they bore a body on a stretcher.

They, too, passed; the sound of footsteps faded, the light grew dim: complete darkness returned.

The most dreadful premonitions attacked me; I grew sick with dread. Whose was the muffled body? What place was this, with its stone-paved passages, which Dr. Fu-Manchu had chosen for his lair? As if Hassan divined how near I was to speech;

Ss! he hissed  and led me on.

Our route lay in that direction from which the bearers had come; and just as I thought I detected a faint light ahead, a sound echoed hollowly through the stone passages, a sound which robbed me almost of my last spark of courage. It was the note of a gong!

Hassan stopped dead. He bent to my ear.

That call for me, he whispered. Must go. Listen very careful. Straight before is opening  wide and high. River below  very far below. But iron ladder straight under opening. Take much care, sir. Barge lie there; tide rising. If someone is on barge  shoot. Then wade through mud to wooden steps beyond bows…

A second gong stroke reverberated through the building.

Hurry! Hassan whispered, hurry!

He released my hand, and was gone.

The prospect was far from pleasing; but I preferred a broken neck to the fate in store for me at the hands of Dr. Fu-Manchu. I set out towards that distant glimmer. I had formed a mental picture of the opening  wide and high, and having no desire to plunge headlong into the mud of the Thames ventured to use my light. At sight of what lay before me my hopes were dashed.

This was an old warehouse. The passage led to wide double doors beside which I saw rusty winding gear. There was an iron-barred opening in each of the doors  which were closed and locked.

I was trapped!

Although my spirits had touched zero I went on to the doors and tried the heavy padlock. It was fast. Cold, damp air came through the grilles as I stared out, hopelessly. So dark was the night, so far below lay the River, that I could have formed no impression of the scene if searchlights bad not helped me. The blackness was slashed by swords of silver. They formed a changing pattern in the sky, and this was reproduced in the oily mirror of the River far beneath.

From the distance of buildings dimly discernible on the further bank, which I assumed to be the Surrey shore, I judged that I was well below bridges and in the heart of dockland. But that great heart pulsed slowly tonight. A red glow here, a vague iridescence there, and an uneasy burn, like that of a vast hive imprisoned, alone represented the normal Wagnerian symphony of London. Above, the questing searchlights; below, a pianissimo in the song of industry until the hawks shadow should pass.

Turning with a smothered groan, I looked back along the passage.

At a point which I estimated to be beyond that at which Hassan and I had hidden, a bar of yellow light lay across the stone floor. Action was imperative. Walking softly, I approached this bar of light. Apart from fears of a personal character, I was filled with the wildest apprehensions concerning Smith. A theory to account for my presence in this deserted warehouse had occurred to me; for I had recalled the fact that the Regent Canal came out at Limehouse.

Along that gloomy waterway, with its cuttings and tunnels, I had been transported from the house in Regents Park. The body I had seen borne on a stretcher had followed by the same route.

I stumbled, stifled an exclamation, and managed to fall softly.

There was a gap in the stone paving, and I lay still for a while; for I had fallen not two feet from the bar of light, and as I tripped I had seen a shadow move across it!

Someone was in the place from which the yellow light shone.

The next few moments covered long agonies of doubt. But apparently I had not been detected. Carefully moving my hands, I tried to find out what lay between me and the light. A discovery soon came. I had tripped and fallen on a square stone landing from which steps led down to a sunken door. It was from an iron-barred window beside this door that the light was shining.

Inch by inch I changed my position, until, seated on the steps, I could look into a cellar-like room illuminated by a hurricane lamp set on a crate. From this position I saw a strange thing. Because of the imperfect illumination and my angle of vision, at first I could not altogether make out what it was that I saw.

A pair of sinewy hands were working rapidly upon some mysterious task. Bare wrists and forearms I could see, hairy and muscular, but of the head and body of him to whom they belonged I could see nothing. A faint tearing sound and a sort of hiss gave me the clue at last. The man was stitching something up in sailcloth: I could just make out a shapeless bundle.

Now, I felt far from master of myself; but in the almost silent activities of this man who had such powerful arms there was something indescribably malignant.

Who was he, and what was he doing in the cellar?

Observing every precaution, I slightly changed my position again, until I could see quite clearly the nature of the bundle the sailmaker stitched.

It contained a human body!

The worker had started at the feet and had completed the shroud of sailcloth up to the breast.

I closed my eyes for a moment, clenched my teeth. Then, I moved farther down. The body lay on a stout bench and from my constrained position it was still impossible to see more than the arms, up to the elbows, of the worker.

But I saw the face of the dead man.


CHAPTER EIGHT. LIMEHOUSE POLICE STATION

At the moment that I obtained my first glimpse of the face of the man whose body was being sewn up in sailcloth, I saw also that his arms were crossed on his breast.

Both hands had been amputated.

A spasm of anger, revulsion, nausea swept over me. I half withdrew the automatic from my pocket; then sanity conquered: I sat still and watched. Lowering my head inch by inch I presently discerned the pock-marked features of the stitcher. I had seen that hideous mask before: it belonged to one of Dr. Fu-Manchus Burmese killers. The yellow lantern light left the sunken eyes wholly in shadow and painted black hollows under prominent cheekbones.

Ss! hissed the thread drawn through canvas  ss! as those sinewy fingers moved swiftly upon their task. My dreadful premonitions were dismissed.

The dead man was not Nayland Smith, but Dr. Oster.

In some incomprehensible way, Fu-Manchus servants had smuggled the body from the house in Regents Park. I suppressed a sigh of relief. The movements of the dacoit cast grotesque shadows upon the walls and ceiling of the cellar as I crouched staring at the mutilated remains of the man I had shot.

Horror heaped on horror had had the curious result of inducing acute mental clarity. During the few minutes  not more than three  that I remained there, I conceived  and rejected  plan after plan. The best, as I still believe, was to rush the Burman, stun him and await a new arrival  for palpably he could not complete the business of disposing of the body without assistance. Under cover of my automatic I would compel whoever came to lead me to an exit.

This plan was never put into operation.

I was calculating my chances of getting through the doorway and silently overpowering a formidable adversary, when I was arrested by a sound of light, rapid footsteps which approached from beyond the luminous band from that end of the passage which I had not explored. I was too late. Now I must act quickly if I were to escape detection.

Twisting sideways, I began to crawl back up the steps. I gained the passage above, and on hands and knees crept into the shadows. Nor did I win cover a moment too soon.

A gigantic figure, wearing only a dark vest and trousers, passed, with the swift, lithe tread of a panther, down the steps and into the cellar not two yards away. It was Hassan, the white Nubian!

I stood up, my back pressed to an icy-cold wall, automatic in hand, listening.

Master order fix weights, quick. (Hassan spoke in odd English, presumably the only language he had in common with the Burman.) Must move sharp. I carry him. You bring lamp and open River door.

On hearing those words, yet another plan occurred to me. If I could follow the funeral procession, undetected, this River door to which Hassan referred might serve a living man as well as a dead one. Success or failure turned upon the toss of a coin.

Which way were they going?

If I remained where I was, and the cortège turned left, I could not fail to be discovered; if I moved quickly to the other side of the bar of light, and they went to the right, then my fate would be sealed.

I determined to remain in my present hiding place, and, if the Burman saw me, to shoot him and then throw myself upon the mercy of Hassan.

Much movement, clang of metal, and smothered muttering reached me from the cellar, the husky hiss of Hassans voice being punctuated with snarling monosyllables which I judged to represent the Burmans replies. At last came a significant shuffling, a deep grunt, and a sound of approaching footsteps. The blind Nubian had the corpse on his back and was carrying it out. Fate had spun the coin: which way would it fall?

First came the Burman, holding the hurricane lantern. As he walked up the stone steps I tried to identify myself with the shadows; for, although he presented a target which I could not have missed, although he was a professional assassin, a blood-lustful beast in human form, I shrank from the act of dispatching him.

He turned to the right.

Every movement he had made from the moment of his appearance at the base of the steps had been covered by my Colt. The giant figure of Hassan followed, stooping, Atlas-like, under his gruesome burden. He followed the lantern-bearer.

I had not been seen.

And now, as that death march receded into the distance of the long, echoing passage, I stooped, rapidly unlaced my shoes and discarded them. Silently I followed. The cold of the stone paving numbing my feet, I crept along, preserving a discreet interval between myself and the corpse-bearer, a huge, crouching silhouette against the leading light. His shadow, and the shadow of his load, danced hellishly on the floor, upon the walls, upon the roof of the corridor.

The lantern disappeared. The Burman had walked into some opening on the left of the passage, for against a rectangular patch of light upon the opposite wall I saw the burdened figure bent under its mortal bale turn and vanish too.

I pressed on to the corner. There were descending steps. Preserving a suitable distance from the moving lamp, I followed, and found myself in a shadow-haunted place, a warehouse, fusty as some ancient vault to which the light of the sun had never penetrated, in which, picked out by the dancing yellow light, I saw stacks of cases, through an aisle between which the lantern led me.

At the end of this aisle Hassan dropped his load. The muffled slump of the handless corpse was a sound I was destined often to remember.

Open the door. He was breathless. Got to be quick. We have to make our getaway, too.

That supernormal clarity of brain remained. The place was about to be abandoned; presumably Dr. Fu-Manchu had already made good his escape. Visualising the Thames as I had seen it through the grille from the floor above, I determined that the door the Burman was already unlocking must be close to water level. My course was clear; the issue rested with me.

A gust of damp air swept into the fusty stagnation of the warehouse: followed, a subdued clangour. The lantern had been set on top of a crate, but dimly I discerned an opening and I knew what it represented. Whereas loads were hoisted to the upper floor, they were discharged to barges from the warehouse by way of this gangway which projected over the river at tidal level. From here the remains of Dr. Oster were to be consigned to old Father Thames and held fast in his muddy embrace until mortal decay cast fragments upon some downstream shallow, fragments which no man should identify.

I could see no searchlights; nevertheless, I could see the opening. I heard laboured breathing  creaking shoes which supported striving bodies. Dimly I heard the splash.

Then, Colt in hand, silent in shoeless feet, I rushed.

Silent, I say? Not silent enough for the blind Nubian. I was almost on the drawbridge, I had passed the Burman, when an arm like a steel band locked itself about me!

Inshâllâh!

Never had I experienced such acceptance of complete inertia. I am no weakling; but I know when I am mastered. The automatic was wrenched from my hand; I became crushed to that herculean body, a limp, useless thing. I divined, rather than perceived, that the dacoit stood behind me, knife raised. My brain, my brain alone, remained active.

Hassan! I panted. Hassan, let me go!

That unbreakable hold relaxed. Inexorably, I was jerked forward. A stinging in my left shoulder and a sense of moisture, told me how narrowly I had escaped death from the Burmans knife.

A thud  a snarl  the sound of a fall, and then:

Take your chance, Hassan whispered. No other way.

Lifting me above his head as Milo of Crotona might playfully have lifted a child, he hurled me into the river!

* * * *

Whos there?

Breathless, all but spent, I swam for shore. There was a wharf, I remembered, and steps. That plunge into icy water had nearly defeated me. I had no breath with which to answer the challenge. A blue light shone out. I headed for it.

And, as I laboured frantically, a swift beam from the river picked me up. I heard shouted orders, the purr of an engine. My feet touched bottom: I staggered on towards the shore.

Down the steps, Gallaho! Theres someone swimming in. Dowse that searchlight out there!

Nayland Smith!

The light behind  it must have come from a River Police craft  shone on wooden steps and painted my own shadow before me. Suddenly, it was shut off. The blue light ahead moved, came nearer, lower. I waded forward and was grasped and held upright  for I was close to the end of my endurance.

Its Kerrigan, I whispered. Hang on to me. Im nearly through…

Chief Inspector Gallaho, a friend of former days, helped me to mount the steps. His lamp he extinguished, but I had had a glimpse of the familiar stocky figure enveloped in oilskins, of a wide-brimmed bowler, a grim red face.

This is a surprise, Mr. Kerrigan, he said, as though he had unexpectedly met me in Piccadilly. It will be first class news for Sir Denis. You see, you being in their hands made our job a difficult one.

As we stepped on to the wharf:

That you, Kerrigan? came Smiths crisp voice.

Yes, by heavens mercy! Winded and drenched, but still alive.

Straight through to the car, Smith went on rapidly. Show a light, someone. A brisk rub down and a hot grog at Limehouse Police Station will put you right.

Clenching my teeth, which displayed a tendency to chatter, I followed a lozenge of luminous blue which danced ahead along a paved path.

Here we are. Get in, Kerrigan. I leave you in charge here, inspector. See that nothing, not even a rat, comes out; but make no move without orders from me.

Feeling not unlike a half-drowned rat myself, I tumbled into a car which stood there in the darkness, and Smith joined me.

Limehouse Police Station, he said to the driver. Step on it.

We set out along some narrow riverside street in which not one speck of light was visible. Then, Nayland Smith relaxed. He threw his arms around my shoulders, and in a voice quite unlike that in which he had been issuing orders:

Kerrigan, he said, this is a miracle! Thank God youre safe. Even now, I find it hard to believe. But first  are you hurt?

The emotion betrayed by that man of iron touched me keenly.

Im sorry to have been such a nuisance. Smith, I replied awkwardly. It was my own folly that gave you all this trouble. Im all right, though I dont deserve to be. A knife scratch on my shoulder; nothing, I assure you.

But you are chilled to the bone. Try to tell me all you can. Time is on the side of the enemy.

As the driver, whom I suspected to be Sergeant Sims of the Flying Squad, whirled us headlong through Limehouse darkness, I told my story. I held nothing back, not even my belief that Ardatha had betrayed me to Fu-Manchus thugs.

Probably wrong there, Smith commented staccato-fashion. But no matter at the moment. I followed the Doctor to the garage  and was cleverly locked inside! Place nearly soundproof. When the raid squad arrived, managed to attract their attention. While they were breaking in, Fu-Manchus gang smuggled Osters body away and smuggled you away, too. Barge on canal with auxiliary motor. House formerly belonged to certain foreign diplomat  hence peep-hole behind china cupboard…

The brakes shrieked. I was all but thrown from my seat; a headlight shot out. I had the momentary glimpse of a narrow thoroughfare, and of an evil-looking yellow man who staggered aside from the bonnet.

Try thinkee where you go, the driver shouted angrily. Hop-head!

And we were off again.

Barton made the only capture of the night

What?

Dr. Fu-Manchus marmoset! It was for the marmoset Ardatha came back, Kerrigan. While we were searching the house  and little enough we found  the phone rang. I answered it and Dr. Fu-Manchu issued his ultimatum

In person?

In person! Wont bore you with it now. Here we are!

The car was pulled up in its own length.

How did you get on my track?

Later, Kerrigan. Come on.

He dragged me into the station. A vigorous towelling before the open fire and a piping hot grog quite restored me. The scratch on my shoulder was no more than skin deep  a liberal application of iodine soon staunched the bleeding. Wearing borrowed shoes and underwear and the uniform of a district inspector (which fitted me very well) I felt game again for anything. Smith was now wild with excitement to be off; he could not stand still.

What you tell me unties my hands, Kerrigan. This hide-out of Fu-Manchus is an old warehouse, marked by the local authorities for demolition but still containing a certain amount of stock. Lacking clear evidence I dared not break in. The manager of the concern, a young German known to the police (he is compelled to report here at regular intervals) may or may not be a creature of the Doctors. In either case he has the keys. Point is, that the officer who keeps the alien register is off duty; he has taken it home to do some work on it, and nobody knows the Germans address!

But surely

I have done that, Kerrigan! A police cyclist set out half an hour ago to find Sergeant Wyckham. But now I need not wait. You agree with me, inspector?

For a moment I failed to understand, until the laughter of the real inspector who had supervised my grooming reminded me of the fact that I was in uniform.

For my part, said the police officer, I dont think this man, Jacob Bohm, is a member of the gang. I think, though, that he suspected there was something funny going on.

Why? snapped Smith, glancing irritably at the clock.

Well, the last time he came in, so Sergeant Wyckham told me, he hinted that he might shortly have some valuable information to offer us. He said that he was collecting evidence which wasnt complete yet, but

A phone buzzed; he took up the instrument on his desk.

Hullo  yes? Speaking. That you, Wyckham? He glanced at Smith. Found him, sir… Yes, Ill jot it down. He wrote. Jacob Bohm, 39b Felling Street, Limehouse. And you say his landladys name is Mullins? Good. The matters of some importance, sergeant. What was that you mentioned last week about the man?… Oh, he said he was putting the evidence in writing? He thought that what?… That there were cellars of which he had no keys, but which were used after dark? I see.

Kerrigan, snapped Smith, feel up to a job?

Anything you say, Smith.

Theres a police car outside, as well as that from the Yard. Dash across to Felling Street  the driver will know it  and get Jacob Bohm. Im off. I leave this job to you. Bring him back here: I will keep in touch.

He turned whilst the inspector was still talking on the phone; but I grabbed his arm.

Smith  did you find any trace  ?

No. He spoke over his shoulder. But Ardatha called me two minutes after Fu-Manchu. She was responsible for your finding me where you found me tonight. Jump to it, Kerrigan. This German may have valuable information.

He had reached the office door, the inspector had hung up the receiver and was staring blankly after him, when again the phone buzzed. The inspector took up the instrument, said, Yes  speaking, and then seemed to become suddenly tensed.

One moment, sir! he cried after Smith. One moment!

Smith turned, tugging at the lobe of his ear.

Well  what is it?

River Police, sir. Excuse me for a second.

He began to scribble on a pad, then:

Yes  I follow. Nothing on him in the way of evidence? No  I will act at once. Good-bye.

He hung up again, staring at Smith.

They have just hauled Jacob Bohm out of the river off Tilbury, he said. A ships anchor caught him. He was sewn up in sailcloth. Both hands had been amputated.


CHAPTER NINE. 39B PELLING STREET

Of my drive to Felling Street, a short one, I remember not one detail, except that of a searchlight which, as we turned a corner, suddenly clove the dark sky like a scimitar. I had thought that the mans death rendered the visit unnecessary: Smith had assured me that it rendered it more than ever important.

He was putting the evidence in writing, Kerrigan. We want his notes…

I mused in the dark. It was Ardatha who had saved me! This knowledge was a burning inspiration. In some way she had become a victim of the evil genius of Dr. Fu-Manchu; her desertion had not been a voluntary one. Then, as the police driver threaded a way through streets which all looked alike, I found myself considering the fate of Jacob Bohm; the strange mutilation of Dr. Oster; those ghastly exhibits in the glass case somewhere below the old warehouse.

Note the yellow hands  I heard that harsh, guttural voice plainly as though it had spoken in my ear They were contributed by a blond Bavarian… Could I doubt, now, that the blond Bavarian was Jacob Bohm? I should have been Fu-Manchus next ember thrown to the Moloch of science before whom he immolated fellow men as callously as the Aztec priests offered human sacrifices to Quetzacotl.

Number 39B was identical in every way with its neighbours. All the houses stood flush to the pavement; so much I could make out: all were in darkness. In response to my ring Mrs. Mullins presently opened the door. A very dim light showed (I saw that some sort of black-out curtain hung behind her) but it must have enabled her to discern my uniform.

Oh good God! she exclaimed. Have the Germans landed?

Her words reminded me of the part I had to play.

No maam, I replied gruffly. I am a police inspector

Oh, inspector, I havent shown a peep of light! Truly I havent. When them sirens started howling I put out every light in the house. Even when I heard the all-clear, I only used candles.

Theres no complaint. Are you Mrs. Mullins?

Thats my name, sir.

Its about your lodger, Jacob Bohm, that Im here.

The portly figure, dimly seen, appeared to droop.

Oh! she whispered, I always expected it.

I went in. Mrs. Mullins closed the door, dropped the curtain, which I recognized for an old counterpane, and turned to face me in a little sitting-room, candle lighted, which was clean, tidy, and furnished in a way commemorated by Punch artists of the Edwardian era. She was a stout, grey-haired woman and no toper, but tonight her abode spoke of gin. She extended her hands appealingly.

Dont say Little Jake was a spy, sir! she exclaimed. He was like a son to me. Dont tell me

When did you see him last?

Ah, thats it! He didnt come home last night and I thought to myself, thats funny. Then tonight, when the young lady from the firm called and explained it was all right

What young lady  someone you know?

Oh, no, sir  Ive never seen her before. But she was sure hed be back later and went up to wait for him. Then that air-raid warning came, and

Where is this

I ceased speaking. A faint sound had reached my ears, coming from beyond a half-opened door. Someone was stealing downstairs!

In one bound I reached the door, threw it open, and looked up. Silhouetted against faint light from above, a womans figure turned and dashed back! With springs in my heels I followed, leapt into a room a pace behind her, and stood squarely in the doorway.

She had run towards a curtained window, and I saw her in the light of a fire, sole illumination of the room, and that which had shone down the stair. She wore a dark raincoat and a small close-fitting hat from beneath which the glory of her hair cascaded in iridescent waves. Dancing firelight touched her face, more pale than usual, and struck amethyst glints from her lovely eyes. But my heart had already prepared me to meet the young lady from the firm.

It seems I came just in time, Ardatha, I said, and succeeded in speaking coolly.

She faced me, standing quite still.

You! she whispered. So you are of the police! I thought so!

You are wrong; I am not. But this is no time to explain. I had formed a theory of my own to account for her apparent ignorance of all that had passed between us, and I spoke gently. I owe you my life, Ardatha, and it belongs to you with all else I have. You said you would try to understand. You must help me to understand, too. What are you doing here?

She took a step forward, her eyes half fearful, her lips parted.

I am obeying orders which I must obey. There are things which you can never understand. I believe you mean all you say, and I want to trust you. Prompted by some swift impulse, she came up to me and rested her hands upon my shoulders, watching me with eyes in which I read a passionate questioning. God knows how I want to trust you.

Almost, I succumbed; her charm intoxicated me. As her accepted lover I had the right to those sweet, tremulous lips. But I had read the riddle in my own way, and clenching my teeth I resisted that maddening temptation.

You may trust me where you cannot trust yourself, Ardatha, I said quietly. I am yours here and hereafter. Shake off this horrible slavery. Come with me now. The laws of England are stronger than the laws of Dr. Fu-Manchu. You will be safe, Ardatha, and I will teach you to remember all you have forgotten.

But I kept my hands tightly clenched at my sides; for, once in my arms, all those sane resolutions regarding her would have been swept away, and I knew it.

Perhaps I want to do so  very much, she whispered. Perhaps she glanced swiftly up at me and swiftly down again this is remembrance. But if such a thing is ever to be, first I must live. If I came with you now I should die within one month

That is nonsense! I spoke hotly and regretted my violence in the next breath. Forgive me! I would see that you were safe  even from him.

Ardatha shook her head. The firelight, which momentarily grew brighter, played wantonly in dancing curls.

It is only with him that I can be safe, she replied in a low voice. He is well served because no one of the Si-Fan dare desert him

Why? Whatever do you mean?

Her hands clutched me nervously: she hid her face.

There is an injection. It produces a living death  catalepsy. But there is an antidote too, which must be used once each two weeks. I have enough for one month more of life. Then I should be buried for dead. Perhaps he would dig up my body: he has done such things before. No one else could save me  only Dr. Fu-Manchu. And so, you see, with so many others I am just his helpless slave. Now, do you begin to understand?

Begin to understand? My blood was boiling; yet my heart was cold. I remembered how I had tried to kill the Chinese ghoul, and realized that had I succeeded Ardatha would have been lost to me for ever; that she… But sanity forbade my following that train of thought to its dreadful conclusion.

Such a wild yearning overcame me, so mad a desire to hold and protect her from horrors unnameable, that, unwilled, mechanically, my arm went about her shoulders. She trembled slightly, but did not resist.

You see  the words were barely audible you must let me go. Forget Ardatha. Except by the will of Dr. Fu-Manchu I can be nothing to you or to any man: I can only try to prevent him harming you. She raised her eyes to me. Please let me go.

But I stood there, stricken motionless, gripped by anguish such as I had never known. My very faith in a just God was shaken by this revelation, by recognition of the fact that a fiend could use this perfect casket of a human soul as a laboratory experiment, reduce a beautiful woman, meant for love and happiness, to the level of a beast of burden  and escape the wrath of Heaven. I wondered if any lover since the world began had suffered such a moment.

Yet, Fu-Manchu was mortal. There must be a way.

I shall let you go, my dearest. But dont accept the idea that it is for good. What has been done by one man can be undone by another. I continued to speak quietly, and as I would have spoken to a frightened child. Tell me first, why you came here?

For Jacob Bohms notes that he was making to give to the police, she answered simply. I have burned everything. Look  you can see the ashes on the fire.

As she spoke, I understood why the fire had burned up so brightly. A glance was sufficient to convince me that not a fragment could be recovered.

And when you leave here, where are you going?

It is impossible for me to tell you that. But there are servants of the Si-Fan watching this house. (I thought of the yellow faced man whom we had nearly run down.) Even if you were cruel enough to try, you could not get me away. I think  she hesitated, glanced swiftly up that tonight or in the early morning we leave for America.

America!

Yes. She slipped free  for I had kept my arm about her shoulders. I just could not bear to… say good-bye. Please, look away for only a moment  if you really care for my happiness: I beg of you!

There was abandonment, despair, in her pleading voice. No man could have refused; and after all I was not a police officer. I looked long and hungrily into those eyes which tonight were like twin amethysts, and walked across to the fire.

I will try, I will try to see you again  to speak to you.

Only the faintest sound, a light tread on the stair, told me that Ardatha was gone…


CHAPTER TEN. BARTONS SECRET

I dont blame you, Kerrigan, said Nayland Smith; in fact I cannot see what else you could have done.

Damn it, nor can I! growled Barton.

We were back in my flat, after a night of frustration for which, in part, I held myself responsible. Barton had admitted us. He had returned an hour earlier, having borrowed my key. The police had forced a way into the old warehouse; they were still searching it when I rejoined the party. The room, the very bench on which Dr. Osters corpse had lain, fragments of twine, they had found, but nothing else. The River was being dragged for the body.

That laboratory which smelt like the Morgue was below water level: it had been flooded. Only by means of elaborate pumping operations could we hope to learn what evidence still remained there of the nature of the Doctors mysterious, and merciless, experiments.

Infernally narrow escape for both of us, Kerrigan, said Sir Lionel; and crossing to the buffet he replenished his glass. Good shot, that of yours. He squirted soda water from a syphon. I owe my life to you: you owe yours to Ardatha. Gad! theres a girl! But what an impossible situation!

Smith stood up, and passing, grasped my shoulder.

Even worse situations have been dealt with, he said. I am wondering, Kerrigan, if you have recognised the clue to Ardathas loss of memory?

As he began to pace to and fro across my dining-room:

I think so! I replied. That yellow devil decided to reclaim her, and it was he who destroyed her memory!

Exactly  as he has done before, with others. I said to you some time ago, Fu-Manchu once had a daughter

Smith! I interrupted excitedly, it was not until I saw Ardatha in Pelling Street that the meaning of those words came to me. If he did not hesitate in the case of his own flesh and blood to efface all memories of identity, why should he hesitate in the case of Ardatha?

He didnt! Ardatha remembers only that she is called Ardatha. Fu-Manchus daughter, whom once I knew by her childish name of Fah-lo-Suee, became Koreâni. You can bear me out, Kerrigan: you have met her.

Yes, but

Ardathas and Koreânis are rare. Fu-Manchu has always employed beauty as one of his most potent weapons. His own daughter he regarded merely as a useful instrument when he saw that she was beautiful. He found Ardatha difficult to replace; therefore, he recalled her. Oh! she had no choice. But she has the proud spirit of her race  and so he bound her to him by this damnable living death from which there is no escape!

He was pacing the carpet at an ever-increasing speed, his pipe bubbling furiously; and something which emanated from that vital personality gave me new courage. I was not alone in my fight to save Ardatha from the devil doctor.

Smith, said Sir Lionel, leaning back against the buffet  for even his tough constitution had suffered in the nights work and he was comparatively subdued this infernal thing means that if I saw Fu-Manchu before me, now, I couldnt shoot him!

It does, Smith replied. He was prepared to hold Kerrigan as a hostage. He overlooked the fact that whilst Kerrigan lived, Ardatha served the same purpose.

Barton plunged his hands in his trouser pockets and became lost in reflection. His deep-set blue eyes danced queerly.

We both know the Chinese, he murmured. I dont think I should give up hope, Kerrigan. There may be a way.

Im sure there is  there must be! I broke in. Dr. Fu-Manchu is subject, after all, to human laws. He is supernormal, but not immortal. We all have our weaknesses. Mine, perhaps, is my love for Ardatha. He must have his. Smith, we must find Koreâni!

I found her two months ago.

What!

She was then in Cuba. Where she is now I cannot say. But if you suppose that Fu-Manchu would turn a hairs breadth from his path to save his daughter, you are backing the wrong horse. Assuming that we could capture her, well  as an exchange for Ardatha (freed from the living death; for I have known others who have suffered it but who live today) she would be a worthless hostage. He would sacrifice Koreâni without a moments hesitation!

I was silent.

Buck up, Kerrigan, said Sir Lionel. I said there might be a way, and I stick to it.

Smith stared at him curiously, and then:

As for you, he remarked, as usual you are an infernal nuisance.

Dont mention it!

I must. Your inquiries in Haiti last year, followed by your studies in Norfolk and, finally, your conversations with the War Office, attracted the attention of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Very likely.

It was these conversations, reported to me whilst I was in the West Indies, that brought me back, post haste

Fu-Manchu got here first, Barton interrupted. There were two attempts to burgle my house. Queer-looking people were watching Abbots Hold. Finally, I received a notice signed President of the Seven, informing me that I had twenty-four hours in which to hand over certain documents.

You have this notice? Smith asked eagerly.

I had: it was in the stolen bag.

Smith snapped his fingers irritably.

And when you received it what did you do?

Bolted. I was followed all the way to London. That was why I phoned Kerrigan and came here. I didnt want to be alone.

You were right, said Smith. But you came to your senses too late. I am prepared to hear that the fact of Fu-Manchus interest in your affairs did not dawn upon you until you got this notice?

Suspected it before that. These reports from the Caribbean suggested that something very queer was afoot there. It occurred to me that bigger things than a mere treasure hunt were involved, so I offered my services to the War Office

And behaved so badly that you were practically thrown out! Let me explain what happened. Your earlier correspondence with the War Office, although obscure, was considered to be of sufficient importance to be transmitted in code to me. I was then in Kingston, Jamaica. I dashed home. I went first to Norfolk, learned you had left for London, and followed. That was yesterday morning. I was dashing about Town trying to pick you up. I practically followed you into the War Office, and what you had said there convinced me that at all costs I must find you.

The War Office can go to the devil, growled Barton, refilling his glass.

I say, Smith went on patiently, that I tried to tail you in London. I still have facilities, you know! He smiled suddenly. I gathered that you had gone to the British Museum

Yes  I had.

I failed to find you there.

Didnt look in the right room.

Possibly not. But I looked into one room which offered certain information. He paused to relight his pipe. You have been working for years hunting down the few clues which remain to the hiding-place of the vast treasure accumulated by Christophe of Haiti. You know your business. Barton; you havent your equal in Europe or America when it comes to archaeological research.

Thank you, growled Barton. You may join the War Office and also go to the devil, with my compliments.

Through chinks in the blinds early spears of dawn were piercing, cold and grey in contrast with the lamplight.

Your compliments might prove to be an admirable introduction. But to continue. You, ahead of them all, even ahead of the Si-Fan and Dr. Fu-Manchu, got on to the track of the family to whom these clues belong. You traced them by generations. And you ultimately obtained, from the last bearer of the name, certain objects known as The Stewart Luck; amongst them, Christophes chart showing where the bullion lies. I do not inquire how you managed this.

It isnt necessary, Barton blazed. I have my own methods. Buried history must be torn remorselessly from its hiding-place and set in the light of day. Once I have established facts, I allow nothing to stand in my way.

You are not enlightening me, said Smith drily. My experiences with you in Khorassan, in Egypt, and elsewhere had already convinced me of this. Your latest discovery from the Portuguese of da Cunha (you see I did not entirely waste my time in the British Museum) added enormously to your knowledge

Sir Lionel appeared to be about to burst into speech. But he restrained himself; he seemed to be bewildered. Smith paused, pulled out a note-case and from it extracted a piece of paper. Switching on the green-shaded lamp on the desk, he read aloud:

Da Cunha says that there is a great and lofty cave in which a fleet might lie hid, save that the way in from the sea, although both deep and wide and high, is below the tide, so that none but a mighty swimmer could compass the passage… He adds that the one and only entrance from the land has been blocked, but he goes on, Failing possession of Christophes chart no man can hope to reach the treasure.

Sir Lionel Barton was standing quite still, staring at Smith as one amazed.

That quotation from a rare Portuguese MS. in the Manuscript Room, said Smith, placing the fragment in his case, the case in his pocket, and turning to look at Barton, you copied. The curator told me that you had borrowed the MS. Since the collection is closed to the public at present you abused your privileges, and were vandal enough to make some pencil marks on the parchment. I said, you will remember, that I was unable to find you there. I did not say that I failed to find your tracks. Barton did not speak, nor did I, and:

It was knowing what you had discovered, Smith continued, Which spurred my wild dash to find you. The bother in the Caribbean is explained. There is a plot to bottle up the American Navy. Fu-Manchu has played a big card.

You are sure it is Fu-Manchu?

Yes, Barton. He has a secret base in or near Haiti, and he has a new kind of submarine. No one but you  until tonight  knew of this other entrance to the cave. It is shown in that chart which was stolen from you by agents of Fu-Manchu.

Suppose it is! cried Barton; what I should like you to tell me, if you can, is how, if Fu-Manchu is using this place as a base, he gets in and out. You dont suppose he swims? Granting that small submarines can pass through under water, small submarines cant carry all the gear needed for a young dockyard!

That point is one to which I have given some attention, said Smith. It suggests that the one and only entrance from the land referred to by da Cunha is not the entrance shown in the chart

You mean there are two?

Quite possibly.

Then why should these Si-Fan devils go to such lengths to get hold of my chart?

Surely that is obvious. They feared an attack from this unknown point. They knew that the Intelligence services of two countries were making intensive inquiries; for whilst that great and lofty cave remains undiscovered it is a menace to us and to the Unites States.

Its to the United States, said Barton, that I am offering my services. My own country, as usual, has turned me down.

Nevertheless, rapped Smith, it is to your own country that you are offering your services. Listen. You retired from the Army with the rank of Major, I believe. Very well, youre Lieutenant-Colonel.

What! shouted Barton.

Ive bought you from the War Office. Youre mine, body and soul. Youre Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Lionel Barton, and you lead the expedition because I shall be in comparatively unfamiliar territory. But remember, you act under my orders.

I prefer to act independently.

Youve been gazetted Lieutenant-Colonel and youre under the orders of the War Office. Theres a Clipper leaves for the United States on Monday from Lisbon. I have peculiar powers. Be good enough to regard me as your commanding officer. Here are your papers.


CHAPTER ELEVEN. THE HOSTAGE

I drew the blinds and stared down at Bayswater Road, dismal in the light of a wet, grey dawn. Sleep was out of the question. Two men stood talking over by the Park gate  the gate at which Ardatha had reappeared in my life. Although I heard no one enter the room behind me, a hand was placed on my shoulder. I started, turned, and looked into the lean, sunbaked face of Nayland Smith.

Its rough on you, Kerrigan, he said quietly. Really you need rest. I know what you were thinking. But dont despair. Gallaho has set a watch on every known point of departure.

Do you expect any result?

He watched me for a moment, compassionately, and then:

No, he replied, she is probably already on her way to America.

I stifled a groan.

What I cannot understand, I said, is how these journeys are managed. Fu-Manchu seems to travel with a considerable company and to travel fast. He was prepared to include Barton and myself in the party. How is it done, Smith?

I dont know! I have puzzled over that very thing more times than enough. He returned from the West Indies ahead of me; yet no liner carried him and no known plane. Granting, it is true, that he commands tremendous financial resources, in war time no private yacht and certainly no private plane could go far unchallenged. I dont know. It is just another of those mysteries which surround Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Those two men are watching the house, Smith

Its their job: Scotland Yard! We shall have a bodyguard up to the moment that we leave Croydon by air for Lisbon. This scheme to isolate the United States Navy is a major move in some dark game. It has a flaw, and Barton has found it!

But they have the chart

Apart from the fact that he has copied the chart, Barton has an encyclopaedic memory  hence Fu-Manchus anxiety to make sure of him.

London was not awake: it came to me that Nayland Smith and I alone were alive to a peril greater than any which had ever threatened the world. In the silence, for not even the milkmen were abroad yet, I could hear Barton breathing regularly in the spare room  that hardened old campaigner could have slept on Judgement Day.

My phone bell rang.

Whats this? muttered Smith.

I opened the communicating door and went into the writing-room. I took up the receiver.

Hullo, I said, Who wants me?

Are you Paddington 54321?

Yes.

Call from Zennor… Youre through, miss.

My heart began to beat wildly as I glanced towards the open door where Nayland Smith, haggard in grey light, stood watching.

Is that you? asked a nervous voice.

I suppose my eyes told Smith; he withdrew and quietly closed the door.

Ardatha! My dear, my dear! This is too wonderful! Where are you?

I am in Cornwall. I have risked ever so much to speak to you before we go; and we are going in an hour

But Ardatha!

Please listen. Time is so short for me. Hassan told me what happened. I knew your name and found your number in the book. It was my only chance to know if you were alive. I thank the good God that you are, because, you see, I am so alone and unhappy, and you  I like to believe that I have forgotten, now, because otherwise I should be ashamed to think about you so much!

Ardatha!

We shall be in New York on Thursday. I know that Nayland Smith is following us. If I am still there when you arrive I will try to speak to you again. There is one thing that might save me  you understand?  a queer, a silly little thing, but

Yes, yes, Ardatha! What is it? Tell me!

I risked capture by the police to try to catch Peko  Dr. Fu-Manchus marmoset. That was when… we met. This strange pet, he is very old, is more dear to his master than any living thing. Try to find out…

Silence: I was disconnected!

Frantically I called the exchange; but all the consolation I received from the night operator was:

Zennors rung off, sir.

Smith! I shouted and burst into the dining-room.

Nayland Smith was standing staring out of the window. He turned and faced me.

Yes, he said coolly; it was Ardatha. Where is she and what had she to say?

Rapidly, perhaps feverishly, I told him; and then:

The marmoset! I cried. Barton caught it! What did he do with it?

Do with it! came Sir Lionels great voice, and appeared at the other end of the room, his mane of hair dishevelled. What did it do with me? After the blasted thing  its all of a thousand years old, and I know livestock  had bitten me twice last night, I locked it in the wardrobe. This morning

He raised a bloodstained finger, there was a shrill angry whistle, and a tiny monkey, a silver grey thing no larger than a starling, shot through the doorway behind him, paused, chattered wickedly, and sprang from the buffet onto a high cornice!

Theres your marmoset, cried Barton. I should have strangled him if I hadnt known Chinese character! I said, Kerrigan, there might be a way. This is the way  theres your hostage!


CHAPTER TWELVE. THE SNAPPING FINGERS

The unaccountable absence of Kennard Wood, said Nayland Smith, staring out of the window, is most disturbing. These apartments, Kerrigan, have been the scene of strange happenings. It was from here that I opposed Dr. Fu-Manchu when he tried  and nearly succeeded  in his plan to force a puppet President upon the United States.

I stood beside him looking out over the roofs of New York from this eagles nest on the fortieth floor of the Regal Athenian Hotel.

A pearly moon regarded us from a cloudless sky, a moon set amidst a million stars which twinkled above a Walt Disney city. One tall tower dominated the foreground of the composition. It rose, jewelled with lights, from the frosty line of an intervening roof up to the pharos which crowned it. The river showed as a smudge of silver far below: an approaching train was a fiery dragon winding in and out of mysterious gullies.

In that diamond-clear air I could hear the sound of the locomotive; I could hear a motor horn, the hoarse whistle of some big ship heading out for the open sea. Lights glittered everywhere, from starry heavens down to frostily-sparkling buildings and the moving headlamps of restless traffic.

Bit of a contrast to London, I said.

Yes. Smith pronounced the word with unusual slowness. The fog of war has not dimmed the light of New York. But you and I know who is responsible for those rumours, and those missing men in the Caribbean; and although, according to your account, the Doctor is a sick man, we dare not under-estimate potentialities. Even now  he may be here.

As always, the mere suspicion that the dreadful Chinese scientist might be near induced a sense, purely nervous, no doubt, of sudden chill. We had been delayed unexpectedly at Lisbon and again later; it was possible that Fu-Manchu was approaching New York. If Ardathas words had been true, he was already here.

Ardatha! She had promised to try to see me again. I continued to stare out at the myriad twinkling points. From any one of that constellation of windows Ardatha might be looking as I looked from this.

I am getting seriously worried about Keanard Wood, said Smith suddenly. According to his last message from Havana, he and his assistant, Longton, were leaving by air. They are long overdue: I dont understand it.

Colonel Kennard Wood, of the United States Secret Service, had been left in charge of the Caribbean inquiry when Smith had hurriedly returned to England. We had been expecting him all day. In fact, Barton had been compelled to go to Washington that morning in Smiths stead owing to the importance of the anticipated interview.

There were times when I felt as one who dreams, when, seeing a double newspaper headline, British capture Benghazi, I asked myself what I was doing here at an hour when England and her allies grappled with a world menace. It was Smith who always supplied the answer: An even greater menace, one which threatens the entire white race, is closing around the American continent.

The phone buzzed.

Smith turned quickly and crossed to the instrument.

Yes  speaking… What?

The tone in which he rapped out the last word brought me about. His eyes glittered metallically and I saw  those prominent jaw muscles betrayed the fact  that his teeth were clenched.

Good God! You are sure? Yes… at once.

He banged the receiver back and stared at me, suddenly haggard.

Smith! what has happened?

Longton  poor Longton has gone!

What!

They have just brought his body in from the river. Inspector Hawk of the Homicide Bureau recognized him, in spite of

In spite of what?

Of his condition, Kerrigan! He dashed a fist wildly into his other palm. Fu-Manchu is here  of that we may be sure; for no one but Fu-Manchu could have brought the horror of the Snapping Fingers to New York.

The Snapping Fingers?

But he was already running towards the door.

Explain on the way. Come on!

Seated in a chair in the lobby, the chair tipped back so that he could rest his feet on the ledge above a radiator, was a short, thick-set man whose clean-shaven red face, close-cropped dark hair, and bright eyes had at first sight reminded me of my old friend Chief Inspector Gallaho of Scotland Yard. As Smith came charging out the man righted his chair, sprang up, and began spluttering. Following Smiths example, I hurriedly put on my topcoat. An unpleasant regurgitating sound drew my attention to the man on guard.

Say, mister, he said, whats the big hurry? He began to chew; for in this respect, also, he resembled Gallaho, except that Gallahos chewing was imaginary. Nearly made me swallow my gum

Listen, Smith broke in: Im going out. There may easily be an attempt to get into this apartment tonight

Say  Im here.

I want to make sure, said Smith, that you dont stay here. These are your instructions. Having made sure that all the windows are secure

What, on the fortieth?

As you say, on the fortieth. Having made sure of this, patrol every room in the suite, including the bathrooms, at intervals of fifteen minutes. If you find anything alive  except, of course, the monkey in a cage in Sir Lionels room  kill it. This applies to a fly or a cockroach. Do I make myself clear?

Sure, its clear enough, chief

Do it. If in doubt call Headquarters. I count upon you, Sergeant Rorke.

Throwing the door open, he ran to the elevator and I followed.

* * * *

Smith! I said, as we were whirled in a police car through kaleidoscopic streets, what has happened to Longton  and what did you mean by the Snapping Fingers?

I meant a signal of death, Kerrigan. Poor Longton  whom you dont know and will never know, now  may have heard it.

I saw how the news affected you. Is it  something very horrible?

Propped in a corner of the racing car, he began to load his pipe.

Very horrible, Kerrigan. Some foul things have come out of the East, but this thing belongs to the West Indies. Of course, it may have a Negro origin. But at one time it assumed the size of an epidemic.

In what way? I dont understand.

Nor do I. It remains a mystery to the scientists. But it began, as far back as I can make out, in the Canal Zone. A young coloured man, employed on one of the locks, was found in his quarters one morning, bled white.

Bled white?

Almost literally. He lighted the charred briar. He was dead, apparently from exhaustion. There were queerly discoloured areas on his skin; but there was practically no blood in his body

No blood? I cried over the noise of the motor and the Broadway traffic. What do you mean?

He had been reduced to a sort of human veal. Something had drained all the blood from his veins.

Good heavens! But were there no traces  no bloodstains?

Nothing. He was the first of many. Then, unaccountably, the terror of the Zone disappeared.

Vampire bats?

This was suspected; but some of the victims  and they were not all coloured  had been found in rooms to which a bat could not have gained access.

Was human agency at work?

No. Conditions, in certain cases, ruled it out.

But the Snapping Fingers?

This clue came later. It was first reported when the epidemic struck Haiti; that is, just before I arrived there. A young American, whose name escapes me  but he had been sent from Washington in connection with the reports of unknown submarines in the Caribbean  died in just the same way.

Significant!

Very! But there were singular features in this case. It occurred at an hotel in Port au Prince. One odd fact was that a heavy Service pistol, fully charged, was found beside him.

Where was  the body?

In bed. But the mosquito net was raised as though he had been on the point of getting up. Here occurred the first reference to Snapping Fingers. It seems that he opened the door at about eleven oclock at night and asked another resident who happened to be passing if he had snapped his fingers.

Snapped his fingers?

Yes, its queer, isnt it? However  he was found dead in the morning.

And no trace?

None. But I have a hazy suspicion that those in charge of the investigation didnt know where to look. However, the next victim was a German  undoubtedly a German agent. He died in exactly that way.

At that same place?

The same hotel, but not in the same room. But the case of the German differed in one respect: someone else heard the Snapping Fingers!

Inside the speeding car was a fog of tobacco smoke; outside, the lights of New York flashed by like a flaming ribbon.

Who heard it?

Kennard Wood! He occupied the next room. I had just reached Port au Prince at the time, although I was putting up elsewhere; so that I know more about the case of Schonberg  that was the Germans name. After Schonberg had retired that night, it appears that Kennard Wood became curious about what he was doing. From the end of one balcony to another was not a difficult climb; and with the exercise of a little ingenuity it is easy to peep through a slatted shutter. He crept along. The Germans room was in darkness. He was about to climb back, when he heard a sound like that of someone snapping his fingers!

From inside the room?

Yes. It was repeated several times, but no light was switched on. Kennard Wood returned. Schonberg was found dead in the morning. His door was locked; his shutters were still closed.

What did you do when you heard of this?

I went along at once. I have a pretty strong stomach, but the sight of that heavy Teutonic frame quite drained of blood  ugh! Fortunately for the hotel a number of cases occurred elsewhere, not only in Port au Prince but as far north as Cap Haitien. A story got about amongst the coloured population that it was Voodoo, that someone they call the Queen Mamaloi (a fabulous woman supposed to live in the interior) was impatient for sacrifices. A perfect state of panic developed; no one dared to sleep. My God! to think that the fiend, Fu-Manchu, has brought that horror to New York!

But what is it, Smith? What can it be?

Just another agent of death, Kerrigan. Some unclean thing bred in a tropical swamp


CHAPTER THIRTEEN. WHAT HAPPENED IN SUTTON PLACE

It is more than I can bear, Smith, I whispered, and turned away, Although I didnt know Longton, it is more than I can bear.

Probably painless, Mr. Kerrigan, said Inspector Hawk. Cheer up, sir.

But there was nothing cheerful in his manner, his appearance, or his voice. He was a tall, angular, gloomy person, depressingly taciturn; and he gave to each of his rare remarks the value of a biblical quotation. Under the harsh light of suspended lamps Longton lay on a stone slab. In life he had been slightly built; had had scanty fair hair and a small blond moustache. There was a sound of dripping water.

What have you got to say, doctor? asked Smith, addressing a stout, red-faced man who beamed amiably through green-rimmed spectacles.

A very unusual case. the police doctor replied breezily. Very unusual. Observe the irregular rose-coloured spots, the evidences of pernicious, or aplastic, anaemia. A malarial subject, beyond doubt; but the actual cause of death remains obscure.

Quite, snapped Smith; most obscure. I am sorry to seem to check your diagnosis, doctor, but James Longton had not suffered from malaria; and a month ago he was freshly-coloured as yourself. Have you heard, by chance, of the minor epidemic which recently appeared in the Canal Zone and later in Haiti?

Some short account was published in the newspapers, but I dont believe medical circles paid much attention to it. In any case, there can be no parallel here.

I fear I must disagree again: the parallel is exact. I suggest that anaemia, however advanced, could never produce this result. The body is drained like that of a fly after a spider has gorged its fill. Smith turned abruptly to Inspector Hawk. The man is nude. How was he found, and where?

Found just as you see, the gloomy voice replied. Brought in from West Channel, right below Queensbrough Bridge. Kind of caught up on something; shone in the moonlight and a river patrol made contact. I was once detailed to take care of Mr. Longton: recognized him right away.

How long dead? Smith asked the doctor.

Well, he replied  and I detected a note of resentment if my views are of any value, I should say no more than four hours. Hypnostasis had only just appeared and there is little rigidity.

I agree, said Smith.

Thank you.

Some further formalities there were, and then once more we sped through the bright lights of New York. Smith was plunged in such a mood of dejection that I did not care to interrupt it. We were almost in sight of the Regal Athenian before he spoke.

Where did Longton die? he exclaimed. Why was he in New York without my being notified? And where is Kennard Wood?

Its all a dreadful mystery to me, Smith.

There was a momentary pause; we were whirling, issuing warning blasts, past busy night traffic, when Smith suddenly leaned forward.

Slow down, he cried.

Our speed was checked; the police driver leaned back.

Yes, sir?

Go to 39B Sutton Place

Mrs. Mendel Hammetts?

Yes. Move.

We were off again.

But what is this, Smith?

A theory  and a hope, he replied. Longtons body was found below Queensborough Bridge. Making due allowances for its unusual condition, I assume that it was thrown in near that spot some time tonight. Now, how was a body transported and thrown into the river in that state; I suggested to myself that there must have been special conditions  and then I thought of Mrs. Mendel Hammett

Who is Mrs. Mendel Hammett?

She is a relic of the past, Kerrigan, an institution; a patron of promising talent, and a distant relation of poor Longton. I suddenly remembered his telling me that he had an apartment in her home which he was at liberty to occupy at any time. Now, the garden of 39B Sutton Place runs down to the river; Queensborough Bridge is immediately below!

* * * *

You need not watch me so anxiously, Sir Denis, said Mrs. Mendel Hammett. I am a crippled and weak-bodied old woman but not a weak-minded old woman. May I trouble you to light my cigarette.

She lay stretched on a couch in a sitting-room whose furnishings indicated the world traveller. The bright hazel eyes shadowed by heavy brows were those of a young girl; her skin retained its freshness: so that snow-white, curling hair suggested the period of powder and patches.

You are a wonderful woman, Mrs. Mendel Hammett.

I belong to a tough race, she replied, puffing at her cigarette; and in the company of my late husband I have been in some tough places. So Jim is dead? Well, if I can help you find out who killed him, count on me.

In the first place, said Smith, speaking very gently, I gathered from Miss Dinsford, your secretary, that James Longton was not expected; that he arrived about six oclock this evening and stated that he wished to use his apartments.

He did, sir, the vibrant voice replied. He had come by air from Havana and he said it was important that no one should know that he was here.

He went up to his rooms, Smith continued, particularly requesting that he should not be disturbed

He said he was going to take a bath and lie down until dinner time, as he was tired out.

Quite so. That is most important. Since then, I believe, you had not seen him?

I had not.

Did he bring much baggage?

One light suitcase and a large portfolio.

Who took them up?

He took them up himself.

Then no one else entered his apartments?

No one. They were always kept ready for use. Later, a maid would have turned down the bed and prepared the room Momentarily, the bright eyes clouded; Mrs. Mendel Hammett knocked ash from her cigarette.

People used to find a marked resemblance between Jim and Kennard Wood. I never saw it, myself, although they were cousins on Jims mothers side.

I had certainly noted it, murmured Smith. And, now that this catastrophe has occurred, I must look to the Colonels safety. Before I go up to examine these apartments, Mrs. Mendel Hammett, may I ask if James Longton told you anything of Kennard Woods whereabouts?

He told me that they had planned to arrive together; that they had an important conference with you and some Washington people at the Regal Athenian in the morning. They were on the point of leaving Havana by special government plane when Kennard Wood was overtaken by a messenger from the United States Minister

So Longton came alone?

He came alone. Kennard Wood was to follow as soon as possible, and Jim intended to ring up his hotel directly he  awoke. For some reason they were travelling in great secrecy.

I know the reason! said Smith grimly. If you will be good enough to excuse us. Come on, Kerrigan.

A grey-haired coloured manservant led the way upstairs, knocked upon, and then unlocked, a door. He switched on the light inside.

Mr. Jamess apartment, sir, he murmured.

One analytical stare Smith directed upon the mans face, and then:

You may go, he said.

We entered James Longtons rooms. The first of these was a sitting-room, furnished in a manner that betrayed the hand of a woman. Some of the pictures, however, were obvious autobiographical, and there were college groups and a collection of pipes on the desk.

Nayland Smith, standing just inside the door, which he had closed, began sniffing.

Do you notice any unusual smell, Kerrigan?

At that I also directed my attention to the atmosphere of the place, and:

Yes, I replied, there is faint, but very unpleasant smell. I am trying to place it.

I have placed it! said Smith. I have come across it before. Now for the bedroom

He opened a door, found the switch, and led the way into a small but adequately-equipped bedroom. Beyond, on the right, I saw a curtained recess in which presumably there was a bath. The place had a Spartan quality which may have reflected the character of the dead man; so that, noting a handsome Chinese casket on a table beside a bed  an item which seemed out of place  I was about to examine it, when:

Dont touch it! snapped Smith. Touch nothing. I am walking in the dark, and taking no chances. The unusual smell is more marked here?

Startled by his abrupt order I turned from the box.

Yes; it certainly seems to be. You have seen that the bed is much disarranged?

I have seen something else.

He crossed to the draped recess, went in, and came out again.

Longton undressed in the bathroom, he said; his clothes are there. He had a bath and then lay down. It is clear that he was tired out. His suitcase you see there on a chair, unopened. He just got into bed as he was and fell into a deep sleep. Now, you note a chill in the air?

Yes.

Unless I am on a wrong track we shall find a window open.

He crossed and jerked the draperies aside. I saw moonlight glittering on water.

Wide open! he exclaimed; a balcony outside.

And as he stood there peering out and flashing a torch, in a moment of perhaps psychic clarity I saw him against a different background. I saw the bloody horror of Poland, the sullen sorrow of Czechoslovakia, the abasement of France, that grand defiance of Greece which I had known; and I saw guns blazing around a once peaceful English countryside. An enemy pounded at the gates of civilization; but Nayland Smith was here: therefore, here, and not in Europe, the real danger must lie.

Smith fumed and stared at the disordered bed.

Observe anything unusual? he snapped.

It is all terribly untidy.

Really, Kerrigan, as a star reporter you disappoint me. A hostess of Mrs. Mendel Hammetts calibre does not expect a guest to lie on a blanket. The under sheet is missing!

Good God! Youre right!

He stared at me for a moment.

They used it to lower his body to the garden, he said slowly. I can see the rope marks on the balcony rail! There is an old, strong clematis growing up the wall below. One of Fu-Manchus thugs climbed it whilst Longton was in the bath: he may or may not have forced open the window. He returned, later, bundled up the body, and lowered it to an assistant waiting in the garden. Miss Dinsford showed me over the ground-floor rooms: unlikely that any one would hear; these fellows work as silently as stoats.

But what killed him? I cried. There may be some clues here

I had turned to the disordered bed, when;

Stand back, Kerrigan! Smith said sharply. Touch nothing. Leave the search to me.

Arrested by his words, I stood there whilst he stripped the bed, opened the Chinese box (which contained nothing more lethal than cigarettes), explored every bookcase, cabinet, nook, and cranny in the room. He was as painstaking in the other rooms; and from amongst Longtons possessions he selected the key of the suitcase, opened the case, examined its contents. And all the time he was sniffing  sniffing like a hound on a half-lost scent.

The smell is fading? he jerked. You note this? I can spare no more time. But the room must be sealed: it is imperative. You have no doubt remarked that the large portfolio mentioned by Mrs. Mendel Hammett has disappeared.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN. WE HEAR THE SNAPPING FINGERS

As I hurried past the hall porters desk in the main entrance to the Regal Athenian, a boy came running after me. Smith had been detained, but he was anxious that I should establish contact with Sergeant Rorke.

Urgent message for you, Mr. Kerrigan.

At the sight of the handwriting on the envelope, my heart skipped a beat; the message was from Ardatha! I tore it open, there where I stood, and read:

Please do not recognize me unless I am alone. I think I have been followed. I am in the main foyer: you can see me as you come up the steps. If there is anyone with me, go up to your apartment and I will try to ring you up.

The note was not signed.

Thrusting it into my pocket, I started up the imposing flight of carpeted stairs which had always reminded me of the palace scene in a Cinderella pantomime, and surveyed the vast foyer. The cosmopolitan atmosphere for which the Regal Athenian was celebrated tonight was absent; but there was a considerable ebb and flow of the after-theatre supper-seekers. I saw Ardatha at once.

She was seated on a divan not five yards away  deep in conversation with a sallow-faced man. She wore a perfectly simple blue evening frock which outlined her slender figure provocatively, exposing her lovely arms and shoulders so that her head, poised proudly, with its crown of gleaming hair set me thinking of a cameo by some great master. She did not so much as glance in my direction. But I knew that she had seen me.

Resolutely I walked along to the elevator and went up to our apartment. The knowledge that the presence of the sallow man alone had denied me at least a few stolen moments with Ardatha was a bitter pill to swallow; I could gladly have strangled him,

I opened the door, to find Sergeant Rorke standing just inside. On recognizing me, his tense attitude relaxed and he began to chew again.

Anything to report?

No, sir  except that a lady calls up ten minutes ago. She wont leave her name. I just say you are out.

Nothing from Sir Lionel Barton?

No, sir. Im a gladder man when hes back here. Feeding wild animals is no part of a police officers duty. He displayed a bandaged finger. Theres one dead monkey on the books if I have my way.

But I went into the sitting-room, lighted a cigarette, and began to walk to and fro beside the telephone. Ardatha was here! She had tried to get in touch with me. She had been followed; but she would try again. That the fact of her presence meant also that of Dr. Fu-Manchu could not terrorize me tonight. Ardatha was here: soon, perhaps, I should hear her voice. If I had ever doubted what she meant in my life (and certainly I had known, always; for I had wanted to die when I believed that she had left me) tonight that swift vision of her dainty loveliness, her aloof, always mysterious personality, had confirmed the fact that without her I did not want to go on.

How long I wandered up and down the carpet, how many cigarettes I smoked, I cannot say. But, at last, the phone buzzed.

So utterly selfish was my mood, so completely was I absorbed in my dreams of Ardatha, that had the caller been Smith, or even the missing Kennard Wood, I know that I should have been disappointed. But it was Ardatha.

Please listen very carefully. Her adorable accent was unusually marked. First, for someone else  a man called Colonel Kennard Wood will be killed tonight at some time before twelve oclock. I cannot tell you how, and I do not know where he is, except that he is in New York. These  murders, horrify me. Try to save this man

Ardatha

Please, I beg of you! At any moment I may be discovered. We are setting out for Cristobal later tonight  as soon, I think, as Colonel Wood is dead. Tell me, now, if you found in London, any trace of Peko, Dr. Fu-Manchus marmoset. He mourns him as one mourning a lost child.

Hes here, darling! We have him!

Ah! the word reached me as a wondering sigh. Please God you keep him safe! Tell me again. I cannot believe it; you have him?

We have him, Ardatha.

He may mean escape for me  the end of the living death. Come to Cristobal  Bart. When you reach the Panama Canal

Ardatha! Its more than I can suffer! Give me the word, and I will see Dr. Fu-Manchu now, and test the value of this hostage!

Stop! It is impossible, I say! Listen: you can get in touch with me at the shop of a

The line was disconnected.

* * * *

So much and yet so little! said Smith.

He was pacing restlessly up and down, surrounding himself with a smoke screen of pipe fumes.

One thing at least is clear, I declared. Kennard Wood is doomed!

Dont say that, Kerrigan! the idea drives me mad. Longtons gone  and Kennard Wood next, whilst I stay idle! I wish I had been here when Ardatha called you. However, my delay with the police resulted in another clue, but a baffling one.

What clue?

The sheet  the sheet in which Longtons body was thrown into the river  has been discovered.

Well?

It is bloodstained all over!

But

Dont tell me there were stains on the blanket, because I looked for them. Not a trace. He turned suddenly. You have noticed no evidence here of the peculiar smell?

None. But I have placed it. I know of what it reminded me  a charnel house!

Exactly. Hullo! Whos this?

The phone had buzzed, and he had the receiver off in a second

What! Kennard Wood? Thank God! Quick, man  where are you? At the Hotel Prado. No, no! Listen to me. I cannot explain, now. But you simply must not dream of going to bed! Leave all lights on in your apartment, remain fully dressed and wait until I join you!

Running out to the lobby, he gave rapid instructions to Sergeant Rorke.

You understand? he said finally Inspector Hawk is downstairs. Tell him he is to start now, get this report and stand by at the Prado. Move.

As Sergeant Rorke went out, Smith ran to the phone and called Police Headquarters. He was through in a matter of seconds.

I want a raid squad outside the Prado in five minutes. They may not be needed, but I want them there. Is it clear? Good. He hung up, and: Come on, Kerrigan! he cried.

A few minutes later we were hurrying through the foyer; but Ardatha was not there. We ran down the steps. A car belonging to the Police Department was always in attendance, so that without a moment of unnecessary delay we were off for the Hotel Prado. Somewhere a clock was chiming midnight.

I looked out from the speeding car, striving to obtain a glimpse of the faces of travellers in other cars; of those who entered and left restaurants. Had Ardatha been detected by the spy set to watch her? Had she risked a ghastly punishment in communicating with me? But such speculations were useless, and selfish. Resolutely, I fought to focus my mind on the drama of Kennard Wood.

Here, amid the supermodernity of New York, surrounded by millions of fellow creatures, a man lay in the shadow of a death which surely belonged to primeval swamps and jungles. Already, in his apartment at the Prado, most up to date and fashionable Park Avenue hotel, Kennard Wood might even now have heard the Snapping Fingers!

As if he had divined my train of thought:

It is possible, said Smith, that some other method will be used against Kennard Wood. We cannot be sure. It is also highly probable that the Doctors watch-dogs will be in the foyer. He leaned forward. I am not familiar with the Prado, driver. Is there a staff entrance?

Sure  right on the corner of the block.

Stop there, but not directly outside.

Its one-way, so we turn up here.

When Smith pushed open a revolving door I followed him into a place tiled and brightly lighted, where a number of men and women in white overalls were moving about busily. I heard the rattle of dishes and in the distance caught sight of a man wearing a chefs cap. Another man, who wore evening dress, came towards us.

Perhaps you have made a mistake  , he began.

No mistake, rapped Smith. Police Department. Inspector Hawk should be somewhere in the hotel. Send him a message to stand by near the main entrance, and get me a house detective or anybody who is well acquainted with the building.

The authority in Smiths voice was unmistakable.

It will save time if you will follow me, gentlemen.

Our guide led us through a maze of service rooms and kitchens which the normal guest at such a hostelry never sees, presently emerging in an office where a big dark-jowled man sat at a desk, smoking a very short fragment of a very black cigar. As this man stood up:

Oh, Sergeant Doherty, said our guide, these Police officers want a word with you.

From under heavy brows suspicious eyes regarded us.

My name is Nayland Smith, explained my friend rapidly, indeed, irritably. Inspector Hawk is here?

A swift change appeared on Dohertys truculent-looking face. Why surely, sir! I was puzzled for a moment, but I was here waiting for you. At your service, sir.

Good. Smith turned to our guide. Will you take my message to Inspector Hawk at once.

At once.

The man went out.

Now, Sergeant Doherty, I want to go up to Colonel Kennard Woods apartment without entering the public rooms.

Easy enough. The waiters elevator is just outside. This way. As we came out of the office:

What is the house detectives report? asked Smith.

Sergeant Doherty closed the elevator door and pressed button 15.

Its kind of funny, he replied. The Prado is a smart place for supper these days, and Pannel  the house officer on duty  says that when the supper mob was coming in he got an idea that somebody had a large dog.

Large dog? I dont follow.

Well, he says he hunted around, thinking some crazy deb, maybe, took a thing like that along to parties  and animals arent allowed in the Prado. But, except for that one glimpse, he saw nothing of it again, whatever it was.

As we reached the fifteenth floor and stepped out of the elevator:

Is Pannel a reliable observer? asked Smith.

Sure. We were following Doherty along a carpeted passage. Used to be with us. Mind you, he doesnt swear it was a dog and he doesnt swear he wasnt mistaken; but what he told me is what I tell you.

When did Colonel Kennard Wood arrive?

He checked in around that time. Sergeant Doherty pressed a bell. Colonel Kennard Woods apartment.

A moment later, as the door was opened:

Stay in sight of this room, Smith ordered.

Colonel Kennard Wood faced us. He was  a fact for which I had been prepared  superficially like James Longton; but I judged him to be ten years Longtons senior. In build I could see that the dead man, normally, must closely have resembled his cousin. Kennard Wood was greying, sunburnt, and wore a single eyeglass.

Smith! You are very welcome.

We went in and the Colonel closed the door. I saw that he bore all the marks of overstrain and deep anxiety; but he placed chairs and proffered drinks.

Thank you, but no, said Smith. The matter which brings myself and my friend, Bart Kerrigan, here at this hour is one of life and death.

I had hoped, Kennard Wood confessed wearily, to enjoy a few hours rest. I have had little enough during the past few days. So that the moment I got in, I notified you and proposed to go to sleep

You would never have awakened, said Smith grimly. Kennard Wood, dropping into a chair, stared haggardly. You mean  I have been traced here?

Smith nodded.

As James will have told you, the Colonel went on, I was recalled at the very moment I was about to leave Havana. Some new and startling facts had come to hand. But knowing of tomorrows conference I sent James ahead with all material to date. You have this, no doubt?

Smith stood up abruptly.

I speak to a soldier, he said, and so I can be blunt. Your cousin James Longton

Not

I am sorry  yes.

Kennard Wood crossed to a small buffet and steadily poured out a drink.

As I decline to drink alone, Smith, he said quietly, no doubt Mr. Kerrigan and yourself will reconsider your decision?

Of course  but time is precious. You are marked as the next victim!

As to that, said the Colonel, turning, and his features were set in a coldly dangerous mask, we shall see.

He served us, drained his own glass and set it down. How  was it done?

Details must wait; but no doubt you recall the Snapping Fingers deaths in Port au Prince?

The Snapping Fingers! You dont tell me that James

Unfortunately, yes. He went to Mrs. Mendel Hammetts, undoubtedly believing that he would be safe there

We both had reason to fear for our lives. There had been numerous attempts.

So I gather.

But this horror  here, in New York!

Unless I am quite wrong, here in this hotel! First, where is your baggage?

In the bedroom. I will show you.

As we followed Kennard Wood, Smith began sniffing suspiciously. I, too, sought traces of the vilely carnal odour which evidently betokened the presence of the thing called the Snapping Fingers. I could detect nothing. In the bedroom, Smith stood quite still for a moment, looking around. It was an ordinary, if luxurious, hotel bedroom. The bed was turned down and folded pyjamas were laid out; a travelling clock and some books were on a side table: a suitcase stood on a rack against one wall. Smith stepped into the bathroom. Toilet articles were disposed on a dressing-table and on glass shelves.

He turned to Kennard Wood: the Colonel had paled under his tan.

Who brought up the baggage?

The hotel porter.

Were you here when he arrived?

As a matter of fact, no: I was at the desk below, asking for messages.

And who unpacked and set it out?

The valet. I was in my apartment. The man knows my ways; I have stayed at the Prado several times. If I understood what it is that you apprehended, Smith, I might be able to help. But we are on the fifteenth floor of a modern New York hotel, not in Haiti!

Harsh to remind you, Wood, but poor Longton was in his own quarters in the home of Mrs. Mendel Hammett. Forgive me if I seem to take liberties, but I must examine your gear closely. As Kennard Wood moved forward: Be good enough to touch nothing!

Whilst the stricken Colonel and I stood by, inert, watching, Nayland Smith made a rapid but efficient examination of every foot of the apartment. Frequently he sniffed. High above the supper crowds, above the fashionable activities of Park Avenue, I thought that we were isolated, alone as though Fate had cast us together on an uninhabited island. Indeed, a man may be as hopelessly alone, as far from human aid, in the midst of a million fellows as one in the heart of the Sahara. The death-mark of Fu-Manchu was set upon Kennard Woods door; he knew.

I have found absolutely nothing, said Smith at last, if I except these remnants of some kind of wrapping, which, however, you may be able to identify.

He displayed what looked like a tattered piece of grease-proof paper.

No. Kennard Wood shook his head. Nothing of mine was wrapped in that. Possibly a relic of some former occupant.

Possibly, Smith murmured, and set the fragment aside. Now for the acid test. I warn you, Wood, that I am submitting you to an ordeal of which I know nothing. But its outcome may be the solution to the mystery of the Snapping Fingers; an explanation of Longtons death.

Give me my orders.

I must add that nothing may be attempted. Possibly the agents of Fu-Manchu responsible for your dismissal know that you are not alone. Both windows are open: the attack may come from either of them. In order to steel you for what may be a nerve-racking task, let me say that I believe that Longton was mistaken for yourself

And died in my place?

I may be wrong, but I think so. Did you ever stay at Mrs. Mendel Hammetts?

Yes.

Then I am right! But they know, now. The material in the portfolio contained new facts?

New facts! Smith, theres a conspiracy aimed against this government which has no parallel in history!

I know, said Smith quietly. That is why Longton died, why so many have died; why I am here. Now, Wood. I am going to ask you to lie down on the bed, and then I am going to turn out every light in the apartment. This thing always strikes in the dark.

Very well.

Kennard Wood threw himself on to the coverlet, taking an automatic from his pocket as he did so.

No shooting! snapped Smith. Yours is the harder, the passive part. Is it agreed?

As you say!

Just here by the door, Kerrigan. Do nothing without the word from me.

He moved. I heard several clicks. The whole place was plunged in darkness. Then came Smiths voice:

Steady, everybody. Be ready for anything.

In the sudden darkness and complete silence, the buzz of that sleepless hive which is New York rising from far below, I became aware of a sense of impending peril which, as I knew at that moment, I had experienced before. Agents of Dr. Fu-Manchu were near. Even had I been uninformed of the fact I should have known it; every nerve in my body proclaimed it, was a herald announcing, psychically, the approach of some lethal thing.

Quite distinctly, from no more than a stride away, came a faint clicking sound.

My God! breathed Kennard Wood, its here!

The Snapping Fingers! whispered Smith. Stand fast.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN. NAYLAND SMITH FIRES TWICE

The sudden knowledge that here, in the darkness of the room, some nocturnal creature which drained ones blood was already questing victims, imposed a test upon my nerves which I found hard to meet. Kennard Wood breathed rapidly.

True, I shared the horror and the peril. But recalling that story told by the house detective, his strange account of something which might have been the phantom hound of Peel, I had a stiff struggle with my imagination. Since Smith had examined almost every foot of the apartment, it was not admissible that such a creature could be hiding there; but I remembered that windows were open and I visualized a giant vampire bat at this very moment entering stealthily; a hybrid horror created in the laboratories of Dr. Fu-Manchu. The suspense of those tense moments was almost unendurable.

A repetition of the snapping sounded very distinctly  on this occasion, I thought, from near the bed. A third time I heard it.

Its utterly uncanny! muttered Kennard Wood. What is it. Smith? What is it?

Ssh! Smith warned. Dont stir.

Twice again in quick succession it came  snap! snap!

Now! cried Smith we shall know!

He was standing near the door, and as he cried out he turned up all the lights.

What I had expected to see it is impossible to state  some ghoul of medieval demonology I believe. What I actually saw was Kennard Wood crouching on the bed automatic in hand, staring, wild-eyed, about him, and Smith beside me looking right and left in ever growing amazement.

Nothing whatever was visible to account for the sounds!

Its supernatural! groaned the Colonel. We all heard it.

Nothing touched you in the dark? Smith asked.

Nothing.

You, Kerrigan?

Nothing at all.

Yet its here! Smith cried angrily. Its here!

Crossing the room, he jerked the draperies aside and stared out. I could see twinkling lights and a rectangular patch of starry sky. The windows were wide open. He turned, tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

Defeated, he said quietly. Get your kit together quickly. Wood: we will lend a hand. Must have you out of this!

Kennard Wood went eagerly to work, and as we gathered up his belongings and hastily stacked them in the suitcase, I could hear the hum of traffic rising from Park Avenue. When finally we opened the door and deposited case, topcoats, and other gear out in the corridor, Sergeant Doherty came doubling up.

Alls well, I said. The Colonel is changing his quarters.

Smith, last to leave, switched off the lights inside and brought the key.

Get all this stuff downstairs. Sergeant, he said. Colonel Kennard Wood will be coming with us. I will give the management instructions about this apartment in a moment.

But as we moved towards the elevator his preoccupied manner was so marked that I was on the point of saying something about it when:

Kerrigan, he snapped, and pulled up dead. Did you observe a flower vase in the bedroom?

Yes, I believe there was a vase of flowers.

The management, Kennard Wood explained wearily, decorate the apartments of incoming guests in this way. Without another word, Smith turned and began to run back. Smith, I cried, and followed. What is it?

A bad show for Nayland Smith! he replied. I examined everything else, but I did not examine the flowers!

But surely

Slipshod methods are fatal  he was unlocking the door in dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Throwing the door open, he stood still for a moment.

Quiet! Listen!

I almost held my breath. But all that came to me out of the dark and ominous apartment was the subdued roar of Park Avenue rising from below.

He switched the lights up, and I followed him through the sitting-room into the bedroom. We both looked at a round table set between the windows. Here had stood a glass flower vase.

Good God! Smith shouted. Its gone!

For my own part I was so dazed by this inexplicable incident that I began seriously to wonder if the Haitian Negroes had been right, if the Snapping Fingers were pure Voodoo. If, in short, we were faced with supernormal phenomena.

Smiths reaction was strictly positive.

Running forward, he dropped down on his knees and scrutinized the carpet under the round table.

Water spilled here! he reported.

Springing up, he stepped to one of the windows and craned out. He appeared to be looking down into the Avenue. Then, twisting sideways, I saw him staring upward, and suddenly:

Hang on to me, Kerrigan! he cried.

Frantically, I leapt forward and grasped him. I thought that violent vertigo threatened his precarious balance. But before I could speak and at the moment that I gripped him, he leaned right out and raised his arm. I saw the flash of his pistol in the moonlight.

He fired twice, upward and to the left.

Hot on the second shot came a high, thin scream which seemed to grow swiftly nearer and then to fade away into silence. From far below there arose a muted uproar; cries; a cessation of the immediate traffic hum: a shrill whistle…

We rushed out no more than a few moments after the police had dragged something on to the sidewalk. They were holding back a crowd of morbid onlookers, many in evening dress. Inspector Hawk elbowed a way in for us. A heavy truck was drawn up nearby and the driver, an Italian, was excitedly explaining to a stolid policeman that he had had not a chance to pull up.

I tella you he falla from the sky! he was shouting.

We stood hushed, looking down at what had been a small, brown-skinned man.

As I thought, said Smith. One of the Doctors devils.

And as he spoke, and I turned away  for the spectacle was horrifying  a suspicion crossed my mind that here lay the origin of the strange story told by the house detective. The dead brown man wore a kind of jersey almost of the same hue as his skin, and trousers of similar colouring; his footgear consisted of rope sandals. But the outstanding characteristic was his disproportionately long arms: he had the arms of a baboon. One broad tyre of the truck had crushed him as he fell right in front of the moving vehicle.

He was dead when he landed, Inspector, said the patrolman to Hawk. Must have come a long way down. He had some kind of satchel hung over his shoulder and it was filled with glass or something. The front tyre just ground it all to powder…


CHAPTER SIXTEEN. PADDED FOOTSTEPS

Kennard Wood is safe  for the time being.

Smith faced me in our sitting-room. He was smoking at top speed. Wood was asleep in an apartment near by, a man worn out. Rorke remained on duty in the lobby but would be relieved at four oclock.

Now that Wood has got in touch with you, I said, the mischief is done  from Fu-Manchus point of view. Probably he will leave him alone.

I agree. In this case, Fu-Manchu has failed. Wood has much to tell me, but he is too desperately tired for further exertion tonight. By the same token, we have failed, too.

How? Its true that poor Longton died a horrible death; but you saved Kennard Wood.

And when I shot the Negrito I lost the only clue to the Snapping Fingers! Yes, it was one of the Doctors pygmies, whether from the Andamans or Sumatra I cannot say. You have had some experience of these little devils, Kerrigan. Undoubtedly he slipped in tonight amongst the crowd. The man Pannel, the house detective, evidently had a glimpse of him, but these creatures move like shadows and go as swiftly on all fours as upright.

But why did he come?

He brought the Snapping Fingers! Then he slipped out of the window and crouched somewhere outside to await the end. Anywhere an ape can climb a Negrito can climb. When I saw him he was swarming up an apparently smooth wall from ledge to ledge, making for the roof. He would have come down the fire ladders.

He carried a satchel

To accommodate whatever causes the Snapping Fingers. When Wood was dead it was the pygmys job to remove the evidence. He saw that plans had miscarried and so made sure that no trace of the attempt should remain. The thing  whatever it is  was in that flower vase! I failed there, badly.

I was silent for a while, watching him pacing up and down.

The  characteristic smell was missing, I said.

Smith turned and stared at me.

The characteristic smell is present not before, but after the feast, he replied. Now I am going to bed. This delay is madly irritating, and I know just how you feel about it; but we have to meet the government representatives in the morning, and there is no escape. Kennard Wood is on the spot, and Barton is returning with the people from Washington. Take my advice and turn in.

It was sound advice and, having bade Smith good night, I tried to act upon it.

But I found that sleep was not for me. The quiet which comes upon New York only in the very late small hours had fallen now. Dawn was not far away. The hive-like humming of this sleepless city was at its lowest ebb. Yet I could not rest. A score of problems bombarded my mind. Where was Ardatha? How were these strange journeys of the Chinese Doctor accomplished? Should we be able to keep the marmoset alive until an opportunity arose to trade with the greatest enemy of white civilization? Would Fu-Manchu restore Ardatha? Where was his New York base, from which he had operated against Longton and Kennard Wood? What caused the Snapping Fingers?

Groaning, I switched on the lights, got up and reached for my dressing-gown. As chronicler of the expedition, my work was badly in arrears: better to arrange my notes than to lie torturing myself with unanswerable queries.

A chilling wave of loneliness swept down upon me. I had to tell myself that I was really in New York, for in some way I seemed to have become removed from it, raised high above into a rarefied but sinister atmosphere; cut off from my fellow men. Although a hotel bedroom is not inspiring, I discovered inspiration of sorts, as a working journalist, in the litter of notes and a portable typewriter standing under a desk lamp. Yes, I must work.

The suite was very silent.

Thoughts of Ardatha haunted me. Her image, as I had glimpsed her in the blue dress, in the foyer below, persistently intruded between me and my purpose. Her eyes, seen even in that swift regard, had seemed to mirror a shadowy fear.

My thoughts took a new turn.

What was the nature of the gruesome experiments upon which Dr. Fu-Manchu had been engaged in that deserted Limehouse warehouse? What new secret did he try to wrest from a normally unreadable future? That he had exposed himself to tremendous stresses was a fact manifest in his weakened condition. I endeavoured to visualize that laboratory beside the Thames; the violet lamp; to recall words spoken.

The ghastly horror of the Snapping Fingers was never far from my thoughts, and I was asking myself if the violet lamp might be associated in some way with that agent of death, when a sudden stir in the lobby brought me to my feet.

Whos there? I heard dimly. Dont try any funny business!

Something had aroused Sergeant Rorke.

The room allotted to me was the last but one at the north end of the suite. Sir Lionels was actually the last and there was a communicating door. Smith slept at the southern end. I set out to inquire, switching up the sitting-room lights as I went through.

Rorke had the front door open and was peering to right and left along the corridor outside, at that hour only partially lighted. Hearing my footsteps, he turned swiftly.

Oh, its you! he said, and his manner was jumpy.

Once more he peered sharply to left and right, then came in and closed the door. He began to chew.

What rouses you, Mr. Kerrigan? he asked (he was a present-tense addict). Hope it isnt me singing out.

No, I was awake. Did you hear something?

Well  he resumed his seat Im on duty here now quite a while, and this job is kind of monotonous. Maybe I doze off, but certainly I think I hear something  right outside the door.

What like?

Now, thats not so easy. No, sir. It might be a shuffle, like somebody steals along quietly, or it might be somebody fumbles with the door.

It didnt sound like  snapping fingers?

Snapping fingers? Sergeant Rorke stared hard and chewed hard. Why, no. I dont reckon so. Why does anybody snap his fingers?

I dont know, I answered wearily. But you saw nothing?

Not a thing.

I went back to my room. Smith had not been awakened, and I was inclined to believe that Rorke had dreamed the episode. The vicious little marmoset (which, nevertheless, meant so much to me) occupied a commodious cage in Bartons adjoining room and there was nothing to indicate that the animal had been aroused.

My notes engaged my attention for the next few minutes. I was about to take a cigarette, when I paused, my hand suspended over the box.

What was that? I muttered.

I thought I had detected a faint movement in the sitting-room, indefinable, but inexplicable. It translated me magically to an apartment at the Prado. I seemed to hear again the ghostly snapping sound, to see the bloodless body of James Longton. Smith had told me often that in dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu I must control my imagination.

But I opened a drawer, took out my Colt, and slipped it in my pocket.

There was something reassuring in its cool touch, and now I lighted a cigarette. As I dropped the lighter on the desk, I caught my breath and listened intently.

I had heard the sound again…

* * * *

Dismissing the idea that anyone could have been hiding in the rooms since Smith and I had returned, only one other theory seemed to remain  assuming that my overtired senses were not deluding me. I remembered that Rorke had recently opened the front door and had gone out into the corridor. It was possible, just possible, that during that interval someone had crept in.

Certain secret maps and plans, indispensable to our project, according to Barton, were locked in a steel box in Sir Lionels bedroom.

I stepped quickly into the darkened sitting-room and stood there for a while. I could detect no sound. I switched on the lights. The room was empty. Nevertheless, I examined it methodically, but found nothing. I believe I missed no possible hiding-place; and accepting the fact that there was no one in the room but myself, I experienced a swift reaction of contempt. I returned, and once more seated myself at the desk.

These creatures move like shadows… Almost I seemed to hear the crisp voice of Nayland Smith. Anywhere an ape can climb a Negrito can climb.

Had one of Fu-Manchus devilish little brown allies crept into the place in some way?

These devil men were the bearers of the Snapping Fingers, of the loathsome thing that battened on blood. Yet, for all my tremors  and I confess I was fighting down panic  I remained unwilling to disturb Smith unless more concrete evidence presented itself. No sound came from Sergeant Rorke.

I dropped my cigarette in a tray and sat upright, listening.

There it was again…

Footsteps, I was prepared to swear  padding footsteps. Pad, pad, pad  halting, furtive, but unmistakable.

I sprang up and ran to the door. I had left the lights on in the sitting-room.

It was empty.

Yet, as I stood there, my ears convinced me that soft, padding footsteps were actually receding at the further side!

I took myself firmly in hand. Was my imagination indeed playing ghostly tricks? I walked in the direction of the sound, and came to the door which led into the lobby. It was shut, and I paused there for a moment, listening. What I heard determined my next move. Quietly, I opened the door and stepped out.

Sergeant Rorke was fast asleep in his chair.

A short passage led to Smiths quarters; I could see his door from where I stood; and I hesitated. I knew that he must be even more weary than Rorke. What I might have decided to do does not matter now. A decision was forced upon me.

From somewhere behind me came a weird whistling and thrumming  not loud enough to waken the sleeping police officer, but clearly audible to myself. I started wildly, twisted about, my heart leaping, and then recognized the sound. It was the marmoset in its cage! This recognition brought a momentary relief, to be followed by a doubt. What had awakened the animal? I turned back into the sitting-room. Here, the queer, sibilant language of the tiny monkey sounded much louder. The creature was excited.

Crossing to my own apartment, right on the threshold I pulled up sharply.

The communicating door, the door which led to Bartons quarters, was wide open. When I had gone out it had been closed!

Determined, now, that the menace was real, that some clandestine thing, kin of the shadows but a thing physical, which could open doors, which I could shoot, was in the suite, I ran to the dark opening, reached for the switch and turned up the lights.

Perhaps I stood there for as long as thirty seconds, staring, staring into an empty room!

The steel box, with its three locks, remained in its place, untouched. Set on a chest of drawers, opposite, was the big cage which Sir Lionel had bought to accommodate Peko, the Doctors marmoset. And Pekos behaviour was most remarkable.

Wrinkled forehead twitching, wicked teeth exposed, he tore at the wire bars with tiny, eager fingers, pouring out a torrent of angry whistling chatter.

Why?

A door from Bartons room opened directly on to the main corridor: but it was closed. I began to distrust my own judgement. I listened almost eagerly to sounds rising from the city below, sounds of motor horns, of a moving train; sounds which spoke of human activity of a normal kind, of people who did not explore the dark and sometimes evil secrets of nature but were just ordinary human beings.

Resolutely I turned my back on these phenomena which had no visible cause, returned to my room, and mixed myself a stiff drink.

I had left the door open, and even as I set my glass down on the desk, I heard again, but very softly  pad, pad, pad. The marmoset whistled furiously and tore at the bars.

And then I grew terribly afraid  afraid not of this invisible menace, but afraid of myself. I could see again the thoughtful eyes of the Harley Street doctor who had assured me that I must not think of active service for at least six months. I wondered what he had feared; perhaps that the poison in my system might in some way reach my brain.

It was a horrible thought; worse than any physical danger. But even as that dread crossed my mind, and as I raced across and stared into Bartons room, it was dispelled by an unassailable, a physical fact.

I saw that the outer door was wide open. It closed, and I heard the snap of the lock!

Almost hurling myself forward, I re-opened it and sprang out. So precipitate was my action that Sergeant Rorke, who had evidently awakened and had come along the outside corridor, was nearly bowled over!

Go easy, Mr. Kerrigan, he spluttered. Gee! Whats doing?

Quick! its important, sergeant! Did someone come out just ahead of me?

Come out? No, sir. Ill say someone goes in! I wake up  oh. Im asleep all right  and I get a hunch theres another door to these apartments. Seems to be kind of something doing along here. I move right away. I see the door shut just as I step up to it. Then it opens again and you come out like the Gestapos after you.

But you are sure  I grasped his arm that the door opened before I opened it?

He resumed chewing, regarding me stolidly.

That goes in my report Mr. Kerrigan.

Thank God! I whispered. Because, you see, Sergeant Rorke, no one came in. I was just behind the door. And you know that no one came out!

Someone is coming out! a snappy voice announced. Its impossible to sleep through all this chatter!

Turning, I saw Nayland Smith.

Smith! I exclaimed, I did not want to wake you; but something very strange is going on,

So I gather.

Rapidly, in a very gabble of words, I told him of the incident of the padding footsteps, of the remarkable behaviour of the marmoset, and of the opening door.

And Ill say, Rorke interpolated, that nobody comes out.

As you say, Smith murmured thoughtfully, no one comes out.

He stared at me very hard, and in the sudden silence I knew that he was listening.

I shall be glad, he added, when the conference is over, Kerrigan. In New York we are besieged by enemies who fight with strange weapons.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. CHRISTOPHES CHART

I shall be obliged, Sir Lionel, said Mr. Hannessy, if you will tell us now in your own way the circumstances which have led you to believe that you hold a clue to what may prove to be a secret submarine base in the Caribbean. We are told by our Navy  represented here by Commander Ingles  that allowing for underwater craft belonging to belligerent nations, there is still a big surplus around those waters belonging to no nation which so far we have been able to identify. Valuable lives have been lost in trying to plumb the mystery. One  he glanced at Kennard Wood right here in New York, only last night. The credentials borne by Sir Denis Nayland Smith  he nodded in Smiths direction are sufficient proof that your theory has a concrete basis. We are all anxious to hear the facts.

We sat around a long table in our sitting-room. On my right, at one end of the table was Nayland Smith; facing me, Commander Ingles and Kennard Wood; on my left the celebrated Mr. Wilber Ord, expert adviser to the White House on international relations. Facing Wilber Ord, John Hannessy, the speaker, white-haired, fresh-coloured, vigorous, stood for that monument which is sometimes called Republican and sometimes Democratic but which always stands for freedom. From the other end of the table Sir Lionel Barton dominated everybody. The steel box lay before him.

He was in his element. Those dancing blue eyes under shaggy brows told how much he was enjoying himself. He glanced around at everybody, and then:

I might remark, sir, he said, addressing Mr. Hannessy, that the credentials borne by myself are a sufficient proof that my theory has a concrete basis. But I will not stress the point. To be brief. There had been for many years an heirloom in a branch of the Stewart family known as The Stewart Luck. It consisted of a silver-mounted pistol to which a small object was attached by a piece of catgut.

He paused, looking about again from face to face.

The family met with misfortune. I had great difficulty in tracing the survivor  last of the Stewarts of that branch. From her  she is a very old woman  I acquired the Stewart Luck. Opening the steel box, Barton took out an old duelling pistol.

This, he said, with the object attached, is the Stewart Luck. Now, this pistol was almost certainly manufactured in Edinburgh about 181014. The fact is significant. It is fitted with a Forsyth percussion lock, an early example. It was designed, of course, to fire a ball. How it came into the possession of that remarkable character to whom I am about to introduce you, I leave to you, gentlemen, to decide. Myself, I think I know. But this crest was added by a later hand.

He pointed to a crest engraved upon the mouting.

The attached object  a piece of silver resembling a small pencil case  called for my special skill. For a long time it defeated me. Only by identifying the monogram on the pistol was I enabled to grasp the real character of this mysterious object. After many failures, I deciphered the monogram. The monogram mystery solved, my next conclusion was obvious. The small silver object was almost certainly the first conical bullet ever used in the history of arms!

Sir Lionel was warming to his subject. His great voice boomed around the room: he no longer looked at us in stressing his points; he glared.

My discovery was revolutionary. I had satisfied myself that the device, monogram, or crest, embodied a date in Roman numerals. That date was A.D. 1811. Together with the monogram and the silver bullet it was sufficient. This pistol had been the property of Christophe  that great Negro who built the Citadel, perhaps the most majestic fortress in the world; who expelled Napoleons troops; who made of cowering slaves from the interior of Africa prosperous and useful citizens. Yes, gentlemen  Henry Christophe, crowned in 1811 King of Haiti!

No one interrupted. Barton had his audience enthralled.

King Christophe, that noble Negro, at the height of his power was betrayed, deserted; and it is common knowledge that he fired a silver bullet into his own brain!

John Hannessy stared around, nodding in confirmation to the others present.

The first conical bullet in history was fired into the brain of King Christophe by his own hand. He was a negro genius; possibly the bullet was of his own invention, made for him by some skilled workmen brought to Haiti for the purpose. This point of my inquiry reached  what did I ask myself?

I cannot imagine, sir, said John Hannessy in a hushed voice.

The question I asked myself was this:  Why should so many persons  myself included  incur great risk and expense to recover the pistol and the bullet with which King Christophe possibly committed suicide? I replied: A great treasure  jewels, bullion, variously estimated at five to seven million pounds sterling  was hidden by the Negro king during his lifetime, searched for after his death  but never found!

By now I was keyed up as tensely as the others. This strange story was not wholly new to me; but I understood at last the importance of the steel box which Sir Lionel had guarded so jealously from the outset. I was not prepared, however, for what was to follow.

Barton continued: I found myself to be much intrigued by the fragment of catgut which formerly had attached the bullet to the pistol. Catgut is uncommon stuff. It suggested (a) a fiddler; (b) a surgeon

I dont believe, sir, John Hannessy burst in, re catgut, that catgut ligatures were in use circa 1811.

And I dont care a damn, sir! Some later owner may have tied the bullet to the pistol. But I had my clue! You see, I knew that King Christophe had a resident medical attendant  Duncan Stewart, Scots physician.

Good heavens! Smith murmured. You certainly know your own game, Barton.

I knew that he, Dr. Stewart, was probably the last man to see the black king alive. Later, the body was thrown into a pit in the courtyard of Christophes great fortress, the Citadel, on the crest of the mountain. But  he spoke slowly and emphatically, punctuating periods with a bang of his fist on the table before that event took place, Dr. Stewart had extracted the bullet and had seized the pistol, which I suspect to have been his own present to the black king.

We must assume that Dr. Stewart was ignorant of the secret, assume that he retained these gruesome relics for purely sentimental reasons. It remained for me to discover that the historical silver bullet was hollow. I submitted it to a microscopical examination. It was one of the most beautifully made things I have handled  the work of an expert gunsmith. There was a pin in the base. This being removed, it became possible to unscrew the shell  for a shell it was. I extracted a roll of some tough vegetable fibre, no larger than a wooden match.

Nayland Smith was staring hard at Sir Lionel, who had now taken from the steel box a tiny piece of papyrus set under glass. The expression upon Bartons sun-wrinkled, truculent face was ironical.

I should be glad, Mr. Hannessy, he said, if you would examine this and then pass it on.

He handed the fragment to John Hannessy.

A glance was enough. Christophe had had a chart  a minute chart  made of his treasure cave and had hidden it in his own skull at the instant of death!

There was a momentary silence, an awed silence, as Mr. Hannessy passed the chart to Commander Ingles.

It can be read only by aid of a powerful lens, Barton went on; but it shows an enormous cavern, in which the cache is marked by a red cross. Further inquiry  you know something about it, Smith  led to the discovery that this cavern, which has an underwater outlet to the sea, was big enough to hide a battle fleet.

I am prepared to hear, Sir Lionel, said Commander Ingles, studying the chart through a magnifying glass, that you have identified the location of this cave. You know its exact bearings?

Commander Ingles  I know my way there as well as I know my way from my town house (now sold) to my club. And listen, Smith. The passage from da Cunhas manuscript in the British Museum was copied by Dr. Fu-Manchu, in person, so long as a year ago. I have evidence to prove that. But I have beaten him to it this time. Wilton of Drury Lane, the best manuscript faker in Europe, made me a duplicate of Christophes chart. Wiltons duplicate was exact in every particular  except that the treasure cache and the precise bearings of the entrances to the cave from land and sea were slightly altered. It was Wiltons chart that was stolen by Dr. Fu-Manchu. This is the original!

Nayland Smith was tugging at one ear.

Theres your secret submarine base, gentlemen. It will be my privilege to

Whos there? cried Commander Ingles and glanced back over his shoulder.

He had been absorbed in study of the chart. Now, his lens clattered on to the table.

I heard nothing, snapped Nayland Smith.

Nor did I. But, nevertheless, something touched me!

Touched you? Barton began to chuckle. Perhaps it was my story!

I insist that someone bent over my shoulder whilst I was examining the chart.

We all sat perfectly still, listening. Commander Ingles was not a man whose self-possession is easily ruffled, but it was plain to see that he was disturbed.

The ceaseless voice of the city came up to us from the streets far below, dazzling sunshine shone in at the windows. Yet I, my brain working feverishly, became possessed of an uncanny sense that something, some supernormal thing, had joined our council. Then:

Who opened that door? Nayland Smith demanded sharply. Those with their backs to the door indicated turned in a flash. We all looked in that direction.

The door leading to my room was half-open  and, now, the marmoset, in Bartons quarters beyond began to whistle shrilly!

Smith exchanged a swift glance with me and then sprang up. He reached the open door first but I was not far behind him. Everybody was up. As we dashed through to Sir Lionels room I saw at a glance that the outer door, that which led into the hotel corridor, was wide open.

Smith muttered something under his breath and went running out. We came behind in a pack.

The corridor outside was bare from end to end. Neither elevator was moving. Several of the party began to talk at once.

Silence! rapped Smith angrily. I want to listen.

Silence fell, save for the whistling chatter of the monkey, and we all listened.

We all heard it:

Pad, pad, pad…

Soft footsteps were moving along the corridor, far away to the left. But no living thing was visible.

Rush to that staircase, Kerrigan! cried Smith. Bar the way of anything  visible or invisible.

And as I dashed off, a conviction seized my mind that he, too, had grasped the possibility, hitherto incredible, which indeed I had regarded as inadmissible, that some thing  some thing which we could not see, had been amongst us and not for the first time.

I raced headlong to the end of the corridor, trusting to my considerable poundage to sweep anything from my path. However, nothing obstructed me.

Coming to the head of the staircase which forty floors below gave access to the foyer, I stood still breathing heavily and listening.

Smiths snappy orders had followed me in my rush:  

You, Barton  that way. Watch all the doors. If one opens, rush for it. Commander, cover both elevators. Allow no one and nothing to enter, whoever comes out…

Fists clenched, I stood listening.

That sound of padded footsteps was no longer audible. No elevator was moving, and apart from a buzz of excited voices from our party along the passage, I could hear nothing; so that as I stood there the seeming insanity of the thing burst upon me, irresistibly. We were all victims of some illusion, some trick. Its object must have been to get us out of the apartment. As this idea seized me I turned from the head of the staircase and began to run back.

Smith! I shouted, its a ruse! Someone should have stayed in the room.

Dont worry. Smith was standing there on guard. I have stuck here and Bartons door is locked.

But we found no one and heard no one. The shadow had come  and gone.

Completely baffled, we reassembled in the sitting-room and resumed our places about the table. Nayland Smith solemnly deposited before Barton the ancient pistol, the silver bullet and the chart.

You left them behind. I picked them up for safety.

We stared rather blankly at one another for a moment, and then:

It seems to me, gentlemen, said John Hannessy, that the experience which we have just shared calls for a consultation.

Everybody was in tacit agreement with the speaker. Commander Ingles replied in his crisp way:

I give my testimony here and now without hesitation, that something, something palpable, touched my shoulder at the moment that I called out. Something or someone we could not see was in the room at that time. We all know that a door was open which had not been open when this session began. We all know that the communicating doors were closed. And I think I am right  he looked around in saying that we all heard the sound of soft footsteps outside.

He paused suddenly, staring down at some notes on the table before him. His silence was so unexpected, and his expression so strange, that:

Whats wrong? growled Barton, leaning forward. What have you found there?

Commander Ingles looked round from face to face, and I saw that he held a sheet of paper in his hand.

Just this… I will read out what is written here:

FIRST NOTICE

What! snapped Smith, and was on his feet in a moment.

I will repeat: FIRST NOTICE.

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan is aware of the aims of an expedition led by Sir Lionel Barton and Sir Denis Nayland Smith. In view of the fact that the Council is in a position to negotiate with the Government of the United States regarding a matter of first importance, this is a warning, both to the Government of the United States and to Sir Denis Nayland Smith and those associated with him. The mobility of the United States Navy is seriously threatened, but the Council is in a position to nullify the activities both of a certain eastern neighbour and also those of a western power. This is to notify all whom it may concern, that you have two weeks in which to decide. An advertisement in a daily newspaper consisting of the words Negotiate. Washington will receive prompt attention.

President of the Seven.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. ZAZIMA

Better luck today, Kerrigan, said Nayland Smith.

Thanks, I replied. I can do with it.

Cristobal!  I was at last in Cristobal (or more exactly in Colon) where I had confidently expected to meet Ardatha again. Yet for two days and the greater part of one night I had combed the towns and their environs without success. Recollections of how that last conversation with Ardatha had been abruptly terminated, haunted my mind. Had Fu-Manchu detected her in the act of phoning to me  and changed his plans?

The essential clue had been partially lost as the line was disconnected, but at least I knew that news of her was to be had at the shop of someone whose name began with Z. Although Z is comparatively unusual as the index letter of a surname, my quest had led me nowhere.

I sat beside Smith in a cane rocking-chair on the terrace of the hotel. An avenue of mast-like coconut palms stretched away before us to the gate. The hotel was crowded; even at this early hour nearly all the chairs were, occupied. There were elderly men studying guide books, younger men reading newspapers, but looking up whenever a new arrival passed along the terrace: one kindly old lady there was who made a point of conversing with everybody; and there were several very pretty women who all seemed to be travelling alone. The major languages of Europe were represented.

Never in a long government career, said Smith, glancing at a dark-eyed Spanish girl who seemed willing to be talked to, have I met with so many political agents in any one building.

How do you explain it?

I explained it a long time ago when I mentioned the fact that the Panama Canal has two ends. Kennard Wood, as you know, found indisputable evidence pointing to a plot by a certain power to close the Canal at an opportune moment. We sit on a potential front line, Kerrigan. All the advance units are here.

And I spend my time looking for Ardatha!

Why not? She is a most valuable ally. I am concerned about her almost as deeply as you are. A link with the enemy is not lightly to be broken.

Utterly fantastic, Smith, but true, that her safety, her very existence, may depend on the life of that wretched little animal

The Doctors marmoset? Yes, Barton says the creature cannot last much longer unless he can discover something it will consent to eat. As it is reasonable to suppose that Fu-Manchu knows now of our capture, what has puzzled me is the Doctors silence

And our immunity!

That is less surprising. I know from experience that a cessation of hostilities usually follows the delivery of a Si-Fan ultimatum until the date has expired. We may hope for another weeks safety.

Nevertheless, I had suffered wakeful hours, hours when I had lain listening for soft footsteps, for the coming of that Shadow which had been amongst us in New York. And I had known, on many a sleepless night, the dread of The Snapping Fingers.

If I could only find that accursed shop! I exclaimed. I am beginning to despair.

But Smith was plunged in sudden reflection; I doubted if he had heard me. And I was looking about aimlessly at the varied types of humanity represented on the terrace, when he jerked:

Did Ardatha state expressly that Z was to be found in Cristobal?

Why, yes  that is, let me think.

To recall the exact words  to recall almost any words Ardatha had spoken to me since our strange reunion in London  was not difficult.

Smith! I spoke excitedly, I believe I have been wasting precious time. She said that they were setting out for Cristobal, but then added, When you reach Panama!

Thats it! snapped Smith, standing up. Panama! Barton and I have our hands full, as you know, but in any case this is a job you can do better alone. I will notify the Zone police. An officer will meet you. The sooner you start the better, Kerrigan. I suspect that Z is in Panama.

Indeed, I required no urging; ten minutes later I was on my way.

Storage tanks and other anachronisms left behind, my journey swept me straight into the jungle. Through dense shadows of tropical foliage, I could see, with my minds eye, Morgan and his leather-skinned fighting men marching on Panama. Alligators basked in the pools, unfamiliar birds flitted from branch to branch; and I saw here at last a curtain against which the drama of Dr. Fu-Manchu might fitly be played. On this, the Gold Road across the Isthmus, Spaniard and Buccaneer had clashed in many a bloody conflict.

Just beyond the mirror of the waters, beyond festoons of flowering vines, lay hundreds and hundreds of miles of primeval jungle, forest, and mountain, much of it untrodden by a white mans foot; places never yet explored, inhabited by humans, beasts, birds and insects so far unclassified.

When the train (surely one of the strangest under Uncle Sams control) pulled into Panama, I was thinking that somewhere in the secret swamps beyond, Dr. Fu-Manchu had found the horror called the Snapping Fingers.

Sergeant Abdy of the Zone police met me, a man from the Middle West, but leather-skinned and truculent as any that followed Morgan in the days of the Gold Road.

All the stores with phone numbers have been checked up, Mr. Kerrigan. I guess theres not much news for you.

My heart fell.

You mean there are no names beginning with Z?

Just that, except for Zone. But listen  theres the market stalls and the playa on the water front. Weve done some. I broke away to meet you. I plan to explore that section. What I suggest is this: while I do the market  a bit late, now  you do the streets between water front and Central. Theyre full of little stores. Meet me at the Marine Hotel.

Further details were all agreed as we walked along together and Sergeant Abdy gave me my bearings. When we parted, I confess that the size of the job rather staggered me. Only by sheer good luck could I hope to find Z.

But Fate (I often think of the Arabs) has us in leading-strings. Parting from Sergeant Abdy, I set out more or less at random down a crooked, cobbled, narrow street which transported me in spirit to Clovelly in Devonshire. I doubt if I had proceeded twenty paces on my downward path before, on the corner of a shadowy courtyard, I saw above a shop, which appeared to be even more ancient than its neighbours, the name

I pulled up sharply, my pulse beating faster. Through a dirty, narrow-paned window I stared at some of the queerest objects ever assembled. There were two Voodoo masks of repellent appearance, some fragments of antique pottery, and a piece of grotesque mural decoration which might have come from a Yucatan temple. I saw a leather bowl filled with tarnished coins, backed by a partly unrolled Chinese carpet, which even my unpractised eye told me to be almost priceless. There were two cracked and battered tea chests, a number of lopsided and primitive wine bottles. But set right in front of the window, so that it was no more than an inch removed from the dirty glass, was the strangest exhibit of all.

It was a human head.

The head was that of a bearded old man, reduced by the mysterious art of Peruvian head-hunters to a size no greater than that of an average orange. The shrivelled features still retained the personality of the living man. One expected him at any moment to open those sunken lids, and to look out with tiny, curious eyes upon a giant world.

This repellent thing was mounted and set in a carved mahogany box, having a perfectly-fitting glass cover resembling a clock case. And as I stared at the ghastly relic, for my inspection of the window of Zazima had occupied only a matter of seconds, I became aware that from the black shadows of the shop beyond someone was watching me.

The face of the one who watched was so like that in the mahogany box, magnified, that horror touched me and I know that I bent forward and peered more closely into those dim shadows.

Faintly I could discern a bent old man sitting upon cushions piled upon a high-backed wooden chair. He wore a robe or dressing-gown. And as I peered in over the shrivelled head in the window, a thin hand was raised. I was invited to enter.

I opened the door of the shop. A bell jangled as I did so, and from an ancient church somewhere farther down the street a clock chimed the half hour.

Immediately, as the door closed behind me, I became aware of an indescribably fusty atmosphere. I had stepped out of the Panama of today into a crypt in which were preserved age-old memories of the Panama which had seen rack, death by fire, Spanish swords countering English; or into an even earlier Panama worshipping strange gods, a city unknown to the Inquisition or to the England of Francis Drake.

It seemed at first glance that the bulk of Zazimas offerings were displayed in the window. There were some carpets on the walls and some faded charts and prints. A few odds and ends lay about the untidy place. But it was upon the face of the proprietor, for such I assumed the old man in the high-backed chair to be, that my attention was focused.

He was, as I have indicated, yellow and wrinkled, with fragments of scanty hair and beard clinging, colourless, to the parchment of his skin. He sat cross-legged upon the cushions, and for one moment, looking into his sunken eyes, a vague apprehension touched me. I had met a strangely penetrating glance. When I spoke I was staring over his head.

You have some attractive wares for sale.

I glanced back at him. He was nodding, and I saw now that he held a common clay pipe in his left hand, and that the peculiar odour of the place was directly traceable to the tobacco he was smoking.

Yes, yes! he thrust the stem of the pipe into an apparently toothless mouth. As you say. But business is very slack, Mr. Kerrigan.

I dont know if it was the perfect English in which he addressed me, or his knowledge of my name that more greatly surprised me; but I can state with certainty that his confirmation of my hopes that here indeed was a link with Ardatha made my heart beat even faster than it was already beating.

Why do you call me Mr. Kerrigan?

Because that is your name. He smiled with a sort of naïve cunning. Of course, I was expecting you.

But how did you know me?

By three things. The first: your appearance, of which I had been advised; the second: your behaviour. Those two things, conjoined to the third, assured me of your identity.

And what was the third?

I could see your heart beating under your coat when you looked up and read the name Zazima.

Indeed?

Without the clay pipe, the aged philosopher might have been the immortal Barber of Baghdad.

Yes, it is true. I cannot think why you have been so long in coming.

How was I to know you were in Panama? I have been searching in Colon and Cristobal.

But why in Cristobal? I, Zazima, have been here in Panama for forty years.

This I did not know.

I was beginning now to wonder about the nationality of Zazima, and I decided that he was some kind of Asiatic, certainly a man of culture. Behind him, on the wall, hung a piece of Moorish tapestry, faded, worn, but from a collectors point of view, probably of great value; and I saw Zazima as an Eastern oracle, sitting there, cross-legged, inscrutable.

He removed the clay pipe from his shrunken lips, and: Recite to me the message which the lady delivered, he said, since here is some mystery. I know you bear it in your memory, for I have lived and loved myself.

Doubtful, always suspecting treachery, for if I had learned anything during my association with Nayland Smith it had been that the power of the Si-Fan was everywhere, I hesitated. I have had occasion before to refer to a sort of lowering of temperature, a sense of sudden chill, which subconsciously advised me of the presence of Fu-Manchu. I knew others who had shared this experience. And as I stood there, watching the strange old man in the high-backed chair, I became aware of just that sensation.

No doubt I betrayed myself: for Zazima spoke again. He spoke gently, as one who seeks to soothe a nervous child.

Those who oppose the Master fight with the elements. You are in no danger. If you are sensible in this, my humble shop, of a greater presence, have no fear. Beneath my roof you are safe. Danger is to the lady you love. Tell me, if you please, what message she sent to you.

A moment more I hesitated, and then:

She told me, I said, that I should have news of her at the shop of Za  . There, her words were cut off.

I watched Zazima closely. His sunken eyes were closed; he seemed to be in a state of contemplation. I decided that the Moorish tapestry covered a doorway. But presently those piercing eyes regarded me again.

We who work for the Master, work unafraid. The ladys message, Mr. Kerrigan, should have run at the shop of Zazima in Panama: look for the head in the window. I sorrow to learn that you have sought in vain. However, it is not too late.

Quick, tell me  my hand shot out in supplication where is she? Where can I find her?

It is not for me to answer, Mr. Kerrigan.

He alighted from the chair. I cannot state that he stood up  for I realized at this moment that he was a dwarf. Clay pipe in hand he passed me, crossed to the window, pulled aside the folds of the Chinese carpet, and straining forward reached the box which contained the shrivelled head. With this he returned.

It is twenty dollars, he said; which is a stupid price.

But  I shrank back I dont want the thing!

The ladys message should have concluded with these words: Look for the head in the window. Buy it!

I stared down at him suspiciously. Was I becoming involved in a cunning web spread by Dr. Fu-Manchu? For of the fact that the Chinese Doctor, if not present in person, dominated this scene I was convinced. Yet  for now I was cool enough  I saw that I must trust Zazima. Ardatha had asked me to seek him out. Dark, sunken eyes watched me; and I thought that there was an appeal in them.

As you say, it is a stupid price.

I handed twenty dollars to Zazima, and he surrendered to me my strange purchase.

Have you nothing else to tell me?

Nothing. I have sold you the head. A great Chinese philosopher has written: When the cash is paid words cannot restore it. The matter is concluded.

I turned to go. Zazima had reseated himself on the high-backed chair.

Do not open the box, he added softly, until you are alone.

And he seemed to speak as one who is prompted.


CHAPTER NINETEEN. FLAMMARIO THE DANCER

As I sat outside a café which Sergeant Abdy had recommended to me, I was far from easy in my mind. Having first wrapped my strange possession in a newspaper, I had bought a cheap attaché case which now stood on the table before me; it contained the shrivelled head. A halt for refreshment had proved to be imperative, and in any case I had to wait for a train. My luncheon dispatched, I lingered over an iced drink.

It was cool beneath the awning. Before me rose ranks of royal palms seeming to mount guard along the tiled paths. Coloured boys had given up pestering me to have my shoes cleaned, to buy post-cards, tickets for bull-fights, and other things which I didnt want. Dark-eyed señoritas transported me in spirit to Spain as they moved on jutting iron balconies of ancient stone houses. Coches rattled lazily along the cobbled streets. It was pleasantly hot and the sky looked unreally blue.

But I had much to think about.

I could not fail to remember that the most delicate operation in the murders due to the Snapping Fingers was that of introducing the unknown agent of death. Suppose (I argued) I carry in the mahogany box such an agent; suppose I am being used, cunningly, to destroy my friends and myself!

It was not outside the bounds of possibility. In Zazimas shop I had been acutely aware of a hidden presence. Against this was the indisputable fact that Ardatha had directed me to go there  that I had been expected.

Ardatha! What had my journey availed? I knew no more than I had known before I had set my eyes on the strange dwarf called Zazima. And there was something else. As I had come out into the cobbled, sloping street, carrying my purchase, an idea had been strong upon me that I was watched  not by someone inside the shop, but by someone outside, that this person was following me at a distance. So strong did this conviction become that as I turned into Sixth Street I paused for a moment and then turned back.

I almost fell over a slim, sallow-faced man who was on the point of rounding the corner!

Muttering an apology, he hurried on; but his appearance had set me a problem. Where had I seen that sallow face before? A wide-brimmed hat had somewhat obscured his features, but nevertheless I knew that this was not the first time I had seen him.

Abstractly selecting a cigarette from my case, I watched a coche which slowly approached, hood up, for the noonday sun was hot. In any more objective mood I might well have failed to note the passenger; but now his sallow features imprinted themselves upon my passive brain with medal-like accuracy. He had removed the wide-brimmed hat and lay back in the shadow of the hood; but I knew him, knew him for a spy  for the man who had followed me as I left Zazimas shop.

More, that fugitive memory was trapped. He was the man who had been with Ardatha in the foyer of the Regal Athenian!

The carriage clattered past at some little distance from the café, and turned into a side street just beyond an ancient church whose huge iron-studded doors probably dated back to the days when Drake met the Spaniards in Nombre de Dios Bay.

I was closely covered. What was the purpose of this espionage?

The link with Ardatha was established; its implications horrified me. My anxiety to examine the head grew so intense that for a moment I thought of hiring a room in the restaurant merely for that purpose.

Sergeant Abdys reappearance induced wiser councils. He dropped down on a chair facing me.

Checked up on Zazima, he reported. Nothing against him. He has contacts in the Chinese quarter, and its suspected some of his stock is stolen and the rest smuggled. If so, hes clever. But hes never given any trouble…

* * * *

Both Nayland Smith and Sir Lionel were out when I returned, but Smith had left a message which read:

Back for late dinner. Dont go out until I join you.

I passed through the foyer with its arcades and lighted show cases, and for all my distracted frame of mind could not fail to notice that I was an object of interest to a number of visitors lounging about in a seemingly aimless fashion. Indeed, it did not call for a newspaper training to see, as Smith had seen, that Colon was a hotbed of foreign agents, each watching the other, but all bent upon some common purpose.

What was the purpose?

I wondered if this gateway of a sea lane which joined two oceans was normally beset spies. That remark of Smiths, The Panama Canal has two ends, recurred to me again and again.

One graceful brunette seemed bent on making my acquaintance: she was tall, slender, but despite her light brown skin, the colour of which might have been due to sun-bathing, she had that swaying carriage which betrays African ancestry. Her brilliant amber eyes, shaded by long curling lashes, fixed upon me, she conveyed so frank an invitation that I found it embarrassing. As I stepped into the elevator:

Who is that dark girl? I asked the man.

Oh, thats Flammario, the dancer from the Passion Fruit Tree.

Does she live here?

No, sir; and if you think shes man-hunting  youre wrong. Did you check up on the emeralds? That girl is a good little business woman. I guess she owns about half the town.

This information made Flammarios behaviour even more hard to understand. But by the time that I reached the apartment, I had dismissed her from my mind: someone else occupied it exclusively.

I set the carved wooden box on the table in the sitting-room and stared through the glass at that dreadful exhibit.

Who had he been, this old man who had met death by decapitation? What tragedy of the Peruvian woods was locked up in my strange possession, and, paramount thought, why had Zazima forced the thing upon me?

The idea that this fragment of dreadful mortality formed a link with Ardatha was one I was anxious to dispel; yet I clung to it. Lighting a cigarette, I considered the relic, and suddenly an idea occurred to me. I wondered that it had not occurred to me before.

The reason for so roundabout a method was not clear, but Zazima may have known himself to be spied upon. That someone else had been concealed at the back of his shop I had felt quite certain, some servant of Fu-Manchu  possibly the Doctor himself. I must suppose that the hidden watcher had good reason for remaining hidden. The answer to the problem must be that vital information of some sort was hidden in the box!

I anticipated no difficulty in opening it; the front was secured by a catch similar to that of a clock face. Yet, I hesitated; I loathed the idea of touching that little shrivelled head mounted upon a block of some hard black wood. I peered in through the glass, expecting to find a note there. But I could see nothing. The box was decorated with carving, some kind of native work, and I thought it possible, noting the thickness of the wood, that part of the base might conceal a secret drawer. Another possibility was that the head was hollow; that if I took it out I should find something hidden inside.

Conquering revulsion, I was about to open the glass front and examine that shrivelled fragment of a long-dead man when abruptly I desisted.

I had heard a rap, short but imperative, at the outer door!

Hastily I placed the shrivelled head with its mahogany casket in a bureau. I was anxious that none of the staff should see it: I mistrusted everyone where Dr. Fu-Manchu was concerned. As I locked the bureau and slipped the key into my pocket, the rapping on the outer door was repeated, this time more insistently. I thought it might be Barton, but I could not imagine why he did not ring the bell.

Swift dusk was falling; and as I opened the door the lights in the passage outside had not yet been switched up.

A woman stood here.

Because of the darkness, because she was graceful and slender, a pang of joy stabbed me. For a moment I thought… Ardatha. Then, the visitor spoke:

I have come because I want to help you  I must speak to you.

It was Flammario the dancer!

* * * *

Brilliant amber eyes looked into mine; they were beautiful; but their beauty was of the jungle.

Please, no, do not turn up the light. I promise you, I declare to you, that I am here to be of help. It is that your interests are mine. I know that you  look for someone.

She preceded me into the rapidly-darkening room, for dusk falls swiftly in the Tropics, and seated herself in an armchair, not far from the door. Her movements had a wild animal grace, which might have been a product of her profession or have been hereditary. She was very magnetic; an oddly disturbing figure. I was far from trusting her. And now (she had a velvety, caressing voice): Will you please promise me something? she asked.

What is it?

There are two other ways out of here. Is  it true?

Yes.

If Sir Denis Nayland Smith comes, or Sir Lionel Barton, will you help me escape?

I hesitated. My thirst for knowledge, knowledge that might lead me to Ardatha, prompted me to accept almost any terms, and Flammario had said, I know that you look for someone. Yet I distrusted her. I suspected her to be a servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu, an instrument, a mouthpiece; otherwise from what source had she gained her knowledge of my companions? But my longing for news of Ardatha tipped the balance.

Yes, I will do my best. But why are you afraid of them; and how do you come to know their names?

I had a friend  he is now my enemy  the huskily musical voice came to me from a shadowy figure. He, my friend, is a member of a secret society called the Si-Fan. You know it, eh?

Yes. I know it.

He told me much about it  far more than he should have told to anyone. And because I seem to know about the Si-Fan, I think that those others might

Might hold you as a suspect? I suggested.

Yes. The word came in a whisper. It would not be fair. And so  she had the quaintest accent will you promise me that I am not arrested?

A moment longer I hesitated, and then:

Yes, I said.

She laughed softly, a trilling, musical laugh.

You Englishmen are so sweet to women  so are American men. It is foolish; but sometimes it pays.

She was now a dim shape in the armchair.

You mean until we have been tricked we expect women to play the game?

Yes, perhaps that is it But I have something to ask you and something to tell you, and the time is short. First you look for a girl called Ardatha?

Yes!

And you believe that she is with Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Of course

She is not.

What do you say?

She is with  my friend. Please let me go on. The name of this dear friend of mine is Lou Cabot. He is part owner of The Passion Fruit Tree where I am hostess. He is also the chief agent of the Si-Fan in the Canal Zone. He was sent to New York to bring Ardatha here

Is he a sallow-faced fellow? I broke in savagely, for I was thinking of the man I had seen with Ardatha in the Regal Athenian  the man of Panama. Greasy black hair and semi side-whiskers?

He might look so, to you; but please listen. The Society, the Si-Fan, is split into two parts; there is a conspiracy against the President, and Lou is of those who plan his ruin. A dangerous game, I told him  and so he will find it! So far so good. But now, if you please, because he is so sure of himself, he has taken her away.

What!

Please, be patient: she may not have fought so hard; Lou has a charm for women

Enough of that! I said sharply.

Flammario glided to my side, threw one arm round me and rested her head on my shoulder.

I am a woman, she whispered. Perhaps I know better than you when a man is fascinating to women. I do not think, myself, that her heart has changed about you. But I know  how well I know  that mine has changed! Listen again; my friend has wounded my pride. I know him, now, for a vain fool. He will surely die when the plot is known

Yes, but

Yes, but I wish to see him die! She laughed; it was musical but demoniacal laughter. And if I can show you these two together I am sure that you will kill him…

Flammario was undeniably beautiful in an exotic way; but as she pronounced those last words I thought of a puma, a sleek, satiny, lithe, dangerous beast.

I assure you I shall do my best! But where is she? Where is she?

I think I know. Later tonight I shall be sure.

Then  quickly: what am I to do?

She drew away from me. It was now nearly quite dark, and she appeared as a phantom.

I will tell you  for someone must be here soon. You will make your friends promise  about me; and then, be at the Passion Fruit tonight before twelve oclock. You must be prepared to act

How? Tell me!

I heard the elevator stop at our floor, heard the gate clang. I saw the phantom figure of Flammario drawn swiftly upright. Quick! Which is the better way?

I hesitated.

You promised  I trusted you. You can say I was here, but first let me go!

This way.

I led her through to Bartons room and opened the outer door.

Tonight, before twelve  I shall expect you…


CHAPTER TWENTY. THE SHRIVELLED HEAD

As I closed the door after Flammario, footsteps passed by outside. Whoever had come up in the elevator was not bound for our apartment. In a few more precious moments I might have learned so much; but now it was too late. Ardatha in the hands of the sleek, sallow scoundrel I had seen in Panama! The mere idea made my blood boil. In some way I regarded the Chinese doctor as one might have regarded a disembodied spirit, although a spirit of evil; a sexless supermortal. But Lou Cabot! Could it be true?

Switching up the light, I turned and looked at a large cage which stood on a side-table. Its occupant lay in the sleeping-box, only a tiny, grey-whiskered head drooping disconsolately out. I saw a bowl of food, untouched, upon the sanded floor. Peko the marmoset was near his end.

I approached the bars, staring in anxiously. Wicked little eyes regarded me, teeth were bared; and there was a faint whistling chatter. Peko might be moribund, but he could still hate all humanity. I returned to the sitting-room, lighted up, and took out the head in its mahogany box.

Shrivelled, hideous thing it was; and upon it (as again overcoming my revulsion, I studied it more closely) there still rested the shadow of a distant agony. Was this no more than a trap? Why should I trust Zazima? Yet, because the fate of Ardatha meant more to me  nor do I deny it  than the success or failure of the expedition upon which I was engaged, I knew that I was prepared to believe in his sincerity, prepared to believe Flammario. I was mad with apprehension.

Opening the case, I peered inside eagerly. I could see nothing concealed there. Perhaps I must remove the head; perhaps some message was hidden in the shrivelled skull itself. But as I held the box by its carved and crudely-coloured base, I made a discovery which induced an even greater excitement. One of the painted knobs moved slightly.

I was about to attempt to pull it from its place when the head began to speak!

When I say that it began to speak, I do not mean that any movement of those wasted features became perceptible; I mean that a low, obscene whispering proceeded from it.

I all but dropped the box. I was appalled. I think that any man must have been appalled. But I set it on the table. Then, as that high sibilance continued, I clenched my fists and forced myself to listen.

So it befell  so it befell… The whispering was in English! I was called  Ica… Chief was I of all the Quechua of Callao. But the Jibaros came; my women were taken; my house was fired, my head struck off. We were peaceful folk. But the head-hunters swept down upon us. Thought still lived in my skull, even when it was packed with burning sand. My brain boiled, yet I knew that I was Ica, chief of the Quechua of Callao…

The uncanny whisper died away. I stood there rigidly, staring at the head, when again a voice spoke from the box;

Such is the brief obituary of Ica, chief of the Callao Quechuas.

And this was the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

If I address Mr. Bart Kerrigan, it continued, be good enough to press the red indicator on the right of the box, once.

A sort of icy coolness which, in my case, sometimes takes the place of panic, came now to my aid. Bending forward I pressed the red knob which I had already discovered.

The grotesque character of the receiving-set before you, that high distant voice resumed, was designed for a special purpose. It is otherwise similar to the example which Sir Denis deposited in Scotland Yard Museum rather more than a year ago, but which is no longer of any use. Listen attentively. If Sir Denis or anyone else join you, press the blue indicator on the left of the box. The safety of Ardatha depends upon your obedience.

Almost, I ceased to breathe.

What I have to say must be said briefly; it is for you to employ it to good purpose. Your Western world is locked in a stupid clash of arms. You have created a situation resembling those traffic blocks which once were a feature of London. The shadow of Russia, that deformed colossus, frightens the children of Europe, none more so than the deluded Germans; but since one cannot wield the sword at the same time as one guides the ploughshare, nations far distant tremble for their trade. This is where East meets West. The more equally the scales be weighted, the more certainly a decimal of a gramme added to one of them must tip it.

The voice ceased; I feared that that which I most particularly wanted to hear was to be denied to me, but:

I hold such a decimal of a gramme in my hand, the cold guttural voice continued. That dangerous meddler, Sir Lionel Barton, dreamed of outwitting me. He failed. Mention to him that Haiti, and not Panama, is the home of The Snapping Fingers. He captured Peko, the marmoset who shares all my secrets, including that of longevity. You are unaware of the fact, but I have twice attempted to recover him, and twice have been unsuccessful. In holding Peko I confess that you hold my heartstrings. In the wooden base upon which the head of Ica is mounted, you will find a small phial containing a heavy liquid resembling Chartreuse. Press the red indicator twice, when you have found it.

Without hesitation (I wondered if anyone had ever disobeyed Dr. Fu-Manchu) I removed the shrivelled head, the base of which I found to be fixed in two grooves so that it could be pulled out from the box. I inverted it and saw that there was a sliding lid. Inside the cavity lay a phial and a tiny tortoiseshell snuff-box packed in cotton wool.

I reclosed this strange casket, replaced the head and followed instructions.

You have in your hand, the imperious voice responded, that which means the life not merely of an animal. One minim, no more, is to be added to one gill of fresh goats milk. This must be given to the marmoset at once. Afterwards, the milk once daily, with the liqueur only on every third day. An added fragment of the powder in the snuff-box will induce him to eat any suitable food. Press the red indicator once if you understand; otherwise, twice.

When I had signified that I understood:

See that Peko lives, the distant voice went on. I am prepared to exchange Ardatha for Peko  when I have recovered Ardatha. There is a schism in our ancient ranks; a usurper seeks to be President, one who believes that the Nazi blunderers who have recently approached me can be used to our advantage. Here, in acting for yourself you act also for me. There is a creature called Lou Cabot who has joined my enemies. So far, he has escaped me. He is hiding in Colon. Ardatha is with him. You have Sir Denis and the Zone Police; I have my own methods. Seek for this reptile. If you should chance to kill him it would save me trouble.

Again the voice ceased. I was in a state of intense nervous tension, but at last;

Find Cabot, the voice added, now faintly and from far away. Delay may be dangerous… Take care of Peko… I will restore…

The voice ceased entirely.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. CONCERNING LOU CABOT

It will be interesting to learn, said Nayland Smith, whether the Zone Police, Dr. Fu-Manchu or a jealous woman first discovers the whereabouts of this man Lou Cabot. However well hidden he may be, I may add that I do not envy Lou Cabot.

The hour grew late, and with every moment that passed my impatience grew hotter. Somewhere, perhaps within call of the balcony outside our windows, Ardatha was imprisoned at the mercy of the sallow-faced, sleek-eyed scoundrel who had tracked me in Panama! Smith relighted his pipe, shooting a quick glance in my direction.

I do not necessarily believe the woman Flammario, he added, puffing vigorously.

What could her object be?

Assuming it to be revenge  and your description depicts a woman whom it would be unwise to offend  it does not necessarily follow that her construction of the situation is the correct one. What I find hard to believe is this: that a member of the Si-Fan, presumably a senior official and therefore one well acquainted with their methods and efficiency, should, for a mere infatuation, invite the terrible penalties which must follow.

I see your point, I replied miserably; but if there is any truth at all in Flammarios story what other explanation can there be?

One which occurred to me immediately, snapped Smith. You had it from Fu-Manchu himself. In one respect the Doctor stands unique amongst all the villains I have known; he never lies. Civil war has broken out in the ancient order of the Si-Fan: the man Cabot has joined the rebels. This, Flammario told you. I assume that Cabot is acting under the orders of the opposition leader.

You mean that his interest in Ardatha is not personal, as Flammario thinks?

I mean just that. She, as a woman, would naturally think otherwise. Ardatha is in some way useful to the rebel members, and so they are endeavouring to smuggle her away. This is not the first time, Kerrigan, that strife has broken out in the Council of Seven. The last rebel who endeavoured to assume control of that vast organization

He ceased speaking and began to pace up and down restlessly.

Yes? I prompted.

A train of thought, Kerrigan  possibly an inspiration.

He was still promenading, plunged in a brown study, when the door opened and Barton came in.

Fu-Manchu is undeniably a wizard physician, Sir Lionel declared. Treatment prescribed seems to have taken years off that beastly little marmoset. It is now as full of fight as a bulldog.

I am glad, I said, and spoke with sincerity. I was afraid we were going to lose the thing.

Any more messages from the Talking Head? he inquired in his loud, facetious way.

No. Smith suddenly emerged from some maze of speculation in which he had been lost. We have tried pressing the red control, and as you see the door of the box is open.

I am prepared to believe that it is a receiving-set and not some kind of hypnotic machine, growled Barton, when I have actually heard it for myself. It isnt connected up in any way: its just an empty box  except, of course, for the shrivelled head.

No doubt I should be as sceptical as you, Smith admitted, if I had not had previous experience of this amazing apparatus. The head, of course, has nothing to do with the matter. Fu-Manchu lacks a true sense of humour; but he has a strong sense of the baroque. Some time when you are in London and have an hour to spare, I must take you along to Scotland Yard Museum. One of these receivers is there. European experts have overhauled the mechanism and have unanimously declared it to be without equipment for receiving and transmitting sound waves  yet it did, as Kerrigan can testify. My dear Barton, Dr. Fu-Manchu is many generations ahead of others in nearly all the sciences. I have never been able to make you understand that he has at his disposal many first class brains other than his own.

The facts of that zombie business are not too clear to me, either, I confessed.

If, as I suspect, said Smith rapidly, Haiti or its neighbourhood prove to be the Doctors new headquarters, it is possible, Kerrigan, that you may learn more of this matter in the near future.

His gaze became abstracted again.

What were you thinking about, Smith, I asked eagerly, with regard to the internal troubles of the Si-Fan?

I was thinking, he replied, and spoke with unwonted slowness, of the woman feared by the whole of the Negro population of Haiti, the woman known as Queen Mamaloi.

There has been a thorough check-up on this man Cabot, said Beecher of the Zone Police. Captain Jacob Beecher was tall, had a square frame and a square face. He looked efficiently dangerous. We have a considerable dossier Cabot already. In fact, at one time there was a movement to throw him out of the area.

What for? asked Smith.

Well, in that gin cellar of his hes sitting pretty to pick up information, and it was thought  but it couldnt be proved  that he was Fifth Column man for one of the dictator teams. Personally, I still think he is. He has a lot of money and substantial interests around Panama; but although The Passion Fruit Tree is a dividend-maker, I dont believe all his money comes from there.

Where does this bird roost? asked Barton.

Well, sir, he has Ritzy quarters right on the premises, and I guess the villa where Flammario lives (shes his partner) is Lous property, anyway.

But, I asked, where is he now? Have you any information on that point?

No, sir. We know he went to New York beginning of last week, and theres some evidence that he came back two or three days ago. But he hasnt been seen in The Passion Fruit or in any of his usual haunts. One thing is fairly certain: his girl friend has soured on him.

You are sure of this? snapped Smith.

Certain. Some of my boys who keep an eye on the place  its right enough in its way, but at times theyve sailed pretty close to the rocks  report that theres another dame in the case. Flammario is out for murder. He looked about with his cold, unwinking eyes. I may add, gentlemen, that although we have never had that pretty on the books, its known that she doesnt stick at trifles.

Is the man an American Citizen? I asked.

Yes, they are both Americans by adoption. Makes it kind of difficult, you see. But whatever the truth may be about Cabot, I have always held that the woman has nothing to do with his political work  if he is really engaged on political work.

Have you ever heard of a society known as the Si-Fan? asked Smith.

Sure. One of the Chinese Tongs, isnt it? When I was in the Philippines I came across them once in a while, but, except maybe in the Chinese quarter, I dont think they figure in the Canal Zone.

Indeed! murmured Smith. But I assume you have had no occasion to pursue such an inquiry?

None whatever  how would I? It isnt the Chinese we worry about around here…

Nor is the Si-Fan exclusively Chinese, said Smith. But since you can give me no information on this point, we will not pursue it. Let us make our plans for the evening.

My plans are made, said Barton. Weve been taking chances here. What about the charts? The steel box is in the hotel safe. What about damned monkey? One of us has always got to be in this apartment until we leave. I dont like missing the fun  but Ill stay on guard tonight.

As you wish, Barton, said Smith. I entirely agree with you. And now Captain Beecher, the position is this: we have to find Lou Cabot, and this woman Flammario has undertaken to tell us tonight where he is hiding.

If anyone can find out, she can, murmured the police officer. The Passion Fruit scouts know every sewer in the town.

Very well. Mr. Kerrigan and I propose to go along there immediately. Is the place a restaurant, a cabaret or a club?

All three, was the reply, and plenty expensive. Theres a cover charge of five dollars a head, paid as you go in, whether you want supper or not. If you like, Ill come along with you. But I rather thought of standing by, with a few of the boys, in case any quick action should be called for.

That would be best, said Smith. Merely give me full particulars regarding the place, and be somewhere within sight of the entrance if I should want you.

All ready, said Police Captain Beecher. As the idea is to get in touch with Flammario I suggest, when you go in, that you sit at a table outside the bar  the balcony, see. Dont go down on to the dance floor. The bar opens right out of the lobby. If you want to leave in a hurry, thats the best place. One of my boys who knows you by sight will be right outside. Maybe Ill come, too.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. THE PASSION FRUIT TREE

I cannot vouch for the accuracy of my notes regarding The Passion Fruit Tree. The bare idea of Ardatha being in the power of the man Lou Cabot, of whose private life I had heard much before our arrival, had made me long to have my fingers around his throat. The primary appeal of the resort was to tourists. That puritan spirit which governs the Canal Zone disapproved of the impression which might be carried away by visitors to The Passion Fruit, which twice had been closed and twice reopened again under ostensibly new management.

It did not present a dazzling façade to the world; merely a shadowy doorway above which in illuminated letters appeared the words The Passion Fruit Tree. A cloudless sky thickly studded with stars dimmed the glamour of the appeal. It was a hot, still night, and a murderous pulse was beating in my temples.

On entering I discovered the lobby to be painted with murals representing jungle scenes, and from a reception office trellised with flowering vines a shrewd-looking old coloured woman peered out. A powerful mulatto in uniform was in attendance, and everywhere one saw pictures of Flammario. We paid the extortionate entrance fee and walked through to the bar. The strains of a dance band reached my ears, and now I saw that one side of the bar opened upon a balcony which overlooked the dance-floor.

Subdued lighting prevailed throughout, as did the jungle scheme of decoration. I was dimly aware of the presence of people at tables on the balcony, but Smith and I alone sat at the bar over which a coloured attendant presided. When he had ordered drinks:

I am naturally suspicious, said Smith in a low voice, when we are dealing with the Si-Fan. Even now I am not satisfied that this may not be a trap of some kind.

But, Smith, no attempt is likely to be made here!

I was thinking more particularly of Barton and of Ardatha.

Our drinks were served, he paid the man, and the latter walked to a chair at one end of the bar.

Regarding Barton, I see what you mean. It might be an elaborate plan to split up the party?

Smith nodded.

But, he added, Barton is an old campaigner and as we know, very well capable of taking care of himself. Furthermore, although I have not notified him of the fact, there is a police officer on duty outside our apartment tonight.

But Ardatha?

I am disposed to think  he spoke in a very low voice that she is actually in Colon. All this may be a red herring designed to get us out of the way whilst she is smuggled elsewhere. But in the circumstances we can do nothing but wait for some sign from this woman Flammario.

I still believe, said I, that she is sincere.

Possibly, Smith replied. At least in her passionate hatred of Cabot. Let us hope so. He glanced at his watch. Three minutes to midnight. Suppose we go in and survey the scene.

We went out on to the balcony, a place heavy with tobacco smoke and a reek of stale perfume. There were three men at an end table and two women at another. The women were obviously dancing partners. They were smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee: after a momentary professional glance in our direction, they resumed a bored conversation. The men, I thought, looked harmless enough; probably passengers from a ship passing through the Canal, out visiting the high spots of Colon. We looked down at the dancing-floor.

An orchestra concealed under the balcony was serving out swing music, pianissimo and at a very slow tempo. Only three pairs were dancing, and these also bore unmistakable evidence of being passengers ashore for the night. There were supper tables set along a sort of arcade on the left of the floor, but not more than half were occupied. Except for the persistent jungle note, it was a scene which had its duplicate in almost any city in the world. A hot irritation possessed me.

Smith, I said, this somnolent booze-shop is going to get on my nerves. Whenever I think what we are up against  of the fate of Ardatha  this awful inactivity drives me mad.

The calm before the storm, he answered, in a low voice. Observe the two men at a supper table right at the other end; the table with the extinguished lamp.

I looked in the direction indicated. Two stocky Asiatics, whose evening clothes could not disguise their tremendously powerful torsos, were seated there. Slit-like eyes betrayed no indication of where or at whom they were looking. But although individually I had never seen the men before, they were of a type with which I had become painfully familiar in the past.

Good God, Smith! I exclaimed. Surely a pair of Fu-Manchus thugs.

Certainly.

Then you were right  it is a trap. They are waiting for us!

Somehow, I dont think so, he replied. I regard their presence as distinctly encouraging. In my opinion they are waiting for Lou Cabot. Our night will not be a dull one, Kerrigan.

* * * *

The band ceased, the dancers returned to their places.

All the lights went out and then a drum began to beat with all the rhythm of a darabukkeh. A lime, directed through a trap in the roof, shone across the empty floor and upon the figure of Flammario.

Her costume did not interfere in any way with appreciation of her beauty, and as she stood there for a moment motionless, none could have denied that the gods had endowed her with a splendid form. Her brilliant eyes were raised to the balcony, and although I doubted if she could see because of the beam of light, I was convinced that she was looking for us.

To the drum beat was added a monotonous reed melody, and Flammario began to dance. It was one of those African dances which, for my part, I regard as definitely unpleasant, but judging from the rapt silence of a now invisible audience I may have been in the minority. She moved languorously along the edge of the arcade where the supper tables were set, until at last she was directly beneath us. There for a moment she paused, raised her eyes, and:

Yes! she said.

The deep-toned, slightly hoarse voice was clearly audible above the throb of the music, and into that one word Flammario had injected triumph  and a barbaric hatred. As she continued her dance, proceeding now towards the entrance through which she had made her appearance, Smith bent to my ear.

She has found him! The woman wins. There is not a moment to waste if we are to get there ahead of Fu-Manchus thugs. Now to establish contact.

To a frenzied crescendo the dancer finished. She stood for a moment arms upraised and then stepped back into the shadow behind the limelight. Smith and I were up, tense, ready for action. But the almost complete darkness remained unbroken, and as we waited Flammario reappeared, wearing a silk wrap. She acknowledged the applause of her audience. Again she retired, and as the lights sprang up, instinctively I stared in the direction of the end supper table.

The two yellow men had gone.

Good God! snapped Smith, its going to be touch and go. Somehow, Kerrigan, they have got hold of the information!

He had started back towards the bar when he was intercepted by a strange figure entering. It was that of a hunchback negro, emaciated as with long illness, his small, cunning eyes so deeply set in his skull as to be almost invisible.

Mr. Kerrigan, please?

He looked from face to face.

Yes, snapped Smith, this is Mr. Kerrigan. What do you want?

Follow, if you please. Hurry.

We required no stimulus, but followed the stooping figure. As we came into the bar I saw that the attendant had the flap raised at the further end. We hurried through a doorway beyond: the door was closed behind us. Down a flight of stairs we ran and along a corridor not too well lighted. At the end I saw Flammario. She wore a long sable cloak and as we hurried forward I realized that she stood at the door of a small but luxuriously furnished dressing-room.

Quick! she cried. Her eyes were gleaming madly. You are ready to start?

Yes. This is Sir Denis Nayland Smith. You have found Cabot?

I told you I had found him. I tell you now we must hurry.

Two agents of the Si-Fan were here a few moments ago, said Smith rapidly. Did you see them?

She shrugged impatiently and the fur fell away from one bare shoulder. She snatched it back into place.

I have to dance again in half an hour, she explained simply. Of course I saw them. She stepped forward, forcing a way between Smith and myself. Paulo! she cried.

I turned and looked along the empty passage. The hunchback negro had disappeared.

Do you think they have got the information? jerked Smith.

There is no time to think, cried Flammario. I tell you we must act. My car is outside. I know the way.

A police car would be faster, said Smith on an even note. One is waiting.

Flammario was already running along the passage.

Any damn car you like! she shouted, but hurry! I have only half an hour and I want to see him killed. Hurry! I show you where he is  and the girl is with him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. THE CLUE OF THE RING

Police Captain Jacob Beecher was waiting beside a Police Department car not three paces from the side entrance to The Passion Fruit Tree.

All set, he said, as we ran out. Where to?

Listen, Big Jake, cried Flammario hoarsely, this is my night and I give the orders.

Even in this side-turning to which moonlight did not penetrate I could see the flash of her eyes.

I am listening, growled Beecher.

This is a gentlemans agreement and I have two gentlemen with me. You and your boys just cover us. Leave the rest to me and my friends.

But where in hell are we going? growled Beecher. Tell me and Ill make arrangements.

We are going right to Santurce, and we are moving fast. Do you know the home that used to belong to Weisman, the engineer they fired from the Canal service  eh?

Sure I know it.

That is where we go.

It was hired to somebody else.

Somebody else we are looking for.

Then, Nayland Smith and a police driver in front and I and Flammario at the back, we set out through a velvety tropical darkness sharply cut off where a brilliant moon splashed it into silver patches. Santurce, as a residential suburb, I had deliberately overlooked in my recent quest for the shop of Zazima, so that soon, leaving more familiar parts of Colon behind, I found myself upon strange ground Flammario clutched my arm, pressed her head against my shoulder and poured out a torrent of words.

It is Paulo who finds him. Paulo can find anyone or any thing in the Canal Zone. But Paulo is of the Si-Fan. You understand  eh?

Yes. I expected it.

Although he would do anything for me, he is terrified of them. Why does he run away tonight? Where do those two thugs go? What do you think?

I think he gave them the information.

It seems that way to me. She nestled closer. I was aware of a musky perfume. You are right about your girl friend. He has her locked up. But give Lou time and he sets an iceberg on fire. No, please, do not be angry. I tell you. I can overlook so much  why not? But all the town knows he leave me flat  me, Flammario. Queer, eh, how a woman feels about a thing like this? Just as hard as I used to love him  I hate him now. She slipped a bare arm about my shoulder. You will kill him, wont you?

With a sincerity which was not assumed, I replied: Given half a chance, I absolutely undertake to do so.

Flammarios heavily painted lips were pressed to my left ear. On the corner of a street in which there were detached villas, each surrounded by its own garden, a big black saloon car was drawn up with no lights on. We passed it and swung into a street beyond,

A moment later we too pulled up. I had now quite lost my bearings. White-fronted houses with their shuttered windows, young palms shooting slender masts out of banks of foliage, made a restful picture in the tropical moonlight, a picture bearing no relation to the facts which had brought us there. As we scrambled out, Flammario ahead of all, a police officer detached himself from the shadows of a high wall.

Squad all ready, he reported. What orders?

Do nothing until we are in, Smith replied rapidly, and keep well out of sight. The signal will be a blast on my police whistle  or shooting. The men are standing by?

In the big saloon, back there. Captain Beecher worked fast. Making for their posts right now.

Flammario already was running ahead.

One thing is important, said Smith insistently. Grab anyone that comes out.

We overtook Flammario racing up a tree-shaded path towards a green-shuttered house from which no lights shone.

How do we get in? she panted. Have you figured that out?

I have figured it out, Smith replied, and I observed for the first time that he was carrying a handbag.

The front of the house was bathed in moonlight, but dense shrubbery grew up to it on the left and here I saw a porched door. We pulled up, watching and listening.

Listen, said Flammario. This house is planned by an architect with a one-track mind. He does most of the building around here. Can you count on the police? Because when we break in, if I know Lou he will run for it.

The place will be surrounded in another minute, snapped Smith irritably. This door here in the shadow; does it lead to the kitchen?

Yes. And that is our way in. It is half glass. Smash it, and if the key is inside, we are through.

We could try, muttered Smith.

We advanced, always in shadow, to the porch.

Show a light, Kerrigan, said Smith.

I shone the ray of a torch upon the door  then caught my breath. The glass panel was shattered to fragments, the door half open.

My God! groaned Smith, Were too late!

* * * *

The kitchen quarters showed no evidence of disturbance. If utensils recently had been in use, someone had cleaned and put everything away. There was a spotless, white-tiled larder. In that immaculate domestic atmosphere the barbaric figure of Flammario, wrapped in her sables, those jungle eyes flashing from point to point, struck a note truly bizarre.

They are here ahead of us, she began, in a hoarse whisper. That mongrel Paulo

Quiet! Smith said, imperatively yet in a low voice. I want to listen.

All the three of us stood there, listening.

Very remotely, sounds from the Canal reached me; shipping sounds which transported my thoughts to the early stages of this ghastly business which had led me to Colon. But immediately about us and inside the house was complete silence. I was about to speak when:

Ssh! whispered Smith.

Tensely I listened  and presently I heard the sound which had arrested his attention. It was a very faint creaking, and it came from somewhere upstairs.

They are still here! exploded Flammario. Have your guns ready!

With that she raced out of the kitchen into a passage beyond, switching up the lights as she went  a feat which surprised me at first, until I recollected her words about the architect with a one-track mind. I found myself in a dining-room very simply furnished. The curtains were drawn along the whole of one side and to these Flammario darted, wrenching them apart. I saw a garden dappled with molten silver where the moon poured down upon it. There was a terrace outside with cane chairs and tables; but there was no one there.

The atmosphere smelled stale as that of a room unused; and for some reason, in an automatic way, I unfastened the catch of one of the French windows and pulled it open. The perfume of some night-scented flower was borne in upon a light breeze. Even as I did so, I recognized that I was acting irrationally, that the place would be filled with nocturnal insects, and so reclosed the window.

There it is again! said Smith.

We fell silent, listening. Unmistakably, there was a sound of movement upstairs.

Smith was already dashing for a door at the other end of the room. Flammario overtook him and switched up a light in a square lobby. He started up a short flight of carpeted stairs so rapidly that I made a bad third. On the landing, the light of which was subdued, three doors offered  and they were all locked.

This is where we want the copper! said Flammario, huskily. Blow that whistle of yours.

Quiet!

I could hear her rapid breathing as she stood beside me in semi-darkness; for the only light was a sort of shaded lantern. One, two, five, ten seconds we waited; but the silence remained unbroken. I pictured Ardatha gagged and bound  I pictured her dead. I think in all my quest of her since she had revealed to me the truth of her slavery to Dr. Fu-Manchu, I had experienced no keen sense of longing to hear her voice, of terror that I should never hear it again.

Blowing a lock out is not so easy, in fact as in fiction, said Smith. But these are not the good old-fashioned kind of doors  just matchwood and three-ply. See what a hundred and seventy pounds can do with that one, Kerrigan. Ill tackle this.

Pushing Flammario aside, I stood back from the door to within a stride of the staircase and then, shoulder down, hurled myself upon it.

A metallic rattle and a faint creak rewarded my first charge. Smith had attacked that immediately facing the staircase. He had had no greater success.

Kick a panel out, Kerrigan! he cried. There may be a key inside.

I tried, whilst the strange woman from The Passion Fruit Tree urged us on.

Go to it, boys! she screamed huskily. Never weaken! We are here to kill!

I did some damage to the door, which, although stout, was of unseasoned wood. Failing to break through I cursed under my breath, clenched my teeth and once more standing back hurled my weight upon it. So successful was the second attack that the door crashed open I pitched head first into darkness.

Staggering to my feet, breathing heavily, I groped my way back to the doorway to find the switch. As I turned up the light, a sound of banging and splintering came from the landing outside.

I was in an untidy office. The drawers of a roll-top desk had been broken open and the place showed other evidences of a hasty search. However, it was empty, and it seemed to possess no other door. I ran back on to the lading just as Smith had kicked his right heel through a panel.

Reaching in, he evidently found a key, for a moment later the door was thrown open. I followed him into what proved to be a small suite, sitting-room, bedroom and bathroom, fitted up in an effeminate and luxurious manner.

There were framed pictures of women, mostly cabaret artistes, upon the walls; a deep-cushioned divan; a shaded lamp held aloft by an ivory nymph in a niche behind it. Fine Persian carpets covered the floor: I saw leopard skins and exotic furniture. There was a faint perfume in the place.

This is Lous new nest, said Flammario breathlessly; I know his tracks. She ran into the bedroom. Not a trace. No one has been here.

Where is Ardatha? muttered Smith. Come on; the third door. But outside we pulled up at a hissed injunction, and stood a while silent.

Do you hear it? cried Flammario. That rat, Lou, is hiding in the loft!

How do we get to the loft? snapped Smith.

Through this door. There are two other rooms beyond, and a back stair to the loft

Turn and turn about, Smith and I hurled ourselves against the third door until at last with a splintering crash it gave. We crowded into a short passage, rooms right and left: both doors were wide open. In one which had shuttered windows we found the evidence for which we sought.

It was a bedroom with a bathroom attached. The lock of the door had been smashed in. The bed was disordered but the coverlet had not been turned down: in other words, no one had slept in the bed. Smith ran eagerly from point to point like a hound keen on the scent.

This is where he had her locked up! he cried.

Sure! snarled Flammario. These cigarettes in the tray were smoked by a woman.

You are right! And after the door was crashed in, the woman was dragged out. It is easy enough to reconstruct the scene. And, hello, what have we here?

I saw something glittering at his feet as, stooping, he picked up a ring  a beautifully-cut scarab of lapis lazuli set in a dull gold band. At sight of it I knew  and what I knew chilled me. No further possibility of doubt remained.

It was Ardathas ring.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. FLAMMARIOS CLOAK SLIPS

She was conscious when they carried her off, said Smith. This ring was left as a clue. A consolation to know that they did not drug her.

But Flammario was already out in the passage which, as I saw now, terminated on a landing leading up to a back staircase. The stair ended before a small door.

We ran up. The landing before the door was so narrow as to give little purchase for an attack, but:

Theres no metal surround to this keyhole, said Smith. The door is fast. I shall try to shoot the lock out… Ssh! Listen!

He and I stood still for a moment, listening again. A subdued scrambling sound which might almost have been made by a rat came to my ears.

Here goes! snapped Smith.

It was as he fired once, twice, and muffled detonations echoed weirdly about the place that I thought of Flammario  turned and found she was not there!

Smith! I cried, Flammario has gone!

Cant help that! he cried. Those shots will have brought up the raid squad.

I followed him into a store-room lighted by a single lamp suspended from rafters. It contained nothing more than the usual lumber of suburban households, representing, I suspected some of the effects of the former occupant. Then I saw something else.

There was one window, a low gable window. That part of it made to open was not wide enough to permit the passage of a mans body, but the frame of the larger part beneath had been forced out of place; fragments of glass lay on the floor, suggesting that, leaning through the opening above, someone who had been in the attic had knocked the glass in from the outside and then forced the sash. As Smith craned out:

A balcony just below, he reported, running outside those rooms we have already seen. And, hello!  a stair up to it from the garden!

He turned and ran to the door.

You understand, Kerrigan? he cried. Fu-Manchus thugs got here before us! The man Cabot, who had Ardatha locked in that room below, bolted up here to save himself. What he had planned to do he has done: forced a way through this window, dropped on to the balcony below and, unless the police catch him  made a clean get-away!

We were running along the lower passage now, making for the staircase.

A theory to account for the remarkable behaviour of Flammario at the moment that Smith and I had entered the loft had just begun to form in my mind as we ran down the stairs, across, and out through the kitchen to the back porch. The balcony from which the fugitive had made his escape ran along this side of the house. As we came into the darkness there, Smith, a pace ahead of me, pulled suddenly and grasped my wrist with a grip that hurt.

A high, piercing shriek, followed by gurgling, sobbing sounds split the silence frightfully.

As that dreadful cry died away I heard a shout, a sound of running footsteps. The police were closing in. Two paces forward we moved hesitantly, and there, half in shadow and half silhouetted against a silver curtain of moonlight, I saw Flammario. She stood at the foot of the steps leading down from the balcony. Her cloak had slipped: she looked like a sculptured Fury.

Hearing us, she turned in our direction. I could see the glitter of her amber eyes. Then, stepping into the shadows at her feet she retrieved the sable cloak, and threw it about her shoulders.

I reckon that balances our account, Lou, she panted.

Captain Beecher raced up to join us, followed by two other police officers, as a ray from Smiths torch shone fully down upon a man who lay there. He was prone, but in falling had twisted his head sideways, as if at the moment that death came he had looked swiftly behind him. Staring eyes held a question which had been horribly answered.

It was the man of Panama.

His fingers were embedded in the turf on which he lay, and the hilt of a dagger decorated with silver which glittered evilly in the light, protruded squarely from between his shoulder-blades.

Police Captain Beecher glanced from the dead man to the fur-wrapped figure of Flammario, whose tawny eyes regarded him contemptuously.

So we have you on the books at last!

Forget it! rapped Smith; she wont run away. The girl, the girl who was captive here, has been carried off. She must not be smuggled out of Colon. Advise the port. Hold all outgoing shipping till further orders. Spare no efforts.

But what with frustrated hopes and new fears, such a cloak of misery had descended upon me that I could not think consistently. There was movement all about; the issuing of rapid orders; men hurrying away. And presently, reaching me as if from a distance, came Smiths words:

Take care of Flammario. After all, she has done her best for us. Return straight to the hotel.

A hand touched my arm. I looked into brilliant amber eyes. Drive me back, please, said Flammario, or I shall be late for my show.

Of what she said to me on the way back, this red-handed murderess, I recollect not one word. I know that her arms were about me. I presume it was a normal gesture employed whenever she found herself alone in a mans company. I think, just before we reached the side entrance to The Passion Fruit Tree, that she kissed me on the lips, that I started back. She laughed huskily. I would have left her at the door, but:

You have lost your girl friend, she said; you must want a drink. I think in her half-savage way she was trying to be sympathetic. Go through there to the bar. If you wait, I have drink with you.

As she ran towards her dressing-room, I opened the back door to the bar. It was true that suddenly, and only at that moment, did I realize how badly I needed a stiff brandy and soda. The barman turned swiftly, but recognizing me, allowed me to pass.

There was no one in the bar; and he had just placed my drink before me when the lights went out.

Morbid curiosity induced me to walk out on to the balcony. A subdued, excited hum of conversation rose from below: evidently there had been other arrivals. Then, to the muted strains of the unseen band, Flammario entered.

She stood there picked up by the lime and slowly began to dance  her lips set in the eternal, voluptuous smile of the African dancers of all time, the smile which lives for ever upon the painted walls of Ancient Egypt.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. A GREEN HAND

Smith! I said, hes not dying.

Thank God, no.

He and I stood looking down at Sir Lionel Barton where he lay livid, his breathing scarcely perceptible. I turned to a man wearing a white jacket who stood at the front of the bed.

You are sure, doctor?

Dr. Andrews nodded and his smile was reassuring.

Hes had an emetic and Ive washed him out with permanganate of potassium, he replied. Also, Ive poured coffee down his throat  very strong. Fortunately he has a constitution like a bullock. Oh, hell be all right. I have given him a shot of atropine. Well have him round before long.

But how, I said, looking about from face to face, did this happen? What of the police officer on duty outside?

Went the same way! replied Dr. Andrews; but not for the same reason; nor is he responding so well.

How do you account for that?

You see  the doctor took up a tumbler from a side-table this contains whisky, and also (I have tested it) a big shot of opium. In other words. Sir Lionel Barton has swallowed a narcotic and I have thoroughly washed him out. But the sergeant of police smoked a drugged cigarette.

What!

Yes, snapped Smith. I have the remains of the packet: they are all drugged.

But surely he could taste it?

No. The physician shook his head. Indian hemp was used in this case, and the brand of cigarette was of a character which he shrugged his shoulders would disguise almost anything.

But where could the man have obtained these cigarettes?

Dont ask me, Kerrigan, said Smith wearily. As well ask why Barton, alone in these apartments, permitted someone to drug his whisky.

But was he alone here when you returned?

He was found alone. I was recalled from police headquarters, and from there I phoned you. They had discovered the police sergeant unconscious in the corridor. Naturally the management came in here, and found Barton.

Where was he?

In an armchair in the sitting-room, completely unconscious, with that glass beside him.

And?

Yes! We have lost our hostage, Kerrigan. The marmoset has gone.

But, Smith! I cried, desperately, it doesnt seem humanly possible!

Anything is possible when one is dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu. The fact which we have to face is that it has happened. Two men, fully capable of taking care of themselves, fully on the alert, are drugged. Someone, unseen by anybody in the hotel, gains access to these rooms, removes the cage containing the marmoset and lowers it out of the sitting-room window, which I found open, to someone else waiting in the garden below. At that late hour the garden would be deserted. In short, the rest of the matter is simple.

Thank God, old Barton has survived, I said. But heaven help us all  we are fighting a phantom… Ardatha!

Smith leaned across the bed on which the unconscious man lay and grasped my shoulder.

Fu-Manchu has recovered her. It may be an odd thing to say, when speaking of the greatest power for evil living in the world today, but for my part I would rather think of her with the Doctor than with

Lou Cabot? Yes, I agree.

In taking no part in your conversation, gentlemen, said Dr. Andrews, I am actuated by a very simple motive. I dont know what you are talking about. That there is or was someone called Dr. Fu-Manchu I seem to have heard, certainly. In what way he is associated with my two patients I do not know. But regarding Lou Cabot  I presume you refer to the proprietor of The Passion Fruit Tree  you touch upon familiar territory. I have had the doubtful honour of attending this man on more than one occasion.

You will attend him no more, said Smith.

What is that?

Hes dead, I began.

Smith flashed a silent, urgent message to me, and:

He died tonight, doctor, up at Santurce, he explained, under mysterious circumstances.

Good riddance! murmured Dr. Andrews. A more cunning villain never contrived to plant himself in the Canal Zone. The fellow was an agent for some foreign political. Doctors must not tell, but I heard strange things when he was delirious on one occasion.

Foreign government, murmured Smith, staring shrewdly at the speaker. Perhaps a foreign power, doctor, but not a government  yet.

* * * *

Several hours elapsed before Barton became capable of coherent speech. The man drugged with hashish cigarettes was causing Dr. Andrews some anxiety. Lying back in an armchair, visibly pale in spite of a sun-tan on a naturally florid skin, Barton stared at us. It was dawn, and to me a wretched one.

No clue, not even the most slender, as to the whereabouts of Ardatha had been picked up. Flammario had forced a confession from the hunchback Paulo. The agents of the Si-Fan had intercepted him as he had returned with the news for which she was seeking. In this way, by less then twenty minutes, the Si-Fan had anticipated our visit to the villa occupied by Lou Cabot, the circumstances of whose death the authorities had agreed to hush up in the interest of the vastly more important inquiry being carried out by Nayland Smith.

I must be getting old, said Barton weakly. At any rate, I feel damned sick. Definitely, I refuse to drink any more coffee.

Very well, said Smith, but whisky is taboo until tomorrow.

Tomorrow! Its tomorrow already, growled Barton. His blue eyes were rapidly regaining their normal fire. Naturally you want to know how I came to make such an infernal ass of myself. Well, I cant tell you.

What do you mean, you cant tell us?

I mean I dont know. I had just mixed myself a final and was going out to make sure that the police officer you were kind enough to allot to me (whose presence I had discovered earlier) was awake, when I thought I heard that damned padding sound.

You mean the soft footsteps we have heard before?

Yes. Now let me give you the exact facts. I assure you they are peculiar. I had been to take a look at that blasted marmoset. He was asleep. I opened the door of my own room on to the main corridor, and glanced along to see if the police officer was awake. He was. He sang out, and I wished him good-night; but he is a garrulous fellow and he held me in conversation for some time.

Your door remaining open? suggested Smith.

Yes  thats the point.

Was the sergeant smoking?

He smoked all the time.

Was his manner normal?

Undoubtedly. Never stopped talking.

And you heard no unusual sound?

None whatever. I came in, sat down, lighted a pipe and was about to take a drink  when I saw something. I want to make it clear, Smith, that I saw this before I took the drink and I want to add that it was not a delusion and that I was very wide awake.

What did you see?

Barton stared truculently at Smith as he replied:

I saw a green hand!

A green hand! I echoed.

Smith began to pace up and down restlessly, tugging at the lobe of his left ear.

I saw a human hand floating in space  no arm, no body. It was sea green in colour. It was visible for no more than a matter of ten seconds; then it vanished. It was over by the door, there

What did you do? snapped Smith.

I ran to the spot. I searched everywhere. I began to wonder if there was anything wrong with me. This prompted the idea of a drink, so I sat down and took one. The last thing I remember thinking is that this hotel sells the worlds worst whisky.

You mean that you fell asleep?

No doubt about it.

Smith kept up that restless promenade.

A green hand, he muttered, And those padding footsteps! What is it? What in heavens name is it?

I dont know what it is, growled Barton, but I thank God Im alive. Its Fu-Manchu  of that I am certain. But theres no love lost between us. Why didnt he finish me?

That I think I can answer, Smith replied. Several days have yet to elapse before his First Notice or ultimatum expires. The Doctor has a nice sense of decorum.

I gather that he has recaptured the girl Ardatha. You have my very sincere sympathy, Kerrigan. I dont know what to say. I, alone, am responsible and I lost your hostage.

I bent down and shook his hand, as he lay back in the armchair.

Not a word. Barton, I said, on that subject. Our enemy uses mysterious weapons which neither you nor I know how to counter.

Death by The Snapping Fingers, murmured Smith. The green hand and the Shadow which comes and goes, but which no one ever sees. How did Fu-Manchu get here? Where did he hide? How does he travel and where has he gone? He pulled up in front of me. You have to make a quick decision, Kerrigan. As you know, my plans are fixed. Tomorrow we leave for Port au Prince.

I know, I groaned; and I know that it would be useless for me to remain behind.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. SECOND NOTICE

Only my knowledge that in war-scarred Europe many thousands suffered just as I was suffering held me up during the next few days. Although I know I dreamed of her every night, resolutely in the waking hours I strove to banish all thought of Ardatha from my mind. As I saw the matter, we had lost every trick so far. In a mood of deadly, useless introspection I remained throughout the journey to Haiti. For the time all zest for the battle left me; and then it returned in the form of a cold resolution. If she were alive I would find her again; I would face the dreadful Chinese doctor who held her life in his hands, and accept any price which he exacted from me for her freedom  short of betraying my principles.

Many times I had opened the glass front of the box containing the shrivelled head, and had pressed the red control. It had remained silent. But these notes, actually written some time later, bring me to the occurrence which jolted me sharply back from a sort of fatalistic passivity to active interest in affairs of the moment.

We were quartered in a hotel in Port au Prince; not that in which The Snapping Fingers had appeared. Nayland Smith habitually eschewed official residences, preferring complete freedom of movement. The beauty of Haiti, its flowers and trees and trailing vines; the gay-plumaged birds and painted butterflies; those sunsets passing from shell pink through every colour appreciated by the human eye into deep purple night: all formed but a gaudy background to my sorrow. For those purple nights, throughout which distant drums beat ceaselessly  remorselessly to me seemed to be throbbing her name: Ardatha  Ardatha! Can I ever forget the dark hours in Haiti?

Following such a spell of restless drum-haunted insomnia, I came downstairs one morning, a morning destined to be memorable.

One side of the dining-room opened upon a pleasant tropical garden in which palms mingled with star apple trees and flowering creepers which formed festoons from branch to branch and trellised the pillars against one of which our table was set. At this season, we had learned from the proprietor, business normally was slack; but as in Cristobal, the hotel was full. In fact, failing instructions sent to the American consul, I doubt if we should have secured accommodation. Even so, our party had been split up; and looking around, whilst making my way across to my friends, I recognized the fact that of the twelve or fifteen people present in the dining-room, there were at least four whom I had seen in Colon!

Taking my place at the table: Are these spies following Mr. Smith? I asked, wearily shaking out my napkin, or are we following them?

The very thing, Kerrigan, said Barton in a whisper audible a hundred yards away, which I have been asking Smith.

Neither, Smith replied shortly. But the position of the Allied forces in Europe is so critical that if action is to come from this side of the Atlantic, it must come soon. I dont suggest that the British Empire is in danger; I mean that any other Power wishing to take a hand in the game must act now or never. The United States is not impregnable on the Caribbean front. At least one belligerent is watching, and possibly a neutral. Dr. Fu-Manchu is watching all of them. He pushed his plate aside and lighted a cigarette. Had a good night, Kerrigan?

Not too good. Did you?

No. Those infernal drums.

Exactly.

I thought I was back in Africa, growled Barton. Felt that way the first time I landed here.

It is Africa, said Smith shortly. An African island in the Caribbean. Those drums which beat all through the night, near, and far, on hills and in the valleys  since we arrived, do you know what they have been saying?

I stared at him perhaps a little vacantly.

No, I replied; the language of African drums is a closed book to me.

It used to be to me. He ceased speaking as a Haitian waiter placed grape fruit before me and withdrew. But they use drums in Burma, you know  in fact, all over India. In my then capacity  Gad! It seems many years ago  I went out of my way to learn how messages were flashed quicker than the telegraph could work, quick as radio, from one end of the country to another. I picked up the elements, but I cant claim to be an expert. When you and I were together  he turned to Barton in Egypt, and afterwards on the business of the Mask of the Veiled Prophet, I tried to bring my information up to date, but the language of these negro drums is a different language. Nevertheless, I know what the drums are saying,

What? I exclaimed.

They are notifying someone, somewhere, that we are here. Every move we make, Kerrigan, is being signalled.

To Fu-Manchu? asked Barton.

Smith hesitated for a moment, puffing at his cigarette as though it had been a pipe; then:

I am not sure, he returned slowly. I have been here before, remember; my only other visit was a short one. But during the night I used to note the drum beats. And working upon what I knew of drum language I ultimately identified, or think I did, the note which meant myself.

Amazing! exclaimed Barton. I have a bundle of notes some three hundred pages long on drum language, but I dont believe I could identify my own name in any of them.

I say, said Smith, still speaking very slowly, that I am not sure. But I formed the impression at that time, and later events have strengthened it, that the drummers were not speaking to Dr. Fu-Manchu. We can roughly identify the Doctor by his deeds. We know, for example, that The Snapping Fingers is operated by Dr. Fu-Manchu. We know that the padding footsteps, the Shadow which comes and goes, is controlled by him. It was this Shadow which penetrated to our quarters in Colon and put opium in your whisky. The same Shadow which, unseen by the police officer, substituted a packet of drugged cigarettes for those which temporarily lay upon a ledge beside him. To these phenomena we must add now the Green Hand. But more and more, I find myself thinking about the woman called Queen Mamaloi

He paused, laid his cigarette down, and:

Good God! he exclaimed.

An envelope had appeared upon the table beside his plate. No waiter was near. The next occupied table  for Smith had recognized the presence of a number of agents in the hotel  was well removed from ours.

It came from the garden path there, spluttered Barton. I positively saw it blow up.

I had merely seen it drop beside the plate. I remained silent, dumbfounded. Smiths jaw muscles became very prominent, but he hesitated only a moment, and then with a table knife he split the envelope. He read aloud in a perfectly toneless voice:

SECOND NOTICE.

The Council of Seven of the Si-Fan point out that no reply has been received to its First Notice. Two Powers have opened negotiations with the Council relative to a readjustment of naval forces in the Caribbean and Panama waters. A copy of this Second Notice has been sent to Washington. You have three days.

President of the Council.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. FATHER AMBROSE

Father Ambrose, S.J., arrived immediately after breakfast. Father Ambrose had been recommended to Smith by Colonel Kennard Wood as one who knew more about Haiti than any other white resident. He was a stout, amiable-looking cleric, wearing glasses and carrying a heavy blackthorne. He had a notably musical voice; and his rather sleepy eyes held a profound knowledge of men and their affairs.

The meeting took place in Smiths room  as this was the largest; and he, having cordially welcomed the priest, broached the real business of the interview with a strange question:

Are you acquainted. Father Ambrose, with the superstition of the Zombie? Dead men who are dug up and restored to a sort of life?

Certainly, the priest replied, in that rich, easy voice. It is no superstition  it is a fact

You mean that? Barton challenged.

I mean it. You see, these dead are not really dead; they are buried alive. These people, I mean the exponents of Voodoo, are acquainted with some kind of poison, or so I read it, which produces catalepsy. In this condition the victims are buried and their identities lost. They are then secretly dug up again and restored in the form of that dreadful creature  a Zombie. Personality has gone; in fact one would say that the soul had gone. They are entirely under the control of the Voodoo doctor.

You see, Kerrigan, snapped Smith, Dr. Fu-Manchu is not the only man who knows this strange secret.

I have heard of Dr. Fu-Manchu, said the priest, but to my knowledge he has never been in Haiti.

That, said Barton, we shall make it our business to find out.

The Zombie, then, in your view, Smith went on rapidly, is not just a Negro variety of the vampire tradition, but a scientific fact?

Undoubtedly. The thing has been practised here in quite recent times  may be practised now. A shadow crossed the speakers face. Many of my flock, a large and scattered one, are, I regret to say, both professed Roman Catholics and also secret devotees of Voodoo. He shook his head. I can do nothing to stop it.

It is the cult of the serpent, growled Barton. This knowledge of unfamiliar drugs and of hypnotic suggestion has come down from West Africa, but it reached West Africa from Ancient Egypt. The recurrence of the Ra symbol and the importance of the snake prove my point, I think.

I quite agree with you, Father Ambrose replied. That point has not actually been established, but I hope to establish it before I die. He fumbled for a moment in his pocket, and: I recovered this from a penitent recently, he added, and handed something to Smith.

Smith held it in the palm of his hand, staring down at it curiously. Gaily-plumaged birds flew from branch to branch outside the open window; there were strange movements in the crests of the coconut palms; the drums of the night were silent. I stood up to obtain a closer view of the object which the priest had produced. It was the figure of a snake, crudely carved in some soft wood and coloured green.

Does any special significance attach to this? Smith asked.

Yes. The priest nodded gloomily. You see, this abominable cult, which in my opinion today has its head centre in Haiti, is divided up into sects; actually it is a kind of heathen religion. Each of these sects has a distinguishing mark or badge; the green serpent is that of a group or lodge to which my penitent belongs, or did belong. I made him swear that he would never attend again.

But how are the things used? asked Smith.

As passports! said Barton. They are used as a means of recognition. The analogy may be blasphemous, Father, but the Sign of the Cross was employed in a similar way amongst the early Christians. Other lodges have other symbols, of course, several of which I possess. In fact, I have a selection with me; thought they might be useful.

I see, muttered Smith. He laid the little amulet thoughtfully on the table before him. In your experience, are all these people pure Africans?

Not at all. The priest shook his head. Many people who have very little Negro blood are followers of Voodoo; some  who have none at all.

You amaze me! I exclaimed.

He gave me a glance of his mild eyes.

There is undoubtedly power in Voodoo, he said sadly. And to grasp power, unscrupulous men will follow strange paths. One who could control this movement would have much power.

I quite agree, said Smith. I think I know one who has already done so. Another question, Father. Do you recall recent deaths due to The Snapping Fingers?

I recall them very well.

Would you ascribe them to Voodoo?

The priest hesitated. He had produced a huge, curved calabash pipe, and as Smith passed his pouch:

I have warned you, he said, indicating the enormous bowl, and I hope you have plenty of tobacco in reserve. Now you have posed me a difficult question, Sir Denis. By the coloured population those deaths were universally accepted as the works of Voodoo. In the matter of their direction they may have been. Myself, I always thought they were due to some natural cause.

You mean some creature, Smith suggested,

Yes. The last few strands of nearly half an ounce of tobacco had disappeared into the mighty bowl. Some odd things live here, you know. And owing to the fact that Haiti is not yet fully developed, I imagine that there are others which have not yet been classified.

Smith began to pace up and down; then:

Just glance at this map, he jerked suddenly.

He opened on the cane table a large-scale map of Haiti. Bartons blue eyes danced with curiosity; he, too, stood up as the priest bent over the map.

Yes, said Father Ambrose, it is a good map. I know most of the routes.

You observe a red ring drawn around an area in the north.

I had noted it. Unfortunately, it is a part of Haiti with which I am imperfectly acquainted. My confrère, Father Lucien, looks after that area.

Nevertheless, said Smith, You certainly know it better than I do. I am going to ask you, Father, if you have ever heard of a legend, or tradition, of a large cave along that coast?

There are many, the priest returned, puffing out great curls of tobacco smoke. That rugged coast is honeycombed with caves. Perhaps you are referring to Christophes Cave, which so many people have tried to find, but which I am disposed to think is certainly a legend.

Ah! growled Barton.

It has been suggested to me, Father Ambrose smiled, that the object of your present visit. Sir Lionel, is to look for Christophes treasure. I remember you were here a year or two ago, although I did not meet you then. But I may give you a warning. What information you have it is not my business to inquire, but much gold and some human lives have been wasted during the past century in that quest. Christophes Cavern has a history nearly as bad as that of Cocos Island.

You surprise me, murmured Smith, laying the tip of his forefinger upon a point within the red circle upon the map. But here, I am informed, there is a ruined chapel dating back to French days. Am I right?

You would have been a week ago.

What!

Barton and Smith were staring eagerly at the speaker.

The chapel was either struck by a thunderbolt or blown up by human hands at some time during last Thursday night. Scarcely one stone was left standing upon another. I had a full report in a letter of this mysterious occurrence from Father Lucien.

Smith and Barton exchanged glances.

Perhaps you realize now, Barton, said Smith, that Dr. Fu-Manchu  one morning in New York, if I am not mistaken  took steps to check the chart in his possession from the original which you held…

The ruined chapel, now demolished, had marked the entrance to Christophes Cavern!

* * * *

Queen Mamaloi, said Father Ambrose in a low tone. Yes, unfortunately, there is such a person.

She is not a myth?

Not at all  I wish she were. Who or what she is I cannot tell you. Only selected devotees of Voodoo have ever seen her.

Has there always been a Queen Mamaloi? I asked.

The priest shook his head.

Not to my knowledge. One never heard of her in Haiti until about  he considered about 1938, I suppose. She is some very special sorceress, perhaps imported from Africa.

I thought, said Barton in his coarsely jovial way, that the Jesuits knew everything.

Father Ambrose smiled.

We know many things, he replied, but no man knows everything.

Are you acquainted  Smith spoke slowly and emphatically with anyone who has seen this woman?

I am. Father Ambrose indicated the little amulet on the cane table. This penitent has seen her. Hence my putting the fear of hell into him and confiscating his charm.

Did he describe her?

He was too excited at the time,  I gather these meetings are orgiastic, you know  to be a credible witness. But one point I established quite firmly. She is not black.

What! Smiths eyes glinted with sudden excitement. You are sure of that?

Perfectly sure.

A white woman?

Father Ambrose extended his stout palms.

Probably negro blood. Some of them, you know, are as white as you or I. I suppose that a European woman could have obtained this hold over the coloured people: it extends, mark you, beyond the boundaries of Haiti. At the great ceremony of the Full Moon

Tomorrow night! snapped Smith.

Yes, there is to be a meeting tomorrow night, and many will come over the borders; nor  he spoke sadly will they all be black. We fight phantoms here, Sir Denis, but we shall win in the end

Smith was pacing up and down again, furiously loading his cracked old briar. Suddenly he turned to Barton.

You hear, Barton? he said. You hear? Two moves are open to us. In one, I fancy, we have been anticipated by Dr. Fu-Manchu. I consider it at least equally important that we should see this woman.

And I assure you, Father Ambrose interrupted, that it is quite impossible you should see her, whatever your reason may be. Haiti is highly civilized, as you know he smiled; but for any white man ignorant of Voodoo ritual to attempt to penetrate to that place, would be  he shrugged his broad shoulders shall we say as dangerous as for one to walk into Mecca?

You say that place, Smith remarked.

Yes.

Does this mean that you know where it is?

The priest hesitated, and then:

Yes, I know, he replied. But it is contrary to the dictates of my conscience to tell you. Voodoo is undoubtedly the work of Satan. I would encourage no man to touch it. It is, as you yourself have suggested, a survival of pagan creeds older than Christianity. It is the worship of the hidden side of the Moon.

There was a brief silence during which Nayland Smith paced restlessly up and down, and the bowl of the priests pipe bubbled unmusically.

I dont presume. Father, to interfere with your conscience. But let me make our position a little more clear. For your private information I am not treasure-hunting, although it is true that I hope to find Christophes Cave. I am acting for the United States Government and for my own. There are two movements taking place in Haiti: one mechanical, the other psychological. It is my business to investigate both. You say yourself that Voodoo has great power. You evidently know a lot about it, more than you have told us. But one thing you do not know. A Secret Society and a very old one, the Si-Fan

The Si-Fan! interjected Father Ambrose. But what has the Si-Fan to do with Haiti? You see  he smiled apologetically I was in Tibet for four years before I came here. Nearly as many of my converts there were members of the Si-Fan as here they are devotees of Voodoo.

No doubt! said Smith. The roots of the Si-Fan may not go as deep as those of Voodoo, but nevertheless it is an ancient organization, and a very powerful one. It is controlled by a Chinese genius. It includes all races and creeds  all shades of colour. Personally I cannot say for how long it has included Voodoo.

What!

The Si-Fan Is almost purely political. I need not emphasize the underground influence which could be set in motion by control of Voodoo. But those influences are already at work. There is a concrete danger to the United States Government growing hour by hour and day by day in the Caribbean. Several agents who have been sent to investigate have died or have never returned.

I confess, murmured the priest, that I know of one, myself.

There have been many. And this woman, the Queen Mamaloi, is undoubtedly an agent of the Si-Fan. I am urged by no idle curiosity. It is my plain duty to see this woman, to establish her identity  to check her activities. Now, I have been making some inquiries myself.

He turned again to the map and rested the point of a pencil upon a spot which appeared to be the peak of a maintain close to the Dominican border. He glanced interrogatively at the priest.

Father Ambrose nodded.

Yes, that is the headquarters of Voodoo in Haiti, he admitted. Morne la Selle, the Magic Mountain. I cannot deny it; I can see it from my own windows at Kenscoff: but I would point out that if you go with a considerable armed party, you will find no one there; and that if you go along you will certainly never return.

Smith relighted his pipe.

You do more than your duty, Father, he said. We have heard your warning and we do not take it lightly. But I have a duty as well as you, and I am going to be present at this meeting. He took up the little snake amulet. Is it consistent with your convictions that I should borrow this?

The priests pipe bubbled, great rings of smoke rose from the steaming bowl. At last;

You place the matter in a new light, Sir Denis, he said. I believe I shall be justified in withdrawing my opposition.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. DRUMS IN THE NIGHT

We know roughly what we have to expect, said Nayland Smith; and I think our plans cover all the possibilities we can foresee.

I regret every moment lost in getting to work on the cave, cried Barton. Theres a party of United States marines ready to land. Even with their help it may take some time to clear the débris of the old chapel. In the present state of the war over there, Fu-Manchus chance might come tomorrow!

And tomorrow we set to work, snapped Smith. Tonight I might have another job to do

Which may iron you out altogether!

Barton, said Smith, I regret to have to remind you that I am in charge of this party. Be good enough to listen. Near the top of Morne la Selle, our destination, there is a perfectly flat plateau. As the place is a Voodoo holy-of-holies, the American authorities have contented themselves with aerial survey. But its a good landing ground. Three Army planes are standing by. They are our rearguard, Barton, and youre in command. I am not prepared to trust a soul in Haiti now that I know the Si-Fan is here. Nobody but you knows when those planes start, or where they are going.

Right, growled Barton. You know you can count on me.

One thing is important: I must see the Queen Mamaloi; and the time of departure I have given you allows for the starting of the ceremony. Dont start a moment earlier.

It was afternoon before Smith and I set out for the house of Father Ambrose in Kenscoff. We went in the car of the American consul  and saloons are rare in Port au Prince. The consuls chauffeur drove us. Smiths plans were peculiarly complete, as I was presently to learn; but at the outset he was very silent, filling the interior of the car with clouds of tobacco smoke. I realized as the journey proceeded what he had meant when he had said, This is Africa. The route betrayed a vista of wild, unspoiled beauty. There were magnificent trees, banks of flowers, and, once clear of the town, absence of any evidence to show that we were not indeed in tropical Africa.

Although this was a modern road, the dwellings which bordered it might have had their being in Timbuctoo. An all but unbroken file of Haitian women, each with a burden of vegetables, fruit or other produce upon her head wound its way ant-like down to the market place; a returning stream marched upwards. I saw no white faces from the time that we left the borders of the town. But below, a wonderful prospect was unfolded.

From above, Port au Prince, nestling in a cup between two mountains, reminded me momentarily of Damascus seen from the Lebanon hills. Beyond, seemingly floating on a blue sea, La Gonave, the mystery island, alone disturbed the blue expanse of ocean to the horizon. Little curiosity was displayed by the hundreds of natives we passed. Exceptions were a fierce-eyed old woman, riding a donkey, and a tall, distinguished-looking mulatto who carried a staff. The interest of this pair, I thought, although they were a mile or more apart, was definitely hostile. As the car passed the tall mulatto and his fierce glance sought us out in passing:

We are covered, Kerrigan, said Smith. Did you note that man?

Yes.

One of the Voodoo doctors, beyond doubt. Drums will beat feverishly tonight.

He said no more right up to the moment that we reached the priests house, a long, low, creeper-clad building, flowers climbing above a verandah which overlooked a tropical garden where humming birds hovered and butterflies of incredible colours flitted from flower to flower. As we descended from the car:

The Father has comfortable quarters, murmured Smith.

We were met by the genial priest and shown into a cool and spacious study. I thought, looking about me at the plain unpainted shelves laden with works in many languages, at the littered working-desk, a typewriter on a side table and a large crucifix upon a white wall, that here, probably, was the headquarters of Rome in its battle against African superstition, an advance post of Christianity all but hemmed in by the forces of ancient and evil gods.

* * * *

When dusk fell Smith and I, with Father Ambrose, were in the garden. I looked into the crimson sunset and wondered what the new dawn would bring. With dramatic suddenness, the sky became a mirror of glorious colour  light jade, deep purple and a shell-like pink  all merging as I watched into an inverted casket of blue velvet, holding a million diamonds. A queenly moon rode in that serene heaven.

It is time we went in, said Father Ambrose.

Back in the study, now electrically lighted, for there was a small Kohler engine installed in the garage, I stood staring at Smith and he stared at me. We were heavily sun-burned, yet, except in the dusk, no man, I think, could have been deceived by our substitutes, two trustworthy lads selected by the priest who, wearing our clothes, had gone back in the consuls car and would sleep in his compound that night. It was hoped, in this way, to lead spies to believe that we had returned to Port au Prince.

Smith wore an ill-fitting drill suit and a straw hat. I was similarly attired, except that I boasted a scarlet pullover beneath my jacket. My own headgear was a pith helmet of sorts.

How many spare rounds in your belt? Smith snapped.

Twelve.

He nodded grimly.

More would be useless.

As he began to load his pipe, Father Ambrose closed gauze shutters before the windows.

The light attracts many nocturnal insects, he explained; some are beautiful, but others are unpleasant.

Smith lighted his pipe and standing by the desk took from his pocket two objects. One was the green snake lent to us by the priest: the other was a jewel in the form of a seven-pointed star.

This is the amulet from Bartons collection, he said, to which I referred, Father.

Father Ambrose changed his glasses and sitting down carefully examined the glittering jewel. Presently he looked up.

The snake emblem, as I have told you, he said, denotes a shepherd, papaloi, or  shall we say?  a lodge master. But this he touched it gingerly is the badge of a high adept, or grand master. Strange how the significance of 7 haunts the pagan mysteries. I cannot imagine where Sir Lionel obtained it.

Smith laughed.

The same has been said of many pieces in Bartons collection! But I may take it that these tokens will pass?

I have little doubt of that, but grave doubt of my wisdom in countenancing this thing. Both are emblems of Damballa, the serpent god, and are anti-Christ, like the swastika. However, I have promised and I do my part. I have shown you the way to the spot where the donkeys are tethered, and when we have sampled a glass each of my rum cordial  a very special honour, I assure you  I fear you must set out.

We sampled his rum cordial in the lamp-lit room, a book-lined oasis in a Haitian jungle, and anxiously he gave us final advice, unwittingly displaying, as he did so, a vast knowledge of this country in which he was absorbed. Finally, glancing at a clock upon his desk: It is time that you started, he said. I should like to give you my blessing.

A queer dignity invested the stout priest, as laying down his vast calabash pipe on a tray, he stood up. Although neither Smith nor I were communicants of his Church we knelt as though prompted by one instinct whilst, his deep voice lending authority to the Latin, he blessed our journey.

Five minutes later we had groped our way to the end of a narrow lane which bordered the bottom of the priests garden, where scarcely visible lizards shot phantomesque from before our advancing feet. The lanterns of fire-flies seemed to guide us. Two well-kept, patient donkeys were tethered there, saddled and ready, but unattended. As we tightened a strap here and there, and presently mounted:

This end of the business has been perfectly handled, said Smith. Barton is dining with the American Consul tonight as arranged, but amongst the servants there will almost certainly be one spy, and our absence will be reported.

We ambled out on to the road that led up to the mountain; others, mostly on foot, were making in the same direction. And as though our joining that mysterious procession had been the signal, from before us, in the high forests, from behind us in the valleys, from all around  the drums began.

After dark, said Smith in a low voice, Haiti reverts to its ancient gods.

But we had jogged onward and upward for many miles talking in low tones before we came to the beginning of the most perilous road I remembered ever to have seen.

It skirted sheer precipices, and I doubt if two riders could have passed upon it. But this way the dark figures were going and none were coming back. I could see it ahead, a silver thread picked out by the moon, ant-like humans moving along it. In a sort of rocky bay Smith reined up.

We have three hours yet, he said. I want to listen to the drums.

We stayed there listening to the drums for five, seven, ten minutes. It was a language strange to me. Messages and responses merged into one confused throbbing; that throbbing which had haunted my nights, kept me wakeful when I should have been sleeping. Figures afoot, figures mounted, passed by the little belt of shade in which we lingered  all bound for the secret meeting place on the crest of the mountain. Some of the pilgrims carried lanterns; some carried torches. Presently:

I am in the news, said Smith in a low voice, but I can gather no more. You see, I know what may be termed my signature tune.

Then, mounted on a mule, clearly outlined against the pearly moon, a figure rode slowly by. Apart from a sensation of lowered temperature, it was impossible to mistake the angular figure  impossible to mistake the profile.

It was Dr. Fu-Manchu.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. THE SONG OF DAMBALLA

Smith, I whispered, did you see? Did you see? It was Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I saw.

I could have shot him!

That would have been a tactical blunder. But apparently he did not see us. There is even a possibility that he does not know that we are on this road. You noticed his retinue?

Six or eight thick-set fellows seemed to be preceding and as many to be following him.

His Burmese bodyguard.

But what does this mean? That the Voodoo ceremony is organized by Fu-Manchu? That we are walking into a trap?

Somehow I dont think so, Kerrigan, although I admit I may be wrong. But the presence of Fu-Manchu in person rather confirms the theory on which I am acting.

The eerie throbbing of the drums was now unbroken, a sort of evil pulse as of a secret world awakening. Figures, mostly on foot, singly and in groups passed the shadowed bay in the rocks which shielded us. Sometimes, but rarely, a mounted man or woman went by.

Surely, Smith, I said, we should have kept him in view?

That would have been too dangerous. Moreover, it is reasonable to assume that he is bound for the same destination as ourselves. Great Caution is indicated. We carry our lives in our hands, although I have not failed to take suitable steps to prevent the worst befalling. I may add that I dont like the look of the mountain path which now lies before us, but nevertheless we must push on.

We resumed our journey along a path cut from the face of a sheer precipice, a path which at no point was more than ten feet wide and at many, less. No wall or parapet was present, and the donkeys. Smiths leading, after the way of their kind resolutely refused to hug the rugged wall and picked their ambling way along the very rim of the road.

I found it to be quite impossible to look down into that moon-patched valley below. I concentrated on the path ahead, where, emerging from shadow into silvery light, countless figures toiled onward and upward, their going marked by torch or lantern. Clearly one could trace it  a jewelled thread woven at a dizzy height into the mountain side.

Now, there was a frosty nip in the air, and I was thankful for the advice of Father Ambrose, acting upon which we had wrapped ourselves warmly beneath our ancient drill jackets. Once  and my throat grew dry  a more speedy party overtook us on the way; a group of three Haitians swinging along with lithe, almost silent tread. Having attempted to urge my donkey to the inner side of the path and succeeded only in inducing him to kick a number of stones into the yawning chasm below, I was compelled to allow them to pass on my left. They were tall, powerful fellows, and it occurred to me that a good thrust from any one of them would have precipitated me and the obstinate little brute I rode into the depths beneath. Others there were on the path behind; but they did not seem to be overtaking us.

Then, from that seemingly endless procession, from thousands of feet above, and from behind, where the tail of the pilgrimage straggled up from the valleys, arose a low chanting. It seemed to mingle with the throb of the drums, to be part of the black magic to which this night was consecrated.

Do you hear it? came Smiths voice.

Yes  its horrible.

It is known, I believe, as the Song of Damballa. Of course, it is purely African in character.

He spoke as one who criticizes some custom depicted upon a movie screen or mentioned by a travelled member in the bar of a club. Knowing, and I knew it well, that we were surrounded by devil worshippers, by those who delighted in human sacrifice, among whom, if they suspected our purpose, our lives would not be worth a sou, I was amazed. Often enough I had been amazed before at the imperturbable self-possession, a concentration on the job in hand, a complete disregard of personal hazard, which characterized this lean and implacable enemy of Dr. Fu-Manchu. And I confess that above all other perils I feared Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Discovery by the woman called Queen Mamaloi was a prospect bad enough, but recognition of the fact that the Chinese doctor was possibly directing this black saturnalia frankly appalled me. And now from far in the rear came a new sound.

There were cries, greetings. Above the Song of Damballa, the throbbing of drums, I detected the clatter of horses hoofs.

This may be difficult, said Smith, speaking over his shoulder. Some senior official is apparently approaching; and it is just possible

God help us! I groaned.

We can probably manage, Smith replied, assuming that he is Haitian  although I confess I should prefer to have my back to the wall. You have no Chinese or Hindustani?

Not a word.

Arabic, then. This has a powerful effect on these descendants of West Africans. It has come down to them as the language of their oppressors.

Yes, I have a smattering of Arabic.

Good. If anyone addresses you, reply in Arabic. Say anything you can remember  dont stop to consider the meaning.

Now, the outcry grew nearer. The horseman was forcing his way up the mountain path, passing the slow moving pilgrims to the shrine of Voodoo. I looked back. We had just negotiated a dizzy bend and I could see nothing of the approaching rider.

* * * *

Have your gun ready, said Smith, and brought his donkey to a halt.

I did the same, although the iron-jawed little beast was strongly disinclined to pull up. The horseman was now not fifty yards behind.

If he is looking for us, said Smith, and we are recognized, dont hesitate.

Looking back, I could make out dimly that the pilgrims between ourselves and the perilous bend had halted their march and were standing back against the rocky wall to give passage to the horseman. A moment later he rounded the corner, riding a lean bay mare and obviously indifferent to the chasm which yawned beneath him. As he passed each of the standing figures he bent in his saddle and seemed to scrutinize features. A moment later he had reached us.

He partly reined up and bent, looking into my face. I sat in the shadow, the moon behind me, but its light shone directly upon the features of the mounted man.

He was that fierce-eyed mulatto whom we had passed on our way to the house of Father Ambrose, who had stared so hard into the car!

He shouted something in a strange patois, and remembering Smiths injunction:

Imshi! rüah! bundtikîyah! I replied sharply.

The mulatto seemed to hesitate; when, as the prancing bay almost lashed the flanks of my donkey:

Yâlla! Yâlla! cried Smith

The mulatto spurred ahead.

Move! said Smith; or the others will overtake us.

And once again we proceeded on our way.

We presently came to a welcome break or bay in that perilous mountain road, and here I saw that numbers of the marching multitude had halted for a rest. An awesome prospect was spread at our feet. We were so high, the moon was so bright, and shadows so dense, that I seemed to be looking down upon a relief map illuminated by searchlights. Eastward, at a great distance, shone a lake resembling a mirror, for in it were the inverted images of mountains which I assumed must lie beyond the Dominican border. As I reined up and gazed at this breath-taking prospect, a hand was laid upon my saddle. Swiftly I glanced down at a man who stood there.

He was a pure Negro, and when he spoke he spoke in halting English.

You come from Pétionville  yes? he asked.

Kattar khérak, I replied, and extended my hand in a Fascist salute.

Smith edged up beside me.

El-hamdu lillah! he muttered and repeated my gesture.

The Negro touched his forehead, stepped aside and was swallowed in shadow.

So far, said Smith, speaking cautiously, we are doing well, but it is fairly obvious that when we have mounted another two or three thousand feet, we shall arrive at the real gateway to the holy of holies. There we must rely upon our amulets. Above all, Kerrigan, never speak a word of English, and pray that we meet no one who speaks a word of Arabic!

He was looking about him at dimly perceptible groups who had paused there to rest. Of the mounted mulatto there was no trace, nor  and of this above all things I was fearful  of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Many of the pedestrians were refreshing themselves, seated upon the ground. Newcomers arrived continuously. Chanting had stopped, but from near and far came the throbbing of the drums.

A drink is perhaps indicated, said Smith, and then for the next stage.

As we extracted flasks from our pockets, I was watching the silver and ebony ribbon speckled with moving figures which led higher and higher towards the crest of the Magic Mountain. What awaited us there? Should I learn anything about Ardatha? What was the meaning of this monstrous congregation patiently toiling up the slope of Morne la Selle? That it was something of interest to Dr. Fu-Manchu we knew; but what was the mystery behind it all  and who was the Queen Mamaloi?

Smith was very reticent throughout the halt. I recognized the fact that he was afraid of being overheard speaking English, and I fully appreciated the danger. So, our flasks stowed away, we presently started again with scarcely a word exchanged, the Padres donkeys obediently ambling along at our command.

The chanting began again as we ascended the mountain: the drums had never ceased.


CHAPTER THIRTY. THE SEVEN-POINTED STAR

This, said Smith, I assume to be the Voodoo Custom House. Here we shall be called upon to produce our passports.

We were up, I suppose, between seven and eight thousand feet. We had traversed some of the most perilous mountain paths I had ever met with, but I had learned that the little donkeys, provided one did not attempt to interfere with them, particularly with their fondness for walking upon the extreme outer edge of the precipice, were sure-footed as goats.

For the past two or three miles the road had led through a pass or gorge to which no moonlight penetrated. A mountain stream raged and splashed at the bottom and the path lay some little way above it. The darkness at first seemed impenetrable; but the procession wound on without interruption and our plodding steeds proceeded with unabated confidence. And so presently, through that velvety blackness dotted with moving torches, I too began to discern the details of the route.

Now it opened with dramatic suddenness upon what seemed to be an almost Circular valley, hemmed in all around by mountain crests. Its slopes were densely wooded, but immediately facing the gorge there was a clearing as flat as a sports stadium and fully half a mile across. Torches moved among the trees; there were drums very near to us, now; and I saw hundreds of figures gathered before a long, low building which blazed with lights. Away on the right there was a sort of compound where horses, mules and donkeys were tethered. Towards these horse-lines Smith led the way.

Stick to Arabic, he snapped.

The place was staked out with lanterns, and proved to be in certain respects an up-to-date parking ground. Furthermore, the man in charge, despite the religious character of the ceremony, was something of a profiteer; a burly Haitian wearing a check suit which was too small for him, and a stock in which there was an enormous pearl pin. Momentarily I was translated to Epsom Downs on Derby Day. In the queer patois which I had not yet fully grasped I understood him to say as we dismounted and tethered our donkeys:

A dollar for the two.

Imshi, hâmmâr! snarled Smith, and taking fifty cents from his pocket handed it to the man.

Not enough! not enough! he exclaimed.

Etla bárra! Gehânnum! I growled and gave the Fascist salute.

As before, this singular behaviour proved effective. He looked from face to face, pocketed the money, glanced at the donkeys and walked away.

So far so good, muttered Smith. Now let us take our bearings and make our plans. Here, you observe, is a perfect landing ground.

We walked slowly towards the verandah of the lighted house on the further side of the clearing; and it soon became apparent that the place was a sort of rest-house or caravanseri. All around in the extensive space before it, pilgrims were squatting on the ground, devouring refreshments which they had brought with them. But, as I saw, the more prosperous were entering the building. Many already were seated upon the verandah, and I could see movement in a room beyond. The front of the house was masked in shadow, and Smith grasped my arm as we stepped into the dark belt.

You see what this is, Kerrigan; a separation of the sheep from the goats. Judging from the sound of the drums our real objective is beyond.

I stood there listening.

In some manner which I find myself unable to explain, this continuous throbbing of drums had wrought a sort of change of the spirit. It had stirred up something Celtic and buried, provoked urges of which hitherto I had been unconscious. My desire for Ardatha had become a fever; my hatred of the Si-Fan, of Dr. Fu-Manchu, of all those who held her captive, had increased hour by hour until now it was a burning fiery torrent. This recognition, or rather, I suppose, the unassuming of control by the conscious over the subconscious, rather shocked me. Unperceived by my Christian self I had been reverting to savagery!

Yes, I spoke with studied calmness. As you say, here is the gateway. The Queen Mamaloi is somewhere beyond.

Here is the gateway, Smith replied, and here is our test. Remember, stick to Arabic.

Whereupon, still grasping my arm, he moved forward to the verandah of the lighted building.

As we mounted three wooden steps, I was thinking of Ardatha.

* * * *

Crossing the verandah I found myself in a long, low room which in many respects resembled a canteen. One glance convinced me, in spite of the light complexions of some of those present, that Smith and I were the only people in the place of non-African blood. There were a number of chairs and tables spread about the unpolished floor, and I think nearly as many women as men were present.

Their behaviour was so strange that I wondered what they had been drinking  for at one end of the room there was a counter presided over by two coloured women. I saw that in addition to a quantity of solid fare, most of it unfamiliar and from my point of view unappetizing, bottles of rum, gin and whisky were in evidence. In some of the faces a sort of ecstasy began to dawn; and watching, I realized the fact that they were responding to the drums.

Movements of shoulders and arms, shuffling of feet, and already a muted chanting, told me that at any moment all the great coloured throng might obey that deep tribal impulse which is part of Africa, and throw themselves wildly into the abandonment of a ritual dance.

Smith spoke in my ear.

Dont seem to be curious, he whispered, and remember  nothing but Arabic. Let us stand here for a while and smoke. I see that some of the men are smoking.

I lighted a cigarette whilst he began to load his briar. I cannot say if it was the drums, the overstrung human instrument represented by those about me, or something else. But I was tensed to a pitch of excitement which I knew to be supernormal. I tried, as I lighted the cigarette, to drag myself down to facts; to watch Smith calmly loading his pipe; to study those about me; to appreciate our perils and how we were to deal with them.

Hang on to yourself, Kerrigan, said Smith in a low voice. We are near to the Master Drums. They have a queer effect  even upon Europeans.

Why do you say that?

I have been watching your eyes. He replaced the pouch in his pocket and lighted his pipe, his penetrating glance fixed upon me over the bowl. Its a kind of hypnotism, but you mustnt let it touch you.

His words acted like a cold douche. Yes, it was a fact. In common with the Negroes and Negresses about the place, I had been reacting to those satanic drums! I knew it now, and knowing, knew also that the insidious influence could never prevail upon me again.

Thanks, Smith, I said. I agree. It was getting me.

I am particularly interested, he went on, in the fact that there seems to be no one in the room whom we know. But the traffic at the bar has curious features.

What are they?

Well, if you watch, you will be able to check my own impressions. You will observe, I think, that certain customers go there, give an order, and then almost immediately head for that door on the left and go out. The others either remain at the bar, or carry their purchases back to their table. Just watch this pair for example.

A man and a woman coming in from the verandah outside crossed straight to the counter. The girl was a full-blooded Negress and physically a beautiful creature; her male companion was light brown, his complexion pitted like that of a smallpox patient, his small yellow eyes darting from right to left suspiciously as he crossed the room. But, failing other evidence, his hair, for he wore no hat, must have betrayed his African origin.

Watch, said Smith.

I watched.

The pair walked to the counter; the man gave an order to one of the women. Glasses were filled and set before them. But as payment was made I detected a change of attitude on the part of the server. She glanced swiftly at the girl and then at her companion. In a businesslike way which momentarily made me think that we had intruded upon some harmless feast day frolic, she handed change to the man.

Now, whispered Smith, watch closely.

The drinks, I was unable to judge of their character, were quickly despatched; the man squeezed the girls hand and lolled upon the counter. The girl walked quickly along left, and I saw the second attendant open a door and close it again as the Negress made her departure.

Exactly what does that mean? I murmured.

It means, said Smith, that, still speaking Arabic, we go to the counter and order drinks. Do nothing further until I give the word, and leave the talking to me.

We crossed.

There was something hellish, something of a Witchs Sabbath, in the behaviour of those around us. To a man, to a woman, they were now swaying in time with the beating of the drums; eyes were rolling and in some cases teeth were gnashing. I did not know what to expect, but presently I found myself at the bar, and with affected nonchalance leaned upon it.

One of the women attendants, who had been chatting in quite a natural way with the pock-marked man, broke off her conversation and approached us: she had feverishly bright eyes.

Giblîê… ismu eh said Smith imperiously, indicating a bottle of Black and White whisky.

The woman spoke rapidly in Haitian, then in English:

You want some whisky Black and White?

Aîwa, aîwa!

The woman poured out two liberal portions and set before us a bottle of some kind of mineral water. Smith put down a dollar bill and she gave him change. At first, she had seemed somewhat suspicious, and the pockmarked man had looked at us with jaundiced eyes; now, however, she seemed to have accepted us. Someone else came up to the bar and her attention was diverted. The newcomer was a full-blooded Negro and a magnificent specimen. He nodded casually to the pockmarked man who returned the salutation and then turned his back upon him. Smith touched my arm.

I watched intently. The newcomer ordered a packet of cigarettes; they were placed before him and he set several coins on the counter. Smith bent to my ear:

Look! he breathed.

Held in the Negros palm as he had opened it to drop the coins, I had a momentary glimpse of a green object… It was the coiled snake of Damballa!

The signal exchanged between the woman who had served him and the other at the further end of the counter must have been imperceptible to one not anticipating it. The Negro walked along, nodded to the second woman, the door was opened, and he went out.

Thats our way! murmured Smith.

An evil spiritual excitement, a force that could be physically felt, was throbbing about the room. Out in front of the verandah drums began to beat softly, and starting as a whisper, but ever increasing in volume, came that hymn of Satan, the Song of Damballa.

Damballa gouhamba

Kinga do ke la

As I looked, men and women, singly and in pairs, sprang up and began to dance. They appeared to be entirely oblivious of their surroundings, to be, in the evil sense, possessed; one after another they threw themselves with utter abandonment into the rhythmical but incomprehensible dance. They moved out to the verandah, across it and out into the torch-speckled dusk of the clearing beyond. The atmosphere was foul with human exhalation. Treating us to a further and comprehensively suspicious glance, the pock-marked man also walked out.

Now for it, muttered Smith. Dont touch this stuff!

Surreptitiously he emptied his glass on to the floor. I followed suit.

When I call the woman, show her the green snake. Leave the rest to me. He turned in her direction. Ta alia hîna! he rapped.

She started, stared for a moment then drew near.

Opening my palm, I exhibited the green serpent.

Ah! she exclaimed, and seemed taken aback.

Smith held the seven-pointed star before her eyes.

Ahu hûna Damballa! he muttered, and concealed the jewel.

For a moment, extraordinarily penetrating eyes had surveyed us, but at sight of the star the woman pressed her hands to her breast and bowed her head. Smith confidently strode towards the left and I followed him. The other woman opened the door and stood in that same attitude of subjection as we walked out  to find ourselves in a lean-to porch, almost right up to which the forest grew.

From here it seemed that pines climbed unbroken to the mountain ridge, and at first it was so dark that I found it bewildering. But as we stood there taking our bearings, I presently noticed, in what little moonlight filtered through from above, that a track, a mere bridle-path, led from the door onward and upward amongst the pines.

No living thing was in sight. From before that strange house of entertainment which we had left, singing and drumming grew even louder. Beyond, very far beyond it seemed, deep in the forest, other drums were beating, deep-toned, mysterious drums, and I thought that they were calling to us.

Clearly this is our way, said Smith, in a low voice. I am evidently a person of some consequence, as Father Ambrose assured us, and one presumes that initiates are supposed to know the path. Come on.

We set out. The track climbed up and up through the trees, and although I was keeping a tight hold upon myself, one obsession there was which I could not conquer. It seemed to be fostered by those distant drums. It was not fear of those who worshipped the serpent, bloodthirsty though their rites may be  indeed, according to some accounts cannibalistic  nor tremors that we had been betrayed. It was a fear which constantly made me mistake some odd-shaped bush, some low-growing branch, for the gaunt figure of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Amid all the other horrors of the night I found it impossible to forget the fact that the great and sinister Chinese doctor was somewhere near.

Large nocturnal insects flew into our faces; other, unseen creatures rustled in the undergrowth. The sound of the deep-toned drums grew even nearer, so that that of the saturnalia we had left behind was rarely audible at all. More and more stars gleamed into view, until the darkness beneath the pines became a sort of twilight; we had glimpses of the disc of the moon. We were nearing a crest beyond which it was evident that there lay another plateau or perhaps a high valley. The going was very heavy. We had been steadily climbing for close upon an hour, and my condition was not too good. Suddenly Smith pulled up.

Do you know, Kerrigan, he said, breathing rapidly, except for the fact that we are nearing the place at which the drums are beating, I should have begun to doubt if we had taken the right route.

Why?

Unless the pace of everyone using that path is more or less attuned to ours, how is it (a) that we have overtaken no one, and (b) that no one has overtaken us?

It was a curious point, the force of which struck me at once. Smith took out his flask, and I was not sorry to resort to mine.

I am inclined to believe, I replied, that all, or nearly all, the chosen few preceded us. In other words, we are late

Ssh! he checked me: do you hear it?

And during a momentary diminuendo in the passionate throbbing of the drums, I heard it  a faint, but unmistakable disturbance of the pine needles which formed a carpet upon most of the path below. Someone followed in our footsteps.

Just time to take cover, snapped Smith, if we are quick! On the right of the path at this point a ravine yawned darkly: only the crests of the tallest trees rose above it. On the left the ground sloped gently upward. Some kind of flowering shrub abounded, and here the pines were scanty. Smith scrambled up this slope and dived into its sheltering darkness. His voice reached me in a whisper:

Down here, Kerrigan! Theres a perfect view of the path and we cant be seen. Also, it may be dangerous to go further. There may be unsuspected chasms.

I groped my way until he seized my hand. He was lying prone near the corner of a flowering bush. Wearily I threw myself down beside him. The throbbing of the drums was producing an effect wholly dissimilar to that which it seemed to exercise upon the black devotees: a sort of stupefaction. It was bemusing me, drugging me. I found it difficult to think connectedly.

I am glad we are not alone on the path, I said in a low voice. Evidently it is the right one, after all.

Quiet! said Smith. Someone is near.

As he spoke, I realized the fact that from where we lay concealed, owing to the position of the moon and the falling away of the forest on the right of the path, a considerable expanse, perhaps twenty yards, was clearly visible, illuminated by a bluish haze of light. The stirring of the pine cones continued. The sound grew nearer.

Who was approaching?

As to whom I expected it would be difficult to speculate. But what I saw was this:  The tall Negro who had preceded us from the rest house, and the Negress who had come earlier and separated from her pock-marked companion.

Clearly the girl had waited for the man and we must have passed them at some point on the route. In response to that hereditary instinct which the drums stir up in the African heart, they had reverted to nature. The mans arm was around the girls waist, her head rested upon his breast, as with a uniform step in time with the drums they paced upward through the pines. Utterly aloof from the world of today, the last shackle which bound them to the chariot of the white man was cast aside with the garments of civilization. She had woven a chaplet of flowers into her hair, and watching them as they passed and were lost to view, I knew that although a woman missionary might have been shocked, there was nothing bestial and nothing vile and nothing of shame in the strange reversion to primitive type.

The ancient gods had called them, and, simply, they had obeyed.

The rustling of the pine cones died away. I could hear no sound of other approaching footsteps, and the throb of the drums seemed to have increased again in volume.

You see, said Smith in a low voice, there is power in Voodoo. One wonders what proportion of the inhabitants of Haiti have come under its spell. A great primitive force, Kerrigan, a force we must now assume to be directed by Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Presumably women are admitted to the higher mysteries.

Certainly, Smith replied. This I knew. Remember it is the Queen Mamaloi they go to meet, and I strongly suspect

He paused.

What?

That there will be some further comb-out before we are admitted to the holy of holies.

Since we are ignorant of the routine, I said, this comb-out may mean our finish.

I have been considering the point, Kerrigan. He stood up and walked down to the path. I have been considering it since the moment that we started. I think if we follow the black lovers, who will be unlikely to pay any attention to us, and observe what occurs, it may be to our advantage.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. QUEEN MAMALOI

We passed the crest and looked down into a tiny sheltered valley. Mountain trees fringed it in thinly, and set amid those on the opposite slope I saw a one-storey building surrounded by a high stockade. Lanterns and torches competed with the moonlight pouring down upon the stockade, and in silhouette, an ebony god and goddess of Voodoo, the pair ahead of us stood for a moment on the lip of the declivity outlined against the tropical sky. They began to descend.

Recollections of our distance from the caravanserai which was the first gate to the mysteries at this moment stampeded in my brain. Assuming that we succeeded in surviving whatever test might lie before us, how were we to return? Together, Smith and I watched the receding figures until they were lost amongst the scattered trees which grew upon the lower slopes.

We must not lose sight of them, he said rapidly. Short of stripping, I am prepared to follow whatever routine they may adopt.

I laughed, perhaps not very mirthfully.

Have you any idea, Smith, I asked, how we are going to get back?

Whatever the purpose of this meeting may be, and whether we escape or are discovered, I have arranged, Kerrigan, as you know, that in roughly one hour from now, three planes suitably armed will land on the plateau from which we have come. I am convinced that no opposition will be met with. Barton will lead them here. In other words  he glanced at the illuminated dial of his wrist-watch if we can survive for two hours, we shall not be unsupported.

We began very slowly to descend in turn.

It seemed to me that under the moon there was nothing in the world but drums. I began to understand the symptoms of the rhythm-drunk people I had known, people who when they were not dancing, or listening to swing music, had swing echoes in their brains. This was the apogee, the culmination of that hypnosis which is created by beats. Although we approached the clearing, there were dark patches in the path; and once as I stumbled Smith caught my arm.

The drums, he said; its a kind of dope, you know.

I know, I groaned.

Try to deafen your ears to it. I mean, concentrate on the idea. This is what gets them. Their primitive intelligence cant battle against it. The music of the Pied Piper. Cover up, Kerrigan. I know it is making you stupid. Our real fight is ahead.

His cold, incisive words acted as they had done so often before, as a swift sedative. Yes, it was the drums. They filled the night with their throbbing, and in some way that throbbing had got into my brain. I adopted a violent method of repelling this insidious intrusion.

I thought hard of Dr. Fu-Manchu; and when I had succeeded in conjuring up a vision of that Shakespearean brow, that satanically brilliant face, those cat-like emerald eyes, I believe I returned to sanity, and to a new fear  the fear of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Smith, I am sure, understood the internal struggle that was going on, for he walked beside me in silence, until:

Look! he rapped suddenly. There is the second gate  the second test. Can we pass it?

I looked down. We were quite near to the level space before the stockade which, at closer view, clearly surrounded a temple of sorts. The path we were following had become a ravine. Long since, the Negro and Negress ahead had become lost to view, and now we proceeded cautiously.

Twenty or thirty paces brought us round a sudden bend and into full view of the stockade. A huddled group of perhaps a dozen pilgrims was gathered before a great gateway. A murmur of voices became audible above the throbbing of the drums.

Even in the bluish shadow of the gully, I could see Smith looking about him and then:

There is no other way, he muttered. Its in or back.

Could we ever get back?

* * * *

The group ahead before the gateway was explained by the presence of a pine log thrown like a barrier across the opening. Right and left of it, backed by semi-naked Negroes holding torches aloft, were two men. One, he on the right, was a pure and obese Negro who continued to wear the uniform of western slavery; the other, on the left, was the fierce-eyed mulatto who had stared into the car as we had driven to the house of Father Ambrose, who had passed us on the mountain path!

Smith recognized him as swiftly as I.

It is known that we are here, he muttered. That mulatto is posted to intercept us. But, even if he sees us, there is still hope.

What hope?

He is certainly not familiar with our appearance, for he was deceived on the road. He cannot know that we carry the seven-pointed star. Glance over the gang now undergoing inspection. The gateway is in shadow, but you can see them in the torchlight. Some of them look whiter than you or I. They are from over the border. This thing goes very deep.

Let us join the group waiting to be passed by the fat Negro.

I disagree, said Smith; if ever I saw a eunuch, he is one. Think of our Arabic! No, I prefer the mulatto.

But, Smith, its madness!

In an emergency, Kerrigan, madness is sometimes sanity.

I resigned myself. We entered the gateway and moved to the left of the barrier. Glancing back I saw that a few stragglers, all Haitians, were coming down the slope. As we approached the mulatto I saw directly in front of us the black lovers. Six or seven others preceded them. Smith bent to my ear:

You see, Kerrigan, he whispered, it is unnecessary to strip!

But I had seen, and the sight had afforded me a momentary relief. Two figures at least, at right and left, were those of men dressed much as we were dressed. Others were there who had thrown off the yoke and gleamed black beneath the moon. But we were not alone.

Watch closely, Smith whispered. All turns on the man not identifying us. Next, stick to Arabic. Finally, if challenged, shoot him.

I watched those who had been allowed to pass the banner. They had all exhibited some token which they held in their hands. An interrogatory seemed to follow; then, making an odd gesture to the forehead, they were allowed to pass.

Note that salute! muttered Smith.

When the Negro and Negress approached the mulatto we were close behind them.

He concentrated his fierce gaze upon them, ignoring us. The man opened his hand: the girl touched an amulet which hung upon her breast. The mulatto spoke rapidly in the strange patois which I had been unable to learn, but Smith was listening intently. He pressed his lips almost against my ear:

Stick to Arabic, he reiterated.

And as the Negro and Negress went through, we followed.

Those fierce eyes were fixed upon me. They glittered fierily in the light of surrounding torches, and I confess that my heart sank. Silently I held out the serpent amulet. The mulatto glanced at it; then his evil gaze returned to my face, and suddenly he addressed me in English!

What is your name and number? he demanded. From what place do you come?

Thrown temporarily off my guard, I believe I was about to answer him in the same language, when Smith kicked my ankle so hard that I stifled a cry. But he saved the situation.

Uskût! I hissed. Daraga âwala!

And as I spoke, Smith threw his left arm about my shoulders and held out in his right palm the seven-pointed star.

Ahu hîna Damballa! he said menacingly.

The result smacked of magic. The mulatto fell into that curious pose adopted by the women at the rest-house, his hands pressed to his breast, his head bowed. Smith gave the salute which he had noted.

We were through.

As we walked across the enclosed space towards the temple of Voodoo:

I have taken special note of the fact, said Smith, that owing to the position of the moon, one side of the stockade casts a complete shadow for some ten feet out from its base. That is the spot to make for.

We gained the shadow belt unmolested. Drawing a deep breath I looked about me. There were, as I have said, many torches and some lanterns. I saw now that they were distributed in a rough circle before the building, which on closer inspection proved to be a sort of shrine embedded in the trees. Before it was a platform, or dais, flanked by tall masts resembling totem poles. Double doors, massively carved and brightly painted, gave on to this platform. Right and left of these doors, which were closed, stood two motionless figures as if sculptured in ebony. By the light of the full moon pouring down upon them, I recognized the forest lovers!

Drums, although I could not see the drummers, continued their sinister throbbing. And now, all those summoned presumably being present, torches and lanterns were extinguished, the drum throbs died away. A voice cried out in a tongue which I had never heard spoken. The double doors swung open.

A sort of rapturous sigh passed through the multitude. With complete unanimity, they dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. A woman came into the moonlight, and I knew that she was the Queen Mamaloi…


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO. THE SMELLING-OUT

Her hair was hidden by a high, jewelled headdress; jewels all but covered slim, bare arms: a girdle resembling those seen in Ancient Egyptian pictures, glittering with gems, hung from her waist. There, radiant in silver light, from proud head to curving hips, to little sandalled feet, I saw an ivory statue  a statue of Isis. The deep-toned drums entirely ceased to beat. Every man and every woman who gathered before the temple fell prone. A long queerly modulated phrase, a moaning sigh, passed like a breeze among the worshippers.

I was dumbfounded, fascinated, swept for a moment into a mystic vortex which her presence had created. She stood no more than twenty paces away, wholly bathed in the radiance of the moon; and I looked, as if hypnotized, into the brilliant jade-green eyes of Queen Mamaloi, the witch woman, high priestess of Voodoo  Koreâni, Dr. Fu-Manchus daughter!

Smith pulled me down just within that fraction of a second which otherwise might have shown me standing alone. Earlier I had knelt to a priest: I lay now prostrate before a sorceress!

His grasp on my arm warned me to be silent.

She spoke, in Italian, in French, and in some other language which I had never heard spoken before, save by that voice which had announced her coming. But the sound of it seemed to act upon her listeners like a maddening drug. They moaned, cried out inarticulately; they gesticulated as they rose to their knees. Smith drew very near.

The Unknown Tongue, he whispered; the secret language of Voodoo.

Koreâni had a bell-like voice  this I remembered; a voice which, because of its production and unusual quality, was audible from a distance: in short, the voice of a trained elocutionist and of one who might have been a great actress. Her speech was accompanied by a subdued but passionate throbbing of unseen drums.

More and more, as she spoke, I appreciated the power of the spirit driving her. Here was a mastery comparable with that of Dr. Fu-Manchu. French, Haitian (of which I knew little enough), in turn were discarded, so that presently Koreâni spoke altogether in the Unknown Tongue  of which I knew nothing. Frenzy grew upon her audience until some among the throng might have been said to have become possessed. They groaned, gnashed their teeth, contorted their bodies. The substance of the address I found difficulty in tracing, but the danger to the community represented by this womans influence was all too apparent.

Suddenly, in obedience to some command from the Queen Mamaloi, all threw themselves upon their knees; faces buried in hands they began to pray fervently. Koreâni, silent, statuesque, stood with uplifted arms.

She has asked them to pray for a sign from Damballa the Snake God, whispered Smith. I suspect that the real purpose of this ceremony is about to become evident.

But even he could not foresee the miracle we were to witness. The drums became silent.

Thanks to the position which Smith had taken up we stood, as I have mentioned, in deep shadow cast by the stockade. We should become visible only if the ring of torches were lighted again before the temple. Within this ring devotees were writhing on the ground in an ecstasy of supplication. Koreâni stood motionless, her brilliant eyes raised to the moon.

And, magically, those supplications were answered.

A harsh, guttural voice spoke. Smiths sudden grip on my arm made me wince. The opening words were unintelligible; but, following them, came a phrase in Haitian: finally, in French, the imperious voice declaimed:

I, Damballa, have been called. I answer. I am here among you, but your blind eyes cannot see me. I come because there are traitors here, spies  those who work not for the glory of the African races, but for gain to themselves. Tonight there shall be a great smelling-out. True men, stand fast. Spies  I shall find you! To me, my servants. Damballa speaks.

The jewel-laden ivory arms of Koreâni dropped to her sides. I saw her clenched hands. The Negro and Negress right and left of the painted doorway seemed to be stricken immobile. Stupefaction silenced every prayer. There was movement  then stillness, broken only by panting breaths. Although the speaker seemingly stood beside the high priestess, no one was there.

But the voice of Damballa was the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

* * * *

Three figures wearing hideous ritual masks and carrying torches came out from dense undergrowth on the left of the temple. Three others appeared on the right. Finally, stalking into torchlight from the direction of the barricade, there came a seventh, a herculean man, masked, robed, and carrying a glittering scimitar. The hush about us was electrical with suspense. Although I knew that he hurt me unconsciously. Smiths grip on my arm was as that of steel pincers.

Touch and go, Kerrigan! he hissed in my ear. We are spotted! Dont fight. Its hopeless. We can only trust

The smelling-out begins! cried that harsh voice. Sons and daughters of Damballa, you are safe.

This phrase was repeated in Haitian, then in that incomprehensible language, the Unknown Tongue. Urged to his task by the bodiless Voice, the giant Sword-Bearer began a sinister inspection. Frightened groups were huddled together within the stockade. I could hear chattering teeth. Other Masks had appeared at the entrance. Retreat was cut off.

Every face was scrutinized. The Voice seemed to speak from immediately beside the Sword Bearer. Koreâni stood motionless as that ivory statue which she resembled.

Alternately sibilant and guttural, that uncanny voice muttered, muttered  in what language I could not make out. Then came one short, sharp command. The scimitar shot out and touched a cowering Haitian. He shrieked so wildly that I thought the blow had been a mortal one. But his shriek was of fear. One of the masked torchmen sprang forward, grasped the selected man and hurled him into the open space before the temple. He fell, and lay there quivering. A woman who had stood beside him moaned and collapsed.

So the smelling-out began, and so it went on, until ten victims, women as well as men, stood, knelt or lay in the open space. All about me were whispered prayers, and they were not Voodoo prayers. The children of Damballa who had called upon their black god now prayed to the God of the Christians to exorcise him!

Many devotees had fainted after the seekers had passed. But Koreâni, proud, motionless, stood silent, her brilliant eyes widely opened.

The Sword Bearer drew near with his hideous company.

Remember, Smith whispered.

And now the muttering Voice began to speak in English!

I smell other enemies. More light  more light!

Torches were lifted before us.

Ah  there!

The scimitar flashed towards me. The voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu had spoken from the left side of the Sword Bearer. And I succumbed to a mad impulse.

I side-stepped, hauled away, and drove a straight right at the spot where the head of the speaker should have been!

Amazing to relate, it was there! I registered a glancing blow on an unmistakable human jaw, and I saw a green hand appear out of space!

A wild cry, and a crushing weight which seemed to descend upon my skull…


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE. DR. MARRIOT DOUGHTY

Of my awakening, or rather, my first awakening, I retain one vivid memory  a memory etched upon my brain. My head ached with a violence greater than I had ever experienced; coherent thought was impossible. I lay in a bunk in a small white cabin; and because of a gentle swaying sensation and of the silence, I thought that I must be afloat in an anchored ship. Every detail of my immediate surroundings was clearly discernible in moonlight which poured in at a long, low porthole directly above the bunk. I struggled to sit up. The effect upon my head was disastrous; but just before I fell back again into unconsciousness I had a glimpse of what lay beyond the porthole.

I looked down upon forest-clad mountain slopes, ravines and scattered dwellings; upon something resembling a coloured relief map  and a map that swept up and then receded at an incredible speed. Just ahead and not far beneath, I saw a mighty building crowning a dizzy crest, a giants castle, a fabulous structure towering up to the moon.

Almost as I saw it, I found myself over it; and it was gone! But I knew that it was the Citadel, the impregnable fortress built by King Christophe, now deserted, shunned, save by the uneasy spirit of the Negro king.

My second awakening afforded the discovery that the pain in my skull was almost gone and that a cool, wet bandage surrounded my forehead. I was in bed, wearing silk pyjamas which did not belong to me, in a scrupulously neat room  a room, as I determined after that first glance, in a hospital. No doubt that vision of the Citadel, of flying silently through space, had been delirium. I tried to reason out what had happened after I had struck  madly  at a Voice and had contacted flesh and bone. The rearguard for which Smith had arranged must have arrived ahead of time; so I reasoned.

I had just come to the conclusion when the door (it had neither handle nor keyhole) slid noiselessly open and a man came in who wore a long white linen coat; undoubtedly, a doctor.

He paused for a moment, smiling with satisfaction to see me awake. He was an elderly man, wearing a pointed, greyish beard; he had a fine brow and those penetrating eyes which mark the diagnostician. He was a Vandyke type, and for some reason I found his features familiar.

Good morning, Mr. Kerrigan, he said in a pleasant, light voice. It would be superfluous to inquire if you feel better.

Quite, doctor. Except for a certain drumming in my skull, I never felt better in my life.

Well, you know  he seated himself on the side of the bed, taking out a clinical thermometer from its case even a thick skull like yours is calculated to buzz a bit when struck hard with the flat of a heavy sword.

He took my temperature and nodded.

Normal, he announced, as he went into an adjoining room which was evidently a bathroom.

I heard him rinsing the thermometer and all the time I was thinking furiously: where had I seen the doctor before? In some way the elusive memory was bound up with another, something to do with undergraduate days and also with the Royal Navy. It was as he came out again that I tied up the links  Peter Marriot Doughty, who was reading medicine and who had the rooms above mine; he was now in the Navy; I had seen him off before I left for Greece. His father, a celebrated Harley Street consultant, had once had tea with Doughty and myself. Probably my change of expression was marked.

Yes, Mr. Kerrigan  what is bothering you?

Am I addressing Dr. Marriot Doughty?

John Marriot Doughty, M.D., at your service.

Momentarily I closed my eyes, doubted my sanity. Clearly now I recalled the long obituary notices; remembered almost the exact words of my telegram of condolence to my friend. Dr. Marriot Doughty, his father, had died in the Spring of 1937  but this was Dr. Marriot Doughty who stood before me!

When I opened my eyes John Marriot Doughty was smiling again.

You remember me, Mr. Kerrigan? I once had the pleasure of taking tea in your rooms with my son.

Words failed me; I merely stared.

Have you recent news of Peter?

I reconquered control of my tongue.

He is with the destroyers operating off Libya, doctor. I had word from him last some four weeks ago.

The dead man who lived, nodded.

Good. Peter was always best in action. I broke a long family tradition, Mr. Kerrigan, when I abandoned the sea for the surgery. Peter has gone back. I think his mother would have wished it so. And now, I am going to get you on your feet. To lie there any longer, sir, would be pure malingering.

But nevertheless I lay there, watching him. My complaisant analysis of the situation had been grossly at fault. My heart was behaving erratically. The rearguard had not arrived. Where was Nayland Smith? Since Dr. Marriot Doughty was indisputably dead, logically I also must be dead. Here was just such a passing-over as I had heard described at spiritualist meetings.

Undoubtedly I was dead: this was the Beyond.

Dr. Marriot Doughtys gaze held a deep compassion; but it was the compassion that belongs to greater knowledge.

Mr. Kerrigan, he said, my part is not to enlighten you regarding your new circumstances; my part is to set you on your feet again. There are toxic elements in your system based upon a faultily-treated wound in your left shoulder and affecting the lung structure, but not gravely. You are a healthy, powerful man. This trouble will disperse; in fact, it shall be my business to disperse it. The blow on the occipital area has resulted in no haemorrhage: forget it. In short  I know what you are thinking, but you are not dead. You are very cogently alive.

I swung out of bed and stood up. A slight dizziness wore off almost immediately.

Good, said Dr. Marriot Doughty. See that the bath is no more than tepid. Your own clothes are all here  at least, those you were wearing. I believe you will find the cartridge belt missing, and the pistol. When you are dressed I will come back and prescribe your breakfast.

He turned to go.

Doctor!

He pulled up.

Where is Nayland Smith?

Mr. Kerrigan, I would gladly answer your question  if I knew the answer. I shall return in about twenty minutes.

One moment! How long

Have you been unconscious? Roughly, four days…

* * * *

As Marriot Doughty signalled to me to precede him, I found myself in a long corridor in which were many white doors, numbered like those in a hotel. An hour had elapsed.

Some of the staff occupy this annexe, he said. It is new, and the apartments, as you have seen, are pleasant. My own quarters are in the main building near the research laboratories.

He spoke in the manner of one conducting a visitor over a power station. Nothing in my memories of those grim days is more grotesque than the easy conversational style of this physician who had been dead for four years. I could think of no suitable remark.

Our headquarters at one time were in the South of France, he went on. But there we were subject to too much interference. Here, in Haiti, we are ideally situated.

We came out into a large quadrangle, its tiled paths bordered by palms. I saw that the place we had left resembled a row of bungalows joined together. Most of the windows were open, and there were vases of flowers to be seen on ledges, rows of books. A swim suit hung out of one. It might have been a holiday camp. On the other side of the quadrangle was an extensive range of buildings which I could only assume to be a modern factory, although I saw no smokestack. Several detached structures appeared further off; and in and out of the various buildings men, most of them Haitians and wearing blue overalls, moved in orderly industry. I heard the hum of machinery. Wherever I looked, beyond, forest-robed mountain slopes swept up to the bright morning sky. This was a valley entirely enclosed on all sides. I turned to my guide.

Where am I? What place is this?

He smiled.

Officially, it is the works of the San Damien Sisal Coporation. Geologically, it is the crater of a huge volcano, fortunately extinct. The best sisal in the world is cultivated and treated here. Although the output is small, it is of the very highest quality. The enterprise had been in existence for a long time; but we acquired control less than six years ago.

It appears to be most inaccessible.

There is a small railway by which produce is sent out. The hemp is grown on the lower slopes behind you. Over a thousand workers are employed by the Corporation.

So we chatted. There was nothing ominous, no trace of the sinister anywhere. The well-ordered path, flanked by palms, along which we were walking; the fresh mountain air; a cloudless sky; those waves of verdure embracing the valley; all these things spoke of a bountiful nature well and gratefully appreciated. But I looked askance at every figure moving about me, and I had conceived a horror of the proximity of Dr. Marriot Doughty which I found it hard to conceal. I was in the company of a living-dead man  a zombie: were all these workers zombies also?

Before the door of a house which looked older and which was of a character different from the others, my guide paused and pressed a bell.

Here, he said, I hand you over to Companion Horton, with a clean bill of health. The door was opened by a Haitian. Tell the manager that Mr. Bart Kerrigan is here.

As the man stood aside to allow me to enter. Dr. Marriot Doughty nodded cheerily and turned away. The profoundly commonplace character of everyones behaviour, that reference to the manager, and now, the businesslike office in which I found myself, began insidiously to frighten me. Companion Horton, a lean, slow-spoken American, rose from a workmanlike desk to greet me. Above his chair I noticed a large photograph of a hemp plantation.

You are very welcome, Mr. Kerrigan. Please sit down and smoke.

I sat down and accepted a cigarette which he proffered.

Thanks  Mr. Horton, I presume?

James Ridgwell Horton. Thats my name, sir; and I was born in Boston, June first, 1853

Eighteen-fifty-three!

Sure thing. I dont look my age, but then none of us do here. I will admit that there was a time when the thought of going right on living did not appeal. But when I found out that all my faculties became, not dulled but keener; when I realized that I could assemble new ideas and examine them in the light of old experience, why, I changed my mind.

No doubt my expression made the remark unnecessary, but;

I dont think, I said, trying to speak very calmly, that I follow.

No? Well thats too bad. May I take it you know that this is the headquarters of the Order of the Si-Fan?

I suppose I had known  for some time past; yet, bluntly stated, the fact made my heart wobble.

Yes  I know.

Just so; and you feel about it the way I felt twenty years ago. To you the Si-Fan is plain and simple a Black Hand gang; an underworld ramp; a bunch of professional crooks. I thought just that way. But if you will consider the methods by which any Totalitarian State makes progress, you will find that the Ancient Order has merely perfected them. Because you have met some of the high officials  maybe one of The Council  in shady quarters, you have jumped to wrong conclusions.

But now this mans sophistries began to infuriate me.

I regard the heads of such States as glorified gunmen, Mr. Horton. Their methods (I grant the parallel) are the methods of any other criminal.

But consider how different their ends are from ours.

However noble you believe these to be, I cannot agree that the end justifies the means.

Well, well  I am instructed to pass you over to someone who may adjust your standpoint, Mr. Kerrigan. He stood up. If you will please come this way.

He opened a door and invited me to follow. I thought he seemed to be a little crestfallen, as if my obstinacy saddened him. Certainly, one less like a desperate criminal than James Ridgwell Horton it would have been difficult to find. And now, as I walked along an uncarpeted and dimly lighted corridor by his side, a ghastly explanation of his presence there occurred to me. He was dead!

I was in the company of a zombie; a soulless intelligence; a robot controlled by a master wizard.

Before an arched opening a green light was burning. Even as Horton stopped, a swift sensation, as of momentary dropping of temperature, warned me of the identity of him to whom I was being conducted. He touched a button, and a heavy panelled door slid noiselessly open. On its threshold stood Hassan, the white Nubian!

Mr. Kerrigan is expected, said Horton, and Hassan stood aside.

I went in, and the heavy door closed behind me. But the appearance of Hassan had gone far to revive my waning courage. Did it mean that Ardatha was here?

The place was a lobby, lighted by a square, silk lantern and pervaded by a curious perfume: another door was beyond.

Wait, please.

Hassan opened the further door, stepped in and immediately came out again, indicating with a movement of one huge, muscular hand that I should enter. Clenching my teeth, I went into a small library. There were volumes on the shelves of a character which I had never come across before. The only illumination was provided by a globular lamp on a square, black pedestal set on a large desk. Upon this desk lay a number of books and papers and other objects which I had no leisure to observe.

For, seated behind the desk, in a grotesquely carved ebony chair, was Dr. Fu-Manchu!


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR. THE ZOMBIES

He wore a white linen coat, similar to that worn by Marriot Doughty; on his head was a black skull-cap. He glanced at me as I entered  and I avoided his glance: it was a protective instinct.

Be seated, Mr. Kerrigan. You have not failed to note contusion and a slight abrasion in the neighbourhood of my left maxillary muscle. Had your very forceful blow struck me on the bone structure I fear that the damage might have been more serious.

As I sat down facing him, I ventured to look. His left jaw was bruised and cut. Perhaps his quiet, deliberate speech was responsible (he spoke, in a sense, perfect English, but gave each syllable an equal value which made familiar words sound strange) or perhaps sudden, hot resentment  resentment of all he stood for  inspired me; but, A long cherished ambition is realized, I said. At least I have hit you once.

He toyed with a jade snuff-box which lay upon the desk; his disconcerting eyes grew filmed. That sensitive hand, with its long, tended finger-nails, fascinated me.

I bear no malice, Mr. Kerrigan. Animal courage is not one of the higher human qualities; but it is a quality, nevertheless, and I respect it  I can use courage. You have it. I welcome you. I absorb gladly all that is useful in the animal kingdom. Suitably directed, such a specialized army can defeat great  but ignorant  hosts.

His voice, as always, was acting upon me like a drug. There was something of the inevitable, superhuman, a quality akin to those hidden but known forces of Nature, in his mere presence.

You have met some of the Companions whom you believed to be dead. No doubt you have studied the tradition of the zombie  a tradition which persists in Haiti. Persistent traditions always rest on fact. It was exactly sixty years ago today that I devoted myself to a close examination of this subject. I had heard, as no doubt you have heard, of dead men working under the orders of witch-doctors: these automata were known as zombies. There are examples in Haiti at the present moment; and I do not refer to my own experiments.

During the weeks that had elapsed since I had faced Dr. Fu-Manchu in that underground laboratory beside the Thames a marked change had taken place in him. Then I had thought him dying; now he was restored to his supernormal self.

Those hapless creatures are not  as superficial observers have supposed  a kind of vampire, a corpse reanimated by sorcery; they are the products of a form of slow poisoning which induces catalepsy. When buried, they are not in fact dead. The Voodoo man disinters them and bends them to his purpose. They have no conscious identity; they remain slaves of his will.

Opening the jade box, he raised a pinch of snuff to his nostrils.

After researches which led me from Haiti to Central Africa, to the Sudan, and finally to Egypt, I discovered the nature of the drugs used and the manner of their administration. The process was known to the priests of Thebes. I was quick to realize that its possession placed a power in my hands which should secure for me mastery of every other secret in Nature!

His voice rose. His brilliant green eyes, fully opened, revealed momentarily the mad fanaticism which inspired him. I had a glimpse of that terrifying genius which more than once had shaken governments.

I determined, Mr. Kerrigan, to establish a corner in brains. For the purpose of carrying out those numerous experiments in physics, botany, zoology, biology, which I had projected, I would secure a staff of researchers from the best intellects in those sciences. He tapped the jade snuff-box with a long, varnished finger-nail. I sought my staff all over the world, employing the resources of the Si-Fan to aid me. I was not invariably successful; nevertheless, I secured a notable collection of first-class brains. My conquest of that age-old mystery, the Elixir Vitae, enabled me to arrest senility in suitable cases  as, for example, in my own.

He stood up, and stepping to a door recessed between bookcases, pressed a button. The door slid open.

Since you are to remain with us as an active participant, if you choose, in our work to create a sane world (but since, in any event, you will remain) I shall give you an opportunity of judging of our labours before any decision is demanded of you.

A man came in, a young man who had an untidy mop of dark brown hair and very steadfast hazel eyes. He was a powerful fellow, wore blue overalls and had the hands of a toiler; but when he spoke I knew that he was a man of culture.

Companion Allington, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, this is Mr. Bart Kerrigan. As you are of about one age, I thought he might appreciate your company as guide. You may show him anything that he wishes to see.

Delighted, Mr. Kerrigan, and much obliged to you, sir.

As I followed my new acquaintance along a short passage and out into a tree shaded courtyard, I thought that he had used just the words and just the tone of one speaking to his commanding officer.

* * * *

Do you mean that you are Squadron Leader Allington?

Well I used to be, said Allington, grinning, cheerfully. Only regret Im out of the Service because Im missing the gorgeous show over there.

You held the Royal Air Force altitude record.

Yes, for a time. Then I tried to be too clever on a non-stop flight and crashed into the Timor Sea. Remember?

Well, I remember you were missing. Were you  ?

I hesitated, looking almost furtively into those smiling eyes.

Killed? Oh, no! Im not one of the conscripts; Im a volunteer!

He laughed gaily, grasping my arm and leading me in the direction of a long, low building on the right. But his reference to the conscripts had turned me cold.

Do you mean that you voluntarily joined the

The Si-Fan? Yes, rather. So will you when the time comes. I was picked up by a steamer which happened to belong to them, you see. You have a lot to learn yet, Kerrigan. Whatever your job may be, this is the most wonderful service in the world.

He selected a key from a number attached to a chain and opened the door of what I assumed to be one of a range of garages. If there had never been a Fuehrer or a Duce  one who had persuaded an entire nation to believe in his godlike mission  I should have been unable to trust my senses, to credit my reason; but what such men could do, certainly Dr. Fu-Manchu could improve upon.

Here we are, said Allington, wheeling the wide doors apart. Youve got to see my taxis first, whether you want to or not!

His buoyant enthusiasm, his typical Air Force manner, at that time and in those circumstances, I bracket in my memories with the informative remarks of Dr. Marriot Doughty as he had conducted me to my interview with Fu-Manchu.

I found myself to be in a place resembling a long garage. Some twenty machines were there in line. At first sight they looked like small monoplanes; further inspection led to confusion. Squadron Leader Allington laughed.

Screams, arent they? he cried. No undercarriage, no propeller! And  he tapped my shoulder knowingly how do you suppose we get em into the air?

It was a poser. There was no airfield outside; no runway.

Look!

He moved a lever. That section of roof immediately above the machine which I had been inspecting, swung open. I saw the sky.

Straight up, Kerrigan! Even a hawk needs a take-off; but these birds rise straight from their heels.

How?

One of our conscripts, Professor Swain  whose name you may have heard  discovered a meteoric substance in Poland (his native land) which was anti-gravitational

Whatever do you mean?

I mean that these planes are fitted with an insulated disc of Swainsten (named after its discoverer) which, when exposed, or partially exposed, to the earths influence, sends the bus flying upwards towards some unknown planet for which Swainsten has so keen an affinity that it overcomes gravity and atmosphere to get there! Uncontrolled, one would reach the stratosphere!

But

The Swainsten disc is operated from the controls. The pilot can climb at terrific speed, or hover. Its simply miraculous. I have learned, since I came here, that I didnt know the first thing about flying! You begin to feel the fascination of having access to knowledge which others are groping to find. The whole show is like that. These things take the air as silently as owls. One could start from a bowling green and alight on a billiard table. Once afloat, propulsion is obtained from Ericksen waves

But the Ericksen wave

Disintegrates? I agree  if so directed. But, as fitted to the Bats (that is our name for these small planes) it enables the pilot to tune in to a suitable wavelength as one does with a radio set, and to pick up from it all the power he needs to develop anything up to three hundred miles an hour. There are larger models, of course, which can do more. I had the pleasure of bringing you here in one from the jamboree at Morne la Selle.

It was dawning upon my mind that I was acquiring knowledge which I should never live to use: part, at least, of the mystery of Dr. Fu-Manchus secret journeys was explained.

The whole outfit is silent as a radio set; in fact it is broadly operated on the same principle, except that the energy is converted. I would give you a trial spin, but I have no instructions. Some other time…

When he had partially exhausted his enthusiasm for this, his pet subject (I gathered that he was Chief Pilot) I asked him a question which had been in my mind throughout.

Arent there  urges, to return to your former friends?

His mouth twisted into a wry expression.

At first  yes; lots. I believe there have been cases where unwilling workers have been allowed to go. We have Professor Richner here

But Professor Richner

Is dead, you mean? My dear, Kerrigan, every soul on the Headquarters Staff (I refer to the officers) is legally dead! I am legally dead; we are all dead. But in those rare cases I have mentioned, Companion Richner has prescribed and one of the doctors medical staff has dealt with, the case. A painless injection and the patient returns to the world with a blind spot in his memory. He can tell his friends nothing: he remembers nothing. Do you see?

I saw. Ardatha had had such a painless injection.

When, as it were, normally one goes on leave  well, it is merely necessary to avoid old haunts and, if caught up, to stick to the new identity; profess ignorance and say Sorry you must be mistaken.

But even when you elect to stay under these conditions, there must be pulls to your old life?

We were walking along a path which evidently led back to the main quadrangle, and Allington grabbed my arm in his impulsive way.

In my own case, as no doubt it would be in yours, the pull was a girl. I was crazy about her. All the same, I consented to see Richner and I submitted to the injection he prescribed.

What occurred?

Well  it was a good deal like recovering from a tropical fever. I saw Joan  she is one of the many Joans  in correct perspective. I realized, for the first time, that she had most irritating mannerisms, and that although her figure was good, her complexion was dreadful! It became clear to me, Kerrigan, that there are millions of pretty women in the world and that a Companion of the Si-Fan has a wide field of choice.

I was silent for a while. My feelings about Squadron Leader Allington underwent a swift change.

I understood  and that first moment of understanding was a shattering moment. It became evident to me why Marriot Doughty, Horton and Allington  men, in their normal lives, honourable, above reproach  now embraced the ideals of the Si-Fan wholeheartedly, unquestioningly. They were truly zombies, slaves of a master physician. Better death than the painless injection!

Perhaps Nayland Smith was already dead  perhaps I was alone in this head office of Hell!


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE. ARDATHA REMEMBERS

Allington left me in my new quarters; the number on my door was 13, and I disliked the omen. I had seen so many things which transcended what hitherto I had regarded as natural laws that I was bewildered. There was a well-stocked buffet in the small sitting-room and I was about to take a drink when I paused, glass in hand.

The power of the Si-Fan was appalling; I was afraid to think about it. Men of genius laboured in the workshops, in the laboratories; men, some of them, whose names figure in every work of reference. The conscripts, as Allington termed them, had been poisoned, buried for dead, and then secretly exhumed. Their lives had been prolonged by means of some process known only to Dr. Fu-Manchu. Allington had introduced me to Professor Richner. At the time of his death, in 1923, hed been seventy-two. He looked like an old man, but not like one nearing ninety!

Four days  I had been here for four days.

I set the glass down. Even as I did so, I knew that I flattered myself; for Dr. Fu-Manchu would not go to so much trouble about a mere journalist. A corner in brains? I had seen but a small part of what this meant, but already I was appalled. The fate, not only of the United States but of the world, hung in the balance. I turned swiftly. Someone had opened my door.

Dr. Marriot Doughty came in.

Youre very jumpy, Kerrigan, he said, professionally. I was anxious to see how you had taken your first tour of headquarters. If you are going to have a whisky and soda may I join you? Its an allowance, you know, and not deducted from pay!

Reassured, I served out two drinks.

You know, said the physician, I have got to get your bloodstream clean. Yours is one of those cases that put me on my mettle. You consulted Partlake in London, you told me. Between ourselves, Partlake is an old fool. Ill have you fit inside a month.

What does it matter!

Oh! feeling like that about it? Well, well  I passed through that phase myself. When I died it was Partlake who signed my death certificate! I was conscious all the time, Kerrigan!

Good God!

They did me well and consigned me to the family vault in a Roman Catholic cemetery: we are a Catholic family, as you know. I knew that I was a case of catalepsy; I knew that Partlake had failed to make the proper tests. I wondered how long the agony would last.

How long did it last?

I was exhumed the same night! I believe the watchman had been drugged. The fellows who hauled me out were Asiatics: they belong to a special guild and do no other work. My coffin was replaced and the tomb re-sealed. A smart job. They hoisted me over a wall into a waiting car, and I was rushed to a house in Cadogan Square. A very competent Japanese surgeon gave an injection  and I was a living man again!

But, I said breathlessly, after that  what happened?

John Marriot Doughty finished his whisky and soda and stood up.

No time to tell you, now. I have been sent to take you to a second interview with the Doctor.

Why? Does this mean that I have to make a decision  at once?

My dear Kerrigan, only the Doctor knows that.

Once more I walked along a tiled, palm-bordered path across the big quadrangle; once more Marriot Doughty rang a bell. This time, for it was a different door Hassan the Nubian opened, I was conducted straight to the room of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He sat behind the big desk, and through half-closed eyes watched me.

Be seated, Mr. Kerrigan.

I was fighting for self mastery. Some great ordeal pended: I knew that its outcome meant compromise  or extinction.

You have had an opportunity to glance over some of the work being done here. I would not hurry you. Clearly, you apprehend that my design is to force a decision. Mr. Kerrigan, you must correct your perspective. You are not of sufficient value to the Si-Fan to justify your extravagant heroism. I could bind you to me now, if I wished; I could kill you by merely depressing a switch. Search your memory.

That hard guttural voice was mastering me, as always it had mastered me.

What do you wish me to remember?

Two things. The first, that I have never broken my word; the second, that I promised to restore Ardatha to complete freedom.

And as he spoke a sort of violet haze seemed to obstruct my vision  a haze which resembled in colour Ardadias eyes. I saw the pit yawning before me, the trap set for my feet. I knew that when I chose the path  death, or service to Dr. Fu-Manchu  I should make no free choice.

He pressed a button. A door opened, silently. Ardatha came in.

* * * *

The part played by Ardatha in my organization, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, is an important one. She is the successor to some of the most beautiful women who have decorated the world. I employ beauty, Mr. Kerrigan, as a swordsman employs a rapier. Now, she has gone the way of her predecessors. I accept the fact because you have twice succeeded in transmuting the base metal of feminine caprice into the gold of love.

Ardatha stood motionless, watching me. In the subdued light of Fu-Manchus study she looked like a lovely phantom; her eyes seemed to hold some message which I could not read. Dr. Fu-Manchu opened his jade snuff-box.

I said  he spoke softly that I would restore her: there is, as you know, a blind spot in her memory, which I shall presently correct. He raised a pinch of snuff; Ardatha did not move. You have had an opportunity of meeting members of my staff, of glancing over some of the results which we have achieved. There has been, for the second time within ten years, an attempt, and an attempt from the same quarter, to disturb my authority. Ardatha was one of the enemys prizes. I recovered her.

He took up a sycamore box from the desk and opened it.

This attempt shall be the last.

His long nails scratched unpleasantly on the surface. He took out a small telescopic rod attached to a metal base, and set it on the desk before him. From a projecting arm at the top of the rod an object which resembled a large black diamond hung suspended upon what seemed to be two strands of silk.

A form of lignite  known to commerce as jet; a remarkably fine specimen from an ancient British barrow of the Bronze Age.

Fu-Manchu turned the fragment of mineral between his long fingers until the suspended strands were knotted. His gaze became fixed upon me.

You have my word, he said softly, that I design no harm to Ardatha. I merely propose to correct that blind spot in her memory to which I have referred.

He turned to Ardatha, who stood less than two paces from the ebony chair in which he was seated.

Come forward! She obeyed, moving like an automaton. Bend down, and watch closely.

He released the piece of cut jet and it began to spin.

Tell me what you see. Speak!

A spot of bright light, Ardatha whispered. It grows larger… it is a gleaming mirror… a picture is forming in it.

Describe the picture.

It is of myself. I am going into a hut on a river bank: I am seeking for something… Ah! a man is hiding there! He stands between me and the door

Who is the man?

It is too misty to see.

Ardatha was describing our second meeting! It had taken place in an eel-fishers hut on a Norfolk river.

Go on.

I talk with him. There was a subtle change in the tone of her voice which hastened my heart beats. I trick him… I escape.

Do you wish to escape?

No  I wish to stay.

Follow this man and tell me his name.

And as I watched Ardatha bending over the spinning lignite, the light of the globular lamp striking sparks from her hair, she described every one of our meetings, in London, in Venice, in Paris. The jet became stationary, but she went on without a pause, her voice that of one speaking in a trance. At last:

Name this man, Dr. Fu-Manchu said softly.

It is Bart  Bart Kerrigan!

Do you love him?

An instants pause, and then:

Yes, she whispered.

But she remained there, bending forward even when Fu-Manchu raised his eyes  brilliant green in concentration  and addressed me.

A device which we owe to the Arabs. It stimulates the subconscious mind. He clapped his hands sharply. Return Ardatha. Is this the man you desire?

Ardatha stood upright, sighed, and locked about her as one suddenly awakened; then, as her gaze rested on me, she grew so suddenly pale that I thought she was about to collapse. But, as I watched her hungrily, a wave of crimson swept to her pale cheeks and a glory came into her eyes which was heaven.

Bart! she sobbed. Oh, my darling, where have you been?

Momentarily, that sinister figure in the ebony chair seemed to have ceased to exist for her. She ran to me with a joyous cry and threw herself into my arms.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX. THE VORTLAND LAMP

You observe, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, that residence here is not without its attractions.

Ardatha he had sent away in charge of Hassan, whom he had summoned. As I last glimpsed her, those beautiful eyes were radiant. His sibilant tones brought me down to realities. Love can raise some natures to great heights. I faced him more fearlessly than I had supposed ever to be possible.

I owe you my gratitude. But what do you ask in return?

He began to toy with the jade snuff-box.

I am not a hunter, Mr. Kerrigan. It lies in my power to do with you as I please. Let us suppose that I give you leave to go.

It would not be real freedom. Ardatha is bound to you by a tie she cannot break  and live.

So? In what I may, perhaps, term your second romance, she confided this to you? Here I perceive, is some deep affinity. You must certainly marry. The progeny of such a union could not fail to be interesting.

His voice remained low, sibilant. Was he mocking me?

That member of my staff responsible, he went on, treated Ardatha psychologically. The injection to which she submitted was harmless; the antidote is a mild stimulant. Localized amnesia I induced by hypnosis; I have removed it. There is no finer example of physical fitness in the world than that afforded by Ardatha.

An emotional wave swept me. Ardatha was not doomed to the living-death! Then came the aftermath  a vision of those long months of slavery, horror, fear, which she had endured.

Your methods are those of hell! I blazed. Yes, I have met members of your staff, men who once were good men, honest men. Now, they are zombies, automata, their sense of proportion destroyed

A simple operation, Mr. Kerrigan. The drug used  a discovery of my own  is known as 973.

But I went on, fist clenched, speaking at the top of my voice:

They live in a dream world, labouring day and night to achieve some damnable ambition of yours!

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up, and I prepared for the worst.

Must my ambitions necessarily be damnable? he asked, in that low, even tone. In order that any radical change be brought about, it is inevitable that thousands shall suffer. Where is the ethical difference between poisoning an enemy in his sleep and bombing his house by night? You have not angered me. I admire your spirit, although it is so correctly English; as correct as the attitude of your Foreign Office which compelled you to alter your account of certain facts in my previous encounter with Sir Denis Nayland Smith

This touched me professionally: it was true.

In order that his identity might be hidden, they demanded that you should describe the funeral of Rudolph Adlon. Actually, he was at his usual post at the time. Nevertheless, you have not only disturbed a molar which has served me for a period of years longer than you might credit, but also defied me in my own fortress. Come, I have plans for you.

He pressed a bell, a door opened, and one of those short, thick-set Burmans of whom I had had experience in the past, entered. He wore a sort of blue uniform: his yellow face was expressionless.

Follow, Fu-Manchu commanded in English.

The Burman saluted and stood aside. Dr. Fu-Manchu, with an imperious gesture of the hand to me, walked along that passage where earlier I had set out with Allington. Fu-Manchu led, however, in a different direction, walking quite silently in thick-soled slippers. I discovered that he was fully an inch taller than myself, but the difference might have been due to the padded slippers: his catlike tread was deceptively swift.

Opening a door set in the wall of a large building which possessed no windows:

Here you change your shoes, he said.

I saw a row of what looked like goloshes ranged along a shelf, but on inspection they proved to have unusually thick soles. I unlaced and discarded my shoes, and as the Burman knelt to assist me, I was transported in spirit to an Eastern mosque.

A metal door being opened, I found myself in a vast laboratory. The floor was covered with some substance which might have been rubber; the walls and ceiling were apparently opaque glass. Numerous pieces of mechanism, some in motion, were set about the place; and suspended from the centre of the ceiling was a copper globe some twelve feet in diameter. On one wall was a huge switchboard. There were glass-topped benches supporting chemical appliances of a kind I had never seen  vessels of all sorts containing brightly coloured fluids. There was a perceptible, although not an audible, throbbing. Some powerful plant was working. But there was no one on duty.

My private laboratory, Mr. Kerrigan. As your knowledge of Science is slight, I will not burden you with details concerning the Ferris Globe  which, nevertheless, has revolutionized all earlier systems of lighting. Sir John Ferris is with us. This is a Stendl radio transmitter  no larger than a typewriter. A receiver, as you are aware, could be contained in this snuff-box and operated without electrical power.

He tapped the jade snuff-box which he carried. I glanced at him, striving to retain the fighting spirit; but my challenge faltered before those glittering green eyes.

My purpose in bringing you here, he continued in the manner of a professor addressing a class, was to relieve your mind regarding certain recent occurrences. Follow.

I obeyed, and the Burmese bodyguard was a pace behind me.

This  is the Vortland infra-azure lamp.

And standing on a long, narrow, glass-topped table, I saw just such a lamp as that which I had seen in the Thames-side workshop!

Johann Vortland died before he completed the lamp  a martyr to Science. Sir William Crooks was pursuing almost parallel inquiries. I acquired all his material and began a series of experiments which I carried out uninterruptedly for three years. You may recall that I was at work on this subject in London. Many other martyrs (I narrowly escaped canonization myself) went the way of the inventor. Vortland, the physicist, had triumphed: I, the chemist, failed. The lamp did its appointed work, but he who used it either died or suffered serious injury. You may remember some characteristic specimens I had collected, and the unusual appearance of the late Dr. Ostler.

An added sibilance on the last four words chilled me uncomfortably.

Hassan, the Nubian who came to me with Ardatha, in many respects advanced my inquiries. Exposure to the lamp had no deleterious effects. He was born blind. But complete leucodermia supervened. From coal black he became snow white. The texture and glands of the skin remained normal. There was no organic reaction. From this point I began to make headway.

My blood seemed to be turning cold. This monster, this Satanic genius, spoke of human suffering as a bacteriologist speaks of germs.

If, he continued, during any of my visits to the Regal Athenian in New York, a trained observer had been present, he could not well have failed to notice a small, lucent object, no larger than a grain of mustard seed, moving at a uniform height above the floor.

As he spoke he was enveloping his gaunt body in just such a green garment as that which he had worn in the room beside the Thames. Gloves and a mask were added. He presented a terrifying appearance. Muffled, his strident tones came through the mask.

I will now ignite the infra-azure lamp.

He bent and touched a switch. Again that strange amethyst light appeared.

You will observe that above the lamp there is a smaller lamp, and above that a third, smaller still. I shall now ignite the smaller lamp.

He did so… and the larger one disappeared!

Finally, the third

The entire apparatus vanished!

Look closely, the imperious voice directed. The top of the third lamp remains faintly visible, you see it?

Yes  I see it.

The reflector is adjusted in a particular manner: the lamp can be attached to the headdress  in this way.

Raising the lamp, he fitted it to the top of the mask… and disappeared!

My heart leapt madly. This man was not a scientist; he was a wizard.

I have not become transparent, his voice said out of space; the effect is on the vision of the beholder. Movement is constrained of course. I was clumsy when I came to recover Peko in Colon. Observe.

A green-gloved hand appeared  and disappeared.

This it was that Barton had seen in Colon  that I had seen on Morne la Selle!

One must remain wholly within focus. By the use of this lamp I obtained a view of Christophes chart during that meeting in New York  and took appropriate steps…

I found myself in half light surrounded by glass cases the fronts of which were flush with the wall. These cases had interior illumination as in an aquarium.

A good collection, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, was destroyed in France some years ago but in certain respects this is better.

He paused before one of the glass windows. The case had a thick floor of moist sand and over it ran some kind of spiny weed. Silent, he stood there looking in. The Burman remained a pace away. I looked also  and presently I saw one of the inhabitants. It was a monstrous centipede, a thing incredibly swift in its movements; and its colour was brilliant red.

Owing to a number of mysterious deaths along a certain caravan route in Burma, the harsh voice explained, I personally visited the neighbourhood. It was then that Police Commissioner Nayland Smith (now Sir Denis) first crossed my path. The incidence was particularly marked in the zayats, or rest houses, along this route. It was near one of them that I found my first specimen. These were the creatures responsible.

He moved on.

I knew, as I followed the high-shouldered figure, and his yellow guard followed me, that I was in the company of a scientist greater than any whose fame fills whole pages of encyclopedias. He had the intellect of a Shakespeare and the soul of Satan. When he paused again I grew physically sick. He scratched with his long nails upon the front of a case littered with birds feathers and fragments of limbs and claws.

From a sort of clay nest there sprang out the most gigantic black spider I had ever seen: Indeed, I had not supposed such a spider to exist. Its hairy legs were as thick as a mans finger; its body was at large as an orange. I could see the eyes of this horror  watching me.

The Soldier Spider, found in Sumatra. He instantly attacks any intruder; and his bite is fatal in thirty-five seconds. There is a female in the nest. I have succeeded in isolating the neurotoxin which distinguishes this insects venom: it is new to science.

He turned from the glass cases and walked to a low wall which surrounded a pit in the centre of the place. In obedience to a guttural command, the Burman switched on a group of suspended lights. I became aware of a miasmatic smell, and I looked down into a miniature swamp. The interior wails were smoothly polished. I saw unfamiliar aquatic plants and a surface of green slime.

Particularly note the fern-like grass growing on the margins. Some of this was introduced among the roses which decorated Colonel Kennard Woods apartment at the Prado in New York. Hoemadipsa zeylanica has an affinity for this grass, from which it is not readily distinguishable. Before feeding, this creature resembles a fragment of string or a bristle from a brush. These examples actually come from a swampy area south of Port au Prince and are much larger, more active and voracious than any, I have examined.

He gave an abrupt order. From a sort of cupboard the Burman took out the body of a newly-slain kid and attached it to the hook of a tackle fitted over the pit. He lowered the kid to a point some six feet above the scum and marginal plants, when it began to spin slowly.

Hoemadipsa works in the dark, muttered Dr. Fu-Manchu. All the lights went out. Listen!

Scarcely had he hissed the word when I heard again that evil thing  The Snapping Fingers!

Now watch, and you will see them.

Lights sprang up; and I saw a strange, a revolting sight. One has seen caterpillars arch their bodies in moving forward: now, I saw a number of pale, slender things some two inches in length arching their threadlike bodies all over the suspended carcase. But in this case the movement served a different purpose. One by one they sprang back to the long feather grass, each spring creating a sound almost exactly like that of snapping fingers!

They shun light. Even when feeding, they drop off if light disturbs the feast. The largest land-leech known to me, Mr. Kerrigan. When sated, they can, nevertheless, compress themselves in such a way that they can pass through very narrow apertures  such as between the slats of a shutter…

He proceeded to details so nauseating that once more I became fighting mad and turned on him, fists clenched. I met a glance from full-opened green eyes which checked me like a blow.

Anticipating a further display of Celtic berserker, I ordered a guard to attend me. One more attempted assault, and I shall order him to throw you into the pit, and to extinguish the lights.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN. THE SUBTERRANEAN HARBOUR

I looked along a stone passage, or tunnel, which was patchily illuminated: I mean that the effect was of a badly-lighted arcade. An insidious acceptance of fatality, of the hopelessness of this fight, was beginning to prevail. Smith had told me many things about the power behind Dr. Fu-Manchu, of the resources of the Si-Fan; but I had not properly appreciated his words. Here, in this veritable town concealed behind the sisal factory, I grasped some part of their significance.

You may wonder  indeed, you are wondering  why I take you so closely into my confidence, said Dr. Fu-Manchu. This will be made clear, later. No doubt you have appreciated the fact that my daughter, known as Koreâni, a second time, under certain influence, has presumed to challenge me. Her part, as the Queen Mamaloi, she has successfully played for nearly two years, and has enslaved the Voodoo elements of the Republic. She has, naturally, access to the higher secrets of the creed and therefore control of its devotees. Follow.

But I had followed no more than three paces, when I paused.

The luminous patches which I have mentioned were due to the presence of a series of crystal coffins (I cannot otherwise describe them) each having a shaded light directed upon it. In these, bolt upright, their glassy eyes staring dreadfully before them, I saw men and women  some of whom I remembered to have seen smelt out by the Sword Bearer at the Voodoo temple!

Follow, Fu-Manchu rasped.

I had been standing astounded before the figure of the handsome Negro who had passed Smith and myself on the maintain road. Unashamed, in statuesque nakedness he glared out at me from his glass sarcophagus.

They are all  dead.

On the contrary, Mr. Kerrigan, they are all alive.

Before one sarcophagus containing the rigid form of a mulatto, a young man with a fine head and intellectual brow, Dr. Fu-Manchu raised his claw-like hands and shook them frenziedly before the glass. He poured out a torrent of vituperation in the Haitian dialect, his voice rising shrilly, demoniacally, as once I had heard it raised before. These outbursts from one normally more imperturbable than any man I had known, inclined me to believe that Smith was right. Smith had maintained for many years that in the case of the Chinese Doctor genius had overstepped the narrow borderland  that Fu-Manchu was insane.

He laughed and turned away. It was an appalling exhibition.

Do not suppose, Mr. Kerrigan, he said, that I waste my words. They can see  they can hear.

What! I exclaimed.

They cannot move an eyelid. That mongrel, and the man Lou Cabot, who was conveniently stabbed by his mistress in Colon, were prime movers in the conspiracy against me. The woman you know as Korêani  my daughter  seduced him from his vows: he was a man who would sell his soul for a woman. It was she who conceived the idea that by seizing your charming friend, Ardatha, the offensive of Sir Denis Nayland Smith might be checked. I suffered her intrigues against me right up to the meeting at Morne la Selle. And there I gathered to me all the pitiful conspirators. Here is the chief criminal.

And, in the last of the glass coffins, or the last one illuminated, I saw Korêani!

She stood exactly as I remembered her standing before the door of the Voodoo temple, her arms beside her, her hands clenched; those brilliant eyes, which were so strangely like the eyes of Fu-Manchu, staring straight before her: an ivory goddess. Beginning almost in a whisper Fu-Manchu addressed her. He spoke in Chinese, and as he spoke, his voice rose stage by stage, until again it reached that pitch of wild frenzy; his long fingers twitched, closing upon the air as if he would have strangled this perfect outcome of his union with an unknown mother. Then he turned away.

In obedience to a short command, the Burman pressed a button in the wall at the end of the vault-like corridor. A door opened and I saw an elevator.

Follow!

I followed Dr. Fu-Manchu; the yellow man entered last, closed the gates, and the elevator began to descend. This proximity to Fu-Manchu was almost unendurable. He spoke again softly, unemotionally:

The entrance discovered and used by Christophe, the black king, is unknown. According to an ancient chart in the possession of your inquisitive friend, Sir Lionel Barton, it was masked by the erection of a chapel on a hillside some miles away. My inquiries there did not enable me to find it, but as a precautionary measure, I destroyed the chapel. The lift continued to drop. My own entrance  a volcanic fissure in the ravine below the brow of the Citadel  was discovered by accident. This fissure I have effectively blocked, and the shaft by which we are now descending strikes it at a point a hundred and fifty feet east of the entrance. From thence a sort of path exists down the wall of the cavern itself. It is a tedious journey. I avoided it when I had this lift installed by Mr. Perrywell, one of Vickers senior engineers, who is with us. It is the second deepest in the world.

When, after an awe-inspiring descent, the elevator stopped, the door opened and I stepped out, a new amazement claimed me.

I was in a stone-faced corridor brightly lighted; many doors were visible right and left. There were thousands of such corridors in the office buildings of New York.

We are now, came the cold voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu, only thirty feet above sea level, and you are one of that privileged few who have entered the interior of a volcano.

* * * *

In the company of Mr. Perrywell, late of Vickers, a prosaic Manchester man whose presence enhanced the fantastic character of my surroundings, I set out. We walked down a flight of steps, he opened a door and I found myself to be in broad daylight!

I stood on a long, wide quay where coloured gangs were at work unpacking crates and loading the contents, which I thought were machine parts, on to trucks. The still water had a strange black appearance; it resembled ink; and ten or twelve small vessels were dotted about its surface. I supposed myself to be in a small land-locked harbour, for from where I stood I could see right to the other side, formed by a sheer wall of towering black rock.

The fact dawned upon me that whether I looked to right or left it was the same, and that when I looked upward I could see no sky, only a sort of mist out of which glowed the light of a brazen sun, or so one might at first have assumed. A moments consideration convinced me of my error. The sun should not be directly above, nor, looking harder, was this the sun!

I turned in bewilderment to my guide. He was lighting a cigar and smiling with quiet amusement.

In heavens name where am I, and where does the light come from?

You are in the interior of a volcano, Mr. Kerrigan. The light comes from a Ferris Globe. The Doctor may have shown you the one in the laboratory.

Yes, he did. But this is not artificial light  this is sunlight.

Perrywell nodded, staring at the glowing end of his cigar thoughtfully for a moment.

I suppose in a way, it is, he conceded. Speaking un-scientifically, the Ferris Globe absorbs energy from the sun and redistributes it as required. Its a revolutionary system, of course, and in use nowhere in the world but here. Yes he saw me staring upward its very deceptive. You see at one point the roof is higher than the dome of St. Pauls Cathedral; and now he grasped my arm and turned me about, pointing do you notice a red buoy floating out there, roughly halfway across?

I looked, and out on the surface of this vast subterranean lake presently picked up the object to which he referred.

That marks the deepest spot. We havent been able to plumb it, yet.

What!

Its true, Mr. Kerrigan. Thats put there for navigational purposes. The sea off this coast is very deep, you know. So what occurred in some past age was this: the sea broke in  we use the opening it made, as our water-gate  and, quite simply, put out the volcano.

But such a thing

Would make a lot of steam? I agree that it would. It was the steam that made this huge cavern, and that buoy marks the very centre of what used to be the crater.

I said nothing; I could think of nothing to say.

The potentialities of such a base as this it would be difficult to exaggerate. The use that has been made of it under the driving genius of the Doctor surprises even those who work on the spot. In addition to the private lift by which no doubt you came down, I completed here, less than two years ago, the deepest hoist in the world, or the deepest known to me. There is no difficulty about shipping stuff to the works and no questions are asked. Its brought down here in sections if necessary. As you see, labour is cheap.

I looked at the coloured gangs working.

Surely, where so many men are employed, secrecy is impossible?

Not at all, Mr. Kerrigan  just a question of organization. You wont find happier coolies anywhere, as you can see for yourself. Once these fellows are brought below-ground they stay below.

What do you mean? Like pit ponies?

That is, until we are done with them. Then they are shipped across to Tortuga, with plenty of money and a blank spot in the memory.

I wanted to say to him, I wanted to shout at him: You, too, have a blank spot in your memory! You, too, are living in a delusion! Your fine intellect is enslaved to a madman who one day will destroy the world, unless some miracle intervenes! But, looking at this comfortably stout person as he puffed away at his cigar, with a merry twinkle in his eyes, I remained silent, for words would have been of no avail.

Only the heads of departments come up and down, he added. Those who load the hoist at the top have no idea where it goes to. Oh! organization can accomplish miracles, Mr. Kerrigan.

I agree with you, I replied, and spoke with sincerity.

The working staff of the sisal corporation have nothing to do with the Si-Fan, you see; they are just ordinary labourers who have no idea that there is a below-ground. If one becomes inquisitive  well, we bring him down, here and let him see for himself! And now, my instructions are to introduce you to Dr. Heron.

Is he

What Allington calls a conscript? laughed Perrywell. Yes, as a matter of fact, he is. He vised to be chief technician to the German navy. His success attracted the Doctors attention. I can assure you that, in the twelve years that he has been employed here and elsewhere, he has evolved something which nullifies the power of every navy afloat.

We walked along the busy dock bathed in synthetic sunshine, beside the unknown depths of what must have been one of the largest volcanoes in the world. I talked to a talented and worthy engineer whose brains had been commandeered by Dr. Fu-Manchu. In Europe, battles greater than any known in history were being waged, whilst here, in this community of accumulated genius, a superman quietly planned, in his own words, to tip the scale.

What exactly did he mean and in what direction did he propose to tip it?

We entered a small, neat office, where an elderly German whose high, bald forehead was almost as striking as that of Fu-Manchu himself, stood up to greet us. He wore gold-rimmed spectacles; a short, bristling, grey moustache lent him some resemblance to pictures I had seen of the former Kaiser. Unlike Perrywell who, most grotesquely as I thought, wore a Harris tweed suit and displayed a thick gold watch chain across his ample waistcoat, Dr. Heron wore blue overalls.

Companion Heron  this is Mr. Bart Kerrigan.

I am pleased here to see you, Mr. Kerrigan. Always I am pleased when an opportunity comes my playthings to show off. So rare are opportunities, and always the artist for recognition craves. Eh? Is it not so?

Im coming too, said Perrywell. Its a long time since I was on board a Shark.

Here, in this strange world, England and Germany were not at war.

Always I am pleased to show you. Companion Perrywell, the German replied, although I know the subject to be beyond your understanding quite.

He winked at me with heavy Teutonic humour, then led the way down a stair at the back of his office, I found myself on an iron platform which projected out to the open conning-tower of one of those odd craft which I had sighted on the surface of the lake. From the moment that I climbed down the ladder to the interior I plunged into the heart of a dream; for what I saw and what I heard did not seem sanely to add up. I had expected heavy petrol fumes, but of such there was no trace.

But of course not! said Dr. Heron. Why, if you please? Because we use no petrol.

Then what is the motive power?

Ah! he sighed, and shook his head. A lot I may brag, Mr. Kerrigan, a national characteristic this may be; but always we come back to the genius of Sven Ericksen. Power is generated in the Ericksen room, which takes the place of the engine room in any other submersible craft. I will show you and shall also explain, for at least the credit to me is for this adaptation to under-water vessels.

We went along a tiny alley-way  there was no more than room for Perrywell to pass  and into a room which certainly could not have accommodated more than two men. There were fixed revolving chairs or stools before a glittering switchboard, upon which were levers, dials, lamps and indicators of a more complicated character than anything I had ever seen.

A protective headdress is worn, Dr. Heron explained, by the Ericksen operators; otherwise exposure to the waves created would shorten life speedily. Now, here is the main control. If I am ordered by the officer in the turret to proceed, this lever I depress. It creates before the bows of my ship a new chemical condition.

Call it steam, suggested Perrywell.

Very well. Instantaneously it reduces a large number of cubic feet of water to vapour.

I should expect a tremendous explosion, I said.

You get one  you get one! said Dr. Heron. But what do I do with this tremendous explosion! I use it as the tremendous explosion is used in the Diesel engine. Through the Heron tube  he turned to Perrywell: these at least, my own invention are  I transfer that power from the bows to the stern. Here it becomes motive, and because as it is created I withdraw it, what happens?

I shook my head blankly.

I have before me a continuously renewing partial vacuum. I have behind me a driving power that even without the vacuum would give me great velocity. By means of these two together I have an underwater speed, Mr. Kerrigan, which no submarine engineer has ever to dream of dared.

I suppose I bore a puzzled expression, for:

Sounds like mumbo-jumbo, said Perrywell. But of this I can assure you  these things really go.

But what power do you use to empty your tanks?

Ballast tank? No ballast tanks I carry.

No ballast tanks?

I am weighted so that I sink like a thousand tons of lead. I sink deep, deep, many fathoms deep. But three Swainsten dials, one forward, one amidships, one aft, I operate from Here  see. He indicated-sections of the switchboard which seemed to be insulated from the others.

This, forward, to lift my bows  gently or suddenly as I move the indicator. This, aft, my stern the same. This, the centre control, and I rise up, up, on an even keel.

Where are the torpedo tubes?

Perrywell laughed gruffly.

The Doctors ships come out of Alice in Wonderland, he said; they carry no torpedoes.

No torpedoes? Then of what use are they in war?

Again the German shook his head anxiously.

Again, it is Ericksen. I have no periscope, but I have a complete view of the sea for miles around which reaches me from a float or several floats and is thrown upon the control screen in the conning tower. It is possible that the Doctor has shown you the improved television which we have?

He has not demonstrated it to me, I replied, but some time ago in London I came in contact with it.

Good, good  the same thing, or an adaptation of my own. These floats or buoys, of which I shall presently show you several models, are operated from the firing-turret. They remain in contact by means of a cable operating over a drum of a material so light and yet so strong  a preparation of the Doctors  that half a mile of such cable weighs only twelve pounds; yet the float can be towed back upon it.

But what are the objects of these floats?

They are motor-driven and radio-steered. Each carries an Ericksen projector.

Ericksen again, murmured Perrywell.

True  too true. The range of such a projector is limited. Some day, no doubt, it will be increased: the Doctor is carrying out experiments; but at present it is limited. When the float is in range of its target, the operator  we carry no gunnery officers  directs the wave

He paused, drew a deep breath, and extended his palms. There is no substance, Mr. Kerrigan, no form of armour plating, however thick, which is not destroyed by it as if through a paper bag one push ones finger. From here, our base, we control every movement the United States could make. A fleet of one hundred Sharks  we have more than one hundred  could destroy the whole shipping of the Caribbean in a week.

What is your speed? I asked.

It increases as I dive. At twenty fathoms it is forty knots.

What!

On the surface as you see me now, it is only fifteen. But I have no occasion on the surface to remain. My motive power, my armament, I draw from the elements through which I pass. I require only material provisions for my crew; and I carry six.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT. I GIVE YOU ONE HOUR

Although you belong to a wiser and more imaginative race, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, as I have already observed you are curiously English in your outlook. The German hordes overrun Europe. But other governments of the world, including the Government of the United States, continue to treat with them as with equals. I use the methods of those German hordes, but more subtly and more effectively. Quality rather than quantity distinguished the master. Yet, because I hold no diplomatic portfolio, I, Fu-Manchu, am a criminal.

He drew himself up to his great height, a grotesque figure in that prosaic office deep in the heart of an extinct volcano. I anticipated an outburst. But as he stood, those glistening eyes grew filmed, introspective. He dropped down again into the chair from which he had risen, and reflectively took a pinch of snuff.

Yes, you possess a good, but not a first-rate intelligence, he went on, musingly, his voice now low. You have trained powers of observation. You possess that Celtic fire which, transmuted, sometimes produces genius. You are a man who honours his word; I recognize one when I meet him, since I honour my own. I could take other steps, but I trust my judgement. The world is in the balance. I hold in my hand that decimal of a gramme which shall determine which way the scale tips. I am going to send you as my nuncio to Sir Denis Nayland Smith and the American authorities. Neither he nor Washington has communicated with me.

Only one thought entered my mind at that moment: Smith has escaped  Smith was free! Thank God for this knowledge! Smith was free!

You will say that my services are at the disposal of the Allied governments and of the Government of the United States. You will tell him what you know of my facilities; and you will make it your business to bring him back with you entrusted by his own Government, by that of the United States, or by both, with plenipotentiary powers to negotiate  not with a criminal, but with one who holds the destiny of the world in his hands. I have said that I am prepared to accept your word; but Sir Denis, being bound by no such obligation, might forcibly detain you. Therefore, I shall take steps to limit the time of your absence. You will have seventy-two hours in which to return. It is a painless operation: I shall operate personally. You may decline this commission if you wish. It is now six oclock. I give you one hour. Report to me here at seven.

Faced by this ghastly prospect, every hissing syllable of Fu-Manchus ultimatum repeating itself over and over again in my brain, I wandered along the busy quays of that subterranean dockyard. No one paid the slightest attention to my presence. I walked straight ahead  aimlessly  hopelessly  thinking. For me it was the end: I should never see Ardatha again; for that Nayland Smith should compromise with Dr. Fu-Manchu was a thing unthinkable. Yet, whatever became of me, heaven be thanked. Smith was free! The fight went on!

And now, as I wandered along past the groups of workers, some of whom glanced at me  but none with any evidence of curiosity  an explanation presented itself. In my shabby drill suit, my skin reduced by the hot sun to a dusky brown, I was indistinguishable from many of the labourers: they mistook me for one of the below-ground staff!

This theory to explain their indifference to the presence of a stranger was strengthened a moment later. At the head of some steps against which a boat was tied up, a man dressed almost as I was dressed sat splicing a length of rope. There was no one within twenty yards of the spot, and for this reason I particularly noticed him. His bowed shoulders were turned to me as he bent over his task. I had almost passed him when he spoke:

Dont stop  dont look back. Walk straight ahead.

The speaker was Nayland Smith!


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE. CHRISTOPHES PATH

Smith! I gasped, this is a miracle!

No. Sound organization and top marks go to Barton. This way, and mind you dont stumble.

A coil of rope slung over his shoulder, Smith had slouched along in my wake until, leaving dockside activity behind, I had found myself on the farther shore, pursuing a path overhung by frowning rocks. Then, suddenly, he had caught me up and thrust me into a narrow cavity.

One backward glance I threw across the waters of the inky lake, glittering in synthetic sunshine. I could see gangs at work on the quays. One of the Sharks was submerging: it disappeared with the speed of a moorhen. Ring after ring of gleaming black water spread out from the spot where it had been.

Then, as I stumbled along behind Smith in impenetrable darkness, he turned, grasped my hand and pulled me up and round a bend into a small cave. Several electric lamps were set on the rocky floor, casting their light upon a group of armed and uniformed men. It was a party of United States Marines!

They had their carbines at the ready.

Made a capture, sir? growled the petty officer who was evidently in charge.

Yes! snapped Smith, the one I went for: Mr. Kerrigan.

A sort of gruff murmur greeted this announcement.

And now, Smith continued rapidly, we have to work fast. Stand easy, you fellows. Come over here, Kerrigan  thank God you are here! And tell me all you can in the fewest possible words.

Madly excited as I was, frantically keyed up by this unforeseen solution of a problem which had threatened my faith, my principles, my soul, I strove hard to comply. I told him of the infra-azure lamp; described The Snapping Fingers: I named some of those brilliant men who laboured here to bring the world under the domination of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He has agents everywhere, Smith! I cried.

I know that.

Six of his submarines could destroy a battle fleet. His planes, armed with Ericksen projectors, can manoeuvre like hawks. Whatever happens to Europe and the rest of the world, it is certain that at the present moment he holds the fate of the United States Navy in his hands.

At this stage of history, that means the rest of the world, said Smith gravely. He turned. Stand by here, sergeant, he directed. Post your men one in touch with another along the passage. When a search party comes  and it cant fail to be long, now  all fall back to the ladder, haul it up and leave no sign.

All clear, sir.

In single file we walked up a narrow passage in which there were many bends, and at each of the bends a man dropped out, until at the point where passage seemed to end in a great jagged, natural chamber in the rock, I saw a rope ladder hanging from a ledge high above.

This was Christophes road to the great cavern, said Smith. Just above this point, as we explored, it seemed that we had come to the end. You see, there have been earth tremors during the past century, and in places the way is blocked. He raised his head. All ready above there? he hailed.

All ready, sir, came a distant reply.

We brought climbing tackle, and fortunately the kind of men who know how to use it. Hang on to the ladder there. Up you go, Kerrigan.

There were two more Marines on duty at the head of the ladder. As one helped me to scramble up:

Welcome, Mr. Kerrigan! he said; I guess you are lucky to be alive!

I think so, too!

I was in a much wider passage, which, however, was obviously natural; and when Smith had joined me and had given directions to the men, we began to climb up a steep ascent, he carrying an electric lamp.

Smith, I said, at all costs we must rescue Ardatha!

Leave Ardatha to me, he replied shortly. Her safety is assured. We have a long way to go, Kerrigan, and so we must step out.

We stepped out, along that mounting, winding rock corridor, the floor of which was icy smooth in places where in some earth agony of long ago streams of lava had flowed down, or, perhaps, steam had spurted up from the great cavern below which had been the crater. The air was foul as that inside a pyramid; colonies of bats clung to the roof in places and sometimes came sweeping down to the light.

Smith rapped out a staccato, abbreviated account as we climbed:

In distraction caused by your striking at Voice  cursed you at the time but seems to have come out for the best  I dived down into shadow. Invisible Fu-Manchu had not had time to indicate me to smeller-out with big sword. Blow had staggered him, and, for reasons understood now, he became partially visible for a moment. Effect on those poor devils  glimpse of ghostly green figure  something I cant describe. One long wail went up and all fell flat on their faces.

At a bend in the passage we passed another armed Marine, who saluted.

All clear. Stand by, said Smith.

But what did you do?

About you could do nothing. Two masked thugs picked you up as you fell; carried you into the temple. Sticking to shadow of stockade, got back to the gate. Two masks on duty there, but I flashed the master amulet in the moonlight. Never questioned me: just saluted. I made along the path through trees to the rest-house and big clearing, at which it had been arranged for three planes to alight. Got through unchallenged. Saw a sight I shall never forget. Minor ceremony being performed, with drums, feathered witch doctor, and number of Voodoo priestesses, dancing until they fell in convulsions. Everyone dancing; drums beating; scores of panting bodies on the ground; shrieks, half animal cries…

The rest-house was deserted. I stood there watching the orgy. Often glanced at my watch; wondered if you were dead or alive, counting the minutes, seconds. Then, on the dot of appointed time, came drone of the engines. The scene changed magically. As the fighters circled overhead and then glided down to that perfect landing-ground, every soul scattered to cover! Most of those who had seemed to be insensible staggered to their feet  joined in the rout; others dragged away. Drums ceased, the witch doctor alone continued frenzied dancing. He did not seem to come to his senses until the first plane grounded right beside him.

What happened?

Nothing. Entire crowd took to the woods. Barton was in the second plane. We posted guards and set out helter-skelter for the stockade. Kerrigan  there wasnt a soul in the place!

At this point in our upward climb we passed another Marine.

Impossible to give you any idea activity of next few days. Haitian police like a pack of wolves. Suspects rounded up; hundreds of people questioned. But Voodoo is a very powerful force, Kerrigan. Air reconnaissance showed no suspicious movements. Naval units inspected every mile of shore. Marines landed at likely spots. Inquiries extended from coast to coast, beyond Dominican border. Had reasoned that secret base must be masked by some big industrial enterprise. San Damien Sisal Corporation seemed to fill bill. Called personally upon Mr. Horton, the manager. Except for certain strangeness of manner which I was disposed to ascribe to drug habit

The man is a Zombie I interrupted. He is nearly ninety years old!

Ah! this I did not know; his manner quite disarming. Most courteous; good enough to conduct me over the hemp refinery. Even offered to drive me out to largest plantation. This offer I declined. In short, Kerrigan  defeated.

I pulled up. The atmosphere of the tunnel was telling upon me, for I had passed through an exacting time.

Have we much farther to go, Smith? Or is this passage unending?

No; ends on other side of a ravine immediately facing ruined chapel.

Not in the chapel?

No. Fu-Manchu made a slip. Having inspected original chart, he learned that Barton had tricked him; site of opening faked. Had very little time though to search for it. Therefore blew up chapel?

With what result?

None at all. One thing he had not seen  most important thing of all.

Why had he not seen it, since he had seen the chart?

Because it was written on the back! It read, roughly, The altar faces the entrance, which is on opposite hillside, marked by granite cross set among trees!

Astounding bit of luck!

Plus Bartons genius for secrecy. Went to work like galley slaves. Had to work under cover. Posted hidden sentries all round area. Providence with us. Explosion had left altar practically intact; gave us our bearings… Granite cross long since vanished Took Barton two days to find tiny cave, no more than crevice in rock  but only way down to great cavern known to Christophe!

The other entrance, that from the sisal works, was discovered by accident some years ago…

I saw a peep of daylight, and a voice hailed us. It was a loud, unmistakable voice  the voice of Sir Lionel Barton!

Alls well, Barton! cried Smith. I have a surprise for you. Two armed men were guarding the entrance, which indeed was no more than eighteen inches wide and which opened on to a ledge some ten feet below the crest of a jagged and jungle-choked ravine.

As I stepped out behind Smith:

My God! cried Barton. Kerrigan! Heaven be praised! He shook my hand so hard that my fingers became limp, and then, pointing west:

Look at that, he said. We have just time to get back to camp. Theres a hell of a storm brewing.

And as we set out I looked into the west and saw that the sky was becoming veiled by a sort of purple haze.

The camp was an army tent with a smaller one set up behind it near a grove of trees. I observed a quantity of kit, a number of rifles; and here another Marine was on duty. Barton was so happy to see me that he kept throwing his arm around my shoulders and giving me bear-like hugs.

I suppose the boom of his great voice reached her from afar; for, as we approached, the flap of the smaller tent opened  and Ardatha ran out!


CHAPTER FORTY. THE SAN DAMIEN SISAL CORPORATION

When I had in some measure recovered from a shock of joy which I confess left me trembling, when I had fully appreciated the fact that this was the real Ardatha, the Ardatha who had so mysteriously disappeared in Paris, and not her shadow whom I had met again in London, I had time for wonder and time for questions.

But how did it happen? I asked breathlessly. Even now I find it hard to believe.

It happened, Bart dear, because even the genius of the Doctor nods  sometimes. You remember that he gave me over to the charge of Hassan. Hassan has served my family ever since I can remember, except that he was black, then, and not white. He came with me when I joined the Si-Fan, but when I left to come to you, in Paris  you remember

Remember? I remember every hour we spent together, every minute.

Well there was a haunting inflection in the way she pronounced the word, he becomes like all the others, except for one thing: he can never refuse to obey any order which I may give him.

I think I understand.

The work which I have done in the past for them has been away from their headquarters, you see. Those here in Haiti, where I have been only once before, who do not know me, know Hassan. I ordered him to come with me to the gate, and no one stopped us. I ordered him to get into one of the staff cars, of which there are always five or six waiting there, and to sit beside me, like a groom. He obeyed. I drove away. The Doctor had made a mistake. You see, I was myself again, and I knew! I meant to go to the consul at Cap Haitian, but on the way

On the way, snapped a familiar voice, and I saw that Smith had joined us, pardon my interruption  Ardatha met myself and a party of Marines going to join Barton.

And, oh! how glad I was to see you  how glad!

As a result of this meeting, Smith added, certain steps were taken in regard to the activities of the San Damien Sisal Corporation. But Ardatha I rarely let out of my sight again.

So utterly happy was I in our reunion that ominous claps of thunder, a growing darkness, that present danger to the United States which I knew to lurk in the Caribbean, were forgotten. Smith brought me sharply to my senses.

At last, he said, we have the game in our hands, if we play our cards carefully. The great brains which support Dr. Fu-Manchu, the machinery which his genius and that of his dupes has brought into being, all are here. I have failed before, but this time I do not mean to fail. In the next twenty-four hours either we win our long battle or hand what is left of the civilized world over to Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Darkness increased: thunder growled ominously over the mountains…

* * * *

Theres the signal. Barton! Since you are determined  good luck. But youre in for a rough passage.

Smith, Barton and I stood on a jetty at Cap Haitian. The night was completely black, except when bursts of tropical lightning created an eerie, blinding illumination. A signal had been arranged; and a moment before, we had seen a rocket burst against the inky curtain of the storm. A naval cutter was dancing deliriously at our feet.

I worked out the bearings and Im going to check them with the officer in charge, said Barton. If Christophes chart is wrong in this respect, why, then we fail! Cheerio!

He went to the head of the ladder, waited until the cutter rose within two feet of the jetty and jumped. In more respects than one Sir Lionel Barton was a remarkable man. I strained forward and saw him scrambling forward to the bows. As the cutter pulled out:

Barton has earned his reputation, said Nayland Smith. He fears neither men nor gods. If I know anything about him, he will stop at least one of Dr. Fu-Manchus rat holes tonight.

An old freighter of three thousand tons sunk well below her load-line with a cargo of concrete blocks, was lying off there in the storm, escorted by a United States destroyer. In the interval which had elapsed since I had been swallowed up by the organization of the Si-Fan, Smith and Barton had worked like beavers. The freighter was destined to be scuttled at the spot indicated in the ancient chart as the submarine entrance to Christophes Cavern. Inquiries from local fishermen had revealed that a shelf of rock, or submerged ridge, jutted out there. This ledge must be the lintel of Fu-Manchus underwater-gate.

An American skipper who knew the Haitian coast was in command, and the destroyer was standing by to take off the officers and crew. It would be necessary practically to pile up the ship on the gaunt rocks below which the opening lay  on such a night as this, with a heavy sea running, a feat of seamanship merely to think about which turned me cold.

I stood there beside Smith, watching. The thunder was so shattering when it came that it seemed to rock the quay, the lightning so vivid in its tropical brilliance as to be blinding. In those awesome flashes I could see both ships lying close off shore; I could see the cutter breasting a white-capped swell as she made for the freighter, riding lumpishly, overladen as she was. How clearly I remember that night, that occasion: for it was the prelude to what I believed and prayed would be the end of Dr. Fu-Manchu and all his works.

We waited there through blaze after blaze of lightning, until we saw the cutter brought alongside the freighter. By this time a tremendous sea was running, and I trembled for Barton, a heavy man and by no means a young one. I had visions of a jumping ladder, of the smaller craft shattered like an eggshell.

Then, during a moment of utter blackness, thunder booming hellishly among the mountains, a second rocket split the night.

Thank God! whispered Smith. He stood close beside me. Hes mad, but he bears a charmed life. Hes on board.

It was the agreed signal.

Now  to our job.

Through that satanic night we set out for the San Damien works. It was a wild drive, a ride of the Valkyries. Sometimes, as we climbed, white-hot flashes revealed forest valleys below the mountain road which we traversed; sometimes, in complete darkness which followed, the maintain seemed to shiver; our headlights resembled flickering candles. Our lives and more than our lives were in the hands of the driver, but as he had been allotted to us by the American authorities as the one man for the job, I resigned myself.

I have it in my bones, said Nayland Smith during a momentary lull, that tonight we shall finally defeat Dr. Fu-Manchu. The very elements seem to be enraged.

But I was silent. I had, in a sense, come closer to Dr. Fu-Manchu than Nayland Smith had ever had an opportunity to do. Something of the almost supernatural dread with which the Chinese scientist had inspired me was gone. He was not an evil spirit; he was a physical phenomenon, and his strength resided in the fact that he had perfected a method for enslaving the genius of the world and bending it to his will. At last I understood that Dr. Fu-Manchu was something which human ingenuity might hope to outwit. But his armament was formidable.

Of that drive up to the lip of the valley which once had been the crater of a great volcano, I retain strange memories. But memorable above all was that moment when, coming round a hairpin bend on the edge of a sheer precipice, the black curtain of the storm was rent by dazzling light, and there, away beyond a forest-choked valley, an eerie but a wonderful spectacle, I saw for the second time the mighty bulk of The Citadel, upstanding stark, an ogres castle, against the blaze.

Indeed, a jagged dagger of lightning seemed to strike directly down upon its towering battlements. Almost I expected to see them crumble. Darkness fell and there came a crash of thunder so deafening that it might well have echoed the collapse of Christophes vast fortress into the depths.

At long last we turned inland from the road skirting the precipice and plunged into a sort of cutting. I heaved a sigh of relief.

There are two sides to this road, said Smith. I confess I prefer it.

We were now, in fact, very near to our destination; but since I had never seen the outside of the place but only the extensive buildings which surrounded the quadrangle, I was surprised by its modest character. A wide sanded drive opened to the right of the road, and across it was a board on which might be read: The San Damien Sisal Corporation. The drive was bordered by tropical shrubbery and palm trees. Some fifty yards along I saw a bungalow which presumably served the purpose of a gate lodge. Smith checked the driver, and we pulled up just beyond.

There are three possibilities, he said. One, that we shall find the place deserted except for legitimate employees of the Corporation, against whom it would be difficulty to bring a case. In this event, the presence of the zoological exhibits and of the experimental laboratory might plausibly be accounted for: hemp cultivation after all is conducted today on scientific lines. The glass coffins you describe might be less easy to explain.

And the second possibility is  some trap may have been laid for us. I doubt, assuming that the Doctor and his associates have gone below-ground, if it would be possible under any circumstances to obtain access from this point. However, you see, my instructions have been well carried out.

In a dazzling blaze of lightning he looked round.

I warrant you can find no evidence of the fact, Kerrigan, that a considerable party of Federal agents, supported by two companies of Haitian infantry with machine guns, is covering the area.

There is certainly no sign of their presence. But why did they not challenge the car?

They have orders to challenge nothing going in, but anything or anybody coming out. Now, let us have a report.

He flashed a pocket torch, in-out, in-out.

From a darker gulley in the bank of the road, just above the sanded drive, two men appeared; one was in the uniform of the Haitian army, his companion wore mufti. As they came up. Smith acknowledged the officers salute and turning to the other.

Anything to report, Finlay? he asked.

Not a thing, chief  except that Major Lemage, here, has got his men under cover, and my boys all know their jobs. Whats the programme?

Are there any lights showing?

Sure. Theres one right in the gate-office. Night porter, I guess.

Anywhere else?

Havent seen any.

Then we will stick to our original plan. Come on, Kerrigan. As we walked past the car and up the sanded drive Finlay dropped back, following at some ten paces.

What was the third possibility you had in mind. Smith? I asked.

That Fu-Manchu evidently regards himself as a potential world power. He may still be here. He may attempt to brazen the thing out. Your absence will have puzzled him, but there are numbers of burrows in all volcanic rocks such as those which compose the Cavern, so it seems highly unlikely that he will be able to find out what occurred. But the absence of Ardatha and Hassan is susceptible of only one construction; a major mistake  and Fu-Manchu rarely makes major mistakes. However, we must move with care. You say that the lift is at the end of a sort of tunnel in which are the glass coffins?

Yes, a cellar built, I believe, in the foundations of the laboratory.

Which you can identify?

I think so.

The bungalow, when we reached it, was so like a thousand and one inquiry offices at entrances to works, that again, as had occurred many times before, the idea seemed fabulous that anything sinister lurked behind a façade so commonplace. Lightning blazed, and cast ebony shadows of palm trunks bordering the drive, shadows like solid bars, across to the spot where we stood. There was a brass plate on the door, inscribed: The San Damien Sisal Corporation. A light shone from a window.

Smith pressed the bell, and a sort of tingling excitement possessed me as I stood there waiting to see who would open the door. We had not long to wait.

A Haitian, his shirt sleeves rolled up above his elbows, a lanky fellow smoking a corncob pipe, looked at us with sleepy eyes.

In the office I saw a cane armchair from which he had evidently just risen, a newspaper on the floor beside it. There was a large keyboard resembling that of a hotel hall porter. At the moment that I observed this the mans expression changed.

What do you want? he asked sharply. You do not belong here.

I want to see the manager, snapped Smith. It is urgent.

The manager is in bed.

Someone must be on duty.

That is so  I am on duty.

Then go and wake the manager, and be sharp about it. I represent the Haitian Government, and I must see Mr. Horton at once. Go and rouse him.

Smiths authoritative manner was effective.

I have to stay here, the man replied, but I can call him.

He went inside and took up a telephone which I could not see; but then I heard him speaking rapidly in Haitian. Then came a tinkle as he replaced the receiver. He returned.

Someone is coming to take you to the manager, he reported.

Apparently regarding the incident as closed, he went in and shut the door.

I stared at Smith.

One of the Corporation staff, he said in a low voice. I doubt if he knows anything. However  wait and see.

We had not waited long before a coloured boy appeared from somewhere.

You two gentlemen want to see Mr. Horton?

We do, said Smith.

Come this way.

As we moved off behind the boy I glanced back over my shoulder and saw Finlay raise his hand and turn, then flash a light in the darkness behind him. We were being closely covered.

The boy led along the back of those quarters in which for a time I had occupied an apartment. I saw no lights anywhere. Just beyond, and fronting on the big quadrangle, was a detached bungalow. Some of the windows were lighted and a door was open. The coloured boy rapped upon the door, and James Ridgwell Horton came out, holding reading glasses in his hand and having a book under his arm. The storm seemed to be moving into the east, but dense cloudbanks obscured the moon and the night was vibrant with electric energy. He peered at us in a bewildered way.

You want to see me?

At which moment the reflection of distant lightning showed us up clearly.

We do, said Smith.

Why, Mr. Kerrigan! Sir Denis Nayland Smith! Horton exclaimed, and fell back a step. Mr. Kerrigan!

May we come in? asked Smith quietly.

Certainly. This is… most unexpected.

We went into a room furnished with tropical simplicity; the night was appallingly hot, and Horton had evidently been lying in a rest chair, reading. In the rack was an iced drink from which two straws protruded. I noticed with curiosity that illumination was by an ordinary standard lamp. Horton stared rather breathlessly from face to face.

Does this mean  ? he began.

It means, said Smith rapidly, as the presence of Kerrigan must indicate, that the games up. Do exactly as I tell you, and you will come to no great harm. Try to trick me, and lie worst will happen.

Horton made an effort to recover himself.

In the first place, sir, I cannot imagine

Imagination is unnecessary. Facts speak for themselves. I am here on the behalf of the Government of the United States.

Oh! murmured Horton.

I am accompanied by a number of Federal officers. The entire premises are surrounded by armed troops. This, for your information.

Yes, I see, murmured Horton; and I saw him clench his hands. In spite of this  and I speak purely in your own interest  I fear that steps will be taken against you of a character which you may not anticipate. I strongly urge you

It is my business to take risks, snapped Smith. You may regard yourself as under arrest, Mr. Horton. And now, be good enough to lead the way to Dr. Fu-Manchu.

A moment Horton hesitated, then stretched his hand out to a telephone.

No, no! said Smith, and grasped his arm. I wish to see him  not to find him gone.

I cannot answer for the consequences. I fear they will be grave  for you.

Be good enough to lead the way.

I was now riding a high tide of excitement; and when, walking dejectedly between us, Horton crossed the quadrangle in the direction of that large building without windows which I remembered so well, which I should never forget, I confess that I tingled with apprehension. There was no one in sight anywhere, but glancing back again I saw that a number of armed men had entered from the drive and were spreading out right and left so as to command every building in the quadrangle. Two who carried sub-machine guns were covering our movements. Before the door of that lobby in which I had changed into rubber shoes, Horton paused.

If you will wait for a moment, he said, I will inquire if the Doctor is here.

No, no! rapped Smith. We are coming with you.

Horton selected a key from a number on a chain and opened the door. We went into the lobby  and there were the rows of rubber shoes.

You must change into these, he said mechanically.

I nodded to Smith and we all went through that strange ritual.

Open this other door, said Smith.

The men armed with sub-machine guns were already inside.

I have no key of this door; I can only ring for admittance.

Ring, said Smith. I have warned you.

Horton pressed a button beside the massive metal door, and my excitement grew so tense that my teeth were clenched. For perhaps five seconds we waited. Smith turned to the G-men.

When this door opens, see that it stays open, he ordered. Pull those rubber things over your shoes. I dont know what for  but do it.

The door opened. I became aware of that throbbing sound which I had noted before, and there, before me, wearing his white surgical jacket, was Dr. Marriot Doughty!

Kerrigan! he exclaimed: Kerrigan!

His naturally sallow face grew deathly white. The short Vandyke beard seemed to bristle.

My name is Nayland Smith, said my friend. I am here to see Dr. Fu-Manchu. Stand aside if you please.

Entering, out of darkness broken only by gleams of lightning, into that vast and strange laboratory was very startling. One came from night into day. Whereas, when I had seen it before, the place had been but dimly illuminated, now, the Ferris Globe shone as though it were molten and the effect was as that of daylight. Standing behind one of the glass-topped benches at the other end of the laboratory  a bench upon which some experiment seemed to be in progress  and still wearing a long white jacket and black skull-cap as I remembered him, was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Theres your man! Said Smith, aside.

Hands up! rasped one of our bodyguard. Both raised their machine-guns. We all moved forward.

At the moment that we did so I saw one of those long slender hands touch a switch, so that to the peculiar throbbing which I have already mentioned was added a new kind of vibration. Otherwise, no perceptible change took place. Standing there, tall, square-shouldered, challengingly. Dr. Fu-Manchu watched us.

At last, cried Smith on a note of sudden excitement; at last I hold the winning card!

Dr. Fu-Manchu continued to watch but did not speak.

The entire works are surrounded, Smith went on. Every exit covered, high and low, except the air. And you have missed your chance there.

The green eyes became contemplative. In that unnatural daylight I could see every change of expression upon the evily majestic face. Fu-Manchu nodded his great head thoughtfully.

You have acted with your accustomed promptness and efficiency, he replied; but his voice, though even, was pitched on a high strident note. Exactly what steps you have seen fit to take it is not my purpose to inquire. But I was expecting you, and you are welcome.

There was something chilling in those words. I was expecting you  something which increased the effect which the presence of this man always had upon me. If he spoke the truth  why had he remained?

Indeed? said Smith, and I noted a change in his tone. Although I never took my eyes from Dr. Fu-Manchu, I was aware of the fact that other men were crowding in from the lobby.

Order those men to cross the red line on the floor behind you, Fu-Manchu said harshly.

And at the very moment that he spoke I knew the worst. I turned and cried shrilly:

Stand where you are there, for your lives! Dont cross the line. Smith! I clutched his arm. Do you understand what this means?

Yes, he said quietly. The fire had gone from his grey eyes. I understand.

An Ericksen screen, that guttural voice continued, and now I detected a note of mockery, has been thrown across the room some fifteen feet in front of me, and another behind you at the point marked by the red line on the floor. You are prisoners, gentlemen, in a cell from which no human power can rescue you, unless I choose to do so.

Well see about that, growled Finlay, who had evidently just come into the lobby. I dont like the looks of you and Im taking no chances.

Followed three sharp, ear-splitting explosions. But Dr. Fu-Manchu never stirred.

Merciful heaven! said Finlay hoarsely. God help us! What is he  a man or a spirit?

Both, my friend, the guttural voice assured him: as you are,

The effect of this seemingly supernatural demonstration upon the two men beside me was amazing. Plainly I saw them blanch, and for the first time they lowered their guns, peering into each others eyes. Then one turned to me, and:

What is it, mister? he asked. What is it? You seem to know.

Yes, I know, but I cant possibly explain.

In your absence. Sir Denis, Dr. Fu-Manchu went on, Which I regretted, I chose Mr. Kerrigan as your deputy and gave him an opportunity of glancing over some of my resources. His unaccountable disappearance threatened to derange my plans. But his return in your company suggest to me that he may have acquainted you with these particulars.

He has, Smith replied, tonelessly.

In that case you are aware that as the result of many years of labour I am at last in a position to dictate to any and every government in the world. The hordes now overrunning Europe could not deter me for a week from any objective I might decide to seize. Their vaunted air force, or, if you prefer it, that of the Allies, I could destroy as readily as I could destroy a wasps nest. The methods pursued by the Nazis are a clumsy imitation of my own. I too have my Fifth Column, and it is composed exclusively of men who understand their business. Those, for I am not infallible, who seek to betray me are disposed of.

He took up the jade snuff-box and delicately raised a pinch of snuff to his nostrils. He was not looking at us now but seemed to be thinking aloud.

There is a peril threatening the United States which, although it might be defeated, would nevertheless create a maximum of disorder and shake the national unity. I charge you. Sir Denis, to dismiss from your mind your picture of myself as a common criminal. I am no more a criminal than was Napoleon, no more a criminal than Caesar.

His voice was rising, quivering, and now his eyes were widely open. He was an imposing but an evil figure.

Transmit the order to the agents and to the troops who have entered these premises to return to their posts outside, until further instructions reach them. Washington has sent you here and I wish you to put before Washington a proposal which I have drawn up, which I shall place in your hands whenever you ask me to do so. Knowing something of your prejudices, of your misconceptions, of your ignorance, I give you time to adjust your outlook. I can grant you one hour. Sir Denis. Word has reached me of a shipwreck which threatens to block my sea-gate. I shall go down to investigate the matter. When I return, no doubt you will have made up your mind. I leave Companion Doughty in your company. As it would be unwise to remove the Ericksen screen at present, you would be well advised to remain nearer the centre of the laboratory. Proximity to the screen is dangerous.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE. AN ELECTRICAL DISTURBANCE

Barton has done it!

Smith spoke in a hoarse whisper. The two men of our bodyguard sat on a long bench, mopping their perspiring foreheads and glancing about them with profound apprehension. Dr. Marriot Doughty was seated on the other side of the room, and Finlay alone remained in the lobby beyond the red line. Smith had ordered the others to withdraw. The heat in the windowless laboratory was indescribable, and that consciousness of cerebral pressure created by Ericksen waves was all that I could endure.

Yes, Barton has succeeded; but we are trapped.

Although no reflection of lightning penetrated, apparently the great storm had not passed but had gathered again overhead. A crash of thunder came which rattled the glass instruments in their racks: the sound of it boomed and rolled and echoed weirdly above and about us. Marriot Doughty stood up and approached.

If you will permit me to prescribe, he said, there are several masks of a kind we wear during Ericksen experiments. I can reach them without leaving the free zone.

He crossed to a tall cabinet, opened a drawer and took out a number of headpieces resembling those used by radio operators.

Can we trust him? whispered Smith.

Yes. He is thinking primarily of himself, I believe. Marriot Doughty distributed the headpieces.

There are six, he said, but I fear that the gentleman in the lobby will have to go without one. The lobby, however, is partially insulated.

We adjusted the thing; and that unendurable sense of inward pressure was immediately relieved.

Anything like an hours exposure, the physician explained, might result in cerebral haemorrhage.

Smith turned to him. With the headpiece framing his lean features, he suddenly reminded me of Horus, the hawk god.

Dr. Doughty, he said, knowing nothing of the circumstances I am not entitled to question your principles; but may I ask some questions?

Certainly, and I shall be prepared to answer them.

Is there any means of disconnecting the Ericksen apparatus?

From our point of view, none. The controls are out of reach.

Is there any exit from this room other than that beyond the lobby or that at the other end used by Fu-Manchu?

None.

Smith nodded grimly and attempted to pull at the lobe of his ear; but part of the headpiece foiled him. Marriot Doughty seemed to hesitate, and then:

There is one feature of our present situation, he said, which contains elements of great danger.

What is that? asked Smith.

Expressed simply, it is a certain affinity which exists between Ericksen waves and lightning. You cannot have failed to notice that the electric storm, which had passed to the east, is now concentrated directly above us. One of the Doctors own precepts  which he would seem to have overlooked…

The sentence was never finished.

A veil of blinding light  I cannot otherwise describe it  descended between me and the farther end of the laboratory. The rubber-covered floor heaved like the deck of a ship; fragments of masonry fell all about! The Ferris Globe crashed from the roof into a cavity which suddenly yawned in the centre of the long room. The whole of one glass wall fell in!

Somewhere, a loud voice was shouting:

This way! This way! All the floors going!

I remember joining in a panic rush. Who ran beside me I cannot say  nor where we ran. The earth heaved beneath my feet; the night was torn by spears of lightning which seemed to strike down directly upon us. Through a hell beyond my powers to depict I ran  and ran  and ran…

* * * *

Thats better, Mr. Kerrigan!

I stared up into the speakers face, a sunbrowned, bearded face, not comprehending. Then, aware of an unpleasant nausea, I looked about me. I was in bed; the speaker was a doctor. A dreadful suspicion came  and I sat up.

Where am I?

You are in my house in Cap Haitien. My name is Dr. Ralph

You are not

I am a United States citizen, Mr. Kerrigan, he said cheerily. But there is no English physician here, so Mr. Finlay ran you in to me.

I dropped back, with a long sigh of relief.

Smith

Sir Denis Nayland Smith is here. His recovery was a quicker business than yours.

His recovery? I sat up again. What happened to us? Was I struck by something?

No, no  fumes. The earth tremor which partially destroyed the San Damien Sisal Works released fumes to which you both succumbed. What were you doing there last night with so large a body of men is none of my business. But, you see  he tapped me on the chest there had been passive congestion in the left lung, and you were more seriously affected than the others. However  he stood up you will be all right now, and I know you would wish to see your friend.

Dr. Ralph went out; and a moment later Nayland Smith came in.

Thank God were alive Kerrigan! he said. We lose the triumph, but we were the instruments of retribution!

Smith! What happened? What hellish thing happened? He began to walk up and down the small room.

So far as I can make out  I have been over there, all this morning  lightning struck the laboratory and was conducted (possibly down the lift cable) into the great cavern! At any rate, a new gorge has appeared, a gorge of extraordinary depth. It has swallowed up part of the sisal works and the whole of one plantation; in fact, the side of a mountain has moved!

Good God!

The first blast split the laboratory in half. That was when Doughty went

Then he

Fell into the pit which yawned not five feet from where you were standing! I hauled you back and we all ran out through the gap in the wall. We were half way across the quadrangle when the second blast  which seemed to come from underground  threw us off our feet. The fumes were appalling; but we all managed to struggle on for another hundred yards or so. I dont remember much more.

Good God! I said again. Can you picture what happened below-ground!

Yes! he snapped. I can… and Fu-Manchu was below ground!

What news of Barton?

Did the job. But they had to put out to sea and make for Port au Prince. Alls well with Barton; and I think, Kerrigan, my long fight is won. Now  I am going to send your nurse to see you. Before I could utter any word of protest, he went out, but left the door open.

Ardatha came in…


SEVEN SINS
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1

Black-Out in Babylon

In a somewhat oddly appointed room a man was listening to the nine oclock news bulletin.

The apartment, in addition to a super radio set, also boasted a large dressing-table with wing mirrors and two tall wardrobe cabinets of the kind seen in a modistes establishment. There were several trunks and other items of baggage, a camp bed and three ornate gilt chairs; there was a dictaphone and there was no carpet on the floor. Walls from which musty gray paper hung like elephants ears; nails of unknown purpose protruding from unpainted woodwork; a nearly black ceiling: these things did not make harmony with the costly appointments. This room did not add up.

The man seated on one of the three chairs wore a shabby blue suit with a muffler in lieu of a collar. His hands were dirty and he displayed a two days beard on his chin. His nose was expensively colored. A small cap, having a greasy peak, rested on the back of his head, to expose a mop of uncombed reddish brown hair resembling a dying dahlia.

His behavior was not without interest. He was attaching a fitting to connect the radio with the dictaphone. When the bulletin came to its rather anaesthetic end, the man pressed a control and the cylinder began to revolve.

To-nights postscript, said the announcer, will be by Sir Giles Loeder  and here he is.

Sir Giles Loeder was one of the most popular political broadcasters in England: he had the art of driving home his points to a mixed audience. Formerly member for North Tiverton (Independent), he had resigned his seat soon after the outbreak of war in order to be able to devote more time to what he then described as direct aid. In fact, he was chairman of so many committees, contributor to such a number of influential journals, and so tireless a radio speaker that his departure from the House of Commons seemed to be wholly justified.

Certainly, the man with the greasy cap gave undivided attention to Sir Giles remarks, sometimes stopping the record during a sentence or two and then starting it again as if anxious to capture the next phrase. At the conclusion of the postscript, he disconnected his apparatus, put the cylinder in a box and the box in a drawer, and switched the light off.

An uncarpeted stair, which he negotiated with the aid of a torch, enabled him to reach the ground floor and to step into a mews where a deserted taxicab was standing. Climbing to the drivers seat, he pulled out into Windmill Street.

One curious enough, and able, to have followed him, would have learned that he drove at speed, ignoring would-be fares, through the black-out mysteries of Soho and straight up deserted Regent Street. Half way along in spite of his tactics, a pair of unusually determined wanderers appeared from nowhere and ran out to head him off. They were Australian gunners.

Say, chum, whats the hurry? We need you.

Cant be done, mates. See  me flags dahn. Im bespoke by a gent at the B.B.C.

Whether this reference to the British Broadcasting Corporation, or the mans glittering Cockney, impressed the Diggers may never be known; but they allowed him to proceed unmolested.

The prevalent scarcity of taxis did not facilitate his plans, however. Just outside a Tube station he was delayed by traffic lights, and before he could utter a word of protest, a girl who wore a chiffon cape over a brief dance frock opened the offside door and got in.

Alf a mo! said the man. Alf a bloomin mo!

He directed the ray of a lamp into the interior; and he saw there a remarkably pretty brunette whose smiling glance caressed him. Her beauty was confident in its young inexperience, and the velvet brown eyes glowed with conquest: she would have attracted a cultured woman-hunter  or a novice.

Please dont say youre engaged. I simply must get to the B.B.C.

Oh! the B.B.C? Thats different and an appreciative grin spread over the drivers unshaven face, a grin which revealed flashing white teeth. Im goin there.

He drove on, and at the entrance to Broadcasting House the pretty brunette jumped out and fumbled in her bag.

No charge, lady. Me flags dahn. Also  its a pleasure. A smile like yours is worth more than a bob.

And this highly unusual taximan moved away and took his stand in darkness outside the Temple of British radio, a darkness fitfully, and startlingly, dispersed whenever high, fleeting clouds unveiled the harvest moon.



Rather less than four hours later, an interesting conversation took place between two men in an office which, when not blacked-out, overlooked the Thames Embankment.

Ye will have obsairved foreby, said the taller man, and his accent was impressive, unless ye bought the evening paper as a pipe lighter, that theres a marked decrease o crime in the West End of London.

He turned hazel eyes, which had an almost leonine quality, in the direction of a smaller man who leaned against a mantelpiece staring vacantly down into an empty grate.

The speaker, large framed, gaunt, his graying hair cropped at the sides of a square, mathematical forehead, and wearing a moustache so closely trimmed as to produce the effect of an unshaven upper lip, might have suggested to some the figure of a Covenanter born out of his generation.

The bare room in which he sat behind a bare desk (it contained a pewter inkpot and pens, a blotting pad, a calendar, a writing block, a wire basket and a telephone) was furnished with such severe simplicity that, excepting the desk and a framed print of Lord Trenchard over the mantelpiece, four chairs and a hatrack would have completed the inventory. This was the Scotland Yard office of Chief Detective Inspector Firth, and the tall man was the celebrated Chief Inspector.

Thats right, remarked the smaller man.

From a pocket of his sports jacket he withdrew a tightly rolled copy of an evening newspaper, glanced at it, rolled it up even more tightly and put it back into another pocket. Red faced, clean shaven, with surprised sandy hair, this was the Chief Inspectors assistant, Detective-sergeant Bluett.

He was never seen without an evening paper; indeed, it was believed that he invariably slept with a Final Edition under his pillow. There was no evidence to show that he ever read one.

It would be grand news for the likes o you and me, said Firth if it happened to be true. Big Ben, which sounded as though it stood directly outside the darkened window, chimed the half-hour. Half past one in the morning  and were still at it. Whats more, a wasted night.

Sergeant Bluett produced the rolled newspaper, glanced at it and put it back in the original pocket. There was a girl dancing at the Green Spider, he pointed out, with nothing on but her shoes.

I ha small doubt, the Chief Inspector commented, that had ye mentioned your disapproval, she would ha been glad to take them off. The naked women o Babylon concern the Church; they are no affair o this department. A decrease in crime? Wi black-out thugs, two unsolved murders, and a new and highly efficient cat-burglar in the West End.

Thats right.

Millions behind the black market, the gambling racket taking more money than Monte Carlo; a big spy ring sending news to Berlin before its known to the Hoose o Commons. A decrease in crime!

He rested his elbow on the blotting pad, pressing tips of long, sensitive fingers together and exposing his angular wrists.

I mind me of Port Said, where a wee job led me some whiles ago. A cleaner, quieter little bit of a town no man could wish to see. But my opposite number there took me underground. Weel, weel! The black-out has done just that to crime in London:  driven it underground.

Im glad the spy game isnt in my hands, remarked Sergeant Bluett. Mr. Gaston Max is welcome to his job.

Gaston Max is a most acceptable confrère. Owing to what he calls a wee misunderstanding wi Vichy, hes now one o us. He has a brilliant record wi the Paris police, and in my opeenion is the best detective in Europe.

Sergeant Bluett withdrew the evening paper and rerolled it almost fiercely. He gets far more rope from the Chief than we do. We have to stick to the book of the words; he sings his own sweet song.

Such was the arrangement. And until he has proven himself, it isna for us to creeticise a clever officer.

He looks more like a clever comic to me. As for the marvellous Paris methods weve heard so much about, I should say theyre twenty years out of date.

Thats as may be. But his English compares verra favorably wi your French.

Hm the evening paper disappeared into a pocket of Bluetts grey trousers Im none too sure about the French these days. Youve only got to look at their history to see what I mean.

French history has its dark spots, Bluett. But I could remark that England has black patches. I was thinking about the execution o King Charles.

Scotland too, said Bluett helpfully. I was thinking about the massacre of Glencoe.

The phone buzzed. Sergeant Bluett groaned. Chief Inspector Firth, frowning, took up the instrument.

Yes, sir. Firth here. He framed his lips in an unspoken word, whereby Sergeant Bluett became aware of the fact that the caller was Assistant Commissioner Colonel J.N.G. OHalloran  affectionately known as Jingo, and probably the most popular of Scotland Yards senior officers. Sergeant Bluett is in my office. Yes, sir,  I will be along at once.

The Chief Inspector replaced the receiver and stood up, revealing his great height and the fact that he wore a Harris tweed suit which his tailor might with justice have claimed to be well cut, assuming that it had been cut for a smaller customer. Firth smiled grimly, and because he had a slightly undershot jaw, when he smiled one saw his lower teeth.

Back to the streets o Babylon, he said. Wi this decrease in crime, our work is never done.


2

House with the Scarlet Door

A full moon, veiled from time to time by ragged clouds, looked down upon a crop of giant mushrooms which was really a fleet of barrage balloons floating high above a hushed and darkened London. The police officers were accustomed to these strangely silent streets; they no longer suffered memorys pangs; unmoved they passed by the sites of historic landmarks, of buildings with associations whose tendrils were wound around the heart of every Londoner, but which were marked now only by gaping chasms. The blue pencil of the Luftwaffe had erased those homely records; the red pencil of the Royal Air Force was busily balancing the account.

But the returning Londoner who had known the area in normal times must have surveyed this scene with some astonishment. Revellers there were, although the hour was late, but they revelled behind closed doors, unlighted windows. Wardens, police, and irrepressible taxicabs held undisputed possession. Gloomy reflections no doubt claimed the Chief Inspectors mind, for he broke a long silence only when the police car, entering South Audley Street, swung from thence into a narrow turning. The driver pulled up.

This is the house, sir.

Good.

Firth disentangled his great length from the low pitched car, and when he stood upright on the pavement he towered above its roof. Sergeant Bluett, who rode beside the driver, got out also. To their experienced eyes, the scene possessed certain unique characteristics, not least of these being the fact that South Audley Street showed empty from end to end.

No one in sight, muttered the Chief Inspector.

Sergeant Bluett was shining the ray of a torch upon a door painted vivid scarlet, and further distinguished by what appeared to be silver fittings. He moved the ray slightly so that it illuminated a small silver plate; he read aloud:

LORD MARCUS AMBERDALE

As Bluett switched off the torch and turned, staring with innocent looking eyes at the Chief Inspector:

Ring, said Firth.

Bluett pressed a silver button, and a dim note sounded from somewhere beyond the scarlet door, as a fourth occupant of the car, uttering a loud sigh, clambered out carrying a brown leather bag. This was a short, stout man, with a short, stout black moustache, and wearing a stout black hat. He lingered beside the car for a moment and stared up and down the street.

The first time in my experience, inspector, he said, that I have been called to such a scene and found not a soul about.

Just what I was thinking, doctor, Bluett replied, glancing over his shoulder. Queer, I call it.

Ring again, said the Chief Inspector; and Bluett rang.

The three men stood in the silent street, while the uniformed driver leaned out watching. That murmurous background composed of themes mechanical and human, which is the symphony of London, and which until black-out was invented had never ceased, day or night, for several centuries, was hushed to a querulous whisper. This new stillness of metropolitan midnight had a capacity to awe.

Inspector Firth stepped back, and during a brief flood of moonlight surveyed the house. It was one of those bijou Mayfair residences, smart and labor saving, which had become so popular as a result of the insoluble staff problem. It contained no more than seven or eight rooms and had a total frontage of some four paces. Nestling between larger neighbors, a low parapet enclosed narrow strips of tiled forecourt. The corners of this parapet, flanking the obstinately closed scarlet door, supported square stone flower boxes, filled with soil but displaying no flowers. And now, as Firth stood there looking up, South Audley Streets silence was broken.

A sound of distant chanting arose. The voice was a mans, rich, sweet, and informed with passionate intensity.

As this chanting swelled, diminished, and died away:

Phew! exclaimed Sergeant Bluett. This isnt the tradesmens entrance to Farm Street, is it?  for indeed, that fashionable Jesuit Church was no great distance away.

The moon became wholly obscured. Drops of rain made a sound like tapping fingers on the car roof. And some small, furry object darted past Sergeant Bluett and disappeared in darkness.

Here! what was that? he exclaimed.

That, said Firth, with ponderous sarcasm, was an example of felis domestica, or common hoose cat. The bell push is directly before ye ... For heavens sake, whats that!

That was another cat, which had brushed against Firths leg in retiring. And now Sergeant Bluett began to shine his torch into shadows behind the low parapet  and out from this cover sprang countless cats of all kinds; certainly no less than ten! When the last of the cats, a large and majestic Persian, had been put to flight by the questing ray, Sergeant Bluett inhaled deeply.

The three men before the scarlet door exchanged glances. It was the police driver who spoke.

Thats funny, he said.

Inspector Firth half turned as if to reply, then evidently changed his mind, and addressed Bluett instead.

Ring again  and keep on ringing.

So that once more that remote buzzing might be heard from somewhere behind the scarlet door. And now Firth pressed his ear to one of the enamelled panels.

Can you hear anything? Dr. Fawcett inquired, a nervous note in his voice.

I can. Footsteps.

The door was opened. Against dim light in a paved lobby, a gaunt figure appeared, the figure of a man almost as tall as Chief Inspector Firth. He wore what looked, at first sight, like a yellow dressing-gown, but which appeared, on closer inspection, to be a robe of unbleached linen. As Bluett uncompromisingly directed the ray of his torch upon the mans face, his impression that they had disturbed a priest at his devotions was strengthened rather than removed. It was a strange face, that of an aesthete, a scholar, drawn and lined, no more than a pallid frame for large, burning eyes which seemed to change from gray to blue. This man was so blond that it was hard to tell if his hair, grown unfashionably long and brushed back from a brow almost Shakespearian in contour, was very fair or nearly white. He wore a slight moustache which drooped at the ends. Save for the fire which burned in his eyes, he was strangely, almost unnaturally composed.

Good evening, sir, said the Chief Inspector, stepping forward. Do I address Lord Marcus Amberdale?

You do. I am at your service.

Firth turned and spoke to the driver. Pull around the corner of South Street. Keep a sharp lookout.

And as he spoke, from the dim lobby where Lord Marcus stood, out into that silent street crept a heavy perfume, a perfume so unmistakable that the doctor sniffed audibly, and Sergeant Bluett again exchanged glances with Chief Inspector Firth. It was burning incense. The car moved off.

You sent a message to Scotland Yard about ten minutes ago, sir. I am here to investigate.

You are welcome. The refined, musical, rather troubled voice expressed little beyond bewilderment.

I am Chief Inspector Firth.

Please come in, Chief Inspector. I was fortunate enough to find Colonel OHalloran in his office when I phoned. He and I were formerly brother officers, you know. Who are these other gentlemen?

Detective-sergeant Bluett, my assistant, and Dr. Fawcett, Divisional surgeon.

Yes, of course. Will you please come in also, gentlemen? I do not desire to be rude, but this regrettable interruption could not have occurred at a less fortunate moment. I must request you to lower your voices and to make as little noise as possible. You will understand, I trust, that I have a reason for my request.

The lobby which they entered was paved with what Dr. Fawcett (something of an archaeologist) judged to be fragments of Roman mosaic, cleverly reconstructed in a geometrical design. Indeed, there was nothing about the appointments of the place to suggest that it formed part of a London house. Its character transported the doctor to Pompeii. On the walls were singular frescoes, and a ceiling of lapis lazuli blue had been gemmed with stars in mother o pearl or some other translucent material.

Four antique pillars supported this ceiling, or heaven, and between two of them a purple curtain hung. A niche in one wall enshrined a statuette of Isis, an Ancient Egyptian piece, quite perfect, which must have been of great value. A lamp burned before it. Otherwise, although the lobby swam in a sort of liquid radiance, the source of light was invisible. And now, the scarlet door being closed, that oppression of incense which had been perceptible outside, became almost unendurable  a subtle prompting to be repelled at all costs.

A long Roman couch rested before the wall facing the niche of Isis, and upon this lay the body of a man in evening dress. Lord Marcus, having admitted his visitors, stood before the purple curtain, and one saw, now, that his robe was bordered with a design of a similar color. He wore sandals. His large blue eyes were dreamy, preoccupied.

I repeat, gentlemen, make as little noise as possible. My house is a small one; and to-night, when I had reached a higher plane than any I have reached before, comes interruption upon interruption.

He folded his arms and stood there; a tall, strangely impressive figure, that of a high priest who guards the holy of holies. Dr. Fawcett glanced at Chief Inspector Firth; found himself thinking about cats; put down his bag, and crossed the lobby. He bent over the man who lay on the couch  stooped lower, and uttered a significant exclamation.

Good God!

What? asked Firth, and was surprised to note that his somewhat strident voice had uttered no more than a whisper.

He has a broken neck.

What!

See for yourself.

Lord Marcus, his lips moving as if in silent prayer, did not stir. He looked straight before him in the direction of the closed door, which inside was panelled with dull silver and engraved with cabalistic inscriptions. Firth and Detective-sergeant Bluett joined Dr. Fawcett.

They saw the body of a man of no more than medium height, but of good figure. He wore a double breasted dinner jacket and its usual accompaniments, and his face, closely shaven except for a moustache resembling a pencilled line, was that of one thirty-five or forty years of age, who in life might have been conventionally handsome. He had abundant wavy dark hair, carefully dressed, and all those attributes of good grooming which are usually associated with a man of culture. His complexion, however, and his expression, if expression it could be called, were unpleasant to see. He appeared to have sustained a tremendous blow on the brow above his right eye, and his head was twisted in a grotesquely horrible manner.

Just lift his shoulders, the doctor directed.

Firth stooped and did so. The twisted head sagged in a fashion so gruesome that he quickly lowered the body again.

You see? Fracture dislocation of the neck. Skull bent back so as to rupture the anterior ligament. The official hangman couldnt have made a neater job of it.

Dr. Fawcett stooped again, and carefully examined a slight abrasion on the firm, clean-shaven jaw. He manipulated the bones and made other examinations, then straightening up, he stared at that robed immobile figure before the purple curtain. On an Arab coffee table stood a crystal pitcher half full of water, a tumbler beside it.

Did you try to revive him? the doctor asked Lord Marcus.

Yes. He inclined his head very slightly; but the moment I endeavored to raise him, I realised, as you have realised, that his neck was broken.

Was he a friend of yours? The question came from Firth.

I never saw him in my life before.

Of course, doctor the Chief Inspector turned, the lids of his leonine eyes slightly contracted you know who this is?

The face is familiar in some way, inspector, but I confess

You know him, Sergeant Bluett?

Bluett, who was examining the contents of a wallet he had found on the dead man, turned. The newspaper in his trouser pocket seemed to impede his movements: he removed it and put it in an inside coat pocket.

No. I was just trying to find out.

Aye, its a fact that a mans appearance undergoes a subtle change after he has had his neck broken. Its Sir Giles Loeder.

Good God!  so it is, Dr. Fawcett exclaimed. I heard him broadcast from the B.B.C. this evening  postscript to the nine oclock news!

Aye? Is that so? Weel, no doubt yell be wishing to complete your examination, doctor. I will leave you to it ... Is it possible for us, Lord Marcus, to sit down anywheres while I ask you a few simple questions?

I am at your disposal, Chief Inspector. Will you be good enough to come this way.

Lord Marcus crossed before the curtain, and opened a door in a recess which one might not have suspected to be there. He stood aside, slightly inclining his head again. Firth and Bluett, each casting an odd, sidelong glance at that which lay on the Roman couch, entered a room which was evidently a study.

The smell of incense was less perceptible here, and in his distinctive way each of the men, as he entered past the white-robed Lord Marcus, experienced a subtle sense of gratitude for this. Lord Marcus, pausing for a moment in an attitude of listening, entered after them and closed the door with a long, white, delicate hand. He indicated a settee and a deep armchair. This, they saw, was an orderly workroom, every available inch of wall space being occupied by closely stacked volumes. On a large mahogany table a green shaded lamp burned; and all the titles of those books within reach of its light reflected up from the carved and lustrous surface, indicated that Occultism and Ancient Egypt played a large part in Lord Marcus studies.

A nearly illegible papyrus was open on this table, held flat by four unusual paperweights. These were: a black granite figure of Set, god of the dead; a fossilised fish; a lump of quartz glittering with specks of gold; and a mummied hand (that of a woman) highly varnished and mounted in a gold bangle. Before the books on some of the shelves were statuettes and tomb ornaments, with fragments of mural decorations, and there was a complete mummy in a highly painted sarcophagus standing just inside the door.

Gentlemen, said Lord Marcus, I beg you to be seated.



Chief Inspector Firth was angrily conscious of feeling ill at ease. The situation was outside his experience. There was folly, madness, in the story somewhere; for he doubted the sanity of this impassive, linen-robed man, who during a national crisis unique in history could find time for whatever mumbo-jumbo was going on behind that drawn curtain. Nevertheless, Lord Marcus, mad or sane, was a son of the aged Marquis of Ord: therefore the Chief Inspector began awkwardly:

Might I ask, sir, at what time Sir Giles arrived?

Arrived? the musical voice echoed. I fear I cannot tell you exactly; but the sound of his arrival, if it may be so described, broke in upon the Rites at a moment of great danger to myself, since I was compelled to break the contact in order to learn what had occurred.

And now the courteous, but incomprehensible, character of this reply increased Firths ill-humor. What did Lord Marcus mean by the Rites  or for that matter, breaking the contact?

He decided, however, that these minor mysteries must not be permitted to intrude upon that line of inquiry which he had in mind.

You mean that you were in another room  a room which we have not seen yet  engaged in some occupation which no doubt ye will explain later, when you heard a sound. What was the sound?

Sir Marcus raised one hand to his brow in an effort of recollection.

I had become dimly conscious of a disturbance in the lobby. I had deliberately ignored it, supposing that Wake had returned.

Who is Wake?

My butler.

And had he returned?

No. Shortly after this sound interrupted me, however, (it resembled that of scuffling footsteps and other slight movements), someone rang the door bell.

The door bell? What did you do?

Accepting the interruption as unavoidable, I was forced to inquire what had caused it. In the lobby on the couch, as you see him now, I found a man lying. Until I actually touched him, I did not realise that he was dead, and I had gone to the dining-room for water, hoping to revive him.

You disturbed the body in no way?

Beyond placing my arm under his shoulders in order to raise him, I did not.

There was a short uneasy silence. Even silence in this strange house of Lord Marcus Amberdale possessed some quality unlike that of other silences. Chief Inspector Firth was glad when Bluett broke it.

Do I understand your lordship to mean that there was no one else but yourself here at the time?

Lord Marcus inclined his head in that characteristic gesture; No one else who was conscious.

Conscious? Firth repeated in an irritably bewildered way. Was there someone who was unconscious?

The physical shell of a woman: her spirit was far away, climbing the staircase of the planets.

The police officers exchanged furtive glances. Firths hazel eyes, which could kindle to a flame of anger, or grow moist in the presence of human suffering, flashed danger signals.

Following a momentary consideration of the fine fanatical face of Lord Marcus, the inspector seemed to come to a conclusion.

I should like to point out, sir, he said, and his strident voice had become stern, his accent strongly marked, that a murder, a most brutal murder, has been committed in this hoose to-night. What the staircase o the planets has to do wi it is not for me to say. But do I understand there is someone else on these premises  someone we have not seen  who was present at the time?

There is  but she remains in a state of exaltation, of trance. To arouse her might be fatal.

That will be for the doctor to decide, said Firth drily. Ye say that yere butler was not in?

No. Speaking physically, I was alone in the house, Chief Inspector. I wish to make that clear.

Quite so. And when ye came out into the lobby, would ye be noticing if the front door was open?

I opened it myself, and looked out into the street. There was no one in sight, although I could see right to the corner.

But, Firth persevered, ye found the door shut?

It was shut.

Firth stared at his assistant rather helplessly.

This is quite beyond me, he confessed. Are we to suppose that a man wi a broken neck admitted himself into yon lobby? I think not. Therefore, someone else must ha brought him in, and then slipped out again, unless he is still here. Have you searched the hoose?

I have not left the ground floor. I was forced to return immediately to the Rites.

Firth stood up, and then sat down again. The doctor is out yonder, he muttered, so that if there is anyone else inside, he canna very well get out. Have you a back entrance?

No, there is no other entrance.

Who, other than yoursel, has a key o the front door?

Wake has one. But Wake has not returned.

Late hours for a butler, Bluett suggested, glancing at his wrist-watch.

Rather wearily Lord Marcus explained: Wake sometimes sleeps out. His wife acts as caretaker at a house in Grosvenor Square. With my permission, he occasionally spends the night there. To-night, when he set out (it was his evening off), I told him that I should be engaged until very late, and  provided he reported in the morning  that it would be unnecessary for him to return.

And no one else has a key, sir? Firth insisted.

No one else. It is a Yale lock, and there are only two keys for it.

Sergeant Bluett, who had been making notes, glanced up with a puzzled frown. Was it before or after the bell rang that you heard these shuffling footsteps?

Before. I should have ignored them if these sounds had not been followed by that of the bell.

I see. Bluett scratched his upstanding hair in a manner which suggested that he did not see at all.

What other servants are there? Firth asked.

A woman who acts as cook and who attends daily; otherwise Wake is in sole charge of my small household. Let me epitomise the situation, gentlemen. He glanced with those dreamy eyes from face to face. I was engaged in a ritualistic experiment the results of which might well have meant the end of that evil which oppresses the world. One corner of the veil, at last, had been lifted. To this moment I had dedicated my life for many years. You see he smiled sadly I was doomed to be plucked back at the very threshold of Knowledge. Hearing the sounds which I have described, I forced myself from the subconscious back into the conscious, and went out to the lobby. The man  I had never seen him before, but you say he is Sir Giles Loeder  was lying as you found him. The front door was locked. I can tell you nothing more, gentlemen, for this is all I know.

There was a further uneasy pause: Sergeant Bluett took out the evening paper, stared at it as though he wondered how it had got there, and put it back in another pocket.

Realising that the man was dead, said Firth, you came to the phone, which I see on the table, yonder, and called up Scotland Yard. Is that correct?

It is correct. I then returned hoping that in the short time still left to me before final interruption should occur, I might reconquer some of what I had lost.

You mean that you went into another room, leaving no one in the lobby but the dead man?

Yes.

Then someone in hiding, Bluett suggested, might have slipped out? Before we arrived, I mean.

I have no reason to suppose that there was anyone in hiding.

The door opened and Dr. Fawcett entered, sniffing and looking from face to face, a man whose curiosity could brook no further repression. A wave of that disturbing perfume followed him in.

Why do you burn incense, Lord Marcus? he asked rather tersely and what is it?

It is kyphi, the sacred kyphi of the Ancient Egyptian temples. Its production is the result of many years of experiment upon the formula of Dioscorides. I am the only man in modern times who has succeeded in producing it. As to why I burn it, I burn it during the Rites.

The surgeon shook his head, staring inquiringly at Chief Inspector Firth. Probably you will want to check the dead mans possessions, he said. The cause of death is perfectly clear, of course. He seems to have been lifted up, lifted bodily up, and cast down, head first, upon the paving  an operation which, in the case of a powerful man  and I should say he was a fairly powerful man  would have created a tremendous disturbance.

There was no such disturbance, doctor, murmured Lord Marcus. He cannot have sustained that frightful injury in my house.

Certainly, I can find no evidence of a struggle in the lobby; but I can account for his condition in no other way  unless of course he met his death elsewhere. There is nothing to suggest, however, that he was knocked down in the street for instance. His clothing bears no trace of grease or mud.

Dr. Fawcett stared in surprise at the mummy, which he now saw for the first time, transferring his glance from this to those other curious objects which lay upon the large table.

You study strange subjects, Lord Marcus, he observed.

His manner was brisk, direct, but strictly professional; his curiosity was professional, too. He believed that Lord Marcus Amberdale dabbled in magic, and he knew from personal experience that such pursuits sometimes lead to insanity. But as if to prevent a possible diversion, Chief Inspector Firth stood up.

He knew that the moment was come to make a demand which he anticipated would be declined. And although he fought a stout inward fight, he was unable to disguise from himself the fact that Lord Marcus, whom he believed to be mad, inspired him with a sort of respect, which, although he despised the weakness he was unable to shake off. He faced him across the dimly lighted room.

I must now request, sir, he said, his strident voice quite toneless, to interview the other witness who, by your own account, was present at the time that the events reported took place.


3

Shrine of Isis

Dr. Fawcett observed a change stealing over the ascetic face of Lord Marcus. The dreamy blue eyes grew hard, the jaw more angular. He remembered vaguely that Lord Marcus had formerly been a soldier, and these were the eyes of a soldier which now looked out from the mask of the visionary.

I appreciate, Chief Inspector,  his musical voice remained low and untroubled that you have power to enforce this request. But if I assure you that the lady you desire to see, although present in the body, is actually far from this house, if I assure you that she has remained throughout oblivious of all that has occurred here, will you accept my word, and not compel me to arouse her? I assure you upon my honor that to do so might prove fatal.

Firth glanced uneasily at Dr. Fawcett. The decision on that point rests in your hands, doctor, but for my part I must certainly see this lady.

Can I count upon your support, sir? asked Lord Marcus, turning to the surgeon. If I make certain stipulations, as indeed I must, will you see that they are carried out?

To the best of my ability, Lord Marcus. But the conduct of this inquiry is in the hands of the Chief Inspector, not in mine.

My stipulations are these, Lord Marcus went on: I will permit you to see the shrine on the understanding that no sound is made, no word spoken. If you consider, Chief Inspector, that an interrogation is necessary, I must ask for more time.

The three men exchanged glances, and Firth nodded.

Verra weel, he said dourly. This is the queerest business that ever came my ways, but I must carry out my duty. Lead on, sir.

Lord Marcus extended a long, slender hand, inviting his visitors to return to the lobby. Again, in passing, they all glanced down at the dead man. Be good enough to remain immediately outside the door when I shall have opened it, he said; no foot but mine must cross the threshold. And be silent.

He pulled a cord, and the purple curtain opened in its centre, to reveal another of the silver-plated doors. This also opened in the centre, its twin leaves sliding silently to right and left. As it opened, an overpowering wave of incense swept out into the lobby.

The tall, robed figure entered. An imperative gesture warned them to pause on the threshold. It was significant that they all moved on tiptoe as one does in the echoing vastness of a cathedral, although the place into which they looked was of no such dimensions. It was, however, of surprising form.

The floor was paved with shiny black stone; the walls were plastered and covered with mural decorations of Ancient Egyptian figures. It was lighted by two globular lamps resting on slender silver tripods to right and left of a golden curtain which occupied a great part of that wall which faced the door. The ceiling was apparently of dull black, creating an impression of space above. Apart from the two silver lamps there was absolutely no furniture whatever in the apartment.

Raising a finger to his lips as he looked back across his shoulder, Lord Marcus, stepping silently in his sandals, advanced to the golden curtain and drew it aside. The origin of those clouds of incense which permeated the house now became apparent. A silver burner rested on a third tripod, and, because of draught occasioned by their entrance, sent up wavering spirals of aromatic smoke through a perforated cover.

In spite of the injunction to silence, three sibilant inhalations marked the astonishment of the onlookers.

Recessed beyond the curtain a sort of shrine or altar lay. Upon a dais covered with a leopard skin rested a throne, evidently of great antiquity and inlaid with silver and gold. The recess embracing this throne was semi-circular, and decorated with designs from the Book of the Dead, so that a grotesque procession of gods of the Nile marched in eternal monotony behind the woman seated there: figures with the heads of hawks, of cats, of crocodiles; a saturnalia such as might have haunted the dreams of a sleeping Pharaoh.

This woman wore the asp headdress of royal Egypt, a dull gold bangle on her right arm and a number of antique rings upon her fingers. She sat in a rigid pose, her hands palm downward, her body upright, her knees and feet pressed closely together  and her beauty was melodramatic in its flamboyance, in its stark passivity.

Hair dressed in a barbaric fashion resembled polished copper; wide-open eyes which stared eerily before her were of amber flecked with green: beautiful eyes but they held no human spark of life or love or passion, but seemed to survey a past dead world. A sheath-like garment of transparent tissue permitted the curves of her body to gleam through it like those of an ivory statue. No pulse throbbed in that white throat: there was no perceptible movement of her breast. Her lips were slightly parted in a sibylline smile.

Invasion of this secret temple produced no visible change in that entranced beauty. Lord Marcus raised his arms like a priest before the altar, and intoned words in his soft, musical voice, and in a language unfamiliar to any of those who listened. The long-lashed eyes of the woman never flickered. Lowering his arms, he stood aside, and for a period of perhaps a minute allowed the three men to watch  and to wonder. Then, turning, he gave a sweeping gesture to intimate that they should retire.

Stepping again on tiptoe, with extreme caution, acutely aware of their clumsy shoes, those who had watched withdrew. Lord Marcus reclosed the silent door, and replaced the purple curtain ...

It was Dr. Fawcett who broke an awkward silence. His expression, as he watched Lord Marcus, was diagnostic, but the effort which it cost him to recapture his professional manner was not lost upon Inspector Firth.

Hypnotism? the doctor inquired, with raised eyebrows.

Not entirely, doctor, Lord Marcus replied, and that hard light had died from his eyes: he was again the prophetic dreamer. Kyphi has singular properties, and a preparation of hashish, which I can procure only from Aleppo, more widely opens the inner eye. Personal magnetism, which is fully established between us, directs the quest of the released spirit.

Chief Inspector Firth interrupted. I am afraid, sir, there are certain important points which I must clear up before I can send for an ambulance and have the body removed.

I beg that you will make your inquiries as brief as possible.

Ill do that. First and foremost I would ask, Dr. Fawcett: Are you prepared to say that yon woman is in a trance?

Yes, or under the influence of some drug.

Shes no just pretending?

I am prepared to state that she is unconscious. I can say no more without a proper examination.

Verra good, doctor. And now, Lord Marcus, I understand that this woman, who has been drugged or hypnotised by you, is being used for some kind of an experiment. Am I right?

She is playing her part in the Rites, Lord Marcus replied, in that musical, weary voice, which are probably more than two thousand years old, and which, it is equally probable, have never been attempted by any living man. You may have observed that to-night is the night of the full moon. It is the full moon of the Ancient Egyptian Sothic month of Paophi, which means that, failing, I cannot even attempt to do what I sought to do for a whole year again.

Might I ask, Lord Marcus, the doctor interjected eagerly, what you sought to do?

Certainly. The reply was calm and courteous. You, very properly, in common with these officers, assume that I am mad. I assure you that I am sane. The ancients, so scorned in this machine age, knew more of the power of the spirit than we to-day even suspect. I have endeavored for more than twenty years to recover some of that lost knowledge. To-night I had sent an untrammelled soul upon a voyage of exploration. I sought to know why the world was so sorely afflicted, and when its punishment would end.

It is possible that ye mean, sir, said Firth, and he was funereally Caledonian in his dourness, that ye sought to find out when the war would end?

Substantially, perhaps, that was my object. It is vain of you to endeavor to conceal the fact, Chief Inspector, that you regard me as a mental case, and even despise me a little for behavior which you look upon as egregiously flippant at a time of national stress. But you are wrong. I stood, to-night, upon the edge of knowledge denied to men for thousands of years, when, ordained by some fatality which I cannot even pretend to explain, that man died who lies there before us.

Fatality may be right, murmured the Chief Inspector, his eyes fixed upon Lord Marcus with an expression no doubt similar to that which fired the eyes of Torquemada when he rebuked a heretic. Mysel, I would ca it the Hand of God. His ways are strange and beyond computing. And I think, Lord Marcus, that what ye sought to know, it is not intended that man should know.

Lord Marcus smiled: It was a sweet and a wistful smile. You may even be wiser than I, Chief Inspector. I am perhaps not sufficiently purified. Indeed, I may venture too greatly. But I sought, not for my own good, but for the good of the world. This I ask you to believe.

And in fact, despite all that they had seen, all that they suspected, despite memories of the entranced woman upon whose lips rested a smile at once voluptuous and mystic, no one of the three doubted this mans sincerity. But each, in his different degree, doubted his sanity.

Bluett had managed to recall the fact that Lord Marcus in his younger days had been a notable boxer: he remained, for all his asceticism, a physically powerful man. Furthermore, the Detective-sergeant, whose special province was the morals of Mayfair, had recognised the woman. She was none other than the once notorious Mrs. Vane, whose adventures, matrimonial and extra-matrimonial, had afforded society journalists just before the war many spicy paragraphs. In his practical way he was reconstructing what might have occurred; and in the light of this reconstruction, Lord Marcus Amberdale already as good as stood in the dock. He cast a swift glance from ingenuous eyes at his superior. But there was nothing in the way in which Firth was looking at Lord Marcus to suggest that he shared Bluetts views.

Do I understand, sir, said the Chief Inspector, that in spite of what has happened, you would wish to renew this  er  expeeriment?

Lord Marcus shook his head sadly. Not at all. To do so would be useless. The shrine has been defiled. Forgive me  the implication does not reflect upon yourselves. But I must very gradually, and with infinite care, recall the traveller.

I see, said Firth. In the meantime, sir, I am afraid I shall have to put through a few routine inquiries here regarding the dead mans possessions and so on, but I will endeavor to keep as quiet as possible. May I have the ladys name?

She is Mrs. Vane, the only woman I have known in thirty years who possessed at once the ethereal subtlety and the physical courage to pursue the path so far. Instinctively, startlingly, he turned to Detective-sergeant Bluett. You are thinking of the stories which are told about this lady. I would reply that her physical life is beside the point: I neither condone nor condemn it. There are qualities present which I have found in no one else: those of a priestess of Isis. With your permission, Chief Inspector, I will retire.

And Chief Inspector Firth was about to reply and to give the necessary authority, when all four men started and turned as one. Clouds of incense swam, now, visibly in the nearly still air of the lobby; a slowly writhing pall of oily vapor hung over the body of Sir Giles Loeder. But it was towards the silver-plated front door with its cabalistic inscriptions, that all eyes were directed.

Someone had quietly inserted a key in the lock!


4

Someone Comes In

As the door opened, which it did slowly  one might have said furtively  a draught of cool air penetrated the lobby, weaving those oily layers of perfumed smoke into swirls and spirals. Lord Marcus, interrupted in the act of drawing aside the purple curtain, now closed it again and turned as did the others. He, also, stared with a queer fixity of expression, towards the opening door.

Dr. Fawcett frowned nervously; Chief Inspector Firth, whose fierce eyes were set in the same direction, raised his left hand like an orchestral conductor who subdues the violins; Bluett, as if hypnotised by the gesture, seemed almost to be holding his breath. The door being fully opened, to admit that refreshing smell which tells of falling rain, a sound resembling a sigh disturbed the silence of the lobby. It was caused by a quartette of concerted inhalations.

In out of the darkness, somewhat wet and dishevelled, a girl entered, her eyes wide open and frightened, and her fingers still clutching a key which remained in the lock. Color began to ebb from her cheeks as she glanced around at the four men who lived and at the one who was dead.

Fay!

Lord Marcus pronounced the name, on a queer rising intonation to which his musical voice lent a sort of elfin beauty.

Good God! look at that!

Bluett was the second speaker. He pointed into shadows behind the girl; pointed to where three cats, a tabby and a black, led by a majestic persian, formed a phantom escort. Firth came to his senses.

Huish! be off! he cried, and swept towards the feline intruders.

They fled, uttering plaintive miaows, as the Chief Inspector, stepping past the horror-stricken girl, gently removed her fingers from the doorkey (she did not seem to be conscious of the fact that he was doing so) and slipped the key into his own pocket, closing the door. He turned, back to the silver panels, and looked across her head at the three men. Particularly, his penetrating glance searched the countenance of Lord Marcus.

I believe you spoke, sir.

Startled by the voice which came from behind her shoulder, the girl looked quickly back, and then ran to Lord Marcus, hands outstretched.

Marcus, my dear  Marcus! whatever has happened!

He rested his long hands upon her shoulders, giving her a reassuring squeeze, and his smile was infinitely kindly. You may well ask, Fay, but I fear I cannot tell you. This unhappy affair is as much a mystery to me as to anyone. Let me ask in return whatever has brought you here at this hour of the night.

Sergeant Bluett glanced suspiciously at Dr. Fawcett. Firth stood quite still, watching Lord Marcus: the girl, clutching one sleeve of his robe, was staring aside towards the Roman couch. Perceptibly, she grew still more pale. She was so delicately pretty that the average observer might have overlooked her; a beauty for a connoisseur. Almost boyishly slim, her limbs were alluringly rounded, and her frank gray eyes expressed a sort of primaeval innocence. She had hazelnut hair, wind-blown, and at the moment, wet; and her fresh skin might have belonged to a dryad, to a creature of the greenwood. A light blue cape, which may have formed part of a uniform, was worn over an evening frock, and her dance shoes were spattered with mud. She turned from Lord Marcus, still holding his sleeve, and faced the Chief Inspector.

Really, she said, I am afraid I dont understand at all. Please, wont somebody tell me what has happened?

Perhaps, gentlemen the interruption came in that singularly calm voice of Lord Marcus I should make you acquainted. Chief Detective Inspector Firth, Dr. Fawcett, and  er  Sergeant Bluett: my cousin, Fay Perigal.

The Chief Inspector and the surgeon acknowledged this introduction by bows. Bluett alone spoke.

How do you do, miss? he inquired.

A tragic and unaccountable thing has occurred here to-night, Lord Marcus added, so that your wholly unexpected appearance seems to call for an explanation, Fay. I am curious on this point myself, and these gentlemen are professionally interested.

Yes, of course. Fay Perigal glanced from face to face, glanced at the couch and then away again quickly: her agitation was pathetic. Its really quite simple. Just an unfortunate accident. You see she addressed herself nervously to the Chief Inspector I managed to get leave to attend a birthday party given by a school friend in London. As I knew I couldnt possibly get back to Otterly to-night

Otterly, miss? Bluett glanced up from his notes.

Yes, I am at the Royal Air Force Hospital there. And so I arranged with Phil  Phillida Wentworth, another friend  to spend the night at her flat, which is quite near the house where the party was held. Well she smiled unmirthfully I cant account for it. But when I got there, the outer door was locked, and no amount of ringing was any good. Then, it began to rain  and at last I gave it up in despair. I walked all along Albemarle Street and into Piccadilly, but there simply wasnt a taxi in sight. I really had no idea what to do, especially as I had very little money with me. And then, I thought of you, Marcus.

I am glad you did. Normally, you would have been most welcome. Indeed, you are welcome now.

Oh, I didnt mean to disturb you by going upstairs.

She glanced in the direction of a marble stair which led from a corner of the lobby to upper apartments. My idea was to sleep, or try to sleep her eyes turned fearfully in that direction on the couch. I didnt expect to find anybody up, you see.

Then might I ask, Miss Perigal, the Chief Inspector interrupted, how ye expected to get in?

Oh! She smiled again, and this second smile momentarily swept the horror from her eyes. Thats quite simple. Marcus always hides the key, or what he calls hiding it, in the flower box outside, you see.

What! Firth turned frowningly to Lord Marcus. Do ye mean to say, sir, that it is a habit of yours to leave the key outside the door?

That old-world, dignified inclination of the head answered him.

I confess to being somewhat absent-minded, Chief Inspector, and therefore invariably I leave my key in a corner of one of the stone boxes, as Miss Perigal has told you.

Good lord! murmured Bluett.

What did you say? Firth inquired.

I said Good lord! Bluett, whose pencil had broken, delved in an inside pocket and produced the evening paper. This he placed in an outside pocket, then sought, and found, another pencil.

As you can see from my condition, Fay added, it was raining quite fast, and I practically ran here. Truly, Marcus, I didnt know what else to do.

There is no occasion to apologise, Fay. My house is always open to my friends. And now, gentlemen, if you wish to talk further to Miss Perigal, I would suggest that you use the study. The guest room is vacant, Fay, and you are more than welcome to it. I will leave a note for Wake, who will bring your morning coffee and take your orders for breakfast, at which I shall look forward to joining you. I should be glad, Chief Inspector, of your permission to retire for the purpose to which I have already referred.

But Fay continued to clutch the sleeve of his linen robe. It was a physical expression of a bleak mental loneliness; a quest of sympathy, of understanding.

Marcus! He paused, as he was about to draw back the curtain. Is she in there?

Yes, he answered mildly.

Fay crept closer to him. But surely, Marcus, you promised me that you would give this business up?

When the experiment of to-night should be completed, Fay; such was the understanding. I regret to say that Fate has intervened to make it a failure. He turned to Firth. My cousin is obviously much overwrought. I count upon you to spare her unnecessary questioning. She knows no more than I know. Until breakfast, Fay.

One moment, Lord Marcus.

Lord Marcus paused, his hand raised again to the curtain and glanced back at the Chief Inspector, who had addressed him.

At your service.

When ye have awakened the lady in yon, I should be glad, wi the doctors consent, to see her for a moment.

I will do my best.

Lord Marcus pushed the plated panels aside, went into the dimly lighted place beyond, and reclosed the door.

Silence became so complete that it was possible to hear the pattering of rain in the street outside. It was broken by a muffled sound of that musical chanting which the police officers dimly had heard before. The Chief Inspector frowned irritably. Fay shuddered, turning away and clasping her hands. Firth looked at the rather forlorn figure and his frown melted into a smile. This smile revealed a man no criminal had ever met.

I am more than sorry to have to ask, Miss Perigal, but he nodded towards the couch does it happen ye are acquainted wi this man?

Fay Perigal breathed deeply; she was obviously exercising an effort of self control: she remained very pale. She nodded.

Yes. Her frank eyes were clouded, and one would have said that either the condition or the identity of the man who lay there had taxed endurance close to breaking point. Sir Giles Loeder.

Hm! muttered Dr. Fawcett.

Would ye be knowing Sir Giles well? Firth asked.

No; scarcely at all. He came down to Otterly a month or so ago to interview some of the patients. He had official permission to introduce their experiences into his broadcasts. You know he used to broadcast. That was where I met him. I was detailed to take him round. I never saw him again until ... to-night.

I see, murmured Firth. That doesna help us a great deal. He had the reputation of being a man o great charm. Did ye find it so?

Frankly she forced a smile, but it was a wry and tremulous smile it sounds a dreadful thing to say, perhaps, in the circumstances, but I am afraid I didnt like him at all.

Aye! is that so? And about Mrs. Vane, now? Yell be knowing her, I doubt not.

Yes  I know her.

Is she a friend of yours?

No  Im afraid she isnt. You see she brushed back a ringlet of damp hair my cousin Marcus believes that he can rediscover all sorts of lost secrets in some way that Im sorry to say I dont altogether understand

And of which you dont altogether approve?

Well, perhaps I dont. I mean, if it calls for his association with she hesitated queer people.

Such as Mrs. Vane?

All kinds of queer people. Unfortunately, he is quite indifferent to public opinion.

So I gather. Firth smiled reassuringly. Weel  I dont believe there is any further evidence I want just now, Miss Perigal. And as you probably know the way to the guest room  nae doubt ye do  my advice is to turn in.

Thank you; I will. Good-night. She included all three men in the words, crossed the lobby to the foot of the marble stair, and went up.

In an awkward and rather puzzled way, they watched the slight figure until it was lost to sight on a landing. They heard the sound of an opening door, followed by that of a door being closed; then, once more, nothing but the pattering of rain in the street outside.



It will be necessary, said the Chief Inspector, a faintly defeatist note in his voice, to check up on Miss Perigals evidence in the morning. But I am not anticipating that there will be anything wrong about it.

Funny thing all the same, murmured Bluett.

Speaking personally, said Dr. Fawcett, the more I learn about this very singular family, the more I incline to the idea of some hereditary taint. Lord Marcus I regard as definitely suspect.

So do I, said Bluett.

I dont mean of the crime, the surgeon added severely, but of mental alienation. His custom, which I suppose you have accepted, Inspector, of leaving the key out in the street, for example, quite apart from his somewhat unusual studies, would seem to indicate a lack of what is usually described as common sense. Then, Miss Perigals failure to make sure of her accommodation to-night, in these days of black-out and overcrowded hotels, is rather irresponsible, if I may say so. He shook his head reflectively, glancing again at the dead man. The whole thing is bizarre to a degree.

Aye! thats a fact, Firth conceded. Phew! I need a breath o fresh air. I dont know how you feel. He crossed and was about to open the front door when he paused, put his hand in the pocket of his tweed jacket and drew out the key. He stared at it in the dim light, keenly. Aye. Its still damp, he muttered.

He opened the door, so that again a draught of fresh, sweet air swept in. And almost immediately, he found himself engaged once more.

Huish! awa wi ye!

A number of cats, their fur diamond-tipped with rain, had entered at the moment that he opened the door. He shepherded them out and closed it.

The behavior of the cats, said Dr. Fawcett, in an uneasy way, is another phenomenon for which I find myself quite unable to account.

Speaking pairsonally, Firth confessed, nothing has occurred here to-night for which mysel I am able to account. And so lets get down to routine business. I greatly regret, doctor, the necessity of detaining you longer. But I wish to interview Mrs. Vane, if it is possible, and only yoursel can tell me if it is possible. Dr. Fawcett sighed wearily. Regarding the dead man, nae doubt ye will be prepared to make out your report?

Certainly, said Dr. Fawcett. There are several details to which I shall have to draw your attention, but the cause of death is unmistakable. It is for you, he added with a sly smile, to explain how and where it took place.

As to when, Firth challenged, what are your findings, doctor?

I should say that Sir Giles had been dead not more than twenty minutes when I arrived.

In other words, he died at just about the time that Lord Marcus called up Scotland Yard?

Exactly. Such is my reading of the matter.

Hm, muttered Sergeant Bluett, and made another note. Ive got an idea.

It is possible, murmured Firth. What is this idea?

I was thinking about Mrs. Vane.

I was thinking you might be.

Sergeant Bluett turned to Dr. Fawcett, his ingenuous eyes and upstanding hair lending him an absurd resemblance to a stout schoolboy. Has it occurred to you, doctor, that she may be dead?

Dead! the surgeon echoed.

Thats right.

Firth, brows drawn down so that his tawny eyes gleamed fiercely, stared at Bluett. His expression changed, and he glanced interrogatively at Dr. Fawcett. But the doctor was smiling again.

The idea is not utterly preposterous, he admitted; but only a layman could have conceived it. Mrs. Vane is unmistakably alive, but unmistakably unconscious. You may accept my word for that.

Oh, murmured Bluett, and taking the newspaper from his pocket, he put his notebook there, and the newspaper in another pocket. In that case, lets get down to business.

I am hoping, said Firth, for results from fingerprints. I left orders for Sergeant Hawkins to follow on, and its full time he was here.

The bell push, Bluett began  

I have it in mind, said Firth. If its true that someone rang the bell immediately after the crime took place, the bell push and the plate may bear evidence.

It has been raining since then, Dr. Fawcett pointed out.

I am thinking of that, and I want to find something to hang over it to act as a shield. In fact

He ceased speaking so suddenly that the effect was that of a disconnected telephone. Dr. Fawcett, who had picked up his bag and hat, held them in a rigid attitude; Bluett, who had just bent over the dead man, came bolt upright as if at the command of a drill sergeant. Distant awesome chanting arose  and ceased.

For the second time that night the three stood staring towards the silver-plated door; because, for the second time that night, someone had gently inserted a key in the lock.
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Someone Else Comes In

The door opened and a man came in, quickly closing it behind him as if to exclude some intruder. Then he turned and faced the lobby, and his dark brown eyes opened wider and wider until they seemed to become completely round.

He was a short, broad man, having a remarkable span of shoulder, clean shaven, high colored and with a good head of gray hair, meticulously groomed. But the high color was gradually filtering out of his face. He wore light suede gloves, a black morning coat and a winged collar with a black tie. His trousers were of a discreet gray, his shoes were black. An umbrella which hung from his arm, allowed drops of rain to fall upon the mosaic pavement. Slowly, as he watched, he removed a soft black hat, as one grown conscious that he stands in the presence of death.

Good evening, said the Chief Inspector ominously. Who are you?

The man swallowed. His gaze had sought, found, and was now focussed upon the Roman couch. My name is James Wake, and I am Lord Marcus Amberdales butler.

Bluett was considering James Wake with frank interest. His expression was that of a punter studying the points of a horse, and deciding whether it shall or shall not carry his money. Firths tawny eyes conveyed nothing other than an interrogation. Dr. Fawcett replaced his bag on the floor and his hat on top of it.

You keep strange hours for a butler.

It may certainly seem so, sir. The man had a punctilious accuracy of speech which the Chief Inspector found faintly irritating. But in point of fact my return at so late an hour is, if I may so describe it, the result of an after-thought.

Indeed! Do I take you to mean that you had not intended to come back at all?

I had his lordships permission to sleep out. And if I dont intrude in any way, perhaps you will be good enough to tell me who you are, sir, and what has occurred.

With the unerring instinct of a gentlemans gentleman, he had placed Firth in that intermediate class towards members of which one displays a reasonable respect (as a well-trained butler should do) but not the peculiar deference which is reserved for social superiority. As if to discount his studiously calm manner, however, the high color of James Wake had now filtered away entirely.

I am Chief Inspector Firth, and what has happened is a murder. Just step across, Mr. Wake, and tell me if you know the dead man.

Wake, suddenly aware of his wet umbrella, inverted it hurriedly, then, drawing open a curtain which hung before a cupboard immediately inside the door, he placed it in a stand which the curtain had concealed and hung up his hat. He crossed the lobby with short, sturdy steps, and looked down at Sir Giles Loeder. Then he turned and faced Firth.

I recognise this unfortunate gentleman, Inspector. It is Sir Giles Loeder.

Quite so. A friend of his lordship?

Not to my knowledge, Inspector.

When did he arrive?

I have no idea. He was certainly not here when I left.

At what time did you leave?

Immediately after dinner. Mrs. Vane dined with his lordship, and I understood that the evening was to be devoted to one of his lordships occult experiments.

Do you know where his lordship keeps his key?

Certainly, Inspector. It is always in the left hand flower box; but I use my own. He held up a bunch of keys attached to a chain. I should not dream of disturbing his lordships.

Where have you been until this hour?

I have been balancing my quarterly accounts. My wife usually assists me. I am responsible for his lordships household. My wife is exceptionally good at figures.

I see. Where does your wife live?

At the town house of Sir George Clarking in Grosvenor Square: she was formerly Sir Georges cook, and now acts as caretaker of the premises, which are unoccupied.

You have been there, then, since what time?

Since a little before nine oclock. I had permission to remain the night, as I have mentioned, but I recalled the fact that his lordship had an early morning appointment, and I thought it better that I should return.

During this conversation Wake had perceptibly recovered some of his normal sang-froid, and with it a trace of his normal color. He was peeling off the suede gloves, which he placed in a pocket of his black jacket. Dr. Fawcett thought that in many respects he more closely resembled a City man than a butler. But there was something else about Wakes appearance, now that hat, gloves and umbrella were discarded, which taunted the Chief Inspector as a thing familiar, yet elusive. The wing collar and black tie formed part of this mocking image which he failed wholly to capture. Suddenly he spoke again.

Ye were expecting a Miss Fay Perigal, I understand?

Miss Fay, Inspector? Wakes expression of surprise was too sudden to be simulated. No, sir. Although I am sure Miss Fay would be very welcome.

Nae doubt, said Firth drily. Well, she is here.

What do you say, Inspector?

She went upstairs some little whiles back. Lord Marcus said he would leave a note for you; but I misdoubt me if he will remember.

Thank you, Inspector. I will see that Miss Fay has her early morning coffee. Can I assist in any way, in this highly unpleasant matter?

It is probable. So dont turn in at present. By the way, doctor, speaking of coffee, if ye would prescribe the same, possibly Mr. Wake would oblige us. We have much yet to do.

Dr. Fawcett groaned, and glanced at his wrist-watch; at which moment the telephone rang in the study. Wake moved in that direction, but:

Sergeant Bluett, said Firth peremptorily, take the call.

Bluett went out, and his muffled voice might be heard speaking. The Chief Inspector, watching Wake, seemed to have another idea.

Do you keep a lot of cats here? he asked.

No, Inspector. Wake shook his head. But his lordships experiments result in a number from the neighborhood being attracted here. He sniffed. I am told that it is the incense which is used at these séances. His lordship has informed me that all domestic cats derive from the temple cat of Ancient Egypt, and that Kyphi, which I understand to be the name of this preparation, has what his lordship terms an hereditary fascination for them.

Thank you, said Firth; a most lucid exposition. Could I trouble ye to prepare a pot of coffee?

Sergeant Bluett appeared in the opening which led to the study. Assistant Commissioner on the line, sir, he reported ...
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Misty Morning

Somewhat later the same morning  that is to say, not long after break of day  an incident occurred which bore no apparent relation to the mystery of South Audley Street but which, in fact, later fell into its place in the design of that tragedy. A coffee-stall keeper, named William Sawby, had established a highly lucrative business during the heavy London raids by serving coffee to wardens, firemen, police and others whose duties compelled them to remain abroad. He operated in part of the shell of a once popular West End public house, which had fallen an early victim to German bombs.

This astute caterer had fitted up a radio in his stall, so that customers might listen to the seven oclock news bulletin, whilst refreshing themselves after their nights labor. The enterprise had outlived the blitz. William Sawbys coffee-stall on the morning following those remarkable occurrences at the house of Lord Marcus Amberdale, was well patronised at five minutes to seven by workers of all kinds, who sipped their tea or coffee whilst waiting to hear the early news.

After a night of intermittent rain, sunrise had produced a steamy mist, almost meriting the description of fog. Visibility was reduced to a few yards, and Sawbys stall with its bright urns and lights, around which a cheerful rattle of cups prevailed, formed a welcome oasis. In once orderly Bond Street hard by, a street which had come to resemble the lower jaw of a giant following extensive dental operations (and extraction by bomb is by no means painless dentistry), early traffic was just beginning to stir. But wartime London that morning, much of it still wearing its black-out night cap, possessed a sort of hollow, echoing quality, vaultlike, cavernesque and alien. The soul of a city is its people; and Mayfair had lost its soul.

Many of Sawbys patrons were regular customers: Sergeant Roper from Vine Street, his bicycle resting against the stall; Tom Wilkins, the milkman, his white pony, forefeet on the pavement, eating biscuits out of his hand; Smith, the postman, setting forth on his round; a steel helmeted warden, who in private life was a famous Kings Counsel; and Mrs. Ryley, the charlady who did for the silversmiths on the corner. One or two others stood by; but these were accredited members of this unique early morning club, good companions between whom no social barriers existed.

Going to be a hot day, I think, said the K.C. in his cheery forensic voice.

It certainly as the smell of one, Mr. Corcoran, sir, Mrs. Ryley agreed.

Quite so. Dont know what I shall do when I have to give up my morning visits, Sawby. Always look forward to my spells of duty.

If you always had to get up in the middle of the night, the milkman observed, youd leave off looking forward to it.

Hear, hear! chuckled the postman. Not that I dont enjoy a cup of coffee meself.

Its in the winter youre a boon, Bill, said the police sergeant. I reckon it was Vine Street, during the blitz, made your fortune.

Sawby, red-faced, blue-eyed, and wearing a moustache resembling a gnomes grotto, grinned appreciatively, clearing away empty cups and plunging them into the washing tub.

Some o them mornings was shockin, wasnt they, sergeant? remarked Mrs. Ryley reflectively. I wont never forget standin at this ere counter one Wensday and wonderin what ad become of my offices. Clean gone they was.

Nothing left to scrub, what? said the K.C. Othellos occupation gone.

A lorry pulled up. It had come from Southampton during the night, and the driver and his mate climbed out of the cab, stretching their cramped limbs, and joined the group at the stall.

We aint late for the news, Bill, are we? asked the driver.

Two minutes yet, was the prompt reply. Bread and butter with yours?

Bread an what! growled the other. Give it its right name, chum.

Margarine is good for us, as a matter of fact; Lord Woolton told me so, said Michael Corcoran. Got to prefer it to butter, myself.

Every man to his fancy, muttered the milkman. But give me the stuff what I used to bring round in the good old days. Cows makes better butter than what coconut trees does.

Another customer appeared. He glanced in a doubtful way at the group about the stall, and then diffidently joined it.

This was a young Royal Air Force officer, a tall slim fellow with the lines of an athlete. He had dark brown wavy hair and very steadfast blue eyes, beneath straight brows. But in the group about the stall, there were two trained observers. The hair which showed beneath the new arrivals cap was slightly dishevelled; his shoes were dirty; and palpably he had not shaved that morning. This, in conjunction with the type of man and the tradition of the Royal Air Force, gave rise to speculation in the mind of the officer from Vine Street, and in that of Michael Corcoran, K.C. Charitably, they formed identical, but inaccurate deductions (a thick night); Corcoran furtively winked at the police sergeant, and the sergeant winked back. They understood one another.

The young Flight Lieutenant ordered coffee, in a nervous manner, glancing about him almost apologetically. Learned counsel, who noted his accent, determined that the officer was a man of culture and a citizen of the United States. However, as such was the rule at the Sawby Club, no one paid any further attention to him, except Mrs. Ryley, who said: Good mornin, sir. Going to be ot, I fancy.

Maybe you are right, he replied; and his momentary smile was that not of a rather careworn man but that of a likeable boy.

Sawby turned on the radio. The young airman, making an effort to set himself at ease, took out his cigarette case, and as Mrs. Ryley stood immediately beside him, offered it to her.

Thank you kindly, sir. But I dont old with ladies smokin in public.

Thats too bad. He smiled again and lighted one himself, then returned the case to his pocket as the announcer began to read the news bulletin.

This was commonplace enough, a brief and uninspiring report. Then, nearly at the end, the following item occurred:  

Listeners who are familiar with his popular postscripts will regret to learn that Sir Giles Loeder was killed in the West End of London last night in mysterious circumstances.

The effect of this announcement on the group in general was not marked by any profound sympathy. Someone said, Poor devil! and someone else said: I heard im broadcast only last night. Sergeant Roper shook his head. Too many of these thugs getting busy in the black-out, he muttered. No news of the case when I left. But to this apathy the Air Force pilot proved an exception.

He took so large a mouthful of hot coffee that he almost choked. Mrs. Ryley helpfully patted him on the back. He thanked her, his eyes streaming. As he had dropped his cigarette, he took out and lighted another. Then, disposing of his nearly boiling coffee in huge gulps until he had swallowed sufficient to justify his departure, with a muttered Good morning he walked off.

Michael Corcoran, his distinguished features marked by a puzzled frown, watched the slim blue figure seemingly dissolve into mist. At one moment the man was there, then he began to fade; and before he had reached the corner, he was gone ...



Later still on this misty morning Fay Perigal, having changed into uniform in the nurses room at Otterly Hospital, looked up with a start, for she had been in a reverie, as the door opened and the matron came in.

Good morning, dear, said Mrs. Maddison. I expect you are rather tired.

It was unusual for matron to address any of the nurses in her charge as dear, but Fay Perigal, perhaps because she was pretty, or because she was highly efficient, or because (for these accidents are said to count) she was related to the Marquis of Ord, had been a great favorite of Mrs. Maddisons from the first.

She was Nurse Perigal in public, but Fay, or dear in private.

Yes, I am rather tired, matron. In many ways I had a dreadful time.

Was it such a wild party?

Mrs. Maddison, her beautiful graying hair never disarranged, her poise unchangeably serene, permitted a worldly twinkle to animate her eyes which few had seen there.

Fay shook her head. No, it was gay enough, as wartime parties go. Julie and I were at school together: I should have hated not to be there. But first of all, owing to some mistake, and I am not blaming anybody, I found myself alone in London with nowhere to sleep! And then she repressed a shudder I found myself mixed up in a murder.

A murder? The twinkle disappeared from Mrs. Maddisons eyes; her expression became one of some gravity.

Yes. You see, in despair I went to my cousins house.

Lord Marcus Amberdale?

Yes, Marcus. It was pouring with rain, there wasnt a taxi in sight, and I hoped to be able to slip in and sleep on the couch, or anywhere.

At what time was this, dear? And how did you propose to slip in?

Oh, the door is always practically open  at least, everybody knows where he keeps the key. But when I did get in, I found the place in the hands of the police. There was a murdered man lying in the lobby!

Fay! whatever do you mean? What had happened?

Nobody knows what had happened. At least, no one knew up to the time that I left this morning. Havent you heard the news, matron?

No, I have not.

It was Sir Giles Loeder.

Dead?

Yes  murdered; at least they think so.

Gracious heavens, child! Most charming man! Why, he was here only last month. You yourself showed him round.

I know I did.

Fay remembered telling the police that she had disliked Sir Giles. Now she knew that she must not tell matron why: that in exercising his charm upon Mrs. Maddison Sir Giles had been endeavoring to serve a purpose. The reason of Fays dislike was that Sir Giles had made urgent overtures to his charming guide, pressing her to dine with him in London the same night, and undertaking to use his influence to obtain the necessary leave.

But how perfectly terrible!

I cant tell you what it was like. As though I hadnt been unhappy enough before.

Unhappy, dear, about what?

And now, without warning, as Mrs. Maddison watched, tears welled up in Fays eyes. My dear, what is it? The matron stooped and clasped the girls shoulders. Whatever is the matter? Cant you tell me?

Its sweet of you, said Fay, exercising a tremendous effort and conquering her weakness. It is such an old story, and so silly. I havent the courage to tell you.

Knowing you, dear, I am sure it is not silly, although it may be old.

Well, you see  theres someone I am very fond of.

Do I know him?

Fay shook her head sadly.

No, I dont think so. I dont mean that there was any understanding between us; I just mean that I am in love with him. We are quite old friends. We have known one another  oh, for ever so long. Somehow, very stupidly, I sort of took it for granted that

It isnt your special patient?

Fay shook her head again. No, it isnt Dan. Dan and I are old friends too, as you know. But ours isnt that kind of friendship. I cant imagine why I should bother you at all  but I just had to. You have always been so kind to me, matron, always ready to help ... No, this is someone you have never met, but someone I am desperately fond of. And at the party, without wanting to know at all, I was just forced to hear the story of his hopeless entanglement with a quite worthless girl.

You mean she is not

I believe you were going to say, a lady. No, she is not. Worse than that, she is not even straight. But he ... wants to marry her!

Oh, my dear! I think I understand. I am most terribly sorry. He must be mad, whoever he is. For his own sake, as well as for yours, something should be done to save him. Have you spoken to Lord Marcus about it?

No, I tried to, before I left this morning, but somehow it couldnt be done. Besides  think of what happened there last night

Good gracious, dear, of course! Even now, I find it hard to believe. Do you mean that poor Sir Giles was actually murdered in your cousins house?

Fay shook her head wearily. No one knows. He was just found there. She stood up resolutely, and faced the matron. Thank you ever so much for listening, she said. Now really I must hurry along. I am late already.

Mrs. Maddison observed that Fays usually clear eyes were heavy. Under those circumstances, you poor child, you cannot possibly have slept well.

No. I am afraid I didnt sleep at all ...
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The Limping Man

In the office of the Assistant Commissioner, Chief Detective Inspector Firth was making a report. The office of Colonel OHalloran was a comfortably furnished apartment, offering a marked contrast to that of the Chief Inspector. It was more than half a library, having a thick carpet and rugs on the floor, and pictures (chiefly of horses) on the walls; a bright room on this sunny morning, its bay window commanding an extensive view of the Thames.

Colonel OHalloran, a small, slightly built man, wiry and brown faced, thinning hair crowning a high forehead, wore an unmistakably horsey suit. He had also those rather large, square hands which look as though they were accustomed to managing horses, and he stood beside a slightly untidy desk, tapping his fingers on the top, and shooting little interrogatory glances from deep-set gray eyes at the Chief Inspector. His nervous movements were interminable; for when he was not tapping his prominent teeth he was tapping the desk, or filling a pipe, or rolling a cigarette (he made his own) or toying with papers, or staring out of the window.

Cause of Sir Giless death fully established; been confirmed by specialists. The Assistant Commissioner spoke rapidly, in a high, staccato, abbreviated manner. Personal possessions appear to be intact. Since they include wrist-watch, nearly twenty pounds ready money, may dismiss robbery as motive.

Now, Firth was prepared to stand by his superior officer to the last trench and the last shot; but he was not prepared always to agree with him or even to pretend to do so. In spite of which, sir, he said, I hold to the theory, wi respect, that robbery was the motive.

Oh, said the colonel, blinking rapidly, do you? Well  we shall see. No discernible fingerprints on bell-push of Lord Marcus house, or elsewhere. Inquiries to confirm stories of Miss Fay Perigal and James Wake, butler, already afoot. Regarding Lord Marcus, must confess my mind divided.

So is mine, sir, said Firth.

Formerly in same regiment in Egypt. We were both with Allenby. Up to time that he left the Army, knew Amberdale well. Always eccentric. Too much money for a young man, as he was then. First-rate horseman, better than myself, and I was pretty hot. Won classic events on his own mounts. Then, suddenly, gave it all up  same time he gave up the Army.

If I dont interrupt you, sir, am I right in supposing that he was also a good boxer?

All-round athlete, Firth. All-round man. Oh! I see what youre driving at. Stupid of me. Thinking of the bruise, described by Fawcett as bluish contusion which he found above Sir Giless heart? Result of a powerful blow, he suggests. Dont believe Amberdale would deny it, if hed done it. However  where was I? Oh, yes, Amberdale. Well, something overtook him. Went in for queer studies. Disappeared for years. Told he was living in solitude, somewhere up Nile Valley. Apart from social occasions, here and there, seen practically nothing of him since those days. Of one thing am sure: Amberdale is no liar  but he may be mad.

That is what I was thinking, sir.

Keep his address out of it if you can. Tell em the body was taken to house in West End and dumped there.

Firth frowned. Ill do my best, sir. But you know what Fleet Street is like! Then there is this Mrs. Vane.

Whatever his interest in Mrs. Vane, Firth, doubt if of amorous nature. Never was a skirt hunter, never. Women used to chase him. Astonishingly handsome man in young days. Not so bad now, I believe. But Mrs. Vane, well

Sergeant Bluett has her record, sir, said Firth dourly.

Yes, he would have. One doesnt want to be rude, but we are dealing with a murder charge, and  er  she is very little better than society courtesan, you know. Mixed up with all sorts of men, as well as poor Charlie Vane. Mug to marry her. You tell me her evidence was unsatisfactory?

Well, sir Firth leaned forward in his chair, resting long, sensitive hands upon bony knees strictly speaking, it wasna evidence at a. She had joined Lord Marcus that night for the purpose of whatever mumbo-jumbo they had in hand, and they had dined together ... When I say dined, according to the ladys statement, confirmed by Wake, the repast consisted of some kind o specially baked wheaten bread

Dealings with black market, smiled the Assistant Commissioner. Where the devil does Amberdale get wheat?

Aye, its a fact, sir. But such was their dinner, wi fresh fruit and cold water. Wake left them, and according to Mrs. Vanes account, she then devoted herself to the Rites. Thats what she told me. They both talk verra freely about the Rites, whatever the Rites may be. She claims to remember nothing fro the time these Rites began until she was awakened by Lord Marcus  that is, more than an hour after the crime was discovered.

The Assistant Commissioner crossed and stared out of the window, apparently fascinated by the spectacle of a stream of barges laden with cement being towed down the river. When he spoke, he spoke over his shoulder:

Dr. Fawcett is quite satisfied this state of hypnosis or trance, or whatever it is, was authentic?

Quite so, sir. As far as that goes, speaking unprofessionally, Mrs. Vane was certainly in a verra queer state.

Yes, yes. Just run through that part of your report again, Firth. Seem to recall something

The Chief Inspector opened a notebook, glancing across at the check back of the speaker. You mean, Mrs. Vanes reference to a limping man?

Thats it. Colonel OHalloran turned, and producing from one pocket a quantity of tobacco which presumably he kept there loose, and from another a packet of cigarette papers, he began with great skill to manufacture a cigarette. Limping man: thats what stuck in my mind.

Aye, it was certainly queer, Firth admitted, studying his notes. Weel, Mrs. Vane was presently produced by Lord Marcus, as I told ye. She came out wrapped in a fur coat of a verra costly character. Sergeant Bluett tells me it is chinchilla

Poor old Amberdale, murmured the colonel, biting ragged ends from his cigarette and snapping a lighter into action.

Dr. Fawcett made her over, and assured me that she had been under the influence of drugs

What drugs?

On that point he remained uncertain, sir. I questioned her closely, but her manner was vague to the point o imbecility. She was like a body talking in her sleep. Lord Marcus insisted that she must not be asked to see the dead man, and as Dr. Fawcett supported him, I had the body removed before she came in. She admitted, however, wiout any pressure on my part, that she had known Sir Giles weel at one time. She stated that she had not seen him for six months or more. Then came her words to which you refer, sir. She seemed to come over whimsy  kind o fey; and she exclaimed:

He was there while I was in the shrine! He kept coming between me and the path. I see him now  there, outside the door! Firth was reading from notes. The limping man, wi blood on his hands ...

Hm, muttered Colonel OHalloran; and you say that Amberdale tried to gather exact details?

He did, sir. But Mrs. Vane assured him that she could not see, or could not remember any more.

Very odd. One wonders if theres anything in it. The colonel sat down, but immediately stood up again. Sir Giles occupied small service flat, not far away. You tell me the people there have no idea when he set out. No evidence to show, either, where he was coming from at time he met his death. Usual calls sent around taxi depôts, I take it?

Yes, sir; I am awaiting results. I am also checking up on James Wake, of course. I examined the door of the house, the steps, and immediate approaches. But it had rained during the night, and quite briefly, I found nothing. The remarkable custom of Lord Marcus  I mean leaving his key outside  complicates the matter to no sma degree.

Lord Marcus has done almost everything in his life to complicate matters, Inspector. The colonel turned and stared at Firth, his eyes bright, restless and continually blinking. Dont think you need bother much about Miss Perigal. She will be his second cousin: his first cousin Geraldine married Commander Stephen Perigal. This girl will be their daughter. Should be a fine type, but never met her.

I should say, sir, that as they come nowadays, she is a verra nice girl.

The Assistant Commissioner nodded. Well, case in your hands, Firth, and I wish you luck of it. Most mysterious. May be superstitious: Irish heritage; but cant help thinking about one thing.

That being, sir?

Limping man, with blood on his hands ... look out for the fellow, Firth  look out for him.
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Concerning Taxi Drivers

On regaining his own office, Firth found Sergeant Bluett there. Bluett was leaning on the mantelpiece staring down at the empty grate. He turned as the Chief Inspector entered.

Have ye got in touch with Gaston Max, Bluett, about that sma matter?

Sergeant Bluett took out a newspaper and rolled it very tightly: Gaston Max was a sore point with Sergeant Bluett. Not in his office. Probably making inquiries at the Mansion House, disguised as the Lord Mayor, he said with heavy sarcasm.

Firth stared hard. Your conception of humor is not mine, he replied dourly. Any news fro the taxi depôts?

A taximan has come along, Bluett reported. He is downstairs now. So I told them to ask him to wait till you came back. I think we had better have him up.

Anything to help us?

So they say downstairs. Bluett crossed to the desk and indicated a slip of paper. He says that he picked up a woman passenger near the scene of the crime, not long before it occurred. She was seen off by a man whose description seems to tally with that of Sir Giles.

Inspector Firth sat down and studied the slip, then slowly nodded his head. He picked up the telephone ...

Less than two minutes later came a rap on the door.

Come in, called Firth.

The door was opened by a constable in uniform. The taxi driver you asked to see, sir.

As the taxi driver entered, the constable went out, closing the door. Bluett, who had resumed his favorite pose by the mantelpiece, turned, resting on his elbow, and contemplated the new arrival, whom Firth, also, was studying critically.

The man wore a rusty blue suit and a muffler in lieu of a collar. His hands were exceptionally dirty. In one of them he held a peaked cap. He had an unshaven face, pouchy eyes, and a bulbous looking nose. His untidy hair might have reminded a gardener of a dying dahlia: it was of reddish brown color and quite uncombed.

Good mornin, guvnor, he said cheerily to the Chief Inspector, and nodded, grinning to Bluett. One saw that he had brilliantly white teeth, apparently natural.

I understand, Firth began, that your name is Peter Finch, and that you have a statement to make. He took up the slip from his desk. The matter is of no special importance, mark you, but it may have a bearing upon other matters that are. You say that about ten minutes past one last night, you picked up a lady at the Berkeley Square end of Bruton Street?

Thats right, guvnor.

She was accompanied by a man who saw her off. Now he laid down the slip: Describe to me verra carefully, first, the lady, then the man.

Well, the bird was a peach, guvnor. A bit of dark stuff, with lily white skin. She was in evenin dress, so I had a good dekko  see what I mean? Er air was black and all beautiful waves, and she ad big dark eyes and a great big smile, and the kind of legs what only grows in ollywood. At least, I used to think so. Speakin for meself, I should say A.1. with knobs on.

Well, go ahead.

The man wore evenin clothes, too; one o these ere button-over dinner coats  Tuxedo. Smart e was, and likewise very posh, more posh than the bird. E didnt seem to want to let er go. But she wouldnt listen to no argument; and after kissin er with great gusto, e shoved er in me taxi and then kissed er again. Er name was Darling Rita.

I see. Where did you take her?

I took er to a block o flats in Kings Road, Chelsea, guvnor. But aving ad me little lark, so to speak, I think we might as well discuss this ere matter more on the level.

Whereupon, brushing back the untidy tangle from his forehead, and apparently by means of relaxing certain muscles and removing some substance from his jaws, another face, a totally different face, peered out through the bulbous mask of Peter Finch. This was a notably mobile face, and its present expression was impishly mischievous. Sergeant Bluett ran his fingers through upstanding hair, and his boyish eyes expressed an astonishment so profound that it was comical. Chief Inspector Firth gave no sign. He sat there, square chin resting in upraised hands, and merely watched the transformed man.

Gaston Max! muttered Bluett. Well, Ill be

But, Friar Tuck, my old friend! Surely you know me, eh?

Sergeant Bluett put his newspaper in another pocket, drew out a large white handkerchief, and blew his nose. It was true that he was known at Scotland Yard as Friar Tuck, although the origin of this soubriquet had become lost in obscurity, but its use by Gaston Max represented the last straw.

There have been occasions, Mr. Max, said Chief Inspector Firth, and the strength of his Scottish accent indicated the depth of his resentment, when I ha felt called upon to point out to ye that if the Paris Service is run on the lines of a Hollywood musical, Scotland Yard is more consairvative.

Ah! but Inspector Firth, my old, you do both Paris and myself a grave injustice.

The speakers manner, accent (that of a Frenchman speaking English perfectly, except for unusual idioms, and with an uncommon intonation) ill-befitted the character which the distinguished investigator had assumed. It was difficult to understand, now that he had abandoned his impersonation, how one could have accepted as authentic pouches under the eyes which were obviously artificial, as well as those other physical eccentricities which characterised Mr. Peter Finch. Sergeant Bluett put his newspaper on the mantelpiece without removing a disgusted stare from the face of the French detective.

What I dont understand, he remarked, is why, if you can speak Cockney (although, mark you, I thought there was something phony about it) you cant speak proper English.

This deliberate casus belli Chief Inspector Firth scotched immediately.

I might point out, Bluett, he said, that we all have our own ideas regarding proper English. Aye, man, Max a smile softened the severity of the hazel eyes yere nothing but a monkey. But I confess that your impersonations astound me. I would only add that I consider them unnecessary.

But no, my old, how wrong you are! When the biography of Gaston Max comes to be written, then you will see that if I had followed the traditional path which you follow obediently, and I think with such excellent results, I should not at this moment know so much about the affairs of the lamented Sir Giles. Ah! no, no, it is an old trick of mine, that taxicab. It is my shrimping net. Always I have the flag down when it suits me. Always I am ready for a fare I am looking for. And so it was last night.

It is clear to me, Firth admitted, that you ha got hold of a clue which may lead us somewheres. We know that this Rita

Darling Rita, Max corrected.

We know that this girl was with Sir Giles just before he was killed. But he may have merely picked her up.

Not at all  not at all. Maxs gestures were eloquent. She had gone to meet him at the B.B.C.

How do you know that? Bluett asked, his ingenuous eyes very widely opened.

I took her to meet him.

What!

This, I admit, was an accident, but it is a fact nevertheless. I picked her up near Oxford Circus and drove her to the B.B.C. I did not know she had gone to meet Sir Giles, but I saw them come out together.

You mean you were waiting outside? Firth asked curiously.

But certainly. And they came out together. I was unlucky, however. Someone, perhaps an artiste, I cannot say, the night was dark, gave them a lift; and although I tried to follow, a traffic block played geese and ganders with me. But, you understand, I had an idea roughly, where they had gone, and upon this idea I acted. I waited at a point dappui, always with my flag down, hoping that this loving two would presently come out again. And they did. That was when I drove Darling Rita to Kings Road, Chelsea. It is strange, is it not, my old? I am working upon another case altogether  one so important  and I cross yours! Eh? strange!

Firth continued to rest his elbows on the desk and his chin in his hands. It may be fortunate. We must find out who this girl is.

I have found out.

What!

I discovered it this morning. She is called Rita Martin. She has a small flat at the address to which I drove her, and she is employed at Simones, the Court hairdressers. One thing I would advise: Be subtle, be sly. No clumsy interrogations and writing in notebooks. You have clever women here. Send one to Simones. For my own sake, also, I ask it. To frighten Darling Rita might destroy my own case as well as yours. Eh bien! I leave her to you. I am useful, is it not so? But there is something else.

Something else? muttered Bluett suspiciously.

But yes, something else, Friar Tuck, my old. When poor Sir Giles saw off Darling Rita in my taxi, he was constrained, in order that he might suitably embrace her, to place a small brown leather portfolio upon the running board.

A portfolio? Firth suddenly stood up, a tall, dominating figure. You are sure of that, Max?

Always I observe with some accuracy, my respected. Yes, he picked it up and with it he waved, as I drove my taxi away. And now  I must depart. He made certain rapid adjustments and moved towards the door. I drive back to the mews where I keep my cab. I return to my base. I cease to be Peter Finch. I become again Gaston Max.

Wait a minute, Max. Gaston Max paused, smiling back at Firth. Theres one feature of your make-up that quite defeats me. Ye are all of an inch shorter! How is it done?

Max stooped and pulled off one very dirty shoe. This he offered to the Chief Inspector. The heels of Peter Finch rest almost on the ground. See! This shoe is made for that purpose. Finch is a short fellow. How complete is the artistry of this Gaston Max, is it not so?

The scene possessed elements of the grotesque; indeed, to Firths orderly mind, of the indecent. He was about to say as much, when Max, replacing his shoe, spoke again.

Be, oh so careful, my old. Something much more important than the death of Sir Giles Loeder  something, my faith! that may cause the death of us all!  is concerned; something so difficult and dangerous that I, myself, am confused ...
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Simones

Simones world famous establishment to which the attention of Scotland Yard now became directed, had fallen upon evil days; Simones was making heavy weather in wartime waters. Many of those perfectly groomed young men and expert hairdressers who formerly had waited upon titled clients, alas, waited upon them no longer. And as for the maestro himself, the great Simone (who bore so conspicuous a resemblance to Velasquez), M. Simone had never attended any but princesses of the blood and one or two highly favored members of the peerage. Lady hairdressers, attractive, dexterous and possessed of impeccable manners, had largely supplanted male artists.

Nevertheless, although premises immediately right and left had been swept from the map of Old London, Simones was still Simones. In the shop on the ground floor, invariably referred to as the Salon, seductive show cases, their plate glass windows glittering like crystal, enshrined exquisite vials for containing perfumes of Paris and the Orient. But (alas again) assuming that they contained anything but colored water these delicate flasks were not for sale: they were museum pieces, taunting memories, high lights on a glowing canvas which the vulgar brush of Hitler had expunged.

The French receptionist, Mademoiselle Dorine, was still at her post; black gowned, discreet, accustomed to those little commissions from titled clients which bore no relation to hairdressing or manicure. The Commissionaire, Sergeant Smith, continued to meet all cars and carriages; for two grandes dames at least who patronised this long established business sometimes arrived in Edwardian fashion. But upstairs, presiding over the cubicles which had accommodated so much nobility, were the houris whom Smith (his ribbons included the South African war) described as the Beauty Chorus.

Simones young ladies certainly were well chosen, possessing both skill and comely appearance. That they had not been gathered into those uniformed ranks which had claimed so many of their generation, indicated that Simone had influential friends, or else, that the young ladies had.

There were, however, slack hours in the famous house which formerly it had never known, although Mlle. Dorine in making appointments, permitted no hint of this tragedy to reach a client. And it was during one of these intervals, when actually there was not a customer in the building, that the young lady known as Miss Rita, Simones most trusted hairdresser, sank down into a charmingly upholstered settee in a lobby upstairs upon which the cubicles opened.

Recessed between two slender buhl cabinets containing alluring exhibits, lip sticks, powder puffs, cigarette lighters, sealed and tasselled cut glass containers, reliquaries for Attar of Rose, of Jasmine, indeed a hundred and one trifles to threaten a womans soul (but none of them for sale), this settee was sacred to clients. Since no client was present, Rita took advantage of the fact.

She wore a spotless white coat over her frock, and lighting a cigarette which she took from a pocket in this coat, she then drew out an early edition of an evening paper, a gesture which could not have failed to remind one, who had known him, of Detective-Sergeant Bluett. She began to read an account of the mysterious death of Sir Giles Loeder; and as she read there were tears in her eyes which a lover might have likened to dew on brown pansies.

As a matter of fact, Rita had been puzzling over certain problems ever since she had heard that morning (she listened to the seven oclock news bulletin from her bath) that Sir Giles had been killed. Would she be dragged into it? Who knew that she had been with him? Of those who knew, which would be likely to say so?

Some slight movement in one of the cubicles was presently explained by the appearance of another of Simones young ladies who had been tidying up after a departing client. Whereas Rita wore her jet black curls in a compact mass, Miss Dora, an ash blonde, had apparently taken the Horseshoe Falls at Niagara as her model. One guessed, however, that she stressed a slight likeness to a prominent film actress. Drawing the curtains behind her, she approached Rita.

Move up, dear, she said. I can do with a flop, myself.

And any client accustomed to Miss Doras refined accents must have been surprised to note what a difference occurred off-duty. Rita, still reading, moved petulantly to one end of the settee, the carved arms of which each supported a little jewelled ashtray attached by an embroidered band. Mechanically she knocked ash into that nearer to her, but made no reply.

Miss Dora, lighting a cigarette in turn, glanced inquiringly at her friend, who, her reading completed, put the newspaper on the cushions beside her, and stared vacantly into space.

Something bothering you, dear?

Yes. Rita nodded. In repose, the expression of her full lips was somewhat sullen. Im worried to death and fed up to the teeth.

Oh, if thats all, said Dora, we are all fed up. This swell place Id heard so much about before I came here aint all honey, is it? Might as well be in the army, I say. What with her (Her signified Mlle. Dorine) and him (Monsieur) well

I didnt mean just Simones. Everything in the world has gone wrong with me.

Not much else left to go wrong, then?

Dont be funny, Dora. I dont feel a bit comic to-day.

Your humors your own business, dear, said Dora brightly. I was only being friendly.

No offence, Dora. Rita turned and patted her friends shoulder. But you dont understand what a mess I am in.

Mess?

Just that: a mess  a bloody mess.

The atmosphere of the lobby, faintly redolent of long vanished essences, mingled with more antiseptic odors, not, however, displeasing, seemed to Dora to become charged with menace, as she watched the gloomy face of her companion. Dora had come from an exclusive establishment on the south coast, Rita, from a high-class suburban hairdressers. Both selected by the unerring eye of the maestro, their friendship had dated only from their arrival at Simones, but it had progressed to a point where they had few secrets from one another. And so Dora thought that she had divined the cause of her friends gloom.

Is it Dick? she asked. Has he done the dirty?

Rita shook her head, so that some of the little tufty curls danced fascinatingly. No, but he phoned up more than a week ago to say he expected leave: since then, I have heard nothing whatever about him.

Perhaps his leave was cancelled.

Why didnt he write and say so, or call me? No. I believe he got his leave all right.

What makes you think so?

Well Rita hesitated. Ive got an idea, only an idea, mind you, that I saw him ... one night.

Up in town?

Yes. Of course, I may have been wrong; but Ive phoned everywhere I can think of, and nobody seems to know what has become of him.

Did you phone his station?

Not likely. I got a proper tick-off last time I tried. But theres something very funny about it.

I am sorry, dear. Dick was a snip, and they tell me Americans make wonderful husbands. She picked up the paper which Rita had dropped, and, glancing at it, seemed to become inspired. Rita, who possessed many qualities essential to the set-up of a good little business woman, had observed a tactful reticence regarding her relations with Sir Giles. Vanity, however, had prompted her to let Dora know that that notability took an interest in her affairs.

Rita! Dora raised her long, beautifully blackened lashes, and stared open-eyed at her friend. What a damn fool I am! It isnt Dick youre bothering about at all. Its Sir Giles! Oh, Im deaf, dumb and blind! Good lord! I should think you are worrying. I should worry, too. That kind dont grow on gooseberry bushes.

Rita nodded. No. Its going to make a hell of a difference. I cant afford to lose Dick, now.

But, Rita, when did you see Sir Giles last? It says here he was carried to a house in the West End where the body was discovered later.

Why Rita checked herself why, only a few nights ago.

Not

A bell rang, and light footsteps might be heard on the carpeted stair. By means of minor conjuring tricks, both girls vanished their cigarettes. They were standing facing the staircase when Mlle. Dorine appeared.

Lady Huskin is here, Miss Rita. Are you ready?

It was a formula, and Rita forced a smile  and a refined accent. Quite ready, mamselle.

Mamselle sniffed suspiciously, and then, I have just booked a client for you, Miss Dora, she added, who will be here at any moment; a Mrs. Jameson for manicure. She turned, for voices might be heard.

Lady Huskin (wife of the first baron) made her entrance. She had retained much of that girlish figure for which formerly she had been celebrated. Her suit was perfectly tailored, the skirt coquettishly short. As she was on the short side herself, the heels of her shoes were exceptionally high, so that her cautious gait resembled that of a hen. Her complexion was radiant, for she made up artistically, and her face wore a girlish smile, but her brown eyes (she had slightly overhanging lids, by some said to denote sensuality) did not seem to share in the fun. As for Lady Huskins hair, dressed high on her head, it was of purest guinea gold.

Oh, Miss Rita! she exclaimed, breathing rather heavily, I simply could not wait another day. My hair is a fright.

I think your hair looks beautiful, my lady.

Ritas change of voice, of accent, of manner, must have seemed magical to one who had overheard her recent conversation. To Dora it was a professional commonplace, which, discreetly effacing herself, she did not even notice.

As Lady Huskin advanced to the cubicle, one curtain of which Rita deferentially held aside, a second figure appeared on the stairhead, that of a smartly dressed chauffeur, a fair young man, spruce and of good figure. He carried a number of illustrated periodicals, an attaché case, and a toy dog whose golden-brown countenance and protuberant eyes might have reminded an irreverent critic of those of Lady Huskin.

These properties being suitably disposed in the cubicle, Rita brought a cushion for the greater convenience of Dandini, the dog; and the good looking chauffeur, behind Lady Huskins back, took advantage of this opportunity to squeeze Rita. Rita responded with a glance from her bold eyes which might have shrivelled a lesser man: it merely induced the chauffeur to wink and to contract his lips in the form of a kiss. Having placed upon a small table within easy reach of Lady Huskins carefully manicured plump hand, her cigarette case, lighter, and other small comforts, the chauffeur retired.

Preparations were made for the ceremony of the shampoo, but before these were completed, Dandini displayed symptoms of dissatisfaction which attracted his mistresss attention.

Oh, the poor little beastie! He is telling me that I have forgotten his saucer of tea. He so looks forward to his saucer of tea when he comes here, Miss Rita. Do please get it for him.

Certainly, my lady; I will ask them to make some tea downstairs. You would like a cup yourself, no doubt, later.

No, not yet. Just make a cup for Dandini.

At once, my lady; and Rita was about to go when Lady Huskin detained her.

Oh, just a moment. Would you give me my notebook and pencil.

A small notebook with tear-out leaves, the cover emblazoned with a glittering crest, was produced from the handbag, and Lady Huskin scribbled a note.

Please ask Sergeant Smith to give that to Payne. He is to deliver it at once and bring me the reply, here, immediately.

Yes, my lady.

These matters being arranged, the shampoo actually commenced, very soon to be interrupted, however, by the appearance of Dora, her blonde countenance registering strong disapproval. She carried a saucer of tea and a sheet of newspaper, which she placed on the floor.

Oh, you are sure it is not too hot? asked Lady Huskin. The poor little beastie hates scalding his wee tongue.

No, my lady. The girl dipped her finger in the saucer. It is just the right temperature.

Oh, thank you so much. There, Dandini, darling, that is what you wanted.

As Dandini superciliously surveyed the offering, then walked around it thoughtfully and with a certain grave suspicion, Lady Huskins faulty memory divulged a second oversight.

Oh, good gracious! I do hate to bother you, my dear. But we have forgotten the sweet biscuits. How silly of us!

I will see what I can do, my lady.

Doras expression as she retired from the cubicle indicated that several ideas on this subject had presented themselves to her mind. Further suggestions were made by Sergeant Smith (instructed to obtain biscuits from a neighboring store). These suggestions included rat poison. Some people dont know theres a war on, he remarked. Theres others  one of thems upstairs now  who ought to be dropped by parachute on the Russian front so they can find out.

Sweet biscuits! hissed Dora, studying a book of ration-cards. Bang go my last three points, bless her!

However, in due course the shampoo was resumed, and operations were not again suspended until Payne, the chauffeur, returned with a message which he delivered personally. This related to dance shoes and coupons, and was entirely unsatisfactory.

Oh, but how preposterous! Lady Huskin exclaimed, raising her head from the basin, to reveal the fact that under Ritas treatment it now resembled a large and overblown cauliflower. Lord Huskin will be furious.

Payne was despatched with a second message, and the shampoo was resumed once more. Mlle. Dorine might be heard announcing: Mrs. Jameson for you, Miss Dora, her words being followed by movement and voices in an adjoining cubicle. Then, Mademoiselle, discreetly knocking, entered that occupied by Lady Huskin.

Here are the sweet biscuits, my lady. There is a call for you on the telephone. I said I would inquire.

Who is it? Lady Huskin demanded from the depths.

Mr. Olivar, my lady.

The cauliflower head was raised again. Bring in the phone.

I regret, my lady, that the extensions are out of order. It will be necessary for you to use the instrument in the lobby.

Horror! Preposterous! Oh, very well  put the call through at once to the lobby. Miss Rita, get me a towel as I must go to the phone.

I am afraid I must rinse your hair first, my lady.

Not at all  not at all! when I come back! Give me a towel. Please put the call through at once.

Hurrying footsteps, discreet instructions; and Lady Huskin, her head enveloped in a vast white towel which lent her the appearance of a eunuch, hurried as quickly as high heels would permit, across the lobby to a side-table on which a telephone stood. Mlle. Dorine, making sure that the caller was connected, placed the instrument in Lady Huskins hand, and withdrew. As her ladyship took it up:

Dont forget to give Dandini his biscuits, she called.

Mrs. Jameson, the only other client present, being manicured by Miss Dora, was evidently chatting with that somewhat frigid blonde, since the tones of a more cultured voice from the cubicle became silent as though the speaker found herself stupefied by a monologue which now began at the telephone.

Teddie darling. How simply sweet of you. How did you find out I was here?... Oh, I see. Are you coming along for me? Oh! Whats that, darling ... Isnt it simply terrible ... Sir Giles was so completely charming ... Yes, he was a dear ... Oh, I was horrified when I read it this morning. Whatever can have happened? It makes me simply terrified to move out after dark ... Yes, Teddie darling ... Must have been a dreadful shock to that fascinating Mrs. Destrée ... They seemed to be such old friends ... Oh, yes, I realised that, Teddie. I thought she was most charming to you, too. But then, shes very pretty, isnt she?

Complete silence reigned in the cubicle occupied by Mrs. Jameson. The phone conversation continued.

To think we were all together last night and having such a good time. Then, such a horrible thing to happen ... No, I dont quite know how long I shall be, darling. Miss Rita  you know, the brunette, who is attending to me  seems a little distrait to-day, I thought. Something on her mind, yes ... Oh! sure to be a love affair ... What do you say? Good heavens! really! No, I didnt see her. You think he kept her out of the way when he found that I was there, you mean?... Yes, I understand, darling. Poor dear Sir Giles, he was always so tactful.

Lady Huskins white turban had begun to slip forward, and she had soap in her eyes; but she persevered, undeterred by these minor difficulties.

But doesnt he play for terribly high stakes? And wins, too. Oh, Teddie! listen! It has just occurred to me. Do you think he was robbed?... Yes, darling, it is quite possible, isnt it ... I did enjoy the game. Now that one cant get to Monte Carlo, and all that ... Yes, it was fun. But how his death must have alarmed poor Mrs. Destrée. Yes, of course, it would. They have to be careful, dont they. But there will be another roulette game, dear?... Oh, thats lovely ... Of course you cant tell me on the phone. I realise that, Teddie darling. But you will let me know, then we can dine together and go on later ... Yes, I should simply love it ... Of course I will bring plenty of money ... Yes, I promise ... Oh, I know theres no fun unless one has plenty of money ... Very well. In the Ritz Bar, darling, when I have had my hair done. Good-bye, Teddie darling.

When presently Mrs. Jameson left, which she did some time before Lady Huskin, one saw that she was a tweed clad, middle-aged lady, with tanned complexion, who wore sensible shoes and economy stockings; the wife of a country doctor, or possibly of a clergyman, up in town for the day.
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Reports and Theories

Sergeant Bluett walked into Chief Inspector Firths office and placed a bulky volume upon the desk before the Chief Inspector. Bluetts manner was abstracted; one would have said that his thoughts were far away. And that such indeed was the case presently appeared, for Firth, glancing at the volume, raised his eyes, lids contracted and stared at his assistant.

Ye may recall, Bluett, that I asked you to bring me from the library the latest edition of Burkes Peerage. This is Whos Who.

So it is! Bluett stared down at the volume with ingenuous surprise. Funny thing of me to do, bringing Whos Who.

Yell never know whos who, said the Chief Inspector, until ye know whats what. However, as it happens, I can make do with this.

You see, Bluett went on apologetically, I was thinking about something else.

A recognised formula for success.

Well, Ive been checking up on Mrs. Vane. You know my theory of the crime? Well, what Ive found out supports it.

Indeed! is that so?

Yes. She used to be Sir Giles Loeders mistress.

Are you sure? The Inspectors tawny eyes challenged him.

I confirmed it by going through the files of social paragraphs from the Riviera. Sir Giles took a villa for her at Cannes in 1937. She lived there during that winter. As I take it she is practically living with Lord Marcus now, looks as though I might have found something out.

And it looks as though you might not. If your idea is that Lord Marcus killed Sir Giles in a fit of jealousy, where does the missing portfolio come in? Furthermore, where did the struggle take place? There was no sign of a struggle in the lobby!

The portfolio might have been lost between the time that Max saw Sir Giles, and the time that Sir Giles met Lord Marcus. He had a service flat not three hundred yards away. It might even have been left there.

You were there yoursel this morning. Did you find it?

Sergeant Bluett took an evening paper from his left-hand coat pocket and put it in the right. No, he confessed. I found nothing in the way of evidence. There never was such a man for locking things up, I should think  and until we have authority we cant open his bureau or his safe.

Well get the authority, said Firth, but I doubt if well find the portfolio.

Hm! said Bluett, you may be right. Have you heard from Lady Loeder?

Yes, the Chief Inspector nodded. It seems that she has been more or less an invalid for some time. She lived at Llandudno, apart from her late husband, except when he visited her there, which, I gather, was verra seldom. It is clear enough, Bluett, that he led a double life.

Thats right, said Bluett; married to the daughter of a Cabinet Minister, too.

Aye, its a fact.

Theres altogether something too mysterious, continued Bluett, about Lord Marcus, and all his friends and relations. I called at the Clarkings house in Grosvenor Square where Mrs. Wake acts as caretaker, but she was out. I could get no reply. I am going back again. Wake is as tight as a limpet, but his wife may spill a thing or two about him.

You think he knows more than he has told us?

Well, hes a sly looking bird, and I am not satisfied that Sir Giles hadnt been there before. I should like a long talk with Mrs. Vane, but I dont want to make her suspicious.

No.

Firth rested his elbows on the desk and his chin in his hands in that characteristic attitude of his. It would be a mistake.

Then theres this Nurse Perigal. I thought of looking her up.

The Chief assures me that she may be left out o the case. You must remember, Bluett, that he knows the family weel, and we are skating on thin ice in dealing wi them. Go and see if you can find Mrs. Wake; that might be worth while.

The phone rang, and, raising the instrument:

Yes? said the Chief Inspector. Please show her to my office.

And so a moment after Bluett had gone out, Mrs. Jameson came in, and smiled across at Chief Inspector Firth.

Good evening, Mrs. Jameson.

Good evening, Inspector Firth.

Wont you please sit down?

Mrs. Jameson did so with a manner of great composure, took out a small notebook, and began immediately to speak.

I dont know if I should have found anything out, Inspector, if luck hadnt helped me.

Luck solves most of our cases, or such is my own experience, said Firth.

You underrate yourself, she smiled. Well, as I was saying, what really helped me was a visit from Lady Huskin.

The Chief Inspector raised his eyes. Wife of Lord Huskin of the Food Ministry?

Yes, quite unmistakably. She referred to her husband several times, and always she called him Lord Huskin.

Chief Inspector Firth grinned appreciatively, showing his lower teeth, and Mrs. Jameson laughed outright, a silvery laugh which was most infectious.

I listened to a conversation with the girl called Rita, but except that she was obviously worried about something, I might not have learned much if it had not been for a telephone conversation which Lady Huskin carried on with someone called Teddie Olivar.

You have a note of the name?

Yes, I have all the notes. From this conversation, which was not disguised in any way, I learned that Lady Huskin and Teddie Olivar had been at a roulette party.

Roulette! the Inspector exclaimed, his tawny eyes lighting up.

Yes; I thought it was a trifle significant, particularly as it appears that Sir Giles Loeder was there, too.

Gad! said the Inspector, bringing one long, powerful hand down upon the desk. We are making headway.

I gathered that this girl, Rita, was actually with Sir Giles at the party. It seems to have been given by someone called Mrs. Destrée.

Destrée! that settles it. Thats something we wanted to know. Go ahead, Mrs. Jameson. I have a quantity o material about Destrée.

I am glad to hear it, she went on quietly, because there is to be another roulette party. I rather thought, but I cannot be sure, that it will take place on Wednesday night, at a different address. I think it possible that Lady Huskins chauffeur (his name is Payne) might be useful in learning this address: but he would have to be approached tactfully. She glanced at her notes. Lady Huskin suggested to Teddie, the man to whom she was talking, that as Sir Giles played for high stakes and seemed to win, he might have had money in his possession on the night of his murder.

My own theory, murmured Firth.

It seems to be a fairly good theory, Inspector. Lady Huskin, when she returned to her cubicle, which adjoined mine, taxed this girl Rita about her friendship with Sir Giles. Rita had to admit that she had actually been with him that evening, although Lady Huskin had not seen her. Rita and Sir Giles left together. Yes  and he was carrying a leather case when he saw her off in a taxi.

Which confirms the statement o Gaston Max. How, in the name o heaven, the dead man got into Sir Marcuss house is something the imagination boggles at, but that he was murdered for his money I think is as plain as a pikestaff.

I have made another appointment at Simones, added Mrs. Jameson, and, of course, I may learn more.

Ye have learned a lot aready, said Chief Inspector Firth. By the way, Mrs. Jameson, I should be obliged, as you go about, if ye would keep your eyes open for a man wi a limp ...
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Destrée of the Lilies

Lord Marcus Amberdale sat in his darkened study which was lighted only by the shaded desk lamp. He wore reading glasses with tortoiseshell rims and was absorbed in a manuscript which contained numerous Egyptian hieroglyphics and other mysterious signs. He seemed to be checking this manuscript from a papyrus laid upon the desk beside him, that same papyrus which had been there on the night of the mysterious crime. One would say, in fact, that it had never been moved, for it was still held down by those four unusual paper weights  a piece of quartz, a figure of Set, a fossilised fish and the mummied hand of a woman.

Lord Marcus wore a double-breasted black velvet coat, his invariable substitute for the more conventional evening dress. In lieu of the usual black bow, he displayed a stock which revealed merely the top rim of a high white collar. It lent to his naturally distinguished appearance an odd touch of the Regency. In the downcast light, as his long, sensitive, fingers turned over pages, a spark shone as from the eye of a reptile out of the heart of a green scarab ring which he habitually wore. The house with the scarlet door was silent, its atmosphere faintly permeated by that haunting odor of incense. The sound of a discreet rap interrupted the reader.

Come in, said Lord Marcus, without raising his eyes from the manuscript.

The door opened and Wake entered. An apéritif, my lord, or are you still fasting?

No, murmured Lord Marcus absently; I mean, Wake, I am no longer fasting. Angostura and soda.

Very good, my lord. You are dining out, I believe.

I am dining at the club. You need not wait up.

Wake withdrew as silently as he had entered, and Lord Marcus continued his studies. The mummy in its case just inside the door seemed to be watching him, and sometimes a chance reflection caused by the turning of a page might have suggested to a nervous onlooker that the highly varnished brown hand which lay so near to Lord Marcuss own slender white hand edged every now and again a little nearer.

If Lord Marcus had dismissed, as apparently he had dismissed, memories of those gruesome happenings which had disturbed his household, clearly this was not the case with Wake. For as Wake went about his duties, passing between the kitchen quarters and the study, rarely did he fail to glance at the Roman couch. Nevertheless his manner when presently he returned, bearing a long necked Venetian glass upon a silver salver, was irreproachably correct. With a slight premonitory cough, he placed the glass conveniently within reach of Lord Marcus, and, the salver under his arm, stood for a moment beside the polished desk.

Will there be anything further, my lord?

Nothing further, Wake. You may go out if you wish.

Good-night, my lord.

Good-night, Wake.

Wake withdrew, glanced at the vacant couch, and retired to what he called his pantry, a square alcove curtained off from the kitchen. Here were shelves well laden for war days, and uttering a profound sigh, Wake brewed himself an apéritif, somewhat more stimulating than that which he had recently placed before his employer. Fortified with this and the smoke of a cigarette, which he inhaled luxuriously, Wake took stock of events; and in his rather small, speculative eyes it might have been read that he detected breakers ahead.

Accustomed to the ways of this orderly household, he was aware that Lord Marcus would never set foot in the kitchen. Therefore, when presently he heard his lordship preparing to go out, he merely placed his cigarette in an ashtray, his drink beside it, and tentatively showed himself at the end of the passage.

Lord Marcus, wearing a black French cape, and a wide brimmed soft black hat, was selecting an ebony cane from the cupboard inside the front door. His hand on the latch, he spoke over his shoulder:

Dont disturb yourself, Wake; I have all I want. He went out. The scarlet door closed.

The evening was somewhat dull and cloudy, so that although nearly half an hour remained before black-out time, South Audley Street, to which a few long strides led him, appeared to Lord Marcus already partially cloaked in night. A taxicab stood at the corner, a well-groomed vehicle in charge of a particularly dirty looking driver.

Taxi, sir?

Thank you, no.

The refusal was courteous but definite, and Mr. Finch, his peaked cap on the back of his reddish brown hair, accepted it with a grin, which revealed those glittering teeth. Had Lord Marcus lived fully in the conscious world, he might have noticed that the flag was down, although the man had offered his services. However, Finch lighted a cigarette and leaned back in his seat, continuing to leave the flag down. Either he was engaged or expected by waiting there to pick up another fare.

South Audley Street presented few evidences of habitation. Two taxis and perhaps three cars passed in the semi-darkness, possibly bound for a near-by hotel, but pedestrians were rare. Presently a constable strode up, surveyed Finch, studied the vehicle, walked around to look at the number, and then addressed the driver.

Waiting for somebody?

Gent phoned from Number 9A; asked me to wait ere. Shant wait much longer, though.

Hm, said the officer. 9A  thats Lord Marcus Amberdales. Hm!

He passed on, the squelch of his wet soles dying away in the distance. The sound of a closing door, a few minutes later, seemed to decide Finchs next move, for he put his flag up, moved the clutch and slid into slow movement. He was overtaken by a short, broad figure; a man who wore a square pointed collar and black tie, black coat and gray trousers, the outfit crowned by a discreet black hat. A carefully rolled umbrella and suede gloves completed the ensemble.

Taxi, sir?

Yes. The man opened the door and got in. Gatacre House.

The address was that of a block of modern luxury apartments, presenting to the world a flat, grayish façade encrusted with square protuberances in the form of balconies, and resembling the sort of building which is run up temporarily at exhibitions. It contained, however, some of the most expensive suites in London, although many of them were now sublet. Paying off the taximan, Wake walked in.

Where formerly in Gatacre House there had been a hall porter (with top hat) and two lift attendants, there was now nobody; the marble atrium sounded a note of echoing desolation, which was odd, perhaps purely psychological, for all the flats in fact were occupied. The elevators, however, had been equipped for the convenience of residents and were provided with numbered buttons each corresponding to a floor. Wake stepped into that on the left of the hall and pressed a button numbered four.

Arrived at the fourth floor, he reclosed the elevator gate as he stepped out, and proceeded along a carpeted corridor to a door numbered 32. He applied a gloved finger to the bell push and dim buzzing sounded from within. Otherwise, the long shadowy corridor was silent. Presently, a man opened the door of No. 32. He wore evening dress, and at a glance one might have been undecided as to whether he was a superior servant or a gentleman dressed for dinner. Clean shaven and sallow, with heavy, flexible  one might almost have said, rubber, features  he had light blue dancing eyes, heavy dark brows and close-cut graying hair. A sardonic smile, conveying an impression that he found most people ridiculous, caused a dimple to appear and disappear upon his heavy chin in a queerly intriguing way.

Hello, Wake, he said, you are prompt. And his accent possessed a faint transatlantic flavor.

Yes, Mr. Francis. I came along as soon as possible. Wake entered, removing his black hat and peeling off his suede gloves.

We might as well go down right away, said Mr. Francis.

The rooms through which he led Wake were notable for a luxury which was almost magnificence; even the kitchen, which presently they reached, although small, was unexceptionally equipped. Mr. Francis, for all his heavy build, had a cat-like gait; he seemed to rest his weight in walking, on the ball of his foot and not on the heel. Opening a door, the two men stepped out onto a fire ladder. They found themselves on one side of a narrow courtyard, around which Gatacre House was built. Descending the iron steps, they entered a flat immediately below that of Mr. Francis, by means of a door which also communicated with a kitchen.

Wait a moment, muttered Mr. Francis.

Leaving Wake in the kitchen, he retired, but was absent no more than a minute or so.

All clear, he reported. Mrs. Destrée is expecting you.

Again he led the way with that feline stride, along a corridor closely corresponding with that above, to a door at the end upon which he knocked.

Come in, said a bell-like voice.

Wake, who seemed suddenly to have become far less composed, entered a room, Mr. Francis holding the door open, which in many respects might have reminded readers of Coleridge of something conceived by Kûbla Khân.

Reclining on a settee and watching the doorway, was a woman.



The room contained an unusual quantity of lacquer and ivory. Two particularly fine ivory chests, silver mounted and having inlaid designs in semi-precious stones, were undoubtedly museum pieces. Wake suspected that, otherwise than at Warwick Castle, he had seen nothing like them. There was lacquer furniture, and a tall lacquer screen enfolded a couch upon which the woman was lying. Ivory and jade ornaments materialised out of purple shadows; for heavy silk curtains were drawn, and the only light was that cast by a lamp with a purple shade. It was in the form of an ivory serpent, poised to strike.

On a number of low tables rested porcelain bowls in which floated water lilies of a great variety: green-gold, pink, mauve and yellow; and in tall vases bloomed a profusion of white arum lilies, so that the atmosphere was laden with their rather sickly perfume.

But although Wake noted these things, they formed no more than a hazy background for the figure of the woman who reclined among many cushions. She was smoking a cigarette in a tortoiseshell mouthpiece ornamented with small emeralds, and she wore a clinging robe, having full, open sleeves, a robe which displayed all those variegated tints of the Californian poppy. Her skin possessed a peachlike quality, and her arms, freed by the silken garment, were rounded, slender and girlish. Indeed, her tiny figure, from glossy black head down to toes peeping like lotus buds out of sly sandals, was of rare perfection.

Features, delicate with the delicacy of a jade cameo, so that even slightly distended nostrils failed to mar their calm serenity, were almost overpowered by dark eyes, magnificent in a slightly oblique beauty. They were the eyes of a sorceress, and in them, when she smiled, that image of a beautiful child faded, and became altogether effaced. A soul steeped in experience, a soul which Flaubert might have thought to have shared secrets with Messalina and strange loves with Thais, a spirit old as the lost magnificent sins of Alexandria, shone out through those brilliant eyes, to seduce, but to terrify.

Although he had seen her many times, this was the first occasion upon which Wake had actually spoken to Ysolde Destrée  and he stood before her tongue-tied. A man of some resource and of no little cunning, a vague fear which he had always recognised, threatened now to betray him.

Yet, she was smiling, and so of what had he to be afraid? Perhaps of her smile ...

Please sit down, Mr. Wake.

He fumbled for the nearest lacquer chair, looked for his hat, and remembered that he had left hat, gloves and umbrella in the apartment above. He glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the door partly close. Mr. Francis had gone. He sat down.

Good evening, madam, he said.

Destrée watched him for a time in silence, and he found himself to be reviewing all his sins, major and minor, and trying to make sure that he had overlooked no loose ends which this woman might have picked up. A certain assurance with which he had come to the interview, an assurance based upon what he believed to be a mutual danger, was deserting him, and deserting him so rapidly that he sought to account for it in another way. A man of full habit, he decided that the atmosphere, the overpowering perfume of lilies, was making him begin to perspire. Above all he wished, now, that Destrée would cease to smile.

Well, Mr. Wake she spoke with no identifiable accent, but with a quaint intonation, her childlike voice caressingly pretty I asked you to call and see me this evening, because I wished to make quite sure that you realise in how grave a position we find ourselves.

Er Wake cleared his throat you refer, no doubt, madame, to the  er  regrettable incident.

To the death of Sir Giles Loeder. The lancet of her contemplation pierced him inexorably; he could not escape it. But, of course! what did you think I meant?

You fear, madam Wake was fumbling badly for words that this unfortunate incident, happening at a time when he was actually leaving one of the games ...

The game at Mrs. Sankeys flat, to be exact, Mr. Wake  yes. You were acting for us that night.

Yes, madam. I have been happy from time to time to place my services at your disposal, or rather at the disposal of Mr. Francis.

No, no. She laughed, and her laughter was like a peal of fairy bells. Leave it the first way, Mr. Wake. You are a citizen of the world, I think, and you know that Mr. Francis is merely my agent. You know that I, Destrée, control roulette in Mayfair.

Well, madam his pointed collar began to bother him I may  er  have suspected it, but I assumed that you wished to remain incognito, if I may employ that word.

Destrée continued to smile. That was so wise of you. Because your employment was satisfactory? Yes? Ten guineas a night, I believe we paid you?

That is correct, madam.

Well she dropped ash into a little jade bowl what I have to say to you, Mr. Wake, is that on Wednesday night, when there is to be roulette here, in my own flat, although it was arranged for you to act as second croupier, I think it would be wiser the words ended on that enigmatical smile.

I quite agree with you, madam. Wake spoke eagerly: Destrées smile became more pronounced, became almost voluptuous. You mean that should police inquiries associate my employment by Lord Marcus with my employment

Just so. That is what I mean.

Then, madam, I agree with you, the consequences indeed might be disastrous.

Quite so, my good Mr. Wake. How quickly you grasp things. You will be difficult, of course, to replace, but this will be only temporary, I trust. Good croupiers are rare in London, and you are very good.

Wake bowed gratefully. He began to feel slightly more at ease. I sometimes accompanied one of my former  employers, Sir Guy Warberly, to Monte Carlo, and he permitted me to play an occasional game on my own account. I  er he cleared his throat again acquired some knowledge of the subject by watching the croupiers in the Casino.

The best school in the world, smiled Destrée. And so Mr. Wake she took up an envelope from a lacquered table beside her and handed it to him here is your fee for Wednesday night. It is not fair that you should suffer because of this small accident.

But, madam!

No, no, I wish it. And we shall continue to  keep in touch with you, Mr. Wake, at all times.

Now there was something in the way these words were pronounced which served to destroy Wakes growing confidence and to plunge him back again into a state of acute discomfort.

Certainly, madam, he muttered. Thank you.

I suppose Destrée stretched herself luxuriously, so that one perfect satiny knee peeped out for a moment through a gap in her silken robe: she was like some beautiful Persian kitten in her lithe movements I suppose there is nothing, nothing that has not appeared in the newspapers about the mysterious death of poor Sir Giles, which you know and would care to tell me?

I, madam! exclaimed Wake, almost dropping the envelope. I assure you, madam, no one was more surprised than myself when I returned and found him lying there.

He left just before you  if I remember rightly, murmured Destrée.

Possibly, madam. For my own part I did not actually see him go. I was  balancing my accounts. As no doubt you recall, the table had done badly that night.

I recall it very well. It is to endeavor to recover some of our losses that we are playing again so soon. I am not sure that we are wise.

I see, madam.

In other words, Mr. Wake, you can throw no more light on this mystery? She rolled indolently onto her back, the tortoiseshell mouthpiece drooping from full lips, and stretching up her arms, rested her head upon pillowed hands.

Nothing at all, madam, I assure you.

I am sorry, she murmured, watching him through a screen of lowered lashes. He was an old friend and I am deeply concerned.

I quite understand that.

I thought, but I may have been wrong, that when I left Mrs. Sankeys you were already gone. In that case, it occurred to me that you must have been a long time in reaching South Audley Street  yes?

Wake became aware, again, of that unaccountable perspiration. I see what you mean, madam. But it is quite simple. I had left my household accounts in Grosvenor Square and I knew I should require them in the morning. I called there and knocked up my wife  who acts as caretaker for Sir George Clarking, as I believe you know.

Yes, I know. Destrées eyes were nearly closed; but she continued to smile. The newspapers are so small nowadays. So little space is given to so great a tragedy. I suppose you told the police that you had been at Grosvenor Square?

I did, madam.

It would be a great misfortune for you if they should find out that you had been acting as croupier

Indeed, madam

Yes. She sighed. It would, indeed. However, Mr. Wake, we quite understand one another, I am sure. We shall make a point of keeping in touch with you. She pressed a bell. Mr. Francis will take you back to his own flat, as no doubt you have duties at Lord Marcuss house.

Wake stood up. Thank you, madam. I am sure I am deeply obliged. At any time  any time, I mean, which synchronises with suitable leave from Lord Marcus  please regard me as entirely at your service.

Thank you, Mr. Wake.

The door had opened quite silently, and Mr. Francis had entered. One might have guessed that he had never been far away. Wake bowed to the seductive, inscrutable creature reclining on the settee, saw that she was still smiling, and nearly overturned a low stool supporting a bowl of lilies as he made his way out into the corridor.

He had just grasped a highly alarming fact. Unless she possessed private sources of information, Mrs. Destrée had tricked him into an admission that Sir Giless body had been found in Lord Marcuss house ... for no newspaper had reported this!


12

M. Gaston Max

Later the same night, Colonel OHalloran remained at work in his book-lined office in Scotland Yard. He was industriously initialling a pile of chits with the letters J.N.G.O.H. which had earned him the soubriquet of Jingo. A tin of tobacco stood at his elbow, and he smoked a notably clean looking briar. Indeed it was his custom directly a pipe demanded cleaning to cast it aside and to buy a new one. As he was a heavy smoker, this custom, in view of wartime prices, represented an outrageous outlay. One of several telephones on the desk buzzed discreetly. Colonel OHalloran took up the receiver.

Yes, at once; expecting him.

He replaced the receiver and went on signing chits. He was still engaged in this way when someone might have been heard coming along the corridor, someone who whistled that old English song, Up in the morning early. The door opened, the whistle ceased, and a man entered, reclosing the door and then rapped upon it. The Assistant Commissioner looked up.

Hello, Monsieur Max, he said, not taking the pipe from between his teeth sit down. Shant be a jiffey.

Gaston Max smiled. Always I knock after I come in, he explained, in case I have the bad luck to intrude.

He crossed and sat down in a padded armchair set before the Colonels desk; and anyone who had chanced to meet Peter Finch, taxidriver, would almost certainly have declined to believe that Peter Finch and Gaston Max were one and the same.

The celebrated French investigator, in his proper person, was a man of about medium height. In his youth he had inclined to corpulence, but in middle life had conquered the tendency, possibly by dieting. At his present age his hair was touched with silver at the temples, but heavy eyebrows remained obstinately black, shading large intelligent eyes of so indeterminate a shade that few observers would have cared to put a name to it. A blueness of lip and jaw (a rather heavy jaw) indicated that he was called upon to shave closely. This he did, and was in every respect a model of good grooming. His abundant hair he kept carefully brushed and trimmed, and if his taste in shirts and suits was perhaps a trifle spectacular, at least these garments were distinctive and well tailored. To-night he wore a blue suit with a determined red stripe, a dark blue shirt and a green tie relieved by black spots. A handkerchief of similar design drooped gracefully from his breast pocket. He carried a soft brown hat, and a monocle on a thick silk cord swung to and fro, a glittering pendulum, whenever he moved. But despite this slight bizarrerie of toilet, no one would have given a second glance at the mans attire: his pale face must have commanded ones whole attention.

Gaston Maxs features possessed a mobility rather bewildering. In collaboration with his eyes, they seemed to respond to every passing thought; even in repose, or the nearest approach to repose which he ever achieved, his flexible lips almost rippled in sympathy with his mental impressions. One sympathised with Sergeant Bluetts opinion that this was the face of a comedy actor, but it was that of a comedy actor supremely endowed.

He took out a cigarette case bearing his initials in small diamonds, selected a cigarette, lighted it with a gold lighter, and replaced the case in his pocket as the colonel, a final chit signed, pushed the pile aside and looked up, blinking furiously as was his wont.

Well, M. Max  shall we talk French or English?

To me, colonel, it is a matter of indifference. Gaston Max shrugged: I speak all kinds of English. Tell me which kind you prefer. Or French (which you speak with the fluency of a Parisian) I also command to no small degree. Choose, then, my colonel, and let us begin.

The Assistant Commissioner stared at him for a while, replacing the mouthpiece of the pipe between his teeth, and holding the bowl with a square muscular hand which seemed too large for a small man.

Youre a bit of a responsibility, Max, you know, he said in his staccato fashion. No more sense of discipline than a Spanish mule. So far as Im aware, you have no rank  at Scotland Yard, anyway. You were sent here by the Home Secretary and I was glad to see you. Reputation familiar to me for years. Didnt know what to do with you, so lent you to the Special Branch. We get on well; I like you; but if any of your antics land you in the soup, Im responsible.

I shall land in no soup, Max assured him. To my regret I must avoid soup  it is bad for my figure.

Colonel OHalloran grinned. To-date, Im told, you have done uncommonly well; but I wont disguise from you, Max, that you have more rope than any other officer here.

I acknowledge this with gratitude, Colonel OHalloran, my friend; I am grateful  but, yes.

I engineered your taxi license, for instance; madly irregular, you know.

Ah! my taxi? But think what I have learned with this taxi! A London taxi is like a shrimping net. One gathers many shrimps, and sometimes a small octopus. But there is a matter which troubles me. I should like to discuss this.

Good, said the colonel, go ahead.

In the first place the inquiry upon which I have now been at work for several months recently crossed a case of our good friend, Inspector Firth.

So I believe.

I am dramatic, I am the sensationalist; and because this is the first big inquiry which has been entrusted to me since I joined Scotland Yard, I am anxious to present it complete, garnished, piping hot, on a gold plate. Name of a name! I am made that way  I cannot help it. It was, oh, so long ago that I last worked with Scotland Yard. I have worn well, eh, my colonel? I carry the burden of heavy years with some grace, is it not so? But no matter. This time I look for a very big fish indeed; and I have not yet learned the name of this fish. But he is one who snaps up secrets known only to the War Cabinet, and transmits them to Berlin in time to make of himself a bloody nuisance. Sometimes I have wondered if my fish is a Jack pike or a mermaid.

A mermaid? meaning what?

A woman fish. Women to-day are permitted to play a very large part in the troubles of the world. Sometimes they bring about a thousand deaths because one poor fool kisses another. However, malêsh, as the Arab says. What I am anxious to settle is this: I have certain information which strictly belongs to Inspector Firth; and this information I wish him to have.

Quite proper. What is it?

One of my fish has been netted by someone else, and I am angry, but yes  furious. It is Sir Giles Loeder. Understand that I am interested in Sir Giles, and for someone to murder him is inconsiderate to a degree. It is Inspector Firths business to discover this poacher upon my preserves, and it is my business to help him.

Yes, thats so. Colonel OHalloran gripped his pipe so tightly that his jaw muscles protruded. Do you mean there was something fishy about Loeder?

It may be. Who knows? I have much to learn. One must not jump to conclusions; but some small points come to my knowledge. Item: Sir Giles was a confirmed gambler.

Sure of that?

But certain. He was a regular visitor to the underground roulette games which are played in Mayfair. I think it very likely that he was coming from one of these when he met his death. He carried a portfolio which may have contained winnings

Portfolio? Firth didnt tell me that.

The Inspector must have forgotten to do so. He knows. This portfolio has not been found. Very well. Now, to-night, I make another discovery. Wake, the butler who has been questioned about the death of Sir Giles, is perhaps connected in some way with roulette, also. Here, I think, is a link which Inspector Firth should test.

Entirely agree with you.

Because it is necessary for me to find out if any association existed between the late Sir Giles and Lord Marcus, or Lord Marcuss butler, I have been watching them both, you understand? To-night Lord Marcus dined at the Athenaeum. I believe he is still there. But Wake, his butler, went to Gatacre House. I drove him. And when at the end of half an hour or so he came out again, he was so disturbed, this poor Wake, that he failed to observe that he was getting into the same taxi. I then drove him to Grosvenor Square, to the house at which his wife acts as caretaker.

Colonel OHalloran grinned appreciatively, his eyes blinking more rapidly than ever. You know the right moves in this game, Max, he said. Whats the point about Gatacre House?

The point is, my colonel, that a woman called Destrée lives at Gatacre House, and I believe that it was Destrée that Wake went to call upon.

Hm! mused the colonel. Believed to be back of roulette racket. But never got clear evidence. They use different addresses. Very cunning. Lot of money behind it. What makes you think Wake called on Destrée?

I followed him in. As the elevator ascended I checked it on the indicator. He got out on the fourth floor.

Does Destrée live on fourth?

No, no  on the third.

Colonel OHalloran removed his pipe. Talkin rot, arent you? Dont make sense.

But not at all. On the fourth floor there is a Mr. Julian Francis. He is an associate of Destrées. Behold! it is sufficient?

Yes  I see. What I dont see is reason youre interested in these people.

Gaston Max shrugged. Destrée is ground bait for my fish. But tell the good inspector, if you please, carefully to watch Wake. For if Wake is connected with Destrée, as I believe, he may know more about what happened to Sir Giles than he has told the police.

Colonel OHalloran lay back in his padded armchair, an unusual relaxation which possibly indicated fatigue. Are you suggesting Destrée had anything to do with Sir Giless murder?

But not necessarily. Also, it is not my case. But I think it only fair to Inspector Firth that he should know these things. I think it, also, only fair to me, that there should not be clumsiness. I want no shrimps, I want no cockles; it is my king fish I am seeking to net.

The Assistant Commissioner laid his hot pipe aside and began to roll a cigarette. Devil of a lot of information leaking, Max. Sooner you hook king fish the better. Cant think where they collect it; cant think how they get it through.

Gaston Max watched him, and the usually mobile features had become still, almost sombre ... There is a raid by Combined Operations pending, my colonel, as you know

But I dont know when it starts. I bet your king fish doesnt know either.

I pray you may be right. Max stood up, casting the brief, sombre mood aside and displaying his brilliant teeth in a quick smile. To-morrow I have a small investigation to make. You are aware that I hold a medical degree of the Sorbonne  for how can one hope to gain the heights of our difficult profession lacking a knowledge of forensic medicine? Eh bien, as I have reasons for remaining incognito, I become then a respectable professional man, a fugitive from Paris. He extended his palms. Behold!

Do you think you look like a respectable professional man from Paris?

But certainly.

Well, you dont. Good-night.



Early on the following morning, Nurse Perigal was about to leave Otterly Hospital when she was recalled by the matron.

Oh, nurse, cried Mrs. Maddison, standing at the door of her office (this formality of address was occasioned by the presence of two orderlies), I must detain you for a moment. Will you please come in.

Fay stopped nervously. Moods of preoccupation latterly had possessed her, a fact which had not escaped the vigilant eye of the matron and which that observant lady knew to be due to the tangled affairs of Fays unknown friend who evidently engaged so much of the girls affections. However, forcing a smile, Fay walked into the office and found standing there by the matrons desk a man of striking appearance.

The visitor wore a blue suit with an undeniably red stripe, a green, spotted tie, and a conspicuously blue soft collared shirt. A wide brimmed hat lay upon the desk, and its owner was swinging a monocle upon its cord around and around one extended forefinger. Fay thought that he looked like an actor, particularly noting his beautiful hands.

Dr. de Brion, said Mrs. Maddison this is Nurse Perigal, who will be glad, I know, to act as your guide to the ward where we are taking care of the French boys. She turned to Fay: This is Dr. de Brion, from Fighting French headquarters, nurse, and he would like a chat with some of our patients.

Dr. de Brion revealed glittering teeth in a smile of frank admiration. Raising Fays hand, he stooped and kissed it. A beautiful morning, matron, he said, and you find me a beautiful guide.

I shall be glad if I can be of any service to you, doctor, Fay replied.

But you have been of service already, he assured her; your smile would lift its load from the heaviest heart. I am obliged to you, matron. He bowed to Mrs. Maddison, I shall try not to detain Nurse Perigal longer than necessary, although the temptation to do so will be great.

On their way upstairs to the ward at the end of the south wing which accommodated the French pilots, Dr. de Brion succeeded in putting Fay completely at her ease, so that she felt as though she had known him all her life. Even before he had plunged into voluble conversation with the first of the patients whom she introduced, Fay had decided that he was brilliantly clever. He discussed symptoms and made suggestions of so shrewdly practical a character that he clearly understood his profession. The reaction of the wounded airmen, all of whom he left laughing happily, paid vital tribute to his bedside manner.

He distributed cigarettes with a lavish hand, from a case emblazoned with a diamond crest, which particularly attracted Fays attention. He told funny stories and he performed sleight of hand tricks. Before leaving the ward, he promised to come again, a promise which produced cheers, physically feeble but heartfelt, from the occupants. As they walked down the stone stairs together on their way to the ground floor, Dr. de Brion took Fays arm in his affectionately friendly manner, and began to speak with sudden seriousness of her own affairs.

My friend Dr. Fawcett, he said, reported to me about you. You remember meeting Dr. Fawcett?

Oh, good heavens, yes! Fays eyes opened in a startled way. You mean the doctor who came with the police to Marcuss house?

Yes, yes, to the house of your cousin Marcus. He has been talking to me, you understand; and when he heard that I was visiting here, he asked me to talk to you.

That was very kind of him, but what about?

Well, what more fascinating subject could there be than yourself?

Oh, but you are joking again.

They had regained the frigid lobby, and Fay stood facing the visitor, trying to read some message in those vivacious eyes, but reading nothing save good humor and admiration. She supposed that Dr. de Brions rather colorful style of dressing must be professionally correct in Paris; it was certainly unusual in England. Hearing their voices, the matron came out, and Dr. de Brion turned to her.

Have I your permission, dear madam, to see Nurse Perigal upon her way?

But, of course, doctor. How charming of you.

He took the matrons hands and kissed them gallantly. Soon I shall be coming to see those dear fellows again, and to see you, madam ...

Outside the gray building and clear of ambulances which stood in its courtyard, they walked on in silence through the outskirts of Otterly; and soon (for Otterly was little more than a village) gained the open country. Dr. de Brion inhaled fragrant morning air and looked about him with unconcealed delight. Once, he paused, and stared up into a clear blue sky.

Wild geese! he exclaimed like a flight of planes! Ha! There is water in the neighborhood?

Yes, Umley Mere, quite near to Rosemary Cottage, where I am going now, doctor. I sometimes watch a kingfisher working there.

A kingfisher! turquoise with wings! A fairy jewel wearing a robins waistcoat! Ah! His eyes seemed to dance as he turned to her, in recognition of her kinship with the fairyland of nature. You, too, love the wild things.

Yes, I suppose I do, doctor, said Fay, and spoke a little sadly. They seem so much more free and so much happier than we do. But perhaps, if we knew more about their lives

Yes, yes, they may have their small bothers, too. Name of a good little man, but certainly. There will be Mrs. Kingfishers who are jealous of Miss Kingfishers. There will be angry geese, and misunderstood geese. Robins fight like the very devil: I have seen them. And the starlings  well, well, those gluttonous starlings! Why dont they get fat? Oh, I know them all.

Evidently you do, said Fay; and she laughed for the first time that morning, a laugh so young and so fresh that the man who studied her found himself wondering, again, what cloud had cast its shadow over her life: he had instinctively detected the presence of such a cloud.

Illumination on this point was soon to come; for, following a brief silence, Fay suddenly asked, Do you ever visit the R.A.F. hospital at Ashbrown, doctor?

Ashbrown in Hampshire? But, yes  I was there only a week ago. Why do you ask?

Watching her face, he detected a faint shade of embarrassment, and mentally answered his own question.

A  very old friend of mine was there until recently

But French?

No, not French. He is an American: Flight Lieutenant Hawke Kershaw.

Hawke Kershaw? Of an Eagle Squadron?

Yes. I only wondered if you had happened to meet him. She spoke with complete calmness, but looked straight ahead.

I cannot recall the name, Nurse Fay. I went to visit a French officer who was formerly a colleague, but I met some others also. Describe, if you please, this fortunate Hawke Kershaw.

Oh, I dont think I can, really. He is tall and slim, and has dark brown hair

Dark brown hair? And gray eyes?

No  blue eyes.

Blue. He is a handsome fellow?

Fay, who had flushed momentarily, now seemed to grow more pale than usual. Yes, I suppose he is rather good looking, doctor.

I fear I cannot have met him, Nurse Fay. Was he a  dangerous case?

No. Fay shook her head. Thats what puzzles me. He was shot down and wounded in the foot. At first, they were afraid he might be crippled, and walk with a limp

With a limp, you say?

Yes. But he wrote to tell us that although he actually did limp slightly, with rest and massage this would disappear. We expected him down here, but  well, he seems to have vanished!

He has vanished, eh? A strange fellow. But his station will tell you where he is  yes?

There is so much official secrecy, doctor. Beyond finding out that he is on sick leave I havent been able to learn a thing. But as you dont know him, why should I bother you about it. Please tell me what it was that Dr. Fawcett suggested you should ask me?

They had paused in a narrow, winding lane. A lime tree towered above a briar hedge gemmed with rubies, its leaves a furtive gold as if reluctantly yielding to the spell of autumn; and Dr. de Brion seemed temporarily to have forgotten his companion.

But, yes. He turned suddenly and that glittering smile brushed a shadow magically from his face. But, of course! He is much concerned, my faith, the good doctor, about your cousin Lord Marcus.

I suppose he thinks he is mad?

But no, name of a name, not mad  eccentric.

Is there any difference? murmured Fay.

A distinction. Or so they used to tell me at the Salpêtrière, Paris, where for a time I studied such matters. But he thinks, Dr. Fawcett, that your cousin is so lost in his studies that perhaps advantage is taken of him.

As they began slowly to walk along again: I am afraid that may be true, Fay admitted. He is, of course, quite unworldly. Perhaps Dr. Fawcett was thinking about she hesitated Mrs. Vane.

Yes, perhaps it may be that he had in mind the beautiful Mrs. Vane. But also, perhaps, the butler, Wake.

Oh! dont you trust Wake?

He looks in every way completely the perfect butler. I fear such characters. But you, my dear, no doubt you have known him for a long time. So tell me, please. What do you think of this Wake?

Well, since you ask me, Fay replied, I dont know that I have ever felt quite sure about him, myself. But then, do you think anybody ever did understand butlers?

One would have said that Dr. de Brions mobile features reacted to a hundred and one amusing thoughts, presumably relative to butlers. All butlers terrify me, he assured her. But you can tell me, no doubt, how long Lord Marcus has had this butler?

Oh, for more than three years  since before the war.

For more than three years, eh? If there had been something wrong with him, anyone could find this out in three years, I think?

Anyone but Marcus, Fay amended. So far as I am aware, Wake is a model servant. No doubt he expects his perks

Perks? what is this, perks? I must conquer this word, perks.

Fay laughed outright again. It is argot, a vulgarism, an abbreviation, she explained. It means perquisites, and I understand that all butlers expect them.

Oh, yes, name of a name! I understand. I shall add this word to my repertory. The odd cigar, the half decanter of port, this and that no doubt? Perks. It is a delightful word. And this Mrs. Vane you know but slightly, I suppose?

Very slightly. Fay made a tiny grimace. She is not living with Marcus, or anything of that kind, although I understand she has the run of the house. But he really believes that she possesses psychic powers.

A medium, shall we say?

Yes, a medium, or so Marcus has assured me. Of course, she may be, but she has a suite at the Barchester and dresses better than almost any other woman in London to-day, so that I suppose

You suppose that she must be a very good medium? Well, well, my dear he patted her shoulder the laborer is worthy of his hire. It is perhaps that we are unenlightened. Ah! the beautiful prospect. Let me see  what house is that?
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Treasure Island

The lane crossed an old stone bridge over a meandering stream. Looking down, one could see roach and carp in clear water which moved lazily over a pebbly bottom. Northward of this bridge the ground rose through parkland to a wooded bay which enshrined a red brick mansion.

That is Huskin Court, said Fay, and the cottage there in the hollow  look, you will see it if you follow the stream  is Rosemary Cottage, where my patient is convalescing. It is on the Huskin Court estate, and has been made over to us by Lord Huskin.

But how intriguing, Max commented, surveying Huskin Court appreciatively; a stately home of England, yes?

Yes, part of it is certainly stately, and very old. But Lord Huskin, who is reputed to be a millionaire, has made a number of changes, I believe. He is very much liked and respected about here. His generosity is wonderful.

That is nice:  to possess wealth and to use it. That is also wise. For what is money but a golden key? How great a fool is the man who hides the key and never opens the door that it fits! And now, Nurse Fay, the morning is so beautiful that I am reluctant to return to London  that poor patient old London. May I come to your cottage with the romantic name, and make the acquaintance of your case?

Oh! Fay assured him, and there was no mistaking the warmth and sincerity of the invitation, I wish you would. He has been rather badly knocked about, and he is subject to moods of terrible depression. Thats really the worst we have to contend with, now. You are  well, such a tonic

No man should require a tonic who has you near him, said Dr. de Brion. But I have forgotten your patients name.

Squadron Leader Dan Corcoran.

Ah! the great Dan Corcoran, the pride of Fighter Command, is it not so? Of course, certainly, but yes. I must meet him. He suffers from depression, you say? But pilots must never be depressed. They must be exalted.

You see, its so difficult to make him relax. He has such a restless spirit. For instance, he works at night, when he should be asleep, on what he calls Flints Fist.

Flints Fist? But this intrigues me, yes. Acquaint me with the character of Flints Fist.

Well  its a meaningless sentence which he found on the back of an old envelope. Dan is crazy about Treasure Island, and he pretends that this thing is a clue to Captain Flints buried treasure. I should think he has wasted a whole writing block trying to work it out! He pesters everyone who calls with it.

And what is this sentence?

It consists of several odd words  I cant quite remember them; but it has no apparent meaning.

But the envelope, eh?

Oh, the envelope. Fay reproduced that tiny grimace first inspired by a reference to Mrs. Vane; it made her straight nose wrinkle in a really delightful way. I know I am rather uncharitable, but the envelope was given to me by poor Sir Giles Loeder on the day he visited Otterly. He had no cards, apparently, and he ... wanted me to phone or write. It was addressed to him, and he scribbled his number in the corner. This queer sentence is written in pencil on the back.

Mon dieu! Dr. de Brions swift change of manner, of voice, was electrifying: he stood quite still, watching Fay. If it could be! Nurse Fay, it was your Shakespeare who said There is a tide in the affairs of men If it could be! Yes  let us go to Rosemary Cottage.

Fay stared at him in a way which reminded Dr. de Brion of a startled deer. I am of crossword puzzles the expert, he explained gaily. Perhaps I shall enable Squadron Leader Dan to relax! And he grasped her arm in his irresistibly affectionate way and led her on, insisting that she march in step with the strains of Up in the morning early, which he whistled for that purpose.

So, entering a tree-shaded path which did its best to follow the erratically winding stream, they presently opened a white gate, and walked under a pergola smothered with roses, many still in bloom. It led to the porch of Rosemary Cottage, a typical workmans cottage, modernised no doubt by Lord Huskin. In this porch a very small corporal stood smoking a cigarette, which he immediately extinguished at sight of the visitors, dropped and trod on. He had gray hair, a neat gray moustache, walked with one shoulder higher than the other, and in fact presented much of the appearance of a gnome. It presently appeared that he was Squadron Leader Corcorans batman, and that he was an Irish Canadian.

The top o the mornin, nurse, said he, and a fine mornin it is, too.

Splendid, Toby  and how is our patient? This is Dr. de Brion to see him.

Good mornin, your honor. Sure the boss is in fine fettle.

And, Fay tripping lightly up an open staircase which began almost immediately inside the door, Toby followed with slower steps.

Dr. de Brion smoked a cigarette, taking almost photographic note of the appointments of this small but cosy room, and listening delightedly to the song of birds in a shrubbery outside the windows. The place was so restful, fragrant, and far, far removed from that world in which much of his life was passed. He turned at the sound of voices and footsteps.

The patient, rather carelessly dressed in mufti, was coming downstairs, assisted by Toby and Fay Perigal. He was a slightly built fellow with a shock of fair brown hair, which evidently defied both brush and comb, for it could not have been described as well behaved; it was not that kind of hair. The clean shaven, rather freckled face in all probability normally displayed a healthy color; at present it was rather pale. Corcoran had steadfast hazel eyes and shaggy brows, and would have been better looking if his nose had not assumed a perpetual expression of surprise on finding itself (at birth no doubt) tip-tilted, slightly, but unmistakably.

Normal this morning, cried Fay in a gay voice. We shall have you about again in a week, Dan.

Dan grinned boyishly and squeezed the shoulder upon which he leaned. He wore slippers, and his fumbling gait indicated that he was far from strong, yet.

So theres no news from old Dick, he said to Fay.

Again that cloud shadowed her expression, and the watchful visitor knew, now, that old Dick must be Flight Lieutenant Kershaw. She shook her head. Not a word, Dan! But I suppose he will turn up, sometime. As they reached the foot of the short stair: And here is Dr. de Brion  Squadron Leader Corcoran.

Ah! exclaimed Dr. de Brion, pushing forward an armchair which evidently had been prepared for the invalid. Be seated, my dear fellow. How lucky you are to have crashed in so lovely a spot!

Yes, I am, grinned Corcoran, raising the steadfast but shy eyes to the speaker. It would be sheer ingratitude to want to get well too soon.

It would be sheer folly, cried Dr. de Brion. Oh, but so stupid.

Do you want to make me over, doctor? I dont really think there is any need.

But certainly not! I came to see you, not to vet you. It is a pleasure and a privilege.

Im sure you are very welcome.

Dr. de Brions ornamental case made a flashing appearance. Corcoran accepted a cigarette reluctantly, saying that he had a large supply of his own, and the doctor urged Fay to follow his example in spite of protestations that she was officially on duty. It is a prescription, he declared, medical orders.

You are just the kind of M.O. everybody is looking for, said Dan Corcoran.

This place is better than any physic. Here is nothing pathological, nothing ugly, nothing deformed. Ah!  he inhaled the sweetness of the air: Why do fools herd in towns?

Some towns, once, were very good fun, said Fay wistfully. For instance, doctor, how you must miss Paris.

Yes. A shadow crossed the smiling face, but was gone again immediately. Yes, I miss Paris  poor Paris. But one day, Miss Fay, Paris will be herself again. Paris has known many terrors, many sorrows, but Paris is old in strength, in wisdom, in patience  like London. Soon, very soon, you will see.

Cant you stay to lunch, doctor? Dan asked, looking up at him. Then we will take you out to Treasure Island  wont we, Fay?

Fay laughed, but even her laughter was rather wistful. Treasure Island, she explained, is a tiny island in the stream, connected with the garden by a wooden bridge. Dan spends fine afternoons there. A mound in the middle is called Spyglass Hill, and an old wooden barrel in the water is Skeleton Island. Then theres Cape of the Woods, isnt there, Dan?

Theres everything, Dan assured her firmly, which appears on Flints map  except the treasure.

Here is the treasure, said Dr. de Brion, resting his arm lightly on Fays shoulder, and he was delighted when she blushed.

Which reminds me, Dan added: he raised his voice: Toby! Toby appeared in the doorway, winking significantly at the visitor. Bring down Flints Fist  and all the notes. Theyre right beside my bed.

Very good, sir.

Toby proceeded upstairs, and Fay glanced smilingly at Dr. de Brion. I warned you! She turned to the convalescent. Dr. de Brion is a crossword expert, Dan, so perhaps he can help you.

I need help, Dan declared pathetically. Because it stands to reason that the words must mean something.

Toby returning with a writing block and a bundle of loose sheets, Dan detached an envelope clipped to the block and handed it to Dr. de Brion. Dr. de Brion read the typed address aloud:  

Sir Giles Loeder, 90, Mount Street, Mayfair, W.1.  hm! Mayfair 30031 in pencil. He reversed the envelope. Ah! the same writing! What have we here, my infants! Name of a name, what have we here!

Well, grumbled Dan, we have the remarkable words, Pythagoric buds written in capitals. I cant find pythagoric in my dictionary. Thats bad enough. But in between the capitals a lot of small letters have been added. That makes it worse. He looked up from his armchair  and became silent.

Dr. de Brions face was transfigured; indeed, his entire body seemed to radiate energy and his eyes to be on fire.

What is it, doctor? Fay asked in a hushed voice.

Dr. de Brion turned to her. It is the answer to an enigma! It is a reproach to my stupidity! He returned the envelope to Dan. I can remember it. Take, oh, great care of this! Heaven is on our side after all and he extended his hand. Forgive me! I must go. Au revoir, Dan Corcoran, my friend. I must go.

Now? exclaimed Fay with such unconcealed disappointment that he came about in a swift turn, grasped her shoulders and looked into her eyes.

My car I left at the hospital. Even now, I may not be too late. Au revoir, Miss Fay. I believe your troubles will pass like a summer cloud. God bless you both.

He snatched his hat and darted from the room. Faintly, they heard the tinkle of a cowbell attached to the white gate. Toby crossed to a window and looked out.

Well, Ill be hanged! exclaimed Dan, in a voice denoting stark amazement. Can you see him, Toby?

Sure.

Whats he doing?

Hes running, your honor.

Dyou hear that, Fay? Hes running. Corcoran turned in his chair, looking back at her. Hullo, what is bothering you?

Fay was staring into vacancy, and the gray eyes were speculative. I was only wondering, Dan, why a man whose name is de Brion should carry a cigarette-case with diamond initials G. M....


14

Pythagoric Buds

That gray building known to some as the War Shop, to others as the Stone Jug, and to others (the majority) as the War Office, presented its usual yawn of somnolence to Whitehall when dusk fell. At bus stops, jaded looking workers queued up; others hurried towards Tube stations; Naval officers from the Admiralty, near-by, and military officers from Headquarters sought, and sometimes found, taxis. The Naval officers all carried paradoxical walking sticks: for who ever saw a sailor pacing the deck with a walking stick? And in a submarine such a thing would be worse than superfluous  it would be in the way.

As darkness, accompanied by a threatening ground mist, extended its hold on Whitehall, two by two weary workers found their way into arks green or red, that is, into those buses for which they had waited so patiently. The human stream being sucked into plugs of the Underground decreased in volume. Officers had found taxis, or had been absorbed by the Tube. The pall of black-out fell upon London.

This phenomenon, this mass disappearing trick, had nearly achieved its nightly purpose when a car came racing to the main entrance of the War Office, and a man jumped out, spoke rapidly to the driver, and ran up the steps. Some slight delay occurred, and this he suffered impatiently. However, he was admitted.

Three minutes later, a staff captain rapped on a door upstairs, opened it and looked across an office the walls of which were almost entirely covered with maps, to a desk whereat Lieutenant General Sir Aubrey Bulwer (in his youth accounted the most handsome officer in the British Army) was seated.

Mr. Gaston Max is here, sir.

Please show him in.

Gaston Max entered so promptly that evidently he had been immediately behind the captain, who retired and closed the door. One who knew the Frenchman well would have perceived that his glance had lost some of its vivacity, that he was less spruce than usual, that, in short, he was laboring under the influence of a powerful emotion.

Sit down, Mr. Max. What can I do for you?

But Gaston Max did not sit down; he crossed the room and stood before the speaker. I have a question to ask, General. I beg that you will not hesitate to answer it  to relieve me of a terrible anxiety. The raid by Combined Operations ... has it started?

He leaned forward, his hands resting on the desk, and searched the lined, somewhat tired looking face of the soldier, who met this strange regard and who seemed to hesitate. I dont know that Im at liberty

General! I have made a request. Grant it, I beg! I know the entire composition of this force, the ships engaged, the names of the officers, the armaments and vehicles employed. I will tell you all this, in a minute. But I ask  has the expedition started?

General Bulwer, manifestly much disturbed, seemed suddenly to make up his mind. He looked at a rather elaborate timepiece which stood before him. The convoy with its escort left port almost exactly forty-nine minutes ago.

Gaston Max fell back; one might legitimately have said that he staggered: his normally pale face grew even paler, and he clapped an open palm to his forehead in a gesture of anguish melodramatic, Gallic, but passionately sincere.

My God! I am too late!



Ten minutes after Gaston Max had uttered that cry of despair, it would have been difficult to decide whether he or General Bulwer presented the more haggard appearance ...

The details you have given me, Mr. Max, are correct in every particular. The plan of operations is almost equally so. I am appalled. All that can humanly be done I have done; but I fear that recall is impossible. The mere idea that this information is in enemy hands is nearly unendurable. They have gone

To destruction, general  many of them, yes. For this information is in enemy hands. For hours I have been at work, but not until an hour ago did I find myself in a position to produce definite evidence  and it was an hour too late. I will show you.

He spoke, and moved, in the dull manner of a dispirited man. The general watched him feverishly: he had abandoned his desk and was pacing the office like a wild thing trapped. From an attaché case Gaston Max drew out a bundle of papers.

First, the key. For this key I have sought for months. No wonder I failed. See. General Bulwer halted in that febrile promenade, stood beside him and studied a typewritten sheet. Observe the top line, in capitals, with wide spaces:  

PYTHAGORIC BUDS

Yes, yes. What does it mean?

It means, my general, that fourteen letters of the twenty-six contained in the English alphabet are represented here. In their proper order, those omitted are: e, f, j, k, l, m, n, q, v, w, x and z. Now, regard the second line, in which I have filled in these missing letters, in that order, between the capitals:  

PeYfTjHkAlGmOnRqIvCwBxUzD S

Very well. What now?

Now, the third line, above which I have written the alphabet:  

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

p e f t j h k a l g m o n r q i v c w b x u z d s

And what does that convey?

It conveys, with one small flaw represented by the letter N, a scientifically shuffled alphabet! No letter, except N, is in its usual place! If you knew how difficult this is to do, you would appreciate, but yes, the cleverness of these scoundrels; for the formula has to be one that can easily be memorised: no code book is carried to incriminate. Hence, Pythagoric buds. One remembers that: the remainder is automatic.

And the information?

Messages, decipherable only by those acquainted with this key, have been cunningly, so cunningly, hidden in speeches openly broadcast from England  and listened to and transcribed in Berlin! It was the sometimes strange language  sentences, oh, so tortured  in these broadcasts, which first attracted my attention. But the code defied me. Yes, I, Gaston Max, was at a loss. A divine accident  perhaps the presence of an angel  put the clue in my hands. All those details which I have given to you have been transmitted to Berlin from time to time in this way. I have records of those speeches; but it has taken me all day to decipher the coded passages. Mon dieu! it took me an hour too long!

A phone buzzed, and General Bulwer literally sprang to the instrument. His expression, as he listened, was tragic; he seemed to age before the eyes of the one who watched, a gray shadow to creep over his fine features. He said simply, Very good, hung up the receiver and dropping into his chair buried his face in his hands.

No hope? whispered Gaston Max.

The stricken man looked up. They are just approaching the French coast.

Gaston Max sank slowly down into a well worn leathern armchair; and he, too, buried his face in his hands. The blacked-out War Office admitted no sound from a semi-deserted Whitehall. It was the soldier who broke that oppressive silence.

You have one thing more to tell me:  the name of the man for whom a firing party is waiting at the Tower.

Gaston Max looked up. It is the name of a clever man; a dangerous man; an evil man  but a man who ceased to be clever or even dangerous, when under the influence of his ruling passion  women. He forgot, this poor fool, that he had (or so I suppose) been actually coding sentences for a broadcast, in his car, on the back of an envelope, when he met a girl so beautiful, and so sweet. He gave her this envelope because it bore his address. He may even have remembered the scribbled notes, but have thought that they could mean nothing to her.

And his name, Monsieur Max?

Sir Giles Loeder.

General Bulwer came to his feet as though the seat of his chair had suddenly become electrified. What do you say?

I said Sir Giles Loeder. Perhaps I should have said, the late Sir Giles Loeder.

General Bulwer, clutching the edge of his desk, glared at Gaston Max as though, even now, he doubted if he had heard aright. But, good God, sir! Loeder! Damn it! he knew everybody! The last time I met him (not long before his death) was at a luncheon where there were two Cabinet Ministers and another officer of the General Staff as well as myself! Are you mad?

Gaston Max forced a wan smile: he shrugged. Would you like to see the original envelope, my general? It is in safe keeping; but I can borrow it if you wish. It is because Sir Giles Loeder knew everybody that he was one of the most dangerous Axis agents in England. But I have yet to learn, first, who killed him, and second, who was his chief ...


15

Messieurs, Faites Vos Jeux!

A large Chinese vase rested on a lacquer stool. It contained a quantity of arum lilies and had the effect of dominating the square, thickly carpeted lobby of Destrées apartment. Shaded lights were so disposed that this vase and the waxen white petals acquired startling prominence against a background afforded by the rose tints of a Persian prayer mat which hung upon the wall.

In an oval niche a green Buddha crouched contemplating these lilies; a tiny, shaded lamp burned before him. There was a note of baroque in all the appointments. A Burmese gong poised in a wooden support gleamed mysteriously from a shadowed corner, and near it, on a ledge, stood a violet lacquered telephone. Facing the entrance, so that it occupied much of the space between two doors, was a Madonna by El Greco; a beautiful ivory crucifix hung above the massive frame. But of all these strange, indeed incompatible, elements, it was the lilies which dominated the lobby.

There was no sound, until this perfumed silence was broken by a faint buzzing. A door opened immediately, and a man came out and went to the instrument. It was Mr. Francis, with whom James Wake had had some conversation recently; Mr. Francis of the cat-like walk, the clean shaven, heavy, expressive face, the dimpled chin. To-night he wore tails and presented a notable figure, since many men had given up dressing altogether. The telephone conversation was brief.

O.K. Bring him right up.

Mr. Francis adjusted his white tie before a mirror in a lacquered frame immediately above a dainty bureau. That magnified mosquito note of an ascending elevator proclaimed itself, perceptibly increased and then stopped. The sound of a distant clanging gate, a resumption of the whine, this time diminuendo, and Mr. Francis opened the door, just as a fair young man who wore the uniform of a celebrated infantry regiment was about to press the bell.

Ah, good evening, Captain Fyne, said Mr. Francis, his chin dimpling. I was expecting you. Mr. Olivar told me you were coming along.

Wasnt sure if Id come to the right spot. Is Teddie here?

I am expecting him. My name is Francis.

Captain Fyne, a distrait young man, accepted the outstretched hand. As they entered the lobby and Mr. Francis closed the door, Captain Fyne sniffed, and looked about him in growing bewilderment.

Let me take your cap and cane.

These being surrendered, Mr. Francis flung another door open and ushered the visitor into a small room evidently designed purely for the alleviation of thirst. A man in a white jacket presided over a red bar, and there were several armchairs and small red tables disposed here and there. Actually, only one customer was present; he wore a dark lounge suit, had iron gray hair perfectly groomed, a brief military moustache, and a cordless monocle which presumably was retained in place by means of hypnotic suggestion. A stiffly upright figure, a slow, easy manner and an ironic savoir-faire recalled the older diplomacy. Mr. Francis performed introductions:

Ah, Mr. Michaelis, this is Captain the Honorable Peter Fyne, a friend of Olivars. You may not have met.

How do you do, said Mr. Michaelis, bowing formally. Please let me offer you a drink. As an old frequenter of these haunts of vice,  he smiled indulgently I believe the honor is mine.

Oh, thanks, said Captain Fyne vaguely. I could do with a drink.

The barman being given instructions: I know your brother, Lord Abthorp, quite well, said Mr. Michaelis. Still out East?

Yes. Fyne nodded in his puzzled way; as a matter of fact, in Cairo at the moment. Hope he doesnt push on before I arrive.

Oh, I see. Enough soda? Good. Mr. Michaelis handed a tumbler to the new arrival. You expect to be joining him, then?

Yes, rather; sailing next week.

Well, well, heres the best of luck. If, which I trust will not be the case, I should miss seeing you again, please give my warm regards to your brother.

A tiny red light glowed just above the red bar. Mr. Francis went out, closing the door behind him. He returned in less than a minute accompanied by a slender young man of willowy figure, who carried his clothes with an almost feminine grace. His handsome features were so evenly tanned that, since the Riviera was no longer available to Londoners, one suspected sunray treatment or even some preparation in a bottle. His dark hair presented a series of glittering waves and his dark eyes were really beautiful, or would have been considered so if they had belonged to a girl. He wore a dinner suit, but a companion, who followed him, was attired as a City man (or, alternatively, disguised as a stockbroker).

The striped trousers worn by this second visitor any competent stage producer would have condemned on sight as taken off the wrong hook. He had his depressed hair parted in the center and had cultivated probably the smallest moustache in Europe: it looked like two full stops. He wore black-rimmed spectacles, and in profile his figure suggested that a finely developed torso had slipped down in some way to the neighborhood of the waist line.

Hello, Teddie, called Captain Fyne, as the immaculate young man entered; you have turned up then?

Of course I have. I never miss a game when there is one going.

Teddies modulated tones were marred by a slight lisp which, however, some women had found fascinating. Mr. Francis entered behind the pair, and closed the door again.

As this is your first visit, Mr. Bernstein, let me make you at home. This is Captain the Honorable Peter Fyne, and Mr. Michaelis. Mr. Olivar I guess you know already.

Glad to meet you, captain, said Mr. Bernstein. How dyou do, Mr. M. He looked about him appreciatively. Posh little place, aint it! Ill say so.

He rubbed his hands together, hands which, in marked contrast to his rather pasty features, were distinctly red. He laughed on three rising notes of appreciation, Ha! ha! ha! revealing yellowish teeth, two of which were redeemed by gold coverings. Mr. Michaelis, who had stepped to a side-table to light a cigar, rejoined the group. Mr. Bernstein, in reply to a courteous inquiry, suggested a double whisky and soda, which was promptly forthcoming.

Ah! thats the stuff, he declared, sampling it and smacking his lips. Goes down very well, that does. Not half!

He took another drink. A drop of good stuff, that. What ho!

Captain Fyne drew Teddie Oliver aside, and: I say, Teddie, he began, and looked more bewildered than ever, where did you find it?

Teddie Olivar rolled his eyes, shrugged gracefully and accompanied the gesture with a movement of his shapely hands. Really, Peter, one has to do it nowadays. I agree that the man is somewhat ungarnished, and his suitings are always shocking, but just look at my Tuxedo, for instance. How could I possibly be turned out as I am if there were no Mr. Bernsteins? And my wine cellar, Peter! Positively pre-war. Mr. Bernstein again.

Oh, I see. Black market king?

Black market emperor, Peter. A really wonderful fellow. Old Huskin would be delighted to meet him, I am sure.

So would the police, no doubt. But that reminds me. You said Lady Huskin was coming.

My dear Peter, it is an old story  the jealous husband. Of course Poppy Huskin is simply prostrated, but the old man insisted upon her going down to Huskin Court to-night for one of those unendurable political dinners. Poor Poppy! she is so good to me, too.

Mr. Bernstein had now more or less assumed command of the gathering, however. His ripe and rolling tones possessed great penetrative powers.

Between ourselves, Mr. Francis  just as one pal to another, like, see what I mean?  What do they rush you for this line of Scotch?

Well, Mr. Francis replied, his chin dimpling, I could look up the account.

Ill lay you an even fiver  and heres me money. Mr. Bernstein produced a pregnant wallet, and from it took out a five pound note. Cover that, old cock. He slapped it down on the counter. An even fiver Im layin you, that I can do you three cases of the same stuff at a fifteen per cent reduck.

Take back your money, Mr. Bernstein. Mr. Francis smiled, and handed him the note. I accept your word right now; and I shall be real pleased to have the three cases on the understanding you have mentioned, and at that price.

They are yours. Mr. Bernstein replaced the wad, produced a small notebook and a pencil and made an entry.

I can see we shall do a little business. Yes, thanks in reply to a mute interrogation from the solicitous Mr. Michaelis. The other half would go down very well. I never say no to a drop o good stuff.

Another door communicating with the bar was thrown open and a subdued murmur of conversation suggesting the presence of a number of people became audible. Above it rose a single voice: Messieurs, faites vos jeux!

Sounds of movement followed, ejaculations, muttered instructions, then the whirring of a wheel, the rattle of an ivory ball. As the woman who had opened the door entered the bar and closed the door behind her, one heard the voice of the croupier again: Rien ne va plus ...

Destrée smiled around upon her guests.

Mr. Michaelis, who stood nearest to the door, raised her tiny fingers to his lips, with continental chivalry. Teddie Olivar dragged Captain Fyne forward.

The loveliest and cleverest woman in London, he lisped. This is my friend, Peter Fyne, dear. Needless for me to add, Peter, that this is Ysolde Destrée.

Captain Fynes bewilderment became something like hypnosis, as he bowed over the extended hands of his hostess. She wore a frock which appeared to be composed of gold tissue, the back of which its designer had left wholly to the spectators imagination to sketch in; so that there was nothing to mar the beauty of her arms and shoulders. A floral ornament composed of rubies, peeped out from the blackness of her gleaming hair, and red sandals with golden heels seemed, so lightly did she tread, to make no impress upon the carpet. As a model of wartime economy Destrées frock could not well have been improved upon with propriety, since it terminated not far beneath her gracefully modelled breasts and only resumed its duties where the curve of slender hips began, exposing the powdered satin of her tiny waist. She was dainty as a fairy and alluring as a secret vice; her eyes gave no hint of reward or punishment, but merely beckoned.

Mr. Bernstein rubbed his red hands together, and nudged Mr. Michaelis. Do the honors, old boy, he murmured, what ho! Bit of all right.

Mr. Michaelis presented Mr. Bernstein, adding, A friend of Teddie Olivar, and one who is reputed to be a very daring player. So to-night, dear Destrée, you must be on your mettle.

I love those who are daring, she smiled, and the fairy bell voice was in harmony with the fairy figure in love and in play.

Thats O.K. by me, declared Mr. Bernstein, and his gold teeth added their tribute. I can see we are going to get along fine. Ha, ha, ha! What about a short one on me, everybody, as Ive had two on the house.

No, no, Destrée laid a tiny ivory hand on his sleeve. You are my guest, Mr. Bernstein  but sometimes I go out to lunch and even to dinner.

Thats a bet. Once more the small notebook appeared. Lets make a date, now. What about Friday?

Alas. She shook her head, looking up at him. All this week I am so popular that my luncheons and dinners are provided.

Next Monday, then. The Berkeley at one ack emma. Leave the wine to me.

That is very nice of you, Mr. Bernstein. I shall be most happy.

Ill see youre happy. The notebook disappeared. And now what about a spot of gambling?

But, of course, cried Destrée, throwing open the door behind her. By all means let us gamble. To-day in this dull London, what else is there to do?
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The Ivory Ball

The gambling room was a long, rectangular apartment across one end of which a roulette table extended. The remainder of the room contained card tables, armchairs and settees; it was softly carpeted and dimly lighted, since most of the light had been concentrated on the roulette table. A few pictures lurked on shadowy walls, and in contrast to the Madonna of the lobby, these appeared to consist largely of modernistic nudes. Some fourteen people, men and women, were seated or standing around the roulette table when Destrée entered with her new guests.

To one familiar with Monte Carlo it would have appeared, at first sight, noting its circular pit in the centre to accommodate a regulation wheel, that this table had been constructed for roulette. It was of similar size to those used in the Casino, covered with green baize, marked out in the usual way. Croupiers faced one another on either side of the wheel, stacks of colored stakes ranged neatly before them, and two others officiated, one at either end of the table. Play was not particularly high at the moment, but counters were marked in sterling values and not in francs; so that Mr. Bernstein, peering over the bare shoulder of a stout and elderly lady who watched the wheel through raised lorgnettes, saw that the highest single stake exposed represented about five pounds.

He waited for the ball to fall and listened to the monotonous intonation of the croupier: Trente-deux, rouge, pair et passe.

Remorseless rakes swept stakes away, those of a few lucky ones remaining to be paid out. Mr. Bernstein, glancing aside for a moment, noted a billiard marking-board with cues in a rack, attached to a wall behind the first croupier. He turned to look for Destrée; but Destrée had disappeared.

Mr. Michaelis was obligingly cashing twenty pounds into one pound and ten shilling counters for Captain Fyne. Teddie Olivar had taken an unoccupied chair next to a titled lady whose beauty had created considerable stir at Court during the later years of Edward the Seventh. An addict, banished from Monte Carlo, she was prepared to risk a scandal which might tarnish her ancient name rather than to forego that feverish excitement which can be born in the human breast by the antics of a little ivory ball.

Peter Fyne was the only officer present, or the only officer in uniform. Except for one rather pretty girl who seemed to be a novice, and who was receiving loving instruction in the intricacies of roulette from her companion, a short, lean City magnate, with a long, stout purse, the players were middle-aged to elderly.

Left to his own devices, Mr. Bernstein evidently determined upon a line of conduct. He produced his fat wallet. The slightly amused voice of Mr. Francis spoke almost at his elbow.

As I believe you have not played here before, Mr. Bernstein, the chips are valued from half-a-crown to ten pounds, and fifty pounds is the maximum on the even chances. What would you like to start with?

Heres twenty quid, said Mr. Bernstein. Lay it out for me like this: ten one pounders; ten ten bobs; ten five bobs; and the rest in half dollars.

With pleasure. Mr. Francis handed the money to one of the croupiers dealing in cash and indicated to Mr. Bernstein that he should dispose of several mounds of chips delivered, in suitable pockets, or elsewhere.

Messieurs! faites vos jeux!

The game went on ...



In that dimly lighted room where miniature lily pools stood upon lacquered tables and waxen blooms loaded the air with their heady fragrance, Destrée lolled on her divan. She smoked a cigarette fitted into the little jewelled holder, and her lips were parted in that enigmatic smile. No echo of the play reached this room. Its silence was almost stupefying; indeed, it was disturbed once by a sound resembling the fluttering of a butterfly, but actually occasioned by a petal falling from a lily onto the lacquered surface beneath. At last, however, a faint tap sounded upon the door. The tinkling voice of Destrée spoke the one word: Enter.

Mr. Michaelis came in, closing the door behind him. He crossed noiselessly, his footsteps deadened by the Chinese carpet, and stood for a moment looking down at her. She watched him with those sleepy eyes in which no message could be read.

I am not sure that I am glad, he began, that Olivar should bring his friend Bernstein.

She dimpled her satin shoulders. What does it matter so long as he plays. Is he playing?

Yes. Mr. Michaelis, who was smoking a cigar, contemplated the cone for a moment, thoughtfully. I saw Francis cash twenty pounds for him. But it is not always good policy to think only of the money. Your parties have been justly celebrated for a certain bon ton. It would be regrettable if vulgarity should be permitted to intrude.

My dear Hugo  Teddie, who is so beautiful but so brainless, has his uses all the same; and his demands are not high. He brought us Poppy Huskin. Even you will admit that she was welcome. Others, too. He brought Mr. Bernstein at my own request. Our wine bill is excessive. Mr. Bernstein is said to be more  considerate. Destrée closed her eyes entirely, or seemed to do so.

Mr. Michaelis contemplated his cigar again. You admit that Olivar is brainless. This fact has its advantages  but it may prove destructive.

You cannot possibly have forgotten, murmured Destrée, that Giles had taken the bank with him on the night that he came to an end so regrettable.

I have not forgotten, said Michaelis quietly.

Our  official resources are by no means unlimited. She dropped the cigarette into a little jade bowl. And so  she moved her shoulders again we must economise as best we can. The loss of so much capital is serious.

But I pointed out to you at the time, when the arrangement was made, Ysolde, that a man who obeys two masters is the servant of neither.

Precisely what do you mean, Hugo?

Well, I mean that what I may describe as our common fund should have been employed for the game. Loeder, in accepting a portion of the financial responsibility, admittedly was a welcome partner, at the time, as our resources were somewhat depleted. But in proposing himself as a backer, he was no doubt thinking primarily of his own profit.

No doubt, murmured Destrée lazily.

That  unfortunate misunderstanding, which led him to insist upon withdrawing his capital before the close of play, resulted in a dangerously awkward situation. As you remember, a run on the table after he had gone very nearly broke the bank.

That is why we play again to-night. We must restore our fortunes.

A perilous procedure. A link between Loeder and roulette is almost certain to be established by the police. It was my advice, and it remains my conviction, that we should lie low until the activities of Scotland Yard in this matter have worn themselves out a little. Normally, our risks are negligible, but if we should find ourselves called as witnesses in a murder case  this would be a different affair.

It would be a truly unpleasant affair. But the situation was one for which I confess I had not provided.

Michaelis frowned. It is our duty to foresee every eventuality. We know what to expect if we fail. There are circumstances concerning that unfortunate night which I find disturbing. I am not even sure that I enjoy your entire confidence in this respect.

Destrée stretched out her hand in a gesture of appeal. Hugo, why are you so distrustful?

Michaelis clasped the tiny hand, stooped, and seemed to feast his eyes upon its delicate ivory and coral. He pressed the slender fingers to his lips for lingering seconds, his gaze fixed, now, upon Destrées provocative face. She made a petulant moue, withdrawing her hand. Tell me what you are thinking.

I was thinking that I would sacrifice everything in the world  if I were sure of you.

But what else? You were thinking of something else.

He placed his cigar in a bronze bowl, and seating himself on the divan, passed his arm lightly around her shoulders. I was thinking that many men have loved you, and wondering how many of them you have made happy.

She snuggled her glossy head against his sleeve, like a contented kitten, closing her eyes. What does it matter, she murmured. I have always had greater interests: they have left me little time for love, and so That expressive dimple appeared upon one shoulder, the dimple which came to life when she shrugged: his arm tightened around her.

You are so utterly maddening, Ysolde, that sometimes I am afraid

Afraid of what, Hugo? the drooping lashes were partly raised.

It would be difficult to express. He spoke with icy coldness. Afraid, perhaps, that I might be tempted to

Yes?

To tell you the truth.

About what?

About yourself.

Destrée fully opened her dark eyes, but otherwise did not stir. Do you think it would be news to me?

No; but it would make you angry. There is no place for anger in our friendship. I watch you as every man watches the woman he loves. Your self-command is perfect  it is wonderful; but I was not alone in detecting your temporary loss of poise when Loeder brought the little brunette to Mrs. Sankeys. Before, I had doubted: then, I knew.

What did you know?

I knew that he was your lover. You were unable to hide your jealousy  from me. I am not reproaching you. Your life is your own.

Destrée lay almost perfectly still, reclosing her eyes. Perhaps, Hugo, she said, so softly that her voice sounded like an echo of fairy bells, you may jump to conclusions  yes? But what does it matter? Tell me who else thinks as you do.

Francis.

Oh! she smiled. As Giles is dead, you find another to be jealous about. Poor Julian! Have you talked it over with him, Hugo?

Michaelis withdrew his arm, gently, and stood up. You are angry. It is my fault, and I am sorry.

Truly, Hugo, truly, I am not angry. I know how much you care, and so, how could I be angry?

Yes  I care deeply, and so, I am always watching over you. It is why I am anxious to-night. After all, this man Bernstein is a stranger.

And if the police should become rudely inquisitive? Well Destrée again extended that tiny hand, curling the fingers upward so as to resemble a half opened lotus our arrangements have always worked perfectly. Why should they fail us now?

Michaelis picked up his still smouldering cigar and considered the cone of ash. His urbanity was in no way disturbed, but a slight frown remained between his brows.

I hope you may be right, Ysolde.



Around the roulette wheel excitement was rising.

The room, closely blacked-out, began, in spite of its spaciousness, to grow stuffy; but this is not to say that it had approached the state of almost solid fug which characterises The Kitchen at Monte Carlo. Its atmosphere had become psychologically tense, and play was evidently more serious. Teddie Olivar, gallantly investing the capital of his lady partner, was losing heavily on her behalf. Captain Fyne cashed another twenty pounds. Spin after spin swelled the banks coffers at the moment that Mr. Michaelis returned and strolled up to the table. To this slaughter of the innocents, however, there was one exception; and the exception was Mr. Bernstein.

A Babylonian mound of winnings lay within reach of his left hand. He occupied a chair behind which two or three spectators stood watching his method, and occasionally they endeavored to follow it in a sporadic fashion.

Mr. Michaelis exchanged glances with Mr. Francis across the table, then strolled around to join him. A run of bad luck for you, my dear friend.

Others are losing; that will level it up a bit. Teddie Olivar has earned his rake-off. I dont think he tries to lose; in fact, I doubt if thats possible. But he hardly ever wins. He has presented us with a hundred pounds of Lady Keffingtons money. Thats ten pounds for a nights work, plus his cut on whatever Fyne loses.

Teddie Olivar, using a rake, at this moment pushed five ten pound notes across the cloth to a cashier, demanding, with an accompanying flick of his long lashes, Ten fives, if you please ... and that sees me right out.

Mr. Bernsteins forehead displayed a dew of perspiration. He frequently mopped it with a Cambridge blue handkerchief. Through his spectacles his eyes gleamed triumphantly. Rubbing his red hands together and surveying the cloth with the air of a field marshal planning a battle, he began to toss stakes on to selected numbers, calling out to the croupier:

Nineteen ... twenty-one ... Shove over that onto eleven, old cock ...

These arrangements being completed, the officiating croupier seized the cross-bar and slowly reversed the wheel into a new spin, at the same time flicking the ivory ball into play. He had set it on its course somewhat too vigorously, however, for from the very first stud with which it came in contact the ball leapt high in the air, dropped on to the green baize, and bounded from there to the carpet. Here, silently, it rolled away into shadow.

The man responsible glanced with a rather guilty smile towards Mr. Francis; and Mr. Bernstein became even more voluble than usual.

Thats done it! he declared. There goes me run o luck. Thats torn it! Blimey! not half it hasnt!

Mr. Francis rang a bell, and the white-coated barman came in. The ball has been lost. Try to find it.

As the man, using a torch, began to peer under chairs and other pieces of furniture: Who is that croupier? Mr. Michaelis directed his monocle upon the offender. Rather a clumsy fellow.

Oh, no, I have always found him quite efficient. Its not an uncommon accident. He plays for Mrs. Sankey. Wake is a better croupier, but we thought it advisable to dispense with his services at present.

That was wise.

Here! what about my blinkin stakes? Mr. Bernstein demanded. What happens now?

Several people had joined in the hunt for the ball. It could not be found.

Put another ball into play, said Mr. Francis. The croupier, taking one from a little box, hesitated for a moment, apparently uncertain whether he should reverse the wheel or let it pursue its present course. An entirely new spin, added Mr. Francis rather irritably. The stakes remain.

Some few players made hasty readjustments before the words Rien ne va plus were spoken. The new ball rattled into a number and came to rest ... Trente-cinq, noir, impair et passe.

Mr. Bernsteins misgivings were fulfilled. He had lost every piece he had on the table.

What did I tell you? he inquired, extending both palms in a general appeal. He glared at the croupier responsible. See what youve done for me? Broke the sequence. Lo lumme!  thats torn it, that has.

However, he renewed his stakes; the hunt for the missing ball was abandoned, and the game went on ... Messieurs! faites vos jeux!

A bell rang: it continued to ring  and a red light glowed immediately above the billiards marking-board.

Here! cried Mr. Bernstein, mopping his moist brow whats up now? A blinkin air raid?

Many of the players stood up. The bell ceased to ring; the red light went out. A door behind one of the croupiers opened and Destrée came in, languid and smiling as usual.

Will you please all be so good as to take up your stakes, and any counters you have before you. Put them in your pocket or handbag.

Mr. Bernstein was first to obey. Lumme! its the cops! he exclaimed, transferring mounds of pieces from the cloth to his pockets with astonishing dexterity.

Teddie Olivar obligingly opened Lady Keffingtons handbag which lay beside her, and bundled all the remaining stakes into it. Safer with you than with me, dear.

Will you please all come out by this door, the bell voice of Destrée ordered. Dont make unnecessary noise, and you have nothing to worry about. The counters Mr. Francis will redeem later.

In a retirement which threatened to become a rout, the gamblers obeyed, to find themselves in a short passage, led by Destrée who carried a torch. This passage terminated in a tiled kitchen where the white-coated barman stood by with wraps, furs, hats and other belongings, which he returned to their several owners. A door was opened to admit the tang of chill night air, as four croupiers joined the party.

These gentlemen will lead the way, said Destrée quietly. You will go up the fire ladder to the flat above; and provided you make no noise, there is nothing to be alarmed about. Mr. Francis will join you in a few moments.

I say, Teddie, remarked Peter Fyne, this will break me if Im caught.

Dont be so pettish, Peter, Teddie implored: you are such an amateur of life ...

Reclosing the door behind a final departing guest, Destrée returned to the gaming room. It was transformed. The table had been dismantled with the speed of a stage illusion; the wheel, the bank and the rakes had been packed into a wicker basket; the green baize cover, which was in two sections, each of these folding screen-wise into three again, had been removed. The barman, his white coat discarded in favor of a black one, already was carrying the wooden sections off to some other room. Mr. Francis rearranged chairs. The roulette table had become again what it was in reality  a billiard table. Mr. Francis shouldered the laden basket and made for the kitchen passage: despite the burden his gait remained feline, almost that of one who moves on tiptoes. Mr. Michaelis opened the door for him and closed it behind him. Then, stiffly upright, he focussed his monocle upon the figure of Mr. Bernstein, crawling beetlesque about the carpet; but it was Destrée, hands on hips, who spoke.

May I inquire what you are doing, Mr. Bernstein?

I have dropped a chip.

Oh! murmured Mr. Michaelis that is important. Let me help you to find it. I may add that it is too late for you to leave.

Ill take my chance. Ah! got it!

He stood up, holding between finger and thumb a five shilling counter, which, with a golden grin, he slipped into his pocket, watched by the imperturbably smiling Destrée. The whine of an ascending elevator became audible, for all doors were open. Then, followed the metallic clang of lift gates.

Let us go into the bar, suggested Destrée. Will you take a drink with me, Mr. Bernstein?

Not half! Just what I need. Go down very well, that would.

The doorbell rang. Following a suitable interval, the ex-barman opened the door. Chief Inspector Firth and Sergeant Bluett stood outside.



When, the door being closed, Firth and Bluett were left alone in the lobby (for the man who had admitted them had gone to inform Destrée of their arrival) those spiritual discords which it symbolised impressed themselves on both in a different way.

Sergeant Bluett sniffed the lilies  which he could not believe to be real  and with difficulty repressed a sneeze. Firth, his hazel eyes narrowed, stared at the painted Madonna, at the crucifix above it; and they spoke to him with the voice of blasphemy; they shouted obscenely in raucous merriment. He turned away, tight lipped. A door opened and Destrée joined them. She wore a lace wrap over her evening frock, and her languor, her smile of Eleusis, had not deserted her.

Good evening, Inspector. She glanced down at a card which she held and then up at the Chief Inspector, who towered above her tiny figure, perhaps wondering if he had grown out of his tweed suit or if it had always been too small for him. Is there something I can do for you?

Do I address Mrs. Destrée?

I am Mrs. Destrée. Is anything wrong?

Weel  that remains to be seen, madam. In fact, I would wish, if it will no inconvenience you, to take a look around.

Destrée continued to smile, soundlessly tapping the toe of one red sandal upon the carpet, and her fairy-bell notes fell like enchanted music on the ears. Can this be, Inspector, what is known in Axis countries as a domiliciary visit?

The Chief Inspectors frown, created by the painted Madonna and the crucifix, grew more severe; Sergeant Bluett coughed.

The Defence of the Realm, madam, slightly extends, it may be, the powers o the police. If ye mean have I a search warrant, I have none. But acting upon information received, I thought it might be wise if I just took a look around the premises.

You are welcome, Inspector, although I cannot think what you expect to find. Where would you like to begin, please?

Weel, while Sergeant Bluett remains here in the lobby, suppose you and I go along this way and see what we find.

I am entirely at your service, Inspector  except that if we had gone the other way we might have found a drink.

Firth smiled, but it was a fierce smile, which displayed his small, even lower teeth. The aura of this woman dismayed him. He knew her by repute, but hitherto had never seen her. A man of uncommon probity and by nature religious, he sensed the fact that her beauty was a snare, that indeed she was insidiously evil. But coolness in face of danger always appealed to Firth, so that Destrées charming nonchalance won his reluctant admiration. With no trace of hesitancy, she showed him her own sitting-room where miniature lily pools glittered under purple lamps. She showed him two bedrooms, voluptuously appointed, and a more Spartan sitting-room and bedroom, apparently those of a man-servant; then, a room allotted to a maid. This maid (wife of the man-servant) was out. Even bathrooms were explored.

That is all at this end, Inspector. Let us see what we can find at the other. Her upcast glance was taunting; her full lips were slightly parted.

They walked back along the carpeted corridor, and across the lobby where Sergeant Bluett sat reflectively tapping his knee with a tightly folded copy of an evening paper. They entered the gaming room.

Hello, said Firth suspiciously, what have we here?

It is the billiard room, Destrée explained naively.

Firths fierce eyes swept around as he took in every detail. A queer feature in a ladys flat, he commented.

I quite agree, Inspector. Destrée gave a trilling little laugh. But I didnt trouble to disturb it, you see, when I took the place over. I found it so useful for bridge parties. My flat really belongs to Colonel Lexinham: I am only his tenant. It was too much trouble to take down his billiard table; also, some of my friends like a game of snooker.

Some of your friends seem to have been here to-night! Firth inhaled vigorously.

Yes, they left just a while ago: a small party who came on from a theatre. In fact, I am not sure that they are all gone. She raised her tinkling voice. Mr. Bernstein, Mr. Michaelis  have you gone?

The bar door opened, and Mr. Bernstein, wetly hot, came in followed by Mr. Michaelis; both gentlemen carried tumblers.

Oh! Destrée clapped her hands like a playful child. I thought we had thirsty stragglers! Chief Inspector Firth has just called. I am sure he would like a drink, too.

Mr. Bernstein, in nodding acknowledgment of this introduction, spilled some of the contents of his tumbler. With a murmured apology, he pulled out the Cambridge handkerchief, dropped on one knee and began to mop the carpet. He stood up less hurriedly, for his earlier movement had created a suspicious chinking sound traceable to the counters which loaded his pockets. However, he conquered any embarrassment which may have threatened him.

Wonderful how the police get to know where they keep a drop o good stuff! He smacked his lips. Anything wrong, Inspector? Mrs. Destrée been slackin off on her fire-watching, or something?

I confess that I cannot imagine, said Mr. Michaelis coldly, to what circumstance you are indebted for the pleasure of this call, Mrs. Destrée.

Inspector Firth studied the stiff, monocled figure reflectively.

I gather that your name is Mr. Michaelis?

That is my name.

I would say, sir, that the police ha many duties to perform which are no necessarily pleasures. He turned again to Destrée. What lies through yon?

There are two more small rooms, a pantry and a kitchen. Would you like to see?

I would wish to do so. Led by Destrée he soon completed his tour and returned. And in yon, where these two gentlemen were?

Thats the place youre looking for, Inspector! cried Mr. Bernstein. Thats where police investigations are leading to. Not half! Follow me.

Frowning ominously, Firth walked into the little red bar, glanced at shelves of expensive bottles and stared at Mrs. Destrée. Ye keep a good cellar, he commented.

I do my best, Inspector. You must not think, please, I am angry with you for bursting in on me like this. No doubt you had a reason, and you must do your duty.

What about one for the road? Mr. Bernstein suggested. Just a wee doch-an-doris?

Firth shook his head, narrowing the tawny eyes. I am much obliged, Mr. MacBernstein, but I must say no, and wish you a good-night.

This door leads to the lobby. Mr. Michaelis opened it; and there was Sergeant Bluett still seated in his chair, tapping his knee with the evening paper, Destrée rang a bell, and the man-servant reappeared.

These gentlemen are leaving, Markham.

Markham opened the front door and stood aside.

No word was spoken in the bar until a clang of distant lift gates came, followed by the fading whine of an elevator. Then, Mr. Bernstein, chuckling unctuously, produced from his pocket a small, round, white object which he threw in the air and caught as it fell ... It was the missing roulette ball.

Mr. Michaelis glanced uneasily at Destrée.

I picked it up, chuckled Mr. Bernstein, just a tick before the Inspector stepped on it. See me spill me drink? That would have mucked things up, dear. That would have spoiled the party! He handed the ball to Destrée. Kiss your uncle Barney.

Destrée tossed the ball to Mr. Michaelis, and clapped her hands in childish glee. A peal of musical laughter rang out ... and was checked as suddenly as though a hand had been pressed over Destrées red mouth. Her eyes seemed to change, so that their slightly oblique beauty became annulled, swiftly, oddly, and they resembled the eyes of a hunted wild animal. A dull pallor struck all the youth from her face.

Hugo! Hugo! listen! She clutched Michaelis convulsively. Oh, no  no! The banshee wail of a siren rose and fell, rose and fell, to give warning of the approach of German raiders. Hugo! promise you wont leave me! Please hold my hands ... Dont leave me ...

And Mr. Bernstein, a man amazed, watched an uncontrollable terror claiming this suave woman whose whole life was lived in smiling defiance, whose spirit he had thought to be unconquerable. He glanced at Michaelis, who nodded.

Strange? It is always the same. Come and lie down until the all-clear, Ysolde

I am afraid  Hugo  I cant walk ... Oh! stop those sirens  stop those sirens!

Michaelis lifted Destrée in his arms as one who soothes a frightened child, and carried her to her room.
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Covering Mr. Bernstein

The tall figure of Chief Inspector Firth was indistinguishable from the shadows of a boarded up doorway, but nevertheless Sergeant Bluett, coming around the corner, stepped in without hesitation, and was immediately swallowed up, too. Clouds drifted slowly across the sky from a southwesterly direction, obscuring the moon, and so still was Mayfair in those small hours that the police officers heard a clock chiming somewhere inside the building above them.

Ye dismissed the squad? The breadth of Firths Scots denoted the depth of his annoyance.

Thats right. Bluetts tones sounded preternaturally gloomy. I know where their scout was posted.

Is tha so.

In the one-way street leading to the front of Gatacre House theres a call-box, right on the corner.

I mind me of it.

Well, thats where he was. He must have put a call through the moment he saw us drive up. Hes only just gone: slipped through my fingers.

It doesna matter. We had nothing on him.

I should have liked a dekko at his grid.

And I should like to point out, Bluett, that thieves slang is highly objectionable to me  and to the Chief. It recalls some of the lowest characters we have known. I am thinking of Painter, the Hoxton murderer.

I was thinking of Gaston Max.

Is tha so? Weel  we both ha much to learn from him.

Silence fell. A car or a taxi passed along a neighboring street. Doors opened and closed; one heard footsteps and distant voices. Wardens, fire-watchers and others whose duties began when the sirens sounded, were afoot. A searchlight beam shot up over the dark bulk of Gatacre House and seemed to be nosing a bank of cloud like a questing sword ... It was switched off.

Nae doubt ye know where the gambling party went? But it would ha been straining our authority to follow.

Where was that?

To another flat, either up or downstairs; like enough by the fire ladders, and taking the evidence wi them. Theres little doubt that Sir Giles was associated wi this gang, and if we could ha got them inside, there would be time for a little investigation of their private affairs. However, we havent.

Theyll come out in ones and twos, murmured Bluett. If some of them have cars, they are parked a long way off. I can see none.

That doesna matter. We know that Destrée is in on it, and Ill find out when I get back to the office where Mr. Michaelis lives. By heaven! but theres a woman for ye!

Destrée? came Sergeant Bluetts voice out of the darkness. I know. Got the nerve of a man.

The nerve o three men. I canna imagine that woman weakening for a moment, Bluett. Theres sma doubt that those who stayed are her associates; and the one I should like to know more about is Mr. Bernstein.

Thats right.

He will be awkward to check up on; there are many Bernsteins; and so I am thinking, Bluett, that you must do your best to cover him when he leaves.

Oh, murmured Bluett, without discernible enthusiasm.

I am going back, and Ill be leaving this job in your hands. I know I can count on you.

Thats right, said Bluett hollowly. Do you want me to report to-night, or are you thinking of going home at any time?

Report in the morning. Good-night.

Good-night, Inspector.

As the light footsteps of the Chief Inspector, who had a walk cat-like as that of Mr. Francis, died away in the distance, Sergeant Bluett changed his position for another which he had in mind, and which would enable him better to see anyone leaving Gatacre House. He listened intently, questioning the darkness, for now the sky was heavily overcast, and there was threat of rain. Satisfied that no one was about, his new strong-point gained, he sighed deeply and lighted a cigarette.

This cigarette had been smoked, and another as well, before his patience was rewarded. An elegant young man who wore no hat, and whose wavy hair gleamed effectively in dim light cast by the opening of the door, came out escorting an elderly lady who carried a large handbag, a lady to whom the young man displayed most courteous attention. A car, presumably summoned by phone, and in charge of a smart chauffeur, rolled up a few moments later. The cavalier, having arranged the lady comfortably in her place, stepped in beside her and the car was driven away.

Bluett succeeded in discerning the number, wrote it blindly in his notebook, and then resumed his vigil. He was about to light a third cigarette when at last came the signal for action.

The door of Gatacre House swung open once more and a man came out alone, walked briskly down the steps, and looked about to right and left. He wore a black overcoat and a rather narrow brimmed bowler hat. The glitter of his spectacles was visible in the darkness. It was Mr. Bernstein. Apparently despairing of a taxi, he set off with springy step, swinging a tightly rolled umbrella in the manner of a walking stick.

Sergeant Bluett replaced the unlighted cigarette (his stock was getting low) and wearily set out in pursuit. The odds against Mr. Bernstein finding a taxi at that hour, Sergeant Bluett put at a hundred to one. Should he succeed in doing so, Bluett, once he had taken its number, would be entitled to abandon his tedious duties and to question the driver in the morning.

He was visited by a vision of an armchair with a pair of slippers set beside it; of a white cover displaying half an admirable veal and ham pie prepared by his wife the day before. There would be a nice bit of cheese, and there would be a bottle of stout. These blissful images danced before him as he strode resolutely on along Grosvenor Street, across New Bond Street, and, presently, with many twists and turns across Regent Street, too. Mr. Bernstein, not once employing a torch, moved through the black-out mystery of London with all the insouciance of a town cat. Except for police and wardens brought to attention by the alert, normal pedestrians were few; and as Mr. Bernstein wore creaky shoes and those of the sergeant were rubber-soled, the pursuit was a simple matter. On the frontiers of Soho an all-night taxi hove in sight and Bluett drew up eagerly towards his quarry.

Taxi, sir?

No, thank you and Mr. Bernstein walked on.

Economy is all very well in wartime, muttered Bluett, crossing the street behind the cab, so that his presence should not be betrayed by a challenge from the driver, but to my mind it can be overdone.

A moment later, doubling like a hare, he was racing back to overtake the taxi ... He had seen Mr. Bernstein approach a man who stood beside a stationary car waiting immediately beyond the next corner!

He overtook the taxi and jumped on the running board. Scotland Yard, he said breathlessly. Pull round like lightning, and try to keep that car in sight  one back on the next corner.

Blimey! remarked the driver. Want a bit of doin on a night like this!

You can do it. Sergeant Bluett got in, having satisfied himself that the driver bore no resemblance to Peter Finch.

The unforeseen pursuit began; and it took an equally unforeseen direction, leading down the Haymarket and into Pall Mall, past Buckingham Palace guarded by phantom sentries, and out into Buckingham Gate. A theory that Mr. Bernstein was making for Victoria Station (although for what purpose, at that hour, Bluett could not imagine) proved to be wrong. In Buckingham Gate the car ahead was pulled up.

Stop! said Bluett. Wait here.

He jumped out and moved cautiously forward. He was just in time to see Mr. Bernstein enter one of those large, grimy and somewhat threatening buildings which distinguish this thoroughfare. He pulled up with a muffled, Well, Ill be damned! The building, taken over by the Salvation Army, was the Buckingham Gate hostelry for stranded Service men!

But Detective-sergeant Bluett was an officer of some resource. In thirty seconds he had rejoined the taxi driver. Listen. Ill stand by the cab. The man Im watching has gone into the Salvation Army hostelry. Cut inside to inquire if they have room for two Canadians whove missed the train. That is, if anybody asks what you want. But look out for a stout Jewish bloke; black overcoat, specs, bowler hat and umbrella. Let me know what hes doing. Get back in time. We have to follow him.

Right-o! said the taximan, imbued with the spirit of Sherlock Holmes and only too happy to find himself confidentially employed by The Yard.

He was absent no more than three minutes, an interval which Sergeant Bluett employed for the purpose of taking the number of Mr. Bernsteins car. Bluett also noted, but attached small importance to the circumstance, the presence of another car stationed a hundred yards behind the taxi. When the man reappeared he came doubling back with some appearance of urgency.

Just comin out! That place is full up. Told me to try Great Peter Street. Blimey!  as he climbed to his seat thats a queer bloke!

Whats he doing? Bluett got in, opening the small window in front.

Distributin big cigars to a bunch of Yanks whats lost theirselves. And I see him hand a envelope to the Salvation Army captain in charge and take a receipt for it. Then I see he was comin out, and  hullo! here he is!

The chase was resumed. Sergeant Bluett, deep in thought, was not so lost to externals as to fail to note that Mr. Bernsteins car seemed to be returning to its starting point. In fact, this was exactly what happened. At the same spot on the frontiers of Soho, Mr. Bernstein alighted. So did Sergeant Bluett, close behind him. The car moved off.

Take this card. Stand by for five minutes, and then dont wait. Call at the Yard in the morning.

O.K., Sergeant  and heres a tip. I think, I only think, mind you, that a car followed us back.

Oh, said Bluett. I cant hear anything.



And now came the rain. For Bluett, who wore no topcoat, it meant a drenching but the prospect did not deter him. As Mr. Bernstein plunged into dim mazes of Soho, the dogged man from Scotland Yard followed. Furtive figures crossed his path every once in a while, coming out of secret cafés and merging into shadow again. Mindful of the taxi drivers words, he paused on turning corners, but failed to detect the sound of a pursuer. Near the corner of Windmill Street, a sudden cessation of shoe creaks caused a momentary doubt, until he grasped the fact that Mr. Bernstein had actually turned into this thoroughfare. Here, he overtook him without difficulty, but fifty paces onward, lost him again. That zest of the chase inherent in the human breast having now possessed Sergeant Bluett, he hurried eagerly forward through drizzling rain, questing about like a hound at fault. At the entrance to a narrow courtyard he paused, stood stock still, and listened ... Creaky shoes were moving at its further end.

Sergeant Bluett put himself through a knowledge-of-London test, and presently formed a mental picture of the terrain. Straight ahead was a blank wall, broken by a gateway which communicated with a mews. A once celebrated night club occupied all premises immediately on the left, except for a narrow block of cheap offices adjoining. On the other side, he recalled an indifferent Greek restaurant (closed now) with apartments above it; and this, so far as Sergeant Bluett could puzzle out, completed the picture. Into which of these had Mr. Bernstein gone?

This problem was almost immediately solved. A faint light, that of a shaded torch, appeared behind a first-floor window, slightly left of the restaurant, revealing criss-cross paper strapping attached to dirty glass; so that evidently no black-out was in use. The light faded and the window became blind again. A moment later, one immediately above it, and of almost identical appearance, awakened in turn. The mystery was solved. Mr. Bernstein had entered by a side door which evidently gave access to the apartments above the restaurant. There was only one more floor, and this Bluett watched intently, so intently that presently he discerned a silhouette of the roof against a temporary rift in the clouds.

Two tiny streaks of light appeared, right and left of another window high up under the tiles. He knew what this portended. The light was shining through crannies of a black-out curtain. And now, zest of the chase strong upon him, he determined to explore further; for one possibility remained. Rain had ceased but the night was clammy, the paving slimily wet. Did the lower door stand open for the convenience of tenants, or did each of these hold a key? Upon the answer to this question his future operations depended.

Bluett approached the door and shone a ray from his torch upon it. He saw an ordinary looking house-door, neglected by the paint brush for many years ... and it stood ajar!

Passing along a short passage he began to mount an uncarpeted stair; its ancient treads, well seasoned, did not creak as he had feared: the handrail he avoided touching. Two doors opened upon the first landing. On one a card was pinned which said: Sales Transport Company; the other was blank; and the window with criss-cross strapping confronted him for a moment as he walked on, turned, and mounted the next flight. Here again he found two doors, besides one of which a grimy brass plate was fixed bearing the name: Paolo Moroni. It contained no clue to the nature of Signor Moronis trade or profession. The opposite door showed a newly painted board which announced Wardens. Bluett paused for a moment, listening.

Movements became audible directly above his head, and he deduced that these were made by Mr. Bernstein. He stole on past the second criss-cross window and mounted to the top floor. Here, he paused again, and then shone light upon one of the doors. It proudly offered on polished mahogany with gilt lettering: Bernard Bernstein & Co. But Bluetts impression had been that the room he was looking for was not this one, but that opposite. He directed a ray upon it. The second door bore no inscription of any kind. He extinguished his torch, and stood there, keenly alert, and thinking hard.

Now, to the best of his knowledge, and he was no amateur, he had proceeded thus far without making any perceptible sound. Yet, at this moment someone began to whistle Up in the morning early; the blank door was thrown suddenly open, casting light onto the dingy landing, and Mr. Bernstein stood before him!

But what he saw in a lighted room behind the burly figure astonished him even to a higher degree. He saw dilapidated walls, an uncarpeted floor, a dirty ceiling. He had a glimpse of an expensive radio set, of brightly upholstered chairs; but, and this commanded most of his attention, directly facing him stood a large dressing table which had wing mirrors, a table littered with all sorts of toilet articles, and reminding him of that in an actors dressing room. The only light, a very bright one, hung immediately above this mirror.

The incompatibility of room and occupant, the mystery of the whole thing, induced in Bluetts mind a sort of momentary amnesia; he felt swimmy. Then, removing his spectacles and smiling that golden smile, Mr. Bernstein ceased to whistle, and spoke:

Ah, Friar Tuck, my old! but how wet you are! Come in, my friend. I have some good Scotch here!

Mr. Bernstein was Gaston Max.
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Who Is This Limping Man?

Name of a name, Sergeant Bluett, it is annoying! But do not blame me, for I think our old friend the Chief Inspector has been somewhat headlong.

Sergeant Bluett, seated on a gilt chair, smoking a cigarette and from time to time sampling whisky and soda of a quality with which of late he had become painfully unfamiliar, was in many respects a man chastened and changed.

Thats right, he said.

I, myself, have been not headlong enough  and so I have the misfortune to kill a thousand men

Sergeant Bluett, who was swallowing appreciatively, almost choked: he set his glass down. What did you say?

I said that I was one hour too late to save I cannot tell, yet, how many poor fellows. Not by my own wit, oh, no, but by a divine accident, I found a clue I was looking for  an hour too late. Listen, my friend: Sir Giles Loeder, who has been murdered, was a German spy. I have known it for ever so long, but I could not prove it. Now that I have proved it, he is killed. He extended his hands. Malêsh!

Sir Giles Loeder ... a spy?

But exactly.

Seating himself before the dressing table, Max dipped a small brush in some liquid which he had poured into a saucer, and began to remove gold paint and yellow paint from his teeth. Sergeant Bluett had been reduced to awed silence by that singular revelation: he watched the Frenchman, as, once, audiences were wont to watch Houdini; astounded. Cleaning off the preparation with cotton wool, Max crossed to a washbowl and rinsed his mouth, previously extracting certain pads, attached with gold wire.

This operation resulted in the fat face of Mr. Bernstein becoming the leaner face of Gaston Max. He had already discarded collar, tie and shirt, and now, returning, he dipped his fingers in cream and proceeded to deal with his complexion, talking to Bluett as he worked.

Grease paint is useless except for the stage, and this watercolor is so difficult to get off. I make my colors with pastel which I crush myself: French pastel, pre-war  very good.

With a towel he removed final facial traces of Mr. Bernstein, including the brief moustache, blinking his lids as if his eyes were smarting.

Those spectacles he indicated them where they lay upon the table are slightly tinted. The effect is to change the color of the eyes, but it is very trying to see through them. With spectacles (I have many) I can make my eyes to seem of any color. It is more difficult for the characters which wear no spectacles. And look at my hair!

Very limp, commented Bluett.

But, of course! It is a kind of flat varnish. I must wash it out before I go to bed.

He removed his prominent abdomen, revealing the torso of an athlete. From an elastic girdle, his artificial corpulence extended down somewhere below the trouser band. Bluett watched with wide open ingenuous eyes, whilst Gaston Max detached this singular object, the lower end of which proved to be fastened to his thighs. This accomplished, all that now remained of Mr. Bernstein were his red hands, his baggy trousers and his lank hair.

You see Max extended his fingers it might be necessary to wash in public and so this color and that on the nails call for special treatment.

He poured another preparation into a saucer, took some cotton wool, and patiently reduced his hands to their characteristic whiteness, finally returning to the bowl and washing them. He rapidly recombed his hair.

You are a disbeliever, my old, but no matter. I will show you all the tricks of my trade. He removed his shoes. Finch, the taximan with whom you are acquainted, is a thin, short fellow. He wears thin clothes, my Bluett, and there are no heels to his shoes. He is an inch shorter than Gaston Max. Mr. Bernstein is a big fellow; he is an inch taller than Gaston Max. How is this, I demand. Regard the shoes of Mr. Bernstein.

Sergeant Bluett regarded the shoes. They were specially made to accommodate elevators. He heaved a sigh and finished his whisky and soda.

Tiring to the feet, Max commented, but what does it matter. He laughed gaily, showing glittering teeth. I love this game. I make of it an art. Mr. Bernsteins coats are padded. Mr. Bernsteins blue handkerchief has oil on it, to make Mr. Bernstein sweat. Help yourself, my friend. The bottle and the syphon are on the side table. One for me also, if you will be so good.

And whilst Sergeant Bluett, dumbfounded, as he was always dumbfounded by this man, acted as butler, Gaston Max went on talking.

To-night you were clever. I confess that, to this present moment, I do not know how you succeeded in tracking me to Buckingham Gate and back. Sergeant Bluett handed him a sizzling tumbler and chinked it against another which he had prepared for himself. My compliments, my old, and your very good health.

Thank you, said Bluett, and flushed like a schoolboy. The same to you.

I detected no sign of you until you actually followed me into the yard. Therefore, I left the door open in order to learn if you would come in.

Oh, I see. It isnt open as a rule?

My faith, no! Too many of me use this address. Peter Finch has a small room, and Sales Transport Company is also myself. Mr. Bernstein occupies an office, and below is Paolo Moroni. This rascal is in the wardrobe cupboard, there, with the rest of them. Paolo I consider to be one of my best characters.

Opening the cupboard in question (an exceptionally large one) he hung up the garments of Mr. Bernstein and selected a blue suit with red stripes, which he particularly favored.

Youre a knock-out, said Sergeant Bluett. You might tell me, by the by, what you were doing in the Salvation Army hostel.

Ah! name of a good little man! Gaston Max, who was buttoning a blue shirt, displayed something which vaguely resembled embarrassment. To-night, you understand, I had won at roulette  over a hundred pounds

Phew!

Yes, indeed. This money I do not wish to keep. I am particular. Very well. It is all in notes, and so I go to the only Salvation Army depot which I think is open all night, and make them a present of it. You see, Sergeant Bluett, my dear, I sometimes pick up these illicit profits: it is unavoidable; and what am I to do with them, eh?

Well, Ill be damned!

No, no  you do not deserve to be. True, I am always hard up, for my pittance from Scotland Yard would not suffice. But the Fighting French make up my salary to that which I formerly received from the Service de Sûreté. In other words, I am like your London hospitals: entirely supported by voluntary contributions! Colonel OHalloran is my Scotland Yard godfather, and I enjoy many privileges. I am almost a freelance.

But you surely dont live here?

No, no, I do not live here. An old friend, so beautiful and so fervent a patriot, but, alas, a prisoner in her villa at Cap Martin, permits me to occupy her charming flat in Sloane Street.

He had dressed with the speed of a quick-change artiste. Now, draping the monocle cord about his neck, he sat down and lighted a cigarette.

Youre a knock-out, Sergeant Bluett reaffirmed with conviction. I suppose we butted in on you, coming to Destrées flat?

No, no. I butted in on you. When I heard what the Chief Inspector had arranged, I rushed to a friend of Mr. Bernstein and asked to be taken to play roulette. But how fortunate! The good Inspector nearly trod on a ball which had been lost. I recovered it in the chink of time.

Oh, did you?

But of course! I do not wish those people to be arrested. They are part of my fishery. Myself, I care not who killed this Loeder. He was what you call a twirp.

Thats right, murmured Bluett admiringly. I got the same idea myself. But I didnt know he was a dirty spy. That beats me!

But, yes, undoubtedly. We shall find out who killed him, all in good time. Let us not by hurry disturb my beautiful case.

Theres something very big in the wind?

But, yes, something very big. Name of a name! larger than all other cases put together! The good Lord Marcus seeks for a great truth to help everybody: so likewise do I. A little murder he snapped his fingers is no more than that. Besides, he was a twirp.

Its a miracle to me, said Bluett, emboldened, perhaps, by the merit of his second whisky, how you can talk English slang. You almost deceived me as a taxi driver.

Almost? smiled Max. My friend, it was a case of quite.

Well Bluett hesitated thats right. I must hand it to you. But if you can talk like that when you want to, how is it that you speak English like a Frenchman  or a sort of Frenchman?

Ha, ha! Maxs teeth glittered brilliantly. Ha, ha, ha! He roared with laughter. Again, this is the artist in me. Even the Gaston Max you know, my old, is only another character; one of my many rôles. For who in the criminal world, having spoken to me, could suppose that he would not detect my French accent under any disguise?

You mean you can really talk straight English if you want to?

One day I shall endeavor to convince our old friend, the Chief Inspector, that I can talk straight Scotch! Again Gaston Max roared with laughter. But Bluett, my old, how is the little girl to-day?

Eh! Bluett ejaculated; do you mean my kid? Who told you shed been sick?

Gaston Maxs mobile lips twitched. I am the magician. I know all.

Well, thank you kindly, Mr. Max; shes bucked up no end. Alls well. A bit dull eyed, but nearly her old chirpy self again.

Max stood up, crossed to a large and ornate cabinet, opened it and revealed to the reproachful gaze of Bluett, rows of bottles, boxes of cigars and cigarettes, jars of preserves, and stacks of festive looking candies, chocolates and other sweetmeats. One of these he took out, and reclosed the cupboard.

This will make her eyes to sparkle. Black market, but good chocolate. Tell her it is from her Uncle Barney ... ss!

Abruptly, on that warning hiss, he fell silent, grasping Bluetts arm. He stepped to the dressing-table and pressed a switch. The room became plunged in darkness. Listen! he whispered.

Sergeant Bluett, aware of a hastened pulse, stood up and listened; indeed, he held his breath. From Gaston Max, somewhere near him in the blackness, no sound came. And, as he waited there, nerves taut, Bluett became conscious of, rather than heard, some presence outside on the landing  and he remembered that the door below was open. He remembered something else: the taximans impression that a car had followed his cab from Buckingham Gate. He was about to speak, when Max, as if divining this intention, grasped his arm again in warning.

Their conjoint efforts seemed to impose a sort of super-stillness on the room; and then it was that both detected that faint sound which had first arrested Maxs attention.

Creaking ... and Sergeant Bluett knew immediately what occasioned it: someone who groped on the stair, and clutched the handrail, that handrail which Bluett had so urgently avoided. This sound receded.

Stealing down, whispered Gaston Max. I wonder what he heard. I, as myself, must not be discovered here.

What about me?

Rush, my old! Try to capture this stealthy prowler!

He flashed a ray momentarily, throwing open the door, and Sergeant Bluett, welcoming action, went out like something expelled from a mortar. Whos there? he shouted, directing light down the stair. I want a word with you!

No response came; only a sort of padded scuffle. Bluett went recklessly down all three flights. He found the door wide open, and sprang into the yard. A southwesterly wind drove clouds across the face of a waning moon, and a rent in the flying vapor allowed light to spill out for a period of seconds. In this brief light he saw the fugitive.

A bent, indefinite figure scudded around the corner into Great Windmill Street. Bluett raced to that point and stood stock still, listening. Darkness had fallen again: he could see nothing  nor could he hear a sound until a heavy truck laden with milk churns came roaring and rattling along. When it had passed, he remained there, listening. But, excepting a vague murmur, which he knew to come from Covent Garden, Soho had no message for him.

My old, he has escaped!

Sergeant Bluett physically jumped. Gaston Max stood at his elbow.

Phew! that gave me a start! Did you see him?

I saw him. What did you note?

He ran like a sprinter  but he had a funny run.

He is as active as a cat, although he has some injury, some deformity. He is a limping man, my respected  he is one who limps ... Who is this limping man?


19

Counsels Opinion

In the gray light of a misty morning, William Sawbys coffee-stall glittered like a beacon. Enshrined in that backwater of shattered masonry beside the main stream of Bond Street, it issued a cheery invitation to early travellers, urns shining, cups rattling, with the beaming countenance of Sawby, a rosy sunrise, to bestow benediction upon all.

Tom Wilkins, the milkman, was there, and his pony, white forefeet on the broken paving, had his head overhanging the counter, inspiring visions of Bottom the Weaver. Mrs. Ryley, the charlady, another regular, occupied her usual place; and now, up came Michael Corcoran, K.C., the warden, his steel helmet slung on his back.

Good morning, everybody! that alert kept me out all night, although I never once heard a Jerry.

Good morning, sir, Sawby replied, and automatically filled a cup with steaming coffee. They brought one down on the coast, Im told.

Good morning, Mr. Corcoran, sir, said Mrs. Ryley.

I didnt ear neither the warnin nor yet the all-clear, meself. Got quite out of the abit of expectin em.

Beginnin to form them habits in Germany now, remarked Tom Wilkins, sharing a slice of bread and jam with the pony. Aint half koppin it from the R.A.F., bless em.

Bless em indeed, said the K.C. My boys with Fighter Command, you know.

We all know Squadron Leader Dan Corcoran, sir, Sawby assured him. Youve good cause to be proud of a boy like that. Hows he getting on, sir?

A. 1, Sawby, thank you. First day I can tear myself away from the Courts Im going down to see him.

Tom Wilkins, his mouth full of bread and jam, was understood to mumble something about another bar.

Thats correct, Wilkins, Corcoran nodded. Second bar to his D.F.C. The young devils a killer right enough!

A taxi crept out of the mist, was pulled up, and its driver crossed to the stall, rubbing mittened hands.

Hullo, Fred, said Sawby. Youre an early bird. Chucked night work?

Yes. The man, whose purple face wore an expression of permanent disapproval, scowled darkly. Dont pay for the petrol. Our govnors laid us off it. Too many pirates at the game.

What, exactly, inquired Michael Corcoran, in his well known cross-examination manner, is a pirate?

A driver that dont belong to no garage, Fred replied promptly. A bloke that runs his own taxi and can get hold of more petrol than what we can.

But he is properly licensed no doubt?

Oh, hed have to be licensed.

Therefore, I would suggest, the term pirate is less suitable than, shall we say, privateer?

Give em any name you like, sir. They dont do us no good.

One of em done me a bit o good the other night, said Mrs. Ryley reminiscently. Id been over to see me daughter, whats in munitions, and someow I missed me last bus. I admit she ad a nice drop o gin, and that may ave ad something to do with it. But ere was me in the black-out let in for a walk from Battersea to South Kensington. I got as far as Chelsea and wasnt feelin any too spry, when a taxi draws up alongside me and the driver says, Which way you goin, ma?

Michael Corcoran experienced some difficulty in swallowing a mouthful of coffee, but overcame it, and winked at Sawby.

I should ave took it up with im pretty sharp, callin me ma, if Id been meself, and told im which way e could go; but I was that whacked I answered im civil. Jump in, ma, e says. Ave you there in two ticks! which e done. I says, Thank you kindly, mister Finch, e says, Mister Finch

Oh, him! spluttered Fred, whose mouth, also, was full. Hes barmy! You cant tell me nothing about Finch.

The conversation was interrupted by Sawby, who switched on the radio in order that patrons might listen to the seven oclock news bulletin. It was an unwritten law that no one should interrupt this ritual; therefore, Fred reserved any further remarks which may have occurred to him relative to Peter Finch, and listened with the rest.

There were two items of news which provoked some interest. One was a War Office announcement that Combined Operations units had landed in force at a French port, destroying valuable installations and blowing up stores and workshops. All objectives were achieved, said the communique. The other related to the death of Sir Giles Loeder. Scotland Yard is working upon a new clue which points to the probability that robbery was the motive of the crime.

A swift, light footstep attracted Michael Corcorans attention, and he turned as a tall man whose tweed suit created an impression that it had shrunk, walked up to the stall, his tawny eyes rapidly taking stock of Sawbys customers. Good morning, Inspector, he murmured.

The bulletin being ended, Sawby switched off and nodded to the newcomer.

Coffee, please, said Firth.

You are early afoot, Inspector? Corcoran suggested: he knew the senior detective officer of the C.I.D. quite well, as he had practised at the Criminal bar.

I havent been to bed yet! Firth replied dourly.

Great Scott! Loeder case? The barrister modulated his long range voice.

Yes, sir. A constable on patrol has found a leather folder  a sort of portfolio  in the area of a blitzed house in Mount Street; empty. It has been identified as the dead mans property.

Mount Street. Thats near where the body was found, isnt it?

Quite near, said the Chief Inspector, a reply laconic and non-committal which Michael Corcoran, an enthusiastic criminologist, accepted as a hint that further inquiries would not be appreciated.



On Treasure Island, Dan Corcoran, in a deck chair, and Fay Perigal, seated on a bank of velvet grass, watched a kingfisher work the little stream, poised upon an overhanging branch. It was conveniently shallow here, cascading over clean pebbles, and its progress made a noise which resembled the gurgling laughter of a child. Sometimes, the kingfisher would turn, exposing his robin waistcoat and seeming to be listening to their conversation. Then, he would twist about again to dart, a shimmering gem, over the mirror of the water, as swiftly returning to his watching post.

The wheeled chair, which Toby had navigated down from the cottage, stood by, a basket which was strapped to it laden with magazines and periodicals. Corcoran, pipe in mouth, lay back, hands folded behind his head, alternately looking at the brilliant plumage of the bird and up into a dazzling blue sky. Fay was knitting a woollen pullover. She was off duty for the afternoon, but had chosen to spend it here on Treasure Island.

Insects hummed soothingly and thrushes searched for tit-bits at no great distance from them. A robin, who sometimes received donations (he had an especial weakness for milk chocolate) made a third in the party, and an emerald green dragonfly, fully three inches long, hovered by the bank, so that they could hear the curious crackling of its fairy wings, which, unromantically, reminded Dan, he said, of someone fingering a wad of fivers.

How did Dick come to be up at Oxford with you, Dan? Fay asked, breaking a long silence. I mean, he is an American.

Dick was a Rhodes scholar, Fay. Thats how it happened.

You were great friends there, werent you?

Well, yes, rather. Our rooms were on the same stair. We went about nearly everywhere together; had similar tastes in sport. I was reading law, but I think I should have chucked it in any case.

Why? Didnt you want to be a barrister?

Not particularly. The Learned Parents idea. But then he has a flair for it; something I never should have had. Any damn fool of a witness could tie me up in knots.

Fay laughed, a burst of that happy laughter which belonged to her true self. But a moment later her gray eyes grew clouded.

What was Dick going to be?

Oh, he was undecided. His people havent got much money, apparently; and he couldnt bear the idea of going into business. I dont quite know what he would have done, if Hitler hadnt settled it for him.

You joined the Air Force together, didnt you?

Absolutely  hand in hand. But, you see, I had a pilots certificate already. Id been flying during my last year. Consequently, I pushed ahead rather quicker than Dick.

Hes a good pilot, though, isnt he?

First class. Hes the right type, and he has the kind of cool nerve that doesnt take unnecessary risks: level headed, which is more than I can say for myself.

There was another long silence, of which the robin took advantage to extract a morsel from the grass close to Fays foot.

Was Dick popular at Oxford?

Yes. Corcoran transferred his pipe from one corner of his mouth to the other by means of some conjuring trick performed with his teeth. Girls could never quite understand him.

Why not?

Well  that straight steady look of his. They always felt he was sizing them up.

They were probably right. Fay spoke in a wee, small voice.

So I used to think, until you told me he had gone and made a fool of himself with some wench from a hairdressers. He doesnt seem to have done a lot of sizing up in that case, does he?

No, Fay said miserably. Has he had much experience of women, Dan?

Well Corcoran seemed to reflect I dont really believe he has. He is what is known as a New Englander. Im not quite sure, myself, what a New Englander is; but Dick is one. I gather that they take women rather seriously.

Thats a pity.

Well, it depends on what sort of women they take seriously. Oh! its all beyond me. Cheer up, Fay. He reached out and patted her arm. Theres a wise old saying which may be new to you: Every cloud has a silver lining!

Fay burst out laughing again, and laid her knitting down. You are a clown, Dan, she cried but a perfectly dear clown. How did Dick get on with your father?

Oddly enough, they have never met. Whenever the Learned cropped up at Oxford, somehow he always missed old Dick, and Dick would never come to stay, on vacations, because he said he hadnt the means to return hospitality. A queer fish. But Ill bet my boots they get along like anything when they do meet.

I simply cannot make out what has become of him, unless Fay drew a long breath he has gone off and married her.

What! the hairdresser? Oh, chuck it! I can make a better guess than that. He has found out, as you found out, that she is something of a jumble sale, and hes too much ashamed of himself to ... Hullo! who approaches? He sat upright, staring in the direction of Rosemary Cottage. The station taxi, unless these old eyes deceive me.

Fay sat up, too, a heightened color discernible in her cheeks; then was heard a masterful, penetrating voice: Come back and collect me sharp at five. I count on you.

Ye gods! said Dan, it is the Learned Parent!

And indeed it was Michael Corcoran, K.C. in person. Towering, mentally and physically, over Corporal Toby, who presently appeared in the capacity of guide, saying, This way, your honor, he approached Treasure Island, arrayed in flannel trousers, a brown check coat, and other units of a sporting character.

Hullo, Dan! Ive left a big dull case to my junior and dashed down to inspect.

Hullo, dad! Glad to see you.

Hullo, Nurse Fay!

Hullo, Mr. Corcoran!

I count myself worthy to be called Mike.

I simply wouldnt dare!

Michael Corcoran, away from Court and chambers, exhaled an infectious gaiety which reminded Fay of the mysterious Dr. de Brion. They were firm friends, and Corcoran senior from the first had entered with boyish delight into the mapping out of Treasure Island.

Couldnt we have tea here on Cape of the Woods? he presently suggested. Ill lend Toby  Ben  Gunn a hand. He stooped and picked up a newspaper open at a page which bore the headline: Sir Giles Loeder Mystery. Which reminds me, while we are on the subject of pirates and other criminals, Ive got a tip straight from Scotland Yard about the Loeder murder. Shall we talk about murders? I love em.

Yes, if you like, said Fay, but her smile was a pretence.

The police have found a leather case, belonging to Sir Giles, empty, in a damaged house in Mount Street. They are practically certain, now, that he was murdered for his money.

Poor man, Fay murmured. I wonder why he was carrying money about like that?

My own idea, said Corcoran, but I stand to be corrected, is that Loeder was on his way home from a gambling party. I knew him only slightly, but I feel sure he was addicted to that sort of thing. Used to be a keen patron of the Turf, and there were rumors at one time that he was riding for a cropper ... Well, Dan, its good to see you looking more like the old bonny boy.

He dropped down on the grass beside his son, squeezing Dans arm. Fay quietly crossed the little bridge, intending to make preparations for tea. Half way over, unseen by either, she suddenly stood still. A tall, slim figure in Air Force blue, that of a man who had not come through Rosemary Cottage but who had entered by the side gate, was approaching Treasure Island. He saw Fay at the same moment that Fay saw him. He, too, stood still.

An intuitive observer  and Fay, as her cousin, Marcus, maintained, was acutely intuitive  would have judged that the steady eyes beneath straight brows which watched Fay, were the eyes of one who saw, and recognised, The Promised Land, one who had grasped a stupendous, a dazzling truth  too late.

Certainly, as she stood there on the rustic bridge, wide-eyed, pale, but a vision of perfect youth, any man possessed of common discrimination must have paused to pay homage. Yet there was more than this in the face of the man who watched her: there was a yearning tenderness, there was despair. Fay broke the silence with one word:

Dick!

He answered with another monosyllable: Fay!

The spell was broken. Fays glimpse into a tortured soul had made her heart beat almost suffocatingly; Dick was fighting with emotions more complex than any he had known. A shout from Dan Corcoran brought those two troubled spirits to earth.

Dick, by all thats wonderful! Ye gods, man! Where have you been? Come over here and explain yourself!

Dick Kershaw managed to smile. He stepped upon the bridge and grasped both Fays hands. Fay, my dear, he said, looked into her eyes, and passed on.

Dan was standing up, pipe still between his teeth, and Michael Corcoran had risen also. He stared hard at Kershaw: he was striving to remember where he had seen him.

Ill take no excuses, Dan shouted. We want a detailed account of your movements, Flight Lieutenant Kershaw, since you left Ashbrown. My father will conduct the examination.

So this is Dick, said Michael Corcoran.

I am very happy to meet you at last, sir.

And as their hands clasped, Michael Corcoran remembered that morning at Sawbys coffee-stall, remembered the disorder which had marked Kershaws appearance, and buried the memory deep. He was proportionately astounded when Kershaw, meeting his regard steady eyed, added: I have seen you before. But you may have forgotten.

Indeed  where was that?

At a coffee-stall somewhere near Bond Street, very early one morning, sir  the morning following the death of Sir Giles Loeder, to be exact.

Oh, yes, let me see, I do seem to recall

I had no idea who you were at the time, or I might have asked your opinion.

My opinion of what?

Fay stood just behind Dick Kershaw, listening. A tense note in his voice, a quality in his bearing, warned her of something to come  something of which she was afraid. Dan, facing Kershaw, had recognised this, also.

Well, sir  your legal opinion. You see, I killed Sir Giles Loeder ...
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Murder Confessed

Fay, dear, can I hope you will understand if I ask you to leave me with Dan and Mr. Corcoran for a few minutes? Dick Kershaws voice was steady but his hands were tightly clenched I mean, for your sake.

Fay had grown ivory pale, pale as on that night when entering the lobby of Lord Marcuss house she had found a dead man on the couch. I believe, Dick, she replied quietly, it might be better if I stayed. What you have just said, of course, came as an awful shock ... But I think I know quite a lot of the rest.

Michael Corcoran, one difficult to surprise, stood amazed, looking from face to face. It was Dan, whose tones betrayed how profoundly this news had staggered him, who intervened.

Its true, Dick. There isnt time to explain; but I think Fay knows why you did this thing.

Whats that? Kershaws clear eyes were turned in Fays direction. You know? How do you know?

Well, Dick, I suppose it was fated that I should know. An Air Force officer (I was never introduced to him) was talking to someone just behind me in a crowded corner at Julies party on the very night that it happened. He seemed to know quite a lot about she paused before pronouncing the name Rita Martin. I simply couldnt avoid hearing. I didnt want to listen a bit, but I had to. And he said that you were  entangled with this girl, and that she

Yes? Dick prompted gently.

That she was Giles Loeders mistress, and was she made a tiny moue, a mere ghost of its true self just playing you up. He said, if you ever found out, he didnt know what would happen. He meant if you ever found out that Loeder was keeping her. It was late by this time, and as soon as ever I could get away, I did. So, although I wasnt prepared for this, I dont think you can have anything to say that I shouldnt hear. Of course, it was a blow, Dick, because  well, I hated to think that you might ruin your life. And when, right on top of it, I found Sir Giles lying dead

You found him! Kershaw exclaimed, and took a step towards her.

Yes. I know it hasnt been in the papers, but  well, whats the good of talking about it now?

No good at all, Fay, Dan Corcoran said. Also, quite beyond the point. Dont you agree, sir?

I am afraid, replied Michael Corcoran, that I am not at the moment in a state of mind nicely to judge of the value of what Fay may have to tell us. I know very little of the facts. The papers have been unusually reticent, even for war time. But if, as I understand to be the case, he turned to Dick Kershaw you require my legal advice, I am at your service.

Thank God! exclaimed Dick Kershaw. Thank you, sir.

But not at all. You have appealed to me. And I am quite sure that your astounding statement must conceal other facts which have an important bearing upon the case. But I certainly agree with my son that your own account should come first. Do you insist on remaining, Fay?

If you please, said Fay, and thanked him with the faintest of smiles.

In that event, let us all sit down. Perhaps, Kershaw, you would give us your story from the beginning.

Fay, rarely removing her glance from Dick Kershaws face, resumed her former place on the grass. Michael Corcoran sat down beside her, and appreciating, for he had a profound knowledge of human nature, something, if not all of the situation, put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a reassuring hug. Dan settled himself in the wheel chair, and Kershaw, leaning back upon a rail of the bridge, faced them, clasping the woodwork on either side of him tensely, so that his knuckles showed white. Toby, holding one shoulder higher than the other, had retired.



Maybe it makes it a bit easier, Kershaw began, to find that you, Fay, and you too, Dan, know something about what a fool I have been. How you came to be mixed up in this thing, Fay, is beyond me. I dont think he lowered his eyes for a moment I would have dared tell you any of this, if you hadnt heard about Rita Martin. There is no need to go into the dreary business of how I met her, and all that, and I cant explain to you any more than I can explain to myself why I so completely lost my head over her.

He bit his straight underlip and stared down into the water. For a few moments there was no sound but that gurgling laughter of the little stream.

Anyway, although I dont believe it seems reasonable, and perhaps it isnt, the whole fabric I was building crashed in a single night, in fact, in a single hour. I cant say who the man was whose conversation you overheard, Fay, but I have since found out that quite a number of my brother officers who go around town rather more than I do, knew I was being led up the garden. I suppose I am one of those fools who needs to see a thing with his own eyes before he can believe it. Well, that proof came my way.

He paused again, as if to collect his ideas, or it may have been to recover control of himself.

Various rumors had reached me: I expect they were intended to reach me. I had been rather under the weather; nothing serious, as I told you, but the fear of going limping around for the rest of ones life is rather a nervous ordeal; so perhaps its likely I was a bit on the morbid side. At any rate, when I got sick leave, I made up my mind to settle these doubts once and for all.

In a casual way, but none the less obviously as a prop to his composure, Kershaw took out his cigarette case, automatically offered it, but was met with shaken heads. He selected and lighted a cigarette. The picture in Michael Corcorans mind was completed. It was thus, almost exactly, that Dick Kershaw had acted that morning at Sawbys coffee-stall.

I was to have met Rita directly I got away from Ashbrown, but I had formed another plan. I didnt go to any likely hotel, and I kept out of your way, too, down here; I avoided the club as well. I went to a cheap and dreary place at the back of Lancaster Gate, which one of our fellows had told me was the dullest pub in London, where one simply never met anybody but dead-beats and has-beens. He was right. That didnt matter: I only wanted some place to sleep. Theres a café in Kings Road, Chelsea, and I remembered that from the window tables it was easy to see the door of the apartment house in which Rita lives. Sitting there, I waited for her to come back from Simones. She came in a taxi. If I had not been what I am  a blind fool  I should have wondered before about her way of life. She always travelled in taxis, and her apartment, now that I began to think about it, could hardly have been kept up on a hairdressers salary. Anyway, I waited there, drinking more cups of coffee. It was getting dark, but I knew I couldnt miss her.

Memories of the ordeal through which he had passed were beginning to influence his voice, his bearing. Fay had been thinking how tired he looked; now, she thought with great poignance and distress that he appeared positively haggard.

When she came out again, she was in evening dress. She stood on the other side of the street for a while, looking right and left. She was evidently in a hurry, and as no taxi appeared, she began almost to run towards Sloane Square. I paid my bill quickly, dashed out and followed her. Quite a few people were going by Underground but all the same I saw that I couldnt risk travelling in the same elevator. I took a ticket at random and rushed down the stairs. She had got there ahead of me, but just as I reached the platform a train pulled in, and I was in time to see her get on board. I took a seat in the next coach.

No need to bore you with details. I nearly lost her when she changed at Charing Cross; but when she got out at Oxford Circus I ran up the stairs there as I had run down at Chelsea. It was black-out by now, and I knew that once she got outside, I should lose my chance. But I had made good time on the stairs, and I picked her up again.

Once out on the street, I kept close behind her. She was trying to find a taxi. Presently, during a traffic hold-up, she darted right out and jumped into a cab that was pulled up by an island in the middle. I didnt know what to do. I thought all my trouble was going to be wasted. But it was quite dark, and I ran across just as the cab pulled off. I stood there looking after it, right on the island, when a man driving a private car slowed up, and said, Can I give you a lift?

Kershaw paused, looking from face to face. That seems like Fate at work, doesnt it? I have just missed my friend, I told him; she is in that taxi just ahead. If you could manage to keep it in sight.

He said: Jump in. Thats in my direction. Then, only a few minutes later, he sang out, The taxi is pulling up outside the B.B.C.

That settled it. I thanked him and jumped out just in time to see Rita go into Broadcasting House. When I say that settled it, I mean it confirmed the rumors which had reached me about Loeder. I was certain now that she was going to meet him, because I knew that he was broadcasting after the nine oclock news. So once more I settled down to wait.

The dull, flat voice of the speaker, accompanied by a harmony of bird notes, the serenity and beauty of an English countryside, served to strengthen, in the minds of those who listened, this drama of tormented jealousy enacted in darkened London.

There is a rank outside Broadcasting House, just around the corner, and I reserved a taxi. I hadnt very long to wait. I stood on the steps, beyond the doors which open into the big entrance hall. Rita came out with a man. I wasnt three yards from them. I might not have known who he was, if someone else who came out at the same time had not asked, Can I give you a lift, Sir Giles?

I knew then; I knew that I had been right; and I knew that I was a fool. But I couldnt condemn her, yet. I had no claim whatever to deny her anyones friendship. I listened, and I heard Loeder reply, If it isnt taking you out of your way, I want to go to Hay Hill, Mayfair.

When the car pulled off, I worked my old trick. I said to the taxi driver, Those are my friends, ahead there. Someone has given them a lift. Do you think you can follow on to Hay Hill, Mayfair? We arrived just in time to see them get out, and go into a big block of apartments. I watched them step into the elevator, then I read all the names on the board, but Loeders wasnt there. I knew, though, that a lot of London flats were sublet, and I had little doubt that Rita had gone to his apartment. I had to keep walking away as though I was making for some place on the ground floor, because quite a number of people began to arrive and go up in the elevator. There was no attendant, but it was self-working. It occurred to me that maybe there was a party and that Ritas doings so far were innocent enough.

I made up my mind to wait, if necessary all night. If she didnt come out again, that was good enough. If she did, I would follow her. Im not going to describe my frame of mind, but Im afraid it was pretty ugly. After a time no more people arrived, and I just walked up and down the steep, deserted street outside, wondering if I had misjudged her, wondering which apartment she was in; feeling I wanted to find out, to stand in front of her and to ask her outright what she was to Sir Giles Loeder.

A full moon kept bursting through the clouds and shining on blacked-out windows so that they looked all lighted up from inside. I never knew that London was so silent at night, so lonely. A warden and a policeman were the only people who passed during the next hour, and I found myself counting the barrage balloons I could see from the top of the street. Well, between eleven and midnight, some of the people I had seen go in, came out again, which confirmed my idea that there had been a party. But still, there was no sign of Rita. More than once I weakened: I was getting very tired, and thirsty, and I was not really quite fit. But I had made up my mind to see the thing through, so I clenched my teeth, and stuck it.

At last, someone rang up the elevator again. Then, from above, I heard her voice. I ran outside before she could reach the hallway. There was no car, and no taxi anywhere about, so that wherever she was going she would have to walk for a time, at least. It was getting darker with fewer patches of moonlight. I reckoned on following without being seen. When they came out they passed within a yard of me  Loeder and Rita. And right then, from their conversation, I knew there was no more room for doubt.

Kershaw, now, was exhibiting distress signals; he spoke rapidly, tensely. He had discarded his cigarette and clutched the rail of the bridge again with both hands.

I felt completely sick. I cant explain that feeling, that wave of nausea which swept over me. But I cursed myself for a poor fool, and conquered it. And when they moved off down Hay Hill, arguing, I was close behind. They had been to a party of some sort; so much I gathered. And now he was trying to urge her to spend the night at his flat, which it seemed was quite near. The very way she declined would have been evidence enough. They walked on; he had his arm around her, and was kissing her. He was carrying some sort of portfolio. Suddenly, on the next corner, a taxi appeared, slowed up and the man called out, Taxi, sir?

Rita seemed to jump at the chance of getting away. Really, Giles, dear, she said, I have a hard day to-morrow, and I must go home. He tried again to make her change her mind, but she insisted on getting into the taxi. I stood there watching him kiss her, long, possessive kisses. It made my blood boil like mad. Then, picking up his portfolio, he waved as the taxi drew off, and Rita blew a kiss to him. I was standing back in the shadow of a doorway. It was a moment of pitch darkness, the moon was quite obscured; when Loeder, as a sort of parting gesture, maybe, shone his torch and waved its beam in the direction of the taxi.

A reflection, or something, must have shone upon me for a moment, because I saw Rita, her face white and frightened, leaning out of the window staring back  not towards where Loeder stood, but towards the doorway in which I was hiding.

Let me be quite clear on that point, Michael Corcoran interrupted. Are you sure, or moderately sure, that this girl saw you?

I think I can say that I am absolutely sure she saw me.

Hm! Go ahead.

Although I knew that I was in no proper shape for an interview, I made up my mind all the same that I would have it out with Loeder. I knew he was a married man, because when first the rumors began to reach me, I had made inquiries, and I was not going to miss this chance of telling him what I thought about him. He moved on briskly as if sure of his way. For my part I have never known London very well, and I cant say with any certainty just where we had arrived, except that I think we crossed Berkeley Square. But I followed him until he turned into a side street and I could be sure there was not a soul about. Hearing me overtaking him, he stopped, spun around, and flashed a light in my face.

Oh! he said, an Air Force officer. I thought it was a pickpocket.

Naturally, I dont remember my exact words in reply, but I told him my name, and said that maybe he had heard it from Rita. He said, No, I dont recall it, and walked on. Then I grabbed him by the shoulder and twisted him around to face me. He said, What the hell are you up to? Do you want to spend the night in gaol? So, keeping my hand on his shoulder, I told him all I had to say. I held myself in check; I used no violent language; I stated the plain facts as I saw them:  that he had used his money and his position to seduce a girl who likely enough would have gone straight if she had never known him, a girl who had to live on whatever she could earn, and in times such as these was to be pitied if she fell for smart clothes and entertainment. Not a soul came near during all this time. I never heard a sound except once or twice that of distant traffic. Finally, I said to him, There is just one thing I am going to ask. You have a wife, but I know you are separated. If you mean to get a divorce and marry Rita, that lets me out: I have no more to say; the choice is hers.

Kershaw stood up and clenched his hands in an effort to retain control, an effort which he was unable to conceal.

Fay, biting her lip fiercely, stared intently down at the grass.

His reply was what led to the tragedy. I hold no brief for Rita Martin; I know, now, that shes a little twister. She has no more sense of morals, much less of comradeship, than I would expect to find in a barnyard. That is beside the point. He laughed in my face. What he said about Rita I am not going to repeat. Then, with the portfolio which he carried, he struck my hand from his shoulder, and turned away. By this time, although I had fought hard, I had begun to see red. I tore the thing from him, threw it down on the sidewalk, and said, Put up your hands, because I am going to thrash you until I am tired.

He did  and he took me by surprise. Dan will tell you that we both worked pretty hard at our boxing. In fact, if the war hadnt come, I guess Dan would have got his Blue.

You would have got yours first, Dick.

Thats as may be. But I am not entirely useless, anyway. Well, neither was Loeder. Fighting in the dark was a novel experience for me, and he registered one or two hard knocks before I got his measure. Then, the moon shone out, suddenly, just as he gave me an opening, and I caught him with a straight left, over the heart. The weight I put into it gave my groggy foot a sharp twinge; in fact, I almost fell, too. But Loeder went down for the count, rolled sideways, and then lay still.

Stop there! Michael Corcoran broke in. Where was his portfolio?

I dont know. I had snatched it away from him and thrown it aside.

Was he wearing a hat?

No.

Is it possible that his head struck the pavement so hard that he died of concussion?

That was not my impression, sir. Although it was a fairly strong blow, I dont believe, when I consider that my ankle let me down, how it could possibly have been a knock-out. After a moment Dick added: But he seemed to me to fall, for the moonlight was quite bright for a few moments, as a man would fall who knew the game.

Was the pavement wet?

No; the rain came later. Anyway, as he didnt get up, I bent over him  pretty cautiously, because I was expecting a trap. But when I moved him he just went limp, and lay flat with his arms stretched out.

In their excitement, none of the three men had noticed Fay. Now, suddenly, Dick Kershaw noticed her. She was supporting herself unsteadily, one hand resting upon the grass.

Fay! he cried, and sprang from the bridge to her side, dropping to his knee and throwing his arm around her. Fay, dear! dont let it hurt you so much. I know its horrible, but it was a fair fight.

I know it was, Dick, she whispered, and looked up at him. Dont worry, dear. Nurses know how to take care of themselves. But somehow, as you were talking  I could see it all.

Are you quite sure? He stood up.

Quite sure.

He stayed where he was, standing beside her, and went on: I concluded that he was out right enough, and I may as well admit that I rather lost my head. It came to me in a flash that if the affair led to a police court, I should be kicked out of the R.A.F. and I knew, beyond any shadow of doubt, that Rita wasnt worth it. He stared down at Fay during another long pause. Then I heard footsteps, coming up rapidly. Well, the rest is easy ...

I bolted. I have told you that I dont know just where this took place, and I may add that I dont know which way I went. I just tramped on and on, along dark streets and across squares, with the whole beastly business going round and round in my head like a crazy circus. It made me sick to think about Rita, and even then, long after I had left him lying, it made me coldly, murderously angry to think of Loeder. Hes dead, and I shouldnt say it  but that man was a dirty outsider. I sat for awhile on a seat in some large open space. It may have been Hyde Park, but I couldnt be sure. Whenever I heard a policeman coming, I moved on. You see, Loeder knew my name; I was quite sure he would report the matter to the police when he came to, and I hadnt made up my mind what my defence was going to be.

In the meantime I didnt know what to do. The little hotel I have mentioned locks its doors about eleven, and to get in I should have had to ring and so attract attention to myself. I thought it better to stay out. I must have walked for miles. Sometimes I wondered if I was going mad, or had already gone mad. Then it rained, as it rained several times during the night. I sheltered under trees, or in doorways  anywhere, but still kept on walking. I went right on like that until daylight came. Then I found myself in Bond Street. As it began to grow light, I recognised where I was. I saw a coffee-stall amongst a lot of wreckage in a corner, and I walked over there. He fixed his steady glance on Michael Corcoran. That was where we first met, sir.

Yes, said Michael Corcoran, looking anxiously at Fay. That was where you heard on the radio

That Loeder was dead. When I heard that, I lost control again. You see, I had been in hospital for some time and I was not quite myself, I suppose. I went back to my hotel at Lancaster Gate, and managed to get in, so early in the morning, without being noticed. I was scared; I admit that. But above all, I was wretchedly ashamed of myself  ashamed of the motive which had led me, although unintentionally, to take a mans life. I didnt know what to do. I didnt know in whom to confide. I had left the club as my address in London, and I used to send a boy to collect correspondence and messages. I took long walks in Kensington Gardens. I told the hotel people I was convalescing  they were very decent to me  and took meals in my room.

There were only two people I could think of whose advice I would dare to ask. For long days and nights  oh, such dreary, sleepless nights  I tried to whip up courage to come down here. I read every scrap of news I could get hold of. But it was little enough. I realised that for some reason the police were suppressing many of the circumstances; and that was worse than ever. I began to feel like a hunted criminal. Every time a constable came along Craven Terrace I thought he was coming for me. I cant explain this mood: I know it was contemptible; I wouldnt have believed it possible. Fay he dropped on his knees beside her again I knew how it would hurt, but I came to tell the whole story to you and to ask for your advice. He reached out his hand. And for yours, Dan.

There are two things you have to do, said Michael Corcoran briskly. First, is to stay here. Can he stay here, Nurse Fay?

Of course, said Fay. I can easily arrange it with matron.

The second, Corcoran went on, is to make quite sure that no living soul, except the four of us now present, hears a single word of this. I dont want you to go back to London, Kershaw. Arrange in some way to have your things sent down. For the rest  well, I shall have a number of questions to ask ... but leave the rest to me.
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The Quest of Lord Marcus

An interview which had some bearing upon the astonishing discovery in South Audley Street, or, more exactly, upon a subsequent development in the mystery, took place one morning at the Assistant Commissioners club. Lord Marcus Amberdale was lunching with Colonel OHalloran.

They sat at a side table in the lofty bar, an apartment impregnated with that Service aroma peculiar to clubs whose membership is almost entirely confined to officers. The club was noted for its dry sherry, and a small carafe of this stood between them. Lord Marcus, who wore a blue suit and a blue stock with a small white spot, looked more than ever like a hangover from the Regency; his handsome, lined face was troubled as he stared across the table at his old friend, and the colonels little eyes were blinking furiously.

I find it peculiarly difficult to state the facts, OHalloran. I am regarded in many quarters as suspect  an unhappy atmosphere in which to spend ones days. Even here he extended a long sensitive hand I am conscious of it. Furthermore, I have reason to believe that officers from Scotland Yard are actually covering my movements. I think I have detected this on more than one occasion. I am not complaining: I have no right to complain: but, at its best, it is a waste of your fellows time, at its worst, an intolerable implication.

Quite see what you mean, rattled the Assistant Commissioner. Follow entirely. Must agree. As a matter of fact, wanted to talk to you about it all. Glad to see you in any event. Havent seen enough of each other in recent years.

It is a great pleasure to me, Lord Marcus declared, and raised his glass with old fashioned courtesy. This consciousness of a sleepless surveillance is prejudicial to my work. As you know, I have placed my knowledge of the Near East at the disposal of the Ministry of Information, and my employment is of a highly confidential character. A mere whisper would be sufficient to destroy my usefulness.

Dont misunderstand me, said the colonel. Havent agreed youre being watched in any way. Contrary to my orders if you are. But frankly, one can sympathise with Chief Inspector Firth. Rather groping in the dark; and after all, Amberdale, damn it, dead man was found on your premises. Cant get away from that.

It is inescapable: but I have no more idea how he came to be there than if he had been found in Buckingham Palace.

Fully appreciate that. But plain fact remains that man wasnt found in Buckingham Palace; he was found in your house. Infernal eccentricities he held up his sherry glass, blinking at it viciously key in flower box outside door, that sort of thing, all make it more difficult to investigate. Then, your friend Mrs. Vane knew Loeder.

Yet I cannot recall that she ever mentioned him. I was, of course, aware of the fact that he had been her lover.

Hm! The colonel took an appreciative sip and set his glass down. Relations with women friends quite beyond me, Amberdale; always were. They used to say in the old days, something to do with a woman led you to chuck up the army.

I know they did. Lord Marcus spoke wearily but patiently. And they were right.

What!

Yes, OHalloran. Something occurred, in Egypt, which radically changed the current of my existence. A woman (I shall not mention her name) died; and it was the end of life for me in that sense in which most men regard life. In another sense, it was the beginning.

The Assistant Commissioner was watching him fixedly, and sympathetically. Dont tell me if you dont want to.

I have no more to tell you, OHalloran  about her. I am merely trying to explain why I went in for those somewhat obscure studies which, from that day onward, wholly enthralled me. You may recall that I was traditionally a religious man, but up to that time religion had meant little to me. I suddenly determined that it meant everything, but not in its accepted form. I proposed to prove, scientifically, as one proves a thing in the laboratory, that the human spirit survived death. Once, there were schools in which this subject was systematically expounded. To-day, it is in the hands of impostors. I set out to endeavor to recover some of that older, true knowledge; and in a measure, OHalloran, I have succeeded.

Colonel OHalloran continued to watch him speculatively; there was an unspoken doubt to be read in his little blinking eyes, but deep sympathy remained.

Sure youre not deluding yourself?

Quite sure. The musical voice was calm, expressing finality. Some day I hope to prove this to the world. If I were to tell you where my explorations have led me, since those years in which we served together, when I was so keen on polo he smiled without sadness when I rode my own horse in the Grand National, I doubt if you would believe me, OHalloran, or credit the cost.

In terms of cash?

In terms of sacrifice. My friends accounted me mad, but I had come to a state of philosophy which, under guidance, rendered me immune to uninformed criticism. I followed my chosen path. Mrs. Vane, with whose record I am familiar, is peculiarly endowed. She possesses, in an unusual degree, a power cultivated by certain priestesses of Ancient Egypt, that of releasing the spirit, which is deathless, from the body, which commonly trammels it throughout earth life. Many such priestesses of the past, whose powers exceeded anything we can well imagine to-day, were in no sense models of physical purity.

Colonel OHalloran began to roll a cigarette. Frankly, all rather beyond me.

Naturally. One is strangely alone in such pursuits; it is part of the price one has to pay. Fortunately, my financial resources, and my family name up to a point, enable me to defy prejudice and to ignore misunderstanding. He raised his hand to his high brow so that the green scarab which he wore twinkled like the eye of a reptile. But I recognise the fact that when homicide intrudes upon my studies I have no armor against malice.

Colonel OHalloran bit ragged ends from his cigarette and taking up the carafe refilled both glasses. Quite satisfied about your man Wake?

Yes, Lord Marcus replied, prolonging the word in a meditative way. He juggles with the household accounts, steals my wine, my whisky and my cigars. I believe he goes in for dog racing, and no doubt the housekeeping allowance is employed to make up his losses. In every other respect, he suits me well.

Colonel OHalloran grinned: it was a cheerful mischievous, rather boyish grin. Wouldnt suit me.

A more honest man would be less competent.

Might be. Less expensive, too. Fact is, Amberdale  might as well get down to it  you have some queer acquaintances. Wake and Mrs. Vane are only two of em. The interest of my department begins and ends, more or less, with the Loeder case; but Loeder case overlaps much more urgent job. Theres a spy ring in London. Must know that through M.O.I. Its a big show; serious menace to war effort. These people are believed, in certain quarters, to use the underground gambling racket as a means of getting information.

Might I ask in what way this concerns my queer acquaintances?

Well  saw you lunching with Mrs. Destrée the other day at the Grand Marnier. Shes up to her neck in the racket, although we cant catch her out. See what I mean?

I take it to mean that these associations lend color to the suspicion that I am an undesirable character.

Colonel OHalloran grinned again. Not by me. But the average working police officer to be excused if tries to add up two and two to make four. Destrée is a pretty woman, and goes nearly everywhere; Eurasian, I should say, but attractive. Thing is, Amberdale, why have you taken her up?

Lord Marcus raised his sherry glass, twirling it slowly and watching the amber liquid as a seer watches his crystal. Scraps of Army shop floated to them from the counter ... Hullo, Tinker! hows Tobruk looking?... Dont agree, McAndrew. A first class regimental officer, yes; but ...

I am trying Lord Marcuss effortless oratory was audible above all other sounds to assemble a psychic chain. The spiritual core within a man is much older than his body, OHalloran. Some of us have shared common experiences when the world was young. Those of us who are peculiarly sensitive recognise these associations: in this way groups are formed, groups brought together by old love and by old enmity. The seven deadly sins turn us aside from our true destiny and have kept us on the treadmill of mortal life all down the centuries. Now, the significance of seven is a subject which I have no time to discuss, but I am trying to assemble a group of seven people whose paths have crossed one another in past lives.

What for? asked the Colonel.

To strengthen my individual power. The force which I could generate in this way might achieve miracles. Mrs. Vane, in trance, is able to recognise those who belong to the same cycle as ourselves. She might identify you  correctly, I have no doubt  or she might point to a complete stranger.

New kind of hunting, Amberdale.

No, OHalloran; very old. I make it my business to seek out those whom she has recognised in order to learn if they are in other respects suitable. In this way I recently made the acquaintance of Mrs. Destrée. She is a woman steeped in evil; her spirit is old as Atlantis; but it is a spirit of power. In such an experiment as this which I contemplate, the positive and the negative, good and evil, must be nicely adjusted. My cousin, Fay Perigal, will, I hope, consent to join us. She will help to adjust the scales.

She isnt keen, I take it?

It frightens her, Lord Marcus replied simply. But since the time when she was a little girl, when during her holidays I used to take her to Hampton Court, to the Zoo, to matinees, and so forth, I have known that her spirit was a white flame, a spirit older and wiser than mine. He sipped his sherry, and, as if he feared that he had transgressed, smiled his disarming smile. I must apologise, OHalloran, for this sermon; but you are partly to blame.

Not a bit of it. Extraordinarily interested. The Assistant Commissioner emptied his second glass. Suppose we go in to lunch?
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Ivory and Powdered Satin

Rita Martin set out at three oclock from Simones upon an assignment booked for her that morning by Mlle. Dorine. As she came down the carpeted stair, wearing a discreet but well cut suit and a raffish little hat, her shapely legs gleaming through American silk stockings, elegant insteps displayed to some advantage by suede shoes from a Paris last, she presented an undeniably attractive figure. Rita had poise. Her beauty, though bold, was not vulgar, and she made up with discretion. But her dark eyes were cloudy and apprehensive.

The familiar glass cases with their unobtainable exhibits, those mingled perfumes of the shop, the boxes of powder, lip sticks and implements of manicure alluringly arranged upon the counter: to-day, they all looked different; her nostrils rejected once familiar scents, for something alien seemed to have crept into them.

Recently, her associates had noted this change creeping over Rita, but only one had succeeded in discovering its cause. Sadness was in it, and her friend, Dora, fully understood its origin, since she guessed rather than knew that Ritas smart clothes and comfortable apartment had been due to the munificence of the late Sir Giles Loeder. But there was something else.

Rita seemed to become apprehensive every time the telephone rang; seemed to mistrust any new client who entered the place. Dora understood this, also. She had overheard Lady Huskin cross-examining Rita about her friendship with Sir Giles; she knew that Rita had been with him on the night of his death. Rita, however, had not confided in Dora, who only that morning had said to her: You are as restless as a cat. Whats up with you?

But Rita had shrugged her shoulders irritably, and had made no reply. Now, as she passed through the shop:

You can go home when you have finished, Miss Rita, said the receptionist; you need not return to the Salon.

Thank you, Mlle. Dorine. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

She opened the door and stepped into the street, then hurried on around the corner. A young auxiliary policeman (in private life a screen juvenile) who stood there, smiled appreciatively, but his smile seemed to frighten her. He scratched his chin reflectively, looking after the trim figure and wondering if he had lost his sex appeal. In fact, she had barely noticed the man but had merely noticed the constable, and members of the police force had become objects of dread to Rita. There was not an hour of the day and there were comparatively few of the night  those haunted, sleepless nights  when she did not check up in every memorable particular upon the events of her final parting from Sir Giles. Over and over again, a maddening iteration, she had reviewed those persons who knew, or who might know, that she had been in his company just before his murder.

There were the people who had been at the roulette party in Hay Hill. Actually, Sir Giles had introduced none of them: he never did on such occasions. He had contrived to keep her well in the background, so that even Lady Huskin had failed to see her. Teddie Olivar had invited her to a drink in a side room, and there might have been others who knew her by sight. Now, of course, that old cat Lady Huskin knew.

She found herself avoiding the glances of all taxi drivers; for the man who had driven her home on that fatal night would certainly be able to describe her. By an unfortunate coincidence, she had been twice in his taxi, first on the way to the B.B.C., and later from Berkeley Square to her own apartment in Kings Road.

Why had the police not asked for her evidence?

Then, there was someone else  someone else whom she knew in her heart had seen her, and had seen her with Sir Giles:  Dick Kershaw.

Why had he not come forward, demanded an explanation? Had he too gone to the police?

This was the menace which overhung Rita Martin, haunted her by day and by night. It was beginning to take inevitable toll of her good looks. As if, she reflected, fortune had not hit her hard enough already; for where could she hope to find the quarterly rent of her snug little quarters in Chelsea? In fact, failing one man, the man upon whom she had counted and who unaccountably had disappeared, what did the future hold for her? And now, this assignment.

It was with Mrs. Destrée at Gatacre House.

She dreaded the interview beyond measure, but it was impossible that she should avoid it, and she could no longer afford to lose her employment: this would mean going straight into the army. Furthermore, it would mean ... Her thoughts made her feel quite dizzy. In fact, she stood still on the corner of Clarges Street, endeavoring to regain command of herself.

Destrée ... who was Destrée? Destrées name she had often heard spoken, but hitherto Destrée had not been a client of Simones; then, on that evening, Rita had seen her glittering in the shadows like a brilliant night moth. Rita, a brunette herself, admired dark beauty, and she thought Destrée was exotically lovely. But even if Sir Giles had offered to introduce her, which he studiously avoided doing, Rita would have refused the honor. Rita was a realist and did not shirk facts. She feared Destrée as the average woman fears an adder. It was unaccountable, but during the time that she had been there at the gambling party she had divined rather than detected glances from those dreamy eyes directed upon her. In the solitude of her own room she had tried to analyse this dread, but she had failed to find any solution to the problem. She was unaware of the fact, but it was a profound psychological problem calculated to defeat a brain more highly trained than that of Rita Martin.

When she arrived at Gatacre House she was almost sick with apprehension.

Lady Huskin mentioned your name to me, said Destrée. You know Lady Huskin?

Yes, madam, I dress her Ladyships hair regularly.

Her voice was toneless but not altogether steady. The lobby had frightened her, with its perfume of lilies; the eyes of the Madonna had seemed to accuse her, and Buddha to smile ironically: now, this remarkable bedroom, with its low pedestal bed, its silken coverings of palest lavender. There were lilies here, too: water lilies in bowls; long stemmed lilies in vases; pieces of Chinese tapestry framed upon the walls. And there were some singular modern statuettes which frightened her even more than the Madonna had frightened her.

Destrée sat in a cushioned chair which more nearly resembled a throne. Rita thought that it was some kind of Arab work; the pale lemon colored wood was inlaid with ivory and mother o pearl. Destrée wore a white swansdown wrap having long sleeves, and she sat before a wonderfully equipped dressing-table, watching her own and Ritas reflections in the mirror.

Rita thought that Destrée had the most beautiful eyes that she had ever seen. She envied her the curled lashes, told herself that the way she had of drooping her lids, so that her eyes became mere slits draped with black lace, must have proved fatal to many men. But she knew, of course, that Destrée was not English, and she had hoped, jealously, that her luxurious hair would prove to be coarse. It was not coarse. It was like silk, and had a slow, natural wave, which made it very easy to dress. Her own lips, Rita considered, were at least as desirable as Destrées, her teeth as white; but little furtive glances at the two images in the mirror forced upon Ritas rebellious mind the fact that compared with the delicate loveliness of Destrée, her own beauty was commonplace.

My maid has gone to visit her family, Destrée explained. She usually dresses my hair for special occasions. You see?

I see, madam. She must be very skilful.

Yes, she is quite good. The silvery voice sounded almost playful. You have seen me before, sometimes, I believe, Miss Rita?

Rita swallowed rapidly and stooped to pick up a brush from the small table beside her. Yes, madam, I believe I saw you once  in the distance.

Destrée sighed contentedly as the brush was passed through her hair, and closed her eyes entirely, or seemed to do so. At Mrs. Sankeys? she murmured.

Well, madam, I believe that was the name of the lady to whose flat I was taken one evening. Mrs. Sankey herself was not there.

No. She lives out of London. She lets her flat for parties ... Yes, I remember now, Destrée murmured. You came with poor Sir Giles Loeder.

Yes, madam.

Rita knew that her hands were slightly unsteady and didnt know what to do to correct this fault. She had always been proud of her hands, but the hands of Destrée, loosely folded upon white draped knees, resembled exquisite ivory carvings, tinted by the brush of a master. Little by little Ritas self-confidence, a quality by no means lacking in her make-up, began to desert her. She felt plain and common, and once, detecting a reflected glance flashed through the grille of Destrées lashes, experienced again that unaccountable fear.

When Destrée next addressed her, the silver bell voice sounded even more childish. Poor Sir Giles was rather fond of pretty girls, I am afraid. Yes? His choice was  most democratic.

Perhaps there was nothing in these words but a sort of playful sadness, yet they acted sharply upon Rita; in fact, they stimulated a spirit of bravado which sometimes irrationally took charge of her behavior.

Really, madam, I am afraid I know very little about that. I have always lived in the country, with my father, a retired Civil Servant.

This statement, which Rita thought necessary in order that Destrées mind should be disabused of any false idea implied by the word democratic was strictly true. Her father was a postman whose enthusiastic patronage of all the bars in his territory had led to his premature retirement.

You met Sir Giles when you came to London, I suppose?

Yes, madam.

Destrée sighed again and was silent for some time, when: Did he bother you a lot with questions about the clients at Simones? she inquired, fully opening her eyes so that Rita, who was watching her reflection in the mirror, met their fixed regard and became conscious of an almost physical effort as she turned her head aside.

Simones clients, madam?

Yes, of course. Little tit-bits for his articles and broadcasts. Women are so indiscreet at their hairdressers, and poor Sir Giles was such a student of life and sometimes so boring.

Ritas heart was thumping with such violence that she was afraid to stand too near to Destrée in case Destrée should hear it.

I dont remember that he did, madam.

Oh, well, I only wondered. He had such an inquiring mind. How tragic that you should be with him on the very night of his death.

The long expected moment was here. This woman whose silky hair swept through Ritas fingers was going to cross-examine her; perhaps to inform the police, secretly, so that her own association with the gambling parties should not be compromised. Hurriedly, Rita tried to prepare a line of defence, but could think of none. She replied, almost in a whisper:

It was terrible, madam.

He had a large sum of money with him, I believe?

Good heavens! that was a line of attack which Rita had not anticipated. If it were true, and she didnt know if it were true or otherwise, she might find herself arrested for the theft!

Is that so, madam? was all that she could think of saying.

Destrée closed her eyes again; she had seen all that she wanted to see. So I believe. Sir Giles and I were old friends, and the idea that someone killed him for his money is terrible  too terrible! Perhaps you can throw some light upon what became of the case he was carrying?

I, madam! Rita dropped a brush, stooped and picked it up. Pardon me. How clumsy I am. Really, I know nothing about it.

But surely, you left together?

Well, yes, madam, we did. And I think he was carrying a case, as you say.

Yes, I think so, murmured Destrée, and the police seem to be sure. In fact, I think I read that they had a clue to the theft.

Yes, madam, I believe I read something of the kind.

A man so  democratic, in his acquaintances, might easily be made the victim of a plot. You see? Such dreadful things are happening all too often in the black-out in London, just now, dont you think?

Rita stooped over the side table arranging bottles, brushes, combs, and other implements of her profession. I believe it is so. Nothing happened, madam, while I was with him.

For your sake, I am glad to hear it. In fact, I am so surprised that you have not been questioned already.

Rita thought rapidly. I could tell them nothing that would help in any way, she said, hesitantly, or I should, of course, have come forward. And I suppose that no one who knew me saw me with Sir Giles during the evening. That is, except yourself, madam.

And Lady Huskin? And Mr. Olivar, too. I know he sometimes went with Lady Huskin to Simones. Surely he knows you?

Yes, madam, I spoke to Mr. Olivar.

Again those frightening, sleepy eyes opened widely. Destrée began to smile, which for a moment reassured poor Rita, so that she tried to smile back at the bewitching image in the mirror, and then forced herself to resume her duties.

All was well with my poor friend, then, when you saw him last  yes?

Certainly, madam. Rita experienced increasing difficulty in retaining her professional refinement of speech. We simply walked away trying to find a taxi, and we had not gone far, not further than the next corner, in fact, before one came up. I said good-night to Sir Giles and was driven home.

That is simple enough, smiled Destrée. He had his case with him, I suppose, when he left you?

Certainly, madam, yes, I remember distinctly, now  he did.

That, of course, is the point in which the police would be particularly interested. If they should get in touch with you, Miss Rita, what you have told me may help you, so that I should be glad if you would let me know if there is any development.

Certainly, madam. Thank you.

Rita worked rapidly, trying to forget herself in her task, trying to overcome a sense of faintness which she ascribed to the atmosphere of the room, laden as it was with the perfume of lilies.

Destrée, whose eyes appeared to be closed again, spoke suddenly.

I understand Sir Giless interest. You are quite pretty. Poor fellow! he was trying to console himself. In time he might have found someone.

Console himself, madam?

Yes, although he was so charming, he was not always fortunate in love. Some women are very capricious, very critical, you know. I have seen much of the world, and I have found that wealthy men who toy with any girl who happens to attract them for a time and then cast her aside, are almost always men who have been cheated of the woman they really desired. She sighed voluptuously. Poor Sir Giles.

Ritas brain, never capable of close reasoning, began to swim. A curious hush which characterised Destrées flat was having its effect upon her nerves. This perfumed tranquility for some reason suggested to her that soft-footed creatures who listened, hovered secretly just outside the room, watched, and waited. She believed that Destrée suspected her of being concerned in robbing Sir Giles. She believed that Destrée knew, as she, Rita, had often suspected, that Sir Giles had treated her as a mere convenience, as a concubine rather than a mistress. He had certainly made her recall the conversation of some of Simones clients, almost word for word. In fact, Destrée, without apparent intent, had thoroughly humiliated her, so that she doubted her good looks, doubted her cunning, and doubted her safety; she was whirling with doubts.

When at last, hairdressing operations were completed to Destrées satisfaction (and Rita was forced to admit to herself that she was not exacting) Destrée stood up, closed her eyes and stretched her arms. She wore white shoes, lined and trimmed with fur.

I must rest awhile, she murmured, before I dress. Please be so good, Miss Rita, as to bring me the wrap hanging on the screen, there.

Certainly, madam.

Rita crossed the thickly carpeted floor, and took down that remarkable robe displaying all those variegated tints of the Californian poppy, arrayed in which Destrée loved to take her ease. As she turned, having it draped over her arm, Destrée dropped the garment of swansdown, and the powdered satin beauty of her body was so perfect that Rita inhaled sharply and stood quite still for a moment. Recovering herself, as Destrée extended rounded arms Rita draped the silken robe over her shoulders.

Remember to let me know, she murmured, if anything should occur.
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Dossier Destrée

When Sergeant Bluett entered the office of Chief Detective-Inspector Firth he found no one there. He looked about him and began to whistle Up in the morning early, beating time with a newspaper which he carried. Then a frown crossed his features, and he ceased whistling abruptly. He went over to the desk. Upon that monument of orderliness lay an official envelope bearing the address: Chief Detective-Inspector Firth. Ah! said Bluett, picked up the envelope and then laid it down again. He knew that it contained photographs.

He crossed and stood staring out of the window. The day was bright and clear; he could see no barrage balloons, those floating fungi of a wartime heaven. The opposite bank of the Thames, or that part of it visible from this window, engrossed his attention: he studied it with the puzzled expression of one who contemplates a thing unfamiliar. The truth was that Bluett, who possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of London, had never quite succeeded in re-arranging to his satisfaction the former layout of the Surrey bank. Where certain buildings had stood, there were blank spaces, and it had become his almost daily custom to endeavor mentally to complete the original outlines. He began to whistle again, checked himself, and turned as the door opened.

Chief Inspector Firth came in carrying a bulky volume under his arm. Ah! there you are, Bluett. I thought likely enough ye had resigned.

He crossed to his desk and placed the volume upon it. Bluett returned to his favorite leaning post, the mantelpiece, as Firth sat down.

Verra difficult these days, said the Chief Inspector, to establish contact wi sources of information overseas. It means a lot of putting two and two together. He opened the big book, which had a thumbhole index. There she is, he muttered. But although I would recognise her, the woman hersel is both better and worse.

Bluett, his ingenuous features displaying a shade of interest, came over and stood behind the Chief Inspector, looking down at a page upon which various items, some typed, and some in small, neat handwriting, were pasted. The page was headed:

Destrée, Mrs. Ysolde.

A paragraph in small manuscript which had been stuck on, read: Place of birth, nationality of parents, unknown. Unable to trace prior to residence in Madagascar. This paragraph was initialled illegibly, and the hieroglyphics were followed by several reference numbers.

Another paragraph, typed, began with a date. It said:

Married at Diego-Suarrez, Madagascar, by special licence, to Commander François Louis Destrée of the French Navy. Underneath, was added, again in manuscript, For details see J.B. p-21. According to other items it appeared that Commander Destrée had died in Algiers in 1928, having then been separated from his wife for some time. There was a further paragraph headed: New York State Troopers. This said: Destrée, Mrs. Ysolde: French, formerly lived in Madagascar; filed naturalisation papers as United States citizen, May 3rd, 1931.

Underneath, and presumably from another source, appeared a brief note: Party in question residing in Hollywood. Below it, and bearing a date later in the same year, came the statement: Left Hollywood February 15th of this year: present whereabouts unknown.

Under a date late in 1938, there was a manuscript entry: Mrs. Ysolde Destrée occupies a suite at Claridges Hotel. Has accounts at Fifth Avenue Bank, New York; Hambros Bank, London. Funds apparently ample. United States passport. Social contacts good; credit good; moves in international circles.

Ye note that? said Firth, looking up over his shoulder at the ingenuous countenance of Bluett: that big gap? Theres nothing here he rested a long sensitive forefinger on the page for close on seven years. Nothing between the time that she left Hollywood and turned up at Claridges.

Thats right, said Bluett. And I should say from the look of her flat shes still in funds. A beautiful woman  and a widow, too.

Firth, who had redirected his attention to the page, looked up again, and glared at his subordinate. There are times, he said, forby, when yere sense o humor becomes almost funny.

His eyes half closed, he regarded the smooth, fresh face and upstanding hair with marked disapproval. He returned to his reading. There was a sort of summary:

Mrs. Ysolde Destrée for some years has spent every season in London, but has travelled extensively, formerly wintering abroad at Monte Carlo or elsewhere in the South. She appears to have plenty of money, but the source of this is unknown. She is believed to have shares, although not held in her own name, in the Green Spider night club, the restaurant Grand Marnier, and also, but this cannot be confirmed, in the Mayfair roulette group. No serious investigation of her affairs has so far been undertaken, since she has never openly transgressed the law. She almost certainly has black market contacts at present  associated with the above enterprises. Her mode of life is bohemian to a degree, but she is received in good social circles; undoubtedly has influential friends.

Firth glanced up again. Ah! said he. Ye werent reading, I see. Ye were staring at the photograph on the opposite page.

Thats right, Bluett admitted. Something funny about her eyes, isnt there?

That may be, but particularly what are ye thinking?

Well, of course, she isnt English, nor American. I was thinking, Inspector, that shes probably a half-caste. What do you think?

Firth turned his gaze upon the left hand page, and studied a photograph which was pasted there, a head and shoulders of Destrée, depicting her wearing a tightly fitting suit and no hat; in fact, obviously an enlargement of a passport picture. I wonder, he murmured Thats a formidable woman, Bluett. Im open to believe she knows more about the death o Sir Giles Loeder than anybody suspects.

Bluett meditatively returned to the mantelpiece, where he had left his newspaper. Its getting a bit beyond me, he confessed. You more or less wasted a whole night checking up on Mr. Michaelis, after youd watched his rooms in St. Jamess Street to make sure that he really went back there. I wasted my time following Gaston Max

Chief Inspector Firth closed the large volume with a sigh, and looked up. Whats that ye say?

I say weve been wasting our time.

Is tha so? What about the man who  according to your report  came upstairs and listened outside Mr. Bernsteins door?

Mr. Max had good reasons not to return, in propriâ personâ, but you went back and called up for instructions. As I was still here in the office, working on the Michaelis data, I came along to Windmill Street and brought Sergeant Hawkins wi me.

I know you did. Sergeant Bluett stared. You told me to go home, but stayed behind yourself.

Now, continued Firth, fingering the envelope, ye may recall that ye heard this man because he guided himself i the dark by holding on to the handrail. Later, ye both obsairved he had something wrong wi his foot when he ran. That was the point o interest. Weel  Hawkins and I had a good look at that handrail.

Firth, his tawny eyes narrowed, his chin resting in his palm, fixed a meaningful glance upon his subordinate.

Oh, did you? said Bluett. Funny I didnt think of that.

The rail was verra dusty, as you might expect, and the fingerprints, although a lot o them were smeared, could be seen as plain as a pikestaff. Weel he picked up the envelope. We got some promising impressions  and here are the photographs.

I saw they were photographs when I came in.

Sergeant Bluett returned to the desk. They both bent over a number of prints which the envelope contained. Look here, said Bluett; a beauty of his palm.

And here are all four fingers, exclaimed Firth, verra clear. Another o the thumb. Thats plenty to go upon.

He took up the telephone. Well have them sent in right away, he said, an unfamiliar note of excitement in his strident voice. If they belong to the limping man, it is possible we have his record in the files. He paused, and replaced the instrument without making a call. Whats on yere mind, Bluett? Is something puzzling the intellect?

Yes, Bluett confessed; there is something I wanted to ask you.

What would it be?

I wanted to ask you why you stood by waiting for Michaelis to leave Destrées flat. You said yourself he was easy to check up on. Thats what I dont understand.

Chief Inspector Firth showed his lower teeth in a grim smile. Then Ill tell ye. I wanted to find out if he limped!



Restaurant Grand Marnier, a reference to which appeared in the dossier Destrée at Scotland Yard, had become, under the guidance of Louis Marnier, internationally famous maître-dhôtel from whom it derived its name, dernier cri absolument. Situated in the heart of Mayfair, it was possibly the most fashionable luncheon establishment in the West End, and quite the most expensive. Admittedly, the food was good (what there was of it); Colbert, the chef, had come from the Meurice in Paris; its cellar was excellent. To say that it became thronged daily with elegance would be untrue; it is a wartime axiom that the best people are the worst dressed. But it was smart to lunch at the Grand Marnier looking like a tramp.

Colonel J.N.G. OHalloran pushed open revolving doors and entered its crowded lobby. He was lunching with his sister, who loved the place, and praying that she wouldnt turn up in uniform: the colonel disliked women in uniform.

Makes me feel a damn fool, was the only explanation he had been heard to offer of this.

He saw that every one of many small tables was already in service; the wall seats were crowded; a queue blocked the entrance to the restaurant. He peered around, blinking rapidly, nodded to one or two acquaintances and then went to leave his hat in the cloakroom.

Coming out again, he elbowed a way into the bar, and, dodging through uniforms of many colors (most of the customers were officers) he ordered a pink gin. If he remained near the door, he knew that he could watch arrivals. Jules, the head waiter, approached with a ten shilling smile.

Your table is ready, sir. The second alcove.

Good. Hang on to it. Lady not turned up.

Why do we suffer this infernal lack of punctuality, sir? inquired a breezy, white haired sailor who stood wedged beside OHalloran. He wore mufti, but as he was an admiral he never hesitated to express his views to anybody. Wouldnt do at sea.

Quite agree, said the colonel. Miracle to me women done so well. Sense of discipline  nil.

Damn nuisance; all of em; God bless em, the admiral summed up.

It was a notable fact that the Grand Marnier had attracted a clientèle representative of all the services. As many distinguished officers were to be seen there almost any day wrestling for victuals as one would meet at a Royal levée. The wise ones booked tables, and there were four tables especially popular with parties intimes. These occupied alcoves in the wall facing the windows, and whilst they afforded a view of the room, they insured also a certain privacy. One of these his secretary had booked that morning for the Commissioner, whose sister rather overpowered him. She was addicted to bawling embarrassing domestic matters in tones better suited to addressing a Boy Scout rally; in her brothers words, she had a voice like a fairy fog-horn.

Carrying his cocktail, the colonel went out to look for her. Failing interception, he knew that she would yell at the first waiter whom she sighted, Has Colonel OHalloran arrived?

He failed to see, or hear, her in the lobby, and accordingly bye-passed the waiting queue and looked into the restaurant, wondering if she had asked for, and gone to, the table. However, the second alcove remained unoccupied. He noted, idly, that a Cabinet Minister and a woman who might have been his secretary (she was making notes) sat in the alcove beyond. He couldnt see who was in the one nearest to the door; but the third was occupied by a French Naval officer whom he knew by sight and a deeply tanned major wearing the romantic uniform of the Chasseurs dAfrique.

OHalloran, turning back, met a smile from the lady receptionist whose desk stood beside the door. If you care to go to your table, Colonel OHalloran, she said, I will direct your friend when she arrives.

Thanks, he replied. Obliged. But I think Ill wait outside. Hullo! here she is!

His sister, Catherine, by name Mrs. Mallory, came striding across the lobby glaring rather than glancing at its occupants. The family resemblance was unmistakable, except that Mrs. Mallory was conceived on a larger scale: larger eyes, larger frame, larger voice. To his relief, she did not wear uniform, but was dressed in what he called a sensible way; that is in a heather tweed suit and a plain felt hat. She greeted him with, Hullo, Jimmy, spoken as though it had been Slope arms! so that everybody in the lobby jumped nervously.

Hullo, Kit! Lets go in. Have a cocktail at the table. Hows Bill?

Terrific, replied his sister; and an inexperienced waiter balancing a tray of sherry glasses nearly ruined his prospects.

Louis Marnier in person took charge as they entered, and piloted them to the vacant alcove. Colonel OHalloran, following his sister, was surprised when the major of chasseurs raised his hand in salute. OHalloran nodded brusquely and passed on. As he sat down:

Who, Mrs. Mallory inquired in trumpet tones, is the singing juvenile from The Desert Song?

Dont know, snapped her brother. But as duelling is out of date, kindly shut up, Kit.

Oh, said Kit. Then I will have a Scotch and soda  but I want to see the bottle.

And so luncheon began. It was proceeding amicably when a waiter brought a folded note for Colonel OHalloran. He apologised to Kit, unfolded the message, and read: Forgive me, my dear friend, for bad artistry. I know you are so critical: my salute was an impulse. I am to-day an officer of chasseurs for most important reasons. Guard your conversation  even though you seem to be so private. This note will reach you by a route roundabout. Please do your best to make peace with your charming friend.

Gaston Max

Hm! muttered the colonel. You dont have to be mad to work at Scotland Yard  but it helps.
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The Wheel Rolls On

Messieurs! Faites Vos Jeux!

Roulette was in full swing; not in the lily haunted flat of Destrée, but in that almost equally luxurious apartment on the floor above, occupied by Mr. Francis, a suite which, also, contained a billiard room. Possibly Scotland Yard remained unaware of these matinée performances: the powers that be are prone to bracket gambling with strip dancing, cocaine sniffing, and other midnight vices; but in point of fact Mr. Francis had quite a good house.

In a room somewhat smaller than that used by Destrée, a typical private billiards room, its walls decorated with sporting prints, nearly a dozen players were assembled around the table, at which, however, only two croupiers functioned. It was one of those gay young autumn days dressed in the finery of summer, and since windows which commanded a distant view of a verdant square were opened, permitting sunshine to enter freely, it was altogether more pleasant in every way, and certainly more healthful, than the blacked-out stuffiness of the larger casino below.

Mr. Francis personally took care of his guests, his eyes twinkling ironically and his chin dimpling, as he moved with that cat-like stride from chair to chair, condoling here, congratulating there. Nobody ever heard his approach: he appeared. A difference one might have noted in the assembly; it was caused by the predominance of women players. Presumably, male habitués were otherwise engaged during the afternoon. Lady Keffington was there, her large handbag upon the table beside her, and so was Mrs. Delarusse, the stout lady who surveyed the gyrations of the wheel through lorgnettes. Her expression, one of keen disapproval, was traceable, no doubt, to the dwindling majesty of a once imposing mound of chips now disintegrating before her on the green baize.

Mr. Michaelis was absent, but presently that white coated barman, who sometimes officiated for Destrée, opened the door to usher in Lady Huskin and Teddie Olivar. One might have surmised (correctly) that he was Mr. Franciss man, and that he lent a hand to Mrs. Destrée only when play took place below. Mr. Francis, who had been talking in an undertone to one of the croupiers, immediately looked up, and then strode across to meet the new arrivals.

My dear Lady Huskin, this is a real surprise and a real pleasure. Glad to see you, Olivar.

Dear Mr. Francis, said Lady Huskin, I have just come from Simones. Teddie picked me up and told me there was a game on here. I have left Dandini in charge of your man. You dont mind, do you?

Certainly not. Its a real pleasure. The elusive dimple appeared and disappeared upon the speakers chin.

Would it be asking too much in these days of points and rations, to make him a cup of tea and give him a few sweet biscuits? Something went wrong at Simones to-day, and he does so miss his tea, poor wee beastie.

Leave the matter in my hands, Lady Huskin. Would you like tea, yourself?  or a drink? Or do you want to begin play right now?

Oh, I think I am too excited to have tea until I have played a little while. What do you think, Teddie?

I am fully in favor of play, declared Teddie. He performed an elegant sweeping movement with his left arm, and consulted a jewelled wrist-watch. Besides, Poppy dear, you havent long to stay. You told me you had to meet your husband at six.

Ah! sighed Lady Huskin, rolling her eyes beneath heavily blued lids, a trick that she may have acquired from Teddie.

Duty calls, as you remind me, Teddie dear. Yes, let us play.

As she advanced with her oddly mincing gait to a chair which Mr. Francis drew out for her, Teddie stayed behind for a word with Lady Keffington. Oh, my dear, dont tell me you are losing?

I have been here exactly sixty minutes, Teddie, and I have lost exactly sixty pounds.

Poor darling! Shall I change some more money for you?

The odd forty, if you will be so sweet. If I lose a hundred pounds this afternoon, I shant be able to play any more this week.

Hullo, Lady Keffington! called Lady Huskin across the table. Here we are again! From her handbag she produced a leather wallet, supercharged with notes, and held it out helplessly in Teddies direction.

My dear, said he, in Lady Keffingtons ear, when I have cashed this forty for you I must rejoin Poppy Huskin. But I will keep an eye on your play  and perhaps, as I am free this evening, you and I might have a bite somewhere later.

That would be sweet, Teddie, Lady Keffington replied, with an upcast glance, I am free, too.

Teddie Olivar performed his duties as cashier, and took a chair beside Lady Huskin, grasping the extended wallet as he sat down. How much shall we begin with, Poppy?

Say a hundred each, Teddie. We really mustnt risk any more.

Messieurs! faites vos jeux! The wheel rolled on ...

In that pleasant airy room, appreciable sums of money lightly changed hands, but as a rule in the end remained in the hands of the bank. Several other visitors arrived, amongst them Mr. Michaelis, who in his ambassadorial manner, gravely saluted the ladies known to him, but did not play. In fact, one familiar with the gambling parties carried on at Destrées, Mrs. Sankeys, Mr. Franciss and elsewhere, could not have failed to note that although Mr. Michaelis was a regular visitor he never did play. Impeccably groomed, straight as a rod, his geometrical bows could be accounted for only by the presence of a hinge, and suggested that at some time he had been folded in half.

Lady Huskins mink wrap Teddie Olivar had draped respectfully over the back of her chair (he had a deep respect for mink), so that a pearl necklace which surrounded her well-preserved throat became peculiarly noticeable. Lady Huskin began by winning, and her plump hands with their abnormally long nails and superfluous rings, twitched quite nervously as she fingered a growing mound of chips. Probably she had more money than that possessed by everyone else in the room added together; but she loved to win. Her eyes sparkled beneath those heavy lids; her gaiety was almost infectious. But it failed to disturb the graceful boredom of Teddie Olivar, her partner. Indeed, although discreetly, he yawned once or twice; when suddenly Lady Huskin stood up. She had begun to lose. Mr. Michaelis bent over her chair.

Mr. Francis has asked me, dear Lady Huskin, if you would join him for tea.

Lady Huskin, flattered, indeed, fluttered, by being singled out in this manner, almost immediately turned, drawing her wrap about her shoulders. Stay where you are, Teddie, and go on staking for both of us, until you recover what I have lost; theres a darling. I shant be many minutes.

In a cosy room which Lady Huskin found pleasantly mannish, she took tea with Mr. Michaelis and Mr. Francis. The walls presented a mosaic of valuable old prints; heavy oak bookcases were laden with works on all sorts of sporting subjects, ranging from African game to ice hockey. A thick blue carpet covered the floor, and leather upholstered furniture, although well worn, had substantial dignity and character.

Mr. Francis presently wheeled in a three-deck wagon containing an assortment of sandwiches and pastries which transported Lady Huskin to the Hôtel de Paris at Monte Carlo. Porcelain teacups, fragile as shells, were used, and the tea was not the sort of tea to which one becomes accustomed in wartime. To complete this soft illusion, a hidden gramophone, discreetly pianissimo, imposed insidiously the magic of Kreislers playing.

How divinely restful, murmured Lady Huskin, manipulating a meringue liberally charged with real, rich cream. Is this delightful room your study, Mr. Francis?

It is. I have changed its character somewhat since I came to live here. This apartment formerly belonged to Horace Bagshott, the sporting writer.

It is too, too charming! She regarded him coyly. I am simply thrilled. Shall I tell you why? Teddie has revealed to me that you are Francis Batt, my favorite radio comedian!

Really!

Mr. Francis exchanged glances with Mr. Michaelis. Well  thats a sort of state secret, Lady Huskin. I dont mean that Im ashamed of it

Ashamed! I should think not!

But as London correspondent of the Transcontinent News Service of New York, its what might be called a side-line. Do you get me? I was on the stage at one time, and I thought, maybe, I could liven up some of the boys if I returned to my old tricks. Thanks a lot. I appreciate your approval very much.

Oh, I simply adore your performances.

Mr. Francis bowed as an actor takes a curtain, and busied himself with teacups.

I was at luncheon at the Mansion House to-day, Lady Huskin, said Mr. Michaelis, standing at her elbow and balancing three biscuits in his saucer with the ease of a professional juggler. Your husbands speech was remarkably sound.

Oh! said Lady Huskin, with her girlish laugh, John can put it across: I grant you that.

He is indeed a man of varied talents, and fortunate in possessing a charming and tactful wife. We had a chat, later. He is terribly worried about the big convoy, is he not?

Worried! echoed Lady Huskin, setting down plate and teacup upon an Arab coffee table which Mr. Francis had placed for her convenience, worried isnt the word. I really have to be very patient with him.

And I am sure you are, murmured Mr. Francis.

It is really most trying. Of course, it is the biggest convoy they have ever tried to get through to Malta, and it is simply essential that it should safely arrive there.

So he was telling me, murmured Mr. Michaelis, bending solicitously over her.

Some of the things they are sending, we are terribly short of here, you know. Thats what bothers John. But the poor dear brave people of Malta are even shorter. So what can we do? They quite expect to lose a lot of the ships, you know. All those brave, wonderful mercantile sailors!

Yes, sighed Mr. Michaelis, his monocle focussed apparently on space. Twenty-five ships, he told me, and a veritable fleet to convoy them.

Twenty-five, Mr. Michaelis! exclaimed Lady Huskin. Thirty, if you will excuse me. She attacked her meringue with renewed vigor. And practically two fleets to escort them. Both in charge of admirals!

Yes, he explained that. The second fleet takes over at Gibraltar, of course, convoying them through the Sicilian narrows. Birkenhead is chock-a-block with stuff, he was saying.

Chock-a-block! Lady Huskins mouth was full of cream. Theres such a jam there they cant get the convoy to sea. She disposed of her cream. Ill let you into a secret. Poor John is so worried that he has begun to talk in his sleep!

Oh, gee! said Mr. Francis, that must be real trying for you!

Trying! I had to insist that he slept in his dressing-room. Even there, I can hear him. She glanced coquettishly at Mr. Michaelis. Dont you think Im very wicked to run the risk of being arrested at such a time? Oh, Im sure I must be! Think of the scandal! Yet, do you know, I never had such a thrill in my life as on the night the police came to dear Mrs. Destrées flat!

A gay and adventurous spirit, Lady Huskin, smiled Mr. Michaelis. Your husband gave me to understand ... And the conversation was tactfully steered back into its former channel.

Some time after Lady Huskin had returned to the roulette table, Mr. Bernstein arrived. He was admitted to the lobby by Mr. Francis in person, and proved to be laden with two heavy suitcases. His brow was dewy.

There you are, said he, dumping the cases on the floor. Hennessy Three Star. The real thing, pre-war, as arranged. Put your shirt on, Barney.

Thats fine, said Mr. Francis, chin dimpling. Did you manage the three dozen?

Three dozen was the order  three dozen is here. I dont let it out of me hands; so where shall we dump it?

Temporarily, I think in the kitchen.

Lead on, old cock. Your obedient follows with the booze.

So presently, laden with his suitcases, Mr. Bernstein entered that faultlessly appointed kitchen which once had attracted favorable attention from Mr. Wake. It was at the moment in use as a service room for the gambling party, and Markham, white coated, hovered about with trays, cups and pots of tea. A pair of highly polished black shoes standing in a corner struck a discordant note, having, presumably, been newly cleaned. Mr. Bernstein dumped his suitcases down beside them, opened the first, and began to cast out crumpled sheets of newspaper used as packing.

Then, from amid this rustling débris he extracted bottles of brandy, and ranged them in orderly rows upon the table behind him. None of your bootleg muck, old cock. Real French. Smells of the grape. Goes down very well. In fact, well sample a spot with your kind permish, when Ive finished unpacking.

Thats O.K. by me, smiled Mr. Francis. Lady Huskin is here this afternoon. Im sure her husband would be glad to meet you.

I wouldnt mind meeting Lord Woolton himself. Hed get nothing over me. Old John Huskin is a white man, a man I respect; but Im an honest tradesman, same as you are. You supply the sport; I supply the booze. People aint Egyptian mummies. Theyve got to live! See what I mean? Not half they aint. We help em.

During the sampling of the brandy (which Mr. Bernstein interrupted to return heaps of newspaper to the suitcases) Mr. Francis might have been observed watching the stooping figure with a fixity of expression which wholly changed the character of his face; nor was a dimple present in his heavy chin. Mr. Bernstein closed the last case and stood up.

As a matter of fact, he said, confidentially grasping the lapel of Mr. Franciss coat, Lady H. has become one of my best customers. The old man runs his establishment on the same lines as the King. See what I mean? If you want to live like the poor live, go and live in Buckingham Palace  or down at Huskin Court. Im telling you, they get nothing to eat. And Lady H. dont like it. Shes a good customer of mine. Do quite a nice little business together.

Thats fine, smiled Mr. Francis. She certainly looks well nourished. You will stay for an hour, of course?

Not to-day, old sport. Business is business. I got me car outside, and another customer to oblige. To-night, perhaps. Is there a game to-night?

No ... Mr. Francis drawled the word reflectively. We are being extra careful. Mrs. Sankeys flat, as you are aware, is closed.

What about Ysolde? I had lunch with her a few days ago. Boy, oh boy! What a star turn!

She, also, is going easy. But to-morrow, maybe, I can let you know.

Always find the old firm at the same address. Bernard Bernstein & Co. Make your own price. Terms, cash. Distance no object ...

Some little time after Mr. Bernsteins departure, in fact not long before Lady Huskin also was called upon to leave, Markham sought out Mr. Francis in the gambling room, waiting discreetly until he could catch his eye.

I am very sorry, sir, he said, but I think Mr. Bernstein must have made a mistake.

Made a mistake? Mr. Franciss light blue eyes grew hard. What kind of a mistake?

Well, sir, you remember I had cleaned your dress shoes for to-night. They were on the kitchen floor, and Mr. Bernstein threw all the newspapers on top of them. I believe  I can account for it in no other way: he is rather an impulsive gentleman  that he must have picked them up with the paper and put them into one of the suitcases.

You mean they are not there?

I do, sir. I am sorry; but I can find them nowhere.
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Kyphi

A constable passing down South Audley Street at about midnight, turned into that little bay which embraced the house with the scarlet door, and in accordance with instructions shone his light upon it. He pressed against the panels to make sure fastenings were secure, glanced up at shaded windows and was about to pass on, when something brushed against his leg. He started, directing the ray downward, and it illuminated a number of brilliant eyes upturned to him from behind low parapets. These eyes belonged to a company of cats.

Be off with you! growled the constable, and flashed his light threateningly amongst them.

They scattered in many directions, so that except for two fiery circles which remained focussed upon him from the darkness of a near-by corner, the eyes of a large, gray Persian, night swallowed them up. He flashed his light again upon the door. Funny business, he muttered.

The constable hesitated, sniffing suspiciously: he thought that he detected a faint church-like odor. However, he could not quite make up his mind on this point, and so, switching off his light, he went tramping on. He wondered if the incident called for reporting, but secretly feared the ridicule which such a report was calculated to invoke. He had been told about the cats which haunted the vicinity of Lord Marcuss house, and as he went on through dark, deserted streets, under a leaden sky, he found his mind constantly reverting to that feline assembly before the scarlet door, trying in vain to account for the presence of those cats.

Explanation lay in that miniature temple, behind silver panels which opened out of the Roman atrium of Lord Marcuss house. The shrine, or altar, with its throne and fantastic procession of Nile gods, was veiled; a tall screen stood before its golden curtain. The only light was that concentrated in some mysterious way upon this screen. It produced the image or illusion of a crystal globe, an image more than a foot in diameter, which alternately cleared and clouded in a manner to suggest that it was hollow and contained moving vapor. It seemed to revolve slowly upon an invisible axis.

One present, and grown accustomed to darkness, would have observed a silver censer placed immediately inside the door, from which arose almost straight pencils of odorous smoke. The air of this secret chapel was laden with the perfume of kyphi; and seated stiffly upright facing the screen was Mrs. Vane.

She wore a severe black dinner frock cut square at the neck. None of the raiment of a priestess of Isis adorned her to-night, but her pose was the same: her hands, fingers extended, resting upon the arms of the chair, her knees pressed together, and her green flecked amber eyes widely open and fixed upon the revolving image. Beside the screen, so that he faced her, Lord Marcus Amberdale, wearing his characteristic evening dress, with black velvet jacket, stood motionless, watching. Mrs. Vanes lips moved slightly; she uttered a sound resembling a faint moan.

Look for the guiding ray. Lord Marcuss melodious voice, low pitched, held a note of absolute command.

I cannot find it ... I am so tired.

Reflected light touched her flamboyant hair without creating any semblance of passionate humanity; hers was the beauty of one of those chryselephantine goddesses fashioned by the genius of Phidias.

Search for the ray. I order you to find it.

A brief spasm of pain passed over Mrs. Vanes features. It was gone immediately, to leave them placid, dehumanised. I am searching, she murmured.

Silence became complete again. The image revolved, grew clear, grew cloudy, pencils of smoke wavered tremulously, as if in that still atmosphere even speech disturbed the air.

I see it!

Her lips opened slightly in a rapt smile; otherwise she did not stir.

Follow where it leads.

It is so hard, she whispered. Why must I go?

I order you to go.

The smile disappeared, and that pathetic suggestion of pain flashed across her features. Following some moments of silence, Lord Marcus spoke.

Where does it lead?

Away  far away. I cannot say where, but I have left streets behind.

Look up. Where is the moon?

I cannot see it; only clouds.

Look until you do see it. Look beyond the clouds.

It is on my right, above a wood. The ray is moving over this wood.

Follow it.

I am afraid. It is very lonely.

There is nothing to fear. Do as I tell you.

She moaned again faintly, and once more that expression crossed her face, that of one who toils with failing strength, who fears greatly, but who presses on ...

Ah! It was an exclamation of horror. The wood is full of great cats! They are all about me! I can see their eyes  everywhere ...

They cannot harm you. Go on.

Life, now, might have been detected in the body of the entranced medium. Her breast began to rise and fall; her lips were slightly opened. I am beyond the wood. I can see a large house.

Describe it.

I have been to this house. It is the house of Lord Huskin.

We fail!

A note of disappointment crept into Lord Marcuss imperious voice. To-night we fail again.

May I return? I am afraid, and I am very tired.

Does the ray rest above the house?

No, it moves on.

Follow it.

Oh, I cannot, I cannot! I can do no more.

Follow it.

Violently, now, that unnatural stillness of Mrs. Vane became disturbed. She began to breathe as one who is all but exhausted. Spasms of pain plucked at the corners of her lips; her fingers, which had rested so placidly on the chair arms, twitched, cluching them for support.

Where do you find yourself? Speak.

I can see a cottage.

Describe it.

It has a low wooden porch on which roses are growing ... A small stream runs through ... the garden.

Mrs. Vane was now panting for breath as one in the last extremity of exhaustion, but the inexorable voice commanded: Go on.

I cannot ... I am falling, fainting ... dying.

If I call you back, you must return again, later.

Call me back ... I beg you ... call me back!

For a moment more Lord Marcus remained in that motionless pose, then stepped forward and rested his hand, the hand upon which he wore a scarab ring, lightly on the womans head. Wake! I order you to awake ...
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Michael Corcoran Calls

Chief Inspector Firth had been writing busily for more than an hour when Bluett came in. He screwed the cap onto his fountain pen as the Sergeant entered, and replaced it in a waistcoat pocket, raising his tawny eyes.

Which would you say, Bluett, he demanded, is the most fashionable night club in London now?

Green Spider, Bluett replied promptly.

Is tha so? And for luncheon?

Grand Marnier.

Aye, Im thinking yere no far wrong. Now he leaned back in his chair I have some particulars concerning the shareholders in both o them. Destrée is almost certainly one.

Thats right. Shes got the knack of being in on a good thing.

Im thinking so. Roulette in Mayfair is a good thing.

Ah, murmured Bluett, but we cant pin that to her. He rested his elbow on the mantelpiece, then, with a startled look began to search all his pockets. Ive left my newspaper behind, he muttered.

That will be a serious blow. Was your dinner wrapped in it? Firth showed a row of small, regular lower teeth, in one of his rare smiles. I ha been making a summary of the Loeder case to date. He tapped the writing-block. Maybe you will check it over wi me. I ha notes here o the principal parties so far concerned in the matter, wi what we know about them. He glanced down: Lord Marcus Amberdale: We ha failed to prove any association between him and the murdered man, or to think of any motive which could have prompted the crime.

Unless hes mad, muttered Bluett, who, in the absence of a newspaper, didnt seem to know what to do with his hands.

A fact which is duly noted. Mrs. Vane: Observation has been kept on this lady, but nothing has come of it. Medical evidence and the evidence o my own eyes suggest that she knows nothing more than she has told us.

The limping man, muttered Bluett, absently.

As such, he doesna appear in my summary. We may be in a poseetion to put a name to him when fingerprint files have been searched. Next: Miss Fay Perigal. I dismiss her from the case. Wake, the butler: I ha serious doubts o this man, but we can get no direct evidence against him. You have interviewed his wife, and you tell me she seems a decent body, and that her story of what Wake did on the night of the murder corresponds entirely wi his own.

Thats right.

It is a matter into which I am minded to go further. I had him closely covered, as you know, and reports are curious. More o this later. Mrs. Sankey, at whose flat in Hay Hill it is practically certain Loeder was playing on the night o the crime.

Left town, said Bluett; flat shut up.

I am aware of it, and the fact in itself is suspeecious. This woman is the widow of an Indian Civil Servant, and I believe she sublets her flat to the roulette gang for a high figure. She is just a stooge, and likely innocent enough as they come. It is Mrs. Destrée who could tell us whether Sir Giles had money in his possession on that night when he left. I think he did.

The empty case certainly points that way, admitted Bluett.

It amost confirms it; but the leather carries no fingerprints. Mr. Michaelis: He is a naturalised British subject, a man o means and director of a number of City companies, including a concern called Mayfair Caterers which controls The Green Spider and The Grand Marnier. I am wondering if another of his companies is the roulette racket?

In my opinion, said Bluett, he is in on everything that Destrée is in on. I mean, he represents her on The Green Spider, The Grand Marnier  and like enough on roulette as well.

Then there is a man called Francis, who occupies a flat immediately above that of Destrée. According to Max, they are associated. This Francis is an American. I have had no chance to check his papers, but, if hes crooked, his papers will be in order. We know that game. I ha found out, though, that hes London correspondent of the Transcontinent News Service of New York. Thats O.K., so far as it goes. In his spare time he is a radio comedian

Thats right: Francis Batt. Dam good, too. I found that out.

You did? The tawny eyes half closed from the bottom upward. Its just possible, Bluett, that someone told ye? I was thinking about Gaston Max.

So was I. Thats funny. I was thinking he might have mentioned it to you.

Ah. The Chief Inspector frowned thoughtfully. We know that Loeder was a German agent  one o the dirtiest villains who ever escaped hanging  and so we have to bear in mind that his murder may have been o a political character.

Gaston Max treats it as a sort of side-show, said Bluett gloomily; but we have got to solve it, havent we? I mean, whether its a gang murder or not. But I think your own theory is the right one: that robbery was the motive.

Chief Inspector Firth sighed and lay back in his chair again. Weel, we had powers some days ago to investigate Sir Giless affairs and to open his safe. I left it to you. What did you find?

Nothing much, Bluett admitted, except evidence that he paid Rita Martins rent, and, of course, that curious matter of his drawing five thousand pounds in small notes from his bank about two weeks before his murder. The bank gave me the numbers of the notes, but they havent traced any yet.

It wouldnt help us much if they did, said Firth despondently; at least, not that I can see. Of course, I should like to know what he wanted that money for. Its a large sum to draw out in cash. If only we could ha got the gambling gang inside for a day or two, maybe an investigation o their affairs might have shown if he had money on him at the time

He ceased speaking as the phone buzzed. Taking up the instrument: Yes, he said sharply, who is it? Mr. Michael Corcoran? He glanced up at Bluett through half-closed eyes. Michael Corcoran, K.C. Oh, very well  please show him up. He replaced the receiver. Thats verra queer, he muttered. What in the name o glory can Michael Corcoran want to see me about?

Shall I go?

No, wait. Ill give you the tip if necessary.

A few moments later Michael Corcoran entered, a portfolio under his arm; his air, one of professional briskness, and his attire, professionally correct.

Good afternoon, Inspector.

Good afternoon, sir. This is my assistant, Detective-sergeant Bluett. Would you wish this to be a private interview?

Not at all  not at all. Corcoran laid his portfolio on the desk, and turned to Bluett. My business concerns a case upon which I presume you are both working. In short, I am here on behalf of a client.

Indeed, sir, said Firth, a puzzled frown between his brows. How does your clients business concern me?

It concerns you very intimately, Inspector, for the simple reason that my client killed Sir Giles Loeder.
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Gaston Max Wears Pearl Gray

Colonel OHalloran stared from the bay window of his office. He was busily rolling a cigarette, and his upcast gaze appeared to be fixed upon barrage balloons, oily bubbles in an azure bowl, for the afternoon was a brilliant one. In a leathern armchair near the large and somewhat untidy desk, Gaston Max sat, watching the check coated back of the Assistant Commissioner. Max wore a pearl gray suit, smartly tailored, dark blue soft collared shirt, and a dull red tie with black spots. A handkerchief of similar design drooped from his breast pocket, and he was twirling a heavy-looking monocle by its cord around and around one extended forefinger.

I am obliged, Colonel OHalloran, my friend, for your interest. My case against the spy ring is making famous progress. Thanks so much, oh so much, for those facilities which I owe to you. But yes, sacred blue! certainly. Lacking my base in Soho, freedom from those regulations which shackle my confrères, I could have done little. Bernstein & Company are highly respected in the black market. We do a spanking trade. In fact, the good Lord Huskin, a worthy and clever man, acting on behalf of Lord Woolton, of course, has been inquiring about us lately. If I am arrested, you must get me out.

Thanks, snapped the Assistant Commissioner without turning; dont count on it. Waiting to hear why you sent me that extraordinary note at the Grand Marnier.

Gaston Max smiled. As Mr. Bernstein, he said, I do some small business with the Restaurant Grand Marnier. I make my deliveries at night. Marnier, the celebrated maître-dhôtel, is an employee of the proprietors  no more. He is not acquainted with the secrets of this place, nor is Jules, his head-waiter. But the second waiter was placed there by the controlling company  Mayfair Caterers; the charming lady receptionist also. Very well. There is a private office of Mayfair Caterers, a small room upstairs, which always is kept locked unless a director should come. Eh bien! those four cubicles intimes, so popular, I believe them to be no more than sound boxes connected by microphone with this room upstairs! All that is spoken in them can be heard, you understand? If I am right, we shall see, we shall know.

So thats why you were there dressed up like an African chasseur?

But of course! My case approaches a climax. I must make no mistakes. You saw that I had with me an admiral of the Free French? He is my good friend. Together, we had rehearsed our rôles. We were discussing important details concerning the big convoy to Malta

Whats that! Colonel OHalloran snapped.

Such interesting details, my colonel, details known to nobody else, because I invented them! I am spreading such bait in all sorts of places where I think my spy-fish seek their prey  at the Grand Marnier, at the Green Spider, among those who frequent Mayfair roulette parties. The use of this information I can trace  for it is my own copyright!

Damn it! said the Assistant Commissioner, always startling me to death, Max. Dyou mean to say that when I, for instance, book a table at Grand Marnier, that wench at the desk tips somebody off, and he cuts upstairs to private office and listens in?

But certainly!

Good God! The colonel looked seriously disturbed.

For the ordinary, those tables are never available. But for a Commissioner of Scotland Yard, an admiral of the Fleet, a member of the War Cabinet  oh, là, là!

This is a hell of a thing, Max! Hope youll rope those scoundrels in pretty soon. Feel disposed to shut the place.

No, no, I beg! This would ruin all. Already dangerous elements, yes, malevolent people, you understand, have become suspicious of me.

Indeed! the colonel blinked rapidly. Mean the enemy agents?

Unfortunately, yes. And these are very dangerous people. Whilst I have almost obtained my conclusive evidence against them, I believe they have failed to obtain any against me. But let me tell you this: only a few nights ago I was followed to Windmill Street by Detective-sergeant Bluett, a highly efficient officer. This did not matter. To him I revealed myself; we are all for one and one for all: but someone else followed me, also.

Eh! whats that? said the colonel, completing the manufacture of a cigarette and snatching out a lighter. Werent spotted, were you?

I hope not, and I believe not. But I am sure this will interest you: he who followed me had a limp.

A limp? Colonel OHallorans small eyes grew even smaller, so that their piercing pupils might have been likened to twin gimlets. Know the story about Mrs. Vane, dont you? May be tommyrot, but somehow stuck in my mind. Limping man, eh?

Yes, he limped, this one. But when I departed, for it was unwise that I should return, Sergeant Bluett remained on the premises, hoping that the one who limped might come back. It made me to think furiously. I knew, for the good Bluett had told me, that he suspected a car to have followed him. But this I dismissed as a coincidence or a myth, and I worked out patiently, by deduction and by inquiry, what actually had occurred.

And what had occurred?

I learned that someone, a man called Olivar  oh, without malice, quite innocently  had told some of the people connected with the gambling racket (which is part of my fishery) that when detained late I slept at my office. They spoke, of course, of Mr. Bernstein

Of course!

I concluded that what had occurred was as follows:  On my departure from the flat of the charming Mrs. Destrée, someone had gone ahead, perhaps in a car  for these people, under various pretexts, all seem to be able to run their cars in spite of petrol allowances and regulations. This person, I believe, had waited in the yard until I returned, then had crept up the stairs hoping to learn what I was doing and to whom I was speaking.

I see, said the colonel. Did he discover anything?

I have said that I hope not. But I feel that I again may have aroused their suspicions.

Again  and in what way?

This limping man has become with me, also, an obsession. It is the same with our good Inspector Firth. It is a plague, I think. As there is one mixed up with Madam Destrée who walks like a cat, so lightly, so much on the toes. I wonder if this conceals a  not impediment, but yes, impediment will do  in his feet. By accident, you understand, I remove a pair of shoes.

Good lord! how the devil did you manage that?

I brought them away in a suitcase which had contained bottles of Hennessys brandy, mixed up in the packing; it was easy. I returned them an hour later with apologies, but I had made a discovery.

Yes? the colonel took a step forward, blinking so rapidly now that the movement of his lids became almost continuous.

One of those shoes had an interior double sole. This man has one leg half an inch shorter than the other!

The limping man!

We do not know, my colonel. A limping man, yes; but the limping man  my faith! we have to see. Even when we have seen, what do we know? The dreams of a medium, they may mean nothing!

But to whom did these shoes belong? The colonel displayed definite excitement. His home-made cigarette had gone out. He snapped the lighter into flame again.

To a man called Julian Francis, who occupies a flat above that of Destrée.

Yes, yes; mentioned him before. Go on.

Yes, her first lieutenant at the roulette racket. Wherever play takes place, and they use many addresses, sometimes Destrée is not there, but always Mr. Francis is.

Have we got his record here?

I think not. He is a citizen of the United States, domiciled in London. He is correspondent of a well-known news agency, and he is also a talented radio entertainer.

Radio entertainer?

Surely you have heard him. He sings and plays and makes an occasion. He is called Francis Batt.

Francis Batt! Yes, believe I heard him only a few nights ago. Wasnt he on program called Harry Deans guest night?

But, yes, certainly. He travels here and there to entertain the Forces. He is very good; oh, very good.

Interests a bit mixed  what! Keeping something up your sleeve, Max.

Gaston Max revealed gleaming teeth in that smile which dispossessed the thinker and substituted the comedian. Yes, yes. I know so much and yet so little. I have no evidence, you see, that Francis was the man who stole up Mr. Bernsteins stairs that night.

Hm, muttered the colonel, doubtfully. Well  your affair. What about Mrs. Vane. Take it you havent lost sight of her?

But not at all. I called upon her in a so charming suite at the Barchester Hotel one day last week. She received me with great amiability.

Pretty woman, or used to be. Havent seen her for some time.

But delightful. And her hair!  of that wonderful tint adored by artists who paint fire engines. But, yes, but she is beautiful, of course. She is Max shrugged, extending his palms of no very deep intelligence. No, but not clever enough to be a good criminal. I think Lord Marcus is right about her; she has psychic qualities.

He seems sure of it, murmured the Assistant Commissioner.

But, yes, so am I. It seems that she climbs the staircase of the planets, which I suppose is a path which can be mounted only by the use of great force. The Ancient Egyptians, so the charming Mrs. Vane informs me, knew how to generate this force and Lord Marcus has tried, but failed. Now, he is endeavoring to assemble it.

Told me so. The Assistant Commissioner, whose cigarette had gone out a second time, threw it in a waste basket and began to fill his pipe.

It seems we have all lived before, oh, ever so many lives, and it is the kindred souls, although they may not now belong to those who are our present friends, which can generate this force. If he can find seven in what he calls the same cycle he believes that he can propel this wandering spirit of the beautiful Mrs. Vane right up to that high place where the secrets of the Universe are hidden.

Hm! said the Assistant Commissioner, returning loose shreds of tobacco to his coat pocket and pulling out the lighter. Her story certainly corresponds with his own. Accounts for queer company he keeps. Saw him at Grand Marnier the other day lunching with Destrée.

But, yes! This news seemed to startle Gaston Max. With Destrée, you say?

Yes. I confess I was surprised. Interest purely psychic, so he told me. His expression grew abstracted ... Tremendously disturbed about Grand Marnier. Wondering what I may have given away there ...
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Up in the Morning Early

James Wake in these days was a long remove from that chimera, a happy man; and for his uneasy frame of mind a number of things were responsible. In the first place, it was not every butler of his skill and experience who would have accepted the responsibility for such an establishment as that of Lord Marcus Amberdale. Its mysterious atmosphere, the strange experiments which took place there, queer people who called, and the fact (to which Wake was not blind) that the house with the scarlet door remained under police observation: these inconveniences did not add to the gaiety of life; but there was something else.

Now and again, upon his lawful occasions concerning household catering, Wake would drop in at a discreet public house, extensively patronised by upper servants of Mayfair, at about opening time in the morning, for a glass of bitter beer. On two separate occasions, recently, Mr. Francis had joined him.

Possessed of a chronically suspicious mind, Wake associated these meetings, seemingly accidental, with Mrs. Destrées smiling promise to keep in touch with him. The truth was that he had conceived a horror of the gambling racket which urged him in future to keep well away from it, and from those associated with it. But, unhappily, he appreciated the fact that these people knew too much about his affairs to entitle him to take a high hand.

At the first of these meetings, a reunion so unexpected that Wake had felt his treacherous temperature rising, Mr. Francis had been most charming. After asking about Mrs. Wake, he had insisted upon ordering a whisky and soda for Mr. Wake. He finally suggested that, since Scotland Yards interest in roulette seemed to have slumbered again, he might care to resume his duties from time to time as croupier.

Its very good of you, Mr. Francis, Wake had replied, but with that other matter still, if I may so express myself, hanging over the house of Lord Marcus, I doubt if it would be wise.

Although from first to last no publicity whatever had been given to this fact in the press, Wake was aware that Mrs. Destrée knew where the body had been found.

Oh, I see; you mean the Loeder murder?

Exactly, sir. Police interest in the matter might lead them to the other, I thought.

Well, were short of croupiers, and I guess we wouldnt mind raising the fee to fifteen guineas a night. Would that interest you?

Indeed, sir, it is a handsome offer; and if you should feel justified in renewing it, shall we say early next month, it is one which I might be disposed to accept.

The purely business part of the conversation had ended there, but this meeting with Mr. Francis left Wake in an uneasy frame of mind. It was not improved when his wife informed him a few days later that Mr. Francis had called at Grosvenor Square, under the impression that Wake was there, and had had some conversation with her.

This disturbed Wake very much indeed, and possibly to relieve his doubts, Mr. Francis dropped in again at Wakes house of call when he chanced to be present. We were stumped for a croupier on Wednesday night, he explained. I could get no reply on your line, and so I figured you had very likely gone around to your wifes. But I drew a blank there, too.

Oh, I see. Wake experienced a measure of relief. Did you find a substitute, Mr. Francis?

I took a hand myself. The dimple appeared in his heavy chin, his whimsical regard hovered on the brink of laughter. But it was awkward. The offer for next Friday is twenty guineas, Wake. Are you free?

I am not, sir. The reply was quite firm. Lord Marcus is entertaining.

Bad luck! And again they had parted, on the best of terms, but Mr. Francis was obviously disappointed. Then, only twenty-four hours later, had come another blow, and from an unexpected quarter.

Lord Marcus was dining out and had given Wake permission to spend the evening away from home; he had therefore joined his wife, as he had done much more frequently of late, and from her had learned the news. An official from the Ministry of Supply (Mrs. Wake showed her husband his card) had called only an hour or so before, to announce that Sir George Clarkings house was to be requisitioned and converted into offices.

So that means the sack for me, Jim, she concluded sadly, unless, of course, Lady Clarking can find a place for me in Scotland.

Mrs. Wake, a comely, gray-haired little woman, who feared no one in the world except her husband (whom she regarded as a super-mind) was sincerely distressed.

Have you written to Lady Clarking?

Yes; I posted the letter just before you came.

When are they going to take over?

The gentleman said the premises would be inspected early to-morrow morning. The vans will be here in the afternoon to remove the furniture.

James Wake looked around that cosy sitting-room in the basement which had been his wifes home and his own second home for so long, a pathetic expression upon his florid face. Phew! he muttered, dropping into an armchair. Thats the very devil.

It did not occur to him to ask any questions regarding this representative of the Ministry, that is to say, regarding his personal appearance. Had he done so, possibly the line of conduct which he adopted might have been discarded in favor of another.



Chief Inspector Firth was bending over a double sheet of foolscap spread out upon his desk, on either side of which certain photographs were pasted, when he heard someone whistling Up in the morning early, and the door of his office opened. He did not look up until the man who had entered closed the door behind him and rapped upon it. Firth raised his head.

Ah, Max, he said, for indeed this pearl gray figure was that of the celebrated Frenchman. Ye come at a good moment.

Any moment is a good moment when I see you, my friend. Max advanced, extending the jewelled cigarette case.

Firth took a cigarette, and this the Frenchman lighted, then lighting his own, dropped down into a chair facing the Chief Inspector.

How is the big case shaping? Firth inquired. I gather that for some reason the death o the man Loeder set ye back.

Oh, but most seriously. Loeder was their mouthpiece. It was Loeder who told the news to Berlin. At his death, I had to begin all over again. My faith, yes! If you would tell me who killed him, my friend, it might help a little.

Is tha so? said Firth slowly. Weel, I have here he rested a long, sensitive hand upon a document which looked like a legal brief a confession witnessed in the presence o Michael Corcoran, K.C., of the man who claims to have killed Sir Giles Loeder.

Gaston Max sprang to his feet, pushing the chair back. His strange eyes might have been thought to emit sparks; his mobile mouth became contracted into a still, straight line. What! what do you say?

This is the confession, no word of which I doubt, of a young American airman, Flight Lieutenant Richard Hawke Kershaw.

Richard Hawke Kershaw! Gaston Max raised his hand to his brow, a man bemused. Where have I heard that name?

I canna say, but here is his confession.

And you believe it?

Impleecitly.

But explain to me, Inspector Firth, my old, relieve me of this great bewilderment: why should this Kershaw kill Sir Giles Loeder?

I didna say he killed him.

Max dropped back into his chair, and the mobile lips began to twitch again so that one might have supposed a hundred conflicting ideas to be passing through his brain at the same moment. You puzzle me, my friend; but yes, I am puzzled.

I said it was the confession of a man who claims to have killed him.

Claims, you say?

Beyond doubt.

And to have broken his neck?

Thas the point, Firth replied deliberately. We ha been so careful wi the press that the exact spot where the body was found and the precise nature of the injuries have never been published. This young fellow didnt know that Loeder died of a broken neck.

But you say that you accept the statement of Kershaw?

Most certainly; in every particular. But judging from inquiries which I ha been making, Loeder lost his life after his encounter wi Kershaw  and also lost his money.

You hold me in dreadful suspense. A theory of my own is at stake. Whom do you suspect?

With your permission, Mr. Max, I would prefer in words which I ha heard you use, to serve up my results piping hot on a gold platter.

But this is confusion. It is contrary to all my beliefs, all my deductions, all that I am building upon!

Thas regrettable. But some time to-night I expect to ha more facts, and I shall be willing to share them. Indeed, theres a favor Im going to ask ye.

Consider it granted, my friend.

Would it be putting ye out unduly to become Peter Finch for an hour or two to-night?

But not at all! Max cried eagerly. Give me my instructions.

I am obliged. We can arrange details later. And now, I would like ye to examine these fingerprints.

Gaston Max stepped around the desk, raised his heavy monocle and through it studied the photographs pasted upon the paper. It became evident to Firth, who had been unaware of this fact, that the monocle was not an ornament, but a powerful magnifying glass, a lens which no doubt the French investigator frequently found useful. His inspection completed:

These two sets are identical, he pronounced. Both belong to the same person. May I know his name?

Firth smiled. When I ha all the facts, he replied. But this much I can say: the prints on the right are those of a man called Johann Fritz Brandt. They came over in a big consignment from the United States. All I know, so far, is just that. The set on the left are from the handrail of your office in Great Windmill Street.

The limping man!

The limping man, exactly! For particulars, I have had to send a long code cable to New York, quoting the name and reference number, and I am awaiting a reply.

Mon Dieu! But it is wonderful. It is Kismet. You, my friend, have the fingerprints, and I

Weel, what have you got?

I have the footprints.

The footprints?

But yes, the footprints of a limping man! If it should prove to be the same, name of a little dog!  if it should prove to be the same! How excited I am, how confused. Yes, my faith, I am in a whirlwind!
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Wake Takes a Taxi

When James Wake came out of the house in Grosvenor Square, he carried a small attaché case which he had borrowed from his wife. The night was clear but moonless, and he felt disinclined to walk. A taxi which glided up beside him provoked a nervous start.

Taxi, sir?

Yes, Wake said jerkily, and looked surprised when the man climbed down from his seat. South Audley Street. I will direct you when we get there.

Right-o. The driver, whom he seemed to have seen before, opened the door for him, and closed it carefully when he had got in.

Less than five minutes later Wake was banging on the glass in front, having tried in vain to open the shutter window. Hello, there! he cried, and banged ever more furiously. Where are you taking me? I said South Audley Street.

But the man, whom he now concluded to be stone deaf, paid not the slightest attention, merely driving on. Wake was too angry and too disturbed to be quite sure of their direction, but an impression that they had crossed Piccadilly and were proceeding down St. Jamess Street was presently confirmed when the cab swung left into Pall Mall.

Stop! shouted Wake at the top of his voice, stop! And although this deep chested butler had a voice like that of a sergeant-major, it produced no effect whatever upon the driver.

Thereupon, Wake determined to open the door and to grab the man by his coat collar. But the near side door would not open. Evidently it was jammed. He tried the other with no greater success. He had heard that London was infested with footpads during the black-out, but a pirate cab was something which he had not anticipated. They were proceeding, too, at a dangerously fast speed. At the bottom of Cockspur Street, Wake in despair began to flash rays from his pocket torch, right and left, through the windows, with some faint hope of attracting the attention of passers-by.

He was determined, now, that he had been kidnapped. He was being hurried over to some thieves den on the Surrey bank. Desperation possessed him, and taking up the attaché case, he dashed it against a window; but again, without result. The window was fitted with unbreakable glass. A few moments later, the real explanation dawned upon James Wake. That unpleasant sense of rising temperature which always disturbed him in emergencies, assailed him now.

Wake knew that he was being taken to Scotland Yard ...

Before a door from which a cavernesque blue light shone out, feebly but threateningly, the taxi pulled up. Two tall figures, those of constables in uniform, came forward, accompanied by a smaller, stoutish man in plain clothes. Again the taxi driver descended from his seat and coming around unlocked the door, which, as Wake realised, he must have locked upon him in Grosvenor Square. James Wake summoned all his fortitude.

May I inquire the meaning of this? he demanded, stepping out.

You are Mr. James Wake, I believe, said the short man.

Wake peered into darkness in an endeavor to discern the speakers features, and presently succeeded. He recognised the Detective-sergeant who had come to Lord Marcuss house on the night of the tragedy.

I am James Wake. He spoke hoarsely.

Just give your case to this constable, Mr. Wake, and we will go upstairs. Then, over his shoulder to the taxi driver: Go round and get your fare, now, Finch.

Right-o, guvnor.

Peter Finch jumped back to his place, and Wake heard the cab being driven away as he turned and entered a small ante-room: Bluett led, and the constables brought up the rear, one of them carrying the attaché case. Bluett picked up a telephone, and made a call.

James Wake is here, Inspector. Shall I bring him up?

Evidently the reply was Yes, for the fresh colored man with upstanding hair turned to him again. Be good enough to come this way, Mr. Wake.

One moment, sergeant: I remember you now. He tried to speak firmly. I am entirely within my rights in asking why I have been brought here.

Thats right, Bluett agreed, picking up a newspaper which lay on a desk.

Excuse me, sergeant, said one of the constables; but thats my paper.

Sorry, Bluett put it down again. Quite correct, what you say. Well, the Chief Inspector, who is waiting for a chat with you, will give you all the information you want.

A few moments later, Bluett ushered Wake into the severe office of Chief Detective-Inspector Firth to find the Chief Detective-Inspector seated at his desk, chin in hand, eyes narrowed.

Good evening, Inspector, said Wake.

Good evening, Mr. Wake; wont you sit down?

Wake, removing his light gloves, put them beside his black hat on the floor, and sat down, with a side glance at an attaché case which Sergeant Bluett had placed upon the mantelpiece, the constable having retired. Firth regarded him in silence; his pointed collar, his black tie, his neat hair, and seemed to be satisfied with this inspection, for he nodded.

I have been promised an explanation, Inspector.

Ye shall have it. Its this way, Mr. Wake: I ha had two officers employed  two men wi whom you are not acquainted  checking up for some time past. Now, it seems to me, fro reports, that expenditure has exceeded income, a subject upon which, if I mind me correctly, Mr. Micawber had something to say. Yere losses at the dog races ha been heavy o late, and ye spend quite a lot o money on football pools foreby. Ye see, I ha been studying your mail, Mr. Wake. There ha been other extravagances which I need no mention, for indeed they dont concern me. But when I first saw ye, your appearance suggested something to my mind that I just couldna pin down at the time. Later, I placed it. Some whiles back a case took me to Monte Carlo.

Wake started quite visibly, and began to adjust his stiff collar. Bluett, leaning on the mantelpiece beside the attaché case, appeared to be no more than mildly interested.

Weel, the impression to which I refer was this: ye reminded me of a croupier. And before we go any further, in your own interest, Mr. Wake, I am going to ask a question: Have ye ever been a croupier?

Wake hesitated for seven dreadful seconds, then nodded his head. Yes.

I am glad o that answer, Mr. Wake, because one o my officers has twice seen ye in conversation wi a man called Francis, in a certain bar. We know this man Francis to be associated wi roulette in the West End of London, and it was this report which freshened my memory. On the night o Sir Giles Loeders death, he had been playing roulette at the flat of a woman called Mrs. Sankey. I dont want ye to answer my next question, until I ha warned ye that anything you say may be used in evidence. But you are not compelled to say anything. You can take legal advice if you want it. But here is the question: Were ye acting as croupier at Mrs. Sankeys flat on the night o Sir Giles Loeders death?

Sergeant Bluett sighed and took out a notebook, at which he stared in a puzzled way for a moment, so that one might have supposed that he expected to find a newspaper there. James Wake moistened his lips, staring down at the floor. His hands were moist with perspiration and he raised them protectively from the knees of his perfectly creased trousers.

Do ye wish to answer? Firth asked.

Yes. Wake cleared his throat. I was playing that night and I saw Sir Giles at the table.

Good. Did he win?

No more than he lost. He was a heavy player.

But we have evidence that he had money in his possession at the time of his death.

That may be true, sir, Wake replied, and his use of the word sir was an indication, not missed by Firth, of the depths to which he conceived himself to be falling. But it may not have been winnings.

Possibly I dont know what ye mean, Mr. Wake.

Well, I have reason to believe, I dont know how else to express myself, that the late Sir Giles had a financial interest in Mayfair roulette, at least for a time.

Is tha so? Did he foresee a crash and take his money out?

That I couldnt say. It is mere conjecture on my part.

Chief Inspector Firth narrowed his eyes still more, so that in upcast light from the desk lamp they glittered like amber beads. It might ha been of some small assistance to the police, Mr. Wake, if you had divulged these facts at the time. Also, it might ha been better for yoursel. Illicit roulette is not a hanging offence, and Lord Marcus is a singularly broad-minded man.

I entirely agree, Inspector.

It has been pointed out to me by those who have reason to know that when visiting the dogs, or other expensive forms of amusement, ye always went first to the house in Grosvenor Square. Correct me if I am wrong.

You may possibly be right, Inspector.

Ye agree on that point?

Wake, speaking like a man whose mind is so closely concentrated on a problem that his utterances are automatic, went on: It was my custom to keep my savings at that address. I distrust banks, and indeed, governments, in times of stress such as these; and so, I had a certain amount of ready cash available there.

I see, said Firth. A private bank of your own? Weel, while you were in the roulette racket, I ha no doubt ye made quite a lot of money. But it has been noted, Mr. Wake, that you seem to ha given it up of late.

Yes, I thought it was hardly fair to my employer; that if I should be caught in a raid and his name brought into the matter

Quite! quite. But although your income decreased, your expenditure didnt. A lot may depend upon what I am going to ask ye now. What have ye in yon bag?

Wake clenched his hands, his high color deserted him, a drop of perspiration trembled on the end of his nose. Things I kept at my wifes place, where I sometimes spent the night.

In that case, lets have a look. Open it, Bluett.

Sergeant Bluett, uttering a blowing sound, placed his notebook on the mantelpiece and opened the attaché case. If Chief Inspector Firth experienced any disappointment, he showed none. But the case contained a shaving set, comb and brushes, pyjamas, soft slippers, a tin of tobacco, two smoking pipes, a towel, a box of soap, and other odds and ends such as a man might deposit at an address where he spent an occasional night. Bluett, kneeling on the floor and exhibiting article after article, looked up when the case was empty, his ingenuous eyes widely opened.

I see, murmured the Chief Inspector. Am I to take it ye were moving?

Yes, Inspector. Wake dried his forehead with a white handkerchief. I heard that the authorities were about to requisition the house.

Is tha so? Surely your wife could ha left these bits and pieces at Lord Marcuss to-morrow. Why the hurry?

Possibly that had not occurred to me.

Evidently it had not, Mr. Wake.

There was nothing in the Chief Inspectors tone to betray the fact that he had staked everything upon Wakes acting in just the way that Wake had acted. Using the card of an acquaintance from the Ministry of Supply, he had himself called at the house in Grosvenor Square and had informed Mrs. Wake that the premises were to be requisitioned immediately. His knowledge of human nature told him that if his theory concerning Wake had any concrete foundation, the outcome would settle the matter.

Perhaps I acted hurriedly.

Like enough. However, I am sure you would be wishful to remove any doubts that may remain, and so would ye be good enough to empty yere pockets, and place their contents here on my desk.

Wake stood up, displaying every appearance of disability. His expressive changes of complexion may have indicated a faulty heart, but he advanced to the desk, and complied with the Chief Inspectors order. There was nothing in his possession one might not have anticipated finding there, with the possible exception of an elastic band which seemed to perform no duties. At this Firth gazed with a puzzled expression, and then, raising his head: Sergeant Bluett, he said crisply, feel the witnesss person, wi particular attention to his legs.

At that, suddenly, without warning, James Wake collapsed, morally and physically. He stood up, swayed, and saved himself from falling only by clutching the chair.

Listen! he whispered, Ill tell you everything  the whole story from beginning to end. But before I say another word, one thing I swear: I didnt kill him.



Four thousand seven hundred and fifty pounds in ten and five pound notes were strapped in rolls to James Wakes legs by means of strong elastic bands. Fortified by a brandy and soda which the compassionate Chief Inspector ordered and the ruffled Sergeant Bluett fetched, Wake had slightly recovered himself. But he sat there before them, a stricken man, watching the Chief Inspector checking the numbers of notes against a list which he had on his desk. Presently, Firth looked up.

A fair number o these notes, he said, were drawn out of his bank by Sir Giles two weeks or so before the tragedy. So we have to suppose that this was his own money. Im making no charge and I wont even make any suggestion. I shall merely ask ye, James Wake, to tell me your story in your own words.

And this is the story which James Wake told.

He had been introduced to the roulette group by Mr. Francis, who seemed to recall that he, Wake, had some experience of Monte Carlo. The terms were attractive: ten guineas a night. After a little practice he became quite proficient. He knew that he was placing himself outside the law, but he did not consider the offence to be a serious one. He admitted that, although a careful man in other respects, he had been addicted to gambling since his youth.

On the night of the tragedy he believed, but could not be sure, that an altercation had arisen between Sir Giles Loeder, Mr. Michaelis and Mrs. Destrée. His duties at the table did not enable him to pay much attention to what was going on elsewhere. But at a later stage in the evening, Mr. Francis, who, he said, looked white and angry, came to one of the cashiers and withdrew a sum which he, Wake, estimated to have represented the greater part of the roulette bank. With this he walked out of the gaming room.

A run of luck on the part of certain players followed, and nearly closed the table. Mr. Michaelis, who had gone out, returned, and announced the end of play on behalf of Mrs. Sankey, who was not present. Otherwise, the bank would have been broken.

Wake, having balanced accounts with the other croupiers, set out for South Audley Street. The night was uncomfortably dark in patches, but he was familiar with the route, and within twelve or fifteen paces of that masonry bay which embraced the house with the scarlet door, he became aware of a fierce altercation in progress somewhere just ahead. He pulled up, and in his own words, heard a sound like that of a wolf or an alsatian attacking. Then, he heard a strangled voice which he thought he recognized as that of Sir Giles Loeder. This voice cried out: You swine!  you are strangling me!...

Then there was a sort of sobbing sound, a crashing thud. This all happened in a matter of seconds, and I dashed forward to see what I could do  to find out whatever was happening. As I ran up I could hear someone else running away. I flashed my torch and called out, but I could see nothing and no one replied. Then, right on the step of Lord Marcuss house, I saw him.

Wake was so overcome by his recollections, that Firth began to believe he might be telling the truth. He exchanged a significant nod with Bluett, who was writing busily.

Sir Giles Loeder lay there, all in a heap. I couldnt try to describe his position. He was just crumpled up. And I could see that he was unconscious. I slipped my key in the lock, put my torch in my pocket, stooped and lifted him. I am, for my age, a fairly strong man.

So I ha noted, said Firth dourly.

There was no one in the lobby, but I could smell the incense, and I knew that his lordship and Mrs. Vane were in what he calls The Shrine. There wasnt much light, and I laid Sir Giles on the couch. He looked gray; his face was bruised and twisted; but I want to make it quite clear that the fact never crossed my mind that he was dead. I thought he was just unconscious. As I carried him in, my foot had kicked a case which lay half under him, so I went back and picked it up, closing the door. He paused, licking his dry lips. There was five thousand pounds in five and ten pound notes in it.

I can only say that temptation was too strong for me. What else can I say? I thought quickly, and it seemed to me that he had been attacked by a thief for his money, that hearing me come up the thief had bolted before he could drag the case from under Sir Giles. I worked out that if I stayed to revive him, as at first I had meant to do, that would be the end of the matter for me. I dare not carry him out again; someone might come along at any moment. That was when the idea came to me upon which I acted. I stuffed the money into my pockets, stood and listened awhile, but could hear nothing from The Shrine. Then, I looked out into the street. There was no one there. So, carrying the empty case, I closed the front door, and rang the bell.

Why? asked Sergeant Bluett, with an air of childish curiosity.

I think it was an impulse. I didnt want to leave him there unconscious, and I hoped that his lordship hearing the bell, would come out and attend to him.

Ye were wearing gloves? asked Firth.

I was. I knew there would be no fingerprints. I had a plan in my mind by now, which as far as I could see would work very well. I was afraid, though, that the thief might have seen me carry Sir Giles into the house. But the chances were against it. At that moment the night was pitch black, and I had heard the man running around the corner before I opened the door; so that if he came back to recover his haul, he wouldnt have any idea what had happened. I was afraid, though, that he might be hanging about. I ran round quickly into Mount Street, and threw Sir Giless case down the kitchen steps of an empty house which I knew of there. Then I walked on to Grosvenor Square and knocked my wife up.

He paused again, inserting two forefingers between his neck and his linen collar, which now was limp and clinging clammily.

I knew I should have to make sure of her evidence, so I took a chance. She had never approved of my racing, the dogs, and other amusements that I went in for, but, now, I thought it best to tell her that I worked for a roulette syndicate. I did this  and she took it very badly. I told her I believed the place was going to be raided a few minutes after I had left, and that the police might make inquiries. If they went to South Audley Street it would mean the sack.

She understood that well enough, and so she agreed to do what I asked. This was to say, if she should be questioned, that I had spent the evening with her, going through Lord Marcuss accounts, which, in fact, it was my custom to do. Thats all my wife knows about the matter; and the only thing she has done in any way wrong, is to do what I asked her to do.

I said I had been paid for my nights work, and as the numbers of the notes might be traced, I would hide them upstairs in one of the empty rooms. She didnt like the idea, but I had my way. I put all the money from the case into a secret drawer in an old bureau, a bureau which I had discovered one day, under the dust sheets, and of which my wife didnt know the trick. When I had made everything safe, I returned to South Audley Street.

No need to say what I felt like when I discovered what had happened and found police in the house. What I had thought was a case of assault and robbery had turned out to be a case of murder. I knew, then, that I was in it up to the neck. I knew there were people connected with roulette who could be forced to say that I had been there on that night. This would prove that my wife was not telling the truth  and the crime would be pinned to me.

Wake leaned forward in his chair, and Chief Inspector Firth would not have been surprised had he slumped to the floor. His features were leaden, his eyes had the watery glare of those of a dead fish. Bluett looked up from his notes.

Could you give any description of this man, who, you say, ran off as you came up?

I never had a glimpse of him, Wake whispered. I only heard that cry from Sir Giles, then the thud of his fall.

Ye heard no word of the altercation which you state was taking place before that? Firth interjected.

No  just words here and there, mostly cursing and growling  a dreadful sort of growling. I have no more to say, sir, no more that I can think of. I know Im for it. It was robbery. Being used to gambling circles, I may not have as much respect as other people for money of that kind. Ask me anything you like. For Gods sake ask me something which will help me to prove I am innocent of murder ...
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Malta Convoy

This is the most singular case upon which I have been employed, said Gaston Max; but yes, the most singular. Twice, I have gathered my evidence: first against Sir Giles Loeder, and some clumsy fool murders him; second, against his associates (I believe, his employers), and this will be completed to-night. I hand my plate of fruit over to Military Intelligence  and become a free man.

The Assistant Commissioner, standing in his bay window, was counting cars passing along the Embankment: he had estimated that private traffic was roughly five per cent of pre-war normal. Behind him, Gaston Max began to whistle, or hiss through partly closed teeth, Up in the morning early.

But who murdered Loeder? Thats what Firth wants to know.

Alas! Max looked up as the Assistant Commissioner turned and stared across at him, small eyes twinkling keenly. The Frenchman began to twirl his heavy monocle, which was really a lens, about an extended forefinger. For the poor Inspector my heart bleeds. His case is worse than mine. Indeed, they are inseparable. He has now two candidates for the jury: he has Flight Lieutenant Kershaw, who confesses to the crime; he has also James Wake, the butler, in whose possession was found the stolen money. Eh bien! Two should be sufficient.

Not if neither of em did it.

Gaston Max extended talkative hands. That Kershaws story is true in every particular I accept as a fact. I have had some conversation with him, you understand. Very well. He did not break the mans neck; he did not make that big bruise on Loeders forehead which I examined in the mortuary. If Wake is lying about what happened to cause death, he is not lying when he says that Loeder fell outside Lord Marcuss door. Wake could not have carried a heavy body much further; and we can accept, I think, his statement that he, and no one else, placed Loeder in the lobby. No, no, I believe that Wakes story is true.

Any jury would hang him, all the same. Top marks to Firth for working out that if Wake had the money he wouldnt hide it at Amberdales. Requisitioning trick worked like a miracle. Caught red handed.

I salute the Chief Inspector, said Gaston Max gravely. He is a clever one, this good Firth. I have never done a better thing myself.

Colonel OHalloran cleared his throat. What happens to-night?

To-night, Colonel OHalloran, my old, it is the grand jamboree. Luck, or that Kismet of the Arabs, put into my hands a key which enabled me to read messages wrapped up in postscripts, and other broadcasts of the late Sir Giles. Eh bien! these people have no suspicion that I have discovered this key, and so they are using it again! This time it is Francis Batt, the popular comedian, who is craftily broadcasting information to Berlin.

You have confirmed this, of course?

But of course! To-night he will broadcast details concerning the Malta convoy  details which he has learned at the Grand Marnier, at the Green Spider, and from the fools who play roulette.

The Assistant Commissioner crossed to his desk and began to fill a new briar, stuffing it with that tobacco which he kept loose in his coat pocket, and from time to time shooting side glances at Gaston Max. Green Spider?

But yes; ultra smart, undress, most expensive; popular with the very young and the very old.

Shouldnt expect to find anybody there who counted.

A man is only as old as his experience. There are Peter Pans with whiskers. But yes. Those political parties given by the late Sir Giles formerly served the Axis also very well. Contacts were numerous and important. Max shrugged. Why, he, an Englishman  although I believe his father was a naturalised subject  should have worked against his country I know not. Perhaps I shall never know. Perhaps I shall.

Firth has been checking up on this man Francis, or Batt, or whatever hes called; also on a bird named Michaelis. Anything new in that quarter?

Name of a name! who is this Mr. Michaelis? He is a friend of Madame Destrée, and is almost certainly connected with the roulette racket. He is also a big man of business; much respected in the City, a director of several other companies as well as that controlling the Grand Marnier, and the Green Spider. Alas, it is easy for a clever one, who cares to establish himself for a long time in a country before he commits any subversive act, to lose his real identity. We learned this in France! He is supposed to be a native of Belgrade, or of some place just outside that city. He belongs, then, to a friendly nation. His papers, doubtless, are in perfect order. Such papers can be obtained so easily when the German Foreign Office is behind the candidate. His roots in Yugoslavia, if he ever had any, are torn up, burned in the ashes of Belgrade. It is clever, because it is very simple. And so I ask, also, who is this Mr. Michaelis?

Colonel OHalloran experienced some difficulty in getting his pipe going: his lighter lacked petrol. The man Batt, of course, is booked for a firing party. But who the devil is he?

Gaston Max produced his cigarette case, selected and lighted a cigarette. He is a musician, this one, most talented. He calls himself an American. He sends to Berlin information by word of mouth, and also uses their Pythagoric code in the form of notes on a piano. He, too, is associated with Madame Destrée. There are others; they are small fry; but above all, there is Destrée. Who, you demand, is Destrée?

Got her dossier here.

True  I have studied it. In normal times I could perhaps have filled in the missing parts. To-day he made a clicking sound with his tongue impossible. Information regarding our raid on the French coast was broadcast to Berlin by the late Sir Giles Loeder, and now this man Francis is up to the same game.

Why hasnt he been arrested before?

Gaston Max smiled; his teeth flashed brilliantly. Then he laughed: Ha! ha, ha, ha! Listen, Colonel OHalloran, my old. I, too, am cunning like the good Firth, and when I have found from whom they are obtaining this information, I act. Now, the Malta convoy concerns the Food Ministry. Yes? For we must be rationed here, in order that those poor Maltese are fed. Very good. I suspect Lady Huskin.

Colonel OHalloran, who had sat down, jumped up again. Draw the line, Max! Silly woman, I grant  but no spy, Ill swear.

So, too, will I. But how dangerous can a silly woman be! In the past she has spilled vital information. I made some tests, no matter what, and I became sure of this. I called upon Lord Huskin

In what capacity, might I ask?

Oh, just as myself.

Novel behavior.

He is a clever man, this one, as you know; a small lump of Yorkshire, four square like a gin bottle, with clear gray eyes which tell nothing but the truth. It was by telling the truth that he became Baron Huskin, although he began as a grocer. Very well; a clever man. His wife is his only indiscretion. With such a man I know how to speak, for such a man has no illusions. I told him that Lady Huskin was indiscreet, that she failed to understand the importance of matters which came to her knowledge. He did not throw me out. He did not even frown. He smiled; it was acceptable: he knew. And so we made a plot. I said to him: Become so worried over the matter of this great convoy, that you are constantly speaking of it in the hearing of madame. Let it get on your nerves, my faith; talk about it in your sleep. Speak of the tonnage of the ships, of the strength of the escort, of the date of sailing from Birkenhead, the date of arrival at Gibraltar. Speak, my Lord Huskin  and let every word be a lie.

The Colonel chuckled horsily. Did that make old Huskin laugh?

Certainly. I said to him: As a reward, presently, very soon, I, Baron Bernstein of the black market, will hand over to your Ministry information about this traffic which you will find of superlative interest. This was agreed, then. But as I could not know what nonsense Lord Huskin might impart to his wife, in a seemingly accidental manner, I prepared some items  marked coins, you understand  and imparted these myself.

And the balloon goes up to-night?

To-night, Francis Batt is to appear in a star program for Canadian troops, at a camp not many miles from the South coast. The Army entertainment authorities always provide him with a car for such occasions, and a special pass. This performance will be broadcast. The case will then be out of my hands, and in the hands of Military Intelligence.

This side of case no concern of my department; but Ill listen in, said the colonel, little eyes twinkling and lean, square jaw set very grimly. Cancel everything else. Is he going to be arrested in camp?

No, no  on his way back through Farnborough ...

Some ten minutes later, Sergeant Bluett rapped on the door, came in and looked around the Assistant Commissioners office as if in search of somebody. Sorry, sir, he said. I thought Mr. Max was here.

Just gone. What is it, Sergeant?

Its a cabled report from New York, sir, which the Chief Inspector promised to show him.

Let me see it.

Yes, sir.

Brandt, Johann Fritz, OHalloran read aloud: Born Cologne, August 27th, 1897. Adopted U.S. citizenship, March 23rd, 1930 (New York City). Visited Germany, 1931-32, and again in 1936-37. During these periods received training at Nazi Gestapo headquarters and became a group Leader in N.Y. Speaks fluent English. Arrested at Buffalo, January 11th, 1939, on information laid by the convicted German spy, Adolf Wesser. Later escaped from custody, killing two police officers, one by strangulation, and is believed to have crossed into Canada where tracks were lost.

Brandt is a powerful man and a trained killer; height 5 ft. 10 inches; weight 176 pounds; hair, dark brown, eyes, light blue. At time of arrest had a short moustache, and habitually used spectacles. Peculiarities:  a dimple on his chin; left leg 3/8ths of an inch shorter than right. (Wears a special shoe).

He is an accomplished musician. For three years toured with Kit Harkaways Band as arranger, pianist, and comedy vocalist. Probably using forged passport. A dangerous Nazi agent.
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In Berkeley Square

As their taxi pulled out from the darkness of Victoria Station to an even greater darkness beyond, Dick Kershaw nervously sought, found and grasped Fays fingers. She twined them in his, uttering a contented sigh; for it seemed to her at this moment that a hideous black barrier had been raised and that beyond the gloom of wartime London a white sunny road stretched on into infinity.

Neither spoke for a long time. Perhaps each wondered (as many had wondered) what extra sense came to life in London taxi drivers with the institution of black-out; marvelled at the ease with which these experts found their way through streets possessing no visible characteristics to distinguish one from another. More probably, they were thinking of the man whose death had raised the barrier, that gate of folly, of lies.

I sometimes feel as if I had lived right through one life, said Dick Kershaw, died, and gone straight on into the beginning of another. The first life ended at the very moment I walked out to Treasure Island and saw you standing on the bridge. I didnt believe then, that the second life could ever begin ... I wonder what made me so blind to plain facts, so blind that I wouldnt even admit to myself that I had made a frightful mistake.

You werent really sure of her?

Never. It was a kind of misplaced sympathy, at first, and after that just self-love. She was all alone, and had to fend for herself, or so she made out. Of course, she attracted me at the beginning, and, as I can see now, made all the running. I knew her refined ways were a pose, but I didnt blame her. There is nothing against a girl trying to climb to a better position than she was born in. But I was practically sure she hadnt told me the truth on many occasions; and I was beginning to realise that if I didnt trust her, there must be a mistake somewhere. Because two people cant roll on together like that. Then, all the rumors. In fact one of our fellows gave me a pretty direct tip, so that I was half prepared for what I found out. At the time, it was a nasty jar, all the same: but as I see now, it was nothing but self-pity. Its hard for a man to face the fact that he has been run for a sucker.

You dont know what I suffered, Dick, said Fay, when you told us the story ...

Dick Kershaw released her hand and put his arm around her shoulders. His voice was very tender. Fay, darling, I have hurt you so much that I think only an angel could ever forgive me.

She did not answer, but very contentedly rested her head on his shoulder.

The way I was received by Colonel OHalloran, Dick went on, his assurance that whatever I might say to the contrary, I had not killed Sir Giles Loeder, simply stupefied me. Certainly, I didnt cause the bruise on his head which you described, and even you didnt know that his neck was broken, did you? He must have revived as I ran off, and, poor devil, been set upon a second time by the man I heard coming up.

Wake, murmured Fay.

Yes! think of it being your cousins butler! And think that we are on our way to the house now, the house where his body was found.

Wake denies murdering him, said Fay. But he cant deny having the money, because it was actually in his possession.

It seems a perfectly clear case to me.

There was another silence, which was broken by Fay.

Have you ... written to ... the girl, Dick?

Rita Martin? Yes. I didnt reproach her or anything like that. I have no one to reproach but myself. In fact, I told her I was sorry she had lost her friend and took it for granted she would understand that everything was off between us. Fay?

Yes, Dick.

Have you any idea what this invitation to your cousins house means? I am naturally glad to have an opportunity of meeting him, but at the same time I am terribly nervous.

Dick Kershaw fingered an invitation card which he had in his pocket. It bore the word informal and gave the purpose of the occasion as Supper, and a psychical experiment.

Youll love him, Dick. He is simply charming. Yes, I know why we are going, but I dont know who else is to be there. In fact, he had to get my consent.

Your consent to what?

To the séance he is going to hold. You see, he had promised me to give it up, after the night that the body was found in his lobby.

And after the séance?

You can count upon a really good supper, Dick, said Fay dreamily, although I dont know what arrangements Marcus has made since the arrest of Wake. Have you any idea where we are?

Dick, without moving his arm, bent to peer out of a window. We seem to be crossing a square. Would it be Berkeley Square?

If it is, said Fay, we are nearly there. He had drawn very close to her in looking out of the window. Dick.

Yes, Fay?

Did you ever hear the song A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square?...
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The Man and the Mummy

It may be somewhat difficult, said Lord Marcus, to make clear to those of you who have neither sympathy with, nor knowledge of, a subject to which I have devoted much study, the purpose which inspires me to-night.

He stood before the open hearth of that room which also housed an Egyptian mummy. His guests were seated, some on chairs, others on a deep settee, facing him. A standard lamp, in addition to that on the desk, was alight, so that this study, reliquary of queer treasures from an earlier civilisation, presented a somewhat less sombre appearance than usual. Lord Marcus wore a dark suit with a blue stock, and these seemed at once to accentuate his pallor and his peculiar fairness, and to stress, also, the ascetic beauty of his features.

One might have noted that the mummy in its gaily painted sarcophagus (which stood in a recess beside the hearth, and on the right of Lord Marcus) was that of a man at least equally tall. Refreshments of all kinds were set out on a mobile buffet; and except for the singular appointments of the house, and more particularly those of the lobby, nothing overtly mysterious had so far intruded upon the gathering. Nor had anything been said by their host to account for his assembling these persons together.

I believe, said Mr. Michaelis, his monocle focussed upon the speaker, that we are all anxious to learn more about your studies, Lord Marcus. For my own part, I count myself privileged to be present: it would be a privilege at any time. But I am frankly curious to learn to what happy circumstance I owe my pleasure this evening.

Admittedly, the guests seemed oddly chosen. These were: Mr. Michaelis, Lady Huskin, Dick Kershaw, Fay Perigal, and Mrs. Vane. Lady Huskin had come in a spirit more proper to a studio party; to see a daring new picture and to meet the model. She was vastly flattered, nevertheless, to have been singled out by this aloof and exquisite aristocrat. She regretted the informal note; but she was wearing her pearls. I am delightfully and frightfully excited, she declared.

Mrs. Vane, her wonderful hair a fiery halo, had selected that discreet black gown, square cut at the neck. She looked remarkably beautiful but unusually pale. She was acting as hostess, and approaching Fay, seated beside Dick Kershaw on the deep settee, she offered sandwiches. I am used to these strange ordeals, and you are not. I hope it will be worth while, but I warn you it may be midnight before we get any supper.

What about yourself? said Dick Kershaw, with his charmingly boyish smile, jumping up and taking the plate from her. You are looking after everybody else, and

Unfortunately, I have to officiate, she replied; I have to fast like a priest before the Mass. She possessed a slightly husky contralto voice, a dramatic voice, suggesting deeps which in fact were not there. Lady Huskin, who had met her on the Riviera but had decided that she was not the sort of woman one takes up, performed a silent volte face, forming a mental determination to cultivate the beautiful friend of Lord Marcus.

Dick shook his head in bewilderment, glancing aside at Fay. I dont know what its all about, he admitted.

Fay, gazing in a troubled way at Lord Marcus, shook her head, so that hazelnut hair shimmered like autumn leaves: her frank gray eyes held no reproach; rather, they sped a message of appeal. In her simple walking suit she looked slim with the lissom slimness of a dryad, and, when her glance rested on Dick Kershaw, delicately and radiantly lovely.

I believe I overheard a thought of yours, Fay, Lord Marcus smiled, clasping his hands behind him. But I hope to convince you by a palpable demonstration that my beliefs do not rest upon sand. All, now, were listening to him. My butler, James Wake, was arrested recently in connexion with the death of Sir Giles Loeder. This may be news in some quarters, for the name of the man detained has not appeared in the press. However, I hold my own views regarding Wake. A thief I had always known him to be: that he is a murderer, I deny. Let me, therefore, give you an outline, necessarily incomplete, of an experiment in which I ask you to co-operate with me to-night.

Lady Huskin, thrilled but slightly frightened, moved from her armchair to the settee, where she joined Dick and Fay. Mr. Michaelis leaned against a bookcase, motionless: his monocle catching the light from a standard lamp glittered statically. Mrs. Vane had retired.

We live in a machine age. Tied to the wheels of a giant Juggernaut, we are swept on, deafened and blinded to eternal Truth, crushing all beauty in our path. The horrors of this war merely illustrate my meaning: as the machine advances, God recedes, so that in time all the world would be plunged into darkness: those lamps laboriously lighted by followers of the great Masters be obscured, indeed, become buried and lost. In humility and deep consciousness of my own limited powers  as well as spiritual  I have endeavored to preserve some of those lamps from destruction.

Lady Huskin was holding Fays hand. The music of the speakers voice seemed to be touching chords deep within, chords which rarely sounded ...

I have failed in a large measure. I have achieved nothing to enable me to place results before the world in a manner calculated to serve any useful purpose. Yet, I have learned much; notably, that it is wrong to work alone. There is an unsuspected power latent in all of us. Few possess a sufficient quantity of this force, or, possessing, know how to direct it, to be able to employ their gifts as the high priests of Ancient Egypt formerly were able to do.

He paused, and the regard of his strange eyes rested upon one after another of his listeners. But no one spoke.

If the collective resources of seven suitable persons could be concentrated, however, this, as my inquiries have shown me, might under suitable direction achieve remarkable results. Now, regarding this age-old science which modern science ignores, it will be enough for me to say that the power I have mentioned varies in quantity, quality, and character in each individual. Only those within the same psychic cycle can hope to co-operate successfully. Blood transfusion offers a slight parallel. The symbolism of seven is familiar to everyone. There are seven days in the week, seven deadly sins; and for this symbolism of seven there is a strictly scientific reason. Therefore, I have sought for six persons whose spiritual forces are attuned to my own. I have found them, with the aid of Mrs. Vane, who is in my own cycle and is also a sensitive and a trained explorer of the borderland. Four others and myself are present; Mrs. Vane is the sixth; and we await the seventh, Mrs. Destrée, who is returning to London this evening, as Mr. Michaelis informs me, and will be present in time for our experiment.

Mr. Michaelis, now referred to, asked a question. Do I gather that, in your opinion, all of us now present are associates of some former existence?

Not necessarily, sir. That we have had common experiences is certain, as that we have lived in former times and at identical periods. One of those periods, and the fact that I was then alive, I could establish quite easily by means of unwrapping the mummy which stands beside me  that of a high priest who held office at Thebes some one thousand three hundred years before the birth of Christ.

Lady Huskins hold on Fays hand tightened.

No further evidence on this point would be demanded of me. But since my present purpose is not your conversion, but merely your co-operation, let me pass on to the object of to-nights experiment. This is, quite simply, an attempt to settle a mundane problem: namely  who was responsible for the death of Sir Giles Loeder.

This remarkable anti-climax to a discourse so strange, yet so unmistakably exalted, this descent from the spiritual to the physical, produced a strange effect upon Lord Marcuss listeners, notably upon Mr. Michaelis.

Might I point out, Lord Marcus, he said, that the inquiry in which you are asking us to take part is already in the competent hands of Scotland Yard?

I am aware of the fact, sir, but even Scotland Yard is fallible. Unless my subjects are ill-chosen, I shall have around me to-night examples  all, I trust, upon their ascending journey  of some who in the past have looked up to the same stars and breathed the same air as I, who have fallen with me, as the angel fell, through one of the seven deadly sins. Directly Mrs. Destrée arrives to complete our circle, the experiment can begin. Mr. Michaelis tells me that urgent business called her out of Town ...


33

Destrée Closes Her Eyes

The nature of the urgency of that business to which Mr. Michaelis had referred would have become apparent to anyone secretly present several hours earlier in Destrées room where lilies floated. Only one sound disturbed its scented silence, that of almost uninterrupted movement of a fountain pen over rough paper. At a feminine little bureau, the upper part displaying behind plate glass several arresting pieces of jade, Mr. Francis sat writing. He wore evening dress, with a double-breasted tuxedo, which, since sunshine flooded the room, looked oddly out of place; he wore, also, black rimmed glasses, which queerly changed his appearance. He had before him a B.B.C. script typed on foolscap sheets secured with pink tape, and he appeared to be re-writing part of it. Destrée, attired in a tightly fitting fur-trimmed suit which resembled a Cossack uniform, an astrakhan hat upon her gleaming hair, earrings of pearl-shaped emeralds, watched him.

Gauntlet gloves lay on the floor beside her; her feet were shod in soft, high legged boots which perfectly fitted the curve of her calf. Destrée dressed like no one but Destrée. She occupied her favorite place on the settee, smoking a cigarette in a tortoiseshell holder, and sideways, through lowered lashes, studying the writer.

This is a tough proposition. I just dont see how I can do it, Francis said suddenly, and laid his pen down. The B.B.C. will stand for a certain number of alterations, slipped in neatly, but if I try to spill this load

Giles spilled even heavier loads, Destrées tinkling voice reminded him. Often, he wrote in his own messages.

Mr. Franciss heavy jaw, for she viewed him in profile, jutted out truculently. Thats none so hard to do in a political speech. Its a different matter to have to get laughs with loaded material. This is dull stuff, even for the Troops.

Then write it in your own way ... but leave out none of the essential words. The names of all the ships must go in, Destrée smiled.

You know I cant do it. Im no cryptographer. You invented the Pythagoric code, and writing messages is your pidgin. But if I try to crack a gag like this, I shall arouse suspicion; I shall also get the bird.

Oh! she laughed, that childish, trilling laughter, you are suffering from cold feet  yes? I see what it is. You have read in the papers that a man has been detained by Scotland Yard. It is so?

Yes. He swung around to face her. And we dont know who that man is, how much he knows, how much he may tell.

I can venture a guess, Francis, about who he is  and I am rarely wrong. You can confirm it if you wish by lifting the telephone. It is Wake, Lord Marcus Amberdales butler. That was why I sent for him and talked to him. But he is very cunning. You think so?

I do. I have suspected this man all along, kept him under observation, as you know. I figured he had the money when he turned down twenty guineas for one nights work. To save himself, he may say anything. We can look for a visit from the police at any moment.

A discreet rap preceded the appearance of a grim looking elderly maid. The car is here, madam ...

The car which ENSA had always provided to transport Francis Batt to out-of-Town concerts stood at the entrance to Gatacre House. Its driver, one of those elderly chauffeurs who have been coachmen, so that they might at any moment say Gee up to the engine, touched his cap respectfully, gazing into a clear sky pastel led with high white clouds.

Looks like keeping fine for the drive down, sir.

Thats so, shouted Francis.

He had grown accustomed to shouting at this man, whom privately he regarded as a public danger when in charge of a vehicle, since he was nearly stone deaf, and indeed wore an earpiece to rectify this disability. Otherwise, in spite of his years, he was a competent driver. Francis placed a portfolio inside, and settled Destrée in the other corner before he got in himself. As the old chauffeur was about to close the door: You know your way to Bidchurch, I guess? he bawled.

Oh, yes, sir, I have been there before. We go through Farnborough.

Thats right, yelled Francis; then, lowering his voice, A fine old British institution! he added.

They set out. Destrée lay back with closed eyes as Francis opened his portfolio, adjusted reading glasses and set to work on his notes. The commodious saloon car ran smoothly.

Destrée broke a long silence. You are afraid that if Wake was the man who ran up (I am sure of this, myself) he may have recognized your voice?

Mr. Francis removed his glasses and looked aside at her; she presented an engaging picture. Wake, if it was Wake, ran up from the other direction. I left way ahead of him, remember. Its true I had to stand by and see Loeder petting his girl friend for quite a while before she quitted in a taxi. He watched Destrées profile fixedly, but her features remained placid as a cameo. He went on:

The mystery man in Air Force blue cut in on me just as I was coming up with him. I took cover and so didnt hear what happened until a scuffle started. I moved up just as Loeder went down. The Air Force guy ran off. Of course, Loeder was bluffing. He had stopped a hard one and got wise to the fact that the other fellow was too hot for him.

So you tell me, Destrée murmured.

Im telling you again. He stood up, took off his tuxedo, and shook it, brushed himself down, picked up his portfolio and walked right on. I watched him do all that, and I overtook him just as he turned into South Audley Street. There was no sign of Wake before or at that time.

He may have been near, all the same.

No; he had gone the other way. You know croupiers always leave by the tradesmens entrance. Im sure of it. No one saw me. There is something I want to say. Ill say it now, whether it offends you or not. You think too much about the money. It was Loeders damned money that led to all the trouble  that, and the girl.

I see. Destrées voice, although it remained silver, was frozen silver. Is there anything else you want to say?

Plenty. I am by no means sure you believe that I dont know what became of this money. I can only guess just what happened between you two on that night, but I know you lashed out at Loeder because of the girl, and I know he claimed the return of all his capital  five thousand pounds. God knows what was in your mind when you sent me after him. All you said was Bring him back!.

Instead of which, you strangled him.

Thats a lie! But its true because of what he was to you, that I hated him. I knew he wasnt worth it.

Oh, oh! Destrée smiled: there were times when this man frightened her. I can see that little vein throbbing above your eyebrow, even when you think of him.

The dimple in Franciss chin had become static; it resembled a healed gunshot wound, and the vein to which Destrée referred was unpleasantly evident. He glared at her for a moment, his cold blue eyes shining metallically. God knows why I should trouble myself. Michaelis (or maybe its more respectful to call him Major Felsenhayn) is the only man who really counts. Hes always with you.

Indeed, and why not? Major Felsenhayn is a distinguished officer, and

A gentleman? While Im just a common agent, and neither. But my neck means as much to me as his means to him. The main difference is that he doesnt leave your apartment until three or four in the morning. Some nights, I never hear him leave at all.

Even so, what of it? If it were true, it would be the concern of himself and of me, but of no one else. Yes?

Maybe. It the major were the only one Id have no case. But what about Loeder?

Destrée leaned back and closed her eyes again. I sometimes think of the cause for which we all risk our lives. It may count for little to you, but to me ... Perhaps I have never known love, or perhaps I have. What is sometimes called love is simply a natural appetite, and to gratify it is no more than to eat a peach or drink a glass of wine. If I have had lovers I have given them little. My attraction  agacerie  brings nothing to me except a means to achieve my end when other means fail. Giles Loeder was a bad man, a man of poor extraction; but he was strong  except in one respect. So, I played upon this weakness. I told him that he could be of great value to us. I told him that every woman has her price  and that this was mine. Very well. He was of great value to us: we may never be able to replace him. The price I had to pay in return was a small one, I think.

While you had him under your thumb, maybe it seemed that way, said Francis. But the night he brought that girl along, it seemed different, or so I imagined.

Ah! so! Destrée widely opened her eyes and glanced aside at him. My womans vanity really betrayed me?

Really betrayed you! Francis mocked. What did you say to me?  and you knew the man you were talking to. You said: Loeder has insisted on withdrawing his capital to-night. I have paid him all we have in reserve. Go to the table and get the rest.

I remember saying something like that.

I went to the table to draw out the balance. As I have already remarked I dont know how the quarrel had come about, but I can guess. The girl was in the bar talking to Olivar. I just brought the notes to your room and walked right out. After Loeder had left, do you remember what you said to me? I have told you once. Let me remind you. You said: Bring him back!.

Destrée laughed, that tinkling laughter like an echo of fairy bells. Well, you did not bring him back. If I seem mysterious, it is because you are mysterious. There is something you have never told me.

The vein which throbbed on Franciss brow grew darker. Listen  I never told you what that man said to me, did I?

No, you merely told me that there was a scuffle, and  an accident.

Well, when I clapped him on the shoulder (he hadnt heard me coming up) he turned around like a shot. I could see he was all tensed up  and I dont wonder. I said: Listen, Loeder, I want to step into your apartment and explain to you that you have left us in rather a fix. He said: I suppose that woman sent you after me?

That woman, murmured Destrée.

I told him I didnt know what had happened and that I didnt care, but if he would be reasonable everything could be settled in the morning. He said: Nothing will be settled in the morning; I shant be there. Im through with the whole business. When Im sick of a woman I walk out  and I have walked out.

Destrée laughed.

Is that really what he said?

Just that. He moved on, the portfolio under his arm; and I felt a buzzing in my ears. I had one of two choices: to let him go, or to have it out ... I went after him, grabbed him, and swung him around. It had become very dark. I wasnt just sure where we were standing. But before I knew what had happened, he led off and registered hard on my jaw. He said: Take that back to Ysolde with my compliments. I didnt answer  just reached out for him ... What?

I did not speak, Destrée whispered.

Oh  I thought you did. I pulled him forward and jerked his chin up: routine stuff. He went over backwards. That wouldnt have caused any great damage; I wasnt trying for a kill. But how could I know he was standing right in front of a stone flower box screwed down to a low parapet? He gave a sort of scream as he realised what had happened  not very loud. He tried to save himself, but it was too late. He pitched back, half sideways, onto his skull, and toppled right over ... The weight of his body did the rest: a thing thats happened many a time, but a thing I hadnt planned. Theres no doubt he broke his neck. Even then, although he was so still, I didnt know he was dead. I was afraid to use a torch, and the night was black as Hell. I began to feel around for the portfolio, but he was lying on it. I couldnt pull it out. Then, I heard someone running up ...

The car was passing through Farnborough, and Mr. Francis had completed his notes, when Destrée said, It will be dark going back.

Thats true. Thinking about your date with the new boy friend?

There was savage irony in his words, but she gave no sign. If Lord Marcus is interested, why should I not be interested too? He has influence, and he does important work for the Ministry of Information, so Hugo has found out. Do you want to quarrel with me again?

It would be no use. Major Felsenhayn is going with you, I believe? (He stressed the name.)

Hugo, also, is invited  yes. It is a new contact, and a welcome one. Dont you think so?

What I think, said Francis, I prefer not to say ...
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At Scotland Yard

In the Assistant Commissioners office, Colonel OHalloran switched off his radio on sustained applause of a wildly enthusiastic character which had crowned the final exit from a military concert somewhere in southern England of that popular transatlantic artiste, Francis Batt. Chief Inspector Firth stood before the blacked-out bay window; Sergeant Bluett sat at the sacred, if untidy, desk of the Commissioner, where his dexterity in shorthand had been taxed by the comedians rapid delivery.

Got it all, Bluett? asked Firth.

I think so.

Try your hand, Firth, the Assistant Commissioner directed. You have the key there Pythagoric buds, and so on. Extraordinarily rambling story, that one he wound up with. Sounded phoney to me.

Sergeant Bluett stood up, ingenuously apologetic. I couldnt take down the music, sir. That cant be done in shorthand.

Being looked after by another department, Sergeant. Musical code, I understand, can be solved with same key if one knows music. The Colonel knocked out his pipe in a large ashtray on a side table, then delved in that pocket in which he kept loose tobacco. Sing out last bit to Chief Inspector. See what you make of it, Firth.

And so, whilst the Assistant Commissioner stamped up and down, busily charging the hot bowl of his pipe, Sergeant Bluett in tones much subdued by awe of his surroundings, dictated from his notes to Chief Inspector Firth.

Firth wrote the shuffled alphabet at the top of a page, with the conventional version underneath it, and then industriously set to work. Clearly enough, he was baffled for a time, his tawny eyes narrowing as he studied the words. His lower jaw protruded and his brows were drawn down. Then, evidently, and suddenly, came enlightenment.

Ah! it begins here!

What begins? asked the Assistant Commissioner.

List of warships, sir.

Good Lord!

Its childs play once ye grasp the method. Now  here is the name of an admiral.

One of the several phones rang. The Assistant Commissioner crossed and took up the instrument ... Yes, he snapped; hes here. He leaned across, extending the receiver to Firth. Your department.

Firth said, Chief Inspector Firth speaking, and a voice replied: Mr. Michaelis has gone to the house of Lord Marcus Amberdale. There seems to be some sort of party there. Officer in charge awaits instructions. Firth nodded: Do nothing until I arrive, unless Michaelis leaves  in which event bring him here. He replaced the receiver.

Hasnt slipped away, has he? asked the Colonel.

No, sir. He is at Lord Marcuss house.

What! Great Scott! what on earth can he be doing there! House covered?

Yes, sir; hes safe enough. Chief Inspector Firth returned to his studies ... Here is Birkenhead, he reported presently. May be the name o a ship or a port. Ah! this looks like a date.

Date the Malta convoy sails!

Bluett, who had stood up deferentially when the phone rang, now began excitedly to walk up and down in the constrained space behind the desk.

Take a cigarette, Sergeant, said the Assistant Commissioner, pointing to a large box. Relax  relax, man. Go ahead, Firth.

There was silence for some minutes as the Chief Inspector bent over his task. Bluett sat on the extreme edge of a chair smoking a cigarette as if he expected it to explode. The Assistant Commissioner blinked and walked up and down continuously. Again a phone buzzed. He crossed and took it up, listened for a few moments and then said, Thank you. Good-bye, and hung up.

Usual nightly token raid on south coast, he explained. Nothing serious. Three or four of em over.
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The Voice in the Shrine

That miniature temple in South Audley Street, black ceiling painted to create an impression of infinite space, had undergone yet another change. The shrine was veiled, and a screen stood before it. A circular ebony table occupied much of the available floor room, seven high backed chairs being set at regular intervals around its circumference. In one corner of this otherwise unfurnished apartment, a silver incense burner sent up tenuous wavering columns of smoke from its perforated lid. Already the atmosphere was laden with fumes of kyphi.

Its insidious appeal, at once to the senses, to the brain and to the spirit, reacted strangely upon those present. If any element of levity, however suppressed, had lingered amongst them, it disappeared as they entered, led by Lord Marcus. Mrs. Vane already had taken her seat  that directly facing the hidden shrine. She sat upright, slender white hands palm downwards upon the table before her; and at sight of the enraptured face, awe entered into the minds of those who saw her. Indeed, Lady Huskin hesitated on the threshold.

The traveller is preparing for her journey, explained Lord Marcus. In fact, she is already on her way. When the circle which I seek to form is completed by the arrival of Mrs. Destrée, we will take our proper places, which I shall point out, resting our hands upon the table in order that power may be concentrated amongst us. We have some time to wait, but I thought it better to acquaint you with the conditions under which the experiment must be carried out. With your permission we will retire again, leaving the door open. Air too heavily impregnated with kyphi to those unaccustomed to it is sometimes overpowering.

He stood by the entrance, his head gravely inclined, intimating that his guests should pass into the lobby. Last of all, he came out and joined them. There were those, it is true, to whom the thing smacked of a stage illusion, but there was none who had not come under the influence of Lord Marcuss singular personality. Lady Huskin, avid for fresh experiences, decided that she was really frightened. Mrs. Vane, an experienced woman of the world, had stood for a link with things normal and amusing, but her present condition completed Lady Huskins alarm.

Crossing to the Roman couch, she seated herself, and beckoned to Fay Perigal with whom she had become well acquainted since Fay had taken up her duties at Rosemary Cottage.

She liked the look of the young Air Force officer too, although this was the first occasion upon which they had met.

Come and sit down beside me, you two. Lady Huskin patted the cushions to right and left of her. I must really have a serious talk with you.

Fay hesitated, but at last: Oh, well, she murmured, I suppose there is no reason why not ... And so she and Dick Kershaw sat down right and left of Lady Huskin upon the couch which had supported the body of Sir Giles Loeder.

Mr. Michaelis and his host had returned to the study. Lord Marcus courteously placed an armchair, and himself took a seat behind the mahogany writing-desk, leaning back so that light reflected upward from its polished surface lent to his features an appearance which might have inspired a painter to attempt a head of John the Baptist.

There are cigars beside you, Mr. Michaelis; cigarettes also. Would you care for a drink  or some coffee perhaps?

Thank you, no. I am deeply curious about this queer business, Lord Marcus. It is by no means clear to me what you hope to achieve, nor do I observe anything which I might describe as personal sympathy between the persons you have assembled here to-night.

That, replied Lord Marcus, is not surprising. Our bodily ages and mannerisms are no more than remotely related to our spiritual identity. No one in these rooms to-night is younger than Neb-neteru he pointed directly over Mr. Michaeliss shoulder to the mummy in its sarcophagus. All of us, yourself included, were contemporaries of Seti the First.

Indeed, murmured Mr. Michaelis  and the immovable disc of his small monocle indicated that his gaze was fixed upon the face of Lord Marcus. You speak with a conviction which I am compelled to respect, but which I am not bound to accept.

I ask you to accept nothing, Mr. Michaelis, except my hospitality.

I do not presume to dispute your knowledge; you are unmistakably a scholar possessed of deep and unusual learning; but I wonder if

Much learning has made me mad? suggested Lord Marcus smiling.

Not at all. I beg you will not misunderstand me. My reservations go deeper than that. You maintain that the human spirit can, and does, operate away from the body which normally it occupies?

Certainly.

Then on this rock, Lord Marcus, our courses split. I have no idea what mysterious significance may attach, in your estimation, to this mummy, but I think I should make it plain that I dispute even the possibility ...

He was interrupted. This interruption took the form of a wailing cry:  

No, no! stop those sirens! Hold my hand ... dont leave me!

Mr. Michaelis came to his feet as if propelled upward by a powerful spring. A muscular spasm swept that ironic urbanity from his face. His monocle dropped, and rolled silently across the carpet.

Out in the lobby Lady Huskin exclaimed, Oh my God! whats that?

As Lord Marcus stood up and moved with long strides towards the study door, from the temple came a piercing scream, the scream of a woman in dire agony, and a babble of sobbing words: Hugo!... Hugo!... where are you?

Michaelis grasped Lord Marcuss arm as he was about to pass. Lord Marcus!  he spoke strangely, wildly, gutturally: Listen to me. That voice was not the voice of Mrs. Vane!

No, Lord Marcus replied; his tones were calm but grave, it was the voice of another speaking through her lips.

It was Ysolde! it was Ysolde!

It was the voice of Mrs. Destrée  yes. I recognised it.



A country road in a southern county stretched wide and empty under the moon. A German plane which had traversed some miles of its length at tree-top height might be heard droning away in the distance. At one point, this road swung eastward and was overhung by trees in such a way that a bay of shadow masked the bend. Here, at an angle of forty-five in a wide ditch, a car lay, a commodious saloon, its roof riddled with machine gun bullets.

One might have supposed it to be deserted, have assumed that its occupants were dead, or unconscious. The hawklike shape of a Spitfire streaked by, high above, on the tail of the German raider, as a sound of tearing and wrenching came from the forward part of the overturned car. Presently, a near side door was forced open, and the driver, clutching at a weed grown bank, hauled himself free of the wreckage and stood poised, one foot on the bank, the other on the upturned running board.

He was that elderly, grey-haired chauffeur who resembled an ex-coachman, the driver provided by ENSA to convey Francis Batt to a military concert and back to London again. The man stood there for awhile, inhaling deeply and evidently trying to steady himself; then, struggling back to an uptilted door of the saloon, he succeeded by sheer force in wrenching it open. He shot the ray of a torch into the interior of the car, stooped, and examined what he found there, then hauled himself out again, and climbed the bank looking up and down the deserted road. He had lost his cap, and a slight breeze disturbed his thick grey hair.

A rattle of distant machine gun fire came, and died away again. A far off shouting arose, and almost immediately subsided. High puff-like clouds seemed to powder the face of the moon. He could detect no sound of traffic. Removing that earpiece which, habitually, he wore, he began to run back in the direction from which he had come. He was making for a Police call-box which he remembered to have passed.

As this was two miles off, some little time elapsed before Colonel OHalloran, still walking up and down his office in Scotland Yard, rolling and lighting cigarettes, smoking and re-loading his pipe, blinking, snapping his fingers, and generally exhibiting every evidence of suppressed nervous energy, received the call, which was intended for him.

Chief Inspector Firth was busy with further transcriptions of Sergeant Bluetts shorthand notes, and had become involved in a mass of names and figures to which no clue could be found. Sergeant Bluett, who realised that he was listening to a condensed but detailed account of the constitution, personnel, times of sailing and ports of call of a huge convoy bound for Malta  and that this information had that night been placed in enemy possession  sat on the extreme edge of his chair wearing the look of a bewildered schoolboy. Having forgotten his evening paper, he tapped his knee with a notebook.

The telephone buzzed, and in two strides the Assistant Commissioner had reached the instrument ... Yes, at once. Put him through. He turned and spoke two words: Gaston Max!

Is that you, Colonel OHalloran, my old? came the voice of the Frenchman. Heaven be praised that I live.

Where are you? What has happened?

I am in a Police box on a country road, six miles from Farnborough. Always, Fate snatches my prisoners out of my hands. Wake was the only one I have safely delivered. But I am alive. Yes  I have much to be thankful for. You understand, I was driving Destrée and Francis.

Dont understand at all, rapped the Commissioner. You were driving them?

But certainly. I have driven them several times, now. I arranged this with ENSA, who provide the troop entertainments as you know. The car is wired, and I wear an earpiece. I learn much in this way, and to-night  I learned all.

What did you learn?

The man we have known as Julian Francis, and also as Francis Batt, murdered Sir Giles Loeder. I was bringing him back to you, with Madame Destrée. She was the leader of the gang and the brains which guided it!

Well! where are they? what happened?

A German raider swooped down on us in the moonlight. I heard him coming and ran the car into a ditch where there was shadow. Alas, too late! He plastered us with machine gun bullets. My friend, it was terrible! Francis threw himself on the woman, to try to shield her body. One bullet killed them both. She was shot in the throat  screaming for Hugo.

Good God! who is Hugo?

Major Hugo Felsenhayn, of the German Intelligence. We know him as Mr. Michaelis. He was her lover, I think; or at least, her favorite lover. Is it not Fate, Colonel OHalloran, my old, that never can I make an arrest after so much work? Fate steps in and fools me. You have the worthy Michaelis covered, I trust?

Certainly. Know where he is at present moment.

Send my old friend the Chief Inspector at once to arrest him. Seize him as accessory to the murder, before Military Intelligence can act. Let your fellows at least have one worthwhile prisoner to show; a mere thieving butler is not good enough ...



In the lobby of Lord Marcuss house an atmosphere of nervous tension prevailed. Mrs. Vane, whose condition for a time had caused some anxiety, was now resting upstairs in the guest room: she retained no memory of what had occurred. Lady Huskin had requested permission to sit with her; so that only Dick Kershaw, Fay, Lord Marcus and Mr. Michaelis remained.

Mr. Michaelis was strangely disturbed. He had recovered his monocle and had returned it to its place, but he had not succeeded in recovering his characteristic composure. Frequently, he consulted a wrist-watch. Fay was lying in a deep armchair brought from the study, and Dick perched beside her, one arm thrown across the back of the chair. Do you feel better, Fay? he asked in a low voice.

She looked up and nodded. There is nothing the matter with me, Dick, except that I always hated these occult experiments. They frighten me ... Somehow, I dont think they  are right.

I dont quite know what I think, said Kershaw; but I know the voice we heard wasnt the voice of Mrs. Vane. Theres something else, too:  a sort of foreboding, as though

You were expecting something else to happen? I know. I have it, too. Oh, listen!

Muffled, for the house with the scarlet door possessed a quality of peculiar silence, the wailing of sirens became audible. One of the coastal raiders was approaching the London area. Mr. Michaelis glanced at his watch, and then turned to Lord Marcus, who stood, seemingly lost in thought, before the silver plated door of the temple, now closed.

I begin to fear, Lord Marcus, that Mrs. Destrée has been detained. Perhaps, in the circumstances

The door bell rang. Its sound, for some reason, electrified the listeners. Fay jumped up and grasped Dicks arm. Mr. Michaelis strode across. But Lord Marcus overtook him, resting a restraining hand upon his shoulder.

Permit me, sir.

Lord Marcus himself opened the door  and Chief Inspector Firth stepped in. Behind him, indistinct in shadow, two uniformed figures might be discerned.

Good evening, sir.

Good evening, Chief Inspector.

Firth fixed the regard of his tawny eyes upon Mr. Michaelis. Major Felsenhayn  I ha a warrant for your arrest.

Mr. Michaelis grew visibly pale as he met that set regard of the Chief Inspector. Then, drawing his heels together, he bowed. Mrs. Destrée? he asked quietly.

Mrs. Destrée and Johann Brandt were killed in an air raid near the coast less than an hour ago ...
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CHAPTER ONE

Whos the redhead, snapped Nayland Smith, lunching with that embassy attaché?

Which table?

Half-right. Where Im looking.

Harkness, who had been briefed by Washington to meet the dynamic visitor, was already experiencing nerve strain. Sir Denis Nayland Smith, ex-chief of the Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard, spoke in a Bren-gun manner, thought and moved so swiftly that his society, if stimulating, was exhausting.

Turning, when about to light a cigar, Harkness presently discovered the diplomats table. The grill was fashionable for lunch, and full. But he knew the attaché by sight. He turned back again, dropping a match in a tray.

Dont know. Never seen her before.

Havent you? I have!

Sorry, Sir Denis. Is she important?

A woman who looks like that is always important. Yes, I know her. But I havent quite placed her.

Nayland Smith refilled his coffee cup, glanced reluctantly at a briar pipe which appeared to have been rescued from a blast furnace, and then put it back in his pocket. He selected a cigarette.

You dont think shes a Russian? Harkness suggested.

I know she isnt.

Smith surveyed the crowded, panelled room. It buzzed like an aviary. Businessmen predominated. Deals of one sort or another hung in the smoke-laden air. Nearly all these men were talking about how to make money. And nearly all the women were talking about how to spend it.

But not the graceful girl with that glowing hair. He wondered what she was talking about. Her companion appeared to be absorbed, either in what she was saying or in the way she said it.

And while Nayland Smith studied many faces, Harkness studied Nayland Smith.

He had met him only once before, and the years had silvered his hair more than ever, but done nothing to disturb its crisp virility. The lean brown face might be a trifle more lined. It was a grim face, a face which hid a secret, until Nayland Smith smiled. His smile told the secret.

He spoke suddenly.

Strange to reflect, he said, that these people, wrapped up, air tight, in their own trifling affairs, like cigarettes in cellophane, are sitting on top of a smouldering volcano.

You really think so?

I know it. Why has a certain power sent all its star agents to the United States? What are they trying to find out?

Secret of the atom bomb?

Rot! Theres no secret about it. You know that as well as I do. Once a weapon of war is given publicity, it loses its usefulness. I gain nothing by having a rock in my boxing glove if the other fellow has one too. No. Its something else.

England seems to be pretty busy?

England has lost two cabinet ministers, mysteriously, in the past few months. All the time Smiths glance had been straying in the direction of a certain party, and suddenly: Right! he rapped. Thought I was. Now Im sure! This is my lucky day.

Sure of what? Harkness was startled.

Man at the next table. Our diplomatic acquaintance and his charming friend are being covered.

Harkness craned around again…

You mean the sallow man?

Sallow? Hes Burmese! Theyre not all Communists, you know.

Harkness stared at his cigar, as if seeking to concentrate. Youre more than several steps beyond me. No doubt your information is a way ahead of mine. But, quite honestly, I dont understand.

Nayland Smith met the glance of Harknesss frank hazel eyes, and nodded sympathetically.

My fault I think aloud. Bad habit. Theres hardly time to explain, now. Look! Theyre going! Have the redhead covered. Detail another man to keep the Burmese scout in sight. Report to me, here. Suite 1236.

The auburn-haired girl was walking towards the exit. She wore a plain suit and a simple hat. Her companion followed. As Harkness retired speedily, Nayland Smith dropped something which made it necessary for him to stoop when the attaché passed near his table.

Coming out onto Forty-sixth Street, Harkness exchanged a word with a man who was talking to a hotel porter. The man nodded and moved away.

Manhattan danced on. Well-fed males returned to their offices to consider further projects for making more dollars. Females headed for the glamorous shops on New Yorks Street-Called-Straight: Fifth Avenue, the great bazaar of the New World. Beauty specialists awaited them. Designers of Paris hats. Suave young ladies to display wondrous robes. Suave young gentlemen to seduce with glittering trinkets.

In certain capitals of the Old World, men and women looked, haggard-eyed, into empty shops and returned to empty larders.

Manhattan danced on.

Nayland Smith, watching a car move from the front of the hotel, closely followed by another, prayed that Manhattans dance might not be a danse macabre.

When presently he stepped into a black sedan parked further along the street, in charge of a chauffeur who looked like a policeman (possibly because he was one), and had been driven a few blocks:

Have we got a tail? Smith snapped.

Yes, sir, the driver reported. Three cars behind us right now. Small delivery truck.

Stop at the next drugstore. Ill check it.

When he got out and walked into the drugstore the following truck passed, and then pulled in higher up.

Nayland Smith came out again and resumed the journey. Two more blocks passed:

Right behind us, the driver reported laconically.

Smith took up a phone installed in the sedan and gave brief directions. So that long before he had reached his destination the truck was still following the sedan, but two traffic police were following the truck. He had been no more than a few minutes in the deputy commissioners office on Centre Street before a police sergeant came in with the wanted details.

The man had been pulled up on a technical offense and invited, firmly, to produce evidence of his identity. Smith glanced over the report.

Hm. American citizen. Born in Athens. He looked up. Youre checking this story that he was taking the truck to be repaired?

Sure. Cant find anything wrong with it. Very powerful engine for such a light outfit.

Would be, said Smith drily. File all his contacts. He mustnt know. You have to find out who really employs him.

He spent a long time with the deputy commissioner, and gathered much useful data. He was in New York at the request of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and had been given almost autocratic powers by Washington. When, finally, he left, he had two names pencilled in his notebook.

They were: Michael Frobisher, and Dr. Morris Craig, of the Huston Research Laboratory.

* * * *

Michael Frobisher, seated in an alcove in the library of his club, was clearly ill at ease. A big-boned, fleshy man, Frobisher had a powerful physique, with a fighting jaw, heavy brows  coal-black in contrast to nearly white hair  and deep-set eyes which seemed to act independently of what Michael Frobisher happened to be doing. There were only two other members in the library, but Frobishers eyes, although he was apparently reading a newspaper, moved rapidly, as his glance switched from face to face in that oddly furtive manner.

Overhanging part of the room, one of the finest of its kind in the city, was a gallery giving access to more books ranged on shelves above. A club servant appeared in the gallery, moving very quietly  and Frobishers glance shot upward like an anxious searchlight.

It was recalled to sea level by a voice.

Hello, Frobisher! Hows your wife getting along?

Frobishers florid face momentarily lost color. Then, looking up from where he sat in a deep, leather armchair, he saw that a third member had come in  Dr. Pardoe.

Hello, Pardoe! He had himself in hand again: the deep tone was normal. Quite startled me.

So I saw. Pardoe gave him a professional glance, and sat on the arm of a chair near Frobishers. Been overdoing it a bit, havent you?

Oh, I dont say that, Doctor. Certainly been kept pretty busy. Thanks for the inquiry about Stella. Shes greatly improved since she began the treatments you recommended.

Good. Dr. Pardoe smiled  a dry smile: he was a sandy, dry man. Im not sure the professor isnt a quack, but he seems to be successful with certain types of neuroses.

I assure you Stella is a hundred per cent improved.

Hm. You might try him yourself.

What are you talking about? Frobisher growled. Theres nothing the matter with me.

Isnt there? The medical man looked him over coolly. There will be if you dont watch your diet. Pardoe was a vegetarian. Why, your heart missed a beat when I spoke to you.

Frobisher held himself tightly in hand. His wifes physician always got on his nerves. But, all the same, he wasnt standing for any nonsense.

Let me tell you something. His deep voice, although subdued, rumbled around the now empty library. This isnt nerves. Its cold feet. An organization like the Huston Electric has got rivals. And rivals can get dangerous if theyre worsted. Someones tracking me around. Someone broke into Falling Waters one night last week. Went through my papers. Ive seen the man. Id know him again. I was followed right here to the club today. That isnt nerves, Doctor. And it isnt eating too much red meat!

Hm. Irritating habit of Pardoes, that introductory cough. I dont dispute the fact of the burglary

Thanks a lot. And let me remind you: Stella doesnt know, and doesnt have to know.

Oh, I see. Then the attempt is known only

Is known to my butler, Stein, and to me. Its not an illusion. Im still sane, if I did have beefsteak at lunch!

The physician raised his sandy brows.

I dont doubt it, Frobisher. But had it occurred to you that your later impression of being followed  not an uncommon symptom  may derive from this single, concrete fact?

Frobisher didnt reply, and Dr. Pardoe, who had been looking down at the carpet, now looked suddenly at Frobisher.

His gaze was fixed upward again. He was watching the gallery. He spoke in a whisper.

Pardoe! Look where Im looking. Is that a club member?

Dr. Pardoe did as Frobisher requested. He saw a slight, black-clad figure in the gallery. The man had just replaced a vase on a shelf. Only the back of his head and shoulders could be seen. He moved away, his features still invisible.

Not a member known to me, personally, Frobisher. But there are always new members, and guest members

But Frobisher was up, had bounded from his chair. Already, he was crossing the library.

Thats some kind of Asiatic. I saw his face! Regardless of the rule, Silence, he shouted. And Im going to have a word with him!

Dr. Pardoe shook his head, took up a medical journal which he had dropped on the chair, and made his way out.

He was already going down the steps when Michael Frobisher faced the club secretary, who had been sent for.

May I ask, he growled, since when Chinese have been admitted to membership?

You surprise me, Mr. Frobisher.

The secretary, a young-old man with a bald head and a Harvard accent, could be very patriarchal.

Do I?

You do. Your complaint is before me. I have a note here. If you wish it to go before the committee, merely say the word. I can only assure you that not only have we no Asiatic members, honorary or otherwise, but no visitor such as you describe has been in the club. Furthermore, Mr. Frobisher, I am assured by the assistant librarian, who was last in the library gallery, that no one has been up there since.

Frobisher jumped to his feet.

Get Dr. Pardoe! he directed. He was with me. Get Dr. Pardoe.

But Dr. Pardoe had left the club.

* * * *

The research laboratory of the Huston Electric Corporation was on the thirty-sixth, and top floor of the Huston Building. Dr. Craigs office adjoined the laboratory proper, which he could enter up three steps leading to a steel door. This door was always kept locked.

Morris Craig, slight, clean-shaven, and very agile, a man in his early thirties, had discarded his coat, and worked in shirt-sleeves before a drawing desk. His dark-brown hair, which he wore rather long, was disposed to be rebellious, a forelock sometimes falling forward, so that brushing it back with his hand had become a mannerism.

He had just paused for this purpose, leaning away as if to get a long perspective of his work and at the same time fumbling for a packet of cigarettes, when the office door was thrown open and someone came in behind him.

So absorbed was Craig that he paid no attention at first, until the heavy breathing of whoever had come in prompted him to turn suddenly.

Mr. Frobisher!

Craig, who wore glasses when drawing or reading, but not otherwise, now removed them and jumped from his stool.

Its all right, Craig. Frobisher raised his hand in protest Sit down.

But if I may say so, you look uncommon fishy.

His way of speech had a quality peculiarly English, and he had a tendency to drawl. Nothing in his manner suggested that Morris Craig was one of the most brilliant physicists Oxford University had ever turned out. He retrieved the elusive cigarettes and lighted one.

Michael Frobisher remained where he had dropped down, on a chair just inside the door. But he was regaining color. Now he pulled a cigar from the breast pocket of his tweed jacket.

The blasted doctors tell me I eat too much and smoke too much, he remarked. His voice always reminded Craig of old port. But I wouldnt want to live if I couldnt do as I liked.

Come to that in a minute, growled Frobisher. First  what news of the big job?

Getting hot. I think the ends in sight.

Fine. I want to talk to you about it. He snipped the end of his cigar. Hows the new secretary making out?

A-I. Knows all the answers. Miss Lewis was a sad loss, but Miss Navarre is a glad find.

Well  shes got a Paris degree, and had two years with Professor Jennings. Suits me if she suits you.

Craigs boyishly youthful face lighted up.

Suits me to nine points of decimals. Works like a pack-mule. She ought to get out of town this week-end.

Bring her along up to Falling Waters. Few days of fresh air do her no harm.

No. Craig seemed to be hesitating. He returned to his desk. But I shouldnt quit this job until its finished.

He resumed his glasses and studied the remarkable diagram pinned to the drawing board. He seemed to be checking certain details with a mass of symbols and figures on a large ruled sheet beside the board.

Of course, he murmured abstractedly, I might easily finish at any time now.

The wonder of the thing he was doing, a sort of awe that he, the humble student of natures secrets, should have been granted power to do it, claimed his mind. Here were mighty forces, hitherto no more than suspected, which controlled the world. Here, written in the indelible ink of mathematics, lay a description of the means whereby those forces might be harnessed.

He forgot Frobisher.

And Frobisher, lighting his cigar, began to pace the office floor, often glancing at the absorbed figure. Suddenly Craig turned, removing his glasses.

Are you bothered about the cost of these experiments, Mr. Frobisher?

Frobisher pulled up, staring.

Cost? To hell with the cost! Thats not worrying me. I dont know a lot about the scientific side, but I know a commercial proposition when I see one. He dropped down into an armchair. What I dont know is this. He leaned forward, his heavy brows lowered: Why is somebody tracking me around?

Tracking you around?

Thats what I said. Im being tailed around. I was followed to my club today. Followed here. Theres somebody watching my home up in Connecticut. Who is he? What does he want?

Morris Craig stood up and leaned back against the desk.

Behind him a deep violet sky made a back-cloth for silhouettes of buildings higher than the Huston. Some of the windows were coming to life, forming a glittering regalia, like jewels laid on velvet.

Dusk was falling over Manhattan.

Astoundin state of affairs, Craig declared  but his smile was quite disarming. Tell me more. Anyone you suspect?

Frobisher shook his head. Theres plenty to suspect if news of whats going on up here has leaked out. Suppose youre dead right  and Im backing you to be  whatll this thing mean to Huston Electric?

Grateful thanks of the scientific world.

Damn the scientific world! Im thinking of Hustons.

Morris Craig, his mind wandering in immeasurable space, his spirit climbing the ladder of the stars toward higher and more remote secrets of a mysterious universe, answered vaguely.

No idea. Cant see at the moment how it could be usefully applied.

What are you talking about? Michael Frobisher was quite his old roaring self again. This job has cost half of a million dollars already. Are you telling me we get nothing back? Are we all bughouse around here?

A door across the office opened, and a man came in, a short, thickset man, slightly bandy, who walked with a rolling gait as if on the deck of a ship in dirty weather. He wore overalls, spectacles, and an eye-shade. He came in without any ceremony and approached Craig. The forbidding figure of Michael Frobisher disturbed him not at all.

Say  have you got a bit of string? he inquired.

I have not got a bit of string. I have a small piece of gum, or two one-cent stamps. Would they do?

The intruder chewed thoughtfully. Guess not. Miss Navarres typewriters jammed up in there. But I got it figured a bit of string about so long  he illustrated would fix things.

Sorry, Sam, but l am devoid of string.

Sam chewed awhile, and then turned away.

Guess Ill have to go look some other place.

As he went out:

Listen, Frobisher said. What does that moron do for his wages?

Sam? Craig answered, smiling. Oh, sort of handyman. Mostly helps Regan and Shaw in the laboratory.

Be a big help to anybody, Id say. What Im driving at is this: We have to be mighty careful about who gets in here. Theres been a bad leak. Somebody knows more than he ought to know.

Morris Craig, slowly, was getting back to that prosaic earth on which normal, flat-footed men spend their lives. It was beginning to dawn upon him that Michael Frobisher was badly frightened.

I cant account for it. Shaw and Regan are beyond suspicion. So, I hope, am I. Miss Navarre came to us with the highest credentials. In any case, she could do little harm. But, of course, its absurd to suspect her.

What about the half-wit who just went out?

Knows nothing about the work. Apart from which, his refs are first-class, including one from the Fire Department.

Looks like hed been in a fire. Frobisher dropped a cone of cigar ash. But facts are facts. Let me bring you up to date  but not a word to Mrs. F. You know how nervous she is. Some guy got into Falling Waters last Tuesday night and went through my papers with a fine-tooth comb!

You mean it?

Craigs drawl had vanished. His eyes were very keen.

I mean it. Nothing was taken  not a thing. But thats not all. Id had more than a suspicion for quite a while someone was snooping around. So I laid for him, without saying a word to Mrs. F., and one night I saw him

What did he look like?

Yellow.

Indian?

No, sir. Some kind of Oriental. Then, only today, right in my own club, I caught another Asiatic watching me! Its a fact. Dr. Pardoe can confirm it. Now  what Im asking is this: If its what were doing in the laboratory there that somebodys after, why am I followed around, and not you?

The answer is a discreet silence.

Also Id be glad to learn who this somebody is. I could think up plenty whod like to know. But no one of em would be an Asiatic.

Morris Craig brushed his hair back with his hand.

Youre getting me jumpy, too, he declared, although his eager, juvenile smile belied the words. This thing wants looking into.

Its going to be looked into, Frobisher grimly assured him. When you come up to Falling Waters youll see Im standing for no more monkey tricks around there, anyway. He stood up, glancing at the big clock over Craigs desk. Im picking up Mrs. F. at the Ritz. Dont want to be late. Expect you and Miss Navarre, lunch on Saturday.


CHAPTER TWO

Mrs. F., as it happened, was thoroughly enjoying herself. She lay naked, face downward, on a padded couch, whilst a white-clad nurse ran an apparatus which buzzed like a giant hornet from the back of her fluffy skull right down her spine and up again. This treatment made her purr like a contented kitten. It had been preceded by a terrific mauling at the hands of another, muscular attendant, in the course of which Mrs. F. had been all but hanged, drawn, quartered, and, finally, stood on her head.

An aromatic bath completed the treatment. Mrs. F. was wrapped in a loose fleecy garment, stretched upon a couch in a small apartment decorated with Pompeian frescoes, and given an Egyptian cigarette and a cup of orange-scented China tea.

She lay there in delicious languor, when the draperies were drawn aside and Professor Hoffmeyer, the celebrated Viennese psychiatrist who conducted the establishment, entered gravely. She turned her head and smiled up at him.

How do you do, Professor?

He did not reply at once, but stood there looking at her. Even through the dark glasses he always wore, his regard never failed to make her shudder. But it was a pleasurable shudder.

Professor Hoffmeyer presented an impressive figure. His sufferings in Nazi prison camps had left indelible marks. The dark glasses protected eyes seared by merciless lights. The silk gloves which he never removed concealed hands from which the fingernails had been extracted. He stooped much, leaning upon a heavy ebony cane.

Now he advanced almost noiselessly and took Mrs. Frobishers left wrist between a delicate thumb and forefinger, slightly inclining his head.

It is not how do I do, dear lady, he said in Germanic gutturals, but how do you do.

Mrs. Frobisher looked up at the massive brow bent over her, and tried, not for the first time, to puzzle out the true color of the scanty hair which crowned it She almost decided that it was colorless; entirely neutral.

Professor Hoffmeyer stood upright or as nearly upright as she had ever seen him stand, and nodded.

You shall come to see me on Wednesday, at three oclock. Not for the treatment, no, but for the consultation. If some other engagement you have, cancel it. At three oclock on Wednesday.

He bowed slightly and went out.

Professor Hoffmeyer ruled his wealthy clientele with a rod of iron. His reputation was enormous. His fees were phenomenal.

He proceeded, now, across a luxurious central salon where other patients waited, well-preserved women, some of them apparently out of the deep-freeze. He nodded to a chosen few as he passed, and entered an office marked Private. Closing the door, he pulled out a drawer in the businesslike desk  and a bookcase filled with advanced medical works, largely German, swung open bodily.

The professor went into the opening. As the bookcase swung back into place, the drawer in the desk closed again.

Professor Hoffmeyer would see no more patients today.

The room in which the professor found himself was a study. But its appointments were far from conventional. It contained some very valuable old lacquer and was richly carpeted. The lighting (it had no visible windows) was subdued, and the peculiar characteristic of the place was its silence.

Open bookcases were filled with volumes, some of them bound manuscripts, many of great age and all of great rarity. They were in many languages, including Greek, Chinese, and Arabic.

Beside a cushioned divan stood an inlaid stool equipped with several opium pipes in a rack, gum, lamp, and bodkins.

A long, carved table of time-blackened oak served as a desk. A high-backed chair was set behind it. A faded volume lay open on the table, as well as a closely written manuscript. There were several other books there, and a number of curious objects difficult to identify in the dim light.

The professor approached a painted screen placed before a recess and disappeared behind it. Not a sound broke the silence of the room until he returned.

He had removed the gloves and dark glasses, and for the black coat worn by Professor Hoffmeyer had substituted a yellow house robe. The eyes which the glasses had concealed were long, narrow, and emerald-green. The uncovered hands had pointed fingernails. This gaunt, upright, Chinese ascetic was taller by inches than Professor Hoffmeyer.

And his face might have inspired a painter seeking a model for the Fallen Angel.

This not because it was so evil but because of a majestic and remorseless power which it possessed  a power which resided in the eyes. They were not the eyes of a normal man, moved by the desires, the impulses shared in some part by us all. They were the eyes of one who has shaken off those inhibitions common to humanity, who is undisturbed by either love or hate, untouched by fear, unmoved by compassion.

Few such men occur in the long history of civilization, and none who has not helped to change it.

The impassive figure crossed, with a silent, catlike step, to the long table, and became seated there.

One of the curious objects on the table sprang to life, as if touched by sudden moonlight. It was a crystal globe resting on a metal base. Dimly at first, the outlines of a face materialized in the crystal, and then grew clear. They became the features of an old Chinese, white-moustached, wrinkled, benign.

You called me, Doctor?

The voice, though distant, was clear. A crinkled smile played over the parchment face in the crystal.

You have all the reports?

The second voice was harsh, at points sibilant, but charged with imperious authority. It bore no resemblance to that of Professor Hoffmeyer.

The last is timed six-fifteen. Shall I give you a summary?

Proceed, Huan Tsung. I am listening.

And Huan Tsung, speaking in his quiet room above a shop in Pell Street, a room in which messages were received mysteriously, by day and by night, from all over Manhattan, closed his wise old eyes and opened the pages of an infallible memory.

This man whose ancestors had been cultured noblemen when most of ours were living in caves, spoke calmly across a system of communication as yet unheard of by Western science…

Excellency will wish to know that our Burmese agent was recognized by Nayland Smith in the grillroom and followed by two F.B.I. operatives. I gave instructions that he be transferred elsewhere. He reports that he has arrived safely. His notes of the conversation at the next table are before me. They contain nothing new. Shall I relate them?

No. I shall interview the woman personally. Proceed.

Nayland Smith visited the deputy commissioner and has been alone with him more than two hours. Nature of conversation unknown. The Greek covering his movements was intercepted and questioned, but had nothing to disclose. He is clumsy, and I have had him removed.

You did well, Huan Tsung. Such bunglers breed danger.

Mai Cha, delivering Chinese vase sent by club secretary for repair, attired herself in the black garment she carries and gained a gallery above the library where Michael Frobisher talked with a medical friend. She reports that Frobisher has had sight of our agent at Falling Waters. Therefore I have transferred this agent. Mai Cha retired, successfully, with price of repairs.

Commend Mai Cha.

I have done so, Excellency. She is on headquarters duty tonight. Excellency can commend her himself.

The most recent movements of Frobisher, Nayland Smith, and Dr. Craig.

Frobisher awaits his wife at the Ritz-Carlton. Nayland Smith is covered, but no later report has reached me. Dr. Craig is in his office.

Frobisher has made no other contacts?

None, Excellency. The stream flows calmly. It is the hour for repose, when the wise man reflects.

Wait and watch, Huan Tsung. I must think swiftly.

Always I watch  and it is unavoidable that I wait until I am called away.

Moonlight in the crystal faded out, and with it the wrinkled features of the Mandarin Huan Tsung.

Complete silence claimed the dimly lighted room. The wearer of the yellow robe remained motionless for a long time. Then, he stood up and crossed to the divan, upon which he stretched his gaunt body. He struck a silver bell which hung in a frame beside the rack of opium pipes. The bell emitted a high, sweet note.

Whilst the voice of the bell still lingered, drowsily, on the air, draperies in a narrow, arched opening were drawn aside, and a Chinese girl came in.

She wore national costume. She was very graceful, and her large, dark eyes resembled the eyes of a doe. She knelt and touched the carpet with her forehead.

You have done well, Mai Cha. I am pleased with you.

The girl rose, but stood, head lowered and hands clasped, before the reclining figure. A flush crept over her dusky cheeks.

Prepare the jade pipe. I seek inspiration.

Mai Cha began quietly to light the little lamp on the stool.

* * * *

Although no report had reached old Huan Tsung, nevertheless Nayland Smith had left police headquarters.

He was fully alive to the fact that every move he had made since entering New York City had been noted, that he never stirred far without a shadow.

This did not disturb him. Nayland Smith was used to it.

But he didnt wish his trackers to find out where he was going from Centre Street  until he had got there.

He favored, in cold weather, a fur-collared topcoat of military cut, which was almost as distinctive as his briar pipe. He had a dozen or more police officers paraded for his inspection, and selected one nearly enough of his own build, clean-shaven and brown-skinned. His name was Moreno, and he was of Italian descent.

This officer was given clear instructions, and the driver who had brought Nayland Smith to headquarters received his orders, also.

When a man wearing a light rainproof and a dark-blue felt hat (property of Detective Officer Moreno) left by a side entrance, walked along to Lafayette Street, and presently picked up a taxi, no one paid any attention to him. But, in order to make quite sure, Nayland Smith gave the address Waldorf-Astoria, got out at that hotel, walked through to the Park Avenue entrance, and proceeded to his real destination on foot.

He was satisfied that he had no shadow.

* * * *

The office was empty as Camille Navarre came out of her room and crossed to the long desk set before the windows. One end had been equipped for business purposes. There was a leather-covered chair and beside it a dictaphone. A cylinder remained on the machine, for Craig had been dictating when he was called to the laboratory. At the other end stood a draughtsmans stool and a quantity of pens, pencils, brushes, pans of colored ink, and similar paraphernalia. They lay beside a propped-up drawing board, illuminated by a tubular lamp.

Camille placed several typed letters on the desk, and then stood there studying the unfinished diagram pinned to the board.

She possessed a quiet composure which rarely deserted her. As Craig had once remarked, she was so restful about the place. Her plain suit did not unduly stress a slim figure, and her hair was swept back flatly to a knot al the nape of her neck. She wore black-rimmed glasses, and looked in every respect the perfect secretary for a scientist.

A slight sound, the click of a lock, betrayed the fact that Craig was about to come out. Camille returned to her room.

She had just gone in when the door of the laboratory opened, and Craig walked down the three steps. A man in a white coat, holding a pair of oddly shaped goggles in his hand, stood at the top. He showed outlined against greenish light. With the opening of the door, a curious vibration had become perceptible, a thing which might be sensed, rather than heard.

In short, Doctor, he was saying, we can focus, but we cant control the volume.

Craig spoke over his shoulder.

When we can do both, Regan, well give an audition to the pundits that will turn their wool white.

Regan, a capable-looking technician, grey-haired and having a finely shaped mathematical head, smiled as he stepped back through the doorway.

I doubt if Mr. Frobisher will want any auditions, he said drily.

As the door was closed, the vibrant sound ceased.

Craig stood for a moment studying the illuminated diagram as Camille had done. He lighted a cigarette, and then noticed the letters on his desk. He dropped into the chair, switching up a reading lamp, and put on his glasses.

A moment later he was afoot again, as the office door burst open and a man came in rapidly  closely followed by Sam.

Wait a minute! Sam was upset. Listen. Wait a minute!

Craig dropped his glasses on the desk, stared, and then advanced impulsively, hand outstretched.

Nayland Smith! By all thats holy  Nayland Smith! They exchanged grips, smiling happily. Why, I thought you were in Ispahan, or Yucatán, or somewhere.

Nearly right the first time. But it was Teheran. Flew from there three days ago. More urgent business here.

Wait a minute, Sam muttered, his eye-shade thrust right to the back of his head.

Craig turned to him.

Its all right, Sam. This is an old friend.

Oh, is that so?

Yes  and I dont believe he has a bit of string.

Sam stared truculently from face to face, chewing in an ominous way, and then went out.

Sit down, Smith. This is a great, glad surprise. But why the whirlwind business? And  staring what the devil are you up to?

Nayland Smith had walked straight across to the long windows which occupied nearly the whole of the west wall. He was examining a narrow terrace outside bordered by an ornamental parapet. He looked beyond, to where the hundred eyes of a towering building shone in the dusk. He turned.

Anybody else got access to this floor?

Only the staff. Why?

What do you mean when you say the staff?

I mean the staff! Am I on the witness stand? Well, if you must know, the research staff consists of myself; Martin Shaw, my chief assistant, a Columbia graduate; John Regan, second technician, who came to me from Vickers; and Miss Navarre, my secretary. She also has scientific training. Except for Sam, the handyman, and Mr. Frobisher, nobody else has access to the laboratory. Do I make myself clear to your honor?

Nayland Smith was staring towards the steel door and tugging at the lobe of his left ear, a mannerism which denoted intense concentration, and one with which Craig was familiar.

You dont take proper precautions, he snapped. I got in without any difficulty.

Morris Craig became vaguely conscious of danger. He recalled vividly the nervous but repressed excitement of Michael Frobisher. He could not ignore the tension now exhibited by Nayland Smith.

Why these precautions, Smith? What have we to be afraid of?

Smith swung around on him. His eyes were hard.

Listen, Craig  weve known one another since you were at Oxford. Theres no need to mince words. I dont know what youre working on up here  but Im going to ask you to tell me. I know something else, though. Unless I have made the biggest mistake of my life, one of the few first-class brains in the world today has got you spotted.

But, Smith, youre telling me nothing

Havent time. I baited a little trap as I came up. Im going down to spring it.

Spring it?

Exactly. Excuse me.

Smith moved to the door.

The elevator man will be off duty

He wont. I ordered him to stand by.

Nayland Smith went out as rapidly as he had come in.

Craig stood for a moment staring at the door which Smith had just closed. He had an awareness of some menace impending, creeping down upon him; a storm cloud. He scratched his chin reflectively and returned to the letters. He signed them, and pressed a button.

Camille Navarre entered quietly and came over to the desk. Craig took off his glasses and looked up  but Camilles eyes were fixed on the letters.

Ah, Miss Navarre  here we are. He returned them to her. And theres rather a long one, bit of a teaser, on this thing. He pointed to the dictaphone. Mind removing same and listening in to my rambling rot?

Camille stooped and took the cylinder off the machine. Your dictation is very clear, Dr. Craig.

She spoke with a faint accent; more of intonation than pronunciation. It was a low-pitched, caressing voice. Craig never tired of it.

Sweet words of flattery. I sound to myself like a half-strangled parrot. The way you construe is simply wizard.

Camille smiled. She had beautifully moulded, rather scornful lips.

Thank you. But it isnt difficult.

She put the cylinder in its box and turned to go.

By the way, you have an invitation from the boss. He bids you to Falling Waters for the week-end.

Camille paused, but didnt turn. If Craig could have seen her face, its expression might have puzzled him.

Really? she said. That is sweet of Mr. Frobisher.

Can you come? Im going, too, so Ill drive you out.

That would be very kind of you. Yes, I should love to come.

She turned, now, and her smile was radiant.

Splendid. Well hit the trail early. No office on Saturday.

There was happiness in Craigs tone, and in his glance. Camille drooped her eyes and moved away.

Er he added, is the typewriter in commission again?

Yes, Camilles lip twitched. I managed to get it right.

With a bit of string?

No. She laughed softly. With a hairpin!

As she went out, Craig returned to his drawing board. But he found it hard to concentrate. He kept thinking about that funny little moue peculiar to Camille, part of her. Whenever she was going to smile, one corner of her upper lip seemed to curl slightly like a rose petal. And he wondered if her eyes were really so beautiful, or if the lenses magnified them.

The office door burst open, and Nayland Smith came in again like a hot wind from the desert. He had discarded the rainproof in which he had first appeared, and now carried a fur-collared coat.

Missed him, Craig, he rapped. Slipped through my fingers  the swine!

Craig turned half around, resting one shirt-sleeved elbow on a corner of the board.

Of course, he said, if youre training for the Olympic Games, or what-have-you, let me draw your attention to the wide-open spaces of Central Park. I work here  or try to.

He was silenced by the look in Nayland Smiths eyes. He stood up.

Smith!  what is it?

Murder! Nayland Smith rapped out the word like a rifle shot. I have just sent a man to his death, Craig!

What on earth do you mean?

No more than I say.

It came to Morris Craig as a revelation that something had happened to crush, if only temporarily, the indomitable spirit he knew so well. He walked over and laid a hand on his friends shoulder.

Im sorry, Smith. Forgive my silly levity. Whats happened?

Nayland Smiths face looked haggard, worn, as he returned Craigs earnest stare.

I have been shadowed, Craig, ever since I reached New York. I left police headquarters a while ago, wearing a borrowed hat and topcoat. A man slightly resembling me had orders to come to the Huston Building in the car I have been using all day, wearing my own hat, and my own topcoat.

Well?

He obeyed his orders. The driver, who is above suspicion, noticed nothing whatever unusual on the way. There was no evidence to suggest that they were being followed. I had assumed that they would be  and had laid my plans accordingly. I went down to see the tracker fall into my trap

Go on, Smith! For Gods sake, what happened?

This!

Nayland Smith carefully removed a small, pointed object from its wrappings and laid it on the desk. Craig was about to pick it up, when:

Dont touch it! came sharply. That is, except by the feathered end. Primitive, Craig, but deadly  and silent. Get your laboratory to analyze the stuff on the tip of the dart. Curari is too commonplace for the man who inspired this thing.

Smith! Im appalled. What are you telling me?

It was flicked, or perhaps blown from a tube, into Morenos face through the open window of the car. It stuck in his chin, and he pulled it out. But when the car got here, he was quite insensible, and

You mean hes dead?

I had him rushed straight to hospital.

Theyll want this for analysis.

There was another. The first must have missed.

Nayland Smith dropped limply into a chair, facing Craig.

He pulled out his blackened briar and began to load it from an elderly pouch.

Lets face the facts, Craig. I must make it clear to you that a mysterious Eastern epidemic is creeping west. Im not in Manhattan for my health. Im here to try to head it off. He stuffed the pouch back into his pocket and lighted his pipe.

Im all attention, Smith. But for heavens sake, what devil are you up against?

Listen. No less than six prominent members of the Soviet government have either died suddenly or just disappeared  within the past few months.

One of those purges? Very popular with dictators.

A purge right enough. But not carried out by Kremlin orders. Josef Stalin is being guarded as even he was never guarded before.

Craig began groping behind him for the elusive packet of cigarettes.

Whats afoot, Smith? Is this anything to do with the news from London?

You mean the disappearance of two of the Socialist Cabinet? Undoubtedly. They have gone the same way.

The same way? Craigs search was rewarded. He lighted a cigarette. What way?

Nayland Smith took the fuming pipe from between his teeth, and fixed a steady look on Craig.

Dr. Fu-Manchus way!

Dr. Fu-Manchu! But  I

The door of Camilles room opened, and Camille came out. She held some typewritten sheets in her hand. There was much shadow at that side of the office, for only the desk lights were on, so that as the two men turned and looked towards her, it was difficult to read her expression.

But she paused at sight of them, standing quite still.

Oh, excuse me, Dr. Craig! I thought you were alone.

Its all right, said Craig. Dont  er  go, Miss Navarre. This is my friend, Sir Denis Nayland Smith. My new secretary, Smith  Miss Navarre.

Nayland Smith stared for a moment, then bowed, and walked to the window.

What is it, Miss Navarre? Craig asked.

Its only that last cylinder, Dr. Craig. I wanted to make sure I had it right. I will wait until you are disengaged.

But Nayland Smith was looking out into the jewelled darkness, and seeing nothing of a towering building which rose like a lighted teocalli against the skyline. He saw, instead, a panelled grillroom where an attractive red-haired girl sat at a table with a man. He saw the dark-faced spy lunching alone near by.

The girl in the grillroom had not worn her hair pinned back in that prim way, nor had she worn glasses.

Nevertheless, the girl in the grillroom and Miss Navarre were one and the same!


CHAPTER THREE

In a little shop sandwiched in between more imposing Chinese establishments, a good-looking young Oriental sat behind the narrow counter writing by the light of a paper-shaded lamp. The place was a mere box, and he was entirely surrounded by mysterious sealed jars, packets of joss sticks wrapped up in pakapu papers, bronze bowls with perforated wooden lids, boxes of tea, boxes of snuff, bead necklaces, and other completely discordant items of an evidently varied stock. The shop smelled of incense.

A bell tinkled as the door was opened. A big man came in, so big that he seemed a crowd. He looked and was dressed like some kind of workman.

The young Oriental regarded him impassively.

Mr. Huan Tsung? the man asked.

Mr. Huan Tsung not home. How many time you come before?

Seven.

The young man nodded. Give me the message.

From one pocket inside his checked jacket the caller produced an envelope and passed it across the counter. It was acknowledged by another nod, dropped on a ledge, and the big messenger went out. The young Chinaman went on writing.

A minute or so later, a point of light glowed below the counter, where it would have remained invisible to a customer had one been in the shop.

The envelope was placed in a tiny cupboard and a stud was pressed. The light under the counter vanished, and the immobile shopman went on writing. He wrote with a brush, using India ink, in the beautiful, difficult idiograms of classic Chinese.

Upstairs, in a room the walls of which were decorated with panels of painted silk, old Huan Tsung sat on a divan. He resembled the traditional portrait of Confucius. From a cupboard at his elbow corresponding to that in the shop below, he took out the message, read it and dropped message and envelope into a brazier of burning charcoal.

He replaced the mouthpiece of a long-stemmed pipe between his wrinkled lips.

On a low-set red lacquer stool beside the divan was a crystal globe, similar in appearance to that upon the long, narrow table in the study adjoining Professor Hoffmeyers office.

Nothing occurred for some time. Huan Tsung smoked contentedly, reflection from the brazier lending a demoniac quality to his benign features.

Then the crystal globe came to life, like a minor moon emerging from a cloud. Within it materialized a gaunt, wonderful face, the brow of a philosopher, green, fanatical eyes in which slumbered the fires of an imperious will.

Below, in the shop, but inaudible in the silk-walled room above, a phone buzzed. The patient writer laid his brush aside, took up the instrument, and listened. He replaced it, scribbled a few pencilled lines, put the paper in the cupboard, and pressed the button.

Huan Tsung, with a movement of his hand, removed the message. He glanced at it  and dropped the sheet into the brazier. The face in the globe had fully materialized. Compelling eyes looked into his own. Huan Tsung spoke.

You called me, Doctor?

No doubt you have later reports.

The last one, Excellency, just to hand, is timed 7.26 p.m. Nayland Smith left Centre Street at seven twenty-three. Our agent, following, carried out the operation successfully.

Successfully! A note of anger became audible in the sibilant tones. I may misunderstand you. What method was used?

B.W. 63, of which I have a little left, and the feathered darts. I instructed Sha Mu, who is expert, and he succeeded at the second attempt. He passed the police car undetected and retired in safety. Nayland Smith was taken, without being removed from the car, to the Rockefeller Institute.

Huan Tsungs eyes were closed. His features wore a mask of complacency. There was a brief silence.

Open your eyes! Huan Tsung did so, and shrank. They think Professor Lowe may save him. They are wrong. Your action was ill considered. Await instructions to establish contact.

Excellencys order noted.

Summarize any other reports.

There are few of importance. The Emir Omar Khan died in Teheran this morning.

That is well. Nayland Smiths visit to Teheran was wasted. Instruct Teheran.

Excellencys order noted. There is no later report from Moscow and none from London.

Silence fell. The green eyes in the crystal mirror grew clouded, filmed over in an almost pathological way. The cloud passed. They blazed again like emeralds.

You have destroyed that which might have been of use to us. Furthermore, you have aroused a nest of wasps. Our task was hard enough. You make it harder. A disappearance  yes. I had planned one. But this clumsy assassination

I thought I had done well.

A legitimate thought is the child of wisdom and experience. Thoughts, like children, may be bastards.

Light faded from the crystal. Old Huan Tsung smoked, considering the problem of human fallibility.

* * * *

This is stupendous! Nayland Smith whispered.

With Morris Craig, he stood under a dome which occupied one end of the Huston laboratory. It was opaque but contained four small openings. Set in it, rather as in an observatory, was an instrument closely resembling a huge telescope, except that it appeared to be composed of some dull black metal and had no lens.

Through the four openings, Nayland Smith could see the stars.

Like Craig, he wore green-tinted goggles.

That part of the instrument where, in a real telescope, the eye-piece would be, rested directly over a solid table topped with a six-inch-thick sheet of a grey mineral substance. A massive portcullis of the same material enclosed the whole. It had just been raised. An acrid smell filled the air.

Some of the Manhattan rock below us is radioactive, Craig had explained. So, in a certain degree, are the buildings. Until I found that out, I got no results.

Complex machinery mounted on a concrete platform, machinery which emitted a sort of radiance and created vibrations which seemed to penetrate ones spine, had been disconnected by Regan from its powerful motors.

In a dazzling, crackling flash, Nayland Smith had seen a lump of solid steel not melt, but disperse, disintegrate, vanish! A pinch of greyish powder alone remained.

Keep the goggles on for a minute, said Craig. Of course, you understand that this is merely a model plant. I might explain that the final problem, which I think I have solved, is the transmuter.

Nice word, snapped Smith. What does it mean?

Well  its more than somewhat difficult to define. Sort of ring-a-ring of neutrons, pocket full of plutrons. Its a method of controlling and directing the enormous power generated here.

Nayland Smith was silent for a moment He was dazed by the thing he had seen, appalled by its implications.

If I understand you, Craig, he said rapidly, this device enables you to tap the great belt of ultraviolet rays which, you tell me, encloses the earths atmosphere a hundred miles above the ionosphere  whatever that is.

Roughly speaking  yes. The term, ultraviolet, is merely one of convenience. Like marmalade for a preparation containing no oranges.

So far, so good. Now tell me  when your transmuter is completed, what can you do with this thing?

Well  Craig removed his goggles and brushed his hair back I could probably prevent any kind of projectile, or plane, from entering the earths atmosphere over a controlled area. That is, if I could direct my power upward and outward.

Neutralizing the potential of atomic warfare?

I suppose it would.

What about directed downward and inward? rapped Smith.

Well  Craig smiled modestly thats all I can do at the moment. And you have seen one result.

Nayland Smith snatched the goggles from his eyes.

Do you realize what this means?

Clearly. What?

It means that youre a focus of interest for God knows how many trained agents. I know now why New York has become a hotbed of spies. You dont appreciate your own danger.

Morris Craig began to feel bewildered.

Do try to be lucid, Smith. What danger? Why should I be in danger?

Nayland Smiths expression grew almost savage. Was I in danger today? Then tell me what became of Dr. Sven Helsen  inventor of the Helsen lamp?

Thats easy. I dont know.

And of Professor Chiozza, in his stratoplane, in which he went up to pass out of the earths atmosphere?

Probably passed out of same  and stayed out.

Not a bit of it. Dr. Fu-Manchu destroys obstacles as we destroy flies. But he collects specialized brains as some men collect rare postage stamps. How do you get in and out of this place at night when the corporation offices are closed?

By special elevator from the thirty-second. Theres a private door on the street, used by Mr. Frobisher, and a small elevator to his office on the thirty-second. Research staff have master keys. All secure?

From ordinary intruders. But this thing is a hundred times bigger than I even suspected. If ever a man played with fire without knowing it, you are that man. Russia, I know, has an agent here.

Present the moujik. I yearn to greet this comrade.

I cant. I havent spotted him yet. But I have reason to believe our own land of hope and glory is onto you as well.

Craig, in the act of opening the laboratory door, paused. He turned slowly.

What on earth do you mean?

I mean that London cant afford to let this thing fall into the hands of Moscow  nor can Washington. And none of em would like Dr. Fu-Manchu to get it.

Dr. Fu-Manchu? I imagined it to be a mere name to frighten children. If a real person, I thought he died long ago.

You were wrong, Craig. He is here  in New York! He is like the phoenix. He arises from his own ashes.

A sense of unreality, not unmixed with foreboding, touched Morris Craig. He visualized vividly the fate of the man mistaken for Nayland Smith. But when he spoke, it was with deliberate flippancy.

Describe this cremated character, so that if I meet him I can cut him dead.

But Nayland Smith shook his head impatiently.

I pray you never do meet him, Craig.

* * * *

Camille Navarre, seated in her room, had just put a call through. She watched the closed door all the time she was speaking.

Yes… Nine-nine here… It has been impossible to call you before. Listen, please. I may have to hang up suddenly. Sir Denis Nayland Smith is in the laboratory. What are my instructions?

She listened awhile, anxiously watching the door.

I understand… the design for the Transmuter is practically completed… Of course… I know the urgency… But it is terribly intricate… No  I have quite failed to identify the agent.

For some moments she listened again, tensely.

Sir Denis must have told Dr. Craig… I heard the name Fu-Manchu spoken here not an hour ago… Yes. But this is important: I am to go to Falling Waters for the week-end. What are my instructions?

The door opened suddenly, and Sam came lurching in. Camilles face betrayed not the slightest change of expression. But she altered her tone.

Thanks, dear, she said lightly. I must hang up now. It was sweet of you to call me.

She replaced the receiver and smiled up at Sam.

Happen to have a pair o nail scissors, lady? Sam inquired.

Not with me, Im afraid. What do you want them for?

Stubbed my toe back there, and broke the nail. See how Im limpin?

Oh, Im so sorry. Camilles caressing voice conveyed real sympathy. But I think there are some sharp scissors in Dr. Craigs desk. They might do.

Sure. Lets go look.

They crossed the empty office outside, now largely claimed by shadows except where the desk lights dispersed them. Camille discovered the scissors, which Sam examined without enthusiasm but finally carried away and promised to return.

Camille lingered until the door had closed behind him, placing two newly typed letters on the desk. Then she took off her glasses and laid them beside the letters. Her ears alert for any warning sound from the laboratory, she bent over the diagram pinned to the board. She made rapid, pencilled notes, glancing down at them and back at the diagram.

She was about to add something more, when that familiar click of a lock warned her that someone was about to come out of the laboratory. Closing her notebook, she walked quickly back to her room.

Her door closed just as Nayland Smith and Craig came down the three steps.

Does it begin to dawn on your mind, Craig, why the intelligence services of all the great powers are keenly interested in you?

Morris Craig nodded.

Which is bad enough, he said. But the devil who tried to murder you today is a bigger danger than any.

My dear Craig, he didnt try to murder me. If the man who did had been caught, he would never have heard of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

You mean hed have said so?

I mean it would be true. Imagine a linguist who speaks any of the civilized languages, and a score of dialects, with perfect ease; an adept in many sciences; one with the brains of three men of genius. Such a master doesnt risk his neck in the hands of underlings. No. We have to deal with a detached intellect, with a personality scarcely human.

Nayland Smith fell silent  and Craig knew that he was thinking about Moreno, the man who had suffered in his place.

Suppose, Smith, he said, you give your problems a rest for a while and dine with me tonight?

I shall be glad, Craig. Let it be at my hotel. Join me there in, say, an hour from now. But let me point out it isnt my problem. Its yours! When you leave, get the man, Sam, to have a taxi waiting  and keep him with you. I take it he hasnt gone?

No. Hes somewhere about. Were night birds here. But what good is Sam?

Hes a witness. Youre safe provided youre not alone.

Safe from what?

Abduction! Being smuggled out by the mysterious subway which has swallowed up other men of use to Fu-Manchu.

Where do they go? What use can he have for them?

I dont know where they go, rapped Nayland Smith, but I suspect. As for their use  the use that the ant has for the aphides. Except that Dr. Fu-Manchu milks their brains. Unnoticed by either, the door of Camilles room had been slowly and silently opening for some time.

Youre beginning to get me really jumpy, Smith. You dont intend to go out alone?

Nayland Smith shook his head grimly, putting on the topcoat which had brought disaster to poor Moreno.

I have a bodyguard waiting below  a thing I never dreamed Id stoop to! But Dr. Fu-Manchu doesnt want my brains. He wants my life!

For heavens sake, be careful, Smith. The elevator man goes off at seven oclock. Ill see you down to the street.

Save yourself the trouble. You have work to do. I know the way. Lend me your master key. Whoever stays here on duty can do the same for you. And remember  stick by Sam until you get to my hotel.

The door of Camilles room began to close.


CHAPTER FOUR

And that night Manhattan danced on, merrily.

Restaurants were crowded with diners, later to proceed to equally crowded theatres, dance halls, bars. Broadway, a fantasy invented long ago by H.G. Wells, but one he never expected to come true, roared and glittered and threw up to the skies an angry glare visible for miles  as of Rome burning.

Whilst on top of a building taller than the towers of those early seekers, the priests of Bel, a modern wizard from Merton College, Oxford, trapped and sought to tame the savage powers which hold our tiny world in thrall. His spells were mathematical formulae, his magic circle rested on steel and concrete. Absorbed in contemplation of the purely scientific facets of his task, only now did it begin to creep upon his consciousness  an evil phantom, chilling, terrifying  that under his hand lay means whereby the city of New York might be reduced to one with Nineveh and Tyre.

But directed downward and inward? Nayland Smith had asked. Morris Craig realized, in this moment of cold lucidity, that directed downward and outward, the secret plant so lovingly and secretly assembled in the Huston laboratory might well obliterate, utterly, a great part of Manhattan.

Manhattan danced on.

Craig studied his nearly finished diagram with new doubt  almost with distaste. In the blind race for domination, many governments, including, according to Nayland Smith, that of Great Britain, watched every step of his experiments. And Dr. Fu-Manchu was watching.

The Huston Electric Corporation was not to be left in undisputed possession of this new source of power.

Assuming that these unknown watchers failed to solve the secret, and that Washington didnt intervene, what did Michael Frobisher intend to do with it?

For that matter, what did he, Morris Craig, intend to do with it?

He had to admit to himself that he had never, from the moment of inspiration which had led to these results right up to this present hour, given a thought to possible applications of the monstrous force he had harnessed.

Brushing back that obstinate forelock, he dismissed these ideas which were non-productive, merely disturbing, and sat down to read two letters which Camille Navarre had left to be signed. He possessed the capacity, indispensable to success in research, of banishing any train of thought not directly concerned with the problem before him.

But, even as he picked up the typed pages, another diversion intruded.

A pair of black-rimmed glasses lay on the desk. He knew they were Camilles, and he was surprised that she had not missed them.

He had often wondered what defect marred those beautiful eyes, and so he removed his own glasses and put hers on. Craigs sight was good, and he aided it during prolonged work merely to combat a slight astigmatism of the left eye. His lenses magnified only very slightly.

But  Camilles didnt magnify at all!

He satisfied himself that they were, in fact, nothing but plain glass, before laying them down.

Having signed the letters, he pressed a button.

Camille entered composedly and crossed to the desk.

It was so stupid of me, Dr. Craig, she said, but I must have left my glasses here when I brought the letters in.

Craig looked up at her. Yes, she had glorious eyes. He thought they were very deep blue, but they seemed to change in sympathy with her thoughts or emotions. Their evasive color reminded him of the Mediterranean on a day when high clouds scudded across the sky.

She met his glance for a moment and then turned aside, taking up the typed pages and the black-rimmed glasses.

That last cylinder was rather scratchy, and there are one or two words Im uncertain about.

But Craig continued to look at her.

Why wear those things at all? he inquired. You wouldnt miss em.

What do you mean, Dr. Craig?

Well  theyre plain glass, arent they? Why wear two bits of windowpane  in such perfectly lovely optics?

Camille hesitated. She had not been prepared for his making this discovery, and her heart was beating very fast.

Really, I suppose it must seem strange. I know they dont magnify. But, somehow, they help me to concentrate.

Avoid concentration, Craig advised earnestly. I greatly prefer you when youre relaxin. I have looked over the letter

I did my best with it.

Your best is perfection. Exactly what I said, and stickily technical. He looked up at her with frank admiration. Your scientific equipment is A-I wizard. Full marks for the Sorbonne.

Camille veiled her eyes. She had long lashes which Craig felt sure were an act of God and not of Elizabeth Arden.

But all she said was, Thank you, Dr. Craig, spoken in a tone oddly constrained.

Carrying the signed letters and her glasses, she moved away. Craig turned and looked after the trim figure.

Slip out now, he advised, for a plate of wholesome fodder. You stick it too closely. So long as you can give me an hour from ten onward, alls well in a beautiful world.

Perhaps I may go out  although Im really not hungry. She went into her room and closed the door. For a long time she sat there, the useless glasses in her hand, staring straight before her… He was so kind, so delicately sympathetic. He almost apologized when he had to give orders, masking them under that affected form of speech which led many people to think him light-minded, but which had never deceived Camille.

Of course, he was brilliantly clever. One day the people of the world would wake up to find a new genius come among them.

He was so clever that she found it hard to believe he had really accepted her explanation. She had done her best on the urge of the moment, but it was only postponing the evil hour. Camille had never, before that day, met Sir Denis Nayland Smith, but his reputation made discovery certain. And he would tell Morris  

Or would he?

* * * *

Meanwhile, Craig was tidying up prior to going out to join Nayland Smith. He arranged pencils, bowls of ink, and like impedimenta in some sort of order. The board to which the plan was pinned he lifted from its place and carried across the office. Before a large safe he set it down, pulled out a key-ring, manipulated the dial, and unlocked the safe. He placed the plan inside and relocked the steel door.

This done, he returned to his desk and pressed a button on the switchboard.

Laboratory, said a tired voice. Regan speaking.

Im cutting out for some dinner, Regan. Anything you want to see me about before I go?

Nothing, Doctor.

Right. Back around ten.

He stood up  then remained standing, for a moment, quite still, and listening.

The sound of a short, harsh cough, more like that of a dog who has swallowed a fragment of bone than of a human being, had reached his ears.

Crossing, he opened the office door and looked out. The landing was empty.

Sam! he called.

Sam appeared from somewhere, chewing industriously.

Yes, boss?

Did you cough?

Me? No, sir. Why?

Thought I heard someone coughing. Stand by. I want you to come along with me in a minute.

He returned, took his jacket from a hook and put it on; then draped his topcoat over his arm. He was just reaching for his hat, when he remembered something. Dropping the coat over the back of a chair, he crossed to the door of Camilles room, rapped, and opened.

She looked up in a startled way, glancing at the glasses beside her.

Sorry  er  Miss Navarre, but may I borrow your key? Lent mine to Nayland Smith.

Camilles eyes appeared to Craig to change color, but that faint twitch of the lip which heralded a smile reassured him. Certainly, Dr. Craig.

She pulled a ring out of her handbag and began to detach the key which opened both elevators and the street door. Craig watched her deft white fingers, noting with approval that she did not go in for the kind of nail varnish which suggests that its wearer has been disembowelling a pig.

And as he watched, the meaning of Camilles repressed smile suddenly came to him.

I say! he exclaimed. Just a minute. Pause. Give me time to reflect.

Camille looked up.

Yes, Dr. Craig?

How are you going to cut out for eats, as recommended, if I pinch your key?

Oh, it doesnt matter a little bit.

Doesnt matter? It matters horribly. Im not going to leave you locked up here in the ogres tower with no means of escape. I firmly repeat  pause. I will borrow Regans key.

But

There are no buts. I want you to nip out for a speck of nourishment like a good girl.

He waved his hand and was gone.

Camille sat looking towards the door for fully a minute after it had closed.

* * * *

It may be best, said Nayland Smith, if we dine in the restaurant here. I expect calls, too.

Must say Ill breathe more freely, Craig admitted. I never expected to slink around New York as if crossing enemy territory. What news of Moreno?

Smith knocked ash from his pipe with unusual care.

Poor devil, he said softly.

Like that is it?

Smith nodded. I went there after leaving you. His wife had been sent for. Nice kid, little more than a child. Only married six months. Maddison Lowe is probably the ace man in his province, but hes beaten this time.

Have they identified the stuff used?

No. Its nothing on the order of curari. And there are no tetanus symptoms. Hes just completely unconscious, and slowly dying. I suppose I should feel indebted to Dr. Fu-Manchu. Its evidently a painless death.

Good God, Smith! You make me shudder. What kind of man is this?

A genius, Craig. He is above ordinary emotions. Men and women are just pieces on the board. Any that become useless, or obstructive, he removes. Its quite logical.

It may be. But it isnt human.

You are not the first to doubt if Dr. Fu-Manchu is human, in the generally accepted sense of the word. Certainly he has long outlived mans normal span. He claims to have mastered the secret of prolonging life.

Do you believe it?

I cant doubt it. He was elderly from all accounts when I first set eyes on him, in a Burmese forest. He nearly did for me, then  using the same method  as he has done for poor Moreno, now. And that was more years ago than I care to count.

Good heavens! How old is he?

God knows. Come on. Lets get some dinner. We have a lot to talk about.

As they entered the restaurant, to be greeted by a maître dhôtel who knew Nayland Smith, Craig saw the steely eyes turning swiftly right and left. With the ease of one who has been a target for criminals all over the world, Smith was analyzing every face in the room.

That table by the wall, he rapped, pointing.

I am so sorry, Sir Denis. That table is reserved.

Reserve another, and say you made a mistake.

A ten-dollar bill went far to clinch the matter. There was some running about by waiters, whispering and side glances, to which Nayland Smith paid no attention. As he and Craig sat down:

You note, he explained tersely, I can see the entrance from here. Adjoining table occupied. People harmless.

Whilst Morris Craig attacked a honeydew melon, Smith covertly watched him, and then:

Highly attractive girl, that secretary of yours, he jerked casually.

Craig looked up.

Quite agree. Highly competent, too.

Remarkable hair.

Ah, you noticed it! Pity she hides it like that.

Hides her eyes, too, said Smith drily.

But Craig did not reply. He had been tempted to do so, and then had changed his mind. Instead he studied a wine list which a waiter had just handed to him. As he ordered a bottle of Château Margaux, he was thinking, Has Camille gone out? Where has she gone? Is she doing herself well? Yes, Camille had remarkable hair, and her eyes. For some obscure reason he found himself wondering who could have coughed in the office just before he left, and wondering, too, in view of the fact that, failing Sam, it was quite unaccountable, why he had dismissed the incident so lightly.

The devil of it is, Craig, Nayland Smith was saying, that Fu-Manchu, who has come dangerously near to upsetting the order of things more than once, is no common criminal.

Evidently.

He doesnt work for personal gain. Hes a sort of cranky idealist. I said tonight that I prayed you might never meet him. The prayer was a sincere one. The force which Dr. Fu-Manchu can project is as dangerous, in its way, as that which you have trapped in your laboratory. Five minutes in his company would convince you that you stood in the presence of a phenomenal character.

Im prepared to believe you. But I dont understand how such a modern Cesare Borgia can wander around New York and escape the police!

Nayland Smith leaned across the table and fixed his steady gaze on Craig.

Dr. Fu-Manchu, he said deliberately, will never be arrested by any ordinary policeman. In my opinion, the plant on top of the Huston Building should be smashed to smithereens. His speech became rapid, rattling. Its scientific lunatics like you who make life perilous. Agents of three governments are watching you. I may manage the agents  but I wont make myself responsible for Dr. Fu-Manchu.

* * * *

Could Morris Craig have seen the face of the Chinese doctor at that moment he might better have appreciated Nayland Smiths warning.

In his silk-lined apartment in Pell Street, old Huan Tsung was contemplating the crystal as a Tibetan devotee contemplates the Grand Lama. Mirrored within it was that wonderful face, dominated by the blazing green eyes.

I am served, came sibilantly in Chinese, by fools and knaves. We, of the Seven, are pledged to save the world from destruction by imbeciles. It seems that we are children, and blind ourselves.

Huan Tsung did not speak. The cold voice continued.

We betray our presence, our purpose, and our methods, to the common man-hunters. Had this purpose been achieved, we should have been justified. We need so short a time. Interference, now, can be fatal. But the method employed was clumsy. This victim of your blundering must not die.

Compassion, Excellency, is an attribute of the weak.

The compelling eyes remained fixed upon him.

Rejoice, then, that I entertain it for you. Otherwise you would have joined your revered ancestors tonight. I am moved by expediency  which is an attribute of the wise. In the death of a police officer the seed of retribution is sown. I must remain here until my work is done. If he dies, I shall be troubled. If he survives, the affair becomes less serious. In one hour from now he will be dead  unless we act. I am preparing the antidote. It is for you to find means to administer it… Take instant steps.

The light in the crystal faded.

As a result of this conversation, just as Craig had begun on the sweet, Nayland Smith was called to the phone.

He was not away long. But when he came back, his face wore a curious expression. In part, it was an expression of relief  in part, of something else. As he sat down:

A miracle has been performed in Manhattan, he said.

Craig stared. What do you mean?

What! Professor Lowe has won, after all?

Nayland Smith shook his head.

No. Professor Lowe was beaten. But some obscure practitioner, instructed by Morenos father, insisted upon seeing the patient. As the case was desperate, and the unknown doctor  who had practised in the tropics  claimed to recognize the symptoms, he was given permission to go ahead. Moreno would have died, anyway.

But he didnt?

On the contrary. He recovered consciousness shortly after the injection which this obscure doctor administered. He is already off the danger list.

This was a brilliant bird, Smith! He doesnt deserve to be obscure.

Nayland Smith tugged reflectively at the lobe of his left ear. He must remain so. The physician whose name he gave is absent in Philadelphia. Officer Morenos father was not even aware of his sons illness.

Huan Tsung had taken instant steps. But Craig laid his spoon down in bewilderment.

Then  I mean to say  if he was an impostor  what the devils it all about?

Perfectly simple. For some deep reason we cant hope to fathom, Dr. Fu-Manchu has decided that Moreno must live. I fear he has also decided that I must die. Granting equal efficiency, what are my chances?


CHAPTER FIVE

Sam was free until nine forty-five. He studied the menus displayed outside a number of restaurants suitable for one of limited resources, before making a selection. His needs were simple, it seemed, and having finished his dinner, he moved along to a bar, mounted a stool, and ordered himself a bourbon.

Seated there, in his short leather jacket, a cap with a very long peak pushed to the back of his bullet head, he surveyed the scene through his spectacles whilst lighting a cigarette.

Youre with the Huston Electric, arent you? said someone almost at his elbow.

Sam turned. A personable young man, of Latin appearance, had mounted the next stool and was smiling at him amiably.

Sam stared.

What about it? he inquired.

Oh, nothing. Just thought Id seen you there.

What were you doing there?

Newspaper story. Im a reporter.

Is that so?

Sam eyed the reporter from head to heels, without favor.

Sure. Laurillards my name  Jed Laurillard. And Im always out for a good story.

Well, well, said Sam.

Push that back and have the other half. Just going to order one myself.

Thats fine. My names Sam.

Sam what?

Sam.

I mean, whats your other name?

Jim.

Your name is Sam Jim?

You got it the wrong way around. Jim Sam.

I never heard of it before. How do you spell it?

S-a-m. I got an uncle the same name.

For the decimal of a second, Laurillards jaw hardened. Then the hard line relaxed. He slapped Sam on the back and laughed, signalling the barman.

Youre wasting your time, he declared. You ought to be in show business.

Sam grinned, but made no reply. The second bourbon went the way of the first, apparently meeting with even less obstruction.

This new thing Huston is bringing out, Laurillard went on. Breaking into the news next week, isnt it?

Sam held up his empty glass and appeared to be using it as a lens through which to count the bottles in the bar.

Is it? he said.

You ought to know. Laurillard signalled the barman again. If I could get the exact date it would be worth money to me.

Would it? How much?

Well  speculatively, he watched Sam considering his third drink enough to make it worth, say, fifty bucks to you.

Sam looked at Laurillard over the top of his spectacles and finished his drink. He made no other reply. Laurillard caught the barmans eye and glanced aside at Sams glass. It was re-filled.

For some time after the fourth, the barman, who was busy, lost count.

You know what Im talking about? Laurillard presently inquired. This new lighting system?

Sure.

Some English scientist working on it.

Sure.

Well, when the story breaks its going to be big. Science news is a dollar a word these days. Hurt nobody if I got it first. Youre a live guy. I spotted you first time I was up there. Never miss one. Its my business  see?

Sam emptied his glass and nodded.

Suppose you made a few inquiries. No harm in that. I could meet you here tomorrow. Any time you say.

What you wanna know, exac xacly? Sam inquired.

His glance had become oblique. Laurillard signalled the barman and leaned forward confidentially.

Get this. He lowered his voice. I want to know when the job will be finished. That gives me a lead. Its easy enough.

A full glass was set before Sam.

Good luck, he said, raising it.

Same to you. What time tomorrow, here?

Same to you  mean, same time.

Good enough. I must rush. Hard life, reporting.

Laurillard rushed. Outside, he looked in through the window and saw Sam raising the drink to his lips, sympathetically watched by the barman. What happened after that he didnt see. He was hurrying to the spot where his car was parked.

He had some distance to go, but less than twenty minutes later the doorbell jangled in that Chinatown shop where a good-looking young Oriental labored tirelessly with India ink and brush. He laid his brush aside and looked up.

Mr. Huan Tsung? said Laurillard.

Mr. Huan Tsung not in. You call before?

Laurillard seemed to be consulting his memory, but, after a momentary pause, he replied.

Yes.

How many time?

Seven.

Give me the message.

Laurillard leaned confidentially forward.

The man from Huston Electric is taken care of. Hes too drunk to go far. Whats better, Ive sounded him  and I think hell play. Thats why I came to see you.

I think, was the cold reply, that you are a fool. The young Oriental spoke now in perfect English. You have exceeded your instructions. You are new to the work. You will never grow old in it.

But

I have no more to say. I will put in your report.

He scribbled a few lines in pencil, took up his brush, and went on writing.

Laurillards jaw hardened, and he clenched his gloved hands.

Good-by, said the industrious scribe.

Laurillard went out.

In his report concerning Sam he had stated, quite honestly, what he believed to be true. But evidently he was mistaken. Not three minutes had elapsed before the doorbell jangled again. A man came lurching in who walked as if on a moving deck. He wore a short leather jacket and a cap with a long peak. His eyes, seen through spectacles, were challenging. He chewed as he talked, using the gum as a sort of mute.

Say  have you got a pipe-cleaner? he inquired.

The young Oriental, without laying his brush down, slightly raised his eyes.

No have.

Whats the use of a joint like this that dont carry pipe-cleaners? Sam demanded. He looked all around, truculently. Happen to have a bit of string?

No string.

Sam chewed and glared down awhile at the glossy black head bent over the writing. Then, with a parting grunt, Sam went out.

The young Chinese student scribbled another note in pencil.

* * * *

Camille sat quite still in her room for so long after Craig had gone that she lost all count of time.

He had not quite shut the door, and dimly she had become aware that he was calling Regan. She heard the sound of voices when Regan came out of the laboratory; then heard the laboratory door closed.

After which, silence fell.

The work she had come here to do grew harder every day, every hour. There were times when she rebelled inwardly against the obligations which bound her. There were other times when she fought against her heart. There was no time when her mind was otherwise than in a state of tumult.

It could not go on. But where did her plain duty lie?

The silence of the place oppressed her. Often, alone here at night  as she was, sometimes  she had experienced something almost like terror. True, always Shaw or Regan would be on duty in the laboratory, but a locked iron door set them apart. This terror was not quite a physical thing. Camille was fully alive to the fact that spies watched Morriss work. But it wasnt any attempt from this quarter which dismayed her.

A deeper terror lay somewhere in the subconscious, a long way down.

Who was Dr. Fu-Manchu?

She had heard that strange name spoken, for the first time, by Morris. He had been talking to Nayland Smith. Then  she had received a warning from another source.

But, transcending this shadowy menace, fearful as the unknown always must be, loomed something else  greater.

That part of Camille which was French, and therefore realist, challenged the wisdom of latter-day science, asked if greater and greater speed, more and more destructive power, were leading men to more and greater happiness. Her doubts were not new. They had come between her and the lecturers at the Sorbonne. She had confided them to a worthy priest of her acquaintance. But he, poor man, had been unable to give her guidance in this particular spiritual problem.

If God were a reality  and Camille, whilst not a communicant, was a Christian in her bones  surely such experiments as men of science were making today must anger Him?

In what degree did they differ from those which had called down a divine wrath on the Tower of Babel?

To what new catastrophe would this so-called Science lead the world? Morris Craigs enthusiasm for research she understood. It was this same eager curiosity which had driven her through the tedium of a science training. But did he appreciate that the world might be poisoned by the fruits of his creative genius?

Often it had come to her, in lonely, reflective moments, that the wonderful, weird thing which Morris had created might be a cause of laughter in Hell…

What was that?

Camille thought she had heard the sound of a harsh, barking cough.

Before her cool brain had entirely assumed command, before the subconscious, troubled self could be conquered, she was out of her room and staring all around an empty office.

Of course, it was empty.

Regan, she knew, stood watch in the laboratory. The plant ran day and night, and a record was kept of the alternations (so far inexplicable) of that cosmic force which had been tapped by the genius of Morris Craig. But no sound could penetrate from the laboratory.

She opened the office door and called:

Sam!

There was no reply. She remembered, now, hearing Morris instructing the handyman to go somewhere with him.

A great urge for human sympathy, for any kind of contact, overcame her. She glanced at the switchboard. She would call Regan. He was a cynical English northcountryman who had admired her predecessor, Miss Lewis, and who resented the newcomer. But he was better than nobody.

Then she thought of her phone call, which had been interrupted earlier in the evening. A swift recognition of what it had meant, of what it would mean to make the same call again, swept her into sudden desolation.

What was she going to do? Her plan, her design for life, had not worked out. Something had gone awry.

She must face facts. Morris Craig had crossed her path. She could not serve two masters. Which was it to be? Once again  where did her duty lie?

Listening tensely, her brain a battlefield of warring emotions, Camille turned and went back to her room. Seated at her desk, she dialled a number, and went on listening, not to a distant ring but to the silence beyond her open door. She waited anxiously, for she had come to a decision. But for a long time there was no reply.

The silent office outside was empty. So that there was no one to see a figure, a dark silhouette against the sky, against those unwatching eyes which still remained alive in one distant tower dominating the Huston Building. It was a hulking, clumsy figure, not unlike that of a great ape. It passed along the parapet outside the office windows…

Yes? Camille had got through. Nine-nine here.

She had swung around in her chair, so that she no longer faced the open door.

If you please.

She waited again.

Silently the door had been fully opened. The huge figure stood there. It was that of a man of formidably powerful physique. His monstrous shoulders, long arms, and large hands had something unnatural in their contours, as had his every movement, his behavior. He wore blue overalls. His swarthy features might have reminded a surgeon of a neat successful grafting operation.

Yes, Camille said urgently. Can I see you, tonight  at once?

The intruder took one silent step forward. Camille saw him.

She dropped the receiver, sprang up, and retreated, her hands outstretched to fend off horror. She gasped. To scream was impossible.

My God! (Unknown to herself, she whispered the words in French.) Who are you? What do you want?

I  want  it was a mechanical, toneless, grating voice you.


CHAPTER SIX

When Morris Craig returned to his office, it remained as he had left it, illuminated only by two desk lights. He glanced automatically at the large electric clock on the wall above and saw that the hour was nine-fifty-five. He took off his topcoat and hung it up with his hat and jacket.

He was back on time.

What had Nayland Smith said? Youre a pure fanatic. Some lunatic like you will blow the world to bits one of these days. Youre science drunk. Even now, youre dancing to get away…

Craig stared out of the window. Many rooms in that towering building which overtopped the Huston were dark now, so that he thought of a London coster dressed in pearlies from which most of the buttons had been torn off. Yes, he had felt eager to get back.

Was it the call of science  of that absorbing problem which engaged his mind? Or was it, in part at least, Camille?

If the latter, then it simply wouldnt do. In the life of a scientist steeped in an investigation which might well revolutionize human society there was no place for that sort of thing. When his work was finished  well, perhaps he might indulge in the luxury of thinking about an attractive woman.

Thus, silently, Dr. Morris Craig communed with himself  quite failing to appreciate the fact that he was thinking about an attractive woman all the time.

Nayland Smith suspected this interest. Hard to deceive Smith. And, somehow (Craig couldnt pin down the impression), he felt that Smith didnt approve. Of course, recognition had come to Craig, suddenly staggeringly, of the existence of danger he had never suspected.

He moved among shadowy menaces. Not all of them were intangible. He had seen the hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu stretch out, fail in its grasp, and then bestow life upon one given up to death.

Dr. Fu-Manchu… No, this was not the time to involve a girl in the affairs of a man marked down by Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Craig glanced towards the door of Camilles room, then sat down resolutely and touched a control.

Laboratory, came. Regan here.

Thought Id let you know Im back, Regan. How are the readings?

Particularly irregular, Doctor. You might like to see them?

I will, Regan, presently. Nothing else to report?

Nothing.

Craig stood up again, and crossed to the office door, which he opened.

Sam!

Hello, boss?

Sam emerged from some cubbyhole which served as his headquarters. He had discarded the leather jacket and the cap with a long peak, and was resuming overalls and eye-shade.

Is there any need for you to hang around?

Sure  plenty. Mr. Regan he told me to report back. Theres some job in the lab needs fixing up.

I see. Craig smiled. Youre not just sort of killing time until I go home, so that you can dog my weary footsteps?

Sam tried an expression of injured innocence. But it didnt suit him.

Listen, Doctor

Sir Denis tipped you to keep an eye on me until I was tucked up safely in my downy cot. Did he or didnt he?

Well, maybe he figures theres perils in this great city

You mean, he did?

I guess thats right.

I thought so. Just wanted to know. Craig took out his keys and turned. Im going into the lab now. Come on. Followed by Sam, he crossed and went up the three steps to the metal door. As he unlocked it, eerie greenish-grey light shone out and a faint humming sound, as of a giant hornets nest crept around the office. A moment later, the door closed as they went in.

The office remained silent and empty whilst the minute hand of the clock swept the dial three times. There was an attachment which sounded the hours, and its single bell note had just rung out on the stroke of ten, when Camille came in.

She stood quite still for a moment, one hand resting on the edge of the door, her slim fingers looking curiously listless. Then she came right inside and opened her handbag. Taking out the black-rimmed glasses, she stared at them as though they were unfamiliar in some way. Her glance wandered to the clock.

It would have seemed to one watching her that the clock had some special significance, some urgent message to impart, for Camilles expression changed. Almost, she might have been listening to explicit instructions. Her gaze grew alert.

She crossed to her room and went in, leaving the door half open.

Then, again, silence fell. By ones and twos, the gleaming buttons imagined by Craig disappeared from the pearly scheme which decorated a nocturne framed by long windows.

When Craig opened the laboratory door, he paused at the head of the steps.

Be at ease, Sam. I will not stir a yard without my keeper. He closed and locked the door, came down, and went straight across to the safe. Resolutely he avoided looking toward Camilles room to see if she had come back.

From his ring he selected the safe key, and spun the dial. Not until he took out his big drawing board, and turned, did he see Camille.

She stood right at his elbow, in shadows.

Craig was really startled.

Good Lord, my dear!  I thought Id seen a ghost!

Camilles smile was vague. Please forgive me. Didnt you know I was here?

Craig laughed reassuringly.

Forgive me. I shouldnt be such a jumping frog. When did you come in?

A few minutes ago. He saw now that she held a notebook in her hand. There is this letter to Dr. White, at Harvard. I must have forgotten it.

Craig carried the board over to its place and fixed it up. Camille slowly followed. When he was satisfied, he suddenly grasped her shoulders and turned her around so that the reflected light from the drawing desk shone up onto her face.

My dear  er  Miss Navarre, you have, beyond any shade of doubt, been overdoin it. I warned you! The letter to Dr. White went off with the other mail. I distinctly recall signing same.

Oh! Camille looked down at her notebook.

Craig dropped his hands from her shoulders and settled himself on the stool. He drew a tray of pencils nearer.

I quite understand, he said quietly. Done the same thing myself, lots of times. Fact is, were both overtired. I shant be long on the job tonight. We have been at it very late here for weeks now. Leave me to it. I suggest you hit the hay good and early.

But  I am sorry  her accent grew more marked, more fascinating if I seem distrait

Did you cut out for eats, as prescribed?

Craig didnt look around.

No. I  just took a walk

Then take another one  straight home. Explore the icebox, refresh the tired frame, and seek repose. Expect you around ten in the morning. My fault, asking you to come back.

* * * *

Camille sat on the studio couch in her small apartment, trying to reconstruct events of the night.

She couldnt.

It baffled her, and she was frightened.

There were incidents which were vague, and this was alarming enough. But there were whole hours which were entirely blank!

The vague incidents had occurred just before she left the Huston Building. Morris had been wonderfully sympathetic, and his kindness had made her desperately unhappy. Why had this been so? She found herself quite unable to account for it. Their entire relationship had assumed the character of an exquisite torture; but what had occurred on this particular occasion to make the torture so poignant?

What had she been doing just before that last interview?

She had only a hazy impression of writing something in a notebook, tearing the page off, and  then?

Camille stared dreamily at the telephone standing on her bureau. Had she made a call since her return? She moved over and took up the waste-basket. There were tiny fragments of ruled paper there. Evidently she had torn something up, with great care.

Her heart beginning to beat more swiftly, she stooped and examined the scraps of paper, no larger than confetti disks. Traces of writing appeared, but some short phrase, whatever it was, had been torn apart accurately, retorn, and so made utterly undecipherable.

Camille dropped down again on the divan and sat there staring straight before her with unseeing eyes.

Could it be that she had overtaxed her brain  that this was the beginning of a nervous collapse? For, apart from her inability to recall exactly what she had done before leaving the office, she had no recollection whatever, vague or otherwise, of the two hours preceding her last interview with Morris!

Her memory was sharp, clear-cut, up to the moment she had lifted the phone on her own desk to make a certain call. This had been some time before eight. Whether she ever made that call or not, she had no idea. Her memory held no record of the interval between then and Morris telling her she seemed tired and insisting that she go home.

But over two hours had elapsed  two lost hours!

Sleep was going to be difficult. She had an urge for coffee but knew that it was the wrong thing in the circumstances. She went into the kitchenette and cut herself two sandwiches. She ate them standing there while she warmed some milk. This, and a little fruit, made up her supper.

When she had prepared the bed, and undressed, she still felt wide awake but had no inclination to read. Switching the lights off, she stood at the window looking down into the street. A number of darkened cars were parked on both sides, and while she stood there several taxis passed. There were few pedestrians.

All these things she noted in a subconscious way. They had no particular interest for her. She was trying all the time to recapture those lost hours. Never in her life before had such a thing happened to her. It was appalling…

At last, something taking place in the street below dragged her wandering mind back to the present, the actual.

A big man  abnormally big  stood almost opposite. He appeared to be looking up at her window. Something to his appearance, his hulking, apelike pose, struck a chord of memory, sharp, terrifying, but shapeless, unresolved.

Camille watched him. His presence might have nothing to do with her. He could be looking at some other window. But she felt sure he was looking at hers.

When, as she watched, he moved away, loose-armed and shambling, she stepped to the end of the bay and followed his ungainly figure with her eyes. From here, she could just see Central Park, and at the corner the man paused  seemed to be looking back.

Camille stole across her darkened room to the lobby, and bolted and chained the door.

A wave of unaccountable terror had swept over her.

Why?

She had never, to her knowledge, seen the man before. He was a dangerous-looking type, but her scanty possessions were unlikely to interest a housebreaker. Nevertheless, she dreaded the dark hours ahead and knew that hope of sleep had become even more remote.

Lowering the Venetian blinds, she switched up her bedside lamp and toyed with a phial of sleeping tablets. She had known many restless nights of late, but dreaded becoming a drug addict. Finally, shrugging her shoulders, she swallowed one, got into bed, and sipped the rest of the warm milk.

She did not recall turning the light out. But, just as she was dozing off, a sound of heavy, but curiously furtive, footsteps on the stair aroused her. There was no elevator.

The sound died away  if she had really heard and not imagined it.

Sleep crept upon her unnoticed…

She dreamed that she stood in a dimly lighted, thickly carpeted room. It was peculiarly silent, and there was a sickly-sweet smell in the air, a smell which she seemed to recognize yet couldnt identify. She was conscious of one impulse only. To escape from this silent room.

But a man wearing a yellow robe sat behind a long, narrow table, watching her. And the regard of his glittering green eyes held her as if chained to the spot upon which she stood. He seemed to be draining her of all vitality, all power of resistance. She thought of the shell of a fly upon which a spider has feasted.

She knew in her dream, but couldnt remember a word that had passed, that this state of inertia was due to a pitiless cross-examination to which she had been subjected.

The examination was over, and now she was repeating orders already given. She knew herself powerless to disobey them.

On the stroke of ten. Repeat the time.

On the stroke of ten.

Repeat what you have to write.

The safe combination used by Dr. Craig.

When are you to await a call in your apartment?

At eleven oclock.

Who will call you?

You will call me…

She was exhausted, at the end of endurance. The dim, Oriental room swam about her. The green eyes grew larger  dominated that yellow, passionless face  merged  became a still sea in which she was drowning.

Camille heard herself shriek as she fought her way back to consciousness. She sprang up, choked with the horror of her dreams; then:

Did it really happen? she moaned. Oh, God! What did I do last night?

Grey light was just beginning to outline the slats of the Venetian blinds.

Manhattan was waking to a new day.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Nayland Smith crossed and threw his door open as the bell buzzed.

Come in, Harkness.

There was an irritable note in his voice. This was his third day in New York, and he had made no progress worthy of record. Yet every hour counted.

They shook hands. Raymond Harkness was a highly improbable F.B.I. operative but a highly efficient one. His large hazel eyes were ingenuous, almost childish in expression, and he had a gentle voice which he rarely raised. Of less than medium height, as he stood there peeling a glove off delicate-looking fingers he might have been guessed a physician, or even a surgeon, but never a detective.

Any news? rapped Smith, dropping restlessly into an armchair and pointing to its twin.

Yes. Harkness sat down, first placing his topcoat and hat neatly on a divan. I think there is.

Good. Lets have it.

Smith pushed a box of cigarettes across the table and began to charge his foul briar.

Well  Harkness lighted a cigarette Mrs. Frobisher had an appointment at three oclock this afternoon with Professor Hoffmeyer, the Viennese psychiatrist who runs a business on the top floor of the Woolton Building.

How did you know?

Im having Falling Waters carefully covered. I want to find out who was responsible for the burglary there last week. Stein, the chauffeur-butler, drove Mrs. Frobisher into town, in their big Cadillac. When she had gone in, Steins behaviour was just a bit curious.

What did he do?

He parked the car, left his uniform cap inside, put on a light topcoat and soft hat, and walked around to a bar on East Forty-eighth.

Whats curious about that?

Maybe not a lot. But when he got to the bar, he met another man who was evidently waiting for him. One of our boys who has ears like a desert rat was soon on a nearby stool.

Hear anything?

Plenty. But it wasnt in English.

Oh! Nayland Smith lighted his pipe. What was the lingo?

My man was counted out. He reports he doesnt know.

Useful!

No, it isnt, Sir Denis. But Scarron  thats his name  had a bright thought when the party broke up. He didnt tail Stein. Knew he was going back to his car. He tailed Number Two.

Good work. Where did the bird settle?

And when Harkness, very quietly, told him, Nayland Smith suddenly stood up.

Got something there, Harkness, he rapped. The job at Falling Waters may have been Soviet-inspired, and not, as I supposed, a reconnaissance by Dr. Fu-Manchu. Whats Steins background?

Man at work, right now, on it.

Good. What about details of the bogus doctor who saved Morenos life? To hand, yet?

Yes. Harkness took out a notebook and unhurriedly turned the pages. Its a composite picture built up on the testimony of several witnesses. Here we are. He laid his cigarette carefully on the edge of an ash-tray. Tall; well-built. Pale, clear-cut features. Slight black moustache, heavy brows; dark, piercing eyes.

Hm, Smith muttered. Typical villain of melodrama. Did he carry a riding whip?

Not reported! Harkness smiled, returning the notebook to his pocket. But theres one other item. Not so definite  but something I wish you could look into personally. Its your special province.

Nayland Smith, who had worn tracks in more carpets than any man in England, was pacing the room, now, followed by a wraith of tobacco smoke.

Go ahead.

Harkness dusted ash into a tray and leaned back in his chair.

For sometime before your arrival, he said, but acting on your advice that Dr. Fu-Manchu was probably in New York, we have been checking up on possible contacts in the Asiatic quarter.

Maybe none. Fu-Manchus organization isnt primarily Chinese, or even Oriental. Hes head of a group known as the Council of Seven. They have affiliations in every walk of society and in every country, as I believe. The Communists arent the only plotters with far-flung cells.

That may be so, Harkness went on patiently, but as a matter of routine I had the possibility looked into. Broadly, we drew blank. But theres one old gentleman, highly respected in the Chinatown area, who seems to be a bit of a mystery.

Whats his name?

Huan Tsung.

What does he look like?

He is tall, I am told, for a Chinese, but old and frail. Ive never seen him personally.

What! Nayland Smith pulled up and stared. Dont follow. Myth?

Oh, he exists. But hes hard to get at. Some sort of invalid, I believe. Easy enough to see him officially, but I dont want to do that. He has tremendous influence of some kind amongst the Asiatic population.

Nayland Smith tugged at the lobe of his ear reflectively. This aged, invisible character intrigues me, he said. How long has he lived in New York?

According to police records, for many years.

But his remarkable habits suggest that he might be absent for a long time without his absence being noticed?

Thats true, Harkness admitted.

For instance, you are really sure hes there now?

Practically certain. I have learned in the last few days, since I came up from Washington to meet you, that he has been seen going for a late drive  around eleven at night  in an old Ford which is kept in a shed not far from his shop.

Where does he go?

I have no information. I have ordered an inquiry on that point. You see  he spoke with added earnestness I have it on reliable grounds that Huan Tsung is in the game against us. I dont know where he stands. But

You want me to try to look him over? Nayland Smith broke in. I might recognize this hermit! I agree with you.

He began to walk about again in his restless way. His pipe had gone out, but he didnt appear to notice it.

I could make the necessary arrangements, Sir Denis. You might try tonight, if you have no other plans.

I have no other plans. At any hour, at any moment, Craig may complete his hell machine. In that hour, the enemy will strike  and I dont know where to look for the blow, how to cover up against it. Tell me  Smith shot a swift glance at Harkness does Huan Tsung ever drive out at night more than once?

Harkness frowned thoughtfully. I should have to check on that. But may I suggest that, tonight

No. Leave it to me. Im tired of going around like an escorted tourist. I want my hands free. Leave it to me.

* * * *

When Nayland Smith left police headquarters that night and set out to pick up Harkness, he might have been anything from a ships carpenter to a bosuns mate ashore. His demands on the Bureaus fancy wardrobe had been simple, and no item of his make-up could fairly be described as a disguise.

Upon this, a sea-going walk, dirty hands, and a weird, nasal accent which was one of his many accomplishments, Nayland Smith relied, as he had relied on former occasions.

He had started early, for he had it in mind to prospect the shop of Huan Tsung before joining Harkness at the agreed spot  a point from which that establishment could conveniently be kept in view.

Whilst still some distance from Chinatown proper, he found himself wondering if these streets were always so empty at this comparatively early hour. He saw parked vehicles, and some traffic, but few pedestrians.

The lights of the restaurant quarter were visible ahead, when this quietude was violently disturbed.

A woman screamed  the scream of deadly terror.

As if this had been a reveille, figures, hitherto unseen, began to materialize out of nowhere, and all of them running in the same direction. Nayland Smith ran, too.

A group of perhaps a dozen people, of various colors, surrounded a woman hysterically explaining that she had been knocked down and her handbag snatched by a man who sprang upon her from behind.

As Smith reached the outskirts of the group, pressing forward to get a glimpse of the womans face, someone clapped a hand on his back and seemed to be trying to muscle past. His behavior was so violent that Smith turned savagely  at which moment he felt an acute stab in his neck as if a pin had been thrust in.

Damn you! he snapped. What in hell are you up to?

These words were the last he spoke.

Strong fingers were clasped over his mouth; a sinewy arm jerked his head back  and the stinging in his neck continued!

Nayland Smith believed (he was not in a condition to observe accurately) that the assaulted woman was giving particulars to a patrolman, that the group of onlookers was dispersing.

Making a sudden effort, he bent, twisted, and threw off his attacker.

Turning, fists clenched, he faced a tall man dimly seen in the darkness, for the scuffle had taken place at a badly lighted point. He registered a medium right on this mans chin and was about to follow it up when the man closed with him. He made no attempt to use his fists, he just threw himself upon Smith and twined powerful arms around his body, at the same time crying out:

Officer! Come and lend me a hand!

This colossal impudence had a curious effect.

It changed Nayland Smiths anger to something which he could only have described as cold hatred. By heavens! he would have a reckoning with this suave ruffian!

But he ceased to struggle.

Those onlookers who still remained, promptly deserted the robbed woman and surrounded this new center of interest. The officer, slipping his notebook into a tunic pocket, stepped forward, a big fellow marked by the traditional sangfroid of a New York policeman.

He shone a light onto the face of the tall man, who still had his arms around Nayland Smith, and Smith studied this face attentively.

He saw pale, clear-cut features, a shadowy moustache, heavy brows, and dark, penetrating eyes. The man wore a black overcoat, a white muffler, and a soft black hat. Smith noted with pleasure a thin trickle of blood on his heavy chin.

Then the light was turned upon himself, and:

What goes on? the patrolman asked.

My patient grew fractious. Excitement has this effect. I think hes cooling down, though. Do you think you could lend me a hand as far as my car? I am Dr. Malcolm  Central Park South.

Poor guy. Do what I can, Doctor.

But Nayland Smith smiled grimly. It was his turn.

Listen, Officer, he said  or, more exactly, he framed his lips to say… for no sound issued from his mouth!

He tried again  and produced only a sort of horrible, gurgling laughter.

Then he understood.

He knew that he was in the hands of that same bogus physician who had visited Moreno  that the man was a servant of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

And he knew that the stinging sensation had been caused by the point of a hypodermic syringe.

He was stricken dumb…

The only sound he could utter was that imbecile laugh!

Poor guy, muttered the officer again.

War veteran, Dr. Malcolm explained in a low voice. The onlookers murmured their sympathy. Japanese prison camp. Escaped from my clinic yesterday. But we shall get him right  in time  with care.

During this astounding statement, Dr. Malcolm, overconfident, perhaps, in the presence of the burly patrolman, made the mistake of slightly relaxing his hold.

The temptation was too strong for Nayland Smith.

Tensing every relevant muscle in his body, he broke free. He had no foot room to haul off for a straight one, no time to maneuvre, but he managed to register a really superior uppercut on the point of Dr. Malcolms prominent jaw. Dr. Malcolm tottered  and fell.

Then, turning, Smith ran for his life. He knew nothing less was at stake.

A whistle was blown. A girl screamed. Someone shouted, Escaped madman! Stop him! Runners were hot on his heels.

The hunt was up!

No nightmare of the past, in his long battle with Fu-Manchu, approached in its terrors those which now hounded him on. Capture meant death  and what a death! For he could not doubt that Dr. Fu-Manchu intended, first, to interrogate him.

And escape?

Escape meant the life of a dumb man…

He saw now, plainly enough, how he had held the game in his hands if only he had kept his poise. Many things that he might have done appeared to mock him.

And throughout this time, all about him, hunters multiplied. Voices cried, Escaped madman  stop him! Police whistles skirled; the night became a charivari of racing footsteps.

All New York pursued him.

He tried to think as he ran.

Instinctively he had turned back the way he had come. He had a faint hope that, contrary to his orders, a detective might have been assigned to follow him. How he regretted those orders! What madness to underestimate the profound cunning of Dr. Fu-Manchu…

Suddenly someone stepped out upon him and tried a tackle. He missed. Smith tripped the tackler (he admired his pluck) and ran on.

Escaped madman! Stop him!

Those cries seemed to come from all around. Once he tried to shout also, wildly anxious to test again his power of speech. Only a guttural laugh rewarded him. After that he ran in silence, wondering how long he could hope to last at that pace.

Some swift runner was hot on his heels, having outdistanced all others. But Nayland Smith had recognized a warehouse just ahead, the yard gate open, which he had passed a few minutes earlier. If he could reach it first, he still had a chance. Desperation had prompted a plan.

Then, as he raced up to the gate, something happened which was not in the plan… A pair of stocky figures sprang out, one on either hand!

They had been posted to intercept him  the game was up!

The man on the left Smith accounted for  and he used his feet as well as his fists. The other threw him. He was a trained wrestler and gave not one opening. Then the pack came up. It was led by the big policeman who had muttered, Poor guy. His were the footsteps which Smith had heard so close behind.

As he lay, face downward, in a stranglehold, this officer took charge, speaking breathlessly.

Good work! Dont hurt him. The doctors coming. Dimly Nayland Smith became aware of an increasing crowd. Hand him over to me. I can manage him.

He was lifted upright and seized skillfully by the patrolman. The two thickset thugs vanished into darkness outside a ring of light cast by several flashlamps. Smith retained sufficient sanity to observe that one of them limped badly. He thought and hoped that his kick had put cancelled to his kneecap.

He opened his mouth to speak, remembered, and remained silent.

Take it easy, brother, said the big officer sympathetically. He was still breathing hard from his run. Youre not in Japan now. I dont like holding you, but you surely can use em, and Im not looking for a K.O. He steered Smith into the warehouse yard  that very haven he had prayed to reach!

Well wait here. Hi! you!  to the audience shift!

A car came along. It pulled up opposite the gateway in which they were standing… and Dr. Malcolm got out! A second patrolman was with him. Dr. Malcolms voice sounded pleasantly shaky.

Congratulations, Officer. I shall commend you for this.

All in the days work, replied the man who held Smith. Glad to see youve snapped out of it. A nifty one, that was. Shall I get the wagon?

No, no. Dr. Malcolm stepped forward. It would only excite him. Here is my chauffeur. He is used to  such cases. We can manage quite well between us. Just call me in about twenty minutes. Dr. Scott Malcolm, Circle 7-0300.

Whilst this conversation proceeded, Nayland Smith made up his mind to play the last card he held  the one he had planned to play if he could have gained temporary shelter. One arm being semi-free, although the other was pinioned behind him, he managed to pull his wallet out and to force it under the fingers of the man who held him.

That efficient officer grasped it but did not relax his hold. Okay, he said in a low voice, like that of one soothing a child. Ive got it. Safe enough with me. Come along.

Smith was led to the car by Dr. Malcolm and a low-browed, grey-uniformed chauffeur, who had the face and the physique of a gorilla. Dr. Malcolm took the wheel; the chauffeur got in beside Smith.

And, as the car moved away and excited voices faded, Smiths brain seemed to become a phonograph which remorselessly repeated the words:

Dr. Scott Malcolm … Circle Seven  0-3-0-0… Dr. Scott Malcolm… Circle Seven… 0-3-0-0…

Dr. Scott Malcolm… Circle Seven


CHAPTER EIGHT

It was on the following morning that Morris Craig arrived ahead of time to find Camille already there. He was just stripping his jacket off when he saw her at the door of her room.

Hullo! he called. Why the wild enthusiasm for toil?

She was immaculate as always, but he thought she looked pale. She did not wear her glasses.

I couldnt sleep, Dr. Craig. When daylight broke at last I was glad to come. And theres always plenty to do.

True. But I dont like the insomnia. He walked across to her. You and I need a rest. When the jobs finished, were both going to have one. Shall I tell you something? Im at it early myself because I mean to finish by Friday night so that we both have a carefree week-end.

He patted her shoulder and turned away. Pulling out a key-ring, he went over to the big safe.

Dr. Craig.

Yes? He glanced back.

I suppose you will think it is none of my business, but I feel  she hesitated there are… dangers.

Craig faced her. The boyish gaiety became disturbed.

What sort of dangers?

Camille met his glance gravely, and he thought her eyes were glorious.

You have invented something which many people  people capable of any outrage  want to steal from you. And sometimes I think you are very careless.

In what way?

Well  she lowered her eyes, for Craigs regard was becoming ardent I know Sir Denis Nayland Smiths reputation. I expect he came here to tell you the same thing.

So what?

There are precautions which you neglect.

Tell me one.

The safe combination is one. Do you ever change it?

Craig smiled. No, he confessed. Why should I? Nobody else knows it.

How can you be sure?

Sam might have picked it up  so might you. But why worry?

I may be foolish. But even if only Sam and I knew it, in your place I should change it, Dr. Craig.

Craig stared. His expression conveyed nothing definite, but it embarrassed her.

Not suggesting that Sam

Of course not! Im only suggesting that, for all our sakes, nobody but yourself should know that combination.

Craig brushed his hair back and began to grope in a pocket for cigarettes.

Point begins to dawn, vaguely, he said. Rather cloudy morning, but promise of a bright day. You mean that if something should be pinched therefrom, it must be clear that neither you nor Sam could possibly have known how to open the safe?

Yes, said Camille, I suppose that is what I mean.

Craig stood there watching her door for some time after she had gone in and closed it. Then, he crossed, slowly, to the safe.

He had come to the conclusion that Camille was as clever as she was beautiful. He could not know that she had forced herself to this decision to warn him only after many sleepless hours.

Having arranged his work to his satisfaction, Craig took up the phone and dialled a number. When he got through:

Please connect me with Sir Denis Nayland Smith, he said.

There was an interval, and then the girl at the hotel switchboard reported, Theres no reply from his apartment.

Oh  well, would you give him a message to call Dr. Morris Craig when he comes in.

As he hung up he was thinking that Smith was early afoot. He had seen nothing of him since they had dined together, and was burning with anxiety on his behalf. The delicate instrument which Craig called a transmuter had already gone into construction. Shaw was working on a blueprint in the laboratory. It remained only for Craig to complete three details, and for tests to discover whether his plant could control the power he had invoked.

In view of what failure might mean, he had determined to insist that the entire equipment be moved, secretly, to a selected and guarded site in the open country for the carrying out of these tests.

He was beginning to realize that the transmuter might burst under the enormous load of energy it was designed to distribute. If it did, not only the Huston Building but also a great part of neighboring Manhattan could be dispersed like that lump of steel he had used in a demonstration for Nayland Smith.

Craig, in fact, was victim of an odd feeling of unrest. He continued to discount Smiths more dramatic warnings, and this in spite of the murderous attempt on Moreno, but he was unsure of the future. The feathered dart he had sent to Professor White at Harvard for examination, but so far had had no report.

He pressed a button, then sat on a corner of the desk, swinging one leg, as Sam came in, chewing industriously. Morning, boss.

Good morning, Sam. What time do you turn up here as a rule?

Well  Sam shook his head thoughtfully Im mostly around by eight, on account of Mr. Shaw or Mr. Regan come off night watch then. I might easy be wanted  see?

Yes, I see. Reason I ask is I thought I saw you tailing me as I came along. If this impression was chimerical, correct me. But it isnt the first time I have had it.

Sams eyes, behind his spectacles, betrayed childish wonder.

Me tail you, Doctor! Listen. Wait a minute

I am listening, and I am prepared to wait a minute. But I want an answer.

Well  Sam pulled his eye-shade lower sometimes it happens maybe Im on an errand same time you happen to be going my way.

Enough! I understand. You are my Old Man of the Sea, kindly supplied by Nayland Smith. If Mr. Frobisher knew how you wasted time you owe to Huston Electric, hed fire you. But Ill have it out with Smith, when I see him.

A curious expression crossed Sams face as Craig spoke, but was gone so quickly that, turning away, he didnt detect it. As Sam went out, Craig stood studying the detail on the drawing board, but found himself unable to conquer that spirit of unrest, an unhealthy sense of impending harm, which had descended upon him. Particularly, he was troubled by forebodings about Smith. And although Morris Craig would have rejected such a theory with scientific scorn, it is nevertheless possible that these were telepathic…

* * * *

Less than nine hours before, police headquarters had become a Vesuvius.

Nayland Smiths wallet had been handed in by the frightened patrolman to whom he had passed it. He had given a detailed description of the man posing as Dr. Malcolm. It was recognized, at Centre Street, to correspond to that of the bogus doctor who had saved the life of Officer Moreno!

Wires had hummed all night. The deputy commissioner had been called at his home. So had the district attorney. All cars in the suspected area were radioed. Senior police officers took charge of operations. What had been regarded, in certain quarters, as an outbreak of hysteria in the F.B.I. suddenly crystallized into a present menace when the news broke that a celebrated London consultant had been swept off the map of Manhattan.

From the time that Dr. Malcolm had left with his supposed patient, nothing more was known of his movements. His identity remained a mystery. Feverish activity prevailed. But not a solitary clue came in.

An internationally famous criminal investigator had been spirited away under the very eyes of the police  and no one knew where to look for him!

But Manhattan danced on…

* * * *

Craigs uneasiness grew greater as the day grew older. It began seriously to interfere with concentration. His lunch consisted of a club sandwich and a bottle of beer sent up from the restaurant on the main floor, below. The nearer that Shaws work came to completion in the laboratory, the further Craig seemed to be from contributing those final elements which would give it life. The more feverishly he toiled the less he accomplished.

Early in the afternoon he spoke to the manager of Nayland Smiths hotel.

He learned that Smith had gone out the evening before, at what exact time the manager didnt know. He had not returned nor communicated. There had been many callers, and a quantity of messages, mail, and cables awaited him. The manager could give no further information.

Craig wondered if he should call police headquarters, but hesitated to make himself a nuisance. After all, the nature of Smiths business in New York would sufficiently account for long absences. But Craig recalled, unhappily, something he had said on the night they dined together: I fear that he (Dr. Fu-Manchu) has decided that I must die. What are my chances?

He tried again to tackle his work, but found the problems which it presented so bewildering that he was not resentful, rather grateful, when Michael Frobisher burst into the office.

Hullo, Mr. Frobisher!

Craig swung around and faced his chief, who had dropped into one of the armchairs.

Hello, Craig. Thought Id just look in. Dont expect to be in town again this week. Picking up Mrs. F., whos having a treatment, and driving right out. Hows the big job shaping?

Frobisher pulled a cigar from his breast pocket, and Craig noted that his hand was unsteady. The florid coloring had undertones of grey. Sudden recognition came to him that Frobisher was either a sick man or a haunted one.

Fairly bright, he replied in his most airy manner. Time you saw the setup in the lab again.

Yes  I must.

But Craig knew that he would avoid the visit, if possible. The throbbing monster which had its being in the laboratory frightened Michael Frobisher, a fact of which Craig was aware.

Getting quite a big boy now.

Frobisher snipped off the end of his cigar. What are the prospects of finishing by week-end?

Fair to medium. Mental functions disturbed by grave misgivings.

Frobisher glanced up sharply. His eyes, under drawn black brows, reminded Craig, for some reason, of smouldering fires in two deep caves.

What misgivings? he growled, and snapped up his lighter, which had a flame like a burning oil well.

Craig, facing Frobisher, dropped the stub of a cigarette and began to grope behind him for a packet which he had put somewhere on the desk.

Im a sort of modern Frankenstein, he explained. Hadnt grasped it before, but see it now. In there  he waved towards the laboratory door is a pup of a thing which, full grown, could eat up New York City at one gulp. This brute frightens me.

Forget it. Frobisher lighted his cigar.

Imposs. The thought hangs on like a bulldog. How this beast can be tamed to perform domestic duties escapes me at the moment. Like training a Bengal tiger to rock babys cradle. Then, theres something else.

Such as what?

My love child, the horror begotten in that laboratory, is coveted by the governments of the United States, of England, and of Russia.

Michael Frobisher stood up. His craggy brows struggled to meet over a deep vertical wrinkle.

Who says so?

I say so. Agents of all those governments are watching every move we make here.

I knew there was a leak! Do you know those agents?

Sir Denis Nayland Smith has arrived from London.

Who in hell is Sir Denis Nayland Smith?

An old friend of mine. Formerly a commissioner of Scotland Yard. But I dont know the Washington agent and I dont know the Soviet agent. I only know theyre here.

Oh! said Michael Frobisher, and sat down again. Any more troubles?

Yes. Craig found his cigarettes and lighted one. Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Silence fell between them like a curtain. Craig had turned again to the desk. He swung back now, and glanced at Frobisher. His expression was complicated. But fear was in it. He looked up at Craig.

Youre sure there is such a person?

Yes  moderately sure.

For some reason this assurance seemed to bring relief to Frobisher. A moment later an explanation came.

Then Im not crazy  as that damned Pardoe thinks! Those Asiatic snoopers really exist. They seem to have quit tailing me around town, but queer things happen out at Falling Waters. Whoever went through my papers one night a way back must have been working with inside help

But I thought you told me that some yellow character

He was outside. Saw him from my dressing-room window. No locks broken. Then, only last night, my private safe was opened!

Whats that?

Plain fact. I was awake. Sleep badly. Guess I interrupted him. But the door of the safe was wide open when I got down!

See anybody?

Not a one. Nothing taken. Doors and windows secure. Craig  Frobishers deep voice faltered I was beginning to wonder

If you walked in your sleep? Did these things yourself?

Well

Quite understand, and sympathize.

Michael Frobisher executed a shaking movement with his head, rather like that of a big dog who has something in his ear.

Listen  but not a word to Mrs. F. I have had a gadget fixed up to record any movement around the house, and show just where its coming from. I want you to look it over this week-end.

Delightful prospect. I am the gadget king. And this brings me to my main misgiving. You may recall the bother we had fitting up the plant in the lab?

Dont be funny! Didnt we import workmen from Europe to make it in sections

We did. And I have been my own draughtsman.

Then send em home again and assemble the sections ourselves?

Ourselves relating to Shaw, Regan and me? I fall to recall any instance when you put your Herculean but dignified shoulder to the wheel. Still, you were highly encouragin. Yes  well  to be brief, we shall have to do likewise once more.

Whats that?

I cannot be responsible for tests carried out in the heart of New York City. Some of my experiments already are slightly alarming. But when Im all set to tap the juice in quantities, I want to be where I can do no harm. Craig was warming to his subject; the enthusiasm of the specialist fired his eyes. You see, the energy lies in successive strata  like the skins of an onion. And you know what the middle of a raw onions like!

The tip of Frobishers cigar glowed ominously.

Conveying what? he growled through closed lips.

Conveying that a site must be picked for an experimental station. Somewhere in wide-open spaces, far from the madding crowd. Little by little and bit by bit we shall transfer our monster there.

You told me you needed some high place.

There are high places other than the top of the Huston Building. I wish to avoid repeating, in the Huston Building, the story of the Tower of Babel. It would be spectacular, but unpopular.

Michael Frobisher got up, crossed, removed the cigar from his lips, and stood right in front of Craig.

Listen. Youre not getting cold feet, are you?

Craig smiled, that slightly mischievous, schoolboy smile which was so irresistibly charming.

Yes, he said. I am. What are you going to do about it?

Michael Frobisher turned and picked up his hat, which he had dropped on the floor beside his chair.

If you say so, Ill have to get busy. He glanced at his wrist watch. Give me all the facts on Saturday.

When Frobisher opened the office door, he stood looking to right and left of the lobby for a moment before he went out.

Craig scratched his chin reflectively. What, exactly, was going on at Falling Waters? He felt peculiarly disinclined to work, considered ringing for Camille, not because he required her attendance, but for the pure pleasure of looking at her, then resolutely put on his glasses and settled down before the problem symbolized by that unfinished diagram.

He was destined, however, to be interrupted again.

The office door behind him opened very quietly, and Mrs. Frobisher peeped in. Craig remained unaware of her presence.

Do I intrude? she asked coyly.

Craig, conscious of shirt-sleeves, took off his glasses, jumped from the stool, and turned.

Why  Mrs. Frobisher! He swept back the drooping forelock. I say  excuse my exposed laundry.

Stella Frobisher extended her hand graciously. She didnt offer it; she extended it. She was an Englishwoman and her pattern of life appeared to be modelled upon customs embalmed in old volumes of Punch. Her hair had been blond, and would always remain so. She had canary-like manners. She fluttered.

I was waiting until Mike had gone. He mustnt know I have been here.

Craig pulled a chair forward, and Stella Frobishers high heels clicked like castanets on the parquet as she crossed and sat down. She was correctly dressed in full mink uniform and wore a bird of paradise for a hat.

Highly compromising. When did your heart first awaken to my charms? said Craig as he put his coat on.

He had learned that airy badinage was the only possible kind of conversation with Mrs. Frobisher, who was some years younger than her husband and liked to think he had many rivals.

Oh, you do say the queerest things! Stellas reputation for vivacity rested largely upon her habit of stressing words at random. I have been having a treatment at Professor Hoffmeyers.

Am I acquainted with the lad?

Oh, everybody knows him. Hes simply too wonderful. He has made a new woman of me.

Yes. You look quite new.

Oh, now you think Im being silly, Dr. Craig. But truly my nerves had quite gone. You see theres something very queer going on.

Queer goings on, eh? Craig murmured, hunting for his cigarettes.

Most peculiar. I know youre laughing at me. But truly Im terrified. There have been the most uncanny people prowling about Falling Waters recently. She accepted a cigarette and Craig lighted it for her. I simply dare not speak to Mike about it. You know how nervous he is. But I have ordered a pack of Alsatians from Wanamakers or somewhere and insisted that they must be ferocious.

A pack, you say?

A pack, Stella repeated firmly. I dont know how many dogs there are in a pack, but I suppose fifty-two.

Expect the pack this week-end?

I hope so. Of course, I have engaged a special man to look after them.

Of course. Lion tamer, or some such character.

I have had barbed wire installed and I shall loose the dogs at night.

Sounds uncommonly attractive. Lovers paradise.

I wanted to warn you, because now I must be off… If Im late at the Ritz, Mike will think Ive been up to something.

Craig escorted her down to the street and was rewarded with an arch smile. Stellas smile was an heirloom which had probably belonged to her mother.


CHAPTER NINE

Nayland Smith came to the surface from the depths of an unfathomable purple lake. A voice, unpleasantly familiar, matter-of-fact, reached his ears through violet haze which overhung the lake.

I trust you find yourself quite restored, Sir Denis?

Smith strove to identify the speaker; to determine his true environment; to find himself.

And dont hesitate to reply. You are no longer dumb. The discomfort was temporary.

The speaker was identified. He was Dr. Malcolm!

I  I  why… thank God! I can speak!

Nayland Smiths voice rose higher on every word.

So I observe. You are an expert boxer, Sir Denis; for a man of your years a remarkable one. Myself, although trained in several types of wrestling, unfortunately I know little of boxing.

Dr. Malcolm wore a long white coat. He was regarding Smith with professional interest.

Too bad. Youll miss it when I get loose! Smith rapped.

But Dr. Malcolm retained his suavity.

Pugnacity highly developed. You appear to feel no gratitude for your restored power of speech?

He poured a vivid blue liquid from a beaker into a phial. The phial he placed in a leather case.

No. Im waiting for the later symptoms to develop.

Dr. Malcolm reclosed his case.

You will wait in vain. The first injection I administered was intended merely to paralyze the muscles of articulation.

Thanks. It did.

A second counteracted it.

Truly ingenious.

But, Dr. Malcolm went on, my duties in your case were not nearly so dangerous as in the case of the policeman, Moreno. I was subject to exposure throughout the time I remained in the hospital.

So I gather, said Smith.

This mans cool audacity fascinated him.

Of course  Dr. Malcolm locked his leather case Circle 7-0300 is the number of a well-known hotel. I dont live there. He showed strong white teeth in a smile. Mai Cha was most convincing as the girl who had been robbed, I thought?

I thought so too.

Nayland Smith glanced about him. The place proved to be more extensive than he had supposed at that strange awakening. It was a big cellar. Much of it was unlighted  a dim background of mystery.

We had several key men in the crowd, of course. The police officer was an intruder. But I did my best with him. (So did I! Nayland Smith was thinking.)

When you succeeded in knocking me out, I was indebted to this officer  and to a pair of our people placed to cover such a possibility  for your recapture.

Yes, you were, said Smith conversationally. All the luck lay with you. As Dr. Malcolm picked up his case: Must you be going?

Yes. I am leaving you now. I regret the incivility of putting you under constraint. You will have noted, since you are fully restored, that your arms are lightly attached to the bench upon which you sit. These thin lines, however, are quite unbreakable, except by a wire-cutter. A preparation invented by my principal. I bid you good night Sir Denis. It is improbable that we meet again.

Highly improbable, Smith murmured. But lucky, once more, for you! By the way, how long have I been here?

Dr. Malcolm paused.

Nearly twenty-four hours

What!

Not actually in this cellar, but under my care, elsewhere. You have been suitably nourished, and I assure you there will be no ill effects.

Dr. Malcolm merged into the background. His white coat, ghostlike, marked his progress for a while and then became swallowed up. An evidently heavy door was opened  and closed.

Twenty-four hours!

Nayland Smith satisfied himself that he was indeed helpless. The slender, flexible threads, like strands of silk, which confined his arms were steel-tough. The bench was clamped to the floor. He peered into surrounding gloom. One light on the wall behind him afforded sole illumination. Outside its radius lay shadows ever increasing to complete blackness.

Somewhere in this blackness, almost defying scrutiny, objects were stacked against a further wall. Specks of color became discernible, vague forms.

Intently Smith stared into the darkness, picking out shapes, dim lines.

At last he understood.

He was looking at a pile of Chinese coffins…

The sound made by a heavy, unseen door warned him of the fact that someone had entered the cellar.

Long before a tall figure came silently out of the shadows, Nayland Smith knew who had entered. The quality of the atmosphere had changed, become charged with new portent.

Wearing a dark, fur-collared topcoat and carrying a black hat in one long, yellow hand, Nayland Smiths ancient adversary faced him.

A tense, silent moment passed.

I confess that I had not expected to meet you, Sir Denis.

The words were spoken softly, the sibilants marked.

Nayland Smith met the regard of half-closed eyes.

I, on the contrary, had hoped to meet you, Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Your star above mine. The meeting has taken place. If it is not as you had foreseen it, blame only that blind Fate which disturbs your foolish plans. Because our destinies were woven on the same loom, perhaps I should have known that you would be here  to obstruct me when the survival of mankind is at stake.

He stepped aside, and brought a rough wooden box. Upon this he sat down.

You are compelled to remain seated, he explained. Courtesy forbids me to stand.

And those words were a key to open memorys door. Nayland Smith, in one magical glimpse, lived again through a hundred meetings with Dr. Fu-Manchu, through years in which he had labored to rid the world of this insane genius. He saw him as an assassin, as a torturer, as the most dangerous criminal the law had ever known; but always as an aristocrat.

You honor me, he said drily. How am I to die?

Dr. Fu-Manchu fully opened his strange eyes and fixed a gaze upon Smith which few men could have hoped to sustain.

That rests with you, Sir Denis, he replied, and spoke even more softly than he had spoken before.

* * * *

It is at least possible that the disappearance of Nayland Smith might have gone onto the unsolved list if any detective officer other than George Moreno (already back on duty) had been assigned to a certain post that night.

The shop of Huan Tsung, for which Smith had set out the night before, was being kept under routine observation. And at ten oclock Moreno relieved a man who had been on duty since six. Chinatown was Morenos special stamping ground, and his orders were to make a record of visitors, and to note particularly any movements of the mysterious proprietor.

The small and stuffy room from which he operated put up a blend of odors uniquely sick-making. It was one of several in the house commanding an excellent view of part of the Asiatic quarter, and this was not the first time it had been used for police surveillance. But the dangerous days of tong wars seemed to be over. Chinatown was as gently mannered as Park Avenue.

He had been there for a long time when old Huan Tsungs antique Ford was brought around to the front of the shop. Assisted by a yellow-complexioned driver of ambiguous nationality, and a spruce young shopman, the aged figure came out and entered the car. Huan Tsung wore a heavy, dark topcoat with a fur collar; the wide brim of a soft black hat half concealed his features. His eyes were protected by owlish spectacles.

The Ford was driven off. The shopman returned to the shop.

Moreno knew that the journey would be kept under observation. But he doubted if any evidence of value would result. In all likelihood, these drives were purely constitutional. The old man believed in the merit of night air.

After his departure, little more occurred for some time. Chinatown displayed a deadly respectability. Moreno, who had a pair of powerful glasses, began to grow restive. He learned that he could read even the smaller lettering on shop signs across the street. Faces of passers-by might be inspected minutely. But no one of particular interest came within range of the Zeiss lenses.

There were callers at Huan Tsungs, Asiatic and Occidental, some, at least, legitimate customers; but none to excite suspicion…

A small truck drew up before the shop. The young Oriental opened a cellar trap and assisted a truckman to lower a big packing-case covered with Chinese lettering into the basement.

Evidently a consignment of goods of some kind. Moreno wondered vaguely what kind. Something uncommonly heavy.

The trap was reclosed. The truck went away.

Moreno, in the airless room, began to grow sleepy. Then, in a flash, he was wide awake.

A tall man had just come out of Huan Tsungs. He wore a dark topcoat, a white scarf, and a neat black hat. He carried a leather case. Moreno, in the first place, hadnt seen this man go in; therefore he instantly focussed the glasses on his face. And, as he did so, his hands shook slightly.

It was the first face he had seen when he had opened his eyes in the hospital.

The man was Dr. Malcolm!

Moreno was hurrying downstairs when Huan Tsungs time-honored Ford returned, and the shopman came out to aid a dark-coated figure to alight. It had been driven away before Moreno reached the street  and Dr. Malcolm had disappeared.

* * * *

My mission, said Fu-Manchu, is to save the world from the leprosy of Communism. Only I can do this. And I do it, not because of any love I have for the American people, but because if the United States fall, the whole world falls. In this task, Sir Denis, I shall brook no interference.

Nayland Smith made no reply. He was listening, not only to the sibilant, incisive voice, but also to certain vague sounds which penetrated the cellar. He was trying to work out where the place was located.

Morris Craig, a physicist touched with genius, is perfecting a device which, in the hands of warmongers, would wreck those fragments of civilization which survive the maniac, Hitler. News of this pending disaster brought me here. I am inadequately served. There has been no time to organize a suitable staff. My aims you know.

Nayland Smith nodded. From faint sounds detected, he had deduced the fact that the cellar lay near a busy street.

I appreciate your aims. I dont like your methods.

We shall not discuss them. They are effective. Your recent visit to Teheran (I regret that I missed you there) failed to save Omar Khan. He was the principal Soviet agent in that area. Power is strong wine even for men of culture. When it touches the lips of those unaccustomed to it, power drives them mad. Such a group of power-drunk fools threatens today the future of man. One of its agents is watching Craigs experiments. He must be silenced.

Why dont you silence him?

The brilliant green eyes almost closed, so that they became mere slits in an ivory mask. It is possible that Nayland Smith was the only man of his acquaintance who assumed, although he didnt feel, complete indifference in the presence of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I have always respected your character, Sir Denis. The words were no more than whispered. It has that mulish stupidity which won the Battle of Britain. The incompetents who serve me have failed, so far, to identify this agent. I still believe that if you could appreciate my purpose, you would become of real use to a world hurtling headlong to disaster. I repeat  I respect your character.

It was this respect, no doubt, which prompted you to attempt my murder?

The attempt was clumsy. It was undertaken contrary to my wishes. You can be of greater use to me alive than dead.

And those softly spoken words were more terrifying to Nayland Smith than any threat.

Had Fu-Manchu decided to smuggle him into his Far Eastern base, by that mysterious subway which so far had defied all inquiry?

As the dreadful prospect flashed to his mind, Fu-Manchu exercised one of his many uncanny gifts, that of answering an unspoken question.

Yes  such is my present intention, Sir Denis. I have work for you to do. This cellar is shared by several Asiatic tradesmen, one of whom is an importer of Chinese coffins. A death has occurred in the district, and the deceased  a man of means  expressed a wish to be buried in his birthplace. When his coffin is sent there, via Hong Kong  he will not be in it…

There was an interruption.

Heralded by the sound of an opening door, two stockily built, swarthy figures entered. One of them limped badly. Between them they carried an ornate coffin. This they set down on the concrete floor and saluted Dr. Fu-Manchu profoundly.

Nayland Smith clenched his fists, straining briefly but uselessly, at the slender, remorseless strands which held him. The men were Burmese ruffians of the dacoit class from which Fu-Manchu had formerly recruited his bodyguard. One of them  the one who limped and who had a vicious cast in his right eye  spoke rapidly.

Fu-Manchu silenced him with a gesture. But Nayland Smith had heard  and understood. His heart leapt. Hope was reborn. But Fu-Manchu remained unmoved. He spoke calmly.

The preparation for your long journey, he said, is one calling for time and care. It must be postponed. In the past, I believe, you have had opportunities to study examples of that synthetic death (a form of catalepsy) which I can induce. I hope to operate in the morning. This  he extended a long-nailed forefinger in the direction of the coffin will be your wagon-lit. You will require no passport…

Nayland Smith detected signs of uneasiness in the two Burmese. The one who limped and squinted was watching him murderously  for this was the man upon whom he had registered a kick the night before. Faintly he could hear sounds of passing traffic, but nothing else. The odds against his survival were high.

Dr. Fu-Manchu signalled again  and the two Burmese stepped forward to where the helpless prisoner sat watching them…

* * * *

The life of Chinatown apparently pursued its normal midnight course. Smartly dressed Orientals, inscrutably reserved, passed along the streets, as well as less smartly dressed Westerners. Some of the shops and restaurants continued to do business. Others were closing. There was nothing to indicate that Chinatown was covered, that every man and woman leaving it did so under expert scrutiny.

If Nayland Smiths here, said the grim deputy commissioner, who had arrived to direct operations in person, they wont get him out  alive or dead.

He spoke with the full knowledge which experience had given him, that practically every inhabitant knew that a cordon had been thrown around the whole area.

When Police Captain Rafferty walked into Huan Tsungs shop, he found a young Oriental there, writing by the poor light of a paper-shaded lamp. He glanced up at Rafferty without apparent interest.

Wheres Huan Tsung?

Not home.

Wheres he gone?

Dont know.

When did he go?

Ten minute  quarter hour.

This confirmed reports. The Ford exhibit had appeared again. Old Huan Tsung had sallied forth a second time.

Whens he coming back?

Dont know.

Suppose you try a guess, Charlie. Expect him tonight?

Sure.

The shopman resumed his writing.

While were waiting, said Police Captain Rafferty, well take a look around. Lead the way upstairs. You can finish that ballad when we come down.

The young shopman offered no protest. He put his brush away and stood up.

If you please, he said, and opened a narrow door at the back of the counter.

At about the time that Rafferty started upstairs, a radio message came through to the car which served the deputy commissioner as mobile headquarters. It stated that Huan Tsungs vintage Ford was parked on lower Fifty Avenue just above Washington Square. Inquiries brought to light the fact that it stood before an old brick house. The officer reporting didnt know who occupied this house. Huan Tsung had called there earlier that night and had returned to Pell Street. He was now presumably there again.

Do I go in and get him? the officer inquired.

No. But keep him covered when he comes out.

This order of the deputy commissioners was one of those strategic blunders which have sometimes lost wars…

Police Captain Rafferty found little of note in the rooms above the shop. They resembled hundreds of such apartments to be seen in that neighborhood. The sanctum of Huan Tsung, with its silk-covered walls and charcoal brazier, arrested his attention for a while. At the crystal globe he stared with particular interest, then glanced at his guide, whose name (or so he said) was Lao Tai.

Fortuneteller work here?

Lao Tai shook his head.

Here Huan Tsung meditate. Huan Tsung great thinker.

Hell have to think fast tonight. You have a cellar down below. Show me the way in.

Lao Tai obeyed, leading Rafferty through to the back of the shop where a narrow wooden stair was almost hidden behind piles of merchandise. He switched up a light at the bottom of the stair and Rafferty went clattering down.

He found himself in a cellar not much greater in area than the shop above. A chute communicated with a trap in the sidewalk overhead. Cartons and crates bearing Chinese labels and lettering nearly filled the place. It smelled strongly of spice and rotten fish.

One long, narrow packing-case seemed to have been recently opened. Rafferty examined it with some care, then turned to Lao Tai, who watched him disinterestedly.

When did this thing come?

Come tonight.

Rafferty was beginning to wonder. All this mans answers added up correctly  for he knew that such a crate had been delivered earlier that night.

What was in it?

This and that.

Lao Tai vaguely indicated the litter around.

Well, show me some this. Then we can take a look at any that youve got handy.

Lao Tai touched a chest of tea with a glossily disdainful shoe, and pointed to a number of bronze bowls stacked up on a rough wooden bench. His slightly slanting eyes held no message but one of a boredom too deep for expression. And it was while Police Captain Rafferty was wondering what lay hidden under this crust and how to break through to it, that Huan Tsungs remarkable chariot returned to Pell Street and the old man was helped out.

He expressed neither surprise nor interest at finding police on the premises. He bowed courteously when Raymond Harkness stated that he had some questions to put to him, and, leaning on the arm of his Mongolian driver, led the way upstairs. Seating himself on the cushioned divan in the silk-lined room, he dismissed the driver, offered cigarettes, and suggested tea.

Thanks  no, said Harkness in his quiet way. Just a few questions. You are acquainted with a doctor; a European, I believe. He is tall, dark, and wears a slight moustache. He called here tonight. I should be glad of his address.

Huan Tsung began to fill a long-stemmed pipe. He had extraordinarily slender, adroit fingers.

I fear I cannot help you, he replied in his courteous, exact English. A European physician, you say? He shook his head. It is possible, if he came here, that he came only to make a purchase. Have you questioned my assistant?

I havent. The man I mean is employed by Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Not one of Huan Tsungs thousand wrinkles stirred. His benevolent gaze became fixed upon Harkness.

A strange name, he murmured. No doubt a nom de guerre. Tell me more of this strangely named doctor, if I am to help you.

Its for you to tell me more. Will you tell me now, or will you come along and tell the boys at Centre Street?

Why, may I ask, should I drag my old bones to Centre Street?

It wont be necessary, if you care to talk. You are an educated man, and Im prepared to treat you that way if you behave sensibly.

Huan Tsung went on filling his pipe. The illegible parchment of his features became creased by what might have been a smile.

It is true. I formerly administered a large province of China, probably with justice, and certainly with success. Events, however, necessitated my departure without avoidable delay.

Did you know Dr. Fu-Manchu in China?

Huan Tsung ignited a paper spill in the brazier and began to light his pipe.

I regret deeply that your question is a foolish one. I thought I had made it clear that I am unacquainted with this person.

Pity your memorys getting so unreliable, said Harkness.

Alas, after seventy, each succeeding year robs us of a hundred delights.

Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Captain Rafferty came in.

Listen  theres a door down in the basement leading to some other place  another cellar, I guess. Lets have the key, or shall I break it open?

Huan Tsung regarded the intruder mildly.

I fear you have no choice, he said. The door leads, as you say, into the storeroom of my neighbor, Kwee Long, whose premises are on the adjoining street. He will have gone, no doubt. The door is locked from the other side. I possess no key to this door.

Sure of that, Huan Tsung? Harkness asked quietly.

Unless my failing memory betrays me.

The door in the cellar was forced. It proved no easy job: it was a strong, heavy door. The police found themselves in a much larger cellar, which evidently ran under several stores and was of irregular shape. Part of it seemed to be used by a caterer, for there were numerous cases of imported delicacies. They could find no switches and worked by the light of their lamps.

Then they came to the part where Chinese coffins were stacked.

This place struck a chill  to the spirit as well as to the body. The deputy commissioner had just joined the party. Their only clues, so far, led to Huan Tsungs. Hope rested on the report of Officer Moreno, that the pseudo-doctor had been seen leaving there that night.

No evidence anybodys been around here, Rafferty declared. See any more doors any place?

Theres one over here, Captain, came a muffled voice.

All flocked in that direction. Sure enough, there was, at the back of a deep alcove. The man who had found it tried to open it. He had no success.

Smash it! the deputy commissioner ordered.

And they had just gone to work with that enthusiasm which such an order always inspires, when Rafferty held his hand up.

Quiet, everybody!

Nervous silence succeeded clamor.

What did you think you heard? a hoarse whisper came from the deputy commissioner.

Sort of tapping, sir.

A silent interval of listening in semidarkness; then another whisper:

Where from?

The coffins… Ssh! There it is again!

Another pause for listening followed, in which the ray of more than one flashlamp moved unsteadily.

Maybe theres a rat in there.

Quiet! Listen!

A faint, irregular knocking sound became audible. It was followed by one which resembled a stifled moan.

Quick! This way! Open all those things. Down with the lot!

A rush back to the coffin cellar took place. They pulled down five or six, and found them empty. Rafferty held up his hand.

Stop the clatter. Listen.

All became quiet. And from somewhere near the base of another pile not yet attacked they heard it again, more clearly… tapping and a stifled groan.

Its that thing with all the gilt! Last but one from the floor!

They went to work with a will. To move the empty coffins on top was a business of minutes. And in the most ornate specimen of all, they found Nayland Smith.

His wrists and ankles were lashed up with what looked like sewing silk. But clasp-knives failed to cut it. A piece of surgical strapping was fastened across his mouth. When this had been removed:

Thank God you heard me, he croaked. I could just move one foot. Dont blunt your knives on this stuff. Get a wire-cutter. Lift me out.

Two men lifted him out, and supported him to a bench set before the opposite wall. He smiled grimly as he sat there. The deputy commissioner produced a flask.

Thank God indeed, Sir Denis. Its a miracle you werent suffocated.

Air holes bored in coffin. Never mind me. What of Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Not a sign of him.

Nayland Smith sighed, and took a drink.

Yet he left here little more than half an hour ago.

What! But its impossible! No one has left this area during that time who wasnt known to be a regular resident.

Smith shot him a steely glance.

What about Huan Tsung? Doesnt he wear a wide-brimmed hat and a heavy, fur-lined coat?

The deputy commissioner and Captain Rafferty exchanged worried looks.

He does, and he certainly went out again, said Rafferty. He went twice to a house on lower Fifth. But hes back.

He may be, Smith rapped. But he only went there once. It was Dr. Fu-Manchu, dressed like him, who came back and Dr. Fu-Manchu who has just slipped through your fingers again! Have this Fifth Avenue place raided  now… But already its too late.


CHAPTER TEN

Manhattan danced on tirelessly; a city of a thousand jewelled minarets, and not one muezzin to call Manhattan to prayer.

An enemy, one who aspired to nothing less than dictatorship of the United States, was within the gates, watching Morris Craigs revolutionary experiments. London, knowing the hazard, watched also. Washington, alive to the menace, had instructed the F.B.I. And the F.B.I., smelling out the presence of a further danger, in the formidable person of Dr. Fu-Manchu, had sent for Nayland Smith.

But no hint of the desperate battle waging in their midst was permitted to reach the ears of those whose fate hung in the balance. That hapless unit, the Man in the Street, went about his affairs never suspecting that a third world war raged on his doorstep.

Nayland Smith called up Craig the next morning.

Thought you might be worried, he said. Had a bit of a brush with the enemy, but no bones broken. Watch your step, Craig. This thing is coming to a head. Hope to look in later…

The mantle of gloom which had enveloped Craig dropped from his shoulders. His problems no longer seemed insuperable. Clearly enough, opposition more dangerous than that of commercial rivalry was in the field against Huston Electric. His science-trained brain, which demanded tangible evidence before granting even trivial surmises, had fought against acceptance, not merely of the presence, but of the existence, of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Now he was converted.

Ignorant, yet, of what had happened to Nayland Smith, he must regard the attempt on Moreno as the work of some enemy unusually equipped. The mode of attack certainly suggested Oriental influence.

If, then, Dr. Fu-Manchu, what of the Soviet agent?

He might reasonably suppose, although Smith had never even hinted it, that Smith acted for the British government. Very well. Who was acting for the Kremlin?

Certainly, his discovery (for which, in his modest way, Craig claimed no personal credit) had called down the lightning. But, in his new mood, there was no place for misgiving. On the contrary, he was exultant; for by that night, he believed, his task would be completed.

When Camille came in, he turned to her with a happy smile.

Just heard from Nayland Smith. Thank heaven the old lads okay.

I am glad, said Camille, and Craig listened to the harp notes in her fascinating voice. I know you were worried.

Im worried about you, too.

She started; her eyes seemed to assume a deeper shade. Why  Dr. Craig?

Youre overdoin it, my dear. It simply wont work, you know. Because Im sure youre not getting enough sleep.

Do I look such a wreck? she smiled.

You always look lovely, he replied impulsively, and then regretted the words, for a faint flush tinged Camilles cheeks, and so he added, when you dont wear those damned glasses.

Oh! said Camille  and he watched for, and saw, that adorable little moue, like a suppressed dimple, appear on her lip. As you told me you didnt like them, I only wear them, now, when I am working.

I didnt say anything of the kind. I said I preferred your eyes in the nude, so to speak. Theres only one other thing you might do to add to my joy.

What is that, Dr. Craig?

Well  must you hide the most wonderful hair that ever escaped captivity in Hollywood by pinning it behind your ears as if you wanted to forget it?

Then Camille laughed, and her laughter rang true.

Really, you are ridiculous! But very complimentary. You see, I know my hair is rather  well  flamboyant. It waves quite obstinately, and I dont feel

Its a display entirely in order for the office of a stuffy physicist? Well  Ill let you off. But theres a proviso.

What is the proviso, Dr. Craig?

That you unloose the latent fires as from tomorrow, when we disport ourselves at Falling Waters.

Oh, said Camille demurely. Am I allowed to think it over?

Yes. But make up your mind by the morning.

Camille crossed toward the door of her room, then paused, and turned.

Im sorry. But Im afraid I quite forgot to mention what I really came to ask you, Dr. Craig.

Remembered now?

Yes. Mrs. Frobisher was speaking to me on the phone yesterday, and we discovered we both suffered from insomnia. She called me this morning to tell me she had arranged an appointment with Professor Hoffmeyer. Of course, I should never have dreamed of such a thing. But

You cant duck it as the bosss wife has fixed it? Quite agree. Hell probably prescribe six weeks at Palm Beach. But pay no attention.

What I wanted to ask you was if it would be all right for me to go along there at eight tonight?

Eight?

Yes. An unusual hour for a consultant. I suppose he is fitting me in when he has no other appointments.

Between the cocktails and the soup, I should guess. Certainly, Miss Navarre. Why ask?

Well  Camille hesitated I know you plan to work late tonight, and Im often wanted to take notes

Forget it. Proceed from the learned professors straight to your sleeping sack. We make an early start tomorrow morning.

Thats very kind of you, Dr. Craig, and I am grateful. But when I took this appointment I knew what the hours would be. I shall certainly come back.

Camille went into her room, quietly closing the door. All her movements were marked by a graceful composure.

* * * *

At a quarter to eight, when Camille set out, Craig was crouched over his work, a formula like a Picasso landscape pinned to a corner of the board and a pen in his mouth.

I expect to return in an hour, Dr. Craig.

Craig raised his hand in a gesture of dismissal and said something that might have been Go to bed.

Camille pressed the button of the private elevator, and when it arrived, opened the door with her pass-key and went down to the thirty-second floor. She closed the door there  they were all self-locking  and crossed the big office, in which a light was always left on, to a similar door on the other side. She knew the second elevator would be below, for Regan had gone down at four oclock, when Mr. Shaw had relieved him.

She pressed the button, and when the signal light glowed, unlocked the door and descended to the main floor. There was a small, dark lobby which opened directly onto the street, a means of private entry and exit used only by the laboratory and Michael Frobisher. At the moment that Camille stepped out of the elevator and as the door closed behind her, she knew that someone was in this lobby.

She stood quite still.

Whos there? she asked in a low voice.

Dont be alarmed. A flashlamp came to life. Its only me  or I, if youre a purist!

Oh! Camille whispered. Sir Denis Nayland Smith!

She could see his face now, framed in the upturned collar of a fur-lined coat. It was a very grim face.

Wondering how I got in? Well, Ill explain the great illusion. I have a duplicate key! Craig up there?

Yes, Sir Denis  and very busy.

Are you off for the night?

Not at all. I hope to be back in an hour.

Good girl! That revealing smile swept grimness from his face as swiftly as a mask removed. I have excellent reports of your keenness and efficiency.

He patted her shoulder, passed her, and put his key in the elevator door.

Camille found herself standing on the street without quite knowing how she got there. Two men who gave her searching glances were lounging immediately outside, but, although her heart was racing, she preserved her admirable poise, waiting with apparent calm until a cruising taxi came along.

She gave the address, Woolton Building, and then tried to carry out advice printed on a card before her, Sit back and relax.

Unless to ignore the fact that she had reached a climax in her affairs. The tangled threads of her existence had tripped her at almost every turn. True, she had snapped one. But Camille found herself thinking of Omars words, The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ

Morris must be told. She had made up her mind to tell him tomorrow. Her crowning dread was that he would find out from someone else. She wanted him to learn the truth from her own lips…

Only one elevator remained in service at the Woolton Building. Most of the office staff had left. Camille told the bored operator, Professor Hoffmeyer.

Hoffmeyer? Top.

She stepped out on an empty corridor. Directly facing her was a door marked, Professor Hoffmeyer. Inquiries.

It proved to be a well-appointed reception office.

No one was there.

Camille sat down on a cushioned divan. A clock above the desk told her that she was three minutes ahead of time. Morriss words flashed through her mind, Between the cocktails and the soup.

On the stroke of eight, a Chinese girl came in through a doorway facing that by which visitors entered. She wore national dress and had a grace of movement which reminded Camille of a gazelle. Clasping her hands on her breast, she bowed.

If you will be pleased to follow me, she said.

Camille followed her, across a large salon decorated with miniature reproductions of classic statuary and paintings of flawless nudity. There were richly cushioned settees, desks provided with the latest periodicals, softly shaded lamps. She began to understand that Professor Hoffmeyer was a luxury reserved for the wives and concubines of commercial sultans, and to wonder if Mrs. Frobisher had any idea of her salary.

From here they passed along a tiled corridor between cubicles resembling those in a Pompeian bath. There were medical odors mingling with all those perfumes peculiar to a beauty parlor.

There had been no one in the salon, and there was no one in any of the cubicles.

The journey ended in an office which, unlike the other apartments, conformed with Camilles idea of what a consultants establishment should be. There was a large, neat desk. One of the drawers was open, as if someone had been seated there only a moment before. A number of scientific books filled a heavy mahogany case. On the right of this was an opening which evidently communicated with another room.

Camilles Chinese guide clasped her hands on her breast, bowed, and retired.

The place possessed a faint, sweetish smell. It awakened some dormant memory. Then a voice spoke, the voice of someone in the dimly lighted room beyond.

Be so good as to enter.

Camilles mind, her spirit, rose in revolt. Suddenly she was fired by one impulse only  to escape. But she seemed to be incapable of attempting escape. Those words were a command she found herself helpless to disobey.

Slowly, with lagging steps, she walked in. Her movements made no sound on a thick carpet. It was an apartment Orientally furnished. There were arched openings in which lanterns hung. She saw painted screens, lacquer. But these were sketchy, a pencilled background for a figure seated behind a long, narrow table.

He wore a yellow robe; his chin rested on his hands, his elbows on the table. And his glittering green eyes claimed and owned her.

Camille stifled a scream, turned  and the opening through which she had come in was no longer there; only a beautifully wrought lacquer panel. She twisted back, fighting down hysteria. Her glance took in the whole room.

Yes, the sibilant voice assured her, you are not mistaken, Miss Navarre… you have been here before.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The greatest compliment ever paid to me, said Nayland Smith grimly. Dr. Fu-Manchu considers I am more useful alive than dead!

Morris Craig, seated, back to the desk, watched that lean, restless figure parading the office. Smiths hat and topcoat lay on the settee, his pipe bubbled between his small, even teeth. He looked gaunt, but his steps were springy, his eyes clear.

I can only repeat  its a miracle youre alive.

I suppose it is. Mysterious news of the pending raid on Huan Tsungs led to a postponement of the treatment prescribed. Otherwise, I should have been found, certifiably dead, in that ghastly coffin. Failing the raid, I should by now be on my way to China.

Do you think the headquarters of this thing are in China?

No, rapped Smith. In Tibet. In a completely inaccessible spot. Lhasa is not the only secret city in Asia  nor Everest the highest mountain. But leave that. I want certain facts.

Craig lighted a cigarette which he had been holding for some time between his fingers.

You shall have them. But there are certain facts I want, too. Im not immune from human curiosity, even if I have harnessed a force new to physics. When the police found you last night, what about this fellow, Huan Tsung?

Nayland Smith smiled. It was a smile of pure enjoyment. He pulled up, facing Craig.

Huan Tsung, ex-governor of a Chinese province, and a prominent member of the Council of Seven, I had met before. He blandly denied any recollection of the meeting. As I had clearly been delivered at his shop during the evening in a crate, and taken into an adjoining cellar, Harkness and the commissioner proposed to arrest him.

I should have proposed ditto.

On what charge? rapped Smith. There are witnesses  including a police officer  to testify that he was not at home during the time I was being interviewed by Dr. Fu-Manchu

But you tell me he doubled with Fu-Manchu

Undoubtedly he did. But how can we prove it? A scholarly, elderly gentleman who claims to be French Canadian occupies the apartment on lower Fifth Avenue which Huan Tsung visited last night. They are old friends, it seems. They were discussing the political situation in China, and Huan Tsung returned to Pell Street for some correspondence bearing on the subject.

But Smith  you were found in his cellar!

It isnt his cellar, Craig. Remember, the police broke into it. And the man to whom it really belongs is out of town! Lastly, the shopman, a cultured liar, produced an invoice for the contents of the crate in which I was brought there from wherever I had been before!

But you say you recognized Huan Tsung?

Certainly. But he blandly assures me I am mistaken. He had the impudence to point out that to the Western eye, Chinese faces look much alike. Had he had the privilege of meeting me before, he said, such an honor couldnt possibly have escaped his memory!

Do you mean to say hes going to get away with it?

For the time being, Im afraid he is. Mr. La Fosse of lower Fifth Avenue, who is undoubtedly in Fu-Manchus employ, declares that he never even heard of such a person. Of course, the police will watch them closely, as astronomers watch a new comet. Their lines are tapped already.

And what about those damned injections? Do you feel no ill effects?

None whatever. You must accept the fact, Craig, that Dr. Fu-Manchu has a knowledge of medicine which is generations ahead of anything known to Western science. And now, waste no more of my time. Listen

The big clock above the desk sounded its single note. Eight oclock. The office door opened and Regan came in. His dour face wore an odd expression.

I may be mistaken, he said, but I fancy I saw a pair of tough-looking lads loafing outside the private door downstairs.

Nayland Smith laughed. Part of my bodyguard!

Oh, said Regan. Thats it, is it?

We are invested, murmured Craig. A beleaguered garrison. Look well to your armour, gentlemen, and let your swords be bright

Regan nodded unhumorously and going up the steps, unlocked the laboratory door. Eerie vibrations invaded the office. His figure showed outlined for a moment against green light. Then the door was closed as he went in.

I want to know, rapped Nayland Smith, when you will be finished.

Tonight.

Sure?

Perfectly sure.

I thought as much. Even allowing an hour for dinner?

Craig brushed his hair back, staring.

Im stopping for no dinner.

Nayland Smith smiled again.

Craig, I begin to agree with Dr. Fu-Manchu, who informed me that you are what he described as touched with genius. I dont want you to confirm his diagnosis by dying young. I have booked a table at a quiet restaurant. Until you are dragged away from that desk, your abstraction is deplorable. And there are many important things I want to tell you.

Wont they keep?

No. And by the way, I miss the invaluable Sam.

The said invaluable has twenty-four hours leave. His mother is ill in Philadelphia. Result, that for the first time in days I can go out for a drink without being tailed by a shadow in a peaked cap!

Oh! rapped Smith, and gave Craig a steely glance. Sorry to hear it.

The laboratory yawned again, and Shaw stepped out. He stood at the top of the steps for a moment looking down. The chief technician had the heavy frame of an open-air man who has come indoors, a mass of unruly blond hair, and a merry eye. Just off, Shaw? Craig called. You dont know my masterful friend, Sir Denis Nayland Smith? On my right, Masterful Smith; on my left, Martin Shaw.

Shaw came down and shook hands.

Free man until midnight, he said. Then back to the bloody juggernaut that lives in there! He turned to Craig. If you had that valve detail ready tonight, I believe I could fit up the transmuter in time for tests on, say, Monday.

Do you? Craig replied, and grinned like a schoolboy. Has no thought crossed the massive brain to file a will before that date?

Shaw nodded. It has, Doctor. Rests with you. But if we can keep the cork in when we really fill the bottle, well

He went out, giving an imitation of a man under heavy fire. As the office door closed:

Our convoy awaits! said Nayland Smith. Lets move.

Stop ordering me about, Craig exclaimed in mock severity. Oh, I give up the unequal contest.

He called the laboratory.

Regan here.

I regret to state, Regan, that I am being forcibly removed to some restaurant to dine.

Good thing, too.

Repeat.

I didnt say anything.

Oh, well, I shall be back at nine. Want to see me before I go?

No, Doctor. Enjoy your dinner.

Craig carried his drawing board, and his notes, across to the safe. When they were locked away, he glanced towards the door of Camilles room.

Shes out, said Smith drily. I passed her as I came in.

* * * *

They were already speeding along in a police car, two F.B.I. men following in another, when Camille faced Dr. Fu-Manchu across the bizarre study.

You have been here before, the harsh voice had said. And, in a moment of cold horror, which seemed to check her heartbeats, Camille knew this to be true. Her dream had haunted her so persistently that she had spoken to Morris, warned him to change the safe combination; for in her waste-basket she had found those fragments of a torn-up note. And although she had spent hours trying to piece the fragments together, and had failed, she knew that the paper on which the note was written came from the Huston Electric office.

Now  the man, the inscrutable, dreadful face of the man, every detail surrounding him, told her that the dream had been no dream, but a memory recaptured in sleep.

She had come to the appointment with Professor Hoffmeyer wearing her dark-rimmed glasses. At this moment the incongruity of her appearance in such an environment struck her forcibly.

One angle of the room was occupied by shelves filled with volumes, some of them large with faded leather bindings. Then came the lacquer panel. This, she knew, masked an opening through which she had entered. Beyond it a curtain partly concealed a recess. There was an arched doorway in which a silk-shaded lantern hung.

A cushioned divan rose like an island in a sea of rugs. There were two strangely shaped mediaeval chairs.

A long black table bore books, open manuscripts, jars which apparently contained specimens of some kind, and a mummied head mounted on a wooden base. The dim light of a green lamp just outlined a crystal globe eclipsed in shadow.

And behind the table, hands with attenuated nails crossed under his chin, was the Man….

Please sit down.

His half-closed eyes glanced sideways in the direction of the divan. He did not stir, otherwise.

Camille, fighting a desperate battle for calmness, for sanity, remained standing. She stared challengingly at the motionless figure. Her throat was dry, but when she spoke, her soft voice did not betray her.

I came to consult Professor Hoffmeyer. Who are you?

He remained immobile. When he replied, Camille could not see that the thin lips moved.

I am accustomed to asking questions, Miss Navarre, not to answering them. But I must make a concession in the case of a fellow scientist  and one whose courage I respect. I am known as Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Dr. Fu-Manchu! she whispered.

I believe you have been warned against me. I regret that, like the straying husbands, I should be so misunderstood, that the world should think badly of me.

But what are you doing here? If Mrs. Frobisher knew

If Mrs. Frobisher knew what? That Professor Hoffmeyer is Dr. Fu-Manchu, or that Camille Navarre is employed by the intelligence service of an alien government? To which eventuality do you refer?

What do you say? What are you suggesting?

I suggest nothing. I ask a question. Mrs. Frobisher made the appointment for tonight because I told her to do so

You mean that Mrs. Frobisher knows?

Mrs. Frobisher does not know anything. Few women do. But I believe that her husband might react unfavorably if he knew you to be an agent of Great Britain.

Camilles heart was throbbing wildly, but she had been trained to face the worst. Why do you say that?

Because it is true. Slowly Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up. Your employers are within their rights in seeking to learn the nature of those experiments being carried out in the Huston laboratory. We live in a dangerous age. I admire them for their ingenious removal to a better post of Dr. Craigs former assistant, and for providing you with the necessary credentials to take her place.

He was walking around the corner of the long, narrow table, and coming nearer. He had a catlike step.

My credentials are my own.

Indeed. And where did you acquire them?

Is that your business?

Fear (the tall, yellow-robed figure was very close now) made her defiant.

And where did you acquire them? he repeated in a low, sibilant tone.

I graduated at the Sorbonne.

I congratulate you. These are details I had no time to gather at our former interview. And did you carry out intelligence work during the war?

I worked with the Resistance. Camille spoke faintly. In Grenoble.

Dr. Fu-Manchu returned to his seat behind the long table. Again, accept my congratulations. You speak perfect English.

My mother was English.

Camille sank down on the divan. She was terrified, but her brain remained cool. One thing was clear. During that hiatus which had cost her so many sleepless nights, she must have been here. How had she got here? And why, except in a dream, had she completely forgotten all that happened? Above all, what had happened?…

Camille clutched the cushions convulsively.

A quivering, metallic sound, like that of a distant sistrum, stirred the silence.

The crystal was coming to life. A radiance as of moonlight glowed and grew within it. For a moment it seemed cloudy, resembling a huge opal. Then the clouds dispersed, and a face materialized.

Camille thought, at first, that it was the living face of the Egyptian whose mummied head stood on the table, so yellow and wrinkled were its lineaments. But it soon declared itself as that of a very old Chinese.

I have the report, Excellency.

The voice was clear, but seemed to come from a long way off.

Repeat it.

Dr. Fu-Manchu was watching the face in the crystal. A sudden urge to run flamed up in Camilles mind. She glanced swiftly right and left, and then:

Remain where you are, came a harsh command. There are no means of leaving this room without my permission. Continue, Huan Tsung.

Nayland Smith and Dr. Craig are in the restaurant. Contact is impossible. There is an F.B.I. bodyguard at the doors. All my incoming messages are overheard. Therefore this was sent to me in the Shan dialect.

There came a momentary silence, in which Camille realized that she was not witnessing a supernatural phenomenon, but some hitherto unknown form of television; and then:

I have one hour, said Dr. Fu-Manchu, in which to make the first move.

The face in the crystal faded slowly, like a mirage. The moonlight died away. As Dr. Fu-Manchu turned his intolerable regard upon her again, Camille stood up.

I want to know, she said, why I have been trapped into coming here. Perhaps you think you can force me to betray Dr. Craigs secrets to you?

Were you not prepared to betray them to the British government? he asked softly.

Perhaps I was. But from a motive you could never understand. In the hope of preserving the peace of the world  if that is possible.

Do you regard Great Britain as holding a monopoly in peaceful intentions? Do you suppose that Dr. Craig would welcome the knowledge that you worked with him only to betray him?

Camille tried to meet the gaze of those half-closed eyes. I  I  did not think of it as betrayal. Only as a duty; a duty for which I must be prepared to sacrifice  everything.

Such as the respect of Dr. Craig  or possibly something more precious?

Camille lowered her eyes, and dropped back on the divan. Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up and walked towards her. He carried a small volume.

I will never reveal one of Dr. Craigs secrets to you, she said on a note of desperation.

My dear Miss Navarre  you have already revealed them all, or all that you knew at the time. Let you and me be sensible. Communist criminals aspire to rule man by fear. Nations no longer have the right to choose their rulers. As a result, the market is glutted with politicians, but statesmen are in short supply. Man wants nothing but happiness. What Russian yearns to spread the disease from which he himself is suffering?

He stood right before her now.

You see this book? It is a complete list of the megalomaniacs who are threatening the world with a third, and final, war. Power-drunk fools. They could all, quite easily, be assembled in this room. The unhappy peoples they claim to speak for are only the fuel to be thrown into the furnace of their mad lust. Advance guards of these ignorant ruffians already knock at the door  and one man holds in his hands a weapon which may decide the issue.

You mean  Dr. Craig?

I referred to him  yes.

Camille, with desperate courage, stood up and faced Fu-Manchu.

And you think I would put that weapon into your hands  even if I could? I should prefer to die  and leave the law to deal with you!

But Dr. Fu-Manchu remained unmoved.

One who hopes to save civilization cannot afford to respect the law. You are that rare freak of the gods, a personable woman with a brain. Yet, womanlike, you permit emotion to rule you. Why do you wear those pieces of plain glass?

He fully opened his strange eyes, raised one long-nailed hand, and pointed at her.

Camille ceased to possess any individual existence. She found herself in that trancelike condition which had made her dreams so terrible.

Take them off.

Automatically she obeyed. Something within rose in fierce, angry revolt. But Camille herself was helpless.

Shake your hair down.

She released her wonderful hair. It cascaded, a fiery torrent, onto her shoulders. Mechanically Camille arranged it with her fingers.

Kneel.

She knelt at Fu-Manchus feet.

Bow your head… Sleep.

She bowed her head, a beautiful, submissive slave awaiting punishment.

Dr. Fu-Manchu struck a silver bell which hung on a table beside the divan. Camille did not hear its sweet, lingering note. She was lost in a silent world from which only one sound could recall her  the voice of Fu-Manchu.

* * * *

A man entered through the archway. He never even glanced at the motionless, kneeling figure. He bowed, briefly but respectfully, to Fu-Manchu. He was short, dark, and thickset, with a Teutonic skull. He wore a long, white-linen coat, like that of a surgeon.

Dr. Fu-Manchu crossed and seated himself at the table.

Koenig  tonight you will go to the Huston Building. The duplicate key you made after Miss Navarres last visit opens the private door and also that of the elevator to the thirty-second floor. On the thirty-second floor there is another elevator. The key opens this also. Any questions?

No.

It will take you to the thirty-sixth, where you will enter the office of Dr. Craig. The laboratory adjoins the office. The communicating door is locked. A man called Regan will be on duty in the laboratory. He must be induced to come out. Any questions?

No.

Mgoyna will be with you  if this alarms you, say so. Very well. Regan must be overpowered and taken back to the laboratory. Mgoyna will then remain there with him. You will make it clear to Regan that should Mgoyna be found there, he, Regan, will be strangled. Regan must speak on intercommunication should Dr. Craig call him. Any questions?

No.

Dr. Fu-Manchu clapped his hands sharply.

Mgoyna!

The embroidered curtain which partly concealed a recess in the wall was drawn aside. A gigantic figure appeared. The shoulders of an Atlas, long arms, grotesquely large hands, and a face so scarred as to be incomparable with anything human. A red tarboosh crowned these dreadful features, and the figure wore white Arab dress, a scarlet sash, and Turkish slippers.

Slowly Mgoyna came forward. Every movement was unnatural, like that of an automaton. The huge hands hung limp, insensate  the hands of a gorilla. Like a gorilla, too, he coughed hollowly as he entered.

Koenig clenched his fists, but stood still. Camille remained kneeling. Mgoyna crossed to the long table and came to rest there facing Dr. Fu-Manchu, who addressed him in Turkish.

Change to street clothes. You go with Koenig to the Huston Building.

With Koenig to the Huston Building, Mgoyna intoned in a rasping voice.

You will be shown a man. You must seize him.

Shown a man. I seize him.

You must not kill him.

Mgoyna slowly revealed irregular, fanglike teeth and then closed his lips again. He coughed.

Must not kill him.

You are under Koenigs orders. Salute Koenig.

Mgoyna touched his brow, his mouth, and his breast and inclined his head.

You will do as he tells you. At ten oclock I shall come for you. Repeat the time.

Ten oclock  you come for me?

At ten oclock. Dr. Fu-Manchu turned to Koenig and spoke one word in English. Proceed.

* * * *

Morris Craigs office was empty. Night had dropped a velvet curtain outside the windows, irregularly embroidered with a black pattern where the darkened building opposite challenged a moonless sky.

Only the tubular desk lamp was alight, as Craig had left it. So still was the place that when the elevator came up and stopped at the lobby, its nearly silent ascent made quite a disturbance. Then no movement was audible for fully a minute  when the office door opened inch by inch, and Koenig looked in. Satisfied with what he saw, he entered and crossed straight to Camilles room. This he inspected by the light of a flashlamp.

Noiseless in rubber soles, he moved to the laboratory door and shone a light onto the steps leading up to it. He examined the safe and went across to the long windows, staring out onto the terrace.

Then, turning his head, he spoke softly.

Mgoyna

Mgoyna lumbered in. He wore brown overalls and a workmans cap. That huge frame, the undersized skull, were terrible portents. He stood just inside the door, motionless, a parody of humanity.

Close the door.

Mgoyna did so, and resumed his pose.

The man will come out from there. Koenig pointed towards the laboratory. Seize him.

Mgoyna nodded his small head.

Choke him enough but not too much  and then carry him back. You understand me?

Yes. Must not kill him.

Hide here, between the couch and the steps. When he comes out, do as I have ordered. Remember  you must not kill him.

Mgoyna nodded, and coughed.

Are you ready?

Yes.

Koenig switched off the desk lamp. Now it was possible to see that the night curtain beyond the windows was studded with jewels twinkling in a cloudless heaven. Koenig shone the light of his lamp onto a recess between the leather-covered couch and the three steps.

Here. Crouch down.

Mgoyna walked across as if motivated by hidden levers and squatted there.

Koenig switched his lamp off. He paused for a moment to get accustomed to the darkness, then went up the three steps and beat upon the door with clenched fists.

Regan! he shouted. Regan!… Regan!…

He ran down and threw himself onto the couch beside which Mgoyna waited.

Followed an interval of several seconds  ten  twenty  thirty.

Then came a faint sound. The steel door was opened. Green light poured out, such a light as divers see below the surface of the ocean; rays giving no true illumination. The office became vibrant with unseen force.

Regan stood at the top of the steps, peering down.

Dr. Craig! Are you there?

He began to descend, picking his way.

And, as his foot touched the bottom step, Mgoyna hurled himself upon him, snarling like a wild animal.

My God!

The words were choked out of Regan. They faded into a gurgle, into nothing.

Not too much! Remember!

Mgoyna grunted. One huge hand clasping Regans throat, he lifted him with his free arm and carried him, like a bundle, up the steps.

Koenig followed.

The door remained open. Green light permeated the office filled with pulsations of invisible power. Then Koenig reappeared.

You understand  he must answer calls. If Dr. Craig, or anyone else, comes in… you have your orders.

He closed the door behind him, so that silence, falling again, became a thing notable, almost audible. He stood still for a moment, taking his bearings, then crossed and switched up the desk lamp.

Noiselessly he went out.

The elevator descended.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Wake!

Camille opened her eyes, rose from her knees, and although her limbs felt heavy, cramped, sprang upright. She stared wildly at Dr. Fu-Manchu, lifting one hand to her disarranged hair.

What  what am I doing here?

You are kneeling to me as if I were the Buddha.

A wave of true terror swept over her. Almost, for the first time, she lost control.

You… Oh, my God! What happened to me?

She retreated from the tall, yellow-robed figure, back and back until her calves came in contact with the divan. Dr. Fu-Manchu watched her.

Compose yourself. Your chastity is safe with me. I wished to see you without your disguise.

There was  someone else here  a dreadful man…

Mgoyna? You were conscious of his presence? That is informative. I regret that I cannot give you an opportunity to examine Mgoyna. As a fellow scientist, you would be interested. Mgoyna carried my first invitation to you, although I thought you had forgotten.

I had forgotten, Camille whispered. She was trembling.

He can climb like an ape. He climbed from the fire ladders along the coping of the Huston Building in order to present my compliments. You spoke of a dreadful man. But Mgoyna is not a man. In Haiti he would be called a zombie. He illustrates the possibilities of vivisection. His frame is that of a Turkish criminal executed for strangling women. I recovered the body before rigor mortis had set in.

You are trying to frighten me. Why?

Truth never frightened the scientific mind. Mgoyna was created in my Cairo laboratory. I supplied him with an elementary brain  a trifle superior to that of a seal. Little more than a receiving set for my orders. He remains imperfect, however. I have been unable to rid my semi-human of that curious cough. Some day I must try again.

And, as the cold, supercilious voice continued, Camille began to regain her composure; for Dr. Fu-Manchu had been unable wholly to conceal a note of triumph. He was a dangerous genius, probably a madman, but he was not immune from every human frailty. He was proud of his own fantastic achievements.

She dropped down onto the settee as he crossed, moving with that lithe, feline tread, and resumed his place behind the black table. When he spoke again he seemed to be thinking aloud…

There are only a certain number of natures secrets which man is permitted to learn. A number sufficient for his own destruction.

A high, wailing sound came from somewhere beyond the room. It rose, and fell, rose, and fell  and died away. But for Camille it was almost the last straw.

Clasping her hands, she sprang up, threatened now by hysteria.

My God! What was it

Dr. Fu-Manchu rested his chin on interlaced fingers.

It was Bast  my pet cheetah. She thinks I have forgotten her supper. These hunting cats are so voracious.

I dont believe you… It sounded like…

My dear Miss Navarre, I resent the implication. Sir Denis Nayland Smith would assure you that lying is not one of my vices.

Delicately, he took a pinch of snuff from a silver box. Camille sat down again, struggling to recover her lost poise. She forced herself to meet his fixed regard.

What is it you want? Why do you look at me like that?

I am admiring your beautiful courage. To destroy that which is beautiful is an evil thing. He stood up. You wish for the peace of the world. You have said so… You fear cruelty. You flinched when you heard the cry of a cheetah. You have known cruelty  for there is no cruelty like the cruelty of war. If your wish was sincere only I can hope to bring it true. Will you work with me, or against me?

How can I believe

In Dr. Fu-Manchu? In an international criminal? No  perhaps it is asking too much, in the time at my disposal  and the very minutes grow precious. He opened his eyes widely. Stand up, Camille Navarre. What is your real name?

And Camille became swept again at command of the master hypnotist into that grey and dreadful half-world where there was no one but Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Camille Mirabeau, she answered mechanically  and stood up. Navarre was the name by which I was known to the Maquis.

The green eyes were very close to hers.

Why were you employed by Britain?

Because of my success in smuggling Air Force personnel out of the German zone. And because I speak several languages and have had science training.

Were you ever married?

No.

How many lovers have you had?

One.

How long did this affair last?

For three months. Until he was killed by the Gestapo.

Have you ceased to regret?

Yes.

Does Morris Craig attract you?

Yes.

He will be your next lover. You understand?

I understand.

You will make him take you away from the Huston Building not later than half past nine. He must not return to his office tonight. You understand?

I understand.

Does he find you attractive?

Yes.

The insistent voice was beating on her brain like a hammer. But she was powerless to check its beats, powerless to resist its promptings; compelled to answer  truthfully. Her brain, her heart, lay on Dr. Fu-Manchus merciless dissecting table.

Has he expressed admiration?

Yes.

In what way?

He has asked me not to wear glasses, and not to brush my hair back as I do.

And you love him?

Camilles proud spirit rose strong in revolt. She remained silent.

You love him?

It was useless. Yes, she whispered.

Tonight you will seduce him with your hair. The rest I shall leave to Morris Craig. I will give you your instructions before you leave. Sleep…

There came an agonized interval, in which Camille lay helpless in invisible chains, and then the Voice again.

I have forgotten all that happened since I left my office in the Huston Building. Repeat.

I have forgotten all that happened since I left my office in the Huston Building.

When I return I shall remember only what I have to do at nine-fifteen  nine-fifteen by the office clock.

When I return I shall remember only what I have to do at nine-fifteen, by the office clock.

At nine-thirty Dr. Fu-Manchu will call me: repeat the time.

Nine-thirty.

The fate of the world rests in my hands.

Camille raised her arms, clutched her head. She moaned… Oh!… I… cannot bear this

Repeat my words.

The fate… of the world… rests… in… my hands…


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Morris Craig came back, under convoy from Nayland Smiths quiet restaurant. Standing before the private door:

Your restaurant was certainly, quiet, he said. But the check was a loud, sad cry. Come up if you like, Smith. But I have a demon night ahead of me. I must be through by tomorrow. Thanks for a truly edible dinner. Most acceptable to my British constitution. The wine was an answer to this pagans prayer.

Nayland Smith gave him a long, steely-hard look.

Have I succeeded in making it quite clear to you, Craig, that the danger is now, tonight, and for the next twenty-four hours?

Septically clear. Already I have symptoms of indigestion. But if I work on into the grey dawn Im going to get the job finished, because I am bidden to spend the week-end with the big chief in the caves and jungles of Connecticut.

Nayland Smith, a lean figure in a well-worn tweed suit, for he had left his topcoat in the car, hesitated for a moment; then he grasped Craig firmly by the arm.

I wont make myself a nuisance, he said. But I want to see you right back on the job before I leave you. The fact is  I have a queer, uneasy feeling tonight. We must neglect no precaution.

And so they went up to the office together, and found it just as they had left it. Craig hung up his hat and coat, grinning at Smith, who was lighting his pipe.

Dont mind me. Carry on as if you were in your own abode. Ill carry on as if I were in mine.

He crossed to unlock the safe, when:

Wait a minute, came sharply. Im going to make myself a nuisance after all.

Craig turned. How come?

The duplicate key is in my topcoat! You will have to let me out.

Blessings and peace, murmured Craig. But I promise not to go beyond the street door. There will thus be no excuse for my being escorted upstairs again. Before we start, better let Regan know Im back.

He called the laboratory, and waited.

Hm. Silence. He surely cant have gone to sleep… Try again.

And now came Regans voice, oddly strained.

Laboratory? Regan here.

Thats all right, Regan. Just wanted to say Im back. Everything in order?

Yes… everything.

Craig glanced at Nayland Smith.

Sounded very cross, didnt he?

Dont wonder. Is he expected to work all night, too?

No. Shaw relieves him at twelve oclock.

Come on, then. I wont detain you any longer.

They went out.

That faint sound made by the elevator had just died away, when there came the muffled thud of two shots… The laboratory door was flung open  and Regan hurled himself down the steps. He held an automatic in his hand, as he raced towards the lobby.

Dr. Craig!… Help!… Dr. Craig!

Making a series of bounds incredible in a creature ordinarily so slow and clumsy of movement, Mgoyna followed. His teeth were exposed like the fangs of a wild animal. He uttered a snarl of rage.

Regan twisted around and fired again.

Instant upon the crack of his shot, Mgoyna dashed the weapon from Regans grasp and swept him into a bear hug. Power of speech was crushed out of his body. He gave one gasping, despairing cry, and was silent. Mgoyna lifted him onto a huge shoulder and carried him back up the steps.

Only a groan came from the laboratory when the semi-man ran down again to recover Regans pistol.

He coughed as he reclosed the steel door…

The office remained empty for another two minutes. Then Craig returned, swinging his keys on their chain. He went straight to the safe, paused  and stood sniffing. He had detected a faint but unaccountable smell. He glanced all about him, until suddenly the boyish smile replaced a puzzled frown.

Smiths pipe! he muttered.

Dismissing the matter lightly, as he always brushed aside  or tried to brush aside  anything which interfered with the job in hand, he had soon unlocked the safe and set up his materials. He was so deeply absorbed in his work that when Camille came in, he failed to notice even her presence.

She stood in the open doorway for a moment, staring vaguely about the office. Then she looked down at her handbag, and finally up at the, clock above the desk. But not until she began to cross to her own room did Craig know she was there.

He spun around in a flash.

Shades of evenin! Dont play bogey man with me. My nerves are not what they were in my misspent youth.

Camille did not smile. She glanced at him and then, again, at the clock. She was not wearing her black-rimmed glasses, but her hair was tightly pinned back as usual. Craig wondered if something had disturbed her.

I  I am sorry.

Nothing to be sorry about. Hows Professor Whats-his-name? Full of beans and ballyhoo?

I  really dont know.

She moved away in the direction of her open door. Her manner was so strange that he could no longer ignore it. Insomnia, he knew, could play havoc with the nervous system. And Camille was behaving like one walking in her sleep. But when he spoke he retained the light note.

Whats the prescription  Palm Beach, or a round trip in the Queen Elizabeth?

Camille paused, but didnt look back.

Im afraid  I have forgotten, she replied.

She went into her room.

Craig scratched his chin, looking at her closed door. Certainly something was quite wrong. Could he have offended her? Was she laboring under a sense of grievance? Or was she really ill?

He took out a crushed packet of cigarettes from his hip pocket, smoothed one into roughly cylindrical form and lighted it; all the while staring at that closed door.

Very slowly, resuming his glasses, he returned to his work. But an image of Camille, wide-eyed, distrait, persistently intruded. He recalled that she had been in such a mood once before; and that he had made her go home. On the former occasion, too, she had been out but gave no account of where she had gone.

Something resembling a physical chill crept around his heart.

There was a man in her life. And he must have let her down…

Craig picked up a scribbling block and wrote a note in pencil. He was surprised, and angry, to find how shaky his hand had become. He must know the truth. But he would give her time. With a little tact, perhaps Camille could be induced to tell him.

He had never kissed her fingers, much less her lips, yet the thought of her in another mans arms drove him mad. He remembered that he had recently considered her place in the scheme of things, and had decided to dismiss such considerations until his work was completed.

Now he was almost afraid to press the button which would call her.

But he did.

He was back at his drawing board when he heard her come in. She moved so quietly that he sensed, rather than knew, when she stood behind him. He tore off the top sheet and held it over his shoulder.

Just type this out for me, dyou mind? Its a note for Regan. He cant read my writing.

Of course, Dr. Craig.

Her soft voice soothed him, as always. How he loved it! He had just a peep of her delicate fingers as she took the page.

Then she was gone again.

Craig crushed out his cigarette in an ash-tray and sat staring at the complicated formula pinned to his drawing board. Of course, it probably meant something  something very important. It might even mean, as Nayland Smith seemed to think, a new era in the troubled history of man.

But why should he care what it meant if he must loose Camille?

He could hear her machine tapping…

Very soon, her door opened, and Camille came out. She carried a typed page and duplicates. The pencilled note was clipped to them. Craig didnt look up when she laid them beside the drawing board, and Camille turned to go. At the same moment, she glanced up at the clock.

Nine-fifteen…

Could Morris Craig have seen, he would have witnessed an eerie thing.

Camilles vacant expression became effaced; instantly, magically. She clenched her hands, fixing her eyes upward, upon the clock. For a moment she stood so, as if transfixed, as if listening intently. She symbolized vital awareness.

She relaxed, and, looking down, rested her left hand on the desk beside Craig. She spoke slowly.

I am sorry  if I have made any mistakes. Please tell me if this is correct.

Craig, who was not wearing his glasses, glanced over the typed page. He was trying desperately to think of some excuse to detain her.

There was one word, the musical voice continued.

Camille raised her hands, and deliberately released her hair so that it swept down, a fiery, molten torrent, brushing Craigs cheek as he pretended to read the message.

Oh! Forgive me!

She was bending over him when Craig twisted about and looked up into her eyes. Meeting his glance, she straightened and began to rearrange her hair.

He stood up.

No  dont! Dont bother to do that.

He spoke breathlessly.

Camille, hands still lifted, paused, watching him. They were very close.

But

Your hair is  so wonderful. He clasped her wrists to restrain her. Its a crime to hide it.

I am glad you think so, she said rather tremulously.

He was holding her hands now. Camille  would you think me a really fearful cad if I told you you are completely lovely?

His heart seemed to falter when he saw that tiny curl of Camilles lip  like the stirring of a rose petal, he thought of it  heralding a smile. It was a new smile, a smile he had never seen before. She raised her lashes and looked into his eyes…

When he released her: Camille, he whispered, how very lovely you are!

Morris!

He kissed her again.

You darling! I suppose I have been waiting for this moment ever since you first walked into the office.

Have you?

This was a different woman he held in his arms  a woman who had disguised herself; this was the hidden, the secret Camille, seductive, wildly desirable  and his!

Yes. Did you know?

Perhaps I did, she whispered.

Presently she disengaged herself and stood back, smiling provocatively.

Camille

Shall I take the message to Mr. Regan?

Morris Craig inhaled deeply, and turned away. He was delirious with happiness, knew it, yet (such is the scientific mind) resented it. Camille had swept solid earth from beneath his feet. He was in the grip of a power which he couldnt analyze, a power not reducible to equations, inexpressible in a diagram. He had, perhaps, probed the secret of perpetual motion, exalting himself to a throne not far below the knees of the gods  but he had met a goddess in whose slender hands he was a thing of clay.

Dyou know, he said, glancing aside at her, I think it might be a good idea if you did.

She detached the top copy of the note and walked across to the laboratory steps.

Will you open the door for me?

Craig pulled out the bunch of keys and went to join her where she stood  one foot on the first step, her frock defining the lines of her slim body, reflected light touching rich waves of her hair to an incredible glory. Over her shoulder she watched him.

The keys rattled as he dropped the chain…

Morris  please!

He took the paper from her hand and tore it up.

Never mind. Work is out of the question, now.

Oh, Im so sorry!

You adorable little witch, youre not sorry at all! I thought I was a hard-boiled scientific egg until I met you.

Im afraid, said Camille, demurely, and her soft voice reminded him again of the notes of a harp, I have spoiled your plans for the evening.

To the devil with plans! This is a night of nights. Lets follow it through.

He put his arm around her waist and dragged her from the steps.

Very well, Morris. Whatever you say.

I say were young only once. He pulled her close. At least, so far as we know. So I say lets be young together.

He gave her a kiss which lasted almost too long…

Morris!

I could positively eat you alive!

But  your work

Work is for slaves. Love is for free men. Where shall we go?

Anywhere you like, if you really mean it. But

It doesnt matter. There are lots of spots. I feel that I want somewhere different, some place where I can get used to the idea that you  that there is a you, and that I have found you… Im talkin rot! Better let Regan know hes in sole charge again.

His keys still hung down on the chain as he had dropped them. He swung the bunch into his hand and crossed toward the steel door. At the foot of the steps, he hesitated. No need to go in. It would be difficult to prevent Regan from drawing inferences. Shrewd fellow, Regan. Craig returned to his desk and called the laboratory.

As if from far away a reply came:

Regan here.

Craig cleared his throat guiltily.

Listen, Regan. I shant be staying late tonight after all. (He felt like a criminal.) Pushing off. Anything I should attend to before Shaw comes on duty?

There was a silent interval. Camille was standing behind Craig, clutching her head, staring at him in a dazed way.

Can you hear, Regan? I say, do you want to see me before I leave?

Then came the halting words. No… Doctor… theres nothing… to see you about…

Craig thought the sentence was punctured by a stifled cough.

A moment later he had Camille in his arms again.

Camille  I realize that I have never been really alive before

But she was pressing her hands frantically against him, straining back, wild-eyed, trying to break away from his caresses. He released her. She stared up at the clock, then back to Craig.

My God! Morris! Dr. Craig

What is it, Camille? What is it?

He stepped forward, but she shrank away.

I dont know. Im frightened. When  when did I come in? What have I been doing?

His deep concern, the intense sincerity of his manner, seemed to reach her. When, gently, he held her and looked into her eyes, she lowered her head until it lay upon his shoulder, intoxicating him with the fragrance of her hair.

Camille, he whispered, tenderly. (He could feel her heart beating.) Tell me  what is it?

I dont know  I dont know what has happened. Please  please take care of me.

Do you mean you have made a mistake? It was an impulse? You are sorry for it?

Sorry for what? she murmured against his shoulder.

For letting me make love to you.

No  Im not sorry if  if I did that.

He kissed her hair, very lightly, just brushing it with his lips.

Darling! Whatever came over you? What frightened you? Camille looked up at him under her long lashes.

I dont know. She lowered her eyes. How long have I been here?

How long? What in heavens name dyou mean, Camille? Are you terribly unhappy? I dont understand at all.

No. I am not unhappy  but  everything is so strange.

Strange? In what way?

The phone rang in Camilles office. She started  stepped back, a sudden alert look in her eyes.

Dont trouble, Camille. Ill answer.

No, no. Its quite all right.

Camille crossed to her room, and took up the phone. She knew it to be unavoidable that she should do this, but had no idea why. Some ten seconds later she had returned to the half-world controlled by the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu…

When she came out of her room again, she was smiling radiantly.

It is the message I have waited for so long  to tell me that my mother, who was desperately ill, is no longer in danger.

Even as he took her in his arms, Craig was thinking that there seemed to be an epidemic of sick mothers, but he dismissed the thought as cynical and unworthy. And when she gave him her lips he forgot everything else. Her distrait manner was explained. The world was full of roses.

They were ready to set out before he fully came to his senses. Camille had combed her hair in a way which did justice to its beauty. She looked, as she was, an extremely attractive woman.

He stood in the lobby, his arm around her waist, preparing to open the elevator door, when sanity returned. Perhaps it was the sight of his keys which brought this about.

By gad! he exclaimed. I have got it badly! Can you imagine  I was pushing off, and leaving the detail of the transmuter valve pinned to the board on my desk!

He turned and ran back.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Somewhere in Chinatown a girl was singing.

Chinese vocalism is not everybodys box of candy, but the singer had at least one enthusiastic listener. She sang in an apartment adjoining the shop of Huan Tsung, and the good-looking shopman, who called himself Lao Tai, wrote at speed, in a kind of shorthand, all that she sang. From time to time he put a page of this writing into the little cupboard behind him and pressed a button.

The F.B.I. man on duty in a room across the street caught fragments of this wailing as they were carried to him on a slight breeze, and wondered how anyone who had ever heard Bing Crosby could endure such stuff.

But upstairs, in the quiet, silk-lined room, old Huan Tsung scanned page after page, destroying each one in the charcoal fire; and presently the globe beside his couch awoke to life, and the face of Dr. Fu-Manchu challenged him from its mysterious depths.

The latest report to hand, Excellency.

Repeat it.

Huan Tsung leaned back against cushions and closed his wrinkled eyelids.

I have installed the bazaar system. My house is watched and my telephone is tapped. Therefore, news is brought to Mai Cha and she sings the news to Lao Tai.

Spare me these details. The report.

Reprimand noted. Dr. Craig and Camille Navarre left the Huston Building, according to Excellencys plan, at nine thirty-seven. One of the two detectives posted at the private entrance followed them. The other remains. No report yet to hand as to where Craig and the woman have gone.

Nayland Smith?

Nothing later than former report. Raymond Harkness still acting as liaison officer in this area.

The widely opened green eyes were not focussed upon Huan Tsung. A physician might have suspected the pinpoint pupils to indicate that Dr. Fu-Manchu had been seeking inspiration in the black smoke. But presently he spoke, incisive, masterful as ever.

Mount a diversion at four minutes to ten oclock. Note the time. My entrance must be masked. Whoever is on duty  remove. But no assassinations. I may be there for an hour or more. Cover my retirement. My security is your charge. Proceed.

Light in the crystal died.

* * * *

At a few minutes before ten oclock, a man was standing at a bus stop twenty paces from the private entrance to the Huston laboratory. No bus that had pulled up there during the past hour had seemed to be the bus he was waiting for; and now he waited alone. An uncanny quietude descends upon these office areas after dusk. During the day they remind one of some vast anthill. Big-business ants, conscious of their fat dividends, neat little secretary ants, conscious of their slim ankles, run to and fro, to and fro, in the restless, formless, meaningless dance of Manhattan.

Smart cabs and dowdy cabs, gay young cabs and sad old cabs, trucks, cars, busses, bicycles, pile themselves up in tidal waves behind that impassable barrier, the red light. And over in front of the suspended torrent scurry the big ants and the little ants. But at night, red and green lights become formalities. The ants have retired from the stage, but the lights shine on. Perhaps to guide phantom ants, shades of former Manhattan dancers now resting.

So that when a boy pedaling a delivery bike came out of a street beside the Huston Building, it is possible that the driver of a covered truck proceeding at speed along the avenue failed to note the light.

However this may have been, he collided with the boy, who was hurled from his bicycle. The truckman pulled up with an ear-torturing screech of brakes. The boy  apparently unhurt  jumped to his feet and put up a barrage of abuse embellished with some of the most staggering invective which the man waiting for a bus had ever heard.

The truckman, a tough-looking bruiser, jumped from his seat, lifted the blasphemous but justly indignant youth by the collar of his jacket and proceeded to punish him brutally.

This was too much for the man waiting for a bus. He ran to the rescue. The boy, now, was howling curses in a voice audible for several blocks. Spectators appeared  as they do  from nowhere. In a matter of seconds the rescuer, the rescued, and the attacker were hemmed in by an excited group.

And at just this moment two figures alighted from the rear of the temporarily deserted truck, walked quietly to the private door of the Huston Building, opened it, and went in. Later, Raymond Harkness would have something to say to the man waiting for a bus  whose name was Detective Officer Beaker.

Huan Tsung had mounted a diversion…

The telephone in Camilles room was buzzing persistently  had been buzzing for a long time.

Craig had left the desk-light burning; but most of the office lay in shadow, so that when someone switched on a flashlamp in the lobby, a widening, fading blade of light swept across the parquet floor. Then the door was fully opened.

Koenig stepped in, looking cautiously about him. He carried a heavy leather case, which he set down by the safe.

And, as he stood upright again, a tall figure, draped in a black topcoat, the fur collar turned up, came in silently and joined him. Dr. Fu-Manchu wore the tinted Hoffmeyer glasses, gloves, and carried a black hat. He looked in the direction of that persistent buzzing.

Miss Navarres office, said Koenig uneasily.

Dr. Fu-Manchu indicated the safe, merely extending a gloved hand. Koenig nodded, knelt, and opened the leather case. Taking out a bunch of keys, he busied himself with the lock, working by the light of his flashlamp. Presently he paused. He turned.

Combination has been changed!

The tall figure standing behind him remained motionless. The buzzing in Camilles room ceased.

You came prepared for such a possibility?

Yes  but it may take a long time now.

You have nearly two hours. But no more.

The clock over Craigs desk struck its single note… ten oclock.

Dr. Fu-Manchu crossed and walked up the three steps. He beat upon the steel door.

Mgoyna!

The door swung open. Mgoynas huge frame showed silhouetted against a quivering green background.

Dr. Fu-Manchu entered the laboratory.

* * * *

At half-past eleven, the man waiting for a bus was relieved by another detective. The avenue, now, was as completely deserted as any Manhattan avenue ever can be.

Hello, Holland, he said. Youre welcome to this job! Like being the doorman of a vacant night club.

What are we supposed to be doing, Beaker, anyway?

Search me! Stop anybody going in, I suppose. We had orders to tail Dr. Craig if ever he came out, and Stoddart went after him two hours ago when he took his secretary off to make whoopee. A redhead straight from heaven.

Nothing else happened?

Bit of a scrap about ten oclock. Big heel driving a truck knocked a boy off his bike. Nothing else… Goodnight.

Goodnight.

Holland lighted a cigarette, looking left and right along the avenue and wondering what had originally attracted him to police work. Beaker was making for a subway station and Holland followed the retreating figure with his eyes for several blocks. He settled down to a monotony broken only by an occasional bus halting at the nearby stop. The night was unseasonably warm.

At a quarter to twelve, a remarkable incident occurred.

It had been preceded by another curious occurrence, invisible to Holland, however. A red light had been flashed several times from the high parapet of the Huston Building, immediately outside Craigs office…

Bearing down upon Holland at speed from the other end of the block, he saw a hatless young man in evening dress, who screamed as he ran!

You wont get me! You devils! You wont get me!

In spite of the emptiness of the streets, these outcries had had some effect. Two men were following, but maintaining a discreet distance from the screaming man. Keeping up that extraordinary pace, he drew nearer and nearer to Holland.

Out of my way! Theyre after me!

Holland sized up the situation. The runner was of medium build, dark, and not bad-looking in a Latin fashion. Clearly, Holland decided, hes drunk, and a guy in that state is doubly strong. But I guess Ill have to hold him. He may do damage.

An experienced manhandler, Holland stepped forward. But the runner kept on running.

Out of my way! he screamed. Ill kill you if you try to stop me!

Holland stooped for a tackle, saw the gleam of a weapon, and side-stepped in a flash.

They wont get me! yelled the demented man, and went racing around the corner.

Had the missing Sam been present, he would have recognized the lunatic as that Jed Laurillard who had once talked to him in a bar. In fact, this disciple had been given a particularly difficult assignment, one certain to land him in jail, as a chance to redeem his former mistake. He had, furthermore, been given a shot of hashish to lend color to the performance.

Holland clapped a whistle to his lips, and blew a shrill blast. Drawing his own automatic, he went tearing around the corner after the still screaming madman…

During a general mix-up which took place there, a big sedan drew in before the private door of the Huston Building, and three men came out and entered it. One of them carried a heavy roll of office carpet on his shoulder.

Huan Tsung had successfully covered the retirement of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

* * * *

When Martin Shaw stepped from a taxi, paid the driver, and saw the yellow cab driven away, he unbuttoned his topcoat to find his key. Someone was walking rapidly towards him; the only figure in sight. It was midnight.

Holland, whilst still some distance away, recognized the chief technician, and moderated his pace. The screaming alcoholic had just been removed in charge of two patrolmen, and would, no doubt, receive his appropriate medicine in the morning. By the time Holland reached the door, Shaw had already gone in, and was on his way up.

Shaw half expected that Dr. Craig would be still at work, and even when he didnt see him at his desk, was prepared to find him in the laboratory. Then he noted that the drawing board was missing and the safe unlocked. Evidently, Craig had gone.

Whoever took the next (four-to-eight) duty usually slept on a couch in the office. But Regan seemed to have made no preparations.

Shaw went up the three steps and unlocked the steel door. Here we are, Regan! he called in his breezy way. Get to hell out of it, man!

There was no reply. Everything seemed to be in order. But where was Regan?

Then, pinned to the logbook lying on a glass-topped table, Shaw saw a sheet of ruled paper. He crossed, and bent over it. A message, written shakily in Regans hand, appeared there. It said:

Mr. Shaw  

Had a slight accident. Compelled to go for medical treatment. Dont be alarmed. Will report at 4 a.m. for duty.

J. J. Regan

* * * *

Slight accident? Shaw muttered.

He looked keenly about him. What could have happened? There was nothing wrong with any of the experimental plant. He quickly satisfied himself on that score. So unlike Regan not to have timed the message. He wondered how long he had been gone. The last entry in the log (almost illegible) was timed eleven-fifteen.

He was hanging his coat up when he noticed the bloodstains.

They were very few  specks on white woodwork. But, stooping, he came to the conclusion that others had been wiped from the tiled floor below.

Regan, then, must have cut himself in some way, been unable to staunch the bleeding, and gone to find a surgeon. Shaw decided that he had better notify Dr. Craig. The laboratory phone was an extension from the secretarys office. He reopened the door, went down the steps, and dialled from Camilles room.

There was no answer to his call.

Shaw growled, but accepted the fact philosophically. He would repeat the call later. He went back to his working-bench in the laboratory and was soon absorbed in adjusting an intricate piece of mechanism in course of construction there. He walked in an atmosphere vibrant with a force new to science. His large hands were delicate as those of a violinist.

He called Craigs number again at one oclock, but there was no reply. He tried Regans, with a similar result. Perhaps the injury was more serious than Regan had supposed. He might have been detained for hospital treatment.

Shaw tried both numbers again at two and then at three oclock. No answers.

He began to feel seriously worried about Regan; nor could he entirely understand the absence of Craig. He knew how determined Craig had been to complete the valve detail that night, he knew he was spending the week-end away; and he felt sure that Morris Craig wasnt the man to waste precious hours in night spots.

In this, Shaw misjudged Craig  for once. At almost exactly three oclock, that is, whilst Shaw was vainly calling his number, Morris Craig leaned on a small table, feasting his eyes on Camille, who sat facing him.

Say you are happy, he whispered.

That she was happy, that this new wonderland was real and not a mirage, seemed to him, at the moment, the only thing that mattered  the one possible excuse for his otherwise inexcusable behavior.

Camille smiled, and then lowered her eyes. She knew that she had been dancing  dancing for hours, it seemed to her. Even now, a band played softly, somewhere on the other side of a discreetly dim floor. Yes  she was happy. She was in love with Morris, and they were together. But how could she surrender herself to all that such an evening should mean, when she had no idea how she came to be there?

She knew that she had set out to keep an appointment made for her by Mrs. Frobisher. Had she kept it? Apart from a vague recollection of talking to Morris in the office  of some sudden terror  the rest of the night remained a blank up to the moment when she had found herself here, in his arms, dancing…

Yes  I am happy, Morris, very happy. But I think I must go home now.

It was nearly half past three when they left.

In the little lobby of her apartment house, between swing doors and the house door, Craig held her so long that she thought he would never let her go. Every time she went to put her key in the lock, he pulled her back and held her again. At last:

I shall be here for you at nine in the morning, he said.

All right. Good night, Morris.

She opened the door, and was gone. He watched her, through glass panels, as she hurried upstairs. Then he went out, crossed the street, and waited to see a light spring up in her room. When one did, he still waited  and waited.

At last she came to the window, pulled a drape aside, and waved him good night.

He had dismissed the taxi. He wanted to walk, to be alone with this night, to relive every hour of the wonder that had come into his life with Camilles first kiss.

When, at Central Park West, he decided to walk across the park, two tired and bored detectives who had been keeping the pair in sight ever since they had left the night club, exhaled self-pitying sighs…


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

At ten past four, Martin Shaw dialled Regans number. No reply. Then he tried Craigs. No reply. Following a momentary hesitation, he called police headquarters.

He had no more than begun to explain what had happened when he heard the clang of the elevator door as someone slammed it shut. Laying the phone down on Camilles desk, he ran out into Craigs office. He arrived just as Nayland Smith burst in.

Sir Denis! Whats this?

Nayland Smith was darting urgent glances right and left.

Wheres Regan? he rapped.

Hasnt shown up.

What!

Had an accident some time before I returned. Left a note.

Nayland Smiths challenging stare was almost frightening. You mean the place was empty when you arrived at twelve?

Just that.

And you did nothing about it?

Why should I? Shaw demanded. But when he didnt appear at four oclock, it was different. I have police headquarters on the line right now

Tell them Im here. Then hang up.

Shaw, upon whom this visitor had swept as a typhoon, went back and did so.

I know, a voice replied. Were on the job. Stand by. When Shaw rejoined him:

Your handyman, Sam, was got away by a ruse, said Smith. He wisely called the police, too  from Philadelphia. I came straight along. Someone wanted this place vacated tonight  and Craig played right into the enemys hands.

But where is the doctor? I have been calling him

Youd be surprised! Smith snapped savagely. At the present moment, hes wandering about Central Park, moonstruck! One of two men looking after him got to a phone ten minutes ago.

Shaw looked thunderstruck.

Has he gone mad?

Yes. Hes in love. Show me this note left by Regan.

He went racing up the steps. Shaw had left the laboratory door open.

There  on the table.

Nayland Smith bent over Regans strange message. He turned.

Sure its his writing?

Looks like it  allowing for a shaky hand. Hed evidently cut himself. See  there are specks of blood here. Shaw pointed. And I think blood has been wiped from the floor just below.

Nayland Smith pulled at the lobe of his ear. His brown face looked drawn, weary, but his eyes shone like steel. The green twilight of this place, the eerie throbbing which seemed to penetrate his frame, he disliked, but knew he must ignore. A moment he stood so, then turned and ran back to the phone. He called police headquarters, gave particulars of what had happened, and:

Check all night taxis, he directed rapidly, operating in this area. All clinics and hospitals in the neighborhood. Recall Detectives Beaker and Holland, on duty at the door here between eight and four. Order them to report to Raymond Harkness.

He hung up, called another number, and presently got Harkness.

Im afraid we lose, Harkness, he said. Im at the Huston Building. Something very serious has occurred tonight. I fear the worst. The two men posted below must have tripped up, somewhere. They will report to you. Make each take oath and swear he never left the door for a moment. Then call me. I shall be here…

In the throbbing laboratory, Martin Shaw was making entries in the log. He looked up as Nayland Smith came in.

Of course, he said, I can see something has happened to poor Regan. But its not clear to me that theres anything else to it.

Not clear? rapped Smith. Why should a man who generally hangs around the place at all hours  Sam  receive a faked call to get him to Philadelphia? Is it a mere coincidence that Regan deserts his post the same night? For some time before twelve oclock  we dont know for how long  no one was on duty here.

Theres an entry in the book timed eleven-fifteen.

Very shaky one. Still leaving a gap of forty-five minutes.

If you mean some foreign agent got in, how did he get in?

He probably had a duplicate key, as I have. The F.B.I. got mine from the locksmith who made the originals. Couldnt someone else have done the same thing? Or borrowed, and copied, an existing key?

But nothing has been disturbed. Theres no evidence that anyone has been here.

There wouldnt be! said Smith grimly. Dangerous criminals leave no clues. The visitor I suspect would only want a short time to examine the plant and to borrow Craigs figure of the transmuter valve

That would mean opening the safe.

Exactly what we have to do  open the safe.

No one but Dr. Craig has a key  or knows the combination.

There are other methods, said Nayland Smith drily. I am now going out to examine the safe.

He proceeded to do so, and made a thorough job of it. Shaw came down and joined him.

Nothing to show its been tampered with, Smith muttered. Hullo! who comes?

He had detected that faint sound made by the private elevator. He turned to face the lobby; so did Shaw.

The elevator ascended, stopped. A door banged. And Morris Craig ran in.

Smith! he exclaimed  and both men saw that he was deathly pale. Whats this? What has happened? I was brought here by two detectives

Serves you right! rapped Nayland Smith. Dont talk. Act. Be good enough to open this safe.

But

Open it.

Craig, his hand none too steady, pulled out his keys, twirled the dial, and opened the safe. Nayland Smith and Martin Shaw bent over his shoulders.

They saw a number of papers, and Craigs large drawing board.

But there was nothing on the board!

A moment of silence followed  ominous silence.

Then Nayland Smith faced Craig.

I dont know, he said, and spoke with unusual deliberation, what lunacy led you to desert your job tonight. But I am anxious to learn  he pointed what has become of the vital drawing and the notes, upon which you were working.

Morris Craig forced a smile. It was an elder brother of the one he usually employed. Some vast, inexpressible relief apparently had brought peace to his troubled mind.

If thats all, he replied, the answers easy. I had a horrible idea that something had happened to Camille.

Nayland Smith exchanged a glance with Shaw.

Ignoring the Venusberg music for a moment  the words were rapped out in his usual staccato manner where is the diagram?

Morris Craig smiled again  and the junior smile was back on duty. He removed his topcoat, stripped his jacket off, and groped up under his shirt. From this cache he produced a large, folded sheet of paper and another, smaller sheet  the one decorated with a formula like a Picasso painting.

In spite of admittedly high temperature at time of departure, I remembered that I was leaving town in the morning. I decided to take the job with me. If  he glanced from face to face you suspect some attempt on the safe, all the burglar found was  Old Mother Hubbard. I carry peace to Falling Waters.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The library at Falling Waters was a pleasant room. It was panelled in English oak imported by Stella Frobisher. An open staircase led up to a landing which led, in turn, to rooms beyond. There were recessed bookcases. French windows gave upon a paved terrace overlooking an Italian garden. Sets of Dickens, Thackeray, Punch, and Country Life bulked large on the shelves.

There was a handsome walnut desk, upon which a telephone stood, backed by a screen of stamped Spanish leather. Leather-covered armchairs and settees invited meditation. The eye was attracted (or repelled) by fine old sporting prints. Good Chinese rugs were spread on a well-waxed floor.

Conspicuous above a bookcase, and so unlike Stellas taste, one saw a large, glazed cabinet containing a colored plan of the grounds surrounding Falling Waters. It seemed so out of place.

On occasional tables, new novels invited dipping. Silver caskets and jade caskets and cloisonné caskets contained cigarettes to suit every palate. There were discreet ornaments. A good reproduction of Queen Nefertitis beautiful, commercialized head above a set of Balzac, in French, which no member of this household could read. A bust of Shakespeare. A copy of the Discus Thrower apparently engaged in throwing his discus at a bust by Epstein on the other side of the library.

A pleasant room, as sunshine poured in to bring its lifeless beauties to life, to regild rich bindings, on this morning following those strange occurrences in the Huston research laboratory.

Michael Frobisher was seated at the walnut desk, the phone to his ear. Stein, his butler-chauffeur, stood at his elbow. Michael Frobisher was never wholly at ease in his own home. He remained acutely conscious of the culture with which Stella had surrounded him. This morning, his unrest was pathetic.

But this things just incredible!… What dyou say? Youre certain of your facts, Craig? Regan never left a note like that before?… What dyou mean, he hasnt come back? He must be in some clinic… The police say he isnt? To hell with the police! I dont want police in the Huston laboratory… You did a wise thing there, but I guess it was an accident… Bring the notes and drawing right down here. For Gods sake, bring em right down here! How do we know somebody hasnt explored the plant? Listen! How do we know?

He himself listened a while and then:

To hell with Nayland Smith! he growled. Huston Electric doesnt spend half a million dollars to tip the beans into his pocket. Hes a British agent. Hell sell us out! Are you crazy?… He may be backed by Washington. Whats good that comes to us from Washington, anyway?

He listened again, and suddenly:

Had it occurred to you, he asked on a note of tension, that Regan could be the British agent? He joined us from Vickers…

When at last he hung up:

Is there anything you want me to do? Stein asked.

Stein was a man who, seated, would have looked like a big man, for he had a thick neck, deep chest, and powerful shoulders. But, standing, he resembled Gog, or Magog, guardian deities of Londons Guildhall; a heavy, squat figure, with heavy, squat features. Stein wore his reddish hair cut close as a Prussian officers. He had a crushed appearance, as though someone had sat on his head.

Frobisher spun around. Did you get it?

Yes. It is serious. (Stein furthermore had a heavy, squat accent.) But not so serious as if they have found the detail of the transmuter.

What are you talking about? Frobisher stood up. Theres enough in the lab to give away the whole principle to an expert.

That grey undertone beneath his florid coloring was marked.

This may be true

And Regans disappeared!

I gathered so.

Then  hell!

You are too soon alarmed, said Stein coolly. Let us wait until we have all the facts.

Howll we ever have all the facts? Frobisher demanded. What are the facts about things that happen right here? Who walks around this house at night like a ghost? Who combed my desk papers? Who opened my safe? And who out of hell went through your room the other evening while you were asleep? Tell me who, and then tell me why!

But before Stein had time to answer these reasonable inquiries, Stella Frobisher fluttered into the library. She wore a Hollywood pinafore over her frock, her hands were buried in gauntlet gloves, and she carried a pair of large scissors. Her blond hair was dressed as immaculately as that of a movie star just rescued from a sinking ship.

I know I look a fright, dear, she assured Frobisher. I have been out in the garden, cutting early spring flowers.

She emphasized cutting as if her more usual method was to knock their heads off with a niblick.

Allow me to bring these in for you, madame, said Stein. His respectful manner was in odd contrast to that with which he addressed Frobisher.

Thank you, Stein. Lucille has the basket on the back porch.

She did not mention the fact that Lucille had also cut the flowers.

Very good, madame.

As Stein walked towards the door:

Oh, Stein  there will be seven to luncheon. Dr. and Mrs. Pardoe are coming.

Stein bowed and went out.

Whos the old man? growled Frobisher, opening a box of cigars which lay on the desk.

Professor Hoffmeyer. Isnt it splendid that I got him to come?

Dont know till I see him.

Hes simply wonderful. He will amaze you, Mike.

Dont care for amazement at mealtimes.

You will fall completely under his spell, dear, Stella declared, and went fluttering out again. I must go and assemble my flowers.

At about this time, Morris Craig was putting a suitcase into the back of his car. As he locked the boot he looked up.

You know, Smith, he said, Im profoundly conscious of the gravity of this thing  but I begin to feel like a ticket-of-leave man. Theres a car packed with police on the other side of the street Do they track me to Falling Waters?

They do! Nayland Smith replied. As I understand it, you are now going to pick up Miss Navarre?

That is the program. Craig smiled rather unhappily. I feel a bit cheap leaving Shaw alone, in the circumstances. But

Shaw wont be alone, Smith rapped irritably. I think  or, rather, fear  the danger at the laboratory is past. But to make sure, two carefully selected men will be on duty in your office day and night until you return. Plus two outside.

Why not Sam? Hes back.

You will need Sam to lend a hand with this radio burglar alarm you tell me about.

I shall?

You will. I can see youre dying to push off. So  push! l trust you have a happy week-end.

And when Craig turned into West Seventy-fifth Street the first thing that really claimed his attention was the presence of a car which had followed him all the way. The second was a figure standing before the door of an apartment house  a door he could never forget.

This figure wore spectacles, a light fawn topcoat, a cerise muffler, and a slate-grey hat with the brim turned up not at the back, but in front…

Morning, boss, said Sam, opening the door. Happen to have

I have nothing but a stern demand. Its this: What the devil are you doing here?

Well  Sam shook his head solemnly its like this. Seems youre carrying valuables, and Sir Denis, he thinks

He thinks what?

He thinks somebody ought to come along  see? Just in case.

Craig stepped out.

Tell me: Are you employed by Huston Electric or by Nayland Smith?

Sam tipped his hat further back. He chewed thoughtfully. Its kind of complicated, Doctor. Sir Denis has it figured Im doing my best for Hustons if I come along and lend a hand. He figures there may be trouble up there. And you never know.

Visions of a morning drive alone with Camille vanished. All right, said Craig resignedly. Sit at the back.

In a very short time he had hurried in. But it was a long time before he came out.

Camille looked flushed, but delightfully pretty, when she arrived at Falling Waters. Her hair was tastefully dressed, and she carried the black-rimmed glasses in her hand. Stella was there to greet her guests.

My dear Miss Navarre! Its so nice to have you here at last! Dr. Craig, you have kept her in hiding too long.

Not my fault, Mrs. Frobisher. Shes a self-effacing type. Then, as Frobisher appeared: Hail, chief! Grim work at

Frobisher pointed covertly to Stella, making vigorous negative signs with his head. Glad to see you, Craig, he rumbled, shaking hands with both arrivals.

You have a charming house, Mrs. Frobisher, said Camille. It was sweet of you to ask me to come.

Im so glad you like it! Stella replied. Because you must have seen such lovely homes in France and in England.

Yes, Camille smiled sadly. Some of them were lovely.

But let me take you along to your room. This is your first visit, but I do hope it will be the first of many.

She led Camille away, leaving Frobisher and Craig standing in the lobby  panelled in Spanish mahogany from the old Cunard liner, Mauretania. And at that moment Frobishers eye rested upon Sam, engaged in taking Craigs suitcase from the boot, whilst Stein stood by.

Whats that half-wit doing down here? Frobisher inquired politely.

Dyou mean Sam? Oh, hes going to  er  lend me a hand overhauling your burglar system.

Probably make a good job of it, between you, Frobisher commented drily. When youve combed your hair, Craig, come along to my study. We have a lot to talk about. Wheres the plan?

Craig tapped his chest. He was in a mood of high exaltation.

On our person, good sir. Only over our dead body could caitiffs win to the treasure.

And in a room all daintily chintz, with delicate water colors and lots of daffodils, Camille was looking out of an opened window, at an old English garden, and wondering if her happiness could last.

Stein tapped at the door, placed Camilles bag inside, and retired.

Dont bother to unpack, my dear, said Stella. Flora, my maid, is superlative.

Camille turned to her, impulsively.

You are very kind, Mrs. Frobisher. And it was so good of you to make that appointment for me with Professor Hoffmeyer.

With Professor Hoffmeyer? Oh! my dear! Did I, really? Of course  seeing Camilles strange expression I must have done. Its queer and its absurd, but, do you know, Im addicted to the oddest lapses of memory.

You are? Camille exclaimed; then, as it sounded so rude, she added, I mean I am, too.

You are? Stella exclaimed in turn, and seized both her hands. Oh, my dear, Im so glad! I mean, I know I sound silly, and a bit horrid. What I wanted to say was, its such a relief to meet somebody else who suffers in that way. Someone who has no possible reason for going funny in the head. But tell me  what did you think of him?

Camille looked earnestly into the childish but kindly eyes. I must tell you, Mrs. Frobisher  impossible though it sounds  that I have no recollection whatever of going there!

My dear! Stella squeezed her hands encouragingly. I quite understand. Whatever do you suppose is the matter with us?

Im afraid I cant even imagine.

Could it be some new kind of epidemic?

Camilles heart was beating rapidly, her expression was introspective; for she was, as Dr. Fu-Manchu had told her (but she had forgotten), a personable woman with a brain.

I dont know. Suppose we compare notes

Michael Frobishers study, the window of which offered a prospect of such woodland as Fenimore Cooper wrote about, was eminently that of a man of business. The books were reference books, the desk had nothing on it but a phone, a blotting-pad, pen, ink, a lamp, an almanac, and a photograph of Stella. The safe was built into the wall. No unnecessary litter.

Theres the safe I told you about, he was saying. Theres the key  and the combination is right here. He touched his rugged forehead. Yet  I found the damned thing wide open! My papers  he pulled out a drawer were sorted like a teller sorts checks. I know. I always have my papers in order. Then  somebody goes through my butlers room. He banged his big fist on the desk. And not a bolt drawn, not a window opened!

Passing strange, Craig murmured. He glanced at the folded diagram. Hardly seems worthwhile to lock it up. Michael Frobisher stared at the end of his half-smoked cigar, twirling it between strong fingers.

Theres been nothing since I installed the alarm system. But I dont trust anybody. I want you to test it. Meanwhile  he laid his hand on the paper how long will it take you to finish this thing?

Speaking optimistically, two hours.

You mean, in two hours it will be possible to say were finished?

Hardly. Shaw has to make the valves. Wonderful fellow, Shaw. Then we have to test the brute in action. When that bright day dawns, it may be the right time to say were finished!

Frobisher put his cigar back in his hard mouth, and stared at Craig.

Youre a funny guy, he said. It took a man like me to know you had the brains of an Einstein. I might have regretted the investment if Martin Shaw hadnt backed you  and Regan. Im doubtful of Regan  now. But he knows the game. Then  youve shown me things.

A privilege, Mr. Frobisher.

Frobisher stood up.

Dont go all Oxford on me. Listen. When this detail here is finished, you say we shall be in a position to tap a source of inexhaustible energy which completely tops atomic power?

I say so firmly. Whether we can control the monster depends entirely upon  that.

The transmuter valve?

Exactly. Its only a small gadget. Shaw could make all three of em in a few hours. But if it works, Mr. Frobisher, and I know it will, we shall have at our command a force, cheaply obtained, which could (a) blow our world to bits, or (b) enable us to dispense with costly things like coal, oil, enormous atomic plants, and the like, forever. I am beginning to see tremendous possibilities.

Fine.

Michael Frobisher was staring out of the window. His heavy face was transfigured. He, too, the man of commerce, the opportunist, could see those tremendous possibilities. No doubt he saw possibilities which had never crossed the purely scientific mind of Morris Craig.

So, said Craig, picking up the diagram and the notes, I propose that I retire to my cubicle and busy myself until cocktails are served. Agreed?

Agreed. Remember  not a word to Mrs. F.

When Craig left the study, Frobisher stood there for a long time, staring out of the window.

* * * *

But Morris Craigs route to his cubicle had been beset by an obstacle  Mrs. F. As he crossed the library towards the stair, she came in by another door. She glanced at the folded diagram.

My dear Dr. Craig! Surely you havent come here to work?

Craig pulled up, and smiled. Stella had always liked his smile; it was so English.

Afraid, yes. But not for too long, I hope. If youll excuse me, Ill nip up and get going right away.

But its too bad. How soon will you be ready to nip down again?

Just give me the tip when the bar opens.

Of course I will. But, you know, I have been talking to Camille. She is truly a dear girl. I dont mean expensive. I mean charming.

Craig attention was claimed, magically, by his hostesss words.

So glad you think so. She certainly is  brilliant.

Stella Frobisher smiled her hereditary smile. She was quite without sex malice, and she had discovered a close link to bind her to Camille.

Why dont you forget work? Why dont you two scientific people go for a walk in the sunshine? After all, thats what youre here for.

And Morris Craig was sorely tempted. Yes, that was what he was here for. But  

You see, Mrs. Frobisher, he said, I rather jibbed the toil last night. Camille  er  Miss Navarre, has been working like a pack-mule for weeks past. Tends to neglect her fodder. So I asked her to step out for a plate of diet and a bottle of vintage

That was so like you, Dr. Craig.

Yes  Im like that. We sort of banished dull care for an hour or two, and as a matter of fact, carried on pretty late. The chief is anxious about the job. He has more or less given me a deadline. Im only making up for lost time. And so, please excuse me. Sound the trumpets, beat the drum when cocktails are served.

He grinned boyishly and went upstairs. Stella went to look for Camille. She had discovered, in this young product of the Old World, something that the New World had been unable to give her. Stella Frobisher was often desperately lonely. She had never loved her husband passionately. Passion had passed her by.

In the study, Michael Frobisher had been talking on the phone. He had just hung up when Stein came in.

Listen, he said. Whats this man, Sam, doing here?

Steins heavy features registered nothing.

I dont know.

Talk to him. Find out. I trust nobody. I never employed that moron. Somebody has split us wide open. It isnt just a leak. Somebody was in the Huston Building last night that had no right to be there. This man was supposed to be in Philadelphia. Who knows he was in Philadelphia? Check him up, Stein. Its vital.

I can try to do. But his talk is so foolish I cannot believe he means it. He walks into my room, just now, and asks if I happen to have an old razor blade.

What for?

He says, to scrape his pipe bowl.

Michael Frobisher glared ferociously.

Ask him to have a drink. Give him plenty. Then talk to him.

I can try it.

Go and try it.

Stein stolidly departed on this errand. There were those who could have warned him that it was a useless one.

Upstairs, in his room, Morris Craig had taken from his bag ink, pencils, brushes, and all the other implements of a draftsmans craft. He had borrowed a large blotting-pad from the library to do service in lieu of a drawing board.

Stella and Camille had gone out into the garden.

The sun was shining.

And over this seemingly peaceful scene there hung a menace, an invisible cloud. The fate of nations was suspended on a hair above their heads. Of all those in Falling Waters that morning, probably Michael Frobisher was the most deeply disturbed. He paced up and down the restricted floor space of his study, black brows drawn together over a deep wrinkle, his eyes haunted.

When Stein came in without knocking Frobisher jumped around like a stag at bay. He collected himself.

Well  what now?

Stein, expressionless, offered a card on a salver. He spoke tonelessly.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith is here.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I can tell you, broadly, what happened last night, said Nayland Smith. It was an attempt to steal the final plans assumed to be locked in Craigs safe.

I guessed as much, Michael Frobisher replied.

Under drawn brows, he was studying the restless figure pacing to and fro in his study, fouling the air with fumes from a briar pipe which, apparently, Smith had neglected to clean since the day he bought it. Frobisher secretly resented this appropriation of his own parade ground, but recognized that he was powerless to do anything about it.

The safe was opened.

Youre sure of that?

Quite! Smith rapped, glancing aside at Frobisher. It was the work of an expert. Dr. Fu-Manchu employs none but experts.

Dr. Fu-Manchu! Then it wasnt

Smith pulled up right in front of Frobisher, as he sat there behind his desk.

Well  go on. Whom did you suspect?

Frobisher twisted a half-smoked cigar between his lips. Come to think, I dont know.

But you do know that when a project with such vast implications nears maturity, big interests become involved. Agents of several governments are watching every move in your dangerous game. And theres another agent who represents no government, but who acts for a powerful and well-organized group.

Are you talking about Vickers? Frobisher growled.

No. Absurd! This isnt a commercial group. Its an organization controlled by Dr. Fu-Manchu. In all probability, Dr. Fu-Manchu was in Craigs office last night.

But

The only other possibility is that the attempt was made by a Soviet spy; Have you reason to suspect any member of your staff?

I doubt that any Russian has access to the office.

Why a Russian? Nayland Smith asked. Men of influence and good standing in other countries have worked for Communism. It offers glittering prizes. Why not a citizen of the United States?

Frobisher watched him covertly. True enough.

Put me clear on one point. Because a false move, now, might be fatal. You have employed no private investigator?

No, sir. Dont trust my affairs to strangers.

Where are Craigs original plans?

Michael Frobisher glanced up uneasily.

In my New York bank.

In this, Michael Frobisher was slightly misinformed. His wife, presenting an order typed on Huston Electric notepaper and apparently signed by her husband, had withdrawn the plans two days before, on her way from an appointment with Professor Hoffmeyer.

Complete blueprints  where?

Right here in the house.

Were they in the safe that was opened the other night?

No, sir  they were not.

Whoever inspected the plant in the laboratory would be a trained observer. Would it, in your opinion, be possible to reconstruct the equipment after such an examination? Michael Frobisher frowned darkly.

I want you to know that Im not a physicist, he answered. Im not even an engineer. Im a man of business. But in my opinion, no  it wouldnt. He would have had to dismantle it. Craig and Shaw report it hadnt been touched. Then, without the transmuter, that plant is plain dynamite.

Nayland Smith crossed and stared out at the woods beyond the window.

I understand that this instrument  whatever it may be  is already under construction. Only certain valves are lacking. Craig will probably complete his work today. Mr. Frobisher  he turned, and his glance was hard your estate is a lonely one.

Frobishers uneasiness grew. He stood up.

You think I shouldnt have had Craig out here, with that work?

I think, said Smith, that whilst it would be fairly easy to protect the Huston laboratory, now that we know what were up against, this house surrounded by sixty acres, largely woodland, is a colt of a different color. By tonight, there will be inflammable material here. Do you realize that if Fu-Manchu  or the Kremlin  first sets up a full-scale Craig plant, Fu-Manchu  or the Kremlin  will be master of the world?

Youre sure, dead sure, that theyre both out to get it? Frobishers voice was more than usually hoarse.

I have said so. One of the two has a flying start. I want to see your radar alarm system and I want to inspect your armory. Im returning to New York. Two inquiries should have given results. One leading to the hideout of Dr. Fu-Manchu, the other to the identity of the Soviet agent.

Camille and Stella Frobisher came in from the garden. You know, Stella was saying, I believe we have discovered something.

All we seem to have discovered, Camille replied, is that there are strange gaps in your memory, and strange gaps in mine. The trouble in your case seems to have begun after you consulted Professor Hoffmeyer about your nerves.

Yes, dear, it did. You see, I had been so worried about Mike. I thought he was working too hard. In his way, dear, hes rather a treasure. Dr. Pardoe, who is a neighbor of ours, suggested, almost playfully, that I consult the professor.

And your nerves improved?

Enormously. I began to sleep again. But these queer lapses came on. I told him. He reassured me. Im not at all certain, dear, that we have discovered anything after all. Your lapses began before you had ever seen him.

Yes. Camille was thinking hard. The trouble doesnt seem to be with the professors treatment, after all. Quite apart from which, I have no idea if I ever consulted him at all.

No, dear  I quite understand. Stella squeezed her hand, sympathetically. You have no idea how completely I understand.

They were crossing the library, together, when there came a sudden, tremendous storm of barking. It swept in upon the peace of Falling Waters, a hurricane of sound.

Whatever is it? Camille whispered.

As if in answer to her question, Sam entered through open French windows. He had removed his topcoat, his cerise scarf, and his slate-grey hat. He wore the sort of checked suit for which otherwise innocent men have been lynched. He grinned happily at Camille.

Morning, lady.

Good morning, Sam. I didnt expect to see you.

Pleasant surprise, eh? Same with me. The barking continued; became a tornado. Theres a guy outside says hes brought some dogs.

Oh! Stellas face lighted up. Now we shall be safe! How splendid. Have they sent all the dogs?

Sounds to me like they sent all they had.

And a kennelman?

Stella hadnt the slightest idea who Sam was, but she accepted his striking presence without hesitation.

Sure. Hes a busy guy, too.

I must go and see them at once! She put her arm around Camille. Do come with me, dear!

Camille smiled at Sam.

I should love to.

The guy is down there by the barbed-wire entanglements. Sam stood in the window, pointing. You cant miss him. Hes right beside a truckload of maybe a couple hundred dogs.

Camille and Stella hurried out, Stella almost dancing with excitement.

Their voices  particularly Stellas  were still audible even above the barrage of barking, when Nayland Smith and Michael Frobisher came into the library.

You have a fair assortment of sporting guns and an automatic or two, Smith was saying. But youre low on ammunition.

Do you expect a siege?

Not exactly. But I expect developments.

Nayland Smith crossed to the glazed cabinet and stood before it, pulling at the lobe of his ear. Then he tilted his head sideways, listening.

Dogs, he rapped. Why all the dogs?

Frobisher met his glance almost apologetically.

Its Mrs. F.s idea. I do try to keep all this bother from her, but she seems to have got onto it. She ordered a damned pack of these German police dogs from some place. Theres a collection of kennels down there like a Kaffir village. Shes had men at work for a week fixing barbed wire. Falling Waters is a prison camp!

Not a bad idea. I have known dogs to succeed where men and machines failed. But, tell me  he pointed to the cabinet how does this thing work?

Well  its simple enough in principle. How it works I dont know. Ground plan of the property. Anyone moving around, when its connected up, marks his trail on the scoreboard.

I see.

Im having Craig overhaul it, when he has time. If youll step into my study again for just a minute, Ill get the chart on the layout, which will make the thing more clear.

Nayland Smith glanced at his wrist-watch.

I can give you just ten minutes, Mr. Frobisher.

They returned to Frobishers study.

Sunshine poured into the empty library. A beautiful Italian casket, silver studded with semi-precious stones, glowed as though lighted by inner fires, or become transparent. The pure lines of the Discus Thrower were sharply emphasized. Barking receded as the pack was removed to the Kaffir village erected at Mrs. Frobishers command.

Then Michael Frobisher came back. Crossing to the desk, he sat down and unlocked a drawer. He took out a chart in a folder, a chart which indicated points of contact surrounding the house as well as free zones. He pressed a bell button and waited, glancing about him.

Stein came in and Frobisher turned.

Take this to Sir Denis in the study. Tell him Ill be right along in two minutes.

Stein nodded and went out with the folder.

Frobisher dialed a number, and presently:

Yes  Frobisher, he said nervously. Sir Denis Nayland Smith is here… Theyre onto us… Looks like all that money has been poured down the sewers… Huston Electric doesnt have a chance…

He became silent, listening intently to someone on the other end of the line. His eyes kept darting right and left, furtively. Then:

Got em all here, back of the drawer in this desk, he said, evidently in reply to a question. Thats none too easy… Yes, Ill have it in my hands by tonight, but… All right, give me the times.

Frobisher pulled an envelope from a rack and picked up a pencil.

It maynt be possible, he said, writing rapidly. Remember that… Nayland Smith is only one danger He broke off. Have to hang up. Call you later.

Stein, standing in the arched opening, was urgently pointing in the direction of the study. Frobisher nodded irritably and passed him on his way to rejoin Nayland Smith.

And, as Stein in turn retired, Sam stepped out from behind that Spanish screen which formed so artistic a background for the big walnut desk.

Without waste of time, he opened the drawer which Frobisher had just closed.

Chewing industriously, he studied the scribbled lines. Apparently they conveyed little or nothing to his mind for he was about to replace the envelope, and no doubt to explore further, when a dull, heavy voice spoke right behind him. Put up your hands. I have been watching you.

Stein had re-entered quite silently, and now had Sam covered by an automatic!

Sam dropped the envelope, and slowly raised his hands. Listen!  happen to have a postage stamp? Thats what I was looking for.

Steins reply was to step closer and run his hands expertly over Sams person. Having relieved him of a heavy revolver and a flashlamp he raised his voice to a hoarse shout:

Mr. Frobisher! Dr. Craig!

Listen. Wait a minute

There came the sound of a door thrown open. Michael Frobisher and Nayland Smith ran in. Frobishers florid coloring changed a half tone.

Whats this, Stein? What goes on?

This man searches your desk, Mr. Frobisher. I catch him doing it.

As he spoke, he glanced significantly down at the envelope which Sam had dropped. Nayland Smith saw a look of consternation cross Frobishers face, as he stooped, snatched it up, and slipped it into his pocket. But there was plenty of thunder in his voice when he spoke.

I thought so! I thought so right along!

Suppose, rapped Smith, we get the facts.

The facts are plain! This man  he pointed a quivering finger at Sam was going through my private papers! You took that gun off him?

Yes, sir.

Whats he doing armed in my house? Frobisher roared. Part of the mystery is solved, anyway

A rataplan of footsteps on the stair heralded Morris Craig, in shirt-sleeves, and carrying his reading glasses. He came bounding down.

Did I hear someone bawling my number? He pulled up, considered the group, then stared from face to face. What the devils all this?

Michael Frobisher turned now empurpled features in his direction.

Its what I suspected, Craig. I told you I didnt like the looks of him. There stands the man who broke into the Huston office last night! There stands the man who broke into this house last week. Caught redhanded!

Sam had dropped his hands, and now, ignoring Stein, he faced his accuser.

Listen! Wait a minute! I needed a postage stamp. Any harm needing a postage stamp? I just pull a drawer open, just kind of casual, and look in the first thing I see there

Craig brushed his forelock back and stared very hard.

But, I say, Sam  seriously  can you explain this?

Sure. I am explaining it!

Nayland Smith had become silent, but now:

Does the envelope happen to contain stamps, Mr. Frobisher? he jerked.

No, sir. Michael Frobisher glared at him. It doesnt. That inquiry is beside the point. As I understand you represent law and order in this house, Im sorry  but will you arrange for the arrest of that man.

His accusing finger was directed again at Sam.

I mean to say, Craig broke in, I may have missed something. But this certainly seems to me

Its just plain silly, said Sam. People getting so het up.

Came another rush, of lighter footsteps. Camille and Mrs. Frobisher ran in. They halted, thunderstruck by what they saw.

Whatever is going on? Stella demanded.

Sam! Camille whispered  and crossing to his side, laid her hand on his shoulder. What has happened?

Sam stopped chewing, and patted the encouraging hand. His upraised spectacles were eloquent.

Thanks for the inquiry, he said. Im in trouble.

You are! Frobisher assured him. Sir Denis! This is either a common thief or a foreign spy. In either case, I want him jailed.

Nayland Smith, glancing from Sam to Frobisher, snapped his fingers irritably.

It is absurd, said Camille in a quiet voice.

Listen! Sam patted her hand again and turned to Smith. Im sorry. I took chances. The pots on the boil, and I thought maybe Mr. Frobisher, even right now, might be thinking more about Huston Electric than about bigger things. I guess I was wrong. But acted for the best.

Michael Frobisher made a choking sound, like that of a faulty radiator.

You see, Mr. Frobisher, said Nayland Smith, whatever their faults, your police department is very thorough. James Sampson, an operative of the F.B.I., whom you know as Sam, was placed in the Huston research laboratory by his chief, Raymond Harkness, a long time before I was called in. I regret that this has occurred. But he is working entirely in your interests…


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Luncheon at Falling Waters was not an unqualified success. Both, in the physical and psychical sense, a shadow overhung the feast.

Promise of the morning had not been fulfilled. Young spring shrank away before returning winter; clouds drew a dull curtain over the happy landscape, blotting out gay skies. And with the arrival of Professor Hoffmeyer, a spiritual chill touched at least two of the company.

Camille experienced terror when the stooped figure appeared. His old-fashioned morning coat, his tinted glasses and black gloves, the ebony stick, rang a loud note of alarm within. But the moment he spoke, her terror left her.

So this, said the professor in his guttural German-English, is the little patient who comes to see me not  ha?

Camille felt helpless. She could think of nothing to say, for she didnt know if she had ever seen him before.

Never mind. Some other time. I shall send you no account.

Michael Frobisher hated the man on sight. His nerves had remained badly on edge since the incident with Sam. He gave the professor a grip of his powerful fingers calculated to hurt.

Ach! Not so hard! Not so hard! These  Hoffmeyer raised gloved hands and these  touching the dark glasses and this  tapping his ebony stick on the floor are proofs that in war men become beasts. I ask you to remember that nails were torn from fingers, and eyes exposed to white heat, in some of those Nazi concentration camps. These things, Mr. Frobisher, could be again… While we may, let us be gentle.

Dr. Pardoe treated the professor in a detached way, avoiding technical topics, and rather conveying that he doubted his ability. But not so Mrs. Pardoe. She unbent to the celebrated consultant in a highly gracious manner. A tall, square woman, who always wore black, the sad and sandy Pardoe was not her first love. There had been two former husbands. Nobody knew why. There was something ominous about the angular frame. She resembled a draped gallows…

Professor Hoffmeyer addressed much of his conversation to Craig; and Mrs. Pardoe hung on his every word.

You are that Morris Craig, he said, during luncheon, who reads a paper on the direction of neutrons, at Oxford, two years ago  ha?

The same, Professor. Amazing memory. I am that identical egg in the old shell. Rather stupid paper. Learned better since.

Modesty is a poor cloak for a man of genius to wear. Discard it, Dr. Craig. It would make me very happy to believe that your work shall be for the good of humanity. This world of ours is spinning  spinning on, to disaster. We are a ship which nears the rocks, with fools at the prow and fanatics at the helm.

But is there no way to prevent such a disaster? Mrs. Pardoe asked, in a voice which seemed to come from a condemned cell.

But most certainly. There could be a committee of men of high intelligence. To serve this committee would be a group of the first scientific brains in the world  such as that of Dr. Craig. For some reason, Camille shuddered at those words. These would have power to enforce their decisions. If some political maniac threatens to use violence, he will be warned. If he neglects this warning

Professor Hoffmeyer helped himself to more fried oysters offered by Stein.

You believe, then, therell be another war? grumbled Frobisher.

How, otherwise, shall enslavement to Communism be avoided  ha?

Unless I misunderstood you, Dr. Pardoe interjected sandily, your concept of good government approaches very closely to that of an intelligent Communist.

An intelligent Communist is an impossibility. We have only to separate the rogues from the fools. Yes, Mr. Frobisher, there is danger of another war  from the same quarter as before. Those subhumans of the German General Staff who escaped justice. Those fellows with the traditions of the stockyard and the mentalities of adding machines. Those ghouls in uniform smell blood again. The Kremlin is feeding them meat.

You mean, Camille asked softly, that the Soviet government is employing German ex-officers to prepare another war?

The secret agent within was stirring. She wondered why this man knew.

But of course. You are of France, and France has a long memory. Very well. Let France remember. If it shall come another war, those ignorant buffoons will destroy all, including themselves. This would not matter much if selected communities could be immunized. For almost complete destruction of human life on the planet is now a scientific possibility. It is also desirable. But indiscriminate slaughter  no. The new race must start better equipped than Noah.

When, luncheon over, the professor refused coffee and prepared to take his leave, there was no one present upon whom, in one way or another, he had failed to impress his singular personality. Stella Frobisher flutteringly begged a brief consultation before he left, and was granted one. Mrs. Pardoe made an appointment for the following Friday.

There is nothing the matter with you, Professor Hoffmeyer told her, which your husband cannot cure. But come if you so want. You all eat too much. See to it that you permit not here prohibitions, rationings, coupons. Communism knows no boxing laws. Communism strikes at the stomach first. To this you could never stand up.

A car, in charge of a saturnine chauffeur who had declined to lunch in the kitchen, declined a drink, and spent his leisure wandering about the property, awaited him. As the professor was driven away, drops of rain began to patter on the terrace.

* * * *

Night crept unnoticed upon Falling Waters.

Rain descended steadily, and a slight, easterly wind stole, eerie, through the trees. Stella did not merely ask, she extended an invitation to Dr. and Mrs. Pardoe to remain to dinner. But Mrs. Pardoe, already enveloped in a cloak like a velvet pall, reminded her husband that a patient was expected at eight-thirty. Stella saw them off.

Oh, Im so nervous. Its getting so dark. I shant feel really safe until everything is bolted and barred…

Coming out of her room, later, having changed to a dinner frock so simple that it must have been made in Paris, Camille almost ran into Sam on the corridor.

Gee, Miss Navarre! You look like something wonderful!

Thats very sweet of you, Sam! I had a dreadful shock  yes, truly  when you were discovered today.

Sure. Shock to me! Ham performance. Must try to make up for it.

Sam  you dont mind if I still call you Sam?

Love it. Sounds better your way.

Now I know what you are really doing here, I can talk to you  well, sensibly. Dr. Craig thinks, and so, I know, does Sir Denis, that we havent only to deal with this dreadful Fu-Manchu. She paused for a moment after speaking the name. That there is a Soviet agent watching us, too. Have you any ideas about him?

Sam nodded. He had given up chewing and abandoned his spectacles. Presumably they had been part of a disguise.

Working on it right now  and I think were getting some place.

Oh! Im so glad.

Sure. I got a nose for foreign agents. Smell em a mile off.

Really?

Sure. He grinned happily. You look a hundred per cent Caesar. Excuse my bad spelling!

He went off along the corridor.

When Camille came down, she found Michael Frobisher busily bolting and barring the French windows.

Mrs. F.s got the jumps tonight, he explained. I have to fix all the catches myself, to reassure her. Just making the rounds. He gave Camille an admiring smile. Hope all todays hokum, and the alarm back at the office, hasnt upset you?

Its kind of you, Mr. Frobisher, but although, naturally, I am disturbed about it, all the same I am most happy to be here.

Good girl. Craig has finished his job, and the new diagram and notes are in my safe. Thats where they stay. They are the property of Huston Electric, and the property of nobody else!

As he went out, Morris Craig came downstairs, slim and boyish in his tuxedo. Without a word, he took Camille in his arms.

Darling! I thought we were never going to be alone again! When he released her:

Are you sure, Morris? she whispered.

Sure? Sure of what?

Sure that you really meant all you said last night?

He answered her silently, and at great length.

Camille! I only wish

Yes?

Camille  he lingered over her name I adore you… But I wish you werent going to stay here tonight

What? Whatever do you mean?

She leaned back from him. Her eyes suddenly seemed to become a darker shade of blue.

I mean that, at last, it has dawned on this defective brain of mine that I have done something which may upset the world again  that other people know about it  that almost anything may happen.

But Morris  surely nothing can happen here?

Cant it? Why is old Frobisher in such a panic? Why all the dogs and the burglar alarms? The devil of it is, we dont know our enemies. There might be a Russian spy hiding but there in the shrubbery. There might be a British agent  not that that would bother me  somewhere in this very house.

Yes, said Camille quietly. I suppose there might be.

Above all, Craig went on presently, theres this really frightful menace  Dr. Fu-Manchu. Smith is more scared of him than of all the others rolled into a bundle.

So am I… Listen for a moment, Morris. Sometimes I think I have seen him in a dream. Oh! It sounds ridiculous, and I cant quite explain what I mean. But I have a vague impression of a tall, gaunt figure in a yellow robe, with most wonderful hands, long fingernails, and  she paused momentarily most dreadful eyes. Something, today, brought the impression back to my mind  just as Professor Hoffmeyer came in.

Craig gently stroked her hair. He knew it would be a penal offense to disarrange it.

Dont get jumpy again, darling. I gather that, in one of your fey moods, you wandered the highways and byways of Manhattan last night instead of keeping your date with the professor. But, certainly, the old lad is a rather alarming personality  although he beats no resemblance to your yellow-robed mandarin. Im sorry for him, and, of course, his Germanic discourse simply sparkles. But

I didnt mean that the professor reminded me of the man I had dreamed about. It was  something different.

Whatever it was, forget it. He held her very close; he whispered in her ear: Camille! The moment we get back to New York, will you marry me?

But Camille shrank away. The dark eyes looked startled  almost panic-stricken.

Morris! Morris! No! No!

He dropped his arms, stared at her. He felt that he had grown pale.

No? Do you mean it?

I mean  oh, Morris, I dont quite know what I mean! Perhaps  that you startled me.

How did I startle you? he asked on a level, calm note.

You  know so little about me.

I know enough to know I love you.

I should be very, very happy for us to go on  as we are. But, marriage

Whats wrong with marriage?

Camille turned aside. A shaded lamp transformed her hair, where it swept down over her neck, to a torrent of molten copper. Craig put his hands hesitantly on her shoulders, and turned her about. He looked steadily into her eyes.

Camille  youre not trying to tell me, by any chance, that youre married already?

A door banged upstairs. Stellas voice was heard.

And do make quite sure, Stein  quite sure  that there isnt a window open. She appeared at the stairhead. Even with everything locked, and the dogs loose, I know I shall never sleep a wink. She saw Camille below. Shall you, dear?

Im not at all sure that I shall, Camille smiled. Except that I can see no reason why anything should happen tonight more than any other.

I must really get Stein to draw those curtains, Stella declared. I keep on imagining eyes looking in out of the darkness. And now, for goodness sake, lets all have a drink.

Stein had wheeled in trays of refreshments some time earlier, but had been called away by Mrs. Frobisher in order to bolt a trap leading to a loft over the house.

May I help? Camille asked.

And presently they were surrounding the mobile buffet. Michael Frobisher joined them.

If you take my advice, my dear, he said to Stella, you and Miss Navarre will have a good stiff one each after dinner, and turn in early. Think no more about it. Agree with me, Craig?

Morris Craig stopped looking at Camille long enough to reply:

Quite. But, if I may say so, somebody should more or less hang about to keep an eye on this thing. He indicated the cabinet above the bookcase. I have looked over the works and pass same as okay. By the way, Mrs. Frobisher, will the wolf pack be at large tonight?

Of course! Stella assured him. I have given explicit instructions to the man. Such a gentle character.

I was wondering, Craig went on, if the dogs mightnt set the gadget going?

Oh, I dont think so. They have a track of their own. Right around the place  if you see what I mean.

Yes. I have observed the same  from without. Certain hounds of threatening aspect were roaming around within.

If you remember the layout I showed you, said Frobisher, showed Nayland Smith, too, there are three gates which would register here  he crossed and rested a finger on the plan if they were opened. Whoever opened one would have Mrs. F.s dogs on him, I guess. But the dogs cant reach the house.

Most blessed dispensation, Craig murmured to him. Although I confess the brutes are rather a comfort, with Dr. Fu-Manchu and a set of thugs, plus the Soviet agent assisted by sundry moujiks and other comrades, lined up outside.

Camille was watching Craig in an almost pleading way. Frobisher took his arm, and growled in his ear:

Well split up into watches when the women turn in. As you say, somebody ought to be on the lookout right along tonight. Stein can stand watch until twelve. Then Ill take over

No, said Craig firmly, and caught Camilles glance. I am a party to this disorder, and Im going to do my bit. After all, Im accustomed to late hours…

* * * *

Manhattan danced on, perhaps a slightly more hectic dance, for this was Saturday night, and Saturday night is Broadway night. Rain, although still falling farther north, had ceased in the city. But a tent of sepia cloud stretched over New York, so that eternal fires, burning before the altars of those gods whose temples line the Street of a Million Lights, cast their glow up onto this sepia canopy; and it was cast down again, as if rejected.

Two bored police officers smoked and played craps in Morris Craigs office on top of the Huston Building. And behind the steel door, in an atmosphere vibrant with repressed energy, Martin Shaw worked calmly and skillfully, to complete the instalment known as a transmuter. The gods of Broadway were false gods. The god enshrined behind the steel door was a god of power.

But the two policemen went on playing craps.

Chinatown was busy, also. Country innocents gaped at the Chinese façades, the Chinese signs, and felt that they were seeing sights worth coming to Babylon-on-Hudson to see. Town innocents, impressing their girl friends, ate Chinese food in the restaurants and pretended to know as much about it as Walter Winchell knows about everything.

Mai Cha had just ceased to sing in an apartment near the shop of Huan Tsung. Lao Tai had put his last message in the little cupboard.

And upstairs, Huan Tsung reclined against cushions, his eyes closed. The head of Dr. Fu-Manchu looked out from the crystal. It might have reminded an Egyptologist of the majestic, embalmed head of Seti, that Pharaoh whose body lies in a Cairo museum.

To destroy the plant alone is useless, Huan Tsung, came in coldly sibilant words. I have dealt with this. Otherwise, I should not have risked a personal visit to the laboratory. I sprayed the essential elements with FSO5. The action is deferred. No  it is necessary also to destroy the inventor  or to transfer him to other employment.

This may be difficult, murmured Huan Tsung. Time is the enemy of human perfection, Excellency.

We shall see. Craigs original drawings were obtained for me by Mrs. Frobisher. Only two blueprints of the transmuter exist. One is in the hands of the chief technician, who is working from it. The other is with a complete set in possession of Michael Frobisher. Drawings of the valves alone remain to be accounted for.

But Excellency informs me that they, too, are finished.

They are finished. Give me the latest reports. I will then give you final instructions.

I shall summarize. Excellencys personal possessions have been removed from the Woolton Building as ordered. They are already shipped. Raymond Harkness has posted federal agents at all points covering Falling Waters  except one; the path through the woods from the highway remains open. Lao Tai will proceed to this point at the time selected. But the dogs

I have provided for the dogs. Continue.

Provision noted. It is believed but not confirmed that the Kremlin, recognizing the actual plant no longer to be available, hopes to obtain the set of blueprints and the final drawings from Falling Waters before it is too late.

Upon what does this belief rest?

Upon the fact, Excellency, that Sokolov has ordered his car to be ready at ten oclock tonight  and is taking a bodyguard.

So long a silence followed that Huan Tsung raised his wrinkled lids and looked at the crystal.

The eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu were filmed over, a phenomenon with which Huan Tsung was familiar. The brilliant brain encased in that high, massive skull, was concentrated on a problem. When the film cleared, a decision would have been made. And, as he watched, in a flash the long, narrow eyes became emerald-bright.

Use the Russian party as a diversion, Huan Tsung. No contact must be made. Koenig has acquainted himself with the zones controlled by the alarm system, and Mgoyna is already placed and fully instructed. Mrs. Frobisher has her instructions, also. Use all your resources. This is an emergency. At any moment, now, Nayland Smith will have the evidence he is seeking. Win or lose, I must leave New York before daybreak. Proceed…


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Morris Craig sat smoking in a deep leathern armchair. The darkened library seemed almost uncannily silent. Rain had ceased. But dimly he could hear water dripping on the terrace outside.

It was at about this moment that the two crap players in his office were jerked violently out of their complacent boredom.

Three muffled crashes in the laboratory brought them swiftly to their feet. There came a loud cry  a cry of terror. Another crash. The steel door burst open, and Martin Shaw, white as a dead man, tottered down the steps!

They ran to him. He collapsed on the sofa, feebly waving them away. A series of rending, tearing sounds was followed by a cloud of nearly vaporous dust which came pouring out of the laboratory in grey waves.

Stand back!

We must close the door!

One of the men raced up, and managed to close the door. He came down again, suffocating, fighting for breath. A crash louder than any before shook the office.

What is it? gasped the choking man. Is there going to be an explosion? For Gods sake  he clutched his throat whats happening?

Disintegration, muttered Shaw wildly. Disintegration. The plant is crumbling to… powder.

Pandemonium in the Huston Building. Fruits of long labor falling from the branches. A god of power reduced to a god of clay. But not a sound to disturb the silence of Falling Waters; a silence awesome, a silence in which many mysteries lay hidden. Yet it was at least conducive to thought.

And Morris Craig had many things to think about. He would have more before the night ended.

In the first place, he couldnt understand why Michael Frobisher had been so damnably terse when he had insisted on standing the twelve to four watch. At four, Sam was taking over. Sam had backed him up in this arrangement. Craig had had one or two things to say, privately, to Sam, concerning the deception practiced on him; and would have others to mention to Nayland Smith, when he saw Smith again. But Sam, personally, was a sound enough egg.

So Morris Craig mused, in the silent library.

What was that?

He stood up, and remained standing, motionless, intent.

Dimly he had heard, or thought he had heard, the sound of a hollow cough.

He experienced that impression, common to all or most of us, that an identical incident had happened to him before. But when  where?

There was no repetition of the cough  no sound; yet a sense of furtive movement. Guiding himself by a sparing use of a flashlamp, he crossed to the foot of the stair. He shone a beam upward.

Is that you, Camille? he called softly.

There was no reply. Craig returned to his chair…

What was old Frobisher up to, exactly? Why had he so completely lost his balance about the envelope business? Of course, Stein had dramatized it absurdly. Queer fish, Stein. Not a fellow he, personally, could ever take to. Barbarous accent. Clearly, it had forced Nayland Smiths hand. But what had Smiths idea been? Was there someone in the household he didnt trust?… Probably Stein.

No doubt the true explanation lay in the fact that Frobisher, having sunk well over half a million dollars in his invention, now saw it slipping through his fingers. It might not be the sort of thing to trust to development by a commercial corporation, but still  rough luck for Frobisher…

Then Craig was up again.

This time, that hollow cough seemed to come from the front of the house.

He dropped his cigarette and went over to the arched opening which gave access to Frobishers study, and, beyond, to the cedarwood dining room. He directed a light along a dark passage. It was empty. He crossed the library again and opened a door on the other side. There was no one there.

Was he imagining things?

This frame of mind was entirely due to the existence of a shadowy horror known as Dr. Fu-Manchu. He didnt give a hoot for the Soviet agent, whom- or whatever he might be. Nobody took those fellows seriously. The British agent he discounted entirely. If there had been one, Smith would have known him.

The idea of watching in the dark had been Sams. As an F.B.I. operative, he had carried the point. Naturally enough, he wanted to get his man. It was a ghostly game, nevertheless. That drip-drip-drip of water outside was getting on Craigs nerves.

Incidentally, where was Sam? Unlikely that he had turned in.

But above all, where was Camille? There had been no chance to make it definite; but he had read the message in her eyes as she went upstairs with Stella Frobisher to mean, I shall come down again.

Frobisher had retired shortly after the women. Im going to sleep  and the hell with it all!

A faint rustling sound on the stairs  and Craig was up as if on springs.

The ray of his lamp shone on Camille, a dressing gown worn over a night robe that he didnt permit himself to look at. Her bare ankles gleamed like ivory.

Camille!  darling! At last!

He trembled as he took her in his arms. She was so softly alluring. He released her and led her to the deep leathern settee, forcing a light note, as he extinguished the lamp.

Forgive the blackout. Captains orders.

I know, she whispered.

He found her hand in his, and kissed her fingers silently. Then, as a mask for his excited emotions:

I have a bone to pick with you, he said in his most flippant manner. What did you mean by turning down my offer to make an honest woman of you? Explain this to me, briefly, and in well chosen words.

Camille crept closer to him in the dark.

I mean to explain. Her soft voice was unsteady. I came to explain to you  now.

He longed to put his arms around her. But some queer sense of restraint checked him.

Im waiting, darling.

You may not know  I dont believe you do, even yet  that for a long time, ever so long  how he loved the Gallic intonations which came when she was deeply moved! your work has been watched. At least, you know now, when it is finished, that they will stick at nothing.

Who are they? You mean the Kremlin and Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Yes. These are the only two you have to be afraid of… But there is also a  British agent.

Doubtful about that, myself. How dyou know theres a British agent?

Because I am the British agent.

There were some tense moments, during which neither spoke. It might almost have seemed that neither breathed. They sat there, side by side, in darkness, each wondering what the other was thinking. Drip-drip-drip went the rainwater… Then Craig directed the light of his lamp onto Camilles face. She turned swiftly away, raised her hands:

Dont! Dont!

Camille! Craig switched the light off. Good God!

Dont look at me! Camille went on. I dont want you to see me! I had made up my mind to tell you tonight, and I am going to be quite honest about it. I didnt think, and I dont think now, that the work I undertook was wrong. Although, of course, when I started, I had never met you.

Craig said nothing.

If I have been disloyal to anyone, it is to Mr. Frobisher. For you must realize, Morris, the dreadful use which could be made of such a thing. You must realize that it might wreck the world. No government could be blind to that.

Subtly, in the darkness, Morris Craig had drawn nearer. Now, suddenly, he had his arm around her shoulders.

No, Morris! Dont! Dont! Not until I have told you everything. He felt her grow suddenly rigid. What was that?

It was the sound of a hollow cough, in the distance.

Craig sprang up.

I dont know. But I have heard it before. Is it inside the house, or out?

Switching on the lamp, he ran in turn to each of the doors, and stood listening. But Falling Waters remained still. Then he directed the light onto Camille  and away again, quickly. In a moment he was beside her.

Morris!

Let me say something

But, Morris, do you truly understand that I have been reporting your work, step by step, to the best of my ability? Because I never quite understood it. I have been spying on you, all through… At last, I couldnt bear it any longer. When Sir Denis came on the scene, I thought I was justified in asking for my release…

Morriss kiss silenced her. She clung to him, trembling. Her heart fluttered like a captive bird released, and at last:

You see now, Morris, why I felt it was well enough for us to be  lovers. But how could I marry you, when

You were milking my brains? he whispered in her ear. But it was a gay whisper. You little redheaded devil! This gives me another bone to pick with Smith. Why didnt he tell me?

I was afraid he would! Then I remembered he couldnt… Morris! I shall be all bruises! There are traditions in the Secret Service.

At which moment, amid a subdued buzzing sound like that of a fly trapped in a glass, the cabinet over the bookcase came to life!

Camille grasped Craigs hand as he leapt upright, and clung to it obstinately. A rectangle in the library darkness, every detail of the grounds surrounding Falling Waters showed as if touched with phosphorescence.

Were off! Craig muttered. Look!

A shadow moved slowly across the chart.

Thats the back porch! Camille whispered. Someone right outside.

Dont panic, darling. Wait.

The faint shadow moved on to where a door was marked. It stopped. The buzzing ceased. The chart faded.

Someone came into the kitchen!

Run back and hide on the stair.

But

Please do as I say, Camille.

Camille released his hand, and he stood, automatic ready, facing that doorway which led to the back premises.

He saw nothing. But he was aware that the door had been opened. Then:

Dont shoot me, Craig, rapped a familiar voice, and dont make a sound. A flashlamp momentarily lighted the library. Nayland Smith stood there watching him  hatless, the fur collar of his old trench coat turned up about his ears. Then Smiths gaze flickered for a second. There came a faint rustling from the direction of the stairs  and silence.

Sam appeared just behind Smith. The lamp was switched off.

Smith!  How did you get in?

Not so loud. I have been standing by outside for some time.

I let him in, doc, Sam explained.

Theres some kind of thing slinking around out there, Nayland Smith went on, an odd note in his voice, which isnt human

What on earth do you mean?

Just that. It isnt a baboon, and it isnt a man. Normally, I should form a party and hunt it down. I have a strong suspicion it is some specimen out of Fu-Manchus museum of horrors. But  Craig, dimly, could hear Smith moving in the dark just shine a light onto this.

Craig snapped his lamp up. Nayland Smith stood right beside him, holding out an enlargement of a snapshot. Sam stood at Smiths elbow. Upstairs, a door closed softly.

The picture was that of a stout, bearded man crowned with a mane of white hair; he had small, round, inquisitive eyes.

Lights out, Smith directed. I waited at police headquarters for that to arrive. Recognize him?

Never saw him in my life.

Correct. Following his release from a Nazi prison camp, he disappeared. I think I know where he went. But its of no immediate importance. That is the once celebrated Viennese psychiatrist, Doctor Carl Hoffmeyer!

What do you say?

Smart, aint it? Sam murmured.

The man New York knew as Professor Hoffmeyer was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Good God! But he was here today!

I know. A great commander must be prepared to take all the risks he imposes on others.

But he speaks English with a heavy German accent! And

Dr. Fu-Manchu speaks every civilized language with perfect facility  with or without an accent! Lacking this evidence, I could do nothing. But I made one big mistake

We all made it, said Sam. Youre no more to blame than the rest.

Thanks, rapped Smith. But the blame is mine. I had the Hoffmeyer clinic covered, and I thought he was trapped.

Well? Craig asked eagerly.

He didnt go back there!

Listen! Sam broke in again. We had three good men on his tail, but he tricked em!

There was something increasingly eerie about this conversation in the dark.

The clinic remains untouched, Nayland Smith continued. But Fu-Manchus private quarters, which patients never saw, have been stripped. Police raided hours ago.

Then where has he gone?

I dont know. Nayland Smiths voice had a groan in it. But all that remains for him to do, in order to complete his work, is here, in this house!

Shouldnt we rouse up Frobisher? Craig asked excitedly.

No. There are certain things I dont want Mr. Frobisher to know yet.

Such as, for instance?

Such as  this is going to hit you where it hurts  that your entire plant in the Huston laboratory was destroyed tonight

What!

Quiet, man! Nayland Smith grasped Craigs arm in the darkness. I warned you it would hurt. The Fire Department has the job in hand. It isnt their proper province. The thing is just crumbling away, breaking like chocolate. Last report to reach the radio car, that huge telescope affair  I dont know its name  has crashed onto the floor.

But, Smith!…

I know. Its bad.

Thank heaven! My original plans are safe in a New York City bank vault!

Silence fell again, broken only by a dry cough from Sam, until:

They are not, Nayland Smith said evenly. They were taken out two days ago.

Taken out? By whom?

In person, by Mrs. Frobisher. In fact, by Dr. Fu-Manchu. Frobisher doesnt know  but the only records of your invention which remain, Craig, are the blueprints hidden somewhere in this house!

They were in back of the desk there, Sam mumbled. But theyve vanished.

Youre not suggesting  Craig heard the note of horrified incredulity in his own voice that Mrs. Frobisher

Mrs. Frobisher, said Nayland Smith, is as innocent in this matter as Miss Navarre. But  we are dealing with Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Why are we staying in the dark? What happens next?

What happens next I dont know. We are staying in the dark because a man called Dimitri Sokolov, a Soviet official in whom Ray Harkness is interested, has a crew of armed thugs down by the lower gate… Sokolov seems to be expecting someone.


CHAPTER TWENTY

In the stillness which followed, Morris Craig tried, despairfully, to get used to the idea that the product of months, many weary months, of unremitting labor, had been wiped out… How? By whom? He felt stunned. Could it be that Shaw, in a moment of madness, had attempted a test?

Is poor old Shaw he began.

Shaw is safe, Smith interrupted. But badly shaken. He has no idea what occurred. Quite unable to account for it  as I am unable to account for whats going on here. Im not referring to the presence of someone, or some thing, stalking just outside the area controlled by the alarms, but to a thing that isnt stalking.

What? Sam asked.

The pack of dogs! Listen. Not a sound  but the drip of water. What has become of the dogs?

Gee! Sam muttered. I keep thinking how dead quiet everything is outside, and kind of wondering why I expect it to be different. Funny I never came to it there was no dogs!

They all stood motionless for a few moments. That ceaseless drip-drip-drip alone broke the silence of Falling Waters  a haunting signature tune.

Where is this kennelman quartered? Nayland Smith asked jerkily.

He was unable to hide the fact that his nerves were strung to concert-violin pitch.

Middle gate-cottage, came promptly from Sam. Ill go call him. Name of Kelly. I can get the extension from out here.

Speak quietly, Smith warned. Order him to loose the dogs.

Sams flashlamp operated for a moment. It cast fantastic moving shadows on the library walls, showed Nayland Smith gaunt, tense; painted Craigs pale face as a mask of tragedy. Then  Sam was gone.

Craig could hear Nayland Smith moving, restless, in darkness. Obscurely Sams mumbling reached them. He had left the communicating doors open. Then, before words which might have relieved the tension came to either, the alarm cabinet glowed into greenish-blue life; muted buzzing began. Whats this?

A shadow moved across the plan. It was followed by a second shadow.

Someone crossing the tennis court! Craigs voice sounded hushed, unfamiliar. Running!

Someone hot on his heels!

Into the rose garden now!

Second shadow gaining! First shadow doubling back!

Thats the path through the apple orchard. Leads to a stile on the lane

But, said Nayland Smith, if my memory serves me, the dog track crosses before the stile?

Yes. One of the gates in the wire is there.

And, as Craig spoke, came a remote baying.

The dogs were out.

Listen. Sam had joined them. Say! Whats this?

Action! rapped Smith. Was Kelly awake?

Sure. But listen. Mrs. Frobisher called him some time tonight, and ordered him to see the dogs werent loosed! Can you beat it? But wait a minute. Mr. Frobisher gives him the same order half an hour earlier!… Oh, hell! Did you hear that?

Hes through the gate, said Nayland Smith.

The first shadow showed on the chart at a point where a gate in the wire was marked. The second shadow moved swiftly back. A dim blur swept along the track. Baying increased in volume… A shot  a second. And then came a frenzied scream, all the more appalling because muted by distance.

Merciful God! Craig whispered. The dogs have got him! Nayland Smith already had the french windows open. A sting of damp, cold air pierced the library. There came another, faint scream. Baying merged into a dreadful growling…

Lights! Smith cried. Wheres the man, Stein?

As Sam switched the lights up, Stein was revealed standing in the arched opening which led to Michael Frobishers study. He was fully dressed, and chalky white.

Here I am, sir.

A sound of faraway shouting became audible. Stella Frobisher ran out onto the stairhead, a robe thrown over her nightdress.

Please  oh, please tell me what has happened? That ghastly screaming! And where is Mike?

She had begun to come down, when Camille appeared behind her. Camille had changed and wore a tweed suit.

Mrs. Frobisher! Craig looked up. Isnt the chief in his room?

No, he isnt!

Camilles arm was around Stellas shoulders now.

Dont go down, Mrs. Frobisher. Lets go back. I think it would be better if you dressed.

She spoke calmly. Camille had lived through other crises.

Miss Navarre! Nayland Smith called sharply.

Yes, Sir Denis?

Go with Mrs. Frobisher to her room, and both of you stay there with the door locked. Understand?

Camille hesitated for a moment, then: Yes, Sir Denis, she answered. Please come along, Mrs. Frobisher.

But I want to know where Mike is

Her voice faded away, as Camille very gently steered her back to her room.

Nayland Smith faced Stein.

Mr. Frobisher is not in his study?

No, sir.

How do you know?

I do not retire tonight. I am anxious. Just now, I am in there to look.

Was the window open?

Steins crushed features became blank.

Was the window open? Nayland Smith repeated harshly.

Yes. I closed it.

Come on, Craig! Sampson  follow!

Okay, chief.

Craig and Nayland Smith ran out, Sam behind them.

Stein stood by the opening, and listened. Somewhere out in the misty night, an automatic spat angrily. There was a dim background of barking dogs, shouting men. He turned, in swift decision, and went back through that doorway which led to the kitchen quarters.

He took up the phone there, dialled a number, waited, and then began to speak rapidly  but not in English. He spoke in a language which evidently enlarged his vocabulary. His pallid features twitched as he poured out a torrent of passionate words…

Something hard was jammed into the ribs of his stocky body.

Drop that phone, Feodor Stenovicz. I have a gun in your back and your family history in my pocket. Too late to tip off Sokolov. Hes in the bag. Put your hands right behind you. No, not up  behind!

Stein dropped the receiver and put his hands back. There was sweat on his low forehead. Steel cuffs were snapped over his wrists.

Now thats settled, we can get together.

Stein turned  and looked into the barrel of a heavy-calibre revolver which Sam favored. Sams grinning face was somewhere behind it, in a red cloud.

Suppose, Sam suggested, we step into your room and sample some more of the bosss bourbon? What you gave me this morning tasted good.

They had gone when Camille came running along the corridor to the stairhead. And there was no one in the library.

Please stay where you are, she called back. I will find out.

A muffled cry came from Stella Frobisher: Open the door! I cant stay here!

Camille raced downstairs, wilfully deaf to a wild beating on wood panels.

Let me out!

But Camille ran on to the open windows.

Morris! Morris! Where are you?

She stood there clutching the wet frame, peering into chilly darkness. Cries reached her  the vicious yap of a revolver  the barking of dogs.

Morris!

She ran out onto the terrace. A long way off she could see moving lights.

Camille had already disappeared when Sam entered the library, having locked Stein in the wine cellar. Switching on his flash, he began hurrying in the direction of that distant melee.

* * * *

The library remained empty for some time. With the exception of Stein, all the servants slept out. So that despairing calls of Unlock the door, Mike! Mike! won no response. And presently they ceased.

Then, subdued voices and a shuffling of feet on wet gravel heralded the entrance of an ominous cortege. Upon an extemporized stretcher carried by a half-dressed gardener and Kelly, the grizzled kennelman, Michael Frobisher was brought in. Sam came first, to hold the windows wide and to allow of its entrance. Nayland Smith followed. There were other men outside, but they remained there.

Get a doctor, Smith directed. Hes in a bad way.

They lifted Frobisher onto the settee. He still wore his dinner clothes, but they were torn to tatters. His face and his hands were bloody, his complexion was greyish-purple. He groaned and opened his eyes when they laid him down. But he seemed to be no more than semi-conscious, and almost immediately relapsed.

Kelly went out again, with the empty stretcher. A murmur of voices met him.

I know Dr. Pardoes number, said the gardener, a youthful veteran whose frightened blond hair had never lain down since the Normandy landing. Shall I call him?

His voice quavered.

Yes, rapped Smith. Tell him its urgent.

As the man hurried away to the phone in the back premises:

Nothing on him? Sam asked.

Not a thing! Yet he was alone with the dogs, God help him! I believe he was running for his life. Perhaps from that monstrosity I had a glimpse of when I first arrived.

Thats when he lost the plans! said Sam excitedly. He must have broken away from  whatever it was, and tried to cross the track. Lord knows what was after him, but I guess he was crazy with fright. Anyway, he figured the dogs were locked up

When, in fact, they were right on top of him! Failing Kellys arrival, I could have done nothing. Rouse somebody up. Get hot water, lint, iodine. Rush.

As Sam ran to obey, Raymond Harkness stepped in through the open window. He wore a blue rainproof, a striped muffler, and a brown hat. He was peeling off a pair of light suede gloves. He looked like an accountant who had called to advise winding up the company.

Its not clear to me, Sir Denis, just what happened out there tonight  I mean what happened to Frobisher.

You can see what happened to him! said Smith drily.

Yes  but how? Sokolov was waiting to meet him, but he never got there

Somebody else met him first!

Sokolovs thugs made the mistake of opening fire on our party. Harkness put his gloves in his pockets. Otherwise, Im not sure we should have had anything on Sokolov.

The wounded man groaned, momentarily opened his eyes, clenched his injured hands. He had heard the sound of someone beating on a door, heard Stellas moaning cry:

Let me out! Mike!

Dont… Frobisher whispered, allow her… to see me.

As if galvanized, Nayland Smith turned, exchanged a glance with Harkness, and went racing upstairs.

Mrs. Frobisher! he called. Mrs. Frobisher  where are you?

Im here! came pitifully.

Smith found the locked door. The key was in the lock! He turned it, and threw the door open.

Stella Frobisher, on the verge of nervous collapse, crouched on a chair, just inside.

Mrs. Frobisher! What does this mean?

She  Camille  locked me in! Oh, for heavens sake, tell me: What has happened?

Hang on to yourself, Mrs. Frobisher. Its bad, but might be worse. Please stay where you are for a few minutes longer. Then I am going to ask you to lend us a hand. Will you promise? Its for the good of everybody.

Oh, must I? If you say so, I suppose

Just for another five minutes.

Smith ran out again, and down to the library. His face was drawn, haggard. In the battle to save Frobisher from the dogs, with the added distraction of a fracas between F.B.I. men and Sokolovs bodyguard at the lower gate, he had lost sight of Craig! Camille he had never seen, had never suspected that she would leave Mrs. Frobishers room. Standing at the foot of the stair:

Harkness, he said. Send out a general alert. Dr. Fu-Manchu not only has the plans. He has Camille Navarre and the inventor, also…

* * * *

The police car raced towards New York, casting a sword of light far ahead. Against its white glare, the driver and a man beside him, his outline distorted by the radio headpiece, were silhouettes which reminded Nayland Smith of figures of two Egyptian effigies. The glass partition cut them off completely from those in the rear. It was a special control car, normally sacred to the deputy commissioner…

We know many things when its too late, Nayland Smith answered. I knew, when I got back tonight, that Michael Frobisher was an agent of the Soviet, knew the Kremlin had backed those experiments. I knew Sokolov was waiting for him.

His crisp voice trailed off into silence.

Visibility in the rear was poor. So dense had the fog become, created by Smiths pipe, that Harkness experienced a certain difficulty in breathing. Motorcycle patrolmen passed and re-passed, examining occupants of all vehicles on the road.

That broken-down truck wasnt reported earlier, Harkness went on, because it stood so far away from any gate to Falling Waters. Whats more, it hadnt been there long.

But the path through the woods has been there since Indian times, Smith rapped. And the truck was drawn up right at the point where it reaches a highway. How did your team come to overlook such an approach?

I dont know, Harkness admitted. It seems Frobisher didnt think it likely to be used, either. It doesnt figure in the alarm plan.

But it figured in Fu-Manchus plan! We dont know  and were never likely to know  the strength of the party operating from that truck. But those who actually approached the house stuck closely to neutral zones! His visit today  a piece of dazzling audacity  wasnt wasted.

Traffic was sparse at that hour. Points far ahead had been notified. Even now, hope was not lost that the truck might be intercepted. Both men were thinking about this. Nayland Smith first put doubt into words.

A side road, Harkness, he said suddenly. Another car waiting. Huan Tsung is the doctors chief of staff  or used to be, formerly. Hes a first-class tactician. One of the finest soldiers of the old regime.

I wish we could pin something on him.

I doubt if you ever will. He has courage and cunning second only to those of his distinguished chief.

Theres that impudent young liar who sits in the shop, too. And I have reports of a pretty girl of similar type whos been seen around there.

Probably Huan Tsungs children.

His children! Even the gently spoken Harkness was surprised into vehemence. But  how old is he?

Nearing eighty-five, I should judge. But the fecundity of a Chinese aristocrat is proverbial… Hullo! Whats this?

The radio operator had buzzed to come through.

Yes? said Harkness.

Headquarters, sir. I think it may be important.

What is it? Nayland Smith asked rapidly.

Well, sir, it comes from a point on the East River. A young officer from a ship tied up there seems to have been saying good night to a girl, by some deserted building. They heard tapping from inside a metal pipe on the wall, right where they stood. He spotted it was Morse

Yes, yes  the message?

The message  its just reached headquarters  says: J.J. Regan here. Call police… Theres a party setting out right now

Regan? Regan? Recall them! snapped Smith. Quickly!

Startled, the man gave the order, and then looked back. Well, sir?

The place to be covered, but by men who know their job. Anyone who comes out to be kept in view. Anyone going in to be allowed to do so. No suspicion must be aroused.

The second order was given.

Anything more?

No. Nayland Smith was staring right ahead along the beam of light. I am trying to imagine, Harkness, how many times the poor devil may have tapped out that message.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Camilles impressions of the sortie from the house were brief, but terrifying.

That tragedy, swift, mysterious, had swept down on Falling Waters; she had known even before she ran from her room to prevent Stella Frobisher going downstairs. The arrival of Nayland Smith had struck a note of urgency absent before. Up to this moment, she had counted her confession to Morris the supreme ordeal which she must brave that night.

But, when she returned upstairs (and she knew Sir Denis had seen her), apprehension grew. She had dressed quickly. She realized that something was going to happen. Just what, she didnt know.

Then she heard someone running across the rose garden which her window overlooked. She laid down the cigarette she was smoking, went and looked out. She saw nothing. But it was a dark night. She wondered if it would be wise to report the occurrence. But before decision was reached had come that awful cry  shots  the baying of dogs.

Stella Frobisher, evidently wide awake, had come out of her room. Camille had heard her hurrying along the corridor, had run out after her…

It had been difficult, inducing Stella to return. Camille had succeeded, at last.

But to remain locked in, whilst Morris was exposed to some mysterious but very real peril  this was a trial to which Camille was unable to submit. It was alien to all her instincts.

She felt mean for locking Stella into her own apartment, but common sense told her that Mrs. Frobisher could be only a nuisance in an emergency.

Then had come that stumbling rush in cold, clammy darkness toward the spot where, instinctively, she knew Morris to be  in danger. Whilst still a long way off, she had seen that horrifying mix-up of dogs and men. Morris was there.

Almost unconsciously she had cried his name: Morris! Morris!

By means of what miracle Morris heard her voice above the tumult Camille would never know  unless her heart told her; for a second disturbance had broken out not far away: shots, shouting.

But he did.

He turned. Camille saw someone else, probably the kennel man, joining in the melee. Perhaps she was outlined against lights from the house; but Morris saw her, began to run towards her. He seemed to be shouting. His behavior was wild.

Something  it felt like a damp, evil-smelling towel  was dropped suddenly over her head.

And now?

Now she lay on a heap of coarse canvas piled up in a corner of what seemed to be a large, and was unmistakably a dilapidated, warehouse: difficult to assess its extent for the reason that the only light was that of a storm-lamp which stood on the roughly paved floor close to where Camille lay.

Another piece of this evidently abundant sacking had been draped over one side of the lantern so that no light at all reached a great part of the place. There was a smell of dampness and decay with an overtone which might have been tea. It was very still, except that at the moment when she became conscious of her surroundings, Camille thought she had heard the deep warning note of a steamers whistle.

The impression was correct. The S.S. Campus Rex had just pulled out from a neighboring berth, bound for the River Plate. Her third officer was wishing he knew the result of his message to the police and wishing he could have spent one more night with his girl friend…

A scuffling sound brought Camille to her feet at a bound.

There were rats around her in the darkness!

She had physical courage such as, perhaps, few women possess. But the presence of rats had always set her heart beating faster. They terrified her.

Swaying slightly, she became aware of a nausea not due merely to fright. There was an unpleasant taste on her palate.

A sickly sweet odor lingered, too, in her disordered hair. Of course, she might have expected it. The towel, or whatever had been thrown over her head, must have been saturated with an anaesthetic.

She stood quite still for a moment, trying to conquer her weakness. The scuffling sound had ceased. In fact, she could detect no sound whatever, so that it might have been some extra sense which prompted her to turn swiftly.

Half in the light from the storm-lamp and half in shadow, a tall man stood watching her.

Camille stifled a cry almost uttered, and was silent.

The man who stood there wore a long, loose coat with a deep astrakhan collar. A round cap, of Russian type, and of the same close black fur, was on his head. His arms were folded, but the fingers of his left hand remained visible. They were yellow, slender fingers, prolonged by pointed fingernails meticulously manicured.

His features, lean, ascetic, and unmistakably Chinese, were wholly dominated by his eyes. In the lantern light they gleamed like green jade.

Your sense of hearing is acute, he said, his harsh voice subdued. I thought I moved quite noiselessly.

And, as he spoke, Camille knew that this was the man who had haunted her dreams.

Who are you? She spoke huskily. What am I doing here?

You asked me a similar question not long ago. But you have forgotten.

I have never seen you in my life before  as you are now. But I know you! You are Dr. Fu-Manchu!

Your data are inaccurate. But your inference is correct. What are you doing here, you say? You are suffering the inconvenience of one who interferes with my plans. I regret the crude measures used by Koenig to prevent this interference. But his promptitude saved the situation.

Where is Dr. Craig? Camille demanded breathlessly. What have you done to him?

He watched her through narrowed eyes and unfolded his clasped arms before he replied:

I am glad your first, your only, concern is for Dr. Craig.

Why?

Presently, you shall know.

And something in that expression, You shall know, brought sudden revelation to Camille.

You are the man who called himself Professor Hoffmeyer!

I congratulate you. I had imagined my German-English to be above reproach. I begin to wonder if you cannot be of use to me. As Professor Hoffmeyer, I have been observing the life of Manhattan. I have seen that Manhattan is Babylon reborn  that Manhattan, failing a spiritual revolution, must fall as Babylon fell.

Where is Dr. Craig? Camille repeated, mechanically, desperately. Why have I been brought here?

Because there was no other place to which they could bring you. It surprises me, I confess, that a woman of such keen perceptions failed to learn the fact that Michael Frobisher was a Communist.

A Communist? Mr. Frobisher? Oh, no  he is a Socialist

Socialism is Communisms timid sister. Michael Frobisher is an active agent of the Soviet Union. Before his marriage, he spent many years in Moscow. Dr. Craigs invention was financed by the Kremlin. Had Frobisher secured it for them, he was promised a post which would have made him virtual dictator of the United States.

Even in her desolation, despair, this astounding fact penetrated to Camilles mind.

Then he was clever, she murmured.

Communism is clever. It is indeed clever to force the worlds workers to toil and sweat in order that their masters may live in Oriental luxury.

Why do you tell me all this? Why do you talk to me, torture me, but never answer my question?

Because, even now, at this eleventh hour, I hope to convert you. You heard me, as Professor Hoffmeyer (the professor, himself, is at work in one of our research centers), outline a design for world harmony. To the perfecting of this design I have given the labor of a long life.

He paused. A soft, weird cry came from somewhere near. Its effect upon Camille was to shatter her returning composure. To her it portended a threat of death. Had Nayland Smith heard it, he would have recognized the peculiar call of a dacoit, one of that fraternity of Burmese brigands over whom Dr. Fu-Manchu exercised a control hitherto unexplained.

What was it?

Camille breathed, rather than spoke, the words.

A warning. Do not allow it to disturb you. My plans are complete. But my time is limited. You are anxious concerning Dr. Craig. I, too, am anxious. For this reason alone I have talked to you so long. I hope you can induce him to accept the truth. You may succeed where I have failed.

He turned and walked away. Camille heard the creak of an opening door.

* * * *

The warning which Camille had construed as a message of evil omen had been prompted by something occurring on the nearby river front.

To any place, the wide world over, where men go down to the sea in ships, night brings no repose. So that, even at this hour, Manhattan danced on. Winches squealed. Anchor chains rattled. Sea boots clattered along decks. Lights moved hither and thither. Hoarse orders were shouted. Tugboats churned the muddy river. And the outgoing tide sang its eternal song of the ocean, from which it had come, to which it returned.

But no one had time to pay attention to a drunken sailor who came reeling along past deserted dock buildings, blacked-out warehouses, stumbling often, rebuking himself in an alcoholic monotone. He steadied up every once in a while against a friendly doorway, a lamp standard, or a stout pipe.

One such pipe seemed to give him particular satisfaction. Perhaps because it ran down the wall of a building marked for demolition upon the doors of which might still be read the words: Shen Yan Tea Company.

This pipe he positively embraced, and, embracing it, sank ungracefully to the sidewalk, and apparently fell asleep.

A few minutes later he had established contact with Regan. He, too, was a Morse expert.

Yes. John Regan here. Huston Electric. Who are you?

Brandt. Police officer. Where are you?

Old strong room. Basement. Dont know what building.

Shout. I may hear you.

Dumb.

This message shook Brandt.

How come?

Injection. Attacked in lab Friday night. Get me out.

Starving?

No. But food and water finished.

Any movement overhead right now?

Yes. Someone up there.

Hang on. Help coming.

The drunken sailor woke up suddenly. He began to strike matches and to try to light a cigarette. He remained seated beside the pipe. These matches attracted the attention of a patrolman (who had been waiting for this signal) and who now appeared from somewhere, and approached, swinging his club.

But the matches had also attracted the attention of another, highly skilled observer. So that, as the police officer hauled the drunk to his feet and led him off, the call of a dacoit was heard in the empty warehouse.

* * * *

This was formerly the office of a firm of importers known as the Shen Yan Tea Company, said Dr. Fu-Manchu. An old friend of mine had an interest in that business.

Morris Craig swallowed  with difficulty. He had by no means recovered from the strangling grip of those unseen fingers. He would have liked to massage his bruised throat. But his wrists were secured by metal clamps to the arms of his chair, a remarkable piece of furniture, evidently of great age; it had a curious, domed canopy which at some time might have been gilded. He was helpless, mad with anxiety about Camille, but undaunted.

Strange coincidence, he replied huskily. No doubt this attractive and comfortable rest-chair has quite a history, too?

A long one, Dr. Craig. I came across it in Seville. It dates from the days of the Spanish Inquisition, when it was known as the Chair of Conversion. I regret that of all those treasured possessions formerly in the Woolton Building, this one must be left behind.

Seems a great pity. Cozy little piece.

Fu-Manchu stood watching him, his long narrow eyes nearly closed, his expression indecipherable. There was that about the tall, fur-capped figure which radiated power. Craigs nonchalance in the presence of this formidable and wholly unpredictable man demanded an immense nervous effort.

It may be no more than a national trait, Dr. Craig, but your imperturbable façade reminds me of Sir Denis.

You flatter me.

You may not know, but it will interest you to learn, that your capture, some hours ago, was largely an accident.

Clearly not my lucky day.

I doubt if the opportunity would have arisen but for the unforeseen appearance of Miss Navarre. In running to join her, you ran, almost literally, into the arms of two of my servants who were concerned only in retiring undetected.

Practically left the poor fellows no choice?

Therefore they brought you along with them.

Friendly thought.

Dr. Fu-Manchu turned slowly and crossed the office. Like the adjoining warehouse, it was lighted only by a partly draped lantern which stood on a box beside the Spanish chair. The floor, in which were many yawning gaps, was littered with rubbish. A boarded-up window probably overlooked a passage, for there was no sound to suggest that a thoroughfare lay beyond.

Directly facing Craig, a long, high desk was built against the cracked and blackened wall. In this wall were two other windows, level with the top of the desk, and closed by sliding shutters. And on the desk Craig saw a metal-bound teak chest…

Very deliberately Dr. Fu-Manchu lifted this chest, came back, and set it on the box beside the lantern. His nearness produced a tingling nervous tension, as if a hidden cobra had reared its threatening hood.

Amongst those curious possessions to which I referred, he continued in his cold, conversational manner (he was unlocking the chest), is the mummied head of Queen Taia, known to the Egyptians as the witch queen. Her skull possesses uncommon characteristics. And certain experiments I am carrying out with it would interest you.

Not a doubt of it. My mother gave me a mummys head to play with when I was only four.

The crystal sets we use in our system of private communication also accompany me to headquarters. This  he opened the chest which I borrowed from there, must never leave my personal possession until I return it.

Morris Craigs hands  for only his wrists were constrained  became slowly clenched. Here, he felt, came the final test; this might well be the end.

What he expected to happen, what he expected to see, he could not have put into words. What he did see was an exquisitely fashioned model of just such an equipment as that which had been destroyed in the Huston Building!

The top, front, and sides of the chest were hinged, so that the miniature plant, mounted on its polished teak base, lay fully open to inspection. Wonder reduced Morris Craig to an awed silence. Apart from the fact that there were certain differences (differences which had instantly inflamed his scientific curiosity), to have constructed this model must have called for the labor of months, perhaps of years.

I dont understand. His voice sounded unfamiliar to him. I dont understand at all!

Only because, came in cold, incisive tones, you remain obsessed with the idea that you invented this method of harnessing primeval energy. The model before you was made by a Buddhist monk, in Burma. I had been to inspect it at the time that I first encountered Sir Denis Nayland Smith. Detailed formulae for its employment are in my possession. You, again, after a lapse of years, have solved this problem. My congratulations. Such men were meant to reshape the world  not to destroy it.

Dr. Fu-Manchu began to reclose the chest.

I dont understand, Craig repeated. If the principle was known to you, as well as the method of applying it  and I cant dispute that it was

Why did I permit you to complete your experiments? The explanation is simple. I wanted to know if you could complete them. On my arrival, the main plant had already been set up in the Huston laboratory. I was anxious to learn if the final problem would baffle you. It did not. Such a man is a man to watch.

Dr. Fu-Manchu locked the teak chest.

Then it was you who destroyed my work?

I had no choice, Dr. Craig. Your work was destined for the use of the Kremlin. I have also your original plans, and every formula. The only blueprints existing I secured tonight. One danger, only, remains.

Whats that?

Yourself.

And the word was spoken in a voice which made it a sentence of death.

Dr. Fu-Manchu carried the chest across the cluttered room, and opened what looked like a deep cupboard. He placed the chest inside, and turned again to Craig.

You will have noted that I am dressed for travel, Dr. Craig. My time is limited. Otherwise, I should employ less mediaeval methods to incline your mind to reason. You seem to have failed to recognize me as Professor Hoffmeyer, but a committee such as I spoke of when we met already exists. It is called the Council of Seven. In our service we have some of the best brains of every continent. We have wealth. We are not criminals. We are idealists

A second of those wailing cries, the first of which had terrified Camille, checked his words. Craig started.

I may delay no longer. You have it in your power, while you live, to destroy all our plans. Therefore, Dr. Craig  I speak with sincere regret  either you must consent to place your undoubted genius at my disposal  or you must die.

The choice is made.

I trust not, yet.

Dr. Fu-Manchu opened one of the sliding shutters over the long desk. It disclosed an iron grille through which crept a glimmer of light.

Miss Navarre! There was no slightest change of tone, of inflection, in his strange voice. You were anxious about Dr. Craig. Here he is  perfectly well, as you may judge for yourself.

And Morris Craig saw Camilles pale face, her eyes wide with terror, her hair disordered, staring at him through the bars!

A torrent of words, frenzied, scathing, useless words, flooded his brain. But he choked them back  rejected them; and when he spoke, in a whisper, he said simply:

Camille!

* * * *

When we move  Nayland Smiths expression was very grim we must be sure the net has no holes in it. We have Regans evidence that there are people in that building. We know who put Regan there. So we know what to expect. Is our cordon wide enough?

Hard to make it wider, Harkness assured him. But these old places are honeycombs. There are sixty men on the job. I have sent for the keys of all the adjoining buildings.

We darent wait! Smith said savagely. Fu-Manchu has destroyed the last possibility of Craigs invention being used  except Craig… We darent wait.

Report coming through, said Harkness.

The report was one which might have meant next to nothing. A cry had been heard, more than once, in the neighborhood of the closely covered building, which at first hearing had been mistaken for the cry of a cat. Repeated, however, doubt had arisen on this point.

That settles the matter! rapped Smith. It was the call of one of his Burmese bodyguard! Fu-Manchu is there.

* * * *

There was a pleasant simplicity, Dr. Fu-Manchu was saying, in the character of the unknown designer of this chair. I fear I must start its elementary mechanism. The device bears some resemblance to a type of orange-squeezer used in this country.

He stood behind Craig for a moment; and Craig became aware of a regular, ticking sound, of vibrations in the framework of the chair; he clenched his teeth.

I am going to ask Miss Navarre to add her powers of persuasion to mine. If you prefer to live  in her company  to devote yourself to the most worthy task of all, the salvation of men from slavery or from destruction, I welcome you  gladly. You are a man of honor. Your word is enough. It is a bond neither you nor I could ever break. Do you accept these terms?

Suppose I dont?

Morris Craig had grown desperately white.

I should lock the control, which, you may have noted, lies under your right hand: an embossed gold crown. I should prefer to leave it free. You have only to depress it, and the descent will be arrested. Choose  quickly.

Whichever you please. The result will be the same.

Words worthy of Molotov! The time for evasion is past. I offer you life  a life of usefulness. I await your promise that, if you accept, you will press the control. Your doing so will mean, on the word of an English gentleman, that you agree to join the Council of Seven. Quickly. Speak!

I give you my word  Morris Craigs eyes were closed; he spoke all but tonelessly that if I press the control it will mean that I accept your offer.

Dr. Fu-Manchu crossed to the door behind which he had placed the teak chest. As he passed the grilled window:

The issue, Miss Navarre, he said, rests with you.

He went out, closing the door.

No! No! Come back! Camille clutched the iron bars, shook them frantically. Come back!… No! No! Merciful God! stop him! Morris! Agree! Agree to anything! I  I cant bear it…

The domed canopy, its gilding barely touched by upcast lantern light, was descending slowly.

Dont look at me. I shall  weaken  if you look at me…

Weaken, Morris, darling, listen to me! Dr. Fu-Manchu is a madman! There can be no obligation to a madman… I tell you hes mad! Press the control! Do it! Do it!

The canopy continued to descend, moving in tiny jerks which corresponded to audible ticks of some hidden clockwork mechanism. It was evidently controlled by counterweights, for Craig found the chair to be immovably heavy.

He closed his eyes. He couldnt endure the sight of Camilles chalk-white, frenzied face staring at him through those bars. A parade of heretics who had rejected conversion passed before him in the darkness, attired in the silk and velvet, the rags and tatters, of Old Seville. Their heads lolled on their shoulders. Their skulls were crushed.

Morris! Have you no pity for me? Is this your love…

He must think. A bond neither you nor I could ever break. Those had been the words. That had been the bargain. If he chose life, Dr. Fu-Manchu would claim his services.

Camille, my dearest, you have faced worse things than this

I tell you he is mad!

Unfortunately, I think hes particularly sane. I even think, in a way, he has the right idea.

Tick-tick… Tick-tick… Tick-tick. In fractions of an inch, the canopy crept lower.

I shall lose my reason! O God in heaven, hear me!

Camille dropped to her knees, hands clasped in passionate supplication. Kneeling, she could no longer see Morris. But, soon, she must look again.

Meaningless incidents from the past, childish memories, trivial things, submerged dreams of a future that was never to be; Morriss closed eyes; the open, dreadful eyes of Dr. Fu-Manchu: all these images moved, in a mocking dance, through her prayers…

A whistle skirled  a long way off. It was answered by another, nearer.

Camille sprang up, clutched the bars.

The canopy almost touched Morriss head. His eyes remained closed.

She began to scream wildly:

Help! Help! Be quick! Oh, be quick! She clenched her hand so tightly that her nails bit into the palms, and spoke again, a low, quivering whisper: Morris! He may be right, as you think. Morris! For my sake, believe it. There is just time.

Craigs hand twitched, where it rested over the gilded crown of life which meant… He did not open his eyes.

There came a wild tide of rushing footsteps, a charivari of shouting, crash of axes on woodwork…

This way! This way!

Camilles attempted cry was only a strangled murmur. She supported herself by clinging with all but nerveless fingers to the grille.

A light in here! came a breathless shout.

The blade of an axe split through woodwork covering the only exterior window in the office. A second blow  a third. The planking was wrenched away. Outside lay a stone-paved passage crowded with men.

Good God! Look! Heres Dr. Craig, sir!

Be quick! Camille murmured, and fought to check insane laughter which bubbled to her lips. Under his hand… that knob… press it…

Nayland Smith, his dark complexion oddly blanched, forced his way through. The canopy just touched the top of Craigs head. A wave of strength, sanity, the last, swept over Camille.

Sir Denis! That gold crown on the arm of the chair… Press it.

Nayland Smith glanced swiftly towards the grille, then sprang to the chair, groped for and found a crown-shaped knob under Craigs listless fingers, and pressed it, pressed it madly.

The clockwork sound ceased. He dropped to one knee.

Craig! Craig!

Beads of sweat trickled from a limp forelock down an ivory face, but there was no reply.

Morris Craig had fainted.

* * * *

This is the way she pointed, but maybe it didnt mean anything. Sam had joined the party. Gee! Those two must have gone through hell!

Fortunately, said Nayland Smith, they have youth on their side. But the ordeal was ghastly. It is characteristic of Fu-Manchus unusual sense of humor that the canopy is made so that it cannot descend any further. Craig was in no danger! Hullo! whats this?

They had reached the foot of a short flight of stone steps, the entrance to which Craig had mistaken for a deep cupboard. Harkness was in front, with two men. Two more followed. All carried flashlamps.

An empty passage, concrete-floored, extended to left and to right.

Take a party left, Harkness. Ill take the right.

Ten paces brought Smith to a metal door in the wall. He pulled up. Retreating footsteps, the sound of which echoed hollowly, as in a vault, indicated that the other party had found nothing of interest so far.

Job for a safebreaker, Sam grumbled. If this is the way he went, hell get a long start.

Quiet! rapped Nayland Smith. Listen.

He beat a syncopated tattoo on the metal with his knuckles. Harknesss party had apparently turned in somewhere. Their footsteps were no more than faintly audible.

Answering knocks came from the other side of the door!

Regan! Sam exclaimed.

Smith nodded. This is what he called the strong room. Quiet again.

He rapped a message  listened to the reply; then turned.

This scent is stale, he said shortly. Regan states nobody has passed this way tonight.

We must get Mr. Regan out, right now. Sam spoke urgently. You, back there, OLeary, report upstairs theres an iron door to be softened. Poor devil! Guess hes dumb for life!

Not at all, Nayland Smith assured him. The effect wears off after a few days  so I was recently informed by my old friend, Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He spoke bitterly  a note of defeat in the crisp voice. What had he accomplished? He could not even claim credit for saving the blueprints from Soviet hands. Some servant of Fu-Manchus had secured them before the dogs attacked Frobisher  

Sir Denis! came a distant, excited hail. This way! I think we have him!

Nayland Smith led the run back to where Harkness and two men stood before another closed door near the end of a passage which formed an L with that from which they had started.

I think its an old furnace room. And I saw a light in there!

Dont waste time! Down with it!

Two of the party carried axes. And they went to work with a will. The door was double-bolted on the inside, but it collapsed under their united onslaughts. A cavity yawned in which the rays of Nayland Smiths lamp picked out an old-fashioned, soot-begrimed boiler, half buried in mounds of coal ash.

Be careful! he warned. We are dealing with no ordinary criminal. Stand by for anything.

They entered cautiously.

The place proved to have unexpected ramifications. It was merely part of what had been an extensive cellarage system. They groped in its darkness, shedding light into every conceivable spot where a fugitive might lie. But they found nothing. A sense of futility crept down upon all, when a cry came:

Another door here! I heard someone moving behind it!

Over the debris and coal dust of years, they ran to join the man who had shouted. He stood in what had evidently been a coal bunker, before a narrow, grimy door.

Its locked.

Keen axes and willing hands soon cleared the obstacle.

A long, sloping passage lay beyond. Up its slope, as the door crashed open, swept a current of cold, damp air. And, halfway down, a retreating figure showed, a grotesque silhouette against reflected light from his dancing flashlamp.

It was the figure of a tall man, wearing a long coat and what looked like a close-fitting cap.

By God! Smith shouted, Dr. Fu-Manchu! This leads to the river

He broke off.

Sam had hurled himself into the passage, firing the moment he crossed the threshold of the shattered door! The crash of his heavy revolver created an echo like a thunderstorm. Nayland Smith, following hard behind, saw the figure stumble, pause  run on.

Cease fire there! he shouted angrily.

But Sams blood was up. He either failed to hear the order, or wilfully ignored it. He fired again  then, rapidly, a third time.

The tall figure stopped suddenly, dropped the flashlamp, and crumpled to the damp floor.

You fool! Nayland Smiths words came as a groan. This was no end for the greatest brain in the world!

He forced his way past Sam, stooped, and turned the fur-capped head. As he did so, the fallen man writhed, coughed, and was still.

Nayland Smith looked into a face scarcely human, scarred, a parody of humanity  a face he had never seen before  the face of Mgoyna…

He stood up very slowly. The dark, sloping passage behind him seemed to be embossed with staring eyes.

Outmanoeuvred! he said. Fu-Manchu played for time. This poor devil was the last of his rearguards. He has slipped through our fingers!


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Ten days later, Nayland Smith gave a small dinner party at his hotel to celebrate the engagement of Camille Mirabeau (Navarre) to Dr. Morris Craig. When the other guests had left, these three went to Smiths suite, and having settled down:

Of course, said Smith, in reply to a question from Camille, the newspapers are never permitted to print really important news! It might frighten somebody.

Quite a lot has leaked out, though, Craig amended. The cops gave it away. Poor old Regan has been pestered since I resigned. But although he can chatter quite acidly again, he wont chatter to reporters.

Hows Frobisher?

Rotten. Hell recover all right, but carry a crop of scars.

Does his wife know the truth?

Couldnt say. What do you think, Camille?

Camille, lovely in her newfound happiness and a Paris frock, shrugged white shoulders.

Stella Frobisher is like a cork, she said. I think she can stay afloat in the heaviest weather. But I dont know her well enough to tell you if she suspects the truth.

The most astounding thing which the newspapers havent reported, Nayland Smith remarked after an interval, concerns the body of that ape man  almost certainly the creature of which I had a glimpse at Falling Waters. Hes been examined by all the big doctors. And they are unanimous on one point.

What is that? Camille asked.

They say the revolver bullets didnt kill him.

What? Craig exclaimed.

They state, positively, that he had been dead many years before the shooting!

And Camille (such was the strange power of Dr. Fu-Manchu) simply shook her red head and murmured, But that is impossible.

Yes  that was impossible. It was also impossible, no doubt, that Dr. Fu-Manchu had visited New York, and perhaps, as a result of his visit, given a few more years of uneasy peace to a world coquetting with war. And so, Manhattan danced on…

Our two Russian acquaintances  Nayland Smith rapped out the words venomously have been quietly deported. But what I really wanted to show you was this.

From the pocket of his dinner jacket he took a long, narrow envelope. It had come by air mail and was stamped Cairo. It was addressed to him at his New York hotel. He passed it to Camille.

Read it together. There was an enclosure.

And so, Craig bending over Camilles shoulder, his cheek against her glowing hair, they read the letter, handwritten in copperplate script:

Sir Denis  

It was a serious disappointment to be compelled to leave New York without seeing you again. I regret, too, that Mgoyna, one of my finer products, had to be sacrificed to my safety. But a little time was necessary to enable me to reach the boat which awaited me. I left by another exit. I greet Dr. Craig. He is a genius and a brave man. But his keen sense of honor is my loss. Will you, on my behalf, advise him to devote his great talents to non-destructive purposes? His future experiments will be watched with interest. I enclose a wedding present for his bride.

There was no signature.

Camille and Morris Craig raised their eyes, together.

On his extended palm Nayland Smith was holding out a large emerald. And as Camille, uttering a long, wondering sigh, took the gem between her fingers, Nayland Smith reached for his dilapidated pouch and began, reflectively, to load his blackened briar.
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CHAPTER ONE

Here is the Times advertisement: Wanted, young man, American, unattached. University graduate preferred, athletic, good appearance. Work highly confidential. Business experience unnecessary. Must be prepared to travel. Apply Box et cetera. And here, Mr. Merrick  Peter Wellingham looked down, at a typed letter is your reply.

Brian nodded. I imagine you had quite a big mail.

You may be surprised to learn  Wellingham lay back in his chair and pressed his fingertips together that applicants were quite few.

Im certainly surprised.

I refer, particularly, to suitable applicants. You, I may say, were quite easily the most promising. I need not tell you that I am acting for a third party. Now lets see… You are a United States citizen, the son of Senator Merrick. You hold an American degree and have recently also graduated from Oxford. Your record in sports is good. Your degrees, if not outstanding, are respectable.

Brian picked up a brief case from the carpet. I have the credentials here.

Peter Wellingham waved a pale hand. He smiled a pale smile.

I assure you, Mr. Merrick, applicants qualifications have already been checked. My principal is highly efficient. Now  you are unattached?

Meaning unmarried?

Meaning unmarried and not engaged to marry.

All clear. Brian grinned.

And you are prepared to travel?

Im eager. My father has given me six months leave of absence before I go into the family business

Which, I am told, is a very good business.

Brian experienced a return of that sense of resentment with which Peter Wellingham had filled him earlier. These FBI methods offended him. If the job were offered to him, he was not at all sure he would accept it. He became more than ever certain that he had been subjected to close scrutiny while he had waited. But, to be fair, what did this mean? Only that these people were looking for a man of exceptional qualities for what must be a highly important job. And the prospect of exciting travel was attractive.

Its a good business, all right, he admitted.

A rap on the door, and the willowy secretary he had seen before came in.

Sir John is here, Mr. Wellingham. Hes on his way to the House and is pressed for time.

Peter Wellingham stood up, smiled apologetically.

I wont detain you many minutes, Mr. Merrick. My legal adviser is also a member of Parliament. Please excuse me. He crossed to the door and switched on indirect lighting, so that the crowded bookcases became illuminated. You might like to look over my library. He went out and closed the door.

Peter Wellingham was a slender man of uncertain age; pale, with scant fair hair. He was faultlessly groomed and wore correct morning dress. His white hands were slender, and of effeminate beauty. His voice and speech were those of the cultured Englishman, and he wore the sort of short, close-trimmed mustache that Brian associated with the British Army. But somehow he couldnt imagine Peter Wellingham as a soldier, and, try as he would, he couldnt like him.

He looked around the small but crowded room, trying to reconsider his first impression of the Honorable Peter Wellingham. The secretary who had received him was an attractive Eurasian, and many of the volumes on the shelves dealt with the Orient. There were antiques, too, placed here and there between the books, all of Eastern origin.

How strangely quiet this room seemed! Hard to believe that he was in the heart of fashionable Mayfair and less than fifty yards from Park Lane. Although his physical senses didnt support the idea, that uncanny suspicion overcame him again  a suspicion that he wasnt alone, that someone watched him. It had come to him when he first arrived, while he was waiting for the Honorable Peter.

There was only one point in the room from which an observer might be watching. This was a massive Burmese cabinet of dark wood with a number of fretwork cupboards. It seemed to be built into the wall, and there might be a space behind it.

But it was all too fantastic. He crossed to a bookcase and began to read some of the titles. Many dealt with the tangle in the Near East, and not all were in English.

There was one shelf with no books on it, only a bronze sphinx and several framed photographs.

Brian stood still, staring at one of them. It was of Senator Mclnnes, an old friend of his fathers. At another he stared even longer: a lean-faced man with steady, keen eyes, his hair silvering at the temples.

He was still studying this, holding the frame in his hands, when the door opened and Peter Wellingham came back.

Do you know Sir Denis? Wellingham asked in evident surprise.

Not intimately. But Sir Denis Nayland Smith was my fathers house guest in Washington two years back.

Splendid! Sir Denis makes this his base when hes in London. If we come to terms, he will be your chief.

I understood Sir Denis had retired.

So he did. But his special knowledge of Eastern problems is unique. He volunteered to act in the present case  I believe at the request of Washington. This is a private appointment. You will be under the orders of no one but Sir Denis. It was Sir Denis intention, Wellingham explained, that this should be a six-month agreement, renewable by mutual consent. This, I think, would suit your plans?

Perfectly.

Here is a form of agreement. Will you read it carefully, and if you find it acceptable, sign all three copies. He rang for his secretary.

Brian found himself walking on air. The terms of employment were generous, and he would receive two months salary in advance. He must be ready to leave for Cairo at short notice, and the cost of equipment he would require would be defrayed by his employers.

He signed the three copies without hesitation and passed them across the desk. Peter Wellingham signed in turn, and his secretary signed as witness.

Draw Mr. Brian Merricks check, Wellingham directed.

The girl went out, and Brians glance followed the graceful figure. As she opened the door, an oblique ray of sunshine touched the intricate carving of the Burmese cabinet, and Brians glance was diverted, then held…

He suppressed a start. Through the delicately carved panel before one of the small cupboards he thought he saw two brilliant green eyes fixed upon him! He inhaled deeply, looked away. Peter Wellingham was scribbling notes on a pad.

With the closing of the door the apparition had vanished, and Brian tried to tell himself that he was the victim of an illusion. Some shiny object, such as a jade vase, probably stood in the cupboard. His slumbering distrust of Wellingham must not be allowed to upset his judgment. He knew Nayland Smith to be high up in the British Secret Service and a former assistant commissioner of Scotland Yard. Brian had longed to travel before settling down to serious work, but funds were short. Here was a golden opportunity.

Peter Wellingham looked up.

I neednt warn you to observe great discretion concerning the nature of your employment, Mr. Merrick. Sir Denis is engaged upon a dangerous assignment and has entrusted me with the job of finding an additional assistant having certain qualifications. I think you are the man hes looking for.

The lissom secretary glided in again, laid a check on the desk, and glided out. Brian avoided glancing at the cabinet while Peter Wellingham signed the check.

Five minutes later Brian was striding along Park Lane. Wellingham, at parting, had walked to the doorstep, wished him good luck, and shaken hands.

The slender white fingers were very cold.

As Peter Wellingham returned to the study and before Brian had reached Park Lane, a section of the Burmese cabinet swung open, showing another room beyond.

A tall, gaunt man stepped out, a man with a phenomenally high brow, crowned with a black cap not unlike a biretta; a man whose strange emerald green eyes seemed to gaze, not at Wellingham, but through his skull into his brain. He was unmistakably Chinese, unmistakably an aristocrat and standing there, wearing a plain yellow robe, he radiated force.

He crossed and seated himself behind the desk. Peter Wellingham remained standing.

For a moment, Mr. Wellingham, I feared  he spoke pedantically exact English, except that he stressed the sibilants that your peculiar personality had produced an unfortunate impression. This I should have regretted. I had Brian Merrick under close observation, and I am satisfied that he will admirably serve my purpose. But he inherits a streak of his fathers obstinacy, and at one time he considered declining the offer. That was why I called you from the room  your cue to draw his attention to the photographs.

Peter Wellinghams white forehead was damp. He had detected a note of menace in that strange voice.

I should have been sorry, Doctor

But too late. With your succession to the title I cannot interfere. But the facts concerning your political views, if suspected by Lord Chevradale, would have disastrous results for you.

I did my best, Doctor. I feel sure that he

Be sure of no man. For the only man of whom you may be sure is yourself.

Shall I take steps to have Merrick covered during the time he remains in London?

The brilliant eyes were raised in a penetrating glance. Such steps have already been taken. I fly to Cairo tonight. Your instructions concerning Brian Merrick will reach you through the usual channels.

* * * *

Brian hurried along Park Lane to his hotel. Lola was lunching with him, and he knew she would be pressed for time, as usual. Lola Erskine was a designer for Michel, a famous Paris house that every season dictated to smart women the world over exactly what they must wear. Equally at home on Paris boulevard, Fifth Avenue, or Bond Street, she was a stimulating companion.

He walked into the crowded lounge, looking eagerly around, and there was Lola, waving to him. He joined her, signaling to a waiter.

Hello, Brian! She greeted him with that half-amused and half-affectionate smile that he found so fascinating  although sometimes he vaguely suspected her of secretly laughing at him. Dont order anything for me yet. Look, I have one already.

Have I kept you waiting?

Only five minutes. But I was dying for a drink. I had a desperately tough morning.

You dont look like it. You look like a cover girl. Is that dress by Michel?

Why ask me? If I wore anything else Id be fired on sight. Also, I get them at cost.

Lola! He grasped her arm as a waiter came along. Dont finish that Martini or whatever it is. Share a bottle of champagne with me. Its a celebration. Ive picked up a wonderful job!

Lola stared. She had dark gray-blue eyes that never seemed to join in her smiles; abstract, mysterious eyes. Not that thing I showed you in the Times?

He nodded. Waiter, may I have a wine list?

As the man went away Lola asked, Is it anything really good? I mean, worth a bottle of champagne?

Its worth a case! Listen  I know youll have to rush right after lunch. Theres so much I want to say to you. Are you free for dinner tonight?

I can be, Brian  if youre not being extravagant.

I have to leave London at short notice. And I hate that part of it now Ive met you.

Thats sweet of you. It all depends where youre going. Michel has branches around the world and my job takes me to all of them.

Im going to Cairo.

Cairo? No, we havent opened in Cairo so far. What kind of job is this, Brian? Commercial or political?

The waiter brought the wine list, which Brian handed to Lola.

I wont let you be extravagant, she told him, and if Im to eat my lunch it will have to be only a half bottle. Say, a half of Piper Heidsieck, forty-nine.

As the waiter went away, Brian looked at Lola with frank admiration. She was unlike any woman he had ever known. Yet he felt that he had been looking for her all his life. He longed to know if his interest was returned, but those somber eyes told him nothing.

Dont turn around, Lola whispered, but theres a queer-looking man sitting just behind you who seems to be interested in our conversation. This job of yours sounds rather hush-hush. Lets talk about me until we go in to lunch. Then you can tell me all about it.

Brian had reserved a corner table in the grill room, and when they were seated he asked, Any sign of the spy?

Lola smiled and shook her head. I may have misjudged him. But he really did seem to be listening. He hasnt come in, anyway.

Im glad. There certainly seems to be something unusual about my new job. But as you put me onto it, Lola, youre entitled to know all about it. Youd gone out when I got my mail this morning, and there was a very formal note that said something like The Honorable Peter Wellingham would be obliged if Mr. Brian Merrick would call at the above address at eleven a.m. in connection with his application dated the fifteenth instant. You know all about the kind of people who are Honorable, Lola. Who is Peter Wellingham?

Lola looked confused, almost alarmed, but quickly recovered her composure.

Hes Lord Chevradales son.

Do you know him? There was a note of suspicion in Brians voice.

Not personally. But Ive heard that hes badly in debt.

Thats queer. Because he gave me a substantial advance on my salary. I hope its not a rubber check! But let me tell you.

And so over lunch he told her all that had happened on this eventful morning. He admitted that he had not taken to Peter Wellingham, but that because of the strong attractions of the job he had overcome his prejudice, convinced that to work under Sir Denis Nayland Smith would be an education in itself.

Sitting there, facing a pretty girl and surrounded by normal, healthy people, many of them fellow Americans, with deft waiters moving from table to table, he dismissed the illusion of the green eyes behind the Burmese cabinet. He decided not to mention it.

I really owe this chance to travel to you, Lola. You saw the advertisement in the Times, and if you hadnt encouraged me to do it, I dont believe I should have written.

It read like a job created purposely for you, Brian. She smiled rather wistfully. I knew how you wanted to see more of the world before going home, and Im really glad you pulled it off.

Theres one fly in the ointment, Brian confessed. Just as I get to know you I have to dash off to Egypt.

But you told me the Near East fascinated you, that youd always wanted to go there.

Thats true. And it would be perfect  if you were coming with me.

Lola took a cigarette from her case. I never know where Ill be sent next. I admit that Egypts unlikely but I dont suppose youll be there long. Were both world wanderers now, and were certain to get together again somewhere. I must rush, Brian. Six-thirty at the Mirabelle…


CHAPTER TWO

In an old Cairo house not far from the Mosque of El Ashraf, a house still untouched by Western improvements, a tall, gaunt figure paced slowly up and down a room that once had been the saloon of the harem. High, and lighted by a lantern in the painted roof, it was brightly paved in the Arab manner, and had elaborate paneled walls and two mushrabîyeh windows.

The man pacing the tiled floor wore the same yellow robe that he had worn during his brief interview with Peter Wellingham in London and a similar black cap on his massive skull. His finely lined features were those of a scholar who had never spared himself in the quest of knowledge. It was a wonderful face. It might have belonged to a saint, or to the Fallen Angel.

His walk was feline, silent. He seemed to be listening for some expected sound. And suddenly it came… a strange, muffled, animal sound.

He crossed in three strides to a screen set before one of the recessed windows, and drew it aside.

Two glass boxes stood on a narrow table. In one was a rat, in the other a rabbit. It was the rabbit that had made the queer sound. The little creature thrashed around there in convulsions, and even as the screen was moved aside became still. The rat already lay rigid.

The man in the yellow robe walked in his catlike way through an arched opening into an adjoining room equipped as a laboratory. Some of the apparatus in this singular room would have puzzled any living scientist. From a wall, safe that he unlocked he took out a small phial. He seated himself at a glass-topped table, removed the stopper from the phial, and inserted a dipper. The delicacy of touch in those long-nailed fingers was amazing.

Smearing a spot from the dipper onto a slide, he set the slide in place in a large microscope and, stopping, stared through the lens, which he slightly adjusted.

Presently he stood up and, using a lancet, took a spot of his own blood and dropped it onto the smeared plate, which he immediately replaced. He again bent over the microscope. When he stood up a second time his expression was the expression of a demon.

He composed himself and pressed a button on a panel. A door opened and a young Japanese came in. He wore a white tunic.

Bring Josef Gorodin here, Matsukata. Then wait in the saloon with two of my Burmese until you hear the gong.

Matsukata bowed and went out. He returned shortly with a thickset man, also in white, whose heavy Slavonic features were set in what might have been a permanent scowl. He tried, to meet the gaze of the emerald-green eyes, but had to look aside. He spoke.

You wished to see me, Comrade Fu Manchu?

Dr. Fu Manchu continued to watch him. You may address me either as Excellency or as Doctor. Comrade  no! I have offered my services  at my own price  to your masters. This does not mean that I kneel at the shrine of Karl Marx. I have something to say. Sit down.

It was not an invitation; it was a command. Josef Gorodin sat down.

On the evening I returned here from London, Fu Manchu went on, you were at work here, upon some experiments that I wished you to carry out in my absence. They had no practical importance. They were designed to test your ability. Your results convinced me that you were not untalented.

Thank you, Gorodin muttered sarcastically.

I showed you this phial. Fu Manchu held it up. I told you that many years ago I had completed my long experiments  those experiments so vainly attempted by the old alchemists  and that I had discovered what they termed the Elixir of Life. I said The small quantity of the elixir in this phial contains three additional decades of life for any person who knows how to use it! You remember?

I remember.

I told you that by certain familiar symptoms I had been warned that the time had come for me to renew the treatment; that otherwise death might claim me at any hour. You remember?

Gorodin bowed his head.

You returned later, Josef Gorodin, and begged me to give you a drop of the preparation for analysis. I consented, for I knew it would defy your analysis. I told you to return the phial to the safe. You remember?

Gorodin moistened his heavy lips, glanced up, then down again. I remember.

Dr. Fu Manchu reached along the table and struck a small silver gong that stood there. Matsukata appeared in the archway, followed by two stocky Asiatics. Gorodin sprang up, fists clenched, but was instantly seized by the experienced manhandlers of the Chinese doctors bodyguard. And when Fu Manchu, watching without expression, spoke again, his voice came as a sibilant whisper.

I am sure your analysis had no results, Josef Gorodin. But I am about to give you conclusive evidence of the nature of this elixir. Seat him there, Matsukata. Slit his sleeve up to the shoulder.

Gorodin had turned purple. He was a powerful man, but had quickly given up struggling, as every movement resulted in violent pain.

You misjudge your position, and mine! he shouted. I am senior aide to the Minister of Scientific Research!

Dr. Fu Manchu was charging a hypodermic syringe from the phial. This one injection will arrest both mental and physical decline, and give you ten more years at your present robust age to pursue your researches for the Ministry.

If you dare to harm me you will sign your own death sentence!

Hold his arm still, Matsukata. Fu Manchu spoke softly, holding the syringe in a steady hand. Were you attached to my staff merely to watch me, or to destroy me? Answer.

Gorodin avoided those green eyes, but he began to tremble. He clenched his teeth.

You darent do it! he muttered.

You mean, Dr. Gorodin, that you fear to have your useful life extended for ten years beyond its normal span? The needle point touched Gorodins skin.

Stop! It was a scream. What do you want to know?

The needle, point was removed an inch or so. You heard my question. Answer it.

Gorodin swallowed noisily. There are those who believe that to give you control of all our resources was a dangerous price to pay for your services  that the power once held by Stalin would be seized by you.

My poor Gorodin! The power I shall possess will exceed his wildest dreams. The gaunt face became transfigured. Fu Manchus brilliant eyes blazed with the light of fanaticism. But no matter. And you, no doubt, are one of those who believe this?

Yes.

And so you attempted to  what do you term it?  liquidate me? Where is the phial of elixir?

There beside you.

I shall repeat my question  once. Where is the phial of elixir?

There beside you.

Then you must welcome these ten additional years of life.

And Dr. Fu Manchu injected the contents of the syringe into Gorodins arm.

A scream more animal than human came from the mans lips. He fought like a captive tiger, ignoring the agony that every movement produced. But his bare arm he could not move. Matsukata held it in a grip of steel. Gorodins veins bulged like blue cords on his forehead. Then he relaxed, panting.

You have murdered me. He spoke breathlessly. You will pay with your own life for this.

You have courage. Dr. Fu Manchu studied the inflamed face with scientific curiosity. From the shape of your head I had not expected it. Until I have leisure to examine the contents of this phial that you ingeniously substituted for my own, I cannot say if there is any antidote to the poison. Could you enlighten me?

Gorodins lips were turning blue. There is none.

Then you will have the honor to die as you planned I should die. Recently I watched a rat in its last agonies from this treatment. I have no desire to watch another rat die in the same way. He dropped the syringe in a glass bowl and glanced at Matsukata. Sterilize. Incinerate his body.

Dr. Fu Manchu turned and walked slowly out of the laboratory.

* * * *

For Brian Merrick the days that followed in London seemed more like a dream than a reality when he looked back on them later. Mr. Wellingham made all the necessary passport and medical arrangements, fixing appointments at times to suit Brians convenience. The organization for which he acted was undeniably efficient. Lola took charge of his shopping list, and whenever possible went with him to a famous store at which an account had been opened in his name. She sternly checked some of his wilder impulses, such as the purchase of a sun helmet.

Youd look like a fool in Cairo wearing such a thing! If they send you up to the Sudan there are plenty of stores in Cairo where you can buy all you want.

They lunched, dined, and danced together. The sun shone and Brian was ridiculously happy. One afternoon, sitting in Hyde Park with Lola, he said, Today, I felt as though we were shopping for a honeymoon abroad. Oh, Lola, if only it had been true!

He saw her blush, lower her lashes, and glance away. We come from a country of hasty marriages, she told him softly, her usual composure restored. Such a marriage is usually just the first of several. We enjoy being together. Why get serious about it?



Lola, I hate leaving you.

I know I shall miss you, too, Brian. But we both have jobs to do and our jobs are interesting.

Brian watched the piquant face. But you wont drop out of sight? Youll write to me?

Of course I shall  if I know where to find you.

As soon as I reach Cairo Ill radio my address to you at Michels.

No, Brian dear! Dont do that. Michel wont allow any private correspondence to come to the office. And I might be anywhere. Ill tell you what, Brian. When I get my sailing orders Ill leave a forwarding address at the hotel if I havent heard from you by then.

It might take weeks to reach you!

Ill tip the hall porter to send it airmail.

That night they were out together later than usual, Lola lovely to look upon in her cunningly simple dance dress, Brian drunk with longing but kept in check by those sudden moods of aloofness that sometimes came over Lola, like a mysterious cloak, changing her entire personality. At one moment all sweet surrender, in the next she became the unattainable woman.

But in the taxi going back to the hotel he took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. Lola, he murmured, I love you…

She returned his kiss; but gently pushed him away. Dont make love to me now, Brian, when I know were parting so soon. Im very fond of you. But please wait. I feel we shant be parted for long.

He detained her in the dark lounge of the hotel for an unreasonable time; and when, very tired, she stepped off the elevator (Lola lived on the floor below Brian), he felt that he had lost her forever. A sense of desolation swept over him.

* * * *

It was at approximately the same hour that an event occurred in the old Arab mansion near the Mosque of El Ashraf that would have a great influence upon Brian Merricks life.

The lofty saloon was dimly lighted by hanging lamps of perforated brass. Dr. Fu Manchu lay on a cushioned seat in one of the mushrabîyeh windows, so that what little breeze there was could reach him from the courtyard outside. His normally gaunt features were so gray and sunken that now that they resembled a deaths-head. His eyes were dim. It seemed to Matsukata, the Japanese physician, who sat watching him, that only the mans unquenchable spirit remained alive. When he spoke, the once imperious voice was a mere croak:

You have never… seen me… in this pitiable condition… before. I knew I had… little time. But the… dreadful change has… come so suddenly. Fu Manchu panted for some moments. Gorodins treachery… has destroyed me… You have searched… every inch… of his rooms… for the stolen phial?

Matsukata bowed his head. Every fraction of an inch, Excellency. But the Sherîf Mohammed has been at work nearly twenty-fours without sleep or rest on the material.

Dr. Fu Manchus eyes closed. If I die… tonight, he whispered, mankind will… not long… survive me.

He became silent. Matsukata bent over him in sudden anxiety. A door opened at the other end of the saloon and a man entered quietly, an old, white-bearded man who wore Arab dress.

A change crept over Fu Manchus gray face. Without opening his eyes he whispered in Arabic, You have it, Hakim?

I have it, Excellency at last.

From under his black robe the old physician took a small phial, half filled with nearly colorless fluid.

You are… sure… of the antacoid? The words were barely audible.

Positive.

Proceed… quickly.

His heart  Matsukata spoke close to the Arab doctors ear is dangerously weakened.

I understand. We have no choice. The convulsions that follow the administration of the elixir are frightful. Be prepared for this. But any attempt to check them would be instantly fatal.

* * * *

Brian had a restless night, not falling asleep until dawn was peering in at his window. He was awakened by the buzzing of his bedside phone. As he took up the receiver, he noted vaguely that it was ten oclock.

Mr. Merrick? a womans voice inquired.

A hope that the caller was Lola died. Yes, this is Brian Merrick.

Hold the line for Mr. Wellingham.

Peter Wellingham came on. Even without seeing the pale face, Brian was chilled by those tones of false geniality.

Good morning, Merrick. Hope I havent waked you up. Your instructions are just to hand, in the form of a reservation for a BOAC flight to Cairo leaving at the uncomfortable hour of five-thirty tomorrow morning. Youll be picked up at your hotel at four, so I thought Id give you time to pack.

Very thoughtful, Brian murmured.

A member of Sir Denis staff, a Mr. Ahmad, will contact you when, you arrive in Cairo. Youll like him. Ill send all papers along right away. Everything else in order?

Everything.

Im off to Paris in an hour, or I should have loved to have you lunch with me. But I expect youll be well occupied with your own affairs. I saw you in Pall Mall one afternoon with an uncommonly pretty girl. You Americans seem to be damned popular!

When Wellingham hung up, Brian lay back on his ruffled pillow and tried to figure out just where he stood and how he felt about it.

He had sent a long airmail letter to his father, telling him that a chance to travel had come his way in the form of a job as assistant to Sir Denis Nayland Smith. The Senator had replied, offering good advice and assuring Brian of his support if ever it should be needed. Then had followed some disturbing facts about the situation in the Near East.

The public, his father wrote, doesnt appreciate the seriousness of the situation out there. Here at home they think it doesnt concern them, as the trouble is so far away. But I can assure you that the President is deeply disturbed. The U.S. is the only partner in the Western bloc with any cash in the bank. This piles a terrible responsibility on us. Im sure you know how to take care of yourself, my boy, but be very careful when you get to Egypt. You couldnt have a better man beside you than Nayland Smith.

But now that the moment of departure was near, it all seemed unreal. A dream had been realized. He had knocked, and the gate of adventure had opened.

And it meant that he had only one more day with Lola!

He snatched up the phone and asked to be connected with her room. There was no reply. But she had probably slept late, as he had done, and was now in her bath. He hung up, waited impatiently for ten minutes, and then called again.

No reply.

He jumped out of bed, called room service, ordered coffee, and went into the bathroom. The waiter came while Brian was in there. He rapped on the door.

Your coffee, sir  and a note for you.

Brian came out wrapped in a towel before the man had left the room. On the tray he saw a hotel envelope addressed to him in Lolas handwriting.

He tore it open impatiently and read:

Brian dear:

I found instructions when I got in last night to take a 9:35 a.m. train to Nottingham, where theres a sale of old lace. Which means I cant get back until tomorrow! But I called the office this morning and asked for tomorrow off. I had to leave at 8:30 and didnt like to wake you. But we can spend the whole day together tomorrow.

Love, Brian dear.

LOLA



Native Cairo slept. No sound came from the narrow street upon which the gate of a tree-shadowed courtyard opened. Inside the house there was unbroken silence. And Matsukata and the old Arab physician never stirred.

They had witnessed the appalling convulsions brought about by the injection of the secret elixir. In intervals of exhaustion, the Japanese surgeon had anxiously tested Dr. Fu Manchus heart, and had shaken his head. Even his wonderful composure had almost deserted him.

It is always so, the old Arab had murmured. Only his heart is ten years older than the last time.

For four hours they had been watching there, tirelessly. The convulsive struggles had subsided long before. Dr. Fu Manchu lay still as a dead man, so that his resemblance to the mummy of the long dead Pharaoh Seti I was uncannily increased.

The great change came slowly. First the gray tinge faded from the face of the apparently dead man. Then the hollow cheeks seemed to fill out. Faintly, and soon more clearly, Fu Manchus breath became audible. The two doctors exchanged glances. The old Arab drew a handkerchief from the sleeve of his robe and dried his forehead.

And at last Dr. Fu Manchu awoke  a dead man snatched from the tomb by his own superhuman knowledge.

He opened his eyes. They were clouded no longer. They were brilliantly green. He looked from face to face.

Mankind is spared. His voice had all its old authority. My star rises in the East.

* * * *

Brian spent a most unhappy morning. He decided that he needed company, and called up everybody he could think of to join him for lunch. But everybody either was away or had a prior engagement.

His packing was done in half an hour, for he traveled light, and he lunched alone in the hotel grill room, wondering if he would ever lunch there again with Lola. Now that separation had come, swift as a sword stroke, he realized acutely how much she meant to him. He thought of the wildest plans, such as chartering a plane to Nottingham, but common sense rejected them. He wouldnt see her again before he left for Cairo.

After a miserable lunch he walked across to Hyde Park, a hotel writing pad in his pocket, and took a chair at a spot where he could see the boats on the Serpentine. Lola and he had often sat there. He settled down to write her a long letter. It proved to be even a longer letter than he had intended it to be, and he decided to read it through and see if he had repeated himself.

It was at this point that he became aware of a voice. This voice was in some way familiar. The speaker seemed to be seated somewhere behind him, but too far away for Brian to make out what he was saying. Yet he seemed to recognize the voice, its curious intonations.

He tried to blot out other sounds  oars in rowlocks, shouts of young oarsmen, splashing  and to pick out words. And, up to a point, he succeeded.

… no choice… instructions are… break off… association… Sorry… all that…

Brians curiosity had to be satisfied. Taking out a cigarette, he sparked his lighter and turned aside as if to guard the flame from a trifling breeze, but really so that he could glance over his shoulder.

His curiosity was satisfied.

The Honorable Peter Wellingham sat in the shade of a fine old oak tree talking animatedly to a girl whose face was shadowed by a large wide-brimmed hat, but who almost certainly was Lola.

Brian turned his head quickly. He had a sudden sensation almost of nausea. Desperately he told himself that he couldnt be sure the girl was Lola.

Although Wellingham had called him on several occasions, this was the first time he had seen him since that morning when the agreement had been signed. And Wellingham had told him only a few hours ago that he was leaving for Paris almost immediately!

Brian put his pen back in his pocket and stared at the long, unfinished letter. First, he must regain control of himself, then make sure that he hadnt been mistaken about the identity of the girl with Wellingham. He must be cautious. If he had been lured into some kind of trap, if Wellingham and Lola (his heart seemed to miss a beat or two) were in league, what was their purpose?

He became calmer; he listened again. He could no longer hear Wellinghams voice. He turned cautiously and looked back. They were walking away.

Brian jumped up and followed. Already they had a long start, and they were headed for the highway parallel to Rotten Row, where cars could be parked. He began to run.

The graceful carriage of the girl, her figure, even the dress she wore told him that she was Lola. The big floppy hat he had never seen. But it might be worn to shade her face if they chanced to see him.

He was still ten yards behind when Wellingham opened the door of a smart convertible for the girl, walked around, and got into the driving seat. The car glided off.

Brian called Peter Wellinghams number, but was told by the Eurasian secretary that Mr. Wellingham was not at home. He gave his name and asked where Mr. Wellingham had gone. She was so sorry, but she didnt know. Was there any message?

His next impulse was to call Michels. But Lola had been so insistent on this point all along that he hesitated. After all, even now he wasnt sure that the girl with Wellingham had been Lola. And Lola had told him that Madame simply wouldnt tolerate personal calls to members of her staff.

All his old distrust of Wellingham had swept over him again like an avalanche. Of Lola he hardly dared to think, except that he flogged his memory of the girl in the Park in search of something about her to prove that she was not Lola.

In any case, he was committed to go to Egypt. He couldnt allow his personal doubts and frustrations to make him break faith with Sir Denis.

An Oxford friend invited Brian to dine with him, which revived his drooping spirits. He managed that evening to forget his problems for an hour or two, had a few drinks, and felt better. He returned fairly early, remembering his four-oclock appointment, and tried to hypnotize himself to sleep by conjuring up mental pictures of Cairo. But somehow Lola got into the pictures.


CHAPTER THREE

Cairo, from the air, while not so breath-taking as Damascus seen from above, proved exciting enough all the same to Brian. His urge to visit the Near East had been gratified. But every human blessing has a string to it. The string in this case was one he had knotted himself  Lola.

He had left a letter at the reception desk for her, but not the letter he had been writing in the park. The second one had been even harder to write than the first; for although he had no positive proof that it was she he had seen with Wellingham, he remained obstinately convinced that it had been no one else.

The terms of the Times advertisement, the fact that Lola had drawn his attention to it, heir words It read like a job created purposely for you  added up to a dark, a horrible suspicion. Had it been created purposely for him? Was it a new variety of the old confidence trick? Until he actually met Nayland Smith he couldnt be sure that it wasnt.

But its purpose? The money in his wallet was real enough. His fare had been paid to Cairo. Why? Could it be a case of abduction  a plot to bring about his disappearance? His father was a wealthy man… But this idea was too preposterous. He had to laugh it off.

In fact, he was really trying all the time to convince himself that there was nothing wrong in the business. If Lola was really Peter Wellinghams girl friend and had merely been fooling with him  well, she wasnt the only pretty girl who enjoyed the attentions of more than one man.

He would get over it. Anyway, he must wait and see…

Accommodations had been reserved for him, and an Egyptian wearing hotel uniform was standing by when the plane taxied to a stop on the runway. This experienced courier brushed him through customs as if by magic, and in no time Brian found himself speeding along a lebbekh-lined avenue into the ancient city. The colorful crowds, the palm trees, the unfamiliar buildings, and the queer smell that belongs to Cairo, all came up to his expectations.

His apartment had a balcony overlooking a busy street and the Esbekîyeh Gardens. The ruins of Shepheards Hotel, nearby, which the driver pointed out, struck a warning note, recalling his fathers advice, but it wasnt sufficient to, depress him. While he was having a shower, a boy brought him a message. It was neatly typed on paper headed with an address in Sharîa Abdin and a phone number. It said:

Dear Mr. Merrick:

I shall give myself the pleasure of calling upon you in the morning. Probably you are tired after your long journey, but if you want to do any sightseeing, please dont go out without a reliable dragoman. Sir Denis is expected to arrive at any moment.

Yours, obediently,

A. J. AHMAD



This suited Brian well enough. He was certainly tired, and. beyond a stroll in the surrounding streets he had no wish to go sightseeing. He planned to go to bed soon after dinner, and he did.

He was at breakfast when Mr. Ahmad arrived.

Mr. Ahmad, correctly dressed in European clothes, proved to be a good-looking Egyptian with a marked resemblance to Egypts prime minister. He spoke perfect English, but his phrasing was French.

The cause of Sir Denis delay, he told Brian, is unknown. But his movements are always unpredictable. We expect him hourly. He appears like the jinn. There is a draft of air, a door opens, and Sir Denis Nayland Smith is with us.

Thats good fun for the staff! Brian grinned. I suppose the moment he appears Im expected to report?

Mr. Ahmad shrugged slightly. As soon as possible.

Of course. I mean he wouldnt want me to hang around the hotel?

Most certainly not. You know him. Judge for yourself. Provided you dont leave Cairo, so that I can find you at short notice  it is sufficient. But a word of warning. If you are disposed to wander in the older parts of the city

Take a dragoman? Now listen, Mr. Ahmad. Is that an order from Sir Denis?

But certainly not! It is merely a suggestion.

Meaning I can do as I like? You see, I dont favor the idea of being taken in tow by a guide. I like to find my own way, go where I please, and stay as long as I want to.

Mr. Ahmad smiled a dazzling smile. The true sentiments of your freedom-loving country! Please yourself.

But take care. European and American travelers are not too popular in certain districts. If any trouble should start, take cover.

Thank you.

When, a short time later, Brian set out, brushing off the beggars, the guides, and the vendors of scarabs and amulets, and trying to brush off the flies, he looked up to a fleckless sky and found, paradoxically, that he was no longer unhappy.

He wondered if the atmosphere of Cairo had some magical soothing quality; for he seemed, now, to be prepared for whatever lay in store for him. He had suddenly become a fatalist. If he had been made the victim of some mysterious plot, it didnt matter. The plotters had gained nothing so far, and he was living in luxury. If Lola didnt answer his letter, never mind. He had had a good time with her in London. He wondered if the mood would last, or if later there would be a sharp reaction.

Sauntering across the Esbekîyeh, he was deeply interested in all he saw, and he went on into a street bisected by a maze of narrower streets, all teeming with noisy humanity. He was in the Mûski, artery of many bazaars. Beggars and stallkeepers buzzed around him like flies around a honey pot. He smilingly ignored them, which the head hall porter had told him was the best method. From passers-by who wore European dress, and therefore might speak English, he inquired the way to the Khân Khalîl, where, the same authority had informed him, swords, daggers, silk robes, amber mouthpieces, and other colorful products were on view.

And presently he found it. The hall porter had advised him, if he wished to make any purchases, to consult a certain Achmed es-Salah, whose shop anyone would point out. (He sells very good cigarettes.) It proved to resemble nothing so much as an artificial cave. The venerable Achmed sat in the entrance smoking, and at sight of the card that Brian had brought along he waved him to a chair and offered coffee and cigarettes.

Brian had a low opinion of the sirupy Arab coffee, but he found the Egyptian cigarettes, with their unfamiliar aroma, a pleasant change from the American variety. He asked if he could buy some.

Achmed reached behind him, opened a drawer, and produced a flat tin box containing a hundred. Smilingly he began to explain that only from him could these cigarettes be obtained. But his customers attention was wandering. Farther back in the shadows of the shop a female figure was vaguely visible to Brian  a girl who held a veil around the lower part of her face. She appeared to be watching him. He glanced away again.

Ill take the cigarettes, he told Achmed. If I want more Ill write and send dollars, as you suggest.

I supply them to many American gentlemen, Achmed declared, accepting the ten dollars that he claimed to be their price.

Brian concluded that many American gentlemen who visited Cairo must be wealthy American gentlemen. Achmed, indicating those shops that were in sight, told him where amber goods, silk robes, authentic antique pieces might be bought cheaply. Brian thanked him and stood up to go.

Glancing once more into the shadows, he saw that the girls remarkable eyes  they were amber eyes  seemed to be fixed upon him…

He looked in briefly at some of the shops Achmed had recommended, but bought nothing. Coming out of the last one, which stocked scimitars, Saracen daggers, and other queer Oriental weapons, he found himself staring into a shady alley nearly opposite. He had caught a glimpse of lustrous amber eyes!

The girl from Achmeds had followed him. Why? Was she a prostitute, or had she some other purpose? Perhaps she was a member of Achmeds household, instructed to find out if he did any business upon which Achmed could claim a commission.

He strode off at a pace that gave many of the leisurely Egyptians a jolt and called down on him dreadful curses, which, fortunately, he didnt understand. He recovered his good humor in a street that seemed to lead to a city gate, turned right into another, now hopelessly lost, and saw the minaret of a mosque right ahead. He glanced back quickly. There was no sign of the Arab girl.

But from behind came shouts and a sound of many running feet. The sound drew nearer. Brian wondered if he had started a riot. The word Inglizi sometimes rose above the roar of voices. He might be the person referred to!

He put on a spurt, passed the mosque, and, looking back, saw the head of what was evidently an excited mob pouring around the corner.

Just as he was clear of the mosque, out from its courtyard spurted a party of Egyptian police. He noticed an open doorway almost beside him, darted in, and found it led to nowhere but a rickety staircase. He heard wild shouting and the sounds of fighting outside, then a shot.

Brian started upstairs, as the tumult suggested that the police were being pushed back. On the first dark landing he nearly knocked over a water jar that stood near the head of the stairs. But the house seemed to be inhabited only by a variety of stenches. He mounted higher. The battle now was raging immediately outside the door below. Went up another flight, and found himself on the flat roof. He saw all sorts of pans, jars, and indescribable litter lying about, but nobody was up there. Brian crouched and looked over the low parapet down into the street.

The rioters had been rounded up by the armed police. They were all young, wild-eyed, typical tinder for a rabble-rouser. They were falling back, three of them carrying a wounded comrade. Brian could see a second group of police extended in line before the mosque. The rioters were trapped.

He sighed with relief. Slightly raising his head, he looked across the street to find out if he had been observed from there. He saw something that staggered him.

A heavy iron gate in a high wall that he remembered having noticed as he ran into the doorway below opened on the tree-shaded courtyard of a fine old Arab house. Mushrabîyeh windows overhung the courtyard on one side, but directly facing Brian were two large barred windows. Evidently there must be another that he couldnt see, for the room was well lighted. And in this room, pacing restlessly about, he saw a tall, lean man who smoked a pipe, and who seemed, to be talking angrily to someone else who wasnt visible from Brians viewpoint.

The shouts below had merged into sullen murmurs as the young rowdies were taken in charge by the police and marched off. Brian scarcely noticed them now. He was watching. And at last he was sure.

The man in the barred room was Nayland Smith.

* * * *

Dr. Fu Manchu sat on a divan in the saloon of the old house near the Mosque of El Ashraf. On an ivory and mother-of-pearl coffee table a long-stemmed pipe with a tiny jade bowl lay beside the other equipment of an opium smoker. Before him a girl was kneeling on a rug, her long, lustrous amber eyes raised anxiously to the wonderful but evil face. She wore native dress, but no longer concealed her features with a veil.

It was the disturbance made by the students from El Azhar, Master. I lost sight of him and could not get through.

I heard the young fools. Shouting phrases coined by aliens who are planning their destruction. Such half-molded brains are fertile soil for the seeds of violence. All the same, you have failed me. The point at which he disappeared is one dangerously near us.

Master, I

You shall have one more opportunity. Change into European dress. Go to Brian Merricks hotel and make his acquaintance. He will be lonely. Attach yourself to him.

He said no more, but watched her go out, then stood up slowly and walked along the saloon to a door, opened it, and went into another lofty room furnished as a studio.

On a wooden pedestal was a life-sized head of a man modeled in clay. A number of sketches and photographs of the same subject were pinned to the walls. It would appear that the sculptor had worked from these, and not from the living model. It was a fine, virile portrait of a masterful character.

Dr. Fu Manchu appeared to be particularly interested in the shape of the molded nose. He surveyed it from every side, the all-seeing gaze of green eyes absorbed in the finer lines of the nostrils, the straight bridge. He compared the clay model with the photographs, and at last seemed to be satisfied.

He passed on. He went down a short stair and entered a fully equipped surgery filled with a nauseating odor of anaesthetics. A patient lay on an operating table, two surgeons bending over him. They sprang upright as Fu Manchu appeared. He ignored them, stooped, studied the face of the man who lay there, and then turned blazing eyes upon the surgeons, one of whom was Matsukata.

Who operated? he demanded.

The taller surgeon turned a white, nervous face to Dr. Fu Manchu.

I operated, Master. He spoke in French.

I thought better of Paris surgery, Fu Manchu told him, speaking the same language sibilantly. There will be a scar!

I assure you

There will be a scar  and there is no time to rectify the error. The consequences of this may be grave for me  and also for you…


CHAPTER FOUR

The moment the narrow street was cleared of police and rioters, Brian crept downstairs unobserved, looked cautiously left and right, and then started out to try to retrace his route. At the courtyard gate of the old house in which he had seen Nayland Smith he hesitated for a moment, then hurried on. He considered it a stroke of luck that the inhabitants of the ramshackle tenement in which he had sheltered were apparently otherwise engaged.

More by luck than by good navigation he presently found himself once more in the street leading to the Khan Khalil. He looked around for a stray cab, for he was impatient to solve the mystery of Sir Denis presence in Cairo when Mr. Ahmed said he had not yet arrived, and in a house in the heart of the native quarter. What in the name of sanity did it mean?

He could not very well be wrong about the identity of the man in the room with barred windows. Nayland Smiths personality was unmistakable, although Brian hadnt seen him for two years. He had recognized some of his curious mannerisms: the way he held his briar pipe clenched between his teeth; a trick of pulling at the lobe of his ear as he talked.

Getting back at last, hot, tired, and dusty, he paused in the lobby of the hotel to talk to the all-knowing hall porter. He had consulted him on many matters and tipped him liberally. He described his unpleasant experience with the rioters.

The uniformed Egyptian smiled. You should take a good dragoman with you, sir. He would see to it that you avoided such things!

Very likely, Brian agreed. Maybe Im too independent. But perhaps you can tell me something. I got lost, and wandered on into another quarter, way beyond the Khân Khalîl. It wasnt far from a city gate, and there was mosque.

There are many.

It was near a street where they sold cotton goods and pottery and that sort of thing.

Ah, that would be the Ghurîyeh.

Well, in a narrow street leading into what you call the Ghurîyeh theres a fine old mansion with a high wall around it. Most unlikely spot for such a house. Theres a courtyard, and

I know what you have seen, sir. It is the house of the Sherîf Mohammed Ibn el-Ashraf.

And who is he?

A very holy man, sir. A descendant of the Prophet, and the greatest physician in Cairo. Or he was; he is retired from practice now.

Brian was more mystified than ever. What possible connection could there be between Sir Denis and the Sherîf Mohammed?

He called Mr. Ahmads number, but failed to get a reply.

What to do next was the problem. But the more he thought about it, the more completely it baffled him.

He went into the cocktail bar fairly early in the evening, and saw that he had it to himself. He had made several further attempts to call Mr. Ahmad, but could get no reply. He ordered Scotch on the rocks and sat there sipping his drink and feeling very puzzled and very lonely.

It was a perfect night, a half-moon sailing in a jeweled sky, and he would have liked to go somewhere, do something; get away from himself.

He smoked two cigarettes and then ordered another drink. He had made up his mind to take it out onto the terrace. When the bartender served it, Brian picked up the glass, slipped down from the high stool, and turned to go.

How it happened he could never quite make out. He had heard no sound, had no idea anybody was there. But a girl wearing a strapless gown that displayed her creamy arms and shoulders had apparently been standing just behind him. She raised her hand too late. He had spilled most of the whisky and some of the ice all over her.

She stifled a squeal. Reproachful eyes were raised to his. Brian grew hot all over. He called to the bartender: Quick! A napkin or something!

A napkin was produced. The girl took it from his hand, looking aside, and began to dab at her dress and her bare shoulders.

What can I say? he fumbled. Of course I shall replace your dress, which Im afraid is ruined. But theres no excuse for my clumsiness.

She glanced at him. Oh, I doubt that the dress is ruined. She had a quaint, fascinating accent. And truly I think I was to blame. I was looking for someone, and how could you know I was right behind you?

I should have looked. It was entirely my fault. You must let me drive you to wherever you live, so you can change. He detected the dawning of a smile stealing across her face. I suppose you must have a dinner date, but please allow me to see you tomorrow and fix everything up for a new dress.

I live in this hotel. I arrived only today. I can go to my room and change my dress. It will clean quite well. But it is very sweet of you to offer to buy another.

That isnt an offer. Its a promise!

She really smiled now; and Brian realized with a sort of shock that she was a very pretty girl indeed.

Perhaps I wont hold you to it. She spoke softly. It would not be fair.

Well leave that for the moment. Maybe, when youre changed, youll find time to have a cocktail with me before you go?

Thank you. I am going nowhere. I meant to dine here in the hotel.

Then youll dine with me?

Yes  if you really want it so.

When she had gone, Brian had his glass refilled.

Do you know that ladys name? he asked the barman.

No, sir. I never see her before. He displayed perfect white teeth. She is a beautiful young lady.

Brian sipped his whisky, lighted another cigarette. He was trying to figure out why her wonderful eyes seemed to awaken a memory.

She returned much sooner than he had expected. She wore now a green dress that sheathed her lithe figure to the hips like a second skin.

They dined on the terrace, overlooking the Nile. The girl said her name was Zoe Montero, that her family lived in Spanish Morocco. She was on a visit to an aunt and uncle who had a business in Luxor, but who had arranged to meet her in Cairo. She had just received a message saying that her aunt had been taken ill and so they were detained.

I shall know tomorrow if they can come or if they want me to go up to Luxor, she told Brian.

They danced in the moonlight, and the dark beauty of his graceful partner stirred Brians pulses dangerously. He had decided that she was partly of Arab blood. Zoes voice, her quaint accent, her natural gaiety fascinated him. Sometimes when he looked into her eyes, that dormant memory awoke. He tried to grab it  and it was gone.

But he enjoyed the evening. There was no word from Lola.

It was quite early next morning when Mr. Ahmad called and found Brian having a smoke on the terrace.

I have good news, he announced. Sir Denis expects to reach Cairo late this afternoon.

Mr. Ahmad turned at that moment to bow to a passing acquaintance, or he could hardly have failed to note Brians change of expression. All his suspicions had been justified. He had become enmeshed in a cunning plot, a most mysterious plot. If Lola had any part in it he couldnt be sure. But Peter Wellingham was one of the conspirators, and Mr. Ahmad was another. He was no diplomat and he spoke impetuously:

But I saw Sir Denis right here in Cairo yesterday!

The effect of those few words upon Mr. Ahmad was miraculous. He changed color alarmingly, clutched at the edge of the table, and stared like a man who has been struck a body blow.

You saw him… in Cairo.

Words failed Mr. Ahmad, and Brian could have kicked himself; he knew he had been a fool. He had had the game in his hands and had thrown his chance away. If, as he now had fresh reason to believe, Wellingham and Ahmad were conspiring against Nayland Smith, were no more than spies of the enemy (whoever the enemy might be), he could perhaps have exposed their game by the use of a little tact.

Brian wondered if the situation could yet be saved. He could try.

Yes. He spoke easily. When I was coming back here last night with a friend, our taxi passed a smart English sports car. I think it was a Jaguar. There were two men in it, and one of them was Sir Denis.

Mr. Ahmad moistened his lips with his tongue. Where was this?

I asked the driver, that, as a matter of fact, and he told me we had just passed the British Consulate.

The British Consulate, Mr. Ahmad echoed mechanically, his expression ghastly. You alarm me, Mr. Merrick. I must make immediate inquiries. Sir Denis mission is a vital and dangerous one. He has powerful enemies. It is possible that he has returned secretly for some reason of his own.

He left soon afterward, a man badly confused, and Brian settled down to try to puzzle out the truth. Mr. Ahmad had behaved like a crook unmasked, but on the other hand, it was possible that there might be a different explanation.

If Ahmad was on the level, he had done the wrong thing.

* * * *

Dr. Fu Manchu was writing at a large desk of Arab manufacture, most cunningly inlaid with ivory, mother-of-pearl, and semiprecious stones. It was loaded with books, racks of test tubes, manuscripts, and certain queer objects not easy to define. Peko, the tiny marmoset, a companion of Fu Manchus travels, crouched on the Doctors shoulder, beady eyes moving restlessly.

There was a faint buzzing. A voice spoke.

Abdul Ahmad is here.

I will see him.

Dr. Fu Manchu continued to make notes in small, neat characters, in the margin of a bulky faded volume until a door opened and Mr. Ahmad came in. He bowed obsequiously, then stood still. Fu Manchu glanced up.

Yes? You wish to report something?

Excellency, Ahmad stammered, it is that Brian Merrick claims to have seen Nayland Smith last night!

Dr. Fu Manchu closed the large volume and fixed a glance upon Mr. Ahmad that seemed to freeze him to the floor.

Tell me what he said, exactly  exactly  and also what you said.

Mr. Ahmad evidently had a phenomenal memory, for he repeated the conversation practically, word for word under the barely endurable gaze of those strange green eyes.

Dr. Fu Manchu looked down at the emerald signet ring he wore and there was silence. The marmoset broke this silence by uttering one of his whistling cries and leaping to the top of a tall cabinet behind the Chinese doctor, where he sat chattering wickedly at Mr. Ahmad. Fu Manchu spoke.

Merrick is lying for some reason of his own. There has been bungling. He suspects something. He did not see Nayland Smith where he claims to have seen him. But he may have seen him elsewhere. This we must learn. Vast issues are at stake. Order Zobeida to report to me here immediately.

Mr. Ahmad went out, and shortly afterwards Zobeida came in. Brian would have recognized Zobeida as Zoe Montero.

* * * *

The memory that had been dodging Brian like a will-o-the-wisp, came out into the open that evening. He was waiting on the hotel terrace for Zoe. He stood up when he saw her coming. Dusk had fallen and she moved gracefully through shadows, into the light of the moon, and out again. Once, when she was quite near, in shadow, a stray moonbeam touched her briefly, lighting up her eyes.

And he knew where he had seen those beautiful eyes before. She had been in the shop of old Achmed es-Salah, wearing native dress and veiling her face. She had followed him when he left.

He was entangled in an invisible web. Every move he made was covered. Someone who had known he was going to Achmeds shop had planted the girl there. She was infernally clever, too. That trick in the cocktail bar had been done beautifully.

And he could no longer doubt that Lola also was in the plot.

Zoe smiled and gave him both her hands. She looked very lovely tonight.

If I kept you waiting I am sorry, Brian. But an old friend of my fathers, an Englishman, heard I am in Cairo and called me. He talked for so long. I am thirsty with talking. Please get me a big, cool drink.

Brian clapped his hands for a waiter and gave the order. Does this old friend of yours live here in Cairo? he ventured cautiously.

Oh, no. He came only yesterday, and from my uncle in Luxor he found out I am here. He is very quick to find things out. He was for many years with the English police.

Is that right? I suppose hes here on some investigation?

Zoe shook her head. A waiter brought two tall glasses.

I dont know. He didnt tell me. But I know from my father that Sir Denis now belongs to the British Secret Service.

She took a long drink and sighed contentedly. Brian tried to tell himself that her remark hadnt stupefied him. Whats the rest of his name?

Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

Well, Ill be damned! Brian breathed, and met the regard of wide-open amber eyes.

What surprises you, Brian?

Just that I happen to know him, too.

Zoe smiled delightedly. That is wonderful! And you didnt know he was here?

Well  he spoke very slowly maybe he doesnt know Im here.

He was doing some hard thinking. In that first starting moment or revelation, when he became suddenly convinced that Zoe and the girl in the bazaar were one and the same, which seemed to reveal this bewitching little tramp as an impostor, a spy set to watch him, he had decided what he would do. But this new development threw the whole plan out of gear.

Could he possibly have been wrong all along? Prejudiced by his dislike for Peter Wellingham, he might have jumped to a false conclusion that the girl he had seen with him in Hyde Park was Lola, for he had never actually caught even a glimpse of her face. Still hag-ridden by his suspicions, he might also have assumed wrongly that Zoe and the veiled lady of the bazaar were identical, for no better reason than that both had amber eyes. Amber eyes were not uncommon in the East.

Zoes claim that she knew Nayland Smith couldnt very well be bogus, or she would have reacted very differently when he told her that he, too, knew Sir Denis.

Where did he stand? Had he misjudged Mr. Ahmad at well?

You are very thoughtful, Zoe whispered softly. Dont you like me tonight?

My dear Zoe! They sat side by side on a cushioned cane divan. I was so surprised that I forgot to tell you how lovely you are.

He put his arm around her shoulders and drew her to him. She smiled, raising pouting lips. And Brian didnt even try to resist the sweet temptation…

* * * *

Dawn was not so far away when Brian finally turned in that night, and he slept late into the morning. He sent for his mail when he ordered coffee but again there was nothing from Lola.

He was a man who, once his suspicions had been aroused, could never let the matter rest until his doubts were either proved or disproved. If indeed he had become involved in a conspiracy against Nayland Smith, a conspiracy in which Wellingham, Lola, Ahmad, and Zoe were concerned, a love affair with Zoe was the best, and by far the most pleasant, way to find it out.

He had wasted no time.

Zoe, who, for all her youth, he suspected to be far from unsophisticated in love and the ways of lovers, had responded to the point of unconditional surrender. And it was then that Brian began to distrust himself. Never once, even while he caressed her, mingling kisses with what he believed to be artful leading questions, had she breathed one word that he wanted to hear. He had been equally reticent.

She didnt know if she would see Nayland Smith. She hadnt seen him since she was a child. He hadnt told her where he was staying in Cairo. Sir Denis had met her uncle when he was in Egypt with Sir Lionel Barton, the famous archaeologist, many years ago. Sir Lionel had been excavating a tomb in the Valley of the Kings. And Brian remembered that Nayland Smith had spoken of this very expedition when he had visited their home in Washington.

Brian, being no roué, began to reproach himself. If Zoe was really not a conspirator sent to trap him, he was behaving rather like a cad. He must not pretend to himself that the zeal of the investigator, and not the fact that Zoe was very desirable, inspired his love-making. It wouldnt be true. If he had known beyond all doubt that she was a spy of the enemy, he might have scrapped his scruples. But he didnt know.

He pondered the situation over his morning coffee and smoked a number of Achmed es-Salahs cigarettes. Then he called Mr. Ahmads number, but failed, as usual, to get a reply. He began to feel like a man lost in a maze.

Two things he made up his mind to do. First, he would call at the address that appeared on top of Ahmads letter. Second, he would return to the house hidden away in the native town, ring the bell (if there was one), and ask for Sir Nayland Smith.

He took a cab to the address in Sharîa Abdîn, which he saw to be a modern office building only a few minutes walk from the hotel. This made him feel like a fool, and he asked the man to wait while he went in. He found a list of tenants just inside the door and read all the names carefully.

Mr. Ahmads was not one of them.

Then it occurred to him that Ahmad might be a member of a firm that didnt bear his name at all. As there seemed to be no hall porter, he stepped into the nearest office (The Loofah Products Co.) and found a smart young Jewess seated before a typewriter.

She greeted him with a brilliant smile. Many women greeted Brian that way.

Excuse me, Brian began, but Im looking for someone called Mr. Ahmad. Can you

The smile was wiped out. Dark eyes challenged him. Im sorry. Theres no one of that name here.

Im sorry, too, for troubling you. But, you see, I have a letter from him here  he produced Ahmads letter and it has this address on it.

The dark eyes melted a little. There are many offices in the building. Perhaps someone else could help you.

Ill try. He turned to go.

The girl said more softly, Try the Aziza Cigarette Corporation, third floor. Theyve been here longer than we have. They may know. But dont say I sent you.

Brian swung around, and met the brilliant smile again. Thanks a million! He gave her a happy grin.

He was really getting somewhere. The cigarettes he had bought from old Achmed es-Salah were called Aziza.


CHAPTER FIVE

The office of the Azîza Cigarette Corporation was, if anything, even smaller than the one he had just left. An Egyptian youth, incredibly cross-eyed, looked out through a little window. What Brian could see of the room behind this window seemed to indicate that it was totally unfurnished.

Can I see Mr. Ahmad? he inquired.

The young Egyptian looked blank, Nobody here.

Are you expecting Mr. Ahmad?

Dont know him, sir. Dont know any of the gentlemen.

Brian frowned irritably. What do you mean? You must know who employs you.

Why for sure, sir. Mr. Quintero pays me to come here every morning and collect the letters. This business it has moved to Alex. This office is for renting.

He looked proud of having given so much information.

Whos Mr. Quintero?

The landlord, sir.

Is he in the building?

No, sir. He lives in Gezira. I go there now.

Brian turned abruptly and walked out. This game of blind mans buff was beginning to get on his nerves. He couldnt very well call at every office in the building and inquire for Mr. Ahmad.

When he went out to the street he nearly fell over an old beggar seated on the ground right beside the doorway. This ragged object stood up. Bakshîsh, he whined, his hand stretched out.

Brian walked across to the waiting arabîyeh.

Do you know the house of the Sherîf Mohammed Ibn el-Ashraf? he asked the driver.

The man looked startled. Yes, sir. But this house not open to visitors.

Never mind. I want to go there.

Brian turned to open the door. But the old mendicant had it open already. Bakshîsh, my gentleman.

Again the eager hand was extended. Brian threw him a coin as the cab was driven away.

Before long he found himself once more in the odorous, noisy, narrow streets of the Oriental city. Here were the hawkers of fruit, vegetables, lemon water, and what not, intoning their time-worn cries, descendants of those who had hawked the same wares and cried the same calls when Harûn-al-Raschîd ruled Egypt from Baghdad.

Before the iron gate his driver pulled up. This is house of the Seyyîd Mohammed.

Brian got out and tried the gate. It was locked. He could see nothing resembling a doorbell, and was wondering what to do next when he realized that a man had come out of the house and was ponderously approaching.

He was a fat fellow with a large, shiny face expressionless as a side of bacon. He wore native dress and a large white turban. Standing close to the locked gate, he said something in a fluty voice that Brian didnt understand.

I want to see the Sherîf Mohammed, Brian told him.

The fat man shook his head, turned, and slowly walked back again.

Brian rattled the bars angrily. Did you hear me? he shouted.

The fat man went in, but came out almost at once with another man, and pointed to the gate. The second man, dressed in black and wearing a red tarboosh, was slight and intelligent looking. He hurried forward.

You wish to see the Seyyîd Mohammed, sir? He spoke in English.

Urgently. My name is Merrick, Brian Merrick. Im a friend of Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

The man unlocked the gate and stood aside for Brian to go in. Then he locked it again. And Brian experienced a pang of apprehension, almost a physical chill, when he realized that his exit from this house was barred. He turned and called to the driver:

Wait for me!

Will you come this way, please?

Brian followed on into the house, which was evidently very old. From a tiled apartment in which a small fountain tinkled he was led upstairs to a lofty room lighted partly by an opening in the painted ceiling and partly by sunshine filtering through the lattices of two recessed windows. The floor was tiled, but several rugs were strewn about on it. His guide pointed to a divan.

Please wait a few moments, Mr. Merrick. I will inform the Seyyîd that you are here.

He walked out, closing the door behind him.

Brian began to examine the room more carefully. Glancing behind him, he saw a window fitted with bars. He crossed to it and looked out. Then he knew. He was in the room in which he had seen Nayland Smith.

It was easy now to recognize the two mushrabîyeh windows. But something else he saw puzzled him. High up in a wall was an opening like a small window covered with a grille of ornamental wrought iron. He couldnt imagine what purpose it served, but it had an ominous look. There seemed to be only one door to the room, and this door, for he tried it, had been quietly locked by the man in the red tarboosh when he went out. That sensation of physical chill stole over Brian again.

Perhaps Sir Denis was a prisoner in this strange, silent house, and he, Brian, had been cunningly lured into the same trap.

He was still staring up at the iron grille, his brain feverishly active and bubbling with wild theories, when the door opened very quietly and a man came in. Brian turned to face him.

He saw a venerable and arresting figure: a tall man, with heavy brows overhanging piercing dark eyes, a pure white beard, and the bearing of one used to respect. He wore native dress and a closely wound green turban.

I am Mohammed Ibn el-Ashraf. You wished to see me? The words were spoken in perfect English.

I certainly did!

Please be seated, and tell me how I may serve you.

Brian returned to the divan, and the Sherîf seated himself cross-legged on a large ottoman facing him. His unwavering regard Brian found very disconcerting.

My name is Merrick.

So I am told, Mr. Merrick.

Im a friend of Sir Denis Nayland Smith, and Im here to ask you to be good enough to let me see him.

The gaze of the dark eyes never left his face. Did Sir Denis notify you that he was here, Mr. Merrick?

No. I saw him, right here in this room!

A singular accident. Where were you at the time?

On the roof of a house right opposite.

Indeed? It was fortunate that you, and no one else, observed him. But the ways of the All-Knowing are inscrutable. He touched his brow, his lips, and his breast in a gesture that reminded Brian of a Roman Catholic making the sign of the cross. Sir Denis is in great danger, Mr. Merrick, and his health is impaired. He sought sanctuary in my house, for he knows me well.

Brian felt like someone drowning who finds himself dragged to the surface. Here was a clean explanation at last of the mystery that had baffled him. For it was impossible to doubt the assurance of this dignified old man. Im sorry to hear that. Can I see him?

Not this morning, I regret to say. I am, as I presume you know, a physician. Sir Denis has placed himself under my care and the course of treatment I have prescribed will not be completed until this evening. If I think it wise, I will allow him to call upon you tonight. No doubt he knows where you are lodged?

He does. I may count on that, sir?

Absolutely, Mr. Merrick. He is sleeping at the moment. I am treating him for nervous exhaustion. Directly he awakes, I shall inform him of your call.

* * * *

As the courtyard gate closed with a slight metallic clang upon the visitors departure, Dr. Fu Manchu opened the door of a closet and came out. The back of it accommodated the grille that, from below on the other side, had caught Brians attention. The doctor walked down a short flight of stairs and into a room that was part laboratory and part study. A tall cabinet with a rounded top swung inward at his touch, and where it had been an arched opening appeared.

He stepped through, with his silent, curiously catlike step, and glanced around the lofty apartment in which Brian had interviewed the Sherîf Mohammed. That dignified descendant of the Prophet was waiting for him and bowed as he came in. Fu Manchu, his crossed hands hidden in the sleeves of his robe, watched him.

It was well done, Mohammed. He spoke softly, in English. And even better that we were prepared for such an emergency. Brian Merrick is an almost irreplaceable unit in my plan, but had you stumbled or faltered, I fear we should nevertheless have been forced to dispense with him.

The Sherîf Mohammed hesitated, and then said, His transparent honesty is a great asset to us. He would be hard to replace. If he had insisted upon seeing Nayland Smith, I should have lost my control of him. The promise I made was the only alternative.

And it shall be carried out. Matsukata is not ready, but the risk must be taken.

The Sherîf bowed. The urgency is great, Excellency. Inquiries reached me only an hour ago from Moscow concerning the lack of a report from Gorodin. If we lose Soviet confidence it might mean the abandonment of our plan.

Dr. Fu Manchu laughed. It was strange chilling laughter.

Soviet confidence! He spoke softly, almost hissing. We have had one instance of their confidence! How little they suspect, Mohammed, that we and not they hold the East in our hands! How many times have I offered them my cooperation? How many times have they wisely declined it? But at last they have accepted… their ruin!

The Sherîf inclined his head. Doubtless Excellency will deal with the inquiry himself?

It may be left to me. But tonight Sir Denis Nayland Smith must pay a brief visit to Mr. Brian Merrick. Cancel my instructions to Zobeida.

* * * *

Brian was smoking on the terrace of the hotel after lunch when he was joined by Mr. Ahmad.

My dear sir! Ahmad sat down beside him. How you startled me with your story of having seen Sir Denis in an English car! You must be psychic.

How do you mean?

Became, although I cannot learn if he uses such a car, it is beyond dispute that he was in Cairo at that time. I have traced him to the house of the Seyyîd Mohammed Ibn el-Ashraf, an old friend of Sir Denis. He is living there incognito, from motives of safety.

I know, Brian answered shortly. You might have told me so earlier if I had been able to find you. Listen. Where is your office located? And why can I never get any reply when I call your number?

Mr. Ahmad spread his palms apologetically. You have been looking for me?

Certainly. I could find nobody in the place who knew you.

I am sorry. I have no office there. It is an accommodation address that I use when business brings me to Cairo. The number you have is that of a friend who lives in a small flat on top of the building.

And whos never home!

Ahmad laughed. You have perhaps been unlucky, Mr. Merrick. Entirely my fault. Please excuse me. You have already talked to Sir Denis?

No. But I expect to meet him this evening.

So I came to tell you. But it seems you have anticipated me. You will of course make a point of not leaving the hotel until you have seen him?

Of course.

Then I must leave you. I have urgent business to deal with, concerning Sir Denis future plans. Concerning your own duties, no doubt he will inform you.

Brian wasnt sorry when Mr. Ahmad went. Whatever might be the position Ahmad held in Nayland Smiths organization, he couldnt shake off a feeling of distrust of the man. He took a book out into a shady corner of the garden and settled down to do nothing until cocktail time. He had little exercise these days, apart from a morning swim, and so far had found no time to do any sightseeing. He wondered how much longer he would be in Cairo. There were so many things he wanted to do.

He was half dozing over his book when a boy came to look for him. He was wanted on the phone.

It was Zoe. Oh, Brian, I am so sorry. My uncle from Luxor will be here this evening and I cannot see you. Perhaps I will have to go back with him. I dont know.

I hope not, Zoe. I doubt if I could find time to get up to Luxor, much as Id like to. But as it happens, Im tied up this evening, too. I have to wait here for Sir Denis.

So he found you! I knew he would. You may give him my love, but dont tell him how much love I give you!

Brian heard her musical laugh. When shall I know if youre going to Luxor?

As soon as I find out. Perhaps tonight. She wafted a kiss over the wire.

Brian returned to his seat in the garden. He thought about Zoe, tried to read, tried to keep himself awake by watching other visitors who strolled about. But at last the restful, warm air and the drone of the insects conquered, and he fell asleep. He dreamed he was being bitten by thousands of mosquitoes and woke up to find that the dream was based on fact.

A boy was shaking him by the shoulder. Phone, sir.

And when he got there and said, Hello? a snappy voice replied, Brian Merrick, Junior?

Yes.

Nayland Smith here. How are you, Merrick? Dont bother to tell me. Listen. Im in a hell of a position, and youre in it with me. At eight oclock  exactly eight oclock  wait in your room. Leave the door ajar. Dont tell me the number  I know it. At eight oclock, with the door ajar. Good-by.

After an early dinner, Brian went up to his room. A bottle of Scotch, a supply of soda water, and an ice bucket were there by his orders. Feeling oddly taut, he sampled the whisky while he waited.

At three minutes to eight he heard the elevator stop at his floor, the clang of the opening gate. Someone stepped out, walked briskly toward his door… and passed it. Another door was unlocked some distance away, and closed.

Silence.

And this almost unbearable silence remained unbroken until a very slight creaking disturbed it  and the slit of light shining in from the hall began to grow wider.

Brian shot up from his chair. Whos there? he challenged.

A man came in and closed the door. It was Nayland Smith.

He wore a light topcoat with the collar turned up and a soft-brimmed hat, the brim pulled down. Brian sprang to meet him.

Sir Denis! At last!

One moment, Merrick. Wait till I get to the window and then switch the lights off. He crossed the room. Lights out!

Brian, utterly confused, obeyed the snappy order. Complete darkness came, until it was dispersed by faint streaks of light as Nayland Smith moved the slats of the Venetian blind.

Whats, the idea? Brian asked.

Lights up. Wanted to know if youre overlooked. The room became illuminated again. Were dealing with clever people who mean to stop us, and Im Target Number One. Ha! Scotch! Just what I need.

He dropped, his coat and hat on the carpet beside a cane chair and started to sit down. Then, as an afterthought, he stretched out his hand.

Glad to see you, Merrick. Hows your father?

Brian grinned as he grasped the extended hand. This was the Nayland Smith he remembered, and yet, in some way, a changed Nayland Smith. His snappy, erratic style of speech, sometimes so disconcerting, remained the same as ever. The change was in his expression. He had the kind of tan that never completely wears off, but through it Brian seemed to see that he had become unhealthily pale. His features, too, were almost haggard, and he wore a thin strip of surgical plaster across the bridge of his nose.

As he mixed two stiff drinks, Brian said, My father is well, thank you, and sends his best wishes. But Im told you have been a sick man, Sir Denis.

Right. Do I look it?

You look fit enough now, but I can see youve been through a tough time.

I owe my life, Merrick, to the Seyyîd Mohammed. The mans a master physician. Lucky for me I knew him. Those devils were hard on my heels when I got to his house. Theyd penetrated my disguise, you see.

Brian handed him his drink and sat down facing him.

Im afraid I dont see, Sir Denis. Ive been walking in circles ever since I was selected for this job. I dont know what I have to do. I dont know what youre up against. Im honored and delighted to be with you, whatever the game may be, but I do want very much to know what its all about. Peter Wellingham wouldnt tell me. I wouldnt have taken the job if I hadnt happened to know you already.

Nayland Smith, who wore gray flannel trousers and an old sports jacket, pulled out from one of the large pockets an outsize tobacco pouch and began to stuff some rough-cut mixture into the bowl of a very charred brier pipe.

Then its good you did, he said. Wellingham couldnt tell you much because he doesnt know much. The fewer people who know about this, the better. First, you might like to know how I got in? Service entrance. Walked up the stairs.

Why?

He knows youre here to join me, Merrick.

He? Whos he?

Dr. Fu Manchu. Youve heard me talk to your father about him. Hes the biggest menace the Western world has ever had to cope with. He has the brain of a genius and the soul of Satan. Hes stronger today than he ever was. His agents are everywhere, in every corner of the world. This building is certainly covered. So are you. Either one of us might disappear tonight!

Good God!

Its a fact. I cant show myself in Cairo till Ive got in touch with the British authorities. So far they dont know Im here. After that, well both have official protection. Abdul Ahmad is an old worker of mine. Hes sworn to secrecy. So is the Seyyîd Mohammed.

He dropped the pouch back in his pocket and lighted his pipe. Brian stared.

This is a deeper mystery than ever, Sir Denis. You were on your way back from the Far East, I guess

Nayland Smith shook his head. East Berlin.

Berlin! Then whatever brought you to Cairo?

I wasnt alone, Merrick. The man I had rescued from behind the Iron Curtain was with me. My mission was financed by Washington. United States agents had reported that Dr. Otto Hessian, the world-famous physicist, was held a prisoner, working under compulsion on an invention calculated to end nuclear warfare.

Didnt England want him?

His results will be shared by both governments. We got into France. I planned to cross the sea from Le Havre to New York. In fact, we were on our way to the Libertes dock when a car passed our cab going the same way.

Nayland Smiths pipe went out. He stopped to relight it.

Yes? Brian spoke excitedly.

There was only one passenger in the car. It was Dr. Fu Manchu.


CHAPTER SIX

Enthralled by all he had heard, and awed by the responsibility that he had been chosen to share with Sir Denis, Brian was about to speak when Nayland Smith raised his hand.

Ssh. Listen!

He seemed to be watching the closed door. Brian watched it, too. But he saw and heard nothing.

What?

Wait a moment. I may be wrong, but…

Nayland Smith moved quietly across the room until he could press his ear to a panel of the door. Then, very gently, he opened it and looked out. He closed it again silently and came back.

Too late. There was certainly someone there. Lets hope they dont know Im here! I must be brief, but I want to bring you up to date. We doubled back to Paris and flew to Cairo. Dr. Hessian needed rest, facilities, and safety to complete his plans for a laboratory demonstration. I knew he could find all this with the Seyyîd Mohammed. Also, I was rather shaken. As you see  he touched his nose Had a spot of trouble in Berlin.

The phone rang.

Be careful! Nayland Smith warned as Brian took the call.

It was Zoe.

Brian dear, I can only speak for a moment. But I do not have to leave Cairo for another week! Are you glad?

Very glad indeed.

I will call you in the morning.

With the sound of a kiss, Zoe hung up. Brian turned and met a quizzical stare from Nayland Smith.

Evidently a lady, he snapped in his dry fashion.

Brian grinned rather guiltily. As a matter of fact, Sir Denis, it was someone you know. Zoe Montero.

Nayland Smith smiled. It wasnt quite the boyish smile that Brian seemed to remember, but he had to allow for the fact that Sir Denis had obviously been through hell, although he treated his troubles lightly.

Little Zoe? Her uncle and I became close friends some years ago when I was up in Luxor. Shes a sweet little girl, and I know shes safe with you. And now I must be off. He stooped, picked up his coat and hat, and put them on. Never go out alone, Merrick. And lock your door at night.

Ill go down with you, Sir Denis.

Not on your life! Youre the last man in Cairo I want to be seen with. Look  walk along to the lift, and when you get there, just open the door opposite  the one with a red light above it  and make sure theres nobody on the stair. If alls clear, pretend to press the bell for the lift, and dont pay any attention to me when I go by you. A last word  dont worry if you hear nothing from me for a day or two. And for heavens sake, dont attempt to contact me. Enjoy yourself with Zoe. She doesnt know youre working with me?

I never told her so.

Never do! Good night.

When Nayland Smith had gone in his mysterious way, Brian sat down to try to get these new developments into focus.

One thing was crystal clear: he had let himself in for quite a job. He was up to his ears in an international intrigue that obviously involved the whole Western world. He thrilled to the prospect, but he asked himself if he felt competent to go through with it. Something more than mere physical courage was called for.

Did he possess those extra qualities? And was he justified in taking it for granted that he did when nothing in his life to date had given him an opportunity to find out?

He believed he had a fairly good brain, but he wasnt vain enough to pretend that it was a first-class brain. Yet, according to Nayland Smith, he was soon to find himself in the ring against an opponent who had the brain of a criminal genius. In such a contest, of what use could he be to Sir Denis?

Evidently Peter Wellingham had decided that he was the very man Sir Denis was looking for, so that, although he didnt recognize the fact, he must possess some qualification that was necessary.

What could it be?

So far he had been asked to do nothing. He wondered how long that state of affairs would have lasted if he hadnt blundered upon Sir Denis hiding place.

And now it appeared he had carte blanche to do as he pleased for the next few days. Yet Nayland Smith had warned him that his every move was covered.

Brian took another drink.

He decided that if he were to prove a success as a secret agent, he must learn to control his hasty judgments. Men engaged in such perilous work were sure to move in an aura of mystery, for danger surrounded them. Making a bad beginning by distrusting Peter Wellingham, he had transferred his doubts to Lola, who had nothing to do with the matter, then to Ahmad, and finally to little Zoe.

Thinking of Zoe reminded him of the fact that he owed her a new dress. He would take her out shopping in the morning. Then they would lunch at Mena House and visit the Great Pyramid, an old ambition of Brians.

He hoped she would call him when she got back, or better still, come to his room. He settled down to write a report to his father of his first meeting here with Sir Denis Nayland Smith and his impressions of that remarkable man.

Midnight drew near before the long letter was finished, and Brian felt very sleepy. Zoe hadnt called, and he settled for a final drink and bed. He fell asleep almost immediately.

Perhaps, as he thought afterwards, it was his concentration on the character and strange life of Sir Denis while he was writing the letter that caused him to have such a singular and very disturbing dream.

He found himself in a state of unaccountable and helpless panic, incapable of movement or speech. It was a condition he had never experienced in reality, and for that reason was all the more horrible. Nayland Smith was pacing up and down the room in which he, Brian, had interviewed the Sherîf Mohammed, exactly as he had seen him from the roof of the neighboring building. But, in the dream, Brian was in the room too, and could hear as well as see. And the first sound he heard came from behind the iron grille high in one wall. It was a strange, harsh, but dreadfully compelling voice:

You have crossed my path once too often, Sir Denis. The time has come for me to order, for you to obey.

The vision faded. Brian was in Zoes arms. Brian! she whispered, trembling. Brian, listen to me! Leave here at once. I love you, but you must go. Promise me you will go! But he couldnt utter a word. He was dumb with fright. Then the harsh voice came again. Do you dare to forget who is your master? Some unseen force dragged Zoe away. Brian! he heard. Brian! Answer me!

And Nayland Smith was there again, not in the lofty saloon, but in a small room, stone-paved, like a dungeon. He was chained by his ankle to a staple in the stone wall. Haggard eyes watched Brian.

Dont do it, Merrick. Give me your word.

And Brian could only gasp, mumble. Not one word could he utter.

A sound of banging reached him. He couldnt move. He was no longer in the stone cell. He was lying in darkness so complete that a ghastly idea crossed his mind: he had been buried alive!

The banging went on. Someone was trying to break into his tomb. A voice came faintly, from a long way off: Brian! Brian! Are you there? Answer me.

It was Zoe. Still he was unable to make a sound. The banging faded.

That frightful oppression seemed to be lifting. He found he could move; he stretched out his arm. And in doing so he nearly upset the reading lamp. He was in bed!

He switched on the light, got up, and ran to the door, which he had forgotten to lock. That banging sound and Zoes voice still echoed in his ears. He opened the door and looked out. There was no one there.

His wrist watch recorded three a.m. His pajama jacket was damp with cold perspiration.

He fell asleep again analyzing this strange nightmare while it was still fresh in his memory. And finally he read it to be a sort of panorama of the half-submerged doubts and fears that had haunted him so long. He saw them now as myths of his imagination, but while they had been present in his mind they were as real as the horrors of the dream.

The next time he woke up, blazing Egyptian sunshine was peering in through the slats of the window blinds, and he could hear the familiar noises of the busy street below his balcony. The terrors of the night were finally dispersed by a cold shower.

While he drank his coffee and enjoyed the first cigarette, he called Zoe. She answered at once, and he thought her voice sounded rather listless.

You were out disgracefully late, he told her with mock severity.

He heard her laugh. It is true, Brian. But it was not the gay time you think. There is so much family trouble to talk about. My poor Aunt Isobel, my fathers sister, has been very ill. She cannot have me yet at Luxor, although she is getting better. I told you last night that I am to stay here a while. Are you glad?

Of course Im glad, dear! Very glad. Listen. Are you free for lunch? Because I want you to lunch with me at Mena House and then go and explore the Great Pyramid. O.K.?

O.K., Brian! When shall I be ready?

Is eleven-thirty too early?

No. Downstairs at eleven-thirty.

And at eleven-thirty Zoe came down to the lounge wearing a cream dress that left her arms and shoulders bare. They were slightly sun-tanned. A large sun hat shaded her face, and she looked even more lovely than usual.

The drive out to Gizeh was all too short. He held her close in the near privacy of the cab, and this morning, for some mysterious reason, Zoe thrilled him in a new way.

They had some drinks in the Mena House bar and then went in to a cold luncheon. Afterwards they took their coffee out in the garden, choosing a shady table near the flower-draped wall overlooking the road.

Zoe became strangely pensive. Several times Brian caught her glancing at him furtively, as if wanting to tell him something that she hesitated to put into words.

Zoe, he said uneasily, Somethings bothering you. Tell me what it is.

Still she hesitated, glancing around as if she was afraid of being overheard. Brian reached across and took both of her hands. Tell me, Zoe. What is it?

It is something very, very hard to say, Brian.

He had an uneasy moment. You dont mean  you dont want to see me any more?

She shook her head. It is not as you think, Brian. I want to see you always. It is that I have to ask you something that breaks my heart, but for your sake I must ask.

Brian became really alarmed by her earnestness. Her wonderful eyes were so bright that he knew tears were not far away. Whatever do you mean, dear?

I mean she paused, as if seeking the right words. I mean that, although it will be terrible for me if  someone  finds out what I have done, I must warn you, Brian. You are in very, very great danger. Soon it will be too late; I hate to say it, but, please  oh, please!  leave Cairo at once. Tonight, if you can.

This incomprehensible request so completely baffled Brian that for some moments he could think of no reply. Part of his dream had come true. Zoe had turned her eyes aside, but tears were gathering on her long, dark lashes; her hands, which he held tightly, were shaking.

He wondered if she had seen Nayland Smith since he had seen him, if it could be something Sir Denis had told her that accounted for her present state of mind. Then it occurred to him that it was odd she hadnt asked him about Sir Denis visit, for he remembered telling her he expected him. He wasnt dreaming now, yet all this had happened before.

This would mean  if I did it  that we shouldnt see each other again? He spoke in a toneless voice, trying to think.

Zoe didnt answer. She suddenly dragged her hands away. Her eyes were wide with terror. She pointed to the low wall beside which they sat Brian! she whispered. Down there  I heard someone move!

Brian sprang up. He leaned over the wall and looked down. Zoe was right.

A ragged old mendicant sat on the dusty road, his back propped against the wall, immediately below their table.

Hi, you! What are you doing down there? Brian shouted.

A skinny, dirty hand was stretched out. Bakshîsh  bakshîsh!

Brian caught his breath. He leaned farther over. Let me have a look at you.

The old beggar looked up. One glance was enough.

He saw the man who had been seated beside the door of the office building in Sharia Abdin when Brian came out after his useless search for Mr. Ahmad  the man who had been holding open the cab door when he directed the driver to take him to the house of the Sherîf Mohammed.

Brian could no longer doubt that he was closely covered, and in all probability had been from the moment of his arrival in Cairo. He had been right about this all along, but had suspected the wrong persons.

Nayland Smith knew, for Nayland Smith had warned him. And clearly Zoe knew of his danger. How she had come to know he couldnt imagine. But she was evidently aware of the fact that in urging him to run for it, she herself might become enmeshed.

Here were very troubled waters; for whatever might be the source of her information, whatever underlay her queer reticence, that Zoes warning had been desperately sincere he couldnt doubt. She was in a state of terror, and first he must do his best to reassure her about the eavesdropper.

He dismissed the old beggar, then sat down again and forced what he feared might be a parody of his usual happy grin.

There is someone there. Who is it? He saw how pale she had become  

Nobody to worry about, dear. Just a dirty old beggar. I dropped him an English shilling and told him to go take a long walk.

He was listening, she whispered. He heard me.

I dont believe he understands a word of English.

But I heard you say, Let me have a look at you. Did he look?

He just knew I was mad at him and looked up. It doesnt mean he knows English.

Zoes amber eyes blazed. He was listening. You know he was listening!

Brian tried to think clearly. Suppose he was, Zoe. And suppose he does know English. What have you to worry about?

She turned her head aside, so that the brim of her hat shadowed her face. I cannot explain to you, Brian. What was told to me was told in confidence. For your sake I speak. If it is found out it could be terrible. But you can do nothing about it. Just do as I ask. Do not stay here one hour longer than you can help.

I dont know where you got hold of the idea that Im in danger, but isnt it possible youre getting all worked up over nothing?

She turned, and her eyes challenged him. It is not over nothing! Could it be for nothing that I beg you to go away when I want you to stay with me? How can you think this?

Brian realized at last that Zoe was in a state of tremendous nervous tension. His well-meant but perhaps clumsy attempt to soothe her fears had only increased this. He must change his tactics. The situation was utterly fantastic, but he knew that the danger was real enough.

I guess youd like to get back. He spoke uneasily. Ill try to contact Sir Denis.

It will be no use, Zoe whispered. But  yes, let me go, Brian.

There was such black despair in her voice that he felt chilled. A cloud seemed to darken the Egyptian sunshine. He stood up, walked around the table, and rested his hands on Zoes bowed shoulders.

Dont let it get you down, Zoe. Ill go in and order a car right away to take us back to Cairo.

She reached up and held both his hands. Not to Cairo, Brian. To Port Said, where we can find a ship. Do this and I will come with you. Leave your things at the hotel. It will be better  for you and for me. I am not mad. I know what I say. Do it  do it, Brian!

But Zoe, dear, tonight

Tonight is too late. It is now or never. Oh, it is hopeless! She thrust his hands away. I can never make you understand! Go, then. I will wait here.

His brain whirling like a carrousel, Brian went into the hotel and arranged for a car. He could no longer delude himself. The ragged old ruffian he had found seated in the road was a spy, and he had been there to listen to their conversation. Zoe knew it, and her panic was clear enough evidence of the menace overhanging them.

He toyed longingly with the temptation to accept her warning. She had become more than ever desirable. She was beautiful, and a delightful companion, responding to all his moods. And in all they did together she was graceful and accomplished.

But it was morally unthinkable that he should break his contract with Sir Denis  particularly now, when Nayland Smith needed him.

He walked slowly back to the garden and along to their table. But Zoe wasnt there.

Brian felt his heart jump and then seem to stop for a moment. He sat down, looking at the empty chair. And by degrees he recovered himself. He, too, was giving way to panic. No doubt she had merely gone into the hotel to prepare herself for the drive.

This theory kept him quiet for five, ten, fifteen minutes. Then he decided that it was wrong.

He went in to make inquiries. But no one had seen her. He went back to the deserted table.

A boy walked down the path, and Brian jumped up.

Your car is waiting, sir.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Dr. Fu Manchu, seated on a divan in the saloon of the old house near the mosque of El Ashraf, gazed straight before him like a man in a trance. A sickly smell of opium hung in the still air. The long, hypnotic eyes were narrowed. Sometimes a film seemed to pass across them and then was gone, leaving them brilliantly green.

He roused himself and struck a small gong that stood on a table beside him. Immediately a stocky Burmese with a caste mark on his forehead came in and bowed deeply. Fu Manchu spoke to him in his own language:

Is Zobeida here?

She is here, Master.

Send her in to me.

The man went out, and almost immediately Zoe came in. She was dressed as she had been dressed at Mena House, except that she no longer wore her hat. Although pale, she was quite composed. It was the composure of resignation.

Without attempting to meet the glance that Fu Manchu fixed upon her, she dropped to her knees and lowered her head. There was a long silence in the saloon. Then Fu Manchu commanded harshly in Arabic, Look up. Speak!

Zoe looked up. I have nothing to say, Master. She lowered her head again.

To me, you mean, little serpent! But Abdul al-Taleb reports that you had much to say to Mr. Brian Merrick. Be so good as to tell me with what object you tried deliberately to disturb my plans.

I was sorry for him.

Dr. Fu Manchu took a pinch of snuff from a little silver box, but never once ceased to watch the kneeling girl.

There is no room for these moods of compassion in those who work for the Si-Fan. I bought you in an Arabian slave market. I bought you for your beauty. A beautiful woman is a valuable weapon. But the blade must be true. You were trained to take your place in any walk of society. You have all the necessary accomplishments. Neither time nor money was spared in perfecting you for my purpose. Yet, like another I trained and trusted, you betrayed me.

Zoe raised her hands to her face.

Whispered words, the remorseless voice went on, a mans caresses, and those years of patient training became wasted years in as many minutes. Yet, Zobeida, this was not by any means the first assignment given you. Always before you have done well. Tell me, Zobeida, are you afflicted by the delusion miscalled love?

He gave to love so scornful an intonation that Zoe shrank even lower. She was trembling now. Her answer was a whisper.

This one is so young, and without experience, Master. He is not like those others.

Dr. Fu Manchu considered her silently for a moment Had you spoken the unforgiveable words I love him, I should have sent for whips. It would have meant that you were of no future use, and therefore lash marks on your smooth skin would no longer have concerned me. But  you have betrayed the plans of the Si-Fan.

Zoe looked up. I have not! He knows nothing of your plans, for even had I wanted to, I could have told him nothing. He knows that I think he is in danger, that he should go away.

With you, unless I misunderstood Abdûl, who was listening.

Zoe dropped her head again. I would not have gone farther than Port Said. I would not have dared. I merely thought that if I said this, he might be tempted to listen to me.

Your desire: to guide this attractive young man into the straight and narrow path is most touching. Fortunately, I was able to take instant steps to check further confidences. Fu Manchu spoke softly. Go to your room. You will not be returning to the hotel.

* * * *

A faint hope that Zoe, piqued by his refusal to take her strange advice, might have found an empty cab at Mena House and returned alone to Cairo was disappointed when he got back to his hotel. She had not come in.

Brian went up to his room and paced about like a madman.

He had not dreamed. He had seen a vision. Could it be that the rest of it was true? Had Nayland Smith fallen into a trap?

Whichever way he looked he could see nothing but darkness. He smoked several cigarettes, had several drinks. In desperation, he called Mr. Ahmads number. There was no reply.

He was wondering what to do next when his phone rang. He grabbed it.

Oh, Brian dear! It was Zoe! I cannot tell you how unhappy I am. My uncle found out from the hotel porter where we had gone and came out by car to Mena House to get me. There was not one moment to lose. My poor Aunt Isobel is dying and has asked for me. So we rushed for the train. I am at the station now… The train is just coming in! I must run. He heard the sound of a kiss. Good-by, Brian.

But, Zoe

She had gone.

* * * *

Mr. Ahmad called early in the morning. He found Brian on the terrace, looking wretched, toying with biscuits and cheese and a cup of coffee  apparently his breakfast. Mr. Ahmad sat down in a cane chair.

You are not feeling so well, Mr. Merrick?

Thank you. I feel fine.

You looked, or so I thought, unhappy. Yes?

Brian stared hard at Mr. Ahmad. Mr. Ahmad forced a smile of sympathy.

Shall I tell you something? Brian asked. Im sick to death of all this mystery business. Im told theres a serious danger threatening the Western world. Im told that Im a marked man. Queer things happen. And Im left alone to think it all out. What kind of game is this? I can never get in touch with you, and Sir Denis orders me not to try to contact him!

Ahmad shrugged. Forgive me if I fail to follow you. I cannot know what took place between Sir Denis and yourself. I was not there. If your personal expenses have embarrassed you, I think I can promise that something can be arranged.

Its not a question of money.

Then of what?

Of self-respect, I guess. I find out I have a spy on my tail. Id like to report it, but theres no one to report to. Im supposed to be on this thing, but Im left sitting outside.

Even as he spoke so bitterly he was well aware that the real cause of his bitterness was the strange disappearance of Zoe. Her words, when she had called him, had sounded false, unreal. Either she had been playing a double-game all along, and had now gone off with some unknown man she really loved, or she had been abducted, had been forced to speak to him in order to put him off the scent.

He asked abruptly, Could you deliver a message from me to Sir Denis?

But certainly. With pleasure. But Mr. Ahmad spoke in a curiously uneasy way.

If you can see him, why not I?

Mr. Ahmad now looked unmistakably embarrassed. Brian could see that he was trying hard to think up an answer to that one. At last he said. I can only obey Sir Denis orders, Mr. Merrick. Surely you know that he thinks it important, until his plans are complete, that no connection between you should be suspected.

Yes, I know that. But unless my hotel phone is tapped, why cant I call him?

Mr. Ahmad leaned forward, his expression very earnest. Has Sir Denis told you where he is?

Yes. I knew, anyway. I didnt tell you at the time, because I thought maybe he didnt want me to know yet.

Ahmad forced a smile. It was discreet, for I myself was in ignorance of his presence in Cairo at that time. But now that, you know, Mr. Merrick, I ask you: is it likely that such a household would have a telephone?

Brian snapped, I never heard of a doctor who didnt.

But the Seyyîd Mohammed no longer practices medicine. He does not accept patients now, except in an emergency such as this, and as a special mark of friendship.

Brian said, Yes, thats true. Id forgotten. Well, if I write a note, will you see that Sir Denis gets it? He stubbed out his cigarette in an ash tray.

Most certainly. May I offer you one of mine? Ahmad held out a gold case. They are different from yours. Unusual. But you may like them.

Thanks.

Brian took one. It was an Azîza. He accepted the offer of Mr. Ahmads lighter and went in to write his note. But he sat at the desk a long time, pen in hand, before beginning to write. Was it another coincidence that the girl in the Loofah office had advised him to inquire for Mr. Ahmad at the Azîza Cigarette Company? And was it a still further coincidence that a spy whom he had mistaken for Zoe had followed him from the shop of the merchant in the Mûski who claimed to be the sole Cairo agent for the sale of those cigarettes?

He sighed, looked once more at the name of the cigarette, and puffed at it deeply. He began to write. Above all things he mustnt let his imagination run away with him again.

When he was finished he went back to the terrace and handed the note to Mr. Ahmad.

I shall see that this is placed in Sir Denis hands not later than noon, Ahmad promised.

Fine. Now how about a drink?

Many thanks, but it is much too early for me. What I really came to tell you is that Sir Denis expects to be ready to start tomorrow or the next day.

Start for where? Brian wanted to know.

This I cannot tell you, because I have not been told myself.

I see. Well, Im ready at any time.

Good. And now I must go. My time is not my own.

* * * *

Brian had a poor appetite for lunch, and was already finished when he was called to the phone. When he said, Hello, a voice snapped, Is that Brian Merrick?

Yes, Sir Denis.

Didnt recognize you for a moment. Whats up? Something gone wrong?

Not exactly. That is, nothing that concerns you personally. But Zoe Montero left in a tremendous hurry yesterday. Called me from the railroad station, or so she said, and seemed very agitated. Told me her aunt in Luxor was dying. Im rather worried, Sir Denis. I have a hunch something queer may be going on. A man Im almost sure was a spy was eavesdropping on us while we were having lunch at Mena House. Could you give me her uncles address and phone number?

I hope your hunch is wrong, Merrick. Dont want that poor kid dragged into our troubles. Situations rather complicated. Friend of the Sherîf Mohammed happened to be leaving for Luxor the day I got in. Asked him to let Zoes uncle know I was in Cairo. Safe man, Merrick; name of Jansen, Swedish artist. Jansen wired me Zoe was here.

But whats his phone number?

Thats the snag, Merrick. Doubt if he has one. Runs a sort of art shop near the Palace Hotel. Never knew the address. Does reproductions of murals from the old temples, statuettes of gods, and so on. Sir Lionel Barton employed him when he was excavating a tomb up there.

Well, how am I to contact him? Would a radiogram to the Palace Hotel find him?

It might, Merrick  in time. I can suggest nothing better. Ill be sorry if anything happens to Isobel Jansen. I know Jansen is devoted to her. By the way, stand by tomorrow. Im breaking cover. Look out for me.

Nayland Smith hung up. Brian rather resented the light dismissal of his concern for Zoe, but reflected that Sir Denis had affairs more serious on his mind than the erratic movements of a girl he evidently thought of as a child. He wrote out a careful message addressed to Mr. Jansen, artist (he didnt know his first name), at the Luxor Palace, and gave it to the operator for transmission.

But, try as he would to fight it off, a mood of black depression swept down upon him.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Dr. Fu Manchu sat behind his desk, his disconcerting eyes focused upon Mr. Ahmad.

You have instructed our agent at Luxor?

In detail, Excellency. The situation is under control.

Good. Return to your duties. He resumed his reading of a closely written manuscript.

Ahmad had not long gone out by one door when the Sherîf Mohammed came in at another. A messenger from China has just arrived, Excellency.

Dr. Fu Manchu glanced up. What has he to report?

There have been serious disturbances in three provinces. The Communist authorities have been compelled to send military reinforcements to

Fu Manchu suddenly stood up. His eyes blazed as though fires burned behind their greenness. What folly is this? Are our Si-Fan directives no longer obeyed? My orders were clear: accept whatever conditions are imposed upon you, however harsh. Lull the enemy into a state of false security. Wait! Wait for my word! Then  but not until then  strike, all my millions together. And at last China, our China, will lie like a choice pearl in my hand! Fu Manchu spoke as a man inspired  or possessed.

The Sherîf Mohammed lowered his head. It is true, Excellency. But agents of our enemy are sent among them to stir up rebellion, as an excuse for massacre. Here in Egypt also I have great difficulty in preventing premature action.

Dr. Fu Manchu clenched his long, slender hands and sat down again. From some spot high above his head, Peko, his pet marmoset, sprang down onto his shoulder, giving his curious cry, which sounded like a short whistle. Fu Manchu reached up and stroked the little creature.

Ah, Peko! You come to soothe me, my tiny friend.

No doubt, Mohammed murmured, Excellency will wish to send further orders back to General Huan Tsung-chao?

Fu Manchu nodded. Let the messenger wait. The fate of all the world hangs now upon a silk thread. Communism is not ready for war, and has nothing to gain by it. Washington fails to see how one step in the wrong direction may force the hazard. I have been selected to prevent this catastrophe, since I alone could hope to carry out the plan. Upon my success everything depends. Be good enough, my friend, to ask Dr. Matsukata to come in.

The Sherîf Mohammed salaamed and went out, leaving Dr. Fu Manchu playfully teasing the marmoset, which sometimes tried to bite him, whistling with fury, and sometimes snuggled up against his silk robe affectionately.

Matsukata came in and bowed ceremoniously.

No later than forty-eight hours from now, Matsukata, we must be on our way. You are ready?

I am ready.

And your last patient?

Is ready also.

You are satisfied?

He is sleeping. But Excellency might wish to see him.

Fu Manchu slightly shook his head. It is unnecessary. He must make the journey. Your papers are in order and your accommodations secured. You should rejoin me not later than twenty-four hours after I arrive.

Matsukata bowed again. The marmoset sprang across the desk and whistled at him angrily.

Brian spent a wretched day. He remained extremely uneasy about Zoe. Whatever the urgency, he couldnt understand why she had gone without telling him where he could get in touch with her. He had found out from the hotel management that she had left all her luggage behind and all her expensive dresses.

It was late in the afternoon when a boy handed him a telegram. It was signed J. Jansen. The message was brief, merely stating that Zoe had hurried back to Luxor with him and that there was hope after all for her aunts recovery. She sent her love to Brian and Sir Denis.

Brian gave a great sigh of relief. He had built up a pyramid of doubts based upon her disappearance. These included the theory that Mr. Ahmad was a traitor in Sir Denis camp; that Sir Denis was losing his grip and didnt recognize friend from enemy. The telegram shattered these delusions, lifting a dreadful load from his mind.

During the remainder of the afternoon he wrote a long letter to Zoe, addressed in care of J. Jansen. When he went down to dinner Sir Denis had not yet appeared.

He was about to go out onto the terrace for coffee when he saw Nayland Smith hurrying in his direction, accompanied by another man, quite unmistakably English. Both wore evening dress.

Ah, there you are, Merrick, Sir Denis snapped. Want you to meet Sir Nigel Richardson from the Embassy.

How do you do, Mr. Merrick? Sir Nigel shook hands cordially. Devil of a game you fellows have taken on. Sir Denis has been telling me all about it.

Brian felt quite confused. Will you join me for coffee?

Came to fetch you, Sir Nigel explained. Youre coming back to the Embassy for your coffee and so forth. Business to be done! Lots of work. Very little time.

Brian found an Embassy car waiting outside, and a few minutes later found himself in Sir Nigel Richardsons study. Coffee was passed around, and an assortment of liqueurs. A young attaché, Captain Arkwright, joined the party and made notes from time to time. He was earnest, efficient, and highly excited.

Please give my regards to your father, Mr. Merrick. Sir Nigel raised his glass to Brian. He was with the American Legation in Madrid some years ago, when I also was posted to Spain. We were much younger then. He smiled, glanced at Nayland Smith. You were a policeman in Burma in those days, Denis.

Thats where I first crossed the path of Dr. Fu Manchu. Sir Denis stood up and began to move about restlessly, filling his pipe, which he rarely forgot to bring along, as Brian Recalled. And hes a bigger menace today than he was then.

Sir Nigel Richardson frowned thoughtfully, drawing together, his heavy eyebrows, black in contrast with his silvered hair.

Your sudden appearance has set me thinking, Denis. Rumors of this mans doings, nothing further, have come my way in spots as far apart as Teheran and Paris. What should you guess his age to have been the first time you saw him?

I should have taken him for seventy  well preserved, but about seventy.

Sir Nigel stared, watching Nayland Smith light his pipe. Then, for heavens sake, if hes really still alive

I know, Smith snapped. Hes over a hundred. I have believed for a long time that he has mastered the secret of prolonging life. Hes a scientific genius. But unless hes also a Chinese edition of the Wandering Jew, Ill finish him one day.

He has certainly proved hard to finish, Sir Nigel commented dryly.

And as Nayland Smith grinned in rather a grim way, Brian noted a faint mark like a wrinkle appear on the bridge of his nose, and realized for the first time that the plaster had been removed.

If I fail to get him this time, Nigel, itll be because hes finished me! And now, to the job. As you know, my passport, as well as everything else I had with me, is lost.

A new diplomatic passport is ready, Denis. Sir Nigel glanced at the attaché. You have it there, Arkwright?

Here, sir. The passport was laid on a coffee table.

Transport? Sir Denis asked.

A plane manned by Royal Air Force personnel will be at your disposal.

And Mr. Merrick?

I have made an appointment for him to meet Mr. Lyman Bostock, my United States opposite number, at ten oclock tomorrow morning. Take your own passport along, Mr. Merrick. It will be exchanged for one giving you diplomatic privilege.

Brians head began to swim. He didnt know if this was due to Sir Nigels old Napoleon brandy or to the miraculous speed with which Nayland Smith got things done.

And the third passenger?

Sir Nigel lighted another cigar. That matter I had to pass to Bostock. He has promised me that a passport with a suitable visa will be issued by the United States Consulate and ready for Mr. Merrick to pick up in the morning when he calls for his own.

When the Embassy car took them back, Nayland Smith got out at the hotel entrance and dismissed the chauffeur.

To take that official chariot through the Mûski tonight, Merrick, would be calculated to start a riot. The bars still open. Im thirsty. Lets have a drink and then Ill get a cab.

Brian thought, as they sat down at a corner table, that Sir Denis looked oddly drawn and very tired. Id say youd had one hell of a time, he told him sympathetically.

Why? Do I look chewed up?

Not at all, Sir Denis! In fact, though I dont know the details, I consider youve made an amazing comeback.

Nayland Smith smiled. But even now it wasnt the happy smile that Brian seemed to remember. Undoubtedly he had suffered more than he cared to admit.

I suppose I look as well as I can expect to look. He took a long drink. By the way, Merrick, have you had any news from Luxor?

Brian told him about the message from Mr. Jansen.

Thats good. Nayland Smith glanced at his watch. Time I was moving. Dont waste regrets on Zoe, Merrick. Shes a charming girl, but her mother was an Arab. These people are unpredictable, you know. Like snow upon the desert and so forth. Dont be late in the morning. He jumped up. We must be ready to leave at any hour tomorrow.

Brian stood up too; But where are we going?

New York. Good night, Merrick.

* * * *

Lyman Bostock turned out to be another friend of Senator Merrick, as Brian discovered when he presented himself at Mr. Bostocks office at ten oclock.

You might be your father as I remember him at Harvard, Mr. Bostock declared. I suppose he got you this appointment as aide to Sir Denis Nayland Smith?

No, sir, he didnt. I got it myself  just by accident.

Is that so? Mr. Bostock, with his smooth white hair and fresh complexion and soft Southern voice, had a gentle manner that made Brian wonder what he was doing in such a smoldering volcano as Cairo. I naturally supposed, as Sir Denis is acting for Washington, by arrangement with London, that your father had proposed you. You will find your duties exciting.

Ive found them exciting already. Brian laid his passport on the desk.

This is your new passport. Mr. Bostock passed it across. When your present employment ends, you may be asked to return it, in which case your old one will be returned to you. Im sending it to Washington. And now  he opened an envelope here are Dr. Hessians papers. He looked up. His mild blue eyes twinkled. Rather irregularly, I confess, he is being admitted to the United States under the quota system. And here is Dr. Hessians passport.

* * * *

When Brian, back in his room, had put the neat little diplomatic passport in an inside pocket and locked the other documents in a suitcase, he went downstairs and out into the garden. He was still lingering there, wondering how soon they were to start for New York, when a boy came up with a radiogram. Brian tore it open and felt his heart give a queer little jump.

It was from Lola Erskine:

I wonder if you realize you left no address. Only just found out through Thomas Cook where you are. Please reply how long staying in Cairo. Love. Lola.

Brian felt suddenly on top of the rainbow. What a multiple idiot he had been! Waiting day after day for a word from Lola, and except for telling her that he was flying to Cairo, he had given her no idea where to reach him! But she found a way. He seemed to be looking again into those gray eyes with their hint of hidden laughter, hearing her voice. And he knew, in this moment, that Zoe had been a distraction, no more. He hoped, as Nayland Smith had encouraged him to believe, that Zoe felt the same way about it.

He suddenly decided to make a dash to the Mûski and order five hundred Azîza cigarettes to be sent by air to Lola in London. He knew that she liked Egyptian cigarettes.

Without allowing himself time to change his mind, he went out, jumped in a cab, and told the driver to take him to the shop of Achmed es-Salah in the Khân Khalîl. He had good reason to distrust Achmed, but he sold excellent cigarettes. This done, he would at least have time to send a radiogram to Lola before he left Cairo.

And so presently he found himself again passing through those crowded, colorful, dusty streets, listening to cries musical and discordant, the vehicle sometimes nearly running over a tiny donkey and always meeting with some sort of obstruction.

Achmed sat smoking in the entrance to his cavernous shop. Brian looked hard into the shadows beyond. But today he found no amber eyes watching him.

Ah, my gentleman! Achmed greeted him. You come for my cigarettes. Is it so?

It is so. You can mail some to London?

Of course. I send many to England, and also to America.

Brian ordered five hundred Azîzas to be sent to Lola, writing the address on a little card that Achmed gave him. He paid the price demanded, which he knew was exorbitant, and a small sum for postage; then he hurried away. He had kept the cab waiting.

The driver had gone no more than a few hundred yards when he upset and narrowly avoided running over a very large man riding a very small donkey. The language of the fallen rider, which Brian didnt understand, was evidently so ornamental, even for an Arab, that a laughing crowd gathered around him. They ignored the drivers warnings and encouraged the furious victim to further abuse.

A car going in the opposite direction, its Nubian chauffeur tooting remorselessly, forced a way through the outskirts of the audience and passed on. Brian had a glimpse of the solitary passenger.

It was Mr. Ahmad.

These suspicions concerning this man, never far from his mind, awoke again. Was Ahmad going to the shop that he himself had just left? Even so, he might be going only to buy cigarettes. But Brian reviewed the chain of events that linked old Achmed with the girl who had followed him, and joined up with that ragged beggar who had undoubtedly been waiting for him outside the building that accommodated the Azîza Cigarette Company.

He wondered if he should speak to Nayland Smith about it, but hesitated for fear of giving Sir Denis the impression that he was inclined to form wild theories that lacked any basis in proven fact.

A time was to come when he would regain confidence in his instincts. But that time was not yet.

* * * *

The call came just after two oclock. Brian had dispatched a radiogram to Lola and was crossing the lobby when Nayland Smith burst in.

Baggage down, Merrick? Got the passports and entry papers? Good. Everything will be settled up here. Were off!

Sir Nigel Richardsons chauffeur was standing outside to dispose of Brians luggage in the big Embassy car. Four motorcycle police were lined alongside and a number of spectators had gathered, curious to get a glimpse of the distinguished visitor. They probably expected to see a Hollywood celebrity, and were plainly disappointed when Brian and Sir Denis came out and got into the car.

Brian found another passenger inside, a tall, stooping man wearing a wide-brimmed hat and dark sun glasses, his chin buried in the upturned collar of his light topcoat. As the car swept smoothly away with its escort Nayland Smith said in his jerky fashion, Merrick, I want you to meet our fellow traveler, Dr. Otto Hessian. This is Mr. Brian Merrick, Junior, Doctor.

The Doctor nodded slightly.

During the drive out to the airport Dr. Hessian never spoke a word, and rarely moved. Sir Denis, in a low voice, explained the situation to Brian:

Dr. Hessian has been under medical care since I smuggled him into Cairo. He was in even worse shape than I was. But he went ahead with his work. We had to leave all his apparatus behind, of course. Smashed it. But the man has a majestic brain. Memorized every detail. The whole thing is ready again, in blueprint, for setting up directly we reach New York.

Thats a wonderful job, Sir Denis.

Hes a wonderful man. Doesnt know much English, but does know loads of science. Were not sure if the enemy has traced him here. Hence the precautions. Once were airborne our troubles are over. Detailed instructions have been sent ahead in code. Hessian expects to find all the necessary equipment on hand when we get there.

A surprise awaited Brian when they arrived at the airport.

Sir Nigel Richardson and Captain Arkwright were waiting to see them off… and they were talking to Mr. Ahmad.

Mr. Bostock came up while Dr. Hessian was being presented. He shook hands with the Doctor and made some complimentary remarks in German. Dr. Hessian nodded and hurried aboard the plane. He was clearly a man so completely wrapped up in his own studies that he had neither time nor inclination for the social amenities. Nayland Smith drew Brian aside with Ahmad.

I thought, Merrick, there might be some last-minute commissions to carry out. Mr. Ahmad is at your service. He will see to it that any correspondence that may arrive for you after we leave will be forwarded to New York.

Thanks very much. Brian found himself forced once more to reconsider his views of Mr. Ahmad. I dont expect anything, though. And I can think of nothing else.

If you do, Mr. Merrick  Ahmad gave his glittering smile dont hesitate to notify me, at any time.

Five minutes later the plane took off on the first leg of its long journey.


CHAPTER NINE

Brian stared from a window of the suite in the Babylon-Lido Hotel that he shared with Nayland Smith. Sir Denis, he knew, had been retained by Washington, and certainly they had done him royally in the matter of accommodations. Their suite was on the top floor, and from where he stood the view stretched south to the Empire State Building and west to the Palisades. There was a penthouse apartment on the roof above them, occupied by Dr. Hessian. One room, he understood, was equipped as a laboratory.

Throughout the journey from Cairo he had never succeeded in getting a single word out of the distinguished physicist, nor had the Doctor once removed his dark glasses in his presence.

Brian had no excuse to complain about his living quarters, and his salary was princely. All the same, he wasnt happy. From the hour when he had signed on in London for this strange job up to the present moment, he had been called upon to do exactly nothing.

Only that morning he had tackled Nayland Smith on the subject, and Nayland Smith had replied, Cultivate patience, Merrick. There are long spells of idleness in a soldiers life, too. But when war starts he has his hands full. Were in just that position. I might have had desperate need of you in Cairo. As it chanced, I didnt. We got Hessian away without a hitch. But Dr. Fu Manchus forces are here, too  a group of thugs pledged to stop Hessians work. How theyll operate I dont know. I cant tell you if Ill need your brawn or your brain. But I can assure you that youll be an essential figure in the picture. This is by far the biggest thing I ever took on, and if it breaks me and Fu Manchu wins, it means the end of all we stand for.

Before he went out that morning. Sir Denis drew Brians attention, to a portable phone in the living room. It was connected with the penthouse above.

By arrangement with the management, Merrick, the elevator goes no higher than this floor. Visitors to the penthouse must use the stairs. But the door is locked from the inside. Youll see a typed notice on it: Apply Apartment Twenty-six-ten. Thats this apartment. If anyone applies, take particulars and call Dr. Hessian. His secretary will answer. Shes a young lady supplied by the FBI.

And so Brian realized that whenever Nayland Smith was out, he had to stay in. He was on a kind of sentry duty.

Many hours had passed since then, but no one had applied for permission to visit Dr. Hessian. He had ordered his lunch sent up and written a long letter to Senator Merrick, walked along the corridor, and dropped it in the letter chute.

As he returned, he had an odd impression that the door to-the penthouse stairs had been slightly opened, that someone had looked out and then quickly drawn back. Before going in to the suite, he stood for a moment looking at the mysterious door. He could see a sheet of paper pinned to it, and beyond doubt the door was closed. He concluded that he had been mistaken.

And now he had nothing to do but stare out of a window.

He was watching smoke from a ship steaming up the river when the penthouse phone buzzed. He picked it up.

Hello?

Nayland Smith here, came the snappy voice. Any visitors?

No.

Callers?

No one called.

Boring for you, Merrick. Relax for a couple of hours. Ill take over. Cut downstairs and try a champagne cocktail in the Paris Bar. They used to be good when I was here before. Then dine in the Silver Grill. I shall know where to find you if youre wanted.

Thanks, Sir Denis. Ill take your advice.

He looked at his watch, surprised to find how late it was. He spruced up and went downstairs. Although he wasnt familiar with the Babylon-Lido, he had no difficulty in finding the Paris Bar. It was decorated in Montmartre style, with colored advertisements for French drinks on the walls, and framed Lautrec reproductions. There were red-and-white checked cloths on the little tables, French waiters, and a French bartender.

The bar was already well patronized, but he saw no one he knew. He sat down at a vacant table and ordered a Martini, smiling to himself at Nayland Smiths recommendation of a champagne cocktail. He supposed he should be grateful to find himself back in his native land, but all the same a voice within kept asking: why New York? Why couldnt it be London? When his drink came and he had sampled it and lighted a cigarette he began to feel better. He recalled what someone had told him once, that Secret Service routine can be as dull as banking.

This thought consoled him, and he had just ordered a second cocktail when soft hands were pressed over his eyes from behind and a soft voice said, Guess, Brian! Who is it?

He grasped the slender hands, twisted in his chair, and found himself looking up into eyes that smiled while they seemed to mock him.

Lola! He almost failed to recognize his own voice. But  but you ought to be in London!

Lola freed her hands, stepped around, and sat down in the chair facing him. You mean I shouldnt be in New York?

My dear! Brian partly recovered from the happy shock. Your being here is the answer to a prayer. Its impossible but true.

Did you get my radiogram?

I did. But did you get my reply?

Lola shook her head. A waiter was standing beside her. Brian ordered two Martinis. As the waiter moved away Lola said, How could I? I had to leave London an hour after I sent my message to you in Cairo. Madame had booked me for a flight leaving the same afternoon. I told you, Brian, wed meet again before long.

Brians eyes devoured her. As always, Lola was perfectly dressed, with that deceptive simplicity which only much money can buy.

Are you staying here  in the Babylon-Lido?

Yes. Madame believes in Michel representatives being seen in smart paces.

Lola, its a miracle!

Lola, watching him, smiled that odd smile which at once irritated and infatuated him. There are men even today, Brian, who can perform miracles.

Her words were puzzling; but, as the waiter brought the cocktails, he forgot them, clinked glasses, and was glad to be alive.

You didnt know I was here, Lola?

How could I? I saw you as I came in.

Are you free for dinner?

Of course, Brian dear. I only just arrived.

* * * *

Dr. Fu Manchu sat in a small room that apparently had no windows. A single bright light shone down onto a large-scale plan pinned to a board, so that sometimes the shadow of his head or hand would appear on the plan as he bent forward to study it. The room was profoundly silent.

The plan represented a number of suites of apartments, some adjoining one another, but roughly half of them separated from the others by a wide corridor. An elevator door and a stairway were marked, both opening off a square landing.

It was a plan of the top floor of a wing of the Babylon-Lido.

Of the three suites shown on the west side of the corridor the one in the center was marked 2610; 2611 was on the north of it and 2609 on the south. There were four smaller apartments on the east side, numbered from 2612 to 2615.

Dr. Fu Manchu took a pinch of snuff from a silver box, then turned his shadowed face toward a cabinet that stood near. He pressed a switch.

Connect Twenty-six-eleven.

An interval, and then a mans voice speaking English with a pronounced accent: Twenty-six-eleven.

You are unpacked and established?

Yes, Master.

Your transmitter is well concealed?

Yes, Master.

You may not be wanted tonight, but remain in the hotel.

A faint click and the order: Connect twenty-six-o-nine.

There was an almost instant answer, in such bad English as to be nearly unintelligible.

Speak in your own language. You are ready?

The reply came in Burmese: I am ready, Master.

Remain where you are until further orders.

The four apartments on the east side were connected one after another; orders were given and accepted in a variety of tongues. Dr. Fu Manchu was a phenomenal linguist. At last he was satisfied. He leaned back in his chair and hissed softly between his teeth.

Suite 2610, occupied by Sir Denis Nayland Smith, was entirely surrounded by agents of Fu Manchu.

* * * *

While Brian waited for Lola to join him in the Silver Grill, his reflections took an odd turn. There was a queer similarity between this meeting with Lola in New York and his meeting with Zoe in Cairo. They might both have been planned by a producer too lazy to alter the routine. Brian laughed silently, and wondered why so grotesque an idea had occurred to him as he saw Lola coming.

She had changed into an unpretentious but charming dinner dress. It might have  and had  been designed expressly to set off her particular type of beauty. She looked radiant and attracted the tribute of many frowns from the women present.

When they had ordered their dinner, and Lola had selected the right Bordeaux to go with it, she said, Im simply dying to hear what youre doing in New York, Brian. I thought your mysterious affairs were connected with the East, not the West.

So did I, Brian admitted. Then he stopped.

How much was he entitled to tell Lola? She knew some of the facts already, but only as little as he had known himself up to the time of his departure from London.

New York was the last place I expected to find myself in. Lola delicately nibbled an olive. You were the last person I expected to meet.

Brian went through the pangs of an inward struggle. He longed to confide in somebody. He was made that way. If he couldnt trust Lola, in whom could he put his trust? After all, she knew already that he was employed by Nayland Smith, and even if he told her all he knew of Sir Denis plans, it didnt add up to much. For he recognized, with a return of his sense of frustration, that he had been kept in the dark all along. He imposed only one condition upon himself: he must say nothing about either Hessian or Dr. Fu Manchu.

If I could make you understand, Lola, how mad I was to learn that we were coming to New York when the only place I wanted to be was London, youd know how I longed to be with you again. Finding you right here made me think I had Aladdins lamp in my pocket and didnt know it!

I was just as delighted to see you, Brian. Your last letter  the one you left for me  made me rather sad. Perhaps you were just mad at having to leave so suddenly. But it was a very chilly letter, Brian.

Brians sense of guilt dried up his speech for a moment. Then he forced a grin and squeezed Lolas hand.

Im no good at writing that kind of letter, he told her lamely. I can say what I want to say, but I cant write it.

You cant, she agreed, but the gray eyes were dancing with mischief. Maybe its just as well. You might be prosecuted for libel.

A waiter came to serve the first course, and when he had gone Lola asked, What did you do in Cairo? Any perilous adventures, either male or female?

Nothing much. Brian spoke hastily. Except that I was tailed everywhere I went.

Tailed? By whom? What for?

Because they knew I was with Nayland Smith, I suppose.

Lola buttered a roll. Who are they, Brian? I dont understand.

Well… from all I can make out, Lola, its a Communist plot Sir Denis is up against.

How exciting! Whats the plot?

Even if I knew  and I dont  I couldnt tell you.

It must be something to do with this country, Brian. Is Sir Denis with you?

Sure. Hes right here, in the Babylon-Lido.

But Brian, dear, you must know what hes here for. Is he looking for somebody?

Brian realized that he was on perilously thin ice. Secret agents were expected to keep their secrets from everybody.

Let me make one thing plain, Lola. Im not in on the master plan. I get my orders from the chief and ask no questions. All I know is that its something very big.

During the rest of dinner they talked about London and the happy days they had spent there. Every minute Brian knew more and more how much Lola meant to him. She was in an entirely different category from that of the alluring Arab girl Zoe. He had always known it, but tonight his last doubt left him. He was sincerely in love with Lola.

A page appeared at his elbow. Mr. Brian Merrick?

Yes.

You have a phone call, sir.

He excused himself and went to a box at the end of the grillroom. Even before he heard the voice he knew that this delightful interlude with Lola had come to an end.

Thought Id find you there, Merrick, Sir Denis said. Dont bolt your dinner, but come up when you finish.

Lola knew before he spoke. Wanted by the chief? She smiled that slightly one-sided smile which made him want to kiss her, because it was part invitation and part mockery.

Youve guessed it, dear. But he was good enough to tell me not to hurry.

In the case of Madame Baudin  thats Mrs. Michel  that would mean twenty minutes. But never mind. Theres all my packing to do, and we have lots of time ahead.

* * * *

Brian found Nayland Smith pacing up and down their large living room. The air was foggy with tobacco smoke. He turned as Brian came in and spoke without taking his pipe out of his mouth.

News for you, Merrick. Your fathers coming tomorrow.

Thats fine! I mailed a letter to him only this afternoon.

The Senator is bringing some brass hat from the Air Force. But theyll both be disappointed if they expect to see Dr. Hessian. He refuses to receive any visitors until his model is ready for a demonstration.

Why is the Air Force interested? Brian wanted to know.

Because Hessian claims that his invention will put em out of business.

What? That doesnt make sense, Sir Denis.

Think not? Nayland Smith shot a quick glance at him. Youre going to be surprised.

What is it? A guided missile?

No. Something to make guided missiles a waste of time. Im not a physicist, Merrick, so I cant explain the thing, but it means immunity from every form of air attack, including H bombs.

Good Lord! But can he really do it?

Nayland Smith stared at Brian with a grim smile. Why do you suppose I risked my neck to get him here?

It was a sound argument in its way. Brian said, I begin to see some reason for all the precautions.

Particularly now that Dr. Fu Manchu has traced him.

I still dont understand where Dr. Fu Manchu comes in.

Then Ill explain. I was retained by the United States government to get Hessian out of the hands of the Communists, to enable him to use his phenomenal brain for the side he belongs to. Dr. Fu Manchu has been retained by the Communists to see that he doesnt do it.

Brian was reduced to stupefied silence for a moment. He remembered saying to Lola, All I know is that its something very big. How big he hadnt dreamed. Nayland Smith went on pacing about like a caged animal.

Can you tell me one thing more, Sir Denis? Brian ventured. If youre sure that agents of Dr. Fu Manchu are actually in New York, why dont you have them arrested?

Sir Denis turned, fixed him with a penetrating stare. Have you any idea, Merrick, how long I tried to trap Fu Manchu himself during the time I knew, as all Scotland Yard knew, that he was in London? Six years! And hes still free. As for his unidentified agents, New York is an even tougher problem than London. He knocked ashes from his pipe into a tray. Dr. Fu Manchu is president of an organization known as the Si-Fan. It has members throughout the East, Near and Far. It has agents in every city in Europe and every city in the United States. Its power is second only to that of communism, if not equal to it.

He began to stuff a coarse-cut mixture into the hot bowl of his pipe. Brian said nothing.

Its greatest strength, Merrick, is in its secrecy. Few people have even heard of the Si-Fan. As a result, theres never been any concerted action against it. If they cant have Hessians invention themselves, the Reds dont intend to let anyone else have it. Heaven knows what theyll try. But its our job to guard Hessian until he passes his plans over to the United States.


CHAPTER TEN

In Egypt, not long afterward, on a night when there was no moon over Cairo, something happened designed to have an important bearing upon affairs in New York.

A small, lean man, very dark-skinned, was discarding his cloak upon the doorstep of the house in which Brian had once taken shelter from the student rioters. When he stepped out onto the narrow street he wore only a black loincloth and a small, tightly wound black turban.

The quarter had sunk into silence. Except for the distant sound of a pipe and the barely audible thud of a drum, nothing disturbed its stillness. The little man glanced once to right and left, then crossed the narrow street to the gate of the courtyard opposite. He peered through the bars. He could see the house of the Sherîf Mohammed, its projecting windows outlined against the starlight. The windows were dark. Nothing stirred.

He clasped the metal bars with bare toes and fingers, and with the agility of a monkey climbed to the top. He dropped lightly on the other side, moved across the courtyard, and surveyed the front of the building. Hesitating for a moment, he ran to the end. Looking up, he saw what he wanted.

A sturdy bougainvillea covered the south wall. On the floor above were several windows. He mounted to the first of these at incredible speed, but found it securely fastened. He swung to another. It was slightly open. He held his ear against the narrow opening, listening intently. Then inch by inch, he raised the window and dropped noiselessly inside the room.

Motionless, he lay where he had dropped. There was no sound. From his loincloth he pulled out a small flashlight. He lighted it for a moment. He was looking for the door. He found it.

In a matter of seconds he was out on a tiled corridor. Again he stood still, listening. He moved to the left, attracted by a sound of snoring. He peered into an anteroom richly furnished. It had a large window and the starlight was strong enough to enable this strangely endowed visitor to see all he wanted to see.

A fat man lay asleep on a cushioned divan  the man who had first come to the gate when Brian called to demand an interview with the Sherîf Mohammed.

The keen eyes of the little dark man detected a doorway on the right of the anteroom. He crossed to it, went through, and found a descending stair. It led to another corridor.

After cautiously opening several doors, he found what he was looking for: another stairway. He went down at extraordinary speed for one running in the dark, and found himself in the paved entrance hall of the house.

Now that his eyes were accustomed to the dim light, he could evidently see as clearly as a cat. And he seemed to know just what he was looking for.

With complete assurance, and making no sound, he moved around the walls, and presently, near the door that opened on the courtyard, he found what he sought. At the back of a small room intended for a porters lodge there was a strong teak door, iron-studded, the wood bleached with age. A bunch of old-fashioned Arab keys hung on a hook beside it. The largest of these fitted the ancient lock.

A stone stair led the midnight intruder to the cellars. Here he used his flashlight, without hesitation. He found stores of various kinds, including casks of wine that no true believer would expect to find in the cellars of a descendant of the Prophet.

Pressing on farther, he came to a smaller cellar, long and narrow. There was nothing in it, but on one side were two more of the heavy iron-studded teak doors. They differed from that at the top of the stair in one respect: Each had an iron grille in it. He had thrust, the bunch of keys inside, his accommodating loincloth; he was about to pull them out when he stopped dead, as if stricken motionless  a trick of many wild animals when surprised.

Quite still he stood, and listened.

The sound was very faint, but this mans senses were supernormal. Someone was sleeping behind one of the doors.

He remained still for nearly a minute, debating what he should do. Then he crossed to the grille from behind which the sound came, peered in, could see nothing, and so shone a momentary ray from his flashlight into the blackness.

An instant challenge came. Whos there?

The little man switched the light off and glided from the cellar, silent as a phantom. He fled up to the porters lodge, relocked the door as he had found it, making more noise than he cared to, and went out into the entrance hall.

Here be stood still again to listen. There was no sound.

In niches of the mosaic-covered wall were many rare porcelain pots and other beautiful objects. On some of those the little man shone brief, flashes from his light.

He began to examine the several windows facing onto the courtyard, selected one of them, opened it slightly, and slipped through like a lizard. Once outside, he succeeded in partly closing it again.

He was over the gate and across the street to the doorway where he had left his cloak with a silent agility more like that of a nocturnal animal than of any human being.

Mr. Lyman Bostock, United States representative in Cairo, twirled a cigar between finger and thumb and stared reflectively across at Sir Nigel Richardson, his British colleague, who lay in a split-cane lounge chair with an iced drink beside him in the hollow of the chair arm provided for that purpose. Mr. Bostocks study opened onto a balcony, and the balcony overhung a pleasant garden, shadowy on this moonless night.

Im only just finding it out, Mr. Bostock remarked in his soothing drawl, but youre a queer bunch, you Englishmen.

I happen to be Scotch.

Maybe thats worse. But I have to hand it to you, theres not much about this country you dont seem to know  including all the crooks in Cairo.

Thats base ingratitude, Bostock! Ill let you in on a secret. Murdoch, whom youve met with me  he has confidential employment in our Embassy  was formerly an officer with the Egyptian police. That was m the days when we ran the show. And what Murdoch doesnt know about the Cairo underworld could be put in a thimble. You asked me to find the right man. I found him.

Mr. Bostock glanced at his watch, took a drink, and put his cigar back in his mouth.

Agreed. I accept the responsibility.

You dont have to. Were in this thing together. If your FBI has unearthed a mares nest  and thats my private opinion  there was no alternative so far as I can see. The course of action was left to you. What could you do? Neither you nor I could get a search warrant on a mere suspicion, particularly in the case of so highly respected a citizen as the Sherîf Mohammed Ibn el-Ashraf.

Thats true. I could see no alternative to your suggestion, short of declining to act in the matter. But, with apologies to your British gift of understatement, its slightly illegal.

Illegal be damned! What do we stand to lose? Lets examine the facts. Who knows you were asked to make this investigation?

Except yourself

And Murdoch. I had to let him in.

Nobody but myself and Arkwright, who decoded the message.

Good. Lets look at possible consequences. Suppose Ali gets pinched. Its unlikely, but he might be. He has a record, not only as a cat burglar, but also for jail-breaking. Hes escaped twice, and theyre still looking for him. To lock up Ali Yahya is about as useful as to try to hold an eel by the tail. He can climb up or down almost anything, slip in and out of incredibly narrow openings. Hes a living legend among the natives, who claim he can make himself invisible. They call him Ali al-Sehlîya  Ali the Lizard.

I trust he lives up to it, Bostock drawled. But, all the same, suppose he gets… pinched, I think you said?

Pinched was the word. You dont seriously suggest he would tell the police that he was acting under instructions from the United States Embassy?

Mr. Bostock stood up and refilled their two glasses. Sir Nigel watched him, grinning mischievously, until he sat down again.

No, Bostock admitted. Hed probably choose to escape a third time and collect the price of his crime that you and I promised to pay.

Thats the answer. Sir Nigel took a long drink. Nobody knows we have seen him except Murdoch. And Murdoch provided him with a complete plan of the house of the Sherîf Mohammed.

Useful man, Murdoch, Mr. Bostock murmured, looking again at his watch. Also Scotch, no doubt?

Also Scotch. Then Sir Nigel too consulted his wrist watch. Ali is about due back.

Hes overdue.

Sir Nigel shook his head, smiling. Think of how far he has to come.

Isnt Murdoch giving him a lift?

Sir Nigel raised his black brows. Really, my dear fellow. Do you want Murdoch pinched as well?

Meaning that Ali will have to walk here from the Mûski?

Alis methods of transport are his own secret.

They fell into silence, each thinking his own thoughts. A faint breeze arose, rustling the palm fronds outside and making a noise like the crackling of stiff paper. A faint perfume from some night-scented flower in the garden was wafted into the study. A large bat flew past the window.

So they sat when, unheralded by any sound, a small dark figure materialized on the balcony, glided into the room, and performed a humble salaam.

Mr. Bostock nearly dropped a cone of cigar ash on the carpet. Sir Nigel, though equally startled, hailed the apparition in Arabic.

Good evening, Ali Yahya.

Good evening, Richardson Pasha.

What have you to report, Ali?

It is true, what I was told. Someone is there.

Mr. Bostock sprang up. You say someone is there?

In his excitement he used English instead of Arabic, a language that he understood better than he spoke. Ali Yahya stared blankly. He had discarded his cloak, and he presented a queer figure in that sedately appointed room in his black loincloth and turban. Mr. Bostock corrected himself hastily, and Ali said again:

Someone is there, effendi.

Bostock glanced at Sir Nigel. We must get the exact facts, Richardson. You ask the questions. Youre more fluent than I. Let him sit down. The man must be tired.

Ali accepted the invitation and dropped down, cross-legged, on the carpet. Then, speaking impassively in simple words, he described what he had found in the Sherîfs cellar.

You didnt see the face of this man? Sir Nigel asked.

No. He slept, it seems, like a desert fox, with one eye open. I obeyed my orders and came away quickly.

That was wise, Ali. You did well. You relocked all doors?

And replaced the keys where I found them.

No one saw you leave?

No one ever sees me, Richardson Pasha, when I do not wish to be seen.

From the drawer of a coffee table Sir Nigel took out a wad of notes fastened with an elastic band and tossed it across to Ali, who caught it deftly.

Ali Yahya salaamed so deeply that his forehead touched the carpet. O Well of Justice!

He tried to thrust the bundle of money into his loincloth, but had some difficulty in doing so. The well of justice was watching him.

There must be many treasures in the house of the Sherîf Mohammed, Ali?

It is true. The Seyyîd Mohammed is very wealthy, Richardson Pasha.

So I believe. Tell me, Ali, what is that you have concealed? Ali Yahya produced the little flashlight. No, no! Something more bulky.

Ali hesitated for one tremendous moment, his bright eyes flashing sideways to the balcony, then back again to meet the inflexible stare of Sir Nigel.

I feared you might misjudge my motive, Richardson Pasha. For this reason I said nothing. But it seemed to me, O Wise One, that in case a window that I was unable to close properly might arouse suspicion, it would be prudent to leave evidence to show that a common sneak-thief had entered the house.

I see. Show us the evidence.

With great reluctance Ali the Lizard drew put from his loincloth an object wrapped in a piece of faded silk. He opened the wrapping and held up a small incense burner, most delicately chiseled in pure gold, a museum piece for which collectors would pay a fabulous price.

Good heavens, Richardson! Mr. Bostock gasped. We cant stand for this. He must hand it over.

Ali Yahya was rewrapping the treasure. Sir Nigel tried to hide a grin.

Do you prefer it to be found in Alis possession, or in the United States Embassy?

Mr. Bostock dropped back in his chair with a groan. Ali, obeying a silent signal from Sir Nigel, faced away, disappearing silently over the wall of the balcony. A whispered farewell came out of the darkness:

May your night be a glad one, O Fountain of Wisdom.

We know what we wanted to know, Mr. Bostock admitted. But what a price to pay!

Forget that, Bostock. Our problem is: what are we going to do now?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Well, my boy! Senator Merrick held Brian at arms length, sizing him up with shrewd hazel eyes. Youre looking fine. If I can believe official dispatches from Cairo and the word of Sir Denis, youve helped to pull off something that may well prove to be a turning point in military history.

Brian felt his cheeks flush. I had next to nothing to do with it, Dad. All the credit belongs to Sir Denis.

So you say, Junior. And I like you none the less for it. But Sir Denis Nayland Smith is a brilliant man, and he wouldnt have wanted you if he hadnt had use for you. Dr. Hessian arrives at the psychological moment. If he can prove what he claims, it may be a means of stopping the President from plunging us into war.

Just what does that mean, Dad?

Well, its top secret, but theres a request to Congress for a declaration of a state of war already drawn up, which only requires his signature. His military advisers favor it. I dont, and Im not alone in my opposition. This country, Brian, is dangerously open to air attack with modern missiles. We should step warily.

Nayland Smith was talking to General Rawlins and another Air Force official, and at this moment he brought them across. Brian had already met both that morning.

Im getting into hot water, Sir Denis declared. These fighting men tell me they expect orders by this week end that seem to me to mean a shooting war.

And to me, Senator Merrick agreed. But nothings signed yet.

It will be signed not later than three days from now. General Rawlins spoke with calm confidence. For my part, I doubt the claims of this German scientist, in spite of all weve heard  and thats not much. In the first place, I dont expect open hostilities to start. In the second place, if they do, the Air Force hasnt been asleep.

The trouble about democracy, Senator Merrick growled, is that it speaks with too many voices all at the same time.

Its no good flying off the handle, General, Nayland Smith snapped, because Dr. Hessian refuses to see you until his plans are complete. I warned you of this before you left Washington, so dont blame me. Hes a genius, and hes been through hell. He doesnt give a damn for you or anybody else. He cursed me in German when I told him you were coming. Luckily, I dont know much German.

But when, General Rawlins demanded, will these plans of his be complete?

So far as I can make out, within the next two days.

When hell graciously consent to see us?

His proposal is this: as soon as hes ready to give a demonstration, he will receive a committee of responsible officers, scientists, and policymakers, to be selected by Senator Merrick, acting for the President. To me this seems fair and reasonable.

And the President will agree with you, Senator Merrick declared. World tension is reaching a peak, and I can assure you of the Presidents keen concern. Well. Have I your permission, Sir Denis, to take my son to lunch?

* * * *

Out of darkness complete except for one point of green light that might have been the eye of some nocturnal animal, Fu Manchus voice spoke:

It is certain that Brian Merrick, Junior, is ignorant of my purpose?

A dull, mechanical voice replied: There is no evidence to the contrary.

You have not answered my question.

His behavior gives cause for confidence, Excellency.

Explain your meaning.

He lunched at Senator Merricks club.

He was closely covered?

It was difficult. But an agent of the Order waited upon their table. He was, of course, very attentive.

Their conversation?

Chiefly concerned Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

It was satisfactory?

Entirely.

And after lunch?

Brian Merrick, Junior, saw his father off. The Senator was joined by the two Air Force officers who had lunched with Sir Denis at the Babylon-Lido.

Retain all contacts. Report hourly.

The Si-Fan was watching…

* * * *

When Brian returned to the suite in the Babylon-Lido, he was in a queer frame of mind. Sir Denis sat writing. Looking up, he nodded.

Good lunch, Merrick? Dont think too well of the catering at these university clubs, myself.

The lunch was all right. But I didnt like the waiter.

Nayland Smith laid his pen down. Why not? Did he upset your soup?

Brian grinned, but not happily. No. He listened to everything I said to my father.

Well! Sir Denis stood up quickly. So the Reds have agents in the best clubs! I warned you, Merrick. What were you talking about?

Well, I tried to keep my father off the topic of Dr. Hessians invention. But of course he never suspected that a club servant might be a spy.

No. I see the difficulty. Youre pretty sure the man was listening?

Dead sure.

Nayland Smith began to walk about in his restless way. The climax is so near. And we have two enemies, not one  the Reds and the Si-Fan. Its a formidable combination, Merrick. Im backed by two governments, but I doubt if my double backings as good as Dr. Fu Manchus. Weve worked like beavers to keep Hessians presence here a secret. We have failed.

Brian thought for a minute. It seems to me that it wasnt to be expected we could do that, Sir Denis. As I see it, all we have to do is make sure hes safe. And on that point I have something to say.

Nayland Smith darted one of his swift glances at Brian.

What is it? he snapped.

Sometimes when Ive been alone here, Ive heard someone being admitted through the penthouse door. And I hear all sorts of footsteps overhead. If this suite is supposed to be a sort of guardroom, and were responsible for Dr. Hessians safety, shouldnt we be advised of who is being allowed to go up?

Nayland Smith knocked out his pipe, then produced the old pouch. He began to stuff tobacco into the cracked brier bowl.

A good point, he said. We are responsible. But the FBI operative attached to Hessian has authority to admit visitors whose identity we dont know. Im not disputing his integrity. Fact remains, responsibility is ours. Ill see to this, Merrick. Youre right. Sir Denis lighted his pipe and walked out.

But when he had gone, Brian remained uncomfortably ill at ease. Up to the time of their arrival at the Babylon-Lido, Nayland Smith had seemed to be firmly in charge of operations. Now something was lacking.

Had his phenomenal success in smuggling the German scientist through the Iron Curtain, in getting him from Cairo to New York, induced Sir Denis to relax too soon? It didnt seem to fit in with the mans dynamic character. Surely, now was the crucial hour  in fact, he had said so. What was wrong?

In his very bones, Brian had a foreboding that something was pending that he didnt understand. He was conscious of a longing to talk it all over with some reliable and sympathetic friend, someone he could trust.

Lola was both reliable and sympathetic… but he was bound to secrecy.

Brian walked about for some time in an unhappy frame of mind; he smoked countless cigarettes. Once, hearing faint footsteps that seemed to pause at the far end of the corridor, he crossed the foyer and quietly opened the door.

He was just in time to see the door to the penthouse stairs closing.

Damn! he muttered. He had caught not even a glimpse of the person who had gone in.

Listening intently, he detected the unmistakable click of a key being turned in a lock.

This irritated him unreasonably. His job, so far as he could see, remained that of an attendant, a sort of paid companion for Nayland Smith. Plots and counterplots involving the security of the United States seethed around, him, but he had no part to play. Never once had he entered the penthouse since Dr. Hessian had taken up residence there, nor had he set eyes upon him from the time of their arrival to the present moment.

The phone on the big desk rang.

Hullo! he called.

Oh, Brian, Im so glad I caught you! It was Lola When do you expect to be free? I can be in the Paris Bar around cocktail time. Any hope?

Where are you now, Lola?

At Michels. But for mercys sake, dont call me back here. Ill wait downstairs until seven, Brian. Do try.

And she hung up.

Brian glanced at his watch. Five oclock. Then he stood quite still, listening. French windows that opened on a balcony were partly open, and he could hear, voices from above. Someone was talking on the terrace of the penthouse.

He opened the windows fully and stepped out.

A strange voice, alternately guttural and sibilant, spoke slowly, with impressive pauses. Something in the voices touched a chord of memory, but so faintly that no idea of the speakers identity was conjured up. It bore a vague resemblance to the rarely heard speech of Dr. Hessian, but the language was neither German nor English. It was a language that Brian knew he had never heard before.

There were occasional replies, monosyllables in the same tongue.

Once, Brian was almost sure, the name Nayland Smith was introduced into the otherwise unintelligible jargon. But he knew he might be mistaken, for if it had in fact been that name, it was so mispronounced as to be barely recognizable.

The conversation ended abruptly. He heard a shuffle of footsteps, and knew that the speakers had gone in.

You made it, Brian! Lola stood up to greet him as he hurried into the Paris Bar. I nearly gave up hope. Im on my second drink. Did the Big Chief have a heart, after all?

Brian dropped into a chair facing her. He longed to have her in his arms, but this was not the time. And he felt oddly dispirited.

When he finally came in, I told him about one or two queer things that had happened, and he said boredom was getting on my nerves and ordered me to forget the job and play a while.

He looked up at a waiter who had just appeared and ordered two more Martinis.

Lola checked him. No more for me, Brian. Ill finish on this one.

Brian didnt argue, but when the waiter went off he asked, Surely youre through work for the day, Lola?

Yes. She was watching him, smiling. But I like to stay sober all the same. What were these queer things that happened, Brian?

Oh! He lighted a cigarette. We seem to have some curious neighbors up above us in the penthouse. I overheard somebody talking a queer sort of jargon, and I mentioned it to Sir Denis.

He probably said that some United Nations representatives lived there?

No. He didnt say that. Brian tried to draw a cloak of secrecy about himself, but wasnt quite, successful. For a man on a dangerous mission  or so I understand  he brushed it off very lightly. Between ourselves, there are times when I wonder if Sir Denis is really up to his old form.

Please, Brian! Lola smiled her one-sided smile. Dont talk Oxford. After all, youre still an American.

Brian grinned almost happily. Lolas impudent criticism of his occasional traces of English idiom and speech, far from annoying, delighted him. It proved her interest, or so he argued. His drink arrived; he sampled it.

Maybe I mean hes getting too old for his job.

Lola frowned thoughtfully, twirling her glass between sensitive fingers.

As I havent met him, I cant judge, Brian. But theres just one thing Id like to know: the first time you saw him in Cairo, did you think he had changed?

Brian considered the question. The first time I saw him was from a rooftop, and he looked the same as ever then. But later

From a rooftop! What on earth were you doing on a roof? And where was Nayland Smith?

Brian outlined the incident that had led him to take refuge on the roof of a house overlooking that of the Sherîf Mohammed, and told her what he had seen from there.

There was no mistake about it, dear. The way he gripped his pipe, the trick of twitching the lobe of his ear. I knew I was looking at Nayland Smith.

How excited you must have been! And after that?

Brian told her how Nayland Smith had been hiding in the house of the Sherîf Mohammed until he could make contact with the Embassy. It was a fine story, and now that Sir Denis was safe in New York there could be no harm in telling it. He told her how he had demanded an interview with the Sherîf.

When did you see Nayland Smith again? Lola asked.

Brian gave her an account of Sir Denis secret entrance to his hotel apartment, and equally secret exit.

Was it then, Brian, when you actually talked to him, that you began to wonder if he had outlived what you call his old form?

Not exactly right then, Lola.

Brian paused and drained his glass. He had thought of something; and the thing, though perhaps trivial, had staggered him, chiefly because he had never thought of it before.

Then when, dear?

Later, I guess. But  when Sir Denis came to see me he had a strip of surgical plaster on the bridge of his nose.

Had he been in a fight? Lola asked the question jokingly, but her gray eyes werent smiling.

Hed had one hell of a time getting out of the hands of the Reds. But thats not the point. Something that he didnt tell me must have happened right there in Cairo. Because, when I saw him pacing around that room, and I saw him clearly, there was no plaster on his nose!

One of the hourly reports ordered by Dr. Fu Manchu was just coming in. That solitary spark of green light glowed in the darkness.

Brian Merricks complete ignorance of Operation Zero confirmed.

He has served his purpose, and could, be dispensed with. Henceforward he becomes a possible source of danger. Where is he now?

In the Sunset Room.

He is covered?

Closely, Excellency.

What federal operatives are on duty there?

Two FBI agents.

The green light disappeared. And, invisible in the darkness, Dr. Fu Manchu laughed.

* * * *

In the popular but expensive Sunset Room, high up in the Babylon-Lido, with its celebrated dance band and star-spangled floor show, Brian found himself transported to paradise. With Lola in his arms, he was lost to the world, lifted above all its petty troubles  a man rapturously in love. His frustrations, doubts, and fears had dispersed like mist-under the morning sun.

Are you happy, dearest? he whispered.

Very happy, Brian.

He was silent for a long time, living in a dream.

I often wonder, Lola, in your wanderings about the world, if you ever met someone else who meant more to you than I do.

Theres no one who means more to me than you, Brian. But, like you, dear, I have a job to do. Were both young enough to enjoy ourselves without spoiling it by getting serious for a while yet.

Brian drew a long breath, made fragrant by the perfume of her hair. You mean youd rather stay with Michel than marry me?

Lola sighed. I reminded you once before, Brian dear, that early marriages often dont work out.

But not always.

Brian, were happy! Maybe well never capture this wonderful thing again. Please dont get serious and spoil it all  not tonight.

He swallowed, but found enough discretion to respect her wishes. As always, Lola was elusive  and so all the more maddeningly desirable.

He was silent for some time, and then he said, Theres a man standing over by the door. See him? He seems to be watching us.

Which one do you mean, Brian?

The tall, dark fellow just lighting a cigarette.

Lola laughed. No friend of mine. Maybe hes the house detective!


CHAPTER TWELVE

Brian returned to the suite earlier than he had intended. Lola had been paged just before the star entertainer appeared, and returned, looking very wretched, to tell him that Madame Baudin had checked in at the Babylon-Lido that night and would remain until her forthcoming fashion show there took place. Madame insisted upon an immediate conference in her apartment.

Brian found Nayland Smith at the desk reading what looked like an official document. As usual, his pipe was going like a factory chimney. A tall, painted Italian screen enclosed the desk, and the limited space around it had the quality of a fog. Sir Denis looked up when Brian came in.

Hello, Merrick. A rumor reaches me that you were seen in the Sunset Room with a very pretty girl. Dont apologize! Youve had a dull time, I know. Glad you can find agreeable company.

Thanks, Sir Denis  though I cant imagine who told you.

Nayland Smith smiled. But again it wasnt the happy smile that Brian remembered  a smile that had seemed to sweep the years aside and reveal an eager boy.

One of the FBI men detailed to keep an eye on you.

On me? Why?

Sir Denis tossed the typescript aside and stood up. Merrick, were marked men. The smile vanished. His face became grim. If Fu Manchu could trap either of us, it would give him a lever with Washington  and hed know how to use it. Ive warned you before. Trust nobody  not even a taxi driver you may pick up outside the hotel.

But A hot protest burned on Brians tongue, for he detested an implication that Lola was suspect. He checked the words. You suggest that this man would try to hold us?

And could succeed, Merrick. Remember how long I was held. He has not only the Si-Fan behind him, but the Reds as well. He began to pace up and down. Dr. Fu Manchu has little time left. Tomorrow night Dr. Hessian has agreed to give a demonstration.

Tomorrow night!

A committee formed by your father, and approved by the President, will be here. Not one word of this must leak out. Their visit is a top secret… and Fu Manchu would stop at nothing to prevent it!

* * * *

Sleep didnt come easily to Brian that night. Between uneasy dozes, he found himself trying to figure out if Lola really had been called to confer with Madame Baudin, or if she was avoiding being left alone with him, and trying to convince himself that Dr. Hessians invention was not a mirage, the dream of a mad scientist, but all that Nayland Smith believed it to be.

That Sir Denis deliberately kept him in the dark concerning certain vital facts of the business was beyond dispute. Why? Didnt he trust him?

The crowning mystery, which he had never been able to fathom, was the reason he had been employed. Those qualifications, stipulated in the Times advertisement, all of which he possessed, had never been called upon. For all that had happened to date, almost anybody, Ph.D. or coal miner, athlete or cripple, would have done as well.

He switched on the bedside lamp, saw that the time was two a.m., and got up to get a drink. There was beer in the refrigerator. He made his way to the kitchenette and opened a can.

As he poured put the cold beer, he wondered if Nayland Smith had gone to sleep. Carrying the glass in his hand, he walked barefooted to Sir Denis door to find out.

His door was open, and even in the dim light Brian could see that the bed was unoccupied. There was no light in the living room.

He stood for a moment, hesitating. Then he went out to the foyer.

The door of the suite was unlocked.

In view of what Nayland Smith had told him earlier that night, and of his insistence that the door must always be locked and bolted at night, this was more than puzzling.

Brian knew that he had dozed more than once, but if there had been any struggle it couldnt have failed to arouse him.

While he stood there in a state of indecision, a shot sounded from the penthouse. It was quickly followed by a second and a third. Then a muffled explosion shook the apartment.

Brian ran back to the living room. He switched the light on, set the can of beer down, and crossed to the penthouse phone. Before his hand touched it the instrument rang.

That you, Merrick? came Nayland Smiths voice.

Yes. Whats happened? Shall I come up?

No. Stay where you are. Dr. Hessian called me an hour ago. He had decided upon a test experiment. It was successful. Thought you might have heard something and would be wondering. Turn in. Alls well. Sir Denis hung up.

Brian wondered if he should obey orders and lock the outer door. He decided against it and went back to bed.

* * * *

He woke early in the morning, vaguely aware of disturbed dreams, in which Nayland Smith had become transformed into a sort of prehistoric monster about to devour him and had then vanished in a dense cloud of smoke.

Wondering why he felt so jaded, he gave an order for coffee and went into the bathroom. If Sir Denis had returned or not he didnt know, and for some reason he didnt care. There was no sound in the suite. He was finishing up with a cold shower when the waiter came into the living room.

Brian called out, Leave my coffee in there, waiter.

Yes, sir. But the man lingered, drew nearer the open bathroom door. Explosion upstairs last night, I hear. Did it wake you?

Brian hesitated, towel in hand. He must be cautious.

Yes, it did. Any damage?

Not that Ive heard. One of those pressure cookers blew up, they say. But nobody hurt.

Lucky. I wondered what had happened.

He was drinking his coffee and glancing over the morning newspapers that the man had brought up when Sir Denis burst in. He was dressed in one of his well-cut and well-worn tweed suits, so that evidently he, too, had been an early riser.

Good morning, Merrick. Sorry about last night. Started a lot of rumors. Not good for us. One things certain  Einstein was an amateur compared to Hessian! I want you with me up there tonight. Youre going to see a miracle.

When, soon afterward, Nayland Smith dashed out again, saying that he had an important conference at police headquarters, Brian was left as much in the dark as he had been before Sir Denis dashed in. Mingled with the promised excitement of what the night had in store was a growing resentment at being treated like a figure of no consequence where the big issues at stake were concerned.

Irritably Brian looked at his watch, and decided that it wasnt too early to call Lola. She answered almost at once.

Did I wake you, dear?

No, Brian. Im all ready to go out. A long day ahead at Michels, and I was up so late last night. Heaven only knows when Ill be through. This was the job I was brought here to do. I have to pass on all the models wholl display Michels creations at the show.

Poor darling! Any hope for lunch?

Im afraid not. It will be sandwiches and coffee from the nearest delicatessen for me. If I can make it between seven and eight for a quick drink Ill call you.

Brians spirits sank to zero. The Washington committee, headed by his father, was due at eight oclock.

Im afraid I may be tied up by then, Lola. But call anyway. We might fix something for later.

It was a seemingly interminable morning. Around one oclock Sir Denis called to say that Brian could leave the suite for his lunch, provided he didnt leave the building. Acting on your advice, Ive made other arrangements to safeguard the penthouse. But in case Im delayed, stand by to receive, your fathers party from seven on.

Brian lingered over his lunch and then wandered about the huge hotel, hoping to find somebody he knew, but without success. Merely to kill time, he dropped onto a sofa in one of the public rooms and ordered coffee.

A strange-looking man sauntered by. He was young and handsome in a sinister way, with large brilliant black eyes and a dark complexion. Otherwise conventionally dressed, he wore a blue turban. He seemed to have an absorbing interest in the younger women present.

When the waiter brought Brians coffee, Brian asked, Is the character in the blue turban staying here?

The waiter nodded. Yes, sir. They tell me hes an Indian prince. All I know is he has a servant with him who looks like a gorilla.

* * * *

Almost on the stroke of seven, Senator Merrick arrived. He was alone.

This is a very wonderful occasion, my boy, he declared, and you should be proud that youve been chosen to take part in it. The, Secretary of State is coming, General Jennings, General Rawlins of the Air Force, and Admiral Druce, representing the Navy, And last but not least, Dr. Jurgenson, the physicist and the Presidents personal adviser on development of atomic projects. Where is Sir Denis? With Dr. Hessian, I suppose?

I dont know, Dad, Brian confessed. But he warned me that he might be late.

The Senator nodded. He has a heavy load of responsibility on his shoulders.

The party assembled in ones and twos, Nayland Smith last except for Dr. Jurgenson. Sir Denis looked physically exhausted, Brian thought. The three officers, all of them in civilian clothes, showed one trait in common: a reserved but unmistakable hostility for each other.

At three minutes after eight the scientist arrived, a spare gray man in powerful spectacles and a bad temper. He looked around irritably.

These damn taxi drivers, he muttered. The one I got tried to bring me up here by way of the Queens Midtown Tunnel!

The three officers transferred their mutual hostility to the civilian. Nayland Smith said, If you will be good enough to follow me, gentlemen, we will now proceed to the demonstration.

They filed out and along the corridor to the penthouse door, which proved to be open. Brians curiosity rose to fever pitch. This was his first visit to Dr. Hessians hideaway. There was another door at the top of the stairs, which was opened by an expressionless Japanese in a white tunic.

He led them through a foyer crowded with oversize trunks and cases and into what was evidently the main room of the penthouse. Although French windows were opened, so that the light-studded panorama of Manhattan could be seen stretched out below the terrace, the air was heavy with some pungent chemical odor.

The Japanese, apparently Dr. Hessians assistant, closed the door as the last of the party came in.

Here, gentlemen, we shall witness a demonstration of Dr. Hessians supreme achievement.

All eyes became focused on a long, narrow table in the middle of the room. It was entirely covered by a large-scale plan of New York City, from the Battery to the Bronx. Roughly midway on the plan a miniature radio mast stood.

Three large metal balls of some dull metal that looked like lead were suspended above the table from the high ceiling. Hanging down lower than these was a small box.

Ten chairs were placed around the table, four on either side and one at each end.

Your places are marked, gentlemen, the Japanese told them in perfect English. Writing materials are provided.

They sorted themselves out, and Brian found himself beside Nayland Smith. Senator Merrick had been placed at one end of the long table.

Stand by to make notes of anything worth remembering, Merrick, Sir Denis said in his staccato fashion.

He seemed to be highly strung, or so Brian thought. Nor was he the only one. When, everybody was seated, only two chairs remained vacant: the one to the left of Dr. Jurgenson and the one facing Senator Merrick at the other end of the table. A hum of conversation arose, and Brian detected a theme of incredulity running through it.

Looks like a new gambling game, Admiral Druce growled. Where do we put our chips?

But silence fell suddenly when a strange figure appeared in an inner doorway. A tall man, stooping slightly, he too wore a white tunic, as well as tinted glasses, a small skullcap, and gloves that appeared to be made of black rubber.

Gentlemen, the Japanese assistant announced in his toneless English. Dr. Otto Hessian. Dr. Hessian rested one hand on the back of his chair and nodded. Allow me, Doctor, to introduce your visitors.

And beginning with Senator Merrick, as chairman of the committee, he named them one by one, finishing with Mr. Brian Merrick, Junior.

Dr. Hessian nodded to all of them and sat down. He put some typed pages before him, so that they partly hid the Bronx.

If you please, he began in a marked German accent, of English I have not enough properly to explain myself. So these notes I have had translated from German more clear to make it  what I have to say.

There was a faint murmur of sympathy. Evidently Dr. Hessian could see quite well through his dark glasses, for he now consulted his notes and went on, speaking better English but with no better accent:

Sound vibrations, like all others of which we have knowledge, move neither straight up nor straight along, but so… One black-gloved hand described an arc. They conform to the shape of the envelope in which the earth is enclosed: our atmosphere. Very well. There are sound vibrations, many of them inaudible to our ears, that can shatter a glass goblet. There are others, fortunately rare under normal conditions, that are even more destructive. Such a vibration I have succeeded in producing.

He raised his head, looked around. But although one or two of his audience stirred restlessly, no one spoke.

It is not only inaudible, but no receiver yet invented  except mine  can transmit it. So. It is as simple as this. Very well. Above my target area  he laid a hand on the plan a plane flies at a given altitude. The antenna projecting above this plane carries a special receiver from which this vibration, inaudible to human ears, is cast upon the atmosphere. The plane, although in fact below the denser sound belt, is immunized.

Another voice broke in. What do you mean by the denser sound belt?

Dr. Hessian looked up from his notes and stared at the questioner. It is Dr. Jurgenson who speaks? I thought this. No doubt you speak also German? Be so good, Doctor, as your question to repeat in German.

And then began a heated exchange in that language, which rose to a pitch of violence. At this point Senator Merrick banged his hand on the table.

Gentlemen! In the first place, many of the committee dont know what youre talking about. In the second place, you are delaying the demonstration that we are here to see.

Dr. Hessian nodded and looked down again at his notes.

I am far from satisfied, Dr. Jurgenson muttered.

The demonstration will explain my words, Hessians guttural voice continued. My assistant will now lower the objects that you see suspended there.

These objects which had excited so much interest, were attached to hooks in the ceiling by slender wires. The Japanese assistant lowered the one suspended above the Battery.

Open please the container, Dr. Hessian directed.

The halves of the dull metal ball opened on a hinge. The ball contained a large coconut. Everybody laughed, except Dr. Jurgenson.

Preposterous! he choked.

But Dr. Hessian, quite unmoved, went on to explain, This nut, although out of proportion to the scale of the plan, represents an enemy dive bomber that has penetrated the air defenses and will presently swoop down upon lower Manhattan to discharge its load of destruction. The coconut has been drained, so that its center is hollow. These containers are immunized against any sound vibration. Close and return, please.

The metal ball was reclosed and hoisted back to its place.

Each of these has a trigger on the top, which releases the contents when a ball is raised to touch the ceiling, the guttural voice explained. And now, the guided missile that could destroy the whole city.

A second metal ball, hanging over midtown New York, was lowered. It was evidently very heavy. The Japanese, leaning over between Admiral Druce and General Rawlins, opened the container. In it, point downward, and carefully held in place by the Japanese, lay what looked like a miniature torpedo.

Here is a scale model of the latest guided missile, with an atomic warhead, as it would reach our atmosphere with what I may term its outer garments discarded.

Those farther removed from the center of the table stood up and eagerly grouped themselves behind Admiral Druce and General Rawlins for a close view of the model.

I completed it in Cairo, Dr. Hessian told them. Only externally is it true to type. It weighs nearly eight pounds and has a small charge of high explosive for the purpose of this demonstration. It is so weighted that it will fall nose downward. Close and return, please.

Looking puzzled and excited, everybody went back to his place as the metal ball was swung up again to the ceiling. Dr. Jurgenson shrugged his shoulders contemptuously.

Exhibits A and B I have shown you, Dr. Hessian said in his guttural monotone, reading from his notes. Exhibit C, just above me, represents a sneak raid on the Bronx.

The metal ball nearly above his head was lowered. He opened it himself, and displayed a Colt .45.

I shall detach the weapon from its container. He did so. Because, in this case, it remains there throughout the experiment. It is set at safety. But, before I return it, the revolver will be ready for fire. I shall request General Rawlins to confirm the fact that the cartridges are live.

It was passed to the General, who took out several shells, nodded, replaced them, and handed the weapon back to the Doctor. He adjusted it and the metal ball was raised to its place.

This exhibit is so adjusted, Dr. Hessian explained, that whenever the trigger of the revolver is brought in contact with the ceiling, the revolver fires a shot at the Bronx. And now, my final exhibit: the small box that you see suspended roughly above the center of Manhattan. Time prohibited the preparation of a model of an airplane resembling the one I have described. Therefore, if you please, imagine that this is such a plane. Its height above, the city is out of proportion to the scale plan. An altitude of three miles would be enough. But I have set it much higher purely in the interest of your safety. I beg, from, the moment contact is made  watch for the red light  that you will all remain seated. On no account stand up.

Brian experienced a wave of almost uncontrollable excitement. He noted that Nayland Smiths hands were clenched below the table. Every face he looked at registered high nervous tension.

The Japanese moved to a small side table and opened a cabinet that stood there.

A very ordinary transmitter, gentlemen, Dr. Hessian said, Such as any amateur can make. But a mechanism is attached which no one but myself could make: it transmits the lethal note that can throw a protective umbrella over the whole of New York City. Proceed.

Brian held his breath. Looking upward, he saw a speck of red light glow in the suspended receiver. There was no sound.

Contact is established, Dr. Hessian declared. The enemy approaches.

The unemotional Japanese returned to the center table.

Hold out your hands, Senator Merrick, the now commanding voice ordered. Prepare to catch the debris of the dive bomber.

Brian saw his fathers color change slightly; but he stretched out his hands, looking up.

The metal ball opened. The big coconut fell.

While it was still well above the heads of the seated committee, it disintegrated into bits. Fragments of shell and pulp shot, miraculously across space to be piled against the walls.

A concerted gasp told of the reactions of the committee.

And now, if you please, the guided missile. Dr. Hessian looked up from his notes. You will note, Dr. Jurgenson, that any hollow object is burst instantly on contact with my sound belt. Had you so indiscreet been as to stand up, imagine what happens to your head!

Before Dr. Jurgenson could think of a suitable reply, the second ball was opened. The miniature projectile fell swiftly. Several heads were ducked, protective arms raised.

There was a shattering explosion. Fragments of metal spurted across the room as the shell of the coconut had done. Plaster fell from walls as they became spattered with this shrapnel, yet not one particle fell on the table or on the surrounding carpet.

The guided missile is dispersed. Dr. Hessian spoke calmly. In practice the inaudible sound would be greatly amplified. There would be a thunderstorm far above New York of a violence that no man has ever heard. But nothing more. The protective belt would also be relayed to outlying points. I could throw up a ceiling of sound over the whole of New York City at a cost below that of maintaining a fighter squadron for a month. And now, gentlemen, the sneak raid on the Bronx.

As Dr. Hessian laid his hand on that section of the plan, the Japanese, standing beside him, head carefully lowered, stretched forward and grasped the suspended ring.

Proceed.

The ring was jerked sharply. A spurt of flame spat down out of the opening in the container. A dull impact… a cloud of gray vapor spread like smoke across the air, and a flattened bullet rebounded nearly to the ceiling and finally came to rest against an indentation in the wall made by shrapnel from the guided missile.

Two more shots were fired, with similar results. The spectacle was bewildering, for the effect, as the visitors looked upward, was as though a sheet of miraculously impenetrable glass extended horizontally across the room.

But there was nothing  nothing visible…

Let no one stir, Dr. Hessian warned. Cover everything up.

The Japanese went out and returned with several large sheets. One he spread over the table. Others were laid on the surrounding carpet.

Disconnect.

A switch was moved in the nearby cabinet, and as if a palpable obstacle had been drawn aside, down showered debris of all the experiments.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

At the conclusion of that amazing demonstration in the penthouse, Dr. Hessian had excused himself and retired. He had been at work day and night, he explained, ever since his arrival, and was far too weary for debate. He referred members of the committee to his assistant, Dr. Yukio Tani, who was qualified to answer all their questions. Dr. Jurgenson had tried to detain him, but Hessian had merely nodded and gone out.

Then the imperturbable Japanese scientist had been made the target of a verbal bombardment. But he had never faltered, never changed the tone of his voice, even when others were shouting. Nayland Smith had tapped Brian on the shoulder and nodded toward the door.

When they were back again in their own quarters, Sir Denis said, Were out of our depth up there. But words cant alter facts. He poured out two liberal shots of Scotch. Otto Hessian has solved the problem of protection from all forms of air attack. You agree?

I cant doubt it. The things a miracle. Its magic.

Theres no difficulty whatever in throwing up this sound-ceiling over a wide area. Strong feature is the low cost. Everybodys convinced, of course. But old Jurgenson is boiling with professional jealousy. Your father has tried to persuade the Japanese to get Hessian to set up his apparatus in Washington for the Presidents O.K. But Hessian blankly declines. Genius has its privileges. Its a case of Mohammed and the mountain. The President will come.

Here? Brian jerked out, startled by such a proposal.

Here, Merrick, and soon. You saw the vacant chair at the table? Thats for your father. The place he occupied tonight will be reserved for the President.

When presently the members of the committee reassembled, it was clear that their opinion was unanimous. Even Dr. Jurgenson was forced to admit that Otto Hessian had broken new ground in the problem of air defense, opening up a prospect of complete immunity on a remarkably low budget.

Secrecy and speed are vital, he declared. Dr. Hessian, whom I know only by name, has vilely bad manners, but he clearly knows his subject.

Ill see the President tonight, Senator Merrick promised. Hes expecting me to report to him, however late I get back. Dr. Hessian is certainly a most irascible character, and I must persuade the President to come here, incognito, without delay, not later than tomorrow or Friday. Not a word of this must leak out. There will be no press conference, gentlemen.

Every conceivable precaution has been taken, Nayland Smith assured him. You all entered the hotel by a door not normally in use and came up in a reserved elevator.

I thought the man on duty looked hard at me, Dr. Jurgenson complained.

Quite likely. Hes an FBI agent.

* * * *

In a hotel bedroom a stockily built Asiatic, with thick, sensual features and fierce eyes, was listening to a voice that came out of an open suitcase standing on a trestle.

It was a sinister, sibilant voice, its curious quality enhanced by the language in which it spoke  Hindustani.

You understand that this is the emergency called Project Zero?

I understand, Master.

Is Nogai with you?

He is downstairs, Master.

Order him to avoid the public rooms. He has attracted attention. Because he is registered as a rajas son he must not act like one. Both remain in your apartment until further orders. Take your meals there. Now, repeat your emergency instructions.

Yes, Master. At the signal

Repeat the signal.

Three raps on the door.

Continue.

The door will be locked on the other side and I will unlock it on this side. I put all lights out. I open the door enough to see in, and wait for the man to come. The first time he has his back to me, I act.

You must make no mistake.

I never make mistakes, Master. Nogai and I open the big box and drag him in. We close the door and wait for further orders.

And if he is not alone?

Nogai goes to the front door and rings. Whichever one answers, I deal with the other. Nogai deals with the man at the door.

Silently!

Nogais method is as silent as mine, Master.

A few minutes later, a woman seated manicuring her fingernails was addressed by the same strange voice, speaking in French, from a cream leather toilet case on the table beside her. She started nervously, staring across the empty room with a haunted look in her eyes.

I am here, Excellency, she replied, also in French  apparently her native tongue.

A general emergency has arisen. You have maintained your contacts with personnel at the airport?

I have.

Make your own plans, provided I have no occasion to direct otherwise. You know already the information I must have. It is vital that this reaches me at once. When you notify me of the expected arrival, you will be directed how to proceed. You understand?

I understand, Excellency.

No orders, other than those preceded by the codeword Si-Fan, are to be accepted. You understand?

I understand perfectly.

I count upon unremitting vigilance. Keep in constant touch wherever you are. Report hourly from the time you set out.

Dr. Fu Manchu leaned back in his chair, his ascetic face lined with anxiety. For more than an hour he had been assembling his forces for some secret purpose that might mean world chaos. He stood up wearily and crossed the small room without a window, which he seemed to use as a remote-control base. Even now it was only dimly lighted by a lamp on a buffet where there were no homely decanters but only an array of chemical equipment and a large medicine chest containing many bottles and phials.

He took a measuring glass and prepared a draught composed of one part of a greenish liquid, two of amber, and one of red. He emptied this carefully into a larger glass and filled it with distilled water. The contents bubbled slightly, became cloudy and then still. Dr. Fu Manchu began to drink when a faint ring sounded. He turned. A speck of blue light had sprung up in the radio cabinet.

Returning to his chair, he moved a switch and spoke: What have you to report?

A womans voice answered. Earlier information of the disaster in Cairo is confirmed, Doctor. The person responsible for it I have been unable to trace, for all have left for Mecca, including the girl Zobeida.

The absence of any publicity, of any official reaction is disturbing.

But understandable. The President is expected tonight.

I am aware of this, and have spread my net; for the hour of danger is earlier. I am staking everything upon my knowledge of the man. He never does the obvious.

You judge wisely, Doctor, I have information from a reliable, source that the obvious was proposed, but rejected. What you have foreseen will happen.

If I could be as sure of one other thing I would trust to Routine Five and cancel all other orders.

What is this one other thing, Doctor? The womans voice remained soft but revealed tension.

Dr. Fu Manchu clenched his hands; his features became convulsed, and then calm again.

His being alone at the crucial moment.

If I undertake to arrange this one thing, Doctor, will you give me carte blanche to deal with it?

You have never yet failed me  not once. And no, one ever failed me twice. It is a gamblers choice  but I have always been a gambler…

* * * *

Brian had great difficulty getting to sleep that night. The astounding experiment in the penthouse had left him in a state of high excitement. He would seriously have doubted the evidence of his senses if the wonders he had seen hadnt been confirmed by other witnesses.

Then, at some remote hour, just as he was dozing off at last, the phone in the living room rang and he heard Nayland Smiths voice. The conversation was a brief one and a moment later Sir Denis burst in.

That was your father, Merrick. Were to expect the President at ten oclock tonight.

This made sleep even more difficult. He could not stop thinking. For some reason that he could not grasp, he had been dragged into the heart of a top secret that might very well involve the survival of civilization.

Why? he kept asking himself. Why?

But he could find no answer.

Nature conquered at last, and he forgot his problems. It was after nine oclock when he woke, and he went into the living room to see if Nayland Smith was there. He found a note on the desk, penciled in block letters, presumably because Sir Denis handwriting was almost illegible.

It said, Dont go out until I come back. D. N. S.

Brian took up the phone and asked to be connected with Lolas apartment.

She answered at once.

Listen, Lola honey  did you call me last night? I had to go out.

No, Brian. I couldnt make it.

How are you fixed for today? Im not certain about lunch, but

I am. I dont get any. Theres only one possible spot, maybe an hour, about four oclock. Will you be free then if I am?

Ill see that I am. Ill wait in the Paris Bar. We cant miss each other there.

When presently he hung up, Brian had become uneasily aware of the fact that Lola was preoccupied, keyed up in a new way. He wondered if Madame Baudin had been overworking her, and he wondered, not for the first time, if Lola was changing, slipping away from him…

When Nayland Smith came in, around noon, he showed such signs of agitation that Brian felt alarmed. The state of his nerves on his clandestine first visit was mild compared with his present condition.

What happened, Sir Denis?

Nayland Smith turned aside irritably, crossed to the buffet and mixed himself a stiff drink. He dropped down in a chair, took a long swallow, and then raised haggard eyes.

The worst that could happen, under the circumstances. Dr. Fu Manchu is here.

Here! You mean in New York?

Exactly. He emptied his glass. In just a few hours the President will leave Washington. I shall find myself up against the master mind  and Fu Manchu will stick at nothing.

He stood up and refilled his glass.

This was so unlike the abstemious, cool-brained Nayland Smith that Brian had known that he was gripped by a swift and dismal foreboding. Sir Denis was afraid!

The idea chilled him. It was almost unthinkable. But many incidents passed in lightning parade across his mind, incidents that individually had shaken his faith at the time, but that collectively threatened to shatter it.

Suffering had broken this man of iron. It was a tragedy.

You dont suggest, Sir Denis, that the President may be in personal danger?

Now that Fu Manchu is here, we are all in personal danger. Look, Merrick  Im going up to see Dr. Hessian. He should know. Go out and get some lunch. When you come back  and dont hurry  I may be asleep. I had no sleep last night, so dont disturb me.

* * * *

Lingering over his lunch, feeling miserable and about as useful as a stray dog, Brian tried to muster his wandering ideas, to form some sort of positive picture.

Fu Manchu was in New York. And Nayland Smith had gone to pieces.

These two facts he must accept, for they stood for cause and effect. For the first he had been prepared; for the second he had not. As aide to Sir Denis, he would clearly have to take over his responsibilities if his chief failed.

He lacked almost every essential facility. Sir Denis hadnt troubled to put him in touch with the FBI agents associated with them. He didnt know one by sight. He had no more than a nodding acquaintance with Dr. Hessian; and for all that scientists undoubted genius, he found his personality strangely repellant.

Brian seriously considered calling his father, laying all the circumstances before that man of wide experience, and abiding by his advice. But an implied betrayal of the trust imposed upon him by Sir Denis ruled this plan out. Yet he had to do something.

It was nearly three oclock when he went up to the suite. He found a Do Not Disturb card outside, but opened the door quietly and went in. A similar card hung on Nayland Smiths bedroom door. There was a note, in block letters, on the desk. It said:

Do what you like until seven oclock, but stay out of the Babylon-Lido until then. Dont enter on any account. Then wait in the Paris Bar until I page you. This is important. D. N. S.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When Brian went into the Paris Bar at four oclock he found it empty, as he might have expected it to be at that hour. Conscientious by nature, he wasnt sure that his being there didnt amount to disobeying Nayland Smiths order, but, he couldnt see how standing Lola up could benefit anyone.

He was still studying the problem when Lola came in.

Lola! There was no one else in the place, not even a bartender, and he took her in his arms. Im so glad you could make it!

He held her close and gave her a lingering kiss. Then he recovered himself as she drew back and looked up at him with that quizzical smile.

So it seems, dear. But her gray eyes, didnt register resentment; they invited. So did the tempting lips.

Their second kiss was so like one of mutual passion that Brians heart leaped. Lingering doubts were dispelled. Lola did love him.

Lets get out of here, dearest. He spoke hoarsely. I want to talk to you alone, and we cant count on having this place to ourselves very long. Queer things are going on. His arm was around Lolas waist. Where can we be alone  if only for half an hour?

Well  Lola hesitated I have one of the tiniest rooms in the Babylon-Lido. Madame doesnt squander money. We could go up there, but She glanced up at him.

I promise to behave.

Lolas room was on the eighth floor; its one window commanded an excellent view of a brick wall. The room wasnt much larger than either of the bathrooms in Sir Denis suite, but it was delightfully intimate, and Brians mood of depression magically lifted. When Lola offered him a cigarette, he sparked his lighter, glanced at the cigarette, and paused.

May I have a light? Lola said sweetly. They arrived this morning. Your extravagant tastes need watching. The cigarettes were Azîzas  those he had ordered in Cairo.

Did you get my letter, Lola?

Yes, it was forwarded. Thank you for everything, Brian. And now, what is it you want to talk about? I warned you, dear, I hadnt much time. On the stroke of five I have to be off.

Then Id better begin. What I want to say is strictly confidential. But I just have to say it to somebody, and theres nobody else but you I can say it to. Im worried about Sir Denis.

Why, Brian? Lola drew her brows together in a frown of concentration. Is he ill?

Yes. Brian nodded. Mentally ill, Im afraid. I think hes losing his nerve.

From your account of Sir Denis, I supposed he had no nerves.

So did I. But today he seemed to fall apart.

Why? Has something happened?

Brian began to remember that it was his duty to keep his mouth shut. He must put a curb on his confidences. But he believed in Lolas worldly wisdom, and desperately needed her advice.

He glanced at her. It had occurred to him almost from the moment of their meeting that she kept up her usual air of easy self-possession only by means of a sustained effort. Perhaps his passionate greeting had shaken her. But certainly, although she masked the fact, she was queerly keyed up. She kept glancing at her watch.

Sir Denis seems to think some new danger has developed, he told her.

Danger? To whom?

To all of us, I guess. He began to grope for words. My fathers expected tonight, and some other important people. If this danger is real, Im wondering if I should stop them.

Surely Sir Denis would have stopped them himself if he couldnt guarantee their safety.

You dont know, Brian said, how completely hes gone to pieces.

Well, surely you could at least discuss it with him, since your father is involved.

Brian shook his head wearily. Hes asleep up there. And I have his written order. Look at this. From his pocket he took out the note he had found on the desk. Theyll be on their way before seven oclock.

Lola read the note, but made no comment. She passed it back and glanced at her wrist watch.

What would you advise me to do, Lola?

She stood up. In the first place, get a move on. I have to go. As for Sir Denis order, Id say do nothing  except obey it to the letter.

* * * *

With a sense of desolation Brian watched Lolas taxi weave its way into the traffic torrent and finally become lost to view. She had her troubles, too, he knew, although they didnt involve millions of human destinies, but only the vanity of a few wealthy women who bought their dresses at Michels.

He started away at a brisk pace toward Central Park. An hours walk in the fresh air might help him to shake off his gloom.

From the moment he entered the Park he hardly noticed where he was going. Evening was drawing on when he found himself passing behind the Metropolitan Museum and pulled up to check the time. He decided to turn back, swung around, and saw that the only other pedestrian in sight, a man walking twenty yards behind him, had done the same.

He thought nothing of this at the moment. Returning along the same path, he saw the man ahead turn to the left, toward an exit on Fifth Avenue. Brian passed on, nervously considering the nights program, wondering why the mere approach of Dr. Fu Manchu had so shattered Nayland Smiths courage and what it could be that Sir Denis feared. Did he seriously believe the Presidents life to be in danger? And did he doubt his own ability to protect him?

Something prompted Brian to pause and look behind.

The man he had supposed to have left the Park was following him again.

Anger came first, then an unpleasant chill.

His follower might be an agent of Dr. Fu Manchu, or he might be one of the FBI men detailed, according to Sir Denis, to keep him under observation. In any case, it was getting dark, the Park seemed deserted, and Brian went out by the 72nd Street exit and hailed a taxi.

In the main entrance to the Babylon-Lido he looked at his watch. It was twenty minutes to seven.

He turned away and walked around the corner. He had noticed a little bar almost directly facing the trade entrance to the hotel and decided that he could pass the time there, over a drink. It was better than walking up and down, he was tired of walking now, and feeling thirsty.

Taking a corner stool just inside the door, he ordered a drink, lighted a cigarette, and settled down to wait for seven oclock.

For what possible reason had. Nayland Smith banished him from the Babylon-Lido until that hour? It was incomprehensible. Unless, which seemed probable, he was followed by a federal agent wherever he went, why was Sir Denis warning never to go out alone apparently forgotten?

Either he had become a mere cipher in the game, or Nayland Smith had thrown his hand in and didnt care what happened.

Brian started a fresh cigarette, looked at his watch. Ten minutes to wait.

With some unknown menace embodied in the name Dr. Fu Manchu hanging over the party assembly tonight  a party to include the President  this enforced inaction was almost unendurable. Brian found it nearly impossible to remain still.

He stared out of the window  and became very still indeed; so still that he might have been suddenly frozen to his seat.

Lola was standing in the trade entrance to the Babylon-Lido talking to Nayland Smith.

Her face was in shadow, but she was dressed as he had left her at five oclock. This time there could be no room for doubt. Nor could he be wrong about the man. It was Sir Denis. The coat, the soft-brimmed hat, his stance  all were unmistakable. He saw them go in.

In half a minute he had paid for his drink and dashed recklessly across the street, ignoring the traffic lights.

He had never been in this warren of storerooms, cellars, and kitchens before, but somehow he made his way through and at last penetrated to the vast but now familiar lobby. His heart was beating fast. What had Lola to do with Nayland Smith? She had told him only that afternoon that she had never met Sir Denis.

The clock over the reception desk recorded five minutes to seven.

People buzzed about in a state of perpetual motion. They all appeared to be in a hurry. Smart women in mink stoles who couldnt find their men, eager-eyed young men rushing around looking for their girls, businessmen dashing for telephones… the scene seemed to swim before Brian like a color film out of focus. It was a ballet inspired by a mad director.

But the two figures he was looking for were not to be seen.

He debated with himself, looking again at the clock. He could endure this suspense no longer. He must know the truth, orders or no orders. To wait to be paged in his present frame of mind was out of the question. He turned and hurried off to the corridor where the express elevators were located. The man on duty knew him and smiled a greeting as Brian stepped in.

Sir Denis has just gone up, sir, he reported.

Brian experienced a fluttering sensation, in the pit of his stomach.

Was he alone?

Yes, sir.

The elevator began its ascent. Nayland Smith, Brian reflected, must have gone out to meet Lola. They had evidently parted on entering the hotel. But why had they come in by the trade entrance? He could only conclude that the meeting had been a clandestine one.

When he arrived at the top floor he stood for a moment to get a grip on himself. Then he walked along to the door of Suite 2610. The Do Not Disturb card had gone. He quietly slipped the key into the lock and opened the door.

Dusk had fallen now and he saw that lights were on in the living room. There was no sound.

He walked in quietly… then gulped, and stood quite still.

Flat on his back on the floor, his knees dawn up, his fists clenched, lay Nayland Smith. His face was purple, his teeth were bared, and his eyes bulged from his head.

He had been strangled.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The horror of his discovery quite literally paralyzed Brian. His senses were numbed. He stood speechless, incapable of movement, of thought.

A slight sound from the direction of the desk roused him, bringing swift realization of his own danger. He turned toward the desk, and his brain reeled. He was gripped by the agonizing certainty that the murder of Nayland Smith had disturbed his reason.

Standing beside the tall, painted screen, a finger on his lips, urgent command in his eyes, and beckoning Brian to join him, was Nayland Smith.

Brian clenched his fists, glanced from the dead man to this phantom of the living.

The living Sir Denis was beside him in three strides. He gripped Brians arm, speaking softly into his ear: Not a word! Behind the screen, Merrick  for your life  and for mine!

There was nothing ghostly in the grip of those sinewy fingers, nothing but vital urgency in the whispered orders.

Brian found himself in shadow behind the screen. One spear of light shone through a hole in the parchment, and, still half stupefied at this incredible situation, he saw Nayland Smith jab his thumb through another panel in the screen and make a second hole.

Look! came a whisper in his ear. Do nothing. Say nothing.

Silence.

Peering through the slot in the parchment, Brian focused on the dead man. For all that agonized expression, the swollen features, the protruding eyes, he was prepared to take oath and swear that it was Sir Denis who lay there. But another Sir Denis, very much alive, stood beside him, and continued to grip his arm!

Then he noticed something he hadnt noticed before.

A door that communicated with the next suite, normally locked, stood partly open. The room beyond was in darkness.

Two men came through the door. The first was a thickset Oriental whose coarse, brutal features and abnormally long arms were more simian than human. The second Brian recognized; it was the slender, elegant man the waiter had reported to be an Indian prince.

They lifted the body and carried it out. The communicating door was closed.

Dont speak! The words were whispered in his ear. This room is wired.

The new Sir Denis crossed to the recently closed door and locked it. He turned and beckoned to Brian to follow him. In the foyer he whispered, Say nothing, but take your cue from me. Brian nodded. Nayland Smith opened the outer door then shut it again noisily. Hello, Merrick. Youre a little early, He spoke now in a loud tone. Anything wrong? You look under the weather. Go and lie down. Ill bring a drink to your room.

Brian crossed, rather unsteadily, to his own room and went in. Sir Denis extemporized cue wasnt far from the truth. This experience had shaken him severely. Even now he couldnt get the facts into focus.

Nayland Smith rejoined him, carrying two drinks. He quietly closed the bedroom door behind him.

I need one, too, Merrick, he confessed. That premature entrance nearly resulted in a second murder  yours!

But

Wait a minute. Sir Denis held up his hand. Lets get the important thing settled first, because theres a lot to say and not much time to say it. You wouldnt be human if you didnt wonder which of us is the real Nayland Smith. I had a fair chance to study my double, and I felt like a man looking in a mirror. Hark back to the time I stayed in Washington. Ask me something about your home life that nobody could know who hadnt lived with you.

Brian tried to force his bewildered brain to think clearly, and presently an idea came.

Do you remember my fathers dog? he asked.

Do I remember Rufus! Nayland Smith smiled  and it was the smile Brian had known, the boyish smile that lifted a curtain of years. Good reason to remember him, Merrick. He pulled up his left trouser leg. Theres the souvenir left me when I tried to break up a scrap he was having with a Boston terrier. Rufus thought my interference unsporting. It was you yourself who phoned the doctor, and damn it, he wanted to give me rabies shots!

In that moment, all doubt was washed away. Brian knew that this was the real Nayland Smith, that the man he had been employed to work with was an impostor  and a miraculous double.

He held out his hand. Thank God its you thats alive!

I have done so already, Merrick, devoutly. I have passed through the unique experience of witnessing my own execution. I was desperately tempted to rush to the aid of my second self. But to do so could only have meant that the supercriminal, the most dangerous man in the world today, would have slipped again through my fingers. So I clenched my teeth when the thug sprang out on him and said to myself, There, but for the grace of God, goes Nayland Smith.

Who is  who was  the man impersonating you? It was a star performance. Even the British Embassy in Cairo fell for him. So did my father.

Nayland Smith pulled out the familiar pipe and began to load it.

So would my own mother, if she had been alive. Youre staring at my pipe? Fortunately I had a spare one with me. The poor devil who was strangled probably has the other in his pocket. I dont know who he was, Merrick. But he must have been a talented actor, with a nerve of iron.

His nerve began to fail.

I dont wonder. They had news of my escape. There wasnt room in New York for two Nayland Smiths!

He rapped out the words like so many drum taps, and at a speed that Brian realized his impersonator had never acquired.

He had every intonation of your voice, Sir Denis. All your gestures, every mannerism. Even that trick of pulling at your ear. And I believe he smoked even more than you do.

Nayland Smith smiled. Sounds like overacting. Poor devil, he was probably playing for big stakes. He had several weeks to study me while I was a prisoner, in that damned house in Cairo.

In Cairo! Then it must have been you yourself I saw in the house of the Sherîf Mohammed!

Sir Denis stared for a moment, and then said, This is news, but probably right. You can tell me later. We have little time, and youre entitled to know the truth.

He lighted his pipe, stood up, and began to walk about.

I had been on a mission behind the Bamboo Curtain. We had information that Dr. Fu Manchu was operating with the Red Chinese. Knowing the Doctor intimately, I doubted this. He controls a worldwide organization of his own, the Si-Fan. And if anyone succeeds in taking over China permanently, it wont be the Communists!

This was so like what the false Nayland Smith had told him that Brian listened in growing wonder.

On my way back, by sea  secretly, as I thought  I walked into a trap in Suez that I should have expected an intelligent schoolboy to avoid, and a few hours later found myself a prisoner in the house of the Sherîf Mohammed. The Si-Fan had traced me. I was in the hands of Dr. Fu Manchu.

How long ago was that?

Roughly, two months. I had secured evidence that Fu Manchu had recently been in China, for his chief of staff, a brilliant old strategist, General Huan Tsung-chao, was operating under cover right in Peiping. Some highly important scheme was brewing, and I scented that it would be carried out, not in the East, but in the West. I was right.

It became clear from the beginning of my imprisonment that Fu Manchu hadnt planned to kill me. For some reason, he wanted me alive. My ancient enemy was there in person, in the house of the Sherîf Mohammed, and at first I had easy treatment. I was well fed and allowed to exercise in a walled courtyard. But for several hours every day I was brought to a room with barred windows and put through a sort of brain-washing by Dr. Fu Manchu. He spoke to me from behind an iron grille high up in one wall.

Ive seen it.

Remarkable. Details later. He argued on ideological grounds, tried to convert me to the theories of the Si-Fan. Sometimes he taunted me. He worked over me like a skilled performer playing on a stringed instrument. And not for a long time did the fact dawn on me that every move I made, every word I spoke was being studied by some other person hidden behind the grille.

He betrayed himself once only, but from that moment I knew he was always there, and a hazy idea of the plot began to appear. Someone was being trained to impersonate me! The scheme wasnt a new one. I believe Fu Manchu had had it in mind for several years; probably searched the world for my near-double. I suspect, though I may be wrong, that tape recordings of these conversations were made on a hidden microphone, to help my understudy to perfect his impersonation at leisure.

It beats everything I ever heard! Of course you tried to make a getaway?

Nayland Smith checked his restless steps and stared grimly at Brian.

During the day relays of Fu Manchus professional stranglers had me covered. You saw two of them just now. At night there was a hidden microphone in my room. It not only recorded my slightest movement, but could also be used to transmit a note inaudible to human ears. Its production is Fu Manchus secret, as he was good enough to tell me. Its effect would be to kill me instantly by inducing hemorrhage of the brain.

But thats Dr. Hessians invention! Brian broke in.

Nayland Smith relighted his pipe. It had gone out while he was talking.

Unless my deductions are wide of the mark, Merrick, the man you know as Otto Hessian is Dr. Fu Manchu!

A faint buzzing reached them from the living room.

Thats the penthouse! Brian spoke breathlessly.

Then I had better answer.

But what are you going to do!

Nayland Smith turned in the act of opening the door. Whatever the late Nayland Smith the Second was expected to do.

As the door was left open, Brian could overhear Nayland Smith when he spoke on the penthouse line. The conversation was a short one. He came back, his expression grim, and reclosed the door.

Tell me, Merrick  is there anything, any trifle, about my appearance that strikes you as different from  his?

Brian studied the clean-cut features, thinking hard.

His skin maybe was artificially sunburned. It didnt look quite natural.

Nothing to be done about that. What else?

Well, something had happened to the bridge of his nose. He wore plaster the first time I saw him. There was no scar, except when he smiled. Then there was a faint wrinkle where the plaster had been.

That may explain what was found in a sort of studio in the Sherîfs house: a wonderful clay model of my head! These people must have got out in a desperate hurry. The studio adjoined a small operating theatre. It seems likely that my double had undergone plastic surgery. Hm! Must avoid smiling!

What was that phone message, Sir Denis?

In thirty minutes Im bidden to a conference with Dr. Fu Manchu, and probably my life hangs on not arousing his suspicions. The odds are in my favor. But my opponent

Where are you to meet?

Up in the penthouse.

You mean Fu Manchu really lives there?

Its his base of operations. I dont wonder it staggers you. But let me bring you up to date. One day in Cairo there was considerable disturbance in the Sherîfs household. I sensed that something unusual was going on. Of course, it was the departure of Fu Manchu and most of his unsavory crew for the States. Dont ask me how he travels without being identified, unless he has a magic carpet, because I dont know.

That time, Sir Denis, if Im not wrong, he traveled with me and your double, posing as Dr. Hessian in a plane provided by the British government.

Nayland Smith laughed out loud. Youre not wrong, Merrick. Thanks for the information. You see, I know his impersonation of an eccentric German scientist. He has worked it before. Hes a master of numberless languages and dialects. To the Western mind, he isnt typically Chinese. Hes at least as tall as I am, has fine ascetic features and a splendid head. His eyes alone, and his hands, betray the Asiatic.

But where is the real Dr. Hessian?

If hes alive  which I doubt  Otto Hessian is probably in Siberia. He disappeared behind the Iron Curtain three years ago. Well, as I said, there was a disturbance in the household  and an unpleasant change for me. I was transferred to a room in the cellar. Unmistakably a dungeon, belonging to the days when the old house had been the palace of some wealthy pasha.

Merrick, I all but lost hope. Two of Fu Manchus thugs had been left behind to guard me, I expected from hour to hour they would get the word to finish me off. My only exercise was walking about the cellar. And the nights were dreadful. I suspected, but couldnt confirm the suspicion, that some kind of murder machine was installed in my cell.

Then one night a queer thing happened. I was roused by a faint noise outside my locked door. I thought my time had come. A light shone through the grille, and I called out, Whos there? The light vanished. Complete silence. Nothing happened… until the next day.

Neither of the assassins brought me my breakfast. There wasnt a sound to be heard. Hours passed. No one came. I asked myself if I was doomed to starve to death. But early next morning a party of Egyptian police, accompanied by Sir Nigel Richardson of the British Embassy, and Lyman Bostock, his American opposite number, burst into the cellar.

How had they traced you? Brian asked.

Top marks to your FBI, Merrick. My understudy, who had by then arrived in New York, had excited the suspicion of one of their brightest undercover agents. I suspect  but dont let it worry you  that you may have spilled a hint that gave the clue. A code message reached Bostock. It asked for a secret examination to be made of the house of the Sherîf, not neglecting the cellars. A tall order. How the devil they arranged it I dont know, and they both laughed when I asked them. But I remembered the light through the grille of my cell. Anyway, they succeeded in getting a search warrant. And I can assure you that getting that warrant must have taken a lot of doing! The place was deserted. Not a soul in the building  except myself. The Sherîf had got wind of the thing and pushed off in a hurry with his entire household, including, I was told, several ladies and a fat eunuch. When I heard of the astonishing deception to which Richardson and Bostock had been made parties, I knew that not another hour must be wasted. Both wanted this impostor arrested by the New York police at once. I disagreed.

I made them see that the archconspirator would slip through our fingers. We must find out first the purpose of this amazing plot  which was what the FBI wanted to know, too. Then wed have the whole gang in the bag.

What I dont understand, Brian declared, is why they left you alive.

Nayland Smith smiled grimly. Because somebody blundered  or got cold feet. My cell, as I suspected, was fitted with the brain-blasting equipment, and for purposes of concealing evidence, there was a man-sized bath of curious construction in another room that was intended to contain acid. Something had thrown the gang into a panic, and these little arrangements, by the mercy of providence, were overlooked at the last moment.

Tell me one thing, Sir Denis. By what accident did I get into the picture, and why?

Not by accident, I assure you. Fu Manchu already had me in his hands, and no doubt his agents were combing likely spots for a young, unemployed American with an influential background, to make doubly sure of my understudys acceptance. You were the very man. The FBI had agents in London  I dont know why  and they found out that you had been employed by a Communist group, but they were ordered not to interfere. Washington had no idea what was brewing, but thought that you, as an innocent accomplice, might come up later with some useful information.

You mean  Brian flushed indignantly that I was allowed to walk blindfolded into this thing?

I mean that, yes. And dont glare at me! I had nothing to do with it. Whats more, its been done before. You see, Merrick, if you had known, youd have betrayed yourself. Undercover espionage isnt your field. How well it has worked out you can see for yourself. They are quite sure of you, and so we have the game in our hands.

Brian lighted a cigarette, but said nothing.

Well, Nayland Smith went on, I got my own way and was smuggled out of Cairo. I traveled as Major S. D. Smith, wearing a toothbrush mustache and a monocle. Not a word was allowed to leak out about the raid on the Sherîfs house. All the same, the Si-Fan got the news. When I arrived at Idlewild, at five-thirty this afternoon, I was met by the FBI. Their star operative, already a member of the Communist party, had managed, by what I can only call a stroke of genius, to become a top executive of the Si-Fan! Every detail of my projected execution was known.

First, you had to be kept away until it was all over. Second, as it was assumed that I should apply for a spare key and walk right up to the suite reserved in my name  exactly what I had planned to do  my double had orders to go out.

Yes? Brian was getting excited. What happened?

A tactical move by the FBI worthy of Napoleon. My doubles orders were to slip around to a back entrance, go up in the service elevator, and return to the suite. He had to unlock the communicating door and then take cover until I came in and had been liquidated. The FBI men managed to detain him long enough for me to come up first, open the door, and lie low. When my wretched double appeared, he got what was coming to me!

Do you mean to say the police and the FBI suspected nothing right up to the time you were found in Cairo?

They accepted Nayland Smith the Second and Dr. Hessian as authentic. They still think Hessian is. They didnt know where you fitted in. In other words, it was the discovery by their agent in London that you had been employed by a Red agent that sparked the inquiry. Sir Denis glanced at his watch. And now I must be off. Dont look so desperate, Merrick! Im well briefed, and  he tapped a coat pocket prepared for anything. Stand by.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dr. Fu Manchu sat at the long table in the room without windows when Nayland Smith came in. Sit down, he ordered. I have much to say to you.

Nayland Smith sat down in a chair on the other side of the table. He found that while Fu Manchus face remained in shadow, his own was brightly lighted. As of old, he experienced a tingling of the scalp when he came close to the force that seemed to proceed from this evil superman. He recalled the form of address he had been told to use.

At your service, Excellency.

Fu Manchu watched him. A stray beam of light touched the green eyes. Their regard was hard to meet.

You did well, William Hailsham, the sibilant voice said, until I had to warn you that your prototype had escaped death and was on his way. Your behavior in face of danger disappointed me. I asked myself if I had rescued a cur from a Soviet labor camp for this! The strange voice hissed the last word. Your political views terminated your career as an actor. Your arrogance offended even your Communist employers. I alone offered you a way to speedy fortune and security.

Nayland Smith remained silent. Dr. Fu Manchu took a pinch of snuff.

I am too closely tied to this project. I had hoped to bring with me what you would term a stand-in for Dr. Hessian, as you are stand-in for Nayland Smith. Unfortunately, certain surgical treatment proved unsatisfactory at the last moment. Therefore, my personal presence, although dangerous, is necessary. He closed the lid of the silver snuffbox.

The first crisis is over. Those responsible shall pay a heavy price. There is only one Nayland Smith  yourself. But  falter tonight, and there will be no Nayland Smith. He passed his hand over his high brow. I regret the necessity. Physically, you might have been twins. But there the likeness ends. Had the real Nayland Smith been my ally instead of my enemy, I should sit today on the throne of an empire greater than Rome ever knew. Listen.

And Nayland Smith listened intently.

The entire routine for tonight is changed. You handled the premature appearance of that impetuous fool Merrick very well. You seemed to have recovered your nerve  for you had no more than locked the communicating door when he arrived. I have not lost hope that you may carry off the situation tonight.

Dr. Fu Manchu paused, and his eyes seemed to film over; but soon he went on:

The plan of the Reds was to ensure that a certain message to Congress should not be sent. This you know. It was a desperate plan, and a bad one. I never intended to carry it out. This also you know. My own plan would have served the same purpose, but gone further. For, with the acceptance of the so-called Hessian Sound Zone, I should have had access to every important air base, every military objective, from coast to coast. I should have made them invulnerable! His voice quivered with the enthusiasm of the fanatic. Then  at last  I could have challenged the power of communism… and broken it!

Fu Manchu raised clenched hands above his head, then lowered them. He spoke softly.

These are your new orders…

* * * *

Brian paced the living room like a man possessed.

He had been allowed to become a party to a conspiracy directed against the United States government by the very people sworn to defend it; used as a tool! He grew hot with indignation. The mystery that had puzzled him all along was a mystery no more. He had been employed solely as a link with his father, and, through his father, with the President.

But it was the part played by Lola Erskine that crowned his misery. Peter Wellingham, he knew now, was a Red agent. Beyond doubt he had been right when he thought it was Lola he had seen with Wellingham in Hyde Park. Lola had drawn his attention to the Times advertisement. If any room for doubt had remained, seeing her in the company of the false Nayland Smith would have swept it away. How little either of them could have suspected that their murder plot was known!

Brian groaned in his misery. From first to last he had been in the hands of creatures of Dr. Fu Manchu. Zoe Montero, Ahmad  all had played him like a hooked fish.

He remembered bitterly Lolas saying of the Times advertisement, It read like a job created purposely for you. It had been created purposely for him, and she knew it.

Fu Manchu or the Reds, whichever of them she worked for, had sent her off to New York to take him over as soon as he arrived. They were naturally anxious to know if he suspected anything. Many of her questions about Nayland Smith recurred to him, and he could see their purpose now. Perhaps little Zoe alone had really weakened and tried to help him.

He would have loved to think so.

But Lola…

It called for a mighty effort to put his own petty troubles aside, to get back to the concrete inescapable fact that he was still involved in a giant conspiracy that might change world history.

He looked at the time. Surely Sir Denis should be back by now.

And, as he arrived at this conclusion, Sir Denis did come back. He entered quietly, put one finger to his lips, and pointed to the open door of Brians room.

They went in, and Nayland Smith closed the door.

Lucky I was warned that our living room is wired, he remarked. Well, I think Ive passed, Merrick. At least Im still alive! But those X-ray eyes may have seen more than Fu Manchu thought it diplomatic to give away. He was employed by the Reds  rather reluctantly, I gather  to carry out a certain scheme.

Your double told me the same thing. That Fu Manchu had been employed to keep Dr. Hessians invention from falling into the hands of the United States.

That was the story my double sold to the authorities. Remember, he was accepted for myself. Hessian wasnt doubted. The only dark horse in the stable was you. The FBI rarely let you out of their sight.

You mean they suspected me of being a Red spy? Brian blazed angrily.

They didnt know what or whom to suspect, Merrick, until I came on the scene. By the way, theyll be expecting me to report. But Im in rather a quandary.

If Fu Manchu already knows the secret of this sound cover, what on earth is he doing here?

Nayland Smith laughed dryly. What Fu Manchu him, self described to me as the so-called Hessian Sound Zone he really meant to place in the hands of the United States! He had no intention, of following his Red instructions. These were designed simply to keep the President from upsetting certain of their plans. It involved an urgent telephone call from the White House, a mouthpiece that ejected an odorless gas, and some other details that Fu Manchu could undoubtedly have provided.

But why such an elaborate, setup?

Nayland Smith began to fill his pipe, glancing aside at Merrick.

Have you ever thought how hard it would be to get the President of the United States alone? Had the Red plan been carried out, he would have been alone at the phone in an anteroom of the penthouse tonight. He would have been struck down by what any physician would have diagnosed as a heart attack, and been incapable of transacting any business for a long time.

Good God! What a villainous plot!

But childs play for Dr. Fu Manchu. Thats why he was employed.

Then the Hessian Sound Zone is just an illusion  a hoax?

Nayland Smith dropped his pouch back into his pocket and struck a wooden match.

Not a bit of it. The Sound Zone is Dr. Fu Manchus invention. Hes a scientific genius. The thing is an astounding reality.

Astoundings an understatement.

It would give complete immunity from blast. No projectile could penetrate it. The nuclear fall-out would be dispersed over a wide area of the upper atmosphere. This, if such horrible weapons are ever used, is unavoidable. The consequences would depend upon the direction of the wind, over which no man, not even Dr. Fu Manchu, has control.

Then why not let bygones be bygones, if Fu Manchu has really come clean?

Because, to mention one reason, its adoption, while making America, and I suppose the other Western allies, immune to direct air attack, would also give the Si-Fan absolute control of the Near and Far East.

But if its real

Just so, Merrick. Sir Denis lighted his pipe. Thats why we have to hold the candle to the devil. Thats why we cant arrest the two assassins next door, and produce the body that I suppose is hidden there. Thats why I dont know what to report.

Brian was dumbfounded. You mean that, after what happened tonight, Fu Manchu will still go ahead with his project?

Nayland Smith nodded. Its his master plot. He wont give it up easily.

The smell of tobacco smoke spurred Brian to light a cigarette; to put himself in the background; to concentrate on these vast issues at stake.

This master plot may be clear to you, Sir Denis, but I cant get it. Why would the fact  and I accept your word that it is a fact  that the West was safe from air attack help this amazing man to take over the East?

Because the Reds, helpless to retaliate, could be blasted into submission or unconditional surrender. And the vast underground movement that he has developed throughout the East would seize power. Thered be no holding him. I assure, you, Merrick, that Hitler and Stalin were babes and sucklings compared to Dr. Fu Manchu.

Nayland Smith continued his usual promenade. Brian was deep in thought.

His cutting in with a double for yourself, be admitted, wasnt far short of criminal genius. His preparations to handle the things if you happened to be alive were masterly.

Dragging the son of a prominent Senator and friend of the President into his program also had elements of talent, Sir Denis remarked dryly. Never underestimate Dr. Fu Manchu. If he hadnt been bitten by the bug called Power he would be honored today as one of the worlds greatest intellects. Fortunately in this case, like many men of genius, hes more than slightly mad.

But what are you going to do? Brian demanded. The FBI must know now that Dr. Hessian isnt the real man.

No, it doesnt, Nayland Smith snapped. I havent told them. I alone know the fate of the real Hessian. They accepted my double and Hessian as authentic. They began to worry about Nayland Smith the Second; thought I had been brain-washed or something. But they never doubted Hessian. They know now that my understudy wasnt Nayland Smith, but they believe that Hessian is Hessian and that the purpose of the plot is to steal his invention.

Then why keep them in the dark?

Because, as he believes I am his own man, I hope, Fu Manchu still plans to meet the President tonight and to hand over his system to the United States! The late Nayland Smith the Second was an actor called William Hailsham, an active member of the Communist party. My orders are to tell the committee that the impostor attempted to kill me and that in self-defense I strangled him!

But are you really going to do it?

Nayland Smith pulled at his ear. I dont know. Im thinking hard.

This remarkable conversation was still going on in Brians room in Suite 2610 when a tall, spare figure wearing a long black coat and a wide-brimmed black hat rapped in a peculiar manner on the door of Suite 2611. The door was opened immediately by the slender man who wore a blue turban.

He salaamed deeply. Master!

Dr. Fu Manchu walked in with his majestic yet curiously feline step, and in the main room, which, although richly furnished, was smaller than that in the adjoining suite, faced the second occupier, whose apelike ugliness had so appalled Brian when he had seen him through a hole in the screen.

He too saluted the Doctor as one doing reverence to a pagan god.

Everything found in his possession, Fu Manchu demanded, speaking Hindustani. Quickly. Show me.

The thickset man ran to an open suitcase, took out a parcel, and spread all it contained on a table. Here is everything, Master.

Fu Manchu examined the exhibits found on the person of the dead man, one by one. A silver disk stamped with a number and a curious design seemed to excite him strangely. His eyes, when he raised them, gleamed with the light of madness.

He turned, pointed to an outsized wardrobe trunk standing against the wall. On it was painted Prince Ranji Bhutani.

Unlock it! he commanded.

The younger man, his handsome but sinister features registering intense alarm, produced a bunch of keys and unlocked the big trunk.

Upright inside, and secured with leather straps, the double of Nayland Smith stood, his head drooping so that the swollen features were in shadow. Dr. Fu Manchu stepped forward and tilted the head upward  no easy matter, for the neck muscles were already stiff.

From a pocket of his black coat he took out a lens and, peering closely, examined the nose of the victim.

He replaced the lens, turned, and struck the long-armed thug a flat-handed blow across the face. The younger killer fell to his knees, clasping his-hands.

Master!

Fools! Fu Manchus features were contorted; his expression was that of a dangerous maniac. You have killed the wrong man! By a stupendous effort of will, he recovered his usual calm. Relock the trunk. Remain here until further orders reach you.

With his silent, catlike walk, Dr. Fu Manchu turned away, opened the door, and went out. He passed the suite occupied by Nayland Smith, and went up to the penthouse. In the dark room adjoining that equipped for the demonstration he seated himself at the radio switchboard and made an adjustment.

A point of blue light appeared. A woman spoke; Yes, Doctor?

Tonights plans are changed. Report to me immediately.

* * * *

At about this time, Brian, chain-smoking in his agitation, was watching Nayland Smith pacing the floor of the room like an English guardsman on sentry duty. At last Sir Denis broke his long silence.

I have chosen my course, Merrick. Heaven grant its the right one. Bearing in mind what I mean to do tonight  must do  I doubt if Fu Manchus secret device would be handed over. He has the cunning of the serpent. He takes fantastic risks, but always assures himself of a way out. My explanation to the committee, which I am supposed to give verbatim  the deceased actor was evidently a quick study  would certainly break up the conference.

Sure! Just what I was thinking! The meeting tonight

I cant believe that a man so astute as Dr. Fu Manchu ever intended it to take place. He has changed his plans. He may be laying another trap  he may be preparing to make a getaway. This could only mean that the cunning devil recognized me.

Then why didnt he bump you off when he had you up there in the penthouse?

Think again, Merrick, Sir Denis snapped. Consider two dead Nayland Smiths on his hands in the Babylon-Lido! No. There hasnt been time to move the other one. We may lose the secret of the Sound Zone, but at last, we have Dr. Fu Manchu.

What are we going to do?

Nayland Smith knocked ash from the hot bowl of his pipe. I cant stop the others. That doesnt matter. But I shall signal the plane bringing your father and the President, and their course will be changed. We dont know what new deviltry may be brewing, and I darent risk it. Our best defense is attack.

He headed for the door.

Whats my job? Brian wanted to know.

Well slip down and talk to Ray Harkness. Hes in charge of the FBI engaged on this job. We have worked together before. This double business has shaken him badly. Before I went up tonight we arranged a password  in case the wrong man had survived!


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Brian saw a smallish, dapper man who might have been an accountant or a bank manager, but couldnt possibly be a detective, except that it happened he was.

He jumped up as they came in.

Bamboo! Nayland Smith said. Presumably that was the arranged password. Virtue triumphed for once, Harkness!

Raymond Harkness sat down again. Thank God I see you alive! It was a crazy risk, and in my opinion unnecessary.

Nayland Smith rested his hand on Harkness shoulder. Your staff work was excellent. Merrick, here, threatened to disturb the plan at a critical moment. But our luck held, and I held on to Merrick. By the way, you havent met.

No. Harkness shook hands with Brian, smiling. But weve wasted a lot of time covering you, Mr. Merrick. For heavens sake, what happened? Wheres… the other one? We knew all the details of the trap, but not what it was planned to do when you walked into it.

An expert job of strangling. He never uttered a sound.

Good God! Theyve murdered their own man? Sir Denis nodded, What have they done with his body?

Still in the room next to ours, I suppose. But if were to get the whole gang in the bag I want quick action. You have the list of tenants occupying apartments on our floor?

Harkness held up a typed sheet. Its been impossible at short notice, to check all of them. But speaking of the room next to yours

No time now. Look  Ill tell you what we must do. Hold the elevators on this floor. Instruct the operators to tell upgoing passengers to use the stairs beyond this floor. There are two elevators but only one stairway. Post a good man at the stairs on this floor. Order him to direct such passengers to this room. Keep your door open. Tell em what you like, but hold em.

Harkness raised his eyebrows, but took up the phone and gave these unwelcome instructions to the hotel office, adding, To go into force as of now. He hung up, glanced at Nayland Smith. Well, what about anyone coming down?

They must be told to go up again until further notice. Police Department orders. An experienced patrolman in uniform would be best for the stair job.

Harkness nodded and spoke again on the phone. Then he said, Youre in charge tonight, Sir Denis, but weve worked together before and I like to know what to expect. Do you think its a plot against the President?

Not against his life, Harkness, Nayland Smith answered. At least, I dont think so. But in any event, he wont be here. I gave orders a few minutes ago to have his course diverted.

Raymond Harkness watched Sir Denis with steady eyes. Then you believe Fu Manchu is still in New York?

I know it.

Where?

In the penthouse.

What! Harkness sprang up. Then hes holding Dr. Hessian! Hes in our hands! What are we waiting for?

Go easy! Nayland Smith smiled his grim smile. And dont worry about Dr. Hessian. Im looking after him!

Harkness sat down again. You know, now that I hear you and see you, I wonder I ever fell for your double. But at the time I was completely sold.

So was everybody else. Who but Dr. Fu Manchu could have pulled off such a thing?

There was a rap on the room door, and a smart-looking police sergeant came in. Harkness looked up.

Ah! Its Sergeant Ruppert. I knew you were detailed, for duty here tonight. I want you to stand at the foot of the stairs to the floor above. Stand on the other side of the door. No need to alarm the people on this floor. Anyone wanting to go up is to be directed to this apartment. Make sure they come here, but dont lose sight of the staircase exit. Anyone coming down is to be sent back  anyone. All clear?

All ready, sir. But what about the elevators?

Theyve been stopped from this floor upward. Harkness glanced at Nayland Smith. Anything else?

One thing, Sir Denis said. Jump to it, Sergeant! Every minute counts! Sergeant Ruppert nodded and ran out. Any news from Number One, Harkness?

Raymond Harkness shook his head. No. Cant figure it out. She expected to have something to report on the latest move. It could be useful. But not a word. And we cant locate her. I hope

So do I. There was a deep sincerity in Nayland Smiths voice. She takes risks few men would take  and Fu Manchu is merciless… How many have you on duty tonight, Harkness? Nayland Smith asked. Without Merrick and myself.

Eleven. Four FBIs and nine police. Four in uniform, including the Sergeant, and five plain-clothesmen. If I can count Number One, twelve.

Assemble them all here. There are seven apartments upstairs, including mine. I want them all searched. You have keys from the management?

Here.

Ill take the key of the stair door to the penthouse and the key of the inside door.

Harkness passed over three keys. There are two doors to the penthouse, he explained. The second I believe opens into the kitchen.

And now, can you lend Merrick a gun?

Sure. Harkness pulled a drawer open and took out a regulation police revolver. It isnt easy to carry, Mr. Merrick, but its practical.

Thanks.

Brian put the heavy weapon in a coat pocket. He didnt know what was going to happen, but the more exciting it turned out to be, the better he would like it. He needed an antidote to his mood of angry self-contempt.

Let the whole party stand by, Harkness, Sir Denis went on in his quick-fire way, until I give the word. Merrick and I are going to do a spot of reconnaissance. If a trap is being laid, we dont want to walk right into it.

They met no one in the long corridor as they headed toward the elevators. The door to the stairs, with a red light above it, was a few paces beyond, it was that hour which comes in every big hotel when nearly all the guests are either out for the evening or retired to their rooms.

Suddenly Nayland Smith said something that brought Brian to a stop as though he had hit a wall.

I pray no harm has come to Lola Erskine, he said.

Brian stood stock-still. Sir Denis paused, looked back, and then stared, amazed, at the suddenly pale face he saw behind him.

Merrick! Whats wrong? Are you ill?

Brian tried hard to recover poise. It wasnt easy.

Im sorry. But you did say Lola Erskine?

I did. What about it?

Is she the woman you called Number One, who was expected to report to Mr. Harkness?

She is. Nayland Smith stared hard. Shes the star operative I mentioned to you, who had worked her way into the Reds confidence, and from there  an even more astonishing undercover feat  into the secret order of the Si-Fan. Have you met her?

Yes. Brian spoke hoarsely, but had himself in hand again. In London.

In London? Then it was she who sent the information that you had been employed by Red agents. Wonderful girl! She was the first person to suspect my double. You see, Merrick, she was working close to Dr. Fu Manchu. Just think of that! A mere girl  and a very pretty one; she met me at Idlewild  getting away with such a thing!

I am thinking, Sir Denis, and Im frightened stiff. Because, you see, Im very fond of Lola.

Nayland Smith smiled  the smile Brian remembered. Ho, ho! So thats how the wind blows! Im frightened, too. First, I owe my freedom to her. She was responsible for the search of the house in Cairo  and its almost certain you gave her the clue. Second, I owe her my life. She learned all about the trap set for me here, briefed me, and was instrumental in getting my doubles instructions mixed up.

Brian clenched his first. If Dr. Fu Manchu has found this out, Sir Denis, he must know

That Lola Erskine has double-crossed him? Yes. Thats why Im frightened.

They had been standing still in the long passage, talking in hushed voices. Now Nayland Smith snapped, Come on! We must act.

He set off at a run. As they passed the elevators, Brian found himself wondering if a girl like Lola could possibly give a damn for such a despicable, distrustful creature as himself.

Nayland Smith pulled the heavy door open.

Hello! Whats this?

There was no one there.

Wheres Sergeant Ruppert? Brian cried out.

Sir Denis raised his hand. Ssh! We dont know who may be listening. But I dont like it. Come on  and be ready for anything.

He started up the stairs, walking softly, one hand in a pocket of his tweed jacket. At the top he peered out cautiously along the corridor. It was empty from end to end. He banged his fist into the palm of his left hand.

I should have known better than to rely on one man in dealing with Fu Manchu!

What do you figure happened? He didnt call out. Wed have heard him.

When it happened is what worries me. How long has this stairway been open? Stand by, Merrick. Have your gun handy. If anyone comes near you, cover him and make him stand still, hands up, until I return.

Nayland Smith darted back down the stairs.

* * * *

When it happened was fully twenty minutes earlier.

Apartment 2612 was across the passage and not far from Nayland Smiths suite. A smartly dressed woman, her beauty hallmarked with the stamp of sophistication that some men, particularly young ones, find irresistible, had just come in. She had not long returned from Idlewild where Fu Manchu had ordered her to go to report the instant of Sir Denis arrival. She had means of learning such things, for beauty is a key that opens many doors.

Wearily she tossed an expensive hat onto the bed and sat down in front of her mirror. She opened a cream leather jewel case, unstrapped a conspicuous, diamond-studded wrist watch, and was about to put it away there when a voice spoke  apparently coming from the watch.

Where are you now?

She started, stooped forward, and answered, Back in my room, Doctor.

No one obstructed you?

No one.

You have done well. You were only just in time. But there is more to do. Put the amethyst ring on your finger. It is live. Be careful not to turn the bezel until needed. Remember, the volume is low. Direct contact is necessary. Wear the diamond watch also. You understand?

I understand.

Your freedom is in your hands tonight.

The womans eyes opened wide. They were of the color of the ring that Dr. Fu Manchu had ordered her to wear  amethyst  and, with her auburn hair, gave her an exotic beauty. Her delicate color paled as she spoke:

You mean  my complete freedom?

Your absolute freedom. The task I am giving you shall be your last. So you cannot afford to fail. These are your orders…

As an immediate result of those orders, Sergeant Mike Ruppert, taking up his station at the foot of the stairs, a post that he expected to find very dull, had just ventured to light a cigarette when he heard light foosteps descending.

He dropped the cigarette and put his foot on it, turned  and saw a vision.

A disturbingly attractive woman was coming down. From her slender foot, her arched instep, to the flaming crown of her wonderful hair, Sergeant Ruppert found no flaw in her beauty.

She smiled and tried to pass him.

Sergeant Ruppert intruded his bulk. Sorry, lady. No one allowed down this way.

The smile gave place to a frown. What do you mean, Sergeant? She had an enchanting accent. I live here. You cant keep a guest a prisoner!

The Sergeant wasnt enjoying his job. Department orders, miss. Theres  er  some inquiry going on. Itll be all clear soon.

Soon! But my friend is waiting.

Hell be glad to wait! Sergeant Ruppert grinned.

A ghost of a smile stole back to the lovely face. He is a she, my sergeant! But please let me go. It is bad enough that the elevators are out of order, that I have to walk up and down. But this!

Thats right. The Sergeant was sympathetic. But its not my fault, miss. All I can do is obey orders.

It is so stupid! She pouted. Never again do I stay at the Babylon-Lido! I shall go up and call the manager. Come with me. You shall hear that I am to be allowed to go out.

Sorry, miss. Id like nothing better, but

I can give you a nice cool drink while I phone.

Sergeant Ruppert knew nothing about Saint Anthony, but he was going through similar fires. Years of discipline won. Dizzy but unconquered, he told her, I cant leave my post, miss.

Ah, parbleu! she sighed. (French! the Sergeant decided.) So I am imprisoned, yes?

Its not as bad as that, lady. Ill tell you what you do. I dont think its meant for a young lady like you to be inconvenienced. So go back to your apartment and call the manager, like you said. Ask him to speak to the officer in charge, and

She turned away impulsively. It is preposterous! All this trouble! Ah! Mon Dieu! She stumbled, turned back, clutched Sergeant Ruppert. I twist my ankle!

Her slender hands  he noted a great violet ring on one white finger  slipped around his neck. Her touch made him tremble. And this moment of emotion was the last thing he remembered. She had turned the bezel.

He experienced a sensation as though he had been clubbed on the back of his head, and knew no more.

She had carried out her last task  for she couldnt afford to fail. In a fractional moment she reversed the bezels  a miniature receiver, tuned to pick up the lethal note from the transmitter in the penthouse. But as the big, good-looking policeman pitched forward and fell on his face, tears dimmed her eyes. She raised the jeweled wrist watch. Her hands trembled when she adjusted the cunning radio mechanism.

It is done! she whispered.

Good. Do not return to your apartment. Whatever you leave behind there shall be recovered or replaced. Walk down one more floor, then use the elevator. You have money with you?

As you ordered, Doctor.

Avoid observation going out. Use a side entrance. Take a taxi to East Eighty-eighth Street and Park Avenue. A man will be standing outside the drugstore on the corner. He will wear a red rose in his buttonhole. Say Si-Fan and he will make all arrangements. Your life is your own.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Brians vigil at the stairhead proved something of a tax on his nerves.

If the strange and oddly sinister figure who had dominated the meeting in the penthouse was none other than Dr. Fu Manchu, then his uneasy feeling in the presence of the man he had accepted as Otto Hessian called for no further explanation. During the journey from Egypt he had had a strong inclination to avoid him, and, as he now recalled clearly, the bogus Nayland Smith had encouraged him to do so, saying. He has the brains of a genius but the manners of a gorilla.

And now the fabulous Dr. Fu Manchu was near, on the defensive, at bay. Already he had spirited away a physically powerful police officer, armed and keenly alert to danger.

In the long, lighted corridor there was unbroken silence. Guests occupying the several apartments were probably away for the evening, he assumed  unless (a disturbing thought) there were other apartments as well as that adjoining their own which harbored servants of the Chinese doctor. He saw again, mentally, the two Asiatic assassins dragging away the body of the unfortunate double.

Perhaps they had strangled Sergeant Ruppert!

He changed his position slightly, so that he had his back to a wall, and tried to blot out a ghastly memory of the dead mans face, and to call up the image of Lola.

What had happened to her? He seemed to have lived through another life since that hour in her room. In fact, during this one day he had experienced the summit and the nadir of human emotions: love, when he held Lola in his arms; horror, and a great fear, when he saw Nayland Smith lying dead on the floor. And fear had come again  fear that he was insane  when another Nayland Smith had appeared. The belief, the conviction, that Lola was nothing more than a decoy of Dr. Fu Manchus had brought a sorrow such as he had never known. And now when he knew the truth, she had gone.

A faint sound broke the silence of the corridor.

Brian stood tense, almost holding his breath, listening.

The sound came from the stairway.

He pulled out the big revolver, readied it for action, and slightly turned his head, looking down. Soft footsteps were mounting the stairs. He raised the barrel, sighting it on the bend at which the person coming lip would appear.

No one appeared. But a crisp voice came:

Dont shoot, Merrick!

It was Nayland Smith. A moment later he stood beside Brian.

Phew! Brian relaxed. Glad you spoke.

So I see. Sir Denis commented dryly. But dont relax your vigilance. We have the situation in hand, if

If what?

If were not too late. Nayland Smith spoke in a low tone. First, We go to our own apartment. Dont open your mouth while I try to call the penthouse. Remember, the room has been wired.

Brian nodded, and they walked along to 2610. Nayland Smith unlocked the door, stood for a moment listening, and then went in. He crossed straight to the penthouse phone, lifted the receiver, held it to his ear a while, and then put it back. He frowned grimly, beckoned to Brian to follow, and went out of the apartment.

Step as nearly like a cat as you can, he whispered. Im going up to listen at the door. If I hear anything, we wont go in alone. Well have to wait for reinforcements.

Brian watched while Sir Denis quietly unlocked the door to the penthouse stairs. They stole up.

The stairs opened on a landing, and the door was nearly opposite, as Brian remembered. To their right was the elevator that normally served the penthouse, and, beyond, a second door.

Nayland Smith tiptoed forward, apparently with the intention of pressing his ear to a panel, then paused. Closer contact was unnecessary.

A voice was speaking, muffled by the intervening door, but still audible  a strident, sibilant voice:

Do you imagine, it said scornfully, that your puny interference can check the wheels of the inevitable? The dusk of the West has fallen. The dawn of the East has come.

Nayland Smith turned, a triumphant grin on his lean face, and pointed to the stairs. Brian followed him down. Sir Denis partly closed the door below.

You heard him, Merrick  you heard him? he whispered. One of his favorite slogans. How often have I listened to it! Thats Dr. Fu Manchu!

Brians heart jumped uncomfortably. Who is he talking to?

Im afraid to Lola Erskine.

* * * *

Brian went through hours of torture in the few minutes that it took to muster the party. Harkness had a search warrant, and two of the plain-clothesmen came from Homicide, for there was evidence to show that a murder had been committed on the top floor of the towering wing of the Babylon-Lido.

When duties had been allotted, Harkness and another FBI man joined Brian and Nayland Smith, and all four went up to the penthouse. Harkness and his assistant  his name was Dakin  were to deal with the kitchen entrance; Brian and Sir Denis concentrated on the other door.

They stood for a moment, listening.

Complete silence.

Get the door open! Brian gasped, quivering with suspense. For Gods sake, open it!

Nayland Smith, very grim-faced, put the key in the lock. But he never turned it.

No, no! A stifled scream came from inside. Dont open that door! Its the end of all of us if you do! Break in at the other end. But dont open that door!

It was Lolas voice.

Sir Denis grasped Brians arm in a grip that hurt. He withdrew the key.

I dont know what this means, Merrick, but we must do as she directs. Come on! They ran to join Harkness. In through the kitchen!

Harkness unlocked the door. The door swung open. Brian tried to hurl himself in. Nayland Smith grabbed him.

Go easy, Merrick! We cant be sure.

An automatic in his hand, Sir Denis stepped warily into a well-equipped kitchenette. Brian followed. There were traces of that peculiar chemical smell which he had noted before, on the night of the demonstration.

They pushed on into what was evidently a dining room. But it didnt appear to have been used as one. The only window was blacked out with heavy velvet drapes. On the buffet odd pieces of chemical apparatus stood, as well as a number of bottles and phials. There was very little furniture except a narrow table covered with green baize and a large chair. A green-shaded lamp stood on the table  the only light in the room.

Near the lamp was a cabinet the front of which consisted of a small switchboard.

Some kind of radio control, Nayland Smith commented.

He was looking at an open door at the other end of the room. And as he looked, there came a stifled cry:

In here! Hurry!

Brian, at that wild appeal, pushed past Sir Denis and burst in ahead of the others.

He stopped so suddenly that he was nearly floored by the rush from behind.

The room in which he had witnessed the extraordinary experiment carried out by the man calling himself Dr. Hessian seemed to swim before his eyes. The plan of New York City covered the whole of the top of the long table, but the rows of chairs had been removed. The metal containers that had hung from the ceiling were there no longer. The radio set that produced the inaudible note remained in its place on a bureau. A small box, which might have been the one used at the demonstration to represent a specially equipped plane, stood on one end of the table.

Nearby, in a heavy armchair, Lola was seated, white and wild-eyed. Her ankles were lashed to the front legs. Both wrists had been tied to the arms of the chair, but she had managed to free her right hand and to tear off the adhesive tape strapped across her mouth.

It had been done in frantic haste, for her lip was red and swollen.

Brian sprang to her side and began to unfasten her other wrist.

Smash that thing! she said, in a shrill, unnatural voice, pointing to the little box. The sound comes from there! Smash it!

Brian stood upright and, ignoring Nayland Smith, who had a hand on his shoulder, pulled out the police revolver and fired two shots into the flimsy framework.

There came a loud explosion, a crash of glass, splinters flew, and one bullet ricocheted to be buried in the wall beyond. Then the box burst, into flames.

Dakin acted promptly. Dashing out to the kitchen, he was back in quick time carrying a big pitcher of water. With this he dowsed the flaming fragments on the table. When Brian turned, Lola had fainted.

He carried Lola downstairs, using the kitchen entrance. Dakin came with him to unlock the door of the suite. All the other doors along the corridor were wide open, and sounds indicated that the search parties were at work, apparently without success.

As Brian laid Lola on the big couch, Dakin said, Shell soon pull out of it. She has the heart of a lion. If you have any brandy, I think he smiled I can leave the patient in. your hands. Ill leave the key, too.

Dakin retired, closing the outer door. Brian ran to the buffet and was looking for the brandy when he heard Lolas voice.

I dont think I ever fainted in my life before.

He turned, ran to her. She was sitting up.

Lola, my dearest!

But I do believe a small glass of brandy would do me good.

Brian ran back, found the brandy, and poured out a liberal shot.

He knelt beside her, his arm around her shoulders as she took the glass. Lola smiled, that fascinating, mocking smile.

If I drank all this, Brian, Id faint a second time.

She took a sip of the brandy, and he drew her to him. My lips are sticky from that awful tape, she protested.

Brian held her very close, but kissed her gently. I nearly went crazy when I heard you were missing.

Lola took another sip and then set the glass down. So youve found out about me. She spoke softly. You know what a little liar I am!

I know you have more grit in your little finger than I have in all my hulking carcass!

You mean you forgive me for what I had to do?

Forgive you!

She raised her hand to check him. Brian dear, go back now, and let me lie here for five minutes. Ill be perfectly all right when Ive rested  and cleaned the goo off my face. Then Ill join you.

Leave you here alone! And Fu Manchu

Fu Manchu is too far away to harm me.

But we heard his voice!

I know you did. He intended you to hear it. But he isnt there. Go up and see for yourself. Ill be with you in a few minutes.

And when Brian, torn between his desire to stay with Lola and a burning curiosity, returned to the penthouse, he found the proper entrance door open. Harkness was bending over the cabinet that looked like a radio set, the back of which had been removed. Nayland Smith was pacing the room and pulling at his ear.

How is she? he asked.

Fine. Shes coming up after a little rest. But wheres Dr. Fu Manchu?

Sir Denis pointed to an open drawer of the bureau. There  all we have of him! A tape recorder playing back our conversations in Cairo. If you and I had listened a while longer, we should have heard my voice as well. Brought over for the benefit of my successor. The cunning devil!

Brian stared about the room incredulously, still half expecting to see the dark spectacles of Dr. Hessian  the only picture he had of the dreaded Fu Manchu  peering out from some shadowy corner.

But the door! What was the danger of opening the door?

The dangers on the table there, Harkness called out Three ordinary bell-pushers were under the carpet where anybody coming in couldnt miss stepping on one of them.

Wired to the receiver you shot to pieces, Sir Denis added grimly. If Lola hadnt lost her head  although God knows I dont blame her  we might have disconnected them, and so had the secret of the Sound Zone in our hands!

Then the other thing  Brian nodded toward the cabinet was connected all the time?

It was. One step, and Lola, as well as everyone else and everything breakable in the penthouse, would have gone west. Which reminds me of something you may be able to tell me… the French windows. You saw the demonstration. Why werent the windows blown out?

Brian thought hard. He tried to picture this room as he had seen it then, and a memory came.

I think I can tell you. I remember now that just before Dr. Hessian began to talk, the Japanese lowered what looked like metal shutters over the windows, and then drew those drapes over them.

The shutters are still there, Sir Denis told him. Couldnt make out if they were a hotel fixture. Now I know they should be examined. Evidently made of some material nonconductive of the fatal sound.

Harkness stood up from his examination of the cabinet and lighted a cigarette.

Fu Manchu planned to leave no evidence, Mr. Merrick, he remarked. We found a small, but I guess effective, time bomb inside this thing. Dakin worked with a bomb-disposal squad in England during the war. Hes an expert. Hes out in the kitchen fixing it.

You see, Merrick? Nayland Smith snapped. Im naturally proud of Scotland Yard, but your FBI isnt without merit. What dyou make of that set, Harkness?

This is by no means an ordinary radio set, Sir Denis. Its some kind of transmitter. Though what it transmits and where it gets it from are mysteries. We havent tinkered with it. Thats a laboratory job. But Dakin thinks it can convert all sorts of sounds into that one high inaudible note on which we had a report from Number One. Evidently this note doesnt become dangerous until it has passed through the special receiver.

Its the receiver that converts the sound, a clear voice explained.

All three turned in a flash. Lola stood there smiling at them. Sir Denis was first with a chair. Lola thanked him and sat down.

If you feel up to it, Miss Erskine, he said quietly, perhaps you would explain in more detail.

I feel up to anything. Particularly, I feet like an idiot for getting hysterical and then passing out. You see, Sir Denis, he  she seemed to avoid naming Dr. Fu Manchu, as Nayland Smith had known others to do was good enough to give me all particulars before leaving me to be shattered. The transmitter, he informed me, is really a sort of selector, or filter. It picks up only certain high notes, vocal or instrumental. On an ordinary receiving set this would come through as atmospheric interferences. It was the thing that Brian blew up that converted the sound to what he called the superaural key, which shatters everything within range. She glanced up as Dakin returned from the kitchen.

Its harmless now, sir, he reported to Nayland Smith. Weve saved some evidence.

Another member of Harkness party appeared in the doorway.

What now? Harkness demanded.

Doc Alex reports that hes suffering from thundering concussion  but there isnt a single bruise on his head!

Whos this? Brian asked.

Sergeant Ruppert.

Sergeant Ruppert! Where did you find him?

In the apartment of our next-door neighbors, Nayland Smith told him dryly, while you were taking care of Miss Erskine. He turned to the man at the door. Does the doctor think he will recover?

He does, sir  and hopes therell be no complications.

They found a dead man in there, too. Mr. Merrick, Harkness broke in. You mightnt recognize him, the way he looks now. But up till today we all mistook him for Sir Denis.

I know. But what about the man in the blue turban?

Prince Ranji Bhutani? Harkness laughed. He and his servant have vanished, of course. I dont imagine the prince was wearing his blue turban! They must have got away soon after strangling your double, Sir Denis. We had that pair under observation already and theres a fifty-fifty chance we can pick them up.

If Sergeant Ruppert was found there, they evidently got him, too.

Ray Harkness shook his head. Four guests on your floor, Mr. Merrick, checked out earlier today. We dont know if any of them belonged to the gang. Only one, Mrs. Nadia Narovska, has disappeared like the prince and left her luggage behind. Said to be a very good-looker.

But she may be coming back, Brian pointed out. The manager reports she came in only a few minutes before the elevator was stopped and the Sergeant went on duty at the stair door. How did she get out?

But it would be impossible for her to have overpowered a big fellow like that!

If she belonged to Dr. Fu Manchu, Nayland Smith said bitterly, and she sounds like one of his women, nothing is impossible! I havent settled down yet to the fact that that cunning fiend has escaped me again. In my crazy overconfidence I missed my chance. It was my duty to the world when I stood before him to shoot him dead. He banged his fist into the palm of his left hand. They all slipped away in whatever time they had between the attack on Ruppert and the time Merrick and I came upstairs. Once they were on street level, New York was open to them. Our hush-hush policy has defeated its own ends. Dr. Fu Manchu can assume many personalities and he probably had a car waiting.

Its not so black as you paint it, Harkness insisted. We may have lost the secret of this wonderful air cover, but if the price Uncle Sam had to pay for it was putting our defenses in the hands of Dr. Fu Manchu, we gain more than we lose.

Nayland Smith forced a smile. You may be right. Dr. Fu Manchu has still to get out of the country… Oh, Merrick, Miss Erskine has passed through a frightful ordeal. I suggest you take her along for a good dinner. Dine downstairs. Ill page you when your father arrives. We shall all have many things to talk about. And I can see you have a lot of things to say to Lola.




EMPEROR FU MANCHU
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This is the thirteenth and last novel in the Fu Manchu series. Published in 1959 by Jenkins, Rohmer continues to update and modernise his Oriental master criminal, with a typically 1950s theme: the Cold War. Rohmer was living in the United States when he wrote this story, so would have seen the effect of the Cold War on one of the key participating nations at first hand. Fu Manchu, it has been estimated, is approximately one hundred years old in this tale, which would have seemed improbable to the reader of the 1950s had they not known that the villain had spent decades perfecting a serum to give everlasting life, hence his ability to pursue his deadly missions with such vigour.

Despite the fact that this story is about the Cold War, which everyone associates primarily with America and Russia, the threat in this story is lurking in Northern China. This time, the indomitable Sir Denis Nayland Smith teams up with former US soldier Tony McKay. McKay has personal reasons for taking on the mission he is offered  he believes that the Chinese Communist regime killed his father and ruined the family business. McKays mission is dangerous; working alone, with only Nayland Smith as a contact, he must infiltrate the deepest territories of the threat created by the deadly Si Fan and find out who is behind the latest plot to dominate the world  the shadowy figure known as The Master. McKay is warned not to touch the living dead creatures which walk the remote area he will travel to; these Cold Men are dangerous and under the influence of a man known only as the Devil Doctor, but Nayland Smith has a hunch it is actually Fu Manchu that is behind these ghastly monsters. Once in the field, McKay discovers Russian camp which was apparently there to guard a leprosy research centre. However, McKay is sure it is actually a germ centre - the threat of germ warfare being very much a favourite insecurity of the West at that time, it was a good choice of sneaky Russian weapon for Rohmer to make. Alas, McKay is betrayed only a few weeks into his mission and ends up languishing in a rat infested cell.

Not that far from McKays cell, there is a large house tucked away in the hills. Its resident is the deadly Fu Manchu, who, having been ejected from the West, has returned to China to lead the Si Fan in the fight against communism, both in China and Russia. I shall restore this ancient Empire to more than its former glory! states Fu Manchu. Communism, with its vulgarity, its glorification of the worker, I shall sweep from the earth!...... I shall win control of the West as well as of the East!. In other words, Fu Manchu will not tolerate the Imperialism of the Communist regimes, as they impede his own plans for domination. However, he must still be stopped, but first, McKay must gain his freedom to pursue the old enemy of the West. 

Rohmer has worked hard in this story to keep all his characters up to date. Nayland Smith has a James bond style watch that doubles as a communication device (rather like todays smart wrist watch!) but it is Fu Manchu that must be credited with its design, we find out. This is also the story  sadly, the last  in which Fu Manchu becomes a genuinely nuanced personality; in his speeches we can witness his calculating, highly intelligent mind at work as Fu Manchu finally steps out of the mists and shadows of early twentieth century into the technicolor world of 1950s fiction. We find out that he studied at Heidelberg University, The Sorbonne and, bizarrely, the University of Edinburgh, so Fu Manchu is well versed in the ways of the West, suggesting he is more at ease with non-Oriental culture than he would have his enemies believe. Notions of sorcery and the occult are now largely replaced by scientific foul play. After all, who needs magic to scare the 1950s reader when one has germ warfare and the atom bomb to do the job more effectively?

A fascinating swan song for both Rohmer and our favourite villain, this novel is an interesting comment on the times and a clever reworking of the global ambitions of Fu Manchu.
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CHAPTER ONE

Once you pass the second Bamboo Curtain, McKay, unless my theories are all haywire, youll be up against the greatest scientific criminal genius who has ever threatened the world.

Tony McKay met the fixed regard of cold gray eyes which seemed to be sizing him up from the soles of his shoes to the crown of his head. The terse words and rapid, clipped sentences of the remarkable man he had come to meet penetrated his brain with a bulletlike force. He knocked ash from his cigarette. The sounds and cries of a busy Chinese street reached him through an open window.

I didnt expect to be going to a cocktail party, Sir Denis.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith smiled, and the lean, tanned face, the keen eyes, momentarily became those of a boy.

I think youre the fellow Im looking for. You served with distinction in the United States Army, and come to me highly recommended. May I ask if you have some personal animus against the Communist regime in China?

You may. I have. They brought about my fathers death and ruined our business.

Nayland Smith relighted his briar pipe. An excellent incentive. But its my duty to warn you about the kind of job youre taking on. Right from the moment you leave this office youre on your own. Youre an undercover agent  a man alone. Neither London nor Washington knows you. But we shall be in constant touch. Youll be helping to save the world from slavery.

Tony nodded; stabbed out his cigarette in an ashtray. No man could be better equipped for what you have to do. You were born here, and you speak the language fluently. With your facial features you can pass for Chinese. Theres no Iron Curtain here. But there are two Bamboo Curtains. The first has plenty of holes in it; the second so far has proved impenetrable. Oddly enough, it isnt in the Peiping area, but up near the Tibetan frontier. We have to know the identity of the big man it conceals. Hes the real power behind the strange scheme.

But he must come out sometimes, Tony protested.

He does. He moves about like a shadow. All we can learn about him is that hes known and feared as the Master. His base seems to be somewhere in the province of Szechuan  and this province is behind the second Bamboo Curtain.

Is that where you want me to go, Sir Denis?

It is. You could get there through Burma

I could get a long way from right here, with a British passport, as a representative of, say, Vickers. Then I could disappear and become a Chinese coolie from Hong Kong  thats safe for me  looking for a lost relative or girl friend, or somebody.

Make your own choice, McKay. I have a shrewd idea about the identity of the Master.

You think you know who he is?

I think he is the president of the most dangerous secret society in the world, the Si-Fan  Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Dr. Fu-Manchu.

I believe hes up to his old game, running with the hare and hunting with the hounds

There was a sound resembling the note of a tiny bell. Nayland Smith checked his words and adjusted what looked like an Air Force wrist watch. Raising his hand, he began to speak into it. Tony realized that it must be some kind of walkie-talkie. The conversation was unintelligible, but when it ended, Nayland Smith glanced at him in an odd way.

One of my contacts in Szechuan, he explained drily. Reports the appearance of another Cold Man in Chia-Ting. Theyre creating a panic.

A Cold Man? I dont understand.

Nor do I. But itll be one of your jobs to find out. They are almost certainly monstrosities created by Dr. Fu-Manchu. I know his methods. They seem to be Burmese or Tibetans. Orders are issued that anyone meeting a Cold Man must instantly report to the police; that on no account must the creature be touched.

Why?

I cant say. But they have been touched  and although theyre walking about, their bodies are said to be icily cold.

Good God! Zombies  living dead men!

And they always appear in or near Chia-Ting. You should head for there. Youll have one of these. Nayland Smith tapped the instrument he wore on his wrist. I may as well confess its a device we pinched from Dr. Fu-Manchu. Found on a prisoner. It looks like a wrist watch. One of our research men broke down the formula and now a number of our agents are provided with them. You can call me here at any time, and I can call you. Whatever happens, dont lose it. Notify me regularly where you are  if anything goes wrong, get rid of it, fast.

Im all set to start.

Theres some number one top secret being hidden in Szechuan. Military Intelligence thinks its a Soviet project. I believe its a Fu-Manchu project. He may be playing the Soviets at their own game. Dr. Fu-Manchu has no more use for Communism than I have for Asiatic flu. But so far all attempts to solve the puzzle have come apart. Local agents are only of limited use, but you may find them helpful and theyll be looking out for you. Youll have the sign and countersigns. Dine with me tonight and Ill give you a thorough briefing.


CHAPTER TWO

There was a rat watching him. In the failing light he couldnt see its body, but he could see its eyes. Waiting hungrily, no doubt, for any scrap of rice he might leave in the bowl. Well, the rat would be in luck. The rice was moldy.

Tony McKay drank a little more tepid water and then lay back on his lice-ridden mattress, his head against the wall, looking up at a small square window. Iron bars crisscrossed the opening and now, as dusk fell, hardly any light came in. He could have dealt with the iron bars, in time, but the window was just out of reach  two inches out of reach.

It was another example of Chinese ingenuity, like the platter of ripe peaches his jailer had left in the dungeon one morning. By walking to the end of the chain clamped to his right ankle and lying flat, he could stretch his arm across the grimy floor  to within two inches of the fruit!

But none of their cunning tricks would pay off. Physically he was getting below par, but his will remained as strong as on the day he left Hong Kong, unless…

He dismissed the thought.

A dark shape crossed the pattern of the bars, became lost in the shadow of a stone ledge which ran from the window around the angle to the grilled door. Two more wicked little eyes appeared beside the pair in the corner of the cell. The rats mate had joined up.

He didnt mind them. In their repulsive way, they formed a sort of link with the free world outside.

He fell into a sort of dozing reverie. These reveries had saved his sanity, given him the strength to carry on.

It was hard to grasp the fact that only two weeks ago he had been in Hong Kong. Throughout the first week he had kept in close touch with Nayland Smith, and this awful sense of loneliness which weighed him down now had not swept over him. Once he had overcome his stage fright over assuming the role of Chi Foh, a Hong Kong fisherman, he had begun to enjoy his mission…

There were faint movements in the corridor, but they ceased, and Tony returned again to the recent past which now seemed so distant…

Anyway, he had penetrated the second Bamboo Curtain  was still behind it. Of the mystery brain which Sir Denis Nayland Smith believed to be that of the fabulous Dr. Fu-Manchu, he had learned less than nothing. But in one part of his mission he had succeeded. The discovery had been made because of the thoroughness with which he had taken over the assumed identity of a Hong Kong fisherman seeking a missing fiancée. He had selected a remote riverside village not far above Chia-Ting on the Ya Ho River as the place to which his mythical girl friend had been taken by her family.

Quite openly he canvassed the inhabitants, so that if questioned later he could call witnesses to support his story. And it was from a kindly old woman that he got the clue which led him to his goal.

She suggested that the missing girl might be employed in the Russian camp. It appeared that a granddaughter of hers had worked there for a time.

Where is this camp? he asked.

It was on the outskirts of the village.

What are Russians doing there? he wanted to know.

They were employed to guard the leprosy research centre. Even stray dogs who came too close to the enclosure were shot to avoid spreading infection. The research centre was a mile outside the village.

When did your granddaughter leave, and why? he inquired.

To get married, the old woman told him. She left only a month ago. The wages were good and the work light. She and her husband now lived in the village.

Tony interviewed the girl, describing Nan Cho, his missing fiancée, but was assured that she was not employed at the Russian camp. He gathered that there were not more than forty men there in charge of a junior officer and two sergeants.

How vividly he remembered his reconnaissance in the gray dawn next morning.

The camp was a mere group of huts, with a cookhouse and an orderly room displaying the hammer and sickle flag. He estimated that even by Russian standards it couldnt accommodate more than forty men. From his cover he studied it awhile, and when the sleeping camp came to life decided that it was the most slovenly outfit he had ever come across. The entire lack of discipline convinced him that the officer in charge must be a throw-out, sent to this dismal post because he was useless elsewhere.

There was a new and badly made road leading from the camp up into the hills which overlooked the river. He was still watching when a squad of seven men appeared high up the road, not in any kind of order but just trudging along as they pleased. The conclusion was obvious. The guard on the research centre had been relieved.

He made a wide detour. There was plenty of cover on both sides of the road, oaks and scrub, and not a patch of cultivation that he could see. It was a toilsome journey, for he was afraid to take to the winding road even when far out of sight of the camp below. This was fortunate, for suddenly, beyond another bend of the serpentine road, he came in sight of the research station.

It was unlike anything he had anticipated.

A ten-foot wire fence surrounded an area of some twelve acres. Roughly in the centre of the area, which had been mowed clear of vegetation and looked like a huge sheet of brown paper, he saw a group of buildings roofed with corrugated iron.

The road ended before a gate in the wire fence. There was a wooden hut beside the gate, and a Russian soldier stood there, his rifle resting against the hut. He was smoking a cigarette.

Presently another man appeared walking briskly along outside the wire. The smoker carefully stubbed out his cigarette, stuck it behind his ear, and shouldered his rifle. The other man stepped into the hut. Evidently, he was the corporal in charge who had posted the remaining five men in his squad at points around the fence.

The cunning of Soviet propaganda! Leprosy is a frightening word, although leprosy had rarely appeared in Szechuan. But the mere name was enough to keep all at a distance.

This was the germ factory.

Where had he gone wrong?

Chung Wah-Su? Was it possible that Chung had betrayed him? It would be in line with Chinese thinking (if he, Tony, had aroused suspicion) to plant a pretended helper in his path. Yet all that Chung Wah-Su had done was to admit that he worked for Free China and to give him directions how best to cross the Yangtze into Szechuan without meeting with frontier guards.

It was hard to believe.

There was the man he knew simply as Li. Who was Li? True, Tony hadnt trusted him very far although he had given sign and countersign, but all the same it was Li who had put him in touch with Chung Wah-Su.

Had Li been seized, forced to speak? Or was it possible that a report of Tonys visit to Hua-Tzu had preceded him down the river? Questioned, he had spoken freely about the visit; for although he knew, now, what was hidden there, he couldnt go back on his original plan without destroying the carefully planned evidence of the purpose of his long journey.

He fell into an uneasy doze. He could hear and smell the rats in his rice bowl. As he slipped into sleep, his mind carried him back to his last examination by the dreadful creature called Colonel Soong…

If you searched this village you speak of, looking for some girl, you can tell me the name of the former mandarin who lives in the big house.

There is no large house in Hua-Tzu.

I mean the house in the hills.

I saw no house in the hills.

His heart warmed again in his near-dream state. There were few Americans, or Europeans either, who could have sustained the character of a lovelorn fisherman from Hong Kong under the fire of those oblique, ferocious eyes.

Yes, Sir Denis Nayland Smith was a good picker. No man could be better fitted for the job than one born in China, one whose maternal grandmother had belonged to an old Manchurian family.

* * * *

In a small room, otherwise plainly furnished, a man sat in a massive, high-backed ebony chair behind a lacquer desk. The desk glistened in the light of a silk shaded lantern which hung from the ceiling in such a way that the golden dragons, designed on the lacquer panels, seemed to stir mysteriously.

The man seated there wore a loose yellow robe. His elbows rested on the desk, and his fingers  long, yellow fingers  were pressed together; he might have reminded an observer of a praying mantis. He had the high brow of a philosopher and features suggesting great intellectual power. This aura of mental force seemed to be projected by his eyes, which were of a singular green color. As he stared before him as if at some distant vision, from time to time his eyes filmed over in an extraordinary manner.

The room, in which there lingered a faint, sickly smell of opium, was completely silent.

This silence was scarcely disturbed when a screen door opened and an old Chinese came in on slippered feet. His face, in which small, twinkling eyes looked out from an incredible map of wrinkles, was that of a man battered in a long life of action, but still unbowed, undaunted. He wore an embroidered robe and a black cap topped by a coral bead.

He dropped down onto cushions heaped on the rugs, tucking his hands into the loose sleeves of his robe, and remained there, still as a painted Buddha, watching the other man.

The silence was suddenly and harshly broken by the voice of the dreamer at the lacquer desk. It was a strange voice, stressing the many sibilants in the Chinese language and emphasizing the gutturals.

And so, Tsung-Chao, I am back again in China  a fugitive from the West, but a power in the East. You, my old friend, are restored to favor. General Huan Tsung-Chao, a former officer of the Chinese Empire, now Communist governor of a province! A triumph for the Si-Fan. But similar phenomena have appeared in Soviet Russia. You have converted Szechuan into a fortress in which I am secure. You have done well.

Praise from the Master warms my old heart.

It is a stout heart, and not so old as mine.

All that I have done has been under your direction.

What of the reorganization of the Peoples Army? You are too modest, Tsung-Chao. But between us we have gained the confidence of Peiping. I have unlimited authority, for Peiping remains curiously, but fortunately, ignorant of the power of the Si-Fan.

I pray that their ignorance may continue.

I have inspected many provinces and have found our work progressing well. I detected several United States agents, and many from Free China. But Free China fights for the same goal as the Si-Fan.

But not for the same leader, Master!

Dr. Fu-Manchu smiled. His smile was more terrifying than his frown.

You mean for the same Emperor! We must be patient. His voice rose in exaltation. I shall restore this ancient Empire to more than its former glory! Communism, with its vulgarity, its glorification of the worker, I shall sweep from the earth! What Buonaparte did, I shall do, and as he did, I shall win control of the West as well as of the East!

I await the day, Master!

It will come. But if the United States, Britain, or especially Soviet Russia, should unmask the worldwide conspiracy of the Si-Fan, all our plans would be laid in ashes! So, when I am in China, my China, I must travel incognito; I must be a shadow.

The old general gave a wrinkled and humorous smile. I can answer for most of our friends in Formosa. From the United States agents you have little to fear. None of them know you by sight, only by name. I have entertained several Soviet visitors and your name stands high with the Kremlin. But news reached me yesterday that Nayland Smith has left England, and I believe he is in Hong Kong.

Tehee! It was a hiss. The old hound is hot on my trail. He will not be working alone. We must take precautions. He lacks genius. He is a product of the Scotland Yard tradition. But he has inexhaustible patience. Heed this, Tsung-Chao: any suspect arrested by the blundering Communists in or near Szechuan must be reported to me at once. I shall interrogate such suspects personally.

* * * *

Tony awoke with a start, and shot upright in bed.

It wasnt the rats or the lice. It was a womans scream that had pierced his sleep like a hot blade.

Everything was silent again, the night hot and still. His cell stank foully. But he knew he had not dreamt it. He had heard a womans scream  a sudden, agonized scream. He clenched his fists and found that his palms were clammy. And he listened  listened.

He had no means of knowing what time it was or how long he had slept. The barred window resembled a black hole in the wall. It overlooked a small courtyard and he could barely see the sky.

Further sleep was out of the question. His brain was on fire. Somewhere, in this hell hole, they were tormenting a woman.

Footsteps and voices broke the silence. He recognized one voice, that of his jailer.

They were coming for him! This would be the great test.

The heavy door was unlocked. Two armed men wearing the uniform of the Red Army held up lanterns. His thickset, leering jailer opened the padlock which confined McKays ankle.

This way, Chi Foh. They want to ask you something about fishing!

He assumed that air of stony passivity which belonged to his role. Head held low, he went out between the two guards. Quite unnecessarily, they prodded him with their rifle butts to keep him moving. Strange how Soviet training dehumanized men.

Colonel Soong sat at a bamboo table in the lighted courtyard. The governor, an older man, sat on the colonels right. A junior officer, who looked like a coolie in uniform, was on his left. Two soldiers stood behind them.

Stand him there, Colonel Soong commanded, pointing, where he can see what we do with spies!

The governor had put on thick-rimmed spectacles and was trying to read some document which lay before him  probably the several examinations of Suspect Wu Chi Foh. The junior officer watched Tony with the kind of expression a gourmet might have when beholding a choice meal.

Those who admit their guilt, Chi Foh, the colonel was saying, die an easy death. I recommend an open confession. Bring in the prisoners.

Escorted by four soldiers, two men came into the courtyard, their hands tied behind their backs.

Tony saw the elderly Chung Wah-Su and the younger Li. He had covered many hundreds of miles by road, river and canal since his dealings with them. Yet here they were to confront him, lined up no more than three paces away.

Wu Chi Foh, do you know these men? Make them look up.

Guards prodded the prisoners. Both stared impassively at Tony.

No, Excellency.

You are a lying son of a pig! Again I ask you  and this is your last chance for an easy death  do you know these men?

No, Excellency.

Colonel Soong fired a harsh order. The official executioner came in, a stocky, muscular figure stripped to the waist and showing a torso and arms like a gorillas. He carried a short, curved sword.

Neither of the prisoners displayed the slightest interest in the proceedings.

After, with an efficiency that stunned Tony, Chung Wah-Su and Li had been beheaded and their bodies hauled from the courtyard, Colonel Soong told him, That is the easy death, Chi Foh. I am returning you to your cell to consider. Be prepared at any hour to find the same painless end.

Tony was dragged back to the smelly dungeon which had confined him for so long and was thrown in with such sudden violence that he fell on his face. The chain was relocked to his ankle.

He dropped onto the bed and held his head in his hands.

Even supposing that neither Chung Wah-Su nor Li had involved him in their confessions (and it was possible), he was marked for death. He could admit what little he had learned and have his head neatly lopped off by an expert, or he could persist in his story that he was a harmless fisherman. Then he would be put in the stocks, and  

They had no evidence whatever to connect him with Sir Denis Nayland Smith. The wonderful little long-range walkie-talkie which Sir Denis had entrusted to him before he set out, he had, mercifully, managed to drop in the river when he saw them coming to arrest him.

He seemed to hear again that snappy voice. If anything goes wrong, get rid of it, fast. It had helped him in many emergencies, made him feel that he wasnt alone. Now…

He could, of course, reveal his true identity and challenge Soong to execute a United States officer. But even that probably wouldnt stop the colonel.

This was the end.

Something came through the window bars and fell right at his feet.

It made a dull thud, but there was a faint metallic jingle, too. Tony stooped eagerly and picked up a piece of thin paper wrapped around two keys and another metal object.

His hands shook as he unrolled the parcel. The third object was a cigarette-lighter.

He snapped up the thin rice paper and read:

From Nayland Smith.

The smaller key frees your chain. The other opens the door. Leave before daylight. The guard on the gate is bribed. Your boat still lies where you left it. Money and some food aboard. Follow Min River left bank, down to any navigable creek, then use irrigation canals to Niu-fo-tu on Lu Ho River. Ask for the house of the Lama. He expects you. Memorize and swallow message.

His heart leapt madly. Thank God! Nayland Smith hadnt lost contact with him. His last message on the walkie-talkie had placed his location, and he was no longer alone.

Tony had little difficulty in memorizing the directions, for his journey up to Chia-Ting had made him familiar with the river and villages. He swallowed the piece of rice paper, then had to make a lightning decision about the keys. Footsteps sounded in the passage. Voices. They were coming back for him.

He thrust the keys and the lighter under his mattress.

But in his heart he knew help had come too late.

Colonel Soong is asking for you, fisherman!

His leering jailer threw open the cell door. Two men, the same ones as before, stood by while the chain was unfastened, then banged his ribs with their rifle butts as he was marched along the passage and out again into the courtyard.

Many men have been condemned for cowardice in the face of the enemy. But knowing what was in store for him, Tony wondered if Nayland Smith would understand if he simply accepted the easy death and became another missing agent. For he couldnt hope to survive the ordeal ahead.

If he could, and did, stay silent, and they released him, which was unlikely, his sufferings would have rendered him useless, helpless; his memory gone. He would be a mere shell of a man.

* * * *

Have you anything more to say, Chi Foh?

No, Excellency.

Tony was forced onto his knees in front of the stocks, facing outward, and his feet were clamped in the openings provided. Then, wrists pinioned behind, his body was drawn as far back as it would go without something snapping, and the rope was tied to a crossbeam.

The executioner, satisfied, awaited orders.

For the last time, Wu Chi Foh, have you anything to say?

Nothing, Excellency.

Colonel Soong raised his hand.

Release the prisoner!

Colonel Soongs hand remained raised. It was held in a viselike grip by a Nubian of enormous stature. The ebony giant had rested his free hand on the shoulder of the Chinese lieutenant, who was clearly unable to stir.

I gave an order.

The mist was dispersing more and more. Now, half in the shadow of an archway behind the table, Tony could see a tall figure. The executioner was electrified. In a matter of seconds Tony found himself free and saw the executioner bowing humbly to the man who stood motionless in the archway.

Another crisp command, not spoken in Chinese, resulted in the Nubians stepping back. Both officers sprang to their feet, spun around and stood at the salute.

Colonel Soong, the imperious tones carried clearly all over the courtyard, it is contrary to my wishes that these primitive methods of questioning be employed. China will flower again as a land of beauty and culture. If harsh means must be used to extract the truth, at least let them be refined. Brutality without purpose is neither successful nor artistic. Remain in your quarters until I send for you.

Colonel Soong retired, followed by his lieutenant.

I will interview the prisoner.


CHAPTER THREE

Tony, dazed, bewildered, and with the numb calm of utter desperation, found himself in an elaborately furnished room, most likely the prison governors study. He was facing a long desk, overly ornamented in the Burmese manner, behind which was a commodious chair. He was tinglingly conscious of the giant Nubian at his elbow.

No one else was there until the man who had ordered his release entered.

He came in from the other end of the room and walked to the desk. His movements had a catlike quality; his step was feline, silent. Tony could not mistake the tall, lean figure which he had glimpsed in the courtyard. He recognized the sort of cavalry cloak in which the man with the imperious voice had been wrapped and which he now discarded and dropped on the rug beside the chair.

Tony saw that he wore a uniform resembling those worn by Prussian officers. He had glossy top boots. As he took his seat, resting his elbows on the desk and pressing his long, yellow fingertips together, Tony experienced a fluttering in the stomach.

He was looking at one of the most fascinating faces he had ever seen. The high forehead, the chiseled, aggressive nose, the thin lips, were those of an aristocrat, a thinker and a devil. But the long, half-closed eyes of an astonishingly green color completed the impression of force which radiated from this mans personality, as he sat there, perfectly still.

Suddenly he spoke.

Well, my friend, I think the time has come for you to lay your cards on the table. Dont you agree with me?

The last shadow of doubt was swept from Tonys mind. He recalled fragments of Nayland Smiths vivid word picture of the person he was seeking. A brow like Shakespeare and a face like Satan. Eyes of the true cat-green. He speaks every civilized language with near perfection, and knows countless dialects as well. He has the brains of any three men of genius.

Tony found it impossible to sustain the stare of those hypnotic eyes. But he knew that here was Number One, the Master.

This was Dr. Fu-Manchu!

The shock of hearing the question in perfect English was so unexpected that he nearly betrayed himself by replying in the same language.

It was a crucial test. And he survived it.

I dont understand, Excellency, he said in Chinese.

Dont be a fool. You understand well enough.

Tony shook his head in a bewildered way. Meeting the intolerable stare of those green eyes, he was aware that, again, his life hung on a thread.

Silence. The Negro behind him made no sound. He could hear the faint spluttering of perfume sticks set before a shrine at one end, of the room. The air was oppressive. He was becoming dizzy. His appalling experience and imprisonment had stolen his stamina.

He was brought back by a brusque question in Chinese.

Your name is Wu Chi Foh? You are accused of spying?

He met the hypnotic stare.

Yes, Excellency.

In that fleeting second he had discovered something. The disturbing element in Fu-Manchus gaze was that he seemed to be looking not at him, but through him.

Are you guilty?

No, Excellency.

For a humble fisherman, you have a pure accent. You interest me. Take him back to his cell.

For once, Tony was glad to throw himself wearily on the filthy mattress, glad even to find brief sanctuary in his dungeon from those dreadful eyes.

Leave before daylight…

He jumped up, stared at the barred window. He could see the stars against a gray background. Dawn was breaking.

Your boat still lies where you left it…

But had the arrival, clearly unexpected, of the Master, put the scheme out of gear? Had the guard on the gate been changed? Was the sampan still lying in the river?

The key of the leg chain worked rather stiffly and gave him some uneasy moments. But at last a welcome click came and his leg was free. His heart pounded hard as he fitted the second key into the keyhole of the door. It turned without a hitch. He swung the heavy door open and looked out cautiously into the stone-paved passage.

There was no one there. Only a very faint light came through a barred window at the end. He heard nothing and slipped out into the cool, open air.

He clung close to the buildings in the deserted courtyard. A shadow of the whipping post lay like a band across the stone paving. No window showed any light. At last he got to the corridor which led to freedom. He peeped around an angle of the wall. The prison had been a fortress in feudal times and just inside the great nail-studded gate there was a cramped guardroom.

A dim light, probably that of a lantern, shone out from the guardroom door.

And he had to pass that door.

He inhaled deeply, then moved ahead. He saw no one inside. The lantern stood on a table. He passed, and came to the gate.

The bolts which seemed to be well oiled were already withdrawn from the sockets which secured the gate.

Inch by inch, Tony swung open the mass of teak and iron. When the gap was wide enough to slip through, he stepped out, paused for a moment, breathing hard, then gently reclosed the gate.

He set off at a good pace, but avoided running. His escape had been perfectly planned. The guard had only to shoot the bolts into place, employ his national talent for lying, and the prisoners disappearance would look like magic, for Tony had taken the keys and the lighter with him. Flawless teamwork. It must have cost a lot of money.

When he came to the river, there was his old sampan, tied up to a rickety stage.

Not pausing to examine the craft, he cast loose the mooring line and stepped onto the oarsmans platform, aft.

When day broke he was many miles south. He tied up in a cactus-lined backwater from which he could see no sign of a nearby road. Then he stooped under the strip of plaited roof, and went in to find where the money was hidden and what provisions he had.

There was a Chinese girl asleep in the cabin.

* * * *

She was curled up on a heap of matting, one arm half covering her face. Her clothes were at least as ragged and soiled as his own and her black hair was disheveled. He could see that she had long dark lashes, and there were tear tracks from her closed eyes cutting through the dirt on her cheeks.

How had she got on board, and when?

Anyway, here she was, and he had to decide what to do with her. An added problem, when he had far too many to cope with already. But there was nothing he could do about her now, while she was still sleeping.

Creeping quietly out to the stern, carrying soap and shaving material, he stripped, soaped himself all over, and then dropped into the cool water. Climbing back, much refreshed, he toweled and, stifling his disgust, got into the filthy rags which were all he had. Then he lighted his galley fire  an iron bucket with holes punched in it  using dry wood gathered on the bank, and boiled a pannikin of water.

He was struggling through his first shave in more than two weeks when he saw the girl watching him. He paused, shaving brush in hand, and stared. He had expected coal-black eyes but her eyes were dark blue. He remembered that some of the up-country peasants had blue eyes. She looked like a very dirty Chinese doll. So you are awake at last?

Yes. She looked down and shuddered. How long did I sleep?

She had a pretty, bell-like voice, but it shook nervously.

I dont know. More to reassure her than for any other reason he went on shaving. When did you come on board?

Some time last night, she answered.

Wiping his face, he began anxiously to forage in the locker. His own few pots and pans were there. He had jettisoned everything incriminating when he realized they were coming to arrest him. He found a considerable sum of money, mostly in small currency, and there were cigarettes and a carton of canned meat, soup, and other edibles. He also discovered some sea toast, rice, fresh fruit, soap, shaving kit, matches, a bottle of lime juice, and a bottle of Scotch. And, last of all, a .38 and a box of shells.

Then, resoaping his chin, he went on shaving again. You came on board at Chia-Ting?

Yes. Please dont throw me off. I dont know what I shall do if you wont let me stay.

At Chia-Ting. The ways of these people were strange and tortuous. Did they know more than he supposed? Was this little stowaway a spy? Perhaps it was a plot to learn where he was going, to identify his associates.

He finished shaving. The girl, her hands clasped, waited with pleading eyes.

Whats your name?

Yueh Hua. I can cook, and fish, and manage a boat. I wont be any trouble.

Yueh Hua meant Moon Flower. This poor little waif hardly looked the part.

Where did you come from?

A small village ten miles from Chia-Ting. It is called Su-Chien.

And what were you doing in Chia-Ting?

Running away from my stepfather. She spoke eagerly. He had sold me to Fuen Chang, a horrible old man who would have beaten me. It is his only pleasure, beating girls.

You had friends in Chia-Ting, I suppose?

Yes. Yueh Hua nodded. My sister. But she had gone. There was nothing to do but try to get to my aunt. It is a long way.

Tony sponged his face, washed the shaving brush, and began, very thoughtfully, to clean the razor blade. If this girl was an agent of the Master she certainly knew her piece.

Where does your aunt live?

In Lung Chang.

Where is Lung Chang?

On the Lu Ho.

This startled him. He was far from sure of his route to the Lu Ho.

Do you know the way to Lung Chang?

Of course! There was a flash of white teeth in the grimy face. I used to go there in my fathers boat. I mean, my real father.

I see. He replaced the razor in its box. What I dont understand is why you came onto my boat and fell asleep.

I was tired and frightened. I had walked a long way. People were beginning to notice me  to follow me. I came on your boat to hide, I dont remember falling asleep. Are you angry with me?


CHAPTER FOUR

Some hours before this conversation took place, a less amiable conversation had been held in the office of the governor of the prison. Dr. Fu-Manchu sat behind the desk. The old governor and Colonel Soong stood before him.

I fear, Colonel Soong, that we have here some serious breach of discipline. There would seem to be traitors among your men. He spoke softly, but there was menace in every syllable.

Colonel Soongs voice was unsteady when he replied. I assure you, Most High, it is not so. This mans escape was magic.

The narrowed green eyes were turned in the old governors direction.

Who had charge of the keys?

The head jailer, Highness.

Where are they now?

In their usual place where he put them after having relocked the prisoner in his cell after his interview with Highness.

Were they ever left unprotected?

Never. The head jailer and another were in the room up to the very moment that Highness ordered the prisoner to be brought here again.

Unless both men are lying, duplicate keys were smuggled into the prisoners cell. And what of the main gate?

Colonel Soong broke in. The main gate was found locked, Most High. The man on guard reports that no one passed, that the gate was never opened.

Dr. Fu-Manchu took a pinch of snuff from a small silver box before him. I shall interrogate these men later. I have means of learning the truth without resorting to your barbarous methods, Colonel Soong. The discipline of your men is disgraceful. Several patients undergoing special treatment in the clinic which I recently established have wandered from the compound and into the town. Yet you have orders to patrol the area day and night. These patients are suffering from a dangerous infectious disease. How do you explain this laxity?

Colonel Soongs yellow face had assumed a gray tinge. Most High, my troops have orders not to touch them, although some have done so. They report that these people are not human. They say they are dead men who have escaped from their tombs.

Fools! Dr. Fu-Manchus cold voice rose on a sudden note of frenzy. I am doomed to be served by fools. He clenched his hands, and by an obvious effort of will conquered his anger. This man who calls himself Wu Chi Foh must be recaptured. You lost him. Find him. Colonel Soong, move! I shall accompany you.

* * * *

Tony decided that his best course was to pretend to believe Yueh Hua so he asked, Is Lung Chang far from Niu-fo-tu?

About eight miles. We have to pass it. We used to come to this place sometimes, too. It is called Pool of Lily Dreams. Once it was part of the garden of a big house. But the house has gone. May I come and show you the way to Niu-fo-tu? I can row the boat when you want to rest.

Her eagerness was pathetic. He nodded, and smiled for the first time.

All right, Yueh Hua. Ill take you to Lung Chang.

Oh, thank you! You are very good. He read deep gratitude in her blue eyes. Please, she said as he was about to replace his washing kit, may I

Tony handed her the soap and the comb. The towels wet, but its the only one.

Yueh Hua grabbed them and jumped ashore. He saw her heading for a clump of alders where the bank sloped down to the pool.

He was hunting for some plausible explanation of how he had come by his canned provisions, when he heard her running back. Her hair was wet. And she was trying to fasten a ragged pajama jacket, which, with baggy trousers, made up her costume.

Quick! We must be quick!

She jumped on board with the agility of a wild goat, throwing down soap and towel.

Whats the matter, Yueh Hua?

Coming along  now! A motor boat. It must be the police  for me! They think I stole your sampan.

The widely opened eyes never wavered.

Wait, Tony said. Dont stir until I come back.

Yueh Hua was right.

An old fourteen-foot motor craft was coming down. Colonel Soong stood up in the stern, sweeping the banks on either side through field glasses.

Tony raced back. When he reached the boat he pulled up and stared. Yueh Hua had cast off and stood at the oar, ready to leave.

Be quick! I know a hiding place. These people are new here. They may not find us.

He climbed aboard and sat down watching her. He might as well let her have her way, for he had no plan of his own.

She swung the sampan about with an easy, deep sweep of the long oar. Then, using a minimum of effort, she headed straight across the pool, avoiding traps set by clumps of wild lilies, and drove straight through a forest of rushes with a sudden powerful stroke. For a moment, he thought they were stranded. Then, using the oar like a punt pole, Yueh Hua got the boat free, and they were in a smaller pool, deep and clear, roofed over by the foliage of majestic old willows.

That was very good, Yueh Hua.

Did you see who it was?

Yes. An Army officer, with field glasses.

Not  a tall, thin man, wearing a long cloak?

Tony was startled, but hid the fact. No. Short, wearing a uniform. Are you afraid of this tall man?

Yes… Ssh! Sounds carry over the pool. They had stopped, but they are just turning in.

As she spoke the engine coughed into action again. Although he couldnt see, Tony knew that the motor boat had entered the narrow opening and that Colonel Soong would be inspecting the banks of the pool. They lay down side by side, peering through the rushes.

A sudden protective impulse made him put his arm around Yueh Huas shoulders. She was trembling.

At last they heard Colonel Soongs grating voice. Nobody here. Back out.

The motor craft went coughing out astern.

As the sound of the engine died away, Tony stood up, helping Yueh Hua to her feet. It was dark under the willows and he could hardly see her face.

Thank you, Yueh Hua, he said softly. Then he ducked forward under the matting roof, turned his back, and lighted a cigarette.

His first ideas about Yueh Hua required an overhaul. Even Chinese duplicity couldnt account for what had happened. She was as scared of Colonel Soong as he was himself  and desperately afraid of Dr. Fu-Manchu. Her explanation that she might be suspected of stealing his boat didnt add up, either. Agreed that she was running away  but from whom was she running? Someone far more formidable than her stepfather.

He returned to the stern of the boat. Yueh Hua had washed and tidied up considerably. She was smiling shyly.

Do I look any better?

He thought she looked very well indeed. There were few Mongolian characteristics. Prominent cheekbones and very slightly slanting eyes, yes. But many Celts had these. Now that her face was clean, he saw that she had a fresh, healthy complexion. In fact, he decided that Yueh Hua was quite pretty in a quaint way.

He planned to remain hidden where they were until the searchers returned and passed on the way up to Chia-Ting. Yueh Hua shook her head.

When they dont find the sampan anywhere we could have gotten to in this time, they will search again on the way back. Someone may tell them of this place. It was once used as a duck decoy.

Tony thought of his .38 and wondered how many of the crew, beginning with Colonel Soong, he could knock off as they came into the decoy. But he dismissed the idea quickly.

We shall have to cross the river before they come back, and hide in a creek I know there, she continued.

Is it used much?

No. It is too shallow.

This idea was a desperate venture. Should the motor cruiser turn about sooner than anticipated, they could be trapped on the way over. He pointed out that Soong might search the creek.

It is upstream. They will have searched it coming down.

Tony grasped the long sweep and began to pole along the bank, edging the boat toward the opening through the rushes.

Nearer the middle, Yueh Hua directed. Look  where the dragonfly is.

He gave a powerful thrust. The bow of the sampan was driven in about three feet, then progress was checked.

Another push from this side, hard.

He swung the oar over, found a firm spot, and thrust with all his weight. The boat glided along an unseen channel, and they were out again in the main part of the pool.

Let me go ashore first and see if the river is clear, Yueh Hua said.

Tony rowed in to the spot against which he had first tied up, and she leaped ashore lightly and ran off through the cactus lining the bank. He waited, listening. And as he listened, he heard voices singing some monotonous song, and discerned the faint sound of a reed pipe.

Yueh Hua came running back.

A big raft coming down! They may have been told to look out for us. We must wait until they pass.

He nodded. But every minutes delay might mean capture.

The sounds drew nearer. The song was a bawdy thing once popular on the Hong Kong Flower Boats. Tony glanced at Yueh Hua, but read only anxiety in her face. They stayed quite silent until the raft had gone by.

Then he swung the sampan through the opening. The stream was deserted. Piloted by Yueh Hua, they crossed. Tony found the narrow creek and rowed the boat into it until Yueh Hua called, Stop here.

There was a rough hut under the trees. He turned to her in sudden doubt.

Are there people here?

I hope not. It is used sometimes by fishers, but nobody lives in it.

In fact, the tumble-down place proved to be deserted. It was so far decayed that not even an eel fisherman would have consented to live there. The palm roof was full of holes and the bamboo framework largely collapsed. When he had tied up the boat, he secretly charged his .38 and slipped its comforting weight into a pouch inside his ragged pants.

I must find my way along the bank to the end of the creek, Yueh Hua, and watch for the motor boat.

She touched his arm. Please, let me come, too.

* * * *

They set out together in blazing sunshine. There was a sort of path through thick undergrowth, but evidently it hadnt been used for a long time. Then came the bare banks lower down. There was a wandering gully, though, which gave good cover and led them to the river only some yards above the creek.

They had trudged along in silence. Now both looked upstream. The raft was no longer in sight. The river appeared deserted. They sat down side by side among the rushes and wildgrass, watching a slow tide go whispering by. Tony felt that Yueh Hua was furtively studying him. He glanced at her.

She smiled. What is your honorable name, if you please?

My family name is Wu. I am called Chi Foh.

Mine is Kwee. You dont belong in this part of China?

He looked at her searchingly. She was still smiling.

No. My father He hesitated. He had nearly said was a merchant. is a storekeeper in Hong Kong. I was brought up there.

I suppose, Chi Foh, he was ruined by the war?

But he didnt answer. He had heard the asthmatic coughing of Colonel Soongs motor craft. They were coming back, close to the right bank.

Yueh Hua grasped his hand. He saw that her lips trembled. We must lie behind these rushes, Chi Foh. We can see from there, but they wont see us.

They crept back from the bank and lay down next to each other. The old cruiser was very close now.

Almost unconsciously, he put his left arm around Yueh Huas shoulders.

From where he lay, he couldnt see Soong in the stern. But he could see a man who stood up in the bows. It was the giant Nubian.

Then he heard a clear, imperious voice. It sent a trickle of ice down Tonys spine.

I fear, Colonel Soong, that you are wasting valuable time.

The motor boat had swung around slightly on the current. He saw Soong in the stern, field glasses in hand, and he saw someone else seated in the cabin behind the man at the wheel. A figure wrapped in a dark cloak.

Yueh Hua shuddered so violently that he glanced at her anxiously. Every trace of color had left her face.

Dont be afraid, he whispered, and held her closely. They cant see us.

But she didnt answer. Colonel Soongs harsh voice was raised unsteadily. I assure you, Most High, it is not so. The escaped prisoner must certainly have come this way.

I regret that I cannot share your confidence. The words were spoken in sibilant, cultured Chinese. Then in another language, which Tony thought might be Arabic, a short sentence followed.

The Nubian spun around and stood at attention. He shook his head and answered briefly in the same guttural tongue.

I was inclined Fu-Manchu was addressing Soong to send Mahmud ashore again to search the hut on the creek. But he assures me no one has been there. I believe him, for he has the instincts of a hunting leopard. The motor cruiser had drifted now to within a few yards of the bank. It was plain enough that Mahmud on his former visit must have followed the gully in which they lay, that if he did come ashore again he could hardly fail to stumble over them.

Tony fingered the useful weapon in his pocket. The big Negro, if he came, might carry a gun. Soong was armed. There might be other arms on board. But there were only four men to deal with. Given luck, and surprise to help him, he thought he could deal with them.

Silence for a few seconds, and then, Shall I go, myself, Highness? Soong volunteered.

Tony was planning his tactics. If Soong came ashore, he would shoot the big Negro first, then, before the colonel could grasp what had happened, he would try for Soong.

Proceed upstream, the imperious voice commanded. We passed no other possible hiding place on our way down. Therefore, we cannot have left the sampan behind.

* * * *

Late that evening, Dr. Fu-Manchu sat at the lacquered desk, reading. Old General Huan, from his favorite seat on cushions, watched him.

I notice that André Skobolov is expected here tomorrow. You have instructions from Peiping to entertain him. Why was the presence of this dangerous Soviet agent in China not reported to me? Fu-Manchu glanced up from the notes which lay before him on the desk. It would seem that our intelligence service is sleeping.

General Huan Tsung-Chao shook his head slightly. This man Skobolov travels almost as secretly as you do, Master.

Dr. Fu-Manchus eyes glittered wickedly from under half-lowered lids. I have perhaps been misled in my belief that the elusive escaped prisoner was a British agent acting under Nayland Smith. His remarkable disappearance is more easily explained if he is a secret agent of the Soviet. They have facilities here which are denied to Nayland Smith.

If that were so, why should he have been imprisoned?

Wake up, Tsung-Chao. The identity of such an agent would not be known to the blundering Colonel Soong, nor to the prison governor. It pains me to think that I may have saved the life of a Soviet spy.

Old General Huan smiled a wry, wrinkled smile. There is unfortunate news, Master, which may confirm your suspicions. But I am assured that Wu Chi Foh had no documents in his possession nor on his boat.

Fu-Manchus eyes opened fully. They blazed. His expression remained immobile as a mask. But when he spoke his tone was very subdued, oddly sibilant.

Unfortunate news? Documents? What have you to tell me?

Outwardly calm, as always, Huan Tsung-Chao replied, My house in Chungtu was entered last night and important papers stolen from my office. Among these documents  for no other valuables are missing  was the Si-Fan Register…

Slowly, Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up. His hands were clenched. Yet, when he spoke again, his voice remained unemotional.

The register is in the Si-Fan cipher, which has never been broken.

No cipher is unbreakable, Master.

Spare me your platitudes. But whether the register has been stolen by British or Soviet agents, it cannot be deciphered except by an expert, either in London or in Moscow. Was your safe forced?

The register was not in my safe. I kept it in what I believed to be a secret hiding place. Not even my steward, who sends me this bad news, knew of it.

You mean, Fu-Manchu suggested softly, that some supernatural agency has been at work?

Huan Tsung-Chao maintained his phenomenal calm. I mean that some spy armed with powerful binoculars has watched me through my study window, from a tree in my garden possibly, and has seen me open the receptacle. Entrance was made through this window by someone who silently climbed the vine outside.

Dr. Fu-Manchu slipped his hands into the loose sleeves of his robe and stared into space, standing perfectly still. There was a long, silent interval; then he spoke again.

Why is Skobolov coming here?

Officially, as an attaché of the Soviet Embassy, to promote relations between Communist China and Soviet Russia. He wishes to meet prominent figures in the Chinese movement.

But why here at your summer villa rather than at the official residence in Chungtu?

I frequently entertain here. It is more pleasant, except in winter.

He is aware that I am here?

Tsung-Chao smiled his wrinkled smile. It is improbable since even I did not know of your arrival in China until you stood at my door.

Fu-Manchu remained as motionless as a statue. He has courage. It was he, or a professional thief in his employ, who stole the register. While he is your guest he knows he is safe. We dare not make the attempt. But he will obey his orders and be here tomorrow. We cannot be sure that he has the register in his possession, but whether he has the register or is to meet the man who stole it, he is far too dangerous an enemy to be permitted to return to Moscow. For it is to the Kremlin he would report such a triumph, not to Peiping. André Skobolov must never reach Russia.


CHAPTER FIVE

Yueh Hua broke a long silence when she looked at Tony and asked, Were you educated in Hong Kong, Chi Foh?

Yes. Why?

I knew you had more education than most fishermen. You are so kind to me.

Arent most fishermen kind?

Not the way you are.

Yes, he was hamming the part. He had shown her his small stock of un-Chinese provisions and told her that his father, the storekeeper, who knew he had acquired a taste for foreign delicacies, had packed a case for him when he left Hong Kong. She had laughed happily, clapped her hands. But he wondered if she had believed him. Except for the lime juice and the fresh fruit, she seemed to prefer the national monotonous rice. But she went for the cigarettes. All the same, Yueh Huas keen feminine instincts might have detected some chink in the façade. He decided to shift the focus of interest.

Yueh Hua, theres something Ive been wanting to ask you. She lay very still. Why are you so afraid of the tall man who wears a long cloak, the man they call Most High? Has he ever done you any harm? Yueh Hua was so long in replying that he turned and looked at her.

Shall I tell you, Chi Foh? she asked softly.

Of course. I want to know.

And as she stared up again at the broken roof of the mat-shed, he knew that she had been trying to make up her mind how far she could trust him, and that she had failed to reach a decision. He was sure that whatever she told him now wouldnt be the truth.



Very well. She seemed to be thinking hard. When I came away from the house where I thought I should find my sister, it was dark. I didnt know what to do or where to go. I had no money. I was afraid to speak to anyone. And there were soldiers in the streets. I was hiding from two of them in the shadow of a big gateway, when the gate was opened.

She stared fixedly up at the tattered palm roof.

A tall man came out. He wore a uniform  an officer. Four men came out behind him. One was a black man, very big. He carried a lantern. The light shone on the officers face and on his eyes, which were like pieces of green jade. You saw him in the boat. His eyes are like that.

Yes, I suppose they are.

I knew he could see me from where I was trying to hide. I turned to run. But I was too late. He called me back. You have heard his voice. No one would ever think of disobeying him. He was very gentle when he asked me some questions, but I was shaking so much I could hardly stand. He told me to wait inside the courtyard until he returned.

And did you wait, Yueh Hua?

No. When the porter had locked the gate and gone inside the house I sat down on a bench and tried to think what to do. There was an old plum tree growing on one of the walls. It had very strong branches. I climbed up. Then I let myself drop on the other side. I tried twice to steal out of the town. But there were soldiers at both gates. Then I thought I would go down to the river and take a boat or try to swim across. Right at the end of the canal I found your sampan.

Tony considered this story with some care. It had at least one merit. It could be true. Yet he felt almost certain it wasnt.

So you see, Yueh Hua said, why I am afraid of him.

Yes, of course. He tried to speak casually. I suppose he is the Communist governor of the province?

Yueh Hua shook her head. No. I think he is something more than that. They treat him like the emperors used to be treated.

Do you think he wanted you for himself?

Yueh Hua shuddered visibly.

I dont know, Chi Foh. But I should die if he even touched me.

Tony began to realize then, as they waited for sundown, that Yueh Hua knew the country well. This was another mark in her favor, for he knew less than nothing about it.

What sort of place is Lung Chang, Yueh Hua? he asked.

A small town, Chi Foh.

Your aunt lives there, you told me?

Yes.

She is married, I suppose?

She is a widow. I shall be safe with her.

Have you other friends there?

I expect they have all gone, those I knew. Everything is changed.

After careful consideration, he said, Lung Chang has gone over to the Communists, I suppose, Yueh Hua?

Yes. She passed him a tin cup. They all had to.

You mean, they didnt want to?

No. Lung Chang for ever so long has been the property of the great Lao clan. The people all belonged to the estate. They were content. Now, they are miserable. Yueh Hua was watching him and smiling. It would be unwise to probe deeper, he decided.

I have to see a man in Niu-fo-tu. Is it a small place, Yueh Hua?

Yes. But there is a market there. I think Niu-fo-tu is dangerous for us, Chi Foh.

And instinctively he knew she was thinking of the officer with eyes like pieces of green jade.

* * * *

They set out around sundown. By morning, Yueh Hua said, they would reach a canal which connected with a creek. It was rarely used and they could tie up there until it seemed safe to go on.

They sculled and rested in turn through the hours of the night. Sometimes, Tony would lean on the long oar and bend forward, looking in to see if Yueh Hua was asleep. At a place where the bank he followed became low, he swung in to a point made by several small creeks joining the river, which formed a little delta carpeted with wild hyacinths.

Yueh Hua woke up as the regular sweep of the oar stopped.

Is anything the matter, Chi Foh?

No. Im just thirsty, he said quickly. Shall I make tea?

Not unless you want tea. Whiskey will do for me. Would you like some?

No, thank you. But I should like some lime juice. They sat and sipped their drinks, diluted with boiled water cooled in an old clay jar. This was a custom Tony followed throughout his journey. He used to do it in Burma and never had a trace of dysentery.

If Yueh Hua wondered about it, she never said so, and he knew that his use of chopsticks was faultless. Yet he often caught her watching him in a queer way.

He was sure of himself where passing acquaintances were concerned. But he hadnt counted on a close intimacy with any bred-in-the-bone Chinese. Almost hourly he found himself wondering if Yueh Hua suspected that he wasnt what he pretended to be.

* * * *

It was a dim hour of the night, but old General Huan Tsung-Chao and Dr. Fu-Manchu still remained in conference in the room with the lacquered desk. Apparently, they had conferred there since dusk. Piles of documents littered the desk. General Huan, wearing horn-rimmed spectacles, was reading one of them. He glanced up, began to speak. Dr. Fu-Manchu, fingertips pressed together, sat with closed eyes and compressed lips.

We can rely upon the armed forces in the four provinces adjoining Szechuan. Some seventy-five percent have joined the Si-Fan. I have a report here from Peiping which states that agents of Free China are securing many recruits, and I have ordered those of the agents who already belong to our Order to make sure of these recruits.

Fu-Manchu, still keeping his eyes closed, spoke softly. There is a rapport between the free Chinese and the Secret Service of which our old friend, Nayland Smith, is an active member. Great caution is necessary. We are not ready. And if our present standing with Peiping should be disturbed  if they lost their confidence in me  our strategy would be badly shaken. His voice sank lower. This loss of the register alarms me. Such evidence, in the hands of either the Allies or Russia, would destroy us.

It is certain that the register could not be in the possession of the man called Wu Chi Foh and equally certain that he could not have stolen it. He was in prison at the time. I doubt if he is concerned in any way.

Yet the affair, Tsung-Chao, was so cunningly contrived that some outside agency must have planned it. The escape was brilliantly managed and the complete disappearance of the man and his boat is phenomenal. Some hiding place had been prepared for him.

General Huan smiled wryly. That is possible. But he may yet be found. It is now nearing the time when I must prepare to entertain André Skobolov.

I have already made my preparations. Fu-Manchus soft voice took on a sound that was more like a hiss. I have some choice glossina in my laboratory, a highly successful culture. I shall take steps to ensure his mental incapacity and ultimate death. The symptoms will develop some hours after he leaves here. I selected this method as the most suitable. Mahmud and a selected party will cover his movements from the moment of his departure. They will take the first possible opportunity to seize any briefcase he may carry. If he has the register, we shall recover it, and if he has notified Moscow, his death, should the body be found, cannot be laid at your door. The trypanosomes which the insects will inject are so amplified that fatal conditions develop in twenty-four to thirty-six hours.

General Huans wrinkled face assumed a troubled expression.

I agree, although with reluctance, that this mans execution is necessary to our safety, but I do not understand how these insects to which you refer (I am a scientist only of war) are to be employed.

Dr. Fu-Manchu opened his eyes and smiled. It was a deathly smile. He dipped his long fingers in a silver snuffbox.

I, also, have studied the science of war. But my strategy is designed to prevent it by removing those few who have power to loose upon the world forces of wholesale destruction. It is simple and it is just. I have ordered that one of my Cold Men be brought here. He will arrive about dawn. These living-dead, as the ignorant masses term them, are dispensable. And handling the glossina is very dangerous. I shall smoke awhile, Tsung-Chao, and repose, for I have much work to do. Be so good as to send Chung-Wa to prepare my pipe.

* * * *

Dawn was stealing over the river when Yueh Hua piloted the sampan into the canal. They went up for a mile or more before coming to a place where a gnarled tree hung right over the water, forming a kind of green cover. They tied up under the tree.

It was as Tony was eating his unpalatable breakfast that a slight movement in a field of rape in full yellow bloom drew his attention to the bank. At first he thought he was mistaken. Then he knew he wasnt.

A pair of bright, beady black eyes peered out intently. Tony stood up, staring under raised hands. And presently, in rapid flight along a path through the five-foot high rape he saw a tiny boy, naked except for a loincloth. Why should he run away, Yueh Hua?

He saw her face flush.

He may have been watching us for all sorts of reasons. I suppose he thought you would beat him.

An old rush basket, waterlogged and broken, was drifting toward them along the canal. He watched it until it reached the sampan. Then he pulled it on board.

If anyone comes to ask questions, Yueh Hua, I shall disappear. Say this is your boat, and say that there has been no one else with you.

As you wish, Chi Foh. But how are you going to disappear?

A flight of wild ducks passed overhead. It was the fact that this marshy land teemed with wild fowl which had given him the idea…

It may not be necessary. If it is, Ill show you.

While Yueh Hua washed the rice bowls, he made a sounding with the long sweep. He found more than five feet of water in the canal.

He had no sooner completed this than he saw that his disappearance was going to be necessary.

Far off across the fields, on the side to which they were tied up, a small figure, little more than a yellow dot in the distance, came running along an embankment. Two men in uniform followed.

Yueh Hua! He spoke quietly.

She turned. Yes, Chi Foh?

Remember what we arranged. That little devil of a boy is bringing two soldiers. Its your word against his.

He ducked into the low cabin and came out carrying the pistol. Yueh Hua had seemed alarmed the first time she saw it, but now she smiled bravely and nodded her approval.

He managed to pull away the heavy iron pin which did duty as a rowlock and tied it to a line, on which he knotted a loop, and threw it overboard. Next, with a piece of string, he fastened the automatic around his neck. Then he went overboard himself, feet first, holding the ground line and the rush basket.

Oh! Yueh Huas eyes danced joyously for one fleeting moment. Like snaring wild duck.

He grinned cheerfully, although he felt far from cheerful, and hauled on the line until he could get one foot into the loop to steady him. Standing on the bed of the canal, he found that his shoulders were well above water. He waded several yards from the sampan, pulled the old rush basket over his head, and disappeared.

Through the baskets many holes he could see quite well. He unfastened his pistol and held it inside the basket clear of the water line.

If anything went wrong with Yueh Huas story, he didnt mean to hesitate. There might have to be two casualties in the ranks of the Peoples Army.

The two men and the boy reached the canal bank. The boy was a grubby, little cross-eyed specimen. The men were shoddily dressed irregulars of the peasant type. They carried old service revolvers.

We want to see the man, not you, one of them said.

He seemed to be the senior. The other, deeply pock-marked, stared dumbly at Yueh Hua.

Theres some mistake! Yueh Hua stood upright, open-eyed. Theres no man on my boat!

You are a liar! the boy piped shrilly.

Tony held his breath.

And youre an ugly little son of a sow! Yueh Hua screamed at him. What lies have you been telling about me? Im an honest girl. My mother is sick in Chia-Ting and Im going to nurse her. If my father heard you, he would cut your tongue out!

Chia-Ting. Who is your father? the man asked.

My father is head jailer at the prison. Only wait until he hears about this.

This flight of fancy was sheer genius.

If youre going to Chia-Ting, the boy piped, what are you doing here?

Resting, you mangy little pig! Ive come a long way. She was a virago, a shrill-voiced river girl. Her blue eyes challenged them. But the man who did all the talking still hesitated.

Ask her the boy began.

The man absently gave him a flip on the head which nearly knocked him over.

We are doing our duty. What is your name?

Tsin Gum.

There is a reward for a prisoner called Wu Chi Foh. He escaped from Chia-Ting.

Tony held his breath again.

Oh! Yueh Huas entire manner changed magically. My poor father! When anyone escapes he is always punished.

It is a big reward. You have seen no one?

No one. How much is the reward?

The man hesitated, glancing at his pock-marked companion. Fifty dollars.

Tony made a rapid mental calculation. Fifty dollars Chinese added up to about two dollars and fifty cents American. Beyond doubt, his recapture was worth more than that.

Fifty dollars? Ooh! Yueh Hua clapped her hands. And my father would be so glad. What does he look like, this prisoner?

He is rather tall and pretends to be a fisherman. He is really a dangerous criminal. He is very ugly.

I will look out for him all the way to Chia-Ting, Yueh Hua promised. If I find him, will I get the reward there?

You havent searched the cabin, came the boys shrill pipe.

Look in the cabin, the senior man directed. Then, meeting a fiery glance from Yueh Hua, He may have slipped on board, he added weakly.

His pock-marked assistant scrambled clumsily onto the sampan, one eye on Yueh Hua. He looked in under the low, plaited roof, then climbed quickly back to the bank. Nobody there.

They turned and walked off.

Yueh Hua rowed when Tony thought it safe to move, and nothing occurred on the way down the canal to suggest that they were being watched. When they turned into the creek, Tony saw that the left bank was a mere bamboo jungle. But the right bank showed cultivated land away to the distant hills. It was a charming view; acres of poppies, the buds just bursting into dazzling whiteness. Opium cultivation had been renewed in a big way by the Communist government.

Ill take the oar, Yueh Hua.

As you say, Chi Foh. But it is still dangerous.

He took the sweep, and made Yueh Hua rest. She lay down, and almost immediately fell asleep like a child.


CHAPTER SIX

From a guest house in the extensive and beautiful grounds of General Huans summer residence, Dr. Fu-Manchu, in the gray of dawn, watched the approach of two bearers with a stretcher along a winding flower-bordered path. A third man followed. The stretcher was occupied by a motionless figure covered from head to feet with a white sheet.

The young Japanese doctor who had followed, directed the men to a room where there was a rubber-covered couch and told them to lay the patient on it. This done, the bearers, who appeared to be shivering, went away.

The Japanese removed the sheet from the motionless body. The man on the stretcher was apparently dead. He might have been Burmese, but his normal complexion had become a sort of ghastly gray. The Japanese was feeling for his pulse when Dr. Fu-Manchu came in.

Have you selected a specimen in good condition, Matsukata?

Matsukata bowed. Perfect, Excellency. A former dacoit from the Shan Hills who was drafted into the Cold Corps for insubordination. He can move as silently as a cat and climb better than any cat. He is one of three who escaped recently and reached the town, creating many undesirable rumors. I selected him for his qualities and have prepared him carefully as you see.

Fu-Manchu examined the seemingly frozen body, using a stethoscope. He lifted an eyelid and peered into the fishlike eye. He nodded.

You have prepared him well. This one will serve. He stood upright. You may return to the clinic.

Matsukata bowed deeply and went out.

* * * *

More than an hour after Yueh Hua had fallen asleep, Tony found a break in the bamboo wall bordering the creek. He had been hailed only twice from the other bank, and they were friendly hails to which he had replied cheerily. He had passed no other craft.

A narrow stream, little more than a brook, joined the creek, its surface choked with wild lilies. The bamboo jungle faded away inland. There was a sort of miniature bay. Further up he saw banyan and cypress trees.

This looked like the very place to hide the sampan until nightfall.

He swung in, tested the depth of the water and the strength of the lily stems, then pushed a way through. He found himself in a shaded pool, the water deep and crystal clear.

Yueh Hua woke up and prepared a meal which included the inevitable rice and tea. As he smoked a cigarette, Tonys eyes began to close.

Now you must rest awhile, Yueh Hua insisted. I will watch until you are ready to go on. There is an early moon tonight. It will help us to find the way.

He fell fast asleep with her words faintly ringing in his ears.

He had no idea how long he slept, nor what wakened him. But he sat up with a start and looked around.

It was night. The moon hung like a great jewel over the bamboo jungle… and he couldnt see Yueh Hua!

He got to his feet, listening, staring to right and left about the pool. He could see no one, hear nothing.

A sense of utter desolation crept over him. He was just going to call out her name. But he checked the cry in time. He crouched back under shelter of the plaited roof and stared, enthralled.

He had seen Yueh Hua.

She was swimming across the pool to a shallow bank on which they had cooked their dinner. Part of it was brightly and coldly lighted. The other part lay in shadow.

He saw her walk ashore and stand there, wringing water from her dark hair. Then she stretched her arms above her head and looked up at the sky as he had seen her do before. But that had been Yueh Hua, the river girl. This was Moon Flower, the goddess of night.

Her agility and grace he had noted. But he had never suspected that she had so slimly beautiful a body, such smooth, ivory skin and perfect limbs.

He almost ceased to breathe.

When Yueh Hua came back to the sampan after her bath, he pretended to be asleep, and let her wake him.

But the light touch of her hand affected him strangely…

On the way to Niu-fo-tu he tried to conquer the sense of awkward restraint which had come over him. He felt guilty. He rarely met Yueh Huas glance, for he was afraid she would read his secret in his eyes.

No river girl had a body like hers.

He rowed furiously, pushing the sampan ahead as if competing in a race.

The river, when he came to it, gleamed deserted in the moonlight. The current favored him, and he made good going. He passed a tied-up junk but there seemed to be nobody on board or on watch. He couldnt see if Yueh Hua was asleep but she lay very still. A slight breeze rattled the junks sails, making a sound like dry palm fronds in a high wind.

Chi Foh!

She was awake.

Yes, Yueh Hua?

We have to look out for lights. Then we have to cross to the other bank and find the creek which will take us behind Niu-fo-tu. We mustnt miss it.

Are there soldiers there, Yueh Hua?

No. At least, I dont think so.

A jail?

No. She laughed that musical laugh. Criminals have to be sent up to Chia-Ting.

And that, then, is where your father takes care of them?

He rowed on. He knew Yueh Hua was watching him, and presently she said, Were you angry with me for being such a liar? she asked.

Dont be silly, Yueh Hua! I never admired you more.

Oh.

He had said too much. Or said it the wrong way. She had spoken the Oh like a wondering sigh.

He decided on a policy of silence. And Yueh Hua didnt speak again. The river swept round in a long, flattened curve. Tony faintly detected a twinkling light ahead.

Is that Niu-fo-tu, Yueh Hua?

No. She hesitated. I think it must be another junk.

So she had been awake all the time!

I hope they are all asleep.

Let me row, Chi Foh. It is better. Dont risk being seen.

He wavered for a moment, then gave way and passed the oar over to her.

Navigation called for little but steering. The current carried them along. He crouched out of sight, watching Yueh Hua handle the long sweep with an easy grace he had never acquired. Beyond doubt, she had been born on the river.

She gave the junk as wide a berth as possible. If anybody was awake, it was someone who paid no attention. They passed unchallenged. Yueh Hua stayed at the oar, and Tony sat studying her, a silhouette against the moonlight, as she swayed rhythmically to and fro. They were silent for a long time, until she checked her rowing and stared ahead intently.

Niu-fo-tu! she said. Somewhere here we turn off.

* * * *

General Huan personally conducted André Skobolov to the apartment in his country residence reserved for distinguished guests.

The Russian agent, a native of a Far Eastern province, had marked Mongolian features and spoke almost flawless Chinese. He had requested his host to invite no other guests to meet him as he wished to talk business and to avoid attention. He was traveling by unfrequented roads, he explained, since he had many contacts in out-of-the-way places.

He had been entertained in a manner which recalled the magnificence of pre-Communist days, a fact upon which he congratulated General Huan so warmly that that master of cunning knew that Skobolov suspected his loyalty to the present regime.

The business which Skobolov discussed introduced the names of so many members of the Order of the Si-Fan that the old strategist began to wonder if Skobolov might be an expert cryptographer who had already broken the cipher in which the Si-Fan Register was written. He had carefully inspected the visitors light baggage and had noted a large briefcase which Skobolov kept with him even during dinner. The Russian had apologized, explaining that it contained dispatches and must never be out of his sight.

General Huan bade André Skobolov good-night, regretting that some other method could not have been found to silence him, for he had a soldiers respect for brave men.

Skobolov, when the door had closed, placed the briefcase under his pillow and once more, as he had already done on his arrival, checked every item of his baggage, locked the door, examined the window which opened on a balcony overlooking the beautiful gardens, and re-examined every compartment of a large and priceless lacquered cabinet which was set against one wall.

He did this so carefully, with the aid of a flashlamp, that Dr. Fu-Manchu, who was watching his every movement through a spyhole in a part of the cabinet which formed the back of a closet in an adjoining room, was compelled to close the aperture.

When Skobolov, who had dined and wined well, finally retired, the spacious double room became dark except for furtive moonbeams stealing through the windows.

There was a brief silence, presently broken by the snores of the sleeping man.

Fu-Manchu flashed a signal from the next room and returned to his observation post at the back of the closet.

He had watched and listened no longer than half a minute when the shadow of a man swept down past the moon-lighted window and temporarily vanished. A moment later, the shadow reappeared as the man outside stood slowly upright. He had dropped from the roof to the balcony, silent as a panther.

A nearly soundless manipulation, and the window opened. Although the night was warm, a draft of cold air penetrated the room, perceptible even at the spyhole.

The ghostly figure of the Cold Man became visible briefly in the moonlight. His body, as well as his face, had an unearthly gray tinge. He wore only a gray loincloth. His eyes were as lifeless as the eyes of a dead fish. He carried what looked like a small cage covered with gauze. Gliding nearer to the sleeping Skobolov, he removed the gauze.

A high, dim buzzing sound became audible in the suddenly chilly room.

The Cold Man, carrying the cage, crept back to the window, climbed out, and closed it. The keen ears of Dr. Fu-Manchu heard a dull thud far below. The Cold Man had dropped from the balcony to the garden where the Japanese, Matsukata, awaited him.

Dr. Fu-Manchu watched and listened.

The high-pitched droning ceased by degrees… and suddenly the sleeper awoke.

Then came a torrent of Russian curses, a sound of slapping… Skobolov was out of bed, the ray of his flashlamp shining now right, now left, now down below. With a slipper he began to kill flies, of which there seemed to be a number in the room, chasing them wherever that faint, high note led him.

When, at last, he had killed all he could find, shuddering coldly, he opened a bag and took out a tube of ointment which he began to rub onto his face, neck and arms.

* * * *

Dr. Fu-Manchu closed the little trap, smiling his mirthless smile.


CHAPTER SEVEN

It was a long way up the creek to the canal behind Niu-fo-tu. And having found it, Tony had to go on for another mile or more before finding a suitable mooring where they might safely tie up. Dawn was very near by the time they made fast.

After a scant breakfast, he made Yueh Hua promise not to leave the boat until he returned. Reluctantly, she did so, and Tony set out.

He found a road lined with cypress trees which evidently led to the town. Already the sun was very hot. It promised to be a sweltering day. Soon he found himself in the shadow of one of several memorial arches which spanned the road outside the gate. Not without misgivings, for he was a marked man, he pressed on.

Entering the town, he saw the market place directly on his right, and the stalls of dealers who sold everything from sugar cane, water chestnuts, pork and pumpkins to clothing and millet whiskey.

As he turned in, expecting to get information here, a rickshaw coolie came out and nearly knocked him down.

A fat Chinese woman smoking a cigarette sat in the rickshaw. The wife of some sort of official, he judged.

Why dont you look where youre going? she snapped at him.

He lowered his head humbly, and passed on.

An old woman selling preserved duck stuck on long sticks and other Chinese hors doeuvres, gave him a toothless grin.

There she goes. See what it is to be the wife of a jailer.

A jailer?

Dont you know her? Her husband is head jailer at Chia-Ting. Give me the old days.

Head jailer at Chia-Ting. The leering brute who used to gloat over his misery. The man Yueh Hua had claimed as her father.

Yueh Huas instincts hadnt misled her. Niu-fo-tu was dangerous.

Can you tell me the way to the house of the Lama? he asked.

You cant miss it, son. Straight up the main street. The second turning on the right, and his house faces you.

He bought two of her smelly delicacies and returned to the main street.

It was just possible to see part of the waterfront, sails and masts of junks. Then, he saw the fat woman in the rickshaw. She was talking to an excited boy who stood beside her.

His heart seemed to miss a beat.

It was the cross-eyed little monster Tony thought they had shaken off.

He must make a decision  and swiftly.

The group was some distance away down the narrow, crowded street. But even so, he heard the shrill voice of the fat woman.

Impudent liar! My daughter indeed! My husband will flog the skin off her back!

Tony cast one swift, longing glance toward the gate, and as he did so, Mahmud, Dr. Fu-Manchus giant bodyguard, came in.

Instinctively, Tony swung around, forced his way through a surge of people hurrying in the direction of the disturbance, and plunged into a narrow and odorous alley on the right which would lead him from the point of danger. Some heads craned from windows, but they were all turned in the direction of the main street.

He cursed the hour that he had entered Niu-fo-tu for now, from behind, he heard a renewed uproar and detected the words, Escaped prisoner! Reward.

Swift footsteps were following him. To run would be to betray himself. But he knew that his life hung in the balance. He went on walking fast. The following footsteps drew nearer. A hand touched his shoulder.

Have you seen a man with a crutch? came a crisp inquiry.

The password!

Gulping his relief, Tony gave the countersign. What is the name of his crutch?

He twisted around. The speaker was a Buddhist lama, his head closely shaved; he wore horn-rimmed glasses. The proper reply was Freedom. But the monk gave another.

Nayland Smith, he snapped and went on in English. I wasnt sure, McKay, but, thank God, I was right. Your disguise is perfect. Keep calm, and keep walking. I came to look for you. Dont bother to say anything. Walk on left two blocks and the lamas house is right opposite. Jump to it. Its urgent!

Giving Tonys arm a reassuring squeeze, Nayland Smith turned and hurried back along the way they had come.

Tony gave a parting glance to the tall figure, then turned left and hurried along the narrow street. He passed the first alley he came to, reached the second, and pulled up, staring anxiously at the house indicated.

It was an old house, the front quaintly decorated, and as he slipped into a small passage, immediately he noticed a smell of incense.

The passage was very dark. He began to walk quietly along. As his eyes became used to this gloom, he saw two doors ahead. The one directly before him was closed. The other, on the right, was open a few inches, and light showed through the cranny.

Walking on tiptoe, he reached it, hesitated…

Please come in, a pleasant old voice invited, speaking a pure Chinese of a kind he rarely heard.

He pushed the door open.

He was in a room furnished as a library. Shelves were packed with scrolls of parchment and bound books. There was a shrine directly facing the door. Incense burned in a bronze bowl. And squatting behind a long, low table on which a yellow manuscript was spread, he saw a very old man who wore the same kind of lama robe as Nayland Smith had worn.

The old man removed his spectacles and looked up. Tony found himself being analyzed by a pair of eyes which seemed  like the dreadful eyes of Fu-Manchu  to read his thoughts. But these were kindly eyes.

There was a wooden stool near the door. He sat down and listened for sounds from the street. He had to say something.

Your door was open, Excellency.

My door is always open to those who may need me. Nor have I achieved excellency, my son.

Tony became tongue-tied.

I perceive, the gentle voice went on, that you are in some urgent danger. Give me the facts, and leave it to me to decide if I may justly help you.

There are people out there who want to arrest me. This confession was considered quietly.

Have you committed any crime?

No, my father. My only crime is that I tried to help China, where I was born.

Then, the lama smiled again and said an unexpected but welcome thing.

Have you seen a man with a crutch?

Tony jumped up in his glad excitement.

What is the name of his crutch? he asked hoarsely.

Freedom, my son. You are welcome. He began to speak almost faultless English. You are Captain McKay, for whom Sir Denis Nayland Smith is searching.

By God, he found me out there and saved me from the mob!

He felt responsible for your safety. I hope he will join us shortly. No one saw you together?

I believe not. A big Nubian, who is the personal bodyguard of the man you call the Master and who knows me, has just come into the town.

Has he seen you?

Not to my knowledge. But theres a boy

He got no further. Splitting the perfumed quiet of the room, came the uproar, Escaped prisoner! Search all the houses! Reward for whoever…

Tony felt the sharp pang of despair. A group had gathered just outside the house. The old lama raised his hand.

Pray dont disturb yourself, my son.

He stood up. He proved to be much taller than Tony had judged. There was quiet dignity in his bearing. He went out, leaving the door ajar. Tony reached it in one stride and stood there, breathlessly listening.

Communist China might be irreligious, but the old beliefs still swayed the masses. Sudden silence fell on the babble outside. It was broken by the gentle voice.

What troubles you, my children?

A chorus replied. There was a dangerous criminal hiding in the town. They were going to search all the houses.

As you please. Search by all means  but not here. There is no criminal, dangerous or otherwise, in my house. And you are interrupting my studies.

Tony heard him coming back. He heard mutterings outside as well. But when the lama reentered the room his calm remained unruffled.

My door is still open. But no one will come in.

You have great courage, father, and I thank you.

The priest returned to his place behind the low table.

Courage is a myth. There is only faith and doubt. Nor have you cause to thank me. You owe me nothing. If what I do has merit, then mine is the debt to you.

Tony dropped back on the stool, conscious of perspiration on his forehead. The noise of the crowd outside faded away. But, almost immediately, there was a swift step along the passage and Nayland Smith walked in. He nodded to Tony and addressed the old lama in English.

Dr. Li Wu Chang, you are a magician. I was on the fringe of the crowd outside and heard you dismiss them. Those people would eat out of your hand.

Because they know, Sir Denis, that I never told them a lie.

Misdirection is an art. Nayland Smith grinned at Tony. I prefer to call it magic!

Between you, Tony burst out, you have saved my life. But what now?

First, snapped Nayland Smith, reverting to the last report I had before you were compelled to scrap your walkie-talkie. You explored some village on the pretext of looking for a mythical relative, or somebody. You reported that you came across a large barbed-wire enclosure on the outskirts, with several buildings resembling an isolation hospital. Guards. You retired unobserved. Remember?

Clearly.

What was the name of this village?

Tony clutched his head, thought hard, and then, Hua-Tzu, he said.

Good, came the gentle voice of the lama. As I suspected. That is the Soviet research plant.

Nayland Smith, a strange figure with his shaven skull and monks robe, clapped Tony on the shoulder. Sound work. And have you discovered the identity of the Master?

I have. He cross-examined me in jail. The Master is Dr. Fu-Manchu.

* * * *

Half an hour later, wearing a new outfit and a bamboo hat the size of a car tire, supplied by the lama, and bending under a load of lumber, Tony set out along a narrow track formed by a dried-up ditch which ran at the foot of the lamas little garden. It joined the canal not far from the sampan.

He was sweating, his new suit soiled, when he broke out onto the bank above the boat.

Yueh Hua. Yueh Hua.

There was no reply.

Yueh Hua!

He couldnt keep the sudden terror out of his voice as he jumped on board.

Then he dropped down and buried his face in his hands.

He had saved himself. But they had caught Moon Flower.

That abominable boy must have seen the boat and raced into the town to report it.

A wave of madness swept over him. He heard again the shrill voice of the fat wife of the jailer. He knew what Yueh Huas fate would be. And he had left her to it.

There was a mist before his eyes. He clenched his teeth, tried to think. He leaped ashore like a madman and began to run. He had reached the road when he stopped running and dropped into a slow walk. Sanity, of sorts, was returning.

Why, since he still remained free, had no watch been posted over the sampan?

If only he could think clearly. He had avoided any reference to Yueh Hua during his interview with Nayland Smith and the lama. So he must handle this situation alone.

He kept on his way toward the town. His huge hat and new clothes altered his appearance, but he was sure, by now, that his enemies would be hard to deceive.

Along the road ahead, he began to count the trees; one-two-three, up to seven, then straining his eyes, looking for the little figure.

He thought miserable thoughts as he walked past a bend in the tree-lined road. Then he looked up unhappily and began counting again  one-two-three-four-five… He stood still, as if checked by a blow in the face.

A small figure was hurrying along ahead, making for the town.

As if the sound of his racing footsteps had been a dreaded warning, the figure suddenly turned aside and disappeared among banks of golden grain.

Wondering if he was going insane, if grief had led to illusion, he ran on until he came to the spot, as well as he could judge, where the disappearance had taken place. He stood panting and staring into a golden sea, billowing softly in a slight breeze.

He could find no track, see no broken stalks. Nothing stirred, except those gentle waves which passed over the sunny yellow sea.

Yueh Hua! he shouted hoarsely. Yueh Hua! This is Chi Foh!

And then the second illusion took place. Like a dark little Venus arising from golden foam, Yueh Hua stood up, not two yards from the road.

She stretched out her arms.

Chi Foh! Chi Foh! I didnt know it was you… I thought they… I was going to look for you…

Trampling ripe grain under his feet, Tony ran to her. Tears were streaming down her face. Her eyes shone like blue jewels.

Moon Flower! My Moon Flower!

He swept her close. Her heart beat against him like a hammer as he began to kiss her. He kissed her until she lay breathless in his arms.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Dr. Fu-Manchu pressed a switch, and a spot of blue light disappeared from a small switchboard on the lacquered desk. He looked at General Huan, seated on a couch facing him across the room.

Skobolov has reached Niu-fo-tu, he said softly. So Mahmud reports. It is also suspected that the man Wu Chi Foh was seen here today. But this rumor is unconfirmed. It is possible, for we have no evidence to the contrary, that Wu Chi Foh had a rendezvous there with Skobolov; that, after all, Wu Chi Foh is a Communist agent.

Huan Tsung-Chao shook his head slightly. This I doubt, Master, but I admit it may be so. Since Skobolov is closely covered, should they meet, Mahmud will take suitable steps.

The conversation was interrupted.

Uttering a shrill whistling sound, a tiny marmoset who had been hiding on a high ledge sprang like a miniature acrobat from there to Fu-Manchus shoulder and began chattering angrily in his ear. The saturnine mask of that wonderful but evil face softened, melted into something almost human.

Ah, Peko, my little friend. You are angry with me? Yet I have small sweet bananas flown all the way from Madeira for you. Is it a banana you want?

Peko went on spitting and cursing in monkey language.

Some nuts?

Pekos language was dreadful.

You are teasing him, General Huan smiled. He is asking for his ration of my 1850 vintage rosé wine which ever since he tasted it, he has never forgotten.

Peko sprang from Fu-Manchus shoulder onto the rug-covered floor, from there onto the shoulder of Huan. The old soldier raised his gnarled hand to caress Peko, a strange creature which he knew to be of incalculable age.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up, crossed to a cabinet, and took out a stoppered jar of old porcelain. With the steady hand of a pharmacist, he poured a few drops into a saucer and restopped the jar. Peko rejoined him with a whistle not of anger, but of joy, grasped the saucer, and drank deeply.

Then the uncanny little animal sprang onto the desk and began to toss manuscripts about in a joyous mood. Dr. Fu-Manchu picked him up, gently, and put him on his shoulder.

You are a toper, Peko. And Im not sure that is good for you. I am going to put you in your cage.

Peko escaped and leapt at one bound onto the high ledge.

Such is the discipline, murmured Dr. Fu-Manchu, of one of my oldest servants. It was Peko to whom I first administered my elixir, the elixir to which he and I owe our presence among men today. Did you know this, my friend?

I did.

Fu-Manchu studied Huan Tsung-Chao under lowered eyelids.

Yet you have never asked me for this boon.

I have never desired it, Master. Should you at any time observe some failure in my capacity to serve you, please tell me so. I belong to a long-lived family. My father married his sixth wife at the age of eighty.

Dr. Fu-Manchu took a pinch of snuff from a box on the desk. He began to speak, slowly, incisively.

I have learned since my return to China that Dr. von Wehrner is the chief research scientist employed here by the Soviet. I know his work. Within his limitations, he is brilliant. But the fools who employ him will destroy the world  and all my plans  unless I can unmask and foil their schemes. Von Wehrner is the acknowledged authority on pneumonic plague. This is dangerously easy to disseminate. Its use could nearly depopulate the globe. For instance, I have a perfected preparation in my laboratory now, a mere milligram of which could end human life in Szechuan in a week.

This is not war, General Huan said angrily. It is mass assassination.

Fu-Manchu made a slight gesture with one long, sensitive hand. It must never be. For several years I have had an impalpable powder which can be spread in many ways  by the winds, by individual deposits. A single shell charged with it and exploded over an area hundreds of miles in extent, would bring the whole of its human inhabitants nearly instant death.

But you will never use it?

It would reduce the area to an uninhabitable desert. No living creature could exist there. What purpose would this serve? How could you, General, with all your military genius, occupy this territory?

Huan Tsung-Chao spread his palms in a helpless gesture. I have lived too long, Master. This is not a soldiers world. Let them close all their military academies. The future belongs to the chemists.

Dr. Fu-Manchu smiled his terrible smile.

The experiments of those gropers who seek not to improve mans welfare, but to blot out the human race, are primitive, barbaric, childish. I have obtained complete control of one of the most powerful forces in the universe. Sound. With sound I can throw an impenetrable net over a whole city, or, if I wish, over only a part of it. No known form of aerial attack could penetrate this net. With sound I could blot out every human being in Peiping, Moscow, London, Paris or Washington, or in selected areas of those cities. For there are sounds inaudible to human ears which can destroy. I have learned to produce these lethal sounds.

Old General Huan bowed his head. I salute the worlds master mind. I know of this discovery. Its merit lies in the simple fact that such an attack would be confined to the target area and would not create a plague to spread general disaster.

Also, Dr. Fu-Manchu added, it would enable your troops to occupy the area immediately.

* * * *

The sampan seemed like sanctuary when Tony and Yueh Hua reached it. But they knew it wasnt.

We dare not stay here until sunset, Chi Foh. They are almost sure to search the canal.

She lay beside him, her head nestled against his shoulder. He stroked her hair. Tony knew he had betrayed himself when he had called out in his mad happiness, Moon Flower  in English. But, if Yueh Hua had noticed, she had given no sign. Perhaps, in her excitement, she had not heard the revealing words.

I know, he said. I expect they are looking for us now. But what can we do?

If we could reach Lung Chang we should be safe, she spoke dreamily. It is not far to Lung Chang.

He nodded. Oddly enough, Nayland Smiths instructions had been for him to abandon his boat and hurry overland to Lung Chang. He was to report there to a certain Lao Tse-Mung, a contact of Sir Deniss and a man of influence.

What I think we should do, Chi Foh, is to go on up this canal and away from the river. They are not likely to search in that direction. If we can find a place to hide until nightfall, then we could start for Lung Chang, which is only a few miles inland.



Tony considered this plan. He laughed and kissed Yueh Hua. This new happiness, with fear of a dreadful death hanging over them, astonished him.

What should I do without you, Yueh Hua?

They started without delay. It was very hot, and Tony welcomed his large sun hat, gift of the lama. He worked hard, and Yueh Hua insisted upon taking her turn at the oar. There was no sign of pursuit.

In the late afternoon Yueh Hua found a perfect spot to tie up; a little willow-shadowed creek. There was evidence, though, that they were near a village, for through the trees they could see a road along which workers were trudging homeward from the fields.

It will do, Tony agreed, for we shall never be noticed here. But soon Im going to explore a little way to try to find out just where we are!

When they had moored the sampan they shared a meal, and Tony went ashore to take a look around.

He discovered that they were moored not more than a few hundred yards from the village, which only a screen of bamboos concealed from them. It was an insignificant little group of dwellings, but it boasted an inn of sorts which spanned the road along which they had seen the peasants walking homeward. He returned and reported this to Yueh Hua.

I think we should start for Lung Chang at once, she advised. The fields are deserted now, and soon dusk will come. I believe I can find the way if we go back a mile or so nearer to Niu-fo-tu.

Tony loved her more and more every hour they were together. Her keen intelligence made her a wonderful companion. Her beauty, which he had been slow to recognize, had completely conquered him.

Lets wait a little while longer, Yueh Hua, he said yearningly. I want to tell you how much I love you. He took her in his arms. Kiss me while I try.

* * * *

His try was so successful that dusk was very near when Yueh Hua sighed, My dear one, it is time we left here.

Tony reluctantly agreed. They pushed the boat out again to the canal and swung around to head back toward Niu-fo-tu.

Tony had dipped the blade of the oar and was about to begin work when he hesitated, lifted the long sweep, and listened.

Someone was running down to the canal, forcing a way through undergrowth, and at the same time uttering what sounded like breathless sobs. It was a man, clearly enough, and a man in a state of blind panic.

Chi Foh. Yueh Hua spoke urgently. Be quick. We must get away. Do you hear it?

Yes. I hear it. But I dont understand.

A gasping cry came. The man evidently had sighted the boat. Save me! Help, boatman!

Then Tony heard him fall, heard his groans. He swung the boat into the bank. Take the oar, Yueh Hua, while I see whats wrong here.

Yueh Hua grasped him. Chi Foh! You are mad. It may be a trap. We know we are being followed.

Gently, he broke away. My dearest  give me my gun  you know where it is.

From the locker Yueh Hua brought the .38. She was trembling excitedly. Tony knew that it was for his safety, not for her own, that she was frightened. He kissed her, took the pistol, and jumped ashore.

Groans and muffled hysterical words led him to the spot. He found a half-dressed figure writhing in a tangle of weeds two to three feet high; a short, thickset man of Slavonic type, and although not lacking in Mongolian characteristics, definitely not Chinese. He was clutching a bulging briefcase. He looked up.

A hundred dollars to take me to Huang-ko-shu! he groaned. Be quick.

Tony dragged the man to his feet. He discovered that his hands were feverishly hot. Come on board. I can take you part of the way.

He half carried the sufferer, still clutching his leather case, onto the sampan.

Chi Foh, you are insane, was Yueh Huas greeting. What are we to do with him?

Put him ashore somewhere near a town. Hes very ill. He dragged the unwanted passenger under the mat roof and took to the oar.

But again he hesitated, although only for a moment. There were cries, running footsteps, swiftly approaching from the direction of the hidden village.


CHAPTER NINE

Tony drove the sampan at racing speed. He could only hope that they were out of sight before the party, evidently in pursuit of their passenger, had reached the canal.

The banks were deserted. Moonlight transformed poppy fields into seas of silver. When, drawing near to Niu-fo-tu, grain succeeded poppy, the prospect became even more fairylike. It was a phantom journey, never to be forgotten, through phantom landscapes. Willows bordering the canal were white ghosts on one bank, black ghosts on the other.

Yueh Hua crouched beside him. The man they had rescued had apparently gone mad. He struck out right and left in his delirium, slapping his face and hands as if tormented by a swarm of mosquitoes.

Chi Foh, Yueh Hua whispered, he is very ill. Could it be she hesitated that he has the plague?

No, no, dont think such things. He shows no signs of having the plague. Take the oar for a few minutes, my dearest. He must want water.

Oh, Chi Foh.

Tony clasped her reassuringly and ducked in under the low roof. He was far from confident, himself, about what ailed the mysterious passenger, but human feeling demanded that he do his best for him.

The man sipped water eagerly; he was forever trying to drive away imaginary flying things which persecuted him. His head rested on his bulky briefcase. His hectic mutterings were in a language which Tony didnt know. To questions in Chinese he made no reply. Once only he muttered, Huang-ko-shu.

Tony returned to Yueh Hua. Tell me, where is Huang-ko-shu?

It is on the Yangtze River many miles below Lung Chang.

I told him I would take him part of the way, Tony murmured. We must put him ashore when we get across, Yueh Hua.

I wish we had never found him, she whispered, giving up the oar to Tony.

They passed their old mooring place behind Niu-fo-tu and at last reached the river. Tony had insisted on doing most of the rowing and was coming close to exhaustion.

The Lu Ho looked deserted.

Let me take the oar, Yueh Hua said gently, but insistently. There is very little current and I can cross quite easily. You must, Chi Foh.

He gave in. He watched Yueh Hua at the long sweep, swinging easily to its movement with the lithe grace of a ballerina. What a woman!

Tony found it hard to keep awake. The man they had rescued had stopped raving, become quite silent. The gentle movement of the boat, the rhythmic swish of the long oar, did their hypnotic work. He fell asleep…

Chi Foh. Yueh Huas voice. Wake up. I am afraid.

Tony was wide awake before she stopped speaking. He drew her down to him. Where are we? Whats happened?

He looked around in the darkness. The boat was tied up in a silent backwater. Through the motionless leaves of an overhanging tree which looked like a tree carved in ebony, he could see the stars.

We are on the left bank, Chi Foh. Lung Chang is not many miles away. But  the man is dead!

Tony got to his feet. He had a flashlight in the locker; he groped his way to it, found it, and shone its light on the man who lay there.

Beyond doubt, Yueh Hua was right. Their passenger was dead. Yueh Hua knew that Tony had an automatic pistol, but he had hidden the flashlight. He wondered if she would say something about it, and tried to think of an explication. But she said nothing.

Tony searched the mans scanty clothing, but found no clue to his identity. In a body belt, which he unfastened, there was a considerable sum of money, but nothing else. The big portfolio was locked, and there was no key. This far he had gone when Yueh Hua called out, Throw him overboard, Chi Foh. He may have died of plague.

But Tony, who had a smattering of medical knowledge, knew that he had not died of the plague.

Dont worry, Yueh Hua. I told you before, theres no question of plague. I must try to find out who he was.

He went to work on the lock of the briefcase and ultimately succeeded in breaking it. He found it stuffed with correspondence in Russian, a language of which he knew nothing, much of it from the Kremlin and some from the Peiping Embassy, this fact clearly indicated by the embossed headings on the stationery. The man was a Soviet agent.

There was also a bound book containing a number of manuscript papers in Chinese, which, although he knew written Chinese, Tony was unable to decipher.

He put the book and the correspondence back in the broken briefcase and dropped the briefcase in the locker.

The body of the dead Russian had to be disposed of. This was clear enough. When it was found, and eventually it would be found, the evidence must suggest that he had fallen into the hands of thieves who had taken whatever he had had in his possession. Therefore, the money belt must not be found on him.

Tony removed the belt, then switched off the flashlight and rejoined Yueh Hua who was watching him, wide-eyed.

Can we reach Lung Chang by water from here, Yueh Hua?

No, Chi Foh. We can go up this canal a little way further. Then, we must take to the road. But

Is it a straight road?

There are no straight roads in China.

He forced a laugh and kissed her. All the same, thats what we must do. Somewhere, I am going to throw the dead man overboard.

That is right, Yueh Hua agreed. We need not carry much. When we get to Lung Chang, my aunt will take care of us. But  she drew back you will lose your boat.

Tony was baffled. I must take a chance. I have some money left… or I might steal another sampan, as you meant to steal mine.

He pushed the boat out of the little backwater and headed upstream. Yueh Hua, he knew, was unusually high-strung. She watched him in a queer way he didnt like. At a point on the deserted canal where there was a sort of waterway crossroads, he stopped rowing.

Take the oar, Yueh Hua. Im going to dump him overboard.

Some hazy idea that prayers should be said at such a time flashed through his mind. He dismissed the idea. It was impractical, in the first place. Secondly, the dead man, as a Soviet Communist, was an atheist. He dragged the half-clad body out and dropped it in the canal.

May God have mercy on your soul, he whispered.

* * * *

They rowed on to a spot where a footbridge spanned the canal. Yueh Hua studied the situation carefully.

There is a path from this bridge, Chi Foh, which leads to a main road  the road to Lung Chang.

Tony forced a laugh. So this is where we say goodbye to our boat. Its too shallow to sink it here. We shall have to take a chance and just leave it.

Oh, Chi Foh, my darling. She threw her arms around him. We have been so happy on this little boat.

Tony loved her for the words, but immediately became practical again.

Well drop whatever we dont want overboard and pack up the rest. I can carry the big bundles on this bamboo rod and you can carry whats left in the old basket…

Yueh Hua going ahead as arranged and Tony following, still adorned with his huge bamboo hat, they started on the last leg of their journey to Lung Chang.

The road, when they came to it, didnt look particularly dangerous, except to motorists. One thing was certain. At that hour, it carried little traffic.

He had plenty of opportunity for thinking. Yueh Hua, he knew, had become an indispensable part of his life. He didnt mean to lose her, whatever she was, wherever she came from.

Even if this amounted to changing his career, he would marry her. He could live with Yueh Hua on a desert island and be happy. She could be happy, too. She had proved it.

He heard an automobile coming swiftly from behind.

Stepping to the side of the neglected road, he let it go by. He moved just in time. It passed at racing speed, a new Buick. He never got a glimpse of the driver. Such speed, on such a road, betrayed urgency.

Yueh Hua was waiting for him by a bend ahead. He saw that she was frightened.

In that car. The man with green eyes. The big black was driving.

This was staggering news.

It might mean, as he had feared, that Dr. Fu-Manchu had learned of his contact in Lung Chang!

He longed to take Yueh Hua into his confidence. Her knowledge of the place, her acute intelligence, her intuition, would be invaluable now. But he was bound to silence.

The road here passed through an area of unreclaimed land where nature had taken over. They were in a jungle. They found their way to a spot where the fallen branch of a tree offered a seat. Dropping their loads, they sat down. He looked at Yueh Hua. There was no gladness in her eyes.

Chi Foh, they know where we are going. He will be waiting for us in Lung Chang.

But, as Tony watched her, the mystery of Yueh Hua was uppermost in his mind. It was hard to believe that Fu-Manchu could have conceived such a burning passion for the grubby little girl Yueh Hua had then appeared to be, that he would be driven to this frantic chase.

He dismissed the supposition. He himself was the quarry. Perhaps he had made some mistake. Perhaps those hypnotic eyes had read more than he suspected. Dr. Fu-Manchu had planned to interview him again. Nayland Smith had saved him. But the fact that news of the reward for his capture had been flashed to so many centers indicated that Fu-Manchu knew more than he had credited him with knowing.

Tony put his arm around the dejected little figure beside him. Tell me more about your friends in Lung Chang, Yueh Hua. If we can get to them, shall we be safe?

As safe as we can hope to be, Chi Foh. My aunt is an old, retired servant of the Lao family.

Does your aunt live right in the town?

No. In a small house on the estate. It is a mile from Lung Chang.

This side, or beyond?

This side, Chi Foh.

We have a chance, even if they have found the boat. They wont be watching your aunts house. And we have to get there  fast.


CHAPTER TEN

It became a forced march. Twice they took cover; once, while a heavily loaded bullock cart went lumbering by, and again when they were nearly overtaken by an old jeep in which four soldiers were traveling toward Lung Chang.

Dawn was not far off when they reached a point in a long, high wall which had bordered the road for over half a mile. Dimly, he saw Yueh Hua stand still and beckon to him. He hurried forward.

She stood before a heavy, ornamental gate through which he could see a large, rambling building partly masked in ornamental gardens  a typical Chinese mansion  on a slope beyond. The high wall evidently surrounded the property.

My uncle was Lao Tse-Mungs gardener, Yueh Hua explained. He and his wife always lived here, and my aunt is allowed to stay.

Is that Lao Tse-Mungs house over there?

Yes, Chi Foh. Please wait outside for a little while where they cant see you, until I explain  she hesitated for a second who you are.

Yueh Hua had led him to the very door of the man he had to see! He saw her reach inside the gate. An interval, footsteps, then a womans cry  a cry of almost hysterical gladness.

My baby! My Yueh Hua!

The gate was unlocked. The voice died away into unintelligible babbling as they went in.

This gave him something else to think about.

Evidently Yueh Hua had told him her real name. But why had Yueh Hua asked him to wait, and gone in first herself?

In any case, he didnt have to wait long. She came running back for him.

I havent told her, Chi Foh, about us. But she knows how wonderful you have been to me.

This clearly was true. Tears were streaming down her aunts face when Yueh Hua brought him into the little house, evidently a gate-lodge. She seemed to want to kneel at his feet. He wondered what the exact relationship could be between Yueh Hua and Mai Cha, her aunt. It would have been hard to find two people less similar in type than this broad-faced old peasant woman and Yueh Hua. But Mai Cha became Tonys friend on sight, for it was plain that she adored Yueh Hua.

She left them together while she went to prepare a meal. But Yueh Hua, who seemed to have become suddenly and unaccountably shy, went out to help her.

He walked quietly under the flowered porch and looked across to the big house and its setting of arches, bridges, and formal gardens. He could be there in five minutes. A winding path, easy to follow in starlight, led up to the house.

Yueh Hua had reached sanctuary, but Tonys business was with Lao Tse-Mung. He couldnt hope to avoid exposure of his real identity to Yueh Hua once he had reported to the friend of Nayland Smith. This he must face.

But, the major problem remained. Where was Dr. Fu-Manchu?

Had this man, who seemed to wield supreme power in the province, out-maneuvered Sir Denis? He could not expect the late gardeners widow to know anything of what had happened tonight in the big house.

He must watch his step.

There were several little bridges to cross and many steps to climb before he reached a terrace which ran the whole length of the house. Flowering vines draped a pergola. Some night-scented variety gave out a strong perfume. He wondered where the main entrance was located, and if he should try to find it.

He stood still for a moment, listening.

A murmur of conversation reached him. There were people in some nearby room. Step by step, he crept closer, hugging shadowy patches where the vines grew thickly. Three paces more and he would be able to look in.

But he didnt take the three paces. He stopped dead.

An icy chill seemed to run down his spine.

He had heard a voice, pitched in a clear, imperious tone.

We have no time to waste.

It was the voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu!

He had walked into a trap.

* * * *

Tony checked a mad panorama of thoughts racing across his brain. Nayland Smith would gain something after all. He fingered the automatic which he had kept handy in a waist belt and moved stealthily forward. Whatever his own end might be, he could at least remove the world menace of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He could see into the room now.

It was furnished, in true Chinese fashion, but with great luxury. Almost directly facing him, on a divan backed by embroidered draperies, he saw a white-bearded figure wearing a black robe and a beaded black cap. A snuff bowl lay before him.

Facing the old mandarin so that his back was toward the terrace, someone sat in a dragon-legged armchair. His close-cropped hair showed the massive skull beneath.

Dr. Fu-Manchu.

The mandarins eyes were half-closed, but suddenly he opened them. He looked fixedly toward the terrace, and straight at Tony.

Holding a pinch of snuff between finger and thumb and still looking directly at him, he waved his hand gracefully in a sweeping side gesture as he raised the snuff to his nostrils.

But Tony had translated the gesture.

It meant that he had moved too close. He could be seen from the room.

Quickly he stepped to the right. A wave of confidence surged through him.

This was Lao Tse-Mung who sat watching him, who had known him instantly for what he was, who had warned him of his danger. A highly acute and unusual character.

Tony could still see him clearly through a screen of leaves.

The mandarin spoke in light, easy tones.

This is the first time you have honored my poor roof, Excellency, in many moons. To what do I owe so great a privilege?

I am rarely in Lung Chang, was the sibilant reply. I see that it might have been wise to come more often.

My poor hospitality is always at my friends disposal.

Doubtless. Fu-Manchus voice sank to a venomous whisper. Your hospitality to members of the present regime is less certain.

Lao Tse-Mung smiled slightly, settling himself among his cushions. I retired long ago from the world of politics, Excellency. I give all my time to the cultivation of my vines.

Some of them grow thorns, I believe?

Many of them.

Myself, Lao Tse-Mung, I also cultivate vines. I seek to restore to the garden of China its old glory. And so I fertilize the human vines which are fruitful and tear out those which are parasites, destructive. Let us come to the point.

Lao Tse-Mungs far-seeing eyes sought among the shadows for Tony.

Tony understood. He was to listen closely.

My undivided attention is at your disposal, Excellency.

A man calling himself Wu Chi Foh, who is a dangerous spy, escaped from the jail at Chia-Ting and was later reported to be near Lung Chang. He may be carrying vital information dangerous to the Peiping regime. Fu-Manchus voice became the familiar hiss. I wonder if you, perhaps, have news of Wu Chi Foh.

Lao Tse-Mungs expression remained bland, unmoved.

I can only assure Excellency that I have no news concerning this Wu Chi Foh. Are you suggesting that I am acquainted with this man?

Dr. Fu-Manchus voice rose on a note of anger. Your record calls for investigation. As a former high official, you have been allowed privileges. I merely suggest that you have abused them.

My attention remains undivided, Excellency. I beg you to make your meaning clearer.

Tony knew that his fate, and perhaps the fate of Lao Tse-Mung, hung in the balance. He knew, too, that he could never have fenced with such an adversary as Fu-Manchu, under the X-ray scrutiny of those green eyes, with the imperturbable serenity of the old mandarin.

Subversive elements frequent your house.

The news distresses me. Lao Tse-Mung took up a hammer which hung beside a small gong. Permit me to assemble my household for your inspection.

Wait. The word was spoken imperatively. There are matters I have to discuss with you, personally. For example, you maintain a private airfield on your estate.

Lao Tse-Mung smiled. His smile was directed toward Tony, whom his keen eyes had detected through the cover of leaves.

I am sufficiently old fashioned to prefer the ways of life of my ancestors, but sufficiently up-to-date to appreciate the convenience of modern transport. Lao Tse-Mung calmly took another pinch of snuff, smiling his sly smile. I may add that in addition to chairs and rickshaws, I have also several automobiles. We are a long way from the railhead, Excellency, and some of my guests come from distant provinces.

I wish to inspect this airfield. Also, the garage.

It will be an honor and a great joy to conduct you. Let us first visit the airstrip, which is some little distance from the house. Then, as you wish, we can visit the garage. Your own car is there at present. And, as the garage is near the entrance gate, and I know Excellencys time is valuable  the shrewd old eyes were staring straight into Tonys through the darkness there should be no unnecessary delay.

This statement was astonishing to Tony because it was unmistakably a direct order to him.

He accepted it.

Silently, he slipped away from the lighted window, back along the terrace, and began to run headlong down the slope to the gate lodge.

Old Mai Cha was standing in her doorway.

Quick, get Yueh Hua. Theres not a minute to spare.

She has already gone, Chi Foh.

Gone! He stood before her, stricken, unable to understand.

Yes, Chi Foh. But she is safe. You will see her again very soon. She has taken all you brought with you in your bundles. You know they are in good keeping.

He grasped Mai Cha by the shoulders, drawing her close, peering into her face. Her love for Moon Flower he couldnt doubt. But what was she hiding?

Is this true, Mai Cha?

I swear it, in the name of my father, Chi Foh. I can tell you no more, except that my orders are to lead you to the garage. A car is waiting. You must hurry  for Yueh Huas sake and for your own. Please follow me.

Even in that moment of danger, of doubt, he was struck by the fact that she showed no surprise, only a deep concern. She seemed to be expecting this to happen. She was no longer an emotional old woman. She was controlled, practical.

A long, gently sloping path led them to a tiled yard upon which a lighted garage opened. One car, a sleek Rolls, with lights off, stood in the yard. He saw two other cars in the garage beyond.

Mai Cha opened the door of the Rolls, and Tony tumbled in. She kissed his hand as he closed the door. In the light from the garage behind he saw the back of a driver, a broad-shouldered Chinese with a shaven skull. The car started. Smoothly, they moved out of the paved yard.

Thank God youre safe, McKay, came a snappy voice.

The driver was Nayland Smith.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Dont worry about Lao Tse-Mung, McKay. He has the guile of the serpent and the heart of a great patriot. He could convince men like us that night is day, that a duck is a swan. He called me an hour ago, and alls well. This isnt his first brush with the Master, and my money was on Tse-Mung all along. By the way, what about another drink?

Tony grinned feebly, watching Nayland Smith mix drinks. It was hard to relax, even now, to accept the fact that, temporarily, he was safe. He glanced down at a clean linen suit which had taken the place of his Chinese costume and wondered afresh at the efficient underground network of which he had become a member.

This charming bungalow on a hill overlooking Chungking was the property of the great English drug house of Roberts & Benson and was reserved for the use of their chief buyer, Ray Jenkins, who operated from the firms office in the town. Nayland Smith handed him a glass.

Youll like Jenkins, Sir Denis rapped in his staccato fashion. Sound man. And what he doesnt know about opium, even Dr. Fu-Manchu couldnt teach him. He buys only the best, and Chungking is the place to get it.

He dropped into a split-cane chair and began to fill his pipe. He wore a well-cut linen suit and would have looked his familiar self but for the shaven skull. Noting Tonys expression, he laughed boyishly.

Tony laughed, too, and was glad that he could manage it; for in spite of Mai Chas assurance, he was desperately worried about Moon Flower. And inquiries were out of the question.

I can only thank you again, Sir Denis, for all you have done.

Forget it, McKay. The old lama is one of ours, and he had orders to look out for you. Your last message had warned me that you expected to be arrested and I notified him. Then, I put Lao Tse-Mung in charge until I arrived.

This is amazing, Sir Denis. I begin to hope that China will shake off the Communists yet.

Nayland Smith nodded grimly; lighted his pipe. From my point of view, there are certain advantages in our recognition of the Peiping crowd. For instance, I can travel openly in China, but I avoid Szechuan.

How right you are.

Lao Tse-Mung, of course, is our key man in the province. The job calls for enormous courage, and something like genius. He has both. He master-minded the whole affair of getting you out of jail. The lama, who has more degrees than you could count on your fingers, gave you your instructions. He speaks and writes perfect English. Also, he has contacts inside the jail. Were not washed up yet in the East, McKay.

So it seems.

Nayland Smith tugged at the lobe of his ear, a habit Tony knew indicated deep reflection. If Fu-Manchu can enlist the anti-Communist elements, he said, the control of this vast country may pass into his hands. This would pose another problem. But lets cross that bridge when we come to it. This bungalow is one of our bases. It was here that I converted myself into a lama. Jenkins provided me with a vintage Ford, a useful bus on Chinese roads. You see, theres constant coming and going of Buddhist priests across the Burma frontier, and if my Chinese is shaky, my Burmese is sound. He glanced at his watch. Jenkins is late. Feeling hungry?

No. Tony shook his head. After my first bath for weeks in a civilized bathroom, a change of clothes and a drink, I feel delightfully relaxed.

Good for you. Jenkins has another guest who is probably reveling in a warm bath, too, after a long journey; Jeanie Cameron-Gordon. Her father, an old friend of mine, is the world-famous medical entomologist, Dr. Cameron-Gordon. His big work on sleeping sickness and the tsetse fly is the textbook for all students of tropical medicine. Ran a medical mission. But more later.

Whatever brings his daughter here? Tony wanted to know.

Before Nayland Smith could reply, the stout, smiling, and capable resident Chinese housekeeper, whom Tony had met already, came in. She was known simply as Mrs. Wing. She bowed.

Miss Cameron-Gordon, she said, in her quaint English, is dressed, and asks if she should join you, or if you are in a business conference.

Nayland Smith smiled broadly. The conference is over, Mrs. Wing. Please ask Miss Jeanie to join us.

Mrs. Wing bowed again, went out, and a moment later Miss Cameron-Gordon came in, her face shaded by a wide-brimmed hat. She wore a tailored suit of cream shantung which perfectly fit her beautiful figure.

For an interval that couldnt be measured in terms of time, Tony stood rigid. Then he sprang forward.

Miss Jeanie Cameron-Gordon found herself locked in his arms.

Moon Flower! Moon Flower!

I had an idea, Nayland Smith said dryly, that you two might be acquainted.

* * * *

Ray Jenkins joined them for lunch. A thin Chinese-yellow man with large, wiry hands, gaunt features, and a marked Cockney accent, he had a humorous eye and a markedly self-confident manner. Moon Flower was reserved and embarrassed, avoiding Tonys looks of admiration. He felt he was the cause of this and cursed the impulse which had prompted him to betray their intimacy. He didnt attempt to deny that he was in love with her, but gave a carefully edited account of their meeting and how he had formed a deep affection for his native helper.

I never saw Jeanie in her other kit, Jenkins said nasally. He called one and all by their first names. But, looking at her now, Tony, I should say you were nuts not to know she wasnt Chinese.

But I am, Moon Flower told him, on my mothers side.

Ray Jenkins regarded her for a long time, then, Gods truth, he remarked. Your mother must have been a stunner.

Nayland Smith threw some light upon what had happened at Lao Tse-Mungs. He had arrived there several hours before Tony, intending to proceed with speed to Chungking as soon as Tony showed up. He found the mandarin in an unhappy frame of mind. The daughter of his old friend, Dr. Cameron-Gordon, who had been staying at his house, had disappeared. He suspected that she had gone in search of information about her father, contrary to his, Lao Tse-Mungs advice. He had used all the facilities at his disposal, but with no result.

Ill leave it to Moon Flower, as you call Jeanie, to tell you the whole story, McKay, Sir Denis said, with one of his impish grins. She will tell it better than I can.

Moon Flower gave him a reproachful, but half-playful glance.

I was staggered, he went on. I had heard in Hong Kong that her father died in a fire which destroyed the medical mission building. But I supposed that Jeanie was still in England. I was discussing the problem of Jeanies disappearance with Tse-Mung when his secretary ran in and announced, The Master is here!

Fast action was called for. I made my way back toward the entrance gate. From behind a bank of rhododendrons I had the pleasure of seeing my old friend Dr. Fu-Manchu, wearing what looked like a Prussian uniform, striding up to the house. A big Nubian, whom I had seen somewhere before, followed him.

You probably saw him in Niu-fo-tu, Tony broke in. I was running away from him when you spoke to me.

Possibly. Fu-Manchus car, a Buick, still hot, was in the garage. It was parked alongside a majestic Rolls belonging to Lao Tse-Mung. My old Ford stood ready in the yard. What to do next was a problem. I had to stand by until you arrived. But I had to keep out of the way of Fu-Manchu, as well. I thought up several plans to intercept you, when suddenly they were all washed out.

What happened? Tony asked excitedly.

My walkie-talkie came to life. Tse-Mungs secretary reported that Jeanie and a Chinese companion, Chi Foh, were in the gate-lodge! I had arranged with Tse-Mung, if I should miss you and you appeared at the house, to direct you to the garage. But I hadnt expected Jeanie.

I quickly told Sun Shao-Tung, the secretary, to send me a driver who knew the way to Chungking, to order the man to stand by the Ford in the garage. Then I headed for the gate-lodge. Mai Cha told me that Moon Flower was in the bedroom sorting out some clothes and I had Moon Flower away with her bundle of dresses in five minutes. Am I right, Jeanie?

Yes, Moon Flower agreed, and her eyes told her gratitude. You certainly drove me remorselessly.

And so here you are. God knows where youd be if Dr. Fu-Manchu had found you. The driver was standing by, as ordered, and off you went in my Ford to Ray Jenkins, a harbor in any storm.

Thanks a lot, Ray Jenkins said. Drinks all round, if I may say so.

Your absence, McKay, Sir Denis added, was an unexpected headache. But you have told me how Tse-Mung handled a difficult situation. And so, for the moment, Dr. Fu-Manchu is baffled.

* * * *

On the flower-covered porch of the bungalow, with a prospect of snowy poppy fields below extending to the distant foothills, Tony at last found himself alone with Moon Flower. She lay beside him, in a long cane chair, smoking a cigarette and no longer evading his looks of adoration.

Were a pair of terrible liars, arent we? she said softly, and the sound of her musical voice speaking English made his heart glad.

Im still in a daze, Moon Flower. I seem to have come out of a wonderful dream. And I still dont know where the dream ends and real life begins. I know, of course, that youre not a Chinese girl and you know Im not a fisherman from Hong Kong. I never suspected that you werent what you pretended to be, but I often thought you had doubts about me.

How right you were, Chi Foh. And to me youll always be Chi Foh. But it was a long time before doubts came. That part is all over now, and I think Im sorry.

Tony reached across urgently and grasped her arm. You dont regret an hour of it, Moon Flower?

Not one minute, she whispered.

You know I learned to adore you as Yueh Hua, dont you? I had planned to risk everything and to marry my little river girl. After all I was just doing a job I had volunteered to do. But your motive was a sad one  your father.

Let me tell you about it in my own way, Chi Foh. It is sad, yes; but now, there is hope. Jeanie stubbed out her cigarette. You see, Lao Tse-Mung is my grand uncle. My father, Dr. Cameron-Gordon, married Lao Tse-Mungs niece. So, you see, I am really partly Chinese.

No more than I am, Tony broke in. My mothers mother was Chinese, too. Thats why I can pass as Chinese, myself.

Jeanie continued, My father, of course, had traveled all over the world and become well known for his work. Then, he came to China to study diseases here. He met my mother. She was a very beautiful woman, Chi Foh. He married her. For her sake, I believe, he accepted the post as director of the medical mission at Chien Wei. The mission used to stand by the Pool of Lily Dreams. Do you remember the Pool of Lily Dreams?

Can I ever forget it?

I was born there, Chi Foh. Mai Cha was my nurse, and I was allowed to play with her son, who is now living in the United States and has become very prosperous. He taught me to handle a sampan, and of course I picked up the local dialect. My mother taught me pure Chinese. When I grew up, I was sent to school in England.

She stopped. Tony found her hand, and held it. What then, Moon Flower?

My mother died. The news nearly killed me, for I worshipped her. I came back. Oh, Chi Foh, I found everything so changed. My poor father was still distracted by the loss of my mother, and the Communist authorities had begun to persecute him because he openly defied their orders.

Moon Flower opened her cigarette case, but changed her mind and closed it again. He wouldnt let me stay at the mission. He insisted that I return to my aunt in Hong Kong and wait there until he joined me. He knew the Communists meant to close the mission, but he wasnt ready to go.

So you went back to Hong Kong?

Yes. We had two letters. Then  silence. We tried to find out what had happened. Our letters to Lao Tse-Mung were never answered. At last, and the shock nearly drove me mad, came news that the mission had been burned down, that my father was believed to have died in the fire. My aunt couldnt stop me. I started at once.

Tony wanted to say, How glad I am you did, but was afraid to break Moon Flowers train of thought, and so said nothing.

I went to Lung Chang, to my uncles house. I asked him why he had not answered my letters, and he told me he had never received them. He tried to make me understand that China was now a police state, that no ones correspondence was safe. He confirmed the news that the mission had been burned, but he suspected my father was still alive  probably under arrest.

Moon Flower, now, was fired with enthusiasm and indignation. She opened her cigarette case again, and this time took one out and allowed Tony to light it.

My Uncle Tse-Mung advised caution, and patience. But I wasnt in the mood for either. Wearing a suit of peasant clothes belonging to Mai Cha, but taking some money of my own, I slipped out early one morning and made my way, as a Chinese working girl, to what had been my home. Oh, Chi Foh

Moon Flower dropped her cigarette in a tray and lay back with closed eyes.

I think I understand, he said softly.

Nothing was left, but ashes and broken lumber. All our furniture, everything we possessed, all the medical stores, had been burned, stolen, or destroyed. I was walking away from the nuns when I had the good luck to see an old woman I remembered, one of my fathers patients. I knew she was a friend, but I thought she was going to faint when she recognized me. She gave me news which saved me from complete collapse.

What was it, Moon Flower?

My father had not died. He had been arrested as a spy and taken away. She advised me to try to get information at a summer villa not far from Chia-Ting, owned by Huan Tsung-Chao, Communist governor of the province. Her daughter, Shun-Hi, who had been a nurse in the mission hospital, was employed at the villa. I remembered Shun-Hi. And so, of course, I made my way up to Chia-Ting. But my money was running short. When at last I found the villa, a beautiful place surrounded by acres of gardens, I didnt quite know what to do.

Tony was learning more and more about the intrepid spirit of his little companion on the sampan with every word she spoke. She was indeed a treasure, and he found it hard to believe that such a pearl had been placed in his keeping.

There were many servants, Moon Flower went on, and some of them didnt live in the villa. I watched near the gate by which these girls came out in the evening. And at last I saw Shun-Hi. She walked toward the town, and I followed her until I thought we were alone. Then I spoke to her. She recognized me at once, began to cry, and nearly went down on her knees.

Moon Flower took her smoldering cigarette from the ashtray and went on smoking.

But I found out what I wanted to know. My father was alive. He was under house arrest and working in a laboratory attached to the villa. The Master was a guest of Huan Tsung-Chao! I had very little money left and nothing but my gratitude to offer Shun-Hi, but I begged her to try to let my father know that I was waiting for a message from him.

Did she do it?

Yes, thank God. I shared her room that night and wrote a letter to my father. And the next evening she smuggled a note from him out to me. It said that I should go to Lao Tse-Mung who would get me to Hong Kong where I could then apply to British authorities and tell them the facts. My father wrote that he was in the hands of Dr. Fu-Manchu, adding, Now known as the Master. He told me that at all costs I must get away from, in his own words, that devil incarnate. He warned me not to let anyone even suspect my identity.

Moon Flower, my dearest, what did you do next?

I went down to the river to see if I could find someone to take me part of the way. But I had no luck at all… and the police began to watch me. Finally, I was arrested as a suspicious character and thrown into jail.

That hideous jail!

Yes, Chi Foh. They wouldnt believe the story I told them. It was the same story that I told you. They punished me.

The swine! Tony burst out. It was Soong?

Yes. I screamed.

I heard you.

The blue eyes were turned to him. How could you hear me? Where were you?

I was a prisoner, too. And I heard your scream in that ghastly place.

So did the prison governor, a friend of my fathers. He came to see me. He released me. He could do no more. It was just in time. As I was creeping away, a car passed close by me. The passenger was a man wearing a cloak and a military cap. In the moonlight his eyes shone like emeralds. They seemed to be turned in my direction, and I shuddered. I knew it was the Master. You know what happened after that, Chi Foh.

And I thank God it did happen, Moon Flower. But youre not really called Moon Flower, after all?

Moon Flower drew closer to him. Dont look so sad, dearest. I am. I was born on the night of a new moon and my, mother named me Jean Yueh Hua.

Will you marry me on the next day theres a new moon?

Moon Flower took his hand in both of hers.

Ill marry you, Chi Foh  but on the first day my father is free again.

* * * *

Dr. Fu-Manchu sat in his favorite chair behind the lacquered desk; it was early dawn. But only one lamp relieved the gloom, a green-shaded lamp on the desk which cast a phantom light over the yellow-robed figure. Fu-Manchu lay back, his elbows resting on the arms of the chair, the tips of his bony fingers pressed together, his eyes half closed, but glinting like emeralds where the light touched them.

In the shadowy room, two paces from the desk, the gigantic figure of Mahmud the Nubian stood motionless.

Fu-Manchu took a pinch of snuff from the silver snuffbox. He spoke softly.

Go to your quarters, Mahmud, and remain there until further orders.

The big Nubian knelt on the rug, bent his head to the floor, stood up, made a deep salaam, and went out. He had a stealthy step, almost completely silent.

As he left by one door, another opened, and Huan Tsung-Chao came in. Fu-Manchu lay back in his chair, with closed eyes. General Huan settled himself upon the divan facing the desk.

The man is honest and devoted, he said. I have heard his account of all that happened, as you wished.

Fu-Manchus eyes opened wide. They stared into the shadows from which Huan Tsung-Chao had spoken. You heard how Skobolov, a dying man, tricked him in Niu-fo-tu and fled to some obscure resthouse? You heard how the Russian escaped again, taking his papers with him?

He almost hissed the words, and then stood up, a tall, menacing figure.

I heard, Master. I heard, also, that the escaped prisoner, Wu Chi Foh, was seen in Niu-fo-tu after Skobolov had arrived there.

So the Si-Fan Register may now be on its way to Moscow.

Or to London, came the placid reply from out of the shadows. Sir Denis Nayland Smith is in China. A dying man is not hard to rob. And you suspected that the prisoner called Wu Chi Foh was working for British Intelligence in the first place.

Fu-Manchu dropped back in his chair.

You know of my visit to Lao Tse-Mung. His behavior aroused deep suspicions. But he has the powers of a great diplomat. I have watched him for some years. Is he working with Nayland Smith? Is he opposed to Peiping? He remains impenetrable, and his estate is a fortress. To what party does he belong? These things we must find out, Tsung-Chao, or Lao Tse-Mung must be destroyed.


CHAPTER TWELVE

This man, Skobolov, Nayland Smith snapped, was one of the most trusted agents of the Kremlin. He raised his eyes from the documents found in the portfolio. I know very little Russian, but enough to recognize his name as the person to whom these letters are addressed. This is very valuable evidence.

Tony nodded, smiling at Moon Flower.

What I am anxious to know, Sir Denis added, is what Skobolov was doing in Szechuan. Why was he sent here? Its a shot in the dark, but I venture to guess  not this.

He held up the bound manuscript written in Chinese.

I agree with you, Sir Denis, Moon Flower said quietly. I know written Chinese fairly well but this is in cipher and quite beyond me. Why should it be in cipher, if it werent something highly secret?

Quite obvious, Jeanie. It cant be a top secret dispatch from Peiping. In the first place, it wouldnt be in Chinese; in the second, he would have headed for Russia and not come wandering around this remote province. Therefore, he must have acquired it in Szechuan. He dropped the manuscript on the table and pulled at the lobe of his ear. There are three people known to me who might decipher it. Lao Tse-Mung, his secretary, or our friend the lama in Niu-fo-tu. Whats more, all of them speak Russian, and this correspondence interests me.

Let us go to my uncles, Moon Flower said eagerly. We shall at least be safe while were there, and Lao Tse-Mungs secretary is very clever, as you say, and knows many languages.

Youd be safer still with your aunt in Hong Kong, young lady, Nayland Smith rapped.

Moon Flower smiled. I shall never go back to Hong Kong until my father goes with me, she assured him. There was a convincing note of finality in the soft voice.

Youre going to be a big responsibility in the kind of work we have to do, Jeanie.

Moon Flower turned to Tony. Was I a big responsibility to you, Chi Foh, in the kind of work we had to do?

And honesty forced Tony to answer, I couldnt have done it without you, Moon Flower.

Nayland Smith took his old briar pipe out of his pocket and began to refill the bowl. His expression was grim, but a smile lurked in his gray eyes.

If McKays against me, too, I suppose I must compromise. From the moment we leave this house we all carry our lives in our hands. We dont know what this Chinese manuscript is, but your account, McKay, of Skobolovs behavior and his strange death, tells us plainly that its dynamite, and that somebody was following him to recover it. You agree?

I do, Sir Denis, Tony told him. But if it was of such value to the Kremlin, it may be of equal value to us.

If we can hang onto it, Nayland Smith snapped, and not go the way of Skobolov.

There was a brief silence while he lighted his pipe.

You have some theory about Skobolov? Tony asked.

Nayland Smith nodded. I have. He was poisoned. The mission of the poisoner was to recover this manuscript. I can think of only one man who is not only an expert poisoner but also a danger to the Soviet empire. Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smith blew out a cloud of tobacco smoke.

If Im right, we have here the most powerful weapon against Fu-Manchu that I have ever held in my hands.

* * * *

Many hours later, the security police held up an old Ford on a nearly impossible road some miles east of Lung Chang. The Chinese driver, whose shaved skull betrayed nothing but a stubble of hair, was a dull, taciturn fellow. His passengers were a lama, who wore glasses, and a Chinese boy.

The lama did the talking.

Where did you come from and where are you going? the man in charge wanted to know.

From Yung Chuan, the Buddhist priest told him. Are you a member of the faith, my son?

Never mind about that

But its more important than anything else.

Whos the boy?

My pupil. I am returning to my monastery in Burma, and I am happy to say that I bring a young disciple with me.

The man, who evidently had special orders of some kind, looked from face to face.

Who owns this car?

A good friend in Yung Chuan, and one of the faith. I have outstayed my leave and am anxious to return.

Whats your friends name?

Li Tao-shi. He has found the Path. Seek it, my son.

The man made a rude noise and waved the car on.

When they had gone a safe distance, the driver slowed down and turned a grinning face to his passengers.

Good show, McKay! he said. You remembered your lines and never fluffed once. I dont know why those fellows were so alert, but its just possible that the Master has sent out special orders. Were getting into the danger zone, now. Heres a crossroads. One way leads to a marsh as far as I can make out. Which way do we turn, Jeanie?

The disciple hesitated. I think we take the road to the marsh. Except in rainy weather its quite passable. Then we should come to the main road to Lung Chang  if you think its safe for us to use a main road.

I dont. But is there any other way?

Not for a car. By water, yes. Otherwise, we have to walk.

Nayland Smith pulled reflectively at the lobe of his ear. If we drive to the high road, how far is it from there to Lao Tse-Mungs house?

About five miles, Moon Flower answered.

But from here, walking?

About the same, if I dont lose my way.

Then, as two experienced pedestrians, I think you and McKay must walk. If stopped again, you know the story, McKay. Stick to it. We must separate for safety.

He raised the wizard walkie-talkie to his ear, adjusted it and listened, then. Hullo, is that Sun Shao-Tung? he said. Yes. Nayland Smith here. Tell Lao Tse-Mung I have Yueh Hua and McKay with me. Were about five miles from the house and they are proceeding on foot. First, I must know if my Ford was noted by the Master when he arrived at the garage. It was? And what explanation was offered for its disappearance? He listened attentively. Ford used for collecting gardening material? Good. Had been sent into Chungking for repairs? Would be returned later by mechanic? Excellent. Well be on our way. He turned to Tony.

Did you follow, McKay? he rapped.

Yes, I did. Fu-Manchu has given orders for all ranks to look out for a Ford car. Thats why we were held up. There must be more Fords in Szechuan than I suspected, or we shouldnt have slipped through so easily. Youre right about breaking up the party, Sir Denis.

I suspected this, McKay. I shall have to hang onto the briefcase. A missionary lama from Burma cant very well carry one. But, for safety, you take the Chinese manuscript.

The leather case was taken from its hiding place in the car and the mysterious manuscript tucked into a large pocket inside Tonys ample garment, which resembled a long-sleeved bathrobe.

When the parting took place, Moon Flower looked wistfully after the old Ford jolting away on the unpaved road. Tony knew what she was thinking and shared her feeling. Nayland Smith was an oasis in a desert, a well of resource. He put his arm around a slim waist concealed by the baggy boys clothes.

Come on, my lad, he said gaily, and kissed her. We have faced worse things and survived.

Moon Flower clung to him, her blue eyes raised to his, and the blue eyes were somber.

I am not afraid for us, Chi Foh, she assured him. I am thinking about my father.

Well get him out, sweetheart. Dont doubt it.

I dont dare to doubt it. But I feel, and you must feel, too, that this awful man, Dr. Fu-Manchu, is drawing a net around all of us. He has dreadful authority, and strange powers. I understand now that it was he who killed the Russian. But how did he kill him?

God knows! But its pretty certain that his purpose was to get this thing I have in my pocket. For the moment, though, were holding the cards.

But he holds my father, a clever man and a man of strong character, helpless in his hands. Dr. Fu-Manchu is not an ordinary human being. Hes a devil-inspired genius. Sir Denis is our only hope. And he has tried for years to conquer him. Alone, what could you and I do?

Tony laughed, but not mirthfully. Very little, I admit. Fu-Manchu has a vast underground organization behind him, and, at present anyway, the support of the government of China. We have nothing but our wits.

Moon Flower forced a smile. Dont let me make you gloomy, Chi Foh. You mustnt pay too much attention to my moods. I dont expect us to overthrow Dr. Fu-Manchu. I only pray we may be able to get my father back alive.

Tony hugged her affectionately and kissed her hair, which she had cut short when Nayland Smith had decided that a lama priest couldnt travel in the company of a girl.

They set out on the path to Lung Chang.

It was a crazy path, bringing them through places along embankments crossing flooded paddy fields, and sometimes wandering among acres of opium poppies which had become a major crop since all restrictions had been removed. The collective authorities reaped a rich harvest from the sale of opium; the growers struggled to live.

The few peasants they met paid little attention to the lama priest and the boy who trudged on their way, except for one or two who were Buddhists. These respectfully saluted Tony, and he gave them a sign of hand which Nayland Smith had taught him.

They were in sight of a village which Moon Flower recognized, not more than a mile and a half from their destination, before anything disturbing happened. The day had been hot and they had pushed on at a good pace. They were tired. They had reached a point at which there was a choice of routes; they could either take the main road or a detour which would lengthen their journey.

Should we risk the main road? Tony asked. Is it used much?

No, Moon Flower said. But we would have to pass through the village. I think this is a county line, and there may be a police post there.

Then I think we must go the long way, Moon Flower. Where will that lead us to?

To a gate in part of Lao Tse-Mungs property, nearly half a mile from the house. It is locked. But theres a hidden bell-push which rings a bell in the house. We have to cross the main road at one point, but the path continues on the other side.

Then lets go.

They resumed their tramp. At a point where the path threatened to lose itself in a plantation of young bamboo, their luck deserted them. The thicket proved to border the road and as there was no sound of traffic they stepped out from the path onto a narrow, unpaved highway. And Moon Flower grasped Tonys arm.

A dusty bicycle lay on a bank, and sitting beside the cycle, smoking a cigarette, they saw a man in khaki police uniform.

Moon Flower suppressed a gasp. The policeman, however, looked more startled than they did as he got to his feet, dropping his Chinese cigarette, which Tony knew from experience tasted like a firecracker. It was getting toward dusk and their sudden appearance out of the shadow bordering the road clearly had frightened him. The man grew very angry. He snatched up his cigarette.

Where do you think youre going? he demanded.

We are trying to find our way to the river, which we have to cross. But we took the wrong path, Tony told him.

And where are you going, then?

I have to return to my monastery in Burma. I am taking this young disciple with me.

If you come from Burma, show me your papers, your permit to enter China.

Tony fumbled inside the loose robe. In an interior pocket he had all the necessary credentials which had been sent at top speed by Lao Tse-Mung to Chungking before the party set out, how obtained Tony could only guess. Lao Tse-Mung was a clever man.

He handed the little folder to the police officer, wondering if the man could read. Whether he could or not, evidently he recognized the official forms. They authorized the bearer to enter China and remain for thirty days. There was still a week to go. Tony wondered why the smoke of his cigarette, drooping from a corner of his coarse mouth, didnt suffocate him.

The man handed the passport back, clearly disappointed.

Who is this boy? he asked roughly. Has he any official permit to travel?

Thanks to Ray Jenkins, who had influential and corruptible friends in Chungking, he had. Tony produced a certificate for travel, signed by a member of the security bureau, authorizing Lo Hung-Chang, age 14, to leave his native town of Yung Chuan, but to report to security police at the Burma frontier before leaving China.

The disappointed policeman returned the certificate. Evidently he could read.

You have only seven days to reach the frontier, he growled. If it takes you any longer, look out for trouble.

If I have earned this trouble, brother, Tony told him piously, undoubtedly it will come to me, for my benefit. Have you not sought the Path?

Your path is straight ahead, the surly officer declared, furious because he had found nothing wrong. Youll have to walk to Lung Chang and then on to Niu-fo-tu to reach the river. He dropped the last fragment of his stale cigarette and put his foot on it as Tony fumbled to return the certificate to his inside pocket. You seem to have a lot of things in that pouch of yours. I have heard of lama priests getting away with pounds of opium that never saw the Customs. Turn out all you have there.



Tonys pulse galloped. He heard Moon Flower catch her breath. And he had to conquer a mad impulse to crush his fist into the face of the policeman. As he had done in jail at Chia-Ting, he reflected that Communist doctrines seemed to turn men into sadists. He hesitated. But only for a decimal of a second. He had money in a body belt, but carried nothing else, except the official papers which had been forged, and  the mystery manuscript.

He turned the big pocket out, handed the Chinese manuscript to the policeman.

If he attempted to confiscate it, Tony knew that no choice would be left. He would have to knock the man out before he had time to reach for the revolver which he carried. He watched him thumbing over the pages in fading light.

What is this? the policeman demanded.

Tonys breath returned to normal.

A religious writing in the hand of a great disciple of our Lord Buddha. A present from this inspired scholar to my principal. If you could understand it, brother, you would already be on the Path.

Brother threw the manuscript down contemptuously. Move on, he directed, and turned to his bicycle.

Moon Flower breathed a long sigh of relief as he rode off. I wonder if you can imagine, Chi Foh, she said, my feelings when you trusted that thing to him? I seemed to hear Sir Deniss words, the most powerful weapon against Fu-Manchu which I ever held in my hands. Did you realize that he might have orders to look for it?

Yes. But the odds against it were heavy. And if he had tried anything, I was all set to make sure he didnt get away with it.

They reached their destination without further trouble and found Nayland Smith anxiously waiting for them.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

For two days they remained in Lao Tse-Mungs house, apparently inactive, except that Nayland Smith spent hours alone, smoking pipe after pipe, deep in thought. Tony guessed that he was trying to discover a plan to rescue Dr. Cameron-Gordon and was finding it no easy thing to do.

With Moon Flower, Tony roamed about the beautiful gardens, and this brief interlude of peace was a chapter in his life which he knew he would always remember with happiness. Lao Tse-Mung had warned them all that Fu-Manchu was by no means satisfied with what he had seen and heard.

My house will be watched. I shall be spied upon. If he discovers that you are here, none of us will be safe any longer. So never show yourselves at any point which is visible from the road. The entire property is walled, and the top of the walls are wired. But at places there are tall trees, which overlook the walls, and these trees I cannot wire.

Lao Tse-Mungs talented secretary, Sun Shao-Tung, had translated all the Russian letters in Skobolovs briefcase, and Nayland Smith had been interested to learn from the correspondence that the research scientist employed at the hidden Soviet plant was not a Russian, but a German, Dr. von Wehrner. But even more exciting was a penciled note which Sir Denis deduced to be a translation of a code message:

If hidden Ms. as reported secure at any cost. Proceed as arranged to governors villa to allay suspicion. Cancel further plans. Join plane at Huang-Ko-Shu.

I was right, McKay, Nayland Smith declared. This Chinese document is dynamite.

Sun Shao-Tung had gone to work on the mysterious manuscript. He had worked far into the night, only to find himself baffled.

Nayland Smith asked him to make a careful copy in case the original should be lost  or stolen. It was late during the second night of their stay at Lao Tse-Mungs house that something happened.

The secretary worked in a top room, equipped as an up-to-date office, with typewriter, filing cabinets, bookcases, and a large desk. This betrayed the modern side of the old mandarin, and was in keeping with his private airplane, his cars, his electrical lighting plant, and other equipment; a striking contrast to the Oriental character of the reception rooms below.

Tony occupied a room next to the office. Nayland Smith was lodged on the other side of the corridor. He was unaccountably restless. Lao Tse-Mungs guest rooms had electric lights and all the other facilities of a modem hotel. It was very late when Tony switched off his bedside lamp and tried to sleep. But the night seemed to be haunted by strange sounds, furtive movements which he couldnt identify or place.

The shadow of Fu-Manchu was creeping over him. He began thinking, again, about the dead Russian, seeing in his imagination the mans ceaseless battle with clouds of invisible insects. Of course, it had been delirium. But what a queer kind of delirium. Skobolov had died at the hand of Dr. Fu-Manchu. But of what had he died?

Tony found himself listening intently for a buzz of insects in the room.

He heard none. He tried to laugh at these phantom fears.

Then he began to listen again.

There was a sound  a very faint sound. It was not a sound of insects, and it was not in his room. It came from the adjoining office.

He knew that Sun Shao-Tung had retired two hours before. He had heard him go. Yet something or someone moved in the office.

Tony swung out of bed, stole to the door of his room, opened it cautiously.

Barefooted, he crept along to the office door.

He stood listening, silently.

Yes, there was someone inside!

He began to turn the handle and gently opened the door. As it opened, a draft of cold air swept onto his face.

It brought with it a sense of horror. He shuddered, then fully opened the door.

The office was in darkness. But a beam of moonlight through the open window just brushed the top of the large desk. There was a dim figure in the shadow behind the desk, and two hands, which alone were visible in the moonlight, busily swept up a litter of papers lying there.

Perhaps the lighting created an illusion. But they were gray hands!

Tony clenched his fists, took a step forward, and a lean figure sprang over the desk, leapt upon him, and had his throat in an icy grip.

He uttered a stifled shriek as that ghastly grip closed on him; it was a cry of loathing rather than fear. But in the face of what he knew to be deadly peril, his brain remained clear. He struck a right, a left to the jaw of his antagonist. The blows registered. The grip on his throat relaxed. He struck again. But he was becoming dizzy.

Desperately, he threw himself on the vaguely outlined figure that was strangling him. He touched the naked body  and the body was cold.

He was fighting with a living corpse!

Very near the end of his resources, he used his knee viciously. The thing grunted, fell back, and sprang toward the open window.

Swaying like a drunken man, he saw, dimly, a gray figure sweep up something from the desk and leap to the window. Tony tottered, threw out his arms to save himself, and collapsed on the floor. His outstretched hands touched a heavy bronze bowl which the secretary used as a wastebasket.

Pain, anger, gave him a brief renewal of strength. He grasped the bowl, forced himself to his feet, and hurled the bowl at the head of the retreating thing.

It reached its target. He heard the dull thud. It rebounded and crashed against the glass of the opened window.

But the living-dead horror vanished.

* * * *

Lights… voices… arms which lifted him… the tang of brandy.

Tony came to life.

The lighted office looked red. His head swam. Through this red mist he saw Nayland Smith bending over him.

A close call, McKay. Take it easy.

Tony found himself in a deep rest-chair. He had some difficulty in swallowing. He managed to sit up.

It went through the window, he croaked hoarsely, although… I hit it on the head with… that.

The bronze bowl lay among a litter of glass.

I know, Sir Denis snapped. Its phenomenal. We have search parties out.

But

Dont strain your throat, McKay. Yes. It has the cipher manuscript.

* * * *

In Lao Tse-Mungs library, surrounded by an imposing collection of books in many languages, four men assembled. A servant placed a variety of refreshments on a low table around which they sat, and was dismissed. The staffs quarters were separated from the house, and the disturbance in the office had not reached them. Mercifully, it had failed to arouse Moon Flower, whose apartment was in the west wing. The thing which had happened in the night was known only to these four who met in the library.

Lao Tse-Mung and his frightened secretary sipped tea. Tony and Nayland Smith drank Scotch and soda. Tony smoked a cigarette and Sir Denis smoked his pipe.

My chief mechanic reports, their host stated in his calm voice and perfect English, that the connections are undisturbed. Six men are now examining the possible points of entry, and if anything is discovered to account for the presence of this thief in my house, I shall be notified immediately.

When its daylight, Nayland Smith said, Ill take a look, myself.

Of course you understand, Sir Denis, what has happened? We have had a visit from a Cold Man. These creatures have been reported in the neighborhood of Chia-Ting on more than one occasion, but never here. It is a punishable offense to touch them. If seen, the police must be informed. An ambulance from a hospital established recently in that area by the governor, Huan Tsung-Chao, is soon on the scene, I understand; the attendants seem to know how to deal with these ghastly phenomena. They are believed, by the ignorant people, to be vampires and are known as the living-dead.

The ignorant people have my sympathy, Tony declared hoarsely.

Personally, Nayland Smith snapped, Im not surprised. That master of craft, Dr. Fu-Manchu, has discovered that I am here. That it was he who murdered Skobolov in order to recover this manuscript is beyond dispute. But how he found out that it had fallen into my hands is a mystery.

I warned you, Lao Tse-Mung pointed out in his quiet way, that my house would be watched.

You did, Nayland Smith agreed, bitterly. But even so, how did the watcher discover the very room in which this manuscript lay? And, crowning mystery, how did the Cold Man get in to steal it?

As he ceased speaking, the large room seemed to become eerily still. This stillness was broken by a sound which sent a chill through Tonys nerves. Although a long way off, it was as clearly audible, penetrating, and horrifying as the wail of a banshee. A long minor cry, rising to a high final note on which it died away.

Even Lao Tse-Mung clutched the arms of his chair. Nayland Smith sprang up as if electrified.

You heard it, McKay?

Of course I heard it. For Gods sake, what was it?

A sound I havent heard for years and never expected to hear in China. It was the warning cry of a dacoit. Fu-Manchu has always employed these Burmese robbers and assassins. Come on, McKay! I have a revolver in my pocket. Are you armed?

No.

You may have my gun, Lao Tse-Mung volunteered, entirely restored to his normal calm. From under his robe he produced a small but serviceable automatic. It is fully charged. What do you propose to do, Sir Denis?

To try to find the spot where that call came from.

Nayland Smith was heading for the door when a faint bell-note detained him.

Wait, Lao Tse-Mung directed.

The old mandarin drew back the loose sleeve of his robe. Tony saw that he wore one of the phenomenal two-way radios on his wrist. He listened, spoke briefly, then disconnected.

My chief mechanic reports, Sir Denis, that the cry we heard came from a point between the main gate and the drive-in to the garage. He is there now.

Come on, McKay, Nayland Smith repeated, and ran out, followed by Tony.

They headed for the main gate, looking grotesque in their pajamas and robes. They slowed down as they reached the gate, stood still, and listened. The sound of voices reached them from somewhere ahead.

Tony found himself retracing that sloping path behind the high wall which led to the garage  the path along which Mai Cha had taken him on the memorable night he had escaped the Master.

The beam of a flashlight presently led them to Lao Tse-Mungs chief mechanic. He had two other men with him. A tall ladder was propped against the wall, and another man could be seen on the top looking over. Sir Denis was expected, for Wong, the mechanic, saluted and reported. He spoke Chinese with a Szechuan dialect which seemed to puzzle Sir Denis but with which Tonys travels in the area had made him fairly familiar. Fortunately, he also spoke quite good English.

He had been walking toward this point, scanning the parapet of the wall with his flashlight, when that awful cry broke the silence, and died away. It came from about here, Wong said. I called out, and the nearest man in the search party ran to join me. My orders were not to open the gates and not to disconnect the wiring. The gardeners brought a ladder so that we could look into the road. It is set so that the rungs do not touch the wires. But the man up there can see nothing and I have ordered him to come down.

You have heard no other sound? Tony asked him.

Not a movement, the man assured him. Nothing stirred.

The gardener descended from the long ladder and was about to remove it.

One moment, Nayland Smith snapped. I want to take a look. This intrigues me.

Be careful of the wiring, Wong warned. It carries a high voltage and a slight touch is enough.

That wouldnt interest you, Tony called out as Nayland Smith started up the ladder.

Thats just what does interest me! Sir Denis called back.

He mounted right to the top of the ladder. He didnt look out onto the road; he looked fixedly at the parapet where the wires were stretched. Then he came down. From a pocket of his gown he took his pipe and his pouch.

There are two other things I must know, McKay. For one of them we have to wait for daylight. The other its just possible we might find tonight. He turned to Wong. Take the ladder away. Im glad you brought it.

He grasped Tonys arm. I have a flashlight in my pocket. Walk slowly back to the house, not by the route we came, but by the nearest way to the windows of your room and the office.

As they started, Nayland Smith, pipe in mouth, kept flashing light into shadowy shrubberies which bordered the path.

I dont know what youre looking for, Tony declared.

I may be wrong, McKay. Its no more than what you call a hunch. But I do know what Im looking for. Its a hundred to one chance and if Im wrong Ill tell you. If Im right, youll see for yourself.

They walked slowly on. There was little breeze. Sometimes the flashlight brought about a queer rustling in the shrubberies as of some sleeping creatures disturbed or nocturnal things scuffling to shelter. In the light of a declining moon, bats could be seen swooping silently overhead.

His gruesome experience with a Cold Man vividly in mind, Tony found himself threatened, as they moved slowly along, by a shapeless terror. Partly, it was a creation of the dark and stillness, an upsurge of hereditary superstition. Things he couldnt explain had happened. At any moment, he thought, icy fingers might clutch his throat again. Of human enemies he had no fear. But what were these Cold Men? Were they human, or were they, as some who had seen them believed, animated dead men, zombies?

Nayland Smith worked diligently, yard by yard.

He found nothing.

And Tony knew, by observing the furious way in which he puffed at his pipe, that he was disappointed.

They had reached the gate lodge, which was in darkness, and had turned left, instead of to the right which was the way they had come, before Sir Denis uttered a word.

Then he said rapidly, Heres our last chance.

They were in a narrow, little-used path, overgrown by wild flowers. It led to the east wing of the house, but not to any entrance. It would, though, as Tony realized, lead them to a point directly below the window of his own room and that of the office.

Tirelessly, Nayland Smith explored every shadow with his flashlight, but found nothing until, in a clump of tangled undergrowth surrounding a tall tulip tree, he pulled up.

I was right!

The ray of the lamp lighted a grisly spectacle.

A man lay there, a man whose body was gray, whose only clothing consisted of a loin cloth, and this was gray, and a tightly knotted gray turban. He lay in a contorted attitude, his head twisted half under his body.

This is what I was looking for, Nayland Smith said. Look. His necks broken.

Good God! Is this

The Cold Man who attacked you? Yes. And you killed him.

Tony stood, hands clenched, looking at the ghastly thing under the tulip tree. Suddenly in that warm night, he felt chilled…

The first specimen, Nayland Smith stated grimly, to fall into my hands. Rumor hasnt exaggerated. I can feel the chill even here. He stepped forward.

Careful, Sir Denis.

Nayland Smith turned. The poor devils harmless now, McKay. Hes out of the clutches of Dr. Fu-Manchu at last. Some day, I hope, we shall know how these horrors are created. His skin is an unnatural gray, but I recognize the features. The man is Burmese. He stooped over the contorted body. Hullo! Thank heaven, McKay, the hundred to one chance has come off.

From the gray loincloth he dragged out a bundle of papers, shone the ray of the lamp on it, and sprang upright so excitedly that he dropped his pipe.

Sun Shao-Tungs notes and the Chinese manuscript. Our lucks changed, McKay. He picked up his pipe. Let me show you something. He stooped again, lighted the face of the Cold Man. Contrary to official belief, dacoity, thought to be extinct, is a religious cult. Look.

He tore the gray turban from the dead mans head. Tony drew nearer.

What, Sir Denis?

The flashlight was directed on the shaven head.

The caste mark.

Tony looked closely. Just above the line of the turban he saw a curious mark, either tattooed or burnt onto the skin.

A dacoit, Nayland Smith told him.

Then it was he who gave that awful moaning cry?

No, Sir Denis replied. That was my hunch. It was another dacoit who gave the cry.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Three times Matsukata, the Japanese physician in charge of the neighboring clinic, had come into a small room attached to Dr. Fu-Manchus laboratory in which the doctor often rested and sometimes, when he had worked late, slept. It was very simply equipped, the chief item of furniture being a large, cushioned divan.

A green-shaded lamp stood on a table littered with papers and books, and its subdued light provided the sole illumination. The air was polluted with sickly fumes of opium.

Dr. Fu-Manchu lay on the divan entirely without movement. Even his breathing was not perceptible. A case of beautifully fashioned opium pipes rested on a small table beside him, with a spirit lamp, a jar of the purest chandu, and several silver bodkins. In spirit, Dr. Fu-Manchu was far from the world of ordinary men, and his body rested; perhaps the only real rest he ever knew.

Matsukata stood there, silent, watching, listening. Then, once more he withdrew.

Quite a few minutes had passed in the silent room when Fu-Manchu raised heavy lids and looked around. The green eyes were misty, the pupils mere pinpoints. But as he sat up, by some supreme command of his will, the mist cleared, the contracted pupils enlarged. He used opium as he used men, for his own purpose; but no man and no drug was his master.

It was his custom, in those periods of waiting for a fateful decision, which the average man spends in pacing the floor, checking each passing minute, to smoke a pipe of chandu and so enter that enchanted realm to which opium holds the key.

But now he was instantly alert, in complete command of all his faculties. He struck a small gong on the table beside him.

Matsukata came in before the vibration of the gong had ceased.

Well? Fu-Manchu demanded.

Matsukata bowed humbly. I regret to report failure, Master.

Fu-Manchu clenched his hands. You mean that Singu failed?

Singu failed to return, Master.

But Singu was a Cold Man, a mere automaton under your direction, Fu-Manchu spoke softly. If anything failed, Matsukata, it was your direction.

That is not so, Master. Something unforeseen occurred. Where, I cannot tell. But when more than ten minutes past his allotted time had elapsed, Ok, who was watching from the point of entry, reported a man with a flashlight approaching. I ordered Ok to give the warning to which Singu should have replied. There was no reply. I ordered Ok to remove evidence of our mode of entry. It was just in time. A party of men was searching the grounds.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up slowly. He folded his arms.

Is that all your news? he asked in a whisper. The Si-Fan Register is lost?

That is all, Master.

You may go. Await other orders.

Matsukata bowed deeply, and went out.

* * * *

In Lao Tse-Mungs library, Nayland Smith was speaking. Gray, ghostly daylight peered in at the windows.

Dacoits never work alone. During my official years in Burma I furnished reports to London which proved, conclusively, that dacoity was not dead. I also discovered that, like thuggee, it was not merely made up of individual gangs of hoodlums, but was a religious cult. Dr. Fu-Manchu, many years ago, obtained absolute control of the dacoits. He even has a bodyguard of dacoits. Probably the Cold Man, who lies dead out there, was formerly one of them.

Lao Tse-Mungs alert, wrinkle-framed eyes were fixed upon Sir Denis. Tony chainsmoked.

Of the powers of these creatures, called, locally, Cold Men, we know nothing. But we do know, now, that they are  or were  normal human beings. By some hellish means they have been converted to this form. But certainly their powers are supernormal and the temperature of their bodies is phenomenal; they are cold as blocks of ice.

Tony found himself shivering. His first encounter with a Cold Man had made an impression that would last forever.

How you got onto the fact that he was lying somewhere on that path is beyond me, he declared.

It was a theory, McKay, based on experience. Whenever I have heard that call it has always been a warning to one dacoit who was operating, from another who was watching. Since its getting light now, I hope to find out shortly how the Cold Man got into the grounds.

But how did he get into the office?

That, Nayland Smith answered, is not so difficult. There is a tall tulip tree growing close to the house some twenty yards from the window. These Burmese experts often operate from the roof. Evidently, even when changed to Cold Men, they retain these acrobatic powers.

Its likely that he lowered himself from the roof to enter the room and returned to the roof to make his escape. But your lucky shot with the metal bowl registered. He turned to Tony. It would have killed a normal man. It only dazed the dacoit. He got back as far as the tall tulip tree, sprang to a high branch  and missed it.

Sir Denis knocked ashes from his pipe and began to reload the charred bowl.

Your analysis of the nights events, came Lao Tse-Mungs mellow voice, is entirely logical. But theres one mystery which you have not cleared up. I refer to the fact that those who instructed this man must have known that the document in cipher was here.

Nayland Smith paused in the act of pressing the tobacco into the bowl of his pipe.

I dont think they knew it, he replied thoughtfully. But since McKay was identified in Niu-fo-tu as the escaped prisoner, and the dying Skobolov was in the neighborhood at the same time, Fu-Manchu may have surmised that McKay had gotten possession of the document and brought it to me.

* * * *

In the early morning, a party of frightened and shivering men under Nayland Smiths direction carried a long, heavy wooden box out from the main gate and across the narrow road. In a cypress wood bordering the road they dug a deep grave, and buried the Cold Man.

The body remained supernaturally chilled.

Sir Denis, having dismissed the burial party, set off with Tony at a rapid pace in the direction of the main gate. Soon they reached the spot where the gardeners had placed the ladder that night. Nayland Smith quickly identified it by marks on the soil where it had rested. Then, foot by foot, he examined every inch of ground under the wall for several yards east and west of it.

At last he cried triumphantly, Look! and pointed down. Just as I thought!

Tony looked. He saw two narrow holes in the earth, which looked as if theyd been made by the penetration of a walking stick.

What does this mean?

It means what I suspected, McKay. I have the key to the main gate. Here it is. Go out and walk back along the road. Ill sing out to guide you. When you get to the spot where Im standing, inside, look for similar marks, outside.

Tony took the key and ran to the gate. He unlocked it and began to do as Nayland Smith had directed. When he reached a point which he judged was near where Sir Denis waited, he called out.

Three paces more, came the crisp reply.

He took three paces. Here I am.

Search.

Tony found the job no easy one. Coarse grass and weeds grew beside the road close up to the wall. But, persevering, he noticed a patch which seemed to have been trodden down. He stooped, parted the tangled undergrowth with his fingers, and at last found what he was looking for: two identical holes in the earth.

Found em? Nayland Smith called from the other side of the wall.

Yes, Sir Denis. Theyre here!

Come back, and relock the gate.

Tony obeyed, rejoined Nayland Smith. What does all this mean?

Sir Denis grinned impishly. It means two light bamboo ladders, long enough to clear the wiring and meeting above it on top. Its as simple as that.

Tony gaped for a moment; then he began to laugh. So much for Lao Tse-Mungs fortress!

Quite so, Nayland Smith spoke grimly. It could be entered by an agile man using only one ladder. Now, to find the last piece of evidence on which my analysis of this business rests. I have examined the wall below the office window, and no one could reach the window from the ground. Therefore, its certain that he reached it from the roof as I suspected last night.

They returned to the house, where Wong was waiting for them.

The trap to the roof, he reported, is above the landing of the east wing. I have had a step ladder put there and have unbolted the trap.

Good. Nayland Smith lighted his pipe. Show the way.

Wong ducked his head, stepped into the narrow, V-shaped closet, reached up, and opened a trap. A shaft of daylight appeared in the opening.

Wait until Im up, McKay, Sir Denis directed. Then follow on. Four eyes are better than two.

He raised his arms, wedged his foot on a projection, and was gone. Tony followed and found himself lying at the base of the curved Chinese roof, and only prevented from falling off by the curl of the highly decorated edge. Nayland Smith, on all fours, was already crawling along the ledge. Tony glanced over the side and saw at a glance that they were no more than a few yards from the office and his own room below.

As this fact dawned upon him, Nayland Smith turned his head and looked back.

I was right, he cried. Heres what I was looking for.

He held up a length of shiny, thin rope. One end apparently was fastened to an ornament on the curling lip of the roof.

Tony turned cautiously and crawled back. He saw, when Sir Denis joined him, that he carried the coil of rope. But it was not until they were in Tonys room that he explained what, already, was fairly clear. He held up the thin line.

Notice, he said, that its knotted at intervals. Its a silk rope and strong as a cable. You saw that it was fastened to one of the gargoyles decorating the edge of the roof. A dacoits rope. I have seen many. His weight, as he first swung down to the window and then hauled himself up again, so tightened the knot that he couldnt get it free when he returned to the roof. He dared not wait. He ran along the roof to the tulip tree  and broke his neck.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

That night a counsel of war was held. Whatever information he may have, Lao Tse-Mung stated, the Master dare not take active steps against me. It is clear that we hold a document which is of vital importance to him. This is my shield. Your presence, Sir Denis, requires no explanation, nor does that of Moon Flower. But you, Captain McKay, as a secret agent once under arrest, pose a problem.

I quite agree, sir, Tony admitted.

What are we going to do? Moon Flower asked, her blue eyes anxious. Even if Fu-Manchu does not have you arrested, Sir Denis has told you that his awful servants, the Cold Men, can get in almost any night.

Lao Tse-Mung smiled in his gentle way.

For a few more nights, possibly, Moon Flower. And I have arranged a patrol of the walls which will make even this difficult. Then, advised by Sir Denis, and in conference with my engineers, I have prepared a surprise for invaders.

It boils down to this, Nayland Smith announced. Were all three going to move, tonight. We meet at the house of the lama, Dr. Li Wu Chang, in Niu-fo-tu. I could discard disguise and travel openly, as Im entitled to do, taking Jeanie with me. Fu-Manchu knows Im in Szechuan, although Im uncertain how he found out. Its open warfare. But in view of all we have to do, this would be to play into Fu-Manchus hands. He must be made to believe that I have returned to Hong Kong. Our good friend, Lao Tse-Mung, has undertaken this part of the scheme, and his private plane will leave for Hong Kong tonight.

But you wont be on board? Tony asked.

I shall be on my way to Niu-fo-tu. I shall take over the part of the Burmese monk retiring to his monastery with a young disciple. Our host has provided me with suitable papers. Hang onto those you have. You, also, must travel as a Buddhist priest. You know your own story, your name, and the name of your monastery. The travel permit for the disciple I must have.

All clear.

Well set out together, in the old Ford, until I say Beat it. Then youll leave and be on your own.

Agreed, Tony said.

Leave the details to me. Yours may be the harder part, McKay, but youre used to the hard way. Jeanie insists on joining us, so let it go at that. We start at nine sharp.

On a long cane settee outside the library, where flowering vines laced the terrace, and the gardens under a crescent moon looked like fairyland, Tony and Moon Flower continued the conference.

Yueh Hua, he whispered, why must you come with us? God knows I always want you near me, but were up against enemies who stop at nothing. Dr. Fu-Manchu uses strange methods. These Cold Men! Couldnt you stay right here, where youre safe, until a better time comes to join me?

He could feel her heart beating against his own when she answered.

No, Chi Foh. I know Sir Denis has some plan to release my father, and I may be part of it. I cant be wrong because otherwise Im sure he would have told me to stay.

Tony held her close. When Sir Denis needs you he will send for you.

He needs me now, or he wouldnt take me. Dont worry about me, Chi Foh. It is you Im worrying about. If we have to separate, and someone recognizes you as an escaped prisoner

The odds are against it. I know enough about the game, now, to take care of myself. I have credentials, too, and Ill get by.

The rest of the conference had no bearing on the problem.

There was a fairly good road, as Chinese roads go, to Niu-fo-tu, as Tony remembered. And when they set out, Nayland Smith driving, Moon Flower beside him, and Tony in the back, moonlight was adequate to prevent a driver from coming to grief on the many obstacles met with.

Nayland Smith was an expert driver, but his speed on this unpredictable surface was scarcely relaxing. There was no great distance to go, and he took bends with a confidence that showed he meant to get there in the shortest possible time.

Im afraid, Jeanie, Tony heard him say, my many journeys in Scotland Yard days with the Flying Squad have taught me bad manners.

His remarkable driving got them to within sight of the dim lights which indicated the market town of Niu-fo-tu, a place of unhappy memory.

Suddenly these dim lights were reinforced by a red light.

Beat it, McKay! Nayland Smith ordered and checked down. Make a detour. You know something of the lay of the land. Head for the lamas back door. If picked up, do your stuff. Admit thats where youre going. Youre fellow Buddhists.

Tony jumped out. He had a glimpse of Moon Flower looking back; then he made his way to the roadside, tried to recall what he knew of the immediate neighborhood, and groped a way through a bamboo jungle to a spot where he could sit down.

He had a packet of cigarettes and a lighter in the pocket of his ungainly robe. He took them out, lighted a cigarette, and sat down to consider his next move.

Which side was the river? If he could mentally locate the spot where the sampan had been tied up, he could work out his route to the path which would lead him to the back door of the lamas house.

From his cover, he watched the Ford pass out of sight.

He was alone again. He must act alone.

A few minutes reflection convinced him that the Lu Ho River lay on his left. He must follow the road as closely as possible to the outskirts of the town. Then he must bear north-westerly, if he could find a path, and this would bring him to the open country behind the lamas house.

Without further delay, he returned to the road and started walking.

What was Nayland Smiths plan? That he had one seemed evident, since he was re-entering the danger zone. Tonys heart sank when he reflected that he had rescued Moon Flower from the clutches of Fu-Manchu and that now she was venturing again into his reach. But he loved her loyalty, her fighting spirit which made her ready to defy even such an enemy as Dr. Fu-Manchu.

He strode along confidently until he had a distant view of the gate of the town, but not the gate by which he had entered on a previous occasion. He pulled up, made a swift mental calculation, and got his bearings.

As he stepped aside from the high road into a tangle of bushes, a heavy wagon of market produce lumbered along, and from his cover he saw, again, the red light spring up ahead.

Evidently, there was a guard at the gate. What was the reason for these unusual precautions? And how had Nayland Smith been received?

Anxiety surged up in him like a hot spring.

He peered out. The big cart was being detained. He saw a number of men around it. He moved on. Still keeping parallel with the road, he tried to find some sort of path leading in the direction he wanted to go.

And soon he found one.

It was a footpath from the high road, bearing north-westerly, just such a path as he had hoped to find. He sighed with relief; began to trudge along.

But fifty yards from the road, he stopped. His heart seemed to stop, too.

The Ford stood beside the narrow footpath.

He sprang forward. The car was empty. It had been deserted.

His brain began to behave like a windmill, and he broke into a run. What did it mean? What had happened? This was the car Nayland Smith had been driving. Where was Nayland Smith  and where was Moon Flower?

The path led into a patch of dense shadow, deserted by moonlight. He ran on.

A steely grasp on his ankle! He was thrown, pinned down.

Tony twisted, threw off his unseen enemy, nearly got onto his knees, when a strangle-hold ended the struggle.

The light  quick! came a snappy command.

A light flashed dazzlingly onto Tonys face.

Chi Foh! Moon Flowers voice.

Damn it, McKay. Im awfully sorry.

He had been captured by Nayland Smith.

* * * *

I thought we had been spotted, Sir Denis explained. Hearing someone apparently in pursuit, I naturally acted promptly.

You certainly did, Tony admitted. Im getting quite used to being strangled.

You see, McKay, in sight of the town gate, I saw a loaded cart being examined; several lanterns were brought out. I recognized one of the searchers  the big Nubian. That settled it. I looked for an opening where I could turn in, scrapped the old Ford, and went ahead on foot.

I understand. I did the same thing; and I think, but Im not sure, that we have picked the right path. If so, we havent far to walk. But whats going on in Niu-fo-tu? Is Fu-Manchu expecting us?

They were walking ahead cautiously, speaking in low tones.

Thats what bothers me, Nayland Smith confessed. I dont understand it.

Moon Flower had said little for some time, but now she broke her silence. As we have the mysterious manuscript, surely Fu-Manchu would expect us to get away and not to come back here.

I agree, Sir Denis said. There may be some other reason for these strange precautions.

They came out from the shadow of trees. The path led sharply right, and they saw the scattered houses of Niu-fo-tu, silvered by moonlight. The house of the lama, Dr. Li Wu Chang, was easy to identify, and Tony recognized the door by which he had escaped.

Is the lama expecting us? he asked Nayland Smith.

Yes. He has been advised. Hurry. We can be seen from several points now.

In less than two minutes they were at the door. It was a teak door with a grille. It was locked.

Nayland Smith fumbled about urgently and presently found what he was looking for. A faint bell-note sounded inside the house.

I think someone is coming along this way, Moon Flower whispered. Perhaps we have been seen.

The grille opened. There was a face outlined behind the bars.

Nayland Smith, Sir Denis said.

The door was opened. They hurried in, and the old woman who had opened the door closed and barred it.

At that moment the lama came out of his study, hands extended.

You are welcome. I was growing anxious. My sister, who looks after me, will take charge of Miss Cameron-Gordon, and presently we will all share a frugal supper.

Later in the lamas study, with its churchlike smell, and refreshed by a bottle of excellent wine, their host told them an astonishing thing.

I received a message from Lao Tse-Mung who called to learn if you had arrived. It seems that a Cold Man entered his house to steal a valuable document but that the attempt was frustrated and the creature killed?

Correct, Nayland Smith agreed. He was also buried.

So I understand, Sir Denis. Lao Tse-Mung informs me that his chief mechanic, a very faithful and intelligent servant, reported to him shortly after you had departed that he had heard voices and strange sounds from the cypress grove in which the burial had taken place. He asked for permission to investigate. It was granted.

Wongs a good man, Nayland Smith said, his gray eyes brightening. I dont know another among all of them that would go near that grave at night. What did he find?

He found the grave reopened, and empty.

A blue light went out in the small cabinet which faced Dr. Fu-Manchu. He glanced across at General Huan who sat watching him.

Mahmud reports that the consignment from Lung Chang has passed through Niu-fo-tu. On the outskirts of the town it will be transferred to the motor wagon and should be here very shortly.

General Huan took a pinch of snuff. In my ignorance, Master, it seems to me that to employ your great powers upon a matter which cannot advance our cause…

Fu-Manchu raised his hand, stood up slowly. His eyes became fixed in an almost maniacal stare, his fingers seemed to quiver.

Cannot advance our cause? The words were hissed. How do you suppose, Tsung-Chao, that I have been able to accomplish even so little? Is it because I am a master politician? No. Because I am a great soldier? No. Why do I stand before you, alive? Because I was chosen by the gods to outlive my normal span of years? No!

His voice rose to a guttural cry. He clenched his hands.

I regret my clumsy words, Master. I would have said…

You would have spoken folly. It is because I have explored more secrets of nature than any man living today. The fools who send rockets into space  what cause do these toys advance? I constructed a machine thirty years ago which defies the law of gravity. What of those who devise missiles with destructive warheads to reach distant targets? I could erase human life from the face of the earth without employing such a clumsy device. Fu-Manchu dropped back into his chair, breathing heavily.

Forgive me. I had no wish to disturb you.

I am not disturbed, Tsung-Chao. I am disappointed to find that our long association has not shown you that it is my supremacy as a scientist which alone can carry our projects to success. And what is my greatest achievement to this present hour? The creation of the Cold Men. You may not know, therefore I tell you that the Cold Men are dead men.

Huan Tsung-Chao stirred uneasily, looked aside.

You are startled. Matsukata alone knew the secret, which now you share. Every one of the Cold Men has died, or has been put to death, and from the cold ashes I have recreated the flame of life. None, save Singu, has ever been buried as dead. For a man once dead cannot die a second time.

General Huans masklike features relaxed into an expression which almost resembled one of fear.

I am appalled, Master. Forgive my ignorance, but Matsukata reported that Singu died of a broken neck.

Dr. Fu-Manchu laughed harshly. He reported that Singu had suffered a dislocation of the anterior ligament as the result of a fall on his head. There were other injuries to the skull which may indicate the cause of this fall. The ligament I can repair; the other injury also.

But…

But if I cannot restore Singu to life, long years of research will have led me to a hollow fallacy. I believed the Cold Men to be indestructible except by total disintegration.

There was a faint sound, and Fu-Manchu turned a switch. The voice of the Japanese physician, Matsukata, was heard faintly.

I have the body in the clinic, Master.

Do nothing until I join you.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up. Would you care to witness one of the most important experiments I have ever carried out, Tsung-Chao?

Thank you, no, the old soldier replied. I fear no living man; but dead men who walk again turn my old blood to water.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Tony stared out of a window into one of the busiest streets of Chia-Ting. This was part of the city he had never previously visited. His knowledge of Chia-Ting was confined to the waterfront and the jail. Accompanied by the old lama, whose credentials were above suspicion, they had made the journey of approximately thirty miles without incident, as members of his family bound for Chungtu.

Nayland Smith and Tony had adopted the dress of members of the professional class, and Moon Flower was a girl again  Sir Deniss daughter. The house in Chia-Ting belonged to a cousin of the lama, a prosperous physician and a fervent anti-Communist.

But this evening, Tony was worried.

Nayland Smith and his daughter had traced, at last, the house in which Shun-Hi, former servant of Dr. Cameron-Gordon, was living. Moon Flowers memory of its location was rather hazy. They had gone to interview Shun-Hi.

And although dusk was near, they had not returned.

Sir Denis had insisted that until the time for action came, Tony must not show himself unnecessarily in Chia-Ting. Too many people knew him, and the reward for his arrest would stimulate recognition.

He still had little more than a vague idea of Nayland Smiths plan. That the girl, Shun-Hi, was a link with Moon Flowers father he saw clearly. But he saw no connection, whatever, between this visit and Dr. Cameron-Gordons release from Dr. Fu-Manchu. But if anyone could free the imprisoned scientist, Nayland Smith was the man.

Just before his anxiety became unendurable, Tony saw Moon Flower and Sir Denis making for the door below. They had a girl with them whom he guessed to be Shun-Hi, and a few moments later all three came into the room.

Nayland Smith looked elated. Our luck holds, McKay. Heres a useful recruit. Sit down, Shun-Hi. We have a lot to talk about.

Shun-Hi, a good-looking working-class girl, smiled happily at Moon Flower and sat down. Moon Flower sat beside her, an encouraging arm thrown around Shun-His shoulders, as Nayland Smith began to fill his pipe.

Is your father well, Yueh Hua? Tony asked.

Moon Flower nodded. Yes, but desperately unhappy.

Shun-Hi, Sir Denis explained, speaks remarkably good English. So now, Shun-Hi, I want to ask you some questions. You tell me that your old employer, the doctor, works in a laboratory in the garden but sleeps in the house. How large is this laboratory?



It is… Shun-Hi hesitated… like four of this room in a row… so. She extended her hands.

A long, low building. I see. And wheres the door?

One at each end. From the door at the far end there is a path to a gate. But the gate is always locked.

And inside?

No one is allowed inside. Sometimes, I carry a tray down for the doctor. His lunch. But I put it on the ledge of a window and he takes it in. This was how I got Miss Yueh Huas message to him and got his reply back.

Does he work alone there?

Yes. Except when a Japanese from the hospital comes, or when the Master is there. The Master spends many hours inside this place.

And when the window is opened, what can you see?

Only a very small room, with a table and some chairs.

Does Dr. Cameron-Gordon work there late?

I dont know. He is always there when I leave in the evening.

Does he never go outside the walls?

No.

When he leaves the laboratory, what is to prevent him from walking out by one of the gates?

They are always locked, except when visitors come. Then a gate porter opens them. There is a small door in the wall used by the staff. It is opened for us when we arrive and again when we leave.

Moon Flower smiled. That was the door, Shun-Hi, I watched until I saw you come out one evening. Do you remember?

Shun-Hi turned her head and affectionately kissed the hand resting on her shoulder.

Is Huan Tsung-Chao a good master? Nayland Smith asked.

Yes. He is kind to us all.

But you would rather be with Dr. Cameron-Gordon again?

Oh, yes!

And the Master, do you have much to do with him when he is there?

No. Shun-Hi spoke shudderingly. I should be afraid to go near him.

Tell me, Shun-Hi, Sir Denis said, is any watch kept in the gardens at night?

I dont know. I am never there at night. But I dont think so. It is just a summer house where his Excellency comes for a rest.

Nayland Smith nodded. Do you take a tray to Dr. Cameron-Gordon every day?

Oh, no. Some days one of the other girls is sent.

And does the same girl bring it back?

As a rule, yes. The doctor leaves it on the ledge. But the day I gave him the message, he waited until I came to return the tray and give me the reply.

Nayland Smith pulled at the lobe of his ear, thoughtfully. So that if we gave you another message for Dr. Cameron-Gordon, it might be several days before you could deliver it?

Yes.

Hm. That complicates matters.

Tony, who had listened to every word, broke in at this point. It only means, Sir Denis, a few days more delay.

Perhaps. But Fu-Manchu is merely a bird of passage in Szechuan. He may move on at any time. I have no idea in what way hes employing Cameron-Gordons special knowledge. But as its obviously of some value to Fu-Manchu, when one goes, the other goes with him.

Moon Flowers eyes opened widely. Oh, I couldnt bear it. We are so near to him  and yet

We have to face facts, Jeanie, Sir Denis said. Even if were given our chance, it may not come off. But I have a strong conviction that if we make no mistakes it will.

* * * *

At a glass-topped table a man whose iron-gray hair, fresh complexion and closely trimmed gray moustache leant him something of the look of a Scottish sergeant-major, bent over a powerful microscope. He wore a white linen jacket, the scientists field uniform. Whatever he was studying absorbed all his attention.

A faint sound made by an opening door failed to distract him.

The tall man who had entered, also in white, stood silent, watching.

Without removing his eye from the instrument, the student scribbled something on a pad which lay near his hand. He looked a while longer, then, standing up and completing the note he had made, sat down and turned to a globular lamp-glass, the top closed with cotton wool, standing in a Petri dish. Several sheets of damp filter paper lay in the bottom. He took up a lens and stared intently into the glass globe.

I see, Doctor, came a sibilant voice from the shadowed doorway, you are studying my new sandflies.

Yes. The man addressed didnt even glance aside.

Are you satisfied?

Yes. But you wont be.

Why?

They are not absorbing the virus.

It is fed to them.

It is here, on the filter papers. But they reject it. He looked up for the first time. Light blue eyes blazed under shaggy eyebrows. For your own filthy purpose, these new imports are useless.

Fu-Manchu walked slowly into the room, stood over the seated man, and smiled his icy smile.

Your mulish obstinacy in ignoring my high purpose begins to annoy me. He spoke softly. You are well aware of the fact that I do not strike at random. Only the guilty suffer. You persist in confusing my aims with those of the Communist fools who wrecked your mission hospital. You presume to classify my work with that of the ignorant, power-drunk demagogues who have forced their way into the Kremlin.

Your methods are much the same.

There was a moment of tense silence, broken only by a rhythmic throbbing in the adjoining room. Fu-Manchus clenched hands relaxed.

You forget that I saved you from the mob who burned your home.

By arresting me and making me a prisoner here. It was you who inspired the mob  for that purpose alone.

Fu-Manchus voice was coldly calm when he spoke again. Dr. Cameron-Gordon, I respect your knowledge. I respect your courage. But I cannot respect your blindness to the fact that our ideals are identical. My methods in achieving them are beyond your understanding. Be good enough to leave your work for an hour. I wish to talk to you.

When I undertake a thing, though I may loathe it, I carry it out. My work here is not finished.

You are dedicated to your studies, Doctor. That is why I admire you. Please come with me.

Dr. Cameron-Gordon shrugged his shoulders and stood up. He followed the tall figure to the room at the end of the long, low building which Fu-Manchu used as a rest room, sat down in a comfortable chair. Fu-Manchu opened a closet.

May I offer you a Scotch and soda, Doctor?

Thank you, no. Cameron-Gordon sniffed. But I have no objection to your smoking a pipe of opium. If you smoke enough the world will soon be rid of you.

Dr. Fu-Manchu smiled his mirthless smile. If I told you for how many years I have used opium, you would not believe me. Opium will not rid the world of me.

He closed the closet and sat down on the couch.

Thats a pity, Cameron-Gordon commented dryly.

Fu-Manchu took a pinch of snuff, then pressed the tips of his fingers together. I have tried many times, since you have been my guest Cameron-Gordon made a snorting sound to enlighten you concerning the aims of the Si-Fan. I have told you of the many distinguished men who work for the Order

You mean who are slaves of the Order.

I mean convinced and enthusiastic members. It is unavoidable, Doctor, if the present so-called civilization is not to perish, that some intellectual group, such as that which I mention, should put an end to the pretensions of the gang of impudent impostors who seek to create a Communist world. This done, the rest is easy. And the Si-Fan can do this.

So you have told me. But your methods of doing it dont appeal to me. My experience with the Si-Fan isnt exactly encouraging.

Fu-Manchu continued calmly. I have no desire to use coercion. Without difficulty, and by purely scientific means, I could exact your obedience.

You mean you could drug me?

It would be simple. But it is a method which, in the case of a delicately adjusted brain such as yours, might impair your work. As I wish you to continue your researches during my absence, I have been thinking that your daughter

Cameron-Gordon came to his feet at a bound, fists clenched and fighting mad. In two strides he stood over Dr. Fu-Manchu.

By God! speak another word of that threat and Ill strangle you with my bare hands!

Fu-Manchu did not stir. He remained perfectly still, his lids half-towered over his strange eyes.

I made no threat, he said softly. I was thinking that your daughter would be left unprovided for if any rash behavior on your part should make her an orphan.

In other words, unless I submit to you, I shall be liquidated.

I did not say so. You can join the Si-Fan whenever you wish. You will enjoy complete freedom. You can practice any form of religion which may appeal to you. Your place of residence will be of your own choosing. Your daughter can live with you. All that I shall call upon you to do will be to carry out certain experiments. Their purpose will not concern you. My object is to crush Communism. You can help me to attain that goal.

Cameron-Gordons clenched hands relaxed. Dr. Fu-Manchus sophistry had not deceived him, but it had made him reflect.

Thanks for the explanation, he said dourly. Ill be thinking it over. Perhaps I can get back to my work, now?

By all means, Doctor. Fu-Manchu raised drooping lids and gave him a brief, piercing, green-eyed glance. Return to your experiment.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

It was early next morning when Nayland Smith and Tony joined the stream of workers, many of them silk weavers, pouring through the narrow streets. Tony wore thick-rimmed glasses, a sufficient disguise. Shun-Hi hurried along ahead, and they kept her in sight.

On the outskirts of the town she was joined by two companions, evidently fellow servants. After, passing a large factory into which the crowd of workers was finally absorbed, they came to the country road leading to the summer villa of Huan Tsung-Chao. Sir Denis, Tony, and the three girls ahead of them were now all that remained of the former throng.

Drop back a bit, Nayland Smith cautioned. Those other girls might think were following them from amorous motives. He grabbed Tonys arm. In here!

They stepped through an opening in a cactus hedge and found a path parallel to the road which bordered a large field of poppies.

God! Tony exclaimed. What a crop!

The Reds have certainly stepped up the opium trade, Nayland Smith remarked.

They went ahead, guided by the girls voices, and when these grew faint, they came out again onto the road. Shun-Hi and her friends had turned into a side path. Tony caught a glimpse of the three figures just before they were lost in the shadows of a cypress grove.

We must chance it, Nayland Smith muttered. Have to keep them in sight. I want a glimpse of this staff entrance Shun-Hi and Jeanie mentioned.

They had gone all of another mile before they saw the roof of a large house gleaming in the morning sun. It stood in the middle of what was evidently a considerable estate, and the narrow lane along which the girls were now hurrying was bordered by a high wall.

They had drawn up closer to the three.

Theres the entrance, Tony exclaimed suddenly. Theyre just going in.

So I see, Nayland Smith spoke quietly. We must wait awhile, in case there are others to come. We might venture a little further and then take cover. That banyan twenty yards ahead will be good cover.

Three minutes later, having forced a way through tangled undergrowth, they stood in the shade of the huge tree. The gate in the wall was clearly in view. It was a metal-studded teak door, evidently of great strength. At the moment it remained open.

Someone else is expected, Sir Denis muttered. They waited. And Tony, watching the open door in the wall, realized for the first time that the high wall alone separated two implacable enemies. The thought appalled him. He and Nayland Smith were alone; on the other side of the wall, in the person of the governor, all the strength of the Red regime was entrenched.

Hullo! Whats this?

Nayland Smith grabbed his arm.

Four bearers appeared from somewhere along the lane, carrying the Chinese equivalent of a sedan chair. They stopped before the open door; set the chair down.

A tall man wearing a mandarin robe and a black cap with a coral bead came out and stepped into the chair. The bearers took it up and passed so close to the banyan that Sir Denis dragged Tony down onto his knees. The chair went by. Nayland Smith, still grasping his arm, stared into Tonys eyes.

Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Neither spoke for a long minute. Then Tony said, Its too optimistic to hope that hes leaving Szechuan.

Im afraid so, Nayland Smith agreed. But, with a revolver in my pocket, Im wondering if I should have missed such an opportunity.

Oddly enough, this aspect of the situation had never occurred to Tony. Only as Sir Denis spoke did he realize how deep an impression the personality of Fu-Manchu had made upon him. The regal dignity and consciousness of power which surrounded the Chinese doctor like a halo seemed to set him so far above common men.

I wonder, too.

Dont fall for the spell he casts, McKay. I admit hes a genius. But…

Tony looked hard at Nayland Smith. Could you do it?

Once I could have done it. Now that I have learned to assess the phenomenal brilliance of that great brain, I doubt myself. My hand would falter. But we can at least carry out our investigations without meeting Fu-Manchu. He, alone, would know me. You have no one to fear but the big Nubian.

They came out of their cover. The chair with its bearers had disappeared in the direction of the town. They walked to the door in the wall. Nayland Smith examined it carefully, turned away. Pretty hopeless, he said.

The lane was deserted, and they followed the high wall for a quarter of a mile without finding another entrance. Nayland Smith scanned it yard by yard and at a point where the pink blossom of a peach tree evidently trained against the wall peeped over the top, he paused.

Apparently an orchard. Do you think you could find the spot at night, McKay?

Quite sure.

Good.

Tony asked no questions as they passed on. Another twenty yards and they came to a corner. The wall was continued at a right angle along an even narrower lane, a mere footpath choked with weeds. They forced a way through. Nayland Smith studied the wall with eager concentration. It ended where they had a prospect of a river, and turned right again on a wider road spanned by a graceful bridge from the grounds of the big house.

Tony saw a landing stage to which a motor cruiser was tied.

That river will be the Tung Ho, I suppose, Nayland Smith muttered, staring up at the bridge, and this will be the governors watergate.

He must be a wealthy man.

Sir Denis grinned. Huan Tsung-Chao is a fabulously wealthy man. Hes a survivor of imperial days, and God alone knows his age. How he came to hold his present position under the Peiping regime is a mystery.

Why?

He is Dr. Fu-Manchus chief of staff. I met him once and whatever else he may be, he is a gentleman, however misguided.

Tony then saw, several hundred yards up the road, what was evidently a main entrance. A man in military uniform stood outside.

What do we do now? he asked.

Turn back. I dont want that fellow to see us. Come on.

They retreated around the corner and made their way back along the wall.

* * * *

Before a gate in a barbed-wire fence, Dr. Fu-Manchu stepped out of his chair. A soldier on duty there saluted the Master as he went in. There were flowering trees and shrubs in the enclosure surrounding a group of buildings of obviously recent construction. A path bordered by a cactus hedge led to the door of the largest of these.

The door was thrown open as Fu-Manchu appeared, and the Burmese doorman bowed low. Fu-Manchu ignored him and went on his way, walking slowly with his strange, catlike step. The place was unmistakably a hospital, with clean, white-walled corridors. Before a door at the end of one of these corridors, Fu-Manchu paused and pressed a button.

A trap masking a grille in the door slid aside and someone looked out. At almost the same moment, the door was opened. Matsukata, the Japanese physician, stood inside.

Your report, Fu-Manchu demanded tersely.

There is no change, Master.

Show me the chart.

They went into a small dressing room. Fu-Manchu removed his robe and cap and put on a white jacket similar to the one worn by the Japanese. Matsukata turned away as Fu-Manchu completed his change of dress.

Here is the chart, Master.

It was snatched from his hand. Dr. Fu-Manchu scanned it rapidly.

You have checked everything  the temperature inside, the oxygen supply?

Everything.

Fu-Manchu walked out of the room and into a larger one equipped as an operating room. In addition to the operating table and other customary equipment, there were several quite unusual pieces here and one feature which would have arrested the attention of any modem surgeon.

This was a glass case, like those in which Egyptian mummies are exhibited, and the resemblance was heightened by the fact that it contained a lean, nude, motionless body. But here the resemblance ended.

The heavy case rested upon what were, apparently, finely adjusted scales. A dial with millesimal measurements recorded the weight of the case and its contents. A stethoscopic attachment to the body was wired to a kind of clock. There was an intake from a cylinder standing beside the case, a mechanism which showed the quality of the air inside, and two thermometers. An instrument for checking blood pressure was strapped to an arm of the inert gray figure and connected with a mercury manometer outside the case. There were also a number of electric wires in contact with the body.

Dr. Fu-Manchu checked everything with care, comparing what he saw with what appeared on the chart.

He began to pace the floor.

Are you sure, Master, Matsukata ventured, that in repairing the spinal fracture you did not injure the cord?

Fu-Manchu halted as suddenly as if he had walked into a brick wall. Then he turned, and his eyes blazed murderously, madly.

Are you presuming to question my surgery? he shouted. Am I, now, to return to Heidelberg, to the Sorbonne, to Edinburgh, and beg to be re-enrolled as a student  I who took highest honors at all of them?

He was in the grip of one of those outbursts of maniacal frenzy which, years before, had led Nayland Smith and others to doubt his sanity.

Matsukata seemed to shrink physically. He became speechless.

Fu-Manchu raised clenched hands above his head. God of China! he cried, give me strength to conquer myself or I shall kill this man!

He dropped down onto a chair, sank his head in his hands. Matsukata began to steal away.

Stand still! Fu-Manchu commanded.

Matsukata stood still.

There was complete silence for several minutes. Then Dr. Fu-Manchu stood up. He was calm; the frenzy had passed.

Prepare the cold room, he ordered. I must re-examine the patient.

* * * *

On his return from the early morning investigation, Nayland Smiths behavior was peculiar. After a hasty meal, he appeared dressed as a workingman. He grinned at Tony and Moon Flower.

Im off again, he announced. All I want you two to do is to stay indoors until I come back. Can you bear it?

Tony and Moon Flower exchanged glances. Tonys inclinations and his sense of duty were at war. Cant I be of any use, Sir Denis? he asked.

Theres not a thing you could do, McKay, that I cant do better alone.

And off he went.

Chi Foh. Moon Flower spoke almost in a whisper. Its wonderful for us to be together again. I know that Sir Denis is working to rescue Father. But you must feel, as I do, that to stay inactive is dreadful.

Tony threw his arms around her. You werent inactive, Moon Flower, in finding Shun-Hi and I dont think it will be long before we are active again. Im learning a lot about Sir Denis. When he tells me to stay put, I stay put. Hes a grand man, and Im glad to take his orders.

The interval of waiting, to these affianced lovers, was rapturous. But even with Moon Flowers arms around him, Tony had pangs of conscience. Nayland Smith was on the big job, and he was dallying.

As the day wore on and Sir Denis didnt return, this uneasiness became alarm.

Where had he gone? What was he doing?

With the coming of dusk, both were wildly uneasy. Tonys glimpse of Dr. Fu-Manchu that morning had sharpened his dread of the Master. He was painfully aware of the fact that if anything happened to Nayland Smith they would be helpless; two wanderers lost behind the second Bamboo Curtain.

Tony paced the room. Moon Flower rarely stirred from the window.

If only I had some idea of where he went, Tony said desperately.

He heard a crisp step on the landing. Nayland Smith walked in.

Thank God! Tony said with relief.

Moon Flower turned in a flash. I didnt see you on the street.

No, Jeanie. I came another way and entered by the back door. I had an uneasy feeling I was being followed.

I hope you were wrong, Tony said.

So do I, Sir Denis admitted, opening the closet where they kept a scanty supply of liquor. A stiff Scotch and soda is clearly indicated.

I had hoped to hear from Shun-Hi, Moon Flower began.

No luck today, Nayland Smith rapped. I have seen her. Shell try again tomorrow. By that time well be ready to go into action.

Sir Denis grinned in his impish way. I had to clear the course, he stated cryptically, and began to fill his pipe.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tony woke early on the following morning. Looking across the room which he shared with Nayland Smith, he saw that the bed was empty. He thought little about it, for Sir Deniss hours of rising were unpredictable. He took a shower, went into the living room, and lighted a cigarette.

When the woman who looked after their apartment came in to set the table for breakfast, he asked her, in Chinese, what time Sir Denis had gone out. They always spoke Chinese in the presence of the servants. She looked surprised and told him that it must have been before six oclock, as no one had gone out since.

Moon Flower joined him half an hour later. Isnt Sir Denis up yet? she asked in surprise.

Very much up, Tony told her. He must have gone out around dawn.

She stared at him in a puzzled way. Hes behaving very oddly, isnt he? Of course, I know it all has something to do with getting Father free, but I wish he wouldnt scare us by these disappearances.

Whos scaring you? barked a voice from the direction of the doorway.

Tony turned  and there was Nayland Smith smiling at them. He wore his workmans clothes.

Where on earth have you been? Tony asked. And at what time did you start?

I started some time before daylight, McKay. Ive been finishing the job of clearing the course. All were waiting for now is word from Cameron-Gordon.

During breakfast, in spite of Moon Flowers cross-examination, Nayland Smith evaded any explanation of his plans. I believe, Jeanie, I have done all that can be done so far. Our next move will be touch-and-go. And I dont want to raise false hopes.

He spent the forenoon smoking his pipe near the window, constantly watching the passersby. Once he spoke aside to Tony, out of Moon Flowers hearing. If they once suspected we were here, all my plans would be shattered.

Tony felt like a greyhound on the leash, and Moon Flower, reproachfully, retired to her own room.

During luncheon Nayland Smith tried to divert their gloomy thoughts with memories of his many encounters with Dr. Fu-Manchu, particularly those in which he had foiled the cunning Chinese scientist. Im only a moderately competent policeman. This man is a criminal genius. But I have had him on the mat more than once. Unfortunately, he always got up again.

The afternoon was passed in the same way; but when evening drew near, Nayland Smiths imperturbable calm began to show signs of breaking down. Several times he looked at his watch, then out the window again.

Suddenly he cried out, Here she is! and sprang to the door in his eagerness.

Shun-Hi, flushed and excited, came in. Moon Flower ran to meet her.

Here it is, Miss Yueh Hua. The answer from your father.

Moon Flower almost snatched the folded sheet of paper right out of Shun-His hand.

Quick, Jeanie, is it for tonight? Nayland Smith snapped.

She read, quickly, tears in her eyes, then looked up. Yes. Tonight.

* * * *

In the dusk, Tony and Nayland Smith set out. They had weathered a bad storm with Moon Flower.

I simply dare not take her, McKay, Sir Denis said. I understand her eagerness to see her father, but if anything goes wrong tonight, we shall have walked into hell. Whatever happens to you and me, Jeanie will be safe, if she does what I told her to do. You heard my instructions to Lao Tse-Mung. If we get Cameron-Gordon clear, the plans are laid for Jeanie and her father to fly to Hong Kong. Your capture of the Chinese manuscript was a divine miracle. We may have Dr. Fu-Manchu at our mercy. But Skobolovs correspondence has given me ideas about the Soviet research centre. We are going to take a look at the centre, McKay.

They followed the route which they took before, when Shun-Hi had led them to the staff entrance of General Huans house. But tonight the streets were not thronged. In one quarter, a fringe of which touched their route, they could see lighted lanterns in adjoining streets, and hear barbaric music, but it was soon left behind.

Once clear of the outskirts of the town, two workingmen and their moon-shadows walked along the highway.

There was something melancholy in the empty countryside, in the breathless stillness, which bred in Tonys mind a sense of foreboding. Nayland Smith had been silent for some time. Suddenly he spoke.

Your automatic is ready, I take it, McKay?

And the words suggested to Tony that Sir Denis was feeling the same apprehension.

Yes, sure.

Sos my revolver. Always want to be prepared.

Tony was obsessed by an urgent need to talk, and so, You said you had cleared the course, he said, trying to speak lightly. To which part of the course did you refer?

The last hundred yards, Nayland Smith replied, and fell silent again.

Twenty paces on, he stopped suddenly and grasped Tonys arm. Listen.

Tony stood completely still and strained his ears. He could hear nothing.

What do you think you heard? he asked Nayland Smith in a hushed voice.

Someone behind us. But theres no one in sight.

But, as they resumed their march, Tony knew that the shadow which had fallen upon his spirits had also touched Nayland Smith.

They reached the point where, before, they had turned into the poppy field, but now kept to the high road. Soon they were on the path which Shun-Hi and her friends had followed and deep in the shadow of the cypresses. Tonys spirits sank even lower in the darkness.

Nayland Smith pulled up, stopped him with a touch.

A weird, plaintive wail rose in the night, and then died away.

Stupid of me, Sir Denis murmured. For one unpleasant moment I thought it was a dacoit. Just a night hawk.

They came to the lane bordering the high wall. Nayland Smith looked swiftly to right and left before stepping out. The side on which they stood, opposite the wall, lay in shadow. All clear. Come on!

Almost silent in their straw sandals, they moved on, nearer to the door in the wall. In the shade of the banyan, Nayland Smith turned aside, plunging into undergrowth. Tony followed. He was completely at a loss until Sir Denis produced a flashlight and shone it on the tangled roots of the great tree.

Look!

Tony looked and was astounded by what he saw.

A long, slender bamboo ladder lay there.

Always glad to learn from the enemy, McKay. This clears the course from here to the laboratory where Cameron-Gordon is waiting for us.

You still have me guessing.

Nayland Smith laughed. This ladder is light enough for a child to carry and its long enough to reach the top of General Huans wall. Its also strong enough to support a man of reasonable weight.

But where did you get it?

I found a friendly carpenter. Told him I was a gardener employed in a place where there were tall trees to be pruned. He had the ladder ready by evening. I collected it and carried it here early in the morning before anyone was about.

He dragged the ladder from the roots of the tree.

They returned to the lane, Tony carrying the ladder on his shoulder. I have to look out for the pear tree?

Right. Go ahead. I want to keep an eye on the lane behind.

Tony tramped on. Promise of action blew aside the cloud of foreboding which had crept over him. And soon, against the bright sky, he saw pear blossoms peeping over the wall like a scene in a Japanese water-color painting.

All clear, Nayland Smith called. Set the ladder up, McKay.

Tony found a spot among the weeds at the foot of the wall where he could make the base of the ladder firm, and gingerly maneuvered its delicate frame into place.

All ready.

Stand by, McKay. I must make sure that the trellis is strong enough to be safe. We may want to leave in a hurry.

Nayland Smith went up the ladder with an agility surprising in a man no longer young. Tony watched, breathless with excitement. Sir Denis climbed over the wall and began to climb down on the other side. When his head was level with the pink blossoms, he spoke again.

Follow on, he instructed. Safe as an oak staircase.

Do I leave the ladder?

No choice, McKay. If its moved, well have to drop from the wall.

Tony was up in a matter of seconds and looked over the top. He saw a well-planted orchard: pear trees, plums, and other fruits. Nayland Smith stood below.

Tony swung his leg over, found a stout branch, and scrambled down.

Whats our direction, Sir Denis?

Not quite sure. Must get my bearings.

Nayland Smith stood there in the shadow of the wall, tugging at his ear.

Shun-Hi tried to explain the location of the laboratory.

She did. And its clear in my mind, now. Follow on.

* * * *

They had to make a wide detour around the house. The property was landscaped as a pleasure garden, with lily ponds and streams of running water and with miniature waterfalls amid a blaze of rockery flowers. In the moonlight it was entrancing.

The laboratory, when at last they sighted it, proved to be partly screened in a grove of orange trees. This was all to the good. It was an ugly building, evidently of recent construction; a long, narrow hut, but much larger than Tony had thought it would be.

We have to show ourselves in the moonlight to reach the orange trees, which troubles me, Nayland Smith said. But at this point were not in view from the house.

There isnt a light on in the house, Tony pointed out.

Thats what bothers me. Lets make a dash for it. They raced across the bright patch of moonlight and into the shadow of the trees.

Two windows of the laboratory building were lighted  a small one near the door and a larger one at the side of the hut. Tony pushed forward, but Nayland Smith stood still, looking back, listening. He said nothing, but joined Tony on a narrow path which led to the door.

He rapped on the panels. The light in the window disappeared. The door opened, and a man in a white coat peered out.

Smith. Quickly, come in! Whos with you?

Tony McKay, one of us.

They entered in darkness. The door was closed again and a light sprang up.

Tony saw a tiny room with a table and two chairs, just as Shun-Hi had described. The man in the white coat spoke hoarsely.

Thank God you found me, Smith, I didnt know you were in China. And God bless Jeanie for getting my message through. I didnt want to show a light when I opened the door. I never know when Im being watched.

Nor do I, Nayland Smith said. I suggest we start.

Cameron-Gordon had his hand in a fervent gesture of greeting. Wait just a few moments, Smith. I want you to see the kind of work I do. He transferred the handshake to Tony. You must be quite a man to be here, and Im glad to meet you.

He opened a door, beckoned them to follow. They did so reluctantly.

On the threshold they halted simultaneously. There was a muffled buzzing sound and a strange, repulsive odor. The place was lined by glass cases, in which, as Cameron-Gordon switched on the light, they saw feverish activity going on. The cases were filled with insects, some with wings and some without; huge flies, bloated spiders, ants, centipedes, scorpions.

My God! Tony muttered.

I have seen something like this before, Nayland Smith said, in another of Fu-Manchus establishments.

My dear Smith  Cameron-Gordon was alight with the enthusiasm of the specialist he is doing work here which, if it were used for the good of humanity, would make his name immortal. His knowledge of entomology is stupendous.

I have had some experience with it, Nayland Smith rapped dryly. My little allies, he once called these horrors.

Cameron-Gordon ignored the interruption. His experiments, Smith, are daring beyond what is allowed to be known by God-fearing men. He has bred hybrids of the insect world which never before existed except for sufferers of delirium tremens. Ill show you some. But he has also prepared drugs from these sources which, if made available to physicians, would almost certainly wipe out the ravages of many fatal diseases.

Tell me, Doctor, Tony said faintly, what is that? He was staring at a case which contained an enormous centipede of a dull red color. It was fully a foot long and was moving around its glass prison with horrible, febrile activity.

A Mexican specimen of the morsitans species. Twice its hitherto-known largest size. From its toxin he hopes to prepare an inoculation giving immunity from cholera. One of my duties is to extract the toxin.

And what about this hideous spider?

Known in New Zealand as a katipo, but in this instance, crossed with a tarantula. Its sting is deadly. Dr. Fu-Manchu has made a poison from that creatures toxin which when swallowed, and its tasteless, kills in five minutes; injected, kills instantly. Look at that colony of red ants. Another hybrid species. They multiply from hundreds to millions in a short time. They eat anything. Set loose here in China, they would turn Asia into a desert from the sea to the Himalayas in a few months.

Nayland Smith was glancing anxiously at his watch. But Cameron-Gordon remained in the grip of his enthusiasm.

These, he pointed, are plague fleas. They are reinforced with plague cultures. One bite would mean the end. I have to feed them.

Sir Denis broke in. These cases filled with buzzing flies particularly interest me. What are they?

Tsetse flies, Cameron-Gordon told him, turning. Each one of the cases is kept at a different temperature, which I regulate. The first, which youre looking at, is kept at tropical heat, the normal temperature for these insects. The second is sub-tropical. The third is temperate. And the fourth is arctic. So far, we have failed with the fourth. But some of the flies in there are still alive.

So I see.

They are fed on blood plasma, charged with the trypanosoma of sleeping sickness. They are so reinforced that their bite induces a form of a disease which goes through its entire stages in a matter of days, instead of months. They could operate anywhere short of the Arctic Circle. They are utterly damnable!

Nayland Smith looked grimly at Tony. Now we know how Skobolov died.

And, as he spoke, the light went out.

I fear, a cold, sibilant voice said, that you know too much, Sir Denis.

* * * *

In complete darkness, Tony, his heart beating a tattoo, realized that he stood closest to the door. He reached it, and found it unopenable.

Were trapped, McKay! Nayland Smith said. What about

What about the other door, you were thinking, Sir Denis? came the mocking voice. Unfortunately, as it belongs to my laboratory, I make a point of keeping it locked.

Tony, cool again after that first shock, began to peer through the darkness in the direction from which the voice came. His hand closed over the butt of his automatic. He had seen something.

High up at the end of this home of insect horrors, he saw a square patch of dim light. He raised his automatic and fired.

The odor of the discharge mingled with the other unpleasant smell which haunted the place. Vibration caused a rattle of glass, but it came from the surrounding cases. Then the silence was complete again, except for the faint buzzing of the tsetse flies and whispering sounds made by some of the other inhabitants of the cases.

No good, McKay, Nayland Smith said sharply. I saw that opening, too.

Its over the door of my workroom, Cameron-Gordon whispered. Thats where he is.

His words were answered by a harsh laugh from Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Since the arrival of my old acquaintance, Sir Denis, in China, I have made it a practice to look in, unobtrusively, whenever you have remained late at work, Dr. Cameron-Gordon. Tonight I seem to have disturbed your showing your friends this small collection of rare specimens.

Enough of this idle chatter, Nayland Smith barked angrily. You have trapped us. Very well, come and take us!

Sir Denis, how strangely you misread my purpose. If I desired your death, it would be necessary only to shatter any one of the cases of specimens surrounding you  which I assure you I could do without exposing myself to your fire. Should you prefer the tsetse flies? That would be a lingering death. Or perhaps the fleas and the painful result of bubonic plague?

Youre not a man, youre a demon! Tony rasped.

I have knowledge which few men possess, Mr. McKay, that is your name, I believe. And as you are clearly a man of courage, possibly you would prefer to try to repel in the dark the attack of my katipo, tarantula? He is a strangely active nocturnal creature.

Stop talking! Nayland Smith shouted. Words dont frighten us. Smash everything in the place, if you like.

That is indeed the familiar spirit of the British policeman. But, for your very stubbornness I admire you, Sir Denis. Dr. Cameron-Gordon is useful to me, and I believe I could use the qualities of Mr. McKay also.

You never will, Tony assured him.

Let me explain myself, the cold, emotionless voice continued. There are more ways than by drugs, or physical pain, to enforce obedience. One of these means I hold in my hands. There is no place for heroics. Dismiss any plans you may have made. I assure you that you have no alternative other than acceptance of my terms  whatever they may be.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Tony opened his eyes; looked around. He closed his eyes again. This was part of the dream. In the part which had passed earlier he had wandered in a strange paradise. There were trees laden with blossoms he had never seen before and the ground upon which he trod was carpeted with flowers. The air was filled with their intoxicating perfume.

He rested under one of the trees, from which a gentle breeze dropped fragrant petals from time to time. A gracefully beautiful girl had joined him, seated herself beside him. She carried a flask of wine and two crystal glasses. She smiled, and her dark eyes challenged him provocatively. She filled the glasses.

You will drink with me? she whispered, handing him a glass. I belong to you, and so let us drink together.

Tony hesitated. She wore a gauzy robe and through its mist every line of her shapely body was visible. She placed her arms around his neck. Her ripe lips were very near. Some swift revulsion swept over him. He dashed his glass to the ground, and sudden darkness fell…

When the dark cloud passed, he found himself in another part of the garden. A sweet voice, a womans voice, spoke from the shadow of a flowering bush near where Tony lay.

Why are you so sad? the voice asked. You are young and the world is before you. There is nothing to prevent you from rising to the greatest heights. May I talk to you?

Yes, he remembered saying.

He was joined by a fair woman as beautiful as the dark siren who had offered him wine. She seated herself beside him on the mossy bank. She had strange violet eyes, alight with intelligence.

Together, she said softly, we could go so very far.

Tony looked into the violet eyes, and as he looked they seemed to turn green, the fair features became yellowish and he found himself staring into the saturnine face of Dr. Fu-Manchu.

So the dream had ended, and now, he thought, it was continuing.

He opened his eyes again.

The wonderful garden had gone and with it the beautiful women and the hypnotic face of Fu-Manchu. He lay, not among flowers, but on a cushioned divan. Looking around, he still saw what he had seen before: a small room luxuriously furnished in the Oriental manner. The only light came from a shaded lantern hung from the ceiling. But there were rich rugs on the floor, lacquered objects gleamed from the shadows. There was a faint odor of sandalwood.

He sat up, conscious of a swimming feeling, but with no trace of headache to explain what he supposed to have been delirium. He tried to stand up. He couldnt. Looking down, angrily, at his ankles, he saw that they were secured by a tiny cord of something that resembled catgut. He put his heels together and tried to snap it.

The effort was useless. The fastenings pierced his skin, and he knew that any further attempts would only cut the tendons.

And, in that moment of acute pain, real memory came, bridging the mirage which had clouded his mind. He remembered that last scene in the insect vivarium lined with cases of loathsome creatures, remembered the mocking words of Fu-Manchu.

Then had come that perfumed cloud, oblivion…

A heavy curtain was silently drawn aside, and Dr. Fu-Manchu came in.

He wore a yellow robe. A sort of satanic majesty seemed to radiate from the tall figure. Silent, he stood watching Tony. Then, at last, he spoke.

Your impersonation of Chi Foh, the fisherman, was excellent. You almost deceived me. I congratulate you.

Tony said nothing.

The gas which overcame you is a preparation perfected by me some years ago. If any of it had penetrated the cases, it would not have affected the creatures confined there.

It was hard to sit and listen to that cold voice. Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke English with careful perfection and his manner was that of a professor addressing a class of students.

What a pity, Tony commented.

I note that you are imitating the brand of repartee favored by Sir Denis Nayland Smith. It is usually prompted by bravado in moments of danger. I am completely acquainted with the psychological features of Sir Deniss character. I endeavored to learn something of your own, particularly of one aspect, during the time that you remained under the influence of the drug. Its composition renders the subject peculiarly impressionable to what is sometimes termed hypnotic suggestion.

Tony was listening intently now.

I projected onto your brain the images of two desirable women who are members of my organization. There was no trace of sexual reaction. You rejected their overtures. In fact you dispelled the second image, for I saw recognition of myself dawning in your eyes. But I had learned what I wanted to know. You are completely devoted to one woman. And I think I know her name.

* * * *

Tony found himself alone again. Dr. Fu-Manchu had stepped silently to the draped opening, raised the curtain, and silently disappeared.

He could detect no sound of any kind. Where was he? What place was this? And where were Nayland Smith and Cameron-Gordon? He stood up and learned that by taking short, mincing steps he could walk.

First, he crossed to the curtain from behind which Fu-Manchu had entered and retired. He raised the heavy brocade. He saw a blank wall. That it masked a door was perfectly obvious, but to find out how to open it was another matter.

He hobbled around the room, examining the wall foot by foot.

The room had no window and no door.

For one horrifying moment panic touched him with its icy finger.

Except that it was exotically furnished, this place was no better than an oubliette, one of those dreadful medieval dungeons, without any exit other than an inaccessible trap. He had seen one in an ancient French castle.

He returned to the settee and tried to recover composure, get himself in hand.

That he might be left in this luxurious cell to starve to death was a nightmare he could safely dismiss. Dr. Fu-Manchu had other plans for him; he had spoken of terms which, whatever they might be, he must accept.

He wanted to shout out curses on Fu-Manchu, that cold-blooded monster who used human emotions as ingredients in a scientific formula. But he smothered the useless words, clutched his head and groaned.

How long a time had elapsed since that moment when, surrounded by obscene insects, they had heard the sardonic voice of Dr. Fu-Manchu? He could have been unconscious for hours, days, weeks! The devilish genius who had them all in his power possessed medical knowledge which, as Cameron-Gordon had said, properly belonged to the future of science.

Tony groped in his Chinese garments. He was desperately thirsty, and a smoke might steady his nerves. His automatic was gone, but a packet of cigarettes and a lighter remained. He lighted a cigarette.

As he blew smoke from his lips he noted that it hung motionless in the stagnant air. There was little or no ventilation.

Sitting there, watching the smoke, trying to conquer useless anger and to think constructively, he became aware of two curious facts. The first, smoke clouds began to swirl; second, the air grew suddenly cold.

A premonition swept into his mind. He dropped the cigarette in a jade bowl which lay on a table near the divan, and stood up.

The curtain masking the hidden opening was moving. It was swept aside.

The gaunt figure of a man wearing only a loincloth stood there, looking into the room.

His neck was fixed in a brace which seemed to make his head immovable, for he never turned it in the slightest degree. The ghastly gray features and fishlike eyes in the rigid head were indescribably revolting. There was a long scar over the creatures heart.

But, crowning terror, this apparition unmistakably was that of the Cold Man whom he had killed, whose body, with a broken neck, he had seen lying at the foot of a tree near the wall of Lao Tse-Mungs house!

Tony stifled a cry of horror. He became cold as though his spine had frozen, incapable of action.

The gray thing spoke. Its voice resembled something on a worn-out record.

Follow.

Very slowly, the gray figure turned, never moving the rigid neck. A black opening in the wall gaped behind him. The temperature of the room had become perceptibly lower. Tony, fists clenched convulsively, hesitated. Every human instinct prompted him to refuse to follow a thing which he could only believe to be of another world.

He overcame that helpless inertia which had seized him and took a deep breath. Dead or alive, the creature which had said Follow offered a way out of the prison in which he was trapped. But perhaps this was another dream, a further example of Dr. Fu-Manchus psychological examinations  a test of his courage.

Tony followed. Slowly, because of the fastenings around his ankles; fearfully, because he was uncertain if he dreamt or was awake.

Ahead, silhouetted against a lighted opening, he could see the mummylike figure moving. He kept his distance. Even the narrow passage was chilled by the creatures presence. There was a short stair. He allowed the gray thing to reach the top before he followed, and found himself in a white-walled corridor, with doors opening to right and left. The corridor was empty.

Before one of these doors, the gray figure paused, pressed a bell and went on, moving mechanically like an automaton. When Tony came to the door  a sliding door  he found it wide open. He hesitated, glanced along the lighted passage. His phantom guide had disappeared.

He looked into a small room. The only illumination came from one wall of the room which appeared to be made of glass.

Three chairs were set facing the glass wall, and two of them were occupied.

Hullo, McKay. Nayland Smiths unmistakably snappy speech. Youre rather late. But the curtain hasnt gone up yet.

As Tony stepped in, the sliding door closed noiselessly behind him.

He made his way to the vacant chair next to Nayland Smith and sat down. Dr. Cameron-Gordon, his head in his hands, occupied the third chair. Somewhere below, Tony could see through the glass wall, a large, dimly lighted place masked in vague shadows. Sir Denis grasped his hand.

Keep smiling, McKay. I dont know what all this is about any more than you do. But were still alive.

Then Cameron-Gordons voice. Its all over, Smith. What will become of Jeanie when we disappear for good?

Dont worry, Nayland Smith said. Were in a tight corner, but at least were all together.

Cameron-Gordon sighed and dropped his head into his hands again.

I was led here by the dacoit we buried in the cypress grove, Tony whispered to Sir Denis. It is supernatural!

Nothing is supernatural where Dr. Fu-Manchu is concerned. You may recall that the dacoit was dug up again!

What about it?

I have known of others buried as dead who have been disinterred by Fu-Manchu and restored to life.

But a man with a broken neck?

Clever surgeons have mended broken necks before now. And Dr. Fu-Manchu is probably the greatest surgeon the world has ever known.

As Nayland Smith stopped speaking, Tony noted for the first time how completely silent the cabinet in which they were assembled seemed to be! Not a sound was audible from outside its walls… until suddenly the stillness was broken by a voice, apparently the voice of someone in the room. But no one else was in the room.

I am instructed, the modulated voice said, to explain the purpose of what you are about to see. This is a soundproof observation room which both I and the Master use frequently. He is about to pay his daily visit to the necropolites, known locally as Cold Men  a duty which falls on me when the Master is absent.

Dr. Matsukata, Cameron-Gordon muttered, Fu-Manchus chief technical assistant.

Is that so? Nayland Smith asked. Why dont you join us, Dr. Matsukata, instead of speaking on radio?

I am following my instructions. Be so good, Sir Denis, as to listen to what I am here to tell you.

Seems we have no choice, Tony commented.

The precise voice continued. I believe you have already made the acquaintance of a necropolite and must have noted the unusual qualities which these creatures possess. In certain respects they resemble the Haitian zombies, whose existence has been disputed in some quarters. In fact, in certain respects, the process of reanimation is similar, but superior. They work as automata, being entirely controlled by the power miscalled hypnotic suggestion. Other than by complete disintegration, their faculties are indestructible. Thus, the necropolite is perfectly equipped to carry out dangerous missions.

Youre telling me nothing, Tony broke in. But theres one thing you might tell me: What is a Japanese doing in Fu-Manchus gang?

For a friend of Sir Denis Nayland Smith, you betray remarkable ignorance of the Order of the Si-Fan, Matsukata answered heatedly. Its membership is not confined to China. It includes the whole of Asia, the Near East, many parts of Europe, and America. Its secret power is at least equal to that of Communism.

Light sprang up in the dim place below, and Tony found himself looking down into a morgue.

Nearly a score of gray bodies lay there in two rows, one row on the right and one on the left. But here the resemblance to a morgue ended. They lay, not on stone slabs, but on neat hospital cots.

The necropolites, said Matsukata. This clinic was constructed for the purpose of creating and maintaining them. They represent the Masters supreme achievement, for they are dead men who live again at his command. The process of reducing their bodies to the low temperature, at which, alone, reanimation can be brought about is too technical for description here. But I should be glad to discuss it, later, with Dr. Cameron-Gordon.

Thank you, no, Cameron-Gordon muttered. I want to keep what little sanity I have left.

Be good enough to watch closely what takes place now. I must explain that a necropolite retains in his living-death state, whatever useful qualities were his in normal life, as well as his physical appetites or vices. Without occasional gratification of the latter, the creatures usefulness deteriorates. Watch carefully.

Tony was watching more than carefully. He was trying hard to convince himself that this thing was reality, that he wasnt lost again in a nightmare. Nayland Smiths crisp voice came to reassure him.

I warned you, McKay, that if we made a mistake, we should walk into hell.

Dr. Fu-Manchu came into the ward below with its rows of gray corpses. He wore a white coat, and his manner showed the cool detachment that marks the specialist visiting a hospital ward. A white-coated orderly followed, pushing a glass-topped cabinet on rubber wheels. He was sallow-faced, but looked European.

Not a sound penetrated to the observation room, and Matsukata remained silent.

Dr. Fu-Manchu stopped beside the first cadaver at the end of the row and made a swift, skillful examination. He spoke over his shoulder to the orderly. The man charged a hypodermic syringe; handed it to him. Fu-Manchu gave an injection, not in the arm, but in the breast of the still body, and passed on to the next.

This singular proceeding continued until every cot had been visited. Two of the Cold Men received no injection.

As Fu-Manchu walked out with his strange, feline step, followed by the orderly wheeling the glass cabinet, three or four of the Cold Men first treated began to stir.

Tony found himself shivering.

My God, its insane! Cameron-Gordon whispered.

Matsukata spoke again. The Master has detected symptoms in two of the necropolites which necessitated their removal to surgery for further examination.

Almost as he ceased speaking, two stretchers were carried in and the two Cold Men placed on them and carried out.

The most instructive feature of the treatment, the smooth Japanese voice went on, will now begin. The Master will project to each creature the images appropriate to its particular appetite when it was a normal man. To one, the figure of its enemy; to another, a banquet of its favorite food; to a third, the image of a seductive woman  and so forth.

Now the Cold Men were rising up, moving gray arms convulsively. All seemed to be crying out.

They are calling for Looma, Matsukata explained. By this name they know a drink which transports them to a dream life where there is no satiety. One can kill his enemy a hundred times, another eat and drink without experiencing repletion, a third enjoy the pleasures of love indefinitely. Something like the promised paradise of Mohammed.

Dont they murder one another? Tony asked shakily.

They cannot leave their cots. Their movements are restricted by a length of slender cord, such as that which is attached to your ankles. They are about to receive their instructions.

Dr. Fu-Manchu returned, alone. He carried a lamp of unusual design. The light of this lamp was shone into the face of the Cold Man until his twitching and mouthing ceased. Then, Fu-Manchu rested his long fingers on the creatures temples and stared into its eyes. This routine was continued until all had been dealt with.

Now comes Looma, their wine of paradise, Matsukata said softly.

As Dr. Fu-Manchu went out, a nurse in a trim white uniform came in, followed by the same orderly pushing the glass cabinet. It now carried a large glass jug filled with some liquid of a color resembling chartreuse, and some small glasses. The orderly filled the glasses and the nurse carried each to a Cold Man. In every case it was grasped avidly and swallowed in one eager draft.

But Tony scarcely followed what took place after the appearance of the nurse.

For the nurse was Moon Flower.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Tonys impressions of the next few minutes were chaotic. The frantic behavior of Cameron-Gordon, the crisp, soothing words of Nayland Smith, the tumult in his own mind, built up a jungle of frustrated hopes, terror, and abject misery in which the details of what actually occurred were lost.

He knew that the tiny tough shackles which confined their ankles had been dexterously and swiftly removed by a smiling Chinese mechanic. The man used an instrument resembling a small electric buzz saw.

And now the three of them were assembled in a room which reminded him of that in which he had been confined, except that it was larger. There was a low, round table in the center, and on it lay a note in small, legible characters which Nayland Smith picked up and read aloud.

You may refresh yourselves as you please. I beg you to do so. Chinese hospitality forbids me to poison my guests. Sir Denis will assure you that my word is inviolable, Fu-Manchu.

Nayland Smith had just finished reading the letter when the door opened and two Chinese servants came in carrying full trays. They placed on the table a delicate meal of assorted dishes, a variety of wines, a bottle of Napoleon brandy, Scotch whiskey, a number of glasses and an English siphon of soda water. One of the servants uncorked all the bottles, placing the white wines in ice, and withdrew.

Nayland Smith grinned almost happily. Lets make the best of it, and prepare for the worst.

Well all be drugged, Cameron-Gordon said.

Sir Denis held up the note. This is the first example of Fu-Manchus handwriting I have seen, he declared. But it must obviously be genuine. I accept his word for I have never known him to break it.

Cameron-Gordon groaned. Right or wrong, a shot of brandy is what I need.

It would do none of us any harm, Sir Denis agreed, and poured out three liberal tots. A compromise is going to be offered. It will be one we cant accept. But let us all sharpen our wits, and have something to eat.

But Cameron-Gordon made a very poor attempt. How did that cunning fiend get his hands on Jeanie? he asked in a voice of despair.

I suspect, Sir Denis told him, because of her own obstinacy.

Meaning what? Tony wanted to know.

Meaning that I detected, or thought that I detected, the footsteps of someone following us. Jeanie is high spirited, and as nearly fearless as any woman I ever met. My guess is that Jeanie was the follower. We have even to suppose that she climbed the bamboo ladder and was actually in the garden when Fu-Manchu saw her.

God help her, Cameron-Gordon groaned, no one else can, now.

I dont agree, Nayland Smith rapped in his sudden fashion. There are weak spots in Fu-Manchus armor. I think I can find one. But leave the talking to me.

Presently the Chinese servants reappeared, cleared the table, leaving only the brandy, and served coffee. They also brought cigars and cigarettes, port and a number of liqueurs.

Its evidently dinner time, Sir Denis remarked when they went out. I had an idea it might be luncheon.

I have lost all track of time, Tony confessed. My wrist watch is missing.

All our watches are missing. Were not intended to know the time.

They had finished their coffee, and Cameron-Gordon sat deep in silent gloom, when the door opened again.

The huge Nubian stepped in. He wore some kind of uniform, had a revolver in a holster and a tarboosh on his head.

March out. He had a deep, negroid voice. One at a time. I will follow.

Nayland Smith glanced wryly at Tony, shrugged his shoulders. You go first, McKay, then Cameron-Gordon. Ill bring up the rear.

The big man stood stiffly beside the open door, his hand on the butt of his revolver, as they filed out. Tony was seized by sudden misgivings. To what ordeal were they being taken? He dared not allow himself to think of Moon Flower.

At the end of a short passage he came to a flight of stairs.

Go down, the deep voice ordered.

Tony went down. He was in one of the white-walled corridors which he had seen before. His fellow captives followed silently. He came to a cross-passage.

Right turn.

He obeyed. He was a cadet again, being ordered about by a drill-sergeant.

The cross-passage ended in what appeared to be a vestibule. It was well lighted. He could see a large double door which might be the main entrance to the building.

Halt.

The tone of command was unmistakable. This big African was an ex-soldier.

Tony halted, standing stiffly upright, then recovered himself, turned, and looked back. Cameron-Gordon was grim and angry, but Nayland Smith grinned reassuringly. The Nubian pointed to a long wooden bench.

Sit down.

They sat down. Tony was assessing their chances of overpowering the man by a simultaneous attack. But even assuming that the double doors opened on freedom, how far could they go, and how would it help Moon Flower?

Nayland Smith seemed to read his thoughts, for he caught his eye and shook his head as a side door opened and two stocky Burmese came out.

Tony submitted to having his eyes scientifically bandaged. He imagined, rather than knew, that his companions were undergoing the same indignity. Next he was raised to his feet and led out into the open air. He was helped into a vehicle. A slight odor of petrol told him that it was an automobile. He guessed it was a limousine.

All three were packed into the back seat, the door was closed, and the car started. The engine had the velvet action of a Rolls.

No talking, came the deep African voice.

The big Nubian was still with them.

A dreadful idea crossed Tonys mind. They were being taken to the jail at Chia-Ting! The thought seemed to chill his blood. Once inside that grim prison they would be lost to the world. Even Sir Denis, with all the power of Great Britain behind him, would merely be listed as missing.

But the horror was quickly dismissed. The car stopped long before they could have reached Chia-Ting, and he was hauled out. Unseen hands guided him through what he knew was a garden by the faint fragrance of flowers.

He was led onto a softly carpeted floor and piloted upstairs. He could hear the stumbling footsteps of his friends who followed. He was thrust down in a chair. And at last, the bandage was removed from his eyes.

Tony blinked, for a light shone directly on his face. For a while, he couldnt get accustomed to the glare after the complete darkness. But at last he did.

* * * *

He saw a luxuriously furnished room. There were rich Chinese rugs, cabinets in which rare porcelain vases gleamed, trophies of arms, openings veiled by silk curtains. The lighting was peculiar. It came from a shaded lamp, the shade so constructed that light shone fully on his face and on the faces of his two companions. This lamp stood on a long lacquered desk, its gleaming surface littered with a variety of objects: books, manuscripts, some curious antique figures on pedestals, a small gong, and several queer-looking objects which were completely strange to him.

But these things he saw clearly later. His first impression of them was a vague one. For his attention became focused upon the man who sat behind the lacquered desk, wearing a plain yellow robe, his long-fingered hands resting on the desk before him. Owing to the cunning construction of the lampshade, his face was half shadowed.

With green eyes glinting under partly lowered lids, Dr. Fu-Manchu sat passively regarding the three trapped men.

It is a long time, Sir Denis, he said softly, since I had the privilege of entertaining you. I trust you enjoyed your supper?

Oh, it was supper? It was excellent.

Prepared by a first-class French chef.

Tell him if he cares to come to London, I can find him better employment.

Dr. Fu-Manchu took a pinch of snuff. Incorrigible as always. In our many years association I cannot recall that you ever admitted defeat.

Nayland Smith didnt reply. The green eyes were turned upon Tony, and he felt, again, the horrible sensation that they looked not at him, but clear through him.

You have proved yourself a nuisance, Captain McKay, the sibilant voice continued, but not a serious menace. Suppose I offered you your freedom, on two conditions?

What conditions?

One, that you married Miss Cameron-Gordon.

Tonys throat grew dry. And the other?

That you both took the oath of allegiance to the Order of the Si-Fan.

Tony turned, met a look from the haggard eyes of Cameron-Gordon who cried out, I dont understand. I didnt know you were even acquainted.

We were thrown together for a long time, sir. I love your daughter deeply, sincerely. And she has consented to marry me, with your approval… but not until you are free.

I have already offered Dr. Cameron-Gordon his freedom, Fu-Manchu murmured.

On the same terms, Cameron-Gordon began, then stopped, sank his head in his hands.

Nayland Smith sat silently, looking neither to the right nor left, but straight ahead at Dr. Fu-Manchu.

Suppose I decline? Tony asked hoarsely.

Fu-Manchu struck the small gong. Draperies before one of the several doors were swept aside and Moon Flower came in.

She wore the nurses uniform in which Tony had recently seen her.

Yueh Hua! he gasped and half-stood up.

Jeanie, darling, Cameron-Gordons voice rose on a note of deep emotion.

She ignored them. Her blue eyes were turned on Dr. Fu-Manchu who did not even glance in her direction.

You are happy in your new work? he asked.

I am happy, Master.

You may go.

Moon Flower turned and automatically walked out through the opening by which she had come in.

Cameron-Gordon and Tony sprang simultaneously to their feet. Nayland Smith reached out to the right and left and grabbed an arm of each in a powerful grip.

Sit down! he snapped. Dont act like bloody fools.

Tony conquered the furious rage which had swept his sanity aside, and sat down. Cameron-Gordon resisted awhile, but finally sank back into his chair. You damn monster! he muttered. Why didnt I strangle you long ago?

Fu-Manchu, who had remained impassive, replied in an undertone like a snakes hiss, Probably out of consideration for your daughter, Doctor. I am obliged to you, Sir Denis. If you will glance behind you, I think you will realize how childish any display of force would have been.

Tony turned in a flash.

Four stockily built Burmese, armed with long knives, stood behind their chairs.

Fu-Manchu spoke three guttural words, not in English, and Tony knew, although he heard no sound, that the four bodyguards had retired.

Now let us hear, Nayland Smith spoke crisply, what plans for our welfare you have in mind if your generous offer is declined.

His irony ruffled Dr. Fu-Manchu no more than Cameron-Gordons violence had done. Resting his elbows on the desk, he pressed the tips of his long fingers together. Moon Flowers evident submission to the will of the perverted genius had shaken Tony so badly that his brain seemed numbed.

Waiting for Fu-Manchus next words, he felt like a criminal awaiting sentence.

There was a time, Sir Denis, he heard the cool voice saying, when I employed medieval methods. You may recall the Wire Jacket and the Seven Gates of Wisdom?

Tony looked aside at Nayland Smith, noted a tightening of the jaw muscles, and knew that he had clenched his teeth.

Quite clearly, he replied calmly. Hungry rats featured in the Seven Gates, I remember.

I have abandoned such crudities. Doubtless they were appropriate in dealing with river pirates, if only as a warning to other low-class criminals. But I recognized that they were useless to me. I had to deal with enemies on a higher social and intellectual plane. Therefore, more subtle means were indicated.

Go on, Nayland Smith said irritably. What do you propose to do with us?

I hope to make you understand that it is my methods and not my ideals against which you have fought, without notable success, for many years. In England, I agree, those methods were unusual. In consequence, your Scotland Yard branded me as a common criminal. My political aims were described as The Yellow Peril.

Fu-Manchus strange voice had increased in volume, had become guttural. He had altered his passive pose. Lean hands lay clenched upon the desk before him.

Was Scotland Yard wrong? Nayland Smith asked, coolly.

Fu-Manchu got halfway out of his chair, then dropped back into it.

Sometimes your persistent and insufferable misunderstanding rouses my anger. This is bad  for both of us. You are perfectly well aware that the Si-Fan is international. Ridding China of Communism is one of its objectives, yes. But ridding the world of this Russian pestilence is its main purpose. In this purpose do we, or do we not, stand on common ground?

Tony almost held his breath. He sensed a storm brewing between these two strong personalities. If it broke, God help all of them!

As I am still employed by the British government, Nayland Smith answered calmly, your question is difficult for me to answer.

The British government, Fu-Manchu hissed. Why do they soil their hands by contact with the offal that pose as lords of China? Can you conceivably believe, knowing the history of my people, that these unclean creatures can retain their hold upon China, my China? Do you believe that the proud Poles, the hot-blooded Hungarians, the stiff-necked Germans, will bend the knee to the childish nonsense of Marx and Lenin? You asked me what I proposed to do with you. Here is my answer: Work with me, for we labor in a common cause  not against me.

There was an interruption; a faint bell-note. Dr. Fu-Manchu stooped to a cabinet beside him. A muffled voice spoke. The voice ceased. Fu-Manchu pressed a switch and lay back in his chair, impassive again.

Well, Sir Denis? he prompted softly.

Unofficially, Nayland Smith spoke slowly, as if weighing every word, there might be certain advantages. I should be glad to see China rid of the Communist yoke.

For which reason, perhaps  and unofficially  you had André Skobolov intercepted in Niu-fo-tu?

Tony suppressed a groan. Fu-Manchu knew, as Nayland Smith suspected, that he had been seen in Niu-fo-tu.

André Skobolov? Nayland Smith murmured. The name is familiar. A Kremlin agent? But I never met him, nor even saw him.

Fu-Manchu bent forward. The hypnotic eyes were turned on Tony.

But you met him, Captain McKay, in Niu-fo-tu.

Tony thought hard, and quickly; tried to act on Nayland Smiths lead. I was in Niu-fo-tu for less than half an hour  on the run from jail. I certainly never saw the man you speak of there, and shouldnt have known him if I had.

Then for what other purpose were you in Szechuan?

For my purpose, Dr. Fu-Manchu, Nayland Smith cried out fiercely. His mission was to confirm my belief that the man known as the Master was yourself.

The overpowering gaze of the green eyes was transferred to Sir Denis. Then your trusted agent, Sir Denis, who seems to have acquired what he would call a girl friend on his way, safely reached the house of Lao Tse-Mung to report to you?

Lao Tse-Mung is an old and honored acquaintance who has offered me hospitality on any occasion when my affairs brought me to this part of China.

You mean he is an agent of British Intelligence?

I mean that he is a patriot, and a gentleman.

There was a brief silence.

I, also, am a patriot, Sir Denis. What is more, I hope to save not only the Chinese but the peoples of every nation from obliteration. This will be their fate if the insane plans of the Soviet should ever be put into execution. Their latest instrument of destruction is so secret and so dangerous that research on it is being conducted in this remote area of China.

We are aware of this.

Indeed? Fu-Manchus tone changed slightly. We are on common ground again. You regard it with deep concern?

We do. If  accidentally  this research plant could be destroyed, its loss would be welcome. Germ warfare is too horrible to be permitted, and Dr. von Wehrner, their chief scientist, is the greatest living expert on the subject.

Fu-Manchus masklike features melted in a cold smile. You see, Sir Denis, we must work together. I was informed a few minutes ago that Dr. von Wehrner has been recalled to Moscow.

Nayland Smith started, then shook his head. Collaboration, I fear, is impossible. The end does not justify the means, and you cant win me over with persuasive guile any more than you could with physical torture. So I ask you again, what do you propose to do with us?

Fu-Manchu lay back in the chair, so that his strange, powerful features became half-masked in shadow. The long hands rested on the desk and a large emerald seal which he wore gleamed and seemed to shoot out sparks of green fire as pointed nails tapped the surface of the desk. He spoke in a low voice.

I anticipated your reply. Yet I never despair of convincing you one day that your government, and others, must accept me, as they have accepted the puppet regime at Peking. But my power in China hangs upon a silken thread. The Kremlin distrusts me. In spite of my acknowledged scientific eminence, I have never been invited to inspect the Soviet research station. And I have not sought an invitation  because I intend to destroy it.

In that, said Nayland Smith, you have my approval. But you have not answered my question.

Fu-Manchus long fingers resting on the desk became intertwined in a serpentine fashion, and Tony experienced a kind of spiritual chill.

I shall answer it, Sir Denis, the whisper went on, almost dreamily. Your death could avail me nothing and might one day be laid at my door with disastrous consequences; for you are no longer a mere Burmese police officer, but an esteemed official of the British Secret Service.

Therefore? Nayland Smith prompted.

Therefore, I shall see to it that you disappear for a time. Dr. Cameron-Gordon will resume his work in my laboratory here, or perhaps in another, elsewhere. His charming daughter I shall keep usefully employed. Concerning Captain McKay, I am undecided.

Tony had been struggling hard to bottle his rising anger, but as Fu-Manchus voice ceased the cork came out.

Then Ill decide for you! he shouted, and sprang to his feet.

Nayland Smith grabbed him and threw him back in his chair. For Gods sake, he snapped, shut up. Then he continued smoothly, There is one objection to your plans, Dr. Fu-Manchu.

From your point of view, no doubt?

No. From yours.

And what is this objection? Fu-Manchu bent forward, fixing his strange gaze on Sir Deniss face.

I will explain it only if you give me your word  which I respect  that should you decline to accept what I propose, no coercion of any kind be used upon any of us to force compliance, and I am not to be asked to identify others concerned. We shall remain, as we are now, your prisoners.

Fu-Manchu watched him in silence for some time.

I give you my word, Sir Denis, he said quietly.

Tony, fists clenched tightly, glanced at Nayland Smith. What was he going to say? What plan has flashed through that resourceful brain? And what was the word of this arch criminal worth?

Good, Sir Denis said calmly. I accept it. You said before that I had attempted to intercept the man Skobolov. On the contrary, I was unaware that he was in China, nor did I know what I should have had to gain by such an attempt. But your evident interest in his movements suggests that it was something of great importance.

Dr. Fu-Manchu did not stir; his face remained expressionless. Tony almost held his breath. He knew, now, what Nayland Smith was going to propose.

By mere chance, Sir Denis went on, speaking calmly and unusually slowly, a man unknown to McKay appealed to him to help him. He was very ill and apparently in danger. McKay took him on board his boat, and during that night the man died. His body was consigned to the canal. His sole baggage, a large briefcase, McKay brought with him to the meeting place I had appointed.

Fu-Manchus expression remained impassive. But his long fingers intertwined again. He said nothing.

From the correspondence in the briefcase, when translated, we learned that the man was André Skobolov. We also learned that he had something in his possession which was of vital interest to the Kremlin. This could only be a bound manuscript, written in Chinese.

And at last Fu-Manchu spoke. Which was also translated?

It could not be deciphered. May I deduce that this manuscript is the reason for your interest in André Skobolov?

There was a brief silence. Cameron-Gordon had raised his bowed head and was watching Nayland Smith.

If it were so, Fu-Manchu said smoothly, in what way could this be an objection to my plans?

At the moment, it could be none. In the event of my disappearance it might prove a source of annoyance. The manuscript is in safe keeping, but should I fail to reclaim it within the next few days, it will be dispatched to the British Foreign Office to be decoded.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

In his memories of his mission to Szechuan, memories both bitter and sweet, Tony found the electric silence which followed Nayland Smiths words one of the most vivid. That clash of mental swords, recognition of the fact that the fate of all of them rested upon the combat, had penetrated even Cameron-Gordons lethargic despair. There were beads of perspiration on his forehead as he watched Dr. Fu-Manchu.

To Tony it appeared that they held all the cards  but only if Fu-Manchus word was worth anything. No man  not even Nayland Smith  could stand up to Chinese tortures. He was almost afraid to think about the copy of the cipher manuscript which was in the keeping of Lao Tse-Mung, for he believed that Fu-Manchu could read mens minds. And he knew that Sir Denis, although a master of evasion, would never tell an outright lie. He knew that the original was safe with the lama at Niu-fo-tu.

Dr. Fu-Manchu, eyes closed, sat deep in meditation for several agonizing minutes considering the matter.

What was the manuscript for which André Skobolov had given his life?

Tony, in his agitation, found himself grasping Nayland Smiths arm when Dr. Fu-Manchu spoke.

Where is this cipher document? he asked in a guttural tone.

I have your word, Dr. Fu-Manchu, that I am not to be asked to reveal the names of others concerned, Nayland Smith answered coldly.

Fu-Manchu leaned forward, his green eyes staring venomously at Sir Denis.

You have rejected my offer. You force me to accept yours. Very well. My word is my bond. What are your conditions?

That we are all four free to leave and will not be intercepted; that Jean Cameron-Gordon be released from the control you have laid upon her and returned to her fathers care; that I be given an official travel permit to recover the document you want; that no attempt is made to trace my journey or destination.

Dr. Fu-Manchu closed his eyes again. These conditions I accept.

Then I can start at once?

As soon as your travel permit is ready, Sir Denis. Two others must remain until the manuscript is in my hands. Whom do you wish to go with you?

Nayland Smith hesitated only a moment. Captain McKay, he said. But before we leave, Miss Cameron-Gordon must join her father.

She shall do so. As my guests they shall be safe and comfortable until your return.

I accept your terms. But you must allow me an hour to confer with my friends before I leave  in a room which is not wired.

To this also I agree.

* * * *

For heavens sake, mix me a drink, McKay. Dr. Fu-Manchu and I have struck a strange bargain. You may talk freely. We have his word for it that therell be no eavesdropping and as I told you recently, I never knew him to lie… Hes the blackest villain unhung, but his word is sacred.

Okay, Tony said, and crossed to the buffet. Cameron-Gordon growled something under his breath.

Although they were unaware of the fact, they had been conducted to the luxurious suite formerly occupied by André Skobolov.

How I miss my pipe, Nayland Smith muttered. Well, heres the situation: Fu-Manchu has his own plans for ruling China. He doesnt want those plans disturbed by a sudden, crazy use of germ weapons. As you know, McKay, I found the name of von Wehrner in the Russian correspondence.

He took a sip from the glass which Tony handed him. This was news for which Military Intelligence would have paid a foreign agent anything he asked. You see, von Wehrner was employed by the Nazis on similar research during the war. M.I. located the germ plant in occupied France. There was a Commando raid, a German plant completely destroyed. Somehow or other they dragged von Wehrner out of the blazing building and brought him back with them. He was interned, and I had several long interviews with him. I found him to be a brilliantly clever man, and when he got to know me better he confided that although he had devoted his skill, day and night, to the secret researches, he abhorred the idea of germ warfare.

He would have no choice, Cameron-Gordon declared. I know the method.

Later on, Sir Denis added, he confessed that he had repeatedly delayed results. And I think its a logical deduction that hes doing the same again. Hence his recall.

But the situation is different, Cameron-Gordon objected. Maybe he was never a Nazi. But now hes clearly a Communist.

No more a Communist than you are, Nayland Smith snapped. At the end of the war I secured his release and he went back to Germany. I heard from him from time to time; then his letters ceased. I had an inquiry started, and after a month or more got a report of the facts. Von Wehrner had been kidnapped one night and rushed over to East Berlin. Never a word from him since.

You mean hes a prisoner of the Communists, just as I am?

The situation is almost identical. But I havent been idle. In addition to making the plans which led to our present position, I got in touch with von Wehrner. I foresaw the possibility of things going wrong and realized that my cordial relations with von Wehrner might be useful.

But how the devil did you get in touch with him? Cameron-Gordon demanded.

Through our talented friend the lama. He has a contact in the Russian camp who smuggled in one of the phantom radios to von Wehrner.

And what is von Wehrner prepared to do?

This: If I can guarantee his escape from the Soviets, he will guarantee to destroy the plant.

But Fu-Manchu intends to destroy it.

And to make a slave of von Wehrner. I mean to move first.

* * * *

Dr. Fu. Manchu remained in his seat behind the lacquered desk. Old General Huan faced him from his cushioned seat.

The ancient gods of China are with us, Tsung-Chao.

General Huan seemed to be pondering.

You agree with me? Fu-Manchu said softly.

That the Si-Fan Register should be returned to us by the hand of Nayland Smith certainly seems a miracle, Master. In the possession of the men at the Kremlin, or the British Foreign Office, it would spell disaster.

Fu-Manchu took a pinch of snuff from his silver box. Its recovery sets me free to move against the Soviet research plant  a plague spot in Szechuan.

General Huan fanned himself, for the night was warm. It is this project which alarms me, he stated placidly.

Fu-Manchus voice changed, became harsh. I recall, when I communicated with you from England, that you advised against it, pointing out that it would result in a flock of Soviet investigators descending upon Szechuan and possibly finding evidence of your part in the disaster.

I recall the correspondence very well. As a former officer of the old regime, I am not above suspicion. And having escaped one grave danger, it seems to me to be tempting fate to plunge into another.

Fu-Manchu spoke contemptuously. Always we live on the edge of a volcano. We are accustomed to such conditions. Very well. Here is an opportunity to achieve one of my minor objectives without exposing you or myself to charges of complicity.

General Huan folded his fan. Your plan, as I recall it, Master, involved the employment of a number of Cold Men?

It did.

As it is well known that these ghastly creatures come from the clinic which you established and which I constructed, surely this fact would expose us both to a charge of complicity?

Fu-Manchu smiled his icy smile. By whom will such a charge be made? At night the circumference of the plant is patrolled by a squad of Russian guards. They are easily disposed of. Members of the staff live in the neighboring village. There is a Russian camp about a mile distant. The guard on the plant is relieved at regular intervals. The wire fence enclosing it is electrified.

I have made it my business, Master, to acquaint myself with the Russian arrangements. I did so on receipt of your letter from London. It is true that only six men and a sergeant guard the place. The sergeant holds the key to the gate. There is a telephone connection between a box at the gate and the Russian headquarters in the camp. Reinforcements could be on hand very quickly.

We could, first, cut this connection, then, overpower the sergeant.

General Huan bowed slightly. Professionally, I should have planned the defense otherwise, although I admit that an attempt to seize the research station is not a likely contingency. It is believed, throughout the area, to be devoted to the study of leprosy.

Fu-Manchu laughed. It was harsh, mocking laughter. The affair will be over long before an alarm reaches the Russian camp.

And who will direct these Cold Men?

Matsukata. Or I may go myself.

Master! You would be putting your head into a noose.

Why? The supply truck from the clinic will be standing by. I will say that the necropolites have rioted and escaped. This will be our story if our presence is detected. I am there to recapture them. I had anticipated a possible occasion when a number of these might be used, and so had instructed Matsukata to turn one at large from time to time in order to create popular terror of the creatures.

You believe that the operation can be carried through without rumor of it reaching the Russian camp?

Certainly, if no one blunders. Long ladders will be taken, such as those we have used before, in case we fail to find the key to the gate. Dr. von Wehrner, who lives in the enclosure, will be seized first. He will have the keys of the buildings, or know where to find them.

* * * *

And in their own luxurious quarters, Nayland Smith was outlining his plans. You see, the loss of our mystery radio sets ties me badly. Im glad we left them behind, of course. If found on us, I dont doubt that Fu-Manchu would have put the system controlling them out of order.

Tell me something, Tony interrupted. How long have we been here?

Nayland Smith smiled grimly. I know how you feel. That filthy, sweet-smelling gas in the insect room! It might have happened a week ago. But its my guess that it happened at approximately ten oclock on Wednesday night. That would make it now about three oclock on Thursday morning. Events have moved quickly, McKay.

And now tell me just one thing, Cameron-Gordon broke in. Where is Jeanie?

But before Nayland Smith could reply, the door opened, and Moon Flower came in.

She wore the dress of a working girl with which Tony was familiar. Her father sprang up at a bound and had her in his arms.

Jeanie, my Jeanie. I didnt think I should ever see you again.

When at last she turned, wet-eyed, Chi Foh, she whispered. Sir Denis. I know what a fool I have been. I spoiled all your plans. Try to forgive me.

Nayland Smith grasped both her hands. Jeanie, my dear, your devotion to your father and your courage outran your discretion. But you have nothing to be ashamed about. Just sit down and tell us all that happened.

It was a simple story. She had followed them, as Sir Denis had suspected, had climbed the bamboo ladder and tried to keep them in sight when they crossed the garden. When she had had a glimpse of her father opening the laboratory door, shed hid in a clump of bushes to wait for them all to come out again.

Suddenly, Moon Flower went on, I heard footsteps. I crouched down in the shrubbery. And I saw Dr. Fu-Manchu walking toward the laboratory! I almost screamed. There was that huge African following behind him and this horrible man  although honestly I dont think I made a sound  like a bloodhound, seemed to scent me. He sprang to the spot where I was hiding and swept me up into his arms, one big, heavy hand over my mouth.

If ever I have half a chance… Tony whispered.

Quiet, Nayland Smith snapped.

Then, Moon Flower continued, those awful green eyes of the Master were looking at me. I tried not to see them, but they compelled me to keep my own eyes open. She stopped, sighed, and clutched her fathers arm. I dont remember a thing that happened after that until I woke up in a room somewhere quite near this one. A kind old Chinese woman was telling me that I was all right and that my friends were waiting for me. She brought me to the door.

Give Jeanie a drink, McKay, Nayland Smith said. She needs one. Now, to get back to our problem. Without my radio I can get nothing through to the lama and nothing to Lao Tse-Mung. I dont know when von Wehrner is leaving. Its essential that he have all his plans laid before I can help. This means that I have to get back to Chia-Ting.

When do we start? Tony asked.

As soon as transport and our travel permits are available. But Jeanie doesnt know what its all about. Im leaving it to you, McKay, to explain to her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

It was not long after dawn when Tony and Nayland Smith, driving the Buick Tony had seen before, entered the outskirts of Chia-Ting.

Everybody will be asleep, Tony said. How do we get in?

For the hundredth time he glanced back. He couldnt believe that they werent being followed.

We shall have to wake poor Mrs. Wu. I think thats her name. You do the talking, McKay. Your Chinese is better than mine. And dont waste your energy looking for a tail. There wont be one.

Nayland Smith parked near the house of the hospitable physician who had given them shelter. The usually busy street was deserted. They walked to the door; relentlessly pressed the bell. At last they heard movements, and the doctors old housekeeper opened the door. We are very sorry to disturb you, Tony began. But

The Chinese womans expressionless features melted into a smile. I am so glad to see you, Mr. Chi Foh. The doctor has been very anxious. Where is the nice young Miss?

Tony assured her that the young Miss was very well, and they went in and up to their old quarters. Nayland Smith made a dash to the desk in the living room and took out the two radios they had left there. He strapped one to his wrist, adjusting the tiny dial.

Calling the lama, he said, and a moment later, Nayland Smith here. Regret disturbing you so early… Good… Yes, back at your cousins house. Just one thing. Its urgent. What is the call number of the instrument you got through to von Wehrner? He grabbed a pencil from the desk; listened and scribbled. Good. Now I can move. See you later. Then he turned and said, Good Lord, McKay, get me a drink. Theres still something left in the locker.

He found his pipe and pouch where he had left them, and filled and lighted his old briar. Tony opened the closet which they used as a wine cellar.

Beer or whiskey, Sir Denis?

Beer. Im thirsty. He drank a glass of frothy imported beer. Now for von Wehrner, he muttered.

Tony watched anxiously while Sir Denis twirled the tiny dial, which had figures only a keen eye could distinguish. There was a nerve-racking interval… and no reply.

Nayland Smiths lean face assumed an expression Tony had never seen there before. He cant surely have left already! Sir Denis exclaimed.

Even as he spoke he heard a faint voice.

Von Wehrner? Tony whispered.

Nayland Smith nodded, signaled him to come closer to listen.

Nayland Smith here. Your delay worried me.

I keep my radio hidden. Von Wehrner spoke English with a German accent. I was engaged, and so…

Everything is ready, von Wehrner. When do you leave?

My Russian successor is due tomorrow.

Then we must act tonight.

I fear so. Is it possible?

Yes, Nayland Smith answered. It has to be. How long will it take to make your arrangements?

I have already installed the necessary equipment in each of the buildings. No one can detect it. I have only to connect them with the powerhouse and make contact, and all will be over.

From the time you make contact, how long will you have to get clear?

It is a simple device which controls the contact. I can set it for no longer than thirty minutes. But this should be enough.

What time would suit you best? Give me as long as you can.

Between fifteen minutes after midnight and one a.m. would be best.

Good enough. Have your radio handy. We must keep in constant touch.

Tony stared at Nayland Smith. Does this mean that after getting the manuscript from the lama we are not going to rush it to Fu-Manchu?

Nayland Smith relighted his pipe, which had gone out. It seems unavoidable to me, if Im to carry out my promise to von Wehrner.

But, Sir Denis, Tony blazed, what will become of Moon Flower and her father if things go wrong?

Nayland Smith smoked furiously. That problem has been puzzling me, McKay. But theres a way out. We must drop by here tonight when we return from Niu-fo-tu and leave the thing in your charge. Ill go on to the research station and…

Stop! Thats plain nonsense, Sir Denis. I wont do it!

I was afraid you wouldnt, Nayland Smith remarked dryly.

Tony began to walk up and down in an agitated manner. Then he suddenly spoke out.

I have an idea, he said. If you think its crazy, say so. We shall have to leave the Buick in some place well away from the germ plant. Thats clear. Neither of us knows the route there. The doctor has a car, and a driver who possibly does know the way…

I rather like your idea, Nayland Smith joined in. We take the manuscript with us. Having parked the car, we leave our driver with instructions to wait for us for an agreed time, and then to hurry back to the Generals house and deliver the package. This means waiting here until our host is awake and his chauffeur reports for duty.

I think its worth it, Sir Denis, on both counts.

It was not long before their host, the doctor, whom they rarely saw, knocked on the door and came in. He wore a brown dressing robe over his pyjamas, an outfit which increased his resemblance to his cousin the lama. Like his cousin he spoke perfect English.

How glad I am to see you, Sir Denis, and you, Captain McKay. Your absence began to disturb me.

Nayland Smith apologized for arousing him so early, and then broached the subject of the driver for their midnight journey. We should, of course, pay him handsomely for his services. He would be in no danger, and this will see the last of us. You can sleep in peace.

You may rest assured that Tung will be waiting for you, Sir Denis. He knows the road to Hua-Tzu perfectly. It is a difficult road at night.

Half an hour later they were on their way to Niu-fo-tu.

* * * *

Nayland Smith knew this route well; so did Tony. They had traveled it recently with the lama. They were stopped only once, at Jung. But their papers, issued by the governor of the province, produced polite bows and instant permission to proceed. Sir Denis drove the Buick as though he were competing in an overland race, and they reached Niu-fo-tu in just under three hours.

He pulled up in sight of the gate.

I have been thinking, McKay. To visit the lama openly might be dangerous  for the lama. We still wear Chinese dress. But our visit, coming as we do in an automobile, might reach the ears of Fu-Manchu and result in inquiries. You know the way from here to the back entrance. Off you go. Ill call him and tell him to expect you.

And what are you going to do?

Tinker with the engine until you come back.

Tony grinned and set out at a fast pace for the path he remembered so well; the path on which he had found the abandoned Ford and been attacked in the dark by Nayland Smith who mistook him for an enemy. He found it easily and turned in off the road.

The Ford had disappeared, as he had expected. He passed the spot and a run of a few hundred yards brought him out in sight of that stretch of wasteland upon which the rear windows of the lamas house looked out. Although no one was in sight, he slowed to a walk as he crossed to the door. It was wide open, and he entered without hesitation and went on to the door of the lamas study.

Come in, Captain McKay. Dr. Li Wu Chang, the lama, stood up to greet him. You are indeed welcome.

Its good to see you again. Sir Denis has told you what Ive come for?

The lama held up a sealed package. Here is the cipher manuscript. And here  he indicated a long envelope which lay before him is the result of many hours of labor. I have deliberately held it until it was complete.

What is it? Tony wanted to know.

I have broken the cipher, my son, and this is its translation into English.

Great God, Tony whispered. Thats genius.

Merely acquired knowledge and perseverance. There is no merit in a special talent unless its exercise is of use to others.

Tony dropped down on a stool and faced the lama who had resumed his seat behind the low table. A faint smell of incense pervaded the air.

Tell me first, Doctor, what is this manuscript?

It is a Register of the Order of the Si-Fan, one of the most powerful secret societies in the world. It contains the names of every lodge master in China, some of them men of great influence. It includes the name of the Grand Master, General Huan Tsung-Chao, governor of the province.

Tonys brain was in a whirl.

What is the matter, Captain McKay? the gentle voice asked. I can see that something disturbs you. It may be that I can help you solve the problem.

Tony, without hesitation, told him of Nayland Smiths bargain with Dr. Fu-Manchu. Sir Denis has such a firm sense of honor, he explained finally, that if he knows the cipher has been broken, having said that it was undecipherable, Im uncertain of his reaction.

The lama closed his eyes for a few moments and evidently reflected deeply. Then he spoke again.

Sir Denis is a throwback to the age of chivalry. Your course is clear. Forget what I have told you. Take this decoding of the manuscript, but produce it only when you are all in safety. I consider the overthrow of the arch criminal called Dr. Fu-Manchu above all subtleties of conscience. If I err, the error is all mine. Go, Captain McKay, for I know time is of vital importance to you.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Tony was forever looking at his watch. The hours of waiting in the doctors house at Chia-Ting had been hours of torture. He was so near to Moon Flower, yet so far away; for not mileage but a touch-and-go midnight venture lay between them.

Nayland Smith had called von Wehrner on the secret radio soon after their arrival, but von Wehrner had explained, briefly, that while the technical staff remained he could not safely talk. Now he was free to do so, and Sir Denis, notebook in hand, was riddling him with rapid-fire questions and noting his replies.

They had met Tung who had undertaken to drive them to their dangerous rendezvous. He was a competent-looking lad, not uneducated, who knew little English. He assured them that he knew the road to Hua-Tzu by day or by night.

He was instructed to have the Buick in condition by ten oclock.

Nayland Smith made a final note and turned to Tony.

I have the essential facts, McKay. Youre all strung up. Take a drink while I make a rough sketch.

Tony mixed a drink, lighted a cigarette, and watched Sir Denis making a pencil sketch on a writing pad.

I wonder what youre doing, he said, rather irritably.

Nayland Smith looked up, grinned. Youll be with Jeanie in a few hours, McKay. The symptoms stick out like brass knobs. Simmer down. Come here and let me explain.

Tony crossed and looked down at a crude plan.

This is the back of the enclosure you saw. Here is the bungalow where von Wehrner lives. Notice that its a long way from the only gate, but quite near the wire fence. Here, and here  he indicated two crosses are the spots at which sentries are posted at night. They operate on a circulating system. A moves around to Bs post, B moves on, and so forth, every hour. They all report, one by one, to the sergeant at the gate. All clear?

Tony, now absorbed in the job before them, nodded.

Nayland Smith continued, Have you noticed the weather? Its going to be a cloudy night. The fence, of course, is devastatingly electrified. But von Wehrner will switch the juice off. Hell join us here. He marked a point midway between the two crosses.

What about the wire fence? Are we taking ladders?

Von Wehrner has made his own. Cord, with bamboo rungs. Easily tossed over the fence. Any questions?

No  except where do we park the Buick? Beyond the village theres no road I know of. The Russian camp isnt far up the hill and theres a road from the camp to the research station. But even if we could reach it, we dont dare use it.

Too bad. We shall have to walk there and back.

* * * *

At ten oclock they were on their way; Tung at the wheel, Sir Denis and Tony seated behind.

We cant use our radio until this mans out of the way, Tony whispered.

I dont intend to do so, Nayland Smith responded. Have you noticed the weather?

Yes. Theres a hell of a thunderstorm brewing. Well probably be drenched.

Nayland Smith was silent; began to charge his pipe.

Tony thought hard. There were many snags to be looked for. If the storm broke, a flash of lightning might reveal them to the sentries. There were many other disastrous possibilities.

As though a dam had burst in the sky, rain crashed down onto the roof of the car. In a white blaze of lightning he saw the road ahead. It led up into the hills and was little more than a goat track which no sane motorist would have fancied even in ideal weather. Now, it had become a raging cataract.

A crash of thunder exploded like a bomb. Tony glanced at Nayland Smith. He was lighting his pipe. The Chinese driver held steadily on his course, axle-deep in water.

I presume that this car belongs to General Huan, but I dont want it to break down all the same, Sir Denis remarked in his dry way.

The deluge ceased as suddenly as it had begun. The next roar of phantom artillery was further away, the lightning less blinding. The storm was passing eastward. They had crossed the crest of the rocky hill, and Tony, in a moment of illumination, saw a densely wooded valley below.

They descended a road winding through trees, the driver picking his way by the aid of powerful headlights. The road brought them finally to the bank of a running stream, and here the driver suddenly slowed down.

This is Hua-Tzu, sir. Do you wish me to drive through?

* * * *

Tony and Nayland Smith stepped out on the muddy track. I think, Tony said, peering around in the gloom, it might be wiser to park the car right here. The path to the Russian camp starts at the further end of the village street, I remember.

Good, Nayland Smith said as he glanced at the illuminated dial of his wrist watch and instructed Tony to switch off the headlights. Park here somewhere  he spoke Chinese to the driver near the roadside, and for your life dont be seen. Here is the parcel you have to deliver to General Huan. Does your watch keep good time?

Yes, sir.

Then you understand  you wait for us until three oclock. If were not here by three, you start for the governors house. For Gods sake dont fall asleep!

I understand. I shall not fall asleep.

Now lets find a spot to hide the car.

They explored back up the slope, and Tony found an opening in a plantation of alders wide enough to admit the Buick. Tung brought the car up and backed in.

Smoke if you like, Sir Denis told him. But stamp your cigarette out if anybody comes near.

I understand.

And so they left Tung and moved on.

* * * *

Not a single light showed in the one straggling street of the riverside village. They reached the path which Tony remembered without meeting anything human or animal, and began to climb the hill toward the Russian camp. Through a rift in the racing clouds the moon peeped out for a few seconds, and Tony saw the group of huts just ahead.

Here we start roughing it, he said.

They turned left into a tangle of scrub and made a detour around the camp, in which, as in the village, no light was visible. Above the camp, Tony led the way back to the rough road which connected the camp with the research plant. They stayed on the road during darkness, but ducked into cover whenever the moon broke through.

We must be near the gate now, Tony decided after a while. Better stick in the rough and work our way left.

In this way, in sudden moonlight, they had their first view of the wired enclosure and of the hut beside the gate. There was a light in the window of the hut. Beyond, they could see the group of buildings.

I went no further than this, Tony reported. To get around to the other side well have to explore, keeping well out of sight.

Good enough, Nayland Smith agreed. Lets hope theres cover all the way.

There was, until the time they sighted the first sentry. He was squatting on the ground, smoking. Just beyond was a patch of coarse grass which offered no cover at all. They had to creep further away from the fence before they found bushes. Kept on their circular course only by rare bursts of moonlight, they passed the third sentry, who was asleep, and Nayland Smith looked at his watch.

Were there. And its just twelve oclock. We have to wait for the sentries to change over. He lay flat.

As they rested there, they heard the sound of a distant whistle from the direction of the gate. Soon there were footsteps, voices. Then one of the guards tramped past and disappeared.

I wonder if the sergeant ever does a round of inspection, Nayland Smith murmured. Better wait and make sure.

They waited for some time, but heard and saw nothing. During a spell of moonlight, Tony had a clear view of the upper part of a hut nestling amid bamboos. It stood less than fifty yards from the wire fence.

I suppose thats where von Wehrner lives, Sir Denis?

According to my notes, it is. He described it as roughly midway between two of the points where guards are posted. Ill try to get him, now. When we know hes starting, we must crawl over to the fence and lie in that tangle of long grass and weeds which borders the wire. Come nearer to shield me from the guard to the south of us. I must have light to see the dial.

Tony did so, and Nayland Smith shone a momentary light from a flashlight on the dial of his wrist-radio, then switched it off. Tony crouched close beside him, listening intently.

Presently they heard the faint voice of Dr. von Wehrner. Im waiting in the powerhouse, Sir Denis. If youre ready, Ill make the connection, run back to my bungalow and get what I want, then steal through the bamboos to join you.

Wait until clouds cover the moon, Nayland Smith warned.

Trust me to be careful.

Phew! Nayland Smith breathed. So far, all according to plan.

Tony experienced a feeling of exultation and tingling apprehension. Storm clouds were sweeping the sky. Shall we move over, Sir Denis?

Yes. Crawl. And lie flat if the moon breaks through. Their dingy-hued Chinese clothes were admirable camouflage, and they crept across into the tangle of undergrowth fringing the fence without difficulty.

They had no sooner reached this cover when, from the direction of the distant gate, came the sound of a choking scream. It broke off suddenly, as if the one who screamed had been swiftly silenced.

What the devils that? Nayland Smith growled.

Whatever it was it had alerted the sentries to their right and left. Two shouts came simultaneously. Then one of the voices shouted alone, and silence fell.

I wish I knew Russian, Tony muttered.

So do I, Nayland Smith said. But it doesnt matter. The men arent moving. We darent use a light out here. So I cant call von Wehrner. We can only wait and hope for the best.

They lay there, waiting and listening.

To Tony, keyed up to a high pitch, it seemed that every passing minute was ten times as long. Presently he became conscious of a vague, muffled tumult from somewhere inside the wired enclosure.

You hear it? Nayland Smith whispered. God knows whats going on, but Im sure its something we dont want.

Through a break in the clouds, moonlight peeped out for a few fleeting seconds. Tony stared anxiously into the bamboo plantation masking von Wehrners bungalow, but saw nothing. The muted, indescribable disturbance continued.

Darkness again.

Sir Denis! It was a husky whisper.

Von Wehrner!

Move a few yards to your left. Im throwing a weighted line across. Be quick.

Tonys heart leapt with excitement as they quickly scuffled toward the spot where a shadowy figure now appeared on the other side of the fence. When they reached the spot, they heard von Wehrners voice.

Heres the line, he told them. Catch it and pull.

Some heavy object was thrown over the fence. It almost fell into Tonys hands. He grabbed it  a bronze paperweight  and pulled on the line to which it was tied. He had the end of a rope ladder in his hands when it struck.

Stop pulling, von Wehrner said hoarsely. He seemed to be in a state of panic. Youll break the ladder. Hold it fast. Im coming over.

Hurry, Nayland Smith urged softly. I think the moons breaking through.

He and Tony hung on to the end of the ladder as von Wehrner mounted on the other side. Astride the top of the fence, he tossed a briefcase into the tangled grass near Tony, and turned and groped for a rung of the ladder. Faint moonlight through the tail of a racing cloud began to dilute the darkness.

Stand clear.

As they released their hold, von Wehrner dropped beside them.

Lie flat down, Nayland Smith whispered. We must chance the ladder.

They were none too soon, for just then the moon burst fully out from a patch of starry sky, and it seemed to Tony that the landscape was drenched in silvery light, that the ladder hanging from the fence must surely be seen.

The next few minutes were among the most nerve-racking of the night. Von Wehrner was gasping. He began to speak in a low, breathless voice.

I had made the connection in the powerhouse… hurried back to the bungalow. I went in, using a flashlight. On my desk I had left the ladder, carefully rolled, in a black canvas bag, and my briefcase… I heard padding footsteps behind me.

He stopped, listening. They were all listening. That indefinable disturbance continued, but no sound came from the sentries. The moon was becoming veiled again. Nayland Smith passed his flask to von Wehrner, who accepted it gratefully. After he handed it back he began to speak again.

I had a dreadful sense of chill. Physical. Something cold was behind me. You will think I am mad. I picked up an old lancet which lay there. I use it as a pencil sharpener. I turned, and the light of my lamp showed me a gray thing, nearly naked. Its eyes were a dead mans eyes…

It sprang upon me. It was supernaturally cold. The mouth was open in a hideous grin. I was held in a grip of ice. I plunged the lancet into the grinning mouth and upward through the soft palate. The creature relaxed and I was able to struggle free. For heavens sake, what was it?

I know what it was, Nayland Smith remarked grimly. And it means we have to move  fast! Dark enough now. Crawl after me, Doctor.

As they crept across the open ground to the cover beyond, Tony knew, too, what it was. Fu-Manchu had chosen that night to raid the research station. He understood, at last, the muffled disturbance which filled the night. The place had been taken over by Cold Men  necropolites.

They had not reached cover long when there was evidence that the Cold Men were outside as well as inside. A shriek, instantly stifled, came from the direction of the sentry on the south.

Back the way we came, Nayland Smith spoke between clenched teeth. And God help us now.

Then began the detour around the plant by which they had come. Von Wehrner had recovered from the horror of an encounter with a Cold Man and they made good going. Once, Tony heard von Wehrner mutter, There was no hemorrhage. And he knew that he was still thinking about the necropolite.

But at last they reached the point where the road from the Russian camp ended before the gate of the enclosure.

The gates open, Nayland Smith said. They must have overpowered the sergeant, and he must have had the key.

Tony found it hard to credit what he saw. Just before a trailing cloud obscured the moon again, a company of gray phantoms became detached from the shadows like floating vapor or evil spirits materializing, and swept into the open gateway.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Whats this? Nayland Smiths voice was grim. They had reached the foot of the path, which came out at one end of the village street. The Russian camp lay behind them silent and evidently undisturbed. On a path of scrub near the river bank a truck was parked.

It wasnt here before, Tony muttered.

Theres probably someone in the cab, Sir Denis muttered. We shall have to find a way behind the houses. The truck must be waiting for the Cold Men.

They discovered the path they were looking for, and they followed it to a point where a bend made it safe to return to the crooked street. They had just done so and were headed for the spot where Tung awaited them, when something happened which brought them to a sudden halt.

A piercing scream came from the other end of the village.

Mahmud!… Master! Help! Help!

The cry was checked in a significant way.

It was the Japanese, Matsukata, Tony spoke in a hushed voice. What the devil does it mean?

It means, Nayland Smith explained savagely, that hells let loose. Matsukata has lost control of the Cold Men. No time to talk. Listen!

They heard the grating roar of a heavy engine starting.

It is the big truck, von Wehrner said hoarsely.

Back into cover! Sir Denis ordered. Theres just time.

They ran back to the opening between two small houses from which they had just come out, as the heavy vehicle appeared along the street. Tony tried to see the man in the cab, but failed to identify him. And as the truck passed, from its interior came a sort of muffled chant: Looma! Looma!

Shocked into silence, they saw the vehicle with its load of living-dead demons speeding up the winding road.

All three were listening in tense suspense. But when the sound of the motor died away in the distance their tension relaxed.

They have passed Tung. Sir Denis sighed with relief. Come on. This place isnt healthy.

* * * *

Tung was waiting in the plantation of alders, and Tony felt so relieved that he wanted to cheer.

A big truck, the man reported, passed here soon after you left. It has just passed again. Soon after the first time, a small car also went by. It has not returned.

Tung drove the Buick onto the road, and in a short time they were on their way. Their driver did his best on the gradient, for Tony had urged him to hurry. Nayland Smith consulted his watch.

We made a record coming down, von Wehrner. Just twenty-seven minutes since we picked you up.

I was delayed joining you. I set the clock for thirty minutes. But those creatures who entered the plant may have…

His words were drowned in a shattering explosion that shook the solid earth. All four wheels momentarily left the surface, then dropped back with a sickening thud. Storm clouds, still moving overhead, became ruddy as though a setting sun burned under them. Fiery fragments began to fall in the road and on the roof of the car.

First class show, von Wehrner, Nayland Smith grinned.

Two things are worrying me, Tony broke in, staring back at the raging inferno which had been the Soviet research centre. Why did Matsukata yell for Mahmud and the Master? Was Mahmud the driver of the car Tung saw? In that case, Dr. Fu-Manchu was at the plant when we left! The other thing  whos driving the truck and where are they going?

Sir Denis began to fill his pipe before replying. I think its probable that Fu-Manchu may have followed on. These unhappy creatures he has created are very near to jungle beasts. And the jungle becomes strangely disturbed during an electric storm.

You think, von Wehrner asked, that these living-dead have gone berserk and overcome their controllers?

I do. I think that Dr. Fu-Manchu, tonight, has overreached himself. Hitherto, I suppose, he has used these ghastly zombies for solo performances, such as the affair at Lao Tse-Mungs house, when it has been possible for Matsukata to maintain control. But a party of necropolites poses a different problem  particularly in a thunderstorm.

Then you do believe, Tony questioned eagerly, that Fu-Manchu was there tonight in person?

I have said that I think it probable. What is certain is that a party of Cold Men  we dont know how many  has taken charge of the truck and taken Matsukata along with them. Im worried.

Where are they going? Tony asked, blankly.

Thats just what disturbs me.

The drive back was all too long for Tony. Already he was living in the future and paid little attention to a conversation, in low tones, between Sir Denis and von Wehrner. They had carried out their part of the bargain, for they had the cipher manuscript, and if Dr. Fu-Manchu was the man of his word which Nayland Smith believed him to be  they were free.

They could all return to Hong Kong for his wedding.

His pleasant musing had lasted a long time. Von Wehrner had become silent. Nayland Smiths pipe was smoked. The storm clouds had quite disappeared, and in bright moonlight he saw that they had nearly reached the main gate of General Huans house.

I was afraid of this, Sir Denis said grimly. Look!

The long gray truck stood before the gate.

* * * *

Gods mercy! Nayland Smith whispered. Truly, hells on the rampage tonight.

The truck driver lay slumped in his cab. He was dead.

Whats happened? Tony cried out. We must get into the house!

Im afraid the gate is locked, von Wehrner spoke in a note of despair.

Wait!

Nayland Smith was opening the rear door of the truck.

Matsukata lay prone on the floor inside.

Get him out, Sir Denis called. Lend a hand, McKay. Together they got the limp body out. Dr. von Wehrner, this is your job. Tell me, is he alive?

The German biologist bent over the Japanese, examined him briefly, and nodded.

They are tough, these Japanese. It is extreme nervous exhaustion. Is your flask empty, Sir Denis?

It wasnt. And the doctor went to work to revive Matsukata.

McKay, Nayland Smith said, supporting the inert body. There must be some kind of bell, or something, to arouse the gate porter. Tung may know.

But Tung knew of no bell, so he began to rattle the bars and shout.

Open the gate! Open the gate!

He was still shouting when a light sprang up in the lodge, and a door was unlocked. An old man looked out, cautiously.

Quick. Let us in.

It is Dr. Matsukata, Tony called in Chinese. We have business with his Excellency.

The ancient porter came to the gate. Gladly, for the place is taken over by demons! He peered about, fearfully. I saw them, leaping over the wall.

He opened the heavy gate almost at the moment that Matsukata revived enough to speak.

They meant to kill me, he whispered. They forced the driver to take the truck to the clinic. I was helpless. They can communicate with one another in some way. I knew this. They acted together. They got at the store of Looma. They drank it all. Then they forced the driver to come here. I do not know why they compelled me to come. Perhaps to torture me. From the roof of the truck they sprang over into the governors garden. All of them, like apes. I know no more, except that the Master…

Matsukata passed out again.

McKay and Tung carried him into the gate lodge. Then Tung drove the car in and the gate was relocked. Dr. von Wehrner volunteered to look after Matsukata, and Tony and Nayland Smith started off toward the house.

Tony saw that every window in the lodge building was lighted.

Whats this? he muttered.

My guess is that the Cold Men are inside. Looting. Nayland Smith spoke rapidly. By the way, hide your radio.

He began to run. So did Tony.

A gong hung on the flower-draped terrace before the main door. Nayland Smith struck it a blow with the butt of his revolver.

Before the vibration had died away, the big, heavy door was thrown open, and a terrifying figure stood before them; a lean, muscular figure of a man wearing a shirt of chain mail, baggy trousers and some kind of metal helmet. He held a heavy sword having a curved blade from which certain stains had been imperfectly removed!

You are welcome, gentlemen.

It was General Huan Tsung-Chao!

As the door was reclosed, Tony glanced around the lighted lobby with its exquisite tapestries, trophies, and arms, from one of which, he guessed, General Huan had taken his queer equipment. Nayland Smith was staring at the general in an odd way.

I can assure you, Sir Denis, the old soldier said in his excellent English, that I have not taken leave of my senses. But my house was invaded some time ago by creatures not of this world. My steward, an excellent and faithful servant, detecting one of them entering through a window, shot him. The thing ignored the wound, sprang on my steward, and strangled him!

The Cold Men, Nayland Smith commented. What did you do?

I ordered the resident staff to lock themselves in their quarters, and took the same precautions with my guests, Dr. Cameron-Gordon and his daughter. I locked the door of their apartment.

Thank God for that! Tony breathed with relief.

Some of the creatures, General Huan went on in unruffled calm, had obtained knives. Hence this. He tapped the shirt of mail. It was worn by an ancestor many centuries ago. I called for aid from Chia-Ting and was interrupted by one of the gray horrors, who attacked me with a dagger. They are apparently immune to bullets, but I am a saber expert and I struck the things head off without difficulty.

Tony recalled with horror the same feat performed by the executioner in the prison yard at Chia-Ting.

Listen, Nayland Smith snapped.

A faint sound of maniacal laughter sent an icy chill down Tonys spine.

Some of them are upstairs, General Huan declared. They move like shadows. I beheaded another in the wine cellar. The creature was pouring a rare Château dYquem down his throat. But there are more to be accounted for. This imbecile laughter

A stifled shriek checked him.

Moon Flower! Tony shouted. Lead me to her!

But that strange figure of a medieval Chinese warrior already led the way. Before a door carved in fanciful geometrical designs, he halted and took a key from a pocket in his baggy trousers. He threw the door open.

It was as if he had opened a refrigerator. Through a window with a balcony outside Tony saw the starry sky, and knew immediately how the Cold Men had got in. The room was a scene of crazy disorder. Dr. Cameron-Gordon lay face down by the window.

A necropolite  a gray, corpselike figure  was forcing Moon Flower back onto a divan; his lean left arm locked around her. She was past speech, but her feeble moans stung Tony to fighting madness. With his right hand the Cold Man stripped the clothing from her shoulders, pressing his loathsome lips to the soft curves he found.

Tony leapt forward and pumped three bullets into the Cold Mans sinewy gray shoulder. The creature uttered no cry of pain, but its left arm relaxed and then fell limply. Moon Flower staggered back, collapsing on the cushioned divan.

As Nayland Smith sprang forward, the Cold Man turned, a murderous grin on its face.

Oblige me by stepping aside, gentlemen, General Huan cried in a tone of command.

Both twisted around, astounded by the words and the manner.

General Huan thrust himself before them. The necropolite plucked a knife from his loincloth. And at that same moment the long, curved blade of the great sword whistled through the air  and the grinning head rolled on the rug-covered floor. The trunk collapsed slowly, then slumped over.

See, General Huan held up the blade. No more blood than if one carved a fish. The creatures are not human.

* * * *

Cameron-Gordon had been stunned by a blow on his skull from the Cold Man who had silently entered through the window. Tony knelt beside the divan whispering soothing words to Moon Flower. Her experience with a necropolite had brought her to the verge of hysteria, a feminine weakness which she despised.

The icy remains of her attacker, in two parts, had been removed before she recovered from the faint, and General Huan had gone to call those male members of his staff who slept in the servants annex to assist in the search for the Cold Men still at large.

Assured by Cameron-Gordon that he had suffered no physical injury, Nayland Smith jumped up and glanced quizzically at Tony.

Come on, McKay, he called. Jeanie will be all right now with her father. Weve got to get downstairs.

Close those shutters, Tony called to Cameron-Gordon as he started, and lock the door after us.

Their assistance proved to be unnecessary, however. Matsukata, fully restored, and Dr. von Wehrner, on their way to the house, had almost stumbled over several Cold Men lying in a state of coma induced by a surfeit of looted food and wine. Another, making his exit in the same way from an upstairs window, had fallen on his head and lay unconscious on a tiled path.

Matsukatas manner was furtive. From the way in which he glanced at von Wehrner, Tony knew that there were questions he wanted to ask, and from the way he avoided meeting Nayland Smiths eyes, that there were inquiries he didnt want to answer. In fact, he seemed to be half dazed.

* * * *

In the light of early morning, Nayland Smith and Tony sat in Huan Tsung-Chaos study, the room with the large lacquered desk. General Huan was seated behind the desk.

Isnt it remarkable, General, Sir Denis asked, that Dr. Fu-Manchu should have chosen last night for an attempt on the Soviet station? I had supposed the return of the manuscript before you to be of paramount interest. General Huan rested his hand on the parchment-bound Si-Fan Register.

It is of great interest to me, also, Sir Denis. But the Master accepted your word that it would be restored as you accepted his that you and your friends should be free to leave. His reason for moving last night was that he feared the replacement of Dr. von Wehrner might result in more stringent precautions being taken.

You tell me you have no news of him. This I dont understand.

The lined, remarkable old face relaxed in a smile.

There are many things, Sir Denis, concerning your own part in the affair which I do not understand. The Cold Men, in three parties, were instructed, hypnotically, to obey Mahmud  a former sergeant-major of the French-Algerian infantry. Contrary to my advice, the Master  aware that these awful creatures are strangely affected by electric storms  set out shortly after Dr. Matsukata and Mahmud to take personal charge.

He paused, and very deliberately took a pinch of snuff.

Dr. Matsukata tells me that the third party, whom he held in reserve, revolted. You are aware of what occurred later. You have scrupulously carried out your undertaking, Sir Denis, and I have arranged suitable transport for all of you, as the Master authorized me to do. I have included Dr. von Wehrner, whose presence in your party is one of the things I do not understand. He smiled again, a sly smile. If you should call at Lung Chang, please give my best wishes to a mutual friend there. You will be provided with papers ensuring your free passage.

Many hours later, in Lao Tse-Mungs library, a setting sun gleamed on the many bound volumes, cabinets, and rare porcelain. Moon Flower was curled up on a cushioned settee; Tonys glance lingered on her adoringly. Their courteous host had personally conducted his old friend, Cameron-Gordon, and the unexpected guest, von Wehrner, to their apartments, and Nayland Smith lay back in a big rest chair, relighting his pipe and looking gloriously at ease.

Is it possible, Sir Denis, that Dr. Fu-Manchu is dead? Tony asked suddenly.

Nayland Smith looked up at him, match in hand. Judging from long experience, highly improbable.

Because, it would be rather a pity, in view of something I have here. He pulled out the long envelope containing the translation of the cipher manuscript. The lama advised me not to show it to you until we were out of danger.

What the devil is it? Sir Denis questioned, and took the envelope from Tony.

Its the lamas deciphering of the manuscript.

What! Nayland Smith blew the match out in the nick of time, leapt to his feet. This is incredible.

A list, the lama told me, of every Si-Fan lodge master in China  some of them prominent persons  including General Huan!

Nayland Smith dropped back in his chair.

I said, McKay, when you recovered the thing from André Skobolov, that I believed it to be the most powerful weapon against Fu-Manchu which I ever held in my hands. An understatement. It will shatter his dream empire!


The Short Story Collections
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George Robey, for whom Rohmer wrote songs and sketches while working for music halls


TALES OF SECRET EGYPT
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Rohmer does a more than creditable job in this short story collection in bringing to life the world of Egypt in all its mysterious beauty. It was published in 1918 by Methuen and in the US in 1919 by McKinlay, Stone and McKenzie, four years after The Romance of Sorcery, and it reflects Rohmers continuing interest in Egypt, its history and its culture.

The descriptions of Egypt, its street life, people and even criminal underworld, all come across as vivid and realistic, and must have impressed a war-weary readership with their exotic ambience; the same could apply today, as the majority of modern readers will have no real idea what the Egypt of the early twentieth-century is like. In the first story alone, familiar references to tourists of Cook Ltd, the travel company, and the fact that the narrator is an ordinary businessman from Birmingham living happily in Egypt, make the Western reader feel at home straight away. Minarets, calls to prayer, jewellery bazaars, coffee houses and friendships with local people all add to the picture of an exotic land. For the Western presence in Cairo, Shepheards was the hotel to stay in, and it was so ubiquitous that it features in most of Rohmers Egyptian tales, including this collection of stories. 

In the opening story, The Yashmak of Pearls, an innocent English businessman named Kernaby gets caught up in the affairs of his Egyptian friend Ali Mohammed, who must return a wooden box containing a beautiful pearl encrusted yashmak to a lady to save himself from the wrath of the magician Abu Tabah. The lady to whom Kernaby was to deliver the box is named Shahmarah, former dancing girl and courtesan, and formerly a favourite of the notorious Yussuf Bey. In order to access Shahmarah, Kernaby must disguise himself as an old woman to access her apartments, and having successfully done this, he comes face to face with the famous beauty and is not disappointed. However, things are not as straightforward as they at first seem. Abu Tabah makes Kernaby another offer and he must decide how much his loyalty to his friend Ali Mohammed means to him.

Other stories continue with the first person narrative that Rohmer always seems to favour in his fiction; in The Secret of Ismail more nationalities are introduced in the form of the businessman of Greek and Cretan parentage, who lives in Egypt and who in the opening of the tale, is encamped at the Wadi Araba waiting to meet an old business contact, Abdul Moharli. Moharli has a secret  the secret of Ismail  he wishes to share with the narrator, but before he can, his tongue is ripped out. Undeterred, our hero decides to go off in search of the hidden oasis where the Secret of Ismail can be discovered.

In the Valley of the Sorceress returns to another of Rohmers pet topics: archaeology. The story centres on the ancient Queen Hatasu, whose legacy was ruthlessly removed by her successors. No images or statues of her survived the obliteration, and her cartouche (the equivalent of a royal seal, with her name on it) removed from every item it adorned. Assistant-Inspector Neville of Antiquities was of the opinion that Hatasu was a sorceress and that was why she was despised after her death. Attempts to open up her tomb were met with fear, resistance and violence; the archaeologist that came closest to doing it ended up dead and the excavation back-filled to prevent entry. The narrator, another archaeologist named Edward Neville, resolves to solve the Hatasu mystery once and for all, and sets off for the desert himself, but his expedition also faces sinister challenges…

The stories continue in this vein, taking the modern reader back to an age of colonialism, mystery and superstition. One pleasing aspect of the tales is the way in which the Western characters slot in perfectly with their Egyptian hosts. There is no blatant racism on the part of the numerous narrators, who have clearly assimilated well into this strange and alluring culture  as indeed in real life many Westerners settled and worked in all parts of the world. 

This is a pleasant collection of stories with the characteristic Rohmer choice of adventures and themes, and they are more than entertaining enough to while away the hours or to dip in to as a holiday read. One rather irritating affectation of Rohmers is to indicate the ethnic background of the Egyptians characters by having them say thee, thou, hath and so on, making them sound more like seventeenth century Quakers than exotic inhabitants of a romantic setting! If the reader can overcome this small setback, they will be rewarded with some classic Rohmer.
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PART I. TALES OF ABÛ TABÂH


THE YASHMAK OF PEARLS

The duhr, or noonday call to prayer, had just sounded from the minarets of the Mosques of Kalaûn and En-Nasîr, and I was idly noting the negligible effect of the adan upon the occupants of the neighboring shops  coppersmiths for the most part  when suddenly my errant attention became arrested.

A mendicant of unwholesome aspect crouched in the shadow of the narrow gateway at the entrance to the Sûk es-Saîgh, or gold and silver bazaar, having his one serviceable eye fixed in a malevolent stare upon something or someone immediately behind me.

It is part and parcel of my difficult profession to subdue all impulses and to think before acting. I sipped my coffee and selected a fresh cigarette from the silver box upon the rug beside me. In this interval I had decided that the one-eyed mendicant cherished in his bosom an implacable and murderous hatred for my genial friend, Ali Mohammed, the dealer in antiques; that he was unaware of my having divined his bloody secret; and that if I would profit by my accidental discovery, I must continue to feign complete ignorance of it.

Turning casually to Ali Mohammed, I was startled to observe the expression upon his usually immobile face: he was positively gray, and I thought I detected a faint rattling sound, apparently produced by his teeth; his eyes were set as if by hypnosis upon the uncleanly figure huddled in the shadow of the low gate.

You are unwell, my friend, I said.

Ali Mohammed shook his head feebly, removed his eyes by a palpable effort from the watcher in the gateway, but almost instantly reverted again to that fixed and terrified scrutiny.

Not at all, Kernaby Pasha, he chattered; not in the least.

He passed a hand rapidly over a brow wet with perspiration, and moistened his lips, which were correspondingly dry. I determined upon a diplomatic tour de force; I looked him squarely in the face.

For some reason, I said distinctly, you are in deadly fear of the wall-eyed mendicant who is sitting by the gate of the Sûk es-Saîgh, O Ali Mohammed, my friend.

I turned with assumed carelessness. The beggar of murderous appearance had vanished, and Ali Mohammed was slowly recovering his composure. I knew that I must act quickly, or he would deny with the urbane mendacity of the Egyptian all knowledge of the one-eyed one; therefore  

Acquaint me with the reason of your apprehensions, I said, at the same time offering him one of his own cigarettes; it may be that I can assist you.

A moment he hesitated, glancing doubtfully in the direction of the gate and back to my face; then  

It is one of the people of Tîr, he whispered, bending close to my ear; of the evil ginn who are the creatures of Abû Tabâh.

I was puzzled and expressed my doubt in words.

Alas, replied Ali Mohammed, the Imám Abû Tabâh is neither a man nor an official; he is a magician.

Indeed! then you speak of one bearing the curious name of Abû Tabâh, who is at once the holder of a holy office and also one who has dealings with the ginn and the Efreets. This is strange, Ali Mohammed, my friend.

It is strange and terrible, he whispered, and I fear that my path is beset with pitfalls and slopeth down to desolation. He pronounced the Takbîr, Alláhu akbar! and uttered the words Hadeed! yá mashûm! (Iron! thou unlucky!), a potent invocation, as the ginns dread of that metal is well known. There are things of which one may not speak, he declared; and this is one of them.

Sorely puzzled as I was by this most mysterious happening, yet, because of the pious words of my friend, I knew that the incident was closed so far as confidences were concerned; and I presently took my departure, my mind filled with all sorts of odd conjectures by which I sought to explain the matter. I was used to the superstitions of that quarter where almost every gate and every second street has its guardian ginnee, but who and what was Abû Tabâh? An Imám, apparently, though to what mosque attached Ali Mohammed had not mentioned. And why did Ali Mohammed fear Abû Tabâh?

So my thoughts ran, more or less ungoverned, whilst I made my way through streets narrow and tortuous in the direction of the Rondpoint du Mûski. I saw no more of the wall-eyed mendicant; but in a court hard by the Mosque of el-Ashraf I found myself in the midst of a squabbling crowd of natives surrounding someone whom I gathered, from the direction of their downward glances, to be prone upon the ground. Since the byways of the Sûk el-Attârin are little frequented by Europeans, at midday, I thrust my way into the heart of the throng, thinking that some stray patron of Messrs. Cook and Son (Egypt, Ltd.) might possibly have got into trouble or have been overcome by the heat.

Who or what lay at the heart of that gathering I never learned. I was still some distance from the centre of the disturbance when an evil-smelling sack was whipped over my head and shoulders from behind, a hand clapped upon my mouth and jaws; and, lifted in muscular arms, I found myself being borne inarticulate down stone steps, as I gathered from the sound, into some cool cellar-like place.

II

In my capacity as Egyptian representative of Messrs. Moses, Murphy & Co., of Birmingham, I have sometimes found myself in awkward corners; but in Cairo, whether the native or European quarter, I had hitherto counted myself as safe as in London and safer than in Paris. The unexpectedness of the present outrage would have been sufficient to take my breath away without the agency of the filthy sack, which had apparently contained garlic at some time and now contained my head.

I was deposited upon a stone-paved floor and my wrists were neatly pinioned behind me by one of my captors, whilst another hung on to my ankles. The sack was raised from my body but not from my face; and whilst a hand was kept firmly pressed over the region of my mouth, nimble fingers turned my pockets inside out. I assumed at first that I had fallen into the clutches of some modern brethren of the famous Forty, but when my purse, note-case, pocket-book, and other belongings were returned to me, I realized that something more underlay this attempt than the mere activity of a gang of footpads.

At this conclusion I had just arrived when the stinking sack was pulled off entirely and I found myself sitting on the floor of a small and very dark cellar. Beside me, holding the sack in his huge hands, stood a pock-marked negro of most repulsive appearance, and before me, his slim, ivory-colored hands crossed and resting upon the head of an ebony cane, was a man, apparently an Egyptian, whose appearance had something so strange about it that the angry words which I had been prepared to utter died upon my tongue and I sat staring mutely into the face of my captor; for I could not doubt that the outrage had been dictated by this mans will.

He was, then, a young man, probably under thirty, with perfectly chiseled features and a slight black moustache. He wore a black gibbeh, and a white turban, and brown shoes upon his small feet. His face was that of an ascetic, nor had I ever seen more wonderful and liquid eyes; in them reposed a world of melancholy; yet his red lips were parted in a smile tender as that of a mother. Inclining his head in a gesture of gentle dignity, this man  whom I hated at sight  addressed me in Arabic.

I am desolated, he said, and there is no comfort in my heart because of that which has happened to you by my orders. If it is possible for me to recompense you by any means within my power, command and you shall find a slave.

He was poisonously suave. Beneath the placid exterior, beneath the sugar-lipped utterances, in the deeps of the gazelle-like eyes, was hid a cold and remorseless spirit for which the mans silken demeanor was but a cloak. I hated him more and more. But my trade  for I do not blush to own myself a tradesman  has taught me caution. My ankles were free, it is true, but my hands were still tied behind me and over me towered the hideous bulk of the negro. This might be modern Cairo, and no doubt there were British troops quartered at the Citadel and at the Kasr en-Nîl; probably there was a native policeman, a representative of twentieth-century law and order, somewhere in the maze of streets surrounding me: but, in the first place, I was at a physical disadvantage, in the second place I had reasons for not desiring unduly to intrude my affairs upon official notice, and in the third place some hazy idea of what might be behind all this business had begun to creep into my mind.

Have I the pleasure, I said, and electing to speak, not in Arabic but in English, of addressing the Imám Abû Tabâh?

I could have sworn that despite his amazing self-control the man started slightly; but the lapse, if lapse it were, was but momentary. He repeated the dignified obeisance of the head  and answered me in English as pure as my own.

I am called Abû Tabâh, he said; and if I assure you that my discourteous treatment was dictated by a mistaken idea of duty, and if I offer you this explanation as the only apology possible, will you permit me to untie your hands and call an arabîyeh to drive you to your hotel?

No apology is necessary, I assured him. Had I returned direct to Shepheards I should have arrived too early for luncheon; and the odor of garlic, which informed the sack that your zeal for duty caused to be clapped upon my head, is one for which I have a certain penchant if it does not amount to a passion.

Abû Tabâh smiled, inclined his head again, and slightly raising the ebony cane indicated my pinioned wrists, at the same time glancing at the negro. In a trice I was unbound and once more upon my feet. I looked at the dilapidated door which gave access to the cellar, and I made a rapid mental calculation of the approximate weight in pounds of the large negro; then I looked hard at Abû Tabâh  who smilingly met my glance.

Any one of my servants, he said urbanely, who wait in the adjoining room, will order you an arabîyeh.

III

When the card of Ali Mohammed was brought to me that evening, my thoughts instantly flew to the wall-eyed mendicant of the Sûk en-Nahhasîn, and to Abû Tabâh, the sugar-lipped. I left the pleasant company of the two charming American ladies with whom I had been chatting on the terrace and joined Ali Mohammed in the lounge.

Without undue preamble he poured his tale of woe into my sympathetic ears. He had been lured away from his shop later that afternoon, and, in his absence, someone had ransacked the place from floor to roof. That night on his way to his abode, somewhere out Shubra direction I understood, he had been attacked and searched, finally to reach his house and to find there a home in wild disorder.

I fear for my life, he whispered and glanced about the lounge in blackest apprehension; yet where in all Cairo may I find an intermediary whom I can trust? Suppose, he pursued, and dropped his voice yet lower, that a commission of ten per cent  say, one hundred pounds, English  were to be earned, should you care, Kernaby Pasha, to earn it?

I assured him that I should regard such a proposal with the utmost affection.

It would be necessary, he continued, for you to disguise yourself as an aged woman and to visit the harêm of a certain wealthy Bey. I have a ring which must be shown to the bowwab at the gate of the harêm gardens upon which you would knock three times slowly and then twice rapidly. You would collect the thousand ginêh agreed upon and would deliver to a certain lady a sandalwood box, the possession of which endangers my life and has brought about me the hosts of Abû Tabâh the magician.

So the head of the cat was out of the bag at last. But there was more to come and it was not a proposition to plunge at, as I immediately perceived; and I parted from Ali Mohammed upon the prudent understanding that I should acquaint him with my decision on the morrow.

The terrace of Shepheards was deserted, when, having escorted my visitor to the door, he made his way down into the Shâria Kâmel Pasha. Two white-robed figures who looked like hotel servants, and a little nondescript group of natives, stood at the foot of the steps. At the instant that doubt entered my mind and too late to warn the worthy Ali Mohammed, the group parted to give him passage; then ... a terrific scuffle was in progress and one of the wealthiest merchants of the Mûski was being badly hustled.

I ran down the steps, the carriage-despatcher and some other officials, whom the disturbance had aroused from their secret lairs, appearing almost simultaneously. As I reached the street, out from the feet of the wrestling throng, like a football from a scrum, rolled a neat tarbûsh.

Automatically I stooped and picked it up. Its weight surprised me. Then, glancing inside the tarbûsh, I perceived that a little oblong box, together with a quaint signet ring, were ingeniously attached to the crown by means of silk threads tied around the knot of the tassel. I glanced rapidly about me. I, alone, had seen the cap roll out upon the pavement.

A hard jerk, and I had the box and the ring free in my hand. The tall carriage-despatcher, his ferocious efforts now seconded by a native policeman who freely employed his cane upon the thinly-clad persons of the group, had terminated the scuffle.

Right and left active figures darted, pursued for some little distance by the policeman and the two men from the hotel. There were no captures.

A very dusty and bemused Ali Mohammed, his shaven skull robbing him of much of the dignity which belonged to his tarbûsh, confronted me, ruefully dusting his garments.

Your tarbûsh, my friend, I said, restoring his property to him with a bow.

One piercing glance he cast into the interior, then  

O Allah! he wailed O Allah! I am robbed! Yet  

A sort of martyred resignation, a beatific peace, crept over his features.

To war against Abû Tabâh is the act of a fool, he declared. To have obtained the Beys money would have been good, but to have obtained peace is better!

IV

I awoke that night from a troubled sleep and from a dream wherein magnetic fingers caressed my forehead hypnotically. For a moment I could not believe that I was truly awake; the long ivory hand of my dreams was still moving close before me with a sort of slow fanning movement  and other, nimble, fingers crept beneath my pillow!

Of my distaste for impulse I have already spoken, and even now, with my mind not wholly under control, I profited by those years of self-imposed discipline. Without fully opening my eyes, cautiously, inch by inch, I moved my hand to that side of the bed nearer to the wall, where there reposed a leather holster containing my pistol.

My fingers closed over the butt of the weapon; and in a flash I became wide awake ... and had the ring of the barrel within an inch of the smiling face of Abû Tabâh!

I sat up.

Be good enough, my friend, I said, to turn on the center lamp. The switch, as you have probably noted, is immediately to the left of the door.

Abû Tabâh, straightening his figure and withdrawing his hand from beneath my pillow, inclined his picturesque head in grave salute and moved stately in the direction indicated. The room was flooded with yellow light. Its disorder was appalling; apparently no item of my gear had escaped attention.

Pray take a seat, I said; this one close beside me.

Abû Tabâh gravely accepted the invitation.

This is the second occasion, I continued, upon which you have unwarrantably submitted me to a peculiar form of outrage  

Not unwarrantably, replied Abû Tabâh, his speech suave and gentle; but I fear I am too late!

His words came as a beam of enlightenment. At last I had the game in my hands did I but play my cards with moderate cunning.

You must pursue your inquiries in the harêm of the Bey, I said.

Abû Tabâh shrugged his shoulders.

The house of Yûssuf Bey has been watched, he replied; therefore my agents have failed me and must be punished.

They are guiltless. It was humanly impossible to perceive my entrance to the house, I declared truthfully.

Abû Tabâh smiled into my face.

So it was you who carried the sacred burko of the Seyyîdeh Nefîseh, he said; and to-night Ali Mohammed brought you the reward for your perilous journey.

Your reasoning is sound, I replied, and the accuracy of your information remarkable.

I had scored the first point in the game; for I had learned that the wonderful silken yashmak, pearl embroidered, which I had found in the sandalwood box, was no less a curiosity than the face-veil of the Seyyîdeh Nefîseh and must therefore be of truly astounding antiquity and unique of its kind.

The woman Sháhmarâh, continued my midnight visitor, the eerie light of fanaticism dawning in his eyes, who was once a dancing girl, and who will ruin Yûssuf Bey as she ruined Ghûri Pasha before him, must be for ever accursed and meet with the fate of courtesans if she dare to wear the burko of Nefîseh.

I had scored my second point; I had learned that the lady to whom Ali Mohammed would have had me deliver the yashmak was named Sháhmarâh and was evidently the favorite of the notorious Yûssuf Bey. The complacent self-satisfaction of Abû Tabâh amused me vastly, for he clearly entertained no doubts respecting his efficiency as a searcher.

He was watching me now with his strange hypnotic eyes, which had softened again, and his fixed stare caused me a certain uneasiness. For a captured thief, sitting covered by the pistol of his captor, he was ridiculously composed.

You have performed an immoral deed, he said sweetly, and have pandered to the base desires of a woman of poor repute. I offer you an opportunity of performing a good deed  and of trebling your profit.

This was as I would have it, and I nodded encouragingly.

Unfold to me the thing that is in your mind, I directed him.

I am a Moslem, he said; and although Yûssuf Bey is a dog of dogs, he is nevertheless a True Believer  and I may not force my way into his harêm.

He might return the veil if he knew that Sháhmarâh had it, I suggested ingenuously.

Abû Tabâh shook his head.

There are difficulties, he replied, and if the theft is not to be proclaimed to the world, there is no time to be lost. This is my proposal: Return to the woman Sháhmarâh, and acquaint her with the fact that the sacred veil has been traced to her abode and her death decided upon by the Grand Mufti if it be not given up. Force the merchant Ali Mohammed to return the money received by him, using the same threat  which will prove a talisman of power. Return to the infidel woman the full amount; I will make good your commission, to which, if you be successful, I will add two hundred pounds.

I performed some rapid thinking.

You must give me a little time to consider this matter, I said.

Abû Tabâh graciously inclined his head.

On Tuesday next a company of holy men who have journeyed hither from Ispahân, go to view this relic; you have therefore five days to act.

And if I decline?

Abû Tabâh shrugged his shoulders.

The loss must be made known  it would be a great scandal; the merchant Ali Mohammed, and the woman, Sháhmarâh, must be arrested  very undesirable; you must be arrested  most undesirable; and your banking account will be poorer by three hundred pounds.

Frightfully undesirable, I declared. But suppose I strike the first blow and give you in charge of the police here and now?

You may try the experiment, he said.

I waved my hand in the direction of the door (I had reasons for remaining in bed). Masalâma! (Good-bye), I said. Dont stay to restore the room to order. I shall expect you early in the morning. You will find the door of the hotel open any time after eight and I can highly recommend it as a mode of entrance.

Having saluted me with both hands, Abû Tabâh made his stately departure, leaving me much exercised in mind as to how he proposed to account to the bowwab for his sudden appearance in the building. This, however, was no affair of mine, and, first reclosing the window, I unfastened from around my left ankle the sandalwood box and the ring which I had bound there by a piece of tape  a device to which I owed their preservation from the subtle fingers of Abû Tabâh. Furthermore, to their presence there I owed my having awakened when I did. I am persuaded that the mysterious Egyptians passes would have continued to keep me in a profound sleep had it not been for the pain occasioned by the pressure of the tape.

Opening the sandalwood box, and then the silver one which it enclosed, I re-examined the really wonderful specimen of embroidery whereof they formed the reliquary. The burko was of Tussur silk, its texture so fine that the whole veil, which was some four feet long by two wide, might have been passed through the finger ring and would readily be concealed in the palm of the hand.

It was of unusual form, having no forehead band, more nearly resembling a yashmak than a true burko, and was heavily embroidered with pearls of varying sizes and purity, although none of them were large. Its intrinsic value was considerable, but in view of its history such a valuation must have fallen far below the true one. When its loss became known, I estimated that Messrs. Moses, Murphy & Co. could readily dispose of three duplicates through various channels to wealthy collectors whose enthusiasms were greater than their morality. The sale to a museum, or to the lawful owners, of the original (known technically as the model) would crown a sound commercial transaction.

Cock-crow that morning discovered me at the private residence, in the Boulevard Clot-Bey, of one Suleyman Levi, with whom I had had minor dealings in the past.

V

At nine oclock on the following Monday night, an old Egyptian woman, enveloped from head to foot in a black tôb and wearing a black crêpe face-veil boasting a hideous brass nose-piece, halted before a doorway set in the wall guarding the great gardens of the palace of Yûssuf Bey. I was the impersonator of this decrepit female. Abû Tabâh, who thus far had accompanied me, stepped into the dense shadow of the opposite wall and was thereby swallowed up.

I rapped three times slowly upon the doorway, then twice rapidly. Almost at once a little wicket therein flew open, and a bloated negro face showed framed in the square aperture.

The messenger from Ali Mohammed of the Sûk en-Nahhasîn, I said, in a croaky voice. Conduct me to the Lady Sháhmarâh.

Show her seal, answered the eunuch, extending through the opening a large, fat hand.

I gave him the ring so fortunately discovered in the tarbûsh of my friend the merchant and the hand was withdrawn. Within a colloquy took place in which a female voice took part. Then the door was partly opened for my admittance  and I found myself in the gardens of the Bey.

In the moonlight it was a place of wonder, an enchanted demesne; but more like an Edmond Dulac water-color than a real garden. The palace with its magnificent mushrabîyeh windows, so poetically symbolical of veiled women, guarded by several fine, straight-limbed palm trees, spoke of the Old Cairo which saw the birth of The Arabian Nights and which so many of us imagine to have vanished with the khalîfate.

A girl completely muffled up in many-hued shawls and scarves, so that her red-slippered feet and two bright eyes heavily darkened with kohl were the only two portions of her person visible, stood before me, her figure seeming childish beside that of the gross negro  whom I hated at sight because he reminded me of the one whom I had encountered in Abû Tabâhs cellar.

Follow me, quickly, mother, said the girl. You  pointing imperiously at the black man remain here.

I followed her in silence, noting that she pursued a path which ran parallel with the wall and lay wholly in its shadow. The gardens were fragrant with the perfume of roses, and in the center was a huge marble fountain surrounded by kiosks projecting into the water, tall acacias overshadowing them. We skirted two sides of the palace, its mushrabîyeh windows mysteriously lighted by the moon but showing no illumination from within. There we came to the entrance to a kind of trellis-covered walk, mosaic paved and patched delightfully with mystic light. It terminated before a small but heavy and nail-studded door, of which my guide held the key.

Entering, whilst she held the door ajar, I found myself in utter darkness, to be almost immediately dispelled by the yellow gleam of a lamp which the girl took from some niche, wherein, already lighted, it had been concealed. Up a flight of bare wooden stairs she conducted me, and opened a second prison-like door at their head. Leaving the lamp upon the top step, she pushed me gently forward into a small, octagonal room, paneled in dark wood inlaid with mother-o-pearl and reminding me of the interior of a magnified kursee or coffee table.

Rugs and carpets strewed the floor and the air was heavy with the smell of musk, a perfume which I detest, it having characterized the personality of a certain Arab lady who sold me so marvelous a Damascus scimitar that I was utterly deceived by it until too late.

Raising a heavy curtain draped in a door shaped like an old-fashioned keyhole, and embellished with an intricate mass of fretwork carving, my guide went out, leaving me alone with my reflections. This interval was very brief, however, and was terminated by the reappearance of the girl, who this time made her entrance through a second doorway masked by the paneling. A faint musical splashing sound greeted me through the opening; and when my guide beckoned me to enter and I obeyed, I found myself in a chamber of barbaric beauty and in the presence of the celebrated Sháhmarâh.

The apartment, save for one end being wholly occupied by a magnificent mushrabîyeh screen, was walled with what looked like Verde Antico marble or green serpentine. An ebony couch having feet shaped as those of a leopard and enriched with gleaming bronze, having the skins of leopards cast across it, and, upon the skins, silken soft cushions wrought in patterns of green and gold, stood upon the mosaic floor at the head of three shallow steps which descended to a pool where a fountain played, softly musical; wherein lurked gleaming shapes of silver and gold. Bright mats were strewn around, and at one corner of the pool a huge silver mibkharah sent up its pencilings of aromatic smoke.

Upon this couch Sháhmarâh reclined, and I perceived immediately that her reputation for beauty was richly deserved. There was something leopardine in her pliant shape, which seemed to harmonize with the fierce black and gold of the skins upon which she was stretched; she had the limbs of a Naiad and the eyes of an Egyptian Circe. Upon her head she wore a rabtah, or turban, of pure white, secured and decorated in front by a brooch of ancient Egyptian enamel-work probably fourteenth dynasty, and for which I would gladly have given her one hundred pounds. If I have forgotten what else she wore it may be because my senses were in somewhat of a turmoil as I stood before her in that opulent apartment  which I suddenly recognized, and not without discomfiture, to be the meslakh of the hammám. I can only relate, then, that the image left upon my mind was one of jewels and dusky peach-like loveliness. Jewels there were in abundance, clasped about the warm curves of her arms and overloading her fingers; she wore gold bands thickly encrusted with gems about her ankles (the slim ankles of a dancing girl); and a fiery ruby of the true pigeons-blood color gleamed upon the first toe of her left foot, the nails of which were highly manicured and stained with henna.

Fixing her wonderful eyes upon me  

You have brought the veil? she said.

The merchant Ali Mohammed ordered me to convey to him the price agreed upon, O jewel of Egypt, I mumbled, ere I yielded up this a poor mans only treasure.

Sháhmarâh sat upright upon the couch. Her delicate brows were drawn together in a frown, and her eyes, rendered doubly luminous by the pigment with which they were surrounded, glared fiercely at me, whilst she stamped one bare foot upon a cushion lying on the mosaic floor.

The veil! she cried imperiously. I will send the merchant Ali Mohammed an order on the treasury of the Bey.

O moon of the Orient, I replied, O ravisher of souls, I am but a poor ugly old woman basking in the radiance of beauty and loveliness. Would you ruin one so old and feeble and helpless? I must have the price agreed upon; let it be counted into this bag  and concealing my tell-tale hands as much as possible, I bent humbly and placed a leather wallet upon a little table beside her which bore fruits, sweetmeats, and a long-necked gold flagon. When it is done, the yashmak of pearls, which only thy dazzling perfection might dare to wear, shall be yielded up to thee, O daughter of musk and ambergris.

There fell a short silence, wherein the fountain musically plashed and Sháhmarâh shot little inquiring glances laden with venom into the mists of my black veil, and others which held a query over my shoulder at her confidant.

I might have you cast into a dungeon beneath this palace, she hissed at me, bending lithely forward and extending a jeweled forefinger. No one would miss thee, O mother of afflictions.

In that event, I crooned quaveringly, O tree of pearls, the veil could never be thine; for the merchant Ali Mohammed, who awaits me at the gate, refuses to deliver it up until the price agreed upon has been placed in his hands.

He is a Jew, and a son of Jews, who eats without washing! a devourer of pork, and an unclean insect, she cried.

She extended the jeweled hand towards the girl who stood behind me and who, having loosened her wraps, proved to be a comely but shrewd-looking Assyrian. Let the money be counted into the bag, she ordered, that we may be rid of the presence of this garrulous and hideous old hag.

O fountain of justice, I exclaimed; O peerless houri, to behold whom is to swoon with delight and rapture.

From a locked closet the Assyrian girl took a wooden coffer, and before my gratified eyes began to count out upon the little table notes and gold until a pile lay there to have choked a miser with emotion. (The ready-money transactions of the East have always delighted me.) But, with the chinking of the last piece of gold upon the pile  

There is no more, said the girl. It is one hundred pounds short.

It is more than enough! cried Sháhmarâh. I am ruined. Give me the veil and go.

O vision of paradise, I exclaimed in anguish, the merchant Ali Mohammed would never consent. In lieu of the remainder  I pointed to the antique enamel in her turban give me the brooch from thy rabtah.

O sink of corruption! was her response, her whole body positively quivering with rage, it is not for thy filthy claws. Here!  she pulled a ring containing a fair-sized emerald from one of her fingers and tossed it contemptuously upon the pile of money thou art more than repaid. The veil! the veil!

I turned to the girl who had counted out the gold.

O minor moon, whom even the glory of paradise cannot dim, I said, put the money in the wallet, for my hands are old and infirm, and give it to me.

The Assyrian scooped the gold and notes into the leather bag with the utmost unconcern, and as though she had been shelling peas into a basket. The profound disregard for wealth exhibited in the harêm of Yûssuf Bey was extraordinary; and I mentally endorsed the opinion expressed by Abû Tabâh that the ruin of the Bey was imminent.

Securing the heavy wallet to the girdle which I wore beneath my veilings, I placed upon the table where the money had lain a small silken packet.

Here is the veil, I said; for my story of the merchant, Ali Mohammed, who had refused to yield it up, was but a stratagem to test the generosity of thy soul, as thy refusal to give me the price agreed upon was but a subterfuge to test my honesty.

Heedless of the words, Sháhmarâh snatched up the packet, tore off the wrappings, and in a trice was standing upright before me wearing the yashmak of pearls.

I think I had never seen a figure more barbarically lovely than that of this soulless Egyptian so adorned.

My mirror, Sáfiyeh! my mirror! she cried.

And the girl placing a big silver mirror in her hand, she stood there looking into its surface, her wonderful eyes swimming with ecstasy and her slim body swaying in a perfect rapture of admiration for her own beauty.

Suddenly she dropped the mirror upon the cushions and threw wide her arms.

Am I not the fairest woman in Egypt? she exclaimed. I tread upon the hearts of men and my power is above the power of kings!

Then a subtle change crept over her features; and ere I could utter the first of the honeyed compliments ready upon my tongue  

Send Amineh to warn Mahmûd that the old woman is about to depart, she directed her attendant; and, turning to me: Wait in the outer room. Thy presence is loathsome to me, O mother of calamities.

I hear and obey, I replied, O pomegranate blossom  and, following the direction of her rigidly extended finger, I shuffled back to the little octagonal apartment and the masked door was slammed almost upon my heels.

This room, which possessed no windows, was solely illuminated by a silken-shaded lantern, but I had not long to wait in that weird half-light ere my conductress, again closely muffled in her shawls, opened the door at the head of the steps and signed to me to descend.

Lead the way, my beautiful daughter, I said; for I had no intention of submitting myself to the risk of a dagger in the back.

She consented without demur, which served to allay my suspicions somewhat, and in silence we went down the uncarpeted stairs and out into the trellis-covered walk. The shadow beneath the high wall had deepened and widened since we had last skirted the gardens, and I felt my way along with my hand cautiously outstretched.

At a point within sight of the flower-grown arbor beneath which I knew the gate to be concealed, my guide halted.

I must return, mother, she said quickly. There is the gate, and Mahmûd will open it for you.

Farewell, O daughter of the willow branch, I replied. May Allah, the Great, the Compassionate, be with thee, and may thou marry a prince of Persia.

Light of foot she sped away, and, my forebodings coming to a sudden climax, I crept forward with excessive caution, holding my clenched hand immediately in front of my face  a device which experience of the hospitable manners of the East had taught me.

It was well that I did so. Within three spaces of the gate a noose fell accurately over my head and was drawn tight with a strangling jerk!

But that it also encircled my upraised arm, its clasp must have terminated my worldly affairs.

My assailant had sprung upon me from behind; and, in the fleeting instant between the fall of the noose and its tightening, I turned about ... and thrust the nose of my Colt repeater (which I grasped in that protective upraised hand) fully into the grinning mouth of the negro gate-keeper!

There was a rattle and gleam of falling ivory, for several of the bowwabs teeth had been dislodged by the steel barrel. Keeping the weapon firmly thrust into the mans distended jaws, I circled around him, whilst his hands relaxed their hold upon the strangling-cord, and pushed him backward in the direction of the door.

Open thou black son of offal! I said, or I will blow thee a cavity as wide as thy blubber mouth through the back of that fat and greasy neck! This was, no doubt, a stratagem of thy mistress to test my fitness to be entrusted with large sums of money?

When, a few moments later, I stood in the lane outside the gardens of Yûssuf Bey, and felt with my hand the fat wallet at my waist, I experienced a thrill of professional satisfaction, for had I not successfully negotiated a duplicate veil, embroidered with imitation pearls which the excellent Suleyman Levi by dint of four days of almost ceaseless toil had made for me?...

From the shadows of the opposite wall Abû Tabâh stepped forth, stately.

Quick! I said. I fear pursuit at any moment! Is the arabîyeh waiting?

You have it? he demanded, some faint sign of human animation creeping over his impassive face.

I have! I replied. I will give it to you in the arabîyeh.

Side by side we passed down the deserted thoroughfare to where, beside a solitary palm, a pair-horse carriage was waiting. Appreciating something of my companions natural impatience, I pressed into his hand the famous sandalwood box which once had reposed in the tarbûsh of Ali Mohammed. The carriage rolled around a corner and out into the lighted Shâria Mobâdayân. Abû Tabâh opened the sandalwood box, and then, reverently, the inner box of silver. Within shimmered the pearls of the sacred burko. He did not touch the relic with his hands, but reclosed the boxes and concealed the reliquary beneath his black robe. I heard the crackle of notes; and a little packet surrounded by a band of elastic was pressed into my hand.

Three hundred pounds, English, said Abû Tabâh. One hundred pounds in recompense for the commission you returned, and two hundred pounds for the recovery of the relic.

I thrust the wad into the bag beneath my robe containing the other spoils of the evening. A second and even more grateful glow of professional joy warmed my heart. For in the reliquary which I had handed to Abû Tabâh reposed the second product of Suleyman Levis scientific toils; his four days labor having resulted in the production of two quite passable duplicates; although neither were by any means up to the standard of Messrs. Moses, Murphy & Co.

Coming to the house wherein I had endued my disguise, Abû Tabâh left me to metamorphose myself into a decently dressed Englishman suitable for admission to an hotel of international repute.

Lîltâk saîda, Abû Tabâh, I said.

In the open doorway he turned.

Lîltâk saîda, Kernaby Pasha, he replied, and smiled upon me very sweetly.

VI

It was after midnight when I returned to Shepheards, but I went straight to my room, and switching on the table-lamp, wrote a long letter to my principals. Something seemed to have gone wrong with the lock of my attaché-case, and my good humor was badly out of joint by the time that I succeeded in opening it. From underneath a mass of business correspondence I took out a large, sealed envelope, which I enclosed with a letter in one yet larger, to be registered to Messrs. Moses, Murphy & Co., Birmingham, in the morning. I turned in utterly tired but happy, to dream complacently of the smile of Abû Tabâh and of the party of holy men who had journeyed from Ispahân.

Exactly a fortnight later the following registered letter was handed to me as I was about to sit down to lunch  

The Hon. Neville Kernaby.
Shepheards Hotel,
Cairo, Egypt.

DEAR MR. NEVILLE KERNABY  

We are returning herewith the silken veil which you describe as the authentic burko of the Seyyîdeh Nefîseh, stolen from her shrine in the Tombs of the Khalîfs. Your statement that you can arrange for its purchase at the cost of one thousand pounds does not interest us, nor do we expect so high-salaried an expert as yourself to send us palpable and very inferior forgeries. We are manufacturers of duplicates, not buyers of same.

Yours truly,

LLOYD LLEWELLYN.

(For Messrs. Moses, Murphy & Co.).

I was positively aghast. Tearing open the enclosed package, I glared like a madman at the yashmak which it contained. The silk, in comparison with that of which the real veil was compared, was coarse as cocoanut matting; the embroidery was crude; the pearls shrieked imitation aloud! At a glance I knew the thing for one of the pair made by Suleyman Levi!

The truth crashed in upon my mind. Following my visit to the harêm of Yûssuf Bey, I had bestowed no more than a glance upon the envelope wherein, early on the morning of the same day, I had lovingly sealed the authentic veil; and a full hour had elapsed between the time of parting with the sugar-lipped one and my return to my rooms at the hotel.

I understood, now, why the lock of my attaché-case had been out of order on that occasion ... and I comprehended the sweet smile of Abû Tabâh!


THE DEATH-RING OF SNEFERU

I

The orchestra had just ceased playing; and, taking advantage of the lull in the music, my companion leaned confidentially forward, shooting suspicious glances all around him, although there was nothing about the well-dressed after-dinner throng filling Shepheards that night to have aroused misgiving in the mind of a cinema anarchist.

I have a very big thing in view, he said, speaking in a husky whisper. I shall be one up on you, Kernaby, if I pull it off.

He glanced sideways, in the manner of a pantomime brigand, at a party of New York tourists, our immediate neighbors, and from them to an elderly peer with whom I was slightly acquainted and who, in addition to his being stone deaf, had never noticed anything in his life, much less attempted so fatiguing an operation as intrigue.

Indeed, I commented; and rang the bell with the purpose in view of ordering another cooling beverage.

True, I might be the Egyptian representative of a Birmingham commercial enterprise, but I did not gladly suffer the society of this individual, whose only claim to my acquaintance lay in the fact that he was in the employ of a rival house. My lack of interest palpably disappointed him; but I thought little of the mans qualities as a connoisseur and less of his company. His name was Theo Bishop and I fancy that his family was associated with the tanning industry. I have since thought more kindly of poor Bishop, but at the time of which I write nothing could have pleased me better than his sudden dissolution.

Perhaps unconsciously I had allowed my boredom to become rudely apparent; for Bishop slightly turned his head aside, and  

Right-o, Kernaby, he said; I know you think I am an ass, so we will say no more about it. Another cocktail?

And now I became conscience-stricken; for mingled with the disappointment in Bishops tone and manner was another note. Vaguely it occurred to me that the man was yearning for sympathy of some kind, that he was bursting to unbosom himself, and that the vanity of a successful rival was by no means wholly responsible. I have since placed that ambiguous note and recognized it for a note of tragedy. But at the time I was deaf to its pleading.

We chatted then for some while longer on indifferent topics, Bishop being, as I have indicated, a man difficult to offend; when, having correspondence to deal with, I retired to my own room. I suppose I had been writing for about an hour, when a servant came to announce a caller. Taking an ordinary visiting-card from the brass salver, I read  

ABÛ TABÂH.

No title preceded the name, no address followed, but I became aware of something very like a nervous thrill as I stared at the name of my visitor. Personality is one of the profoundest mysteries of our being. Of the person whose card I held in my hand I knew little, practically nothing; his actions, if at times irregular, had never been wantonly violent; his manner was gentle as that of a mother to a baby and his singular reputation among the natives I thought I could afford to ignore; for the Egyptian, like the Celt, with all his natural endowments, is yet a child at heart. Therefore I cannot explain why, sitting there in my room in Shepheards Hotel, I knew and recognized, at the name of Abû Tabâh, the touch of fear.

I will see him downstairs, I said.

Then, as the servant was about to depart, recognizing that I had made a concession to that strange sentiment which the Imám Abû Tabâh had somehow inspired in me  

No, I added; show him up here to my room.

A few moments later the man returned again, carrying the brass salver, upon which lay a sealed envelope. I took it up in surprise, noting that it was one belonging to the hotel, and, ere opening it  

Where is my visitor? I said in Arabic.

He regrets that he cannot stay, replied the man; but he sends you this letter.

Greatly mystified, I dismissed the servant and tore open the envelope. Inside, upon a sheet of hotel notepaper I found this remarkable message  

KERNABY PASHA  

There are reasons why I cannot stay to see you personally, but I would have you believe that this warning is dictated by nothing but friendship. Grave peril threatens. It is associated with the hieroglyphic  
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If you would avert it, and if you value your life, avoid all contact with anything bearing this figure.

ABÛ TABÂH.

The mystery deepened. There had been something incongruous about the modern European visiting-card used by this representative of Islam, this living illustration of the Arabian Nights; now, his incomprehensible warning plunged me back again into the mediæval Orient to which he properly belonged. Yet I knew Abû Tabâh, for all his romantic aspect, to be eminently practical, and I could not credit him with descending to the methods of melodrama.

As I studied the precise wording of the note, I seemed to see the slim figure of its author before me, black-robed, white-turbaned, and urbane, his delicate ivory hands crossed and resting upon the head of the ebony cane without which I had never seen him. Almost, I succumbed to a sort of subjective hallucination; Abû Tabâh became a veritable presence, and the poetic beauty of his face struck me anew, as, fixing upon me his eyes, which were like the eyes of a gazelle, he spoke the strange words cited above, in the pure and polished English which he held at command, and described in the air, with a long nervous forefinger, the queer device which symbolized the Ancient Egyptian god, Set, the Destroyer.

Of course, it was the aura of a powerful personality, clinging even to the written message; but there was something about the impression made upon me which argued for the writers sincerity.

That Abû Tabâh was some kind of agent, recognized  at any rate unofficially  by the authorities, I knew or shrewdly surmised; but the exact nature of his activities, and how he reconciled them with his religious duties, remained profoundly mysterious. The episode had rendered further work impossible, and I descended to the terrace, with no more definite object in view than that of finding a quiet corner where I might meditate in the congenial society of my briar, and at the same time seek inspiration from the ever-changing throng in the Shâria Kâmel Pasha.

I had scarcely set my foot upon the terrace, however, ere a hand was laid upon my arm. Turning quickly I recognized, in the dusk, Hassan es-Sugra, for many years a trusted employee of the British Archæological Society.

His demeanor was at once excited and furtive, and I recognized with something akin to amazement that he, also, had a story to unfold. I mentally catalogued this eventful evening the night of strange confidences.

Seated at a little table on the deserted balcony (for the evening was very chilly) and directly facing the shop of Philip, the dealer in Arab woodwork, Hassan es-Sugra told his wonder tale; and as he told it I knew that Fate had cast me, willy-nilly, for a part in some comedy upon which the curtain had already risen here in Cairo, and whereof the second act should be played in perhaps the most ancient setting which the hand of man has builded. As the narrative unrolled itself before me, I perceived wheels within wheels; I was wholly absorbed, yet half incredulous.

... When the professor abandoned work on the pyramid, Kernaby Pasha, he said, bending eagerly forward and laying his muscular brown hand upon my sleeve, it was not because there was no more to learn there.

I am aware of this, O Hassan, I interrupted, it was in order that they might carry on the work at the Pyramid of Illahûn, which resulted in a find of jewelery almost unique in the annals of Egyptology.

Do I not know all this! exclaimed Hassan impatiently; and was not mine the hand that uncovered the golden uræus? But the work projected at the Pyramid of Méydûm was never completed, and I can tell you why.

I stared at him through the gloom; for I had already some idea respecting the truth of this matter.

It was that the men, over two hundred of them, refused to enter the passage again, he whispered dramatically, it was because misfortune and disaster visited more than one who had penetrated to a certain place therein. He bent further forward. The Pyramid of Méydûm is the home of a powerful Efreet, Kernaby Pasha! But I who was the last to leave it, know what is concealed there. In a certain place, low down in the corner of the Kings Chamber, is a ring of gold, bearing a cartouche. It is the royal ring of the Pharaoh who built the pyramid.

He ceased, watching me intently. I did not doubt Hassans word, for I had always counted him a man of integrity; but there was much that was obscure and much that was mysterious in his story.

Why did you not bring it away? I asked.

I feared to touch it, Kernaby Pasha; it is an evil talisman. Until to-day I have feared to speak of it.

And to-day!

Hassan extended his hands, palms upward.

I am threatened with the loss of my house, he said simply, if I do not find a certain sum of money within a period of twelve days.

I sat resting my chin on my hand and staring into the face of Hassan es-Sugra. Could it be that from superstitious motives such a treasure had indeed been abandoned? Could it be that Fate had delivered into my hands a relic so priceless as the signet-ring of Sneferu, one of the earliest Memphite Pharaohs? Since I had recently incurred the displeasure of my principals, Messrs. Moses, Murphy & Co., of Birmingham, the mere anticipation of such a find was sufficient to raise my professional enthusiasm to white heat, and in those few moments of silence I had decided upon instant action.

Meet me at Rikka Station, to-morrow morning at nine oclock, I said, and arrange for donkeys to carry us to the pyramid.

II

On my arrival at Rikka, and therefore at the very outset of my inquiry, I met with what one slightly prone to superstition might have regarded as an unfortunate omen. A native funeral was passing out of the town amid the wailing of women and the chanting by the Yemeneeyeh, of the Profession of the Faith, with its queer monotonous cadences, a performance which despite its familiarity in the Near East never failed to affect me unpleasantly. By the token of the tarbûsh upon the bier, I knew that this was a man who was being hurried to his lonely resting-place on the fringe of the desert.

As the procession wound its way out across the sands, I saw to the removal of my baggage and joined Hassan es-Sugra, who awaited me by the wooden barrier. I perceived immediately that something was wrong with the man; he was palpably laboring under the influence of some strong excitement, and his dark eyes regarded me almost fearfully. He was muttering to himself like one suffering from an over-indulgence in Hashish, and I detected the words Allahu akbar! (God is most great) several times repeated.

What ails you, Hassan, my friend? I said; and noting how his gaze persistently returned to the melancholy procession wending its way towards the little Moslem cemetery: Was the dead man some relation of yours?

No, no, Kernaby Pasha, he muttered gutturally, and moistened his lips with his tongue; I was but slightly acquainted with him.

Yet you are much disturbed.

Not at all, Kernaby Pasha, he assured me; not in the slightest.

By which familiar formula I knew that Hassan es-Sugra would conceal from me the cause of his distress, and therefore, since I had no appetite for further mysteries, I determined to learn it from another source.

See to the loading of the donkey, I directed him  for three sleek little animals were standing beside him, patiently awaiting the toil of the day.

Hassan setting about the task with a cheerful alacrity obviously artificial, I approached the native station master, with whom I was acquainted, and put to him a number of questions respecting his important functions  in which I was not even mildly interested. But to the Oriental mind a direct inquiry is an affront, almost an insult; and to have inquired bluntly the name of the deceased and the manner of his death would have been the best way to have learned nothing whatever about the matter. Therefore having discussed in detail the slothful incompetence of Arab ticket collectors and the lazy condition and innate viciousness of Egyptian porters as a class, I mentioned incidentally that I had observed a funeral leaving Rikka.

The station master (who was bursting to talk about this very matter, but who would have declined on principle to do so had I definitely questioned him) now unfolded to me the strange particulars respecting the death of one, Ahmed Abdulla, who had been a retired dragoman though some time employed as an excavator.

He rode out one night upon his white donkey, said my informant, and no man knows whither he went. But it is believed, Kernaby Pasha, that it was to the Haram el-Kaddâb (the False Pyramid)  extending his hand to where, beyond the belt of fertility, the tomb of Sneferu up-reared its three platforms from the fringe of the desert. To enter the pyramid even in day time is to court misfortune; to enter at night is to fall into the hands of the powerful Efreet who dwells there. His donkey returned without him, and therefore search was made for Ahmed Abdulla. He was found the next day  again the long arm shot out towards the desert dead upon the sands, near the foot of the pyramid.

I looked into the face of the speaker; beyond doubt he was in deadly earnest.

Why should Ahmed Abdulla have wanted to visit such a place at night? I asked.

My acquaintance lowered his voice, muttered Sahâm Allah fee adoo ed  dîn! (May God transfix the enemies of the religion) and touched his forehead, his mouth, and his breast with the iron ring which he wore.

There is a great treasure concealed there, Kernaby Pasha, he replied; a treasure hidden from the world in the days of Suleyman the Great, sealed with his seal, and guarded by the servants of Gánn Ibn-Gánn.

So you think the guardian ginn killed Ahmed Abdulla?

The station master muttered invocations, and  

There are things which may not be spoken of, he said; but those who saw him dead say that he was terrible to look upon. A great Welee, a man of wisdom famed throughout Egypt, has been summoned to avert the evil; for if the anger of the ginn is aroused they may visit the most painful and unfortunate penalties upon all Rikka....

Half an hour later I set out, having confidentially informed the station master that I sought to obtain a fine turquoise necklet which I knew to be in the possession of the Sheikh of Méydûm. Little did I suspect how it was written that I should indeed visit the house of the venerable Sheikh. Out through the fields of young green corn, the palm groves and the sycamore orchards I rode, Hassan plodding silently behind me and leading the donkey who bore the baggage. Curious eyes watched our passage, from field, doorway, and shadûf; but nothing of note marked our journey save the tremendous heat of the sun at noon, beneath which I knew myself a fool to travel.

I camped on the western side of the pyramid, but well clear of the marshes, which are the home of countless wild-fowl. I had no idea how long it would take me to extract the coveted ring from its hiding-place (which Hassan had closely described to me); and, remembering the speculative glances of the villagers, I had no intention of exposing myself against the face of the pyramid until dusk should have come to cloak my operations.

Hassan es-Sugra, whose new taciturnity was remarkable and whose behavior was distinguished by an odd disquiet, set out with his gun to procure our dinner, and I mounted the sandy slope on the southwest of the pyramid, where from my cover behind a mound of rubbish, I studied through my field-glasses the belt of vegetation marking the course of the Nile. I could detect no sign of surveillance, but in view of the fact that the smuggling of relics out of Egypt is a punishable offence my caution was dictated by wisdom.

We dined excellently, Hassan the Silent and I, upon quail, tinned tomatoes, fresh dates, bread, and Vichy-water (to which in my own case was added a stiff three fingers of whisky).

When the newly risen moon cast an ebon shadow of the Pyramid of Sneferu upon the carpet of the sands, I made my way around the angle of the ancient building towards the mound on the northern side whereby one approaches the entrance. Three paces from the shadows edge, I paused, transfixed, because of that which confronted me.

Outlined against the moon-bright sky upon a ridge of the desert behind and to the north of the great structure, stood the motionless figure of a man!

For a moment I thought that my mind had conjured up this phantasmal watcher, that he was a thing of moon-magic and not of flesh and blood. But as I stood regarding him, he moved, seemed to raise his head, then turned and disappeared beyond the crest.

How long I remained staring at the spot where he had been I know not; but I was aroused from my useless contemplation by the jingling of camel bells. The sound came from behind me, stealing sweetly through the stillness from a great distance. I turned in a flash, whipped out my glasses and searched the remote fringe of the Fáyûm. Stately across the jeweled curtain of the night moved a caravan, blackly marked against that wondrous background. Three walking figures I counted, three laden donkeys, and two camels. Upon the first of the camels a man was mounted, upon the second was a shibreeyeh, a sort of covered litter, which I knew must conceal a woman. The caravan passed out of sight into the palm grove which conceals the village of Méydûm.

I returned my glasses to their case, and stood for some moments deep in reflection; then I descended the slope, to the tiny encampment where I had left Hassan es-Sugra. He was nowhere to be seen; and having waited some ten minutes I grew impatient, and raising my voice:

Hassan! I cried; Hassan es-Sugra!

No answer greeted me, although in the desert stillness the call must have been audible for miles. A second and a third time I called his name ... and the only reply was the shrill note of a pyramid bat that swooped low above my head; the vast solitude of the sands swallowed up my voice and the walls of the Tomb of Sneferu mocked me with their echo, crying eerily:

Hassan! Hassan es-Sugra.... Hassan!...

III

This mysterious episode affected me unpleasantly, but did not divert me from my purpose: I succeeded in casting out certain demons of superstition who had sought to lay hold upon me; and a prolonged scrutiny of the surrounding desert somewhat allayed my fears of human surveillance. For my visit to the chamber in the heart of the ancient building I had arrayed myself in rubber-soled shoes, an old pair of drill trousers, and a pyjama jacket. A Colt repeater was in my hip pocket, and, in addition to several instruments which I thought might be useful in extracting the ring from its setting, I carried a powerful electric torch.

Seated on the threshold of the entrance, fifty feet above the desert level, I cast a final glance backward towards the Nile valley, then, the lighted torch carried in my jacket pocket, I commenced the descent of the narrow, sloping passage. Periodically, when some cranny between the blocks offered a foothold, I checked my progress, and inspected the steep path below for snake tracks.

Some two hundred and forty feet of labored, descent discovered me in a sort of shallow cavern little more than a yard high and partly hewn out of the living rock which formed the foundation of the pyramid. In this place I found the heat to be almost insufferable, and the smell of remote mortality which assailed my nostrils from the sand-strewn floor threatened to choke me. For five minutes or more I lay there, bathed in perspiration, my nerves at high tension, listening for the slightest sound within or without. I cannot pretend that I was entirely master of myself. The stuff that fear is made of seemed to rise from the ancient dust; and I had little relish for the second part of my journey, which lay through a long horizontal passage rarely exceeding fourteen inches in height. The mere memory of that final crawl of forty feet or so is sufficient to cause me to perspire profusely; therefore let it suffice that I reached the end of the second passage, and breathing with difficulty the deathful, poisonous atmosphere of the place, found myself at the foot of the rugged shaft which gives access to the Kings Chamber. Resting my torch upon a convenient ledge, I climbed up, and knew myself to be in one of the oldest chambers fashioned by human handiwork.

The journey had been most exhausting, but, allowing myself only a few moments rest, I crossed to the eastern corner of the place and directed a ray of light upon the crevice which, from Hassans description, I believed to conceal the ring. His account having been detailed, I experienced little difficulty in finding the cavity; but in the very moment of success the light of the torch grew dim ... and I recognized with a mingling of chagrin and fear that it was burnt out and that I had no means of recharging it.

Ere the light expired, I had time to realize two things: that the cavity was empty ... and that someone or something was approaching the foot of the shaft along the horizontal passage below!

Strictly though I have schooled my emotions, my heart was beating in a most uncomfortable fashion, as, crouching near the edge of the shaft, I watched the red glow fade from the delicate filament of the lamp. Retreat was impossible; there is but one entrance to the pyramid; and the darkness which now descended upon me was indescribable; it possessed horrific qualities; it seemed palpably to enfold me like the wings of some monstrous bat. The air of the Kings Chamber I found to be almost unbearable, and it was no steady hand with which I gripped my pistol.

The sounds of approach continued. The suspense was becoming intolerable  when, into the Memphian gloom below me, there suddenly intruded a faint but ever-growing light. Between excitement and insufficient air, I regarded suffocation as imminent. Then, out into view beneath me, was thrust a slim ivory hand which held an electric pocket lamp. Fascinatedly I watched it, saw it joined by its fellow, then observed a white-turbaned head and a pair of black-robed shoulders follow. In my surprise I almost dropped the weapon which I held. The new arrival now standing upright and raising his head, I found myself looking into the face of Abû Tabâh!

To Allah, the Great, the Compassionate, be all praise that I have found you alive, he said simply.

He exhibited little evidence of the journey which I had found so fatiguing, but an expression strongly like that of real anxiety rested upon his ascetic face.

If life is dear to you, he continued, answer me this, Kernaby Pasha; have you found the ring?

I have not, I replied; my lamp failed me; but I think the ring is gone.

And now, as I spoke the words, the strangeness of his question came home to me, bringing with it an acute suspicion.

What do you know of this ring, O my friend? I asked.

Abû Tabâh shrugged his shoulders.

I know much that is evil, he replied; and because you doubt the purity of my motives, all that I have learned you shall learn also; for Allah the Great, the Merciful, this night has protected you from danger and spared you a frightful death. Follow me, Kernaby Pasha, in order that these things may be made manifest to you.

IV

A pair of fleet camels were kneeling at the foot of the slope below the entrance to the pyramid, and having recovered somewhat from the effect of the fatiguing climb out from the Kings Chamber  

It might be desirable, I said, that I adopt a more suitable raiment for camel riding?

Abû Tabâh slowly shook his head in that dignified manner which never deserted him. He had again taken up his ebony walking-stick and was now resting his crossed hands upon it and regarding me with his strange, melancholy eyes.

To delay would be unwise, he replied. You have mercifully been spared a painful and unfortunate end (all praise to Him who averted the peril); but the ring, which bears an ancient curse, is gone: for me there is no rest until I have found and destroyed it.

He spoke with a solemn conviction which bore the seal of verity.

Your destructive theory may be perfectly sound, I said; but as one professionally interested in relics of the past, I feel called upon to protest. Perhaps before we proceed any further you will enlighten me respecting this most obscure matter. Can you inform me, for example, what became of Hassan es-Sugra?

He observed my approach from a distance, and fled, being a man of little virtue. Respecting the other matters you shall be fully enlightened, to-night. The white camel is for you.

There was a gentle finality in his manner to which I succumbed. My feelings towards this mysterious being had undergone a slight change; and whilst I cannot truthfully say that I loved him as a brother, a certain respect for Abû Tabâh was taking possession of my mind. I began to understand his reputation with the natives; beyond doubt his uncanny wisdom was impressive; his lofty dignity awed. And no man is at his best arrayed in canvas shoes, very dirty drill trousers, and a pyjama jacket.

As I had anticipated, the village of Méydûm proved to be our destination, and the gait of the magnificent creatures upon which we were mounted was exhausting. I shall always remember that moonlight ride across the desert to the palm groves of Méydûm. I entered the house of the Sheikh with misgivings; for my attire fell short of the ideal to which every representative of protective Britain looks up, but often fails to realize.

In a mandarah, part of it inlaid with fine mosaic and boasting a pretty fountain, I was presented to the imposing old man who was evidently the host of Abû Tabâh. Ere taking my seat upon the dîwan, I shed my canvas shoes, in accordance with custom, accepted a pipe and a cup of excellent coffee, and awaited with much curiosity the next development. A brief colloquy between Abû Tabâh and the Sheikh, at the further end of the apartment resulted in the disappearance of the Sheikh and the approach of my mysterious friend.

Because, although you are not a Moslem, you are a man of culture and understanding, said Abû Tabâh, I have ordered that my sister shall be brought into your presence.

That is exceedingly good of you, I said, but indeed I knew it to be an honor which spoke volumes at once for Abû Tabâhs enlightenment and good opinion of myself.

She is a virgin of great beauty, he continued; and the excellence of her mind exceeds the perfection of her person.

I congratulate you, I answered politely, upon the possession of a sister in every way so desirable.

Abû Tabâh inclined his head in a characteristic gesture of gentle courtesy.

Allah has indeed blessed my house, he admitted; and because your mind is filled with conjectures respecting the source of certain information which you know me to possess, I desire that the matter shall be made clear to you.

How I should have answered this singular man I know not; but as he spoke the words, into the mandarah came the Sheikh, followed by a girl robed and veiled entirely in white. With gait slow and graceful she approached the dîwan. She wore a white yelek so closely wrapped about her that it concealed the rest of her attire, and a white tarbar, or head-veil, decorated with gold embroidery, almost entirely concealed her hair, save for one jet-black plait in which little gold ornaments were entwined and which hung down on the left of her forehead. A white yashmak reached nearly to her feet, which were clad in little red leather slippers.

As she approached me I was impressed, not so much with the details of her white attire, nor with the fine lines of a graceful figure which the gossamer robe quite failed to conceal, but with her wonderful gazelle-like eyes, which wore uncannily like those of her brother, save that their bordering of kohl lent them an appearance of being larger and more luminous.

No form of introduction was observed; with modestly lowered eyes the girl saluted me and took her seat upon a heap of cushions before a small coffee table set at one end of the dîwan. The Sheikh, seated himself beside me, and Abû Tabâh, with a reed pen, wrote something rapidly on a narrow strip of paper. The Sheikh clapped his hands, a man entered bearing a brazier containing live charcoal, and, having placed it upon the floor, immediately withdrew. The dîwan was lighted by a lantern swung from the ceiling, and its light, pouring fully down upon the white figure of the girl, and leaving the other persons and objects in comparative shadow, produced a picture which I am unlikely to forget.

Amid a tense silence, Abû Tabâh took from a box upon the table some resinous substance. This he sprinkled upon the fire in the brazier; and the girl extending a small hand and round soft arm across the table, he again dipped his pen in the ink and drew upon the upturned palm a rough square which he divided into nine parts, writing in each an Arabic figure. Finally, in the centre he poured a small drop of ink, upon which, in response to words rapidly spoken, the girl fixed an intent gaze.

Into the brazier Abû Tabâh dropped one by one fragments of the paper upon which he had written what I presumed to be a form of invocation. Immediately, standing between the smoking brazier and the girl, he commenced a subdued muttering. I recognized that I was about to be treated to an exhibition of darb el-mendel, Abû Tabâh being evidently a sahhar, or adept in the art called er-roohânee. Save for this indistinct muttering, no other sound disturbed the silence of the apartment, until suddenly the girl began to speak Arabic and in a sweet but monotonous voice.

Again I see the ring, she said, a hand is holding it before me. The ring bears a green scarab, upon which is written the name of a king of Egypt.... The ring is gone. I can see it no more.

Seek it, directed Abû Tabâh in a low voice, and threw more incense upon the fire. Are you seeking it?

Yes, replied the girl, who now began to tremble violently, I am in a low passage which slopes downwards so steeply that I am afraid.

Fear nothing, said Abû Tabâh; follow the passage.

With marvelous fidelity the girl described the passage and the shaft leading to the Kings Chamber in the Pyramid of Méydûm. She described the cavity in the wall where once (if Hassan es-Sugra was worthy of credence) the ring had been concealed.

There is a freshly made hole in the stonework, she said. The picture has gone; I am standing in some dark place and the same hand again holds the ring before me.

Is it the hand of an Oriental, asked Abû Tabâh, or of a European?

It is the hand of a European. It has disappeared; I see a funeral procession winding out from Rikka into the desert.

Follow the ring, directed Abû Tabâh, a queer, compelling note in his voice.

Again he sprinkled perfume upon the fire and  

I see a Pharaoh upon his throne, continued the monotonous voice, upon the first finger of his left hand he wears the ring with the green scarab. A prisoner stands before him in chains; a woman pleads with the king, but he is deaf to her. He draws the ring from his finger and hands it to one standing behind the throne  one who has a very evil face. Ah!...

The girls voice died away in a low wail of fear or horror. But  

What do you see? demanded Abû Tabâh.

The death-ring of Pharaoh! whispered the soft voice tremulously; it is the death-ring!

Return from the past to the present, ordered Abû Tabâh. Where is the ring now?

He continued his weird muttering, whilst the girl, who still shuddered violently, peered again into the pool of ink. Suddenly  

I see a long line of dead men, she whispered, speaking in a kind of chant; they are of all the races of the East, and some are swathed in mummy wrappings; the wrappings are sealed with the death-ring of Pharaoh. They are passing me slowly, on their way across the desert from the Pyramid of Méydûm to a narrow ravine where a tent is erected. They go to summon one who is about to join their company....

I suppose the suffocating perfume of the burning incense was chiefly responsible, but at this point I realized that I was becoming dizzy and that immediate departure into a cooler atmosphere was imperative. Quietly, in order to avoid disturbing the séance, I left the mandarah. So absorbed were the three in their weird performance that my departure was apparently unnoticed. Out in the coolness of the palm grove I soon recovered. I doubt if I possess the temperament which enables one to contemplate with equanimity a number of dead men promenading in their shrouds.

V

The truth is now wholly made manifest, said Abû Tabâh; the revelation is complete.

Once more I was mounted upon the white camel and the mysterious imám rode beside me upon its fellow, which was of less remarkable color.

I hear your words, I replied.

The poor Ahmed Abdulla, he continued, who was of little wisdom, knew, as Hassan es-Sugra knew, of the hidden ring; for he was one of those who fled from the pyramid refusing to enter it again. Greed spoke to him, however, and he revealed the secret to a certain Englishman, called Bishop, contracting to aid him in recovering the ring.

At last enlightenment was mine ... and it brought in its train a dreadful premonition.

Something I knew of the peril, said Abû Tabâh, but not, at first, all. The Englishman I warned, but he neglected my warning. Already Ahmed Abdulla was dead, having been despatched by his employer to the pyramid; and the people of Rikka had sent for me. Now, by means known to you, I learned that evil powers threatened your life also, in what form I knew not at that time save that the sign of Set had been revealed to me in conjunction with your death.

I shuddered.

That the secret of the pyramid was a Pharaohs ring I did not learn until later; but now it is made manifest that the thing of power is the death-ring of Sneferu....

The huge bulk of the Pyramid of Méydûm loomed above us as he spoke the words, for we were nearly come to our destination; and its proximity occasioned within me a physical chill. I do not think an open check for a thousand pounds would have tempted me to enter the place again. The death-ring of Sneferu possessed uncomfortable and supernatural properties. So far as I was aware, no example of such a ring (the lettre de cachet of the period) was included in any known collection. One dating much after Sneferu, and bearing the cartouche of Apepi II (one of the Hyksos, or Shepherd Kings) came to light late in the nineteenth century; it was reported to be the ring which, traditionally, Joseph wore as emblematical of the power vested in him by Pharaoh. Sir Gaston Maspero and other authorities considered it to be a forgery and it vanished from the ken of connoisseurs. I never learned by what firm it was manufactured.

A mile to the west of the pyramid we found Theo Bishops encampment. I thought it to be deserted  until I entered the little tent....

An oil-lamp stood upon a wooden box; and its rays made yellow the face of the man stretched upon the camp-bed. My premonition was realized; Bishop must have entered the pyramid less than an hour ahead of me; he it was who had stood upon the mound, silhouetted against the sky, when I had first approached the slope. He had met with the fate of Ahmed Abdulla.

He had been dead for at least two hours, and by the token of certain hideous glandular swellings, I knew that he had met his end by the bite of an Egyptian viper.

Abû Tabâh! I cried, my voice hoarsely unnatural the recess in the Kings Chamber is a vipers nest!

You speak wisdom, Kernaby Pasha; the viper is the servant of the ginn.

Upon the third finger of his swollen right hand Bishop wore the ring of ghastly history; and the mysterious significance of the Sign of Set became apparent. For added to the usual cartouche of the Pharaoh was the symbol of the god of destruction, thus:
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We buried him deeply, piling stones upon the grave, that the jackals of the desert might never disturb the last holder of the death-ring of Sneferu.


THE LADY OF THE LATTICE

I

The interior of the room was very dark, but with the aid of the electric torch which I carried I was enabled to form a fairly good impression of its general character, and having now surveyed the entire house I had concluded that it might possibly serve my purpose. The real ownership of many native houses in Cairo is difficult to establish, and the unveracious Egyptian from whom I had procured the keys may or may not have been entitled to let the premises. However, he had the keys; and that in the Near East is a sufficient evidence of ownership. My viewing the place at night was dictated by motives of prudence; for I did not propose unduly to impress my personality upon the inhabitants of the Darb el-Ahmar.

Curiosity respecting the outlook at the rear now led me to enter the deep recess at one end of the room, which boasted an imperfect but not unpicturesque mushrabîyeh window. Moonlight slanted down into the narrow lane which the window overhung and cast a quaint fretwork shadow upon the dusty floor at my feet. Idly I opened one of the little square lattices and peered down into the shadowy gully beneath. The lane was silent and empty, and I next directed my attention to a similar window which protruded from the adjoining house.

A panel corresponding to mine stood open also in the neighboring window; and by means of a soft light in the room I detected the head and shoulders of a woman, who, her arm resting upon the ledge, surveyed the vacant night.

By reason of her position, whilst her hand and arm lay fully in the moonlight, her face and figure were indistinct. I, on the contrary, was clearly visible to her, and although I knew that she must have seen me she made no effort to withdraw. On the contrary, she leaned artlessly forward as if to gaze upon the stars, permitting me a sight of her unveiled face and of a portion of her shapely neck.

Her eyes, as is usual with Egyptian women, were large and fine, and as is usual with all women, she was aware of the fact, casting glances upward and to the right and left calculated to exhibit their beauty.

The coquetry of her movements was unmistakable; and when, lifting a pretty arm, she brushed aside a lock of hair which overhung her brow and uttered a tremulous sigh, I perceived that I had found favor in her sight.

And indeed the graceful gesture had inclined my heart towards her; for it had served to reveal not only the symmetry of her shape but the presence upon her arm, immediately above the elbow, of a magnificent bangle in gold and lapis-lazuli which, if I might trust my judgment, was fashioned no later than the XIXth dynasty! Clearly the house next door, and its occupant, were the property of some man of wealth and taste.

There is a maxim in the East Avoid the veil; and to this hitherto I had paid the strictest attention. Soft glances from harêm windows usually leave me cold. But the presence of an armlet finer than anything in the Treasure of Zagazig placed a new complexion upon this affair, and the connoisseur within me took the matter out of my hands.

Across the intervening patch of darkness our glances met; the girls dark lashes were lowered demurely, then raised again, and the boldness of my unfaltering gaze was rewarded by a smile. Thus encouraged:  

O daughter of the moon, I whispered fancifully in Arabic, condescend to speak to one whom the sight of thy beauty hath enslaved.

I fear to be discovered, Inglîsi, came the soft reply; or willingly would I converse with thee, for I am lonely and wretched.

She sighed again and directed upon me a glance that was less wretched than roguish. Evidently the adventure was much to her liking.

Let me solace your loneliness, I replied; for assuredly we can conceive some plan of meeting.

She lowered her eyes at that, and seemed to hesitate; then  

In the roof of your house, she whispered, often glancing over her shoulder into the room beyond, is a trap  which is bolted....

Footsteps sounded in the lane beneath  whereat the vision at the window vanished and the lattice was closed; but not before the girl had intimated by a gesture that I was to remain.

Discreetly withdrawing into my dusty apartment, I endeavored to make out the form of the intruder who now was passing underneath the window; but the density of the shadows in the lane rendered it impossible for me to do so. He seemed to pause for a time and I imagined that I could see him staring upward; then he passed on and silence again claimed that deserted quarter of Cairo.

For fully half an hour I waited, and was preparing to depart when a part of the shadows overlying the projecting window seemed to grow blacker, and I realized with joy that at last the lattice was reopening, but that the room within was now in darkness. Whilst I watched, remaining scrupulously invisible, a small parcel deftly thrown dropped upon the floor at my feet  and my neighbors window was reclosed.

Closing my own, I picked up the parcel. It proved to be a small ivory box, which at some time had evidently contained kohl, wrapped in a piece of silk and containing a note. Returning to the lower floor I directed the light of my electric torch upon this charmingly romantic billet. It was conceived in English and characterized by the rather alarming naiveté of the Oriental woman. I give it in its entirety.

To-morrow night, nine oclock.

II

My cautious inquiries respecting the house in the Darb el-Ahmar led only to the discovery that it belonged to a mysterious personage whose real identity was unknown even to his servants; but this did not particularly intrigue me; for in the East the maintenance of two entirely self-contained establishments is not more uncommon than in countries less generously provided in the matter of marriage laws. After all the taking of a second wife does not so much depend on a mans religious convictions as upon his first wife.

Reflecting upon the probable history of the armlet of lapis-lazuli, I returned to Shepheards in time to keep my appointment with Joseph Malaglou  a professed Christian who claimed to be of Greek parentage. I may explain here that it was necessary to provide for the safe conduct through the customs and elsewhere of those cases of Sheffield cutlery which actually contained the scarabs, necklaces, and other antiques, the sale of which formed a part of the business of my firm. Joseph Malaglou had hitherto successfully conducted this matter for me, receiving the goods and storing them at his own warehouse; but for various reasons I had decided in future to lease an establishment of my own for this purpose.

He was waiting in the lounge as I entered, and had he been less useful to me I think I should have had him thrown out; for if ever a swarthy villain stepped forth from the pages of an illustrated penny dreadful, that swarthy villain was Joseph Malaglou. He approached me with outstretched hand; he was perniciously polite; his ingratiating smile fired my soul with a lust of blood. Fortunately, our business was brief.

The latest consignment is in the hands of my agent at Alexandria, he said, and if you are still determined that the ten cases shall be despatched to you direct, I will instruct him; but you cannot very well have them sent here.

He shrugged and smiled, glancing all about the lounge.

I have no intention of converting Shepheards Hotel into a cutlery warehouse, I replied. I will advise you in the morning of the address to which the cases should be despatched.

Joseph Malaglou was palpably disturbed  a mysterious circumstance, since, whilst I had made no mention of reducing his fees, under the new arrangement he would be saved trouble and storage.

As delay in these matters is unwise, he urged, why not have the goods despatched immediately, and consigned to you at my address?

There was reason on the mans side, for I had not yet actually leased the house in the Darb el-Ahmar; therefore  

I will sleep on the problem, I said, and communicate my decision in the morning.

I stood on the steps watching him depart, a man palpably disturbed in mind; indeed his behavior was altogether singular, and could only portend one thing  knavery. I think it highly probable that the Ottoman Empire had a certain claim upon Joseph Malaglou. He was one of those nondescript brutes whose mere existence is a menace to our rule in the Near East. He openly applauded British methods, and was the worst possible advertisement for the cause he claimed to have espoused. Altogether he left me in an uneasy mood; so that shortly after the third, or daybreak, call to prayer had sounded from Cairos minarets on the morrow, I had arranged to lease the house in the Darb el-Ahmar for a period of three months, in the name of one Ahmed Ben Tawwab, a mythical friend, and had instructed Joseph Malaglou accordingly.

Other affairs claimed my attention throughout the day; but dusk discovered me at my newly acquired house in the quaint street adjoining the Bâb ez-Zuwêla. I procured the keys from the venerable old thief who had leased me the premises and learned from him that a representative of Joseph Malaglou had been admitted to the house earlier in the evening, in accordance with my instructions, and had delivered a load of boxes there.

Thus, on opening the door, I was not surprised to find the ten cases from Alexandria lying within, neatly labelled:

To Ahmed Ben Tawwab,
Darb el-Ahmar,
Sukkarîya,
Cairo.

Ascending to the top floor, I mounted the rickety ladder and unbolted and opened the trap. A cautious glance to the right revealed the fact that little difficulty existed in passing from roof to roof; for in Egyptian houses these are flat and are used for various domestic purposes. I consulted my watch: the hour of the tryst was come.

And even as I learned the fact, from my neighbors roof sounded the faint creaking of hinges ... and out into the moonlight stepped an odd figure  that of the lady of the lattice, dressed in a European blue serge costume which had obviously been purchased, ready made, in the bazaars! She wore high-heeled French shoes upon her pretty feet and her picturesque hair was concealed beneath a large Panama hat, from the brim of which floated one of those voluminous green veils dear to the heart of touring woman and so arranged as to hide her face. Only the gleam of her eyes and teeth was visible through the gauze.

I assisted her to step across, wondering since she was thus attired, to what crazy expedition I was committed.

Please do not kiss me, she whispered, speaking in moderately good English, Fatimah is listening!

Such ingenuousness was rather alarming.

But, I replied, you have left the trap open.

It is all right. Fatimah has locked the door of my room and will admit no one, because I have a headache and am sleeping!

Resting her hand confidingly in mine, she descended the ladder into the adjoining house, and, removing the veil from her face, looked up at me.

You will be kind to me, will you not? she asked.

I suppose a lengthy essay upon the mentality of Oriental womanhood would serve no purpose here, therefore I refrain from inserting it. Seated upon the chests in the room below, Mizmûna  for this was her name  confided her troubles with perturbing frankness. She had conceived a characteristically Eastern and sudden infatuation for my society; nor am I prepared to maintain that she would have remained obdurate to anyone else who had been in a position to unbolt the door which offered the only chance of escape from her prison. The house of mystery, she informed me, belonged to a person styling himself Yûssuf of Rosetta (a name that sounded factitious) and she hated him. For two months, I gathered, she had been in Cairo, during which time she had never passed beyond the walls of the neighboring courtyard. And the object of her nocturnal adventure was innocent enough; she wanted to see the European shops and the tourists passing in and out of the big hotels in the Shâria Kâmel Pasha!

III

It was as we passed along the Shâria el-Maghribi, where I had pointed out the St. Jamess Restaurant, better known as Jimmys, I remember, that Mizmûna uttered a little, suppressed cry, and clutched my arm sharply.

Oh! she whispered fearfully, it is Hanna! and he has seen me!

With frightened, fascinated eyes she was staring across the street, apparently at a group of curiously muffled natives  and her whole body was trembling.

Quick! she said, pulling me urgently, take me back! if they find me they will kill me!

But if they have already seen you  

Oh! take me back, she entreated piteously. Hanna must not find out where I live.

Here was mystery; but evidently my first dreadful theory that Hanna was Mizmûnas husband had been incorrect. Apparently he was not even acquainted with Yûssuf of Rosetta. But whoever or whatever he might be, I silently cursed the lapis armlet which had led me to involve myself in his affairs, as I hurried my companion across the Place de lOpera and homeward....

We were come indeed unmolested but breathless, as near our destination as that nameless street beside the Mosque of Muayyâd, when Mizmûna suddenly stopped, uttered a stifled shriek, and  

Oh, save me! she panted, winding her arms about my neck. Look! Look! in the shadow of the mosque door!

Panic threatened me for one fleeting moment; for this part of Cairo is utterly deserted at night and the mystery of the thing was taking toll of my nerves; then firmly unclasping the trembling arms, I pushed Mizmûna behind me and snatched out my Colt automatic ... as a group of muffled figures became magically detached from the shadows that had hidden them; and began silently to advance.

I raised the pistol.

Usbur! I cried âuz eh? (Stop! what do you want?)

They halted at once; but no answering voice broke the uncanny silence in which they regarded me. Mizmûna plucked at my arm.

Quick! Quick! she whispered tremulously, the keys! the keys!

I was swift to grasp her meaning.

My right pocket! I whispered in answer.

The girls shaking hand groped for the keys, found them; and, uttering no parting word, Mizmûna darted off along the Sukkarîya, which here bisects the Darb el-Ahmar. An angry muttering arose from the little knot of oddly muffled figures, but not one of them had the courage to attempt a pursuit of the fugitive. Keeping my back to the wall of the mosque and feeling along it with one hand outstretched, I began to back away from the attacking party; intending to take to my heels along the first lane I came to.

This plan was sound enough; its weakness lay in the fact that I could make no proper survey of that which lay immediately behind me. The result was that I backed into someone who must have been stealthily approaching from the rear.

I knew nothing of his presence until he suddenly threw himself upon from behind, and I was down on my face in the dust! My pistol was jerked out of my hand, and, still preserving that unbroken disconcerting silence, the muffled group bore down upon me.

I gave myself up for lost. My unseen assailant, who seemingly possessed wrists of steel, jerked my right hand up into the region of my shoulder-blades and pinioned my left arm so as to render me helpless as an infant. Then two of the muffled Nubians  for Nubians the moonlight now showed them to be  raised me to my feet, and the grip from behind was removed.

That I had unwittingly intruded upon the amours of some wealthy and unscrupulous pasha I no longer doubted; and knowing somewhat of the ways of outraged lovers of the East, the mental vision which arose before me was unpleasing to contemplate. Yet even the extravagant picture which my imagination had painted fell short of the ferocious reality. For even as I was lifted upright, in the grasp of my huge guards, a door in the side of the neighboring mosque burst open, and there sprang into view an excessively tall, excessively lean and hawk-faced old man carrying a naked scimitar in his hand.

He possessed eyes like the eyes of an eagle, and a thin, hooked nose having dilated, quivering nostrils. In three huge strides he reached me, towered over me like some evil ginnee of Arabian lore, and raised his gleaming scimitar with the unmistakable intention of severing my head from my trunk at a single blow!

I think I have never experienced an identical sensation in my life; my tongue clave to the roof of my mouth; my heart suspended its functions; and I felt my eyes start forward in their sockets. I had not thought my constitution capable of such profound and helpless fear, nor had I hitherto paid proper respect to the memory of Charles I. I would gladly have closed my eyes in order that I might not witness the downward sweep of the fatal blade, but the lids seemed to be paralysed. Never whilst memory serves me can I forget one detail of the appearance of that frightful old devil; and never can I forget my gratitude to that unseen captor, the man who had seized me from behind, and who now, alone, averted the blade from my neck.

Over my head he lunged  with an ebony stick  and skilfully; so that the pointed ferrule came well and truly into contact with the knuckles of my would-be executioner. The weapon fell, jingling, at my feet ... and a slim, black-robed figure was suddenly interposed between myself and the furious old Arab.

It was Abû Tabâh!

Dignified, unruffled, his classically beautiful face composed and resembling, in the moonlight, beneath the snowy turban, that of some young prophet, he stood, one protective hand resting upon my shoulder, and confronted my assailant. His eyes were aglow with the eerie light of fanaticism.

It is written that the wrath of fools is the joy of Iblees,[A] he declared.

[A] Satan.

Their glances met in conflict, the eagle eyes of my aged but formidable enemy glaring insanely into the fine, dark eyes of Abû Tabâh. The Arab was by no means quelled; yet presently his glance fell before the hypnotic stare of the mysterious imám.

The Prophet (may God be kind to him) spared not the despoiler! he said heavily. With these, my two hands  he extended the twitching, sinewy members before Abû Tabâh will I choke the life from the throat of the dog who wronged me.

Abû Tabâh raised his hand sternly.

This matter has been entrusted to me, he said, staring down the enraged old man. If you would have me abandon it, say so; if you would have me pursue it, be silent.

For five seconds the other sustained the strange gaze of those big, mysterious eyes, then folded his arms upon his breast, audibly gnashing his large and strong-looking teeth and averting his head from my direction in order that spleen might not consume him. Abû Tabâh turned and confronted me.

Explain the cause of your presence here, he demanded, continuing to speak in Arabic, and unfold to me the whole truth respecting your case.

My friend, I replied, steadily regarding him, I am eternally your debtor; but I decline to utter one word for explanation until these fellows unhand me and until I am offered some suitable excuse for the outrageous attack upon my person.

Abû Tabâh performed his curiously Gallic shrug of the shoulders  and pointed, with his ebony cane, to my pinioned arms. In a trice the Nubians fell back, and I was free. The infuriated old man directed upon me a glance that was bloodily ferocious, but  

O persons of little piety, I said, is it thus that a true Moslem rewards the generous impulse and the meritorious deed? To-night a damsel in distress, flying from a brutal captor, solicited my aid. I was treacherously assaulted ere I could escort her to a place of safety, and all but murdered by the man who would appear to be that damsels natural protector. Alas, I fear to contemplate what may have befallen her as a result of such vile and foolish conduct.

Abû Tabâh slightly inclined his body resting his slim, ivory hands upon his cane; his face remained perfectly tranquil as he listened to this correct, though misleading statement; but  

Ah! cried the old man of the scimitar, adopting an unpleasant, crouching attitude, perjured liar that thou art! Did I not see with mine own eyes how she embraced thee? O, son of a mange, that I should have lived to have witnessed so obscene a spectacle. Not content with despoiling me of this jewel of my harêm, thou dost parade her abandonment and my shame in the public highways of Cairo!...

In vain Abû Tabâh strove to check this tirade. Step by step the Sheikh approached closer; syllable by syllable his voice rose higher.

What! he shrieked, is it for this that I have offered five thousand English pounds to whomsoever shall restore her to me! Faugh! I spit upon her memory!  and though I pursue thee to the Mountains of the Moon, across the Bridge Es-Sîrat, and through the valley of Gahennam, lo! my hour will come to slay thee, noisome offal!

He ceased from lack of breath, and stood quivering before me. But at last I had grasped the clue to this imbroglio into which fate had thrust me.

O misguided man, I replied, grief hath upset thine intelligence. Again I tell thee that I sought to deliver the damsel from her persecutor, and, perceiving an ambush, she clung to me as her only protector. Thou are demented. Let another earn the paltry reward; I will have none of it.

I turned to Abû Tabâh, addressing him in English.

Relieve me of the society of this infatuated old ruffian, I said, and accompany me to some place where I can quietly explain what I know of the matter.

Assuredly I will accompany you to such a spot, he answered suavely; for whilst, knowing your character, I do not believe you to be the abductor of the damsel Mizmûna, a warrant to search your house was issued an hour ago, on a charge of hashish smuggling!

IV

There are certain shocks that numb the brain. This was one of them. My recollection of the period immediately following those words of Abû Tabâh is hazy and indistinct. My narrow escape from decapitation at the hands of the ferocious Arab assassin and the tangled love-affairs of that aged Othello became insignificant memories. (I seem to recollect that we left him in tears.)

My next clear-cut memory is that of walking beside the mysterious imâm along the Darb el-Ahmar and of stopping before the closed door of my newly acquired premises!

The street was quite deserted again. Those muffled Nubians who seemed to constitute a bodyguard for my inscrutable companion had disappeared in company with the bereaved Sheikh.

This is your house? said Abû Tabâh sweetly.

My habit of thinking before I speak or act asserted itself automatically.

I recently leased it on anothers behalf, I replied.

In that event, continued the imâm, unless the information lodged with me to-night prove to be inaccurate, that other must speedily proclaim himself.

He tested the cumbersome lock, and, as I knew would be the case, since Mizmûna had recently entered, found it to be unfastened, opened the door and stepped in.

Have you a pocket lamp? he asked.

I pressed the button of my electric torch and directed its rays fully upon the stack of boxes. It was the great sage, Apollonius of Tyana, who said loquacity has many pitfalls, but silence none; therefore I silently watched Abû Tabâh consulting the label on the topmost chest. Presently  

Ahmed Ben Tawwab, he read aloud; is that the name of the friend on whose behalf you secured a lease of this house?

It is, I answered.

If you will rest the light upon this box and assist me to open one of the others, I shall be obliged to you, said Abû Tabâh.

Knowing, as I did, that this strange man was in some way connected with the native police and with the guardianship of Egyptian morals, I recognized refusal to be impolitic if not impossible. But, as we set to work to raise the lid of the chest, my mind was more feverishly busy than my fingers.

Ere long our task was successful, and the contents of the chest lay exposed. These were: two hundred Osiris statuettes, twelve one-pound tins of mummy heads ... and fifty packets of hashish.

Silence was no effort to me now; I was dumbfounded. The musical voice of my companion broke in upon my painful reverie.

The information upon which I now am acting, he said, reached me to-night in the form of a letter, bearing no address and no signature. The suppression of this vile hashish traffic is so near to my heart that I immediately secured the necessary powers to search the premises named, and was on my way hither when I observed you (although I did not at once recognize you) in the act of escaping from a group of my servants who had been detailed, some weeks ago, to trace a missing damsel known to be in Cairo. Concerning your share in that affair I await a full statement from your own lips; concerning your share in this I can only say that unless Ahmed Ben Tawwab comes forward by to-morrow and admits his guilt, I must apply to the British agent for a formal inquiry. Is there anything that you would wish to say, or any action you desire that I should take?

I turned to him in the dim light. Habitually I am undemonstrative, especially with natives. But there was a nobility and an implacable sense of justice about this singular religieux which conquered me completely.

Abû Tabâh, I said, I thank you for your friendship. I have committed a grave folly; but I am neither an abductor nor a hashish dealer. This is the work of an unknown enemy, and already I have a theory respecting his identity.

Can I aid you  or do you prefer that I leave you to pursue this clue in your own way? he asked tactfully.

I prefer to work alone.

The affair is truly mysterious, he admitted, and I purpose to spend the night in meditation respecting it. After the hour of morning prayer, therefore, I will visit you. Lîltâk saîda, Kernaby Pasha.

Lîltâk saîda, Abû Tabâh, I said, as he stepped out of the door.

Slowly and stately the imám passed down the street; and the ginnee of solitude reclaimed that deserted spot. A night watchman, nebbut on shoulder, passed along the distant Sukkarîya. A dog howled.

I re-entered the doorway conscious of a sudden mental excitement; for an explanation of the anonymous letter had just presented itself to my mind. The owner of the neighboring house must have detected my rendezvous with his lady-love, have investigated the contents of the cases, and denounced me from motives of revenge! That the villainous Joseph Malaglou had been in the habit of smuggling hashish into Egypt in my cases of cutlery was evident enough and accounted for his reluctance to fall in with the new arrangement; but my bemused brain utterly failed to grapple with the problem of why, knowing their damning contents, he had permitted these ten cases to be delivered at my address. Moreover, how my worthy neighbor  who had evidently abducted Mizmûna from the old man of the scimitar  had learned my real name was another mystery which I found no leisure to examine. For I had but just set foot again within the ill-omened place when there came a patter of swift, light footsteps  and out from behind the fatal stack of boxes ran Mizmûna, and threw herself into my arms!

Oh, my friend, my protector! she cried distractedly, what shall I do? Yûssuf has discovered our plot! Fatimah, that mother of calamities, has betrayed me, and I dare not return! I am an outcast; for although I was stolen from the Sheikh Ismail without my consent, how can I hope for his forgiveness?

Such a flood of sorrows and confidences overwhelmed me, and I placed a silent but deathless curse upon the lapis armlet which had brought me to this pass. Mizmûna sobbed upon my shoulder.

Yûssuf has planned your ruin as well as mine, she said brokenly. For it was he who denounced you to the Magician. (As the Magician Abû Tabâh was known and feared throughout Lower Egypt.) Oh that I might return to the house of Ismail where I lived in luxury in a marble pavilion, guarded by Hanna and a hundred negroes, where I possessed the robes of a princess and was laden with costly jewels!

So very human and natural an ambition met with my hearty approval, and, upon consideration of the word-picture of his domestic state, the old man of the scimitar rose immensely in my esteem. How my malevolent neighbor had succeeded in abducting Mizmûna from such a fortress I failed to imagine. But I began to see my way more clearly and hope was reborn in my bosom.

Fear nothing, child, I said to the weeping girl. You shall return to your marble pavilion and to the care of that worthy, if somewhat hasty man, from whose arms you were torn. And now inform me  where is Yûssuf?

Mizmûna raised her face and looked up at me, her long lashes wet with tears, but the slow, childish smile of the Eastern woman already curving her red lips.

He is in his own room destroying papers, she said.

Who told you this?

Ali, the bowwab, who is faithful to me  and who hates Fatimah.

Is the trap rebolted?

I know not.

Remain here until I return, I said, seating her upon one of the boxes. Where are my keys?

I hid them upon the ledge of the window, beside the door yonder.

Taking them from this simple hiding-place, I locked the door to give Mizmûna courage, and, taking the lamp with me, began to mount the stairs, first assuring myself of the presence in my pocket of my Colt automatic, which Abû Tabâh had restored to me.

The ray of my lamp shining out ahead, I came to the crazy ladder giving access to the trap. I climbed up, raising the trap, and gazed upon the jeweled dome of midnight Egypt. Dire necessity spurred me, and I walked across to the adjoining trap, carefully inserted two fingers in the iron ring and pulled.

It was not fastened below! Inch by inch I raised it, and, finding the room beneath it to be in darkness, opened the trap fully and descended the ladder.

I flashed the light quickly about the place; then stood staring at what it revealed. My heart began to beat rapidly, for in that dirty attic I had found salvation ... and a further clue to the mystery of all my misfortunes.

It was a hashish warehouse!

Taking off my shoes, I thrust one into either pocket of my jacket, and, perceiving that the house was constructed on a plan identical with that adjoining it, I crept downstairs to the apartment of the mushrabîyeh window. A heavy curtain was draped in the doorway, but I could see that the room within was illuminated.

I drew the curtains slowly aside and peeped in. I saw an apartment that had evidently been furnished very luxuriantly, but which now was partially dismantled. In the recess formed by the window a low table was placed, bearing a shaded lamp. The table was littered with papers, account books and ledgers; and, seated thereat, his back towards the door, was a man who figured feverishly. I stepped into the room.

Good evening, Yûssuf of Rosetta, I said; you do well to set your affairs in order.

V

Swiftly as though a serpent had touched him, the man in the recess leaped to his feet and twisted about to confront me.

I found myself looking into a hideous, swarthy face  blanched now to the lips, so that the cunning black eyes glared out as from a mask  into the hideous swarthy face of Joseph Malaglou!

The store of hashish in the upper room had somewhat prepared me for this discovery; yet, momentarily, the consummate villainy of the Greek had me bereft of speech. As I stood there glaring at him, he began furtively to grope with one hand along the edge of the dîwan behind him. Then, suddenly, he became aware of the pistol which I carried  and abandoned the quest of whatever weapon he had sought, swallowing audibly.

So, my good Malaglou, I said, you sought to make me responsible for your sins, my friend? I perceive now how the Fates have played with me. My very first conversation with your charming protégée  

He bit savagely at his black moustache, advanced upon me; then, his gaze set upon the Colt, he stood still again.

... was reported to you by the traitorous Fatimah, I continued evenly; and, when, on the morrow, I advised you of my new address, the identity of the hitherto unknown Romeo who had raised his eyes to your Juliet became apparent. You doubtless had designed to unpack my boxes for me as you have been in the habit of doing; but green-eyed jealousy suggested how, by the sacrifice of only one consignment of hashish, you might wreak my ruin. I disapprove of your morals, Malaglou. My own code may be peculiar, but it does not embrace hashish dealing; therefore, Malaglou, you are about to take a sheet of note-paper  bearing your office heading  and write from my dictation....

And suppose I refuse? You dare not shoot me!

You little know my true character, Malaglou. But I should not shoot you, as you say; I should introduce you to a gentleman who is very anxious to make your acquaintance  the venerable Sheikh Ismail.

The effect of this remark greatly exceeded my most sanguine expectations. I think I have never seen a man so pitiably frightened.

The Sheikh ... Ismail! gasped Joseph Malaglou. He is in Cairo?

He has generously offered me five thousand pounds for your name and address.

Ah, my God! whispered Malaglou. Kernaby, you will not betray me to that fiend? You are an Englishman and you will not soil your hands with such a deed!

To my dismay  for it was a disgusting sight  Malaglou fell trembling upon his knees before me. The threat of shooting had had no such effect as the mere name of the Sheikh Ismail. My respect for that really remarkable old ruffian rose by leaps and bounds.

Get up, I said harshly, and, if you can, write.

He obeyed me; the man was almost hysterical. And, very shakily, this is what he wrote:

I, Joseph Malaglou, also known as Ahmed Ben Tawwab, confess that I am a dealer in hashish and spurious antiques, which I have been in the habit of storing at my warehouse in Cairo, and also in my private residence in the Darb el Ahmar. Finding it desirable to enlarge the facilities of the latter, I induced the Hon. Neville Kernaby, who is ignorant of my real business, to lease for me a house which adjoins my own, as I did not desire it to be known that I was the lessee. Subsequently, learning that the suspicions of the authorities had been aroused, I anonymously denounced Kernaby, thus hoping to avert suspicion from myself and cause his arrest as the consignee of the cases which had been delivered at the new premises.

Very good, I said, when this precious document had been completed. You understand that you will now accompany me to the central police station in the Place Bâb el-Khalk and sign this confession in the presence of suitable witnesses? You will doubtless be detained; therefore in the interests of your safety, we must arrange that Mizmûna be hidden securely until the case is settled. Oh! set your evil mind at rest! I shall not betray you to the Sheikh; unless I looked him squarely in the eyes any whisper of my name appears in this matter!

But where is she? he said hoarsely.

She is hiding in the adjoining house.

I have a small place at Shubra where I can conceal her.

Very well. I will bring her here and permit you to make suitable arrangements, but let them be complete; for if Ismail should find the girl and thus discover your identity, nothing could save you  and you will be unable to leave Cairo (I shall see to that) until the case is settled.

VI

It was on the following evening, as I sat smoking upon the terrace of the hotel and reflecting upon the execrably bad luck which pursued me, that I observed Abû Tabâh mounting the carpeted steps with slow and stately carriage. He saluted me gravely and accepted the seat which I offered him.

My plan had run smoothly; Malaglou had given himself up to the authorities, but had been released upon payment of a substantial bail. Mizmûna was concealed at Shubra, and I was flogging my brain in a vain endeavor to conjure up a plan whereby, without betraying the villainous Greek and thus causing him to betray me, I might secure the Sheikhs reward  or, at least, the lapis armlet.

Alas, said Abû Tabâh, that the wicked should prosper.

To whose prosperity, I inquired, do you more especially refer?

He regarded me with his fine melancholy eyes.

You have an English adage, he continued, which says, set a thief to catch a thief.

Quite so. But might I inquire what bearing this crystallized wisdom has upon our present conversation?

The man, Joseph Malaglou, he replied, learning of the hue-and-cry after a certain missing damsel  

I remember I was about to light a cigar as he uttered those words, but a dawning perception of the iniquitous truth crept poisonously into my mind, and I threw both cigar and matches over the rail into the Shâra Kâmel and clutched fiercely at the little table between us.

And of the reward offered for her recovery, pursued the imám, denounced to us, one Yûssuf of Rosetta, a man owning a small house at Shubra. Yûssuf had fled, and the only occupant of the place was the missing damsel Mizmûna. Alas that fortune should so favor the sinful. The abductor, the despoiler, escapes retribution; and the traitor, the informer, the dealer in hashish is rewarded.

The Turk has signally failed to rule Egypt; but there are certain Ottoman institutions which are not without claims, as I realized at that moment in regard to Joseph Malaglou: I was thinking, particularly, of the bow-string.

Already, said Abû Tabâh, with his sweet but melancholy smile, the heart of the Sheikh Ismail inclined toward the damsel, for whom his soul yearned; and has not it been written that he who heals the breach betwixt man and wife shall himself be blessed? Behold the reward of the peace-maker  which I design as a gift to my sister.

I was unable to speak, but I became aware of a bitter taste upon my palate as, from beneath his robe, the smiling imám took out the armlet of gold and lapis-lazuli!


OMAR OF ISPAHAN

I

I hear that the Harêm Suite is occupied, said Sir Bertram Collis, bustling up to me as I sat smoking in the gardens of a certain Cairo hotel, which I shall not name because of the matters that befell there. Daphne is full of curiosity respecting the romantic occupant.

Dont let Lady Collis be too sure, put in Chundermeyer, that there is anything romantic about the occupant.

Your definition of romance, Chundermeyer, I interrupted, would probably be a diamond the size of a Spanish onion.

Chundermeyer smiled, but it was a smile in which his dark eyes, twinkling through the pebbles of horn-rimmed spectacles, played no part. I must confess that the society of this unctuous partner in the well-known Madras firm of Isaacs and Chundermeyer palled somewhat at times. He, on the other hand, was eternally dropping into a chair beside me, and proffering huge and costly cigars from a huge and costly case. This sort of parvenu persecution is one of the penalties of being recognized by Debrett.

As a matter of fact, I continued, the occupant of the Harêm Suite is no less romantic a personage than the daughter of the Mudîr (Governor) of the Fayûm.

Really! said Chundermeyer, with that sudden interest which mention of a title always aroused in him. Surely it is most unusual for so highly placed a Moslem lady to reside at an hotel?

Most unusual, I replied. Of course such a thing would be inconceivable in India; but the management of this establishment, who cater almost exclusively to tourists, find, I am told, that a harêm suite is quite a good advertisement. The reason of the presence of this lady in the hotel is a diplomatic one. She is visiting Cairo in order to witness the procession of Ashûra, peculiarly sacred to Egyptian women, and it appears that, having no blood relations here, she could not accept the hospitality of any one of the big families without alienating the others.

By Jove! said Sir Bertram, I must tell Daphne this yarn. Shell be delighted! Come along, Kernaby; if were to have tea at Mena House, it is high time we were off.

I left Chundermeyer to his opulent cigar without regret. That he was an astute man of affairs and an expert lapidary I did not doubt, for he had offered to buy my Hatshepsu scarab ring at a price exactly ten per cent below its trade value; but to my mind there is something almost as unnatural about a Hindu-Hebrew as about a Græco-Welshman or a griffin.

Of course, Daphne Collis was not ready; and, Sir Bertram going up to their apartments to induce her to hurry, I strolled out again into the gardens for a quiet cigarette and a cocktail. As I approached a suitable seat in a sort of charming little arbor festooned with purple blossom, a man who had been waiting there rose to greet me.

With a certain quickening of the pulse, I recognized Abû Tabâh, arrayed, as was his custom, in black, only relieved by a small snowy turban, which served to enhance the ascetic beauty of his face and the mystery of the wonderful, liquid eyes.

He inclined his head in that gesture of gentle dignity which I knew; and:

I have been awaiting an opportunity of speech with you, Kernaby Pasha, he said, in his flawless, musical English, upon a matter in which I hope you will consent to aid me.

Since this mysterious man, variously known as the imám and the Magician, but whom I knew to be some kind of secret agent of the Egyptian Government, had recently saved me from assassination, to decline to aid him was out of the question. We seated ourselves in the arbor.

I should welcome an opportunity of serving you, my friend, I assured him, since your services to me can never be repaid.

His lips moved slightly in the curiously tender smile which a poor physiognomist might have mistaken for evidence of effeminacy, bending towards me with a cautious glance about.

You are staying at this hotel throughout the Christmas festivities? he asked.

Yes; I have temporarily deserted Shepheards in order to accept the hospitality of Sir Bertram Collis, a very old friend. I shall probably return on the Tuesday following Christmas Day.

There is to be a carnival and masquerade ball here to-morrow. You shall be present?

I hope so, I replied in surprise. To what does all this tend?

Abû Tabâh bent yet closer.

Many of your friends and acquaintances possess valuable jewels?

They do.

Then warn them  individually, in order to occasion no general alarm  to guard these with the utmost care.

My surprise increased. You alarm me, I said. Are there rogues in our midst?

No, answered the imám, fixing his melancholy gaze upon my face; so far as my knowledge bears me, there is but one, yet that one is worse than a host of others.

Do you mean that he is here  in the hotel?

Abû Tabâh shrugged his slim shoulders.

If I knew his exact whereabouts, he replied, there would be no occasion to fear him. All that I know is that he is in Cairo; and since many richly attired women of Europe and America will be here to-morrow night, of a surety Omar Ali Khân will be here also!

I shook my head in perplexity.

Omar Ali Khân?  I began.

Ah, continued Abû Tabâh, to you that name conveys nothing, but to me it signifies Omar of Ispahân, the Father of Thieves. Do you remember, fixing his strange eyes hypnotically upon me, the theft of the sacred burko of Nefîseh?

Quite well, I replied hastily; since the incident represented an unpleasant memory.

It was Omar of Ispahân who stole it from the shrine. It was Omar of Ispahân who stole the blue diamond of the Rajah of Bagore from the treasure-room at Jullapore, and Omar of Ispahân  lowering his voice almost to a whisper who stole the Holy Carpet ere it reached Mecca!

What! I cried. When did that happen? I never heard of such an episode!

Abû Tabâh raised his long, slim hand warningly.

Be cautious! he whispered; the flowers of the garden, the palms in the grove, the very sands of the desert have ears! The lightest word spoken in the harêm of the Khedive, or breathed from a minaret of the Citadel, is heard by Omar of Ispahân! The holy covering for the Kaaba was restored, on payment of a ruinous ransom by the Sherîf of Mecca, and none save the few ever knew of its loss.

For a time I was silent; words failed me; for the veil of the Kaaba, miscalled the Carpet, is about the size of a bowling-green; then  

In what manner does this affair concern you, Abû Tabâh? I asked.

In this way: the daughter of the Mudîr el-Fáyûm is here, in order that she may be present on the Night of Ashûra in the Mûski. For a Moslem lady to stay in such a place as this  there was a faint note of contempt in the speakers voice is without precedent, but the circumstances are peculiar. The khân near the Mosque of Hosein is full, and it is not seemly that the Mudîrs daughter should live at any lesser establishment. Therefore, as she brings her two servants, it has been possible for her to remain here. But  his voice sank again her ornaments are famed throughout Islâm.

I nodded comprehendingly.

To me, Abû Tabâh whispered, has been entrusted the task of guarding them; to you, I entrust that of guarding the possessions of the other guests!

I started.

But, my friend, I said, this is a dreadful responsibility which you impose upon me.

Other precautions are being taken, he replied calmly; but you, observing great circumspection, can speak to the guests, and, being forewarned of his presence, can even watch for the coming of Omar of Ispahân.

II

The effect of my news upon Lady Collis was truly dramatic.

Oh, she cried, my rope of pearls. Mr. Chundermeyer only told me last week that it was worth at least two hundred pound more than I gave for it.

Mr. Chundermeyer had made himself popular with many of the ladies in the hotel by similar diplomatic means, but I think that if he had been compelled to purchase at his own flattering valuations Messrs. Isaacs and Chundermeyer would have been ruined.

You need not wear it, my dear, said her husband tactlessly.

Dont be so ridiculous! she retorted. You know I have brought my Queen of Sheba costume for to-morrow night.

That, of course, settled the matter, so that beyond making one pretty woman extremely nervous, my campaign against the dreaded Omar of Ispahân had opened  blankly. Later in the day I circulated my warning right and left, and everywhere sowed consternation without reaping any appreciable result.

One naturally expects thieves on these occasions, said a little Chicago millionairess, and if I only wore my diamonds when no rogues were about, I might as well have none. There are crooks in America Id back against your Persian thief any day.

On the whole, I think, the best audience for my dramatic recitation was provided by Mr. Chundermeyer, whom I found in the American bar, just before the dinner hour. His yellow skin perceptibly blanched at my first mention of Omar Ali Khân, and one hand clutched at a bulging breast pocket of the dinner-jacket he wore.

Good heavens, Mr. Kernaby, he said, you alarm me  you alarm me, sir!

The reputation of Omar is not unknown to you?

By no means unknown to me, he responded in the thick, unctuous voice which betrayed the Semitic strain in his pedigree. It was this man who stole the pair of blue diamonds from the Rajah of Bagore.

So I am told.

But have you been told that it was my firm who bought those diamonds for the Rajah?

No; that is news to me.

It was my firm, Mr. Kernaby, who negotiated the sale of the blue diamonds to the Rajah; therefore the particulars of their loss, under most extraordinary circumstances, are well known to me. You have made me very nervous. Who is your informant?

A member of the native police with whom I am acquainted.

Mr. Chundermeyer shook his head lugubriously.

I am conveying a parcel of rough stones to Amsterdam, he confessed, glancing warily about him over the rims of his spectacles, and I feel very much disposed to ask for more reliable protection than is offered by your Egyptian friend.

Why not lodge the stones in a bank, or in the managers safe?

He shook his head again, and proffered an enormous cigar.

I distrust all safes but my own, he replied. I prefer to carry such valuables upon my person, foolish though the plan may seem to you. But do you observe that squarely built, military looking person standing at the bar, in conversation with M. Balabas, the manager?

Yes; an officer, I should judge.

Precisely; a police officer. That is Chief Inspector Carlisle of New Scotland Yard.

But he is a guest here.

Certainly. The management sustained a severe loss last Christmas during the progress of a ball at which all Cairo was present, and as the inspector chanced to be on his way home from India, where official business had taken him, M. Balabas induced him to break his journey and remain until after the carnival.

Wait a moment, I said; I will bring him over.

Crossing to the bar, I greeted Balabas, with whom I was acquainted, and  

Mr. Chundermeyer and I have been discussing the notorious Omar of Ispahân, who is said to be in Cairo, I remarked.

Inspector Carlisle, being introduced, smiled broadly.

Mr. Balabas is very nervous about this Omar man, he replied, with a slight Scottish accent; but, considering that everybody has been warned, I dont see myself that he can do much damage.

Perhaps you would be good enough to reassure Mr. Chundermeyer, I suggested, who is carrying valuables.

Chief Inspector Carlisle walked over to the table at which Chundermeyer was seated.

I have met your partner, sir, he said, and I gathered that you were on your way to Amsterdam with a parcel of rough stones; in fact, I supposed that you had arrived there by now.

I am fond of Cairo during the Christmas season, explained the other, and I broke my journey. But now I sincerely wish I were elsewhere.

Oh, I shouldnt worry! said the detective cheerily. There are enough of us on the look-out.

But Mr. Chundermeyer remained palpably uneasy.

III

The gardens of the hotel on the following night presented a fairy-like spectacle. Lights concealed among the flower-beds, the bloom-covered arbors, and the feathery leafage of the acacias, suffused a sort of weird glow, suggesting the presence of a million fire-flies. Up beneath the crowns of the lofty palms little colored electric lamps were set, producing an illusion of supernatural fruit, whilst the fountain had been magically converted into a cascade of fire.

In the ball-room, where the orchestra played, and a hundred mosque lamps bathed the apartment in soft illumination, a cosmopolitan throng danced around a giant Christmas tree, their costumes a clash of color to have filled a theatrical producer with horror, outraging history and linking the ages in startling fashion. Thus, St. Antony of the Thebäid danced with Salome, the luresome daughter of Herodias; Neros arm was about the waist of Good Queen Bess; Charles II cantered through a two-step with a red-haired Vestal Virgin; and the Queen of Sheba (Daphne Collis) had no less appropriate a partner than Sherlock Holmes.

Doubtless it was all very amusing, but, personally, I stand by my commonplace dress-suit, having, perhaps, rather a ridiculous sense of dignity. Inspector Carlisle also was soberly arrayed, and we had several chats during the evening; he struck me as being a man of considerable culture and great shrewdness.

For Abû Tabâh I looked in vain. Following our conservation on the previous afternoon, he had vanished like a figment of a dream. I several times saw Chundermeyer, who had elected to disguise himself as Al-Mokanna, the Veiled Prophet of Khorassan. He seemed to be an enthusiastic dancer, and there was no lack of partners.

But of these mandarins, pierrots, Dutch girls, monks, and court ladies I speedily tired, and sought refuge in the gardens, whose enchanted aspect was completed by that wondrous inverted bowl, jewel-studded, which is the nightly glory of Egypt. In the floral, dim-lighted arbors many romantic couples shrank from the peeping moon; but quiet and a hushful sense of peace ruled there beneath the stars more in harmony with my mood.

One corner of the gardens, in particular, seemed to be quite deserted, and it was the most picturesque spot of all. For here a graceful palm upstood before an outjutting mushrabîyeh window, dimly lighted, over which trailed a wealth of bougainvillea blossom, whilst beneath it lay a floral carpet, sharply bisected by the shadow of the palm trunk. It was like some gorgeous illustration to a poem by Hafiz, only lacking the figure at the window.

And as I stood, enchanted, before the picture, the central panels of the window were thrown open, and, as if conjured up by my imagination, a woman appeared, looking out into the gardens  an Oriental woman, robed in shimmering, moon-kissed white, and wearing a white yashmak. Her arms and fingers were laden with glittering jewels.

I almost held my breath, drawing back into the sheltering shadow, for I had not hitherto suspected myself of being a sorcerer. For perhaps a minute, or less, she stood looking out, then the window closed, and the white phantom disappeared. I recovered myself, recognizing that I stood before the isolated wing of the hotel known as the Harêm Suite, and that Fate had granted me a glimpse of the daughter of the Mudîr of the Fáyûm.

Recollecting, in the nick of time, an engagement to dance with Lady Collis, I hurried back to the ball-room. On its very threshold I encountered Chundermeyer. I could see his spectacles glittering through the veil of his ridiculous costume, and even before he spoke I detected about him an aura of tragedy.

Mr. Kernaby, he gasped, for Heavens sake help me to find Inspector Carlisle! I have been robbed!

What?

My diamonds!

You dont mean  

Find the inspector, and come to my rooms. I am nearly mad!

Daphne Collis, who had seen me enter, joined us at this moment, and, overhearing the latter part of Chundermeyers speech:

Oh, whatever is the matter? she whispered.

As for Chundermeyer the effect upon him of her sudden appearance was positively magical. He stared through his veil as though her charming figure had been that of some hideous phantom. Then slowly, as if he dreaded to find her intangible, he extended one hand and touched her rope of pearls.

Ah, heavens! he gasped. I am really going mad, or is there a magician amongst us?

Daphne Colliss blue eyes opened very widely, and the color slowly faded from her cheeks.

Mr. Chundermeyer, she began. But  

Let us go into this little recess, where there is a good light, mumbled Chundermeyer shakily, and I will make sure.

The three of us entered the palm-screened alcove, Chundermeyer leading. He stood immediately under a lamp suspended by brass chains from the roof.

Permit me to examine your pearls for one moment, he said.

Her hands trembling, Daphne Collis took off the costly ornament and placed it in the hands of the greatly perturbed expert. Chundermeyer ran the pearls through his fingers, then lifted the largest of the set towards the light and scrutinized it closely. Suddenly he dropped his arms, and extended the necklace upon one open palm.

Look for yourself, he said slowly. It does not require the eyes of an expert.

Daphne Collis snatched the pearls and stared at them dazedly. Her pretty face was now quite colorless.

This is not my rope of pearls, she said, in a monotonous voice; it is a very poor imitation!

Ere I could frame any kind of speech  

Look at this, groaned Chundermeyer, as you talk of a poor imitation!

He was holding out a leather-covered box, plush-lined, and bearing within the words, Isaacs and Chundermeyer, Madras. Nestling grotesquely amid the blue velvet were six small pieces of coal!

Chundermeyer sank upon the cushions of the settee, tossing the casket upon a little coffee table.

I am afraid I feel unwell, he said feebly. Mr. Kernaby, I wonder if you would be so kind as to find Inspector Carlisle, and ask a waiter to bring me some cognac.

Oh, what shall I do, what shall I do? whispered poor Daphne Collis.

Just remain here, I said soothingly, with Mr. Chundermeyer. And I induced her to sit in a big cane rest-chair. I will return in a moment with Bertram and the inspector.

Desiring to avoid a panic, I walked quietly into the ball-room and took stock of the dancers, for a waltz was in progress. The inspector I could not see, but Sir Bertram I observed at the further end of the floor, dancing with Mrs. Van Heysten, the Chicago lady whom I had warned to keep a close watch upon her diamonds.

I managed to attract Colliss attention, and the pair, quitting the floor, joined me where I stood. A few words sufficed in which to inform them of the catastrophe, and, pointing out the alcove wherein I had left Chundermeyer and Lady Collis, I set off in search of Inspector Carlisle.

Ten minutes later, having visited every likely spot, I came to the conclusion that he was not in the hotel, and with M. Balabas I returned to the alcove adjoining the ball-room. Dancing was in full swing, and I thought as we passed along the edge of the floor how easily I could have checked the festivities by announcing that Omar of Ispahân was present.

The first sight to greet me upon entering the little palm-shaded alcove was that of Mrs. Van Heysten in tears. She had discovered herself to be wearing a very indifferent duplicate of her famous diamond tiara.

I think it was my action of soothingly patting her upon the shoulder that drew Chundermeyers attention to my Hatshepsu scarab.

Mr. Kernaby! he cried Mr. Kernaby! And pointed to my finger.

I had had the scarab set in a revolving bezel, and habitually wore it with its beetle uppermost and the cartouche concealed. As I glanced down at the ring, Chundermeyer stretched out his hand and detached it from my finger. Approaching the light, he turned the bezel.

The flat part of the scarab was quite blank, bearing no inscription whatever. Like Lady Colliss rope of pearls, Mrs. Van Heystens tiara, and Chundermeyers diamonds, it was a worthless and very indifferent duplicate!

IV

Never can I forget the scene in that crowded little room  poor M. Balabas all anxiety respecting the reputation of his establishment, and vainly endeavoring to reason with the victims of the amazing Omar Khân. Finally  

I will search for Inspector Carlisle myself, said Mr. Chundermeyer; and if I cannot find him, I shall be compelled to communicate with the local police authorities.

M. Balabas still volubly protesting, the unfortunate Veiled Prophet made his way from the alcove. I cannot say if the inspiration came as the result of a sort of auto-hypnosis induced by staring at the worthless ring in my hand  the stone was not even real lapis-lazuli  but a theory regarding the manner in which these ingenious substitutions had been effected suddenly entered my mind.

Three minutes later I was knocking at the door of Chundermeyers room. I received no invitation to enter, and the door was locked. I sought M. Balabas; and, without confiding to him the theory upon which I was acting, I urged the desirability of gaining access to the apartment. As a result, a master key was procured, and we entered.

At the first glance the room seemed to be empty, though it showed evidence of having recently been occupied, for it was in the utmost disorder. Perhaps we should have quitted it unenlightened, if I had not detected the sound of a faint groan proceeding from the closed wardrobe. Stepping across the room, I opened the double doors, and out into my arms fell a limp figure, bound hand and foot, and having a bath-towel secured tightly around the head to act as a gag. It was Mr. Chundermeyer!

I think, as I helped to unfasten him, I was the most surprised man in the land of Egypt. He was arrayed only in a bath-robe and slippers, and his bare wrists and ankles were cruelly galled by the cords which had bound him. For some minutes he was unable to utter a word, and when at last he achieved speech, his first utterance constituted a verbal thunderbolt.

I have been robbed! he cried huskily. I was sand-bagged as I came from my bath, and look  everyone of my cases is gone!

It was M. Balabas who answered him.

As you returned from your bath, Mr. Chundermeyer? he said. At what time was that?

About a quarter-past seven, was the amazing reply.

But, good Heaven! cried M. Balabas, I was speaking to you less than ten minutes ago!

You are mad! groaned Chundermeyer, rubbing his bruised wrists. Have I not been locked in the wardrobe all night!

Ah, merciful saints, cried M. Balabas, dramatically raising his clenched fists to heaven, I see it all! You understand, Mr. Kernaby. It is not Mr. Chundermeyer with whom we have been conversing, in whose hands you have been placing your valuables, it is that devil incarnate who three years ago impersonated the Emîr al-Hadj, in order to steal the Holy Carpet; who can impersonate anyone; who, it is said, can transform himself at will into an old woman, a camel, or a fig tree; it is the conjuror, the wizard  Omar of Ispahân!

My own ideas were almost equally chaotic; for although, as I now recalled, I had never throughout the evening obtained a thoroughly good view of the features of the Veiled Prophet, I could have sworn to the voice, to the carriage, to the manner of Mr. Chundermeyer.

The puzzling absence of Chief Inspector Carlisle now engaged everybodys attention; and, acting upon the precedent afforded by the finding of Mr. Chundermeyer, we paid a visit to the detectives room.

Inspector Carlisle, fully dressed, and still wearing a soft felt hat, as though he had but just come in, lay on the floor, unconscious, with the greater part of a cigar, which examination showed to be drugged, close beside him.

* * * * * *

As I entered my room that night and switched on the light, in through the open window from the balcony stepped Abû Tabâh.

His frequent and mysterious appearances in my private apartments did not surprise me in the least, and I had even ceased to wonder how he accomplished them; but  

You are too late, my friend, I said. Omar of Ispahân has outwitted you.

Omar of Ispahân has outwitted men wiser than I, he replied gravely; but covetousness is a treacherous master, and I am not without hope that we may yet circumvent the father of thieves.

You are surely jesting, I replied. In all probability he is now far from Cairo.

I, on the contrary, have reason to believe, replied Abû Tabâh calmly, that he is neither far from Cairo, far from the hotel, nor far from this very apartment.

His manner was strange and I discovered excitement to be growing within me.

Accompany me on the balcony, he said; but first extinguish the light.

A moment later I stood looking down upon the moon-bathed gardens, and Abû Tabâh, beside me, stretched out his hand.

You see the projecting portion of the building yonder?

Yes, I replied; the Harêm Suite.

Immediately before the window there is a palm tree.

I have observed it.

And upon the opposite side of the path there is an acacia.

Yes; I see it.

The moon is high, and whilst all the side of the hotel is in shadow the acacia is in the moonlight. Its branches would afford concealment, however; and one watching there could see what would be hidden from one on this balcony. I request you, Kernaby Pasha, to approach that lebbekh tree from the further side of the fountain, in order to remain invisible from the hotel. Climb to one of the lower branches, and closely watch four windows.

I stared at him in the darkness.

Which are the four windows that I am to watch?

They are  one, that immediately below your own; two, that to the right of it; three, the window above the Harêm Suite; and, four, the extreme east window of this wing, on the first floor.

Now, my state of mystification grew even denser. For the windows specified were, in the order of mention, that of Inspector Carlisle, who had not yet recovered consciousness; of Mr. Chundermeyer; of Major Redpath, a retired Anglo-Indian who had been confined to his room for some time with an attack of malaria; and of M. Balabas, the manager.

For what, I inquired, am I to watch?

For a man to descend.

And then?

You will hold your open watch case where it is clearly visible from this spot. Instant upon the mans appearance you will cover it up, and then uncover it, either once, twice, thrice, or four times.

After which?

Remain scrupulously concealed. Have the collar of your dinner jacket turned up in order to betray as little whiteness as possible. Do not interfere with the man who descends; but if he enters the Harêm Suite, see that he does not come out again! There is no time for further explanation, Kernaby Pasha; it is Omar of Ispahân with whom we have to deal!

V

Perched up amid the foliage of the acacia, I commenced that singular guard imposed upon me by Abû Tabâh. Did he suspect one of these four persons of being the notorious Omar? Or had his mysterious instructions some other significance? The problem defied me; and, recognizing that I was hopelessly at sea, I abandoned useless conjecture and merely watched.

Nor was my vigil a long one. I doubt if I had been at my post for ten minutes ere a vague figure appeared upon the shadow-veiled balcony of one of the suspected windows  that of Major Redpath, above the Harêm Suite!

Scarcely daring to credit my eyes, I saw the figure throw down on to the projecting top of the mushrabîyeh window below a slender rope ladder. I covered the gleaming gold of my watch-case with my hand, and gave the signal  three.

The spirit of phantasy embraced me; and, unmoved to further surprise, I watched the unknown swarm down the ladder with the agility of an ape. He seemed to wear a robe, surely that of the Veiled Prophet! He silently manipulated one of the side-panels of the window, opened it, and vanished within the Harêm Suite.

Raising my eyes, I beheld a second figure  that of Abû Tabâh  descending a similar ladder to the balcony of Inspector Carlisles room. He gained the balcony and entered the room. Four seconds elapsed; he reappeared, unfurled a greater length of ladder, and came down to the flower-beds. Lithely as a cat he came to the projecting mushrabîyeh, swung himself aloft, and as I watched breathlessly, expecting him to enter in pursuit of the intruder, climbed to the top and began to mount the ladder descending from Major Redpaths room!

He had just reached the majors balcony, and was stepping through the open window, when a most alarming din arose in the Harêm Suite; evidently a fierce struggle was proceeding in the apartments of the Mudîrs daughter!

I scrambled down from the acacia and ran to the spot immediately below the window, arriving at the very moment that the central lattice was thrown open, and a white-veiled figure appeared there and prepared to spring down! Perceiving my approach:

Oh, help me, in the name of Allah! cried the woman, in a voice shrill with fear. Quick  catch me!

Ere I could frame any reply, she clutched at the palm tree and dropped down right into my extended arms, as a crashing of overturned furniture came from the room above.

Help them! she entreated. You are armed, and my women are being murdered.

Help, Kernaby Pasha! now reached my ears, in the unmistakable voice of Abû Tabâh, from somewhere within. See that he does not escape from the window!

Coming! I cried.

And, by means of the palm trunk, I began to mount towards the open lattice.

Gaining my objective, I stumbled into a room which presented a scene of the wildest disorder. It was a large apartment, well but sparsely furnished in the Eastern manner, and lighted by three hanging lamps. Directly under one of these, beside an overturned cabinet of richly carven wood inlaid with mother-o-pearl, lay a Nubian, insensible, and arrayed only in shirt and trousers. There was no one else in the room, and, not pausing to explore those which opened out of it, I ran and unbolted the heavy door upon which Abû Tabâh was clamoring for admittance.

The imám leaped into the room, rebolted the door, and glanced to the right and left; then he ran into the adjoining apartments, and finally, observing the insensible Nubian upon the floor, he stared into my face, and I read anger in the eyes that were wont to be so gentle.

Did I not enjoin you to prevent his escape from the window? he cried.

No one escaped from the window, my friend, I retorted, except the lady who was occupying the suite.

Abû Tabâh fixed his weird eyes upon me in a hypnotic stare of such uncanny power that I was angrily conscious of much difficulty in sustaining it; but gradually the quelling look grew less harsh, and finally his whole expression softened, and that sweet smile, which could so transform his face, disturbed the severity of the set lips.

No man is infallible, he said. And wiser than you or I have shown themselves the veriest fools in contest with Omar Ali Khân. But know, O Kernaby Pasha, that the lady who occupied this suite secretly left it at sunset to-night, bearing her jewels with her, and he  pointing to the insensible Nubian on the floor took her place and wore her raiment  

Then the Mudîrs daughter  

Is my sister Ayesha!

I looked at him reproachfully, but he met my gaze with calm pride.

Subterfuge was permitted by the Prophet, (on whom be peace), he continued; but not lying! My sister is the daughter of the Mudîr el-Fáyûm.

It was a rebuke, perhaps a merited one; and I accepted it in silence. Although, from the moment that I had first set eyes on him, I had never doubted Abû Tabâh to be a man of good family, this modest avowal was something of a revelation.

Her presence here, which was permitted by my father, he said, was a trap; for it is well known throughout the Moslem world that she is the possessor of costly ornaments. The trap succeeded. Omar of Ispahân, at great risk of discovery, remained to steal her jewels, although he had already amassed a choice collection.

Someone had begun to bang upon the bolted door, and there was an excited crowd beneath the window.

You supposed, no doubt, the imám resumed calmly, that I suspected Major Redpath and M. Balabas, as well as Mr. Chundermeyer and the English detective? It was not so. But I regarded the room of M. Balabas as excellently situated for Omars purpose, and I knew that M. Balabas rarely retired earlier than one oclock. Even more suitable was that of Major Redpath, whose illness I believe to have been due to some secret art of Omars.

But he is down with chronic malaria!

It may even be so; yet I believe the attack to have been induced by Omar of Ispahân.

But why?

Because, as I learned to-night, Major Redpath is the only person in Cairo who has ever met Mr. Chundermeyer! I will confess that until less than an hour ago I did not know if Inspector Carlisle was really an inspector! Oh, it is a seeming absurdity; but Omar of Ispahân is a wizard! Therefore I entered the inspectors room, and found him to be still unconscious. Major Redpath was in deep slumber, and Omar had entered and quitted his room without disturbing him. I did likewise, and visited Mr. Chundermeyers  the door was ajar  on my way downstairs.

But, my friend, I said amazedly, with my own eyes I beheld Mr. Chundermeyer gagged and bound in his wardrobe! I saw his bruised wrists!

He gagged, bound, and bruised himself! replied Abû Tabâh calmly. With my own eyes I once beheld a blind mendicant hanging by the neck from a fig tree, a bloody froth upon his lips. I cut him down and left him for dead. Yet was he neither dead nor a blind mendicant; he was Omar Ali Khân! Oblige me by opening the door, Kernaby Pasha.

I obeyed, and an excited throng burst in, headed by M. Balabas and Inspector Carlisle, the latter looking very pale and haggard!

Where is the man posing as Chundermeyer? began the detective hoarsely. By sheer sleight-of-hand, and under yere very noses  excitement rendered him weirdly Caledonian he has robbed ye! I cabled Madras to-day, and the real Chundermeyer arrived at Amsterdam last Friday! As I returned with the reply cable in my pocket to-night I became so dizzy I was only just able to get to my room. Hed doctored every smoke in my case! Where is he?

I assisted him to escape, disguised as a woman, some ten minutes ago, I replied feebly. I should be sincerely indebted to you if you would kick me.

Escaped! roared Inspector Carlisle. Then what are ye doing here? Pursue him, somebody! Are ye all mad?

We should be, said Abû Tabâh, to attempt pursuit. As well pursue the shadow of a cloud, the first spear of sunrise, or the phantom heifer of Pepi-Ankh, as pursue Omar of Ispahân! He is gone  but empty-handed. Behold what I recovered from Mr. Chundermeyers room.

From beneath his black gibbeh he took out a leather bag, opened it, and displayed to our startled eyes the tiara of Mrs. Van Heysten, the rope of pearls, and  my Hatshepsu scarab!

Ere anyone could utter a word, Abû Tabâh inclined his head in dignified salutation, turned, and walked stately from the room.


BREATH OF ALLAH

I

For close upon a week I had been haunting the purlieus of the Mûski, attired as a respectable dragoman, my face and hands reduced to a deeper shade of brown by means of a water-color paint (I had to use something that could be washed off and grease-paint is useless for purposes of actual disguise) and a neat black moustache fixed to my lip with spirit-gum. In his story Beyond the Pale, Rudyard Kipling has trounced the man who inquires too deeply into native life; but if everybody thought with Kipling we should never have had a Lane or a Burton and I should have continued in unbroken scepticism regarding the reality of magic. Whereas, because of the matters which I am about to set forth, for ten minutes of my life I found myself a trembling slave of the unknown.

Let me explain at once that my undignified masquerade was not prompted by mere curiosity or the quest of the pomegranate, it was undertaken as the natural sequel to a letter received from Messrs. Moses, Murphy and Co., the firm which I represented in Egypt, containing curious matters affording much food for reflection. We would ask you, ran the communication, to renew your inquiries into the particular composition of the perfume Breath of Allah, of which you obtained us a sample at a cost which we regarded as excessive. It appears to consist in the blending of certain obscure essential oils and gum-resins; and the nature of some of these has defied analysis to date. Over a hundred experiments have been made to discover substitutes for the missing essences, but without success; and as we are now in a position to arrange for the manufacture of Oriental perfume on an extensive scale we should be prepared to make it well worth your while (the last four words characteristically underlined in red ink) if you could obtain for us a correct copy of the original prescription.

The letter went on to say that it was proposed to establish a separate company for the exploitation of the new perfume, with a registered address in Cairo and a manufactory in some suitably inaccessible spot in the Near East.

I pondered deeply over these matters. The scheme was a good one and could not fail to reap considerable profits; for, given extensive advertising, there is always a large and monied public for a new smell. The particular blend of liquid fragrance to which the letter referred was assured of a good sale at a high price, not alone in Egypt, but throughout the capitals of the world, provided it could be put upon the market; but the proposition of manufacture was beset with extraordinary difficulties.

The tiny vial which I had despatched to Birmingham nearly twelve months before had cost me close upon £100 to procure, for the reason that Breath of Allah was the secret property of an old and aristocratic Egyptian family whose great wealth and exclusiveness rendered them unapproachable. By dint of diligent inquiry I had discovered the attár to whom was entrusted certain final processes in the preparation of the perfume  only to learn that he was ignorant of its exact composition. But although he had assured me (and I did not doubt his word) that not one grain had hitherto passed out of the possession of the family, I had succeeded in procuring a small quantity of the precious fluid.

Messrs. Moses, Murphy and Co. had made all the necessary arrangements for placing it upon the market, only to learn, as this eventful letter advised me, that the most skilled chemists whose services were obtainable had failed to analyse it.

One morning, then, in my assumed character, I was proceeding along the Shâria el-Hamzâwi seeking for some scheme whereby I might win the confidence of Mohammed er-Rahmân the attár, or perfumer. I had quitted the house in the Darb el-Ahmar which was my base of operations but a few minutes earlier, and as I approached the corner of the street a voice called from a window directly above my head: Saïd! Saïd!

Without supposing that the call referred to myself, I glanced up, and met the gaze of an old Egyptian of respectable appearance who was regarding me from above. Shading his eyes with a gnarled hand  

Surely, he cried, it is none other than Saïd the nephew of Yûssuf Khalig! Es-selâm aleykûm, Saïd!

Aleykûm, es-selâm, I replied, and stood there looking up at him.

Would you perform a little service for me, Saïd? he continued. It will occupy you but an hour and you may earn five piastres.

Willingly, I replied, not knowing to what the mistake of this evidently half-blind old man might lead me.

I entered the door and mounted the stairs to the room in which he was, to find that he lay upon a scantily covered dîwan by the open window.

Praise be to Allah (whose name be exalted)! he exclaimed, that I am thus fortunately enabled to fulfil my obligations. I sometimes suffer from an old serpent bite, my son, and this morning it has obliged me to abstain from all movement. I am called Abdûl the Porter, of whom you will have heard your uncle speak; and although I have long retired from active labor myself, I contract for the supply of porters and carriers of all descriptions and for all purposes; conveying fair ladies to the hammám, youth to the bridal, and death to the grave. Now, it was written that you should arrive at this timely hour.

I considered it highly probable that it was also written how I should shortly depart if this garrulous old man continued to inflict upon me details of his absurd career. However  

I have a contract with the merchant, Mohammed er-Rahmân of the Sûk el-Attârin, he continued, which it has always been my custom personally to carry out.

The words almost caused me to catch my breath; and my opinion of Abdul the Porter changed extraordinary. Truly my lucky star had guided my footsteps that morning!

Do not misunderstand me, he added. I refer not to the transport of his wares to Suez, to Zagazig, to Mecca, to Aleppo, to Baghdad, Damascus, Kandahar, and Pekin; although the whole of these vast enterprises is entrusted to none other than the only son of my father: I speak, now, of the bearing of a small though heavy box from the great magazine and manufactory of Mohammed er-Rahmân at Shubra, to his shop in the Sûk el-Attârin, a matter which I have arranged for him on the eve of the Molid en-Nebi (birthday of the Prophet) for the past five-and-thirty years. Every one of my porters to whom I might entrust this special charge is otherwise employed; hence my observation that it was written how none other than yourself should pass beneath this window at a certain fortunate hour.

Fortunate indeed had that hour been for me, and my pulse beat far from normally as I put the question: Why, O Father Abdul, do you attach so much importance to this seemingly trivial matter?

The face of Abdul the Porter, which resembled that of an intelligent mule, assumed an expression of low cunning.

The question is well conceived, he said, raising a long forefinger and wagging it at me. And who in all Cairo knows so much of the secrets of the great as Abdul the Know-all, Abdul the Taciturn! Ask me of the fabled wealth of Karafa Bey and I will name you every one of his possessions and entertain you with a calculation of his income, which I have worked out in nûss-faddah![B] Ask me of the amber mole upon the shoulder of the Princess Azîza and I will describe it to you in such a manner as to ravish your soul! Whisper, my son  he bent towards me confidentially once a year the merchant Mohammed er-Rahmân prepares for the Lady Zuleyka a quantity of the perfume which impious tradition has called Breath of Allah. The father of Mohammed er-Rahmân prepared it for the mother of the Lady Zuleyka and his father before him for the lady of that day who held the secret  the secret which has belonged to the women of this family since the reign of the Khalîf el-Hakîm from whose favorite wife they are descended. To her, the wife of the Khalîf, the first dirhem (drachm) ever distilled of the perfume was presented in a gold vase, together with the manner of its preparation, by the great wizard and physician Ibn Sina of Bokhara (Avicenna).

[B] A nûss-faddah equals a quarter of a farthing.

You are well called Abdul the Know-all! I cried in admiration. Then the secret is held by Mohammed er-Rahmân?

Not so, my son, replied Abdul. Certain of the essences employed are brought, in sealed vessels, from the house of the Lady Zuleyka, as is also the brass coffer containing the writing of Ibn Sina; and throughout the measuring of the quantities, the secret writing never leaves her hand.

What, the Lady Zuelyka attends in person?

Abdul the Porter inclined his head serenely.

On the eve of the birthday of the Prophet, the Lady Zuelyka visits the shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân, accompanied by an imám from one of the great mosques.

Why by an imám, Father Abdul?

There is a magical ritual which must be observed in the distillation of the perfume, and each essence is blessed in the name of one of the four archangels; and the whole operation must commence at the hour of midnight on the eve of the Molid en-Nebi.

He peered at me triumphantly.

Surely, I protested, an experienced attár such as Mohammed er-Rahmân would readily recognize these secret ingredients by their smell?

A great pan of burning charcoal, whispered Abdul dramatically, is placed upon the floor of the room, and throughout the operation the attendant imám casts pungent spices upon it, whereby the nature of the secret essences is rendered unrecognizable. It is time you depart, my son, to the shop of Mohammed, and I will give you a writing making you known to him. Your task will be to carry the materials necessary for the secret operation (which takes place to-night) from the magazine of Mohammed er-Rahmân at Shubra, to his shop in the Sûk el-Attârin. My eyesight is far from good, Saïd. Do you write as I direct and I will place my name to the letter.

II

The words well worth your while had kept time to my steps, or I doubt if I should have survived the odious journey from Shubra. Never can I forget the shape, color, and especially the weight, of the locked chest which was my burden. Old Mohammed er-Rahmân had accepted my service on the strength of the letter signed by Abdul, and of course, had failed to recognize in Saïd that Hon. Neville Kernaby who had certain confidential dealings with him a year before. But exactly how I was to profit by the fortunate accident which had led Abdul to mistake me for someone called Saïd became more and more obscure as the box grew more and more heavy. So that by the time that I actually arrived with my burden at the entrance to the Street of the Perfumers, my heart had hardened towards Abdul the Know-all; and, setting my box upon the ground, I seated myself upon it to rest and to imprecate at leisure that silent cause of my present exhaustion.

After a time my troubled spirit grew calmer, as I sat there inhaling the insidious breath of Tonquin musk, the fragrance of attár of roses, the sweetness of Indian spikenard and the stinging pungency of myrrh, opoponax, and ihlang-ylang. Faintly I could detect the perfume which I have always counted the most exquisite of all save one  that delightful preparation of Jasmine peculiarly Egyptian. But the mystic breath of frankincense and erotic fumes of ambergris alike left me unmoved; for amid these odors, through which it has always seemed to me that that of cedar runs thematically, I sought in vain for any hint of Breath of Allah.

Fashionable Europe and America were well represented as usual in the Sûk el-Attârin, but the little shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân was quite deserted, although he dealt in the most rare essences of all. Mohammed, however, did not seek Western patronage, nor was there in the heart of the little white-bearded merchant any envy of his seemingly more prosperous neighbors in whose shops New York, London, and Paris smoked amber-scented cigarettes, and whose wares were carried to the uttermost corners of the earth. There is nothing more illusory than the outward seeming of the Eastern merchant. The wealthiest man with whom I was acquainted in the Muski had the aspect of a mendicant; and whilst Mohammeds neighbors sold phials of essence and tiny boxes of pastilles to the patrons of Messrs. Cook, were not the silent caravans following the ancient desert routes laden with great crates of sweet merchandise from the manufactory at Shubra? To the city of Mecca alone Mohammed sent annually perfumes to the value of two thousand pounds sterling; he manufactured three kinds of incense exclusively for the royal house of Persia; and his wares were known from Alexandria to Kashmîr, and prized alike in Stambûl and Tartary. Well might he watch with tolerant smile the more showy activities of his less fortunate competitors.

The shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân was at the end of the street remote from the Hamzâwi (Cloth Bazaar), and as I stood up to resume my labors my mood of gloomy abstraction was changed as much by a certain atmosphere of expectancy  I cannot otherwise describe it  as by the familiar smells of the place. I had taken no more than three paces onward into the Sûk ere it seemed to me that all business had suddenly become suspended; only the Western element of the throng remained outside whatever influence had claimed the Orientals. Then presently the visitors, also becoming aware of this expectant hush as I had become aware of it, turned almost with one accord, and following the direction of the merchants glances, gazed up the narrow street towards the Mosque of el-Ashraf.

And here I must chronicle a curious circumstance. Of the Imám Abû Tabâh I had seen nothing for several weeks, but at this moment I suddenly found myself thinking of that remarkable man. Whilst any mention of his name, or nickname  for I could not believe Tabâh to be patronymic  amongst the natives led only to pious ejaculations indicative of respectful fear, by the official world he was tacitly disowned. Yet I had indisputable evidence to show that few doors in Cairo, or indeed in all Egypt, were closed to him; he came and went like a phantom. I should never have been surprised, on entering my private apartments at Shepheards, to have found him seated therein, nor did I question the veracity of a native acquaintance who assured me that he had met the mysterious imám in Aleppo on the same morning that a letter from his partner in Cairo had arrived mentioning a visit by Abû Tabâh to el-Azhar. But throughout the native city he was known as the Magician and was very generally regarded as a master of the ginn. Once more depositing my burden upon the ground, then, I gazed with the rest in the direction of the mosque.

It was curious, that moment of perfumed silence, and my imagination, doubtless inspired by the memory of Abû Tabâh, was carried back to the days of the great khalîfs, which never seem far removed from one in those mediæval streets. I was transported to the Cairo of Harûn al Raschîd, and I thought that the Grand Wazîr on some mission from Baghdad was visiting the Sûk el-Attârin.

Then, stately through the silent group, came a black-robed, white-turbaned figure outwardly similar to many others in the bazaar, but followed by two tall muffled negroes. So still was the place that I could hear the tap of his ebony stick as he strode along the centre of the street.

At the shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân he paused, exchanging a few words with the merchant, then resumed his way, coming down the Sûk towards me. His glance met mine, as I stood there beside the box; and, to my amazement, he saluted me with smiling dignity and passed on. Had he, too, mistaken me for Saïd  or had his all-seeing gaze detected beneath my disguise the features of Neville Kernaby?

As he turned out of the narrow street into the Hamzâwi, the commercial uproar was resumed instantly, so that save for this horrible doubt which had set my heart beating with uncomfortable rapidity, by all the evidences now about me his coming might have been a dream.

III

Filled with misgivings, I carried the box along to the shop; but Mohammed er-Rahmâns greeting held no hint of suspicion.

By fleetness of foot thou shalt never win Paradise, he said.

Nor by unseemly haste shall I thrust others from the path, I retorted.

It is idle to bandy words with any acquaintance of Abdul the Porters, sighed Mohammed; well do I know it. Take up the box and follow me.

With a key which he carried attached to a chain about his waist, he unlocked the ancient door which alone divided his shop from the outjutting wall marking a bend in the street. A native shop is usually nothing more than a double cell; but descending three stone steps, I found myself in one of those cellar-like apartments which are not uncommon in this part of Cairo. Windows there were none, if I except a small square opening, high up in one of the walls, which evidently communicated with the narrow courtyard separating Mohammeds establishment from that of his neighbor, but which admitted scanty light and less ventilation. Through this opening I could see what looked like the uplifted shafts of a cart. From one of the rough beams of the rather lofty ceiling a brass lamp hung by chains, and a quantity of primitive chemical paraphernalia littered the place; old-fashioned alembics, mysterious looking jars, and a sort of portable furnace, together with several tripods and a number of large, flat brass pans gave the place the appearance of some old alchemists den. A rather handsome ebony table, intricately carved and inlaid with mother-o-pearl and ivory, stood before a cushioned dîwan which occupied that side of the room in which was the square window.

Set the box upon the floor, directed Mohammed, but not with such undue dispatch as to cause thyself to sustain an injury.

That he had been eagerly awaiting the arrival of the box and was now burningly anxious to witness my departure, grew more and more apparent with every word. Therefore  

There are asses who are fleet of foot, I said, leisurely depositing my load at his feet; but the wise man regulateth his pace in accordance with three things: the heat of the sun; the welfare of others; and the nature of his burden.

That thou hast frequently paused on the way from Shubra to reflect upon these three things, replied Mohammed, I cannot doubt; depart, therefore, and ponder them at leisure, for I perceive that thou art a great philosopher.

Philosophy, I continued, seating myself upon the box, sustaineth the mind, but the activity of the mind being dependent upon the welfare of the stomach, even the philosopher cannot afford to labor without hire.

At that, Mohammed er-Rahmân unloosed upon me a long pent-up torrent of invective  and furnished me with the information which I was seeking.

O son of a wall-eyed mule! he cried, shaking his fists over me, no longer will I suffer thy idiotic chatter! Return to Abdul the Porter, who employed thee, for not one faddah will I give thee, calamitous mongrel that thou art! Depart! for I was but this moment informed that a lady of high station is about to visit me. Depart! lest she mistake my shop for a pigsty.

But even as he spoke the words, I became aware of a vague disturbance in the street, and  

Ah! cried Mohammed, running to the foot of the steps and gazing upwards, now am I utterly undone! Shame of thy parents that thou art, it is now unavoidable that the Lady Zuleyka shall find thee in my shop. Listen, offensive insect  thou art Saïd, my assistant. Utter not one word; or with this  to my great alarm he produced a dangerous-looking pistol from beneath his robe will I blow a hole through thy vacuous skull!

Hastily concealing the pistol, he went hurrying up the steps, in time to perform a low salutation before a veiled woman who was accompanied by a Sûdanese servant-girl and a negro. Exchanging some words with her which I was unable to detect, Mohammed er-Rahmân led the way down into the apartment wherein I stood, followed by the lady, who in turn was followed by her servant. The negro remained above. Perceiving me as she entered, the lady, who was attired with extraordinary elegance, paused, glancing at Mohammed.

My lady, he began immediately, bowing before her, it is Saïd my assistant, the slothfulness of whose habits is only exceeded by the impudence of his conversation.

She hesitated, bestowing upon me a glance of her beautiful eyes. Despite the gloom of the place and the yashmak which she wore, it was manifest that she was good to look upon. A faint but exquisite perfume stole to my nostrils, whereby I knew that Mohammeds charming visitor was none other than, the Lady Zuleyka.

Yet, she said softly, he hath the look of an active young man.

His activity, replied the scent merchant, resideth entirely in his tongue.

The Lady Zuleyka seated herself upon the dîwan, looking all about the apartment.

Everything is in readiness, Mohammed? she asked.

Everything, my lady.

Again the beautiful eyes were turned in my direction, and, as their inscrutable gaze rested upon me, a scheme  which, since it was never carried out, need not be described  presented itself to my mind. Following a brief but eloquent silence  for my answering glances were laden with significance:  

O Mohammed, said the Lady Zuleyka indolently, in what manner doth a merchant, such as thyself, chastise his servants when their conduct displeaseth him?

Mohammed er-Rahmân seemed somewhat at a loss for a reply, and stood there staring foolishly.

I have whips for mine, murmured the soft voice. It is an old custom of my family.

Slowly she cast her eyes in my direction once more.

It seemed to me, O Saïd, she continued, gracefully resting one jeweled hand upon the ebony table, that thou hadst presumed to cast love-glances upon me. There is one waiting above whose duty it is to protect me from such insults. Miska!  to the servant girl summon El-Kimri (The Dove).

Whilst I stood there dumbfounded and abashed the girl called up the steps:

El-Kimri! Come hither!

Instantly there burst into the room the form of that hideous negro whom I had glimpsed above; and  

O Kimri, directed the Lady Zuleyka, and languidly extended her hand in my direction, throw this presumptuous clown into the street!

My discomfiture had proceeded far enough, and I recognized that, at whatever risk of discovery, I must act instantly. Therefore, at the moment that El-Kimri reached the foot of the steps, I dashed my left fist into his grinning face, putting all my weight behind the blow, which I followed up with a short right, utterly outraging the pugilistic proprieties, since it was well below the belt. El-Kimri bit the dust to the accompaniment of a human discord composed of three notes  and I leaped up the steps, turned to the left, and ran off around the Mosque of el-Ashraf, where I speedily lost myself in the crowded Ghurîya.

Beneath their factitious duskiness my cheeks were burning hotly: I was ashamed of my execrable artistry. For a druggists assistant does not lightly make love to a duchess!

IV

I spent the remainder of the forenoon at my house in the Darb el-Ahmar heaping curses upon my own fatuity and upon the venerable head of Abdul the Know-all. At one moment it seemed to me that I had wantonly destroyed a golden opportunity, at the next that the seeming opportunity had been a mere mirage. With the passing of noon and the approach of evening I sought desperately for a plan, knowing that if I failed to conceive one by midnight, another chance of seeing the famous prescription would probably not present itself for twelve months.

At about four oclock in the afternoon came the dawn of a hazy idea, and since it necessitated a visit to my rooms at Shepheards, I washed the paint off my face and hands, changed, hurried to the hotel, ate a hasty meal, and returned to the Darb el-Ahmar, where I resumed my disguise.

There are some who have criticized me harshly in regard to my commercial activities at this time, and none of my affairs has provoked greater acerbitude than that of the perfume called Breath of Allah. Yet I am at a loss to perceive wherein my perfidy lay; for my outlook is sufficiently socialistic to cause me to regard with displeasure the conserving by an individual of something which, without loss to himself, might reasonably be shared by the community. For this reason I have always resented the way in which the Moslem veils the faces of the pearls of his harêm. And whilst the success of my present enterprise would not render the Lady Zuleyka the poorer, it would enrich and beautify the world by delighting the senses of men with a perfume more exquisite than any hitherto known.

Such were my reflections as I made my way through the dark and deserted bazaar quarter, following the Shâria el-Akkadi to the Mosque of el-Ashraf. There I turned to the left in the direction of the Hamzâwi, until, coming to the narrow alley opening from it into the Sûk el-Attârin, I plunged into its darkness, which was like that of a tunnel, although the upper parts of the houses above were silvered by the moon.

I was making for that cramped little courtyard adjoining the shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân in which I had observed the presence of one of those narrow high-wheeled carts peculiar to the district, and as the entrance thereto from the Sûk was closed by a rough wooden fence I anticipated little difficult in gaining access. Yet there was one difficulty which I had not foreseen, and which I had not met with had I arrived, as I might easily have arranged to do, a little earlier. Coming to the corner of the Street of the Perfumers, I cautiously protruded my head in order to survey the prospect.

Abû Tabâh was standing immediately outside the shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân!

My heart gave a great leap as I drew back into the shadow, for I counted his presence of evil omen to the success of my enterprise. Then, a swift revelation, the truth burst in upon my mind. He was there in the capacity of imám and attendant magician at the mystical Blessing of the perfumes! With cautious tread I retraced my steps, circled round the Mosque and made for the narrow street which runs parallel with that of the Perfumers and into which I knew the courtyard beside Mohammeds shop must open. What I did not know was how I was going to enter it from that end.

I experienced unexpected difficulty in locating the place, for the height of the buildings about me rendered it impossible to pick up any familiar landmark. Finally, having twice retraced my steps, I determined that a door of old but strong workmanship set in a high, thick wall must communicate with the courtyard; for I could see no other opening to the right, or left through which it would have been possible for a vehicle to pass.

Mechanically I tried the door, but, as I had anticipated, found it to be securely locked. A profound silence reigned all about me and there was no window in sight from which my operations could be observed. Therefore, having planned out my route, I determined to scale the wall. My first foothold was offered by the heavy wooden lock which projected fully six inches from the door. Above it was a crossbeam and then a gap of several inches between the top of the gate and the arch into which it was built. Above the arch projected an iron rod from which depended a hook; and if I could reach the bar it would be possible to get astride the wall.

I reached the bar successfully, and although it proved to be none too firmly fastened, I took the chance and without making very much noise found myself perched aloft and looking down into the little court. A sigh of relief escaped me; for the narrow cart with its disproportionate wheels stood there as I had seen it in the morning, its shafts pointing gauntly upward to where the moon of the Prophets nativity swam in a cloudless sky. A dim light shone out from the square window of Mohammed er-Rahmâns cellar.

Having studied the situation very carefully, I presently perceived to my great satisfaction that whilst the tail of the cart was wedged under a crossbar, which retained it in its position, one of the shafts was in reach of my hand. Thereupon I entrusted my weight to the shaft, swinging out over the well of the courtyard. So successful was I that only a faint creaking sound resulted; and I descended into the vehicle almost silently.

Having assured myself that my presence was undiscovered by Abû Tabâh, I stood up cautiously, my hands resting upon the wall, and peered through the little window into the room. Its appearance had changed somewhat. The lamp was lighted and shed a weird and subdued illumination upon a rough table placed almost beneath it. Upon this table were scales, measures, curiously shaped flasks, and odd-looking chemical apparatus which might have been made in the days of Avicenna himself. At one end of the table stood an alembic over a little pan in which burnt a spirituous flame. Mohammed er-Rahmân was placing cushions upon the dîwan immediately beneath me, but there was no one else in the room. Glancing upward, I noted that the height of the neighboring building prevented the moonlight from penetrating into the courtyard, so that my presence could not be detected by means of any light from without; and, since the whole of the upper part of the room was shadowed, I saw little cause for apprehension within.

At this moment came the sound of a car approaching along the Shâria esh-Sharawâni. I heard it stop, near the Mosque of el-Ashraf, and in the almost perfect stillness of those tortuous streets from which by day arises a very babel of tongues I heard approaching footsteps. I crouched down in the cart, as the footsteps came nearer, passed the end of the courtyard abutting on the Street of the Perfumers, and paused before the shop of Mohammed er-Rahmân. The musical voice of Abû Tabâh spoke and that of the Lady Zuleyka answered. Came a loud rapping, and the creak of an opening door: then  

Descend the steps, place the coffer on the table, and then remain immediately outside the door, continued the imperious voice of the lady. Make sure that there are no eavesdroppers.

Faintly through the little window there reached my ears a sound as of some heavy object being placed upon a wooden surface, then a muffled disturbance as of several persons entering the room; finally, the muffled bang of a door closed and barred ... and soft footsteps in the adjoining street!

Crouching down in the cart and almost holding my breath, I watched through a hole in the side of the ramshackle vehicle that fence to which I have already referred as closing the end of the courtyard which adjoined the Sûk el-Attârin. A spear of moonlight, penetrating through some gap in the surrounding buildings, silvered its extreme edge. To an accompaniment of much kicking and heavy breathing, into this natural limelight arose the black countenance of The Dove. To my unbounded joy I perceived that his nose was lavishly decorated with sticking-plaster and that his right eye was temporarily off duty. Eight fat fingers clutching at the top of the woodwork, the bloated negro regarded the apparently empty yard for a space of some three seconds, ere lowering his ungainly bulk to the level of the street again. Followed a faint pop and a gurgling quite unmistakable. I heard him walking back to the door, as I cautiously stood up and again surveyed the interior of the room.

V

Egypt, as the earliest historical records show, has always been a land of magic, and according to native belief it is to-day the theater of many super-natural dramas. For my own part, prior to the episode which I am about to relate, my personal experiences of the kind had been limited and unconvincing. That Abû Tabâh possessed a sort of uncanny power akin to second sight I knew, but I regarded it merely as a form of telepathy. His presence at the preparation of the secret perfume did not surprise me, for a belief in the efficacy of magical operations prevailed, as I was aware, even among the more cultured Moslems. My scepticism, however, was about to be rudely shaken.

As I raised my head above the ledge of the window and looked into the room, I perceived the Lady Zuleyka seated on the cushioned dîwan, her hands resting upon an open roll of parchment which lay upon the table beside a massive brass chest of antique native workmanship. The lid of the chest was raised, and the interior seemed to be empty, but near it upon the table I observed a number of gold-stoppered vessels of Venetian glass and each of which was of a different color.

Beside a brazier wherein glowed a charcoal fire, Abû Tabâh stood; and into the fire he cast alternately strips of paper bearing writing of some sort and little dark brown pastilles which he took from a sandalwood box set upon a sort of tripod beside him. They were composed of some kind of aromatic gum in which benzoin seemed to predominate, and the fumes from the brazier filled the room with a blue mist.

The imám, in his soft, musical voice, was reciting that chapter of the Korân called The Angel. The weird ceremony had begun. In order to achieve my purpose I perceived that I should have to draw myself right up to the narrow embrasure and rest my weight entirely upon the ledge of the window. There was little danger in the maneuver, provided I made no noise; for the hanging lamp, by reason of its form, cast no light into the upper part of the room. As I achieved the desired position I became painfully aware of the pungency of the perfume with which the apartment was filled.

Lying there upon the ledge in a most painful attitude, I wriggled forward inch by inch further into the room, until I was in a position to use my right arm more or less freely. The preliminary prayer concluded, the measuring of the perfumes had now actually commenced, and I readily perceived that without recourse to the parchment, from which the Lady Zuleyka never once removed her hands, it would indeed be impossible to discover the secret. For, consulting the ancient prescription, she would select one of the gold-stoppered bottles, unscrew it, direct that so many grains should be taken from it, and never removing her gaze from Mohammed er-Rahmân whilst he measured out the correct quantity, would restopper the vessel and so proceed. As each was placed in a wide-mouthed glass jar by the perfumer, Abû Tabâh, extending his hands over the jar, pronounced the names:

Gabraîl Mikaîl, Israfîl, Israîl.

Cautiously I raised to my eyes the small but powerful opera-glasses to procure which I had gone to my rooms at Shepheards. Focussing them upon the ancient scroll lying on the table beneath me, I discovered, to my joy, that I could read the lettering quite well. Whilst Abû Tabâh began to recite some kind of incantation in the course of which the names of the Companions of the Prophet frequently occurred, I commenced to read the writing of Avicenna.

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful, the High, the Great....

So far had I proceeded and no further when I became aware of a curious change in the form of the Arabic letters. They seemed to be moving, to be cunningly changing places one with another as if to trick me out of grasping their meaning!

The illusion persisting, I determined that it was due to the unnatural strain imposed upon my vision, and although I recognized that time was precious I found myself compelled temporarily to desist, since nothing was to be gained by watching these letters which danced from side to side of the parchment, sometimes in groups and sometimes singly, so that I found myself pursuing one slim Arab A (Alif) entirely up the page from the bottom to the top where it finally disappeared under the thumb of the Lady Zuleyka!

Lowering the glasses I stared down in stupefaction at Abû Tabâh. He had just cast fresh incense upon the flames, and it came home to me, with a childish and unreasoning sense of terror, that the Egyptians who called this man the Magician were wiser than I. For whilst I could no longer hear his voice, I now could see the words issuing from his mouth! They formed slowly and gracefully in the blue clouds of vapour some four feet above his head, revealed their meaning to me in letters of gold, and then faded away towards the ceiling!

Old-established beliefs began to totter about me as I became aware of a number of small murmuring voices within the room. They were the voices of the perfumes burning in the brazier. Said one, in a guttural tone:

I am Myrrh. My voice is the voice of the Tomb.

And another softly: I am Ambergris. I lure the hearts of men.

And a third huskily: I am Patchouli. My promises are lies.

My sense of smell seemed to have deserted me and to have been replaced by a sense of hearing. And now this room of magic began to expand before my eyes. The walls receded and receded, until the apartment grew larger than the interior of the Citadel Mosque; the roof shot up so high that I knew there was no cathedral in the world half so lofty. Abû Tabâh, his hands extended above the brazier, shrank to minute dimensions, and the Lady Zuleyka, seated beneath me, became almost invisible.

The project which had led me to thrust myself into the midst of this feast of sorcery vanished from my mind. I desired but one thing: to depart, ere reason utterly deserted me. But, to my horror, I discovered that my muscles were become rigid bands of iron! The figure of Abû Tabâh was drawing nearer; his slowly moving arms had grown serpentine and his eyes had changed to pools of flame which seemed to summon me. At the time when this new phenomenon added itself to the other horrors, I seemed to be impelled by an irresistible force to jerk my head downwards: I heard my neck muscles snap metallically: I saw a scream of agony spurt forth from my lips ... and I saw upon a little ledge immediately below the square window a little mibkharah, or incense burner, which hitherto I had not observed. A thick, oily brown stream of vapor was issuing from its perforated lid and bathing my face clammily. Sense of smell I had none; but a chuckling, demoniacal voice spoke from the mibkharah, saying  

I am Hashish! I drive men mad! Whilst thou hast lain up there like a very fool, I have sent my vapors to thy brain and stolen thy senses from thee. It was for this purpose that I was set here beneath the window where thou couldst not fail to enjoy the full benefit of my poisonous perfume....

Slipping off the ledge, I fell ... and darkness closed about me.

VI

My awakening constitutes one of the most painful recollections of a not uneventful career; for, with aching head and tortured limbs, I sat upright upon the floor of a tiny, stuffy, and uncleanly cell! The only light was that which entered by way of a little grating in the door. I was a prisoner; and, in the same instant that I realized the fact of my incarceration, I realized also that I had been duped. The weird happenings in the apartment of Mohammed er-Rahmân had been hallucinations due to my having inhaled the fumes of some preparation of hashish, or Indian hemp. The characteristic sickly odor of the drug had been concealed by the pungency of the other and more odoriferous perfumes; and because of the position of the censer containing the burning hashish, no one else in the room had been affected by its vapor. Could it have been that Abû Tabâh had known of my presence from the first?

I rose, unsteadily, and looked out through the grating into a narrow passage. A native constable stood at one end of it, and beyond him I obtained a glimpse of the entrance hall. Instantly I recognized that I was under arrest at the Bâb el-Khalk police station!

A great rage consumed me. Raising my fists I banged furiously upon the door, and the Egyptian policeman came running along the passage.

What does this mean, shawêsh? I demanded. Why am I detained here? I am an Englishman. Send the superintendent to me instantly.

The policemans face expressed alternately anger, surprise, and stupefaction.

You were brought here last night, most disgustingly and speechlessly drunk, in a cart! he replied.

I demand to see the superintendent.

Certainly, certainly, effendim! cried the man, now thoroughly alarmed. In an instant, effendim!

Such is the magical power of the word Inglîsi (Englishman).

A painfully perturbed and apologetic native official appeared almost immediately, to whom I explained that I had been to a fancy dress ball at the Gezira Palace Hotel, and, injudiciously walking homeward at a late hour, had been attacked and struck senseless. He was anxiously courteous, sending a man to Shepheards with my written instructions to bring back a change of apparel and offering me every facility for removing my disguise and making myself presentable. The fact that he palpably disbelieved my story did not render his concern one whit the less.

I discovered the hour to be close upon noon, and, once more my outward self, I was about to depart from the Place Bâb el-Khalk, when, into the superintendents room came Abû Tabâh! His handsome ascetic face exhibited grave concern as he saluted me.

How can I express my sorrow, Kernaby Pasha, he said in his soft faultless English, that so unfortunate and unseemly an accident should have befallen you? I learned of your presence here but a few moments ago, and I hastened to convey to you an assurance of my deepest regret and sympathy.

More than good of you, I replied. I am much indebted.

It grieves me, he continued suavely, to learn that there are footpads infesting the Cairo streets, and that an English gentleman may not walk home from a ball safely. I trust that you will provide the police with a detailed account of any valuables which you may have lost. I have here  thrusting his hand into his robe the only item of your property thus far recovered. No doubt you are somewhat short-sighted, Kernaby Pasha, as I am, and experience a certain difficulty in discerning the names of your partners upon your dance programme.

And with one of those sweet smiles which could so transfigure his face, Abû Tabâh handed me my opera-glasses!


THE WHISPERING MUMMY

I

Felix Bréton and I were the only occupants of the raised platform at the end of the hall; and the inartistic performance of the bulky dancer who occupied the stage promised to be interminable. From motives of sheer boredom I studied the details of her dress  a white dress, fitting like a vest from shoulder to hip, and having short, full sleeves under which was a sort of blue gauze. Her hair, wrists, and ankles glittered with barbaric jewelery and strings of little coins.

A deafening orchestra consisting of tambourines, shrieking Arab viols, and the inevitable daràbukeh, surrounded the performer in a half-circle; and three other large-sized ghawâzi mingled their shrill voices with the barbaric discords of the musicians. I yawned.

As a quest of local color, Bréton, I said, this evenings expedition can only be voted a dismal failure.

Felix Bréton turned to me, with a smile, resting his elbows upon the dirty little marble-topped table. He looked sufficiently like an artist to have been merely a painter; yet his gruesome picture Le Roi SAmuse had proved the salvation of the previous Salon.

Have patience, he said; it is Shejeret ed-Durr (Tree of Pearls) that we have come to see, and she has not yet appeared.

Unless she appears shortly, I replied, stifling another yawn, I shall disappear.

But even as I spoke, there arose a hum of excitement throughout the crowded room; the fat dancer, breathless from her unpleasing exertions, resumed her seat; and all the performers turned their heads towards a door at the side of the stage. A veiled figure entered, with slow, lithe step; and her appearance was acclaimed excitedly. Coming to the centre of the stage, she threw off her veil with a swift movement, and confronted the audience, a slim, barbaric figure. I glanced at Felix Bréton. His eyes were glittering with excitement. Here at last was the ghazîyeh of romance, the ghazîyeh of the Egyptian monuments; a true daughter of that mysterious tribe who, in the remote past of the Nile-land, wove spells of subtle moon-magic before the golden Pharaoh.

A monstrous crash from the musicians opened the music of the dance  the famous Gazelle dance  which commenced to a measure of long, monotonous cadences. Shejeret ed-Durr began slowly to move her arms and body in that indescribable manner which, like the stirring of palm fronds, speaks the veritable language of the voluptuous Orient. The attendant dancers clashing their miniature cymbals, the measure quickened, and swift passion informed the languorous body, which magically became transformed into that of a leaping nymph, a bacchante, a living illustration of Keats wonder-words:

Like to a moving vintage, down they came,
Crownd with green leaves, and faces all aflame;
All madly dancing through the pleasant valley,
To scare thee, Melancholy!

At the conclusion of her dance, Shejeret ed-Durr, resuming her veil, descended to the floor of the hall and passed from table to table, exchanging light badinage with those patrons known to her.

Do you think you could induce her to come up here, Kernaby? said Bréton excitedly; she is simply the ideal model for my Danse Funébre.

Any inducement other than our presence in this select part of the establishment, I replied, offering him a cigarette, is unnecessary. She will present herself with all reasonable despatch.

Indeed, I had seen the dark eyes glance many times towards us, as we sat there in distinguished isolation; and, even as I spoke, the girl was ascending the steps, from whence she approached our table, smiling in friendly fashion. Brétons surprise was rather amusing when she confidently seated herself, giving an order to the cross-eyed waiter in close attendance. It would be our privilege, of course, to pay the bill. Of its being a privilege, no one could doubt who had observed the envious glances cast in our direction by less favored patrons.

As Bréton spoke no Arabic, the task of interpreter devolved upon me; and I was carrying on quite mechanically when my attention was drawn to a peculiarly sinister-looking person seated alone at a table close beside the corner of the stage. I remembered having observed him address some remark to Shejeret ed-Durr, and having noted that she seemed to avoid him. Now, he was directing upon us a glare so electrically baleful that when I first detected it I was conscious of a sort of shock. The man was rather oddly dressed, wearing a black turban and a sort of loose robe not unlike the burnûs of the desert Arabs. I concluded that he belonged to some religious order, and that his bosom was inflamed with a hatred of a most murderous character towards myself, Felix Bréton, and the dancer.

I endeavored, without attracting the girls notice to indicate to Bréton the presence of the Man of the Glare; but the artist was so engrossed in contemplation of Shejeret ed-Durr and kept me so busy interpreting, that I abandoned the attempt in despair. Having made his wishes evident to her, the girl readily consented to pose for him; and when next I glanced at the table near the stage, the Man of the Glare had disappeared.

What induced me to look towards the rear of the platform upon which we were seated I know not, unless I did so in obedience to a species of hypnotic suggestion; but something prompted me to glance over my shoulder. And, for the second time that night, I encountered the gaze of mysterious eyes. From a little square window these compelling eyes regarded me fixedly, and presently I distinguished the outline of a head surmounted by a white turban.

The second watcher was Abû Tabâh!

What business could have brought the mysterious imám to such a place was a problem beyond my powers of conjecture, but that he was silently directing me to depart with all speed I presently made out. Having signified, by a gesture, that I had grasped the purport of his message, I turned again to Bréton, who was struggling to carry on a conversation with Shejeret ed-Durr in his native French.

I experienced some difficulty in inducing him to leave, but my arguments finally prevailed, and we passed out into the dimly lighted street. About us in the darkness pipes wailed, and there was the dim throbbing of the eternal darábukeh. We were in that part of El-Wasr adjoining the notorious Square of the Fountain. Discordant woman voices filled the night, and strange figures flitted from the shadows into the light streaming from the open doorways. It was the centre of secret Cairo, the midnight city; and three paces from the door of the dance hall, a slim, black-robed figure suddenly appeared at my elbow, and the musical voice of Abû Tabâh spoke close to my ear:

Be on the terrace of Shepheards in half an hour.

The mysterious figure melted again into the shadows about us.

II

On the deserted hotel balcony, Abû Tabâh awaited me.

It was indeed fortunate, Kernaby Pasha, he said, that I observed you this evening.

I am greatly obliged to you, I replied, for watching over me with such paternal solicitude. May I inquire what danger I have incurred?

I was angrily conscious of feeling like a schoolboy suffering reproof.

A very great danger, Abû Tabâh assured me, his gentle, musical voice expressing real concern. Ahmad es-Kebîr is the lover of the dancer called Shejeret ed-Durr, although she who is of the ghawâzi, of Keneh does not return his affections.

Ahmad es-Kebîr?  do you refer to a malignant looking person in a black turban? I inquired.

Abû Tabâh gravely inclined his head.

He is one of the Rifaîyeh, the Black Darwîshes. They practise strange rites and are by some accredited with supernatural powers. For you the danger is not so great as for your friend, who seemed to be speaking words of love to the ghazîyeh.

I laughed shortly.

You are mistaken, Abû Tabâh, I replied; his interest was not of the character which you suppose. He is an artist and merely desired the girl to pose for him.

Abû Tabâh shrugged his shoulders.

She is an unveiled woman, he said contemptuously, but love in the heart of such a one as Ahmad is a terrible passion, consuming the vitals and rendering whom it afflicts either a partaker of Paradise or as one of the evil ginn.

In the particular case under consideration, I said, it would seem distinctly to have produced the latter and less agreeable symptoms.

Let your friend step warily, advised Abû Tabâh; for some who have aroused the enmity of the Black Darwîshes have met with strange ends, nor has it been possible to fix responsibility upon any member of the order.

You think my poor friend, Felix Bréton, may be discovered some morning in an unpleasantly messy condition?

The Black Darwîshes do not employ the knife, answered Abû Tabâh; they employ strange and more subtle weapons.

I stared hard at him in the darkness. I thought I knew my Cairo, but this sounded unpleasantly mysterious. However  

I am indebted to you, Abû Tabâh, I said, for your timely warning. As you know, I always personally avoid any possibility of misunderstanding in regard to my relations with Egyptian womenfolk.

With some rare exceptions, agreed Abû Tabâh, particulars of which escape my memory at the moment, you have always been a model of discretion, Kernaby Pasha.

I will warn my friend, I said hastily, of the view of his conduct mistakenly taken by the gentleman in the black turban.

It is well, replied Abû Tabâh; we shall meet again ere long.

With that and the customary dignified salutations he departed, leaving me wondering what hidden significance lay in his words, we shall meet again ere long.

Experience had taught me that Abû Tabâhs warnings were not to be lightly dismissed, and I knew enough of the fanaticism of those strange Eastern sects whereof the Rifaîyeh, or Black Darwîshes, was one, to realize that it would prove an unhealthy amusement to interfere with their domestic affairs. Felix Bréton, who possessed the rare gift of capturing and transferring to canvas the atmosphere of the East with the opulent colorings and vivid contrasts which constitute its charm, had nevertheless but little practical experience of the manners and customs of the golden Orient. He had leased a large studio situated on the roof of a fine old Cairene palace hidden away behind the Street of the Booksellers and almost in the shadow of the Mosque of el-Azhar. His romantic spirit had prompted him after a time to give up his rooms at the Continental and to take up his abode in the apartment adjoining the studio; that is to say, completely to cut himself off from European life and to become an inhabitant of the Oriental city. With his imperfect knowledge of the practical side of native life in the East, I did not envy him; but I was fully alive to his danger, isolated as he was from the European community, indeed from modernity; for out of the boulevards of modern Cairo into the streets of the Arabian Nights is but a step, yet a step that bridges the gulf of centuries.

As I entered his studio on the following morning, I discovered him at work upon the extraordinary picture Danse Funébre. Shejeret ed-Durr was posing in the dress of an ancient priestess of Isis. Bréton briefly greeted me, waving his hand towards a cushioned dîwan before which stood a little coffee-table bearing decanters, siphons, cigarettes, and other companionable paraphernalia. Making myself comfortable, I studied the picture and the model.

Danse Funébre was an extraordinary conception, representing an elaborately furnished modern room, apparently that of an antiquary or Egyptologist; for a multitude of queer relics decorated the walls, cabinets, and the large table at which a man was seated. Boldly represented immediately to the left of his chair stood a mummy in an ornate sarcophagus, and forth from the swathed figure into the light cast downwards from an antique lamp, floated a beautiful spirit shape  that of an Egyptian priestess. Upon her face was an expression of intense anger, as, her fingers crooked in sinister fashion, she bent over the man at the table.

The mummy and sarcophagus depicted on the canvas stood before me against the wall of the studio, the lid resting beside the case. It was moulded, as is sometimes seen, to represent the face and figure of the occupant and was as fine an example of the kind as I had met with. The mummy was that of a priestess and dancer of the Great Temple at Philæ, and it had been lent by the museum authorities for the purpose of Brétons picture.

His enthusiasm at first seeing Shejeret ed-Durr was explainable by the really uncanny resemblance which the girl bore to the modeled figure. Studying her, from my seat on the dîwan, as she posed in that gauzy raiment depicted upon the lid of the sarcophagus, it seemed indeed that the ancient priestess was reborn in the form of Shejeret ed-Durr the ghazîyeh. Bréton had evidently tabooed make-up, with the exception of the characteristic black bordering to the eyes (which appeared in the presentment of the servant of Isis); and seen now in its natural coloring the face of the dancing-girl had undoubted beauty.

Presently, whilst the model rested, I informed Bréton of my conversation with Abû Tabâh; but, as I had anticipated, he was sceptical to the point of derision.

My dear Kernaby, he said, is it likely that I am going to interrupt my work now that I have found such an inspiring model, because some ridiculous darwîsh disapproves?

It is highly unlikely, I admitted; but do not make the mistake of treating the matter lightly. You are right off the map here, and Cairo is not Paris.

It is a great deal safer! he cried in his boisterous fashion, and infinitely more interesting.

But my mind was far from easy; for in the dark eyes of the model, when their glance rested upon Felix Bréton, there was that to have aroused poisonous sentiments in the bosom of the Man of the Glare.

III

During the course of the following month I saw Felix Bréton two or three times, and he was enthusiastic about the progress of his picture and the beauty of his model. The first hint that I received of the strange idea which was to lead to stranger happenings came one afternoon when he had called upon me at Shepheards.

Do you believe in reincarnation, Kernaby? he asked suddenly.

I stared at him in surprise.

Regardless of my personal views on the matter, I replied, in what way does the subject interest you?

Momentarily he hesitated; then  

The resemblance between Yâsmîna (this was the real name of Shejeret ed-Durr) and the priestess of Isis, he said, appears to me too marked to be explainable by mere coincidence. If the mummy were my personal property I should unwrap it  

Do you seriously desire me to believe that you regard Yâsmîna as a reincarnation of the elder lady?

That or a lineal descendant, he answered. The tribe of the Ghawâzi is of unknown antiquity and may very well be descended from those temple dancers of the days of the Pharaohs. If you have studied the ancient wall paintings, you cannot have failed to observe that the dancing girls represented have entirely different forms from those of any other women depicted and from those of the ordinary Egyptian women of to-day.

His enthusiasm was tremendous; he was one of those uncomfortable fanatics who will ride a theory to the death.

I cannot say that I have noticed it, I replied. Your knowledge of the female form divine is doubtless more extensive than mine.

My dear Kernaby, he cried excitedly, to the trained eye the difference is extraordinary. Until I saw Yâsmîna I had believed the peculiar form to which I refer to be extinct like the blue enamel and the sacred lotus. If it is not reincarnation it is heredity.

I could not help thinking that it more closely resembled insanity than either; but since Bréton had made no reference to the wearer of the black turban, I experienced less anxiety respecting his physical than his mental welfare.

Three days later there was a dramatic development. Drifting idly into Brétons studio one morning I found him pacing the place in despair and glaring at his unfinished canvas like a man distraught.

Where is Shejeret ed-Durr? I inquired.

Gone! he replied. She disappeared yesterday and I can find no trace of her.

Surely the excellent Suleyman, proprietor of the dancing establishment, can assist you?

I tell you, cried Bréton savagely, that she has disappeared. No one knows what has become of her.

I looked at him in dismay. He presented a mournful spectacle. He was unshaven and his dark hair was wildly disordered. His despair was more acute than I should have supposed possible in the circumstances; and I concluded that his interest in Yâsmîna was deeper than I had assumed or that I was incapable of comprehending the artistic temperament. I suppose the Gallic blood in him had something to do with it, but I was unspeakably distressed to observe that the man was on the verge of tears.

Consolation was impossible, and I left him pacing his empty studio distractedly. That night at an unearthly hour, long after I had retired to my own apartments, he came to Shepheards. Being shown into my room, and the servant having departed  

Yâsmîna is dead! he burst out, standing there, a disheveled figure, just within the doorway.

What! I exclaimed, standing up from the table at which I had been writing and confronting him. Dead? Do you mean  

He has murdered her! said Bréton, in a dull monotonous voice that fiend of whom you warned me.

I was appalled; for I had been utterly unprepared for such a tragedy.

Who discovered her?

No one discovered her; she will never be discovered! He has buried her body in some secret spot in the desert.

My amazement grew with every word that he uttered, and presently  

Then how in Heavens name did you learn of her murder? I asked.

Felix Bréton, who had begun to pace up and down the room, a truly pitiable figure, paused and looked at me wildly.

You will think that I am mad, Kernaby, he said; but I must tell you  I must tell someone. I could see that you were incredulous when I spoke to you of reincarnation, but I was right, Kernaby, I was right! Either that or my reason is deserting me.

My opinion inclined distinctly in the direction of the latter theory, but I remained silent, watching Brétons haggard face.

To-night, he continued, as I sat looking at my unfinished picture and trying to imagine what could have become of Yâsmîna, the mummy  the mummy of the priestess  spoke to me!

I slowly sank back into my chair. I was now assured that Felix Bréton had formed a sudden and intense infatuation for Yâsmîna and that her mysterious disappearance had deranged his sensitive mind. Words failed me; I could think of nothing to say; and bending towards me his haggard face  

It whispered to me, he said, in her voice  in my own language, French, as I have taught it to her; just a few imperfect words, but sufficient to convey to me the story of the tragedy. Kernaby, what does it mean? Is it possible that her spirit, released from the body of Yâsmîna, has returned to that which I firmly believe it formerly inhabited?...

I had had the misfortune to be a party to some distressing scenes, but few had affected me so unpleasantly as this. That poor Felix Bréton was raving I could not doubt, but having persuaded him to spend the night at Shepheards and having seen him safely to bed, I returned to my own room to endeavor to work out the problem of what steps I should take regarding him on the morrow.

In the morning, however, he seemed more composed, having shaved and generally rendered himself more presentable; but the wild look still lingered in his eyes and I could see that the strange obsession had secured a firm hold upon him. He discussed the matter quite calmly during breakfast, and invited me to visit the scene of this supernatural happening. I assented, and hailing arabîyeh we drove together to the studio.

There was nothing abnormal in the appearance of the place, but I examined the mummy and the mummy case with a new curiosity; for if Felix Bréton was not mad (and this was a point upon which I recognized my incompetence to decide) the phantom voice was clearly the product of some trick. However, I was unable to discover anything to account for it. The sarcophagus stood against the outer wall of the studio and near to a large lattice window before which was draped a heavy tapestry curtain for the purpose of excluding undesirable light upon that side of the models throne. There was no balcony outside the window, which was fully, thirty feet from the street below; therefore unless someone had been hiding in the window recess beside the sarcophagus, trickery appeared to be out of the question. Turning to Bréton, who was watching me haggardly  

You searched the recess last night? I said.

I did  immediately. There was no one there. There was no one anywhere in the studio; and when I looked out of the open window, the street below was deserted from end to end.

Naturally, I took it for granted that he would avoid the place, at any rate by night; and I said as much, as we passed along the Mûski together. I can never forget the wildness in his eyes as he turned to me.

I must go back, Kernaby, he said. It seems like desertion, base and cowardly.

IV

Bréton did not join me at dinner that evening as we had arranged that he should do, and towards the hour of ten oclock, growing more and more uneasy on his behalf, I set out for the studio, half hoping that I should meet him. I saw nothing of him, however, as I crossed the Ezbekîyeh Gardens and the Atabet el-Khadrâ into the Mûski. From thence onward to the Rondpoint the dark and narrow streets were almost deserted, and from the corner of the Shâria el-Khordâgîya to the Street of the Bookbinders I met with no living thing save a lean and furtive cat.

My footsteps echoed hollowly from wall to wall of the overhanging buildings, as I approached the door giving access to the courtyard from which a stair communicated with the studio above. The moonlight, slanting down into the ancient place, left more than half of it in densest shadow, but just touched the railing of the balcony and the lower part of the mushrabîyeh screen masking what once had been the harêm apartments from the view of one entering the courtyard. Far above me, through an open lattice, a dim light shone out, though vaguely. This part of the house was bathed in the radiance of the moon, which dimmed that of the studio lamp; for the open window was the window of Brétons studio.

The door at the foot of the stairs was partly open, and I ascended slowly, since the place was quite dark and I was forced to feel my way around the eccentric turnings introduced by an Arab architect to whom simplicity had evidently been an abomination.

A modern door had been fitted to the studio; and although this door was also unfastened, I rapped loudly, but, receiving no answer, entered the studio. It was empty. The lamp was lighted, as I had observed from below, and a faint aroma of Turkish tobacco smoke hung in the air. Clearly, Bréton had left but a few moments earlier; and I judged it probable that he would be returning very shortly, for had he set out for Shepheards he would not have left his door unlocked, and in any event I should have met him on the way. Therefore, having glanced into the inner room, which, latterly, Bréton had been using as a bedroom, I sat down on the dîwan and prepared to await his return.

The lamp whose light I had seen shining through the window was that which hung before the models throne, and the curtain which usually draped the window recess had been partially pulled aside, so that from where I sat I could see part of the centre lattice, which was open. My mind at this time was entirely occupied with uneasy speculations regarding Bréton, and although I had glanced more than once at the large unfinished picture on the easel, from which the face of Shejeret ed-Durr peered out across the shoulder of the seated man, and several times had looked at the mummy set upright in its painted sarcophagus, no sense of the uncanny had touched me or in any way prepared me for the amazing manifestation which I was about to witness.

How long I had sat there I cannot say exactly; possibly for ten minutes or a quarter of an hour: when, suddenly, an eerie whisper crept through the stillness of the big room!

Since I had more than once been temporarily tricked into belief in the supernatural, by means of certain ingenious devices, I did not readily fall a victim to the mysterious nature of the present occurrence. Yet I must confess that my heart gave a great leap and I was forced to exert all my will to control my nerves. I sat quite still, listening intently for a repetition of that evil whisper. Then, in the stillness, it came again.

Felix, it breathed, because of you I lie dead in a grave in the desert.... I died for you, Felix, and now I am so lonely....

The whispering voice offered no clue to the age or the sex of the speaker; for a true whisper is toneless. But the words, as Bréton had declared, were uttered in broken French and spoken with a curious accent.

It ceased, that ghostly whispering; and I realized that my nerves could stand no more of it; for that it came or seemed to come from the mummy of the priestess was a fact as undeniable as it was horrible.

Resorting to action, I sprang up and leaped across the room, grasping first at the curtain draped in the window on the right of the sarcophagus. I jerked it fully aside. The recess was empty. All three lattices were open, on the right, left, and in the centre of the window; but, craning out from the latter, I saw the street below to be vacant from end to end.

Stepping back into the room, and metaphorically clutching my courage with both hands, I approached the sarcophagus, peered behind it, all around it, and, finally, into the swathed face of the mummy itself. Nothing rewarded my search. But the studio of Felix Bréton seemed to have become icily cold; at any rate I found myself to be shivering; and walking deliberately, although it cost me a monstrous effort to do so, I descended the dark winding stairway into the courtyard, and, on regaining the street, discovered to my intense annoyance that my brow was wet with cold perspiration.

I had taken no more than ten paces in the direction of the Sûk es-Sûdan when I heard the sound of approaching footsteps, and for some reason (I can only suppose as a result of my highly strung condition) I stepped into the shelter of a narrow gateway, where I could see without being seen, and there awaited the appearance of the one who approached.

It was Felix Bréton, his face showing ghastly in the moonlight as he turned the corner. I could not be certain if a mere echo had deceived me, but I thought I could detect faintly the softer footfalls of someone who was following him. From my cover I had an uninterrupted view of the entrance to the house which I had just left; and without showing myself I watched Bréton approach the door. At its threshold he seemed to hesitate; and in that brief hesitancy were illustrated the conflicting emotions driving the man. I recalled the words he had spoken to me that morning. I must go back, Kernaby; it seems like desertion, base and cowardly. He opened the door and disappeared.

As he did so, a second figure crossed from the shadows on the opposite side of the street  that is, the side upon which I was concealed; and in turn advanced towards the door. As he passed my hiding-place I acted. Without an instants hesitation I hurled myself upon him.

How he avoided that furious attack  if he did avoid it  or whether in the darkness I miscalculated my spring, I do not know to this day: I only know that I missed my objective, stumbled, recovered myself ... and turned with clenched fists to find Abû Tabâh confronting me!

Kernaby Pasha! he cried.

Abû Tabâh! said I dazedly.

I perceive that I am not alone in my anxiety for the welfare of M. Felix Bréton.

But why were you following him? I narrowly missed assaulting you.

Very narrowly, he agreed in his gentle manner; but you ask me why I was following M. Bréton. I was following him because I have seen so many of those who have crossed the path of the Black Darwîshes meet with violent and inexplicable deaths.

Murder? I whispered.

Not murder  suicide. Therefore, observing, as I had anticipated, a strangeness in your friends behavior, I have watched him.

The strangeness of his behavior is easily accounted for, I said. And excitedly, for the horror of the episode in the studio was still strongly upon me, I told him of the whispering mummy.

These are very dreadful things of which you speak, Kernaby Pasha, he admitted, but I warned you that it was ill to incur the enmity of the Black Darwîshes. That there is a scheme afoot to compass the self-destruction or insanity of your friend is now evident to me; and he has brought this calamity upon himself; for the words which he believed to be spoken by the spirit of the girl Yâsmîna would not have affected him so unpleasantly if his attitude towards her had been marked by proper restraint and the affair confined within suitable limitations.

Quite so. But although the Black Darwîshes may be both malignant and clever, that uncanny whispering is beyond the control of natural forces.

Such is not my opinion, replied Abû Tabâh. A spirit does not mistake one person for another; and the whispering voice addressed itself to Felix when Felix was not present. I believe, Kernaby Pasha, that you are the possessor of a pair of excellent opera-glasses? May I suggest that you return to Shepheards and procure them.

V

The platform of the minaret seemed very cold to the touch of my stockinged feet; for I had left my shoes at the entrance to the mosque below in accordance with custom; and now, from the wooden balcony, I overlooked the neighboring roofs of Cairo, and Abû Tabâh, beside me, pointed to where a vague patch of light broke the darkness beneath us to the left.

The window of M. Felix Brétons studio, he said.

Raising the glasses to his eyes, he gazed in that direction, whilst I also peered thither and succeeded in making out the well of the courtyard and the roofs of the buildings to right and left of it. It was not evident to me for what Abû Tabâh was looking, and when presently he lowered the glasses and turned to me I expressed my doubts in words.

It is surely evident, I said, speaking, as I now almost invariably did to the imám, in English, of which he had a perfect mastery, that we have little chance of discovering anything from here, since nothing was visible from the studio window. Furthermore, who save Yâsmîna could have spoken in the manner which I have related and in broken French?

An eavesdropper, he replied, might have profited by the lessons which Yâsmîna received from M. Bréton; and all vocal characteristics are lost in a whisper. In the second place, Yâsmîna is not dead.

What! I cried.

Although, when Bréton had informed me of her death, I myself had doubted him, for some reason the ghostly whisper had convinced me as it had convinced him.

She has been kept a prisoner during the past week in a house belonging to one of the Black Darwîshes, continued Abû Tabâh; but my agents succeeded in tracing her this morning. By my orders, however, she has not been allowed to return to her home.

And what was the object of those orders?

That I might learn for what purpose she had been made to disappear, replied Abû Tabâh; and I have learned it to-night.

Then you think that the whispering mummy  

He suddenly clutched my arm.

Quick! raise your glasses! he said softly. On the roof of the house to the left of the light. There is the whispering mummy!

Strung up to a high pitch of excitement, I gazed through the glasses in the direction indicated by my companion. Without difficulty I discerned him  a man wearing a black turban  who crept like some ungainly cat along the flat roof, carrying in his hand what looked like one of those sugar canes which pass for a delicacy among the natives, but which to European eyes appear more suitable for curtain-poles than sweetmeats. Springing perilously across a yawning gulf, the wearer of the black turban gained the roof of the studio, crept along for some little distance further, and then, lying prone, began slowly to lower the bamboo rod in the direction of the lighted window.

I found that unconsciously I had suspended my respiration, and now, breathlessly, as the truth came home to me  

It is a speaking-tube! I cried, I cannot see the end of it, but no doubt it is curved so as to protrude through the side of the lattice window. Do you look, Abû Tabâh: I propose to act.

Thrusting the glasses into the imáms hand, I took my Colt repeater from my pocket, and, having peered for some seconds steadily in the direction of the dimly visible Darwîsh, I opened fire! I had fired five shots in the heat of my anger at that sinister crouching figure, ere Abû Tabâh seized my wrist.

Stop! he cried; do you forget where you stand?

Truly I had forgotten in my indignation, or I should not have outraged his feelings by firing from the minaret of a mosque. But sufficient of my wrath remained to occasion me a thrill of satisfaction, when, peering through the dusk, I saw the Darwîsh throw up his arms and disappear from view.

* * * * * *

There is blood in the courtyard, said Abû Tabâh; but Ahmad es-Kebîr has fled. Therefore he still lives, and his anger will be not the less but the greater. Depart from Cairo, M. Bréton: it is my counsel to you.

But, cried Felix Bréton, glaring wildly at the big canvas on the easel, I must finish my picture. As Yâsmîna is alive, she must return, and I must finish my picture!

Yâsmîna cannot return, replied Abû Tabâh, fixing his weird eyes upon the speaker. I have caused her to be banished from Cairo. He raised his hand, checking Brétons hot words ere they were uttered. Recriminations are unavailing. Her presence disturbs the peace of the city, and the peace of the city it is my duty to maintain.


PART II. OTHER TALES


LORD OF THE JACKALS

In those days, of course (said the French agent, looking out across the sea of Yûssuf Effendis which billowed up against the balcony to where, in the moonlight, the minarets of Cairo pointed the way to God), I did not occupy the position which I occupy to-day. No, I was younger, and more ambitious; I thought to carve in the annals of Egypt a name for myself such as that of De Lesseps.

I had a scheme  and there were those who believed in it  for extending the borders of Egypt. Ah! my friends, Egypt after all is but a double belt of mud following the Nile, and terminated east and west by the desert. The desert! It was the dream of my life to exterminate that desert, that hungry gray desert; it was my plan  a foolish plan as I know now  to link the fertile Fáyûm to the Oases! How was this to be done? Ah!

Why should I dig up those buried skeletons? It was not done; it never could be done; therefore, let me not bore you with how I had proposed to do it. Suffice it that my ambitions took me far off the beaten tracks, far, even, from the caravan roads  far into the gray heart of the desert.

But I was ambitious, and only nineteen  or scarcely twenty. At nineteen, a man who comes from St. Rémy fears no obstacle which Fate can place in his way, and looks upon the world as a grape-fruit to be sweetened with endeavor and sucked empty.

It was in those days, then, that I learned as your Rudyard Kipling has also learned that East is East; it was in those days that I came face to face with that mystery of Egypt about which so much is written, has always been written, and always will be written, but concerning which so few people, so very few people, know anything whatever.

Yes, I, René de Flassans, saw with my own eyes a thing that I knew to be magic, a thing whereat my reason rebelled  a thing which my poor European intelligence could not grapple, could not begin to explain.

It was this which you asked me to tell you, was it not? I will do so with pleasure, because I know that I speak to men of honor, and because it is good for me, now that I cannot count the gray hairs in my beard, to confess how poor a thing I was when I could count every hair upon my chin  and how grand a thing I thought myself.

One evening, at the end of a dreadful day in the saddle  beneath a sky which seemed to reflect all the fires of hell, a day passed upon sands simply smoking in that merciless sun  I and my native companions came to an encampment of Arabs.

They were Bedouins[C]  the tribe does not matter at the moment  and, as you may know, the Bedouin is the most hospitable creature whom God has yet created. The tent of the Sheikh is open to any traveller who cares to rest his weary limbs therein. Freely he may partake of all that the tribe has to offer, food and drink and entertainment; and to seek to press payment upon the host would be to insult a gentleman.

[C] This incorrect but familiar spelling is retained throughout.

That is desert hospitality. A spear that stands thrust upright in the sand before the tent door signifies that whosoever would raise his hand against the guest has first to reckon with the Sheikh. Equally it would be an insult to erect ones own tent in the neighborhood of a Bedouin encampment.

Well, my friends, I knew this well, for I was no stranger to the nomadic life, and accordingly, without fear of the fierce-eyed throng who came forth to meet us, I made my respects to the Sheikh Saïd Mohammed, and was reckoned by him as a friend and a brother. His tent was placed at my disposal and provisions were made for the suitable entertainment of those who were with me.

You know how dusk falls in Egypt? At one moment the sky is a brilliant canvas, glorious with every color known to art, at the next the curtain  the wonderful veil of deepest violet  has fallen; the stars break through it like diamonds through the finest gauze; it is night, velvet, violet night. You see it here in this noisy modern Cairo. In the lonely desert it is ten thousand times grander, ten thousand times more impressive; it speaks to the soul with the voice of the silence. Ah, those desert nights!

So was the night of which I speak; and having partaken of the fare which the Sheikh caused to be set before me  and Bedouin fare is not for the squeamish stomach  I sipped that delicious coffee which, though an acquired taste, is the true nectar, and looked out beyond the four or five palm trees of this little oasis to where the gray carpet of the desert grew black as ebony and met the violet sweep of the sky.

Perhaps I was the first to see him; I cannot say; but certainly he was not perceived by the Bedouins, although one stood on guard at the entrance to the camp.

How can I describe him? At the time, as he approached in the moonlight with a shambling, stooping gait, I felt that I had never seen his like before. Now I know the reason of my wonder, and the reason of my doubt. I know what it was about him which inspired a kind of horror and a revulsion  a dread.

Elfin locks he had, gray and matted, falling about his angular face, shading his strange, yellow eyes. His was dressed in rags, in tatters; he was furtive, and he staggered as one who is very weak, slowly approaching out of the vastness.

Then it appeared as though every dog in the camp knew of his coming. Out from the shadows of the tents they poured, those yapping mongrels. Never have I seen such a thing. In the midst of the yellowish, snarling things, at the very entrance to the camp, the wretched old man fell, uttering a low cry.

But now, snatching up a heavy club which lay close to my hand, I rushed out of the tent. Others were thronging out too, but, first of them all, I burst in among the dogs, striking, kicking, and shouting. I stooped and raised the head of the stranger.

Mutely he thanked me, with half-closed eyes. A choking sound issued from his throat, and he clutched with his hands and pointed to his mouth.

An earthenware jar, containing cool water, stood beside a tent but a few yards away. Hurling my club at the most furious of the dogs, which, with bared fangs, still threatened to attack the recumbent man, I ran and seized the dorak, regained his side, and poured water between his parched lips.

The throng about me was strangely silent, until, as the poor old man staggered again to his feet, supported by my arm, a chorus arose about me  one long, vowelled word, wholly unfamiliar, although my Arabic was good. But I noted that all kept a respectful distance from myself and the man whom I had succored.

Then, pressing his way through the throng came the Sheikh Saïd Mohammed. Saluting the ragged stranger with a sort of grim respect, he asked him if he desired entertainment for the night.

The other shook his head, mumbling, pointed to the water jar, and by dint of gnashing his yellow and pointed teeth, intimated that he required food.

Food was brought to him hurriedly. He tied it up in a dirty cloth, grasped the water jar, and, with never a glance at the Arabs, turned to me. With his hand he touched his brow, his lips, and his breast in salute; then, although tottering with weakness, he made off again with that queer, loping gait.

The camp dogs began to howl, and a strange silence fell upon the Arabs about me. All stood watching the departing figure until it was lost in a dip of the desert, when the watchers began to return again to their tents.

Saïd Mohammed took my hand, and in a few direct and impressive words thanked me for having spared him and his tribe from a grave dishonor. Need I say that I was flattered? Had you met him, my friends, that fine Bedouin gentleman, polished as any noble of old France, fearless as a lion, yet gentle as a woman, you would know that I rejoiced in being able to serve him even so slightly.

Two of the dogs, unperceived by us, had followed the weird old man from the camp; for suddenly in the distance I heard their savage growls. Then, these growls were drowned in such a chorus of howling  the howling of jackals  as I had never before heard in all my desert wanderings. The howling suddenly subsided ... but the dogs did not return.

I glanced around, meaning to address the Sheikh, but the Sheikh was gone.

Filled with wonder, then, respecting this singular incident, I entered the tent  it was at the farther end of the camp  which had been placed at my disposal, and lay down, rather to reflect than to sleep. With my mind confused in thoughts of yellow-eyed wanderers, of dogs, and of jackals, sleep came.

How long I slept I cannot say; but I was awakened as the cool fingers of dawn were touching the crests of the sand billows. A gray and dismal light filled the tent, and something was scratching at the flap.

I sat up immediately, quite wide awake, and taking my revolver, ran to the entrance and looked out.

A slinking shape melted into the shadows of the tent adjoining mine, and I concluded that a camp dog had aroused me. Then, in the early morning silence, I heard a faint call, and peering through the gloom to the east saw, in black silhouette, a solitary figure standing near the extremity of the camp.

In those days, my friends, I was a brave fellow  we are all brave at nineteen  and throwing a cloak over my shoulders I strode intrepidly towards this figure. I was within ten paces when a hand was raised to beckon me.

It was the mysterious stranger! Again he beckoned to me, and I approached yet nearer, asking him if it was he who had aroused me.

He nodded, and by means of a grotesque kind of pantomime ultimately made me understand that he had caused me to be aroused in order to communicate something to me. He turned, and indicated that we were to walk away from the camp. I accompanied him without hesitation.

Although the camp was never left unguarded, no one had challenged us; and, a hundred yards beyond the outermost tent, this strange old man stopped and turned to me.

First, he pointed back to the camp, then to myself, then out along the caravan road towards the Nile.

Do you mean, I asked him  for I perceived that he was dumb or vowed to silence that I am to leave the camp?

He nodded rapidly, his strange yellow eyes gleaming.

Immediately? I demanded.

Again he nodded.

Why?

Pantomimically he made me understand that death threatened me if I remained  that I must leave the Bedouins before sunrise.

I cannot convey to you any idea of the mad earnestness of the man. But, alas! youth regards the counsels of age with nothing but contempt; moreover, I thought this man mad, and I was unable to choke down a sort of loathing which he inspired in me.

I shook my head then, but not unkindly; and, waving my hand, prepared to leave him. At that, with a sorrow in his strange eyes which did not fail to impress me, he saluted me with gravity, turned, and passed out of sight.

Although I did not know it at the time, I had chosen of two paths the one that led through fire.

I slept little after this interview  if it was a real interview and not a dream  and feeling tired and unrefreshed, I saw the sun rise purple and angry over the distant hills.

You know what khamsîn is like, my friends? But you cannot know what simoom is like  simoom in the heart of the desert! It came that morning  a wall of sand so high as to shut out the sunlight, so dense as to turn the day into night, so suffocating that I thought I should never live through it!

It was apparent to me that the Bedouins were prepared for the storm. The horses, the camels and the asses were tethered in an enclosure specially strengthened to exclude the choking dust, and with their cloaks about their heads the men prepared for the oncoming of this terror of the desert.

My God! it was a demon which sought to blind me, to suffocate me, and which clutched at my throat with strangling fingers of sand! This, I told myself, was the danger which I might have avoided by quitting the camp before sunrise.

Indeed, it was apparent to me that if I had taken the advice so strangely offered, I might now have been safe in the village of the Great Oasis for which I was bound. But I have since seen that the simoom was a minor danger, and not the real one to which this weird being had referred.

The storm passed, and every man in the encampment praised the merciful God who had spared us all. It was in the disturbance attendant upon putting the camp in order once more that I saw her.

She came out from the tent of Saïd Mohammed, to shake the sand from a carpet; the newly come sunlight twinkled upon the bracelets which clasped her smooth brown arms as she shook the gaily colored mat at the tent door. The sunlight shone upon her braided hair, upon her slight robe, upon her silver anklets, and upon her tiny feet. Transfixed I stood watching  indeed, my friends, almost holding my breath. Then the sunlight shone upon her eyes, two pools of mysterious darkness into which I found myself suddenly looking.

The face of this lovely Arab maiden flushed, and drawing the corner of her robe across those bewitching eyes, she turned and ran back into the tent.

One glance  just one glance, my friends! But never had Ulysses bow propelled an arrow more sure, more deadly. I was nineteen, remember, and of Provence. What do you foresee! You who have been through the world, you who once were nineteen.

I feigned a sickness, a sickness brought about by the sandstorm, and taking base advantage of that desert hospitality which is unbounded, which knows no suspicion, and takes no count of cost, I remained in the tent which had been vacated for me.

In this voluntary confinement I learned little of the doings of the camp. All day I lay dreaming of two dark eyes, and at night when the jackals howled I thought of the wanderer who had counseled me to leave. One day, I lay so; a second; a third again; and the women of Saïd Mohammeds household tended me, closely veiled of course. But in vain I waited for that attendant whose absence was rendering my feigned fever a real one  whose eyes burned like torches in my dreams and for the coming of whose little bare feet across the sand to my tent door I listened hour by hour, day by day, in vain  always in vain.

But at nineteen there is no such thing as despair, and hope has strength to defy death itself. It was in the violet dusk of the fourth day, as I lay there with a sort of shame of my deception struggling for birth in my heart, that she came.

She came through the tent door bearing a bowl of soup, and the rays of the setting sun outlined her fairy shape through the gossamer robe as she entered.

At that my poor weak little conscience troubled me no more. How my heart leaped, leaped so that it threatened to choke me, who had come safe through a great sandstorm.

There is fire in the Southern blood at nineteen, my friends, which leaps into flame beneath the glances of bright eyes.

With her face modestly veiled, the Bedouin maid knelt beside me, placing the wooden bowl upon the ground. My eager gaze pierced the yashmak, but her black lashes were laid upon her cheek, her glorious eyes averted. My heart  or was it my vanity?  told me that she regarded me at least with interest, that she was not at ease in my company; and as, having spoken no word, having ventured no glance, she rose again to depart, I was emboldened to touch her hand.

Like a startled gazelle she gave me one rapid glance, and was gone!

She was gone  and my very soul gone with her! For hours I lay, not so much as thinking of the food beside me  dreaming of her eyes. What were my plans? Faith! Does one have plans at nineteen where two bright eyes are concerned?

Alas, my friends, I dare not tell you of my hopes, yet upon those hopes I lived. Oh, it is glorious to be nineteen and of Provence; it is glorious when all the world is young, when the fruit is ripe upon the trees and the plucking seems no sin. Yet, as we look back, we perceive that at nineteen we were scoundrels.

The Bedouin girl is a woman when a European woman is but a child, and Sakîna, whose eyes could search a mans soul, was but twelve years of age  twelve! Can you picture that child of twelve squeezing a lovers heart between her tiny hands, entwining his imagination in the coils of her hair?

You, my friend, may perhaps be able to conceive this thing, for you know the East, and the women of the East. At ten or eleven years of age many of them are adorable; at twenty-one most of them are passé; at twenty-six all of them  with rare exceptions  are shrieking hags.

But to you, my other friends, who are strangers to our Oriental ways, who know not that the peach only attains to perfect ripeness for one short hour, it may be strange, it may be horrifying, that I loved, with all the ardor which was mine, this little Arab maiden, who, had she been born in France, would not yet have escaped from the nursery. But I digress.

The Arabs were encamped, of course, in the neighborhood of a spring. It lay in a slight depression amid the tiny palm-grove. Here, at sunset, came the women with their pitchers on their heads, graceful of carriage, veiled, mysterious.

Many peaches have ripened and have rotted since those days of which I speak, but now  even now  I am still enslaved by the mystery of Egypts veiled women. Untidy, bedraggled, dirty, she may be, but the real Egyptian woman when she bears her pitcher upon her head and glides, stately, sinuously, through the dusk to the well, is a figure to enchain the imagination.

Very soon, then, the barrier of reserve which, like the screen of the harêm, stands between Eastern women and love, was broken. My trivial scruples I had cast to the winds, and feigning weakness, I would sally forth to take the air in the cool of the evening; this two days later.

My steps, be assured, led me to the spring; and you who are men of the world will know that Sakîna, braving the reproaches of the Sheikhs household, neglectful of her duties, was last of all the women who came to the well for water.

I taught her to say my name  René! How sweet it sounded from her lips, as she strove in vain to roll the R in our Provençal fashion. Some ginnee most certainly presided over this enchanted fountain, for despite the nearness of the camp our rendezvous was never discovered, our meetings were never detected.

With her pitcher upon the ground beside her, she would sit with those wistful, wonderful eyes upraised to mine, and sway before the ardor of my impassioned words as a young and tender reed sways in the Nile breeze. Her budding soul was a love lute upon which I played in ecstasy; and when she raised her red lips to mine.... Ah! those nights in the boundless desert! God is good to youth, and harsh to old age!

Next to Saïd Mohammed, her father, Sakînas brother was the finest horseman of the tribe, and his white mare their fleetest steed. I had cast covetous eyes upon this glorious creature, my friends, and secretly had made such overtures as were calculated to win her confidence.

Within two weeks, then, my plans were complete  up to a point. Since they were doomed to failure, like my great scheme, I shall not trouble you with their details, but an hour before dawn on a certain night I cut the camel-hair tethering of the white mare, and, undetected, led the beautiful creature over the silent sands to a cup-like depression, a thousand yards distant from the camp.

The Bedouin who was upon guard that night had with him a gourd of erksoos. This was customary, and I had chosen an occasion when the duty of filling the sentinels gourd had fallen upon Sakîna; to his erksoos I had added four drops of dark brown fluid from my medicine chest.

It was an hour before dawn, then, when I stood beside the white mare, watching and listening; it was an hour before dawn when she for whom my great scheme was forgotten, for whom I was about to risk the anger, the just anger, of men amongst the most fierce in the known world, came running fleetly over the hillocks down into the little valley, and threw herself into my arms....

When dawn burst in gloomy splendor over the desert, we were still five hours ride from the spot where I had proposed temporarily to conceal myself, with perhaps an hours start of the Arabs. I knew the desert ways well enough, but the ghostly and desolate place in which I now found myself nevertheless filled me with foreboding.

A seam of black volcanic rock split the sands for a great distance, forming a kind of natural wall of forbidding aspect. In places this wall was pierced by tunnel-like openings; I think they may have been prehistoric tombs. There was no scrap of verdure visible, north, south, east or west; only desolation, sand, grayness, and this place, ghostly and wan with that ancient sorrow, that odor of remote mortality which is called the dust of Egypt.

Seated before me in the saddle, Sakîna looked up into my face with a never-changing confidence, having her little brown fingers interlocked about my neck. But her strength was failing. A short rest was imperative.

Thus far I had detected no evidence of pursuit and, descending from the saddle, I placed my weary companion upon a rock over which I had laid a rug, and poured out for her a draught of cool water.

Bread and dates were our breakfast fare; but bread and dates and water are nectar and ambrosia when they are sweetened with kisses. Oh! the glorious madness of youth! Sometimes, my friends, I am almost tempted to believe that the man who has never been wicked has never been happy!

Picture us, then, if you can, set amid that desolation, which for us was a rose-garden, eating of that unpalatable food  which for us was the food of the gods!

So we remained awhile, deliriously happy, though death might terminate our joys ere we again saw the sun, when something ... something spoke to me....

Understand me, I did not say that someone spoke, I did not say that anything audible spoke. But I know that, unlocking those velvet arms which clung to me, I stood up slowly  and, still slowly, turned and looked back at the frowning black rocks.

Merciful God! My heart beats wildly now when I recall that moment.

Motionless as a statue, but in a crouching attitude, as if about to leap down, he who had warned me so truly stood upon the highest point of the rocks watching us!

How long did I remain thus?

I cannot pretend to say; but when I turned to Sakîna  she lay trembling on the ground, with her face hidden in her hands.

Then, down over the piled-up rocks, this mysterious and ominous being came leaping. Old man though he was, he descended with the agility of a mountain goat  and sometimes, in the difficult places, he went on all fours.

Crossing the intervening strip of sand, he stood before me. You have seen the reproach in the eyes of a faithful dog whose master has struck him unjustly? Such a reproach shone out from the yellow eyes of this desert wanderer. I cannot account for it; I can say no more....

It was impossible for me to speak; I trembled violently; such a fear and such a madness of sorrow possessed me that I would have welcomed any death  to have freed me from that intolerable reproach.

He suddenly pointed towards the horizon where against the curtain of the dawn black figures appeared.

I fell upon my knees beside Sakîna. I was a poor, pitiable thing; the madness of my passion had left me, and already I was within the great Shadow; I could not even weep; I knew that I had brought Sakîna out into that desolate place  to die.

And now the man whose ways were unlike human ways began to babble insanely, gesticulating and plucking at me. I cannot hope to make you feel one little part of the emotion with which those instants were laden. Sakîna clung to me trembling in a way I can never forget  never, never forget. And the look in her eyes! even now I cannot bear to think of it, I cannot bear  

Those almost colorless lizards which dart about in the desert places with incredible swiftness were now coming forth from their nests; and all the while the black figures, unheard as yet, were approaching along the path of the sun.

My mad folly grew more apparent to me every moment. I realized that this which so rapidly was overtaking me had been inevitable from the first. The strange wild man stood watching me with that intolerable glare, so that my trembling companion shrank from him in horror.

But evidently he was seeking to convey some idea to me. He gesticulated constantly, pointing to the approaching Arabs and then over his shoulder to the frowning rock behind. Since it was too late for flight  for I knew that the white mare with a double burden could never outpace our pursuers  it occurred to me at the moment when the muffled beat of hoofs first became audible, that this hermit of the rocks was endeavoring to induce me to seek some hiding-place with which no doubt he was acquainted.

How I cursed the delay which had enabled the Arabs to come up with us! I know, now, of course, that even had I not delayed, our ultimate capture was certain. But at the moment, in my despair, I thought otherwise.

And now I cursed the stupidity which had prevented me from following this weird guide; I even thought wrathfully of the poor frightened child, whose weakness had necessitated the delay and whose fears had contributed considerably to this later misunderstanding.

The pursuing party, numbering four, and led by Saïd Mohammed, was no more than five hundred yards away when I came to my senses. The hermit now was tugging at my arm with frightful insistence; his eyes were glaring insanely, and he chattered in an almost pitiable manner.

Quick! I cried, throwing my arm about Sakîna, up to the rocks. This man can hide us!

No, no! she whispered, I dare not  

But I lifted her, and signing to the singular being to lead the way, staggered forward despairingly.

The distance was greater than it appeared, the climb incredibly difficult. My guide held out his hand to me to assist me to mount the slippery rocks; but I had much ado to proceed and also to support Sakîna.

Her terror of the man and of the place to which he was leading us momentarily increased. Indeed, it seemed that she was becoming mad with fear. When the man paused before an opening in the rocks not more than fifteen or sixteen inches in height, and wildly waving his arms in the air, his elfin locks flying about his shoulder, his eyes glassy, intimated that we were to crawl in  Sakîna writhed free of my grasp and bounded back some three or four paces down the slope.

Not in there! she cried, holding out her little hands to me pitifully. I dare not! He would devour us!

At the foot of the slope, Saïd Mohammed, who had dismounted from his horse, and who, far ahead of the others, was advancing towards us, at that moment raised his gun and fired....

Can I go on?

It is more years ago than I care to count, but it is fresher in my mind than the things of yesterday. A lonely old age is before me, my friends  for I have been a solitary man since that shot was fired. For me it changed the face of the world, for me it ended youth, revealing me to myself for what I was.

Something more nearly resembling human speech than any sound he had yet uttered burst from the lips of the wild man as the report of Saïd Mohammeds shot whispered in echoes through the mysterious labyrinths beneath us.

Fate had stood at the Sheikhs elbow as he pulled the trigger.

With a little soft cry  I hear it now, gentle, but having in it a world of agony  Sakîna sank at my feet ... and her blood began to trickle over the black rocks on which she lay.

* * * * * *

The man who professes to describe to you his emotions at such a frightful moment is an impostor. The world grew black before my eyes; every emotion of which my being was capable became paralysed.

I heard nothing, I saw nothing but the little huddled figure, that red stream upon the black rock, and the agonized love in the blazing eyes of Sakîna. Groaning, I threw myself down beside her, and as she sighed out her life upon my breast, I knew  God help me  that what had been but a youthful amour, was now a lifes tragedy; that for me the light of the world had gone out, that I should never again know the warmth of the sun and the gladness of the morning....

The cave man, with a dog-like fidelity, sought now to drag me from my dead love, to drag me into that gloomy lair which she had shrunk from entering. His incoherent mutterings broke in upon my semi-coma; but I shook him off, I shrieked curses at him....

Now the Bedouins were mounting the slope, not less than a hundred yards below me. In the growing light I could see the face of Saïd Mohammed....

The man beside me exerted all his strength to drag me back into the gallery or cave  I know not what it was; but with my arms locked about Sakîna I lay watching the pursuers coming closer and closer.

Then, those persistent efforts suddenly ceased, and dully I told myself that this weird being, having done his best to save me, had fled in order to save himself.

I was wrong.

You have asked me for a story of the magic of Egypt, and although, as you see, it has cost me tears  oh! I am not ashamed of those tears, my friends!  I have recounted this story to you. You say, where is the magic? and I might reply: the magic was in the changing of my false love to a true. But there was another magic as well, and it grew up around me now at this moment when I lay inert, waiting for death.

From behind me, from above me, arose a cry  a cry. You may have heard of the Bedouin song, the Mizmûne:

Ya men melek ana dêri waat sa jebb,
Id el ish hoos a beb hatsa azât ta lebb.

You may have heard how when it is sung in a certain fashion, flowers drop from their stalks? Also, you may have doubted this, never having heard a magical cry.

I do not doubt it, my friends! For I have heard a magical cry  this cry which arose from behind me! It started some chord in my dulled consciousness which had never spoken before. I turned my head  and there upon the highest point of the rocks stood the cave man. He suddenly stretched forth his hands.

Again he uttered that uncanny, that indescribable cry. It was not human. It was not animal. Yet it was nearer to the cry of an animal than to any sound made by the human species. His eyes gleamed with an awful light, his spare body had assumed a strange significance; he was transfigured.

A third time he uttered the cry, and out from one of those openings in the rock which I have mentioned, crept a jackal. You know how a jackal avoids the day, how furtive, how nocturnal a creature it is? but there in the golden glory which proclaimed the coming of the sun, black silhouettes moved.

A great wonder possessed me, as the first jackal was followed by a second, by a third, by a fourth, by a fifth. Did I say a fifth?... By five hundred  by five thousand!

From every visible hole in the rocks, jackals poured forth in packs. Wonder left me, fear left me; I forgot my sorrow, I became a numbed intelligence amid a desert of jackals. Over a sea of moving furry backs, I saw that upstanding crag and the weird crouching figure upon it. Right and left, above and below, jackals moved ... and all turned their heads towards the approaching Bedouins!

Again  again I heard that dreadful cry. The jackals, in a pack, thousands strong, began to advance upon the Bedouins!...

Not east or west, north or south, could you hope to find a braver man than was the Sheikh Saïd Mohammed; but  he fled!

I saw the four horsemen riding like furies into the morning sun. The white mare, riderless, galloped with them  and the desert behind was yellow with jackals! For the last time I heard the cry.

The jackals began to return!

Forgive me, dear friends, if I seem an emotional fool. But when I recovered from the swoon which blotted out that unnatural spectacle, the wizard  for now I knew him for nothing less  had dug a deep trench  and had left me, alone.

Not a jackal was in sight; the sun blazed cruelly upon the desert. With my own hands I laid my love to rest in the sands. No cross, no crescent marks her resting-place; but I left my youth upon her grave, as a last offering.

You may say that, since I had sinned so grievously, since I had betrayed the noble confidence of Saïd Mohammed, my host, I escaped lightly.

Ah! you do not know!

And what of the strange being whose gratitude I had done so little to merit but yet which knew no bounds? It is of him that I will tell you.

Years later  how many it does not matter, but I was a man with no illusions  my restless wanderings (I being still a desert bird-of-passage) brought me one night to a certain well but rarely visited. It lay in a depression, like another well that I am fated often to see in my dreams, and, as one approached, the crowns of the palm trees which grew there appeared above the mounds of sand.

I was alone and tired out; the next possible camping-place  for I had no water  was many miles away. Yet it was written that I should press on to that other distant well, weary though I was.

First, then, as I came up, I perceived numbers of vultures in the air; and I began to fear that someone near to his end lay at the well. But when, from the top of a mound, I obtained a closer view, I saw a sight that, after one quick glance, caused me to spur up my tired horse and to fly  fly, with panic in my heart.

The brilliant moon bathed the hollow in light and cast dense shadows of the palm stems upon the slope beyond. By the spring, his fallen face ghastly in the moonlight, in a clear space twenty feet across, lay a dead man.

Even from where I sat I knew him; but, had I doubted, other evidence was there of his identity. As I mounted the slope, thousands of fiery eyes were turned upon me.

God! that arena all about was alive with jackals  jackals, my friends, eaters of carrion  which, silent, watchful, guarded the wizard dead, who, living, had been their lord!


LURE OF SOULS

I

This is the story which Bernard Fane told me one afternoon as we sat sipping China tea in the Heliopolis Palace Hotel, following a round upon the neighboring links.

The life of a master at the training college (said Fane) is beastly uneventful, taken all around; not even your keen sense of the romantic could long survive it. The duties are not very exacting, certainly, and in our own way I suppose we are Empire builders of a sort; but when you ask me for a true story of Egyptian life, I find myself floored at once.

We all come out with the idea of the mystic East strong upon us, but it is an idea that rarely survives one summer in Cairo. Personally, I made a more promising start than the average; an adventure came my way on the very day I landed in Port Said, in fact it began on the way out. But alas! it was not only the first, but the last adventure which Egypt has offered me.

I have not related the story more than five hundred times, so that you will excuse me if I foozle it in places. I will leave you to do the polishing.

On my first trip out, then, I joined the ship at Marseilles, and saw my cabin trunk placed in a nice deck berth, with the liveliest satisfaction. Walking along the white promenade deck, I felt no end of a man of the world. Every Anglo-Indian that I met seemed a figure from the pages of Kipling, and when I accidentally blundered into the ayahs quarters, I could almost hear the jangle of the temple bells, so primed was I with traditions of the Orient  the traditions one gathers from books of the lighter sort, I mean.

You will see that in those days I was not a bit blasé; the glamour of the East was very real to me. For that matter, it is more real than ever, now; Near or Far, the East has a call which, once heard, can never be forgotten, and never be unheeded. But the call it makes to those who have never been there is out of tune, I have learned; or rather, it is not in the right key.

Well, I had a most glorious bath  I am sybarite enough to love the luxuriance of your modern liner  got into blue serge, and felt no end of an adventurer. There was a notice on the gangway that the steamer would not leave Marseilles until ten oclock at night, but I was far too young a traveller to risk missing the boat by going ashore again. You know the feeling? Consequently I took my place in the saloon for dinner, and vaguely wondered why nobody else had dressed for the function. I was a proper Johnny Raw, no end of a Johnny Raw, but I enjoyed it all immensely, nevertheless. I personally superintended the departure of the ship, and believed that every deck-hand took me for a hardened globe-trotter; and when at last I sought my cosy cabin, all spotlessly white, with my trunk tucked under the bunk, and, drawing the little red curtain, I sat down to sum up the sensations of the day, I was thoroughly satisfied with it all.

Gad! novelty is the keynote of life, dont you think? When one is young, one envies older and more experienced men, but what has the world left of novelty to offer them? The simple matter of joining a steamboat, and taking possession of my berth, had afforded me thrills which some of my fellow-passengers  those whom I envied the most for the stories of life written upon their tanned features  could only hope to taste by means of big-game hunting, now, or other far-fetched methods of thrill-giving.

It wore off a bit the next day, of course, and I found that once one has settled down to it, ocean traveling is merely floating hotel life. But many of my fellow-passengers (the boat was fairly full) still appealed to me as books of romance which I longed to open. And before the end of that second day, I became possessed of the idea that there was some deep mystery aboard. Since this was my first voyage, something of that sort was to be expected of me; but it happened that I stood by no means alone in this belief.

In the smoking-room, after dinner, I got into conversation with a chap of about my own age who was bound for Colombo  tea-planting. We chatted on different topics for half an hour, and discovered that we had mutual friends, or rather, the other fellow discovered it.

Have you noticed, he said, a distinguished-looking Indian personage, who, with three native friends, sits at the small corner table on our left?

Hamilton  that was my acquaintances name  was my right-hand neighbor at the chief officers table, and I recollected the group to which he referred immediately.

Yes, I replied; who are they?

I dont know, answered Hamilton, but I have a suspicion that they are mysterious.

Mysterious?

Well, they joined at Marseilles, just before yourself. They were received by the skipper in person, and two of them were closeted in his cabin for twenty minutes or more.

What do you make of that?

Cant make anything of it, but their whole behavior strikes me as peculiar, somehow. I cannot quite explain myself, but you say that you have noticed something of the sort, yourself?

They certainly keep very much to themselves, I said. Hamilton glanced at me quickly.

Naturally, he replied.

Not desiring to appear stupid, I did not ask him to elucidate this remark, although at the time it meant nothing to me. Of course I have learned since, as everyone learns whose lines are cast among Orientals, that iron barriers divide the races. But at the time I knew nothing of this  as will shortly appear.

During breakfast on the following morning, I glanced several times at the mysterious quartette. They had been placed at a separate table and were served with different courses from the rest of the passengers. I was not the only member of the company who found them interesting, but the Anglo-Indians on board, to a man, left the native party severely alone. You know the icy aloofness of the Anglo-Indians?

My second day at sea wore on, uneventfully enough; the bugle had already announced the hour for dressing, and the boat-deck outside my berth, where I had had my chair placed, was practically deserted, when something occurred to turn my thoughts from the four Indians. It was a glorious evening, with the sun setting out across the Mediterranean in such a red blaze of glory that I sat watching it fascinatedly, my book lying unheeded on the deck beside me. Right and left of me men occupying the other deck cabins had lighted up, and were busily dressing. Right aft was a corner cabin, larger than the others, and suddenly I observed the door of this to open.

A slim figure glided out on to the deck, and began to advance toward me. It proved to be that of a woman or girl dressed in clinging black silk, and wearing a yashmak! She had a richly embroidered shawl thrown over her head and shoulders, and in that coy half-light she presented a dazzlingly beautiful picture.

It was my first sight of a yashmak, and, because it was worn by a marvelously pretty woman, the thousands seen since have never entirely lost their charm for me. I could detect the lines of an exquisitely chiseled nose, and the long dark eyes of the apparition were entirely unforgettable. The hand with which she held her shawl about her was of ivory smoothness, and, like a little red lamp, a great ruby blazed upon the index finger.

With her high-heeled shoes tapping daintily upon the deck she advanced; then, suddenly perceiving that the promenade was not entirely deserted, she turned, but not hastily or rudely, and glided back to her cabin.

I have endeavored to outline for your benefit the state of my mind at this period, hinting how keenly alive I was to romance of any sort, provided it wore the guise of the Orient; so that it will be unnecessary for me to explain how strong an impression this episode made upon me. The Indian party was forgotten, and as I hastily dressed and descended to dinner, I scarcely listened to Hamilton when he bent toward me and whispered something about the Strong Room.

My gaze was roaming about the spacious saloon. Even in those days I might have known better; I might have known that no Mohammedan woman would take her meals in a public saloon. But I was too dazzled by my memories to summon to my aid such fragments of knowledge respecting Eastern customs as were mine.

* * * * * *

Well, some little time elapsed before I saw or heard anything further of the houri. I began to settle down to the routine of the trip, and (you know how news circulates through a ship?) it was not very long before I knew as much as any of the other passengers knew.

Hamilton was a sort of filter through which it all came to me, and of course it was not undiluted, but colored with his own views. The lady of the yashmak, he informed me, was a member of the household of a wealthy Moslem in the neighborhood of Damascus. She was travelling via Port Said, and taking a Khedivial boat from there to Beyrût. He was a perfect mine of information, but his real interest was centered all the time on the party of four Indians.

They are emissaries of the Rajah of Bhotana, he informed me confidentially. The mystery begins to clear up. You must have read about a month ago that Lola de lIris was selling some of her jewelery and devoting the proceeds to the founding of an orphanage or something of the kind; quite a unique advertisement. Well, the famous Indian diamond presented to her by one of the crowned heads of Europe was amongst the bunch which she sold; and after staying in the West for over fifty years, it is again on its way back to the East where it came from.

I began to recollect the circumstances, now; the historic Indian diamond  I do not know Hindustanî, but its name translated means Lure of Souls  had been in the possession of the dancer for many years, and its sale for such a purpose had turned the limelight upon her most enviably. It was a new idea in advertising, and had proved an admirable success.

So the four reticent gentlemen were the guardians of the diamond. Under normal circumstances this might have been interesting, but, as I have tried to make clear, another matter engrossed my attention. In fact, I was living in a dream-world.

Of course, my opportunity came, in due course. One evening, as I mooned on the shadowy deck  which was quite deserted, because an extempore dance was taking place on the deck below  she came gliding along towards me. I could see her eyes sparkling in the moonlight.

At first I feared that she was going to turn back. She hesitated, in a wildly alluring manner, when first she saw me sitting there watching her. Then, turning her head aside, she came on, and passed me. I never took my eyes off that graceful figure for a moment.

Coming to the rail, she leaned and looked out toward the coast of Crete, where silver tracings in the blue marked the mountain peaks; then, shivering slightly, and wrapping her embroidered shawl more closely about her shoulders, she retraced her steps.

Not a yard from where I sat, she dropped a little silk handkerchief on the deck!

How my heart leapt at that! the rest was a magical whirl; and ten seconds later I was chatting with her.

She spoke fluent French, but little English.

She appealed to me in a way that was new and almost irresistible; it was an appeal quite Oriental, sensuous  indescribable. I just wanted to take her in my arms and kiss those tantalizing lips; talking seemed a waste of time. Of course, I cannot hope to make you understand; but it was extraordinary. I felt that I was losing my head; the glances of those long dark eyes were setting me on fire.

Suddenly, she terminated this, our first tête-à-tête. She raised her finger to her veiled lips and glided away into the shadows like a phantom. A sentence died, unfinished, on my tongue. I turned, and looked over my shoulder.

Gad! I got a fright! A most hideous Oriental of some kind, having only one eye but that afire with malignancy, was watching me from where he stood half concealed by a boat.

My lily of Damascus was guarded!

Humming, with an assumption of unconcern, I strolled away and joined the dancers below.

II

That was the beginning, then. I cursed to think how short a time was at my disposal; but since, the very next morning, I found myself enjoying a second delicious little stolen interview, I perceived that my company was not unacceptable.

What? oh, I had lost my head entirely; I admit it.

It was an effort to speak of matters ordinary, topics of the ship; my impulse was to whisper delicious nonsense into those tiny ears. However, I forced myself to talk about things in general, and told her that the famous diamond, Lure of Souls, was aboard.

This was news to her, and she seemed to be tremendously interested. Her interest was of such a childish sort, so naïve, that the project grew up in my mind at that very moment  the project that was to terminate so disastrously. It was hardly a matter of so many words; there was nothing definite about the thing at all, and this, our second interview, was cut short in much the same manner as the first.

Ssh! Mustapha!

With those whispered words, and a dazzling smile, this jewel of Damascus who interested me so much more deeply than the Rajahs diamond, departed hurriedly  and I turned to meet again the malignant gaze of the wall-eyed guardian.

The sort of romance in which I was steeped at that time flourishes and grows fat upon incidents of this kind. I have searched my memory many a time since then, for some word or hint to prove that the conversation about the diamond was opened and guided in a desired direction by the lady of the yashmak; but excluding transmission of thought, I could never find any evidence of the kind  have never been able to do so.

Certainly my memories of that period are hazy except in regard to Nahèmah. If I were an artist, I could paint her portrait from memory without the slightest error, I think. She occupied my thoughts to the exclusion of all else. But the project was formed and carried out. Hamilton was one of those popular men who seem born to occupy the chair at any kind of meeting at which they may be present; he organized almost every entertainment that took place on board. At first he was not at all keen on the idea.

There are all sorts of difficulties, he said; and one doesnt care to ask a favor of a native. At any rate one doesnt care to be refused.

But I had set my heart upon gratifying Nahèmahs curiosity, and, with the aid of Hamilton, it was all arranged satisfactorily. The native guardians of the diamond were rather flattered than otherwise, and a select little party of the best people on board met in the chief officers cabin to view Lure of Souls.

The difficulty in regard to Nahèmah was readily overcome by Hamilton the energetic, and Dr. Pattersons wife took her up for the occasion in a delightfully patronizing manner. The four swarthy, polite Orientals were there, of course; several other ladies in addition to Mrs. Patterson and Nahèmah, the chief officer, myself, Hamilton, and a sepulchral Scotch curate, the Rev. Mr. Rawlingson, whom I had scarcely noticed hitherto, and whose presence at this select gathering rather surprised me.

The sea was like a sheet of glass, and this was the hottest day which I had yet experienced. It was about an hour before lunch-time when we gathered to view the diamond; and Mr. Brodie, the chief officer, exercised his pawky humor in a series of elaborate pantomimic precautions, locking the door with labored care, and treating the ladies of the company to Bluebeard glances of frightful intensity.

Phew! if we had only known!...

Finally one of the Indians took out the diamond from its case  which had been brought from the strong-room a few minutes before. It was a wonderful thing, I suppose, of quite unusual size, and it sparkled and gleamed in the sunlight streaming through the open porthole in an absolutely dazzling fashion. I had ranged myself close beside Nahèmah. Each of us was permitted to handle the stone. It was I who passed it to her, Mr. Rawlingson having passed it to me. She held it in the palm of her little hand, and her eyes sparkled with childish delight as she bent to examine the gem. Then a very strange thing happened.

From somewhere behind me  I was sitting with my back to the porthole  a dull gray object came leaping and twirling; and a scorpion  I have never seen a larger specimen  fell upon Nahèmahs wrist!

She uttered a piercing cry, dropped the diamond and brushed the horrid insect from her wrist; then fell swooning into my arms....

A scene of incredible confusion followed. The four Indians, ignoring the presence of the scorpion, dropped like cats upon the floor, seeking for Lure of Souls. Mrs. Patterson and I carried Nahèmah to the sofa hard by and laid her upon it. Just as we did so the scorpion darted from between the end of the sofa and the wardrobe, and the chief officer put his foot upon it.

Ensuing events were indescribable. Since the diamond had not yet been picked up, obviously the cabin door could not be unlocked; so in the stuffy atmosphere of the place it was a matter of some difficulty to revive Nahèmah. Meanwhile, four wild-eyed Indians were creeping about amongst our feet  like cats, as I have said before.

In the end, just as the girl began to revive somewhat, it became evident that Lure of Souls was missing. A pearl shirt button, the ownership of which we were unable to establish, was picked up, but no diamond.

The chief officer showed himself a man of priceless tact. He rang for the stewardess, and the ladies were shepherded to a neighboring, vacant cabin. Then the door was relocked, and Mr. Brodie proceeded to strip, placing his garments one by one upon the little folding table for examination. He was not satisfied until every man present had overhauled them. We all followed his example, the Rev. Mr. Rawlingson last of all ... and Lure of Souls was still on the missing list!

Then we gave the chief officers cabin such a turnout as it had never had before, I should assume. Our quest was unrewarded. Meanwhile, the ladies had been submitted to a similar search in the adjoining cabin; same result.

With great difficulty we succeeded in hushing up the matter to a certain extent; but the captains language to the chief officer was appalling, and the chief officers remarks to Hamilton were equally unparliamentary; whilst Hamilton seemed to consider that he was justified in placing the whole blame upon me, which he did in terms little short of insulting. The four Indians apparently regarded all of us with equal suspicion and animosity.

I could not foresee the end. The thing was so sudden, so serious, that at the time it banished even thoughts of Nahèmah from my mind. I anticipated that we should all find ourselves arrested when we reached Port Said.

Later in the day Hamilton walked into my cabin and placed a little cardboard box upon the dressing-table. It contained the crushed body of the scorpion.

Where did that scorpion come from? he demanded abruptly.

It was a question which already had been asked fully a thousand times, yet no one had discovered an intelligent reply.

I shook my head.

It came from the open porthole, he replied, and as its a thousand to one against a scorpion being aboard, somebody was carrying it for this very purpose  somebody who was on the deck outside the chief officers cabin and who threw the scorpion into the cabin.

But such a deadly thing....

Have a good look, said Hamilton, turning the insect over with a lead pencil; this one isnt deadly at all. See!  his tail has been cut off!

I looked and stifled an exclamation. It was as Hamilton had said. The scorpion was harmless.

* * * * * *

I never once set eyes upon Nahèmah again until we arrived at Port Said. Then I saw her preparing to go ashore in one of the boats. I managed to join her, ignoring the scowls of her one-eyed attendant, and we arrived at the quay together. Right there by the waters edge a most curious scene was being enacted. Surrounded by two or three passengers and a perfect ring of uniformed officials, Hamilton, very excited, watched his baggage being turned out upon the ground. He saw me approaching.

Hang it all, Fane, he cried, this is disgraceful!  I dont know upon whose orders they are acting, but the beastly police are searching my baggage for the diamond....

I thought it very extraordinary and said as much to the Rev. Mr. Rawlingson, who was one of the onlookers.

It is very strange indeed, he said mildly, turning his gold-rimmed spectacles in my direction.

A moment later, to my horror and indignation, Nahèmah was submitted to the same indignity! The crowd had been roped off from the part of the quay upon which we stood, and I could see that the whole thing had been arranged beforehand in some way, probably by wireless from the ship. Curiously, as I thought at the time, my own baggage was not examined in this way, but I was detained long enough to lose sight of Nahèmah and her one-eyed guardian. When I got to the hotel I indulged in some reflection. It occurred to me that Hamilton was bound for Colombo, which made it rather singular that he should have had his baggage put ashore at Port Said.

I should have liked to have searched the town for my lady of the yashmak, but having no clue to her present whereabouts, realized the futility of such a proceeding. My last thought before I fell asleep that night was that some day in the near future I should visit Damascus.

III

I saw very little of Port Said, for we had arrived in the early morning and I was departing for Cairo by a train leaving shortly before midday. I wandered about the quaint streets a bit, however, and wondered if, from one of the latticed windows overhanging me, the dark eyes of Nahèmah were peering out.

Although I looked up and down the train fairly carefully, I failed to find among the passengers anyone whom I knew, and I settled down into my corner to study the novel scenery uninterruptedly. The shipping in the canal fascinated me for a long time as did the figures which moved upon its shores. The ditches and embankments, aimlessly wandering footpaths, and moving figures which seemed to belong to a thousand years ago, seized upon my imagination as they seize upon the imagination of every traveller when first he beholds them.

But, properly speaking, my story jumps now to Zagazig. The train stopped at Zagazig; and, walking out into the corridor and lowering a window, I was soon absorbed in contemplation of that unique town. Its narrow, dirty, swarming streets; the millions of flies that boarded the train; the noisy vendors of sugar cane, tangerine oranges and other commodities; the throng beyond the barriers gazing open-mouthed at me as I gazed open-mouthed at them  it was a first impression, but an indelible one.

I was not to know it was written that I should spend the night in Zagazig; but such was the case. Generally speaking, I have found the service on the Egyptian State Railway very good, but a hitch of some kind occurred on this occasion, and after an hour or so of delay, it was definitely announced to the passengers that owing to an accident to the permanent way, the journey to Cairo could not be continued until the following morning.

Then commenced a rush which I did not understand at first, and in which, feeling no desire to exert myself unduly, I did not participate. Half an hour later I ascertained that the only two hotels which the place boasted were full to overflowing, and realized what the rush had meant. It was all part of the great scheme of things, no doubt; but when, thanks to the kindly, if mercenary, offices of the International Sleeping Car attendant, I found myself in possession of a room at a sort of native khân in the lower end of the town, I experienced no very special gratitude towards Providence.

I have enjoyed the hospitality of less pleasing caravanserai since, but this was my first experience of the kind, and I thought very little of it.

My room boasted a sort of bed, certainly, but without entering into details, I may say that there were earlier occupants who disputed its possession. The plaster of the walls  the place apparently was built of a mixture of straw and dried mud  provided residence not only for mosquitoes, but also for ants, and the entire building was redolent of an odor suggestive of dried bones. That smell of dried bones is characteristic, I have learned, of the sites of ancient Egyptian cities (Zagazig is close to the ruins of ancient Bubastis, of course); one gets it in the temples and the pyramids, also. But it was novel to me, then, and not pleasing.

I killed time somehow or other until the dinner hour; and the train, which now reposed in a siding, became a rendezvous for those who desired to patronize the dining-car. Evidently no sleeping-cars were available (or perhaps that idea was beyond the imagination of the native officials), and having left a trail of tobacco smoke along the principal native street, I turned into my apartment which I shared with the ants, mosquitoes  and the other things.

An examination of my rooms by candle-light revealed the presence of a cupboard, or what I thought to be a cupboard, but opening the double doors I saw that it was a window, latticed and overlooking a lower apartment; so much I perceived by the light of an oil lamp which stood upon the table. Then, stifling a gasp of amazement, I hastily snuffed my candle and peered down eagerly at that incredible scene....

Nahèmah, longer veiled, was sitting at the table, and opposite to her was seated the hideous wall-eyed attendant!

They were conversing in low tones, so that, strive as I would, I could not overhear a word. You ask me why I spied upon the ladys privacy in this manner? For a very good reason.

Midway between the two, upon the rough boards of the table, lay Lure of Souls, twinkling and glittering like a thing of incarnate light.

I observed that there was a door to the room below, almost immediately opposite the window through which I was peering ... and this door was opening very slowly and noiselessly. At least, I could hear no noise, but the one-eyed man detected something, for suddenly he started up and did a remarkable thing. Snatching up the diamond from the table, he clapped it into the eyeless cavity of his skull and turned in a twinkling to face the intruder.

Then the door was thrown open, and Hamilton leapt into the room.

I could scarcely credit my senses. Honestly, I thought I was dreaming. Hamiltons whole face was changed: a hard, cunning look had come over it, and he held a revolver in his hand. Nahèmah sprang to her feet as he entered, but he covered the pair of them with his revolver, and pointing to the one-eyed man muttered something in a low voice. Rage, fear, rebellion chased in turn across the evil features of One-eye; but there was something about Hamiltons manner that cowed.

Manipulating the sunken eyelids as though they had been of rubber, the guardian of the veiled lady slipped the diamond into the palm of his hand and tossed it, glittering, on to the table.

Hamiltons expression of triumph I shall never forget. One step forward he took and was about to snatch up the gem when  out of the dark cavity of the doorway behind him stepped a second intruder.

It was the Rev. Mr. Rawlingson!

The reverend gentlemans behavior was most unclerical. He leapt upon the unsuspecting Hamilton like a panther and screwed the muzzle of a revolver into that gentlemans right ear with quite unnecessary vigor.

You have been wasting your time, Farland! he snapped in a voice that was quite new to me. That is, unless you have turned amateur detective.

He made no attempt to reach for the diamond, but just held out his hand, and with his eyes fixed upon Hamilton, silently commanded the latter to hand over the gem. This Hamilton did with palpable reluctance. Mr. Rawlingson, who, though still clerically garbed, had discarded his spectacles, slipped the stone into his pocket, snatched the revolver from Hamiltons hand and jerked his thumb in the direction of the open door. Hamilton shrugged his shoulders and walked out of the room. For scarce a moment did Rawlingsons eyes turn to follow the retreating figure, but the chance was good enough for the wall-eyed man.

He launched himself through space like nothing so much as a kangaroo, bearing Rawlingson irresistibly to the floor! With his lean hands at the others throat he turned his solitary eye upon Nahèmah, muttering something gutturally. After a moments hesitation she ran from the room.

* * * * * *

Twenty seconds later I was downstairs, and ten seconds after that was helping Rawlingson to his feet. He was considerably shaken and boasted a very elegant design in bruises which was just beginning to reveal itself upon his throat; but otherwise he was unhurt.

I have lost her, Mr. Fane! were his first words. She knows this part of the world inside out. I have no case against Farland, but I am sorry to have lost the woman.

Was my mind in a whirl? Did I think that madness had seized me? Replies both in the affirmative; I was simply staggered.

I always go to pieces with this part of the yarn, being an unpractised narrator, as I have already explained; but I may relieve your mind upon one point. I never saw Nahèmah and the one-eyed man again, nor have I since set eyes upon Hamilton. Mr. Rawlingson, the last time I heard from him, was in similar case.

The explanation of the whole thing was something of a blow to me, of course. The lily of Damascus who had fascinated me so hopelessly was no Eastern at all; you will have guessed as much. She was a Frenchwoman, I believe; at any rate they had a long record up against her in Paris. She had gone out after Lure of Souls, and very ingeniously had made me her instrument. As Mr. Rawlingson explained to me, what had probably taken place was this:

The harmless scorpion, specially brought along for some such purpose, had been thrown into the chief officers cabin from the open porthole by the one-eyed villain. That had been the cue for Nahèmah to drop the shirt button, and, whilst the occupants of the cabin were in confusion, to toss the diamond out on to the deck where her accomplice was waiting. The search of their effects had been futile, of course; no one had thoughts of searching the eye-cavity of her Eastern companion.

Where did Hamilton come in? Hamilton was one James Farland, an American crook of the highest accomplishments, known to the police of the entire civilized world. He, too, had gone out for Lure of Souls, but the woman, his professional competitor, had proved too clever for him.

The Rev. Mr. Rawlingson? He was Detective-Inspector Wexford of New Scotland Yard. Yes, its a rotten story, from a romantic point of view.


THE SECRET OF ISMAIL

I

Mustapha Mirza knew it  Mustapha Mirza, the blind Persian who makes shoes hard by the Bâb ez-Zuwêla and in the very shadow of the minarets of Muayyâd; Hassan es-Sîwa of the Street of the Carpet-sellers in the Mûski, Hassan, who, where another man has hands, has but hideous stumps, knew it, and because of him it was that Abdûl Moharli sought it  Abdûl the mendicant who crouches on the steps of the Blue Mosque muttering, guttural, inarticulate, and pointing to the tongueless cavity of his mouth. Now I know it; but not from Abdûl Moharli: may Allah, the Great, the Compassionate, defend me!

I say May Allah defend me, yet I am no Moslem; I have no spot of Egyptian blood in my veins. No, I am a pure Greek of Cos, of Cos the home of the loveliest women in the world; and my mother was one of these, whilst my father was a Cretan, and a true descendent of Minos. My story perhaps will not be believed, for always it has been my fate to be maligned. You will ask, perhaps, what I was doing in the Mâzi Desert between Beni Suêf and the Red Sea, but I reply that my cotton interests  for I have cotton interests in the Delta  often lead me far afield. You do not understand the cotton industry or this explanation would be unnecessary. It is only those who do not understand the cotton industry that speak of hashish. Hashish! I leave it to the Egyptians and the Jews to deal in hashish; I am neither a Jew nor an Egyptian, but a Greek of Cos, who would not soil his hands with such a trade  no.

Upon my business, then, my legitimate business, I found myself with a small company of servants encamped by the Wâdi Araba. At the Wâdi Araba I had a commercial acquaintance, a sheikh of the Mâzi Arabs. Those villains who say that he was a go-between, that my business was not with him, but through him with a port of the Red Sea, dare not say as much to my face; for there is a law in the land  even in the land of Egypt, now that the British hold power here.

I had reached the point, then, whereat it was my custom to meet my business acquaintance and to discuss certain affairs in which we were interested. My servants had erected the tent in which I was to sleep, and the camels lay in a little limestone valley to the west, their eyes mild because they knew that the days work was ended; for it is a foolish mistake to suppose that the eye of a camel is mild at any other time. The camel knows the secret name of Allah  and that name is Rest.

The violet after-glow, which is the most wonderful thing in Nature, crowned the desert with glory right away to the porphyry mountains. I stood at my tent door looking westward to the Nile. I stood looking out upon the waste of the sands, the eternal sands which are a belt about Egypt; and my thoughts running fleetly before me, crossed the desert, crossed the Nile, and came to rest in the verdant, fertile Fàyûm, its greenness sweet to look upon in the heat of such an evening, its palms fashioned in ebony black against the wondrous sky. Yes, I, who am a Greek, love the Fàyûm more than any spot on earth; the modern clamor and dust of Cairo are hateful to me, although my business often takes me there, and also to Alexandria, the most European city in the East, and to me the most detestable. But my business is in the Delta and it is a good business, so why should I complain?

I stood at my tent door, and I thought of many things, though little of the matters which had brought me there; a faint cool breeze fanned my brow, and about me was that great peace which comes to Egypt with the touch of night. My servants were silent in their encampment, and the shrieking of the camels had ceased. About me, then, all was sleeping; only I was awake, only I was there to receive Abdûl Moharli and his secret  the secret of Ismail.

By the pattering of his bare feet upon the sand, I first learned of his coming, but for a long time I could not see him, for his way led him through the valley where the camels slept, and a mound obscured my view. But presently I heard his panting breaths and his little delirious cries of fear, which were like sobs, and presently, again, I saw him staggering over the slope. At the sight of me he uttered one last gasping cry and fell forward on his face unconscious  like a dead man.

I hurried to him, stooped and raised him. His face was dreadful to look upon. His eyes were sunken in his skull, and his flesh shrivelled as by long fasting. His beard was filthy, knotted and unkempt, and his hair a black mat streaked with dirty gray. He was thin as a mummy and the bones protruded through his skin. He was as one who is dying from excess of hashish.

Ah! I know how they look, those poor fools who poison themselves with the Indian hemp. I wonder Allah does not strike down the villain who places that poison within their reach. I use the term Allah because my business brings me much in contact with the natives, but I am no Moslem, as I have related. Father Pierre of Alexandria can tell you how devoted a Christian I am.

Drink and food revived him somewhat; and as I sat beside him in my tent that night he babbled to me, half deliriously; he raved, and to another it might have seemed the fancies of a poor madman which he poured into my ears. For he spoke of a secret oasis and of a sheikh who had lived since the days of Sultan Kalaûn; of a treasure vast as that of Suleyman  and of magic, black magic; of the transmuting of gold and the making of diamonds.

But I, who am a Greek, and one who has lived all his life between Alexandria and the Red Sea; I who know the Garden of Egypt as another knows the palm of his hand  I detected in this delirium the shadow of a truth. To me it became evident that this wretched being who had fled, a hunted thing, over the trackless desert for many days and nights  it became evident to me, I say, that he spoke of the far-famed secret of Ismail.

You would ask: What is the secret of Ismail? I would tell you, ask it of Hassan the Handless, of Mustapha, the blind Persian of the Bâb ez-Zuwêla; better still, ask it of any son of the Fàyûm, of any man of the Mâzi. None of them will answer you, for none save Hassan and Mustapha knows the strange truth  Hassan and Mustapha, and Abdûl Moharli ... and no one of these three knows all, nor will reveal what he knows.

Ah! how my heart leapt and how my eyes must have gleamed in the darkness of the tent, yet how cold a fear clutched at the life within me. The night seemed suddenly to become a thin curtain veiling eyes that watched, the empty desert a hiding-place for unseen multitudes that listened; the faint breeze raising the flap of the tent, ever so gently, ever so softly, assumed the shape of a malignant hand that reached for my throat, that sought to stifle me ere the secret, the deathly secret of Ismail should be mine.

Abdûl Moharli was the name of this wanderer; and as he spoke to me, gulping down great draughts of water between the words, ever he glanced to right and left, over his shoulder and all about him.

It is four days from here, he whispered hoarsely; due south in the direction of the porphyry quarries and the Mountain of Smoke. There is a tiny village and all the inhabitants are of the race of Saïd Ebn al As, being descendants of the companion of the prophet. I had long supposed that this race of heretics was extinct; but it is not so, O my benefactor; with these eyes, have I seen the houses wherein they dwell. By the strategy of which I have spoken did I penetrate to their secret dwelling-place and win their unsuspecting love.

And then, clutching me to him with his bony hands, he spoke in hushed and fearful tones of the house of the Sheikh Ismail Ebn al As. It was the fabled treasure of this holy man which had been the lodestone drawing Abdûl Moharli out into the desert. Something of his fear, of his constant apprehension seized upon me too; and as he glanced tremblingly first over this shoulder and then over that, so likewise did I glance, until I seemed to crouch in a world of spies listening to a secret greater than that of the Universe.

I pronounced the Takbîr, Great is the Lord!  a superstitious custom which I have acquired from my business acquaintances. I made the sign of the Cross and called upon the name of the Holy Virgin. Almost I feared to listen further, yet I lacked the courage to abstain.

Not with mine eyes have I beheld the treasure of Ismail, he whispered to me, this shadow of a man, this living mummy, those same eyes rolling in their sunken sockets; nor with mine ears have I heard it named. These hands have never touched it; yet the secret of Ismail is my secret.

So far he had proceeded and no further, when a slight noise, that was not of my imagination, came from immediately outside the tent. On the instant I sprang forth ... but no one was there and nothing now disturbed the solitude of the desert about me. A moment I stood, peering to left and right, into the void of the velvet dusk; no more than a moment, I can swear, yet long enough for that dreadful thing to happen  that thing which sometimes haunts my dreams.

Shrill and awful upon the silence it burst; the scream of a stricken man. It stabbed me like a knife; and as a creature of clay I stood, unable to stir or think. It died away, in a long wail of pain, that gave place to a guttural, inarticulate babbling  a choking, sobbing sound indescribable, but that may not be forgotten once it has been heard.

No living thing, as I can testify, entered or left the tent; so far the evidence of my senses bears me. But that one had entered and left it, unseen, I learned, when, throwing off this palsy of horror, I staggered back to the side of the one who knew the secret of Ismail.

He lay writhing upon the ground; blood issued from his mouth. The tongue of Abdûl Moharli had been torn out!

II

Three weeks later I had my first sight of the secret oasis. The fate from which Abdûl had fled had overtaken him as I have related, in my tent, and from that moment until we parted company  for this poor wretch survived his mutilation  not another hint could I glean from him respecting the discovery for which he had paid so terrible a price.

In the first place, he lacked the accomplishment of writing and in the second place his fear of the vengeance of Ismail had become a veritable madness. I left him at Beni Suêf, filled with a determination to probe this mystery for myself. Suitably prepared for such an undertaking I set out alone from Dér Byâd, and undertook the four days journey which I had planned.

In a little gorge, arid, shadeless, in which only a few stunted tamarisks grew, but affording a sort of hiding-place for myself and my camel, I made my base of operations. Provisions of a sort I had plenty, but for water I must depend on the secret oasis, which I estimated to be not more than four miles distant. In the dead of night I set out, making for a series of mounds or hillocks rising up from the rocky face of the plateau. Cautiously I ascended their slopes, ever watchful and with eagerly beating heart; and it was lying prone upon the crest of the greatest of these that I first saw the village and the oasis.

There was nothing extraordinary in the appearance of the village; it presented to the eye the usual group of small, squat houses clinging to the trunks of the palm trees and surrounding a shrine or mosque boasting a wooden minaret. There were tilled fields and palm groves to the left of the village and a large house surrounded by white walls embracing extensive gardens. My spirits rose high. Within that house lay the secret of Ismail.

I determined to approach from the left, where I should be able to take advantage of the far-cast shadows of the palm groves and of the direction of the faint breeze; for most of all I feared the dogs, without which no Arab village is complete. Sure enough, although I had elected to approach the left of the village and although I crawled laboriously upon hands and knees, the accursed brutes apparently scented me or heard me and made night hideous with their clamor.

Flat upon the ground I lay, awaiting the dogs who bore down upon me snarling, their fangs bared. I had come prepared for this; but, mysteriously, at a point by the end of the palm grove and some twenty yards away from me, the pack halted, and after a time became silent. This was unaccountable but fortunate; and after waiting a while longer to learn if anyone had been aroused by the outcry, I advanced towards the wall of the garden, passing stealthily from palm to palm.

I observed that the mosque was a more important building than I had supposed, with a tomb on the right of the entrance surmounted by a white dome. A passage leading to the courtyard, which presented a charming picture in the moonlight, its fountain overshadowed by acacias, reminded me very much of that in the Mosque of Muayyâd in Cairo. As in the latter, a double arcade surrounded it on three sides and the columns were of some kind of marble and sculptured with inscriptions in Arabic. I had a glimpse of a blue-tiled sanctuary, through a fine mushrabîyeh screen beneath the pointed arches. Arabesques in colored glass rendered the windows very beautiful to look upon. Nothing stirred within the village, as I crept along the narrow lane separating the mosque from the wall of the garden. Beyond prospecting the ground, I had no definite plans for to-night; but Fate had willed it that I was to become more deeply involved in the affair than I had designed or intended.

A side door opened from the garden at a spot nearly opposite the little wooden platform which served as the minaret of the mosque; and the mud bricks of the porch were so broken and decayed by time that I perceived here an opportunity of mounting to the top of the wall, an opportunity of which I instantly availed myself.

Yes, in spite of my peaceful calling (I have explained that I have cotton interests in the Delta) my life has not been unadventurous nor have I ever hesitated to incur risk where profit might be gained. Therefore, having climbed to the top of the wall, unmolested, and perceiving at a spot some little distance to the right a sort of trellis overgrown with purple blossom, I did not hesitate to make for it and to descend into the garden. I had just completed the descent, and stood looking cautiously about me, when a sound disturbed the silence  a sound so entirely unexpected, in that place, at such an hour, that it turned my blood cold, bringing to my mind all those stories of the black magic for which the people of this oasis were famed.

It was the sound of a woman singing; and although the song she sang was a familiar Arab love song and the voice of the singer was sweet, if very mournful, the effect, as I have said, was weird to a degree.

Ashik yekul lil hammám hát le genáhak yom
(A lover said to a dove, Lend me your wings for a day, etc.)

Overcoming the fear and astonishment which momentarily had deprived me of action, I advanced with the utmost caution in the direction from whence this mysterious singing seemed to proceed. Passing an angle of the house, where the stucco wall ran sheerly up to a mushrabîyeh window, I perceived before me a smaller, detached building in the form of a sort of pavilion. Some fine acacias overhung its white and glistening dome, in which were little windows of colored glass. Concealed in the shadow of the house, I stood looking towards this smaller building, observing with astonishment that it possessed a massive, bronze-mounted door.

Indeed, in many respects, and in spite of the charming picture which its jeweled appearance presented, it might well have been the tomb of some holy Sheikh. But seated on an old-fashioned mastabah before the entrance were two huge negroes of most ferocious aspect, armed with scimitars which glittered evilly in the light of the moon!

I drew back sharply into the shelter of the projecting wall. One of the negroes seemed to slumber, but the wicked black eyes of his companion were widely open and he revealed his ivory teeth in a frightful leer. The beating of my heart almost suffocated me, for I ascribed that ghastly grimace to the fact that the negro had detected my presence and was already gloating over the pleasing prospect of my swift and bloody despatch. For many agonized moments I lurked there, one hand clutching the stucco wall and the other resting upon the butt of a new Colt magazine pistol which I had taken the precaution to purchase in Alexandria a week earlier.

When again I ventured to protrude my head, I learned how groundless my fears had been; I realized that the loathsome contortion of the negros countenance represented a smile of appreciation. He was listening to the unseen singer whose voice now stole again upon the silence of the night! His blubber lips drooped open cavernously and his fierce little eyes blinked in stupid rapture.

It appeared to me, now, that the sweet voice proceeded from some subterranean place: I thought that I was listening to the song of a ginneyeh. I remembered how the Sheikh Ismail was reputed to be the son of an Efreet and an Arabian princess, and to have lived in that oasis for generations, since the reign of the Sultan Mohammed Nâsir ibn-Kalaûn, who had expelled him from Cairo as a magician. He was said to possess the secrets of Geber and of Avicenna  the great Ibn Sina of Bokhara; to possess the Philosophers Stone and the Elixir Vitæ. In this pavilion with the bronze door I beheld the magicians treasure-house, guarded, within, by a ginneyeh and, without, by ghouls or black Efreets!

You will understand that these childish superstitions sometimes overcome me, because I have lived so long among those who believe them; but to me, a Greek, possessing the consolation of the true religion, it was only momentary, this cold fear which belongs to ignorance and is bred in the blood of the Moslem but finds no place in the heart of a true Christian.

And now the Fates again took a hand in the game. The pack of curs in the distant palm grove set up a sudden tempest of sound, so that they seemed to have become possessed of a million devils. It was a disturbance infinitely louder and more prolonged than that with which the dogs had greeted my appearance, and I had barely time to throw myself flat in the depths of a black and friendly shadow ere the two negroes, monstrous in the moonlight, passed me silently and trotted off in the direction from whence the uproar proceeded. You will say, no doubt, that a madness as great as that of the dogs possessed me; but because what I tell you is true, you must not be surprised to find it strange.

Allowing the negroes time to reach the gate for which I divined them to be making, I ran across the moon-bathed garden to the door of the pavilion.

You must understand that my madness was not entirely without method; for I had a vague plan in my mind: it was to ascertain the character of the lock upon the bronze door (for you must know that I am skilled in the craft of the locksmith), and then, passing beyond the pavilion, which I was assured was the treasure-house of Ismail, to make my escape over the garden wall at some point to the west and return to my base in the desert ravine armed with a knowledge of the enemys dispositions.

But, as I have said, the Fates took a hand. The sweet-voiced singer ceased her song as I approached the pavilion; and, at the moment that I set foot upon the lower step, her voice  by Allah! whose Name be exalted, it was sweet as honey!  addressed to me these words:

O my master, at last thou art come! Here is the key! enter ere they return.

Whilst I stared blankly upward to the open lattice from whence the invisible speaker thus addressed me, an antique key wrapped in a piece of perfumed silk, fell almost upon my head!

III

Dazed though I was by the complete unexpectedness of this happening I doubt if I should have had the temerity to pursue the matter further that night but for the sound of fleetly running footsteps of which at this moment I became aware.

My escape was cut off! If I endeavored to pass around the pavilion in accordance with my original plan I should undoubtedly be perceived. My only hope lay in accepting the invitation so singularly given. With trembling hands I fitted the key to the cumbersome lock, opened the door, and entered the pavilion. My presence of mind had not completely deserted me and before closing the door I withdrew the key.

I found myself in a saloon of extraordinary magnificence, furnished with mattresses covered with silk and lighted by hanging lamps and by candles, and having at its upper end a couch of alabaster decorated with pearls and canopied by curtains of satin peacock-blue. From a carved wooden archway draped with cloth of gold there leaped forth a girl of such surpassing loveliness that her image must forever reside in my heart together with those of the saints.

Conceive all the dark-eyed beauties of Oriental poetry, of Hafiz, of Omar, of Attâr, and from each distil the very essence of female loveliness; though you combine them all in one rapturous vision of delight you will have conceived but a feeble shadow of shadows of this wondrous reality who now stood panting before me, her red lips parted and her bosom tumultuous.

I think if the light in her eyes had been for me I could gladly have died for her and found death sweet; but as her gaze met mine a pitiful change took place in that lovely countenance. Her color fled and she swayed and almost fell.

Oh, she whispered, thou art not my beloved! O Allah! this is some snare that Ismail hath set for my feet! Who art thou? who art thou?

But because of the excess of the loveliness of the speaker, from whom I could not remove my eyes, and because as I stood in that perfumed apartment it seemed to me that I was no longer a real man, but a figment of some Efreets dream, I found myself incapable of both speech and action.

Yet I was speedily to know that the Fates, which had thrust me into that saloon  nay, which had brought me across the desert to that secret oasis  were not yet wearied of their sport.

A soft call, a lovers signal (for no true Believer will whistle at night, since to do so is to summon the evil ginn) sounded from immediately outside the bronze door, followed by a muffled rapping upon the door itself!

Saîd, my beloved! cried the girl wildly, and ran towards the door.

At that very moment, and whilst I stood there like a man of clay, I heard the negro guardians returning to their posts; I heard the clatter of their sandals and I heard their guttural cries of rage! Uttering a long tremulous sigh, the beautiful occupant of the pavilion fell swooning upon the floor.

A loud imperious voice now rose above the sounds of conflict which had commenced outside the pavilion; I heard the sound of many running feet, and  my blood turned to ice  that of a key being inserted in the lock of the bronze door! Power of action returned to me, though I confess that I now grew sick with dread. Only one hiding-place was possible: the first I could reach.

I leaped across the lovely form extended upon the floor and dropped, almost choking with emotion, behind the alabaster couch. I had barely gained this cover when the door was hurled open and a tall, excessively gaunt, and hawk-faced old man entered, his eyes blazing, his thin nostrils quivering, and his lean hands opening and closing at his sides in a sort of clutching movement horribly suggestive and terrifying.

He was followed by the two negroes, who were dragging between them a young Egyptian of prepossessing appearance down whose pale face blood was pouring from a wound in the brow.

Several other persons, principally servants of the harêm, brought up the rear.

Towering over the recumbent body of the girl, the terrible old man  in whom I could not fail to recognize the Sheikh Ismail  glared down at her for some moments in passionate silence; then he made as if to spurn her with his foot; then he clutched his long white beard with both hands and plucked at it frenziedly, whilst tears began to course down his furrowed cheeks, which had the frightful appearance of those of a mummy.

O light of mine eyes! he exclaimed; O shame of my house! O reproach of my white hairs!

He recovered himself by dint of a stupendous effort and turning a fiery glance upon the captive:

Cast him down upon the floor, he cried, that I may spit upon him, who is a scorn among swine and the son of a disease!

To my unspeakable horror, the Sheikh then strode across the saloon and seated himself upon the alabaster couch! I almost choked with fear; I felt my teeth beginning to chatter and the beating of my heart sounded in my ears like the throb of a darâbukeh. The Sheikh, fortunately ignorant of my proximity, thus addressed the unfortunate young man who lay at his feet:

Know, O disgrace of thy mother, that thy death hath been decided upon, and it shall visit thee in a most painful and unfortunate manner. O thou spawn of offal, learn that I have been aware of thy malevolent intentions since first thou didst seek to penetrate into my secret. What! am I heir to all the wisdom of the ages, that I should remain ignorant of the presence of such as thee, O thou gnats egg, in my house? When the partner in thine infamy didst steal the key of the door from me, thinkest thou that mine eyes were blind to the theft, O thou foredoomed carrion? It was in order that thy culpability should be made manifest that I permitted thee to enter. Thy double stratagem for quelling and then exciting the dogs, in order that the guards might be drawn from their posts, was known to me, and the negroes had received my orders to run to the gate in seeming accordance with thine accursed desires, O filthy insect!

Throughout the time that this dreadful old man thus addressed his victim, the latter crouched upon the floor, apparently paying no heed to his words but keeping an agonized glance fixed upon the lovely form of the girl. I was now in a condition of such profound and dejected fear as I had never known before and trust I may never know again. The Sheikh continued:

Learn of the fate of some of those who sought the secret of Ismail before thee. One there was, Mustapha Mirza, a Persian, who came hither to despoil me. With his eyes did he behold my treasure. To-day he hath no eyes! And there was one Hassan of the Khân Khalîl. He dared to lay violent hands upon the treasure of my house  the treasure not of gold nor jewels but of fairest flesh and blood. To-day he hath no hands! Wouldst like to know of Abdûl Moharli, who learned much of this secret of mine, and would have spoken of it? His tongue I threw to the carrion crows! Thou, O sink of iniquity, hast not only seen with thine eyes, heard with thine ears and laid thy filthy hands upon the treasure of Ismail: thou hast approached thy foul lips to this peach of Allahs garden! thou hast....

He choked in his utterance and seemed upon the point of hurling himself upon the young man before him: but again he recovered his composure after a great effort and proceeded:

The unpleasant punishments visited upon those others shall likewise fall to thy portion, since thou hast committed like crimes; but this shall only be in order to prepare thee for a most protracted and painful death. Bear him forth into the courtyard.

As one who dreams an evil dream, I saw the company stream out of the saloon, the wretched prisoner in their midst. When at last the bronze door was reclosed and I found myself alone with the swooning girl, I could scarce believe that even this respite was mine.

I offered a prayer to St. Antony of the Thebäid  my patron saint  as I listened to the sound of their receding footsteps; when I was aroused from the lethargy of fear into which I had fallen by a distant scream  a long wailing cry....

* * * * * *

I have often asked myself: How did I make my escape from that dreadful village? You will remember that I had the purloined key of the bronze door in my possession? Then it was to this in the first place that I owed my preservation. To regain the garden was a simple matter, for the Sheikh and his bloodthirsty following were engaged in the courtyard of the house, but to St. Antony be all praise for the circumstance that the little door opposite the mosque had been left open  possibly by the unhappy Saïd,  and to St. Antony be all praise that a second time I avoided the dogs....

Dawn found me staggering down into that friendly ravine which sheltered my camel. I was utterly exhausted, for I bore a burden, but triumphant, delirious with joy and rapture, because my burden was so sweet. You may question me of these matters, and I shall reply: As well as my cotton interests I have now another interest in the Delta  the lovely Secret of the Sheikh Ismail Ebn al As![D]

[D] Readers of Tales of Abû Tabâh will recognize Mizmûna,
The Lady of the Lattice, the story of whose recovery
by the bereaved Sheikh has already been related.


HARÛN PASHA

I

I will tell you this story (said Ferrier of the Egyptian Civil) with one reservation; comments are to be reserved for some future time. I can only tell you what I saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears; I offer no explanation; I pass on the story; you can take it or leave it.

Some of you will remember Dunlap  I dont mean Robert Dunlap, who is chief officer of the Pekin, but Jack Dunlap his cousin, the irrigation man who used to be stationed at Assuan.

You remember the build of the beggar?  the impression of scaffolding his figure conveyed? I always used to think of him as an iron framework, and he had the most hard-bitten head-piece I have ever struck; steel blue eyes and a mouth that was born shut. The dash of ginger in his hair, complexion, and constitution made up a Scotch brew that was very strongly flavored.

He came down to Cairo one spring, and a lot of us got together in the club  on a Sunday night, I remember, it was. The conversation got along that silly line; what we were all doing, and why we were doing it, what we had really intended to do, and how Fate had butted in and made sailors of those that had meant to be parsons, engineers of the poets, and tramps of the chaps who had proposed to become financiers.

Well, we had traveled up and down this blind alley for hours, I should think, when Dunlap mounted on his hind legs and took the rug with the proposition that nothing  nothing  was impossible of achievement to the man of single purpose. Someone put up an extreme case; asking Dunlap how he should handle the business of the son of a respectable greengrocer who, with singleness of purpose, proposed to become king of England.

He said it was not a fair case, but he accepted the challenge; and the way this junior greengrocer, under Dunlaps guidance, plunged into politics, got elected M.P., wormed himself into the confidence of the entire Empire by a series of brilliant campaigns conducted from John o Groats to Van Diemens Land; induced the reigning monarch, publicly, to advocate his own abdication; established a sort of commonwealth with his ex-Majesty on the board and Dunlap occupying a post between that of a protector and a Roman Cæsar  well, it was wonderful.

Of course, you can judge of the lateness of the hour from the fact that a group of moderately intelligent men tolerated, and contributed to, a chat of this nature. But what brings me down to the story is the few words which I exchanged with Dunlap at the break-up of the party, when he was leaving.

His cousin Robert, as you know, is well on the rippity side; but Jack, with all his fine capacity for heather-dew, had always struck me as something of a psalmster. Ive heard that Bacchus holds the keys of truth, and it may be right; for out on the steps of the club, I said to Jack Dunlap:

It seems you dont practise what you preach?

Dont I? he snapped hardly. What do you suppose I am doing here?

Engineering, I take it. Do you aspire to a pedestal beside De Lesseps?

De Lesseps be damned! he retorted sourly. Look at these.

He held out his hands, hardened with manual toil  the hands of a grinder.

Clearly you are a glutton for work, I said.

I am aiming at never doing another hands stroke in my life, he replied, with an odd glint in his blue eyes. My idea of life  life, mind you, not mere existence  is to be a pasha  one of the old school, with gate porters, orange trees, fountains, slaves, mosaic pavements, a marble bath.

He mixed his ambitions oddly.

Someone to do all the shifting for me, and even the thinking; to hold a book in front of me if I wanted to read, to poke my pipe in my mouth, and to take it out when I wanted to blow smoke rings  and to know when I wanted it taken out without being told.

On your showing, you are traveling by the wrong road.

Am I? he snapped viciously. Just wait awhile.

That was all the indication I had of Dunlaps ideas, and remembering the time of night and other circumstances, I did not count upon it worth a brass farthing; putting it down to the heather-dew rather than to any innate viciousness of the man. But listen to the sequel, which shifts us up just about twelve months, to the spring of the following year, in fact.

II

I had seen no more of Dunlap, and concluded that he was back in Assuan, or somewhere on the river, foozling with his irrigation again. I never had the clearest conception of the work of his department, by the way. An irrigation man once started to explain to me about his section, mixing up surveying paraphernalia in his talk, telling me something about an allowance of half an inch variation in half a mile of bank, or chat to that effect; but I couldnt quite make it out. My impression of Dunlap at business was very hazy; I pictured him measuring the bank of the Nile with a six-foot rule, and periodically kneeling down in the smelly mud to footle with a spirit-level. But he was a Senior Wrangler, as you remember, and a man, too, of more substantial accomplishments, and he drew five hundred a year from the Egyptian Government; so that probably I underestimated his usefulness.

At any rate, I had forgotten his iron framework and mahogany countenance, together with his response (under the afflatus of heather-dew) at the time of which I am now speaking.

A little matter had cropped up which touched me on a weak spot; and with a mob of jabbering Egyptians and one very placid Bedouin flooding my room, I found myself thinking again of Dunlap and envying him his intimate acquaintance with Arabic.

Although I had been in the country quite twice as long as Dunlap, my Arabic was far from perfect, for I have always been a rotten linguist. Dunlap, as I now remembered, might have passed for a native (excepting his Scottish headpiece), and I ascribed his proficiency to an inherent trick of mimicry. There was something of the big ape about him; and after one function at which we both were present, I remember how he convulsed the entire club with an imitation of a certain highly placed Egyptian dignitary, voice and gesture being equal in comic effect to Cyril Maude at his best. In fact, if you notice, you will find that the best linguists, as a rule, have a marked apish streak in their composition.

Well, here was I at my wits ends to grasp twenty points of view at one and the same time; no two expressed in quite the same dialect, and each orator more excited than another. You know the brutes?

That got me thinking of Dunlap, and even after the incident was closed, I found myself thinking of him. Some friends from home were staying at Shepheards, and of course they had claimed me as dragoman; not that I objected in the least, for one of the party  when it was possible to dodge her mother  was, well, a very agreeable companion, you understand.

On this particular morning we were doing the bazaars. I have found by comparison that the average tourist knows far more of the Mûski than the average resident; in the same way, I suppose that for information regarding the Tower of London or the British Museum, one must go, not to a Cockney, but to an American visitor. At any rate, my party told me more than I could tell them, and my job degenerated into that of a mere interpreter. In the matter of purchases, I possibly saved them money, but their knowledge of the wares was miles ahead of my own. These up-to-date guide books must be very useful reading, I think.

Although I had tried hard to rush them past that dangerous quarter, the Gôhargîya, the ladies of the party had discovered a shop where little trays of loose gems, turquoises, rubies, bits of lapis-lazuli, and so forth, were displayed snarefully.

After that I knew where I could find them up to any time before lunch; I knew they were safe enough for the rest of the morning; and accepting my defeat at the hands of the jewel merchant who turned his slow eyes upon me and shrugged apologetically, I drifted off, after a decent interval (leaving young Forrest, who, mysteriously, had turned up, to do the cavalierly), intending to visit my acquaintance, Hassan, in the Sûk el-Attârin (Street of the Perfumers), not twenty yards away.

You know Hassan? A large, mysterious figure in the shadows of his little shop, smoking amber-scented cigarettes as though he liked them, and turning his sleepy eyes slowly upon each passer-by. Well, I drifted around in his direction.

Right at the corner of the street, a big limousine was standing; an up-to-date car, fawn cushions, silver-plated fittings, and simply stuffed with fresh-cut flowers. A useful-looking Nubian was chauffeur, and on the step squatted a fat and resplendent being in all the glory of much gold braid.

These harêm guards are rarely seen in Cairo nowadays  they belong to the other picturesque Oriental institutions which have begun to fade with the crescent of Islâm. There was something startlingly incongruous about this full-grown specimen, that bloated representative of Eastern despotism squatting on the step of an up-to-date French car.

It was a kind of all-round shock; I cannot describe how it struck me. It was something like running into Martin Luther at the Grand National or Nero, say, at an aviation meeting.

This was a frightfully hot morning, and the adipose object on the car step was slumbering blissfully. A moment later I spotted the charge which he was guarding with such sedulous care. She was seated in Hassans shop  well back in the shadows  a gauzy white vision, all eyes and yashmak. A confidential female servant accompanied her. They made a pleasing picture enough, and a more suitable setting could not well be found. It was an illustrated page of the Arabian Nights, and it appealed strongly even to my jaded perceptions.

Of course, I was not going to interrupt the tête-à-tête; but from where I stood I could observe the group very well whilst remaining myself unobserved. It presently became evident that the lady of the yashmak, under the pretence of purchasing perfumes, was merely killing time, and my interest increased as the hour of noon grew near and the artistic group remained unbroken. You know the Mosque of El-Ashraf by Hassans shop? Its minaret almost overhung the place. Well, in due course, out popped the mueddin.

La il aha illa Allah....

There he was a very sweet-voiced singer, as I noted at the time, telling them there was no God but God, and all the rest of it; and presently he worked round to the side of the gallery overlooking Hassans shop.

Then I could see which way the wind blew. He seemed to be deliberately singing at the picturesque trio  and the dark eyes of the lady of the yashmak were lifted upward  in reverence, perhaps; but I hardly thought so.

There was no doubt about the mueddins final glance, as he turned and retired from the gallery. I remained where I was until the yashmak left the shop; and as she had to pass quite close to me in order to rejoin the waiting car, I had a good look at her.

It was just an impression, of course, an impression of red lips under the white gauze, an oval Oriental outline, with very fine eyes  notably fine, where fine eyes are common  and a little exquisitely chiseled nose; a bewitching face. Just that one glimpse I had and a vague impression of rustling silk with the tap of high heels. A faint breath of musk still proclaimed itself above the less pleasing odors of the street; then, the female attendant having cuffed the slumbering Silenus into wakefulness, the car moved off and this harêm lily vanished from the bazaar.

I knew that my party was safe for another half an hour, at any rate, so I nipped along to Hassans shop. Of course, he began brazenly by declaring that no ladies had been there that morning. I had expected it, and the attitude confirmed my suspicions.

Presently, when his boy had made fresh coffee, and Hassan, from the black cabinet, had produced some real cigarettes, we got more intimate. There was a scarcity of European visitors that morning; and excepting one interruption by a party of four American ladies, I had Hassan to myself for half an hour.

He raised his fat finger to his lips when I pressed my question, and rolled his eyes fearfully.

She is from the palace of Harûn Pasha, he whispered with more sidelong glances. Ah! effendim, I fear....

We smoked awhile; then  

The Pashas wife? I inquired.

It is the Lady Zohara, he said.

This did not add greatly to my information; but I continued: And the mueddin?

Ah!  do not whisper it.... That is my brother, Saïd!

He raises his eyes very high?

Not so, effendim; it is she who raises her eyes. I fear  I fear for Saïd. The Pasha ... you have heard of him?

I may have heard his name, I replied; but I am quite unfamiliar with his reputation.

Hassan shook his head gloomily.

He is the last of his race, he explained; the race of the Khalîfs. He inhabits the ancient palace  but much has been rebuilt, and much added  in Old Cairo, close behind the Coptic Church....

I did not know that such a palace even existed.

Again Hassan raised his finger to his lips.

He is not like the other pashas, he said; in the house of Harûn Pasha are observed to-day all the old customs as in the day of his great ancestor Harûn al-Raschîd.

But a motor-car!

Ah, effendim, he does not scorn to employ modern comforts, nor do I mean that he is a strict Moslem. But you saw the one who sat upon the step? The harêm of the Pasha is well guarded; not only by such as he, but by the Nubians and by the other mutes.

Mutes!

He has many slaves. His agent in Mecca procures for him the pick of the market.

But there is no such thing as slavery in Egypt!

Do the slaves know that, effendim? he asked simply. Those who have tongues are never seen outside the walls  unless they are guarded by those who have no tongue!

It was a curious sidelight upon a more curious possibility and I was much impressed.

Your brother  

Alas! I have warned him! I fear, most sincerely I fear, that one dark night the same will befall him that befell the son of my cousin, Ali.

And what was that?

He climbed the wall of the Pashas garden. There is a fig tree growing close beside it at one place. Someone assisted him to descend on the other. But he had been betrayed; the Nubian mutes took him  and they  

He bent and whispered in my ear.

Impossible! I cried impossible! báss! báss!

Not so, effendim  nor was that all. After that they  

Enough, Hassan, enough! I cried. Usbûr!

Hassan sighed, raising fearful eyes to the minaret.

III

There has been nothing you are likely to disbelieve so far; but now  well, I specified at the beginning  no comments. Let me tell the story in my own way, and you have permission to think what you please.

There was a dance at Shepheards that night, and young Forrest rather interfered with my plans again as to one of the members of the English party; I think I have referred to her before? That sent me home in a bad humor  at least not home; for as I was standing over by the Ezbekîyeh Gardens, wondering whether to go along to Jimmys or not, I formed a sudden determination to go and have a look at the abode of Harûn Pasha instead!

Mind you, I was not surprised to have lived in Cairo all these years without having heard of the place; I had learned things about the Mûski in the morning, from my tourist friends, which had revealed to me something of my pitiable ignorance. But I was determined to mend my ways, so to speak, and I thought I would turn my restless mood to good purpose, by improving my knowledge of my neighbors.

I induced the torpid driver of an arabîyeh to drive me out to Old Cairo. He obviously considered me to be even more demented than the rest of my countrymen, but since the fare would be a substantial one, he tackled the job. Mad expedition? Quite so; but you appreciate the mood?

After we had passed a certain quarter  a quarter which never sleeps  there was nothing livelier than decayed tombs en route. In the chill of the evening I began to weigh up my own foolishness appreciatively, but having got so far as the Coptic Church  you know the church I mean?  I was not going back unsatisfied; so I told my man to wait, and started off to look for the famous palace.

I must say the scene was impressive; a sky full of diamonds and a moon just bursting with light. The liquid night  sounds of the Nile alone disturbed the silence, and the buildings might have been made of mother-o-pearl, so flawless and pure did they seem, gleaming there under the moon.

Well, I wandered up some narrow streets  past ruins of former important houses, and all that  until I found myself in the shadow of a high wall which obviously was kept in good repair. I followed this for some distance, and I could see trees on the other side; at one place a perfect mat of those purple flowers hung over the top; gorgeous things; the name begins with a B, but I can never remember it. This seemed promising, and as there was not a soul in sight, nor, on the visible evidences, a habitable building near me, I began to fossick for a likely place to climb up.

Presently I found the spot, and at the same time confirmation of my belief that these were the precincts of the Pasha. A fig tree grew beside the wall, affording an admirable means of reaching the top  a natural ladder. In a jiffy I was up ... and overlooking one of the most glorious gardens I had ever seen or dreamt of!

It must have been planned by an artist simply soaked in the lore of the Orient. It set me thinking of Edmond Dulacs illustrations to the Arabian Nights. Apart from those pages, you never saw anything like it, I swear. The position of each tree was a study; the arrangement of the flowerbeds was poetic  that is the only word for it; there was a pond with marble seats around and a flight of steps with big copper urns filled with growing flowers, mosaic paths, and lesser pools with fountains playing. I peered down into the water, and the moon rays glittered magically upon the scales of the golden carp which darted there. And all this fairy prospect was no more than an introduction, as it were, a sort of lead-up, to the Aladdins Palace beyond.

I saw now that what with palms and the natural rise of the land back from the Nile, the wonderful palace, with its terraces and gleaming domes, must actually be invisible from all points; a more secret locality one could not well imagine.

As to this magicians abode, which lay before me, I shall not attempt to describe it. But turn to the illustrations which I have mentioned, or to those of Burtons big edition; I will leave it to the artists and your imagination to fill up the canvas.

Lights shone out from a hundred windows. Out of the ghostly, tomb-like silence of Old Cairo, I had clambered into a sort of fairyland; I stood there with the spray from a fountain wetting me, and rubbed my eyes. Honestly, I should not have been surprised to find myself dreaming. Well, you may be sure I was not going back yet; there was not a living soul to be seen in the gardens, and I meant to have a peep into the palace, whatever the chances.

The likeliest point, as I soon determined, was to the west  where a long, low wing of the building extended, and was lost, if I may use the term, in a great bank of verdure and purple blooms. I took full advantage of the ample shadow cast by the trees, and came right up under the white wall without mishap.

To my right, the wall was obviously modern, but to my left, although in the distance and under the moon it had seemed uniform, it was built of sandstone blocks and was evidently of great age. The palace proper, you understand, was fully forty yards east; the place before me was a sort of low extension and evidently had no real connection with the residential part.

Just above my head was a square window, iron-barred, but this did not look promising, and cautiously, for I was hampered by the creepers which grew under the wall, I felt my way further west. Presently I encountered a pointed door of black, time-seared wood, and heavily iron-studded. Then, with alarming suddenness, the quietude of my adventure was broken; things began to move with breathless rapidity.

A most dreadful screaming and howling split the stillness and made me jump like a startled frog!

The sound of a lash on bare flesh reached me from some place behind the pointed door. Screams for mercy in thick, guttural Arabic, mingled and punctuated with horrifying shrieks of pain, informed my ignorance unmistakably that mediæval methods yet ruled in the civilized Near East.

Screams and supplications merged into a dull moaning; but the whistle of the lash continued uninterruptedly. Then that too ceased, and dimly came the sounds of a muffled colloquy; a sort of gurgling talk that got me wondering.

I had just time to creep away and conceal myself behind a thick clump of bushes, when the door was thrown open, and the most gigantic negro I have ever set eyes upon appeared in the opening, outlined against the smoky glare from within. He had one gleaming bare arm about the neck of an insensible man, and he dragged him out into the garden as one might drag a heavy sack; dropping him all in a quivering heap upon the very spot which I had just vacated!

The negro, who was stripped to the waist and whose glistening body reminded me of a bronze statue of Hercules, stood looking down at the insensible victim, with a hideous leer. I ventured to raise myself ever so slightly; and in the ghastly, sweat-bedaubed face of the tortured man  whose bare shoulders were bloody from the lash  I recognized the Silenus of the limousine!

In response to a guttural inarticulate muttering by the black giant, a second Nubian, of scarcely lesser dimensions, emerged from the dungeon with a jar of water. He drenched the swooning man, evidently in order to revive him; and, when the wretched being ultimately fought his way back to agonized consciousness  to my horror he was seized, dragged in through the doorway again, and once more I heard the whistle of the lash being applied to his lacerated back, the skin of which was already in ribbons.

I suppose there are times when the most discreet man is snatched outside himself by circumstances? The door of this beastly torture-room had not been reclosed, and before I could realize what I was about, I found myself inside!

The wretched victim had been hauled up to a beam by his bound wrists, and the huge Nubian was putting all his strength into the wielding of the cat-o-nine-tails, drawing blood with every stroke; whilst his assistant hung on to the rope running through a pulley-block in the low ceiling.

All in a sort of whirl (I was raving mad with indignation) I got amongst the trio, and landed a clip on the jaw of the son of Erebus which made his teeth rattle like castanets.

Down came the fat sufferer all in a heap in his own blood. Down went my man, and began to cough out broken molars. Then it was my turn; and down I went with the second mute on top of me, and the pair of us were playing hell all about the blood-spattered floor  up, down, under, over  straining, punching, kicking ... then my antagonist introduced gouging, and I had to beat the mat.

It had been a stiff bout, and the stinking shambles were whirling about me like a bloody maelstrom. When things settled down a bit, I found myself lying in a small cell skewered up like a pullet, and with a prospect of iron grating and stone-flagged passage before me. I was more than a trifle damaged, and my head was singing like a kettle. If I had thought that I dreamed before, it was a struggle now to convince myself that this was not a nightmare.

Amid the rattling of chains and dropping of bars, a fantastic procession was filing down the passage. First came a hideous, crook-backed apparition, hook-nosed, and bearing a lantern. Behind him appeared two guards with glittering scimitars. Behind the guards walked a fourth personage, black-robed and white-turbaned  a sort of dignified dragoman, carrying an enormous bunch of keys.

The iron grating of my dungeon was unlocked and raised, and I was requested, in Arabic, to rise and follow. Realizing that this was no time for funny business, I staggered to my feet, and between the two Scimitars marched unsteadily through a maze of passages with doors unlocked and locked behind us, stairs ascended and stairs descended.

From empty passages, our journey led us to passages richly carpeted and softly lighted. By a heavy door opening on to the first of the latter, we left the squinting man; and, with the two Scimitars and Black Robe, I found myself crossing a lofty pavilion.

The floor was of rich mosaic, and priceless carpets were spread about in artistic confusion. Above my head loomed a great dome, lighted by stained glass windows in which the blue of lapis-lazuli predominated. By golden chains from above swung golden lamps burning perfumed oil and flooding the pavilion with a mellow blue light. There were inlaid tables and cabinets; great blue vases of exquisite Chinese porcelain stood in niches of the wall. The walls were of that faintly amber-tinted alabaster which is quarried in the Mokattam Hills; and there were fragile columns of some delicately azure-veined marble, rising, graceful and slender, ethereal as pencils of smoke, to a balcony high above my head; then, from this, a second series of fairy columns crept in blue streaks up into the luminous shadows of the dome.

We crossed this place, my heel taps echoing hollowly and before a curtained door took pause. An impressive interval of perfumed silence; then in response to the muffled clapping of hands, the curtain was raised and I was thrust into a smaller apartment beyond.

I found myself standing before a long dîwan, amid an opulence of Oriental appointment which surpassed anything which I could have imagined. The atmosphere was heavy with the odor of burning perfumes, and, whereas the lofty pavilion afforded a delicate study in blue, this chamber was voluptuously amber  amber-shaded lamps, amber cushions, amber carpets; everywhere the glitter of amber and gold.

Amid the amber sea, half immersed in the golden silks of the daïs, reclined a large and portly Sheikh; full and patriarchal his beard, wherein played amber tints, lofty and serene his brow, sweeping up to the snowy turban. From a mouthpiece of amber and gold he inhaled the scented smoke of a narghli. Behind him, upon a cushioned stool, knelt a female whose beauty of face and form was unmistakable, since it was undisguised by the filmy artistry of her attire. With a gigantic fan of peacocks feathers, she cooled the Sheikh, and dispersed the flies which threatened to disturb his serenity. A second houri received in her hands the amber mouthpiece as it fell from her lords lips; a third, who evidently had been playing upon a lute, rose and glided from the apartment like an opium vision, as I entered between the guardian Scimitars.

I found myself thinking of Saint Saens music to Samson and Delilah; the barbaric strains of the exquisite bacchanale were beating on my brain.

Black Robe advanced and knelt upon the floor of the dîwan.

We have brought the wretched malefactor into your glorious presence, he said.

The Pasha (for I knew, beyond doubt, that I stood before Harûn Pasha) raised his eyes and fixed a stern gaze upon me. He gazed long and fixedly, and an odd change took place in his expression. He seemed about to address me, then, apparently changing his mind, he addressed the recumbent figure at his feet.

Have the slaves returned with the female miscreant and her partner in Satan? he demanded sternly.

Lord of the age, replied the other, rising upon his knees, they are expected.

Let them be brought before me, directed the Pasha, upon the instant of their arrival. Has Misrûn confessed his complicity?

He fainted beneath the lash, excellency, but confessed that he slept  that pig who prayed without washing and whose birth was a calamity  on several occasions when accompanying the lady Zohara.

Leave us! cried the Pasha. But, first, unbind the prisoner.

He swept his arm around comprehensively, and everyone withdrew from the apartment, including the Scimitars (one of whom cut my lashings) and the lady of the fan. I found myself alone with Harûn Pasha.

IV

Sit here beside me! directed the Pasha.

Being yet too dazed for wonder or protest, I obeyed mechanically. My exact situation was not clear to me at the moment and I was a long way off knowing how to act.

I am much disturbed in mind, and my bosom is contracted, continued the Pasha, with a certain benignity, by reason of a conspiracy in my harêm, which came to a head this night, and which led to the loss of the pearl of my household, a damsel who cost me her weight in gold, who entangled me in the snare of her love and pierced me with anguish. Know, O young Inglîsi, that love is difficult. Alas! she who had captivated my reason by her loveliness fled with a shame of the Moslems who defamed the sacred office of mueddin! In truth he is naught but the son of a disease and a consort of camels. My soul cries out to Allah and my mind is a nest of wasps. Relate to me your case, that it may turn me from the contemplation of my sorrows. At another time, it had gone hard with you, and penalties of a most unfortunate description had been visited upon your head, O disturber of my peace; but since this child of filth and progeny of mules has shattered it forever, your lesser crime comes but as a diversion. Relate to me the matters which have brought you to this miserable pass.

There was some still little voice in my mind which was trying to speak to me, if you understand what I mean. But what with the suffocating perfume of ambergris (or it may have been frankincense), my incredible surroundings, and the buzzing of my maltreated skull, I simply could not think connectedly.

A memory was struggling for identification in my addled brain; but whether it was due to something I had seen, heard, or smelled, I could not for the life of me make out. I heard myself spinning my own improbable yarn as one listens to a dreary and boresome recitation; I didnt seem to be the raconteur; my mind was busy about that amber room, furiously chasing that hare-like memory, which leaped and doubled, dived under the silken cushions, popped up behind the Pasha, and flicked its ears at me from amid the feathers of the peacock fan.

I driveled right on to the end of my story, mechanically, without having got my mind in proper working order; and when the Pasha spoke again  there was that wretched memory still dodging me, sometimes almost within my grasp, but always just eluding it.

Your amusing narrative has diverted me, said the Pasha; and he clapped his hands three times.

It never occurred to me, you will note, to assert myself in any way; I accepted the lordly condescensions of this singular personage without protest. You will be wondering why I didnt kick up a devil of a hullabaloo  declare that I had come in response to screams for assistance  wave the dreaded name of the British Agent under the Pashas nose, and all that. I can only say that I didnt; I was subdued; in fact I was down, utterly down and out.

Black Robe entered with eyes averted.

Well, wretched vermin! roared the Pasha in sudden wrath; do you tell me they are not here?

The man, with his head bumping on the carpet, visibly trembled.

Most noble, he replied hoarsely, your lowly slave has exerted himself to the utmost  

Out! son of a calamity! shouted the Pasha  and before my astonished eyes he raised the heavy narghli and hurled it at the bowed head of the man before him.

It struck the white turban with a resounding crack, and then was shattered to bits upon the floor. It was a blow to have staggered a mule. But Black Robe, without apparent loss of dignity, rose and departed, bowing.

The Pasha sat rocking about, and plucking madly at his beard.

O Allah! he cried, how I suffer. He turned to me. Never since the day that another of your race (but, this one, a true son of Satan) came to my palace, have I tasted so much suffering. You shall judge of my clemency, O imprudent stranger, and pacify your heart with the spectacle of anothers punishment.

He clapped his hands twice. This time there was a short delay, which the Pasha suffered impatiently; then there entered the squint-eyed man, together with the two Scimitars.

I would visit the dungeon of the false Pasha, said my singular host; and, rising to his feet, he placed his hand upon my shoulder and indicated that we were to proceed from the apartment.

Led by Crook Back, in whose hand the gigantic bunch of keys rattled unmelodiously, and followed by the Scimitars, we proceeded upon our way; and it was beyond the powers of my disordered brain to dismiss the idea that I was taking part in a Christmas pantomime. Many steps were descended; many heavy doors unbolted and unbarred, bolted and barred behind us; many stone-paved passages, reminding me of operatic scenery, were traversed ere we came to one tunnel more gloomy than the rest.

Upon the right was a blank stone wall, upon the left, a series of doors, black with age and heavily iron-studded. The only illumination was that furnished by the lantern which Crook Back carried.

Before one of the doors the Pasha paused.

In which is Misrûn? he demanded.

In the next, excellency, replied the jailer  for such I took to be the office of the hunchback.

As he spoke, he held the lantern to the grating.

I found myself peering into a filthy dungeon, the reek of which made me ill; and there, upon the stone floor, lay poor Silenus! He raised his eyes to the light.

Lord of the age, he moaned, lifting his manacled wrists, glory of the universe, sun of suns! I have confessed my frightful sin, and most dire misfortunes. Of your sublime mercy, take pity upon the meanest thing that creeps upon the earth  

Proceed! said the Pasha.

And with the moaning cries of Misrûn growing fainter behind us, we moved along the passage. Before a second door, we halted again, and the jailer raised the lantern.

Look upon this! cried the Pasha to me look well, and look long!

Shudderingly I peered in between the bars. It had come home to me how I was utterly at the mercy of this mans moods. If he had chosen to have me hurled into one of his dungeons, what prospect of release would have been mine? Who would ever know of my plight? No one! And beyond doubt I was in the realm of an absolute monarch. I silently thanked my lucky stars that my lot was not the lot of him who occupied this second dungeon.

As the dim light, casting shadow bars across the filthy floor, picked out the features of the prisoner, I gave a great start. Save that the beard was more gray, longer, filthy and unkempt, and that, in place of the nearly shaven skull, this unhappy being displayed dishevelled locks, the captive might easily have passed for the Pasha.

I met the eye of this terrible despot.

Look upon the false Pasha, he said; look upon the one who thought to dispossess me! For years, by his own miserable confession, he studied me in secret. When I journeyed to my estates in Assuan (I started again) he was watching  watching  always watching. His scheme, which was whispered into his ear by the Evil One, was no plant of sudden growth, but a tree, that, from a seed of Satan planted in fertile soil, had flourished exceedingly, tended by the hand of villainous ambition.

I clutched at the bars for support. The stench of the place was simply indescribable; but it was neither the stench nor the bizarre incidents of the night which accounted for my dizziness: it was the sudden tangibility of that hitherto elusive memory.

In build, in complexion, in certain mannerisms underlying the dignified assumption, Harûn Pasha might well have been the twin brother of Jack Dunlap!

A frightful possibility burst upon me like a bomb; clutching the bars with quivering hands, I stared and stared at the wretched impostor in the cell. Could it be? Had he been mad enough to make some attempt upon the Pasha? And was this his end?

I looked around again. I searched the bearded features of the Pasha with eager gaze. Good God! either I was going mad, or incredible things had been done, were being done, in Cairo.

I had not seen Dunlap for a year, remember, and in the ordinary way I did not see him more than half a dozen times in twelve months, so that, all things considered, it was not so remarkable that I had overlooked the resemblance. A full beard and mustache, artificially darkened eyelashes, a shaven head and a white turban, are effectual disguises; but if you can imagine Dunlap  the Dunlap you remember  so arrayed, then you have Harûn Pasha. Imagine Harûn Pasha, dirty, bedraggled, a hopeless captive ... and you have the prisoner who crouched upon the straw in that noisome dungeon!

For the second time that night I was lifted out of myself. I turned on the man beside me in a blazing fury.

You villain! I shouted at him, and clenched my fists do you dare to confine a Britisher in your stinking cellars. By God! sir....

Harûn Pasha clapped his hand over my mouth; the two guards had me by the arms from behind. But my cries had aroused the man in the dungeon, and, as I was dragged down the passage, these moaning words reached me, spoken in Arabic:

Help! help! Englishman! A crime has been committed! I appeal to Lord  .

A door was slammed fast with a resounding bang, and the rest of the captives appeal was lost to me. One of my guards had substituted his hand for that of the Pasha, but now it was removed; and, speechless with rage, I found myself being thrust up stone stairs  and I realized that by a moments indiscretion, I had ruined everything.

Back in the amber apartment once more, with the two Scimitars at the door and Harûn Pasha reclining upon the cushions, I found speech.

What are you going to do with me? I demanded.

My son, replied the Pasha with benignity, I pardon all! Your great courage and address, together with the modesty of your deportment, and the spirit of adventure which has brought you to your present unfortunate case, plead for you in a manner which my clemency cannot resist. It is my unhappy lot often to be called upon to punish. To-night, those gloomy dungeons which you have seen will echo, alas, with the howls of miserable wretches who are responsible for the loss of the pearl of my soul; for I am persuaded that she has fled with the son of offal who profaned the words of Allah from the minaret. This being so, I would temper my proper severity with a merciful deed. You shall never speak of what you have seen within these walls, save in terms suitably disguised. You shall never seek to return, nor, by speech with any man, to confirm whatsoever you may suspect. Upon this warranty, you shall depart in peace.

He clapped his hands twice, and a houri of most bewitching aspect glided into the dîwan.

Bring sherbet! ordered the Pasha.

The maiden departed; and whilst I was yet trying to come to a decision (the Pasha had mentioned no alternative, but my imagination was equal to the task of supplying one!) she returned with a tray upon which were porcelain cups and two vessels of beautifully chased gold.

Harûn Pasha decocted a sparkling beverage, and, with his own hands, passed the brimming cup to me.

* * * * * *

I knew you would not believe it; but I warned you, and I made a stipulation. Your idea is that I must be a poor sort of animal to accept so dishonorable a compromise? I agree. But the situation was even more peculiarly difficult than is apparent to you at the moment. Without seeking the information, I learned from Hassan of the Scent Bazaar that his brother had indeed fled with the beauteous Lady Zohara, no one knew whither; and this confirmation of the Pashas sorrows touched a very tender spot in my heart!

Then there is another little point.

When the Pasha removed the elaborate stopper from the first of the golden vessels to which I have just referred, my eye alone perceived that a bottle, bearing a familiar black and white label, was contained in this golden casing. The flavor of the decoction with which we sealed our infamous bargain clinched the matter.

I was absolutely thrust out of the presence chamber before I had time for another word; but, looking back from the door and meeting the eye of the Pasha, I encountered a most portentous wink. Therefore I have stuck to my bargain.

Oh! I have not given much away. The Pasha is not called Harûn, and the palace is nowhere near the Coptic Church in Old Cairo. Because, you see, I only knew one man who winked in quite that elaborate fashion  and his name was Jack Dunlap!


IN THE VALLEY OF THE SORCERESS

I

Condor wrote to me three times before the end (said Neville, Assistant-Inspector of Antiquities, staring vaguely from his open window at a squad drilling before the Kasr-en-Nîl Barracks). He dated his letters from the camp at Deir-el-Bahari. Judging from these, success appeared to be almost within his grasp. He shared my theories, of course, respecting Queen Hatasu, and was devoting the whole of his energies to the task of clearing up the great mystery of Ancient Egypt which centres around that queen.

For him, as for me, there was a strange fascination about those defaced walls and roughly obliterated inscriptions. That the queen under whom Egyptian art came to the apogee of perfection should thus have been treated by her successors; that no perfect figure of the wise, famous, and beautiful Hatasu should have been spared to posterity; that her very cartouche should have been ruthlessly removed from every inscription upon which it appeared, presented to Condors mind a problem only second in interest to the immortal riddle of Gîzeh.

You know my own views upon the matter? My monograph, Hatasu, the Sorceress, embodies my opinion. In short, upon certain evidences, some adduced by Theodore Davis, some by poor Condor, and some resulting from my own inquiries, I have come to the conclusion that the source  real or imaginary  of this queens power was an intimate acquaintance with what nowadays we term, vaguely, magic. Pursuing her studies beyond the limit which is lawful, she met with a certain end, not uncommon, if the old writings are to be believed, in the case of those who penetrate too far into the realms of the Borderland.

For this reason  the practice of black magic  her statues were dishonored, and her name erased from the monuments. Now, I do not propose to enter into any discussion respecting the reality of such practices; in my monograph I have merely endeavored to show that, according to contemporary belief, the queen was a sorceress. Condor was seeking to prove the same thing; and when I took up the inquiry, it was in the hope of completing his interrupted work.

He wrote to me early in the winter of 1908, from his camp by the Rock Temple. Daviss tomb, at Bibân el-Mulûk, with its long, narrow passage, apparently had little interest for him; he was at work on the high ground behind the temple, at a point one hundred yards or so due west of the upper platform. He had an idea that he should find there the mummies of Hatasu  and another; the latter, a certain Sen-Mût, who appears in the inscriptions of the reign as an architect high in the queens favor. The archæological points of the letter do not concern us in the least, but there was one odd little paragraph which I had cause to remember afterwards.

A girl belonging to some Arab tribe, wrote Condor, came racing to the camp two nights ago to claim my protection. What crime she had committed, and what punishment she feared, were far from clear; but she clung to me, trembling like a leaf, and positively refused to depart. It was a difficult situation, for a camp of fifty native excavators, and one highly respectable European enthusiast, affords no suitable quarters for an Arab girl  and a very personable Arab girl. At any rate, she is still here; I have had a sort of lean-to rigged up in a little valley east of my own tent, but it is very embarrassing.

Nearly a month passed before I heard from Condor again; then came a second letter, with the news that on the eve of a great discovery  as he believed  his entire native staff  the whole fifty  had deserted one night in a body! Two days work, he wrote, would have seen the tomb opened  for I am more than ever certain that my plans are accurate. Then I woke up one morning to find every man Jack of my fellows missing! I went down into the village where a lot of them live, in a towering rage, but not one of the brutes was to be found, and their relations professed entire ignorance respecting their whereabouts. What caused me almost as much anxiety as the check in my work was the fact that Mahâra  the Arab girl  had vanished also. I am wondering if the thing has any sinister significance.

Condor finished with the statement that he was making tremendous efforts to secure a new gang. But, said he, I shall finish the excavation, if I have to do it with my own hands.

His third and last letter contained even stranger matters than the two preceding it. He had succeeded in borrowing a few men from the British Archæological camp in the Fáyûm. Then, just as the work was restarting, the Arab girl, Mahâra, turned up again, and entreated him to bring her down the Nile, at least as far as Dendera. For the vengeance of her tribesmen, stated Condor, otherwise would result not only in her own death, but in mine! At the moment of writing I am in two minds what to do. If Mahâra is to go upon this journey, I do not feel justified in sending her alone, and there is no one here who could perform the duty, etc.

I began to wonder, of course; and I had it in mind to take the train to Luxor merely in order to see this Arab maiden, who seemed to occupy so prominent a place in Condors mind. However, Fate would have it otherwise; and the next thing I heard was that Condor had been brought into Cairo, and was at the English hospital.

He had been bitten by a cat  presumably from the neighboring village; and although the doctor at Luxor dealt with the bite at once, traveled down with him, and placed him in the hand of the Pasteur man at the hospital, he died, as you remember, in the night of his arrival, raving mad; the Pasteur treatment failed entirely.

I never saw him before the end, but they told me that his howls were horribly like those of a cat. His eyes changed in some way, too, I understand; and, with his fingers all contracted, he tried to scratch everyone and everything within reach.

They had to strap the poor beggar down, and even then he tore the sheets into ribbons.

Well, as soon as possible, I made the necessary arrangements to finish Condors inquiry. I had access to his papers, plans, etc., and in the spring of the same year I took up my quarters near Deir-el-Bahari, roped off the approaches to the camp, stuck up the usual notices, and prepared to finish the excavation, which, I gathered, was in a fairly advanced state.

My first surprise came very soon after my arrival, for when, with the plan before me, I started out to find the shaft, I found it, certainly, but only with great difficulty.

It had been filled in again with sand and loose rock right to the very top!

II

All my inquiries availed me nothing. With what object the excavation had been thus closed I was unable to conjecture. That Condor had not reclosed it I was quite certain, for at the time of his mishap he had actually been at work at the bottom of the shaft, as inquiries from a native of Suefee, in the Fáyûm, who was his only companion at the time, had revealed.

In his eagerness to complete the inquiry, Condor, by lantern light, had been engaged upon a solitary night-shift below, and the rabid cat had apparently fallen into the pit; probably in a frenzy of fear, it had attacked Condor, after which it had escaped.

Only this one man was with him, and he, for some reason that I could not make out, had apparently been sleeping in the temple  quite a considerable distance from Condors camp. The poor fellows cries had aroused him, and he had met Condor running down the path and away from the shaft.

This, however, was good evidence of the existence of the shaft at the time, and as I stood contemplating the tightly packed rubble which alone marked its site, I grew more and more mystified, for this task of reclosing the cutting represented much hard labor.

Beyond perfecting my plans in one or two particulars, I did little on the day of my arrival. I had only a handful of men with me, all of whom I knew, having worked with them before, and beyond clearing Condors shaft I did not intend to excavate further.

Hatasus Temple presents a lively enough scene in the daytime during the winter and early spring months, with the streams of tourists constantly passing from the white causeway to Cooks Rest House on the edge of the desert. There had been a goodly number of visitors that day to the temple below, and one or two of the more curious and venturesome had scrambled up the steep path to the little plateau which was the scene of my operations. None had penetrated beyond the notice boards, however, and now, with the evening sky passing through those innumerable shades which defy palette and brush, which can only be distinguished by the trained eye, but which, from palest blue melt into exquisite pink, and by some magical combination form that deep violet which does not exist to perfection elsewhere than in the skies of Egypt, I found myself in the silence and the solitude of the Holy Valley.

I stood at the edge of the plateau, looking out at the rosy belt which marked the course of the distant Nile, with the Arabian hills vaguely sketched beyond. The rocks stood up against that prospect as great black smudges, and what I could see of the causeway looked like a gray smear upon a drab canvas. Beneath me were the chambers of the Rock Temple, with those wall paintings depicting events in the reign of Hatasu which rank among the wonders of Egypt.

Not a sound disturbed my reverie, save a faint clatter of cooking utensils from the camp behind me  a desecration of that sacred solitude. Then a dog began to howl in the neighboring village. The dog ceased, and faintly to my ears came the note of a reed pipe. The breeze died away, and with it the piping.

I turned back to the camp, and, having partaken of a frugal supper, turned in upon my campaigners bed, thoroughly enjoying my freedom from the routine of official life in Cairo, and looking forward to the morrows work pleasurably.

Under such circumstances a man sleeps well; and when, in an uncanny gray half-light, which probably heralded the dawn, I awoke with a start, I knew that something of an unusual nature alone could have disturbed my slumbers.

Firstly, then, I identified this with a concerted howling of the village dogs. They seemed to have conspired to make night hideous; I have never heard such an eerie din in my life. Then it gradually began to die away, and I realized, secondly, that the howling of the dogs and my own awakening might be due to some common cause. This idea grew upon me, and as the howling subsided, a sort of disquiet possessed me, and, despite my efforts to shake it off, grew more urgent with the passing of every moment.

In short, I fancied that the thing which had alarmed or enraged the dogs was passing from the village through the Holy Valley, upward to the Temple, upward to the plateau, and was approaching me.

I have never experienced an identical sensation since, but I seemed to be audient of a sort of psychic patrol, which, from a remote pianissimo, swelled fortissimo, to an intimate but silent clamor, which beat in some way upon my brain, but not through the faculty of hearing, for now the night was deathly still.

Yet I was persuaded of some approach  of the coming of something sinister, and the suspense of waiting had become almost insupportable, so that I began to accuse my Spartan supper of having given me nightmare, when the tent-flap was suddenly raised, and, outlined against the paling blue of the sky, with a sort of reflected elfin light playing upon her face, I saw an Arab girl looking in at me!

By dint of exerting all my self-control I managed to restrain the cry and upward start which this apparition prompted. Quite still, with my fists tightly clenched, I lay and looked into the eyes which were looking into mine.

The style of literary work which it has been my lot to cultivate fails me in describing that beautiful and evil face. The features were severely classical and small, something of the Bisharîn type, with a cruel little mouth and a rounded chin, firm to hardness. In the eyes alone lay the languor of the Orient; they were exceedingly  indeed, excessively  long and narrow. The ordinary ragged, picturesque finery of a desert girl bedecked this midnight visitant, who, motionless, stood there watching me.

I once read a work by Pierre de lAncre, dealing with the Black Sabbaths of the Middle Ages, and now the evil beauty of this Arab face threw my memory back to those singular pages, for, perhaps owing to the reflected light which I have mentioned, although the explanation scarcely seemed adequate, those long, narrow eyes shone catlike in the gloom.

Suddenly I made up my mind. Throwing the blanket from me, I leapt to the ground, and in a flash had gripped the girl by the wrists. Confuting some lingering doubts, she proved to be substantial enough. My electric torch lay upon a box at the foot of the bed, and, stooping, I caught it up and turned its searching rays upon the face of my captive.

She fell back from me, panting like a wild creature trapped, then dropped upon her knees and began to plead  began to plead in a voice and with a manner which touched some chord of consciousness that I could swear had never spoken before, and has never spoken since.

She spoke in Arabic, of course, but the words fell from her lips as liquid music in which lay all the beauty and all the deviltry of the Sirens Song. Fully opening her astonishing eyes, she looked up at me, and, with her free hand pressed to her bosom, told me how she had fled from an unwelcome marriage; how, an outcast and a pariah, she had hidden in the desert places for three days and three nights, sustaining life only by means of a few dates which she had brought with her, and quenching her thirst with stolen water-melons.

I can bear it no longer, effendim. Another night out in the desert, with the cruel moon beating, beating, beating upon my brain, with creeping things coming out from the rocks, wriggling, wriggling, their many feet making whisperings in the sand  ah, it will kill me! And I am for ever outcast from my tribe, from my people. No tent of all the Arabs, though I fly to the gates of Damascus, is open to me, save I enter in shame, as a slave, as a plaything, as a toy. My heart  furiously she beat upon her breast is empty and desolate, effendim. I am meaner than the lowliest thing that creeps upon the sand; yet the God that made that creeping thing made me also  and you, you, who are merciful and strong, would not crush any creature because it was weak and helpless.

I had released her wrist now, and was looking down at her in a sort of stupor. The evil which at first I had seemed to perceive in her was effaced, wiped out as an artist wipes out an error in his drawing. Her dark beauty was speaking to me in a language of its own; a strange language, yet one so intelligible that I struggled in vain to disregard it. And her voice, her gestures, and the witch-fire of her eyes were whipping up my blood to a fever heat of passionate sorrow  of despair. Yes, incredible as it sounds, despair!

In short, as I see it now, this siren of the wilderness was playing upon me as an accomplished musician might play upon a harp, striking this string and that at will, and sounding each with such full notes as they had rarely, if ever, emitted before.

Most damnable anomaly of all, I  Edward Neville, archæologist, most prosy and matter-of-fact man in Cairo, perhaps  knew that this nomad who had burst into my tent, upon whom I had set eyes for the first time scarce three minutes before, held me enthralled; and yet, with her wondrous eyes upon me, I could summon up no resentment, and could offer but poor resistance.

In the Little Oasis, effendim, I have a sister who will admit me into her household, if only as a servant. There I can be safe, there I can rest. O Inglîsi, at home in England you have a sister of your own! Would you see her pursued, a hunted thing from rock to rock, crouching for shelter in the lair of some jackal, stealing that she might live  and flying always, never resting, her heart leaping for fear, flying, flying, with nothing but dishonor before her?

She shuddered and clasped my left hand in both her own convulsively, pulling it down to her bosom.

There can be only one thing, effendim, she whispered. Do you not see the white bones bleaching in the sun?

Throwing all my resolution into the act, I released my hand from her clasp, and, turning aside, sat down upon the box which served me as chair and table, too.

A thought had come to my assistance, had strengthened me in the moment of my greatest weakness; it was the thought of that Arab girl mentioned in Condors letters. And a scheme of things, an incredible scheme, that embraced and explained some, if not all, of the horrible circumstances attendant upon his death, began to form in my brain.

Bizarre it was, stretching out beyond the realm of things natural and proper, yet I clung to it, for there, in the solitude, with this wildly beautiful creature kneeling at my feet, and with her uncanny powers of fascination yet enveloping me like a cloak, I found it not so improbable as inevitably it must have seemed at another time.

I turned my head, and through the gloom sought to look into the long eyes. As I did so they closed and appeared as two darkly luminous slits in the perfect oval of the face.

You are an impostor! I said in Arabic, speaking firmly and deliberately. To Mr. Condor  I could have sworn that she started slightly at sound of the name you called yourself Mahâra. I know you, and I will have nothing to do with you.

But in saying it I had to turn my head aside, for the strangest, maddest impulses were bubbling up in my brain in response to the glances of those half-shut eyes.

I reached for my coat, which lay upon the foot of the bed, and, taking out some loose money, I placed fifty piastres in the nerveless brown hand.

That will enable you to reach the Little Oasis, if such is your desire, I said. It is all I can do for you, and now  you must go.

The light of the dawn was growing stronger momentarily, so that I could see my visitor quite clearly. She rose to her feet, and stood before me, a straight, slim figure, sweeping me from head to foot with such a glance of passionate contempt as I had never known or suffered.

She threw back her head magnificently, dashed the money on the ground at my feet, and, turning, leaped out of the tent.

For a moment I hesitated, doubting, questioning my humanity, testing my fears; then I took a step forward, and peered out across the plateau. Not a soul was in sight. The rocks stood up gray and eerie, and beneath lay the carpet of the desert stretching unbroken to the shadows of the Nile Valley.

III

We commenced the work of clearing the shaft at an early hour that morning. The strangest ideas were now playing in my mind, and in some way I felt myself to be in opposition to definite enmity. My excavators labored with a will, and, once we had penetrated below the first three feet or so of tightly packed stone, it became a mere matter of shoveling, for apparently the lower part of the shaft had been filled up principally with sand.

I calculated that four days work at the outside would see the shaft clear to the base of Condors excavation. There remained, according to his own notes, only another six feet or so; but it was solid limestone  the roof of the passage, if his plans were correct, communicating with the tomb of Hatasu.

With the approach of night, tired as I was, I felt little inclination for sleep. I lay down on my bed with a small Browning pistol under the pillow, but after an hour or so of nervous listening drifted off into slumber. As on the night before, I awoke shortly before the coming of dawn.

Again the village dogs were raising a hideous outcry, and again I was keenly conscious of some ever-nearing menace. This consciousness grew stronger as the howling of the dogs grew fainter, and the sense of approach assailed me as on the previous occasion.

I sat up immediately with the pistol in my hand, and, gently raising the tent flap, looked out over the darksome plateau. For a long time I could perceive nothing; then, vaguely outlined against the sky, I detected something that moved above the rocky edge.

It was so indefinite in form that for a time I was unable to identify it, but as it slowly rose higher and higher, two luminous eyes  obviously feline eyes, since they glittered greenly in the darkness  came into view. In character and in shape they were the eyes of a cat, but in point of size they were larger than the eyes of any cat I had ever seen. Nor were they jackal eyes. It occurred to me that some predatory beast from the Sûdan might conceivably have strayed thus far north.

The presence of such a creature would account for the nightly disturbance amongst the village dogs; and, dismissing the superstitious notions which had led me to associate the mysterious Arab girl with the phenomenon of the howling dogs, I seized upon this new idea with a sort of gladness.

Stepping boldly out of the tent, I strode in the direction of the gleaming eyes. Although my only weapon was the Browning pistol, it was a weapon of considerable power, and, moreover, I counted upon the well-known cowardice of nocturnal animals. I was not disappointed in the result.

The eyes dropped out of sight, and as I leaped to the edge of rock overhanging the temple a lithe shape went streaking off in the greyness beneath me. Its coloring appeared to be black, but this appearance may have been due to the bad light. Certainly it was no cat, was no jackal; and once, twice, thrice my Browning spat into the darkness.

Apparently I had not scored a hit, but the loud reports of the weapon aroused the men sleeping in the camp, and soon I was surrounded by a ring of inquiring faces.

But there I stood on the rock-edge, looking out across the desert in silence. Something in the long, luminous eyes, something in the sinuous, flying shape had spoken to me intimately, horribly.

Hassan es-Sugra, the headman, touched my arm, and I knew that I must offer some explanation.

Jackals, I said shortly. And with no other word I walked back to my tent.

The night passed without further event, and in the morning we addressed ourselves to the work with such a will that I saw, to my satisfaction, that by noon of the following day the labor of clearing the loose sand would be completed.

During the preparation of the evening meal I became aware of a certain disquiet in the camp, and I noted a disinclination on the part of the native laborers to stray far from the tents. They hung together in a group, and whilst individually they seemed to avoid meeting my eye, collectively they watched me in a furtive fashion.

A gang of Moslem workmen calls for delicate handling, and I wondered if, inadvertently, I had transgressed in some way their iron-bound code of conduct. I called Hassan es-Sugra aside.

What ails the men? I asked him. Have they some grievance?

Hassan spread his palms eloquently.

If they have, he replied, they are secret about it, and I am not in their confidence. Shall I thrash three or four of them in order to learn the nature of this grievance?

No thanks all the same, I said, laughing at this characteristic proposal. If they refuse to work to-morrow, there will be time enough for you to adopt those measures.

On this, the third night of my sojourn in the Holy Valley by the Temple of Hatasu, I slept soundly and uninterruptedly. I had been looking forward with the keenest zest to the morrows work, which promised to bring me within sight of my goal, and when Hassan came to awaken me, I leaped out of bed immediately.

Hassan es-Sugra, having performed his duty, did not, as was his custom, retire; he stood there, a tall, angular figure, looking at me strangely.

Well? I said.

There is trouble, was his simple reply. Follow me, Neville Effendi.

Wondering greatly, I followed him across the plateau and down the slope to the excavation. There I pulled up short with a cry of amazement.

Condors shaft was filled in to the very top, and presented, to my astonished gaze, much the same aspect that had greeted me upon my first arrival!

The men   I began.

Hassan es-Sugra spread wide his palms.

Gone! he replied. Those Coptic dogs, those eaters of carrion, have fled in the night.

And this  I pointed to the little mound of broken granite and sand is their work?

So it would seem, was the reply; and Hassan sniffed his sublime contempt.

I stood looking bitterly at this destruction of my toils. The strangeness of the thing at the moment did not strike me, in my anger; I was only concerned with the outrageous impudence of the missing workmen, and if I could have laid hands upon one of them it had surely gone hard with him.

As for Hassan es-Sugra, I believe he would cheerfully have broken the necks of the entire gang. But he was a man of resource.

It is so newly filled in, he said, that you and I, in three days, or in four, can restore it to the state it had reached when those nameless dogs, who regularly prayed with their shoes on, those devourers of pork, began their dirty work.

His example was stimulating. I was not going to be beaten, either.

After a hasty breakfast, the pair of us set to work with pick and shovel and basket. We worked as those slaves must have worked whose toil was directed by the lash of the Pharaohs overseer. My back acquired an almost permanent crook, and every muscle in my body seemed to be on fire. Not even in the midday heat did we slacken or stay our toils; and when dusk fell that night a great mound had arisen beside Condors shaft, and we had excavated to a depth it had taken our gang double the time to reach.

When at last we threw down our tools in utter exhaustion, I held out my hand to Hassan, and wrung his brown fist enthusiastically. His eyes sparkled as he met my glance.

Neville Effendi, he said, you are a true Moslem!

And only the initiated can know how high was the compliment conveyed.

That night I slept the sleep of utter weariness, yet it was not a dreamless sleep, or perhaps it was not so deep as I supposed, for blazing cat-eyes encircled me in my dreams, and a constant feline howling seemed to fill the night.

When I awoke the sun was blazing down upon the rock outside my tent, and, springing out of bed, I perceived, with amazement, that the morning was far advanced. Indeed, I could hear the distant voices of the donkey-boys and other harbingers of the coming tourists.

Why had Hassan es-Sugra not awakened me?

I stepped out of the tent and called him in a loud voice. There was no reply. I ran across the plateau to the edge of the hollow.

Condors shaft had been reclosed to the top!

Language fails me to convey the wave of anger, amazement, incredulity, which swept over me. I looked across to the deserted camp and back to my own tent; I looked down at the mound, where but a few hours before had been a pit, and seriously I began to question whether I was mad or whether madness had seized upon all who had been with me. Then, pegged down upon the heap of broken stones, I perceived, fluttering, a small piece of paper.

Dully I walked across and picked it up. Hassan, a man of some education, clearly was the writer. It was a pencil scrawl in doubtful Arabic, and, not without difficulty, I deciphered it as follows:

Fly, Neville Effendi! This is a haunted place!

Standing there by the mound, I tore the scrap of paper into minute fragments, bitterly casting them from me upon the ground. It was incredible; it was insane.

The man who had written that absurd message, the man who had undone his own work, had the reputation of being fearless and honorable. He had been with me before a score of times, and had quelled petty mutinies in the camp in a manner which marked him a born overseer. I could not understand; I could scarcely believe the evidence of my own senses.

What did I do?

I suppose there are some who would have abandoned the thing at once and for always, but I take it that the national traits are strong within me. I went over to the camp and prepared my own breakfast; then, shouldering pick and shovel, I went down into the valley and set to work. What ten men could not do, what two men had failed to do, one man was determined to do.

It was about half an hour after commencing my toils, and when, I suppose, the surprise and rage occasioned by the discovery had begun to wear off, that I found myself making comparisons between my own case and that of Condor. It became more and more evident to me that events  mysterious events  were repeating themselves.

The frightful happenings attendant upon Condors death were marshaling in my mind. The sun was blazing down upon me, and distant voices could be heard in the desert stillness. I knew that the plain below was dotted with pleasure-seeking tourists, yet nervous tremors shook me. Frankly, I dreaded the coming of the night.

Well, tenacity or pugnacity conquered, and I worked on until dusk. My supper despatched, I sat down on my bed and toyed with the Browning.

I realized already that sleep, under existing conditions, was impossible. I perceived that on the morrow I must abandon my one-man enterprise, pocket my pride, in a sense, and seek new assistants, new companions.

The fact was coming home to me conclusively that a menace, real and not mythical, hung over that valley. Although, in the morning sunlight and filled with indignation, I had thought contemptuously of Hassan es-Sugra, now, in the mysterious violet dusk so conducive to calm consideration, I was forced to admit that he was at least as brave a man as I. And he had fled! What did that night hold in keeping for me?

* * * * * *

I will tell you what occurred, and it is the only explanation I have to give of why Condors shaft, said to communicate with the real tomb of Hatasu, to this day remains unopened.

There, on the edge of my bed, I sat far into the night, not daring to close my eyes. But physical weariness conquered in the end, and, although I have no recollection of its coming, I must have succumbed to sleep, since I remember  can never forget  a repetition of the dream, or what I had assumed to be a dream, of the night before.

A ring of blazing green eyes surrounded me. At one point this ring was broken, and in a kind of nightmare panic I leaped at that promise of safety, and found myself outside the tent.

Lithe, slinking shapes hemmed me in  cat shapes, ghoul shapes, veritable figures of the pit. And the eyes, the shapes, although they were the eyes and shapes of cats, sometimes changed elusively, and became the wicked eyes and the sinuous, writhing shapes of women. Always the ring was incomplete, and always I retreated in the only direction by which retreat was possible. I retreated from those cat-things.

In this fashion I came at last to the shaft, and there I saw the tools which I had left at the end of my days toil.

Looking around me, I saw also, with such a pang of horror as I cannot hope to convey to you, that the ring of green eyes was now unbroken about me.

And it was closing in.

Nameless feline creatures were crowding silently to the edge of the pit, some preparing to spring down upon me where I stood. A voice seemed to speak in my brain; it spoke of capitulation, telling me to accept defeat, lest, resisting, my fate be the fate of Condor.

Peals of shrill laughter rose upon the silence. The laughter was mine.

Filling the night with this hideous, hysterical merriment, I was working feverishly with pick and with shovel filling in the shaft.

The end? The end is that I awoke, in the morning, lying, not on my bed, but outside on the plateau, my hands torn and bleeding and every muscle in my body throbbing agonisingly. Remembering my dream  for even in that moment of awakening I thought I had dreamed  I staggered across to the valley of the excavation.

Condors shaft was reclosed to the top.


POMEGRANATE FLOWER

I

There are not so many Antereeyeh (story-tellers) in Cairo now (said my acquaintance, Hassan of the Scent Bazaar, staring, reflectively, at two American ladies paying fabulous prices for the goods of his mendacious neighbor on the left). They have adopted other, and more lucrative, professions; but in my fathers time, it was an excellent business.

For one thing, the stories which you call the Arabian Nights are no longer recited, because they are said to be unlucky. This has considerably reduced the story-tellers stock-in-trade; for unless a man is blessed with much originality, he cannot well refrain from using in his narratives some part of the thousand and one tales.

To this day, however, there is in the city of Cairo a tale-teller of much repute. With his tale-telling he combines the profession of a barber; and like the famous barber of the Arabian Nights bears the nickname Es-Samit (the Silent). An old man is this Es-Samit, who no more will know his ninetieth year, of dark countenance, and white beard and eyebrows, with small ears like the ears of a gazelle, and a long nose like that of a camel, and a haughty aspect. This barber enjoys every comfort in his declining years by reason of his amusing manner, and because his ridiculous stories and disclosures respecting his six brothers (for in all things he resembles, or claims to resemble, his famous namesake) divert all who hear them, causing him whose bosom is contracted with woe to swoon with excessive laughter, and filling the saddest heart with joy; such is the absurd loquacity and impertinence of the barber called Es-Samit, the Silent.

It chanced one day that I found myself at the wedding festivities of a prosperous merchant distantly related to me; and for the entertainment of his guests, this wealthy man, in addition to the usual dances and songs, had engaged Es-Samit to divert us with one of his untruthful stories. In order to refresh the Anterees mendacity, the host thus addressed the barber  

O Es-Samit, thou silent one! it hath come to my ears that in thine exceeding paucity of speech thou hast omitted, hitherto, to relate the story of thy seventh brother. Since thou hast a seventh brother, let not thy love of silence (in thee even greater than in thy famous ancestor) deprive us of a knowledge of his depravity, but acquaint us with his case.

O Merchant Prince! replied the barber, to none other than thyself  so handsome, so liberal, and of such excellent morality  would I break my vow, to speak of that wretched villain, that malevolent mule, that vilest of the vile, my twin brother Ahzab.

My cousin, feigning astonishment at the manner of his speech, said  

Thy twin brother, O Es-Samit, was not, like thee, a man of rectitude, of exalted mind, and of enlightened intelligence?

Alas! replied the barber, he was a dog of the most mongrel kind. My bosom is pierced when I utter his accursed name! At the hands of Ahzab, my twin brother, I met with every indignity, and with penalties of a most unfortunate description.

When the host heard this, he laughed exceedingly, saying  

Acquaint us, O Es-Samit, with his shameless misdeeds.

The barber, sighing as though his soul sought rest from all earthly afflictions, proceeded as follows:

* * * * * *

Know, O light of my eyes! that my other brother, Ahzab, was born in the city of Cairo, and his birth was unattended by a darkening of the sun and other unpleasant calamities only by reason of the fact that I was born in the same hour!

My twin brother, Ahzab, was blessed with handsome stature, an elegant shape, a perfect figure, with cheeks like roses, with eyebrows meeting above an aquiline nose brightly shining. In short, this shame of my mother was endowed with all those perfections which Allah (whose name be exalted) had also bestowed upon me; but his heart was the heart of a serpent, and he lacked the nobility of mind which thou hast observed in thy servant, O Paragon, of wisdom!

When we were yet in the bloom and blossom of handsome youth, a dispute arose between us, and for many moons I saw not Ahzab, but pursued my occupation as a barber and teller of wonderful stories in a distant part of the city. In this way it befell that I knew of his state only by report, until one day as I sat before my shop observing if the ascendent of the hour were favorable to one who waited to be shaved, there came to me a negro most handsomely dressed, who said:

My Master, Ahzab the Merchant, desires that you repair as soon as possible to his magazine. He hath urgent need of thee.

Upon hearing these words, and observing the richness of the negros apparel, I perceived that those reports which had come to me, respecting Ahzabs wealth, were no more than true; and I spoke thus to myself:

Within the vilest heart may bloom the flower of brotherly affection. Ahzab desires to share with me, the most enlightened of his family, this good fortune which hath befallen him.

Accordingly, I shut up my shop, dismissing the one who waited to be shaved, and followed the black to the Khân Khalîl, where were the shops of the wealthy silk merchants. My brother received me affectionately, embracing me and saying:

O Es-Samit, ever have I loved thee. Lo! Thou growest more like myself each year. Save that thou art more dignified and noble. Enter into this private apartment with me, for it is important that no one shall see thee.

Much surprised at his words, I followed him to an elegant apartment above the shop, and there he ordered the servants to roast a lamb and to bring to us fruit and wine; and while we thus pleasantly employed ourselves, he unfolded to me his case.

Know, O my brother, that I have accumulated great wealth; and this I have done by observing those wise precepts of conduct laid down by thee. By the charm of my speech, which I have fashioned upon thine, and the elegance of my manner, in which I have, though poorly, imitated thine own, and by the dignity and the modesty of my conduct, I have endeared all hearts and am esteemed above all the other merchants in Cairo.

It is necessary that I repair to Damascus, and during my absence I wish nothing better than that thou shouldst take my place here. This will be favorable to both of us; for I will reward thy services with five hundred piastres and an interest in my affairs, and thou wilt pass for me; for all will say, Lo! Ahzab the Merchant waxes more handsome each day; such is the benign influence of righteous prosperity and conscious rectitude! My affairs stand thus and thus, and my steward, who will be in our confidences, will acquaint thee with all matters necessary. Thou wilt wear my costly garments, and sit in my shop. Each evening thou wilt secretly repair to thine own abode.

Upon hearing those words, my bosom swelled with joy; for I observed that Ahzab had not failed to perceive my exalted qualities. We sat far into the night in conversation respecting our plans; and on the following day, Ahzab having departed secretly for Damascus, I repaired to his shop, as arranged, and took my seat there.

But the number of the persons who saluted me, and by the manner of their speech, I perceived, more and more, the great prosperity of my brother; and being of a thoughtful mind, I passed the days very pleasantly in contemplation of my good fortune.

Upon the fourth day after the departure of my brother, as I sat in his shop, there came past a damsel accompanied by female attendants. This damsel was riding upon a mule with a richly embroidered saddle, with stirrups of gold, and she was covered with an izar of exquisite fabric; and about her slender waist was a girdle of gold-embroidered silk. I was stricken speechless with the beauty and elegance of her form; and when she alighted and came into the shop, the odors of sweet perfumes were diffused from her, and she captivated my reason by her loveliness.

Seating herself beside me, she raised her izar, and I beheld her black eyes. And they surpassed in beauty the eyes of all human beings, and were like the eyes of the gazelle. She had a mouth like the Seal of Suleyman, and hair blacker than the night of affliction; a forehead like the new moon of Ramadan, and cheeks like anemones, with lips fresher than rose petals, teeth like pearls from the sea of distraction, and a neck surpassing in whiteness molten silver, above a form that put to shame the willow branch.

She spoke to me, saying:

O Ahzab! I have returned as I promised thee!

At the sound of her voice, by Allah (whose name be exalted!) I was entangled in the snare of her love; fire was burning up my heart on her account; a consuming flame increased within my bosom, and my reason was drowned in the sea of my desire.

Perceiving my state, she quickly lowered her veil in pretended displeasure, and desired to look at some pieces of silk. While she thus employed herself, she surpassed the branches in the beauty of her bending motions, and my eyes could not remove themselves from her. I thus communed with myself:

O Es-Samit, thou didst contract with thy brother to do this and that, and to render unto him a proper account of thy dealings. But though he hath made thee no mention of his affair with this damsel  it is important that thou conductest this matter as he would have done, so that he cannot reproach thee with negligence! For I was ever a just as well as a discreet and silent man.

Accordingly I spoke as follows:

O my mistress, who art the most lovely person God has created, rend not my heart with thy displeasure, but take pity upon me. Know that love is difficult, and the concealment of it melteth iron and occasioneth disease and infirmity. Thou hast returned as thou didst promise; therefore I conjure thee, conceal not thy face from thy slave!

The damsel thereupon raised her head and put aside her veil, casting a glance upon me and looked sideways at the attendants, and placed one finger upon her lips; so that I knew her to be as discreet as she was lovely. She laughed in my face, and said:

I will take this piece of embroidered silk that I have chosen. What is the price?

And I answered:

One hundred piasters; but I pray thee let it be thine, and a gift from Ahzab!

Upon this, she looked into my eyes and the sight of her face drew from me a thousand sighs, and took the silk, saying:

O my master, leave me not desolate!

So she departed, while I continued sitting in the market-street until past the hour of afternoon prayer, with disturbed mind enslaved by her beauty and loveliness. I returned to my house and supper was placed before me, but reflecting upon the damsel, I could eat nothing. I laid myself down to rest, but passed the whole night sleepless, communing with myself how I could best carry out this affair and obtain possession of the damsel ... for my brother, Ahzab!

II

Scarcely had daybreak appeared when I arose and repaired to the market-place and put on a suit of my brothers clothing, richer and more magnificent than that I had worn the day before; and having drunk a cup of wine, I sat in the shop. But all that day she came not, nor the next, but upon the third day she came again, attended only by one attendant, and she saluted me and said in a speech never surpassed in softness and sweetness:

O my master, reproach me not that I thus reveal the interest I have in thee, but I could not speak to thee when my women were in hearing; and this one is in my confidence. I have told thee that my father will never give me to thee because of my rank, but thou hast wounded my heart, and more and more do I love thee each day  for each day thou growest more beautiful and elegant. Forever I must be desolate. Alas! I have placed thy letter in the box thou didst give me, and no day passes that it is not wet with my tears. Farewell! O my beloved!

On hearing this, my love and passion grew so violent that I almost became insensible. The damsel rose to leave the shop, and the one who was with her spoke softly in her ear; but she shook her head, expressing displeasure, and went away.

When I perceived that indeed she was gone, verily the tears descended upon my cheek like rain, and my soul had all but departed. My heart clung to her  I followed in the direction of her steps through the market-place, and lo! the attendant came running back to me, and said:

Here is the message of my mistress: Know that my love is greater than thine, and on Friday next my servant will come to thee and tell thee how thou mayest see me for a short interview before my father comes back from prayers.

When I heard these words of the girl, the anguish of my heart ceased, and I was intoxicated with love and rapture, and in my joy and longing, I omitted to ask the girl the abode of her mistress  neither did I know the name of my beloved; but reflecting upon these matters, I returned to my brothers shop, and sat there until late, and then I repaired secretly to my abode.

I paused in a quiet street, and seated myself upon a mastabah to scent the coolness of the air, and to abandon myself to exquisite reflections.

But no sooner had I thus seated myself than a negro of gigantic stature, and most hideous aspect, suddenly appeared from the shadow of a door, and threw himself upon me, exclaiming:

This is thine end, as it was written, O Ahzab the Merchant!

By Allah! (whose name be exalted) I thought it was even as he said; and none but myself had fallen into sudden dissolution, but that everything slippery is not a pancake, and the jar that is struck may yet escape unbroken.

So it befell that by great good fortune and by the exercise of my agility and intelligence, I tripped the negro and his head came in contact with the mastabah, and before he could recover himself, I held to his ebony throat the blade of a razor which, by the mercy of God, and because it was a custom of my profession, I carried in my kamar.

O thou dog! I exclaimed, prepare to depart to that utter darkness and perdition that awaits assassins! For assuredly I am about to slay thee!

But he humbled himself to the ground before me, and embraced my feet, crying:

Have mercy, O my master! I but obeyed the commands!

Of whom, thou vile and unnamable vermin? I asked of him.

Of whom else but Abu-el-Hassan, the son of the Kadî! For hath he not revealed to thee that for what has passed with Jullanar (Pomegranate Flower), the daughter of the Walî, he will slay thee?

He hath revealed this to me? I asked of him, astonished at his words.

And he replied: Thou knowest, master, it was by my hand that the message was borne.

Whereupon I praised Allah (whose name be exalted) and spurned the slave with my foot, saying:

Depart, O thou black son of filth, and report that I am dead. I give thee thy wretched life; depart!

But when he had gone, I again lifted up my voice in thanksgiving. And having come to my abode, I performed the preparatory ablution, and recited the prayer of night-fall; after which I recited the chapters Ya-Sîn (The Cow) and Two Preventatives. For I perceived that this was the true purport of my brothers absence, and that in his love and affection he had resigned to me this affair, well knowing that I should perish!

It was by the mercy of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, that my case was not as he had foreseen. The damsel called Jullanar, daughter of the Walî, was famed from Cairo to the uttermost islands of China for her elegance and loveliness, and I knew that my beloved could be none other than she, and that Abu-el-Hassan, son of the Kadî, could be none other than the betrothed chosen of her father the Walî.

I slept not that night, but passed the hours until sunrise reflecting upon this matter, and upon the dangers which awaited my fathers handsome son on Friday. And I went not to the market on the next day, but sent a message to my brothers steward saying that I was smitten with sickness and enjoining him to acquaint the girl, who presently would come, where I was to be found.

Thus it befell that at noon on Friday the same girl that had been with Jullanar came to me, sent thither from the shop of Ahzab by the steward, saying:

O my master, answer the summons of my mistress. This is the plan that I have proposed to her: Conceal thyself within one of the large chests that are in thy shop, and hire a porter to carry thee to the house of the Walî. I will cause the bowwab to admit the chest to the apartment of the Lady Jullanar. She doth trust her honor to thy discretion, by reason of her love for thee, and because she will die if she see thee not to bid thee farewell. I will arrange for thee to be secretly conveyed from the house, ere the Walî returns.

And at her words I was like to have swooned with ecstasy; and I forgot, in the transport of love and delight, the black assassin and the threatened vengeance of Abu-el-Hassan. I set at naught my fears at trusting my fathers favorite son within the walls of the Walîs house. I thought only of Jullanar of the slender waist and heavy hips, of the dewy lips, more intoxicating than wine, and the eyes of my beloved like wells of temptation to swallow up the souls of men.

I shaved and went to the bath, and repaired to the shop of Ahzab. My brothers steward was not there, whereat I rejoiced, and arrayed myself in the most splendid suit that I could find, and having perfumed myself with essences and sweet scents, I summoned a boy and said:

Go thou and bring here a porter. Order him to carry yon large chest to the house of the Walî, near the Mosque of Ibn-Mizheh, and ask for the lady Jullanar who hath purchased this box and a number of things which are in it. See that he be a strong man, for the box is very heavy.

The boy replied, On the head, and departed on his errand.

Thereupon I commended my soul to Allah, and entered the box, closing the lid upon me. Scarcely had I concealed myself, when the porter entered and lifted the chest. The boy assisted him to take it upon his back, and he bore it out into the market-street.

Now by the beard of the Prophet (on whom be peace), I exclaimed to myself, it is well that I am named Es-Samit, the Silent; for had it been otherwise, I must have lifted up my voice against this son of perdition who carries me with my soles raised to heaven!

The porter conveyed me for some distance, panting beneath the weight of the box, and, presently, coming to a mastabah, dropped one end of the box upon it, whilst he rested himself.

Now as Allah is great, and Mohammed his only prophet, I said in my beard, I am fortunate in that I have acquired a paucity of diction. There is no other in Cairo, but the joy of my mother, that could refrain from speech when dropped upon his skull on a stone bench!

After a while, the porter raised the chest again, and resumed his journey, presently coming to the house of the Walî, and dropping the box into the courtyard.

Allah be praised! I said. For if this porter, whose name be accursed, did but carry me a quinary further, my silence would become even more surprising than it is; for my affair would finish, and I should speak no more to any man!

The bowwab now cried out:

What is in this chest?

Purchases of the lady Jullanar, said the girl, whom I recognized by her voice. Permit the porter to carry it to her apartments.

I must obey the orders of the Walî my master, replied the door-keeper. The box must be opened.

I was bereft of the power to control myself, and seized with a colic from excess of fear; I almost died from the violent spasms of my limbs.

O Es-Samit! I said, this is the reward of him whom love leads to the house of the Walî!

I felt certain that my destruction approached. The intoxication of love now ceased in me, and reflection came in its place. I repented of what I had done, and prayed a happy solution of my dangerous case.

Whether as a result of my prayers, I know not, but some arrangement was come to, and the porter once more raised the chest, and, striking my head upon the end of it at each step, bore me up to the apartments of Jullanar, which I thus entered feet first.

He deposited the box, lid downward, upon the soft mattress of a dîwan, so that I found myself upon all fours, like a mule with my face between my hands! Ere I could break my habitual silence, he lifted some heavy piece of furniture  I know not what  and placed it on top of the box!

A voice sweeter than the songs of the Daood spoke:

Slave! what art thou doing!

I am thy slave! spoke another voice, at the accursed sound whereof I almost died of spleen. Knowest thou me not, my beloved? I have devised a new stratagem and come to thee in the guise of a porter! But lo! beneath my uncomely garments, I am Ahzab, thy lover!

III

As a man who sleeps ill after a protracted feast, I heard her answer, saying:

Is it true thou hast come to me, or is this a dream?

Verily, it is true! answered the accursed, the vile, the unspeakable Ahzab, my brother  for it was he. From the time when I first saw thee, neither sleep hath been sweet to me, nor hath wine possessed the slightest flavor! I have come to thee thus, fragrant bloom of the pomegranate, because I would not have thee see me in a posture so undignified as that of one crouched in a box! So that thy people might be compelled to give me access to thine apartments, I have put a mendicant in my place, rendering the chest heavy!

And she said, Thou art welcome! and embraced him.

By Allah (whose name be exalted), I gnawed my beard until I choked!

Thou art changed, beloved! she said to him; thou art always beautiful, but to-day thou seemest less rosy-cheeked to mine eyes!

The accursed Ahzab, like an enraged mule, kicked the box wherein I dissolved in flames of wrath.

I am burnt up with love and longing for thee! he replied. O my love! how beautiful thou art!

Whereat my command of silence forsook me! As Allah is the one god, and Mohammed his only Prophet, I became as one possessed of a devil!

Robber! I cried; and my words lost themselves within the box. Cheat! accursed disgrace of my father! infamy of my race! O dog! O unutterable dirt!

Jullanar cried out in fear, but my accursed brother took her in his bosom, soothing her with soft words.

Fear not, O my beloved! he said. I gave the mendicant wine that his heart might warm to his lowly task, but I fear he has become intoxicated!

O thou liar! I cried. O malevolent scoundrel! O son of a disease! And with all my strength I sought to raise the weight that bore me down; but to no purpose.

Know, my beloved, continued my thrice-accursed brother, what I have suffered on thy account. But three days since I was attacked by four gigantic negro assassins despatched by Abu-el-Hassan to slay me! But I vanquished them, killing one and maiming a second, whilst the others escaped and ran back to their wretched master.

O unutterable liar! I groaned. For I was near to hastening my predestined end both from suffocation and consuming rage. Thou didst fly, thou jackal! from that peril, and reapest the fruits of my courage and dexterity! O, mud! O, stench!

Lest he should despatch a number too great for me to combat, I have lurked in hiding, delight of souls! in a most filthy hovel belonging to a barber!

May thy tongue turn into a scorpion and bite thee! I cried. My abode is as clean as the palace of the Khedive! Thou hast never entered it, O thou gnats egg! Thou hast hidden in I know not what hole, like the unclean insect thou art, until thy steward (may his beard grow backward and smother him!) informed thee of this! O Allah! (to whom be ascribed all might and glory) give me strength to move this accursed box that I may crush him!

Scarce had I uttered the last word, when a girl came running into the apartment, crying: Fly, my master! O my mistress! The Walî! the Walî!

Upon hearing these words, my rage departed from me and in its place came excessive fear. My breath left my body, and my heart ceased to beat.

He that falleth in the dirt be trodden on by camels, I reflected. It is not enough, O Es-Samit, that thou hast suffered the attack of the assassin; that thou hast all but died of fear at the door of the Walîs house; that thou hast been torn from the arms of the loveliest creature God hath created; thou are destined, now, O most unfortunate of men, to be detected by the Walî in his daughters apartments, concealed in a box!

And I pronounced the Takbîr, crying, O Allah! thy ways are inscrutable!

Fly, my beloved! cried Jullanar to Ahzab. My women will conceal thee! Wherewith she swooned and fell upon the floor senseless.

Quick! follow me closely, O my master! cried the girl, and I heard my perfidious brother depart from the room by one door, as the Walî entered by another.

Ah! cried the Walî, clapping his hands. Slaves! what is this?

And people came running to his command; some carrying out the lady Jullanar to her sleeping apartment, and sprinkling rose-water upon her, and some remaining.

What is in this box upon the dîwan! demanded the Walî. Bring it hither and open it!

At that I knew that I was lost, and my soul as good as departed, and I bade farewell to life and invoked Mohammed (whom may God preserve) to intercede for me that I might die an easy death.

The chest was dragged into the middle of the floor and thrown open.

Name of my mother! exclaimed the Walî. It is Ahzab the Merchant! It is the villain who hath presumed to make love to my daughter! O Allah! my daughter hath disgraced me! By the beard of the Prophet, I can no more hold up my head among honest men!

And he slapped his face and plucked his beard, and fell insensible upon the floor. As he did so, I leaped from the box and would have escaped, but two blacks seized me; and the noise, or the refreshing quality of the rose-water with which the women were sprinkling him, revived the Walî, who recovered, fixing upon me a terrible gaze.

O thou dog! he said; thou who hast wrought my disgrace! As thou didst enter my house in yonder box, in yonder box shalt thou quit the world! Cast him back again, fasten the box with ropes, and throw it into the Nile at nightfall!

IV

Now were my powers of silence most surprisingly displayed. For I spoke no word, but dumb as a tongueless man, I allowed myself to be knocked backward into the box. The lid closed upon me, ropes bound about the box, and the seal of the Walî affixed to it. Negroes carried it out, and threw it into some cellar to await nightfall.

O Es-Samit! I said, this is the end that was appointed to thy fathers wisest son! To this pass thy silence and wisdom have brought thee! O Allah (to whom be all glory), grant that one of the fishes that eat me in the Nile shall be served up to Ahzab, my twin brother, and choke him!

And then my thoughts turned to Jullanar, and I sighed and groaned; and the torments I suffered through lying drawn up in the box were delights to the agonies that my reflections respecting her case occasioned in me; so that, with the excess of my woe and misery, I became insensible. How long I remained so I know not, but I was awakened by a knocking at the lid of the box, and the voice of the Walî spoke, saying:

Prepare to die, O wretch! for my servants are about to convey thee to the river and cast thee in! Thou dog! who didst presume to raise thine eyes to my daughter!  know that this is the reward of such malefactors; for assuredly if thou escapest alive, thou shalt wed Jullanar!

Whereat he laughed until he almost swooned and kicked the box until I thought he had burst it. Blacks raised me, and I was borne down a long flight of steps and onward in I know not what direction.

From here? said one of them, and through a crack in the lid, I saw the light of a torch, and the whispering of the river came to my ears.

Yes! replied another.

And I commended my soul to Allah as the box was swung to and fro and hurled through the air. With a sound in my ears as of the shrieking of ten thousand efreets, I was plunged into the water!

Far under the surface I went and knew all the agonies of dissolution; but the box was strongly and cunningly made and rose again; then it began to fill and sink once more, and again I tasted of the final pangs. Throughout all this time, a strong current was bearing the box along, and presently, as, for the fiftieth occasion, I was seeking to die and to end my misery, I heard voices.

The most miserable life is sweet to him who feels it slipping from his grasp, and I summoned sufficient strength to raise a feeble cry.

O Allah! I cried, if it be thy will, grant that these persons whose voices I hear take pity upon my unfortunate condition, and draw me forth.

Even as I spoke, something stayed the onward progress of the box. It was a fishermans net! And the fishermen began to draw me into the boat, I praising Allah the while.

But when they had the box upon the edge of the boat, and heard my voice proceeding from within, and saw the Walîs seal upon the lid By the beard of the Prophet! cried one, this is some evil ginn or magician whom the Walî hath imprisoned in this chest! Allah avert the omen! Cast him back, comrades!

Alas! I could find no words wherewith to entreat them to take pity; never had paucity of speech served me so ill! A great groan issued from my bosom as I was consigned again to the Nile!

Allah is great, and it was not written that I should perish in that manner. For another current now seized upon the box, and just as I was on the point of dissolution, cast it upon a projecting bank, where it was perceived by a band of four robbers, who derived a livelihood from plundering such vessels as lay unprotected in the river.

These waded out and dragged the box ashore. I was too near my end to have spoken had I desired to speak, but from my unfortunate adventure with the fishermen, I had learned that silence was wisdom, now as always. Thus I lay in the box like a dog that has been all but drowned, and listened to the words of my rescuers.

These were arguing respecting the contents and value of the box, one holding this opinion and another that. One, who seemed to be their leader, was about to unfasten the ropes, but another claimed that this was his due. So, from angry words, they came to blows, and by the grace of God (whose name be exalted) they drew their knives, and three of the four were slain. The fourth removed the ropes and opened the box, thinking to enjoy, alone, the treasures which he supposed it to contain.

Whereupon I uprose and looked up to where Canopus shone, and said:

There is no God but God! Praise be to Allah who has preserved me from an unfortunate and unseemly end!

At that, the robber, with wild cries of fear, turned and ran, and I saw him no more. Such, O bountiful patron, is the disgraceful story of the dog Ahzab, my seventh and twin brother. But all that which I endured happened by Fate and Destiny, and from that which is written there is no escape nor flight.

* * * * * *

Our worthy host (concluded Hassan) laughed heartily at this story, saying:

O Es-Samit, it is evident to me that thy paucity of speech alone preserved thee from drowning! But acquaint us, I beg, with the fate of thy dog of a brother, and of thy beautiful Pomegranate Flower.

O glory of beholders! replied the barber, by the mouth of the girl who was in Jullanars confidence  Ahzab, that shame of mules, learned, whilst in hiding, how the Walî had said in the presence of many witnesses: Assuredly if thou escapest alive, thou shalt wed Jullanar.

Tellest thou me that he had the effrontery to demand the fulfilment of a pledge so spoken, O Es-Samit?

Alas! replied the barber, with tears pouring like rain down the wrinkles of his aged cheek, he lived with her the most joyous, and most agreeable, and most comfortable, and most pleasant life, until they were visited by the terminator of delights, and the separator of companions!

THE END
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First Episode. CASE OF THE TRAGEDIES IN THE GREEK ROOM

I 

When did Moris Klaw first appear in London? It is a question which I am asked sometimes and to which I reply: To the best of my knowledge, shortly before the commencement of the strange happenings at the Menzies Museum.

What I know of him I have gathered from various sources; and in these papers, which represent an attempt to justify the methods of one frequently accused of being an insane theorist, I propose to recount all the facts which have come to my knowledge. In some few of the cases I was personally though slightly concerned; but regard me merely as the historian and on no account as the principal or even minor character in the story. My friendship with Martin Coram led, then, to my first meeting with Moris Klaw  a meeting which resulted in my becoming his biographer, inadequate though my information unfortunately remains.

It was some three months after the appointment of Coram to the curatorship of the Menzies Museum that the first of a series of singular occurrences took place there.

This occurrence befell one night in August, and the matter was brought to my ears by Coram himself on the following morning. I had, in fact, just taken my seat at the breakfast table, when he walked in unexpectedly and sank into an armchair. His dark, clean shaven face looked more gaunt than usual and I saw, as he lighted the cigarette which I proffered, that his hand shook nervously.

Theres trouble at the Museum! he said abruptly. I want you to run around.

I looked at him for a moment without replying, and, knowing the responsibility of his position, feared that he referred to a theft from the collection.

Something gone? I asked.

No; worse! was his reply.

What do you mean, Coram?

He threw the cigarette, unsmoked, into the hearth. You know Conway? he said; Conway, the night attendant. Well  hes dead!

I stood up from the table, my breakfast forgotten, and stared incredulously. Do you mean that he died in the night? I inquired.

Yes. Done for, poor devil!

What! murdered?

Without a doubt, Searles! Hes had his neck broken!

I waited for no further explanations, but, hastily dressing, accompanied Coram to the Museum. It consists, I should mention, of four long, rectangular rooms, the windows of two overlooking South Grafton Square, those of the third giving upon the court that leads to the curators private entrance, and the fourth adjoining an enclosed garden attached to the building. This fourth room is on the ground floor and is entered through the hall from the Square, the other three, containing the principal and more valuable exhibits, are upon the first floor and are reached by a flight of stairs from the hall. The remainder of the building is occupied by an office and the curators private apartments, and is completely shut off from that portion open to the public, the only communicating door  an iron one  being kept locked.

The room described in the catalogue as the Greek Room proved to be the scene of the tragedy. This room is one of the two overlooking the Square and contains some of the finest items of the collection. The Museum is not open to the public until ten oclock, and I found, upon arriving there, that the only occupants of the Greek Room were the commissionaire on duty, two constables, a plain-clothes officer and an inspector  that is, if I except the body of poor Conway.

He had not been touched, but lay as he was found by Beale, the commissionaire who took charge of the upper rooms during the day, and, indeed, it was patent that he was beyond medical aid. In fact, the position of his body was so extraordinary as almost to defy description.

There are three windows in the Greek Room, with wall-cases between, and, in the gap corresponding to the east window and just by the door opening into the next room, is a chair for the attendant. Conway lay downward on the polished floor with his limbs partly under this chair and his clenched fists thrust straight out before him. His head, turned partially to one side, was doubled underneath his breast in a most dreadful manner, indisputably pointing to a broken neck, and his commissionaires cap lay some distance away, under a table supporting a heavy case of vases.

So much was revealed at a glance, and I immediately turned blankly to Coram.

What do you make of it? he said.

I shook my head in silence. I could scarce grasp the reality of the thing; indeed, I was still staring at the huddled figure when the doctor arrived. At his request we laid the dead man flat upon the floor, to facilitate an examination, and we then saw that he was greatly cut and bruised about the head and face, and that his features were distorted in a most extraordinary manner, almost as though he had been suffocated.

The doctor did not fail to notice this expression. Made a hard fight of it! he said. He must have been in the last stages of exhaustion when his neck was broken!

My dear fellow! cried Coram, somewhat irritably, what do you mean when you say that he made a hard fight? There could not possibly have been any one else in these rooms last night!

Excuse me, sir! said the inspector, but there certainly was something going on here. Have you seen the glass case in the next room?

Glass case? muttered Coram, running his hand distractedly through his thick black hair. No; what of a glass case?

In here, sir, explained the inspector, leading the way into the adjoining apartment.

At his words, we all followed, and found that he referred to the glass front of a wall-case containing statuettes and images of Egyptian deities. The centre pane of this was smashed into fragments, the broken glass strewing the floor and the shelves inside the case.

That looks like a struggle, sir, doesnt it? said the inspector.

Heaven help us! What does it mean? groaned poor Coram. Who could possibly have gained access to the building in the night, or, having done so, have quitted it again, when all the doors remained locked?

That we must try and find out! replied the inspector. Meanwhile, here are his keys. They lay on the floor in a corner of the Greek Room.

Coram took them, mechanically. Beale, he said to the commissionaire, see if any of the cases are unlocked.

The man proceeded to go around the rooms. He had progressed no further than the Greek Room when he made a discovery. Heres the top of this unfastened, sir! he suddenly cried excitedly.

We hurriedly joined him, to find that he stood before a marble pedestal surmounted by a thick glass case containing what Coram had frequently assured me was the gem of the collection  the Athenean Harp.

It was alleged to be of very ancient Greek workmanship and was constructed of fine gold, inlaid with jewels. It represented two reclining female figures  their arms thrown above their heads, their hands meeting; and several of the strings which were still intact were of incredibly fine gold wire. The instrument was said to have belonged to a Temple of Pallas in an extremely remote age, and at the time it was brought to light, much controversy had waged concerning its claims to authenticity, several connoisseurs proclaiming it the work of a famous goldsmith of medieval Florence, and nothing but a clever forgery. However, Greek or Florentine, amazingly ancient or comparatively modern, it was a beautiful piece of workmanship and of very great intrinsic value, apart from its artistic worth and unique character.

I thought so! said the plain-clothes man. A clever museum thief!

Coram sighed wearily. My good fellow, he replied, can you explain, by any earthly hypothesis, how a man could get into these apartments and leave them again, during the night?

Regarding that, sir, remarked the detective, there are a few questions I should like to ask you. In the first place, at what time does the Museum close?

At six oclock in the summer.

What do you do when the last visitor has gone?

Having locked the outside door, Beale, here, thoroughly examines every room to make certain that no one remains concealed. He next locks the communicating doors and comes down into the hall. It was then his custom to hand me the keys. I gave them into poor Conways keeping when he came on duty at half-past six, and every hour he went through the Museum, relocking all the doors behind him.

I understand that there is a tell-tale watch in each room?

Yes. That in the Greek Room registers four a m., so that it was about then that he met his death. He had evidently opened the door communicating with the next room  that containing the broken glass-case; but he did not touch the detector and the door was found open this morning.

Some one must have lain concealed there and sprung upon him as he entered.

Impossible! There is no other means of entrance or exit. The three windows are iron-barred and they have not been tampered with. Moreover, the watch shows that he was there at three oclock, and nothing larger than a mouse could find shelter in the place; there is nowhere a man could hide.

Then the murderer followed him into the Greek Room.

Might I venture to point out that, had he done so, he would have been there this morning when Beale arrived? The door of the Greek Room was locked and the keys were found inside upon the floor!

The thief might have had a duplicate set.

Quite impossible; but, granting the impossible, how did he get in, since the hall door was bolted and barred?

We must assume that he succeeded in concealing himself before the Museum was closed.

The assumption is not permissible, in view of the fact that Beale and I both examined the rooms last night prior to handing the keys to Conway. However, again granting the impossible, how did he get out?

The Scotland Yard man removed his hat and mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. I must say, sir, it is a very strange thing, he said; but how about the iron door here?

It leads to my own apartments. I, alone, hold a key. It was locked.

A brief examination served to show that exit from any of the barred windows was impossible.

Well, sir, said the detective, if the man had keys he could have come down into the hall and the lower room.

Step down and look, was Corams invitation.

The windows of the room on the ground floor were also heavily protected, and it was easy to see that none of them had been opened.

Upon my word, exclaimed the inspector, its uncanny! He couldnt have gone out by the hall door, because you say it was bolted and barred on the inside.

It was, replied Coram.

One moment, sir, interrupted the plain-clothes man. If that was so, how did you get in this morning?

It was Beales custom, said Coram, to come around by the private entrance to my apartments. We then entered the Museum together by the iron door into the Greek Room and relieved Conway of the keys. There are several little matters to be attended to in the morning before admitting the public, and the other door is never unlocked before ten oclock.

Did you lock the door behind you when you came through this morning?

Immediately on finding poor Conway.

Could any one have come through this door in the night, provided he had a duplicate key?

No. There is a bolt on the private side.

And you were in your rooms all last night?

From twelve oclock, yes.

The police looked at one another silently; then the inspector gave an embarrassed laugh. Frankly, sir, he said, Im completely puzzled!

We passed upstairs again and Coram turned to the doctor. Anything else to report about poor Conway? he asked.

His face is all cut by the broken glass and he seems to have had a desperate struggle, although, curiously enough, his body bears no other marks of violence. The direct cause of death was, of course, a broken neck.

And how should you think he came by it?

I should say that he was hurled upon the floor by an opponent possessing more than ordinary strength!

Thus the physician, and was about to depart when there came a knocking upon the iron door.

It is Hilda, said Coram, slipping the key in the lock my daughter, he added, turning to the detective.

II 

The heavy door swinging open, there entered Hilda Coram, a slim, classical figure, with the regular features of her father and the pale gold hair of her dead mother. She looked unwell, and stared about her apprehensively.

Good-morning, Mr. Searles, she greeted me. Is it not dreadful about poor Conway!  and then glanced at Coram. I saw that she held a card in her hand. Father, there is such a singular old man asking to see you.

She handed the card to Coram, who in turn passed it to me. It was that of Douglas Glade of the Daily Cable, and had written upon it in Glades hand the words  

To introduce Mr. Moris Klaw.

I suppose it is all right if Mr. Glade vouches for him, said Coram. But does anybody here know Moris Klaw?

I do, replied the Scotland Yard man, smiling shortly. Hes an antique dealer or something of the kind; got a ramshackle old place by Wapping Old Stairs  sort of a cross between Jamrachs and a rag shop. Hes lately been hanging about the Central Criminal Court a lot. Seems to fancy his luck as an amateur investigator. Hes certainly smart, he added grudgingly; but cranky.

Ask Mr. Klaw to come through, Hilda, said Coram.

Shortly afterwards entered a strange figure. It was that of a tall man, who stooped; so that his apparent height was diminished. A very old man who carried his many years lightly, or a younger man prematurely aged. None could say which. His skin had the hue of dirty vellum, and his hair, his shaggy brows, his scanty beard were so toneless as to defy classification in terms of colour. He wore an archaic brown bowler, smart, gold-rimmed pince-nez and a black silk muffler. A long, caped black cloak completely enveloped the stooping figure; from beneath its mud-spattered edge peeped long-toed continental boots.

He removed his hat.

Good-morning, Mr. Coram, he said. His voice reminded me of the distant rumbling of empty casks; his accent was wholly indescribable. Good-morning (to the detective), Mr. Grimsby. Good-morning, Mr. Searles. Your friend, Mr. Glade, tells me I shall find you here. Good-morning, Inspector. To Miss Coram I already have said good-morning.

From the lining of the flat-topped hat he took out one of those small cylindrical scent-sprays and played its contents upon his high, bald brow. An odour of verbena filled the air. He replaced the spray in the hat, the hat upon his scantily thatched crown.

There is here a smell of dead men! he explained.

I turned aside to hide my smiles, so grotesque was my first impression of the amazing individual known as Moris Klaw.

Mr. Coram, he continued, I am an old fool who sometimes has wise dreams. Crime has been the hobby of a busy life. I have seen crime upon the Gold Coast, where the black fever it danced in the air above the murdered one like a lingering soul, and I have seen blood flow in Arctic Lapland, where it was frozen up into red ice almost before it left the veins. Have I your permit to see if I can help?

All of us, the police included, were strangely impressed now.

Certainly, said Coram; will you step this way?

Moris Klaw bent over the dead man.

You have moved him! he said sharply.

It was explained that this had been for the purpose of a medical examination. He nodded absently. With the aid of a large magnifying-glass he was scrutinising poor Conway. He examined his hair, his eyes, his hands, his finger-nails. He rubbed long, flexible fingers upon the floor beside the body  and sniffed at the dust.

Some one so kindly will tell me all about it, he said, turning out the dead mans pockets.

Coram briefly recounted much of the foregoing, and replied to the oddly chosen questions which from time to time Moris Klaw put to him. Throughout the duologue, the singular old man conducted a detailed search of every square inch, I think, of the Greek Room. Before the case containing the harp he stood, peering.

It is here that the trouble centres, he muttered. What do I know of such a Grecian instrument? Let me think.

He threw back his head, closing his eyes.

Such valuable curios, he rumbled, have histories  and the crimes they occasion operate in cycles. He waved his hand in a slow circle. If I but knew the history of this harp! Mr. Coram!

He glanced towards my friend.

Thoughts are things, Mr. Coram. If I might spend a night here  upon the very spot of floor where the poor Conway fell  I could from the surrounding atmosphere (it is a sensitive plate) recover a picture of the thing in his mind  indicating Conway at the last!

The Scotland Yard man blew down his nose.

You snort, my friend, said Moris Klaw, turning upon him. You would snort less if you had waked screaming, out in the desert; screaming out with fear of the dripping beaks of the vultures  the last, dreadful fear which the mind had known of him who had died of thirst upon that haunted spot!

The words and the manner of their delivery thrilled us all.

What is it, continued the weird old man, but the odic force, the ether  say it how you please  which carries the wireless message, the lightning? It is a huge, subtile, sensitive plate. Inspiration, what you call bad luck and good luck  all are but reflections from it. The supreme thought preceding death is imprinted on the surrounding atmosphere like a photograph. I have trained this  he tapped his brow to reproduce those photographs! May I sleep here to-night, Mr. Coram?

Somewhere beneath the ramshackle exterior we had caught a glimpse of a man of power. From behind the thick pebbles momentarily had shone out the light of a tremendous and original mind.

I should be most glad of your assistance, answered my friend.

No police must be here to-night, rumbled Moris Klaw. No heavy-footed constables, filling the room with thoughts of large cooks and small Basses, must fog my negative!

Can that be arranged? asked Coram of the inspector.

The men on duty can remain in the hall, if you wish it, sir.

Good! rumbled Moris Klaw.

He moistened his brow with verbena, bowed uncouthly, and shuffled from the Greek Room.

III 

Moris Klaw reappeared in the evening, accompanied by a strikingly beautiful brunette.

The change of face upon the part of Mr. Grimsby of New Scotland Yard was singular.

My daughter  Isis, explained Moris Klaw. She assists to develop my negatives.

Grimsby became all attention. Leaving two men on duty in the hall, Moris Klaw, his daughter, Grimsby, Coram and I went up to the Greek Room. Its darkness was relieved by a single lamp.

Ive had the stones in the Athenean Harp examined by a lapidary, said Coram. It occurred to me that they might have been removed and paste substituted. It was not so, however.

No, rumbled Klaw. I thought of that, too. No visitors have been admitted here during the day?

The Greek Room has been closed.

It is well, Mr. Coram. Let no one disturb me until my daughter comes in the morning.

Isis Klaw placed a red silk cushion upon the spot where the dead man had lain.

Some pillows and a blanket, Mr. Klaw? suggested the suddenly attentive Mr. Grimsby.

I thank you, no, was the reply. They would be saturated with alien impressions. My cushion it is odically sterilised! The etheric storm created by Conways last mental emotion reaches my brain unpolluted. Good-night, gentlemen. Good-nignt, Isis!

We withdrew, leaving Moris Klaw to his ghostly vigil.

I suppose Mr. Klaw is quite trustworthy? whispered Coram to the detective.

Oh, undoubtedly! was the reply. In any case, he can do no harm. My men will be on duty downstairs here all night.

Do you speak of my father, Mr. Grimsby? came a soft, thrilling voice.

Grimsby turned  and met the flashing black eyes of Isis Klaw.

I was assuring Mr. Coram, he answered readily, that Mr. Klaws methods have several times proved successful!

Several times! she cried scornfully. What! has he ever failed?

Her accent was certainly French, I determined; her voice, her entire person, as certainly charming  to which the detectives manner bore witness.

Im afraid Im not familiar with all his cases, miss, he said. Can I call you a cab?

I thank you, no. She rewarded him with a dazzling smile. Good-night.

Coram opened the doors of the Museum, and she passed out. Leaving the men on duty in the hall, Coram and I shortly afterwards also quitted the Museum by the main entrance, in order to avoid disturbing Moris Klaw by using the curators private door.

To my friends study, Hilda Coram brought us coffee. She was unnaturally pale, and her eyes were feverishly bright. I concluded that the tragedy was responsible.

Perhaps, to an extent, said Coram; but she is studying music, and I fear overworking in order to pass a stiff exam.

Coram and I surveyed the Greek Room problem from every conceivable standpoint; but were unable to surmise how the thief had entered, how left, and why he had fled without his booty.

I dont mind confessing, said Coram, that I am very ill at ease. We havent the remotest idea how the murderer got into the Greek Room nor how he got out again. Bolts and bars, it is evident, do not prevail against him, so that we may expect a repetition of the dreadful business at any time!

What precautions do you propose to take?

Well, there will be a couple of police on duty in the Museum for the next week or so, but, after that, we shall have to rely upon a night watchman. The funds only allow of the appointment of four attendants: three for day and one for night duty.

Do you think youll find any difficulty in getting a man?

No, replied Coram. I know of a steady man who will come as soon as we are ready for him.

I slept but little that night, and was early afoot and around to the Museum. Isis Klaw was there before me, carrying the red cushion, and her father was deep in conversation with Coram.

Detective-Inspector Grimsby approached me.

I see youre looking at the cushion, sir! he said, smilingly. But its not a plant. Hes not an up-to-date cracksman. Nothings missing!

You need not assure me of that, I replied. I do not doubt Mr. Klaws honesty of purpose.

Wait till you hear his mad theory, though! he said, with a glance aside at the girl.

Mr. Coram, Moris Klaw was saying, in his odd, rumbling tones, my psychic photograph is of a woman! A woman dressed all in white!

Grimsby coughed  then flushed as he caught the eye of Isis.

Poor Conways mind, continued Klaw, is filled with such a picture when he breathes his last  great wonder he has for the white woman and great fear for the Athenean Harp, which she carries!

Which she carries! cried Coram.

Some woman took the harp from its case a few minutes before Conway died! affirmed Moris Klaw. I have much research to make now, and with aid from Isis shall develop my negative! Yesterday I learnt from the constable who was on night duty at the corner of the Square that a heavy pantechnicon van went driving round at four oclock. It was shortly after four oclock that the tragedy occurred. The driver was unaware that there was no way out, you understand. Is it important? I cannot say. It often is such points that matter. We must, however, waste no time. Until you hear from me again you will lay dry plaster-of-Paris all around the stand of the Athenean Harp each night. Good-morning, gentlemen!

His arm linked in his daughters, he left the Museum.

IV

For some weeks after this mysterious affair, all went well at the Menzies Museum. The new night watchman, a big Scot, by name John Macalister, seemed to have fallen thoroughly into his duties, and everything was proceeding smoothly. No clue concerning the previous outrage had come to light, the police being clearly at a loss. From Moris Klaw we heard not a word. But Macalister did not appear to suffer from nervousness, saying that he was quite big enough to look after himself.

Poor Macalister! His bulk did not save him from a dreadful fate. He was found, one fine morning, lying flat on his back in the Greek Room  dead!

As in the case of Conway, the place showed unmistakable signs of a furious struggle. The attendants chair had been dashed upon the floor with such violence as to break three of the legs; a bust of Pallas, that had occupied a corner position upon a marble pedestal, was found to be hurled down; and the top of the case which usually contained the Athenean Harp had been unlocked, and the priceless antique lay close by, upon the floor!

The cause of death, in Macalisters case, was heart-failure, an unsuspected weakness of that organ being brought to light at the inquest; but, according to the medical testimony, deceased must have undergone unnaturally violent exertions to bring death about. In other respects, the circumstances of the two cases were almost identical. The door of the Greek Room was locked upon the inside and the keys were found on the floor. From the detector watches in the other rooms it was evident that his death must have taken place about three oclock. Nothing was missing, and the jewels in the harp had not been tampered with.

But, most amazing circumstance of all, imprinted upon the dry plaster-of-Paris which, in accordance with the instructions of the mysteriously absent Moris Klaw, had nightly been placed around the case containing the harp, were the marks of little bare feet!

A message sent, through the willing agency of Inspector Grimsby, to the Wapping abode of the old curio dealer, resulted in the discovery that Moris Klaw was abroad. His daughter, however, reported having received a letter from her father which contained the words  

Let Mr. Coram keep the key of the case containing the Athenean Harp under his pillow at night.

What does she mean? asked Coram. That I am to detach that particular key from the bunch or place them all beneath my pillow?

Grimsby shrugged his shoulders.

Im simply telling you what she told me, sir.

I should suspect the man to be an imposter, said Coram, if it were not for the extraordinary confirmation of his theory furnished by the footprints. They certainly looked like those of a woman!

Remembering how Moris Klaw had acted, I sought out the constable who had been on duty at the corner of South Grafton Square on the night of the second tragedy. From him I elicited a fact which, though insignificant in itself, was, when associated with another circumstance, certainly singular.

A Pickford traction-engine, drawing two heavy wagons, had been driven round the Square at three a m., the driver thinking that he could get out on the other side.

That was practically all I learned from the constable, but it served to set me thinking. Was it merely a coincidence that, at almost the exact hour of the previous tragedy, a heavy pantechnicon had passed the Museum?

Its not once in six months, the man assured me, that any vehicle but a tradesmans cart goes round the Square. You see, it doesnt lead anywhere, but this Pickford chap he was rattling by before I could stop him, and though I shouted he couldnt hear me, the engine making such a noise, so I just let him drive round and find out for himself.

I now come to the event which concluded this extraordinary case, and, that it may be clearly understood, I must explain the positions which we took up during the nights of the following week; for Coram had asked me to take a night watch, with himself, Grimsby and Beale, in the Museum.

Beale, the commissionaire, remained in the hall and lower room  it was catalogued as the Bronze Room  Coram patrolled the room at the top of the stairs, Grimsby the next, or Greek, Room, and I the Egyptian Room. None of the doors were locked, and Grimsby, by his own special request, held the keys of the cases in the Greek Room.

We commenced our vigil on the Saturday, and I, for one, found it a lugubrious business. One electric lamp was usually left burning in each apartment throughout the night, and I sat as near to that in the Egyptian Room as possible and endeavoured to distract my thoughts with a bundle of papers with which I had provided myself.

In the next room I could hear Grimsby walking about incessantly, and, at regular intervals, the scratching of a match as he lighted a cigar. He was an inveterate cheroot smoker.

Our first nights watching, then, was productive of no result, and the five that followed were equally monotonous.

Upon Grimsbys suggestion we observed great secrecy in the matter of these dispositions. Even Corams small household was kept in ignorance of this midnight watching. Grimsby, following out some theory of his own, now determined to dispense altogether with light in the Greek Room. Friday was intensely hot, and occasional fitful breezes brought with them banks of black thundercloud, which, however, did not break; and, up to the time that we assumed our posts at the Museum, no rain had fallen. At about twelve oclock I looked out into South Grafton Square and saw that the sky was entirely obscured by a heavy mass of inky cloud, ominous of a gathering storm.

Returning to my chair beneath the electric lamp, I took up a work of Mark Twains, which I had brought as a likely antidote to melancholy or nervousness. As I commenced to read, for the twentieth time, The Jumping Frog. I heard the scratch of Grimsbys match in the next room and knew that he had lighted his fifth cigar.

It must have been about one oclock when the rain came. I heard the big drops on the glass roof, followed by the steady pouring of the deluge. For perhaps five minutes it rained steadily, and then ceased as abruptly as it had begun. Above the noise of the water rushing down the metal gutters, I distinctly detected the sound of Grimsby striking another match. Then, with a mighty crash, came the thunder.

Directly above the Museum it seemed as though the very heavens had burst, and the glass roof rattled as if a shower of stones had fallen, the thunderous report echoing and reverberating hollowly through the building.

As the lightning flashed with dazzling brilliance, I started from my chair and stood, breathless, with every sense on the alert; for, strangely intermingling with the patter of the rain that now commenced to fall again, came a low wailing, like nothing so much as the voice of a patient succumbing to an anesthetic. There was something indefinably sweet, but indescribably weird, in the low and mysterious music.

Not knowing from whence it proceeded, I stood undetermined what to do; but, just as the thunder boomed again, I heard a wild cry  undoubtedly proceeding from the Greek Room! Springing to the door, I threw it open.

All was in darkness, but, as I entered, a vivid flash of lightning illuminated the place.

I saw a sight which I can never forget. Grimsby lay flat upon the floor by the further door. But, dreadful as that spectacle was, it scarce engaged my attention; nor did I waste a second glance upon the Athenean Harp, which lay close beside its empty case.

For the figure of a woman, draped in flimsy white, was passing across the Greek Room!

Grim fear took me by the throat  since I could not doubt that what I saw was a supernatural manifestation. Darkness followed. I heard a loud wailing cry and a sound as of a fall.

Then Coram came running through the Greek Room.

Trembling violently, I joined him; and together we stood looking down at Grimsby.

Good God! whispered Coram; this is awful. It cannot be the work of mortal hands! Poor Grimsby is dead!

Did you  see  the woman? I muttered. I will confess it: my courage had completely deserted me.

He shook his head; but, as Beale came running to join us, glanced fearfully into the shadows of the Greek Room. The storm seemed to have passed, and, as we three frightened men stood around Grimsbys recumbent body, we could almost hear the beating of each others hearts.

Suddenly, giving a great start, Coram clutched my arm. Listen! he said. Whats that?

I held my breath and listened. Its the thunder in the distance, said Beale.

You are wrong, I answered. It is some one knocking at the hall entrance! There goes the bell, now!

Coram gave a sigh of relief. Heavens! he said; Ive no nerves left! Come on and see who it is.

The three of us, keeping very close together, passed quickly through the Greek Room and down into the hall. As the ringing continued, Coram unbolted the door...and there, on the steps, stood Moris Klaw!

Some vague idea of his mission flashed through my mind. You are too late! I cried. Grimsby has gone!

I saw a look of something like anger pass over his large pale features, and then he had darted past us and vanished up the stairs.

V

Having rebolted the door, we rejoined Moris Klaw in the Greek Room. He was kneeling beside Grimsby in the dim light  and Grimsby, his face ghastly pale, was sitting up and drinking from a flask!

I am in time! said Moris Klaw. He has only fainted!

It was the ghost! whispered the Scotland Yard man. My God! Im prepared for anything human  but when the lightning came and I saw that white thing... playing the harp...

Coram turned aside and was about to pick up the harp, which lay upon the floor near, when  

Ah! cried Moris Klaw, do not touch it! It is death!

Coram started back as though he had been stung as Grimsby very unsteadily got upon his feet.

Turn up lights, directed Moris Klaw, and I will show you! The curator went out to the switchboard and the Greek Room became brightly illuminated. The ramshackle figure of Moris Klaw seemed to be invested with triumphant majesty. Behind the pebbles his eyes gleamed.

Observe, he said, I raise the harp from the floor. He did so. And I live. For why? Because I do not take hold upon it in a natural manner  by the top! I take it by the side! Conway and Macalister took hold upon it at the top; and where are they  Conway and Macalister?

Mr. Klaw, said Coram. I cannot doubt that this black business is all clear to your very unusual intelligence; but to me it is a profound mystery. I have, myself, in the past, taken up the harp in the way you describe as fatal, and without injury

But not immediately after it had been played upon! interrupted Moris Klaw.

Played upon! I have never attempted to play upon it!

Even had you done so you might yet have escaped, provided you set it down before touching the top part! Note, please!

He ran his long white fingers over the golden strings. Instantly there stole upon my ears that weird, wailing music which had heralded the strange happenings of the night!

And now, continued our mentor, whilst I who am cunning hold it where the ladies gold feet join, observe the top  where the hand would in ordinary rest in holding it.

We gathered around him.

A needle-point, he rumbled impressively, protruding! The player touches it not! But who takes it from the hand of the player dies! By placing the harp again upon its base the point again retires! Shall I say what is upon that point, to drive a man mad like a dog with rabies, to stay potent for generations? I cannot. It is a secret buried with the ugly body of Caesar Borgia!

Caesar Borgia! we cried in chorus.

Ah! rumbled Moris Klaw, your Athenean Harp was indeed made by Paduano Zelloni, the Florentine! It is a clever forge! I have been in Rome until yesterday. You are surprised? I am sorry; for the poor Macalister died. Having perfected, with the aid of Isis, my mind photograph of the lady who plays the harp, I go to Rome to perfect the story of the harp. For why? At my house I have records, but incomplete, useless. In Rome I have a friend, of so old a family, and once so wicked, I shall not name it!

He has recourse to the great Vatican Library  to the annals of his race. There he finds me an account of such a harp. In those priceless parchments it is called a Greek lyre of gold. It is described. I am convinced. I am sure!

Once the beautiful Lucrece Borgia play upon this harp. To one who is distasteful to her she says: Replace for me my harp. He does so. He is a dead man! God! what cleverness!

Where has it lain for generations before your Sir Menzies find it? No man knows. But it has still its virtues! How did the poor Menzies die? Throw himself from his room window, I recently learn. This harp certainly was in his room. Conway, after dashing, mad, about the place, springs head downward from the attendants chair. Macalister dies in exhaustion and convulsions!

A silence: when  

What caused the harp to play? asked Coram.

Moris Klaw looked hard at him. Then a thrill of new horror ran through my veins. A low moan came from somewhere hard by! Coram turned in a flash!

Why, my private door is open! he whispered.

Where do you keep your private keys? rumbled Klaw.

In my study. Coram was staring at the open door, but seemed afraid to approach it. We have been using the attendants keys at night. My own are on my study mantelpiece now.

I think not, continued the thick voice. Your daughter has them!

My daughter! cried Coram, and sprang to the open door. Heavens! Hilda! Hilda!

She is somnambulistic! whispered Moris Klaw in my ear. When certain unusual sounds  such as heavy vehicles at night  reach her in her sleep (ah! how little we know of the phenomenon of sleep!), she arises, and, in common with many sleep-walkers, always acts the same. Something, in the case of Miss Hilda, attracts her to the golden harp

She is studying music!

She must rest from it. Her brain is overwrought! She unlocks the case and strikes the cords of the harp, relocking the door, replacing the keys  I before have known such cases  then retires as she came. Who takes the harp from her hands, or raises it, if she has laid it down upon its side, dies! These dead attendants were brave fellows both, for, hearing the music, they came running, saw how the matter was, and did not waken the sleeping player. Conway was poisoned as he returned the harp to its case; Macalister, as he took it up from where it lay. Something to-night awoke her ere she could relock the door. The fright of so awaking made her to swoon.

Corams kindly voice and the sound of a girl sobbing affrightedly reached us.

It was my yell of fear, Mr. Klaw! said Grimsby shamefacedly. She looked like a ghost!

I understand, rumbled Moris Klaw soothingly. As I see her in my sleep she is very awesome! I will show you the picture Isis has made from my etheric photograph. I saw it, finished, earlier tonight. It confirmed me that the Miss Hilda with the harp in her hand was poor Conways last thought in life!

Mr. Klaw, said Grimsby earnestly, you are a very remarkable man!

Yes? he rumbled, and gingerly placed in its case the Greek lyre of gold which Paduano Zelloni had wrought for Caesar Borgia.

From the brown hat he took out his scent-spray, and squirted verbena upon his heated forehead.

That harp, he explained, it smells of dead men!


Second Episode. CASE OF THE POTSHERD OF ANUBIS

In examining the mass of material which I have collated respecting Moris Klaw, several outstanding facts strike me, as being worthy of some special notice.

For instance, an unusual number of the cases in which he was concerned centred about curios and relics of various kinds. His personal tastes (he was, I think, primarily, an antiquarian) may have led him to examine such cases in preference to others. Then again, no two of his acquaintances agree upon the point of Moris Klaws actual identity and personality. He was a master of disguise; and the grand secret of his life was one which he jealously guarded from all.

But was the Moris Klaw who kept the curio-shop in Wapping the real Moris Klaw? And to what extent did he believe in those psychical phenomena upon which professedly his methods were based? As particularly bearing upon this phase of the matter, I have selected, for narration here, the story of the potsherd.

Since the Boswell, in records of this kind, has often appeared, to my mind, to overshadow the Johnson, I have decided to present this episode in the words of Mr. J.E. Wilson Clifford, electrical engineer, of Copthall House, Copthall Avenue, E.C., to whom I am indebted for a full and careful account. I do not think I could improve upon his paper, and my own views might unduly intrude upon the story; therefore, with your permission, I will vacate the rostrum in favour of Mr. Clifford, for whom I solicit your attention.

I 


MR. CLIFFORDS STORY OF THE EGYPTIAN POTSHERD

During the autumn of 19  , I was sharing a pleasant set of rooms with Mark Lesty, who was shortly taking up an appointment at a London hospital, and it was, I think, about the middle of that month, that the extraordinary affair of Halesowen and his Egyptian potsherd came under our notice.

Our rooms (they were in a south-west suburb) overlooked a fine expanse of Common. Halesowen rented a flat commanding a similar prospect; and, at the time of which I write, he had but recently returned from a protracted visit to Egypt.

Halesowen was a tall, fair man, clean-shaven, very fresh coloured and wearing his hair cropped close to his head. He was well travelled, and no mean antiquary. He lived entirely by himself; and Lesty and I frequently spent the evening at his place, which was a veritable museum of curiosities. I distinctly recall the first time that he showed us his latest acquisitions.

Both the windows were wide open and the awning fluttered in the slight breeze. Dusk was just descending, and we sat looking out over the Common and puffing silently at our briars. We had been examining the relics that Halesowen had brought back from the land of the Pharaohs, the one, I remember, which had most impressed me, tyro that I was, being the mummy of a sacred cat from Bubastis.

It wouldnt have been worth bringing back only for the wrapping, Halesowen assured me. This, now, is really unique.

The object referred to was a broken pot or vase, upon which he pointed out a number of hieroglyphics and a figure with the head of a jackal. A potsherd inscribed with the figure of Anubis, he explained. Very valuable.

Why? Lesty inquired, in his lazy way.

Well, Halesowen replied, the characters of the inscription are of a kind entirely unfamiliar to me. I believe them to be a sort of secret writing, possibly peculiar to some brotherhood. I am risking expert opinion, although in every sense, I stole the thing!

Hows that? I asked.

Well, Professor Sheraton  youll see his name on a row of cases in the B.M.  excavated it. But its a moral certainty he didnt intend to advise the authorities of his find. He was going to smuggle it out of Egypt into his private collection. I had marked the spot where he found it for inquiries of my own. This dishonest old fossil

Lesty laughed.

Oh! my own motives werent above suspicion! But any way the Professor anticipated me. Accordingly, I employed one Ali, a distinguished member of a family of thieves, to visit the learned gentlemans tent! Cutting the story  theres the pot!

Here! I say! drawled Lesty. Youll come to a bad end, young fellow!

The position is a peculiar one, replied Halesowen, smiling. Neither of us had any legal claim to the sherd  whilst we were upon Egyptian territory. Therefore, even if the Professor learnt that I had the thing  and he may suspect  he couldnt prosecute me!

Devilish high-handed! commented Lesty.

Yes. But remember we were well off the map  miles away from Cooks route. The possession of this potsherd ought to make a mans reputation  any man who knows a bit about the subject. Curiously enough, a third party had had his eye upon the place where this much-sought sherd was found. And in some mysterious fashion he tumbled to the fact that it had fallen into my hands. He made a sort of veiled offer of a hundred pounds for it. I refused, but ran across him again, a week or so later, in Cairo, and he raised his price to two hundred.

Thats strange, I said. Who was he?

Called himself Zeda  Dr. Louis Zeda. He quite lost his temper when I declined to sell, and Ive not set eyes on him since.

He relocked the fragment in his cabinet, and we lapsed into silence, to sit gazing meditatively across the Common, picturesque in the dim autumn twilight.

By the way, Halesowen, I said, I see that the flat next door, same floor as this, is to let.

Thats so, he replied. Why dont you men take it?

Well think about it, yawned Lesty, stretching his long limbs. Might look over it in the morning.

The following day we viewed the vacant flat, but found, upon inquiry of the agent, that it had already been let. However, as our own rooms suited us very well, we were not greatly concerned. Just as we finished dinner the same evening, Halesowen came in, and, without preamble, plunged into a surprising tale of uncanny happenings at his place.

Take it slow, said Lesty. You say it was after we came away?

About an hour after, replied Halesowen. I had brought out the potsherd, and had it in the wooden stand on the table before me. I was copying the hieroglyphics, which are unusual, and had my reading-lamp burning only, the rest of the room being consequently in shadow. I was sitting with my back to the windows, facing the door, so no one could possibly have entered the room unseen by me. It was as I bent down to scrutinise a badly defaced character that I felt a queer sensation stealing over me, as though some one were standing close behind my chair, watching me!

Very common, explained Lesty; merely nerves.

Yes, I know; but not what followed. The sensation became so pronounced, that I stood up. No one was in the room. I determined to take a stroll, concluding that the fresh air would clear these uncanny cobwebs out of my brain. Accordingly, I extinguished the lamp and went out. I was just putting my cap on, when something prompted me to return and lock up the potsherd.

He fixed his eyes upon us with an expression of doubt.

There was some one, or something, in the room!

What do you mean! asked Lesty incredulously.

I quite distinctly saw a hand and bare white arm pass away from the table  and vanish! It was dark in the room, remember; but I could see the arm well enough. I switched on the reading-lamp. Not a thing was to be seen. There was no one in the room and no one but myself in the flat, for I searched it thoroughly!

Some moments of silence followed this remarkable story, and I sat watching Lesty, who, in turn was regarding Halesowen with the stolid, vacant stare which sometimes served to conceal the working of his keen brain.

Pity you didnt let us know sooner, he said, rising slowly to his feet. This is interesting.

II 

Halesowens nerves evidently had been shaken by the inexplicable incident. As the three of us strode across the corner of the Common, he informed us that the new tenant of the adjoining flat had moved in. I have been away all day, he said; but the stuff was bundled in some time during the afternoon.

We proceeded upstairs and into the cosy room which had been the scene of the remarkable occurrence related. As it was growing dark, Halesowen turned on the electric light, and, indicating a chair by the writing table, explained that it was there he had been seated at that time.

Did you have the windows open? asked Lesty.

Yes, was the reply. I left the chairs and the awning out, too, as it was a fine night; in fact, you can see that they still remain practically as you left them.

When you returned, and saw, or thought you saw, the hand and arm  you would have to pass around to this side of the table in order to reach the lamp?

Yes.

Apparently Lesty was about to make some observation, when an interruption occurred, in the form of a ringing on the door bell, followed by a discreet fandango on the knocker.

Who the deuce have we here! muttered Halesowen. I saw no one go in below.

As our host passed through the lighted room and into the hall, my friend and I both leant forward in our chairs, the better to hear what should pass; nor were we kept long in suspense, for, as we heard the outer door opened, an odd, rumbling voice came, with a queer accent:

Ah, my dear Mr. Halesowen, it is indeed an intrusion of me! But when I find how we are neighbours I cannot resist to make the call and renew a so pleasant acquaintance!

Dr. Zeda! we heard Halesowen exclaim, with little cordiality.

Ever your devoted servant! replied the courteous foreigner.

I glanced at Lesty, and we rose together and stepped through the open window in time to see a truly remarkable personage enter.

This was a large-framed man, with snow-white hair cut close to his skull, French fashion. He had a high and very wrinkled brow and wore gold-rimmed pince-nez. Jet black and heavy eyebrows were his, and his waxed moustache, his neat imperial, were likewise of the hue of coal. His complexion was pallid; and in his well-cut frock-coat, with a loose black tie overhanging his vest, he made a striking picture, standing bowing profoundly in the doorway.

Halesowen rapidly muttered the usual formalities; in fact, I remember mentally contrasting our friends unceremonious manners with the courtly deportment of Dr. Zeda.

The latter explained that he had taken the adjacent flat, only learning, that evening, whom he had for a neighbour, and, despite the lateness of the hour, he said, he could not resist the desire to see Halesowen, of whose company in Egypt he retained such pleasant memories. Allowing for his effusiveness, there was nothing one could take exception to in his behaviour, and I rather wondered at the brusque responses of our usually polite host.

When, after a brief chat, the foreign gentleman rose to take his leave, he extended an invitation to all of us to lunch with him on the following day. My place is in somewhat disorder, he said, smiling, but you are Bohemian, like myself, and will not care!

Though I half expected that Halesowen would decline, he did not do so; I, therefore, also accepted, as did Lesty. Whereupon, Zeda departed.

Halesowen, returning to the chair which he had vacated to usher out his visitor, lighted a cigarette, regarded it for a moment, meditatively, and then frankly expressed his doubts.

Hes been watching me! he said; and when he saw the next flat vacant he jumped at the chance.

My dear chap, I retorted, he must be very keen on securing your potsherd if he is prepared to take and furnish a flat next door to you simply with a view to keeping an eye on it!

You have no idea how anxious he is, he assured me. If you had seen his face, in Cairo, when I flatly declined to sell, you would be better able to understand.

Why not sell, then?

Im dashed if I do! said Halesowen stubbornly.

On the following day we lunched with Dr. Zeda, and were surprised at the orderly state of his establishment. Everything, from floor to ceiling, was in its proper place.

It hasnt taken you long to get things straight, commented Lesty.

Ah, no, replied the other. These big firms they do it all in a day if you insist  and I insist, see?

I thoroughly enjoyed my visit, for he proved an excellent host, and I think even Lesty grew less suspicious of him. During the weeks that followed, the doctor came several times to our rooms, and we frequently met at Halesowens. The latter, who boldly had submitted photographs and drawings of the sherd to the British Museum, experienced no repetition of the mysterious phenomenon already described. Then, about seven oclock one morning, when the mists hung low over the Common in promise of a hot day, a boy came for Lesty and myself with news of a fresh development. He was a lad who did odd jobs for Halesowen, and he brought word of an attempted burglary, together with a request that we should go over without delay.

Our curiosity keenly aroused, we were soon with our friend, and found him seated in the familiar room, before a large cabinet, with double glass doors, which, as was clearly evident, had been hastily ransacked. Other cases in which he kept various curios were also opened, and the place was in general disorder.

Whats gone? asked Lesty, quickly.

Nothing! was the answer. The potsherd is in the safe, and the safe is in my bedroom  or perhaps something might have gone!

You lock it up at night, then? I thought you kept it in the cabinet.

Only during the day. It goes in the safe, with one or two other trifles, at night; but everybody doesnt know that!

We looked at one another, silently; but the name that was on all our lips remained unspoken  for we were startled by a loud knocking and ringing at the door. Carter opening it, into the room ran Dr. Zeda!

Oh, my dear friends! he cried, in his hoarse, rumbling voice, there has been to my flat a midnight robber! He has turned completely upside-down all my collections!

Lesty coughed loudly; but, as I turned my head to look at him, his face was quite expressionless. Halesowen seemed stricken dumb by surprise; whilst, for my own part, as I watched the foreigner staring about the disordered room, and noted the growing look of bewilderment creeping over his pallid countenance, I was compelled to admit to myself that here was either a consummate actor or a man of whom we hastily had formed a most unwarrantable opinion.

But, my friend  my good Halesowen, he exclaimed, with widely opened eyes and extended palms what is it that I see? You are as disordered as myself!

Halesowen nodded. The burglar gave me a call, too! he said, grimly.

My dear sir! gasped Zeda, seizing the speakers arm tell me quickly  you have lost nothing?

Halesowen glanced at him rather hard. No, he answered.

Ah, what a relief! I feared, rumbled the doctor. But perhaps you wonder for what it is they came?

I can guess!

You need no longer to guess; I will tell you. It is for your fragment of the sacred vase, and to me they come for mine!

We were even more astonished by this assertion than we had been by the doctors first. Your fragment! said Halesowen, slowly, with his eyes fixed on Zeda to what fragment do you refer?

To that which, together with your potsherd, makes up the complete vase! But you doubt? he suggested, shrugging his shoulders. Wait but for a moment and I will prove!

He moved from the room; his gait had a mincing awkwardness, quite indescribable; and we heard his retreating, heavy footsteps as he passed downstairs. Then we stood and gaped at one another. His confounded ingenuity, rapped Halesowen, has completely tied my hands.

Being interrupted, at this moment, by the re-entrance of the gentleman in question, further discussion of the subject was precluded. Zeda carried a small iron box, which he placed carefully upon the table and unlocked. A second box of polished ebony was revealed within, and this being unlocked in turn, was proved to contain, reposing in a nest of blue velvet, a fragment of antique pottery. Taking the fragment in his hand, the doctor begged that the potsherd be produced.

Halesowen, after a momentary hesitation, retired from the room, to return almost immediately with the broken vase in its wooden frame. Dr. Zeda, placing the portion which he held in his hand against that in the frame, but not so closely as to bring the parts in contact, turned to us with a triumphant smile. They correspond, gentlemen, to a smallest fraction! he declared; which, indeed, was perfectly true.

And now, continued Zeda, evidently gratified by the surprise which we could not conceal, I will relate to you a story. I do not ask that you shall credit it; I only say that I have given up my life to such studies, and that I am willing, as matters have so arrived, that you shall join me to prove false or true what I think of the potsherd of Anubis.

Good! said Lesty, and settled himself to listen, an example that was followed by Halesowen and myself. Zeda paused for a moment, evidently to collect his ideas, a pause upon which my stolid friend placed a dubious interpretation, for he cleared his throat, significantly.

III 

The date is no matter, said Dr. Zeda, but there was at Gizeh, to the north of the Sphinx, a temple dedicated to Isis; but wherein the worship was different. We only know of this shrine by the monuments, but they prove it to have been  eh, Mr. Halesowen?

Halesowen nodded.

Here, then, the gods of the dead were adored  but the worship of Anubis took precedence, and was conducted at a shrine apart. Here, locked within three-and-thirty doors, having each its separate janitor who held the key, reposed a sacred symbol  a symbol, my friends, upon which was based the occult knowledge of the initiated; a symbol more precious than the lives of a hundred-hundred warriors  for so it is written!

I have never met with the inscription! said Halesowen drily.

Dr. Zeda smiled.

You never are likely to meet it! he responded. Your Belzoni and Lepsius, your Birch, Renouf, Brugsch and Petrie, is a mere unseeing vandal, blinded to the great truth  to the ultimate secret that Egypt holds for him who has eyes to see and a brain to realise!

The mysterious foreign gentleman looked about him with a sort of challenge in his glance; then he quietly resumed his story.

At the change of the moon in the sacred month, Methori, a maiden selected from a noble house for her beauty and purity, and for a whole year dedicated to the service of the gods, held in her hands the sacred thing  held it aloft that the initiated might worship, until the first white beam lit up the receptacle, when all bowed down their heads and chanted the Hymn of the souls who are passing. Then was it locked again within the three-and-thirty doors, there to remain for another year. None saw the symbol itself but the high priest, who looked upon it when he was so ordained  for any other that gazed upon it died! It was contained in a holy vase!

He paused impressively. We had all fallen under the peculiar fascination of the speakers personality; we felt as though he spoke of matters wherein he had had personal concern. I could almost believe him to have witnessed the strange rites that he told of with such conviction.

In a year so long ago, he softly resumed, his voice now a kind of jagged whisper, that to speak of its date were to convey nothing to you, the highborn virgin on whom the exalted office was conferred, closed upon her unhappy soul the gates of paradise for ages unnumbered; called down upon her head the curse of the high priest and the anger of the most high gods; was rejected of Set himself!

She let fall from her hands the sacred vase, and the holy symbol was lost to the children of earth for evermore! Lost was the key to the book of wisdom; closed was that book to man for all time!

Go on! said Halesowen, harshly, for Zeda had paused again.

You do not grasp? asked the doctor. Well, then, know that the sentence was Until the parts of this vase be made whole again. Five fragments there were: a large one, which is your potsherd, and four smaller. The four smaller, after twenty years of untiring search, I have recovered and joined together. What if we now make whole that which was broken? May I not, by the exercise of such poor shreds of the lost wisdom as I have gathered up, summon before me that wandering spirit ere it return again to plead for rest at the judgment seat of Amenti?

When I say that the mans words proved electrical, I do not exaggerate the effect which this astounding proposition had upon us. Halesowen was fairly startled out of his chair, and stood with his eyes fixed on the other in a fascinated gaze.

Zeda, entirely returning to his customary urbanity, shrugged and smiled. You believe my story?

Lesty was the first to recover himself, and his reply was characteristic. Cant say I do, he drawled frankly. I dont say that you may not, though, he added.

Then do you not owe it to assist in proving my words? A little seance? You are sceptical, quite? Very well; I try to show you. If I fail, then it is unfortunate, but  I bow to an inevitable!

We looked at each other, interrogatively, and then Halesowen answered: All right. Its a queer yarn, but we leave the matter entirely in your hands.

The doctor bowed. Shall we say to-night to begin? he said tentatively.

By all means.

The doctor expressed himself delighted, and, carefully relocking the fragment of the vase in its double case, he was about to depart, when a point occurred to me.

Might I ask whom you suspect of the attempted burglary?

I said.

He turned, in the door, and fixed a strange glance upon me. There are others, he replied, who seek as I seek, and who do not scruple to gain their ends how they may. Of them we shall beware, my friends, for we know they design upon us!

With that and a low bow he retired.

Little of interest occurred during the day, until about four in the afternoon, when Halesowen aroused us out of a lazy dose to show a letter just received from the British Museum.

It was in reply to one asking why he had received no acknowledgment of the photographs and drawings submitted; and it informed him that no such photographs and drawings had come to hand!

We usually took tea in the afternoon, and Halesowen joined us on this occasion, whilst, at about five oclock, Dr. Zeda also looked in. He remained until it began to grow dusk, when we all went over to Halesowens to arrange the first sitting  for so the doctor referred to the projected seance. Retiring, for a few minutes, to his own establishment, Zeda returned with the iron box and explained what he proposed to do.

Around this small table we sit, as at seance, he said; but no medium  only the potsherd. With these flexible bands I will attach, temporarily, the parts, and stand the vase in Mr. Halesowens frame, here by the window  so. Beside it we will place the lamp, shaded thus  so that a dim light is upon it. We can just see from where we sit in the dark. We will now wait until it is more dusk.

Accordingly, we went out on to the balcony and smoked for an hour, Zeda polluting the clean air with the fumes of the long, black cigars he affected. They had an appearance as of dried twigs and an odour so wholly original as to defy simile. Between eight and nine oclock he expressed himself satisfied with the light  or, rather, lack of it  and we all gathered around the table in the gloom, spreading our hands as he directed. For close upon an hour we sat in tense silence, the room seeming to be very hot. A slight breeze off the Common had wafted the fumes of Zedas cigar in through the open windows, which he had afterwards closed, and the reek filled the air as with something palpable  and nauseous. I was growing very weary of the business, and Lesty, despite the doctors warning against disturbing the silence, had begun to cough and fidget irritably, when the rumbling foreign voice came, so unexpectedly as to startle us all: It is useless to-night; something is not propitious. Turn up the lights.

From the celerity with which Halesown complied, I divined that he, too, had been growing impatient.

There is some not suitable condition, said Zeda, relocking his portion of the vase in its case. To-morrow we shall make some changes in the order.

He seemed not at all disappointed, being apparently as confident as ever in the ultimate success of the seances. One of the windows, he suggested, should be left open on the following evening during our sitting; and this we were only too glad to agree upon, since it would possibly serve to clear the atmosphere, somewhat, of the odour emanating from the doctors cigars. Several other points he also mentioned as being conceivably responsible for our initial failure  such as our positions around the table, and the relative distance of the potsherd. We shall see, to-morrow, were his last words as he left us.

A perfect monument of mendacity! muttered Lesty, as we heard the retiring footsteps of our foreign friend on the gravel below; and I think his accent is assumed. I dont know why we even seem to credit such an incredible fable.

I dont know, either, said Halesowen, reflectively. But he certainly possesses the missing part of the vase, and if he does not believe the story, himself, what earthly object can he hope to serve by these séances?

Give it up! replied Lesty, promptly; and that, I think, rather aptly expressed the mental attitude of all three.

We saw nothing of Zeda throughout the following day, but he duly put in an appearance in the evening, and placed us around the table again, but in different order. One of the French windows was left open, and the potsherd, with the lamp beside it, placed somewhat to the left.

After persevering for about forty minutes, we were rewarded by a rather conventional phenomenon. The table rocked and gave forth cracking sounds. There was no other manifestation, and at about half-past ten, the doctor again terminated the seance.

Excellent! said Zeda enthusiastically, excellent! We were en rapport, and within the circle there was power. To-morrow we shall triumph, my friends but there is again an alteration that occurs to me. You, Mr. Clifford, shall sit next to Mr. Lesty on the left. Mr. Halesowen shall be upon his right, and I, facing Mr. Lesty, between. Also, there is too much light from the lamps in the road. It is good, I think, to have open the windows, but this Japanese screen will keep out that too much light and shelter the vase. To-morrow we will observe these things.

This, then, concluded our second sitting, and brings me to the final episode of that affair which, strange enough in its several developments, was stranger still in its denouement.

IV

Zeda, on the following day, entertained us to luncheon in town, followed by an afternoon concert, for which he had procured seats, being interested, or professing to be, in a certain fiddler who figured largely in the programme. We had arranged that Halesowen and the doctor should dine with us in the evening, before we went to the formers flat for the seance, and we accordingly returned direct to our rooms and chatted over the doings of the day until dinner was served. Zeda surpassed himself in brilliant conversation. He must, I remember thinking, have led a strange and eventful life.

At about nine oclock, we walked over, in the dark, to our friends flat, where we had to grope for and light an oil-lamp which he had, Zeda declaring that something in the atmosphere was propitious and that the electric light would tend to disturb these favourable conditions. He seemed to be strung to high tension, perhaps with expectancy, but was not so preoccupied as to forget his black cigars, one of which he lighted as he was about to go out for the iron box. He borrowed my matches for the purpose and forgot to return them.

It was, perhaps a quarter to ten before Zeda had matters arranged to his satisfaction, and so dark, by reason of the tall Japanese screen which stood before the open windows, that I could see neither Zeda, on my left, nor Lesty, who sat on my right. Halesowen was a dim silhouette against the patch of light cast by the oil reading-lamp beside the vase, which stood the whole length of the room away. I was conscious of a suppressed excitement, which I am sure was shared by my companions.

I heard a distant clock striking the half-hour, and then the three quarters; but still nothing had occurred. A motor-car drove around from the road and stopped somewhere at the outer end of the drive. I wondered, idly, if it were that of the surgeon who lived at Number 10. After that, everything was very quiet, and I was expecting to hear the hour strike, and straining my ears to catch the sound of the first chime, when the rocking and cracking of the table began. This was much more violent than hitherto, and Zedas gruff tones came softly: Whatever shall happen, do not remove your hands from the table!

He ceased speaking, and the rocking motions, together with the rapping and cracking that had sounded from all about us, also ceased, with disconcerting suddenness. A silence fell, so short in duration as to be scarcely appreciable; for it was almost instantly broken by an unexpected sound.

It was a womans voice, very low and clear, and it seemed to mutter something in a weird, rising cadence, with a high note at the end of every third bar or so, and this over and over again  an eerie thing, vaguely like a Gregorian chant.

Triumph! whispered Zeda. The Hymn of the souls who are passing.

His speech seemed to disturb the singer, but only for a moment. The Hymn was continued.

This singular performance was proving too much for my nerves; at each recurrence of the quiet, clear note on the fourth beat of the third bar, a cold shudder ran down my spine. Then, as the very monotony of the thing was beginning to grow appalling, I suddenly became aware of a slim, white figure standing beside the vase!

The chant stopped, and I could hear nothing but the nervous breathing of my companions. Seated as they were, I doubted whether Halesowen or Lesty could see this apparition, but I was facing directly toward her  for it was a woman. I could see every line of her figure  the curves of her throat and arms and shoulders, the dull, metallic gleaming of her clustering hair. As she extended her hand toward the light, I distinctly saw the large, green stone set in a ring on her index finger. She must be very beautiful, I thought, and I was peering through the gloom in a vain endeavour to see her more clearly, when there came a disconcerting crash  and utter darkness! The table whereat we were seated was overturned, and I found myself capsized from my chair!

Hold him! yelled the voice of Lesty. Hold him, Halesowen  Clifford!

A door banged loudly.

Confound it! Im on the floor!  from Halesowen.

I shouted for some one to turn up the light, at the same time scrambling through the gloom with that intent. After severely damaging my shins against the intervening furniture, I found the switch. It would not work!

Its cut off! I cried. Strike a match, somebody.

Havent got any! said Lesty.

Zeda has mine! responded Halesowen. Open the door.

Locked! was Lestys next report.

Break it down! shouted Halesowen, hurling aside the Japanese screen. The potsherd is gone!

Lesty applied his shoulder to the oak  once  twice  thrice. Then all together we attacked it, and it flew open with a splintering crash.

Round to his flat! panted Halesowen, running downstairs.

Out on to the drive we sprinted, into the next entrance and up to the first landing. Knocking and ringing proved ineffectual, and the door was too strong to be burst open. We stood in dismayed silence, staring at one another.

Off your balcony, on to his and through the French window! said Lesty, suddenly; so back we all ran again.

I had never before realised how easy it was to get from one balcony to another, until I saw Lesty swing himself across. Halesowen and I followed in a trice and we all blundered into the dark room through the open window and made for the electric switch beside the mantelpiece. We turned on the light. The room was unfurnished!

Good Lord! breathed Halesowen, hurrying into the next.

That, too, was quite bare, as were all the rest! The outer door was locked.

While we were fooling at that concert, he had every scrap of stuff removed! I said. He probably had the lot on hire from a big furnishing firm  curios and all. I remember noticing that his curiosities were of a very ordinary character, considering his extensive travels and the nature of his studies.

No doubt whatever, agreed Lesty. His burglary proved a failure (and, I think, must have been interrupted), though I am compelled to admire the neat manner in which he handled the very delicate situation that resulted. His more recent and elaborate device has turned out all that could be desired  from Zedas point of view!

But how has he got away? said Halesowen, in bewilderment.

Motor waiting at the corner, replied Lesty, promptly. Heard it come up. When the reading-lamp was capsized, and whoever had crept from his balcony to yours and in behind the screen had returned the same way  with the vase!  Zeda overturned the table and pushed you two men backwards in your chairs. Then, before I could reach him, he bolted out and locked the door after him. For, having lulled my suspicions by two practically uneventful seances, he cunningly placed himself nearest to the door and me farthest away. He probably removed the key when he went out for the box and placed it outside in the lock when he returned. His accomplice had run straight through Zedas flat and out to the waiting car, and there he joined her. They may be thirty miles away by now!

Being unable to open the door, we perforce returned to Halesowens balcony by the same way that we had come, our friend bewailing his lost potsherd and exclaiming: The cunning, cunning scamp!

I knew he had some deep game in hand, said Lesty; but I hadnt bargained for this move. Of course, I had noticed the dodge of borrowing all our matches, but I didnt grasp its importance until too late. It never occurred to me that hed disconnected the electric light (which he probably did some time in the night, by the way). I was a fool not to realise it, too, when he insisted on our only using the oil-lamp. Then, again, I was slow not to go straight through the window and into Zedas flat that way. It is just possible I might have caught the lady songster if I had done that in the first place. The possibility, however, had not been overlooked, since she took the precaution to lock the door after her.

A clever rogue! I declared. But wasnt the first attempt  for I suppose we must classify the mysterious arm under that head  more than a trifle indiscreet?

No doubt, agreed Lesty. But we didnt know, then, that Zeda was in London, and the flat was still unfurnished. Also, they may have thought Halesowen was in bed; or the woman (whom he has so cleverly kept out of sight) may have exceeded her instructions in attempting to touch the potsherd while any one remained in the room.

But, said Halesowen, slowly, we dont know that there was any woman!

Eh? queried Lesty.

Did you see her?

No.

I did. She was lovely, very lovely  for a woman!

Lesty stared curiously. You surprise me, he commented, drily.

Zeda was a strange man, pursued the other, and there were certainly things occurred as we sat round that table that need a lot of explaining.

Very ordinary three-and-six-a-head phenomena! was the reply. Merely a blind.

Then what was the reason of his burning desire to secure my potsherd, if not to complete the vase?

Do you mean to tell me, asked Lesty, that you are going to credit that story about the priestess  now, after he has shown his hand? Do you wish to suggest that he was aided by a spirit?

Then why was he so keen to get the thing? persisted Halesowen.

Lesty looked at him, looked at me, shrugged his shoulders and began to load his pipe. Having done so, he sat smoking and staring at the brilliant moon.

Well? inquired our host.

Give it up! admitted Lesty.


(CONCLUSION OF MR. CLIFFORDS ACCOUNT)

V

One of my visits to the Wapping curio-shop of Moris Klaw was made in company with Mr. Halesowen, who, with the others mentioned in the foregoing narrative, I subsequently had met.

Somewhere amid the misty gloom of this place, where loot of a hundred ages, of every spot from pole to pole, veils its identity in the darkness, sits a large grey parrot. Faint perfumes and scuffling sounds tell of hidden animal life near to the visitor; but the parrot proclaims itself stridently  

Moris Klaw! Moris Klaw! The devils come for you!

That signal brings Moris Klaw from his hiding-place. He shuffles into the shop, a figure appropriate to its surroundings. Imagine a tall, stooping man, enveloped in a very faded blue dressing-gown. His skin is but a half-shade lighter than that of a Chinaman; his hair, his shaggy brows, his scanty beard, defy one to name their colour. He wears pince-nez.

When upon this particular occasion I introduced my companion, and Moris Klaw acknowledged the introduction in his rumbling voice, I saw Halesowen stare.

Klaw produced a scent-spray from somewhere and sprayed verbena upon his high, yellow brow.

It is very stuffy  in this shop! he explained. Isis! Isis! Bring for my visitors some iced drinks!

He invoked a goddess, and a goddess appeared: a brilliantly beautiful brunette, with delightfully curved scarlet lips and flashing eyes, whose fire the gloom could not dim.

Good God! cried Halesowen  and fell back.

My daughter, Isis, rumbled Moris Klaw. This is Mr. Halesowen, from whom we rescue the Egyptian potsherd!

What!

Halesowen leant forward across the counter.

You recognize my daughter? continued Moris Klaw; but not Dr. Zeda, eh? Or only his poor old voice? You gave us great trouble, Mr. Halesowen. Once, you came in just as Isis, who has climbed on to your balcony, is about to take the potsherd

There was no one in the room!

I was in the room! interrupted the girl coolly. I was draped in black from head to foot, and I slipped behind the window hangings, unseen, whilst you fumbled with your lamp!

It was indiscreet, continued Moris Klaw and made it harder for me; because, afterwards, you lock up the treasure and my search is unavailing. Also, I am interrupted. Pah! I am clumsy! I waste time! But, remember, I offered to buy it!

Suppose, said Halesowen, slowly, I give you both in charge?

You cannot, was the placid reply; for you cannot say how you came into possession of the sherd! Professor Sheraton was in a similar forked stick  and that is where I come in!

What! you were acting for him?

Certainly! I happen to be in Egypt at the time, and he is a friend of mine. Your thief, Ali, left a small piece of the pot behind, and I am entrusted to make it complete!

You have succeeded! said Halesowen, grimly, all the time furtively watching the beautiful Isis.

Yes, rumbled Moris Klaw. I am the instrument of poetic justice. Isis, those cool beverages. Let us drink to poetic justice! He sprayed his ample brow with verbena.

In conclusion: you may ask if the value of the potsherd justified the elaborate and costly mode of its recovery.

I reply: upon what does the present fame of Professor Sheraton rest? His New Key to the Egyptian Book of the Dead. Upon what is that work founded? Upon the hieroglyphics of the Potsherd of Anubis  which (no questions being asked of so distinguished a savant) was recently acquired from the Professor by the nation at a cost of £15,000!


Third Episode. CASE OF THE CRUSADERS AXE

I 

I have heard people speak of Moris Klaws failures. So far as my information bears me, he never experienced any. What, I have been asked, of the Cresping murder case? He certainly failed there.

Respecting this question of his failure or success in the sensational case which first acquainted the entire country with the existence of Crespie Hall, and that brought the old world village of Cresping into such unwonted prominence, I shall now invite your opinion.

The investigation  the crime having baffled the local men  ultimately was placed in the hands of Detective-Inspector Grimsby; and through Grimsby I was brought into close touch with the matter. I had met Grimsby during the course of the mysterious happenings at the Menzies Museum, and at that time I also had made the acquaintance of Moris Klaw.

Thus, as I sat over my breakfast one morning reading an account of the Cresping murder case, I was no more than moderately surprised to see Inspector Grimsby walk into my rooms.

He declined my offer of a really good Egyptian cigarette.

Thanks all the same, he said; but theres only one smoke I can think on.

With that he lighted one of the cheroots of which he smoked an incredible quantity, and got up from his chair, restlessly.

Ive just run up from Cresping by the early train, he began abruptly. Youve heard all about the murder, of course?

I pointed to my newspaper, conspicuous upon the front page of which was  


THE MURDER AT CRESPIE HALL

Ah, yes, he said, absently. Well, Ive been sent down, and to tell you the white and unsullied truth Im in a knot!

I passed him a cup of coffee.

What are the difficulties? I asked.

Theres only one, he rapped back: who did it!

It looks to me a very clear case against Ryder, the ex-butler.

So it did to me, he agreed until I got down there! Id got a warrant in my pocket all ready. Then I began to have doubts!

What do you propose to do?

Grimsby hesitated.

Well, he replied, it wouldnt do any good to make a mistake in a murder case; so what I should like to do would be to get another opinion  not official, of course!

I glanced across at him.

Mr. Moris Klaw?

He nodded.

Exactly!

Youve changed your opinion respecting him?

Mr. Searles, his investigation of the Menzies Museum outrages completely stood me on my head! Im not joking. Id always thought him a crank, and in some ways I think so still; but at seeing through a brick wall Id put all Ive got on Moris Klaw any day!

But surely you are wasting time by coming to me?

No, Im not, said Grimsby, confidently. Moris Klaw, for all his retiring habits, is not a man that wants his light hidden under a bushel! He knows that you are collecting material about his methods, and hes more likely to move for you than for me.

I saw through Grimsbys plan. He wanted me to invite Moris Klaw to look into the Crespie murder case, in order that he (Grimsby) might reap any official benefit accruing without loss of self-esteem!

I laughed.

All right, Grimsby! I said. Since he has made no move, voluntarily, it may be that the case does not interest him; but we can try.

Accordingly, having consulted an A.B.C. we presently entrained for Wapping, and as a laggard sun began to show up the dinginess and the dirtiness of that locality, sought out a certain shop, whose locale I shall no more closely describe than in saying that it is close to Wapping Old Stairs.

One turns down a narrow court, with a blank wall on the right and a nailed-up doorway and boarded-up window on the left. Through the cracks of the latter boarding, the inquiring visitor may catch a glimpse, beyond a cavernous place which once was some kind of warehouse, of Old Thames tiding muddily.

The court is a cul de sac. The shop of Moris Klaw occupies the blind end. Some broken marble pedestals stand upon the footway, among seatless chairs, dilapidated chests and a litter of books, stuffed birds, cameos, ink-stands, swords, lamps, and other unclassifiable rubbish. A black doorway yawns amid the litter.

Imagine Inspector Grimsby and I as entering into this singular Cumean cave.

Our eyes, at first, failed to penetrate the gloom. All about moved rustling suggestions of animal activity. The indescribable odour of old furniture assailed our nostrils together with an equally indescribable smell of avian, reptilian, and rodent life.

Moris Klaw! Moris Klaw! the devils come for you!

Thus, the scraping voice of the parrot. A door opened, admitting a little more light and Moris Klaw. The latter was fully dressed; whereby I mean that he wore his dilapidated caped black cloak, his black silk muffler and that rarest relic of his unsavoury reliquary, the flat-topped brown bowler.

In that inadequate light his vellum face looked older, his shaggy brows, his meagre beard, more toneless, than ever. Through the gold-trimmed pince-nez he peered for a moment, downwards from his great height. He removed the bowler.

Good-morning, Mr. Searles! Good-morning, Inspector Grimsby! I am just from Paris. It is so good of you to call so early to tell me all about the poor murdered man of Cresping! Goodmorning! Good-morning!

II 

Moris Klaws sanctum is certainly one of the most remarkable apartments in London. It is lined with shelves, which contain what I believe to be a unique library of works dealing with criminology  from Moris Klaws point of view. Strange relics are there, too; and all of them have histories. A neat desk, with flowers in a silver vase, and a revolving chair standing upon a fine tiger-skin are the other notable items of furniture.

The contrast on entering was startling. Moris Klaw placed his hat upon the desk, and from it took out the scent-spray without which he never travels. He played the contents upon his high, yellow forehead  filling the air with the refreshing odour of verbena.

That shop! he said, it smell very strong this morning. It is not so much the canaries as the rats!

I trust, began Grimsby, respectfully, that Miss Klaw is quite well?

Isis will presently be here to say for herself, was the reply. And now  this bad business of Cresping. It seems I am just back in time, but, ah! it is a fortnight old!

Grimsby cleared his throat. You will have read

Ah, my friend! Moris Klaw held up a long, tapering, white hand. As though you do not know that I never confuse my poor brain with those foolish papers. No, I have not read, my friend!

Oh! said Grimsby, something taken aback. Then I shall have to tell you the family history

Isis Klaw entered.

From her small hat, with its flamingo-like plume, to her dainty shoes, she was redolent of the Rue de la Paix. She wore an amazingly daring toilette; I can only term it a study in flame-tones. A less beautiful woman could never have essayed such a scheme; but this superb brunette, with her great flashing eyes and taunting smile had the lithe carriage of a Cleopatra, the indescribable diablerie of a ghaziyeh.

Inspector Grimsby greeted her with embarrassed admiration. Greetings over  

We must hurry, father! said the girl.

Moris Klaw reclaimed his archaic bowler.

Mr. Searles and Inspector Grimsby will perhaps be joining us? he suggested.

Where? began Grimsby.

Where but by the 9.5 train for Uxley! said Klaw. Where but from Uxley to Cresping! Do I waste time, then  I?

You have been retained? suggested Grimsby.

Ah, no! was the reply. But I shall receive my fee, nevertheless!

At the end of the court a cab was waiting. Outside the cavernous door a ramshackle man with a rosy nose bowed respectfully to the proprietor.

You hear me, William, said Moris Klaw, to this derelict. You are to sell nothing  unless it is the washstand! Forget not to change the canaries water. The Indian corn is for the white rats. If there is no mouse in the trap by eight oclock, give the owl a herring. And keep from the drink; it will be your ruin, William!

We entered the cab. My last impression of the place was derived from the invisible parrot, who gave us God-speed with  

Moris Klaw! Moris Klaw! the devils come for you!

As we drove stationward, Grimsby, his eyes rarely leaving the piquant face of Isis Klaw, outlined the history of the Crespie family to the silent Moris. In brief it was this  

The late Sir Richard Crespie, having become involved in serious monetary difficulties, employed such methods of drowning his sorrows as were far from conducive to domestic felicity; and after a certain unusually violent outburst the home was broken up. His son, Roland, was the first to go; and he took little with him but his mothers blessing and his fathers curses. Then Lady Crespie went away to her sister in London, only surviving her departure from the Hall by two years. Alone, and deserted, first by son and then by wife, the debauched old baronet continued on his course of heavy drinking for some years longer. The servants left him, one by one, so that in the end, save for faithful old Ryder, the butler, whose family had served the Crespies for time immemorial, he had the huge mansion to himself. Apoplexy closed his unfortunate career; and, since nothing had been heard of him for years, it was generally supposed that the son had met his death in Africa, whence he had gone on leaving home.

With the passing of Sir Richard came Mr. Isaac Heidelberger, and he wasted no time in impressing his noxious personality upon the folks of Cresping. He was a German Jew, large and oily, with huge coarse features and a little black moustache that had been assiduously trained in a futile attempt to hide a mouth that had well befitted Nero. A week after Sir Richards burial, Mr. Heidelberger took possession of the Hall.

The new occupant brought with him one Heimer, a kind of confidential clerk, and, old Ryder the butler having been sent about his business, the two Jewish gentlemen proceeded to make themselves comfortable. The nature of their business was soon public property: the grand old Hall was to be turned into a country mansion for paying guests.

Very strained relations existed between the big Jew and the ex-butler, who, having a little money saved, had settled down in Cresping. One night, at the Goblets  the historic village inn  Heidelberger having swaggered into the place, there arose an open quarrel. Said Ryder  

Sir Richard, with all his faults, was once a good English gentleman, and, but for such as you, a good English gentleman he might have died!

It was exactly a week later that the tragedy occurred.

We come to it now, eh? interrupted Moris Klaw at this point. So  we also come to the station! I will ask you to reserve us a first-class carriage!

Grimsby made arrangements to that end. And, as the train moved out of the station, resumed his story.

What I gather is this, he said.

[I condense his statement and append it in my own words.]

The Goblets was just closing its doors, and the villagers who nightly met there were standing in a group under the swinging sign, when a man came running down the street from the direction of the Hall, and, observing the gathering, ran up. It was Heimer, Isaac Heidelbergers secretary. He was hatless and his flabby face, in the dim light, was ghastly.

Quick! he rasped, hoarsely. Where does the doctor live?

Last house but one, somebody said. Whats the matter?

Murder! cried Heimer, as he rushed off down the village street.

Such was the dramatic manner in which the news of the subsequently notorious case was first carried to the outside world. The facts, as soon made known throughout the length and breadth of the land, were, briefly, as follows.

Heidelberger and his secretary, who were engaged in making an inventory of the contents of the Hall and in arranging for such alterations of the rooms and laying out of the neglected grounds as they considered necessary, had practically reached the end of their task. In fact, had nothing intervened, Cresping would, on the following day, have seen the old mansion in the hands of an army of London workmen.

At about half-past seven in the evening, Heidelberger had entered the room occupied by Heimer and had mentioned that he expected a visitor. The secretary, who had more work than he could well accomplish, did not pause to inquire concerning him, believing the other to allude either to the architect or to Heidelbergers man, who was coming down from London. Heidelberger had then gone up to the library, saying that he should not require Heimer again that night.

Between eight and half-past  Heimer was not sure of the time  there was a ring at the bell (that of the tradesmens entrance). Knowing that Heidelberger could admit the visitor directly to the library, Heimer, hearing nothing more, concluded that the two were closeted there.

The first intimation that he received of anything amiss was a loud and angry cry, apparently proceeding from the old banqueting-hall directly overhead, and unmistakably in the voice of Heidelberger. Springing from his chair, he took a step towards the door, and then paused in doubt. There was an angry murmur from above, the tones of the Jew being clearly distinguishable; then a sudden scuffle and an oscillation of the floor as though two heavy men were at handigrips; next, a crash that shook the room, and a high-pitched cry of which he only partially comprehended the last word. This he asserted to be holy.

That Heimer stood transfixed at the open door throughout all this, suffices to brand him a coward. It was, in fact, only his stories of shadowy figures in the picture gallery and his general disinclination to leave his room after dusk that had prompted Heidelberger  a man of different mettle  to wire to London for the servant.

At this juncture, however, moved as much by a fear of the sudden silence as by any higher motive, he took a revolver from the table drawer, and, holding it cocked in one hand and seizing the lamp in the other, he crept, trembling, up a narrow little stair that led to a door beneath the minstrels gallery. To open it he had to place the lamp on the floor, and, at the moment of doing so, he heard a sound inside the hall like the grating of a badly oiled lock.

Then, with the lamp held high above his head, he peered inside; and, considering the character of the man, it is worthy of note that he did not faint on the spot, for the feeble light, but serving, as it did, to intensify the gloom of the long and shadowy place, revealed a scene well calculated to shake the nerves of a stouter man than Heimer.

Less than six feet from where he stood, and lying flat on his back, with his head towards the light, was Heidelberger in a perfect pool of blood, his skull cleft almost to the chine! Beside him on the floor lay the fearful weapon that had wrought his end  an enormous battle-axe, a relic of the Crusades such as none but a man of herculean strength could possibly wield.

Sick with terror, and scarcely capable of keeping his feet, Heimer gave one glance around the gloomy place, which showed him that, save for the murdered man, it was empty; then he staggered down the narrow stairs and let himself out into the grounds. Slightly revived by the fresh night air, but fearful of pursuit by the unknown assassin, he ran, as fast as his condition would allow, into the village.

Here it is  Uxley! jerked Moris Klaw.

III 

Ah! cried Moris Klaw, in a species of fanatic rapture look at the blood!

We stood in the ancient banqueting-hall of Crespie. By a distant door I could see a policeman on duty. A ghostly silence was the marked feature of the place. Klaws harsh, rumbling voice echoed eerily about that chamber sacred to the shades of departed Crespies.

Isis Klaw stood beside her father. They were a wildly incongruous couple. The girl looked down at the bloodstained flooring with the calm scrutiny of an experienced criminologist.

This spot must be alive with odic impressions, she said softly.

A local officer, who formed one of the group, stared uncomprehendingly. Moris Klaw instinctively turned to him.

You stare widely, my friend! he said. It is clear you know nothing of the psychology of crime! Let me, then, enlighten you. First: all crime (he waved one long hand characteristically) operates in cycles. Its history repeats itself, you understand. Second: thoughts are things. One who dies the violent death has, at the end, a strong mental emotion  an etheric storm. The air  the atmosphere  retains imprints of that storm.

Indeed! said the officer.

Yes, indeed! I shall not sleep in this place  as is my usual custom in such inquiries. Why? Because I am afraid of the shock of experiencing such an emotion as was this late Heidelbergers! Ah! you are dense as a bull! Once, my bovine friend, I slept upon a spot in desolate Palestine where a poor woman had been stoned to death. In my dreams those merciless stones struck me! Upon the head and the face they crashed! And I was helpless  bound  as was the unhappy one who for her poor little sins had had her life crushed from her tender body!

He ceased. No one spoke. In such moments, Moris Klaw became a magician; a weaver of spells. The most unimpressionable shuddered as though the strange things which this strangest of men told of, lived, moved, before their eyes. Then  

Yonder is the axe, sir, said the local man, with a sudden, awed respect.

Klaw walked over to where the huge battle-axe stood against a post of the gallery.

Try to lift it, Mr. Klaw, said Grimsby. It will give you some idea of what sort of man the murderer must have been! I cant raise it upright by the haft with one hand.

Moris Klaw seized the axe. Whilst Grimsby, the local man and myself stared amazedly, he swung it about his head as one swings an Indian club! He struck with it  to right  to left; he laid it down.

My father has a wrist of steel! came the soft voice of Isis. Did you not know that he was once a famous swordsman?

Klaw removed his hat, took out the scent-spray and bathed his forehead with verbena.

That is a mans axe! he said. Isis, what do we know of such an axe? We, who have so complete a catalogue of such relics?

Isis Klaw produced from her bag a bulky notebook.

It is the third one, she replied calmly, passing the open book to her father; the one we thought!

Ah, rumbled Klaw, adjusting his pince-nez, Black Geoffreys axe! He turned again to Palmer, the local officer. All such antiques, he said, have histories. I collect those histories, you understand. This axe was carried by Black Geoffrey, a very early Crespie, in the first Crusade. It slew many Saracens, I doubt not. But this does not interest me. In the reign of Henry VIII. we find it dwelt, this great axe, at Dyke Manor, which is in Norfolk. It was not until Charles II. that it came to Crespie Hall. And what happened at Dyke Manor? One, Sir Gilbert Myerly was slain by it! Who wielded it? Patience, my friends! All is clear to me! What a wonderful science is the Science of Cycles!

Behind the pebbles his eyes gleamed with excitement. It seemed as though his notes (how obtained I was unable to conjecture) had furnished him with a clue; although to me they seemed to have not the slightest bearing upon the case.

Now, Mr. Grimsby, continued Moris Klaw: In a few words, what is the evidence against Ryder, the butler?

Well, was the reply, you will note where the axe used to hang, up there before the rail of the minstrels gallery. The theory is that the murderer rushed up, wrenched the axe from its fastening

Theories, my friend, interrupted Moris Klaw, are not evidence!

Isis gazed at Mr. Grimsby with a smile. He looked embarrassed. Sorry! he said, humbly. Here are the facts, then. In the right hand of the dead man was an open pocket knife. It is assumed... sorry! Several spots of blood were found on the knife. Do you want to see it?

Moris Klaw shook his head.

It has been ascertained, continued Grimsby, that Ryder went out at eight oclock on the night of the murder and didnt return until after ten. He was interrogated. Listen to this, Mr. Klaw, and tell me why I havent arrested him! He admitted that he was the man who rang the bell; he admitted being closeted with Heidelberger in the library; and he admitted that he was in the hall when the Jew met his death!

Good! said Moris Klaw. And he is still at large?

He is! Hes made no attempt to run away. I had his room searched, and found a light coat with both sleeves bloodstained! He had a cut on his left hand such as might be caused by the slash of a pocket knife! He said he had caught his hand on a doorlatch, but blankly declined to say what he was doing here on the night of the murder! Yet, I didnt arrest him! Why?

Why? said Moris Klaw. Tell me.

Because I didnt think it feasible that a man of his age could wield that axe  and I hoped to use Ryder as a trap to catch his accomplice!

Ah! clever! rumbled Moris Klaw. French, Mr. Grimsby! Subtle! But you have just seen what a poor old fool can do with that axe!

I have never observed a man so suddenly lose faith in himself as did Grimsby at those words. He flushed, he paled; he seemed to become speechless.

Tell me, Mr. Grimsby, said Klaw, what does the suspected man do that is suspicious? What letters does he write? What letters does he receive?

None! replied the now angry Grimsby. But he visits Dr. Madden, in Uxley, every day.

What for, eh?

The doctor says the interviews are of a purely professional nature; and I cant very well suspect a man in his position!

You have done two silly things, rumbled Moris Klaw. You have wasted much time in the matter of Ryder, and you have accepted, unquestioned, the word of a doctor. Mr. Grimsby, I have known doctors who were most inspired liars!

Then you are of opinion

Klaw raised his hand.

It is Dr. Madden we shall visit, he said. This Ryder cannot escape us. Isis, my child, I need not have troubled you. This is so simple a case that we need no mental negatives to point out to us the culprit!

Mr. Klaw began Grimsby, excitedly.

My friend, he was answered, I shall make a few examinations and then we shall be off to Uxley. The assassin returns to London with us by the 3.45 train!

IV

As we drove through the village street, in the car which Grimsby had hired, upon the gate of one of the last cottages a tall, white-haired old man was leaning. His clear-cut, handsome features wore an expression of haggard sorrow.

There he is! rapped Grimsby. Hadnt I better make the arrest at once?

Ah, no, my friend! protested Klaw. But stop  I have something to say to him.

The car stopping, Moris Klaw descended and approached the old man, who perceptibly paled at sight of us.

Good-day, Mr. Ryder! Klaw courteously saluted the ex-butler.

Good-day to you, sir, replied the old man civilly.

Whereupon Moris Klaw said a simple thing, which had an astounding effect.

How is he to-day? he inquired.

Ryders face became convulsed. His eyes started forth. He made a choking sound, staring, as one possessed, at his questioner.

What... what... do you mean? he gasped.

Never mind, Mr. Ryder  never mind! rumbled Klaw. Isis, my child, remain with this gentleman and tell him all we know about the axe of Black Geoffrey. He will be glad to hear it!

The beautiful Isis obeyed without question. As the rest of us drove on our way, I could see the flame-coloured figure passing up the garden path beside the tall form of the old butler. Grimsby, a man badly out of his depth, watched until both became lost to view.

Ive got evidence, he suddenly burst out, that Ryder declared Heidelberger to be the direct cause of Sir Richards downfall! And Ive got witnesses who heard him say, Please God! the Jew wont be here much longer!

Good! rumbled Moris Klaw. Very good!

During the remainder of the journey, Grimsby talked on incessantly, smoking cheroots the whole time. But Moris Klaw was silent.

Dr. Madden had but recently returned from his morning visits. He was a typical country practitioner, fresh-faced and cleanshaven, with iron-grey hair and a good head. He conveyed the impression, in some way, that he knew himself to be in a tight corner.

What can I do for you, gentlemen? he said, briskly.

We have called, Dr. Madden, rumbled Moris Klaw, wagging his finger impressively, to tell you that Ryder is in imminent danger  imminent danger  of arrest!

The doctor started.

And therefore we want a word with one of your patients!

I do not understand you. Which of my patients?

Moris Klaw shook his head.

Let us be intelligent, he said, you and I, and not two old fools! You understand so perfectly which of your patients.

Dr. Madden drummed his fingers on the table.

Are you a detective? he snapped.

I am not! replied Moris Klaw. I am a student of the Science of Cycles  not motor cycles; and a humble explorer of the etheric borderland! You lay yourself open to grave charges, doctor!

The doctor began to fidget nervously.

If indeed I am culpable, he said, my culpability only dates from last night.

So! rumbled Klaw. He has been insensible?

Dr. Madden started up.

Mr. Klaw, he replied. I do not know whom you may be; but your penetration is uncanny. He had lost his memory!

What?  lost his memory! How is that?

He was thrown from his horse! Come; I see it is useless, now, to waste time. I will take you to him.

As we filed out to the waiting car, I glanced at Grimsby. His stupefaction was almost laughable.

What in heavens name is it all about, Mr. Searles? he whispered to me. I feel like a man in a strange country. People talk, and it doesnt seem to mean anything!

En route:

Tell me, doctor, said Moris Klaw, about your patient.

The doctor, without hesitation, now explained that he had been called to attend a Mr. Rogers, an artist, who was staying at Hinxmans Farm, off the Uxley Road. On the evening of the tragedy Mr. Rogers went out on Bess, a mare belonging to the farm, and, not having returned by ten, some anxiety was felt concerning him, the mare possessing a very bad reputation. At about a quarter-past ten the animal returned, riderless, and Rogers was brought home later, in an insensible condition, by two farm hands, having been found beside the road some distance from the farm.

For some time Mr. Rogers lay in a critical condition, suffering from concussion. Finally, a change for the better set in, but the patient was found to have lost his memory.

Last Saturday, added the doctor, a specialist whom I had invited to come down from London performed a successful operation.

Ah, rumbled Moris Klaw; so we can see him?

Certainly. He is quite convalescent. His memory returned to him completely last night.

In a state of uncertainty which can well be imagined, we arrived at, and entered, Hinxmans farm. Seated in the shade of the verandah, smoking his pipe, was a bronzed young man who wore a bandage about his head. He was chatting to the farmer when we arrived.

Moris Klaw walked up the steps, beside Dr. Madden.

Good-day, Mr. Farmer, he said amiably. (A rosy-cheeked girl-face was thrust from an open window) Good-day, Miss Farmer! He removed the brown bowler. He turned to the bronzed young man. Good-day, Sir Roland Crespie!

V

When Grimsby and I had somewhat recovered from the shock of this dramatic meeting, and Sir Roland, Madden and Moris Klaw had talked together for a few moments, said Moris Klaw  

And now Sir Roland will tell us all about the death of Mr. Heidelberger!

Inspector Grimsby was all eyes when the young baronet began  

You must know, then, that I, together with three others, have been engaged, since my departure from England, in a mining venture in West Africa. Up to the time when I left, and, for the sake of my health, came to England, our efforts had been attended by only moderate success. Thus, on arriving in Cresping, and taking lodgings with Hinxman as Mr. Rogers  for the circumstances under which I left home made me desirous of remaining unknown in the village  I, on learning that my father had just died and that the Hall had fallen into Heidelbergers hands, realised that my slender capital would not allow of my buying him out. The facts of the case came as a great shock to me: and, without revealing my identity  the beard which I had cultivated in Africa, but which the doctors have removed, acting as an effectual disguise  I made inquiries concerning Ryder. I had little difficulty in finding him, and he alone, in Cresping, knew whom I really was.

I now come to the events that immediately preceded Heidelbergers death. There was one object in the old place for which I determined to negotiate, and which, owing to its associations, I particularly desired to retain. This was my mothers portrait. I may mention here that, for certain reasons which I would prefer not to specify, I had rather have burnt the picture than see it fall into the hands of the Jew.

With this object in view, then, I enlisted the services of Ryder, though from none other than myself would he have accepted the task. This brings me to the day prior to Heidelbergers death, and, on that morning, I received news from Africa which led me to hope that I might, after all, be able to save my old home from an ignominious fate. Herein my hopes have since been realised, for I learnt to-day that the mine has made rich men of us all; and I assume that some ill-advised remark upon the part of Ryder, regarding Heidelbergers possible expulsion, gave rise to the idea that the old man contemplated a violent deed.

It therefore came about that he made an appointment with Heidelberger, an appointment which he duly kept; and it was solely due to my anxiety on Ryders behalf, and lest he should meet with some ill-treatment from the Jew  whom I knew for a man of most brutal disposition  that I took certain steps which, indirectly, brought about the tragedy.

In common with most old mansions of the period, the Hall has its hidden entrances and exits  though, in accordance with certain ancient traditions, the secret of their existence is strictly preserved among the family. With a view, therefore, to becoming an unseen witness of the transactions between Ryder and Heidelberger, I made use of a passage that opens into a shrubbery some fifty yards from the west wing. Entering, and mounting the steps at whose foot the tunnel terminates, I found myself at the back of an old painting in the banqueting-hall. The frame of this picture forms a door which opens upon pressing a spring, but the apparatus, owing to its great age, works very stiffly. From this position, then, I could hear all that took place in the hall, where, I had anticipated, the negotiations would be conducted, as my mothers picture hangs there.

This proved to be the case; for I had but just gained the top of the steps when I heard the two enter the hall. Heidelberger spoke first.

Think of you wanting to buy Lady Crespies picture, you sentimental old fool! he said. If it had been another I could name who wanted it, the case would have been different!

Then I heard Ryders voice. What do you mean, Mr. Heidelberger? he asked.

I awaited the Jews reply with some curiosity. As I had anticipated, it consisted of a foul and unfounded imputation against my poor mother. It was, in fact, more than I could bear in silence, and the tolerance of old Ryder, too, had reached its limit. For, at the moment that I wrenched open the panel and sprang into the room to confront this slanderer, I heard the sound of a blow, followed by an animal-like roar of anger from Heidelberger.

The next moment, he seized the old man by the throat. Before he had time to proceed further I struck him heavily with my fist, so that he released his grip and turned to face his new assailant.

One tribute I must pay to Heidelberger. He was, seemingly, incapable of fear; for this sudden attack by a person he had not known to be present seemed only to arouse a new resentment. His face, as he turned and looked me up and down, contained no trace of fear.

So its you that wants the picture, is it? he sneered. I suppose you are

Stop! I said. I am Roland Crespie, and can listen to no more of your foul slanders!

For a second he hesitated, looking from me to Ryder and then toward the picture, dimly discernible in the light of the candle which he had brought with him. Then, before I could divine his intention, he drew a knife from his pocket, and, opening a blade, took a step in the direction of the portrait. You shall never have it! he said.

He had actually inserted the blade in the canvas  as an examination will show  when I came upon him, and we closed in a desperate struggle.

In what followed, one can almost trace the finger of destiny. Heidelberger was a more powerful man than myself, but in his fury he endeavoured to stab me with the knife which he held in his hand!

I seized his wrist, but he wrenched it from my grasp. I leapt back from him  as he struck down with the knife  and to the left of one of the posts supporting the minstrels gallery.

In the blindness of his anger, Heidelberger failed to perceive the proximity of this post. Moreover it was very dark under the gallery. He threw himself forward savagely  and struck his shoulder against the post. The impact was tremendous.

Gentlemen! I tremble, now, to relate what happened! The axe of Black Geoffrey, which had hung for centuries before the rail above, was shaken from its place by the shock and its time-worn fastenings were torn bodily from their hold. At the instant that Heidelbergers huge body struck the post, the great axe, as though detached by invisible hands, fell, blade downward, cleaving the head of the unfortunate man and remaining, with quivering shaft, upright in the oaken floor!

The suddenness of the tragedy almost dazed me, and I was awakened to its awful reality by old Ryders cry Oh, Master Roly! As Master Roly I had always been known to the old butler, and this name it was which some one stated to be holy.

Our subsequent action was, perhaps, ill-advised. Removing the axe and raising the head of the victim, examination showed him to be dead, and, hearing hesitating footsteps upon the narrow stair beneath the gallery, we seized the candle and retreated through the secret panel, Ryder severely cutting his hand in endeavouring to force the rusty bolt into place. It was not until we stood in a lane bordering the grounds, where I had tethered the mare upon which I had ridden from the farm, that the seemingly guilty nature of our action dawned upon me. Now, however, was too late to atone for what I attribute to a momentary panic; and requesting Ryder to keep silence until he received instructions from me, I mounted the mare, intending to return to my lodgings and think the matter quietly over.

By an unlucky accident, the brute threw me, at some distance from the farm, thereby all but bringing about a second tragedy; and what followed is already known to you.

Of Ryder I need only say that rather than incriminate me he was prepared to pay the penalty for a deed which was in truth a visitation of God. Dr. Madden recognised me, of course, and to him also I am eternally indebted. I had proposed to make this statement before a magistrate later to-day.

You see, said Moris Klaw, I have done nothing! It would all have happened the same if I had been in Peru!

Grimsby cleared his throat.

Without casting any doubt upon Sir Rolands word, he began, theres no evidence to go to a jury that he didnt

Pull down the axe himself? suggested Klaw.

Grimsby looked uncomfortable.

Well  is there?

There is! rumbled Moris Klaw. I am he! This case most triumphantly substantiates my theory of Cycles! Almost parallel it occurred hundreds of years ago, at Dyke Manor! The axe has repeated itself!

Hum! said Grimsby. Your theory of Cycles wouldnt hold water with twelve good men and true, Im afraid, Mr. Klaw!

Yes? replied Moris Klaw. No? You think not, eh? Well then, there is another little point. I am an old crank-fool, eh? So? But you? You are sublimely mad, my Grimsby! You say he, or Mr. Ryder, may have snatched down the black axe? Yes? Have you tried to reach the spot where it hung before the rail?

No, confessed Grimsby, with the light as of the dawning of an unpleasant idea in his eyes.

No, said Klaw, placidly; but I have. Mr. Grimsby, it is impossible to reach within three feet of the spot, from the stair or from the gallery; and no live thing but a giraffe could reach it from the floor!

We were seated in the train, homeward-bound.

For this case, grumbled Klaw, I get no credit. It will be said that it all came out without aid from you or from me. Never mind  I have my fee!

He patted the haft of the great axe, which ghastly relic in some way he had arranged to appropriate. Grimsby was watching Isis Klaw out of the corner of his eye. From a dainty gold case she offered him a cigarette. Grimsby is no cigarette smoker, but he accepted, with alacrity.

The beautiful Isis took one also, and lay back puffing sinuous spirals from between her perfect red lips.


Fourth Episode. CASE OF THE IVORY STATUE

I 

Where a case did not touch his peculiar interest, appeals to Moris Klaw fell upon deaf ears. However dastardly a crime, if its details were of the sordid sort, he shrank within his Wapping curio-shop as closely as any tortoise within its shell.

Of what use, he said to me on one occasion, are my acute psychic sensibilities to detect who it is with a chopper that has brained some unhappy washerwoman? Shall I bring to bear those delicate perceptions which it has taken me so many years to acquire in order that some ugly old fool shall learn what has become of his pretty young wife? I think not  no!

Sometimes, however, when Inspector Grimsby of Scotland Yard was at a loss, he would induce me to intercede with the eccentric old dealer, and sometimes Moris Klaw would throw out a hint.

Beyond doubt the cases that really interested him were those that afforded scope for the exploiting of his pet theories; the Cycle of Crime, the criminal history of all valuable relics, the indestructibility of thought. Such a case came under my personal notice on one occasion, and my friend Coram was instrumental in enlisting the services of Moris Klaw. It was, I think, one of the most mysterious affairs with which I ever came in contact, and the better to understand it you must permit me to explain how Roger Paxton, the sculptor, came to have such a valuable thing in his studio as that which we all assumed had inspired the strange business.

It was Sir Melville Fennel, then, who commissioned Paxton to execute a chryselephantine statue. Sir Melvilles museum of works of art, ancient and modern, is admittedly the second finest private collection of the kind in the world. The late Mr. Pierpont Morgans alone took precedence.

The commission came as something of a surprise. The art of chryselephantine sculpture, save for one attempt at revival, in Belgium, has been dead for untold generations. By many modern critics, indeed, it is condemned, as being not art but a parody of art.

Given carte-blanche in the matter of cost, Paxton produced a piece of work which induced the critics to talk about a modern Phidias. Based upon designs furnished by the eccentric but wealthy baronet, the statue represented a slim and graceful girl reclining as in exhaustion upon an ebony throne. The ivory face, with its wearily closed eyes, was a veritable triumph, and was surmounted by a head-dress of gold intertwined among a mass of dishevelled hair. One ivory arm hung down so that the fingers almost touched the pedestal; the left hand was pressed to the breast as though against a throbbing heart. Gold bracelets and anklets, furnished by Sir Melville, were introduced into the composition; and, despite the artists protest, a heavy girdle, encrusted with gems and found in the tomb of some favourite of a long-dead Pharaoh, encircled the waist. When complete, the thing was, from a merely intrinsic point of view, worth several thousand pounds.

As the baronet had agreed to the exhibition of the statue prior to its removal to Fennel Hall, Paxtons star was seemingly in the ascendant, when the singular event occurred that threatened to bring about his ruin.

The sculptor gave one of the pleasant little dinners for which he had gained a reputation. His task was practically completed, and his friends had all been enjoined to come early, so that the statue could be viewed before the light failed. We were quite a bachelor party, and I shall always remember the circle of admiring faces surrounding the figure of the reclining dancer  warmed in the soft light to an almost uncanny semblance of fair flesh and blood.

You see, explained Paxton, this composite work although it has latterly fallen into disrepute, affords magnificent scope for decorative purposes; such a richness of colour can be obtained. The ornaments are genuine antiques and of great value  a fad of my patrons.

For some minutes we stood silently admiring the beautiful workmanship; then Harman inquired: Of what is the hair composed?

Paxton smiled. A little secret I borrowed from the Greeks! he replied, with condonable vanity Polyclitus and his contemporaries excelled at the work.

That jewelled girdle looks detachable, I said.

It is firmly fastened to the waist of the figure, answered the sculptor. I defy any one to detach it inside an hour.

From a modern point of view the thing is an innovation, remarked one of the others, thoughtfully.

Coram, curator of the Menzies Museum, who up to the present had stood in silent contemplation of the figure, now spoke for the first time. The cost of materials is too great for this style of work ever to become popular, he averred. That girdle, by the way, represents a small fortune, and together with the anklets, armlets and head-dress, might well tempt any burglar. What precautions do you take, Paxton?

Sleep out here every night, was the reply; and there is always some one here in the daytime. Incidentally, a curious thing occurred last week. I had just fixed the girdle, which, I may explain, was once the property of Nicris, a favourite of Ramses III., and my model was alone here for a few minutes. As I was returning from the house I heard her cry out, and when I came to look for her she was crouching in a corner trembling. What do you suppose had frightened her?

Give it up, said Harman.

She swore that Nicris  for the statue is supposed to represent her  had moved!

Imagination, replied Coram; but easily to be understood. I could believe it, myself, if I were here alone long enough.

I fancy, continued Paxton, that she must have heard some of the tales that have been circulated concerning the girdle. The thing has a rather peculiar history. It was discovered in the tomb of the dancer by whom it had once been worn; and it is said that an inscription was unearthed at the same time containing an account of Nicriss death under particularly horrible circumstances. Seton  you fellows know Seton  who was present at the opening of the sarcophagus, tells me that the Arabs, on catching sight of the girdle, all prostrated themselves and then took to their heels. Sir Melville Fennels agent sent it on to England, however, and Sir Melville conceived the idea of this statue.

Luckily for you, added Coram.

Quite so, laughed the sculptor; and, carefully locking the studio door, he led the way up the short path to the house.

We were a very merry party, and the night was far advanced ere the gathering broke up. Coram and I were the last to depart; and having listened to the voices of Harman and the others dying away as they neared the end of the street, we also prepared to take our leave.

Just come with me as far as the studio, said Paxton, and having seen that alls well Ill let you out by the garden door.

Accordingly, we donned our coats and hats, and followed our host to the end of the garden, where his studio was situated. The door unlocked, we all three stepped inside the place and gazed upon the figure of Nicris  the pallid face and arms seeming almost unearthly in the cold moonlight, wherein each jewel of the girdle and head-dress glittered strangely.

Of course, muttered Coram, the things altogether irregular  a fact which the critics will not fail to impress upon you; but it is unquestionably very fine, Paxton. How uncannily human it is! I dont entirely envy you your bedchamber, old man!

Oh, I sleep well enough, laughed Paxton. No luxury, though; just this corner curtained off and a camp bedstead.

A truly Spartan couch! I said. Well, goodnight, Paxton. We shall probably see you to-morrow  I mean later to-day!

With that we parted, leaving the sculptor to his lonely vigil at the shrine of Nicris, and as my rooms were no great distance away, some half-hour later I was in bed and asleep.

I little suspected that I had actually witnessed the commencement of one of the most amazing mysteries which ever cried out for the presence of Moris Klaw.

II 

Some few minutes subsequent to retiring  or so it seemed to me; a longer time actually had elapsed  I was aroused by the ringing of my telephone bell. I scrambled sleepily out of bed and ran to the instrument.

Coram was the caller. And, now fully awake, I listened with an ever-growing wonder to his account of that which had prompted him to ring me up. Briefly, it amounted to this: some mysterious incident, particulars of which he omitted, had aroused Paxton from his sleep. Seeking the cause of the disturbance, the artist had unlocked the studio door and gone out into the garden. He was absent but a moment and never out of earshot of the door; yet, upon his return, the statue of Nicris had vanished!

I have not hesitated to phone through to Wapping, concluded Coram, and get a special messenger sent to Moris Klaw. You see, the matter is urgent. If the statue cannot be recovered, its loss may spell ruin for Paxton. He had heard me speak of Moris Klaw, and of the wonders he worked in the Greek Room mysteries and accordingly called me up. I knew, if Klaw came, you would be anxious to be present.

Certainly, I replied, I wouldnt miss one of his inquiries for anything. Shall I meet you at Paxtons?

Yes.

I lost little time in dressing. From Corams brief account, the mystery appeared to be truly a dark one. Would Moris Klaw respond to this midnight appeal? There was little chance of a big fee; for Paxton was not a rich man; but in justice to the remarkable person whom it is my privilege to present to you in these papers, I must add that monetary considerations seemingly found no place in Klaws philosophy. He acted, I believe, from sheer love of the work; and this affair, with its bizarre details  the ancient girdle of the dancing girl  the fear of the model, who had declared that the statue moved  was such, I thought, as must appeal to him.

Ten minutes later I was at Paxtons house. He and Coram were in the hall, and Coram admitted me.

Do you mean, he asked of Paxton, pursuing a conversation which my advent had interrupted, that the statue melted into the empty air?

The double doors opening on to the street were securely locked and barred; that of the garden was also locked; I was in the garden, and not ten yards from the studio, was Paxtons reply. Nevertheless, Nicris had vanished, leaving no trace behind!

Incredible though the story appeared, its confirmation was to be found in the speakers face. I was horrified to see how haggard he looked.

It will ruin me! he said, and reiterated the statement again and again.

But, my dear fellow, I cried, surely you have not given up hope of recovering the statue? After all, such a robbery as this can scarcely have been perpetrated without leaving some clue behind.

Robbery! repeated Paxton, looking at me strangely: you would be less confident that it is a case of robbery, Searles, if you had heard what I heard!

I glanced at Coram, but he merely shrugged his shoulders.

What do you mean? I said.

Then Coram has not told you?

He has told me that something aroused you in the night and that you left the studio to investigate the matter.

Correct, so far. Something did arouse me; and the thing was a voice!

A voice?

It would be, I suppose, about two hours after you had gone, and I was soundly asleep in the studio, when I suddenly awoke and sat up to listen  for it seemed to me that I heard a cry immediately outside the door.

What kind of cry?

Of that I was not, at first, by any means certain; but after a brief interval the cry was repeated. It sounded more like the voice of a boy than that of a man and it uttered but one word: Nicris!

And then?

I sprang on to the floor, and stood for a moment in doubt  the thing seemed so uncanny. The electric light is not, as you know, installed in the studio, or I should have certainly switched it on. For possibly a minute I hesitated, and then, as I pulled the curtains aside and stood by the door to listen, for the third occasion the cry was repeated, this time coming indisputably from immediately outside.

You refer to the door that opens on to the garden?

Exactly  close to which stands my bed. This, then, decided me. Taking up the small revolver which I have always kept handy since Nicris was completed, I unlocked the door and stepped out into the garden

A vehicle, cab or car, was heard to draw up outside the house. Came the sound of a rumbling voice. Coram sprang to the door.

Moris Klaw! I cried.

Good-morning, Mr. Coram! said the strange voice, from the darkness outside. Good-morning, Mr. Searles!

Moris Klaw entered.

He wore his flat-topped, brown bowler of effete pattern; he wore his long, shabby, caped coat; and from beneath it gleamed the pointed, glossy toe-caps of his continental boots. Through his gold-rimmed glasses he peered into the shadows of the hall. His scanty, colourless beard appeared less adequate than ever to clothe the massive chin. The dim light rendered his face more cadaverous and more yellow even than usual.

And this, he proceeded, as the anxious sculptor came forward, is Mr. Paxton, who has lost his statue? Good-morning, Mr. Paxton!

He bowed, removing the bowler and revealing his great, high brow. Coram was about to reclose the door.

Ah, no! Moris Klaw checked him. My daughter is to come yet with my cushion!

Paxton stared, not comprehending, but stared yet harder when Isis Klaw appeared, carrying a huge red cushion. She was wrapped in a cloak which effectually concealed her lithe figure, and from the raised hood her darkly beautiful face looked out with bewitching effect. She divided between Coram and myself one of her dazzling smiles.

It is Mr. Paxton, said her father, indicating the sculptor. Then, indicating the girl: It is my daughter, Isis. Isis will help us to look for Nicris. Why am I here, an old fool who ought to be asleep? Because of this girdle your statue wore. I so well remember when it was dug up. I cannot know its history; but be sure it is evil. From the beginning, please, Mr. Paxton!

I am awfully indebted to you! Wont you come in and sit down? said Paxton, glancing at the girl in bewilderment.

No, no! replied Klaw, let us stand. It is good to stand, and stand upright; for it is because he can do this that man is superior to the other animals!

Coram and I knew Klaws mannerisms, but I could see that Paxton thought him to be a unique kind of lunatic. Nevertheless he narrated something of the foregoing up to the point reached at Moris Klaws arrival.

Proceed slowly, now, said Klaw. You left the door open behind you?

Yes; but I was never more than ten yards from it. It would have been physically impossible for any one to remove the statue unknown to me. You must remember that it was no light weight.

One moment, I interrupted. Are you sure that the statue was in its place before you came out?

Certain! There was a bright moon, and the figure was the first thing my eyes fell upon when I pulled the curtain aside.

Did you touch it? rumbled Moris Klaw.

No. There was no occasion to do so.

How much to be regretted, Mr. Paxton! The sense of touch is so exquisite a thing!

We all wondered at his words.

Stepping just outside the door, Paxton resumed, I looked to right and left. There was no one in sight. Then I walked to the wall  a matter of some ten yards  and, pulling myself up by my hands, looked over into the street. It was deserted, save for a constable on the opposite corner. I know him, slightly, and his presence convinced me that no one could either have come into or gone out of the garden by way of the wall. I did not call him, but immediately returned to the studio door.

In all, you were absent from the studio about how long? asked Moris Klaw.

Not a second over half a minute!

And on returning once more to the door?

A single glance showed me that the statue had gone!

Good Heavens! I said; it sounds impossible. Was the constable on point duty?

He was; there is always an officer there. He stood in sight of the double doors opening on to the street during the whole time, so that Nicris unquestionably came out by way of the garden or melted into thin air. Since the only exit from the garden also opens on to the street, how, but by magic, can the statue have been removed from the premises?

Ah, my friend, said Moris Klaw, you talk of magic as one talks of onions! How little you know  he swept wide his arms, looking upward of the phenomena of the two atmospheres! Proceed!

The throne, continued Paxton, who was becoming impressed as was evident by the uncanny sense of power which emanated in some way from Moris Klaw remains.

And the statue  it was attached to it?

As to the figure being attached, I may say that it was only partially so. Materials for completing the work were to have arrived to-day.

How long would it have taken to detach it? growled Klaw.

Granting some knowledge of the nature of the work, not long  for, as I have said, in this respect it was incomplete. Half an hour or so, I should have believed!

Then, I said, the matter, in brief, stands thus: In the course of thirty seconds, during which time a constable was in view of one entrance and you were ten yards from the other, some one detached the statue from the throne  an operation involving half an hours skilled labour  and unseen by yourself or the officer, removed it from the premises.

Oh, the thing is impossible! groaned Paxton. There is something unearthly in the affair. I wish I had never set eyes upon that accursed girdle!

Curse not the girdle, rumbled Moris Klaw. Curse instead its wearer, and inform us on finding Nicris to be missing, what did you do?

I hastily searched the studio. A brief investigation convinced me that neither statue nor thief was concealed there. I then came out, locked the door, and having examined the garden, hailed the constable. He had been on duty for four hours at that point and had observed absolutely nothing of an unusual nature. He saw you fellows come out by the garden entrance, and from that time until I hailed him, nothing, he declared, had come in or gone out!

He heard no cry?

No; it was not loud enough to be audible from the corner.

Lastly, said Klaw, have you informed Scotland Yard?

No, answered the sculptor; nor will the constable lodge information; moreover, I withheld from him the object of my inquiries. If this business gets into the papers I shall be a ruined man!

I have hopes, Klaw assured him, that it will get in no papers. Let us proceed now to the scene of these wonderful happenings. It is my custom, Mr. Paxton, to lay my old head down upon the scene of a mystery, and from the air I can sometimes recover the key to the labyrinth!

So I have heard, said Paxton.

You have heard so, yes? You shall see! Lead on, Mr. Paxton! No time must be wasted. I am another like Napoleon, and can sleep on an instant. I do not know insomnia! Lead on. Isis, my child, be careful that it brushes against no object in passing  my odically sterilised cushion!

We proceeded to the studio.

I feel that I am responsible for dragging you here at this unearthly hour, said Paxton to Isis Klaw.

She turned her fine eyes upon him.

My father is indebted for the opportunity, she replied; and since he has need of me, I am here. I, too, am indebted.

Her supreme self-possession and tone of finality silenced the artist. So far as I could see, everything in the studio was exactly as before, save that Nicriss throne was vacant. The top of the studio was partially glazed, and Moris Klaw peered up at it earnestly.

From above, he rumbled, I should wish to look down into below. How do I reach it?

The only step-ladder is that in the studio, answered Paxton. I will bring it out.

He did so. The grey light of dawn was creeping into the sky and against that sombre background we watched Moris Klaw crawling about the roof like some giant spider.

Did you find anything? asked Paxton, anxiously, as the investigator descended.

I find what I look for, was the reply; and no man is entitled to find more. Isis, my child, place that cushion in the ebony chair.

The girl stepped on to the dais, and disposed the red cushion as directed.

You see, explained Moris Klaw, whoever has robbed you, Mr. Paxton, runs some one great danger, however clever his plans.

There is, in every criminal scheme, one little point that only Fate can decide  either to hitch or to smooth out  to bring success and riches or whistling policemen and Brixton Gaol! Upon that so critical point his or her mind will concentrate at the critical moment. The critical moment, here, was that of getting Nicris out of your studio.

I sleep upon that throne where she reclined  the ivory dancer. This sensitive plate he tapped his brow will reproduce a negative of that critical moment as it seemed in the mind of the one we look for. Isis, return in the cab that waits and be here again at six oclock.

He placed his quaint bowler upon a table and laid beside it his black cloak. Then, a ramshackle figure in shabby tweed, reclined upon the big ebony chair, his head against the cushion.

Place my cloak about me, Isis.

The girl did so.

Good-morning, my child! Good-morning, Mr. Searles! Goodmorning, Mr. Coram and Mr. Paxton!

He closed his eyes.

Excuse me, began Paxton.

Isis placed her finger to her lips, and signed to us to withdraw silently.

Ssh! she whispered. He is asleep!

III 

At five minutes to six sounded Isis Klaws ring upon the door bell. Paxton, Coram, and I had spent the interval in discussing the apparently supernatural happening which threatened to wreak the artists ruin. Again and again he had asked us: Should I call in the Scotland Yard people? If Moris Klaw fails, consider the priceless time lost!

If Moris Klaw fails, Coram assured him, no one else will succeed!

We admitted Isis, who wore now a smart tweed costume and a fashionable hat. Beyond doubt, Isis Klaw was strikingly beautiful.

At the door of the studio stood her father, staring straight up to the morning sky, as though by astrological arts he hoped to solve the mystery.

What times does your model come? he asked, ere Paxton could question him.

Half-past ten. But, Mr. Klaw began our anxious friend. Where does it lead to, Klaw rumbled on, that lane behind the studio?

Tradesmens entrance to the next house.

Whose house?

Dr. Gleeson.

M.D.?

Yes. But tell me, Mr. Klaw  tell me, have you any clue?

My mind, Mr. Paxton, records for me that Nicris was not stolen away, but walked! Plainly, I feel her go tip-toe, tip-toe, so silent and cautious! She is concerned, this barbaric dancing-girl who escapes from your studio, with two things. One is some very big man. She thinks, as she tip-toes, of one very tall; six feet and three inches at least! So it is not of you she thinks, Mr. Paxton. We shall see of whom it is. Tell me the name of your acquaintance, the point-policeman.

We were all staring at Moris Klaw, spellbound with astonishment. But Paxton managed to mumble  

James  Constable James.

We shall seek him, this James, at the section-house of the police depot, rumbled Klaw. Be silent, Mr. Paxton; let no one know of your loss. And hope.

I can see no ground for hope!

No? But I? I recognise the clue, Mr. Paxton! What a great science is that of mental photography!

What did he mean? None of us could surmise, and I could see that poor Paxton reposed no faith whatever in the eccentric methods of the investigator. He would have voiced his doubts, I think, but he met a glance from the dark eyes of Isis Klaw which silenced him.

My child, said Klaw to his daughter, take the cushion and return. My negative is a clear one. You understand?

Perfectly, replied Isis with composure.

Breakfast began Paxton, tentatively.

But Moris Klaw waved his hands, and enveloped himself in the big cloak.

There is no time for such gross matters! he said. We are busy.

From the brown bowler he took out a scent-spray, and bedewed his high, bald forehead with verbena.

It is exhausting, that odic photography! he explained.

Shortly afterwards he and I walked around to the local police depot. Something occurred to me, en route.

By the way, I said, what was the other thing of which you spoke? The thing that you declared Nicris to be thinking of, though I dont understand in the least how one can refer to the thoughts of an ivory statue!

Ah, rumbled my companion, it is something I shall explain later  that other fear of the missing one.

Arriving at the police depot, Shall I ask for Constable James?

I said.

Ah, no, replied Klaw. It is for the constable that he relieved at twelve oclock I am looking.

Inquiry showed that the latter officer  his name was Freeman  had just entered the section-house. Moris Klaws questions elicited the following story  although its bearing upon the matter in hand was not evident to me.

Towards twelve oclock, that is, shortly before Freeman was relieved, a man, supporting a woman, came down the street and entered the gate of Dr. Gleesons house. The woman was enveloped in a huge fur cloak which entirely concealed her face and figure, but from her feeble step the constable judged her to be very ill. Considering the lateness of the hour, also, he concluded that the case must be a serious one; he further supposed the sick woman to be resident in the neighbourhood, since she came on foot.

He had begun to wonder at the length of the consultation, when, nearly an hour later, the man appeared again from the shadows of the drive, still supporting the woman. Pausing at the gate he waves his hand to the policeman.

Constable Freeman ran across the road immediately.

Fetch me a taxicab, officer! said the stranger, supporting his companion and exhibiting much solicitude.

Freeman promptly ran to the corner of Beira Road, and returned with a cab from the all-night rank.

Open the door! directed the man, who was a person of imposing height  some six-feet-three, Freeman averred.

Ha, ha! growled Moris Klaw, six-feet-three! What a wondrous science!

He seemed triumphant; but I was merely growing more nonplussed.

With that, carefully wrapping the cloak about the womans figure, the big man took her up in his arms and placed her inside the cab  the only glimpse of her which the constable obtained being that of a small foot clad in a silk stocking. She had apparently dropped her shoe.

Tenderly assisting her to a corner of the vehicle, the man, having bent and whispered some word of encouragement in her ear, directed the cabman to drive to the Savoy.

Did you give him your assistance? asked Moris Klaw.

No. He did not seem to require it.

And the number of the cabman?

Freeman fetched his notebook and supplied the required information.

Thank you, Constable Freeman, said Klaw. You are a very alert constable. Good-morning, Constable Freeman!

Again satisfaction beamed from behind my companions glasses. But to my eyes the darkness grew momentarily less penetrable. For these inquiries bore upon matters which had occurred prior to twelve oclock; and, Coram, myself, and Paxton had seen the statue in its usual place considerably after midnight! My brain was in a turmoil.

Said Moris Klaw: That cab was from the big garage at Brixton. We shall ring up the Brixton garage and learn where the man may be found. Perhaps, if Providence is with us  and Providence is with the right  he has not yet again left home.

From a public call-office we rang up the garage, and learned that the man we wanted was not due to report for duty until ten oclock. We experienced some difficulty in obtaining his private address, but finally it was given to us. Thither we hastened, and aroused the man from his bed.

A big gentleman and a sick lady, said Moris Klaw, they hired your cab from Dr. Gleesons, near Beira Road, at about twelve oclock last night, and you drove them to the Savoy Hotel.

No, sir. He changed the address afterwards. Ive been wondering why. I drove him to Number 6A, Rectory Grove, Old Town, Clapham.

Was the lady by then recovered  no? Yes?

Partly, sir. I heard him talking to her. But he carried her into the house.

Ah, said Moris Klaw, there is much genius wasted; but what a great science is the science of the mind!

IV

Many times Moris Klaw knocked upon the door of the house in Clapham Old Town, a small one standing well back from the roadway. Within we could hear some one coughing.

Then the door was suddenly thrown open, and a man appeared who must have stood some six feet three inches. He had finely chiselled features, was clean-shaven and wore pince-nez.

Klaw said a thing that had a surprising effect.

What! he rumbled, has Nina caught cold?

The other glared, with a sudden savagery coming into his eyes, fell back a step, and clenched his great fists.

Enough, Jean Colette! said Moris Klaw, you do not know me, but I know you. Attempt no tricks, or it is the police and not a meddlesome, harmless old fool who will come. Enter, Jean! We follow.

For a moment longer the big man hesitated, and I saw the shadows of alternate resolves passing across his fine features. Then clearly he saw that surrender was inevitable, shrugged his shoulders, and stared hard at my companion.

Enter, messieurs, he said, with a marked French accent.

He said no more, but led the way into a long, bare room at the rear of the house. To term the apartment a laboratory would be correct but not inclusive; for it was, in addition, a studio and a workshop. Glancing rapidly around him, Moris Klaw asked: Where is it?

The mans face was a study as he stood before us, looking from one to the other. Then a peculiar smile, indescribably winning, played around his lips. You are very clever, and I know when I am beaten, he remarked; but had you come four hours later it would have been one hour too late.

He strode up the room to where a tall screen stood, and, seizing it by the top, hurled it to the ground.

Behind, on a models dais, reclined the statue of Nicris, in a low chair!

You have already removed the girdle and one of the anklets, rumbled Klaw.

This was true. Indeed, it now became evident that the man had been interrupted in his task by our arrival. Opening a leather case that stood upon the floor by the dais, he produced the missing ornaments.

What action is to be taken, messieurs? he asked, quietly.

No action, Jean, replied Moris Klaw. It is impossible, you see. But why did you delay so long?

The others reply was unexpected.

It is a task demanding much time and care, if the statue is not to be ruined; otherwise I should have performed it in Mr. Paxtons studio instead of going to the trouble of removing the figure  and  Ninas condition has caused me grave anxiety throughout the night. He stared hard at Moris Klaw. We could hear the sound of coughing from some room hard by. Who are you, msieur? he asked pointedly.

An old fool who knew Nina when she posed at Juliens, Jean, was the reply, and who knew you, also, in Paris.

V

Paxton, Coram, myself, and Moris Klaw sat in the studio, and all of us gazed reflectively at the recovered statue.

It was so evident, explained Klaw, that since you were absent from here but thirty seconds, for any one to have removed the statue during that time was out of the question.

But some one did

Not during that time, rumbled Moris Klaw. Nicris was removed whilst you all made merry within the house!

But, my dear Mr. Klaw, Searles, Coram and I saw the statue long after that  some time about one oclock!

Wrong, my friend! You saw the model!

What! Nina?

Madame Colette, whom you knew in Paris as Nina  yes! Listen  when I drop off to sleep here and dream that I am afraid for what may happen to some very large man, I dream, also, that I fear to be touched! I look down at myself, and I am beautiful! I am ivory of limb and decked with gold! I creep, so cautiously, out of the studio (in my dream; you would call it a dream) and I know, when I wake, that I must have been Nicris! Ah, you wonder! Listen.

At about midnight, whilst your party is amiable together, comes one, Jean Colette, a clever scamp from that metropolis of such perverted genius  Paris. Into Dr. Gleesons he goes, supporting Madame  your model. This is seen by Constable Freeman. When the trees hide them they climb over the fence into the lane and over the wall into your garden. Nina has a cast of the studio key. How easy for her to get it!

Jean, a clever rogue with his hands, and a man who promised to be, once, a great artist, detaches the figure from the throne and arrays it as Madame  in Madams outer garb! Beneath her cloak, Madame is Nicris  with copies of the jewels and all complete. He is clever, this Jean! He is, too, a man of vast strength  a modern Crotonian Milo. Not only does he carry that great piece of ivory from the studio, he lifts it over the wall  did Madame assist?  and into Dr. Gleesons drive. He bears it to the gate, wrapped in Ninas furs. He calls a policeman! Ah, genius is here! He gives the wrong address. He is as cool as an orange!

Do they escape now? Not so! He sees that you, finding Nicris missing, will apply to the point-policeman and get hold upon a thread. He says, I will make it to appear that the robbery took place at a later time. I will thus gain hours! Another policeman will be on duty when the discovery is made; he will know nothing. He leaves Nina to pretend to be Nicris!

Ah! she has courage, but her fears are many. Most of all she dreads that you will touch her! You do not. And Jean, the ivory statue safe at Clapham, returns for Nina. He comes into the doctors drive by the further gate  where the point-policeman cannot see him. He wears rubber shoes. He mounts to the studio roof. He lies flat upon the ledge above the door. His voice is falsetto. He calls Nicris!

Presently, you come out. You peep over the wall. Ah! out, also, is Madame! She stretches up her white arms  so like the real ivory!  he stretches down his steel hands. He raises her beside him! Name of a dog, he is strong!

Why to the roof and not over the wall? The path is of gravel and her feet are bare. On the roof, to prove me correct, upon the grime are marks of small, bare feet; are marks of mens rubber shoes; are, half-way along, marks of smaller rubber shoes  which he had brought for Nina. He has forethought. They retire by the further gate of your neighbours drive.

No doubt he bring her furs as well  no doubt. But she contracts a chill, no wonder! Ah! he is cool, he is daring, he is a great man

A maid entered the studio.

A gentleman to see you, sir.

Ask him to come along here.

A short interval  and Jean Colette entered, hat in hand!

These two wedges, msieur he bowed to Paxton which help to attach the girdle. I forgot to return them. Adieu!

He placed the wedges on a table, and amid a dramatic silence withdrew.

Moris Klaw took out the cylindrical scent-spray from the lining of the brown bowler.

A true touch of Paris! he rumbled. Did I not say he was a great man?


Fifth Episode. CASE OF THE BLUE RAJAH

I 

Inspector Grimsby called upon me one evening, wearing a great glumness of countenance.

Look here, said he. Im in a bit of a corner. Youll have heard that a committee of commercial magnates has been formed to buy, and on behalf of the City of London to present to the Crown, the big Indian diamond?

I nodded and pushed the box of cigarettes towards him.

Well, he continued, thoughtfully selecting one, they are meeting in Moorgate Street to-morrow morning to complete the deal and formally take over the stone. Sir Michael Cayley, the Lord Mayor, will be present, and hes received a letter, which has been passed on to me.

He fumbled for his pocket-case. Grimsby is a man who will go far. He is the youngest detective-inspector in the service, and he has that priceless gift  the art of using other people for the furtherance of his own ends. I do not intend this criticism unkindly. Grimsby does nothing dishonourable and seeks to rob no man of the credit that may be due. There is nothing underhand about Grimsby, but he is exceedingly diplomatic. He imparts official secrets to me with an ingenuousness entirely disarming  but always for reasons of his own.

Here you are, he said, and passed a letter to me.

It read as follows  

To the Right Hon the Lord Mayor of London.

My Lord, Beware that the Blue Rajah is not stolen on Wednesday the 13th inst. Do not lose sight of it for one moment.

Your Lordships obedient servant, Moris Klaw.

You see, continued Grimsby, Wednesday the thirteenth is to-morrow, when the thing is being brought to Moorgate Street. Naturally, Sir Michael communicated with the Yard, and as Im in the know about Moris Klaw, I got the job of looking into the matter. I was at the Mansion House this morning.

I suppose Sir Michael regards this note with suspicion?

Well, hes not silly enough to suppose that anybody who thought of stealing the diamond would drop him a line advising him of the matter! But hed never heard of Moris Klaw until I explained about him. When I told him that Klaw had a theory about the Cycle of Crime, and his letter probably meant that, according to said theory, on Wednesday the thirteenth the Blue Rajah was due to be lifted, so to speak, he laughed. Youll have noticed that people mostly laugh at first about Moris Klaw?

Certainly. You did, yourself!

I know it  and Im suffering for it! Klaw wont lift his little finger when I ask him; and as for his daughter, she giggles as though she was looking at a comedian when she looks at me! She thinks Im properly funny!

Youve been to Wapping, then?

Yes, this afternoon. The Lord Mayor wanted a lot of convincing that Moris Klaw was on the straight after Id told him that the old gentleman was a dealer in curios in the East End. Finally, he suggested that I should find out what the warning meant exactly. But I couldnt get to see Klaw; his daughter said he was out.

I suppose every precaution will be taken?

To-morrow morning we have arranged that I and two other C.I.D. men are to accompany the party to the Safe Deposit vaults to fetch the diamond and we shall guard it on the way back afterwards.

Whos going to fetch it?

Sir John Carron, representing the India Office, Mr. Mark Anderson  the expert  representing the City, and Mr. Gautami Chinje, representing the Gaekwar of Nizam. I was wondering  he surveyed the burning end of his cigarette if you had time to run down to Wapping yourself, and find out from what direction we ought to look for trouble?

Sorry, Grimsby, I replied; I would do it with pleasure, but my evening is fully taken up. Personally, it appears to me that Moris Klaws warning was a timely one. You seem to be watching the stone pretty closely.

Like a cat watches a mouse! he rapped. If any one steals the Blue Rajah to-morrow, hell be a clever fellow.

Basinghall House, Moorgate Street, is built around a courtyard. You enter under an archway, and find offices before you, offices to right and offices to left. As a matter of fact, Basinghall House was designed for an hotel, but subsequently let off in suites of chambers. The offices of Messrs. Anderson and Brothers are on the left, as you enter, and from the window of the principals sanctum you may look down into the courtyard.

The room chosen for the meeting on Wednesday morning, however, was one opening off this. In common with the adjoining office  as I have said, that of the principal  it had a second door, opening on a corridor. This latter door, however, was never used and was always kept double-locked. Thus, the doorway from the other office was really its only means of entrance or egress. A large window offered a prospect of the courtyard.

At a quarter to eleven on Wednesday morning, Mr. Anderson (one of the City Aldermen) entered his own private office from the corridor. He was accompanied by Sir John Carron, Mr. Gautami Chinje, and Inspector Grimsby. These three had come with him from the Safe Deposit vaults. Mr. Anderson had possession of the case containing the diamond.

In the office, already awaiting the party, were Sir Michael Cayley (the Lord Mayor), Mr. Morrison Dell, of the Goldsmiths and Silversmiths Company, Sir Vernon Rankin (ex-Lord Mayor), Mr. Werner, of the great engineering firm, and Mr. Anderson, junior. These constituted the Presentation Committee duly appointed by the City of London (excluding, of course, Sir John Carron, of the India Office, Mr. Chinje, representing the vendor of the jewel, and Mr. Grimsby, representing New Scotland Yard).

We are all present, gentlemen, said Mr. Anderson. But before we proceed to the business which brings us here, we will enter the inner room, where we shall be quite private.

Accordingly the party of eight passed through the doorway; and Mr. Anderson, senior, entering last, relocked the door behind him. Inspector Grimsby remained alone in the private office.

Eight oaken chairs and a small oaken table bearing a pewter inkpot, two pens and a blotting-pad, represents, with a square of red carpet and a framed photograph bearing the legend: Jagersfontein Diamond Workings, Orange Free State, 1909, an inventory of the furniture.

The company being seated, Mr. Anderson, by the table, rose and said  

Gentlemen, our business this morning can be briefly dealt with.

I have here  he produced a leather case, opened it and placed it on the table before him the diamond known as the Blue Rajah. Its history may be summarised thus: It appeared in the year 1680, and is supposed to have been found in the Kollur Mine, on the Kostna. It had a weight of 254 1/2 carats in the rough, but was reduced to 132 carats in the cutting. It has been successively owned by Nadir Shah, Princess de Lamballe, the Sultan Abdul Hamid, Mr. Simon Rabstein of New York, and, finally, the Gaekwar of Nizam. It has no flaws; in fact, two of the original facets were retained when the stone passed through the cutters hands. It is rose cut and its colour is of the finest water, having the rare blue tint.

He paused, raising the diamond from its receptacle, and holding it in his hand. The sunlight, pouring in through the window, struck flame-spears from the wonderful thing.

In fact, gentlemen, he concluded, the Blue Rajah is a fitting offering for the City of London to make to the Crown.

Hear, hear! chorused the others; and the diamond was passed from hand to hand. The formal business of making over the stone to the Committee was then transacted. A huge cheque was placed in the pocket-case of Mr. Gautami Chinje, autographs were affixed to two formidable documents; and the Blue Rajah became the property of the loyal City of London.

You see, said Sir John Carron, holding the stone daintily between thumb and forefinger, and pointing, lecturer-fashion, the diamond is perfectly proportioned, being a full three-fifths as deep as it is broad.

Quite so, agreed Mr. Morris Dell, looking over his shoulder.

It is the most perfectly proportioned stone I have ever handled, Sir John, said the younger Mr. Anderson  and he stood back surveying the gem with the caressing glance of a connoisseur.

Sir John turned and tenderly laid the diamond in its case. At which moment, exactly, arose a blood-curdling scream in the courtyard below.

Good Lord! cried Mr. Werner, What is that?

There was a crowded rush to the window  those in the second rank peering over the heads and shoulders of those in the first. The horrid cries continued, in a choking yet shrill crescendo.

Ah! God in Heaven! You are killing me! No! No! Mercy!... Mercy!... Mercy!...

It is some one in the archway, said Sir Vernon Rankin, excitedly. Can any of you see him?

No one could, though all craned necks vigorously.

Unfortunately the window cannot be opened, cried Mr. Anderson. The catch has jammed in some way. I am having it removed immediately.

The cries ceased. People were running about below, and the blue uniform of a City constable showed among the group in the archway.

Ill run down and see what has happened, said Mr. Chinje, stepping to the door which opened on the corridor. Hullo! it is locked!

Young Mr. Anderson turned to him with a smile.

Both doors are locked, Mr. Chinje, he said. For the time being we are virtually prisoners.

Give me the case, said his father, selecting the key of the door communicating with his private office. There is no occasion for further delay.

The Lord Mayor turned from the window, through which he had still been vainly peering, and stepped to the table.

Mr. Anderson!

Yes? said the latter, glancing back, keys in hand.

Have you the diamond?

Certainly not!

Then who has it?

No one had it. But the case was empty!

III 

Mr. Anderson replaced the keys in his pocket. His ruddy face suddenly had grown pale. Sir Michael Cayley, the empty case in his hand, stood staring across the room like a man dazed. Then he forced speech to his lips.

Gentlemen, he said, since it is physically impossible for the diamond to have left this room, in this room it must be searched for  and found. First, is it by any chance upon the floor?

A brief examination showed that it was not.

Then, continued Sir Michael, the painful conclusion is unavoidable that it is upon some ones person!

An angry murmur arose. Mr. Anderson raised his hand.

Gentlemen, he said, Sir Michael states no more than the fact.

And, his face remaining very pale, he removed his coat and waistcoat and threw them upon the table, emptied his trouser-pockets and turned out the linings.

Be good enough to examine them, gentlemen, he said.

There was a momentary hesitation; but the Lord Mayor stepped forward and in a businesslike way examined the contents of the several pockets. He turned to Mr. Anderson.

Thank you, he said. If the others are satisfied, I am.

There was a murmur of assent; and as the owner of the office picked up his property, Sir Michael, in turn, submitted himself to examination. All the others followed suit, without further hesitation. And the result of the inquiry was nil.

Eight anxious faces surrounded the little table.

I suggest, said Mr. Anderson, quietly, that we admit the detective who is in my office. His experience may enable him to succeed where we have failed.

All agreeing, the communicating door was opened. Mr. Anderson, without quitting the room, called to Inspector Grimsby. The inspector entered. The door was relocked.

Inspector, said Mr. Anderson, the diamond is missing! Whereupon Grimsbys eyes opened widely in amazement.

Are you sure, sir?

Unfortunately I cannot doubt it.

When did you last see it?

At the moment when that uproar broke out, below, said Mr. Dell.

Ah, murmured Grimsby, thoughtfully. You all rushed to the window, I expect?

Exactly.

Leaving the diamond on the table?

Yes.

Thats when it was stolen!

Very possibly, Inspector, said the Lord Mayor, a stoutly built man with an imperious manner. But who took it and where did he conceal it?

You must all submit to be searched, gentlemen!

We have already done so.

I am more used to that sort of thing. Do you all agree to being searched by me?

All did. The previous performance was repeated. Grimsby not only searched the garments but passed his hands all over the persons of the eight, even making them open their mouths and tapping at their teeth with a lead pencil!

I did some I.D.B. work in South Africa, he explained. Its wonderful where a clever man can hide a diamond.

But no diamond was found!

The better to bring home to those who read these records the truly amazing nature of this circumstance, I will explain again, here, the construction and furniture of the apartment.

It was a small room, some fourteen feet by eighteen. It contained eight oak chairs and an oak table; a red carpet; its walls were distempered and bare, save for the framed photograph previously mentioned. The one window was closed and fastened. The door opening on the corridor was double-locked. Save when it had been opened to admit Grimsby, the door communicating with the next office had also been locked throughout the course of the meeting. There was no fireplace. Ventilation was provided for by a small, square ventilator above the corridor door.

Having convinced himself that the diamond was not upon the person of any one present, Inspector Grimsby took but two or three minutes to satisfy himself that it was not concealed elsewhere.

Gentlemen, he said, slowly, the Blue Rajah is not in this room!

The Lord Mayor glared. He was a director of the company with which the diamond was insured.

My good man, he said, it isnt humanly possible for anything  anything  to have gone out of this room since we entered it!

Im disposed to agree with you, sir, replied Grimsby. But at the same time Ill stake my reputation that the diamond isnt inside these four walls! Although my search of you gentlemen was a mere formality, I assure you it was thorough. Ive searched a few score Kaffirs and I know my business. As to the room itself, its as bare as a drawing-board. A child could find the smallest bead in it inside twenty seconds. You can take it from me as a stone certainty that the diamond has gone!

Then we are wasting precious time! cried Sir Michael. Commence the pursuit at once, Inspector!

Grimsbys jaw shot out doggedly.

If you could give me a hint where to begin, sir, he said. I shouldnt waste another second!

Hang it all, thats your business, my man!

I know it is, sir. But Im only a poor human policeman, after all. We shant gain anything by getting angry, shall we? This room, to all intents and purposes, is a locked box from which something has been extracted without lifting the lid. Thats a conjuring trick, and as puzzling to me as it is to you.

Sir Michael softened. Inspector Grimsby is not a man who can be browbeaten.

Quite right, Inspector, he said; I recognise the difficulties. But this loss is horrible. It reflects upon all of us  all of us. If the news of this theft leaks out  if the stone cannot be recovered  a certain stigma  I cannot blind myself to the fact  a certain stigma will attach to our commercial integrity. Clean as our records may be, we cannot hope to escape it. For Gods sake, Inspector, set your wits to work.

Indeed, those were anxious faces that surrounded the detective. Suddenly  

Ah! cried the Lord Mayor, the man Klaw! On his own showing he knows something of this matter! Mr. Grimsby

Grimsby held up his hand and nodded.

With your permission, gentlemen, he said, I will try to get into communication with Moris Klaw at once.

Good, said Mr. Anderson; and meanwhile, whilst we await the result of your efforts, Inspector, I suggest, in the interests of all, that we lunch in my office. It may be inconvenient for many of you, but for my own part I am anxious to remain on these premises until we have news of the whereabouts of the diamond.

The proposal was carried unanimously. No one of those substantial men of affairs was anxious to lay himself open to the suspicion of having removed the great Blue Rajah from the office! For, as Sir Michael quite justly had pointed out, where a diamond worth an emperors ransom is concerned, reputations melt like ice beneath a tropical sun.

In this way, then, I found myself concerned in the case; for Grimsby hastened to call me up, begging me to urge the retiring Moris Klaw to quit his Wapping haunt, to which he clung like Diogenes to his wooden cavern, and to journey to Moorgate Street. Fortunately I was in my rooms, and, willing enough to enjoy an opportunity of studying Klaw at work, I despatched a district messenger to him, trusting that he would be at his shop.

Since evidently he had apprehended that an attempt would be made this morning, I did not doubt that he would be at home. Indeed, he rang me up less than half-an-hour later and arranged to meet me at Mr. Andersons office.

I warned him  that Lord Mayor, came his rumbling continental tones along the wire, how he must not let it out of his sight. He ignored me. So! Ring him up immediately, and tell him to have ready for me hot black coffee. It stimulates the inner perception, when green tea is not obtainable.

Without delay I followed Moris Klaws instructions, and then hurried out and into a cab. My duties, as Klaws biographer  self-appointed  forbade my delaying.

We arrived at Basinghall House simultaneously. Our cabs drew up one behind the other. Except for the presence of Inspector Grimsby at the entrance, there was nothing to show that a stupendous robbery had been committed there less than an hour before. As I descended, Grimsby ran and opened the door of the other cab. He offered his hand to the beautiful girl who was within, according her all the nervous deference due to a queen.

And indeed no queen of ancient times could have looked more queenly than Isis Klaw  no Hatshepsu could have carried herself more regally. She wore a dark, close-fitting costume and ermine furs. In contrast to the snowy peltry, her large, black eyes and perfect red lips rendered her a study for the brush of a painter, but, like her Oriental grace, defied the pen of the scribe.

Moris Klaws daughter, her dazzling beauty enhanced by all the feminine arts of Paris, was a rare exotic one would not have sought in the neighbourhood of Wapping Old Stairs. But her father afforded a contrast at least as singular as her residence.

Behind this seductive vision he appeared, enveloped in his caped coat, his yellow bearded face crowned by the brown bowler of Early Victorian pattern  indeed apparently of Early Victorian manufacture. He peered at the taximeter through his gold-rimmed pince-nez.

Two and tenpence, he rumbled, hoarsely. That meter requires inspection, my friend. I have watched it popping up those two pennies, and I have perceived that it does so every time the cab bumps upon a drainhole. I am to pay, then, for all the drains between Wapping and Moorgate Street. Here it is  three shillings. One and fourpence for the company and one and eightpence for yourself.

He turned aside, raising his hat.

Good-morning, Mr. Searles! Good-morning, Mr. Grimsby! I shall charge the City of London one and sixpence for drains. Let us walk on as far as the courtyard I see yonder, and you shall tell me all the facts before I interview those others, who will be, of course, so prejudiced by their misfortune.

We passed on, and many a clerkly glance followed the furry figure of Isis beneath the archway. Hemmed in by offices, a certain quietude prevailed in the court yard.

It is a chilly morning, said Moris Klaw; but here we will stop and talk.

Accordingly Grimsby related the known facts of the case, more often addressing his story to the girl than to her father.

Yes, yes, growled the latter, when the tale was told; and this crying out  this screaming of murder  what occasioned it?

Thats the mystery! explained the detective. I wish I had run out at once. I might have learned something. As it is, all I can find out amounts to nothing. The clerks and porters and other people who came flocking to the scene found no one here who knew anything about it!

The screamer was missing, eh?

Vanished! I cant help thinking it was a ruse; though what anybody profited by it isnt clear.

It is not clear, you say? rumbled Moris Klaw. Ah! you have a fog of the mentality, my friend!

Grimsby flushed.

Of course, he added, hurriedly, I can see that it served to divert the attention of the people who ought to have been guarding the diamond. But as both the doors and the window were locked, how did it help to get the stone out of the office?

Moris Klaw pulled reflectively at his scanty beard.

We shall see, he rumbled. Let us ascend.

We entered the lift and went up to the office of Messrs. Anderson and Brothers. The Presentation Committee were awaiting the mysterious Moris Klaw, but had not anticipated a visit from a pretty woman. They were prepared to adopt towards the man who would seem to have had some foreknowledge of the robbery a certain attitude of suspicion. It was amusing to note the change of front when Isis entered. Moris Klaw singled out the Lord Mayor, and the owner of the office, with unerring instinct. He removed his hat.

Good-morning, Mr. Anderson! he said. Good-morning, Sir Michael! Good-morning, gentlemen!

This is Mr. Moris Klaw, explained Grimsby, and Miss Klaw. Mr. Searles.

Mr. Anderson hastened to place chairs. We became seated. Following a short interval, Sir Michael Cayley cleared his throat. We are  er  indebted to you, Mr. Klaw, he began, for taking this trouble. But, in view of your note to me

Moris Klaw raised his hand.

So simple, he said, whilst the Committee watched him, puzzled and surprised  that is, those who were not watching Isis, did so. I have a library, you understand, of records dealing with such historic gems. To show you that I have made some study of these matters I will tell you that the diamond called the Blue Rajah was discovered on the morning of April the thirteenth, 1680, in the Kollur Mine, and stolen the same evening!

What is your authority for the exact date, Mr. Klaw? asked Anderson, with interest; and for the statement that the diamond was stolen on the day of its discovery?

Fact, Mr. Anderson, is my authority, was the rumbling reply, and I can tell you more. The diamond is the birth-stone of the month of April, and this diamond was itself born on the thirteenth of that month. To illustrate how its history is associated with April, I shall only tell you of the beautiful and unhappy Marie de Lamballe. This great diamond was presented to her on the ninth of April, 1790, and taken from her on the twelfth of April, 1792, after her return from England, and only six months before her fair head was stuck upon a pike and held up to the Queens window! He paused impressively, waving his long hands in the air.

I could recount to you, he resumed, many such incidents in the history of the Blue Rajah  and all took place within a week of its birthday! What day is to-day?

Why, its the thirteenth of April! said Sir Michael Cayley, with a start.

The thirteenth of April, rumbled Moris Klaw. For many years the diamond has been too closely guarded for any new incident to occur, but when I learn how to-day it is to be brought here, how many hands will touch it, how many eyes will look upon it, I know that there is danger! Its history repeats. These incidents again he waved his hands proceed in cycles. I warned you. But it was perhaps inevitable. The Cycle of Crime is as inevitable and immutable as the cycle of the ages. Mans will has no power to check it.

Every one in the room was deeply impressed. Indeed, no one could have failed to recognise in the speaker a man of powerful mind, one of penetrating and unusual intellect.

Had I had the good fortune to have met you, Mr. Klaw, said the Lord Mayor, I should have attached a greater, and  er  a different, significance to your note. Your theories are strange ones, but to-day they have received strange and ample substantiation. I can only hope  and I do so with every confidence in your great ability (Moris Klaw rose and bowed), that you will be able to recover the diamond whose loss you so truly predicted.

I will ask you, replied Moris Klaw, to have sent into me the black coffee. Myself, my daughter, Mr. Searles, and Mr. Grimsby will view the room from which the robbery took place.

You would wish us to remain here? asked Mr. Anderson, glancing at the others.

I would so wish it, yes.

I hope, Mr. Klaw, said Sir Michael Cayley, that you will not hesitate to send me an account of your fee and expenditures.

I shall not so hesitate, replied Moris Klaw.

IV

We entered the small room from which the Blue Rajah had been spirited away. Grimsby, who was badly puzzled, was evidently glad of Klaws cooperation. Moris Klaws letter of warning, leading to the request for Moris Klaws attendance, had enabled the Scotland Yard man to summon that keen intellect to his aid without compromising his professional reputation. He would lose no credit that might accrue if the gem were recovered, and in short was congratulating himself upon a diplomatic move.

Its beyond me, he said, how the thing was got out of the room. With this door shut, the window fastened, and the other door double-locked, as it always is, practically the place is a box. Moris Klaw, from its hiding-place in the lining of his hat, took out the scent-spray and squirted verbena upon his face.

A box  yes, he rumbled; and so stuffy. No air.

Theres no ventilation, explained Grimsby. That square hole over the door is intended for ventilation, but as theres no corresponding aperture over the window or elsewhere its useless. Anyway, it only opens on the passage.

Ah. You searched them all quite thoroughly?

Certainly; like Kaffirs. But I didnt expect to find it.

Blessed is he who expecteth little. Isis, my child, there is some one knocking.

Isis opened the door communicating with Mr. Andersons office and a boy entered carrying a tray, with a coffee pot and cup upon it.

Good, said Moris Klaw. I shall not sleep in this room, Mr. Searles. It is difficult to sleep in the morning and I cannot wait for night. I shall sit here at this table for one hour with my mind a perfect blank. I shall think of nothing. That is a great art, Mr. Searles  to think of nothing. Few people but ascetics can do it. Try it for yourself, and you will find that thinking of trying not to think is the nearest you will get to it! I shall expose my mind, a sensitive blank, to the etheric waves created here by mental emotion.

I shall secure many alien impressions of horror at finding the Blue Rajah to be missing. That is unavoidable. But I hope, amongst all these, to find that other thought-thing  the fear of the robber at the critical moment of his crime! That should be a cogent and forceful thought  keener and therefore stronger to survive, because a thought of danger, but of gain, than the thoughts of loss with which this atmosphere is laden.

He stood up, removing his caped coat and revealing the shabby tweed suit which he wore. A big French knot, of black silk, looked grotesquely out of place beneath his yellow face with its edging of toneless beard.

Isis, he said, lay my cloak carefully upon that chair by the window. I will sit there.

Grimsby stepped forward to assist.

No, no! said Isis, but smiled enchantingly. No hand but mine must touch it until my father has secured his impression!

She laid the coat upon the chair, completely covering it; and Moris Klaw sat down.

Another cup of coffee, he said; and his daughter poured one out and handed it to him. This is Java coffee and truly not coffee at all. There is no coffee but Mocha  a thing you English will never learn. Return in an hour, gentlemen. Isis, ask that no disturbing sound is allowed within or without. That Committee, it can go home. None of it has the diamond.

And the other gentlemen? asked Grimsby. Theyll be anxious to get about their business, too. Theres Sir John Carron from the India Office and Mr. Gautami Chinje  the Gaekwars representative.

Of course  certainly, mused Moris Klaw. But, of course, too, they will all be anxious to know immediately the result of my inquiries. Listen  Mr. Anderson will remain; he can represent the City. Mr. Chinje, you will perhaps ask him to remain, to represent the Gaekwar  the vendor; and Sir John Carron, he might be so good. Make those arrangements, Mr. Grimsby, and let nothing again disturb me.

We left him, returning to the outer office.

Sir John Carron expressed himself willing to remain.

If I may use your telephone for a moment, Mr. Anderson, he said, I can put off an engagement.

Mr. Chinje had no other engagement, and Mr. Andersons duties had detained him in any event. There was some general, but subdued, conversation before the rest of the party left; but finally Sir John, Chinje, Grimsby, Isis Klaw and myself found ourselves in a waiting-room on the opposite side of the corridor, provided with refreshments and the gentlemen of the party with cigars, whilst the hospitable and deeply anxious Messrs. Anderson piled the table with periodical literature for our entertainment.

It was a curious interlude, which I shall always remember.

Sir John Carron, a tall, bronzed military man, middle-aged and perfectly groomed, surveyed Isis Klaw through his monocle with undisguised admiration. She bore this scrutiny with the perfect composure which was hers, and presently engaged the admiring baronet in some conversation about India, wherein Mr. Chinje presently joined. Chinje had all the quiet self-possession of a high-caste Hindu; and his darkly handsome face exhibited no signs of annoyance when Sir John adopted that tone of breezy patronage characteristic of some Anglo-Indian officers who find themselves in the company of a well-bred native. Grimsby, with recognition of his social inferiority written largely upon him, smoked, for the most part, in silence  Isis having given him permission to light up. Seeing his covert glances at this intimate trio, I ultimately succeeded in making the conversation a general one, thereby earning the Scotland Yard mans evident gratitude.

You know, Inspector Grimsby, said Sir John, I never was searched before to-day! But, by Jove, you did it very efficiently! I was dreadfully tempted to strike you when you calmly turned out my purse! Your method was far more workmanlike than Sir Michael Cayleys a few minutes earlier. He forgot to look in my watch-case, but you didnt!

Grimsby smiled.

Theres more in a simple thing like searching a man than most people take into consideration, he replied. Ive known a Kaffir in the mines who  excuse me, Miss Klaw  wore no more than Adam, to walk off with stones worth my years wages.

Im prepared to accept your assurance, Inspector, said Sir John, that none of us had the diamond about our persons.

My father has accepted it, added Isis Klaw; and that is conclusive.

Which brought us face to face again with the amazing problem that we were there to solve. How, by any known natural law, had the Blue Rajah been taken out of the room? None of us could conjecture. That the detective was hopelessly mystified, his inaction, awaiting the result of Moris Klaws seance, was sufficient proof. I wondered if the Commissioner would have approved of his passive attitude and entire dependence upon the efforts of an amateur, yet failed to perceive what other he could adopt. One thing was certain; if the diamond was recovered, its recovery would be recorded among Detective-Inspector Grimsbys successful cases! And there he sat placidly smoking one of Mr. Andersons cabanas.

At the expiration of the hour specified, Isis Klaw rose and walked across to Mr. Andersons office. Mr. Anderson, his ruddy face  typically that of a lowland Scot  a shade paler than was its wont, I fancy, was glancing from his watch to the clock.

Isis knocked on the inner door, opened it and entered. Sir John Carron was watching with intense interest. Mr. Chinje met my glance and smiled a little sceptically.

Moris Klaw came out with his caped coat on and carrying his bowler in his hand.

Gentlemen, he said, I have secured a mental negative, somewhat foggy, owing to those other thought-forms with which the atmosphere is laden. But I have identified him  the thief!

A sound like a gasp repressed came from somewhere immediately behind me. I turned. Mr. Anderson and Mr. Anderson, junior, stood at my elbow, close by were Mr. Chinje, Grimsby and Sir John Carron.

Who snorts? rumbled Moris Klaw, peering through his pince-nez.

Not I, said Sir John, staring about him.

We all, in turn, denied having uttered the sound.

Then there is in this office a ghost, declared Klaw, or a liar!

Excuse me, Mr. Klaw, began Mr. Anderson, with some heat.

Moris Klaw raised his hand. His daughters magnificent eyes blazed defiance at us all.

No anger, implored the rumbling voice. No anger. Anger is a misuse of the emotions. There are present eight persons here. Some one snorted. Eight persons deny the snort. It is a ghost or a liar. Am I evident to you?

Your logic is irrefutable, admitted the younger Mr. Anderson, glancing from face to face. It pains me to have to admit that you are right!

In turn, I examined the faces of those present. Grimsby was a man witless with wonder. Both the Andersons were embarrassed and angry. Isis Klaw was scornfully triumphant, her father was, as ever nonchalant. Sir John Carron looked ill at ease. Mr. Chinje appeared to have changed his opinion of the eccentric investigator and now studied him with the calm interest of the cultured Oriental.

I shall now make you laugh, said Moris Klaw. I shall tell you what he was thinking of at the psychological instant  that mysterious thief. He was thinking of two things. One was a very pretty, fair young lady and the other was a funny thing. He was thinking of throwing twelve peanuts into a parrots cage!

V

There are speeches so entirely unexpected that their effect is unappreciable until some little time after the utterance. This speech of Moris Klaws was of that description. For some moments no one seemed to grasp exactly what he had said, simple though his words had been. Then, it was borne home to us  that grotesque declaration; and I think I have never seen men more amazed.

Could he be jesting?

Mr. Klaw began Sir John Carron. But

One moment, Sir John, interrupted Klaw. Let all remain here for one moment. I shall return.

Whilst we stared, like so many fools, he shuffled from the office with his awkward gait. During his brief absence no one spoke. We were restrained, undoubtedly, by the presence of Isis Klaw, who, one hand upon her hip and with the other swinging her big ermine muff, smiled at us with a sort of pitying scorn for our stupidity.

Moris Klaw returned.

Let me see, he rumbled, reflectively, have you, Sir John Carron or Mr. Chinje, a specimen of the handwriting of the Gaek-war of Nizam?

Chinje and Sir John stared.

At the office  possibly, replied Sir John.

I have my instructions, signed by him, said Mr. Chinje. But not here.

At your hotel, yes?

Yes, replied Chinje, shortly.

He gave me the impression that he resented Moris Klaws catechising as that of a fool and an incompetent meddler with affairs of great importance.

Then, gentlemen, said Klaw, we must adjourn to examine that signature.

Really, the younger Mr. Anderson burst out, I must protest against this! You will pardon me, Mr. Klaw; I believe you to be sincere in your efforts on our behalf, but such an expedition can be no more than a wild-goose chase! What can the Gaekwars signature have to do with the theft of the diamond?

I will tell you something, my feverish friend, said Moris Klaw, slowly. The Blue Rajah is not on these premises. It is gone! It went before I came. If it is ever to come back you will put on your hat and accompany me to examine the signature to Mr. Chinjes instructions.

I must add my protest to Mr. Andersons, remarked Chinje. This is mere waste of time.

Mr. Grimsby, resumed Klaw, placidly, it is a case to be hushed up, this. There must be no arrests!

Eh? cried Grimsby.

Sir John Carron will ring up the Commissioner and he will say that Detective-Inspector Grimsby has traced the Blue Rajah, which was stolen, but that for reasons of state, Detective-Inspector Grimsby will make a confidential report and no arrest!

Really began Sir John.

Mr. Klaw, cried Anderson, interrupting excitedly. You are jesting with men who are faced by a desperate position! I ask you, as man to man, if you know who stole the Blue Rajah and where it is?

I reply, rumbled Moris Klaw, that I suspect who stole it, that I am doubtful how it was stolen, and that when I have examined the Gaekwars signature I may know where it is!

His reply had a tone of finality quite unanswerable. His attitude was that of a stone wall; and he had, too, something of the rugged strength of such a wall  of a Roman wall, commanding respect.

Sir John got into communication with the Commissioner, as desired by Klaw, and we all left the office and went down in the lift to the hall.

Two cabs will be needful, said Moris Klaw; and two cabs were summoned.

Sir John Carron, the Andersons and Moris Klaw entered one; Isis Klaw, Grimsby, Chinje and I the other.

The Hotel Astoria, directed Chinje.

Throughout the drive to the Strand, Isis chatted to Grimsby, to his great delight. Mr. Chinje contented himself with monosyllabic replies to my occasional observations. He seemed to be disgusted with the manner in which the inquiry was being conducted. When the two cabs drove into the courtyard of the hotel, the one in which I was seated followed the other. Mr. Chinje, on my left, descended first, and Moris Klaw also descended first from the cab in front.

As he did so he stumbled on the step and clutched at Chinje for support. Isis leapt forward to his assistance.

Ah, growled Klaw, hobbling painfully, and resting one hand upon Chinjes shoulder and the other upon his daughters. That foolish ankle of mine! How unfortunate! An accident, Mr. Chinje, which I met with in Egypt. I fell quite twenty feet in the shaft of a tomb and broke my ankle. At the least strain, I suffer yet.

Allow me, Mr. Chinje, said Grimsby, stepping forward.

No, no! rumbled Klaw. If you will hand me my hat which I have dropped, and see that my verbena has not fallen out  thank you  Mr. Chinje and Isis will be so good as to walk with me to the lift. A few moments rest in Mr. Chinjes apartments will restore me.

This arrangement accordingly was adopted, and we presently came to the rooms occupied by the Gaekwars representative, upon the fourth floor of the hotel. At the door, Mr. Chinje asked me to take his place whilst he found his key.

I did so and Chinje opened the door. To my great surprise he entered first. To my greater surprise, Moris Klaw, scorning my assistance and apparently forgetting his injury, rapidly followed him in. The rest of us flocked behind, possessed with a sense of something impending. We little knew what impended.

One thing, as I entered the little sitting-room, struck my vision with a sensation almost of physical shock. It was a large, empty parrot cage standing on the table!

I had an impression that Chinje dashed forward in a vain attempt to conceal the cage ere Moris Klaw entered. I saw, as one sees figures in a dream, a pretty, fair-haired girl in the room. Then the Hindu had leapt to an inner door  and was gone!

Quick! cried Klaw, in a loud voice. The door! the door!

He brushed the girl aside with a sweep of his arm and hurled himself against the locked door.

Mr. Grimsby! Mr. Searles! Some one! Help with this door. Isis! hold her back, this foolish girl!

The inner meaning of the scene was a mystery to us all, but the urgency of Moris Klaws instructions brooked no denial. With a shrill scream the girl threw herself upon him, but Isis, exhibiting unsuspected strength, drew her away.

Then Sir John Carron joined Klaw at the door and they applied their combined weights to the task of forcing it open.

Once, they put their shoulders to it; twice  and there was a sound of tearing woodwork; a third time  and it flew open, almost precipitating them both into the room beyond. Hard on the din of the opening rang the crack of a pistol shot. A wisp of smoke came floating out.

Ah, just God! said Moris Klaw, hoarsely, we are too late!

And, at his words, with a leap like that of a wild thing, the fair girl broke from Isis, and passing us all, entered the room beyond. Awed, and fearful, we followed and looked upon a pitiful scene.

Gautami Chinje lay dead upon the floor, a revolver yet between his nerveless fingers and a red spot in his temple. Beside him knelt the girl, plucking with both hands at her lower lip, her face as white as paper and her eyes glaring insanely at the distorted features.

Dearest, she kept whispering, in a listless way, my dearest  what is the matter? I have the diamond  I have it in my bag. What is it, my dearest?

We got her away at last.

He had only been in London six months, Moris Klaw rumbled in my ear, and you see, she adored him  helped him to steal. It is wonderful, snake-like, the power of fascination some Hindus have over women  and always over blondes, Mr. Searles, always blondes. It is a psychological problem.

So ended the case of the Blue Rajah robbery, one of the most brief in the annals of Moris Klaw. The great diamond we found in the girls handbag, wrapped in a curious little rubber covering, apparently made to fit it.

You see, explained Moris Klaw, later, to his wondering audience, this girl  I have yet to find out whom she is  was perhaps married to Mr. Chinje. He would, of course, have deserted her directly he returned to India. But here at the Astoria she was known as Mrs. Chinje. Who would have been the losers by the robbery? The insurance company, if I do not mistake the case. For the Gaekwar, through his representative, Chinje, had the diamond insured for all the time it was his property and in England, and the Committee had it insured from the time it became their property. It had become their property. The Gaekwar would have got his cheque. He gets it now; it is in Chinjes pocket-case. The City would have lost their Blue Rajah, and the insurance company would have paid the City for the loss!

The next office along the corridor from Mr. Andersons is the Central London Electric Lighting Company. Many consumers call. Mrs. Chinje was not suspected of any felonious purpose when she was seen in that corridor  and she was seen by a clerk and by an engineer. After my mental negative had told me of a pretty young lady of whom the thief thinks at the moment of his theft, I went to inquire  you recall?  if such a one had been seen near the office.

From the first my suspicions are with Chinje. The emotions have each a note, distinct, like the notes of a piano, though only audible to the trained mind. Both Isis and myself detect from Chinje the note of fear. I arrange, then, that he remains. My talk of examining the Gaekwars writing is a ruse. It is Chinjes apartment and the fair lady I expect to find there that I am anxious to see.

Then, in spite that he is the most cool of us all, I see that he suspects me and I have to hold him fast; for, if he could have got first to his room, and hidden the parrot cage, where had been our evidence? Indeed, only that I have the power to secure the astral negative, there had been no evidence at all. There is a third accomplice  him who howled in the courtyard; but I fear, as he so cleverly vanished, we shall never know his name.

And how was it done, and why did this some one howl?

Moris Klaw paused and looked around. We awaited his next words in tense silence.

He howled because Chinje had looked out from the window (which, though hidden, the howler was watching) and made him some signal. The signal meant: The Blue Rajah has been placed upon the table  howl!

The one below obeyed, and the Committee, like foolish sheep  yes, gentlemen, like no-headed cattle-things!  flocked to the window. But Chinje did not flock with them! Like a deft-handed conjurer he was at the table, the diamond was in the little rubber purse held ready, and Mrs. Chinje, with her large handbag open, was waiting outside the door, in the corridor, like some new kind of wicket-keeper. Chinje tossed the diamond through the little square ventilator!

He had been practising for weeks  ever since he knew that the Committee would meet in that room  tossing peanuts into the square opening of a parrot-cage, placed at the same height from the floor as the ventilator over Mr. Andersons doorway! He had practised until he could do it twelve times without missing. He had nerves like piano-wires, yet he was a deadly anxious man; and he knew that a woman cannot catch!

But she caught  or, if she dropped it, no one saw her pick it up.

Gentlemen, these Hindus are very clever, but talking of their cleverness makes one very thirsty. I think I heard Mr. Anderson make some cooling speech about a bottle of wine!


Sixth Episode. CASE OF THE WHISPERING POPLARS

I 

One afternoon Moris Klaw walked into my office and announced that owing to alterations he had temporarily suspended business at the Wapping emporium, and thus had found time to give me a call. I always welcomed a chat with that extraordinary man, and although I could conceive of no really useful alteration to his unsavoury establishment other than that of setting fire to it, I made no inquiries, but placed an easy chair for him and offered a cigar.

Moris Klaw removed his caped overcoat and dropped it upon the floor. Upon this sartorial wreckage he disposed his flat-topped brown bowler, and from it extracted the inevitable scent-spray. He sprayed his dome-like brow and bedewed his toneless beard with verbena.

So refreshing, he explained, a custom of the Romans, Mr. Searles. It is a very warm day.

I admitted that this was so.

My daughter Isis, continued Klaw, has taken advantage of the alterations and decorations to run over so far as Paris.

I made some commonplace remark, and we drifted into a conversation upon a daring robbery which at that time was flooding the press with copy. We were so engaged when, to my great surprise (for I had thought him at least a thousand miles away), Shan Haufmann was announced. As my old American friend entered, Moris Klaw modestly arose to depart. But I detained him and made the two acquainted.

Haufmann hailed Klaw cordially, exhibiting none of the ill-bred surprise which so often greeted my eccentric acquaintance of singular aspect. Haufmann had all that bonhomie which overlooks the clothes and welcomes the man. He glanced apologetically at his right hand which hung in a sling.

Cant shake, Mr. Klaw, said the big American, a good-humoured smile on his tanned, clean-shaven face. I stopped some lead awhile back and my right is still off duty.

Naturally I was anxious at once to know how he had come by the hurt; and he briefly explained that in the discharge of certain official duties he had run foul of a bad gang, two of whom he had been instrumental in convicting of murder, whilst the third had shot him in the arm and escaped.

Three dagoes, he explained in his crisply picturesque fashion, been wanted for years. Helped themselves to a bunch of my colts this Fall; killed one of the boys and left another for dead. So I went after them hot and strong. We rounded them up on the Mexican border, and got two, Schwart Sam and one of the Costas; but the younger Costa  we call him Corpus Chris  broke away and found me in the elbow with a lump of lead!

So youve come for a holiday?

Mostly, replied Haufmann. Greta hustled me here. She got real ill when I said I wouldnt come. So we came! Im centring in London for six months. Brought the girls over for a look round. Im not stopping at a hotel. Weve rented a house a bit outside; its Lais idea. Settled yesterday. All fixed. Expect you to dinner to-night! You, too, Mr. Klaw! Is it a bet?

Moris Klaw was commencing some sort of a reply, but what it was never transpired, for Haufmann, waving his sound hand cheerily, quitted the office as rapidly as he had entered, calling back:

Dine seven-thirty. Girls expecting you!

That was his way; but so infectious was his real geniality that few could fail to respond to it.

He is a good fellow, that Mr. Haufmann, rumbled Moris Klaw. Yes, I love such natures. But he has forgotten to tell us where he lives!

It was so! Haufmann, in his hurry and impetuosity, had overlooked that important matter; but I thought it probable that he would recall the oversight and communicate, so prevailed upon Klaw to remain. At last, however, I glanced at my watch, and found it to be nearly six oclock, whereupon I looked blankly at Moris Klaw. That eccentric shrugged his shoulders and took up the caped coat. Then the phone-bell rang. It was Haufmann.

I was glad to hear his familiar accent as he laughingly apologised for his oversight. Rapidly he acquainted me with the whereabouts of The Grove  for so the house was called.

Come now, he said. Dont stop to dress; youve only just got time, and rang off.

I thought Moris Klaw stared oddly through his pince-nez when I told him the address, but concluded, as he made no comment, that I had been mistaken. There was just time to catch our train, and from the station where we alighted it was only a short drive to the house. Haufmanns car was waiting for us, and in less than three-quarters of an hour from our quitting the Strand, we were driving up to The Grove, through the most magnificent avenue of poplars I had ever seen.

By Jove! I cried, what fine trees!

Moris Klaw nodded and looked around at the towering trunks with a peculiar expression, which I was wholly at a loss to account for. However, ere I had leisure to think much about the matter, we found ourselves in the hall, where Haufmann and his two fascinating daughters were waiting to greet us. I do not know which of the girls looked the more charming; Lilian with her bright mass of curls and blue eyes dancing with vivacity, or Greta in her dark and rather mystic beauty. At any rate, they were dangerous acquaintances for a susceptible man. Even old Moris Klaw showed unmistakably that his mind was not so wholly filled with obscure sciences as to be incapable of appreciating the society of a pretty woman.

Greta I noticed looking thoughtfully at him, and during dinner she suddenly asked him if he had read a book called Psychic Angles.

Rather unwillingly, as it seemed to me, Klaw admitted that he had, and the girl displayed an immediate and marked interest in psychical matters. Klaw, however, though usually but too willing to discuss this, his pet subject, foiled her attempt to draw him into a technical discussion, and rather obviously steered the conversation into a more general channel.

Dont let her get away on the bogey tack, Mr. Klaw, said Haufmann, approvingly. Shes a perfect demon for haunted chambers and so on.

Laughingly the girl pleaded guilty to an interest in ghostly subjects. But Im not frightened about them! she added in pretended indignation. I should just love to see a ghost.

O Greta! cried her sister. What a horrid idea.

You have perhaps investigated cases yourself, Mr. Klaw? asked Greta.

Yes, rumbled Klaw, perhaps so. Who knows?

Since he thus clearly showed his wish to drop the subject, the girl made a little humourously wry face, Whereat her father laughed boisterously; and no more was said during the evening about ghosts. I could not well avoid noticing two things, however, in regard to Moris Klaw: one, his evident interest in Greta; and the other a certain preoccupation which claimed him every now and again.

We left at about ten oclock, declining the offer of the car, as we had ample time to walk to the station. Haufmann wanted to come along, but we dissuaded him, with the assurance that we could find the way without any difficulty. Klaw, especially, was very insistent on the point, and when at last we swung sharply down the avenue and, rounding the bend, lost sight of the house, he pulled up and said:

For this opportunity, Mr. Searles, I have been waiting. It may not, of course, matter, but this house where the good Haufmann resides was formerly known as The Park.

What of that? I asked, turning on him sharply.

It is, he replied, celebrated as what foolish people call a haunted house. No doubt that is the reason why the name has been changed. As The Park it has been dealt with many times in the psychical journals.

The Park  I mused. Is it not included in that extraordinary work on the occult  Psychic Angles  of which Miss Haufmann spoke to-night  the place where the monk was supposed to have been murdered, where an old antiquary died, and some young girl, too, if I remember rightly?

Yes, replied Moris Klaw, yes. I will tell you a secret. Psychic Angles is a little book of my own, and so, of course, I know about this place.

His words surprised me greatly, for the book was being generally talked about. He peered around him into the shadows and seemed to sniff the air suspiciously.

Setting aside the question of any supernatural menace, I said, directly the servants find out, as they are sure to do from others in the neighbourhood, they will leave en bloc. It is a pleasant way servants have in such cases.

We must certainly tell him, the good Haufmann, agreed Klaw, and he will perhaps arrange to quit the place without letting the ladies to know of its reputation. That Miss Greta she has the sympathetic mind  he tapped his forehead the plate so sensitive, the photo film so delicate! For her it is dangerous to remain. There is such a thing, Mr. Searles, as sympathetic suicide! That girl she is mediumistic. From The Park she must be removed.

There is no time to lose, I said. We must decide what to do to-night. Suppose you come along to my place?

Moris Klaw agreed, and we resumed our walk through the poplar grove.

Although the night was very still, an eerie whispering went on without pause or cessation along the whole length of the avenue. Against the star-spangled sky the tall trees reared their shapes in a manner curiously suggestive of dead things. Or this fancy may have had birth in the associations of the place. It was a fatally easy matter mentally to fashion one of the poplars into the gaunt form of a monk; and no one, however unimaginative, being acquainted with the history of The Grove, could fail to find, in the soft and ceaseless voices of the trees, something akin to a womans broken sighs. In short, I was not sorry when the gate was passed, and we came out upon the high road.

Later, seated in my study, we discussed the business thoroughly. From my book-case I took down Psychic Angles and passed it to Moris Klaw.

There we are, he rumbled, turning over the leaves. I read: On August 8th, 1858, a Fra Giulimo, of a peculiar religious brotherhood who occupied this house from 1851 to 1858, was found strangled at the foot of a poplar close by the entrance gate.

I could never find out much about them, this brotherhood, he added, looking up; but they were, I believe, decent people. They left the place almost immediately after the crime. No arrest was ever made. Then (referring to the book), about the end of February or early in the March of 1863, a Mr. B  J  took the house. He was an antiquarian of European repute and a man of retired habits. With only two servants  an old soldier and his wife  he occupied The Park  (that is The Grove) from the spring of 63 to the autumn of 65. Then follow verbatim reports by the well-known Pepley of interviews with people who had heard Mr. J  declare that a hushed voice sometimes called upon him by name in the night, from the poplar grove. Also, an interview with his man-servant and with wife of latter, corroborating other statements. Mr. B  J  was found one September morning dead in the grove. Cause of death never properly established. The house next enters upon a period of neglect. It is empty; it is shunned. From65 right up to88 it stood so empty. It was then taken by a Mr. K  ; but he only occupied it for two months, this K  . Three other tenants subsequently rented the place. Only one of them actually occupied it  for a week; the other, hearing, we presume, of its evil repute, never entered into residence. Seventeen years ago the last tragedy connected with the unpleasant Grove took place. An eccentric old bachelor took the house, and, in the summer of 03, had a niece there to stay with him. The evidence clearly indicates to me that this unhappy one was highly neurotic  oh, clearly; so that the tragedy explains itself. She fell, or sprang, from her bedroom window to the drive one night in June, and was picked up quite dead at the foot of the first poplar in the Grove Sacre! it is a morgue, that house!

He returned the book and sat watching me in silence for some moments.

Did you spend any time in the house, yourself? I asked.

On four different occasions, Mr. Searles! It is only from certain of the rooms that the whispering is audible, and then only if the windows are open. You will notice, though, that all the tragedies occurred in the warm months when the windows would be so open.

Did you note anything supernormal in this whispering?

Nothing. You have read my explanation.

II 

Haufmann looked rather blank when we told him.

Just my luck! he commented. Gretas read your book, Mr. Klaw, and if she hasnt fixed it yet shes sure to come to it that The Park and The Grove are one and the same. It was largely because of her I arranged this trip, he added. The trouble Ive told you about got on her nerves and she had the idea some guy was tracking her around. The medicos said it was a common enough symptom and ordered a change. Anyhow, I quitted, to give her a chance to tone up. Confound this business!

He ultimately left quite determined to change his place of residence. But so averse was his practical mind from the idea of inconveniencing onself on such ghostly grounds, that two weeks slipped by, and still the Haufmanns occupied The Grove. The decoration of Moris Klaws establishment being presumably still in progress, Klaw accompanied me on more than one other occasion to visit Shan Haufmann and the girls. At last, one afternoon, Greta asked him point-blank if he thought the house to be that dealt with in Psychic Angles.

Of course, he had to admit that it was so; but far from exhibiting any signs of alarm, the girl appeared to be delighted.

How dense I have been! she cried. I should have known it from the description! As a matter of fact I might never have found out, but this morning the servants resigned unanimously!

Klaw looked at me significantly. All was befalling as we had foreseen.

They told you, then! he said. Yes? No?

They said the house was haunted, she replied, but they didnt seem to know much more about it. That simple fact was enough for them!

Haufmann came in and in answer to our queries declared himself helpless.

Lal and Greta wont wait, he declared; so whats to do? Ive cabled for servants from home. Meanwhile were at the mercy of day-girls and char-women!

The concern evinced by Moris Klaw was very great. He seized an early opportunity of taking Haufmann aside and questioning him relative to the situation of the rooms occupied by the family.

My room overlooks the avenue, replied Haufmann, and so does Gretas. Lais is on the opposite side. Come up and see them!

Klaw and I accompanied him. It was a beautiful, clear day, and from his window we gazed along the majestic ranks of poplars, motionless as a giant guard in the still summer air. It was difficult to conjure up a glamour of the uncanny, with the bright sunlight pouring gladness upon trees, flowers, shrubs and lawn.

This is the room from which the whisper is the most clearly audible! said Moris Klaw. I could tell you  ah! I spent several nights here!

The devil you did, rapped Haufmann. I must sleep pretty soundly. Ive never heard a thing. Gretas room is next on the right. She has said nothing.

Klaw looked troubled.

There is no sound unusual to hear, he answered. I quite convinced myself of that. But it is the tradition that speaks, Mr. Haufmann! In those silent watches, even so insensible an old fool as I can imagine almost anything, aided by such gruesome memories. Excepting the monk, who probably fell foul of a prowler-thief, the tragedies are easily to be explained. The old antiquity died of syncope, and the poor girl, in all probability, fell from the balcony in her sleep. She had a tremendously neurotic temperament.

Its bad, now Greta knows, mused Haufmann. Her nerves are all unstrung. Its just the thing I wanted to avoid!

Cant you induce her at any rate to change her room? I suggested.

No! Shes as obstinate as a pony! Her poor mother was the same. Its the Irish blood!

Such was the situation when we left. No development took place for a couple of days or so, then that befell which we had feared and half expected.

Haufmann walked into my office with  

Its started! Greta says she hears it every night!

Prepared though I had been for the news, his harshly spoken words sent a cold shudder through me.

Haufmann! I said sternly. There must be no more of this. Get the girls away at once. On top of her previous nerve trouble this morbid imagining may affect her mind.

You havent heard me out, he went on, more slowly than was his wont. You talk of morbid imagining. What about this: Ive heard it!

I stared at him blankly.

Thats one on you! he said, with a certain grim triumph. After Greta said there was something came in the night that wasnt trees rustling, I sat up and smoked. First night I read and nothing happened. Next night I sat in the dark. There was no breeze and I heard nothing for my pains. Third night I stayed in the dark again, and about twelve oclock a breeze came along. All mixed up with the rustling and sighing of the leaves I heard a voice calling as plain as I ever heard anything in my life! And it called me!

Haufmann!

It blame-well called me! Id take my oath before a jury on it!

This is almost incredible! I said. I wish Moris Klaw were here.

Where is he?

He is in Paris. He will be away over the weekend.

I met a man curiously enough, continued Haufmann, just outside the Charing Cross Tube, on my way here, whos coming down to have a look into the business; a hot man on mysteries. He mentioned the name of a celebrated American detective agency. Im afraid its right outside his radius, but he volunteered and I was glad to have him. Id like Klaw down though.

What about the girls?

I was going to tell you. Theyre at Brighton for awhile. Greta didnt want to quit, but poor Lal was dead scared! Anyway I got them off.

The uncanny business claimed entire possession of my mind, and further work was out of the question. I accordingly accompanied Haufmann to the hotel where the detective was lodged and made the acquaintance of Mr. J. Shorter Ottley. He was a typical New Yorker, clean-shaven and sallow complexioned with good, grey eyes and an inflexible mouth.

We dont deal in ghosts! he said, smilingly; I never met a ghost that couldnt stop a bullet if it came his way!

Ill make a confession to you, remarked Haufmann. When I heard that soft voice calling, I hadnt the sand to go and look out! Hows that for funk?

Not funk at all, replied Ottley, quietly. Maybe it was wisdom!

How do you mean?

Ive got an idea about it, thats all. Did Miss Haufmann hear it the same night?

Not the same night I did  no. She seems to have dozed off.

When she did hear it, was it calling you?

She couldnt make out what it called!

Did she go to the window?

Yes, but she only looked out from behind the blind.

See anything?

No.

I should have very much liked an interview with her, said Ottley, thoughtfully.

She could tell you no more than I have.

About that no! Theres something else I would like to ask her. That evening we all three dined at The Grove, dinner being prepared by a woman who departed directly we were finished. A desultory game of billiards served to pass the time between twilight and darkness, and the detective and I departed, leaving Haufmann alone in the house. This was prearranged by Ottley, who had some scheme in hand. Side by side we tramped down the poplar avenue, went out by the big gate, and closed it behind us. We then skirted the grounds to a point on the side opposite the gate, and, scaling the wall, found ourselves in a wilderness of neglected kitchen garden. Through this the American cautiously led the way towards the house, visible through the tangle of bushes and trees in sharp silhouette against the sky. On all fours we crossed a little yard and entered a side-door which had been left ajar for the purpose, closing it softly behind us. So, passing through the kitchen, we made our way upstairs and rejoined Haufmann.

A post had been allotted to me in the room next to his and I was enjoined to sit in the dark and watch for anything moving among the trees. Haufmann departed to a room on the west front with similar injunctions, and the detective remained in Haufmanns room.

As I crept cautiously to the window, avoiding the broad moonbeam streaming in, I saw a light on my left. Ottley was acting as Haufmann would have done if he had been retiring for the night. Three minutes later the light vanished, and the nervous vigil was begun.

There was very little breeze, but sufficient to send up and down the poplar ranks waves of that mysterious whispering which Klaw and I had previously noted. The moon, though invisible from that point, swam in an absolutely cloudless sky, and the shadow of the house lay black beneath me, its edge tropically sharp. A broad belt of moonbright grass and grave succeeded, and this merged into the light-patched gloom of the avenue. On the right of the poplars lay a shrubbery, and beyond that a garden stretching to the east wall. Just to the left, an outbuilding gleamed whitely. Some former occupant had built it for a coach-house and it now housed Haufmanns car. The apartments above were at present untenanted.

I cannot say with certainty when I first detected, mingled with the whistling of the branches, something that was not caused by the wind. But ultimately I found myself listening for this other sound. With my eyes fixed straight ahead and peering into the shadows of the poplars I crouched, every nerve at high tension. A slight sound on my left told of a window softly opened. It was Ottley creeping out on to the balcony. He, too, had heard it!

Then, with awful suddenness, the inexplicable happened.

A short, shrill cry broke the complete silence, succeeding one of those spells of whispering a shot followed hot upon it  then a second. Somebody fell with a muffled thud upon the drive  and I leapt to the window, threw it widely open and stepped out on the balcony.

Ottley! I cried. Haufmann!

A door banged somewhere and I heard Haufmanns muffled voice:

Downstairs! Come down!

I ran across the room, out on to the landing, and down into the hall. Haufmann was unfastening the bolts. His injured arm was still stiff, and I hastened to assist him.

My God! he cried, turning a pale face toward me. Its Ottley gone! Did you see anything?

No! Did you?

Curse it! No! I had just slipped away from the window to get my repeater! You heard the voice?

Clearly!

The door was thrown open and we ran out into the drive.

There was no sign of Ottley, and we stood for a moment, undecided how we should act. Then, just inside the shadow belt we found the detective lying.

Thinking him dead, we raised and dragged him back to the house. Having re-fastened the door, we laid him on a sofa in the morning-room. His face was deathly and blood flowed from a terrible wound on his skull. Strangest of all, though, he had a gaping hole just above the right wrist. The skin about it was discoloured as if with burning. Neither of us could detect any sign of life, and we stood, two frankly frightened men, looking at one another over the body.

Its got to be done! said Haufmann slowly. One of us has to stay here and do what he can for him, and one has to go for a doctor! Theres no telephone!

Wheres the nearest doctor? I asked.

Theres one at the corner of the first road on the right.

Ill go! I said.

Without shame I confess that from the moment the door closed behind me, I ran my hardest down the poplar avenue until I had passed the gate! And it was not anxiety that spurred me, for I did not doubt that Ottley was dead, but stark fear!

III 

Moris Klaw deposited a large grip and a travelling-rug upon the verandah.

Good-day, Mr. Haufmann! Good-day, Mr. Searles! At an open window the white-aproned figure of a nurse appeared. Good-day, Nurse! I am direct from Paris. This is a case which cannot be dealt with under the head of the Cycle of Crime, and I do not think it has any relation with the history of The Park. But thoughts are things, Mr. Haufmann. How helpful that is!

Forty-eight hours had elapsed since Haufmann and I had picked up Ottley for dead in the poplar avenue. Now he lay in a bed made up in the billiard-room, hovering between this world and another. I had a shrewd suspicion that the doctor who attended him was mystified by some of the patients symptoms.

Haufmann stared oddly at Moris Klaw, not altogether comprehending the drift of his words.

If only Ottley could tell us! he muttered.

He will tell us nothing for many a day, I said; if, indeed, he ever speaks again.

Ah, interrupted Moris Klaw, to me he will speak! How? With the mind! Something  we have yet to learn what  struck him down that night. The blow, if it was a blow, made so acute an impression upon his brain that no other has secured admittance yet! Good! That blow, it still resides within his mind. To-night, I shall sleep beside his bed. I shall be unable odically to sterilise myself, but we must hope. From amid the phantasms which that sick brain will throw out upon the astral film  upon the surrounding ether  I must trust that I find the thought, the last thought before delirium came!

Haufmann looked amazed. I had prepared him, to some extent, for Klaws theories, but nevertheless he was tremendously surprised. Klaw, however, paid no attention to this. He looked around at the trees.

I am glad, he rumbled impressively, that you managed to hush up. Distinctly, we have now a chance.

A chance of what? I cried. The thing seems susceptible of no ordinary explanation! How can you account for what happened to Ottley and for his condition? What incredible thing came out from the poplars?

No thing! answered Moris Klaw. No thing, my good friend!

Then what did he fire at?

At the coach-house!

I met the gaze of his peculiar eyes, fixed upon me through the pince-nez.

If you will look at the coach-house chimney, he continued, you will see it  the hole made by his bullet!

I turned quickly, and even from that considerable distance the hole was visible; a triangular break on the red-tiled rim.

What on earth does it mean? I asked, more hopelessly mystified than ever.

It means that Ottley is a clever man, who knows his business; and it means, Mr. Searles, that we must take up this so extraordinary affair where the poor Ottley dropped it!

What do you propose?

I propose that you invite yourself to a few days holiday, as I have done. You stay here. Do not allow even the doctor to know that you are in the house. The nurse you will have to confide in, I suppose. Mr. Haufmann  he turned to the latter you will occupy your old room. Do not, I beg of you, go outside after dusk upon any consideration. If either of you shall hear it again  the evil whispering  come out by the front door, and keep in the shadow. Carry no light. Above all, do not come out upon the balcony!

Then you, I said, will be unable to stay?

I shall be so unable, was the reply; for I go to Brighton to secure the interview with Miss Greta which the poor Ottley so much required!

You dont suggest that she knows

She knows no more than we do, Mr. Searles! But I think she holds a clue and does not know that she holds a clue! For an hour I shall slumber  I, who, like the tortoise, know that to sleep is to live  I shall slumber beside the sick mans bed. Then, we shall see!

IV

It was a quarter to seven when Moris Klaw entered the sickroom. Ottley lay in a trance-like condition, and the eccentric investigator, of whose proceedings the nurse strongly disapproved, settled himself in a split-cane armchair by the bedside and waving his hand in dismissal to Haufmann and myself, placed a large silk handkerchief over his sparsely covered skull and composed himself for slumber.

We left him, and tiptoed from the room.

If you hadnt told me what hes done in the past, whispered Haufmann, I should say our old friend was mad a lot!

The great empty house was eerily silent, and during the time that we sat smoking and awaiting the end of Moris Klaws singular telepathic experiment, neither of us talked very much. At eight oclock the man whose proceedings savoured so much of charlatanry, but whom I knew for one of the foremost criminologists of the world, emerged, spraying his face with verbena.

Ah, gentlemen, he said, coming in to us, I have recovered some slight impression  he tapped his moist forehead of that agonising thought which preceded the unconsciousness of Ottley. I depart. Some time to-night will come Sir Bartram Vane from Half-Moon Street, the specialist, to confer with the physician who is attending here. Mr. Searles, remain concealed. Not even he must know of your being here; no one outside the house must know. Remember my warnings. I depart.

Behind the thick pebbles his eyes gleamed with some excitement repressed. By singular means, he would seem to have come upon a clue.

Good-night, Mr. Haufmann, he said. Good-night, Mr. Searles. To the nurse I have said good-night and she only glared. She thinks I am the mad old fool!

He departed, curtly declining company, and carrying his huge plaid rug and heavy grip. As his slouching footsteps died away along the avenue, Haufmann and I looked grimly at one another.

Seems were left! said my friend. You wont desert me, Searles?

Most certainly I shall not! You are tied here by the presence of poor Ottley, in any event, and you can rely upon me to keep you company.

At about ten oclock Sir Bartram Vane drove up bringing with him the local physician who was attending upon Ottley. I kept well out of sight, but learnt, when the medical men had left, that the course of treatment had been entirely changed.

Thus commenced our strange ordeal; how it terminated you presently shall learn.

Moris Klaw, in pursuit of whatever plan he had formed never appeared on the scene, but evidence of his active interest reached us in the form of telegraphic instructions. Once it was a wire telling Haufmann to detain the American servants in London should they arrive and to go on living as we were. Again it was a warning not to go out on the balcony after dusk, and, again, that we should not desert our posts for one single evening. On the fourth day the doctor pronounced a slight improvement in Ottleys condition, and Haufmann determined to run down to Brighton on the following morning, returning in the afternoon.

That night we again heard the voice.

The house was very still, and Haufmann and I had retired to our rooms, when I discerned above the subdued rustling whisper of the leaves, that other sound that no leaf ever made. In an instant I was crouching by the open window. A lull followed. Then, again, I heard the soft voice calling. I could not detect the words, but in obedience to the instructions of Klaw, I picked up the pistol which I had brought for the purpose, and ran to the door. The idea that the whispering menace was something that could be successfully shot at, robbed it of much of its eerie horror, and I relished the prospect of action after the dreary secret sojourn in the upper rooms of the house.

I groped my way down to the hall. As we had carefully oiled the bolts, I experienced no difficulty in silently opening the door. Inch by inch I opened it, listening intently.

Again I heard the queer call.

Now, by craning my neck, I could see the moon-bright front of the house; and looking upward, I was horrified to see Shan Haufmann, a conspicuous figure in his light pyjama suit, crouching on the balcony! The moonlight played vividly on the nickelled barrel of the pistol he carried, as he rose slowly to his feet.

Though I did not know what danger threatened, nor from whence it would proceed, I knew well that Klaws was no idle warning. I could not imagine what madness had prompted Haufmann to neglect it, and was about to throw wide the door and call to him, when a series of strange things happened in bewildering succession.

An odd, strumming sound came from somewhere in the outer darkness. Haufmann dropped to his knees (I learnt, afterwards, that the loose slippers he wore had tripped him). The glass of the window behind him was shattered with a great deal of noise.

A shot!... a spurt of flame in the black darkness of the poplar avenue!... a shriek from somewhere on the west front... and I ran out on to the drive.

With a tremendous crash a bulky form rolled down the sloping roof of the coach-house, to fall with a sickening thud to the ground!

Then, out into the moonlight, Moris Klaw came running, his yet smoking pistol in his hand!

Haufmann! he cried, and again: Haufmann!

The big American peered down from the balcony hauling in something which seemed to be a line, but which I was unable to distinguish in the darkness.

Good boy! he panted. I was a fool to do it! But I saw him lying behind the chimney and thought I could drop him!

Moris Klaw ran, ungainly, across to the coach-house, and I followed him. The figure of a tall, lithe man, wearing a blue serge suit, lay face downwards on the gravel. As we turned him over, Haufmann, breathing heavily, joined us. The moonlight fell on a dark saturnine face.

Gee! came the cry. Its Corpus Chris!

Where did I get hold upon the clue? asked Moris Klaw, when he, Haufmann, and I sat, in the grey dawn, waiting for the police to come and take away the body of Costa. It was from the brain of Ottley! His poor mind (he waved long hands circularly in the air) goes round and round about the thing that happened to him on the balcony.

And what was that? demanded Haufmann, eagerly. Same as happened to me?

It was something  something that his knowledge of strange things tells him is venomous  which struck his wrist as he raised his revolver! What did he do? I can tell you; because he is doing it over and over again in his poor feverish mind. He clapped to the injured wrist the barrel of his revolver, and fired! Then, swooning, he toppled over and fell among the bushes. The wound that so had puzzled all becomes explained. It was self-inflicted  a precaution  a cauterising; and it saved his life. For I saw Sir Bartram Vane to-day and he had spoken with the other doctor on the telephone. The new treatment succeeds.

I am still in the dark! confessed Haufmann.

Yes? rumbled Moris Klaw. So? Why do I go to Brighton?

I go to ask Miss Greta what Ottley would have asked her.

And that is?

What she feared, that made her so very anxious to get you away from your home. To me she admitted that she had received from the man Costa impassioned appeals, such as, foolish girl, she had been afraid to show to you  her father!

Good Heavens! the scamp!

The canaille! But no matter, he is dead canaille! After you got the brother hanged, this Corpus Chris (it was Fate that named him!) sent to your daughter a mad letter, swearing that if she does not fly with him, he will kill you if he has to follow you around the world! Yes, he was insane, I fancy; I think so. But he was a man of very great culture. He held a Cambridge degree! You did not know? I thought not. He tracked you to Europe and right to this house. Its history he learned in some way and used for his own ends. Probably, too, he had no opportunity of getting at you otherwise, without leaving behind a clue or being seen and pursued.

Moris Klaw picked up an Indian bow which lay upon the floor beside him.

A bow of the Sioux pattern, he rumbled impressively.

He stooped again, picking up a small arrow to which a length of thin, black twine was attached.

One standing on the balcony in the moonlight, he continued, what a certain mark if the wind be not too high! And you will remember that on gently blowing nights the whispering came!

He raised the point of the arrow. It was encrusted in some black, shining substance. Moris Klaw lowered his voice.

Curari! he said, hoarsely, the ancient arrow-poison of the South American tribes! This small arrow would make only a tiny wound, and it could be drawn back again by means of the twine attached. Costa, of course, mistook Ottley for you, Mr. Haufmann. Ah, a clever fellow! I spent three evenings up the second tree in the avenue waiting for him. I need not have shot him if you had followed my instructions and not come out on the balcony. We could have captured him alive!

Im not crying about it! said Haufmann.

Neither do I weep, rumbled Moris Klaw, and bathed his face with perfume. But I loathe it, this curari  it smells of death. Ah! the canaille!


Seventh Episode. CASE OF THE HEADLESS MUMMIES

I 

The mysteries which my eccentric friend, Moris Klaw, was most successful in handling undoubtedly were those which had their origin in kinks of the human brain or in the mysterious history of some relic of ancient times.

I have seen his theory of the Cycle of Crime proven triumphantly time and time again; I have known him successfully to demonstrate how the history of a valuable gem or curio automatically repeats itself, subject, it would seem, to that obscure law of chance into which he had made particular inquiry. Then his peculiar power  assiduously cultivated by a course of obscure study  of recovering from the atmosphere, the ether, call it what you will, the thought forms  the ideas thrown out by the scheming mind of the criminal he sought for  enabled him to succeed where any ordinary investigator must inevitably have failed.

They destroy, he would say in his odd, rumbling voice, the clumsy tools of their crime; they hide away the knife, the bludgeon; they sop up the blood, they throw it, the jemmy, the dead man, the suffocated poor infant, into the ditch, the pool  and they leave intact the odic negative, the photograph of their sin, the thought-thing in the air! He would tap his high yellow brow significantly. Here upon this sensitive plate I reproduce it, the hanging evidence! The headless child is buried in the garden, but the thought of the beheader is left to lie about. I pick it up. Poof! he swings  that child-slayer! I triumph. He is a dead man. What an art is the art of the odic photograph.

But I propose to relate here an instance of Moris Klaws amazing knowledge in matters of archaeology  of the history of relics. In his singular emporium at Wapping, where dwelt the white rats, the singing canary, the cursing parrot, and the other stock-in-trade of this supposed dealer in oddities, was furthermore a library probably unique. It contained obscure works on criminology; it contained catalogues of every relic known to European collectors with elaborate histories of the same. What else it contained I am unable to say, for the dazzling Isis Klaw was a jealous librarian.

You who have followed these records will have made the acquaintance of Coram, the curator of the Menzies Museum; and it was through Coram that I first came to hear of the inexplicable beheading of mummies, which, commencing with that of Mr. Pettigrews valuable mummy of the priestess Hor-ankhu, developed into a perfect epidemic. No more useless outrage could well be imagined, than the decapitation of an ancient Egyptian corpse; and if I was surprised when I heard of the first case, my surprise became stark amazement when yet other mummies began mysteriously to lose their heads. But I deal with the first instance, now, as it was brought under my notice by Coram.

He rang me up early one morning.

I say, Searles, he said; a very odd thing has happened. Youve heard me speak of Pettigrew the collector; he lives out Wandsworth way; hes one of our trustees. Well, some demented burglar broke into his house last night, took nothing, but cut off the head of a valuable mummy!

Good Heavens! I cried. What an original idea!

Highly so, agreed Coram. The police are hopelessly mystified, and as I know you are keen on this class of copy I thought you might like to run down and have a chat with Pettigrew. Shall I tell him you are coming?

By all means, I said, and made an arrangement forthwith.

Accordingly, about eleven oclock I presented myself at a gloomy Georgian house standing well back from the high road, and screened by an unkempt shrubbery. Mr. Mark Pettigrew, a familiar figure at Sotheby auctions, was a little shrivelled man, clean shaven and with the complexion of a dried apricot. His big spectacles seemed to occupy a great proportion of his face, but his eyes twinkled merrily and his humour was as dry as his appearance.

Glad to see you, Mr. Searles, he said. Youve had some experience of the outre, I believe, and where two constables, an imposing inspector, and a plain-clothes gentleman who looked like a horse, have merely upset my domestic arrangements, you may be able to make some intelligent suggestion.

He conducted me to a large gloomy room in which relics, principally Egyptian, were arranged and ticketed with museum-like precision. Before a wooden sarcophagus containing the swathed figure of a mummy he stopped, pointing. He looked as though he had come out of a sarcophagus himself.

Hor-ankhu, he said, a priestess of Sekhet; a very fine specimen, Mr. Searles. I was present when it was found. See  here is her head!

Stooping, he picked up the head of the mummy. Very cleanly and scientifically it had been unwrapped and severed from the trunk. It smelt strongly of bitumen, and the shrivelled features reminded me of nothing so much as of Mr. Mark Pettigrew.

Did you ever hear of a more senseless thing? he asked. Come over and look at the window where he got in.

We crossed the dark apartment, and the collector drew my attention to a round hole which had been drilled in the glass of one of the French windows opening on a kind of miniature prairie which once had been a lawn.

I am having shutters fitted, he went on. It is so easy to cut a hole in the glass and open the catch of these windows.

Very easy, I agreed. Was any one disturbed?

No one, he replied excitedly; thats the insane part of the thing. The burglar, with all the night before him and with cases containing portable and really priceless objects about him, contented himself with decapitating the priestess. What on earth did he want her head for? Whatever he wanted it for, why the devil didnt he take it.

We stared at one another blankly.

I fear, said Pettigrew, I have been guilty of injustice to my horsey visitor, the centaur. You look as stupid as the worst of us!

I feel stupid, I said.

You are! Pettigrew assured me with cheerful impertinence. So am I, so are the police; but the biggest fool of the lot is the fool who came here last night and cut off the head of my mummy.

That, then, is all which I have occasion to relate regarding the first of these mysterious outrages. I was quite unable to propound any theory covering the facts, to Pettigrews evident annoyance; he assured me that I was very stupid, and insisted upon opening a magnum of champagne. I then returned to my rooms, and since reflection upon the subject promised to be unprofitable, had dismissed it from my mind, when some time during the evening Inspector Grimsby rang me up from the Yard.

Hullo, Mr. Searles, he said; I hear you called on Mr. Pettigrew this morning?

I replied in the affirmative.

Did anything strike you

No; were you on the case?

I wasnt on the case then, but Im on it now.

Hows that?

Well, theres been another mummy beheaded in Sothebys auction rooms!

II 

I knew quite well what was expected of me.

Where are you speaking from? I asked.

The auction-rooms.

I will meet you there in an hour, I said, and bring Moris Klaw if I can find him.

Good, replied Grimsby, with much satisfaction in his voice; this case ought to be right in his line.

I chartered a taxi and proceeded without delay to the salubrious neighbourhood of Wapping Old Stairs. At the head of the blind alley which harbours the Klaw emporium I directed the man to wait. The gloom was very feebly dispelled by a wavering gaslight in the shed-like front of the shop. River noises were about me. Somewhere a drunken man was singing. An old lady who looked like a pantomime dame was critically examining a mahogany chair with only half a back, which formed one of the exhibits displayed before the establishment.

A dilapidated person whose nose chronically blushed for the excesses of its owner hovered about the prospective purchaser. This was William, whose exact position in the Klaw establishment I had never learned, but who apparently acted during his intervals of sobriety as a salesman.

Good-evening, I said. Is Mr. Moris Klaw at home?

He is, sir, husked the derelict; but hes very busy, sir, I believe, sir.

Tell him Mr. Searles has called.

Yes, sir, said William; and, turning to the dame, Was you thinking of buyin that chair, mum, after youve done muckin it about?

He retired into the cavernous depths of the shop, and I followed him as far as the dimly seen counter.

Moris Klaw, Moris Klaw! the devils come for you!

Thus the invisible parrot hailed my entrance. Indescribable smells, zoo-like, with the fusty odour of old books and the unclassifiable perfume of half-rotten furniture, assailed my nostrils; and mingling with it was the distinct scent of reptile life. Scufflings and scratchings sounded continuously about me, punctuated with squeals. Then came the rumbling voice of Moris Klaw.

Ah, Mr. Searles  good-evening, Mr. Searles! It is the Pettigrew mummy, is it not?

He advanced through the shadows, his massive figure arrayed for travelling, in the caped coat, his toneless beard untidy as ever, his pince-nez glittering, his high bald brow yellow as that of a Chinaman.

There has been a second outrage, I said, at Sothebys.

So? said Moris Klaw, with interest; another mummy is executed!

Yes, Inspector Grimsby has asked us to join him there.

Moris Klaw stooped, and from beneath the counter took out his flat-topped brown bowler. From its lining he extracted a cylindrical scent-spray and mingled with the less pleasing perfumes that of verbena.

A cooling Roman custom, Mr. Searles, he rumbled, so refreshing when one lives with rats. So it is Mr. Grimsby who is puzzled again? It is Mr. Grimsby who needs the poor old fool to hold the lantern for him, so that he, the clever Grimsby, can pick up the credit out of the darkness! And why not, Mr. Searles, and why not? It is his business; it is my pleasure.

He raised his voice. Isis! Isis!

Out into the light of the fluttering gas-lamp, out from that nightmare abode, stepped Isis Klaw  looking more grotesque than a French fashion-plate in an ironmongers catalogue. She wore a costume of lettuce-green silk, absolutely plain and unrelieved by any ornament, which rendered it the more remarkable. It was cut low at the neck, and at the point of the V, suspended upon a thin gold chain, hung a big emerald. Her darkly beautiful face was one to inspire a painter seeking a model for the Queen of Sheba, but an ultra modern note was struck by a hat of some black, gauzy material which loudly proclaimed its Paris origin. She greeted me with her wonderful smile.

What, then, I said. Were you about to go out?

When I hear who it is, rumbled Moris Klaw, I know that we are about to go out; and behold we are ready!

He placed the quaint bowler on his head and passed through to the front of the shop.

William, he admonished the ripe-nosed salesman, there is here a smell of fourpenny ale. It will be your ruin, William. You will close at half-past nine, and be sure you do not let the cat in the cupboard with the white mice. See that the goat does not get at the Dutch bulbs. They will kill him, that goat  those bulbs; he has for them a passion.

The three of us entered the waiting cab; and within half-an-hour we arrived at the famous auction rooms. The doors were closed and barred, but a constable who was on duty there evidently had orders to admit us.

The thing we had come to see lay upon the table with an electric lamp burning directly over it. The effect was indescribably weird. All about in the shadows fantastic lots seemed to leer at us. A famous private collection was to be sold in the morning and a rank of mummies lined one wall, whilst, from another, stony Pharaohs, gods and goddesses, scorned us through the gloom. We were a living group in a place of long-dead things. And yellow on the table beneath the white light, with partially unwrapt coils of discoloured linen hanging gruesomely from it, lay a headless mummy!

I heard the spurt of Moris Klaws scent-spray behind me, and a faint breath of verbena stole to my nostrils.

Pah! came the rumbling voice; this air is full of deadness!

Good-evening, Mr. Klaw, said Grimsby, appearing from somewhere out of the gloom. I am so glad you have come. He bowed to Isis. How do you do, Miss Klaw?

The bright green figure moved forward into the pool of light. I think I had never seen a more singular picture than that of Isis Klaw bending over the decapitated mummy. Indeed the whole scene had delighted Rembrandt.

I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Klaw, said a middle-aged gentleman, stepping up to the curio dealer; the Inspector has been telling me about you.

Moris Klaw bowed, and his daughter turned to him with a little nod of the head.

It is the same period, she said, as Mr. Pettigrews mummy. Possibly this was a priest of the same temple. Certainly both are of the same dynasty.

It is instructive, rumbled Moris Klaw, but so confusing.

Its amazing, Mr. Klaw, said Grimsby. If I understand Miss Klaw rightly, this is the mummy of some one who lived at the same period as the priestess whose mummy is in Mr. Pettigrews possession?

I do not trouble to look, rumbled Moris Klaw, who, in fact, was staring all about the room. If Isis has said so, it is so.

If I happened to be superstitious, said Grimsby, I should think this was a sort of curse being fulfilled, or some fantastic thing of that sort.

You should call a curse fantastic, eh, my friend? said Moris Klaw. Yet here in your own country you have seen a whole family that was cursed to be wiped out mysteriously. Am I with you?

Grimsby looked very perplexed.

Theres nothing very mysterious about how the thing was done, he said. Some madman got in here with a knife early in the evening. Its always pretty dark even during the daytime. But the mystery is his object.

His object is a mystery, yes, agreed Klaw. I would sleep here in order to procure a mental negative of what he hoped or what he feared, this lunatic headsman, only that I know he is a man possessed.

Possessed! I cried; and even Isis looked surprised.

I said possessed, continued Klaw, impressively. He is some madman with a one idea. His mad brain will have charged the ether  he waved his long arms right and left with mad thoughts. The room of Mr. Pettigrew also will be filled with these grotesque thought-forms. Certainly he is insane, this butcher of mummies. In this case I shall rely not upon the odic photography, not upon that great science the Cycle of Crime, but upon my library.

None of us, I am sure, entirely understood his meaning; and following a brief silence, during which in a curiously muffled way the sounds of the traffic in Wellington Street came to us as we stood there around that modern bier with its 4000-year-old burden, Grimsby asked with hesitancy:

Dont you want to make any investigations, Mr. Klaw?

Then Moris Klaw startled us all.

I have a thought! he cried, loudly. Name of a dog! I have a thought!

Grabbing his brown bowler, which he had laid on the table beside the headless mummy, Come, Isis! he cried, and grasped the girl by the arm. I have yet another thought, most disturbing! Mr. Searles, would you be so good as also to come?

Wondering greatly whence we were bound and upon what errand, I hastened down the room after them, leaving Inspector Grimsby staring blankly. I think he was rather disappointed with the result of Moris Klaws inquiry  if inquiry this hasty visit may be termed. He was disappointed, too, at having spent so short a time in the company of the charming Isis.

The middle-aged gentleman came running to let us out.

Good-night, Inspector Grimsby! called Moris Klaw.

Good-night! good-night, Miss Klaw!

Good-night, Mr. Some One who has not been introduced! said Klaw.

My name is Welby, smiled the other.

Good-night, Mr. Welby! said Moris Klaw.

III 

During the whole of the journey back to Wapping, Moris Klaw regaled me with anecdotes of travels in the Yucatan Peninsula. I had never met a man before who had ventured fully to explore those deadly swamps; but Moris Klaw chatted about the Izamal temples as unconcernedly as another man might chat about the Paris boulevards. Isis took no part in the conversation, from which I gathered that, although she seemed to accompany her father everywhere, she had not accompanied him into the jungles of Yucatan.

In the heart of those forests, Mr. Searles, he whispered, are stranger things than these headless mummies. Do you know that the secret of those great temples buried in the swamps and the jungles and guarded only by serpents and slimy, crawling things, is a door which science has yet to unlock? What people built them, and what god was worshipped in them? Suppose  he bent to my ear I hold the key to that riddle; am I assured to be immortal? Yes? No?

His conversation, although it often seemed to be studiously eccentric, was always that of a man of powerful and unusual mind, a man of vast and unique experience. I was rather sorry when we arrived at our destination.

As the cab drew up at the head of the court, I saw that the shop of Moris Klaw was in darkness; but again telling the man to wait, we walked down past the warehouse, beyond whose bulk tided muddy Thames, and, my eccentric companion producing a key from one of the bulging pockets of his caped coat, he inserted it into the lock of a door which looked less like a door than a section of a dilapidated hoarding.

The door swung open.

Ah! he hissed. It was not locked!

Klaw struck a match and peered into the odorous darkness.

William! he rumbled. William!

But there was no reply. Isis suddenly laid her hand upon my arm, and it occurred to me that for once her wonderful composure was shaken.

Something has happened! she whispered.

Her father lighted a gas-burner, and the yellow light flared up, reclaiming from the gloom, furniture, pictures, cages, glass cases, statuettes, heaps of cheap jewellery and false teeth, books, and a hundred-and-one other items of that weird stock-in-trade.

Then, under the littered counter we found William lying flat on his back with his arms spread widely.

Ah! cochon! muttered Klaw; beer-swilling pig!

He stooped to raise the head of the prostrate man, and then to my surprise dropped upon his knees beside him, stooped yet lower, and sniffed suspiciously. Again Isis Klaw seized my arm, and her dark eyes were opened very widely as she leaned forward watching her father. He stood up, holding a glass in his hand which yet contained some drops of what was apparently beer. At this, too, he sniffed. He walked over to the gaslight and examined the fluid closely, whilst Isis and I watched him, together. Finally Moris Klaw inserted a long white forefinger into the dirty glass and applied the tip to his tongue.

Opium! he said. Many drops of pure opium were put in this beer.

He turned to me with a curious expression upon his parchment coloured face.

Mr. Searles, he said, my second idea was a good idea. I shall now surprise you.

He led the way through that neat and businesslike office which opened out of the unutterably dirty and untidy shop. Although within the shop and in front of it, only gaslight was used, in the office he switched on an electric lamp. But we did not delay long in Moris Klaws sanctum, lined with its hundreds of books, its obscure works of criminology, its records of strange things: we proceeded through another door and up a thickly carpeted stair.

I had never before penetrated thus far into the habitable portion of Moris Klaws establishment; the book-lined office hitherto had marked the limit of my explorations. But now as more electric lights were switched on, I saw that we stood upon a wide landing panelled in massive black oak. Armoured figures stood sentinel like against the walls, and several magnificent specimens of Chinese porcelain met my gaze. I might have thought myself in some old English baronial hall. Next we entered a big, rectangular room, which I wholly despair of describing. Apparently it was used as a study, a library, a laboratory, and a warehouse for all sorts of things, from marble Buddhas to innumerable pairs of boots. Also, there was in it a French stove; and upon a Persian coffee-table stood a frying-pan containing a cooked sausage solidified in its own fat. There was clear evidence, moreover, in the form of a rolled-up hammock, that the place served as a bedroom.

Altogether there were four mummies in the apartment. One of these, partly unwrapped, lay amongst the litter on the floor... headless!

Mon Dieu! cried Isis, clasping her hands; it is uncanny, this!

She was evidently excited, for her French accent suddenly asserted itself to a marked degree. Moris Klaw, from somewhere amongst the rubbish at his feet, picked up the severed head of the mummy and stared at it intently. In the stillness I could hear the river noises very distinctly, and a sort of subterranean lapping and creaking which suggested that at high tide the cellars of the establishment became flooded. Moris Klaw dropped the head from his hands. It fell with a dull thud to the floor.

From the lining of his hat he took out the inevitable scent-spray and moistened his brow with verbena.

I need the cool brain, Mr. Searles, he said. I, the old cunning, the fox, the wily, am threatened with defeat. This slaughter of mummies it surpasses my experience. I am nonplussed; I am a stupid old fool. Let me think!

Isis was looking about her in a startled way.

It is horribly uncanny, Miss Klaw, I said. But the drugging of the man downstairs points to very human agency. Perhaps if we could revive him

He will not revive, interrupted Moris Klaw, for twelve hours at least. In his beer was enough opium to render unconscious the rhinoceros!

Is there anything missing? I asked.

Nothing, rumbled Klaw. He came for the mummy. Isis, will you prepare for us those cooling drinks that help the fevered mind, and from downstairs bring me the seventh volume of the Books of the Temples.

Isis Klaw immediately walked forward to the door.

And Isis, my child, added her father, remove the tall cage to the top end of the shop. Presently that Williams snores will awake the Borneo squirrel.

As the girl departed, Klaw opened an inner door and ushered me into a dainty white room, an amazing apartment indeed, a true Parisian boudoir. The air was heavy with the scent of roses for bowls of white and pink roses were everywhere. Klaw lighted a silver table-lamp with an unique silver gauze shade apparently lined with pale rose-coloured silk. Evidently this apartment belonged to Isis, and was as appropriate for her, exquisite Parisian that she seemed to be, as the weird barn through which we had come was an appropriate abode for her father.

When presently Isis returned I saw her for the first time in her proper setting, a dainty green figure in a white frame. Moris Klaw opened the bulky leather-bound volume which she had handed to him, and whilst I sat sipping my wine and watching him, he busily turned over the pages (apparently French MS.) in quest of the reference he sought.

Ah! he cried in sudden triumph; vaguely I had it in my memory, but here it is, the clue. I will translate for you, Mr. Searles, what is written here: The Book of the Lamps, which was revealed to the priest, Pankhaur, and by him revealed only to the Queen (it was the ancient Egyptian Queen, Hatshepsu, Mr. Searles), was kept locked in the secret place beneath the altar and each high priest of the temple  all of whom were of the family of Pankhaur  held the key and alone might consult the magic writing. In the 14th dynasty, Seteb was high priest, and was the last of the family of Pankhaur. At his death the newly appointed priest, receiving the key of the secret place, complained to Pharaoh that the Book of the Lamps was missing.

He closed the volume, and placed it on a little table beside him.

Isis, he rumbled, looking across at his daughter, does the mystery become clear to you? Am I not an old fool? Mr. Searles, there is only one other copy of this work  he laid a long white hand upon the book known to European collectors. Do I know where that copy is? Yes? No? I think so!

There was triumph in his hoarse voice. Personally I was quite unable to see in what way the history of the Book of the Lamps bore upon the case of the headless mummies; but Moris Klaw evidently considered that it afforded a clue. He stood up.

Isis, he said, bring me my catalogue of the mummies of the Bubastite priests.

That imperious beauty departed in meek obedience.

Mr. Searles, said Moris Klaw, this will be for Inspector Grimsby another triumph; but without these records of a poor old fool, who shall say if the one that beheads mummies had ever been detected? I neglected to secure the odic negative because I thought I had to deal with a madman; but I was more stupid than an owl. This decapitating of mummies is no madmans work, but is done with a purpose, my friend  with a wonderful purpose.

IV

The Menzies Museum (scene of my first meeting with Moris Klaw) was not yet opened to the public when Coram (the curator), Moris Klaw, Grimsby and I stood in the Egyptian Room before a case containing mummies. The room adjoining  the Greek Room  had been the scene of the dreadful tragedies which first had acquainted me with the wonderful methods of the eccentric investigator.

Whoever broke into Sothebys last night, Mr. Klaw, said Grimsby, knew the ins and outs of the place; knew it backwards. Its my idea that he was known to the people there. After having cut off the head of the mummy he probably walked out openly. Then, again, it must have been somebody who knew the habits of Mr. Pettigrews household that got at his mummy. Of course  his eyes twinkled with a satisfaction which he could not conceal Im very sorry to hear that our man has proved too clever for you! Think of a burglar breaking into Mr. Moris Klaws house!

Think of it, my friend, rumbled the other; if it makes you laugh go on thinking of it, and you will grow fat!

Grimsby openly winked at me. He was out of his depth himself, and was not displeased to find the omniscient Moris Klaw apparently in a similar position.

I am not resentful, continued Klaw, and I will capture for you the mummy man.

What? cried Grimsby. Are you on the track?

I will tell you something, my laughing friend. You will secretly watch this Egyptian Room like the cat at the mouse-hole, and presently  I expect it will be at night  he will come here, this hunter of mummies!

Grimsby stared incredulously.

I dont doubt your word, Mr. Klaw, he said; but I dont see how you can possibly know that. Why should he go for the mummies here rather than for those in one of the other museums or in private collections?

Why do you order a bottle of Bass, rasped Klaw, in a saloon, rather than a bottle of water or a bottle of vinegar? It is because what you want is a bottle of Bass. Am I a damn fool? There are others. I am not alone in my foolishness!

The group broke up: Grimsby, very puzzled, going off to make arrangements to have the Egyptian Room watched night and day, and Coram, Klaw, and I walking along in the direction of the Greek Room.

I have no occasion to remind you, Mr. Klaw, said Coram, that the Menzies Museum is a hard nut for any burglar to crack. We have a night watchman, you will remember, who hourly patrols every apartment. For any one to break into the Egyptian Room, force one of the cases and take out a mummy, would be a task extremely difficult to perform undetected.

This mummy hunter, replied Klaw, can perform it with ease; but because we shall all be waiting for him he cannot perform it undetected.

I shouldnt think there is much likelihood of any attempt during the day? I said.

There is no likelihood, agreed Klaw; but I like to see that Grimsby busy! The man with the knife to decapitate mummies will come to-night. Without fear he will come, for how is he to know that an old fool from Wapping anticipates his arrival?

We quitted the Museum together. The affair brought back to my mind the gruesome business of the Greek Room murders, and for the second time in my life I made arrangements to watch in the Menzies Museum at night.

On several occasions during the day I found myself thinking of this most singular affair and wondering in what way the Book of the Lamps, mentioned by Moris Klaw, could be associated with it. I was quite unable to surmise, too, how Klaw had divined that the Menzies Museum would become the scene of the next outrage.

We had arranged to dine with Coram in his apartments, which adjoined the Museum buildings, and an oddly mixed party we were, comprising Coram, his daughter, Moris Klaw, Isis Klaw, Grimsby and myself.

A man had gone on duty in the Egyptian Room directly the doors were closed to the public, and we had secretly arranged to watch the place from night-fall onward. The construction of the room greatly facilitated our plan; for there was a long glass skylight in the centre of its roof, and by having the blinds drawn back we could look down into the room from a landing window of a higher floor  a portion of the curators house.

Dinner over, Isis Klaw departed.

You will not remain, Isis, said her father. It is so unnecessary. Good-night, my child!

Accordingly, the deferential and very admiring Grimsby descended with Coram to see Isis off in a taxi. I marvelled to think of her returning to that tumble-down, water-logged ruin in Wapping.

Now, Mr. Grimsby, said Moris Klaw, when we four investigators had gathered together again, you will hide in the case with the mummies!

But I may find myself helpless! How do we know that any particular case is going to be opened? Besides I dont know what to expect!

Blessed is he that expecteth little, my friend. It is quite possible that no attempt will be made to-night. In that event you will have to be locked in again to-morrow night!

Grimsby accordingly set out. He held a key to the curators private door, which opened upon the Greek Room, and also the key of a wall-case. Moris Klaw had especially warned him against making the slightest noise. In fact he had us all agog with curiosity and expectation. As he and Coram and I, having opened, very carefully, the landing window, looked down through the skylight into the Egyptian Room, Grimsby appeared beneath us. He was carrying an electric pocket torch.

Opening the wall-case nearest to the lower end of the room, he glanced up rapidly, then stepped within, reclosing the glass door. As Klaw had pointed out earlier in the evening, an ideal hiding-place existed between the side of the last sarcophagus and the angle of the wall.

I hope he has refastened the catch, said our eccentric companion; but not with noisiness.

Why do you fear his making a noise? asked Coram, curiously.

Outside, upon the landing, replied Moris Klaw, is a tall piece of a bas-relief; it leans back against the wall. You know it?

Certainly.

To-night, you did not look behind it, in the triangular space so formed.

Theres no occasion. A man could not get in there.

He could not, you say? No? That exploits to me, Mr. Coram, that you have no eye for capacity! But if you are wrong, what then?

Any one hiding there would have to remain in hiding until the morning. He could not gain access to any of the rooms; all are locked, and he could not go downstairs, because of the night attendant in the hall-way.

No? Yes? You are two times wrong! First  some one is concealed there!

Mr. Klaw! began Coram, excitedly.

Ssh! Moris Klaw raised his hand. No excitement. It is noisy and a tax upon the nerves. Second  you are wrong, because presently that hidden one will come into the Egyptian Room!

How? How in Heavens name is he going to get in?

We shall see.

Utterly mystified, Coram and I stared at Moris Klaw, for we stood one on either side of him; but he merely wagged his finger enjoining us to silence, and silent perforce we became.

The view was a cramped one, and standing there looking out at the clear summer night, I for one grew very weary of the business. But I was sustained by the anticipation that the mystery of the headless mummies was about to come to a climax. I felt very sorry for poor Grimsby, cramped in the corner of the Egyptian room, for I knew him to be even more hopelessly in the dark respecting the purpose of these manoeuvres than I was myself. In vain I racked my brain in quest of the link which united the ancient Book of the Lamps with the singular case which had brought us there that night.

Coram began to fidget, and I knew intuitively that he was about to speak.

Ssh! whispered Moris Klaw.

A beam of light shone out beneath us, across the Egyptian Room!

I concluded that something had attracted the attention of Grimsby. I leaned forward in tense expectancy, and Coram was keenly excited.

The beam of light moved; it shone upon the door of the very case in the corner of which Grimsby was hiding, but upon the nearer end, fully upon the face of a mummy.

A small figure was dimly discernible, now, the figure of the man who carried the light. Cautiously he crossed the room. Evidently he held the key of the wall-case, for in an instant he had swung the door back and was hauling the mummy on to the floor.

Then out upon the midnight visitor leapt Grimsby. The light was extinguished  and Moris Klaw, drawing back from the window, seized Coram by the arm, crying, The key of the door! The key of the door!

We were down and into the Egyptian Room in less than half a minute. Coram switched on all the lights; and there with his back to the open door of the wall-case, handcuffed and wild-eyed, was... Mr. Mark Pettigrew!

Corams face was a study  for the famous archaeologist whom we now saw manacled before us was a trustee of the Menzies Museum!

Mr. Pettigrew! he said hoarsely. Mr. Pettigrew! there must be some mistake

There is no mistake, my good sir, rumbled Moris Klaw. Look, he has with him a sharp knife to cut off the head of the priest!

It was true. An open knife lay upon the floor beside the fallen mummy!

Grimsby was breathing very heavily and looking in rather a startled way at his captive, who seemed unable to realise what had happened. Coram cleared his throat nervously. It was one of the strangest scenes in which I had ever anticipated.

Mr. Pettigrew, he began, it is incomprehensible to me

I will make you to comprehend, interrupted Moris Klaw. You ask  he raised a long finger why should Mr. Pettigrew cut off the head of his own mummy? I answer for the same reason that he cut off the head of the one at Sothebys. You ask why did he cut off the head of the one at Sothebys? I answer for the same reason that he cut off the head of the one at my house, and for the same reason that he came to cut off the head of this one! What is he looking for? He is looking for the Book of the Lamps! He paused, gazing around upon us. Probably, excepting the prisoner, I alone amongst his listeners understood what he meant.

I have related to Mr. Searles, he continued, some of the history of that book. It contained the ritual of the ancient Egyptian ceremonial magic. It was priceless; it gave its possessors a power above the power of kings! And when the line of Pankhaur became extinct it vanished. Where did it go? According to a very rare record  of which there are only two copies in existence  one of them in my possession and one in Mr. Pettigrews!  it was hidden in the skull of the mummy of a priest or a priestess of the temple!

Pettigrew was staring at him like a man fascinated.

Mr. Pettigrew had only recently acquired that valuable manuscript work in which the fact is recorded; and being an enthusiast, gentlemen (he spread wide his hands continentally), all we poor collectors are enthusiasts  he set to work upon the first available mummy of a priest of that temple. It was his own. The skull did not contain the priceless papyrus! But all these mummies are historic; there are only five in Europe.

Five? blurted Pettigrew.

Five, replied Klaw; you thought there were only four, eh? But as a blind you called in the police and showed them how your mummy had been mutilated. It was good. It was clever. No one suspected you of the outrages after that  no one but the old fool who knew that you had secured the second copy of that valuable work of guidance!

So you did not hesitate to use the keys you had procured in your capacity as trustee, to gain access to this fourth mummy here. He turned to Grimsby and Coram. Gentlemen, he said, there will be no prosecution. The fever of research is a disease; never a crime.

I agree, said Coram; most certainly there must be no prosecution; no scandal. Mr. Pettigrew, I am very, very sorry for this.

Grimsby, with a rather wry face, removed the handcuffs. A singular expression proclaimed itself upon Pettigrews shrivelled countenance.

The thing Im most sorry for, he said, dryly, but with the true fever of research burning in his eyes, if you will excuse me saying it, Coram, for Im very deeply indebted to you  is that I cant cut off the head of this fourth mummy!

Mr. Mark Pettigrew was a singularly purposeful and rudely truculent man.

It would be useless, rumbled Moris Klaw. I found the fifth mummy in Egypt two years ago! And behold  he swept his hand picturesquely through the air I beheaded him!

What! screamed Pettigrew, and leapt upon Klaw with blazing eyes.

Ah, rumbled Klaw, massive and unruffled, that is the question  what? And I shall not tell you!

From his pocket he took out the scent-spray and squirted verbena into the face of Mr. Pettigrew.


Eighth Episode. CASE OF THE HAUNTING OF GRANGE

I 

A large lamp burned in the centre of the table; a red-shaded candle stood close by each diner; and the soft light made a brave enough show upon the snowy napery and spotless silver, but dispersed nothing of the gloom about us. The table was a lighted oasis in the desert of the huge apartment. One could barely pick out the suits of armour and trophies which hung from distant panelled walls, and I started repeatedly when the butler appeared, silent, at my elbow.

Of the party of five, four were men  three of them (for I venture to include myself) neatly groomed and dressed with care in conventional dinner fashion. The fourth was a heavy figure in a dress-coat with broad satin lapels such as I have seen, I think, in pictures of Victorian celebrities. I have no doubt, judging from its shiny appearance, that it was the workmanship of a Victorian tailor. The vest was cut high and also boasted lapels; the trousers, though at present they were concealed beneath the table, belonged to a different suit, possibly a mourning suit, and to a different sartorial epoch.

The woman, young, dark and exceedingly pretty, wore a gown of shimmering amber, cut with Parisian daring. Her beautiful eyes were more often lowered than raised, for Sir James Leyland, our host, was unable to conceal his admiration; his face, tanned by his life in the Bush, was often turned to her. Clement Leyland, the baronets cousin, bore a striking resemblance to Sir James, but entirely lacked the latters breezy manner. I set him down for a man who thought much and said little.

However, conversation could not well flag at a board boasting the presence of such a genial colonial as Sir James, and such a storehouse of anecdotal oddities as Moris Klaw. Mr. Leyland and myself, then, for the most part practised the difficult art of listening; for Isis Klaw, I learned, could talk almost as entertainingly as her father.

I am so glad, said Moris Klaw, and his voice rumbled thunderously about the room, that I have this opportunity to visit Grange.

It certainly has great historic interest, agreed Sir James. I had never anticipated inheriting the grand old place, much less the title. My uncles early death, unmarried, very considerably altered my prospects; I became a landed proprietor who might otherwise have become a Murrumbidgee whaler!

He laughed, light-heartedly, glancing at Isis Klaw, and from her to his cousin.

Clem had everything in apple-pie order for me, he added, including the family goblin!

Ah! that family goblin! rumbled Moris Klaw. It is him I am after, that goblin!

The history of Grange, in fact, was directly responsible for Moris Klaws presence that night. An odd little book, Psychic Angles, had recently attracted considerable attention amongst students of the occult, and had proved equally interesting to the general public. It dealt with the subject of ghosts from quite a new standpoint, and incidentally revealed its anonymous author as one conversant apparently with the history of every haunted house in Europe. Few knew that the curio-dealer of Wapping was the author, but as Grange was dealt with in Psychic Angles, amongst a number of other haunted homes of England, a letter from Sir James Leyland, forwarded by the publisher, had invited the author to investigate the latest developments of the Leyland family ghost.

I had had the privilege to be associated with Moris Klaw, in another case of apparent haunting  that which I have dealt with in an earlier paper; the haunting of The Grove. He had courteously invited me, then, to assist him (his own expression) in the inquiry at Grange. I welcomed the opportunity; for I was anxious to include in my annals at least one other case of the apparent occult.

We shall without delay, continued the eccentric investigator, endeavour to meet him face to face  this disturber of the peace. Sir James, it is with the phenomena you call ghosts the same as with valuable relics, with jewels, with mummies  ah, those mummies!  with beautiful women!

To liken a beautiful woman to a relic, said Sir James, would be  well he glanced at Isis, hardly complimentary!

It would be true! Moris Klaw assured him impressively. Nature, that mystic process of reproduction, wastes not its models. Sir James, all beauty is duplicated. Look at my daughter, Isis. (Sir James readily obeyed.) You see her, yes? And what do you see?

Isis lowered her eyes, but, frankly, I was unable to perceive any evidence of embarrassment in this singularly self-possessed girl.

Perhaps, resumed her father, I could tell you what you see; but I will only tell you what it is you may see. You may see a beauty of your Regency or a favourite of your Charles; the daughter of a Viking, an ancient British princess; the slave of a Caesar, the dancer of a Pharaoh!

You believe in reincarnation? suggested Clement Leyland, quietly.

Yes, certainly, why not, of course! rumbled Moris Klaw. But I do not speak of it now, not I; I speak of Natures reproduction; I tell you how Nature wastes nothing which is beautiful. What has the soul to do with the body? I tell you how the reproduction goes on and on until the mould, the plate, the die, has perished! So is it with ghosts. You write me that your goblin has learned some new tricks. I answer, your goblin can never learn new tricks; I answer this is not he, it is another goblin! Nature is conservative with her goblins as with her beautiful women; she does not disfigure the old model with alterations. What! Chop them about! Never! she makes new ones.

Clement Leyland smiled discreetly, but Sir James was evidently interested.

Of course Ive read Psychic Angles, Mr. Klaw, he said, consequently your novel theories do not altogether surprise me. I gather your meaning to be this: a haunted house is haunted in exactly the same way generation after generation? Any new development points to the presence of a new force or intelligence?

It is exactly quite so, Moris Klaw nodded sympathetically. You have the receptive mind, Sir James; you should take up ghosts; they would like you. There is a scientific future for the sympathetic ghost-hunter  for I will whisper it  these poor ghosts are sometimes so glad to be hunted! It is a lonely life, that of a ghost!

The Grange ghost, Sir James assured him, is a most gregarious animal. He doesnt go in for lonely groanings in the chapel or anything of that kind; he drops into the billiard-room frequently, hes often to be met with right here in the dining-room, and of late hes been sleeping with me regularly!

So I hear, rumbled Moris Klaw; so I hear. It is quaint, yes, proceed, my friend.

Isis Klaw sat with her big eyes fixed upon Sir James as he continued:

The traditional ghost of Grange was a grey monk who on certain nights  I forget the exact dates  came out from the chapel beyond the orchard carrying a long staff, walked up to a buttress of the west wall and disappeared at the point where formerly there was a private entrance. In fact there used to be a secret stair opening at that point and communicating with a room built by a remote Leyland of the eighth Henrys time  a notorious roue. The last Leyland to use the room was Sir Francis, an intimate of Charles II. The next heir had the wing rebuilt, and the ancient door walled up.

Yes, yes, said Moris Klaw. I know it all, but you tell it well. This is a most interesting house, this Grange. I have recorded him, the grey monk, and I learn with surprise how another spook comes poaching on his preserves! Tell us now of these new developments, Sir James.

Sir James cleared his throat and glanced about the table.

Please smoke, said Isis; because I should like to smoke, too!

Yes, yes! agreed Moris Klaw. Remain, my child, we will all remain; do not let us move an inch. This banqueting-hall is loaded with psychic impressions. Let us smoke and concentrate our minds upon the problem.

Coffee and liqueurs were placed upon the table and cigarettes lighted. In deference to the presence of Isis, I suppose, no cigars were smoked; but the girl lighted an Egyptian cigarette proffered by Sir James with the insouciance of an old devotee of my Lady Nicotine. The butler having made his final departure, we were left  a lonely company in our lighted oasis  amid the shadow desert of that huge and ghostly apartment.

All sorts of singular things have happened, began Sir James, since my return from Australia. Of course I cannot say if these are recent developments, because my uncle, for seven or eight years before his death, resided entirely in London, and Grange was in charge of the housekeeper. It is notorious, is it not, that housekeepers and such worthy ladies never by any chance detect anything unseemly in family establishments with which they are associated? Anyway, when I was dug up out of the Bush, and all the formalities were through, good old Clement here set about putting things to rights for me and I arrived to find Grange a perfect picture from floor to roof. New servants engaged, too, though the housekeeper and the butler, who have been in the family for years, remained, of course, with some other old servants. As I have said, everything was in apple-pie order.

Including the ghost! interpolated his cousin, laughing.

Thats the trouble, said Sir James, banging his fist upon the table; the very first night I dined in this room there was a most uncanny manifestation. Clement and I were sitting here at this very table; we had dined  not unwisely, dont think that  and were just smoking and chatting, when

He ceased abruptly; in fact the effect was similar to that which would have resulted had a solid door suddenly been closed upon the speaker. But the stark silence which ensued was instantly interrupted. My blood seemed to freeze in my veins; a horrid, supernatural dread held me fast in my chair.

For, echoing hollowly around and about the huge, ancient apartment, rolled, booming, a peal of demoniacal laughter! From whence it proceeded I was wholly unable to imagine. It seemed to be all about, above us, and beneath us. It was mad, devilish, a hell-sound impossible to describe. It rose, it fell, it rose again  and ceased abruptly.

My God! I whispered. What was it?

II 

In the silence that followed the ghostly disturbance we sat around the table listening. Sir James was the first to speak.

A demonstration, Mr. Klaw! he said. This sort of thing happens every night!

Ah! rumbled Moris Klaw, every night, eh? That laughing? You have investigated  yes  no?

I tried to investigate, explained the baronet, but quite frankly I didnt know where to begin.

We were all recovering our composure somewhat, I think.

You hear that laughter nowhere but in this room? asked Klaw.

I have always heard it when we have been seated at this table, was the reply; at no other time, but it can be heard clearly beyond the room. The servants have heard it. Excepting the housekeeper and the butler, they are leaving almost immediately.

Ah! canaille! grunted Moris Klaw, fear-pigs! It is always so, these servants. So you have not located the one that laughs, no?

No, answered Sir James; and he doesnt stop at laughing-does he, Clem?

Clement Leyland shook his head. He looked even paler than usual, I thought, and the uncanny incident seemed to have disturbed him greatly.

What else? rumbled Moris Klaw. The grey monk is forgetting his manners. He becomes rude, eh  that grey monk?

The house has practically become uninhabitable, said the baronet, bitterly. None of the unusual phenomena are missing. We have slamming doors, phantom footsteps, and, if the servants are to be believed, half the forces of hell loose here at night!

But your own experiences? interrupted Klaw.

My own experiences in brief amount to this: I rarely sit at this table at night without hearing that beastly laughter, at least once.

I never go into the billiard-room, which opens out under the gallery yonder, without feeling a cold wind blowing upon my face or head, even in perfectly still weather, or with all the windows closed. To the left of the billiard-room, and opening out of it, is a third centre of these disturbances. Its the gun-room, and guns have been fired there in the night with the door locked, on no fewer than five occasions!

Moris Klaw, from a tail pocket of his coat, produced a cylindrical scent-spray and squirted verbena upon his high, yellow forehead.

It grows exciting, this, he said. I require the cool brain.

Finally, added Sir James, the only other point worth mentioning is the ghostly voice which regularly wakes me from my sleep at night.

A voice, rumbled Klaw, what voice and what does it say, that voice?

I wont repeat what it says! replied the baronet, glancing at Isis; but it offers obscene suggestions, or that is the impression I have of it  a low filthy mumbling; if you can follow me, the voice of something dead and infinitely evil.

Moris Klaw stood up.

This intelligence, he rumbled, a living or a dead one, has thoughts then, and thoughts, Sir James, are things. I shall sleep in one of the centres of its activity to-night, perhaps here, perhaps in the billiard-room or the gun-room. Isis, my child, bring for me my odically sterilised pillows. This is a charming case and worthy of the subtle method.

He placed his hands upon the shoulders of Sir James Leyland, who stood facing him.

Evil thoughts live, Sir James, he said. I cannot explain to you how hard it is to slay them. Few good thoughts survive; but such an ancient abode as this  he waved his long hands characteristically about him is peopled with thought-forms surviving from the dark ages. I have opened the inner eye, my friend. Mercifully, perhaps, the inner eye is closed in most of us; in some it is blind. But I have opened that eye and trained it. As I sleep  he lowered his voice oddly those thought-things come to me. It is an uncomfortable gift, yes; for here in Grange I shall find myself to-night in evil company. Murders long forgotten will be accomplished again before that inner eye of mine! I shall swim in blood! Assassins will come stealing to me, murdered ones will scream in my ears, the secret knife will flash, the honest axe do its deadly work; for in the moment of such deeds two imperishable thought-forms are created: the thought-form of the slayer, strong to survive, because a blood-lustful thought, a revengeful thought; and the thought of the slain, likewise a long-surviving thought because a thought of wildest despair, a final massing of the mental forces greater than any generally possible in life, upon that last awful grievance.

He paused, looking around him.

From the phantom company, he said, I must pick out that one whose thought is of laughter, of firing guns, and of evil whisperings. What a task! Wondrous is the science of the mental negative!

The meeting broke up, then, and Isis Klaw, having brought from a large case, which formed part of her fathers luggage, two huge red cushions, bade us good-night and retired to her own room. Moris Klaw, with a cushion swinging in each hand, went shuffling ungainly from room to room like some strange animal seeking a lair.

Do I understand, Clement Leyland whispered to me, that your friend proposes to sleep down here?

Yes, I replied, smiling at his evident wonderment; such is his method of investigation, eccentric, but effective.

It is really effective, then? The experiences given in Psychic Angles are not fabulous?

In no way. Moris Klaw is a very remarkable man. I have yet to meet the mystery which is beyond him.

Moris Klaws rumbling voice, which frequently reminded me of the rolling of casks in a distant cellar, broke in upon our conversation  

Here is the ideal spot; here upon this settee by the door of the gun-room I am in the centre of these psychic storms which nightly arise in Grange.

If you are determined to remain here, Mr. Klaw, said Sir James, I shall not endevour to dissuade you, of course; but I should prefer to see you turn into more comfortable quarters.

No, no, was the reply; it is here I shall lay down my old head, it is here I shall lie and wait for him, the one who laughs. Accordingly, since the hour grew late, we left this novel ghost-hunter stretched out upon the settee in the billiard-room; and as I knew his objection to any disturbance, I suggested to Sir James that we should retire out of earshot for a final smoke ere seeking our separate apartments.

We sat chatting for close upon an hour, I suppose. Then Clement Leyland left us, saying that he had had a heavy day.

Clements been working real hard, the baronet confided to me. In the circumstances, as I think I told you, I have decided to abandon Grange, and we are having the old Friars House, a mile from here, but on part of the estate, restored. It hasnt been inhabited for about three generations, and its very much older than Grange; part of it dates back to King John. Perhaps I can get servants to stop there, though, and its quite impossible to keep up Grange without a staff. Clement has been superintending the work over there all day; hes one of the best.

A few moments later we parted for the night. I left Sir James at the door of his room, which had formerly opened off the balcony overlooking the banqueting-hall. That door was now walled up, however, and the entrance was from the corridor beyond. The room allotted to me was upon the opposite side of the same corridor and farther to the north.

I felt particularly unlike sleep. The extremely modern furniture of my room could not rob the walls, with their small square paneling, of the air of hoary antiquity which was theirs. The one window, deep set, and overlooking an extensive orchard, was such as might have formed the focus for cavalierly glance, was such as might have framed the head of a romantic maid of Stuart days. And with it all was that gloomy air that had a more remote antiquity, that harked back to darker times than those of the Merry Monarch: the air of ghostly evil, the cloud from which proceeded the devilish laughter, the obscene whisperings.

Where the shadows of the trees lay beneath me on the turf, I could fancy a grey cowled figure flitting across the lighted patches and lurking, evilly watching, amid the pools of darkness. Sleep was impossible. Moris Klaw, to whom such fears as mine were utterly unknown, might repose, nay, was actually reposing, in the very vortex of this psychical storm; but I was otherwise constituted. I had been with him in many cases of dark enough evil-doing, but this purely ghostly menace was something that sapped my courage.

Grange stood upon rather high ground, and in a north-easterly direction, peeping out from the trees of a wooded slope, showed a grey tower almost like a giant monkish figure under the moon. I watched it with a vague interest. It was Friars House, to which the baronet projected retreat from the haunted Grange. Lighting my pipe, I leaned from the window, idly watching that ancient tower and wondering if more evil deeds had taken place within it  long as it had stood there amid the trees  than those which had left their mark ghostly upon Grange.

The night was very beautiful and very still. Not the slightest sound could I detect within or without the house. How long I had lounged there in this half-dreamy, but vaguely fearful, mood I cannot say, but I was aroused by a tremendous outcry. Loud it broke in upon the silence of the night, broke in on my mood with nerve-racking effect. My pipe dropped upon the floor, and taking one step across the room I stood there, rooted to the spot with indefinable horror.

Father! it came in a piercing scream, and again: Father! O God! save him! save him!

III 

The voice was that of Isis Klaw!

Whenever I accompanied her father upon any of his inquiries I came armed, and now with a magazine pistol held in my hand I leapt out into the corridor and turned toward the stair. A door slammed open in front of me and Sir James Leyland also came running out, pulling on his dressing-gown as he ran. One quick glance he gave me; his face was very pale; and together we went racing down the stairs into the hall patched with ghostly moonlight.

You heard it? he breathed, hoarsely. It was Miss Klaw! What in Gods Name has happened? Where is she?

But even as he asked the question, and as we pressed on into the billiard-room, it was answered. For Isis Klaw, with a dressing-gown thrown over her night apparel, was kneeling beside the settee upon which her father lay!

What has happened? What has happened? groaned Sir James. Then, as we approached together: Mr. Klaw! Mr. Klaw! he cried.

All right, my friend! came the rumbling voice, and to my inestimable relief, Moris Klaw sat up and looked around upon us, adjusting his pince-nez to the bridge of his massive nose:  I live!

It has saved me, the Science of the Mind!

Isis Klaw bowed her head upon the red cushion, and I saw that she was trembling violently. It was the first time I had known her to lose her regal composure, and, utterly mystified, I wondered what awful danger had threatened Moris Klaw.

Thank Heaven for that! said the baronet, earnestly. Approaching footsteps sounded now, and a group of frightened servants, headed by the butler, appeared at the door of the billiard-room. Through them came pressing Mr. Clement Leyland. His face was ghastly, showing a startling white against the dull red of the dressing-gown he wore.

James! he said, huskily. James! that awful screaming! What was it? What has occurred?

I knew that he slept in the west wing and that he must have been unable to distinguish the words which Isis had cried. Thus heard, the shrill scream must have sounded even more terrifying.

Moris Klaw raised his hand protestingly.

No fuss, dear friends, he implored, in rumbling accents, no wonderings and botherings. They so disturb the nerves. Let us be calm, let us be peaceful. He laid his hand upon the head of the girl who knelt beside him. Isis, my child, what a delicate instrument is the psychic perception! You knew it, the danger to your poor old father, to the poor old fool who lies here waiting to be slaughtered! Almost you knew it before I knew it myself!

For Gods sake, Mr. Klaw, said Clement Leyland, shakily, what has happened? Who, or what, came to you here? What occasioned Miss Klaws terror?

My friend, replied Klaw, you ask me conundrum-riddles. Some dreadful thing haunts this Grange, some deadly thing. The man has not lived who has not tasted fear, and I, the old foolish, have lived indeed to-night! I fail, my friend. There is some evil intelligence ruling this Grange, which I cannot capture upon my negative  he tapped his brow characteristically to attempt it would be to die. It is too powerful for me. Grange is unclean, Sir James. You will leave Grange without delay; it is I, the old experienced who knows, that warns you. Fly from Grange. Take up your residence, to-morrow, at Friars House!

No further explanation would he vouchsafe.

I am defeated, my friends! he declared, shrugging resignedly.

Accordingly, Isis, her beautiful face deathly pale and her great eyes feverishly bright, returned to her room. She covered her face with her hands as she passed to the door. Moris Klaw accepted the use of an apartment next to mine, and we all sought our couches again in states of varying perturbation.

That there was some profound mystery underlying these happenings of the night was evident to me. Moris Klaw and Isis Klaw were keeping something back. They shared some dark secret and guarded it jealously; but with what motive they acted in this fashion was a problem that defied my efforts at solution.

The morning came, and brought a haggard company to the breakfast table. Few, if any, beneath the roof of Grange, had known sleep that night, although, so far as I could gather, there had been no manifestations of any kind.

Moris Klaw talked incessantly about the fauna of the Sahara Desert, and so monopolised the conversation with his queer anecdotes of snakes and scorpions, that no other topic found entrance.

After breakfast the whole party, in Sir Jamess car, drove over to Friars House; and despite the up-to-date furniture and upholstery, I found it a very gloomy residence. Stripped of its ghostly atmosphere, Grange had been quite a charming seat for any man; but this dungeonesque place, with its lichened tower that had dominated the valley when John signed Magna Charta, with its massive walls and arrow-slit windows, its eccentrically designed apartments and crypt-like smell, was altogether too archaic to be comfortable.

Moris Klaw, standing in the room which had been fitted up as a library, removed his flat-topped brown bowler and fumbled for his scent-spray.

This place, he said, smells abominably of dead abbots!

He squirted verbena upon himself and upon Isis. He replaced the scent-spray in the lining of the hat, and was about to replace the hat on his head, when he paused, staring straight up at the ceiling reflectively.

My notes! he said abruptly; I have left those notes in my valise. I must have them. Curse me, for an old foolish! Sir James, you will show Isis this charming old tower in my absence? Do I intrude? But I would borrow the car and return to Grange for my notes!

Not a bit! replied the baronet readily. Clement can go with you!

No, no! Certainly no! I could not think of it! My old friend, Mr. Searles, may come if he so likes; if not, I go alone.

Naturally I agreed to accompany him; and leaving the others at the ancient gateway, we set off in Sir Jamess car back to Grange. Down into the valley we swept and up the slope to Grange, Moris Klaw sitting muttering in his beard, but offering no remark and patently desirous to avoid conversation.

Come, my friend, he said, as the car drew up before the house, and I will show you what my mental negative recorded to me last night, just before the great danger came.

He led the way into the billiard-room, curtly directing the butler to leave us. When we were alone  

You will note something, he rumbled, swinging his arm vaguely around in the direction of the banqueting-hall. What you will note is this: the laughter  where is it heard? It is heard here, in the gun-room on my right, in the banquet-room before me. Great is the science of the mind! I will now test my negative.

I followed him with wondering gaze as he stepped into the deep old-fashioned fireplace which formed one of the quaintest features of the room. He bent his tall figure to avoid striking his head upon the stonework, and placed the historic brown bowler upon one of the settles.

Perhaps I cannot find it, came his rumbling voice; my negative was fogged by assassinations, murderous sieges, candle-light duels, and other thought-forms of the troubled past; but I may triumph  I may triumph!

He was standing on a settle with his head far up the chimney, and presently a faint grating sound proceeded from that sooty darkness.

I have it! he rumbled, triumphantly. And in my pocket reposes the electric lamp. I ascend; you, my good friend, will follow.

True enough he scrambled upwards, and to my unspeakable amazement disappeared in the chimney. Filled with great wonder I followed and saw him standing in a recess high above my head, a recess which he must have opened in some way unknown to me. He extended a long arm and grasped my hand in his.

Up! he cried, exerted his surprising strength, and jerked me up beside him with as little effort as though I had been a child.

He pressed the button of a torch which he held and I saw that we stood upon an exceedingly steep and narrow wooden stair.

It is in the thickness of the wall between the panellings, he whispered, solemnly; a Jacobite hiding-place. Sir James knows nothing of it, for has he not spent his life in the Bush.

He mounted the stair.

On the right, his voice came back to me, the gun-room, the billiard-room! On the left the banquet-room. From here comes the laughter  from here comes the danger.

Still he ascended and I followed. The narrow stair terminated in a dusty box-like apartment no more than six feet high by six feet square. Moris Klaw, ducking his head grotesquely, stood there shining the light about him. From the floor he took up a square wooden case, and waved to me to descend again.

No exit, he said; no exit. Sir Jamess bedroom is upon the further side, but, as I had anticipated, there is no exit.

We returned the way we had come; clearly there was no other. Beneath his caped coat Moris Klaw jealously concealed the case which he had discovered in the secret chamber. I was filled with intense curiosity; but Moris Klaw, having gone to his room, asking me to await him outside in the drive, returned ultimately, without the case, but carrying a huge notebook, and intimated that he was prepared to re-enter the waiting car.

Behind the pebbles of his pince-nez, his strange eyes gleamed triumphantly.

We triumph, he said. The haunting of Grange succumbs to the Science of the Mind!

IV

We all had lunch at Friars House, but were by no means a jovial party. Sir James seemed worried and preoccupied, and Clement Leyland even more reticent than usual. Moris Klaw talked, certainly, but his conversation turned entirely upon the subject of the Borgias, concerning which notorious family he was possessed of a stock of most unsavoury anecdote. So realistic were his gruesome stories, delivered in that rumbling whisper, wholly impossible to describe or imitate, that every mouthful of food which I swallowed threatened to choke me.

Afterwards we wandered idly about the beautiful old grounds, which bore ineffaceable marks of monkish cultivation. Sir James, who was walking ahead with Moris Klaw and Isis, suddenly turned and waited for me. I had been examining a sundial with much interest, but I now walked on and joined our host.

Mr. Searles, he said, may I press you to remain here over the week-end?

Thats very good of you, I replied. I think I could manage it, and I should enjoy the stay immensely.

I concluded that Moris Klaw also was remaining, and consequently was surprised when a short time later he drew me aside into a rose-covered arbour, and announced that he was leaving by the four oclock train.

But I shall be back in the morning, Mr. Searles, he assured me, wagging his finger mysteriously, I shall be back in the morning!

And Miss Klaw?

She, too, goes by the four-oclock train and will not be returning  for the present.

I understand that Sir James is taking up his residence here at Friars House from now onward?

It is so, my friend; he deserts Grange. The servants come over here to-day. Is he not well advised? Mr. Clement has all along recommended that this shall be his residence. He was against it, the idea of inhabiting Grange, from the first. He is wise, that Mr. Clement. He has lived in these parts so long. He knows that Grange is haunted, is uninhabitable.

Later, then, Moris Klaw and Isis took their departure; and just as the car was about to drive off my eccentric friend removed his brown bowler, and sprayed his bald brow with verbena. He bent to me:

Day and night, he whispered, huskily, do not lose sight of him, Sir James! Above all, allow him not to explore!

With that the car drove off, and I stood looking after it, wondering, utterly mystified. On the steps behind me stood Clement Leyland and his cousin. The latters gaze followed the course of the car along the picturesque winding road until it became lost from view. I thought I heard him sigh.

Ensued an uneventful day and night. Life was pleasant enough at Friars House, if a trifle dull; and Sir James seemed unsettled, whilst his disquietude was reflected in his cousin. The latter, now that his active labours in preparing this new residence for the baronet were checked, seemed a man at a loss what to do with himself. His was one of those quietly ardent temperaments, I divined, and idleness palled upon him. Apparently he had no profession, and although I presumed that he had some residence of his own in the neighbourhood, he, apparently, was prepared indefinitely to prolong his stay at Friars House. I think his companionship was welcome to Sir James, for the latter was yet strange to the new duties of a landed gentleman.

The next morning brought Moris Klaw, and I learned with evergrowing surprise that he had made arrangements to spend the following week beneath the hospitable roof of Friars House.

I have nothing to record of interest up to the time I left; but often during the ensuing six days the problem of the haunting of Grange, and the mystery of Moris Klaws protracted visit to Friars House came between me and my work. Then on the Saturday morning arrived a telegram  

Can you join us for week-end  car will meet 2.30. Wire reply. Best wishes.  LEYLAND.

I determined to accept the invitation; for respecting the nature of Moris Klaws business at Friars House  and that he had some other motive than ordinary in sojourning there I was persuaded  my curiosity knew no bounds. Accordingly I packed my grip, and at about five oclock on a delightful afternoon found myself taking tea in a cloister-like apartment of the former Friary.

Grange, said Sir James, in answer to a question of mine, is shut up.

It is shut, yes, rumbled Moris Klaw. What a pity! What a pity!

In the course of the day occurred incidents which I have since perceived to have been significant. I will pass over them, however, and hasten to what I may term the catastrophe of this very singular case.

Four of us sat down to dinner in an apartment which clearly had been the ancient refectory of the monks. Clement Leyland, who had arrived barely in time to dress, looked haggard and worried. I determined that he had some private troubles of his own, and beneath his quiet geniality I thought I could detect a sort of brooding gloom. His pale, clean-shaven face, so like, yet so unlike, that of his cousin, was a mask that ill repaid study; yet I knew that the real Clement Leyland was a stranger to me, perhaps to all of us.

I was most anxious to learn if Moris Klaw had divulged the secret of the hidden chamber at Grange to Sir James; and I was unspeakably curious concerning the box of which I had had but a glimpse  the box that he had found there. But he baffled my curiosity at every point.

Have you experienced that sense of impending calamity which sometimes heralds tragic things? It was with me that night, throughout dinner; and afterwards, when we entered the library and sat over our cigars, it grew portentously. I felt that I stood upon the brink of a precipice. And literally I was not in great error. Moris Klaw, to the evident discomfort of Sir James, brought the conversation around to the subject of the haunting. I observed him to glance at his watch, with a rather odd expression upon his vellum-hued face.

Is it not singular, he said, how poor spectres are confined, like linnets, to their cages? They seem, these spooks, never to roam. That laughing demon of Grange  look at him. He remains in that empty, desolate house; he

There was a dreadful interruption.

Commencing with a sort of guttural rattle, out upon the cloisteresque stillness burst a peal of wicked laughter!

It rang throughout the room; it poured fear into my every fibre. It died away  and was gone.

Sir James, clutching the leather-covered chair-arms, looked like a man of stone. I was frankly terrorised. Moris Klaw stood behind me, by a bookcase; him I could not see. But Clement Leylands face I can never forget. It was positively deathlike. His eyes seemed starting from their sockets, and his teeth chattered horribly.

God in Heaven! he whispered, brokenly. What is it? O God! What is it! Take it away  take it away!

Then Moris Klaw spoke, slowly  

It is for you to take it away, Mr. Leyland!

Clement Leyland rose from his seat; he swayed like a drunken man, and there was madness in the glaring eyes that he turned in Klaws direction.

You  you he gasped.

I  I rumbled Moris Klaw sternly, and took a step for ward I have entered the Jacobite hiding-place at Grange, and there I found a box! Ah! you glare! glare on, my friend! I returned that box to where I found it; but first I examined its contents! What! that demon laughter frightens you! Then descend, Mr. Leyland, descend and bring him out  the one who laughs!

Rigidly, Sir James sat in his chair; I, too, seemed to be palsied.

But at sight of the next happening we both stood up. Moris Klaw stamped heavily upon the oaken floor in a deep recess; then applied his weight to a section of the seemingly solid stone wall.

It turned, as on a pivot, revealing a dark cavity.

He stood there, a bizarre figure, pointing down into the blackness.

Descend, my friend! he cried. The one who laughs is upon the seventh step!

The seventh step!

In a whisper the words came from Clement Leyland. A draft of damp, cavernous air blew into the library out of the opening.

Descend, my friend!

Remorselessly, Moris Klaw repeated the words. In the centre of the room, Clement Leyland, a pitiable sight, stood staring  and hesitating. Suddenly his cousin spoke.

Dont go, Clement! he whispered.

The other turned to him, dazedly.

Dont go  down that place. But  O God! I understand at last, or partly....Quit! I give you half an hour!

Sir James sank back into his chair and buried his face in his hands; Moris Klaw never moved from where he stood by the cavity. But Clement Leyland with bowed head, walked from the room.

In the silence that followed his going  

Await me, gentlemen, rumbled Klaw; I descend for the laughter!

He stepped into the opening.

One, he counted, two  three  four  five his voice came up to us from the depths, six!

We heard him ascending. Walking into the library he placed upon the table beside Sir James a very large and up-to-date gramophone!

The laughter! he explained, simply. That night, my friends, when first I slept at Grange, I secured, among a host of other dreadful negatives, the negative of one who lurked in a secret hiding-place. I saw him come creeping from the chimney-corner, bearing a great mace which I recognised for one that had hung in the hall! Almost, the Science of the Mind betrayed me; for I mistook him for a thought-form! But the mind of Isis is en rapport with the mind of her poor old father. In her dreams she saw my peril, and she it was who, screaming, saved me!  saved me from the murderer with the mace!

Sir James made no sign. Moris Klaw continued  

I gathered, then, that the one who sometimes lurked in the Jacobite hiding-place and who, somehow, made the demon laughter, and the other phenomena, sought one end. It was to cause you to leave Grange and to live in Friars House! Beyond so far, my science could not show me. I assisted, therefore, the project of the lurker; and came myself, too, in order to watch, my friend, to guard and to spy!

His gramophone I found, examined, and replaced. It had a clockwork attachment, very ingenious, which both started and stopped it; there was little or no scraping. To-night, from his room, unknown to him, I removed the instrument from its case which lay hidden at the bottom of his trunk. Yes! I stole his key! I am the old fox! Why did he bring it here? I cannot reply. Perhaps he meant again to use it; his future projects are dark to me, but their object is all too light.

Sir James groaned.

Old Clem! he whispered, and how I trusted him!

He did not quite believe in my science, resumed Moris Klaw, but he did not know that, hidden, I slept almost beside him as he sat, planning, in this very room! From his own bad mind I secured my second negative; and it showed me the death-trap of some bad old son of Mother Church! At Grange there was but the Jacobite hiding-place, but here was the devilry of feudal times! I returned to London. Why? To learn if my suspicions were well founded. Yes! You may, or may not, be aware; but if you die childless, the wicked Clement inherits Grange!

I knew that, whispered Sir James.

Ah! you knew? So. I returned to here, for, even at that time, I suspected that your accidental death was the object of removal! Then I secured it, my second negative. Biding my time, I explored that death-smelling place. Its wicked machinery had been freshly oiled! Ah! he knew its secrets well, the old house that he hoped to inherit!

One night, all innocent, as you sat here, with other guests, he would have blundered upon that doorway! And you, the host, would have led the search-party! But I saw that he feared to move whilst I remained, and so I played the ghost upon him with his own spook!

Sir James Leyland looked up. His bronzed face was transformed with emotion.

Mr. Klaw, he said, huskily, why did you lay so much emphasis upon the words, the seventh step?

Moris Klaw shrugged, replying simply:

Because there is no seventh step  only the mouth of a well!


Episode IX


CASE OF THE VEIL OF ISIS

I 

I have made no attempt, in these chronicles, to arrange the cases of my remarkable friend, Moris Klaw, in sections. Yet, as has recently been pointed out to me, they seem naturally to fall into two orders. There were those in which he appeared in the role of criminal investigator, and in which he was usually associated with Inspector Grimsby. There was another class of inquiry in which the criminal element was lacking; mysteries which never came under the notice of New Scotland Yard.

Since Moris Klaws methods were, if not supernatural, at any rate supernormal, I have been asked if he ever, to my knowledge, inquired into a case which proved insusceptible of a natural explanation  which fell strictly within the province of the occult.

To that I answer that I am aware of several; but I have refrained from including them because readers of these papers would be unlikely to appreciate the nature of Klaws investigations outside the sphere of ordinary natural laws. Those who are curious upon the point cannot do better than consult the remarkable work by Moris Klaw entitled Psychic Angles.

But there was one case with which I found myself concerned that I am disposed to include, for it fell between the provinces of the natural and supernatural in such a way that it might, with equal legitimacy, be included under either head. On the whole, I am disposed to bracket it with the case of the headless mummies.

I will take leave to introduce you, then, to the company which met at Otter Brearleys house one night in August.

This is most truly amazing, Moris Klaw was saying; and I am indebted to my good friend Searles  he inclined his sparsely covered head in my direction for the opportunity to be one of you. It is a seance? Yes and no. But there is a mummy in it  and those mummies are so instructive!

He extracted the scent-spray from his pocket and refreshed his yellow brow with verbena.

How to be regretted that my daughter is in Paris, he continued, his rumbling voice echoing queerly about the room. She loves them like a mother  those mummies! Ah, Mr. Brearley, this will cement your great reputation!

Otter Brearley shook his head.

I am not yet prepared to make it public property, he declared, slowly. No one, outside the present circle, knows of my discovery.

I do not wish it to go further  at present.

He glanced around the table, his prominent blue eyes passing from myself to Moris Klaw and from Klaw to the clean-cut, dark face of Dr. Fairbank. The latter, scarce heeding his hosts last words, sat watching how the shaded light played, tenderly, amid the soft billows of Ailsa Brearleys wonderful hair.

Shall you make it the subject of a paper? he asked suddenly.

My dear Dr. Fairbank! rumbled Moris Klaw, solemnly, if you had been paying attention to our good friend you would have heard him say that he was not prepared, at present, to make public his wonderful discovery.

Sorry! said Fairbank, turning to Brearley. But if it is not to be made public I dont altogether follow the idea. What do you intend, Brearley?

In what way? I asked.

In every way possible!

Dr. Fairbank sat back in his chair and looked thoughtful.

Rather a comprehensive scheme?

Brearley toyed with the bundle of notes under his hand.

I have already, he said, exhaustively examined seven of the possibilities; the eighth, and  I believe, the last  remains to be considered.

Listen now to me, Mr. Brearley, said Moris Klaw, wagging a long finger. I am here, the old curious, and find myself in delightful company. But until this evening I know nothing of your work except that I have read all your books. For me you will be so good as to outline all the points  yes?

Otter Brearley mutely sought permission of the company, and turned the leaves of his manuscript. All men have an innate love of talking shop, but few can make such talk of general interest. Brearley was an exception in this respect. He loved to talk of Egypt, of the Pharaohs, of the temples, of the priesthood and its mysteries; but others loved to hear him. That made all the difference.

The discovery, he now began, upon which I have blundered  for pure accident, alone, led me to it  assumes its great importance by reason of the absolute mystery surrounding certain phases of Egyptian worship. In the old days, Fairbank, you will recall that it was my supreme ambition to learn the secrets of Isis-worship as practised in early Egyptian times. Save for impostors, and legitimate imaginative writers, no one has yet lifted the veil of Isis. That mystical ceremony by which a priest was consecrated to the goddess, or made an arch adept, was thought to be hopelessly lost, or, by others, to be a myth devised by the priesthood to awe the ignorant masses. In fact, we know little of the entire religion but its outward form. Of that occult lore so widely attributed to its votaries we know nothing  absolutely nothing! By we, I mean students in general. I, individually, have made a step, if not a stride, into that holy of holies!

Mind you dont lose yourself! said Fairbank, lightly.

But, professionally, he was displeased with Brearleys drawn face and with the feverish brightness of his eyes. So much was plain for all to see. In the eyes of Ailsa Brearley, so like, yet so unlike, her brothers, he read understanding of his displeasure, I think, together with a pathetic appeal.

Brearley waved his long, white hand carelessly.

Rest assured of that, doctor! he replied. The labyrinth in which I find myself is intricate, I readily admit; but all my steps have been well considered. To return, Mr. Klaw  addressing the latter I have secured the mummy of one of those arch adepts! That he was one is proved by the papyrus, presumably in his own writing, which lay upon his breast! I unwrapped the mummy in Egypt, where it now reposes; but the writing I brought back with me, and have recently deciphered. A glance had showed me that it was not the usual excerpts from the Book of the Dead. Six months labour has proved it to be a detailed account of his initiation into the inner mysteries!

Is such a papyrus unique? I asked.

Unique! cried Moris Klaw. Name of a little blue man! It is priceless!

But why, I pursued, should this priest, alone amongst the many who must have been so initiated, have left an account of the ceremony?

It was forbidden to divulge any part, any word, of it, Searles! said Brearley. Departure from this law was visited with fearful punishments in this world and dire penalties in the next. Khamus, for so this priest was named, well knew this. But some reason which, I fear, can never be known, prompted him to write the papyrus. It is probable, if not certain, that no eye but his, and mine, has read what is written there.

A silence of a few seconds followed his words.

Yes, rumbled Klaw presently; it is undoubtedly a discovery of extraordinary importance, this. You agree, my friend?

I nodded.

Thats evident, I replied. But I cannot altogether get the hang of the ceremony itself, Brearley. That is the point upon which I am particularly hazy.

To read you the entire account in detail, Brearley resumed, would occupy too long, and would almost certainly confuse you. But the singular thing is this: Khamus distinctly asserts that the goddess appeared to him. His writing is eminently sane and reserved, and his account of the ceremony, up to that point, highly interesting. Now, I have tested the papyrus itself  though no possibility of fraud is really admissible, and I have been able to confirm many of the statements made therein. There is only one point, it seems to me, remaining to be settled.

What is that? I asked.

Whether, as a result of the ceremony described, Khamus did see Isis, or whether he merely imagined he did!

No one spoke for a moment. Then  

My friend, said Moris Klaw, I have a daughter whom I have named Isis. Why did I name her Isis? Mr. Brearley, you must know that that name has a mystic and beautiful significance. But I will say something  I am glad that my daughter is not here! Mr. Brearley  beware! Beware, I say: you play with burning fires; my friend  beware!

His words impressed us all immensely; for there was something underlying them more portentous than appeared upon the surface.

Fairbank stared at Brearley, hard.

Do I understand, he began, quietly, that you admit the first possibility?

Certainly! replied Brearley, with conviction.

You are prepared to admit the existence, as an entity, of Isis?

I am prepared to admit the existence of anything until it can be proved not to exist!

Then, admitting the existence of Isis, what should you assume it, or her, to be?

That is not a matter for presumption; it is a matter for inquiry!

The doctor glanced quickly toward Ailsa Brearley, and her beautiful face was troubled.

And this inquiry  how should you propose to conduct it?

In surroundings as nearly as possible identical with those described in the papyrus, replied Brearley, with growing excitement. I should follow the ceremony, word by word, as Khamus did!

His eyes gleamed with pent-up enthusiasm. We four listeners, again stricken silent, watched him; and again it was the doctor who broke the silence.

Is the ceremony spoken?

In the first half there is a long prayer, which is chanted.

But Egyptian, as a spoken language, is lost, surely?

The exact pronunciation, or accent, is lost, of course; but there are many who can speak it. I can, for instance.

And I, rumbled Moris Klaw, gloomily. But these special surroundings? Eh, my friend?

I have spent a year in searching for the necessary things, as specified in the writing. At last, my collection is complete. Some of the things I have had made, in the proper materials mentioned. These materials, in some cases, have been exceedingly difficult to procure. But now I have a complete shrine of Isis fitted up! Khamuss initiation took place in a small chamber of which he gives a concise and detailed account. It is because my duplicate of this chamber is ready that I have asked you to meet me here to-night.

How long have you been at work upon this inquiry? said Fairbank.

He put the question as he might have put one relating to a patients symptoms; and this Brearley detected in his tone, with sudden resentment.

Fairbank, he said, huskily, I believe you think me insane! With his pale, drawn face and long, fair hair, he certainly looked anything but normal, as he sat with bright, staring eyes fixed upon the other across the table.

My dear chap, replied the doctor, soothingly, what a strange idea! My question was prompted by a professional spirit, I will admit, for I thought you had been sticking to this business too closely. You are the last man in the world I should expect to go mad, Brearley, but I should not care to answer for your nerves if you dont give this Isis affair a rest.

Brearley smiled, and waved his hand characteristically. Excuse me, Fairbank, he said, but to the average person my ideas do seem fantastic, I know. That is what makes me so touchy on the point, I suppose.

You are hoping for too much from what is at most only a wild conjecture, Brearley. Your translation of the manuscript, alone, is a sufficiently notable achievement. If I were in your place, I should leave the occult business to the psychical societies. Let the cobbler, you know.

It has gone too far for that, returned Brearley, and I must see it through, now.

You are putting too much into it, said the doctor, severely. I want you to promise me that if nothing results from your final experiment, you will drop the whole inquiry.

Brearley frowned thoughtfully.

Do you really think I am overdoing it? he asked.

Sure, was the answer. Drop the whole thing for a month or two.

That is impossible.

Why?

Because the ceremony must take place upon the first night of Panoi, the tenth month of the Sacred Sothic year. This we take to correspond to the April of the Julian year.

Yes, rumbled Moris Klaw, it is to-night!

Why! I cried, of course it is! Do you mean, Brearley, that you are going to conduct your experiment now?

Exactly, was the calm reply; and I have asked you all  Mr. Moris Klaw in particular  in order that it may take place in the presence of competent witnesses!

Moris Klaw shook his massive head and pulled at his scanty, toneless beard, in a very significant manner. All of us were vaguely startled, I think, and through my mind the idea flashed that the first of April was a date pathetically appropriate for such an undertaking. Frankly, I was beginning to entertain serious doubts regarding Brearleys sanity.

I have given the servants a holiday, said the latter. They are at a theatre in town; so there is no possibility of the experiment being interrupted.

Something of his enthusiasm, unnatural though it seemed, strangely enough began to communicate itself to me.

Come upstairs, he continued, and I will explain what we all have to do.

Moris Klaw squirted verbena upon his brow.

Doctor Fairbank!

Fairbank, startled by the touch on his arm, stopped. It was Ailsa Brearley who had dropped behind her brother and now stood confronting us. In the dense shadows of the corridor one could barely distinguish her figure, but a stray beam of light touched one side of her pure oval face and burnished her fair hair.

She wanted help, guidance. I had read it in her eyes before. I was sorry that her sweet lips should have that pathetic little droop.

Doctor Fairbank! I have wanted to ask you all night  do you think he

She could not speak the words, and stood biting her lips, with eyes averted.

Miss Brearley, he replied, I do, certainly, fear that your brother is liable to a nervous breakdown at any moment. He has applied his mind too closely to this inquiry, and has studiously surrounded himself with a morbid atmosphere.

Ailsa Brearley was now watching him, anxiously.

Should we allow him to go on with it?

I fear any attempt to prevent him would prove most detrimental, in his present condition.

But There was clearly something else which she wanted to say. But, apart from that she suddenly turned to Moris Klaw, instinctively it almost seemed Mr. Klaw  is this  ceremony right?

He peered at her through his pince-nez.

In what way, my dear Miss Brearley  how right?

Well  what I mean is  it amounts to idolatry, does it not!

I started. It was a point of view which had not, hitherto, occurred to me.

You probably understand the nature of the thing better than we do, Miss Brearley, said Fairbank. Do you mean that it involves worship of Isis?

He has always avoided a direct answer when I have asked him that, she said. But it is only reasonable to suppose that it does. His translation of the writing I have never seen. But he has been dieting in a most extraordinary manner for nearly a year! Since the workmen completed it, no one but himself has been inside the chamber which he has had constructed at the end of his study; and he spends hours and hours there every day  and every night!

Her anxiety became more evident with each word.

You saw that he ate nothing at dinner, she continued, and taxed him with faddism. But it is something more than that. Why has he sent the servants away to-night? Oh, Dr. Fairbank! I have a dreadful foreboding! I am so afraid!

The light in her eyes, suddenly upturned to him in the vague half-light, the tone in her voice, the appeal in her attitude  were unmistakable. Fairbank had been abroad for three years, and I could see that between these two was an undeclared love, and almost I felt that I intruded. Moris Klaw looked away for a moment, too. Then  

My dear young lady, he rumbled, paternally, do not be afraid. I, the old know-all, so fortunately am here! Perhaps there is danger  yes, I admit it; there may be danger. But it is such danger as dwells here  he tapped his yellow brow it is a danger of the mind. For thoughts are things, Miss Brearley  that is where it lies, the peril  and thought-things can kill!

Ailsa! Fairbank! Mr. Klaw! came Brearleys voice. We have none too much time!

Proceed, my friends, rumbled Moris Klaw; I am with you. And, oddly enough, I was comforted by his presence; so, it was evident, were the girl and the doctor; for Moris Klaw, beneath that shabby, ramshackle exterior, Moris Klaw, the Wapping curio-dealer was a man of power  an intellectual ark of refuge.

In the Egyptologists study all appeared much the same as when last I had set foot there. The cases filled with vases, scarabs, tablets, weapons, and the hundred-and-one relics of the great, dead age with which the student had surrounded himself; the sarcophagi; the frames of papyri: all seemed familiar.

We must begin almost immediately! he said, as we entered.

A danger-spot burned lividly upon either pale cheek. His eyes gleamed brilliantly. The prolonged excitement of his strange experiment was burning the man up. His nerve-centres must be taxed abnormally I knew.

Brearley glanced at his watch.

I must be very brief, he explained hurriedly, as it is vitally important that I commence in time. Beyond the book-case, there, you will see that a part of the room has been walled off.

We looked in the direction indicated. Although it was not noticeable at first glance I now saw that the apartment was, indeed, smaller than formerly. The usual books covered the new wall, giving it much the same aspect as the old; but, where hitherto there had been nothing but shelves, a small, narrow door of black wood now broke the imposing expanse of faded volumes.

In there, Brearley resumed, is the Secret Place described by Khamus!

He placed his long, thin hand upon a yellow roll that lay partly opened on the table.

No one but myself may enter there  until after to-night, at any rate! with a glance at Moris Klaw. To the most minute particular  patting the papyrus it is equipped as Khamus describes. For many months I have prepared myself, by fasting and meditation, as he prepared! There was, as no doubt you know, a widespread belief in ancient times that for any but the chosen to look upon the goddess was death. As I admit the possibility of Isis existing I must also admit the possibility of this belief being true  the more so as it is confirmed by Khamus! Therefore none may enter with me.

One moment, Mr. Brearley, interrupted Klaw; in what form does Khamus relate that the goddess appeared?

A cloud crossed Brearleys face.

It is the one point upon which he is not clear, was the reply. I do not know, in the least, what to expect!

Go on! I said, quickly. Although I seriously doubted my poor friends sanity, I began to find the affair weirdly, uncannily fascinating.

Brearley continued  

The ritual opens with a chant, which I may broadly translate as The Hymn of Dedication. Its exact purport is not very clear to me. This hymn is the only part of the ceremony in which I am assisted. It is to be sung by a virgin beyond the door. That is, directly I have entered yonder it must be sung out here. Ailsa has composed a sort of chant to the words, which, I think, is the proper kind of setting. Have you not, Ailsa?

She bowed her graceful head, glancing, under her lashes, towards Fairbank.

She has learned the words  for, of course, it must be sung in Egyptian

But have no idea of their meaning, said his sister, softly.

That is unnecessary, he went on, quickly. After this, I want you all just to remain here in this room. I am afraid you will have to sit in the dark! Any sounds which you detect, please note. I will not tell you what to expect, then imagination cannot deceive you. I will be back in a moment.

With another hasty glance at his watch, he went out in high excitement.

Please, began Ailsa Brearley, the moment he was gone, do not think that because I assist him I approve of this attempt! I think it is horrible! But what am I to do? He is wrapped up in it! I dare not try to check him!

We understand that, said Fairbank; all of us. Do as he desires. When he has made the attempt, and failed  as, of course, he must do  the folly of the whole thing will become apparent to him. Do not let it worry you, Miss Brearley. Your brother is not the first man to succumb, temporarily, to the glamour of the Unknown.

She shook her head sadly.

It is an unpleasant farce, she said. But there is something more in it than that.

Her blue eyes were full of trouble.

What do you mean, Miss Brearley? asked Moris Klaw.

I hardly know, myself! was the reply; but for the past two months an indefinable horror of some kind has been growing upon me.

With a deep sigh, she turned to a tall case and took from it a kind of slender harp. The instrument, of which the frame, at any rate, was evidently ancient Egyptian work, rested upon a claw-shaped pedestal.

Do you play this? Yes? No? inquired Moris Klaw, with interest.

Yes, she said, wearily. It comes from the tomb of a priestess of Isis and was played by her in the temple. It is scaled differently from the modern harp, but any one with a slight knowledge of the ordinary harp, or even of the piano, can perform upon it with ease. It is sweet toned, but  creepy!

She smiled slightly at her own expression, and I was glad to see it.

Brearley returned.

He wore a single, loose garment of white linen, and thin sandals were upon his feet. Save for his long, fair hair, he looked a true pagan priest, his eyes bright with the fire of research that consumed him, his features gaunt, ascetic.

Some ghost of his old humorous expression played, momentarily, about his lips as he observed the astonishment depicted upon our faces. But it was gone almost in the moment of its coming.

You wonder at me, no doubt, he said; and at times I have wondered at myself! Do not think me fanatic. I scarcely hope for any result. But remembering that the writing is authentic and that there prevails, to this day, a wide-spread belief in the occult wisdom of the Egyptians, why should not this problem in psychics receive the same attention from me that one in physics would receive from you, Fairbank?

There was reason in his argument and in his manner of advancing it. Fairbank glanced from Brearley to the girl sitting with her white hands listlessly caressing the harp-strings. The silence of the great, empty house grew oppressive. Suppose the ancients indeed possessed the strange lore attributed to them? Suppose in those Dark Continents, the Past and the Future, somewhere in the vast unknown, there existed a power, a being, a spirit, named by the Egyptians, Isis?

Those were my thoughts, when Moris Klaw said suddenly  

Mr. Brearley, it is not yet too late to turn back! This sensitive plate  he tapped his forehead warns me that some evil thought-thing hovers about us! You are about to give form to that thought-being. Be wise, Mr. Brearley  abandon your experiment!

His tone surprised every one. Otter Brearley looked at him, with an odd expression, and then glanced at the watch upon the writing-table.

Mr. Klaw, he said, quietly, I had hoped for a different attitude in you; but if you really disapprove of what I am about to attempt, I can only ask you to withdraw; it is too late for further arguments

I remain, my friend! I spoke not for myself  my life has been passed in this coping with evil things; I spoke for others.

None of us entirely understood his words, but Brearley went on, impatiently  

Listen, please. I rely upon your co-operation. From now onward I require absolute silence. Whatever happens make no noise.

I shall not be noisy, I, my friend! rumbled Moris Klaw. I am the old silent; I watch and wait  until I am wanted.

He shrugged his shoulders and nodded, significantly.

Good! said Brearley and his voice quivered with excitement; then the experiment, the final experiment, has begun!

III 

He suddenly extinguished the light.

Passing to a window, he looked up to the moon, and, a moment later, lowered the blind. Dimly visible, in his white garment, he crossed the room. He might be heard unfastening the door of the inner chamber, and a faint, church-like smell crept to our nostrils. The door closed.

Immediately the harp sounded.

Its tone was peculiar  uncomfortable. The strain which Ailsa played was a mere repetition of three notes. Then she began to sing.

Our eyes becoming more accustomed to the gloom, we could vaguely discern her, now; the soft outlines of her figure; the white, ghost-like fingers straying over the strings of the instrument. The music of the chant was very monotonous, and weird to a marked degree. The sound of that ancient tongue, dead for many ages, chanted softly by Ailsa Brearleys beautiful voice, was almost incredibly eerie. I found myself gripped hard by a powerful sense of the uncanny.

No other sound was audible. Throughout the rambling old house intense silence prevailed. A slight breeze stirred the cedars, outside. Every now and again it came  like a series of broken sighs.

How long the chant lasted, I cannot pretend to state. It seemed interminable. I became aware of a curious sense of physical loss. I found myself drawn to high tension, as though the continuance of the chant demanded a vast effort on my part. Though I told myself that imagination was tricking me, the music seemed to be draining my nerve force!

Ailsas voice grew louder and clearer, until the queer words, of unknown purport, rang out passionately, imperatively.

She ceased.

In the ensuing silence, I could hear distinctly Moris Klaws heavy breathing. A compelling atmosphere of mystery had grown up about us. Repel it how we might, it was there  commanding acknowledgment.

Fairbank, who sat nearest, was the first to see Ailsa Brearley rise, unsteadily, and move in the direction of the study door.

Something in her manner alarmed us all, and the doctor quietly left his seat and followed her. As she quitted the room, he came out behind her; and in the better light on the landing, as he told us later, saw that she was deathly pale.

Miss Brearley! he said.

She turned.

Ssh! she whispered, anxiously, it is nothing  Dr. Fairbank. The excitement has made me rather faint, that is all. I shall go to my room and lie down. Believe me, I am quite well!

But there is no servant in the house, he whispered, if you should become worse

If I need anything I shall not hesitate to ring, she answered. It is so still, you will hear the bell. Please go back! He has hoped so much from this.

Fairbank was nonplussed. But the appeal was so obviously sincere, and the situation so difficult, that he saw no alternative. Ailsa Brearley passed along the corridor. Fairbank slipped back into the study, where Moris Klaw and I anxiously awaited him.

From the inner room came Brearleys voice, muffled.

The long vigil began.

I found myself claimed by the all-pervading spirit of mystery. For some little time I listened in expectation of hearing Ailsa Brearley returning. But soon the strange business of the night claimed my mind, to the exclusion of every other idea. I found myself listening only for Brearleys muffled voice. Although the half-audible words were meaningless, their sound assumed, as time wore on, a curious significance. They seemed potent with a strange power proceeding not from them, but to them.

Then I heard a new sound.

Fairbank heard it  for I saw him start, and Moris Klaw muttered something.

It did not come from the trees outside, nor from the inner room. It was somewhere in the house.

A faint rattling it was, bell-like but toneless.

Brearleys voice had ceased.

Again the sound arose  nearer.

I turned my head toward Fairbank, and seemed to perceive him more clearly. I had less difficulty in distinguishing the objects about.

Again it came  the shivering, bell-like sound.

Even the strings of the harp were visible, now.

Curse me! came Moris Klaws hoarse whisper; it seems to grow light! That is a delusion of the mind, my friends  repel it  repel it!

Fairbank drew a quick, sibilant breath. A half-suppressed exclamation from Klaw followed; for the high-pitched rattle came from close at hand! The sense of the supernormal had grown unbearable. Fairbanks science, and my own semi-scepticism, were but weapons of sand against it.

The door opened silently, admitting a flood of the soft moon-like radiance. And Ailsa Brearley entered!

Her slim figure was bathed in light; her fair hair, unbound, swept like a gleaming torrent about her shoulders. She looked magnificently, unnaturally beautiful. A diaphanous veil was draped over her face. From her radiant figure I turned away my head in sudden, stark fear!

Fairbank, clutching the arms of his chair, seemed to strive to look away, too.

Her widely opened eyes, visible even through the veil, were awful in their supernormal, significant beauty. Was it Ailsa Brearley? I clenched my fists convulsively; I felt my reason tottering. As the luminous figure, so terrible in its perfect loveliness, moved slowly towards the inner door, with set gaze that was not for any about her, Dr. Fairbank wrenched himself from his chair and leapt forward.

Ailsa!

His voice came in a hoarse shriek. But it was drowned by a rumbling roar from Moris Klaw.

Look away! look away! he shouted. The good God! do not look at her! Look away!

The warning came too late. Fairbank had all but reached her side, when she turned her eyes upon him  looking fully in his face.

With no sound or cry he went down as though felled with a mighty blow!

She passed to the door of the inner room. It swung open noiselessly. A stifling cloud of some pungent perfume swept into the study; and the door reclosed.

Fairbank! I whispered, huskily. My God! hes dead!

Moris Klaw sprang forward to where Fairbank, clearly visible in the soft light, lay huddled upon the floor.

Lift him! he hissed. We must get him out  before she returns  you understand?  before she returns!

Bending together, we raised the doctors inanimate body and half dragged, half carried him from the room. On the landing we laid him down, and stood panting. A voice, clear and sweet, was speaking. I recognised neither the language nor the voice. But each liquid syllable thrilled me like an icy shock. I met Moris Klaws gaze, set upon me through the pince-nez.

Do not listen, my friend! he said.

Raising Fairbank, we dragged him into the first room we came to  and Klaw locked the door.

Here we remain, he rumbled, until something has gone back where it came from!

Fairbank lay motionless at our feet.

Presently came the rattling.

It is the sistrum, whispered Moris Klaw, the sacred instrument of the Isis temples.

The sound passed  and faded.

Searles! Fairbank! It was Brearleys voice, sobbingly intense do not touch her! Do not look at her!

The study door crashed open and I heard his sandals pattering on the landing.

Fairbank! Mr. Klaw! Good God! answer me! Tell me you are safe!

Moris Klaw unlocked the door.

Brearley, his face white as death and bathed in perspiration, stood outside. As Klaw appeared, he leapt forward, wild eyed.

Quick! Did anyone

Fairbank! I said huskily.

Brearley pushed into the room and turned on the light. Fairbank, very pale, lay propped against an armchair. Moris Klaw immediately dropped on his knee beside him and felt his heart.

Ah, the good God! he is alive! he whispered. Get some water  no brandy, my friend  water. Then look to your sister!

Brearley plunged his trembling hands into his hair, and tugged at it distractedly.

How was I to know! he moaned, how was I to know! There is water in the bottle, Mr. Klaw. Searles will come with me. I must look for Ailsa!

A bizarre figure, in his linen robe, he ran off. Moris Klaw waved me to follow him.

The door of his sisters room was closed.

He knocked, but there was no reply. He turned the knob and went in, whilst I waited in the corridor.

Ailsa! I heard him call, and again: Ailsa! then, following an interval, Are you all right, dear? he whispered.

Oh, thank Heaven it is finished! came a murmur in Ailsa Brearleys soft voice. It is finished, is it not?

Quite finished, he answered.

Just look at my hair! she went on, with returning animation. My head was so bad  I think that was why I took it down. Then I must have dropped off to sleep.

All right, dear, said Brearley. I want you to come downstairs; be as quick as you can.

He rejoined me in the corridor.

She was lying with her hair strewn all over the pillow! he whispered, and she had been burning something  ashes in the hearth

Ailsa came out. She seemed suddenly to observe her brothers haggard face.

Is there anything the matter? she said, quickly. Oh! has something dreadful happened?

No, dear, he answered, reassuringly. Only Dr. Fairbank was overcome

She turned very pale.

He is not ill?

No. He became faint. You can come and see for yourself.

Very quickly, we all hurried downstairs. Moris Klaw, on his knees beside the doctor, was trying to force something between his clenched teeth. Ailsa, with a little cry, ran forward and knelt upon the other side of him.

Ralph! she whispered; Ralph!  and smoothed the hair back from his forehead.

He sighed deeply, and with an effort swallowed the draught which Klaw held to his lips. A moment later he opened his eyes, glaring wildly in Ailsas face.

Ralph! she said, brokenly.

Then, realising how tenderly she had spoken  using his Christian name  she hung her graceful head in hot confusion. But he had heard her. And the wild light died from his eyes. He took both her hands in his own and held them fast; then, rather unsteadily, he stood up.

As his features came more fully into the light, we all saw that a small bruise discoloured his forehead, squarely between the brows.

Then Brearley, who had been back into the study, came running, crying  

The papyrus! And my translation! Gone!

I thought of the ashes in Ailsa Brearleys room.

IV

My friends, rumbled Moris Klaw, impressively, we are fortunate. We have passed through scorching fires unscathed!

He applied himself with vigour to the operating of the scent-spray.

God forgive me! said Brearley. What did I do?

I will tell you, my friend, replied Klaw; you clothed a thought in the beautiful form which you knew as your sister! Ah! you stare! Ritual, my friends, is the soul of what the ignorant call magic. With the sacred incense, kyphi (yes, I detected it!), you invoked secret powers. Those powers, Mr. Brearley, were but thoughts. All such forces are thoughts.

Thoughts are things  and you gathered together in this house, by that ancient formula, a thought-thing created by generations of worshippers who have worshipped the moon!

The light that we saw was only the moonlight, the sounds that we heard were thought-sounds. But so powerful was this mighty thought-force, this centuries-old power which you loosed upon us, that it drove out Miss Ailsas own thoughts from her mind, bringing what she mistook for sleep; and it implanted itself there!

She was transformed by that mighty power which for a time dwelled within her. She was as powerful, as awful, as a goddess! None might look upon her and be sane. Hypnotism has similarities with the ancient science of thought  yes! Suggestion is the secret of all so-called occult phenomena!

With his eyes gleaming oddly, he stepped forward, resting his long white hands upon Fairbanks shoulders.

Doctor, he rumbled, you have a bruise on your forehead.

Have I! said Fairbank, in surprise. I hadnt noticed it.

Because it is not a physical bruise; it is a mental bruise, physically reflected! Nearly were you slain, my friend  oh, so nearly! But another force  as great as the force of ancient thought  weakened the blow. Dr. Fairbank, it is fortunate that Miss Ailsa loves you!

His frank words startled us all.

Look well at the shape of this little bruise, my friends, continued Moris Klaw. Mr. Brearley  it is a shape that will be familiar to you. See! it is thus: (He drew an imaginary outline with his long forefinger)  
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And that is the sign of Isis!
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The Haunting of Low Fennel

I

Theres Low Fennel, said Major Dale.

We pulled up short on the brow of the hill. Before me lay a little valley carpeted with heather, purple slopes hemming it in. A group of four tall firs guarded the house, which was couched in the hollow of the dip  a low, rambling building, in parts showing evidence of great age and in other parts of the modern improver.

Thats the new wing, continued the Major, raising his stick; projecting out this way. Its the only addition Ive made to the house, which, as it stood, had insufficient accommodation for the servants.

It is a quaint old place.

It is, and Im loath to part with it, especially as it means a big loss.

Ah! Have you formed any theories since wiring me?



None whatever. Ive always been a sceptic, Addison, but if Low Fennel is not haunted, Im a Dutchman, by the Lord Harry!

I laughed reassuringly, and the two of us descended the slope to the white gate giving access to a trim gravel path flanked by standard roses. Mrs. Dale greeted us at the door. She was, as I had heard, much younger than the Major, and a distinctly pretty woman. In so far Dame Rumour was confirmed; other things I had heard of her, but I was not yet in a position to pass judgment.

She greeted me cordially enough, although women are usually natural actresses. I thought that she did not suspect the real object of my visit. Tea was served in a delightful little drawing-room which bore evidence of having but recently left the hands of London decorators, but when presently I found myself alone with my host in the Majors peculiar sanctum, the real business afoot monopolised our conversation.

The room which Major Dale had appropriated as a study was on the ground floor of the new wing  the wing which he himself had had built on to Low Fennel. In regard to its outlook it was a charming apartment enough, with roses growing right up to the open window, so that their perfume filled the place, and beyond, a prospect of purple heather slopes and fir-clad hills.

Sporting prints decorated the walls, and the library was entirely, or almost entirely, made up of works on riding, hunting, shooting, racing, and golf, with a sprinkling of Whyte-Melville and Nat Gould novels and a Murray handbook or two. It was a most cosy room, probably because it was so untidy, or, as Mrs. Dale phrased it, so manny.

On a side table was ranked enough liquid refreshment to have inebriated a regiment, and, in one corner, cigar-boxes and tobacco-tins were stacked from the floor some two feet up against the wall. We were soon comfortably ensconced, then, the Major on a hard leather couch, and I in a deep saddle-bag chair.

Its an awkward sort of thing to explain, began Dale, puffing away at a cigar and staring through the open window; because, if youre to do anything, you will want full particulars.

I nodded.

Well, the Major continued, youve heard how that blackguard Ellis let me down over those shares? The result?  I had to sell the Hall  Fennel Hall, where a Dale has been since the time of Elizabeth! But still, never mind! thats not the story. This place, Low Fennel, is really part of the estate, and I have leased it from Meyers, who has bought the Hall. It was formerly the home farm, but since my fathers time it has not been used for that purpose. The New Farm is over the brow of the hill there, on the other side of the high road; my father built it.

Why?

Well,  Dale shifted uneasily and a look of perplexity crossed his jolly, red face there were stories  uncomfortable stories. To cut a long story short, Seager  a man named Seager, who occupied it at the time I was at Sandhurst  was found dead here, or something; I never was clear as to the particulars, but there was an inquiry and a lot of fuss, and, in short, no one would occupy the property. Therefore the governor built the New Farm.

Low Fennel has been empty for many years then?

No, sir; only for one. Ord, the head gardener at the Hall, lived here up till last September. The old story about Seager was dying out, you see; but Ord must have got to hear about it  or Ive always supposed so. At any rate, in September  a dam hot September, too, almost if not quite as hot as this  Ord declined to live here any longer.

On what grounds?

He told me a cock-and-bull story about his wife having seen a horrible-looking man with a contorted face peering in at her bedroom window! I questioned the woman, of course, and she swore to it.

He mopped his heated brow excitedly, and burnt several matches before he succeeded in relighting his cigar.

She tried to make me believe that she woke up and saw this apparition, but I bullied the truth out of her, and, as I expected, the man Ord had come home the worse for drink. I made up my mind that the contorted face was the face of her drunken husband  whom she had declined to admit, and who therefore had climbed the ivy to get in at the open window.

She denied this?

Of course she denied it; they both did; but, from evidence obtained at the Three Keys in the village, I proved that Ord had returned home drunk that night. Still  he shrugged his shoulders ponderously the people declined to remain in the place, so what could I do? Ord was a good gardener, and his drunken habits in no way interfered with his efficiency. He gained nothing out of the matter except that, instead of keeping Low Fennel, a fine house, I sent him to live in one of the Valley Cottages. He lives there now, for hes still head gardener at the Hall.

I made an entry in my notebook.

I must see Ord, I said.

I should, agreed the Major in his loud voice; youll get nothing out of him. Hes the most pig-headed liar in the county! But to continue. The place proved unlettable. All the old stories were revived, and Im told that people cheerfully went two miles out of their way in order to avoid passing Low Fennel at night! When I sold the Hall and decided to lease the place from the new proprietor, believe me it was almost hidden in a wilderness of weeds and bushes which had grown up around it. By the Lord Harry, I dont think a living soul had approached within a hundred yards of the house since the day that the Ords quitted it! But it suited my purpose, being inexpensive to keep up; and by adding this new wing I was enabled to accommodate such servants as we required. The horses and the car had to go, of course, and with them a lot of my old people, but we brought the housekeeper and three servants, and when a London firm had rebuilt, renovated, decorated, and so forth, it began to look habitable.

Its a charming place, I said with sincerity.

Is it! snapped the Major, tossing his half-smoked cigar on to a side table and selecting a fresh one from a large box at his elbow. Help yourself, the bottles near you. Is it!... Hullo! what have we here?

He broke off, cigar in hand, as the sound of footsteps upon the gravel path immediately outside the window became audible. Through the cluster of roses peered a handsome face, that of a dark man, whose soft-grey hat and loose tie lent him a sort of artistic appearance.

Oh, its you, Wales! cried the Major, but without cordiality. See you in half an hour or so; little bit of business in hand at the moment, Marjories somewhere about.

All right! called the new arrival, and, waving his hand, passed on.

Its young Aubrey Wales, explained Dale, almost savagely biting the end from his cigar, son of Sir Frederick Wales, and one of my neighbours. He often drops in.



Mentally considering the Majors attitude, certain rumours which had reached me, and the youth and beauty of Mrs. Dale, I concluded that the visits of Aubrey Wales were not too welcome to my old friend. But he resumed in a louder voice than ever:  

It was last night that the fun began. I can make neither head nor tail of it. If the blessed place is haunted, why have we seen nothing of the ghost during the two months or so we have lived at Low Fennel? The fact remains that nothing unusual happened until last night. It came about owing to the infernal heat.

Mrs. Alson, the housekeeper, came down about two oclock, intending, so I understand, to get a glass of cider from the barrel in the cellar. She could not sleep owing to the heat, and felt extremely thirsty. Theres a queer sort of bend in the stair  Ill show you in a minute; and as she came down and reached this bend she met a man, or a thing, who was going up! The moonlight was streaming in through the window right upon that corner of the stair, and the apparition stood fully revealed.

I gather that it was that of an almost naked man. Mrs. Alson naturally is rather reticent on the point, but I gather that the apparition was inadequately clothed. Regarding the face of the thing she supplies more details. Addison  the Major leant forward across the table it was the face of a demon, a contorted devilish face, the eyes crossed, and glaring like the eyes of a mad dog!

Of course the poor woman fainted dead away on the spot. She might have died there if it hadnt been for the amazing heat of the night. This certainly was the cause of her trouble, but it also saved her. About three oclock I woke up in a perfect bath of perspiration. I never remember such a night, not even in India, and, as Mrs. Alson had done an hour earlier, I also started to find a drink. Addison! I nearly fell over her as she lay swooning on the stair!

He helped himself to a liberal tot of whisky, then squirted soda into the glass.

For once in a way I did the right thing, Addison. Not wishing to alarm Marjorie, I knocked up one of the maids, and when Mrs. Alson had somewhat recovered, gave her into the girls charge. I sat downstairs here in this room until she could see me, and then got the particulars which Ive given you. I wired you as soon as the office was open; for I said to myself, Dale, the devilry has begun again. If Marjorie gets to hear of it therell be hell to pay. She wont live in the place.

He stood up abruptly, as a ripple of laughter reached us from the garden.

Suppose we explore the scene of the trouble? he suggested, moving toward the door.

I thought in the circumstance our inspection might be a hurried one; therefore:

Should you mind very much if I sought it out for myself? I said. It is my custom in cases of the kind to be alone if possible.

My dear fellow, certainly!

My ramble concluded, I will rejoin Mrs. Dale and yourself  say on the lawn?

Good, good! cried the Major, throwing open the door. An opening has been made on the floor above corresponding with this, and communicating with the old stair. Go where you like; find out what you can; but remember  not a word to Marjorie.

II

Filled with the liveliest curiosity, I set out to explore Low Fennel. First I directed my attention to the exterior, commencing my investigations from the front. That part of the building on either side of the door was evidently of Tudor date, with a Jacobean wing to the west containing apartments overlooking the lawn  the latter a Georgian addition; whilst the new east wing, built by Major Dale, carried the building out almost level with the clump of fir-trees, and into the very heart of the ferns and bushes which here grew densely.

There was no way around on this side, and not desiring to cross the lawn at present, I passed in through the house to the garden at the back. This led me through the northern part of the building and the servants quarters, which appeared to be of even greater age than the front of the house. The fine old kitchen in particular was suggestive of the days when roasting was done upon a grand scale.

Beyond the flower garden lay the kitchen garden, and beyond that the orchard. The latter showed evidences of neglect, bearing out the Majors story that the place had been unoccupied for twelve months; but it was evident, nevertheless, that the soil had been cultivated for many generations. Thus far I had discovered nothing calculated to assist me in my peculiar investigation, and entering the house I began a room-to-room quest, which, beyond confirming most of my earlier impressions, afforded little data.

The tortuous stairway, which had been the scene of the event described by my host, occupied me for some time, and I carefully examined the time-blackened panels, and tested each separate stair, for in houses like Low Fennel secret passages and priest-holes were to be looked for. However, I discovered nothing, but descending again to the hall I made a small discovery.

There were rooms in Low Fennel which one entered by descending or ascending two or three steps, but this was entirely characteristic of the architectural methods of the period represented. I was surprised, however, to find that one mounted three steps in order to obtain access to the passage leading to the new wing. I had overlooked this peculiarity hitherto, but now it struck me as worthy of attention. Why should a modern architect introduce such a device? It could only mean that the ground was higher on the east side of the building, and that, for some reason, it had proved more convenient to adopt the existing foundations than to level the site.

I returned to the hall-way and stood there deep in thought, when the contact of a rough tongue with my hand drew my attention to a young Airedale terrier who was anxious to make my acquaintance. I patted his head encouragingly, and, having reviewed the notes made during my tour of inspection, determined to repeat the tour in order to check them.

The Airedale accompanied me, behaving himself with admirable propriety as we passed around the house and then out through the kitchens into the garden. It was not until my journey led me back to the three steps, communicating with the new wing, that my companion seemed disposed to desert me.

At first I ascribed his attitude to mere canine caprice. But when he persistently refused to be encouraged, I began to ascribe it to something else.

Suddenly grasping him by the collar, I dragged him up the steps, along the corridor, and into the Majors study. The result was extraordinary. I think I have never seen a dog in quite the same condition; he whimpered and whined most piteously. At the door he struggled furiously, and even tried to snap at my hand. Then, as I still kept a firm grip upon him, he set out upon a series of howls which must have been audible for miles around. Finally I released him, having first closed the study door, and lowered the window. What followed was really amazing.

The Airedale hurled himself upon the closed door, scratching at it furiously, with intermittent howling; then, crouching down, he turned his eyes upon me with a look in them, not savage, but truly piteous. Seeing that I did not move, the dog began to whimper again; when, suddenly making up his mind, as it seemed, he bounded across the room and went crashing through the glass of the closed window into the rose bushes, leaving me standing looking after him in blank wonderment.

III

Aubrey Wales stayed to dinner, and since he had no opportunity of dressing, his presence afforded a welcome excuse for the other members of the party. The night was appallingly hot; the temperature being such as to preclude the slightest exertion. The Major was an excellent host, but I could see that the presence of the younger man irritated him, and at times the conversation grew strained; there was an uncomfortable tension. So that altogether I was not sorry when Mrs. Dale left the table and the quartet was broken up. On closer acquaintance I perceived that Wales was even younger than I had supposed, and therefore I was the more inclined to condone his infatuation for the society of Mrs. Dale, although I felt less sympathetically disposed toward her for offering him the encouragement which rather openly she did.

Ere long, Wales left Major Dale and myself for the more congenial society of the hostess; so that shortly afterwards, when the Major, who took at least as much wine as was good for him, began to doze in his chair, I found myself left to my own devices. I quitted the room quietly, without disturbing my host, and strolled around on to the lawn smoking a cigarette, and turning over in my mind the matters responsible for my presence at Low Fennel.

With no definite object in view, I had wandered towards the orchard, when I became aware of a whispered conversation taking place somewhere near me, punctuated with little peals of laughter. I detected the words Aubrey and Marjorie (Mrs. Dales name), and, impatiently tossing my cigarette away, I returned to the house, intent upon arousing the Major and terminating this tête-à-tête. That it was more, on Mrs. Dales part, than a harmless flirtation, I did not believe; but young Wales was not a safe type of man for that sort of amusement.

The Major, sunk deep in his favourite chair in the study, was snoring loudly, and as I stood contemplating him in the dusk, I changed my mind, and retracing my steps, joined the two in the orchard, proclaiming my arrival by humming a popular melody.

Has he fallen asleep? asked Mrs. Dale, turning laughing eyes upon me.

I studied the piquant face ere replying. Her tone and her expression had reassured me, if further assurance were necessary, that my old friends heart was in safe keeping; but she was young and gay; it was a case for diplomatic handling.

India leaves its mark on all men, I replied lightly; but I have no doubt that the Major is wide-awake enough now.

My words were an invitation; to which, I was glad to note, she responded readily enough.

Lets come and dig him out of that cavern of his! she said, and linking her right arm in that of Wales, and her left with mine, she turned us about toward the house.

Dusk was now fallen, and lights shone out from several windows of Low Fennel. Suddenly, an upper window became illuminated, and Mrs. Dale pointed to this.

That is my room, she said to me; isnt it delightfully situated? The view from the window is glorious.

I consider Low Fennel charming in every way, I replied.

Clearly she knew nothing of the places sinister reputation, which seemed to indicate that she employed herself little with the domestic side of the household; otherwise she must undoubtedly have learnt of the episode of the man with the contorted face, if not from the housekeeper, from the maid. It was a tribute to the reticence of the servants that the story had spread no further; but the broken study window and the sadly damaged Airedale already afforded matter for whispered debate among them, as I had noted with displeasure.

The digging out of the Major did not prove to be an entire success. He was in one of his peculiar moods, which I knew of old, and rather surly, being pointedly rude on more than one occasion to Wales. He had some accounts to look into, or professed to have, and the three of us presently left him alone. It was now about ten oclock, and Aubrey Wales made his departure, shaking me warmly by the hand and expressing the hope that we should see more of one another. He could not foresee that the wish was to be realised in a curious fashion.

Mrs. Dale informed me that the Major in all probability would remain immured in his study until a late hour, which I took to be an intimation that she wished to retire. I therefore pleaded weariness as a result of my journey, and went up to my room, although I had no intention of turning-in. I opened the two windows widely, and the heavy perfume of some kind of tobacco plant growing in the beds below grew almost oppressive. The heat of the night was truly phenomenal; I might have been, not in an English home county, but in the Soudan. An absolute stillness reigned throughout Low Fennel, and, my hearing being peculiarly acute, I could detect the chirping of the bats which flitted restlessly past my windows.

It was difficult to decide how to act. My experience of so-called supernatural appearances had strengthened my faith in the theory set forth in the paper Chemistry of Psychic Phenomena  which had attracted unexpected attention a year before. Therein I classified hauntings under several heads, basing my conclusions upon the fact that such apparitions are invariably localised; often being confined, not merely to a particular room, for instance, but to a certain wall, door, or window. I had been privileged to visit most of the famous haunted homes of Great Britain, and this paper was the result; but in the case of Low Fennel I found myself nonplussed, largely owing to lack of data. I hoped on the morrow to make certain inquiries along lines suggested by oddities in the structure of the house itself and by the nature of the little valley in which it stood.

When meditating I never sit still, and whilst marshalling my ideas I paced the room from end to end, smoking the whole time. Both windows and also the door, were widely opened. The amazing heat-wave which we were then experiencing promised to afford me a valuable clue, for I had proved to my own satisfaction that the apparitions variously known as controls and elementals, not infrequently coincided with abrupt climatic changes, thunder-storms, or heat waves, or with natural phenomena, such as landslides and the like.



This pacing led me from end to end of the room, then, between the open door and the large dressing-table facing it. It was as I returned from the door towards the dressing-table that I became aware of the presence of the contorted face.

My peculiar studies had brought me into contact with many horrible apparitions, and if familiarity had failed to breed contempt, at least it had served to train my nerves for the reception of such sudden and ghastly appearances. I should be avoiding the truth, however, if I claimed to have been unmoved by the vision which now met me in the mirror. I drew up short, with one sibilant breath, and then stood transfixed.

Before me was a reflection of the open door, and of part of the landing and stairs beyond it. The landing lights were extinguished, and therefore the place beyond the door lay in comparative darkness. But, crawling in, serpent-fashion, inch by inch, silently, intently, so that the head, throat, and hands were actually across the threshold, came a creature which seemed to be entirely naked! It had the form of a man, but the face, the dreadful face which was being pushed forward slowly across the carpet with head held sideways so that one ear all but touched the floor, was the face, not of a man, but of a ghoul!

I clenched my teeth hard, staring into the mirror and trying to force myself to turn and confront, not the reflection, but the reality. Yet for many seconds I was unable to accomplish this. The baleful, protruding eyes glared straight into mine from the glass. The chin and lower lip of this awful face seemed to be drawn up so as almost to meet the nose, entirely covering the upper lip, and the nostrils were distended to an incredible degree, whilst the skin had a sort of purple tinge unlike anything I had seen before. The effect was grotesque in the true sense of the word; for the thing was clearly grimacing at me, yet God knows there was nothing humorous in that grimace!

Nearer it came and nearer. I could hear the heavy body being drawn across the floor; I could hear the beating of my own heart ... and I could hear a whispered conversation which seemed to be taking place somewhere immediately outside my room.

At the moment that I detected the latter sound, it seemed that the apparition detected it also. The protruding eyes twisted in the head, rolling around ridiculously but horribly. Despite the dread which held me, I identified the whisperers and located their situation. Mrs. Dale was at her open window and Aubrey Wales was in the garden below.

The thought crossed my mind and was gone  but gone no quicker than the contorted face. By a sort of backward, serpentine movement, the thing which had been crawling into my room suddenly retired and was swallowed up in the shadows of the landing.

I turned and sprang toward the open door, the fever of research hot upon me, and my nerves in hand again. At the door I paused and listened intently. No sound came to guide me from the darkened stair, and when, stepping quietly forward and leaning over the rail, I peered down into the hall below, nothing stirred, no shadow of the many there moved to tell of the passage of any living thing. I paused irresolute, unable to doubt that I was in the presence of an authentic apparition. But how to classify it?

Slowly I returned to my room, and stood there, thinking hard, and all the while listening for the slightest sound from within or without the house.

The whispered conversation continued, and I stole quietly to one of the windows and leant out, looking to the left, in the direction of the new wing. A light burnt in the Majors study, whereby I concluded that he was still engaged with his accounts, if he had not fallen asleep. Between my window and the new wing, and on a level with my eyes, was the window of Mrs. Dales room; and in the bright moonlight I could see her leaning out, her elbows on the ledge. Her bare arms gleamed like marble in the cold light, and she looked statuesquely beautiful. Wales I could not see, for a thick, square-clipped hedge obstructed my view ... but I saw something else.

Lizard fashion, a hideous unclad shape crawled past beneath me amongst the tangle of ivy and low plants about the foot of the fir trees. The moonlight touched it for a moment, and then it was gone into denser shadows....

A consciousness of impending disaster came to me, but, because of its very vagueness, found me unprepared. Then suddenly I saw young Wales. He sprang into view above the hedge, against which, I presume, he had been crouching; he leapt high in the air as though from some menace on the ground beneath him. I have never heard a more horrifying scream than that which he uttered.



My God! he cried, Marjorie! Marjorie! and yet again: Marjorie! save me!

Then he was down, still screaming horribly, and calling on the woman for aid  as though she could have aided him. The crawling thing made no sound, but the dreadful screams of Wales sank slowly into a sort of sobbing, and then into a significant panting which told of his dire extremity.

I raced out of the room, and down the dark stair into the hall. Everywhere I was met by locked doors which baffled me. I had hoped to reach the garden by way of the kitchens, but now I changed my plan and turned my attention to the front-door. It was bolted, but I drew the bolts one after the other, and got the door open.

Outside, the landscape was bathed in glorious moonlight, and a sort of grey mist hovered over the valley like smoke. I ran around the angle of the house on to the lawn, and went plunging through flower-beds heedlessly to the scene of the incredible conflict.

I almost fell over Wales as he lay inert upon the gravel path. The shadows veiled him so that I could not see his face; but when, groping with my hands, I sought to learn if his heart still pulsed, I failed to discover any evidence that it did. With my hand thrust against his breast and my ear lowered anxiously, I listened, but he gave no sign of life, lying as still as all else around me.

Now this stillness was broken. Excited voices became audible, and doors were being unlocked here and there. First of all the household, Mrs. Dale appeared, enveloped in a lace dressing-gown.

Aubrey! she cried tremulously, what is it? where are you?

He is here, Mrs. Dale, I answered, standing up, and in a bad way, I fear.

For Heavens sake, what has happened to him? Did you hear his awful cries?

I did, I said shortly.

Standing with the moonlight fully upon her, Mrs. Dale sought him in the shadows of the hedge  and I knew that by the manner of his frightened outcry the man lying unconscious at my feet had forfeited whatever of her regard he had enjoyed. She was dreadfully alarmed, not so much on his behalf, as by the mystery of the attack upon him. But now she composed herself, though not without visible effort.

Where is he, Mr. Addison? she said firmly, and what has happened to him?



A man, who proved to be a gardener, now appeared upon the scene.

Help me to carry him in, I said to this new arrival; perhaps he has only fainted.

We gathered up the recumbent body and carried it through the kitchens into the breakfast-room, where there was a deep couch. All the servants were gathered at the foot of the stairs, frightened and useless, but the outcry did not seem to have aroused Major Dale.

Mrs. Dale and I bent over Wales. His face was frightfully congested, whilst his tongue protruded hideously; and it was evident, from the great discoloured weals which now were coming up upon his throat, that he had been strangled, or nearly so. I glanced at the white face of my hostess and then bent over the victim, examining him more carefully. I stood upright again.

Do you know first aid, Mrs. Dale? I asked abruptly.

She nodded, her eyes fixed intently upon me.

Then help to employ artificial respiration, I said, and let one of the girls get ammonia, if you have any, and a bowl of hot water. We can patch him up, I think, without medical aid  which might be undesirable.



Mrs. Dale seemed fully to appreciate the point, and in business-like fashion set to work to assist me. Wales had just opened his eyes and begun to clutch at his agonized throat, when I heard a heavy step descending from the new wing  and Major Dale, in his dressing-gown, joined us. His red face was more red than usual, and his eyes were round with wonder.

What the devils the matter? he cried; whats everybody up for?

There has been an accident, Major, I said, glancing around at the servants, who stood in a group by the door of the breakfast-room; I can explain more fully later.

Major Dale stepped forward and looked down at Wales.

Good God! he said hoarsely, its young Wales, by the Lord Harry!  whats he doing here?

Mrs. Dale, standing just behind me, laid her hand upon my arm; and, unseen by the Major, I turned and pressed it reassuringly.

IV

The following day I lunched alone with the Major, Mrs. Dale being absent on a visit. It had been impossible to keep the truth from her (or what we knew of it) and at present I could not quite foresee the issue of last nights affair. Young Wales, who had been driven home in a car sent from his place at a late hour, had not since put in an appearance; and it was sufficiently evident that Mrs. Dale would not welcome him should he do so, the hysterical panic which he had exhibited on the previous night having disgusted her. She had not said so in as many words, but I did not doubt it.

Well, Addison? said the Major as I entered, have you got the facts you were looking for?

Some of them, I replied, and opening my notebook I turned to the pages containing notes made that morning.

The Major watched me with intense curiosity, and almost impatiently awaited my next words. The servant having left the room:

In the first place, I began, glancing at the notes, I have been consulting certain local records in the town, and I find that in the year 1646 a certain Dame Pryce occupied a cabin which, according to one record, stood close beside unto ye Lowe Fennel.

That is, close beside this house? interjected the Major excitedly.



Exactly, I said. She attracted the attention of one of the many infamous wretches who disfigure the history of that period: Matthew Hopkins, the self-styled Witch-Finder General. This was a witch-ridden age, and the man Hopkins was one of those who fattened on the credulity of his fellows, receiving a fee of twenty shillings for every unhappy woman discovered and convicted of witchcraft. Poor Pryce was swum in a local pond (a test whereby the villain Hopkins professed to discover if the woman were one of Satans band, or otherwise) and burnt alive in Reigate market-place on September 23, 1646.

By God! said the Major, who had not attempted to commence his lunch, thats a horrible story!

It is one of the many to the credit of Matthew Hopkins, I replied; but, without boring you with the details of this womans examination and so forth, I may say that what interests me most in the case is the date  September 23.

Why? I dont follow you.

Well, I said, theres a hiatus in the history of the place after that, except that even in those early days it evidently suffered from the reputation of being haunted; but without troubling about the interval, consider the case of Seager, which you yourself related to me. Was it not in the month of August that he was done to death here?

By Gad! cried the Major, his face growing redder than ever, youre right!  and hang it all, Addison! it was in September  last September  that the Ords cleared out!

I remember your mentioning, I continued, smiling at his excitement, that it was a very hot month?

It was.

From a mere word dropped by one of the witnesses at the trial of poor Pryce I have gathered that the month in which she was convicted of practising witchcraft in her cabin adjoining Low Fennel (as it stood in those days) was a tropically hot month also.

Major Dale stared at me uncomprehendingly.

Im out of my depth, Addison  wading hopelessly. What the devil has the heat to do with the haunting?

To my mind everything. I may be wrong, but I think that if the glass were to fall to-night, there would be no repetition of the trouble.



You mean that its only in very hot weather

In phenomenally hot weather, Major  the sort that we only get in England perhaps once in every ten years. For the glass to reach the altitude at which it stands at present, in two successive summers, is quite phenomenal, as you know.

Its phenomenal for it to reach that point at all, said the Major, mopping his perspiring forehead; its simply Indian, simply Indian, sir, by the Lord Harry!

Another inquiry, I continued, turning over a leaf of my book, I have been unable to complete, since, in order to interview the people who built your new wing, I should have to run up to London.

What the blazes have they to do with it?

Nothing at all, but I should have liked to learn their reasons for raising the wing three feet above the level of the hall-way.

Between the heat and his growing excitement, Major Dale found himself at a temporary loss for words. Then:

They told me, he shouted at the top of his voice, they told me at the time that it was something about  that it was due to the plan  that it was  

I can imagine that they had some ready explanation, I said, but it may not have been the true one.

Then what the  what the  is the true one?

The true one is that the new wing covers a former mound.

Quite right; it does.

If my theory is correct, it was upon this mound that the cabin of Dame Pryce formerly stood.

Its quite possible; they used to allow dirty hovels to be erected alongside ones very walls in those days  quite possible.

Moreover, from what Ive learnt from Ord  whom I interviewed at the Hall  and from such accounts as are obtainable of the death of Seager, this mound, and not the interior of Low Fennel as it then stood, was the scene of the apparitions.

Youve got me out of my depth again, Addison. What dyou mean?

Seager was strangled outside the house, not inside.



I believe thats true, agreed the Major, still shouting at the top of his voice, but gradually growing hoarser; I remember they found him lying on the step, or something.

Then again, the apparition with the contorted face which peered in at Mrs. Ord  

Lies, all lies!

I dont agree with you, Major. She was trying to shield her husband, but I think she saw the contorted face right enough. At any rate its interesting to note that the visitant came from outside the house again.

But, cried the Major, banging his fist upon the table, it wanders about inside the house, and  and  damn it all!  it goes outside as well!

Where it goes, I interrupted quietly, is not the point. The point is, where it comes from.

Then where do you believe it comes from?

I believe the trouble arises, in the strictest sense of the word, from the same spot whence it arose in the days of Matthew Hopkins, and from which it had probably arisen ages before Low Fennel was built.

What the

I believe it to arise from the ancient barrow, or tumulus, above which you have had your new wing erected.

Major Dale fell back in his chair, temporarily speechless, but breathing noisily; then:

Tumulus! he said hoarsely; dyou mean to tell me the house is built on a dam burial ground?

Not the whole house, I corrected him; only the new wing.

Then is the place haunted by the spirit of some uneasy Ancient Briton or something of that sort, Addison? Hang it all! you cant tell me a fairy tale like that! A ghost going back to pre-Roman days is a bit too ancient for me, my boy  too hoary, by the Lord Harry!

I have said nothing about an Ancient British ghost  youre flying off at a tangent!

Hang it all, Addison! I dont know what youre talking about at all, but nevertheless your hints are sufficiently unpleasant. A tumulus! No man likes to know hes sleeping in a graveyard, not even if it is two or three thousand years old. Dyou think the chap who surveyed the ground for me knew of it?

By the fact that he planned the new wing so as to avoid excavation, I think probably he did. He was wise enough to surmise that the order might be cancelled altogether and the job lost if you learnt the history of the mound adjoining your walls.

A barrow under the study floor! groaned the Major damn it all! Ill have the place pulled down  I wont live in it. Gad! if Marjorie knew, she would never close her eyes under the roof of Low Fennel again  Im sure she wouldnt, I know she wouldnt. But whats more, Addison, the thing, whatever it is, is dangerous  infernally dangerous. It nearly killed young Wales! he added, with a complacency which was significant.

It was the fright that nearly killed him, I said shortly.

Major Dale stared across the table at me.

For Gods sake, Addison, he said, what does it mean? What unholy thing haunts Low Fennel? Youve studied these beastly subjects, and I rely upon you to make the place clean and good to live in again.

Major, I replied, I doubt if Low Fennel will ever be fit to live in. At any time an abnormal rise of temperature might produce the most dreadful results.



You dont mean to tell me  

If you care to have the new wing pulled down and the wall bricked up again, if you care to keep all your doors and windows fastened securely whenever the thermometer begins to exhibit signs of rising, if you avoid going out on hot nights after dusk, as you would avoid the plague  yes, it may be possible to live in Low Fennel.

Again the Major became speechless, but finally:

What dyou mean, Addison? he whispered; for Gods sake, tell me. What is it?  what is it?

It is what some students have labelled an elemental and some a control, I replied; it is something older than the house, older, perhaps, than the very hills, something which may never be classified, something as old as the root of all evil, and it dwells in the Ancient British tumulus.

V

As I had hoped, for my plans were dependent upon it, the mercury towered steadily throughout that day, and showed no signs of falling at night; the phenomenal heat-wave continued uninterruptedly. The household was late retiring, for the grey lord  Fear  had imposed his will upon all within it. Every shadow in the rambling old building became a cavern of horrors, every sound that disturbed the ancient timbers a portent and a warning.

That the servants proposed to leave en masse at the earliest possible moment was perfectly evident to me; in a word, all the dark old stories which had grown up around Low Fennel were revived and garnished, and new ones added to them. The horror of the night before had left its mark upon every one, and the coming of dusk brought with it such a dread as could almost be felt in the very atmosphere of the place. Ghostly figures seemed to stir the hangings, ghostly sighs to sound from every nook of the old hall and stairway; baleful eyes looked in at the open windows, and the shrubberies were peopled with hosts of nameless things who whispered together in evil counsel.

Mrs. Dale was as loath to retire as were the servants, more especially since the Major and I were unable to disguise from her our intention of watching for the strange visitant that night. But finally we prevailed upon her to depart, and she ran upstairs as though the legions of the lost pursued her, slamming and locking her door so that the sound echoed all over the house.

We had told her nothing, of course, of my discoveries and theories, but nevertheless the cat was out of the bag; the affair of the night before had spoilt our scheme of secrecy.

In the Majors study we made our preparations. The windows were widely opened, and the door was ajar. Not a breath of wind disturbed the stillness of the night, and although Major Dale had agreed to act exactly as I might direct, he stared in almost comic surprise when he learnt the nature of these directions.

Placing two large silk handkerchiefs upon the table, I saturated them with the contents of a bottle which I had brought in my pocket, and handed one of the handkerchiefs to him.

Tie that over your mouth and nostrils, I said, and whatever happens dont remove it unless I tell you.

But, Addison....

You know the compact, Major? If you arent prepared to assist I must ask you to retire. To-night might be the last chance, perhaps, for years.



Growling beneath his breath, Major Dale obeyed, and, a humorous figure enough, stretched himself upon the couch, staring at me round-eyed. I also fastened a handkerchief about my head.

It would perhaps be better, I said, my voice dimmed by the wet silk, if we avoided conversation as much as possible.

Standing up, I rolled back a corner of the carpet, exposing the floor-planks, and with a brace-and-bit, which I had in my pocket, I bored a round hole in one of these. Into it I screwed the tube, attached to a little watch-like contrivance, twisting the face of the dial so that I could study it from where I proposed to sit. Then I took up my post, smothering a laugh as I noted the expression upon that part of the Majors red face which was visible to me.

Thus began the business of that strange night. Half an hour passed in almost complete silence, save for the audible breathing of the Major  by no means an ideal companion for such an investigation. But, having agreed to assist me, in justice to my old friend I must say that he did his best to stick to the bargain, and to play his part in what obviously he regarded as an insane comedy.



At about the expiration of this thirty minutes, I thought I heard a door open somewhere in the house. Listening intently, and glancing at my companion, I received no confirmation of the idea. Evidently the Major had heard nothing. Again I thought I heard a sound  as of the rustling of silk upon the stair, or in an upper corridor; finally I was almost certain that the floor of the room above (viz. the Majors bedroom) creaked very slightly.

At that I saw my companion glance upward, then across at me, with a question in his eyes. But not desiring to disturb the silence, I merely shook my head.

An hour passed. There had been no repetition of the slight sounds to which I have referred, and the stillness of Low Fennel was really extraordinary. A thermometer, which I had placed upon the table near to my elbow, recorded the fact that the temperature of the room had not abated a fraction of a point since sunset, and, sitting still though I was, I found myself bathed in perspiration. Despite the open door and windows, not a breath of air stirred in the place, but the room was laden with the oppressive perfume of those night-scented flowers which I have mentioned elsewhere, for it was faintly perceptible to me, despite the wet silk.

Once, a bat flew half in at one of the windows, striking its wings upon the glass, but almost immediately it flew out again. A big moth fluttered around the room, persistently banging its wings against the lamp-shade. But nothing else within or without the house stirred, if I except the occasional restless movements of the Major.

Then all at once  and not gradually as I had anticipated  the meter at my feet began to register. Instantly, I looked to the thermometer. It had begun to fall.

I glanced across at Major Dale. He was staring at something which seemed to have attracted his attention in a distant corner of the room. Glancing away from the meter, the indicator of which was still moving upward, I looked in the same direction. There was much shadow there, but nevertheless I could not doubt that a very faint vapour was forming in that corner ... rising  rising  rising  slowly higher and higher.

It proceeded from some part of the floor concealed by the big saddle-bag chair  the Majors favourite dozing-place (probably from a faulty floor-board), and it was rising visibly, inch upon inch, as I watched, until it touched the ceiling above. Then, like a column of smoke, it spread out, mushroom fashion; it crept in ghostly coils along the cornices, spreading, a dim grey haze, until it obscured a great part of the ceiling.

Again I looked across at the Major. He was staring at the phenomenon with eyes which were glassy with amazement. I could see that momentarily he expected the vapour to take shape, to form into some ghoulish thing with a contorted face and clutching, outstretched fingers.

But this did not happen. The vapour, which was growing more fine and imperceptible, began to disperse. I glanced from corner to corner of the room, then down to the meter on the floor. The indicator was falling again.

Still I made no move, although I could hear Major Dale fidgeting nervously, but I looked across at him ... and a dreadful change had come over his face.

He was sitting upright upon the couch, the edge of which he clutched with one hand, whilst with the other he combed the air in a gesture evidently meant to attract my attention. He was trying to speak, but only a guttural sound issued from his throat. His staring eyes were set in a glare of stark horror upon the door of the study.

Swiftly I turned  to see the door slowly opening; to see, low down upon the bare floor  for I had removed the carpet from that corner of the room  a ghastly, contorted face, held sideways with one ear almost touching the ground, and with the lower lip and the chin drawn up as though they were of rubber, almost to the tip of the nose!

The eyes glared up balefully into mine, the hair hung a dishevelled mass about the face, and I had a glimpse of one bare shoulder pressed upon the floor.

Wider and wider opened the door; and further into the room crept the horrible apparition....

The light gleamed equally upon the hideous, contorted face and upon the rounded shoulders and slim, white arms, on one of which a heavy gold Oriental bangle was clasped.

It was a woman!

In a flash of inspiration  at sight of the bangle  my doubts were resolved; I understood. Leaning across the table, I extinguished the lamp ... in the same instant that Major Dale, uttering an inarticulate, choking cry, sprang to his feet and toppled forward, senseless, upon the floor!

The study became plunged in darkness, but into the long corridor, beyond the open door, poured the cold illumination of the moon. Framed in the portal, uprose a slim figure, seeming like a black silhouette upon a silvern background, or a wondrous statue in ebony. Elfin, dishevelled locks crowned the head; the pose of the form was as that of a startled dryad or a young Bacchante poised for a joyous leap....

Thus, for an instant, like some exquisite dream of Phidias visualised, the figure stood ... then had fled away down the corridor and was gone!

VI

Close upon a month had elapsed. Major Dale and I sat in my study in London.

Young Aubrey Wales has gone abroad, I said. Hes ashamed to show up again, I suppose.

Hm! growled the Major Ive got nothing to crow about, myself, by the Lord Harry! Theres courage and courage, sir! Ive led more than one bayonet attack, but Id never qualify for the D.S.O. as a ghost-hunter!  never, by Gad!  never!

He reached out for the decanter; then withdrew his hand. Doctors orders, he muttered. Discipline must be maintained!

It was the sudden excitement which precipitated the seizure, I said, glancing at the altered face of my old friend. I was wrong to expose you to it; but of course I did not know that the doctor had warned you.

And now, said the Major, sighing loudly as he filled his tumbler with plain soda-water what have you to tell me?

In the first place  have you definitely decided to leave Low Fennel, for good?

Certainly  not a doubt on the point! Were leasing a flat in town here whilst we look around.

Good! Because I very much doubt if the place could ever be rendered tenable....

Then its really haunted?

Undoubtedly.

By what, Addison? Tell me that!  by what?

By a grey vapour.

Major Dales eyes began to protrude, and:  

Addison, he said hoarsely dont joke about it!  dont joke. It was not a grey vapour that strangled Seager....

Certainly it was not. Seager was strangled by some wholly inoffensive person  we shall probably never know his identity  who had fallen asleep amongst the bushes on the mound, close beside the house....

But man alive! Ive seen the beastly thing, with my own eyes! Youve seen it! Wales saw it! Mrs. Ord saw it!...

Mrs. Ord saw her husband.

Ah! youre coming round to my belief about the Ords!

Decidedly I am.

But what did Wales see  eh? And what did I see!

You saw the vapour in operation.

The Major fell back in his chair with an expression upon his face which I cannot hope to describe. Words failed him altogether.

I had come prepared for something of the sort, I continued rapidly; for I have investigated several cases of haunting  notably in the Peak district  which have proved to be due to an emanation from the soil  a vapour. But the effect of such vapour, in the other cases, was to induce delusions of sight, in nearly every instance (although, in two, the delusions were of hearing).

In other words, the person affected by this vapour was drugged, and, during the drugged state, perceived certain visions. I made the mistake, at first, of supposing that Low Fennel came within the same category. The classical analogy, of course, is that of the Sibyls, who delivered the oracular responses from the tripod, under the afflatus of a vapour said to arise from the sacred subterranean stream called Kassotis. The theory is, therefore, by no means a new one!

Major Dale stared dully, but made no attempt to interrupt me.

There are probably many spots, in England alone, I continued, thus affected; but, fortunately, few of them have been chosen as building-sites. Barrows and tumuli of the stone and bronze age, and also Roman shrines, seem frequently to be productive of such emanations. The barrow beside Low Fennel (and now under the new wing) is a case in point.

Sudden atmospheric changes seem to be favourable to the formation of the vapour. The barrow in Peel Castle, Isle of Man, is peculiarly susceptible to thunder-storms, for instance, whilst that at Low Fennel emits a vapour only after a spell of intense heat, and at the exact moment when the temperature begins to fall again. In the case of a sustained heat-wave, this would take place at some time during each night.

And now for the particular in which the vapour at Low Fennel differs from other, similar emanations. It is not productive of delusions of sight; it induces a definite and unvarying form of transient insanity!

Major Dale moved slightly, but still did not speak.

Dame Pryce was the first recorded victim of the vapour. She was accused of witchcraft by a neighbour who testified to having seen her transform herself into a hideous and unrecognizable hag  whereas, in her proper person, she seems to have been a comely old lady. Lack of evidence compels us to dismiss the case of Seager, but consider that of the Ords. The man Ord, on his own confession, had fallen asleep outside the house. He became a victim of the vapour  and his own wife failed to recognize him.

To what extent the mania so produced is homicidal remains to be proved; the gas is rare and difficult to procure, so that hitherto analysis has not been attempted. My own theory is that the subject remains harmless provided that, whilst under the mysterious influence, he does not encounter any person distasteful to him. Thus, Seager may have met his death at the hands of some tramp who had been turned away from the house.

As to the symptoms: they seem to be quite unvarying. The subject strips, contorts his face out of all semblance to humanity (and always in a particular fashion) and crawls, lizard-like upon the ground, with the head held low, in an attitude of listening. That it is possible so to contort the face as to render it unrecognizable is seen in some cases of angina pectoris, of course.

The subject apparently returns to the spot from whence he started and sinks into profound sleep, as is seen in some cases of somnambulism; and  like the somnambulist, again  he acquires incredible agility. How you yourself came, twice, under the influence of the vapour, is easily explained. The first time  when the housekeeper saw you  you had actually been in bed; and the second time, as you have told me, you had gone upstairs, undressed, and then slipped on your dressing-gown in order to complete some work in the study. Instead of completing the work, you dozed in your chair  and we know what followed! In the case of  Mrs. Dale....

God! Addison, said the Major huskily, and stood up, clutching the chair-arms Addison! You are trying to tell me that  what I saw was ... Marjorie!...

I nodded gravely.

Without letting her suspect my reason for making the inquiries, I learnt that on that last night at Low Fennel, feeling dreadfully lonely and frightened, she determined to run along to the new wing  which seemed a safer place  and to wait in your room until you came up. She fell asleep, and....

Addison ... can a mere vapour produce such....

You mean, is the vapour directed or animated, by some discarnate, evil intelligence? My dear Major, you are taking us back to the theory of Elemental spirits, and I blankly refuse to follow you!


The Valley of the Just

A STORY OF THE SHAN HILLS

I

The merciless sun beat down upon the little caravan, winding its way upward and ever upward to the hill-land. Beneath stretched a panorama limned in feverish greens and unhealthy yellows; scarlike rocks striated the jungle, clothing the foothills, and through the dancing air, viewed from the arid heights, they had the appearance of running water. Swamps to the south-east showed like unhealing wounds upon the face of the landscape; beyond them spread the muddy river waters, the bank of the stream proper being discernible only by reason of a greater greenness in the palm-tops: venomous green slopes beyond them again, a fringe of dwarfed forest, and the brazen skyline.



On the right of the path rose volcanic rock, gnarled, twisted, and contorted as with the agonies of some mighty plague, which in a forgotten past had seized upon the very bowels of the world, and had contorted whole mountains, and laid waste vast forests and endless plains. Above, the cruel sun; ahead, more plague-twisted rocks, with sandy scars dancing like running water; and, all around, the breathless stillness, the swooning stillness of tropical midday. North, south, east, and west, that haze of heat, that silence unbroken, lay like an accursed mantle upon Burma.

Moreen Fayne could scarcely support herself upright in the saddle; her head throbbed incessantly, and the veil which she wore could not protect her eyes from the maddening glare of the sun. But although at any moment during the past hour she could have slipped insensible from her saddle, she sat stiffly upright, her dauntless eyes looking straight ahead, her small mouth set with masculine sternness, and her hands clenched  the physical reflection of the mental effort whereby, alone, she was enabled to pursue the journey.

Just in front of her paced Ramsa Lal. His stride had not varied from the lowlands, through the foothills, nor on the rocky mountain paths. He had looked neither right nor left, but had walked, walked, walked. At times Moreen had been hard put to it to choke down the hysterical screams which had risen in her throat; madness had threatened her, as she watched, in dumb misery, that silent striding man. Yet she knew that it was only the presence of this tireless, immobile guide which had enabled her to go on; although he never directed one glance towards her, she knew that his steady march was meant for encouragement.

Behind, like the tail of a scorpion, trailed the native retinue, and on the end of the tail, where the sting would be, rode her husband. This simile had occurred to her at once, and she allowed her mind to dwell upon the idea as an invalid will consider imaginary designs upon the wall-paper of the sick-room.

Sometimes there was a sliding of hoofs and a sound of stumbling; sometimes her own pony lost his footing. On such occasion, there would be mechanical cries of encouragement from the natives, and perhaps a growling curse from the man who brought up the rear of the little company. The road wound through a frowning chasm, where lizards and other creeping things darted into holes to right and left of their progress. Grateful shadow ruled a while, and a stifled sigh escaped from Moreens lips. Ramsa Lal paced straightly onward, the others came stumbling behind; fifty yards ahead the ravine opened out, and once more the deathly heat poured unchecked upon their heads.

Again Moreen all but lost control of herself; her fortitude threatened to slip from her; so that she bit her lips until the pain filled her eyes with burning tears. The effort to control herself proved successful, but left her white and quivering. She felt impelled to speak to Ramsa Lal, and constrained herself only with a second effort of which her will was barely capable. Then she saw that speech, which would be dangerous, was unnecessary; the mans wonderful intuition had enabled him to hear that crying of the soul, and he was answering her.

His brown fingers were clutching and unclutching convulsively, and as he swung his arm, he would clench his right fist and beat the air. For a moment he acted thus, and then, as if he knew that she had seen, and understood, his fingers hung limply again, and his arm swung loosely as before.

A sort of plateau was reached, and in a natural clearing, where giant bamboos ranged back to the tangled, creeper-laden boughs of the forest trees, the voice of Major Fayne cried a halt. Ramsa Lal was beside Moreens pony in a trice, and he so screened her exhausted descent from the saddle, setting her down upon an hospitable bank hard by, that she was enabled to maintain her inflexible attitude, when presently her husband came striding along to stand looking down on her, where she sat. His blackly pencilled brows were drawn together, and the pale blue eyes shone out, saturnine, from cavernous sockets. His handsome face was heavily lined, and in the appearance, in the whole attitude of the man, was something aggressive, a violence markedly repellent. Moreen locked her hands behind her, the fingers twining and intertwining, but she raised a pale face to his, from which by a last supreme effort of will she had driven all traces of emotion.

So they remained for a moment, whilst the servants busied themselves with the baggage; he, with feet wide apart, staring down at her, and slashing at the air with a fly-whisk, and she meeting his gaze with a stony calm pitiful to behold, had there been any soul capable of pity to see her. Ramsa Lal was directing operations.

Here, said Major Fayne, we camp.

His voice would have told a skilled observer that which the facial lines and a certain odd puffiness of skin more than suggested, that Major Fayne was not a temperate man.

Moreen made no sign, but simply sat watching the speaker.

Its a delightful situation, continued he, and your ambition, frequently expressed in Mandalay, to see something of Burma other than bridge parties and polo-matches, at last is realised.

He spoke with a seeming sincerity that had carried conviction to any, save the most sceptical. But Moreen made no sign.

Here, continued Major Fayne, you may feast your eyes upon the glories of a Burma forest. Those flowering creepers yonder, festooned from bough to bough, are peculiar to this district, and if you care to explore further, you will be rewarded by the discovery of some fine orchids. Note, also, the perfume of the flowers.



He twirled his slight moustache, and turned away to supervise the work of camping.

Ramsa Lal already had one of the tents nearly erected, and Moreen watched his deft fingers at work, with an anxiety none the less because it was masked. She knew that collapse was imminent. The cruel march under the pitiless sun had had due effect, but it had not broken her spirit. She knew that she had reached the end of her strength, but she showed no sign of weakness before her husband.

It was done at last, and Ramsa Lal held the tent-cloth aside, and bowed.

Moreen stood up, clenched her teeth together grimly, and staggered forward. As the tent-flap was dropped, she sank down beside the camp bedstead, and her head fell upon the covering.

II

Dusk fell, a quick curtain, and the lamps of night shone out with glorious brilliancy, illuminating the little plateau. The tents gleamed whitely in the cold radiance; there was a dancing redness to show where the fire had been built, with figures grouped dimly around it. On a jagged rock, which started up from the very heart of a thicket, black against the newly risen moon, was silhouetted the figure of Major Fayne. Night things swept the air about him, and rustled in the cane brake below him; the fire crackled in the neighbouring camp; sometimes a murmur came from the group of natives.

But, heedless of these matters, Moreens husband stood on the rocky eminence looking back upon the way they had come, looking down to the distant river valley.

For many minutes he remained so, but presently, clambering down, heavily forced his way through the undergrowth to the little camp. Passing the tents, he walked back to the dip of the pathway, and paused again, watching and listening; then turned and strode to the fire, grasped Ramsa Lal by the shoulder, and drew him away from the others.

Come here! he directed tersely.

At the head of the pathway he bade him halt.

Listen! he directed.

Ramsa Lal stood in an attitude of keen attention, and the Major watched him with feverish anxiety, which he was wholly unable to conceal.

Do you hear it? he demanded hoofs on the path!



Ramsa Lal shook his head.

I hear nothing, Sahib.

Put your ear to the ground, and listen. I tell you that I saw figures moving away below there, and I heard  hoofs, stumbling hoofs.

The man knelt down upon the ground, and, bending forward, lowered his head. Major Fayne watched him, and with growing anxiety, so that, what with this and the pallid moonlight, his face appeared ghastly.

But again Ramsa Lal stood up, shaking his head.

Nothing, Sahib, he repeated.

Major Fayne suddenly grasped him by the shoulders, spinning him about, and dragging him forward, so that the dusky face was but inches removed from his own. He glared into the mans eyes.

Are you lying to me? he demanded, are you lying?

I swear it is the truth: why should I lie to you, Sahib?

You want them  

Major Fayne broke off abruptly and thrust the man away from him. A different expression had crept into his face, an expression in which there was something furtive. He spun around upon his heel and stepped to the tent where Moreen was. Raising the flap slightly:

Good-night, he called, and turned away.

Ramsa Lal had gone back to the fireside; and Fayne, following a moment of hesitancy, strode with his swaggering military gait to the tent erected in the furthermost corner of the clearing. He had stooped to enter, when he hesitated, remaining there bent forward  and listening.

From the opposite side of the distant fire, Ramsa Lal, though few would have suspected the fact, was watching. Evidently enough, the leader of the little company was obsessed with his delusion that some one or something clambered up the steep path beneath. Suddenly shrugging his shoulders, he stooped yet lower, and dived into the tent.

One of the natives threw fresh fuel upon the fire, and a stream of sparks sped up through the clear air in a widening trail ever growing fainter.

There was a crackling, a murmur of voices, and then a new silence. This in turn was broken by the distant howling of dogs, and in the near stillness one might have heard the faint shrieking of the bats, who now were embarked upon their nocturnal voyagings.



A shrill, wild scream burst suddenly from the heart of the trees in the east, rose eerily upon the night, and died away. But the group about the fire moved not at all, for this dreadful screaming but marked an animal tragedy of the Burma forests. So furred things howled and screamed and moaned in the woodlands, feathered things piped and hooted around and above, and the bats, uncanny creatures of the darkness, who seem to have kinship neither with fur nor feather, chirped faintly overhead.

Once there was a distant, hollow booming like the sound of artillery, which echoed down the mountain gorges, and seemed to roll away over the lowland swamps, and die, inaudible, by the remote river-bank.

Yet no one stirred; for this mysterious gunnery is a phenomenon met with in that district, inexplicable, weird, but no novelty to one who has camped in the Shan Hills.

A second time later in the night the phantom guns boomed; and again their booming died away in the far valleys. The fire was getting low, now.

III

Moreen lay, sleepless, wide-eyed, staring up at the roof of the tent. She had eaten, could eat, nothing, but she was consumed by a parching thirst. The sounds of the night had no terrors for her; indeed, she scarcely noticed them, for she had other and more dreadful things to think of.

Ramsa Lal had been her fathers servant; him she could trust. But the others  the others were Major Faynes. They were no more than spies upon her; guards.

What did it mean, this sudden dash from the bungalow into the hills? It amused her husband to pretend that it was a pleasure-trip, but the equipment was not of the sort one takes upon such occasions, and one is not usually dragged from bed at midnight to embark upon such a journey. It was additionally improbable in view of the fact that up to the moment of departure Major Fayne had not spoken to her, except in public, for six months. The dreadful, forced marches were breaking her down, and she knew that her husband was drinking heavily. What, in Gods name, would be the end of it?



Weakly, she raised herself into a sitting position, groping for and lighting a candle. From the bosom of her dress she took out a letter, the last she had received from home before this mad flight. There was something in it which had frightened her at the time, but which, viewed in the light of recent events, was unspeakably horrifying.

During the long estrangement between her husband and herself she had learnt, and had paid for her knowledge with bitter tears, that there was a side to the character of Major Fayne which he had carefully concealed from her before marriage; the dark, saturnine part of her husbands character had dawned upon her suddenly. That had been the beginning of her disillusionment, the disillusionment which has come to more than one English girl during the first twelve months of married life in an Indian bungalow.

Then, perforce, the gap had widened, and six months later had become a chasm quite impassable except in the interests of social propriety. Anglo-Indian society is notable for divorces, and poor Moreen very early in her married life fully understood the reason.

She held the letter to the dim light and read it again attentively. Allowing a certain discount for her mothers changeless animosity towards Major Fayne, it yet remained a startling letter. Much of it consisted in feckless condolences, characteristic but foolish; the passage, however, which she read and re-read by the dim, flickering light was as follows:

Mr. Harringay in his last letter begged of me to come out by the next boat to Rangoon, her mother wrote. He has quite opened my eyes to the truth, Moreen, not in such a way as to shock me all at once, but gradually. I always distrusted Ralph Fayne and never disguised the fact from you. I knew that his previous life had been far from irreproachable, but his treatment of you surpasses even my expectations. I know all, my poor darling! and I know something which you do not know. His father did not die in Colombo at all; he died in a madhouse! and there are two other known dipsomaniacs in Ralph Faynes family  

A hand reached over Moreens shoulder and tore the letter from her.

She turned with a cry  and looked up into her husbands quivering face! For a moment he stood over her, his left fist clenching and unclenching and his pale blue eyes glassy with anger. Then chokingly he spoke:

So you carry one of his letters about with you?

The veins were throbbing visibly upon his temples. Moreen clutched at the blanket but did not speak, dared not move, for if ever she had looked into the face of a madman it was at this moment when she looked into the face of Ralph Fayne.

He suddenly grabbed the candle and, holding it close to the letter, began to read. His hands were perfectly steady, showing the tremendous nerve tension under which he laboured. Then his expression changed, but nothing of the maniac glare left his eyes.

From your mother, he said hoarsely, and full of two things  your wrongs, your wrongs! and Jack Harringay  Jack Harringay  always Jack Harringay! Damn him!

He put down the candle and began to tear the letter into tiny fragments, pouring forth the while a stream of coarse, blasphemous language. Moreen, who felt that consciousness was slipping from her, crouched there with a face deathly pale.



Fayne began to laugh softly as he threw the torn-up letter from him piece by piece.

Damn him! he said again. He turned the blazing eyes towards his wife. You lying, baby-faced hypocrite! Why dont you admit that he is  

He stopped; the sinister laughter died upon his lips and he stood there shaking all over and with a sort of stark horror in his eyes dreadful to see.

Why dont you? he muttered  and looked at her almost pathetically, why of course you cant  no one can  

He reeled and clutched at the tent-flap, then stumblingly made his way out.

No one can, came back in a shaky whisper no one can  

Moreen heard him staggering away, until the sound of his uncertain footsteps grew inaudible. A distant howling rose upon the night, and, nearer to the clearing, sounded a sort of tapping, not unlike that of a woodpecker. Some winged creature was fluttering over the tent.

IV

Dawn saw the dreadful march resumed. Major Fayne now exhibited unmistakable traces of his course of heavy drinking. He brought up the rear as hitherto, and often tarried far behind where some peculiar formation of the path enabled him to study the country already traversed. He had altered the route of the march, and now they were leaving the Shan Hills upon the north-east and dipping down to a chasm-like valley through which ran a tributary of the Selween River. Since the dry season was commenced the entire country beneath them showed through a haze of heat and dust.

They had partaken of a crude and hasty breakfast as strangers having nothing in common who by chance share a table. Moreen no longer doubted that her husband was mad, for he muttered to himself and was ever glancing over his shoulder. This and his constant watching of the path behind spoke of some secret terror from which he fled.

Towards noon, they skirted a village whose inhabitants poured forth en bloc to watch the passing of this unfamiliar company. A faint hope that some European might be there died in Moreens breast. Her position was a dreadful one. Led by a madman  of this she was persuaded  and surrounded by natives who, if not actively hostile, were certainly unfriendly, with but one man to whom she could look for the slightest aid, she was proceeding further and further from civilisation into unknown wildernesses.

What her husbands purpose might be she could not conceive. She was unable to think calmly, unable to formulate any plan. In the dull misery of a sick dream she rode forward speculating upon the awakening.

The midday heat in the valley was so great that a halt became imperative. They camped at the edge of a dense jungle where banks of rotten vegetation, sun-dried upon the top, lay heaped about the bamboo stems. None but a madman would have chosen to tarry in such a spot; and Major Faynes servants went about their work with many a furtive glance at their master. Ramsa Lals velvety eyes showed a great compassion, but Moreen offered no protest. She was in an unreal frame of mind and her will was merely capable of a mute indifference: any attempt to assert herself would have meant a sudden breakdown. Something in her brain was strained to utmost tension; any further effort must have snapped it.

In the hour of the greatest heat Major Fayne went out alone, offering no explanation of his intentions and leaving no word as to the time of his return. Moreen only learnt of his departure from Ramsa Lal. She received the news with indifference and asked no questions. Inert she lay in the little tent looking out at the wall of jungle, where it uprose but twenty yards away. So the day wore on. Mechanically she partook of food when Ramsa Lal placed it before her, but, although the mans attitude palpably was one of uneasiness, she did not question him, and he departed in silence. It was an incredible situation.

Throughout the afternoon nothing occurred to break this dread monotony save that once there arose a buzz of conversation, and she became dimly aware that some one from the native village which they had passed in the morning had come into the camp. After a time the sounds had died away again, and Ramsa Lal had stepped into view, looking towards her interrogatively; but although she recognized his wish to speak to her, the inertia which now claimed her mind and body prevailed, and she offered him no encouragement to intrude upon her misery.

Thus the weary hours passed, until even to the dulled perceptions of Moreen the sounds of unrest and uneasiness pervading the camp began to penetrate. Yet Major Fayne did not return. The insect and reptile life of a Burmese jungle moved around her, but she was curiously indifferent to everything. Without alarm she brushed a venomous spider, fully one inch in girth, from the camp-bedstead, and dully watched it darting away into the jungle undergrowth.

Darkness swept down and tropical night things raised their mingled voices; then came Ramsa Lal.

Forgive me, Mem Sahib, he said, but I must speak to you.

She half reclined, looking at him as he stood, a dimly seen figure, before her.

The men from the village, continued he, come to say that we may not camp. It is holy ground from this place away  he waved his arm vaguely to the end of the jungle where the river is.



I can do nothing, Ramsa Lal.

I fear  for him.

Major Fayne?

He goes into the jungle to look for something. What does he go to look for? Why does he not return?

Moreen made no reply.

All of them there  he indicated the direction of the native servants know this place. They are already afraid, and, with those from the village coming to warn us, they get more afraid still. This is a haunted place, Mem Sahib.

Moreen sat up, shaking off something of the lassitude which possessed her.

What do you mean? she asked.

In that jungle, replied Ramsa Lal, there is buried a temple, a very old temple, and in the temple there is buried one who was a holy man. His spirit watches over this place, and none may rest here because of him  

But the men of the village came here, said Moreen.

Before sunset, Mem Sahib. No man would come here after dark. Look! you will see  they are frightened.

Languidly, but with some awakening to the necessities of the situation, Moreen stepped out of the tent and looked across to where, about a great fire, the retinue huddled in a circle. Ramsa Lal stood beside her with something contemptuous in the bearing of his tall figure.

A spell lies upon all this valley, Mem Sahib, he said. Therefore it is called the Valley of the Just.

Why?

Because only the just can stay within its bounds through the night.

Moreen stared affrightedly.

Do you mean that they die in the night, Ramsa Lal?

In the night, Mem Sahib, before the dawn.

By what means?

Ramsa Lal spread his palms eloquently.

Who knows? he replied. It is a haunted place.

And are you afraid?

I am not afraid, for I have passed a night in the Valley of the Just many years ago, and I live.

You were alone?

With two others, Mem Sahib.

And the others?



One was bitten by a snake an hour before dawn, and the other, who was an upright man, lives to-day.

Moreen shuddered.

Do you know  she still hesitated to broach this subject with the man do you know where  Major Fayne has gone?

It is said, Mem Sahib, that a stream runs through the jungle close beside the old temple, a stream which bubbles up from a cavern and which is supposed to come underground from the Ruby Mine plateau. He goes early in the morning to look for rubies  so I think.

Moreen tapped the ground with her foot.

Do you think  again she hesitated that Major Fayne is afraid of something? Of something  where we have come from?

Ramsa Lal bowed low.

I cannot tell, he replied, but we shall know ere sunrise.

For a moment Moreen scarcely grasped the significance of his words; then their inner meaning became apparent to her.

Make me some coffee, Ramsa Lal, she said; I am cold  very cold.

She re-entered the tent, lighting the lamp.



The Valley of the Just! What irony, that her husband should have selected that spot to camp in! She sat deep in thought, when presently Ramsa Lal entered with coffee. He had just set down the tray when the sound of a distant cry brought him rigidly upright. He stood listening intently. The sound was repeated  nearer it seemed  a sort of hoarse scream, terrible to hear  impossible to describe.

Moreen rose to her feet and followed the man out of the tent. Some one  some one who kept crying out  was plunging heavily through the jungle towards the camp.

The men about the fire were on their feet now. Obviously they would have fled, but the prospect of flight into the haunted darkness was one more terrible than that of remaining where they were.

It ceased, that strange cry; but whoever was approaching could be heard alternately groaning and laughing madly.

Then out from the thicket on the west, into the red light of the fire, burst a fearful figure. It was that of Major Fayne, wild eyed, and with face which seemed to be of a dull grey. He staggered and almost fell, but kept on for a few more paces and then collapsed in a heap almost at Moreens feet, amid the clatter of the strange loot wherewith he was laden.

This consisted in a number of golden vessels heavily encrusted with gems, a huge golden salver, and a dozen or more ropes of gigantic rubies!

Amid these treasures, the ransom of a Sultan, the price of a throne, he lay writhing convulsively.

Ramsa Lal was the first to recover himself. He leapt forward, seized the prostrate man by the shoulders and dragged him into the tent, past Moreen. Having effected this he raised his eyes in a mute question. She nodded, and whilst Ramsa Lal seized the Majors shoulders, Moreen grasped his ankles, and together they lifted him up on to the bed.

He lay there, rolling from side to side. His eyes were wide open, glassy and unseeing; a slight froth was upon his lips, his fists rose and fell in regular, mechanical beats, corresponding with the convulsive movements of his knees.

Moreen dropped down beside him.

Ramsa Lal! Ramsa Lal! What shall I do? What has happened to him?

Ramsa Lal ripped the collar from Major Faynes neck in order to aid his respiration. Then, quietly signing to Moreen to hold the lamp, he began to search the entire exposed surface of the Majors skin. Evidently he failed to find that for which he was looking. He glanced down at the ankles, but the Major wore thick putties and Ramsa Lal shook his head in a puzzled way.

It is like the bite of a hamadryad, he said softly, but there is no mark.

What shall I do! moaned Moreen what shall I do!

There was a frightened murmur from the entrance, where the native servants stood in a group, peering in. Moreen stood up.

Hot water, Ramsa Lal! she said. We must give him brandy.

But it is useless, Mem Sahib; he has not been bitten  there is no mark; it may be a fever from the jungle.

Moreen beat her hands together helplessly.

We must do something! she said; we must do something.

A sudden change took place in Major Fayne. The convulsive movements ceased and he lay quiet, and breathing quite regularly. The glassy look began to fade from his eyes, and with every appearance of being in full possession of his senses, he stared at Moreen and spoke:

You shall repent of your words, Harringay, he said in a quiet voice. You have deliberately accused me of faking the cards. I care nothing for any of you. Why should I attempt such a thing? I could buy and sell you all!...

Moreen dropped slowly back upon her knees again, white to the lips, watching her husband. With the same appearance of perfect sanity, but now addressing the empty air, he continued:

In my tent  my wife will tell you it is true  my wife, Harringay, do you hear?  I have jewelled cups and strings of rubies, enough to buy up Mandalay! I blundered on to them in that old ruined temple back in the jungle, not five hundred yards from your bungalow. Harringay  think of it  a treasure-room like that within sight of your verandah! There are snakes there, snakes, you understand, in hundreds; but it is worth risking for a big fortune like mine.

He mixes time and place, murmured Ramsa Lal. He talks to the Commissioner Sahib in Mandalay of what is here in the Valley of the Just.

Moreen nodded, catching her breath hysterically.

You see, continued the delirious man, I am as rich as Midas. Why should I want to cheat you! Dont talk to me of what you would do for my wifes sake! Keep your favours, curse you!

With a contemptuous smile, Major Fayne threw his head back upon the pallet. Then came another change; the look of stark horror which Moreen had seen once before crept into the grey face; and her husband raised himself in bed, glaring wildly into the shadows beyond the lamp.

You are a spirit! The words came in a thrilling, eerie whisper. Oh God! I understand. Yes! I came away from Harringays bungalow. My wife was asleep and I sat drinking until I had emptied the whisky decanter.

He bent forward as if listening.

Yes, I went back. I went back to reason with him. No! as God is my witness I did not plan it! I went back to reason with him.

Again the uncanny attitude was resumed. Then:



I stepped in through the verandah, and there he sat with Moreens photograph in his hand. Listen to me  Listen! There was an agony of entreaty in his voice; it rose to a thin scream My wifes photograph! Do you hear me? Do you understand? Moreens photograph  and as I stood behind him, he raised it to his lips  he  

Major Fayne stopped abruptly, as if checked by a spoken word; and with wildly beating heart Moreen found herself listening for the phantom voice. She could hear the breathing of the natives clustered behind her; but no other sound save a distant howling in the jungle was audible, until her husband began again:

I struck him down  from behind, yes, from behind. His blood poured over the picture. You understand I was mad. If you are just  and is not this called the Valley of the Just?  you cannot condemn me. Why did I fly? I was not in my right mind; I had  been drinking, as I told you; I was mad. If I was not mad I should never have fled, never have drawn suspicion  on myself.

He fell back as if exhausted, then once more struggled upright and began to peer about him. When he spoke again, his voice, though weak, was more like his own.

Moreen! he said where the devil are you? why cant you give me a drink?

Suddenly, he seemed to perceive her, and he drew his brows together in the old, ugly frown.

Curse you! he said. I have found you out! I am a rich man now, and when I have gone to England, see what Jack Harringay will do for you. I will paint London red! I have looted the old temple, and they are after me, they  

The words merged into a frightful scream. Major Fayne threw up his hands and fell back insensible upon the bed.

Mem Sahib! Mem Sahib, you must be brave! It was Ramsa Lal who spoke; he supported Moreen with his arm. There is a spell upon this place. No medicine, nothing, can save him. There is only one thing  

Moreen controlled herself by one of those giant efforts of which she was capable.

Tell me, she whispered what must we do?

Ramsa Lal removed his arm, saw that she could stand unsupported, and bent forward over the unconscious man. Following a rapid examination, he signed to her to leave the tent. They came out into the white blaze of the moonlight  and there at their feet lay the glittering loot of the haunted temple, a dazzlement of rainbow sparks.

Only for such a thing as this, said Ramsa Lal, dare I go, but not one of us will see another dawn if we do not go. He pointed to the heap of treasure. Mem Sahib must come also.

But  my husband  

He must remain, he said. It is of his own choosing.

V

The temple stood in a kind of clearing. Grotesquely horrible figures guarded the time-worn entrance. Moreen drew a deep breath of relief on emerging from the jungle path by which, amid the rustle of retreating snakes, they had come, but shrank back affrighted from the blackness of the ruined doorway. Ramsa Lal stood the lantern upon the stump of a broken pillar, where its faint yellow light was paled by the moon-rays.

It is you who must restore, he said.

One by one he handed her the jewel-encrusted vessels and hung the ropes of rubies upon her arm.



She nodded, and as Ramsa Lal took up the lantern and began to descend the steps within followed him.

No foot save his, came back to her, has trod these sacred steps for ages, for the secret of the jungle path is known only to the few....

How do you  know the way?

Ramsa Lal did not reply.

They traversed a short tunnel; a heavy door was thrust open; and Moreen found herself standing in a small pillared hall. Through a window high in one wall, overgrown with tangled vegetation, crept a broken moonbeam. Directly before her was the carven figure of a grotesque deity. A long, heavily clamped chest stood before it like an altar step.

She staggered forward, deposited her priceless burden upon the floor, and mechanically began to raise the lid of the chest.

Not that one, Mem Sahib! The voice of Ramsa Lal rose shrilly not that one!...

But he spoke too late. Moreen realised that there were three divisions in the chest, each having a separate lid. As she raised the one in the centre, a breath of fetid air greeted her nostrils, and she had a vague impression that this was no chest but the entrance to a deep pit. Then all these thoughts were swept away by the crowning horror which rose out of the subterranean darkness.

A great winged creature, clammily white, rose towards her, passed beneath her upraised hands and sailed into the darkness on the right. She heard it flapping its great bat wings against the wall  heard them beating upon a pillar  then saw it coming back towards her into the moonlight  and knew no more.

VI

Mem Sahib!

Moreen opened her eyes. She lay, propped against a saddle, at the camp beside the jungle. She shuddered icily.

Ramsa Lal  how  

I carried the Mem Sahib! the treasures of the temple I restored to their resting-place  

And the  the other  

The door that the Mem Sahib opened she opened by the decree of Fate. It was not for Ramsa Lal to close it. That is a passage  

Yes?



  To the tomb of the great one who is buried in the temple!

Oh! heavens! that white thing   She raised her hands to her face. But  the camp  

The camp is deserted! they all fled from  

Moreen sat up, rigidly.

From what?

From something that came for what we forgot!

My husband  

There was a ring upon his finger. I saw it, and knew where it came from, but forgot to remove it.

Moreen stood up, and turned towards the nearer tent. Ramsa Lal gently detained her.

Not that way, Mem Sahib.

But I must see him! I must, I must tell him that he wrongs me, cruelly, wickedly! You heard his words  Oh, God! can he have  

It would be useless to tell him, Mem Sahib,  he could not hear you! But that what you would tell him is true I know well; for see  it is the dawn!

Ramsa Lal!...



The unjust cannot stay in this valley through a night and live to see the dawn, Mem Sahib!

VII

At about that same hour, Deputy-Commissioner Jack Harringay opened his eyes and looked wonderingly at a grey-haired, white-aproned nurse who sat watching him.

Dont speak, Mr. Harringay, she said soothingly. You have been very ill, but you are on the high road to recovery now.

Nurse!...

Please dont speak; I know what you would ask. There has been no scandal. The attack upon you was ascribed to robbers. You have been delirious, Mr. Harringay, and have told me  many things. I am old enough, or nearly old enough, to be your mother, so you will not mind my telling you that a love like yours deserves reward. God has spared your life; be sure it was with a purpose  


The Blue Monkey

I

A tropically hot day had been followed by a stuffy and oppressive evening. In the tiny sitting-room of our tiny cottage, my friend  who, for the purposes of this story, I shall call Mr. East  by the light of a vapour lamp was busily arranging a number of botanical specimens collected that morning. His briar fumed furiously between his teeth, and, his grim, tanned face lowered over his work, he brought to bear upon this self-imposed task all the intense nervous energy which was his.

I sat by the open window alternately watching my tireless companion and the wonderful and almost eerie effects of the moonlight on the heather. Then:

We came here for quiet  and rest, East, I said, smiling.



Well! snapped my friend. Isnt it quiet enough for you?

Undeniably. But I dont remember to have seen you rest from the moment that we left London! I exclude your brief hours of slumber  during which, by the way, you toss about and mutter in a manner far from reposeful.

No wonder. My nerves are anything but settled yet, I grant you.

Indeed, we had passed through a long and trying ordeal, the particulars whereof have no bearing upon the present matter, and in renting this tiny and remote cottage we had sought complete seclusion and forgetfulness of those evil activities of man which had so long engaged our attention. How ill we had chosen will now appear.

I had turned again to the open window, when my meditations were interrupted by a sound that seemed to come from somewhere away behind the cottage. Cigarette in hand, I leaned upon the sill, listening, then turned and glanced toward the littered table. East, his eyes steely bright in the lamplight, was watching me.

You heard it? I said.

Clearly. A womans shriek!



Listen!

Tense, expectant, we sat listening for some time, until I began to suspect that we had been deceived by the note of some unfamiliar denizen of the moors. Then, faintly, chokingly, the sound was repeated, seemingly from much nearer.

Come on! snapped East.

Hatless, we both hurried around to the rear of the cottage. As we came out upon the slope, a figure appeared on the brow of a mound some two hundred yards away and stood for a moment silhouetted against the moonlit sky. It was that of a woman. She raised her arms at sight of us  and staggered forward.

Just in the nick of time we reached her, for her strength was almost spent. East caught her in his arms.

Good God! he said, it is Miss Baird!

What could it mean? The girl, who was near to swooning and inarticulate with fatigue and emotion, was the daughter of Sir Jeffrey Baird, our neighbour, whose house, The Warrens, was visible from where we stood.

East half led, half carried her down the slope to the cottage; and there I gave her professional attention, whilst, with horror-bright eyes and parted lips, she fought for mastery of herself. She was a rather pretty girl, but highly emotional, and her pathetically weak mouth was doubtless a maternal heritage, for her father, Sir Jeffrey, had the mouth and jaw of the old fighter that he was.

At last she achieved speech.

My father! she whispered brokenly; oh, my poor father!

What! I began  

At Black Gap!...

Black Gap! I said; for the place was close upon half a mile away. Have you come so far?

He is lying there! My poor father  dead!

What! cried East, springing up Sir Jeffrey  dead? Not drowned?

No, no! he is lying on the path this side of the Gap! I ... almost stumbled over ... him. He has been ... murdered! Oh, God help me!...

East and I stared at one another, speechless with the sudden horror of it. Sir Jeffrey murdered!

Suddenly the distracted girl turned to my friend, clutching frenziedly at his arm.



Oh, Mr. East! she cried, what had my poor father done to merit such an end? What monster has struck him down? You will find him, will you not? I thank God that you are here  for although I know you as Mr. East, my father confided the truth to me, and I am aware that you are really a Secret Service agent, and I even know some of the wonderful things you have done in the past....

Very indiscreet! muttered East, and his jaws snapped together viciously. But My dear Miss Baird, he added immediately, in the kindly way that was his own, rely upon me. Myself and my fellow-worker, the doctor here, had sought to escape from the darker things of life, but it was willed otherwise. I esteemed Sir Jeffrey very highly  his voice shook very highly indeed. I, too, thank God that I am here.

II

Five minutes later, East and I set out across the moor, leaving Miss Baird at the cottage. By reason of the lonely situation, and the fact that the nearest house, The Warrens, was fully a mile and a half away, no other arrangement was possible, since delay could not be entertained.

East had managed to glean some few important facts. Sir Jeffrey, whose museum at The Warrens was justly celebrated, had been to London that day to attend an auction at Sothebys. His Greek secretary, Mr. Damopolon, and his daughter had accompanied him. Returning by train to Stanby, the nearest station, Miss Baird had called upon friends in the village (Mr. Damopolon had remained in London on business), and Sir Jeffrey had set out in the dusk to walk the two miles to The Warrens; for the car was undergoing repairs.

Pursuing the same path later in the evening, the girl had come upon the body of her father in the dramatically dreadful manner already related. He had no enemies, she declared, or none known to her. She did not believe that her father was carrying a large sum of money, nor  although she had scarcely trusted herself to look at him  did she believe that robbery had been the motive of the crime.

Sir Jeffrey had been carrying a large parcel containing one of his purchases, and I remembered, as we silently pursued our way to the scene of the murder, how Easts keen eyes had seemed to dance with excitement when Miss Baird, in reply to a question, had told us what this parcel contained. It was a large figure, in blue porcelain, of a sacred ape, and was of Burmese or Chinese origin; she was uncertain which.

Her father had apparently attached great importance to this strange purchase, and had elected to bear it home in person rather than to trust it to railway transport.

Did you notice if this parcel was there, East had inquired eagerly, when you discovered him?

Miss Baird had shaken her head in reply.

And now we were come to Black Gap, a weird feature in a weird landscape. This was a great hole in the moor, having high clay banks upon one side descending sheer to the tarn, and upon the other being flanked by low, marshy ground about a small coppice. The road from Stanby to The Warrens passed close by the coppice on the south-east.

Regarding this place opinions differed. By some it was supposed to be a natural formation, but it was locally believed to mark the site of an abandoned mine, possibly Roman. Its depth was unknown, and the legend of the coach which lay at the bottom, and which could be seen under certain favourable conditions, has found a place in all the guide-books to that picturesque and wild district.

Whatever its origin, Black Gap was a weird and gloomy spot as one approached and saw through the trees the gleam of the moonlight on its mystic waters. And here, passing a slight southerly bend in the track  for it was no more  we came upon Sir Jeffrey.

He lay huddled in a grotesque and unnatural attitude. His right hand was tightly clenched, whilst with his left he clutched a tuft of rank grass. Strangely enough, his soft hat was still upon his head. His tweed suit, soft collar and, tie all bore evidence of the fierce struggle which the old baronet had put up for his life. A quantity of torn brown paper lay scattered near the body.

I dropped on my knees and made a rapid examination, East directing the ray of a pocket-lamp upon the poor victim.

Well? rapped my friend.

He was struck over the head by some heavy weapon, I said slowly, and perhaps partly stunned. His hat protected him to a degree, and he tackled his assailant. Death was actually due, I should say, to strangulation. His throat is very much bruised.

East made no reply. Glancing up from my gruesome task, I observed that he was looking at a faint track, which, commencing amid the confused marks surrounding the body, led in the direction of the coppice. Easts steely eyes were widely opened.

In heavens name, what have we here! he said.

A kindred amazement to that which held East claimed me, as I studied more closely the mysterious tracks.

The spot where Sir Jeffrey had fallen was soft ground, whereon the lightest footstep must have left a clear impression. Indeed, around the recumbent figure the ground showed a mass of indistinguishable marks. But proceeding thence, as I have said, in the direction of the neighbouring coppice, was this faint trail.

It looks, I said, in a voice hushed with something very like awe, it looks like the track of ... a child!

Look again! snapped East.

I stooped over the first set of marks. Clearly indented, I perceived the impressions of two small, bare feet, and, eighteen or twenty inches ahead, those of two small hands. I experienced a sudden chill; my blood seemed momentarily to run coldly in my veins, and I longed to depart from the shadow of the trees, from the neighbourhood of the Black Gap, and from the neighbourhood of the man who had died there. For it seemed to me that a barefooted infant had recently crawled from the side of the dead man into the coppice overhanging the tarn.

Looking up, I found Easts steely eyes set upon me strangely.

Well! said he, do you not miss something that you anticipated finding?

I hesitated, fearfully. Then:

Sir Jeffrey carries no cane, I began  

Good! I had failed to note that. Good! But what else?

Closely I surveyed the body, noting the disarranged garments, the discoloured face.

What of this torn brown paper? snapped my friend.

Good heavens! I cried; and like a flash my glance sought again those mysterious tracks  those tracks of something that had crawled away from the murdered man.



Where, inquired East deliberately, is the Burmese porcelain ape of which we have heard? And, since there are no tracks approaching the body, where did the creature come from that made those retiring from it, and ... what manner of creature was it?

III

At Easts request (for my friend was a man of very great influence) the police, beyond the unavoidable formalities, took no steps to apprehend the murderer of Sir Jeffrey. East had a long interview with the dead mans daughter, and, shortly afterwards, went off to London, leaving me to my own devices.

The subject of the strange death of the baronet naturally engrossed my attention to the exclusion of all else. Especially, my mind kept reverting to the tracks which we had discovered leading from the dead mans body into the coppice. I scarcely dared to follow my ideas to what seemed to be their logical conclusion.

That the track was that, not of a child, but of an ape, I was now convinced. No such track approached where the victim had lain; no track of any kind, other than that of his own heavy footprints, led to the spot ... but the track of an ape receded from it; and the baronet had been carrying an ape (inanimate, certainly, according to all known natural laws), which was missing when his body was found!

These are the reflections of a madman! I said aloud. Am I seriously considering the possibility of a blue porcelain monkey having come to life? If so, since no other footprints have been discovered, I shall be compelled, logically, to assume that the blue porcelain monkey strangled Sir Jeffrey!

My friend, East, attached very great importance to the missing curio; this he had not disguised from me. But, beyond spending half an hour or so among the trees of the coppice and around the margin of the Black Gap, he had not to my knowledge essayed any quest for it.

Finding my thoughts at once unpleasant and unprofitable company, I suddenly determined to make a call at The Warrens, in order to inquire about the health of poor Miss Baird, and incidentally to learn if there were any new development.

Off I set, and failed to repress a shudder, despite the blazing sunlight, as I passed the gap and the spot where we had found the dead man. A tropical shower in the early morning had quite obliterated the mysterious tracks. Coming to The Warrens, I was shown into the fine old library. That air of hush, so awesome and so significant, prevailed throughout the house whose master lay dead above, and when presently Mr. Damopolon entered, attired in black, he seemed to complete a picture already sombre.

As East and I had several times remarked, he was a singularly handsome man, and moreover, a very charming companion, widely travelled and deeply versed in those subjects to which the late baronet had devoted so many years of his life. I had always liked Damopolon, though, as a rule, I am distrustful of his race; and now, seeing at a glance how hard the death of Sir Jeffrey had hit him, I offered no unnecessary word of condolence, but immediately turned the conversation upon Miss Baird.

She has but just hurried off to London, doctor, he said, to my surprise. A telegram from the solicitors rendered her immediate departure unavoidable.

She has sustained this dreadful blow with exemplary fortitude, I replied. Are you sure she was strong enough for travel?

I myself escorted her to the station; and Mrs. Grierson, the late baronets sister, has accompanied her to London.

By the way, I said, whilst I remember  was Sir Jeffrey carrying a cane at the time of his death?

He had with him a heavy ash stick, as usual, when we parted at Sothebys, doctor; but, of course, he may have left it there, as he had a large parcel to take.

Ah! that parcel! You can no doubt enlighten me, Mr. Damopolon? What, roughly, were the dimensions of this Burmese idol?

The monkey? I dont think it was actually an idol, doctor; it was, rather, a grotesque ornament. Oh, it was about the size of a small Moorish ape, hollow, and weighing perhaps six or seven pounds.

Was it upon a pedestal?

No. It was completely modelled, even to the soles of the feet and the nails.

Extraordinary! I muttered. Uncanny!

Some little while longer I remained, and then set out, my doubts in no measure cleared up, for the cottage. To my surprise  for I had no idea that I had tarried so long  dusk was come. I will frankly confess it  I experienced a thrill of supernatural dread at the thought that my path led close beside Black Gap. However, it was a glorious evening, and I should have plenty of light for my return journey. I walked briskly across the moorpath toward the scene of the mysterious crime, hoping that I should find East returned when I gained the cottage.

Perhaps in a wandering life I have known more thrilling moments than some men; but never while memory serves shall I forget that, when, coming abreast of the coppice, and glancing hurriedly into the shadow of the trees ... I saw a crouching figure looking out at me!

Speech momentarily failed me; I stood rooted to the spot. Then:

All right, old man! I heard. Shall be with you in a moment!

It was East!

Fear changed to the wildest astonishment. Carrying a strange-looking bundle, he came out and joined me on the path.

Did I frighten you?

Is it necessary to ask! I cried. But  whatever were you doing there by the Black Gap?

Fishing! Look what I have caught!

He held up for my inspection the object which he carried, by means of two loops of stout cord bound about it. It was a large china figure of an ape!

The blue monkey! he snapped. Come! I am going to The Warrens.

IV

Again I sat in the fine old library of The Warrens. At the further end of the long, book-laden table, facing me, sat East; Mr. Damopolon occupied a chair on the right, and midway between us, in the centre of the table, presiding over that strange meeting, was the fateful blue monkey.

You see, Mr. Damopolon, said East, I knew that Sir Jeffrey was carrying this thing  he indicated the image at the time of his death, and, since it had disappeared, I assumed at first that it had been the motive of the crime. Sir Jeffrey had money and other valuables upon him; therefore we were obviously dealing with no ordinary thief.



Accordingly, I made inquiries respecting the history of the thing, and found that it possessed but little market value and next to no historical importance. It was of comparatively modern Chinese workmanship, and Sir Jeffrey had bought it, apparently, because it amused him, though why he should have taken the trouble to carry it home, heaven only knows. My first idea  that the curio was a very rare and costly piece  was thus knocked on the head.

I sought another motive for a crime so horrible and, by a stroke of intuition, I found one. You may not have had an opportunity of studying the mysterious tracks which so puzzled us, Mr. Damopolon, before they were obliterated, but my friend, the doctor, will bear me out. They commenced, then, close beside the body of the murdered man, and they were, as I now perceive, made by the feet of this blue monstrosity upon the table here!

Impossible, murmured the secretary incredulously.

So it appeared to me at the time, when, although I had not then seen the image of the monkey, I perceived, by the absolutely regular character of the impressions, that they were made, not by a living creature, but by the model of one which had been firmly pressed into the soft ground at slightly varying intervals. Since no footprints other than those of Sir Jeffrey were to be found in the vicinity, I was unable to account for the presence of the person who had made these impressions. I devoted myself to a close scrutiny of those footprints of Sir Jeffreys which led up to the scene of the attack. It became apparent, immediately, that some one had followed him ... some one who crept silently along behind the unsuspecting victim ... some one so clever that he placed his feet almost exactly in the marks made by the baronet!

Good! I had accounted for the presence of the murderer. He struck Sir Jeffrey with some heavy implement, but failed to stun him. Then began the struggle, which so churned up the ground that all tracks were lost. The murderer prevailed. He was a man of wonderful nerve. Never once did he place his foot upon virgin ground; not one imprint by which he might be identified did he leave behind him!

Then how, inquired Damopolon, who was hanging upon every word, did he leave the scene if  



Listen, snapped East. I found by the body the torn paper in which the china image had been wrapped  but no string! I went all the way to London to learn if the parcel had been tied with string and if Sir Jeffrey had been carrying a stick!

But surely, said Damopolon, I could have saved you the journey, since I was with the late baronet immediately before he set out for home.

Quite so  but I had another reason for my visit.

East shot a sudden glance from Damopolon to myself, and there ensued a moment of electric silence.

Beside the track made by the feet of the image, he resumed slowly, I found a series of wedge-shaped holes, one on either side of each monkey-impression. Do you follow me, Mr. Damopolon?

Perfectly, replied the Greek, taking up and lighting a cigarette. Wedge-shaped holes, you say?

They were the clue for which I sought! I saw it all! The china ape had been used as a stepping-stone! The cunning criminal had thus gained the firm ground in the coppice without leaving a footprint behind!...



But, my dear East, I interrupted, I cannot follow you. He stepped from beside the body on to the image, which he had placed at a convenient distance?

Yes. Then, by means of loops of string  see, they are still attached!  he lifted it forward with his feet  

But  

Supporting his weight upon two sticks  Sir Jeffreys and his own! Hence the wedge-shaped holes beside the track! He had actually reached firm ground when his own stick snapped off short, and he made the fatal error of leaving the fragment and the ferrule, imbedded in the hole! Here is the fragment!

On the table East laid a fragment of an ebony cane, broken off short some three inches above the nickel ferrule.

Ebony is so brittle, is it not, Mr. Damopolon? he said.

It is indeed, agreed Damopolon, standing up as though he believed East to have finished.

Yet this stick was made of a particularly fine piece, added East. Carter! he cried loudly.



The library door opened ... and Detective Sergeant Carter, of New Scotland Yard, entered, carrying a broken ebony stick. Damopolon dropped his cigarette, and, whilst he stooped to recover it:

Carter and I went fishing this afternoon, said East, in the Black Gap. The criminal had sought to hide the broken cane  which bears his monogram  and also the image. He had tied them together, filled the image with clay, and dropped them into the water. Fortunately, they stuck upon an outstanding mass of weeds, and we did not fish in vain. Is there any point, Mr. Damopolon, which I have not made clear? I dont know what implement you used to strike Sir Jeffrey, nor do I know what you did with his ash-stick!...

Clutching wildly at the table, I rose to my feet, my gaze set amazedly upon the man thus accused, upon the man I had called my friend, upon the man who owed so much to the dead baronet. And he?... He tossed his cigarette into the hearth and shrugged his shoulders. But, now, I saw that he was deathly pale. He began speaking, in a hoarse, mechanical voice:

I struck him with a broken elm branch, he said. His hat saved him. I completed the matter with my bare hands. I was desperate. You need not tell me that Olive  Miss Baird  has confessed to our secret marriage, nor shall I weary you with the many reasons I had to hate her father and the pressing need I had for the fortune which she inherits at his death. It is finished; I have lost, and  

Carter! cried East. Quick! quick!

But though the detective, who had been edging nearer and nearer to the speaker, now sprang upon him with the leap of a panther, he was too late. The sound of a muffled shot echoed through The Warrens, and the Greek fell with an appalling crash fully over the library table, so that the blue monkey slid across its polished surface and was shattered to bits upon the oaken floor!


The Riddle of Ragstaff

I

Well, Harry, my boy, and whats the latest news from Venice?

Harry Lorian stretched his long legs and lay back in his chair.

I had a letter from the governor this morning, Colonel. He appears to be filling his portfolio with studies of windows and doorways and stair-rails and the other domestic necessities dear to his architectural soul!

Colonel Reynor laughed in his short, gruff way, as my friend, Lorian, gazing sleepily about the quaint old hall in which we sat, but always bringing his gaze to one point  a certain door  blew rings of smoke straightly upward.

I suppose, said our host, the Colonel, most of the material will be used for the forthcoming book?



I suppose so, drawled Lorian, glancing for the twentieth time at the yet vacant doorway by the stair-foot. The idea of architects and artists and other constitutionally languid people, having to write books, fills my soul with black horror.

He had a glorious time with our old panelling, Harry, laughed the Colonel, waving his cigar vaguely toward the panelled walls and nooks which gradually were receding into the twilight.

Yes, said my friend. He was here quite an unconscionable time  even for an old school chum of the proprietor. I hope you counted the spoons when he left!

Lorians disrespectful references to Sir Julius, his father, were characteristic; for he reverences that famous artist with the double love of a son and a pupil.

Of course we did, chuckled Reynor. Nothing missing, my boy!

Thats funny, drawled Lorian. Because if he didnt steal it from here I cant imagine from where he stole it!

Stole what, Harry?

Whatever some chap broke into his studio for last night!



Eh! cried the Colonel, sitting suddenly very upright. Into your fathers studio? Burglars?

Suppose so, was the reply. They took nothing that I was aware to be in his possession, though the place was ransacked. I naturally concluded that they had taken something that I was unaware to be in his  Ah!

Sybil Reynor entered by the door which, for the past twenty minutes, had been the focus of Lorians gaze. The gathering dusk precluded the possibility of my seeing with certainty, but I think her face flushed as her dark eyes rested upon my friend. Her beauty is not of the kind which needs deceptive half-lights to perfect it, but there in the dimness, as she came towards us, she looked very lovely and divinely graceful. I did not envy Lorian his good fortune; but I suppressed a sigh when I saw how my existence had escaped the girls notice and how the world in her eyes, contained only a Henry Lorian, R.I.

Her mother entered shortly afterwards and a general conversation arose, which continued until the arrival of Ralph Edie and his sister. They were accompanied by Felix Hulme; and their advent completed the small party expected at Ragstaff Park.



You late arrivals, said Lorian, have only just time to dress, unless you want to miss everything but the nuts!

Oh, Harry! said Mrs. Reynor, you are as bad as your father!

Worse, said Lorian promptly. I am altogether more rude and have a bigger appetite!

With such seeming trivialities, then, opened the drama of Ragstaff, the drama in which Fate had cast four of us for leading rôles.

II

Following dinner, the men  or, as my friend has it, the gunners  drifted into the hall. The hall at Ragstaff Park is fitted as a smoking lounge. It dates back to Tudor days and affords some magnificent examples of mediæval panelling. At every point the eye meets the device of a man with a ragged staff  from which the place derives its name, and which is the crest of the Reynors.

A conversation took place to which, at the time, I attached small importance, but which, later, assumed a certain significance.

Extraordinary business, said Felix Hulme that attempted burglary at Sir Juliuss studio last night.



Yes, replied Lorian. Who told you?

Hulme appeared to be confused by the abrupt question.

Oh, he replied, I heard of it from Baxter, who has the next studio, you know.

When did you see Baxter? asked Lorian casually.

This morning.

I suppose, said Colonel Reynor to my friend, a number of your fathers drawings are there?

Yes, answered Lorian slowly; but the more valuable ones I have at my own studio, including those intended for use in his book.

Something in his tone caused me to glance hard at him.

You dont think they were the burglars objective? I suggested.

Hardly, was the reply. They would be worthless to a thief.

First Ive heard of this attempt, Lorian, said Edie. Anything missing?

No. The thing is an utter mystery. There were some odds and ends lying about which no ordinary burglar could very well have overlooked.

If any loss had been sustained, said the Colonel, half jestingly, I should have put it down to the Riddle!

Dont quite follow you. Colonel, remarked Edie. What riddle?

The family Riddle of the Ragstaffs, explained Lorian. Youve seen it  over there by the staircase.

Oh! exclaimed the other, you mean that inscription on the panel  which means nothing in particular? Yes, I have examined it several times. But why should it affect the fortunes of Sir Julius?

You see, was the Colonels reply, we have a tradition in the family, Edie, that the Riddle brings us luck, but brings misfortune to anyone else who has it in his possession. Its never been copied before; but I let Lorian  Sir Julius  make a drawing of it for his forthcoming book on Decorative Wood-carving. I dont know, he added smilingly, if the mysterious influence follows the copy or only appertains to the original.

Let us have another look at it, said Edie. It has acquired a new interest!

The whole party of us passed idly across the hall to the foot of the great staircase. From the direction of the drawing-room proceeded the softly played strains of the Duetto from Cavalleria. I knew Sybil Reynor was the player, and I saw Lorian glance impatiently in the direction of the door. Hulme detected the glance, too, and an expression rested momentarily upon his handsome face which I found myself at a loss to define.

You see, said the Colonel, holding a candle close to the time-blackened panel, it is a meaningless piece of mediæval doggerel roughly carved in the wood. The oak-leaf border is very fine, so your father tells me, Harry  to Lorian but it is probably the work of another hand, as is the man and ragged staff which form the shield at the top.

Has it ever occurred to you, asked Hulme, that the writing might be of a very much later date  late Stuart, for instance?

No, replied the Colonel abruptly, and turned away. I am sure it is earlier than that.

I was not the only member of the party who noticed the curt tone of his reply; and when we had all retired for the night I lingered in Lorians room and reverted to the matter.

Is the late Stuart period a sore point with the Colonel? I asked.



Lorian, who was in an unusually thoughtful mood, lighted his pipe and nodded.

It is said, he explained, that a Reynor at about that time turned buccaneer and became the terror of the two Atlantics! I dont know what possessed Hulme to say such a thing. Probably he doesnt know about the piratical page in the family records, however. Hes a strange chap.

He is, I agreed. Everybody seems to know him, yet nobody knows anything about him. I first met him at the Travellers Club. I was unaware, until I came down here this time, that the Colonel was one of his friends.

Edie brought him down first, replied Lorian. But I think Hulme had met Sybil  Miss Reynor  in London, before. I may be a silly ass, but somehow I distrust the chap  always have. He seems to know altogether too much about other peoples affairs.

I mentally added that he also took too great an interest in a certain young lady to suit Lorians taste. We chatted upon various matters  principally upon the manners, customs, and manifold beauties of Sybil Reynor  until my friends pipe went out. Then I bade him good night and went to my own room.

III

With that abruptness characteristic of the coast and season, a high wind had sprung up since the party had separated. Now a continuous booming filled the night, telling how the wrath of the North Atlantic spent itself upon the western rocks.

To a town-dweller, more used to the vaguely soothing hum of the metropolis, this grander music of the elements was a poor sedative. Sleep evaded me, tired though I was, and I presently found myself drifting into that uncomfortable frame of mind between dreaming and waking, wherein ones brain becomes a torturing parrot-house, filled with some meaningless reiteration.

The riddle of the ragged staff  the riddle of the ragged staff, was the phrase that danced maddeningly through my brain. It got to that pass with me, familiar enough to victims of insomnia, when the words began to go to a sort of monotonous melody.

Thereupon, I determined to light a candle and read for a while, in the hope of inducing slumber.



The old clock down in the hall proclaimed the half-hour. I glanced at my watch. It was half-past one. The moaning of the wind and the wild song of the sea continued unceasingly.

Then I dropped my paper  and listened.

Amid the mighty sounds which raged about Ragstaff Park it was one slight enough which had attracted my attention. But in the elemental music there was a sameness which rendered it, after a time, negligible. Indeed, I think sleep was not far off when this new sound detached itself from the old  like the solo from its accompaniment.

Something had fallen, crashingly, within the house.

It might be some object insecurely fastened which had been detached in the breeze from an open window. And, realising this, I waited and listened.

For some minutes the wind and the waves alone represented sound. Then my ears, attuned to this stormy conflict, and sensitive to anything apart from it, detected a faint scratching and tapping.

My room was the first along the corridor leading to the west wing, and therefore the nearest to the landing immediately above the hall. I determined that this mysterious disturbance proceeded from downstairs. At another time, perhaps, I might have neglected it, but to-night, and so recently following upon Lorians story of the attempt upon his fathers studio, I found myself keenly alive to the burglarious possibilities of Ragstaff.

I got out of bed, put on my slippers, and, having extinguished the candle, was about to open the door when I observed a singular thing.

A strong light  which could not be that of the moon, for ordinarily the corridor beyond was dark  shone under the door!

Even as I looked in amazement it was gone.

Very softly I turned the knob.

Careful as I was, it slipped from my grasp with a faint click. To this, I think, I owed my failure to see more than I did see. But what I saw was sufficiently remarkable.

Cloud-banks raced across the sky tempestuously, and, as I peered over the oaken balustrade down into the hall, one of these impinged upon the moons disc and, within the space of two seconds or less, had wholly obscured it. Upon where a long, rectangular patch of light, splashed with lozenge-shaped shadows spread from a mullioned window across the polished floor, crept a band of blackness  widened  claimed half  claimed the whole  and left the hall in darkness.

Yet, in the half-second before the coming of the cloud, and as I first looked down, I had seen something  something indefinable. All but immediately it was lost in the quick gliding shadow  yet I could be sure that I had seen  what?

A gleaming, metallic streak  almost I had said a sword  which leapt from my view into the bank of gloom!

Passing the cloud, and the moon anew cutting a line of light through the darkness of the hall, nothing, no one, remained to be seen. I might have imagined the presence of the shining blade, rod, or whatever had seemed to glitter in the moon-rays; and I should have felt assured that such was the case but for the suspicion (and it was nearly a certainty) that a part of the shadow which had enwrapped the mysterious appearance had been of greater depth than the rest  more tangible; in short, had been no shadow, but a substance  the form of one who lurked there.

Doubtful how to act, and unwilling to disturb the house without good reason, I stood hesitating at the head of the stairs.

A grating sound, like that of a rusty lock, and clearly distinguishable above the noise occasioned by the wind, came to my ears. I began slowly and silently to descend the stairs.

At the foot I paused, looking warily about me. There was no one in the hall.

A new cloud swept across the face of the moon, and utter darkness surrounded me again. I listened intently, but nothing stirred.

Briefly I searched all those odd nooks and corners in which the rambling place abounded, but without discovering anything to account for the phenomena which had brought me there at that hour of the night. The big doors were securely bolted, as were all the windows. Extremely puzzled, I returned to my room and to bed.

In the morning I said nothing to our host respecting the mysterious traffic of the night, since nothing appeared to be disturbed in any way.

Did you hear it blowing? asked Colonel Reynor during breakfast. The booming of the waves sounded slap under the house. Good job the wind has dropped this morning.



It was, indeed, a warm and still morning, when on the moorland strip beyond the long cornfield, where the thick fir-tufts marked the warren honeycomb, partridges might be met with in many coveys, basking in the sandy patches.

There were tunnels through the dense bushes to the west, too, which led one with alarming suddenness to the very brink of the cliff. And here went scurrying many a hare before the armed intruder.

Lorian and I worked around by lunch-time to the spinneys east of the cornfield, and, nothing loath to partake of the substantial hospitalities of Ragstaff, made our way up to the house. There is a kind of rock-garden from which you must approach from that side. It affords an uninterrupted view of the lower part of the grounds from the lawn up to the terrace.

Only two figures were in sight; and they must have been invisible from any other point, as we, undoubtedly, were invisible to them.

They were those of a man and a girl. They stood upon the steps leading down from the lawn to the rose-garden. It was impossible to misunderstand the nature of the words which the man was speaking. But I saw the girl turn aside and shake her head. The man sought to take her hand and received a further and more decided rebuff.

We hurried on. Lorian, though I avoided looking directly at him, was biting his lip. He was very pale, too. And I knew that he had recognized, as I had recognized, Sybil Reynor and Felix Hulme.

IV

During lunch, a Mr. Findon, who had driven over with one of the Colonels neighbours, asked Sybil Reynor whether the peculiar and far from beautiful ring which she invariably wore was Oriental. From his conversation I gathered that he was something of an expert.

It is generally supposed to be Phœnician, Mr. Findon, she answered; and slipping it from her finger she passed it to him. It is my lot in life to wear it always, hideous though it is!

Indeed! An heirloom, I suppose?

Yes, replied the girl; and an ugly one.

In point of fact, the history of the ring was as curious as that of the Riddle. For generations it had been worn by the heir of Ragstaff from the day of his majority to that of his eldest sons. Colonel Reynor had no son. Hence, following the tradition as closely as circumstances allowed, he had invested Sybil with the ring upon the day that she came of age  some three months prior to the time of which I write.

As Mr. Findon was about to return the ring, Lorian said:

Excuse me. May I examine it for a moment?

Of course, replied Sybil.

He took it in his hand and bent over it curiously. I cannot pretend to explain what impelled me to glance towards Hulme at that moment; but I did do so. And the expression which rested upon his dark and usually handsome face positively alarmed me.

I concluded that, beneath the cool surface, he was a man of hot passions, and I would have ascribed the fixed glare to the jealousy of a rejected suitor in presence of a more favoured rival, had it centred upon Lorian. But it appeared to be focused, particularly, upon the ring.

The incident impressed me very unfavourably. A sense of mystery was growing up around me  pervading the atmosphere of Ragstaff Park.



After lunch Lorian and I again set out in company, but my friend appeared to be in anything but sporting humour. We bore off at a sharp angle from the Colonel and some others who were set upon the rough shooting on the western rim of the moors and made for the honeycombed ground which led one upward to the cliff edge.

Abruptly, we found ourselves upon the sheer brink, with the floor of the ocean at our feet and all the great Atlantic before us.

Let us relent of our murderous purpose, said Lorian, dropping comfortably on to a patch of velvety turf and producing his pipe. I have dragged you up here with the malicious intention of talking to you.

I was not sorry to hear it. There was much that I wished to discuss with him.

I should have stayed to say something to some one, he added, carefully stuffing his briar, but first I wanted to say something to you. He paused, fumbling for matches. What, he continued, finding some and striking one, is Felix Hulmes little game?

He wants to marry Miss Reynor.

I know; but he neednt get so infernally savage because she wont accept him. He looked at me in a positively murderous way at lunch to-day.

So you noticed that?

Yes  and I saw that you noticed it, too.

Listen, I said. Leaving Hulme out of the question, there is an altogether more mysterious business afoot. And I told him of the episode of the previous night.

He smoked stolidly whilst I spoke, frowning the while; then:

Old chap, he said, I begin to have a sort of glimmering of intelligence. I believe I am threatened with an idea! But its such an utterly fantastic hybrid that I dare not name it  yet.

He asked me several questions respecting what I had seen, and my replies appeared to confirm whatever suspicion was gathering in his mind. We saw little enough sport, but came in later than anyone.

During dinner there was an odd incident. Lorian said:

Colonel, dyou mind my taking a picture of the Riddle?

Eh! said the Colonel. What for? Your father made a drawing of it.



Yes, I know, replied Lorian. I mean a photograph.

Well, mused the Colonel, I dont know that there can be much objection, since it has been copied once. But have you got a camera here?

Ah  no, said my friend thoughtfully, I havent. Can anybody lend me one?

Apparently no one could.

If you care to drive over to Dr. Masons after dinner, said our host, he will lend you one. He has several.

Lorian said he would, and I volunteered to accompany him. Accordingly the Colonels high dogcart was prepared; and beneath a perfect moon, swimming in a fleckless sky which gave no hint of the storm to come, we set off for the doctors.

My friends manœuvres were a constant source of surprise to me. However, I allowed him to know his own business best, and employed my mind with speculations respecting this mystery, what time the Colonels spirited grey whisked us along the dusty roads.

We had just wheeled around Dr. Masons drive, when the fact broke in upon my musings that a Stygian darkness had descended upon the night, as though the moon had been snuffed, candle-wise.

Devil of a storm brewing, said Lorian. Funny how the weather changes at night.

Two minutes after entering the doctors cosy study, down came the rain.

Now were in for it! said Mason. Ill send Wilkins to run the dogcart into the stable until it blows over.

The storm proved to be a severe one; and long past midnight, despite the doctors hospitable attempts to detain us, we set off for Ragstaff Park.

We can put up the grey ourselves, said Lorian. I love grooming horses! And by going around into the yard and throwing gravel up at his window, we can awaken Peters without arousing the house. This plan almost startles me by its daring originality. I fear that I detect within myself the symptoms of genius.

So, with one of Dr. Masons cameras under the seat, we started back through the sweet-smelling lanes; and, at about twenty minutes past one, swung past the gate lodge and up the long avenue, the wheels grinding crisply upon the newly wetted gravel. There was but little moon, now, and the house stood up, an irregular black mass, before us.

Then, from three of the windows, there suddenly leapt out a dazzling white light!

Lorian pulled up the grey with a jerk.

Good God! he said. Whats that! An explosion!

But no sound reached us. Only, for some seconds, the hard, white glare streamed out upon the steps and down on to the drive. Suddenly as it had come  it was gone, and the whole of Ragstaff was in darkness as before!

The horse started nervously, but my friend held him with a firm hand, turning and looking at me queerly.

Thats what shone under your door last night! he said. That light was in the hall!

V

Peters was awakened, the horse stabled and ourselves admitted without arousing another soul. As we came around from the back of the house (we had not entered by the main door), and, candles in hand, passed through the hall, nothing showed as having been disturbed.



Dont breathe a word of our suspicions to anyone, counselled Lorian.

What are our suspicions? said I.

At present, he replied, indefinable.

To-night the distant murmur of the sea proved very soothing, and I slept soundly. I was early afoot, however, but not so early as Lorian. As I passed around the gallery above the hall, on my way to the bathroom, I saw him folding up the tripod of the camera which he had borrowed from Dr. Mason. The morning sun was streaming through the windows.

Hullo! Lorian called to me. Ive got a splendid negative, I think. Peters is rigging up a dark-room in the wine-cellar  delightful site for the purpose! Will you join me in developing?

Although I was unable to conjecture what my friend hoped to gain by his photographic experiments, I agreed, prompted as much by curiosity as anything else. So, after my tub, I descended to the cellar and splashed about in Hypo., until Lorian declared himself satisfied.

The second is the best, he pronounced critically, holding the negative up to the red lamp. I made three exposures in all; but the reflection from the polished wood has rather spoiled the first and also the third.

Whatever do you want with this photograph, anyway, I said, when the original is available?

My dear chap, he replied, one cannot squat in the hall fixedly regarding a section of panel like some fakir staring at a palm leaf!

Then you intend to study it?

Closely!

As a matter of fact, he did not join us during the whole of the day; but since he spent the greater part of the time in his own room, I did not proffer my aid. From a remark dropped by the Colonel, I gathered that Sybil had volunteered to assist, during the afternoon, in preparing prints.

I was one of the first in to tea, and Lorian came racing out to meet me.

Not a word yet, he said, but if the Colonel is agreeable, I shall tell them all at dinner!

Tell them what? I began  

Then I saw Sybil Reynor standing in the shadow of the porch, and, even from that distance, saw her rosy blushes.

I understood.



Lucky man! I cried, and wrung his hand warmly. The very best of good wishes, old chap. I am delighted!

So am I! replied Lorian. But come and see the print.

We went into the house together; and Sybil blushed more furiously than ever when I told her how I envied Lorian  and added that he deserved the most beautiful girl in England, and had won her.

Lorian had a very clear print of the photograph pinned up to dry on the side of his window.

We shall be busy to-night! he said mysteriously.

He had planned to preserve his great secret until dinner-time; but, of course, it came out whilst we sat over tea on the balcony. The Colonel was unfeignedly delighted, and there is nothing secretive about Colonel Reynor. Consequently, five minutes after he had been informed how matters were between his daughter and Lorian, all the house knew.

I studied the face of Hulme, to see how he would take the news. But he retained a perfect mastery of himself, though his large dark eyes gleamed at discord with the smile which he wore.



Our photographic experiments were forgotten; and throughout dinner, whereat Sybil looked exquisitely lovely and very shy, and Lorian preserved an unruffled countenance, other topics ruled.

It was late before we found ourselves alone in Lorians room, with the print spread upon the table beneath the light of the shaded lamp.

We bent over it.

Now, said Lorian, I assume that this is some kind of cipher!

I stared at him surprisedly.

And, he continued, you and I are going to solve it if we sit up all night!

How do you propose to begin?

Well, as it appears to mean nothing in particular, as it stands, I thought of beginning by assuming that the letters have other values altogether. Therefore, upon the basis that e is the letter which most frequently occurs in English, with a, o, i, d, h, n, r, afterwards, I had thought of resolving it into its component letters.

But would that rule apply to mediæval English?

Ah, said Lorian thoughtfully, most sage counsellor! A wise and timely thought! Im afraid it wouldnt.



What now?

Lorian scratched his head in perplexity.

Suppose, he suggested, we write down the words plainly, and see if, treating each one separately, we can find other meanings to them.

Accordingly, upon a sheet of paper, I wrote:

Wherso eer thee doome bee Looke untoe ye strypped tree Offe ragged staffe. Upon itte ley Golde toe greene ande kay toe kay.

Our efforts in the proposed direction were rewarded with poor success. Some gibberish even less intelligible than the original was the only result of our labour.

Lorian threw down his pencil and began to reload his pipe.

Let us consider possible meanings to the original words, he said. Do you know of anything in the neighbourhood which might answer to the description of a strypped tree?

I shook my head.

What has occasioned your sudden interest in the thing? I asked wearily.

It is a long story, he replied; and I have an idea that theres no time to be lost in solving the Riddle!



However, even Lorians enthusiasm flagged at last. We were forced to admit ourselves hopelessly beaten by the Riddle. I went to my own room feeling thoroughly tired. But I was not destined to sleep long. A few minutes after closing my eyes (or so it seemed), came a clamouring at the door.

I stumbled sleepily out of bed, and, slipping on my dressing-gown, admitted Lorian. Colonel Reynor stood immediately behind him.

Most extraordinary business! began the latter breathlessly. Sybil had  you tell him, Harry!

Well, said Lorian, it is not unexpected! Listen: Sybil woke up a while ago, with the idea that she had forgotten something or lost something  you know the frame of mind! She went to her dressing-table and found the family ring missing!

The ring! burst in the Colonel excitedly. Amazing!

She remembered having taken it off, during the evening, to  er  to put another one on! But she was unable to recall having replaced it. She determined to run down and see if she had left it upon the seat in the corner of the library. Well, she went downstairs in her dressing-gown, and, carrying a candle, very quietly, in order to wake no one, crossed to the library and searched unavailingly. She heard a faint noise outside in the hall.

Lorian paused. Felix Hulme had joined the party.

Whats the disturbance? he asked.

Oh, said Lorian, turning to him, its about Sybil. She was down in the library a while ago to look for something, and heard a sort of grating sound out in the hall. She came out, and almost fell over an iron-bound chest, about a foot and a half long, which stood near the bottom of the staircase!

Good heavens, Lorian! I cried, how had it come there?

Sybil says, he resumed, that she could not believe her eyes. She stooped to examine the thing ... and with a thrill of horror saw it to be roughly marked with a skull and cross-bones!

My dear Lorian, said Hulme, are you certain that Miss Reynor was awake?

She woke us quickly enough! interrupted the Colonel. Poor girl, she was shaking dreadfully. Thought it was a supernatural appearance. Shes with her mother now.

But the box! I cried. Where is the box?

Thats the mystery, answered Colonel Reynor. I was downstairs two minutes later, and there was nothing of the kind to be seen! Has our Ragstaff ghost started walking again, I wonder? You ought to know, Hulme; youre in the Turret Room  that is the authentic haunted chamber!

I was aroused by the bell ringing, replied Hulme. I am a very light sleeper. But I heard or saw nothing supernatural.

By the way, Hulme, said my friend, the Turret Room is directly above the hall. I have a theory. Might I come up with you for a moment?

Certainly, replied Hulme.

We all went up to the Turret Room. Having climbed the stairs to this apartment, you enter it by descending three steps. It is octagonal and panelled all around. My friend tapped the panels and sounded all the oaken floor-boards. Then, professing himself satisfied, he bade Hulme good night, and accompanied me to my room.

VI

Ragstaff Park slumbered once more. But Lorian sat upon the edge of my bed, smoking and thinking hard. He had been to his own room for the print of the Riddle, and it lay upon a chair before him.

Listen to this, he said suddenly: (a) Some one breaks into the governors studio, and takes nothing. His drawings of the Ragstaff Riddle happen to be at my studio. (b) You hear a noise in the night, and see (1) a bright light; (2) a gleaming rod. (c) You and I see a bright light on the following night, and presumably proceeding from the same place; i.e., the hall. (d) Something I have not mentioned before  Hulme has a camera in his kit! And he doesnt want the fact known!

What do you mean?

I tested him the other night, by inquiring if anyone could lend me a camera. He did not volunteer! The morning following the mysterious business in the hall, observed by you, I saw a photographic printing frame in his window! He must have one of those portable developers with him.



And to what does all this point?

To the fact that he has made at least three attempts to obtain a copy of the Riddle, and has at last succeeded!

Three!

I really think so. The evidence points to him as the person who broke into the studio. He made a bad slip. He referred to the matter, and cited Horace Baxter as his informant. Baxter is away!

But this is serious!

I should say so! He couldnt attempt to photograph the panel in daylight, so he employed magnesium ribbon at night! First time his tripod slipped. It is evidently one of the light, telescopic kind. His negative proved useless. It was one of the metal legs of the tripod which you saw shining! The second time he was more successful. That was the light of his magnesium ribbon you and I saw from the drive!

But, Lorian, I went down and searched the hall!

Now we come on to the, at present, conjectural part, explained Lorian. My theory is that Hulme, somewhere or other, has come across some old documents which give the clue to those secret passages said to exist in Ragstaff, but which the Colonel has never been able to locate. I feel assured that there is some means of secret communication between the Turret Room and the hall. I further believe that Hulme has in some way got upon the track of another secret  that of the Riddle.

But what is the secret of the Riddle?

In my opinion the Riddle is a clue to another hiding-place, evidently not connected with the maze of passages; possibly what is known as a Priests Hole. As you know, Hulme asked Sybil to marry him. I believe the man to be in financial straits; so that we must further assume the Riddle to conceal the whereabouts of a treasure, since the Reynors are far from wealthy.

The chest! Lorian! The chest! I cried.

Quite so. But what immediately preceded its appearance? The loss of the family ring! If I am not greatly in error, Hulme found that ring! And the ring is the key to the riddle! Do you recall the shape of the bezel? Simply a square peg of gold! Look at the photograph!

He was excited, for once.

What does it say? he continued: Ye strypped tree! That means the device of leaves, twigs, and acorns  stripped from a tree  see? Here, at the bottom of the panel, is such a group, and (this is where we have been so blind!) intertwined with the design is the word CAEG  Ancient Saxon for key! Look! Golde toe Greene and kay toe kay! Amongst the green leaves is a square hole. The gold knob on the ring fits it!

For a moment I was too greatly surprised for speech. Then:

You think Hulme discovered this?

I do. And I think Sybils mislaying her ring gave him his big chance. He had got the chest out whilst she was in the library. He must have been inside somewhere looking for it when she passed through the hall. Then, hearing her approach from the library, he was forced to abandon his heavy find and hide in the secret passage which communicates with his room. Directly she ran upstairs he returned for the chest!

I looked him hard in the face.

We dont want a scene, Lorian, I began. Besides, its just possible you may be wrong.

I agree, said Lorian. Come up to his room, now.



Passing quietly upstairs, we paused before the door of the Turret Room. A faint light showed under it. Lorian glanced at me  then knocked.

Whos there? came sharply.

Lorian, answered my friend. I want a chat with you about the secret passage and the old treasure chest  before speaking to the Colonel!

There was a long silence, then:

Just a moment, came hoarsely. Dont come in until I call.

We looked at one another doubtfully. A long minute passed. I could hear a faint sound within. At last came Hulmes voice:

All right. Come in.

As Lorian threw the door open, a faint click sounded from somewhere.

The Turret Room was empty!

By heaven! hes given us the slip! cried my friend.

We glanced around the room. A candle burnt upon the table. And upon the bed stood an iron-barred chest, with a sheet of notepaper lying on its lid!

Lorian pounced upon the note. We read it together.

Mr. Henry Lorian (it went), I realize that you have found me out. I will confess that I had no time to open the chest. But as matters stand I only ask you not to pursue me. I have taken nothing not my own. The ring, and an interesting document which I picked up some years ago, are on the table. Offer what explanation of my disappearance you please. I am in your hands.

We turned again to the table. Upon a piece of worn parchment lay the missing ring. Lorian spread out the parchment and bent over it.

Why, I cried, it is a plan of Ragstaff Park!

With a perfect network of secret passages! added my friend, and some instructions, apparently, as to how to enter them. It bears the initials R. R. and, in brackets, Capt. S. I begin to understand.

He raised the candle and stepped across to the ancient chest. It bore a roughly designed skull and cross-bones, and, in nearly defaced red characters, the words:

CAPTAIN SATAN.

Captain Satan! I said. He was one of the most bloodthirsty pirates who ever harried the Spanish Main!



He was, agreed Lorian; and his real name was Roderick Reynor. He evidently solved the riddle some generations earlier than Hulme  and stored his bloodstained hoard in the ancient hiding-place. Also, you see, he knew about the passages.

What shall we do?

Hulme has surrendered. You can see that the chest has not been opened. Therefore there is only one thing that we can do. We must keep what we know to ourselves, return the chest to its hiding-place, and proclaim that we have found the missing ring!

Down to the hall we bore the heavy chest. The square knob on the ring fitted, as Lorian had predicted, into the hole half hidden among the oak leaves of the design. Without much difficulty we forced back the fastening (it proved to be of a very simple pattern), and slid the whole panel aside. A small, square chamber was revealed by the light of the candle  quite empty.

As I had surmised, said my friend; a Priests Hole.

We carried the chest within, and reclosed the panel, which came to with a sharp click.

* * * * * *

The story which we invented to account for Hulmes sudden departure passed muster; for one topic usurped the interests of all  the ghostly box, with its piratical emblem.

My boy, Colonel Reynor said to Lorian, I cannot pretend to explain what Sybil saw. But it bears curiously upon a certain black page in the family history. If the chest had been tangible, and had contained a fortune, I would not have opened it. Let all pertaining to that part of our records remain buried, say I.

Which determines our course, explained Lorian to me. The chest is not ours, and the Colonel evidently would rather not know about it. I regret that I lack the morals of a burglar.


The Master of Hollow Grange

I

Jack Dillon came to Hollow Grange on a thunderous black evening when an ebony cloud crested the hill-top above, and, catching the upflung rays of sunset, glowed redly like the pall of Avalon in the torchlight. Through the dense ranks of firs cloaking the slopes a breeze, presaging the coming storm, whispered evilly, and here in the hollow the birds were still.

The man who had driven him from the station glanced at him, with a curiosity thinly veiled.

What about your things, sir? he inquired.

Dillon stared rather blankly at the ivy-covered lodge, which, if appearances were to be trusted, was unoccupied.

Wait a moment; I will ring, he said curtly; for this furtive curiosity, so ill concealed, had manifested itself in the manner of the taxi-driver from the moment that Dillon had directed him to drive to Hollow Grange.

He pushed open the gate and tugged at the iron ring which was suspended from the wall of the lodge. A discordant clangour rewarded his efforts, the cracked note of a bell that spoke from somewhere high up in the building, that seemed to be buffeted to and fro from fir to fir, until it died away, mournfully, in some place of shadows far up the slope. In the voice of the bell there was something furtive, something akin to the half-veiled curiosity in the eyes of the man who stood watching him; something fearful, too, in both, as though man and bell would whisper: Return! Beware of disturbing the dwellers in this place.

But Dillon angrily recalled himself to the realities. He felt that these ghostly imaginings were born of the Boche-maltreated flesh, were products of lowered tone; that he would have perceived no query in the glance of the taxi-driver and heard no monkish whisper in the clang of the bell had he been fit, had he been fully recovered from the effects of his wound. Monkish whisper? Yes, that was it  his mind had supplied, automatically, an aptly descriptive term: the cracked bell spoke with the voice of ancient monasteries, had in it the hush of cloisters and the sigh of renunciation.

Hang it all! muttered Dillon. This wont do.

A second time he awoke the ghostly bell-voice, but nothing responded to its call; man, bird, and beast had seemingly deserted Hollow Grange. He was conscious of a sudden nervous irritation, as he turned brusquely and met the inquiring glance of the taxi-man.

I have arrived before I was expected, he said. If you will put my things in the porch here I will go up to the house and get a servant to fetch them. They will be safe enough in the meantime.

His own words increased his irritability; for were they not in the nature of an apology on behalf of his silent and unseen host? Were they not a concession to that nameless query in the mans stare? Moreover, deep within his own consciousness, some vague thing was stirring; so that, the man dismissed and promptly departing, Dillon stood glancing from the little stack of baggage in the lodge porch up the gloomy, narrow, and over-arched drive, indignantly aware that he also carried a question in his eyes.



The throb of the motor mounting the steep, winding lane grew dim and more dim until it was borne away entirely upon the fitful breeze. Faintly he detected the lowing of cattle in some distant pasture; the ranks of firs whispered secretly one to another, and the pall above the hills grew blacker and began to extend over the valley.

Amid that ominous stillness of nature he began to ascend the cone-strewn path. Evidently enough, the extensive grounds had been neglected for years, and that few pedestrians, and fewer vehicles, ever sought Hollow Grange was demonstrated by the presence of luxuriant weeds in the carriage way. Having proceeded for some distance, until the sheer hillside seemed to loom over him like the wall of a tower, Dillon paused, peering about in the ever-growing darkness. He was aware of a physical chill; certainly no ray of sunlight ever penetrated to this tunnel through the firs. Could he have mistaken the path and be proceeding, not toward the house, but away from it and into the midnight of the woods mantling the hills?

There was something uncomfortable in that reflection; momentarily he knew a childish fear of the darkening woods, and walked forward rapidly, self-assertively. Ten paces brought him to one of the many bends in the winding road  and there, far ahead, as though out of some cavern in the very hillside, a yellow light shone.

He pressed on with greater assurance until the house became visible. Now he perceived that he had indeed strayed from the carriage-sweep in some way, for the path that he was following terminated at the foot of a short flight of moss-covered brick steps. He mounted the steps and found himself at the bottom of a terrace. The main entrance was far to his left and separated from the terrace by a neglected lawn. That portion of the place was Hanoverian and ugly, whilst the wing nearest to him was Tudor and picturesque. Excepting the yellow light shining out from a sunken window almost at his feet, no illuminations were visible about the house, although the brewing storm had already plunged the hollow into premature night.

Indeed, there was no sign of occupancy about the strange-looking mansion, which might have hidden forgotten for centuries in the horseshoe of the hills. He had sought for rest and quiet; here he should find them. The stillness of the place was of that sort which almost seems to be palpable; that can be seen and felt. A humid chill arose apparently from the terrace, with its stone pavings outlined in moss, crept up from the wilderness below and down from the fir-woods above.

A thought struggled to assume form in his mind. There was something reminiscent about this house of the woods, this silent house which struck no chord of human companionship, in which was no warmth of life or love. Suddenly, the thought leapt into complete being.

This was the palace of the sleeping beauty to which he had penetrated. It was the fairy-tale dear to childhood which had been struggling for expression in his mind ever since he had emerged from the trees on to the desolate terrace. With the departure of the station cab had gone the last link with to-day, and now he was translated to the goblin realm of fable.

He had crossed the terrace and the lawn, and stood looking through an open French window into a room that evidently adjoined the hall. A great still darkness had come, and on a little table in the room a reading-lamp was burning. It had a quaint, mosaic shade which shut in much of the light, but threw a luminous patch directly on a heap of cushions strewn upon the floor. Face downward in this silken nest, her chin resting upon her hands and her elfin curly brown hair tousled bewitchingly, lay a girl so audaciously pretty that Dillon hesitated to accept the evidence of his eyes.

The crunching of a piece of gravel beneath his foot led to the awakening of the sleeping beauty. She raised her head quickly and then started upright, a lithe, divinely petite figure in a green velvet dress, having short fur-trimmed sleeves that displayed her pretty arms. For an instant it was a startled nymph that confronted him; then a distracting dimple appeared in one fair cheek, and:

Oh! how you frightened me! said the girl, speaking with a slight French accent which the visitor found wholly entrancing. You must be Jack Dillon? I am Phryné.

Dillon bowed.

How I envy Hyperides! he said.

A blush quickly stained the lovely face of Phryné, and the roguish eyes were lowered, whereby the penitent Dillon, who had jested in the not uncommon belief that a pretty girl is necessarily brainless, knew that the story of the wonder-woman of Thespiæ was familiar to her modern namesake.

I am afraid, declared Phryné, with a return of her mischievous composure, that you are very wicked.

Dillon, who counted himself a man of the world, was temporarily at a loss for a suitable rejoinder. The cause of his hesitancy was twofold. In the first place he had reached the age of disillusionment, whereat a man ceases to believe that a perfectly lovely woman exists in the flesh, and in the second place he had found such a fabulous being in a house of gloom and silence to which, a few moments ago, he had deeply regretted having come.

His father, who had accepted the invitation from an old college friend on his sons behalf, had made no mention of a Phryné, whereas Phryné clearly took herself for granted and evidently knew all about Jack Dillon. The latter experienced a volcanic change of sentiment; Hollow Grange was metamorphosed, and assumed magically the guise of a Golden House, an Emperors pleasure palace, a fair, old-world casket holding this lovely jewel. But who was she?  and in what spirit should he receive her bewildering coquetries?

I trust, he said, looking into the laughing eyes, that you will learn to know me better.

Phryné curtsied mockingly.

You have either too much confidence in your own character or not enough in my wisdom, she said.

Dillon stepped into the room, and, stooping, took up a book which lay open upon the floor. It was a French edition of The Golden Ass of Apuleius.

The hollow was illuminated by a blinding flash of lightning, and Phrynés musical laughter was drowned in the thunder that boomed and crashed in deepening peals over the hills. In a sudden tropical torrent the rain descended, as Dr. Kassimere entered the room.

II

Jack Dillon leant from his open window and looked out over the valley to where a dull red glow crowned the hill-top. There was a fire somewhere in the neighbourhood of the distant town; probably a building had been struck by lightning. The storm had passed, although thunder was still audible dimly, like the roll of muffled drums or a remote bombardment. Stillness had reclaimed Hollow Grange.

He was restless, uneasy; he sought to collate his impressions of the place and its master. Twelve years had elapsed since his one previous meeting with Dr. Kassimere, and little or no memory of the man had remained. So much had intervened; the war  and Phryné. Now that he was alone and could collect his ideas he knew of what Dr. Kassimeres gaunt, wide-eyed face had reminded him: it was of Thoth, the Ibis-headed god whose figure he had seen on the walls of the temples during his service in Egypt.

Kassimere was always a queer fish, Jack, his father had said; but most of his eccentricities were due to his passion for study. The Grange is the very place Sir Francis (the specialist) would have chosen for your convalescence, and youll find nothing dangerously exciting in Kassimeres atmosphere!

Yet there was that about Dr. Kassimere which he did not and could not like; his quietly cordial welcome, his courteous regret that his guests arrival by an earlier train (a circumstance due to reduced service) had led to his not being met at the station; the charming simplicity with which he confessed to the smallness of his household, and to the pleasure which it afforded him to have the son of an old chum beneath his roof  all these kindly overtures had left the bird-like eyes cold, hard, watchful, calculating. The voice was the voice of a friend and a gentleman, but the face was the face of Thoth.

The mystery of Phryné was solved in a measure. She was Dr. Kassimeres adopted daughter and the orphaned child of Louis Devant, the famous Paris cartoonist, who had died penniless in 1911, at the height of his success. In his selection of a name for her, the brilliant and dissolute artist had exhibited a breadth of mind which Phryné inherited in an almost embarrassing degree.

Her mental equipment was bewildering: the erudition of an Oxford don spiced with more than a dash of Boul Mich, which made for complexity. Her curious learning was doubtless due to the setting of a receptive mind amid such environment, but how she had retained her piquant vivacity in Hollow Grange was less comprehensible. The servants formed a small and saturnine company, only two  the housekeeper, Mrs. Harman, a black and forbidding figure, and Madame Charny, a French companion  sleeping in the house. Gawly, a surly creature who neglected the gardens and muttered savagely over other duties, together with his wife, who cooked, resided at the lodge. There were two maids, who lived in the village....

The glow from the distant fire seemed to be reflected upon the firs bordering the terrace below; then Dillon, watching the dull, red light, remembered that Dr. Kassimeres laboratory adjoined the tiny chapel, and that, though midnight drew near, the doctor was still at work there.

Owls and other night birds hooted and shrieked among the trees and many bats were in flight. He found himself thinking of the pyramid bats of Egypt, and of the ibis-headed Thoth who was the scribe of the under-world.

Dr. Kassimere had made himself medically responsible for his case, and had read attentively the letters which Dillon had brought from his own physician. He was to prescribe on the following day, and to-night the visitor found Morpheus a treacherous god. Furtive activities disturbed the house, or so it seemed to the sleepless man tossing on his bed; alert intelligences within Hollow Grange responded to the night-life of the owls without, and he seemed to lie in the shadow of a watchfulness that never slumbered.

III

Theres many a fine walk hereabouts, said the old man seated in the arm-chair in the corner of the Threshers Inn bar-parlour.

Dillon nodded encouragingly.

Theres Ganton-on-the-Hill, continued the ancient. You can see the sea from there in clear weather; and manys the time Ive heard the guns in France from Upper Crobury of a still night. Then, four mile away, theres the haunted Grange, though nobodys allowed past the gate. Not as nobody wants to be, he added, reflectively.

The haunted Grange? questioned Dillon. Where is that?

Hollow Grange? said the old man. Why, it lies  

Oh, Hollow Grange  yes! I know where Hollow Grange is, but I was unaware that it was reputed to be haunted.

Ah, replied the other, pityingly, youre new to these parts; I see that the minute I set eyes on you. Maybe you was wounded in France, and youre down here to get well, like?

Quite so. Your deductive reasoning is admirable.

Ah, said the sage, chuckling with self-appreciation, I aint lived in these here parts for nigh on seventy-five years without learning to use my eyes, I aint. For seventy-four years and seven months, he added proudly, I aint been outside this here county where I was born, and I can use my eyes, I can; I know a thing I do, when I see it. Maybe it was providence, as you might say, what brought you to the Threshers to-day.

Quite possibly, Dillon admitted.

He was just such another as you, continued the old man with apparent irrelevance. You dont happen to be stopping at Hainingham Vicarage?

No, replied Dillon.

Ah! he was stopping at Hainingham Vicarage and hed been wounded in France. How he got to know Dr. Kassimere I cant tell you; not at parsons, anyway. Parson wont never speak to him. Only last Sunday week he preached agin him; not in so many words, but I could see his drift. He spoke about them heathen women livin on an island  sort of female Robinson Crusoes, I make em out, I do  as saves poor shipwrecked sailors from the sea and strangles of em ashore.

Dillon glanced hard at the voluble old man.

The sirens? he suggested, conscious of a sudden hot surging about his heart.

Ah, thats the women I mean.

But where is the connection?

Ah, youre new to these parts, you are. That Dr. Kassimere he keeps a siren down in Hollow Grange. They see her  these here strangers (same as the shipwrecked sailors parson told about)  and its all up with em.

Dillon stifled a laugh, in which anger would have mingled with contempt. To think that in the twentieth century a man of science was like to meet with the fate of Dr. Dee in the days of Elizabeth! Truly there were dark spots in England. But could he credit the statement of this benighted elder that a modern clergyman had actually drawn an analogy between Phryné Devant and the sirens? It was unbelievable.

What was the unhappy fate, he asked, masking his intolerance, of the young man staying at the Vicarage?



The same as them afore him, came the startling reply; for he warnt the first, and maybe  with a shrewd glance of the rheumy old eyes he wont be the last. Them sirens has the powers of darkness. I know, cause Ive seen one  her at the Grange; and though Im an old man, nigh on seventy-five, Ill never forget her face, I wont, and the way she smiled at me!

But, persisted Dillon, patiently, what became of this particular young man, the one who was staying at the Vicarage?

The ancient sage leant forward in his chair and tapped the speaker upon the knee with the stem of his clay pipe.

Ask them as knows, he said, with impressive solemnity. Nobody else can tell you!

And, having permitted an indiscreet laugh to escape him, not another word on the subject could Dillon induce the old man to utter, he strictly confining himself, in his ruffled dignity, to the climatic conditions and the crops.

When Dillon, finally, set out upon the four-mile walk back to the Grange, he realised, with annoyance, that the senile imaginings of his bar-parlour acquaintance lingered in his mind. That Dr. Kassimere dwelt outside the social life of the county he had speedily learnt; but for this he had been prepared. That he might possibly be, not a recluse, but a pariah, was a new point of view. Trivial things, to which hitherto he had paid scant attention, began to marshal themselves as evidence. The two village helpers, he knew, received extravagant wages, because, as Phryné had confessed, they had found it almost impossible to get girls to stay. Why?

Of the earlier guest, or guests, who had succumbed to the siren lure of Phryné, he had heard no mention. Why? Save at meal-times he rarely saw his host, who frankly left him to the society of Phryné. Again  why? Dr. Kassimere, in his jealously locked laboratory, was at work day and night upon his experiments. What were these experiments? What was the nature of the doctors studies?

He had now been for nearly three weeks at Hollow Grange, and never had Dr. Kassimere spoken of his work. And Phryné? The sudden, new thought of Phryné was so strange, so wonderful and overwhelming, that it reacted physically; and he pulled up short in the middle of a field-path, as though some palpable obstacle blocked the way.

Why had he set out alone that day, when all other days had been spent in the girls company? He had deliberately sought solitude  because of Phryné; because he wanted to think calmly, judicially, to arraign himself before his own judgment, remote from the witchery of her presence. He had tried to render his mind a void, wherein should linger not one fragrant memory of her delicate beauty and charm, so that he might return unbiased to his judgment. He had returned; he was judged.

He loved Phryné madly, insanely. His future, his life, lay in the hollow of her hands.

IV

Yes, admitted Phryné, it is true. There were two of them.

And  Dillon hesitated were they in love with you?

Of course, said Phryné, naïvely.

But you  

Phryné shook her curly head.

I rather liked the French boy, but I do not believe anything that a Frenchman says to a girl; and Harry, the other, was handsome, but so silly....

So you did not love either of them?

Of course not.

But, said Dillon, and impulsively he swept her into his arms, you are going to love me.

One quick upward glance she gave, but instantly lowered her eyes and withheld her bewitching face from him.

Am I? she whispered. You are so conceited.

But as she spoke the words he kissed her, and she surrendered sweetly, nestling her head against his shoulder for a moment. Then, leaping back, bright-eyed and blushing, she turned and ran like a startled fawn across the terrace and into the house.

He saw no more of her until dinner-time, and spent the interval in a kind of suspended consciousness that was new and perturbing. Within him life pulsed at delirious speed, but the universe seemed to have slowed upon its course so that each hour became as two. Throughout dinner, Phryné was deliciously shy to the point of embarrassment; and Dillon, who several times surprised the bird-eyes of Dr. Kassimere studying the girls face, detained his host, and being a young man of orderly mind, formally asked his consent to an engagement.

The doctors joy was seemingly so unfeigned that Dillon almost liked him for a moment. He placed no obstacle in the path of the suitor for his adopted daughters hand, graciously expressing every confidence in the future. His joy was genuine enough, Dillon determined; but from what source did it actually spring? The Thoth-like eyes were exultant, and all the old mistrust poured back in a wave upon the younger man. Was this distrust becoming an obsession? Why should he eternally be seeking an ulterior motive for every act in this mans life?

He went to look for Phryné, and found her in the spot where he had first seen her, prone in a nest of cushions. She sprang up as he entered the room, and glanced at him in that new way which set his heart leaping....

And because of the magic of her presence, it was not until later, when he stood alone in his own room, that he could order the facts gleaned from her.

There was some grain of truth in the story of the ancient gossip at the Threshers after all. A young French lieutenant of artillery had received an invitation to spend a leave at Hollow Grange. His Gallic soul had been fired by Phrynés beauty, and although his advances had been met with rebuff, he had asked Dr. Kassimeres permission to pay his court to the girl. On the same evening he had departed hurriedly, and Phryné had supposed, since the doctor never referred to him again, that he had been sent about his business. Then came a strange letter, which Phryné had shown to Dillon. Its tone throughout was of passionate anger, and one passage recurred again and again to Dillons mind. I would give my life for you gladly, it read, but my soul belongs to God....

Phryné had counted him demented and Dr. Kassimere had agreed with her. But there was Harry Waynwright, the nephew of the vicar of St. Peters at Hainingham. An accidental meeting with Phryné had led to a courtesy call  and the inevitable. It had all the seeming of a case of love-sickness, and the unhappy youth grew seriously ill. From pestering her daily he changed his tactics to studiously avoiding her, until, meeting her in the village one morning, he greeted her with, I cant do it, Phryné! tell him I cant do it. He can rely upon my word; but Im going away to try to forget!

Dr. Kassimere had professed entire ignorance of the meaning of the words. A faint shadow had crossed Phrynés face as she spoke of these matters, but, as a result of her extraordinary beauty, she was somewhat callous where languishing admirers were concerned, and she had dismissed the gloomy twain with a shrug of her charming shoulders.

Mad! she had said. It seems my fate always to meet mad-men!

The night silence had descended again upon Hollow Grange, disturbed only by the mournful cry of the owl and the almost imperceptible note of the bat. But to the nervous alertness of Dillon, a deep unrest seemed to stir within the house; yet  an unrest not physical but spiritual; it was as the shadow of a sleepless watcher  a shadow creeping over his soul.

What was the explanation lying at the back of it all? Vainly he sought for a theory, however wild, however improbable, that should embrace all the facts known to him and serve either to banish his black doubts or to focus them. Upon one thing he had determined: There was some thing or some one in Hollow Grange that he feared, some centre from whence fear radiated.

Phryné, for one fleeting moment, had revealed to him that she, too, had known this formless dread, but only latterly; probably from lack of a more definite date, she had spoken of this fear as first visiting her at about the time of the Frenchmans advent.

Slowly, he has changed towards me, she had whispered, referring to Dr. Kassimere. He watches me, sometimes, in a strange way. Oh, he has been so good, so very kind and good, but  I shall be glad when  

Could some part of the mystery be explained away by the doctors increasing absorption in his studies, which led him to regard the charge of a ward, and a wayward one at that, as unduly onerous and disturbing? Might it not fairly be supposed that ignorant superstition and the ravings of unrequited passion accounted for the rest?

At the nature of Dr. Kassimeres studies he could not even guess. The greater number of the works in the library related to mysticism in one form or another, although there was a sprinkling of exact science to leaven the whole.



He can rely upon my word, Waynwright had said. Regarding what, or regarding whom, had he given his word?

The cry of a night-hawk came, as if in answer; the hoot of an owl, as if in mockery. Out beyond the terrace a dull red light showed from Dr. Kassimeres laboratory.

V

Enlightenment came about in this fashion  seeking to quench a feverish thirst, Dillon discovered that no glass had been left in his room. He determined to fetch one from the buffet cupboard downstairs. Softly, in slippered feet, he descended the stairs and was crossing the hallway when he kicked something  a small book, he thought  that lay there upon the floor. Groping, he found it, slipped it into the pocket of his dressing-gown, and entered the dining-room. He found a tumbler without difficulty, in the dark, noted the presence of a heavy, oppressive odour, and returned upstairs. Now he made another discovery. He had forgotten the nightly draught of medicine prescribed by Dr. Kassimere; a new unopened phial stood upon the dressing-table.

He mixed himself a mild whisky and soda from the decanter and siphon which his hosts hospitality caused nightly to be placed in his room, and then, seized by a sudden thought, took out the little book which he had found in the hall.

It was a faded manuscript, in monkish Latin; a copy of an unpublished work of Paracelsus. Many passages had been rendered into English, and the translations, in Dr. Kassimeres minute, cramped writing, were interposed between the bound pages. In these again were interpolated marginal notes, some in the shape of unintelligible symbols, others in that of chemical formulæ. Several passages were marked in red ink. And, having perused the first of these which he chanced upon, a clammy moisture broke out upon his skin, accompanied by so marked a nervous trembling that he was forced to seat himself upon the bed.

The secret of this mans ghastly life-work was in his hands; he knew, now, what bargain Dr. Kassimere had proposed to the Frenchman and to the other; he knew why he had adopted the lovely daughter of Louis Devant  and he knew why he, Jack Dillon, had been invited to Hollow Grange. That such a ghoul in human shape could live and have his being amid ordinary mankind was a stupendous improbability which, ten minutes earlier, he would have laughed to scorn.

My God! he whispered. My God!

His glance fell upon the unopened phial on his dressing-table, and from his soul a silent thanksgiving rose to heaven that he had left that potion untasted. He realised that his own case differed from those of his predecessors in two particulars: He was actually in residence under Dr. Kassimeres roof and receiving treatment from the mans hands. No option was to be offered to him; the great experiment, the Magnum Opus, was to be performed without his consent!

And Phryné!  Phryné, the other innocent victim of this fiends lust for knowledge! The thought restored his courage. More than life itself depended upon his coolness and address; he must act, at once. The monstrous possibility hinted at by von Hohenheim  in his earliest published work, Practica D. Theophrasti Paracelsi, printed at Augsburg in 1529, was, in this hideous pamphlet, elaborated and brought within the bounds of practical experiment.

He crept to the door, opened it, and stood listening intently. That silence which seemed like a palpable cloud  a cloud masking the presence of one who watched  lay over the house. Slowly he descended to the hall and dropped the horror which the evil genius of von Hohenheim had conceived, upon the spot where it had lain when his foot had discovered it.

A creaking sound warned him of some ones approach, and he had barely time to slip behind some draperies ere a cowled figure bearing a lantern came out into the hall. It was Dr. Kassimere, wearing a loose gown having a monkish hood  and he was searching for something.

Nothing in his experience  not the blood-lust seen in the eyes of men in battle  had prepared him for that which transfigured the face of Dr. Kassimere. The strange semblance of Thoth was there no more; it had given place to another, more active malevolence, to a sort of Satanic eagerness indescribably terrifying; it was the face of one possessed.

Like some bird of prey he pounced upon the book, thrust it into the pocket of his gown, and began furtively to retrace his steps. As he entered the big dining-room, Dillon was close upon his heels.



Dr. Kassimere passed into the small room beyond and turned from thence into the library. Dillon, observing every precaution, followed. From the library the doctor entered the short, narrow passage leading to that quaint relic of bygone days and ways  the tiny chapel. At the entrance Dillon paused, watchful. Once, the man in the monkish robe turned, on the time-worn step of the altar, and looked back over his shoulder, revealing a face that might well have been that of Asmodeus himself.

On the left of the altar was the cupboard wherein, no doubt, in past ages, the priest had kept his vestments. The oppressive odour which Dillon had first observed in the dining-room was very perceptible in the chapel; and as Dr. Kassimere opened the door of the cupboard and stepped within, an explanation of the presence of this deathly smell in the house occurred to Dillons mind. The laboratory adjoined the Grange on this side; here was a private entrance known to, and used by, Dr. Kassimere alone.

His surmise proved to be correct. Occasioning scarcely a sound, the secret door opened, and a fiery glow leapt out across the altar steps, accompanied by a wave of heated air laden with the nauseous, unnameable smell. Within the redly lighted doorway, Dr. Kassimere paused, and glanced at a watch which he wore upon his wrist. Then for a moment he disappeared, to reappear carrying a small squat bottle and a contrivance of wire and gauze the sight of which created in Dillon a sense of physical nausea. It was a chloroform-mask! Both he placed upon a vaguely seen table and again approached the door.

Weakly, Dillon fell back, pressing himself, closely against the chapel wall, as the doctor, this time leaving the secret entrance open  with a purpose in view which the watcher shudderingly recognized  recrossed the chapel and went off, softly treading, in the direction of the library.

All his courage, moral and physical, was called upon now, and knowing, by some intuition of love, what and whom he should find there, he stepped unsteadily into Dr. Kassimeres laboratory....

That there were horrors  monstrosities that may not be described, whose names may not be written  in the place, he realised, in some subconscious fashion; but  prone upon a low, metal couch of most curious workmanship lay Phryné, in her night-robe, still  white; perfect in her pale beauty as her namesake who posed for Praxiteles.

Dillon reeled, steadied himself, and sank upon his knees by the couch.

Phryné! he whispered, locking his arms about her my Phryné!...

Then he remembered the gauze mask and even detected the sickly, sweet smell of the anaesthetic. Anger gave him new strength; he raised the girl in his arms and turned towards the door communicating with the chapel.

Framed in the opening was the hooded figure of Dr. Kassimere, confronting him. His face was immobile again, with the immobility of ibis-headed Thoth; his eyes were hard, his voice was cold.

What is the meaning of this outrage? he demanded sternly. Phryné has been taken suddenly ill; an immediate operation may be necessary  

Out of my way! said Dillon, advancing past a huge glass jar filled with reddish liquid that stood upon a pedestal between the couch and the door.

Be careful, you fool! shrieked Dr. Kassimere, frenziedly, his calm dropping from him like a cloak and a new and dreadful light coming into the staring eyes.

But he was too late. Dillons foot had caught the pedestal. With a resounding crash the thing overturned; as Dr. Kassimere sprang forward, he slipped in the slimy stream that was pouring over the laboratory floor  and fell....

Laying Phryné upon the altar, her head resting against the age-worn communion rails, Dillon turned and closed the secret door dividing the house of God from the house of Satan. One glimpse, in the red furnace glow, he had of Dr. Kassimere, writhing upon the slimy floor, shrieking, blaspheming  and fighting, fighting madly, as a man fights for life and more than life....

He had not yet carried the unconscious girl beyond the dining-room, when, above that other smell, he detected the odour of burning wood. A fire had broken out in the laboratory.

* * * * * *

Mrs. Jack Dillon mourns her guardian (no trace of whom was ever found in the charred remains of Hollow Grange) to this day; for she retains no memory of the night of the great fire, but believes that, overcome by the fumes, she was rescued and carried insensible from the house, by her lover. In the latters bosom the grim secret is locked, with the memory of a demoniac figure, fighting, fighting....


The Curse of a Thousand Kisses

Introductory

Saville Grainger will long be remembered by the public as a brilliant journalist and by his friends as a confirmed misogynist. His distaste for the society of women amounted to a mania, and to Grainger a pretty face was like a red rag to a bull. This was all the more extraordinary and, for Grainger, more painful, because he was one of the most handsome men I ever knew  very dark, with wonderful flashing eyes and the features of an early Roman  or, as I have since thought, of an aristocratic Oriental; aquiline, clean-cut, and swarthy. At any mixed gathering at which he appeared, women gravitated in his direction as though he possessed some magnetic attraction for the sex; and Grainger invariably bolted.

His extraordinary end  never explained to this day  will be remembered by some of those who read of it; but so much that affected whole continents has occurred in the interval that to the majority of the public the circumstances will no longer be familiar. It created a considerable stir in Cairo at the time, as was only natural, but when the missing man failed to return, the nine days wonder of his disappearance was forgotten in the excitement of some new story or another.

Briefly, Grainger, who was recuperating at Mena House after a rather severe illness in London, went out one evening for a stroll, wearing a light dust-coat over his evening clothes and smoking a cigarette. He turned in the direction of the Great Pyramid  and never came back. That is the story in its bald entirety. No one has ever seen him since  or ever reported having seen him.

If the following story is an elaborate hoax  perpetrated by Grainger himself, for some obscure reason remaining in hiding, or by another well acquainted with his handwriting  I do not profess to say. As to how it came into my possession, that may be told very briefly. Two years after Graingers disappearance I was in Cairo, and although I was not staying at Mena House I sometimes visited friends there. One night as I came out of the hotel to enter the car which was to drive me back to the Continental, a tall native, dressed in white and so muffled up that little more of his face than two gleaming eyes was visible, handed me a packet  a roll of paper, apparently  saluted me with extraordinary formality, and departed.

No one else seemed to have noticed the man, although the chauffeur, of course, was nearly as close to him as I was, and a servant from the hotel had followed me out and down the steps. I stood there in the dusk, staring at the packet in my hand and then after the tall figure  already swallowed up in the shadow of the road. Naturally I assumed that the man had made some mistake, and holding the package near the lamp of the car I examined it closely.

It was a roll of some kind of parchment, tied with a fragment of thin string, and upon the otherwise blank outside page my name was written very distinctly!

I entered the car, rather dazed by the occurrence, which presented several extraordinary features, and, unfastening the string, began to read. Then, in real earnest, I thought I must be dreaming. Since I append the whole of the manuscript I will make no further reference to the contents here, but will content myself with mentioning that it was written  with dark-brown ink  in Saville Graingers unmistakable hand upon some kind of parchment or papyrus which has defied three different experts to whom I have shown it, but which, in short, is of unknown manufacture. The twine with which it was tied proved to be of finely plaited reed.

That part of Graingers narrative, if the following amazing statement is really the work of Grainger, which deals with events up to the time that he left Mena House  and the world  I have been able to check. The dragoman, Hassan Abd-el-Kebîr, was still practising his profession at Mena House at the time of my visit, and he confirmed the truth of Graingers story in regard to the heart of lapis-lazuli, which he had seen, and the meeting with the old woman in the Mûski  of which Grainger had spoken to him.

For the rest, the manuscript shall tell Graingers story.


The Manuscript

I

Two years have elapsed since I quitted the world, and the presence in Egypt of a one-time colleague, of which I have been advised, prompts me to put on record these particulars of the strangest, most wonderful, and most beautiful experience which has ever befallen any man. I do not expect my story to be believed. The scepticism of the material world of Fleet Street will consume my statement with its devouring fires. But I do not care. The old itching to make a story is upon me. As a story let this paper be regarded.

Where the experience actually began I must leave to each reader to judge for himself. I, personally, do not profess to know, even now. But the curtain first arose upon that part of the story which it is my present purpose to chronicle one afternoon near the corner of the Street of the Silversmiths in Cairo. I was wandering in those wonderful narrow, winding lanes, unaccompanied, for I am by habit a solitary being; and despite my ignorance of the language and customs of the natives I awakened to the fact that a link of sympathy  of silent understanding  seemed to bind me to these busy brown men.

I had for many years cherished a secret ambition to pay a protracted visit to Egypt, but the ties of an arduous profession hitherto had rendered its realisation impossible. Now, a stranger in a strange land, I found myself at home. I cannot hope to make evident to my readers the completeness of this recognition. From Shepheards, with its throngs of cosmopolitan travellers and its hosts of pretty women, I had early fled in dismay to the comparative quiet of Mena House. But the only real happiness I ever knew  indeed, as I soon began to realise, had ever known  I found among the discordant cries and mingled smells of perfume and decay in the native city. The desert called to me sweetly, but it was the people, the shops, the shuttered houses, the noise and the smells of the Eastern streets which gripped my heart.

Delightedly I watched the passage of those commercial vehicles, narrow and set high upon monstrous wheels, which convey loads of indescribable variety along streets no wider than the hall of a small suburban residence. The Parsees in the Khân Khalîl with their carpets and shining silk-ware, the Arab dealers, fierce swarthy tradesmen from the desert, and the smooth-tongued Cairenes upholding embroidered cloths and gauzy yashmaks to allure the eye  all these I watched with a kind of gladness that was almost tender, that was unlike any sentiment I had ever experienced toward my fellow-creatures before.

Mendicants crying the eternal Bakshîsh!, Sakhas with their skins of Nile water, and the other hundred and one familiar figures of the quarter filled me with a great and glad contentment.

I purposely haunted the Mûski during the heat of the day because at that hour it was comparatively free from the presence of Europeans and Americans. Thus, on the occasion of which I write, coming to the end of the street in which the shops of the principal silversmiths are situated, I found myself to be the only white man (if I except the Greeks) in the immediate neighbourhood.

A group of men hurrying out of the street as I approached it first attracted my attention. They were glancing behind them apprehensively as though at a rabid dog. Then came a white-bearded man riding a tiny donkey and also glancing back apprehensively over his shoulder. He all but collided with me in his blind haste; and, stepping quickly aside to avoid him, I knocked down an old woman who was coming out of the street.

The man who had been the real cause of the accident rode off at headlong speed and I found myself left with the poor victim of my clumsiness in a spot which seemed miraculously to have become deserted. If the shopkeepers remained in their shops, they were invisible, and must have retreated into the darkest corners of the caves in the wall which constitute native emporiums. Pedestrians there were none.

I stooped to the old woman, who lay moaning at my feet ... and as I did so, I shrank. How can I describe the loathing, the repulsion which I experienced? Never in the whole of my career had I seen such a hideous face. A ragged black veil which she wore had been torn from its brass fastenings as she fell, and her countenance was revealed in all its appalling ugliness. Yellow, shrivelled, toothless, it was scarcely human; but, above all, it repelled because of its aspect of extreme age. I do not mean that it was like the face of a woman of eighty; it was like that of a woman who had miraculously survived decease for several centuries! It was a witch-face, a deathly face.

And as I shrank, she opened her eyes, moaning feebly, and groping with claw-like hands as if darkness surrounded her. Furthermore I saw a new pain, and a keener pain, light up those aged eyes. She had detected my involuntary movement of loathing.

Those who knew me will bear testimony to the fact that I was not an emotional man or one readily impressionable by any kind of human appeal. Therefore they will wonder the more to learn that this pathetic light in the old womans eyes changed my revulsion to a poignant sorrow. I had roughly knocked her from her feet and now hesitated to assist her to rise again! Truly, she was scorned and rejected by all. A wave of tenderness, that cannot be described, that could not be resisted, swept over me. My eyes grew misty and a great remorse claimed me.

Poor old soul! I whispered.

Stooping, I gently raised the shrivelled, ape-like head, resting it against my knee; and, bending down, I kissed the old woman on the brow!



I record the fact, but even now, looking back upon its happening, and seeking to recapture the cold, solitary Saville Grainger who has left the world, I realise the wonder of it. That I should have given rein to such an impulse! That such an impulse should have stirred me! Which phenomenon was the more remarkable?

The result of my act  regretted as soon as performed  was singular. The aged, hideous creature sighed in a manner I can never forget, and an expression that almost lent comeliness to her features momentarily crept over her face. Then she rose to her feet with difficulty, raised her hands as if blessing me, and muttering something in Arabic went shuffling along the deserted street, stooping as she walked.

Apparently the episode had passed unnoticed. Certainly if anyone witnessed it he was well concealed. But, conscious of a strange embarrassment, with which were mingled other tumultuous emotions, I turned out of the Street of the Silversmiths and found myself amid the normal activities of the quarter again. The memory of the Kiss was repugnant, I wanted to wipe my lips  but something seemed to forbid the act; a lingering compassion that was almost a yearning.



For once in my life I desired to find myself among normal, healthy, moderately brainless Europeans. I longed for the smell of cigar-smoke, for the rattle of the cocktail-maker and the sight of a pretty face. I hurried to Shepheards.

II

The same night, after dinner, I walked out of Mena House to look for Hassan Abd-el-Kebîr, the dragoman with whom I had contracted for a journey, by camel, to Sakhâra on the following day. He had promised to attend at half-past eight in order to arrange the time of starting in the morning, together with some other details.

I failed to find him, however, among the dragomans and other natives seated outside the hotel, and to kill time I strolled leisurely down the road toward the electric-tram terminus. I had taken no more than ten paces, I suppose, when a tall native, muffled to the tip of his nose in white and wearing a white turban, appeared out of the darkness beside me, thrust a small package into my hand, and, touching his brow, his lips and his breast with both hands, bowed and departed. I saw him no more!



Standing there in the road, I stared at the little package stupidly. It consisted of a piece of fine white silk fastened about some small, hard object. Evidently, I thought, there had been a mistake. The package could not have been intended for me.

Returning to the hotel, I stood near a lamp and unfastened the silk, which was delicately perfumed. It contained a piece of lapis-lazuli carved in the form of a heart, beautifully mounted in gold and bearing three Arabic letters, inlaid in some way, also in gold!

At this singular ornament I stared harder than ever. Certainly the muffled native had made a strange mistake. This was a love-token  and emphatically not for me!

I was standing there lost in wonderment, the heart of lapis-lazuli in my palm, when the voice of Hassan disturbed my stupor.

Ah, my gentleman, I am sorry to be late but  

The voice ceased. I looked up.

Well? I said.

Then I, too, said no more. Hassan Abd-el-Kebîr was glaring at the ornament in my hand as though I had held, not a very choice example of native jewellery, but an adder or a scorpion!

Whats the matter? I asked, recovering from my surprise. Do you know to whom this amulet belongs?

He muttered something in guttural Arabic ere replying to my question. Then:

It is the heart of lapis, he said, in a strange voice. It is the heart of lapis!

So much is evident, I cried, laughing. But does it alarm you?

Please, he said softly, and held out a brown hand I will see.

I placed the thing in his open palm and he gazed at it as one might imagine an orchid hunter would gaze at a new species of Odontoglossum.

What do the figures mean? I asked.

They form the word alf, he replied.

Alf? Somebodys name! I said, still laughing.

In Arab it mean ten hundred, he whispered.

A thousand?

Yes  one thousand.

Well?

Hassan returned the ornament to me, and his expression was so strange that I began to grow really annoyed. He was looking at me with a mingling of envy and compassion which I found to be quite insufferable.

Hassan, I said sternly, you will tell me all you know about this matter. One would imagine that you suspected me of stealing the thing!

Ah, no, my gentleman! he protested earnestly. But I will tell you, yes, only you will not believe me.

Never mind. Tell me.

Thereupon Hassan Abd-el-Kebîr told me the most improbable story to which I had ever listened. Since to reproduce it in his imperfect English, with my own frequent interjections, would be tedious, I will give it in brief. Some of the historical details, imperfectly related by Hassan as I learned later, I have corrected.

In the reign of the Khalîf El-Mamûn  a son of Hárûn er-Rashîd and brother of the prototype of Beckfords Vathek  one Shâwar was Governor of Egypt, and the daughter of the Governor, Scheherazade, was famed throughout the domains of the Khalîf as the most beautiful maiden in the land. Wazîrs and princes sought her hand in vain. Her heart was given to a handsome young merchant of Cairo, Ahmad er-Mâdi, who was also the wealthiest man in the city. Shâwar, although an indulgent father, would not hear of such a union, however, but he hesitated to destroy his daughters happiness by forcing her into an unwelcome marriage. Finally, passion conquered reason in the breasts of the lovers and they fled, Scheherazade escaping from the palace of her father by means of a rope-ladder smuggled into the harêm apartments by a slave whom Ahmads gold had tempted, and meeting Ahmad outside the gardens where he waited with a fleet horse.

Even the guard at the city gate had been bought by the wealthy merchant, and the pair succeeded in escaping from Cairo.

The extensive possessions of Ahmad were confiscated by the enraged father and a sentence of death was passed upon the absent man  to be instantly put into execution in the event of his arrest anywhere within the domain of the Khalîf.

Exiled in a distant oasis, the Sheikh of which was bound to Ahmad by ties of ancient friendship, the prospect which had seemed so alluring to Scheherazade became clouded. Recognising this change in her attitude, Ahmad er-Mâdi racked his brains for some scheme whereby he might recover his lost wealth and surround his beautiful wife with the luxury to which she had been accustomed. In this extremity he had recourse to a certain recluse who resided in a solitary spot in the desert far from the haunts of men and who was widely credited with magical powers.

It was a whole weeks journey to the abode of the wizard, and, unknown to Ahmad, during his absence a son of the Khalîf, visiting Egypt, chanced to lose his way on a hunting expedition, and came upon the secret oasis in which Scheherazade was hiding. This prince had been one of her most persistent suitors.

The ancient magician consented to receive Ahmad, and the first boon which the enamoured young man craved of him was that he might grant him a sight of Scheherazade. The student of dark arts consented. Bidding Ahmad to look into a mirror, he burned the secret perfumes and uttered the prescribed incantation. At first mistily, and then quite clearly, Ahmad saw Scheherazade, standing in the moonlight beneath a tall palm tree  her lips raised to those of her former suitor!

At that the world grew black before the eyes of Ahmad. And he, who had come a long and arduous journey at the behest of love, now experienced an equally passionate hatred. Acquainting the magician with what he had seen, he demanded that he should exercise his art in visiting upon the false Scheherazade the most terrible curse that it lay within his power to invoke!

The learned man refused; whereupon Ahmad, insane with sorrow and anger, drew his sword and gave the magician choice of compliance or instant death. The threat sufficed. The wizard performed a ghastly conjuration, calling down upon Scheherazade the curse of an ugliness beyond that of humanity, and which should remain with her not for the ordinary span of a lifetime but for incalculable years, during which she should continue to live in the flesh, loathed, despised, and shunned of all!

Until one thousand compassionate men, unasked and of their own free will, shall each have bestowed a kiss upon thee, was the exact text of the curse. Then thou shalt regain thy beauty, thy love  and death.

Ahmad er-Mâdi staggered out from the cavern, blinded by a hundred emotions  already sick with remorse; and one nights stage on his return journey dropped dead from his saddle ... stricken by the malignant will of the awful being whose power he had invoked! I will conclude this wild romance in the words of Hassan, the dragoman, as nearly as I can recall them.

And so, he said, his voice lowered in awe, Scheherazade, who was stricken with age and ugliness in the very hour that the curse was spoken, went out into the world, my gentleman. She begged her way from place to place, and as the years passed by accumulated much wealth in that manner. Finally, it is said, she returned to Cairo, her native city, and there remained. To each man who bestowed a kiss upon her  and such men were rare  she caused a heart of lapis to be sent, and upon the heart was engraved in gold the number of the kiss! It is said that these gifts ensured to those upon whom they were bestowed the certain possession of their beloved! Once before, when I was a small child, I saw such an amulet, and the number upon it was nine hundred and ninety-nine.

The thing was utterly incredible, of course; merely a picturesque example of Eastern imagination; but just to see what effect it would have upon him, I told Hassan about the old woman in the Mûski. I had to do so. Frankly, the coincidence was so extraordinary that it worried me. When I had finished:

It was she  Scheherazade, he said fearfully. And it was the last kiss!

What then? I asked.

Nothing, my gentleman. I do not know!

III

Throughout the expedition to Sakhâra on the following day I could not fail to note that Hassan was covertly watching me  and his expression annoyed me intensely. It was that compound of compassion and resignation which one might bestow upon a condemned man.

I charged him with it, but of course he denied any such sentiment. Nevertheless, I knew that he entertained it, and, what was worse, I began, in an uncomfortable degree, to share it with him! I cannot make myself clearer. But I simply felt the normal world to be slipping from under my feet, and, no longer experiencing a desire to clutch at modernity as I had done after my meeting with the old woman, I found myself to be reconciled to my fate!



To my fate? ... to what fate? I did not know; but I realised, beyond any shade of doubt, that something tremendous, inevitable, and ultimate was about to happen to me. I caught myself unconsciously raising the heart of lapis-lazuli to my lips! Why I did so I had no idea; I seemed to have lost identity. I no longer knew myself.

When Hassan parted from me at Mena House that evening he could not disguise the fact that he regarded the parting as final; yet my plans were made for several weeks ahead. Nor did I quarrel with the mans curious attitude. I regarded the parting as final, also!

In a word I was becoming reconciled  to something. It is difficult, all but impossible, to render such a frame of mind comprehensible, and I shall not even attempt the task, but leave the events of the night to speak for themselves.

After dinner I lighted a cigarette, and avoiding a particularly persistent and very pretty widow who was waiting to waylay me in the lounge, I came out of the hotel and strolled along in the direction of the Pyramid. Once I looked back  bidding a silent farewell to Mena House! Then I took out the heart of lapis-lazuli from my pocket and kissed it rapturously  kissed it as I had never kissed any object or any person in the whole course of my life!

And why I did so I had no idea.

All who read my story will be prepared to learn that in this placid and apparently feeble frame of mind I slipped from life, from the world. It was not so. The modern man, the Saville Grainger once known in Fleet Street, came to life again for one terrible, strenuous moment ... and then passed out of life for ever.

Just before I reached the Pyramid, and at a lonely spot in the path  for this was not a Sphinx and Pyramid night  that is to say, the moon was not at the full  a tall, muffled native appeared at my elbow. He was the same man who had brought me the heart of lapis-lazuli, or his double. I started.

He touched me lightly on the arm.

Follow, he said  and pointed ahead into the darkness below the plateau.

I moved off obediently. Then  suddenly, swiftly, came revolt. The modern man within me flared into angry life. I stopped dead, and

Who are you? Where are you leading me? I cried.



I received no reply.

A silk scarf was slipped over my head by some one who, silently, must have been following me, and drawn tight enough to prevent any loud outcry but not so as to endanger my breathing. I fought like a madman. I knew, and the knowledge appalled me, that I was fighting for life. Arms like bands of steel grasped me; I was lifted, bound and carried  I knew not where....

Placed in some kind of softly padded saddle, or, as I have since learned, into a shibrîyeh or covered litter on a camels back, I felt the animal rise to its ungainly height and move off swiftly. As suddenly as revolt had flamed up, resignation returned. I was contented. My bonds were unnecessary; my rebellion was ended. I yearned, wildly, for the end of the desert journey! Some one was calling me and all my soul replied.

For hours, as it seemed, the camel raced ceaselessly on. Absolute silence reigned about me. Then, in the distance I heard voices, and the gait of the camel changed. Finally the animal stood still. Came a word of guttural command, and the camel dropped to its knees. Pillowed among a pile of scented cushions, I experienced no discomfort from this usually painful operation.



I was lifted out of my perfumed couch and set upon my feet. Having been allowed to stand for a while until the effects of remaining so long in a constrained position had worn off, I was led forward into some extensive building. Marble pavements were beneath my feet, fountains played, and the air was heavy with burning ambergris.

I was placed with my back to a pillar and bound there, but not harshly. The bandage about my head was removed. I stared around me.

A magnificent Eastern apartment met my gaze  a great hall open on one side to the desert. Out upon the sands I could see a group of men who had evidently been my captors and my guards. The one who had unfastened the silk scarf I could not see, but I heard him moving away behind the pillar to which I was bound.

Stretched upon a luxurious couch before me was a woman.

If I were to seek to describe her I should inevitably fail, for her loveliness surpassed everything which I had ever beheld  of which I had ever dreamed. I found myself looking into her eyes, and in their depths I found all that I had missed in life, and lost all that I had found.



She smiled, rose, and taking a jewelled dagger from a little table beside her, approached me. My heart beat until I felt almost suffocated as she came near. And when she bent and cut the silken lashing which bound me, I knew such rapture as I had hitherto counted an invention of Arabian poets. I was raised above the joys of common humanity and tasted the joy of the gods. She placed the dagger in my hand.

My life is thine, she said. Take it.

And clutching at the silken raiment draping her beautiful bosom, she invited me to plunge the blade into her heart!

The knife dropped, clattering upon the marble pavement. For one instant I hesitated, watching her, devouring her with my eyes; then I swept her to me and pressed upon her sweet lips the thousand and first kiss....

(Note.  The manuscript of Saville Grainger finishes here.)


The Turquoise Necklace

I

He is the lord of the desert, Effendi, declared Mohammed the dragoman. From the Valley of Zered to Damascus he is known and loved, but feared. They say  he lowered his voice that he is a great welee, and that he is often seen in the street of the attars, having the appearance of a simple old man; but in the desert he is like a bitter apple, a viper and a calamity! Overlord is he of the Bedouins, and all the sons of the desert bow to Ben Azreem, Sheikh of the Ibn-Rawallah.

What is a welee, exactly? asked Graham.

A man of God, Effendi, favoured beyond other men.

And this Arab Sheikh is a welee?

So it is said. He goes about secretly aiding the poor and afflicted, when he may be known by his white beard  

There are many white beards in Egypt, said Graham.

But the other continued, ignoring the interruption:

And in the desert, Ben Azreem, a horseman unrivalled, may be known by the snow-white horse which he rides, or if he is not so mounted, by his white camel, swifter than the glance of envy, more surefooted than the eager lover who climbs to his enslavers window.

Indeed! said Graham dryly. Well, I hope I may have the pleasure of meeting this mysterious notability before I leave the country.

Unless you journey across the sands for many days, it is unlikely. For when he comes into Egypt he reveals himself to none but the supremely good,  Graham stared and the supremely wicked! added Mohammed.

The poetic dragoman having departed, Graham leaned over to his wife, who had sat spellbound, her big blue eyes turned to the face of Mohammed throughout his romantic narrative.

These wild native legends appeal to you, dont they? he said, smiling and patting her hand affectionately. You superstitious little colleen!



Eileen Graham blushed, and the blush of a pretty Irish bride is a very beautiful thing.

Dont you believe it at all, then? she asked softly.

I believe there may be such a person as Ben Azreem, and possibly hes a very imposing individual. He may even indulge in visits, incognito, to Cairo, in the manner of the late lamented Hárûn er-Rashîd of Arabian Nights memory, but I cant say that I believe in welees as a class!

His wife shrugged her pretty shoulders.

There is something that I have to tell you, which I suppose you will also refuse to believe, she said, with mock indignation. You remember the Arabs whom we saw at the exhibition in London?

Graham started.

The gentlemen who were advertised as chiefs from the Arabian Desert? I remember one in particular.

That is the one I mean, said Eileen.

Her husband looked at her curiously.

Your explanation is delightfully lucid, dear! he said jocularly. My memories of the gentleman known as El-Suleym, I believe, are not pleasant; his memories of me must be equally unfavourable. He illustrated the fact that savages should never be introduced into civilised society, however fascinating they may be personally. Mrs. Marstham was silly enough to take the man up, and because of the way he looked at you, I was wise enough to knock him down! What then?

Only this  I saw him, to-day!

Eileen! There was alarm in Grahams voice. Where? Here, or in Cairo?

As we were driving away from the mosque of the Whirling Dervishes. He was one of a group who stood by the bridge.

You are certain?

Quite certain.

Did he see you?

I couldnt say. He gave no sign to show that he had seen me.

John Graham lighted a cigarette with much care.

It doesnt matter, anyway, he said, carelessly. You are as safe here as at the Ritz.

But there was unrest in the glance which he cast out across the prospect touched by moon-magic into supernatural beauty.

In the distance gleamed a fairy city of silvern minarets, born, it seemed, from the silvern stream. Beyond lay the night mystery of the desert, into whose vastness marched the ghostly acacias. The discordant chattering and chanting from the river-bank merged into a humming song, not unmusical. The howling of the dogs, even, found a place in the orchestral scheme.

Behind him, in the hotel, was European and American life  modernity; before him was that other life, endless and unchanging. There was something cold, sombre, and bleak in the wonderful prospect, something shocking in the presence of those sight-seeing, careless folk, the luxurious hotel, all that was Western and new, upon that threshold of the ancient, changeless desert.

A menace, too, substantial yet cloaked with the mystery of the motherland of mysteries, had arisen now. Although he had assured Eileen that Gizeh was as safe as Piccadilly, he had too much imagination to be unaware that from the Egypt of Cooks to the Egypt of secrets is but a step.

None but the very young or very sanguine traveller looks for adventure nowadays in the neighbourhood of Mena House. When the intrepid George Sandys visited and explored the Great Pyramid, it was at peril of his life, but Graham reflected humorously that the most nervous old ladies now performed the feat almost daily. Yet out here in the moonlight where the silence was, out beyond the radius of sights, lay a land unknown to Europe, as every desert is unknown.

It was a thought that had often come to him, but it came to-night with a force and wearing a significance which changed the aspect of the sands, the aspect of all Egypt.

He glanced at the charming girl beside him. Eileen, too, was looking into the distance with far-away gaze. The pose of her head was delightful, and he sat watching her in silence. Within the hotel the orchestra had commenced softly to play; but Graham did not notice the fact. He was thinking how easily one could be lost out upon that grey ocean, with its islands of priestly ruins.

It is growing rather chilly, dear, he said suddenly; even for fur wraps. Suppose we go in?

II

The crowd in the bazaar was excessive, and the bent old figure which laboured beneath a nondescript burden, wrapped up in a blue cloth, passed from the noisiness out into the narrow street which ran at right-angles with the lane of many shops.

Perhaps the old Arab was deaf, perhaps wearied to the point of exhaustion; but, from whatever cause, he ignored, or was unaware of, the oncoming arabeeyeh, whose driver had lost control of his horse. Even the shrill scream of the corpulent, white-veiled German lady, who was one of its passengers, failed to arouse him. Out into the narrow roadway he staggered, bent almost double.

Graham, accompanied by Mohammed, was some distance away, haggling with a Greek thief who held the view that a return of three hundred and fifty per cent. spelled black ruination.

Eileen, finding the air stifling, had walked on in the direction of the less crowded street above. Thus it happened that she, and the poor old porter, alone, were in the path of the onward-whirling carriage.



Many women so placed would have stood, frozen with horror, have been struck down by the frantic animal; some would have had sufficient presence of mind to gain the only shelter attainable in time  that of a deep-set doorway. Few would have acted as Eileen acted.

It was under the stimulus of that Celtic impetuosity  that generous madness which seems to proceed, not from the mind, but from the heart  that she leapt, not back, but forward.

She never knew exactly what took place, nor how she escaped destruction; but there was a roaring in her ears, above it rising the Teutonic screams of the lady in the arabeeyeh; there was a confused chorus of voices, a consciousness of effort; and she found herself, with wildly beating heart, crouching back into the recess which once had held a mastabah.

From some place invisible, around a bend in the tortuous street, came sounds of shouting and that of lashing hoofs. The runaway was stopped. At her feet lay a shapeless bundle wrapped in a blue cloth, and beside her, leaning back against the whitewashed wall, and breathing with short, sobbing breaths, was the old porter.

Now, her husband had his arms about her, and Mohammed, with frightened eyes, hovered in the background. Without undue haste, all the bazaar gradually was coming upon the scene.

My darling, are you hurt?

John Grahams voice shook. He was deathly pale.

Eileen smiled reassuringly.

Not a bit, dear, she said breathlessly. But I am afraid the poor old man is.

You are quite sure you are not hurt?

I was not so much as touched, though honestly I dont know how either of us escaped. But do see if the old man is injured.

Graham turned to the rescued porter, who now had recovered his composure.

Mohammed, ask him if he is hurt, he directed.

Mohammed put the question. A curious group surrounded the party. But the old man, ignoring all, knelt and bowed his bare head to the dust at Eileens feet.

Oh, John, cried the girl, ask him to stand up! I feel ashamed to see such a venerable old man kneeling before me!

Tell him it is  nothing, said Graham hastily to Mohammed, and  er    he fumbled in his pocket give him this.



But Mohammed, looking ill at ease, thrust aside the proffered bakshîsh  a novel action which made Graham stare widely.

He would not take it, Effendi, he whispered. See, his turban lies there; he is a hadj. He is praying for the eternal happiness of his preserver, and he is interceding with the Prophet (Salla lláhu aleyhi wasellum), that she may enjoy the delights of Paradise equally with all true Believers!

Very good of him, said Graham, who, finding the danger passed and his wife safe, was beginning to feel embarrassed. Thank him, and tell him that she is greatly indebted!

He took Eileens arm, and turned to force a way through the strangely silent group about. But the aged porter seized the hem of the girls white skirt, gently detaining her. As he rose upon his knees, Mohammed, with marks of unusual deference, handed him his green turban. The old man, still clutching Eileens dress, signed that his dirty bundle should likewise be passed to him. This was done.

Graham was impatient to get away. But  

Humour him for a moment, dear, said Eileen softly. We dont want to hurt the poor old fellows feelings.

Into the bundle the old man plunged his hand, and drew out a thin gold chain upon which hung a queerly cut turquoise. He stood upright, raised the piece of jewellery to his forehead and to his lips, and held it out, the chain stretched across his open palms, to Eileen.

He must be some kind of pedlar, said Graham.

Eileen shook her head, smiling.

Mohammed, tell him that I cannot possibly take his chain, she directed. But thank him all the same, of course.

Mohammed, his face averted from the statuesque old figure, bent to her ear.

Take it! he whispered. Take it! Do not refuse!

There was a sort of frightened urgency in his tones, so that both Graham and his wife looked at him curiously.

Take it, then, Eileen, said Graham quickly. And, Mohammed, you must find out who he is, and we will make it up to him in some way.

Yes, yes, Effendi, agreed the man readily.

Eileen accordingly accepted the present, glancing aside at her husband to intimate that they must not fail to pay for it. As she took the chain in her hands, the donor said something in a low voice.

Hang it round your neck, translated Mohammed.

Eileen did so, whispering:

You must not lose sight of him, Mohammed.

Mohammed nodded; and the old man, replacing his turban and making a low obeisance, spoke rapidly a few words, took up his bundle, and departed. The silent bystanders made way for him.

Come on, said Graham; I am anxious to get out of this. Find a carriage, Mohammed. Well lunch at Shepheards.

A carriage was obtained, and they soon left far behind them the scene of this odd adventure. With Mohammed perched up on the box, Graham and his wife could discuss the episode without restraint. Graham, however, did most of the talking, for Eileen was strangely silent.

It is quite a fine stone, he said, examining the necklace so curiously acquired. We must find some way of repaying the old chap which will not offend his susceptibilities.



Eileen nodded absently; and her husband, with his eyes upon the dainty white figure, found gratitude for her safety welling up like a hot spring in his heart. The action had been characteristic; and he longed to reprove her for risking her life, yet burned to take her in his arms for the noble impulse that had prompted her to do so.

He wondered anxiously if her silence could be due to the after-effects of that moment of intense excitement.

You dont feel unwell, darling? he whispered.

She smiled at him radiantly, and gave his hand a quick little squeeze.

Of course not, she said.

But she remained silent to the end of the short drive. This was not due to that which her husband feared, however, but to the fact that she had caught a glimpse, amongst the throng at the corner of the bazaar, of the handsome, sinister face of El-Suleym, the Bedouin.

III

The moon poured radiance on the desert. At the entrance to a camel-hair tent stood a tall, handsome man, arrayed in the picturesque costume of the Bedouin. The tent behind him was upheld by six poles. The ends and one side were pegged to the ground, and the whole of that side before which he stood was quite open, with the exception of a portion before which hung a goat-hair curtain.

This was the house of hair of the Sheikh El-Suleym, of the Masr-Bishareen  El-Suleym, the Regicide outcast of the great tribe of the Bishareen. At some distance from the Sheikhs tent were some half a dozen other and smaller tents, housing the rascally following of this desert outcast.

Little did those who had engaged the picturesque El-Suleym, to display his marvellous horsemanship in London, know that he and those that came with him were a scorn among true sons of the desert, pariahs of that brotherhood which extends from Zered to the Nile, from Tanta to the Red Sea; little did those who had opened their doors in hospitality to the dashing horseman dream that they entertained a petty brigand, sought for by the Egyptian authorities, driven out into ostracism by his own people.

And now before his tent he stood statuesque in the Egyptian moonlight, and looked towards Gizeh, less than thirty miles to the north-east.

As El-Suleym looked towards Gizeh, Graham and his wife were seated before Mena House looking out across the desert. The adventure of the morning had left its impression upon both of them, and Eileen wore the gold chain with its turquoise pendant. Graham was smoking in silence, and thinking, not of the old porter and his odd Eastern gratitude, but of another figure, and one which often came between his mental eye and the beauties of that old, beautiful land. Eileen, too, was thinking of El-Suleym; for the Bedouin now was associated in her mind with the old pedlar, since she had last seen the handsome, sinister face amid the throng at the entrance to the bazaar.

Telepathy is a curious fact. Were Grahams reflections en rapport with his wifes, or were they both influenced by the passionate thoughts of that other mind, that subtle, cunning mind of the man who at that moment was standing before his house of hair and seeking with his eagle glance to defy distance and the night?

Have you seen  him, again? asked Graham abruptly. Since the other day at the bridge?



Eileen started. Although he had endeavoured to hide it from her, she was perfectly well aware of her husbands intense anxiety on her behalf. She knew, although he prided himself upon having masked his feelings, that the presence of the Bedouin in Egypt had cast a cloud upon his happiness. Therefore she had not wished to tell him of her second encounter with El-Suleym. But to this direct question there could be only one reply.

I saw him again  this morning, she said, toying nervously with the pendant at her neck.

Graham clasped her hand tensely.

Where?

Outside the bazaar, in the crowd.

You did not  tell me.

I did not want to worry you.

He laughed dryly.

It doesnt worry me, Eileen, he said carelessly. If I were in Damascus or Aleppo, it certainly might worry me to know that a man, no doubt actively malignant towards us, was near, perhaps watching; but Cairo is really a prosaically safe and law-abiding spot. We are as secure here as we should be at  Shepherds Bush, say!



He laughed shortly. Voices floated out to them, nasal, guttural, strident; voices American, Teutonic, Gallic, and Anglo-Saxon. The orchestra played a Viennese waltz. Confused chattering, creaking, and bumping sounded from the river. Out upon the mud walls dogs bayed the moon.

But beyond the native village, beyond the howling dogs, beyond the acacia ranks out in the silver-grey mystery of the sands hard by, an outpost of the Pharaohs, where a ruined shrine of Horus bared its secret places to the peeping moon, the Sheikh of the Masr-Bishareen smiled.

Graham felt strangely uneasy, and sought by light conversation to shake off the gloom which threatened to claim him.

That thief, Mohammed, he said tersely, has no more idea than Adam, I believe, who your old porter friend really is.

Why do you think so? asked Eileen.

Because hes up in Cairo to-night, searching for him!

How do you know?

I cornered him about it this afternoon, and although I couldnt force an admission from him  I dont think anybody short of an accomplished K.C. could  he was suspiciously evasive! I gave him four hours to procure the name and address of the old gentleman to whom we owe the price of a turquoise necklace. He has not turned up yet!

Eileen made no reply. Her Celtic imagination had invested the mornings incident with a mystic significance which she could not hope to impart to her hard-headed husband.

A dirty and ragged Egyptian boy made his way on to the verandah, furtively glancing about him, as if anticipating the cuff of an unseen hand. He sidled up to Graham, thrusting a scrap of paper on to the little table beside him.

For me? said Graham.

The boy nodded; and whilst Eileen watched him interestedly, Graham, tilting the communication so as to catch the light from the hotel windows, read the following:

He is come to here but cannot any farther. I have him waiting the boy will bring you.

Your obedient Effendi,
Mohammed.

Graham laughed grimly, glancing at his watch.

Only half an hour late, he said, standing up, Wait here, Eileen; I shall not be many minutes.



But I should like to see him, too. He might accept the price from me where you would fail to induce him to take it.

Never fear, said her husband; he wouldnt have come if he meant to refuse. What shall I offer him?

Whatever you think, said Eileen, smiling; be generous with the poor old man.

Graham nodded and signed to the boy that he was ready to start.

The night swallowed them up; and Eileen sat waiting, whilst the band played softly and voices chatted incessantly around her.

Some five minutes elapsed; ten; fifteen. It grew to half an hour, and she became uneasy. She stood up and began to pace up and down the verandah. Then the slinking figure of the Egyptian youth reappeared.

Graham Effendi, he said, showing his gleaming teeth, says you come too.

Eileen drew her wrap more closely about her and smiled to the boy to lead the way.

They passed out from the hotel, turned sharply to the left, made in the direction of the river, then bore off to the right in the direction of the sand-dunes. The murmuring life of Mena House died into remoteness; the discordance of the Arab village momentarily took precedence; then this, in turn, was lost, and they were making out desert-ward to the hollow which harbours the Sphinx. Great events in our lives rarely leave a clear-cut impression; often the turning-point in ones career is a confused memory, a mere clash of conflicting ideas. Trivial episodes are sharp silhouettes; unforgettable; great happenings but grey, vague things in lifes panorama. Thus, Eileen never afterwards could quite recall what happened that night. The thing that was like to have wrecked her life had no sharp outlines to etch themselves upon the plate of memory. Vaguely she wondered to what meeting-place the boy was leading her. Faintly she was conscious of a fear of the growing silence, of a warning instinct whispering her to beware of the loneliness of the desert.

Then the boy was gone; the silence was gone; harsh voices were in her ears  a cloth was whipped about her face and strong arms lifted her. She was not of a stock that swoon or passively accept violence. She strove to cry out, but the band was too cunningly fastened to allow of it; she struck out with clenched fists and not unshrewdly, for twice her knuckles encountered a bearded face and a suppressed exclamation told that the blows were not those of a weakling. She kicked furiously and drew forth a howl of pain from her captor. Her hands flew up to the bandage, but were roughly seized, thrust down and behind her, and tied securely.

She was thrown across a saddle, and with a thrill of horror knew herself a captive. Out into the desert she was borne, into that unknown land which borders so closely upon the sight-seeing track of Cooks. And her helplessness, her inability to fight, broke her spirit, born fighter that she was; and the jarring of the saddle of the galloping horse, the dull thud of the hoofs on the sand, the iron grip which held her, fear, anger, all melted into a blank.

IV

Mohammed the dragoman, with two hotel servants, came upon Graham some time later, gagged and bound behind a sand hillock less than five hundred yards from Mena House. They had him on his feet in an instant, unbound; and his face was ghastly  for he knew too well what the outrage portended.



Quick! he said hoarsely. How long is she gone?

Mohammed was trembling wildly.

Nearly an hour, Effendi  nearly an hour. Allah preserve us, what shall we do? I heard it in Cairo to-night  it is all over the bazaars  the Sheikh El-Suleym with the Masr-Bishareen is out. They travel like the wind, Effendi. It is not four days since they stopped a caravan ten miles beyond Bir-Amber, now they are in Lower Egypt. Allah preserve her! he ran on volubly who can overtake the horsemen of the Bishareen?

So he ran on, wildly, panting as they raced back to the hotel. The place was in an uproar. It was an event which furnished the guests with such a piece of local colour as none but the most inexperienced tourist could have anticipated.

An Arab raid in these days of electric tramways! A captive snatched from the very doors of Mena House! One would as little expect an Arab raid upon the Ritz!

The authorities at headquarters, advised of the occurrence, found themselves at a loss how to cope with this stupendous actuality. The desert had extended its lean arm and snatched a captive to its bosom. Cairo had never before entirely realised the potentialities of that all-embracing desert. There are a thousand ways, ten thousand routes, across that ruin-dotted wilderness. Justly did the ancient people worship in the moon the queenly Isis; for when the silver emblem of the goddess claims the sands for her own, to all save the desert-born they become a place of secrets. Here is a theatre for great dramas, wanting only the tragedian. The outlawed Sheikh of the Bishareen knew this full well, but, unlike others who know it, he had acted upon his convictions and revealed to wondering Egypt what Bedouin craft and a band of intrepid horsemen can do, aided by a belt of sand, and cloaked by night.

Graham was distracted. For he was helpless, and realised it. Already the news was in Cairo, and the machinery of the Government at work. But what machinery, save that of the Omniscient, could avail him now?

A crowd of visitors flocked around him, offering frightened consolation. He broke away from them violently  swearing  a primitive man who wanted to be alone with his grief. The idea uppermost in his mind was that of leaping upon a horse and setting out in pursuit. But in which direction should he pursue? One declared that the Arabs must have rode this way, another that, and yet another a third.

Some one shouted  the words came to him as if through a thick curtain  that the soldiers were coming.

What the hells the good of it! he said, and turned away, biting his lips.

When a spruce young officer came racing up the steps to gather particulars, Graham stared at him dully, said, The Arabs have got her  my wife, and walked away.

The hoof-clatter and accompanying martial disturbance were faint in the distance when Mohammed ran in to where Graham was pacing up and down in an agony of indecision  veritably on the verge of insanity. The dragoman held a broken gold chain in his hand, from which depended a big turquoise that seemed to blink in the shaded light.

Effendi, he whispered, and held it out upon trembling fingers, it is her necklet! I found it yonder,  pointing eastward. Sallee a-nebee! it is her necklet!

Graham turned, gave one wild glance at the thing, and grasped the man by the throat, glaring madly upon him.

You dog! he shouted. You were in the conspiracy! It was you who sent the false messages!

A moment he held him so, then dropped his hands. Mohammed fell back, choking; but no malice was in the velvet eyes. The Eastern understands and respects a great passion.

Effendi, he gasped I am your faithful servant, and  I cannot write! Wa-llah! and by His mercy, this will save her if anything can!

He turned and ran fleetly out, Graham staring after him.

It may seem singular that John Graham remained thus inert  inactive. But upon further consideration his attitude becomes explainable. He knew the futility of a blind search, and dreaded being absent if any definite clue should reach the hotel. Meanwhile, he felt that madness was not far off.

They say that they have struck out across the Arabian Desert, Mr. Graham  probably in the direction of the old caravan route.

Graham did not turn; did not know nor care who spoke.



Its four hundred miles across to the caravan route, he said slowly; four hundred miles of sand  of sand.

V

The most simple Oriental character is full of complexity. Mohammed the dragoman, by birth and education a thief, by nature a sluggard, spared no effort to reach Cairo in the shortest space of time humanly possible. The source of his devotion is obscure. Perhaps it was due to a humble admiration which John Grahams attempt to strangle him could not alter, or perhaps to a motive wholly unconnected with mundane matters. Certain it is that a sort of religious fervour latterly had possessed the man. From being something of a scoffer (for Islam, like other creeds, daily loses adherents), he was become a most devout Believer. To what this should be ascribed I shall leave you to judge.

Exhausted, tottering with his giant exertions, he made his way through the tortuous streets of Old Cairo  streets where ancient palaces and mansions of wealthy Turks displayed their latticed windows, and, at that hour, barred doors to the solitary, panting wayfarer.



Upon one of these barred doors he beat. It was that of an old palace which seemed to be partially in ruins. After some delay, the door was opened and Mohammed admitted. The door was reclosed. And, following upon the brief clamour, silence claimed the street again.

Much precious time had elapsed since Eileen Grahams disappearance from the hotel by the Pyramids, when a belated and not too sober Greek, walking in the direction of Cairo, encountered what his muddled senses proclaimed to be an apparition  that of a white-robed figure upon a snow-white camel, which sped, silent, and with arrow-like swiftness, past him towards Gizeh. About this vision of the racing camel (a more beautiful creature than any he had seen since the last to carry the Mahmal), about the rider, spectral in the moonlight, white-bearded, there was that which suggested a vision of the Moslem Prophet. Ere the frightened Greek could gather courage to turn and look after the phantom rider, man and camel were lost across the sands.

Mena House was in an uproar. No one beneath its roof had thought of sleep that night. Futile searches were being conducted in every direction, north, south, east, and west. Graham, feeling that another hour of inactivity would spell madness, had succumbed to the fever to be up and doing, and had outdistanced all, had left the boy far behind and was mercilessly urging his poor little mount out into the desert, well knowing that in all probability he was riding further and further away from the one he sought, yet madly pressing on. He felt that to stop was to court certain insanity; he must press on and on; he must search  search.

His mood had changed, and from cursing fate, heaven, everything and every one, he was come to prayer.

He, then, was the next to see the man on the white camel, and, like the Greek, he scarcely doubted that it was a wraith of his tortured imagination. Indeed, he took it for an omen. The Prophet had appeared to him to proclaim that the desert, the home of Islam, had taken Eileen from him. The white-robed figure gave no sign, looked neither to the right nor to the left, but straight ahead, with eagle eyes.

Graham pulled up his donkey, and sat like a shape of stone, until the silver-grey distance swallowed up the phantom.



Out towards the oasis called the Well of Seven Palms, the straggling military company proceeded in growing weariness. The officer in charge had secured fairly reliable evidence to show that the Arabs had struck out straight for the Red Sea. Since he was not omniscient, he could not know that they had performed a wide detour which would lead them back an hour before dawn to the camp by the Nile beside the Temple of Horus, where El-Suleym waited for his captive.

It was at the point in their march when, to have intercepted the raiders, they should have turned due south instead of proceeding toward the oasis, that one of them pulled up, rubbed his eyes, looked again and gave the alarm.

In another moment they all saw it  a white camel; not such a camel as tourists are familiar with, the poor hacks of the species, but a swan-like creature, white as milk, bearing a white-robed rider who ignored utterly the presence of the soldiers, who answered by no word or sign to their challenge, but who passed them like a cloud borne along by a breeze and melted vaporously into the steely distances of the desert. The captain was hopelessly puzzled.

Too late to bring him down, he muttered, and no horse that was ever born could run down a racing camel. Most mysterious.

Twenty miles south of their position, and exactly at right-angles to their route, rode the Bishareen horsemen, the foremost with Eileen Graham across his saddle. And now, eighteen miles behind the Bishareen, a white camel, of the pure breed which yearly furnishes the stately bearer of the Mahmal, spurned the sand and like a creature of air gained upon the Arabs, wild riders though they were, mile upon mile, league upon league.

Within rifle-shot of the camp, and with the desert dawn but an hour ahead, only a long sand-ridge concealed from the eyes of the Bishareen troupe that fleet shape which had struck wonder to the hearts of all beholders. Despite their start of close upon two hours, despite the fact that the soldiers were now miles, and hopeless miles, in their rear, the racer of the desert had passed them!

Eileen Graham had returned to full and agonizing consciousness. For hours, it seemed, her captives had rode and rode in silence. Now a certain coolness borne upon the breeze told her that they were nearing the river again. Clamour sounded ahead. They were come to the Arab camp. But ere they reached it they entered some lofty building which echoed hollowly to the horses tread. She was lifted from her painful position, tied fast against a stone pillar, and the bandage was unfastened from about her head.

She saw that she was lashed to one of the ruined pillars which once had upheld the great hall of a temple. About her were the crumbling evidences of the sacerdotal splendour that was Ancient Egypt. The moon painted massive shadows upon the debris, and carpeted the outer place with the black image of a towering propylæum. Upon the mound which once had been the stone avenue of approach was the Bedouin camp. It was filled with a vague disturbance. She was quite alone; for those who had brought her there were leading their spent horses out to the camp.

Eileen could not know what the hushed sounds portended; but actually they were due to the fact that the outlaw chief, wearied with that most exhausting passion  the passion of anticipation  had sought his tent, issuing orders that none should disturb him. Many hours before he knew they could return, he had stood looking out across the sands, but at last had decided to fit himself, by repose, for the reception of his beautiful captive.

A sheikhs tent has two apartments  one sacred to the lord and master, the other sheltering his harem. To the former El-Suleym had withdrawn; and now his emissaries stood at the entrance, where the symbolic spear was stuck, blade upward, in the sand. Those who had thrown in their lot with El-Suleym, called the Regicide, had learnt that a robber chief whose ambitions have been whetted by a sojourn in Europe is a hard master, though one profitable to serve. They hesitated to arouse him, even though their delicate task was well accomplished.

And whilst they debated before the tent, which stood alone, as is usual, at some little distance from the others, amid which moved busy figures engaged in striking camp, Eileen, within the temple, heard a movement behind the pillar to which she was bound.

She was in no doubt respecting the identity of her captor, and the author of the ruse by which she had been lured from the hotel, and now, unable to turn, it came to her that this was he, creeping to her through the moon-patched shadows. With eyes closed, and her teeth clenched convulsively, she pictured the sinister, approaching figure. Then, from close beside her, came a voice:

Only I can save you from him. Do not hesitate, do not speak. Do as I tell you.

Eileen opened her eyes. She could not see the speaker, but the voice was oddly familiar. Her fevered brain told her that she had heard it before, but speaking Arabic. It was the voice of an old man, but a strong, vibrant voice.

It is the will of Allah, whose name be exalted, that I repay!

A lean hand held before her eyes a broken gold chain, upon which depended a turquoise. She knew the voice, now: it was that of the old pedlar! But his English, except for the hoarse Eastern accent, was flawless, and this was the tone of no broken old man, but of one to be feared and respected.

Her reason, she thought, must be tricking her. How could the old pedlar, however strong in his queer gratitude, save her now? Then the hand came again before her eyes, and it held a tiny green phial.

Be brave. Drink, quickly. They are coming to take you to him. It is the only escape!



Oh, God! she whispered, and turned icily cold.

This was the boon he brought her. This was the road of escape, escape from El-Suleym  the road of death! It was cruel, unspeakably horrible, with a bright world just opening out to her, with youth, beauty, and  She could not think of her husband.

God be merciful to him! she murmured. But he would prefer me dead to  

Quick! They are here!

She placed her lips to the phial, and drank.

It seemed that fire ran through every vein in her body. Then came chill. It grew, creeping from her hands and her feet inward and upward to her heart.

Good-bye ... dear.... she whispered, and sobbed once, dryly.

The ropes held her rigidly upright.

VI

Wa-llah! she is dead, and we have slain her!

El-Suleyms Bedouins stood before the pillar in the temple, and fear was in their eyes. They unbound the girl, beautiful yet in her marble pallor, and lowered her rigid body to the ground. They looked one at another, and many a glance was turned toward the Nile.

Then the leader of the party extended a brown hand, pointing to the tethered horses. They passed from the temple, muttering. No one among them dared to brave the wrath of the terrible sheikh. As they came out into the paling moonlight, the camp seemed to have melted magically; for ere dawn they began their long march to the lonely oasis in the Arabian Desert which was the secret base of the Masr-Bishareens depredatory operations.

Stealthily circling the camp, which buzzed with subdued activity  even the dogs seemed to be silent when the sheikh slept  they came to the horses. Solitary, a square silhouette against the paling blue, stood the sheikhs tent, on top of the mound, which alone was still untouched.

The first horseman had actually leapt into the saddle, and the others, with furtive glances at the ominous hillock, were about to do likewise, when a low wail, weird, eerie, rose above the muffled stirring of the camp.

Allah el-Azeen! groaned one of the party what is that?

Again the wail sounded  and again. Other woman voices took it up. It electrified the whole camp. Escape, undetected, was no longer possible. Men, women, and children were abandoning their tasks and standing, petrified with the awe of it, and looking towards the sheikhs tent.

As they looked, as the frightened fugitives hesitated, looking also, from the tent issued forth a melancholy procession. It was composed of the women of El-Suleyms household. They beat their bared breasts and cast dust upon their heads.

For within his own sacred apartment lay the sheikh in his blood  a headless corpse.

And now those who had trembled before him were hot to avenge him. Riders plunged out in directions as diverse as the spokes of a wheel. Four of them rode madly through the temple where they had left the body of their captive, leaping the debris, and circling about the towering pillars, as only Arab horsemen can. Out into the sands they swept; and before them, from out of a hollow, rose an apparition that brought all four up short, their steeds upreared upon their haunches.

It was the figure of a white-bearded man, white-robed and wearing the green turban, mounted upon a camel which, to the eyes of the four, looked in its spotless whiteness a creature of another world. Before the eagle-eyed stranger lay the still form of Eileen Graham, and as the camel rose to its feet, its rider turned, swung something high above him, and hurled it back at the panic-stricken pursuers. Right amongst their horses feet it rolled, and up at them in the moonlight from out a mass of blood-clotted beard, stared the glassy eyes of El-Suleym!

The sun was high in the heavens when the grey-faced and haggard-eyed searchers came straggling back to Mena House. Two of them, who had come upon Graham ten miles to the east, brought him in. He was quite passive, and offered no protest, spoke no word, but stared straight in front of him with a set smile that was dreadful to see.

No news had come from the company of soldiers; no news had come from anywhere. It was ghastly, inconceivable; people looked at one another and asked if it could really be possible that one of their number had been snatched out from their midst in such fashion.

Officials, military and civil, literally in crowds, besieged the hotel. Amid that scene of confusion no one missed Mohammed; but when all the rest had given up in despair, he, a solitary, patient figure, stood out upon a distant mound watching the desert road to the east. He alone saw the return of the white camel with its double burden, from a distance of a hundred yards or more; for he dared approach no closer, but stood with bowed head pronouncing the fáthah over and over again. He saw it kneel, saw its rider descend and lift a girl from its back. He saw him force something between her lips, saw him turn and make a deep obeisance toward Mecca. At that he, too, knelt and did likewise. When he arose, camel and rider were gone.

He raced across the sands as Eileen Graham opened her eyes, and supported her as she struggled to her feet, pale and trembling.

* * * * * *

I dont understand it at all, said Graham.

Eileen smiled up at him from the long cane chair. She was not yet recovered from her dreadful experience. Perhaps, she said softly, you will not laugh in future at my Irish stories of the good people!

Graham shook his head and turned to Mohammed.

What does it all mean, Mohammed? he said. Thank God it means that I have got her back, but how was it done? She returned wearing the turquoise necklace, which I last saw in your hand.

Mohammed looked aside.

I took it to him, Effendi. It was the token by which he knew her need.

The pedlar?

The pedlar, Effendi.

You knew where to find him, then?

I knew where to find him, but I feared to tell you; feared that you might ridicule him.

He ceased. He was become oddly reticent. Graham shrugged his shoulders, helplessly.

I only hope the authorities will succeed in capturing the Bishareen brigands, he said grimly.

The authorities will never capture them, replied the dragoman with conviction. For five years they have lived by plunder, and laughed at the Government. But before another moon is risen  he was warming to his usual eloquence now no Masr-Bishareen will remain in the land, they will be exterminated  purged from the desert!

Indeed, said Graham; by whom?

By the Rawallah, Effendi.

Are they a Bedouin tribe?

The greatest of them all.

Then why should they undertake the duty?



Because it is the will of the one who saved her for you, Effendi! I am blessed that I have set eyes upon him, spoken with him. Paradise is assured to me because my hand returned to him his turban when it lay in the dust!

Graham stared, looking from his wife, who lay back smiling dreamily, to Mohammed, whose dark eyes burnt with a strange fervour  the fervour of one mysteriously converted to an almost fanatic faith.

Are you speaking of our old friend, the pedlar?

I am almost afraid to speak of him, Effendi, for he is the chosen of heaven, a cleanser of uncleanliness; the scourge of God, who holds His flail in his hand  the broom of the desert!

Graham, who had been pacing up and down the room, paused in front of Mohammed.

Who is he, then? he asked quietly. I owe him a debt I can never hope to repay, so I should at least like to know his real name.

I almost fear to speak it, Effendi. Mohammeds voice sank to a whisper, and he raised the turquoise hanging by the thin chain about Eileens throat, and reverently touched it with his lips. He is the welee  Ben Azreem, Sheikh of the Ibn-Rawallah!
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THE DAUGHTER OF HUANG CHOW

I

DIAMOND FRED

In the saloon bar of a public-house, situated only a few hundred yards from the official frontier of Chinatown, two men sat at a small table in a corner, engaged in earnest conversation. They afforded a sharp contrast. One was a thick-set and rather ruffianly looking fellow, not too cleanly in either person or clothing, and, amongst other evidences that at one time he had known the prize ring, possessing a badly broken nose. His companion was dressed with that spruceness which belongs to the successful East End Jew; he was cleanly shaven, of slight build, and alert in manner and address.

Having ordered and paid for two whiskies and sodas, the Jew, raising his glass, nodded to his companion and took a drink. The glitter of a magnificent diamond which he wore seemed to attract the others attention almost hypnotically.

Cheerio, Freddy! said the thick-set man. Any news?

Nothing much, returned the one addressed as Freddy, setting his glass upon the table and selecting a cigarette from a packet which he carried in his pocket.

Im not so sure, growled the other, watching him suspiciously. Youve been lying low for a long time, and its not like you to slack off except when theres something big in sight.

Hm! said his companion, lighting his cigarette. What do you mean exactly?

Jim Poland  for such was the big mans name  growled and spat reflectively into a spittoon.

Ive had my eye on you, Freddy, he replied; Ive had my eye on you!

Oh, have you? murmured the other. But tell me what you mean!

Beneath his suave manner lay a threat, and, indeed, Freddy Cohen, known to his associates as Diamond Fred, was in many ways a formidable personality. He had brought to his chosen profession of crook a first-rate American training, together with all that mental agility and cleverness which belong to his race, and was at once an object of envy and admiration amongst the fraternity which keeps Scotland Yard busy.

Jim Poland, physically a more dangerous character, was not in the same class with him; but he was not without brains of a sort, and Cohen, although smiling agreeably, waited with some anxiety for his reply.

I mean, growled Poland, that youre not wasting your time with Lala Huang for nothing.

Perhaps not, returned Cohen lightly. Shes a pretty girl; but what business is it of yours?

None at all. I aint interested in er good looks; neither are you.

Cohen shrugged and raised his glass again.

Come on, growled Poland, leaning across the table. I know, and Im in on it. Dye hear me? Im in on it. These are hard times, and weve got to stick together.

Oh, said Cohen, thats the game, is it?

Thats the game right enough. You wont go wrong if you bring me in, even at fifty-fifty, because maybe I know things about old Huang that you dont know.

The Jews expression changed subtly, and beneath his drooping lids he glanced aside at the speaker. Then:

Its no promise, he said, but what do you know?

Poland bent farther over the table.

Chinatowns being watched again. I heard this morning that Red Kerry was down here.

Cohen laughed.

Red Kerry! he echoed. Red Kerry means nothing in my young life, Jim.

Dont e? returned Jim, snarling viciously. The way he cleaned up that dope crowd awhile back seemed to show he was no jug, didnt it?

The Jew made a facial gesture as if to dismiss the subject.

All right, continued Poland. Think that way if you like. But the patrols have been doubled. I suppose you know that? And its a cert there are special men on duty, ever since the death of that Chink.

Cohen shifted uneasily, glancing about him in a furtive fashion.

See what I mean? continued the other. Chinatown aint healthy just now.

He finished his whisky at a draught, and, standing up, lurched heavily across to the counter. He returned with two more glasses. Then, reseating himself and bending forward again:

Theres one thing I reckon you dont know, he whispered in Cohens ear. I saw that Chink talking to Lala Huang only a week before the time he was hauled out of Limehouse Reach. Im wondering, Diamond, if, with all your cleverness, you may not go the same way.

Dont try to pull the creep stuff on me, Jim, said Cohen uneasily. What are you driving at, anyway?

Well, replied Poland, sipping his whisky reflectively, how did that Chink get into the river?

How the devil do I know?

And what killed him? It wasnt drowning, although he was all swelled up.

See here, old pal, said Cohen. I know Frisco better than you know Limehouse. Let me tell you that this little old Chinatown of yours is pie to me. Youre trying to get me figuring on Chinese death traps, secret poisons, and all that junk. Boy, youre wasting your poetry. Even if you did see the Chink with Lala, and I doubt it  Oh, dont get excited, Im speaking plain  theres no connection that I can see between the death of said Chink and old Huang Chow.

Aint there? growled Poland huskily. He grasped the others wrist as in a vise and bent forward so that his battered face was close to the pale countenance of the Jew. Ive been covering old Huang for months and months. Now Im going to tell you something. Since the death of that Chink Red Kerrys been covering him, too.

See here! Cohen withdrew his arm from the others grasp angrily. You cant freeze me out of this claim with bogey stuff. Youre listed, my lad, and you know it. Chief Inspector Kerry is your pet nightmare. But if he walked in here right now I could ask him to have a drink. I wouldnt but I could. Youve got the wrong angle, Jim. Lala likes me fine, and although she doesnt say much, what she does say is straight. Ill ask her to-night about the Chink.

Then youll be a damned fool.

Whats that?

I say youll be a damned fool. Im warning you, Freddy. There are Chinks and Chinks. All the boys know old Huang Chow has got a regular gold mine buried somewhere under the floor. But all the boys dont know what I know, and it seems that you dont either.

What is that?

Jim Poland bent forward more urgently, again seizing Cohens wrist, and:

Huang Chow is a mighty big bug amongst the Chinese, he whispered, glancing cautiously about him. Hes hellish clever and rotten with money. A man like that wants handling. Im not telling you what I know. But call it fifty-fifty and maybe youll come out alive.

The brow of Diamond Fred displayed beads of perspiration, and with a blue silk handkerchief which he carried in his breast pocket he delicately dried his forehead.

Youre an old hand at this stuff, Jim, he muttered. It amounts to this, I suppose; that if I dont agree youll queer my game?

Jim Polands brow lowered and he clenched his fists formidably. Then:

Listen, he said in his hoarse voice. It aint your claim any more than mine. Youve covered it different, thats all. Yours was always the petticoat lay. Mines slower but safer. Is anyone else in with you?

No.

Then well double up. Now Ill tell you something. I was backing out.

What? You were going to quit?

I was.

Why?

Because the things too dead easy, and a thing like that always looks like hell to me.

Freddy Cohen finished his glass of whisky.

Wait while I get some more drinks, he said.

In this way, then, at about the hour of ten on a stuffy autumn night, in the crowded bar of that Wapping public-house, these two made a compact; and of its outcome and of the next appearance of Cohen, the Jewish-American cracksman, within the ken of man, I shall now proceed to tell.

II

THE END OF COHEN

Ive been expecting this, said Chief Inspector Kerry. He tilted his bowler hat farther forward over his brow and contemplated the ghastly exhibit which lay upon the slab of the mortuary. Two other police officers  one in uniform  were present, and they treated the celebrated Chief Inspector with the deference which he had not only earned but had always demanded from his subordinates.

Earmarked for important promotion, he was an interesting figure as he stood there in the gloomy, ill-lighted place, his pose that of an athlete about to perform a long jump, or perhaps, as it might have appeared to some, that of a dancing-master about to demonstrate a new step.

His close-cropped hair was brilliantly red, and so was his short, wiry, aggressive moustache. He was ruddy of complexion, and he looked out unblinkingly upon the world with a pair of steel-blue eyes. Neat he was to spruceness, and while of no more than medium height he had the shoulders of an acrobat.

The detective who stood beside him, by name John Durham, had one trait in common with his celebrated superior. This was a quick keenness, a sort of alert vitality, which showed in his eyes, and indeed in every line of his thin, clean-shaven face. Kerry had picked him out as the most promising junior in his department.

Give me the particulars, said the Chief Inspector. It isnt robbery. Hes wearing a diamond ring worth two hundred pounds.

His diction was rapid and terse  so rapid as to create the impression that he bit off the ends of the longer words. He turned his fierce blue eyes upon the uniformed officer who stood at the end of the slab.

They are very few, Chief Inspector, was the reply. He was hauled out by the river police shortly after midnight, at the lower end of Limehouse Reach. He was alive then  they heard his cry  but he died while they were hauling him into the boat.

Any statement? rapped Kerry.

He was past it, Chief Inspector. According to the report of the officer in charge, he mumbled something which sounded like: It has bitten me, just before he became unconscious.

It has bitten me, murmured Kerry. The divisional surgeon has seen him?

Yes, Chief Inspector. And in his opinion the man did not die from drowning, but from some form of virulent poisoning.

Poisoning?

Thats the idea. There will be a further examination, of course. Either a hypodermic injection or a bite.

A bite? said Kerry. The bite of what?

That I cannot say, Chief Inspector. A venomous reptile, I suppose.

Kerry stared down critically at the swollen face of the victim, and then glanced sharply aside at Durham.

Accounts for his appearance, I suppose, he murmured.

Yes, said Durham quietly. He hadnt been in the water long enough to look like that. He turned to the local officer. Is there any theory as to the point at which he went in?

Well, an arrest has been made.

By whom? of whom? rapped Kerry.

Two constables patrolling the Chinatown area arrested a man for suspicious loitering. He turned out to be a well-known criminal  Jim Poland, with a whole list of convictions against him. Theyre holding him at Limehouse Station, and the theory is that he was operating with   He nodded in the direction of the body.

Then whos the smart with the swollen face? inquired Kerry. Hes a new one on me.

Yes, but hes been identified by one of the K Division men. He is an American crook with a clean slate, so far as this side is concerned. Cohen is his name. And the idea seems to be that he went in at some point between where he was found by the river police and the point at which Jim Poland was arrested.

Kerry snapped his teeth together audibly, and:

Im open to learn, he said, that the house of Huang Chow is within that area.

It is.

I thought so. He died the same way the Chinaman died awhile ago, snapped Kerry savagely.

It looks very queer. He glanced aside at the local officer. Cover him up, he ordered, and, turning, he walked briskly out of the mortuary, followed by Detective Durham.

Although dawn was not far off, this was the darkest hour of the night, so that even the sounds of dockland were muted and the riverside slept as deeply as the great port of London ever sleeps. Vague murmurings there were and distant clankings, with the hum of machinery which is never still.

Few of Londons millions were awake at that hour, yet Scotland Yard was awake in the person of the fierce-eyed Chief Inspector and his subordinate. Perhaps those who lightly criticize the Metropolitan Force might have learned a new respect for the tireless vigilance which keeps London clean and wholesome, had they witnessed this scene on the borders of Limehouse, as Kerry, stepping into a waiting taxi-cab accompanied by Durham, proceeded to Limehouse Police Station in that still hour when the City slept.

The arrival of Kerry created something of a stir amongst the officials on duty. His reputation in these days was at least as great as that of the most garrulous Labour member.

The prisoner was in cells, but the Chief Inspector elected to interview him in the office; and accordingly, while the officer in charge sat at an extremely tidy writing-table, tapping the blotting-pad with a pencil, and Detective John Durham stood beside him, Kerry paced up and down the little room, deep in reflection, until the door opened and the prisoner was brought in.

One swift glance the Chief Inspector gave at the battle-scarred face, and recognized instantly that this was a badly frightened man. Crossing to the table he took up a typewritten slip which lay there, and:

Your name is James Poland? he said. Four convictions; one, robbery with violence.

Jim Poland nodded sullenly.

You were arrested at the corner of Pekin Street about midnight. What were you doing there?

Taking a walk.

Ill say it again, rapped Kerry, fixing his fierce eyes upon the mans face. What were you doing there?

Ive told you.

And I tell you youre a liar. Where did you leave the man Cohen?

Poland blinked his small eyes, cleared his throat, and looked down at the floor uneasily. Then:

Whos Cohen? he grunted.

You mean, who was Cohen? cried Kerry.

The shot went home. The man clenched his fists and looked about the room from face to face.

You dont tell me   he began huskily.

Ive told you, said Kerry. Hes on the slab. Spit out the truth; itll be good for your health.

The man hesitated, then looked up, his eyes half closed and a cunning expression upon his face.

Make out your own case, he said. Youve got nothing against me.

Kerry snapped his teeth together viciously.

Ive told you what happened to your pal, he warned. If youre a wise man youll come in on our side, before the same thing happens to you.

I dont know what youre talking about, growled Poland.

Kerry nodded to the constable at the doorway.

Take him back, he ordered.

Jim Poland being returned to his cell, Kerry, as the door closed behind the prisoner and his guard, stared across at Durham where he stood beside the table.

An old hand, he said. But theres another way. He glanced at the officer in charge. Hold him till the morning. Hell prove useful.

From his waistcoat pocket he took out a slip of chewing gum, unwrapped it, and placed the mint-flavoured wafer between his large white teeth. He bit upon it savagely, settled his hat upon his head, and, turning, walked toward the door. In the doorway he paused.

Come with me, Durham, he said. I am leaving the conduct of the case entirely in your hands from now onward.

Detective Durham looked surprised and not a little anxious.

I am doing so for two reasons, continued the Chief Inspector. These two reasons I shall now explain.

III

THE SECRET TREASURE-HOUSE

Unlike its sister colony in New York, there are no show places in Limehouse. The visitor sees nothing but mean streets and dark doorways. The superficial inquirer comes away convinced that the romance of the Asiatic district has no existence outside the imaginations of writers of fiction. Yet here lies a secret quarter, as secret and as strange, in its smaller way, as its parent in China which is called the Purple Forbidden City.

On a morning when mist lay over the Thames reaches, softening the harshness of the dock buildings and lending an air of mystery to the vessels stealing out upon the tide, a man walked briskly along Limehouse Causeway, looking about him inquiringly, as one unfamiliar with the neighbourhood. Presently he seemed to recognize a turning to the right, and he pursued this for a time, now walking more slowly.

A European woman, holding a half-caste baby in her arms, stood in an open doorway, watching him uninterestedly. Otherwise, except for one neatly dressed young Chinaman, who passed him about halfway along the street, there was nothing which could have told the visitor that he had crossed the borderline dividing West from East and was now in an Oriental town.

A very narrow alleyway between two dingy houses proved to be the spot for which he was looking; and, having stared about him for a while, he entered this alleyway. At the farther end it was crossed T-fashion, by another alley, the only object of interest being an iron post at the crossing, and the scenery being made up entirely of hideous brick walls.

About halfway along on the left, set in one of these walls, were strong wooden gates, apparently those of a warehouse. Beside them was a door approached by two very dirty steps. There was a bell-push near the door, but upon neither of these entrances was there any plate to indicate the name of the proprietor of the establishment.

From his pocket-book the visitor extracted a card, consulted something written upon it, and then pressed the bell.

It was very quiet in this dingy little court. No sound of the busy thoroughfares penetrated here; and although the passage forming the top of the T practically marked the river bank, only dimly could one discern the sounds which belong to a seaport.

Presently the door was opened by a Chinese boy who wore the ordinary native working dress, and who regarded the man upon the step with oblique, tired-looking eyes.

Mr. Huang Chow? asked the caller.

The boy nodded.

You wantchee him see?

If he is at home.

The boy glanced at the card, which the visitor still held between finger and thumb, and extended his hand silently. The card was surrendered. It was that of an antique dealer of Dover Street, Piccadilly, and written upon the back was the following: Mr. Hampden would like to do business with you. The signature of the dealer followed.

The boy turned and passed along a dim and perfectly unfurnished passage which the opening of the door had revealed, while Mr. Hampden stood upon the step and lighted a cigarette.

In less than a minute the boy returned and beckoned to him to come in. As he did so, and the door was closed, he almost stumbled, so dark was the passage.

Presently, guided by the boy, he found himself in a very business-like little office, where a girl sat at an American desk, looking up at him inquiringly.

She was of a dark and arresting type. Without being pretty in the European sense, there was something appealing in her fine, dark eyes, and she possessed the inviting smile which is the heritage of Eastern women. Her dress was not unlike that of any other business girl, except that the neck of her blouse was cut very low, a fashion affected by many Eurasians, and she wore a gaily coloured sash, and large and very costly pearl ear-rings. As Mr. Hampden paused in the doorway:

Good morning, said the girl, glancing down at the card which lay upon the desk before her. You come from Mr. Isaacs, eh?

She looked at him with a caressing glance from beneath half-lowered lashes, but missed no detail of his appearance. She did not quite like his moustache, and thought that he would have looked better cleanshaven. Nevertheless, he was a well-set-up fellow, and her manner evidenced approval.

Yes, he replied, smiling genially. I have a small commission to execute, and I am told that you can help me.

The girl paused for a moment, and then:

Yes, very likely, she said, speaking good English but with an odd intonation. It is not jade? We have very little jade.

No, no. I wanted an enamelled casket.

What kind?

Cloisonne.

Cloisonne? Yes, we have several.

She pressed a bell, and, glancing up at the boy who had stood throughout the interview at the visitors elbow, addressed him rapidly in Chinese. He nodded his head and led the way through a second doorway. Closing this, he opened a third and ushered Mr. Hampden into a room which nearly caused the latter to gasp with astonishment.

One who had blundered from Whitechapel into the Khan Khalil, who had been transported upon a magic carpet from a tube station to the Taj Mahal, or dropped suddenly upon Lebanon hills to find himself looking down upon the pearly domes and jewelled gardens of Damascus, could not well have been more surprised. This great treasure-house of old Huang Chow was one of Chinatowns secrets  a secret shared only by those whose commercial interests were identical with the interests of Huang Chow.

The place was artificially lighted by lamps which themselves were beautiful objects of art, and which swung from the massive beams of the ceiling. The floor of the warehouse, which was partly of stone, was covered with thick matting, and spread upon it were rugs and carpets of Karadagh, Kermanshah, Sultan-abad, and Khorassan, with lesser-known loomings of almost equal beauty. Skins of rare beasts overlay the divans. Furniture of ivory, of ebony and lemonwood, preciously inlaid, gave to the place an air of cunning confusion. There were tall cabinets, there were caskets and chests of exquisite lacquer and enamel, loot of an emperors palace; robes heavy with gold; slippers studded with jewels; strange carven ivories; glittering weapons; pots, jars, and bowls, as delicate and as fragile as the petals of a lily.

Last, but not least, sitting cross-legged upon a low couch, was old Huang Chow, smoking a great curved pipe, and peering half blindly across the place through large horn-rimmed spectacles. This couch was set immediately beside a wide ascending staircase, richly carpeted, and on the other side of the staircase, in a corresponding recess, upon a gilded trestle carved to represent the four claws of a dragon, rested perhaps the strangest exhibit of that strange collection  a Chinese coffin of exquisite workmanship.

The boy retired, and Mr. Hampden found himself alone with Huang Chow. No word had been exchanged between master and servant, but:

Good morning, Mr. Hampden, said the Chinaman in a high, thin voice. Please be seated. It is from Mr. Isaacs you come?

IV

PERSONAL REPORT OF DETECTIVE JOHN DURHAM TO CHIEF INSPECTOR KERRY, OFFICER IN CHARGE OF LIMEHOUSE INQUIRY

Dear Chief Inspector,  Following your instructions I returned and interviewed the prisoner Poland in his cell. I took the line which you had suggested, pointing out to him that he had nothing to gain and everything to lose by keeping silent.

Answer my questions, I said, and you can walk straight out. Otherwise, youll be up before the magistrate, and on your record alone it will mean a holiday which you probably dont want.

He was very truculent, but I got him in a good humour at last, and he admitted that he had been cooperating with the dead man, Cohen, in an attempt to burgle the house of Huang Chow. His reluctance to go into details seemed to be due rather to fear of Huang Chow than to fear of the law, and I presently gathered that he regarded Huang as responsible for the death not only of Cohen, but also of the Chinaman who was hauled out of the river about three weeks ago, as you well remember. The post-mortem showed that he had died of some kind of poisoning, and when we saw Cohen in the mortuary, his swollen appearance struck me as being very similar to that of the Chinaman. (See my report dated 31st ultimo.)

He finally agreed to talk if I would promise that he should not be charged and that his name should never be mentioned to anyone in connection with what he might tell me. I promised him that outside the ordinary official routine I would respect his request, and he told me some very curious things, which no doubt have a bearing on the case.

For instance, he had discovered  I dont know in what way  that the dead Chinaman, whose name was Pi Lung, had been in negotiation with Huang Chow for some sort of job in his warehouse. Poland had seen the man talking to Huangs daughter, at the end of the alley which leads to the place. He seemed to attach extraordinary importance to this fact. At last:

Ill tell you what it is, he said. That Chink was a stranger to Limehouse; I can swear to it. He was a gent of his hands; I reckon theyve got em in China as well as here. He went out for the old boys money-box, and finished like Cohen finished.

Make your meaning clearer, I said.

My meanings this: Old Huang Chow is the biggest dealer in stolen and smuggled valuables from overseas weve got in London. Hes something else as well; hes a big swell in China. But heres the point. Hes got business with buyers all over London, and they have to pay cash  no checks. He doesnt bank it: Ive proved that. Hes got it in gold, or diamonds, or something, being wise to present conditions, hidden there in the house. Pi Lung was after his hoard. He didnt get it. Cohen and me was after it. Wheres Cohen?

I agreed that it looked very suspicious, and presently:

When I went in with Cohen, continued Poland, I knew one thing he didnt know  a short cut into the warehouse. Hes been playing pretty-like with Lala, old Huangs daughter, and its my belief that he knew where the store was hidden; but he never told me. We knew there were special men on duty, and wed arranged that I was to give a signal when the patrol had passed. Cohen all the time had planned to double on me. While I was watching down on the Causeway end he climbed up and got in through the skylight Id shown him. When I got there he was missing, but the skylight was open. I started off after him.

Then Poland clutched me, and his fright was very real.

I heard a shriek like nothing I ever heard in my life. I saw a light shine through the trap, and then I heard a sort of moaning. Last, I heard a bang, and the light went out. I staggered down the passage half silly, started to run, and ran straight into the arms of two coppers.

This evidence I thought was conclusive, and in accordance with your instructions I proceeded to Mr. Isaacs in Dover Street. He didnt seem too pleased at my suggestion, but when I pointed out to him that one good turn deserved another, he agreed to give me an introduction to Huang Chow.

I adopted a very simple disguise, just altering my complexion and sticking on a moustache with spirit gum, hair by hair, and trimming it down military fashion. Everything ran smoothly, and I seemed to make a fairly favourable impression upon Lala Huang, the Chinamans daughter, who evidently interviews prospective customers before they are admitted to the warehouse.

She is a Eurasian and extremely good looking. But when I found myself in the room where old Huang keeps his treasures, I really thought I was dreaming. Its a collection that must be worth thousands. He showed me snuff-bottles, cut out of gems, and with a little opening no bigger than the hole in a pipe-stem, but with wonderful paintings done inside the bottles. Hed got a model of a pagoda made out of human teeth, and a big golden rug woven from the hair of Circassian slave girls. Excuse this, Chief Inspector; I know it is what you call the romantic stuff; but I think it would have impressed you if you had seen it.

Anyway, I bought a little enamelled box, in accordance with Mr. Isaacss instructions, although whether I succeeded in convincing Huang Chow that I knew anything about the matter is more than doubtful. He got up from a sort of throne he sits on, and led the way up a broad staircase to a private room above.

Of course, you have brought the cash, Mr. Hampden? he said.

He speaks quite faultless English. He walked up three steps to a sort of raised writing-table in this upstairs room, and I counted out the money to him. When he sat at the table he faced toward the room, and I couldnt help thinking that, in his horn-rimmed spectacles, he looked like some old magistrate. He explained that he would pack the purchase for me, but that I must personally take it away. And:

You understand, said he, that you bought it from a gentleman who had purchased it abroad.

I said I quite understood. He bowed me out very politely, and presently I found myself back in the office with Lala Huang.

She seemed quite disposed to talk, and I chatted with her while the box was being packed for me to take away. I knew I must make good use of my time, but you have never given me a job I liked less. I mean, there is something very appealing about her, and I hated to think that I was playing a double game. However, without actually agreeing to see me again, she told me enough to enable me to meet her accidentally, if I wanted to. Therefore, I am going to look out for her this evening, and probably take her to a picture palace, or somewhere where we can have a quiet talk. She seems to be fancy free, and for some reason I feel sorry for the girl. I dont altogether like the job, but I hope to justify your faith in me, Chief.

I will prepare my official report this evening when I return.

Yours obediently,  JOHN DURHAM.

V

LALA HUANG

No, said Lala Huang, I dont like London  not this part of London.

Where would you rather be? asked Durham. In China?

Dusk had dropped its merciful curtain over Limehouse, and as the two paced slowly along West India Dock Road it seemed to the detective that a sort of glamour had crept into the scene.

He was a clever man within his limitations, and cultured up to a point; but he was not philosopher enough to know that he viewed the purlieus of Limehouse through a haze of Oriental mystery conjured up by the conversation of his companion. Temple bells there were in the clangour of the road cars. The smoke-stacks had a semblance of pagodas. Burma she had conjured up before him, and China, and the soft islands where she had first seen the light. For as well as a streak of European, there was Kanaka blood in Lala, which lent her an appeal quite new to Durham, insidious and therefore dangerous.

Not China, she replied. Somehow I dont think I shall ever see China again. But my father is rich, and it is dreadful to think that we live here when there are so many more beautiful places to live in.

Then why does he stay? asked Durham with curiosity.

For money, always for money, answered Lala, shrugging her shoulders. Yet if it is not to bring happiness, what good is it?

What good indeed? murmured Durham.

There is no fun for me, said the girl pathetically. Sometimes someone nice comes to do business, but mostly they are Jews, Jews, always Jews, and   Again she shrugged eloquently.

Durham perceived the very opening for which he had been seeking..

You evidently dont like Jews, he said endeavouring to speak lightly.

No, murmured the girl, I dont think I do. Some are nice, though. I think it is the same with every kind of people  there are good and bad.

Were you ever in America? asked Durham.

No.

I was just thinking, he explained, that I have known several American Jews who were quite good fellows.

Yes? said Lala, looking up at him naively, I met one not long ago. He was not nice at all.

Oh! exclaimed Durham, startled by this admission, which he had not anticipated. One of your fathers customers?

Yes, a man named Cohen.

Cohen?

A funny little chap, continued the girl. He tried to make love to me. She lowered her lashes roguishly. I knew all along he was pretending. He was a thief, I think. I was afraid of him.

Durham did some rapid thinking, then:

Did you say his name was Cohen? he asked.

That was the name he gave.

A man named Cohen, an American, was found dead in the river quite recently.

Lala stopped dead and clutched his arm.

How do you know? she demanded.

There was a paragraph in this mornings paper.

She hesitated, then:

Did it describe him? she asked.

No, replied Durham, I dont think it did in detail. At least, the only part of the description which I remember is that he wore a large and valuable diamond on his left hand.

Oh! whispered Lala.

She released her grip of Durhams arm and went on.

What? he asked. Did you think it was someone you knew?

I did know him, she replied simply. The man who was found drowned. It is the same. I am sure now, because of the diamond ring. What paper did you read it in? I want to read it myself.

Im afraid I cant remember. It was probably the Daily Mail.

Had he been drowned?

I presume so  yes, replied Durham guardedly.

Lala Huang was silent for some time while they paced on through the dusk. Then:

How strange! she said in a low voice.

I am sorry I mentioned it, declared Durham. But how was I to know it was your friend?

He was no friend of mine, returned the girl sharply. I hated him. But it is strange nevertheless. I am sure he intended to rob my father.

And is that why you think it strange?

Yes, she said, but her voice was almost inaudible.

They were come now to the narrow street communicating with the courtway in which the great treasure-house of Huang Chow was situated, and Lala stopped at the corner.

It was nice of you to walk along with me, she said. Do you live in Limehouse?

No, replied Durham, I dont. As a matter of fact, I came down here to-night in the hope of seeing you again.

Did you?

The girl glanced up at him doubtfully, and his distaste for the task set him by his superior increased with the passing of every moment. He was a man of some imagination, a great reader, and ambitious professionally. He appreciated the fact that Chief Inspector Kerry looked for great things from him, but for this type of work he had little inclination.

There was too much chivalry in his make-up to enable him to play upon a womans sentiments, even in the interests of justice. By whatever means the man Cohen had met his death, and whether or no the Chinaman Pi Lung had died by the same hand, Lala Huang was innocent of any complicity in these matters, he was perfectly well assured.

Doubts were to come later when he was away from her, when he had had leisure to consider that she might regard him in the light of a third potential rifler of her fathers treasure-house. But at the moment, looking down into her dark eyes, he reproached himself and wondered where his true duty lay.

It is so gray and dull and sordid here, said the girl, looking down the darkened street. There is no one much to talk to.

But you have your business interests to keep you employed during the day, after all.

I hate it all. I hate it all.

But you seem to have perfect freedom?

Yes. My mother, you see, was not Chinese.

But you wish to leave Limehouse?

I do. I do. Just now it is not so bad, but in the winter how I tire of the gray skies, the endless drizzling rain. Oh! She shrank back into the shadow of a doorway, clutching at Durhams arm. Dont let Ah Fu see me.

Ah Fu? Who is Ah Fu? asked Durham, also drawing back as a furtive figure went slinking down the opposite side of the street.

My fathers servant. He let you in this morning.

And why must he not see you?

I dont trust him. I think he tells my father things.

What is it that he carries in his hand?

A birdcage, I expect.

A birdcage?

Yes!

He caught the gleam of her eyes as she looked up at him out of the shadow.

Is he, then, a bird-fancier?

No, no, I cant explain because I dont understand myself. But Ah Fu goes to a place in Shadwell regularly and buys young birds, always very young ones and very little ones.

For what or for whom?

I dont know.

Have you an aviary in your house?

No.

Do you mean that they disappear, these purchases of Ah Fus?

I often see him carrying a cage of young birds, but we have no birds in the house.

How perfectly extraordinary! muttered Durham.

I distrust Ah Fu, whispered the girl. I am glad he did not see me with you.

Young birds, murmured Durham absently. What kind of young birds? Any particular breed?

No; canaries, linnets  all sorts. Isnt it funny? The girl laughed in a childish way. And now I think Ah Fu will have gone in, so I must say good night.

But when presently Detective Durham found himself walking back along West India Dock Road, his minds eye was set upon the slinking figure of a Chinaman carrying a birdcage.

VI

A HINT OF INCENSE

One Chinaman more or less does not make any very great difference to the authorities responsible for maintaining law and order in Limehouse. Asiatic settlers are at liberty to follow their national propensities, and to knife one another within reason. This is wisdom. Such recreations are allowed, if not encouraged, by all wise rulers of Eastern peoples.

Found drowned, too, is a verdict which has covered many a dark mystery of old Thames, but Found in the river, death having been due to the action of some poison unknown, is a finding which even in the case of a Chinaman is calculated to stimulate the jaded official mind.

New Scotland Yard had given Durham a roving commission, and had been justified in the fact that the second victim, and this time not a Chinaman, had been found under almost identical conditions. The link with the establishment of Huang Chow was incomplete, and Durham fully recognized that it was up to him to make it sound and incontestable.

Jim Poland was not the only man in the East End who knew that the dead Chinaman had been in negotiation with Huang Chow. Kerry knew it, and had passed the information on to Durham.

Some mystery surrounded the life of the old dealer, who was said to be a mandarin of high rank, but his exact association with the deaths first of the Chinaman Pi Lung, and second of Cohen, remained to be proved. Certain critics have declared the Metropolitan detective service to be obsolete and inefficient. Kerry, as a potential superintendent, resented these criticisms, and in his protege Durham, perceived a member of the new generation who was likely in time to produce results calculated to remove this stigma.

Durham recognized that a greater responsibility rested upon his shoulders than the actual importance of the case might have indicated; and now, proceeding warily along the deserted streets, he found his brain to be extraordinarily active and his imagination very much alive.

There is a night life in Limehouse, as he had learned, but it is a mole life, a subterranean life, of which no sign appears above ground after a certain hour. Nevertheless, as he entered the area which harbours those strange, hidden resorts the rumour of which has served to create the glamour of Chinatown, he found himself to be thinking of the great influence said to be wielded by Huang Chow, and wondering if unseen spies watched his movements.

Lala was Oriental, and now, alone in the night, distrust leapt into being within him. He had been attracted by her and had pitied her. He told himself now that this was because of her dark beauty and the essentially feminine appeal which she made. She was perhaps a vampire of the most dangerous sort, one who lured men to strange deaths for some sinister object beyond reach of a Western imagination.

He found himself doubting the success of those tactics upon which, earlier in the day, he had congratulated himself. Perhaps beneath the guise of Hampden, who bought antique furniture on commission, those cunning old eyes beneath the horn-rimmed spectacles had perceived the detective hidden, or at least had marked subterfuge.

While he could not count Lala a conquest  for he had not even attempted to make love to her  the ease with which he had developed the acquaintance now, afforded matter for suspicion.

At the entrance to the court communicating with the establishment of Huang Chow he paused, looking cautiously about him. The men on the Limehouse beats had been warned of the investigation afoot tonight, and there was a plain-clothes man on point duty at no great distance away, although carefully hidden, so that Durham had quite failed to detect his presence.

Durham wore rough clothes and rubber-soled shoes; and now, as he entered the court, he was thinking of the official report of the police sergeant who, not so many hours before, had paid a visit to the house of Huang Chow in order to question him respecting his knowledge of the dead man Cohen, and to learn when last he had seen him.

Old Huang, who had received his caller in the large room upstairs, the room which boasted the presence of the writing-dais, had exhibited no trace of confusion, assuring the sergeant that he had not seen the man Cohen for several days. Cohen had come to him with an American introduction, which he, Huang, believed to be forged, and had wanted him to undertake a shady agency, respecting the details of which he remained peculiarly reticent. In short, nothing had been gained by this official interrogation, and Huang blandly denied any knowledge of an attempted burglary of his establishment.

What have I to lose? he had asked the inquirer. A lot of old lumber which I have accumulated during many years, and a reputation for being wealthy, due to my lonely habits and to the ignorance of those who live around me.

Durham, mentally reviewing the words of the report, reconstructed the scene in his mind; and now, having come to the end of the lane where the iron post rested, he stood staring up at a place in the ancient wall where several bricks had decayed, and where it was possible, according to the statement of the man Poland, to climb up on to a piece of sloping roof, and thence gain the skylight through which Cohen had obtained admittance on the night of his death.

He made sure that his automatic pistol was in his pocket, questioned the dull sounds of the riverside for a moment, looking about him anxiously, and then, using the leaning post as a stepping-stone, he succeeded in wedging his foot into a crevice in the wall. By the exercise of some agility he scrambled up to the top, and presently found himself lying upon a sloping roof.

The skylight remained well out of reach, but his rubber-soled shoes enabled him to creep up the slates until he could grasp the framework with his hands. Presently he found himself perched upon the trap which, if his information could be relied upon, possessed no fastener, or one so faulty that the trap could be raised by means of a brad-awl. He carried one in his pocket, and, screwing it into the framework, he lifted it cautiously, making very little noise.

The trap opened, and up to his nostrils there stole a queer, indefinable odour, partly that which belongs to old Oriental furniture and stuffs, but having mingled with it a hint of incense and of something else not so easily named. He recognized the smell of that strange store-room, which, as Mr. Hampden, he had recently visited.

For one moment he thought he could detect the distant note of a bell. But, listening, he heard nothing, and was reassured.

He rested the trap back against the frame, and shone the ray of an electric torch down into the darkness beneath him. The light fell upon the top of a low carven table, dragon-legged and gilded. Upon it rested the model pagoda constructed of human teeth, and there was something in this discovery which made Durham feel inclined to shudder. However, the impulse was only a passing one.

He measured the distance with his eye. The little table stood beside a deep divan, and he saw that with care it would be possible to drop upon this divan without making much noise. He calculated its exact position before replacing the torch in his pocket, and then, resting back against one side of the frame, he clutched the other with his hands. He wriggled gradually down until further purchase became impossible. He then let himself drop, and swung for a moment by his hands before releasing his hold.

He fell, as he had calculated, upon the divan. It creaked ominously. Catching his foot in the cushions, he stumbled and lay forward for a moment upon his face, listening intently.

The room was very hot but nothing stirred.

VII

THE SCUFFLING SOUND

Detective Durham, as he lay there inhaling the peculiar perfume of the place, recognized that he had put himself outside the pale of official protection, and was become technically a burglar.

He wondered if Chief Inspector Kerry would have approved; but he had outlined this plan of investigation for himself, and knew well that, if it were crowned by success, the end would be regarded as having justified the means. On the other hand, in the event of detention he must personally bear the consequences of such irregular behaviour. He knew well, however, that his celebrated superior had achieved promotion by methods at least as irregular; and he knew that if he could but obtain evidence to account for the death of the man Cohen, and of the Chinaman Pi Lung, who had preceded him by the same mysterious path, the way of his obtaining it would not be too closely questioned.

He was an ambitious man, and consequently one who took big chances. Nothing disturbed the silence; he sat upon the divan and again pressed the button of his torch, shining it all about the low-beamed apartment and peering curiously into the weird shadows of the place. He calculated he was now in the position which Cohen had occupied during the last moments of his life, and a sense of the uncanny touched him coldly.

As he thought of the unnatural screams spoken of by Poland, some strange instinct prompted him to curl up his feet upon the divan again, as though a secret menace crawled upon the floor amid its many rugs and carpets.

He must now endeavour to reconstruct the plan upon which the American cracksman had operated. Poland had a persistent belief that Cohen had known where the fabled hoard of Huang Chow was concealed.

Durham began a deliberate inspection of the place. He thought it unlikely that a wily old Chinaman, assuming that he possessed hidden wealth, would keep it in so accessible a spot as this. It was far more probable that he had a fireproof safe in the room upstairs, perhaps built into the wall. Yet, according to Polands account, it was in this room and not in any other that death came to Diamond Fred.

The wall-hangings first engaged Durhams attention. He moved them aside systematically, one after another, seeking for any hiding-place, but failing to find one. The door communicating with the outer office he found to be locked, but he did not believe for a moment that the office would be worthy of inspection.

There were cases containing jewelled weapons and cups and goblets inlaid with precious stones, but none of these seemed to have been tampered with, and all were locked, as was the big cabinet filled with snuff bottles.

Many of the larger pieces about the place contained drawers and cupboards, and these he systematically opened one after another, without making any discovery of note. Some of the cupboards contained broken pieces of crockery, and more or less damaged curios of one kind and another, but none of them gave him the clue for which he was seeking.

He examined the couch upon which Huang Chow had been seated when first he had met him, but although he searched it scientifically he was rewarded by no discovery.

A very fusty and unpleasant smell was more noticeable at this point than elsewhere in the room, and he found himself staring speculatively up the wide, carpeted stairs. Next he turned his attention to the lacquered coffin which occupied the corresponding recess to that filled by the couch. It was an extraordinarily ornate piece of lacquer work and probably of great value.

The lid appeared to be screwed on, and Durham stood staring at the thing, half revolted and half fascinated. He failed to discover any means of opening it, however, and when he tried to move it bodily found it very heavy. He came to the conclusion that all the portable valuables were contained in locked cases or cabinets, and out of this discovery grew an idea.

The case containing the snuff bottles stood too close to the wall to enable him to test his new theory, but a square case near the office door, in which were five of six small but almost priceless pieces of porcelain, afforded the very evidence for which he was looking.

Thin electric flex descended from somewhere inside the case down one of the legs of the pedestal, and through a neatly drilled hole in the floor, evidently placed there to accommodate it.

Burglar alarm! he muttered.

The opening of this case, and doubtless of any of the others, would set alarm bells ringing. This was not an unimportant discovery, but it brought him very little nearer to a solution of the chief problem which engaged his mind. Assuming that Cohen had opened one of the cases and had alarmed old Huang Chow, what steps had the latter taken to deal with the intruder which had resulted in so ghastly a death? And how had he disposed of the body?

As Durham stood there musing and looking down through the plate-glass at the delicate porcelain beneath, a faint sound intruded itself upon the stillness. It gave him another idea. Part of the floor was stone-paved, but part was wood.

Upon a portion of the latter, where no carpet rested, Durham dropped flat, pressing his ear to the floor.

A faint swishing and trickling sound was perceptible from some place beneath.

Ah! he murmured.

Remembering that the premises almost overhung the Thames, he divined that the cellars were flooded at high tide, or that there was some kind of drain or cutting running underneath the house.

He stood up again, listening intently for any sound within the building. He thought he had detected something, and now, as he stood there alert, he heard it again  a faint scuffling, which might have been occasioned by rats or even mice, but which, in some subtle and very unpleasant way, did not suggest the movements of these familiar rodents.

Even as he perceived it, it ceased, leaving him wondering, and uncomfortably conscious of a sudden dread of his surroundings. He wondered in what part of this mysterious house Lala resided, and recognizing that his departure must leave traces, he determined to prosecute his inquiries as far as possible, since another opportunity might not arise.

He was baffled but still hopeful. Something there was in the smell of the place which threatened to unnerve him; or perhaps in its silence, which remained quite unbroken save when, by acute listening, one detected the dripping of water.

That unexplained scuffling sound, too, which he had failed to trace or identify, lingered in his memory insistently, and for some reason contained the elements of fear.

He crossed the room and began softly to mount the stair. It creaked only slightly, and the door at the top proved to be ajar. He peeped in, to find the place empty. It was a typical Chinese apartment, containing very little furniture, the raised desk being the most noticeable item, except for a small shrine which faced it on the other side of the room.

He mounted the steps to the desk and inspected a number of loose papers which lay upon it. Without exception they were written in Chinese. A sort of large, dull white blotting-pad lay upon the table, but its surface was smooth and glossy.

Over it was suspended what looked like a lampshade, but on inspection it proved to contain no lamp, but to communicate, by a sort of funnel, with the ceiling above.

At this contrivance Durham stared long and curiously, but without coming to any conclusion respecting its purpose. He might have investigated further, but he became aware of a dull and regular sound in the room behind him.

He turned in a flash, staring in the direction of two curtains draped before what he supposed to be a door.

On tiptoe he crossed and gently drew the curtains aside.

He looked into a small, cell-like room, lighted by one window, where upon a low bed Huang Chow lay sleeping peacefully!

Durham almost held his breath; then, withdrawing as quietly as he had approached, he descended the stair. At the foot his attention was again arrested by the faint scuffling sound. It ceased as suddenly as it had begun, leaving him wondering and conscious anew of a chill of apprehension.

He had already made his plans for departure, but knew that they must leave evidence, when discovered, of his visit.

A large and solid table stood near the divan, and he moved this immediately under the trap. Upon it he laid a leopard-skin to deaden any noise he might make, and then upon the leopard-skin he set a massive chair: he replaced his torch in his pocket and drew himself up on to the roof again. Reclosing the trap by means of the awl which he had screwed into it, he removed the awl and placed it in his pocket.

Then, sliding gently down the sloping roof, he dropped back into the deserted court.

VIII

A CAGE OF BIRDS

No, said Lala, we have never had robbers in the house. She looked up at Durham naively. You are not a thief, are you? she asked.

No, I assure you I am not, he answered, and felt himself flushing to the roots of his hair.

They were seated in a teashop patronized by the workers of the district; and as Durham, his elbows resting on the marble-topped table, looked into the dark eyes of his companion, he told himself again that whatever might be the secrets of old Huang Chow, his daughter did not share them.

The Chinaman had made no report to the authorities, although the piled up furniture beneath the skylight must have afforded conclusive evidence that a burglarious entry had been made into the premises.

I should feel very nervous, Durham declared, with all those valuables in the house.

I feel nervous about my father, the girl answered in a low voice. His room opens out of the warehouse, but mine is shut away in another part of the building. And Ah Fu sleeps behind the office.

Were you not afraid when you suspected that Cohen was a burglar? You told me yourself that you did suspect him.

Yes, I spoke to my father about it.

And what did he say?

Oh  she shrugged her shoulders he just smiled and told me not to worry.

And that was the last you heard about the matter?

Yes, until you told me he was dead.

Again he questioned the dark eyes and again was baffled. He felt tempted, and not for the first time, to throw up the case. After all, it rested upon very slender data  the mysterious death of a Chinaman whose history was unknown and the story of a crook whose word was worth nothing.

Finally he asked himself, as he had asked himself before, what did it matter? If old Huang Chow had disposed of these people in some strange manner, they had sought to rob him. The morality of the case was complicated and obscure, and more and more he was falling under the spell of Lalas dark eyes.

But always it was his professional pride which came to the rescue. Murder had been done, whether justifiably or otherwise, and to him had been entrusted the discovery of the murderer. It seemed that failure was to be his lot, for if Lala knew anything she was a most consummate actress, and if she did not, his last hope of information was gone.

He would have liked nothing better than to be rid of the affair, provided he could throw up the case with a clear conscience. But when presently he parted from the attractive Eurasian, and watched her slim figure as, turning, she waved her hand and disappeared round a corner, he knew that rest was not for him.

He had discovered the emporium of a Shadwell live-stock dealer with whom Ah Fu had a standing order for newly fledged birds of all descriptions. Purchases apparently were always made after dusk, and Ah Fu with his birdcage was due that evening.

A scheme having suggested itself to Durham, he now proceeded to put it into execution, so that when dusk came, and Ah Fu, carrying an empty birdcage, set out from the house of Huang Chow, a very dirty-looking loafer passed the corner of the street at about the time that the Chinaman came slinking out.

Durham had mentally calculated that Ah Fu would be gone about half an hour upon his mysterious errand, but the Chinaman travelled faster than he had calculated.

Just as he was about to climb up once more on to the sloping roof, he heard the pattering footsteps returning to the courtyard, although rather less than twenty minutes had elapsed since the man had set out.

Durham darted round the corner and waited until he heard the door closed; then, returning, he scrambled up on to the roof, creeping forward until he was lying looking down through the skylight into the darkened room below.

For ten minutes or more he waited, until he began to feel cramped and uncomfortable. Then that happened which he had hoped and anticipated would happen. The place beneath became illuminated, not fully, by means of the hanging lamps, but dimly so that distorted shadows were cast about the floor. Someone had entered carrying a lantern.

Durhams view-point limited his area of vision, but presently, as the light came nearer and nearer, he discerned Ah Fu, carrying a lantern in one hand and a birdcage in the other. He could hear nothing, for the trap fitted well and the glass was thick. Moreover, it was very dirty. He was afraid, however, to attempt to clean a space.

Ah Fu apparently had set the lantern upon a table, and into the radius of its light there presently moved a stooping figure. Durham recognized Huang Chow, and felt his heart beats increasing in rapidity.

Clutching the framework of the trap with his hands, he moved his head cautiously, so that presently he was enabled to see the two Chinamen. They were standing beside the lacquered coffin upon its dragon-legged pedestal. Durham stifled an exclamation.

One end of the ornate sarcophagus had been opened in some way!

Now, to the watchers unbounded astonishment, Ah Fu placed the birdcage in the opening, and apparently reclosed the trap in the end of the coffin. He made other manipulations with his bony yellow fingers, which Durham failed to comprehend. Finally the birdcage was withdrawn again, and as it was passed before the light of the lantern he saw that it was empty, whereas previously it had contained a number of tiny birds all huddled up together!

The light gleamed upon the spectacles of Huang Chow. Watching him, Durham saw him take out from a hidden drawer in the pedestal a long, slender key, insert it in a lock concealed by the ornate carving, and then slightly raise the lid which had so recently defied his own efforts.

He raised it only a few inches, and then, taking up the lantern, peered into the interior of the coffin, at the same time waving his hand in dismissal to Ah Fu. For a while he stood there, peering into the interior, and then, lowering the lid again, he relocked this gruesome receptacle and, lantern in hand, began to mount the stair.

Durham inhaled deeply. He realized that during the last few seconds he had been holding his breath. Now, as he began to creep back down the slope, he discovered that his hands were shaking.

He dropped down into the court again, and for several minutes leaned against the wall, endeavouring to reason out an explanation of what he had seen, and in a measure to regain his composure.

There was a horror underlying it all which he was half afraid to face. But the real clue to the mystery still eluded him.

Whether what he had witnessed were some kind of obscene ceremony, or whether an explanation more vile must be sought, he remained undetermined. He must repeat his exploit, if possible, and once more gain access to the room which contained the lacquer coffin.

But the adventure was very distasteful. He recollected the smell of the place, and the memory brought with it a sense of nausea. He thought of Lala Huang, and his ideas became grotesque and chaotic. Yet the solution of the mystery lay at last within his grasp, and to the zest of the investigator everything else became subjugated.

He walked slowly away, silent in his rubber-soled shoes.

IX

THE PICTURE ON THE PAD

Lala Huang lay listening to the vague sounds which disturbed the silence of the night. Presently her thoughts made her sigh wearily. During the lifetime of her mother, who had died while Lala was yet a little girl, life had been different and so much brighter.

She imagined that in the mingled sounds of dock and river which came to her she could hear the roar of surf upon a golden beach. The stuffy air of Limehouse took on the hot fragrance of a tropic island, and she sighed again, but this time rapturously, for in spirit she was a child once more, lulled by the voice of the great Pacific.

Young as she was, the death of her mother had been a blow from which it had taken her several years to recover. Then had commenced those long travels with her father, from port to port, from ocean to ocean, sometimes settling awhile, but ever moving onward, onward.

He had had her educated after a fashion, and his love for her she did not doubt. But her mothers blood spoke more strongly than that part of her which was Chinese, and there was softness and a delicious languor in her nature which her father did not seem to understand, and of which he did not appear to approve.

She knew that he was wealthy. She knew that his ways were not straight ways, although that part of his business to which he had admitted her as an assistant, and an able one, was legitimate enough, or so it seemed.

Consignments of goods arrived at strange hours of the night at the establishment in Limehouse, and from this side of her fathers transactions she was barred. The big double doors opening on the little courtyard would be opened by Ah Fu, and packing cases of varying sizes be taken in. Sometimes the sounds of these activities would reach her in her room in a distant part of the house; but only in the morning would she recognize their significance, when in the warehouse she would discover that some new and choice pieces had arrived.

She wondered with what object her father accumulated wealth, and hoped, against the promptings of her common sense, that he designed to return East, there to seek a retirement amidst the familiar and the beautiful things of the Orient which belonged to Lalas dream of heaven.

Stories about her father often reached her ears. She knew that he had held high rank in China before she had been born; but that he had sacrificed his rights in some way had always been her theory. She had been too young to understand the stories which her mother had told her sometimes; but that there were traits in the character of Huang Chow which it was not good for his daughter to know she appreciated and accepted as a secret sorrow.

He allowed her all the freedom to which her education entitled her. Her life was that of a European and not of an Oriental woman. She loved him in a way, but also feared him. She feared the dark and cruel side of his character, of which, at various periods during their life together, she had had terrifying glimpses.

She had decided that cruelty was his vice. In what way he gratified it she had never learned, nor did she desire to do so. There were periodical visits from the police, but she had learned long ago that her father was too clever to place himself within reach of the law.

However crooked one part of his business methods might be, his dealings with his clients were straight enough, so that no one had any object in betraying him; and the legality or otherwise of his foreign relations evidently afforded no case against him upon which the authorities could act, or upon which they cared to act.

In America it had been graft which had protected him. She had learned this accidentally, but never knew whether he bought his immunity in the same way in London.

Some of the rumours which reached her were terrifying. Latterly she had met many strange glances in her comings and goings about Limehouse. This peculiar atmosphere had always preceded the break-up of every home which they had shared. She divined the fact that in some way Huang Chow had outstayed his welcome in Chinatown, London. Where their next resting-place would be she could not imagine, but she prayed that it might be in some more sunny clime.

She found herself to be thinking over much of John Hampden. His bona fides were not above suspicion, but she could scarcely expect to meet a really white man in such an environment.

Lala would have liked to think that he was white, but could not force herself to do so. She would have liked to think that he sought her company because she appealed to him personally; but she had detected the fact that another motive underlay his attentions. She wondered if he could be another of those moths drawn by the light of that fabled wealth of her father.

It was curious, she reflected, that Huang Chow never checked  indeed, openly countenanced  her friendship with the many chance acquaintances she had made, even when her own instincts told her that the men were crooked; so that, knowing the acumen of her father, she was well aware that he must know it too.

Several of these pseudo lovers of hers had died. It was a point which often occurred to her mind, but upon which she did not care to dwell even now. But John Hampden  John Hampden was different. He was not wholly sincere. She sighed wearily. But nevertheless he was not like some of the others.

She started up in bed, seized with a sudden dreadful idea. He was a detective!

She understood now why she had found so much that was white in him, but so much that was false. His presence seemed to be very near her. Something caressing in his voice echoed in her mind. She found herself to be listening to the muted sounds of Limehouse and of the waterway which flowed so close beside her.

That old longing for the home of her childhood returned tenfold, and tears began to trickle down her cheeks. She was falling in love with this man whose object was her fathers ruin. A cold terror clutched at her heart. Even now, while their friendship was so new, so strange, there was a query, a stark, terrifying query, to stand up before her.

If put to the test, which would she choose?

She was unable to face that issue, and dropped back upon her pillow, stifling a sob.

Yes, he was a detective. In some way her father had at last attracted the serious attention of the law. Rumours of this were flying round Chinatown, to which she had not been entirely deaf. She thought of a hundred questions, a hundred silences, and grew more and more convinced of the truth.

What did he mean to do? Before her a ghostly company uprose  the shadows of some she had known with designs upon her father. John Hampdens design was different. But might he not join that mysterious company?

Now again she suddenly sprang upright, this time because of a definite sound which had reached her ears from within the house: a very faint, bell-like tinkling which ceased almost immediately. She had heard it one night before, and quite recently; indeed, on the night before she had met John Hampden. Cohen  Cohen, the Jew, had died that night!

She sprang lightly on to the floor, found her slippers, and threw a silk kimono over her nightrobe. She tiptoed cautiously to the door and opened it.

It was at this very moment that old Huang Chow, asleep in his cell-like apartment, was aroused by the tinkling of a bell set immediately above his head. He awoke instantly, raised his hand and stopped the bell. His expression, could anyone have been present to see it, was a thing unpleasant to behold. Triumph was in it, and cunning cruelty.

His long yellow fingers reached out for his hornrimmed spectacles which lay upon a little table beside him. Adjusting them, he pulled the curtains aside and shuffled silently across the large room.

Mounting the steps to the raised writing-table, he rested his elbows upon it, and peered down at that curious blotting-pad which had so provoked the curiosity of Durham. Could Durham have seen it now the mystery must have been solved. It was an ingenious camera obscura apparatus, and dimly depicted upon its surface appeared a reproduction of part of the storehouse beneath! The part of it which was visible was that touched by the light of an electric torch, carried by a man crossing the floor in the direction of the lacquered coffin upon the gilded pedestal!

Old Huang Chow chuckled silently, and his yellow fingers clutched the table edge as he moved to peer more closely into the picture.

Poor fool! he whispered in Chinese. Poor fool!

It was the man who had come with the introduction from Mr. Isaacs  a new impostor who sought to rob him, who sought to obtain information from his daughter, who had examined his premises last night, and had even penetrated upstairs, so that he, old Huang Chow, had been compelled to disconnect the apparatus and to feign sleep under the scrutiny of the intruder.

To-night it would be otherwise. To-night it would be otherwise.

X

THE LACQUERED COFFIN

Durham gently raised the trap in the roof of Huang Chows treasure-house. He was prepared for snares and pitfalls. No sane man, on the evidence which he, Durham, had been compelled to leave behind, would have neglected to fasten the skylight which so obviously afforded a means of entrance into his premises.

Therefore, he was expected to return. The devilish mechanism was set ready to receive him. But the artist within him demanded that he should unmask the mystery with his own hands.

Moreover, he doubted that an official visit, even now, would yield any results. Old Huang Chow was too cunning for that. If he was to learn how the man Cohen had died, he must follow the same path to the bitter end. But there were men on duty round the house, and he believed that he had placed them so secretly as to deceive even this master of cunning with whom he was dealing.

He repeated his exploit, dropping with a dull thud upon the cushioned divan. Then, having lain there listening awhile, he pressed the button of his torch, and, standing up, crept across the room in the direction of the stairway.

Here he paused awhile, listening intently. The image of Lala Huang arose before his minds eye reproachfully, but he crushed the reproach, and advanced until he stood beside the lacquered coffin.

He remembered where the key was hidden, and, stooping, he fumbled for a while and then found it. He was acutely conscious of an unnameable fear. He felt that he was watched, and yet was unwilling to believe it. The musty and unpleasant smell which he had noticed before became extremely perceptible.

He quietly sought for the hidden lock, and, presently finding it, inserted the key, then paused awhile. He rested his torch upon the cushions of the divan where the light shone directly upon the coffin. Then, having his automatic in his left hand, he turned the key.

He had expected now to be able to raise the lid as he had seen Huang Chow do; but the result was far more surprising.

The lid, together with a second framework of fine netting, flew open with a resounding bang; and from the interior of the coffin uprose a most abominable stench.

Durham started back a step, and as he did so witnessed a sight which turned him sick with horror.

Out on to the edge of the coffin leapt the most gigantic spider which he had ever seen in his life! It had a body as big as a mans fist, jet black, with hairy legs like the legs of a crab and a span of a foot or more!

A moment it poised there, while he swayed, sick with horror. Then, unhesitatingly, it leapt for his face!

He groaned and fired, missed the horror, but diverted its leap, so that it fell with a sickening thud a yard behind him. He turned, staggering back towards the stair, and aware that a light had shone out from somewhere.

A door had been opened only a few yards from where he stood, and there, framed in the opening, was Lala Huang, her eyes wide with terror and her gaze set upon him across the room.

You! she whispered. You!

Go back! he cried hoarsely. Go back! Close the door. You dont understand  close the door!

Her gaze set wildly upon him, Lala staggered forward; stopped dead; looked down at her bare ankle, and then, seeing the thing which had fastened upon her, uttered a piercing shriek which rang throughout the place.

At which moment the floor slid away beneath Durham, and he found himself falling  falling  and then battling for life in evil-smelling water, amidst absolute darkness.

Police whistles were skirling around the house of Huang Chow. As the hidden men came running into the court:

You heard the shot? cried the sergeant in charge. I warned him not to go alone. Dont waste time on the door. One man stay on duty there; the rest of you follow me.

In a few moments, led by the sergeant, the party came dropping heavily through the skylight into the treasure-house of Huang Chow, in which every lamp was now alight. A trap was open near the foot of the stairs, and from beneath it muffled cries proceeded. In this direction the sergeant headed. Craning over the trap:

Hallo, Mr. Durham! he called. Mr. Durham!

Get a rope and a ladder, came a faint cry from below. I can just touch bottom with my feet and keep my head above water, but the tides coming in. Look to the girl, though, first. Look to the girl!

The sergeant turned to where, stretched upon a tiger skin before a half-open door, Lala Huang lay, scantily clothed and white as death.

Upon one of her bare ankles was a discoloured mark.

As the sergeant and another of the men stooped over her a moaning sound drew their attention to the stair, and there, bent and tottering slowly down, was old Huang Chow, his eyes peering through the owl-like glasses vacantly across the room to where his daughter lay.

My God! whispered the sergeant, upon one knee beside her. He looked blankly into the face of the other man. Shes dead!

Two plain-clothes men were busy knotting together tapestries and pieces of rare stuff with which to draw Durham out of the pit; but at these old Huang Chow looked not at all, but gropingly crossed the room, as if he saw imperfectly, or could not believe what he saw. At last he reached the side of the dead girl, stooped, touched her, laid a trembling yellow hand over her heart, and then stood up again, looking from face to face.

Ignoring the mingled activities about him, he crossed to the open coffin and began to fumble amongst the putrefying mass of bones and webbing which lay therein. Out from this he presently drew an iron coffer.

Carrying it across the room he opened the lid. It was full almost to the top with uncut gems of every variety  diamonds, rubies, sapphires, emeralds, topaz, amethysts, flashing greenly, redly, whitely. In handfuls he grasped them and sprinkled them upon the body of the dead girl.

For you, he crooned brokenly in Chinese. They were all for you!

The extemporized rope had just been lowered to Durham, when:

My God! cried the sergeant, looking over Huang Chows shoulder. Whats that?

He had seen the giant spider, the horror from Surinam, which the Chinaman had reared and fed to guard his treasure and to gratify his lust for the strange and cruel. The insect, like everything else in that house, was unusual, almost unique. It was one of the Black Soldier spiders, by some regarded as a native myth, but actually existing in Surinam and parts of Brazil. A member of the family, Mygale, its sting was more quickly and certainly fatal than that of a rattle-snake. Its instinct was fearlessly to attack any creature, great or small, which disturbed it in its dark hiding-place.

Now, with feverish, horrible rapidity it was racing up the tapestries on the other side of the room.

Merciful God! groaned the sergeant.

Snatching a revolver from his pocket he fired shot after shot. The third hit the thing but did not kill it. It dropped back upon the floor and began to crawl toward the coffin. The sergeant ran across and at close quarters shot it again.

Red blood oozed out from the hideous black body and began to form a deep stain upon the carpet.

When Durham, drenched but unhurt, was hauled back into the treasure-house, he did not speak, but, scrambling into the room stood  pallid  staring dully at old Huang Chow.

Huang Chow, upon his knees beside his daughter, was engaged in sprinkling priceless jewels over her still body, and murmuring in Chinese:

For you, for you, Lala. They were all for you.


KERRYS KID

I

RED KERRY ON DUTY

Chief Inspector Kerry came down from the top of a motor-bus and stood on the sidewalk for a while gazing to right and left along Piccadilly. The night was humid and misty, now threatening fog and now rain. Many travellers were abroad at this Christmas season, the pleasure seekers easily to be distinguished from those whom business had detained in town, and who hurried toward their various firesides. The theatres were disgorging their audiences. Streams of lighted cars bore parties supperward; less pretentious taxicabs formed links in the chain.

From the little huddled crowd of more economical theatre-goers who waited at the stopping place of the motor-buses, Kerry detached himself, walking slowly along westward and staring reflectively about him. Opposite the corner of Bond Street he stood still, swinging his malacca cane and gazing fixedly along this narrow bazaar street of the Baghdad of the West. His trim, athletic figure was muffled in a big, double-breasted, woolly overcoat, the collar turned up about his ears. His neat bowler hat was tilted forward so as to shade the fierce blue eyes. Indeed, in that imperfect light, little of the Chief Inspectors countenance was visible except his large, gleaming white teeth, which he constantly revealed in the act of industriously chewing mint gum.

He smiled as he chewed. Duty had called him out into the mist, and for once he had obeyed reluctantly. That very afternoon had seen the return of Dan Kerry, junior, home from school for the Christmas vacation, and Dan was the apple of his fathers eye.

Mrs. Kerry had reserved her dour Scottish comments upon the boys school report for a more seemly occasion than the first day of his holidays; but Kerry had made no attempt to conceal his jubilation  almost immoral, his wife had declared it to be  respecting the lads athletic record. His work on the junior left wing had gained the commendation of a celebrated international; and Kerry, who had interviewed the gymnasium instructor, had learned that Dan Junior bade fair to become an amateur boxer of distinction.

He is faster on his feet than any boy I ever handled, the expert had declared. He hasnt got the weight behind it yet, of course, but hes developing a left thats going to make history. Im of opinion that there isnt a boy in the seniors can take him on, and Ill say that hes a credit to you.

Those words had fallen more sweetly upon the ears of Chief Inspector Kerry than any encomium of the boys learning could have done. On the purely scholastic side his report was not a good one, admittedly. But, murmured Kerry aloud, hes going to be a man.

He remembered that he had promised, despite the lateness of the hour, to telephone the lad directly he had received a certain report, and to tell him whether he might wait up for his return or whether he must turn in. Kerry, stamping his small, neatly shod feet upon the pavement, smiled agreeably. He was thinking of the telephone which recently he had had installed in his house in Brixton. His wife had demanded this as a Christmas box, pointing out how many uneasy hours she would be spared by the installation. Kerry had consented cheerfully enough, for was he not shortly to be promoted to the exalted post of a superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department?

These reflections were cheering and warming; and, waiting until a gap occurred in the stream of cabs and cars, he crossed Piccadilly and proceeded along Bond Street, swinging his shoulders in a manner which would have enabled any constable in the force to recognize Red Kerry at a hundred yards.

The fierce eyes scrutinized the occupants of all the lighted cars. At pedestrians also he stared curiously, and at another smaller group of travellers waiting for the buses on the left-hand side of the street he looked hard and long. He pursued his way, acknowledged the salutation of a porter who stood outside the entrance to the Embassy Club, and proceeded, glancing about him right and left and with some evident and definite purpose.

A constable standing at the corner of Conduit Street touched his helmet as Kerry passed and the light of an arc-lamp revealed the fierce red face. The Chief Inspector stopped, turned, and:

What the devils the idea? he demanded.

He snapped out the words in such fashion that the unfortunate constable almost believed he could see sparks in the misty air.

Im sorry, sir, but recognizing you suddenly like, I  

You did? the fierce voice interrupted. How long in the force?

Six months, sir.

Never salute an officer in plain clothes.

I know, sir.

Then why did you do it?

I told you, sir.

Then tell me again.

I forgot.

Youre paid to remember; bear it in mind.

Kerry tucked his malacca under his arm and walked on, leaving the unfortunate policeman literally stupefied by his first encounter with the celebrated Chief Inspector.

Presently another line of cars proclaimed the entrance to a club, and just before reaching the first of these Kerry paused. A man stood in a shadowy doorway, and:

Good evening, Chief Inspector, he said quietly.

Good evening, Durham. Anything to report?

Yes. Lou Chada is here again.

With whom?

Lady Rourke.

Kerry stepped to the edge of the pavement and spat out a piece of chewing-gum. From his overcoat pocket he drew a fresh piece, tore off the pink wrapping and placed the gum between his teeth. Then:

How long? he demanded.

Came to dinner. They are dancing.

Hm! The Chief Inspector ranged himself beside the other detective in the shadow of the doorway. Somethings brewing, Durham, he said. I think I shall wait.

His subordinate stared curiously but made no reply. He was not wholly in his chiefs confidence. He merely knew that the name of Lou Chada to Kerry was like a red rag to a bull. The handsome, cultured young Eurasian, fresh from a distinguished university career and pampered by a certain section of smart society, did not conform to Detective Sergeant Durhams idea of a suspect. He knew that Lou was the son of Zani Chada, and he knew that Zani Chada was one of the wealthiest men in Limehouse. But Lou had an expensive flat in George Street; Lou was courted by society butterflies, and in what way he could be connected with the case known as the Limehouse inquiry, Durham could not imagine.

That the open indiscretion of Lady Pat Rourke might lead to trouble with her husband, was conceivable enough; but this was rather a matter for underhand private inquiry than for the attention of the Criminal Investigation Department of New Scotland Yard.

So mused Durham, standing cold and uncomfortable in the shadowy doorway, and dreaming of a certain cosy fireside, a pair of carpet slippers and a glass of hot toddy which awaited him. Suddenly:

Great flames! Look! he cried.

Kerrys fingers closed, steely, upon Durhams wrist. A porter was urgently moving the parked cars farther along the street to enable one, a French coupe, to draw up before the club entrance.

Two men came out, supporting between them a woman who seemed to be ill; a slender, blonde woman whose pretty face was pale and whose wide-open blue eyes stared strangely straight before her. The taller of her escorts, while continuing to support her, solicitously wrapped her fur cloak about her bare shoulders; the other, the manager of the club, stepped forward and opened the door of the car.

Lady Rourke! whispered Durham.

With Lou Chada! rapped Kerry. Run for a cab. Brisk. Dont waste a second.

Some little conversation ensued between manager and patron, then the tall, handsome Eurasian, waving his hand protestingly, removed his hat and stepped into the coupe beside Lady Rourke. It immediately moved away in the direction of Piccadilly.

One glimpse Kerry had of the pretty, fair head lying limply back against the cushions. The manager of the club was staring after the car.

Kerry stepped out from his hiding place. Durham had disappeared, and there was no cab in sight, but immediately beyond the illuminated entrance stood a Rolls-Royce which had been fifth in the rank of parked cars before the adjustment had been made to enable the coupe to reach the door. Kerry ran across, and:

Whose car, my lad? he demanded of the chauffeur.

The latter, resenting the curt tone of the inquiry, looked the speaker up and down, and:

Captain. Egertons, he replied slowly. But what business may it be of yours?

Im Chief Inspector Kerry, of New Scotland Yard, came the rapid reply. I want to follow the car that has just left.

What about running? demanded the man insolently.

Kerry shot out a small, muscular hand and grasped the speakers wrist.

Ill say one thing to you, he rapped. Im a police officer, and I demand your help. Refuse it, and youll wake up in Vine Street.

The Chief Inspector was on the step now, bending forward so that his fierce red face was but an inch removed from that of the startled chauffeur. The quelling force of his ferocious personality achieved its purpose, as it rarely failed to do.

Im getting in, added the Chief Inspector, jumping back on to the pavement. Lose that French bus, and Ill charge you with resisting and obstructing an officer of the law in the execution of his duty. Start.

Kerry leaped in and banged the door  and the Rolls-Royce started.

II

AT MALAY JACKS

When Kerry left Bond Street the mistiness of the night was developing into definite fog. It varied in different districts. Thus, St. Pauls Churchyard had been clear of it at a time when it had lain impenetrably in Trafalgar Square. When, an hour and a half after setting out in the commandeered Rolls-Royce, Kerry groped blindly along Limehouse Causeway, it was through a yellow murk that he made his way  a vapour which could not only be seen, smelled and felt, but tasted.

He was in one of his most violent humours. He found some slight solace in the reflection that the impudent chauffeur, from whom he had parted in West India Dock Road, must experience great difficulty in finding his way back to the West End.

Damn the fog! he muttered, coughing irritably.

It had tricked him, this floating murk of London; for, while he had been enabled to keep the coupe in view right to the fringe of dockland, here, as if bred by old Londons river, the fog had lain impenetrably.

Chief Inspector Kerry was a man who took many risks, but because of this cursed fog he had no definite evidence that Chadas car had gone to a certain house. Right of search he had not, and so temporarily he was baffled.

Now the nearest telephone was his objective, and presently, where a blue light dimly pierced the mist, he paused, pushed open a swing door, and stepped into a long, narrow passage. He descended three stairs, and entered a room laden with a sickly perfume compounded of stale beer and spirits; of greasy humanity  European, Asiastic, and African; of cheap tobacco and cheaper scents; and, vaguely, of opium.

It was fairly well lighted, but the fog had penetrated here, veiling some of the harshness of its rough appointments. An unsavoury den was Malay Jacks, where flotsam of the river might be found. Yellow men there were, and black men and brown men. But all the women present were white.

Fan-tan was in progress at one of the tables, the four players being apparently the only strictly sober people in the room. A woman was laughing raucously as Kerry entered, and many coarse-voiced conversations were in progress; but as he pulled the rough curtain walls aside and walked into the room, a hush, highly complimentary to the Chief Inspectors reputation, fell upon the assembly. Only the womans raucous laughter continued, rising, a hideous solo, above a sort of murmur, composed of the words Red Kerry! spoken in many tones.

Kerry ignored the sensation which his entrance had created, and crossed the room to a small counter, behind which a dusky man was standing, coatless and shirt sleeves rolled up. He had the skin of a Malay but the features of a stage Irishman of the old school. And, indeed, had he known his own pedigree, which is a knowledge beyond the ken of any man, partly Irish he might have found himself indeed to be.

This was Malay Jack, the proprietor of one of the roughest houses in Limehouse. His expression, while propitiatory, was not friendly, but:

Dont get hot and bothered, snapped Kerry viciously. I want to use your telephone, thats all.

Oh, said the other, unable to conceal his relief, thats easy. Come in.

He raised a flap in the counter, and Kerry, passing through, entered a little room behind the bar. Here a telephone stood upon a dirty, littered table, and, taking it up:

City four hundred, called the Chief Inspector curtly. A moment later: Hallo! Yes, he said. Chief Inspector Kerry speaking. Put me through to my department, please.

He stood for a while waiting, receiver in hand, and smiled grimly to note that the uproar in the room beyond had been resumed. Evidently Malay Jack had given the all clear signal. Then:

Chief Inspector Kerry speaking, he said again. Has Detective Sergeant Durham reported?

Yes, was the reply, half an hour ago. Hes standing-by at Limehouse Station. He followed you in a taxi, but lost you on the way owing to the fog.

I dont wonder, said Kerry. His loss is not so great as mine. Anything else?

Nothing else.

Good. Ill speak to Limehouse. Good-bye.

He replaced the receiver and paused for a moment, reflecting. Extracting a piece of tasteless gum from between his teeth, he deposited it in the grate, where a sickly fire burned; then, tearing the wrapper from a fresh slip, he resumed his chewing and stood looking about him with unseeing eyes. Fierce they were as ever, but introspective in expression.

Famous for his swift decisions, for once in a way he found himself in doubt. Malay Jack had keen ears, and there were those in the place who had every reason to be interested in the movements of a member of the Criminal Investigation Department, especially of one who had earned the right to be dreaded by the rats of Limehouse. Londons peculiar climate fought against him, but he determined to make no more telephone calls but to proceed to Limehouse police station.

He stepped swiftly into the bar, and, as he had anticipated, nearly upset the proprietor, who was standing listening by the half-open door. Kerry smiled fiercely into the ugly face, lifted the flap, and walked down the room, through the aisle between the scattered tables, where the air was heavy with strange perfumes, touched now with the bite of London fog, and where slanting eyes and straight eyes, sober eyes and drunken eyes, regarded him furtively. Something of a second hush there was, but one not so complete as the first.

Kerry pulled the curtain aside, mounted the stair, walked along the passage and out through the swing door into the yellow gloom of the Causeway. Ten slow steps he had taken when he detected a sound of pursuit. Like a flash he turned, clenching his fists. Then:

Inspector! whispered a husky voice.

Yes! Who are you? What do you want?

A dim form loomed up through the fog.

My name is Peters, sir. Inspector Preston knows me.

Kerry had paused immediately under a street lamp, and now he looked into the pinched, lean face of the speaker, and:

Ive heard of you, he snapped. Got some information for me?

I think so; but walk on.

Chief Inspector Kerry hesitated. Peters belonged to a class which Kerry despised with all the force of his straightforward character. A professional informer has his uses from the police point of view; and while evidence of this kind often figured in reports made to the Chief Inspector, he personally avoided contact with such persons, as he instinctively and daintily avoided contact with personal dirt. But now, something so big was at stake that his hesitation was only momentary.

A vision of the pale face of Lady Rourke, of the golden head leaning weakly back upon the cushions of the coupe, as he had glimpsed it in Bond Street, rose before his minds eye as if conjured up out of the fog. Peters shuffled along beside him, and:

Young Chadas done himself in to-night, continued the husky voice. He brought a swell girl to the old mans house an hour ago. I was hanging about there, thinking I might get some information. I think she was doped.

Why? snapped Kerry.

Well, I was standing over on the other side of the street. Lou Chada opened the door with a key; and when the light shone out I saw him carry her in.

Carry her in?

Yes. She was in evening dress, with a swell cloak.

The car?

He came out again and drove it around to the garage at the back.

Why didnt you report this at once?

I was on my way to do it when I saw you coming out of Malay Jacks.

The mans voice shook nervously, and:

What are you scared about? asked Kerry savagely. Got anything else to tell me?

No, no, muttered Peters. Only Ive got an idea he saw me.

Who saw you?

Lou Chada.

What then?

Well, only  dont leave me till we get to the station.

Kerry blew down his nose contemptuously, then stopped suddenly.

Stand still, he ordered. I want to listen.

Silent, they stood in a place of darkness, untouched by any lamplight. Not a sound reached them through the curtain of fog. Asiatic mystery wrapped them about, but Kerry experienced only contempt for the cowardice of his companion, and:

You need come no farther, he said coldly. Good night.

But   began the man.

Good night, repeated Kerry.

He walked on briskly, tapping the pavement with his malacca. The sneaking figure of the informer was swallowed up in the fog. But not a dozen paces had the Chief Inspector gone when he was arrested by a frenzied scream, rising, hollowly, in a dreadful, muffled crescendo. Words reached him.

My God, hes stabbed me!

Then came a sort of babbling, which died into a moan.

Hell! muttered Kerry, the poor devil was right!

He turned and began to run back, fumbling in his pocket for his electric torch. Almost in the same moment that he found it he stumbled upon Peters, who lay half in the road and half upon the sidewalk.

Kerry pressed the button, and met the glance of upturned, glazing eyes. Even as he dropped upon his knee beside the dying man, Peters swept his arm around in a convulsive movement, having the fingers crooked, coughed horribly, and rolled upon his face.

Switching off the light of the torch, Kerry clenched his jaws in a tense effort of listening, literally holding his breath. But no sound reached him through the muffling fog. A moment he hesitated, well knowing his danger, then viciously snapping on the light again, he quested in the blood-stained mud all about the body of the murdered man.

Ah!

It was an exclamation of triumph.

One corner hideously stained, for it had lain half under Peterss shoulder, Kerry gingerly lifted between finger and thumb a handkerchief of fine white silk, such as is carried in the breast pocket of an evening coat.

It bore an ornate monogram worked in gold, and representing the letters L. C. Oddly enough, it was the corner that bore the monogram which was also bloodstained.

III

THE ROOM OF THE GOLDEN BUDDHA

It was a moot point whether Lady Pat Rourke merited condemnation or pity. She possessed that type of blonde beauty which seems to be a lodestone for mankind in general. Her husband was wealthy, twelve years her senior, and, far from watching over her with jealous care  an attitude which often characterizes such unions  he, on the contrary, permitted her a dangerous freedom, believing that she would appreciate without abusing it.

Her friendship with Lou Chada had first opened his eyes to the perils which beset the road of least resistance. Sir Noel Rourke was an Anglo-Indian, and his prejudice against the Eurasian was one not lightly to be surmounted. Not all the polish which English culture had given to this child of a mixed union could blind Sir Noel to the yellow streak. Courted though Chada was by some of the best people, Sir Noel remained cold.

The long, magnetic eyes, the handsome, clear-cut features, above all, that slow and alluring smile, appealed to the husband of the wilful Pat rather as evidences of Oriental, half-effeminate devilry than as passports to decent society. Oxford had veneered him, but scratch the veneer and one found the sandal-wood of the East, perfumed, seductive, appealing, but something to be shunned as brittle and untrustworthy.

Yet he hesitated, seeking to be true to his convictions. Knowing what he knew already, and what he suspected, it is certain that, could he have viewed Lou Chada through the eyes of Chief Inspector Kerry, the affair must have terminated otherwise. But Sir Noel did not know what Kerry knew. And the pleasure-seeking Lady Rourke, with her hair of spun gold and her provoking smile, found Lou Chada dangerously fascinating; almost she was infatuated  she who had known so much admiration.

Of those joys for which thousands of her plainer sisters yearn and starve to the end of their days she had experienced a surfeit. Always she sought for novelty, for new adventures. She was confident of herself, but yet  and here lay the delicious thrill  not wholly confident. Many times she had promised to visit the house of Lou Chadas father  a mystery palace cunningly painted, a perfumed page from the Arabian poets dropped amid the interesting squalor of Limehouse.

Perhaps she had never intended to go. Who knows? But on the night when she came within the ken of Chief Inspector Kerry, Lou Chada had urged her to do so in his poetically passionate fashion, and, wanting to go, she had asked herself: Am I strong enough? Dare I?

They had dined, danced, and she had smoked one of the scented cigarettes which he alone seemed to be able to procure, and which, on their arrival from the East, were contained in queer little polished wooden boxes.

Then had come an unfamiliar nausea and dizziness, an uncomfortable recognition of the fact that she was making a fool of herself, and finally a semi-darkness through which familiar faces loomed up and were quickly lost again. There was the soft, musical voice of Lou Chada reassuring her, a sense of chill, of helplessness, and then for a while an interval which afterward she found herself unable to bridge.

Knowledge of verity came at last, and Lady Pat raised herself from the divan upon which she had been lying, and, her slender hands clutching the cushions, stared about her with eyes which ever grew wider.

She was in a long, rather lofty room, which was lighted by three silver lanterns swung from the ceiling. The place, without containing much furniture, was a riot of garish, barbaric colour. There were deep divans cushioned in amber and blood-red. Upon the floor lay Persian carpets and skins of beasts. Cunning niches there were, half concealing and half revealing long-necked Chinese jars; and odd little carven tables bore strangely fashioned vessels of silver. There was a cabinet of ebony inlaid with jade, there were black tapestries figured with dragons of green and gold. Curtains she saw of peacock-blue; and in a tall, narrow recess, dominating the room, squatted a great golden Buddha.

The atmosphere was laden with a strange perfume.

But, above all, this room was silent, most oppressively silent.

Lady Pat started to her feet. The whole perfumed place seemed to be swimming around her. Reclosing her eyes, she fought down her weakness. The truth, the truth respecting Lou Chada and herself, had uprisen starkly before her. By her own folly  and she could find no tiny excuse  she had placed herself in the power of a man whom, instinctively, deep within her soul, she had always known to be utterly unscrupulous.

How cleverly he had concealed the wild animal which dwelt beneath that suave, polished exterior! Yet how ill he had concealed it! For intuitively she had always recognized its presence, but had deliberately closed her eyes, finding a joy in the secret knowledge of danger. Now at last he had discarded pretense.

The cigarette which he had offered her at the club had been drugged. She was in Limehouse, at the mercy of a man in whose veins ran the blood of ancestors to whom women had been chattels. Too well she recognized that his passion must have driven him insane, as he must know at what cost he took such liberties with one who could not lightly be so treated. But these reflections afforded poor consolation. It was not of the penalties that Lou Chada must suffer for this infringement of Western codes, but of the price that she must pay for her folly, of which Pat was thinking.

There was a nauseating taste upon her palate. She remembered having noticed it faintly while she was smoking the cigarette; indeed, she had commented upon it at the time.

The dirty yellow blackguard! she said aloud, and clenched her hands.

She merely echoed what many a man had said before her. She wondered at herself, and in doing so but wondered at the mystery of womanhood.

Clarity was returning. The room no longer swam around her. She crossed in the direction of a garish curtain, which instinctively she divined to mask a door. Dragging it aside, she tried the handle, but the door was locked. A second door she found, and this also proved to be locked.

There was one tall window, also covered by ornate draperies, but it was shuttered, and the shutters had locks. Another small window she discovered, glazed with amber glass, but set so high in the wall as to be inaccessible.

Dread assailed her, and dropping on to one of the divans, she hid her face in her hands.

My God! she whispered. My God! Give me strength  give me courage.

For a long time she remained there, listening for any sound which should disperse the silence. She thought of her husband, of the sweet security of her home, of the things which she had forfeited because of this mad quest of adventure. And presently a key grated in a lock.

Lady Pat started to her feet with a wild, swift action which must have reminded a beholder of a startled gazelle. The drapery masking the door which she had first investigated was drawn aside. A man entered and dropped the curtain behind him.

Exactly what she had expected she could not have defined, but the presence of this perfect stranger was a complete surprise. The man, who wore embroidered slippers and a sort of long blue robe, stood there regarding her with an expression which, even in her frantic condition, she found to be puzzling. He had long, untidy gray hair brushed back from his low brow; eyes strangely like the eyes of Lou Chada, except that they were more heavy-lidded; but his skin was as yellow as a guinea, and his gaunt, cleanshaven face was the face of an Oriental.

The slender hands, too, which he held clasped before him, were yellow, and possessed a curiously arresting quality. Pat imagined them clasped about her white throat, and her very soul seemed to shrink from the man who stood there looking at her with those long, magnetic, inscrutable eyes.

She wondered why she was surprised, and suddenly realized that it was because of the expression in his eyes, for it was an expression of cold anger. Then the intruder spoke.

Who are you? he demanded, speaking with an accent which was unfamiliar to her, but in a voice which was not unlike the voice of Lou Chada. Who brought you here?

This was so wholly unexpected that for a moment she found herself unable to reply, but finally:

How dare you! she cried, her native courage reasserting itself. I have been drugged and brought to this place. You shall pay for it. How dare you!

Ah! The long, dark eyes regarded her unmovingly. But who are you?

I am Lady Rourke. Open the door. You shall bitterly regret this outrage.

You are Lady Rourke? the man repeated. Before you speak of regrets, answer the question which I have asked: Who brought you here?

Lou Chada.

Ah! There was no alteration of pose, no change of expression, but slightly the intonation had varied.

I dont know who you are, but I demand to be released from this place instantly.

The man standing before the curtained door slightly inclined his head.

You shall be released, he replied, but not instantly. I will see the one who brought you here. He may not be entirely to blame. Before you leave we shall understand one another.

Tone and glance were coldly angry. Then, before the frightened woman could say another word, the man in the blue robe robe withdrew, the curtain was dropped again, and she heard the grating of a key in the lock. She ran to the door, beating upon it with her clenched hands.

Let me go! she cried, half hysterically. Let me go! You shall pay for this! Oh, you shall pay for this!

No one answered, and, turning, she leaned back against the curtain, breathing heavily and fighting for composure, for strength.

IV

ZANI CHADA, THE EURASIAN

I cant help thinking, Chief Inspector, said the officer in charge at Limehouse Station, that you take unnecessary risks.

Cant you? said Kerry, tilting his bowler farther forward and staring truculently at the speaker.

No, I cant. Since you cleaned up the dope gang down here youve been a marked man. These murders in the Chinatown area, of which this one to-night makes the third, have got some kind of big influence behind them. Yet you wander about in the fog without even a gun in your pocket.

I dont believe in guns, rapped Kerry. My bare hands are good enough for any yellow smart in this area. And if they give out I can kick like a mule.

The other laughed, shaking his head.

Its silly, all the same, he persisted. The man who did the job out there in the fog to-night might have knifed you or shot you long before you could have got here.

He might, snapped Kerry, but he didnt.

Yet, remembering his wife, who would be waiting for him in the cosy sitting-room he knew a sudden pang. Perhaps he did take unnecessary chances. Others had said so. Hard upon the thought came the memory of his boy, and of the telephone message which the episodes of the night had prevented him from sending.

He remembered, too, something which his fearless nature had prompted him to forget: he remembered how, just as he had arisen from beside the body of the murdered man, oblique eyes had regarded him swiftly out of the fog. He had lashed out with a boxers instinct, but his knuckles had encountered nothing but empty air. No sound had come to tell him that the thing had not been an illusion. Only, once again, as he groped his way through the shuttered streets of Chinatown and the silence of the yellow mist, something had prompted him to turn; and again he had detected the glint of oblique eyes, and faintly had discerned the form of one who followed him.

Kerry chewed viciously, then:

I think Ill phone the wife, he said abruptly. Shell be expecting me.

Almost before he had finished speaking the phone bell rang, and a few moments later:

Someone to speak to you, Chief Inspector, cried the officer in charge.

Ah! exclaimed Kerry, his fierce eyes lighting up. That will be from home.

I dont think so, was the reply. But see who it is.

Hello! he called.

He was answered by an unfamiliar voice, a voice which had a queer, guttural intonation. It was the sort of voice he had learned to loathe.

Is that Chief Inspector Kerry?

Yes, he snapped.

May I take it that what I have to say will be treated in confidence?

Certainly not.

Think again, Chief Inspector, the voice continued. You are a man within sight of the ambition of years, and although you may be unaware of the fact, you stand upon the edge of a disaster. I appreciate your sense of duty and respect it. But there are times when diplomacy is a more potent weapon than force.

Kerry, listening, became aware that the speaker was a man of cultured intellect. He wondered greatly, but:

My time is valuable, he said rapidly. Come to the point. What do you want and who are you?

One moment, Chief Inspector. An opportunity to make your fortune without interfering with your career has come in your way. You have obtained possession of what you believe to be a clue to a murder.

The voice ceased, and Kerry remaining silent, immediately continued:

Knowing your personal character, I doubt if you have communicated the fact of your possessing this evidence to anyone else. I suggest, in your own interests, that before doing so you interview me.

Kerry thought rapidly, and then:

I dont say youre right, he rapped back. But if I come to see you, I shall leave a sealed statement in possession of the officer in charge here.

To this I have no objection, the guttural voice replied, but I beg of you to bring the evidence with you.

Im not to be bought, warned Kerry. Dont think it and dont suggest it, or when I get to you Ill break you in half.

His red moustache positively bristled, and he clutched the receiver so tightly that it quivered against his ear.

You mistake me, replied the speaker. My name is Zani Chada. You know where I live. I shall not detain you more than five minutes if you will do me the honour of calling upon me.

Kerry chewed furiously for ten momentous seconds, then:

Ill come! he said.

He replaced the receiver on the hook, and, walking across to the charge desk, took an official form and a pen. On the back of the form he scribbled rapidly, watched with curiosity by the officer in charge.

Give me an envelope, he directed.

An envelope was found and handed to him. He placed the paper in the envelope, gummed down the lapel, and addressed it in large, bold writing to the Assistant Commissioner of the Criminal Investigation Department, who was his chief. Finally:

Im going out, he explained.

After what Ive said?

After what youve said. Im going out. If I dont come back or dont telephone within the next hour, you will know what to do with this.

The Limehouse official stared perplexedly.

But meanwhile, he protested, what steps am I to take about the murder? Durham will be back with the body at any moment now, and you say youve got a clue to the murderer.

I have, said Kerry, but Im going to get definite evidence. Do nothing until you hear from me.

Very good, answered the other, and Kerry, tucking his malacca cane under his arm, strode out into the fog.

His knowledge of the Limehouse area was extensive and peculiar, so that twenty minutes later, having made only one mistake in the darkness, he was pressing an electric bell set beside a door which alone broke the expanse of a long and dreary brick wall, lining a street which neither by day nor night would have seemed inviting to the casual visitor.

The door was opened by a Chinaman wearing national dress, revealing a small, square lobby, warmly lighted and furnished Orientally. Kerry stepped in briskly.

I want to see Mr. Zani Chada. Tell him I am here. Chief Inspector Kerry is my name.

The Chinaman bowed, crossed the lobby, and, drawing some curtains aside, walked up four carpeted stairs and disappeared into a short passage revealed by the raising of the tapestry. As he did so Kerry stared about him curiously.

He had never before entered the mystery house of Zani Chada, nor had he personally encountered the Eurasian, reputed to be a millionaire, but who chose, for some obscure reason, to make his abode in this old rambling building, once a country mansion, which to-day was closely invested by dockland and the narrow alleys of Chinatown. It was curiously still in the lobby, and, as he determined, curiously Eastern. He was conscious of a sense of exhilaration. That Zani Chada controlled powerful influences, he knew well. But, reviewing the precautions which he had taken, Kerry determined that the trump card was in his possession.

The Chinese servant descended the stairs again and intimated that the visitor should follow him. Kerry, carrying his hat and cane, mounted the stairs, walked along the carpeted passage, and was ushered into a queer, low room furnished as a library.

It was lined with shelves containing strange-looking books, none of which appeared to be English. Upon the top of the shelves were grotesque figures of gods, pieces of Chinese pottery and other Oriental ornaments. Arms there were in the room, and rich carpets, carven furniture, and an air of luxury peculiarly exotic. Furthermore, he detected a faint smell of opium from which fact he divined that Zani Chada was addicted to the national vice of China.

Seated before a long narrow table was the notorious Eurasian. The table contained a number of strange and unfamiliar objects, as well as a small rack of books. An opium pipe rested in a porcelain bowl.

Zani Chada, wearing a blue robe, sat in a cushioned chair, staring toward the Chief Inspector. With one slender yellow hand he brushed his untidy gray hair. His long magnetic eyes were half closed.

Good evening, Chief Inspector Kerry, he said. Wont you be seated?

Thanks, Im not staying. I can hear what youve got to say standing.

The long eyes grew a little more narrow  the only change of expression that Zani Chada allowed himself.

As you wish. I have no occasion to detain you long.

In that queer, perfumed room, with the suggestion of something sinister underlying its exotic luxury, arose a kind of astral clash as the powerful personality of the Eurasian came in contact with that of Kerry. In a sense it was a contest of rapier and battle-axe; an insidious but powerful will enlisted against the bulldog force of the Chief Inspector.

Still through half-closed eyes Zani Chada watched his visitor, who stood, feet apart and chin thrust forward aggressively, staring with wide open, fierce blue eyes at the other.

Im going to say one thing, declared Kerry, snapping out the words in a manner little short of ferocious. He laid his hat and cane upon a chair and took a step in the direction of the narrow, laden table. Make me any kind of offer to buy back the evidence you think Ive got, and Ill bash your face as flat as a frying-pan.

The yellow hands of Zani Chada clutched the metal knobs which ornamented the arms of the chair in which he was seated. The long eyes now presented the appearance of being entirely closed; otherwise he remained immovable.

Following a short, portentous silence:

How grossly you misunderstood me, Chief Inspector, Chada replied, speaking very softly. You are shortly to be promoted to a post which no one is better fitted to occupy. You enjoy great domestic happiness, and you possess a son in whom you repose great hopes. In this respect Chief Inspector, I resemble you.

Kerrys nostrils were widely dilated, but he did not speak.

You see, continued the Eurasian, I know many things about you. Indeed, I have watched your career with interest. Now, to be brief, a great scandal may be averted and a womans reputation preserved if you and I, as men of the world, can succeed in understanding one another.

I dont want to understand you, said Kerry bluntly. But youve said enough already to justify me in blowing this whistle. He drew a police whistle from his overcoat pocket. This house is being watched.

I am aware of the fact, murmured Zani Chada.

There are two people in it I want for two different reasons. If you say much more there may be three.

Chada raised his hand slowly.

Put back your whistle, Chief Inspector.

There was a curious restraint in the Eurasians manner which Kerry distrusted, but for which at the time he was at a loss to account. Then suddenly he determined that the man was waiting for something, listening for some sound. As if to confirm this reasoning, just at that moment a sound indeed broke the silence of the room.

Somewhere far away in the distance of the big house a gong was beaten three times softly. Kerrys fierce glance searched the face of Zani Chada, but it remained mask-like, immovable. Yet that this had been a signal of some kind the Chief Inspector did not doubt, and:

You cant trick me, he said fiercely. No one can leave this house without my knowledge, and because of what happened out there in the fog my hands are untied.

He took up his hat and cane from the chair.

Im going to search the premises, he declared.

Zani Chada stood up slowly.

Chief Inspector, he said, I advise you to do nothing until you have consulted your wife.

Consulted my wife? snapped Kerry. What the devil do you mean?

I mean that any steps you may take now can only lead to disaster for many, and in your own case to great sorrow.

Kerry took a step forward, two steps, then paused. He was considering certain words which the Eurasian had spoken. Without fearing the man in the physical sense, he was not fool enough to underestimate his potentialities for evil and his power to strike darkly.

Act as you please, added Zani Chada, speaking even more softly. But I have not advised lightly. I will receive you, Chief Inspector, at any hour of the night you care to return. By to-morrow, if you wish, you may be independent of everybody.

Kerry clenched his fists.

And great sorrow may be spared to others, concluded the Eurasian.

Kerrys teeth snapped together audibly; then, putting on his hat, he turned and walked straight to the door.

V

DAN KERRY, JUNIOR

Dan Kerry, junior, was humorously like his father, except that he was larger-boned and promised to grow into a much bigger man. His hair was uncompromisingly red, and grew in such irregular fashion that the comb was not made which could subdue it. He had the wide-open, fighting blue eyes of the Chief Inspector, and when he smiled the presence of two broken teeth lent him a very pugilistic appearance.

On his advent at the school of which he was now one of the most popular members, he had promptly been christened Carrots. To this nickname young Kerry had always taken exception, and he proceeded to display his prejudice on the first day of his arrival with such force and determination that the sobriquet had been withdrawn by tacit consent of every member of the form who hitherto had favoured it.

Ill take you all on, the new arrival had declared amidst a silence of stupefaction, starting with you  pointing to the biggest boy. If we dont finish to-day, Ill begin again to-morrow.

The sheer impudence of the thing had astounded everybody. Young Kerrys treatment of his leading persecutor had produced a salutary change of opinion. Of such kidney was Daniel Kerry, junior; and when, some hours after his fathers departure on the night of the murder in the fog, the phone bell rang, it was Dan junior, and not his mother, who answered the call.

Hallo! said a voice. Is that Chief Inspector Kerrys house?

Yes, replied Dan.

It has begun to rain in town, the voice continued, Is that the Chief Inspectors son speaking?

Yes, Im Daniel Kerry.

Well, my boy, you know the way to New Scotland Yard?

Rather.

He says will you bring his overall? Do you know where to find it?

Yes, yes! cried Dan excitedly, delighted to be thus made a party to his fathers activities.

Well, get it. Jump on a tram at the Town Hall and bring the overall along here. Your mother will not object, will she?

Of course not, cried Dan. Ill tell her. Am I to start now?

Yes, right away.

Mrs. Kerry was sewing by the fire in the dining room when her son came in with the news, his blue eyes sparkling excitedly. She nodded her head slowly.

Yell want yer Burberry and yer thick boots, she declared, a muffler, too, and yer oldest cap. I think its madness for ye to go out on such a night, but  

Father said I could, protested the boy.

He says so, and ye shall go, but I think it madness a the same.

However, some ten minutes later young Kerry set out, keenly resenting the woollen muffler which he had been compelled to wear, and secretly determined to remove it before mounting the tram. Across one arm he carried the glistening overall which was the Chief Inspectors constant companion on wet nights abroad. The fog had turned denser, and ten paces from the door of the house took him out of sight of the light streaming from the hallway.

Mary Kerry well knew her husbands theories about coddling boys, but even so could not entirely reconcile herself to the present expedition. However, closing the door, she returned philosophically to her sewing, reflecting that little harm could come to Dan after all, for he was strong, healthy, and intelligent.

On went the boy through the mist, whistling merrily. Not twenty yards from the house a coupe was drawn up, and by the light of one of its lamps a man was consulting a piece of paper on which, presumably, an address was written; for, as the boy approached, the man turned, his collar pulled up about his face, his hat pulled down.

Hallo! he called. Can you please tell me something?

He spoke with a curious accent, unfamiliar to the boy. A foreigner of some kind, young Kerry determined.

What is it? he asked, pausing.

Will you please read and tell me if I am near this place? the man continued, holding up the paper which he had been scrutinizing.

Dan stepped forward and bent over it. He could not make out the writing, and bent yet more, holding it nearer to the lamp. At which moment some second person neatly pinioned him from behind, a scarf was whipped about his head, and, kicking furiously but otherwise helpless, he felt himself lifted and placed inside the car.

The muffler had been thrown in such fashion about his face as to leave one eye partly free, and as he was lifted he had a momentary glimpse of his captors. With a thrill of real, sickly terror he realized that he was in the hands of Chinamen!

Perhaps telepathically this spasm of fear was conveyed to his father, for it was at about this time that the latter was interviewing Zani Chada, and at about this time that Kerry recognized, underlying the others words, at once an ill-concealed suspense and a threat. Then, a few minutes later, had come the three strokes of the gong; and again that unreasonable dread had assailed him, perhaps because it signalized the capture of his son, news of which had been immediately telephoned to Limehouse by Zani Chadas orders.

Certain it is that Kerry left the Eurasians house in a frame of mind which was not familiar to him. He was undecided respecting his next move. A deadly menace underlay Chadas words.

Consult your wife, he kept muttering to himself. When the door was opened for him by the Chinese servant, he paused a moment before going out into the fog. There were men on duty at the back and at the front of the house. Should he risk all and raid the place? That Lady Rourke was captive here he no longer doubted. But it was equally certain that no further harm would come to her at the hands of her captors, since she had been traced there and since Zani Chada was well aware of the fact. Of the whereabouts of Lou Chada he could not be certain. If he was in the house, they had him.

The door was closed by the Chinaman, and Kerry stood out in the darkness of the dismal, brick-walled street, feeling something as nearly akin to dejection as was possible in one of his mercurial spirit. Something trickled upon the brim of his hat, and, raising his head, Kerry detected rain upon his upturned face. He breathed a prayer of thankfulness. This would put an end to the fog.

He began to walk along by the high brick wall, but had not proceeded far before a muffled figure arose before him and the light of an electric torch was shone into his face.

Oh, its you, Chief Inspector! came the voice of the watcher.

It is, rapped Kerry. Unless there are tunnels under this old rat-hole, I take it the men on duty can cover all the exits?

All the main exits, was the reply. But, as you say, its a strange house, and Zani Chada has a stranger reputation.

Do nothing until you hear from me.

Very good, Chief Inspector.

The rain now was definitely conquering the fog, and in half the time which had been occupied by the outward journey Kerry was back again in Limehouse police station. Unconsciously he had been hastening his pace with every stride, urged onward by an unaccountable anxiety, so that finally he almost ran into the office and up to the desk where the telephone stood.

Lifting it, he called his own number and stood tapping his foot, impatiently awaiting the reply. Presently came the voice of the operator: Have they answered yet?

No.

I will ring them again.

Kerrys anxiety became acute, almost unendurable; and when at last, after repeated attempts, no reply could be obtained from his home, he replaced the receiver and leaned for a moment on the desk, shaken with such a storm of apprehension as he had rarely known. He turned to the inspector in charge, and:

Let me have that envelope I left with you, he directed. And have someone phone for a taxi; they are to keep on till they get one. Where is Sergeant Durham?

At the mortuary.

Ah!

Any developments, Chief Inspector?

Yes. But apart from keeping a close watch upon the house of Zani Chada you are to do nothing until you hear from me again.

Very good, said the inspector. Are you going to wait for Durhams report?

No. Directly the cab arrives I am going to wait for nothing.

Indeed, he paced up and down the room like a wild beast caged, while call after call was sent to neighbouring cab ranks, for a long time without result. What did it mean, his wifes failure to answer the telephone? It might mean that neither she nor their one servant nor Dan was in the house. And if they were not in the house at this hour of the night, where could they possibly be? This it might mean, or  something worse.

A thousand and one possibilities, hideous, fantastic, appalling, flashed through his mind. He was beginning to learn what Zani Chada had meant when he had said: I have followed your career with interest.

At last a taxi was found, and the man instructed over the phone to proceed immediately to Limehouse station. He seemed so long in coming that when at last the cab was heard to pause outside, Kerry could not trust himself to speak to the driver, but directed a sergeant to give him the address. He entered silently and closed the door.

A steady drizzle of rain was falling. It had already dispersed the fog, so that he might hope with luck to be home within the hour. As a matter of fact, the man performed the journey in excellent time, but it seemed to his passenger that he could have walked quicker, such was the gnawing anxiety within him and the fear which prompted him to long for wings.

Instructing the cabman to wait, Kerry unlocked the front door and entered. He had noted a light in the dining room window, and entering, he found his wife awaiting him there. She rose as he entered, with horror in her comely face.

Dan! she whispered. Dan! where is yer mackintosh?

I didnt take it, he replied, endeavouring to tell himself that his apprehensions had been groundless. But how was it that you did not answer the telephone?

What do ye mean, Dan? Mary Kerry stared, her eyes growing wider and wider. The boy answered, Dan. He set out wi yer mackintosh full an hour and a half since.

What!

The truth leaped out at Kerry like an enemy out of ambush.

Who sent that message?

Someone frae the Yard, to tell the boy to bring yer mackintosh alone at once. Dan! Dan  

She advanced, hands outstretched, quivering, but Kerry had leaped out into the narrow hallway. He raised the telephone receiver, listened for a moment, and then jerked it back upon the hook.

Dead line! he muttered. Someone has been at work with a wire-cutter outside the house!

His wife came out to where he stood, and, clenching his teeth very grimly, he took her in his arms. She was shaking as if palsied.

Mary dear, he said, pray with all your might that I am given strength to do my duty.

She looked at him with haggard, tearless eyes.

Tell me the truth: ha they got my boy?

His fingers tightened on her shoulders.

Dont worry, he said, and dont ask me to stay to explain. When I come back Ill have Dan with me!

He trusted himself no further, but, clapping his hat on his head, walked out to the waiting cab.

Back to Limehouse police station, he directed rapidly.

Lor lumme! muttered the taximan. Where are you goin to after that, guvnor? Its a bit off the map.

Im going to hell! rapped Kerry, suddenly thrusting his red face very near to that of the speaker. And youre going to drive me!

VI

THE KNIGHT ERRANT

Recognizing the superior strength of his captors, young Kerry soon gave up struggling. The thrill of his first real adventure entered into his blood. He remembered that he was the son of his father, and he realized, being a quick-witted lad, that he was in the grip of enemies of his father. The panic which had threatened him when first he had recognized that he was in the hands of Chinese, gave place to a cold rage  a heritage which in later years was to make him a dangerous man.

He lay quite passively in the grasp of someone who held him fast, and learned, by breathing quietly, that the presence of the muffler about his nose and mouth did not greatly inconvenience him. There was some desultory conversation between the two men in the car, but it was carried on in an odd, sibilant language which the boy did not understand, but which he divined to be Chinese. He thought how every other boy in the school would envy him, and the thought was stimulating, nerving. On the very first day of his holidays he was become the central figure of a Chinatown drama.

The last traces of fear fled. His position was uncomfortable and his limbs were cramped, but he resigned himself, with something almost like gladness, and began to look forward to that which lay ahead with a zest and a will to be no passive instrument which might have surprised his captors could they have read the mind of their captive.

The journey seemed almost interminable, but young Kerry suffered it in stoical silence until the car stopped and he was lifted and carried down stone steps into some damp, earthy-smelling place. Some distance was traversed, and then many flights of stairs were mounted, some bare but others carpeted.

Finally he was deposited in a chair, and as he raised his hand to the scarf, which toward the end of the journey had been bound more tightly about his head so as to prevent him from seeing at all, he heard a door closed and locked.

The scarf was quickly removed. And Dan found himself in a low-ceilinged attic having a sloping roof and one shuttered window. A shadeless electric lamp hung from the ceiling. Excepting the cane-seated chair in which he had been deposited and a certain amount of nondescript lumber, the attic was unfurnished. Dan rapidly considered what his father would have done in the circumstances.

Make sure that the door is locked, he muttered.

He tried it, and it was locked beyond any shadow of doubt.

The window.

Shutters covered it, and these were fastened with a padlock.

He considered this padlock attentively; then, drawing from his pocket one of those wonderful knives which are really miniature tool-chests, he raised from a grove the screw-driver which formed part of its equipment, and with neatness and dispatch unscrewed the staple to which the padlock was attached!

A moment later he had opened the shutters and was looking out into the drizzle of the night.

The room in which he was confined was on the third floor of a dingy, brick-built house; a portion of some other building faced him; down below was a stone-paved courtyard. To the left stood a high wall, and beyond it he obtained a glimpse of other dingy buildings. One lighted window was visible  a square window in the opposite building, from which amber light shone out.

Somewhere in the street beyond was a standard lamp. He could detect the halo which it cast into the misty rain. The glass was very dirty, and young Kerry raised the sash, admitting a draught of damp, cold air into the room. He craned out, looking about him eagerly.

A rainwater-pipe was within reach of his hand on the right of the window and, leaning out still farther, young Kerry saw that it passed beside two other, larger, windows on the floor beneath him. Neither of these showed any light.

Dizzy heights have no terror for healthy youth. The brackets supporting the rain-pipe were a sufficient staircase for the agile Dan, a more slippery prisoner than the famous Baron Trenck; and, discarding his muffler and his Burberry, he climbed out upon the sill and felt with his thick-soled boots for the first of these footholds. Clutching the ledge, he lowered himself and felt for the next.

Then came the moment when he must trust all his weight to the pipe. Clenching his teeth, he risked it, felt for and found the third angle, and then, still clutching the pipe, stood for a moment upon the ledge of the window immediately beneath him. He was curious respecting the lighted window of the neighbouring house; and, twisting about, he bent, peering across  and saw a sight which arrested his progress.

The room within was furnished in a way which made him gasp with astonishment. It was like an Eastern picture, he thought. Her golden hair dishevelled and her hands alternately clenching and unclenching, a woman whom he considered to be most wonderfully dressed was pacing wildly up and down, a look of such horror upon her pale face that Dans heart seemed to stop beating for a moment!

Here was real trouble of a sort which appealed to all the chivalry in the boys nature. He considered the window, which was glazed with amber-coloured glass, observed that it was sufficiently open to enable him to slip the fastening and open it entirely could he but reach it. And  yes!  there was a rain-pipe!

Climbing down to the yard, he looked quickly about him, ran across, and climbed up to the lighted window. A moment later he had pushed it widely open.

He was greeted by a stifled cry, but, cautiously transferring his weight from the friendly pipe to the ledge, he got astride of it, one foot in the room. Then, by exercise of a monkey-like agility, he wriggled his head and shoulders within.

Its all right, he said softly and reassuringly; Im Dan Kerry, son of Chief Inspector Kerry. Can I be of any assistance?

Her hands clasped convulsively together, the woman stood looking up at him.

Oh, thank God! said the captive. But what are you going to do? Can you get me out?

Dont worry, replied Dan confidently. Father and I can manage it all right!

He performed a singular contortion, as a result of which his other leg and foot appeared inside the window. Then, twisting around, he lowered himself and dropped triumphantly upon a cushioned divan. At that moment he would have faced a cage full of man-eating tigers. The spirit of adventure had him in its grip. He stood up, breathing rapidly, his crop of red hair more dishevelled than usual.

Then, before he could stir or utter any protest, the golden-haired princess whom he had come to rescue stooped, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him.

You darling, brave boy! she said. I think you have saved me from madness.

Young Kerry, more flushed than ever, extricated himself, and:

Youre not out of the mess yet, he protested. The only difference is that Im in it with you!

But where is your father?

Im looking for him.

What!

Oh! hes about somewhere, Dan assured her confidently.

But, but   She was gazing at him wide-eyed, Didnt he send you here?

You bet he didnt, returned young Kerry. I came here on my own accord, and when I go youre coming with me. I cant make out how you got here, anyway. Do you know whose house this is?

Oh, I do, I do!

Whose?

It belongs to a man called Chada.

Chada? Never heard of him. But I mean, what part of London is it in?

Whatever do you mean? It is in Limehouse, I believe. I dont understand. You came here.

I didnt, said young Kerry cheerfully; I was fetched!

By your father?

Not on your life. By a couple of Chinks! Ill tell you something. He raised his twinkling blue eyes. We are properly up against it. I suppose you couldnt climb down a rain-pipe?

VII

RETRIBUTION

It was that dark, still, depressing hour of the night, when all life is at its lowest ebb. In the low, strangely perfumed room of books Zani Chada sat before his table, his yellow hands clutching the knobs on his chair arms, his long, inscrutable eyes staring unseeingly before him.

Came a disturbance and the sound of voices, and Lou Chada, his son, stood at the doorway. He still wore his evening clothes, but he no longer looked smart. His glossy black hair was dishevelled, and his handsome, olive face bore a hunted look. Panic was betoken by twitching mouth and fear-bright eyes. He stopped, glaring at his father, and:

Why are you not gone? asked the latter sternly. Do you wish to wreck me as well as yourself?

The police have posted a man opposite Kwees house. I cannot get out that way.

There was no one there when the boy was brought in.

No, but there is now. Father! He took a step forward. Im trapped. They shant take me. You wont let them take me?

Zani Chada stirred not a muscle, but:

To-night, he said, your mad passion has brought ruin to both of us. For the sake of a golden doll who is not worth the price of the jewels she wears, you have placed yourself within reach of the hangman.

I was mad, I was mad, groaned the other.

But I, who was sane, am involved in the consequences, retorted his father.

He will be silent at the price of the boys life.

He may be, returned Zani Chada. I hate him, but he is a man. Had you escaped, he might have consented to be silent. Once you are arrested, nothing would silence him.

If the case is tried it will ruin Pats reputation.

What a pity! said Zani Chada.

In some distant part of the house a gong was struck three times.

Go, commanded his father. Remain at Kwees house until I send for you. Let Ah Fang go to the room above and see that the woman is silent. An outcry would ruin our last chance.

Lou Chada raised his hands, brushing the hair back from his wet forehead, then, staring haggardly at his father, turned and ran from the room.

A minute later Kerry was ushered in by the Chinese servant. The savage face was set like a mask. Without removing his hat, he strode across to the table and bent down so that fierce, wide-open blue eyes stared closely into long, half-closed black ones.

Ive got one thing to say, explained Kerry huskily. Whatever the hangman may do to your slimy son, and whatever happens to the little blonde fool he kidnapped, if youve laid a hand on my kid Ill kick you to death, if I follow you round the world to do it.

Zani Chada made no reply, but his knuckles gleamed, so tightly did he clutch the knobs on the chair arms. Kerrys savagery would have awed any man, even though he had supposed it to be the idle threat of a passionate man. But Zani Chada knew all men, and he knew this one. When Daniel Kerry declared that in given circumstances he would kick Zani Chada to death, he did not mean that he would shoot him, strangle him, or even beat him with his fists; he meant precisely what he said  that he would kick him to death  and Zani Chada knew it.

Thus there were some moments of tense silence during which the savage face of the Chief Inspector drew even closer to the gaunt, yellow face of the Eurasian. Finally:

Listen only for one moment, said Zani Chada. His voice had lost its guttural intonation. He spoke softly, sibilantly. I, too, am a father  

Dont mince words! shouted Kerry. Youve kidnapped my boy. If I have to tear your house down brick by brick Ill find him. And if youve hurt one hair of his head  you know what to expect!

He quivered. The effort of suppression which he had imposed upon himself was frightful to witness. Zani Chada, student of men, knew that in despite of his own physical strength and of the hidden resources at his beck, he stood nearer to primitive retribution than he had ever done. Yet:

I understand, he continued. But you do not understand. Your boy is not in this house. Oh! violence cannot avail! It can only make his loss irreparable.

Kerry, nostrils distended, eyes glaring madly, bent over him.

Your scallywag of a son, he said hoarsely, has gone one step too far. His adventures have twice before ended in murder  and you have covered him. This time you cant do it. Im not to be bought. Weve stood for the Far East in London long enough. Your cub hangs this time. Get me? Therell be no bargaining. The womans reputation wont stop me. My kids danger wont stop me. But if you try to use him as a lever Ill boot you to your stinking yellow paradise and theyll check you in as pulp.

You speak of three deaths, murmured Zani Chada.

Kerry clenched his teeth so tightly that his maxillary muscles protruded to an abnormal degree. He thrust his clenched fists into his coat pockets.

We all follow our vocations in life, resumed the Eurasian, to the best of our abilities. But is professional kudos not too dearly bought at the price of a loved one lost for ever? A far better bargain would be, shall we say, ten thousand pounds, as the price of a silk handkerchief  

Kerrys fierce blue eyes closed for a fraction of a second. Yet, in that fraction of a second, he had visualized some of the things which ten thousand pounds  a sum he could never hope to possess  would buy. He had seen his home, as he would have it  and he had seen Dan there, safe and happy at his mothers side. Was he entitled to disregard the happiness of his wife, the life of his boy, the honourable name of Sir Noel Rourke, because an outcast like Peters had come to a fitting end  because a treacherous Malay and a renegade Chinaman had, earlier, gone the same way, sped, as he suspected, by the same hand?

My resources are unusual, added Chada, speaking almost in a whisper. I have cash to this amount in my safe  

So far he had proceeded when he was interrupted; and the cause of the interruption was this:

A few moments earlier another dramatic encounter had taken place in a distant part of the house. Kerry Junior, having scientifically tested all the possible modes of egress from the room in which Lady Pat was confined, had long ago desisted, and had exhausted his ingenuity in plans which discussion had proved to be useless. In spite of the novelty and the danger of his situation, nature was urging her laws. He was growing sleepy. The crowning tragedy had been the discovery that he could not regain the small, square window set high in the wall from which he had dropped into this luxurious prison. Now, as the two sat side by side upon a cushioned divan, the womans arm about the boys shoulders, they were startled to hear, in the depths of the house, three notes of a gong.

Young Kerrys sleepiness departed. He leapt to his feet as though electrified.

What was that?

There was something horrifying in those gong notes in the stillness of the night. Lady Pats beautiful eyes grew glassy with fear.

I dont know, replied Dan. It seemed to come from below.

He ran to the door, drew the curtain aside, and pressed his ear against one of the panels, listening intently. As he did so, his attitude grew tense, his expression changed, then:

Were saved! he cried, turning a radiant face to the woman. I heard my fathers voice!

Oh, are you sure, are you sure?

Absolutely sure!

He bent to press his ear to the panel again, when a stifled cry from his companion brought him swiftly to his feet. The second door in the room had opened silently, and a small Chinaman, who carried himself with a stoop, had entered, and now, a menacing expression upon his face, was quickly approaching the boy.

What he had meant to do for ever remained in doubt, for young Kerry, knowing his father to be in the house and seeing an open door before him, took matters into his own hands. At the moment that the silent Chinaman was about to throw his arms about him, the pride of the junior school registered a most surprising left accurately on the point of Ah Fangs jaw, following it up by a wilful transgression of Queensberry rules in the form of a stomach punch which temporarily decided the issue. Then:

Quick! quick! he cried breathlessly, grasping Lady Pats hand. This is where we run!

In such fashion was Zani Chada interrupted, the interruption taking the form of a sudden, shrill outcry:

Dad! dad! Where are you, dad?

Kerry spun about as a man galvanized. His face became transfigured.

This way, Dan! he cried. This way, boy!

Came a clatter of hurrying feet, and into the low, perfumed room burst Dan Kerry, junior, tightly clasping the hand of a pale-faced, dishevelled woman in evening dress. It was Lady Rourke; and although she seemed to be in a nearly fainting condition, Dan dragged her, half running, into the room.

Kerry gave one glance at the pair, then, instantly, he turned to face Zani Chada. The latter, like a man of stone, sat in his carved chair, eyes nearly closed. The Chief Inspector whipped out a whistle and raised it to his lips. He blew three blasts upon it.

From one  two  three  four points around the house the signal was answered.

Zani Chada fully opened his long, basilisk eyes.

You win, Chief Inspector, he said. But much may be done by clever counsel. If all fails  

Well? rapped Kerry fiercely, at the same time throwing his arm around the boy.

I may continue to take an interest in your affairs.

A tremendous uproar arose, within and without the house. The police were raiding the place. Lady Rourke sank down, slowly, almost at the Eurasians feet.

But Chief Inspector Kerry experienced an unfamiliar chill as his uncompromising stare met the cold hatred which blazed out of the black eyes, narrowed, now, and serpentine, of Zani Chada.


THE PIGTAIL OF HI WING HO

I

HOW I OBTAINED IT

Leaving the dock gates behind me I tramped through the steady drizzle, going parallel with the river and making for the Chinese quarter. The hour was about half-past eleven on one of those September nights when, in such a locality as this, a stifling quality seems to enter the atmosphere, rendering it all but unbreathable. A mist floated over the river, and it was difficult to say if the rain was still falling, indeed, or if the ample moisture upon my garments was traceable only to the fog. Sounds were muffled, lights dimmed, and the frequent hooting of sirens from the river added another touch of weirdness to the scene.

Even when the peculiar duties of my friend, Paul Harley, called him away from England, the lure of this miniature Orient which I had first explored under his guidance, often called me from my chambers. In the house with the two doors in Wade Street, Limehouse, I would discard the armour of respectability, and, dressed in a manner unlikely to provoke comment in dockland, would haunt those dreary ways sometimes from midnight until close upon dawn. Yet, well as I knew the district and the strange and often dangerous creatures lurking in its many burrows, I experienced a chill partly physical and partly of apprehension to-night; indeed, strange though it may sound, I hastened my footsteps in order the sooner to reach the low den for which I was bound  Malay Jacks  a spot marked plainly on the crimes-map and which few respectable travellers would have regarded as a haven of refuge.

But the chill of the adjacent river, and some quality of utter desolation which seemed to emanate from the deserted wharves and ramshackle buildings about me, were driving me thither now; for I knew that human companionship, of a sort, and a glass of good liquor  from a store which the Customs would have been happy to locate  awaited me there. I might chance, too, upon Durham or Wessex, of New Scotland Yard, both good friends of mine, or even upon the Terror of Chinatown, Chief Inspector Kerry, a man for whom I had an esteem which none of his ungracious manners could diminish.

I was just about to turn to the right into a narrow and nameless alley, lying at right angles to the Thames, when I pulled up sharply, clenching my fists and listening.

A confused and continuous sound, not unlike that which might be occasioned by several large and savage hounds at close grips, was proceeding out of the darkness ahead of me; a worrying, growling, and scuffling which presently I identified as human, although in fact it was animal enough. A moment I hesitated, then, distinguishing among the sounds of conflict an unmistakable, though subdued, cry for help, I leaped forward and found myself in the midst of the melee. This was taking place in the lee of a high, dilapidated brick wall. A lamp in a sort of iron bracket spluttered dimly above on the right, but the scene of the conflict lay in densest shadow, so that the figures were indistinguishable.

Help! By Gawd! theyre strangling me  

From almost at my feet the cry arose and was drowned in Chinese chattering. But guided by it I now managed to make out that the struggle in progress waged between a burly English sailorman and two lithe Chinese. The yellow men seemed to have gained the advantage and my course was clear.

A straight right on the jaw of the Chinaman who was engaged in endeavouring to throttle the victim laid him prone in the dirty roadway. His companion, who was holding the wrist of the recumbent man, sprang upright as though propelled by a spring. I struck out at him savagely. He uttered a shrill scream not unlike that of a stricken hare, and fled so rapidly that he seemed to melt in the mist.

Gawd bless you, mate! came chokingly from the ground  and the rescued man, extricating himself from beneath the body of his stunned assailant, rose unsteadily to his feet and lurched toward me.

As I had surmised, he was a sailor, wearing a rough, blue-serge jacket and having his greasy trousers thrust into heavy seaboots  by which I judged that he was but newly come ashore. He stooped and picked up his cap. It was covered in mud, as were the rest of his garments, but he brushed it with his sleeve as though it had been but slightly soiled and clapped it on his head.

He grasped my hand in a grip of iron, peering into my face, and his breath was eloquent.

Id had one or two, mate, he confided huskily (the confession was unnecessary). It was them two in the Blue Anchor as did it; if I adnt ad them last two, I could ave broke up them Chinks with one and tied behind me.

Thats all right, I said hastily, but what are we going to do about this Chink here? I added, endeavouring at the same time to extricate my hand from the vise-like grip in which he persistently held it. He hit the tiles pretty heavy when he went down.

As if to settle my doubts, the recumbent figure suddenly arose and without a word fled into the darkness and was gone like a phantom. My new friend made no attempt to follow, but:

You cant kill a bloody Chink, he confided, still clutching my hand; it aint umanly possible. Its easier to kill a cat. Come along o me and ave one; then Ill tell you somethink. Ill put you on somethink, I will.

With surprising steadiness of gait, considering the liquid cargo he had aboard, the man, releasing my hand and now seizing me firmly by the arm, confidently led me by divers narrow ways, which I knew, to a little beerhouse frequented by persons of his class.

My own attire was such as to excite no suspicion in these surroundings, and although I considered that my acquaintance had imbibed more than enough for one night, I let him have his own way in order that I might learn the story which he seemed disposed to confide in me. Settled in the corner of the beerhouse  which chanced to be nearly empty  with portentous pewters before us, the conversation was opened by my new friend:

Ive been paid off from the Jupiter  Samuelsons Planet Line, he explained. What I am is a fireman.

She was from Singapore to London? I asked.

She was, he replied, and it was at Suez it appened  at Suez.

I did not interrupt him.

I was ashore at Suez  we all was, owin to a itch with the canal company  a matter of money, I may say. They make yer pay before theyll take yer through. Do you know that?

I nodded.

Suez is a place, he continued, where they dont sell whisky, only poison. Was you ever at Suez?

Again I nodded, being most anxious to avoid diverting the current of my friends thoughts.

Well, then, he continued, you know Greek Jimmys  and thats where Id been.

I did not know Greek Jimmys, but I thought it unnecessary to mention the fact.

It was just about this time on a steamin ot night as I come out of Jimmys and started for the ship. I was walkin along the Waghorn Quay, same as I might be walkin along to-night, all by myself  bit of a list to port but nothing much  full o joy an happiness, appy an free appy an free. Just like you might have noticed to-night, I noticed a knot of Chinks scrappin on the ground all amongst the dust right in front of me. I rammed in, windmillin all round and knocking em down like skittles. Seemed to me there was about ten of em, but allowin for Jimmys whisky, maybe there wasnt more than three. Anyway, they all shifted and left me standin there in the empty street with this ere in my and.

At that, without more ado, he thrust his hand deep into some concealed pocket and jerked out a Chinese pigtail, which had been severed, apparently some three inches from the scalp, by a clean cut. My acquaintance, with somewhat bleared eyes glistening in appreciation of his own dramatic skill  for I could not conceal my surprise  dangled it before me triumphantly.

Which of em it belong to, he continued, thrusting it into another pocket and drumming loudly on the counter for more beer, I cant say, cos I dont know. But that aint all.

The tankards being refilled and my friend having sampled the contents of his own:

That aint all, he continued. I thought Id keep it as a sort of relic, like. What appened? Ill tell you. Amongst the crew theres three Chinks  see? We aint through the canal before one of em, a new one to me  Li Ping is his name  offers me five bob for the pigtail, which he sees me looking at one mornin. I give him a punch on the nose an e dont renew the offer: but that night (were layin at Port Said) e tries to pinch it! I dam near broke his neck, and e dont try any more. To-night  he extended his right arm forensically a deppitation of Chinks waits on me at the dock gates; they explains as from a patriotic point of view they feels it to be their dooty to buy that pigtail off of me, and they bids a quid, a bar of gold  a Jimmy o Goblin!

He snapped his fingers contemptuously and emptied his pewter. A sense of what was coming began to dawn on me. That the hold-up near the riverside formed part of the scheme was possible, and, reflecting on my rough treatment of the two Chinamen, I chuckled inwardly. Possibly, however, the scheme had germinated in my acquaintances mind merely as a result of an otherwise common assault, of a kind not unusual in these parts, but, whether elaborate or comparatively simple, that the story of the pigtail was a plant designed to reach my pocket, seemed a reasonable hypothesis.

I told him to go to China, concluded the object of my suspicion, again rapping upon the counter, and you see what come of it. All I got to say is this: If theyre so bloody patriotic, I says one thing: I aint the man to stand in their way. You done me a good turn to-night, mate; Im doing you one. Eres the bloody pigtail, eres my empty mug. Fill the mug and the pigtails yours. Its good for a quid at the dock gates any day!

My suspicions vanished; my interest arose to boiling point. I refilled my acquaintances mug, pressed a sovereign upon him (in honesty I must confess that he was loath to take it), and departed with the pigtail coiled neatly in an inner pocket of my jacket. I entered the house in Wade Street by the side door, and half an hour later let myself out by the front door, having cast off my dockland disguise.

II

HOW I LOST IT

It was not until the following evening that I found leisure to examine my strange acquisition, for affairs of more immediate importance engrossed my attention. But at about ten oclock I seated myself at my table, lighted the lamp, and taking out the pigtail from the table drawer, placed it on the blotting-pad and began to examine it with the greatest curiosity, for few Chinese affect the pigtail nowadays.

I had scarcely commenced my examination, however, when it was dramatically interrupted. The door bell commenced to ring jerkily. I stood up, and as I did so the ringing ceased and in its place came a muffled beating on the door. I hurried into the passage as the bell commenced ringing again, and I had almost reached the door when once more the ringing ceased; but now I could hear a womans voice, low but agitated:

Open the door! Oh, for Gods sake be quick!

Completely mystified, and not a little alarmed, I threw open the door, and in there staggered a woman heavily veiled, so that I could see little of her features, but by the lines of her figure I judged her to be young.

Uttering a sort of moan of terror she herself closed the door, and stood with her back to it, watching me through the thick veil, while her breast rose and fell tumultuously.

Thank God there was someone at home! she gasped.

I think I may say with justice that I had never been so surprised in my life; every particular of the incident marked it as unique  set it apart from the episodes of everyday life.

Madam, I began doubtfully, you seem to be much alarmed at something, and if I can be of any assistance to you  

You have saved my life! she whispered, and pressed one hand to her bosom. In a moment I will explain.

Wont you rest a little after your evidently alarming experience? I suggested.

My strange visitor nodded, without speaking, and I conducted her to the study which I had just left, and placed the most comfortable arm-chair close beside the table so that as I sat I might study this woman who so strangely had burst in upon me. I even tilted the shaded lamp, artlessly, a trick I had learned from Harley, in order that the light might fall upon her face.

She may have detected this device; I know not; but as if in answer to its challenge, she raised her gloved hands and unfastened the heavy veil which had concealed her features.

Thereupon I found myself looking into a pair of lustrous black eyes whose almond shape was that of the Orient; I found myself looking at a woman who, since she was evidently a Jewess, was probably no older than eighteen or nineteen, but whose beauty was ripely voluptuous, who might fittingly have posed for Salome, who, despite her modern fashionable garments, at once suggested to my mind the wanton beauty of the daughter of Herodias.

I stared at her silently for a time, and presently her full lips parted in a slow smile. My ideas were diverted into another channel.

You have yet to tell me what alarmed you, I said in a low voice, but as courteously as possible, and if I can be of any assistance in the matter.

My visitor seemed to recollect her fright  or the necessity for simulation. The pupils of her fine eyes seemed to grow larger and darker; she pressed her white teeth into her lower lips, and resting her hands upon the table leaned toward me.

I am a stranger to London, she began, now exhibiting a certain diffidence, and to-night I was looking for the chambers of Mr. Raphael Philips of Figtree Court.

This is Figtree Court, I said, but I know of no Mr. Raphael Philips who has chambers here.

The black eyes met mine despairingly.

But I am positive of the address! protested my beautiful but strange caller  from her left glove she drew out a scrap of paper, here it is.

I glanced at the fragment, upon which, in a womans hand the words were pencilled: Mr. Raphael Philips, 36-b Figtree Court, London.

I stared at my visitor, deeply mystified.

These chambers are 36-b! I said. But I am not Raphael Philips, nor have I ever heard of him. My name is Malcolm Knox. There is evidently some mistake, but  returning the slip of paper pardon me if I remind you, I have yet to learn the cause of your alarm.

I was followed across the court and up the stairs.

Followed! By whom?

By a dreadful-looking man, chattering in some tongue I did not understand!

My amazement was momentarily growing greater.

What kind of a man? I demanded rather abruptly.

A yellow-faced man  remember I could only just distinguish him in the darkness on the stairway, and see little more of him than his eyes at that, and his ugly gleaming teeth  oh! it was horrible!

You astound me, I said; the thing is utterly incomprehensible. I switched off the light of the lamp. Ill see if theres any sign of him in the court below.

Oh, dont leave me! For heavens sake dont leave me alone!

She clutched my arm in the darkness.

Have no fear; I merely propose to look out from this window.

Suiting the action to the word, I peered down into the court below. It was quite deserted. The night was a very dark one, and there were many patches of shadow in which a man might have lain concealed.

I can see no one, I said, speaking as confidently as possible, and relighting the lamp, if I call a cab for you and see you safely into it, you will have nothing to fear, I think.

I have a cab waiting, she replied, and lowering the veil she stood up to go.

Kindly allow me to see you to it. I am sorry you have been subjected to this annoyance, especially as you have not attained the object of your visit.

Thank you so much for your kindness; there must be some mistake about the address, of course.

She clung to my arm very tightly as we descended the stairs, and often glanced back over her shoulder affrightedly, as we crossed the court. There was not a sign of anyone about, however, and I could not make up my mind whether the story of the yellow man was a delusion or a fabrication. I inclined to the latter theory, but the object of such a deception was more difficult to determine.

Sure enough, a taxicab was waiting at the entrance to the court; and my visitor, having seated herself within, extended her hand to me, and even through the thick veil I could detect her brilliant smile.

Thank you so much, Mr. Knox, she said, and a thousand apologies. I am sincerely sorry to have given you all this trouble.

The cab drove off. For a moment I stood looking after it, in a state of dreamy incertitude, then turned and slowly retraced my steps. Reopening the door of my chambers with my key, I returned to my study and sat down at the table to endeavour to arrange the facts of what I recognized to be a really amazing episode. The adventure, trifling though it seemed, undoubtedly held some hidden significance that at present was not apparent to me. In accordance with the excellent custom of my friend, Paul Harley, I prepared to make notes of the occurrence while the facts were still fresh in my memory. At the moment that I was about to begin, I made an astounding discovery.

Although I had been absent only a few minutes, and had locked my door behind me, the pigtail was gone!

I sat quite still, listening intently. The womans story of the yellow man on the stairs suddenly assumed a totally different aspect  a new and sinister aspect. Could it be that the pigtail was at the bottom of the mystery?  could it be that some murderous Chinaman who had been lurking in hiding, waiting his opportunity, had in some way gained access to my chambers during that brief absence? If so, was he gone?

From the table drawer I took out a revolver, ascertained that it was fully loaded, and turning up light after light as I proceeded, conducted a room-to-room search. It was without result; there was absolutely nothing to indicate that anyone had surreptitiously entered or departed from my chambers.

I returned to the study and sat gazing at the revolver lying on the blotting-pad before me. Perhaps my mind worked slowly, but I think that fully fifteen minutes must have passed before it dawned on me that the explanation not only of the missing pigtail but of the other incidents of the night, was simple enough. The yellow man had been a fabrication, and my dark-eyed visitor had not been in quest of Raphael Philips, but in quest of the pigtail: and her quest had been successful!

What a hopeless fool I am! I cried, and banged my fist down upon the table, there was no yellow man at all  there was  

My door bell rang. I sprang nervously to my feet, glanced at the revolver on the table  and finally dropped it into my coat pocket ere going out and opening the door.

On the landing stood a police constable and an officer in plain clothes.

Your name is Malcolm Knox? asked the constable, glancing at a note-book which he held in his hand.

It is, I replied.

You are required to come at once to Bow Street to identify a woman who was found murdered in a taxi-cab in the Strand about eleven oclock to-night.

I suppressed an exclamation of horror; I felt myself turning pale.

But what has it to do  

The driver stated she came from your chambers, for you saw her off, and her last words to you were Good night, Mr. Knox, I am sincerely sorry to have given you all this trouble. Is that correct, sir?

The constable, who had read out the information in an official voice, now looked at me, as I stood there stupefied.

It is, I said blankly. Ill come at once. It would seem that I had misjudged my unfortunate visitor: her story of the yellow man on the stair had apparently been not a fabrication, but a gruesome fact!

III

HOW I REGAINED IT

My ghastly duty was performed; I had identified the dreadful thing, which less than an hour before had been a strikingly beautiful woman, as my mysterious visitor. The police were palpably disappointed at the sparsity of my knowledge respecting her. In fact, had it not chanced that Detective Sergeant Durham was in the station, I think they would have doubted the accuracy of my story.

As a man of some experience in such matters, I fully recognized its improbability, but beyond relating the circumstances leading up to my possession of the pigtail and the events which had ensued, I could do no more in the matter. The weird relic had not been found on the dead woman, nor in the cab.

Now the unsavoury business was finished, and I walked along Bow Street, racking my mind for the master-key to this mystery in which I was become enmeshed. How I longed to rush off to Harleys rooms in Chancery Lane and to tell him the whole story! But my friend was a thousand miles away  and I had to see the thing out alone.

That the pigtail was some sacred relic stolen from a Chinese temple and sought for by its fanatical custodians was a theory which persistently intruded itself. But I could find no place in that hypothesis for the beautiful Jewess; and that she was intimately concerned I did not doubt. A cool survey of the facts rendered it fairly evident that it was she and none other who had stolen the pigtail from my rooms. Some third party  possibly the yellow man of whom she had spoken  had in turn stolen it from her, strangling her in the process.

The police theory of the murder (and I was prepared to accept it) was that the assassin had been crouching in hiding behind or beside the cab  or even within the dark interior. He had leaped in and attacked the woman at the moment that the taxi-man had started his engine; if already inside, the deed had proven even easier. Then, during some block in the traffic, he had slipped out unseen, leaving the body of the victim to be discovered when the cab pulled up at the hotel.

I knew of only one place in London where I might hope to obtain useful information, and for that place I was making now. It was Malay Jacks, whence I had been bound on the previous night when my strange meeting with the seaman who then possessed the pigtail had led to a change of plan. The scum of the Asiatic population always come at one time or another to Jacks, and I hoped by dint of a little patience to achieve what the police had now apparently despaired of achieving  the discovery of the assassin.

Having called at my chambers to obtain my revolver, I mounted an eastward-bound motor-bus. The night, as I have already stated, was exceptionally dark. There was no moon, and heavy clouds were spread over the sky; so that the deserted East End streets presented a sufficiently uninviting aspect, but one with which I was by no means unfamiliar and which certainly in no way daunted me.

Changing at Paul Harleys Chinatown base in Wade Street, I turned my steps in the same direction as upon the preceding night; but if my own will played no part in the matter, then decidedly Providence truly guided me. Poetic justice is rare enough in real life, yet I was destined to-night to witness swift retribution overtaking a malefactor.

The by-ways which I had trodden were utterly deserted; I was far from the lighted high road, and the only signs of human activity that reached me came from the adjacent river; therefore, when presently an outcry arose from somewhere on my left, for a moment I really believed that my imagination was vividly reproducing the episode of the night before!

A furious scuffle  between a European and an Asiatic  was in progress not twenty yards away!

Realizing that such was indeed the case, and that I was not the victim of hallucination, I advanced slowly in the direction of the sounds, but my footsteps reechoed hollowly from wall to wall of the narrow passage-way, and my coming brought the conflict to a sudden and dramatic termination.

Thought I wouldnt know yer ugly face, did yer? yelled a familiar voice. No good squealin  I got yer! Id bust you up if I could! (a sound of furious blows and inarticulate chattering) but it aint umanly possible to kill a Chink  

I hurried forward toward the spot where two dim figures were locked in deadly conflict.

Take that to remember me by! gasped the husky voice as I ran up.

One of the figures collapsed in a heap upon the ground. The other made off at a lumbering gait along a second and even narrower passage branching at right angles from that in which the scuffle had taken place.

The clatter of the heavy sea-boots died away in the distance. I stood beside the fallen man, looking keenly about to right and left; for an impression was strong upon me that another than I had been witness of the scene  that a shadowy form had slunk back furtively at my approach. But the night gave up no sound in confirmation of this, and I could detect no sign of any lurker.

I stooped over the Chinaman (for a Chinaman it was) who lay at my feet, and directed the ray of my pocket-lamp upon his yellow and contorted countenance. I suppressed a cry of surprise and horror.

Despite the human impossibility referred to by the missing fireman, this particular Chinaman had joined the shades of his ancestors. I think that final blow, which had felled him, had brought his shaven skull in such violent contact with the wall that he had died of the thundering concussion set up.

Kneeling there and looking into his upturned eyes, I became aware that my position was not an enviable one, particularly since I felt little disposed to set the law on the track of the real culprit. For this man who now lay dead at my feet was doubtless one of the pair who had attempted the life of the fireman of the Jupiter.

That my seafaring acquaintance had designed to kill the Chinaman I did not believe, despite his stormy words: the death had been an accident, and (perhaps my morality was over-broad) I considered the assault to have been justified.

Now my ideas led me further yet. The dead Chinaman wore a rough blue coat, and gingerly, for I found the contact repulsive, I inserted my hand into the inside pocket. Immediately my fingers closed upon a familiar object  and I stood up, whistling slightly, and dangling in my left hand the missing pigtail!

Beyond doubt Justice had guided the seamans blows. This was the man who had murdered my dark-eyed visitor!

I stood perfectly still, directing the little white ray of my flashlight upon the pigtail in my hand. I realized that my position, difficult before, now was become impossible; the possession of the pigtail compromised me hopelessly. What should I do?

My God! I said aloud, what does it all mean?

It means, said a gruff voice, that it was lucky I was following you and saw what happened!

I whirled about, my heart leaping wildly. Detective-Sergeant Durham was standing watching me, a grim smile upon his face!

I laughed rather shakily.

Lucky indeed! I said. Thank God youre here. This pigtail is a nightmare which threatens to drive me mad!

The detective advanced and knelt beside the crumpled-up figure on the ground. He examined it briefly, and then stood up.

The fact that he had the missing pigtail in his pocket, he said, is proof enough to my mind that he did the murder.

And to mine.

Theres another point, he added, which throws a lot of light on the matter. You and Mr. Harley were out of town at the time of the Huang Chow case; but the Chief and I outlined it, you remember, one night in Mr. Harleys rooms?

I remember it perfectly; the giant spider in the coffin  

Yes; and a certain Ah Fu, confidential servant of the old man, who used to buy the birds the thing fed on. Well, Mr. Knox, Huang Chow was the biggest dealer in illicit stuff in all the East End  and this battered thing at our feet is  Ah Fu!

Huang Chows servant?

Exactly!

I stared, uncomprehendingly, and:

In what way does this throw light on the matter? I asked.

Durham  a very intelligent young officer  smiled significantly.

I begin to see light! he declared. The gentleman who made off just as I arrived on the scene probably had a private quarrel with the Chinaman and was otherwise not concerned in any way.

I am disposed to agree with you, I said guardedly.

Of course, youve no idea of his identity?

Im afraid not.

We may find him, mused the officer, glancing at me shrewdly, by applying at the offices of the Planet Line, but I rather doubt it. Also I rather doubt if well look very far. Hes saved us a lot of trouble, but  peering about in the shadowy corners which abounded didnt I see somebody else lurking around here?

Im almost certain there was someone else! I cried. In fact, I could all but swear to it.

Hm! said the detective. Hes not here now. Might I trouble you to walk along to Limehouse Police Station for the ambulance? Id better stay here.

I agreed at once, and started off.

Thus a second time my plans were interrupted, for my expedition that night ultimately led me to Bow Street, whence, after certain formalities had been observed, I departed for my chambers, the mysterious pigtail in my pocket. Failing the presence of Durham, the pigtail must have been retained as evidence, but:

We shall know where to find it if its wanted, Mr. Knox, said the Yard man, and I can trust you to look after your own property.

The clock of St. Pauls was chiming the hour of two when I locked the door of my chambers and prepared to turn in. The clangour of the final strokes yet vibrated through the nights silence when someone set my own door bell loudly ringing.

With an exclamation of annoyance I shot back the bolts and threw open the door.

A Chinaman stood outside upon the mat!

IV

HOW IT ALL ENDED

Me wishee see you, said the apparition, smiling blandly; me comee in?

Come in, by all means, I said without enthusiasm, and, switching on the light in my study, I admitted the Chinaman and stood facing him with an expression upon my face which I doubt not was the reverse of agreeable.

My visitor, who wore a slop-shop suit, also wore a wide-brimmed bowler hat; now, the set bland smile still upon his yellow face, he removed the bowler and pointed significantly to his skull.

His pigtail had been severed some three inches from the root!

You gotchee my pigtail, he explained; me callee get it  thank you.

Thank you, I said grimly. But I must ask you to establish your claim rather more firmly.

Yessir, agreed the Chinaman.

And thereupon in tolerable pidgin English he unfolded his tale. He proclaimed his name to be Hi Wing Ho, and his profession that of a sailor, or so I understood him. While ashore at Suez he had become embroiled with some drunken seamen: knives had been drawn, and in the scuffle by some strange accident his pigtail had been severed. He had escaped from the conflict, badly frightened, and had run a great distance before he realized his loss. Since Southern Chinamen of his particular Tong hold their pigtails in the highest regard, he had instituted inquiries as soon as possible, and had presently learned from a Chinese member of the crew of the S.S. Jupiter that the precious queue had fallen into the hands of a fireman on that vessel. He (Hi Wing Ho) had shipped on the first available steamer bound for England, having in the meanwhile communicated with his friend on the Jupiter respecting the recovery of the pigtail.

What was the name of your friend on the Jupiter?

Him Li Ping  yessir!  without the least hesitation or hurry.

I nodded. Go on, I said.

He arrived at the London docks very shortly after the Jupiter. Indeed, the crew of the latter vessel had not yet been paid off when Hi Wing Ho presented himself at the dock gates. He admitted that, finding the fireman so obdurate, he and his friend Li Ping had resorted to violence, but he did not seem to recognize me as the person who had frustrated their designs. Thus far I found his story credible enough, excepting the accidental severing of the pigtail at Suez, but now it became wildly improbable, for he would have me believe that Li Ping, or Ah Fu, obtaining possession of the pigtail (in what manner Hi Wing Ho protested that he knew not) he sought to hold it to ransom, knowing how highly Hi Wing Ho valued it.

I glared sternly at the Chinaman, but his impassive countenance served him well. That he was lying to me I no longer doubted; for Ah Fu could not have hoped to secure such a price as would justify his committing murder; furthermore, the presence of the unfortunate Jewess in the case was not accounted for by the ingenious narrative of Hi Wing Ho. I was standing staring at him and wondering what course to adopt, when yet again my restless door-bell clamoured in the silence.

Hi Wing Ho started nervously, exhibiting the first symptoms of alarm which I had perceived in him. My mind was made up in an instant. I took my revolver from the drawer and covered him.

Be good enough to open the door, Hi Wing Ho, I said coldly.

He shrank from me, pouring forth voluble protestations.

Open the door!

I clenched my left fist and advanced upon him. He scuttled away with his odd Chinese gait and threw open the door. Standing before me I saw my friend Detective Sergeant Durham, and with him a remarkably tall and very large-boned man whose square-jawed face was deeply tanned and whose aspect was dourly Scottish.

When the piercing eyes of this stranger rested upon Hi Wing Ho an expression which I shall never forget entered into them; an expression coldly murderous. As for the Chinaman, he literally crumpled up.

You rat! roared the stranger.

Taking one long stride he stooped upon the Chinaman, seized him by the back of the neck as a terrier might seize a rat, and lifted him to his feet.

The mystery of the pigtail, Mr. Knox, said the detective, is solved at last.

Have ye got it? demanded the Scotsman, turning to me, but without releasing his hold upon the neck of Hi Wing Ho.

I took the pigtail from my pocket and dangled it before his eyes.

Suppose you come into my study, I said, and explain matters.

We entered the room which had been the scene of so many singular happenings. The detective and I seated ourselves, but the Scotsman, holding the Chinaman by the neck as though he had been some inanimate bundle, stood just within the doorway, one of the most gigantic specimens of manhood I had ever set eyes upon.

You do the talking, sir, he directed the detective; ye have all the facts.

While Durham talked, then, we all listened  excepting the Chinaman, who was past taking an intelligent interest in anything, and who, to judge from his starting eyes, was being slowly strangled.

The gentleman, said Durham Mr. Nicholson  arrived two days ago from the East. He is a buyer for a big firm of diamond merchants, and some weeks ago a valuable diamond was stolen from him  

By this! interrupted the Scotsman, shaking the wretched Hi Wing Ho terrier fashion.

By Hi Wing Ho, explained the detective, whom you see before you. The theft was a very ingenious one, and the man succeeded in getting away with his haul. He tried to dispose of the diamond to a certain Isaac Cohenberg, a Singapore moneylender; but Isaac Cohenberg was the bigger crook of the two. Hi Wing Ho only escaped from the establishment of Cohenberg by dint of sandbagging the moneylender, and quitted the town by a boat which left the same night. On the voyage he was indiscreet enough to take the diamond from its hiding-place and surreptitiously to examine it. Another member of the Chinese crew, one Li Ping  otherwise Ah Fu, the accredited agent of old Huang Chow!  was secretly watching our friend, and, knowing that he possessed this valuable jewel, he also learned where he kept it hidden. At Suez Ah Fu attacked Hi Wing Ho and secured possession of the diamond. It was to secure possession of the diamond that Ah Fu had gone out East. I dont doubt it. He employed Hi Wing Ho  and Hi Wing Ho tried to double on him!

We are indebted to you, Mr. Knox, for some of the data upon which we have reconstructed the foregoing and also for the next link in the narrative. A fireman ashore from the Jupiter intruded upon the scene at Suez and deprived Ah Fu of the fruits of his labours. Hi Wing Ho seems to have been badly damaged in the scuffle, but Ah Fu, the more wily of the two, evidently followed the fireman, and, deserting from his own ship, signed on with the Jupiter.

While this story was enlightening in some respects, it was mystifying in others. I did not interrupt, however, for Durham immediately resumed:

The drama was complicated by the presence of a fourth character  the daughter of Cohenberg. Realizing that a small fortune had slipped through his fingers, the old moneylender dispatched his daughter in pursuit of Hi Wing Ho, having learned upon which vessel the latter had sailed. He had no difficulty in obtaining this information, for he is in touch with all the crooks of the town. Had he known that the diamond had been stolen by an agent of Huang Chow, he would no doubt have hesitated. Huang Chow has an international reputation.

However, his daughter  a girl of great personal beauty  relied upon her diplomatic gifts to regain possession of the stone, but, poor creature, she had not counted with Ah Fu, who was evidently watching your chambers (while Hi Wing Ho, it seems, was assiduously shadowing Ah Fu!). How she traced the diamond from point to point of its travels we do not know, and probably never shall know, but she was undeniably clever and unscrupulous. Poor girl! She came to a dreadful end. Mr. Nicholson, here, identified her at Bow Street to-night.

Now the whole amazing truth burst upon me.

I understand! I cried. This  and I snatched up the pigtail  

That my pigtail, moaned Hi Wing Ho feebly.

Mr. Nicholson pitched him unceremoniously into a corner of the room, and taking the pigtail in his huge hand, clumsily unfastened it. Out from the thick part, some two inches below the point at which it had been cut from the Chinamans head, a great diamond dropped upon the floor!

For perhaps twenty seconds there was perfect silence in my study. No one stooped to pick the diamond from the floor  the diamond which now had blood upon it. No one, so far as my sense informed me, stirred. But when, following those moments of stupefaction, we all looked up  Hi Wing Ho, like a phantom, had faded from the room!



THE HOUSE OF GOLDEN JOSS

I

THE BLOOD-STAINED IDOL

Stop when we pass the next lamp and give me a light for my pipe.

Why?

No! dont look round, warned my companion. I think someone is following us. And it is always advisable to be on guard in this neighbourhood.

We had nearly reached the house in Wade Street, Limehouse, which my friend used as a base for East End operations. The night was dark but clear, and I thought that presently when dawn came it would bring a cold, bright morning. There was no moon, and as we passed the lamp and paused we stood in almost total darkness.

Facing in the direction of the Council School I struck a match. It revealed my ruffianly looking companion  in whom his nearest friends must have failed to recognize Mr. Paul Harley of Chancery Lane.

He was glancing furtively back along the street, and when a moment later we moved on, I too, had detected the presence of a figure stumbling toward us.

Dont stop at the door, whispered Harley, for our follower was only a few yards away.

Accordingly we passed the house in which Harley had rooms, and had proceeded some fifteen paces farther when the man who was following us stumbled in between Harley and myself, clutching an arm of either. I scarcely knew what to expect, but was prepared for anything, when:

Mates! said a man huskily. Mates, if you know where I can get a drink, take me there!

Harley laughed shortly. I cannot say if he remained suspicious of the newcomer, but for my own part I had determined after one glance at the man that he was merely a drunken fireman newly recovered from a prolonged debauch.

Where ave yer been, old son? growled Harley, in that wonderful dialect of his which I had so often and so vainly sought to cultivate. You look as though youd ad one too many already.

I aint, declared the fireman, who appeared to be in a semi-dazed condition. I aint ad one since ten oclock last night. Its dope wots got me, not rum.

Dope! said Harley sharply; been avin a pipe, eh?

If youve got a corpse-reviver anywhere, continued the man in that curious, husky voice, ave pity on me, mate. I seen a thing to-night wot give me the jim-jams.

All right, old son, said my friend good-humouredly; about turn! Ive got a drop in the bottle, but me an my mate sails to-morrow, an its the last.

Gawd bless yer! growled the fireman; and the three of us  an odd trio, truly  turned about, retracing our steps.

As we approached the street lamp and its light shone upon the haggard face of the man walking between us, Harley stopped, and:

Wots up with yer eye? he inquired.

He suddenly tilted the mans head upward and peered closely into one of his eyes. I suppressed a gasp of surprise for I instantly recognized the fireman of the Jupiter!

Nothin up with it, is there? said the fireman.

Only a lump o mud, growled Harley, and with a very dirty handkerchief he pretended to remove the imaginary stain, and then, turning to me:

Open the door, Jim, he directed.

His examination of the mans eyes had evidently satisfied him that our acquaintance had really been smoking opium.

We paused immediately outside the house for which we had been bound, and as I had the key I opened the door and the three of us stepped into a little dark room. Harley closed the door and we stumbled upstairs to a low first-floor apartment facing the street. There was nothing in its appointments, as revealed in the light of an oil lamp burning on the solitary table, to distinguish it from a thousand other such apartments which may be leased for a few shillings a week in the neighbourhood. That adjoining might have told a different story, for it more closely resembled an actors dressing-room than a seamans lodging; but the door of this sanctum was kept scrupulously locked.

Sit down, old son, said my friend heartily, pushing forward an old arm-chair. Fetch out the grog, Jim; theres about enough for three.

I walked to a cupboard, as the fireman sank limply down in the chair, and took out a bottle and three glasses. When the man, who, as I could now see quite plainly, was suffering from the after effects of opium, had eagerly gulped the stiff drink which I handed to him, he looked around with dim, glazed eyes, and:

Youve saved my life, mates, he declared. Ive ad a orrible nightmare, I ave  a nightmare. See?

He fixed his eyes on me for a moment, then raised himself from his seat, peering narrowly at me across the table.

I seed you before, mate. Gaw, blimey! if you aint the bloke wot I givd the pigtail to! And wot laid out that blasted Chink as was scraggin me! Shake, mate!

I shook hands with him, Harley eyeing me closely the while, in a manner which told me that his quick brain had already supplied the link connecting our doped acquaintance with my strange experience during his absence. At the same time it occurred to me that my fireman friend did not know that Ah Fu was dead, or he would never have broached the subject so openly.

Thats so, I said, and wondered if he required further information.

Its all right, mate. I dont want to ear no more about blinking pigtails  not all my life I dont, and he sat back heavily in his chair and stared at Harley.

Where have you been? inquired Harley, as if no interruption had occurred, and then began to reload his pipe: at Malay Jacks or at Number Fourteen?

Neither of em! cried the fireman, some evidence of animation appearing in his face; I been at Kwen Lungs.

In Pennyfields?

Thats im, the old bloke with the big joss. I allers goes to see Ma Lorenzo when Im in Port o London. Ive seen er for the last time, mates.

He banged a big and dirty hand upon the table.

Last night I see murder done, an only that I know they wouldnt believe me, Id walk across to Limehouse Plice Station presently and put the splits on em, I would.

Harley, who was seated behind the speaker, glanced at me significantly.

Sure you wasnt dreamin? he inquired facetiously.

Dreamin! cried the man. Dreams dont leave no blood beind, do they?

Blood! I exclaimed.

Thats wot I said  blood! When I woke up this mornin there was blood all on that grinnin joss  the blood wot ad dripped from er shoulders when she fell.

Eh! said Harley. Blood on whose shoulders? Wot the ell are you talkin about, old son?

Ere  the fireman turned in his chair and grasped Harley by the arm listen to me, and Ill tell you somethink, I will. Im goin in the Seahawk in the mornin see? But if you want to know somethink, Ill tell yer. Drunk or sober I bars the blasted plice, but if you like to tell em Ill put you on somethink worth tellin. Sure the bottles empty, mates?

I caught Harleys glance and divided the remainder of the whisky evenly between the three glasses.

Good ealth, said the fireman, and disposed of his share at a draught. Thats bucked me up wonderful.

He lay back in his chair and from a little tobacco-box began to fill a short clay pipe.

Look ere, mates, Im soberin up, like, after the smoke, an I can see, I can see plain, as nobodyll ever believe me. Nobody ever does, worse luck, but ere goes. Pass the matches.

He lighted his pipe, and looking about him in a sort of vaguely aggressive way:

Last night, he resumed, after I was chucked out of the Dock Gates, I made up my mind to go and smoke a pipe with old Ma Lorenzo. Round I goes to Pennyfields, and she dont seem glad to see me. Theres nobody there only me. Not like the old days when you ad to book your seat in advance.

He laughed gruffly.

She didnt want to let me in at first, said they was watched, that if a Chink ad an old pipe wot ad blonged to is grandfather it was good enough to get im fined fifty quid. Anyway, me bein an old friend she spread a mat for me and filled me a pipe. I asked after old Kwen Lung, but, of course, e was out gamblin, as usual; so after old Ma Lorenzo ad made me comfortable an gone out I ad the place to myself, and presently I dozed off and forgot all about bloody ships bunkers an nigger-drivin Scotchmen.

He paused and looked about him defiantly.

I dunno ow long I slept, he continued, but some time in the night I kind of alf woke up.

At that he twisted violently in his chair and glared across at Harley:

You been a pal to me, he said; but tell me I was dreamin again and Ill smash yer bloody face!

He glared for a while, then addressing his narrative more particularly to me, he resumed:

It was a scream wot woke me  a womans scream. I didnt sit up; I couldnt. I never felt like it before. It was the same as bein buried alive, I should think. I could see an I could ear, but I couldnt move one muscle in my body. Foller me? An wot did I see, mates, an wot did I ear? Im goin to tell yer. I see old Kwen Lungs daughter  

I didnt know e ad one, murmured Harley.

Then you dont know much! shouted the fireman. I knew years ago, but e kept er stowed away somewhere up above, an last night was the first time I ever see er. It was er shriek wot ad reached me, reached me through the smoke. I dont take much stock in Chink gals in general, but this ones mother was no Chink, Ill swear. She was just as pretty as a bloomin ivory doll, an as little an as white, and that old swine Kwen Lung ad tore the dress off of er shoulders with a bloody great whip!

Harley was leaning forward in his seat now, intent upon the mans story, and although I could not get rid of the idea that our friend was relating the events of a particularly unpleasant opium dream, nevertheless I was fascinated by the strange story and by the strange manner of its telling.

I saw the blood drip from er bare shoulders, mates, the man continued huskily, and with his big dirty hands he strove to illustrate his words. An that old yellow devil lashed an lashed until the poor gal was past screamin. She just sunk down on the floor all of a cap, moanin and moanin  Gawd! I can ear er moanin now!

Meanwhile, eres me with murder in me eart lyin there watchin, an I cant speak, no! I cant even curse the yellow rat, an I cant move  not a and, not a foot! Just as she fell there right up against the joss an er blood trickled down on is gilded feet, old Ma Lorenzo comes staggerin in. I remember all this as clear as print, mates, remember it plain, but wot appened next aint so good an clear. Somethink seemed to bust in me ead. Only just before I went off, the winder  theres only one in the room  was smashed to smithereens an somebody come in through it.

Are you sure? said Harley eagerly. Are you sure?

That he was intensely absorbed in the story he revealed by a piece of bad artistry, very rare in him. He temporarily forgot his dialect. Our marine friend, however, was too much taken up with his own story to notice the slip, and:

Dead sure! he shouted.

He suddenly twisted around in his chair.

Tell me I was dreamin, mate, he invited, and if you aint dreamin in arf a tick it wont be because I avent put yer to sleep!

I aint arguin, old son, said Harley soothingly. Get on with your yarn.

Ho! said the fireman, mollified, so long as you aint. Well, then, its all blotted out after that. Somebody come in at the winder, but oo it was or wot it was I cant tell yer, not for fifty quid. When I woke up, which is about arf an hour before you see me, Im all alone  see? Theres no sign of Kwen Lung nor the gal nor old Ma Lorenzo nor anybody. I sez to meself, wot you keep on sayin. I sez, Youre dreamin, Bill.

But I dont think you was, declared Harley. Straight I dont.

I know I wasnt! roared the fireman, and banged the table lustily. I see er blood on the joss an on the floor where she lay!

This morning? I interjected.

This mornin, in the light of the little oil lamp where old Ma Lorenzo ad roasted the pills! Its all still an quiet an I feel more dead than alive. Im goin to give er a hail, see? When I sez to myself, Bill, I sez, put out to sea; youre amongst Kaffirs, Bill. It occurred to me as old Kwen Lung might wonder ow much I knew. So I beat it. But when I got in the open air I felt Id never make my lodgins without a tonic. Thats ow I come to meet you, mates.

Listen  Im away in the old Seahawk in the mornin, but Ill tell you somethink. That yellow bastard killed his daughter last night! Beat er to death. I see it plain. The sweetest, prettiest bit of ivory as Gawd ever put breath into. If er body aint in the river, its in the ouse. Drunk or sober, I never could stand the splits, but mates  he stood up, and grasping me by the arm, he drew me across the room where he also seized Harley in his muscular grip mates, he went on earnestly, she was the sweetest, prettiest little gal as a man ever clapped eyes on. One of yer walk into Limehouse Station an put the koppers wise. Id sleep easier at sea if I knew old Kwen Lung ad gone west on a bloody ropes end.

II

AT KWEN LUNGS

For fully ten minutes after the fireman had departed Paul Harley sat staring abstractedly in front of him, his cold pipe between his teeth, and knowing his moods I intruded no words upon this reverie, until:

Come on, Knox, he said, standing up suddenly, I think this matter calls for speedy action.

What! Do you think the mans story was true?

I think nothing. I am going to look at Kwen Lungs joss.

Without another word he led the way downstairs and out into the deserted street. The first gray halftones of dawn were creeping into the sky, so that the outlines of Limehouse loomed like dim silhouettes about us. There was abundant evidence in the form of noises, strange and discordant, that many workers were busy on dock and riverside, but the streets through which our course lay were almost empty. Sometimes a furtive shadow would move out of some black gully and fade into a dimly seen doorway in a manner peculiarly unpleasant and Asiatic. But we met no palpable pedestrian throughout the journey.

Before the door of a house in Pennyfields which closely resembled that which we had left in Wade Street, in that it was flatly uninteresting, dirty and commonplace, we paused. There was no sign of life about the place and no lights showed at any of the windows, which appeared as dim cavities  eyeless sockets in the gray face of the building, as dawn proclaimed the birth of a new day.

Harley seized the knocker and knocked sharply. There was no response, and he repeated the summons, but again without effect. Thereupon, with a muttered exclamation, he grasped the knocker a third time and executed a veritable tattoo upon the door. When this had proceeded for about half a minute or more:

All right, all right! came a shaky voice from within. Im coming.

Harley released the knocker, and, turning to me:

Ma Lorenzo, he whispered. Dont make any mistakes.

Indeed, even as he warned me, heralded by a creaking of bolts and the rattling of a chain, the door was opened by a fat, shapeless, half-caste woman of indefinite age; in whose dark eyes, now sunken in bloated cheeks, in whose full though drooping lips, and even in the whole overlaid contour of whose face and figure it was possible to recognize the traces of former beauty. This was Ma Lorenzo, who for many years had lived at that address with old Kwen Lung, of whom strange stories were told in Chinatown.

As Bill Jones, A.B., my friend, Paul Harley, was well known to Ma Lorenzo as he was well known to many others in that strange colony which clusters round the London docks. I sometimes enjoyed the privilege of accompanying my friend on a tour of investigation through the weird resorts which abound in that neighbourhood, and, indeed, we had been returning from one of these Baghdad nights when our present adventure had been thrust upon us. Assuming a wild and boisterous manner which he had at command:

Urry up, Ma! said Harley, entering without ceremony; I want to introduce my pal Jim ere to old Kwen Lung, and make it all right for him before I sail.

Ma Lorenzo, who was half Portuguese, replied in her peculiar accent:

This no time to come waking me up out of bed!

But Harley, brushing past her, was already inside the stuffy little room, and I hastened to follow.

Kwen Lung! shouted my friend loudly. Where are you? Brought a friend to see you.

Kwen Lung no hab, came the complaining tones of Ma Lorenzo from behind us.

It was curious to note how long association with the Chinese had resulted in her catching the infection of that pidgin-English which is a sort of esperanto in all Asiatic quarters.

Eh! cried my friend, pushing open a door on the right of the passage and stumbling down three worn steps into a very evil-smelling room. Where is he?

Go play fan-tan. Not come back.

Ma Lorenzo, having relocked the street door, had rejoined us, and as I followed my friend down into the dim and uninviting apartment she stood at the top of the steps, hands on hips, regarding us.

The place, which was quite palpably an opium den, must have disappointed anyone familiar with the more ornate houses of Chinese vice in San Francisco and elsewhere. The bare floor was not particularly clean, and the few decorations which the room boasted were garishly European for the most part. A deep divan, evidently used sometimes as a bed, occupied one side of the room, and just to the left of the steps reposed the only typically Oriental object in the place.

It was a strange thing to see in so sordid a setting; a great gilded joss, more than life-size, squatting, hideous, upon a massive pedestal; a figure fit for some native temple but strangely out of place in that dirty little Limehouse abode.

I had never before visited Kwen Lungs, but the fame of his golden joss had reached me, and I know that he had received many offers for it, all of which he had rejected. It was whispered that Kwen Lung was rich, that he was a great man among the Chinese, and even that some kind of religious ceremony periodically took place in his house. Now, as I stood staring at the famous idol, I saw something which made me stare harder than ever.

The place was lighted by a hanging lamp from which depended bits of coloured paper and several gilded silk tassels; but dim as the light was it could not conceal those tell-tale stains.

There was blood on the feet of the golden idol!

All this I detected at a glance, but ere I had time to speak:

You cant tell me that tale, Ma! cried Harley. I believe e was smokin in ere when we knocked.

The woman shrugged her fat shoulders.

No, hab, she repeated. You two johnnies clear out. Let me sleep.

But as I turned to her, beneath the nonchalant manner I could detect a great uneasiness; and in her dark eyes there was fear. That Harley also had seen the bloodstains I was well aware, and I did not doubt that furthermore he had noted the fact that the only mat which the room boasted had been placed before the joss  doubtless to hide other stains upon the boards.

As we stood so I presently became aware of a current of air passing across the room in the direction of the open door. It came from a window before which a tawdry red curtain had been draped. Either the window behind the curtain was wide open, which is alien to Chinese habits, or it was shattered. While I was wondering if Harley intended to investigate further:

Come on, Jim! he cried boisterously, and clapped me on the shoulder; the old fox dont want to be disturbed.

He turned to the woman:

Tell him when he wakes up, Ma, he said, that if ever my pal Jim wants a pipe hes to ave one. Savvy? Jims square.

Savvy, replied the woman, and she was wholly unable to conceal her relief. You clear out now, and I tell Kwen Lung when he come in.

Righto, Ma! said Harley. Kiss im on both cheeks for me, an tell im Ill be ome again in a month.

Grasping me by the arm he lurched up the steps, and the two of us presently found ourselves out in the street again. In the growing light the squalor of the district was more evident than ever, but the comparative freshness of the air was welcome after the reek of that room in which the golden idol sat leering, with blood at his feet.

You saw, Harley? I exclaimed excitedly. You saw the stains? And Im certain the window was broken!

Harley nodded shortly.

Back to Wade Street! he said. I allow myself fifteen minutes to shed Bill Jones, able seaman, and to become Paul Harley, of Chancery Lane.

As we hurried along:

What steps shall you take? I asked.

First step: search Kwen Lungs house from cellar to roof. Second step: entirely dependent upon result of first. The Chinese are subtle, Knox. If Kwen Lung has killed his daughter, it may require all the resources of Scotland Yard to prove it.

But  

There is no but about it. Chinatown is the one district of London which possesses the property of swallowing people up.

III

CAPTAIN DAN

Half an hour later, as I sat in the inner room before the great dressing-table laboriously removing my disguise  for I was utterly incapable of metamorphosing myself like Harley in seven minutes  I heard a rapping at the outer door. I glanced nervously at my face in the mirror.

Comparatively little of Jim had yet been removed, for since time was precious to my friend I had acted as his dresser before setting to work to remove my own make-up. There were two entrances to the establishment, by one of which Paul Harley invariably entered and invariably went out, and from the other of which Bill Jones was sometimes seen to emerge, but never Paul Harley. That my friend had made good his retirement I knew, but, nevertheless, if I had to open the door of the outer room it must be as Jim.

Thinking it impolite not to do so, since the one who knocked might be aware that we had come in but not gone out again, I hastily readjusted that side of my moustache which I had begun to remove, replaced my cap and muffler, and carefully locking the door of the dressing-room, crossed the outer apartment and opened the door.

It was Harleys custom never to enter or leave these rooms except under the mantle of friendly night, but at so early an hour I confess I had not expected a visitor. Wondering whom I should find there I opened the door.

Standing on the landing was a fellow-lodger who permanently occupied the two top rooms of the house. Paul Harley had taken the trouble to investigate the mans past, for Captain Dan, the name by which he was known in the saloons and worse resorts which he frequented, was palpably a broken-down gentleman; a piece of flotsam caught in the yellow stream. Opium had been his downfall. How he lived I never knew, but Harley believed he had some small but settled income, sufficient to enable him to kill himself in comfort with the black pills.

As he stood there before me in the early morning light, I was aware of some subtle change in his appearance. It was fully six months since I had seen him last, but in some vague way he looked younger. Haggard he was, with an ugly cut showing on his temple, but not so lined as I remembered him. Some former man seemed to be struggling through the opium-scarred surface. His eyes were brighter, and I noted with surprise that he wore decent clothes and was clean shaved.

Good morning, Jim, he said; you remember me, dont you?

As he spoke I observed, too, that his manner had altered. He who had consorted with the sweepings af the doss-houses now addressed me as a courteous gentleman addresses an inferior  not haughtily or patronizingly, but with a note of conscious superiority and self-respect wholly unfamiliar. Almost it threw me off my guard, but remembering in the nick of time that I was still Jim:

Of course I remember you, Capn, I said. Step inside.

Thanks, he replied, and followed me into the little room.

I placed for him the arm-chair which our friend the fireman had so recently occupied, but:

I wont sit down, he said.

And now I observed that he was evidently in a condition of repressed excitement. Perhaps he saw the curiosity in my glance, for he suddenly rested both his hands on my shoulders, and:

Yes, I have given up the dope, Jim, he said done with it for ever. Theres not a soul in this neighbourhood I can trust, yet if ever a man wanted a pal, I want one to-day. Now, youre square, my lad. I always knew that, in spite of the dope; and if I ask you to do a little thing that means a lot to me, I think you will do it. Am I right?

If it can be done, Ill do it, said I.

Then, listen. Im leaving England in the Patna for Singapore. She sails at noon to-morrow, and passengers go on board at ten oclock. Ive got my ticket, papers in order, but  he paused impressively, grasping my shoulders hard I must get on board to-night.

I stared him in the face.

Why? I asked.

He returned my look with one searching and eager; then:

If I show you the reason, said he, and trust you with all my papers, will you go down to the dock  its no great distance  and ask to see Marryat, the chief officer? Perhaps youve sailed with him?

No, I replied guardedly. I was never in the Patna.

Never mind. When you give him a letter which I shall write he will make the necessary arrangements for me to occupy my state-room to-night. I knew him well, he explained, in  the old days. Will you do it, Jim?

Ill do it with pleasure, I answered.

Shake! said Captain Dan.

We shook hands heartily, and:

Now Ill show you the reason, he added. Come upstairs.

Turning, he led the way upstairs to his own room, and wondering greatly, I followed him in. Never having been in Captain Dans apartments I cannot say whether they, like their occupant, had changed for the better. But I found myself in a room surprisingly clean and with a note of culture in its appointments which was even more surprising.

On a couch by the window, wrapped in a fur rug, lay the prettiest half-caste girl I had ever seen, East or West. Her skin was like cream rose petals and her abundant hair was of wonderful lustrous black. Perhaps it was her smooth warm colour which suggested the idea, but as her cheeks flushed at sight of Captain Dan and the long dark eyes lighted up in welcome, I thought of a delicate painting on ivory and I wondered more and more what it all could mean.

I have brought Jim to see you, said Captain Dan. No, dont trouble to move dear.

But even before he had spoken I had seen the girl wince with pain as she had endeavoured to sit up to greet us. She lay on her side in a rather constrained attitude, but although her sudden movement had brought tears to her eyes she smiled bravely and extended a tiny ivory hand to me.

This is my wife, Jim! said Captain Dan.

I could find no words at all, but merely stood there looking very awkward and feeling almost awed by the indescribable expression of trust in the eyes of the little Eurasian, as with her tiny fingers hidden in her husbands clasp she lay looking up at him.

Now you know, Jim, said he, why we must get aboard the Patna to-night. My wife is really too ill to travel; in fact, I shall have to carry her down to the cab, and such a proceeding in daylight would attract an enormous crowd in this neighbourhood!

Give me the letters and the papers, I answered. I will start now.

His wife disengaged her hand and extended it to me.

Thank you, she said, in a queer little silver-bell voice; you are good. I shall always love you.

IV

THE SECRET OF MA LORENZO

It must have been about eleven oclock that night when Paul Harley rang me up. Since we had parted in the early morning I had had no word from him, and I was all anxiety to tell him of the quaint little romance which unknown to us had had its setting in the room above.

In accordance with my promise I had seen the chief officer of the Patna; and from the start of surprise which he gave on opening Captain Dans letter, I judged that Mr. Marryat and the man who for so long had sunk to the lowest rung of the ladder had been close friends in those old days. At any rate, he had proceeded to make the necessary arrangements without a moments delay, and the couple were to go on board the Patna at nine oclock.

It was with a sense of having done at least one good deed that I finally quitted our Limehouse base and returned to my rooms. Now, at eleven oclock at night:

Can you come round to Chancery Lane at once? said Harley. I want you to run down to Pennyfields with me.

Some development in the Kwen Lung business?

Hardly a development, but Im not satisfied, Knox. I hate to be beaten.

Twenty minutes later I was sitting in Harleys study, watching him restlessly promenading up and down before the fire.

The police searched Kwen Lungs place from foundation to tiles, he said. I was there myself. Old Kwen Lung conveniently kept out of the way  still playing fan-tan, no doubt! But Ma Lorenzo was in evidence. She blandly declared that Kwen Lung never had a daughter! And in the absence of our friend the fireman, who sailed in the Seahawk, and whose evidence, by the way, is legally valueless  what could we do? They could find nobody in the neighbourhood prepared to state that Kwen Lung had a daughter or that Kwen Lung had no daughter. There are all sorts of fables about the old fox, but the facts about him are harder to get at.

But, I explained, the bloodstains on the joss!

Ma Lorenzo stumbled and fell there on the previous night, striking her skull against the foot of the figure.

What nonsense! I cried. We should have seen the wound last night.

We might have done, said Harley musingly; I dont know when she inflicted it on herself; but I did see it this morning.

What!

Oh, the gash is there all right, partly covered by her hair.

He stood still, staring at me oddly.

One meets with cases of singular devotion in unexpected quarters sometimes, he said.

You mean that the woman inflicted the wound upon herself in order  

To save old Kwen Lung  exactly! Its marvellous.

Good heavens! I exclaimed. And the window?

Oh! it was broken right enough  by two drunken sailormen fighting in the court outside! Sash and everything smashed to splinters.

He began irritably to pace the carpet again.

It must have been a devil of a fight! he added savagely.

Meanwhile, said I, where is old Kwen Lung hiding?

But more particularly, cried Harley, where has he hidden the poor victim? Come along, Knox! Im going down there for a final look round.

Of course the premises are being watched?

Of course  and also, of course, I shall be the laughing stock of Scotland Yard if nothing results.

It was close on midnight when once more I found myself in Pennyfields. Carried away by Harleys irritable excitement I had quite forgotten the romance of Captain Dan; and when, having exchanged greetings with the detective on duty hard by the house of Kwen Lung, we presently found ourselves in the presence of Ma Lorenzo, I scarcely knew for a moment if I were Jim or my proper self.

Is Kwen Lung in? asked Harley sternly.

The woman shook her head.

No, she replied; he sometimes stop away a whole week.

Does he? jerked Harley. Come in, Knox; well take another look round.

A moment later I found myself again in the room of the golden joss. The red curtain had been removed from before the shattered window, but otherwise the place looked exactly as it had looked before. The atmosphere was much less stale, however, but there was something repellent about the great gilded idol smiling eternally from his pedestal beside the door.

I stared into the leering face, and it was the face of one who knew and who might have said: Yes! this and other things equally strange have I beheld in many lands as well as England. Much I could tell. Many things grim and terrible, and some few joyous; for behold! I smile but am silent.

For a while Harley stared abstractedly at the bloodstains on the pedestal of the joss and upon the floor beneath from which the matting had been pulled back. Suddenly he turned to Ma Lorenzo:

Where have you hidden the body? he demanded.

Watching her, I thought I saw the woman flinch, but there was enough of the Oriental in her composition to save her from self-betrayal. She shook her head slowly, watching Harley through half-closed eyes.

Nobody hab, she replied.

And I thought for once that her lapse into pidgin had been deliberate and not accidental.

When finally we quitted the house of the missing Kwen Lung, and when, Harley having curtly acknowledged good night from the detective on duty, we came out into Limehouse Causeway.

You have not overlooked the possibility, Harley, I said, that this womans explanation may be true, and that the fireman of the Seahawk may have been entertaining us with an account of a weird dream?

No! snapped Harley neither will Scotland Yard overlook it.

He was in a particularly impossible mood, for he so rarely made mistakes that to be detected in one invariably brought out those petulant traits of character which may have been due in some measure to long residence in the East. Recognizing that he would rather be alone I parted from him at the corner of Chancery Lane and returned to my own chambers. Furthermore, I was very tired, for it was close upon two oclock, and on turning in I very promptly went to sleep, nor did I awaken until late in the morning.

For some odd reason, but possibly because the fact had occurred to me just as I was retiring, I remembered at the moment of waking that I had not told Harley about the romantic wedding of Captain Dan. As I had left my friend in very ill humour I thought that this would be a good excuse for an early call, and just before eleven oclock I walked into his office. Innes, his invaluable secretary, showed me into the study at the back.

Hallo, Knox, said Harley, looking up from a little silver Buddha which he was examining, have you come to ask for news of the Kwen Lung case?

No, I replied. Is there any?

Harley shook his head.

It seems like fate, he declared, that this thing should have been sent to me this morning. He indicated the silver Buddha. A present from a friend who knows my weakness for Chinese ornaments, he explained grimly. It reminds me of that damned joss of Kwen Lungs!

I took up the little image and examined it with interest. It was most beautifully fashioned in the patient Oriental way, and there was a little hinged door in the back which fitted so perfectly that when closed it was quite impossible to detect its presence. I glanced at Harley.

I suppose you didnt find a jewel inside? I said lightly.

No, he replied; there was nothing inside.

But even as he uttered the words his whole expression changed, and so suddenly as to startle me. He sprang up from the table, and:

Have you an hour to spare, Knox? he cried excitedly.

I can spare an hour, but what for?

For Kwen Lung!

Four minutes later we were speeding in the direction of Limehouse, and not a word of explanation to account for this sudden journey could I extract from my friend. Therefore I beguiled the time by telling him of my adventure with Captain Dan.

Harley listened to the story in unbroken silence, but at its termination he brought his hand down sharply on my knee.

I have been almost perfectly blind, Knox, he said; but not quite so perfectly blind as you!

I stared at him in amazement, but he merely laughed and offered no explanation of his words.

Presently, then, I found myself yet again in the familiar room of the golden joss. Ma Lorenzo, in whom some hidden anxiety seemed to have increased since I had last seen her, stood at the top of the stairs watching us. Upon what idea my friend was operating and what he intended to do I could not imagine; but without a word to the woman he crossed the room and grasping the great golden idol with both arms he dragged it forward across the floor!

As he did so there was a stifled shriek, and Ma Lorenzo, stumbling down the steps, threw herself on her knees before Harley! Raising imploring hands:

No, no! she moaned. Not until I tell you  I tell you everything first!

To begin with, tell me how to open this thing, he said sternly.

Momentarily she hesitated, and did not rise from her knees, but:

Do you hear me? he cried.

The woman rose unsteadily and walking slowly round the joss manipulated some hidden fastening, whereupon the entire back of the thing opened like a door! From what was within she shudderingly averted her face, but Harley, stepping back against the wall, stopped and peered into the cavity.

Good God! he muttered. Come and look, Knox.

Prepared by his manner for some gruesome spectacle, I obeyed  and from that which I saw I recoiled in horror.

Harley, I whispered, Harley! who is it?

The spectacle had truly sickened me. Crouched within the narrow space enclosed by the figure of the idol was the body of an old and wrinkled Chinaman! His knees were drawn up to his chin, and his head so compressed upon them that little of his features could be seen.

It is Kwen Lung! murmured Ma Lorenzo, standing with clasped hands and wild eyes over by the window. Kwen Lung  and I am glad he is dead!

Such a note of hatred came into her voice as I had never heard in the voice of any woman.

He is vile, a demon, a mocking cruel demon! Long, long years ago I would have killed him, but always I was afraid. I tell you everything, everything. This is how he comes to be dead. The little one  again her voice changed and a note of almost grotesque tenderness came into it the lotus-flower, that is his own daughters child, flesh of his flesh, he keeps a prisoner as the women of China are kept, up there  she raised one fat finger aloft up above. He does not know that someone comes to see her  someone who used to come to smoke but who gave it up because he had looked into the dear ones eye. He does not know that she goes with me to see her man. Ah! we think he does not know! I  I arrange it all. A week ago they were married. Tuesday night, when Kwen Lung die, I plan for her to steal away for ever, for ever.

Tears now were running down the womans fat cheeks, and her voice quivered emotionally.

For me it is the end, but for her it is the beginning of life. All right! I dont matter a damn! She is young and beautiful. Ah, God! so beautiful! A drunken pig comes here and finds his way in, so I give him the smoke and presently he sleeps, but it makes delay, and I dont know how soon Kwen Lung, that yellow demon, will wake. For he is like the bats who sleep all day and wake at night.

At last the sailor pig sleeps and I call softly to my dear little one that the time has come. I have gone out into the street, locking the door behind me, to see if her man is waiting, and I hear her shrieks  her shrieks! I hurry back. My hands tremble so much that I can scarcely unlock the door. At last I enter, and I see and I know  that yellow devil has learned all and has been playing with us like cat and mouse! He is lashing her, with a great whip! Lashing her  that tiny, sweet flower. Ah!

She choked in her utterance, and turning to the gilded joss which contained the dead Chinaman she shook her clenched hands at it, and the expression on her face I can never forget. Then:

As I shriek curses at him, crash goes the window  and I see her husband spring into the room! The tender one had fallen, there at the foot of the joss, and Kwen Lung, his teeth gleaming  like a rat  like a devil  turns to meet him. So he is when her man strike him, once. Just once, here. She rested her hand upon her heart. And he falls  and he coughs. He lie still. For him it is finished. That devil heart has ceased to beat. Ah!

She threw up her hands, and:

That is all. I tell you no more.

One thing more, said Harley sternly; the name of the man who killed Kwen Lung?

At that Ma Lorenzo slowly raised her head and folded her arms across her bosom. There was something one could never forget in the expression of her fat face.

Not if you burn me alive! she answered in a low voice. No one ever knows that  from me.

She sank on to the divan and buried her face in her hands. Her fat shoulders shook grotesquely; and Harley stood perfectly still staring across at her for fully a minute. I could hear voices in the street outside and the hum of traffic in Limehouse Causeway.

Then my friend did a singular thing. Walking over to the gilded joss he reclosed the opening and not without a great effort pushed the great idol back against the wall.

There are times, Knox, he said, staring at me oddly, when Im glad that I am not an official agent of the law.

While I watched him dumfounded he walked across to the woman and touched her on the shoulder. She raised her tear-stained face.

All right, she whispered. I am ready.

Get ready as soon as you like, said he tersely.

Ill have the man removed who is watching the house, and you can reckon on forty-eight hours to make yourself scarce.

With never another word he seized me by the arm and hurried me out of the place! Ten paces along the street a shabby-looking fellow was standing, leaning against a pillar. Harley stopped, and:

Even the greatest men make mistakes sometimes, Hewitt, he remarked. Im throwing up the case; probably Inspector Wessex will do the same. Good morning.

On towards the Causeway he led me  for not a word was I capable of uttering; and just before we reached that artery of Chinatown, from down-river came the deep, sustained note of a steamers siren, the warning of some big liner leaving dock.

That will be the Patna, said Harley. She sails at twelve oclock, I think you said?


MAN WITH THE SHAVEN SKULL

I

A STRANGE DISAPPEARANCE

Pull that light lower, ordered Inspector Wessex. There you are, Mr. Harley; what do you make of it?

Paul Harley and I bent gingerly over the ghastly exhibit to which the C.I.D. official had drawn our attention, and to view which we had journeyed from Chancery Lane to Wapping.

This was the body of a man dressed solely in ragged shirt and trousers. But the remarkable feature of his appearance lay in the fact that every scrap of hair from chin, lip, eyebrows and skull had been shaved off!

There was another facial disfigurement, peculiarly and horribly Eastern, which my pen may not describe.

Impossible to identify! murmured Harley. Yes, you were right, Inspector; this is a victim of Oriental deviltry. Look here, too!

He indicated three small wounds, one situated on the left shoulder and the others on the forearm of the dead man.

The divisional surgeon cannot account for them, replied Wessex. They are quite superficial, and he thinks they may be due to the fact that the body got entangled with something in the river.

They are due to the fact that the man had a birthmark on his shoulder and something  probably a name or some device  tattooed on his arm, said Harley quietly. Some few years ago, I met with a similar case in the neighbourhood of Stambul. A woman, he added, significantly.

Detective-Inspector Wessex listened to my companion with respect, for apart from his established reputation as a private inquiry-agent which had made his name familiar in nearly every capital of the civilized world, Paul Harleys work in Constantinople during the six months preceding war with Turkey had merited higher reward than it had ever received. Had his recommendations been adopted the course of history must have been materially changed.

You think its a Chinatown case, then, Mr. Harley?

Possibly, was the guarded answer.

Paul Harley nodded to the constable in charge, and the ghastly figure was promptly covered up again. My friend stood staring vacantly at Wessex, and presently:

The chief actor, I think, will prove to be not Chinese, he said, turned, and walked out.

If theres any development, remarked Wessex as the three of us entered Harleys car, which stood at the door, I will, of course, report to you, Mr. Harley. But in the absence of any clue or mark of identification, I fear the verdict will be, Body of a man unknown, etc., which has marked the finish of a good many in this cheerful quarter of London.

Quite so, said Harley, absently. It presents extraordinary features, though, and may not end as you suppose. However  where do you want me to drop you, Wessex, at the Yard?

Oh no, answered Wessex. I made a special visit to Wapping just to get your opinion on the shaven man. Im really going down to Deepbrow to look into that new disappearance case; the daughter of the gamekeeper. Youll have read of it?

I have, said Harley shortly.

Indeed, readers of the daily press were growing tired of seeing on the contents bills: Another girl missing. The circumstance (which might have been no more than coincidence) that three girls had disappeared within the last eight weeks leaving no trace behind, had stimulated the professional scribes to link the cases, although no visible link had been found, and to enliven a somewhat dull journalistic season with theories about a new Mormon menace.

The vanishing of this fourth girl had inspired them to some startling headlines, and the case had interested me personally for the reason that I was acquainted with Sir Howard Hepwell, one of whose gamekeepers was the stepfather of the missing Molly Clayton. Moreover, it was hinted that she had gone away in the company of Captain Ronald Vane, at that time a guest of Sir Howards at the Manor.

In fact, Sir Howard had phoned to ask me if I could induce Harley to run down, but my friend had expressed himself as disinterested in a common case of elopement. Now, as Wessex spoke, I glanced aside at Harley, wondering if the fact that so celebrated a member of the C.I.D. as Detective-Inspector Wessex had been put in charge would induce him to change his mind.

We were traversing a particularly noisy and unsavoury section of the Commercial Road, and although I could see that Wessex was anxious to impart particulars of the case to Harley, so loud was the din that I recognized the impossibility of conversing, and therefore:

Have you time to call at my rooms, Wessex? I asked.

Well, he replied, I have three-quarters of an hour.

You can do it in the car, said Harley suddenly. I have been asked to look into this case myself, and before I definitely decline I should like to hear your version of the matter.

Accordingly, we three presently gathered in my chambers, and Wessex, with one eye on the clock, outlined the few facts at that time in his possession respecting the missing girl.

Two days before the news of the disappearance had been published broadcast under such headings as I have already indicated, a significant scene had been enacted in the gamekeepers cottage.

Molly Clayton, a girl whose remarkable beauty had made her a central figure in numerous scandalous stories, for such is the charity of rural neighbours, was detected by her stepfather, about eight in the evening, slipping out of the cottage.

Where be ye goin, hussy? he demanded, grasping her promptly by the arm.

For a walk! she replied defiantly.

A walk wi that fine soger from t Manor! roared Bramber furiously. Youll be sorry yet, you barefaced gadabout! Must I tell you again that t mans a villain?

The girl wrenched her arm from Brambers grasp, and blazed defiance from her beautiful eyes.

He knows how to respect a woman  what you dont! she retorted hotly.

So I dont respect you, my angel? shouted her stepfather. Then you know what you can do! The doors open and theres fewll miss you!

Snatching her hat, the girl, very white, made to go out. Whereat the gamekeeper, a brutal man with small love for Molly, and maddened by her taking him at his word, seized her suddenly by her abundant fair hair and hauled her back into the room.

A violent scene followed, at the end of which Molly fainted and Bramber came out and locked the door.

When he came back about half-past nine the girl was missing. She did not reappear that night, and the police were advised in the morning. Their most significant discovery was this:

Captain Ronald Vane, on the night of Mollys disappearance, had left the Manor House, after dining alone with his host, Sir Howard Hepwell, saying that he proposed to take a stroll as far as the Deep Wood.

He never returned!

From the moment that Gamekeeper Bramber left his cottage, and the moment when Sir Howard Hepwell parted from his guest after dinner, the world to which these two people, Molly Clayton and Captain Vane, were known, knew them no more!

I was about to say that they were never seen again. But to me has fallen the task of relating how and where Paul Harley and I met with Captain Vane and Molly Clayton.

At the end of the Inspectors account:

Hm, said Harley, glancing under his thick brows in my direction, could you spare the time, Knox?

To go to Deepbrow? I asked with interest.

Yes; we have ten minutes to catch the train.

Ill come, said I. Sir Howard will be delighted to see you, Harley.

II

THE CLUE OF THE PHOTOGRAPHS

What do you make of it, Inspector? asked my friend. Detective-Inspector Wessex smiled, and scratched his chin.

There was no need for me to come down! he replied. And certainly no need for you, Mr. Harley!

Harley bowed, smiling, at the implied compliment.

Its a common or garden elopement! continued the detective. Vanes reputation is absolutely rotten, and the girl was clearly infatuated. He must have cared a good bit, too. Hell be cashiered, as sure as a gun!

Leaving Sir Howard at the Manor, we had joined Inspector Wessex at a spot where the baronets preserves bordered a narrow lane. Here the ground was soft, and the detective drew Harleys attention to a number of footprints by a stile.

Ive got evidence that he was seen here with the girl on other occasions. Now, Mr. Harley, Ill ask you to look over these footprints.

Harley dropped to his knees and made a brief but close examination of the ground round about. One particularly clear imprint of a pointed toe he noticed especially; and Wessex, diving into the pocket of his light overcoat, produced a patent-leather shoe, such as is used for evening wear.

He had a spare pair in his bag, he explained nonchalantly, and his man did not prove incorruptible!

Harley took the shoe and placed it in the impression. It fitted perfectly!

This is Molly Clayton, I take it? he said, indicating the prints of a womans foot.

Yes, assented Wessex. Youll notice that they stood for some little time and then walked off, very close together.

Harley nodded absently.

We lose them along here, continued Wessex, leading up the lane; but at the corner by the big haystack they join up with the tracks of a motor-car! I ask for nothing clearer! There was rain that afternoon, but theres been none since.

What does the Captains man think?

The same as I do! Hes not surprised at any madness on Vanes part, with a pretty woman in the case!

The girl left nothing behind  no note?

Nothing.

Traced the car?

No. It must have been hired or borrowed from a long distance off.

Where the tracks of the tires were visible we stopped, and Harley made a careful examination of the marks.

Seems to have had a struggle with her, he said, dryly.

Very likely! agreed Wessex, without interest.

Harley crawled about on the ground for some time, to the great detriment of his Harris tweeds, but finally arose, a curious expression on his face  which, however, the detective evidently failed to observe.

We returned to the Manor House where Sir Howard was awaiting us, his good-humoured red face more red than usual; and in the library, with its sporting prints and its works for the most part dealing with riding, hunting, racing, and golf (except for a sprinkling of Nat Goulds novels and some examples of the older workmanship of Whyte-Melville), we were presently comfortably ensconced. On a side table were placed a generous supply of liquid refreshments, cigars and cigarettes; so that we made ourselves quite comfortable, and Sir Howard restrained his indignation, until each had a glass before him and all were smoking.

Now, he began, what have you got to report, gentlemen? You, Inspector, he pointed with his cigar toward Wessex, have seen Vanes man and all of you have been down to look at these damned tracks. I only want to hear one thing; that you expect to trace the disgraceful couple. Ill see to it  his voice rose almost to a shout that Vane is kicked out of the service, and as to that shameless brat of Brambers, I wish her no worse than the blackguards company!

One moment, Sir Howard, one moment, said Harley quietly; there are always two sides to a case.

What do you mean, Mr. Harley? Theres only one side that interests me  the outrage inflicted upon my hospitality by this dirty guest of mine. For the girl I dont give twopence; she was bound to come to a bad end.

Well, said Harley, before we pronounce the final verdict upon either of them I should like to interview Bramber. Perhaps, he added, turning to Wessex, it would be as well if Mr. Knox and I went alone. The presence of an official detective sometimes awes this class of witness.

Quite right, quite right! agreed Sir Howard, waving his cigar vigorously. Go and see Bramber, Mr. Harley; tell him that no blame attaches to himself whatever; also, tell him with my compliments that his stepdaughter is  

Quite so, quite so, interrupted Harley, endeavouring to hide a smile. I understand your feelings, Sir Howard, but again I ask you to reserve your verdict until all the facts are before us.

As a result, Harley and I presently set out for the gamekeepers cottage, and as the man had been warned that we should visit him, he was on the porch smoking his pipe. A big, dark, ugly fellow he proved to be, of a very forbidding cast of countenance. Having introduced ourselves:

I always knowed shed come to a bad end! declared Gamekeeper Bramber, almost echoing Sir Howards words. One o these gentlemen o hers was sure to be the finish of her!

She had other admirers  before Captain Vane?

Aye! the hussy! There was a black-faced villain not six months since! He got t vain cat to go to London an have her photograph done in a dress any decent woman would a blushed to look at! Like one o these Venuses up at t Manor! Good riddance! She took after her mother!

The violent old ruffian was awkward to examine, but Harley persevered.

This previous admirer caused her to be photographed in that way, did he? Have you a copy?

No! blazed Bramber. What I found I burnt! He ran off, like I told her he would  an her cryin her eyes out! But the pretty soger dried her tears quick enough!

Do you know this mans name?

No. A foreigner, he was.

Where were the photographs done  in London, you say?

Aye.

Do you know by what photographer?

I dont! An I dont care! Piccadilly they had on em, which was good enough for me.

Have you her picture?

No!

Did she receive a letter on the day of her disappearance?

Maybe.

Good day! said Harley. And let me add that the atmosphere of her home was hardly conducive to ideal conduct!

Leaving Bramber to digest this rebuke, we came out of the cottage. Dusk was falling now, and by the time that we regained the Manor the place was lighted up. Inspector Wessex was waiting for us in the library, and:

Well? he said, smiling slightly as we entered.

Nothing much, replied Harley dryly, except that I dont wonder at the girls leaving such a home.

Whats that! What! roared a big voice, and Sir Howard came into the room. I tell you, Bramber only had one fault as a stepfather; he wasnt heavy-handed enough. A bad lot, sir, a bad lot!

Well, sir, said Inspector Wessex, looking from one to another, personally, beyond the usual inquiries at railway stations, etc., I cannot see that we can do much here. Dont you agree with me, Mr. Harley?

Harley nodded.

Quite, he replied. There is a late train to town which I think we could catch if we started at once.

Eh? roared Sir Howard; youre not going back to-night? Your rooms are ready for you, damn it!

I quite appreciate the kindness, Sir Howard, replied Harley; but I have urgent business to attend to in London. Believe me, my departure is unavoidable.

The blue eyes of the baronet gleamed with the simple cunning of his kind.

Youve got something up your sleeve, he roared. I know you have, I know you have!

Inspector Wessex looked at me significantly, but I could only shrug my shoulders in reply; for in these moods Harley was as inscrutable as the Sphinx.

However, he had his way, and Sir Howard hurriedly putting a car in commission, we raced for the local station and just succeeded in picking up the express at Claybury.

Wessex was rather silent throughout the journey, often glancing in my friends direction, but Harley made no further reference to the case beyond outlining the interview with Bramber, until, as we were parting at the London terminus, Wessex to report to Scotland Yard and I to go to Harleys rooms:

How long do you think it will take you to find that photographer, Wessex? he asked. Piccadilly is a sufficient clue.

Well, replied the Inspector, nothing can be done to-night, of course, but I should think by mid-day tomorrow the matter should be settled.

Right, said Harley shortly. May I ask you to report the result to me, Wessex?

I will report without fail.

III

ALI OF CAIRO

It was not until the evening of the following day that Harley rang me up, and:

I want you to come round at once, he said urgently. The Deepbrow case is developing along lines which I confess I had anticipated, but which are dramatic nevertheless.

Knowing that Harley did not lightly make such an assertion, I put aside the work upon which I was engaged and hurried around to Chancery Lane. I found my friend, pipe in mouth, walking up and down his smoke-laden study in a state which I knew to betoken suppressed excitement, and:

Did Wessex find your photographer? I asked on entering.

Yes, he replied. A first-class man, as I had anticipated. As I had further anticipated he did a number of copies of the picture for the foreign gentleman  about fifty, in fact!

Fifty!

Yes! Does the significance of that fact strike you? asked Harley, a queer smile stealing across his tanned, clean-shaven face.

It is an extraordinary thing for even an ardent admirer to have so many reproductions done of the same picture!

It is! I will show you now what I found trodden into one of the footprints where the struggle took place beside the car.

Harley produced a piece of thick silk twine.

What is it?

It is a link, Knox  a link to seek which I really went down to Deepbrow. He stared at me quizzically, but my answering look must have been a blank one. It is part of the tassel of one of those red cloth caps commonly called in England, a fez!

He continued to stare at me and I to stare at the piece of silk; then:

What is the next move? I demanded. Your new clue rather bewilders me.

The next move, he said, is to retire to the adjoining room and make ourselves look as much like a couple of Oriental commercial travellers as our correctly British appearance will allow!

What! I cried.

Thats it! laughed Harley. I have a perpetual tan, and I think I can give you a temporary one which I keep in a bottle for the purpose.

Twenty minutes later, then, having quitted Harleys chambers by a back way opening into one of those old-world courts which abound in this part of the metropolis, two quietly attired Eastern gentlemen got into a cab at the corner of Chancery Lane and proceeded in the direction of Limehouse.

There are haunts in many parts of London whose very existence is unsuspected by all but the few; haunts unvisited by the tourist and even unknown to the copy-hunting pressman. Into a quiet thoroughfare not three minutes walk from the busy life of West India Dock Road, Harley led the way. Before a door sandwiched in between the entrance to a Greek tobacconists establishment and a boarded shop-front, he paused and turned to me.

Whatever you see or hear, he cautioned, express no surprise. Above all, show no curiosity.

He rang the bell beside the door, and almost immediately it was opened by a Negress, grossly and repellently ugly.

Harley pattered something in what sounded like Arabic, whereat the Negress displayed the utmost servility, ushering us into an ill-lighted passage with every evidence of respect. Following this passage to its termination, an inner door was opened, and a burst of discordant music greeted us, together with a wave of tobacco smoke. We entered.

Despite my friends particular injunctions to the contrary I gave a start of amazement.

We stood in the doorway of a fairly large apartment having a divan round three of its sides. This divan was occupied by ten or a dozen men of mixed nationalities  Arabs, Greeks, lascars, and others. They smoked cigarettes for the most part and sipped Mokha from little cups. A girl was performing a wriggling dance upon the square carpet occupying the centre of the floor, accompanied by a Nubian boy who twanged upon a guitar, and by most of the assembled company, who clapped their hands to the music or droned a low, tuneless dirge.

Shortly after our entrance the performance terminated, and the girl retired through a curtained doorway at the farther end of the room. Our presence being now observed, suspicious glances were cast in our direction, and a very aged man, who sat smoking a narghli near the door by which the girl had made her exit, gravely waved towards us the amber mouthpiece which he held in his hand.

Harley walked straight across to him, I close at his heels. The light of a lamp which hung close by fell fully upon my friends face; and, rising from his seat, the old man greeted him with the dignified and graceful salutation of the East. At his request we seated ourselves beside him, and, while we all three smoked excellent Turkish cigarettes, Harley and he conversed in a low tone. Suddenly, at some remark of my friends, our strange host rose to his feet, an angry frown contracting his heavy eyebrows.

Silence fell upon the company.

In a loud and peremptory voice he called out something in Arabic.

Instantly I detected a fellow near the entrance door, and whom I had not hitherto observed, slipping furtively into the shadow, with a view, as I thought, to secret departure. He seemed to be deformed in some way and had the most evil, pock-marked face I had ever beheld in my life. Angrily, the majestic old man recalled him. Whereupon, with a sort of animal snarl quite indescribable, the fellow plucked out a knife! Two men who had been on the point of seizing him fell back, and:

Hold him! shouted Harley, springing forward hold him! Its Ali of Cairo!

But Harley was too late. Turning, the strange and formidable-looking Oriental ran like the wind! Ere hand could be raised to stay him he was through the doorway!

That settles it, said Harley grimly, as once more I found myself in a cab beside him. I was right; but hell forestall us!

Who will forestall us? I asked in bewilderment.

The biggest villain in Europe, Asia, or Africa! cried my companion. I have wasted precious time to-day. I might have known. He drummed irritably upon his knees. The place we have just left is a sort of club, you understand, Knox, and Hakim is the proprietor or host as well as being an old gentleman of importance and authority in the Moslem world. I told him of my suspicions  which step I should have taken earlier  and they were instantly confirmed. My man was there  recognized me  and bolted! Hell forestall us.

But my dear fellow, I said patiently who is this man, and what has he to do with the Deepbrow case?

He is the blackest scoundrel breathing! answered Harley bitterly. As to what he has to do with the case  why did he bolt? At any rate, I know where to find him now  and we may not be too late after all.

But who and what is this man?

He is Ali of Cairo! As to what he is  you will soon learn.

IV

THE HOUSE BY THE RIVER

On quitting the singular Oriental club, Harley had first raced off to a public telephone, where he had spoken for some time  as I now divined  to Scotland Yard. For when we presently arrived at the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police, I was surprised to find Inspector Wessex awaiting us. Leaning out of the cab window:

Yes? called Harley excitedly. Was I right?

You were, Mr. Harley, answered Wessex, who seemed to be no less excited than my companion. I got the mans reply an hour ago.

I knew it! said Harley shortly. Get in, Wessex; we havent a minute to waste.

The Inspector joined us in the cab, having first given instructions to the chauffeur. As we set out once more:

You have had very little time to make the necessary arrangements, continued my friend.

Time enough, replied Wessex. They will not be expecting us.

Im not so sure of it. One of the biggest villains in the civilized world recognized me three minutes before I called you up and then made good his escape. However, there is at least a fighting chance.

Little more was said from that moment until the end of the drive, both my companions seeming to be consumed by an intense eagerness to reach our destination. At last the cab drew up in a deserted street. I had rather lost my bearings; but I knew that we were once more somewhere in the Chinatown area, and:

Follow us until we get into the house, Harley said to Inspector Wessex, and wait out of sight. If you hear me blow this whistle, bring up the men you have posted  as quick as you like! But make it your particular business to see that no one gets out!

Into a pitch-dark yard we turned, and I felt a shudder of apprehension upon observing that it was the entrance to a wharf. Dully gleaming in the moonlight, the Thames, that grave of many a ghastly secret, flowed beneath us. Emerging from the shadow of the archway, we paused before a door in the wall on our left.

At that moment something gleamed through the air, whizzed past my ear, and fell with a metallic jingle on the stones!

Instinctively we both looked up.

At an unlighted window on the first floor I caught a fleeting glimpse of a dark face.

You were right! I said. Ali of Cairo has forestalled us!

Harley stooped and picked up a knife with a broad and very curious blade. He slipped it into his pocket, nonchalantly.

All evidence! he said. Keep in the shadow and bend down. I am going to stand on your shoulders and get into that window!

Wondering at his daring, I nevertheless obeyed; and Harley succeeded, although not without difficulty, in achieving his purpose. A moment after he had disappeared in the blackness of the room above.

Stand clear, Knox! I heard.

Two of the cushion seats sometimes called poof-ottomans were thrown down, and:

Up you come! called Harley. Ill grasp your hands if you can reach.

It proved no easy task, but I finally managed to scramble up beside my friend  to find myself in a dark and stuffy little room.

This way! said Harley rapidly upstairs.

He led the way without more ado, but it was with serious misgivings that I stumbled up a darkened stair in the rear of my greatly daring friend.

A pistol cracked in the darkness  and my fez was no longer on my head!

Harleys repeater answered, and we stumbled through a heavily curtained door into a heated room, the air of which was laden with some Eastern perfume. In the dim light from a silken-shaded lantern a figure showed, momentarily, darting across the place before us.

Again Harleys pistol spoke, but, as it seemed, ineffectively.

I had little enough opportunity to survey my surroundings; yet even in those brief, breathless moments I saw enough of the place wherein we stood to make me doubt the evidence of my senses! Outside, I knew, lay a dingy wharf, amid a maze of mean streets; here was an opulently furnished apartment with a strong Oriental note in the decorations!

Snatching an electric torch from his pocket, Harley leaped through a doorway draped with rich Persian tapestry, and I came close on his heels. Outside was darkness. A strong draught met us; and, passing along a carpeted corridor, we never halted until we came to a room filled with the weirdest odds and ends, apparently collected from every quarter of the globe.

Crack!

A bullet flattened itself on the wall behind us!

Good job he cant shoot straight! rapped Harley.

The ray of the torch suddenly picked out the head and shoulders of a man who was descending through a trap in the floor! Ere we had time to shoot he was gone! I saw his brown fingers relax their hold  and a bundle which he had evidently hoped to take with him was left lying upon the floor.

Together we ran to the trap and looked down.

Slowly moving tidal water flowed darkly beneath us! For twenty breathless seconds we watched  but nothing showed upon the surface.

I hope his swimming is no better than his shooting, I said.

It can avail him little, replied Harley grimly; a river-police boat is waiting for anyone who tries to escape from that side of the house. We are by no means alone in this affair, Knox. But, firstly, what have we here! He took up the bundle which the fugitive had deserted. Something incriminating when Ali of Cairo dared not stay to face it out! He would never have deserted this place in the ordinary way. That fellow who was such a bad shot was left behind, when the news of our approach reached here, to make a desperate attempt to remove some piece of evidence! Ill swear to it. But we were too soon for him!

All the time he was busily removing the pieces of sacking and scraps of Oriental stuff with which the bundle was fastened; and finally he drew out a dress-suit, together with the linen, collar, shoes, and underwear  a complete outfit, in fact  and on top of the whole was a soft gray felt hat!

Eagerly Harley searched the garments for some name of a maker by which their owner might be identified. Presently, inside the lining of the breast pocket, where such a mark is usually found, he discovered the label of a well-known West End firm.

The police can confirm it, Knox! he said, looking up, his face slightly flushed with triumph; but I, personally, have no doubt!

You may have no doubt, Harley, I retorted, but I am full of doubt! What is the significance of this discovery to which you seem to attach so much importance?

At the moment, replied my friend, never mind; I still have hopes  although they have grown somewhat slender  of making a much more important discovery.

Why not permit the police to aid in the search?

The police are more useful in their present occupation, he replied. We are dealing with the most cunning knave produced by East or West, and I dont mean to let him slip through my fingers if he is in this house! Nevertheless, Knox, I am submitting you to rather an appalling risk, I know; for our man is desperate, and if he is still in the place will prove as dangerous as a cornered rat.

But the man who dropped through the trap?

The man who dropped through the trap, said Harley, was not Ali of Cairo  and it is Ali of Cairo for whom I am looking!

The hunchback we saw to-night?

Harley nodded, and having listened intently for a few moments, proceeded again to search the singular apartments of the abode. In each was evidence of Oriental occupancy; indeed, some of the rooms possessed a sort of Arabian Nights atmosphere. But no living creature was to be seen or heard anywhere. It was while the two of us, having examined every inch of wall, I should think, in the building, were standing staring rather blankly at each other in the room with the lighted lantern, that I saw Harleys expression change.

Why, he muttered, is this one room illuminated  and all the others in darkness?

Even then the significance of this circumstance was not apparent to me. But Harley stared critically at an electric switch which was placed on the immediate right of the door and then up at the silk-shaded lantern which lighted the room. Crossing, he raised and lowered the switch rapidly, but the lamp continued to burn uninterruptedly!

Ah! he said a good trick!

Grasping the wooden block to which the switch was attached, he turned it bodily  and I saw that it was a masked knob; for in the next moment he had pulled open the narrow section of wall  which proved to be nothing less than a cunningly fitted door!

A small, dimly lighted apartment was revealed, the Oriental note still predominant in its appointments, which, however, were few, and which I scarcely paused to note. For lying upon a mattress in this place was a pretty, fair-haired girl!

She lay on her side, having one white arm thrown out and resting limply on the floor, and she seemed to be in a semi-conscious condition, for although her fine eyes were widely opened, they had a glassy, witless look, and she was evidently unaware of our presence.

Look at her pupils, rapped Harley. They have drugged her with bhang! Poor, pretty fool!

Good God! I cried. Who is this, Harley?

Molly Clayton! he answered. Thank heaven we have saved one victim from Ali of Cairo.

V

THE HAREM AGENCY

Owing to the instrumentality of Paul Harley, the public never learned that the awful riverside murder called by the Press in reference to the victims shaven skull the barber atrocity had any relation to the Deepbrow case. It was physically impossible to identify the victim, and Harley had his own reasons for concealing the truth. The house on the wharf with its choice Oriental furniture was seized by the police; but, strange to relate, no arrest was made in connection with this most gruesome outrage. The man who dropped through the trap had been wounded by one of Harleys shots, and he sank for the last time under the very eyes of the crew of the police cutter.

It was at a late hour on the night of this concluding tragedy that I learned the amazing truth underlying the case. Wessex was still at work in the East End upon the hundred and one formalities which attached to his office, and Harley and I sat in the study of my friends chambers in Chancery Lane.

You see, Harley was explaining. I got my first clue down at Deepbrow. The tracks leading to the motor-car. They showed  to anyone not hampered by a preconceived opinion  that the girl and Vane had not gone on together (since the mans footprints proved him to have been running), but that she had gone first and that he had run after her! Arguments: (a) He heard the approach of the car; or (b) he heard her call for help. In fact, it almost immediately became evident to me that someone else had met her at the end of the lane; probably someone who expected her, and whom she was going to meet when she, accidentally, encountered Vane! The captain was not attired for an elopement, and, more significant still, he said he should stroll to the Deep Wood, and that was where he did stroll to; for it borders the road at this point!

I had privately ascertained, from the postman, that Molly Clayton actually received a letter on that morning! This resolved my last doubt. She was not going to meet Vane on the night of her disappearance.

Then whom?

The old love! He who some months earlier had had over fifty seductive pictures of this undoubtedly pretty girl prepared for a purpose of his own!

Vane interfered?

When the girl saw that they meant to take her away, she no doubt made a fuss! He ran to the rescue! They had not reckoned on his being there, but these are clever villains, who leave no clues  except for one who has met them on their own ground!

On their own ground! What do you mean, Harley? Who are these people?

Well  where do you suppose those fifty photographs went?

I cannot conjecture!

Then I will tell you. The turmoil in the East has put wealth and power into unscrupulous hands. But even before the war there were marts, Knox  open marts  at which a Negro girl might be purchased for some 30 pounds, and a Circassian for anything from 250 pounds to 500 pounds! Ah! You stare! But I assure you it was so. Here is the point, though: there were, and still are, private dealers! Those photographs were circulated among the nouveaux riches of the East! They were employed in the same way that any other merchant employs a catalogue. They reached the hands of many an opulent and abandoned profiteer of Damascus, Stambul  where you will. Mollys picture would be one of many. Remember that hundreds of pretty girls disappear from their homes  taking the whole of the world  every year. Clearly, English beauty is popular at the moment! And, he added bitterly, the arch-villain has escaped!

Ali of Cairo! I cried. Then Ali of Cairo  

Is the biggest slave-dealer in the East!

Good God! Harley  at last I understand!

I was slow enough to understand it myself, Knox. But once the theory presented itself I asked Wessex to get into immediate touch with the valet he had already interviewed at Deepbrow. It was the result of his inquiry to which he referred when we met him at Scotland Yard to-night. Captain Vane had a large mole on his shoulder and a girls name, together with a small device, tattooed on his forearm  a freak of his Sandhurst days  

Then the man with the shaven skull  

Is Captain Ronald Vane! May he rest in peace. But I never shall until the crook-back dealer in humanity has met his just deserts.


THE WHITE HAT

I

MAJOR JACK RAGSTAFF

Hallo! Innes, said Paul Harley as his secretary entered. Someone is making a devil of a row outside.

This is the offender, Mr. Harley, said Innes, and handed my friend a visiting card.

Glancing at the card, Harley read aloud:

Major J. E. P. Ragstaff, Cavalry Club.

Meanwhile a loud harsh voice, which would have been audible in a full gale, was roaring in the lobby.

Nonsense! I could hear the Major shouting. Balderdash! Theres more fuss than if I had asked for an interview with the Prime Minister. Piffle! Balderdash!

Inness smile developed into a laugh, in which Harley joined, then:

Admit the Major, he said.

Into the study where Harley and I had been seated quietly smoking, there presently strode a very choleric Anglo-Indian. He wore a horsy check suit and white spats, and his tie closely resembled a stock. In his hand he carried a heavy malacca cane, gloves, and one of those tall, light-gray hats commonly termed white. He was below medium height, slim and wiry; his gait and the shape of his legs, his build, all proclaimed the dragoon. His complexion was purple, and the large white teeth visible beneath a bristling gray moustache added to the natural ferocity of his appearance. Standing just within the doorway:

Mr. Paul Harley? he shouted.

It was apparently an inquiry, but it sounded like a reprimand.

My friend, standing before the fireplace, his hands in his pockets and his pipe in his mouth, nodded brusquely.

I am Paul Harley, he said. Wont you sit down?

Major Ragstaff, glancing angrily at Innes as the latter left the study, tossed his stick and gloves on to a settee, and drawing up a chair seated himself stiffly upon it as though he were in a saddle. He stared straight at Harley, and:

You are not the sort of person I expected, sir, he declared. May I ask if it is your custom to keep clients dancin on the mat and all that  on the blasted mat, sir?

Harley suppressed a smile, and I hastily reached for my cigarette-case which I had placed upon the mantelshelf.

I am always naturally pleased to see clients, Major Ragstaff, said Harley, but a certain amount of routine is necessary even in civilian life. You had not advised me of your visit, and it is contrary to my custom to discuss business after five oclock.

As Harley spoke the Major glared at him continuously, and then:

Ive seen you in India! he roared; damme! Ive seen you in India!  and, yes! in Turkey! Ha! Ive got you now sir! He sprang to his feet. Youre the Harley who was in Constantinople in 1912.

Quite true.

Then Ive come to the wrong shop.

That remains to be seen, Major.

But I was told you were a private detective, and all that.

So I am, said Harley quietly. In 1912 the Foreign Office was my client. I am now at the service of anyone who cares to employ me.

Hell! said the Major.

He seemed to be temporarily stricken speechless by the discovery that a man who had acted for the British Government should be capable of stooping to the work of a private inquiry agent. Staring all about the room with a sort of naive wonderment, he drew out a big silk handkerchief and loudly blew his nose, all the time eyeing Harley questioningly. Replacing his handkerchief he directed his regard upon me, and:

This is my friend, Mr. Knox, said Harley; you may state your case before him without hesitation, unless  

I rose to depart, but:

Sit down, Mr. Knox! Sit down, sir! shouted the Major. I have no dirty linen to wash, no skeletons in the cupboard or piffle of that kind. I simply want something explained which I am too thick-headed  too damned thick-headed, sir  to explain myself.

He resumed his seat, and taking out his wallet extracted from it a small newspaper cutting which he offered to Harley.

Read that, Mr. Harley, he directed. Read it aloud.

Harley read as follows:

Before Mr. Smith, at Marlborough Street Police Court, John Edward Bampton was charged with assaulting a well-known clubman in Bond Street on Wednesday evening. It was proved by the constable who made the arrest that robbery had not been the motive of the assault, and Bampton confessed that he bore no grudge against the assailed man, indeed, that he had never seen him before. He pleaded intoxication, and the police surgeon testified that although not actually intoxicated, his breath had smelled strongly of liquor at the time of his arrest. Bamptons employers testified to a hitherto blameless character, and as the charge was not pressed the man was dismissed with a caution.

Having read the paragraph, Harley glanced at the Major with a puzzled expression.

The point of this quite escapes me, he confessed.

Is that so? said Major Ragstaff. Is that so, sir? Perhaps you will be good enough to read this.

From his wallet he took a second newspaper cutting, smaller than the first, and gummed to a sheet of club notepaper. Harley took it and read as follows:

Mr. De Lana, a well-known member of the Stock Exchange, who met with a serious accident recently, is still in a precarious condition.

The puzzled look on Harleys face grew more acute, and the Major watched him with an expression which I can only describe as one of fierce enjoyment.

Youre thinkin Im a damned old fool, aint you? he shouted suddenly.

Scarcely that, said Harley, smiling slightly, but the significance of these paragraphs is not apparent, I must confess. The man Bampton would not appear to be an interesting character, and since no great damage has been done, his drunken frolic hardly comes within my sphere. Of Mr. De Lana, of the Stock Exchange, I never heard, unless he happens to be a member of the firm of De Lana and Day?

Hes not a member of that firm, sir, shouted the Major. He was, up to six oclock this evenin.

What do you mean exactly? inquired Harley, and the tone of his voice suggested that he was beginning to entertain doubts of the Majors sanity or sobriety; then:

Hes dead! declared the latter. Dead as the Begum of Bangalore! He died at six oclock. Ive just spoken to his widow on the telephone.

I suppose I must have been staring very hard at the speaker, and certainly Harley was doing so, for suddenly directing his fierce gaze toward me:

Youre completely treed, sir, and sos your friend! shouted Major Ragstaff.

I confess it, replied Harley quietly; and since my time is of some little value I would suggest, without disrespect, that you explain the connection, if any, between yourself, the drunken Bampton, and Mr. De Lana, of the Stock Exchange, who died, you inform us, at six oclock this evening as the result, presumably, of injuries received in an accident.

Thats what Im here for! cried Major Ragstaff. In the first place, then, I am the party, although I saw to it that my name was kept out of print, whom the drunken lunatic assaulted.

Harley, pipe in hand, stared at the speaker perplexedly.

Understand me, continued the Major, I am the person  I, Jack Ragstaff  he assaulted. I was walkin down from my quarters in Maddox Street on my way to dine at the club, same as I do every night o my life, when this flamin idiot sprang upon me, grabbed my hat  he took up his white hat to illustrate what had occurred not this one, but one like it  pitched it on the ground and jumped on it!

Harley was quite unable to conceal his smiles as the excited old soldier dropped his conspicuous head-gear on the floor and indulged in a vigorous pantomime designed to illustrate his statement.

Most extraordinary, said Harley. What did you do?

What did I do? roared the Major. I gave him a crack on the head with my cane, and I said things to him which couldnt be repeated in court. I punched him, and likewise hoofed him, but the hat was completely done in. Damn crowd collected, hearin me swearin and bellowin. Police and all that; names an addresses and all that balderdash. Man lugged away to guard-room and me turnin up at the club with no hat. Damn ridiculous spectacle at my time of life.

Quite so, said Harley soothingly; I appreciate your annoyance, but I am utterly at a loss to understand why you have come here, and what all this has to do with Mr. De Lana, of the Stock Exchange.

He fell out of the window! shouted the Major.

Fell out of a window?

Out of a window, sir, a second floor window ten yards up a side street! Pitched on his skull  marvel he wasnt killed outright!

A faint expression of interest began to creep into Harleys glance, and:

I understand you to mean, Major Ragstaff, he said deliberately, that while your struggle with the drunken man was in progress Mr. De Lana fell out of a neighbouring window into the street?

Right! shouted the Major. Right, sir!

Do you know this Mr. De Lana?

Never heard of him in my life until the accident occurred. Seems to me the poor devil leaned out to see the fun and overbalanced. Felt responsible, only natural, and made inquiries. He died at six oclock this evenin, sir.

Hm, said Harley reflectively. I still fail to see where I come in. From what window did he fall?

Window above a sort of teashop, called Cafe Dame  damn silly name. Place on a corner. Dont know name of side street.

Hm. You dont think he was pushed out, for instance?

Certainly not! shouted the Major; he just fell out, but the point is, hes dead!

My dear sir, said Harley patiently, I dont dispute that point; but what on earth do you want of me?

I dont know what I want! roared the Major, beginning to walk up and down the room, but I know I aint satisfied, not easy in my mind, sir. I wake up of a night hearin the poor devils yell as he crashed on the pavement. Thats all wrong. Ive heard hundreds of death-yells, but  he took up his malacca cane and beat it loudly on the table I havent woke up of a night dreamin I heard em again.

In a word, you suspect foul play?

I dont suspect anything! cried the other excitedly, but someone mentioned your name to me at the club  said you could see through concrete, and all that  and here I am. Theres something wrong, radically wrong. Find out what it is and send the bill to me. Then perhaps Ill be able to sleep in peace.

He paused, and again taking out the large silk handkerchief blew his nose loudly. Harley glanced at me in rather an odd way, and then:

There will be no bill, Major Ragstaff, he said; but if I can see any possible line of inquiry I will pursue it and report the result to you.

II

A CURIOUS OUTRAGE

What do you make of it, Harley? I asked. Paul Harley returned a work of reference to its shelf and stood staring absently across the study.

Our late visitors history does not help us much, he replied. A somewhat distinguished army career, and so forth, and his only daughter, Sybil Margaret, married the fifth Marquis of Ireton. She is, therefore, the noted society beauty, the Marchioness of Ireton. Does this suggest anything to your mind?

Nothing whatever, I said blankly.

Nor to mine, murmured Harley.

The telephone bell rang.

Hallo! called Harley. Yes. That you, Wessex? Have you got the address? Good. No, I shall remember it. Many thanks. Good-bye.

He turned to me.

I suggest, Knox, he said, that we make our call and then proceed to dinner as arranged.

Since I was always glad of an opportunity of studying my friends methods I immediately agreed, and ere long, leaving the lights of the two big hotels behind, our cab was gliding down the long slope which leads to Waterloo Station. Thence through crowded, slummish high-roads we made our way via Lambeth to that dismal thoroughfare, Westminster Bridge Road, with its forbidding, often windowless, houses, and its peculiar air of desolation.

The house for which we were bound was situated at no great distance from Kensington Park, and telling the cabman to wait, Harley and I walked up a narrow, paved path, mounted a flight of steps, and rang the bell beside a somewhat time-worn door, above which was an old-fashioned fanlight dimly illuminated from within.

A considerable interval elapsed before the door was opened by a marvellously untidy servant girl who had apparently been interrupted in the act of black-leading her face. Partly opening the door, she stared at us agape, pushing back wisps of hair from her eyes and with every movement daubing more of some mysterious black substance upon her countenance.

Is Mr. Bampton in? asked Harley.

Yus, just come in. Im cookin his supper.

Tell him that two friends of his have called on rather important business.

All right, said the black-faced one. What name is it?

No name. Just say two friends of his.

Treating us to a long, vacant stare and leaving us standing on the step, the maid (in whose hand I perceived a greasy fork) shuffled along the passage and began to mount the stairs. An unmistakable odour of frying sausages now reached my nostrils. Harley glanced at me quizzically, but said nothing until the Cinderella came stumbling downstairs again. Without returning to where we stood:

Go up, she directed. Second floor, front. Shut the door, one of yer.

She disappeared into gloomy depths below as Harley and I, closing the door behind us, proceeded to avail ourselves of the invitation. There was very little light on the staircase, but we managed to find our way to a poorly furnished bed-sitting-room where a small table was spread for a meal. Beside the table, in a chintz-covered arm-chair, a thick-set young man was seated smoking a cigarette and having a copy of the Daily Telegraph upon his knees.

He was a very typical lower middle-class, nothing-in-particular young man, but there was a certain truculence indicated by his square jaw, and that sort of self-possession which sometimes accompanies physical strength was evidenced in his manner as, tossing the paper aside, he stood up.

Good evening, Mr. Bampton, said Harley genially. I take it  pointing to the newspaper that you are looking for a new job?

Bampton stared, a suspicion of anger in his eyes, then, meeting the amused glance of my friend, he broke into a smile very pleasing and humorous. He was a fresh-coloured young fellow with hair inclined to redness, and smiling he looked very boyish indeed.

I have no idea who you are, he said, speaking with a faint north-country accent, but you evidently know who I am and what has happened to me.

Got the boot? asked Harley confidentially.

Bampton, tossing the end of his cigarette into the grate, nodded grimly.

You havent told me your name, he said, but I think I can tell you your business. He ceased smiling. Now look here, I dont want any more publicity. If you think you are going to make a funny newspaper story out of me change your mind as quick as you like. Ill never get another job in London as it is. If you drag me any further into the limelight Ill never get another job in England.

My dear fellow, replied Harley soothingly, at the same time extending his cigarette-case, you misapprehend the object of my call. I am not a reporter.

What! said Bampton, pausing in the act of taking a cigarette, then what the devil are you?

My name is Paul Harley, and I am a criminal investigator.

He spoke the words deliberately, having his eyes fixed upon the others face; but although Bampton was palpably startled there was no trace of fear in his straightforward glance. He took a cigarette from the case, and:

Thanks, Mr. Harley, he said. I cannot imagine what business has brought you here.

I have come to ask you two questions, was the reply. Number one: Who paid you to smash Major Ragstaffs white hat? Number two: How much did he pay you?

To these questions I listened in amazement, and my amazement was evidently shared by Bampton. He had been in the act of lighting his cigarette, but he allowed the match to burn down nearly to his fingers and then dropped it with a muttered exclamation in the fire. Finally:

I dont know how you found out, he said, but you evidently know the truth. Provided you assure me that you are not out to make a silly-season newspaper story, Ill tell you all I know.

Harley laid his card on the table, and:

Unless the ends of justice demand it, he said, I give you my word that anything you care to say will go no further. You may speak freely before my friend, Mr. Knox. Simply tell me in as few words as possible what led you to court arrest in that manner.

Right, replied Bampton, I will. He half closed his eyes, reflectively. I was having tea in the Lyons cafe, to which I always go, last Monday afternoon about four oclock, when a man sat down facing me and got into conversation.

Describe him!

He was a man rather above medium height. I should say about my own build; dark, going gray. He had a neat moustache and a short beard, and the look of a man who had travelled a lot. His skin was very tanned, almost as deeply as yours, Mr. Harley. Not at all the sort of chap that goes in there as a rule. After a while he made an extraordinary proposal. At first I thought he was joking, then when I grasped the idea that he was serious I concluded he was mad. He asked me how much a year I earned, and I told him Peters and Peters paid me 150 pounds. He said: Ill give you a years salary to knock a mans hat off!

As Bampton spoke the words he glanced at us with twinkling eyes, but although for my own part I was merely amused, Harleys expression had grown very stern.

Of course, I laughed, continued Bampton, but when the man drew out a fat wallet and counted ten five-pound notes on the table I began to think seriously about his proposal. Even supposing he was cracked, it was absolutely money for nothing.

Of course, he said, youll lose your job and you may be arrested, but youll say that you had been out with a few friends and were a little excited, also that you never could stand white hats. Stick to that story and the balance of a hundred pounds will reach you on the following morning.

I asked him for further particulars, and I asked him why he had picked me for the job. He replied that he had been looking for some time for the right man; a man who was strong enough physically to accomplish the thing, and someone  Bamptons eyes twinkled again with a dash of the devil in him, but at the same time a man who could be relied upon to stick to his guns and not to give the game away.

You asked me to be brief, and Ill try to be. The man in the white hat was described to me, and the exact time and place of the meeting. I just had to grab his white hat, smash it, and face the music. I agreed. I dont deny that I had a couple of stiff drinks before I set out, but the memory of that fifty pounds locked up here in my room and the further hundred promised, bucked me up wonderfully. It was impossible to mistake my man; I could see him coming toward me as I waited just outside a sort of little restaurant called the Cafe Dame. As arranged, I bumped into him, grabbed his hat and jumped on it.

He paused, raising his hand to his head reminiscently.

My man was a bit of a scrapper, he continued, and he played hell. Ive never heard such language in my life, and the way he laid about me with his cane is something I am not likely to forget in a hurry. A crowd gathered, naturally, and (also naturally) I was pinched. That didnt matter much. I got off lightly; and although Ive been dismissed by Peters and Peters, twenty crisp fivers are locked in my trunk there, with the ten which I received in the City.

Harley checked him, and:

May I see the envelope in which they arrived? he asked.

Sorry, replied Bampton, but I burned it. I thought it was playing the game to do so. It wouldnt have helped you much, though, he added; It was an ordinary common envelope, posted in the City, address typewritten, and not a line enclosed.

Registered?

No.

Bampton stood looking at us with a curious expression on his face, and suddenly:

Theres one point, he said, on which my conscience isnt easy. You know about that poor devil who fell out of a window? Well, it would never have happened if I hadnt kicked up a row in the street. Theres no doubt he was leaning out to see what the disturbance was about when the accident occurred.

Did you actually see him fall? asked Harley.

No. He fell from a window several yards behind me in the side street, but I heard him cry out, and as I was lugged off by the police I heard the bell of the ambulance which came to fetch him.

He paused again and stood rubbing his head ruefully.

Hm, said Harley; was there anything particularly remarkable about this man in the Lyons cafe?

Bampton reflected silently for some moments, and then:

Nothing much, he confessed. He was evidently a gentleman, wore a blue top-coat, a dark tweed suit, and what looked like a regimental tie, but I didnt see much of the colours. He was very tanned, as I have said, even to the backs of his hands  and oh, yes! there was one point: He had a gold-covered tooth.

Which tooth?

I cant remember, except that it was on the left side, and I always noticed it when he smiled.

Did he wear any ring or pin which you would recognize?

No.

Had he any oddity of speech or voice?

No. Just a heavy, drawling manner. He spoke like thousands of other cultured Englishmen. But wait a minute  yes! There was one other point. Now I come to think of it, his eyes very slightly slanted upward.

Harley stared.

Like a Chinamans?

Oh, nothing so marked as that. But the same sort of formation.

Harley nodded briskly and buttoned up his overcoat.

Thanks, Mr. Bampton, he said; we will detain you no longer!

As we descended the stairs, where the smell of frying sausages had given place to that of something burning  probably the sausages:

I was half inclined to think that Major Ragstaffs ideas were traceable to a former touch of the sun, said Harley. I begin to believe that he has put us on the track of a highly unusual crime. I am sorry to delay dinner, Knox, but I propose to call at the Cafe Dame.

III

A CRIMINAL GENIUS

On entering the doorway of the Cafe Dame we found ourselves in a narrow passage. In front of us was a carpeted stair, and to the right a glass-panelled door communicating with a discreetly lighted little dining room which seemed to be well patronized. Opening the door Harley beckoned to a waiter, and:

I wish to see the proprietor, he said.

Mr. Meyer is engaged at the moment, sir, was the reply.

Where is he?

In his office upstairs, sir. He will be down in a moment.

The waiter hurried away, and Harley stood glancing up the stairs as if in doubt what to do.

I cannot imagine how such a place can pay, he muttered. The rent must be enormous in this district.

But even before he ceased speaking I became aware of an excited conversation which was taking place in some apartment above.

Its scandalous! I heard, in a womans shrill voice. You have no right to keep it! Its not your property, and Im here to demand that you give it up.

A mans voice replied in voluble broken English, but I could only distinguish a word here and there. I saw that Harley was interested, for catching my questioning glance, he raised his finger to his lips enjoining me to be silent.

Oh, thats the game, is it? continued the female voice. Of course you know its blackmail?

A flow of unintelligible words answered this speech, then:

I shall come back with someone, cried the invisible woman, who will make you give it up!

Knox, whispered Harley in my ear, when that woman comes down, follow her! Im afraid you will bungle the business, and I would not ask you to attempt it if big things were not at stake. Return here; I shall wait.

As a matter of fact, his sudden request had positively astounded me, but ere I had time for any reply a door suddenly banged open above and a respectable-looking woman, who might have been some kind of upper servant, came quickly down the stairs. An expression of intense indignation rested upon her face, and without seeming to notice our presence she brushed past us and went out into the street.

Off you go, Knox! said Harley.

Seeing myself committed to an unpleasant business, I slipped out of the doorway and detected the woman five or six yards away hurrying in the direction of Piccadilly. I had no difficulty in following her, for she was evidently unsuspicious of my presence, and when presently she mounted a westward-bound bus I did likewise, but while she got inside I went on top, and occupied a seat on the near side whence I could observe anyone leaving the vehicle.

If I had not known Paul Harley so well I should have counted the whole business a ridiculous farce, but recognizing that something underlay these seemingly trivial and disconnected episodes, I lighted a cigarette and resigned myself to circumstance.

At Hyde Park Corner I saw the woman descending, and when presently she walked up Hamilton Place I was not far behind her. At the door of an imposing mansion she stopped, and in response to a ring of the bell the door was opened by a footman, and the woman hurried in. Evidently she was an inmate of the establishment; and conceiving that my duty was done when I had noted the number of the house, I retraced my steps to the corner; and, hailing a taxicab, returned to the Cafe Dame.

On inquiring of the same waiter whom Harley had accosted whether my friend was there:

I think a gentleman is upstairs with Mr. Meyer, said the man.

In his office?

Yes, sir.

Thereupon I mounted the stairs and before a half-open door paused. Harleys voice was audible within, and therefore I knocked and entered.

I discovered Harley standing by an American desk. Beside him in a revolving chair which, with the desk, constituted the principal furniture of a tiny office, sat a man in a dress-suit which had palpably not been made for him. He had a sullen and suspiciously Teutonic cast of countenance, and he was engaged in a voluble but hardly intelligible speech as I entered.

Ha, Knox! said Harley, glancing over his shoulder, did you manage?

Yes, I replied.

Harley nodded shortly and turned again to the man in the chair.

I am sorry to give you so much trouble, Mr. Meyer, he said, but I should like my friend here to see the room above.

At this moment my attention was attracted by a singular object which lay upon the desk amongst a litter of bills and accounts. This was a piece of rusty iron bar somewhat less than three feet in length, and which once had been painted green.

You are looking at this tragic fragment, Knox, said Harley, taking up the bar. Of course  he shrugged his shoulders it explains the whole unfortunate occurrence. You see there was a flaw in the metal at this end, here  he indicated the spot and the other end had evidently worn loose in its socket.

But I dont understand.

It will all be made clear at the inquest, no doubt. A most unfortunate thing for you, Mr. Meyer.

Most unfortunate, declared the proprietor of the restaurant, extending his thick hands pathetically. Most ruinous to my business.

We will go upstairs now, said Harley. You will kindly lead the way, Mr. Meyer, and the whole thing will be quite clear to you, Knox.

As the proprietor walked out of the office and upstairs to the second floor Harley whispered in my ear:

Where did she go?

No.  Hamilton Place, I replied in an undertone.

Good God! muttered my friend, and clutched my arm so tightly that I winced. Good God! The master touch, Knox! This crime was the work of a genius  of a genius with slightly, very slightly, oblique eyes.

Opening a door on the second landing, Mr. Meyer admitted us to a small supper-room. Its furniture consisted of a round dining table, several chairs, a couch, and very little else. I observed, however, that the furniture, carpet, and a few other appointments were of a character much more elegant than those of the public room below. A window which overlooked the street was open, so that the plush curtains which had been drawn aside moved slightly to and fro in the draught.

The window of the tragedy, Knox, explained Harley.

He crossed the room.

If you will stand here beside me you will see the gap in the railing caused by the breaking away of the fragment which now lies on Mr. Meyers desk. Some few yards to the left in the street below is where the assault took place, of which we have heard, and the unfortunate Mr. De Lana, who was dining here alone  an eccentric custom of his  naturally ran to the window upon hearing the disturbance and leaned out, supporting his weight upon the railing. The rail collapsed, and  we know the rest.

It will ruin me, groaned Meyer; it will give bad repute to my establishment.

I fear it will, agreed Harley sympathetically, unless we can manage to clear up one or two little difficulties which I have observed. For instance  he tapped the proprietor on the shoulder confidentially have you any idea, any hazy idea, of the identity of the woman who was dining here with Mr. De Lana on Wednesday night?

The effect of this simple inquiry upon the proprietor was phenomenal. His fat yellow face assumed a sort of leaden hue, and his already prominent eyes protruded abnormally. He licked his lips.

I tell you  already I tell you, he muttered, that Mr. De Lana he engage this room every Wednesday and sometimes also Friday, and dine here by himself.

And I tell you, said Harley sweetly, that you are an inspired liar. You smuggled her out by the side entrance after the accident.

The side entrance? muttered Meyer. The side entrance?

Exactly; the side entrance. There is something else which I must ask you to tell me. Who had engaged this room on Tuesday night, the night before the accident?

The proprietors expression remained uncomprehending, and:

A gentleman, he said. I never see him before.

Another solitary diner? suggested Harley.

Yes, he is alone all the evening waiting for a friend who does not arrive.

Ah, mused Harley alone all the evening, was he? And his friend disappointed him. May I suggest that he was a dark man? Gray at the temples, having a dark beard and moustache, and a very tanned face? His eyes slanted slightly upward?

Yes! yes! cried Meyer, and his astonishment was patently unfeigned. It is a friend of yours?

A friend of mine, yes, said Harley absently, but his expression was very grim. What time did he finally leave?

He waited until after eleven oclock. The dinner is spoilt. He pays, but does not complain.

No, said Harley musingly, he had nothing to complain about. One more question, my friend. When the lady escaped hurriedly on Wednesday night, what was it that she left behind and what price are you trying to extort from her for returning it?

At that the man collapsed entirely.

Ah, Gott! he cried, and raised his hand to his clammy forehead. You will ruin me. I am a ruined man. I dont try to extort anything. I run an honest business  

And one of the most profitable in the world, added Harley, since the days of Thais to our own. Even at Bond Street rentals I assume that a house of assignation is a golden enterprise.

Ah! groaned Meyer, I am ruined, so what does it matter? I tell you everything. I know Mr. De Lana who engages my room regularly, but I dont know who the lady is who meets him here. No! I swear it! But always it is the same lady. When he falls I am downstairs in my office, and I hear him cry out. The lady comes running from the room and begs of me to get her away without being seen and to keep all mention of her out of the matter.

What did she pay you? asked Harley.

Pay me? muttered Meyer, pulled up thus shortly in the midst of his statement.

Pay you. Exactly. Dont argue; answer.

The man delivered himself of a guttural, choking sound, and finally:

She promised one hundred pounds, he confessed hoarsely.

But you surely did not accept a mere promise? Out with it. What did she give you?

A ring, came the confession at last.

A ring. I see. I will take it with me if you dont mind. And now, finally, what was it that she left behind?

Ah, Gott! moaned the man, dropping into a chair and resting his arms upon the table. It is all a great panic, you see. I hurry her out by the back stair from this landing and she forgets her bag.

Her bag? Good.

Then I clear away the remains of dinner so I can say Mr. De Lana is dining alone. It is as much my interest as the ladys.

Of course! I quite understand. I will trouble you no more, Mr. Meyer, except to step into your office and to relieve you of that incriminating evidence, the ladys bag and her ring.

IV

THE SLANTING EYES

Do you understand, Knox? said Harley as the cab bore us toward Hamilton Place. Do you grasp the details of this cunning scheme?

On the contrary, I replied, I am hopelessly at sea.

Nevertheless, I had forgotten that I was hungry in the excitement which now claimed me. For although the thread upon which these seemingly disconnected things hung was invisible to me, I recognized that Bampton, the city clerk, the bearded stranger who had made so singular a proposition to him, the white-hatted major, the dead stockbroker, and the mysterious woman whose presence in the case the clear sight of Harley had promptly detected, all were linked together by some subtle chain. I was convinced, too, that my friend held at least one end of that chain in his grip.

In order to prepare your mind for the interview which I hope to obtain this evening, continued Harley, let me enlighten you upon one or two points which may seem obscure. In the first place you recognize that anyone leaning out of the window on the second floor would almost automatically rest his weight upon the iron bar which was placed there for that very purpose, since the ledge is unusually low?

Quite, I replied, and it also follows that if the bar gave way anyone thus leaning on it would be pitched into the street.

Your reasoning is correct.

But, my dear fellow, said I, how could such an accident have been foreseen?

You speak of an accident. This was no accident! One end of the bar had been filed completely through, although the file marks had been carefully concealed with rust and dirt; and the other end had been wrenched out from its socket and then replaced in such a way that anyone leaning upon the bar could not fail to be precipitated into the street!

Good heavens! Then you mean  

I mean, Knox, that the man who occupied the supper room on the night before the tragedy  the dark man, tanned and bearded, with slightly oblique eyes  spent his time in filing through that bar  in short, in preparing a death trap!

I was almost dumbfounded.

But, Harley, I said, assuming that he knew his victim would be the next occupant of the room, how could he know   ?

I stopped. Suddenly, as if a curtain had been raised, the details of what I now perceived to be a fiendishly cunning murder were revealed to me.

According to his own account, Knox, resumed Harley, Major Ragstaff regularly passed along that street with military punctuality at the same hour every night. You may take it for granted that the murderer was well aware of this. As a matter of fact, I happen to know that he was. We must also take it for granted that the murderer knew of these little dinners for two which took place in the private room above the Cafe Dame every Wednesday  and sometimes on Friday. Around the figure of the methodical major  with his conspicuous white hat as a sort of focus  was built up one of the most ingenious schemes of murder with which I have ever come in contact. The victim literally killed himself.

But, Harley, the victim might have ignored the disturbance.

That is where I first detected the touch of genius, Knox. He recognized the voice of one of the combatants  or his companion did. Here we are.

The cab drew up before the house in Hamilton Place. We alighted, and Harley pressed the bell. The same footman whom I had seen admit the woman opened the door.

Is Lady Ireton at home? asked Harley.

As he uttered the name I literally held my breath. We had come to the house of Major Ragstaffs daughter, the Marchioness of Ireton, one of societys most celebrated and beautiful hostesses!  the wife of a peer famed alike as sportsman, soldier, and scholar.

I believe she is dining at home, sir, said the man. Shall I inquire?

Be good enough to do so, replied Harley, and gave him a card. Inform her that I wish to return to her a handbag which she lost a few days ago.

The man ushered us into an anteroom opening off the lofty and rather gloomy hall, and as the door closed:

Harley, I said in a stage whisper, am I to believe  

Can you doubt it? returned Harley with a grim smile.

A few moments later we were shown into a charmingly intimate little boudoir in which Lady Ireton was waiting to receive us. She was a strikingly handsome brunette, but to-night her face, which normally, I think, possessed rich colouring, was almost pallid, and there was a hunted look in her dark eyes which made me wish to be anywhere rather than where I found myself. Without preamble she rose and addressed Harley:

I fail to understand your message, sir, she said, and I admired the imperious courage with which she faced him. You say you have recovered a handbag which I had lost?

Harley bowed, and from the pocket of his greatcoat took out a silken-tasselled bag.

The one which you left in the Cafe Dame, Lady Ireton, he replied. Here also I have  from another pocket he drew out a diamond ring something which was extorted from you by the fellow Meyer.

Without touching her recovered property, Lady Ireton sank slowly down into the chair from which she had arisen, her gaze fixed as if hypnotically upon the speaker.

My friend, Mr. Knox, is aware of all the circumstances, continued the latter, but he is as anxious as I am to terminate this painful interview. I surmise that what occurred on Wednesday night was this  (correct me if I am wrong): While dining with Mr. De Lana you heard sounds of altercation in the street below. May I suggest that you recognized one of the voices?

Lady Ireton, still staring straight before her at Harley, inclined her head in assent.

I heard my fathers voice, she said hoarsely.

Quite so, he continued. I am aware that Major Ragstaff is your father. He turned to me: Do you recognize the touch of genius at last? Then, again addressing Lady Ireton: You naturally suggested to your companion that he should look out of the window in order to learn what was taking place. The next thing you knew was that he had fallen into the street below?

Lady Ireton shuddered and raised her hands to her face.

It is retribution, she whispered. I have brought this ruin upon myself. But he does not deserve  

Her voice faded into silence, and:

You refer to your husband, Lord Ireton? said Harley.

Lady Ireton nodded, and again recovering power of speech:

It was to have been our last meeting, she said, looking up at Harley.

She shuddered, and her eyes blazed into sudden fierceness. Then, clenching her hands, she looked aside.

Oh, God, the shame of this hour! she whispered.

And I would have given much to have been spared the spectacle of this proud, erring womans humiliation. But Paul Harley was scientifically remorseless. I could detect no pity in his glance.

I would give my life willingly to spare my husband the knowledge of what has been, said Lady Ireton in a low, monotonous voice. Three times I sent my maid to Meyer to recover my bag, but he demanded a price which even I could not pay. Now it is all discovered, and Harry will know.

That, I fear, is unavoidable, Lady Ireton, declared Harley. May I ask where Lord Ireton is at present?

He is in Africa after big game.

Hm, said Harley, in Africa, and after big game? I can offer you one consolation, Lady Ireton. In his own interests Meyer will stick to his first assertion that Mr. De Lana was dining alone.

A strange, horribly pathetic look came into the womans haunted eyes.

You  you  are not acting for   ? she began.

I am acting for no one, replied Harley tersely. Upon my friends discretion you may rely as upon my own.

Then why should he ever know? she whispered.

Why, indeed, murmured Harley, since he is in Africa?

As we descended the stair to the hall my friend paused and pointed to a life-sized oil painting by Londons most fashionable portrait painter. It was that of a man in the uniform of a Guards officer, a dark man, slightly gray at the temples, his face very tanned as if by exposure to the sun.

Having had no occasion for disguise when the portrait was painted, said Harley, Lord Ireton appears here without the beard; and as he is not represented smiling one cannot see the gold tooth. But the painter, if anything, has accentuated the slanting eyes. You see, the fourth marquis  the present Lord Iretons father  married one of the world-famous Yen Sun girls, daughters of the mandarin of that name by an Irish wife. Hence, the eyes. And hence  

But, Harley  it was murder!

Not within the meaning of the law, Knox. It was a recrudescence of Chinese humour! Lord Ireton is officially in Africa (and he went actually after big game). The counsel is not born who could secure a conviction. We are somewhat late, but shall therefore have less difficulty in finding a table at Princes.


TCHERIAPIN

I

THE ROSE

Examine it closely, said the man in the unusual caped overcoat. It will repay examination.

I held the little object in the palm of my hand, bending forward over the marble-topped table and looking down at it with deep curiosity. The babel of tongues so characteristic of Malay Jacks, and that mingled odour of stale spirits, greasy humanity, tobacco, cheap perfume, and opium, which distinguish the establishment faded from my ken. A sense of loneliness came to me.

Perhaps I should say that it became complete. I had grown conscious of its approach at the very moment that the cadaverous white-haired man had addressed me. There was a quality in his steadfast gaze and in his oddly pitched deep voice which from the first had wrapped me about  as though he were cloaking me in his queer personality and withdrawing me from the common plane.

Having stared for some moments at the object in my palm, I touched it gingerly; whereupon my acquaintance laughed  a short bass laugh.

It looks fragile, he said. But have no fear. It is nearly as hard as a diamond.

Thus encouraged, I took the thing up between finger and thumb, and held it before my eyes. For long enough I looked at it, and looking, my wonder grew. I thought that here was the most wonderful example of the lapidarys art which I had ever met with, east or west.

It was a tiny pink rose, no larger than the nail of my little finger. Stalk and leaves were there, and golden pollen lay in its delicate heart. Each fairy-petal blushed with June fire; the frail leaves were exquisitely green. Withal it was as hard and unbendable as a thing of steel.

Allow me, said the masterful voice.

A powerful lens was passed by my acquaintance. I regarded the rose through the glass, and thereupon I knew, beyond doubt, that there was something phenomenal about the gem  if gem it were. I could plainly trace the veins and texture of every petal.

I suppose I looked somewhat startled. Although, baldly stated, the fact may not seem calculated to affright, in reality there was something so weird about this unnatural bloom that I dropped it on the table. As I did so I uttered an exclamation; for in spite of the strangers assurances on the point, I had by no means overcome my idea of the things fragility.

Dont be alarmed, he said, meeting my startled gaze. It would need a steam-hammer to do any serious damage.

He replaced the jewel in his pocket, and when I returned the lens to him he acknowledged it with a grave inclination of the head. As I looked into his sunken eyes, in which I thought lay a sort of sardonic merriment, the fantastic idea flashed through my mind that I had fallen into the clutches of an expert hypnotist who was amusing himself at my expense, that the miniature rose was a mere hallucination produced by the same means as the notorious Indian rope trick.

Then, looking around me at the cosmopolitan groups surrounding the many tables, and catching snatches of conversations dealing with subjects so diverse as the quality of whisky in Singapore, the frail beauty of Chinese maidens, and the ways of bloody greasers, common sense reasserted itself.

I looked into the gray face of my acquaintance.

I cannot believe, I said slowly, that human ingenuity could so closely duplicate the handiwork of nature. Surely the gem is unique?  possibly one of those magical talismans of which we read in Eastern stories?

My companion smiled.

It is not a gem, he replied, and while in a sense it is a product of human ingenuity, it is also the handiwork of nature.

I was badly puzzled, and doubtless revealed the fact, for the stranger laughed in his short fashion, and:

I am not trying to mystify you, he assured me. But the truth is so hard to believe sometimes that in the present case I hesitate to divulge it. Did you ever meet Tcheriapin?

This abrupt change of topic somewhat startled me, but nevertheless:

I once heard him play, I replied. Why do you ask the question?

For this reason: Tcheriapin possessed the only other example of this art which so far as I am aware ever left the laboratory of the inventor. He occasionally wore it in his buttonhole.

It is then a manufactured product of some sort?

As I have said, in a sense it is; but  he drew the tiny exquisite ornament from his pocket again and held it up before me it is a natural bloom.

What!

It is a natural bloom, replied my acquaintance, fixing his penetrating gaze upon me. By a perfectly simple process invented by the cleverest chemist of his age it had been reduced to this gem-like state while retaining unimpaired every one of its natural beauties, every shade of its natural colour. You are incredulous?

On the contrary, I replied, having examined it through a magnifying glass I had already assured myself that no human hand had fashioned it. You arouse my curiosity intensely. Such a process, with its endless possibilities, should be worth a fortune to the inventor.

The stranger nodded grimly and again concealed the rose in his pocket.

You are right, he said; and the secret died with the man who discovered it  in the great explosion at the Vortex Works in 1917. You recall it? The T.N.T. factory? It shook all London, and fragments were cast into three counties.

I recall it perfectly well.

You remember also the death of Dr. Kreener, the chief chemist? He died in an endeavour to save some of the workpeople.

I remember.

He was the inventor of the process, but it was never put upon the market. He was a singular man, sir; as was once said of him A Don Juan of science. Dame Nature gave him her heart unwooed. He trifled with science as some men trifle with love, tossing aside with a smile discoveries which would have made another famous. This  tapping his breast pocket was one of them.

You astound me. Do I understand you to mean that Dr. Kreener had invented a process for reducing any form of plant life to this condition?

Almost any form, was the guarded reply. And some forms of animal life.

What!

If you like  the stranger leaned forward and grasped my arm I will tell you the story of Dr. Kreeners last experiment.

I was now intensely interested. I had not forgotten the heroic death of the man concerning whose work this chance acquaintance of mine seemed to know so much. And in the cadaverous face of the stranger as he sat there regarding me fixedly there was a promise and an allurement. I stood on the verge of strange things; so that, looking into the deep-set eyes, once again I felt the cloak being drawn about me, and I resigned myself willingly to the illusion.

From the moment when he began to speak again until that when I rose and followed him from Malay Jacks, as I shall presently relate, I became oblivious of my surroundings. I lived and moved through those last fevered hours in the lives of Dr. Kreener, Tcheriapin, the violinist, and that other tragic figure around whom the story centred. I append:

THE STRANGERS STORY

I asked you (said the man in the caped coat) if you had ever seen Tcheriapin, and you replied that you had once heard him play. Having once heard him play you will not have forgotten him. At that time, although war still raged, all musical London was asking where he had come from and to what nation he belonged. Then when he disappeared it was variously reported, you will recall, that he had been shot as a spy and that he had escaped from England and was serving with the Austrian army. As to his parentage I can enlighten you in a measure. He was a Eurasian. His father was an aristocratic Chinaman, and his mother a Polish ballet-dancer  that was his parentage; but I would scarcely hesitate to affirm that he came from Hell; and I shall presently show you that he has certainly returned there.

You remember the strange stories current about him. The cunning ones said that he had a clever press agent. This was true enough. One of the most prominent agents in London discovered him playing in a Paris cabaret. Two months later he was playing at the Queens Hall, and musical London lay at his feet.

He had something of the personality of Paganini, as you remember, except that he was a smaller man; long, gaunt, yellowish hands and the face of a haggard Mephistopheles. The critics quarrelled about him, as critics only quarrel about real genius, and while one school proclaimed that Tcheriapin had discovered an entirely new technique, a revolutionary system of violin playing, another school was equally positive in declaring that he could not play at all, that he was a mountebank, a trickster, whose proper place was in a variety theatre.

There were stories, too, that were never published  not only about Tcheriapin, but concerning the Strad, upon which he played. If all this atmosphere of mystery which surrounded the man had truly been the work of a press agent, then the agent must have been as great a genius as his client. But I can assure you that the stories concerning Tcheriapin, true and absurd alike, were not inspired for business purposes; they grew up around him like fungi.

I can see him now, a lean, almost emaciated figure with slow, sinuous movements and a trick of glancing sideways with those dark, unfathomable, slightly oblique eyes. He could take up his bow in such a way as to create an atmosphere of electrical suspense.

He was loathsome, yet fascinating. Ones mental attitude toward him was one of defence, of being tensely on guard. Then he would play.

You have heard him play, and it is therefore unnecessary for me to attempt to describe the effect of that music. The only composition which ever bore his name  I refer to The Black Mass  affected me on every occasion when I heard it, as no other composition has ever done.

Perhaps it was Tcheriapins playing rather than the music itself which reached down into hitherto un-plumbed depths within me and awakened dark things which, unsuspected, lay there sleeping. I never heard The Black Mass played by anyone else; indeed, I am not aware that it was ever published. But had it been we should rarely hear it. Like Lockes music to Macbeth it bears an unpleasant reputation; to include it in any concert programme would be to court disaster. An idle superstition, perhaps, but there is much naivete in the artistic temperament.

Men detested Tcheriapin, yet when he chose he could win over his bitterest enemies. Women followed him as children followed the Pied Piper; he courted none, but was courted by all. He would glance aside with those black, slanting eyes, shrug in his insolent fashion, and turn away. And they would follow. God knows how many of them followed  whether through the dens of Limehouse or the more fashionable salons of vice in the West End  they followed  perhaps down to Hell. So much for Tcheriapin.

At the time when the episode occurred to which I have referred, Dr. Kreener occupied a house in Regents Park, to which, when his duties at the munition works allowed, he would sometimes retire at week-ends. He was a man of complex personality. I think no one ever knew him thoroughly; indeed, I doubt if he knew himself.

He was hail-fellow-well-met with the painters, sculptors, poets, and social reformers who have made of Soho a new Mecca. No movement in art was so modern that Dr. Kreener was not conversant with it; no development in Bolshevism so violent or so secret that Dr. Kreener could not speak of it complacently and with inside knowledge.

These were his Bohemian friends, these dreamers and schemers. Of this side of his life his scientific colleagues knew little or nothing, but in his hours of leisure at Regents Park it was with these dreamers that he loved to surround himself rather than with his brethren of the laboratory. I think if Dr. Kreener had not been a great chemist he would have been a great painter, or perhaps a politician, or even a poet. Triumph was his birthright, and the fruits for which lesser men reached out in vain fell ripe into his hands.

The favourite meeting-place for these oddly assorted boon companions was the doctors laboratory, which was divided from the house by a moderately large garden. Here on a Sunday evening one might meet the very latest composer, the sculptor bringing a new message, or the man destined to supplant with the ballet the time-worn operatic tradition.

But while some of these would come and go, so that one could never count with certainty upon meeting them, there was one who never failed to be present when such an informal reception was held. Of him I must speak at greater length, for a reason which will shortly appear.

Andrews was the name by which he was known to the circles in which he moved. No one, from Sir John Tennier, the fashionable portrait painter, to Kruski, of the Russian ballet, disputed Andrewss right to be counted one of the elect. Yet it was known, nor did he trouble to hide the fact, that Andrews was employed at a large printing works in South London, designing advertisements. He was a great, red-bearded, unkempt Scotsman, and only once can I remember to have seen him strictly sober; but to hear him talk about painters and painting in his thick Caledonian accent was to look into the soul of an artist.

He was as sour as an unripe grape-fruit, cynical, embittered, a man savagely disappointed with life and the world; and tragedy was written all over him. If anyone knew the secret of his wasted life it was Dr. Kreener, and Dr. Kreener was a reliquary of so many secrets that this one was safe as if the grave had swallowed it.

One Sunday Tcheriapin joined the party. That he would gravitate there sooner or later was inevitable, for the laboratory in the garden was a Kaaba to which all such spirits made at least one pilgrimage. He had just set musical London on fire with his barbaric playing, and already those stories to which I have referred were creeping into circulation.

Although Dr. Kreener never expected anything of his guests beyond an interchange of ideas, it was a fact that the laboratory contained an almost unique collection of pencil and charcoal studies by famous artists, done upon the spot; of statuettes in wax, putty, soap and other extemporized materials, by the newest sculptors. While often enough from the drawing room which opened upon the other end of the garden had issued the strains of masterly piano-playing, and it was no uncommon thing for little groups to gather in the neighbouring road to listen, gratis, to the voice of some great vocalist.

From the first moment of their meeting an intense antagonism sprang up between Tcheriapin and Andrews. Neither troubled very much to veil it. In Tcheriapin it found expression in covert sneers and sidelong glances, while the big, lion-maned Scotsman snorted open contempt of the Eurasian violinist. However, what I was about to say was that Tcheriapin on the occasion of his first visit brought his violin.

It was there, amid these incongruous surroundings, that I first had my spirit tortured by the strains of The Black Mass.

There were five of us present, including Tcheriapin, and not one of the four listeners was unaffected by the music. But the influence which it exercised upon Andrews was so extraordinary as almost to reach the phenomenal. He literally writhed in his chair, and finally interrupted the performance by staggering rather than walking out of the laboratory.

I remember that he upset a jar of acid in his stumbling exit. It flowed across the floor almost to the feet of Tcheriapin, and the way in which the little black-haired man skipped, squealing, out of the path of the corroding fluid was curiously like that of a startled rabbit. Order was restored in due course, but we could not induce Tcheriapin to play again, nor did Andrews return until the violinist had taken his departure. We found him in the dining room, a nearly empty whisky-bottle beside him.

I had to gang awa, he explained thickly; he was temptin me to murder him. I should ha had to do it if I had stayed. Damn his hell-music.

Tcheriapin revisited Dr. Kreener on many occasions afterward, although for a long time he did not bring his violin again. The doctor had prevailed upon Andrews to tolerate the Eurasians company, and I could not help noticing how Tcheriapin skilfully and deliberately goaded the Scotsman, seeming to take a fiendish delight in disagreeing with his pet theories and in discussing any topic which he had found to be distasteful to Andrews.

Chief among these was that sort of irreverent criticism of women in which male parties so often indulge. Bitter cynic though he was, women were sacred to Andrews. To speak disrespectfully of a woman in his presence was like uttering blasphemy in the study of a cardinal. Tcheriapin very quickly detected the Scotsmans weakness, and one night he launched out into a series of amorous adventures which set Andrews writhing as he had writhed under the torture of The Black Mass.

On this occasion the party was only a small one, comprising myself, Dr. Kreener, Andrews and Tcheriapin. I could feel the storm brewing, but was powerless to check it. How presently it was to break in tragic violence I could not foresee. Fate had not meant that I should foresee it.

Allowing for the free play of an extravagant artistic mind, Tcheriapins career on his own showing had been that of a callous blackguard. I began by being disgusted and ended by being fascinated, not by the mans scandalous adventures, but by the scarcely human psychology of the narrator.

From Warsaw to Budapesth, Shanghai to Paris, and Cairo to London he passed, leaving ruin behind him with a smile  airily flicking cigarette ash upon the floor to indicate the termination of each episode.

Andrews watched him in a lowering way which I did not like at all. He had ceased to snort his scorn; indeed, for ten minutes or so he had uttered no word or sound; but there was something in the pose of his ungainly body which strangely suggested that of a great dog preparing to spring. Presently the violinist recalled what he termed a charming idyll of Normandy.

There is one poor fool in the world, he said, shrugging his slight shoulders, who never knew how badly he should hate me. Ha! ha! of him I shall tell you. Do you remember, my friends, some few years ago, a picture that was published in Paris and London? Everybody bought it; everybody said: He is a made man, this fellow who can paint so fine.

To what picture do you refer? asked Dr. Kreener.

It was called A Dream at Dawn.

As he spoke the words I saw Andrews start forward, and Dr. Kreener exchanged a swift glance with him. But the Scotsman, unseen by the vainglorious half-caste, shook his head fiercely.

The picture to which Tcheriapin referred will, of course, be perfectly familiar to you. It had phenomenal popularity some eight years ago. Nothing was known of the painter  whose name was Colquhoun  and nothing has been seen of his work since. The original painting was never sold, and after a time this promising new artist was, of course, forgotten.

Presently Tcheriapin continued:

It is the figure of a slender girl  ah! angels of grace!  what a girl! He kissed his hand rapturously. She is posed bending gracefully forward, and looking down at her own lovely reflection in the water. It is a seashore, you remember, and the little ripples play about her ankles. The first blush of the dawn robes her white body in a transparent mantle of light. Ah! Gods mercy! it was as she stood so, in a little cove of Normandy, that I saw her!

He paused, rolling his dark eyes; and I could hear Andrewss heavy breathing; then:

It was the new art  the posing of the model not in a lighted studio, but in the scene to be depicted.

And the fellow who painted her!  the man with the barbarous name! Bah! he was big  as big as our Mr. Andrews  and ugly  pooh! uglier than he! A moon-face, with cropped skull like a prize-fighter and no soul. But, yes, he could paint. A Dream at Dawn was genius  yes, some soul he must have had.

He could paint, dear friends, but he could not love. Him I counted as  puff!

He blew imaginary down into space.

Her I sought out, and presently found. She told me, in those sweet stolen rambles along the shore, when the moonlight made her look like a Madonna, that she was his inspiration  his art  his life. And she wept; she wept, and I kissed her tears away.

To please her I waited until A Dream at Dawn was finished. With the finish of the picture, finished also his dream of dawn  the moon-faced ones.

Tcheriapin laughed, and lighted a fresh cigarette.

Can you believe that a man could be so stupid? He never knew of my existence, this big, red booby. He never knew that I existed until  until his dream had fled  with me! In a week we were in Paris, that dream-girl and I  in a month we had quarrelled. I always end these matters with a quarrel; it makes the complete finish. She struck me in the face  and I laughed. She turned and went away. We were tired of one another.

Ah! Again he airily kissed his hand. There were others after I had gone. I heard for a time. But her memory is like a rose, fresh and fair and sweet. I am glad I can remember her so, and not as she afterward became. That is the art of love. She killed herself with absinthe, my friends. She died in Marseilles in the first year of the great war.

Thus far Tcheriapin had proceeded, and was in the act of airily flicking ash upon the floor, when, uttering a sound which I can only describe as a roar, Andrews hurled himself upon the smiling violinist.

His great red hands clutching Tcheriapins throat, the insane Scotsman, for insane he was at that moment, forced the other back upon the settee from which he had half arisen. In vain I sought to drag him away from the writhing body, but I doubt that any man could have relaxed that deadly grip. Tcheriapins eyes protruded hideously and his tongue lolled forth from his mouth. One could hear the breath whistling through his nostrils as Andrews silently, deliberately, squeezed the life out of him.

It all occupied only a few minutes, and then Andrews, slowly opening his rigidly crooked fingers, stood panting and looking down at the distorted face of the dead man.

For once in his life the Scotsman was sober, and turning to Dr. Kreener:

I have waited seven long years for this, he said, and Ill hang wi contentment.

I can never forget the ensuing moments, in which, amid a horrible silence broken only by the ticking of a clock and the heavy breathing of Colquhoun (so long known to us as Andrews) we stood watching the contorted body on the settee.

And as we watched, slowly the rigid limbs began to relax, and Tcheriapin slid gently on to the floor, collapsing there with a soft thud, where he squatted like some hideous Buddha, resting back against the cushions, one spectral yellow hand upraised, the fingers still clutching a big gold tassel.

Andrews (for so I always think of him) was seized with a violent fit of trembling, and he dropped into the chair, muttering to himself and looking down wild-eyed at his twitching fingers. Then he began to laugh, high-pitched laughter, in little short peals.

Here! cried the doctor sharply. Drop that!

Crossing to Andrews, he grasped him by the shoulders and shook him roughly.

The laughter ceased, and:

Send for the police, said Andrews in a queer, shaky voice. Dinna fear but Im ready. Im only sorry it happened here.

You ought to be glad, said Dr. Kreener.

There was a covert meaning in the words  a fact which penetrated even to the dulled intelligence of the Scotsman, for he glanced up haggardly at his friend.

You ought to be glad, repeated Dr. Kreener.

Turning, he walked to the laboratory door and locked it. He next lowered all the blinds.

I pray that we have not been observed, he said, but we must chance it.

He mixed a drink for Andrews and himself. His quiet, decisive manner had had its effect, and Andrews was now more composed. Indeed, he seemed to be in a half-dazed condition; but he persistently kept his back turned to the crouching figure propped up against the settee.

If you think you can follow me, said Dr. Kreener abruptly, I will show you the result of a recent experiment.

Unlocking a cupboard, he took out a tiny figure some two inches long by one inch high, mounted upon a polished wooden pedestal. It was that of a guinea-pig. The flaky fur gleamed like the finest silk, and one felt that the coat of the minute creature would be as floss to the touch; whereas in reality it possessed the rigidity of steel. Literally one could have done it little damage with a hammer. Its weight was extraordinary.

I am learning new things about this process every day, continued Dr. Kreener, placing the little figure upon a table. For instance, while it seems to operate uniformly upon vegetable matter, there are curious modifications when one applies it to animal and mineral substances. I have now definitely decided that the result of this particular inquiry must never be published. You, Colquhoun, I believe, possess an example of the process, a tiger lily, I think? I must ask you to return it to me. Our late friend, Tcheriapin, wears a pink rose in his coat which I have treated in the same way. I am going to take the liberty of removing it.

He spoke in the hard, incisive manner which I had heard him use in the lecture theatre, and it was evident enough that his design was to prepare Andrews for something which he contemplated. Facing the Scotsman where he sat hunched up in the big armchair, dully watching the speaker:

There is one experiment, said Dr. Kreener, speaking very deliberately, which I have never before had a suitable opportunity of attempting. Of its result I am personally confident, but science always demands proof.

His voice rang now with a note of repressed excitement. He paused for a moment, and then:

If you were to examine this little specimen very closely, he said, and rested his finger upon the tiny figure of the guinea-pig, you would find that in one particular it is imperfect. Although a diamond drill would have to be employed to demonstrate the fact, the animals organs, despite their having undergone a chemical change quite new to science, are intact, perfect down to the smallest detail. One part of the creatures structure alone defied my process. In short, dental enamel is impervious to it. This little animal, otherwise as complete as when it lived and breathed, has no teeth. I found it necessary to extract them before submitting the body to the reductionary process.

He paused.

Shall I go on? he asked.

Andrews, to whose mind, I think, no conception of the doctors project had yet penetrated, shuddered, but slowly nodded his head.

Dr. Kreener glanced across the laboratory at the crouching figure of Tcheriapin, then, resting his hands upon Andrewss shoulders, he pushed him back in the chair and stared into his dull eyes.

Brace yourself, Colquhoun, he said tersely.

Turning, he crossed to a small mahogany cabinet at the farther end of the room. Pulling out a glass tray he judicially selected a pair of dental forceps.

II

THE BLACK MASS

Thus far the strangers appalling story had progressed when that singular cloak in which hypnotically he had enwrapped me seemed to drop, and I found myself clutching the edge of the table and staring into the gray face of the speaker.

I became suddenly aware of the babel of voices about me, of the noisome smell of Malay Jacks, and of the presence of Jack in person, who was inquiring if there were any further orders. I was conscious of nausea.

Excuse me, I said, rising unsteadily, but I fear the oppressive atmosphere is affecting me.

If you prefer to go out, said my acquaintance, in that deep voice which throughout the dreadful story had rendered me oblivious of my surroundings, I should be much favoured if you would accompany me to a spot not five hundred yards from here.

Seeing me hesitate:

I have a particular reason for asking, he added.

Very well, I replied, inclining my head, if you wish it. But certainly I must seek the fresh air.

Going up the steps and out through the door above which the blue lantern burned, we came to the street, turned to the left, to the left again, and soon were threading that maze of narrow ways which complicates the map of Pennyfields.

I felt somewhat recovered. Here, in the narrow but familiar highways the spell of my singular acquaintance lost much of its potency, and already I found myself doubting the story of Dr. Kreener and Tcheriapin. Indeed, I began to laugh at myself, conceiving that I had fallen into the hands of some comedian who was making sport of me; although why such a person should visit Malay Jacks was not apparent.

I was about to give expression to these new and saner ideas when my companion paused before a door half hidden in a little alley which divided the back of a Chinese restaurant from the tawdry-looking establishment of a cigar merchant. He apparently held the key, for although I did not actually hear the turning of the lock I saw that he had opened the door.

May I request you to follow me? came his deep voice out of the darkness. I will show you something which will repay your trouble.

Again the cloak touched me, but it was without entirely resigning myself to the compelling influence that I followed my mysterious acquaintance up an uncarpeted and nearly dark stair. On the landing above a gas lamp was burning, and opening a door immediately facing the stair the stranger conducted me into a barely furnished and untidy room.

The atmosphere smelled like that of a pot-house, the odours of stale spirits and of tobacco mingling unpleasantly. As my guide removed his hat and stood there, a square, gaunt figure in his queer, caped overcoat, I secured for the first time a view of his face in profile; and found it to be startlingly unfamiliar. Seen thus, my acquaintance was another man. I realized that there was something unnatural about the long, white hair, the gray face; that the sharp outline of brow, nose, and chin was that of a much younger man than I had supposed him to be.

All this came to me in a momentary flash of perception, for immediately my attention was riveted upon a figure hunched up on a dilapidated sofa on the opposite side of the room. It was that of a big man, bearded and very heavily built, but whose face was scarred as by years of suffering, and whose eyes confirmed the story indicated by the smell of stale spirits with which the air of the room was laden. A nearly empty bottle stood on a table at his elbow, a glass beside it, and a pipe lay in a saucer full of ashes near the glass.

As we entered, the glazed eyes of the man opened widely and he clutched at the table with big red hands, leaning forward and staring horribly.

Save for this derelict figure and some few dirty utensils and scattered garments which indicated that the apartment was used both as sleeping and living room, there was so little of interest in the place that automatically my wandering gaze strayed from the figure on the sofa to a large oil painting, unframed, which rested upon the mantelpiece above the dirty grate, in which the fire had become extinguished.

I uttered a stifled exclamation. It was A Dream at Dawn  evidently the original painting!

On the left of it, from a nail in the wall, hung a violin and bow, and on the right stood a sort of cylindrical glass case or closed jar, upon a wooden base.

From the moment that I perceived the contents of this glass case a sense of fantasy claimed me, and I ceased to know where reality ended and mirage began.

It contained a tiny and perfect figure of a man. He was arrayed in a beautifully fitting dress-suit such as a doll might have worn, and he was posed as if in the act of playing a violin, although no violin was present. At the elfin black hair and Mephistophelian face of this horrible, wonderful image, I stared fascinatedly.

I looked and looked at the dwarfed figure of... Tcheriapin!

All these impressions came to me in the space of a few hectic moments, when in upon my mental tumult intruded a husky whisper from the man on the sofa.

Kreener! he said. Kreener!

At the sound of that name, and because of the way in which it was pronounced, I felt my blood running cold. The speaker was staring straight at my companion.

I clutched at the open door. I felt that there was still some crowning horror to come. I wanted to escape from that reeking room, but my muscles refused to obey me, and there I stood while:

Kreener! repeated the husky voice, and I saw that the speaker was rising unsteadily to his feet.

You have brought him again. Why have you brought him again? He will play. He will play me a step nearer to Hell.

Brace yourself, Colquhoun, said the voice of my companion. Brace yourself.

Take him awa! came in a sudden frenzied shriek. Take him awa! Hes there at your elbow, Kreener, mockin me, and pointing to that damned violin.

Here! said the stranger, a high note of command in his voice. Drop that! Sit down at once.

Even as the other obeyed him, the cloaked stranger, stepping to the mantelpiece, opened a small box which lay there beside the glass case. He turned to me; and I tried to shrink away from him. For I knew  I knew  yet I loathed to look upon  what was in the box. Muffled as though reaching me through fog, I heard the words:

A perfect human body...in miniature... every organ intact by means of... process... rendered indestructible. Tcheriapin as he was in life may be seen by the curious ten thousand years hence. Incomplete... one respect... here in this box...

The spell was broken by a horrifying shriek from the man whom my companion had addressed as Colquhoun, and whom I could only suppose to be the painter of the celebrated picture which rested upon the mantelshelf.

Take him awa, Kreener! He is reaching for the violin!

Animation returned to me, and I fell rather than ran down the darkened stair. How I opened the street door I know not, but even as I stepped out into the squalid alleys of Pennyfields the cloaked figure was beside me. A hand was laid upon my shoulder.

Listen! commanded a deep voice.

Clearly, with an eerie sweetness, an evil, hellish beauty indescribable, the wailing of a Stradivarius violin crept to my ears from the room above. Slowly  slowly the music began, and my soul rose up in revolt.

Listen! repeated the voice. Listen! It is The Black Mass!


THE DANCE OF THE VEILS

I

THE HOUSE OF THE AGAPOULOS

Hassan came in and began very deliberately to light the four lamps. He muttered to himself and often smiled in the childish manner which characterizes some Egyptians. Hassan wore a red cap, and a white robe confined at the waist by a red sash. On his brown feet he wore loose slippers, also of red. He had good features and made a very picturesque figure moving slowly about his work.

As he lighted lamp after lamp and soft illumination crept about the big room, because of the heavy shadows created the place seemed to become mysteriously enlarged. That it was an Eastern apartment cunningly devised to appeal to the Western eye, one familiar with Arab households must have seen at once. It was a traditional Oriental interior, a stage setting rather than the nondescript and generally uninteresting environment of the modern Egyptian at home.

Brightly coloured divans there were and many silken cushions of strange pattern and design. The hanging lamps were of perforated brass with little coloured glass panels. In carved wooden cabinets stood beautiful porcelain jars, trays, and vessels of silver and copper ware. Rich carpets were spread about the floor, and the draperies were elegant and costly, while two deep windows projecting over the court represented the best period of Arab architecture. Their intricate carven woodwork had once adorned the palace of a Grand Wazir. Agapoulos had bought them in Cairo and had had them fitted to his house in Chinatown. A smaller brass lamp of very delicate workmanship was suspended in each of the recesses.

As Hassan, having lighted the four larger lanterns, was proceeding leisurely to light the first of the smaller ones, draperies before a door at the east end of the room were parted and Agapoulos came in. Agapoulos was a short but portly Greek whom the careless observer might easily have mistaken for a Jew. He had much of the appearance of a bank manager, having the manners of one used to making himself agreeable, but also possessing the money-eye and that comprehensive glance which belongs to the successful man of commerce.

Standing in the centre of the place he brushed his neat black moustache with a plump forefinger. A diamond ring which he wore glittered brilliantly in the coloured rays of the lanterns. With his right hand, which rested in his trouser pocket, he rattled keys. His glance roved about the room appraisingly. Walking to a beautifully carved Arab cabinet he rearranged three pieces of Persian copperware which stood upon it. He moved several cushions, and taking up a leopard skin which lay upon the floor he draped it over an ebony chair which was inlaid intricately with ivory.

The drooping eyelids of M. Agapoulos drooped lower, as returning to the centre of the room he critically surveyed the effect of these master touches. At the moment he resembled a window-dresser, or, rather, one of those high-salaried artists who beautify the great establishments of Regent Street, the Rue de la Paix, and Ruination Avenue, New York.

Hassan lighted the sixth lamp, muttering smilingly all the time. He was about to depart when Agapoulos addressed him in Arabic.

There will be a party down from the Savoy tonight, Hassan. No one else is to come unless I am told. That accursed red policeman, Kerry, has been about here of late. Be very careful.

Hassan saluted him gravely and retired through one of the draped openings. In his hand he held the taper with which he had lighted the lamps. In order that the draperies should not be singed he had to hold them widely apart. For it had not occurred to Hassan to extinguish the taper. The Egyptian mind is complex in its simplicity.

M. Agapoulos from a gold case extracted a cigarette, and lighting it, inhaled the smoke contentedly, looking about him. The window-dresser was lost again in the bank manager who has arranged a profitable overdraft. Somewhere a bell rang. Hassan, treading silently, reappeared, crossed the room, and opening a finely carved door walked along a corridor which it had concealed. He still carried the lighted taper.

Presently there entered a man whose well-cut serge suit revealed the figure of a soldier. He wore a soft gray felt hat and carried light gloves and a cane. His dark face, bronzed by recent exposure to the Egyptian sun, was handsome in a saturnine fashion, and a touch of gray at the temples tended to enhance his good looks. He carried himself in that kind of nonchalant manner which is not only insular but almost insolent.

M. Agapoulos bowed extravagantly. As he laid his plump hand upon his breast the diamond ring sparkled in a way most opulent and impressive.

I greet you, Major Grantham, he said. Behold  he waved his hand glitteringly all is prepared.

Oh, yes, murmured the other, glancing around without interest; good. You are beginning to get straight in your new quarters.

Agapoulos extended the prosperous cigarette-case, and Major Grantham took and lighted a superior cigarette.

How many in the party? inquired the Greek smilingly.

Three and myself.

A shadow of a frown appeared upon the face of Agapoulos.

Only three, he muttered.

Major Grantham laughed.

You should know me by this time, Agapoulos, he said. The party is small but exclusive, you understand?

He spoke wearily, as a tired man speaks of distasteful work which he must do. There was contempt in his voice; contempt of Agapoulos, and contempt of himself.

Ah! cried the Greek, brightening; do I know any of them?

Probably. General Sir Francis Payne, Mr. Eddie, and Sir Horace Tipton.

An Anglo-American party, eh?

Quite. Mr. Eddie is the proprietor of the well-known group of American hotels justly celebrated for their great height and poisonous cuisine; while Sir Horace Tipton alike as sportsman, globe-trotter, and soap manufacturer, is characteristically British. Of General Sir Francis Payne I need only say that his home services during the war did incalculable harm to our prestige throughout the Empire.

He spoke with all the bitterness of a man who has made a failure of life. Agapoulos was quite restored to good humour.

Ah! he exclaimed, brushing his moustache and rattling his keys; sportsmen, eh?

Major Grantham dropped into the carven chair upon which the Greek had draped the leopard skin. Momentarily the window-dresser leapt into life as Agapoulos beheld one of his cunning effects destroyed, but he forced a smile when Grantham, shrugging his shoulders, replied:

If they are fools enough to play  the usual 5 per cent, on the banks takings.

He paused, glancing at some ash upon the tip of his cigarette. Agapoulos swiftly produced an ashtray and received the ash on it in the manner of a churchwarden collecting half a crown from a pew-holder.

I think, continued Grantham indifferently, that it will be the dances. Two of them are over fifty.

Ah! said Agapoulos thoughtfully; not, of course, the ordinary programme?

Major Grantham looked up at him with lazy insolence.

Why ask? he inquired. Does Lucullus crave for sausages? Do philosophers play marbles?

He laughed again, noting the rather blank look of Agapoulos.

You dont know what Im talking about, do you? he added. I mean to say that these men have been everywhere and done everything. They have drunk wine sweet and sour and have swallowed the dregs. I am bringing them. It is enough.

More than enough, declared the Greek with enthusiasm. He bowed, although Grantham was not looking at him. In the little matter of fees I can rely upon your discretion, as always. Is it not said that a good dragoman is a desirable husband?

Major Grantham resettled himself in his chair.

M. Agapoulos, he said icily, we have done shady business together for years, both in Port Said and in London, and have remained the best of friends; two blackguards linked by our common villainy. But if this pleasant commercial acquaintance is to continue let there be no misunderstanding between us, M. Agapoulos. I may know Im a dragoman; but in future, old friend  he turned lazy eyes upon the Greek for your guidance, dont remind me of the fact or Ill wring your neck.

The drooping eyelids of M. Agapoulos flickered significantly, but it was with a flourish more grand than usual that he bowed.

Pardon, pardon, he murmured. You speak harshly of yourself, but ah, you do not mean it. We understand each other, eh?

I understand you perfectly, drawled Grantham; I was merely advising you to endeavour to understand me. My party will arrive at nine oclock, Agapoulos, and I am going back to the Savoy shortly to dress. Meanwhile, if Hassan would bring me a whisky and soda I should be obliged.

Of course, of course. He shall do so at once, cried Agapoulos. I will tell him.

Palpably glad to escape, the fat Greek retired, leaving Major Grantham lolling there upon the leopard skin, his hat, cane and gloves upon the carpet beside him; and a few moments later Hassan the silent glided into the extravagant apartment bearing refreshments. Placing his tray upon a little coffee-table beside Major Grantham, he departed.

There was a faint smell of perfume in the room, a heavy voluptuous smell in which the odour of sandal-wood mingled with the pungency of myrrh. It was very silent, so that when Grantham mixed a drink the pleasant chink of glass upon glass rang out sharply.

II

ZAHARA

Zahara had overheard the latter part of the conversation from her own apartment. Once she had even crept across to the carven screen in order that she might peep through into the big, softly lighted room. She had interrupted her toilet to do so, and having satisfied herself that Grantham was one of the speakers (although she had really known this already), she had returned and stared at herself critically in the mirror.

Zahara, whose father had been a Frenchman, possessed skin of a subtle cream colour very far removed from the warm brown of her Egyptian mother, but yet not white. At night it appeared dazzling, for she enhanced its smooth, creamy pallor with a wonderful liquid solution which came from Paris. It was hard, Zahara had learned, to avoid a certain streaky appearance, but much practice had made her an adept.

This portion of her toilet she had already completed and studying her own reflection she wondered, as she had always wondered, what Agapoulos could see in Safiyeh. Safiyeh was as brown as a berry; quite pretty for an Egyptian girl, as Zahara admitted scornfully, but brown  brown. It was a great puzzle to Zahara. The mystery of life indeed had puzzled little Zahara very much from the moment when she had first begun to notice things with those big, surprising blue eyes of hers, right up to the present twenty-fourth year of her life. She had an uneasy feeling that Safiyeh, who was only sixteen, knew more of this mystery than she did. Once, shortly after the Egyptian girl had come to the house of Agapoulos, Zahara had playfully placed her round white arm against that of the more dusky beauty, and:

Look! she had exclaimed. I am cream and you are coffee.

It is true, the other had admitted in her practical, serious way, but some men do not like cream. All men like coffee.

Zahara rested her elbows upon the table and surveyed the reflection of her perfect shoulders with disapproval. She had been taught at her mothers knee that men did not understand women, and she, who had been born and reared in that quarter of Cairo where there is no day but one long night, had lived to learn the truth of the lesson. Yet she was not surprised that this was so; for Zahara did not understand herself. Her desires were so simple and so seemingly natural, yet it would appear that they were contrary to the established order of things.

She was proud to think that she was French, although someone had told her that the French, though brave, were mercenary. Zahara admired the French for being brave, and thought it very sensible that they should be mercenary. For there was nothing that Zahara wanted of the world that money could not obtain (or so she believed), and she knew no higher philosophy than the quest of happiness. Because others did not seem to share this philosophy she often wondered if she could be unusual. She had come to the conclusion that she was ignorant. If only Harry Grantham would talk to her she felt sure he could teach her so much.

There were so many things that puzzled her. She knew that at twenty-four she was young for a French girl, although as an Egyptian she would have been considered old. She had been taught that gold was the key to happiness and that man was the ogre from whom this key must be wheedled. A ready pupil, Zahara had early acquired the art of attracting, and now at twenty-four she was a past mistress of the Great Craft, and as her mirror told her, more beautiful than she had ever been.

Therefore, what did Agapoulos see in Safiyeh?

It was a problem which made Zaharas head ache. She could not understand why as her power of winning men increased her power to hold them diminished. Safiyeh was a mere inexperienced child  yet Agapoulos had brought her to the house, and Zahara, wise in womans lore, had recognized the familiar change of manner.

It was a great problem, the age-old problem which doubtless set the first silver thread among Phrynes red-gold locks and which now brought a little perplexed wrinkle between Zaharas delicately pencilled brows.

It had not always been so. In those early days in Cairo there had been an American boy. Zahara had never forgotten. Her beauty had bewildered him. He had wanted to take her to New York; and oh! how she had wanted to go. But her mother, who was then alive, had held other views, and he had gone alone. Heavens! How old she felt. How many had come and gone since that Egyptian winter, but now, although admiration was fatally easy to win how few were so sincere as that fresh-faced boy from beyond the Atlantic.

Zahara, staring into the mirror, observed that there was not a wrinkle upon her face, not a flaw upon her perfect skin. Nor in this was she blinded by vanity. Nature, indeed, had cast her in a rare mould, and from her unusual hair, which was like dull gold, to her slender ankles and tiny feet, she was one of the most perfectly fashioned human beings who ever added to the beauty of the world.

Yet Agapoulos preferred Safiyeh. Zahara could hear him coming to her room even as she sat there, chin in hands, staring at her own bewitching reflection. Presently she would slip out and speak to Harry Grantham. Twice she had read in his eyes that sort of interest which she knew so well how to detect. She liked him very much, but because of a sense of loyalty to Agapoulos (a sentiment purely Egyptian which she longed to crush) Zahara had never so much as glanced at Grantham in the Right Way. She was glad, though, that he had not gone, and she hoped that Agapoulos would not detain her long.

As a matter of fact, the Greeks manner was even more cold than usual. He rested his hand upon her shoulder for a moment, and meeting her glance reflected in the mirror:

There will be a lot of money here to-night, he said. Make the best of your opportunities. Chinatown is foggy, yes  but it pays better than Port Said.

He ran fat fingers carelessly through her hair, the big diamond glittering effectively in the wavy gold, then turned and went out. Sitting listening intently, Zahara could hear him talking in a subdued voice to Safiyeh, and could detect the Egyptians low-spoken replies.



Grantham looked up with a start. A new and subtle perfume had added itself to that with which the air of the room was already laden. He found Zahara standing beside him.

His glance travelled upward from a pair of absurdly tiny brocaded shoes past slender white ankles to the embroidered edge of a wonderful mandarin robe decorated with the figures of peacocks; upward again to a little bejewelled hand which held the robe confined about the slender figure of Zahara, and upward to where, sideways upon a bare shoulder peeping impudently out from Chinese embroidery, rested the half-mocking and half-serious face of the girl.

Hallo! he said, smiling, I didnt hear you come in.

I walk very soft, explained Zahara, because I am not supposed to be here.

She looked at him quizzically. I dont see you for a long time, she added, and in the tone of her voice there was a caress. I saw you more often in Port Said than here.

No, replied Grantham, I have been giving Agapoulos a rest. Besides, there has been nobody worth while at any of the hotels or clubs during the last fortnight.

Somebody worth while coming to-night? asked Zahara with professional interest.

At the very moment that she uttered the words she recognized her error, for she saw Granthams expression change. Yet to her strange soul there was a challenge in his coldness and the joy of contest in the task of melting the ice of this English reserve.

Lots of money, he said bitterly; we shall all do well to-night.

Zahara did not reply for a moment. She wished to close this line of conversation which inadvertently she had opened up. So that, presently:

You look very lonely and bored, she said softly.

As a matter of fact, it was she who was bored of the life she led in Limehouse  in chilly, misty Limehouse  and who had grown so very lonely since Safiyeh had come. In the dark gray eyes looking up at her she read recognition of her secret. Here was a man possessing that rare masculine attribute, intuition. Zahara knew a fear that was half delightful. Fear because she might fail in either of two ways and delight because the contest was equal.

Yes, he replied slowly, my looks tell the truth. How did you know?

Zahara observed that his curiosity had not yet become actual interest. She toyed with the silken tassel on her robe, tying and untying it with quick nervous fingers and resting the while against the side of the carved chair.

Perhaps because I am so lonely myself, she said. I matter to no one. What I do, where I go, if I live or die. It is all  

She spread her small hands eloquently and shrugged so that another white shoulder escaped from the Chinese wrapping. Thereupon Zahara demurely drew her robe about her with a naive air of modesty which nine out of ten beholding must have supposed to be affected.

In reality it was a perfectly natural, instinctive movement. To Zahara her own beauty was a commonplace to be displayed or concealed as circumstances might dictate. In a certain sense, which few could appreciate, this half-caste dancing girl and daughter of El Wasr was as innocent as a baby. It was one of the things which men did not understand. She thought that if Harry Grantham asked her to go away with him it would be nice to go. Suddenly she realized how deep was her loathing of this Limehouse and of the people she met there, who were all alike.

He sat looking at her for some time, and then: Perhaps you are wrong, he said. There may be some who could understand.

And because he had answered her thoughts rather than her words, the fear within Zahara grew greater than the joy of the contest.

Awhile longer she stayed, seeking for a chink in the armour. But she failed to kindle the light in his eyes which  unless she had deluded herself  she had seen there in the past; and because she failed and could detect no note of tenderness in his impersonal curiosity:

You are lonely because you are so English, so cold, she exclaimed, drawing her robe about her and glancing sideways toward the door by which Agapoulos might be expected to enter. You are bored, yes. Of course. You look on at life. It is not exciting, that game  except for the players.

Never once had she looked at him in the Right Way; for to have done so and to have evoked only that amused yet compassionate smile would have meant hatred, and Zahara had been taught that such hatred was fatal because it was a confession of defeat.

I shall see you again to-night, shall I not? he said as she turned away.

Oh, yes, I shall be  on show. I hope you will approve.

She tossed her head like a petulant child, turned, and with never another glance in his direction, walked from the room. She was very graceful, he thought.

Yet it was not entirely of this strange half-caste, whose beauty was provoking, although he resolutely repelled her tentative advances, that Grantham was thinking. In that last gesture when she had scornfully tossed her head in turning aside, had lain a bitter memory. Grantham stood for a moment watching the swaying draperies. Then, dropping the end of his cigarette into a little brass ash-tray, he took up his hat, gloves, and cane from the floor, and walked toward the doorway through which he had entered.

A bell rang somewhere, and Grantham paused. A close observer might have been puzzled by his expression. Evidently changing his mind, he crossed the room, opened the door and went out, leaving the house of Agapoulos by a side entrance. Crossing the little courtyard below he hurried in the direction of the main street, seeming to doubt the shadows which dusk was painting in the narrow ways.

Many men who know Chinatown distrust its shadows, but the furtive fear of which Grantham had become aware was due not to anticipation but to memory  to a memory conjured up by that gesture of Zaharas.

There were few people in London or elsewhere who knew the history of this scallywag Englishman. That he had held the Kings commission at some time was generally assumed to be the fact, but that his real name was not Grantham equally was taken for granted. His continuing, nevertheless, to style himself Major was sufficient evidence to those interested that Grantham lived by his wits; and from the fact that he lived well and dressed well one might have deduced that his wits were bright if his morals were turbid.

Now, the gesture of a woman piqued had called up the deathless past. Hurrying through nearly empty squalid streets, he found himself longing to pronounce a name, to hear it spoken that he might linger over its bitter sweetness. To this longing he presently succumbed, and:

Inez, he whispered, and again more loudly, Inez.

Such a wave of lonely wretchedness and remorse swept up about his heart that he was almost overwhelmed by it, yet he resigned himself to its ruthless cruelty with a sort of savage joy. The shadowed ways of Limehouse ceased to exist for him, and in spirit he stood once more in a queer, climbing, sunbathed street of Gibraltar looking out across that blue ribbon of the Straits to where the African coast lay hidden in the haze.

I never knew, he said aloud. And one meeting this man who hurried along and muttered to himself must have supposed him to be mad. I never knew. Oh, God! if I had only known.

But he was one of those to whom knowledge comes as a bitter aftermath. When his regiment had received orders to move from the Rock, and he had informed Inez of his departure, she had turned aside, just as Zahara had done; scornfully and in silence. Because of his disbelief in her he had guarded his heart against this beautiful Spanish girl who (as he realized too late) had brought him the only real happiness he had ever known. Often she had told him of her brother, Miguel, who would kill her  would kill them both  if he so much as suspected their meetings; of her affianced husband, absent in Tunis, whose jealousy knew no bounds.

He had pretended to believe, had even wanted to believe; but the witchery of the girls presence removed, he had laughed  at himself and at Inez. She was playing the Great Game, skilfully, exquisitely. When he was gone  there would soon be someone else. Yet he had never told her that he doubted. He had promised many things  and had left her.

She died by her own hand on the night of his departure.

Now, as a wandering taxi came into view: Inez! he moaned I never knew.

That brother whom he had counted a myth had succeeded in getting on board the transport. Before Granthams inner vision the whole dreadful scene now was reenacted: the struggle in the stateroom; he even seemed to hear the sound of the shot, to see the Spaniard, drenched with blood from a wound in his forehead, to hear his cry:

I cannot see! I cannot see! Mother of Mercy! I have lost my sight!

It had broken Grantham. The scandal was hushed up, but retirement was inevitable. He knew, too, that the light had gone out of the world for him as it had gone for Miguel da Mura.

It is sometimes thus that a scallywag is made.

IV

THE STAR OF EGYPT

As Grantham went out by the side door, Hassan, soft of foot, appeared. Crossing to the main door he opened it and walked down the narrow corridor beyond. Presently came the tap, tap, tap of a stick and a sound of muttered conversation in some place below.

Hassan reentered and went in through the curtained doorway to summon Agapoulos. Agapoulos was dressing and would not be disturbed. Hassan went back to those who waited, but ere long returned again chattering volubly to himself. Going behind the carven screen he rapped upon the door of Zaharas room, and she directed him to come in. To Zahara, Hassan was no more than a piece of furniture, and she thought as little of his intruding while she was in the midst of her toilet as another woman would have thought of the entrance of a maid.

Two men, reported Hassan, who wont go away until they see somebody.

Whom do they want to see? she inquired indifferently, adjusting the line of her eyebrow with an artistically pointed pencil.

They say whoever belongs here.

Zahara invariably spoke either French or English to natives, and if Hassan had addressed her in Arabic she would not have replied, although she spoke that language better than she spoke any other.

What are they like? Not  police?

Foreign, replied Hassan vaguely.

English  American?

No, not American or English. Very black hair, dark skin.

Zahara, a student of men, became aware of a mild interest. These swarthy visitors should prove an agreeable antidote to the poisonous calm of Harry Grantham. She was trying with all the strength of her strange, stifled soul not to think of Grantham, and she was incapable of recognizing the fact that she could think of nothing else and had thought of little else for a long time past. Even now it was because of him that she determined to interview the foreign visitors. The mystery of her emotions puzzled her more than ever.

She descended to a small, barely furnished room on the ground floor, close beside the door opening upon the street. It was lighted by one hanging lamp. On the divan which constituted the principal item of furniture a small man, slenderly built, was sitting. He wore a broad-brimmed hat, so broad of brim that it threw the whole of the upper part of his face into shadow. It was impossible to see his eyes. Beside him rested a heavy walking-stick.

As Zahara entered, a wonderful, gaily coloured figure, this man did not move in the slightest, but sat, chin on breast, his small, muscular, brown hands resting on his knees. His companion, however, a person of more massive build, elegantly dressed and handsome in a swarthy fashion, bowed gravely and removed his hat. Zahara liked his eyes, which were dark and very bold looking.

M. Agapoulos is engaged, she said, speaking in French. What is it you wish to know?

The man regarded her fixedly, and:

Senorita, he replied, I will be frank with you.

Save for his use of the word senorita he also spoke in French. Zahara drew her robe more closely about her and adopted her most stately manner.

My name, continued the other, does not matter, but my business is to look into the affairs of other people, you understand?

Zahara, who understood from this that the man was some kind of inquiry agent, opened her blue eyes very widely and at the same time shook her head.

No, she protested; what do you mean?

A certain gentleman came here a short time ago, came into this house and must be here now. Dont be afraid. He has done nothing very dreadful, he added reassuringly.

Zahara retreated a step, and a little wrinkle of disapproval appeared between her pencilled brows. She no longer liked the mans eyes, she decided. They were deceitful eyes. His companion had taken up the heavy stick and was restlessly tapping the floor.

There is no one here, said Zahara calmly, except the people who live in the house.

He is here, he is here, muttered the man seated on the divan.

The tapping of his stick had grown more rapid, but as he had spoken in Spanish, Zahara, who was ignorant of that language, had no idea what he had said.

My friend, continued the Spaniard, bowing slightly in the direction of the slender man who so persistently kept his broad-brimmed hat on his head, chanced to hear the voice of this gentleman as he spoke to your porter on entering the door. And although the door was closed too soon for us actually to see him, we are convinced that he is the person we seek.

I think you are mistaken, said Zahara coolly. But what do you want him for?

As she uttered the words she realized that even the memory of Grantham was sufficient to cause her to betray herself. She had betrayed her interest to the man himself, and now she had betrayed it to this dark-faced stranger whose manner was so mysterious. The Spaniard recognized the fact, and, unlike Grantham, acted upon it promptly.

He has taken away the wife of another, Senorita, he said simply, and watched her as he spoke the lie.

She listened in silence, wide-eyed. Her lower lip twitched, and she bit it fiercely.

He went first to Port Said and then came to London with this woman, continued the Spaniard remorselessly. We come from her husband to ask her to return. Yes, he will forgive her  or he offers her freedom.

Rapidly but comprehensively the speakers bold glance travelled over Zahara, from her golden head to her tiny embroidered shoes.

If you can help us in this matter it will be worth fifty English pounds to you, he concluded.

Zahara was breathing rapidly. The fatal hatred which she had sought to stifle gained a new vitality. Another woman  another woman actually here in London! So there was someone upon whom he did not look in that half-amused and half-compassionate manner. How she hated him! How she hated the woman to whom he had but a moment ago returned!

Then he will marry this other one? she said suddenly.

Oh, no. Already he neglects her. We think she will go back.

Zahara experienced a swift change of sentiment. She seemed to be compounded of two separate persons, one of whom laughed cruelly at the folly of the other.

What is the name of this man you think your friend has recognized? she asked.

The big stick was rapping furiously during this colloquy.

We are both sure, Senorita. His name is Major Spalding.

That Spalding and Grantham were neighbouring towns in Lincolnshire Zahara did not know, but:

No one of that name comes here, she replied.

The one you heard and  who has gone  is not called by that name. She spoke with forced calm. It was Grantham they sought! But what happens if I show you this one who is not called Spalding?

No matter! Point him out to me, answered the Spaniard eagerly  and his dark eyes seemed to be on fire point him out to me and fifty pounds of English money is yours!

Let me see.

He drew out a wallet and held up a number of notes.

Fifty, he said, in a subdued voice, when you point him out.

For a long moment Zahara hesitated, then:

Sixty, she corrected him now! Then I will do it to-night  if you tell what happens.

Exhibiting a sort of eager impatience the man displayed a bunch of official-looking documents.

I give him these, he explained, and my work is done.

Hm, said Zahara. He must not know that it is I who have shown him to you. To-night he will be here at nine oclock, and I shall dance. You understand?

Then, said the Spaniard eagerly, this is what you will do.

And speaking close to her ear he rapidly outlined a plan; but presently she interrupted him.

Pooh! It is Spanish, the rose. I dance the dances of Egypt.

But to-night, he persisted, it will not matter.

Awhile longer they talked, the rapping of the stick upon the tiled floor growing ever faster and faster. But finally:

I will tell Hassan that you are to be admitted, said Zahara, and she held out her hand for the notes.

When, presently, the visitors departed, she learned that the smaller man was blind; for his companion led him out of the room and out of the house. She stood awhile listening to the tap, tap, tap of the heavy stick receding along the street. What she did not hear, and could not have understood had she heard, since it was uttered in Spanish, was the cry of exultant hatred which came from the lips of the taller man:

At last, Miguel! at last! Though blind, you have found him! You have not failed. I shall not fail!



Zahara peeped through the carved screen at the assembled company. They were smoking and drinking and seemed to be in high good humour. Safiyeh had danced and they had applauded the performance, but had complained to M. Agapoulos that they had seen scores of such dances and dancers. Safiyeh, who had very little English, had not understood this, and because presently she was to play upon the aood while Zahara danced the Dance of the Veils, Zahara had avoided informing her of the verdict of the company.

Now as she peeped through the lattice in the screen she could see the Greek haggling with Grantham and a tall gray-haired man whom she supposed to be Sir Horace Tipton. They were debating the additional fees to be paid if Zahara, the Star of Egypt, was to present the secret and wonderful dance of which all men had heard but which only a true daughter of the ancient tribe of the Ghawazi could perform.

Sometimes Zahara was proud of her descent from a dancing-girl of Kenneh. This was always at night, when a sort of barbaric excitement possessed her which came from the blood of her mother. Then, a new light entered her eyes and they seemed to grow long and languid and dark, so that no one would have suspected that in daylight they were blue.

A wild pagan abandon claimed her, and she seemed to hear the wailing of reed instruments and the throb of the ancient drums which were played of old before the kings of Egypt. Safiyeh was not a true dancing girl, and because she knew none of those fine frenzies, she danced without inspiration, like a brown puppet moved by strings. But she could play upon an aood much better than Zahara, and therefore must not be upset until she had played for the Dance of the Veils.

Seeing that the bargain was all but concluded, Zahara stole back to her room. Her lightly clad body gleamed like that of some statue become animate.

Her cheeks flushed as she took up the veils, of which she alone knew the symbolic meaning; the white veil, the purple veil: each had its story to tell her; and the veil of burning scarlet. In a corner of the big room on a divan near the door she had seen the Spaniard, a handsome, swarthy figure in his well-fitting dress clothes, and now, opening a drawer, she glanced at the little pile of notes which represented her share of the bargain. There were fifty. She had told Agapoulos that a distinguished foreigner with an introduction from someone she knew had paid ten pounds to be present. And because she had given Agapoulos the ten pounds, Agapoulos had agreed to admit the visitor.

She could hear the Greek approaching now, but she was thinking of Grantham whom she had last seen in laughing conversation with the tall, gray-haired man. His laughter had appeared forced. Doubtless he grew weary of the woman he had brought to London.

Dance to-night with all the devil that is in you, my beautiful, said Agapoulos, hurrying into the room.

Zahara turned aside, toying with the veils.

They are rich, eh? she said indifferently.

She was thinking of the fifty pounds which she had earned so easily; and after all (how strangely her mind wandered) perhaps he was really tired of the woman. The Spaniard had said so.

Very rich, murmured Agapoulos complacently.

He brushed his moustache and rattled keys in his pocket. In his dress clothes he looked like the manager of a prosperous picture palace. Safryeh! he called.

When presently the music commenced, the players concealed behind the tall screen, an expectant hush fell upon the wine-flushed company. Hassan, who played the darabukkeh, could modulate its throbbing so wonderfully.

Zahara entered the room, enveloped from shoulders to ankles in a flame-coloured cloak. Between her lips she held a red rose.

By God, what a beauty! said a husky voice.

Zahara did not know which of the party had spoken, but she was conscious of the fact that by virtue of the strange witchcraft which became hers on such nights she held them all spell-bound. They were her slaves.

Slowly she walked across the apartment while the throbbing of the Arab drum grew softer and softer, producing a weird effect of space and distance. All eyes were fixed upon her, and meeting Granthams gaze she saw at last the Light there which she knew. This sudden knowledge of triumph almost unnerved her, and the rose which she had taken from between her lips trembled in her white fingers. Two of the petals fell upon the carpet, which was cream-coloured from the looms of Ispahan. Like blood spots the petals lay upon the cream surface.

Zahara swung sharply about. Agapoulos, seated alone in the chair over which he had draped the leopard skin, was busily brushing his moustache and glancing sideways toward the screen which concealed Safryeh. Zahara tilted her head on to her shoulder and cast a languorous glance into the shadows masking the watchful Spaniard.

She could see his eyes gleaming like those of a wild beast. An icy finger seemed to touch her heart. He had lied to her! She knew it, suddenly, intuitively. Well, she would see. She also had guile.

With a little scornful laugh Zahara tossed the rose on to the knees  of Agapoulos.

The sound of three revolver shots fired in quick succession rang out above the throbbing music. Agapoulos clutched at his shirt front with both hands, uttered a stifled scream and tried to stand up. He coughed, and glaring straight in front of him fell forward across a little coffee table laden with champagne bottles and glasses.

Coincident with the crash made by his falling body came the loud bang of a door. The Spaniard had gone.

By God, sir! Its murder, its murder! cried the same husky voice which had commented upon the beauty of Zahara.

There was a mingling, purposeless movement. Someone ran to the door  to find that it was locked from the outside. Mr. Eddie, now recognizable by his accent, came toward the prone man, dazed, horrified, and grown very white. Zahara, a beautiful, tragic figure, in her flaming cloak, stood looking down at the dead man. Safiyeh was peeping round from behind the screen, her face a brown mask of terror. Hassan, holding his drum, appeared behind her, staring stupidly. To the smell of cigar smoke and perfume a new and acrid odour was added.

Vaguely the truth was stealing in upon the mind of the dancing-girl that she had been made party to a plot to murder Grantham. She had saved his life. He belonged to her now. She could hear him speaking, although for some reason she could not see him. A haze had come, blotting out everything but the still, ungainly figure which lay so near her upon the carpet, one clutching, fat hand, upon which a diamond glittered, outstretched so that it nearly touched her bare white feet.

We must get out this way! The side door to the courtyard! None of us can afford to be mixed up in an affair of this sort.

There was more confused movement and a buzz of excited voices  meaningless, chaotic. Zahara could feel the draught from the newly opened door. A thin stream of blood was stealing across the carpet. It had almost reached the fallen rose petals, which it strangely resembled in colour under the light of the lanterns.

As though dispersed by the draught, the haze lifted, and Zahara saw Grantham standing by the open doorway through which he had ushered out the other visitors.

Wide-eyed and piteous she met his glance. She had seen that night the Look in his eyes. She had saved his life, and there was much, so much, that she wanted to tell him. A thousand yearnings, inexplicable, hitherto unknown, deep mysteries of her soul, looked out of those great eyes.

Dont think, he said tensely, that I was deceived. I saw the trick with the rose! You are as guilty as your villainous lover! Murderess!

He went out and closed the door. The flame-coloured cloak slowly slipped from Zaharas shoulders, and the veils, like falling petals, began to drop gently one by one upon the blood-stained carpet.


THE HAND OF THE MANDARIN QUONG

I

THE SHADOW ON THE CURTAIN

Singapore is by no means herself again, declared Jennings, looking about the lounge of the Hotel de lEurope. Dont you agree, Knox?

Burton fixed his lazy stare upon the speaker.

Dont blame poor old Singapore, he said. There is no spot in this battered world that I have succeeded in discovering which is not changed for the worse.

Dr. Matheson flicked ash from his cigar and smiled in that peculiarly happy manner which characterizes a certain American type and which lent a boyish charm to his personality.

You are a pair of pessimists, he pronounced. For some reason best known to themselves Jennings and Knox have decided upon a Busmans Holiday. Very well. Why grumble?

You are quite right, Doctor, Jennings admitted. When I was on service here in the Straits Settlements I declared heaven knows how often that the country would never see me again once I was demobbed. Yet here you see I am; Burton belongs here; but heres Knox, and we are all as fed up as we can be!

Yes, said Burton slowly. I may be a bit tired of Singapore. Its a queer thing, though, that you fellows have drifted back here again. The call of the East is no fable. Its a call that one hears for ever.

The conversation drifted into another channel, and all sorts of topics were discussed, from racing to the latest feminine fashions, from ballroom dances to the merits and demerits of coalition government. Then suddenly:

What became of Adderley? asked Jennings.

There were several men in the party who had been cronies of ours during the time that we were stationed in Singapore, and at Jenningss words a sort of hush seemed to fall on those who had known Adderley. I cannot say if Jennings noticed this, but it was perfectly evident to me that Dr. Matheson had perceived it, for he glanced swiftly across in my direction in an oddly significant way.

I dont know, replied Burton, who was an engineer. He was rather an unsavoury sort of character in some ways, but I heard that he came to a sticky end.

What do you mean? I asked with curiosity, for I myself had often wondered what had become of Adderley.

Well, he was reported to his C. O., or something, wasnt he, just before the time for his demobilization? I dont know the particulars; I thought perhaps you did, as he was in your regiment.

I have heard nothing whatever about it, I replied.

You mean Sidney Adderley, the man who was so indecently rich? someone interjected. Had a place at Katong, and was always talking about his fathers millions?

Thats the fellow.

Yes, said Jennings, there was some scandal, I know, but it was after my time here.

Something about an old mandarin out Johore Bahru way, was it not? asked Burton. The last thing I heard about Adderley was that he had disappeared.

Nobody would have cared much if he had, declared Jennings. I know of several who would have been jolly glad. There was a lot of the brute about Adderley, apart from the fact that he had more money than was good for him. His culture was a veneer. It was his check-book that spoke all the time.

Everybody would have forgiven Adderley his vulgarity, said Dr. Matheson, quietly, if the mans heart had been in the right place.

Surely an instance of trying to make a silk purse out of a sows ear, someone murmured.

Burton gazed rather hard at the last speaker.

So far as I am aware, he said, the poor devil is dead, so go easy.

Are you sure he is dead? asked Dr. Matheson, glancing at Burton in that quizzical, amused way of his.

No, I am not sure; I am merely speaking from hearsay. And now I come to think of it, the information was rather vague. But I gathered that he had vanished, at any rate, and remembering certain earlier episodes in his career, I was led to suppose that this vanishing meant  

He shrugged his shoulders significantly.

You mean the old mandarin? suggested Dr. Matheson.

Yes.

Was there really anything in that story, or was it suggested by the unpleasant reputation of Adderley? Jennings asked.

I can settle any doubts upon that point, said I; whereupon I immediately became a focus of general attention.

What! were you ever at that place of Adderleys at Katong? asked Jennings with intense curiosity.

I nodded, lighting a fresh cigarette in a manner that may have been unduly leisurely.

Did you see her?

Again I nodded.

Really!

I must have been peculiarly favoured, but certainly I had that pleasure.

You speak of seeing her, said one of the party, now entering the conversation for the first time. To whom do you refer?

Well, replied Burton, its really a sort of fairy tale  unless Knox  glacing across in my direction can confirm it. But there was a story current during the latter part of Adderleys stay in Singapore to the effect that he had made the acquaintance of the wife, or some member of the household, of an old gentleman out Johore Bahru way  sort of mandarin or big pot among the Chinks.

It was rumoured that he had bolted with her, added another speaker.

I think it was more than a rumour.

Why do you say so?

Well, representations were made to the authorities, I know for an absolute certainty, and I have an idea that Adderley was kicked out of the Service as a consequence of the scandal which resulted.

How is it one never heard of this?

Money speaks, my dear fellow, cried Burton, even when it is possessed by such a peculiar outsider as Adderley. The thing was hushed up. It was a very nasty business. But Knox was telling us that he had actually seen the lady. Please carry on, Knox, for I must admit that I am intensely curious.

I can only say that I saw her on one occasion.

With Adderley?

Undoubtedly.

Where?

At his place at Katong.

I even thought his place at that resort was something of a myth, declared Jennings. He never asked me to go there, but, then, I took that as a compliment. Pardon the apparent innuendo, Knox, he added, laughing. But you say you actually visited the establishment?

Yes, I replied slowly, I met him here in this very hotel one evening in the winter of 15, after the natives attempt to mutiny. He had been drinking rather heavily, a fact which he was quite unable to disguise. He was never by any means a real friend of mine; in fact, I doubt that he had a true friend in the world. Anyhow, I could see that he was lonely, and as I chanced to be at a loose end I accepted an invitation to go over to what he termed his little place at Katong.

His little place proved to be a veritable palace. The man privately, or rather, secretly, to be exact, kept up a sort of pagan state. He had any number of servants. Of course he became practically a millionaire after the death of his father, as you will remember; and given more congenial company, I must confess that I might have spent a most enjoyable evening there.

Adderley insisted upon priming me with champagne, and after a while I may as well admit that I lost something of my former reserve, and began in a fashion to feel that I was having a fairly good time. By the way, my host was not quite frankly drunk. He got into that objectionable and dangerous mood which some of you will recall, and I could see by the light in his eyes that there was mischief brewing, although at the time I did not know its nature.

I should explain that we were amusing ourselves in a room which was nearly as large as the lounge of this hotel, and furnished in a somewhat similar manner. There were carved pillars and stained glass domes, a little fountain, and all those other peculiarities of an Eastern household.

Presently, Adderley gave an order to one of his servants, and glanced at me with that sort of mocking, dare-devil look in his eyes which I loathed, which everybody loathed who ever met the man. Of course I had no idea what all this portended, but I was very shortly to learn.

While he was still looking at me, but stealing side-glances at a doorway before which was draped a most wonderful curtain of a sort of flamingo colour, this curtain was suddenly pulled aside, and a girl came in.

Of course, you must remember that at the time of which I am speaking the scandal respecting the mandarin had not yet come to light. Consequently I had no idea who the girl could be. I saw she was a Eurasian. But of her striking beauty there could be no doubt whatever. She was dressed in magnificent robes, and she literally glittered with jewels. She even wore jewels upon the toes of her little bare feet. But the first thing that struck me at the moment of her appearance was that her presence there was contrary to her wishes and inclinations. I have never seen a similar expression in any womans eyes. She looked at Adderley as though she would gladly have slain him!

Seeing this look, his mocking smile in which there was something of triumph  of the joy of possession  turned to a scowl of positive brutality. He clenched his fists in a way that set me bristling. He advanced toward the girl  and although the width of the room divided them, she recoiled  and the significance of expression and gesture was unmistakable. Adderley paused.

So you have made up your mind to dance after all? he shouted.

The look in the girls dark eyes was pitiful, and she turned to me with a glance of dumb entreaty.

No, no! she cried. No, no! Why do you bring me here?

Dance! roared Adderley. Dance! Thats what I want you to do.

Rebellion leapt again to the wonderful eyes, and she started back with a perfectly splendid gesture of defiance. At that my brutal and drunken host leapt in her direction. I was on my feet now, but before I could act the girl said a thing which checked him, sobered him, which pulled him up short, as though he had encountered a stone wall.

Ah, God! she said. (She was speaking, of course, in her native tongue.) His hand! His hand! Look! His hand!

To me her words were meaningless, naturally, but following the direction of her positively agonized glance I saw that she was watching what seemed to me to be the shadow of someone moving behind the flame-like curtain which produced an effect not unlike that of a huge, outstretched hand, the fingers crooked, claw-fashion.

Knox, Knox! whispered Adderley, grasping me by the shoulder.

He pointed with a quivering finger toward this indistinct shadow upon the curtain, and:

Do you see it  do you see it? he said huskily. It is his hand  it is his hand!

Of the pair, I think, the man was the more frightened. But the girl, uttering a frightful shriek, ran out of the room as though pursued by a demon. As she did so whoever had been moving behind the curtain evidently went away. The shadow disappeared, and Adderley, still staring as if hypnotized at the spot where it had been, continued to hold my shoulder as in a vise. Then, sinking down upon a heap of cushions beside me, he loudly and shakily ordered more champagne.

Utterly mystified by the incident, I finally left him in a state of stupor, and returned to my quarters, wondering whether I had dreamed half of the episode or the whole of it, whether he did really possess that wonderful palace, or whether he had borrowed it to impress me.

I ceased speaking, and my story was received in absolute silence, until:

And that is all you know? said Burton.

Absolutely all. I had to leave about that time, you remember, and afterward went to France.

Yes, I remember. It was while you were away that the scandal arose respecting the mandarin. Extraordinary story, Knox. I should like to know what it all meant, and what the end of it was.

Dr. Matheson broke his long silence.

Although I am afraid I cannot enlighten you respecting the end of the story, he said quietly, perhaps I can carry it a step further.

Really, Doctor? What do you know about the matter?

I accidentally became implicated as follows, replied the American: I was, as you know, doing voluntary surgical work near Singapore at the time, and one evening, presumably about the same period of which Knox is speaking, I was returning from the hospital at Katong, at which I acted sometimes as anaesthetist, to my quarters in Singapore; just drifting along, leisurely by the edge of the gardens admiring the beauty of the mangroves and the deceitful peace of the Eastern night.

The hour was fairly late and not a soul was about. Nothing disturbed the silence except those vague sibilant sounds which are so characteristic of the country. Presently, as I rambled on with my thoughts wandering back to the dim ages, I literally fell over a man who lay in the road.

I was naturally startled, but I carried an electric pocket torch, and by its light I discovered that the person over whom I had fallen was a dignified-looking Chinaman, somewhat past middle age. His clothes, which were of good quality, were covered with dirt and blood, and he bore all the appearance of having recently been engaged in a very tough struggle. His face was notable only for its possession of an unusually long jet-black moustache. He had swooned from loss of blood.

Why, was he wounded? exclaimed Jennings.

His hand had been nearly severed from his wrist!

Merciful heavens!

I realized the impossibility of carrying him so far as the hospital, and accordingly I extemporized a rough tourniquet and left him under a palm tree by the road until I obtained assistance. Later, at the hospital, following a consultation, we found it necessary to amputate.

I should say he objected fiercely?

He was past objecting to anything, otherwise I have no doubt he would have objected furiously. The index finger of the injured hand had one of those preternaturally long nails, protected by an engraved golden case. However, at least I gave him a chance of life. He was under my care for some time, but I doubt if ever he was properly grateful. He had an iron constitution, though, and I finally allowed him to depart. One queer stipulation he had made  that the severed hand, with its golden nail-case, should be given to him when he left hospital. And this bargain I faithfully carried out.

Most extraordinary, I said. Did you ever learn the identity of the old gentleman?

He was very reticent, but I made a number of inquiries, and finally learned with absolute certainty, I think, that he was the Mandarin Quong Mi Su from Johore Bahru, a person of great repute among the Chinese there, and rather a big man in China. He was known locally as the Mandarin Quong.

Did you learn anything respecting how he had come by his injury, Doctor?

Matheson smiled in his quiet fashion, and selected a fresh cigar with great deliberation. Then:

I suppose it is scarcely a case of betraying a professional secret, he said, but during the time that my patient was recovering from the effects of the anaesthetic he unconsciously gave me several clues to the nature of the episode. Putting two and two together I gathered that someone, although the name of this person never once passed the lips of the mandarin, had abducted his favourite wife.

Good heavens! truly amazing, I exclaimed.

Is it not? How small a place the world is. My old mandarin had traced the abductor and presumably the girl to some house which I gathered to be in the neighbourhood of Katong. In an attempt to force an entrance  doubtless with the amiable purpose of slaying them both  he had been detected by the prime object of his hatred. In hurriedly descending from a window he had been attacked by some weapon, possibly a sword, and had only made good his escape in the condition in which I found him. How far he had proceeded I cannot say, but I should imagine that the house to which he had been was no great distance from the spot where I found him.

Comment is really superfluous, remarked Burton. He was looking for Adderley.

I agree, said Jennings.

And, I added, it was evidently after this episode that I had the privilege of visiting that interesting establishment.

There was a short interval of silence; then:

You probably retain no very clear impression of the shadow which you saw, said Dr. Matheson, with great deliberation. At the time perhaps you had less occasion particularly to study it. But are you satisfied that it was really caused by someone moving behind the curtain?

I considered his question for a few moments.

I am not, I confessed. Your story, Doctor, makes me wonder whether it may not have been due to something else.

What else can it have been due to? exclaimed Jennings contemptuously unless to the champagne?

I wont quote Shakespeare, said Dr. Matheson, smiling in his odd way. The famous lines, though appropriate, are somewhat overworked. But I will quote Kipling: East is East, and West is West.

II

THE LADY OF KATONG

Fully six months had elapsed, and on returning from Singapore I had forgotten all about Adderley and the unsavoury stories connected with his reputation. Then, one evening as I was strolling aimlessly along St. Jamess Street, wondering how I was going to kill time  for almost everyone I knew was out of town, including Paul Harley, and London can be infinitely more lonely under such conditions than any desert  I saw a thick-set figure approaching along the other side of the street.

The swing of the shoulders, the aggressive turn of the head, were vaguely familiar, and while I was searching my memory and endeavouring to obtain a view of the mans face, he stared across in my direction.

It was Adderley.

He looked even more debauched than I remembered him, for whereas in Singapore he had had a tanned skin, now he looked unhealthily pallid and blotchy. He raised his hand, and:

Knox! he cried, and ran across to greet me.

His boisterous manner and a sort of coarse geniality which he possessed had made him popular with a certain set in former days, but I, who knew that this geniality was forced, and assumed to conceal a sort of appalling animalism, had never been deceived by it. Most people found Adderley out sooner or later, but I had detected the mans true nature from the very beginning. His eyes alone were danger signals for any amateur psychologist. However, I greeted him civilly enough:

Bless my soul, you are looking as fit as a fiddle! he cried. Where have you been, and what have you been doing since I saw you last?

Nothing much, I replied, beyond trying to settle down in a reformed world.

Reformed world! echoed Adderley. More like a ruined world it has seemed to me.

He laughed loudly. That he had already explored several bottles was palpable.

We were silent for a while, mentally weighing one another up, as it were. Then:

Are you living in town? asked Adderley.

I am staying at the Carlton at the moment, I replied. My chambers are in the hands of the decorators. Its awkward. Interferes with my work.

Work! cried Adderley. Work! Its a nasty word, Knox. Are you doing anything now?

Nothing, until eight oclock, when I have an appointment.

Come along to my place, he suggested, and have a cup of tea, or a whisky and soda if you prefer it.

Probably I should have refused, but even as he spoke I was mentally translated to the lounge of the Hotel de lEurope, and prompted by a very human curiosity I determined to accept his invitation. I wondered if Fate had thrown an opportunity in my way of learning the end of the peculiar story which had been related on that occasion.

I accompanied Adderley to his chambers, which were within a stones throw of the spot where I had met him. That this gift for making himself unpopular with all and sundry, high and low, had not deserted him, was illustrated by the attitude of the liftman as we entered the hall of the chambers. He was barely civil to Adderley and even regarded myself with marked disfavour.

We were admitted by Adderleys man, whom I had not seen before, but who was some kind of foreigner, I think a Portuguese. It was characteristic of Adderley. No Englishman would ever serve him for long, and there had been more than one man in his old Company who had openly avowed his intention of dealing with Adderley on the first available occasion.

His chambers were ornately furnished; indeed, the room in which we sat more closely resembled a scene from an Oscar Asche production than a normal mans study. There was something unreal about it all. I have since thought that this unreality extended to the person of the man himself. Grossly material, he yet possessed an aura of mystery, mystery of an unsavoury sort. There was something furtive, secretive, about Adderleys entire mode of life.

I had never felt at ease in his company, and now as I sat staring wonderingly at the strange and costly ornaments with which the room was overladen I bethought me of the object of my visit. How I should have brought the conversation back to our Singapore days I know not, but a suitable opening was presently offered by Adderley himself.

Do you ever see any of the old gang? he inquired.

I was in Singapore about six months ago, I replied, and I met some of them again.

What! Had they drifted back to the East after all?

Two or three of them were taking what Dr. Matheson described as a Busmans Holiday.

At mention of Dr. Mathesons name Adderley visibly started.

So you know Matheson, he murmured. I didnt know you had ever met him.

Plainly to hide his confusion he stood up, and crossing the room drew my attention to a rather fine silver bowl of early Persian ware. He was displaying its peculiar virtues and showing a certain acquaintance with his subject when he was interrupted. A door opened suddenly and a girl came in. Adderley put down the bowl and turned rapidly as I rose from my seat.

It was the lady of Katong!

I recognized her at once, although she wore a very up-to-date gown. While it did not suit her dark good looks so well as the native dress which she had worn at Singapore, yet it could not conceal the fact that in a barbaric way she was a very beautiful woman. On finding a visitor in the room she became covered with confusion.

Oh, she said, speaking in Hindustani. Why did you not tell me there was someone here?

Adderleys reply was characteristically brutal.

Get out, he said. You fool.

I turned to go, for I was conscious of an intense desire to attack my host. But:

Dont go, Knox, dont go! he cried. I am sorry, I am damned sorry, I  

He paused, and looked at me in a queer sort of appealing way. The girl, her big eyes widely open, retreated again to the door, with curious lithe steps, characteristically Oriental. The door regained, she paused for a moment and extended one small hand in Adderleys direction.

I hate you, she said slowly, hate you! Hate you!

She went out, quietly closing the door behind her. Adderley turned to me with an embarrassed laugh.

I know you think I am a brute and an outsider, he said, and perhaps I am. Everybody says I am, so I suppose there must be something in it. But if ever a man paid for his mistakes I have paid for mine, Knox. Good God, I havent a friend in the world.

You probably dont deserve one, I retorted.

I know I dont, and thats the tragedy of it, he replied. You may not believe it, Knox; I dont expect anybody to believe me; but for more than a year I have been walking on the edge of Hell. Do you know where I have been since I saw you last?

I shook my head in answer.

I have been half round the world, Knox, trying to find peace.

You dont know where to look for it, I said.

If only you knew, he whispered. If only you knew, and sank down upon the settee, ruffling his hair with his hands and looking the picture of haggard misery. Seeing that I was still set upon departure:

Hold on a bit, Knox, he implored. Dont go yet. There is something I want to ask you, something very important.

He crossed to a sideboard and mixed himself a stiff whisky-and-soda. He asked me to join him, but I refused.

Wont you sit down again?

I shook my head.

You came to my place at Katong once, he began abruptly. I was damned drunk, I admit it. But something happened, do you remember?

I nodded.

This is what I want to ask you: Did you, or did you not, see that shadow?

I stared him hard in the face.

I remember the episode to which you refer, I replied. I certainly saw a shadow.

But what sort of shadow?

To me it seemed an indefinite, shapeless thing, as though caused by someone moving behind the curtain.

It didnt look to you like  the shadow of a hand?

It might have been, but I could not be positive.

Adderley groaned.

Knox, he said, money is a curse. It has been a curse to me. If I have had my fun, God knows I have paid for it.

Your idea of fun is probably a peculiar one, I said dryly.

Let me confess that I was only suffering the mans society because of an intense curiosity which now possessed me on learning that the lady of Katong was still in Adderleys company.

Whether my repugnance for his society would have enabled me to remain any longer I cannot say. But as if Fate had deliberately planned that I should become a witness of the concluding phases of this secret drama, we were now interrupted a second time, and again in a dramatic fashion.

Adderleys nondescript valet came in with letters and a rather large brown paper parcel sealed and fastened with great care.

As the man went out:

Surely that is from Singapore, muttered Adderley, taking up the parcel.

He seemed to become temporarily oblivious of my presence, and his face grew even more haggard as he studied the writing upon the wrapper. With unsteady fingers he untied it, and I lingered, watching curiously. Presently out from the wrappings he took a very beautiful casket of ebony and ivory, cunningly carved and standing upon four claw-like ivory legs.

What the devils this? he muttered.

He opened the box, which was lined with sandal-wood, and thereupon started back with a great cry, recoiling from the casket as though it had contained an adder. My former sentiments forgotten, I stepped forward and peered into the interior. Then I, in turn, recoiled.

In the box lay a shrivelled yellow hand  with long tapering and well-manicured nails  neatly severed at the wrist!

The nail of the index finger was enclosed in a tiny, delicately fashioned case of gold, upon which were engraved a number of Chinese characters.

Adderley sank down again upon the settee.

My God! he whispered, his hand! His hand! He has sent me his hand!

He began laughing. Whereupon, since I could see that the man was practically hysterical because of his mysterious fears:

Stop that, I said sharply. Pull yourself together, Adderley. What the deuce is the matter with you?

Take it away! he moaned, take it away. Take the accursed thing away!

I admit it is an unpleasant gift to send to anybody, I said, but probably you know more about it than I do.

Take it away, he repeated. Take it away, for Gods sake, take it away, Knox!

He was quite beyond reason, and therefore:

Very well, I said, and wrapped the casket in the brown paper in which it had come. What do you want me to do with it?

Throw it in the river, he answered. Burn it. Do anything you like with it, but take it out of my sight!

III

THE GOLD-CASED NAIL

As I descended to the street the liftman regarded me in a curious and rather significant way. Finally, just as I was about to step out into the hall:

Excuse me, sir, he said, having evidently decided that I was a fit person to converse with, but are you a friend of Mr. Adderleys?

Why do you ask?

Well, sir, I hope you will excuse me, but at times I have thought the gentleman was just a little bit queer, like.

You mean insane? I asked sharply.

Well, sir, I dont know, but he is always asking me if I can see shadows and things in the lift, and sometimes when he comes in late of a night he absolutely gives me the cold shivers, he does.

I lingered, the box under my arm, reluctant to obtain confidences from a servant, but at the same time keenly interested. Thus encouraged:

Then theres that lady friend of his who is always coming here, the man continued. Shes haunted by shadows, too. He paused, watching me narrowly.

Theres nothing better in this world than a clean conscience, sir, he concluded.



Having returned to my room at the hotel, I set down the mysterious parcel, surveying it with much disfavour. That it contained the hand of the Mandarin Quong I could not doubt, the hand which had been amputated by Dr. Matheson. Its appearance in that dramatic fashion confirmed Mathesons idea that the mandarins injury had been received at the hands of Adderley. What did all this portend, unless that the Mandarin Quong was dead? And if he were dead why was Adderley more afraid of him dead than he had been of him living?

I thought of the haunting shadow, I thought of the night at Katong, and I thought of Dr. Mathesons words when he had told us of his discovery of the Chinaman lying in the road that night outside Singapore.

I felt strangely disinclined to touch the relic, and it was only after some moments hesitation that I undid the wrappings and raised the lid of the casket. Dusk was very near and I had not yet lighted the lamps; therefore at first I doubted the evidence of my senses. But having lighted up and peered long and anxiously into the sandal-wood lining of the casket I could doubt no longer.

The casket was empty!

It was like a conjuring trick. That the hand had been in the box when I had taken it up from Adderleys table I could have sworn before any jury. When and by whom it had been removed was a puzzle beyond my powers of unravelling. I stepped toward the telephone  and then remembered that Paul Harley was out of London. Vaguely wondering if Adderley had played me a particularly gruesome practical joke, I put the box on a sideboard and again contemplated the telephone doubtfully far a moment. It was in my mind to ring him up. Finally, taking all things into consideration, I determined that I would have nothing further to do with the mans unsavoury and mysterious affairs.

It was in vain, however, that I endeavoured to dismiss the matter from my mind; and throughout the evening, which I spent at a theatre with some American friends, I found myself constantly thinking of Adderley and the ivory casket, of the mandarin of Johore Bahru, and of the mystery of the shrivelled yellow hand.

I had been back in my room about half an hour, I suppose, and it was long past midnight, when I was startled by a ringing of my telephone bell. I took up the receiver, and:

Knox! Knox! came a choking cry.

Yes, who is speaking?

It is I, Adderley. For Gods sake come round to my place at once!

His words were scarcely intelligible. Undoubtedly he was in the grip of intense emotion.

What do you mean? What is the matter?

It is here, Knox, it is here! It is knocking on the door! Knocking! Knocking!

You have been drinking, I said sternly. Where is your man?

The cur has bolted. He bolted the moment he heard that damned knocking. I am all alone; I have no one else to appeal to. There came a choking sound, then: My God, Knox, it is getting in! I can see... the shadow on the blind...

Convinced that Adderleys secret fears had driven him mad, I nevertheless felt called upon to attend to his urgent call, and without a moments delay I hurried around to St. Jamess Street. The liftman was not on duty, the lower hall was in darkness, but I raced up the stairs and found to my astonishment that Adderleys door was wide open.

Adderley! I cried. Adderley!

There was no reply, and without further ceremony I entered and searched the chambers. They were empty. Deeply mystified, I was about to go out again when there came a ring at the door-bell. I walked to the door and a policeman was standing upon the landing.

Good evening, sir, he said, and then paused, staring at me curiously.

Good evening, constable, I replied.

You are not the gentleman who ran out awhile ago, he said, a note of suspicion coming into his voice.

I handed him my card and explained what had occurred, then:

It must have been Mr. Adderley I saw, muttered the constable.

You saw  when?

Just before you arrived, sir. He came racing out into St. Jamess Street and dashed off like a madman.

In which direction was he going?

Toward Pall Mall.



The neighbourhood was practically deserted at that hour. But from the guard on duty before the palace we obtained our first evidence of Adderleys movements. He had raced by some five minutes before, frantically looking back over his shoulder and behaving like a man flying for his life. No one else had seen him. No one else ever did see him alive. At two oclock there was no news, but I had informed Scotland Yard and official inquiries had been set afoot.

Nothing further came to light that night, but as all readers of the daily press will remember, Adderleys body was taken out of the pond in St. Jamess Park on the following day. Death was due to drowning, but his throat was greatly discoloured as though it had been clutched in a fierce grip.

It was I who identified the body, and as many people will know, in spite of the closest inquiries, the mystery of Adderleys death has not been properly cleared up to this day. The identity of the lady who visited him at his chambers was never discovered. She completely disappeared.

The ebony and ivory casket lies on my table at this present moment, visible evidence of an invisible menace from which Adderley had fled around the world.

Doubtless the truth will never be known now. A significant discovery, however, was made some days after the recovery of Adderleys body.

From the bottom of the pond in St. Jamess Park a patient Scotland Yard official brought up the gold nail-case with its mysterious engravings  and it contained, torn at the root, the incredibly long finger-nail of the Mandarin Quong!



THE KEY OF THE TEMPLE OF HEAVEN

I

THE KEEPER OF THE KEY

The note of a silver bell quivered musically through the scented air of the ante-room. Madame de Medici stirred slightly upon the divan with its many silken cushions, turning her head toward the closed door with the languorous, almost insolent, indifference which one perceives in the movements of a tigress. Below, in the lobby, where the pillars of Mokattam alabaster upheld the painted roof, the little yellow man from Pekin shivered slightly, although the air was warm for Limehouse, and always turned his mysterious eyes toward a corner of the great staircase which was visible from where he sat, coiled up, a lonely figure in the mushrabiyeh chair. Madame blew a wreath of smoke from her lips, and, through half-closed eyes, watched it ascend, unbroken, toward the canopy of cloth-of-gold which masked the ceiling. A Madonna by Leonardo da Vinci faced her across the apartment, the painted figure seeming to watch the living one upon the divan. Madame smiled into the eyes of the Madonna. Surely even the great Leonardo must have failed to reproduce that smile  the great Leonardo whose supreme art has captured the smile of Mona Lisa. Madame had the smile of Cleopatra, which, it is said, made Caesar mad, though in repose the beauty of Egypts queen left him cold. A robe of Kashmiri silk, fine with a phantom fineness, draped her exquisite shape as the art of Cellini draped the classic figures which he wrought in gold and silver; it seemed incorporate with her beauty.

A second wreath of smoke curled upward to the canopy, and Madame watched this one also through the veil of her curved black lashes, as the Eastern woman watches the world through her veil. Those eyes were notable even in so lovely a setting, for they were of a hue rarely seen in human eyes, being like the eyes of a tigress; yet they could seem voluptuously soft, twin pools of liquid amber, in whose depths a man might lose his soul.

Again the silver bell sounded in the ante-room, and, below, the little yellow man shivered sympathetically. Again Madame stirred with that high disdain that so became her, who had the eyes of a tigress. Her carmine lips possessed the antique curve which we are told distinguished the lips of the Comtesse de Cagliostro; her cheeks had the freshness of flowers, and her hair the blackness of ebony, enhancing the miracle of her skin, which had the whiteness of ivory  not of African ivory, but of that fossil ivory which has lain for untold ages beneath the snows of Siberia.

She dropped the cigarette from her tapered fingers into a little silver bowl upon a table at her side, then lightly touched the bell which stood there also. Its soft note answered to the bell in the ante-room; a white-robed Chinese servant silently descended the great staircase, his soft red slippers sinking into the rich pile of the carpet; and the little yellow man from the great temple in Pekin followed him back up the stairway and was ushered into the presence of Madame de Medici.

The servant closed the door silently and the little yellow man, fixing his eyes upon the beautiful woman before him, fell upon his knees and bowed his forehead to the carpet.

Madames lovely lips curved again in the disdainful smile, and she extended one bare ivory arm toward the visitor who knelt as a suppliant at her feet.

Rise, my friend! she said, in purest Chinese, which fell from her lips with the music of a crystal spring. How may I serve you?

The yellow man rose and advanced a step nearer to the divan, but the strange beauty of Madame had spoken straight to his Eastern heart, had awakened his soul to a new life. His glance travelled over the vision before him, from the little Persian slipper that peeped below the drapery of Kashmir silk to the small classic head with its crown of ebon locks; yet he dared not meet the glance of the amber eyes.

Sit here beside me, directed Madame, and she slightly changed her position with that languorous and lithe grace suggestive of a creature of the jungle.

Breathing rapidly betwixt the importance of his mission and a new, intoxicating emotion which had come upon him at the moment of entering the perfumed room, the yellow man obeyed, but always with glance averted from the taunting face of Madame. A golden incense-burner stood upon the floor, over between the high, draped windows, and a faint pencil from its dying fires stole grayly upward. Upon the scented smoke the Buddhist priest fixed his eyes, and began, with a rapidity that grew as he proceeded, to pour out his tale. Seated beside him, one round arm resting upon the cushions so as almost to touch him, Madame listened, watching the averted yellow face, and always smiling  smiling.

The tale was done at last; the incense-burner was cold, and breathlessly the Buddhist clutched his knees with lean, clawish fingers and swayed to and fro, striving to conquer the emotions that whirled and fought within him. Selecting another cigarette from the box beside her, and lighting it deliberately, Madame de Medici spoke.

My friend of old, she said, and of the language of China she made strange music, you come to me from your home in the secret city, because you know that I can serve you. It is enough.

She touched the bell upon the table, and the white-robed servant reentered, and, bowing low, held open the door. The little yellow man, first kneeling upon the carpet before the divan as before an altar, hurried from the apartment. As the door was reclosed, and Madame found herself alone again, she laughed lightly, as Calypso laughed when Ulysses ship appeared off the shores of her isle.

God fashions few such women. It is well.

II

THE TIGER LADY

By heavens, Annesley! whispered Rene Deacon, what eyes that woman has! His companion, following the direction of Deacons glance, nodded rather grimly.

The eyes of a Circe, or at times the eyes of a tigress.

She is magnificent! murmured Deacon rapturously. I have never seen so beautiful a woman.

His glance followed the tall figure as it passed into a smaller salon on the left; nor was he alone in his regard. Fashionable society was well represented in the gallery  where a collection of pictures by a celebrated artist was being shown; and prior to the entrance of the lady in the strangely fashioned tiger-skin cloak, the somewhat extraordinary works of art had engaged the interest even of the most fickle, but, from the moment the tiger-lady made her appearance, even the most daring canvases were forgotten.

She wears tiger-skin shoes! whispered one.

She is like a design for a poster! laughed another.

I have never seen anything so flashy in my life, was the acrid comment of a third.

What a dazzlingly beautiful woman! remarked another  this one a man. While:

Who is she? arose upon all sides.

Judging from the isolation of the barbaric figure, it would seem that society did not know the tiger-lady, but Deacon, seizing his companion by the arm and almost dragging him into the small salon which the lady had entered, turned in the doorway and looked into Annesleys eyes. Annesley palpably sought to evade the glance.

You know everybody, whispered Deacon. You must be acquainted with her.

A great number of people were now thronging into the room, not so much because of the pictures it contained, but rather out of curiosity respecting the beautiful unknown. Annesley tried to withdraw; his uneasiness grew momentarily greater.

I scarcely know her well enough, he protested, to present you. Moreover  

But shes smiling at you! interrupted Deacon eagerly.

His handsome but rather weak face was flushed; he was, as an old clubman had recently said of him, so very young. He lacked the restraint usual in cultured Englishmen, and had the frankly passionate manner which one associates with the South. His uncle, Colonel Deacon, a mordant wit, would say apologetically:

Reggie (Deacons father) married a Gascon woman. She was delightfully pretty. Poor Reggie!

Certainly Rene was impetuous to an embarrassing degree, nor lightly to be thwarted. Boldly meeting the glance of the woman of the amber eyes, he pushed Annesley forward, not troubling to disguise his anxiety to be presented to the tiger-lady. She turned her head languidly, with that wild-animal grace of hers, and unsmiling now, regarded Annesley.

So you forget me so soon, Mr. Annesley, she murmured, or is it that you play the good shepherd?

My dear Madame, said Annesley, recovering with an effort his wonted sang-froid, I was merely endeavouring to calm the rhapsodies of my friend, who seemed disposed to throw himself at your feet in knight-errant fashion.

He is a very handsome boy, murmured Madame; and as the great eyes were turned upon Deacon the carmine lips curved again in the Cleopatrian smile.

She was indeed wonderful, for while she spoke as the woman of the world to the boy, there was nothing maternal in her patronage, and her eyes were twin flambeaux, luring  luring, and her sweet voice was a sirens song.

May I beg leave to present my friend, Mr. Rene Deacon, Madame de Medici? said Annesley; and as the two exchanged glances  the boys a glance of undisguised passionate admiration, the womans a glance unfathomable  he slightly shrugged his shoulders and stood aside.

There were others in the salon, who, perceiving that the unknown beauty was acquainted with Annesley, began to move from canvas to canvas toward that end of the room where the trio stood. But Madame did not appear anxious to make new acquaintances.

I have seen quite enough of this very entertaining exhibition, she said languidly, toying with a great unset emerald which swung by a thin gold chain about her neck. Might I entreat you to take pity upon a very lonely woman and return with me to tea?

Annesley seemed on the point of refusing, when:

I have acquired a reputed Leonardo, continued Madame, and I wish you to see it.

There was something so like a command in the words that Deacon stared at his companion in frank surprise. The latter avoided his glance, and:

Come! said Madame de Medici.

As of old the great Catherine of her name might have withdrawn with her suite, so now the lady of the tiger skins withdrew from the gallery, the two men following obediently, and one of them at least a happy courtier.

III

TWIN POOLS OF AMBER

The white-robed Chinese servant entered and placed fresh perfume upon the burning charcoal of the silver incense-burner. As the scented smoke began to rise he withdrew, and a second servant entered, who facially, in dress, in figure and bearing, was a duplicate of the first. This one carried a large tray upon which was set an exquisite porcelain tea-service. He placed the tray upon a low table beside the divan, and in turn withdrew.

Deacon, seated in a great ebony chair, smoked rapidly and nervously  looking about the strangely appointed room with its huge picture of the Madonna, its jade Buddha surmounting a gilded Burmese cabinet, its Persian canopy and Egyptian divan, at the thousand and one costly curiosities which it displayed, at this mingling of East and West, of Christianity and paganism, with a growing wonder.

To one of his blood there was delight, intoxication, in that room; but something of apprehension, too, now grew up within him.

Madame de Medici entered. The garish motor-coat was discarded now, and her supple figure was seen to best advantage in one of those dark silken gowns which she affected, and which had a seeming of the ultra-fashionable because they defied fashion. She held in her hand an orchid, its structure that of an odontoglossum, but of a delicate green colour heavily splashed with scarlet  a weird and unnatural-looking bloom.

Just within the doorway she paused, as Deacon leaped up, and looked at him through the veil of the curved lashes.

For you, she said, twirling the blossom between her fingers and gliding toward him with her tigerish step.

He spoke no word, but, face flushed, sought to look into her eyes as she pinned the orchid in the button-hole of his coat. Her hands were flawless in shape and colouring, being beautiful as the sculptured hands preserved in the works of Phidias.

The slight draught occasioned by the opening of the door caused the smoke from the incense-burner to be wafted toward the centre of the room. Like a blue-gray phantom it coiled about the two standing there upon a red and gold Bedouin rug, and the heavy perfume, or the close proximity of this singularly lovely woman, wrought upon the high-strung sensibilities of Deacon to such an extent that he was conscious of a growing faintness.

Ah! You are not well! exclaimed Madame with deep concern. It is the perfume which that foolish Ah Li has lighted. He forgets that we are in England.

Not at all, protested Deacon faintly, and conscious that he was making a fool of himself. I think I have perhaps been overdoing it rather of late. Forgive me if I sit down.

He sank on the cushioned divan, his heart beating furiously, while Madame touched the little bell, whereupon one of the servants entered.

She spoke in Chinese, pointing to the incense-burner.

Ah Li bowed and removed the censer. As the door softly reclosed:

You are better? she whispered, sweetly solicitous, and, seating herself beside Deacon, she laid her hand lightly upon his arm.

Quite, he replied hoarsely; please do not worry about me. I am wondering what has become of Annesley.

Ah, the poor man! exclaimed Madame, with a silver laugh, and began to busy herself with the teacups. He remembered, as he was looking at my new Leonardo, an appointment which he had quite forgotten.

I can understand his forgetting anything under the circumstances.

Madame de Medici raised a tiny cup and bent slightly toward him. He felt that he was losing control of himself, and, averting his eyes, he stooped and smelled the orchid in his buttonhole. Then, accepting the cup, he was about to utter some light commonplace when the faintness returned overwhelmingly, and, hurriedly replacing the cup upon the tray, he fell back among the cushions. The stifling perfume of the place seemed to be choking him.

Ah, poor boy! You are really not at all well. How sorry I am!

The sweet tones reached him as from a great distance; but as one dying in the desert turns his face toward the distant oasis, Deacon turned weakly to the speaker. She placed one fair arm behind his head, pillowing him, and with a peacock fan which had lain amid the cushions fanned his face. The strange scene became wholly unreal to him; he thought himself some dying barbaric chief.

Rest there, murmured the sweet voice.

The great eyes, unveiled now by the black lashes, were two twin lakes of fairest amber. They seemed to merge together, so that he stood upon the brink of an unfathomable amber pool  which swallowed him up  which swallowed him up.

He awoke to an instantaneous consciousness of the fact that he had been guilty of inexcusably bad form. He could not account for his faintness, and reclining there amid the silken cushions, with Madame de Medici watching him anxiously, he felt a hot flush stealing over his face.

What is the matter with me! he exclaimed, and sprang to his feet. I feel quite well now.

She watched him, smiling, but did not speak. He was a very young man again, and badly embarrassed. He glanced at his wrist-watch.

Gracious heavens! he cried, and noted that the tea-tray had been removed, there must be something radically wrong with my health. It is nearly seven oclock!

The note of the silver bell sounded in the ante-room.

Can you forgive me? he said.

But Madame, rising to her feet, leaned lightly upon his shoulder, toying with the petals of the orchid in his buttonhole.

I think it was the perfume which that foolish Ah Li lighted, she whispered, looking intently into his eyes, and it is you who have to forgive me. But you will, I know! The silver bell rang again. When you have come to see me again  many, many times, you will grow to love it  because I love it.

She touched the bell upon the table, and Ah Li entered silently. When Madame de Medici held out her hand to him Deacon raised the white fingers to his lips and kissed them rapturously; then he turned, the Gascon within him uppermost again, and ran from the room.

A purple curtain was drawn across the lobby, screening the caller newly arrived from the one so hurriedly departing.

IV

THE LIVING BUDDHA

It was past midnight when Colonel Deacon returned to the house. Rene was waiting for him, pacing up and down the big library. Their relationship was curious, as subsisting between ward and guardian, for these two, despite the disparity of their ages, had few secrets from one another. Rene burned to pour out his story of the wonderful Madame de Medici, of the secret house in Chinatown with its deceptively mean exterior and its gorgeous interior, to the shrewd and worldly elder man. That was his way. But Fate had an oddly bitter moment in store for him.

Hallo, boy! cried the Colonel, looking into the library; glad youre home. I might not see you in the morning, and I want to tell you about  er  a lady who will be coming here in the afternoon.

The words died upon Renes lips unspoken, and he stared blankly at the Colonel.

I thought I knew all there was to know about pictures, antiques, and all that sort of lumber, continued Colonel Deacon in his rapid and off-hand manner. Thought there werent many men in London could teach me anything; certainly never suspected a woman could. But Ive met one, boy! Gad! What a splendid creature! You know there isnt much in the world I havent seen  north, south, east and west. I know all the advertised beauties of Europe and Asia  stage, opera, and ballet, and all the rest of them. But this one  Gad!

He dropped into an arm-chair, clapping both his hands upon his knees. Rene stood at the farther end of the library, in the shadow, watching him.

Shes coming here to-morrow, boy  coming here. Gad! you dog! Youll fall in love with her the moment you see her  sure to, sure to! I did, and Im three times your age!

Who is this lady, sir? asked Rene, very quietly.

God knows, boy! Everybodys mad to meet her, but nobody knows who she is. But wait till you see her. Lady Dascot seems to be acquainted with her, but you will see when they come to-morrow  see for yourself. Gad, boy!... what did you say?

I did not speak.

Thought you did. Have a whisky-and-soda?

No, thank you, sir  good night.

Good night, boy! cried the Colonel. Good night. Dont forget to be in to-morrow afternoon or youll miss meeting the loveliest woman in London, and the most brilliant.

What is her name?

Eh? She calls herself Madame de Medici. Shes a mystery, but what a splendid creature!

Rene Deacon walked slowly upstairs, entered his bedroom, and for fully an hour sat in the darkness, thinking  thinking.

Am I going mad? he murmured. Or is this witch driving all London mad?

He strove to recover something of the glamour which had mastered him when in the presence of Madame de Medici, but failed. Yet he knew that, once near her again, it would all return. His reflections were bitter, and when at last wearily he undressed and went to bed it was to toss restlessly far into the small hours ere sleep came to soothe his troubled mind.

But his sleep was disturbed: a series of dreadfully realistic dreams danced through his brain. First he seemed to be standing upon a high mountain peak with eternal snows stretched all about him. He looked down, past the snow line, past the fir woods, into the depths of a lovely lake, far down in the valley below. It was a lake of liquid amber, and as he looked it seemed to become two lakes, and they were like two great eyes looking up at him and summoning him to leap. He thought that he leaped, a prodigious leap, far out into space; then fell  fell  fell. When he splashed into the amber deeps they became churned up in a milky foam, and this closed about him with a strangle grip. But it was no longer foam, but the clinging arms of Madame de Medici!...

Then he stood upon a fragile bridge of bamboo spanning a raging torrent. Right and left of the torrent below were jungles in which moved tigerish shapes. Upon the farther side of the bridge Madame de Medici, clad in a single garment of flame-coloured silk, beckoned to him. He sought to cross the bridge, but it collapsed, and he fell near the edge of the torrent. Below were the raging waters, and ever nearing him the tigerish shapes, which now Madame was calling to as to a pack of hounds. They were about to devour him, when   

He was crouching upon a ledge, high above a street which seemed to be vaguely familiar. He could not see very well, because of a silk mask tied upon his face, and the eyeholes of which were badly cut. From the ledge he stepped to another, perilously. He gained it, and crouching there, where there was scarce foothold for a cat, he managed fully to raise a window which already was raised some six inches. Then softly and silently  for he was bare-footed  he entered the room.

Someone slept in a bed facing the window by which he had entered, and upon a table at the side of the sleeper lay a purse, a bunch of keys, an electric torch, and a Service revolver. Gliding to the table Rene took the keys and the electric torch, unlocked the door of the room, and crept down a thickly carpeted stair to a room below. The door of this also he opened with one of the keys in the bunch, and by the light of the torch found his way through a quantity of antique furniture and piled up curiosities to a safe set in the farther wall.

He seemed, in his dream, to be familiar with the lock combination, and, selecting the correct key from the bunch, he soon had the safe open. The shelves within were laden principally with antique jewellery, statuettes, medals, scarabs; and a number of little leather-covered boxes were there also. One of these he abstracted, relocked the safe, and stepped out of the room, locking the door behind him. Up the stairs he mounted to the bedroom wherein he had left the sleeper. Having entered, he locked the door from within, placed the keys and the torch upon the table, and crept out again upon the dizzy ledge.

Poised there, high above the thoroughfare below, a great nausea attacked him. Glancing to the right, in the direction of the window through which he had come, he perceived Madame de Medici leaning out and beckoning to him. Her arm gleamed whitely in the faint light. A new courage came to him. He succeeded, crouched there upon the narrow ledge, in relowering the window, and leaving it in the state in which he had found it, he stood up and essayed that sickly stride to the adjoining ledge. He accomplished it, knelt, and crept back into the room from which he had started....

The head of an ivory image of Buddha loomed up out of the utter darkness, growing and growing until it seemed like a great mountain. He could not believe that there was so much ivory in the world, and he felt it with his fingers, wonderingly. As he did so it began to shrink, and shrink, and shrink, and shrink, until it was no larger than a seated human figure. Then beneath his trembling hands it became animate; it moved, extended ivory arms, and wrapped them about his neck. Its lips became carmine  perfumed; they bent to him... and he was looking into the bewitching face of Madame de Medici!

He awoke, gasping for air and bathed in cold perspiration. The dawn was just breaking over London and stealing grayly from object to object in his bedroom.

V

THE IVORY GOD

The great car, with its fittings of gold and ivory, drew up at the door of Colonel Deacons house. The interior was ablaze with tiger lilies, and out from their midst stepped the fairest of them all  Madame de Medici, and swept queenly up the steps upon the arm of the cavalierly soldier.

All connoisseurs esteemed it a privilege to view the Deacon collection, and this afternoon there was a goodly gathering. Chairs and little white tables were dotted about the lawn in shady spots, and the majority of the company were already assembled; but when, in a wonderful golden robe, Madame de Medici glided across the lawn, the babel ceased abruptly as if by magic. She pulled off one glove and began twirling a great emerald between her slim fingers. It was suspended from a thin gold chain. Presently, descrying Annesley seated at a table with Lady Dascot, she raised the jewel languidly and peered through it at the two.

Why! exclaimed Rene Deacon, who stood close beside her, that was a trick of Neros!

Madame laughed musically.

One might take a worse model, she said softly; at least he enjoyed life.

Colonel Deacon, who listened to her every word as to the utterance of a Cumaean oracle, laughed with extraordinary approbation.

There was scarce a woman present who regarded Madame with a friendly eye, nor a man who did not aspire to become her devoted slave. She brought an atmosphere of unreality with her, dominating old and young alike by virtue of her splendid pagan beauty. The lawn, with its very modern appointments, became as some garden of the Golden House, a pleasure ground of an emperor.

But later, when the company entered the house, and Colonel Deacon sought to monopolize the society of Madame, an unhealthy spirit of jealousy arose between Rene and his guardian. It was strange, grotesque, horrible almost. Annesley watched from afar, and there was something very like anger in his glance.

And this, said the Colonel presently, taking up an exquisitely carved ivory Buddha, has a strange history. In some way a legend has grown up around it  it is of very great age  to the effect that it must always cause its owner to lose his most cherished possession.

I wonder, said the silvern voice, that you, who possess so many beautiful things, should consent to have so ill-omened a curiosity in your house.

I do not fear the evil charm of this little ivory image, said Colonel Deacon, although its history goes far to bear out the truth of the legend. Its last possessor lost his most cherished possession a month after the Buddha came into his hands. He fell down his own stairs  and lost his life!

Madame de Medici languidly surveyed the figure through the upraised emerald.

Really! she murmured. And the one from whom he procured it?

A Hindu usurer of Simla, replied the Colonel. His daughter stole it from her father together with many other things, and took them to her lover, with whom she fled!

Madame de Medici seemed to be slightly interested.

I should love to possess so weird a thing, she said softly.

It is yours! exclaimed the Colonel, and placed it in her hands.

Oh, but really, she protested.

But really I insist  in order that you may not forget your first visit to my house!

She shrugged her shoulders.

How very kind you are, Colonel Deacon, she said, to a rival collector!

Now that the menace is removed, said Colonel Deacon with laboured humour, I will show you my most treasured possession.

So! I am greatly interested.

Not even this rascal Rene, said the Colonel, stopping before a safe set in the wall, has seen what I am about to show you!

Rene started slightly and watched with intense interest the unlocking of the safe.

If I am not superstitious about the ivory Buddha, continued the Colonel, I must plead guilty in the case of the Key of the Temple of Heaven!

The Key of the Temple of Heaven! murmured a lady standing immediately behind Madame de Medici. And what is the Key of the Temple of Heaven?

The Colonel, having unlocked the safe, straightened himself, and while everyone was waiting to see what he had to show, began to speak again pompously:

The Temple of Heaven stands in the outer or Chinese City of Pekin, and is fabulously wealthy. No European, I can swear, had ever entered its secret chambers until last year. One of its most famous treasures was this Key. It was used only to open the special entrance reserved for the Emperor when he came to worship after his succession to the throne  that was, of course, before China became a Republic. The Key is studded almost all over with precious stones. Last year a certain naval man  Ill not mention his name  discovered the secret of its hiding-place. How he came by that knowledge does not matter at present. One very dark night he crept up to the temple. He found the Keeper of the Key  a Buddhist priest  to be sleeping, and he succeeded, therefore, in gaining access and becoming possessed of the Key.

A chorus of excited exclamations greeted this dramatic point of the story.

The object of this outrage, continued the Colonel, for an outrage I cannot deny it to have been, was not a romantic one. The poor chap wanted money, and he thought he could sell the Key to one of the native jewellers. But he was mistaken. He got back safely, and secretly offered it in various directions. No one would touch the thing; moreover, although of great value, the stones were very far from flawless, and not really worth the risks which he had run to secure them. Dont misunderstand me; the Key would fetch a big sum, but not a fortune.

Yes? said Madame de Medici, smiling, for the Colonel paused.

He packed it up and addressed it to me, together with a letter. The price that he asked was quite a moderate one, and when the Key arrived in England I dispatched a check immediately. It never reached him.

Why? cried many whom this strange story had profoundly interested.

He was found dead at the back of the native cantonments, with a knife in his heart!

Oh! exclaimed Lady Dascot. How positively ghastly! I dont think I want to see the dreadful thing!

Really! murmured Madame de Medici, turning languidly to the speaker. I do.

The Colonel stooped and reached into the safe. Then he began to take out object after object, box after box. Finally, he straightened himself again, and all saw that his face was oddly blanched.

Its gone! he whispered hoarsely. The Key of the Temple of Heaven has been stolen!

VI

MADAME SMILES

Rene entered his bedroom, locked the door, and seated himself on the bed; then he lowered his head into his hands and clutched at his hair distractedly. Since, on his uncles own showing, no one knew that the Key of the Temple of Heaven had been in the safe, since, excepting himself (Rene) and the Colonel, no one else knew the lock combination, how the Key had been stolen was a mystery which defied conjecture. No one but the Colonel had approached within several yards of the safe at the time it was opened; so that clearly the theft had been committed prior to that time.

Now Rene sought to recall the details of a strange dream which he had dreamed immediately before awakening on the previous night; but he sought in vain. His memory could supply only blurred images. There had been a safe in his dream, and he  was it he or another?  had unlocked it. Also there had been an enormous ivory Buddha.... Yet, stay! it had not been enormous; it had been...

He groaned at his own impotency to recall the circumstances of that mysterious, perhaps prophetic dream; then in despair he gave it up, and stooping to a little secretaire, unlocked it with the idea of sending a note round to Annesleys chambers. As he did so he uttered a loud cry.

Lying in one of the pigeon-holes was a long piece of black silk, apparently torn from the lining of an opera hat. In it two holes were cut as if it were intended to be used as a mask. Beside it lay a little leather-covered box. He snatched it out and opened it. It was empty!

Am I going mad? he groaned. Or  

You are wanted on the phone, sir.

It was the butler who had interrupted him. Rene descended to the telephone, dazedly, but, recognizing the voice of Annesley, roused himself.

Im leaving town to-night, Deacon, said Annesley, for  well, many reasons. But before I go I must give you a warning, though I rely on you never to mention my name in the matter. Avoid the woman who calls herself Madame de Medici; shell break you. Shes an adventuress, and has a dangerous acquaintance with Eastern cults, and... I cant explain properly....

Annesley! the Key!

Its the theft of the Key that has prompted me to speak, Deacon. Madame has some sort of power  hypnotic power. She employed it on me once, to my cost! Paul Harley, of Chancery Lane, can tell you more about her. The house shes living in temporarily used to belong to a notorious Eurasian, Zani Chada. To make a clean breast of it I darent thwart her openly; but I felt it up to me to tell you that she possesses the secret of post-hypnotic suggestion. I may be wrong, but I think you stole that Key!

I!

She hypnotized you at some time, and, by means of this uncanny power of hers, ordered you to steal the Key of the Temple of Heaven in such and such a fashion at a certain hour in the night...

I had a strange seizure while I was at her house....

Exactly! During that time you were receiving your hypnotic orders. You would remember nothing of them until the time to execute them  which would probably be during sleep. In a state of artificial somnambulism, and under the direction of Madames will, you became a burglar!

As Madame de Medicis car drove off from the house of Colonel Deacon, and Madame seated herself in the cushioned corner, up from amid the furs upon the floor, where, dog-like, he had lain concealed, rose the little yellow man from the Temple of Heaven. He extended eager hands toward her, kneeling there, and spoke:

Quick! quick! he breathed. You have it? The Key of the Temple.

Madame held in her hand an ivory Buddha. Inverting it she unscrewed the pedestal, and out from the hollow inside the image dropped a gleaming Key.

Ah! breathed the yellow man, and would have clutched it; but Madame disdainfully raised her right hand which held the treasure, and with her left hand thrust down the clutching yellow fingers.

She dropped the Key between her white skin and the bodice of her gown, tossing the ivory figure contemptuously amid the fur.

Ah! repeated the yellow man in a different tone, and his eyes gleamed with the flame of fanaticism. He slowly uprose, a sinister figure, and with distended fingers prepared to seize Madame by the throat. His eyes were bloodshot, his nostrils were dilated, and his teeth were exposed like the fangs of a wolf.

But she pulled off her glove and stretched out her bare white hand to him as a queen to a subject; she raised the long curved lashes, and the great amber eyes looked into the angry bloodshot eyes.

The little yellow man began to breathe more and more rapidly; soon he was panting like one in a fight to the death who is all but conquered. At last he dropped on his knees amid the fur... and the curling lashes were lowered again over the blazing amber eyes that had conquered.

Madame de Medici lowered her beautiful white hand, and the little yellow man seized it in both his own and showered rapturous kisses upon it.

Madame smiled slightly.

Poor little yellow man! she murmured in sibilant Chinese, you shall never return to the Temple of Heaven!
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THE WRATH OF FU-MANCHU

By your leave, sir!

Thurston stepped quickly to the side of the carpeted alleyway, as a steward pushing a trolley stocked with baggage went past. His travellers eye noted Dutch Airlines labels on some of the pieces. But he was more interested in a man who followed the trolley.

He was of thickset, shortish figure and wore a chauffeurs uniform. His yellow, pock-pitted face and sunken eyes were vaguely menacing and his walk more nearly resembled a lope, catlike and agile.

What a dangerous looking brute, was the thought which crossed Thurstons mind. He asked himself by which of the passengers now joining the Lauretania at Cherbourg this forbidding servant could be employed.

He hadnt long to wait for an answer.

A Chinese cook (or Thurston thought he was Chinese) hurried along just ahead of him in the direction of the square before the pursers office. He carried something on a tray, wrapped in a white napkin. There was no one else in the alleyway until a woman turned into it and began to saunter in Thurstons direction.

The cook, seeing her, behaved in so incredible a manner that Thurston felt tempted to close his eyes, count ten and then look again. He set the tray down, dropped to his knees and touched the carpet with his forehead!

The woman showed no surprise, never even glanced at the crouching white figure, but continued calmly on her way. As she passed by, the man gathered up his tray, and without once looking back, hurried on. The mysterious passenger had now drawn near enough for Thurston to get a clear impression. She carried a small handbag to which was tied another of the KLM tags.

It was alligator leather, similar to several piled on the trolley.

Thurston tried not to stare, tried to pretend that he hadnt noticed the singular behaviour of the Chinese cook. But this chivalrous effort was wasted.

Apparently, the woman remained unaware of his presence as she had been unaware of the prostrate Chinese. Her gait was leisurely, almost languid. She wore a cream shantung suit which displayed her graceful figure to perfection. A green scarf wound turban fashion (perhaps because of the high wind in the harbour) lent her features some of the quality of a delicate ivory mask. Except for superciliously curved lips, her face could not be said to bear any expression whatever.

She was beautiful, but unapproachable.

Like a vision she appeared, and was gone. He was left with a picture of half-closed, jade-green eyes, of slender white hands, hands nurtured in indolence.

Thurston was too experienced a voyager to bother his friend, Burns, the purser, until the Lauretania had cleared Cherbourg. But he meant to find out all that Burns knew about this imperious beauty attended by an Oriental manservant and whom a Chinese member of the crew treated as a goddess.

Having time on his hands, for he travelled light and had already unpacked, he roamed the ship, drawing room, smoking room, lounges, decks, but never had a glimpse of the jade-eyed woman of mystery.

When he took his seat at the pursers table for dinner, Thurston read a signal from Burns and lingered until the others had gone;

Come along to my room, the purser invited. Havent had a moment to spare until now.

When they were in Burns room, the door closed and drinks set out, Burns unburdened himself.

Glad to have someone like you to talk to. I mean someone not officially concerned. We often have difficult passengers, but this time weve got a woman who is a number one headache. Good looker, too. Jenkins, the chief steward, is raising hell. She wont have a steward or stewardess in her room. Shes got a yellow faced manservant on board, and hes to take care of everything. Bit irregular?

Thurston put his glass down.

Woman with green eyes? Ivory skin? Wonderful figure?

Burns eyes, which were not green, but blue, twinkled.

Powers of observation good! Thats the dame. Her papers show that shes from the Dutch East Indies.

Ah! That may explain it. A yellow streak?

Could be. Shes Mrs van Roorden, widow of a Javanese planter. But her pock-marked attendant, whos in the servants quarters, of course, is Burmese! Add that up.

I cant, Thurston confessed. Is she travelling alone  I mean, except for the manservant?

Burns nodded and began to light his pipe.

More or less, yes. She came on board with a Mr Fordwich, whom I dont know anything about, except that Im told hes a member of a big Chicago concern with overseas interests. He came from Java to England and then flew over to France. That is, according to his passport.

Thurston, accepting a nod from Burns, passed his glass for a refill and smiled.

I can add to your information about the mysterious Mrs van Roorden. Listen to this.

He told the purser what he had seen in the alleyway. Burns eyes opened even more widely than usual.

Damn funny! Ill get Jenkins to check on the cooks staff. We have some Chinese boys down there, I know. Sure he was Chinese?

Thurston considered. He was not well up on Far Eastern types.

Almost sure, he said at last. You see, I had only a glimpse of the man. But Im certain he was an Asiatic.

Burns nodded thoughtfully.

Now, on our last run, we had a mutual friend on board who could have settled the point out of hand! Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

What! He may be in New York when I get there. Ill look him up. Amazing man, isnt he? I knew him very well when he was head of the CID at Scotland Yard. Member of my club. Smiths a fellow who has crowded more adventure into his life than any ten ordinary men. He must be out on a job. Wonder what it is?

Communists, I expect, Burns murmured.

But Burns happened to be wrong, as Thurston was to find out.

* * * *

In fact, at about the time that he sat talking to the purser of the Lauretania, the centre of a stormcloud the existence of which had brought Nayland Smith to New York was actually located in Cairo.

In an old Arab house not far from the Mosque of El Ashraf, a house still undisturbed by Western improvements, a tall, gaunt man paced slowly up and down a room which once had been the Naah or saloon of the harêm.

Lofty, and lighted by a lantern in the painted roof, it was tastefully paved in the Arabian manner, had elaborate panelled walls and two mushrabiyeh windows. Before one of these recessed windows a screen had been placed.

The man pacing the tiled floor wore a loose yellow robe, a black cap on his massive skull. Although unmistakably Chinese, his finely lined features were those of a scholar who had never spared himself in his quest of knowledge. It was a wonderful face. It might have belonged to a saint  or to the Fallen Angel in person.

His walk was feline, silent. He seemed to be listening for some expected sound. Suddenly he paused, turned.

A door opened at the end of the saloon and a man entered quietly, an old white-bearded man who wore Arab dress. He was met and challenged by a glance from emerald green eyes. Momentarily, an expression of eagerness crept across the impassive Chinese face.

You have it, hakîm?

The words were spoken in Arabic, sibilantly. They were answered by a deep bow.

I have it, Excellency.

From under his black robe, the old physician took out a small phial, half filled with a nearly colourless liquid.

You guarantee its absolute purity?

I swear to it. Am I a fool to dream of deceiving Dr Fu-Manchu?

Dr Fu-Manchus nearly unendurable gaze remained focussed on the bearded face a while longer, and then:

Follow, he directed.

He walked under a decorated arch into a neighbouring room equipped as a laboratory. Much of the apparatus in this singular apartment would have puzzled any living man of science to define its purpose or application. On a long, glass-topped table a number of test tubes was ranged in a rack.

Dr Fu-Manchu seated himself at the table and held out his hand for the phial. Watched by the Arab physician, he removed the stopper and inserted a glass dipper. The unerring delicacy of touch displayed by those long-nailed fingers was miraculous. He replaced the stopper and smeared a spot from the dipper on to a slide, putting the slide into place in a large microscope. Stooping, he stared through the lens, which he slightly adjusted. Without looking up:

You are sure of hormone B? he challenged harshly.

Positive, Excellency. I extracted it myself.

Then Fu-Manchu raised his head and pressed one of several studs on a switchboard. A door opened and a young Japanese came in. He wore a chemists white tunic. Fu-Manchu indicated the phial.

The missing elements, at last, Matsukata. Use sparingly. He spoke in Japanese. Above all, watch the temperature. Inoculate a rat, a guinea pig and two rabbits. Report to me at ten minute intervals. Proceed.

Matsukata took the phial, three of the test tubes, bowed, and went out. Dr Fu-Manchu turned to the Arab physician.

How long have you known me, hakîm?

He spoke softly.

The old Arab stroked his beard as if in meditation.

Since I was twenty years of age, Excellency.

And what age was I then?

I could not say.

What age did I appear to be?

As you appear now, Excellency.

Fu-Manchu stood up.

Follow.

They returned to the long saloon. Fu-Manchu crossed to the screen set before a mushrabiyeh window and moved it aside. In the recess, motionless in a silk-padded basket, lay a tiny grey marmoset!

My little friend, Peko. Dr Fu-Manchu spoke in a sibilant whisper. The companion of my wanderings.

The old physician conquered his astonishment. Unmistakably, Dr Fu-Manchu was deeply moved.

He is asleep?

No. He is dying.

Of tuberculosis? These creatures are subject to it.

No. Of senility.

What, then, is his age, Excellency?

The same as my own.

What do you say?… Pardon me, Excellency. I was startled. Such a thing seems impossible.

Dr Fu-Manchu replaced the screen. They stepped down again into the saloon; and the Arab physician found himself called upon to sustain the fixed regard of those hypnotic eyes.

Peko had already reached his normal, allotted span of years at the time that I completed my long experiments so vainly attempted by the old alchemists. Yes  I had discovered what they termed the Elixir Vitae: The Elixir of Life! Upon Peko I made the first injection; upon myself, the second.

And now? It was a hushed murmur.

Failure threatens my science. Peko was not due for treatment until next spring. Yet  you see? I found myself unprovided with the materials. I searched Cairo. I laboured in the laboratory day and night. Can you understand?

His voice rose harshly on a note of frenzy. His eyes blazed.

Yes, Excellency… I do understand.

If death claims him, I am defeated. A plan upon which may rest the peace of the world, even the survival of man, demands my presence in America. But, if I fail to fan that tiny spark which still smoulders within Peko into a flame, of life, this means that I too  I, Fu-Manchu  may die at any hour!

* * * *

Weather remained fresh, but clear and fine throughout the Lauretanias run. Thurston, that unimaginative man of business, had no suspicion as yet of the rôle for which Fate had cast him. But he found a magnetic attraction in the personality of Mrs van Roorden.

This beautiful enigma, always correctly but exquisitely dressed, engrossed his attention to the exclusion of everybody else on board. Nor was he alone in this. Mrs van Roorden would have become a focus of interest in any community.

She was much in the company of Mr Fordwich. He was a man of middle height and spare build, his skin yellowed as if by long residence in the tropics. A heavy stick with a rubber ferule was never far from his hand, for he was afflicted by a slight limp. His keen, dark eyes lighted up at times, as if a laughing dare-devil lay hidden under the cool facade which he showed to the world. Without being handsome in the Hollywood sense, Thurston could well believe that Fordwich might be attractive to women. They were an intriguing pair.

Mrs van Roorden rarely permitted her graceful languor to become disturbed. She possessed an aura of sublime self-confidence, as if some invulnerable power protected her from any intrusion upon her queenly serenity. Sometimes, when in Fordwichs company, she smiled. It was a strange smile, secretly voluptuous. But it promised little and revealed nothing.

There was acid comment amongst the passengers and ships officers concerning the strange arrangement whereby no one was permitted to enter Mrs van Roordens cabin except her dangerous looking Burmese manservant. Whenever she took one of her leisurely constitutional strolls, a barrage of glances fell upon her from the massed batteries of deck-chairs.

The Sphinx could not have shown more perfect indifference.

Thurston, in his quest of information, seized every opportunity to talk to Mr Fordwich, with whom he sometimes had a drink in the smoking room. But Mr Fordwich proved himself a master of reticence.

And so it was not until their last night at sea that Thurston met Mrs van Roorden. She was one of the guests at a cocktail party in the pursers quarters. Somewhat to his surprise, Mr Fordwich was not present. Mrs van Roorden wore a green backless frock entirely justified by her faultless ivory arms and shoulders. A band of emeralds was clasped around her throat.

Burns presented his friend, at the same time treating him to a sly wink.

Im very glad to meet you at last, Mrs van Roorden, Thurston declared. It would be annoying to have to leave the ship without making the acquaintance of the most beautiful woman on board.

That vague smile curved disdainful lips as she glanced at him when he sat down beside her. Her eyes slanted very slightly.

A compliment from an Englishman is as unexpected as an Ave Maria from a tabby.

What a lovely voice she had, Thurston thought! A wall-lamp just behind her touched bronze highlights in her hair, which he had believed to be quite black.

A compliment may sometimes be a fact. Are you staying in New York, Mrs van Roorden?

She shrugged slightly.

Perhaps for a little while. This journey is not of my choosing. But there are some duties which must override personal inclination.

Then what does personal inclination suggest?

She turned and looked at him directly. He started, rebuked himself. He was an experienced man of the world… But he had the utmost difficulty in meeting that penetrating gaze. Then Mrs van Roorden seemed to be satisfied. She turned her head aside again, languidly.

I belong to the old world. The new world has little to offer me.

Thurston recovered himself.

You are too young to be cynical.

I am too old to embrace shadows. Truth is dying today. We are all so smug, although we dance on the edge of a precipice. Where are the men, who can see  the great adventurers who put self last?

Not all dead, I assure you! I should like you to meet my friend, Nayland Smith, for instance.

Mrs van Roorden seemed to become quite still, statuesque. At last, she stirred, turned her head, and again he found himself claimed by those jade-green eyes.

Sir Denis Nayland Smith?

Yes. Do you know him?

Her lips curved in that provocative, voluptuous yet impersonal smile. She glanced aside as a steward offered a selection of cocktails. Taking one:

I used to know him, she replied, a deep, caressing note in her musical voice. Were you ever in Java, Mr Thurston?

Her wish to change the subject was so unmistakable that Thurston had no choice but that of following her lead. So that when the party broke up, although he knew that the Communists in the Dutch Indies were worse than the Japanese, he knew no more about Mrs van Roorden than he had ever known.

But he wondered very much why she had steered him off the subject of Nayland Smith…

During belated dinner, an urgent message came for the purser. He excused himself and hurried out.

Thurston, later, passing his door and finding it open, rapped and went in.

Burns was sitting in an armchair, smoking his pipe.

Sit down, old man. Theres something very queer going on aboard this ship.

Why  whats happened?

Thurston sat down.

Well, the steward who generally looks after the room occupied by Mrs van Roorden nearly ran into her as she rushed out into the alleyway. She said that a thief had been in there!

What!

Fact. The man reported to Jenkins, and Jenkins sent for me. I went along. Mrs van Roorden opened the door when I knocked. She was as cool as an icicle, but those eyes of hers were just blazing. She stuck to the story, but said that she didnt intend to make an official complaint. Insisted, in fact.

This is all very strange.

Theres more to come. This man of hers, who I believe acts as her bodyguard as much as anything else, was found in his cabin  insensible!

You mean  hed been assaulted?

Rubber truncheon, the doctor thinks! This is all off the record. Not a word. The cops would hold us up for hours if they got on to it.

But, what

Yes. Burns stood up. Thats what Im wondering. Lets have a drink.

* * * *

Landing was delayed the next day by unexpected mist which blanketed East River. Thurston, taking a final look into closets and drawers, heard a rap on the door, and supposed his steward had come for the baggage.

All ready!

Mr Fordwich entered, leaning on his stick.

Thought I might catch you, he said, smiling. The fact is, I owe you a drink, and I dont know a better time to balance the account than when the bars are sealed on a foggy morning!

From his pockets he produced a large flask and a bottle of soda water.

Thats a pleasant sight, Thurston confessed. I admit my own reserve is exhausted. Thought wed be ashore by now.

Fordwich mixed two tepid drinks and glanced around. His eyes rested on a well-filled golf bag.

I see youre a golfer? Expect to get much play?

Well, Im spending a week with a friend in Connecticut who lives near a good course. Im no plus man. Never got below eighteen!

They talked about golf, and other things. Thurston gave Fordwich the name of his New York hotel and Fordwich promised to call him later. He wondered if Fordwich knew what had happened to Mrs van Roorden and her Burmese servant, but, although burning with curiosity, he was bound to silence.

Another rap on the door interrupted them. A page came in.

Mr Thurston?

I am Mr Thurston.

Note for you, sir.

Thurston glanced at the scribbled chit. It said, Please call at Pursers office immediately.

Excuse me. He turned to Fordwich. Make yourself comfortable. Shant be a minute.

He went out and along the alleyway to the office. Pandemonium reigned in that area, but Thurston managed to catch the eye of an assistant whom he knew.

Want to see me? he asked.

He handed in the note.

The assistant purser stared at it, with a puzzled frown, then went away. He wasnt gone long.

There must be some mistake, Mr Thurston, I can find no one who sent you this thing.

Deeply mystified, Thurston returned to his room, when he had a second surprise.

The silver flask and the soda water remained on the table, but Mr Fordwich had disappeared. Thurston concluded that he had been called away and would return, but as the steward came at that moment to collect his things, he put the flask in his pocket and left the room.

Up to the time that the Lauretania docked, he never had a glimpse of Mr Fordwich, nor, which disappointed him more, of Mrs van Roorden. As he waited under the letter T for his steward with the baggage, he watched all the passengers in sight, but failed to find either of those he was looking for.

He was quietly clear of the Customs, for he carried only a suitcase, a valise and his golf bag. These he gave to a porter and headed for the exit. This route took him past the letter F, and here he pulled up.

Fordwich, leaning on his heavy stick, was explaining something to two Customs officers bending over an open handbag.

Thurstons insatiable curiosity prompted him to draw nearer. Across the shoulder of an interested bystander he saw what lay in the bag.

It was a grotesque green mask of Eastern workmanship. He had a hazy idea that it should be described as a devil mask. He could hear Fordwichs voice:

I picked it up in Java. Its of small intrinsic value. Merely a curiosity…

Thurston moved on. He didnt want to appear to be eavesdropping. But his glimpse of the green mask had given him an uncomfortable, and indescribable sensation. Who was this man, Fordwich? He had felt all along there was something mysterious about him. And what lay behind the raid on Mrs van Roordens cabin and the assault on her servant?

Above all, why had she declined an official inquiry?

* * * *

If, at about the time the Lauretania had reached mid-ocean, Thurston could have been transported to that old Arab mansion near the Mosque of El Ashraf, he might now have held a clue to some of these riddles.

It was midnight, and the lofty saloon was dimly lighted by a number of hanging lamps of perforated brass. The screen had been moved from the mushrabiyeh window. Dr Fu-Manchu, seated in a chair of native inlay workmanship, bent over the padded basket in which the tiny monkey lay.

He had been seated there for four hours.

It was literally true that vast issues hung upon the life or death of a marmoset.

Native Cairo slumbered. No sound came from the narrow street upon which the gate of a tree-shaded courtyard opened. Inside the house there was unbroken silence. And Dr Fu-Manchu never stirred.

His elbows resting on the chair arms, his long fingers pressed together, he watched, tirelessly. An emerald signet ring which he wore glittered in the light of a shaded lamp. He was so still that a marked resemblance which his gaunt features bore to those of the mummy of Seti I in the Cairo Museum became uncannily increased. It was as if the dead Pharaoh had awakened from his age-long sleep.

Sometimes the strange green eyes filmed over queerly, as if from great weariness. Then at the appearance of some symptom so slight as to be visible only to the inspired physician, they glowed again like living gems.

But when the great change came, it was unmistakable.

Peko moved his tiny arms, almost exactly like a human baby waking up, yawned, stretched and opened beady eyes.

Fu-Manchus lips moved, but no sound issued from them. A spot of perspiration trickled from under the black cap and crept down his high forehead. Peko looked up at him, chattered furiously, and then sprung in one bound onto the bowed shoulders.

There the little creature perched, slapping the yellow face of his master in an ecstasy either of rage or of happiness. Only Dr Fu-Manchu could know.

Rising and stepping down into the saloon, Fu-Manchu struck a silver gong. Peko responded with a sound like a shrill whistle and leapt onto a brass lamp hanging directly overhead. Here he swung, looking down and chattering volubly.

Matsukata came in from the laboratory.

Triumph!

Dr Fu-Manchu pointed to the swinging marmoset.

Matsukata bowed deeply.

I salute the genius of the master scientist.

Advise General Huan Tsung that we leave in an hour. It is still possible to be there in time. Proceed.

Matsukata bowed again, and went out. Dr Fu-Manchu dried his high forehead with a silk handkerchief which he drew from the sleeve of his robe, and crossing the saloon, his gait slow and catlike, he mounted a leewan at the further end and opened a cupboard.

From the cupboard he took a flat cedarwood box and raised the lid.

Inside lay a green mask  identical with that which, later, George Thurston was to see in a Manhattan Customs shed…

* * * *

The phone buzzed in Thurstons hotel apartment.

He was unpacking his suitcase. He crossed and called:

Hullo!

That you, Thurston? came a vaguely familiar voice. Fordwich here. Got my flask, havent you?

Yes. I lost sight of you. What happened?

Called away. Hang on to the flask. Be seeing you around cocktail time. That all right?

Quite.

Did you get your golf clubs through safely?

Golf clubs? Of course. Why not?

A chuckle of laughter.

Just asking! See you about six.

Fordwich hung up.

Thurston scratched his head reflectively, then returned to his unpacking. He took out a lounge suit, a Tuxedo and black trousers. He put them on hangers in the wardrobe, turned, and stared at his golf-bag.

Slowly, he went over and inspected it.

Amongst the club-heads he saw a rubber ferule sticking out!

He grabbed it, trying to pull the thing free. But he had to remove a niblick, a mid-iron and a mashie before he succeeded.

Then  he held Fordwichs walking stick in his hand!

Phew!

Thurston sat down on the side of the bed. The stick was unmistakable. It was of some dark, heavy wood, smooth, nearly black. The handle curved above a plain gold band. There was no inscription.

He couldnt doubt that the stick he held in his hands was the one upon which Fordwich had been leaning in the Customs shed!

It isnt possible!

Thurston spoke the words aloud. He was startled out of his normal self. This inexplicable incident crowned all the others. What on earth did it mean? Why should the mysterious Mr Fordwich assume that he was a suitable subject for conjuring tricks? And when had the trick been performed?

He thought of the green devil mask. He recalled a conversation with an Anglo-Indian at his club. This man had assured him that, for all science might say to the contrary, the powers of magic were very real in the East.

Hurriedly completing his unpacking, he went down to the bar.

The delay in getting ashore had upset his plans. He didnt know what to do with himself, or how to spend the evening.

Six oclock came; half past.

Still there was no word from Fordwich. Thurston sat down and stared at the black walking stick. He didnt touch it. He was aroused from amorous musings, in which the ivory arms of Mrs van Roorden figured prominently, by a disturbance in the corridor outside.

Someone seemed to be persistently banging on a door, and he could hear the dim ringing of a bell.

As the row continued, Thurston stood up, crossed the apartment and looked out.

The disturbance came from a door almost immediately opposite his own… and the main who rang and banged was Nayland Smith!

Smith!

Nayland Smith had turned, was staring at Thurston across the width of the corridor. His skin had been permanently darkened by years of tropical suns, so that it was impossible to detect pallor. But Thurston thought that some of the old, eager vitality was lacking tonight. The silver at his temples had become more marked.

Hullo, Thurston! he rapped (the quick-fire speech remained unimpaired). Didnt expect to see you here. Come into your apartment and phone if I may.

Youre very welcome.

But, when the door was closed, Nayland Smith dropped wearily into an armchair, and Thurston saw that he looked almost haggard. Something had taxed this man of iron to the limit of his endurance.

Im up against one of my toughest problems, Thurston, he began in his abrupt, staccato way. Can talk to you. Glad to. Theres a gigantic plot about to mature  a plot to destroy Fort Knox, and the gold reserve upon which the financial power of the United States largely depends!

Destroy Fort Knox! Its just impossible! Communists?

Nayland Smith shook his head, smiled grimly, and taking out a charred briar pipe, began to charge it from a dilapidated pouch.

No. What dyou think Im doing here? If it had been the Communists I might have agreed with you. But its something far more serious. Did you ever hear of the Si-Fan?

Thurston stared blankly.

Never.

Its the most powerful secret society in the world today. It is directed by a man who is probably the supreme genius of all time. He has more scientific knowledge in that one phenomenal brain than any ten men alive. He is called Dr Fu-Manchu. You have heard the name?

As a name, yes. Thurston was awed. No more!

Nayland Smith replaced his pouch and lighted his pipe.

I sincerely hope you may never have occasion to learn more! We are uncertain of the details of the scheme. But we think some kind of guided missile is involved  probably with an atomic warhead, or something even more destructive!

But where could such a thing be assembled?

Several thousand men are engaged, at this very moment, trying to find out! One man, a brilliant FBI operative, has actually succeeded in becoming a member of the Si-Fan!

Is he an Oriental? Thurston gasped.

Nayland Smith smoked feverishly.

Not a bit of it. Dont run away with the idea that the Si-Fan is a Far Eastern group. Its international. Thats the danger. Its true that Selwyn Orson  the FBI man  joined it somewhere in the East. Hes a wonderful linguist. Hes just back, with vital information.

Where is he?

Thats his room over there. And, although he called me only half an hour ago, I can get no reply. Hasnt gone out. Checked that.

He grabbed up the phone. Thurston stared.

Put me through to Mr Wylie. This is Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

He glanced aside at Thurston.

When do you think this horror is timed to happen? Thurston asked in a hushed voice.

Nayland Smith shook his head, and then:

Hullo  Mr Wylie? he asked. Nayland Smith here. Im in Number 114, Mr Thurstons apartment. Be good enough to send a boy up with a key to Number 113. Yes, at once, please.

He hung up.

I dont know the exact time, Thurston. But all my information suggests that it may happen at almost any hour now!

The speed with which the key was delivered by the management indicated the authority vested in Nayland Smith, and when the boy had gone away, they crossed the corridor, and Nayland Smith unlocked the door of Number 113.

On the threshold he stood still, barring Thurstons entrance.

What is it, Smith?

You dont have to come in, Thurston. He spoke without turning. If you do, prepare for a dreadful sight!

Nayland Smith went in, and Thurston followed him. The warning had been timely; for even now Thurston pulled up, uttered a smothered cry.

Face downward in the lobby, and so near the door that it was only just possible to open it, lay a blue-clad stocky figure. The mans outstretched hands were still plunged into an open suitcase, from which a variety of articles had been thrown out on to the floor.

Good God! Thurston muttered. He felt deathly sick. What does this mean?

Murder! snapped Nayland Smith. Hes been shot through the head  from behind.

Theres blood  a trail of it  leading into the room.

Nayland Smith nodded and went in. Thurston, trying to avoid wet patches on the carpet, followed. Inside, he clutched Smiths arm.

Smith! This is horrible! The place is a morgue!

Another dead man was seated beside the table on which the phone stood!

His arms were stretched out on either side of a Manhattan Directory, and he had slumped forward so that his head rested slantwise on the book. The effect was grotesque. He seemed to be leering up at the intruders.

Merciful God! Its Fordwich!

The whisper came from Thurstons pale lips.

Nayland Smith hardly glanced at him. He sprang to the dead mans side, touched cold fingers, and stooping, peered into sightless eyes. He stood upright.

Too late! And youre mistaken. This was Selwyn Orson  the finest investigator who ever worked with the FBI!

Thurston said nothing. Words were failing him. He had been swept into a world of mystery, of horror, for which his orderly life had not equipped him.

The apartment bore every evidence of a frantic search. An automatic fitted with a silencer tube lay beside the table. Only one shell had been used. And then, half under the bed, came a discovery which completed Thurstons sick bewilderment. This was Fordwichs black walking stick  snapped in half…

Poor Orson was stabbed, Nayland Smith rapped out the words at top speed. Almost certainly by that brute lying in the lobby. It was a surprise attack. How the man got in we are never likely to know, now. Orson collapsed. The killer went to work. Orson revived, dragged himself out, silently, to where the man was busy on another suitcase in the lobby, and shot him. Then, he dragged himself back to the phone  but died before he got his message through.

The languor had gone. Nayland Smith was revivified. His grey eyes shone like steel. His reconstruction of the crime had been a matter of minutes. He stood for a moment looking about him, pulling reflectively at the lobe of his ear, then went out to the lobby. Thurston followed, dizzily, trying to conquer his nausea.

Nayland Smith bent over the prone figure.

We shall find the knife with which Orson was murdered, unless Im greatly mistaken.

But I thought, Thurston began  and said no more.

Vaguely, he was beginning to grasp the fact that those strict police regulations which prohibit the disturbing of the body of a homicide corpse did not apply to Sir Denis.

In the other pocket, then. Smith turned the body over. Ah! Here it is!

And, as he drew a bloodstained knife from the blue coat, Thurston had a glimpse of a distorted, pock-marked face.

Smith! His voice shook emotionally. Smith! This is Mrs van Roordens Burmese servant!

* * * *

Theres no doubt, said Nayland Smith, that you have been chosen by Higher Powers to save the United States from disaster!

Thurston helped himself to a third brandy. Some trace of colour was returning to his face.

They sat now in his apartment, already foggy with tobacco smoke from Smiths pipe. The handbag (its lock smashed) which contained the green mask, and the mask itself, intact, lay on the bed; Fordwichs black stick lay beside it  the one that had been in the golf bag.

I have told you all I have to tell, Smith. But I havent the very slightest idea what it adds up to!

This, Smith rapped. In the first place, after the medical examiner has made his report, Number 113 must be sealed. No whisper of what lies there has to leak out. So much I have arranged with Raymond Harkness of the FBI, who is co-operating with me. In the second place, poor Selwyn Orson must have known he was spotted. He chose you to bring his stick ashore!

But…

He had a duplicate, which he had kept hidden during the crossing. The note you received, asking you to call at the pursers office, was sent, of course, by Orson  whom you knew as Fordwich. He wanted you out of the cabin long enough to slip the stick into your golf-bag. He must have noted that you carried one.

But why? Why two sticks?

Nayland Smith began to knock ashes from his fuming pipe.

That I hope to find out. The smashed duplicate across in his room suggests that his killer  who, by the way was a professional thug, a Burmese dacoit  had special instructions on this point.

And the green mask?

Nayland Smith shook his head.

One mystery at a time, Thurston! Suppose we start with the stick.

He took it up and examined it closely. He tapped it, and endeavoured to unscrew the crooked handle. It appeared to be solid. Smith clicked his teeth together irritably.

Of course, its a smugglers stick. But how does it open?… Ah!

He begun to detach the rubber ferule. It was not easy, but at last he had it off. Under the rubber was a brass ferule. Attempts to remove it defied all his efforts, until, with the ferule wedged in the hinge of the bathroom door and while he turned the shank firmly, it began to unscrew.

There was a cavity in the base of the big stick, from which protruded a roll of paper!

Nayland Smith pulled it out. It proved to consist of a number of closely typed and very thin pages, wound around a sort of slender jade baton most curiously carved.

At this he stared with deep curiosity. He examined the delicate carving.

What the devil have we here?

Then, with care, he turned the baton in his fingers. It opened without difficulty. It unscrewed in the middle. And Smith tapped out into the palm of his left hand a single sheet of parchment on which appeared some lines of writing in heavy, black letters.



At the foot of the parchment was a small seal.

He glanced at the seal, rapidly scanned the typescript, and then shot a steely glance at Thurston.

I believe you told me that you found Mrs van Roorden dangerously alluring?

I did.

She is! Shes Dr Fu-Manchus daughter!

Thurston stared almost stupidly.

But, Smith  she is quite young.

She has always appeared so, Nayland Smith snapped, from the first time I met her up to her last attempt to seduce me!

At about which time, Dr Fu-Manchu, wrapped in a fur-lined coat and having an astrakhan cap pulled well down over his massive skull, glanced back at old Huan Tsung, his chief-of-staff, who sat behind him in the plane. Matsukata was the pilot.

I seem to hear your teeth chattering, Huan Tsung?

Your hearing does not mislead you, Excellency.

Yet Peko, here in my arms, sleeps peacefully.

Even if men derive from apes, some small differences distinguish us from our remote ancestors. Monkeys may be immune. But at our present height, without aid of oxygen, I confess that my old heart falters.

We could touch the outer atmosphere, encased as we are in the new amalgam. Imagination, Huan Tsung, is a two-edged sword. Fu-Manchu glanced at the instrument board. We are far above the commercial air lanes, but we continue to receive absurd signals from military bases. I anticipate that we shall be reported once more as a flying saucer.

Excellency, surely life is a flying saucer, a saucer in which we are whirled out of eternity into eternity…

* * * *

Its now quite evident, Nayland Smith was saying, that Orson must have been responsible for searching the stateroom of the woman you knew as Mrs van Roorden while she was at the pursers cocktail party. No doubt it was Orson, too, who put her Burmese bodyguard to sleep. These typed notes wrapped around the jade baton make it clear that he had risen high in the Si-Fan organisation.

What an amazing man! Thurston exclaimed.

Amazing indeed. Its to Selwyn Orson that we owed the first news of the Fort Knox conspiracy. At that time he was in Egypt, where he had been called to a personal interview with the president of the Si-Fan. Steps were taken here. And an attempt was made to find the Cairo headquarters of the society. Nayland Smith snapped his fingers irritably. Next to impossible to get action under the present Egyptian government.

He was pacing up and down the room like a caged tiger, smoking almost ceaselessly.

Do you mean, Thurston asked, that these people have agents in Egypt?

All over the world! The Si-Fan has expanded enormously since I first came in touch with it. Orson seems to have posed as a Frenchman, which he could do very easily, as he had lived for many years in Paris. He was one of the deputies selected by the Si-Fan to attend a secret conference here in New York!

But how do you suppose he discovered the real identity of Mrs van Roorden?

I dont think he had discovered it, until the night he burgled her cabin. He makes it quite plain in these notes, and in his earlier despatch from Cairo (which I have seen), that no officer of the Si-Fan knows another by sight. But he knows all the lesser members under his immediate control. He was evidently sent from Egypt to Java. The Si-Fan has been very busy there, rubbing out some of the leading Communists!

What! The Si-Fan is anti-Communist?

Somewhat! snapped Nayland Smith grimly. Orson, I believe, met Mrs van Roorden in Java, and then, later, on the Lauretania. He doesnt state, here, what aroused his suspicion, but he does say that he was waiting for a chance to search her cabin. He pointed to the jade baton. This is what he found.

Thurston picked up and stared again at the sheet of thin parchment which the baton had contained. It was half covered with heavy, square writing.

The message, in English, was in cramped script resembling old Black Letter. It authorised the bearer, referred to as my daughter, to preside at the conference in the unavoidable absence of the President.

I dont understand, Thurston said, how such a conference could take place, if its true that no officer of this society knows another by sight.

Nayland Smith paused in his restless promenade, picked up the green mask and dropped it back in the bag.

Clearly, they all wear these things  not to frighten one another, but simply to conceal their identity. Its not a new trick. It was used, in the form of hoods, by Inquisitors of the Holy Office in Spain and is still popular with the Ku Klux Klan.

Thurston was studying a sort of crest which served as letterhead:
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What does this thing mean? he asked.

Nayland Smith glanced aside and then continued his pacing.

I have come across it only once before. Out of context, it really means nothing. But it could be construed to mean The higher or The one above. it is evidently the sign of the Si-Fan.

The message bore no name; only the imprint of a seal on green wax:
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And this seal?

Is the seal of Dr Fu-Manchu…

The door-bell buzzed.

That will be Harkness.

Smith crossed the lobby and threw the door open. Raymond Harkness, of the FBI, came in, a slight man with gentle, hazel eyes and the manner of a family doctor.

Have you made all arrangements? Smith rapped.

Yes. Harkness spoke softly. Poor old Orson. Our star man, Sir Denis.

He didnt sacrifice himself for nothing, said Nayland Smith grimly. Thanks to him, we hold most of the threads in our hands. We owe this to Mr Thurston here. He became unavoidably mixed up in the thing.

Harkness turned his quiet regard on Thurston.

Take my advice, he said. Step out of this affair just as soon as you can  and stay out. Also keep your mouth shut as tightly as if the air was poisoned.

Thurston was not one of those great adventurers who put self last referred to by Mrs van Roorden. He was a plain man of business. Fate had made him an unconscious messenger, had plunged him into deep, dark mysteries. He sighed, for sometimes he had longed for such adventure. But he decided that Raymond Harkness advice was good…

* * * *

Mrs van Roorden stepped out of the shower and critically considered her gleaming ivory body in a long pier glass. She could detect no sign of ages encroachments. Her cool flesh was firm; the contours remained perfect.

She wrapped herself in a woolly robe and returned to the bedroom.

A contrast to other rooms in the apartment, this was equipped in the Parisian manner; a fragrant nest for loveliness. She lingered over creams and perfumes in crystal bottles ranged on a cedarwood dressing-table inlaid with mother-of-pearl, took up a hand mirror, the back delicately enamelled on gold, and studied her profile.

She was satisfied; she was still beautiful.

But she was ill at ease.

The frock which she had decided to wear lay draped over a chair, with appropriate shoes and stockings beside it. Mai Cha was perfect in her attentions, as should be expected from the daughter of a Chinese aristocrat. But Mrs van Roorden had never met this youngest child of the aged but prolific Mandarin Huan Tsung before. She had been received as a princess, but all the members of the household were strangers.

If only Huan Tsung had been there! Old Huan Tsung who used to smuggle sweetmeats to her in baby days, who had given her that pet name of Fah Lo Suee, because, he said, she was like a budding lily blossom.

She stood up restlessly and went out into an adjoining room equipped in purely Chinese fashion. There were panels of ivory and jade, rare and beautiful rugs, rose porcelain. The furniture might have, and possibly had, come from an Emperors palace. There was a faint perfume, blended of musk and sandalwood, and the lamps were hidden in frames of painted silk.

Mrs van Roorden crossed to windows screened by ebony fretwork, and opened a screen. A warm breeze met her as she stepped out on to the balcony and stood there looking down at Fifth Avenue far below and then across the Park to where tall buildings on Central Park West loomed up, monstrous, against the evening sky.

What, she asked herself for the hundredth time, had become of Sha Mu?

Had he failed altogether  been arrested? She was not prepared to believe this. His stealthy cunning had never failed before. It was barely possible that he might still be waiting for an opportunity. Even the uncanny skill with which he could make himself almost invisible would not have enabled him to hide in the hotel so long without being challenged.

Who was the man who called himself Fordwich?

Only by a fleeting glance in a mirror had Sha Mu been able to identify his attacker. And it had proved hopeless to attempt anything on the ship. Something was seriously wrong. But she dare not call the hotel.

Mrs van Roorden returned to the softly lighted room. A Chinese girl stood there. She wore native dress, and her eyes were modestly downcast. She had a shy grace of movement which remained one of a gazelle.

My lady lacks something?

Mrs van Roorden smiled.

Nothing that you can find for me, Mai Cha! Tell me, dear, when did you see your father last?

It was nearly a year ago.

And where is he now?

Mai Cha shook her glossy head.

I cannot say. I never know.

But this apartment is always kept open?

Always, my lady. He might return at any time.

How I wish he would return tonight, Mrs van Roorden murmured; and then: May I ask you something, Mai Cha?

Anything you wish.

Has Sir Denis Nayland Smith ever been here?

The dark eyes were raised to her in mild astonishment.

But no. Of course not. He is my fathers enemy. He has never known that we live here. The apartment was bought by someone else  on my fathers behalf.

But you know Nayland Smith?

I have seen him, my lady. But not for many, many months.

Mrs van Roorden moved towards the bedroom.

Dont bother about me, Mai Cha, she smiled. I shall not be going out for a long time yet…

* * * *

Centre Street that night resembled a wasps nest.

An inoffensive businessman, purely because of deep interest in the fascinating Mrs van Roorden, which had impelled him to force his acquaintance upon Mr Fordwich, had become an instrument of justice. Unwittingly he had carried on the work of a star secret agent.

Motorcycle patrolmen, radio cars, shot into the dusk like earthbound rockets. Phones buzzed. The private line to Washington stayed red hot for hours. And Nayland Smith, in the office of his old friend, Deputy Commissioner Burke, a heavy powerful man with black, tufted eyebrows and greying hair, smoked his foul pipe incessantly as if in competition with Burkes strong cigars.

Raymond Harkness inhaled cigarettes in swift succession, each neatly fitted into a tortoiseshell holder. He displayed no other signs of excitement.

This card, said Nayland Smith, which Harkness found wedged between the leather cover and the silver of poor Orsons flask, is clearly intended to admit him to a meeting at the house of Kwang Tsee, wherever that may be, at two a.m. tomorrow morning, September 10th  that is, tonight. It has the Si-Fan crest at the top.

Not a doubt of it, Burke growled in his deep bass. He meant to pick up the stick and the flask just as soon as he thought it was safe. If I could have a hand in cleaning up this Fu-Manchu gang before I retire next year, Id go to growing watermelons with a light heart.

The Fu-Manchu gang, Smith rapped back, is too big to be cleaned up overnight. But we have a chance to get some of the high executives and to break the Fort Knox scheme. He glanced at a clock over Burkes desk. Im waiting for news about the house of Kwang Tsee!

So am I, Burke agreed, and was about to ring when a rap sounded on the door and Police Captain Rafferty came in.

He saluted Burke with the deference due to a dreaded but respected chief.

I have a report on Kwang Tsee, sir.

Spill it.

The only man of that name known in the Chinatown area is the proprietor of a store formerly owned by old Huan Tsung.

That settles it! said Nayland Smith drily. Go ahead.

Huan Tsung disappeared about a year ago. We wanted him, you may remember, but we could pin nothing on him. This man, Kwang Tsee, bought the business. Hes enlarged it. He owns a big warehouse in the next street, same block, stocked with antiques from the East. He lives somewhere on the premises. Nothing against him…

When Rafferty was gone, with a number of instructions:

I guess this Kwang Tsee is a dummy, Smith, said Burke. Whats your idea?

The same as yours. A Chinatown base is characteristic of Dr Fu-Manchu.

You knew Huan Tsung fairly well, didnt you?

Raymond Harkness smiled but said nothing.

You exaggerate! Nayland Smith assured him. I never really knew him at all. He was once governor of a Chinese province. He is now Dr Fu-Manchus chief aide. Hes a first-class soldier, although of incalculable age. If Chiang Kai-shek had had him on his staff, the Communists would lie nowhere in China today. I have had several skirmishes with General Huan Tsung Chao, to give him his full name, but never won one yet!

The whole thing drops dead, Burke declared, if any news has leaked about the slaughter in Room 113.

No leakage has occurred, came Harkness gentle assurance. No one saw the baskets taken out. The room remains sealed. I arranged for Mr Thurston to dine and spend the night with friends of mine in Bronxville, where there is gay company. He has driven there in one of our cars.

Nayland Smiths grim face relaxed in a smile. It was a smile which betrayed the schoolboy who had never grown up.

Clean, smart, efficient work, he commented. Satisfied, Burke?

I guess so. Its up to us, now. We know that Fu-Manchu is playing for recognition. He figures that if performers with records like that old cross-talk act, Hitler and Mussolini, not to mention artists still with us, have been allowed a place in public life  why not Dr Fu-Manchu?

And why not? Nayland Smith challenged. He has the brains of all of them rolled into one.

Must have, Burke agreed. Youve been down to Fort Knox and you know that a consignment of gold in one of the vaults, still in the boxes it was shipped in, has been turned into something that looks like lead!

Quite so! In accordance with Fu-Manchus threat to Washington. Contents of the other twenty-seven vaults are still intact.

But the Treasurys nearly crazy, Harkness said quietly. Already, the loss is enormous. If the further threat of the Si-Fan to destroy the entire reserve is made good, the financial stability of the United States will lie in the hands of those people!

And we cant find out how it was done, Burke groaned. It sounds like a miracle. Fu-Manchu knows that such losses have to be officially denied. Otherwise wed have a financial panic. He aims to blackmail Washington into recognising him.

He wants to see the Si-Fan where the Nazis and the Fascists stood  where the Soviets stand today!

When this conference assembles, Burke pointed out, even if we manage to grab the lot we shant know what we want to know.

Theres another point. Harkness fitted a fresh cigarette into his holder. News of it might speed up the action we want to stop. Our information clearly indicates that Fu-Manchu wont be present, and we may have no evidence whatever against the others.



Nayland Smith began to walk about restlessly.

The meeting must not be disturbed. Its the best chance were ever likely to have of finding out what happened to that gold in Fort Knox, and of taking steps to see that it doesnt happen again.

But how? Burke shouted.

Surely its obvious. They will all be masked. I regard it as highly unlikely  a hundred to one against  that Mrs van Roorden ever suspected Orson of being a Si-Fan deputy. What could be more simple… Ill take his place.

* * * *

Mrs van Roorden leaned over the balcony, watching two streams of light, one north bound, the other south, which represented Fifth Avenue, below. No individual light could be picked out; just two long, luminous ribbons broken only when a red traffic signal checked their flow.

She wore the green gown which she had worn at the pursers party on the Lauretania. This, for two reasons: the first that she despised ideas of good and bad luck, the second, that it amused her to dress to the green mask she must wear at the Si-Fan conference.

The unaccountable disappearance of Sha Mu, her Burmese bodyguard, was disturbing and ominous.

But, whatever the explanation, she could do nothing at all about it  yet.

No amount of interrogation would extract anything from Sha Mu. What little he knew was negligible and he spoke no language other than the Shan dialect.

So that, whatever had happened, no clue could be picked up from it leading either to the time of to the place of the Si-Fan meeting. As to the man, Fordwich, there was no longer any room for doubt… He had been covering her since their first meeting in Java. He was a secret service agent, either of Great Britain or of the United States.

But, although she taxed her memory unmercifully she could recall not one slip she had made. All the same, it must have occurred; for he had searched her room, and had taken nothing but the letter from her father which betrayed her identity.

Where was that letter now?

Highly probable that every precinct in New York City had a description of the appearance of Dr Fu-Manchus daughter!

She smiled, turned, and went into the softly lighted room, redolent of old memories. Mai Cha, Who had been seated, reading, stood up as the graceful figure appeared.

Sit down, dear. Theres no need for ceremony when we are alone.

She addressed the girl in English, which she spoke without trace of accent.

Thank you, Mai Cha said simply, and obeyed.

I have had the same training as you. Mrs van Roorden sank onto a low settee. The beautiful old courtesies. But we both live in a new world. Perhaps we shall never know that old world of ours again. You are to be my guide tonight?

Yes, my lady. Those are my orders. But I was told…

Mai Cha hesitated.

Yes, dear, what were you told?

That Sha Mu would follow, to protect us if necessary.

You know Sha Mu?

He was here a year ago.

He landed with me. But I am sorry to say he has disappeared!

That is bad, Mai Cha murmured.

Mrs van Roorden studied her. She was very young to be a child of Huan Tsung. Her mother must have been pretty, for beauty was not a characteristic of the old mandarin.

We must go alone. I am a stranger to New York, Mai Cha. Is it far?

Quite a long way. We can take the car nearly to where we are going and then we must walk.

I wonder if you can find me a cloak to put over my frock?

Certainly, my lady. I was told to do so.

The careful staff work of Huan Tsung could be detected in this. What he had not foreseen was the loss of her credentials  so that she must convince six men, each one risking his liberty, six men who had never met her before, that she was authorised to preside over their conference…

* * * *

The car in which Nayland Smith was being driven to Kwang Tsees house of mystery slowed up at a selected point, and Harkness got in. Although the black sedan belonged to Headquarters, there was nothing visible to indicate this fact, and the police driver wore plain clothes.

Turn right at the lights, Harkness directed, and cruise along the river front slowly.

What news? Nayland Smith asked.

The meeting is at Kwangs beyond doubt. Harkness fitted a cigarette into his holder. Something afoot there all right. And we have settled one point that was bothering you. Visitors arent going in at the store; theyre ringing a private bell beside the door on the other street. Small office belonging to the warehouse.

There have been visitors, then? Smith rapped. How many?

Harkness nodded as he lighted his cigarette.

Two, so far. Strangers to the area. And both carried cases.

Similar to Orsons which I have here?

Thats it. The first man arrived on the dot of one-thirty-five. Exactly at one-forty, the second came along… Ah! Heres a report.

He lifted the phone, listened, said Go on reporting, then hung up.

Another?

Number three was there on the stroke of one-forty-five. I expect you follow my line of reasoning, Sir Denis?

Clearly. The cards are timed so that no two deputies arrive together. My card says: Two a.m.  So Im evidently expected to be the sixth arrival. Do they all come alone?

Yes. On foot.

Hm.

Nayland Smith stared out across the River, through a gap in dock buildings, to where the Jersey City skyline stretched like far-flung ramparts of some giant castle. A launch of the Harbour Patrol went by, its crew ignorant of the fact that a conspiracy to upset the stability of the United States was brewing close on shore.

I dont like this business, Harkness remarked in his gentle way. Its believed, but has never been proved, that the cellars under both those places intercommunicate, in fact form a perfect warren in the time-honoured Chinese style.

What of it? You may remember that I know something about Huian Tsungs cellars, anyway. Been down there before. Point is, if anything goes wrong, you know Im there and you know where to look for me.

Yes. But I feel this should be my job, not yours.

The hell you do! rapped Nayland Smith, his eyes suddenly steely. Dont misunderstand me, Harkness. I quite follow and I appreciate. But now that poor Orson is gone, theres probably no man outside the Si-Fan who knows more about the organisation than I do. No. Definitely its my job.

Harkness sighed.

You have memorised the notes pencilled on Orsons report?

I have. But I dont know what some of them mean. I wonder if he had a premonition of what was to happen? Or were they intended to refresh his own memory?

The notes referred to had been scribbled on the back of one of the typed pages hidden in Orsons hollow stick. They were:

Ring seven times

Si-Fan. The Seven

Give up card

Mask. Gown

Seven rings. Sixth bell

The first ones clear enough, Harkness said. You ring the doorbell seven times. The others are incomprehensible. I can only hope that their meaning will come to you when you get inside. But if anything goes wrong, you know what to do?

Certainly. But I should hate to disturb the party before it had properly begun.

The arrival of a fourth man at Kwangs door had been reported:

Time we were moving, Smith said, rapidly, and glanced at the illuminated dial of his wrist-watch. Better put the glasses on!

At a word from Harkness, the sedan shot forward at sudden speed, swerved swiftly left and swept almost noiselessly into a dark street. At this hour of the night on the outskirts of the Asiatic quarter, windows were blackened, there were few people on the sidewalk. These mean houses might have been uninhabited.

Even the show places on Mott and Pell Street would be closing. Only one prepared to explore deep in secret burrows could hope to penetrate to the shady side of Eastern life in Manhattans Chinatown.

The big car came to a sudden halt.

You cant miss the door, Harkness said. Remember  Im standing by!

Nayland Smith, wearing no disguise other than heavy-rimmed glasses (with plain lenses), got out. He carried Selwyn Orsons small leather case. They had driven past the establishment of Kwang Tsee an hour before, and it was impossible for him to make any mistake.

As he walked slowly along, he paid an unspoken compliment to the police arrangements, whereby several men had been placed, earlier, so that they commanded a view of Kwang Tsees office door. The store on the next street was also under close observation.

He had the whole of the New York Police Department behind him… and the unknown before…

* * * *

We must walk from here, my lady.

Mrs van Roorden alighted from the car. Her green gown was hidden by a dark rainproof coat, the hood pulled over her head. A satchel hung from a strap across her shoulder. Mai Cha, hatless, and wearing a cheap frock in place of her native dress, had stepped out first and held the car door open. The chauffeur sat, silent, at the wheel.

There was garbage piled on the dirty sidewalk. The dingy houses looked as though they had been deserted in a plague. Two or three dilapidated automobiles were parked along the street.

This is a dreadful neighbourhood, Mai Cha.

Yes. It is bad. I worked near here for a long time. But further up it is better.

Which way do we go?

To the corner. Then around, half way along the block.

The car will wait?

Of course, my lady.

The warmth of the night had grown sultry. Clouds gathered, to add to the gloom of the depressing street. They had nearly reached the corner when Mrs van Roorden heard the sound of a started engine. She stopped, turned.

You told me the chauffeur would wait!

He will wait, my lady. Mai Chas placid voice remained soft, soothing. I shall know where to find him.

They came to the corner, and Mrs van Roorden stood back against a wall decorated with a Chinese poster. A heavily built man, a half-caste of some sort, picturesquely drunk, had almost bumped into her. He pulled up, stared at her, stared at Mai Cha, and staggered on.

Lets hurry!

Mrs van Roorden was coolly composed, but delicately disgusted. Her composure might have faltered if she had known that the drunken half-caste was one of Raymond Harkness men. That he had returned to the corner to watch them and that, two minutes later, he would report: The woman has gone in.

They hurried along to a door set beside double, barred gates.

Here is the bell, my lady. I shall be waiting for you to come out.

* * * *

Nayland Smith five minutes before, had pressed the same bell  seven times.

An interval followed, during which nothing happened. Then, there was a faint clicking sound. Realising that it operated mechanically, Smith pushed the door  and found himself in a complete blackout, stuffy, airless. The door closed behind him.

He stood still for a moment, trying to get his bearings in the dark. But he could see nothing, hear nothing. He wondered what he should do next, thought of Orsons notes  and had an idea.

Si-Fan. The Seven! he called.

A mechanical rumbling followed, heavy, dull, thunderous. A second door was being opened. In that utter darkness he saw a panel of faint green light. It enlarged as he watched, became a wide rectangular gap.

He found himself looking out into a dimly illuminated place which resembled Aladdins cave. It was the warehouse referred to by Police Captain Rafferty.

This green light came from a solitary lamp far away in cavernous darkness, but coming out of even more complete darkness, Nayland Smiths eyes quickly became accustomed to it. He glanced around  and was amazed.

Here was a fabulous treasure-house.

The distant light was from a silver mosque lamp fitted with green glass; one of the objects of art with which this incredible place was crowded. Piled upon the floor were rugs and carpets of Kermanshah, of Khorassan, of the looms of China. Here was furniture of lemonwood, ivory, exquisitely inlaid, some of it with semi-precious stones; lacquer and enamel caskets, robes heavy with gold brocades and gems, pagan gods, swords, jars and bowls of delicate porcelain.

He looked back at the door by which he had entered, for he had heard it closing.

It was a metal door, set in a steel frame.

Clearly, Kwang Tsee did not rely on burglary insurance. But, setting aside certain qualms aroused by this unbreakable door, Nayland Smith concentrated upon the next move.

It was highly probable that the real delegates were familiar with the routine, and his only chance of safety lay in divining what this routine was. He hesitated for no more than twenty seconds.

Picking a route along a sort of alleyway amid priceless pieces, some of them fragile, he paused under the green lamp. It was suspended before a drapery of magnificent Chinese tapestry which only partly concealed another metal door. The ingenuity of the scheme, carried out without care for cost, earned his admiration.

These steel doors could be explained readily by the proprietor of such a collection as this. But other than a bank strongroom, no safer place could well be imagined for a meeting of conspirators.

A ticking sound, ominously like that of a time-bomb, drew his glance swiftly upward.

From somewhere in the shadowy roof an object that looked like a lacquered tray, suspended on thin metal chains, was descending slowly! Lower it came, and lower, until it swung within reach of his hand.

Feverishly, Nayland Smith reviewed the pencilled notes.

Give up card…

He might be right, he might be wrong. But to hesitate would certainly be fatal.

Taking from his pocket the card found in Orsons flask, Smith dropped it in the tray and gently twitched the chain.

The tray was wound up again.

A moment after it had been swallowed in the shadows of the roof beams, that now familiar rumbling was repeated. He saw that the half-draped door had begun to open. When the opening became wide enough, he stepped through.

The rumbling ceased for three seconds, was renewed  and the metal door closed upon his entrance.

He was in a small, square room, unfurnished except for a long couch and a row of pegs on the wall, and lighted by one ceiling lamp. A number of cases and handbags lay on the settee. Two robes, or gowns, rather like those of university bachelors but of a dull green colour, hung on the pegs.

His next step was crystal clear… Mask. Gown.

Taking out the hideous green mask, he removed his glasses and fitted it onto his head. It was contrived so as to cover the hair, and made of some flexible, lightweight material. The mouth aperture was hidden by a sort of grating, but the eyeholes were not obstructed in any way.

Orsons case he laid on the settee, where five others lay already. None of the cases was initialled, he noted. Then he draped one of the two voluminous gowns over his shoulders.

And now came the crucial test:

Seven rings. Sixth bell.

What in the name of reason, did that mean?

He inspected the room closely. Apart from the heavy, mechanical door now shutting him off from the world of normal men, he could see no other way in or out. But he saw something else: a narrow board, with seven green buttons. Reaching out, Nayland Smith pressed the button numbered six. He pressed it seven times.

Throughout, no human sound had reached him; but he could not dismiss an impression of being covertly watched. So far, he believed, he had done nothing to betray himself. So that, unless the unseen watcher had recognised him, his course still remained clear.

As for anything which might happen now, he was totally without guidance and must rely on his wits.

His pressure on the bell-push had produced no audible result. Complete silence claimed the small room. He was just beginning to wonder, uneasily, if he had misread Orsons last note, when a second door, camouflaged so cleverly in a wall that he had overlooked it, slid almost noiselessly open.

Nayland Smith stood at the head of a flight of concrete stairs.

He was about to enter the secret cellars!

Smiling grimly (from now onward he stood alone against the Si-Fan) he began to go down.

The stairs led to a long, paved passage. It seemed to end before semi-transparent green draperies. Evidently green was the Si-Fan colour. Light showed through the drapes.

And then, at last, a silence which had been disturbed only by the sound of his footsteps on the stair, was broken.

It was broken so sharply that he started, clenched his fists.

Six strokes on a deep-toned gong echoed, eerily, from wall to wall of the passage…

* * * *

Raymond Harkness had just received the report, The woman has gone in, when he noted a disturbance outside the yard in which the black sedan was parked. He stubbed out a cigarette he had been inhaling and sat quite still to listen.

A bulky figure appeared  and came right up to the open window.

Who is it? Harkness asked, sharply.

The glowing end of a big cigar was poked right in.

Who does it look like? Burkes growling bass inquired. Your Aunt Fanny? Suppose I could wear out the seat of my pants with a show like this on? I have all the dope up to Smith going in. Whats new since then?

The woman has gone in.

Was she alone?

She went in alone. But a girl came out with her.

Wheres this girl?

She walked around to Kwang Tsees store.

Fine! We know where to find her. Did they come in a car?

Yes. But they left it too far away for anybody to pick it up. The car was driven off.

Lousy! Burke growled. Oh, lousy! Nobody tailing it?

Rafferty reports there wasnt time. It was off the moment the owner got out.

Ill talk to Rafferty, later. Is it certain, stone-sure certain, that every possible bolt-hole is plugged up?

Theres a cordon right around the two blocks. You see, this car stopped outside the netted area

Forget it! How long are we to give Smith to try to find out what we want to know before we go look for him?

Harkness fitted a cigarette into his holder. As Im not in charge tonight, sir, that must rest with you.

* * * *

Nayland Smith pulled the green draperies aside and stepped into a room which challenged his sanity.

It was a square room having no visible opening except the one through which he had come in. The green draperies were carried around all four walls and up to the centre of the ceiling, so that the interior resembled a tent. Its sole furniture consisted of a shaded lamp suspended on a chain over a circular ebony table around which were placed seven ebony chairs. Before each of the chairs a disk with a number stood on the gleaming surface.

Five green-masked, green-robed figures arose as he entered. Nayland Smith clenched his teeth, trying to assure himself that he had not been drugged in some subtle way, that this was not delirium.

Five pairs of eyes stared from five masks as the deputies saluted him by swinging their right hand across so that it rested, palm outward, over the heart. No word was spoken. Reverberations of six gong strokes still haunted the air.

He returned the salute, and sat down in an ebony chair placed before a disk numbered six.

The five masked men resumed their seats in silence.

Was he accepted  or did this ominous and unnatural silence mean that they were waiting for him to carry out some part of the ritual not mentioned in poor Orsons hastily scribbled notes?

Furtively, he glanced from mask to mask, trying to detect any signal one to another. No such communion was visible. These men were waiting  but for what?

It was a nightmare. Temptation to exchange some word with his neighbours became nearly irresistible. His heart was beating overfast. Perhaps he wasnt the man he had been. His mental reserves might be failing him. He fixed his gaze on the only vacant place at the circular table. It faced him almost directly.

And it was numbered One.

Nayland Smith reviewed the mumbo-jumbo practised by other secret societies of which he had knowledge, the Fascist and the Nazi ceremonies, hunting for some parallel. In fact, this silence was getting his nerves on edge.

Almost with relief, although it startled him, he heard a deep gong note.

One!

The five masked men stood up, and Nayland Smith did the same. Light footsteps became audible beyond the green draperies. The curtain was swept aside and a masked woman entered the room.

Her entrance was a signal for the first human sound to disturb that ghostly company. A wordless murmur swept around the ebony table.

Ignoring it, the woman gave the Si-Fan salute, walking slowly to the vacant chair. The salute was returned. But a new silence had fallen. It was an uneasy silence.

She carried the green cloak on her arm, and now draped it over the back of her chair. Light from the hanging lamp gleamed on white shoulders as she took her seat. The men, imitated by Nayland Smith, slowly sat down. But many glances were exchanged across the table. Her face concealed by the grotesque mask, Fu-Manchus daughter looked like an incarnation of the goddess Ishtar.

Coolly, without hesitation, she began to speak in that bell-like voice which Nayland Smith remembered  had good reason never to forget.

She greeted the deputies briefly, in French, English, German and Arabic. Unmistakably the French greeting was addressed to him. His deduction, from certain evidence, that Selwyn Orson had posed as a Frenchman had apparently been correct. Greetings over, she continued in English.

You were expecting the President, my father. This I know, for he has appointed me to act for him in his unavoidable absence. As I am a stranger to all present tonight, he gave me his sealed authority to represent him. She shrugged nonchalantly. It was stolen from my cabin on the ship by a dangerously clever agent who evidently knows far too much about the Si-Fan for our safety.

Number Five, who sat next to Nayland Smith, speaking English with a German accent, said that it was well known they had a clever agent somewhere amongst them; for top secrets had already leaked out.

There was a loud murmur of agreement. Unfriendly eyes became focussed on the woman; but:

A great decision has to be made tonight, she went on coolly. You are aware that we have brought pressure to bear upon Washington in an effort to induce the United States Government to give support to our presidents plan to drive Communism out of the East.

No one spoke. Six pairs of eyes watched her.

It was decided to implement words by action. Washington was notified that unless our friendly intentions were recognised and our proposals considered, a small demonstration of the powers at our disposal would be made: the gold in one of the vaults at Fort Knox would be destroyed.

This, (it was the guttural voice again) is knowledge common to ourselves and also to the United States authorities. I have a question to put…

There were assenting murmurs.

Later, if you please. Through the openings in her mask Smith could see those blazing jade-green eyes. I have more to say.

The musical, imperious voice reduced the meeting to silence.

What is not common knowledge  a fact known only to a few of us and to a few United States officials  is that the threat was carried out. No one knows, but I am authorised to tell you, how it was done.

Nayland Smith almost literally held his breath. A mystery which had defied scientists and expert investigators, himself among them, was about to be unveiled. Furthermore, he was fascinated, wholly enthralled, by the magnetic personality of this woman, her power to dominate desperate men who doubted her identity, who knew that life or liberty might be the forfeit of accepting an imposter.

My father, she continued quietly, has always known that the old alchemists were wrong only in one vital particular. Whilst it is impracticable to transmute base metal to gold, it is practicable to transmute gold to base metal. For many years he carried out experiments with a Rünsen beam. The Rünsen beam, as you may be aware, is a kind of super X-ray.

And now  it seemed, against their better judgement  the five men were listening intently as Nayland Smith listened.

It has the property of penetrating nearly everything even steel or concrete. It is invisible. But gold resists the beam, which cannot penetrate it. Dr Fu-Manchu succeeded in amplifying the Rünsen process, producing a Rünsen Beam II. Gold still resisted it, but, to speak unscientifically, died in the attempt.

Explain further, if you please.

The request came from Number Two. Nayland Smith had already noted his slim, Arab hands.

But certainly. The effect is to disturb what my father described as the atomic poise of gold, and to break it down (I quote him again) to its primeval elements.

But how, (the guttural once more) was this beam operated Upon Fort Knox?

White shoulders dimpled in a shrug.

It was not operated upon Fort Knox. A consignment of gold, worth twenty-four million dollars and meant to be stored there, was dealt with on the high seas. A plane circled low over the ship and a Rünsen Beam II was directed upon the bullion-room in which the gold was packed. The sealed cases were never opened until Washington was advised by the president of our council to examine their contents.

Excitement became vibrant, but no word was uttered until a third voice, speaking cultured English (Nayland Smith identified Number Three), asked:

Assuming, Madame, without prejudice, that what you tell us is true, how are we to proceed if Washington remains obstinate, to any further demonstration of what you termed the powers at our disposal?

Without hesitation, the bell voice replied:

Quite simply.

* * * *

Nayland Smith clenched his teeth, glancing swiftly right and left. A pad and pencil were placed before each delegate, and one of them (number Seven) had already made several notes. Smiths Germanic neighbour seemed to have brought notes with him. A large wallet lay at his elbow and he was fingering a card on which appeared a mass of neat writing.

But, as the silvery voice paused, and jade-green eyes searched each mask in turn, no one spoke.

Quite simply. We have a plane with a maximum ceiling of 45,000 feet.

A sound of sharply drawn breaths alone interrupted.

At a height of 40,000 feet it is already beyond interception by any type of fighter possessed by the United States Air Force, and ground defences are useless. Dr Fu-Manchu has completed a radio-controlled torpedo equipped with a proximity fuse. Its explosion releases energy almost identical with that of Rünsen Beam II.

Nayland Smith scribbled rapidly, in shorthand, which he hoped neither of his immediate neighbours understood: Bomber attack planned on Fort Knox from 40,000 feet. Fighter patrol at highest ceiling might intercept or at least give warning…

Some of the energy would be dispersed, but a considerable quantity of gold could be transmuted to that metal new to metallurgists which my father has named voluminum.

Madame. The light voice was that of Number Seven. Is there any substance which is non-conductive of this energy?

Only one, came a prompt reply. Voluminum. A thin coat of voluminum would suffice.

Nayland Smith wrote rapidly: All gold at Fort Knox must, immediately, be protected by a thin coating of the unknown metal found in those cases which were recently opened. Urgent. Nayland Smith.

There came slight, nervous movement around the table; glances were exchanged. But that compelling voice continued:

From such a height, accurate observation is impossible. As it is vital that the first attack shall succeed (for when it takes place, the remaining gold will certainly be removed elsewhere), the purpose of this meeting is to select from among ourselves reliable ground observers. They must be near enough to Fort Knox to be able to report correctly, by radio, to the attacking plane which will carry four torpedoes. You have all been chosen for your special knowledge and experience. Several amongst you are intimately acquainted with the district. Great ingenuity will be called for. Great danger must be incurred. But ground observers are indispensable. A second pilot must also be appointed. I await your suggestions.

Number Four, who had not spoken yet, anticipated everybody. He had fat, white hands and curiously oily tones. My first suggestion is this: that before we commit ourselves any further, we take steps to make sure that the extraordinary absence of our honoured president and the appearance here of a charming lady none of us knows does not mean that we have all walked into a trap!

The German beside Nayland Smith banged the table and sprang to his feet.

This is just what I have been wanting to say! All she has told us may be fabrication! Where, I demand, is Dr Fu-Manchu? Who, I demand, is this lady?

Nayland Smith quietly tore off his shorthand note, folded it neatly on his knees  and by an apparent accident knocked the speakers wallet off the table.

Pardon, Msieu.

He stooped, slipped his note in amongst a number of papers, and restored the wallet to its place. He was adopting the tactics of the late Selwyn Orson. His own life hung in the balance here, but when the men left Kwang Tsees premises it was near-certain they would be picked up by the cordon of FBI agents and police surrounding the block.

I agree, came the English voice, that we are entitled to ask for a few more particulars.

Mrs van Roorden stood up, slowly, languidly, and faced the German.

So! You have the audacity to challenge your presidents daughter! You are so great a fool that you think I am the spy in our ranks! Her glance moved from mask to mask. Is there no sane man amongst you? Are you so ready to invite the anger of Dr Fu-Manchu?

Nayland Smiths brain was working at top speed. This situation did not suit him. The meeting must adjourn amicably. Any change of plan might ruin everything.

He inhaled a deep breath, wondered if he had chosen the right tack, and spoke stiffly in French.

Madame  fellow deputies. It chances that this lady is wrong in supposing that none of us knows her by sight. I know Dr Fu-Manchus daughter. You will agree that she cannot unmask before us all. And so I suggest that she and I retire for a few moments so that I may verify my belief that this is indeed the daughter of our honoured president. If it is so, I have means to enable her to convince you.

There was a momentary silence, broken by the German.

To this I can see no objection. I ask for a show of hands.

All hands were raised.

Nayland Smith bowed to Mrs van Roorden, crossed and held the green drapes aside. They went into the paved passage. A babel of words burst behind them.

They had walked right to the foot of the stairs before the woman halted. There, she turned, impatiently removed the green mask and faced Nayland Smith, a contemptuous smile upon her lips.

Well, monsieur? You claim to know me. Are you satisfied?

He was accepted. She spoke in French. He was amazed, as always, vaguely disturbed, by her beauty. Aspasia, Leontium, Faustine must have been such women. He had no idea of her age, had never known what mother bore her, but she was dangerously alluring. Her jade-green eyes had some of the hypnotic quality of her fathers, allied to an appeal seductively feminine.

I have known all along, he replied, continuing in French, which he spoke accurately but awkwardly. In fact, to provide against misadventure, Madame, I carry a second sealed authority from the president.

He handed her the parchment found in the jade baton.

She glanced at it, then fixed the penetrating gaze of those wonderful eyes upon him.

You are therefore a high initiate, monsieur. I had not been informed of this. What are the wishes of my honoured father?

That you adjourn the meeting, Madame.

He was answered by a smile, at once voluptuous and mocking. She replaced her mask.

Let us go back.

Excited voices died away as Nayland Smith held the green curtain aside and Fu-Manchus daughter walked slowly to her chair. The five masked men stood up until Nayland Smith had resumed his place, and then:

Be seated, if you please, the bell voice ordered.

All resumed their seats  except the last speaker. She stood for a moment, a graceful, indolent figure, and then tossed the sealed document across the table to the German.

My father, who foresees most things, took the precaution of sending a second authority, bearing his seal, by the hand of Deputy Six. When you have satisfied yourself, be good enough to pass it around.

Number Five no more than glanced at the parchment. He stood up, bowed, and gave the Si-Fan salute. Mrs van Roorden resumed her seat, resting one ivory arm across the carved ebony back of her chair as if deliberately to display the beauty of its curves.

The letter passed from hand to hand. One deputy after another rose and gave the Si-Fan salute. When the parchment was returned to the slender hand which had thrown it on the table, Mrs van Roorden stood up again.

I am adjourning the meeting. Another murmur, in which fear might be detected, swept around the board. You will await instructions as to time and place of the next. I am instructed to tell you that you leave by another route, to which you will be guided, one by one, and in the order of your arrival. Masks to be worn until you reach the door.

The six men stood up and saluted. Number Three bowed and went out.

Nayland Smith silently repeated those words, the order of your arrival.

He would be left alone with Fu-Manchus daughter.

* * * *

Deputy Commissioner Burke was getting restive; so much so that he had allowed his cigar to go out. He had just begun to growl something when the phone in the control car buzzed. Harkness took it up. Listening, he whistled softly, asked several questions and hung up.

Whats moving?

The first man to go in has just come out. But he came out of Kwangs store!

Who is he?

Youll be surprised; Sir Mostyn Bierce, English baronet, ex-Member of Parliament.

Jumping Jupiter!

He was suspected of Fascist sympathies at one time. Hes a celebrated racing motorist. And hes married to an American wife with a home not fifty miles from Fort Knox. Anyway, hes in the bag.

Youre dead sure he was picked up far enough off to escape observation by the gang?

He was covered until he had reached his Cadillac, which he had parked half a mile away. When he stepped in, two of the boys stepped in behind him.

The next catch was Colonel Otto von Seidler, German gunnery expert, and a former military attaché in Washington.

Then came Dr Griswal, atomic scientist; quickly followed by Captain Cooper, ex-pilot United States Air Force. Cooper for a time had been in charge of the air defences of Fort Knox. Lastly, they picked up the Emir Abdulla al-Abbas, prominent left-wing politician from Trans-Jordania; well-known in diplomatic society and an international polo player.

Theres nothing against any of them, Harkness remarked, except that they all carry green masks.

Therell be plenty against em by the time Im through! Burke predicted darkly. Wheres Smith? Wheres this woman? If they arent out in five minutes, were going in.

Another buzz sounded.

This may be news of them! Harkness took up the phone, listened, and then: Hold the line for the Deputy Commissioner, he said, and turned to Burke.

Theyve just finished working over Colonel Seidler. Among a lot of papers in his wallet they found a shorthand message which he swears he didnt know was there. It says a bomber attack is planned on Fort Knox, and that all the gold has to be protected in some way Im not clear about… the message is signed Nayland Smith.

By God! Theyve got him! Burke snatched the phone. Commissioner Burke here. Im coming right over. He hung up. This is where we divide forces. Break Kwangs place wide open. Explore every rathole. Use dynamite if necessary.

* * * *

When Deputy Number Two  last to leave  had performed the Si-Fan salute with that delicate but muscular brown hand, had bowed and retired, there followed a few moments of almost unendurable silence. Nayland Smith, staring fixedly at a draped wall half-right of where he sat, tried to avoid those jade-green eyes. But always, he knew that they were watching him.

What was this incalculable woman going to do? What was a high-initiate? How could he hope, alone with her, to keep up such a part?

The effort was not called for.

As the footsteps of the outgoing man died into silence she raised her arms and removed the mask.

Surely, she said, her voice very soft, it is time we tried to understand one another, Sir Denis.

Nayland Smith clenched his hands, stood up, took off his mask and threw it on the ebony table. Perhaps he should have foreseen that this woman he had known by her childish name of Fah Lo Suee, later as Madame Ingomar, now as Mrs van Roorden, could not be deceived.

He met the gaze of green eyes with the challenge of grey. A panorama of past encounters swept before him. He saw her as she had looked under the skies of Egypt; in an ancient palace on the Grand Canal of Venice; in the more prosaic setting of a London house; he saw her triumphant, he saw her humiliated. When he spoke, his voice sounded harsh in his own ears.

What do you propose to do?

She walked, in her indolent fashion, around the table until she was beside him. Then, resting against it, her fingers on its edge, she faced him again, and smiled.

I suppose, she said, as you are here, that all the members whom I dismissed will now be in the hands of the police? I am not infallible, you know. Your French, which is not good, and which you speak slowly, disguised your voice. I grasped the opportunity you offered. Shall I tell you how you betrayed yourself?

If it would amuse you.

By your hands  when you found yourself alone with me. I could never forget that nervous movement of your hands.

She bent towards him, her lips taunting.

Nayland Smith, conscious of a heightened pulse, for Fah Lo Suee was beautifully dangerous, continued to watch her grimly. The perfume of her near presence must have conquered a lesser man.

As you forget so little, no doubt you remember that you are the daughter of Dr Fu-Manchu, his second self, and that, between you and me, Fah Lo Suee, there can never be compromise.

She bent closer. Raising one hand, she rested it on his shoulder. Her wonderful eyes were claiming, absorbing him.

I have suggested no compromise. You say I am my fathers second self. She laughed softly; the laughter of bells. I am his second self only in this: I know what I want… And I want to be free, forever, of the Si-Fan!

Her hand glided across his shoulder, her arm brushing his cheek. Her lips were very near.

You are a fascinating woman, Fah Lo Suee, but I locked the door on women and the ways of women one day before you were born  at least, as I have no idea when or where you were born, probably before your birth.

But the white arm coiled around his neck, half parted lips drew even closer.

You think so, Denis, you think so. To yourself, you are an old man, because there is silver in your hair. To me you are the dream-man of my life  because I could never make you love me. You are strong, inflexible. So am I. In the service of the Si-Fan, failure is not permitted. Excuses are not listened to. I have failed  and I dare not go back.

Her lips now were trembling on his own. He seemed to be losing his soul in the deep green pools of her eyes…

There is a third exit from this place, of which I have of course been told. None of your police will be watching it. Had I recognized you in time, I could have saved all those men. Her voice had dropped to a whisper, her lithe body was pressed to him. For you there is no exit  unless I choose to guide you to it.

Calling upon the last atom of a weakening resolution, Nayland Smith unloosed those seductive arms, and, his hands grasping her shoulders, held Fah Lo Suee away from him, looking into her face.

His glance was met by a mocking smile. She knew, had sensed, her power, knew that this iron-willed man was not entirely immune  that she might conquer yet.

I dont know your object  but you are planning some trap.

No. She shook her head; she triumphed in the nervous tension of his hands on her bare shoulders. I am planning to save you from one. It would take a rescue party hours, perhaps days to reach this room. And it can be flooded to the roof in four minutes.

But suppose I held you here, my prisoner?

You must know there is assistance within reach, if I care to call upon it.

Then  quickly, he rasped: Say what you mean, and I will give you my answer.

I mean that I want to come with you! Oh, God! Take me away with you, away from all this  anywhere, anywhere! All I know of the Si-Fan I will tell you. I will bring a flame of passion into your cold, lonely life that will alter the face of the world. Take me with you!

The offer, came a quivering sibilant voice, is an attractive one. I should advise you to accept it, Sir Denis.

Nayland Smith turned in a flash. Fah Lo Suees face blanched to the whiteness of her shoulders.

The tent-like room appeared to be empty behind him, undisturbed  until one of the green draperies was swept aside, revealing a doorway.

Dr Fu-Manchu stood in it watching them.

He wore a long black, fur-lined coat, as if newly arrived from a cold journey. His massive head was uncovered, save for its scanty, neutral-coloured hair. And his features were contorted with a fury almost maniacal.

Hampered by the gown, Nayland Smiths attempt to draw his automatic was fumbled.

Glance beyond me!

It was a sibilant command. Smith obeyed it. From shadows of a stairway at the foot of which Fu-Manchu was standing, two blue-grey barrels glittered.

Dr Fu-Manchu came in, and began, step by feline step, slowly, to approach the cringing woman. His taloned fingers opened and closed as though itching to clutch her throat. A pair of those stocky Burmese whom he used as bodyguards stepped in behind him. They carried heavy automatics.

Little serpent! he hissed in Chinese. Bred of an evil mother. Why have I cherished you so long? Again and again you have struck at me, treacherously. Again and again I have relented in my purpose to destroy you.

Fah Lo Suee shrank back and back. Relentlessly, he continued to draw nearer. Without removing that deathly glance from her face, he spoke aside:

One movement, Nayland Smith, and it will be your last. He advanced another step towards his daughter. I know, now, but too late, why you begged to be transferred from Java and sent here upon this mission. To betray me! To ruin my labours! To seek out this man  my deadliest enemy  for whom your sensual infatuation has already cost me so dearly!

It isnt true!

The words came as a whisper, from blanched lips.

Be silent. Prepare to die with dignity.

As if this sentence of death, for it was no less, had struck some new chord in that complex soul, Fah Lo Suee raised her dark head, and pale, motionless, faced the terrible Doctor.

You have seen death by the Wire Jacket, in the Six Gates of Wisdom. Such a death as this you merit. Fah Lo Suee did not flinch  but Nayland Smith did. Since you must die tonight, this cannot be. When your body is found, it will be known that in death as in life you belonged to the Si-Fan.

From an inner pocket, Dr Fu-Manchu took out a small metal box, opened it and snapped up a blue flame. It emitted a slight hissing sound. Nayland Smith clenched his fists, but the bodyguard had drawn nearer. Two barrels were jammed into his ribs.

Fu-Manchu delicately extracted a metal seal from the box; grasped Fah Lo Suee with his left arm and pressed the seal to her shoulder. She uttered never a sound. But Smith had a glimpse of clenched white teeth between parted lips.

A muffled explosion shook the cellar. The lamp went out. Harkness raiding party had blasted one of the steel doors.

Out of utter darkness, Fu-Manchu spoke:

Your last triumph, Sir Denis! My careful plans to force the United States government to act with me, and not against me, are shattered. And so, we must part.

The presence of the pistol barrels prohibited any action. Nayland Smith stood still. A theory which he had always held that Dr Fu-Manchu could see in the dark, was now strengthened. Horror, a frenzied imagination, might have been responsible. But he thought those emerald green eyes were visibly watching him!

Then, they were gone.

A sharp order in what he recognised as a Shan dialect was spoken. There were faint movements.

The beam of a lamp was directed fully upon him from the hidden opening. The two men retired, covering him all the time. The light was switched off.

Good-by, Sir Denis, he heard, in that unforgettable voice.

Silence.

Drenched in perspiration, he threw off the green gown, dragged out his pocket torch, snapped it on and ran to the draped wall.

He wrenched the hangings bodily from their moorings; and began feverishly, to examine the surface behind.

He could find no trace of the concealed door.

But he was still searching for it, when clinging arms crept around him. He turned. And, before he could resist her, Fah Lo Suees lips were locked to his own.

Our long battles are over, Denis! It was a breathless whisper. We shall die together.

A second explosion rocked the cellar.

Nayland Smith freed himself  but gently. There was madness in that possessive kiss, and he had seen, indelibly seared on one white shoulder, the sign of the Si-Fan:
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What of the stairs?

He spoke hoarsely.

The door at the top is locked. Those in charge will have escaped. Forgive me for all that has been in the past  for this, too. Promise, when the end comes, that you will hold me in your arms. My courage  might fail.

I am far from beaten, yet!

But listen!

Nayland Smith listened… to a sound which chilled his heart.

The cellars are being flooded!

Yes. We have four minutes.

A beam of light suddenly split the gloom, glittered evilly on rivulets of water pouring across the floor.

Oh, God! He has returned!

This time, Nayland Smiths automatic was ready as the hidden door slid noiselessly open. A cloaked figure stood there, stooping, peering in. Behind him, someone held a bright lamp.

Who…?

He was checked by a wild cry from Fah Lo Suee.

Huan! Oh, my dearest old friend! God bless you! Dear Father Huan!

She ran across and threw herself into the extended arms of Huan Tsung  for indeed it was that ancient mandarin who stood there. He clasped her, tenderly, stooping a wrinkled face to kiss her hair.

Little white lily blossom! How your heart beats. He spoke Chinese, in which Fah Lo Suee had spoken. Almost you adventured too greatly. But time heals all things  even the wrath of Dr Fu-Manchu. And a day must come when Excellency will rejoice to learn that his beloved daughter did not die the death of a drowned rat.

Where is he?

Fah Lo Suees face was hidden against Huan Tsungs shoulder.

I have induced Excellency, in this great urgency, to rejoin the plane in which we came  a mode of travel unsuited to my advanced years. He raised twinkling old eyes and spoke in English. Sir Denis  you have never failed to exhibit towards me the most correct and formal courtesy. In return, I wish to give you some advice, and to make my own position clear.

He must go free! Fah Lo Suee raised her eyes to the parchment face. I insist, he must go, too!

Huang Tsung stroked her hair. But he was watching Nayland Smith.

Beyond doubt, Sir Denis, those distinguished men now held at headquarters will be detained until these cellars have been pumped out. I fear, if your body should be found here, our five friends would proceed from prison to the execution shed.

I agree, Smith rapped.

But, failing such a discovery, it is not clear to me what charge can be preferred against them. You can do us no more harm than you have done already. Even if these men could be identified as members of our Order, they have committed no breach of the penal code with which I am familiar.

Nayland Smith remained silent. He knew exactly what the master diplomat was going to say.

And I believe, Sir Denis, you yourself, an officer of the law, would hesitate to identify any one of them?

It was an evasion, but in the circumstances, an acceptable evasion.

Since I have not seen their faces, legally it would be improper for me to do so.

A prudent decision. I fear they will be marked men. Yet, as no crime has been committed here tonight, I trust they will be released. But we are wasting time. The water already approaches my knees, which, as I am subject to rheumatism, is regrettable. He turned Fah Lo Suee about so that she faced the stair. My daughter tells me that she promised to be waiting for you. Members of my family always fulfil their promises. Here she is.

It was Mai Cha who stood holding the light.

Fah Lo Suee twisted around, looked back.

You promised…

Precede me, Lily Blossom, with Mai Cha. Sir Denis is safe.

But…

Precede me, child!

The suave diplomat had become submerged. It was the word of command, spoken by one used to obedience.

Fah Lo Suee looked back once more, but Nayland Smith and old General Huan Tsung Chao were lost in shadows far behind.

It was an incredible maze of passages through which Nayland Smith was led by his aged guide. Once they came out under the stars, in a narrow court, crossed it and entered a house beyond. Here, again, they descended to cellars, finally to climb up to an odorous Chinese grocery store.

Huan Tsung leaned heavily on the counter, breathing hard.

When I unlock the door, he said slowly, you will be free. I must exact one promise. It should not be hard to give. In whatever you may see fit to report concerning your escape, omit any reference to myself and to these premises. This  for Fah Lo Suees sake.

I promise, General.

Good morning, Sir Denis.

Two minutes later, Nayland Smith stood in a silent, deserted street.

Reflectively, he began to fill his pipe.


THE EYES OF FU-MANCHU

Dr Gregory Allen? Gregory looked up from the newspaper he was reading in the lobby of his hotel. He recognised that clipped English voice but hadnt expected to hear it now in Paris.

He saw a tall, lean-faced man, his crisp hair silvered at the temples, a man who looked like a retired Indian Army officer but whose smile was thirty years too young.

Nayland Smith! Gregory jumped up, hand stretched out. What a happy surprise! How did you trail me here?

Got your address from the Sorbonne. Sir Denis Nayland Smith dropped into a chair facing Gregory and began to fill his pipe. I was one of your admiring audience in the lecture theatre. You speak French better than I do  in spite of your American accent.

I didnt join the mob in the lecturers room; but I enjoyed the account of your remarkable researches. For a youngster in his early thirties you have gone far.

What were you doing there?

I have reached an age, Allen Nayland Smith gave the boyish grin when your theories of extending life far beyond its present span begin to interest me.

You dont look as though you need any of my new chemical discoveries to keep you young.

The fact is, Nayland Smith said seriously, that I hoped to find a certain person in your audience, a person who illustrates in his own survival the truth of your theories; a man of fabulous age  beyond doubt scientifically prolonged.

I refer, of course, to Dr Fu-Manchu. He will have followed your career with interest. We know hes in Paris. But we couldnt spot him, although the place bristled with detectives.

Gregory stared at the older man. An ex-Commissioner of Scotland Yard and now an agent of the British Secret Service, Nayland Smith couldnt be romancing.

Does Fu-Manchu really exist? Gregory asked incredulously.

Indeed he does. He is both the greatest scientist and the most dangerous man alive. You must have heard his name.

His name, yes! But I thought

You thought Fu-Manchu was a myth. Others have made the same mistake.

But a person of such unusual appearance in this country?

He has a variety of unusual appearances, Allen. He doesnt conform to the popular idea of a Chinese and can pose successfully as a European. He speaks several languages fluently. His green, oblique eyes and his hands betray the Asiatic; but in public he wears gloves and tinted glasses.

To have escaped prison or the gallows for so long, he surely has a lot of helpers?

Nayland Smith smiled  but it was a grim smile.

He has an international organisation, men and women; scientists, politicians, watching eyes everywhere.

But what kind of person would work for him?

Every kind. He has his own methods of recruiting assistants and seeing that they work. Tell me, where do you go next?

To London. Im invited to repeat my lecture at Kings College. My grant from Columbia University doesnt allow luxury, so I have reserved accommodation in a small hotel near the Strand.

Give me the address. Ill look you up.

Bring our mutual friend, Dr Petrie, if hes in town. I should love to see him again. I need hardly say how much Id like to meet Dr Fu-Manchu as well.

I hope you never do! Nayland Smith replied…

It was crowded next day on the cross-Channel steamer. As the ship cleared Calais, Gregory found a quiet spot at the port-side rail, well forward. There were many things he wanted to think about, but the shadowy Dr Fu-Manchu kept returning to his thoughts. He found himself inspecting the passengers in search of a man wearing tinted glasses and gloves.

He hadnt seen one. But he had seen a very pretty girl coming on board alone, carrying a large artists portfolio, and had imagined that she stared at him.

As she was passing him the ship suddenly rolled to port. She stumbled against him, and dropped the portfolio in the scuppers.

Gregory steadied himself against the rail, grabbed up the portfolio and turned. She was even prettier than he had thought in the first glimpse as she came on board.

The ship rolled to starboard and he grasped a slim shoulder to support her.

Im so sorry, he spoke awkwardly. Are you feeling unwell?

Her delicate colouring seemed to make the question absurd. Oh, no, she assured him. It was the so sudden lurch that nearly upset me. She had a delightful accent. It made me feel a little  swimmy. She laughed. Thank you very much.

Theres nothing to thank me for. Are you travelling alone?

Yes. I go to meet friends in London.

Rather reluctantly, Gregory relaxed his grip bf her shoulder. She had remarkable blue eyes which possessed the strange quality, even when her lips smiled, of retaining a look of sadness that he found haunting.

I have a splendid prescription for that swimmy feeling, he told her in French, tucking her portfolio under his arm. As a fellow artist, of sorts, please take my advice.

She hesitated for a moment. The blue eyes considered him. Then she nodded and they went off along the deck together. The swell was increasing. Presently they faced each other across a table in the nearly deserted dining room. Gregory ordered dry champagne.

Her name, he learned, was just Mignon. She made her living by drawing caricatures for French weekly journals, and had already exhibited two paintings at the Salon.

Your card says you are a doctor. I never heard of a doctor of painting.

Gregory laughed, and told her how during his two years at the Sorbonne, where he had completed his studies, he had found time also to study art, which had been his first choice as a profession.

I, too, am a bred-in-the-bone Bohemian, Mignon.

Oh, I know you are. Across her face a shadow of compassion passed. What a pity you changed your mind. Dont you think science is going too far? Isnt it upsetting the balance of nature? Science creates horrible things, and art creates beauty.

You have something there.

She watched him wistfully. You must often think of those Paris days, of the carefree life of the students at the atelier. You lived in two different worlds. Do you ever regret the one you gave up?

He refilled Mignons glass. Those compassionate blue eyes were oddly disturbing. I sometimes wonder…

* * * *

Gregory couldnt make out how he managed to miss Mignon at the customs shed, but, somehow, in the crowd at Dover he lost sight of her. He walked from one end of the boat train to the other, but couldnt see her anywhere, until, looking farther afield, he caught a glimpse of a Jaguar gliding away from the dock. Mignon was in the passengers seat.

He concluded that black and white art paid better than science research and said goodbye to a dream…

It was raining by the time the train reached London. From his hotel suite, Gregory called Kings College, but could find nobody there from whom to get particulars about arrangements for his lecture. He ordered whisky to be sent up and wondered how he was going to kill time until the rain stopped.

He wondered, too, if he would ever see Mignon again. Evidently the friends she had come to meet moved in a financial circle in which he would be a misfit. Mignon? She had given him no other name. But Mignon was exactly the right one for her.

She seemed completely a part of the Bohemian Paris that he loved. Gregory took out a sketching block and a soft pencil. He began to draw a figure. His knowledge of anatomy had helped him in the life class, and he drew sweeping, confident lines, blocked in the features with bold touches of light and shade. At last, he held the drawing away for a critical look  and saw a rough but recognisable sketch of Mignon.

One thing was wrong. He had captured her pose, the slim lines of her figure, the oval face and smiling lips. But her eyes had defeated his pencil.

He had been subconsciously aware for some time of a sound which resembled muffled footsteps, but had ignored it. And at this moment he became aware of the footsteps again.

They were soft but continuous. There was something furtive in this caseless padding, something eerie. At one moment he thought it came from a room above; at another from the passage outside his own room  a sort of phantom patrol. Once, when the footfalls seemed to be passing his door, he ran and opened it, and saw no one.

Gregory took a look out of the window. He felt nervous and decided that a brisk walk would be good for him. The rain had stopped.

His mood was an odd one, an unhappy one. He had succeeded in his chosen profession, had earned the respect of older scientists, whose accomplishments he revered. His researches had won him wide recognition. Yet tonight he wished he had chosen to be a painter; he longed to escape from his accepted self, to be his natural self. He was still young, and there was a world outside the world of science, a world in which there remained room for romance, for beauty.

In the lobby he paused to light a cigarette. A wave of self-contempt swept over him. Had he, a trained scientist, fallen for that romantic myth, love at first sight? He left a message at the desk that he would be back in half an hour, swung the door open and stepped out into the street.

He was greeted by a flash of lightning which changed the gloomy night into a sort of blue-white day. Then came a volley of thunder so awesome that it might have heralded the end of the world. It prefaced a fresh deluge.

Gregory retired inside the porch. Left and right the street was deserted, until a figure came running through the downpour, a girl caught in the storm.

She dashed into the shelter of the porch, and Gregory found himself looking down at the piquant face, wet with rain, into the blue eyes of Mignon.

They stood for a moment watching the rain and then went to Gregorys small suite.

She sat in the only comfortable chair which the living room offered. The expression in her eyes was almost tragic, but she forced a smile.

It is the thunderstorm. They affect me very much.

Gregory sat on a hassock, looking at her. There came another electric flicker through the shaded window, a shattering crash of thunder. Mignon flinched; tried to control herself. Gregory took her hand reassuringly. I dont know what you were doing out on such a night, Mignon.

I came to look for you. At Dover you disappear. I dont know what has happened.

Mignon!

And in the sudden silence which fell as the thunder died, Gregory heard the footsteps again.

But their pattern had altered. At regular intervals the patrol was halted, and three deliberate beats came. Now, as he felt Mignons grip tighten, he glanced back at her, and before she could lower her lashes, he caught an expression of such frantic compassion that it frightened him.

Mignon, theres no danger, he said. The storm is passing. It was very good of you to come.

But he knew that whatever she feared, it wasnt the storm. She opened her eyes, still clasping his hand.

I am silly, Gregory. Try to forgive me. Why, oh why, didnt you stay an artist?

Her manner, her disjointed phrases, told a story of nervous tension for which he could find no explanation.

Listen, Mignon. Take it easy. Let me give you a cigarette and a little drink, so we can talk quietly.

No, no! She held onto his hand, detaining him. I dont want a drink  yet. I want to talk to you  yes. But it is so hard.

What do you want to tell me? That were not going to see one another again?

He knew that the words betrayed his secret dreams, but he didnt care; for he knew, now, that Mignon wasnt indifferent and he meant to hear the truth.

No, she whispered.

Three soft taps sounded distinctly.

Gregory was on the point of asking Mignon if she had heard the queer sound when a third flicker of lightning came and another crack of thunder. She closed her eyes.

Lets go downstairs, Gregory proposed, and have a drink in the lounge. This room is suffocating.

He pulled her up from the chair and they moved toward the door. The three muffled taps were repeated.

It seemed to Gregory that Mignon stopped as suddenly as if unseen hands had grasped her.

Oh, Gregory, I feel so  swimmy! I think I will have a drink now, after all.

Her manner certainly suggested that she needed one, as she turned and dropped back into the chair. Gregory poured out two drinks, glanced at Mignons pale face, and hurried into the bathroom for water.

When he returned he found Mignon had recovered herself a little, and was looking at the sketch he had roughed out. She drank from her glass and looked at the sketch again.

Is it very bad? he asked.

She didnt look up. No, its very good. It was sweet of you.

Mignon raised her eyes as she spoke, and he had only time to see that they were cloudy with fears when the phone buzzed. Puzzled and bewildered, he took up the receiver.

Gregory Allen? a familiar voice demanded.

Here, Sir Denis. The caller was Nayland Smith.

Good. Listen. I have just arrived. Followed you by plane. This is urgent: Dont leave your apartment until I get there. On no account allow anyone in.

Gregory hung up, turned  and saw Mignon through a mist. He staggered to the couch, gulped the rest of the brandy. What was the word Mignon had used? Swimmy. Yes, that was what he felt, too.

* * * *

He fell back. His mind began to wander. He tried to call Mignon, to explain to her  but his voice would not come. He tried to rise. He couldnt move. But he could hear Mignons voice  as from a distance.

With one arm she supported his head. Her fingers caressed his hair. Something wetted his cheek. He looked up, and into her eyes. Mignon was crying. He wanted to console her, to warn her. But he couldnt speak, couldnt move a muscle.

You must try to forgive me, she whispered. Try to understand. One day, you will. How sorry I am…

She had gone. He didnt see her go, for he couldnt turn his head. All he could see was the ceiling above him and part of the wall. His brain now was clear enough; but his heart was sick  for at last he guessed the truth. She had doped his drink, and those uncanny footsteps were drawing nearer.

A number of people came in. He recognised the voice of the hotel manager. How lucky you were in the hotel, Dr Gottfeld.

Someone bent over Gregory: a tall man. He wore black silk gloves and tinted glasses, with a delicate thumb and forefinger he raised Gregorys lids. Then he removed the glasses and stared down at him with brilliant green eyes. And Gregory knew he was face to face with Dr Fu-Manchu.

Very lucky. The words were spoken with a guttural German accent. I see from his baggage labels that he is recently in lower Egypt. There was a mild outbreak there of plague two weeks ago. Do not be alarmed. There is no danger  yet. But we must act quickly.

Conscious  seeing, hearing, but incapable of speech or movement  Gregory heard the man they called Dr Gottfeld volunteer to drive him in his own car to the London Hospital for Tropical Diseases Where they know me well, he explained.

Mentally alert, but helpless as a dead man, Gregory heard that German voice giving explicit directions concerning locking the apartment, destruction of its contents, and fumigation of the rooms. Knowing the symptoms of every variety of plague, he was well aware that the man was a liar.

Why had he been doped by Mignon? Was she in the power of Fu-Manchu? He thought about the drug. Its composition was unknown to him, but he thought there might be some hyoscine. Then he heard a hurried exodus.

Fu-Manchu bent over him, again removing the tinted glasses, and Gregory knew that those hypnotic eyes were claiming him.

I have studied your career with interest. The words now were spoken in perfect, curiously precise English. I recently lost my chief assistant in your particular field of research, Dr Allen. You have become indispensable to me in my search for a way to continue my life  indefinitely. Your service will not be unpleasant. There are rich rewards.

He was charging a hypodermic syringe when there came a faint buzzing.

A few words, harshly spoken, told him Dr Fu-Manchu carried some kind of two-way radio device which kept him in contact with his associates. When again the Chinese scientist bent over him, he knew that the message had been a warning. The green eyes blazed with frustration.

Your death could avail me nothing. Your life may yet be of use. I bid you good night, Dr Allen. Convey my deep respects to Sir Denis Nayland Smith. Gregory was alone in the room.

He fought to retain the state of unreal consciousness in which he was held, but found that his over-taxed brain was defeating the effort. Sleep overcame him.

* * * *

As something out of a dream, he heard Nayland Smiths voice: What is it, Petrie? Are we too late?

Very simple. A knockout drop. It was in this glass  this one.

I assure you gentlemen,  the managers frightened voice climbed to a falsetto its plague!

Plague be damned! Dr Petrie snapped. Hes been drugged. I dont know whats in it. But I suspect a proportion of hyoscine. Gregory silently applauded. Im going to take strong measures. Sheer luck, Smith, that I hurried straight from the hospital to meet you and had my bag with me.

Gregory caught a glimpse of Dr Petries earnest face bending over him, and knew that the doctor had administered an injection.

Recovery was slow, and nauseating, but at last he regained control of his muscles as well as of his brain, sat up and looked about him.

Dr Petrie was watching him with a professional regard.

Thanks, Doctor! Gregory grasped his hand. I agree with you about hyoscine. But I wish I knew the other ingredients.

Nayland Smith was looking at the drawing of Mignon. He glanced up as Gregory spoke.

Hullo, Allen. This must be the young lady who informed the management that you were taken seriously ill and then disappeared. They gave me her description.

Gregory nodded.

I warned you Dr Fu-Manchu has eyes everywhere. You know now how fascinating those eyes can be. His scouts warned him in some way that I was close on his heels, and once again he has slipped away.

Nayland Smith put the drawing of Mignon where he found it and glanced at Gregory. There was sympathy in the grey eyes.

Dont condemn her, he said. Shes in his power as, but for an act of Providence, you might have been. His voice hardened. You must never under any circumstances try to see that girl again.

For the next few days Gregory Allen prowled the streets of London, driven by the ridiculous hope that somewhere in the crowds which thronged the Strand and Piccadilly he would see the auburn hair and piquant face of Mignon. His scientists brain told him Nayland Smith had been right in warning him that he must never see her again. But against reason was set a desperate urge to find the girl, free her from the spell of Dr Fu-Manchu and take her back to New York with him.

Sometimes in his restless walks, he had the feeling he was followed, but whether by one of Fu-Manchus assistants or a Scotland Yard man assigned to protect him, he did not know. Nor did he know where to look for Mignon. He didnt even know her last name.



With faint hope he had written off to Paris to the weekly magazine which regularly published her sketches. An answer came back promptly. The magazine could not give out contributors addresses. But they would see that his message reached Mignon.

The letter filled him with hope. When he returned to his hotel two days later, there was a plain white envelope with his mail: Exhibition of French art at the Tate Gallery, it read. Please come there at 5.30 this afternoon. Wait near the Gauguin paintings, but when I come in pretend not to recognise me. Destroy this note  Mignon.

Gregory approached the Tate Gallery at dusk. He told himself once again that he was playing with fire; but he could not blind himself to the fact that he had become hopelessly infatuated with the girl.

The building was all but deserted. It was near to closing time. He found the appointed spot and then decided to wait on the other side of the room, pretending to examine the sketches and charcoal studies.

Few visitors came. At every footstep Gregory turned. One man, dark, of a saturnine cast of features and wearing a white raincoat strolled through twice; but Gregory decided that he was probably a gallery detective. He glanced anxiously at his watch. And still Mignon didnt come.

He had begun to lose heart when he heard light footsteps, and a girl came into the gallery. She wore a scarlet cape, her auburn hair almost entirely hidden by a close-fitting beret.

It was Mignon. But she gave no sign of recognising him.

The dark man strolled in, glanced round, and went out by another door. Mignon, a moment later, went out, too. Gregory followed. She passed through several other rooms and stopped in an empty room devoted to French drawings.

Mignon! He grasped her shoulders. How wonderful!

She turned her head aside. I am glad to see you, too, Gregory. But you must be mad. You should hate me  I have done you only harm.

I am mad, Mignon  mad about you. Look at me. I understand it all. Nayland Smith has told me. Dont reproach yourself.

She glanced up at him, furtively, timidly. You should not have come. Nor should I. You had one narrow escape from Fu-Manchu. Why do you take another risk? You must forget me  forget we ever met.

I cant forget you, he said, and I wont even try unless you tell me, here and now, that I have no right to think about you as I do.

There is no one else, in the sense you mean, she whispered. Think of me, Gregory, as someone inaccessible, a slave.

He held her. There are no slaves, he said tensely. Come with me  now. Back to America. Nayland Smith has the power of the government behind him. You will be safe from Dr Fu-Manchu.

Mignon rested her head against his shoulder.

How I wish it could be, Gregory. It is my father, hopelessly under the power of Fu-Manchu, whom I must protect. She looked up swiftly. Every moment you stay with me you are in danger. My father is in danger. So am I.

He bent to her lips. Mignon thrust her hand against his mouth. Her eyes were wild. If you value my life, Gregory, dear, please let me go. I mean it. Dont even look back. Dont try to follow me.

She slipped from his arms. He dared not ignore the urgency of her appeal. But as he heard her light footsteps retreating through the next gallery towards the door he did look back.

Mignon was out of sight.

Three minutes later Gregory was on the Embankment in front of the gallery, staring right and left. Dusk had drawn in, and the opposite bank of the Thames was curtained in mist. And then in the direction of Millbank, under the light of a street lamp, he had a glimpse of the scarlet cape.

As he set out to follow, another figure passed under the lamp, close behind Mignon  the white-coated figure of the dark man.

Gregory hurried on. Mignon was being covered. But if he could find out where she was going, Nayland Smith could do the rest. For Gregory was determined now to get Mignon away from Fu-Manchu even if he had to kidnap her.

The cape disappeared around a corner not far from the Gallery. The white coat closed up and disappeared also.

Gregory raced to the corner. He was just in time to see Mignon turn into one of the many narrow streets which abounded in this district The white-coated man followed no farther. He went straight ahead.

* * * *

Gregory ran on to the head of the street where she had turned. He could see no sign of the scarlet cloak. It was dark in the opening, but there were some lighted windows beyond. He stood listening for the sound of an opening or closing door. He heard nothing  then moved in cautiously.

No sound warned him of his danger. No blow was struck. He suffered a sudden sharp pain  and remembered no more…

Except for a slight headache, he felt no discomfort when he woke up. He took one look around, then closed his eyes again. This must be a dream!

He lay on a divan in an Oriental room. The walls were decorated with a number of beautiful lacquer panels. The ceiling consisted of silk tapestry, and in and out of its intricate pattern gold dragons crept. The appointments were mainly Chinese. Rugs covered the floor. There was a faint smell resembling that of stale incense. At a long, narrow desk facing the divan a man sat writing. He wore a yellow robe and a black cap topped with a coral bead.

This mans face possessed a sort of satanic beauty. The features were those of an aristocrat, an intellectual aristocrat. And an aura of assured power seemed to radiate from the whole figure.

It was Dr Fu-Manchu.

Good evening, Dr Allen, he said, without looking up. I am happy to have you as my guest. I anticipate a long and mutually satisfactory association. Gregory swung his legs off the divan. Fu-Manchu didnt stir. I beg you to attempt no vulgar violence. Even if it succeeded, you would be strangled thirty seconds later.

Gregory sat upright, his fists clenched, watching, fascinated.

To all intents and purposes, Dr Allen, you find yourself in China  although this room, which has several remarkable qualities, was designed by a clever Japanese artist; for you must not fall into the error of supposing that my organisation is purely Chinese in character. I assure you that I have enthusiastic workers of all races in the Order of the Si-Fan, of which I am president.

This statement Dr Fu-Manchu made without once glancing up from the folio volume in which he was writing marginal notes. Gregory sat still, watching and waiting.

For instance, the strange voice continued, this room is soundproof. It was formerly a studio. The Chinese silk conceals top lights. The seven lacquer panels are in fact seven doors. I use the place as a pied-à-terre when my affairs detain me in London. I am much sought after, Dr Allen  particularly by officials of Scotland Yard. And, this apartment has useful features. Will you take tea with me?

No, thank you.

As you please. Your unusual researches into the means of increasing vigorous life prove of great value to my own. I am no longer young, my dear doctor, but your unexpected visit here inspired me to hope that in addition to securing your services, I may induce a mutual friend to call upon us.

Dr Fu-Manchu laid his pen down, and for the first time looked up. Gregory found himself subjected to the fixed regard of the strangest human eyes he had ever seen. They were long, narrow, only slightly oblique, and were brilliantly green. Their gaze threatened to take command of his will and he averted his glance.

When you followed a member of my staff, Dr Allen, whom you know as Mignon, I was informed of this  at the time that you left the Tate Gallery  and took suitable steps. A judo expert awaited your arrival and dealt with you by a simple nerve pressure with which, as a physician, you may be familiar. I am aware that Mignon made a secret appointment to meet you. She awaits her punishment. What it shall be rests with you.

Gregory experienced an unpleasant fluttering in the stomach. He sensed what was coming, and wondered how he should face up to the ordeal. He said nothing.

There is a telephone on the small table beside you, Fu-Manchu told him, softly. Be good enough to call Sir Denis Nayland Smith. Tell him that you have met with an accident on Chelsea Embankment and are lying in the house of a neighbouring doctor who was passing at the time. This apartment is rented by a certain Dr Steiner. His plate is outside. His surgery adjoins this room. One of the seven doors leads to it. The address is Ruskin Mews. Request Sir Denis to bring his car here for you at once.

Gregory stood up. I refuse.

Lacquer doors to the left and right of him opened silently, as if motivated by his sudden movement. Two short, thickset Asiatics came in. They carried knives. Holding them poised in their hands for a throw, they watched him  waited.

I deplore this barbarous behaviour, Dr Allen. At my headquarters I have more subtle measures available.

To hell with your measures! You can kill me, but you cant make me obey your orders.

Fu-Manchu sighed. One long yellow finger moved onto his desk; and a third door, almost facing Gregory, opened. Mignon came in. Another member of the gang, who presumably acted as a bodyguard, grasped her by the wrist. In his other hand the man carried a whip.

Beret and scarlet cape were gone. Mignon wore a black skirt and a white blouse. Her auburn hair framed her pale face. One glance of entreaty she flashed at him, then lowered her head.

You darent do it! Gregory blazed in a white fury. You may consider yourself to be in China, but if you attempt this outrage, youll find youre still in England. Well rouse the neighbourhood.

The point of a knife touched his throat. One of the pair guarding him had moved closer. Fu-Manchu shook his head.

You forget, Dr Allen, that this room is soundproof. Be so wise as to call Sir Denis. I am advised that he is at home at present and Whitehall Court, where he resides, is no great distance away. But he may be going out to dine. We are wasting time. I think youll find the number is written by the phone.

Gregory cast a last glance round the room, then took up the phone and dialled the number. Nayland Smiths man answered, and immediately brought Nayland Smith.

Smith here. Whats up, Allen? came the crisp voice.

The words nearly choked him, but Gregory gave the message which Dr Fu-Manchu had directed. His eyes remained fixed upon Mignon as he spoke, and he knew that he dared not risk any hint of warning.

Good enough. Bad luck. Be with you in ten minutes. Nayland Smith hung up.

Fu-Manchu uttered a guttural order; the knife was removed; Gregorys guards retired; Mignon without a glance in his direction was led away. The doors closed. He found himself alone again with Dr Fu-Manchu. He dropped back on the divan.

He had done a thing with which he would reproach himself to his last day. To save a woman who had never truly meant anything in his life from suffering, he had betrayed an old, tried friend, into the power of a cruel and relentless enemy.

Fu-Manchu had resumed his annotations. He spoke without looking up.

To do that which is unavoidable merits neither praise nor blame, Dr Allen. That curious superstition, the sanctity of woman which is, no doubt, a part of your American heritage, left you no alternative. I am transferring Mignon to another post, where I trust you will no longer be able to interfere with her normal efficiency.

Gregory was reaching boiling point, but knew that he was helpless to avert the evil he had brought about. If he could have killed Fu-Manchu with his bare hands he would gladly have done it. But he knew, now, that he couldnt hope to get within reach of him.

Nayland Smith was racing into a trap. In a matter of minutes he would be here.

A curious, high bell note broke the complete silence of the room.

Dr Fu-Manchu stood up, put the folio volume under his arm and, opening one of the doors, went out.

* * * *

As the door closed behind the Chinese doctor, Gregory, risking everything, grabbed the phone and dialled Nayland Smiths number.

There was no reply.

But no one had disturbed him; none of the doors had opened. He went to one at random, could find no means of opening it. He tried another, worked on it frantically. It was immovable. He stepped back and put his shoulder to the lacquer. Nothing happened.

Then, with a tearing crash, the silence was broken. The door by which Dr Fu-Manchu had gone out burst open, and the dark man in the white raincoat stared into the room.

Gregory counted himself lost, when the man turned and shouted back over his shoulder: This way, sir! Here he is! He stepped into the room. Glad to see you still alive, Doctor.

And Nayland Smith ran in behind him.

You caught me only just in time, Allen, Nayland Smith assured him. Sergeant Ridley here he nodded to the man in the white coat has been shadowing you for nearly a week. You see, I knew you were trying to get in touch with the little redhead, and his orders were, if you succeeded, to transfer all his attention to the girl when she left you. He did so tonight and had no idea you were somewhere behind. He reported to me that Mignon had just gone into Ruskin Street.

Gregory forced a smile. Thank you, Sergeant, he said.

Scotland Yards crime map has a red ring drawn around this area, Nayland Smith explained. We have suspected that Fu-Manchu had a hideaway here. The Japanese artist who reconstructed this place disappeared six months ago, and a certain Dr Gottfeld took it over, though the name of Dr Steiner appears on the plate.

Of course, Gregory broke in. Gottfeld was the name the hotel manager called Fu-Manchu when they came to my suite. Have you got him?

Nayland Smith shook his head. Im afraid he has done another of his vanishing tricks. The raid squad I brought along is searching. But my guess is that Fu-Manchu has slipped away to one of his old haunts near Limehouse.

He motioned to the Sergeant, who brought in a man of perhaps fifty whose eyes had the peculiar glaze which showed he had been under Fu-Manchus hypnotic spell. But at least weve rescued a man who may be able to give us a great deal of information about Fu-Manchus operations. Dr Allen, this is Dr Gaston Breon. Besides being a famous French entomologist, he is Mignons father.

Thank God youve saved him! Gregory said, as he gripped the scientists limp hand. But Smith, have you rescued Mignon?

Nayland Smith slapped him on the shoulder. We got her with two of Fu-Manchus henchmen who were trying to force her into a motor launch. I had her taken to my place. As Gregory looked at him gratefully, he smiled that boyish grin. Shes your responsibility now.

Ten minutes later Gregory walked past a guard and into Nayland Smiths large booklined study. Mignon sprang up from a chair near the window and ran to him, her eyes wild with terror.

Gregory! You must compel them to let me go! she cried Fu-Manchu will kill my father if I do not return to him.

She stared at Gregory in bewilderment. Why do you smile?

But Gregory was looking beyond her to the door, and Mignon turned. A sigh of joy escaped her as she ran to her father. My child, my child, Dr Breon muttered, awkwardly patting her shoulder. The nightmare is finished, Mignon.

Oh, what theyve done to you these past two years, my father, she whispered.

Gregory crossed the room and stood at her side, his arm around her shoulders. Well have him right in no time, he promised. All he needs is rest and the care well give him.

Mignons head came back, and the tears were gone. What was more, the look of infinite sadness he remembered from their first meeting was gone, too. In its place there was a sparkle that danced in the light of the lamps with swift invitation.

I think it is quite safe for you now to love me, Gregory, she said.

He took her into his arms.


THE WORD OF FU-MANCHU

Malcolm glanced aside at his companion, who drove the Jaguar both deftly and quickly. He studied the tall, lean man at the wheel, a clean shaven man, whose tanned skin and crisp, dark hair gave startling emphasis to the silver at his temples: he was sucking a briar pipe.

I know what youre thinking, Forbes. The words were rapped out. When I was a Commissioner at Scotland Yard, speed limits never troubled me. I formed bad habits.

Is there so much hurry, Sir Denis?

Sir Denis Nayland Smith grunted and swung out to pass a taxi, then:

There is! he snapped. I asked you to join me tonight because I want someone with me where were going. Also, as a young freelance journalist, you may be on the big story Fleet Street is waiting for.

Whats the story?

Dr Fu-Manchu. Were going to see Sergeant Jack Kenealy, of the CID. Hes been on the case best part of the year. We have kept in touch. He called me an hour ago; said he had things to tell me which he couldnt put on paper. Rather alarming. Hence the speed.

You think

Nothing to think about until we get there.

And Malcolm knew that Sir Denis didnt want any further conversation to interfere with his urgent journey.

Ten minutes later they were skirting the north side of Clapham Common, a place of mysterious shadows this moonless night. He became aware of bottled-up excitement as Nayland Smith parked the car at a garage and took Malcolms arm.

This is where we walk, he announced.

They set out on the side opposite the Common. Sir Denis was silent, but Malcolm noted that he often glanced across at the shadowy expanse, as if, during his long battle against the Chinese genius who dreamed of becoming master of the world, he had learned that Fu-Manchu was a superman who might materialise from space anywhere, at any time. Malcolms excitement increased. They came to the next corner.

At which moment Nayland Smith, in the act of turning in, grabbed his arm again in a grip that hurt.

Forbes, were too late. Look!

They had not passed a single pedestrian so far. But now  this side street was crowded.

The crowd had assembled in front of a house not far from the corner. Malcolm recognised the magnet which had drawn it together  two police cars, an ambulance, and uniformed men on duty before the door.

Is that where Kenealy lives, Sir Denis?

Nayland Smith nodded grimly, and began to hurry.

They forced a path through the group of curious onlookers. Then, a police sergeant barred the way.

No one can go in, sir.

Whos in charge? Nayland Smith snapped.

Inspector Wensley is here. But

Wensley? My name is Nayland Smith  Sir Denis Nayland Smith.

Sorry, Sir Denis, the sergeant answered. I didnt recognise you, sir. Go ahead.

Sir Denis and Malcolm went up the short path to the open front door. Inside an elderly woman was trying to pacify a girl who was weeping in her arms: There, there dear, I know how you feel. But orders are orders, and they have orders to let nobody see him.

I shall die if I came too late! the girl moaned.

Nayland Smith pulled up. Madame he addressed the older woman please tell me, is this your house?

It is, sir. Mrs Sefton is my name; and my top floor was let to Mr Kenealy  as nice a young man as Id wish to meet. Even now, I cant believe its happened.

What did happen, Mrs Sefton?

I was sitting sewing, not more than half an hour ago, when I heard him cry out. It echoed through the place. It was terrible. It was more of a scream than a cry. I knew he had nobody with him but I was alone in the house and so frightened I had to force myself to go up to his sitting-room. I called to him. But he didnt answer. So I tried to open the door. It was locked.

Then what did you do?

I ran downstairs and out to the street meaning to ask the first man who came along to force Mr Kenealys door. As luck would have it, the first one was a policeman.

While this conversation went on, Malcolm was watching the girl. She had persistently kept her face pressed to Mrs Seftons shoulder. But now she turned suddenly, and cast a swift glance of amber eyes at himself and Nayland Smith. She was a strikingly pretty brunette and appeared to be in a state of terror rather than sorrow.

The door was forced by the policeman and you found Kenealy, Nayland Smith said. Tell me

He was dead, sir!

The dark girl turned and faced Sir Denis.

So I understand, he said. Details Ill gather for myself. And now, Mrs Sefton, who is this young lady?

The girl fixed her strange, but beautiful eyes upon Nayland Smith as Mrs Sefton replied, Its Miss Rostov, sir, a friend of Mr Kenealys, who often called. She came to see him ten minutes ago, and the police wouldnt let her go up.

Miss Rostov Sir Denis met the fixed regard of the girls eyes how did you know Jack Kenealy was dead?

I didnt know! she cried. I didnt know! How could I know?

Was he expecting you?

Yes. But I was late.

How long have you known him?

For a long time. Three or four months.

When did you see him last?

The day before yesterday.

Where?

At the restaurant.

What restaurant?

Momentarily, she hesitated, then: The Café Stambul.

And you havent seen him or spoken to him since?

No.

Nayland Smith considered her for a while, and the amber eyes evaded him.

Very well, Miss Rostov. You have all my sympathy. Im afraid we shall want you as a witness. He turned to Mrs Sefton. Please look after her. She mustnt leave at present. Just a moment, Forbes.

He went to the street door.

Im so sorry, my dear. Mrs Sefton put her arm round the girl, and included Malcolm in the invitation: Come into my sitting-room and make yourselves comfortable.

Malcolm found himself seated in a small, cosy room, overcrowded with antique furniture, facing Miss Rostov, who reclined upon a couch which might have dated back to Queen Victoria. Mrs Sefton bustled out to make a nice cup of tea. The girls eyes, in which he read fear, were turned upon him.

I dont know your name, she said softly; she had a slight, unfamiliar accent. But I feel I can trust you. Why am I to be kept here? Please tell me. Are you of the police?

No. Malcolm felt embarrassed. But I can only tell you what Sir Denis told you  that youll be required as a witness.

Sir Denis  who is he?

Sir Denis Nayland Smith, a former Commissioner of Scotland Yard.

Oh! But shall I be allowed to go when he has talked to me again?

Of course.

She sighed, stretching out her slim body languorously. She had removed a black coat with a wide astrakhan collar; under it she wore a dark green dress. A striped silk scarf concealed nearly all her hair. Malcolm became uncomfortably conscious of her beauty.

If I have to go to court, she murmured, I hope you will come with me. I have, now, no friends in London.

Before he could think of a reply, Nayland Smith came in.

Come along, Forbes.

Malcolm met a lingering glance of amber eyes and followed Sir Denis from the room. As they went upstairs:

I gave her a chance, Nayland Smith said shortly. Did she try the glamour treatment?

Malcolm felt his colour rising. I rather think, he confessed, that she did. Shes really a beauty, isnt she?

All Fu-Manchus women are beauties.

Fu-Manchus women? You mean, you suspect this girl to be one?

We shall see… Hullo, Inspector! I had an appointment with Kenealy tonight, but unfortunately arrived too late…

* * * *

Sergeant Kenealy lay on a couch. Evidently a good-looking man in his early thirties, his present appearance made Malcolm shudder. This gruesome shell might be that of one dead, not for less than an hour, but for more than a week. The divisional surgeon, Dr Abel, was examining the body.

Weve ruled out the possibility of homicide, Sir Denis, Inspector Wensley declared. The window, which overlooks the street, was fastened. The door was locked. I have checked every possibility, and Ill stake my job on it  no one else was in this room when he died.

A fire burned in a small grate, and the room was insufferably hot. Nayland Smith twitched the lobe of his ear, a trick of his when concentrating.

Poor Kenealy had an enemy, Inspector, who uses strange allies  not necessarily human. You have searched the rooms, furniture closets  wherever any living thing could hide?

Inspector Wensley looked troubled. Weve searched the place of course, sir. I dont think anything that moved could have escaped us.

There seems to be a quantity of charred paper on the fire and in the hearth?

He had evidently been burning every bit of paper in his possession, the inspector told him. In fact, we shouldnt have known his identity if West here he indicated a plain clothes man talking to the doctor hadnt recognised him. I was shocked to learn that he was one of us.

Nayland Smith glanced at Malcolm. Were in very deep waters. He crossed to the couch; Malcolm followed.

Dr Abel looked up at Sir Denis.

Are there any marks on his body, Doctor, to suggest that he had been bitten by a reptile, for instance?

There are no such marks, sir. I cannot imagine why there should be.

He was murdered. Im here to find out how.

Murdered! I disagree.

Then whats the diagnosis? Sir Denis demanded.

Able shook his head angrily. A sudden seizure of some kind. But look at his colour. Feel the rigidity of the body.

Kenealys features were of a uniform leaden grey, his limbs stiff as if he had been dead for hours. The features were frozen in an expression of horror.

Cerebral haemorrhage? Malcolm suggested.

My dear sir! Dr Abel snorted. Look at his colour  look at his eyes.

Heart?

What kind of heart? Only an autopsy can help us there. But I may add that I never knew a heart case, except angina, where the patient cried out at the moment of the attack. Whats more, this muscular rigidity doesnt fit. A powerful electric shock might have accounted for it. But he was sitting in that easy chair when I arrived, and no contact was possible. This strange rigor had already set in. The man might have been struck by lightning…

Nayland Smith turned away, his expression grim. Show me what was found on him.

Here you are, Sir Denis. Detective West drew his attention to a number of objects on a small table. He must have had some other base hed been working from. Mrs Sefton says he was often away for two or three days. There isnt a thing here to prove his identity.

That doesnt surprise me, Nayland Smith said. I see you have explored his bureau.

Complete search, sir, Wensley assured him. Nothing to help.

Sir Dennis glanced over the exhibits. Where did you find this automatic?

Drawer in a bedside cabinet, West told him. Its fully charged.

Hm. And what about this?

He was holding up a disc of some dull metal attached to a thin broken chain.

That was fastened around his neck, Wensley explained. I thought it was a religious emblem. We could find no way of unfastening it, so I had the chain filed. The loop was too small to go over his head.

Nayland Smith studied the disc with keen interest.

Theres some sort of hieroglyphic stamped on the metal, Malcolm pointed out. I wonder what it means?

I think I know, Sir Denis answered. With your permission, Inspector, Ill take this thing with me for expert examination. Theres nothing more to be done here, Forbes. First score to Dr Fu-Manchu. A further chat with your charming acquaintance, Miss Rostov, might bring a little light on things.

* * * *

In Mrs Seftons sitting room the dark girl reclined on the sofa as they had left her. She was alone. A cup of tea stood on a table near her. She raised her eyelids languidly but otherwise did not move.

Im sorry to have detained you. Nayland Smith spoke drily. But I thought you might be able to give me some information about this.

He extended the metal disc on his open palm.

The effect was electrical. The girl sprang up in one lithe movement, her remarkable eyes widely opened.

Ah! It is mine! Thank you very much.

Yours? Nayland Smith snapped. Then why was it chained about his neck?

There is a way to unfasten the chain. It is mine. Please give it to me.

If that is the case, you shall have it  but not yet. What is it?

It is an Eastern charm. To me suddenly her eyes were brimming with tears it means so much. To you it can mean nothing.

Hm, very interesting. He dropped the disc back into his pocket. I should be obliged, Miss Rostov, if you would give Mr Forbes your address while I go and arrange for you to be driven home.

Nayland Smith went out, closing the door. And at the same moment that he did so, the girl moved forward and clutched Malcolm, raising tearful appealing eyes to him.

Listen to me, she whispered. You must listen to me! Persuade him to give me my amulet.

Malcolm tried, gently, to detach her hands. I assure you, Sir Denis will do so. He

My name is Nadia. Be my friend. I have no one but you to help me.

Malcolms natural chivalry, and Nadias beauty, might have conquered discretion if he had had it in his power to do as she asked. But she asked the impossible.

Id gladly help you, Nadia, but Sir Denis wouldnt listen to me.

She drooped against him, her head on his shoulder. Her hair had a subtle fragrance.

I am sorry. I think you would help me, if you could.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Nadia drew back.

Malcolm pulled out a note-book awkwardly, and tried to force his mind back to normality.

Please give me your address now, Nadia.

Eighty-five Westbourne Terrace, she told him in a toneless voice.

The door opened and Nayland Smith came in, followed by West.

Mr West will drive you home, Miss Rostov. You have the address, Forbes?

* * * *

On the way back from Clapham, Sir Denis said: I hoped your friend, Nadia, might give something more away to you if I offered her the chance, but as a Don Juan youre fired, Forbes! Shes some sort of Eurasian, and although devilishly attractive, I dont believe for a moment that there was any real attachment between her and Kenealy. We have what she came tonight to recover  the disc.

Thats clear, Sir Denis. But have you any idea what it is?

Except that its stamped with the sign of the Si-Fan, none whatsoever

Sign of the Si-Fan? What is the Si-Fan?

Nayland Smith laughed shortly. Its a world-wide secret society of which Dr Fu-Manchu is president.

Then why did Kenealy  ?

The disc chained around his neck? Top marks to a brave man. He had joined the Si-Fan.

Good heavens!

He had brains and nerve. But he must have slipped up. He was expecting another visitor tonight. And it wasnt Nadia. To the end, he hoped to bluff it out. Hence his destruction of all evidence against him. Is this clear to you, Forbes?

Yes  now it is. And its horrible.

The ways of Dr Fu-Manchu are always horrible.

The door of Nayland Smiths flat in Whitehall Court was opened by a manservant whose prominent jaw and grim expression inspired confidence.

Good evening, Begby, Sir Denis said. Any messages?

Yes, sir. A Mr West reported at ten-thirty-three.

Good. Drinks in the study.

A moment later Malcolm was in a room which he could have recognised with his eyes shut from its overpowering smell of tobacco. As Sir Denis began to re-fill his hot pipe from a very large pouch, Begby came in with whisky and soda on a tray.

Begby put the drinks down, then:

Going by way of Bayswater Road with this lady, Mr West got hit by a heavy truck that came out of a side-turning. He was knocked out, but not hurt, sir. The lady had vanished when he come round. They hung on to the truck driver.

Thanks, Begby. Nayland Smith poured out drinks as his servant withdrew, and shrugged his shoulders. You see, Forbes? Were dealing with Fu-Manchu.

He sat at his large, orderly desk, putting the mysterious disc on the blotting-pad; began to study it through a powerful lens. Malcolm crossed and bent over his shoulder.

Might I take a look, Sir Denis?

Nayland Smith handed the lens to Malcolm and presently: The hieroglyphic means nothing to me, Malcolm confessed; but what metal is this thing made of?

He picked the disc up, weighing it in his hand, when Begby rapped on the study door, came in and announced in a queerly muffled voice:

Dr Fu-Manchu, sir!

What!

Nayland Smith sprang up. Malcolm slipped the disc into his pocket. At last you have him! he whispered.

Show Dr Fu-Manchu in here, Sir Denis said quietly, sat down and opened a desk drawer.

A tall figure came into the study, that of a man who wore a black overcoat with a heavy astrakhan collar and who carried a black hat. Begby retired and closed the door.

Malcolm became lost in fascination at the most wonderful face he had ever seen. The high, scholarly brow, the incredibly long, green eyes, the lined, intellectual features, the tremendous aura of power of Dr Fu-Manchu. He stood, stock-still, watching him.



Good evening, Sir Denis. It was a high, metallic voice, the words precisely spoken. This gentleman I assume to be Mr Malcolm Forbes, in whose career you take an interest. You may close the desk drawer. There will be no need for the revolver you keep there. I have taken the liberty of calling upon you only for the purpose of recovering a small metal disc which I believe you have in your possession.

Nayland Smith, his face set like a mask, watched him but did not speak.

As I note a hand-lens there, perhaps the disc you have been examining is in your desk. Would you be good enough to let me see it?

Malcolm, uneasily, slipped his hand into his coat pocket. The terrifying green eyes were flashed in his direction at the very instant that Nayland Smith, his elbow resting on his desk, covered Dr Fu-Manchu with a Service revolver.

Dr Fu-Manchu, you are under arrest.

But Dr Fu-Manchu, his manner unperturbed, dropped the soft, black hat on the carpet and raised his hand. He held a small dial studded with several buttons.

Take your hand from your pocket, Mr Forbes, he said sibilantly. I know that the disc is there. I have my finger on the button which will connect it with the power centre. Your shot would come too late, Sir Denis, to save Mr Forbes. You have seen tonight how enemies of the Si-Fan die.

Malcolm, seeing again the grey face of Sergeant Kenealy, obeyed. His forehead was damp. Nayland Smith still covered Fu-Manchu.

Put away your obsolete weapon, Sir Denis, the mocking voice went on, unless you really believe my death to be worth the life of your friend. I have conquered a new vibration. The disc in Mr Forbes pocket is tuned to it. A recruit to our order carries such a disc. If he proves unworthy, he is removed.

Nayland Smith grew pale under his tan. What are your terms? he demanded.

Make no terms, Malcolm cried out. Ill take a chance if you will!

I admire your courage, Dr Fu-Manchu spoke softly. I need such men.

What are your terms? Sir Denis repeated tensely.

Your word, which I respect, as you have learned to respect mine, that you will order your man, directly as I leave here, to take the disc, carefully packed, to André Messina, a guest at the Savoy hotel, and that you will take no further action until your man reports that it is delivered. I give you my word that I will take none.

Nayland Smiths grey eyes were angry, but he said, Agreed, and pressed a bell. Begby came in. Show Dr Fu-Manchu to the door, Begby.

Dr Fu-Manchu picked up his black hat, bowed formally and went out. Before the door had closed, Malcolm had snatched the disc from his pocket and dashed it on the floor.

Smiling wryly, Nayland Smith stooped to pick it up.

Dont touch it, Sir Denis! Malcolms voice quivered. For Gods sake dont touch it!

But Nayland Smith picked it up without hesitation.

Forbes, you are new to the wiles and ways of Dr Fu-Manchu. Cunning and ruthless to all who stand in his way. Treacherous in all but one thing. He never breaks his word  for good or evil. In this, Forbes, lies his great strength…


THE MIND OF FU-MANCHU

She woke in completely incomprehensible surroundings. There was a vague smell of what she thought might be incense, a strange heaviness of all her limbs. Where am I? Who am I?  were questions which danced mockingly across her brain. Then came helpless fear, fear of the silence, the void around her. Had she been abducted? An accident? Was she suffering from amnesia? She lost control, wanted to cry out  but couldnt utter a sound.

And then, to crown growing panic, she became conscious of a presence. Softly came a voice, a sibilant, commanding voice: You are quite safe, Miss Merton. There is no danger.

That voice! Its strange tones magically awakened her memory. She knew herself. She was Pat Merton. She knew the voice and where she had heard it before. Clearly, as though a veil had been raised, she remembered the crowded room in the Mayflower Hotel. A reception for Bruce Garfield and some of his colleagues was being held there. But his old friend Nayland Smith was arriving from Hong Kong and had wired him to meet his plane on a matter of vital importance, and so Bruce had phoned, asking her to rush over to the hotel and apologise for his unavoidable delay.

Bruces colleagues assembled at the reception knew Pat and introduced her to some of the dignitaries in the throng. One of them was a Swiss scientist whose name she now failed to remember. But she recalled that he wore tinted glasses. Feeling rather uncomfortable as his voice droned on she had decided to leave, and then  this memory was crystal clear  the Swiss gentleman had removed his glasses, and a stare of long, narrow emerald-green eyes was fixed upon her. Apart from a hazy impression that he saw her from the hotel to a cab or car, the rest was a blank. But this was his voice. And then almost silently a tall figure appeared beside her.

Pats inclination, as she looked up, was to scream. But a sense of horror, or, rather, of supernatural dread, reduced her to passive submission. This was the man she had met at the hotel, but he had changed. As the Swiss scientist, he must have worn a wig, for now his massive skull was only sparsely covered by hair. It was a wonderful face, the face of a genius, but of a genius inspired by hell.

He spoke softly, watching her, and his words soothed her terror strangely.

I regret that you were overcome by the heat of the room at the Mayflower, Miss Merton. I took the liberty of bringing you here and restoring you. His eyes seemed to grow larger, to absorb her in their green depth; but she recovered in time to hear the words, My. car is at your service.

* * * *

The cool night breeze outside refreshed her as a courteous chauffeur in smart uniform made her comfortable in a limousine.

Numbly, she began to study her surroundings. The chauffeur had navigated several narrow, sordid streets. From one dark alleyway she had seen Chinese faces peering out in the gleam of the headlights. Over the low roofs there was a glow of night labour; she heard the hoarse minor note of a steamers whistle. This was the East End dock area, of which she knew nothing.

Now they were speeding along a wide, straight thoroughfare, almost deserted, toward a part of the city with which she was acquainted. She had a glimpse of the Mansion House. There was Ludgate Hill… They were in the Strand… Charing Cross… Piccadilly.

The car pulled up. The chauffeur opened the door. Pat stepped out and found herself at the entrance to the Mayflower Hotel.

Two oclock! Pat said in astonishment, when the night-doorman told her the time.

Yes, miss. He looked at her in an odd way. You are staying here?

No, Im not. Will you please call a taxi? Bruce will be frantic. She must get to him.

Pat opened her handbag, momentarily wondering if her money was still there. Everything was in order. She tipped the doorman and gave the taxi driver the address of Bruces flat in Knightsbridge. As there were frequent occasions when she had to go there while Bruce was working, she had a key.

Bruce occupied a mews flat which Pat had helped to furnish and decorate. When the taxi pulled up, she saw that the windows were lighted; there were sounds of excited conversation coming through an open window. She hesitated for a moment, rang the bell.

The voices ceased. Then came footsteps on the short stair.

The door opened.

Pat! Pat, darling! Thank God youre safe. Pat went into Bruces arms.

She was so emotionally exhausted that he had almost to carry her up to the living room. The first person she saw, a tall lean man with sunburned skin, white streaks on dark hair above his temples, and grey eyes, she knew and welcomed: Sir Denis Nayland Smith, former Scotland Yard Commissioner and one of Bruces oldest friends. The very man she had hoped would be there.

A nice fright you have given us, young lady, he rapped in his crisp fashion. Four divisions of the Metropolitan Police are combing London for you. This is Inspector Haredale of Scotland Yard  indicating the third man who has been directing the search.

The inspector was so typical a police officer  fresh-coloured, frank blue eyes and a grey toothbrush moustache  that Pat could have guessed his profession. When the excitement of her unheralded, dramatic appearance had calmed down, Nayland Smith spoke.

Before you attempt to explain your disappearance, let me bring you up to date about what has happened since you vanished from the Mayflower Hotel. Garfield found nothing remarkable in your leaving after giving his message of apology. After the reception, I went to my flat in Whitehall Court and Garfield came here. He made an unpleasant discovery.

He paused to relight his pipe which had gone out. Bruce crossed to Pats chair and sat on the arm, his hand resting on her shoulder. Dont let what has happened bother you, Pat. Youre in no way responsible.

But Pat, looking from face to face, sensed that whatever had happened during those lost hours was intimately tied in with Bruces flat.

A report of a paper read by Garfield before a group of scientists a week ago, Nayland Smith went on, had reached me in Hong Kong. It outlined his revolutionary theory of travel in outer space without rocket propulsion. He spoke of a scale model on which he was still working  and I knew he was in deadly danger.

Why? Pat whispered.

Because I knew that Dr Fu-Manchu was in London. Scientists all over the world have been disappearing. What they had in common was that each one was working in the problem of anti-gravity. He sighed. You dont know Dr Fu-Manchu, Pat

Oh, but I do! Pat burst out. Hes horrible. I dont think hes quite human

Nayland Smith checked her words with upraised hand and boyish smile which belied his greying hair. I have often thought the same, Pat. You see, Dr Fu-Manchu claims to have solved the puzzle of anti-gravity, though we still dont know whether that is true. I knew he would want to see Garfields model. And so I flew home at the earliest possible moment. But I was too late.

What do you mean, Sir Denis, you were too late?

He means, Bruce told her gently, that while he and I were at the reception, this flat was burgled. I discovered it on my return from the Mayflower and called you at once. There was no reply. Ten minutes enquiry convinced me that you had disappeared from the moment you left the hotel with some unidentified man.

I have identified him, Nayland Smith rapped. Dr Fu-Manchu. Pat, the scale model of Garfields interplanetary vehicle has been stolen. Only he and you knew where it was hidden. And you alone may be able to give us a clue leading to Fu-Manchus London base.

Pat had got no further than her misty recollections of leaving the hotel when Nayland Smith broke in: You hadnt been gone an hour before your description was known to most of the Metropolitan police.

Pat looked up at Bruce and went ahead with her story. Her awakening in the silent room, the smell of incense, the complete inertia of brain and body, seemed to convey some message to Nayland Smith, for she saw him nod significantly to Bruce.

As I thought, Garfield, he said. And now Pat, please be very detailed about your return from this place  if you can. Do you remember anything at all?

Pat described the midnight drive, the narrow streets, the Asiatic faces, the wide, deserted thoroughfare, the steamer whistles…

The picture is clear. You agree, Inspector?

Entirely, Sir Denis. When your signal from Hong Kong reached us last week saying that Dr Fu-Manchu had left for London, I got busy. Every known or suspected hideaway of Dr Fu-Manchu was combed quietly. The only report that seemed at all warm came from K Division, Limehouse, as I have already told you. I have drawn a ring around a small area down there. I think the place where Miss Merton found herself tonight is inside that ring.

Then lets not waste a moment, Nayland Smith said, getting to his feet. We may be too late, Inspector, but well have a go at capturing Fu-Manchu. He has an inordinately high opinion of his hypnotic powers and may think himself quite safe. But my guess is that Pat came out of her trance sooner than he intended.

* * * *

As they drove toward Limehouse in a police car, Nayland Smith explained the rest of the story to Pat. Dr Fu-Manchu had learned that you had a key to this flat, that you knew where the model was hidden. The door in the panelling which only you and Bruce know how to open is closed. But the model has gone. To be sure the plans are locked up in the War Office, but to a man of Fu-Manchus genius, the model would be enough. He brought you here from the Mayflower under hypnosis. You opened the panel and were taken to some hideaway where he could examine the model at leisure.

Ill never, forgive myself, Pat said sadly.

Nonsense, Bruce said quickly, There was nothing you could do about it…

Their police car raced on through the dark, still streets. Pat remembered the route, began to recognise certain landmarks. A man standing on the corner of a narrow street flashed a light three times as the car approached. Were inside the cordon, Inspector Haredale reported.

And suddenly, I remember that alleyway! Pat exclaimed.

Pull in on the right here, Haredale directed the driver. This is where the hard work begins.

The car swung into a dead-end alley and, as they all got out, a man half hidden in its shadows saluted the inspector.

Any movement, Elkin?

Not a thing, sir. If there was anybody in there, hes in there now.

A riverside warehouse, boarded up and marked for demolition, was suspected to be secretly used by Dr Fu-Manchu as a temporary base. One of K Divisions detectives had found a way into it from a neighbouring building.

Were in for some climbing, Pat, Nayland Smith warned grimly. We need you or I wouldnt drag you along. Lead the way, Inspector.

The way was through a building which had an exit on the blind alley. Pat found herself climbing a narrow stair, guided by the beam of a flashlight held by Inspector Haredale. The climb continued until they came to the seventh and final landing. Pat saw an iron ladder leading to a trap in the roof.

Ill go first, miss, the local detective told her. Its a darkish night, but I dont want to show a light.

He went up, opened the trap, and stretched his hand down. Pat mounted, Bruce following, Nayland Smith and Haredale bringing up the rear. They stood in a narrow gutter, a sloping slate roof on one side and a sheer drop to the street on the other. An iron ladder to the top of a higher building adjoining led to a flat roof. A few yards away, in fleeting moonlight, Pat saw an oblong skylight.

I must ask for silence now, sir, Inspector Haredale said. Elkin, our guide, has managed to open a section of this skylight.

Elkin hauled a rope-ladder-from its hiding place, raised part of the skylight, hooked the ladder to the frame and climbed down. From below he flashed a light. Im holding the ladder fast, he whispered. Would you come next, Mr Garfield, and hang on to Miss Merton?

The ladder was successfully negotiated, and the members of the party found themselves in a stuffy loft impregnated with stifling exotic odours. The warehouse had belonged to a firm of spice importers.

Stairs led down to a series of galleries surrounding a lofty, echoing place where even their cautious footsteps sounded like the tramp of a platoon.

No use going tiptoe, snapped Nayland Smith. If theres anyone here, he knows were here, too. The room you were in was on the ground floor, Pat. So lets get a move on. A little more light, Sergeant.

They descended from gallery to gallery until they reached the bottom. Then they stood still, listening. There was no sound. The place had the odour of a perfume bazaar.

It was your mention of incense, miss, Inspector Haredale told Pat, that convinced me you had been here. Now, Elkin, whats the lay of the land?

Theres an inner office, and a main office beyond which opens right on to the street.

Stand by for anything, Nayland Smith directed. If were lucky, Fu-Manchu will be in there. If the door is locked, well break it down.

The door was not locked. As it swung open, they saw a lighted room.

Stay with Pat for a moment, Garfield, Nayland Smith said tersely. I want to make sure whats ahead.

He stepped in, followed by Haredale and Elkin. There was no one in the room. But as Pat strained forward to peer in, she saw a long couch illuminated by a tall pedestal lamp which shed a peculiar green light. This is the room I was in! she cried out.

She and Bruce joined Nayland Smith and, Good God! Bruce spoke almost in a whisper. Can it be true?

On a table beside the couch a curious object lay gleaming in the rays of the lamp. It was composed of some silver-like metal moulded in the form of two saucers, one inverted above the other and upheld by four squat columns apparently of vulcanite.

My model! Bruce shouted, and sprang forward.

One moment, sir! Inspector Haredale grasped his arm. It may be booby-trapped. Elkin, make sure theres no wiring under the table.

As the detective dropped to his knees and began searching, Nayland Smith stepped to the door of the main office. It was locked.

No wires, sir, Elkin reported. All clear.

And almost before he had got to his feet Bruce had snatched up the model and was examining it.

Bruce! Pat spoke breathless. Has it been tampered with?

I assure you, Miss Merton, it has not! a sibilant, mocking voice replied.

Fu-Manchu! Nayland Smith snapped. Hes in the next room. Come on, Haredale. We have him! He fired three revolver shots in quick order. It was the signal for the raid.

There came a quiet laugh. Ah, there you are Sir Denis Nayland Smith. Before you start the raiding party, I have a few words to say. I assume that you are there, Mr Garfield? I could not resist the temptation of telling you myself that you have far to go in the field of gravity. After inspecting your model, I saw no harm in sharing a few facts. So I laid a trail, with the assistance of your charming friend, Miss Merton, which I felt sure you could easily follow.

Bruce, feeling like a man in a dream, said, Very good of you!

The wail of police whistles sounded, the roar of a racing engine, the screech as brakes were jammed on in the near-by street.

Your model, Mr Garfield, is elementary, the strangely sinister voice went on. But I was interested to examine it. You have advanced only a short way in the science of anti-gravity. But you are on the right route. Listen. The sibilant voice droned on as Dr Fu-Manchu became more explicit. Bruce listened, fascinated and rapidly made notes. Finally the voice concluded with this astonishing revelation.

You may recall the sensation once created by the appearance of so-called flying saucers? Some of these  but not all  were test flights of my anti-gravity machine, which I have since perfected. The others, I assume, were from distant planets.

The door of the outer office was being battered down. A voice shouted, Inspector Haredale! Are you there?

You may call off your raiders, the calm voice continued. As I know you have already realised  I am not in the other office. I am fifty miles away. When you opened the door of the room in which you stand, you connected me with an amplifying device on a shortwave receiver, which, if you are patient, you may find in the main office. I installed it some time ago to enable me to give orders to subordinates assembled there.

A crash announced the collapse of the street door. Men could be heard running down the stairs from the entrance on the roof. Pat was trembling. There were tears in her voice when she turned to Bruce, who was holding the model. Bruce, darling, is it true? Have you failed?

Bruce put the model down, hugged Pat  and laughed. This is the first model I ever made, and I should have hated to lose it. I suppose I feel about it the way a sculptor feels about a rough clay study for a statue. But it doesnt tell Fu-Manchu a thing. Whats more, his boastfulness has made him tell me more than I think he meant to. But no one  not even you Pat  knows how far I have gone since that first model. Dr Fu-Manchu isnt the only man who has solved the riddle of gravity. The other saucers he mentioned dont come from outer space. And so hes in for a surprise. One of the greatest firms in the world has financed, and is now flight-testing, my own anti-gravity machine. That is the real secret of the flying saucers!
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One of the many popular magazines in which Rohmers tales were published: the 1948 issue of Avon Fantasy Reader
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At the age of thirty Rohmer wrote this work of non fiction, published by Methuen in 1914. Rohmer uses a broad sweep with his subject matter, taking in many ideas, historical events, well known people and diverse theories and weaving them all together to suit his own point of view. The theory is this: that sorcery, the occult and witchcraft are simply magic by another name and should be seen as encompassing:

all those doctrines concerning the nature and power of angels and spirits ; the methods of evoking shades of departed persons ; the conjuration of elementary spirits and of demons ; the production of any kind of supernormal phenomena ; the making of talismans, potions, wands, etc.; divination and crystallomancy; and Cabalistic and ceremonial rites. 

In other words, anything of the esoteric that is not addressed in traditional religions (but sometimes actually including some of their practices too) is magic. Rohmer also argues that many of the magical practices we are familiar with as originating in the East did in fact start in ancient Egypt, a culture which of course Rohmer refers to in the Fu Manchu books and also brought centre stage in Brood of a Witch Queen.

Rohmers theories are not as far-fetched as one may think. For example, when looking today at the European witch hunts of the early modern period, academics make the point that many of the so-called witches, where they practised anything at all that could be vaguely seen as the occult, were more than likely merely acting out local customs and superstitions that had been embedded in their communities for centuries  the old magic of healing, charms, potions and curses. Seen as a threat to the Christian church and social order, they had to be eliminated simply because this magic gave people (especially women) an autonomy that could not be tolerated. There are strong similarities between Rohmers description of the old practices, above, and the sweeping definition of old magic that is used to define historic witchcraft or sorcery today. Rohmer goes further  he writes in a matter of fact way about ginns or familiars, and quotes spells that are a bizarre mix of Christianity and the old magic:

On a Wednesday after the Vesper prayer, and when your shadow measures twenty paces, write the following formula (chatim) with rose-water and sesame water on paper or parchment. Roll this up and throw it on the ground. Then write the formula on the palm of the left hand and fumigate with mastic, benzoin, and coriander. Say over the chapters Amran and Ichlas while your hand is held above the smoke, and then pick up the talisman from the ground. Touch your body with it, and that of the person on whom you have designs. Hang it to . . . your right side, and you will see something wonderful. Gods protection is with thee. But use the talisman only for what is lawful!

The above is a typically eclectic mix of the Judaeo-Christian and local custom; the Lancashire Witches that were tried in 1612 also mixed snippets of the Christian creed and liturgy, and their own magical gibberish, in their spells and curses  more than likely, a case of using whatever sounded impressive to the impressionable.

However, it is the sheer scope of the work that is almost overwhelming. A dizzying array of demons, ginns, maji, spells and charms, the sphinx, demons, astrology, witches and more are here, plus every conceivable associated book from the Egyptian Book of the Dead to the Koran and the Cabalistic writings of Judaism. Famous names such as John Dee, Nostradamus and Apollonius are mentioned too.

It is difficult to judge how seriously Rohmer took the subject he writes about here. Certainly it was in his own interests to research the occult, as it features so strongly in many of his stories, and he writes with the confidence of an expert (indeed, the escape artist Harry Houdini even wrote to Rohmer to congratulate him on the work, and they became friends as a result). Rohmer also regarded the magic he wrote about as wholly benevolent and a way of benefiting not only the individual, but society as a whole, if only humankind would return to this old ways with respect and an open mind. Whatever his motivation, it is a comprehensive and interesting overview of the subject and despite being over a century old, remains remarkably modern in some of its interpretations. 
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The first editions frontispiece
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PREFACE

ALTHOUGH would-be explorers of the occult continent may be numbered only by the employment of seven figures, it is notable as a curious fact that the worlds master Magi have been neglected by popular biographers. Lives of all the great sorcerers there are, certainly, from Zarathustra to Éliphas Lévi, but without exception, so far as I am aware, these are designed for the use of the student: they are not for every man.

Fictionists have dipped into the magical pages, but lightly and warily. If we except some of the novels of Lord Lytton (who was an initiate, deeply versed) and the stories of Mr. Algernon Blackwood, to whom we are indebted for an account of a Witches Sabbath little short of clairvoyant, I believe there is no piece of purely imaginative writing which can be regarded as the work of an Adept, or even of a serious student.

In the following pages, then, I have endeavoured to bring out the red blood of the subject, and have treated the various episodes with which I have had to deal in the same manner that I should treat the episodes of an ordinary romance. Whilst those curious to learn more of the arts of sorcery have not been neglected, above all I have placed, and have aimed at satisfying, the reader who opens this book in quest of entertainment.

The section Sorcery and Sorcerers will be found to contain some passages from Francis Barrett and from Dr. Wynn Westcotts valuable translation of one of Lévis most extraordinary works. Neither of these authors will be familiar to the general reader, and I have borrowed freely in both directions. Their writings are illuminative, and should be considered, if only in brief, by any one who hopes to comprehend the aims of the sorcerers, as set forth in The Romance of Sorcery.

It may be asked of me why certain characters have been included here and others omitted. I can only say that I have sought for variety. To my decision to include a life of Nostradamus I was guided, in some degree, by the existence of a very general misapprehension regarding this great and wonderful man; also by the fact that hitherto no complete life has appeared in the English language. Madame H. P. Blavatsky I have introduced, after much consideration, because certain phenomena associated with her activities come legitimately within the scope and limit of sorcery. I have dealt with these phenomena, but have not attempted, in so limited a space, even to outline her whole career.

At the time that I was engaged upon the section Apollonius of Tyana, an admirable edition of Philostratuss work, translated by Mr. F. C. Conybeare, M.A., was added to the Loeb Classical Library. This lightened my labours, for the only other English version is that of E. Berwick, published in 1809. The freshness and freedom of Mr. Conybeares rendering make quite delightful reading, compared with the severely staid manner of the former writer.

I have to acknowledge the generous assistance offered to me by M. Homolle of the Bibliothèque Nationale, and the untiring labours of M. Lejay Jean, of the same institution. Not only has M. Lejay aided me in my quest of material, but he has completed those inquiries regarding Cagliostros house in the Rue Saint Claude and other matters which lack of time forced me to abandon.

A portion of the chapter The Elementals (Sorcery and Sorcerers) is included by courtesy of the Globe, and at this place I must also acknowledge indebtedness to my friend Dr. R. Watson Councell for the freedom of his library. Of inestimable assistance, too, has been the exact knowledge of old French, and of old French history, which Mr. Fred W. Winter has placed at my disposal. The sections Nostradamus and Sorcery and the Law, in particular, owe much to his scholarly attainments.

Finally, the adept guidance of Mr. Arthur N. Milne has been as that of a pharos in a night-storm, lacking which I could scarce have hoped to make safe harbourage.

S. R.

HERNE HILL, January 31, 1914.


SORCERY AND SORCERERS

I. THE VEIL

There was a Door to which I found no Key; 

There was the Veil through which I might not see:

Some little talk awhile of ME and THEE

There was  and then no more of THEE and ME.



TO-DAY is notable for a curious change in Western thought, or, properly, in a phase of Western thought, more appreciable by churchmen, theosophists, and other students of the Unseen than by the laymen. I refer to a growing discontent with, and a falling away from, revealed religion. It is an age of groping; and whereas one who stumbles onward in the mist nearly always strays from the broad highway into the bypaths that lead to the meres, some may strike a fair and narrow road and emerge upon the mountain top.

Of guides to these divers fairways there are many, some of honesty unimpeachable if poor pilots, others masters of their craft but slaves to greed. Apollonius of Tyana was one of the former; Cagliostro, possibly, belonged to the latter class. No man who has proclaimed himself potent to raise the Veil has ever lacked disciples; no man tendering such a claim ever shall, certainly not in this miracle-hungry century.

What seek ye? demands the Adept.

Comes a chorus from poor purblind humanity:

To bridge the gulf!

But over this gulf floats a mist, beyond the mist hangs a Veil. Has any man, braving the mist, ever thrown a bridge, however frail, across to the shadow bank? Honest weighing of the evidence would certainly make it appear that so much has been accomplished. With what result? With the result that the intrepid explorer has obtained a closer view of the Veil.

Now, all exploration of this kind unavoidably leads us into the realms of magic. These are extensive, certainly, and offer prospects more startlingly dissimilar, as we look to right or left, than any tract in nature, not excepting the famous Yellowstone Park. And modern occultism has not made more easy the way; it has accomplished little beyond the coining of a number of new terms. Sorcery, I think, covers them all. Father Henry Day, S.J., speaking at Manchester, advanced a similar opinion, but classed all magic as Black, when he said:

The Church condemns the new form of modern spiritism as she condemned the old superstitions. They are identical with devil-worship, with black magic, with the necromancy of the past. Whatever may be said of the pretensions of the spiritism of the day, the Church regards it as the continuation of Satans revolt against God.

His words are characteristic of the unchanging attitude of the Church of Rome towards magical practices; and, in so far as they warn would-be dabblers to refrain from sorcery, they are of value. The dangers of magic are not chimerical, but very real.

Magical arts in the modern mind are curiously associated with the East  and particularly with Egypt. An inspection of the advertisements of the large body of professional seers will enable you to bear me out in this. Every nation has its superstitions; but, excepting the African medicine-man, and his counterpart among almost every primitive people, for the practising sorcerer proper we must go East. The palmists and crystal-gazers of Europe and America are no more than imitations of the Oriental original.

Whilst the word Sorcery has always seemed to me to be singularly elastic, it suggests to my mind an impression identical with that conveyed by Magic, with which I take it, in general, to be synonymous. Therefore, by sorcery I understand, and intend to convey, all those doctrines concerning the nature and power of angels and spirits; the methods of evoking shades of departed persons; the conjuration of elementary spirits and of demons; the production of any kind of supernormal phenomena; the making of talismans, potions, wands, etc.; divination and crystallomancy; and Cabalistic and ceremonial rites.

It may, perhaps, be said that no people has cultivated sorcery more assiduously than did the Chaldeans. The elaborate formulae relating to demonology and possession which have been deciphered from the cuneiform, testify to the flourishing state of wizardry in Chaldea. But the elaborate and in many cases beautiful magic rituals formulated by the Egyptians for some reason possess a greater fascination for the modern student. Their system, indubitably, was more complete than any before or since.

Within the limits of this work it would be impossible even cursorily to scan the subject of sorcery in all its developments and in the guises lent to it by various nations. Therefore, I shall confine myself as closely as possible to those phases which we should bear in mind when we stand upon Calypsos island with Apollonius of Tyana and witness his translation from Rome; when we disturb the ghostly studies of Nostradamus, seated upon his prophetic tripod; when we intrude upon Count Cagliostros Lodge of Isis, and, perceiving the beautiful Countess and thirty-six neophytes in puris naturalibus, retire in modest confusion.

I propose, now, to compare certain passages in The Tales of the Magicians (from Flinders Petries Egyptian Tales) with others in The Thousand and One Nights, in order to show that the traditions to this day regnant in the East have a genealogy which more often than not first started from the soil of Egypt.

In Anpu and Bata (Egyptian Tales) Bata is represented as placing his heart on the topmost flower of an acacia tree. By his heart is meant his hati  that is, more properly, his soul. This he did so that he could not be killed unless the tree were cut down. When the latter calamity occurred, the hati was found in a seed, which, being placed in a cup of water, expanded, and, his body reviving, he drank the water. He then changed into a sacred bull, which was sacrificed; but two drops of its blood fell upon the ground, and these contained the hati or soul of Bata. They grew into two trees, which were cut down, but the hati passed into a shaving from one of them.

I shall invite you, next, to watch with me an encounter between rival sorcerers (actually, a sorceress and an efreet) from The Thousand and One Nights, noting the curious analogies between the forms, animal and vegetable, into which the hati, or soul, retreats during the conflict. The episode will be found in The Story of the Second Royal Mendicant.

The daughter of a certain King, who was acquainted with the secret arts, challenged the Efreet Jarjarees, a descendant of Iblees, to mortal encounter, and, taking a knife upon which were engraved some Hebrew names, marked with it a circle in the midst of the palace. Within this she wrote several names and talismans, and then she pronounced invocations, and uttered unintelligible words; and soon the palace around us (I quote the Royal Mendicant) became immersed in gloom to such a degree that we thought the whole world was overspread; and lo, the Efreet appeared before us in a most hideous shape, with hands like winnowing-forks, and legs like masts, and eyes like burning torches; so that we were terrified at him. The Kings daughter exclaimed: No welcome to thee!  at which the Efreet, assuming the form of a lion... rushed upon the lady; but she instantly plucked a hair from her head and muttered with her lips, whereupon the hair became converted into a piercing sword, with which she struck the lion and he was cleft in twain by the blow; but his head became changed into a scorpion. The lady immediately transformed herself into an enormous serpent, and crept after the execrable wretch in the shape of a scorpion, and a sharp contest ensued between them, after which the scorpion became an eagle, and the serpent, changing to a vulture, pursued the eagle for a length of time. The latter then transformed himself into a black cat, and the Kings daughter became a wolf, and they fought together long and fiercely, till the cat, seeing himself overcome, changed himself into a large, red pomegranate, which fell into a pool; but, the wolf pursuing it, it ascended into the air, and then fell upon the pavement of the palace, and broke in pieces, its grains becoming scattered, each apart from the others, and all spread about the whole space of ground enclosed by the palace. The wolf, upon this, transformed itself into a cock, in order to pick up the grains, and not leave one of them; but, according to the decree of fate, one grain remained hidden by the side of the pool of the fountain. The cock began to cry, and flapped its wings, and made a sign to us with its beak; but we understood not what it would say. It then uttered at us such a cry that we thought the whole palace had fallen down upon us; and it ran about the whole of the ground, until it saw the grain that had lain hid by the side of the pool, when it pounced upon it to pick it up; but it fell into the midst of the water, and became transformed into a fish, and sank into the water; upon which the cock became a fish of a larger size and plunged in after the other....



II. THE BIRTH OF SORCERY

A Hair perhaps divides the False and True; 

Yes; and a single Alif were the clue  

Could you but find it  to the Treasure-house, 

And peradventure to THE MASTER, too  



The persistent tradition that the secret lore of the Egyptian priests was written in certain books finds some slight confirmation in Ahuras Tale, from the second series of Egyptian Tales; for therein the Book of Thoth is thus described:

He wrote it with his own hands and it will bring (raise) a man to the gods. To read two pages enables you to enchant the heaven, the earth, the abyss, the mountains and the sea; you shall know what the birds of the sky and the crawling things are saying; .. And when the second page is read, if you are in the world of ghosts, you will grow again in the shape you were on earth...

The Brahmins, visited by Apollonius of Tyana, would seem to have possessed such a book, and the great sage himself claimed powers almost identical with those conferred by the Book of Thoth. But, concerning the latter, we read:



This book is in the middle of the river at Koptos, in an iron box; in the iron box is a bronze box; in the bronze box is a sycamore box; in the sycamore box is an ivory and ebony box; in the ivory and ebony box is a silver box; in the silver box is a golden box, and in that is the book. It is twisted all round with snakes and scorpions and all the other crawling things... and there is a deathless snake by the box.

The Harris Papyrus has references to similar magical books (nor must we overlook The Book of Dzyan, which Madame Blavatsky claimed to possess), but none of these ancient manuscripts affords us much help in tracing the origin of sorcery. That the Egyptian priesthood conserved the art through many generations, that we are indebted to them for their preservation of the traditions, is almost indisputable. But whence was their knowledge derived? Research along ordinary lines has failed to enlighten us upon this point, I shall venture, then, to cite here the views of a very advanced theosophical writer, but shall ask to be excused from any comment upon them:

We have to measure time by hundreds of thousands of years, he avers, if we endeavour to look back in imagination to the halcyon period of Egyptian civilization, and, by the use of figures on that scale, we are enabled to form an approximately correct conception of the origin of that wonderful structure, the Great Pyramid of Ghizeh, usually ascribed to a Pharaoh of the fourth dynasty, Cheops, or Khufu. Whilst he considers that many of the pyramids which decorate the banks of the Nile were really what Egyptologists suppose them to be  the tombs of kings, he believes that their form was adopted in imitation of that already exemplified by the early monument, dating back, even for the Egyptians of ten thousand years ago, to time immemorial.

The Great Pyramid, in this writers opinion, is probably by far the oldest structure on earth. Its main purpose was to serve as a temple of initiation for those who were admitted to fellowship with the Atlantean Adepts, established in Egypt more than a hundred thousand years ago! Its shape was designed to render it invulnerable to the geographical revolutions which were impending, and, in his own words, he is given to understand that since its erection it has actually been submerged beneath a northern inflow of the sea; a consequence of an actual depression of the land now constituting Lower Egypt. But later undulations of the earths crust in that region brought it to the surface again, uninjured and available in later times for the purposes to which it was originally assigned.

Great as the importance attaching to (really) Ancient Egypt undoubtedly may be, he continues, we must not imagine that the centre of occultism established there was by any means the only region from which the Adepts directed their watchfulness over mankind. When we talk about the catastrophes that shattered, and to a large extent destroyed, the ancient Atlantean continent, we are apt to forget that a good deal of existing land in the western hemisphere has survived those mighty changes.

A great deal of Mexico and Peru has transmitted to our own time architectural remains that he contends to be distinctly bequests of Atlantean civilization: and there is a region in Central America which, from the maturity of that civilization till now, has been and still is a centre from which Adept influence radiates over the world.



III. THE HOME OF THE GINN

Myself when young did eagerly frequent 

Doctor and Saint, and heard great argument 

About it and about; but evermore 

Came out by the same door wherein I went.



I have said that sorcery has come to us as a legacy from Ancient Egypt, and one of the most persistent traditions, instances of which appear from time to time in the press, has a foundation in the beautiful ritual known as The Book of the Dead. I refer to the uncanny properties ascribed to certain relics from the Nile land.

In the second series of Flinders Petries Egyptian Tales is a translation of a papyrus in the Ghizeh Museum, wherein we read:

Now in the tomb was Na-Nefer-Ka-Ptah and with him was the Ka of his wife Ahura, for though she was buried at Koptos, her Ka dwelt at Memphis with her husband whom she loved.

The Ka is the Ego, and according to the Ancient Egyptian belief it could, at the death of the body, enter into any image or magical implement prepared for its reception. In the case cited above it dwelt in a statue, and the compiler of Volume VIII of the Collectanea Hermetica says:

It seems exceedingly probable that as the mummy was the material basis for the Sahu (Astral form) and Khaibt (radiation), so the mummy-case with its painted presentment of the living person was the material basis for the preservation of the Ka of a lowgrade initiate or the Khu (the magical powers) of a fully-equipped Adept.

Baron Textor de Ravisi says that before the entire resurrection of the body the justified Ka could, if it chose, reanimate the body of the dead. This is almost identical with vampirism, where the corpse is found fresh in the tomb. The same authority has defined manifestations which are visible but intangible, whereof the head is distinctly visible but the limbs vaporous, to be composed of the Ego and the Soul. Those manifestations which resemble the bodily form of the deceased, but are intangible, are composed of the Ego and the Astral body; they are usually terrifying. Manifestations of the Will and the Instinct, re-united in the Spiritual body, are only visible to the spiritual sense; whilst manifestations procured through a medium are due to the radiations of the Astral body only, and possess none of the Ego, or individuality, of the deceased.

Certainly, the Egyptians had a more closely defined and altogether more comprehensible system than any since evolved; in fact, it is indubitable that many later systems are based upon it, being no more than worthless elaborations of the original.

Egypt was the wonderland of the ancient world, but any deeper consideration of Ancient Egyptian magical lore unavoidably would lead us into a maze of technicalities wholly uninteresting to anyone but the student; my present purpose will be better served if I pass on to a consideration of the sorcerers more modern activity, for, by the all but unanimous testimony of the countrys present inhabitants, the Nile land is still the theatre of singular supernatural happenings.

In common with other countries of Islam, says Dr. Klunzinger (and this the Koran tells us), Egypt is inhabited by a vast number of ginn. Like men they are born, mature, age, and die. They are male and female, black or white, some high of station, some lowly; some are free and some slaves; Moslem and Christian. In short, they are parallel with mankind, from whom they are distinguished by their lack of flesh and blood, and by reason of their attaining to a great age  namely, three hundred years, or more.

Each child has a companion ginn, born in the same hour. This familiar, or Karina, is female in the case of a male child, and male in the case of a female. A child who dies in infancy is said to have been killed by the Karina; and even in the official registers of deaths, until comparatively recently, the Karina was frequently entered as a recognized ailment.

Usually the ginn are said to be invisible; but they can assume all kinds of intangible and vapoury forms, with the resemblances of men, animals, and monsters.

When a proper view is obtained of them they may at once be distinguished by their perpendicular eye.

The art of calling up these dread beings, in order to exorcise them, or to make them do ones bidding by invoking them by name, is cultivated throughout the Moslem world by great numbers of men, and by some women. By the instrumentality of the ginn, the servants of the secret, or by the knowledge of one of the secret names of God, those acquainted with occult lore can perform miracles. That the greater number of these Moslem sorcerers are poor men  often mendicants  may, therefore, appear remarkable; but it is claimed that self-denial is essential in a compact with a ginn. Some sorcerers of Moslem Egypt are said to be formally married to a ginnee, or female ginn, and to perform their wonders by means of their supernatural spouse.

A mysterious Moslem gentleman suspected of being wedded to a ginnee appeared in Egypt in the early part of the nineteenth century, styling himself Said Abd-el-Rahmân el Adàros, and claiming to have come from India. He sailed up the Nile with a vessel and extensive retinue, and proclaimed that he designed to travel in the Sudan. Eye-witnesses swore to having seen him take pieces of money from beneath his carpet whenever he so willed, and that he could with a breath change silver coins into gold ones. Suffice it that the mysterious gentleman was denounced to the Government as a sorcerer and escorted from the country!

An old Moslem authority says: Let a Christian beware of calling up a Moslem ginn. The ginn will avenge himself for this affront and immediately put his summoner to death.

In the modern magic books of the East we read how to gain the affections of another; to awake at will; to unfasten chains; to recapture an escaped slave; to keep a wife from faithlessness; to cause the belly of a thief to swell up; to make a man or an ox pursue him; to discover buried treasure; to call up ginn; to find pieces of gold under ones pillow. I will instance a charm for calling up ginn: the naïveté of the concluding sentence is quaint.

Fast for seven days, and let body and clothes be clean. Read first the chapter of the Koran, The Angel, to the word haztr, fourteen times after the sunset prayer; then pray with four genuflections, uttering the fatha seven times at each, and when on the seventh night you have read that chapter fourteen times, ask of God whatsoever you wish. The ginn, who are the servants of this chapter, will now appear and will give you information respecting the treasure and how you may obtain possession of it.

A certain individual, who asserted that he had undergone such a course of self-mortification and spirit-seeking, informed the author of Upper Egypt that he had seen all kinds of horrible forms in his magic circle, but that he saw them also when his eyes were shut. At last, becoming quite terrified, he fled from the place.

The following is said to be a love-charm:

On a Wednesday after the Vesper prayer, and when your shadow measures twenty paces, write the following formula (châtim) with rose-water and sesame water on paper or parchment. Roll this up and throw it on the ground. Then write the formula on the palm of the left hand and fumigate with mastic, benzoin, and coriander. Say over the chapters Amran and Ichlâs while your hand is held above the smoke, and then pick up the talisman from the ground. Touch your body with it, and that of the person on whom you have designs. Hang it to... your right side, and you will see something wonderful. Gods protection is with thee. But use the talisman only for what is lawful!

The formula consists of certain words written so as to form a hollow square, with words also written across the corners. Enclosed within the square on each side are the words BU hâk ansilnah bil hâk nésil, that is, In right (not unallowed) we have made him (the spirit) descend, and in right he descendeth. The words Gabraîl, Mikatl, Israfîl, Israil, the names of the four archangels, are written so as to form the sides of the square; across the corners are Abu békr, Omr, Otman, Ali, the four chief companions of the Prophet. Outside the square on each side is Biduh, the name of a ginn.

The magic mirror enjoys great popularity. A boy (not more than twelve years of age), a virgin, or a black female slave is directed to look into a cup filled with water or into a pool of ink; the skryer is furthermore fumigated with incense, whilst certain sentences are murmured by the magician. After a time, when the boy (for a boy is usually employed) is asked what he sees, he reports that he sees persons moving in the mirror. The magician orders the boy to lay certain commands on the spirit. The commands are obeyed at once. The magician asks the spectators to name any person whom they would wish to appear in the mirror, no matter whether the person be living or dead. The boy commands the spirit to bring the individual desired. In a few seconds he is present, and the boy proceeds to describe him.

Which description, however, according to our own observation, says one writer, is always quite wide of the mark. But E. W. Lanes experiments in this art (called darb-el-mendel) with the Sheikh Abd-ElKadir El-Maghrabee, as recounted in The Modern Egyptians, may be consulted as a check to this opinion.

An account of a curious case of magic in Cairo, during the last century, may be given here, to show how great a degree of faith the Egyptians in general place in the arts of enchantment.
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Moustafa Ed-Digwee, chief secretary in the Cadis Court, in Cairo, was dismissed from his office, and succeeded by another person of the name of Moustafa, who had been a money-changer. The former sent a petition to the Pasha, begging to be reinstated; but before he received an answer he was attacked by a severe illness, which he believed to be the effect of enchantment:  he persuaded himself that Moustafa the money-changer had employed a magician to write a spell which should cause him to die; and therefore sent a second time to the Pasha charging the new secretary with this crime.

The accused was brought before the Pasha, and confessed that he had had resort to malign arts, naming the magician whom he had employed. The latter was arrested, and, being unable to deny the charge brought against him, was thrown into prison, where he was sentenced to remain until it should be seen whether or not Ed-Digwee would die.

He was confined in a small cell, at the door of which two soldiers were placed in turn to watch over the prisoner. Lane, in dealing with this incident, says:

Now for the marvellous part of the story.

At night, after one of the guards had fallen asleep, the other heard a strange, murmuring noise, and, looking through a crack of the door of the cell, saw the magician sitting in the middle of the floor, muttering some words which he (the guard) could not understand. Presently the candle which was before him became extinguished; and, at the same instant, four other candles appeared, one in each corner of the cell.

The magician then rose, and, standing on one side of the cell, knocked his head three times against the wall; and each time that he did so, the wall opened and a man appeared to come forth from it. After the magician had conversed for some minutes with the three personages whom he had thus produced, they disappeared; as did, also, the four candles; and the candle that was in the midst of the cell became lighted again, as at first:  the magician then resumed his position on the floor, and all was quiet. Thus the spell that was to have killed Ed-Digwee was dissolved.

Early next morning, the invalid felt himself so much better that he called for a basin and ewer, performed the ablution, and said his prayers; and from that time he rapidly recovered. He was restored to his former office; and the magician was banished from Egypt.

The same author tells us also that not long after this incident another enchanter was expelled from the country, for writing a charm which caused a Moslem girl to be affected with an irresistible love for a Copt Christian.



IV. THE SIBYLS

The Revelations of Devout and Learnd 

Who rose before us, and as Prophets burnd, 

Are all but Stories, which, awoke from sleep, 

They told their comrades, and to sleep returnd.



We shall see, presently, that not only Apollonius of Tyana but also Dee, Nostradamus, and Cagliostro were notable, chiefly, as prophets. If divination be but elementary magic, it is more highly esteemed by the layman than by the student, and the Sibylline lights flare dimly through the darkness of to-day, as flared such smoky torches in the blacker gloom of Babylon, Memphis, Delphi, Rome.

In an examination of such a subject, the mind of the inquirer too readily may be prejudiced by the fact that the science or art of divination has been cast into disrepute by the impostors who practise it at the present day: yet, apart from its modern revival, it is worthy of consideration alike by historian and archaeologist, if only because so many able men of bygone centuries have placed the greatest faith in the oracular responses.

Therefore, whoever would seek for pearls in the ocean of obscurity which overtides the history of oracular manifestation must arm against the influences of modern environment and modern thought; must recede from this age of sceptics, through the middle ages of fanatic Christianity, pass by the birth of the New Creed, by the death of the gods, and take pause before the Capitol of Rome at what time Cæsar makes his last visit to the Senate House.

It must be remembered that Rome, during the centuries of her ascendancy, gave to the world some of the keenest intellects, some of the most highly trained observers whose laurelled images adorn mans gallery of genius. If we discredit the opinions of such as these because of the pagan credulity of the age they ornamented, we err; for were they not more advantageously circumstanced to weigh in the balance the omen of the soothsayer, whose eyes attested to the justice of his warning; to accept or reject the pronouncements of the Sibyls, who themselves had converse with these mystic sisters; who, as Æneas at Cumæ, heard the words spoken by Herophile from the cavern; who, some among them, lived to see the Oracle fulfilled?

Since in the wheel of the centuries Rome is the hub, and, in any retrospective criticism, scarce may we see beyond its shadow, our inquiry concerning the ancient Oracles fairly may be said to centre upon the seven hills. The Sibyls claim priority, of course; and therefore at this point a brief survey of the Sibylline traditions prevalent in Ancient Rome may not be out of place.

According to Marcus Varro, if we are to credit Lactantius, the Sibyls were ten in number. ... First there was the Persian of whom Nicanor made mention, who wrote the history of Alexander of Macedon; and the second was the Libyan, whom Euripides mentions in the prologue of the Lamis; the third was the Delphian, of whom Chrysippus speaks in that book which he wrote on divination; the fourth was the Cimmerian in Italy, whom Nævius in his books of the Punic War and Piso in his annals name.

Proceeding, we learn that the fifth was the Erythraean, whom Apollodorus, of Erythræa, affirmed to have been his own countrywoman, and that she prophesied to the Greeks who were moving against Ilium, both that Troy would meet with destruction and that Homer would write falsehoods; that the sixth was the Samian, of whom Eratosthenes wrote that he had found records in the ancient annals of the Samians. The seventh was the far-famed Cumæan, variously named Herophile, Deiphobe, Demophile, Phenomine, Demo, and Amalthea. She it was who brought the celebrated nine books to King Tarquinius Priscus.

The eighth Sibyl was the Hellespontine, born in the Trojan country, in the village of Marpessus, near Gergitha. Heraclides of Pontus wrote that she lived in the time of Solon and Cyrus. The ninth was the Phrygian, who prophesied at Ancyra. And the tenth was the Tiburtine, named Albunea, who was worshipped at Tibur as a goddess, hard by the banks of the river Anio, in which stream her image was said to have been found, holding a book in hand. Her oracular responses the Senate transferred to the Capitol. To Lactantius we also are indebted for this item of information: Of all these Sibyls, the songs are both made public and held in use except those of the Cumæan, whose books are kept secret by the Romans; neither do they hold it lawful for them to be inspected by any but the fifteen men. These fifteen men were, of course, the Quindecemviri, or college of priests, to whom the care of the Sibylline books was entrusted at Rome.

From the fact of the concealment of the Cumæan Oracles it has been contended, contrary from the opinion of Pliny, who says that the Sibylline books were destroyed by fire in the year 83 B.c., that none were lost in the burning of the Capitol but the Cumæan, since none but the Cumæan were concealed there. But, in addition to these, there were kept in the Capitol some Oracles prescribed by the Pythia at Delphi; so that some doubt must always prevail respecting the fate of the Delphic as well as of the Cumæan Oracles.

In short, even at the time when the Oracles were most highly venerated, at the time when the Cumæan Sibylline books might be consulted only by a decree of the Senate, the history of their authorship was veiled in much mystery.

On more than one occasion the probity of the Quindecemviri openly was questioned by the populace; it being charged against them that they misused their privilege, pandering to the Senate and delivering to the people reports regarding the Sibylline pronouncements, falsified, and wholly fictitious.

As to the time when the several Sibyls lived, again we find contrary opinions, conflicting evidences, and irreconcilable accounts. If Osopæus be worthy of credence, then, according to him, the Sibyl at Delphi was a Phrygian, more ancient than Orpheus. One Sibyl lived in the time of the Jewish Judges; the Cumæan, in the time of Amasias; the Samian, in the time of Josiah. There was a Sibyl in Samos in the time of Darian Astyages, and the Sibylla Cumana prophesied in the Fiftieth Olympiad, or the Fifty-fourth. The Delphica is the oldest Sibyl, we read, and lived before the Trojan War. Homer borrowed many of her verses. But against this we have the opinion of Gallæus, who thought that the Sibyls plagiarized Homer!

Out from this mass of perplexing evidence who would proceed to a just and impartial judgment of the Oracles which played so important a part in the history of Greece and, consequently, in that of Rome (for all that was notable of Greece was absorbed into the life of Rome; and, let it not be forgotten, the lotos with the henbane) must brush aside the irrelevant, the prejudiced, the morbid and emotional, and leave upon his table the one essential fragment  the fragment that remains, concrete and convincing, when the dust of disputatious criticism has gone, the way of all dust. The one substantial datum which may be established is this: the Sibyls, whether justly or as a result of a species of auto-hypnosis, believed themselves to be inspired and were believed to be inspired by generations of Greek and Roman philosophers and thinkers. So much for their pretensions.

As to their later acceptance by contemporary authorities, a moments consideration of the facts available  and these are multitudinous  will reveal how they were accepted without question until that same state of affairs became regnant in Rome which rules among ourselves to-day.

The false Oracles of the temple of Isis, unveiled, intact in all their trickery, by the spade of the excavator at Pompeii, afford but one instance among many. The Romans saw impostors practising false oracular mummery about them; and as to-day none but the superstitious are disposed to hearken to the Sibyls of Bond Street, so, in that distant yesterday, it came about that none but the gullible and the morbid remained susceptible to the pseudo-wisdom of such false prophets as those of Pompeii. The true was mutilated by the false until the true was lost. Once lost it was all but forgotten, and at last its very existence was denied. It is thus that many arts and sciences, possibly worthy of a better fate, have been attacked, have been shattered, by the charlatan or the impostor, who has seen in them a means of defrauding his fellow-men, and who has not scrupled to exercise his ingenuity at the expense of the afflicted. With gross injustice, or in ignorance, Lytton classed Apollonius of Tyana among these.

The wonders attributed to the Sibyl who lived in the cave at Cumae are an instance of how the possibly true may be so overlaid by the false and apocryphal that, to one looking back in quest of verity, the true has become but dimly perceptible, if perceptible at all.

Of this Cumæan Sibyl it was related that Apollo had become enamoured of her, and had offered to grant her whatever she might ask of him. She asked that she should be permitted to live for as many years as she held grains of sand in her hand. The god at once granted her request, but then she refused to reciprocate his love. Therefore he pronounced that her long life should be to her a curse rather than a blessing, for that she should be without freshness and beauty. She was reputed to be seven hundred years old when Æneas came to Italy, but doomed to live nearly as many more ere the number of her years would equal the sands she had held; and her ultimate destiny was to wither away and become only a voice.

It is upon stepping into such a quagmire of the preposterous as this that we stumble and all but lose sight of the faint light which must guide us to the solid shore beyond. For one wonders, whilst wading through this morass of pagan fable, if light and darkness, seemingly substantial and palpably impalpable alike, are not the mere creations of such a one as Virgil, at best; the monstrous figments of some pagan impostors mendacious mind, at worst.

However, the Delphic Oracle is preserved to us in Herodotus (vi. 86). Glaucus, son of Epicydes, is said to have received from the Milesians a large sum of money, and to have given a pledge to restore it when properly demanded. When, however, the demand was made, Glaucus professed to be ignorant of any such obligation. Whilst the matter was pending, he went to Delphi and consulted the Pythian Oracle, receiving the following response:



Glaucus of Epicydes, greater gain 

Immediate is it by oath to overcome, 

And take the money as by force; swear then, 

Since death awaits the man that keeps his oath.

But Orcus has a nameless son, nor hands 

Nor feet are his, but swift he moves along, 

Till, having seized a whole race, he destroys, 

And all the house. But the race of man 

Who keeps his oath is better afterward.



In common with the great majority of such Oracles, this response is characterized by a predominant element of uncertainty and enigmatical obscurity, leavened with a pinch of sound advice.

Not even the new thought that exercised a revolutionary intellectual influence in the dawn of Christianity could quench the light of the Oracles. Few among the early Christian writers would seem to have doubted the authenticity of the Sibyls; and no further reference is necessary here to the power which these mystic books exercised over the whole of pagan Greece and Rome.



V. ORIENTAL ORACLES

Why, all the Saints and Sages who discussd Of the Two Worlds so wisely  they are thrust Like foolish Prophets forth; their Words to Scorn Are scattered, and their Mouths are stopt with Dust.

Although, in Roman times, the Egyptian Oracles became so debased, it should not be forgotten that during the height of Egypts grandeur the policy of the kingdom was largely, if not wholly, dictated by the pronouncements of the mouthpiece of the gods, or first prophet. Egyptian history contains the names of numberless such prophets. The prophets were the high priests, and though the Pharaoh ruled Egypt the high priest ruled Pharaoh. Whether or not the prophecies of the priests of Amen were inspired, they, sans doute, were dictated by a shrewd regard for the welfare of the community and informed with a forceful statesmanship that must command the students admiration.

In the reign of Shepses-Ka-f, we read of one PtahShepses, who was the prophet of the god Sekar and (from which his influence may be adjudged) chief of the priesthood of Memphis. The Sphinx, too, was regarded as prophetic, and an inscription upon it tells us that...a great enchantment rests upon this place from the beginning of time, as far as the districts of the lords of Babylon, the sacred road of the gods to the western horizon of On-Heliopolis, because the form of the Sphinx is a likeness of Sheper-ra, the very great god who abides at this place, the greatest of all spirits, the most venerable being who rests upon it.

Tehuti-mes IV ascribed his elevation to the throne to the active protection and aid of the oracular Horem-Khu; and the inscription upon the memorial stone before the breast of the Sphinx tells us how, when hunting lions in the valley of the gazelles, he rested in the shadow of this potent ones image. It seemed to him as though this great god spoke to him with his own mouth.

Here, it is difficult to decide whether the Sphinx should be regarded as oracular, whether the true Oracle was Tehuti-mes, or whether the alleged communication of the god was no more than a cloak to hide the princes intrigue to secure the throne. Be this as it may, he caused it to be proclaimed that the god had said to him, ... Thou shalt wear the white crown and the red crown.... The world shall be thine in its length and in its breadth... the sand of the district in which I have my existence has covered me UP. Promise me that thou wilt do what I wish.... When Tehuti-mes IV came to the throne, certainly he kept the promise which he had made, thought he had made, or averred that he had made, to the oracular deity; he cleared away the accumulated sand and freed from its confinement the gigantic body of the Sphinx.

Throughout the eastern nations, this yearning to know the unknowable  which, indeed, is inherent in modern western man to this day  exhibited itself constantly. It was this trait of Oriental character that made the institution of prophets, seers, and Oracles an essential part of the scheme of things. In Assyrian history, it is related that Esarhaddon, being hard pressed by a group of nations to the north-east of Assyria, led by a certain Kashtariti, and among whose followers the Gimirites, the Medes and Manneans were the most prominent, asked for an Oracle from Shamash regarding the outcome of the situation. The priest, acting as mediator, thus addressed the god:

O Shamash! great Lord! As I ask thee do thou in mercy answer me. From this day, the third day of this month of Iyan, to the eleventh day of the month of Ab of this year, a period of one hundred days and one hundred nights, is the prescribed term for the priestly activity. Will within this period Kashtariti, together with his soldiery, will the army of the Gimirites, the army of the Medes, will the army of the Manneans, or will any enemy whatsoever succeed in carrying out their plan, whether by strategy or by main force, whether by the force of weapons of war and fight or by the axe, whether by breach made with machines of war and battering rams or by hunger, whether by the power residing in the name of a god or goddess, whether in a friendly way, or by friendly grace, or by any strategic device, will these aforementioned, as many as are required to take a city, actually capture the city of Kishsassu, penetrate into the interior of that same city of Kishsassu, will their hands lay hold of that same city of Kishsassu, so that it falls into their power? Thy great divine power knows it. The capture of that same city of Kishsassu, through any enemy whatsoever, within the specified period, is it definitely ordained by thy great and divine will, O Shamash? Will it actually come to pass?

The exact phraseology and exhaustive character of this invocation would reflect little discredit upon an up-to-date solicitor!

Methods of delivering Oracles are so numerous and diverse that little or no relationship can be established between any several examples.

Pausanius tells us that the Oracle of Hermes at Pharæ was the casual utterances of men. One who wished to consult the Oracle came in the evening to the statue of Hermes in the market-place, that stood beside a hearth altar to which bronze lamps were attached. Having kindled the lamps and put a piece of money on the altar, he whispered into the ear of the statue whatsoever he desired to know, and departed, closing his ears with his hands. Whatever human speech he first heard on removing them, he accepted as an Oracle.

The famed Pythoness of Delphi appears to have chewed leaves of the sacred laurel and then to have drunk water from the prophetic stream called Kassotis, which flowed underground. But the height of the afflatus was attained when she seated herself upon the tripod; and here she was supposed to be inspired by a mystic vapour that arose from a fissure in the ground. The Pythoness was ordinarily no seeker after notoriety, no courtesan, and no representative of a highly placed family: but a virtuous woman of the lower class. The Persian Oracles (other than the Sibyl mentioned by Nicanor) had distinctive characteristics; and in the science of divination, or in affecting an acquaintance with the science, the Aztec priests undoubtedly excelled; and, according to Prescott, while they seemed to hold the keys of the future in their own hands, they impressed the ignorant people with the sentiments of superstitious awe, beyond that which has probably existed in any other country  even in Ancient Egypt.

The further the inquirer proceeds, the more evident does it become that Oracles, in some shape or form, be they the word of Hebrew prophet, the song of the Sibyl, the dream of one sleeping in the shadow of a god, the inspired speech of the Pythoness, have done much to shape the world!

I do not design to analyse the oracular records in quest of divine inspiration; I but hope to show, so clearly that there can remain no doubts, the fact that Oracles, howsoever inspired  whether the mere repetitions of essential political dogmas, the echoed promptings of a concealed Chorus, or something unsuborned by man  have time and time again weighed down the doubtful balance; have made and unmade kings; have set up and cast down thrones; have wrought and have ruined kingdoms; have been, if not the guiding hand, the instrument whereby much of the Old World was fashioned, and whereby much of the New was made possible.

Shortly after the defeat of Mohammed by the Coreish (the Meccans) at Ohod, a scene occurred which illumines the manner in which the Oracles of Mohammed were given to the Faithful.

Among the slain was Sàd, son of Rabi, a leader of the Bani Khazraj. He left a widow and two daughters; but his brother, in accordance with the practice of the times, took possession of the entire inheritance. The widow  not unnaturally  was grieved at this; and, being a discreet and prudent woman, determined to obtain redress, if redress were obtainable. Accordingly she invited the Prophet to a feast, with some twenty of his intimates. A retired spot among the palm trees of the widows garden was well sprinkled with water, and the repast spread.

Mohammed arrived, and with his companions took his seat upon the carpets prepared. Sympathetically he spoke to the widow of her bereavement, with such pathos that all the women wept, and the eyes of the Prophet himself filled with tears. The supper disposed of, a feast of fresh dates followed; whereupon the widow arose, and addressed her guest as follows: Sàd, as thou well knowest, was slain at Ohod. His brother hath seized the inheritance. There is nothing left for the two daughters; and how shall they be married without a portion?

Mohammed, much moved by the simple tale, replied: The Lord shall decide regarding the inheritance; for no command hath yet been revealed to me in this matter. Come again unto me when I shall have returned home. With this he departed.

Later, as with his companions he rested at the door of his own house, symptoms of inspiration came upon him  he was oppressed, and we are told that the drops of sweat fell like pearls from his forehead. Then he commanded that the widow of Sàd and his brother should be summoned; and when they were brought before him, he pronounced thus:

Restore unto the daughter of Sàd two-thirds of that which he hath left behind him and one-eighth part for his widow: the remainder is for thee.

The widow, rejoicing, then uttered the Takbir, Great is the Lord!  

This incident has been cited at length as illustrating quite peculiarly the manner wherein Oracles have formed the basis upon which rest the structures of some of the laws, and laws yet operative, of mankind; for this ordinance, thus oracularly proclaimed, was the origin of an important provision in the Mohammedan law of inheritance.

A yearning to peep between the bars of the fastlocked gate of futurity is innate with all mankind, and, though the Sibyl may be the most sorry impostor, by no assertion of our higher education may we abrogate the power she has usurped. That Oracles hold, to-day, the keys of the Senate House and of the holy places, may not truly be said; but that they have held those keys in the past may not fairly be denied. Upon the predictions of Oracles the ancient wars were waged, the ancient kings were crowned, the ancient states were builded.

Whatever the source of those oracular utterances, whatever the faith of those who interpreted them, that they were the finger-posts along the old roads, pointing the way to conquest or the way to disaster, cannot be gainsaid.



Cæsar: The ides of March are come.

Soothsayer: Ay, Cæsar; but not gone.



The tragedy of Julius Cæsar turns upon that axis, as the ancient world turned upon the axis of the Oracle.



VI. EXTRAORDINARY MODES OF DIVINATION

The Worldly Hope men set their Hearts upon 

Turns Ashes  or it prospers; and anon, 

Like snow upon the Deserts dusty face, 

Lighting a little hour or two  is gone.



I have dealt at some length with what I may term official Oracles for the reason that the subject bears so directly upon the life of Nostradamus, as will presently appear; for Michel de Notre Dame became, in a sense, the official prophet of France. Before we dismiss altogether the subject of divination, we might profitably glance at some of the more extraordinary windows of futurity opened by peering mankind; for the doings of the seer have enriched the annals of occultism with some singular pages. Thus, Julian the Apostate, in his necromantic practices and nocturnal sacrifices, is said to have immolated many children in order to consult their intestines (anthropomancy).

When he was at Carra, in Mesopotamia, he is said to have retired to the Temple of the Moon with some companions, and, his mystic operations concluded, to have left the temple locked and sealed, and with a guard over the door. He never returned to Carra, being slain in the war; and when, in the reign of Jovian, the place was opened, a woman was found hanging by her hair, her hands outstretched, her body cut open and the liver removed.

Divination by means of table-turning was known to the Egyptian priests, apparently from the earliest times. It has come to us by way of Rome, for to the Romans the practice passed.

The instrument known as planchette is no more than a variation of the gyrating table; and tripod-turning enjoyed a considerable vogue in Rome, when the Romans, I presume, had tired of the original Egyptian form of the practice (the gyrating of a kind of sieve).

Tertullian speaks of those who, putting their faith in angels or demons, made goats and even tripods prophesy to them.

This table-turning of Old Rome, however, was invested with all the pomp of religious ceremonial; being indeed a wholly demoniacal business. In the report of the confession of certain conspirators who, under Valens, had consulted a prophetic tripod (dactylomancy) as a preliminary measure to that of assassinating the Emperor, we find the conspirators saying:

We have constructed this accursed little tripod, most sublime judges, in the semblance of the Delphic tripod, and we have fashioned it, with solemn incantations, from the branches of a consecrated laurel. In accordance with ancient custom, we have surrounded it with divers ornaments, and consecrated it by means of imprecations, charms, and mystic verses; and this being done, we moved it.

The report further tells us how the conspirators purified the apartment in which the mystic rites were to be performed. Around the edge of the metal basin in which the tripod was to be turned, were engraved, at equal distances one from another, the twenty-four letters of the alphabet.

In the form of the ensuing ceremony, and in the part played by these twenty-four letters, we perceive a certain similarity between this tripod and the planchette. For the officiating priest (robed in white linen and with shaven skull, and bearing a sprig of vervain in his hand) took note of the letters which were struck by the rings suspended from the table, as it turned about.

Upon this occasion the rings struck Th and E in reply to the conspirators query as to who was to succeed Valens. This was taken as a confirmation of the popular belief that Theodorus should be the future Emperor. I now come to the really notable part of this episode in the history of sorcery.

Valens, at this time, found himself equally curious for reliable information upon this matter of the succession, and had recourse to the magical art of alectromancy.

A cock (he should have been white and deprived of his claws) was placed within a circle marked about with the letters of the alphabet, covered with grain, from which the bird was allowed to peck at discretion. In this way, the cock laid bare the letters Th, E, O, and D. The Emperor seems to have entertained no doubt that Theodorus was the name indicated, since he promptly had Theodorus put to death. The existence of Theodosius had been overlooked, alike by the conspirators and by Valens, and Theodosius succeeded to the Empire.

At this place I may touch upon the methods of those priests called oneiropoletce (vendors of dreams). These priests slept within the precincts of the temple with the supplicants who sought the revelation of the gods, and communicated to them the divine instructions received in their dreams. A hypnotic sleep was induced, too, by means of certain passes with the hands or by making the supplicant stare fixedly in a mirror floating upon the surface of a fountain. St. Augustine tells of a priest of his own Church and time who was an adept in this art.

Animal magnetism, in one form or another, plays an important part in many sorceries. In Cochin-China there exist those who, it is said, are able, solely by the effort of their will, to propel heavy barges! I will not cite the authority responsible for this statement, but pass on to the account of an eye-witness of some of the phenomena at command of the Lamas of Tibet; for the arts of Tibet are indissolubly bound up with the fame of Madame Blavatsky.

One of the feats related is as follows:

In order to discover a criminal, the Lama seats himself upon the ground before a small, square table, on which he lays his hand, whilst he chants from a certain book. After a time, he rises, lifting his hand; whereupon the table is likewise seen to rise, following his hand  until it has risen to the level of the Lamas eyes.

It next commences a rotary motion; and its speed becomes so great that he appears hard put to it to follow, even by running. Finally, having pursued various directions, the table falls. Its fall is said to indicate the point of the compass toward which search should be made for the culprit.

The traveller whose account has furnished me with the foregoing, avers that he was four times a witness of this surprising feat. Search failed, however, to bring the culprit (in this case a thief) to light; until, when the quest had been abandoned, a man resident in the indicated direction killed himself. The stolen property, we are told, was discovered to be concealed in his hut!

In conclusion I may mention an account of Bokte sorcery for which we are indebted to the French traveller, M. Huc. According to the latter, a Bokte of the Lama convent of Rache-Churin, to a wild vocal accompaniment by brother Lamas, ripped himself entirely open with a sacred scimitar, and, during his sufferings, submitted to interrogation anent the future  his answers being regarded as oracular.

The devout curiosity of the pilgrims (who flock to these bloody ceremonies) being satisfied, M. Huc tells us that the Bokte passes his hand rapidly over his stomach, and it becomes as whole as it was before, without the slightest trace remaining of the diabolical operation  with the exception of an extreme lassitude!



VII. THE ENIGMA OF THE SPHINX

Would you that spangle of Existence spend 

About THE SECRET  quick about it, Friend!

A Hair perhaps divides the False and True  

And upon what, prithee, may life depend?



Sorcery, or that form of sorcery which may be termed ceremonial, owes its survival, in a great measure, to Alphonse Louis Constant or Éliphas Lévi. I consider that Éliphas Lévi may justly be called the last of the sorcerers. Yet, outside the study of the student of occultism, Lévi is unknown. How many readers of A Strange Story, Zanoni, and those others of Lyttons works dealing with the supernatural, are aware that the author was one of the privileged few whom the great master of magic accepted as disciples, was a pupil of Eliphas Lévi? Lord Lytton as a sorcerer is an unfamiliar figure; nevertheless, as a sorcerer, and an Adept, he is regarded by those qualified to judge.

Much of Lévis work has been translated into English  notably, by Mr. A. E. Waite  but it possesses scant interest for the general reader, being prolix and incomprehensible. That part of his writings which is available in English may be said to be representative, and what I have seen of his untranslated work does not impress me with its lucidity.

Possibly an explanation of Lévis mystical and misleading phraseology is to be found in his Magical Ritual (translated from MSS. and edited by W. Wynn Westcott, M.B.). In the chapter, The Tower  La Maison de Dieu, we read:

Do you know why the Fiery Sword of Samael is stretched over the Garden of Delight, which was the cradle of our race?

Do you know why the Deluge was ordered to efface from the earth every vestige of the race of the giants?

Do you know why the Temple of Solomon was destroyed?

These events have been necessary because the Great Arcanum of the Knowledge of Good and of Evil has been revealed.

Angels have fallen because they have attempted to divulge this Great Secret. It is the secret of Life, and when its first word is betrayed that word becomes fatal. If the Devil himself were to utter that word, he would die.

This word, we are told, will destroy each one who speaks it and every one who hears it spoken. If it were spoken aloud in the hearing of the people of a town, that town would be given over to anathema. If that word were to be whispered beneath the dome of a temple, then within three days the temple doors would fly open, a Voice would utter a cry, the divine occupant would depart, and the building would fall in ruins. No refuge could be found for one who revealed it: if he mounted to the topmost part of a tower, the lightning flash would strike him; if he tried to hide himself in the caverns of the earth, a torrent would whirl him away; if he sought refuge in the house of a friend, he would be betrayed; if in the arms of the wife of his bosom, she would desert him in affright.

In his passion of despair he would renounce his science and knowledge, and, condemning himself to the same blindness as did Œdipus, would shriek out I have profaned the bed of my mother!

Happy is the man who solves the Enigma of the Sphinx, but wretched is he who retails the answer to another.

He who has solved the secret and guards its secrecy is described as the King of Earth; he disdains mere riches, is inaccessible to any suffering or fear from destiny; he could wait with a smile the crash of worlds. This secret is, moreover, profaned and falsified by its mere revelation, and never yet has a just or a true idea come from its betrayal. Those who possess it have found it. Those who pronounce it for others to hear have lost it  already.

Those who would understand the mysteries and perform miracles are warned by Eliphas Lévi to weigh well their knowledge and power ere entering upon the attempt; for if they be in any way deficient, he says, they stand upon the brink of an abyss.

But if you have secured the Lamp and Wand of Initiation, if you are cognizant of the secrets of the Nine, if you never speak to God without the Light which proceeds from Him, if you have received the mystical baptism of the Four Elements, if you have prayed upon the Seven Mountains, if you know the mode of motion of the Double Sphinxed Chariot, if you have grasped the dogma of why Osiris was a black god, if you are free, if you are a King, if you are in truth a priest in the Temple of Solomon  act without fear, and speak, for your words will be all-powerful in the spiritual kingdom....

Furthermore, however, it is necessary to know the names and powers of the twelve precious jewels which are included in the crown of gold of the sun, and the names of the chief powers of the moon. Also, one must be familiar with the keys of the Fifty Gates, the secret of the Thirty-two Paths, and the characters of the Seven Spirits.

Incense plays a very important part in ritualistic sorcery, as it played an important part in Egyptian sorcery. Thus:  for conjurations on Sunday the incense should be cinnamon, frankincense, saffron, and red sandal-wood. For Monday: camphor, white sandal-wood, amber, and cucumber seeds. For Thursday:  ambergris, cardamom, grains of paradise, balm, mace, and saffron; and so on.

It may be of interest to mention here the constituents of Kyphi, the celebrated incense of Ancient Egypt. A recipe for its preparation is contained in the Ebers papyrus, and Ebers says that three different varieties were made up by L. Voigt, a Berlin chemist. That from the formula of Dioscorides was the best. It consisted of resin, wine, Rad. Galangœ, juniper berries, root of aromatic rush, asphaltum, mastic, myrrh, Burgundy grapes, and honey.

Lévi says of the Seal of Solomon:

It consists in the interlaced triangles; the erect triangle is of flame colour, the inverse triangle is coloured blue. In the centre space there may be drawn a Tau cross and three Hebrew Yods, or a crux ansata (ankh), or the Triple Tau of the Arch-masons. He who with Intelligence and Will is armed with this emblem has need of no other thing; he should be all-potent, for this is the perfect sign of the Absolute.

Éliphas Lévi also instructs us upon the formation and consecration of the Magic Wand. He who would possess it must select the wood of an almond or nut tree which has just flowered for the first time; the bough should be cut off at one blow by the magical sickle. It must be bored evenly from end to end without causing any crack or injury, and a magnetized steel needle of the same length as the bough must be introduced. One end must be closed by a clear, transparent glass bead, and the other end by a similar bead of resin: the ends should be covered then with sachets of silk. Two rings must next be fitted near the middle of the wand, one of copper and one of zinc, and two lengths of fine copper chain rolled around the wand. Upon the wand should then be written the names of the Twelve Spirits of the Zodiacal Cycle, with their sigils added, as below:
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Finally, upon the copper ring must be engraved in Hebrew letters, from right to left, the words The Holy Jerusalem, H QDSHH JRUSHLIM; and upon the zinc ring in Hebrew letters, from right to left, the words The King Solomon, H MLK SHLMH, Heh Melek Shelomoh.

When the wand is complete, it must be consecrated by the invocations of the Spirits of the Four Elements and the Seven Planets, by ceremonies lasting over the seven days of a week, using the special incense and prayers for each day.

The consecrated wand, in common with all magical instruments, should be kept wrapped in silk, and never allowed in contact with any colour but black. The ideal receptacle for it is a cedar or ebony box.

With this wand, duly made and fully consecrated, the Magus can cure unknown diseases, he may enchant a person or cause him to fall asleep at will, can wield the forces of the elements and cause the Oracles to speak.



VIII. THE SOUL OF THE WORLD

Ah Love! could you and I with Him conspire 

To grasp this sorry Scheme of things entire, 

Would not we shatter it to bits  and then 

Remould it nearer to the Hearts Desire!



I shall now draw your attention to the philosophy of the last of the Magi, as expounded in that chapter of The Magical Ritual called LAmoureux:

He enjoins us to bear in mind that equilibrium results only from the opposition of forces, the active having no existence without the passive; that light without darkness is formless; and Yea can win no triumph save over Nay. Love, also, gains added strength from hate, and hell is the hotbed of such plants as shall bear root in heaven.

He tells us, too, that the great Fluidic Agent which is called the Soul of the World, and which is represented with the horned head of the Cow of Isis to express animal fecundity, is a blind force.

The power which the Magus wields is composed of two opposing forces, which unite in love and disjoin in discord; love associating contraries, whilst hate makes of similars rivals and enemies. Hatred succeeds to love when by saturation the void has become filled, unless the full cannot become empty; but the usual result is an equilibrated saturation, due to mutual repulsions.

Sexual love the Magus regards as a physical manifestation; repugnance and pain may be forgotten by those who are under its sway. This is a form of inebriation arising from the attraction of two contrary fluids; and at the conjunction of the positive and negative poles there results an ecstasy and orgasm during which the loved one seems the brilliant phantom of a vision.

Our consideration is solicited for the bodily and mental disorders which result from solitude and its accompanying fluidic congestions, due to want of equilibrium:  such as nervous maladies, hysteria, hypochondriasis, megrim, vapours, and insane delusions. It becomes possible, in the light of the new wisdom, to understand the ailments of maidens, and of women of an uncertain age, of widows and of celibates.

Inspired by this natural law of equilibrium, you may often predict the future course of a life, and may cure many such ailments, often by distracting the attention when unduly fixed, and so may the Magus become as great a physician as Paracelsus, or as renowned a diviner as was Cornelius Agrippa. You will come to understand the diseases of the soul; the fact that learned and chaste persons often hunger after the pleasures of vice will be noticed, and so will it be observed that men and women steeped in vices turn at times to the consolations of virtue; and thus you may predict the occurrence of strange conversions and of unexpected sins, and great astonishment will be shown at your facility in discerning the most carefully concealed secrets of the heart and home, Girls and women may be by such means of divination shown in dreams the forms of lover and husband; such confidantes are potent auxiliaries in magic arts; never abuse their position, never neglect their interests, for they are good gifts to the Magus. In order to possess an assured sway over the heads and hearts of women, it is essential to obtain the favour of both Gabriel, the Angel of the Moon, and of Anâel, the Angel of Venus.

Certain female evil demons must be overcome and cast down in order that perfect equilibrium be established. Foremost of these are:

Nahémah, princess of the Succubi.

Lilith, queen of the Stryges, tempting to debauchery, and destroyer of maternal desire.

Nahémah presides also over illicit and sterile caresses.

Lilith rejoices in strangling in their cradles children whose origin has been soiled by the touch of Nahémah.

The truly wise master of the Cabala, we are told, understands the concealed meaning of these names, and of such demoniac evil powers, which are also called the material envelopes or cortices or shells of the Tree of Life, soiled and blackened by the outer darkness; they are as branches which are dead, having been torn off the tree, whence issue light, life, and love.

Finally, these, according to Lévi, are some of the privileges of a Magus:

Aleph.  He sees God and is able to commune with the seven Genii around the throne.

V au.  He understands the reasons for the Present, the Past, and the Future.

Zain.  He holds the secret of what is meant by the resurrection from the dead.

A few of his powers are these:

Cheth.  The power of making the Philosophers Stone.

Teth.  The possession of the Universal Medicine.

Samedi.  To know in a moment the hidden thoughts of any man or woman.

Peh.  To foresee any future events which do not depend upon the will of a superior being.

Resh.  Never to feel love or hatred unless it is designed.

Shin.  To possess the secret of constant wealth, and never to fall into destitution or misery.

These privileges are the final degree of Human Perfectibility; these are open to attainment by the elect, by those who can dare, by those who would never abuse them and who know when to be silent.



IX. THE ELEMENTALS

Then said the second Neer a peevish boy 

Would break the Bowl from which he drank in joy; And he that with his hand the Vessel made 

Will surely not in after-wrath destroy.



It will be seen that this form of sorcery has to do largely with the doctrine of Elemental Spirits. The existence of such intelligences has been credited from the earliest times, and the ginn and efreet of Arabian lore are Elementals under another name.

There are early Assyrian incantations addressed to Elementals, and the 108th chapter of the Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead is called The Chapter of Knowing the Spirits of the West.

According to the Abbé de Villars, the air is full of an innumerable multitude of creatures of human form, somewhat fierce of aspect, but in reality tractable, great lovers of the sciences, excessively subtle, eager to serve the sage, but hostile to the fool. Their wives and daughters are beauties of a masculine type, and may be likened to the Amazons. The seas and rivers are thus inhabited as well as the air, and the beings who dwell therein were denominated Nymphs or Undines by the Adepts of the past. Few males are born to them, but the women are numerous, and they are very beautiful, so that the daughters of men cannot compare with them. The earth, too, is populated to a point within a short distance of its centre with Gnomes, who are people of a low stature, the guardians of buried treasure, of mines, and of gems. They are ingenious, amicable toward mankind, and may be commanded with ease. They supply the Children of the Sages with the money which they need, and desire no other wages for their labours but the glory of the service.

The Gnomides, their wives, are diminutive, but exceptionally pretty, and very quaint in their attire. Regarding the Salamanders, or igneous inhabitants of the fiery region, they serve the philosophers, but do not court their company, and their wives and daughters are even more elusive. The wives of the Salamanders, however, are more beautiful than any of the other Elemental, for their element is purer, and you will be even more charmed with the beauty of their minds than with their physical perfections.

Yet you cannot but pity these helpless creatures when I tell you that their souls are mortal, and that they have no hopes of enjoying that Eternal Being whom they know and religiously adore. Composed of the purest parts of the elements which they inhabit, and having no opposing qualities, they subsist, it is true, for many ages; yet what is time in comparison with eternity? They must eventually return to the abyss of oblivion. So much does this knowledge afflict them that they are frequently inconsolable. But God, whose mercy is infinite, revealed to our fathers, the philosophers, a remedy for this evil. They learned that in the same manner that man, by the alliance which he hath contracted with God, hath been made a partaker in divinity, so may the Sylphs, Gnomes, Undines, and Salamanders, by an alliance with man, be made partakers of immortality and of the bliss to which we aspire, when one of them is so happy as to be married to a sage, while Elementaries of the masculine kind can attain to the same glorious end by effecting a union with the daughters of the human race.

This belief is responsible, of course, for the many fairy wives of fable. In the legends and folk-stories of nearly all countries, Asiatic and European, we find the enchanted-spouse motif occurring again and again, and some very curious parallels exist between such fables of the East and of the West; so that the idea of the fairy wife would appear to be common to all peoples, or traceable to some parent legend of remote antiquity.

In the medieval French romance of Mêlusine, the maiden of that name weds Raymond, on the condition that he shall never seek to see her upon a certain day in every week. To this he solemnly pledges himself. Eight sons are born of the union, and seven of these become great warriors. All goes well until the unhappy Raymond is persuaded, by the specious arguments of his brother, to break his solemn vow.

On the day of Mêlusines usual withdrawal from his society, he goes in search of her, and finds her in a bath, the lower part of her body having been transformed into that of a serpent! When, later, in the course of a quarrel, Raymond unjustly reproaches Mélusine as a false serpent, she, though against her will, takes flight through the open window in the likeness of a dragon.

This sufficiently remarkable fable becomes more remarkable still when considered side by side with The Story of Hasan of El-Basrah in The Thousand and One Nights. Hasan becomes enamoured of a damsel who surpassed in her loveliness the beauties of the world, and the lustre of her face outshone the bright full moon; she surpassed the branches in the beauty of her bending motions, and confounded the mind with apprehension of incurring calumny.... She had a mouth like the seal of Suleyman, and hair blacker than the night of estrangement is to the afflicted, distracted lover, and a forehead like the new moon of the Festival of Ramadan, and eyes resembling the eyes of the gazelles, and an aquiline nose brightly shining, and cheeks like anemones, and lips like coral, and teeth like pearls strung on necklaces of native gold, and a neck like molten silver, above a figure like a willow-branch.

This damsel was the daughter of one of the Kings of the ginn, and when, by means not over-scrupulous, he had secured her for his wife, Hasan, like Raymond, passed many years in happiness with her. Then, in her husbands absence, the daughter of the ginn is given access to a certain magical dress of feathers, contrary to the solemn injunctions of Hasan.

In the Arabian story this incident takes the place of Raymonds intrusion upon the bath of Mélusine. For the fairy wife took the dress and opened it, and took her child in her bosom... and became a bird... Having left a message that Hasan, if he desired to meet her again, should come to her in the islands of WakWak (said to lie east of Borneo), she flew away with her children and sought her country.

Perhaps one of the oldest myths of this class is the Hindu legend of Urvasi and Pururavas; but there is another very ancient Hindu legend, wherein Bheki, the frog, is a beautiful maiden who consents to wed a King on the extraordinary condition that he shall never show her a drop of water. Being faint, on one occasion, she is said to have asked for water, and he thoughtlessly giving her some, she immediately disappeared.

Paracelsus seems to have been responsible for the creation of the term Undines (the water Elementals). In Fouqués romance upon the subject, Undine takes the knight of her choice down into a submarine palace, where she marries him, making him promise that he will never speak angrily to her when on, or near to, any water. Needless to say, he breaks his promise.

In addition to these stories, there are numberless other fairy-wife fables in the literature of East and West, as that of King Ruzvanshah, a Persian story, and the Turkish fable of the King of Yemen, both of whom espoused daughters of the ginn. The conditions of the union are very nearly identical in every case.

One of the most uncanny creatures of the human invention, the werewolf, may be included among fairy spouses; and a belief in the existence of these was current in ancient and medieval times, and prevails to this day among many savage races, and even in out-of-the-way parts of France, Russia, and Bulgaria.

In a quotation by Halliwell from a Bodleian MS. we read that:

Ther ben somme that eten... men, and eteth noon other... fro that tyme that thei be a-charmed with mannys... for rather thei wolde be deed... men shulde be war of hem.

Wlislocki, writing so recently as 1891, tells us of a gipsy fiddlers wife at Tôrész, in the north of Hungary, about ten years earlier, who kept the family in mutton and enabled her husband to establish a profitable business as an innkeeper by her nocturnal expeditions in wolfs shape. The village priest cured the woman, we are informed, by sprinkling her and the house with holy water, and the peasants murdered the husband. At the time that Wlislocki wrote there were then living in the village, according to his account, two of the men who participated in the deed.

Similar fables of semi-fairy unions, except that the husband is the supernatural partner, are the GræcoRoman myth of Cupid and Psyche and the Sicilian tale of the girl who wedded a green bird, which, on bathing in a pan of milk, became a handsome youth. But the favourite motif, which runs through the mythology of the East and West, while it cannot fairly be traced to any one source, is that of the fairy wife.



X. THE CELESTIAL INTELLIGENCER

With them the seed of wisdom did I sow, 

And with mine own hand wrought to make it grow; 

And this was all the Harvest that I reapd  

I came like Water, and like Wind I go.



One of the most remarkable works ever contributed to the literature of the occult is that called The Magus. I append the full title at the end of this chapter (p. 51).
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In the section of this huge and elaborate work entitled Natural Magic, the author says, There are some collyriums which make us see the images of spirits in the air or elsewhere; which I can make of the gall of a man and the eyes of a black cat, and some other things. The same is made, likewise, of the blood of a lapwing, bat and a goat; and if a smooth, shining piece of steel be smeared over with the juice of mugwort, and be made to fume, it causes invocated spirits to appear.

Furthermore he tells us that in the colic, if a live duck be applied to the belly, it takes away the pain, and the duck dies. If one take the heart out of any animal, and, whilst it is warm, bind it to a patient suffering from a quartan fever, it drives it away. So if any one shall swallow the heart of a lapwing, swallow, weasel, or a mole, while it is yet living and warm with natural heat, it improves his intellect, and helps him to remember, understand, and foretell things to come. Hence this general rule  that whatever things are taken for magical uses from animals, whether they are stone, members, hair, excrements, nails, or anything else, they must be taken from those animals while they are yet alive, and if it is possible, that they may live afterwards.

If you take the tongue of a frog, you put the frog into water again: and Democritus writes, that if any one shall take out the tongue of a water-frog, no other part of the animal sticking to it, and lay it upon the place where the heart of a woman beats, she is compelled, against her will, to answer whatsoever you shall ask of her. Also, take the eyes of a frog, which must be extracted before sunrise, and bound to the sick party, and the frog to be let go again blind into the water, the party shall be cured of a tertian ague; also, the same will, being bound with the flesh of a nightingale in the skin of a hart, keep a person always wakeful without sleeping.

So the right eye of a serpent, being applied to the soreness of the eyes, cures the same, if the serpent be let go alive. So, likewise, the tooth of a mole, being taken out alive and afterwards let go, cures the toothache; and dogs will never bark at those who have the tail of a weasel that has escaped. Democritus says, that if the tongue of the chameleon be taken alive, it conduces to good success in trials, and likewise to women in labour; but it must be hung up on some part of the outside of the house; otherwise, if brought into the house, it might be most dangerous.

There are very many properties that remain after death; and these are things in which the idea of the matter is less swallowed up in them; even after death, that which is immortal in them will work some wonderful things: as in the skins we have mentioned of several wild beasts, which will corrode and eat one another after death; also, the drum made of the rocket-fish drives away all creeping things at what distance soever the sound is heard; and strings of an instrument made of the guts of a wolf, and being strained upon a harp or a lute, with strings made of sheep-guts, will make no harmony.
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XI THE SHADOW ARMY

We are no other than a moving row 

Of Magic Shadow-shapes that come and go 

Round with the sun-illumined lantern held 

In Midnight by the Master of the Show.



Book II, Part III of this huge and elaborately illustrated work (original copies of which are rare) deals with the Particular Composition of the Magical Circle.

The following instructions, we learn, are the principle and sum-total of all that has gone before, only, says The Magus:

We have brought it rather into a closer train of experiment and practice than any of the rest; for here you may behold the distinct functions of the spirits; likewise the whole perfection of magical ceremonies is here described, syllable by syllable.

But as the greatest power is attributed to the circles (for they are certain fortresses), I shall now give some particulars respecting the composition and figure of a circle.

The forms of circles are not always one and the same, but are changed according to the order of spirits that are to be called  their places, times, days, and hours; for in making a circle it should be considered in what time of the year, what day, and what hour; what spirits you would call, and to what star or region they belong, and what functions they have: therefore, to begin, let there be made three circles of the latitude of nine feet, distant one from another about a hands breadth.

First, write in the middle circle the name of the hour wherein you essay the magical task; in the second place, write the name of the angel of the hour; in the third place, the seal of the angel of the hour; fourthly, the name of the angel that rules the day, and the names of his ministers; in the fifth place, the name of the present time; sixthly, the names of the spirits ruling in that part of time, and their presidents; seventhly, the name of the head of the sign ruling in the time; eighthly, the name of the earth, according to the time of conjuration; ninthly, and in order to complete the middle circle, write the name of the sun and moon, according to the said rule of the time: for as the times are changed, so are the names.

In the outer circle let there be drawn, in the four angles, the names of the great presidential spirits of the air that day wherein you do this work, viz the name of the king and his three ministers. Without the circle, in four angles, let pentagons be made. In the inner circle write four divine names, with four crosses interposed: in the middle of the circle, viz towards the east, let be written Alpha; towards the west, Omega; and let a cross divide the middle of the circle.

When the circle is thus finished, according to rule, one must proceed to consecrate and bless it, in the following manner:

In the name of the holy, blessed, and glorious Trinity, proceed we to our work in these mysteries to accomplish that which we desire; we therefore, in the names aforesaid, consecrate this piece of ground for our defence, so that no spirit whatsoever shall be able to break these boundaries, neither be able to cause injury nor detriment to any of us here assembled; but that they may be compelled to stand before the circle, and answer truly our demands, so far as it pleaseth Him who liveth for ever and ever; and who says, I am Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End, which is, and which was, and which is to come, the Almighty; I am the First and the Last, who am living and was dead; and behold I live for ever and ever; and I have the keys of death and hell. Bless, O Lord! this creature of earth wherein we stand; confirm, O God! thy strength in us, so that neither the adversary nor any evil thing may cause us to fall, etc., etc. Amen.

It must also be borne in mind that the angels rule the hours in a successive order, according to the course of the heavens and the planets to which they are subject; so that the same spirit which governs the day rules also the first hour of the day; the second governs the second hour, and so on throughout; and when the seven planets and hours have made their revolution it returns again to the first which rules the day. Therefore we shall now consider the names of the hours.
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fill up the power and virtue of their odours; so that neither the enemy nor any false imagination may be able to enter into them; etc. Then sprinkle the same with holy water.

The Exorcism of Fire into which the Perfumes are to he put I exorcise thee, O thou creature of fire, by the only true God Jehovah, Adonai, Tetragrammaton, that forthwith thou cast away every phantasm from thee, that it shall do no hurt to any one. We beseech thee, O Lord, to bless this creature of fire, and sanctify it so that it may be blessed to set forth the praise and glory of thy holy name, and that no hurt may be permitted to come to the exorcizer or spectators; etc. Amen.

Of the Habit of the Exorcist It should be made of fine white linen and clean, and to come round the body loose, but close before and behind.

Of the Pentacle of Solomon (for the figure see Plate)

It is always necessary to have this pentacle in readiness to bind with, in case the spirits should refuse to be obedient, as they can have no power over the exorcist while provided with and fortified by the pentacle, the virtue of the holy names therein written presiding with wonderful influence over the spirits.

It should be made in the day and hour of Mercury upon parchment made of kidskin, or virgin, or pure, clean, white paper; and the figures and letters wrote in pure gold; and it ought to be consecrated and sprinkled (as before often spoken) with holy water.

When the vesture is put on, it will be convenient to say the following oration:

An Oration when the Habit or Vesture is put on Anoor, Amacor, Amides, Theodonias, Anitor; by the merits of the angels, O Lord, I will put on the garment of salvation, that this which I desire I may bring to effect, through thee, the most holy Adonai, whose kingdom endureth for ever and ever. Amen.



XII. THE MASSING OF THE SHADES

Shapes of all Sorts and Sizes, great and small, 

That stood along the floor and by the wall; 

And some loquacious vessels were; and some 

Listened, perhaps, but never talkd at all.



I have omitted many of the elaborate particulars which follow, firstly, in order that I may not weary you, and, secondly, because it forms no part of my intention to tempt the curious to dabble in a dangerous pursuit; but the lengthy ceremonial being duly performed, we are assured that there will appear infinite visions, apparitions, phantasms, etc., beating of drums, and the sound of all kinds of musical instruments; which is done by the spirits, that with the terror they might force some of the companions out of the circle, because they can effect nothing against the exorcist himself: after this you shall see an infinite company of archers, with a great multitude of horrible beasts, which will arrange themselves as if they would devour the companions; nevertheless fear nothing.

Thereupon, the exorcist, holding the pentacle in his hand, must say, Avoid hence these iniquities, by virtue of the banner of God. At this, the spirits will be compelled to obey the exorcist, and the company shall see them no more.

Then let the exorcist, stretching out his hand with the pentacle, say:

Behold the pentacle of Solomon, which I have brought into your presence; behold the person of the exorcist in the middle of the exorcism, who is armed by God, without fear, and well provided, who potently invocateth and calleth you by exorcising; come, therefore, with speed, by the virtue of these names Aye Saraye, Aye Saraye; defer not to come, by the eternal names of the living and true God, Eloy, Archima, Rabur, and by the pentacle of Solomon here present which powerfully reigns over you, and by the virtue of the celestial spirits, your lords; and by the person of the exorcist, in the middle of the exorcism; being conjured, make haste and come, and yield obedience to your master, who is called Octinomos.

This invocation being performed, immediately there will be hissings in the four parts of the world, whereupon the exorcist must say:

Why stay you? Wherefore do you delay? What do you? Prepare yourselves to be obedient to your master in the name of the Lord, Bathat or Vachat rushing upon Abrac, Abeor coming upon Aberer. Then they will immediately come in their proper forms; and:

When you see them before the circle, show them the pentacle covered with fine linen; uncover it, and say, Behold your confusion if you refuse to be obedient; and suddenly they will appear in a peaceable form, and will say,  Ask what you will, for we are prepared to fulfil all your commands, for the Lord hath subjected us hereunto.

For the guidance of the amateur sorcerer it may be mentioned that the spirits of the air of Monday are subject to the west wind, which is the wind of the moon; their nature is to give silver and to convey things from place to place; to make horses swift, and to disclose the secrets of persons, both present and future.



Their Familiar Forms are as follows:

They appear generally of a great and full stature, soft and phlegmatic, of colour like a black, obscure cloud, having a swollen countenance, with eyes red and full of water, a bald head, and teeth like a wild boar; their motion is like an exceeding great motion of the sea. For their sign there will appear an exceeding great rain, and their particular shapes are:

A King, like an archer, riding upon a doe.

A little boy.

A woman hunter with a bow and arrows.

A cow; a little dog; a goose.

A green or silver coloured garment.

An arrow; a creature with many feet.

The spirits of the air of Friday are subject to the west wind; their nature is to give silver, to incite men, and incline them to luxury, to cause marriages, to allure men to love women, to cause or take away infirmities, and to do all things which have motion.



Their Familiar Shapes 

They appear with a fair body, of middle stature, with an amiable and pleasant countenance, of colour white or green, their upper parts golden; the motion of them is like a clear star. For their sign will appear naked virgins round the circle, which will strive to allure the invocator to dalliance with them; but:





Their Particular Shapes are 

A King, with sceptre, riding on a camel.

A naked girl; a she-goat.

A camel; a dove.

A white or green garment.

Flowers; the herb Savine.



But there are repulsive Elemental forms, as well, in, addition to those mentioned by Barrett, having, for instance, the appearances of huge insects, with heads of birds or of human beings. A gruesome theory, employed finely in fiction by Sheridan le Fanu, has been advanced, according to which the creatures seen by sufferers from delirium tremens, by opium-smokers and by other drug-slaves, are simply forms taken by the lowest class of Elementals which the action of the poison has in some way rendered visible.

I will transcribe here, in dismissing Francis Barrett, an interesting advertisement from The Magus:





Advertisement 

The Author of this work respectfully informs those who are curious in the studies of Art and Nature, especially of Natural and Occult Philosophy, Chemistry, Astrology, etc., etc., that, having been indefatigable in his researches into those sublime sciences, of which he has treated at large in this book, that he gives private instructions and lectures upon any of the above mentioned sciences; in the course of which he will discover many curious and rare experiments. Those who become students will be initiated into the choicest operations of Natural Philosophy, Natural Magic, the Cabala, Chemistry, the Talismanic Art, Hermetic Philosophy, Astrology, Physiognomy, etc., etc. Likewise they will acquire the knowledge of the Rites, Mysteries, Ceremonies, and Principles of the ancient Philosophers, Magi, Cabalists, Adepts, etc. The purpose of this School (which will consist of no greater number than Twelve Students) being to investigate the hidden treasures of Nature; to bring the mind to a contemplation of the Eternal Wisdom; to promote the discovery of whatever may conduce to the perfection of Man; the alleviating the miseries and calamities of this life, both in respect of ourselves and others; the study of morality and religion here, in order to secure to ourselves felicity hereafter; and finally the promulgation of whatever may conduce to the general happiness and welfare of mankind. Those who feel themselves thoroughly disposed to enter upon such a course of studies, as is above recited, with the same principles of philanthropy with which the Author invites the lovers of philosophy and wisdom to incorporate themselves in so select, permanent, and desirable a society, may speak with the Author upon the subject, at any time between the hours of Eleven and Two oclock, at 99, Norton Street, Maryle-Bonne. Letters (post paid) upon any subject treated of in this Book will be duly answered, with the necessary information.



XIII. THE LIGHT

Wake! for the Sun, who scatterd into flight 

The Stars before him from the Field of Night, 

Drives Night along with them from Heavn and strikes 

The Sultans turret with a Shaft of Light.



I have left you thus long to the guidance of Francis Barrett in order that the complex nature of the Cabalistic art, as expounded by its professors, might become more readily appreciable. To my seeming, there is  something pathetic in its very complexity. These. groping spirits, after all, were worshippers  the Unknowing calling to the Unknown, and their strange hymns have echoed hollowly down the avenue of the ages  hollowly and mockingly.

Through the gateway opened by the Cabalists we may enter a stupendous whispering-gallery; there we may hearken to echoes bidding us hither and thither. Francis Barrett believed himself a guide to the Light; Éliphas Lévi proclaimed that the Secret of the Sphinx was his, yet renounced his writings at the end, and died in the faith of Rome.

It is for each to judge for himself whether the seekers sought a true light or pursued a will-o-the-wisp. But the endless task, begun by some primitive man of a younger world, proceeds, feverishly, to-day. There are sorcerers in London, in Paris, in New York, and in every other important centre. I do not mean mere students of the literature of the subject, but practical sorcerers. However, upon this point I shall say no more.

We are promised a great Adept in the near future  a Buddha who shall pour the light of the East into the darkness of the West. The West is ripe for his coming, but one may speculate upon his greeting.


APOLLONIUS OF TYANA

I. AT THE TEMPLE OF ÆSCULAPIUS

THERE is so much of the marvellous in the life of the man of Tyana, that if I am to begin by doubting the possession by Apollonius of supernatural powers, I can see no end to my doubts other than that of doubting if he ever existed at all! I prefer to take him as I find him  as a white figure in a black age, a philosopher unsullied by the mires through which his footsteps led him, a seer and a master of obscure wisdom. That some of his adventures remind one of the Arabian wonder stories, and some of them of the claims of modern theosophy, concerns me not at all. I am prepared, equally, to give patient hearing to Egyptian magician, English theosophist, or alchemistical philosopher.

We shall find ourselves moving in spacious times, in an age of marble villas and white raiment; and if on occasion I shall ask you to step aside with me into some shady portico to consider matters, I shall do so in no sceptic spirit. Upon this understanding, then, we commence the task.

It was in the darkness which immediately preceded the dawn of Christianity that Apollonius was born. He is said to have seen the light in a meadow, in the Greek city of Tyana, his mother having been inspired by a dream to walk out into a certain meadow and pluck the flowers. Her maids who were with her wandered away in quest of the blooms, and she fell asleep upon the grass.

She was awakened by the crying of swans and by the loud flapping of their wings, and, rising in alarm, bore her child. Philostratus naïvely writes:

People of the country say that just at the moment of the birth a thunderbolt seemed about to fall to earth and then rose up into the air and disappeared; and the gods thereby indicated, I think, the great distinction to which the sage was to attain, and hinted in advance how he should transcend all things upon earth and approach the gods.

His early studies were under a Phoenician teacher at Tarsus, but Apollonius found the atmosphere of that city little to his liking. He accordingly removed, with his fathers consent, to Ægæ, taking up his residence in the temple of Æsculapius, where he applied himself with tremendous ardour to the Pythagorean doctrines.

He early outsoared his new preceptor, one Euxenus, but, recognizing that he owed him something, persuaded the elder Apollonius to present Euxenus with a country villa, where there were shady groves and cooling fountains calculated to appeal to one kindly disposed toward Epicurus.

Now, said Apollonius, you live there your own life, but I will live that of Pythagoras.

He forthwith renounced flesh diet and wine, partaking only of dried fruit and vegetables; for he said that flesh was unclean, but that all the fruits of the earth were clean. Whilst he thus conceded that wine was clean, he declared that it darkened the ether of the soul. He next abandoned shoes, and clad himself in linen, declining to wear any animal product. Also, he ceased to cut his hair.

From this time onward his reputation steadily increased, together, it would appear, with his command of ready speech. He is said to have effected a number of remarkable cures.

On one occasion he found a stream of blood upon the altar (that of Egyptian bulls which had been sacrificed), together with a pair of Indian gold vases, set with jewels.

What is all this? Apollonius asked of the priest; for some one is making a very handsome gift to the gods.

He was answered that a rich Cilician was supplicating the god to restore to him one of his eyes. Apollonius, however, was convinced that the supplicant had lost the eye as the penalty of some horrible and cruel deed.

The priest accordingly made inquiries about the Cilician and learned that his wife had by a former marriage borne a daughter, and he had fallen in love with the maiden and had seduced her, and was living with her in open sin. The mother had surprised the two, and had put out both her eyes and one of his by stabbing them with her brooch-pin.

One Maximus of Ægæ is responsible for recording a number of the incidents which marked the sojourn of Apollonius at the temple, including that of his encounter with the debauched and infamous governor of Cilicia. When Apollonius was twenty years of age his father died, and Apollonius gave the bulk of the property to his elder brother: the remainder he divided among the other relatives. His words on that occasion, granting that they have come down to us as uttered, were typical of the polished form observable in his most careless remarks; but we must remember that they reach us through the refining sieve of Philostratus.

Anaxagoras of Clazomenæ, he is reported as saying, kept his philosophy for cattle rather than or men when he abandoned his fields to flocks and goats; and Crates of Thebes, when he threw his money into the sea, benefited neither man nor beast.

He thus early showed his real contempt for wealth: and he also proclaimed his intention to remain celibate. In laying such restraint upon himself while yet a youth, he is declared to have surpassed Sophocles, who only said that in reaching old age he had escaped from a mad and cruel master.



II. BABYLON AND THE MAGI

Loquacity, said Apollonius, has many pitfalls, but silence none.

Such were the views of the man who, by nature loquacious and by virtue of his training a fluent speaker, from the time that he quitted Ægæ preserved an unbroken silence for five years! His renunciation of flesh, wine, and woman seems but dim in the background of this, his giant renunciation of speech, that speech which, in Apollonius, was an attribute truly godlike.

This curious ordeal, of course, was the one prescribed by Pythagoras for his disciples. As Iamblichus says:

He instructed those who came to him to observe a quinquennial silence, in order that he might by experiment learn how they were affected as to continence of speech, the subjugation of the tongue being the most difficult of all victories, as those have unfolded to us who instituted the Mysteries.

During this period he travelled about Pamphylia and Cilicia; and, on one occasion, entering the marketplace of Aspendus, he found that certain rich men had made a corner in corn.

Clinging to the statue of the Emperor Tiberius was the unhappy governor, but even that dread sanctuary could not save him from the wrath of the populace; for they were preparing a fire, in order to burn him alive!

Apollonius made his stately way through the enraged mob, and with a gesture asked of the governor what wrong he had done. The latter explained that he had done none, being as greatly wronged as the people, but that they would not grant him a hearing. What followed serves to illustrate, in a remarkable manner, the magnetic force of personality already possessed by Apollonius.

He turned to the throng, raising his hands for silence; and that enraged populace, so wrought upon by the imminent prospect of starvation as thus to have attacked the governor, to have courted the deathly wrath of Tiberius, were still  hushed in wonderment.

The governor named those responsible for the situation, and Apollonius silently directed that they be summoned. When they arrived, we are told, he had much ado to refrain from speech against them, so deeply was he affected by the sight of the hungry men, women, and children. He refrained, however, writing out his indictment, which the governor read aloud:

Apollonius to the corn-dealers of Aspendus. The earth is the mother of us all, for she is just; but you, because you are unjust, have pretended that she is your mother alone; and if you do not repent I will not permit you to remain upon her.

So profound was the terror inspired by this singular man of silence that the dealers immediately unlocked their granaries and filled the market-place with corn.

Of the further adventures of Apollonius during his term of silence, records are lacking; his chroniclers seem to have realized that his words were the golden treasury of his wisdom and that his silence was but a novitiate. At the conclusion of this period he visited the beautiful temple of the Apollo of Daphne at Antioch, with its guardian groves of giant cypress trees, cool springs, and white porticoes. And at Antioch, we are told, he performed at sunrise, certain secret rites, the mature of which he communicated only to those who, like himself, had passed a period of years in silence.

It was in Antioch, too, that he formed the scheme of extensive travel which was to lead him to Babylon and the Magi, to Egypt and the Naked Sages, to the Mountain of the Brahmins, and to Rome and Tigellinus. When, finally, he set out he had with him only two attendants, both of whom had belonged to his fathers house.

Reaching ancient Nineveh, he was joined by the man whose tireless pen was to preserve the lightest sayings of Apollonius for posterity, the man who was destined to become the modest friend and faithful companion of his wanderings  Damis, a native of the city. Advancing his claims to join Apollonius, Damis said:  

I know the languages of the various barbarous races, and there are several  for example, the Armenian tongue, and that of the Medes and Persians, and that of the natives of Kadus  and I am familiar with all of them.

And I, replied Apollonius, ... understand all languages... and all the secrets of human silence.

Thus it happened that a satrap in command of a frontier garrison on the Babylonian border saw approaching his post a man of majestic mien, accompanied by a party of travellers. Full of the importance of his office, however, he confronted the imposing leader and submitted him to a violently conducted examination. But the calm and singular replies of the mysterious stranger at last had effect, and the satrap lost all hold upon his elusive courage.

By the gods, he said, with awe, who are you?

I am Apollonius of Tyana.

That name already had been noised abroad in Babylon; for the satrap, addressing him as divine Apollonius, endeavoured now to press gifts upon the famous visitor. But Apollonius proceeded on his way, predicting, from the portent of a slain lioness with eight whelps which they came upon, that he would stay in Babylon for one year and eight months; which was actually the period of his visit. Of Babylon we are told that its fortifications extended 480 stadia and formed a complete circle, and its wall was 150 feet high and nearly one hundred in thickness. The city was split by the Euphrates into equal halves, and beneath the river stretched a secret passage linking the palaces upon either bank. The beauteous Semiramis was said to have had this tunnel constructed, temporarily diverting the stream into lakes for the purpose.

The palaces they found to be roofed with bronze, but the chambers of the women were adorned with silver, with solid gold ornaments and statuettes and with golden tapestries, as also were some of the other apartments. They visited a chamber having a domed roof studded with sapphires, amid which were golden figures of the gods. It was here that the King delivered judgment; and golden wrynecks were hung from the ceiling, four in number, to remind him of Adrastea, the goddess of justice, and to remind him not to exalt himself above humanity. These figures were said to have been arranged by the Magi.

Entering by the great gate, Apollonius was invited to kiss a golden image of the King  a ceremony imposed upon all save Roman officials.

Who, inquired Apollonius, looking at the image, is that?

He was told that it was the King.

This King whom you worship, he replied, would acquire a great boon if I merely commended him as of honourable and good reputation!

He passed into Babylon.

That such assurance was not unjustified is shown by the fact that he was honourably received. For the vestibule of the temple in which the monarch awaited him was of great length, and from afar the King saw that majestic figure approaching.

This, he cried, is Apollonius, whom my brother said he saw in Antioch. He depicted just such a man as now comes to us!

Thus had the fame of the man of Tyana preceded him, heralding his coming and preparing the way. His stay in Babylon was notable for several reasons. For instance, he proved to his own satisfaction and to that of all beholders that an eunuch may fall in love, but I do not propose to deal with the incident. Above all, he visited the Magi.

Unfortunately Damis was not acquainted with what took place during the several interviews, for Apollonius forbade him to accompany him in his visits: so that all we know of the Magi from Apollonius is contained in the following:

What, asked Damis once, of the Magi?

They are wise men, replied Apollonius; but not in all respects.

It is fortunate that the faithful Damis was not similarly excluded from the Hill of the Brahmin Sages, to which (one year and eight months having elapsed since Apollonius entered the city of Babylon), I shall now hasten, not even pausing at the glorious Court of the Indian King Phraotes, probably near Peshawar, which he visited on the way.



III. THE MAGIC OF THE BRAHMINS

Entering the land of the far-famed Brahmins with Apollonius, we find ourselves whirled away into a maelstrom of weird happenings. Amid the phantasmagoria created for our wonderment by the man of Tyanas chronicles it is quite possible to discern, however, some familiar forms. The supernatural feats of the Lamas, to which I have drawn your attention earlier, evidently have a genealogy which touches at some point the Brahmin sorceries; if, indeed, the occult wisdom of those sages were not the common fund upon which, later, yogin, mahatma, and conjuring fakir alike have drawn.

It is no part of my intention to weary you with an inquiry into the real identity of these Brahmins, although it would be interesting to disperse the mist which, figuratively and actually, enveloped them. By Brahmins, to-day, we do not understand magicians, but that these who entertained Apollonius were wonderworkers, dreaded and respected, is very evident.

For four days, we are told, Apollonius and his party journeyed across a fertile country, then to find themselves close to the stronghold of the Sages. Their guide; at this point, exhibited signs of excessive fear, declining to proceed further. In fact, he threw himself from his camel in a state of pitiable panic. A short distance ahead rose the Hill of the Brahmins, and, as the party halted, a youth was seen running towards them. He was of extremely dusky complexion, but between his eyebrows there gleamed a crescent-shaped mark. As a badge he bore a golden anchor.

Hail, Apollonius! he cried.

His words struck all the party with great wonderment, but Apollonius turned to Damis, saying, We have reached men who are unfeignedly wise, for they seem to have the gift of prescience.

This messenger directed that the company should halt at that spot, and that Apollonius alone should follow him; such was the command of the Masters. Alone, then, Apollonius advanced to the stronghold of sorcery.

The hill upon which the Brahmins dwelt was of about the same height as the Athenian Acropolis, and its summit was enveloped in a kind of mist, which wholly obscured the walls from view. Apollonius asserts that, ascending upon the southern side, he came upon a well above the mouth of which there shimmered a deep blue light, which at noon ascended aloft, coloured like a rainbow. Hard by was a fiery crater, which sent up a lead-coloured flame, though it emitted neither smoke nor smell. The well was called the Well of Testing and the fire the Fire of Pardon. Here, moreover, were two jars of black stone, respectively the Jar of the Rains and the Jar of the Winds.

The summit of this hill was locally regarded as the navel of the earth, and upon it fire was worshipped with mystic rites, the fire being derived from the sun, to which luminary a hymn was sung there each day at noon. This fire-worship may perhaps afford a clue to the doctrine of the Brahmins.

Entering without fear, as became a student of the higher mysteries, Apollonius was received by the Sages, who were seated upon seats of black copper, but the chief Brahmin, Iarchas, occupied a seat higher than the rest, chased with golden figures. He exhibited a perfect acquaintance with the history of Apollonius and with every particular of his journey thither.

I should like to deal at length with this reception, but to do so would be to depart from my present purpose. Following some philosophic conversation, then, the Brahmins proceeded to a temple, where, in the course of their worship (and it should be noted that Apollonius participated in this) they struck their rods upon the ground and were levitated some distance into space!

One is tempted to suppose that these rods must have been akin to the wand described by Éliphas Lévi; for Lévi says of the wand that, when it is duly made and fully consecrated, the Magus can cure unknown diseases; he may enchant a person, or cause him to fall asleep at will, can wield the forces of the elements, and cause the Oracles to speak. Apollonius was informed that Iarchas was a reincarnation of the mighty monarch Ganges, and told that he himself had in a former incarnation been an Egyptian sea-captain. Here again we catch a glimpse of familiar doctrines. But I hasten to recount the episodes which attended the arrival of a certain King who came to take counsel with the Sages.

The King entered, ablaze with gold and jewels, and Apollonius, modestly, was about to retire, but was prevented by Iarchas, the chief Brahmin. The King, who was accompanied by his brother and by his son, seems to have treated his hosts with a deference which, in an Indian monarch, can only have proceeded from dread, and shortly, in a formal speech, Iarchas bade the King take food.

Four tripods immediately moved forward of their own volition! Upon them were cup-bearers of black brass, which resembled the figures of beautiful youths. And the earth magically strewed soft grass beneath them. Dried fruit, bread, and vegetables were served and set before the royal guest and Apollonius by these mysterious automata; and we learn that two of the tripods flowed with wine, whilst the others furnished, respectively, hot and cold water. We are reminded of Homer:



That day no common task his labour claimd:

Full twenty tripods for his hall he framd, 

That, placd on living wheels of massy gold 

(Wondrous to tell), instinct with spirit, rolld 

From place to place, around the blest abodes 

Self-movd, obedient to the beck of gods.



Vessels and goblets formed of enormous jewels were passed to the guests by the bronze cup-bearers; and these contained a mixture of wine and water.

The happenings at the abode of the Brahmins have afforded Apolloniuss critics (and the critics of his biographer, Philostratus) with matter for ridicule. By some who have sought, amid the seemingly fabulous, for the real episodes of his life, these adventures of Apollonius have been deliberately ignored. But I as deliberately select them, since I wish to present him as a magician and as one who consorted with magicians.

Aarons rod had powers strangely similar to those possessed by the rods of the Brahmins, and Éliphas Lévi evidently was of opinion that his wand was capable of performing feats more wonderful even than that of levitation. The bronze cup-bearers must be a stumbling-block for the sceptical, but theosophy teaches an absolute control of mind over matter. Thus, a theosophist will perceive little of the remarkable in these bronze waiters. You and I may doubt if jewels ever existed large enough to have been used as goblets; but the authors of The Arabian Nights had no such doubts. In short, an examination of occult phenomena, conducted from the common level, usually can yield no other result than increased incredulity; but those who stand upon the ladder of the Secret Wisdom tell us that they can see much further; that a great and wondrous landscape unfolds, map-like, to their view. Some, who have ascended many rungs, believing that, the topmost attained, the human veil would wholly be lifted from their eyes, have learned that that ladder is endless.

Therefore, without essaying to mount, let us endeavour to review the marvels recorded of Apollonius in the spirit, not of scoffers, but of those who, whilst failing themselves to perceive any light, are sufficiently generous to admit that their vision and not the light may be in fault.

A conversation which followed this magical banquet is worthy of record. Apollonius asked the Brahmins of what they supposed the Cosmos to be composed.

Of the elements.

Are there then four? he asked.

Not four, said Iarchas, but five.

And how can there be a fifth, demanded Apollonius, beside water and air and earth and fire?

There is the ether, replied the Brahmin, which we must regard as the element of which the gods are made; for just as all mortal creatures inhale the air, so do immortal and divine natures inhale the ether. Apollonius asked which was the first of the elements. All are simultaneous, Iarchas answered, for a living creature is not born by degrees.

Am I, said Apollonius, to regard the universe as a living creature?

Yes, replied the other ... for it engenders all living things.

Should I then term the universe female?  or male?

Of both genders, said the other, for by commerce with itself it fulfils the rôle both of mother and father in bringing forth living creatures; and it is possessed by a love for itself more intense than any separate being has for its fellow, a passion which knits it together into harmony....

Then we have a glimpse of the alchemistical philosophy (if not of the true philosophers stone) in the following words of Iarchas:

Respecting the stone which attracts and binds to itself other stones, you must not be sceptical; for you may see the stone yourself if you will, and admire its properties. The largest specimen is of the size of a finger-nail, and it is conceived in a hollow of the earth at a depth of four fathoms; but it is endowed with such force that the earth swells and breaks open in many places where the stone is....

It was impossible to secure it, Apollonius was told, except by the most subtle artifices of science; for it vanished if unskilfully sought. We alone, said the Brahmin, can secure, partly by performance of certain rites, and partly by certain forms of words, the pentarbe....

Touching this interesting point  the elusive nature of the pentarbe  the original text of Philostratus is susceptible of more than one construction; but a French translator renders it thus: Il nest permis à per sonne de la chercher, car elle sévanouit si lon ne la prend pas par artifice.

In the night-time, Iarchas related, it glows like fire, for it is red and emits rays; and if you look at it, it smites your eyes with a thousand glints and gleams. And this light within it is a spirit of mysterious power, for it absorbs to itself everything in its neighbourhood.

This account has quite a unique interest; for the philosophers stone possessed by the Adept Trautmansdorf was stated, by those alleged to have seen it, to have been about as large as a bean, of a garnet red colour, and to have emitted light in the dark.

Iarchas, then, exhibited to Apollonius the pentarbe and all that it was capable of performing. He also gave to the man of Tyana seven mystic rings, named after the seven stars; and it is said that Apollonius wore each of them in turn on the day of the week which bore its name.

During his sojourn among these thaumaturgists, he himself performed wonderful cures of the halt, the blind, and the possessed; but what he learnt of the Brahmins lore we can only assume from his subsequent life and works.

And on departing from the Hill of the Sages we are told that he kept the Ganges on his right hand, but the Hyphasis on his left, going down toward the sea a journey of ten days from the sacred ridge. And as he and his followers descended they saw a great many ostriches, and many wild bulls, and numbers of asses and lions and pards and tigers, and another kind of apes than those which inhabit the pepper trees, for these were black and bushy-haired, and were dog-like in features and as big as small men.

In this way they came to the sea, where passenger ships rode. And we read that the sea called Erythra, or red, was really of a deep blue colour, but that it was so named from a King Erythas, who gave his own name to it.

Having reached this point, Apollonius sent back with the guide the camels to Iarchas, together with the following letter:

Apollonius to Iarchas and the other Sages greeting. I came to you by land, and you presented me with the sea; but by sharing with me the wisdom which is yours, you have opened for me the road to the heavens. All this I shall tell to the Hellenes; and I shall communicate my words to you as if you were present, unless I have in vain drunk of the draught of Tantalus. Farewell, ye goodly philosophers.



IV. THE FAIR WOMAN OF CORINTH

Apollonius returned once more to his beloved Greece, where his subsequent divinations, including that of the plague at Ephesus, calling up of spirits, and miraculous cures, are too numerous to be dealt with here. I proceed to the day of the Epidaurian festival at Athens, whereat he received a serious affront at the hands of the hierophant, who denied him admission to the rites, saying that he would never initiate a wizard and charlatan, nor unveil the Eleusinian mystery to a man who dabbled in impure rites. Thereupon Apollonius retorted with dignity:

You have not yet mentioned the chief of my offences, which is that knowing, as I do, more about the initiatory rite than you do yourself, I have nevertheless come to you for initiation, as if you were wiser than I am.

These words the bystanders applauded with true Hellenic appreciation, saying that he had answered with characteristic vigour; whereupon the hierophant, perceiving that his exclusion of Apollonius was unpopular with the crowd and likely to react upon himself, adopted a tone of conciliation:

Be thou initiated, he said, for thou seemest to be some wise man that has come here.

I will be initiated, Apollonius replied, at another time, and (glancing at the hierophant who succeeded the one he addressed, and who was destined to preside over the temple four years later) it is he who will initiate me.

This augury was fulfilled.

One of the most remarkable incidents of Apolloniuss remarkable career took place at about this time.

There was in Corinth a man named Demetrius, a student of philosophy who had embraced in his system all the masculine vigour of the Cynics. We shall see more of Demetrius later. Of him Favorinus, in several of his own works, made the most generous mention; and the attitude of Demetrius toward Apollonius was one of reverence and admiration; for he regularly sought his company and was anxious to become his disciple, being so impressed with his doctrines as to convert to the cult of Apollonius the more advanced of his own pupils. Among the latter was one Menippus, a Lycian twenty-five years of age, a man of good judgment, and of a physique so beautifully proportioned that in mien he resembled a fine and gentlemanly athlete.

The handsome Menippus, returning one day to Cenchræ, and walking alone along the road, engaged, I assume, in reflections befitting a Cynic philosopher, met with an amorous adventure. A woman approached him whose beauty was such as to drive all thoughts of Cynicus from his mind, and whose glance pierced his philosophers cloak and found a youthful heart beneath.

She was daintily and richly attired, and, the licence of the period allowing of such overtures, she clasped his hand, declaring that she had long been in love with him! Furthermore she confided to him that she was a Phoenician and lived in a suburb of Corinth, where she desired him to call upon her.

When you reach the place this evening, she whispered to him, you will hear my voice as I sing to you, and you shall have such wine as you never before drank. There will be no rival to disturb you; and we two beautiful beings will live together.

To this proposal Menippus consented:

For although he was in general a strenuous philosopher, he was nevertheless susceptible to the tender passion; and he visited her in the evening, and for the future constantly sought her company by way of relaxation.

Then came a day when Apollonius surveyed Menippus as a sculptor might do, sketching a mental outline of the youth and examining him. From the eye of Apollonius no weakness could be hidden, no foible concealed, no secret veiled.

You are a fine youth, he said, and hunted by fine women; but in this case you are cherishing a serpent, and a serpent cherishes you.

The respect in which the great sage was held no doubt secured his immunity from the kind of retort natural in such case. Menippus, however, demanded his reasons for so extraordinary a statement.

This woman, Apollonius warned him, is of a kind you cannot marry. Do you think that she loves you?

Menippus replied that he had every reason to think so. His manner presumably revealed to his questioner the depths of his infatuation, for:

Would you then marry her? asked Apollonius. The youth, whose philosophy evidently had failed him in his direst need, replied that to do so would be delightful. His desire to conceal the truth is shown; for when the omniscient sage, perceiving that the affair was serious, asked when the wedding was to be, the enamoured Menippus answered:

Perhaps to-morrow; for it brooks no delay. That the ceremony actually took place on the morrow we are not told, but on the occasion of the wedding banquet Apollonius presented himself before the whole of the guests, his presence, probably, being not entirely welcome to Menippus.

Where, inquired the inflexible man of Tyana, is the dainty lady at whose instance ye are come?

She entered at that moment; but her loveliness had no power to soften the heart of Apollonius.
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Here she is, replied Menippus, and rose, blushing, from his seat.

And to which of you belong the silver and gold and all the rest of the decorations of the banqueting hall?

To the lady, replied the youth, for this is all I have of my own. And he pointed to the philosophers cloak which he wore.

Apparently ignoring the lovers, Apollonius turned to the guests, a man detached from earthly things, whose sandals were set upon the ladder of the gods.

You know of the gardens of Tantalus, how they exist and yet do not exist?

Can we not hear his stern voice; see the company grouped about him, all eyes upon the bearded face; see Menippus standing protectively by his beautiful mistress?

As such, continued Apollonius, you must regard this world of ours, for it is no reality, but the semblance of a reality. And that you may realize the truth of what I say, this is one of the vampires, that is to say of those beings whom the many regard as lamias. These beings fall in love, and they are devoted to the delights of Aphrodite, but especially to the flesh of human beings, and they decoy with such delights those whom they mean to devour at their feasts.

Now, it will be evident at once that we may place at least two constructions upon this speech; we may accept it literally, as did Damis, and after him Philostratus, or we may regard it somewhat in the light of a parable, the clue, I think, to the light in which Apollonius designed that it be viewed we may find in the words whom the many regard as lamias.

This point of view, however, I shall not discuss further; but when we remember that the vampire, the most gruesome ghoul in the gallery of human superstitions, to this day thralls the imagination in Greece, as well as in Russia, Servia, Hungary, and parts of Germany, it is no wonder that Damis, a true man of his age, adopted a different view, and has so recorded the incident as to bear it out.

No doubt the words of Apollonius struck consternation to the hearts of his audience.

Cease your ill-omened talk, cried the object of his denunciations, and be gone!

But when we read that the golden goblets and the rich appointments of the villa were proved as light as air and melted from sight, whilst all the retinue of servants vanished before the rebukes of Apollonius, whereupon the phantom pretended to weep, and prayed him not to torture her, nor to compel her to confess what she really was, again we hesitate, scarce knowing how to construe. I will conclude the episode in the words of Philostratus:

But Apollonius insisted and would brook no denial, and then she admitted that she was a vampire, and was feasting Menippus with pleasures and devouring his body, for it was her habit to feed upon young and beautiful bodies, because their blood is pure and strong.

Curiously enough, this incident is dealt with by Sinistrari of Ameno, a seventeenth-century writer, who speaks of:

The case of Menippus Lycius, who, after frequent intimacies with a woman, was by her entreated to marry her; but a certain philosopher, who partook of the wedding entertainment, having guessed what that woman was, told Menippus that he had to deal with a Compusa, that is a Succuba Demon; whereupon the bride vanished, bewailing...



V. TIGELLINUS

Passing over his subsequent travels, throughout which he addressed himself to executing reforms, notably in the various temples, and, in addition, gave utterance to a number of remarkable predictions, let us see what befell the man of Tyana in Rome.

The Rome to which Apollonius now directed his steps was the Rome of deeds more than humanly bloody, the Rome of magnificent vice, the Imperial city whose wit was directed to the eulogy of incestuous courtesans, whose genius employed itself with devising new subtleties of debauchery; a garden of horror wherein living torches flamed by night, proclaiming redly the capital of the world  the Rome of the immortal madman, Nero.

Its walls not yet in sight, Apollonius met with one Philolaus of Cittium, near to the Grove of Aricia. This philosopher was a fugitive from the capital, and he spoke of the deeds of Nero in a hushed voice, glancing about him in fear lest his words be overheard. He warned Apollonius that he would in all probability be arrested by the officers set over the gates, and earnestly counselled him to retrace his steps, pointing out that, whatever he might choose to incur of risk to his own person, he was not entitled to subject his band of followers to the dangers of Rome.

Do you at least save these, your companions, he implored.

Upon which Apollonius, turning to Damis, said:

Of all the blessings which have been vouchsafed to me by the gods, often without my praying for them at all, this present one is the greatest; for chance has thrown in my way a touchstone to test these young men, of a kind to prove most thoroughly which of them are philosophers, and which of them prefer some other line of conduct than that of philosophy.

And in fact the poor-spirited members of the company were now detected readily enough; for, under the influence of Philolauss words, some of them declared themselves ill, others unprovided for the journey, others homesick, others visited by warning dreams; and in the end the thirty-four philosophers surrounding Apollonius, whose philosophy crumbled not at the mere name of Nero, were reduced to eight!

This, then, was the tried band which approached the gates of Rome, and, despite the doubts and fears of Philolaus, entered unchallenged.

Apollonius, we are informed, took up his residence in a temple, crowds flocking to see and hear the sage of Tyana. And at about this time, from Corinth came Demetrius, attaching himself to Apollonius and at the same time publicly expressing suicidal opinions against the Emperor.

In consequence, Apollonius and his fellows were looked at askance, and it was generally believed that he had encouraged Demetrius to proceed thus, which belief was strengthened on the occasion of Neros completion of the great baths in Rome.

Now, the better to understand Demetriuss subsequent action, it is necessary to remember that bathing was a veritable vice with certain Romans, and some of them would bathe six or seven times a day, and remain in the tepidarium for hours together, in a condition of semi-conscious lassitude.

From the tepidarium one could enter either the sudatorium (vapour bath) or the calidarium (water bath). In the former, the bather reposed in an atmosphere of spicy fragrance, whilst slaves massaged and scraped his body. Thence he passed to the water, sweet with fresh perfumes, and, retiring by another door, enjoyed a cooling shower. Returning to the tepidarium, he was anointed, if of the wealthier class, by his slaves, with rare ointments and oils of the costliest description, whilst soft music played in an adjoining chamber!

The Imperial Thermae of Nero were veritably a small town, comprising not only all the chambers for bathing, but huge apartments devoted to gymnastic games, extensive libraries, lovely gardens, lecture halls, spacious theatres and schools, restaurants, tennis-courts, and porticoes. Many Roman citizens loafed away the greater part of their lives in the Imperial Thermae, entering directly the doors opened in the morning, and remaining there until they closed at night.

Nero, with the Senate and the whole of his Court, coming to open the great baths, Demetrius, from within the thermae, delivered himself of a pungent philippic against bathers; declaring that, far from the habit being a cleanly one, these bathers enfeebled and polluted themselves! He then proceeded to show that such institutions were a useless expense.

We are prepared, of course, to learn that he was instantly slain, since none other than Nero was the object of his attack; but it was actually because none other than Nero was its object that he escaped. For he was only saved from immediate death as the penalty of such language by the fact that Nero was in unusually good voice when he sang on that day, and he sang in a tavern which adjoined the gymnasium, naked except for a girdle round his waist, like any low tapster.

Such were the mountebank caprices upon which depended life and death in the Rome of the mad Emperor.

Demetrius, however, did not wholly escape the peril which he had openly courted by his language; for Tigellinus banished him from Rome, on the ground that he had ruined the bath by the words he had used; and he began to dog the steps of Apollonius  secretly....

Suspicion of the man of Tyana was intensified by words which he uttered in connexion with a prodigy. For at about that time there was an eclipse of the sun and a clap of thunder was heard, a thing which very rarely occurs at the time of an eclipse. Thereupon Apollonius glanced up to heaven and said:

There shall be some great event and there shall not be.

At the time, those who heard these singular words were at a loss to comprehend their meaning; but three days later every one understood what was meant; for while Nero sat at meat, a thunderbolt fell on the table, and clove asunder the cup which was in his hands and was close to his lips.

Evidently, it was argued, the fact that he had so narrowly escaped being struck was intended by the words that a great event should happen and yet should not happen. Tigellinus, when he heard the story, began to dread the mysterious Apollonius as one who was wise in supernatural matters; and though he felt that he had better not prefer any open charges against him, lest he should incur at his hands some mysterious disaster, nevertheless he used all the eyes with which the government sees, to watch him, whether he was talking or holding his tongue, or sitting down or walking about, and to mark what he ate, and in whose houses, and whether he offered sacrifice or not.

His opportunity arose when Nero had an attack of what was apparently influenza. The temples were filled with crowds who supplicated the gods to restore the Emperors voice; and Apollonius denounced this folly, speaking of those who took pleasure in the mimes of buffoons.

Spies reported these words to Tigellinus; Apollonius was immediately arrested, upon a charge of impiety against the divine Nero, and one of those base creatures who, in that and subsequent reigns, fattened upon blood-money, was retained as his accuser.

We now come to a very curious incident, which shows Apollonius an apt pupil of the Brahmin Masters, and illustrates, I think, how hypnotism played a part in the very earliest sorceries.

The creature who was paid to compass his destruction had his tirade written upon a scroll, and this, we read, he brandished like a sword against Apollonius, crying that it should ruin and slay him. The two, accused and accuser, came before Tigellinus, and we can imagine that scene as vividly as though art had limned it for posterity; the craven prostrated to the ground, crawling in the dust, I conceive, to the feet of the formidable judge, and Apollonius, white-robed, composed, a man conscious of inner power, advancing stately, as one who numbered kings among his friends and gods among his counsellors. Also, we can see the judge, but vaguely, since imagination must fail to depict him as he was. Let us step aside for a moment, and glance at him, the accumulated evils of his age incarnate in one man.

Sofonius Tigellinus, Praetorian Prefect, had been so created by Nero, in the words of Tacitus, purely from partiality to the inveterate lewdness and infamy of the man. He was grand master of debauchery and vice. Doubtless to him, and not to Nero, were due the Christian persecutions and the burning of Rome; for his was the evil power behind the throne. His infamy is assured of immortality by one achievement alone: the banquet on the lake of Agrippa  which was in the gardens adjoining his house.

For this purpose, says Tacitus, he built a raft which supported the banquet, which was moved by other vessels, drawing it after them: the vessels were striped with gold and ivory, and rowed by bands of pathics, who were ranged according to their age and accomplishments in the science of debauchery. He had procured fowl and venison from remote regions, with sea-fish even from the ocean: upon the margin of the lake were erected bagnios, filled with ladies of distinction:  over against them naked courtesans were exposed to view:  now, there were beheld obscene gestures and motions; and as soon as darkness came on, all the neighbouring groves and circumjacent dwellings resounded with music, and glared with lights....

This, then, the giver of the banquet on the lake of Agrippa, was the man before whom Apollonius of Tyana stood, accused of a crime than which no greater was recognised in Rome. This was the man who took from the informers hand the scroll of indictment, unrolled it, and prepared to read  which point of my narrative brings me to the really extraordinary part of the interview.

For, to the eyes of Tigellinus, the scroll appeared quite blank; not a single word, not a letter, was traced upon it!

Needless to say, Sofonius Tigellinus was a prey to ceaseless fear  fear of the supernatural, of that underworld to which he had consigned so many unhappy souls. He came to the conclusion, we are told, that he had to do with a visitant from Hades  which renders it the more remarkable that he should have decided to interview him in private. Yet such was his decision, prompted, we must assume, by an anxiety to placate.

Apollonius, at that interview, explained his motive in practising wisdom, declaring that the sole use he made of it was to gain a knowledge of the gods and an understanding of human affairs, for that the difficulty of knowing another man exceeded that of knowing oneself.

And how about the demons, said Tigellinus, and the apparitions of spectres? How, O Apollonius, do you exorcise them?

In the same way, he answered, as I should murderers and impious men.

The reference to Tigellinus himself was broad enough, for all the world knew that he was Neros master and guide in every excess of cruelty and wanton violence. But Tigellinus seems to have overlooked it.

And, he continued, could you prophesy if I asked you to?

How, said Apollonius, can I, being no prophet?

And yet they say that it is you who predicted that some great event would come to pass and yet not come to pass.

Quite true, said Apollonius, is what you heard, but you must not ascribe it to any prophetic gift, but rather to the wisdom which God reveals to sages.

And why do you not fear Nero?

Because the same God who allows him to seem formidable has also granted to me the absence of fear.

Then what do you think of Nero?

And Apollonius answered:

More highly than you do; for you think it dignified for him to sing, but I think it dignified for him to be silent.

Tigellinus was astonished at the calm effrontery of his prisoner.

You may go, he said, but you must give sureties for your person.

To which Apollonius answered:

And who can give surety for a body that no one can bind?

This answer, we learn, struck Tigellinus as inspired and above the wit of man; and since he was not anxious to offend a god, he said:

You may go wherever you choose, for you are too powerful to be controlled by me.

So ended this notable encounter between the power of Rome and the powers of mystical philosophy.

During the remainder of his sojourn in the capital, Apollonius is recorded to have performed many supernatural feats, not the least remarkable being the following:  

A girl on the point of marriage seemingly died, and her bier was followed by him who was to have been her husband, in all the affliction usual in like cases of interrupted wedlock. As she chanced to be of consular family, all Rome condoled with him.

Apollonius met this mournful procession.

Set down the bier, said the man of Tyana to the attendants. I will dry up the tears you are shedding for the maid.

Almost all the spectators thought that he was about to pronounce a funeral oration; but what he actually did was to touch the maid, and, after uttering a few words over her in a low tone of voice, he wakened her from that death with which she seemed to be overcome.

The grateful family presented Apollonius with 150,000 drachmas, which he in return begged them to settle upon the bride as a marriage portion.

When Nero took his departure for Greece, after issuing a proclamation that no one should teach philosophy in public, the wonderful man of Tyana turned his steps to the western regions of the earth.



VI. THE CHARGE OF SORCERY

We shall be compelled to pass over much of the travels and exploits of Apollonius, in Egypt and elsewhere, if we are to give any consideration to the crowning adventure of his life; the accusation of sorcery and conspiracy with Nerva against Domitian. Concerning the sages friendly dealings with Vespasian and Titus I shall not pause to deal, otherwise than by mentioning how he is recorded to have predicted to the latter the manner of his death. That Titus was favourably disposed toward him is shown by his having said to Apollonius, on one occasion: Although I have captured Jerusalem, you have captured me.

His sojourn among the Naked Sages of the Nile affords few incidents of note. Of these Sages, Philostratus wrote: They wear next to no clothes, in the same way as people do at Athens in the heat of summer, an interesting aside upon Athenian sartorial customs. The Sages met in a small grove, but their shrines were built, not within the grove, but apparently in various spots in the immediate neighbourhood. The Nile seems to have been the chief object of their worship; the dome of heaven their only roof. But they had built a kind of caravanserai for the reception of strangers, and it was a portico of no great size, being about equal in length to those of Elis, beneath which the athletes await the sound of the midday trumpet.

Nilus, the youngest of the Naked Sages, joined Apollonius, who journeyed on through Phoenicia and Cilicia to Ionia and Achaia, and thence to Italy. Space forbids us to dally with the lovesick young man who was enamoured of a nude statue of Aphrodite in the isle of Cindus, or to pause in Tarsus, whilst Apollonius heals the youth bitten by a mad dog. We must hasten to Ephesus.

There Apollonius learned that Domitian had put to death three of the vestal virgins who had broken their vows, and, later, after the murder of Sabinus, was proposing to marry the widow of his victim (she was Domitians own niece). Apollonius thereupon commenced to demonstrate in public against the Emperor.

Aware, in his wisdom, that Nerva would ere long ascend the throne, he declared on one occasion that not even tyrants can force the hand of destiny, and, directing the attention of his audience to the brazen statue of Domitian which had been erected close by That of Meles, he said:

Thou fool, how wrong are thy views of Destiny and Fate! For even if thou shouldst slay the man who is fated to be despot after thyself, he shall cometo life again.

Report of this reaching Rome, Domitian wrote to the governor of Asia, ordering that Apollonius be arrested and brought before him. The man of Tyana forestalled The order, however, and voluntarily set out for Rome.

In the gardens of the villa where, of old, Cicero had discoursed, he talked with Demetrius, who met him at Dicæarchia. The latter showed great alarm for his safety, saying that his having foreseen the order of arrest, and only ten days after its issue appearing in Rome, without having heard, by natural means, that he was to be subjected to a trial, would be ascribed To the hardihood of sorcery.

If you have not forgotten the affairs of Neros reign, said Demetrius, you will remember my own case, and that I showed no craven fear of death. But Then one gained some respite: for although Neros harp was ill attuned to the dignity that befits an Emperor, yet in other respects its music harmonized his mood not unpleasantly with our own, for he was often induced thereby to grant a truce to his victims and stay his murderous hand. At any rate he did not slay me, although I attracted his sword to myself as much by your discourses as by my own, which were delivered against the bath; and the reason why he did not slay me was that just then his voice improved, and he achieved, as he thought, a very brilliant performance.

But where now is the royal songster, and where the harp to which we can make our peace-offerings? The outlook to-day is unredeemed by music, and full of rancour, and this tyrant is as little likely to be charmed by himself as by others. It is true that Pindar says, in praise of the lyre, that it charms the savage breast of Ares, and stays his hand from war; but Domitian, although he has established a musical contest in Rome, and publicly offers a crown to the victor, nevertheless slew several of those who piped and sang in his last musical contest!

Neither the arguments of Demetrius, however, nor the added advice of Damis, could turn Apollonius from his purpose.

I will boldly wrestle with the tyrant, he declared, hailing him with the words of Homer: Mars is as much my friend as thine.

Accordingly he set sail, in three days reached the mouth of the Tiber, and was drawn once more into the maelstrom of Rome. Of the counts of the indictment against him he learned that they were numerous and varied.

Your style of dress is assailed in them, he was told, and your way of living in general, and your having been worshipped, and the fact that in Ephesus you delivered an Oracle regarding the famine; also that you have uttered certain sentiments detrimental to the Emperor, some of them openly, some of them obscurely and privately, and some of them on the pretence that you learned them from the gods. But the charge which most appeals to the credulity of Domitian, although I cannot credit it, knowing that you are opposed even to shedding the blood of sacrificial victims, is this: they say that you visited Nerva in the country, and that you cut up an Arcadian boy for him when he was consulting the auspices against the Emperor; and that by such rites as these you awakened his ambitions; and that all this was done by night when the moon was already on the wane. This is the accusation compared with which we need not consider any other....

Apollonius was arrested and thrown into prison. During the time that he was incarcerated, a spy of Domitians was introduced amongst the prisoners, but the sage of Tyana, with his usual tact and command of apt speech, frustrated the mans designs.

Came the morning of his summons to the Palace, and he was conducted thither by four guards, Damis following in his train.

Now the eyes of all were turned upon Apollonius, or not only were they attracted by his dress and bearing, but there was a godlike look in his eyes, which truck them with astonishment; and moreover, the act that he was come to Rome to risk his life for his friends won the goodwill even of those who, hitherto, lad been evilly disposed toward him.

Before the Palace of the Cæsars, beholding the throng of sycophants, courtiers and courted, he made notable remark.

It seems to me, O Damis, he said, that this place resembles a bath; for I see people outside hastening in, and those within hastening out; and some of them resemble people who have been thoroughly well washed, and others those who have not been washed at all.

Coming into the Emperors presence, Apollonius found Domitian to be wearing a wreath of green leaves. He had been sacrificing to Athene in the Hall of Adonis; and the apartment was full of flowers.

The Emperor turned around, and met the grave glance of the philosopher. A man whom fear of that end which ultimately visited him had made mad, Domitian found a threat in every eye  even in that of his wife  and rightly; a menace in every shadow  and with justice. As the majestic power which seems to have proceeded from Apollonius once had awed Tigellinus, so now it touched the timid, cruel heart of Domitian, filling it, not with admiration, not with compassion, but with dread.

Apollonius, a rhetor of Hellenic subtlety, guided the ensuing conversation into those channels which he, and not Domitian, wished it to pursue, concluding with a defence of Nerva which inflamed the Emperor to fury.

The accusation, cried Domitian, shall unmask everything; for I know, as well as if I had been present and taken part... all the oaths which you took, and the objects (especially, he was thinking of his own death) for which you took them, and when you did it, and what was your preliminary sacrifice.

From the time of this interview onward to the trial, he subjected Apollonius to every insult, cutting off his hair and his beard and confining him among the lowest and vilest felons. Regarding these measures, the following rencontre may be quoted:

I had forgotten, said Apollonius, that it was treasonable to wear long hair, and, speaking of his fetters: If you think me a wizard, how will you fetter me? And if you fetter me, how can you maintain that I am a wizard?  

Replied the Emperor:

I will not release you until you have turned into water, or a wild animal, or into a tree.

I will not turn into any of these, said Apollonius, even if I could, for I will never betray men who, in violation of all justice, stand in peril; and what I am, that will I remain.

And who, asked the Emperor, is going to plead your cause?

Time, replied Apollonius, the spirit of the gods, and the wisdom which inspires me.

In this prison he remained for some days, and it was here one morning, a little before midday, that Damis said to him:

O man of Tyana (he took a particular pleasure, we read, in being so called), what is to become of us?

What has become of us already, answered Apollonius, and nothing more.

And who, said Damis, is so invulnerable as that? Will you ever be liberated?

So far as it rests with the verdict of the court, said Apollonius, I shall be liberated this day; but so far as depends on my own will, now and here.

With this he mysteriously removed his leg from the fetters, saying to Damis:

Here is proof positive to you of my freedom, so be of good cheer!

Damis has recorded that it was then for the first time that he fully understood the nature of Apollonius, to wit that it was divine and superhuman, for without any sacrifice  and how in prison could he have offered any?  and without a single prayer, without even a word, he quietly laughed at the fetters, and then inserted his leg in them afresh, behaving like a prisoner once more.

True to his prediction, he was that day released from his fetters and sent elsewhere to await trial, and on the day following he called Damis and said:

My defence has to be made on the day appointed, so do you betake yourself to Dicæarchia  it is better to go by land  and when you have greeted Demetrius, turn aside to the sea-shore where the island of Calypso lies; for there you shall see me.

Alive? asked the faithful Damis.

As I myself believe, Apollonius replied with a smile, alive; but as you will believe, risen from the dead.

Accordingly, Damis tells us that he went away with sorrow in his heart; for although he did not wholly despair of the Masters life, yet he feared exceedingly. And on the third day he arrived at Dicæarchia  and heard the news of the great storm which had raged throughout those three days; for a gale had burst over the sea, sinking some of the ships that were making for Dicæarchia, and driving out of their course those which were heading for Sicily and the Straits of Messina. Then, and not till then, did he comprehend why it was that Apollonius had bidden him go by land.



VII. THE TRIAL  AND AFTER

It is sunrise, and the doors of the court are thrown wide to admit the throng which flocks to hear the great Apollonius plead the cause of mystic philosophy.

And those about the Emperor say that he had taken no food that day, because he was so absorbed in examining the documents of the case. For they say that he was holding in his hands a roll of writing of some sort, sometimes reading it with anger and sometimes more calmly. And we must needs figure him as one who was angry with the law for having invented such things as courts of justice.

Apollonius, awaiting his summons to appear before the Emperor, was approached by an official of the tribunal.

Man of Tyana, you must enter the court with nothing on you.

Are we then to take a bath, inquired Apollonius, or to plead?

The rule, explained the other, does not apply to dress, but the Emperor forbids you to bring in either amulet, or book, or papers of any kind.

And not even a cane, for the back of the fool who gave him such advice as this?

Whereupon the informer who was to accuse him  one of those contemptible creatures who fattened upon the fears of Domitian  cried out:

O my Emperor, this wizard threatens to beat me, for it was I who gave you this advice!

Then, retorted Apollonius, it is you who are a wizard rather than myself; for you say that you have persuaded the Emperor of my being that which so far I have failed to persuade him that I am not.

But let us hasten to the trial.

The court, though prepared for the accommodation of a large audience, scarce could contain the multitude that flocked thither; for not only was the famous man of Tyana to confront the Emperor, but all the illustrious of Rome were present. What a hush must have fallen  what a silence come upon citizen and patrician alike  when the accused made his stately entry!

Apollonius, at this time, was already an old man; he had been deprived of his patriarchal beard and of his long white locks; but we may be sure that with them had gone none of his dignity, that his eyes had lost none of their fire, of that fire which told of secret power.

He ignored the Emperors presence completely, not even glancing in his direction.

Turn your eyes upon the god of all mankind!

It was the voice of the parasite  the informer.

Apollonius raised his eyes to the ceiling!

Thus he was standing, I assume, a man scorning to compromise with his conscience, when the Emperor opened his examination:

What induces you, Apollonius, he said, to dress yourself differently from everybody else, and to wear this singular garb?

The earth which feeds me, said Apollonius, also clothes me, and I do not like to trouble the poor animals.

Why is it that men call you a god?

Because, was the answer, every man that is thought to be good is honoured by the title of god.

And what, demanded the Emperor, suggested your prediction to the Ephesians that they would suffer from a plague?

I used, said Apollonius, a lighter diet than others, and so was first to be sensible of the danger. Thus far, you will perceive, the rhetor had scored over the Emperor. The latter now spoke as follows: Tell me, you left your house on a certain day, and you travelled into the country, and sacrificed a boy  I would like to know for whom?

To which Apollonius replied:

Good words, I beseech you; for if I did leave my house, I was in the country; and if this were so, then I offered the sacrifice; and if I offered it, then I ate of it! But  and I doubt not his glance sought the villainous informer let these assertions be proved by trustworthy witnesses!

We are told that his words were greeted with applause. That applause must have been so general and so significant of popular opinion  particularly, no doubt, the popular opinion of informers  as to determine the timid Domitian to conciliate the plauditors.

I acquit you of the charges, he said, concluding the trial abruptly; but you must remain here until we have had a private interview.

Full well Apollonius knew how much this meant and how little, for:

I thank you indeed, my sovereign, he replied, but I would fain tell you that by reason of these miscreants your cities are in ruin, and the islands full of exiles, and the mainland of lamentations, and your armies of cowardice, and the Senate of suspicion. Grant me, then, opportunity to speak; or send some one to take my body. My soul you cannot take.

Nay, you cannot even take my body. Not even thy deadly spear can slay me, since I tell thee I am not mortal!

And with these Homeric words he vanished from the court!

So, at any rate, it is recorded; and I count it no part of my duties to inquire whether the disappearance were due to natural or to supernatural causes. When we shall have witnessed the scene which followed, at Dicæarchia, no doubt our judgment will be aided to a wise decision.

For Damis had arrived on the previous day and had discussed with Demetrius the preliminaries of the trial, the account of which had filled the latter with the keenest apprehension. On the day following, their talk had been of nothing else, and as they wandered sadly along the edge of the sea immortalized by the woes of the lovely, deserted Calypso, they were almost in despair of the Masters return.

Discouraged, then, and sick at heart, they sat down in the Chamber of the Nymphs, by the fountain of white marble.

There the grief of poor Damis broke out afresh:

O ye gods! he cried, shall we ever behold again our good and noble companion?

A voice answered:

Ye shall behold him; nay, ye have already beheld him!

How they leapt to their feet, whirling about in a kind of joyous fear; how pale they grew, those two philosophers, to find the man of Tyana standing there by the fountain!

Art thou alive? whispered Demetrius.

Apollonius stretched out his hand.

Take hold of me, he said, and if I evade you, then I am indeed a phantom come to you from the realm of Persephone, such as the gods of the underworld reveal to those who are dejected with much mourning. But if not, then you shall persuade Damis also that I am both alive and that I have not abandoned my body.

Demetrius ventured to touch the great Master, thus wondrously translated from Rome to the Isle of Calypso. They were, in fact, no longer able to disbelieve, but rose up and threw themselves upon his neck and kissed him.



VIII. ASSASSINATION OF DOMITIAN

A rumour, we are told, now ran through the Hellenic world that the thaumaturgist was alive, and had arrived at Olympia.

At first the rumour seemed unreliable; for besides being humanly unable to entertain any hope for him, since they had heard that he was cast into prison, there also circulated such rumours as that he had been burnt alive, dragged about with grapnels fixed in his neck, and had been cast into a deep pit, or into a well. But when the rumour of his arrival was confirmed, thousands flocked to see him from the whole of Greece, exceeding the throngs which attended the Olympic festivals; and all were filled with the wildest enthusiasm and agog with curiosity and expectation.

People came from Elis and Sparta, and from Corinth away at the limits of the Isthmus; and the Athenians, too, although they are outside the Peloponnese; nor were they behind the cities which are at the gates of Pisa, for it was especially the most celebrated of the Athenians that hurried to the temple, together with the young men who flocked to Athens from all over the earth. Moreover, there were people from Megara staying in Olympia, as well as many from Boeotia and from Argus, and all the leading people of Phocis and Thessaly.

And now it was September 18, in A.D. 96, a date with which the fame of Apollonius will ever be associated. Urged to the deed (as we may fairly assume) by the Empress Domitia, a freedman obtained a private audience with Domitian, and, seizing a suitable opportunity, plunged a dagger into his body.

The Emperor was a man yet full of physical vigour, and, though bleeding freely from the wound, he threw the assassin, gouged out his eyes, and crushed his skull with the base of a gold cup used in religious ceremonies. The cries of assailed and assailant, and the sounds of conflict, brought the guard upon the scene.

Ensued that which is by no means unparalleled in Roman history (wherein, later, we read of the Praetorian Guard putting up the Imperial purple to auction). Finding the Emperor swooning, the guard dispatched him! Domitians sun was set; the star of Nerva risen.

So much for what befell in Rome; I shall ask you to be translated to Ephesus.

At about noon, Apollonius was delivering an address in the groves of the Colonnade, just at the moment when Domitian met his death in Rome; and suddenly he dropped his voice, as if something terrified him, and then, though with hesitancy, continued his exposition; finally, he lapsed into silence.

His next words were perhaps the most dramatic of his life; for with an awful glance at the ground, and stepping forward three or four paces, he cried:

Smite the tyrant, smite him!

All Ephesus  for all Ephesus, be assured, was there  was struck dumb with amazement; but he, pausing like one who peers through the gloom and at last sees his object clearly, said:

Take heart, for the tyrant has been slain this day; by Athene, even now at the moment that I uttered my words!

We know that his inner sight had not misled him, and ere long all Ephesus knew, when the messengers from Rome came racing with the tidings.

This, the sages most famous exhibition of supernatural power, concludes the memoirs of Damis, to which we owe our knowledge of Apollonius. The man of Tyana died at a great age, probably nearly if not quite a hundred years; and respecting the place of his death much controversy has been. Ephesus, Lindus, and Crete would seem to have equal claims.

I shall add no opinion to those which already have been expressed, I shall quote no word from the works of those, ancient and modern  Dion, Vopiscus, Lampridius, Hierocles, Eusebius, Lactantius, St. Justin, Jerome, Sidonius, Lucian, Apuleius, Caracalla, Blount, Voltaire, Baur, Froude, Pettersch, dAussy  who have sought to deify and who have sought to besmirch Apollonius of Tyana. His whole life was a great mystery; his end one befitting the man who said:

Live unobserved, and, if that cannot be, slip unobserved from life.


MICHEL DE NOTRE DAME, CALLED NOSTRADAMUS

I. MEDICINE IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

THE period of unrest amongst the Latin States which marked the opening of the sixteenth century is notable for the number of men whose names are a byword in the history of Europe. Louis XII of France carried on an unsuccessful campaign against the armies of Ferdinand and Isabella, meeting with defeat at the hands of the great captain, Gonsalvo de Cordova, who had played no small part in the subjugation of the Moors of Granada; and Bayard, the knight sans peur et sans reproche, was carving a name to be immortal in the annals of chivalry. Cæsar Borgia pursued his wild career of intrigue and crime, now seeking the aid of this State, now of that, in his insatiable ambition to become paramount amongst the rulers of his time. Machiavelli was compiling his book Il Principe, taking his stand on the Borgian ogre; whilst Christopher Columbus prepared the way for the great rivalry in the New World, which was to culminate before the end of the century in the victory of Sir Francis Drake over the might of Spain.

Into this maze of momentous happenings, on Thursday, December 14, 1503  a year which saw the death of Rodrigo Borgia, Pope Alexander VI  was born at St. Rémy, a small town in Provence, Michel de Notre Dame, or, as he was more generally known, Michel Nostradamus.

Of Jewish origin, his family had been but recently converted to Christianity, and was included in the celebrated tax of 1512. Michel, who was fully acquainted with the ancient Jewish religion, and who knew also to which tribe he belonged, manifested considerable pride in declaring the tribe of Issachar is renowned for the gift of prophecy; and we read in the first book of Chronicles, 32nd verse, 12th chapter, that the men of this tribe are learned and experienced, and capable of discerning and remarking the times  de filiis quoque Issachar viri eruditi, qui noverunt, singula tempora.

His father, Jacques de Notre Dame, was a notary, and his grandfather, Pierre de Notre Dame, a celebrated physician to the Duc de Calabre, son of René the Good, King of Navarre and Count of Provence; whilst the maternal grandfather of Nostradamus had also been a physician and counsellor of the same King, René. Upon this subject Jean Astruc, in dealing with the genealogy of Nostradamus, says: His origin on his mothers side was not obscure, for through her he was descended from Jean de St. Rémy, counsellor and physician to King René.

Certain historians have thought that Michel was of noble origin, although Pitton denies this in his Sentiments sur les histoires de Provence. From authentic sources, however, we are enabled to state with certainty that his family was honest and learned, patronized by the great and loved of the people. The author of the Commentaires, after having proved that the forbears of Nostradamus were men of learning, says: The mouths of the envious who, ignoring the truth, have slandered his origin, are closed.

Nostradamus very early gave evidence of his remarkable genius. When little more than a child he was sent by his father to study at Avignon, and it is said of him that he assimilated the teachings of his professors with such facility that these marvelled. Possessed of a wonderful memory, he added to this precious faculty a sound judgment, penetration, tact, vivacity, gaiety, and finesse in conversation. Whilst yet young, he instructed his fellow-students, and frequently explained to them numerous terrestrial and celestial phenomena, exhibiting thus early a profound interest in the science of astronomy.

At this period astronomy formed part of the science of philosophy, and Nostradamus proved better qualified to instruct his schoolfellows upon the movements of the planets, and the annual revolution of the earth around the sun, than were the learned professors of the college of Avignon; and his own tutor frequently charged him to teach in his stead. His father, however, unwilling that his son should devote himself to astronomy, desired him to undertake the study of medicine, and accordingly, for this purpose, sent him to Montpellier, where his prodigious faculty for assimilating knowledge rapidly brought him to the front.

Let us glance at the outer man. Nostradamus was well made, but of no more than medium height. His face was oval, his forehead high, broad, and bulging, and his eyes were grey and brilliant; his nose was aquiline, his cheeks were fresh and rosy, and his hair was of a deep chestnut hue. He wore his beard long, and was noticeable for his expression of abstraction.

I do not propose to dwell upon the career of Nostradamus as a student, but to deal with his life as physician, philosopher, and prophet, and I come to the first great event in his history when, at the age of twenty-two years, even before he had had conferred upon him the degree of doctor, he gained for himself a reputation which surpassed that of the most learned physicians of his time.

In 1525 a pestilence broke out and ravaged Montpellier and the surrounding country, and Nostradamus, aware that certain districts were without doctors, quitted Montpellier and set out upon a tour of the villages attacked by the contagion. Departing from the methods employed by the Faculty of Montpellier, he made up new remedies; and whilst those of his colleagues proved of no avail against the dread disease, and frequently hastened death, his own effected marvellous cures. His devotion to the stricken people was only equalled by the wonderful skill that he displayed in dealing with the cases to which he attended; and, although many refrained from entrusting themselves to the care of so young a physician, the excellence of his remedy soon became known, even as far as Toulouse and Bordeaux, and he had ultimately many more patients than he found it possible to cope with.

Astonished at his phenomenal success, the other doctors invited him to name the composition of the drug with which he had succeeded in arresting the progress of the pestilence. But he merely replied that he held a certain powder, the recipe for which was in the possession only of his own family. That this was nothing less than the great Elixir, more than one student of alchemy has believed.

The old and learned professors of the Faculty of Montpellier, having heard of the successes attained by their young pupil during his journey, recalled him after the pestilence had been stayed, to confer upon him the degree of Doctor. In 1529, after having effected a great number of marvellous cures, and having established a reputation, he returned to Montpellier, loaded with honours, but, for all that, poor.

Nostradamus, having, as we have seen, employed remedies which were unauthorized by the Faculty, was interrogated with defiance; but it is said that he was received as Doctor amid the applause and admiration of the learned assembly. History has preserved to us the name of the person who most frequently interrogated Nostradamus. This was the celebrated Antoine Romier, one of the most noted physicians of the sixteenth century.

Before the French Revolution there was still to be seen, on the registers of the Faculty of Montpellier, the signature of Nostradamus, and beneath, the following date, written in his hand: XXIII Octobre MDXXIX.

Some time later, his name had become so popular that the students actually demanded that he should be appointed as their professor. Their wishes were acceded to, and, if we are to believe Astruc, and Bouches Histoire de Provence, the young doctor Nostradamus was named Professor to the Faculty of Montpellier.



II. THE BLACK PIG AND THE WHITE PIG

Ere long, however, Nostradamus, who loved travel, tired of Montpellier. He left this city, his chair, his pupils, his friends, and re-visited the country of Provence, the scene of his former successes. Everywhere he was received with acclamation and affection; every town was en fête to welcome him.

At the gates gathered those whom he had restored to health, and before their preserver marched young boys and girls who strewed his path with flowers.

The notable people of the district extended to him invitations to visit them and to remain for several months in their families. In fact, according to the chronicles of the time, never had king, prince, or mighty noble a more genuinely affectionate welcome from the Midi than that accorded the young Professor of the Faculty of Montpellier.

One of the greatest savants of the century, Jules César Scaliger, having heard  as all France had heard  of the immense reputation of Nostradamus, communicated with him in order that he might judge for himself if the commotion had any real foundation.

Although it has been said that Scaliger was the son of an obscure sign-painter, he was in reality a descendant of the famous Della Scala family of Verona, one member of which had been the patron of Dante. A physician of no small repute, he was also one of the most renowned classical scholars that Europe has produced.

The young professor, then, immediately availed himself of the invitation extended and proceeded to the town of Agen. During his sojourn there, Scaliger frequently plied his colleague with questions concerning the manner in which the latter had practised his profession during the recent plague, and the replies he received, says a contemporary chronicler, were of so learned a nature that the classic was constrained to confess that this was no ordinary man. A friendship sprang up between these two  a bond so strong that Nostradamus was persuaded to set himself up in Agen.

This town, honoured in the presence amongst its citizens of two such remarkable intellects, offered them considerable presents to induce them to remain permanently within its walls. These they declined, however, saying that they could not belong solely to the town of Agen, since they did not belong even to themselves; and that if the authorities had presents to give, they should, rather than occupy themselves with them, think of the unfortunate, of the infirm, of the sick, and of the aged. This response appealed to the people so keenly that on the morrow they went to meet Scaliger and Nostradamus, who were out walking, and carried them in triumph through the town.

A man of the age of Nostradamus, handsome and enjoying so great a reputation, naturally excited the attentions of family men who possessed marriageable daughters, and several people of considerable standing presented themselves with a view to arranging an alliance. They were, however, refused by the young savant, and many of the disappointed had convinced themselves that he would never marry, when at last he espoused a young girl of high station, very beautiful and of an amiable disposition, by whom, says his great friend Chavigny, he had two children  boy and girl. But his wife and children died young, and Nostradamus, stricken with grief, resolved upon leaving Agen, where he had lived for four years, in order to travel far from the scene of his triple bereavement and to make new acquaintances.

He now journeyed in turn through La Guienne, Languedoc, Italy, and France; and although he did not stay long enough in these places to learn much of the country through which he passed, he took care to acquaint himself with men of his profession and to profit thereby. We notice this spirit and taste in the observations which he makes in his two books, upon the divers methods of practising medicine which he remarked during his wanderings, and the conclusions at which he arrived concerning the merits of the many doctors with whom he came into contact. But to these I shall refer later.

One of the earliest signs of his ability in divination was demonstrated whilst he was travelling through Lorraine. In this country he made the acquaintance of the Seigneur de Florinville, who requested Nostradamus to visit his château to treat his wife, who was stricken by some infirmity.

Whilst walking one day with his host in the courtyard, the two fell to discussing omens. During their conversation two sucking-pigs  one white, the other black  strayed into the yard and approached them. The Seigneur took this opportunity to ask of Nostradamus what would be the destiny of these two pigs.

You, replied Nostradamus, will eat the black one, but the other will be devoured by a wolf.

The answer was in accordance with the wishes of de Florinville; for, although in public he treated his guest as an intimate friend, he seems secretly to have regarded him as an impostor. Certain that it was now in his power to expose Nostradamus, he gave instructions to his chef to kill the white pig and to serve it for supper.

In obedience to his masters command, the cook killed the white pig, dressed it, and placed it upon the spit ready for roasting at the proper time. Shortly afterwards, however, he was called away from the kitchen upon some errand, and, during his absence, a tame wolf-cub, the property of the Seigneur, entered, and, discovering the carcass of the white pig, immediately set to eating it. The animal had eaten about half of this delicacy when the chef returned and surprised the wolf at his meal.

Fearing that he would be reprimanded for his carelessness, the cook immediately seized the black pig, killed it, and prepared it for supper in place of the white one.

Supper was served, and all the guests took their places at the board. The Seigneur de Florinville, who of course knew nothing of what had taken place in the kitchen, felt assured that he would now achieve his ill-mannered triumph over Nostradamus, and, addressing the latter with a confident air, he remarked that they were about to eat the white pig, inasmuch as the wolf had not done so.

Nostradamus replied that he was in error, and expressed his conviction that the meat now placed before them was the flesh of the black pig. Thereupon de Florinville sent for the chef and asked him before all whether that which was upon the table was the white pig or the black.

The poor servant was covered with confusion  he had known nothing of his masters evil scheme  and stammered out that he had cooked the black pig, as the white one had been devoured by the wolf-cub during his absence from the kitchen.

De Florinvilles state of mind may be better imagined than described, and certainly his discomfiture was well merited. Reports of this absurd incident were very soon noised abroad, and, as such things are usually made much of, were considerably exaggerated. But the episode served, nevertheless, to show the ability of Nostradamus as a diviner.



III. THE PLAGUE

The wanderings of Nostradamus lasted for about ten years, during which period comparatively little is known of his doings, and we again hear of him in the year 1543, when he returned to Provence rich in experience.

It is certain that during his absence from the country of his birth he had observed very closely everything connected with the practice of medicine amongst the peoples with whom he came into contact. In the preface to his Opuscule he tells us that the administration of pharmacy in Marseilles was very bad, but that he had the good fortune to meet with a learned personage, by name Louis René; and he also names a few excellent chemists, to whom he refers with due measure of praise.

As neither envy nor jealousy formed part of the character of Nostradamus, he knew how to render justice where justice was due; and if he criticized certain doctors of Avignon, he at least was loud in his praises of those who practised at Montpellier; and in each instance he named the object of his attack or of his approval. His criticisms, if severe, were just, and gained for him a large number of admirers and friends.

On his return to Provence, the town of Marseilles sent to him a deputation of savants with a request that he would now take up his residence and live permanently within her walls; but the numerous friends he had made at Salon, a little town situated between Aix, Avignon, and Arles, succeeded in persuading him to reside there. It was in Salon that he made the acquaintance of Anne Pons Jumel, or Ponsart Jumelle, a young lady, wealthy and of good family, whom he married in 1544; and by this second wife he had six children.

We know only of four, however  three boys and one girl. The eldest took the name of Michel, and studied his fathers profession, but without much success. The second was César, who has written a history of Provence. The third son became a Capuchin friar; but of the daughter we know nothing.

Concerning the son Michel, a certain writer says that, impelled by a marked propensity towards astrology, he took advantage of the occasion when the little town of Pouzin, in Vivarais, was besieged by the royal troops, in 1575, to predict that it would perish by fire, and, in order that for once in his life he might give utterance to a true prediction, he himself set fire to several houses on the surrender of the town. He was caught in the act, and taken before dEspinay SaintLuc on the fall of Pouzin. Saint-Luc sarcastically inquired of him if he had foreseen any accident that might happen to himself.

No, was the reply.

Then your science fails you! said Saint-Luc  and killed him forthwith.  

I cannot vouch for the truth of this story.

When the civil war broke out between the Catholics and Huguenots of Provence, Charles IX sent the Comte de Crussol with orders to the Comte de Tendes, governor of the province, that the latter should exert all his influence in order to pacify the opposing factions, or bring the rebels to a sense of their duty. The Sieur de Flassans, one of the Huguenot leaders, was no sooner warned of the approach of the Kings messengers, than he marched on the town of Barjols at the head of five or six thousand men and sixty cavaliers; and was also accompanied by a great number of partisans. The Comte de Crussol, who commanded the royal troops, sent a herald to de Flassans commanding him to lay down his arms, to which the latter replied that he would do nothing of the kind, but would await de Crussol.

Realizing the temper of the Huguenots, de Crussol had no alternative but to accept the challenge thrown out by de Flassans. Accordingly he set out towards Barjols, and, in passing through Salon, decided to visit Nostradamus and ask of him what would be the outcome of his enterprise.

The seer received the inquiring soldier, and in reply to his question told him that he would leave the trees laden with new fruit (guily laisserait les arbres charges de nouveaux fruits).

In the result of the expedition will be seen the grim truth of this prediction. The Kings troops inflicted a severe defeat upon the Huguenots, and, forcing the town, captured a great number of prisoners, most of whom were hanged as rebels and heretics. So numerous were the executions that it is said there were few trees in the neighbourhood which were without their ghastly testimony to the hatred between Catholic and Huguenot. This, in itself, was an omen  a foreshadowing of that bloody harvest in the orchards of the King which later was to redden the annals of France.

Almost every day Nostradamus predicted events which seldom failed to occur at the time he had foretold, and, in consequence, his prophecies became the subject of fierce debate amongst the learned of the period. Naturally enough, he made for himself enemies as well as friends. The former asserted that his gift of prophecy was the outcome of a compact with the devil, whilst the latter replied hotly that he was divinely inspired; and here we may give a verse from Ronsard, then regarded as the prince of French poets, in which he addresses this reproach to France:



Tu te mocques aussi dès Prophètes que Dieu 

Choisit en tes enfans, et les fait au milieu 

De ton sein aparoistre, afin de te prédire 

Ton malheur à venir, mais tu nen fais que rire.



I venture to render it as follows:



Nor heedest thou Prophets; for when God hath blest 

Some one of thy kindred, some child of thy breast,  

With grace to forewarn thee of menaces near, 

Thy greeting is laughter, thine answer a jeer.



Meanwhile, despite the slander of his enemies, the renown of Nostradamus was such that he attracted to his house learned prelates of the Church, illustrious soldiers, and eminent men of every profession, who considered themselves honoured in having been entertained by the physician and seer of Salon. Even dukes, princes, kings, and queens paid him the honour of visiting the town to consult him.

Never had Salon seen so rich and so numerous a company, or so continuous a flow of highly placed personages as these, who came to pay homage to the great man, to listen to his lectures, or to receive treatment at his hands. It was a veritable pleasure, we are told, to hear Nostradamus, and they counted themselves fortunate who entered into conversation with him. He differed in many respects from other physicians of the period, but notably in one  he cured.

The name of Nostradamus, then, had long been pronounced with the most profound respect when an event occurred which added a new lustre to his reputation. In 1546 a horrible scourge broke out in the town of Aix and physicians were summoned to arrest the progress of the disease. So swift was its operation, so deadly, that many of them were themselves stricken down by the pestilence; some, lacking the means and skill to cope with it, left the dying of Aix to their fate; and, at last, most of the others, panic-ridden by the ghastly thing that clammily had enveloped the town, fled.

And so the grim angel swept on his way, touching with uncleanness strong men, who in an hour became weak, in a day welcomed death; touching babes in their mothers arms and distorting their frail bodies with that venomous touch; seizing upon the weeping mothers as they bent over the little sufferers, and stretching them agonized beside their babies. Such was the Plague.

The Comité of the town assembled  a fearful gathering, for no man knew if his neighbour were stricken, no man knew if he himself were clean. It was decided unanimously to send a deputation to wait upon Nostradamus and to beg of him to assist them in their hour of need.

He delayed not an instant. Leaving his wife and family, the great physician hurried to the scene of the contagion. Despair was written upon every face; hope was banished from this ancient and opulent town, now sorrowful and desolate.

Fearlessly, the famous doctor passed through the hospitals, remaining for hours beside the afflicted people that he might study the causes and progress of the disease. Having assured himself of the nature of the plague, he devised remedies by the aid of which he snatched back to life many who had stood upon the very threshold of death. It is a golden name in the annals of Provence, that of Michel de Notre Dame, called a sorcerer.

Astruc, in his Mémoires, says on the subject of the plague of 1546 and of the deliverer of the town of Aix: Nostradamus accepted any work that was offered to him, however dangerous; and so long as the plague lasted, he neglected nothing in his efforts to relieve the sufferings of its victims. It was on this occasion that he made great use of a certain powder to disperse the pestilential odours, of which he has given the composition in his Traité des Fards.

In gratitude for the services rendered by the exprofessor of Montpellier to its citizens, the town of Aix voted him, not only thanks, as in the modern fashion, but an annual pension, which was maintained until the end of his days. The artists of the district painted portraits of their saviour; the notable inhabitants offered him rich presents; and these he accepted only to distribute them among the widows and orphans.

The seal was set upon his fame in the following year, when the same pestilence which had ravaged Aix laid its deathly hold upon Lyons, and Michel Nostradamus once more left Salon in order to place his services at the disposal of the stricken.

Jean Antoine Sarrazin, a prominent member of the Faculty of Montpellier, together with other doctors of the district, had journeyed to Lyons with the object of ridding the country of the plague without assistance from outside. Jealous of the fame of Nostradamus, Sarrazin and his colleagues thought that now was their opportunity to establish for themselves a reputation at least as great as that of the doctor of Salon.

But factors beyond their control had to be reckoned with. If they possessed the devotion of Nostradamus, they lacked his scientific knowledge, although Sarrazin in particular was regarded by the chroniclers of Lyons and Montpellier as one of the most accomplished physicians of the period. Nostradamus, although by no means blind to his own abilities, was a very modest man; and he imparted to Sarrazin the observations which he had made at Aix, and advised his colleague to adopt a certain method, if he wished to stay the progress of the plague.

Sarrazin, however, paid no heed to the wise counsels of Nostradamus, and killed, or left to die, those whom he had told himself he would save. The Lyonnais sought out the Salon physician (who cured in secret, in order that he might not offend Sarrazin). They threw themselves at his feet and beseeched him not to abandon them.

He answered:

I wish to succour you, but must proceed after my own fashion. I honour greatly, he added, the celebrated doctor, Antoine Sarrazin, my colleague, but as my methods differ from his, I desire that you choose him who shall remain. Shall it be I or Sarrazin?

Nostradamus! cried the deputation. Nostradamus, the preserver of Aix!

A month later joy was seen in every face, for the devastating plague existed no longer, and Nostradamus, overwhelmed with honour and with presents, returned in triumph to Salon, escorted by the authorities of the town which his science and devotion had saved.

All this has been attested by the historians Astruc and Bouche, and by the Provençal chronicles.



IV. PUBLICATION OF THE CENTURIES

No great man is without enemies, and if we are to judge of Nostradamuss greatness by the number of his foes and the venom of their onslaughts, then was he great indeed.

We know that about the middle of the sixteenth century alchemists and sorcerers often came to the stake, although astrologers were tolerated. Nostradamus, since early boyhood, had studied the planets, and by means of certain calculations based upon the teachings of the ancient astrological books had succeeded in predicting several events which duly came to pass.

But now Jean Antoine Sarrazin spread abroad the rumour that Nostradamus devoted himself to sorcery; whereupon, it is characteristic of the times and of the people, his once zealous partisans became his bitter opponents. Despite the almost daily cures which he affected, he was attacked upon the ground that he departed from the ordinary (and murderous) methods of the Faculty. Very soon the saviour of Aix and Lyons found himself shunned by all. The ignorant peasants made the sign of the cross and averted their eyes when they met him; for he was reputed to derive his powers from Satan!

Keenly affected by the cowardly betrayal of his old friends and colleagues, Nostradamus retired from the world. He communicated with no one, but passed his time in study; neither did he deign to take part in the fierce discussions which seethed concerning him. Some few men of spirit and understanding espoused his cause, and Nostradamus was content to leave his defence in the hands of these, and to posterity.

Respecting the nature of his studies at this time, the following quatrain from his first Century is of interest:



Etant assis, de nuit, secrète étude, 

Seul reposé sur la selle dairain, 

Flambe exiguë sortant de solitude 

Fait proférer que nest à croire vain.



(Alone, on brazen tripod, when the night 

My studies doth all secretly enfold, 

From out the darkness dawneth astral light, 

Revealing what Futurity doth hold.)



All the predictions of Nostradamus seem to have been made by night; for in a letter to Henri II he says:

I address myself to one, not like unto the Kings of Persia, whom it was forbidden to approach, but unto a very prudent and wise Prince to whom I have consecrated my nocturnal and prophetic vigils.

His famous Centuries, according to the janus français, he kept a long time before he would publish, estimating that the novelty of the matter would bring upon him infinite persecution. At last, however, on March I, 1555, the light of day shone upon his Centuries, dedicated to his son, César Nostradamus.

In his Histoire de Provence, César speaks of the dedication:

The year after (i.e.. 1555) Michel Nostradamus dedicated to me, whilst I was yet in the cradle, and published the Centuries, which, rendering his name immortal, taught me to follow the path of virtue which had been traced out for him by his fathers.

In the dedicatory epistle, which one only understands with great difficulty, Nostradamus tells his son how he attained to a knowledge of the future: Thy late advent, César Nostradamus, my son, has made me give much time to nocturnal vigilance, etc.

This is not very clear, as will be seen; but that which did him more harm was that he dared, in this epistle, to write that calculations alone do not suffice in predicting the future; that one must also be inspired, and possessed of a supernatural and prophetic gift which Providence accords only to certain privileged beings.

In his letter to Henri II, Nostradamus claims that he knows exactly at what epoch the events which he predicts shall come to pass, but that he fears to give utterance frankly to his thoughts on account of displeasing the many.

Note that this letter was written on June 27, 1558:

A greater persecution shall befall the Christian Church than has ever been in Africa, and will last until the year 1792, when there will be a revision of centuries. Afterward will commence various reforms by the people, the dispersing of some obscure shadows, receiving a little of their pristine splendour, but not without great divisions and continual changes.

If we examine closely this prophecy, says a French commentator, we are astonished at the accuracy of the prediction of Nostradamus. In effect, did not this year commence with the Revision? Did not the year 1792 see the palace of the Tuileries, hitherto inhabited by the Kings, fall into the hands of the people? Was it not in 1792 that a monarch (Louis XVI) was thrown into prison by his own subjects? Was it not in 1792 that the ancient costumes were changed, and the title  citoyen français was accorded to Schiller and to all those philosophers who in their writings had defended the principles of Liberty? Was it not in 1792 that the nobles and priests were slaughtered, even those of families respected for fifteen centuries? Lastly, was it not in 1792 that the National Convention abolished royalty, and this year that saw the commencement of the Republican era, the Republic reforming the calendar; the birth of the factions of the mountains and the plains; and was it not in 1792 that the terrible guillotine emerged bloody from the brain of Guillotin?

The first selection of Centuries had an extraordinary success. Everybody wished to read the predictions, and everybody did read them. A revulsion of feeling took place. From all the corners of Provence, from all the French towns, and even from foreign countries, came those who would seek to learn the future from the seer of Salon. Nobles and commoners, men of learning, scoffers and believers  everybody visited the ex-professor of Montpellier. Nostradamus, who detested these demonstrations, excited only by the insatiable curiosity of ignorant humanity, frequently gave no replies; or, if he replied at all, it was in terms so ambiguous, so obscure, that the majority of the interrogators understood nothing at all.

After the individual curiosity of townspeople came the less egotistical curiosity of the inhabitants of the countryside. Labourers, gardeners, housewives, went to consult Nostradamus  the diviner, the prophet, the man of God, as the greater number now chose to call him. Some asked him if the year would prove a rainy year; others whether the spring would be fine or whether there would be many storms; and a host of similar petty questions. Nostradamus, then, to rid himself of these troublesome visitors, composed a little book under the title of the Almanac of Nostradamus.

The predictions which he set forth in the Almanac proved so accurate that the work was no sooner published than the edition became exhausted; and such was the profit made by the printers that these decided to issue a new and enlarged edition of their own under the same title as that which had met with so great a success. The reason for ascribing this to Nostradamus was, of course, that they might reap a rich harvest; but, although based upon the original and genuine work, it now contained an enormous number of deliberate inaccuracies which the enemies of the seer were not slow to write about, for they afforded them an opportunity of attacking him with success.

Even some of his supporters, ignorant of the truth, began to waver, and he was named throughout the country a charlatan and a rogue. His denials availed him nothing, but the small circle of friends that re mained to him eagerly and with energy took up the fight on his behalf.

The poet, Jodelle, author of Cléopâtre Captive and of Didon le Sacrifiant, left his tragedies and his comedies and wrote among other things a Latin distich upon Nostradamus, towards whom he was fiercely antagonistic. It enjoyed great success:



Nostradamus cum falsa damns, nam fallere nostrum est; 

Et cum falsa damns nil nisi Nostradamus.



As will be seen, there is considerable play upon the word damns, and it is consequently difficult to explain by direct translation; but the following may be taken as the jibe conveyed:

Nostradamus is made to speak: We give that which belongs to us when we give those things that are false; and when we give those things that are false we do nothing but give to ourselves that which belongs to us.

The friends of Nostradamus lost no time in replying, which they did in these terms:



Vera damus cum verba damus quœ Nostradamus dat; 

Sed cum nostra damus, nil nisi falsa damus.



This we may explain in the following manner:

The adversaries of Nostradamus speak: We say that which is true when we give the words of Nostradamus; but when we give our own they are nothing but lies.



V. THE COMMAND TO THE LOUVRE

Although the publication of his Centuries increased the number of his enemies, Nostradamus, on the other hand, added to his friends, and had the good fortune to attract to his side men of intelligence and reason. These defended him so well that they imposed silence upon calumny, and introduced with honour his name into the Court of France. Many reasonable men regarded Nostradamus as one of those privileged beings who appear from time to time by the will of Providence, in order that they may avert those calamities which otherwise would befall mankind; and highly-placed people reported to the King and Queen his work and devotion during the plagues at Aix and Lyons, and the new reputation he had gained by the composition of his Centuries.

According to the Princess de Clèves, Henri II had but a poor opinion of prophets and prophecies; for by her he is reported as saying:

At one time I had a great curiosity as to the future; but so many of the things that were told me proved false that I am convinced it is impossible to foretell the truth. Some years ago a man came here (one Luc Gauric) who enjoyed a great reputation as an astrologer. Everybody went to see him; I went like the others, but without telling him who I was, taking with me M. de Guise and Descars. I gave precedence to my two companions, but the astrologer addressed me as if he regarded me as the master of the others. I thought perhaps he knew me; but then he told me something which proved that he was ignorant of my identity, in predicting that I should be killed in a duel.

He then said to M. de Guise that he would be killed from behind, and to Descars that his head would be broken by a kick from a horse. M. de Guise was annoyed at this prediction, as if he had been accused of cowardice. Descars was not at all satisfied to find that his career would end through so miserable an accident. However, we quitted the astrologer, all three very annoyed with him. I do not know what happened to M. de Guise and to Descars, but there is not the slightest chance of my being killed in a duel. We have concluded peace with the King of Spain; had we not done so I doubt not that we should have fought, and that I should have challenged him as the King, my father, challenged Charles V.

It will be readily understood that Henri II, in saying that there was not the slightest chance of his being killed in a duel, meant that, although he might have fought with the King of Spain in person, he could not, as sovereign, accept a challenge to single combat from one inferior in rank, although he himself might challenge whomsoever he pleased.

Henri and Catherine de Médicis, having heard, then, of the medical science and astrological knowledge of the celebrated physician of Salon, wrote to Claude de Savoie, Count de Tende, governor of Provence, with instructions to invite Nostradamus to visit the Court. The Count de Tende duly performed this mission, conveying the royal command to Salon. Nostradamus at once hastened to obey the summons, and, on July 14, 1556, the new prophet quitted Salon to present himself at Paris. The incidents connected with his arrival at the capital are curious, if without significance; but even regarded merely as coincidence, they are worth relating.

Nostradamus arrived before the walls of Paris on August 15, 1556. He himself regarded this as of happy augury, for the citizens were celebrating the Feast of Notre Dame. Entering the city, he dismounted at the first hotel he reached, and the name of this hostelry completed the coincidence, for it hung out the sign of St. Michel. Happening upon the occasion of his first journey to the French Court, Michel de Notre Dame may be forgiven if he regarded this combination of curious circumstances as significant of a happy culmination of his lifes work.

We will now read of the reception accorded to Nostradamus by the King and Queen, and by the Court at large.

It was with a light heart that the seer of Salon made his way towards the Louvre to be received by his most Christian Majesty. What thoughts must have pursued one another through his mind! Frequently he must have compared the virulent attacks made upon him by men of his profession, of no mean standard of intelligence, his erstwhile friends and companions, with the honour which he now was receiving from the highest in the land. Had these paid heed to the calumnies without giving ear to the truth concerning him, he must long since have suffered the penalty imposed upon all who were convicted of sorcery, and been burnt at the stake as a wizard. But he still lived, and, more, was about to be honoured by his sovereign. Nostradamus had triumphed, indeed.

Arriving at the Louvre, in the company of M. le Connétable, this high dignitary presented Nostradamus to the King and Queen. He was received with great kindness by the sovereign and his consort, both of whom heaped upon their guest presents innumerable. The Constable of France, during the sojourn of the famous doctor in the capital, had intended to lodge Nostradamus at his residence, but His Majesty commanded that he should be the guest of the Cardinal de Sens.

Whilst residing at the hotel of this prince of the Church  truly a singular host for one who, even now, was accused of communicating with the devil  Nostradamus suffered from a severe attack of gout, which detained him some ten or twelve days. The King showed great solicitude in the illness which had so suddenly attacked his eminent subject, and daily sent to inquire as to his progress. He also sent him a further present, this time one hundred écus dor in a purse of velvet.

No sooner had he recovered from these violent pains, says his son, César, than he was invited to Blois to see the young princes of France, an invitation of which he readily availed himself. As to the honours, regal and magnificent presents, which he received at the hands of their Majesties, of princes, and of the high dignitaries of the Court, I would rather let them remain at the end of my pen than name them here.

Presenting himself anew before their Majesties, he was asked to erect the horoscopes of the young princes, and in obedience to this desire he found it necessary to proceed warily, and made use of a diplomatic talent worthy of a Minister of the Crown. He did not speak at all of any dangers that the young princes would incur.

Interrogated by Henri and Catherine, his replies were wrapped up in generalities which could compromise neither himself nor science, and he contented himself with answering that the three princes would mount the throne. It is of interest at this point to recount briefly that which befell each of these princes.

The eldest son of Henri and Catherine of France, who, in 1558, had married Mary, Queen of Scots, succeeded his father in 1559, ascending the throne as François II. His reign, however, lasted but one year, and he was followed by his brother, Charles IX, whose accession took place in 1560 at the age of ten. His mother, Catherine de Médicis, was appointed Regent during his minority, and that bloody stain upon the fleur-de-lis, the Massacre of St. Bartholomew, occurred during his tenure of the reins of government. Remorse for this act hastened his death, which took place in 1574. Henri III succeeded to the throne, and his reign was marked by religious dissensions. Allied with Henri de Navarre against the League, he besieged Paris in the year 1589, and it was during these operations that he met his death at the hands of the assassin, a crazy friar named Jacques Clément.

For the peace of mind of Henri II and Catherine, and also perhaps in the interests of his own safety, Nostradamus, when erecting the horoscopes of their three sons, had placed the best complexion he could upon their future; but that he knew what should take place during the reign of each, and the manner in which each should meet his end, is proved by the fact, say contemporary chroniclers, that he had already announced these things in his Centuries.

Mr. Charles A. Ward, in his Oracles of Nostradamus, selects Century V, Quatrain 67, as predicting the death of Henri III:



Quand chef Pérouse nosera sa Tunique, 

Sans au couvert tout nud sexpolier, 

Seront prins sept, faict aristocratique:

Le père et fils mort par poincte au colter.



To my mind this quatrain has no bearing whatever upon the death of the monarch in question, and I am entirely at a loss to understand how the learned author reconciles it with history. I must confess that, despite contemporary statements, I have failed to find any other more suitable, either in regard to Henri III, Charles IX, or François II; but nevertheless I cannot accept Century V, Quatrain 67.

Following his journey to Paris, Nostradamus published in 1558 a new and augmented edition of the Centuries, prefaced by a letter to Henri II, the reigning King. On the death of this monarch, in 1559, there was a great demand for the new issue of his work, for those courtiers who were acquainted with the quatrains of the physician of Salon saw this melancholy event predicted in the 35th quatrain of the first Century, and written in the year 1555:



Le lion jeune le vieux surmontera.

En champ bellique par singulier duel, 

Dans cage dor les yeux lui crevera, 

Deu play es une, puis mourir mort cruelle.



To the explanation of the foregoing must be added for guidance a few facts concerning the tournament in the Rue Saint-Antoine.

Henri II, desiring to celebrate the nuptials of his daughter, the Princess Elizabeth of France, caused it to be announced publicly by the heralds, in the streets of the capital, that a tournament would be held on the first day of July 1559, near to the Bastille Saint Antoine. He further commanded that it be made known that he would attend the tourney and himself break lances with the foremost knights of his kingdom.

The chivalric contests opened, and the King indulged in jousts with a few of his gentlemen, each of whom gave way to his sovereign. Whether the excitement of combat had seized him, or whether he flattered himself upon having disposed of such valiant antagonists, it is now impossible to say; but toward sundown he announced his intention of once more entering the lists, this time challenging a young Scottish nobleman of his bodyguard, the Comte Gabriel de Montgomery.

We know that the Duc de Savoie remonstrated with His Majesty, pointing out that he had risked his life already more than once during the day, and that he had gained sufficient honour in consequence. The King, however, was adamant, and paid no heed to the wise counsels of the Duc. Montgomery, on his part, was unwilling to engage his sovereign, and repeatedly prayed him that he should not fight. Henri, however, persisted in his challenge, and there was nothing left to Montgomery but to accept.

Accordingly they took up their respective positions, closed their vizors, and prepared for the charge.

At the given signal they rode against each other. The young Scottish captain endeavoured to avoid the King, but in this he failed, and nearly unhorsed the monarch. In spite of the anxious requests of several gentlemen there that he should now abandon the tourney, the King decided once more to ride against Montgomery.

This final charge justified the advice previously proffered him by Henris attendants; for, failing to turn aside his antagonists weapon, he received the full force of the blow on the head. The lance penetrated the helm, and the head of Montgomerys weapon pierced the right eye of the King.



The young lion vanquisheth the old.

When on the field he duelleth, 

His eyes destroyed in cage of gold, 

Two wounds are his  then cruel death.



The King indeed suffered cruelly during ten days  as Nostradamus had predicted: Deux playes une, puis mourir mort cruelle. By the old lion we understand the King, and the young lion the Comte de Montgomery, the latter having triumphed (surmontera). The expression en champ bellique (field of battle) is also justified. But single combat or duel is still more extraordinary, since the tournaments served for single combats. In cage of gold his eyes will be destroyed was also realized  Montgomery destroyed the eyes of the King in piercing the latters helm, which was gilded.

Beyond doubt this prophecy is very curious, but it nearly brought its author to the stake. The enemies of Nostradamus, finding that they could not successfully denounce him in any other manner, caused it again to be noised abroad that he was a magician, a sorcerer, and possessed of the devil.

But whilst the populace busied itself in burning in effigy the celebrated doctor, the Duc and Duchesse de Savoie turned from their route and hastened to Salon to render homage to the genius of the astrologer of this town. The calumnies concerning Nostradamus 

Another version reads:



The young lion will conquer the old one 

In a single duel upon the field of battle.

He will pierce his eyes in a gilded cage.

This is the first of two blows, after which 

Will come a cruel death.



It has been suggested that the second blow refers to the murder of the Kings son, Henri III, by Jacques Clément. did not prevent even the high personages of the Court from consulting him.

For instance, Madame de Lesdiguières having consulted him upon the future of her son, Nostradamus told her, in clear terms, that the young man would become one of the first in the kingdom. And this descendant of the Lesdiguières was made Constable. Trone de Condoulet, a wealthy bourgeois of Salon, who was intimately acquainted with Nostradamus, records a fact of which he was witness:

One evening, he says, Michel having seen the Prince of Béarn, who was yet a child, said to those to whose care he was entrusted, This young prince will ascend the throne of France, and the title of Great will be added to his name.

The dignitaries laughed, and would not believe this prediction of Nostradamus. But this Béarnais became, as is well known, King of France, under the name of Henri IV, or, which accords more closely with the prophecy of Nostradamus, under that of Henri le Grand.

On another occasion, having met a young Franciscan, named Felix Peretti, he saluted him by bending before him on one knee; and those who accompanied the monk, surprised at this deference, on asking of Nostradamus the reason for it, received the following reply: Because I must bow the knee to holiness.

This Franciscan monk became, in 1585, Pope Sixtus V.



VI. DAWN: JULY 2, 1566

In 1564, Charles IX, when visiting Provence, accompanied by Catherine de Médicis, desired to go himself and visit Nostradamus. The notables of Salon gathered before the gate of the town to receive with dignity their King; but Charles contented himself with replying to the usual complimentary speeches by saying, I am come to Provence only that I may see Nostradamus.

The latter, who was amongst the knot of magistrates, was immediately presented. The King, taking him by the hand, made him mount the horse of one of his suite, and rode through Salon engaged in animated conversation with Nostradamus at his side.

So gracious and honourable a reception aroused such feelings of joy within this great man that he could not refrain from comparing his treatment with that which he had received at the hands of the people, and could not suppress the exclamation against his ungrateful country, O ingrata patria!

On leaving Provence the King made him a. present of two hundred pieces of gold, and appointed him physician-in-ordinary and counsellor to his person. The Queen-Mother, Catherine de Médicis, added to this gift another of two hundred pieces of gold, in recognition of his double science of medicine and astrology.

And now the people, easily moved by such events, yet again changed their opinion, and Nostradamus passed for a man of genius; for martyr; for diviner; for a god! In the streets some knelt before him, nor was he ever forgotten in public prayers; and when he attended church, every one rose and bowed to him with respect.

I need scarcely add that his accusers were hunted from the town, and that after this period no one dared to speak a word against the prophecies of Nostradamus.

But age, sorrows, work, and illness undermined the constitution of the astrologer. He never went out, and received at his house only a few intimate and devoted friends, such as Chavigny, Palamèdes, and Condoulet. He knew that his end was approaching, and in his own hand wrote the following: Hic propre mors est (My death is not far off).

Never, perhaps, did he give so exact a prediction; for ten or twelve days later, his illness having developed into dropsy, he expired on July 2, 1566, at the age of sixty-two years. Before he died he called for Père Vidal, to whom he confessed sincerely, with contrite heart and with tears in his eyes.

Upon June 30, 1566, that is, two days before his death, he called Maître Roche, notary in Salon, and to him dictated his testament. On July 1 he said to Chavigny, who was leaving him in order to obtain some repose: To-morrow, at dawn, I shall be no more. In the morning, when his friends entered his room, he was found seated upon a bench near his bed, but life was extinct. What makes this death yet more surprising is that it was predicted a year previously by Nostradamus, in a collection of presages which he was then composing. I give this famous quatrain:



Du retour dambassade, don du roy, mis au lieu 

Plus nen fera; sera allé à Dieu 

Proches parens, amis, frères de sang 

Trouvé tout mort, près du lit et du banc,



By this quatrain Nostradamus predicts that on his return from his visit to the King at Arles, where His Majesty would bestow gifts upon him, he would no more practise the science of astrology, but would await the divine call; finally, that he would be found quite dead near to his bed, seated upon a bench.

Janus Gallicus relates that a few hours after his death his friends entered the house to inquire after the condition of the seer, and, as he had predicted, they found him in a sitting position, near the bed, and quite dead. His body was swollen as the result of dropsy; and, finding it impossible to lie upon his bed in this state, he had crawled to the bench, and, seating himself upon it, patiently awaited his end, which occurred at dawn.

When the death of Nostradamus became known, his friends, and those who still remembered the devotion to the afflicted, during the plagues, displayed by this good man, were stricken with grief. Crowds gathered before his house, many dressed in mourning attire; and at his funeral, which took place in the Eglise des Cordeliers of Salon, the church of the Frères Mineurs, many were the orations that were delivered. Nostradamus was buried in the left wall. The following epitaph is inscribed on his tomb:



RELIQVIÆ MICHAELIS NOSTRADAMI IN HOC SACELLVM TRANSLATÆ FVERVNT POST ANNVM MDCCLXXXIX EPITAPHIVM RESTITVTVM MENSE IVLIO ANNO MDCCCXHI.



D. Ο. M.



CLARISSIMI OSSA MICHAELIS NOSTRADAMI VNIVS OMNIVM MORTALIVM IVDICIO DIGNI CVIVS PENE DIVINO CALAMO TOTIVS ORBIS EX ASTRORVM INFLVXV FVTVRI EVENTVS CONSCRIBERENTVR. VIXIT ANNOS LXII MENSES VI DIES XVII OBIIT SALONE ANNO MDLXVI. OVIETEM POSTERI NE INVIDETE ANNA PONTIA GEMELLA SALONIA CONIVGI OPTAT V. FELICIT.



VII. SOME REMARKABLE QUATRAINS

Nothing like a complete examination of the Centuries thus far has been attempted in the language. The task would be one of peculiar difficulty for many reasons, but here I may give one or two examples of quatrains which, without distortion, seem certainly to synchronize with history. I have availed myself of some licence in translating, and I have not attempted to parallel the metre of the original French.



CENTURY III, QUATRAIN 30



Celuy quen luitte et fer au faict bellique 

Aura porté plus grand qui luy le pris, 

De nuict au lict six luy feront la pique, 

Nud, sans harnois, subit sera surpris.



To him who, armourd, on the field of fight, 

Did snatch the laurel from a greater brow; 

Six foes do wound him, in the still of night.

Surprisd, alone, unarmourd is he now.



Montgomery, the gentleman so unfortunate as to vanquish his King, Henri II  and to cause his death carried off the prize, or, as I have expressed it, the laurel, on that lamentable occasion. Montgomery is clearly indicated in the first two lines, I think; and the third and fourth predict that six men will surprise him in bed at night, naked and unarmed.

Although, according to some accounts, the King, dying, freely pardoned the man who had brought about his death, others aver that Montgomery fled to England for safety. He certainly came to England and espoused the Protestant cause. On his return to France he placed himself at the head of the Norman Huguenots, and was beseiged in Domfront by the Marshal de Matignon and a numerous force, to which he ultimately surrendered.

The terms guaranteed his life, but at express command of Catherine de Médicis he was arrested in his own castle of Domfront on the night of May 27, 1574, by six gentlemen of the Royal forces, and carried to the Château de Caen and thence to the Conciergerie at Paris, where he was imprisoned.

I next shall quote a quatrain which Garencières believed to relate to Charles II, but which more closely corresponds with the fate of his father:



Du règne Anglais le digne dechassé, 

Le conseiller par ire mis à feu, 

Ses adhérans iront si bas tracer, 

Que le bastard sera demy receu.



When heir of Englands crown shall  driven from the throne  

His counsellor on Demos altar immolate;  

So base shall prove those friends he calld his own, 

The upstart, now Half-king, shall grasp the State.



The counsellor abandoned to the rage of the people (par ire) we may regard as the unhappy Strafford, whose harshest reproach upon Charles was his heartwrung cry, Put not your trust in princes! The Covenanters bloody bargain (si bas tracer) and the accession of Cromwell (le bastard) to the Protectorship (sera demi receu) make up a sufficiently extraordinary sequence.

In conclusion I append the following quatrain, said to point to the execution of Charles I, January 30,1649:



Gand et Bruxeles marcheront contre Anvers, 

Sénat de Londres mettront à mort leur Roy; 

Le sel et vin luy seront à lenvers 

Pour eux avoir le régné en désarroi.



Gainst Antwerp, Brussels and Ghent combine, 

The Senate of London their monarch slay; 

Wine serves for salt and salt serves for wine 

In this kingdom of chaos and disarray.



Bouys says that this quatrain alone is sufficient to prove that Nostradamus had true prophetic insight. He points out the fact that until the execution of Charles I no King had ever been condemned to death by a Senate.


DR. JOHN DEE

I. THE BLACK SKULL-CAP

THE life of John Dee is a tragedy. It offers us the spectacle of a wise man courting folly, of a philosopher duped by knaves. Had Dr. Dee been born not in 1527 but in 1827, it is possible, it is probable, that his name would generally be known and revered; whereas now he lives but in the annals of alchemy, endures only in the laboratory of the hermetic researcher and in the study of the curious. What he actually accomplished we shall see in due time, and it was little enough; but in futile research John Dee lost his youth and what the world had to offer to youth; immolated his peace, his reputation; ruined his body and seared his mind; finally, in the height of his scientific frenzy, he prostituted his wife upon the altar of alchemy, and passed unmourned to a paupers grave.

John Dee was born in London on July 13, 1527, and in his earliest youth, in London and at Chelmsford, he displayed a marked inclination for study. Proceeding to St. Johns College, Cambridge, at the age of fifteen, he became so absorbed in his reading that eighteen hours of every twenty-four were spent among his books. Since of the six remaining hours he devoted only four to repose, his was evidently that type of constitution which enables its possessor to dispense entirely with physical exercise and almost to dispense with sleep.

A brilliant scholar, and one of the original Fellows of Trinity, 1546, he early found himself a man shunned  a social pariah. Sinister rumours began to circulate, and we can readily imagine that the midnight lamp shining out from Dees window often enough became the focus of fearful glances. His mechanical beetle, presented in a performance of Aristophanes Peace, added to the reputation already attaching to the youthful student; and when, about 1547, he returned from a visit to the Low Countries with much bulky luggage in the shape of strange instruments, a whisper disturbed the peace of the colleges Sorcery!  when morning after morning dawn came to dim the philosophers lamp.

We can see men taking the wall as Dee passes and retracing their steps in preference to meeting him on the stair. Groups melt at his coming; silence falls upon the room in which he appears. But always there are nervous movements and sidelong glances. Conversation, hushed and ominous, springs up anew as the young mystic departs.

Such environment becoming intolerable, and covert accusation developing into open persecution, Dee quitted Cambridge and sought a more congenial abode at the University of Louvain, where, surrounded by kindred spirits, he found every encouragement in his strange studies, which now had led him out upon the hazardous path to the philosophers stone.

At the age of twenty-four, however, he returned to England, and was successful, through the kindly offices of his friend, Sir John Cheek, in securing presentation at the Court of Edward VI, where he was well received, and had bestowed upon him a pension of one hundred crowns. In London he remained for several years, practising as an astrologer, when an event occurred which very nearly terminated his career: this was a charge of heresy and conspiracy against the life of Queen Mary.

He was imprisoned at Hampton Court, even in the weeke next before the same Whitsuntide that Her Majesty (i.e.. Elizabeth, prior to her accession) was there prisoner also. In one of the documents printed for the Chetham Society in 1851, Dee speaks of false information given in by one George Ferrys and Prideaux, that I endeavoured by enchantments to destroy Queene Mary.

Accused of being a conjuror, a caller of devils, a great doer therein, and so (as some would say) the arche conjuror of this whole kingdom, Dee retorted that it was a damnable slander, utterly untrue, on the whole, and in every word and part thereof, as (before the King of Kings) will appere at the dreadful day.

Suffice it that he was acquitted of attempting the life of the Queen by enchantments, but was committed to prison on the charge of heresy and required to clear himself of that charge to the satisfaction of Edmund Bonner, Bishop of London. Considering Dees reputation, the beliefs and superstitions of the times, and the fierce bigotry of his judge, I regard it as one of the most notable points in a singular career that Dee convinced the Bishop of the orthodoxy of his faith. Probably no man ever came nearer to a Smithfield stake and escaped the burning.

Follows a period of comparative placidity. With Elizabeths ascent to the throne Dees fortunes improved, a circumstance which, viewed side by side with the charges that so nearly had wrought his end, is not without significance.

Elizabeth, during her retirement at Woodstock, had apparently consulted Dee as to the time of Marys death, which interview seems to have led to his trial. Dudley, Earl of Leicester, was also sent by Elizabeth to inquire of Dee the day of her coronation; and the philosopher enjoyed so great a favour that a few years afterwards the Queen paid him a visit in person at his home at Mortlake. Indeed, when later he became ill, it was Elizabeths own physician who attended him.

But although his livelihood was earned by the practice of astrology, the dream of Dees life was to bridge the gulf and explore the mystic borderland. He had studied deeply the mysteries of the Cabala and Talmud, and these had impressed him with the belief that it would be possible for him to hold converse with spirits and angels, and to learn from them the secrets of the universe.

He relates how, one day, when engaged in fervent prayer, the window of his museum, which looked towards the west, suddenly glowed with a dazzling light, in the midst of which, in all his glory, stood the angel Uriel. Stricken with awe and wonder, Dee looked upon this vision, and the angel, smiling graciously, placed in his hands a crystal of convex form, telling him that if he wished to communicate with beings in another sphere, he had but to gaze intently into it, and they would appear and disclose to him all the secrets of futurity; the past and the future should be as the present.

Here, then, we find ourselves face to face with the first real problem in regard to our subject. Had continuous brooding upon mystic lore terminated in obsession? Was the story of Uriels appearance with the crystal a mere fabrication? Or must we seek a third solution to the enigma?





[image: img55.jpg]





I recognize that the point is one of importance; for upon this vision, and with the convex crystal for foundation, was built up the whole amazing structure of John Dees after-life. Hence, here lies the clue by means of which we may determine whether he was a madman, an impostor, or that type of being to this day imperfectly classified and comprehended  a clairvoyant. That he was no impostor with regard to crystallomancy will appear later; but the final verdict in the case of John Dee cannot fairly be pronounced until the bewildering mass of documentary material bearing upon the career of this extraordinary man has been properly examined.

Dee has recorded that, although his early experiments with the crystal were partially successful, he was unable afterwards to recall anything of the revelations thus made to him. He decided, then, to confide his secret in another, one who might gaze into the crystal and converse with the spirits, whilst Dee, in another part of the room, noted down these revelations.

Enters Edward Kelly, the man in the black skullcap. His appearance at this point in Dees life has about it something Mephistophelean; his personality harmonizes with such infernal origin. He became Dees shadow, and that shadow lies black upon the name of the doctor of Mortlake to this day. Let us consider what little is known of the early life of Edward Kelly  perhaps the most sinister figure in the annals of alchemistical philosophy.

According to Anthony à Wood, he first saw the light on August I, 1555, the third year of the reign of Queen Mary, at Worcester. Educated in his native city until the age of seventeen, he is supposed to have gone up to Oxford. The registers of that University, however, contain no record of any Edward Kelly being entered at the period, and it has been suggested that his real name was Talbot. Three persons of the latter name were entered about this time at Gloucester Hall. In any case, the evidence of Kellys residence at Oxford is of a very slender character; but if his study at the University be doubted, there is no reason to doubt that he had occasion to change his name, as will be seen later.

Certain authorities state that he was trained as an apothecary, and thus acquired some skill in chemistry; but this is doubtful, for he entered the legal profession and became a notary, practising in London (or, according to another account, in Lancaster). It was at any rate in the latter town that he came under official notice.  

A skilful penman, Kelly had been at great pains to acquaint himself with, and to become proficient in, archaic English, and, as a native of Worcester, he had also studied Welsh. By the aid of these accomplishments he was accused of forging title deeds (a dreadful crime in those days), but it must be granted that the evidence upon which he was indicted was of a very unsatisfactory nature. Despite this, it is almost certain that he was pilloried in Lancaster, and suffered the loss of both ears  a mutilation degrading enough in any man, but fatal to a philosopher.

Hereafter, then, we meet Edward Kelly arrayed in a black skull-cap which, fitting closely over his head and descending over his cheeks, not only conceals his loss, but lends him an appearance at once oracular and sinister. So well did he preserve his disgraceful secret that even Dee, with whom he lived for so many years, never discovered it.



II. THE IVORY CASKETS

The adventures and intrigues of Edward Kelly, his imprisonments, his abrupt transition from utter poverty to opulence, his yet more amazing leap from the state of a hunted fugitive to that of a noble of Bohemia  lastly, his disgrace, final incarceration, and dramatic death, make up a real life-story unsurpassed by anything in sensational fiction.

Following the trial which resulted in the loss of his ears, he evidently fled to Wales where, adopting a nomadic life, he successfully concealed himself from the ferocious law of the land, which he seemingly had good reason to dread. Let us follow his furtive, black-capped figure through the Welsh wilds, for his wanderings are to lead him to a wondrous discovery.

What emotions must have claimed the lonely shepherd, tending his flock upon a mountain side, when, along the harsh and stony path below, he perceived a weird, repellent stranger making his way! Wrapped in his long cloak, his head so covered by his closely fitting skull-cap that only a small part of his features remained visible, this furtive figure must have struck awe and dread into the heart of such a simple peasant, have persuaded him that he looked upon an evil thing  an envoy infernal.

Closely enwrapped, and with more substantial fears than these for company, Edward Kelly, making his way to the neighbourhood of Glastonbury Abbey, came to a lonely inn and there sought shelter for the night. We are indebted to Louis Figuier for an account of what befell him there.

Finding himself temporarily in safety, Kelly evidently shook off the incubus of dread which rarely left him, and engaged the innkeeper in conversation. Growing confidential  and the passage of the ages has not vastly changed the temperament of mine host  the latter exhibited to his guest an old manuscript which local erudition had shown itself inadequate to decipher.

Kelly, we have seen, was no stranger to the ancient writings, and a glance sufficed to convince him that the MS. was in the old Welsh language and treated of the transmutation of metals. Upon inquiry he learnt that it had been brought to light during one of those outbursts of religious fanaticism so common in the reign of Elizabeth.

The sepulchre of a deceased bishop in a neighbouring church had been violated; but this sacrilege was only rewarded by the discovery of the manuscript, which the despoilers were not even able to read, and by that of two small ivory caskets, containing respectively a red and white powder, to their eyes equally valueless. The casket containing the red powder they broke, and some of its contents was lost; but the powder which remained, the second casket, and the manuscript they disposed of to the innkeeper for a flagon of wine.

How the eyes of the saturnine visitor must have gleamed when the whole of this treasure-trove was laid before him! Few people of education, at that day, were ignorant of the red and white tinctures which were essential instruments for the performance of the magnum opus. Alchemy, indeed, claimed the attention of the learned throughout the civilized world, and Kelly promptly offered one guinea for the entire collection, an offer which the innkeeper as promptly accepted.

In this manner, then, Kelly became the possessor of the book of St. Dunstan and the alchemical powders of which it treated. I hope, in a later chapter, to quote some fragments of St. Dunstan; for the present my purpose will be served if I explain that St. Dunstan, who died Archbishop of Canterbury, is by some supposed to have been an alchemist, and has been regarded as the patron saint of goldsmiths; but an anonymous authority says that this prelate had no other elixir or philosophers stone than the gold and silver, which, by the benefit of fishing, was obtained, whereby the Kings plate and bullion was procured. For the advancement of the fishing trade, he did advise that three fish days be kept in every week, which caused also more abstinence, and hence the proverb that St. Dunstan took the devil by the nose with his pincers.

With his hermetic treasures, Edward Kelly, in whom ambition must have silenced fear, next appears in London, where we definitely hear of him in partnership with Dr. Dee. In what way and at what time these two became acquainted is a debatable point; but we soon find Kelly assisting Dee in his experiments with the crystal.

Shortly after commencing their mystical operations, certain spirits appeared to Kelly, and held extraordinary discourses with him, all of which were duly taken down by Dee.

The latter, convinced that his colleague was an excellent and devout medium, with the growing success of their joint experiments took Kelly more and more into his confidence. Their conversation was constantly upon the subject of the hermetic mysteries, each giving the other accounts of his inquiries into the various sciences, and discussing the possibilities offered of a great reputation and future by the successful transmutation of base metal into pure gold. Kelly claimed that he could do this, and, as dramatic evidence, put before the amazed doctor the Glastonbury manuscript and the caskets containing the red and white powders.

We have seen that Dee practised astrology, which brought him great profits. According to one authority, his fame as an astrologer had spread over the country, and even to the Continent. From all points of the compass came people anxious to have their nativities cast by the doctor of Mortlake, and to behold the man who, claiming, as one authority says, to possess the elixir of life, asserted that he would never die. The same writer also states that Dee carried on a most profitable trade, but spent so much in drugs and metals, to work out some peculiar process of transmutation, that he never became rich. On the other hand, we read from a different source that:

Dr. Dee has been popularly regarded as an alchemist with about as much reason as he has been regarded a magician. No doubt he knew something of alchemy before he became acquainted with Kelly, and... he conducted a phenomenal series of experiments in artificial lucidity through the medium of his celebrated crystal; but he was not an alchemist on the one hand, nor a necromancer and a dealer with devils on the other. He was actually a learned mathematical philosopher, who was to some extent absorbed by the physics and metaphysics of the hermetic traditions.

Dee, then, was drawn headlong into the consuming science by the glamour of the ivory caskets of St. Dunstan; for he readily and eagerly financed the schemes of his ambitious and sordid-minded partner.

They lost no time in getting to work, and soon were surrounded by their crucibles, retorts, and furnaces. Much labour was spent in experiments; much gold, not the manufactured metal, but Dees own coin of the realm, was expended in efforts to produce it by artificial means. Eventually, we are told, they successfully accomplished a transmutation of metals which proved the richness of Kellys tincture to be I upon 272,230; but they lost much gold in experiments before they knew the extent of its power.

I shall ask you, here, to glance at one or two entries in Dr. Dees private diary, for they serve to show that he was convinced of Kellys success in transmutation, and that he regarded his companion as an adept alchemist.

Thus:

May 10, 1588. E. K. did open the great secret to me. God be thanked.

And:

Dec. 14th. Mr. Edward Kelly gave me the water, earth, and all.

It should be mentioned, as no other opportunity may present itself, that according to John Weever, the Lancashire author, an accusation of necromancy was levelled against Kelly; so that he may, as a wellknown modern authority points out, in occult matters have acted in good faith, and believed that there was efficacy in those magical processes of which crystallomancy formed a part.

The charge was to this effect: That he caused a poor man who had been buried in the yard belonging to Law Church, near to Wotton-in-the-Dale, to be taken out of his grave (that is, evoked the spirit of the departed) and to answer to such questions that he then propounded to him. (A Bodleian MS. states that Weevers authority was an accomplice of Kelly and actually present at the unholy transaction.)

But despite his enthusiasm at this time regarding the magnum opus, Dr. Dees profound interest in crystal-gazing remained, and grew greater with the passage of each year. His alchemical notes are scanty, whilst those dealing with planetary spirits and other invisible intelligences, summoned through the mediation of Kelly and the crystal, are exhaustive. Selections alone from them fill a large folio volume, and they are admitted to constitute the most extraordinary account extant in the language of intercourse with the borderland. Respecting these communications of Kelly, a well-known English authority says:

In the present state of psychological knowledge, imperfect as it still is, it is, on the one hand, too late to deny that a state of lucidity can be frequently induced by the mediation of crystals and similar transparent substances; whilst it is evident, on the other hand, from the history of the subject, that beyond the bare fact and such possibilities as may be reasonably attached to it, nothing of real moment has resulted from any such experiments. Edward Kelly may have lost his ears for forgery, or he may have deserved to be deprived of them, and he may still have been a genuine clairvoyant, for the faculty does not suppose an advanced or even tolerable morality in its possessor. He may equally have been guiltless of any otherwise illegal practices, and yet may have shamefully imposed upon his friend. There is only one fact of importance  that Edward Kelly, apparently by no desert of his own, came into possession of the two tinctures of hermetic philosophy. Convict or martyr, seer or cheating conjurer, knave or saint, matters nothing in comparison. He may further have accounted for his possession of the tinctures by a romantic fiction, but this itself is trivial. At the same time, with regard to his visions, it must be admitted that either he was a clairvoyant of advanced grade, or he was a man of most ingenious invention.



III. COUNT LASKI, AND THE JOURNEY TO POLAND

At about the time that Dee and Kelly were commencing their experiments with the two hermetic tinctures, the doctor made the acquaintaince of a wealthy Polish noble, Albert Laski, Count Palatine of Siradz. This was in May 1583. The distinguished foreigner, whilst making a tour of the learned centres of the kingdom, informed the Earl of Leicester that he should not have visited Oxford, had he not anticipated meeting Dr. Dee there.

The earl promised that he would introduce the count to the renowned doctor of Mortlake on their return to London; and in accordance with this promise he brought the two together a few days later. The meeting took place in the ante-chamber of Queen Elizabeth, whilst both were awaiting audience of Her Majesty.

We are told by Krasinski that Count Albert Laski was received in England by Queen Elizabeth with great distinction; and the honours which were accorded him during his visit to Oxford, by special command of the Queen, were such as are usually reserved for reigning princes. This Polish nobleman was one of the delegates sent to France, in order to announce to Henri de Valois, later Henri III of France, his election to the throne of Poland. The extraordinary prodigality of Count Laski rendered even his own enormous wealth insufficient to defray his expenses, and he therefore threw himself into the study of alchemy.

Laski found the society of Dr. Dee extremely congenial, and he became a frequent visitor to the house at Mortlake. Fitting entertainment of the Pole and his retinue was a costly matter, and we find Dr. Dee, in the Autobiographical Tracts, writing the following:

Her Majesty (An. 1583 Julii ultimo) being informed by the Right Honourable Earl of Leicester, that whereas the same day in the morning he had told me that his honour and the Lord Laski would dine with me within two daies after, I confessed sincerely unto him that I was not able to prepare them a convenient dinner, unless I should presently sell some of my plate or some of my pewter....

Elizabeth listened to the favourite, and immediately sent to Dr. Dee a present of twenty pounds.

On the day appointed for the visit Count Laski arrived, attended by a numerous and magnificent retinue. He expressed his warm admiration at the wonderful accomplishments and attainments of his host; and so profuse was he in compliments to Dee that the latter, being a very modest man, was almost speechless in his embarrassment. The wealthy Pole no doubt appealed to Kelly in quite a different manner; and already the brain beneath the black skull-cap was at work upon a scheme whereby profitable use could be made of the strangers enthusiasm.

During the days which followed, the Count was a constant visitor at Mortlake, and much of his time was taken up in the company of Dr. Dee. Now and again Kelly would point out to his friend the necessity of interesting this man in their experiments; and he suggested that Dee, during one of his conversations with the visitor, should throw out hints of the philosophers stone and the elixir of life, and if Laski displayed deep interest in the subject, should turn their discussions to the spirits, telling him that by their means they were able to look into the book of the future.

After much debate Dee decided to approach the Count in the manner suggested by Kelly, and Laski, on being informed of the results attained both in alchemy and in communion with the spirits, fell an easy victim to the lure of the Unseen. He inquired with much eagerness if he might be allowed to be present at one of their séances, or, better still, be admitted himself into conversation with the angel Uriel.

Dee, possibly prompted by Kelly, did not at first agree to the desire of his new acquaintance; it may be that the earless notary desired to whet the appetite of the Pole. He explained that it was difficult and even dangerous to summon the spirits in the presence of a stranger; for how could they know whether he was really sincere, or whether he had no other motive than that of gratifying idle curiosity? Dee himself relates:

I and E. K. (Edward Kelly) sat together, conversing of that noble Polonian Albertus Laski, his great honour here with us obtained, and of his great liking among all sorts of the people.

(He adds a note, which, considering what we have seen of the doctors character, is at least extremely curious:)

Suddenly there seemed to come out of the oratory a spiritual creature, like a pretty girl of seven or nine years of age, with her hair rolled up before and hanging down behind, attired in a gown of silk, of changeable red and green, and with a train. She seemed to play up and down, and seemed to go in and out behind the books; and as she seemed to go between them, the books displaced themselves and made way for her.

In the dark places which abound throughout these records, we find ourselves looking, not to Dee, but to Kelly, for the key to the labyrinth; and rarely do we look in vain; Whatever the scene, his shadow lies upon it; from somewhere in the background peers out the malignant face. Be our subject deep in his books, bending to his retorts, studying the heavens above, always over the shoulder of the doctor of Mortlake we may catch a glimpse of the black skull-cap.

But the apparition recorded above sets us looking toward Kelly, and looking, it would seem, in vain. He may have deceived Dee respecting the spirits, and lied to him concerning the Glastonbury manuscript and the ivory caskets, but, short of hypnotic suggestion, how may we satisfactorily account for the spiritual creature? That it was a fabrication of Dees I am not prepared to admit; for I can find nothing in the character of the man to justify such an assumption. Therefore, I shall invite you to seek your own solution.

At last the Pole was admitted to their mysteries. During the séances Kelly would place himself at some distance from the magic crystal and gaze steadily and intently into it, whilst Dee, as the recorder of the revelations, took his place in a far corner of the room.

Kelly, having worked himself into a state of great excitement, would again become quiescent, and, after a time, utter the prophecy. On occasions he is represented as predicting to the Pole that he should become the fortunate possessor of the philosophers stone; that he should live for centuries, and be elevated to the throne of Poland; that, having become King, he would gain many great victories over the Saracens, and cause his fame to spread throughout the world.

That he urged Laski to take himself and Dr. Dee back to Poland; that the two fastened, octopus-like, upon the Count, and plundered him mercilessly, is the view of more than one biographer: but I doubt if it can be justified. Certainly, a very short time later we find Dee and Kelly, together with their wives and families, en route for Poland.

Four months were occupied in the journey to the neighbourhood of Cracow, where were situated the Poles estates. During the journey they denied themselves no pleasure, and spent money in a most lavish and extravagant fashion. Once, however, settled in the Counts palace, they immediately commenced the great hermetic operation of the transmutation of base metal into pure gold. Of course, Laski bore the enormous expense involved in these experiments; and although their hopes always were disappointed at the very moment when it seemed that success was assured  failures which only impelled them in recommencing t their work upon a larger and still more extravagant scale  the Count never lost hope. His lands brought him a rich revenue, and he had recovered from the terrific expenses he had incurred during his stay in England; so he was not afraid in these early stages to sink his thousands in the venture, firmly believing as he did that he would be repaid a hundred-fold.

Weeks passed, months flew by; and still they toiled in vain. Even Laskis purse began to feel the strain, and, in order to keep the ravenous furnaces going, he was compelled to raise money on his estates. Matters then went from bad to worse, and ruin actually stared him in the face. The families of Dee and Kelly had to be maintained, which constituted no small item of his expenditure.

It was during his sojourn in Cracow that Dr. Dee had news of the destruction of his library at Mortlake by a fanatical mob, which, raising the cry of Wizard, had wrecked his house. In the August of the same year, 1584, the party left Cracow. Hostile critics have represented that, like satiated leeches, they dropped off from the unfortunate Laski and proceeded in quest of a fresh victim.

Since there is no record of the circumstances of their parting  save that it was not unkindly, for they bore letters of introduction to the Emperor Rudolf  I cannot accept that view as fair and unprejudiced. I prefer to think that Count Laski, though remaining confident of Dr. Dees good faith, found Edward Kellys overbearing temper and ill-veiled roguery no longer supportable, and determined, moreover, to abandon the quest of the great hermetic secret ere absolute financial ruin overtook him.

At any rate, accompanied by their wives and Dee s family, our alchemistical nomads set out upon their journey to Bohemia, whither I shall ask you to follow them.



IV. THE EXCHANGE OF WIVES

Alchemy was the one topic of Prague. Men spoke of it in the market-place, in the highways and the byways. By day, this process and that furnished subject for debate; by night, the glow of a thousand furnaces told of the quest pursued. It was even said that an apartment of the Imperial palace was fitted up as an alchemical laboratory.

We can imagine the reception here accorded to the possessor of St. Dunstans powders!

Very shortly, indeed, all Prague was burning with a fever of excitement; for it was noised abroad, indeed was accepted as verity from palace to hovel, that the great English Adept, Edward Kelly, was transmuting with absolute success.

One of these operations is reported to have taken place at the house of the Imperial physician, Thaddeus de Hazek, and Kelly also is said to have initiated high officers of State into the secret. Whatever of truth be discoverable in all this, there certainly remains one outstanding fact. The whole party was suddenly translated from abject poverty to extraordinary affluence. Their extravagance became unbounded, and wherever they went they were attended by magnificent retinues.

In fact, this phase of our subjects career must always be an enigma and a stumbling-block in the path of inquiry. Contemporary authorities speak of Kellys experiments, certainly, but with a halting voice for the most part, and in terms which conflict one with another.

There seems to be little doubt, however, that they were invited to the Court of Rudolf II, but in what measure the kindly offices of Count Laski served them here we cannot hope to learn. Whereas there seems to be good evidence to show that Kelly was created a Marshal, one authority actually tells us that Dee and Kelly met with but little consideration during their sojourn in Prague, and that the Emperor Rudolf, at the end of a few months, gave orders that they should quit Bohemia within twenty-four hours; this, as an alternative to a dungeon or the stake.

From the same source we learn that both families now suffered the utmost privation until chance threw in their path a new and wealthy patron in the shape of King Stephen of Poland. From the Court of Stephen, their dealings with whom are but poorly substantiated, they proceeded to Trebona, where they were sumptuously entertained by one Count Rosenberg.

According to a frankly hostile historian, their stay at the palace of this new patron lasted nearly four years. Rosenberg appears to have been more ambitious than avaricious, for he was an extremely wealthy man and allowed his guests an almost unlimited command of his money. He cared little for the amount of gold which the philosophers stone would pour into his coffers, but desired its possession on account of the new and extensive lease of life which would thereby be assured to him. Kelly told him, says our authority, that he would become King of Poland, and promised that he would attain to the age of five hundred years to enjoy this dignity, provided that he supplied them with sufficient money to carry on their experiments!

Whatever was the nature of the dealings between Dee, Kelly, and the Count Rosenberg of Trebona, it was during their stay under the roof of this nobleman that quarrels between the two philosophers became frequent, resulting finally in complete rupture. The success which rewarded the schemes of Kelly so stimulated the arrogance of his nature that his manner towards Dr. Dee became overbearing to an intolerable degree. Even Dees pacific soul was compelled to revolt against the man who once had been his assistant only, but who now asserted, and asserted with unspeakable insolence, his superiority over his partner, and over all who engaged in alchemical research.

Whilst full credit is due to the doctor of Mortlake for his conscientious and honest attempts to leave and work independently of his knavish partner, he seems at this time to have fallen so completely under the influence of the latter as to lack the courage to sever the knot. In fact, the sinister Kelly was so persuaded of his hold upon Dee as to threaten his colleague that he would forsake him entirely; and whenever this threat was uttered poor Dee seems to have been brought to his knees.

We come to the most singular episode in the history of the pair, an episode which reveals the character of Dr. Dee in all its fixity and all its weakness, and which illuminates the mind beneath the black skull-cap, enabling us to study its libidinous activity, as a torch might cast its light into some noisome dungeon.

Kellys wife was an ill-natured and far from prepossessing person, apparently, while Dees was attractive and amiable. What other traits were hers events will show. And now Kelly determined to gratify a passion long nurtured in secret  in secret from Dee, as I understand the matter, but that Kelly had preserved his secret from Madame Dee I cannot believe. In fact, I find it impossible to doubt, despite the fasting, vows, and prayers for enlightenment  Faithful Relation, pp. 16, 17, Acta Tertia  that a liaison existed between these two; and the difficulty of conducting such a guilty amour under the very eyes of the wronged husband probably led Kelly to adopt the plan which I am about to mention. Its unparalleled audacity is such that for all time it must remain a mystery why Dr. Dee did not strike down the man who conceived it.

One day, whilst consulting the crystal, Kelly declared to Dee that he could not acquaint him with the message because of the nature of the suggestions being made by the mysterious beings. He remained stanch in his refusal to impart their words to his companion, but Dee, whose curiosity was thus naturally aroused, insisted, and at length Kelly, who had carefully and patiently awaited favourable opportunity, told him that a naked woman had appeared to him and directed that in future they were to have their wives in common!

At first Dee, in view of the numerous quarrels which had already taken place between them, thought that the message was in the nature of an exhortation to cease their useless squabbles and live together in harmony and goodwill. But he was soon disillusioned by the sinister being in the skull-cap, who, having questioned the naked spirit anew, declared that she insisted upon a literal interpretation of her words.

The unfortunate Dee no longer doubted; but it formed no part of Kellys plan to insist at present upon carrying out the dictates of the spirit. He even gave it as his conviction that the phantom being who had made the extraordinary suggestion could have been none but a satellite of the Evil One, and that in consequence he refused to give ear to such instructions.

After this we are led to believe that a further quarrel took place, for Kelly was sorely displeased that on all occasions when eminent persons came to consult them Dee was accorded by far the larger share of homage and consideration. Kelly, then, abruptly left his associate, telling him that he would see him no more.

Dee was now thrown upon his own resources, and in his unsettled state of mind could not decide upon which way to look for a suitable person to act as skryer in the place of Kelly. Ultimately, he fixed upon his own son, Arthur, then a boy of about eight or nine years of age, and impressed upon the childs mind the awful nature of the duties he was to perform.
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As a medium, Arthur Dee proved a hopeless failure, for he had neither the imagination nor understanding for so mysterious a subject. Obedient to his fathers instructions, he looked deeply and intently into the crystal, but nothing could he see, and nothing could he hear. Dees disappointment was genuine and intense, for he really believed, after the results attained by and through Kelly, that it was possible to hold intercourse with the angels, and that his son was imbued with the same mystic sense as his late colleague, though perhaps not in the same degree. The boy, however, could only tell his father that he perceived a vague, indistinct shadow  an experience common to us all after long, fixed staring at a particular object.

In ever-increasing despair, Dees thoughts constantly turned to Kelly. Keenly did he regret the rupture between them; he was utterly miserable now that he found it impossible to commune with intelligences of the other world, for these experiments had become a part of his life. His shrewd partner had foreseen this, and, having allowed sufficient time to elapse, he suddenly and unexpectedly returned, to Dees amazement and genuine relief.

Kelly entered the room where the séances usually took place and found the doctors son gazing in vain into the crystal for something to appear. In his journal Dee remarks the welcome return of Kelly as a miraculous fortune and a divine fate, adding, that, having taken the place of his son Arthur, his colleague was immediately able to communicate with the spirits which had refused to appear to the boy. Such now was the fatuity of Dee, that when Kelly reported that the spirit which had previously appeared to him repeated the command that they should use their two wives in common, the unfortunate philosopher bowed to the unkind fate which could insist upon so cruel an arrangement.

As the result of this revelation a solemn covenant was drawn up between Dr. Dee, Edward Kelly, Jane Dee, and Joan Kelly, as may be read in the Faithful Relation. Further comment upon this amazing incident could serve no useful purpose; but I may add that the original rough draft, much interlineated, of this unique document, in Dees own handwriting, is still extant.



V. THE LAST ACT OF THE DRAMA

We now find the party established once more in Prague, and engaged in desperate experiments with the red and white powders of St. Dunstan. These, however, were seriously diminished by excessive projection, indeed were almost exhausted. In their efforts to increase the quantity of the tinctures they merely succeeded in destroying that which remained.

It is evident that the Emperor had believed the claims of Kelly (though he may nevertheless have thought him a rogue), who had everywhere boasted that he was an Adept  not merely the heir of the Stone, but an enlightened and proficient master. So great was Rudolfs faith in the ability, if not in the honesty, of the man now become his guest  and whom he had promoted to the dignity of a Marshal of Bohemia  that the failure of Kelly to produce the alchemical powders was attributed, not to impotency, but to obstinacy.

The Royal alchemist became so furious with the wearer of the black skull-cap as to cast him into a dungeon of the Castle of Zobeslau; but, always a man of resource, he regained his liberty by undertaking to manufacture the Stone, on condition that he was allowed to return to Prague and consult Dr. Dee, who, throughout this time, appears to have been left unmolested, and, indeed, to have been regarded with much respect.

Kelly returned to Prague  under escort. The house in which he stayed was practically turned into a prison, for he was never for one moment unguarded. All further experiments in manufacturing the powder were as futile as his earlier attempts, and the alchemist, at last, gave up in despair and made a desperate effort to escape. In his fury he succeeded in murdering one of his guards, but was eventually overpowered, and sent to the Castle of Zerner.

Leaving the man in the black skull-cap alone in his cell and occupied in the compilation of the Stone of the Philosophers, which was begun and completed in captivity, I shall ask you to follow Dr. Dee, now for ever separated from the evil companion whom, despite all, he had loved.

It is believed that at this time the doctor returned to England. He set out from Bohemia with a magnificent retinue, and travelled with three coaches for himself and family and three wagons to carry his luggage. Each coach was drawn by four horses, and the whole party was escorted by a guard of twenty-four soldiers. One wonders if he had resumed friendly relations with his wife.

Some time before, when Kelly had first threatened to leave him, Dee had decided, should this desertion come about, to return to England, and had accordingly written to Elizabeth requesting that he might be granted a favourable reception on his return home. At the same time he sent to the Queen, as it is alleged, a round piece of silver, which he claimed to have transmuted from a piece of a brass warming-pan. Later, he also sent her the warming-pan, so that she might see for herself that the piece of silver fitted exactly into the hole which was cut in the brass. This was not without its effect, and he received the desired invitation to return to England.

On his arrival in his native country Elizabeth immediately granted him an audience, receiving him very kindly, promising and giving orders that he must suffer no interference in his experiments in alchemical research.

Very soon he had squandered what was left of the money with which he was enabled so sumptuously to travel from Bohemia; but Elizabeth could not believe that he was in want. She very reasonably argued that a man who claimed to be able to manufacture gold from baser metal could never fall into straitened circumstances, and the only marks of favour bestowed upon him were occasional audiences and her protection.

Poor Dee struggled manfully with his crucibles and retorts, and seriously affected his health by his existence amongst the poisonous fumes ever present in his laboratory. Now and again he turned his attention to his magic crystal, but could find none to replace the invaluable Kelly.

The pathetic impotency of Dee, now that he was once again and finally thrown upon his own resources, in his efforts to obtain the stone of the philosophers, or elixir, brought him to his knees. His repeated attempts in this direction, expensive and fruitless as they were, soon saw him on the verge of starvation. In great distress he applied to the Queen for relief. In stating his deplorable case, he wrote that, having left his library and the valuable contents of his museum behind him when he travelled to the Continent in the company of Count Laski and Kelly, the mob, aroused into fury by the exaggerated untruths which had been circulated regarding him, had broken into his house at Mortlake and destroyed everything they could lay their hands upon.

He denied the charges levelled against him of necromancy and wizardry, and, informed Her Majesty that his library, which consisted of four thousand volumes  rare and ancient  together with his philosophical instruments and other paraphernalia, having been wantonly and ruthlessly destroyed, he considered that he should be compensated for his loss; for research was impossible in the circumstances, and his means of livelihood was taken from him. He added that, as he had by the Queens command returned to England, she should defray the expenses incurred by the journey.

Elizabeth, still kindly disposed towards the unfortunate doctor, at intervals sent him small sums of money. At last, another commission having sat to consider his claims, he received an appointment as Chancellor of St. Pauls Cathedral, transferring later to the college of Manchester, where he was appointed Warden. His troubles, however, were by no means at an end, for at Manchester he was subjected to continued persecution by the Fellows of the college, and suffered other indignities, which he endured with the patience characteristic of his whole career. His appointment to Manchester took place in 1595; and as this was the year which saw the dramatic and tragic end of Kelly, we must now return to the latter and see what befell this heir of St. Dunstan.

Whilst Kelly remained in durance, Dee had not been idle in making representations on behalf of his erstwhile companion. The doctor had forgiven the man who had ruined his whole career, and his generous nature impelled him to beseech Elizabeth to secure his release by the Emperor Rudolf and propose his return to England under safe conduct.

The Queen acceded to the requests made by Dee, and wrote to the Emperor, claiming Kelly as her subject. The Bohemian monarch, however, explained that, his prisoner being guilty of murder, he could not release him. By this time Kelly had completely given up all further experiments to produce the powders, although it would appear that he was afforded ample opportunity for continuing his researches within the prison walls. Instead, he set himself to compile a treatise on the stone of the philosophers, and in this way employed the remaining months of his miserable existence. His book he dedicated to his most gracious master, Rudolfus II, extracts from which, together with excerpts from two of his letters to the Emperor upon the subject of transmuting metals, will be found upon a subsequent page.

His volatile temperament at last revolted against his enforced retirement from the world, and he resolved upon a desperate attempt to escape. It is stated on good authority that one stormy night, in February 1595, he made a rope of his bedclothes and proceeded to let himself down from the window of his dungeon, which was situated at the top of a very high tower. His weight, however, for he was a corpulent man, proved too great a strain upon the improvised rope, which broke, and, falling from a considerable height, he sustained such severe injuries, breaking two ribs and both legs, that he died a few days afterwards, at the age of forty-two.

We have it on the authority of another, John Weever, that Queen Elizabeth sent in secret Captain Peter Gwinne, with some others, to persuade Kelly to return to his native country. It is said that he then decided to escape, but from his own house in Prague  which was virtually his prison, since it was under strict guard; and in descending from a wall, the rope he had made gave way and he was precipitated to the ground.

Whereas the reports differ as to the place from which he tried to escape, they are agreed upon the actual manner in which he met his death.

What must have been the thoughts of Dee when the news reached him of the end of the man with whom he had shared many dangers and privations; who had wronged him, yet whom he had loved, and whose behest, in his enthusiasm, he had blindly obeyed? His fanatic soul refused to admit that the great secret, to the solution of which he had devoted his whole life, was beyond the grasp of man. But now that Kelly was no more he felt himself abandoned in the wilderness of unbelief, the desert of persecution; and grieved, not that his learning had been wasted in useless research, but that his intellect, not being allowed to expand further, was starved.

Kellys death, and the continued persecution to which he was subjected at Manchester, had an enormous effect upon the mind of Dee. Old age, too, began to tell its inevitable tale, and about the year 1603, his health having broken down and his mind become enfeebled, the philosopher was compelled to resign his chair at the college of Manchester.

He retired to Mortlake, but soon again found himself almost penniless, and was driven to eke out a miserable existence by fortune-telling. Frequently he was forced to sell some of his books in order that he might procure a meal, and more than one appeal on his behalf was made by influential persons to King James I.

This monarch, unlike Elizabeth, turned a deaf ear to the requests that John Dees learning should be rewarded with a pension, so that the philosopher might spend the evening of his days in comfort and be relieved of the fear of want. James refused, and there was nothing left to John Dee but patiently to await his end. He died in 1608, and was laid to rest near his riverside home.



VI. THE BOOK OF ST. DUNSTAN AND SOME KELLY FRAGMENTS

In the diaries of Dr. Dee we find several references to the Book of St. Dunstan in connection with the powder found at the digging. It is reasonable to suppose that the work referred to was the Glastonbury manuscript, and the powder that which lay in the ivory caskets. Arthur Dee, too, the son of Dr. Dee, refers more than once to this book.

It has been inferred that the bishop whose sepulchre was violated must have been none other than St. Dunstan himself, but this inference is evidently wrong, since Dunstan, dying in 988, was buried in Canterbury. He is said to have founded Glastonbury Abbey, but this, too, is incorrect; for he was himself educated at the Abbey, of which he became abbot in later years, then to commence the great work of reformation which made Glastonbury a centre of learning famed throughout the kingdom.

As a young man he seems to have practised alchemy, and the old fascination apparently reasserted itself in later years, at Canterbury; but whether, justly, the mysterious Glastonbury manuscript may be attributed to him is very doubtful. A number of extant manuscripts have been ascribed to his pen, including some metrical treatises which might perhaps with greater justice have been credited to Edward Kelly. However, I transcribe some metrical fragments selected at random from Mr. A. E. Waites compendium of the writings of Edward Kelly, which (it is at least possible) may be from the Book of St. Dunstan, and append some Kelly selections from the same source:



No, no, my friends, it is not vauntinge words, 

Nor mighty oaths that gaines that sacred skill; 

It is obteined by grace and not by swords, 

Nor by greate reading, nor by long sitting still, 

Nor fond conceit, nor working all by will, 

But, as I said, by grace it is obteined; 

Seek grace, therefore, let folly be refrained.



It is no costly thing, I you assure, 

That doth beget Magnesia in hir kind; 

Yet is hir selfe by leprosis made pure.

Hir eyes be cleerer being first made blind, 

And he that can earths fastnes first unbind 

Shall quickly know that I the truth have tould 

Of sweete Magnesia, wife to purest gold.



I doubte as yet you hardly understand 

What man and wife doth truly signifie, 

And yet I know you beare your selves in hand 

That out of doubt it Sulphur is and Mercury; 

And so it is, but not the common certainly; 

But Mercury essentiall is trewly the trew wife 

That kills hir selfe to bring hir child to life.



For first and formest she receives the man, 

Her perfect love doth make her soone conceive, 

Then doth she strive with all the force she can, 

In spite of love, of life him to bereave, 

Which being done, then will she never leave, 

But labour kindly like a loving wife 

Untill againe she him have brought to life.



Take then this Stone, this wife, this child, this all, 

Which will be gummous, crumbling, silken, soft; 

Upon a glasse or porphire beat it small, 

And, as you grinde, with Mercury feed it oft, 

But not so much that Mercury swim aloft, 

But equal parts nipt up their seed to save; 

Then each in other are buried within their grave.



Mercury crude in a crucible heated 

Presently hardeneth like silver anealed, 

And in the high throwne of Luna is seated.

Silver or gold as medecine hath sealed, 

And thus our greate Secret I have revealed, 

Which divers have seene, and myself have wrought, 

And dearly I prize it, yet give it for nought.



Yet will I war ne thee, least thou chaunce to faile, 

Sublyme thine earth with stinkeking water erst; 

Then in a place where Phoebus onely tayle 

Is seene att midday, see thou mingle best; 

For nothing shineth that doth want his light, 

Nor doubleth beames unless it first be bright.



(The following is from the treatise written by Kelly, whilst imprisoned in the Castle of Zerner:)



St. Dunstan of the Stone of the Philosophers.

(1)  Take of the best red transparent ore of gold as much as you can have, and drive its spirit from it through a retort; this is the Azoth and the Acetum of the Philosophers, from its proper minera, which openeth radically Sol that is prepared.

(2)  Take the minera of Venus or Saturn, and drive their spirits in a retort; each of these dissolveth gold radically, after its purification.

(3)  Take pulverized ore of Saturn, or vulgar Saturn calcined; extract its salt with Acetum or its antinæ (? anima); purify it in the best manner, that it may be transparent as crystal, and sweet as honey, and be fluid in heat like wax, and brittle when cold. This is the tree which is cut off, of unwholesome fruits, on which must be inoculated the twigs of Sol.

(4)  Take of that earth which lieth waste in the field, found everywhere in Moorish grounds, into which the astrals ejaculate their operations, being adorned with all manner of colours, appearing like a rainbow; extract from it its purest and subtilest. This is the universal menstruum for all; and is all in all.

(5)  Take of the ore of Sol and Mercury a like quantity; grind each very well; pour on it the spirit of Mercury, that it stand over three fingers deep. Dissolve and digest it in a gentle warmth.

(6)  Take of the best vitriol, or of the vitriol of Venus; drive their spirits in a retort, white and red. With this red spirit, being rectified and sweetened, you may ferment and imbibe the subtle gold calx, and with the white spirit you may dissolve it after it hath been purified.

(9)  Take of the rank poisonous matter or stone, called kerg swaden, exuviae, or husk of the metals; drive its spirit very circumspectly; receive it so that it may turn unto water; it reduceth all metals to a potableness.

(10)  Take of the air or heavenly dew, being well purified, ten parts, and of subtle gold calx one part; set it in digestion, dissolve and coagulate it.

(12)  Take the best ore of gold; pulverize it very well; seal it with Hermes his seal; set it so long into the vaporous fire till you see it spring up into a white and red rose.

(13)  This last experiment he calleth the Light. Take, in the name of the Lord, of Hungarish gold, which hath been cast thrice through antimony and hath been laminated most thinly, as much of it as you will, and make with quick Mercury an amalgam; then calcine it most subtily, with flowers of sulphur and spirit of wine burnt, so often till there remaineth a subtle gold calx of a purple colour. Take one part of it and two parts of the above mentioned red matter; grind it very well together for an hour on a warmed marble; then cement and calcine well by degrees for three hours in a circle fire. This work must be iterated three times; then pour on it of the best rectified spirit, that it stand over it three fingers deep; set it in a gentle and warm digestion, for six days to be extracted; then the spirit of wine will be tinged as deep as blood; cant off that tincture, and pour on another as long as it will tinge it; put all these tinged spirits of wine into a vial so that the fourth part only be filled, and seal it hermetically; set it on the vaporous fire of the first degree; let it be of that heat as hot as the sun shineth in July; let it stand thus for forty days  then you shall obtain your wish.

The author recommendeth this last experiment very highly, affirming upon his experimental practice that this Aurum Potabile is the highest medicine next unto the universal, and, being taken in appropriated vehicles, cureth all diseases without causing any pains at all.

Item.  With this Aurum Potabile is Antimony prepared, so that it purgeth only downward, and carrieth forth all ill humours without molestation, and is called the purging gold.





TO THE MOST POTENT LORD OF THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE


RUDOLFUS II 

KING OF HUNGARY AND BOHEMIA, ETC.

HIS MOST GRACIOUS MASTER, 

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED BY EDWARD KELLY

(From a letter of Edward Kelly, dated June 20, 1587.)

As you are willing to take my advice, I will partially reveal to you the Arcanum, so that the field may not disappoint the hopes of the husbandmen. Open your ears. Our gold and silver, Sun and Moon, active and passive principles, are not those which you can hold in your hand, but a certain silver and golden Hermaphroditic water; if you extract it from any perfect or imperfect metallic body, you have the Water of Life, the Asafœtida, and Green Lion, in which are all colours, ending in two  white and red. The earth does not so much matter, only let it be fixed, for the Elixir must above all be fixed. If you are in earnest all your thoughts must be concentrated on the fixed earth and the indestructible metallic water; nor need you seek these in gold and silver, or in any determinate compound. It is true, however, that after the separation of this tincture from the gold, that indestructible water is fixed in its white earth; but it is foolish to do by much what you can do by little.



(From a letter dated November 15, 1589.)

I have given you both luminaries and the best instruction concerning these things, if you can bear it in mind. To sum it all up in a few words: Mix water with water; digest with a vaporous cloud, and you will not easily make a mistake.



(From The Humid Path, by Edward Kelly.)

The Sages have, indeed, purposely concealed their meaning under a veil of obscure words, but it is sufficiently clear from their writings that the substance of which they speak is not of a special, but a general kind, and is therefore contained in animals, vegetables, and minerals. It would, however, be unwise to take a round-about road when there is a shorter cut; and they say that whereas the substance can be found in the animal and vegetable kingdoms only with great difficulty and at the cost of enormous labour, in the bowels of the earth it lies ready to our hands. It is the matter which the Sages have agreed to call Mercury or Quicksilver. Our quicksilver, indeed, is truly a living substance, so-called not because it is extracted from cinnabar, but because it is derived from the metals themselves. If common Mercury be freed by fixation from its crude, volatile, and watery superfluities, it may with the aid of our Art, attain to the purity and virtue of the substance of which we speak. And as this Mercury is the metallic basis and first substance, it may be found in all metals whatsoever.

.. Nothing contributes so much to a ready apprehension of our secret as a knowledge of our first substance, and after that of the distinctive species of minera which is the subject of investigation by the Philosopher.


CAGLIOSTRO

I. GIUSEPPE BALSAMO

IN appearance he was below medium height and inclined to be stout; he had a neck such as appears in busts of Nero, a brown complexion, and a low, bald forehead. His large eyes  the most striking features of a countenance otherwise somewhat gross  were aglow with a mystic fire. He had the deep chest and distended nostrils which indicate unusual virility; and the lines of his mouth, if we may judge from Houdons bust, suggest that he may have taken himself less seriously than would appear to be the case from documentary evidence.

The majority of those who came in contact with him  friends and enemies alike  admitted him to possess a very imposing presence. He spoke fluent Italian, but almost incomprehensible French. Yet he never failed to fascinate his listeners. He is described as appearing, on one occasion, arrayed in a coat of blue silk, with braided seams, his hair powdered and gathered up in a net. His shoes were fastened with buckles of precious stones; his stockings studded with gold buttons; rubies and diamonds glittered on his fingers and on his shirt-frill. He wore a diamond watch-chain, from which depended six larger diamonds, a gold key set with diamonds, and an agate seal. To crown all he wore a musketeers hat wherefrom floated huge white feathers.

Who are you, monsieur? was a question to which he was well used, and to which, pointing heavenward, he was wont to reply:

I am he who is.

Such was Alessandro, Comte di Cagliostro, at the height of his fame, about 1780. In the Memoir compiled by himself during his incarceration in the Bastille, he speaks of his infancy in mysterious and romantic terms:

I am ignorant, he tells us, not only of my birthplace, but even of the parents who bore me. All my researches on these points have won for me nothing but vague and uncertain, though, frankly, exalted notions. My earliest infancy was passed in the town of Medina, in Arabia, where I was brought up under the name of Acharat  a name by which I was known during my Asiatic and African travels  and where I was lodged in the palace of the mufti. I distinctly recollect four persons who were continually about me  a tutor, between fifty-five and sixty years of age, named Althotas, and three slaves, one of whom was white, whilst the others were black. My tutor always led me to believe that I had been left an orphan at the age of three months, and that my parents were noble, and were Christians; but he preserved an absolute silence respecting their name and the place of my birth, although by certain chance words I was led to infer that I first saw the light at Malta. Althotas was pleased to cultivate my inherent taste for the sciences; he himself was proficient in all, the profound and the trivial alike. It was in botany and physics the police. From this it is recorded that he proceeded to the counterfeiting of a will (his uncles) and to a Palermo gaol.

Upon regaining his freedom, he is next brought to our notice in the character of an intermediary in the amorous intrigue of a pretty cousin with one of his own associates. He is represented as appropriating the gifts of the lover and blackmailing his mistress. But it is all but impossible to say with certainty which of the many crimes imputed to him were justly imputed, or in what chronological order they occurred. Therefore I shall dismiss them and proceed to the most notorious and best authenticated exploit of Giuseppe Balsamos early days. The Italian account of the episode, though possibly the more accurate, is certainly the less picturesque; so that I turn to that of Louis Figuier, who tells a similar story, but clothes it in a pleasing vesture of French imagery.

A certain goldsmith, Marano by name, resided in Palermo, and he found himself fascinated by the aroma of mystery which, even thus early, distinguished the doings of Balsamo from the deeds of other men. Balsamo, in fact, already proclaimed himself an initiate of the occult sciences, in which claim he was assisted by his striking personality and a certain command of will which thralled those with whom he came in contact. In short, if we are to believe that these twain indeed were one, this was the period of transition when Balsamo the neer-do-well was merging into Cagliostro the master thaumaturgist.

The first interview, says Figuier, took place in Balsamos lodging; the goldsmith fell on his knees before the youthful sorcerer, and, Balsamo, having accepted his homage, raised him condescendingly from the ground, and demanded solemnly why he was come to him.

Thanks to your daily communion with spirits, you must already know, answered Marano, and you should have no difficulty in assisting me to recover the money which I have wasted among false alchemists, or even in procuring me more.

I can perform this for you, provided you believe, answered Balsamo.

Provided I believe! cried the goldsmith; I believe, indeed!

An appointment accordingly was made for the next day, in a meadow beyond the town, and the interview ended without another word.

At the appointed time they met, Balsamo, in dignified silence, motioning the goldsmith to follow him, and proceeding, but in a preoccupied manner, along the road to the chapel of St. Rosalia, for the space of a whole hour. They stopped at length in front of a grotto, before which Balsamo extended his hand, solemnly declaring that a treasure was buried within it which he himself was forbidden to touch and which was guarded by devils from the hells. These demons, he added, might be bound for a time by the angels who obeyed his magical invocations.

It only remains to be ascertained, he said in conclusion, whether you will fulfil scrupulously the conditions which must be imposed; upon which terms the treasure shall be yours.

The credulous goldsmith implored him to name them.

They cannot be learned from my lips, answered Balsamo. On your knees!

He himself had already assumed a kneeling posture; and Marano hastened to imitate him, when immediately a clear voice pronounced the following words:

Sixty ounces of pearls, sixty ounces of rubies, sixty ounces of diamonds, in a coffer of chased gold, weighing one hundred and twenty ounces. The infernal ginn who protect this treasure will place it in the hands of the worthy man whom our friend has brought, if... and several conditions were stipulated to which Marano found no difficulty in conforming  even to the last, which was this: And if he deposit at the entrance of the grotto, ere setting foot therein, sixty ounces of gold to propitiate the guardians.

You have heard, said Balsamo, who, already on his feet, began to retrace his steps, completely ignoring the stupefaction of his companion.

Sixty ounces of gold! ejaculated the miser with a dismal groan, and torn by an inward conflict of avarice and cupidity; but Balsamo heeded the exclamation as little as the groan, and they regained the town in dramatic silence.

When they were on the point of separating, cried Marano:

Grant me one instant! Sixty ounces of gold? Is that the irrevocable condition?

Undoubtedly, said Balsamo, carelessly.

Alas! alas! and at what hour?

At six oclock in the morning, and at the same spot.

I will be there.

Such was the parting speech of the goldsmith, and it marked his victory over the demon of petty avarice. On the morrow, punctual to the appointment, they met as before, Balsamo reserved and nonchalant, Marano clutching his gold. They arrived in due course at the grotto, where the spirits, invoked as on the previous day, made the same responses. Marano then, groaningly, deposited his gold and prepared to cross the threshold. He took one step forward, then started back, inquired if it were dangerous to penetrate into the depths of the cavern, and, being assured of his safety, entered with more confidence, only to return again. These manoeuvres were repeated several times, under the eyes of the Adept, whose expression indicated complete indifference.

At length Marano took courage and proceeded so far that return was impossible; for three black, muscular devils started out from the shadows and barred his path, at the same time uttering most dreadful cries! They seized him, whirled him round and round for a long time, and then, whilst the unhappy goldsmith vainly invoked the assistance of Balsamo, proceeded to cudgel him lustily, until he dropped almost insensible to the ground, where a voice bade him to remain, absolutely silent and motionless, warning him that he would be instantaneously dispatched if he stirred hand or foot.

The wretched man did not dare to disobey; indeed, he swooned. Upon recovering consciousness, the complete stillness encouraged him to raise his head; he dragged himself as best he could to the mouth of the terrible grotto, and looked around him  to find that the Adept, the demons, and the gold alike had vanished.

On the morrow, the goldsmith, fortunately discovered by muleteers, was carried home, and forthwith denounced Balsamo to the law. The strange story spread everywhere, but the magician had sailed for Messina.



II. ALTHOTAS, THE MYSTERIOUS

Although one author avers that it was at Medina, in Arabia, that Balsamo first became acquainted with the alchemist Althotas, and although Cagliostro himself, as we have seen, represents him as the Oriental instructor of his infancy, it would appear that the encounter really took place in Messina.

As he was promenading one day near the jetty at the extremity of that port, he encountered a person most singularly dressed, and possessed of a countenance remarkable anywhere. This person, who was apparently of about fifty years of age, seemed to be an Armenian, or, according to other accounts, a Spaniard; probably he was a Greek. He wore a kind of caftan, or long-sleeved gown, a silk turban, and the extremities of his Eastern trousers disappeared within a pair of wide boots. In his left hand he held an umbrella, and in his right the end of a cord, by which he led an Albanian greyhound.

Probably out of curiosity, Cagliostro saluted this grotesque being, who bowed slightly, but with dignity; You do not reside in Messina, signor? he said in Sicilian, but with a marked foreign accent.

Cagliostro replied that he was only remaining for a few days; whereupon they began to converse upon the beauty of the town and upon its advantageous situation, a rich Oriental imagery characterizing the strangers discourse. He evaded inquiries regarding his own identity, but offered to unveil Cagliostros past, and to reveal what was actually passing in his mind at that moment. Cagliostro hinting at sorcery, the Armenian smiled somewhat scornfully, and dilated on the ignorance of a nation which confused science with witchcraft, and prepared faggots for discoverers.

His hearer, much interested, ventured to ask the address of the eccentric stranger, who graciously invited him to call. They walked past the cathedral and halted in a small street shaded by sycamores, and having a pleasant fountain in the centre.

Signor, said the wearer of the caftan, yonder is the house I inhabit. I receive few visitors; but since you are a traveller, young and courteous, since, moreover, you have a passion for the sciences, I ask you to visit me. I shall be at home to you to-morrow a little before midnight. You will rap twice  he pointed as he spoke to the door of a small house then three times more slowly, and you will be admitted. Adieu! Hasten at once to your inn. A Piedmontese is about to rob you of the thirty-seven ounces of gold that are in your valise, shut up in a press, the key of which lies in your pocket!

Cagliostro, we learn, returning in all haste, discovered the thief in the act, and forthwith delivered him to justice.

On the morrow, at the time appointed, he knocked at the door of the little house inhabited by the mysterious stranger. It was opened at the fifth blow without any visible agency, and closed as soon as the visitor had entered.

Cagliostro advanced cautiously along a narrow passage, illuminated by a small iron lamp in a niche of the wall. At the extremity of the passage a big door swung open, giving admittance to an apartment which was illuminated by a four-branched candelabra, containing tapers of wax, and was, in fact, a laboratory furnished with all the apparatus in use among alchemists.

The man of mystery, issuing from an adjoining cabinet, greeted the visitor, inquired after the safety of the gold, and learnt that his prescience had led to the apprehension of the thief. He silenced the expressed astonishment and admiration of Cagliostro by declaring that the art of divination was simply the result of scientific calculation and close observation. What are your plans? he asked Cagliostro.

I intend to seek riches.

That is, you would rise superior to the common herd, the imbecile mob  a laudable project, my son! Do you propose to travel?

Certainly, so far as my thirty-seven ounces of gold can take me.

You are very young, said the other; then, abruptly: How is bread manufactured?

With flour.

And wine?  

From the grape.

But gold?

I come to inquire of you.

We will solve that problem hereafter. Listen to me, young man. I am about to depart for Grand Cairo, in Egypt. Will you accompany me?

With all my heart! cried Cagliostro, overjoyed; and they sat down in tall oaken chairs, at either end of the table whereupon stood the candelabra.

Egypt, began the mysterious host, is the birthplace of human science. Astronomy alone had Chaldea for its fatherland. There the shepherds first studied the courses of the stars. Egypt availed itself of the astro-Chaldean initiations, and soon surpassed the methods and increased the discoveries of the shepherds. Since the reign of Menes (probably Mena, the first historic Pharaoh), Egyptian knowledge has advanced with giant strides. Joseph the dream-reader established the basis of chiromancy; the priests of Osiris and Isis invented the Zodiac; the priestesses of Ansaki unveiled the secrets of philtres; the priests of Serapis taught medicine. I might proceed further, but to what end? Will you follow me to Egypt? I hope to embark to-morrow, and we shall touch at Malta on the way  possibly at Candia also  reaching the point of Phare in eight days.

Tis settled! cried Cagliostro, delighted. I have my thirty-seven ounces of gold for the journey.

And I not a single crown.

The devil!

What matters it? What need to have gold when one can make gold? What need to possess diamonds when one can extract them from carbon more readily than from the mines of Golconda? Go to, simpleton! But he extended his hand, the bargain was sealed, and their departure fixed for the morrow.

This Althotas, says Figuier, in his sprightly account, was no imaginary character. The Roman Inquisition collected many proofs of his existence, without, however, ascertaining where it began or ended, for the mysterious personage vanished like a comet. According to the Italian biography of Joseph Balsamo, Althotas was in possession of several Arabic manuscripts, and had great skill in chemistry; but according to Figuier, he was a sorcerer as well.

They embarked on board a Genoese vessel, sailed along the Archipelago, landed at Alexandria, and remained there for forty days, performing several operations in alchemy, by which they are said to have produced a considerable sum of money, but whether by transmutation or by imposture is not evident.

Althotas claimed to be in complete ignorance as to his birth and parentage.

This may surprise you, he said, but science, which can enlighten us on behalf of another, is almost invariably impotent to instruct us concerning ourselves.

He declared himself to be much older than would appear, and to be in possession of certain secrets for the conservation of health and strength. He had discovered the scientific methods of producing gold and precious stones, spoke ten or twelve languages fluently, and was acquainted with almost the entire cycle of human sciences.

Nothing astonishes me, he averred, nothing grieves me, save the evils which I am powerless to prevent; and I trust to reach in peace the term of a protracted existence.

He confessed that his name, Althotas, was assumed. His early years had been passed on the coast of Barbary, near Tunis, where he belonged to a Moslem privateer, who was a rich and humane man, and who had purchased him from pirates, by whom he had been stolen from his family. At twelve years of age he spoke Arabic like a native, read the Koran to his master, who was a true believer, studied botany under his direction, and learned the best methods of making sherbet and coffee. A post of honour awaited him in the household of his master; but Kismet decreed that when Althotas was sixteen the worthy Moslem should be visited by the Terminator of delights. In his will he gave the young slave his liberty, and bequeathed him a sum equivalent to six thousand livres, wherewith Althotas quitted Tunis, to indulge his passion for travelling.

Cagliostro later claimed to have followed his instructor into the heart of Africa and to Egypt, to have visited the pyramids, making the acquaintance of the priests of several temples, and penetrating to their inner sanctuaries. Moreover, he declared himself to have visited, during the space of three years, all the principal kingdoms of Africa and Asia.

At Malta, they had letters of introduction to the Grand Master, Pinto, and remained for some time to work in his laboratory; for Pinto, after the fashion of the period, indulged in alchemical experiments.

In Malta, the Count relates in his memoir:

It was my miserable misfortune to lose my best friend, the most wise, the most illuminated of mortals, the venerable Althotas. He clasped my hands shortly before his death.

My son, he said, in a failing voice, keep ever before thine eyes the fear of the Eternal, and the love of thy neighbour. Thou shalt ere long learn the truth of all that I have taught thee.

With every mark of respect on the part of the Grand Master, and accompanied by the Chevalier dAquino, of the illustrious house of Caramania, and himself a Knight of Malta, Cagliostro repaired to Naples, where he supported himself for some time with the money which had been presented to him by Pinto.

From Naples, after a number of adventures, Cagliostro proceeded to the Papal States, where he is said to have assumed several different characters, including that of a monk. According to one account, he visited all the churches, fulfilling the Roman religious duties, and frequenting the palaces of cardinals. By means of letters of recommendation, he obtained access to several persons of distinction, among others to the Seneschal de Breteuil, at that time Maltese Ambassador to Rome, who, hearing of his former connexion with the Grand Master, received him with much warmth, and procured him entrée to other aristocratic houses.

Figuier relates, then, that he was soon firmly established in the Holy City, retailing wonderful recipes and specifics for all the weaknesses which flesh is heir to. He lived extravagantly, but refrained from outraging the proprieties.



III. LORENZA FELICIANI

In Rome it was that Giuseppe Balsamo ceased to exist  henceforth we have to deal with Comte di Cagliostro; and in Rome he met the young and beautiful Lorenza Feliciani. Although some authorities tell us that Lorenza was of noble birth, the fact would seem to be that he met her in the workshop of a batadore, or coppersmith, in Pellegrini Street. At this time Cagliostro was lodging at the sign of the Sun in the Rotunda, and, according to the biography inspired by the Holy Office, selling copies, manufactured by himself, of Rembrandt etchings.

Lorenza had eyes like the transparent shadows of a lagoon, hair of prisoned sunlight, and lips to have exhausted the similes of an Arabian poet  so she is painted for us. And she was barely fifteen.

We read of assignations at the house of an old Neapolitan woman, and we can picture the lovely Lorenza listening spellbound to the eloquence of her lover, hugging to her heart his wild, romantic declarations, whilst her very soul looks out from the wonderful eyes. Despite parental opposition, in April 1769 the marriage was celebrated at the church of San Salvador in Campo.

I shall now draw your attention to the discordant views of Madame di Cagliostro held by two different authorities. Says one:  

Amid all the incense that was offered at her shrine, Madame was ever faithful to her spouse. She encouraged hopes, it is true, but she never realized them; she excited admiration, yet kept it within bounds; and made men her slaves, without ever granting a favour of which the vainest might boast.

But, according to another testimony, although Lorenza was not only ravishingly beautiful, but rich in every quality of the heart, being tender, devoted, honest, and modest, her husband conceived the diabolical design of advancing his fortunes at the expense of her honour, and in private conversation took occasion to rally her notions of virtue, which he sought to undermine. The first lesson which the young bride received from her husband was intended to instruct her in the means of attracting and gratifying the passions of the opposite sex. The most wanton coquetry and the most lascivious arts were the principles with which he endeavoured to inspire her. The mother of Lorenza, scandalized at his conduct, had such frequent altercations with her son-in-law that he resolved to remove from her house, and in other quarters found it a simpler task to corrupt the mind and morals of his wife.

Then, says the Italian author (it must be remembered that he sought to justify the Inquisition), he presented her to two persons well qualified for the exercise of her talents, having instructed her to entangle them both by her allurements. With one of these she did not succeed, but over the other she acquired a complete victory. Cagliostro himself conducted her to the house destined for the pleasure of her lover, left her alone in his company, and retired to another chamber.

The offers made to her during the interview were regarded as entirely satisfactory by the husband, but the wife on this occasion did not find conjugal obedience and personal inclination to march together, and consequently she received most bitter reproaches and most violent and dreadful menaces. He repeatedly assured her that adultery was no crime when committed by a woman to advance her interests, and not by reason of affection for lovers.

His wife, hearkening at length to his evil instructions, was conducted several times to the place where she had formerly proved disobedient. She sometimes received, avows the same prejudiced witness, either clothes or trinkets, and sometimes a little money as the price of her condescension. On one occasion her husband wrote a letter, in his wifes name, in which he begged the loan of a few crowns; these were forwarded immediately. In return for them an interview was promised during the course of the next day  and the lady was faithful to the appointment.

Mr. Arthur Edward Waite, probably the least biased and certainly the most conscientious and erudite English authority, says that all biographers agree that Cagliostro corrupted the morals of his wife; but that the verdict is not entirely unanimous we have seen. He adds: Whatever were her natural virtues or failings, it is highly improbable that she sold her uncommon attractions for such paltry and miserable advantages.

His meaning I take to be that the foregoing stories are of dubious authenticity; that being so, why should we attach any greater importance to those that follow, wherein the beautiful wife of Cagliostro is represented as abandoning herself to lover after lover? For are not all these defiled streams of anecdote traceable to a common source?

Even granting that Cagliostro was capable of this loathsome infamy, is it credible that a tactician so accomplished as he, that a man about to embark upon those tremendous projects which presently engaged the attention of Europe, should have descended to the petty and filthy intrigues of a bawd?

Following some doubtful adventures, then, the Comte and Madame di Cagliostro proceeded to Venice, accompanied by a certain Sicilian marquis. Here Cagliostro again found himself in prison, but he was very soon set at liberty, apparently owing to the efforts of the marquis; for Donna Lorenza, says a chronicler, was one of the beauties of Europe.The innuendo is scarcely veiled.

From this moment the life of the Comte di Cagliostro was for several years one of incessant wandering. According to the same Italian writer, as mendicity proved unprofitable, Lorenza was again forced by her husband to augment their resources by the sale of her charms. In this way they arrived at Barcelona, where they stayed for six months, the same course of infamous prostitution, followed by Lorenza with the most manifest reluctance, contributing in the main to their support.

Casanova seems to have met them as they journeyed through Aix in Provence. They were habited as pilgrims. They could not but be people of high birth, he relates in his monumental and astounding Mémoires, since on arriving at the town they distributed alms widely.

Later, he visited them at their inn. He writes:

We found the female pilgrim seated in a chair, looking like a person exhausted with fatigue, and interesting by reason of her youth and beauty, singularly heightened by a touch of melancholy, and by a crucifix of yellow metal... which she held in her hands.... This young woman, far from flaunting the airs of libertinage, had all the outward bearing of virtue.

They ultimately settled for a time in Barcelona, but at the end of some few months they departed, because the viceroy, Lorenza relates, had taken a fancy for me, wanted to amuse himself with me, and, when I repulsed him, conceived much ill humour against us....

From Barcelona they went on to Madrid, where they seem to have spent the year 1771, and then proceeded to Lisbon. Throughout this time, according to the chronicles published by the Italian Chamber, Cagliostro continued to traffic in the person of Lorenza.

They next appear in London, Cagliostro setting up as a designer. We are told that he joined a congregation of Quakers, one of whom found his austerity no armour against the burning glances of Lorenza. We read how a meeting was arranged between the two frail ones, whereat the conversation grew so warm that the Quaker had stripped off his hat and wig and coat  when Lorenza gave a scream, the door flew open, and Cagliostro burst in, accompanied by a witness. The episode concluded, says our author, with the transference of a note for one hundred pounds from the Quaker to Cagliostro!

In 1772 Cagliostro and his wife returned to France, accompanied by a M. Duplessis. Lorenza and M. Duplessis drove together by post-chaise to Paris, we learn, Cagliostro following on horseback. This delightful arrangement led to a scene in the chaise, it would appear; for Lorenza avows, I was several times tempted to stop and leave M. Duplessis, in order to escape the solicitations and even the actual violence he showed me in the carriage....

However, Paris was come to at last; and, according to a chronicle before me at the moment, apartments were taken for Lorenza by M. Duplessis... in the Rue Saint-Honoré.

But Cagliostro was insatiable, says St. Felix. He sold his honour at a high price, and the fortune of Duplessis melted in the crucible of anothers follies and extravagances. According to one account Lorenza endeavoured to return to her parents, but another says that she sought refuge from incessant prostitution with M. Duplessis himself. Whatever the facts, Cagliostro had recourse to the authority of the King; and, obtaining an order for her arrest, she was imprisoned in the penitentiary of Sainte Pélagie, and was detained there for several months, which episode, in my humble opinion, alone constitutes a case for the defence of Cagliostro; particularly since the imprisonment of Lorenza did not prevent a reconciliation with her husband immediately after her release, which occurred on December 21, 1772.
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IV. ADVENTURES IN LONDON

In July 1776 Cagliostro paid a second visit to London. It was at this time that he was initiated into masonry at the Espérance Lodge, attached to the Rite of the Strict Observance, meeting at the Kings Head in Gerrard Street, Soho, and composed mainly of French and Italians. At this time, no doubt, he also conceived his project of establishing a great rival brotherhood of which he should be supreme master.

The Comte and Comtesse di Cagliostro rented apartments in Whitcomb Street; and a certain Vitellini, a teacher of languages, was employed in the capacity of interpreter. This man was a ruined gamester, who in the endeavour to repair his crumbled fortunes had left few stones unturned. Immediately that he became acquainted with Cagliostros labours in the laboratory, he seems to have taken it for granted that the Comtes pretensions had solid foundation. Within a remarkably short space of time it was common knowledge throughout London, if not throughout England, that a true Adept, of immense fortune, who could transmute into purest gold as much base metal as he pleased, was lodged in Whitcomb Street.

Thereupon we find the house invested with a gaping horde of idle, credulous, and avaricious sycophants; and first among the besiegers to effect a breach  through treachery of one of the garrison, Vitellini  is a pretended Scottish noble, Lord Scot.

This person, who shortly presented a woman named Fry as Lady Scot, was one of a gang of sharpers; and his lordships first achievement (since his effects had not arrived from the North and he had no London banker) was to borrow two hundred pounds from the Comte. What a wondrous lever is flattery!

Scot had in his possession a Cabalistic manuscript, which he submitted to Cagliostro, begging him to point out therefrom a lucky number in the lottery or at the roulette tables. The Comte, in his English memoirs, tells us that he obeyed, but with little confidence; he predicted as the successful number for the following November 6.

Out of the borrowed two hundred pounds, Scot ventured a small sum, and won. Cagliostro selected 25 for the next drawing; and Scot won a hundred guineas. We are informed that the numbers 55 and 57 now being announced, with equal success, for the 18th, Cagliostro declined to predict further. No doubt he was determined to challenge fortune on his own behalf in future.

At about this time he discovered, too, that the pretended peer was a mere swindler, and forthwith he closed his doors to Scot and company. The gang was very shortly reduced to sore straits. The sharpers faith in Cagliostro remained unshaken; they alternately implored and threatened, so fully persuaded were they that the Counts unkindness alone stood between them and fortune.

Finally, the woman Fry gained access to Lorenza, begging her to intercede with her husband. Cagliostro, probably hoping to rid himself of them all, named the number 8 for the next lottery. We read with great astonishment that number 8 was awarded the first prize, and that Scot and company thus cleared fifteen hundred guineas.

In this way the Comte became involved in the mysterious affair of the necklace  the true facts of which defy research. As one author says, Necklaces were evidently fated to bring him misfortune  a reference to the notorious case of the diamond necklace.

It was out of the lottery proceeds that Mrs. Fry purchased a handsome necklace at a pawnbrokers for ninety guineas. She is said to have ordered a richly chased gold box at a jewellers, and to have concealed the necklace in it. Seeking another meeting with Lorenza, she urged her to accept the casket as a token of esteem, without mentioning that it contained the necklace.

This according to one account; but both Figuier and dAlmeras state that the necklace was handed to Cagliostro by Mrs. Fry owing to his having persuaded her that by burying the diamonds he could cause them to become soft and grow to double their size; then, by the application of a rose-coloured powder which he showed her, he could recover their pristine hardness, and thus increase their value a hundredfold; dAimeras naïvely adds, Cagliostro mit les diamants non pas dans la terre, mais dans sa poche.

Then once more the vultures descended upon the Comte; until at last, exasperated beyond endurance, Cagliostro seems to have forcibly ejected Fry from the house. Very promptly that lady caused his arrest and instituted an action for the recovery of the necklace! Furthermore, Fry accused both Cagliostro and Lorenza of sorcery and of foretelling lottery numbers by the aid of the devil!

This charge actually came up before Mr. Justice Miller, and the necklace case was tried before the Lord Chief Justice of the Common Pleas. In the meantime, Cagliostro having been released from prison on bail, he was waited upon by a knavish attorney, Reynolds, who offered to compromise the actions upon certain onerous conditions. Whilst these were under discussion, in upon the Comte rushed Scot, covering him with a pistol and promising him instant death unless he revealed the secret of predicting winning numbers and of transmutation!

Cagliostro, however, whatever his moral lackings, did not lack spirit; he was not the man to succumb to this kind of coercion. He defied Scot and Reynolds, and invited them to depart. This, perforce, they did, swearing vengeance against him, and shortly afterwards the Comte was called upon to surrender to his bail.

London now had become an uncomfortable abode for Cagliostro; when at last he escaped from English law, and from Scot and company, poorer by some two thousand nine hundred pounds, he quitted the land which had treated his wisdom so unkindly.



V. AUDIENCE WITH THE COMTE DE SAINT GERMAIN

We shall now accompany Cagliostro to Holstein, and to the famous interview from which dates the rise of his fortunes. It was in Holstein that he prostrated himself before the renowned man of mystery, his immediate and distinguished predecessor in the Cabalistic arts  Saint-Germain (reputed to be the issue of an Arabian princess by a ginn).

According to the author of the Mémoires authentiques pour servir à lHistoire du Comte de Cagliostro, published in 1785, he demanded an audience with the man of inscrutable mystery, in order that he might prostrate himself before the dieu des croyants or god of the believers. The Comte de Saint-Germain appointed two in the morning as the hour for the interview, which moment having arrived, say the Mémoires, Cagliostro and his wife, clothed in white garments clasped about the waist with girdles of rose-colour, presented themselves at the temple of mystery, which was the abode of the god whom they had come to adore.

The drawbridge was lowered, and a man six feet in height, clothed in a long grey robe, led them into a dimly lighted chamber. Therein some doors sprang suddenly open, and they beheld a temple illuminated by innumerable wax lights, with the Comte de Saint Germain enthroned upon the altar; at his feet two acolytes swung golden thuribles, which diffused sweet aromatic perfumes. The divinity bore upon his breast a diamond pentagram of almost intolerable radiance. A majestic white statue upheld on the steps of the altar a vase inscribed Elixir of Immortality, whilst a vast mirror was upon the wall, and before it a living being, majestic as the statue, paced to and fro. Above the mirror were the singular words Store House of Wandering Souls. The most solemn silence prevailed in this retreat, but at length a voice, yet scarcely that of any one man, pronounced these words:

Who are you? Whence come you? What would you?

The Comte and Comtesse di Cagliostro prostrated themselves, and the former answered, after a long pause:

I come to invoke the god of the believers, the father of truth. I come to demand of him one of the fourteen thousand seven hundred secrets which are treasured in his breast; I come to proclaim myself his slave, his apostle.

The god did not respond, but after a long silence the same voice asked:

What does the partner of thy long wanderings desire?

To obey and to serve, answered Lorenza. Coincident with her words, profound darkness succeeded the glare of light, uproar followed on silence; terror descended upon the visitors to the shrine, and a loud and menacing cry came:

Woe to those who cannot pass the tests! Cagliostro and his wife were immediately separated to undergo their respective trials; which, we are told, they endured with exemplary fortitude, and particulars whereof may be found in the Mémoires. When the romantic initiation was over, the two postulants were led back into the temple, with the promise of admission to the divine mysteries. There a man draped in a long mantle cried to them:

Know ye that the arcanum of our great art is the government of mankind, and that the one means to rule mankind is never to tell mankind the truth. Do not foolishly regulate your actions in accordance with the precepts of common sense; rather outrage reason and indomitably maintain every incredible absurdity. Remember that reproduction is the primary power in nature, politics, and society alike; that it is a madness with mortals to be immortal, to know the future although they fail to comprehend the present, and to be spiritual whilst grovelling in the grossly material!

After this harangue the orator genuflected before the divinity of the temple and retired. At the same moment a man of gigantic stature led the Comtesse to the feet of the immortal Comte de Saint-Germain, who addressed her modestly thus:

Marked out from my tenderest youth for greatness, I employed myself in ascertaining the nature of true glory. Politics appeared to me nothing but the science of deception; war the art of assassination; philosophy the ambition of imbecility; physics quaint conceits about nature and the habitual mistakes of persons suddenly translated to a country utterly unknown to them; theology the science of misery born of human pride; history the contemplation of perpetual perfidity and blundering. Thence I concluded that the statesman was a skilful liar, the hero an illustrious idiot, the philosopher an eccentric creature, the physician a pitiable and blind person, the theologian a fanatical pedagogue, and the historian a wordmonger.

Then did I hear of the divinity of this temple. I cast my cares upon him, with my doubts and my aspirations. When he took possession of my soul he enabled me to perceive all objects in a new light; I began to read futurity. This universe so limited, so narrow, so desert-like, was now bordered only by infinity. I abode not only with those who are, but with those who were. He united me to the loveliest women of antiquity...

To illustrate the spiritual character of the ladies with whom Saint-Germain claimed acquaintance, I append the whole passage in the original French of Figuier: Il me fit connaître les plus belles femmes de lantiquité  cette Aspasie, cette Leontium, cette Sapho, cette Faustine, cette Semiramis, cette Irène, dont on a tant parté!

When the service was finished, the costume of ordinary life was resumed. A superb repast terminated the ceremony. During the course of the banquet the two guests were informed that the Elixir of Immortality was merely Tokay coloured green or red according to the necessities of the case. Several essential precepts were enjoined upon them; among others that they must detest, avoid, and calumniate men of understanding, but flatter, encourage, and blind fools; that they must spread abroad with much mystery the report that the Comte de Saint-Germain was five hundred years of age; that they must make gold, but dupes above all.

The facts of this singular encounter unfortunately are not available from any reliable source. If it occurred as above narrated, it served beyond doubt to confirm Cagliostro in his ambitious projects; and certainly a marked change had taken place in the adventurer since his second visit to England, as is described by Figuier:

His language, his mien, his manners, are all transformed. His conversation turns only upon his travels in Egypt, to. Mecca, and to other remote places, upon the secret sciences into which he was initiated at the foot of the pyramid, on the arcana of nature which he has discovered. At the same time, he talks little, and more often envelops himself in mysterious silence. When interrogated, he only deigns, for the most part, to draw his symbol  a serpent with an apple in its mouth and pierced by a dart  meaning that human wisdom should be silent respecting the mysteries which it has unravelled...



VI. THE HEALING ART OF CAGLIOSTRO

From this time onward the Comte takes the stage in the character of a new Æsculapius. Louis Figuier says  Histoire du Merveilleux, tome iv.  that as Cagliostro came into prominence at the time when Mesmer was engaging much attention, each was regarded as the rival of the other, and it was asserted that they both drew their powers from the same source. Cagliostro, less restrained in the application of his knowledge of the use of the common agent, more catholic than Mesmer, seems to have generalized the employment of magnetism.

It is known that Cagliostro cured quite as successfully as Mesmer, although he was without title and without other mission than that which he gave to himself; but he cured without passes, without iron wands, without manipulations, and by a mere touch; which approached more to Gassner and Greatrakes than to Mesmer. Another difference: Cagliostro did not exploit his patients. On the contrary, in all the towns that he visited, medicines were prepared by his agents at his own expense, and all those who came to him to be cured received these palliatives at his hands, with relief for their wants and even for the needs of their families.

Cagliostro was lavish, and he proved it by the generous alms which he distributed in his path. For the rest, profoundly silent on the origin of his fortune, he maintained the same silence as to the nature of his agent, and betrayed nothing to savants, doctors, or academicians. He proceeded with audacity, operated with authority, and everywhere produced an astonishment which occasioned, without any doubt, a great part of his success. Louis XVI, who ridiculed Mesmer, pronounced guilty of lèse-majesté (or something similar) whomsoever should injure or cast reflection upon Cagliostro.

But the medical cures of Cagliostro were merely a hors-d œuvre in his career of a universal magnetizer, and served only as a means of obtaining popularity with the masses.

His imposing figure and haughty manner, his numerous suite, and the extensive train that accompanied him on his journey, naturally attracted all eyes and caused the vulgar spirits to regard him with an admiration almost idolatrous. He seems, moreover, to have exercised a fascination over all who approached him. All sorts of sciences and marvellous faculties were attributed to this latest man of mystery. The following is a description by a contemporary who claimed to have been intimately acquainted with Cagliostro:

He is a doctor initiated in the Cabalistic art; in that part of the art which consists of communication with the dead and absent. He is a Rosicrucian; he is possessed of all the human sciences and is an adept in the transmutation of base metal into gold. He is a good Samaritan, who treats the poor without thought of gain, and sells, for a consideration, immortality to the rich....

Bordes, in his Lettres sur la Suisse, describes Cagliostro as an admirable man:

His face, he says, indicates spirit, discloses genius, and his eyes of fire search the depths of the soul. He knows nearly every language of Europe and Asia; his eloquence astounds, entrances even those of whom he speaks lightly.

I append other descriptions of him. Carlyle says: A most portentous face of scoundrelism; a fat snub abominable face; dew-lapped, flat-nosed, greasy, full of greediness, sensuality, ox-like obstinacy; the most perfect quack face produced by the eighteenth century!

Madame dOberkirch in her Mémoires writes: He was not, strictly speaking, handsome, but I have never seen a more remarkable face. His glance was so penetrating that one might almost be tempted to call it supernatural. I could not describe the expression of his eyes; it was, so to speak, a mixture of flame and ice. It attracted and repelled at the same time, and whilst it inspired terror it aroused along with it an irresistible curiosity.

The Gazette de Santé completed the painting of this personage:

M. le Comte de Cagliostro is the possessor, it is said, of the marvellous secrets of a famous Adept who has discovered the Elixir of Life.... M. le Comte is painted in an Oriental garb, his portrait is always to be seen at Medina, at the house of the Grand Seigneur; he never sleeps but in an arm-chair; he satisfies himself with a meal of macaroni. He is learned in the medicine and chemistry of Egypt, and suggests fifty thousand écus to found an Egyptian hospital. He does not hold communication with others of the art, but, to distinguish himself from them, he cures gratuitously. He is named M. le Chevalier de I... It is said that his remedy is the same as that of a famous operator who had watches for buttons, like the wife of another who carried chimes in her ear-rings.

From their initiation by the Comte de Saint-Germain the Comte and Madame di Cagliostro proceeded into Courland, where they established Masonic lodges, according to the sublime rite of Egyptian Freemasonry. Madame was an excellent preacher to captivate hearts and enchain imagination, and her beauty fascinated a large number of the Courlandaise nobility.

At Mittau, Cagliostro attracted the attention of persons of high rank, who were led by his conversation to regard him as an extraordinary person. By means of his Freemasonry he began to obtain an ascendancy over the minds of the nobles, some of whom, discontented with the reigning duke, are actually represented as offering him the sovereignty of the country!

The Comtesse, at this time, was about five-andtwenty years of age, and radiant with grace and beauty; indeed, she looked like an incarnation of immortal loveliness, a very goddess of love; and it is possible that the crowds of young men and old, who at all convenient seasons haunted the perfumed chambers of this enchantress, were attracted less by their belief in her occult powers than from admiration of her languishing bright eyes.

In St. Petersburg they soon became the one topic of conversation. The miraculous cure of a noblemans child exalted Cagliostro to the pinnacle of popularity; but the extraordinary beauty of Madame, which thus far had powerfully contributed to his success, now brought about Cagliostros banishment.

The Prime Minister, Potemkin, says one authority, then at the outset of his favour, goes to see him, and has his reasons for going again, reasons to which the fair and fascinating Lorenza is no stranger. According to one of the thousand reports which were then in circulation, Catherine herself intervenes in order to get rid of this rival, offering her thirty thousand roubles, which the lady refuses in favour of twice the amount on the part of the favourite. The story is highly improbable. Catherine had better means than that of getting rid of her rivals, and she has given too amusing an account, in a letter to Grimm, of the prowess of Cagliostro in her capital:

He came here calling himself a colonel in the service of Spain, and Spanish by birth, pretending to be a sorcerer, having spirits at his beck and call. When I heard that, I said: This man has made a mistake in coming here; nowhere will he succeed so badly as in Russia.

We do not burn sorcerers here, and for twenty years there has only been one single affair in which there were supposed to be any sorcerers, and then the Senate asked to see them, and, when they had been summoned, they were found to be quite stupid and perfectly innocent.

M. Cagliostro, however, has come just at the right moment for himself, when several lodges of Freemasons, which had taken up Swedenborgs principles, were anxious at all cost to see spirits; they therefore ran to Cagliostro, who declared he had all the secrets of Dr. Falk, an intimate friend of the Duc de Richelieu, and who formerly sacrificed to the black goat in the midst of Vienna.... M. Cagliostro then produced his marvellous cures; he pretended to extract quicksilver from a gouty mans leg, and he was taken in the act of pouring a teaspoonful of quicksilver into the water in which he put the gouty man. Then he produced dyes which would dye nothing, and chemical preparations which would not work.... After which, it has been discovered that he could hardly read or write.

Finally, overwhelmed with debts, he took refuge in the cellar of M. Ielaguine, where he drank as much champagne and English beer as he could. One day, apparently, he exceeded the usual measure, for, on leaving his repast, he hooked himself on to the wig of the secretary of the house, who boxed his ears, whereupon there was a free fight; M. Ielaguine, tired alike of his cellar-rat and of the expenditure of the wine and beer, as well as of his secretarys complaints, politely persuaded him to take his departure in a kibitka, and not in the air as he threatened; and in order that his creditors should put no hindrance in the way of this brisk means of conveyance, he gave him an old soldier to accompany him and Madame la Comtesse as far as Mittau. There is the whole story of Cagliostro, in which there is everything but the marvellous. I never saw him, even at a distance, nor had any inclination to.

Madame Cagliostro, adds this chronicler, seems to have had no share after all in the failure of the expedition; Catherine of Russia always had, as we know, an exceptional allowance for the amorous caprices of the most capricious and amorous of her favourites.

She had, also, the tact which selects ridicule as the most potent weapon to slay romance. Her letter, in which there is no mention of Lorenza, except that of her departure, has no historical value.

According to another account, obliged to quit Russia by reason of the jealousy of the chief physician of the Empress, M. le Comte di Cagliostro proposed to this official that each should make up four pills of the most violent poison.

I will take yours, he said to the Russian doctor, and I will afterwards swallow a drop of my elixir, which will cure me. You will take mine, and cure yourself if you can.

This reasonable challenge was not accepted.



VII. NO. 1, RUE SAINT-CLAUDE

With Cagliostros arrival in Paris, we reach the most extraordinary part of his career. Paris, no doubt, had for long been the Mecca of his dreams, and, well aware that the capital was already overfull of magnetic healers and mesmerists, he attacked Parisian society in the guise of a practical sorcerer, at the same time proclaiming himself the restorer of Egyptian Freemasonry and the founder of a new philosophy.

He claimed to possess the science of the priests of Ancient Egypt, and his conversation usually turned upon three points: (a) the Universal Medicine, the secret of which was known to him; (b) Egyptian Freemasonry, which he had come to restore, and of which he had already established lodges; (c) the Philosophers Stone, which he proposed to obtain by means of the solidification of quicksilver.

Furthermore he claimed, as Saint-Germain had claimed before him, to have a process for giving to cotton the appearance and properties of silk, and one for softening marble and afterwards restoring it to its pristine hardness  of great interest to sculptors; another was that for increasing the size of rubies, emeralds, and diamonds; fourth, a means of feeding a pig upon arsenic, and from its carcass manufacturing a fulminating poison.

(It is interesting to compare this process with that whereby  according to a contemporary historian  the Borgias procured their liquid poison  as distinct from the notorious Contarella. Their method, then, was to administer arsenic to a boar, and, so soon as the poison began to take effect, hang the animal up by the heels. Convulsions supervened; and a froth, deadly and abundant, ran out from his jaws. It was this froth, collected into a silver vessel and subsequently transferred to a bottle hermetically sealed, which constituted the liquid poison.)

But perhaps the most curious of Cagliostros claims was that of being able to render sea-water as combustible as oil. On his last visit to London he asserted that he could light the Metropolis by such means.

Cagliostros task, according to himself, was to restore the knowledge of God in all its purity. The delegates of the French lodges, having considered his pretensions, declared in their report that they had seen in him a promise of truth which none of the great Masters had so completely developed before, and perfectly analogous with the blue masonry of which it seems to be a sympathetic and sublime interpretation.

No doubt the Cardinal de Rohan was in some measure instrumental in securing Cagliostros admission to Parisian society, but Madames beauty played its part as well. Paris went into rhapsodies about the seductive Lorenza.

Says one author, Her lips, arched in the antique manner, of a carmine which seemed very bright in contrast with the whiteness of her complexion, were always motionless, as if they were never to be awakened but by the caresses of love.

She had nobility, declares Casanova, modesty, naïveté, sweetness, and that blushing timidity which gives so much charm to a young woman.

Accordingly, when she passed by on Djérid, her black mare, with set figure, with animated bust, men followed her with their looks. They fell in love with her at a distance, without having seen her.

Her warmest partisans, her most passionate admirers were precisely those who had never looked upon her face. There were duels about her, duels proposed and accepted as to the colour of her eyes, which neither of the adversaries had ever seen, as to whether a dimple was on her right cheek or her left.

The hôtel of the Marchioness dOrvillers, No i, Rue Saint-Claude, on the corner of the Boulevard Beaumarchais, to-day  for it still exists  fills one with that kind of gloom experienced in an empty theatre. This was the house that Cagliostro rented in Paris.

And one can imagine, says Lenôtre, without great effort, the effect which the house would produce at night, with its angular pavilions, at that time concealed by ancient trees, its deep courtyards, its wide terraces, when the flames  the live flames from the crucibles of the alchemist  showed themselves through the high window-blinds.

At the back of the house (the carriage entrance opens on to the Rue Saint-Claude), beneath a frowning porch, may be seen a stone staircase with railings of forged iron. Here once blazed in the torchlight the liveries of noble houses; the courtyard, now so dreary and grey, was crowded with fine carriages; there was a stamping of hoofs, a cracking of whips  a scene of the greatest animation. And how many women boasting ancient names have mounted that stone stair, with hearts thudding wildly in their breasts, to consult the mysterious Cagliostro! How many nobles of France have passed the same way, seeking a glance from the bright eyes of Madame! Like Dr. Dee, the Count summoned the angels to reveal the future; he called up the mighty departed. Says the Biographie des Contemporains:

There was hardly a fine lady in Paris who would not sup with the shade of Lucretius in the apartments of Cagliostro; a military officer who would not discuss the arts of war with Cæsar, Hannibal, or Alexander; or an advocate or counsellor who would not argue legal points with the shade of Cicero.

Cagliostro received in a vast and sumptuously appointed apartment on the first floor, whilst Lorenza lived a comparatively retired life, only being visible at certain hours before a select company, and in a diaphanous and glamorous costume.

Indeed, fortune smiled upon the thaumaturgist. The fast friendship existing between him and the Cardinal de Rohan was no doubt a powerful factor in his success, and it had been strengthened by a marvellous cure which Cagliostro effected. One of the brothers of the great Cardinal  the Prince de Soubise  being dangerously ill, certain doctors had pronounced that he was suffering from a wasting disease, others that he had contracted scarlet fever; but all were agreed that it was a desperate case.

The Cardinal, who had unbounded faith in the great empiric, prayed him earnestly to visit his brother, and one day took him in his coach and conducted him to the Hôtel de Soubise, where, without mentioning any name, he announced a doctor.

As the faculty had declared the patient incurable, the family had left the Prince to die; a few servants only were to be seen in the sick-room when the Cardinal and Cagliostro entered. The latter requested to be left alone for a time with the patient, and all withdrew. What, inquires Figuier, did Cagliostro do closeted with the Prince? Did he hypnotize him, or did he himself fall into a state of somnambulism? None can say, since none ever knew; but eventually this man of mystery summoned the Cardinal and said: If my prescriptions are followed, in two days Monseigneur le Prince de Soubise will leave his bed, and will walk in this room; in eight days he will ride in a coach; in three weeks he will attend the Court at Versailles!

When one has consulted the Oracle one can do nothing but obey. The Cardinal hastened to place himself at the disposal of Cagliostro, who, the same day, returned with him to the Hôtel de Soubise, this time provided with a little phial of liquid, of which he administered ten drops to the patient.

To-morrow, he said, we shall give the Prince five drops less; the day after he will take only two drops of this elixir, and he will be up in the evening. The event surpassed the prediction of the Oracle; for the same day, following this visit, the Prince found himself well enough to receive a few friends. In the evening he rose, walked around his room, talked with animation, and eventually seated himself in an armchair.

He even felt well enough to ask for a wing of chicken. But this was refused, as the prescription of the doctor  still unknown  did not allow of that diet.

From the fourth day he was convalescent, but it was not until the evening of the fifth that he was allowed to partake of his wing of chicken.

No one in the Hôtel de Soubise as yet was aware that Cagliostro was the anonymous physician who had given his attentions to the Prince. He was only named at the moment of the cure, and this name, already so famous, was from that time never again referred to as that of a charlatan. Ennobled by this miraculous cure, his fame was noised throughout the city and at the Court, amid unbounded enthusiasm.

Some little time afterwards, as many as two hundred coaches stationed themselves along the Rue Saint Claude. At Versailles, the King and Queen, having heard of the good news concerning this wonderful and unexpected recovery, openly gave evidence of their great joy, and sent messengers to compliment the Prince de Soubise upon his return to health, which amounted to an official consecration of the glory of Cagliostro.

His bust was executed in marble by Houdon and cast in bronze, and beneath his portrait, after the bust, was engraved the following poetic inscription:



De lami des humains reconnaissez les traits, 

Tous ses jours sont marqués par de nouveaux bienfaits.

Il prolonge la vie, il secourt lindigence; 

Le plaisir dêtre utile est seul sa récompense.



He was now referred to as the divine Cagliostro. His portraits could be seen everywhere on snuff-boxes, rings, and upon the fans of the women. Paris was set wondering at his enchantments and prodigies. At Versailles, and in the presence of several distinguished nobles, he is said to have caused the apparition in mirrors, vases, etc., not merely of the spectra of absent or deceased persons, but animated and moving beings of a phantasmal description, including many dead men and women selected by the astounded spectators.

But Cagliostro was no longer young, whereas Lorenza was in the flower of her beauty; and he is said for the first time to have experienced the pangs of jealousy, on account of a certain Chevalier dOisement, with whom Madame had had several assignations.

Nevertheless, he prosecuted his plans to reform Freemasonry according to the Egyptian rite, with unabated vigour. He had cases filled with statuettes of Isis, Osiris, Anubis, and other deities, covered with mystic hier oglyphics; and these he distributed among his disciples. The lodge of Isis, whereof Madame di Cagliostro was Grand Mistress, counted in 1784, among its Adepts, some of the most prominent women of title in France.

Among the many anecdotes bearing upon this phase of his career, the following is worthy of citation, if only because so many versions exist, and for the reason that an episode almost identical is related of the celebrated Comte de Saint-Germain.

One day, then, whilst passing along the picturegallery in the Louvre  so one account tells us  Cagliostro halted before the picture by Jouvenet, The Descent from the Cross, and began to weep. Several of his companions questioned him as to the cause of his emotion.

Alas! he replied, I shed tears for the death of this great moralist, for this man so good with whom I have had intimate intercourse. Indeed, we dined together at the house of Pontius Pilate.

Of whom do you speak? inquired the Duc de Richelieu, stupefied.

Of Jesus Christ. I knew him well!

Cagliostro is said, too, at this time (again in imitation of Saint-Germain) to have had in his service a valet who, by his mysterious silence, considerably added to the impression created by his master.

M. dHannibal, a German noble, one day seized this fellow by the ear, and in a tone half jesting and half angry cried:

Rascal! You will tell me now the true age of your master!

But the valet was not to be bullied; and after a few moments of earnest reflection he replied:

Listen, monsieur  I cannot tell you the age of M. le Comte, as it is unknown to me. He has always been to me as he appears to you; young, gay, buvant sec. All I can tell you is that I have been in his service since the decline of the Roman Republic; for we agreed upon my salary on the very day that Cæsar perished at the hand of the assassin in the Senate!



VIII. THE BANQUET OF SPIRITS AND INITIATION OF ISIS

I shall now invite you to attend one of Cagliostros magical banquets at No. I, Rue Saint-Claude.

According to the Mémoires authentiques pour servir à lHistoire du Comte de Cagliostro, the great thaumaturgist announced that at a private supper, given to six guests, he would evoke the spirits of any dead persons whom they named to him, and that the phantoms, apparently substantial, should seat themselves at the banquet.

Mr. A. E. Waite says, The repast took place with the knowledge, and, it may be supposed, with the connivance of Lorenza; but Louis Figuier states that it took place unknown to Madame: Le souper eut lieu rue Saint-Claude, où demeurait Cagliostro, et à linsu de Lorenza.

At midnight the guests were assembled: a round table, laid for twelve, was spread, with extraordinary luxury, in a dining-room where all the appointments were in harmony with the approaching Cabalistic operation. The six guests, with Cagliostro, took their seats, and thus thirteen were designed to be present at table.
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The supper was served, the servants were dismissed with threats of instant death if they dared to open the doors before they were summoned. Each guest demanded the deceased person whom he desired to see. Cagliostro took the names, placed them in the pocket of his gold-embroidered vest, and announced that with no further preparation than a simple invocation on his part, the evoked spirits would appear in flesh and blood, for, according to the Egyptian dogma, there were in reality no dead.

These guests of the other world, asked for and expected with trembling anxiety, were the Duc de Choiseul, Voltaire, dAlembert, Diderot, the Abbé de Voisenon, and Montesquieu. Their names were pronounced slowly in a loud voice, and with all the concentrated determination of the Adepts will; and after a moment of intolerable doubt, the evoked guests appeared very unobtrusively, and took their seats with the quiet courtesy which had characterized them in life!

The first question put to them, when the awe of their presence had somewhat abated, was as to their situation in the world beyond.

There is no world beyond, replied dAlembert. Death is simply the cessation of the evils which have tortured us. No pleasure is experienced, but, on the other hand, there is no suffering. I have not met with Mademoiselle Lespinasse, but neither have I seen Lorignet. Some deceased persons who have recently joined us inform me that I am almost forgotten. I am, however, consoled. Men are unworthy of the trouble we take about them. I never loved them, now I despise them.

What has become of your learning? asked M. de  of Diderot.

I was not learned, as people commonly supposed. I merely adapted all that I read, and in writing I borrowed right and left. Hence the disconnected style of my books, which will be unheard of in half a century, The Encyclopœdia, with which I am credited, does not belong to me. The duty of an editor is simply to set in order his subjects. The man who showed most talent was the compiler of the index, yet no one has dreamed of recognizing his claims to honour!

I praised the enterprise, said Voltaire, for it accorded with my philosophical opinions. Talking of philosophy, I am none too certain that I was in the right. I have learned strange things since my death, and have conversed with a half-dozen Popes. They are good to listen to. Clement XIV and Benedict, above all, are men of infinite intelligence and good sense.

That which rather annoys me, said the Duc de Choiseul, is that there is no sex in our present habitation. Whatever may be said of this fleshly envelope, twas by no means so bad an invention.

That which has afforded me great pleasure, said the Abbé Voisenon, is that amongst us one is cured of the folly of intelligence. You cannot imagine how I have been jeered at about my absurd romances. I expiate almost daily the mistakes of my mortal existence.

Throughout these days, however, Cagliostro proceeded with the dearest of all his projects, viz the spread of his Egyptian Masonic rite, into which women subsequently were admitted, a course of magical instruction being conducted for the purpose by Madame di Cagliostro.

The postulants admitted to this course were thirtysix in number, and all males were excluded. Lorenza was the Grand Mistress of Egyptian Masonry, as her husband was himself the grand and sublime Copt. The neophytes were required to contribute each of them the sum of one hundred louis, to abstain from all intimacy with mankind, and to submit to everything which might be imposed on them. A big mansion was hired in the Rue Verte, Faubourg Saint-Honoré, at that period a lonely part of the city, as lonely as was the Rue Saint-Claude. The building was surrounded by gardens and magnificent trees. The ceremony of initiation took place shortly before midnight on August 7, 1785.

On entering the first apartment, says Figuier, the ladies were obliged to disrobe and to endue a white garment, with a coloured girdle. They were divided into six groups, distinguished by the tint of their girdles. A large veil was also provided, and they were conducted to a temple lighted from the roof, and furnished with thirty-six arm-chairs upholstered in black satin. Lorenza, clothed in white, was seated on a kind of throne, supported by two tall figures, so habited that their sex might not be determined. The light was lowered by degrees until surrounding objects could scarcely be distinguished, when the Grand Mistress commanded the ladies to uncover their left legs as far as the thigh, and raising the right arm, to rest it upon an adjoining pillar.

Two young women then entered sword in hand, and with silken ropes bound all the ladies together by the arms and legs. Then, after a period of impressive silence, Lorenza pronounced an oration which I shall not quote at length, but which advocated fervidly the emancipation of womankind from the shameful bonds imposed on them by the lords of creation.

These bonds were symbolized by the silken ropes from which the fair initiates were released at the end of the harangue, when they were conducted into separate apartments, each opening on the garden. Here they met with most incredible experiences.

Some were pursued by men who unmercifully persecuted them with barbarous solicitations; others encountered less ferocious admirers, who sighed in languishing postures at their feet. More than one discovered the double of her own lover; but the oath they had all taken rendered them inexorable, and all faithfully fulfilled what was required of them. The new spirit infused into regenerate woman triumphed throughout the six-and-thirty initiates, who re-entered, palpitating but triumphant, the twilight of the vaulted temple, to receive the congratulations of the high priestess.  

When they had breathed a little after their trials, the vaulted roof opened suddenly, and, on a sphere of gold, there descended a man, naked as the unfallen Adam, holding a serpent in his hand, and having a flaming star upon his head.

The Grand Mistress announced that this was the genius of Truth, the immortal, the divine Cagliostro, issued without procreation from the bosom of our father Abraham, and the depositary of all that hath been, is, or shall be known in the universe. He was there to initiate them into the secrets of which they had been fraudulently deprived.

Thereupon the Grand Copt commanded them to dispense with the profanity of clothing, for if they would embrace truth they must be as naked as itself. The high priestess, setting the example, unbound her girdle and permitted her drapery to fall to the ground, and the fair initiates, following her example, exposed themselves, in all the nudity of their charms, to the glances of the Grand Copt, who then commenced his revelations.

He informed his beloved daughters that the muchabused Cabalistic art was the secret of doing good to humanity. It was initiation into the arcana of nature, and the power to make use of her occult forces. The visions which they beheld in the garden, where so many had seen and recognized those who were dearest to their hearts, proved the reality of hermetic operations. They had shown themselves worthy to know the truth; he undertook to instruct them by gradations. It was sufficient at the outset to inform them that the sublime objective of that Egyptian Freemasonry which he had brought from the secret heart of the Orient was the happiness of mankind. This happiness was illimitable in its nature, including material enjoyments as well as spiritual peace.

Cagliostro concluded his harangue by bidding his hearers renounce a deceiving sex, and let the kiss of friendship symbolize the purity of their hearts. The high priestess instructed them in the nature of this Platonic embrace.

Thereupon the Grand Copt seated himself again upon the sphere of gold, and was borne away through the roof. At the same time the floor opened, lights blazed into being, and a table, splendidly adorned and luxuriously spread, came up through the floor. The ladies (despite their abjuration of the deceiving sex) were joined by their lovers in propria persona, and the supper was followed by dancing and various diversions, which continued until the small hours of the morning.



IX. THE SECRET OF ST. ANGELO

It was at about this time that Madame de la Motte, the adventuress, one day surprised Lorenza, under compromising circumstances, with the Chevalier dOisement  a gentleman whom I have already mentioned. At any rate, so it is averred; and the price of Madames silence is measurable by the sudden intimacy which sprang up between the Cagliostros and the la Mottes. This intimacy later was to implicate the Count in the astounding affair of the diamond necklace; was to bring him, in company with Cardinal de Rohan, to the Bastille.

Beugnot, who met the thaumaturgist in the salon of Madame de la Motte, speaks of his paying very tender compliments to the mistress of the house. In addition, Beugnot says that he spoke of heaven, the stars, the great arcanum, Memphis, hierophancy, transcendental chemistry, giants, immense animals, and a town in the interior of Africa ten times as great as Paris. Madame de la Motte he called his fawn, his gazelle, his swan.

How different was his language a short time later, when, standing his trial for complicity in the necklace case, he said of the same lady that she was mentiris impudentissime, which two words he begged her counsel to translate for her, as it was not polite to tell her so in French.

After his acquittal, Cagliostro, in obedience to a lettre de cachet, lost little time in leaving Paris. He returned again to London, where he was well received and from whence he addressed his Letter to the French People, dated June 26, 1786. This letter created a profound sensation; it is impossible to deny that it struck a shrewd blow against the ancient fortress of the Bastille  a blow that shook those gloomy towers to their foundations  the sound of which penetrated, though it might be but as a whisper  to the very deepest and very darkest cell of the dreadful place  which echoed boomingly throughout France  which, I verily believe, was the first tocsin heralding the Terror.  

Are all State prisons like the Bastille?... A barbarous silence is the least of the crimes there committed. For six months I was within fifteen feet of my wife without knowing it. Others have been buried there for thirty years, are reputed dead, are unhappy in not being dead, having, like Miltons damned souls, only so much light in their abyss as to perceive the impenetrable darkness that enwraps them. I said it in captivity, and I repeat it a free man: there is no crime but is amply expiated by six months in the Bastille....

You have all that is needed for happiness, Frenchmen.... All you want, my good friends, is one little thing: to be sure of lying in your own beds when you are irreproachable. To labour for this happy revolution is a task worthy of your parlements. It is only difficult to feeble souls....

Yes, I declare to you... your States-General will be convoked, your Bastille shall become a public promenade, you... will achieve glory in the abolition of lettres de cachet....

But now it was that Morande, editor of the Courrier de lEurope (published in London) attacked Cagliostro unmercifully. The articles ran through several numbers of the paper, commencing September 1 and ending November 1, 1786. Although the attack proved fatal to its subject, the Counts retort at least served to call down ridicule upon the journalist; for he challenged the latter to a duel of arsenicated sucking pig (cochon de lait)! This original mode of conflict Morande declined to essay.

Against this man, Morande, a recent inquirer  Trowbridge  makes a strange charge. In short, he attempts to prove (rightly or wrongly) that Balsamo and Cagliostro were two distinct personages, who had no connexion with one another beyond the fact of having married Italian wives bearing the same surnames. He writes:

As late as the date of his trial in the affair of the diamond necklace no suggestion of the identity of the two characters was ever mooted. The story appears to owe its origin to the fertile brain of one of the greatest scoundrels of whom European history holds record, the notorious blackmailer Theveneau de Morande.

He goes on to say that the editor of the Courrier de lEurope was a spy and subsidized journalist in the pay of the French Government. The latter, fearing that Cagliostros acquittal in the necklace trial would reflect unfavourably on the Queen, instructed Morande to ruin Cagliostros reputation, which he forthwith attempted to do in his journal. It may be mentioned, too, that Cagliostro, in Une Lettre au Peuple anglais, 1786, denied having been in London in 1771, and asserted that he was not Balsamo.

But the Counts reputation was damned. The following advertisement was inserted by him in the Morning Herald for November 1786:



To ALL TRUE MASONS

In the Name of 9, 5, 8, 14, 20,1, 8; -9, 5, 18, 20, 18.

The Time is at hand when the Building of the New Temple, or New Jerusalem 3, 8, 20, 17, 8, must begin; this is to invite all True Masons in London to join in the Name of 9, 5, 18, 20, 18 (the only one in whom is a Divine 19, 17, 9, 13, 9, 19, 23) to meet to-morrow Evening, the 3d instant, 1786 (or 5790) at Nine oclock at Rileys, Great Queen Street; to lay a plan for the laying the first stone of the foundation of the True 3, 8, 20, 17, 8; in this visible world, being the material representative Temple of the Spiritual 9, 5, 17, 20, 18, 11, 5, 12.

A Mason, and Member of the new 3, 8, 20, 17, 8.

It is an interesting advertisement, too, because it would appear that Cagliostro had the intention of forming a lodge of the Swedenborgian rite. The wording is suggestive; and we know that he consorted for some time with the Swedenborgians during his last visit to London.

But Morande had done his work too well. DAlmeras adds: Vox damans in deserto! No one came to Reillys tavern to lay the foundation stone of the true Temple, and Jehovah, that night, did not pay expenses!

The last mention made by Morande of Cagliostro occurred in the issue of his journal dated August 14, 1787, when he boasts of having succeeded in driving Cagliostro from England.

Figuier points out that, despite the persecution to which he was there subjected, Cagliostro committed a great error in leaving England, as he did, and in taking up an abode in Rome.

But that which brought about his downfall was the temerity with which he practised the principles of Freemasonry in the capital of the Catholic world; and although Lorenza advised him against this, he obstinately pursued his work, and ultimately founded a lodge after the Egyptian rite. He had only three members, but amongst them was found one false brother.

Denounced by this spy, Cagliostro was arrested on September 27, 1789, by command of the Holy Office.

His papers, including the MS. entitled Maçonnerie Égyptienne, were seized and placed under the seals, and the inquiry was commenced which lasted for no less than eighteen months. If one considers Cagliostros history, and admits his identity with Balsamo, there were several episodes which could not have borne scrutiny; but the majority of his misdeeds were committed outside Rome, and the others were covered by prescription.

On March 21, 1791, the case, conducted at such wearisome length, was taken to the General Assembly of the Holy Office, and in accordance with custom, before the Pope, on the 7th of the following April. Judgment was rendered, and Cagliostro was condemned to death.

Pope Pius VI, to whom was reserved definitive judgment, pronounced it in the following terms:

Giuseppe Balsamo, accused and convicted of many crimes, and of having defied the censures and penalties pronounced against heretics, dogmatists, masters, and disciples of superstitious magic, as well as the apostolic laws of Clement XII and Benedict XIV against those who, in any way whatsoever, support and form Societies of Freemasons... in Rome or in any other place in the Pontifical dominions: now, by special grace, the penalty which delivers the culprit into the secular arm is the committal to prison for life in a fortress, where he will be closely guarded, without hope of grace; and, after he has abjured heresy in the actual place of his detention, he will be absolved, and salutary penances will be prescribed, to which he must submit himself.

These penances (I shall be more clearly understood if I term them tortures) were of so cruel a nature in the Castle of St. Angelo, where Cagliostro was confined, that in case the people, among whom he had many partisans, should commence a movement in his favour, the report was spread abroad that he had conspired to burn Rome as Nero had done.

The still beautiful Lorenza was treated with less severity; she was condemned to perpetual seclusion in a convent, and beyond its gates she, whom so many had loved, vanished for ever from the ken of man.

All Cagliostros papers were burned by the Holy Office; which institution, or what remains of it, preserves to this day the secret of its victims end. A rumour was circulated that, having become insane, he had endeavoured to strangle a confessor; later, that he had strangled himself.

Meanwhile, the Revolution, which the great thaumaturgist seems, evidently enough, to have divined, was an established fact. Approaching the Italian borders, the forces of the red bonnet, like an encroaching sea, burst upon the walls of the Eternal City and swept around the Castle of St. Angelo.

Several officers of the first battalions that advanced upon Rome had scarce entered the city ere they were seeking the dungeon of Cagliostro. They had hoped to release the man, prophet or charlatan, sorcerer or saint, who had cried Frenchmen!... your Bastille shall become a public promenade!

They were too late. They were told that Cagliostro was dead. In what manner did he meet with his death, and at what time? The Holy Office was dumb, and no man can ever hope to know.

At this news, says Figuier, our officers realized that there was no comparison to be made between the former Parlement of France and the tribunal of the Inquisition of Rome; and although none regretted the destruction of the Bastille, they were forced to admit that it yielded up its prey far more readily than did the Château de Saint-Ange.

So passed Cagliostro from an overcrowded stage. Of him a sound commentator has said:

That he was a powerful mesmerist, that he could induce clairvoyance with facility in suitable subjects, that he had dabbled in Arabic occultism, that he had the faculty of healing magnetically, are points which the evidence enables us to admit, and these genuine phenomena supported his titanic impostures, being themselves supplemented, wherever they were weak or defective, by direct and prepared fraud. Thus his miraculous prophecies, delineations of absent persons, revelations of private matters, etc., may to some extent be accounted for by the insatiable curiosity and diligence which he made use of to procure knowledge of the secrets of any families with which he came into communication.

With this the opinion of Lavater may profitably be compared. The great physiognomist had several opportunities of studying Cagliostro in the course of interviews which he had with him when at Strasburg. He formed the opinion that the Grand Copt was a man of wonderful endowments, possessed of mediumistic powers, but untruthful and a trickster. He writes, So long as Cagliostro retains his forehead, and I mine, we shall never here below be confidential friends. He says further: I believe that nature produces a form like his only once in a century, and I could weep blood to think that so rare a production of nature should, by the many objections he has furnished against himself, be partly so much misconceived, and partly, by so many harshnesses and cruelties, have given just cause for offence.

Lorenza declared upon oath during her examination that many of the pupils had been prepared beforehand by her husband, but that some had been brought to him unawares, and that in regard to them she could only suppose that he had been assisted by the marvels of magical art.

To this I have nothing to add, save that, whatever his crimes, I pity from my very soul this man of undoubtedly great accomplishments who ended his days in the dungeons of the Holy Office.


MADAME BLAVATSKY

I. THE WISDOM RELIGION

IN the realm which those characters already dealt with had professedly set out and devoted their lives to explore, no one has claimed to have penetrated more deeply (I had almost said, so deeply) as Helena Petrovna Blavatsky.

Our conception of a priestess of the higher mysteries (which, by an automatic mental process, must be based upon classic ideals) will lead us wildly astray from the reality, as represented by this singular woman. The many stories current of the adventures of her stormy and wandering life ill prepare us for the H. P. Blavatsky who, her wanderings ended, was submitted to the soul-searching scrutiny of the Society for Psychical Research.

The strange being who attracted to herself such men as Crookes and Flammarion was no imposing, queenly figure, but a stout, plain woman, having a great frizzy haired head  the hair thick and bright and splashed with grey. Her complexion was muddy to a marked degree; but her large, pale blue eyes were wonderful eyes, eyes wherein burned the fires of a secret, hidden power.

Homely and coarse, ill-dressed, her puffy hands overloaded with jewellery, Madame H. P. Blavatsky more nearly corresponded in appearance with a seaside fortune-teller than with all one might have imagined the author of Isis Unveiled to be.

I have drawn your attention to the magnetic attractions of the beautiful Comtesse di Cagliostro. It is not difficult to imagine the salon of the Italian sorcerer in the Rue Saint-Claude filled with men of fashion, since it boasted an ornament so lovely. But this modern mouthpiece of the gods, lacking wholly those physical qualities which are, and have ever been, a loadstone, yet surrounded herself with men of learning and women of culture.

Wherein lay the attraction? In the golden promise of the Secret Doctrine, in the written word, or in the phenomena? Evidence goes to show that the latter were, at least, extensively contributory.

The justice or injustice wherewith Madame is included in this present gallery of historical portraits affords stimulating matter for debate; but having defined sorcery  which I did in an early chapter  I hold myself justified in classing H. P. Blavatsky amongst those who have practised it; and I propose to deal with the events  or with some of them  which bear upon this phase of her activity. Her youth, her married life, do not concern us; the Madame Blavatsky with whom we have to deal was created out of the ashes of that earlier woman.

In the preface to the second edition of The Occult World, by A. P. Sinnett, the following certificate appears:

I certify by the present that Madame H. P. Blavatsky, now residing at Simla (British India), is from her fathers side the daughter of Colonel Peter Hahn, and grand-daughter of Lieutenant-General Alexis Hahn von Rottenstern-Hahn (a noble family of Mecklenburg, Germany, settled in Russia). And that she is from her mothers side the daughter of Helene Fadeeff, and grand-daughter of Privy-Councillor Andrew Fadeeff and of the Princess Helene Dolgorouki; that she is the widow of the Councillor of State, Nicéphore Blavatsky, late Vice-Governor of the Province of Erivan, Caucasus.

(Signed) MAJOR-GENERAL ROSTISLAV FADEEFF (of HI. Majestys Staff, Joint Secretary of State at the Ministry of the Interior).

ST. PETERSBURG, 29, LITTLE MORSKAYA, September 18, 1881.

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky claimed to be the chosen priestess of the Wisdom Religion  the most ancient cult in the world. In order fully to appreciate her pretensions, as set forth in The Secret Doctrine, Isis Unveiled, Key to Theosophy, and Voice of the Silence, it is necessary to come to some understanding upon the point:  what is this Wisdom Religion, or Secret Science?

Firstly, and comprehensively, it numbers among its initiates the Rishis Manu, Narada and others, Buddha, Confucius, Zarathustra, Pythagoras, Plato, Apollonius of Tyana, Christ, and other world-teachers. In the sixteenth century Paracelsus was its exponent, in the nineteenth Madame Blavatsky, who was initiated in Tibet. Her teachers were the Mahatmas Morya and Koot Hoomi.

The existence of such a secret knowledge, inaccessible, because dangerous, to the ordinary mortal, but portentous and supremely potent, has been acclaimed by every mystic, from the most remote to the most modern. Eliphas Lévi defined Magic as the traditional science of natures secrets which has come down to us from the wise men of old.

But the term Wisdom Religion, apparently, was applied to this great science by Madame Blavatsky, in Isis Unveiled, that is to say, in the year 1877, when the book first saw the light in America. The world was then asked to accept the existence of certain higher intelligences, incarnate, but constrained by none, or by few, of the common bonds of humanity; was introduced to the Adepts, or Masters, who had chosen Madame to be their mouthpiece.

Later, Mr. A. P. Sinnett, in The Occult World and Esoteric Buddhism, enlarged upon the subject, showing how, whilst the Western world  by divine design  had devoted its genius to the physical sciences, the East had been conducting inquiries in the science of the soul, and had made progress at least parallel with that accomplished by the West.

In Europe, Asia, Africa, and America are branches and lodges of the Wisdom Religion; few large centres are without lesser Adepts. But the earthly residences of the Super-Adepts or Masters are set far from the hives of busy humanity. Thus, one centre from whence radiates the arcane illumination is said to be some remote spot in the Tibetan highlands; and, according to Mr. Sinnett, the oldest lodge in the world is situate in, or near to, the silent, swamp-bound temples of Yucatan. The head-centre I understand to be the great White Lodge, but I am without other information respecting it.

The Masters are not exclusively Orientals; all distinctions of race and of creed have ceased to exist among them. For the most part, they are unseen, although they have from time to time manifested themselves to the initiate. They possess the power of translating themselves from place to place, as did Apollonius of Tyana, and are products of many generations of searchers, who have so refined the fleshly envelope as to have transcended the phenomenal.

Death has no meaning to them, and whilst some are said to have lived, in the same incarnation, for several centuries, others, discarding one carnal mantle, have endued another and thus remained in the sphere which required their continuous ministration.

In India, the existence of such beings, known there as Rishis or Mahatmas, is an article of popular faith, and Gautama Buddha is regarded as the greatest Adept in the worlds history and in the history of the Secret Doctrine.

What may be learned, then, of the Wisdom Religion by direct inquiry into Indian tradition remains to be established by experiment, but, so far as can be determined by the ordinary student, who relies almost wholly upon written records, all our knowledge of the Masters comes to us through the mysterious Madame Blavatsky.



II. COLONEL OLCOTT AND THE THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY

It is in the year 1874 that we first hear definitely of Madame Blavatsky. Her wanderings, covering I know not where, led her to America and to the village of Chittenden, Vermont, celebrated by reason of the mediumship of the farmer, William Eddy. Here she met Colonel Olcott.

In this year  says the latter  

Madame Blavatsky and I met. I had been a student of practical psychology for nearly a quarter of a century. From boyhood no problem had interested me so much as the mystery of man, and I had been seeking for light upon it wherever it could be found. To understand the physical man I had read something of anatomy, physiology, and chemistry. To get an insight into the nature of mind and thought, I had read the various authorities of orthodox science, and practically investigated the heterodox branches of phrenology, physiognomy, mesmerism, and psychometry.... In the year above mentioned, I was investigating a most startling case of mediumship, that of William Eddy... in whose house were nightly appearing, and often talking, the alleged spirits of dead persons....

With my own eyes I saw, within the space of about three months, some five hundred of these apparitions, under circumstances which, to my mind, excluded the possibility of trickery or fraud. Madame Blavatsky and I met at this farmhouse, and the similarity of our tastes... led to an intimate acquaintance. She soon proved to me that, in comparison with the chela of an Indian Mahatma, the authorities I had been accustomed to look up to knew absolutely nothing. Little by little she opened out to me as much of the truth as my experience had fitted me to grasp. Step by step I was forced to relinquish illusory beliefs, cherished for twenty years. And as the light gradually dawned on my mind, my reverence for the unseen teachers who had instructed her grew apace. At the same time, a deep and insatiable yearning possessed me to seek their society, or, at least, to take up my residence in a land which their presence glorified and incorporate myself with a people whom their greatness ennobled.

The time came when I was blessed with a visit from one of these Mahatmas in my own room at New York  a visit from him, not in the physical body, but in the f double, or Mayavi-rupa... from that moment I had a motive to live for, an end to strive after. That motive was to gain the Aryan wisdom; that end to work for its disse ruination.

One cannot wonder that such a meeting led to great things. Madame Blavatsky was said recently to have completed a course of occult study extending over a period of seven years, in a Himalayan retreat; but the remarkable knowledge there imparted to her nevertheless unfitted her for the affairs of the mundane world. In Colonel Olcott she found an ideal partner, and the Theosophical Society was founded. Its objects were as follows:

(1)  To form the nucleus of a Universal Human Brotherhood.

(2)  To study Aryan literature, religion, and science.

(3)  To vindicate the importance of such inquiry.

(4)  To explore the mysteries of nature and the latent powers of man.

These views met with a ready acceptance in America, and branches of the Society were also formed successfully in England and elsewhere. Thereupon Madame Blavatsky repaired to India, in order to establish lodges among the natives. Here, many grave blunders were committed.

Unfamiliar with the peculiar social conditions of British India, she found English residents looking askance at her by reason of the fact that she openly courted native society. Furthermore, her nationality led the authorities to suspect that she was an agent of the Russian Government! She discovered herself subjected to a galling system of espionage.

Madame Blavatskys indignation was very great and very real. One can sympathize with this daughter of the Russian ruling class  of the class wont to direct, rather than to suffer, political surveillance. She made public protest, thereby but intensifying the European dislike for her methods. The sympathy of the natives alienated that of the residents. In short, by reason of her nationality, her temperament, and her American views, she daily transgressed that code of good form which, iron-bound, governs Anglo-Indian society. Whilst no longer suspected of political motives, she was voted impossible, which is the sigil of social leprosy.

Recently, American ideas have changed, and the bonhomie of the United States citizen has lost something of its catholicity. He has recognized the dangerous kinship of the yellow races; and to-day American society is as exclusive to the yellow as it has ever been to the black. The inner significance of caste is as keenly appreciated in New York as in Calcutta.

But, since 1879, thirty-five years have left their mark upon history; and a nation may grow wise in thirty-five years. It was not until 1880, when Madame Blavatsky visited Simla, that she began to reconcile her American training with her Indian environment. One assumes that the wisdom of Tibet does not concern itself with social conditions.

She now re-approached her task in the right spirit and from the right direction. At last, the real woman was recognized; but such a ban as that which, earlier, had been put upon her, is not shortly broken down. European sympathy was not wholly withheld, yet the fighting spirit of the woman kept her eternally under arms. Capitulation was foreign to her nature; she must ever be duelling.

Real enemies she had in plenty, led by the press; but she was cursed with that failing common to all of her temperament, an inability to distinguish friend from foe. So she needs must wound one truly devoted to her, while bestowing the kiss of friendship upon another who carried a knife in his bosom.

No... Columbus in chains for discovering a new world, says A. P. Sinnett, or Galileo, in prison for announcing the true principles of astronomy, is more remarkable for those who know all the bearings of the situation in India, as regards the Theosophical Society, than the sight of Madame Blavatsky, slandered and ridiculed by most of the Anglo-Indian papers, and spoken of as a charlatan by the commonplace crowd, in return for having freely offered them some of the wonderful fruits  as much as the rules of the great occult association permit her to offer  of the life-long struggle in which she has conquered her extraordinary knowledge.



III. INDIAN PHENOMENA

Some of the phenomenal feats recorded of Madame Blavatsky during her sojourn in Allahabad and elsewhere are worth recalling. Due recognition of our own ignorance is the first essential step toward wisdom, for only he who knows himself a fool can hope to become a wise man. Any consideration of such a career as this, or as those dealt with in earlier chapters, can be nothing but a feckless waste of time on the part of one who is already determined that his views are inexpansible. The marvels recorded of Madame are chiefly of interest to me because (unlike those of the Arabian romancers) they may have been performed; I must confess that I have encountered no really acceptable evidence disproving their authenticity.

Her explanation, that the Masters were governed by certain natural laws just as lesser men are governed, and that some of the miracles demanded by sceptics were as much above the power of Koot Hoomi as they were above her own, I regard as reasonable. That the Adepts had no wish to attract candidates for initiation by an exhibition of wonders is also an acceptable statement, I think. I shall ask you to bear these points in mind; for, as Mr. A. E. Waite has said, theosophy is certainly worthy of study  and they are wise who suspend their judgment till the time for judgment arrives.

The mysterious rapping, which, apparently, she had power to control, was a phenomenon trivial enough in character, but far from trivial if produced as she claimed it to be produced. The singing of a kettle is not a sensational happening, but it demonstrates the existence of a force which has revolutionized the world!

Unlike the rapping which is heard at the spiritualistic séance, these raps could be produced at will, in any place, and at any time. She could produce them upon a table, a window-pane, a door, or even upon a persons skull.

Another very satisfactory way of obtaining the raps  one frequently employed in the evening  was to set down a large glass clock-shade on the hearthrug, and get Madame Blavatsky, after removing all rings from her hands, and sitting well clear of the shade, so that no part of her dress touched it, to lay her hands on it. Putting a lamp on the ground opposite, and sitting down on the hearthrug, one could see the undersurface of the hands resting on the glass, and still, under these perfectly satisfactory conditions, the raps would come, clear and distinct, on the sonorous surface of the shade.

But even more satisfactory was her production of raps upon a table which she did not touch in any way and which no one else was touching. The latter experiment, we are told, was performed a number of times and with a number of tables which could not possibly have been prepared by the operator. I find myself in agreement with the writer who says:

Her conversation and her book, Isis Unveiled, disclosed a view of things which we naturally desired to explore further; and it was tantalizing to feel that she could, and yet could not, give us the final proofs we so much desired to have, that her occult training really had invested her with powers over material things of a kind which, if one could but feel sure they were actually in her possession, would utterly shatter the primary foundations of materialistic philosophy.

A picturesque demonstration of Madames powers is related of her during her stay at Benares, in a house belonging to the Maharajah of Vizianagram. The party were seated in the central hall one evening after dinner, when suddenly three or four roses fell in their midst! We perceive the possibility of trickery, of course, at once; but in the absence of proof must also concede the possibility of the phenomenal.

Here I may refer to the astral bell which occasioned so much comment. This was a clear, silvern note, or succession of notes, which sounded in the air around and about the High Priestess of Theosophy. It was said to be a mode of communication between Madame and the Brothers. Whilst the sound was sometimes produced under conditions which by no means excluded the possibility of deception, at other times the bell was heard under circumstances which, examine as closely as we may, defy explanation. Thus, in the Occult World, we read how Madame Blavatsky was, on one occasion, leaning on a balustrade, and looking over the wide sweep of the Simla Valley; she remained for a few minutes perfectly motionless and silent... and the night was far enough advanced for all commonplace sounds to have settled down, so that the stillness was perfect. Suddenly, in the air... there sounded the clear note of an occult bell.

I shall not deal here with the letters from the Mahatma Koot Hoomi phenomenally delivered to Mr. A. P. Sinnett. His path is strewn with split infinitives, but, saving this slaughter of the innocents, I have no particular fault to find with the correspondence of the Mahatma. Transcriptions may be found in Mr. Sinnetts book, to which I shall also refer inquirers for the account of the famous recovery of Mrs Humes lost brooch. Mr. Sinnett writes as a disciple of Madame Blavatsky, and I prefer to take my facts from a more hostile chronicler, for, strangely enough, her enemies have done more to show her as she claimed to be than have her friends.



IV. A MODERN PRIESTESS OF ISIS

In 1884 Madame Blavatsky left India and came to Europe. She lived for a time in the Rue Notre Dame des Champs, Paris, and amongst those whom she attracted to her at this time was a compatriot, Μ. V. S. Solovyoff  her harshest critic, and the man who seems to have been directly instrumental in breaking up the French Theosophical Society (the Société Théosophique dOrient et dOccident).

I cannot hope to portray Madame as she was at this period so skilfully as M. Solovyoff has portrayed her. His articles originally appeared in the Russky Vyestnik, and were translated for and published by the Society for Psychical Research, under the title A Modern Priestess of Isis. Let us accompany him to his first audience at the Rue Notre Dame des Champs.

The door opened, he says, and she was before me; a rather tall woman, though she produced the impression of being short, on account of her unusual stoutness. Her great head seemed all the greater from her thick and very bright hair, touched with a scarcely perceptible grey, and very slightly frizzed  by nature and not by art, as I subsequently convinced myself.

At the first moment her plain, old, earthy-coloured face struck me as repulsive; but she fixed on me the gaze of her great, rolling, pale blue eyes, and in these wonderful eyes, with their hidden power, all the rest was forgotten.

I remarked, however, that she was very strangely dressed, in a sort of black sacque, and that all the fingers of her small, soft, and as it were boneless hands, with their slender points and long nails, were covered with great jewelled rings.

Following some conversation touching the Masters, Madame quitted the room for a few minutes, in order, she said, to tell Babula, her Hindu servant, to prepare her dinner. Upon her return, M. Solovyoff was treated to a manifestation of the astral bell, and it is interesting to compare his account with that of Mr. Sinnett:

She made a sort of flourish with her hand, raised it upwards, and suddenly, I heard distinctly, quite distinctly, somewhere above our heads, near the ceiling, a very melodious sound like a little silver bell or an Æolian harp.

I am not aware that any explanation, covering all the facts, anent this bell device has ever been advanced. Even if a purely mechanical trick, it was a trick difficult to explain. And what does M. Solovyoff say? He inquires: Why was the sound of the silver bell not heard at once, but only after she had left the room and come back again?

With all deference I submit that a conjurer so clever as he would have us believe Madame to have been was the last person in the world to have forgotten to wind up her apparatus!

On the same occasion, M. Solovyoff made the acquaintance of Mohini, a chela of the Mahatma (or Master) Koot Hoomi.

He seemed to be not more than from twenty-five to twenty-seven years of age. His figure, which was narrow-shouldered and not tall, was clad in a black cashmere cassock; his thick, blue-black wavy hair fell to his shoulders. The upper part of his bronzed face was strikingly handsome  a wise forehead, not very high, straight eyebrows, not too thick, and most magnificent velvety eyes, with a deep and gentle expression.... It was only his nose, straight but too broad, and his thick, dark blue lips, projecting through a not over-abundant growth of moustache and beard, which prevented his being perfectly beautiful. In any case his appearance might be considered very attractive, and several female hearts in Asia and Europe could tell tales of the beauty of this young apostle of the newest theosophy.

M. Solovyoff returned to his rooms with a somewhat confused impression. His various ideas refused to become reconciled. As for her silver bell, he says, that looked like a trick.... Yet two days later he enrolled himself in the theosophical ranks and was initiated there and then. The initiation over, he shortly departed, experiencing a longing to get out at once into a purer atmosphere.

These being his sentiments, I should like to ask, if the question be permissible, with what object M. Solovyoff joined the organization.

The Paris lodge would seem to have met with but little success. Charles Richet came to inquire, as did Camille Flammarion, but neither would appear to have been deeply impressed. Colonel Olcott joined Madame Blavatsky in France, and M. Solovy off has given us the following sketch of him, fine in its lines as a Toledan blade, double-edged, too, and cruelly sharp as any scimitar ever swung within the Alcazar.

And I saw the colonel, Madame Blavatskys trusty companion and fellow-labourer, the president of the Theosophical Society. His appearance produced on me at once a very favourable impression. He was a man of fully fifty years of age, of medium height, robust and broad, but not fat; from his energy and vivacity of movement he looked anything but an old man, and showed every sign of great strength and sound health. His face was handsome and pleasant, and suited his bald head, and was framed in a full and perfectly silver beard. He wore spectacles, somewhat concealing thereby the one defect of his appearance, which none the less was a real spoonful of tar in a barrel of honey! The fact is that one of his eyes was extremely disobedient, and from time to time used to turn in all directions, sometimes with startling and most disagreeable rapidity. As long as the disobedient eye remained still, you had before you a handsome, agreeable and kindly, but not particularly clever man, who won you by his appearance and inspired you with confidence. Then suddenly something twitched, the eye got loose and began to stray suspiciously and knavishly, and confidence vanished in a moment.

Although I hold no instructions on behalf of Colonel Olcott, and am innocent of any desire unjustly to pillory M. Solovyoff, I feel constrained to mention that I have never before met with a case of paralysis of the motor oculi adduced as evidence of moral turpitude!



V. THE MAHATMA MORYA

During the second half of this eventful summer, Madame Blavatsky having gone to London, we find M. Solovyoff flooded with... rarities, curiosities, and unexpected finds in mystic literature, from the bookshops of the Quartier Latin and the stalls on the Quai-de-Louvre.

He read Isis Unveiled, and considered it to be a huge sack, into which the writings of Eliphas Lévi, SaintIves, Franck, and others had been thrown haphazard. Then, apparently as a relief from overwork, on a hot August day, the 24th, new style, he left Paris to join Madame in Elberfeld, whence she had proceeded from London.

At Brussels he broke his journey, and met Miss A., a proselyte of the new theosophy. From this hour to that of their arrival at Elberfeld, they were subjected to certain manifestations which at the time neither seem to have doubted to proceed from some source controlled by Madame. M. Solovyoffs sleep was disturbed, and at about eight oclock on the following morning he received a note from Miss A. saying that she, too, had passed a sleepless night; a sort of invisible struggle had been going on about her... and all her keys were lost.

Send for a locksmith, suggested M. Solovyoff.

I have sent.

In due course the locksmith appeared, and opened the ladys portmanteau. In the portmanteau was a bunch of keys, and on the bunch the key of the portmanteau itself!

Having decided to catch the one oclock train, M. Solovyoff suddenly began to feel an unusual weakness, and a desire to sleep.... I begged Miss A. to excuse me, he writes, went to my own room, and threw myself on the bed. However, I did not fall asleep, but lay with my eyes closed  and there before me, one after the other, passed, quite clear and distinct, various landscapes which I did not know.

This was so new to me, and so beautiful, that I lay without stirring, for fear of interrupting and spoiling the vision. At last all became misty, little by little, then grew confused, and I saw no more.

He opened his eyes. The sensation of weakness, together with the desire for sleep, had passed; and, returning to Miss A., he described in detail, with all the accompanying circumstances, his vision or series of visions.

They proceeded to the station and took their seats in a coupe of the train. The journey had but just commenced when the lady, looking out of the window, exclaimed:

See! Here is one of your landscapes!

The effect, says the writer, was almost painful. There could be no doubt about it, just as I could not doubt that this was the first time I had ever travelled by this line or been in this region. Until it grew dark, I continued to gaze in reality upon all that I had seen... as I lay on the bed with my eyes closed.

But yet another phenomenon was in store for the sceptic. At the house of the merchant Gebhard, Elberfeld, M. Solovyoff and his companion visited Madame Blavatsky, and found her all swollen with dropsy, and almost without movement, in an enormous arm-chair, surrounded by Olcott; the chela Mohini, and some nine or ten others. In the course of the evening M. Solovyoffs attention was directed to a recess, or portion of the large drawing-room, before which hung heavy draperies.

The curtains being suddenly drawn back, two wonderful figures, illuminated with a brilliant, bluish light, concentrated and strengthened by mirrors, arose before them. At the first moment M. Solovyoff thought that he looked upon living men, but in reality these were two great draped portraits of the Mahatmas Morya and Koot Hoomi, painted in oils by Schmiechen, an artist related to the Gebhard family.

Mahatma Root Hoomi, clad in a graceful sort of robe, trimmed with fur, had a tender, almost feminine face, and gazed sweetly with a pair of charming light eyes.

But as soon as one looked at the  Master, Root Hoomi, for all his tender beauty, was at once forgotten. The fiery black eyes of the tall Morya fixed themselves sternly and piercingly upon one, and it was impossible to tear oneself away from them. The f Master was represented... crowned with a white turban and in a white garment. All the power of the reflectors was turned upon this sombrely beautiful face, and the whiteness of the turban and dress completed the brilliance and lifelikeness of the effect.... One had to force oneself to remember that it was not a living man. I could not turn my eyes away.

Reaching his room at the Hotel Victoria, M. Solovyoff locked the door, undressed, and retired to bed.

Suddenly, he says, I woke up, or, what is more probable, I dreamt, I imagined that I was awoke by a warm breath. I found myself in the same room, and before me, in the half-darkness, there stood a tall human figure in white. I felt a voice, without knowing how or in what language, bidding me light the candle. I was not in the least alarmed, and was not surprised. I lighted the candle, and it appeared to me that it was two oclock by my watch. The vision did not vanish. There was a living man before me, and this man was clearly none other than the original of the wonderful portrait  an exact repetition of it. He placed himself in a chair beside me, and told me in an unknown but intelligible language various matters of interest to myself. Among other things he told me that in order to see him in his astral body I had had to go through much preparation, and that the last lesson had been given me that morning, when I saw with closed eyes the landscapes through which I was to pass on the way to Elberfeld; and that I possessed a great and growing magnetic force. I asked how I was to employ it; but he vanished in silence. I thought that I sprang after him; but the door was closed. The idea came upon me that it was an hallucination, and that I was going out of my mind. But there was Mahatma Morya back again in his place, without movement, with his gaze fixed upon me, the same, exactly the same, as he was imprinted on my brain. He began to shake his head, smiled, and said, still in the voiceless, imaginary language of dreams, Be assured that I am not an hallucination and that your reason is not deserting you...

He vanished; I looked at my watch, and saw that it was about three oclock; I put out the candle, and went to sleep at once.

I woke at ten oclock and remembered everything quite clearly. The door was locked; it was impossible to tell from the candle if it had been lighted during the night, and if it had been long burning, as I had lighted it on my first arrival before the visit to Madame Blavatsky.

I have only to add that M. Solovyoff regarded this vision, in some way, as a new proof of the falsity of Madames claims! Frankly, I cannot see his point of view. The phenomenon of his seeing a panorama of Belgian scenery prior to visiting Belgium was distinctly supersensual, and some of the circumstances attendant upon the vision of Morya mark it as wholly different from any normal dream.

Let me say at once that the former experience (even if we disregard the latter) cannot be explained by any generally accepted natural law. Yet we find a man fresh from such phenomena writing:

Then she was there, this old, sick woman, suffering tortures from her deep-seated maladies, looking death full in the face, and then looking full in the face at me, as a man looks whose conscience is clear, who feels his own innocence and fears no reproach!

What reproach had she to fear from M. Solovyoff? If she employed trickery, then some of it was of a sort inimitable by any professional conjurer in Europe. If M. Solovyoffs experience proved nothing beyond the existence of an unsuspected law of nature, then was he indebted to Madame Blavatsky; and an inquiring age would be eternally indebted to M. Solovyoff had he offered us a suitable explanation. But he does not even attempt the task; he says:

There must have proceeded from this terrible and unhappy woman some sort of magnetic attraction, not to be translated into words, which so many calm, healthy, and judicious people experienced in their own persons. I was so sure of myself; and lo, she was making me waver!



VI. ISIS UNVEILED

Shortly afterwards came Mr. F. Myers, of the London Society for Psychical Research, and the tragic downfall of Madame Blavatsky drew near. Those who are curious respecting the Report of the Committee on Theosophical Phenomena may profitably consult Vol. III. of the Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research. If I have formed any opinion respecting the Report I shall not advance it here. Mr. Hodgsons conclusion, that Madame Blavatsky was a Russian spy, does not concern us. Suffice it that she was found guilty of fraud, whilst Colonel Olcott was acquitted.

M. Solovyoffs account of the exposure of the astralbell device is not entirely satisfactory; and Madames confession is the most tragic document in the dossier Blavatsky. The voluminous correspondence it will be impossible to deal with here, but a letter from M. Solovy off, dated December 22, 1884, has struck me as curious. In it he says:

... I dined in the green dining-room... with V  . I ate with a good appetite. I drank very little, as always  in a word, I was quite myself. When dinner was over I went up to my room to have a cigar. I opened the door, lit a match, lighted the candle, and there was Helena Petrovna (Madame Blavatsky) standing before me in her black sacque. She greeted me, smiled, said, Here I am, and vanished! What does this mean?... hallucination or not? How am I to tell? That it is enough to make one go out of ones mind is certain...
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But, in truth, the history of this amazing woman is full of such occurrences, and I must abandon any further reference to this phase of the subject if we are to glance, even briefly, at the phenomenal Isis Unveiled.

According to the theosophists, Madame Blavatsky set to work on Isis without knowing anything about the magnitude of the task she was undertaking. She began writing to dictation  the passages thus written not now standing first in the completed volumes  in compliance with the desire of her occult friends.... But on and on it grew... and, fairly launched on her task, she in turn contributed a good deal from her own natural brain.

The Brothers were her unseen collaborators, not only controlling the brain of the writer, but precipitating actual manuscript whilst she slept. In the morning she would sometimes get up and find as much as thirty slips added to the manuscript she had left on her table overnight. No one but a professional penman, perhaps, can be expected fully to appreciate this delightful phenomenon.

In this way, then, Madames apologists explain the confusion of arrangement and absence of any continuous style which are the outstanding and irritating features of this really remarkable work. The following paragraph, from The Occult World, is curious:

The book (Isis) was written  as regards its physical production  at New York, where Madame Blavatsky was utterly unprovided with books of reference. It teems, however, with references to books of all sorts, including many of a very unusual character, and with quotations the exactitude of which may easily be verified at the great European libraries, as foot-notes supply the numbers of the pages from which the passages taken are quoted.

But Mr. William Emmette Coleman says:

In Isis Unveiled, published in 1877, I discovered some 2,000 passages copied from other books without proper credit. By careful analysis I found that in compiling Isis about 100 books were used. About 1,400 books are quoted from and referred to in this work; but, from the 100 books which its author possessed, she copied everything in Isis taken from and relating to the other 1,300.

Of the Secret Doctrine  ostensibly based upon the Book of Dzyan, the oldest book in the world, and written in a language unknown to philology  the same critic says that it was entirely the work of Madame, being largely plagiarized from Wilsons Vishnu Pur and and other modern sources. The Voice of the Silence, 1899, he condemns upon similar grounds.

It would be impossible to attempt to summarize the teachings of Isis Unveiled; but the following passage has been selected by Mr. A. P. Sinnett as illuminating the final purpose of occult philosophy:

That which survives as an individuality, after the death of the body, is the actual soul, which Plato, in the Timceus and Gorgias, calls the mortal soul; for, according to the hermetic doctrine, it throws off the more material particles at every progressive change into a higher sphere... the divine, the highest immortal spirit, can be neither punished nor rewarded. To maintain such a doctrine would be at the same time absurd and blasphemous; for it is not merely a flame lit at the central and unextinguishable fountain of light, but actually a portion of it and of identical essence. It assures immortality to the individual astral being in proportion to the willingness of the latter to receive it. So long as the double man  i.e.. the man of flesh and spirit  keeps within the limits of the law of spiritual continuity; so long as the divine spark lingers in him, however faintly, he is on the road to an immortality in the future state. But those who resign themselves to a materialistic existence, shutting out the divine radiance shed by their spirit, at the beginning of their earthly pilgrimage, and stifling the warning voice of that faithful sentry the conscience, which serves as a focus for the light in the soul  such beings as these, having left behind conscience and spirit, and crossed the boundaries of matter, will, of necessity, have to follow its laws.



VII. IMPRESSIONS

To follow in detail the travels of Madame Blavatsky, Colonel Olcott, and Mohini the chela, would be impossible within the limits of the present account; furthermore, it would be profitless, since it could result in little else than a chronicle of the occasional successes and frequent failures of this tragic old woman, in her giant endeavour to close the Book of Creeds with the seal of theosophy.

We have glanced, if hastily, at her tenets; we have witnessed, with M. Solovyoff and others, cases of phenomena performed by her; witnesses for the prosecution and witnesses for the defence have been heard. Yet I cannot disguise from myself that the portrait remains incomplete. I had hoped to round it off with the aid of Colonel Olcotts Old Diary Leaves, but I was disappointed. One casts ones net into the deep sea of Old Diary Leaves, and, as the Arabian fishermen brought up the ginn, brings up Colonel Olcott. This may be as it should be; and I concede with pleasure that my perusal of the lengthy work has increased my knowledge  of Colonel Olcott.

But Madame Blavatsky, although her activities were so recent, remains a more elusive personality than Apollonius of Tyana himself. A rather illuminating sketch of her appeared some time ago in The Vahan, over the signature E. J. Dunn. Some of the writers impressions struck me as particularly clear-cut, showing us Madame as she was in 1889.

Mr. Dunn states that he had thrown aside the report of the Society for Psychical Research as a stupid and inane production. The press was full of Blavatsky stories, and it seemed that the eyes of the whole world were upon her. He determined to see her; but Fate willed that he should first hear her.

Well do I remember, he says, walking up Lansdowne Road, wondering which house it was, when  hark! what was that I heard? Through an open window of an upper room, I could hear a voice talking in stentorian tones at express speed, and I knew that only Madame Blavatsky could possess a voice like it. There was no need to look for the number of the house. That was Madame Blavatsky and no other! But there was something about the voice which made me pause; I had not reckoned on anything quite so sensational. I walked up and down the street, passed and repassed the house, gradually mustering up courage, for, barely out of my teens, born and bred in a secluded country district, here I was alone in the great city of London, within a stones throw of this world-wide celebrity, philosopher, magician  who possessed a voice like that!

But having come thus far, he mastered hesitancy, handed in his card, and was shown upstairs.

He found Madame Blavatsky seated in an arm-chair with a circle of inquiring people around her  among others, the two Keightleys, G. R. S. Mead, Walter Old, and Countess Wachtmeister. Before he quitted the house that day, Mr. Dunn assures us, every question or problem which he had had in his mind, consciously or subconsciously, was dealt with and answered by H. P. B. without his asking a single question personally.

First one person asked one of my questions, and then another. One individual who sat just behind me persisted in asking a string of questions about which I had been previously thinking, until I could stand it no longer, and right-about-faced, to see whether this thought-reader was man, god, or devil. I thought he looked rather a stupid kind of man, and put him down as a medium, resigning myself to having my brains still more completely riddled, while reflecting that one really must not be surprised at anything happening in the atmosphere surrounding this miracle-worker, H. P. B.

According to her, every one who asked a silly question or failed to grasp her explanation readily was a flapdoodle. The afternoon and evening were mostly taken up with questions by the circle of neophytes and visitors, and answers by H. P. B.

These questions and answers ranged from problems of abstruse metaphysics and occultism, to those of practical everyday life, and presented a most heterogeneous display of thought. Madames answers were ready, witty, and unequivocal. On the subject of marriage she let loose the vials of her wrath upon the multitudinous weaknesses of woman. When one of the ladies ventured upon a mild expostulation, the reply was: My dear, I am a woman, and so I know.

With a card-table before her, Madame Blavatsky would call for chalk and draw diagrams upon the table to illustrate her tenets. One question (on the reversed pentagram) drew forth a lengthy discourse on the various forces correlated to each of the five lines, and on the difference, when reversed, for Black Magic.

I attained the object of my visit. No one could speak like H. P. B. without being true to the core. She had the courage to face, practically single-handed, the obloquy of the world, and this dauntless courage came out in the treatment of every subject which was discussed. Eyes that could look one through and through, steady as a rock, penetrating as the ether, intelligence incarnate, portrayed a reliable and heroic soul behind them. The contrast between this giant soul and the deceptions and pusillanimity attributed to her, was not worth a moments hesitation.

Whilst Madame would speak at one moment with a vehemence like that of a violent thunderstorm, yet, if she found that unwillingly she had injured any ones susceptibilities, she would instantly exhibit the tenderness of a mother.

I am indebted to Air. Dunn for his useful contribution to the history of a strange character; but in my quest of Madame Blavatskys finished written portrait, I find myself always thrown back upon M. Solovyoff, throughout the progress of whose internecine warring I meet with a lovable woman and another than she whom he so skilfully has limned as a Modern Priestess of Isis. No finer tribute has been paid to the founder of the Theosophical Society than this fierce onslaught which, posthumously, destroyed her.

Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky died in London, in 1891, and her ashes are preserved in three urns.


SORCERY AND THE LAW

I. THE BLACK SABBATH

THE annals of sorcery contain some dark pages, but none so black as those that deal with the wholesale torturings, hangings, and burnings whereby it was proposed to stamp out witchcraft. To-day it is difficult, if not impossible, to appreciate the panic which at one period of European history prevailed throughout society; to understand the fear of bewitchment which ruled mens hearts, from king to peasant.

When we remember that space was supposed to be peopled with demons, numbering, according to Wierus, 7,405,925, we perceive upon what this fear was founded; for the whole legion was at command of the witch! Indeed, in those days of universal witchcraft, one was fortunate who avoided possession. St. Gregory of Nice relates a story of a nun who forgot to say her benedicite before she sat down to supper, and who in consequence swallowed a demon concealed amongst the leaves of a lettuce.

Satan, of course, was lord of the unclean host, and he frequently manifested himself in person. For instance, in the reign of Philippe le Bel he appeared to a monk in the shape of a dark man riding a tall black horse, then as a friar, next as an ass, and finally as a coach-wheel. But he and his demons could also assume the forms of handsome youths, and instances are recorded of children born of unions between such demons and beautiful women of whom they had become enamoured. These demoniacal offspring were readily recognizable, however, by their ceaseless howling, by their requiring five nurses to suckle them, and by their never growing fat.

Periodically, Satan summoned a meeting of demons, wizards, and witches. It was termed the Sabbath, taking place (according to some accounts) immediately after Friday midnight. These Sabbaths were held, of course, in various districts, but once every year a grand Sabbath was held on the Brocken, attended by all the fiends of Christendom. Accounts of these Sabbaths are for the most part based upon the confessions of convicted witches. They correspond curiously.

According to Pope Gregory IX, Satan was adored by the witches under the name of Asmodeus:

The devil appears to them in different shapes  sometimes as a goose or a duck, and at others in the figure of a pale, black-eyed youth, with a melancholy aspect, whose embrace fills their hearts with eternal hatred against the holy Church... this devil presides at their Sabbaths, when they all kiss him and dance around him. He then envelops them in total darkness, and they all, male and female, give themselves up to the grossest and most disgusting debauchery.

The idea that Satan presided in the form of a man having the head of a goat is frequently met with. Between the horns a mysterious, lambent light shone incessantly. His body diffused a ruddy glow, and a sulphurous odour intoxicated the participants in the unholy rites. Attendant imps surrounded him and weird winged creatures flew about. In the foreground was the seething cauldron in which was distilling the hell-brew for the composition of poisonous potions.

De Lancre, however, speaks of the devil having five horns, from the centre one of which a flame proceeds, serving as a means of obtaining light for the fires and candles used during the proceedings. He also says that on each occasion the devil appointed a favourite witch Queen of the Sabbath, crowned her, and placed her on a throne at his right hand, whilst a second favourite occupied a seat on his left. A similar ceremony is mentioned in Michelets La Sorcière. Boguet says that often Satan assists in the musical part of the programme, by playing a flute.

The following English account of the Sabbath is taken from A Pleasant Treatise of Witches, etc., published at London in 1673:

They (Witches) are likewise reported to have each of them a Spirit or Imp attending on and assigned to them, which never leave those to whom they are subject, but assist and render them all the service they command. These give the Witches notice to be ready at all Solemn appointments, and meetings, which are ordinarily on Tuesday or Wednesday night, and then they strive to separate themselves from the company of all other Creatures, not to be seen by any; and night being come, they strip themselves naked, and anoint themselves with their Oyntments. Then are they carryed out of the house, either by the Window, Door, or Chimney, mounted on their Imps in form of a Goat, Sheep or a Dragon, till they arrive at their meeting place, whither all the other Witches and Wizards, each one upon his Imps, are also brought. Thus brought to the designed place, which is sometimes many hundred miles from their dwellings, they find a great number of others arrived there by the same means; who, before Lucifer takes his place in his Throne as King, do make their accustomed homage, Adoring and Proclaiming him their Lord, and rendering him all Honour.

This solemnity being finished, they sit at table where no delicate meats are wanting to gratifie their Appetites, all dainties being thither brought in the twinkling of an eye, by those spirits that attend the Assembly. This done at the sound of many pleasant Instruments (for we must expect no Grace in the company of Devils), the table is taken away, and the pleasant consort invites them to a Ball; but the dance is strange, and wonderful, as well as diabolical, for twining themselves back to back, they take one another by the arms and raise each other from the ground, then shake their heads to and fro like Anticks, and turn themselves as if they were mad. Then at last, after this Banquet, Musick and Ball, the lights are put out, and their sleeping Venus awakes.

The incubuss (Incubi) in the shape of proper men, continues the Treatise, entertain the witches, and the succubuss (Succubi) serve... for the Wizards.

At last, before Aurora brings back the day, each one mounts on his spirit, and so returns to his respective dwelling place, with that lightness and quickness, that in little space they find themselves to be carryed many hundred miles; but are charged by their spirit in the way, not to call in any wise on the name of God, or to bless themselves with the sign of the Cross, upon pain of falling, with peril of their lives, and being grievously punished by their Demon.

Sometimes at their solemn assemblies, the Devil commands, that each tell what wickednes he hath committed, and according to the heinousness and detestableness of it, he is honoured and respected with a general applause. Those on the contrary, that have done no evil, are beaten and punished; at last when the assembly is ready to break up, and the Devil to dispatch them, he publisheth this law with a loud voice, Revenge yourselves or also you shall dye, then each one kissing the... Devil returns upon their aiery Vehicles to their habitations.

Many of the available particulars relating to the Sabbath are quite unprintable, and the folding plate of the Sabbath in Pierre De Lancres Tableau de Vlncontance des Mauvais Anges, etc., 1613  is also too realistic for reproduction!

Reginald Scott, in his Discoverie of Witchcraft, gives the following recipes for preparing the ointment with which the witches anointed themselves in order to be transported to the Sabbath. (For an account of this in fiction, see Algernon Blackwoods story Ancient Sorceries.)

I. The fat of yoong children, and seeth it with water in a brasen vessell, reserving the thickest of that which remaineth boiled in the bottome, which they laye up and keep, untill occasion serveth to use it. They put hereunto Eleoselinum, Aconitum, Frondes populeas, and Soote.

II. Sium, acarum vulgare, pentaphyllon, the blood of a flitter mouse, solanum somniferum and oleum. They stampe all these together, and then they rubbe all parts of their bodies exceedinglie, till they looked, and be verie hot, so as the pores may be opened, and their flesh soluble and loose. They joine herewithall either fat, or oil in stead thereof, that the force of the ointment maie the rather pearse inwardly, and so be more effectuait. By this means in a moonlight night they seeme to be carried in the aire.
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One pictures the scene only with the utmost difficulty  those shapes gliding down from the night, witches young, witches old, hideous and comely, their bodies aglisten with the unholy anointing, demon lovers and unsexed mistresses hastening to the tryst. The woods are peopled with grey things, the branches burdened with winged creatures arisen from the pit; the darkness is a curtain broidered with luminous eyes  cat-eyes, ghoul-eyes  eyes aflame with the fire of hell. Awful chants rise and fall, gleaming shapes leap out into the light cast by the cauldron, and are lost again in the gloom. Unholiness sighs and pants and laughs in lost abandon about the awful, majestic figure of the fallen Angel.

This, then, was the Black Sabbath, the nightmare that haunted the Middle Ages; this was the annual gathering of those against whom Charlemagne directed his edicts; but if it was in the time of Charlemagne that the crime of sorcery began to assume importance, it was not until 1484, when Pope Innocent VIII issued his bull Summis desiderantes affectibus, that the real reign of terror began. From the issue of this bull up to the year 1782  when a girl witch was put to death at Glarus in Switzerland  it is computed that 300,000 women, accused of witchcraft, perished at the hands of the law!



II. SORCERY IN FRANCE

Whilst England was for long preserved from the horrors of the witch-trial, France very early became witch-ridden. At the commencement of the fifth century, the Franks, under Pharamond, crossed the Rhine and settled in Gaul. With them they brought their superstitions, which admitted of the existence of sorcerers, and of the almost universal power of demons.

In the Salic laws, which Siegbert attributes to Pharamond, and which he supposes to have been promulgated in A.D. 424, we find the following dispositions:

Whosoever shall call another a sorcerer, or accuse him of having carried the cauldron at the Sabbath, where sorcerers assemble, shall, if unable to bring proof, be condemned to a fine of two thousand five hundred deniers, or, sixty-two sous and a half.

If any one shall call a free woman a sorceress or prostitute, without being able to support the accusation by proof, he shall be condemned to a fine of seven thousand five hundred deniers, or, one hundred and eighty-seven sous and a half.

If a sorceress has devoured (?) a man, and she is convicted she shall be condemned to pay eight thousand deniers, or, two hundred sous.

Truly, the laws were not made in order to dissipate superstition, says Jules Garinet; and in those dark days any unusual phenomena were regarded either as miracles or as the work of the devil. Under the reign of Merovée, Attila, King of the Huns, appeared in France like a torrent, ravaging and laying waste the country through which he passed. The people of Paris gave themselves up to despair when they learned of the approach of the barbarian, in whose train was an army of five hundred thousand men; but St. Geneviève endeavoured to calm the terror-stricken citizens, and predicted in the name of Heaven that Attila would not besiege Paris. Many believed in her prophetic utterance, and were reassured; but others accused her of being in league with the enemy, or with the devil, who had revealed the future to her.

Childeric succeeded to Merovée, but the dissoluteness of his habits and his passion for seducing all women caused him to be driven from the throne. He took refuge in Thuringe, where he won the heart of the Queen Bazine, who left her husband in order to wed the King of France.

Some historians describe this princess as a great sorceress. If we are to believe Aimoin and Trédégaire, on the evening of the marriage Bazine requested her new husband, Childeric, to remain the whole night in absolute continence, to get up from bed, to go to the gateway of his palace, and to return and tell her what he had seen. Childeric regarded this advice with respect, since it appeared full of mystery, and, in accordance with his wifes request, went out. Hardly had he reached the gateway ere he saw enormous animals walking about the courtyard  leopards, unicorns, and lions. Astonished at this spectacle, he returned as quickly as possible to his Queen, and related to her what he had seen. Then, addressing him in a mysterious voice, as of an Oracle, she told him not to be afraid, but to go a second time, and even a third. Childeric obeyed. On the second visit to the courtyard he saw wolves and bears; and upon the third occasion dogs and other small animals fighting and tearing each other to pieces.

It was but natural that the King should ask of Bazine the explanation of these extraordinary visions.

You shall know, said the Queen; but you must pass the rest of the night quietly, and, at the break of day, you shall learn that which you wish to learn.

Childeric promised to do as the Queen had requested, and kept his promise. Bazine also was as good as her word, and she now revealed to the King the meaning of the enigma:

Have no fear, and listen attentively to what I am about to say. The wonderful things you have seen are but a vision of the future; they represent the morals and the character of all our posterity. The lions and the unicorns denote the son who will be born of us (Clovis I); the wolves and the bears are his children, vigorous princes seeking their prey; whilst the dogs, animals blindly given up to their passions, are symbolic of the last Kings of your race. The little animals that you saw amongst the dogs are the people, impatient of servitude, risen against their Kings, given over to the passions of the great, unfortunate victims first of the one and then of the other.

Bazine became mother of Clovis I, the first Christian King of France, and, according to some, the first who was really (véritablement) King.

Pierre-le-Vénérable, who, born in 1092, became Abbé de Cluni, and who died beatified about the year 1156, wrote two books of miracles with which he was acquainted, in which he records some remarkable events. The facts which he relates took place in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, under the Kings Robert, Henri I, Philippe I, Louis VI, and Louis VII. As several of his tracts deal with sorcery, I may give a few examples:

The devil took up a position at the monastery of Cluni, and, in the guise of an abbé, advised an Italian monk to flee. Two other devils, disguised as monks, accompanied the false abbé; but the Italian would consent to none of their wishes. The dinner-hour having arrived, the monk repaired to the refectory with the three false ecclesiastics. The repast eaten, the prior, according to custom, gave the signal that dinner was over. The demon who had passed himself off as an abbé no sooner heard the noise, than, impelled by a superior force, he ran from the brother to whom he had been speaking, and, springing, precipitated himself violently into the latrines... in view of the brother of whom we have just spoken. Thus did the spirit of darkness escape from this monastery by a route worthy of him.

Near Lisieux, in Poitou, a priest, who had lived an evil life, in order to hide his iniquity received the sacrament several times whilst passing his days in performing acts of lewdness. But the end came. His hypocrisy became known, and he was remonstrated with by the monks of Bonneval. The prior visited him, and stayed the night in his cell. Suddenly, in the middle of the night, the priest cried out loudly for help:

Two enormous lions, he screamed, are throwing themselves upon me; their jaws are opened to devour me.

In saying these words his whole body trembled. The prior endeavoured to reassure him, and commenced to pray.

Good, good, said the curé; the lions have fled. He now spoke more quietly.

An hour afterwards, however, the priest once more was thrown into convulsions.

I see fire descending from heaven which is about to burn me like straw, he cried. I pray you offer your supplications to God for me; and the prior repeated his prayers.

It is well, said the curé, the fire is extinguished; but do not leave me.

The prior seated himself close to the bed of the other, and several hours passed in quietness. Suddenly the unfortunate priest exclaimed:

I am damned for eternity. The devil is throwing me into a boiling cauldron; I see an ocean of ice in which I shall freeze. Pray to God no more for me. It is useless!

Thereupon terror seized all who inhabited the monastery, which was deserted immediately upon the death of this unhappy man.



III. FRENCH SORCERERS AND SORCERESSES

It was in the tenth or eleventh century that the wondrous Mélusine, appeared. I have already referred to Mélusine whom the old French romance by John of Arras has immortalized. According to certain theologians, she was a sorceress, or a female demon of the sea. (We are reminded of Jullanar of the Sea, in The Thousand and One Nights.) Others have it that she was descended from a King of Albania and a fairy. Paracelsus classes her as a nymph, but most writers regard her as a powerful Elemental, who wedded a seigneur of the House of Lusignan, and two great Houses of Poitou and Dauphiny have carried on their arms Mélusine represented as a siren. M. de Saint-Albin has given, in his Contes Noirs (tome I, p. 63) the history of Mélusine, according to the popular opinion in certain cantons of Poitou. He makes of her a sylphid or a fairy. After having recorded her adventures, he concludes:

Since she disappeared, every time that death menaces one of her descendants, Mélusine shows herself in mourning on the Great Tower of the Château of Lusignan, which she built. Her apparition also announces the death of our Kings...

Some historians say that Mélusine was a woman as adroit as she was beautiful, who claimed to possess the power of transformation. She would have been readily believed in an era when the changing of men and women into wolves and other animals was not regarded as phenomenal.

No notice of French sorcery, however brief, would be complete without a reference to the French sorcerer par excellence, Gilles de Rais, Baron de Laval and a Marshal of France  the traditional Blue Beard  who was burnt alive at Nantes in October 1440, for the murder of some two hundred children, whose throats were cut by this monster in order to obtain their blood for use in magical rites and for the evocation of the devil.

It was proven that in a magnificent chapel which he had erected, and which was served by priests whom he had seduced to his abominable opinions, the most ghastly scenes of butchery took place, whilst these wretched Churchmen sang hymns and offered up prayers for the repose of the souls of the innocent children immolated before their eyes.

A French author states that, although Laval was condemned, his accomplices were saved by the Inquisition lest discredit might fall upon the clergy in general. I have been unable to confirm this; but let us pass on.

In the year 1472, the ferocious and pious Louis XI caused his brother Charles, Duc de Guyenne, to be imprisoned. The circumstances of this crime are curious, and come strictly within the province of sorcery. The Duc de Guyenne, a man of naturally weak character, at the instigation of dOde Daidie, Seigneur de Lescun, joined the league formed against Louis XI. At the Court of the Duc was an abbé of Saint-Jean dAngely, a man, we are told, capable of committing the worst of crimes, named Faure de Versois, who readily entered into the schemes of the French Nero. The monk presented to the Duc a poisoned fish; and the Comtesse de Monsoireau, the mistress of this Prince, accepted half, but died almost immediately after eating it.

It appears that nobody suspected Faure de Versois at the moment, for he continued in favour with the Duc  and was even named executor of the will of the Comtesse de Monsoireau. The poisoner carried on a correspondence with the King, to whom he wrote saying that de Guyenne was approaching his end, which was no more than true.

But now the villainous abbé of Saint-Jean was suddenly arrested, and taken by sea to Brittany. The Duc de Bretagne conducted him to the Boufflay de Nantes, and the trial of the poisoner was commenced by the Bishop of Angers. Louis XI obtaining possession of the fragments of fish, which alone constituted the evidence of the poisoning, he burnt them.

The abbé, however, put to the question at Nantes, made a full confession, and a new accusation followed the judgment. The gaoler came, trembling, to the judges and told them that the abbé was a sorcerer, and that the prison must be emptied, as it had become impossible to live there any longer, because of the fearful figures that were seen, and the howlings and lamentations that were heard.

When judgment was about to be pronounced a tremendous storm arose, so that the awesome noise of the thunder must have penetrated even to the abbés dungeon. He was found lying on the ground, with tongue out, and his face black, swollen, and hideous; and it was given out that the devil had strangled the sorcerer (but the friends of the Duc de Guyenne, we read, were very well able themselves to perform the office of the devil in this affair of intrigue).

The Duc de Bourgogne published, on the death of his ally, the Duc de Guyenne, a bloody manifesto against Louis XI. He accused the latter of having been the cause of the murder of his own brother by means of poisons, witchcraft, sorcery, and diabolical invocations. According to Argentré, an almost contemporary writer, who charges Louis XI with these crimes, we have the confession straight from the mouth of the fratricide. One day, whilst in the chapel of Notre Dame de Cléry, he is said to have addressed this prayer to the Virgin:

Ah! good Lady, my little mistress, my great friend, in whom I always find comfort, I pray that thou wilt supplicate God for me, and be my advocate, that He will pardon me for the death of my brother, whom I caused to be poisoned by the hand of that bad abbé of Saint-Jean.  Obtain my pardon, good Lady, and I know what I will give thee!

In the year 1571, the notorious sorcerer, Trois Échelles, was executed in the Place de Grève. He confessed before the King, Charles IX, and in the presence of Ambroise Paré, the Maréchaux Montmorency and Ritz, the Seigneur de Lansac, and Mirzille, chief physician to the King, that he performed marvels by the aid of a spirit to whom he was bound, and that this spirit had tormented him for three years. He beseeched the King to pardon him, promising to reveal his accomplices; and that he might recognize them, he looked to see if they bore the devils mark.

He conversed at length upon the Sabbath, the sacrifices which were offered, and on the lewd practices of women and devils. He spoke also of the composition of powders and ointments. Admiral de Coligny, who also was present, recollected that by means of these powders a valet had caused the death of two gentlemen by sprinkling their beds where they slept. He added that after their death they were found black and swollen.

The next case to which I beg leave to draw your attention is that of Loyse, daughter of Claude Maillat, of the village of Courières, aged eight years, who, on Saturday, June 15, 1598, was rendered impotent in all her limbs to such an extent that she was compelled to walk on all-fours, whilst her mouth was twisted in a most extraordinary manner. This continued until the 19th of July following, and her father and mother, convinced that she was possessed, took her to the Church of the Holy Saviour, where were discovered five demons whose names were given as Loup, Chat, Chien, Joly, and Griffon.

When the priest demanded of the girl who had been the cause of her troubles, she replied that it was a certain Françoise Secretain, at the same time pointing with her finger to one who assisted at the exorcism.

But the demons, according to Henri Boguet, would not leave her body. She was therefore taken back to the house of her parents, whom she begged to pray for her, saying that if they would do this she would very soon be delivered from the evil spirits. The hour of midnight was approaching when Loyse told her parents that two of the demons were dead, and that if they would continue to pray the others would meet with the same fate. Accordingly her parents remained all night in prayer, praying with an invincible ardour; and in the morning, at break of day, Loyse found her self suffering worse than ever. Nevertheless, throwing herself finally upon the floor, the demons left her body by the mouth in the form of large pellets  as big as ones fist, and red as fire, except that Chat was black. Those which she had pronounced as dead left last of all, but with less violence.

All these demons then jumped three or four times around the fire, and disappeared; from which time onwards Loyse steadily recovered.

Françoise Secretain confessed in the first place to having caused five demons to enter the body of Loyse Maillat, and that she had for some time been in the service of the devil, who appeared to her in the shape of a black man; that the devil had approached her amorously in the forms of a cat, a dog, and a fowl, adding that the embrace of the Evil One was very cold; that she had attended the Sabbath on an infinite number of occasions, and the assembly of sorcerers below the village of Courières, in a place called Combes, near the water; that she had journeyed thither astride a white staff; that she, and others, had caused the death of one Loys Monneret, by means of a piece of bread which had been given him to eat, and which they had sprinkled with a powder provided by the devil; that she had caused the death of several cows, by touching them with her hand, or rather with a wand, at the same time uttering an incantation.

The glory of God, says our author, was made manifest in the imprisonment of Françoise.

The Italians who had come to the Court of France in the train of the Queen, Marie de Médicis, had a profound belief in the powers of magic. The famous Maréchal dAncre, Concini Concini, was killed by a pistol-shot on the drawbridge of the Louvre by Vitry, Captain of the Bodyguard, on April 24, 1617. The Parlement proceeded against the memory of the deceased soldier; and his wife, Leonora Galigai, was included in the accusation  one of sorcery directed against Marie de Médicis.

When the president, Courtin, demanded of her in what manner she had caused the enchantment of the Queen, she proudly replied:

My witchcraft has been the power that a strong will should have over a weak will.

At the procès were produced agnus deis (wax seals) which were said to be talismans, and a letter that Léonora had ordered to be written to the sorceress Isabella. In the room of the Maréchale were found three books of characters, five rolls of velvet for the purposes of invoking the spirits of the great, and amulets to be suspended from the neck.

It was proved also that the Maréchal and his wife made use of wax images, which they kept in coffins, that they consulted magicians, astrologers, and sorcerers, notably one Cosmo Rugieri, an Italian, and the same who was put to the question on the occasion of the death of Charles IX. It was also established beyond doubt that they (the Maréchal and his wife) had brought sorcerers, notably from Nancy, in order to sacrifice a cock, and that one of them had burned incense in the garden, and blessed the earth; that Galigai ate nothing on these occasions but cocks combs and the kidneys of a ram she had caused to be consecrated previously.

Léonora Concini was convicted of having been exorcised by Mathieu de Montmay, a charlatan who passed for a magician, in the Chapel of the Epiphany, a church of the Augustines. The monks of the convent were summoned, and the Maréchale dAncre confessed that she was exorcised at night, in their church, in order that her reputation might not suffer, as on occasions she was possessed. Upon this confession she was condemned to be beheaded, and her body to be burnt after death. The execution took place on July 8, 1617.

This affair serves to demonstrate the fearful beliefs which prevailed even in the houses of the principal officers of the Crown; consequently it is no matter for wonder that the lower classes saw sorcery in every ailment and witchcraft in every mishap.

In 1628, Desbordes, a valet-de-chambre of the Duc de Lorraine, Charles IV, was accused of having hastened the death of the Princess Christine, mother of the Duc, and of having caused divers maladies which the physicians attributed to sorcery. Charles IV had conceived grave suspicions against Desbordes, since the occasion of a hunting-party, when the valetde-chambre had served, without other preparation than that of opening a small bottle, a grand banquet to the Duc and his companions; and, to crown the marvel, had commanded three unfortunate thieves, who were dead, and whose corpses still hung from the gibbet, to come and render homage and then to return to the gallows! Also, it was said of him that upon another occasion he commanded persons represented upon the tapestry to detach themselves from it and to come out into the middle of the room. One is almost tempted to sympathize with the suspicions of the Duc.

Charles IV desired that proceedings should be taken against Desbordes; and, accordingly, the valet was arrested and put to the question, being charged with having invoked the aid of sorcery. He made a partial confession and was condemned to be burnt at the stake.

This epoch, too, was notable for strange visions. Thus, the soldiers of the garrison of Lusignan declared that they saw two fiery horsemen fighting a single combat, about whom hovered a multitude of birds of sinister aspect, preceded by two torches and followed by the figure of a man making a noise like an owl!



IV. WITCH-FINDERS

With the increase of the sorcery epidemic uprose a class of persons whose business was the seeking out and burning of witches and sorcerers. Sprenger, in Germany, has the dubious honour of being the most active of these. He has laid down a regular form of trial, together with a course of examination by which his colleagues in other countries might discover the brand of Lucifer.

This individual alone made himself responsible for some 500 victims annually! Within three months, goo perished in Würzburg, 600 in Bamberg, and 500 in Geneva. One judge of Lorraine boasted that he had personally condemned 900; and the Archbishop of Trêves, ascribing the cold spring of 1586 to witchcraft, burned 118 women at one time.

Pricking was the favourite mode employed by the witch-finder to learn if the suspected person were one of Satans own, and the discharge of fourteen alleged witches by the Parlement of Paris, in 1589, appears to be the only notable instance of mercy throughout the whole black record. On this occasion, four commissioners  Pierre Pigray, the Kings surgeon, and Messrs. Leroi, Renard, and Falaiseau, the Kings physicians  were appointed to examine these witches in quest of the devils mark.

Pierre Pigray relates that the examination took place in the presence of two Court Counsellors. The witches were all stripped naked, and the physicians examined their bodies with great care, pricking them in all the marks they could find to learn if these were insensible to pain  a certain proof of guilt.

The poor women, however, were very sensible of the pricking, screaming when the pins were driven into them. Many of them were quite indifferent about life, and one or two desired death as a relief from their sufferings. They were released, however.

A French theological Professor, who wrote in 1720, notes the following symptoms as being infallible signs of a person having been bewitched:

2. Continual burning and lancinating pains, especially in the region of the heart, inability to retain food, and a sensation as if balls were rising and falling in the throat.

3. Suddenly falling ill of a grievous complaint, and wasting away without any apparent cause.

4. Medicines prescribed having the opposite effect from their known virtues and intensifying rather than modifying the disease.

To such an absurd extent were the proceedings against witches carried on the Continent, that it is related how, on one occasion, a sow and a litter of pigs were prosecuted. The whole family was found guilty and condemned to death; but the infant porkers were reprieved on account of their youth!

The following is transcribed from an old chap-book which had a wide circulation in the seventeenth century:



To help a Person under an ill Tongue, and make the Witch appear, or the Effect cease.

Cut off some of the Partys Hair, just at the Nape of the Neck, clip it small and burn it to Powder, put the Powder in Sal-Armoniack, write the Partys Name you suspect backwards, and put the Paper, dipt in Aqua Vitæ, into the other two, then set it over a gentle Fire; let the Party afflicted sit by it, and diligently watch it that it run not over to catch flame, speaking no Word, whatsoever Noise is heard, but take Notice of what Voice or Roaring is heard in the Chimney, or any part of the Room, and then write how often you hear it, and fix before each writing this Character,  and if the Party who afflicts you appear not Visible, though you may know the Voice, repeat it again, and if she appear in no visible shape, it may make her charm impotent, and give relief to the Afflicted Party. Famous among witch-finders was James VI of Scotland; and, if his work on demonology has not rendered him immortal, by reason of his dealings with those suspected of witchcraft at least he is for ever execrable. The torturing of the young and handsome Gellie Duncan, and the infamous torments to which her reputed accomplice, Cunningham (Dr. Fian), was submitted, are but some of the items to the debit of James VI of Scotland.

Dr. Fian was far removed from a saintly character, but when his examination by James was concluded (restoratives having been administered again and again in order to render the victim conscious of renewed tortures) he was less a man than a bleeding mass, for even the bones of his legs had been crushed to pulp in the boot; his nails had been withdrawn by pincers and needles thrust into his eyes to the sockets.

Euphemia Macalzean (another alleged accomplice of poor Gellie Duncan) was doomed to be burned in ashes, quick to the death. This inhuman sentence was carried out on June 25, 1591.

In 1597 James published in Edinburgh his treatise on demonology. In the introduction he says:

The fearful abounding at this time and in this country of these detestable slaves of the devil, the witches or enchanters, hath moved me, beloved reader, to dispatch in post this following treatise of mine, not in any wise, as I protest, to serve for a show of mine own learning and ingene, but only (moved of conscience) to press thereby... that the instrument... merits most severely to be punished, against the damnable opinions of two, principally in our age; whereof the one called Scot, an Englishman, is not ashamed in public print to deny that there can be such things as witchcraft....

Other parts of his work James thoughtfully cast in the form of dialogue, to render it, in his own words, more pleasant and facile!

England and Scotland, then, soon competed with the Continental countries in the burning of witches, and Zachary Grey, the editor of Hudibras, says that he himself perused a list of three thousand victims executed during the session of the Long Parliament alone. 1634 is notorious for the trial of the Lancashire Witches, but it remained for Manningtree, Essex, about the year 1644, to present to the world a master witch-finder, in the vulgar person of Matthew Hopkins. Assuming the title of Witch - finder General, Hopkins toured the counties of Norfolk, Essex, Hants, and Sussex, in quest of witches. In one year he brought no fewer than sixty to the stake.

The method of detection upon which he pinned his faith was that of swimming  so highly recommended by James VI of Scotland. The right thumb of the suspected person was tied to the toe of the left foot, and vice versa. She was then wrapped in a blanket and placed on her back in a pond. If she floated  which we are told was generally the case when placed carefully upon the water  she was guilty, and was burned forthwith; if she sank, she was innocent!

Hopkins travelled like a gentleman, attended by his two assistants, always putting up at the principal inn of the town  at the cost of the authorities. He charged 20s per visit, with expenses, and 20s per head for each witch convicted.
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He had carried on his outrageous trade for three years when the Rev. Mr. Gaul, of Houghton, published a pamphlet directed against the cruel rogue. In it he describes another method employed by Hopkins to detect a witch. He relates that the Witch-finder General used to place the suspected woman in the middle of a room, cross-legged upon a stool. Hopkins then caused her to be watched by his assistants for four-and-twenty hours, during which time she was kept without food or drink.

The interesting theory was that one of her imps would come during that time to suck her blood. As the imp might come in the form of a fly, of a wasp, or of any other insect, and as doors and windows were thoughtfully left open, visitations by imps were common under the circumstances. It was the duty of the watchers to kill any insect which appeared; if a fly escaped, it was her imp  the woman was guilty, she was sentenced to the stake, and Matthew Hopkins collected his modest fee of 20s from the local authorities.

Of Matthew Hopkins Butler says in Hudibras:



Hath not this present Parliament 

A lieger to the devil sent, 

Fully empowered to treat about 

Finding revolted witches out?

And has he not within a year 

Hangd threescore of them in one shire?

Some only for not being drownd, 

And some for sitting above ground 

Whole days and nights upon their breeches, 

And feeling pain, were hangd for witches; 

And some for putting knavish tricks 

Upon green geese or turkey chicks; 

Or pigs that suddenly deceased 

Of griefs unnatural, as he guessed; 

Who proved himself at length a witch, 

And made a rod for his own breech.



One rejoices to learn that Matthew Hopkins was swum, according to his own recipe, in a Suffolk village-pond, and either drowned or subsequently executed.

In Scotland, at this period, witch-finders flourished under the generic title of common prickers, receiving, like the talented Hopkins, a fee for each conviction. John Kincaid, the common pricker of Dalkeith, in 1646, was caused by the magistrates to exercise his craft upon the person of one Janet Peaston.

He found two marks of the devils making, says Pitcairn, in Records of Justiciary, for she could not feel the pin when it was put into either of the said marks... they were pins of three inches in length!

Hundreds of innocent persons had suffered at the hands of the common prickers ere, in 1678, the Privy Council of Scotland sat to consider the appeal of an honest woman who had been indecently exposed by one of them, and expressed the opinion that common prickers were common cheats.



V. THE STAKE

Many persons were averse from witches being hanged, contending that burning was the better form of death because, the body of a witch being burnt, her blood was prevented thereby from becoming hereditary to her Progeny in the same evill, which by hanging is not.

On March 4, 1647, at Worcester, four witches, Cock, Landish, Rebecca West, and Rose Hallybread, were sentenced to be burnt at the stake together. The following is taken from a rare tract published the same year:

When being come to the Place of Execution, they made a strange and lamentable Yeling and Howling, after which they Confessed the Crimes for which they Suffered, and also declared how they had killed abundance of Cattle for several years past, and that it was extream Pride, Malice, and Revenge, that caused them to enter into such a cursed and Hellish League with the Devil, who told them to the Last, that he would secure them from Public Punishment, but now, too late, they found him a Lyer, as he was from the beginning of the World. Cock and Landish seemed penitent, desiring all young Women to take Warning by their Devilish Lives, and Shameful Deaths, assuring the Spectators, that as Satan in the first Infancy of the World, prevaild on the Woman to bring his Hellish attempts to pass, so he still strives with that Sex as the weaker Vessels, to Work their Destructions; they both said the Lords Prayer very distinctly, but Rebecca West and Rose Hallybread dyed very Stuborn and Refractory, without any remorse, or seeming Terror of Conscience for their abominable Witchcraft.

Pitcairn in his Criminal Trials in Scotland writes:

Among the circumstances which peculiarly characterize the earlier Criminal proceedings of Scotland, as well as those of England, France, and Germany, etc., none are more prominent than the unmitigated vigour with which the profession as well as the practice of Witchcraft, Sorcery, and Necromancy, were punished.

The hecatombs of innocent victims, whose lives were sacrificed to satisfy the gloomy superstitions of Nations termed Christian and civilized, but who in reality were only emerging from a state of semi-barbarism, sufficiently attest the Justice of this observation... matters were no better in England, where the most shocking atrocities were perpetrated during the reigns of Charles I and Charles II, and also under the Puritans of Oliver Cromwells time.

He also says:

Perhaps there cannot be adduced a more touching proof of the nefarious wickedness which must have been perpetrated in Scotland during the reign of James VI, than the following memorandum, which is preserved by Thomas, Earl of Haddington... in his Minutes of Privy Council Proceedings. He relates, under date December 8, 1608: The Earl of Mar declareth to the Council, that some women were taken in Broughton as Witches; and being put to an Assize, and convicted, albeit they persevered in their denial to the end, they were burnt alive after such a cruel manner, that some of them died in despair, renouncing their baptism and blaspheming; and others half-burnt brake out of the fire and were cast in alive in it again until they were burnt to death.

The following quaint remarks on witches are worth quoting. They are taken from Reginald Scots Discoverie of Witchcraft, written against the popular superstitions of the time. Reginald Scot was a refreshing example of an enlightened mind in a superstitious age. His book, written in 1584, is brimful of humour and quaint good sense. James VI of Scotland ordered all copies of the work that could be found to be burnt by the common hangman, and we have already seen, from a portion of the Royal authors Demonologie, quoted, that he counted Scot a friend of Satan.

The true idea of a Witch, an old weather-beaten Crone, having her Chin and her Knees meeting for Age, walking like a Bow leaning on a Staff, Hollow-Eyd, Untoothd, Furrowd on her Face, having her Lips trembling with the Palsy, going mumbling in the Streets: One that hath forgotten her Pater-Noster, and yet hath a shrewd Tongue to call a Drab a Drab. If she hath learnd of an old Wife in a Chimney End, Pax, Max, Fax for a Spell; or can say Sir John Granthams Curse for the Millers Eels, All ye that have stolen the Millers Eels, laudate Dominum de Cœlis: And all they that have consented thereto, benedicamus Domino: Why then beware, look about you my Neighbours. If any of you have a sheep sick of the Giddies, or a Hog of the Mumps, or a Horse of the Staggers, or a Knavish Boy of the School, or an idle Girl of the Wheel, or a young Drab of the Sullens, and hath not Fat enough for her Pottage, or Butter enough for her Bread, and she hath a little Help of the Epilepsy, or Cramp, to teach her to roll her Eyes, wry her Mouth, gnash her Teeth, startle with her Body, hold her Arms and Hands stiff, etc. And then when an old Mother Nobs hath by Chance calld her Idle young Housewife, or bid the Devil scratch her; then no doubt but Mother Nobs is the Witch, and the young Girl is Owlblasted....

They that have their Brains baited, and their Fancies distemperd with the Imaginations and Apprehensions of Witches, Conjurors, and Fairies, and all that Lymphatical Chimæra, I find to be marshalld in one of these five Ranks; Children, Fools, Women, Cowards, sick or black melancholick discomposd Wits.



VI. THE INCUBUS OF PAVIA

It is not remarkable that the confessions of these poor tortured souls corresponded so closely; the form of interrogation was identical in each case, the answers mere groaning Nays and all but inaudible Yeas. But the views held by many people of considerable intelligence at this time are less easy to explain.

The particular instance I have in mind is that of Sinistrari of Ameno. Whilst searching for a certain print in one of the shops of the Palais Royal I came upon a copy of Sinistraris book on Demoniality, translated from a seventeenth-century MS., and printed in Paris. There is also a copy of this curious work in the British Museum. As one peruses the reverend Fathers pages, much that has seemed incomprehensible in the records of the sorcery laws becomes comprehensible; for it was men such as this who framed them.

I make no apology for the following long extract; I am confident that it will enlighten my reader as it has enlightened me.

A most marvellous and well-nigh incomprehensible fact (says Sinistrari): the Incubi whom the Italians call Folletti, the Spaniards Duendes, the French Follets, do not obey the Exorcist, have no dread of exorcism, no reverence for holy things, at the approach of which they are not in the least overawed; very different in that respect from the Demons who vex those whom they possess; for, however obstinate those evil Spirits may be, however restive to the injunctions of the Exorcist who bids them leave the body they possess, yet, at the mere utterance of the holy names  or of some verses of holy Writ, at the mere imposition of relics, especially of a piece of the wood of the Holy Cross, or the sight of the holy images, they roar at the mouth of the possessed person, they gnash, shake, quiver, and display fright and awe. But the Folletti show none of those signs, and leave off their vexations but after a long space of time. Of this I was an eye-witness, and shall relate a story which verily passes human belief; but I take God to witness that I tell the precise truth, corroborated by the testimony of numerous persons.

About twenty-five years ago, when I was a lecturer on Sacred Theology in the convent of the Holy Cross, in Pavia, there was living in that city a married woman of unimpeachable morality, and who was most highly spoken of by all such as knew her, especially by the Friars; her name was Hieronyma, and she lived in the parish of St. Michael. One day, this woman had kneaded bread at home and given it out to bake. The oven-man brought her back her loaves when baked, and with them a large cake of a peculiar shape, and made of butter and Venetian paste, as is usual in that city. She declined to take it in, saying she had not made anything of the kind.

But, said the man, I had no other bread but yours to bake to-day, therefore this cake also must have come from your house; your memory is at fault.

The good lady allowed herself to be persuaded, and partook of the cake with her husband, her little girl three years old, and the house servant. The next night, whilst in bed with her husband, and both asleep, she suddenly woke up at the sound of a very slender voice, something like a shrill hissing, whispering in her ears, yet with great distinctness, and inquiring whether the cake had been to her taste. The good lady, frightened, set about guarding herself with the sign of the cross and repeatedly calling the holy names.

Be not afraid, said the voice, I mean you no harm; quite the reverse. I am prepared to do anything to please you; I am captivated by your beauty, and desire nothing more than to enjoy your embraces.

And she felt some one kissing her cheeks, so lightly, so softly, that she might have fancied being grazed by the finest down.

She resisted without giving any answer, merely repeating over and over again the names... and crossing herself; the tempter kept on thus for nearly half an hour, when he withdrew.

The next morning the dame called on her confessor, a discreet and learned man, who confirmed her in her faith, exhorted her to maintain her energetic resistance and to provide herself with some holy relics. On the ensuing nights, like temptation with the same language and kisses, like constancy also on the part of the woman. Weary, however, of such painful and persistent molestation, taking the advice of her confessor and other grave men, she had herself exorcised by experienced exorcists, in order to ascertain whether perchance she was not possessed.

Having found in her no trace of the Evil Spirit, they blessed the house, the bedroom, the bed, and enjoined on the Incubus to discontinue his molestations. All to no purpose; he kept on worse than ever, pretending to be love-sick, weeping and moaning in order to melt the heart of the lady, who, however, by the grace of God, remained unconquered.

The Incubus then went another way to work: he appeared in the shape of a lad or little man of great beauty, with golden locks, a flaxen beard that shone like gold, sea-green eyes calling to mind the flax-flower, and arrayed in a fancy Spanish dress. Besides, he appeared to her even when in company, whimpering, after the fashion of lovers, kissing his hand to her, and endeavouring by every means to obtain her embraces. She alone saw and heard him; for everybody else, he was not to be seen.

The good lady kept persevering in her admirable constancy till, at last, after some months of courting, the Incubus, incensed at her disdain, had recourse to a new kind of persecution.

First, he took away from her a silver cross filled with holy relics, and a holy wax or papal lamb of the blessed Pontiff Pius V, which she always carried on her person; then, leaving the locks untouched, he purloined her rings and other gold and silver jewellery from the casket wherein they were put away.

Next, he began to strike her cruelly, and after each beating bruises and marks were to be seen on her face, her arms, or other parts of her body, which lasted a day or two, then suddenly disappeared, the reverse of natural bruises, which decrease slowly and by degrees. Sometimes, while she was nursing her little girl, he would snatch the child away from her breast, and lay it upon the roof, or the edge of the gutter, or hide it; but without ever harming it. Sometimes he would upset all the furniture, or smash to pieces saucepans, plates, and other earthenware which, in the twinkling of an eye, he restored to their former state.

One night that she was lying with her husband, the Incubus, appearing in his customary shape, vehemently urged his demand, which she resisted as usual. The Incubus withdrew in a rage, and shortly came back with a large load of those flagstones which the Genoese, and the inhabitants of Liguria in general, use for roofing their houses. With those stones he built around the bed a wall so high that it reached the tester, and that the couple could not leave their bed without using a ladder. This wall, however, was built up without lime; when pulled down, the flags were laid by in a corner where, during two days, they were seen by many who came to look at them; they then disappeared.

On St. Stephens day, the husband had asked some military friends to dinner, and, to do honour to his guests, had provided a substantial repast. Whilst they were, as customary, washing their hands before taking their seats, the table prepared in the diningroom suddenly vanished; all the dishes, saucepans, kettles, plates, and crockery in the kitchen vanished likewise, as well as the jugs, bottles, and glasses.

You may imagine the surprise, the stupor of the guests, eight in number; amongst them was a Spanish captain of infantry, who, addressing the company, said to them:

Do not be frightened, it is but a trick: the table is certainly still where it stood, and I shall soon find it by feeling for it.

Having thus spoken, he paced round the room with outstretched arms, endeavouring to lay hold of the table; but when, after many circuitous perambulations, it was apparent that he laboured in vain and grasped at naught but thin air, he was laughed at by his friends; and it being already high time for having dinner, each guest took up his cloak and set about to return home.

They had already reached the street-door with the husband, who, out of politeness, was attending them, when they heard a great noise in the dining-room; they stood to ascertain the cause thereof, and presently the servant came up to announce that the kitchen was stocked with new vessels filled with food, and that the table was standing again in its former place. Having gone back to the dining-room, they were stupefied to see the table was laid, with cloths, napkins, salt-cellars, and trays that did not belong to the house, and with food which had not been cooked there.

On a large sideboard all were arranged in perfect order, crystal, silver and gold chalices, with all kinds of amphoras, decanters, and cups filled with foreign wines, from the Isle of Crete, Campania, the Canaries, the Rhine, etc. In the kitchen there was also an abundant variety of meats in saucepans and dishes that had never been seen there before.

At first some of the guests hesitated whether they should taste of that food; however, encouraged by others, they sat down, and soon partook of the meal, which was found exquisite. Immediately afterwards, as they were sitting before a seasonable fire, everything vanished at once, the dishes and the leavings, and in their stead reappeared the cloth of the house and the victuals which had been previously cooked; but, for a wonder, all the guests were satisfied, so that no one thought of supper after such a magnificent dinner, a clear proof that the substituted viands were real, and nowise fictitious.

This kind of persecution had been going on some months when the lady betook herself to the blessed Bernardine of Feltri, whose body is worshipped in the Church of St. James, a short distance from the walls of the city. She made a vow to him that she would wear, during a whole twelvemonth, a grey frock, tied round her waist with a piece of cord, and such as is worn by the Minor Brethren, the order to which had belonged the blessed Bernardine; this she vowed, in the hope of being, through his intercession, at last rid of the persecution of the Incubus.

And accordingly, on September 28, the vigil of the Dedication of the Archangel St. Michael, and the festival of the blessed Bernardine, she assumed the votive robe. The next morning, which was St. Michaels festival, the afflicted woman proceeded to the Church of St. Michael, her own parish, already mentioned; it was about ten oclock, a time when a crowd of people were going to mass.

She had no sooner set foot on the threshold of the church than her clothes and ornaments fell off to the ground, and disappeared in a gust of wind, leaving her stark naked.

There happened fortunately to be among the crowd two cavaliers of mature age, who, seeing what had taken place, hastened to divest themselves of their cloaks, with which they concealed, as well as they could, the womans nudity, and having put her into a vehicle, accompanied her home. The clothes were not restored by him before six months had elapsed.

I might relate many other most surprising tricks which that Incubus played on her, were it not wearisome. Suffice it to say that for a number of years he persevered in his temptation of her, but that, finding at last that he was losing his pains, he desisted from his vexatious importunities.

In the above case, as well as in others that may be heard or read of occasionally, the Incubus attempts no act against religion; he merely assails chastity. In consequence (adds Sinistrari) consent is not a sin through ungodliness, but through incontinence.



VII. STORY OF THE NOBLE MAIDEN AND OF THE DEACON AUSTIN

One so rarely happens upon a lighter side to this dark subject, that I am loath to dismiss Sinistrari of Ameno without another short extract. I shall therefore transcribe paragraphs 71 and 72 from his valuable work:

To illustrate this subject (he says), I give two stories, the first of which I have from a Confessor of Nuns, a man of weight, and most worthy of credit; the second I was eye-witness to.

In a certain monastery of holy nuns there lived, as a boarder, a young maiden of noble birth, who was tempted by an Incubus that appeared to her by day and by night, and with the most earnest entreaties, the manners of a most passionate lover, incessantly incited her to sin; but she, supported by the grace of God and the frequent use of the sacraments, stoutly resisted the temptation. But, all her devotions, fasts, and vows notwithstanding, despite the exorcisms, the blessings, the injunctions showered by exorcists on the Incubus that he should desist from molesting her; in spite of the crowd of relics and other holy objects collected in the maidens room, of the lighted candles kept burning there all night, the Incubus none the less persisted in appearing to her as usual, in the shape of a very handsome young man.

At last, among other learned men, whose advice had been taken on the subject, was a very erudite Theologian, who, observing that the maiden was of a thoroughly phlegmatic temperament, surmised that the Incubus was an aqueous Demon (there are in fact, as is testified by Guaccius, igneous, aerial, phlegmatic, earthly, subterranean Demons, who avoid the light of day), and prescribed an uninterrupted fumigation in the room.

A new vessel, made of glass-like earth, was accordingly brought in, and filled with sweet cane, cubeb seed, roots of both aristolochies, great and small cardamom, ginger, long-pepper, caryophylleæ, cinnamon, cloves, mace, nutmegs, calamite, storax, benzoin, aloes-wood and roots, one ounce of triasandalis, and three pounds of half brandy and water; the vessel was then set on hot ashes in order to distil the fumigating vapour, and the cell was kept closed.

As soon as the fumigation was done, the Incubus came, but never dared enter the cell; only, if the maiden left it for a walk in the garden or the cloister, he appeared to her, though invisible to others, and, throwing his arms round her neck, stole or rather snatched kisses from her, to her intense disgust.

At last, after a new consultation, the Theologian prescribed that she should carry about her person pills made of the most exquisite perfumes, such as musk, amber, chive, Peruvian balsam, etc. Thus provided, she went for a walk in the garden, where the Incubus suddenly appeared to her with a threatening face, and in a rage. He did not approach her, however, but, after biting his finger as if meditating revenge, disappeared and was never more seen by her.

Here is the other story (according to Sinistrari). In the great Carthusian Friary of Pavia there lived a Deacon, Austin by name, who was subjected by a certain Demon to excessive, unheard-of, and scarcely credible vexations; although many exorcists had made repeated endeavours to secure his riddance, all spiritual remedies had proved unavailing. I was consulted by the Vicar of the convent, who had the cure of the poor clerk. Seeing the inefficacy of all customary exorcisms, and remembering the above-related instance, I advised a fumigation like unto the one that has been detailed, and prescribed that the Deacon should carry about his person fragrant pills of the same kind; moreover, as he was in the habit of using tobacco, and was very fond of brandy, I advised tobacco and brandy perfumed with musk.

The Demon appeared to him by day and by night, under various shapes, as a skeleton, a pig, an ass, an angel, a bird; with the figure of one or other of the Friars, once even with that of his own Abbot or Prior, exhorting him to keep his conscience clean, to trust in God, to confess frequently; he persuaded him to let him hear his sacramental confession, recited with him the psalms Exsurgat Deus and Qui habitat, and the Gospel according to St. John: and when they came to the words Verbum car no factum est, he bent his knee, and taking hold of a stole which was in the cell, and of the Holy-water sprinkler, he blessed the cell and the bed, and, as if he had really been the Prior, enjoined on the Demon not to venture in future to molest his subordinate; he then disappeared, thus betraying what he was, for otherwise the young Deacon had taken him for his Prior.

Now, notwithstanding the fumigations and perfumes I had prescribed, the Demon did not desist from his wonted apparitions; more than that, assuming the features of his victim, he went to the Vicars room, and asked for some tobacco and brandy perfumed with musk, of which, said he, he was extremely fond. Having received both, he disappeared in the twinkling of an eye, thus showing the Vicar that he had been played with by the Demon; and this was amply confirmed by the Deacon, who affirmed upon oath that he had not gone that day to the Vicars cell.

All that having been related to me, I inferred that, far from being aqueous like the Incubus who was in love with the maiden above spoken of, this Demon was igneous, or, at the very least, aerial, since he delighted in hot substances such as vapours, perfumes, tobacco, and brandy. Force was added to my surmises by the temperament of the young Deacon, which was choleric and sanguine, choler predominating however; for these Demons never approach but those whose temperament tallies with their own  another confirmation of my sentiment regarding their corporeity. I therefore advised the Vicar to let his penitent take herbs that are cold by nature, such as water-lily, liver-wort, spurge, mandrake, house-leek, plantain, henbane, and others similar, make two little bundles of them and hang them up, one at his window, the other at the door of his cell, taking care to strow some also on the floor and on the bed.

Marvellous to say, the Demon appeared again, but remained outside the room, which he would not enter; and, on the Deacon inquiring of him his motives for such unwonted reserve, he burst out into invectives against me for giving such advice, disappeared, and never came again.



VIII. WITCH TRIALS

In an age of such beliefs, what chance had a suspect to prove her innocence? I shall give examples, now, of some of the evidence upon which unfortunate women were convicted in England. The dreadful Salem Cases (1691-2) I cannot hope to touch upon in the space at my disposal. In all the trials of this kind, says Lowell in his History of the Salem Delusion, there is nothing so pathetic as the picture of Jonathan Cary holding up the weary arms of his wife during her trial, and wiping away the sweat from her brow and the tears from her face.

The first example of evidence which I shall quote I take from Hutchinsons Historical Essay concerning Witchcraft  written in 1720. The defendant in this case was acquitted.

Elizabeth Horner was tried before the Lord Chief Justice Holt at Exeter (in 1696). Three children of William Bovet were thought to have been bewitched by her, whereof one was dead. It was deposed that another had her legs twisted, and yet from her Hands and Knees she would spring five Foot high. The Children vomited Pins, and were bitten (if the Depositions were true) and pricked and pinched, the Marks appearing. The Children said Bess Horners Head would come off from her Body, and go into their Bellies. The Mother of the Children deposed, that one of them walked up a smooth plaistered Wall, till her Feet were nine Foot high, her Head standing off from it. This, she said, she did five or six times, and laughed and said Bess Horner held her up. This poor Woman had something like a Nipple on her Shoulder, which the Children said was sucked by a Toad. Many other odd things were deposed, but the Jury brought her in Not Guilty.

The defendants in the following case were not so fortunate. I transcribe some of the evidence from a report of the trial published in 1682. A certain amount of interest is attached to this trial, as it took place before Sir Matthew Hale, admittedly a virtuous and learned judge, and Sir Thomas Browne, of Vulgar Errors fame, was called to give expert evidence. Indeed, Hutchinson in his essay on witchcraft asserts that Brownes evidence turned the scale against the unfortunate prisoners. I have selected some of the most interesting points that transpired during the trial, from a mass of tedious and irrelevant matter.

At the Assizes held at Bury St. Edmonds for the County of Suffolk the tenth day of March, in the Sixteenth Year of the Reign of our Sovereign Lord King Charles II before Matthew Hale, Knight... Rose Cullender and Amy Duny, Widows both of Leystoff (i.e.. Lowestoft) were severally indicted for bewitching Elizabeth and Ann Durent, Jane Bocking, Susan Chandler, William Durent, Elizabeth and Deborah Pacey: And the said Cullender and Duny, being arraigned upon the said Indictments, pleaded Not Guilty: And afterwards, upon a long evidence were found Guilty, and thereupon had Judgment to dye for the same.

Thus stands the grim official record.

The account of the trial opens by stating that three of the bewitched persons, coming to the hall upon the morning of the trial, fell into strange and violent fits, screeking out in a most sad manner, so that they could not in any wise give any Instructions in the Court who were the Cause of their Distemper. And although they did after some certain space recover... yet they were every one of them struck Dumb, so that none of them could speak... until the Conviction of the supposed Witches.

The first witness called was the mother of William Durent (an infant). She deposed that she had requested old Amy Duny to look to her child whilst she was from home. During her absence the old lady, in order to keep the child quiet gave him the breast. On the mothers return, she remonstrated with Duny for having done so. Duny then used threatening speeches to her, telling her that she had as good to have done otherwise than to have found fault with her, and so departed out of the House.

That very night, continued the mother, her son fell into strange fits of swooning, which continued for several weeks. A certain Dr. Jacob of Yarmouth, of local repute as a healer of bewitched children, was consulted. His advice was to hang up the Childs Blanket in the Chimney corner all day, and at night when she put the Child to Bed, to put it into the said blanket, and if she found anything in it, she should not be afraid, but to throw it into the Fire.

This was done accordingly, and at night there fell out of the blanket a great Toad which ran up and down the hearth. This, when caught and thrown into the Fire, made a great and horrible noise, and after a space there was a flashing in the Fire like Gun-powder, and the Toad disappeared.

On the following day Amy Duny was observed to be in a lamentable condition, having her face all scorched with fire. On being asked by the deponent how she came in that sad condition, the said Amy replied, she might thank her for it... but that she should live to see some of her Children dead, and she upon crutches. And this Deponent further saith that after the burning of the said Toad, her child recovered, and was well again.

Shortly afterward her daughter, Elizabeth, aged ten, was taken in like manner, and in her fits complained much of Amy Duny and said that she did appear to her, and Afflict her. The child died in a few days and the mother herself was shortly taken with a Lameness in both her Leggs and had to use crutches as the witch had prophesied. It is related that at the conclusion of the trial, when a verdict of Guilty was returned, her lameness vanished and she returned home without her crutches.

Some very curious evidence was given with regard to the alleged bewitching by Amy Duny and Rose Cullender of the two children of Samuel Pacey, a fishmonger of Lowestoft  Deborah and Elizabeth.

It appears that the old woman, on having been refused when desiring to purchase herrings of the parents of the children, threatened them, and soon afterwards the children became grievously afflicted. The father deposed that their fits were various, sometimes they would be lame on one side of their Bodies, sometimes on the other... once they were wholly deprived of their Speech for Eight days together.... Upon the recovery of their Speech they would Cough extreamly, and bring up much Flegme, and with the same crooked Pins, and one time a two-penny Nail, with a very broad head, which Pins (amounting to Forty or more) together with the Two-penny Nail, were produced in Court.

The said Children after their fits were past would tell how that Amy Duny and Rose Cullender would appear before them, threatening that if they related either what they saw or heard, that they would torment them ten times more than ever they did before. Another witness stated that the children (only) would see things run up and down the House in the appearance of Mice; and one of them suddenly snapt one with the Tongs, and threw it into the fire, and it screeched like a Rat. At another time, the younger Child being out of her Fitts went out of Doors to take a little Fresh Air and presently a little thing like a Bee flew upon her Face. The witness continued, The Child fell into her swooning Fitt, and at last with much pain straining herself, she vomited up a Twopenny Nail with a broad head,... and being demanded by this Deponent how she came by the Nail? She Answered, That the Bee brought this Nail and forced it into her Mouth.

And at other times, the Elder Child declared upon this Deponent, that during the time of her Fitts, she saw Flies come unto her, and bring with them in their Mouths crooked Pins; and after the Child had thus declared the same, she fell again into Violent Fits, and afterwards raised several pins.

Upon yet another occasion, being recovered out of her Fitts, the Younger daughter declared that Amy Duny had been with her, and that she tempted her to Drown herself, and to cut her Throat, or otherwise to Destroy herself.

Much similar evidence was given regarding the cases of these children which apparently did not satisfy some of the divers Known persons learned in the law, in court, viz., Mr. Sergeant Keeling, Mr. Sergeant Earl, and Mr. Sergeant Barnard.

Mr. Sergeant Keeling seemed much unsatisfied with it, proceeds the account, and thought it not sufficient to Convict the Prisoners.

There was also Dr. Brown of Norwich, a Person of great Knowledge; who after this Evidence given, and upon view of the three persons in Court, was desired to give his Opinion, what he did conceive of them; and he was clearly of Opinion that the persons were Bewitched; and said That in Denmark there had been lately a great Discovery of Witches, who used the very same way of Afflicting Persons, by conveying Pins into them, and crooked, as these pins were, with Needles and Nails. And his Opinion was, That the Devil in such cases did work upon the Bodies of Men and Women, upon a Natural Foundation (that is) to stir up, and excite such humours super-abounding in their Bodies to a great excess, whereby he did in an extraordinary manner Afflict them with such Distempers as their Bodies were most subject to, as particularly appeared in these Children; for he conceived that these swooning Fits were Natural... only heightened to a great excess by the subtilty of the Devil, Co-operating with the Malice of these which we term Witches, at whose Instance he doth these Villanies.

It becomes painful to continue recording the puerile evidence upon which these poor old women were condemned; the deposition of one more complainant must therefore suffice:

Robert Sheringham deposeth against Rose Cullender, That about two years since, passing along the Street with his Cart and Horses, the Axletree of his Cart touched her House, and broke down some part of it, at which she was very much displeased, threatening him that his Horses should suffer for it; and so it happend, for all those Horses, being four in Number, died within a short time after; since that time he hath had great Losses by the suddain dying of his other Cattle; as soon as his Sows pigged, the Pigs would leap and caper, and immediately fall down and dye. Also not long after he was taken with a Lameness in his Limbs that he could neither go nor stand for some days. After all this, he was very much vexed with great Number of Lice of an extraordinary bigness, and although he many times shifted himself, yet he was not anything the better, but would swarm again with them; so that in the Conclusion he was forced to burn all his Clothes, being two suits of Apparel, and then was clean from them.

The Judge summed up briefly, leaving the matter entirely in the hands of the jury, remarking:

That there were such Creatures as Witches he made no doubt at all; for First, the Scriptures had affirmed so much. Secondly, the wisdom of all Nations had provided Laws against such Persons, which is an Argument of their confidence of such a Crime.

In less than half an hour the jury returned, and found both the accused guilty upon every count in the indictment, thirteen in all.

The following day they were brought up for judgment, and the narration concludes:

The Judge and all the Court were fully satisfied with the Verdict, and thereupon gave Judgment against the Witches that they should be Hanged.

They were much urged to confess, but would not, no Reprieve was granted, And they were executed on Monday the Seventeenth of March following, but they Confessed nothing.

The chronicler remarks that within less than half an hour after the Witches were Convicted, the children were all restored to perfect health again.

In Britain, then, as elsewhere, the Black Art died hard. The last witch executed in Scotland was an old woman  I have been unable to ascertain her name  who was burnt at Dornoch in 1722. It is related of her that having been brought out for execution, the weather proving very severe, she sat composedly warming herself by the fire, while the other instruments of death were made ready.

Scotland thus has the honour, by six years, of having executed the last witch; for Mrs. Hicks and her daughter, aged nine, were the last sufferers in England. They were hanged at Huntingdon in 1716 for selling their souls to the devil, and raising a storm by pulling off their stockings and making a lather of soap!


CONCLUSION: SORCERY AND SCIENCE

TOWARD the conclusion of his address to the British Association at Birmingham, September 10, 1913, Sir Oliver Lodge said:

Either we are immortal beings or we are not. We may not know our destiny, but we must have a destiny of some sort. Science may not be able to reveal human destiny, but it certainly should not obscure it. I am one of those who think that the methods of science are not so limited in their scope as has been thought; that they can be applied much more widely, and that the psychic region can be studied and brought under law, too. Allow us, anyhow, to make the attempt. Give us a fair field. Let those who prefer the materialistic hypothesis by all means develop their thesis as far as they can; but let us try what we can do in the psychical region, and see which wins.

He expressed a conviction that occurrences now regarded as occult could be examined and reduced to order by the methods of science, carefully and persistently applied.

The evidence, to my mind, goes to prove, he continued, that disincarnate intelligence, under certain conditions, may interact with us on the material side, thus indirectly coming within our scientific ken; and that gradually we may hope to attain some understanding of the nature of a larger, perhaps ethereal, existence, and of the conditions regulating intercourse across the chasm. A body of responsible investigators has even now landed on the treacherous but promising shores of a new continent.

Thus, on the one hand, we have a quest of occult truth proceeding in the direction of a new continent, whilst the theosophists are looking for light toward a very old continent, i.e.. Atlantis!

I am certainly disposed to believe that many socalled discoveries of modern occultism would more properly be called re-discoveries. Those advanced writers who have laid down certain dogmas, who have split man into his component parts, corporeal, intellectual, and ethereal, who have defined the relations of each part to the others, who have weighed the capacities of each  have they accomplished anything beyond that already accomplished by the Egyptians?

The fact seems to me to be this: they have reached the same conclusions in a different way.

Certainly we are better equipped to-day, in some respects, for exploration, than were the ancients. Could we but establish links between the exact sciences  or the sciences thus far rendered exact  and those at present termed occult, great progress would shortly be recorded.

No visible advance (I exclude the hermetic and theosophical arcana) has been made in these matters for many generations. Until very recent times, substantial men of science ignored the subject; but quite an illuminating work could be compiled of the fragments of occult wisdom strewn through the writings of the poets  outcomes, not of inquiry, but of inspiration. Omar Khayyam, for all his hedonism, is richly streaked with gold, and Sir Edwin Arnolds Light of Asia I would place in the hands of every would-be inquirer as a textbook.

But now there is a promise of a new era; and one looks for great things when sorcery and science go hand in hand. In this way, and in this way alone, can we hope to progress; it is almost vain to look for an Apollonius of London, of Paris, or of New York.

God still communicates with mankind, according to Sir William Ramsay, using the voice with the sound of deep silence heard by the prophets of Israel and mentioned in the marginal notes in the Revised Version of the Bible; but, as a great French writer has said, to have miracles we must have saints; and there are few saints.

Forty years ago, he declared, scientists would have branded as a lunatic any man who said it was possible for a spirit to communicate with another spirit, lacking the interposition of the material. Yet to-day scientists admitted the possibility of such phenomena.

There is undoubtedly a tremendous future for psychical inquiry along photographic lines. The writer who conceals his identity under the nom de plume A Member of the Society for Psychical Research, conducted a series of remarkable experiments of this kind some years ago. The experiments were conducted with the assistance of a distinctly mediumistic photographer.

The writer brought his own marked plates, placed beforehand in the dark shutter, and watched the entire process of development in the dark room. Moreover, he used to visit the studio at odd times, and without giving the photographer notice of his intention.

He writes:

The plates obtained under these conditions invariably disclosed a vague, cloud-like formation hovering near my own person, and sometimes showing distinct outlines of a form. In one or two instances features would become distinctly visible in this cloudlike emanation on the third or fourth plate  the very gradualness of the development of the form seeming to me to tell in favour of the genuineness of the pictures. I have thus obtained an infinite variety of pictures on plates prepared by myself, and remaining under my constant observation to the last.... Experienced photographers who have seen them maintain that they could be produced normally, although they also admit that this could not possibly be done under the conditions stated.

The labours of Lodge, Crookes, Ramsay, Barrett, Wallace, and others, must sooner or later bear fruit. It is quite absurd to suppose, in this age of discoveries, that we understand all Natures laws. But the difficulty of demonstrating the existence of occult phenomena to the general public can only be likened to that of demonstrating the perfume of a rose to a person who has never possessed the sense of smell, the beauty of an autumn sunset to a blind man, or the distinction in flavour between Astrakhan and American caviare to one of defective palate.

Photography, to my mind, should prove to be the link joining the physical to the psychical. The experiments at séances, the experiments with the planchette, are all unsatisfactory. But think what might have been achieved by a photographer, provided with a flashlight apparatus, at one of Cagliostros magical banquets!

Another avenue of research there is, which, however, is all too rarely opened; I refer to apparent cases of throw-back. Professor Richet mentions a French lady, who wrote whole pages in Greek, although not even knowing the Greek alphabet; and in the Gentlemans Magazine for May 1760 is given an account, on the testimony of Dr. Hooper, Capt. Fisher, and another, of a boy at Reading who periodically was seized with fits, during which he delivered lengthy theological discourses. As also bearing upon this phase of the subject, I append a paragraph from F. L. Rawsons Life Understood from a Religious and Scientific Point of View.

The head of one of the religious sects in England once asked advice with reference to a man who had been his stenographer... and who was then speaking and writing Chinese fluently, having never known a word of that language. He wanted to know whether it was of God or of the devil, as this would make a considerable difference to his future policy. After answering a few questions he told me that the stenographer at these times went into an ecstatic condition, and was tongue-tied. By this he meant that he was unable to answer questions whilst speaking or writing Chinese.

Proof is what a sceptical world awaits. According to Mrs. Annie Besant a great Adept appears once in every century whose task is to guide humanity a little further onward to the hidden goal. The next of these should bear in mind poor childish mankinds crying need of something tangible  something to grasp.
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St. Marys Roman Catholic Cemetery, London  Rohmers final resting place
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Rohmers grave
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